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Financial crises in Europe and Latin America

• Commonalties: 

– Contraction of public finances;

– Implementation of austerity;

– Lessons on reducing harms to health during crisis;

Europe Latin America

Started in 2008 Later, 2009 onwards

Subprime mortgage crisis in USA Falling commodity prices

Austria; Belgium; Bulgaria; Croatia; Cyprus; Czech 

Republic; Denmark; Estonia; Finland; France; Germany; 

Greece; Hungary; Iceland; Ireland; Italy; Latvia; 

Netherlands; Norway; Portugal; Spain; Sweden; 

Switzerland; UK

Argentina; Belize, Bolivia; Brazil; Chile; 

Ecuador; Paraguay; Peru; Uruguay; 

Venezuela 
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GDP growth - Europe
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GDP growth - Latin America

Source: imf



Impact of recessions

Individuals:

• Unemployment

• Lower wages

Governments:

• Reduced tax incomes

• Higher social security costs

Companies/wider economy:

• Lower investment

• Stagnating productivity
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Recession: Potential 

health effects?
Individuals:

• Unemployment

• Lower wages
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• Anxiety/Stress

• Loss of social status

• Suicides

• Mortality from accidents

• Higher overall mortality

Morris JK, Cook DG, Shaper AG. Loss of employment and mortality. BMJ : British Medical Journal. 1994;308(6937):1135-1139.

Martikainen, Pekka T et al (1996).Excess mortality of unemployed men and women during a period of rapidly increasing unemployment. The Lancet 348, 9032, 909 - 912



Unemployment: Latin America

Recession and Austerity

4 Dec 2017

Source: Eurostat
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Unemployment: Europe
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Source: Eurostat
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Suicides: United Kingdom

Barr B, Taylor-Robinson D, Scott-Samuel A, McKee M, Stuckler D. Suicides associated with the 2008-10 economic recession in England: time trend 

analysis. BMJ : British Medical Journal 2012; 345.



Unemployment associated

with:

• Higher suicides

• Lower mortality

– Overall

– CVD

• Fewer accidents
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Impact of economic recession on health

Toffolutti V, Suhrcke M. Assessing the short term health impact of the Great Recession in the European Union: A cross-country panel 

analysis. Preventive Medicine. 2014;64:54–62.
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In USA and Europe, recession associated with: 

• Worse self-rated health;

• Increasing morbidities; 

• Worsening mental health;

• Overall alcohol consumption fell;

– But increased in unemployed.

• Uncertain – diet, smoking, exercise;

Impact of recession on health outcomes
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• Increased suicides;

• Reduced road traffic accidents;

• On average, reductions in mortality;

Margerison-Zilko, C., Goldman-Mellor, S., Falconi, A., & Downing, J. (2016). Health Impacts of the Great Recession: a Critical 

Review. Current epidemiology reports, 3(1), 81-91.



• Different groups affected more;

– Unemployed + low incomes

– Men

• Widening health inequalities;

• Varies by countries

– Impact of unemployment less where strong social protection exists;

– Higher social spending – lower increase in suicides;

“Social protection expenditures appear to help countries “smooth” the health 

response to a recession…”

Unequal impact of recession

Anja Baumbach, Gabriel Gulis; Impact of financial crisis on selected health outcomes in Europe, European Journal of Public Health, (24) 3, 399–403

Toffolutti V, Suhrcke M. Assessing the short term health impact of the Great Recession in the European Union: A cross-country panel 

analysis. Preventive Medicine. 2014;64:54–62.
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UHC protective during economic downturns
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Expenditure on social protection (% GDP)

Brazil 14.4%

UK 23.8%

USA 20%

China 3.7%

Japan 18.2%

http://www.social-protection.org
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Unemployed receiving unemployment benefits

Brazil 7.8%

UK 62.6%

USA 26.5%

China 8.9%

Japan 33.2%

http://www.social-protection.org
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Low-income countries? Food prices?
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• Aim: to reduce government budget 

deficits

– Spending cuts

– Increased taxation

• Policy response to recession;

– Decision on where to cut;

• Variation across counties

– In protecting social protection 

policies and healthcare from cuts

Austerity
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• Increasing unemployment 

• Falling incomes

• Reliance on welfare

• Rising inequalities

• Loss of private health insurance 

• Increasing health needs

– At least for the most vulnerable

Social Protection and Healthcare important 

during recession
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Planned percentage changes in departmental expenditure limits

Austerity in the UK
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Reeves, A., McKee, M., Basu, S., & Stuckler, D. (2014). The political economy of austerity and healthcare: Cross-national analysis of expenditure 

changes in 27 European nations 1995–2011. Health policy, 115(1), 1-8.

