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About the ILC  

The International Longevity Centre UK (ILC) is the UK’s 
specialist think tank on the impact of longevity on society. The 
ILC was established in 1997, as one of the founder members of 
the International Longevity Centre Global Alliance, an 
international network on longevity.  

We have unrivalled expertise in demographic change, ageing 
and longevity. We use this expertise to highlight the impact of 
ageing on society, working with experts, policy makers and 
practitioners to provoke conversations and pioneer solutions 
for a society where everyone can thrive, regardless of age.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Financial support for the development of this report was 
provided as a charitable donation from Pfizer. 
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Summary  

This report is part of a series of country profiles outlining the 
situation of public health in four key countries particularly 
impacted by the fallout from the financial crisis. The series is a 
follow-on from the ILC report Public health in Europe during the 
austerity years, which explored the link between health 
outcomes and austerity across Europe. Focusing on the 
situation in the UK, Greece, Spain, and Ireland, this series 
explores the economy and public health of each country 
during the austerity years.  

The Greek economy was exposed by the financial crisis and 
markets reacted negatively, plunging the country into 
economic chaos. The severity of Greek austerity that followed 
makes it a unique example to study how public health has 
evolved under adverse economic conditions.  

Overall, there has not been a significant increase in reports of 
poor health during the austerity years in Greece. However, the 
financial crisis was associated with a worsening of self-rated 
health in Greece. 

Moreover, health outcomes have worsened with respect to 
the prevalence of infectious disease. This has been impacted 
by cuts to prevention spending of around 13%. 

Despite significant and persistent reductions in health 
spending throughout the austerity years, mortality rates have 
actually declined at a faster pace than before the crisis. 

Ultimately, the long-term impact of the crisis and subsequent 
austerity on the Greek health system remains to be seen. 

 

 

https://ilcuk.org.uk/public-health-in-europe-during-the-austerity-years/
https://ilcuk.org.uk/public-health-in-europe-during-the-austerity-years/
https://ilcuk.org.uk/public-health-in-europe-during-the-austerity-years/
https://ilcuk.org.uk/public-health-in-europe-during-the-austerity-years/
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Introduction 

The global financial crisis of 2007-2008 was followed by many 
European nations turning to austerity measures as a means of 
controlling public deficits and debt levels. The merits of 
austerity continue to be discussed and debated, particularly in 
terms of supporting economic growth and controlling 
spending. However, the impact of austerity on health has 
received less attention, including at the international level. 

Given that austerity measures are arguably the defining 
feature of recent government policy, this gap in the evidence 
base is significant. The future trajectory of health is one of the 
most important determinants of long-run fiscal sustainability, 
with future expenditure expected to rise dramatically due to 
demographic, technological, and other cost pressures.1 
Understanding how to deliver sustainable health systems is 
therefore an important area of work. 

In 2017, ILC published Public health in Europe during the 
austerity years, a research report exploring the link between 
health outcomes and austerity across Europe. This report 
examined cross-national data and evidence to chart the 
evolution of austerity across the continent and the subsequent 
changes to health systems and health outcomes. The findings 
from the report include: 

• Mortality rates continued to improve during the 
austerity years, but the rate of improvement slowed 
across many countries – particularly the Northern 
European countries. This translated into a slowdown in 
life expectancy improvements during the austerity 
years. 

 
 

https://ilcuk.org.uk/public-health-in-europe-during-the-austerity-years/
https://ilcuk.org.uk/public-health-in-europe-during-the-austerity-years/
https://ilcuk.org.uk/public-health-in-europe-during-the-austerity-years/
https://ilcuk.org.uk/public-health-in-europe-during-the-austerity-years/
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• There is a multifaceted, short-term relationship 
between unemployment, austerity and health. High 
austerity countries experienced smaller increases in 
some mortality indicators and smaller falls with regards 
to other causes of mortality than modest austerity 
countries. 

• These effects are relatively small, suggesting that 
austerity has not had much of an impact on mortality 
rates in either direction. For a fuller picture, a longer-
term, distributional analysis of the effects of austerity is 
required that considers the prevalence of chronic 
disease rather than just exploring cause-specific 
mortality rates. 

Taken together, the findings in the research offer three 
fundamental points to remember as we think about the future 
of austerity and health: 

• Health is arguably the most important asset to ensure a 
sustainable future; healthy ageing supports longer 
working lives and reduces potential health care costs 
over an individual’s lifetime. 

• Whatever further changes to health and social security 
systems that are made in the short term due to 
continued spending pressures must not save costs 
today while storing up problems for the future. 

• The drive for efficiency in public services is a noble 
goal, but efficiency must equate to continual progress 
in health and other quality of life outcomes: otherwise it 
is tantamount to failure. 

The report also included brief spotlights on the situation in 
four key countries that had been particularly impacted by the 
fallout from the financial crisis: the UK, Greece, Spain, and 
Ireland. This investigated the potential distributional effects 
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within countries that could be included in a macro-level cross-
country analysis. To build upon this, we have produced brief 
country profiles for these as part of a series of supplementary 
documents outlining the situation in such countries with 
respect to the economy and public health during the austerity 
years. 

 

Austerity in Greece 

Prior to the financial crisis, Greece enjoyed rapid economic 
growth fuelled by consumer demand and supported by cheap 
credit.2 This ultimately left the Greek economy over-reliant on 
borrowing, which became apparent when the incoming 
government in 2009 announced that public debt and the 
current account deficit were significantly higher than first 
thought. Compounded with the global economic and financial 
crises, the lack of competitiveness in the Greek economy was 
exposed, and markets reacted negatively, plunging the 
country into economic chaos.  

