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In recent years governments have all sought to improve public health; 
whether by advertising, campaigns or targeted programmes. In 
recent years, the governmental approach to public health policy has 
drawn strong influence from Richard Thaler and Cass Sunstein’s highly 
influential book Nudge: Improving Decisions About Health, Wealth 
and Happiness. However, some have started to question whether 
‘soft’ approaches such as nudge are enough to change behaviour, 
and a recent House of Lords report [Ref: Parliament] has suggested 
that the public simply do not respond as positively to nudge as they 
do to more direct intervention. This has also been reflected in the 
public health policy being adopted or proposed by government; with 
increasingly interventionist policies being suggested or implemented. 
Central to this debate are several questions: are we capable of making 
our own healthy (or unhealthy) decisions, or could we do with a push 
in the right direction? Or, should the government go further than that 
to ensure that we don’t all drink, smoke and eat ourselves to death? 
With average life expectancy rising year-on-year, how should we weigh 
the government’s concern for our health against concerns about the 
erosion of individual autonomy? 
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http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/paternalism/
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/personal-autonomy/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Public_health
http://www.parliament.uk/business/committees/committees-a-z/lords-select/science-and-technology-committee/news/behaviour-change-published/


NOTES

© Academy of Ideas Ltd 2011

DEBATING MATTERS
www.debatingmatters.COM

DEBATINGMATTERS

TOPIC
GUIDES

public health:
“The government should take tougher action on unhealthy behaviour”

 2 of 6The PUBLIC HEALTH debate in context

The health of the nation: how healthy are we?
According to the latest national statistics, though life expectancy 
is steadily increasing, many in the UK will face major health 
problems during their lives due to a marked increase in ‘lifestyle 
diseases’ – illnesses and conditions related to the way we live 
our lives. ‘Lifestyle diseases’ include illnesses such as smoking-
related cancers and lung and heart disease caused by obesity.  
Aside from the impact on personal health, the cost to the public 
purse is significant; with the NHS paying out billions of pounds 
a year on treatments. Recently researchers have warned that 
obesity rates could rise in the UK to 40% by 2030 and one 
researcher lamented that the government is ‘enfeebled by their 
ideology’ and too worried about accusations of the nanny state 
[Ref: BBC News].

Living longer
On the other hand, given the startling statistical prediction, 
made by the ONS this August, that one in three girls and one in 
four boys born this year will live to 100 years of age, are we in 
danger of getting concerns about our health out of perspective 
[Ref: Guardian]? Did the novelist Kingsley Amis have a point 
when he famously quipped that ‘No pleasure is worth giving up 
for the sake of two more years in a geriatric home at Weston-
super-Mare’? Others have variously criticised the exaggeration 
of problems like obesity [Ref: Straight Statistics]; the endless 
streams of conflicting dietary advice promoting confusion and 
anxiety [Ref: Social Issues Research Centre]; and the lack of 
meaningful context provided when newly discovered risks – such 
as eating too much bacon – are publicised [Ref: BBC News].

How free should we be to make unhealthy choices?
Governments throughout the ages have sought to improve public 
health, and no wonder; a healthier society is a more productive 
one and the less people get ill, the less they need looking after! 
Many argue that when it comes to public health the government 
have a duty to protect us. As public health affects us all, it is in 
our interests to allow the government to involve itself closely 
with it. Increasingly governments look to a range of policy 
measures to change our behaviour such as: outright bans, like 
the ban on smoking in confined public spaces; or hard-hitting 
and graphic public health campaigns [Ref: NHS Birmingham 
East & North]; or ‘nudge’ type policies that alter environmental 
cues (the positioning of lifts in buildings, for example) to prompt 
healthier behaviour [Ref: Guardian]. But others are worried 
about the implications of inviting the state into our lives in this 
way, and argue that it is none of the government’s business how 
much we all eat or smoke, or how badly we treat ourselves. 
As autonomous individuals we are quite within our rights to 
behave unhealthily if we so desire. Those raising such concerns 
emphasise that a truly healthy society requires individuals to 
‘take charge of their own destinies’ and warn that the state is 
wrongly encouraging people to hand over personal responsibility 
for their lives to the government [Ref: Daily Mail].

