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 “Recession could be a 
lifestyle blessing in disguise” 

 -Prof Christopher Ruhm 

“The public health community 
should brace for the worst” 

 -Margaret Chan, former 
 Director General of WHO 







26 EU countries, 
1970-2007 

Changes in 
unemployment rates  
 
 
Changes in mortality 
outcomes 



Impact of 1% rise in unemployment 
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Spain and Sweden 

$90 person 
Spain 

$380 person 
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Each 100 USD 
greater social 
spending reduced the 
effect on suicides by: 
-  0.38%, active labour 
market programmes 
-  0.23%, family support 
-  0.07%, healthcare 
- 0.09%, unemployment 
benefits 

	
  
Spending>	
  190	
  USD	
  no	
  effect	
  of	
  
unemployment	
  on	
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Source:	
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  2009	
  Lancet	
  



Dr Fountalakis 

Not everyone agrees… 

“conclusion should be that 
suicides cause unemployment” 

Dr Tapia-Granados “a message that people want to 
hear” 

Dr Loverdos “wait til after the recession when 
the data are in” 



Job loss significantly 
worsened self-reported 
health 

Financial strain a 
key mediating 
mechanism 

Job recovery mitigated 
impact but only if 
alleviated financial 
strain 

70,611 employed 
persons, in 27 EU 
countries, 2007-2009 





Rising ‘Economic Suicides’ 
UK Men 

Source: Barr et al 2012 BMJ 



But something can be done... 

Below Median Spending 
<€100 per capita 

Suicide 
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Unemployment 
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Active Labour Market Programmes 



But something can be done... 

Above Median Spending 
>€100 per capita 
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“There is no Plan B” 
- George Osborne 

“There is no alternative” 
- Olli Rehn 





austerity experiment 



austerity experiment 



Real choices 

Source: ONS 2014 

	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  

Red = reduced spending       Blue = increased spending	
  



IMF admits error 

“We underestimated 
the negative effect of 
austerity on 
employment and 
spending power” 
 
Fiscal multiplier 
assumed: 0.5 
 
Actual multiplier: 1.7 



Estimated Fiscal Multipliers 

Source: Reeves et al 2013 





rising food bank use 

Source: Loopstra et al BMJ 2015 



•  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% welfare cut increased 

odds of a food bank opening 
within two years by 1.6 (95% 
CI 1.25 to 2.03). 



different views 
•  “not able to manage their finances” (Michael Gove, 

Education Minister) 

•  “[Food bank use can] become a habit” (Paul Maynard, 
Conservative MP) 

•  “food from a food bank is by definition a free good and 
there’s almost infinite demand” (Lord Freud, 
Conservative minister) 

•  “have more money to spend on alcohol, 
cigarettes” (Coun Steward, Conservative councillor) 

•  Trussell Trust is “Scaremongering” (Iain Duncan Smith, 
Work & Pensions minister) 



Attack on the unemployed 



Public Health New Deal 

1. ‘First do no harm’ 

2. Help work return to people 

3. Invest in social protection 



Appendix slides 



National Minimum Wages 
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