
 
 

Guide to: Life expectancy in the United Kingdom 
 
What is life expectancy? 
 
Life expectancy (ex) is the number of years that a person can expect to live, on 
average, in a given population.  
 
The Office for National Statistics (ONS) produces life expectancy statistics for the 
United Kingdom using different methods, and in a variety of formats. This guide 
provides a summary of the statistics which are available and where you can find 
them. They can all be accessed free of charge on the ONS website. 
 
National life expectancy 
 
Decennial life tables 
 
Published once every ten years, decennial life tables are associated with the 
decennial population censuses, beginning with the census of 1841. Life expectancy 
figures are presented in three-year periods around each census year (where 
possible). A three-year period is normally of sufficient length to smooth out most of 
the effect if the mortality of the census year happens to be unusual. 
 
Decennial life tables show the increasing longevity of the population over time and 
they can be compared with the experience of other countries and populations. 
 
The latest edition (English Life Tables No. 16) is based on the mortality experience of 
the England and Wales population during the years 2000, 2001 and 2002. A 
methodology document which describes the calculations is available on the ONS 
website.  
 
The latest decennial life tables for each of the UK's constituent countries are also 
available in separate Microsoft Excel reference tables.  
 
Interim life tables 
 
Interim life tables are produced annually for the United Kingdom, Great Britain, 
England and Wales, England, Wales, Scotland, and Northern Ireland. The tables 
provide period life expectancy for males and females by single year of age (0 to100), 
for three-year rolling periods from 1980–82 onwards. The tables are available in 
separate Microsoft Excel reference tables for each country. The tables also contain 
information on the notation and methodology used to calculate the tables. 
 
Interim life tables can be used to find the average life expectancy at a particular age 
and period in time. For example, to find the life expectancy of males and females 
aged 18 years living in the United Kingdom during the 2008–10 period, see the 
screenshot below.   
 
The tables show that males and females aged 18 can expect to live a further 60.63 
years and 64.63 years respectively if the mortality rates during 2008–10 were 
experienced for the rest of their lives (but mortality rates are projected to improve in 
the future, so they will probably live longer).  
 

http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/publications/all-releases.html?definition=tcm%3A77-46235
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/lifetables/decennial-life-tables/no-16--2000-2002-/index.html
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/lifetables/decennial-life-tables/no-16--2000-2002-/rpd-meth-elt16.pdf
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/publications/re-reference-tables.html?edition=tcm%3A77-224936
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/publications/all-releases.html?definition=tcm%3A77-23535


    
 
The interim life tables can also be used to look at changes in life expectancy over 
time. For example, to compare the life expectancy of males and females aged 18 in 
2008–10 with those aged 18 in 1988–90, see the screenshot below. 
 
 

 
 
The tables show that life expectancy at age 18 in 1988–90 was 55.69 years for males 
and 61.07 years for females, 4.94 years and 3.56 years respectively shorter than the 
life expectancy of males and females aged 18 in 2008–10. This shows how mortality 
rates have improved over time. 
 
Period and cohort life expectancy 
 
Period and cohort life expectancy statistics for males and females by single year of 
age (0 to 95) for the United Kingdom, Great Britain, England and Wales, England, 
Wales, Scotland, and Northern Ireland for 1981 to 2060 (individual years) are 
available. These are based on actual death rates from 1981 to 2010 and projected 

http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/publications/all-releases.html?definition=tcm%3A77-23536


death rates from the 2010-based national population projections. The projections are 
updated every two years. 
 
To find the life expectancy of a female aged 18 in the United Kingdom in 2020 using 
period and cohort life tables, see the screen shots below. 
 
2010-based period life expectancy, females   
 

 
  
2010-based cohort life expectancy, females 
 

 
 



The period life table shows that a female aged 18 in 2020 could expect to live 67.0 
years. However, the cohort life table shows that the same person could expect to live 
75.1 years.  
 
This difference is because the period life table is based on projected mortality rates 
for 2020 only and does not assume improvements in the rates after this year, 
whereas the cohort life table takes such improvements into account.  
 
For example, period life expectancy at age 18 in 2020 is worked out using the 
projected mortality rate for age 18 in 2020, for age 19 in 2020, for age 20 in 2020, 
and so on. Cohort life expectancy is worked out using the mortality rate for age 18 in 
2020, for age 19 in 2021, for age 20 in 2022, and so on. 
  
