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Today

• Very brief (!) overview of the 
book
• What’s happened in the UK?
• Why?
• What’s happened elsewhere?
• Other factors to consider
• Responses to the evidence…
• …and how we need to respond

• Where you can buy the book to 
get more details..

• Q&A



What is life expectancy?

• Just a measure of the health of 
the population?

• Or much more than that?
• It’s marker of societal progress
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• 2010: start of UK 
Government ‘austerity’ 
aimed at cutting annual 
public spending by £85 
billion1

• Annual social security 
budget alone to have been 
cut by £47 billion by 
2020/212

1. Office for Budget Responsibility 2013.
2. Scottish Government 2017



Is there evidence to support this?

• Yes: that’s the whole point of 
the book

• Huge literature on political 
determinants of health

• International evidence of the 
impact of austerity policies



Is there evidence to support this?

• Yes: that’s the whole point of 
the book

• Huge literature on political 
determinants of health

• International evidence of the 
impact of austerity policies

• Wealth of UK evidence of the 
impact of this particular type of 
austerity…



Is there evidence to support this?



The evidence of an altered society

• Food banks
• Child poverty
• Mortality trends

• Including drugs deaths

• Healthy life expectancy
• Mental health trends
• Birth outcomes
• And more besides…

Source: Walsh D., McCartney G. Changing mortality rates in Scotland and the UK: an updated summary. Glasgow: 
Glasgow Centre for Population Health; 2023



Is it just the UK?

• No – austerity introduced in 
different countries in aftermath 
of 2007/08 financial crisis

• Different forms of austerity
• But wherever introduced, it has 

a negative impact
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Have other issues affected the trends?

• Historical obesity trends
• But only a small proportion

• Covid-19
• Inflation (cost of living crisis)
• But principal driver is austerity



Responses (1): how has this been allowed to 
happen?
• Broad discussion point re. lack of awareness

• Role of the media?
• Bad news overload/apathy?
• And much more

• Book focuses on the roles of individuals and organisations with 
power and influence e.g.
• ‘Think tanks’
• Public Health England
• WHO



44 studies 
published

59 studies 
published



Responses (1): how has this been allowed to 
happen?
• Broad discussion point re. lack of awareness

• Role of the media?
• Bad news overload/apathy?
• And much more

• Book focuses on the roles of individuals and organisations with 
power and influence e.g.
• ‘Think tanks’
• Public Health England
• WHO

• We argue there is been a dereliction of public health duty on the 
part of many

• Has allowed UK Government to hide behind various reports



Responses (2): what needs to happen?

• Required policy responses (evidence-based recommendations) set out 
in final chapter

• Builds on previous recommendations and previous recommendations 
before those…

• Key:
• reversing cuts to social security – to create a robust ‘safety net’
• investing in public/social services
• adopting evidence-based measures to narrow societal and health inequalities 

• They require political will
• Luckily we have a new UK Government….



Oh, hold on….



Oh, hold on… (no. 2)



Responses (2): what needs to happen?

• Required policy responses (evidence-based recommendations) set out 
in final chapter

• Builds on previous recommendations and previous recommendations 
before those…

• Key:
• reversing cuts to social security – to create a robust ‘safety net’
• investing in public/social services
• adopting evidence-based measures to narrow societal and health inequalities 

• They require political will
• Luckily we have a new UK Government….
• Absolutely vital that they understand the evidence and take action



‘Health statistics represent people with the 
tears wiped off’*

• All the evidence in the book 
interspersed with real-life stories of 
seven individuals affected by the 
policies

• Illustrative of different (pernicious) 
effects:
• work capability assessments (Michael)
• cuts to social care services (Rachel)
• cuts to housing services (Paul)
• bedroom tax (Frances)
• impact of ‘reforms’ on mental health 

(Moira)
• impacts on people who use drugs 

(Ellen)
• social security ‘sanctions’ (David)

