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Foreword

The second edition of the Aviva Health 
Check UK Report continues to track the 
health and wellbeing of the population, by 
examining trends in weight, diet, fitness, 
mental wellbeing and illness.  
It also uncovers the fears individuals  
have for their future wellbeing against  
a backdrop of increasing pressure on the 
capacity of our public services to deliver 
healthcare. 

There is a particular focus on the fact that 
more than half of the UK population is 
overweight or obese. This failure to look 
after our health has serious implications 
not just for individual health and wellbeing 
but also for the infrastructure of the 
health service, which has to cope with 
an increasing number of obesity-related 
illnesses. 

Both aspects are explored within these 
pages, including attitudes to the NHS, the 
treatment people expect to receive and how 
much individual responsibility people feel 
they should take for their own health and 
wellbeing.

“Few people would dispute that health is a national 
obsession in the UK, with a host of issues from 
individual diet to institutional funding regularly 
prompting heated discussion and debate.” 

In this report we also shine a spotlight on 
people’s attitudes to cancer diagnoses 
and treatments, including the financial 
implications of cancer and concerns around 
the services and drugs available. We also 
assess how active a role people play in 
checking for cancer symptoms. Our second 
spotlight examines the growing role of 
digital technology in empowering people to 
take a more active role in monitoring and 
managing their own health. 

The emerging picture suggests wider use of 
mobile apps and wearable technology could 
ultimately help reduce the burden on the 
NHS as individuals take more responsibility 
for their own wellbeing.

Mark Noble
Managing Director,  
UK Health at Aviva
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Men are less likely to  
be of a healthy weight 
than women

Did you know...?

BMI, health  
and happiness
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Concerns about the state of the 
nation’s health, and particularly  
our growing waistlines, have 
reached epic proportions. 
Everything from lack of housework1 
to importing more food than is 
needed2 has been blamed for the 
UK’s weight problem. 

The second Aviva Health Check UK Report 
confirms that this problem remains an  
issue. Less than two fifths of men (39%) and  
less than half of women (46%) in the UK are 
a healthy weight.

The NHS defines a healthy BMI as between 
18.5 and 24.9. Between 25 and 29.9  
a person is classified as overweight,  
and a person with a BMI over 30 is 
considered obese.

The percentage of men who are of a healthy 
weight is 39%, down from 41% in the last 
Aviva Health Check UK report, Spring 2014, 
while the percentage of women who are  
of a healthy weight has remained the same 
at 46%. 

Men are more likely to be overweight  
than women (38% of men versus 23%  
of women). 

As people get older, and typically less 
mobile, they are more likely to pile on the 
pounds. More than a quarter (28%) of  
18-24 year olds are overweight, but that 
figure jumps to 53% among 45-54s and 
63% for over-65s. 

The gender weight gap 
%

 Healthy

 Overweight

 Very overweight

Totals do not add up to 100% as a small percentage chose not to 
answer. In addition, underweight is not included in the breakdowns 
in this report due to sample size. 

1  Daily Mail, http://www.dailymail.co.uk/health/
article-3211814/Lack-housework-making-women-fat-time-
working-time-scrubbing-contributed-obesity-crisis-study-
claims.html 

2  Telegraph, http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/health/
news/11708348/Britains-obesity-epidemic-fuelled-by-sheer-
abundance-of-food.html 
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Totals do not add up to 100% 
as a small percentage chose not 
to answer. 

Regionally, those in Wales and Scotland 
are most likely to have a BMI that is too 
high, with more than half (56%) of people 
overweight or obese. They are followed by 
the North East where 53% have a BMI that 
is too high.

Being overweight or obese is a prevailing 
trend in most of the country; eight out of 
the 11 regions in the UK have a population 
where 50% or more do not have a healthy 
BMI compared to six out of 11 regions 18 
months ago (Aviva Health Check UK report, 
Spring 2014).

The healthiest regions are London, where 
42% of people are overweight or obese, 
and the East Midlands and the South East 
(both 45%). But even in the healthiest parts 
of the country, more than two in five people 
are not at a healthy weight. 

Regional weight map
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How does weight  
affect happiness?

The statistics point to an undeniable fact: 
Britain has a weight problem. However, 
those who are not at a healthy BMI are 
in denial about the impact their weight is 
having on their health. Overall 54% of the 
population think they are in good health, 
but just 43% are at a healthy weight.

Of those with a healthy BMI, 63% say they 
are in good health but almost half (47%) of 
those who are overweight believe the same, 
ignoring the fact that carrying extra weight 
also carries an increased risk of a number 
of illnesses. This includes diabetes, some 
types of cancer, high blood pressure and 
osteoarthritis to name a few3. 

Of the healthy people surveyed, two thirds 
(67%) say they are happy with their life. This 
figure increases to 68% for those who are 
in the overweight category and drops just 
slightly to 63% for those who are obese.

When it comes to age, as would be 
expected, there is a drop off in reported 
levels of good health as people get older but 
that falls significantly past the age 45. The 
number of people stating they are in good 
health drops dramatically from 60% among 
35-44 year olds to 45% among 45-54 year 
olds, recovering only slightly to 47% beyond 
the age of 55. 45-54 year olds are also the 
least likely to be happy with their lives.

However, happiness then picks back up 
again until the end of life. People aged over 
65 are actually the most content, with 75% 
saying they are happy with their lives. More 
men say they are happier than women, at 
67% compared with 64%, despite being 
less likely to feel in good health (51% versus 
57%).

