
wilkinson and pickett the spirit level
wilkinson and pickett the spirit level is a seminal work in the field of social epidemiology and
public health, authored by Richard Wilkinson and Kate Pickett. This influential book examines the
profound impact of income inequality on various aspects of society, including health, social cohesion,
and overall well-being. By analyzing a wealth of data across developed countries, Wilkinson and
Pickett argue that societies with greater income disparities suffer from worse outcomes in multiple
domains. The spirit level, as presented in their research, highlights the correlation between
inequality and negative social effects such as higher crime rates, mental illness, and reduced life
expectancy. This article explores the core concepts of Wilkinson and Pickett’s thesis, the evidence
they present, and the broader implications for policy and society. Readers will gain a comprehensive
understanding of why addressing inequality is crucial for fostering healthier and more equitable
communities. The following sections will delve into the background of the authors, key findings of
the spirit level, and its societal impacts.
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Background of Wilkinson and Pickett
Richard Wilkinson and Kate Pickett are prominent social epidemiologists whose collaborative work
has significantly influenced public health discourse. Wilkinson is known for his expertise in social
determinants of health, while Pickett has contributed extensively to socioeconomic research.
Together, they co-authored The Spirit Level: Why More Equal Societies Almost Always Do Better,
published in 2009. Their research builds on decades of data collection and analysis, focusing on the
disparities between the richest and poorest individuals within societies. Both academics emphasize
the importance of social equality as a foundational element for healthier populations and more stable
communities. Their combined expertise has shaped debates on the consequences of economic
inequality in modern societies.

Professional Backgrounds
Richard Wilkinson’s career has centered on exploring how social factors influence health outcomes.
His work at University College London involved extensive studies on mortality, morbidity, and social
cohesion. Kate Pickett, similarly, has specialized in examining how class and economic status affect
health and social behavior. Their partnership brought together epidemiological data and social
theory, reinforcing the argument that inequality is a critical determinant of public health and social



problems.

Development of The Spirit Level
The concept behind The Spirit Level emerged from comparative analyses of countries with varying
degrees of income inequality. Wilkinson and Pickett sought to demonstrate that beyond the absolute
wealth of a country, the relative distribution of income plays a vital role in societal well-being. Their
approach combined statistical evidence with sociological insights, making a compelling case for
reducing disparities to improve overall quality of life.

Core Concepts of The Spirit Level
The Spirit Level revolves around the idea that income inequality correlates strongly with a wide
range of negative social outcomes. Wilkinson and Pickett argue that in more unequal societies,
individuals experience higher levels of stress, mistrust, and social dysfunction. The book challenges
the notion that economic growth alone ensures societal progress, emphasizing instead the
importance of fairness and equity.

Income Inequality and Social Outcomes
The central thesis posits that societies with greater income disparities tend to encounter more
problems such as poor health, lower educational attainment, and higher crime rates. Wilkinson and
Pickett use the term “spirit level” metaphorically to describe the leveling effect that equality has on
social health indicators. When income gaps narrow, social cohesion strengthens, and the overall
spirit of a society improves.

Psychosocial Stress and Health
A key mechanism identified by Wilkinson and Pickett is psychosocial stress resulting from perceived
social status differences. Inequality fosters feelings of insecurity, shame, and social exclusion, which
in turn damage mental and physical health. Chronic stress caused by these social dynamics
contributes to heart disease, depression, and other illnesses, reinforcing the argument that
inequality harms everyone, not just the poor.

Evidence and Data Analysis
Wilkinson and Pickett support their conclusions with extensive empirical evidence drawn from
international data sets. Their analysis covers a broad spectrum of social indicators, linking them
statistically to measures of income inequality. The robustness of their data-driven approach has
made The Spirit Level a cornerstone reference for researchers and policymakers alike.



Comparative Country Data
The authors compare wealthy countries such as the United States, Japan, Sweden, and the United
Kingdom, highlighting how varying degrees of inequality produce different social outcomes. For
example, they document that the United States, with one of the highest income inequality rates
among developed nations, experiences correspondingly higher rates of obesity, mental illness, and
incarceration.

Key Social Indicators Examined
Wilkinson and Pickett analyze numerous indicators, including:

Life expectancy and infant mortality rates

Levels of trust and social cohesion

Rates of violent crime and imprisonment

Educational attainment and literacy levels

Child well-being and social mobility

Across these dimensions, the data consistently show that more equal societies perform better,
regardless of their average income level.

Social Implications of Income Inequality
The findings presented in The Spirit Level have far-reaching implications for understanding social
dynamics and public health. Wilkinson and Pickett emphasize that inequality undermines social
capital and weakens community bonds, leading to a range of societal problems.

Impact on Crime and Violence
Greater inequality is linked to increased rates of crime and violence. The authors argue that social
fragmentation and mistrust create environments conducive to criminal behavior. This insight
challenges policies focused solely on punitive measures, suggesting instead that reducing inequality
can be a more effective approach to crime prevention.

Effects on Education and Opportunity
Income disparities also affect educational outcomes, limiting opportunities for children from lower
socioeconomic backgrounds. Wilkinson and Pickett demonstrate that unequal societies tend to have
lower social mobility, perpetuating cycles of poverty and disadvantage. Education systems in more
equal societies, by contrast, tend to be more inclusive and supportive, fostering broader societal
progress.



Policy Recommendations and Impact
Based on their findings, Wilkinson and Pickett advocate for policies aimed at reducing income
inequality to improve societal health and cohesion. Their work has influenced debates on taxation,
social welfare, and public services, emphasizing that economic fairness benefits all citizens.

