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Abstract
The rapid spread of the current COVID-19 pandemic has affected societies worldwide,

leading to excess mortality, long-lasting health consequences, strained healthcare systems,
and additional strains and spillover effects on other sectors outside health (i.e., intersectoral
costs and benefits). In this perspective piece, we demonstrate the broader societal impacts
of COVID-19 on other sectors outside the health sector and the growing importance of
capturing these in health economic analyses. These broader impacts include, for instance,
the effects on the labor market and productivity, education, criminal justice, housing, consump-
tion, and environment. The current pandemic highlights the importance of adopting a societal
perspective to consider these broader impacts of public health issues and interventions and only
omit these where it can be clearly justified as appropriate to do so. Furthermore, we explain how
the COVID-19 pandemic exposed and exacerbated existing deep-rooted structural inequalities
that contribute to the wider societal impacts of the pandemic.

Background

The rapid spread of the current coronavirus disease, SARS-CoV2 (COVID-19), has not only
left societies with a high number of excess deaths and a wide range of health consequences but
also taken a heavy toll on wider global economies, impacting other sectors outside health (1).
Moreover, COVID-19 exposed and exacerbated deep-rooted structural inequalities in our soci-
eties that can have an additional weight on the consequences arising from COVID-19.

The sectors most obviously affected by COVID-19 include the healthcare and social care
sector, with high numbers of COVID-19 cases and deaths, particularly in the care home sector,
straining healthcare facilities and entire health systems and leading to rapidly increasing
healthcare costs (2;3). Various areas of healthcare have suffered from the pandemic, including
disruption in the delivery of essential health services, a substantial increase in intensive care
usage, shortage of medical equipment, disruption of routine immunization, the increased vul-
nerability of those with underlying conditions, along with many other aspects.

However, the response to this pandemic has not only involved the health sector but also
required a whole society approach that involves a wide range of other sectors (4;5). The pan-
demic has clearly exposed the broader societal impacts a public health threat can have on soci-
ety. In addition to healthcare interventions (i.e., test and tracing, vaccination), multiple social
restrictive measures have been employed “to flatten the curve” and to reduce the pace and the
extent of the infection rate, including physical distancing, country lockdowns, and business
and school closures (6). These measures certainly assisted in controlling the rapid spread of
the virus but also led to additional strains and spillover effects on other sectors, including
labor, education, criminal justice, housing, consumption, environment, among others (4;5).
In health economics, these broader societal impacts that spill over to other sectors of society
outside health are referred to as intersectoral costs and benefits (7). Other international liter-
ature might also refer to multisectoral or nonhealth(care) costs and benefits or consequences.

In practice, assessing the economic impact of a disease or a health intervention commonly
involves capturing the associated healthcare costs and productivity losses due to an illness, dis-
ability, and/or premature death. Such a narrow approach to conducting an economic analysis
is likely to severely underestimate the total cost burden, potentially leading to suboptimal
decision making (i.e., inefficient resource allocation) (5). Although more recent research
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demonstrates the extent to which broader societal costs and ben-
efits can contribute to the total cost burden of a disease or related
intervention (8;9), relevant spillover effects are not always fully
considered in economic analyses.

The aim of this perspective article is to show how COVID-19
has exposed that broader societal costs and benefits are central to
public health issues and interventions. In this paper, we acknowl-
edge that the complex interplay between the different sectors can
make it challenging to capture all relevant societal impacts in an
economic evaluation, but that its estimation is fundamental to
optimal decision making. We also advocate the use of a societal
perspective and suggest a way that can help assist in identifying
and capturing the broader societal impacts.

To structure this paper and better demonstrate the different
sectors affected by COVID-19, we used the impact inventory by
The Second Panel on Cost-Effectiveness in Health and Medicine,
a table outlining the different “non-health care” sectors that can
be impacted by a disease or health intervention more explicitly
and transparently (10).

Understanding the Broader Societal Impacts of COVID-19

The different sectors affected by COVID-19 illustrate the impor-
tance of considering a societal perspective.

Labor Market and Productivity

A wide range of measures were implemented to control the out-
break, including the closure of nonessential businesses, quarantine,
and trade and travel restrictions, which have resulted in a slowdown
of global economies. The subsequent economic consequences on
the labor market have involved being furloughed or laid off from
work, loss of employment, a drop in the overall household income
(11), and less employment opportunities being created due to
business shutdowns or production cuts. The time spent on unpaid
activities such as household work, childcare, and supporting child-
ren’s education at home increased for many (12).

Education

The closure of schools and other educational facilities had a severe
impact on the education sector (13). Consequences included, for
instance, interrupted learning and personal development oppor-
tunities, a limited social environment for children and teenagers,
as well as the lack of access to childcare options (14). For many
teachers and students, the closures also meant moving to online,
digital, and distance learning as much as possible, which can be
associated with certain challenges (i.e., disparity among families
without access to technology or the Internet, proctorship during
online exams, etc.) (13). This change reflects a high level of adapt-
ability, reorganization and innovation.

Criminal Justice

The introduction of new regulations to control the virus such as
lockdowns and curfews required a reallocation of police time to
enforce regulations related to this pandemic response and to
ensure that people adhere to these regulations. It also stretched
resources for many European criminal justice systems as, for
instance, law enforcement agencies and courts needed to deal
with proceedings against potential violations of new regulations
(15;16). Furthermore, crime rates for domestic violence and

child abuse increased but simultaneously became less evident dur-
ing the time of lockdown (17).

