Eric Neumayer

Commentary: the economic business cycle
and mortality
Article (Published version)
(Refereed)
Original citation:
Neumayer, Eric (2005) Commentary: the economic business cycle and mortality. International
journal of epidemiology, 34 (6). pp. 1221-1222. ISSN 0300-5771
DOI: 10.1093/ije/dyi147
© 2005 Oxford University Press
This version available at: http://eprints.lse.ac.uk/16694/
Available in LSE Research Online: August 2012
LSE has developed LSE Research Online so that users may access research output of the
School. Copyright © and Moral Rights for the papers on this site are retained by the individual
authors and/or other copyright owners. Users may download and/or print one copy of any
article(s) in LSE Research Online to facilitate their private study or for non-commercial research.
You may not engage in further distribution of the material or use it for any profit-making activities
or any commercial gain. You may freely distribute the URL (http://eprints.lse.ac.uk) of the LSE
Research Online website.

ECONOMIC GROWTH: CENTRAL FACTOR IN MORTALITY RATE DECLINE IN THE US

35 Siegrist J, Peter R. The effort-reward imbalance model. The workplace

and cardiovascular disease. Occup Med State Art Rev 2000;15: 83–87.
36 Baumol WJ, Blackman SAB, Wolff EN. Productivity and American

Leadership: The Long View. Cambridge MA: MIT Press, pp. 66–67.
37 Ruhm CJ. Healthy living in hard times. Cambridge, MA: National Bureau

of Economic Research, 2003 (NBER Working Paper Series No. 9468).
38 Doll R. Major epidemics of the 20th century: from coronary

thrombosis to AIDS. J R Stat Soc A 1987;150:373–95.
39 Brenner MH. Trends in alcohol consumption and associated illnesses:

some effects of economic changes. Am J Public Health 1975;65:1279–92.
40 Brenner MH, Mooney A. Economic change and sex-specific

41 Brenner MH. Economic Change and Mortality by Cause in Selected

European Countries: Special Reference to Behavioral health Risks,
Emphasizing Alcohol Consumption. World Health Organization for
Europe, Health Policy in Relation to Unemployment in the
Community, World Health Organization, 1984.

42 Brenner MH. Economic instability, unemployment rates, behavioral

risks, and mortality rates in Scotland, 1952–1983. Int J Health Serv
1987;17:475–84.
43 Brenner MH. Economic change, alcohol consumption and heart

disease mortality in nine industrialized countries. Soc Sci Med
1987;25:119–31.
44 Moser KA, Fox AJ, Jones DR. Unemployment and mortality in the

OPCS longitudinal study. Lancet 1984;2:1324–29.
45 Moser KA, Goldblatt PO, Fox AJ, Jones DR. Unemployment and

mortality: comparison of the 1971 and 1981 longitudinal study census
samples. BMJ 1987;294:86–90.
46 Blackley PR. The measurement and determination of Okun’s law:

evidence from state Economies. J Macroecon 1991;13:641–56.
47 Engle RF, Granger CWJ. Long Run Economic Relationships: Readings in

Cointegration. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991.
48 Shiller RJ. A distributed lag estimator derived from smoothness

priors. Econometrica 1973;41:775–88.
49 Thomas DS. Social Aspects of Business Cycles. New York: Knopf; 1927.

Published by Oxford University Press on behalf of the International Epidemiological Association
© The Author 2005; all rights reserved. Advance Access publication 28 July 2005

