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Abstract

If premature mortality and morbidity are measured in terms of lost production, the social burden of
illness has increased since 1963; however, if the intangible value of human life is taken into account, the
social burden of illness has declined despite the large increase in health expenditures during this period.

Despite all the medical progress made during the past 50 years, the economic burden of illness appears
to be increasing from a cost-of-illness perspective. The aggregate economic burden of illness consists of
three components. The first are direct costs, that is, all of NHE, because in one way or another, these
expenditures aim to prevent or ameliorate the effects of poor health. Under a broad definition of the health
system, non-medical expenditures such as highway barriers could be included if their principal purposes are
to save lives. However, the data shown in figures 17.4a and 17.4b are restricted to NHE.
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The second component is morbidity losses. In figure 17.4a, these are measured in terms of productivity
losses, that is, lost income attributable to workers who are sick. The final component is mortality losses.
These also consist of productivity losses except that they are from premature death rather than illness.
For simplicity, rather than convert all these dollar amounts to a current-year equivalent, the burdens are
expressed as a percentage of GDP. Direct costs—the focus of much of this book—have risen quite rapidly
since 1963.

During the same period, mortality losses declined steadily. By 2007, they were just over half of the
1963 level. Morbidity losses did not decline as steeply as mortality losses but did decline between 1963 and
1980. Unfortunately, there are no 2005 data for this measure. However, the rise in direct costs was so rapid
between 1980 and 2005 that an unequivocal conclusion is that the aggregate social burden of illness in the
United States has increased over the past 50 years. That is, even assuming that morbidity losses had been
eradicated by 2005, the sum of direct costs and mortality losses exceeds the total for all three components
of the social burden of illness. This increasing economic burden can be attributed solely to increasing health
spending in the United States.

However, when the intangible value of human life is taken into account, this conclusion is reversed (figure
17.4b). That is, the value of mortality gains has more than offset the increase in health spending. No good
way exists to estimate morbidity losses over time using this approach, but because morbidity was declining
as a percent of GDP in terms of lost output, the same would be true were these improvements in health
valued in willingness-to-pay terms.
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1 Downloads
Download PowerPoint versions of both figures.

• Figure 17.4a Image Slide (as it appears above)1
• Figure 17.4a Editable Slide (can be formatted as desired)2
• Figure 17.4b Image Slide (as it appears above)3
• Figure 17.4b Editable Slide (can be formatted as desired)4
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