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Social inequalities and poor health impact on working life expectancy 

 
  
A report by Professor Les Mayhew, of Cass Business School, London, and presented to a joint 
meeting of the Actuarial Profession and the International Longevity Centre UK, argues that despite an 
acceptance that increasing life expectancy will mean increasing working life expectancy , inequality 
and poor health will have a serious and detrimental effect on people’s ability to work. 

 
The report, Increasing longevity and the economic value of healthy ageing and working longer, finds 
that those with the longest working life expectancy at age 50 have a higher standard of education, 
are home owners, married or co-habiting and in reasonable health.  By contrast, reasons for 
economic inactivity in the same age range included poor health and caring responsibilities, eg staying 
at home to look after older relatives or sick partners. 

 Professor Mayhew said: “It is all very well to argue that increasing longevity means people will have 
to work longer, but if a significant proportion of those people are unable to work for reasons of ill 
health, it will do little to alleviate the problems we face. If healthy life expectancy does not increase 
concomitantly with life expectancy then there is a very real danger that healthy people of working age 
could become a scarce commodity.”  

He continued: “We need, therefore, to ensure that people stay healthy longer and it is important to 
investigate strategies to achieve this. Tackling societal inequality, long associated with poor health, is 
certainly an option as are campaigns to improve public health. But this does not necessarily mean 
increased NHS spending.  A complete cessation of smoking, for example, would yield a considerably 
increase in healthy life expectancy and economic benefits than a 50% increase  in health care 
spending.” 

 
He concluded: “One of the UK’s great achievements is that people are increasingly living longer. The 
downside of this that the total support ratio of workers to the numbers of young and old people is in 
decline.  If ill-health presents a barrier to the extension of working life, it will also prevent a barrier to 
the economic benefits this extension would provide.” 
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Notes 

The Actuarial Profession 

1. Actuaries provide commercial, financial and prudential advice on the management of a business’s assets 
and liabilities, especially where long term management and planning are critical to the success of any 
business venture. They also advise individuals, and advise on social and public interest issues.  

2. Members of the Profession have a statutory role in the supervision of pension funds and life insurance 
companies. They also have a statutory role to provide actuarial opinions for managing agents at Lloyd’s. 

3. The Profession is governed jointly by the Faculty of Actuaries in Edinburgh and the Institute of Actuaries in 
London. A rigorous examination system is supported by a programme of continuing professional development 
and a professional code of conduct supports high standards reflecting the significant role of the Profession in 
society.  

4.  The Profession is available to provide expert comment to the media on a range of actuarial- related issues, 
including enterprise risk management, finance and investment, general insurance, health and care, life 
assurance, mortality, and pensions. 

 

Further information on the work of the Profession can be found at www.actuaries.org.uk 

 

Cass Business School 

1. Cass Business School, City University, London, delivers innovative, relevant and forward-looking education, 
training, consultancy and research. Located in the heart of one of the world’s leading financial centres, Cass is 
the business school for the City of London.   

2. Our MBA, specialist Masters and undergraduate degrees have a global reputation for excellence, and the 
School supports nearly 100 PhD students.  Cass offers the widest portfolio of specialist Masters programmes 
in Europe and our Executive MBA is ranked 21st in the world by the Financial Times.  

3. Cass has the largest faculties of Finance and Actuarial Science and Insurance in Europe.  It is ranked in the 
top 10 UK business schools for business, management and finance research and 90% of the research output 
is internationally significant.  

4. Cass is a place where students, academics, industry experts, business leaders and policy makers can 
enrich each other's thinking. For further information visit: www.cass.city.ac.uk.  

 

  

 


