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Abstract: This paper provides a broad picture of national, regional and global trends of inequality
in length of life over the period 1950-2015. We use data on life tables from World Population
Prospects to develop a comprehensive database of a battery of inequality measures for 201
countries at five-year intervals over the period under analysis. We estimate both absolute and
relative inequality measures which have the property of being additively decomposable. This
property makes the database remarkably flexible because overall inequality can be computed for
any group of countries using only the information included in our database. The decomposition
analysis reveals that differences in life expectancy besween countries account for a very small portion
of the observed changes in global inequality in length of life, evolution of which is large driven by
within-country variation. Our estimates indicate that inequality in length of life has decreased
sharply since 1950, a reduction that can be largely attributed to the substantial progress made in
reducing child mortality worldwide. We also observe a degree of heterogeneity in the distributional
patters of inequality in length of life across world regions.
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1 Introduction

The unequal distribution of well-being among the members of societies is an en-
during concern that has preoccupied economists and other social scientists for cen-
turies. Although income has been until recent times the main indicator to measure
well-being, there is a growing consensus that well-being also covers other dimen-
sions that may be equally relevant (Alkire, 2002). Despite long-standing debates
about its measurement, health is regarded as a fundamental aspect of well-being.
For instance, the capabilities approach puts emphasis on the functional capabili-
ties of individuals, such as fulfilling a long and healthy life, being educated, and
enjoying a decent standard of living, as fundamental factors in enlarging people’s
freedoms (UNDP, 1990). Under this approach, income becomes just an instrumen-
tal factor to achieve more essential goals (Nussbaum and Sen, 1993), among which
long life is crucial due to its irreversible nature: poor individuals might rise out of
poverty, but there is no turning back from a premature death.

The recognition of long life as a catalystic human dimension for measuring
well-being has prompted a renewed interest in the distribution of lifespan indi-
cators, such as life expectancy and mortality rates. Most studies have focused
on differences across social groups within societies (e.g. Wilkinson and Marmot,
2003), and those which investigate inequalities in length of life among individuals
have generally restricted the analysis to one or, at most, a few countries (Peltzman,
2009; Tranvag and Norheim, 2013). At the global level, while prior research does
point towards considerable convergence in length of life over the last 50 years, such
evidence is based, for the most part, on differences in life expectancy levels be-
tween countries (Becker et al., 2005; Ram, 2006). Hence, these findings should be
treated with great caution because differences in average lifespan characterize only
a marginal proportion of world inequality in length of life. Nevertheless, despite
differences in lifespan within countries being the main drivers of global inequality,
empirical research on within-country variation is surprisingly scarce, and the ev-
idence available relates only to a few years (Smits and Monden, 2009; Edwards,
2011; Strgmme and Norheim, 2016).

In this paper, we estimate the evolution of the global distribution of length of
life between 1950 and 2015. To do so, we use data on life tables from World Popula-
tion Prospects (the 2017 revision) to develop a comprehensive database of length of
life inequality measures for 201 countries at five-year intervals over the period under

analysis.! We focus on additively decomposable inequality measures, which allows

Data on life expectancy and inequality measures for all years are available upon request.



us to assess the extent to which disparities are explained by within-country varia-
tion and differences in average lifespan between countries. Since between-country
variation has been extensively analyzed, additively decomposable measures make
our results partially comparable with most of the previous evidence. We provide a
detailed analysis of the evolution of inequality in lifespan using both absolute and
relative measures, to see whether different concepts of inequality present diverging
trends over time. We also disaggregate inequality patterns by sex due to the fact
that distributional patterns of length of life have been fairly different across gender.
In line with previous analyses (Edwards and Tuljapurkar, 2005; Smits and Monden,
2009; Edwards, 2011), we opt for separating adult and infant mortality because
the underlying factors which determine these two phenomena are etiologically dif-
ferent. Therefore, we show the estimates of different inequality measures for both
total population and population aged over 15. We also provide some insights into
the evolution of disparities in different world regions, which are expected to show
fairly different paths.

The remainder of the paper is organized as follows: In Section 2, we review the
literature on the estimation of global inequality in length of life. Section 3 presents
the empirical strategy, including a discussion on the data, the methods used to
construct length of life distributions and the estimators of national, regional and
global inequality measures of length of life. In Section 4, we present the results of
our analyses, before concluding in Section 5 with a discussion of the implications

of our findings.

2 Inequality and length of life

To assess the health performance of countries, life expectancy is one of the most
widely used indicators. Its popularity is mainly due to its availability for a large
number of countries and the general agreement on the calculation methods, thus
ensuring cross-country comparability. Life expectancy is defined as the number
of years that an individual born today might live if the current mortality pattens
remain. Hence, this indicator summarizes mortality risks at different ages into a

single number, making it an intuitive proxy for the health conditions of countries.?