More information on the difference between period and cohort life expectancy can be 
found on the ONS website. 
 
Sub-national life expectancy 
 
Life expectancy statistics for regions, counties and local areas1 in the UK are 
calculated annually using abridged (based on five-year age groups) life tables. These 
are more suitable for calculating sub-national life expectancy than complete (based 
on single year of age) life tables due to small numbers of deaths by single year of 
age, particularly among younger age groups and in smaller areas. 
 
A template which illustrates how abridged life tables are calculated can be found on 
the ONS website. 
 
In addition to those outlined above, national life expectancy statistics are also 
calculated using this method for comparison purposes. Therefore, the sets of national 
life expectancy figures available may differ slightly (usually by around 0.1 years). 
 
Like the national interim life tables, sub-national life expectancy statistics are 
calculated for three-year rolling periods. Results for male and female life expectancy 
at birth and at age 65 are available from 1991–93 onwards. They are presented in an 
annual Statistical Bulletin, reference tables, and interactive animated maps (Adobe 
Flash Player).  
 
The Statistical Bulletin contains commentary, tables and maps for the latest figures. 
Tables are included which show the 10 local areas with the highest and lowest life 
expectancies for males and females at birth and at age 65. There is also a table 
which shows results for all geographical areas, with the local areas ranked 1 
(highest) to 404 (lowest). Information about the calculation and interpretation of life 
expectancy is also contained in the Bulletin.  
 
There are four Microsoft Excel reference tables which contain results for the UK, 
England and Wales, Scotland, and Northern Ireland. They show life expectancy at 
birth and at age 65 statistics for each geographical area, with and without 95 per cent 
confidence intervals. Life expectancy is an estimate and is therefore subject to some 

                                                 
1 The term ‘local area’ refers to local and unitary authorities in England and Wales, council areas in 
Scotland and local government district areas in Northern Ireland. Two local areas, City of London and 
Isles of Scilly, are excluded from the results because of the small numbers of deaths and populations.  
 
 

http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/guide-method/method-quality/specific/population-and-migration/demography/guide-to-period-and-cohort-life-expectancy/index.html
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/publications/all-releases.html?definition=tcm%3A77-22483
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/guide-method/user-guidance/health-and-life-events/index.html
http://www.neighbourhood.statistics.gov.uk/HTMLDocs/dvc8/lifemap.html


margin of error. Confidence intervals are calculated to give an indication of the size of 
this error. 
 
On 1 April 2009, there was a reorganisation of local governments in England, which 
created nine new unitary authorities (based on the merging of 37 local authorities). 
Life expectancy figures based on both the old and new boundaries are available in 
the England and Wales dataset. 
 
Interactive animated maps which illustrate changes in male and female life 
expectancy at birth for local areas over time for 1991–93 onwards are available from 
the Neighbourhood Statistics website. These are based on the latest local authority 
boundaries.  
 
Data can be viewed by clicking ‘Play’ to start the animation and then rolling the 
mouse over an area to view its life expectancy. It is possible to zoom in and out of 
the maps and to save them as images. A chart next to the map shows how each area 
compares with the UK average. 
 

 
 
A Summary Quality Report describing the quality of sub-national life expectancy 
statistics in relation to the six European Statistical Service (ESS) Dimensions of 
Quality (relevance; accuracy; timeliness and punctuality; accessibility and clarity; 
comparability; and coherence) is available on the ONS website. 
 
Life expectancy statistics for health areas in the UK for 2001–03 onwards are also 
available on the ONS website. 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.neighbourhood.statistics.gov.uk/
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/guide-method/method-quality/quality/quality-information/social-statistics/index.html
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/publications/all-releases.html?definition=tcm%3A77-235370


Health expectancy 
 
Health expectancies divide life expectancy into periods of life spent in ‘very good’ or 
‘good’ health; healthy life expectancy (HLE), or free from a limiting chronic illness or 
disability; disability-free life expectancy (DFLE).  
 
National estimates of HLE and DFLE for the UK and constituent countries are 
calculated for three-year rolling periods. Results for males and females at birth and at 
age 65 for the UK and constituent countries are available from 2000–02 onwards and 
for Great Britain and England from 1980–82 onwards. They are presented in a series 
of Statistical Bulletins and reference tables.  
 
The Statistical Bulletins contain commentary and tables and also include information 
about the calculation and interpretation of health expectancies. 
 