Comparing health and happiness by age group 
%

3 NHS. http://www.nhs.uk/Conditions/Obesity/Pages/Complications.aspx

Those who are out of work are more 
likely to be overweight or obese at 
53%, compared to full-time and 
part-time workers at 46% and 45% 
respectively. This could be influenced 
by the number of retired people  
and the propensity to gain weight  
in later years. 
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Feel in good health
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Over three quarters of 
people (78%) are not 
getting their five-a-day

Did you know...?

Diet and  
fitness
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Most people know that they 
should be eating five portions of 
fruit and vegetables a day, thanks 
to the long-running government 
campaign, but it seems this has  
had little impact on their actions. 

The campaign has been running for more 
than a decade, having launched in 2003, 
and followed recommendations from the 
World Health Organisation (WHO) to eat 
400g of fruit and veg a day. Since then, 
advice from the WHO and government  
has been to eat ‘at least’ five-a-day.

Nearly four out of five people are failing to 
eat the recommended number of portions 
a day, with just 22% of people saying they 
eat the full quota. This statistic has improved 
only slightly over the past 18 months (Aviva 
Health Check UK report, Spring 2014), 
where 20% of people ate at least five-a-day, 
when asked in 2014. At the other end of the 
scale almost one in four (22%) are eating 
less than one portion a day on average.

More people eat at least one unhealthy snack  
a day than eat five portions of fruit and veg 
%

8

22

24

22

Eat five or more portions of fruit and veg a day

Eat less than one portion of fruit and veg a day 

Eat one unhealthy snack (such as chocolate or crisps) a day

Eat more than one unhealthy snack a day
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It’s possible that 35-44 year olds are also 
grabbing a fizzy drink with their meal deal 
as they are the age group that is most likely 
to drink at least one fizzy drink each day 
(29%). 

Of the total UK population, 23% of people 
are drinking at least one fizzy drink per day 
– with 13% consuming one per day, 8% 
between two and four a day, and 2% of 
people are drinking five or more fizzy drinks 
per day. 

With nearly a quarter (23%) of the 
population reaching for these typically high-
sugar or artificially sweetened drinks each 
day there is clearly a way to go in raising 
awareness of the dangers of consuming too 
many fizzy drinks. 

The British Medical Association (BMA) has 
called for a 20% tax to be added on sugar-
sweetened drinks, which it says are ‘very 
high in calories’ but ‘of limited nutritional 
value’. In particular, the BMA is concerned 
about how fizzy drink consumption links to 
diabetes.

Women are more likely to eat the 
recommended daily amount of fruit and 
veg, with 25% doing so, compared to just 
18% of men.

Broken down by age group, older 
people are more likely to eat their target 
quotas, with a large jump up from age 
55 on the number of people getting the 
recommended portions. 

Between the ages of 18 and 54, fewer than 
one in five people are eating enough fruit 
and veg each day, but when people reach 
the 55-64 age group this jumps significantly 
to 26%. It climbs further to almost a third 
(32%) of people aged over 65.

Across the whole population, 24% find 
themselves reaching for snacks such as 
chocolate or crisps once a day, with a further 
8% doing so more often. Those aged 35-44 
are most likely to eat one unhealthy snack 
each day (29%, with a further 10% doing 
so more than once a day), possibly pointing 
to a rise of dining on sandwiches and snack 
meal deals ‘al desko’ – where a quick lunch 
is consumed at the keyboard. 

How often are people  
consuming fizzy/soft drinks?
%

How many people are getting their five-a-day? 
%

18-24

17

23

14

Eat 5+ fruit and veg a day

Eat one unhealthy snack a day

Eat more than one unhealthy snack a day

45-54

19

23

 6 

55-64

26

20

 5

65+

32

25

 4 

25-34

17

24

10

35-44

16

29

10

22
13

23

12

Five or more times a day

Between two and four a day

One a day

Four to six a week

Two or three a week

Once a week (or less)

Less than once a week

None

2

8

6

14
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Attitudes to eating habits  
and exercise regimes

According to the BMA, poor diet is 
responsible for 70,000 deaths a year and 
costs the NHS £6 billion annually.4 The 
BMA also calls for clearer front-of-pack 
nutritional food labelling using a ‘traffic light 
approach’ for all pre-packaged food and 
drink products.5 

Although new food labelling regulation 
came into effect in 2014 to provide more 
information on what foods and drinks 
contain6, it clearly hasn’t gone far enough  
as 24% of the population still don’t 
understand it. This is a five percentage point 
increase from last year (19% - Aviva Health 
Check UK report, Spring 2014). 

Worryingly, it seems a lack of understanding 
is coupled with a lack of attention paid 
to packaging, as 71% of people agree 
they don’t know how many calories they 
consume each day. Almost four in five 
(79%) agree with the statement: “I try and 
eat a balanced diet, but know I should eat 
more healthily.”

Diet is only half of the battle when it comes 
to living a healthy life and exercise should 
also play a key role. The government 
recommends adults should exercise for a 
minimum of 150 minutes a week, which 
equates to 30 minutes every week day7 but 
most Britons are not hitting this target. 

More than seven in ten (72%) people 
exercise at least once a week: a slight 
increase compared to 18 months ago (Aviva 
Health Check UK report, Spring 2014) when 
70% did this. However, only 60% exercise 
at least two to three times a week. 

