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LEITER FROM LONDON

US might be able to sharply reduce the influx of IMGs into the
health care delivery systems and staff hospitals with American
graduates, helping financially indebted medical graduates to pay
off their loans and returning to a state of stable domestic produc-
tion for the care of its people. This is a time when the entire health
care industry is faced with a surplus of doctors, mainly specialists,
formidable health care costs, the growth of managed care and' a
concern for over 35 million uninsured and many others who are
underinsured for health care coverage. The prospects for careers
in medicine for IMGs in the US have rarely been less inviting.

Letter from London
It has long been accepted that there is an association between
socio-economic level and the risk of disease and premature death;
this is consistent for age, time, place and organ system.

Wilkinson, I studying 23 countries in the Organization for
Economic Co-operation and Development, however, found a
cross-sectional relation between life-expectancy and income dis-
tribution (i.e. inequality of income), in contrast to a weak relation
between life-expectancy and gross national product (GNP) per
capita. Taking the section of population with less than 50% of the
national disposable income he found that a fall in relative poverty,
as defined above, correlated with an improvement in life-expect-
ancy. Perhaps the most telling of Wilkinson's findings was that
Japan has now the most egalitarian income distribution of the
developed countries, while the United Kingdom is the least
egalitarian; income distribution has widened since the mid-1980s
and mortality has increased in men and women aged 15-44 years.
Mortality has fallen most rapidly in the upper income classes in
Britain and in the lower classes in Japan. Wilkinson concluded
that GNP ceases to be an important determinant of national
mortality only in developed countries. 'If health differences
within developed countries are principally a function of income
inequality itself, this could explain why social class differences
have not narrowed despite growing affluence and a fall in absolute
poverty.'

Wilkinson's work has been confirmed by two recent papers
from the USA. Kaplan et at. 2 examined the relation between
health and the distribution of wealth (household income) for the
50 American states, and for the country as a whole, using data
from the 1980 and 1990 censuses. This was briefly described in
the 'Masala' section in the last issue of this journal. 3 For 1990
there was a good correlation between the proportion of household
income, by state, received by the less well-off 50% of households
and the age-adjusted mortality per 100 000 population. Similar
correlations were found between income distribution by state and
the rates for homicide, violent crime, expenditure on medical care
and the percentage of live-born infants weighing less than 2500 g.
States with the greatest inequality of income also had higher rates
of smoking, sedentary lifestyle and greater per capita expenditure
on police protection. For all states except Alaska, the inequality
of income increased between 1980 and 1990. There was no signi-
ficant difference in these parameters between whites and African-
Americans. Wolff" has shown that from 1983 to 1989, 66% of the
total gain in net financial wealth was received by the top 1% by
income, 37% by the next 19% and the bottom 80% lost 3%.
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Kennedy; Kawaclfi and Prdthro~-Smi\h-5rep6rt ather&ffecYdt
income inequality in households in ;\(meritil, ~aS'rrie~suied IWine
Robin Hood index. (It is not clear whether"the index w~s,.(invented
by someone fittingly named, or whether it relatesJto"ilflignt of
fancy about robbing the ridh to rudp the' poor. For alr opaCjue
explanation of the method of calculation the reader is referred 'to
the original text.) This index was positively correlated'witf age-
adjusted total mortality, the rates for IHfaht'mortAlityarid d~a(h's
from coronary heart disease, malignani nd:\~lasm's, libHliClae,'a>rla
a range of causes of death amf!nat)leri~oJi{edital1intefVeiid6n!
Th~se 'correlati()h'~"~werer'inilep~Mleritof the il~sb'I~\ ~ll:i\r~):lof
income. William Mdg.is~6iR W ,l.vtlO{e''l~r the'ln6fti grl~dih~
poverty is a trifling evil it'drrlpar1d~irh' the inequaIil~ 8(lttass'.'

What "do these' t'in'dillg's iTIe~nrinnt~rms dfl the ::'niti Ral' di
regional socio-economic policy? TIle interPretatibH;-bn \\-ni21l
both groups agree, is that economic'policies ~liich'di-sprbPonio'rt-
ately benefit the rich and further 'deprive the less Well-oft (not
necessarily the poor, in absolute terms) have a damagin!reffect drl
the health of the communitv, as a whole. No reliance can be olaced

f· Jr!f)' JJ -I)'~"j r • (j r I'll' I fl
on the efficacy 0 the discredited ;tr1ckle down ffect':(niuch in
vogue in.Britain during th~ fll~tclleN~;lf1!)f~ffurt~~/~nrichIH~

. (jlln,,; l! :'lIJlNI) 'IOW ".rll) (;.J;" C", "11
the already wealthy. If) ~?clOiecol1,9m}c,J!!r'1l~he os; I Iy
explanati9n is that 'in'~egio~~'ddo'mmunitig~ ~i h~arge (tlspar-
• 't '>~it,'. irf!~ ',I,:::.d'f( J(")lltl'Jb ~J1/C,?

ity between the highest ,In'r-?"J,eI~~dt~a,to~the,less welJrqff'iP~~I~c
(i.e. national or state~ irivel~tm~nlllf;th~ basi<; ?eterminants of
health, such as good housing, adequate education anq~fGes~}bil-
ity of medical care, are poorly pr'o~ided, but are easily avJailable
to those who can pay for them. Wilkinson' commented that
relative poverty is accompanied by stress, low self-esteem, and
poor social relations, all of which may themselves be important
determinants of ill-health. At present, both Britain and America
are pursuing policies which widen the gap in incomes. Even
enlightened self-interest, in the absence of socially progressive
economic policies, should heed the warning of Galbraith 7 who in
The culture of contentment wrote: 'The present devastated posi-
tion of the socially assisted underclass has been identified as the
most serious problem of our time, as it is also the greatest threat
to long-run peace and civility.'

One should emphasize again that the papers discussed above
relate to the problems of industrialized developed countries; the
problems of the developing. world relate rather to raising the
absolute standard of living of the general population.,..-)
There is increasing evidence that sperm counts have declined in