ZAlthough life expectancy is a good indicator of the health performance of countries, it does not
capture non-fatal health conditions and therefore remains a limited indicator to measure health
performance. In order to assess the non-fatal dimension of health, indicators such as healthy life
expectancy at birth or health-adjusted life expectancy at birth have been developed (see Mathers
et al., 2003a; Mathers et al., 2003b). However, such indicators are highly data demanding and



However, life expectancy is just the mean of the distribution of length of life (in
other words, the distribution of age at death), and even if a country shows average
progress, this does not mean that every member of society is improving her health
status. Therefore, our interest should reside not only in life expectancy, but also
in the distributional patterns of length of life.

Previous research on health disparities can be categorized into two main types
according to the methodology used. The bulk of the empirical work has focused
on socioeconomic inequalities, i.e. differences in health status across regions or
social groups (Kunst et al., 1998; Kunst et al., 2004; Elo, 2009). The fundamental
limitation of this approach is its lack of robustness in the definition of socioeco-
nomic status. Moreover, this kind of analysis is limited in measuring differences
in lifespan among individuals of the same status, which, according to some of
the existing evidence, might comprise a substantial proportion of overall health
inequality (Wagstaff and Doorslaer, 2004). An alternative approach, which over-
comes such limitations, focuses on measuring overall lifespan differences across
individuals (Gakidou et al., 2000). The central advantage of this approach is that
it allows for cross-country comparisons, a feature that, along with the public avail-
ability of data on life statistics for a large number of countries, has motivated the
analysis of the world distributional patterns of length of life.

Most of the previous attempts to assess global inequality in length of life have
focused on population-weighted inequality measures of summary statistics of the
distribution, such as life expectancy or infant mortality.> This approach evalu-
ates differences in lifespan between countries, but neglects disparities in length
of life among the citizens of the countries. However, there is great variability in
length of life among the citizens of the same country due to, for instance, genetic
determinants and more importantly, the distribution of total resources in the so-
ciety, especially those related to nutrition, security and health systems (Smits and
Monden, 2009).

Although global inequality is only partially addressed using this approach,
it is deemed to be useful, since these estimates represent a lower bound on global
inequality. The results reported by Goesling and Firebaugh (2004) revealed a sharp

require survey information on several health states. This makes difficult it to publish these figures
periodically and, more importantly, raises critical comparability issues between developed and
developing countries (Salomon et al., 2013).

3Some papers have focused on convergence in life expectancy using non-weighted inequality
measures (Mazumdar, 2003; Jordd and Sarabia, 2015), which is known as international inequality
across countries. This kind of inequality might be problematic because big countries such as China

and India count the same as Luxembourg, and hence it is relevant only for very specific analyses.



reduction of the differences in average lifespan between countries from 1980 to 1995.
This result was confirmed by Moser et al. (2005), who found a long-term pattern
of convergence in life expectancy from 1955 to the beginning of the 1990s. The
study by Bourguignon and Morrisson (2002) also points towards a steady decrease
in inequality in life expectancy since 1930 for a smaller sample of countries. From
the second half of the 1990s, estimates of between-country variation in length
of life present a diverging trend explained by the increase of adult mortality in
sub-Saharan Africa (Ram, 2006) and some Eastern European countries (Goesling
and Firebaugh, 2004). These observed trends in between-country inequality can
be extrapolated to the global level if and only if the evolution of within-country
disparities follows the same pattern. A priori, there is no reason to expect that
these two components will follow the same trend. Looking at other dimensions of
well-being, we observe disparate relations that give us no insight in this regard:
for income, within- and between-country inequality presented opposite trends over
the 80s and the 90s (Lakner and Milanovic, 2015), whereas for education, these
two types of inequality show consonant patterns (Jordd and Alonso, 2017).

The uncertainty regarding the reliability of between-country variation as an
indicator of global levels of inequality in length of life underlines the importance
of exploring alternative approaches that can help us also consider within-country
differences in lifespan. Drawing on more than 9000 life tables, Smits and Monden
(2009) evaluated, for the first time, global inequality in length of life. Although
overall inequality was decomposed into between- and within-country variation,
their estimates referred to the year 2000 only, so no conclusion can be made about
the temporal trend of these components. Edwards (2011), instead, presented sev-
eral inequality measures in 1970 and 2000, thus allowing us to track the evolution
of global inequality in lifespan over that period. His results depict a downward
trend for the period 1970-2000, which is essentially driven by within-country mor-
tality patterns. Indeed, the two analyses agree that between-country variation
represents less than 10 per cent of overall inequality in length of life. Strgmme
and Norheim (2016) presented the most recent picture on the evolution of global
inequality in lifespan, evaluated in 1990, 2000 and 2008. Their results confirm the
decreasing trend observed by Edwards (2011) and suggest that this pattern might
have continued until 2008.