Strategies to Reduce Inequality
Key policy recommendations include:

Progressive taxation to redistribute wealth more equitably1.

Investment in education and healthcare to provide equal opportunities2.

Strengthening social safety nets to protect vulnerable populations3.

Encouraging fair wages and labor rights4.

Promoting affordable housing and community development5.

Influence on Public Discourse
The Spirit Level has played a pivotal role in shaping public and academic discussions about
inequality. Its evidence-based approach has provided a foundation for advocates seeking to address
social disparities and improve population health outcomes. While some critics debate the extent of
causality, the book’s impact on raising awareness about the costs of inequality remains significant.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main argument of Wilkinson and Pickett's book
'The Spirit Level'?
The main argument of 'The Spirit Level' is that societies with greater income inequality experience
worse social outcomes across a range of health and social problems, such as mental illness, crime,
and educational performance.

Who are the authors of 'The Spirit Level' and what are their
backgrounds?
'The Spirit Level' was written by Richard Wilkinson and Kate Pickett, both social epidemiologists
who study the effects of inequality on health and social well-being.



How does 'The Spirit Level' explain the impact of income
inequality on health?
The book explains that higher levels of income inequality cause increased stress, social distrust, and
reduced social cohesion, which negatively impact both physical and mental health across society.

What evidence do Wilkinson and Pickett provide to support
their claims in 'The Spirit Level'?
They provide cross-country statistical analyses comparing levels of inequality with various social
indicators, showing that more unequal societies tend to have worse outcomes in areas like life
expectancy, obesity, mental illness, and crime rates.

Has 'The Spirit Level' influenced public policy or social
debates?
Yes, 'The Spirit Level' has influenced discussions on social policy, inequality, and public health,
encouraging policymakers to consider reducing income inequality as a means to improve societal
well-being.

What criticisms have been raised against the conclusions in
'The Spirit Level'?
Critics have argued that the correlations presented may not imply causation, that some data
selection may be biased, and that cultural or other factors may also explain the social outcomes
discussed.

How do Wilkinson and Pickett suggest societies reduce the
negative effects of inequality?
They advocate for policies that reduce income disparities, such as progressive taxation, improved
social welfare, better education, and stronger social safety nets to promote greater social equality.

In what ways has 'The Spirit Level' impacted academic
research?
The book has spurred further research into the social determinants of health, inspiring
interdisciplinary studies on how inequality affects various aspects of society and prompting debates
on measurement and methodology.

Is 'The Spirit Level' relevant to current discussions on
economic inequality?
Yes, 'The Spirit Level' remains highly relevant as economic inequality continues to grow globally,
providing a framework to understand its broader societal impacts and informing debates on social
justice and public health.



Additional Resources
1. The Inner Level: How More Equal Societies Reduce Stress, Restore Sanity and Improve
Everyone's Well-Being
This book, also by Richard Wilkinson and Kate Pickett, expands on the themes introduced in The
Spirit Level. It explores how social equality positively impacts mental health and overall well-being.
The authors use psychological and sociological research to explain the hidden effects of inequality
on stress and social cohesion.

2. Capital in the Twenty-First Century
Written by Thomas Piketty, this influential book analyzes wealth concentration and distribution over
the past few centuries. It complements the themes of Wilkinson and Pickett by providing extensive
data on economic inequality and its consequences. Piketty argues for policy reforms to reduce
inequality and promote economic justice.

3. Unequal Gains: American Growth and Inequality since 1700
This historical analysis by Peter H. Lindert and Jeffrey G. Williamson examines the relationship
between economic growth and inequality in the United States. The book offers a long-term
perspective on how inequality has evolved and its social ramifications, aligning with the concerns
raised in The Spirit Level.

4. Why Nations Fail: The Origins of Power, Prosperity, and Poverty
Daron Acemoglu and James A. Robinson explore the political and economic institutions that lead to
prosperity or poverty. Their insights into structural inequality and its effects on societal health echo
many of the themes discussed by Wilkinson and Pickett. This book provides a broader context for
understanding inequality's role in societal outcomes.

5. The Price of Inequality: How Today's Divided Society Endangers Our Future
Joseph E. Stiglitz, a Nobel laureate economist, discusses the economic and social costs of inequality.
The book argues that rising inequality undermines democracy, economic growth, and social stability,
complementing the arguments made in The Spirit Level. Stiglitz offers policy suggestions to create a
fairer society.

6. The Equality Effect: Improving Life by Narrowing the Gaps
This book delves into how reducing inequality can enhance social trust, health, and education
outcomes. It synthesizes research from various disciplines to show practical benefits of equality-
focused policies. The work aligns closely with Wilkinson and Pickett’s evidence on the societal
benefits of equality.

7. Social Epidemiology
This academic text explores how social structures and inequalities affect health outcomes across
populations. It provides a scientific foundation for understanding the connections highlighted in The
Spirit Level between inequality and public health. The book is essential for readers interested in the
empirical research behind social determinants of health.

8. Evicted: Poverty and Profit in the American City
Matthew Desmond offers a powerful ethnographic account of poverty and housing instability in
American cities. The book highlights the human impact of economic inequality, illustrating themes
similar to those in Wilkinson and Pickett’s work. It sheds light on how inequality affects life chances
and community well-being.



9. Progress and Its Discontents: Essays on the Social History of American Science
Edited by Robert V. Bruce, this collection reflects on the social implications of scientific and
technological progress. Some essays discuss how social inequalities influence access to progress and
benefits, resonating with the concerns about inequality’s broader effects explored in The Spirit
Level. It offers a nuanced view of progress amid social divisions.
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