
Is equality better for everyone?  

The Spirit Level Debate 



• A controversial claim is that societal 
inequality has an effect on individual health 
outcomes. What are the mechanisms that 
might produce such an effect? What evidence 
is there that the claim is true? 

 



Questions to keep in mind 

• What is the question? 

• What is the population? 

• What constitutes strong evidence? 

• Is the mechanism plausible? 

• Where does science end & politics begin? 

 



Laying it on thick 

• It is a remarkable paradox that, at the pinnacle of 
human material and technical achievement, we find 
ourselves anxiety-ridden, prone to depression, worried 
about how others see us, unsure of our friendships, 
driven to consume and with little or no community life. 
Lacking the relaxed social contact and emotional 
satisfaction we all need, we seek comfort in over-
eating, obsessive shopping and spending, or become 
prey to excessive alcohol, psychoactive medicines and 
illegal drugs. 

Wilkinson & Pickett (2010) pp 3. 











Some methodological issues 

• Systematic evaluation of all the relevant evidence 
• Lack of adequate controls (especially at the individual 

level) 
• Failure to distinguish controls from mediators/ “over-

controlling” (especially at the aggregate level) 
• Inadequate checks on robustness/ frailty 

– Of measurements (inequality) 
– Of results to exclusions/ inclusions of observations 
– Of results to degree of aggregate resolution 

•  Basing conclusions on the right kind of data 
• And what is the size of the “effect”? 

 

 





Figure 2.4 shows that the Index 
of Health and Social Problems is 
strongly related to the amount 
of inequality in each state, while 
Figure 2.5 shows that there is no 
clear relation between it and 
average income levels. 
 
W&P TSL pp 21 









Asserting Causality 

• If you want to know what the consequence of 
changing A to B is there is only one way to find 
out…change A to B 

• Is a cross-national comparison like a RCT? 

• Would the most well off do better if they lived 
in a more equal society? 

– Make them go and live in Sweden? 

– If you redistribute a lot of their wealth? 





Plausibility of the mechanism 

• Status anxiety and stress 

• Is the cortisol evidence consistent? 

• How is “status” related to income 

– the strange case of the Japanese 

• Why don’t W&P play it straight with their 
critics? 

 



Is Equality Better for Everyone? 

• We don’t know 

• The Spirit Level, on balance helps us, albeit in 
possibly unintended ways, to find out. 