Previous empirical evidence is based on evaluations of inequality at, at most,
three points in time. Even though that is enough to give a rough picture of the
evolution of disparities in length of life, it is necessary to analyze data over a longer

time horizon to obtain more meaningful insights into these developments. Although



the reviewed evidence is congruent across studies, their results are not strictly
comparable because they are derived from different data sources. In this study, we
aim to overcome the limitations in the existing scholarship on the estimation of the
global distribution of length of life by systematically assessing world, regional and
national inequality at five-year intervals over the period 1950-2015. We develop
a comprehensive database with comparable observations over this period, which
casts valuable light on the evolution of mortality patterns, both between and within

countries.

3 Data and methodology

3.1 Data

To evaluate the level of inequality in length of life of a particular country in a
given year, we need information about the death rate broken down by age and sex.
Period life tables contain data on the number of deaths for every 5-year age group
up to 95 for a synthetic cohort of 100000 individuals. Period life tables for a certain
year are constructed using data on the number of deaths in that particular year.
Hence, mortality rates do not refer to the actual mortality patterns of a real birth
cohort over its lifetime, but to the current mortality patterns of a country. Due
to the large decreases in mortality rates over time due to, for instance, medical
advances, a person born today does not face the same probability of dying as a
person born in 1900. Since we are interested in providing a snapshot of global
inequality trends, we use period life tables to perform the analysis, as they provide
an indication of the mortality situation at a particular point in time.

The data have been retrieved from World Population Prospects: The 2017
Revision, developed by the UN Population Division (UN DESA, 2017). Among all
the available sources, this database is the most appealing because of its geograph-
ical and temporal coverage. Detailed demographic estimates and projections on
fertility, mortality and migration are provided for every member state of the UN
from 1950 onward. Hence, this publication provides us with a balanced panel of
201 countries from 1950 to 2010 for every H-year interval.

Although the validity of the projections has been questioned (National Re-
search Council, 2000; Lee, 2011), there is no doubt of the relevance and the utility of
these long-term estimates (Wilson, 2001). However, the accuracy of the estimates
strongly depends on the extent and the quality of the data used to construct mor-

tality series. For many countries, especially developing ones, estimates provided



by World Population Prospects are not constructed using official national data
because official demographic statistics are not reported in the detail necessary for
the preparation of cohort population projections. In the case of adult mortality,
the lack of empirical data on age-specific mortality rates is problematic even for
the most recent years. Regarding the period 2010-2015, reliable information was
available for only 101 countries, which represented 54 per cent of global population
(UN DESA, 2017). For the countries with no data of sufficient quality, the UN
Population Division undertakes its estimation by using major surveys, such as the
Demographic and Health Surveys or the Multiple-Indicator Cluster Surveys. When
more than one source is available, the estimates are generated through expert-based
opinion or using automated statistical methods such as local regression or cubic
splines with analytical weights.*

Even though some data issues still remain and the procedures implemented to
obtain the estimates might be debatable, the UN Population Division has managed
to produce internally consistent and plausible estimates on fertility, mortality and
migration. Series are periodically reevaluated to check their demographic plausibil-
ity and, if necessary, adjusted to be congruent over time and across age groups. An
additional cross-check is undertaken to ensure the joint consistency of the three
series by comparing a simulated birth cohort with the actual one. If there is a
significant difference between the projected and the observed cohorts, the series
are re-estimated to make them match. Life expectancy and other life statistics
provided by the World Health Organization are computed from the same popula-
tion prospects. Hence, even though we should be cautious when interpreting the
results, it should be taken into account that these figures are widely accepted and

used to make cross-country comparisons.

3.2 The world distribution of length of life

Let Y be a random variable representing the life time of an individual until death.
Consider J realizations of that variable, y,...,y,, grouped in K age intervals,
lag, a1], ..., [ax_1,ak]. Period life tables provide information on the survivals ({j)
of a hypothetical birth cohort of a synthetic population of 100000 individuals.
Hence, [y = 100000 because all newborns survived their birth. Then, dividing
these figures by the size of this hypothetical population we obtain the proportion
of survivals at the beginning of each interval x;_1, which is known as the survival

1See https://esa.un.org/unpd/wpp/DataSources/ for a detailed description of the sources and
UN DESA (2017) for the different procedures applied to construct the estimates on adult and
child mortality.



function (s = Pr[Y > x,_1]). The survival function relates to the cumulative
distribution function (CDF) as follows:

szl—sk:Pr[YSak_l].

