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Preface

People usually exaggerate the importance of their own work and
we worry about claiming too much. But this book is not just another
set of nostrums and prejudices about how to put the world to
rights. The work we describe here comes out of a very long period
of research (over fifty person-years between us) devoted, initially,
to trying to understand the causes of the big differences in life
expectancy — the ‘health inequalities’ — between people at different
levels in the social hierarchy in modern societies. The focal problem
initially was to understand why health gets worse at every step down
the social ladder, so that the poor are less healthy than those in the
middle, who in turn are less healthy than those further up.

Like others who work on the social determinants of health, our
training in epidemiology means that our methods are those used to
trace the causes of diseases in populations — trying to find out why
one group of people gets a particular disease while another group
doesn’t, or to explain why some disease is becoming more common.
The same methods can, however, also be used to understand the
causes of other kinds of problems — not just health.

Just as the term ‘evidence-based medicine’ is used to describe
current efforts to ensure that medical treatment is based on the best
scientific evidence of what works and what does not, we thought
of calling this book ‘Evidence-based Politics’. The research which
underpins what we describe comes from a great many research
teams in different universities and research organizations. Replicable
methods have been used to study observable and objective outcomes,
and peer-reviewed research reports have been published in academic,
scientific journals.
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This does not mean that there is no guesswork. Results always
have to be interpreted, but there are usually good reasons for favour-
ing one interpretation over another. Initial theories and expectations
are often called into question by later research findings which make
it necessary to think again. We would like to take you on the journey
we have travelled, signposted by crucial bits of evidence and leaving
out only the various culs-de-sac and wrong turnings that wasted
so much time, to arrive at a better understanding of how we believe
it is possible to improve the quality of life for everyone in modern
societies. We shall set out the evidence and our reasons for inter-
preting it the way we do, so that you can judge for yourself.

At an intuitive level people have always recognized that inequality
is socially corrosive. But there seemed little reason to think that
levels of inequality in developed societies differed enough to expect
any measurable effects. The reasons which first led one of us to look
for effects seem now largely irrelevant to the striking picture which
has emerged. Many discoveries owe as much to luck as judgement.

The reason why the picture we present has not been put together
until now is probably that much of the data has only become avail-
able in recent years. With internationally comparable information
not only on incomes and income distribution but also on different
health and social problems, it could only have been a matter of time
before someone came up with findings like ours. The emerging data
have allowed us, and other researchers, to analyse how societies
differ, to discover how one factor is related to another, and to test
theories more rigorously.

It is easy to imagine that discoveries are more rapidly accepted in
the natural than in the social sciences — as if physical theories are
somehow less controversial than theories about the social world. But
the history of the natural sciences is littered with painful personal
disputes, which started off as theoretical disagreements but often
lasted for the rest of people’s lives. Controversies in the natural
sciences are usually confined to the experts: most people do not have
strong views on rival theories in particle physics. But they do have
views on how society works. Social theories are partly theories about
ourselves; indeed, they might almost be regarded as part of our self-
awareness or self-consciousness of societies. While natural scientists
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do not have to convince individual cells or atoms to accept their
theories, social theorists are up against a plethora of individual views
and powerful vested interests.

In 1847, Ignaz Semmelweiss discovered that if doctors washed
their hands before attending women in childbirth it dramatically
reduced deaths from puerperal fever. But before his work could have
much benefit he had to persuade people — principally his medical
colleagues — to change their behaviour. His real battle was not his
initial discovery but what followed from it. His views were ridiculed
and he was driven eventually to insanity and suicide. Much of the
medical profession did not take his work seriously until Louis
Pasteur and Joseph Lister had developed the germ theory of disease,
which explained why hygiene was important.

We live in a pessimistic period. As well as being worried by the
likely consequences of global warming, it is easy to feel that many
societies are, despite their material success, increasingly burdened
by their social failings. And now, as if to add to our woes, we have
the economic recession and its aftermath of high unemployment. But
the knowledge that we cannot carry on as we have, that change is
necessary, is perhaps grounds for optimism: maybe we do, at last,
have the chance to make a better world. The extraordinarily positive
reception of the hardback editon of this book confirms that there is a
widespread appetite for change and a desire to find positive solutions
to our problems.

We have made only minor changes to this edition. Details of the
statistical sources, methods and results, from which we thought most
readers would want to be spared, are now provided in an appendix
for those with a taste for data. Chapter 13, which is substantially
about causation, has been slightly reorganized and strengthened. We
have also expanded our discussion of what has made societies
substantially more or less equal in the past. Because we conclude
that these changes have been driven by changes in political attitudes,
we think it is a mistake to discuss policy as if it were a matter of
finding the right technical fix. As there are really hundreds of ways
that societies can become more equal if they choose to, we have
not nailed our colours to one or other set of policies. What we need
is not so much a clever solution as a society which recognizes the
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benefits of greater equality. If correct, the theory and evidence set
out in this book tells us how to make substantial improvements
in the quality of life for the vast majority of the population. Yet
unless it is possible to change the way most people see the societies
they live in, the theory will be stillborn. Public opinion will only
support the necessary political changes if something like the perspec-
tive we outline in this book permeates the public mind. We have
therefore set up a not-for-profit organization called The Equality
Trust (described at the end of this book) to make the kind of
evidence set out in the following pages better known and to suggest
that there is a way out of the woods for us all.

xii
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Note on Grapbs

FACTS FROM FIGURES: HOW TO
LOOK AT THE GRAPHS IN THIS BOOK

Most of the graphs that we use in this book are charts linking income
inequality to different health and social problems. They show
relationships, either: (1) internationally, comparing rich countries or
(2) in the USA, comparing different states.

In all of these graphs, we put income inequality along the horizon-
tal line at the bottom (the x-axis), so societies with low levels of
inequality are to the left, and societies with high levels of inequality
are towards the right of the graph.

The different health and social outcomes are shown on the vertical
line (the y-axis) on the left side of the graph.

On most of the graphs, there are two features. First there is a
scatter of points, either of rich countries, or of US states, so that
readers can see exactly how each society compares to others. Second,
there is a line, called a regression line, which shows the ‘best fit’
relationship between income inequality and the outcome on that
graph. This line is not chosen by us, but is calculated by statistical
software to give the line which best fits the trend through the
data points. It is also possible to calculate how unlikely it is that
the pattern we see could result from chance alone. We have only
included a best fit line through the points if the relationship would
be very unlikely to occur by chance. When a graph has no best fit
line it means that there is no evidence of a relationship.

If the line slopes steeply upwards from left to right, it shows
that the health or social outcome becomes more common in more
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unequal societies. This pattern tends to occur with problems that we
think of as bad, such as violence:

y-axis

x-axis

If the line slopes steeply downwards from left to right, it shows
that the health or social outcome is much less common in more
unequal societies. We see this pattern for things that we think of as
good, such as trust:

y-axis

x-axis

A wider scatter of points on the graph means that there are
other important influences on the outcome. It may not mean that
inequality is not a powerful influence, simply that other factors
matter as well:
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NOTE ON GRAPHS

(0]

x-axis

A narrow scattering of points means that there is a very close
relationship between inequality and the outcome and that inequality
is an excellent predictor of the outcome:

y-axis

x-axis

Further details of our methods can be found at: www.
equalitytrust.org.uk
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