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Professor Mackenbach’s work focuses on 

the great paradox that continues in public 

health, which is this: that despite prosperity, 

more equal income distribution, the welfare 

state, and equal access to healthcare, health 

inequalities between rich and poor persist 

and are even widening. At the start of the 

21st century, national life expectancy at birth 

is more unequal that it has been for decades, 

and inequalities in life expectancy between 

socioeconomic groups within nations are 

also larger than ever. This is the case in 

Europe as well as in the developing world. 

Mackenbach’s studies, several of which 

were published in high-ranking journals 

such as The Lancet and the New England 

Journal of Medicine, were the first to 

provide systematic and coherent empirical 

evidence that European countries differ in 

the magnitude of their health inequalities, 

and to show that these differences can 

be explained by the social patterning of 

risk factors such as low income, smoking, 

obesity, and lack of access to good quality 

health care.  

Europe is a region of great diversity – not 

only in terms of language, religion, and 

culture but also in terms of economic 

performance and social policies - which 
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offers great opportunities for studying 

the factors driving population health. 

Mackenbach’s comparative work includes 

studies of many of these factors, ranging 

from cultural values to tobacco control 

policies, and from health care financing 

arrangements to levels of democracy.  

His policy-oriented work has identified 

many entry-points for interventions to 

address health inequalities between and 

within countries, and has attracted the 

interest of international, national and  

local policy-makers.  

Mackenbach is also one of the principal 

players in the Rotterdam Global Health 

Initiative. Formed six years ago, this is a 

network of top academic experts across 

Erasmus University in medicine, social 

sciences, and health economics who 

came together to combine development 

knowledge with systemic medical 

knowledge and focus on issues and 

solutions to create equitable health 

systems around the world. 
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“Building systems is vital to delivering health services. The expertise at Erasmus and the 

network built via the Rotterdam Global Health Initiative has the knowledge and collaborative 

network to undertake large-scale intervention studies to tackle the systemic and fundamental 

causes of health inequality.”

Results & next steps 

• Large health inequalities within countries signal exclusionary processes that are unfair,  

 and that form an important barrier for overall population health improvement.  

 Inclusive prosperity can be promoted by tackling the underlying behavioural,  

 social and economic determinants of these health inequalities. 

• Variations in population health between European countries are largely due to  

 differences between countries in the implementation of effective health policies  

 (e.g., tobacco and alcohol control, cancer screening, road safety) and are  

 therefore avoidable. 

• The expertise at Erasmus and the network built via the Rotterdam Global Health  

 Initiative has the knowledge and collaborative network to undertake large-scale  

 intervention studies to tackle the systemic and fundamental causes of health inequality. 
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Impact

Building systems is vital to delivering health services. In many parts of the world primary 

care is not well developed which means that people go to secondary and tertiary hospitals 

which are both expensive and where quality of care can be highly variable. 

The network created at Erasmus through the Rotterdam Global Health Initiative is at the 

forefront of developing work that can address this problem in the areas of:

• Health care financing and systems that are affordable for people on low incomes;

• Neglected tropical diseases that affect the poor around the world – the approach is  

 to apply mathematical modelling & devised strategies that will lead to elimination  

 of the diseases worldwide;

• Developing programmes that enable low income groups and the bottom billion to  

 change behaviour. For example, women on very low incomes in different countries  

 have received instruction in groups to improve care during pregnancy and  

 immediately after child-birth contributing to safer birthing. 
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