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Scotland’s Life Expectancy: A Reflection
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Life Expectancy Trends: Scotland's life expectancy for 2021-2023 remains lower than pre-
pandemic levels, influenced by socioeconomic inequalities and the lingering effects of
Covid-19.
Covid-19 Impact: In 2021-2023, life expectancy in Scotland reached 80.9 years for females
and 76.9 years for males, an improvement from the pandemic’s peak but still below pre-
Covid-19 levels, with ongoing health impacts evident.
Deprivation Gap: There is a notable difference in life expectancy based on deprivation
levels. Females in the most deprived areas live 10.5 years less than those in affluent areas;
for males, the gap widens to 13.2 years.
Geographical Inequalities: Life expectancy is higher in remote rural areas and lowest in
urban areas like Glasgow, reflecting differences in pollution, access to green spaces, and
social challenges.
Health Inequality Drivers: Life expectancy data clearly shows that socioeconomic factors
like income, location, and resource access drive health inequalities in Scotland.

Summary of Key Points

Life expectancy is a key measure of a nation’s overall health, and in Scotland, it reveals deep-
seated inequalities tied to socioeconomic factors. While modest improvements have been
made since the peak of the COVID-19 pandemic, the latest figures on life expectancy in
Scotland (2021-2023) from the National Records of Scotland (NRS) illustrate that health
inequalities persist, particularly between the most and least deprived areas. Scotland’s life
expectancy has historically lagged behind the rest of the UK, and the NRS report shows that,
when compared with Eurostat data, Scotland has the lowest life expectancy in western Europe
– a sobering pattern which has been highlighted many times before.

Life Expectancy in Scotland, 2021-2023 
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These latest statistics show that life expectancy in Scotland was 80.9 years for females and 76.9
years for males in 2021-2023. The figures represent an increase by almost 7 weeks for females
and 14 weeks for males since 2020-2022. This recent improvement in life expectancy is
welcome, with 2021-2023 reflecting a period beyond peak pandemic-related mortality but one
which remained affected by its lasting health impacts. 

Between the early 1980s and early 2010s, life expectancy in Scotland was on an upward
trajectory, with reductions in mortality from circulatory diseases a big factor. Since peaking in
2012-14, progress then started to stall, with NRS explaining that this coincided with rises in
other causes of death, particularly drug-related deaths and deaths from dementia and
Alzheimer’s disease. Since 2017-19, Covid-19 has had the largest negative impact on life
expectancy for both females and males. 
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Source: National Records of Scotland (NRS) [1]

Figure 1. Life expectancy at birth, 2000-2002 to 2021-2023

Life Expectancy Trends and Covid-19 Impact
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Deprivation and Health Inequalities
Figure 2. Life expectancy at birth by sex and SIMD deciles, 2021-2023

Source: National Records of Scotland (NRS) [1]

Deprivation, measured by factors such as income, education, employment, housing, and
access to health services, is a powerful driver of health inequalities. Woman in the most
deprived areas (decile 1) have a life expectancy that is 10.5 years lower than their counterparts
in the least deprived areas (decile 10). For men, the equivalent gap is even wider, at 13.2 years.
The stark difference in life expectancy between deprived and affluent areas is not just a
statistic; it reflects a broader, systemic inequality that extends far beyond health, touching on
almost every aspect of life.

Geographical Variations in Life Expectancy

There is also a notable geographical dimension to health inequalities in Scotland. Life
expectancy is highest in remote rural areas and lowest in large urban areas. For woman, this
urban-rural gap is 2.6 years, and for men, it stands at 3.4 years. Rural areas often benefit from
lower pollution, a less stressful environment, and greater access to natural spaces that
promote physical activity and mental well-being. However, urban areas, especially large cities
like Glasgow (where life expectancy is lowest for both females and males), are often burdened
by higher levels of deprivation, crowded living conditions, and more pronounced social
challenges, which contribute to poorer health outcomes.
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Socioeconomic Determinants of Health
Inequalities

Evidence on Scotland’s health outcomes has illustrated the empirical experiences of social
determinants. Health inequalities are driven by a complex range of factors such as rising levels
of poverty, inequality in income and wealth, alongside access across to housing, health, social
care and education services [2].

Focusing on differential access to housing includes areas such as: housing affordability, choice
and quality as determinants of health inequality. At its core, a home that fails to meet people's
needs due to problems such as being unaffordable or insecure, cold and damp, overcrowded or
ill equipped for the occupants needs, will in turn shape and have wide-ranging impacts on
households physical and mental health, and longer-term health outcomes [3]. 

Research on families on a low-income shows the interconnections between housing costs
alongside wider inequality drivers such as labour market experiences and income [4]. When
analysing housing costs for families on Universal Credit or equivalent low-income legacy
benefits (irrespective of their tenure), one in ten people are pulled into poverty due to their
housing costs in Scotland. Furthermore, one in five people are in unaffordable housing,
spending 30% or more of their income on housing costs [5]. Insecure incomes, and in particular
persistent poverty, continue to generate adverse health impacts [6]. 

The relationship between housing affordability and health outcomes was illustrated in recent
evidence commissioned by Scottish Government, which provides a snapshot of private rented
and social tenant experiences in Scotland [7]. Respondents discussed challenges with food
insecurity, and fuel poverty and general income adequacy, against a backdrop of rising costs,
impacting on their physical and mental health outcomes [8]. 

“A decent standard of living is one where your mental health isn’t being affected by the
cost of bills increasing, inflation and housing precarity.” (Private tenant).

“I like my house; I have to pay for the gas and electricity, so I compromise on the food.”
(Social tenant)

Qualitative evidence from the Chance 2 Change Group (a group with lived experience of low
income), shows people are all too aware of the way socio-economic factors shape health and of
the resulting health inequalities [9]: 

“It’s shocking that where you are born determines how long you can have a healthy life
- accident of birth” (Chance 2 Change Expert)
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The Bottom Line

Overall, the trends within these latest life expectancy statistics are a stark reminder of the
profound impact of social determinants on health. Socioeconomic status, geographic location,
access to resources, and environmental conditions all combine to create an uneven playing
field where the most disadvantaged communities face significantly worse health outcomes and
shorter lives. To close this gap, Scotland must confront the underlying social and economic
determinants that create health inequalities, focusing on long-term, sustainable policies that
promote well-being and equity across all regions and demographics.
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