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Gini index of age at death (G,), 1800-2011

As life expectancy
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Source: Author’s calculations; The Human Mortality Database (http://www.mortality.org).
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Research question and motivation

Since the industrial revolution human lifespans have
become more equal. Yet, social inequalities in mortality
persist even in high-income countries.

Mortality inequalities often mirror other dimensions of
social inequality (class, gender, race).

This research project aims at understanding how social
inequalities in length of life have changed over time.



Gap in life expectancy (years)

The rising significance of SES for longevity
Education gap in adult life expectancy, 1965-2017
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High-low education gap
in adult life expectancy
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Spain) from 1965 to
2017 in four countries.

Sources: Sasson (2016);
Sasson & Hayward (2019);
Permanyer et al. (2018); van
Raalte, Sasson & Martikainen
(2018); Israel Central Bureau
of Statistics (2016).



The rising significance of SES for longevity

Trends in life expectancy and life-span variation for Finnish females, 1971-1975 to 2011-2014.

Life expectancy is the average age at death, and life-span variation is the standard deviation, conditional upon survival to age 30, with age-specific death rates
frozen at those observed in the given year. See supplementary materials for data and methods, including trends for males (which are qualitatively similar)
and robustness checks using alternative measures of life-span variation.
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Diverging trends in life expectancy are observed even among the
most egalitarian welfare states and across multiple markers of SES
(education, income, occupational grade).

van Raalte, Sasson, & Martikainen (Science 2018)



The declining significance of gender
Female advantage in life expectancy at birth, 1950-2014
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Since 1975, the gender
gap decreased on
average by 30.5% in 17
high-income countries
(from 5.0% Spain to
42.4% in Canada).

Source: Human Mortality
Database (2019) for Australia,
Austria, Belgium, Canada,
Denmark, Finland, France,
Ireland, Italy, Netherlands,
Norway, Portugal, Spain,
Sweden, Switzerland, UK, and
USA.

Source: Author’s analysis of data from the Human Mortality Database (http://www.mortality.org).
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The declining significance of race (US)
White-black gap in life expectancy at birth, 1975-2014

In the US, the white-
black difference in life
expectancy at birth
decreased by 52.1%
since its peak in 1989.

(Though black young-
adult mortality has risen
since 2014).

Difference in life expectancy at birth (years)
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Source: US National Center for Health Statistics (2016).



Between-group variance decomposition
(with Inhaki Permanyer)
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Decomposition limitations

e Captures only between-group differences in means
(life expectancy).

e Sensitive to the number of categories in each factor
(the more categories, the more variation).

 Path dependent (averaged across all paths).



Results
Between-group variance in life expectancy decomposition
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* Population shares fixed at average between 1990 and 2017.



Possible explanations

Individuals having greater material and nonmaterial resources
are better positioned to benefit from health-preserving
technologies, information, environments, and social ties (Link
and Phelan 1995), especially in the era of chronic diseases.

Reduced gender differentiation in education and work
(England 2010); masculinization of women’s health
behaviors—e.g., smoking has become predominantly class-
based rather than gender-based (Denney et al. 2010).

“The declining significance of race” (Wilson 1978)—though
still highly contested.



Discussion
The contours of liberal meritocratic capitalism (Milanovic 2019)

e Capital-rich individuals are now also labor-rich and tend to
have high human capital (i.e., Piketty’s “super-managers”).

e Assortative mating: positive correlation between partners’
education and earnings (both are working).

* Higher intergenerational transmission of wealth, income, and
human capital (higher cost of education, lower taxation on
inheritance).

These factors combined contribute to increase in income
inequality under the semblance of meritocracy.



Discussion
On meritocracy and longevity

e The tyranny of merit and meritocratic hubris:

“The relentless emphasis on creating a fair meritocracy, in
which social positions reflect effort and talent, has a corrosive
effect on the way we interpret our success (or the lack of it).”
— Sandel (2018)

e The same “winner takes all” mentality has shaped health
policies since the 1980s, placing greater emphasis on personal
choices and resources (Ayo 2012; Navarro 2009).

e Emergence of a so-called “meritocracy of longevity.”



Next steps

 Replicate in other countries and explore interaction effects
between SES, gender, and race.

e Extend analysis to include within-group variation (~90% of
total variation in age at death).

e Consider the implications for distributive justice.
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