Healthcare cuts not associated with recession size



• Many countries – reduced public spending

– Healthcare disproportionately affected;

• Efforts to mobilize public revenue

– Increasing insurance contributions

– Increased allocations to healthcare

– New taxes 

• Increased targeting and protection for the 

poor/disadvantaged

Financial policy responses in Europe
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http://www.euro.who.int/__data/assets/pdf_file/0008/257579/Economic-crisis-health-systems-Europe-impact-implications-policy.pdf?ua=1



• Reducing/increasing entitlement to services

• Adjusting basic benefits packages

• User charges

– Drugs/prescriptions

– Inpatient care

– Primary care

• Shifting care out hospitals

• Changing hospital payment methods

• Efforts to reduce drug costs

• Health technology assessments

Healthcare responses in Europe
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http://www.euro.who.int/__data/assets/pdf_file/0008/257579/Economic-crisis-health-systems-Europe-impact-implications-policy.pdf?ua=1



Unmet health needs in Europe
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Reeves, A., McKee, M., & Stuckler, D. (2015). The attack on universal health coverage in Europe: recession, austerity and unmet needs. The European Journal 

of Public Health, 25(3), 364-365.



Out-of-pocket expenditure (2007 to 2013)
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Those 50+ years
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Rise in food banks in the UK

Loopstra et al. BMJ 2015; 350
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Health impacts of austerity?
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“Austerity measures can 

exacerbate the short-term 

public health effect of 

economic crises - e.g, through 

cost-cutting or increased cost-

sharing in health care, which 

reduce access and shift the 

financial burden to households”
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Health expenditure cuts, 2009-2012:

• Treatment services: 20% 

• Ancillary (diagnostics): 28% 

• Pharmaceuticals: 32% 

• Prevention and public health: 31% 

• Maternal and child health: 73% 

• Prevention of communicable 

diseases: 21%

• Prevention of chronic diseases: 23%
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Greek recession and austerity

• 40% rise in homelessness

• 50% increase in unmet medical 

needs

• 40% increase in infant mortality

• 30% rise in stillbirths

• 60% rise in suicides



Rising inequalities in unmet need (Greece)
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Karanikolos, M., & Kentikelenis, A. (2016). Health inequalities after austerity in Greece. International journal for equity in health, 15(1), 83.



• Austerity had been shown to have negative health effects;

– Further contributed to unemployment;

– Worsening mental health;

• Negatively affected the poorest

• Austerity is a political concept

– “how worthy are people of shared resources?”

– “Are those who fail deserving of their own ruin?”

– Therefore, people ignore the evidence on austerity…

Austerity
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Basu, S., Carney, M. A., & Kenworthy, N. J. (2017). Ten years after the financial crisis: The long reach of austerity and its global impacts on 

health. Social science & medicine (1982), 187, 203.



• Family Health Strategy

– Reductions in mortality and hospitalisations

– Contributed to reduced health inequalities
• Nearly twice the reductions in black/pardo v white population

• Bolsa Familia

– Reductions in mortality

• Synergistic benefit of both!

Social Protection Policies in Brazil
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Bastos, M. L., Menzies, D., Hone, T., Dehghani, K., & Trajman, A. (2017). The impact of the Brazilian family health on selected primary care sensitive 

conditions: A systematic review. PloS one, 12(8), e0182336.

Hone T, Rasella D, Barreto ML, Majeed A, Millett C (2017) Association between expansion of primary healthcare and racial inequalities in mortality 

amenable to primary care in Brazil: A national longitudinal analysis. PLOS Medicine 14(5): e1002306. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pmed.1002306



• Broad cuts are inadvisable; 

– System inefficiencies unaddressed; 

– Targeted approach addressing equity and 

efficiency needed;

• User charges

– unmet needs;

– Impoverishment/catastrophic payment;

• Unhealthy behaviour taxes

• Cost-effective service focus

• Efficiency gains:

– through public sector purchasing

– service re-organisation

Recommendations: health systems in financial crisis
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http://www.euro.who.int/__data/assets/pdf_file/0008/257579/Economic-crisis-health-systems-Europe-impact-implications-policy.pdf?ua=1



Conclusions

• In high income countries, overall mortality can be procyclical

– But disadvantaged groups generally have worsening health during 

recession;

• Recession burdens social protection schemes and healthcare services

– Yet, often targeted by austerity;

• Austerity is a political concept

– Disproportionately affects the poor/unemployed;

– Contributed to greater health system challenges than recession;

– Rising inequalities;

– Rolls back advances of UHC;
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Conclusions 2

• In low and middle-income countries, major gains in recent years in health and 

social protection

– Yet systems remain weak;

– Economic crises have been large and deep;

– Large inequalities persist;

– Political support for austerity;

• Progress to towards UHC and the

SDGs threatened;

• Focusing political agendas;

• Wise and well-thought approaches;
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