There are separate Microsoft Excel reference tables which contain results for the UK 
and constituent countries for 2000–02 onwards and results for Great Britain and 
England for 1980–82 to 2000–02. They show life expectancy, HLE and DFLE for 
males and females at birth and at age 65 for each country, with 95 per cent 
confidence intervals. Life and health expectancies are estimates and are therefore 
subject to some margin of error. Confidence intervals are calculated to give an 
indication of the size of this error.  
 
The reference table for the UK and constituent countries for 2000–02 onwards also 
includes the proportion of life spent in favourable health and a template illustrating 
how health expectancies are calculated. 
 
In depth analyses of health expectancies at lower levels of geography, by social 
class, and by relative deprivation are produced on an ad-hoc basis and are available 
as a series of articles and reference tables published in Health Statistics Quarterly.   
 
A Summary Quality Report describing the quality of health expectancy statistics in 
relation to the six ESS Dimensions of Quality is available on the ONS website.  
 
ONS website links 
 
Decennial life tables 
www.ons.gov.uk/ons/publications/all-releases.html?definition=tcm%3A77-46235 
 
Interim life tables 
www.ons.gov.uk/ons/publications/all-releases.html?definition=tcm%3A77-23535 
 
Period and cohort life expectancy 
www.ons.gov.uk/ons/guide-method/method-quality/specific/population-and-
migration/demography/guide-to-period-and-cohort-life-expectancy/index.html 
 
Sub-national life expectancy – local areas 
www.ons.gov.uk/ons/publications/all-releases.html?definition=tcm%3A77-22483 
 
Sub-national life expectancy – health areas 
www.ons.gov.uk/ons/publications/all-releases.html?definition=tcm%3A77-235370 
 
Summary Quality Report – sub-national life expectancy 
www.ons.gov.uk/ons/guide-method/method-quality/quality/quality-information/social-
statistics/index.html 

http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/publications/all-releases.html?definition=tcm%3A77-28154
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/publications/all-releases.html?definition=tcm%3A77-28154
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/disability-and-health-measurement/health-expectancies-at-birth-and-age-65-in-the-united-kingdom/1981-2001/index.html
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/publications/all-releases.html?definition=tcm%3A77-21560
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/guide-method/method-quality/quality/quality-information/social-statistics/index.html
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/publications/all-releases.html?definition=tcm%3A77-46235
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/publications/all-releases.html?definition=tcm%3A77-23535
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/guide-method/method-quality/specific/population-and-migration/demography/guide-to-period-and-cohort-life-expectancy/index.html
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/guide-method/method-quality/specific/population-and-migration/demography/guide-to-period-and-cohort-life-expectancy/index.html
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/publications/all-releases.html?definition=tcm%3A77-22483
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/publications/all-releases.html?definition=tcm%3A77-235370
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/guide-method/method-quality/quality/quality-information/social-statistics/index.html
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/guide-method/method-quality/quality/quality-information/social-statistics/index.html


 
National health expectancies  
www.ons.gov.uk/ons/publications/all-releases.html?definition=tcm%3A77-28154 
 
Health Statistics Quarterly 
www.ons.gov.uk/ons/publications/all-releases.html?definition=tcm%3A77-21560 
Summary Quality Report – health expectancies 
www.ons.gov.uk/ons/guide-method/method-quality/quality/quality-information/social-
statistics/index.html 
 
Where can I find out more? 
 
For more information about national life expectancy, please contact: 
 
Mortality Ageing and Population Trends Team, ONS 
 
Telephone: 01329 444681 
 
E-mail: lifetables@ons.gsi.gov.uk 
 
 
For more information about sub-national life expectancy, please contact: 
 
Mortality Analysis Team, ONS 
 
Telephone: 01633 455867 
 
E-mail: healthgeog@ons.gsi.gov.uk 
 
 
For more information about health expectancies, please contact:  
 
Disability and Health Measurement Team, ONS 
 
Telephone: 01633 455925 
 
E-mail: hle@ons.gsi.gov.uk 
 
 

http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/publications/all-releases.html?definition=tcm%3A77-28154
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/publications/all-releases.html?definition=tcm%3A77-21560
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/guide-method/method-quality/quality/quality-information/social-statistics/index.html
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/guide-method/method-quality/quality/quality-information/social-statistics/index.html
mailto:lifetables@ons.gsi.gov.uk
mailto:healthgeog@ons.gsi.gov.uk
mailto:hle@ons.gsi.gov.uk
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