International Journal of Epidemiology 2005;34:1221–1222
doi:10.1093/ije/dyi147

Commentary: The economic business
cycle and mortality
Eric Neumayer

There is much evidence that economic recessions can have
detrimental health effects for those losing jobs or in fear of
losing their jobs. The unemployed in particular are vulnerable
as in addition to material losses, they also potentially lose access
to social networks, self-esteem, self-confidence, and a
structured life schedule—all factors known to affect health.1,2
Therefore, it is natural to presume that population health as
measured by mortality moves counter-cyclically, i.e. one would
expect mortality to be up in economic recessions. Yet, there is
mounting evidence to the contrary: mortality is up in times of
economic expansion and down in recession.3–7 Importantly, the
two pieces of evidence are not necessarily inconsistent with
each other. This is because economic upturns can affect the
health of many more people or affect health more strongly, for
example, via higher working times, job-related stress, increased
consumption of health-damaging consumer goods, and an
increase in work-related accidents. Therefore, the overall effect
of economic expansion on mortality can be negative despite the
beneficial health effects of reduced fear of job loss and reduced
number of unemployed people.
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Still, given its seemingly counter-intuitive results, it is
important that the evidence showing mortality rates to move
pro-cyclically is tested in different samples, different time
periods, and with different estimation techniques to check its
robustness. Tapia Granados6 has provided a valuable addition to
this literature. His time-series analysis of mortality rates in the
United States over the period 1900–1996 complements nicely
existing evidence based on panel data analysis across the states
in the United States,3 Germany,7 or OECD countries4 from
shorter time spans as well as other time-series analysis by the
same author for Spain and Sweden.5 Time-series analysis
evidence is perhaps particularly welcome since Brenner’s
contrary results suggesting that recessions raise rather than
lower mortality rates are largely based on time-series analysis as
well,8 but note that his research on the issue had started >20
years earlier. I particularly like that Tapia Granados6 provides
estimates both for the entire time period and for selected subperiods. The fact that the estimated coefficients for the total ageadjusted mortality rate do not differ much across time periods is
a striking result, given that most other existent evidence is from
much more recent time periods.
However, time-series analysis poses various econometric
challenges that are either non-existent or much less prevalent
in panel data analysis. Despite space constraints, I would have
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other sub-groups of the population and to the mitigation of these
effects. Rightly so. But maybe it is time to focus much more on
how to mitigate the negative health effects of economic upturns.
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Commentary: Work, well-being, and a
new calling for countercyclical policy
Ryan D Edwards

The question of how human well-being is affected by business
cycles is an age-old focus in economics. Starting with the dawn
of the modern welfare state early in the 20th century, economists following in the tradition of John Maynard Keynes1
advocated activist countercyclical economic policies: increases
in spending or decreases in taxes that are implemented during
economic downturns in order to dampen business cycles. The
stagflation of the 1970s and the Lucas critique2 marked the
beginning of a sea change in thinking about countercyclical
Postdoctoral Scholar, RAND Corporation, 1776 Main Street, PO Box 2138
Santa Monica, CA 90407-2138, USA. E-mail: redwards@rand.org

policy. Lucas showed why good-intentioned countercyclical
policy might be rendered ineffective at best and inflationary at
worst by forward-looking rational individuals who adapt to
government policymaking.
As a result of this feasibility argument, activist countercyclical
policy largely fell out of favour in the United States. New
policies took neoclassical emphases on fostering price stability,
improving incentives to work and save, and increasing the
potential for long-run growth. There is much to be said about
the beneficial impacts of such policies in the long run, but
incentivizing work necessarily tilts the fiscal policy in the
procyclical direction, i.e. increasing spending during times
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liked to see in Tapia Granados a more detailed discussion of
issues such as the way in which the percentage deviation from
trend was computed, the potential use of different and more
advanced time-series estimation techniques or of the problem of
autocorrelation. Concerning the latter, the result from
regression theory that in the presence of autocorrelation the
estimated coefficients remain unbiased, invoked by the author,
is only true as long as the variables are strictly exogenous.
However, the assumption of strict exogeneity is problematic in
the face of mounting evidence on the effect that health has
on economic outcomes.9
In terms of future research, we need more efforts in two
directions. First, we need more evidence from individual rather
than aggregate data. Second, we need more research on the
channels through which economic expansions negatively affect
health. On both accounts, Ruhm10,11 provides seminal
contributions, but much more is needed despite the fact that such
efforts are data-intensive and work-intensive. We need
to understand better why recessions lower overall mortality rates
to an extent that the well-documented negative health effects of
recessions for certain sub-groups of the population, particularly
the unemployed, are more than compensated. This relates to the
proper policy conclusions drawn from Tapia Granados’ and
similar findings. Surely, just because mortality is lower in
economic recessions does not mean that recessions are desirable
from a health perspective. Instead, we need to focus on how the
negative effect of economic upturns on mortality rates can be
mitigated, if not avoided. Much attention has been paid to the
negative health effects of recessions for the unemployed and

