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Introduction

Health and wellbeing are central to people’s quality of life and to the long‑term sustainability of societies. Although medical progress has helped increase life expectancy across the world, many communities still face challenges such as health inequalities, rising chronic illnesses, mental health pressures and environmental risks (World Health Organization, 2024). To address these issues, the United Nations created the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, which sets out 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) aimed at tackling global social, economic and environmental problems (United Nations, 2015).
This report explores Sustainable Development Goal 3 (Good Health and Wellbeing) and Sustainable Development Goal 4 (Quality Education), examining how each contributes to improving the health and wellbeing of individuals and communities. It also evaluates two national and two local initiatives in London that support health and sustainable development, assesses their effectiveness, and offers recommendations for future improvement.
2. Sustainable Development Goal 3: Good Health and Wellbeing
Sustainable Development Goal 3 (SDG 3) aims to "ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for all at all ages" (United Nations, 2015). It is widely recognised that good health is not only a basic human right but also a key factor in sustainable economic and social development. Healthy populations are more likely to participate in education, employment and community life, while poor health can increase poverty, reduce productivity and place significant pressure on healthcare systems (World Health Organisation (WHO), 2024). As societies continue to face challenges such as ageing populations, rising rates of chronic disease and widening health inequalities, SDG 3 provides a crucial framework for addressing these issues in a coordinated, long-term way.
SDG 3 comprises several targets that address both physical and mental health across the lifespan. These include reducing maternal and child mortality, ending epidemics such as HIV/AIDS, tuberculosis and malaria, lowering premature deaths from non-communicable diseases (NCDs), promoting mental health, preventing substance misuse and improving access to sexual and reproductive healthcare (United Nations, 2015). The goal also promotes universal health coverage, ensuring that everyone has access to quality healthcare services without experiencing financial hardship (WHO, 2023). This is particularly important in countries where healthcare costs can push families into poverty or prevent individuals from seeking medical help when needed.
Another important aspect of SDG 3 is its focus on strengthening health systems. This includes improving the availability of trained healthcare professionals, investing in medical infrastructure, increasing access to essential medicines and vaccines, and ensuring that health services are delivered in a safe and effective way. Strong health systems are essential for responding to emergencies such as pandemics, natural disasters and disease outbreaks. The COVID-19 pandemic highlighted how fragile health systems can be and demonstrated the importance of global cooperation, investment in public health and equitable access to healthcare resources.
SDG 3 also recognises the influence of environmental and social factors on health. Issues such as air pollution, unsafe housing, climate change, poor sanitation and limited access to clean water can significantly increase the risk of disease and reduce life expectancy. Addressing these challenges requires collaboration across sectors such as transport, housing, education and environmental protection. By acknowledging the links between health and wider social determinants, SDG 3 encourages governments to adopt holistic approaches that improve wellbeing at both individual and community levels.
Overall, SDG 3 provides a comprehensive and forward-looking framework for improving global health outcomes. By focusing on prevention, access to care, mental health and reducing inequalities, it aims to ensure that all individuals, regardless of age, income or background, can live healthy, fulfilling lives. Continued commitment to SDG 3 will be essential for building resilient health systems and promoting wellbeing for future generations.
3. Sustainable Development Goal 4: Quality Education
Sustainable Development Goal 4 (SDG 4) aims to "ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all" (United Nations, 2015). Although education is often viewed as separate from healthcare, research consistently shows that educational attainment has a significant influence on physical health, mental wellbeing and life expectancy (UNESCO, 2024). Individuals with access to quality education are more likely to make informed health decisions, secure stable employment and achieve higher incomes, all of which contribute to better overall wellbeing. Education also plays a vital role in shaping social mobility, reducing poverty and supporting long-term economic development.
SDG 4 focuses on ensuring that everyone has access to free and inclusive primary and secondary education, increasing participation in further and higher education, improving literacy and numeracy, eliminating gender inequalities and promoting lifelong learning (United Nations, 2015). It also encourages education that develops knowledge of sustainable development, environmental protection, human rights and responsible citizenship. These targets recognise that education equips people with the knowledge and skills needed to improve both individual lives and wider society. In addition, SDG 4 emphasises the importance of safe learning environments, qualified teachers, and access to digital technology, all of which have become increasingly important in modern education systems.
Education contributes to health in several ways. Firstly, it improves health literacy, enabling people to understand health information, access healthcare services and make informed choices about diet, physical activity and disease prevention (World Health Organization, 2025). Individuals with higher levels of education are generally less likely to engage in behaviours that increase health risks, such as smoking or excessive alcohol consumption, and are more likely to participate in preventive healthcare programmes, including vaccinations and health screening (Office for Health Improvement and Disparities, 2023). Education also supports critical thinking skills, which help individuals evaluate health information and make informed decisions.
The relationship between education and mental wellbeing is equally important. Educational settings provide opportunities for social interaction, personal development and emotional support, all of which contribute to resilience and self-confidence. Schools, colleges and universities increasingly recognise the importance of mental health by providing counselling services, wellbeing programmes and early intervention for students experiencing psychological difficulties (UNESCO, 2024). Such initiatives not only improve academic achievement but also help reduce the long-term impact of mental health conditions on employment and quality of life.
Education also plays a central role in reducing health inequalities. According to Marmot et al. (2020), educational opportunities are closely linked to employment, income and housing, which are recognised as key social determinants of health. Individuals with higher educational attainment generally experience greater financial security, improved living conditions and better access to healthcare. In contrast, educational disadvantage can contribute to cycles of poverty, poor health and social exclusion. This demonstrates that improving educational outcomes can have long-term benefits that extend well beyond the classroom.
Despite global progress, achieving SDG 4 remains challenging. Many communities continue to experience unequal access to quality education due to poverty, disability, discrimination and digital exclusion. The COVID-19 pandemic further widened educational inequalities, particularly among disadvantaged children who had limited access to online learning resources (UNESCO, 2024). In England, regional differences in educational attainment continue to influence future employment opportunities and health outcomes, highlighting the need for targeted support for disadvantaged learners (Department for Education, 2024). Continued investment in inclusive education, digital learning and student wellbeing will be essential if the ambitions of SDG 4 are to be achieved by 2030.

