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Abstract

The value of a typical American’s stock of health at birth is several multiples of his or her lifetime
earnings.

The health capital (value of their health) for average individuals in the United States is several times
as large as expected lifetime earnings. This calculation converts future earnings to a present value, using a
real discount rate of 3 percent. This is approximately equivalent to the inflation-adjusted rate of return paid
on long-term U.S. Treasury bills. Most economists believe that this approximates the social discount rate,
that is, the degree to which the value of a future dollar declines compared with today’s dollar. A 3 percent
rate implies that a dollar one year from now is worth only 97 cents in today’s dollars. Another way to think
about it is that 3 percent represents the amount people would have to be paid today to get back a dollar in
one year.

There obviously is a great deal of variation across different individuals in lifetime earnings. Calculating
from available evidence about earnings by age in 2005 dollars discounted back to the present, the average
U.S. citizen will earn approximately $1 million or more over a lifetime. Figure 17.1 illustrates how this
average varies by gender and race. Lifetime earnings represent a conservative estimate of the value of a
human life. Economists have used various methods to calculate the willingness-to-pay value of a human life.
For example, consider workers in risky jobs who are willing to be paid $10,000 more a year in exchange for
a 1 percent increase in their risk of dying on the job in any given year. This implies that collectively, such
workers are willing to be paid $1 million in exchange for one of them dying. Their willingness-to-pay value
for life is said to be one million dollars. Based on this kind of real-world evidence about willingness to accept
higher pay in exchange for loss of a statistical life, the present value of a life at birth averages almost five
million dollars (there is wide variation in this number across studies). Due to differences in life expectancy,
this value varies by race and gender.
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Willingness-to-pay encompasses both the expected amount of future earnings (because these future earn-
ings have value to the earner), as well as the intangible value of life. Thus, subtracting expected earnings
from the willingness-to-pay value of a life, the result is the intangible value of each U.S. worker’s stock of
health when born. This is invariably much larger than lifetime earnings.
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