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Equality of What?

Every normative theory of social arrangement that has 
at all stood the test of time seems to demand equality 
of something - something that is regarded as 
particularly important in that theory. The theories 
involved are diverse and frequently at war with each 
other, but they still seem to have that common feature.  

Sen (1992) 
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An example 
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• Equality, priority, or population health? 
• Relative difference (equality per se) 
• Absolute difference (priority to worst off) 
• Absolute number (greatest absolute benefit) 

• Reference group 
• Best possible (Luxembourg = 1.5/1000) 
• Best-off (High income = 5.8/1000) 
• Arbitrary (MDG 4.A: 2/3 reduction in U5 rate, 1990-2015) 

• Aggregation & weighting 
• Political unit (country)  
• Social group (SES, race/ethnicity)



What to measure…

• Mortality 
• Morbidity (diagnosed conditions) 
• Functional problems (hearing, vision, etc.) 
• Health potential (cognitive development, birth weight) 
• Health services (immunization, prenatal care, nutrition) 
• Health determinants (family SES, environment) 
• Composite indicators (DALYs, QALYs)



…and why.

• Lives (mortality) 

• Total life-years (YLL, DALY) 

• Capacities/opportunities (functional problems, health 
potential) 

• Equal allocation of health resources (health services) 

• Equal allocation of social resources (determinants)



Murray et al., Lancet (2012)



Conclusion 
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Every normative theory of social arrangement that has 
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