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The English strategy to reduce health inequalities Johan P Mackenbach a England is the first European country to pursue a systematic policy to reduce socioeconomic inequalities in health. When the Labour party came into power in 1997, it immediately commissioned an expert report 1 to develop a comprehensive programme to tackle health inequalities. 2, 3 The strategy has recently come to an end with the 2010 parliamentary elections, which brought a Conservative and Liberal Democrat coalition into government. So did this strategy reduce health inequalities? The strategy was structured around two overall targets: to narrow the gap in life expectancy between areas and the difference in infant mortality across social classes by 10% in 2010. The strategy was underpinned by 12 headline indicators (specific targets for intermediate outcomes) and 82 departmental commitments (specific actions by various governmental departments), which together should ensure timely delivery of targets. The departmental commitments included reduction in child poverty, Sure Start, smoking cessation services, primary care in inner cities, and better access to treatment for cancer and cardiovascular disease. The total budget exceeded £20 billion. 3 Official reviews give a clear picture of the results. 4—8 While the departmental commitments were mostly met, only about half of the headline indicators were achieved and the outcome targets were completely missed. Some of the headline indicators show reduced inequalities, but others, including those that matter for inequalities in life expectancy or infant mortality, suggest stable or even increased inequalities between socioeconomic groups (table). The gap in life expectancy grew, because the national average has improved at a much higher speed than life expectancy in deprived areas. The same applies to the gap in infant mortality.4
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Table Table image Achievement of the headline indicators in the 2003 Programme for Action 3 Why was the strategy not more successful? In hindsight, at least three causes can be identified. First, it did not always address the correct entry points. It spent huge resources on entry points which were not relevant for life expectancy or infant mortality within the timeframe of the strategy (eg, Sure Start, neighbourhood renewal, fuel poverty), and it almost completely ignored other relevant entry points (eg, income inequality, working conditions, excessive alcohol consumption). Second, the strategy was unable to use effective policies. At the start, there was almost no evidence on effectiveness of policies to reduce health inequalities, 9 and to the extent that policies were evaluated during implementation most proved to be largely ineffective in reducing inequalities in health outcomes. 10—12 Third, the strategy was not delivered on a large enough scale. Unfortunately, the scale required for achieving population-wide impacts was not determined in advance, and later analyses showed many examples of misalignment between departmental commitments, headline indicators, and overall targets.8 Where reach was part of the evaluation, as in the case of smoking cessation, it proved to be insufficient to have an impact on inequalities at the population level.12 Were these failures caused by a lack of determination on the part of government? For those who are familiar with the situation in other western European countries, it is clear that despite all its weaknesses 13 , 14 the Labour government was probably the most determined ever to tackle health inequalities. The explanation should therefore be sought elsewhere. First, the
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suboptimum choice of entry points reflects the necessity for this (or any) government to match scientific evidence with political opportunity, and the lack of a democratic mandate to take more radical action. Labour had been elected on the basis of a party programme that simply did not include a radical redistribution of income or wealth. Second, the choice of inadequate policies reflects the lack of scientific evidence on effectiveness of policies to reduce inequalities. This in turn was due to the relatively short time which had elapsed between the identification of the determinants of health inequalities (mostly in the 1980s and 1990s) and the urgent need of a newly elected and eager government to be advised on what it could do to tackle health inequalities. Third, the insufficient scale of implementation reflects a fundamental discrepancy between the necessary scale of change to tackle health inequalities and the ability of state bureaucracies to change in response to new priorities.6 If my analysis is correct, the way forward includes the following ingredients. First, more advocacy is needed to make sure that elected governments have a democratic mandate to make the necessary policy changes. Reducing health inequalities requires large-scale policy change in many fields, and this change will not come about without articulation in political parties' programmes. Second, more research is needed into the effectiveness of policies targeting the drivers of health inequalities. This research can only be done appropriately if policies are systematically tested before they are widely implemented, and if resources are made available to do these expensive evaluations. International collaboration will be needed to increase learning speed. Third, the necessary scale of implementation can only be achieved by more focused policy efforts, based on careful alignment of targets, commitments, and delivery. Strategies need to focus exclusively on drivers of health inequalities, and make sure that the scale of implementation of policies matches the numbers of people needing to be reached and the degree of environmental or behavioural change to be induced. For the foreseeable future, we need less ambitious aims combined with more focused approaches and more rigorous evaluation.
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