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Executive summary

Over the past decades, life expectancy has significantly improved 
across the G20.

Countries with the lowest life expectancy have seen the greatest 
improvements during this time. Between 2000 and 2016, Russia, 
South Korea and India saw a 6-year boost in life expectancy, thus 
slowly closing the gap in life expectancy between the richest and 
poorest countries in the G20.

We have also seen a shift from cardiovascular disease as the 
leading cause of death, to cancer, which overtook cardiovascular 
conditions in 2016 due to improvements in prevention, detection 
and treatment.

Potentially due to improvements in other areas of health, in richer 
countries, including the US, UK and Saudi Arabia, neurological 
conditions, including dementia, are now the leading cause of death.

But these improvements in life expectancy can easily hide that 
we could save many more years lost through simple and effective 
preventative interventions, such as screenings, vaccinations, 
management of disease or facilitating healthier lifestyles. And we 
know that inequalities, including within countries, are on the rise.

While of course everyone will die of something and not all 
conditions are preventable, this report highlights that life expectancy 
could be significantly boosted if we were to reduce deaths from 
certain common causes. 

• In 2000, life expectancy across the G20 could have been 4.1 
years higher if we had avoided all deaths from cardiovascular 
disease (CVD).

• In 2016, life expectancy could have been 4.3 years higher if 
deaths from cancer had been avoided - more than the actual 
average increase in life expectancy over this whole period.

While of course not all conditions are preventable, this gives us a 
proxy as to how many lost years of life expectancy are hidden by 
overarching improvements in life expectancy. 
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We need to invest in healthier lives, not just longer lives. And we 
need to address inequalities between and within countries. Investing 
in prevention, such as behaviour change activity, screenings and 
vaccinations, is a crucial step in our efforts to ensure longer, healthier 
lives.

We call on governments to invest at least 6% of health budgets on 
prevention, in keeping with Canada who currently invests the most 
in prevention across the G20, and continue to raise this proportion in 
line with the rise in preventable diseases. 
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Years lost due to different causes of death

Comparing life expectancy across the G20

While recent decades have seen overall improvements in life 
expectancy across the G20, different countries show considerable 
variation in life expectancy at birth; the gap between the longest and 
shortest figures can be as much as 20 years. In Japan, a child born in 
2016 would have a life expectancy of 84.2 years, while a child born in 
South Africa the same year would have a life expectancy of 63.6.

This gap appears to be slowly closing, with lower income countries 
seeing greater gains in life expectancy than higher income ones. 
Life expectancy at birth in Japan increased by less than two years 
between 2000 and 2016, while in Russia, South Korea and India, it 
increased by over six years.

But while this trend is promising, it could also be hiding many 
preventable years lost. And there’s a real risk that improvements in 
life expectancy could be reversed if we don’t continue to promote 
preventative action.

Looking at the years lost

The more clearly we can make the case for preventative health 
interventions, the more likely we are to convince policy makers that 
funding them represents good value for money. One way to do this 
is to calculate how many years could be added to life expectancy 
across the G20 if preventative action eliminated deaths from specific 
conditions.  

The most common causes of death, by definition, reduce average 
life expectancy in the G20 by the greatest amount. Calculating the 
possible improvements in life expectancy that would result from 
targeting the most common preventable causes could make a 
persuasive argument for funding preventative medicine.

To estimate how the ten most common causes of death across 
the G20 affected life expectancy at birth over a specific period, we 
used regression analysis to examine the relationships between the 
different causes and life expectancy. This statistical analysis allowed 
us to estimate by how much each cause of death reduced life 
expectancy across the G20 in 2000, 2010 and 2016.1   

1We used data from the World Health Organisation on the 19 G20 countries, for the years 2000, 2010, 
and 2016 (the latest year for which data is available). 
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The causes that contribute most to reducing life expectancy can vary 
from year to year. In addition, these causes are correlated: reducing 
the number of deaths from one cause will lead to another cause 
taking its place in the ranking. These changes will affect average 
life expectancy in different ways, depending on the age at which 
individuals are most likely to succumb to that cause and on the 
circumstances in which they live, e.g., in low, middle or high income 
countries. 

What do these lost years tell us? 

Calculating the number of years lost from average life expectancy 
due to each cause of death helps us to understand which conditions 
have the greatest impact on longevity. Some conditions may cause 
many deaths but have very little impact on average life expectancy, 
particularly those which tend to affect people later in life. 

