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Can we predict the effect of 
the business cycle on health?



Theories explaining variation of health with the economy

Why does 
Sweden have 
more deaths?

Finland is the 
oldest on average 
suggesting they 
should have the 

toughest 
challenge

Is this due to less 
restrictions or 
are there are 

other reasons?

The Preston curve
2000 2018
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Theories explaining variation of health with the economy

Household income

The 
“Social 

Gradient” 
in 

mortality

Socioeconomic class
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Historical observations

Why does 
Sweden have 
more deaths?

Finland is the 
oldest on average 
suggesting they 
should have the 

toughest 
challenge

Is this due to less 
restrictions or 
are there are 

other reasons?

North America (and much of the developed world)

Mortality rates largely 
pro-cyclical:

• Exercise and leisure
• Car accidents
• Pollution
• Work-related 

accidents and mental 
health
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Historical observations

Why does 
Sweden have 
more deaths?

Is this due to less 
restrictions or 
are there are 

other reasons?

1990’s East Asian Economic Crisis
Evidence 

inconclusive!
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Historical observations

Why does 
Sweden have 
more deaths?

Is this due to less 
restrictions or 
are there are 

other reasons?

Dissolution of the Soviet Union
Evidence 

inconclusive!
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More historical observations

Between 1960 and 2000, the 
annualized growth rate of GDP 
was negatively correlated with 

the annualized rate of reduction 
of the infant mortality rate 

Health gains preceded 
economic growth

From 1965 to 1985, the 
correlation between changes in 

income and health was tight, but 
in more recent years, as 

economic growth has taken off, 
the rate of improvement in the 

infant mortality rate has fallen off.

Ambiguous observations 

IndiaChina



Historical observations

Finland is the 
oldest on average 
suggesting they 
should have the 

toughest 
challenge

Is this due to less 
restrictions or 
are there are 

other reasons?

South Africa
Evidence 

inconclusive!
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Not enough 
research!

Reverse 
causality

Limitations 
of literature 
so far

Rigorous, 
but 

contradictory

Instances 
of super 
spread

Micro vs 
macro 

evidence 

Data quality 
and 

measurement 
errors

Rigorous, 
but 

contradictory



How the economic impacts of 
COVID-19 have affected people



Jobs lost since February

Undernutrition is 
both a cause and a 

consequence of 
poverty. 

StressMoney

Social Capital

Stress The health care 
system

40.1% of 
respondents lost a 
source of income

Between R3001 and 
R6000
24%

Less than R3000
51%

More than R24001
2%

Income distribution of those that lost income

Between R12001 and R24000

Between R3001 and R6000

Between R6001 and R12000

Don't know

Less than R3000

More than R24001

Refused

Zero/nothing

90% of respondents
said loss of income 

was due to 
Lockdown

Over 70% of 
respondents who 

lost their source of 
income had been 
earning less than 

R6000 pm Source: NDIS-CRAM survey



Respondents that experienced hunger

Undernutrition is 
both a cause and a 

consequence of 
poverty. 

StressMoney

Social Capital

Stress The health care 
system

2

26% of respondents 
said they had 

experienced hunger 
in the past 7 days

32% of respondents 
who experienced 

hunger were 
earning less than 

R6000 

Between R3001 and R6000, 
9%

Less than R3000, 23%

More than R24001, 1%

unkown, 55%

Income distribution of respondents who experienced hunger at least once a week

Between R12001 and R24000

Between R3001 and R6000

Between R6001 and R12000

Don't know

Less than R3000

More than R24001

Refused

unkown

Zero/nothing

Source: NDIS-CRAM survey



Child Hunger since February

StressMoney

Social Capital

Stress The health care 
system

2

19% of respondents 
said their children 
had experienced 

hunger in the past 7 
days

32% of respondents 
whose children 

experienced were 
earning less than 

R6000 

Between R3001 and R6000
7%

Less than R3000
25%

More than R24001
0%

unkown
61%

Children experienced hunger at least once a week

Between R12001 and R24000

Between R3001 and R6000

Between R6001 and R12000

Don't know

Less than R3000

More than R24001

Refused

unkown

Zero/nothing

Source: NDIS-CRAM survey



Effects of poverty on mortality 
and morbidity



Downward shocks in the economy affect the poor more 

Unemployment  
rate rose to 6.5% 

but for low -
income groups in 
America increased 

from 6.3% to 10.3% 

Poor groups of people 
have 2 to 3 times 
higher death rates 

than those of a higher 
financial status



Undernutrition is 
both a cause and a 

consequence of 
poverty. 

