
Making a difference on inequalities in a 
time of austerity – can evidence help?

”In a time of Populism, Brexit and Trump….”

Dominic Harrison

@BWDDPH



Populism
“support for the concerns of ordinary people”

“the quality of appealing to or being aimed at ordinary people.”

“Populism is a political doctrine that proposes that the common 
people are exploited by a privileged elite, and which seeks to resolve 
this…”



Mark Gamsu @markgamsu

..a lot more of this is happening ……it will get worse..
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Source: ONS (March 2017) National Life Tables , UK 2013-2015

In 2016 Life expectancy is now going backwards in some northern LA areas (for the whole 
population) especially for those most dependant on the health and care system 

(i.e. aged over 85Yrs)
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Figure 1. A Model for evidence-informed Decision Making in Public Health, taken from the World Health 
Organisation 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: WHO (2013) Fact Sheet: A Model for Evidence informed decision-making in Public Health: National 
Collaborating Centre for Methods and Tools www.nccmt.ca accessed : 10/5/13 
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Evidence-informed decision making involved integrating the best 

available research evidence into the decision-making process. 

Additional factors, community health issues and local context, community and 
political preferences and action and public resources, create the 

environment in which that research evidence is interpreted and applied.”
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• Liberals believe knowledge should inform beliefs and shape values-
Populism believes that values shape the knowledge we seek and 
evidence we accept……

• “Having social support from an evolutionary point of view is far more 
important than knowing the truth”

• “Partisanship has been revealed as the strongest force in US public life-
stronger than norms, independent of any facts:..the real question is 
“whose team are you on ?” Vox: David Roberts 

• Pew study found a high level of science knowledge didn’t make 
Republicans any more likely to say they ‘believed in climate change’ , 
though it did for democrats” High levels of intelligence just enabled them 

to engage in, and articulate better, their motivated reasoning
• Post Truth 2016 Word of the year :“relating to or denoting 

circumstances in which objective facts are less influential in shaping public 
opinion than appeals to emotion and personal belief” 
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Learning from Populism?

Source: theatlantic.com : This article wont change your mind: The facts on why facts 
alone can’t fight false beliefs: Julie Beck :March 13 2017 
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Populism in Practice:  Eric Pickles MP & The Daily Mirror  



Should we do more of this…?

BE…

More values based in our narratives of evidence

More naming of ‘what’s killing us’

More public facing in comments on evidence

More “we are on your side against the forces that make you ill”

More collectivist in our solution seeking 

More based on public and political preferences
More visible and noisy in our advocacy of common sense solutions

More immediate
More accessible and engaged 

More challenging and deliberative 

More explicit and context specific in recommendations

…..more unashamedly populist !