The CDF therefore gives the probability of dying aged x;_; or younger. We
denote by fi the proportion of observations in each interval, i.e. the proportion of
people who died aged between ag_; and a;. This proportion essentially measures
the mortality rate of the age interval k£ and can be derived straightforwardly from
the CDF by first differencing it:

fo = Fp — Fp_1.

Hence, mortality rates are points of the probability density function (PDF'), which
gives the probability of dying at the age interval k.

We can compute the distribution of length of life of any group of countries as
a mixture of the national distributions, weighted by their population shares. Let
Y@ be the length of life in the county i,7 = 1,..., N, and f,gi) be the mortality rate
of the age group k in the country i. Then, the regional mortality rates are given
by:

N
=S k=1, K, (1)
i=1

where A; stands for the population weights of the countries.

We have used Eq. (1) to compute the global distribution of length of life in four
periods: 1950-1955, 1970-1975, 1990-1995 and 2010-2015 (Figure 1). The shape
of the distribution of length of life is typically characterized by two peaks due to
the two different underlying phenomena driving mortality patterns (see Peltzman,
2009; Edwards and Tuljapurkar, 2005; Edwards, 2011). The distribution presents
a spike at the lower tail corresponding to infant mortality. The probability of dying
decreases steadily until the age of 15, when the distribution becomes bell-shaped,
representing adult mortality patterns.

The evolution of the distribution of length of life shows a sharp decrease in
the height of the first peak over the period 1950-2015. The proportion of neonatal
deaths, i.e. aged from 0 to 1 years, fell substantially from 0.14 to 0.04. The
advances in the reduction of mortality are also observed for the next age intervals
with similar growth rates. As a result, the last decades have seen an unprecedented
decrease in infant mortality. The progress against mortality is also observed among
the adult population. The second mode has moved from 65 to 80 years, thus

reflecting great improvements in the distribution of adult mortality. However,
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Figure 1: Evolution of the global distribution of length of life: 1950-2015

Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from World Population Prospects

this evolution does not necessarily lead to a reduction in disparities in length of
life among adults (Duncan et al., 2014). For the whole population, the observed
reduction in infant mortality seems to be large enough to offset any potential
increase in adult mortality, hence reducing global disparities in length of life.

The differing patterns observed for adult and infant mortality support the
fact that the underlining factors behind both processes are etiologically different.
The introduction of sanitary practices and the diffusion of effective medicine for
pneumonia, diarrhoea and measles has dramatically reduced infant mortality (Liu
et al., 2015). These factors have, however, almost no influence on adult mortality
trends, which are affected by other kinds of factors, such as the HIV/AIDS spread
in developing countries, or vascular diseases and cancer in developed ones (Lozano
et al., 2012).

The distributional patterns observed in Figure 1 result from the combination
of the mortality experiences of men and women, which have traditionally been
affected by different mortality risks. Women’s leading causes of mortality are
HIV/AIDS, cardiovascular diseases and maternal disorders. The first two causes
are also main drivers of men’s mortality, although in a much smaller proportion

for this group, which is hard-hit by road accidents (Lozano et al., 2012). The
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Figure 2: Evolution of the global distribution of length of life by sex

Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from World Population Prospects

different factors affecting males” and females’ mortality have traditionally led to a
large gap in life expectancy between males and females. We expect, therefore, that
the distribution of length of life shapes differently across sexes.

Figure 2 shows the evolution of the global distribution of lifespan for men and
women in the periods 1950-1955 and 2010-2015. Although child mortality seems to
present a similar pattern for both sexes, infant mortality remains higher for boys.
There has been, however, a process of convergence in recent times. By contrast,
we observe fairly similar distributional patterns for the adult population. Even
though in both cases the distribution has shifted rightwards, the mode is in both
periods higher for women, which rose from 72 to 82 years between 1950 and 2015.
An increase of ten years is observed for men, from 67 years in 1950 to 77 years in
2015, but these are still below the female figures. Besides, the distribution seems
to be more concentrated around the mode in the case of women, thus reflecting

less variability among this group of the population.