Almost one in five (17%) people never 
exercise, and those who are obese are far 
more likely to fall into this category (28%) 
compared to overweight people (16%) and 
healthy people (12%). 

Of those who are obese or overweight, 
68% said they found exercise boring or 
hard work, compared with 59% of the total 
population. 

Overall, 43% of people say they are too 
tired to exercise and 41% struggle to find 
the time. Four in 10 (39%) said they find 
exercise an enjoyable part of their lifestyle. 

By far the most popular type of exercise is 
walking, with 66% of people saying they 
do it regularly. Strenuous household tasks 
such as gardening are the next most popular 
form of exercise with one in five saying they 
do this on a regular basis. 

And while strenuous everyday jobs may 
burn calories, more than half (55%) of 
people tell themselves they’re doing  
exercise when they do household chores 
such as vacuuming or cleaning – suggesting 
that Britons may need to think about just 
how much meaningful exercise they are 
honestly doing. 

4 The Guardian, http://www.theguardian.com/society/2015/jul/13/doctors-tax-sugar-drinks-uk-obesity-bma-children 
5 British Medical Associations, http://bma.org.uk/working-for-change/improving-and-protecting-health/obesity 
6 Nutrition.org, http://www.nutrition.org.uk/healthyliving/basics/labellingregulations.html 
7 NHS, http://www.nhs.uk/Livewell/fitness/Documents/adults-19-64-years.pdf

Barriers to exercise 
People in UK %

I know I should exercise more but I find it boring / hard work 59

I sometimes tell myself that I am exercising by doing household chores e.g. 
hoovering, cleaning 55

I find it more difficult to exercise in the winter / darker months 53

I don’t always enjoy exercising but I make sure I do it for the health benefits 47

I’m too tired to exercise 43

I don’t know how much exercise I should be doing 42

I struggle to find the time to exercise 41

I’m not too bothered about exercising, as long as I look / feel good 29

I sometimes exercise purely so I can eat more / because I’ve overeaten 16

I really enjoy exercising, it’s an important part of my routine 39
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Stress, anxiety and depression 
are commonplace, yet many  
do not seek or receive help

Did you know...?

Mental  
Health
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One in four people in the UK 
experience mental health problems 
each year8, meaning it is an issue 
that touches a significant number  
of individuals and families.

Of the people surveyed for this report,  
three in 10 said they are suffering or have 
suffered from a mental health condition, 
with women more likely than men to suffer – 
34% versus 26%. 

The findings reveal that stress is the most 
common mental health condition, with a 
third of people (33%) experiencing this in 
the past year – while some stress can be 
beneficial, an extreme amount of stress can 
take its toll which, if left untreated, can lead 
to severe psychological and physical health 
issues. The fact that this figure is higher than 
the 30% who say they are currently suffering 
or have previously suffered from a mental 
health condition, suggests that some do 
not view stress in this category, despite its 
potentially debilitating effects.

This is followed by anxiety issues at 29% 
and depression at 23%. A further 21% of 
people have suffered from insomnia which 
can be a symptom of a deeper mental 
health problem9. One in 10 people have 
suffered from a digestive disorder due to 
stress, showing there are also many physical 
implications to poor mental health. 

Most common mental health issues experienced over the past 
year, and the percentage of those affected who did not seek  
or receive help 

2015 Spring 2014

% 
experiencing 
condition 

% who did 
not seek or 
receive help

% 
experiencing 
condition 

% who did 
not seek or 
receive help 

Stress 33 57 34 56

Anxiety 29 45 21 39

Depression 23 36 21 35

8  Mind.org, http://www.mind.org.uk/information-
support/types-of-mental-health-problems/statistics-
and-facts-about-mental-health/how-common-are-
mental-health-problems/ 

9  NHS, http://www.nhs.uk/conditions/Insomnia/Pages/
Introduction.aspx
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The link between physical and mental  
health has been long established. 39%  
of obese people said they suffered from 
mental health issues, compared with 29% 
of those with a healthy weight. However, 
healthy people (31%) are significantly more 
likely than overweight people (24%) to 
experience anxiety.

The number of people experiencing mental 
health problems has stayed consistent in the 
past 18 months and so have the reasons for 
their stress and anxiety. 

10  NHS, http://www.nhs.uk/news/2015/02February/Pages/Facebook-envy-associated-with-
symptoms-of-depression.aspx

11  The Telegraph, http://www.telegraph.co.uk/women/womens-health/11534390/Anxiety-
the-epidemic-sweeping-through-Generation-Y.html 

Young people aged 18-24 are the most 
likely to suffer from mental health issues, 
including stress, anxiety and depression. 

Just under half (45%) of people in this 
age group say they have suffered from 
a mental health issue, with 52% saying 
they have experienced stress – the 
highest of all age groups.

The youngest respondents were also 
most likely to suffer from anxiety (47%), 
depression (37%) and panic attacks 
(23%).

There are a number of theories as 
to why younger people are being 
disproportionately hit by mental health 
issues, from the state of the economy 
and the lack of jobs, exams and 
educational pressures to the pressure 
social media puts on them to live up to 
unrealistic ideals10. 

As active users of social media, a 2014 
YouGov survey showed that people  
aged 18-24 were twice as likely to be 
anxious about being alone as those aged 
over 5511. 

This sense of isolation, and need to 
portray a faultless life through social 
media, could explain why young people 
are less likely to want to discuss their 
mental health issues with others. A total 
of 42% of 18-24 year olds said they 
would be embarrassed to say they have  
a mental health issue, far higher than  
the 32% of the total population.