EducationMoney

Social Capital

Stress The health care 
system

Socioeconomic 
mortality and 
morbidity 
differences 



Effects of poverty and economic 
downturns on infants and children



Effects of poverty on infants and children 

High illiteracy rates 
and low rates of 

school enrollment

Malnutrition

Child and infant 
mortality



Poverty and Malnutrition in South Africa

Undernutrition is 
both a cause and a 

consequence of 
poverty. 

Stunting increases 
the risk of many 

noncommunicable 
diseases 

People from low 
socio-economic 
groups are the 
most affected

Cardiovascular 
disease (CVD) is a 

major cause of 
death, especially in 

older South 
Africans

Malnutrition is an 
underlying cause 
of child mortality 
in more than 54% 
of deaths in Africa

POVERTY:
Low income

Capability 
deprivation

Food insecurity

Increased mortality 
and morbidity

Increased risks of 
NCDs

Stunted adults

Malnourished 
pregnant women

Undernourished 
foetus

LBWB

Physically and mentally 
stunted children

Low human capital

Low income; 
joblessness

Undernutrition is 
both a cause and a 

consequence of 
poverty. 



Effects of lockdown on health

People 
with chronic 

conditions avoiding 
healthcare can 

increase mortality 
rates

2085 excess 
deaths in 

England and 
Wales due to 

heart disease and 
stroke



Effects of 
economic 
downturns on 
infant 
mortality in 
low and 
middle income
economies

Infants are more 
likely to die 

during negative 
GDP shocks

Child mortality 
is extremely 
vulnerable to 

negative shocks 
in the economy

Evidence 
suggest for 

LMIC countries 
mortality is 

counter-cyclical 

1% decrease in 
GDP per capita 
results in a 40% 

increase in 
infant mortality



Low and middle income economies show infant mortality is counter cyclical

1995/1996 
crisis

Child mortality 
increased by 0.06%

1980s crisis

2.5%
increase in child 

mortality

2008 crisis

28 000-50 000 
excess infant 

deaths

Pro-cyclical 
infant mortality

Time intensive 
child health 
investment

PeruMexico Sub Saharan Africa

Rural Colombia

1997 crisis

Child mortality 
increased by 3.2%

Indonesia



Policy Recommendations



Policy 
recommendations 
and grants 
that have
been made 
available

Target the 
most 

vulnerable

Interventions 
focused on 
pregnant 
women 

Child Support 
grant and food 

parcels

Business relief

Unemployment 
grant

Additional R250 
for social grant 

beneficiaries

Improve 
coverage and 

performance of 
the health 

system 



Social cohesion through COVID-19

Finland is the 
oldest on average 
suggesting they 
should have the 

toughest 
challenge

Is this due to less 
restrictions or 
are there are 

other reasons?

Gang kingpins in 
South Africa call 

truce to help 
community 

during pandemic

South Africa 
records drastic 
drop in violent 
crimes during 

lockdown

Volunteering 
increased by 
250% since 
lockdown

In addition to government action individuals 
and communities can also help each other 

during these difficult times



aQuallé kindness map

Why does 
Sweden have 
more deaths?

Finland is the 
oldest on average 
suggesting they 
should have the 

toughest 
challenge

Is this due to less 
restrictions or 
are there are 

other reasons?

In addition to government action, individuals 
and communities can also help each other 

during these difficult times



Regional 
cooperation

Public-
private 

collaboration

Public health 
awareness

Possible 
long-term 
silver linings 
of COVID-19

Instances 
of super 
spread

Health 
regulation 

matters

“..bigger 
focus on 

doing things 
locally..”



Q&A
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