3.3 Inequality measures

A whole range of inequality measures has been proposed to assess the level of dis-

parities. A central consideration in the selection of the indicators is the manner in



which differences in lifespan contribute to the level of inequality. In this regard, in-
equality measures can be classified into relative and absolute measures. To explain
the difference between the two types of measures, consider the following example.
Assume that we are interested in measuring inequality among just two individuals
in each of two countries: in Country A, one citizen lived 5 years and the other 50
years; in Country B, one individual lived 6 years and the other 60 years. Relative
inequality measures would show both countries as equally unequal, because the
distribution of length of life in Country B can be obtained from Country A just
by increasing both ages at death by 20 per cent, so that the relative difference be-
tween both individuals in these two countries equals to 1/10. By contrast, absolute
measures would rank Country B as more unequal, since the absolute difference in
lifespan between the two citizens is 54 years, whereas in Country A it is 45 years.
Therefore, the choice between absolute and relative inequality is not neutral and
might affect not only the levels, but also the trends in health inequality.

There is an open debate about which of the two approaches is more appro-
priate to evaluate disparities in health (Anand et al., 2001). Relative indicators
seem to be an appealing choice for income variables, but for bounded variables,
such as length of life, absolute changes might be the better alternative to measure
health inequality (Atkinson, 2014). Therefore, demographers often prefer absolute
measures, among which variance and standard deviation are the most widely used
(Edwards, 2011; Edwards and Tuljapurkar, 2005).

For life tables, which present data in grouped form in K age intervals, the

variance can be expressed as follows:

Var(Y) = (g — 9)*f,

k=1
where y;, is the average age of the age group k,k = 1,..., K, f; is the dead rate
of the age group k and 7 is life expectancy at birth. At global and regional lev-
els, this measure can be easily decomposed by using the Law of Total Variance,
whereby Y;,7 =1, ..., N denotes the length of life in county ¢. The variance can be

decomposed by its within- and between-country inequality component as follows:

N

Var(Y) = Z \iVar(Y;) + Z(ﬂi)z/\i — (2)

i=1
where \; stands for the population weights of the countries, y; is the life expectancy
of the country ¢ and y denotes the regional life expectancy.

The decomposition of the variance is quite intuitive. The within-country

10



component is given by the average of the variances of the countries weighted by
their population size, whereas the between-country variance is the variance of the
life expectancy of the countries.

Among the relative measures, the popularity of the the Gini index has spread
to health variables (Shkolnikov et al., 2003; Smits and Monden, 2009; Edwards,
2011). Therefore, we also report estimates for this inequality measure, which can
be computed as follows:

G(Y) =

K
SN e — sl fife

1 =1

& -

K
k=

However, the Gini index is not additively decomposable in within- and between-
country inequality. Moreover, this index is sensitive to the middle of the distribu-
tion, and it does not allow us to change the weight given to differences in specific
parts of the distribution. Inequality measures can point to different results de-
pending on their sensitivity to different parts of the distribution. For this reason,
we compute an alternative set of inequality measures belonging to the Generalized
Entropy (GE) family. This includes a sensitivity parameter (), which determines
the importance given to the differences in length of life among the oldest. The
mean log deviation (MLD) corresponds to the GE index when the parameter is
set to 0, which is more sensitive to infant mortality. The Theil’s entropy measure
is equally sensitive to all parts of the distribution, being characterized by a pa-
rameter value equal to 1. We also compute the GE measure when the sensitivity
parameter is set equal to 2, which is half the square of the coefficient of variation,
to analyze the evolution of lifespan inequality when more importance is given to
the differences in length of life among the oldest population.

The general expression of the GE measure is given by

K 0

where, for # = 1, we have the following limiting case:

K
) =S £ % log <y’“>
; J J

and for # = 0, the index tends to
S g
L) =3 filog () |
—1 Yk

11



Global inequality estimates of the GE measures can also be derived by taking

advantage of the decomposition of this family:

N N _\ 0
1 .
GE(Y;0) =Y A1+ (3 <y> —1], 4
) i=1 00 -1 \'Z y W

where the first component measures within-country inequality and the second one
between-country inequality. A; is the population share and the GE measure of the
country i, s; stands for the proportion of mean income of country ¢ in the national
mean: s; = 24 = 2l and [, is the GE inequality measure of country .

D YLD
The special cases given by the Theil and the MLD can be decomposed as

N N _
Ty = ZSiTi§TB = Z silog <g§> ;

i=1 i=1

N N _
Ly = Z AiLi; Lp = Z Ailog (;) ;
i=1 i=1 ¥

where T; and L; are, respectively, the Theil index and the MDL of country 1.

follows:

We compute all of these measures at national level, for different groups of
countries based on a geographic and an economic criterion, and for the whole
world over the period 1950-2015. We use the national estimates to construct a
database with a battery of inequality measures of length of life. The consideration
of additively decomposable measures makes the database extremely useful, because
overall inequality can be easily computed for any combination of countries. Such
flexibility would not be achieved if we had focused solely on the Gini index, which
involves, in addition to the between-country and the within-country components,
an overlapping term that is specific to the particular group of countries under

consideration.