Comparing the frequency of mental health issues and BMI 

Overall % Healthy % Overweight % Obese %

Stress 33 34 29 35

Anxiety 29 31 24 28

Depression 23 23 20 31

Insomnia 21 20 19 24

Stress related headaches 24 14 11 16

Have or previously had a 
mental health condition 30 29 25 39

Despite the economy recovering and wages 
starting to increase again, Britons are still 
facing money worries and concerns about 
their jobs. More than a third (34%) of those 
who suffer from stress cited work concerns 
as the reason for their stress, followed by 
money worries (21%) and juggling work/life 
balance (20%).

Money is also causing anxiety, with 27% 
of those suffering from this saying they are 
worried about money, followed by family 
pressure (20%). Money worries is also top 
of the list for those with depression (28%), 
followed by relationship worries (25%) and 
health (20%).
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Mental health issues are  
widespread – but sufferers are 
reluctant to seek help

The impact of mental health issues is not 
concentrated in one area and can be seen 
up and down the country.

People in Wales are most likely to have 
experienced a mental health issue (40%), 
whereas London is the area where fewest 
people report suffering from mental health 
problems (25%).

Despite being a nationwide issue, more than 
half (55%) of people who have experienced 
stress did not seek or receive any help. 
Similarly 48% of those with anxiety issues 
didn’t receive help, alongside 29% of those 
suffering from depression.

Of those who have suffered stress in the 
past year just 6% have been referred to a 
counsellor or cognitive behavioural therapist, 
while 7% were told to reduce the number 
of hours they worked. More people with 
anxiety issues were referred to a counsellor 
or therapist (16%), but a larger proportion, 
24%, were prescribed drugs such as anti-
depressants or sleeping pills. 

Treatment by drugs was also the most 
popular method used for those with 
depression, with around half (48%) of 
people seeking help being placed on 
medicine such as anti-depressants. A further 
quarter (25%) of people with depression 
were referred for counselling. 

The reluctance of people to seek help 
may be a reflection of a perceived stigma 
surrounding mental health issues. Although 
almost half (47%) of the population said 
they would not be embarrassed to say they 
had a mental health issue, another 32% said 
they would be. The remaining 21% were 
undecided. Reluctance to seek help could 
also be a result of poor access to mental 
health specialists. 

Percentage of people who have experienced mental health issues, split by region 

Overall % Healthy % Overweight % Obese %

1. Wales 40 32 35 26

2. Scotland 38 31 26 27

3. E. Midlands 34 28 31 23

4. S. East 32 34 28 26

5. S. West 31 35 29 21

6. East of England 30 35 28 23

7. W. Midlands 29 33 28 22

8. Yorkshire and Humberside 28 30 30 21

9. N. East 27 35 34 22

10. N. West 26 34 27 24

11. London 25 37 27 22
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Most people worry that 
avoidable illnesses are putting 
too much strain on the NHS

Did you know...?

Avoidable  
illnesses
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Poor diet is now one of the largest 
causes of ill-health according  
to a study by Public Health  
England. The research shows 40% 
of potentially preventable illnesses 
are caused by factors such as poor 
diet, obesity, alcohol and smoking. 
Diet is now just as likely to be  
the cause of ill-health (10.8%)  
as smoking (10.7%).12

The NHS has already warned that it is 
under pressure due to the cost of treating 
avoidable illnesses. Simon Stevens, chief 
executive of NHS England, has said type 
II diabetes – which can be linked to poor 
lifestyle – costs the health service £9 billion  
a year to treat and that obesity ‘represents  
a slow-motion car crash in terms of 
avoidable illness and health care costs’13. 

Similarly, smoking costs the NHS in England 
£2 billion a year14 treating people who have 
related illnesses, including lung cancer, 
respiratory diseases and the nation’s biggest 
killer, heart disease15. 

Heart disease, which can be caused not only 
by smoking but also being overweight and 
having high blood pressure, causes 74,000 
deaths in the UK each year – the equivalent 
of 200 a day16. 

In fact, a healthy diet and lifestyle can 
help to reduce people’s vulnerability to 
the nation’s top five killers: heart disease, 
respiratory diseases, stroke, certain types  
of cancer and liver disease17. 

Concerns people have for the state of the NHS %

I am concerned that the NHS will not be able to meet the 
population’s healthcare needs in the future 85

Avoidable illnesses caused by poor lifestyle choices, are putting 
too much pressure on the NHS 78

I am concerned about the wait times for specialist treatments 70

12  Study by Public Health England (PHE)- https://www.gov.
uk/government/news/england-has-the-potential-to-have-
the-lowest-disease-burden-in-the-world

13  NHS England, https://www.england.nhs.uk/2014/09/17/
serious-about-obesity/ 

14 Ash, http://ash.org.uk/files/documents/ASH_107.pdf 
15 BBC, http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/health-21667065 
16 BBC, http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/health-21667065 
17 BBC, http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/health-21667065 
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With obesity linked to many illnesses it is 
unsurprising that those with a higher BMI 
visit the GP more often than those with  
a healthy BMI. Aviva’s research found  
nearly a third (31%) of those who are obese 
visit their GP at least once every three 
months compared to 17% of those with  
a healthy weight.

Obese people were far more likely to visit 
their doctor for high blood pressure and 
diabetes. A quarter (25%) of obese people 
saw the doctor for blood pressure problems 
and 18% for diabetes/thyroid issues, 
compared to 6% and 5% respectively  
for those with a healthy BMI.

