
DATA BRIEFING

Ethnic inequalities in health and care show diversity in need and
disadvantage
Ethnic inequalities in UK healthcare and outcomes occur across the entire life course. Analysis by
broad ethnic groups can mask substantial variation within them, and higher quality data are needed,
finds Sarah Scobie

Sarah Scobie acting director of research

Analysis of variations in health and care is key to
tackling inequalities, and few areas have more
pressing data challenges, than understanding the
differences between ethnic groups (see box).1 Data
from the UK government, NHS, Office for National
Statistics, and theNuffieldTrust showwidevariations
across the life course (see visual summary).2 The
variations between and within ethnic groups are
complex, with diversity in care needs and
disadvantage both apparent.

In the UK, there are stark and persistent inequalities
in still births and infant mortality rates for Asian,
black, andmixed ethnic groups comparedwithwhite
people, but this pattern is not consistent across all
measures. All cause mortality in England and Wales
for people aged 10 and over between 2017 and 2019
was highest for the white ethnic group (age
standardised mortality 1058 per 100 000 population)
than any other ethnic group, with the black African
group having the lowest mortality (645 per 100 000
population), according to data from the Office for
National Statistics.3 Differences in mortality between
ethnic groups might reflect the “healthy migrant
effect,” whereby migrants often have a better health
status than the remaining population in their native
country, but also compared with the majority in the
host country.4 This will be reflected in communities
with people who have migrated to Britain more
recently, such as black African groups.5 Death from
covid-19 was higher in ethnic minority groups, in
particular people from black, Pakistani, and
Bangladeshi groups.6 There are wide variations in
patterns of illness between broad ethnic groups
(white, Asian, black, and mixed); for example,
contacts with mental health services are lowest for
Asian groups,7 but these groups have higher rates of
cardiovascular disease.8

Inequalities inhealth andcarebetweenethnic groups
havebeendocumented for decades.9 Evidence shows
that health services have responded for some
conditions, such as cardiovascular disease,10 but
there are persistent inequalities in mental health,11
and maternal12 and infant mortality,13 with black
groups having the worst outcomes..This points to
entrenched challenges. The causes of ethnic
inequality are multifaceted and include inequalities
in socioeconomic status and the effects of structural
racism, affecting access to jobs, housing, and other
resources, as well as differences in where people live,

with ethnic groups concentrated in cities. A fifth
(20%) of Asian and black children are born in the
most deprived 10% of neighbourhoods, compared
with 12% of white children.14

Ethnic inequalities are intrinsically linked to
deprivation, and this is an important factor in
differenceswithinbroad ethnic groups—for example,
only 7% of children of Indian ethnicity are eligible
for free school meals, the lowest of any group,
whereas 29% of children of Bangladeshi ethnicity
care are eligible. The group with the highest
proportion of eligible children is white travellers of
Irish heritage (63%), compared with 22% for white
British children.15 Analysis by broad ethnic group
might be necessary owing to small numbers or data
quality issues but can mask substantial variation.

There are big gaps in what we know about ethnic
variations in health. Differences in access to planned
care have been under investigated, but a recent
analysis found statistically significant differences in
rates of common elective procedures between ethnic
groups.16 It also found variation in how far rates fell
during the pandemic, with people from the Asian
ethnic group experiencing larger reductions in
elective procedures (49%) than white (44%) or other
ethnic groups (42%). National clinical audits could
help us understand ethnic differences in quality of
care, but coding of ethnicity would need to improve
substantially for this to happen.Despitemuchhigher
rates for cataract procedures in Asian and black
groups, for example, the national cataract audit
records ethnicity data for only 53% of patients.17

Routine data collection is limited for some parts of
the life course—including in young adults and for
end-of-life care. Place of death varies between ethnic
groups, with 24% of white people dying in a care
home compared with 6% of people of Asian origin.18
Among people who die at home, a recent
observational study found thatwhite people received
more medications to manage symptoms at the end
of life than black or Asian groups and had fewer days
in hospital in the last month of life.19

The stark differences in the health effects of the
covid-19 pandemic drew attention to longstanding
ethnic inequalities, giving hope that these would
receive a stronger focus in health policy. But
momentum to tackle health inequalities seems to be
stalling, and the government is no longer planning
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a white paper.20 NHS England has adopted an approach to tackle
inequalities that considers ethnic and socioeconomic differences,
as well as other protected characteristics, vulnerable groups and
clinical areas.21 But longstanding problems with the quality of
ethnicity data will continue to hamper progress to understand and
tackle ethnic inequalities across healthcare (see box). Until this
changes, the NHS will be “flying blind” in its attempts to meet its
legal, andmoral, obligation to eliminate ethnic inequalities in care.22

Box: Data challenges

There are several challenges in the analysis and reporting of ethnic
variations in healthcare.23

The ethnic group categories used in the NHS relate to the 2001 census,
and there are inconsistent approaches to the composition of broad ethnic
groups across data sources.2 Until the publication of the 2021 census,

there was also considerable uncertainty in the total numbers of people
of each ethnicity in England, used to calculate rates for each ethnic group.
There are known inconsistencies in recording ethnicity in health records
that affect ethnic minority groups more than white groups. The ethnic
group codes for “other” and “mixed” are overused—there is very poor
alignment between census records and hospital data.24 This results in
an overestimation of rates of activity for these groups and therefore an
underestimation of rates for the Asian and black ethnic categories.
“Missing data” reported for the indicators used in this analysis include
“not known,” “not stated,” and “missing” values, depending on the
source data. Most of the indicators used in the analysis are not
standardised for age, so comparisons between ethnic groups will be
affected by differences in age structure. The mixed and Asian population
groups comprise more younger people and fewer older people than the
white group—for example, the median age of the white British group in
2021 was 45, compared with a median age of 20 for the mixed white and
black Caribbean group.25
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