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David Oliver: Has covid-19 shown society’s disregard for old and sick
people?
David Oliver consultant in geriatrics and acute general medicine

By 15 February, the UK had given first doses of
covid-19 vaccine to more than 15 million people. It
explicitly prioritised old, frail, and sick people
because of their higher risk of death and serious
illness from covid—leaving younger and fitter people
waiting.

Look beyond this decision, however, and the picture
on discriminatory attitudes towards old, sick, or
disabled people doesn’t look so good. Many people
are unhappy about non-pharmaceutical preventive
interventions for covid—travel and social distancing
restrictions, shop and hospitality closures, masks,
self-isolation, lockdowns. As livelihoods and
industries are threatened, as daily life is disrupted
and personal freedoms curtailed, this is
understandable.

A sceptic movement of people opposing such
measures has grown, challenging the purported
benefit and highlighting the potential harms to the
economy, to health and wellbeing, and to patients
with other illnesses.

The Great Barrington Declaration in October 2020,1
for instance, advocated “focused prevention” in
which older people and others with medical
conditions could somehow be shielded from the rest
of society so that life could return to normal for
everyone else. It was short on detail of how to do this
beyond bringing shopping to older people, getting
them to meet family outdoors, and having them live
with other elderly people in separate
accommodation.2 It glossed over multigenerational
households and communities and the inter-reliance
betweenoldandyounggenerations, includingpeople
in professional or unpaid caring roles.3

In a similar vein, self-styled lockdown sceptics,
libertarians, and “covid recovery group” MPs have
repeatedly pointed out that only a few hundred
people under 65withnopre-existinghealthproblems
have been killed by covid and that for most other
people it’s a mild, self-limiting illness.4 Although
many people still get debilitating “long covid”5 and
half of the covid patients in intensive care are under
65,6 the message is the same: let’s “other” them so
that the rest of us can get on with daily life.

But covid takes an estimated average of nine years
off life expectancy in people who die from it.7
“Pre-existing conditions” are often diabetes, asthma,
respiratory disease, hypertension, chronic kidney
disease, obesity, or cancer, which people might
otherwise have lived or worked with for years.8 Of
the 883 NHS and social care staff who have died,
many were working age people with underlying

conditions.9 10 Thousands more have been
hospitalised or affected by long covid.11

People with physical or learning disabilities are also
at relatively higher risk. Many people in their 60s,
70s, 80s, or beyond are still active and valued
members of society. And even if they aren’t, are we
really saying that they have less moral worth or
human dignity than younger, fitter people? I’ve also
seen far too many unfortunate comments blaming
and shaming people for obesity (which does put
people at higher risk from covid) or other “lifestyle”
factors such as smoking or drinking, with no regard
to the wider socioeconomic factors leading to those
risks.

We’ve seen a failure to give adequate support,
protection, or guidance to social care workers or care
homes until weeks into the pandemic’s first wave,
after mass outbreaks in care homes.12 This put some
of the most vulnerable citizens and low paid (often
ethnic minority) workers at avoidable risk, showing
just where our priorities lay.

Those older, disabled, or sick people could be us one
day, or members of our families. The “othering” and
labelling, the judgment and language of blame, and
characterising people as an inconvenience all show
a lack of empathy and humanity that troubles me
deeply. I hope that covid hasn’t acted as a mirror,
reflecting the truth of our society, and that this is an
unfortunate reaction driven by extreme
circumstances.

Competing interests: See bmj.com/about-bmj/freelance-contributors.

Provenance and peer review: Commissioned; not externally peer reviewed.

1 Great Barrington Declaration. 2020. https://gbdeclaration.org/.
2 Science Media Centre. Expert reaction to Barrington Declaration, an open

letter arguing against lockdown policies and for “focused protection”. 6
Oct 2020. https://www.sciencemediacentre.org/expert-reaction-to-barring-
ton-declaration-an-open-letter-arguing-against-lockdown-policies-and-for-
focused-protection/.

3 Oliver D. If covid-19 doesn’t kill the young and fit why can’t we just ignore
it? Byline Times 2020 Nov 26. https://bylinetimes.com/2020/11/26/dis-
pelling-disinformation-if-covid-19-doesnt-kill-the-young-and-fit-why-cant-
we-just-ignore-it/.

4 Kelly J. Covid kills, but do we overestimate the risk? Financial Times 2020
Nov 20. https://www.ft.com/content/879f2a2b-e366-47ac-b67a-
8d1326d40b5e.

5 National Institute for Health Research. Living with covid-19. 15 Oct 2020.
doi: 10.3310/themedreview_41169. https://evidence.nihr.ac.uk/theme-
dreview/living-with-covid19/.

6 Roxby P. Are Covid patients getting younger? BBC News 2021 Jan 11.
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/health-55586994.

7 Hanlon P, Chadwick F, Shah A, etal. COVID-19– exploring the implications
of long-term condition type and extent of multimorbidity on years of life
lost: a modelling study [version 2; peer review: 1 approved, 2 not approved].
Wellcome Open Res 2021;5:75. doi: 10.12688/wellcomeopenres.15849.2.
https://wellcomeopenresearch.org/articles/5-75.