Prevention is better than cure?
A key plank of the case for the government taking stronger 
actions to discourage unhealthy behaviours is the simple 
premise that prevention is better than cure. However, not 
all are equally convinced by this argument. Dr Iona Heath, 
President of the Royal College of General Practitioners, has 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/health-14669203
http://www.guardian.co.uk/news/datablog/2011/aug/04/live-to-100-likely
http://www.straightstatistics.org/article/new-report-rewrites-obesity-trends-or-does-it
http://www.sirc.org/timeline/timeline_front.shtml
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/health/8019357.stm
http://benpct.nhs.uk/blog/2010/10/hard-hitting-stop-smoking-campaign-wins-national-award/
http://benpct.nhs.uk/blog/2010/10/hard-hitting-stop-smoking-campaign-wins-national-award/
http://www.guardianpublic.co.uk/nudge-theory-can-effect-behaviour-change-but-care-is-needed
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/debate/article-2018791/The-Nanny-States-edicts-alcohol-turn-drink.html
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 3 of 6debate in context continued...

argued, writing in a personal capacity, that an unaffordable 
obsession with preventing illness was diverting crucial resources 
away from front-line treatment [Ref: Daily Mail]. Meanwhile, 
restrictions on treatment for smokers and obese patients 
have stoked controversy amongst doctors [Ref: Pulse], whilst 
others have critiqued public health campaigns for patronising 
ordinary people and representing an attack on the ‘pleasures 
of working-class life’ [Ref: Guardian]. However, those lobbying 
for the government to do more counter that disadvantaged 
communities suffer the worst affects of ill health, experience 
lower average life expectancies and therefore need to be 
targeted [Ref: BMJ]. Others point out the powerful impact of 
advertising by the food and drink industry on people’s behaviour 
to underline the need for strong government action to both curb 
the excesses of industry and to promote healthy lifestyle choices 
[Ref: Marketing Week]. Is it time to call for tougher government 
action, even if intrusive, or to tell the government to butt out 
and respect individual autonomy? 

http://www.dailymail.co.uk/health/article-1256263/NHS-wasting-millions-treating-worried-well.html
http://www.pulsetoday.co.uk/newsarticle-content/-/article_display_list/12430351/gps-agree-ban-on-operations-for-smokers-and-obese-patients
http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2010/apr/29/health-paternalism-attacks-working-class?INTCMP=SRCH
http://www.bmj.com/content/337/bmj.a589.full
http://www.marketingweek.co.uk/sectors/food-and-drink/eu-report-slams-food-industry%E2%80%99s-ineffective-self-regulation/3027918.article
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 4 of 6essential reading
‘Forget nudging, the public health strategy doesn’t work’ 
Mark Radcliffe Nursing Times 27 July 2011

‘Nudge’ is not enough, it’s true. But we already knew that 
Jonathan Rowson Guardian 19 July 2011

Yes, smoking kills – but not everyone wants to be saved 
Tanya Gold Guardian 31 May 2011

FOR
Tough action needed for better public health 
Denis Campbell Guardian 19 July 2011

Why a nudge is not enough to change behaviour 
Baroness Julia Neuberger BBC News 19 July 2011

Smoking ban is needed to protect children 
Alex Cunningham Politics.co.uk 26 June 2011

Popularity should not dictate public health policy 
Dianne Abbott Guardian 11 March 2011

Don’t take offence if we lecture you on how to stay alive and 
healthy 
Steve Field Observer 8 August 2010

AGAINST
The Nanny State’s edicts on alcohol are enough to turn us to 
drink 
Dr Martin Scurr Daily Mail 26 July 2011

Why eating right doesn’t matter 
Julie Burchill MyDaily 15 July 2011

A White Paper won’t stop my mum smoking 
Philip Collins The Times 3 December 2010

Public health and the obsession with behaviour 
Dr Michael Fitzpatrick spiked 5 May 2010

‘Choose the yum and risk the yuk?’ 
David Spiegelhalter BBC News 6 May 2009

IN DEPTH
Should the growing weight of nation be put in government’s 
hands? 
Monica Eng Chicago Tribune 28 July 2011

Should smoking in cars be banned? 
Vivienne Nathanson and Simon Clark The Times 8 July 2011