4 Results

4.1 Global inequality in length of life

In this section, we present an analysis of the evolution of global inequality in
length of life from 1950 to 2015. The estimates are computed from a sample of 201
countries for which there are available data on mortality patterns over the study
period. Because of the different underlying causes of child and adult mortality, we
first present inequality trends including the whole population, and then compare

these with the evolution of inequalities of the population aged over 15. The choice

12



of the age threshold for adult mortality might seem arbitrary. Our decision is driven
by comparability issues, but also supported by the empirical evidence. First of all,
Smits and Monden (2009) presented global inequality estimates for the population
aged over 15, so this choice enables us to identify common patterns between the
two analyses. More importantly though, we observe in Figure 1 that the first spike
of the global distribution of length of life seems to end at the age of 15, when
we observe a turning point, marking the beginning of the bell-shaped part of the
distribution.

Table 1 presents the decomposition of global inequality in length of life over
the period 1950-2015, while in Tables A1 and A2 in Appendix B we provide a more
detailed decomposition by gender. To begin the discussion, we focus on the first
row of Table 1, which summarizes the evolution of life expectancy for the whole
population. Our estimates suggest that, on average, individuals across the globe
live more years (die at older ages) with every passing decade. In 1950, the life
expectancy was 49 years; by 2015, the expected lifespan had risen to 70.5 years,
an increase of 44 per cent. To quantify the reduction in inequality, Table 1 also
presents the variance, as an absolute measure of inequality, the Gini index and
different GE measures that (i) are more sensitive to child mortality (the MLD,
6 =0), (ii) give more importance to older mortality (0 = 2) or (iii) weight equally
all parts of the distribution (the Theil index, # = 1). Our estimates reveal a
substantial decrease in global inequality since 1950, a result that seems to confirm
the downward trends presented in previous studies (Edwards, 2011; Bourguignon
and Morrisson, 2002).> Absolute inequality, measured by the variance, shows a
decrease of 52 per cent since 1950. Relative inequality reports larger reductions for
all of the measures presented in this analysis. The Gini index is the relative index
with the lowest rate of decrease (about 57 per cent) going from 0.335 in 1950 to
0.144 in 2015. Generalized entropy measures present similar reductions, around
77 per cent. The levels, however, vary substantially across measures. The MLD
decreased from 0.671 in 1950 to 0.162 in 2015, whereas the Theil index fell from
0.257 to 0.062, and finally the GE2 declined from 0.181 to 0.042.

We exploit the property of decomposability by population subgroups of the
GE measures and the variance to break down overall inequality into differences
in life expectancy between countries and disparities in length of life within coun-
tries. In line with previous studies, our estimates reveal that the within-country

variation has played a predominant role in global inequality, while differences be-

5Tt is worth noting that in Edwards (2011) the Theil index refers to the GE measures with
6 = 0, which is defined as the MLD in this study.
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Table 1: Decomposition of global inequality in length of life - total population

1950- 1960- 1970- 1980- 1990- 2000- 2010-
1955 1965 1975 1985 1995 2005 2015
Life expectancy  49.088  53.043  59.216  62.987  65.270  67.705  70.486

Gini index 0.335 0.297 0.236 0.201 0.183 0.166 0.144
Theil index 0.257 0.215 0.154 0.118 0.100 0.081 0.062
Between 0.031 0.027 0.014 0.010 0.009 0.008 0.006
Within 0.226 0.188 0.139 0.108 0.091 0.073 0.056
MLD 0.671 0.578 0.434 0.337 0.283 0.221 0.162
Between 0.031 0.027 0.015 0.011 0.009 0.009 0.006
Within 0.640 0.551 0.419 0.326 0.274 0.212 0.156
GE2 0.181 0.148 0.102 0.078 0.066 0.055 0.042
Between 0.032 0.027 0.014 0.010 0.009 0.008 0.006
Within 0.149 0.121 0.088 0.068 0.057 0.047 0.037
Variance 928.601 883.335 759.807 660.628 601.241 533.909 445.938
Between 162.531 162.276 105.097 85.795 78411  78.159  58.050
Within 766.070 721.058 654.711 574.833 522.830 455.750 387.888

Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from World Population Prospects

tween countries have had a lesser role. Interestingly, the value of between-country
inequality does not seem to vary substantially across GE measures. The share of
this component in overall inequality has remained roughly constant over the last
65 years for the Theil and the MLD, whereas for the GE2 and the variance, its
proportion fell from 17 per cent in 1950 to 12 per cent in 2015. The relatively
small contribution of between-country inequality to global disparities in lifespan
suggests that previous studies on the evolution of international inequality in life
expectancy, while providing a lower bound on global inequality, addressed only a
marginal proportion of global disparities.