1the bmj | BMJ 2021;372:n531 | doi: 10.1136/bmj.n531

VIEWS AND REVIEWS

Berkshire

davidoliver372@googlemail.com Follow
David on Twitter @mancunianmedic

Cite this as: BMJ 2021;372:n531

http://dx.doi.org/10.1136/bmj.n531

Published: 04 March 2021

 on 26 A
pril 2024 by guest. P

rotected by copyright.
http://w

w
w

.bm
j.com

/
B

M
J: first published as 10.1136/bm

j.n531 on 4 M
arch 2021. D

ow
nloaded from

 

http://bmj.com/about-bmj/freelance-contributors
https://gbdeclaration.org/
https://www.sciencemediacentre.org/expert-reaction-to-barrington-declaration-an-open-letter-arguing-against-lockdown-policies-and-for-focused-protection/
https://www.sciencemediacentre.org/expert-reaction-to-barrington-declaration-an-open-letter-arguing-against-lockdown-policies-and-for-focused-protection/
https://www.sciencemediacentre.org/expert-reaction-to-barrington-declaration-an-open-letter-arguing-against-lockdown-policies-and-for-focused-protection/
https://bylinetimes.com/2020/11/26/dispelling-disinformation-if-covid-19-doesnt-kill-the-young-and-fit-why-cant-we-just-ignore-it/
https://bylinetimes.com/2020/11/26/dispelling-disinformation-if-covid-19-doesnt-kill-the-young-and-fit-why-cant-we-just-ignore-it/
https://bylinetimes.com/2020/11/26/dispelling-disinformation-if-covid-19-doesnt-kill-the-young-and-fit-why-cant-we-just-ignore-it/
https://www.ft.com/content/879f2a2b-e366-47ac-b67a-8d1326d40b5e
https://www.ft.com/content/879f2a2b-e366-47ac-b67a-8d1326d40b5e
https://evidence.nihr.ac.uk/themedreview/living-with-covid19/
https://evidence.nihr.ac.uk/themedreview/living-with-covid19/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/health-55586994
https://wellcomeopenresearch.org/articles/5-75
https://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1136/bmj.n531&domain=pdf&date_stamp=04-03-2021
mailto:davidoliver372@googlemail.com
https://twitter.com/mancunianmedic
http://dx.doi.org/10.1136/bmj.n531
http://www.bmj.com/


8 Office for National Statistics. COVID-19 deaths with and without pre-existing conditions. 20 Jan
2021. https://www.ons.gov.uk/aboutus/transparencyandgovernance/freedomofinformation-
foi/covid19deathswithandwithoutpreexistingconditions.

9 Shone E. More than 850 health and social care workers have died of Covid in England andWales
since the pandemic began. Scotsman 2021 Jan 27. https://www.scotsman.com/health/coron-
avirus/more-850-health-and-social-care-workers-have-died-covid-england-and-wales-pandemic-
began-3114202.

10 Office for National Statistics. Coronavirus (COVID-19) related deaths by occupation, England and
Wales: deaths registered between 9 March and 28 December 2020. 25 Jan 2021.
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/healthandsocialcare/causesofdeath/bul-
letins/coronaviruscovid19relateddeathsbyoccupationenglandandwales/deathsregisteredbe-
tween9marchand28december2020#main-points.

11 BMJ. Press release: Health workers and their families account for 1 in 6 hospital covid-19 cases.
28Oct 2020. https://www.bmj.com/company/newsroom/health-workers-and-their-families-ac-
count-for-1-in-6-hospital-covid-19-cases/.

12 Comas-Herrera A, Glanz A, Curry N, et al. The covid-19 long-term care situation in England.
International Long Term Care Policy Network. 19 Nov 2020. https://ltccovid.org/wp-content/up-
loads/2020/11/COVID-19-Long-Term-Care-situation-in-England-19-November-3.pdf.

the bmj | BMJ 2021;372:n531 | doi: 10.1136/bmj.n5312

VIEWS AND REVIEWS

 on 26 A
pril 2024 by guest. P

rotected by copyright.
http://w

w
w

.bm
j.com

/
B

M
J: first published as 10.1136/bm

j.n531 on 4 M
arch 2021. D

ow
nloaded from

 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/aboutus/transparencyandgovernance/freedomofinformationfoi/covid19deathswithandwithoutpreexistingconditions
https://www.ons.gov.uk/aboutus/transparencyandgovernance/freedomofinformationfoi/covid19deathswithandwithoutpreexistingconditions
https://www.scotsman.com/health/coronavirus/more-850-health-and-social-care-workers-have-died-covid-england-and-wales-pandemic-began-3114202
https://www.scotsman.com/health/coronavirus/more-850-health-and-social-care-workers-have-died-covid-england-and-wales-pandemic-began-3114202
https://www.scotsman.com/health/coronavirus/more-850-health-and-social-care-workers-have-died-covid-england-and-wales-pandemic-began-3114202
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/healthandsocialcare/causesofdeath/bulletins/coronaviruscovid19relateddeathsbyoccupationenglandandwales/deathsregisteredbetween9marchand28december2020#main-points
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/healthandsocialcare/causesofdeath/bulletins/coronaviruscovid19relateddeathsbyoccupationenglandandwales/deathsregisteredbetween9marchand28december2020#main-points
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/healthandsocialcare/causesofdeath/bulletins/coronaviruscovid19relateddeathsbyoccupationenglandandwales/deathsregisteredbetween9marchand28december2020#main-points
https://www.bmj.com/company/newsroom/health-workers-and-their-families-account-for-1-in-6-hospital-covid-19-cases/
https://www.bmj.com/company/newsroom/health-workers-and-their-families-account-for-1-in-6-hospital-covid-19-cases/
https://ltccovid.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/COVID-19-Long-Term-Care-situation-in-England-19-November-3.pdf
https://ltccovid.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/COVID-19-Long-Term-Care-situation-in-England-19-November-3.pdf
http://www.bmj.com/