The data also reveals an increase in the 
number of people visiting their GP for 
treatment of arthritis and musculoskeletal 
problems as their weight increases. Obese 
people were almost four times more likely  
to visit the GP for arthritis than those with  
a healthy BMI: 18% compared to 5%.

Despite experiencing weight related 
illnesses, just 1% of overweight people  
and 8% of obese people visit their doctor 
for weight management. 

Impact of weight-related  
illness on the NHS

The willingness to treat the symptoms of 
obesity but not the cause has led to stark 
warnings about the future of the NHS. 
Diabetes UK has already warned that the 
cost of diabetes could ‘bankrupt the NHS’ 
as the number of those with diabetes has 
increased by 59.8% since 200518.

According to Aviva’s research, more than 
three quarters (78%) of people believe 
lifestyle linked illnesses like diabetes and 
heart disease are putting too much strain  
on the NHS. An even higher percentage 
(85%) is worried that the NHS will not be 
able to meet the needs of the population  
in the future. 

Nine out of 10 people (90%) think that it 
is better to look after your own health to 
make sure the NHS can cope: this includes 
93% of overweight and 88% of obese 
people, as well as 91% of those with a 
healthy weight.

As the nation’s waistlines increase, it is 
inevitable that more people will need 
medication to treat weight-associated 
conditions. Aviva’s research found that 52% 
of the population currently take a daily 
medication prescribed by their doctor. This 
figure increases dramatically to 68% for 
those who are obese but falls to 42% for 
those who are a healthy weight. 

Of those who take daily medication, 28% 
take high blood pressure pills, and a quarter 
(25%) take prescription painkillers. It is not 
just physical problems that are being treated 
with daily medication: 24% of people overall 
take tablets for depression, anxiety, stress 
and other mental health conditions. 

Those who are obese are more than twice 
as likely to take blood pressure medication 
as a person with a healthy BMI (41% 
compared to 16%) and are also more 
likely to take prescription painkillers and 
medication for mental health issues  
(31% compared to 22%). 

Medical issues requiring a GP visit in the last year by BMI 

Nature of condition Overall % Healthy % Overweight % Obese %

Mental health condition 15 14 12 22

High blood pressure 13 6 17 25

Diabetes 9 5 10 18

Arthritis 9 5 10 18

18 Diabetes UK, August 2015 https://www.diabetes.org.uk/About_us/News/diabetes-up-60-per-cent-in-last-decade-/
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With over half of the population taking 
GP prescribed medication and an 
increasingly overweight nation resulting 
in more trips to the doctor, people 
are beginning to worry that access to 
medical professionals is getting worse. 

Nearly three in five (58%) people say 
they sometimes find it difficult to get 
a GP appointment on a day that suits 
them, up from 51% on last year.

Getting speedy referrals from the GP  
to an NHS specialist is also significantly  
more difficult. 

Just 18 months ago 44% said they had 
to wait longer than they would like to 
get treatment through NHS referral, but 
this figure has increased to 55%. 

The lack of referrals within a satisfactory 
timeframe brings us back to the bigger 
picture about the future of the NHS, as 
70% of people are concerned about the 
wait times for specialist treatments (such 
as physiotherapy and counselling) at a 
time when the nation needs more help 
than ever.

Commonly prescribed medicines in the UK %

Nature of condition Overall % Healthy % Overweight % Obese %

Medication for high blood 
pressure / cardiovascular 
problem

28 16 35 41

Prescription pain killers 25 23 24 31

Medication for mental health 
problems 24 22 19 31

Medication to manage 
cholesterol 21 13 28 30

Medication to manage 
diabetes 10 4 12 19
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Weight, fitness and the fear of 
ageing are key health concerns 
in the UK

Did you know...?

Health fears  
and ambitions 
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With less than half (43%) of the 
country reporting a healthy BMI, 
it is no surprise that losing weight 
tops the list of health ambitions. 
However, there is a disparity 
between the number of people 
with an unhealthy weight and 
those who want to lose weight. 

While 50% of the total population in the  
UK are either overweight or obese, just  
36% have made losing weight their top 
health ambition. Compared to 18 months 
ago, fewer obese people want to lose 
weight, with 63% currently stating that 
losing weight is a health ambition, falling 
from 72% before. More women (42%)  
than men (30%) want to lose weight.

Top three health ambitions in the UK  
%

24

24

36

Losing weight

Feeling less stressed, depressed or anxious 

Sleeping better
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Weight loss is a common health ambition 
across the nation. Those in Scotland and 
the East of England are most keen to lose 
weight, with nearly one in five (19%) in both 
regions highlighting weight loss as a health 
ambition. However, as this map shows, the 
number of people who want to lose weight 
is significantly less than the number who are 
overweight in each region. 

With three in 10 people suffering, or having 
previously suffered, from mental health 
issues and almost a quarter (24%) wanting 
to be less anxious, stressed and depressed,  
it is unsurprising that many of the population 
have ambitions to stabilise or improve their 
mental health. Twenty four percent also 
want to sleep better.

N. East

N. West

Scotland

Wales

S. West
S. East

London

East of 
England

W. Midlands

Yorkshire 
and 

Humberside

E. Midlands

36%

50%

UK

Key

         Want to lose weight

         Overweight/obese

19%

55%

18%

52%

18%

45%

18%

48%

17%

56%

17%

52%

11%

53%

16%

50%

15%

45%

16%

42%

19%

49%

Weight loss ambitions 
across the UK
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Eating habits and exercise

Healthy eating and fitness also plays a large 
part in the ambitions of individuals, who 
know on the whole that they do not do 
enough exercise or make enough effort  
to eat healthily. 