To offer a clearer picture of the inequality patterns of length of life, the left
panel of Figure 3 presents the evolution of the variance, the Gini index, the MLD
and the GE2 measure since 1950. Our estimates point to a downward trend of
disparities, with relative measures presenting larger rates of decrease than absolute
indices in all years. The difference in growth rates is especially prominent for the
case of the GE2 measure. Since the GE2 gives more importance to differences
in lifespan among the oldest, this pattern might suggest that inequality at the
top of the distribution might have been reduced notably or, conversely, that child
mortality plays a major role in the evolution of inequality. Indeed, previous studies
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Figure 3: Evolution of global inequality in length of life (1950-1955=100)

Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from World Population Prospects

claimed that child mortality was one of the main factors of inequality reduction in
lifespan [Seligman et al., 2016].

To investigate this point, we present the evolution of the previous inequality
measures for the population aged over 15 in the right panel of Figure 3. The most
striking feature of this graph is the stagnation of inequality from 1980 to 2000,
which confirms that the trend in global inequality in lifespan was mainly driven by
child mortality. In the case of absolute measures, adult inequality in length of life
presents an ascending trend from 1985 to 2000. Another interesting pattern comes
out from the comparison of the two GE measures, which show almost identical
trends once child mortality is neglected. This result implies that the differences in
trends observed for the whole population were due to child mortality rather than
to differences in lifespan among the oldest.

To further investigate the effect of child mortality on global length of life in-
equality, Table 2 presents relative and absolute inequality measures of the global
distribution of lifespan for the population aged over 15. Life expectancy for the
adult population is obviously higher than for the whole population, but the ef-
fect is especially prominent during the first three decades (with differences in life
expectancy of 12 years), becoming weaker during the 80s and the 90s due to the
progress achieved in the reduction of child mortality. By the end the last decade,
the difference in life expectancy at birth and life expectancy at 15 years is about
3 years. As we previously discussed, removing the child population has had a uni-
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Table 2: Decomposition of global inequality in length of life - total population aged
over 15

1950- 1960- 1970- 1980- 1990- 2000- 2010-
1955 1965 1975 1985 1995 2005 2015
Life expectancy  62.331  64.572  68.141  69.999  71.147 72336  73.988

Gini index 0.165 0.153 0.132 0.124 0.121 0.120 0.114
Theil index 0.049 0.043 0.033 0.030 0.029 0.028 0.026
Between 0.006 0.005 0.002 0.002 0.002 0.003 0.002

Within 0.043 0.038 0.031 0.028 0.027 0.026 0.023
MLD 0.059 0.052 0.040 0.036 0.035 0.034 0.031
Between 0.006 0.005 0.002 0.002 0.002 0.003 0.002

Within 0.053 0.047 0.038 0.035 0.033 0.031 0.029
GE2 0.044 0.038 0.029 0.027 0.025 0.025 0.023
Between 0.006 0.005 0.002 0.002 0.002 0.003 0.002

Within 0.038 0.033 0.027 0.025 0.023 0.022 0.021
Variance 341.011  317.297 271.813 259.892 256.404 261.968 247.303
Between 46.536  41.119  18.249  17.831 19.190  27.499  22.443
Within 294.475 276.178 253.565 242.062 237.215 234.469 224.860

Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from World Population Prospects

versal consequence of reducing length of life inequality. However, the size of this
effect varies depending on the inequality measure considered. Suppressing the child
population has reduced the variance by about 63 per cent. For relative measures
of inequality, we observe that the higher the weight given to the bottom tail, the
greater the effect of removing the child population. As expected, the MLD presents
the largest reduction in inequality (91 per cent), followed by the Theil index (80
per cent) and the GE2 (75 per cent). The Gini index, as explained above, is more
sensitive to the middle of the distribution, so the progress in child mortality has
a less prominent effect on this inequality measure, although it is still substantial,
with a reduction of 50 per cent. As regards the decomposition of inequality, both
between- and within-country inequality have been reduced. The rate of decrease
seems to be larger for the case of within-country inequality, and hence the share
of between-country inequality has increased.

Table 3 summarizes the main trends related to life expectancy and inequality
for the population aged 15 years and over by sex. In 1950 males lived an average of
47.3 years and females 50.9 years; by 2015 the average had increased to 68.5 years

for men and 72.6 years for women. These estimates reflect not only an upward
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trend in life expectancy, but also that the female average lifespan has increased
relative to that of males during the last decades, leading to a gender divergence in
absolute terms. However, the rate of increase is higher for males (44.8 per cent)
than for females (42.6 per cent). These estimates indicate that, although there is
still a significant gender gap in life expectancy, males are catching up with females
in relative terms, which eventually, and if the growth rates keep constant, will
reduce the gender gap.

