
 

So you think economic downturns cost lives?
Our findings show they don't
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Throughout the coronavirus recession we've been told there's a balancing
act when it comes to lives.
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On one hand, lockdowns save lives by limiting the spread of coronavirus.

On the other, they are said to cost lives by winding back economic
activity and pushing up unemployment and misery.

Some argue that on balance they increase deaths rather than preventing
them.

Some claim the "great lockdown" will be as destructive as the Great
Depression. Others talk of sharp increases in suicide rates. Others say it
is complex and we just don't know.

We are able to offer an alternative fact-based perspective, at least when
it comes to Australia.

Downturns can save lives

In a just-published discussion paper we have examined the relationship
between Australian unemployment and deaths over the four decades
between 1979 and 2017 using administrative data sorted by state, age,
sex, and cause of death.

Unemployment is a good proxy for economic downturns. As has been
happening this year, unemployment goes up when the economy turns
down.

On average we find no relationship between unemployment and
mortality. In particular, we find no significant increase in suicide rates.

But we do find a significant effect on motor vehicle deaths.

The higher the unemployment rate, the fewer motor vehicle deaths.
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https://phys.org/tags/economic+activity/
https://phys.org/tags/economic+activity/
https://phys.org/tags/unemployment/
https://cdn.theconversation.com/static_files/files/1340/Coronavirus_deaths_references.pdf?1606177233
https://blogs.imf.org/2020/04/14/the-great-lockdown-worst-economic-downturn-since-the-great-depression/
https://blogs.imf.org/2020/04/14/the-great-lockdown-worst-economic-downturn-since-the-great-depression/
https://www.afr.com/policy/health-and-education/COVID-19-lockdown-fuels-mental-health-crisis-20200805-p55irg
https://www.theaustralian.com.au/nation/suicides-toll-far-higher-than-coronavirus/news-story/25a686904b67bdedbdcd544b1cab7f96
https://www.iza.org/publications/dp/13742/lives-saved-during-economic-downturns-evidence-from-australia
https://phys.org/tags/death/
https://voxeu.org/article/lives-saved-during-economic-downturns
https://phys.org/tags/suicide+rates/


 

In this respect, economic downturns save lives, mainly among young
men aged 15 to 34.

We find that for each percentage point increase in the unemployment
rate, 70 young lives are saved per annum.

Our estimates imply 425 fewer deaths from road accidents than normal
in 2020 if the unemployment rate climbs from 5.1% to 10% in 2020 as
predicted by the Reserve Bank.

Separate from our study, the Bureau of Statistics count shows that at
times this year we've had fewer than normal non-COVID deaths.
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https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/health/causes-death/provisional-mortality-statistics/latest-release


 

Our findings aren't that unusual. Minimal and even overall life-saving
effects of economic downturns have been observed in the United States, 
Germany, Canada, France, the OECD and the Asia-Pacific.

Potential reasons why were set out by National Bureau of Economic
Research economist Christopher Ruhm in a 2000 paper entitled Are
Recessions Good for Your Health?

He argued that while economic downturns usually come with financial
hardship, they leave people with more time to seek treatment, socialise,
care for their relatives, and engage in healthier lifestyles. Fewer hours
commuting mean fewer road accidents and fewer hours at work mean
fewer workplace accidents.

But our findings are different in one respect. In contrast to recent
findings for the US, we find no impact of weaker economic conditions
on the mortality rates of relatively vulnerable populations such as very
young children (0-4 years) and the elderly (65-84 years), nor on
mortality due to heart disease, respiratory disease, cerebrovascular
disease, pneumonia or influenza.

Health systems help

One reason for the difference between our findings for Australia and
those for the US might be that in countries with universal health care
downturns don't deprive people of health coverage.

Canada and other OECD countries with universal coverage also perform
better in downturns than the US.
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https://academic.oup.com/qje/article-abstract/115/2/617/1840483
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https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0277953612000834
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13524-019-00811-4
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1570677X06000074
https://doi.org/10.1080/00036840701720754
https://academic.oup.com/qje/article-abstract/115/2/617/1840483
https://academic.oup.com/qje/article-abstract/115/2/617/1840483
https://phys.org/tags/road+accidents/
https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257/pol.20130057
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https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0277953612000834
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1570677X06000074


 

During the current recession there are reasons to be even more
optimistic.

Our estimates of lives we would expect to be saved among young men
might be exceeded due to the impact of working from home and
lockdowns in keeping traffic off the roads.

Road accidents cost lives

Road safety is a pressing problem for Australia.

Sydney ranks in the top 25 most most congested cities in the world.
Australia relies heavily on the car for transport, with almost 65% of all
kilometers traveled and 90% of commuting kilometers traveled being by
car.

Nevertheless, we present our findings with caution. The current crisis is
unprecedented. They do not preclude an impact on suicides this time,
although there's so far no evidence for one.

They certainly don't preclude an impact on wellbeing. But it would be
wrong to conclude that downturns cost lives overall. In Australia, over
the past 40 years, we've found no evidence that they do.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.

Provided by The Conversation
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https://www.infrastructureaustralia.gov.au/sites/default/files/2019-08/Urban%20Transport%20Crowding%20and%20Congestion.pdf
https://inrix.com/scorecard/
https://www.infrastructureaustralia.gov.au/sites/default/files/2019-08/Australian%20Infrastructure%20Audit%202019%20-%205a.%20Passenger%20Transport.pdf
https://theconversation.com
https://theconversation.com/so-you-think-economic-downturns-cost-lives-our-findings-show-they-dont-149711
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