One in five (19%) people want to feel more 
physically fit and 16% said they want to eat 
better. However, even though diet, exercise 
and weight loss are within people’s control, 
they make a number of excuses for not 
eating well or exercising.

More than half (51%) say it is sometimes too 
expensive to eat healthy foods and a quarter 
(27%) said they would eat more healthily if 
they were not so busy. 

When it comes to exercise, there are more 
excuses: 43% say they are too tired and 
53% say it is too hard to exercise in the 
winter or darker months. Nearly six in ten 
(59%) say they find exercise boring or  
hard work. 

Although people have the opportunity to 
take their health and wellbeing into their 
own hands, it seems they do not have the 
willingness to do so, but that doesn’t stop 
people worrying about the state of their 
weight and health. 

When it comes to health fears, weight is 
also the top concern with one in five (22%) 
people worried about putting on weight 
and 16% fearing they need to lose weight. 

The ageing population and  
its future needs

Ageing is also major health concern held by 
many. One in five (20%) people are worried 
about how increasing age will impact on 
their health, 17% are worried about a 
general slowing down as they get older.

While no one can stop ageing altogether, 
individuals can take some control of what 
they eat and how much exercise they take to 
make sure their lives now, and in the future, 
are more fulfilled. 
 
If people took more individual responsibility 
for their health, they may mitigate an 
overarching fear they have: that the NHS will 
not be able to cope with greater demand on 
its resources. 

A large majority of people (85%) are 
worried the NHS will not be able to meet 
the population’s healthcare needs in the 
future and 73% are worried they will not 
have access to the latest drugs through the 
NHS if they need them. 

Individuals will live longer lives and it will be 
up to them to take control of their diet and 
exercise in order to alleviate their fears of 
poor health, becoming unwell in old age, 
and whether the NHS will be able to help 
them in the future.

Experience of GPs and the NHS 

Statement / concerns % agree

I sometimes find it difficult to get a GP appointment at a time that suits me 58

I have sometimes had to wait longer than I would have liked to get treatment 
through a referral via the NHS 55

I don’t always understand what treatment options are available to me through 
the NHS 64

I don’t always understand why some NHS healthcare decisions are made e.g. 
treatment availability, postcode lottery etc 79

I would like to be more involved in the decisions which are made about my 
healthcare 76

I am concerned that the NHS will not be able to meet the population’s 
healthcare needs in the future 85

I am concerned that I might not be able to access the latest drugs through the 
NHS for conditions like cancer, if I were to need them 73

I am concerned about the wait times for specialist treatments, such as 
physiotherapy or counselling 70

As a nation we all need to look after our own health more to help relieve the 
pressure on the NHS 90

Avoidable illnesses like diabetes and heart disease, caused by poor lifestyle 
choices, are putting too much pressure on the NHS 76
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Spotlight on Treatment, financial and  
family concerns

Nearly three quarters of the population 
(73%) have been affected by cancer at some 
point in their lives, either through personal 
experience with the disease or through 
other people. Fortunately, cancer survival 
rates in the UK have doubled in the past 
four decades19. 

Of the 73% of people who said they have 
experience of cancer, half (49%) have had 
someone in their extended family, a friend 
or colleague pass away. 

There is clearly an emotional and physical 
fall-out to a cancer diagnosis but it is not 
just these concerns that impact individuals. 
Concerns stretch far wider than the physical 
implications and centre around three main 
areas: treatment, finances and family. 

When asked to think about what would 
be important to them if they were to be 
diagnosed with cancer, spending time 
with family and ensuring relatives are not 
overburdened with the illness is a top 
priority for most people. Almost two thirds 
(65%) of people stated they would not want 
to worry their family if they were diagnosed 
with cancer and another 76% feel a holiday 
would be important if they were receiving 
treatment for the illness. 

The focus on family is understandable, but 
the financial burden of a cancer diagnosis 
should not be overlooked either, as one in 
five people who have had cancer said they 
struggled to pay the bills while they were 
battling the disease. 

Overall, 61% of people said they did not 
know how they would pay the bills if they 
had cancer, and more than half (55%) have 
no savings to cover bills in the event that their 
treatment meant they could not work.

And it is not just their own finances that 
people are concerned about, almost three 
quarters (74%) of people said they were 
concerned that the NHS would not be able to 
provide the cancer drugs they may need. 

Cancer

19  Cancer survival rate, Cancer Research UK http://www.
cancerresearchuk.org/health-professional/cancer-
statistics/survival 

NHS screenings are more 
commonly relied on than 
self-checks at home

Did you know...?
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Screening and self-checks 

Despite the prevalence of cancer in the 
majority of people’s lives and concerns 
about the treatment options that may be 
open to them, individuals are not taking 
their health into their own hands and 
checking for signs of cancer. 

Cancer Research UK says that people should 
remain aware of changes in their bodies, 
such as a cough that ‘hangs around’, or 
traces of blood when going to the toilet. It 
also says that checking breasts and testicles 
regularly can help. However, it does point 
out that there are over 200 types of cancer 
and it is not possible to detect all of them 
through self-checking.