* attributed to Austin Bradford Hill



‘Health statistics represent people with the 
tears wiped off’*

• ‘When you feel like, I can’t feed 
myself, I can’t pay my electric bill, I 
can’t pay my rent, well, all you can 
feel is the world collapsing around 
you. It does a lot of damage, 
physically and mentally … there 
were points where I did think about 
ending my life…’

• ‘It’s not right. I shouldn’t have to go 
to my daughters and depend on her 
for something to eat. It should be 
the other way round… It makes you 
feel so low, especially when you’ve 
got to go to the foodbanks. I don’t 
want to be like this for the rest of my 
life.’ Source: Cheetham et al 2014

• ‘He was in and out of hospital with 
his depression, like self-harming 
and that. It was just horrible … He 
spoke to the psychiatrist in the 
hospital. He was like, we’ve got no 
money, what’s the point, I can’t go 
out, can’t see people, can’t even eat 
properly’

• ‘It’s like insidious brutality, this 
Universal Credit thing’ 

* attributed to Austin Bradford Hill



What does all this add up to?

• ‘Social murder’?
• We present the evidence and 

leave it up to the reader to decide
• No matter the description, we 

desperately need a political 
remedy

• So buy a copy of the book and 
send it to your local Labour MP

• NB All royalties go to NHS 
charities, not to us



Other ways of shouting about this

• Buy and circulate more copies of the 
book! 

• Share the (cringeworthy) video!
• https://tinyurl.com/socialmurdervideo 

• Share ‘The Conversation’ and/or other 
blogs we have written recently!

• Share ‘Transforming Society’ and other 
podcasts!

• Publish your own blog!
• Ask us (e.g. Gerry) to come and give a 

talk!
• Email local councillors/elected 

members/anyone with power!
• Anything and everything!

https://tinyurl.com/socialmurdervideo


Social Murder?

Available from all good book shops etc etc, 

and direct from publisher at:

https://policy.bristoluniversitypress.co.uk/so

cial-murder 

NB: Get 25% discount on all Bristol 

University Press and Policy Press books by 

signing up to their newsletter 

By David Walsh and Gerry McCartney

Pub date: 

November 2024

Price: 

£19.99

YOU CAN ALSO 

REQUEST ACCESS 

FROM YOUR LIBRARY

Austerity and Life Expectancy in the UK

https://policy.bristoluniversitypress.co.uk/social-murder
https://policy.bristoluniversitypress.co.uk/social-murder


Thank you to:
• Relatives of those who were featured in the book: Anne-Marie 

O’Sullivan (daughter of Michael), Gill Thompson (sister of David 
Clapson) & Nicole Drury (daughter of Moira)

• Journalists who helped put us in touch with those relatives: 
Patrick Butler, Amelia Gentleman, Karen McVeigh & John Pring. 

• Frances Ryan for permission to use the stories of Paul and 
Rachel. 

• Saket Priyadarshi & Natasha Devereux for help with Ellen’s 
story. 

• Tina Beattie, Berengere Chabanis, Jennie Coyle, Howard Reed, 
David Webster, Maria Teresa de Haro Mora, Rosalia Munoz-
Arroyo, Lauren Schofield, Martin Taulbut for sharing materials 
or checking specific sections. 

• Lynda Fenton and Rebecca Devine for their collaboration on the 
underlying report ‘Resetting the Course for Population Health’. 

• Our many co-authors of papers included in the book (too 
numerous to list here, but fully acknowledged in the book)

• Policy Press (esp. Laura Vickers-Rendall & Isobel Bainton) and 
the anonymous reviewers. 

• University of Glasgow and the Glasgow Centre for Population 
Health for supporting our time to write this. 

Note: all royalties go to NHS charities via the 
NHS Endowment fund at NHSGG&C. 

Contacts :
david.walsh.2@glasgow.ac.uk  
Gerard.McCartney@glasgow.ac.uk  

mailto:david.walsh.2@glasgow.ac.uk
mailto:Gerard.McCartney@glasgow.ac.uk
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