Housing

The impact of the current pandemic on the housing sector is
wide-ranging, affecting tenants, mortgage holders, real estate com-
panies, sellers, buyers, builders, and more. At an individual level,
decreasing employment opportunities and mass redundancies
had an impact on many people’s ability to pay rent or mortgages.
Various measures were implemented that aimed at, for instance,
supporting tenants by freezing or reducing the monthly rent, halt-
ing transactions, and introducing a mortgage holiday for lenders
(18). In terms of the real estate market, the demand for housing
dropped, the numbers of property viewings decreased, and sellers
and buyers are now reconsidering their (mortgage) plans, along
with many other aspects. Low mortgage rates can certainly be
attractive to people who do want to invest at this particular time.

Consumption

Globally, nonessential businesses such as restaurants, cafes, bars,
and movie theaters were forced to temporarily close down.
Meanwhile, supermarkets, pharmacies, and other essential service
providers faced an enormous strain to continue operating under
the new regulations. Consumer behavior and purchasing habits
changed, with one example being panic buying, which led to a
scarcity of essential supplies in supermarkets (19). As the demand
for essential goods (i.e., food, medicines, etc.) increased during the
pandemic, the demand for nonessential goods (i.e., travel, tour-
ism, etc.) declined. Consequently, prices of goods with higher
demand tended to increase, posing a problem to many, particu-
larly the most vulnerable groups of society.

Environment

Travel restrictions and slowed production, in particular, led to a
decrease in air pollution and greenhouse gas emissions (20).
Internationally, this led to improvements in the quality of air and
water and in the cleanliness of beaches (21). At the same time,
the volumes of unrecyclable waste have risen due to the increase
in the use of face masks and single-use packaging of goods (21).

Exposing Inequalities

In addition to the broader societal impacts, there are structural
inequalities that have been ripped open, further exacerbating the
societal impacts of COVID-19 on society.

The COVID-19 pandemic exposed and exacerbated existing
deep-rooted structural inequalities and disparities in wealth that
contribute to the wider societal impacts related to the COVID-19
pandemic. For example, people living under poorer socioeco-
nomic circumstances and those with underlying health conditions
are at a higher risk of contracting the virus and developing com-
plications compared with others. The current pandemic has also
exacerbated the domestic and household burden that is predom-
inantly borne by women. In general, employed women experi-
enced a different and more severe impact as a consequence of
the lockdowns, particularly those working in female-dominated
professions such as in the hospitality/service industry and social
care sector that were halted in many countries during the lock-
down (22). On average, women work fewer hours, have a lower
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salary, and generally spend a shorter period of time in the labor
market, making them more vulnerable to layoffs, the loss of
income, and financial insecurities than men (22). Another exam-
ple is the reduction in sexual health and contraceptive services due
to a reallocation of resources, which has led to women facing dif-
ficulties in accessing (in-clinic) contraception services, which may
impact their future employment (23). In addition, the lockdown
imposed a higher burden on the mental health of people living
under difficult socioeconomic circumstances and those living in
smaller houses and with less space. These are only a few examples
that make it evident that these aspects of structural gender, health,
and socioeconomic inequalities can exacerbate the broader
societal impacts arising from this pandemic.

Discussion

The broader societal impacts of COVID-19 are indisputable.
Alongside severe health impacts, this pandemic has led to wider
and severe economic, social, and political consequences to socie-
ties worldwide. Although the full overview of societal impacts is
yet unknown, we have seen that a coordinated whole society
response to this outbreak has been a successful driver—if not
“the” successful driver—in slowing the outbreak and mitigating
its effects. It has become more than evident that all sectors of soci-
ety have a role to play in the response and preparedness for an
outbreak. We do not aim to provide a complete overview of all
of the sectors affected by COVID-19, but to demonstrate how
we can begin to assess the impact of a public health threat on
the different societal sectors.

The experience of the COVID-19 pandemic shows that a broader
perspective and approach in health economics research can be essen-
tial for certain analyses. This includes, for instance, prevention, pub-
lic health, social care, and mental health services. Furthermore, a
broader perspective can be particularly significant for chronic ill-
nesses including “Long COVID” that might result in an individual
being off work due to the chronic impacts caused by their illness
(24). Economic analyses need to consider the inclusion of the
broader societal impacts of public health issues and interventions
and only omit these where it can be clearly justified as appropriate
to do so. Formany analyses, andwhere appropriate, it is the inclusion
of wider societal impacts that can increase transparency and best
inform decision makers. Accounting for these wider impacts such
as informal care, childcare, or household activities in economic
analyses can, however, be challenging (7). One aspect that can
make this consideration problematic is the complex interplay
between the different sectors caused by a public health threat. As
the complexity of capturing and quantifying these wider societal
impacts is being recognized for COVID-19, as well as other public
health issues, it is the right time to seek the opportunity for change,
advocating the adoption of a societal perspective in economic
analyses—again, unless its omission can truly be justified.

A narrow perspective applied in economic analyses tends to
miss capturing the broader societal impacts of public health
issues, ignoring potentially relevant costs and benefits. A broader
perspective is expected to estimate all relevant societal costs and
benefits, but many economic analyses that apply a societal
perspective tend to focus only on the impact on the health and
labor sector, particularly paid labor losses (25). A societal per-
spective also means that it is important to focus not only on
paid production such as labor losses but also on unpaid produc-
tion. One approach to help ensure that relevant societal impacts
are fully captured in economic analyses—from a societal

perspective—is the use of a cost sector classification scheme, or
an impact inventory. In fact, the recommendations made by the
Second Panel on Cost-Effectiveness in Health and Medicine
could be a useful tool for assessing which health interventions
require a broader perspective in their evaluation (10).

Given the complex, fast-changing, and fast-spreading nature of
COVID-19, it is important that health economists continue to
evaluate and re-evaluate the impact of the current pandemic
and related measures. Health economic evidence will continue
to be required to assist in further planning to control this virus,
and should always paint the full “societal” picture.
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