More than one in ten (13%) people say they 
carry out regular checks at home but one 
in five (20%) say they do not know how to 
carry out self-checks, such as checking of 
breasts and moles. 

Men are also less likely to carry out self-
checks regularly, with just 10% examining 
themselves compared with 17% of women. 

Almost a third (32%) of people say they 
rarely check for signs of cancer. Older 
age groups are more likely to know how 
to check for symptoms but might not, 
regardless. 

It is not just self-checks that people are 
shunning: only 34% have taken part in  
NHS screening that is offered to them  
free of charge. Women are more likely to 
attend screenings (45%) than men (23%). 

As individuals become older, they are 
offered more screenings. Of those aged 
55-64, 53% of people have attended 
screenings, and for those aged 65+,  
65% have attended screenings. 

Younger generations (under 44 years  
old) say they would take part in cancer 
screening if given the opportunity, but  
67% of 35-44 year olds claim not to have 
been offered any type of cancer screening 
before, although they would take the 
opportunity, if offered.

Although in reality 86% of people who 
have had cancer did receive the drugs and 
treatment they needed, the fears about the 
NHS’s ability to provide cancer drugs is not 
unfounded. In September, NHS England 
announced that a further 16 medicines 
used to extend lives in 23 separate cancer 
treatments, including breast, bowel and 
prostate, would cease to be funded by  
the Cancer Drugs Fund for new patients19. 
The future of the fund, which is due to expire 
in March 2016, is currently being debated.

Regionally, there is little difference in 
concerns about the NHS’s ability to provide 
the right treatment, revealing that fears of a 
‘postcode lottery’ when it comes to obtaining 
treatment and drugs has given way to a 
general, more overall concern about the state 
of NHS funds.

People who attend NHS screenings or carry out regular  
self-checks at home %

Concerns about  
whether the NHS will  
be able to provide 
all the cancer drugs 
needed, if they are 
diagnosed with cancer 

% that are 
concerned 

Male 69

Female 78

18-24 year olds 67

25-34 year olds 67

35-44 year olds 77

45-54 year olds 76

55-64 year olds 77

65+ year olds 76

17

23

Male Female 18-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55-64 65+

Attend NHS screenings

Carry out regular self-checks at home

45

 7

17
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26
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Technology is a fundamental part of day-to-
day life in Britain today and the population is 
set to embrace it as part of their healthcare. 

The NHS has already taken steps towards  
a digital healthcare world, announcing in 
June 2015 that patients with long-term 
health conditions could be monitored 
remotely through wearable gadgets that 
would synchronise with their medical 
records automatically20.
 
This includes people who suffer chronic 
illnesses such as asthma, diabetes, heart 
disease and high blood pressure. 

The growth of wearable technology for 
healthcare is expected to grow exponentially 
in a short space of time, as by 2018 nearly 
three million people are expected to suffer 
from at least three long-term medical 
conditions21. 

An increase in long-term conditions will 
place a further burden on the NHS, so it 
is unsurprising that enlisting the help of 
technology is at the forefront of the health 
service’s short term plans. 

As a nation, the move towards health 
technology should not be too great a leap, 
as 83% of people surveyed for this report 
have smartphones or tablets, and 53% 
use many apps. Use of technology is also 
not just limited to younger generations. 
Two thirds (67%) of over-65s owns a 
smartphone, meaning digital healthcare can 
benefit everyone across the generations. 

Internet usage is commonplace, 
although growing appetite exists 
for using mobile apps and wearable 
technology

Spotlight on 

Digital 
healthcare

Top four reasons people use the 
internet to access health and 
wellbeing information

• To self-diagnose (73%)
•  To read about how to manage  

a condition or illness (63%)
•  To get information on how they 

would improve their health (39%)
•  To research potential medicines, 

treatments or procedures for  
a symptom or condition (39%)

Did you know...?
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Internet usage

Many are taking advantage of the technology 
available to track their steps walked, calories 
consumed and sleep patterns. A total of 10.9 
million Fitbit devices were sold worldwide 
last year and it is estimated that the current 
market for digital health systems is worth 
£1.3 billion22.

Those who may not be familiar with 
digidevices are not being left out of the 
technology healthcare revolution as the 
internet plays a large role in people’s 
wellbeing. 

Aviva’s research shows 63% of people use 
the internet to access health and wellbeing 
information, with women (70%) using it 
more than men (56%). Although internet 
usage declines with age, more than half 
(53%) of those aged above 65 are still using 
the internet to access health information. 

Of those who use the internet for health 
care information, most (73%) are using it to 
self-diagnose, followed by 63% to manage a 
condition. Almost two fifths (39%) use it to 
access material on improving their health and 
the same number use it to research potential 
medicines, treatments and procedures. 

While the internet is often criticised for 
people misdiagnosing themselves and over 
diagnosing themselves, 90% of the people 
who use it to self-diagnose find the internet 
very useful. A similar percentage (88%) who 
searched online for a second opinion, found 
the internet useful for this purpose, and 93% 
who searched online for information on 
managing a condition, found the internet to 
be a useful tool. 

The NHS direct website is the first port of call 
for people searching for health details online 
with 73% saying they use it. This is followed 
by 43% who use NetDoctor or WebMD and 
just under a quarter (23%), using news pages 
for health information. 

Mobile apps and wearable tech

The use of apps to access information about 
health and wellbeing is lower, with just under 
one in ten (9%) doing so. However, there is 
an openness to use apps for healthcare help. 