Is smoking still defensible? 
Nick Duerden Independent 4 July 2011

How the war on obesity went pear-shaped 
Basham and Luik spiked 15 March 2011

Healthism is a vile habit: It is no longer enough simply to be 
well… 
Brian Appleyard Independent 21 September 1994

http://www.nursingtimes.net/nursing-practice/clinical-specialisms/public-health/forget-nudging-the-public-health-strategy-doesnt-work/5033041.article
http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2011/jul/19/nudge-is-not-enough-behaviour-change
http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2011/may/31/smoking-kills-world-no-tobacco-day
http://www.guardian.co.uk/society/joepublic/2011/jul/19/public-health-radical-action-ministers
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/health-14186806
http://www.politics.co.uk/comment-analysis/2011/06/26/comment-smoking-ban-is-needed-to-protect-chil
http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2011/mar/11/public-health-policy-tobacco
http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2010/aug/08/steve-field-patient-responsibility-health
http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2010/aug/08/steve-field-patient-responsibility-health
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/debate/article-2018791/The-Nanny-States-edicts-alcohol-turn-drink.html
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/debate/article-2018791/The-Nanny-States-edicts-alcohol-turn-drink.html
http://www.mydaily.co.uk/2011/07/15/julie-burchill-on-why-eating-right-doesnt-matter/?v=d
http://www.thetimes.co.uk/tto/opinion/columnists/philipcollins/article2830839.ece
http://www.spiked-online.com/index.php/site/printable/8785
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/health/8019357.stm
http://www.chicagotribune.com/health/ct-met-obesity-policy-20110728,0,3893092.story
http://www.chicagotribune.com/health/ct-met-obesity-policy-20110728,0,3893092.story
http://www.thetimes.co.uk/tto/business/industries/publicsector/article3087829.ece
http://www.independent.co.uk/life-style/health-and-families/health-news/is-smoking-still-defensible-2306215.html
http://www.spiked-online.com/index.php/site/article/10294/
http://www.independent.co.uk/opinion/healthism-is-a-vile-habit-it-is-no-longer-enough-simply-to-be-well-we-are-exhorted-to-pursue-an-impossible-and-illiberal-cult-of-perfection-1450141.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/opinion/healthism-is-a-vile-habit-it-is-no-longer-enough-simply-to-be-well-we-are-exhorted-to-pursue-an-impossible-and-illiberal-cult-of-perfection-1450141.html
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Behaviour Change 
National Institute for Health and Clinical Excellence July 2011

House of Lords Behavioural Change Report 
Parliament July 2011

A snapshot of thoughts on nudge theory 
Karen Bollan Guardian 4 February 2011

Sugaring the pill 
BBC Radio 4 27 October 2010

Healthy lives, healthy people : our strategy for public health in 
England 
Department of Health 2010

Michael Marmot speech 
Fair Society Healthy Lives 12 February 2010

A liberal dose? Health and wellbeing: the role of the state 
Richard Reeves Department of Health 1 February 2010

Using financial incentives to achieve healthy behaviour 
Theresa M Marteau et al BMJ 2009

Fattened statistics 
Peter Marsh Social Issues Research Centre 24 April 2006

The Effectiveness of Interventions to change Health-Related 
Behaviours 
Ruth Jepson MRC Social & Public Health Sciences Unit May 2000

Smoking on the silver screen 
Economic and Social Research Council

Health systems and health-related behaviour change: a review of 
primary and secondary evidence 
National Institute for Health and Clinical Excellence

ORGANISATIONS
Behavioural Insights Team

Centre for Evidence Based Public Health Policy

Free Society

Health England

Kings Fund

MRC National Prevention Research Initiative

MRC Social and Public Health Sciences Unit

National Obesity Forum

Office for National Statistics 

 
‘Super Size Me’ (12), 2004 
‘Thank You For Smoking’ (15), 2005 

Find out more about our partnership with the education charity 
FILMCLUB, how you can bring the power of films into your 
school debates, and this autumn’s recommendations from the 
FILMCLUB team for Debating Matters!

