


Actual Data

Source: Department for Work and Pensions



“There is no Plan B”
- George Osborne

“There is no alternative”
- Olli Rehn



Great Natural Experiment:
stimulus versus austerity



Great Natural Experiment:
stimulus versus austerity



Social security saves lives



Journalist: You asked hospital 
administrators to present you 
their 2011 budgets reduced by 
40%. Is this possible?

Minister: It is, to the extent that 
our 2011 policies are 
implemented. These, like all other 
government policies, need a 
surgical scalpel and very 
sensitive hands. Difficult. 
Because the Greek public 
administration does not have 
sensitive hands: it cannot use a 
scalpel, it uses butcher’s knives...

Greek Austerity



HIV outbreak

Source: Kentikelenis et al 2012, The Lancet

10-fold rise in HIV from 
injection drug use



Greek Tragedy
- 40% rise in homelessness
- 50% increase in unmet 
medical needs
- 40% increase in infant 
mortality
- 30% rise in stillbirths
- 60% rise in suicides

Source: Kentikelenis A, Karanikolos M, Papanicolas I, Basu S, McKee M, Stuckler D. 
Health effects of financial crisis: omens of a Greek tragedy. Lancet 2014



God Bless Iceland





“We introduced currency 
controls, we let the banks fail, 
we provided support for the poor, 
and we didn't introduce austerity 
measures like you're seeing here 
in Europe.”

- Olafur Grimmson, 
President



Happy Icelanders

• Social welfare 
increased

• No loss of healthcare 
access (apart from 
dental care)

• Increase in sleeping

• Decrease in fast-food

• Increase in fish 
consumption



Economic Growth in Iceland 
and Greece



The Great Depression

"Stock prices have
reached what looks like a
permanently high
plateau."
-Irving Fisher, economist, 
Oct 1929



US Great Depression, 1930s

Source: Stuckler et al 2011 Banking crisis and mortality during the Great Depression. JECH

Great Depression 
begins



The Volstead Prohibition Act

• Soon after women 
gained the right to 
vote

• Prohibition enacted 
in 1919

• ‘Wet’ and ‘Dry’ states

• Lifted in 1933



Death Rates from Alcohol



New Deal and Public Health

• More New Deal 
spending where 
governor a democrat

• Each $100 (70 pounds) 
per capita New Deal 
spending led to about 
per 100,000 population:
- 4 fewer suicides,

- 18 fewer pneumonias,
- 20 fewer infant deaths

Source: Stuckler and Basu 2013; Fishback et al 2007



The Post-Communist Mortality 
Crisis

Source: Stuckler and Basu, The Body Economic



The Role of Alcohol



The Role of Shock Therapy

“The legions of economists who have  
descended on the formerly Communist 
economies  have provided advice very 
similar … The three “-ations”—
privatization, stabilization, and 
liberalization —must all be completed as 
soon as possible.”

Lawrence Summers, 1994



Russia and Belarus

Source: Stuckler and Basu, The Body Economic 2013



Real data, our graph

As seen by The Economist





Impact of 1% rise in unemployment 
on mortality

Source: Stuckler et al 2009 Lancet

Suicide

Traffic 
Accidents



Spain and Sweden



Greek Response

Dr. Liaropoulos “no hard evidence 
has proven that 
[crisis] has become a 
health hazard

“[budget reductions]…a 
positive result of 
improvements in 
financial management 
efficiency.” Sources: BMJ Nov 2012; 

Polyzos Lancet 2012



Greek Tragedy
“I have seen places where the 
financial situation did not allow 
even for basic requirements like 
gloves, gowns and alcohol 
wipes…after visiting
hospitals there I’m now really 
convinced we have reached one 
minute to midnight in this battle

Dr. Sprenger
Director of the 
European Centre for 
Disease Control

What [the Greek government] 
are doing is creating an 
epicenter for the spread of the 
virus [HIV] in Greece and 
beyond

Dr. Friedman
US director of 
HIV/AIDS research

Source: Reuter’s Nov 2012



IMF admits error

“We underestimated 
the negative effect of 
austerity on 
employment and 
spending power”

Fiscal multiplier 
assumed: 0.5

Actual multiplier: 1.7



Fiscal Multipliers

Source: Reeves et al 2013



More Austerity



“Despite our financial 
and economic 
anxieties, we are still 
able to do the most 
civilized thing in the 
world – put the welfare 
of the sick in front of 
every other 
consideration”

Aneurin Bevan, 1948



Total Debt in the UK
% of GDP

National Health Service 
founded, 1948



What do people say?

