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Tens  o f  tho usands  more  B rit s  were  dying than expected  and  experts  aren’t  quite  sure  why that  is .

From  May to  D ecember las t  year, there  were  32,441  exces s  deaths  in E ngland  and  W ales , exc lud ing deaths

from  C ovid .

E xces s  deaths  are  defined  as  the  number o f  people  who  d ied  above  the  f ive- year average  -  wo rked  out

exc lud ing 2020  due  to  how  C o vid  spiked  death f igures  that  year.

T his  means  that  over 32,000  B rit s  would ’ve  been expected  to  be  alive , but  d ied  acco rd ing to  O f f ic e  fo r

Nat io na l St at is t ic s  (O NS ) f igures  acro s s  this  perio d .

T hese  sho cking f igures  raised  a number o f  impo rtant  ques t io ns  about  what  is  happening to  the  country ’s

po pulat io ns , how  it 's  changing, and  why so  many more  people  are  dying.

It  is n 't  q u it e  c le a r  w hy  s o  m any  m o re  B r it s  t ha n  e x p e c te d  have  d ie d  re c e nt ly  ( s to c k  im a g e ) ( Image :
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E ver s ince  the  C ovid  pandemic , exces s  deaths  have  f luc tuated  wild ly month on month , tumbling well be low

the  f ive- year average  o r spiking far above  it .

T he  spikes  in exces s  deaths  can be  at t ributed  to  a number o f  causes , but  it  is n’t  c lear what ’s  driving these

spikes  o r caus ing these  drop- o ffs .

Similarly, earlier in 2022, exces s  deaths  d ipped  well be low  average  leve ls , with one  expert  gro up speculat ing

to  the  M irro r that  a ‘mortalit y d isplacement ’  effec t  might  explain why so  many deaths  are  bunched  up in the

space  o f  several months , be ing passed  on from  the  months  prio r.

Pro fes so r D avid  C o leman , E meritus  Pro fes so r o f  D emography at  O xfo rd  Univers it y, to ld  the  M irro r that  no

one  knew  fo r certain what  had  caused  so  many deaths  thro ughout  las t  year.

He  po inted  out  that , po s t  C ovid , the  UK ’s  populat io n had  been changed  thro ugh the  deaths  o f  a s ignif icant

pro po rt io n o f  e lderly due  to  the  virus .

He  explained : “O nce  tho se  poo r people  have  been packed  o ff, the  remaining populat io n sho uld  be  healthier,

there  sho uld  be  a perio d  afterwards  where  deaths  are  lower than usual but  that  hasn’t  happened .”

B ut  he  highlighted  two  key reaso ns  that  could  contribute  towards  spiking exces s  deaths , the  fac t  B ritain’s

get t ing o lder, and  gaining a larger average  body-mass  index.

“ T he  populat io n is  get t ing o lder, and  also  the  populat io n in B ritain is  the  fat tes t  in E uro pe  and  rather

vulnerable  to  d iseases  no tably heart  d isease  and  d iabetes ; some  people  have  been fo recas t ing separate ly

from  C ovid  that  death rates  would  cont inue  to  get  wo rse  because  the  country is  so  unhealthy,”  he  said .

O ne  o f  the  no ted  causes  behind  a number o f  the  exces s  deaths  were  is chaemic  heart  d iseases  -  which

would  t rack with the  pro fes so r’s  warnings  o f  a fat ter populat io n .

Similarly, when lo o king at  the  lead ing cause  o f  death acro s s  much o f  2022, it ’s  dement ia and  Alzhe imers  -

further suppo rt ing theo ries  o f  an inc reas ingly greying, and  dying, populat io n .

D ement ia and  Alzhe imers  o ften aren’t  the  lead ing cause  o f  exces s  deaths , when that  data is  available ,

acco rd ing to  O NS  f igures , it ’s  o ften pneumonia and  influenza during the  winter o r symptoms , s igns  and  ill-

defined  cond it io ns  in o ther parts  o f  the  year.