As has been widely reported in the literature, there is a high negative corre-
lation between life expectancy and length of life inequality, a correlation that is
also observed using relative inequality measures. Lower levels of inequality are ob-
served for women, who also live more years than men on average. However, using
absolute measures such a relationship does not hold, since the variance of lifespan
is lower for men than for women along the entire period except the last decade.
Decomposable measures reveal another interesting pattern. Although overall rela-
tive inequality is lower for women, differences in life expectancy between countries
seem to be higher. This pattern is counterbalanced by within-country inequality,

which is substantially lower in the case of women.

4.2 Regional length of life inequality

Thus far, we have analyzed the global distribution of length of life, which is the
result of a variety of mortality experiences in different countries. For the sake of
space, we do not examine the differences in lifespan in each country. We focus
instead on regional inequality, while providing a generic picture, reveal important
geographic patterns. To define the regions, we have followed the criteria of the
UN Population Division, which classifies countries of the world into seven regions:
Africa, Asia, Europe, Latin America and the Caribbean, Northern America and
Oceania. Some of these regions are heterogeneous in terms of mortality rates.
Hence, we disaggregate Africa into Northern Africa and sub-Saharan Africa; Asia
into Western Asia, South Asia, and Central and East Asia, whereas Eastern Eu-
ropean countries are grouped separately from other european countries located to
the West and South of the continent.’

Table 4 summarizes the main trends related to life expectancy and inequality
in length of life for the ten regions. Although there seem to be some differences
across regions, our estimates suggest that, on average, length of life is longer in

6See https://esa.un.org/unpd/wpp/General/Files/Definition_of_Regions.pdf and
Appendix A for more details on the regional classification of the countries.
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Table 3: Decomposition of global inequality in length of life broken down by sex

Year 1950-1955 1980-1985 2010-2015

Male Female Male Female Male Female

Life expectancy  47.339  50.934  60.842  65.258  68.470  72.613

Gini index 0.348 0.332 0.217 0.200 0.160 0.144
Theil index 0.272 0.254 0.129 0.118 0.070 0.061
Between 0.026 0.031 0.008 0.010 0.005 0.006
Within 0.246 0.223 0.121 0.107 0.065 0.056
MLD 0.709 0.665 0.364 0.334 0.179 0.162
Between 0.026 0.031 0.009 0.011 0.005 0.006
Within 0.683 0.634 0.355 0.324 0.174 0.156
GE2 0.194 0.179 0.086 0.077 0.049 0.042
Between 0.027 0.032 0.008 0.010 0.005 0.006
Within 0.167 0.147 0.078 0.067 0.044 0.037
Variance 867.764 927.252 639.808 658.006 459.275 445.805
Between 120.549 163.720 58.743  86.328  45.802  58.602
Within 747.215 763.532 581.065 571.679 413.472 387.203

Note: Data computed for the beginning of each five-year period.

Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from World Population Prospects

2015 than in 1950 in all cases. In Eastern Europe the progress has been rather
slow, resulting in a limited increase in life expectancy of 19 per cent, rising from
60 years in 1950 to 71 years in 2015. This improvement, however, was achieved
during the periods 1950-1960 and 2000-2015, whereas between 1960 and 2000, the
average lifespan remained fairly constant. So, while Eastern Europe was among
the regions with the highest life expectancy in 1950, the moderate advances during
the subsequent 65 years positioned it as one of the territories where individuals
live, on average, fewer years. Latin America and the Caribbean, in contrast, was
characterized by a relatively low life expectancy of 51 years in 1950, but an increase
of 44 per cent to 74 years as of 2015 defines this region as one of the best-performing

in terms of average lifespan.

18



s109dso1q uoryendod P[IOA\ WIOIJ RIRD UO Paseq SUOIIR[NO[RD SIOYINY :92INO0Y

‘porrad 1eak-oAly Yo JO S[ppIu o1} 10J pojndurod eye(] 930N

BLUL6  896LTL %0086  LST'0  99TLE  %6V'96  LLOFO6  %PSL6  69T0  86E8F  %8EL6  0S0T6S  %G6'L6  8TH0  6I€9E LY UeIRRS-qns
%9996 ST0STF  %09'L6 2900 L8E'0L  %TI'66  09T°CLL  %IV66 9910 cOF'6S  %SS'66  9TT'9L0T  %L966  60V'0 LVI'Gh BOLIY WIOYIION
%ETG6  OVL'GLE  %T9°96 2S00  SOT'TL  %9V