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1. Inequalities in COVID-19
Scotland: COVID-19 death rate Mar-May 2021, 
was 86.5 per 100,000 in most deprived 20% -
more than double that of the 38.2/100,000 in 
the least-deprived 20%

England

Wales: March – July 2021, most deprived 
neighbourhoods had a COVID-19 mortality rate 
of 121 deaths per 100,000 population, almost 
twice as high as the mortality rate for the least 
deprived at 65 deaths per 100,000 population).

Deprivation

Source: ONS(2021)



Region

Source: NHSA COVID-19 in North, 2021

Deprivation Amplification?



Occupation



England - June 2020 to March 2021:

• White or White British (c150 per 100,000)
• Black/Black British (c280 per 100,000)
• Asian or Asian British (c380 per 100,000) 

Source: PHE

Ethnicity



2. Ghosts of Past Pandemics
❑ Data from Norway, Sweden, and 

USA shows inequalities in the 
1918 Spanish flu epidemic 

❑ Higher incidence and mortality 
amongst the working classes, 
unemployed and lower 
occupational groups

❑Urban–rural divide in England and 
Wales with mortality 30–40% 
higher in urban areas



1918: Inequalities in Kristiania (Oslo)

❑Grønland-Wexels (east-poor) and Frogner
(west- affluent) 

❑Mortality was c50% higher in Grønland-
Wexels

❑mortality from Spanish influenza was >20% 
lower among the most affluent classes 
compared to the working class 

❑size of apartment: those living in larger 
apartments had >30% lower mortality than 
those residing in a one-room apartment.

Source: Svenn-Erik Mamelund (2006) https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2005.06.051 



Regional Inequalities in 1918 Pandemic 
English towns with highest and lowest death 
rates from the 1918 Spanish Flu 

Mortality Rates per 100,000 population, 1918

Source Bambra et al, 2021



Inequalities in 2009 H1N1 Swine Flu
❑ H1N1 mortality in England was 3-

times higher in the most deprived 
quintile compared to least 
deprived 

❑ Higher in urban compared to 
rural areas of England

❑Canada: H1N1hospitalisation rates 
associated with lower educational 
attainment and deprivation

❑USA: positive associations 
between people with financial 
issues and H1N1

Source Rutter et al, 2012



3. A Syndemic Pandemic

‘A syndemic is a set of closely 
intertwined and mutual enhancing 
health problems that significantly 
affect the overall health status of a 
population within the context of a 
perpetuating configuration of noxious 
social conditions’ 

Merrill Singer

The Syndemic of Covid-19, Non-Communicable Diseases (NCDs) and the Social 
Determinants of Health (source: Bambra et al, 2020)



Pathways to inequalities in COVID-19

vulnerability
Work in sectors 
with greater 
exposure to 
COVID-19 
infection

Housing and 
neighbourhood
conditions that 
facilitate the spread of 
COVID-19 

Immune systems 
weakened by long term 
exposures to adverse 
living and 
environmental 
conditions

Higher burden of NCDs 
which are key COVID-
19 risk factors



Analysis of Pathways Wave 1

Vulnerability Susceptibility Exposure Transmission

% Other 39.6 40.9 69.2 15.8

% from factor 60.4 59.1 30.8 84.2
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First wave. Percentage of area deprivation gap in mortality explained 

Note: Mortality rates by Local Authority first wave, England, Jan 2020 to July 2020



Unequal Vaccines - Inverse Equity

Source ONS, Nov 2021

Salford = 62% 2nd dose

North Yorkshire = 80% 2nd dose



4.Building Back Better? 



The Great Society, Civil Rights and the 
War on Poverty: 1960s USA
•Medicare (1965) and Medicaid (1966) 
programmes were introduced. 

•‘War on Poverty’ - initiatives to address urban 
and rural poverty; increased education 
funding; expanded Federal food stamp 
program; increased value of the state pension; 
and expanded welfare - Aid for Dependent 
Children 

•1964 Civil Rights Acts outlawed racial 
discrimination (which led to the abolition of 
‘Jim Crow’) - desegregation of schools and 
public accommodations (including hospitals) 
and equalised voting rights. 

• racial and income inequalities in premature 
mortality and IMR declined between 1966 and 
1980; 

• racial inequalities in breast cancer rates decreased 
after 1965 

• Jim Crow abolition reduced racial inequalities in 
premature mortality and IMR



Fall of Communism and Reunification: 
Germany in the 1990s 



National Health Inequalities Strategy: 
England in the 2000’s

Trends in IMR in the most deprived local authorities
and the rest of England, 1983-2017
(source Robinson et al, 2019)

Trends in mortality amenable to health care in the most
deprived local authorities and the rest of England, 2001-
2011 (source Barr et al, 2014).



5. Concluding Comments

❑COVID-19 outcomes worse in less 
advantaged groups and communities

❑COVID is a syndemic of NCDs, Inequality 
and the Social Determinants of Health

❑Mirrors past inequalities

❑Building back better – can learn from 
past levellers (heath care, welfare, 
incorporation)

❑Long term prevention action across 
social determinants needed o reduce 
inequalities in NCDs
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