“ If  you lo o k at  the  detail and  the  reaso ns  on death cert if icates , it ’s  a bit  unsat is fac to ry as  symptoms , s igns

and  ill-defined  is  one  o f  the  bigges t  components  o f  these  exces s  deaths  and  that ’s  something as so c iated

with o ld  age  really,”  Pro fes so r C o leman to ld  the  M irro r.

T his  then brings  up ano ther problem , in that  a lo t  o f  B rit s  are  dying, but  no t  neces sarily o f  a spec if ic  cause .

So  whils t  a heavily age ing populat io n may be  throwing up yet  ano ther problem , it  do esn’t  quite  explain why

over 30 ,000  more  people  than usual d ied  from  May to  D ecember las t  year.

Fo r March and  February o f  this  year, symptoms , s igns  and  ill-defined  is  the  lead ing cause  o f  exces s  deaths ,

befo re  that  in January it  was  influenza and  pneumonia.

And  thro ughout  the  year, o ther causes  emerge  dramat ically as  the  lead ing cause  o f  exces s  deaths .

Heat  in part icular pers is tent ly returns  during the  summer, and  given c limate  change  will only cont inue  to

po se  such a fatal threat .

O n the  country ’s  ho t tes t  days  there  is  inevitably a spike  in exces s  deaths  as  tho usands  succumb to  it .

As  previo us ly ment io ned , exces s  deaths  are  measured  agains t  the  f ive- year average  o f  deaths  -  go ing from

2016- 19, and  2021 .

B ut  this  has  been crit ic ised  because  it  fails  to  take  into  account  populat io n changes  o f  age , s ize , and  more ,

in that  t ime .

In sho rt , the  populat io n in 2016 , is  d ifferent  to  that  o f  2023 , and  Pro fes so r Kevin McC onway, E meritus

Pro fes so r o f  Applied  Stat is t ic s , T he  O pen Univers it y, is  one  o f  a number who  have  po inted  this  out .

Us ing age- s tandard ised  mortalit y rates  (ASMR ) do es  account  fo r these  changes , and  when used  go es  some

o f  the  way to  perhaps  explaining the  huge  numbers  o f  deaths .

It  o ffers  the  percentage  fo r which a spec if ied  t ime  perio d  is  above  o r be low  the  f ive- year average .

Fo r D ecember 2022, the  number o f  exces s  deaths , 5 ,900 , is  13 .5  per cent  above  the  f ive- year average .

B ut  the  ASMR  is  only 5 .8  per cent  above  the  f ive- year average  -  this  explains  that  perhaps  some  o f  the  tens

o f  tho usands  o f  deaths  sho uld ’ve  been more  expected , but  s t ill do esn’t  quite  explain why they happened  in

the  f irs t  place .

W hen you lo o k acro s s  2022, the  ASMR  usually gives  a lower percentage  than the  percentage  o f  s t raight

exces s  deaths , but  no t  far enough to  e liminate  the  deaths  o r explain them  away ent ire ly.

However, ASMR  has  it s  own is sues , as  Pro fes so r McC onway po inted  out .

He  said : “ To  calculate  the  ASMR s , you need  to  know  the  populat io n s ize  in each age  gro up.
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“O NS  could  no t  (yet ) use  es t imates  based  on the  2021  C ensus  result s  because  they are  no t  yet  available  fo r

the  re levant  dates , and  in fac t  they used  pro jec t io ns  based  on populat io n es t imates  from  2018 .

“ T hese  do  no t  current ly take  into  account  majo r effec ts , such as  the  C ovid  pandemic , that  would  have

affec ted  the  populat io n s ize  and  pat tern o f  ages .”

W hich s t ill leaves  tens  o f  tho usands  o f  dead  B rit s , with no  c lear explanat io n as  to  quite  how  they d ied .
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