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The past six decades showcase remarkable 
global advancements in human health and 
well-being.1–4 However, gains are unevenly 
distributed, leaving large disparities within 
and between countries.5 6 The Agenda for 
Sustainable Development’s 191-country 
pledge, ‘to leave no one behind’, remains 
unfulfilled.7 The expectation, however, is that 
as development progresses, socioeconomic 
benefits should increasingly reach the poor 
and marginalised.

Imagine, however, that we are entering a 
new period of a bleaker and less forgiving 
world. Life is going to be harder—year on 
year.8 Human health and well-being will expe-
rience sustained, global decline. Such a retro-
gression is easy to imagine when looking at 
the reports on climate change,9–11 food and 
water shortages,12 13 and the fracturing of 
global accords.14–16

What would the current notions of fair-
ness and equity mean within the context of 
continuously diminishing resources? What 
would it mean to ‘leave no one behind’ and 
fairly distribute harms, when we are all slip-
ping inexorably further behind? In a recent 
article, we suggested that the understanding 
of equity that developed in the later half of 
the 20th century does not translate to a world 
in decline, and will require a substantial 
rethinking.17

Roughly 10 years ago, Froehle designed a 
two-panel graphic contrasting equality and 
equity using the example of three people 
(tall, medium and short) trying to see over a 
wall to watch a sports match.18 Between them, 
they had three boxes they could stand on to 
help them see over the wall. Alternative distri-
butions of the boxes illustrated equity and 
equality. We have extended the graphic in two 
ways. First, we have added two panels: ‘Reality’, 
showing the likely unequal resource distribu-
tion, and ‘Utility’, showing the resource distri-
bution that maximises the benefit. Second, 
we extend the idea by showing a time series 

of additional rows. Each row shows the height 
of the wall increasing year-on-year, simulating 
a decline in resources. Although the three 
boxes remain constant, the increasing height 
of the wall erodes their value.

Froehle’s graphic has been used widely to 
illustrate and understand equity. However, 
the intuitions one might develop from Froe-
hle’s illustration break down rapidly as the 
wall gets higher. How the resources should 
be distributed and re-distributed to achieve 
equity, equality or utility shift. Who is likely 
relinquishing or receiving resources also 
shifts. It is neither linear nor straightforward. 
Indeed, the need to revisit the idea of equity 
when someone is inevitably left behind only 
becomes a consideration in a declining world.

Let’s move from an illustration of boxes and 
a sports match and ground the problem in a 
simplified, global health context. Imagine 
countries with high, medium and low per 
capita food production—analogous to Froe-
hle’s height differences. Food surpluses are 
somewhat like the boxes—resources that can 

SUMMARY BOX
	⇒ Equity in a world of declining resources poses 
unique challenges and requires rethinking tradition-
al models of fairness and resource distribution.

	⇒ In the event of sustained decline, there is no clear 
sequential path of resource distribution to maintain 
fairness over time, with the exception of ‘mutual 
failure.’

	⇒ The power dynamics in redistributive choices play a 
crucial role in managing equity.

	⇒ We illustrate these points using the ubiquitous im-
age of three boys sharing boxes to see over a wall to 
watch a sports match, and a hypothetical scenario of 
food redistribution in a world facing increasing food 
scarcity.

	⇒ Addressing equity in a world of sustained decline 
requires explicit considerations and informed choic-
es about resource management to avoid sacrificing 
the health and well-being of the most vulnerable 
populations.
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be redistributed. In a warming world, global food produc-
tion will reduce year-on-year from droughts, floods and 
other extreme events. Food surpluses will begin to disap-
pear. Countries with the most fragile per capita food 
production will be hit hardest.19 Tensions around food 
redistribution will emerge—some countries will try to 
hold on to surpluses, removing them from the world 
market.20 21 Equality would mean a per capita redistribu-
tion of surpluses, favouring countries with well-fed popu-
lations. Equity would mean a per capita redistribution of 
global food production across countries, and attention to 
differences in access within countries. Utility would aim 
to maximise the number of people receiving adequate 
nutrition, with no attention to who those people are and 
what hurdles to access they may face. With continuing 
declines in food production, it’s likely that at some point 
utility and equity unchecked will result in the same 
outcome. (With the boxes, this occurred on the first 
row of figure 1). Below some critical threshold of food 
production, an absolute per capita redistribution of food 
(equity) will no longer maximise the number of people 
receiving adequate nutrition (utility). In fact, pursuing 

equity (as per Froehle’s diagram), without attention to 
the specific challenges of distinct populations, would 
result in many more people experiencing inadequate 
nutrition.

Countries that redistribute food may resist doing so 
again if it causes their general population hardship. 
Those countries receiving food will argue that an unequal 
sharing of the nutritional burden caused by climate 
change is unfair. Why should they suffer the brunt of scar-
city? Just as in the extended Froehle metaphor, contin-
uous decline strains our current approaches to equity.

Engaging with the idea of equity in decline reshapes 
the calculation of fair distributions. It implicitly asks 
who decides what is redistributed, to whom, and when. 
At present, redistribution is always decided by the more 
powerful, those who hold the resources. The less fortu-
nate must wait for the better-off to relinquish something. 
The power to make these redistributive decisions is, in 
itself, part of the resources that one might expect to be 
equitably redistributed in a world in decline.17

There is a legitimate worry that in a worsening 
world, ‘realists’ might frame issues in a way that at best 

Figure 1  Declining worlds may become unforgiving for everyone.
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overlooks equity and at worst, outright rejects it.22 Life 
would become nasty, brutish, and short.23 It would, to 
paraphrase the Director General of the WHO, put the 
world on course for ‘a catastrophic moral failure.’24 The 
powerful would prevail, and the health and well-being 
of the poor, sick, disabled and socially marginalised 
would be sacrificed.25 Only by considering what equity 
might mean in a world of sustained decline can we make 
informed and explicit decisions about managing it. The 
toolkit we currently have for thinking about equity is 
found in such places as the Commission on the Social 
Determinants of Health report,26 and numerous books 
on health equity and inequalities.27–29 Though published 
in this century, they employ an equity lens developed in 
the last century—one that is looking in the wrong direc-
tion, back to a time of growth. So embedded are these 
approaches that, even under threats of climate change, 
conflict, and growing economic instability we examine 
equity using the old lens.30

Our extension of Froehle’s diagram offers a starting 
point for considering the philosophical, methodological 
and practical issues tied to equity in a declining world: 
how the traditional approach fails, and the impact it will 
have on health and well-being.

Limitations of the illustration notwithstanding, 
thinking about equity using this extended metaphor 
surfaces vital, overlooked considerations regarding fair 
resource allocation in a world in continuing decline. 
The example of growing food scarcity brought a reality 
to the problem. Equity would mean not only an abso-
lute per capita redistribution of global food production 
across countries, but the need to pay particular attention 
to those who are most disadvantaged and unlikely to 
benefit from a set-piece response. In a world in decline, 
it is not only individual and group differences in capa-
bilities or opportunities that have to be confronted but 
also the intersectional nature of the challenge. Prevailing 
notions of equity will have to be re-examined with an eye 
to increasingly complex and cascading challenges. New 
frameworks for addressing equity must integrate diverse, 
tailored approaches with the flexibility to adapt protec-
tions and interventions as the environment evolves. The 
static models of the 20th century will prove inadequate.
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