At the moment, 15% of people use an app to 
track exercise and 35% people would be open 

to the idea. Another 9% of people use a 
nutrition tracker app and almost a third (31%) 
say they would be happy to in the future. 

Another third (32%) would use a symptom 
diagnosis app and 37% would use a general 
healthy living app. When it comes to trying 
new apps, 43% said they would use a GP 
appointment app – providing them with 
access to a virtual GP appointment.

20  The Telegraph, http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/health/news/11680638/NHS-patients-to-be-monitored-remotely-in-
digital-healthcare-revolution.html 

21  Kings Fund, http://www.kingsfund.org.uk/time-to-think-differently/trends/disease-and-disability/long-term-conditions-
multi-morbidity 

22  Digital Health in the UK, An industry study for the Office of Life Sciences (September 2015) http://bit.ly/1KUvbXS

Uses of the internet for health care information and how helpful this is

% who have 

used the 

internet for

% who say 

information 

found is useful

Search a symptom or self-diagnose 73 90

Read up on how to manage a condition or illness 63 93

To get information on improving health 39 90

To research potential medicines, treatments etc. 39 91

To look up risks associated with a procedure 38 95

The gap between those who use healthcare apps and those  
who are open to the idea

App % who 

currently use 

an app

% who are 

open to the 

idea of using 

an app

Physical tracker app 15 35

Nutrition tracker app 9 31

Symptom diagnosis app 3 32

General healthy living app 3 37

GP appointment app 7 43
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The next step in technology is wearable 
devices. Six in ten (60%) people know 
about heart rate monitors and almost  
the same amount (58%), know about 
physical activity monitors. Three in ten 
(30%) people are aware of sleep pattern 
monitors and 13% about symptom 
monitors. 

However, a quarter (26%) have not heard 
of any of the wearable technologies 
currently on the market.

Of those who have worn a physical activity 
monitor, 63% said it has improved their 
health and 66% of those who have used  
a heart rate monitor said the same.

In fact, more than half (55%) of people  
think the NHS should be providing free 
health technology to help people improve 
their health, although this is balanced by  
the same number of people who would  
like to see investment made in improving 
GP access at weekends over digital 
technology. 

However, GP appointments is one area 
where digital and wearable technology 
could have a large impact in the future.

Following on from the NHS push to 
introduce digital tracking of long-term 
conditions, 64% of people would be happy 
to have their health monitored remotely 
through wearable technology and 47% 
would even be happy to be diagnosed 
digitally. 

In a thumbs up for the current NHS plan, 
57% of people believe using digital 
technology could improve their health  
and wellbeing. 

How many users perceive a benefit from wearable health 
technology?

% 

Heart rate monitor 66

Symptom monitor 65

Physical activity monitor 63

Sleep pattern monitor 50

Percentage of people who believe they will benefit from digital 
technology 

%

Happy to have my health status monitored remotely through a wearable digital 
device (e.g. blood pressure, heart rate) 64

Happy to be diagnosed through digital health technology 47

Happy to share my personal health information with a medical professional 
through digital services to help improve my health and wellbeing 64

Using digital health technology could improve my health and wellbeing 57
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Conclusion

“The overriding impression that comes from our second 
annual assessment of the UK’s health is of a nation 
caught between good intentions and a host of barriers 
to improving its physical and mental wellbeing. “

Britons, more than half of whom are 
overweight or obese, appreciate they need 
to make more of an effort to eat a healthy 
diet and to exercise more, in order to avoid 
a range of illnesses and also to reduce 
pressure on the NHS. 

However, when it comes to taking individual 
responsibility for their health, many do not 
feel they have the time or energy to exercise 
or eat well. It must also be said that a large 
number do not have the inclination to 
change their bad habits.

This ‘head in the sand’ attitude is placing  
a huge strain on the NHS, which hasn’t 
gone unnoticed by the UK population.  
There has been a marked increase in the 
number of people expressing concern about 
being able to access the health services 
they need, such as GP appointments, and 
there are rising fears about access to future 
treatment and drugs. 

While the majority of people believe we 
all need to look after our own health to 
make sure the NHS can cope, the lack of 
exercise and poor diets show people are not 
practising what they preach. When it comes 
to detecting cancer, it is also worrying to see 
such a low percentage of people taking part 
in NHS screenings and fewer still carrying 
out regular self-checks at home.

In contrast, many are taking daily medication 
to treat potentially avoidable illnesses, 
and there are also large numbers taking 
medication for mental health issues, such  
as stress, anxiety and depression. This shows 
the fast paced world in which we live in 
is not only reducing the time we have to 
look after our physical health, but also our 
mental health. 

At the same time, however, the pace  
of technological change and innovation  
may ultimately come to our aid by helping 
to improve individual wellbeing and the 
wellbeing of the NHS. Many users already 
perceive a health benefit from wearable 
technologies, and there is a growing 
appetite for using digital tools either 
personally or to support the delivery  
of public healthcare services. 

By putting information and support at their 
fingertips, the digital revolution may hold 
the key to shifting the UK population  
from intention to action when it comes  
to improving their overall wellbeing.

Dr Doug Wright
Medical Director, Aviva
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Methodology

All percentages and figures shown in this report (unless otherwise cited) come from an 
online survey conducted by ICM research for Aviva UK Health. The survey was carried out in 
August 2015. Respondents were invited from ICM’s online panel and 2,004 interviews were 
conducted amongst a nationally representative sample of the UK adult population.
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