A shift from CVD to cancer 

Looking at the primary causes of death across the G20, the first 
noticeable trend is a shift from CVD to cancer. From 2000 up until 
2016, CVD caused the greatest reduction in life expectancy across 
the G20. But in 2016, cancer overtook CVD. 

Figure 1: Years lost due to CVD against average life expectancy across  
the G20 in 2016
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If we could have prevented deaths from CVD, the G20’s average life 
expectancy for 2000 would have been 4.1 years higher. If we could 
have prevented deaths from cancer, the average G20 life expectancy 
in 2016 would have been 4.3 years higher – more than the actual 
average increase in life expectancy for the whole period.

Table 1: Estimated years lost due to the ten most common causes of death 

Cause of death Average years 
lost (2000)

Cause of death Average years 
lost (2016)

CVD 4.1* Cancer 4.3*

Respiratory 
diseases (other)

2.5* CVD 2.9*

Intentional 
injuries

1.5 Unintentional 
injuries

2.1

Neurological 
conditions, 
including 
dementia

1.4* Respiratory 
diseases (other)

1.4*

Digestive 
diseases

1.3 Type 2 diabetes 1.2*

Type 2 diabetes 0.9* Neurological 
conditions, 
including 
dementia

1.1*

Respiratory 
diseases 
(infectious)

0.8 Respiratory 
diseases 
(infectious)

1.0*

Infectious 
and parasitic 
diseases

0.7* Intentional 
injuries

1.0*

Unintentional 
injuries

0.5 Digestive 
diseases

0.9*

Cancer 0.4 Infectious 
and parasitic 
diseases

0.2

*statistically significant (p<=0.05)
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It may be that the increase in overall life expectancy and reduction in 
years lost due to CVD during this period is the reason for the increase 
in years lost due to cancer. We have seen significant advances in 
CVD treatment, with improved survival rates. 

Alternatively, it may be that increased overall longevity means that 
more people are reaching an age where they’re likely to get cancer. 
This explanation would suggest that cancer might be the greatest 
barrier to further gains in life expectancy. 

Since the blanket term “cancer” covers a number of different 
conditions, there’s no single form of treatment, although survival 
rates are improving for a range of different cancers. Research 
shows that many types of cancer can be avoided or have their onset 
postponed through preventative health interventions and lifestyle 
changes.

Not all CVD or cancers are preventable and of course if one cause 
of death goes down the ranking, it’s always replaced by another – 
everyone dies of something at some point. 

Causes by country

Every G20 country experienced a reduction in years lost during 
the period of study, but the amounts varied, with the greatest 
reduction seen in countries with the lowest life expectancy. 
Russia made particularly strong progress, with years lost due to 
heart disease falling from over ten years to around six. But these 
general improvements can obscure underlying individual losses in 
life expectancy due to preventable diseases. It’s likely that these 
improvements could have been greater had some preventative 
interventions taken place. 

• More years tend to be lost due to infectious diseases in lower 
income countries with warmer climates. South Africa, India and 
Indonesia dominated this category during the period of study. But 
the absolute number of years lost in those countries went down 
over the same period.

• More years tend to be lost due to respiratory diseases in 
countries with a higher prevalence of smoking or air pollution; 
these include China and India. In some countries, such as Russia, 
there’s also a correlation between deaths from respiratory 
infections and those from other causes, especially CVD. 
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• In richer countries, such as the US, the UK and Saudi Arabia, 
neurological diseases (a mixed category that includes dementia) 
caused the most years to be lost. We can also see that deaths 
from type 2 diabetes were related to diet: for example, diabetes 
was prevalent in Mexico, which also had a challenging obesity 
problem. 

The appendix to this document includes a comprehensive list of how 
many years of life expectancy were lost due to each of the ten most 
common causes of death, by country, during the period of study. 
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What happens next

Although life expectancy is rising across the G20, with the gap still 
closing between higher and lower income countries, we’re currently 
far from reducing the burden of preventable disease. And it has 
already been shown in other work that the pandemic may have 
reversed some of the recent improvements in life expectancy.2

With the majority of countries looking to engage in healthcare 
reform, we have a real opportunity to be more proactive and address 
emerging health needs. Not all causes of death, including cancers, 
are preventable, but many are. 

When preventable conditions reduce the length of people’s lives, this 
has important implications for society, especially the economy. Had 
these individuals not become ill, they would have lived longer and 
contributed to society for longer.

