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Measuring health worldwide
A scandal of ignorance

ÅIn large parts of 
the world people 
are born, live, and 
die without 
anyone ever 
recording the fact

ÅWomen are 
especially likely to 
remain invisible



Global availability of cause of death data : 2001
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The Global Burden of Disease

ÅCollection of data on:

ïMortality

ïDisability

ïRisk factors

Åfor 193 countries

ÅMany of the data 
estimated from models

ÅYet huge symbolic 
importance



Global burden of disease

ÅThe burden of premature 
death and disability is 
enormous

ÅSome major contributors 
have been overlooked
ïMental health
ïMusculoskeletal disorders

ÅMuch could be addressed 
by relatively simple 
measures

ÅAnd the cost of doing so 
would be trivial compared 
to bailing out the banks

ÅCost of renovating the 
ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ ǎƭǳƳǎ Ґ ϻмлл 
million

ÅCost of UK financial rescue 
package
ïSupport for HBOS & RBS = 

£50 billion
ïCredit guarantee scheme = 

£200 billion
ïSpecial liquidity scheme = 

£250 billion

ÅTOTAL = £500 billion (yes, 
billion)
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The determinants of health

Source: Dahlgren & Whitehead



(Some) contributions of genetic research

ÅPre-conception 
screening
ïEnables parents 

with affected 
pregnancies to 
make informed 
choices

ÅSelective 
implantation 
ïEspecially sex-

linked disorders



Pharmacogenomics

ÅMany patients are given 
drugs that either do not 
work for them or cause 
toxicity or side effects

ÅSome of this is because 
of genetic factors

ÅCan we develop better 
targeted drugs (while 
sustaining returns on 
investment in drug 
discovery)?

ÅGenetics for beginners
(Learn your acetylationstatus)

Can you sleep after 
drinking coffee at night?
ïYes ςyou are a fast 

acetylator
(80% of East Asians, 35% of Europeans, 15% 

of North Africans)

ïNo ςyou are a slow 
acetylator



Genes: an evolutionary perspective

ÅHumans have spent all but 
10,000 of the last million 
years as hunter-gatherers

Å²Ŝ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ƘŀǾŜƴΩǘ ƘŀŘ 
enough time to adjust to 
sedentary modern lifestyles

The thrifty genotype
Å Extremely high rates of diabetes 

in populations that have 
recently shifted from 
subsistence existence to 
modern diets
ï Pima Indians
ï Naurans
ï Australian aborigines

Å Selective insulin resistance, 
affecting glucose but not fat 
metabolism, conferred survival 
advantage in meat rich diet

Å Χ ōǳǘ ŀƭǎƻ ŎƻƴŦŜǊǊŜŘ ƘƛƎƘ Ǌƛǎƪ ƻŦ 
diabetes with modern diet.





The determinants of health
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Source: Doll & Hill, 1964

The single biggest contribution
Smoking and health



Doll & Peto, 1994

The benefits of quitting



But not just epidemiology

Economics

Å Understanding impact of price 
on smoking rates

Neuropharmacology
Å Understanding addictive 

nature of nicotine

Political science
Å Understanding lobbying power 

of tobacco industry

Criminology
Å Understanding role of tobacco 

industry in smuggling

Marketing
Å Research on role of imagery, 

brand stretching, and product 
placement

Chemistry
Å Formulation of cigarettes to 

maximise nicotine kick
Sociology
Å Understanding social 

inequalities in smoking
Social geography
Å Understanding access to 

tobacco outlets



The remarkable result (for men)
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Alcohol: not such good news
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Some cause for optimism?

But how long will it take for English ministers 
to follow the Scottish example?





The determinants of health
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Social networks: a complex web

Source: McKee & Chow, 2008



Social and community networks

ÅExtensive evidence that social networks 
beneficial for health
ïMarriage and membership of organisations protective 

during political and economic upheaval

ïMembers of social organisations (choirs, interest 
groups) live longer

ÅVarious mechanisms proposed
ïAccess to information on where to find help

ïSupport in times of crisis

ïReassurance 



Surviving the Chicago heat wave
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Making it happen

ÅSocial renewal 
programmes improving 
mental health

ÅTraffic calming schemes 
improving physical health

Åά.ǊƻƪŜƴ ǿƛƴŘƻǿέ ƛƴŘŜȄ 
provides better 
explanation of 
gonorrhoea rates than 
does poverty (Cohen et al., 2000)