5. Local Wellbeing Initiatives
National policies play a crucial role in improving population health by addressing both healthcare provision and the wider factors that influence wellbeing. In England, two significant initiatives are the NHS Long Term Plan and the Office for National Statistics (ONS) National Well-being Programme. While both aim to improve quality of life, they differ in their objectives and methods. The NHS Long Term Plan focuses on transforming healthcare delivery, whereas the ONS programme provides evidence that informs public policy and decision-making.
The NHS Long Term Plan, published in 2019, outlines a ten-year strategy to improve healthcare services in England (NHS England, 2019). Its priorities include preventing avoidable illness, expanding mental health services, improving cancer survival rates, strengthening community healthcare and reducing health inequalities. The plan also promotes personalised care and greater use of digital technology, such as virtual consultations and electronic patient records, to improve access to healthcare services.
The effectiveness of the NHS Long Term Plan can be seen in several areas. Investment in community mental health services has increased access to support for adults and young people, while expanded screening programmes have contributed to earlier diagnosis of conditions including cancer and cardiovascular disease (NHS England, 2024). The increased use of digital healthcare has also improved convenience for many patients, particularly those living with long-term conditions. However, despite these achievements, the plan has faced considerable challenges. Workforce shortages, rising demand for healthcare, financial pressures, and long waiting lists continue to affect service delivery (The King's Fund, 2024). These issues have slowed implementation and contributed to inequalities in access to care across regions of England.
The Office for National Statistics (ONS) National Well-being Programme provides another important national initiative. Unlike traditional economic measures such as Gross Domestic Product (GDP), the programme measures wellbeing using indicators including life satisfaction, happiness, anxiety, personal relationships, employment, health and environmental quality (Office for National Statistics, 2024). This broader approach recognises that wellbeing is influenced by a combination of social, economic and environmental factors rather than healthcare alone.
The programme has improved understanding of population wellbeing by providing reliable evidence to support government policy and local planning. Public health organisations and local authorities use ONS data to identify inequalities and prioritise interventions for communities most at risk. However, the programme has limitations. Many of its indicators rely on self-reported data, meaning that personal experiences and cultural differences may influence responses. In addition, although the programme identifies areas requiring improvement, it does not directly implement policies or guarantee that identified problems will be addressed.
Overall, both initiatives have contributed positively to improving health and wellbeing in England, although neither is sufficient on its own. Greater investment in the NHS workforce, continued expansion of preventive healthcare and improved access to mental health services would strengthen the NHS Long Term Plan. Similarly, closer collaboration between the ONS, healthcare providers and local authorities could ensure that wellbeing data are translated more effectively into practical policies.

Conclusion
In conclusion, sustainable development is essential for improving population health and reducing inequalities. This report has shown that Sustainable Development Goal 3 and Sustainable Development Goal 4 are closely connected, as good health and quality education work together to enhance wellbeing and build stronger communities (United Nations, 2015). The evaluation of national initiatives such as the NHS Long Term Plan and the ONS National Well-being Programme alongside local initiatives including the London Health and Care Partnership and the London Living Wage demonstrates meaningful progress. However, challenges such as persistent health inequalities, workforce pressures and financial constraints remain. Achieving the Sustainable Development Goals by 2030 will require sustained investment, stronger cross‑sector collaboration and evidence‑based policies that address the wider social determinants of health.
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