RECOMMENDS: 

http://www.nice.org.uk/PH6
http://www.parliament.uk/business/committees/committees-a-z/lords-select/science-and-technology-committee/news/behaviour-change-published/
http://www.guardianpublic.co.uk/nudge-theory-can-effect-behaviour-change-but-care-is-needed
http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b00vhgpq
http://www.dh.gov.uk/prod_consum_dh/groups/dh_digitalassets/@dh/@en/@ps/documents/digitalasset/dh_122252.pdf
http://www.dh.gov.uk/prod_consum_dh/groups/dh_digitalassets/@dh/@en/@ps/documents/digitalasset/dh_122252.pdf
http://www.marmotreview.org/resources/presentations.aspx
http://www.dh.gov.uk/en/Publicationsandstatistics/Publications/PublicationsPolicyAndGuidance/DH_111697
http://www.bmj.com/content/338/bmj.b1415.full
http://www.sirc.org/articles/fattened_statistics.shtml
http://www.sphsu.mrc.ac.uk/library/occasional/OP-003.pdf
http://www.sphsu.mrc.ac.uk/library/occasional/OP-003.pdf
http://www.esrc.ac.uk/impacts-and-findings/features-casestudies/features/15356/smoking-on-the-silver-screenpart-1.aspx
http://www.nice.org.uk/media/0E6/62/SpecialReportHealthSystemsAndHealthRelatedBehaviourChange.pdf
http://www.nice.org.uk/media/0E6/62/SpecialReportHealthSystemsAndHealthRelatedBehaviourChange.pdf
http://www.cabinetoffice.gov.uk/resource-library/applying-behavioural-insight-health
http://www.sphsu.mrc.ac.uk/Evidence/Evidence.html
http://www.thefreesociety.org/
http://www.healthengland.org/
http://www.kingsfund.org.uk/
http://www.mrc.ac.uk/Ourresearch/ResearchInitiatives/NPRI/index.htm
http://www.sphsu.mrc.ac.uk/
http://www.nationalobesityforum.org.uk/
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/index.html
http://www.debatingmatters.com/topicguides/filmclubrecommends/
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Global governments ‘must get tough on obesity’ 
BBC News 26 August 2011

Calorie counts on menus ‘prompt healthy choices’ 
BBC News 27 July 2011

Cheers… an extra glass of wine is fine as the daily allowance 
could be raised 
Daily Mail 26 July 2011

Healthier behaviour plans are nudge in the wrong direction, say 
peers 
Guardian 19 July 2011

GPs agree ban on operations for smokers and obese patients 
Pulse 19 July 2011

Wales car smoke child protection considered 
BBC News 13 July 2011

Babies ‘must exercise regularly’ to fight obesity 
Telegraph 10 July 2011

MPs campaign to relax smoking ban in pubs 
BBC News 29 June 2011

Fast-food outlets count the calories in new health drive 
The Times 19 February 2011

‘Nudging’ may help but we need concrete action too, say doctors 
BMA 30 November 2010

NHS explores paying people to become healthier 
BBC News 19 May 2010

NHS ‘wasting millions on worried well’, top GP warns 
Telegraph 8 March 2010

NHS ‘wasting millions on treating the worried well’ 
Daily Mail 8 March 2010

Anti-obesity ad shocks New Yorkers 
BBC News 7 October 2009

Dealing with the worried well 
BBC News 19 September 2007

We’re facing a public health crisis, say Tories 
Telegraph 17 March 2007

in the news

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/health-14669203
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/health-14295093
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/health/article-2018766/Cheers--extra-glass-wine-daily-allowance-raised.html
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/health/article-2018766/Cheers--extra-glass-wine-daily-allowance-raised.html
http://www.guardian.co.uk/politics/2011/jul/19/healthier-behaviour-plans-peers
http://www.guardian.co.uk/politics/2011/jul/19/healthier-behaviour-plans-peers
http://www.pulsetoday.co.uk/newsarticle-content/-/article_display_list/12430351/gps-agree-ban-on-operations-for-smokers-and-obese-patients
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-wales-14133762
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/health/children_shealth/8628503/Babies-must-exercise-regularly-to-fight-obesity.html
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-13948624
http://www.thetimes.co.uk/tto/health/news/article2919394.ece
http://www.bma.org.uk/healthcare_policy/public_health_white_paper/phwhitepaperpressrel30nov.jsp
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/health/8692241.stm
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/health/healthnews/7394813/NHS-wasting-millions-on-worried-well-top-GP-warns.html
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/health/article-1256263/NHS-wasting-millions-treating-worried-well.html
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/8281203.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/health/7001436.stm
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/uknews/1545830/Were-facing-a-public-health-crisis-say-Tories.html
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