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Overview

• Lifespan inequality has been falling in aggregate across populations according to many metrics of 
inequality

• But this is not true uniformly: Some subpopulations have seen life expectancies diverging
o For example subpopulations with high vs low educational attainment

• Educational attainment seems to be a significant predictor of life expectancy

• A conjecture:
o Perhaps education is amongst the most important drivers of lifespan inequality?
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Inequality has different dimensions and is measured in different ways
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Gini coefficients at the global population level:*

* The higher the Gini Coefficient, 
the higher the inequality



Lifespan inequality has fallen significantly over 250 years
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Lifespan inequality has fallen even as life expectancy has risen
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Sweden
Other countries

Chart shows:
• Trajectory of Lifespan Inequality vs. Life 

Expectancy through time and across 
countries

• Each dot is a different country in a 
different year

• Based on 9063 life tables for 212 
countries



During the Covid pandemic both life expectancy and lifespan
inequality fell in England & Wales
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By contrast, life expectancy is falling amongst the least educated in 
the US, with lifespan inequality increasing

7



Education seems to be a significant predictor of Life Expectancy
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Some studies suggest the difference in life expectancy due to 
education can be as much as 15+ years
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Mortality rates for those with little education can be 200% of the 
rates for the most highly educated*
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* “Highly educated” 
means 17+ years 
of education



Education seems to be a better predictor of life expectancy than
income or affluence over time at the population level

11This suggests that education policy may be a key element of addressing lifespan inequality 



Do highly-educated people really live a lot longer?
A case study of UK university academics
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USS is an open pension plan for academics and senior administrative staff at UK universities



USS all-cause mortality is much lower than even the least-deprived 
decile (IMD-10)1 of the English population

13IMD-10 = Least deprived and longest lived decile of the English population



A closer look at IMD centiles shows USS male life expectancy lies in 
the top 1% of the national population 
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USS male mortality has been consistently lower than the lowest 1% 
of the national population 
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• Pension amount and post code/zip code 
have less predictive power for USS than 
other pension plans

• This suggests that there is an important 
occupational driver for the high life 
expectancy of UK academics



Why do UK academics live so long?

• There is no data on this, but intuition suggests that some of the factors might be:

o Informed decision making 
 They tend to be well informed and analytical
 They are equipped to make better life choices

o High levels of mental activity throughout their lives
 By virtue of their occupation

o Many continue to work post-retirement
 So they benefit from the sense of community, sense of purpose and mental activity well into old age

16

Anecdotal evidence from other pension plans also suggests high life expectancies 
for academics and teachers



Conclusions

• Lifespan inequality across populations has been falling according to many metrics of inequality
o Populations in aggregate have benefited from the secular increase in life expectancy

• But some groups within populations have seen deteriorating lifespan inequality
o Some subpopulations have seen life expectancies diverging

• Educational attainment seems to be a significant predictor of life expectancy
o Education policy is one potential way of tackling lifespan inequality

• Analysis of UK academics in the USS pension plan may suggest some general conclusions that 
should be tested:
o Highly-educated people are amongst the most long-lived members of the population
o Common variables typically correlated to life expectancy (such as pension amount and post/zip code) have 

less predictive power for highly-educated people
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