Avoidable deaths in Scotland rise sharply in 2023 reversing two decades of decline
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A recent report from the National Records of Scotland (NRS) has revealed alarming figures regarding avoidable deaths in the country, which stood at 16,548 in 2023. This marks a troubling rise from pre-pandemic levels, indicating a departure from the downward trend that had been observed since 2001. Public health experts underscore the critical nature of these statistics, which confirm that many of these deaths could have been prevented through effective public health measures and timely medical interventions.
Cancer remains the leading cause of avoidable mortality in Scotland, a position it has held for several years, despite a gradual decline in rates. Following cancer, diseases of the circulatory system represent another significant cause of premature fatalities. Notably, alcohol and drug-related deaths have surged, contributing to almost one in six of all avoidable deaths this past year. The NRS reports that these particular deaths have reached their third highest level since 2001, surpassed only by the peak figures recorded during the COVID-19 pandemic.
The 2023 statistics further illustrate stark inequalities in health outcomes across different demographics. Individuals residing in the most deprived areas of Scotland are reportedly four times more likely to experience avoidable mortality compared to their counterparts in the least deprived regions. Moreover, there is a concerning trend in gender discrepancies, with males exhibiting higher rates of avoidable deaths than females. Assistant Statistician Stefania Sechi remarked on the pattern of mortality, stating, "The rate of avoidable deaths decreased over most years from 2001, but increased suddenly during the pandemic. Although figures have since come down, the current rates remain higher than those recorded before the pandemic."
In terms of geographical variations, Glasgow City reported the highest rates of avoidable deaths, while areas such as East Dunbartonshire and East Renfrewshire noted the lowest. This regional disparity suggests that targeted public health initiatives are urgently needed to address the significant differences in health outcomes across the country.
The definition of 'avoidable mortality' is crucial in understanding the data. According to international standards set by the OECD and Eurostat, it focuses on deaths under the age of 75 that could primarily be prevented through public health measures or medical treatment. Treatment-related mortality refers to deaths that could be avoided through timely healthcare interventions. Experts advocate for increased investment in public health programmes, particularly in communities most affected by preventable health issues.
As Scotland approaches the publication of further mortality statistics in 2025, these findings raise pressing questions about the effectiveness of current health policies and the need for renewed efforts in public health interventions. The latest data underscore a critical moment for health authorities in Scotland, as they grapple with rising mortality rates and seek strategies to combat these ongoing health challenges. 
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