Source: British Social Attitudes 2012



New New Deal

1. ‘First do no harm’

2. Help work return to people

3. Invest in the public’s health



Dr. Aaron Reeves
Dr. Jasmine Fledderjohann
Dr. Gregori Galofre-Vila*
Dr. Rachel Loopstra
Dr. Paulo Serodio*

Dr. Amy Clair
Dr. Joana Lima
Dr. Veronica Toffalutti*
Ms. Pepita Barlow*
Mrs. Jane Greig

*- not shown



Twitter: 
@davidstuckler

Email: 
david.stuckler@
chch.ox.ac.uk



Greater public spending, faster 
economic recovery



But something can be done...

Below Median Spending
<€100 per capita

Suicide
Rate

Unemployment
Rate

Active Labour Market Programmes



But something can be done...

Above Median Spending
>€100 per capita

Suicide
Rate

Unemployment
Rate

Active Labour Market Programmes



Improved mental health



Rising ‘Economic Suicides’
UK Men

Source: Barr et al 2012 BMJ



‘Who is responsible for the 
UK debt?’

Trade Unions

European Union

Banks

Labour Party



‘Who is responsible for the 
UK debt?’

Trade Unions

European Union

Banks

Labour Party

10%
30%

55%

60%

Source: General Election Survey 2015



Asian Financial Crisis
Thailand’s HIV, TB, and infectious disease outbreaks

Source: Stuckler and Basu, The Body Economic 2013



Organise!

Social 
Protection 
Spending 
per capita 
(purchasing
-power-
parity, 
constant 
USD)



Risky behaviours: 
alcohol in the USA

Bor J, Basu S, Coutts A, McKee M, Stuckler D. Alcohol use during The Great Recession of 2008-2009. Alcohol Alcoholism 2013: 48: 343-8



Attack on the weakest
Significantly greater cuts in more deprived regions

Source: ONS 2012 data



Source: ONS 2012 data

- largest cuts to family, unemployment, and disability 
support

Welfare austerity: 2009-2011
Red = reduced spending      Blue = increased spending



• One percentage point increase in 
unemployment increased likelihood 
of food bank opening in subsequent 
year by 1.08 (95% CI 1.02 to 1.14)

• Each 1% cut in central government 
spending on welfare benefits in local 
authority increased odds of a food 
bank opening within two years by 1.6 
(95% CI 1.25 to 2.03).

• Each 1% increase in the rate of 
benefit sanctions associated with 
significant increase of 0.09 
percentage points (95% CI 0.01 to 
0.17)



Sometimes you just have to 
challenge ministers….

• “The employment minister, Esther McVey, said we made “leaps in where they had got 
the facts and figures, and they came to the conclusion [we] wanted to come to”.

• She cited DWP internal report claiming the true figure for those moving to employment 
following sanctions was more like 70%. 

• We have since obtained this report under freedom of information rules. Unlike our 
study, which uses data to 2014, it is based on a survey from 2011, before the 
aggressive use of sanctions became widespread. It deals with all those leaving 
jobseekers allowance, with only 12% of the sample “told no longer eligible/benefit 
stopped”, a group that “may also include those who experienced sanctions”, but this 
number is not reported.

• In other words, it is irrelevant to the current debate on sanctions. The DWP has 
previously been rebuked by the national statistics authority for an erroneous claim that 
the benefit cap led to 8,000 more people obtaining employment. It seems the 
department has learned little from this experience.”

McKee, Stuckler & Reeves
http://www.theguardian.com/society/2015/mar/18/ministers-sanctioned-over-benefit-claims
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