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North and South: Regional Health Inequalities in England  

A definitive study of the ‘North-South health divide’ and regional health inequalities in England.   

This project aims to deliver a transformative change in our understanding of health inequalities.  

The work is funded by a five-year Wellcome Trust grant and delivered by a team from 

Newcastle University, led by Professor Clare Bambra, Inequalities Lead for the NIHR ARC 

North East and North Cumbria. 

Background 

The ‘North-South health divide’ in England is longstanding, with a two-year difference in 

average life expectancy between the northern regions and the rest of England. 

People in the north have higher mortality rates and lower life expectancy than those in the 

south - across all groups. 

Premature death rates are now 20% higher for those living in the North and since – with over 

1.5 million northerners dying before their time. 

England’s regional health inequalities are amongst the largest in Europe and there is evidence 

that they are increasing - particularly amongst younger adults. 

Life expectancy in deprived southern local authorities is also improving more quickly than in 

similarly deprived northern areas 

This means that the North is falling further behind. 

Despite this clear divide, and frequent reference to it by policy makers and the media, the 

drivers of this divide haven’t been studied in any detail. 

https://wellcome.org/grant-funding/people-and-projects/grants-awarded/north-and-south-regional-health-inequalities
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Health inequalities research so far has focused almost exclusively on examining inequalities 

measured by neighbourhood-level deprivation or by individual-level socio-economic status, 

rather than at a much broader North-South regional level. 

Research so far also hasn’t focussed on wider economic and political factors, such as 

recessions, austerity, health policies – and the impact these can have on health outcomes 

further down the line.   

This work aims to ‘scale-up’ our understanding of health inequalities by comprehensively 

examining regional inequalities in health - including the factors that influence both place and 

health, and by taking a multi-disciplinary approach.  

Using a novel, mixed-methods, intensive, multi-disciplinary approach, this North and South 

project will provide the definitive academic account of the ‘North-South health divide’ and 

regional inequalities in health in England – within the wider European experience.  

By drawing on concepts, data and methods from geography, epidemiology, sociology, history, 

social policy and literary studies, the project will enhance our understanding of the ‘North-

South health divide’; provide insights into how to close the gap; and advance the international 

health inequalities research field. 

Study aim 

To provide the definitive multi-disciplinary study of the ‘North-South health divide’ and 

regional health inequalities in England.   

Research Questions 

The North and South project will address four key research questions:  

(1) What is the extent of regional health inequalities and how have they changed over 

time? 

(2) Which individual, local and macro level factors are associated with regional health 

inequalities? 

(3) How do regional health inequalities compare across Europe? 

(4) How are regional health inequalities experienced, perceived and represented?  

Methodology 

These research questions require a multi-disciplinary approach so that the complexity of the 

‘North-South health divide’ and regional health inequalities can be fully captured. 
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The project will combine traditions in geography, epidemiology, sociology, history, social policy 

and literary studies to provide an innovative, theoretically informed, multi-disciplinary, mixed-

methods study - combining the concepts, data and methods from different disciplines into a 

single intensive case study. 

Using a multidisciplinary, mixed methods approach is unusual in health inequalities research 

which is often still divided into different sub-disciplinary silos such as health geography, 

medical sociology or social epidemiology. 

A single, multidisciplinary, mixed-method case study can help overcome some of these 

disciplinary boundaries - resulting in a fuller and stronger understanding of the nature of health 

inequalities. 

The research questions will be addressed across four inter-connected work packages.  

Work Package 1 - The Long View: continuity and change in regional health inequalities  

This work package addresses research questions (1) and (4). It will use historical and social 

epidemiology approaches to examine continuity and change in regional health inequalities over 

time - providing a ‘long view’ of the extent, experience and representation of the ‘north-south 

health divide’.  

Work Package 2 - Northern Exposure: Explaining regional health inequalities 

This work package addresses research questions (1) and (2). It will draw on social 

epidemiological, geographical, sociological and social policy approaches to explain regional 

inequalities in health - providing empirical and conceptual insights into the aetiology of the 

‘North-South health divide’ and regional health inequalities. 

Work Package 3 - The Sick Man of Europe? Comparing regional health inequalities in England 

and Europe  

This work package addresses research questions (2) and (3). It will use social epidemiology and 

historical research methods to compare recent trends in regional health inequalities in England 

with those in other European countries. It will particularly focus on the uneven regional impacts 

of different economic and social policies including the role of austerity after the global financial 

crisis, and responses to emerging economic shocks (such as COVID-19 and Brexit), enabling a 

fuller understanding of the role of macro-level factors in the relationship between health and 

place. 

Work Package 4 - Grim up North? Representations and perceptions of the ‘North-South health 

divide’ and regional health inequalities. 
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This work package addresses research questions (2) and (4). It will use literary studies 

techniques to explore continuity and change in popular representations of the ‘north-south 

health divide’ since the 19th century. It will also use qualitative techniques from the sociological 

tradition to examine lay perceptions of the experience, extent and causes of the ‘north-south 

health divide’ and regional health inequalities today. It will enable empirical and conceptual 

insights into the relationship between health and place to be drawn from novel sources.  

Sharing the knowledge 

The project will be developed into an edited book with chapters contributed by project staff 

and students, bringing together the results of the different work packages – and enabling the 

insights from different methodologies, data and disciplines to be integrated.  

Overall, we hope that this work will deliver a transformative change in our understanding of 

health inequalities. 

 If you would like more detailed information about this project and the work packages outlined 

in this summary, please email victoria.mcgowan@newcastle.ac.uk 
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