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“Don’t get old, doctor,” my patients often advise me. However,
we always end up agreeing that the alternative is worse. When
patients in their 90s complain that they can no longer manage
the two mile walk into town and the two miles back without
their knees hurting, I try to avoid any “so wonderful for your
age” comments, which they must hear repeatedly. Instead, we
discuss painkillers and why they probably don’t need surgery
yet. These patients are impressive women (and the occasional
man), often caring for others and being lynchpins of the
community.
If you work in a hospital you’ll be surrounded by ill patients
who are mostly old, and most of those you meet in their 80s
and 90s will be frail and suffering. It’s a revelation for some
hospital doctors to spend time in a GP surgery, to redress this
dismal equation of old age with decrepitude. In primary care
we don’t see some of the older people on our list until we invite
them for a flu vaccination or blood pressure check. They’re not
taking any medicines and have no need of our services.
I’d like to emulate them, to be active and purposeful for decades
after retirement, so I pay attention: what can I do to be like
them? There are no great revelations. First, I must avoid
inheriting early cancer genes and high cholesterol. I should
follow this with a lifetime of not smoking,1 drinking moderately
or not at all,2 and staying active.3 4 If I do need medical care I
should try to see the same doctor on each visit to the GP surgery
or hospital clinic, as continuity of care may contribute to my
longevity.5

Above all, I should be careful not to be poor: there’s a 19 year
difference in healthy life expectancy between the most and least
deprived areas of the UK, and the worst off can expect to live
a third of their life in poor health.6 How poverty makes people
ill is a matter of debate: what proportion is due to poor diet,
smoking, or the constant stress of struggling to keep a roof over
your head and food on the table? But the relation between

poverty and earlier disability and death is undeniable—it’s clear
from the literature, and it’s evident in my waiting room.
If the government really wants to reduce health inequalities, as
proclaimed by NHS England in its long term plan,7 perhaps the
Department of Health and Social Care should have a word with
the Department for Work and Pensions. We urgently need to
reverse the deep cuts to social welfare that have resulted in a
dramatic rise in poverty and destitution since 20138—and, with
it, a widening gap between the lives of rich and poor people.
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