Investing in prevention, such as screenings, vaccinations, 
management of disease or facilitating healthier lifestyles, is a crucial 
step in our efforts to ensure longer, healthier lives.

We call on governments to invest at least 6% of health budgets on 
prevention, in keeping with Canada who currently invests the most 
in prevention across the G20, and continue to raise this proportion in 
line with the rise in preventable diseases.

Find out more at: https://ilcuk.org.uk/delivering-prevention-in-an-
ageing-world

2Aburto et al. (2021) https://doi.org/10.1093/ije/dyab207 

https://ilcuk.org.uk/?s=delivering-prevention+in+an+ageing+world
https://ilcuk.org.uk/?s=delivering-prevention+in+an+ageing+world
https://doi.org/10.1093/ije/dyab207
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The Delivering prevention in an ageing world programme has been 
supported by

An ILC report with research and analysis by Dr Brian Beach, 
Department of Epidemiology & Public Health, University College 
London, and ILC Insight Expert 



Appendix: Years lost, by cause and country

Infectious 
and parasitic 

diseases

Respiratory 
Infectious

Malignant 
neoplasms

Diabetes 
mellitus

Neurological 
conditions

Cardiovascular 
diseases

Respiratory 
diseases

Digestive 
diseases

Unintentional 
injuries

Intentional 
injuries

Argentina -0.1 -2.0 -4.7 -0.7 -0.4 -2.4 -2.0 -1.0 -2.1 -0.9

Australia 0.0 -0.3 -4.1 -0.4 -1.1 -1.4 -0.9 -0.4 -1.0 -0.7

Brazil -0.1 -1.7 -4.2 -1.4 -0.7 -2.8 -1.5 -1.1 -2.7 -2.0

Canada 0.0 -0.3 -4.3 -0.4 -1.2 -1.3 -0.9 -0.5 -1.2 -0.7

China 0.0 -0.5 -5.3 -0.4 -1.3 -4.4 -2.1 -0.5 -2.5 -0.5

France 0.0 -0.3 -4.9 -0.3 -1.0 -1.2 -0.6 -0.5 -1.1 -0.7

Germany 0.0 -0.4 -4.7 -0.5 -0.9 -2.2 -0.9 -0.6 -0.9 -0.5

India -0.5 -2.5 -2.9 -1.5 -0.8 -4.3 -4.2 -1.5 -4.9 -1.2

Indonesia -0.6 -1.0 -4.4 -2.5 -1.6 -6.3 -2.4 -2.3 -2.9 -0.5

Italy 0.0 -0.2 -4.4 -0.5 -0.8 -1.7 -0.7 -0.5 -0.9 -0.3

Japan 0.0 -1.0 -4.0 -0.2 -0.3 -1.2 -0.8 -0.4 -0.8 -0.8

Mexico -0.1 -0.7 -2.8 -4.3 -0.3 -2.3 -1.2 -1.8 -2.0 -1.4

Republic  
of Korea

0.0 -0.8 -4.0 -0.6 -0.8 -1.2 -0.7 -0.5 -1.3 -1.2

Russia -0.1 -0.6 -6.0 -0.2 -0.7 -6.5 -0.5 -1.1 -3.4 -2.1

Saudi 
Arabia

-0.1 -1.8 -2.3 -1.3 -1.8 -5.0 -0.8 -0.8 -4.2 -0.6

South 
Africa

-1.4 -3.5 -4.9 -4.5 -1.5 -4.5 -2.5 -1.1 -3.2 -2.6

Turkey 0.0 -0.4 -5.1 -1.3 -2.3 -3.4 -1.5 -0.5 -1.7 -0.6

UK 0.0 -0.8 -4.7 -0.2 -1.7 -1.5 -1.2 -0.7 -0.8 -0.5

USA -0.1 -0.4 -4.4 -0.7 -1.6 -2.2 -1.5 -0.7 -1.8 -1.2

G20 
average

-0.2 -1.0 -4.3 -1.2 -1.1 -2.9 -1.4 -0.9 -2.1 -1.0
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About the ILC 
The International Longevity Centre UK (ILC) is the UK’s specialist 
think tank on the impact of longevity on society. The ILC was 
established in 1997, as one of the founder members of the 
International Longevity Centre Global Alliance, an international 
network on longevity. 

We have unrivalled expertise in demographic change, ageing and 
longevity. We use this expertise to highlight the impact of ageing 
on society, working with experts, policy makers and practitioners 
to provoke conversations and pioneer solutions for a society where 
everyone can thrive, regardless of age.
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