The origins of the fiscal crisis in Greece are complex, partly a 
result of these internal economic imbalances and 
mismanagement at the time of the international financial crisis 
and recession. The lack of any “adjustment mechanisms” to 
address economic crises at the supranational level also 
played a role.3 In 2010, the new Centre-left PASOK 
government, upon realising the extent of the fiscal challenges 
and threat of insolvency, began to negotiate with the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the European Union 
(EU) to deliver a financial package to rescue the Greek state. 

• The EU and IMF provided two bailout packages in the 
form of financial aid on the condition that Greece would 
implement recommended economic policies. 
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• Adjustment measures included severe policies to 
reduce fiscal expenditure, which strained the provision 
of welfare, saw many have their pensions and benefits 
cut, and left others facing salary reductions, 
redundancies, and tax increases.4 

It has been argued that the Greek bargaining positioning was 
hindered by poor economic performance, resulting in the 
government accepting a “complex agreement” whereby 
“draconian measures” were implemented, having harsh 
repercussion on almost all facets of “social and economic 
life”.5 It is also argued that the “toxic economic conditions” and 
harsh austerity measures that followed have resulted in a 
persistent strain on the Greek state and have had wide-
reaching social and political consequences.6 The severity of 
Greek austerity makes it a unique example to study how 
public health has evolved under adverse economic conditions. 
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The economy through the austerity years 

Between 1990 and 2008, GDP per capita in Greece grew by 
over 55%, but, from 2008 to 2013, it fell by over 25%. Growth 
between 2013 and 2017 was negligible, hovering around the 
levels seen in 1999. The gains of the early 21st century had 
been wiped out, leaving an enduring impact on public 
finances and posing serious challenges for successive 
governments and society at large. 

Source: OECD 

Greece had an unusually high level of debt relative to GDP 
even before the crisis, regularly exceeding 100% of GDP 
during the late 1990s and early 2000s. A broadly positive 
global economy and misreporting of key economic indicators 
ensured that the high levels of public debt were tolerated. The 
financial crisis exposed these fundamental flaws in the Greek 
economy, which had a significant and adverse impact on 
public debt levels. Within three years of the peak of the crisis, 
the debt to GDP ratio had risen above 170%, before falling 
slightly and rising again. Since 2013, the debt to GDP ratio has 
languished around 180%. 
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Source: Eurostat 

Unemployment rose sharply following the financial crisis as 
the Greek economy plunged into decline. Among the total 
population aged 15-64, unemployment had fallen below 10% 
in the years leading up to the crisis. After 2008, the 
unemployment rate rose sharply, peaking in 2013 at just over 
27%. Despite dropping slightly, the employment rate among 
adults in this age group was still above 20% in 2017. Youth 
unemployment shows an even starker picture. Unemployment 
among those aged 15-24 has always been above the general 
level, but the recession triggered an upward spiral in youth 
unemployment, which peaked in 2013 at just below 60% and 
remained around 44% in 2017.  
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Source: OECD 

The fiscal adjustment strategy adopted by the Greek state had 
significant repercussions for social spending. Between 2009 
and 2015, total social expenditure fell by almost 20%. Spending 
on social protection and family benefits fell significantly during 
this period, while old age benefits only saw a 4% reduction in 
spending. Health spending bore the brunt of the cuts, falling 
by over 40% during this period. The rapid decline in health care 
spending has had a significant impact on the “overall function 
of public health care”, while “understaffing, deficits, shortages 
or even complete lack of drugs and other basic medical 
supplies” have been commonly reported.7 In hindsight, it has 
been acknowledged by the IMF that austerity had resulted in a 
greater level of “damage” than had been originally envisioned, 
although still accepting that the adjustment programme had 
been a “necessity”.8 
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Source: Eurostat 

 

Public health in the austerity years 

Poverty and material deprivation have long been recognised 
as having negative “health effects”.9 Combined with an ageing 
society and measures that have seen the “quasi-universal 
character of the health system” compromised, the public 
health ramifications in Greek society have been severe.10  

Greece has a mixed health system with both a national health 
service and a social insurance model. From 2010 onwards, 
there has been a growth in “voluntary initiatives, non-
governmental organisations and informal health care 
networks” established to provide public health care, which has 
been attributed to the “large portion of the population that lack 
insurance coverage and access to public health care” on 
account of their inability to afford the relevant contributions in 
the aftermath of the crisis.11 
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The inadequacies in the system have prompted numerous 
reforms to be implemented with the aim of addressing the 
pressing concerns surrounding inequality and inefficiency that 
have come to dominate Greek health care. Reforms have 
included attempts to establish a “single purchaser” for the 
national system, standardise benefit packages, adjust 
procurement and payment systems, reduce pharmaceutical 
expenditure, and re-establish universal coverage, which had 
been hampered by the economic troubles.12 

However, reforms must contend with the damage from 
prolonged economic stagnation. Reports in 2011 of a 40% 
reduction in public hospital budgets prompted research into 
the effects this was having on the workforce. One case study 
found that not only were hospitals dealing with severe 
shortages of medical supplies, a reflection of the 
“humanitarian crisis” that has afflicted Greece, but that 
shortages were associated with “emotional exhaustion” among 
staff members.13 Health care heavily relies on human labour, 
and ensuring that staff have the means to effectively treat 
patients is likely to be inhibited by austerity. 

In general, there has not been a large increase in reports of 
poor health during the austerity years in Greece. Only in three 
years since the crisis has the proportion of women reporting 
bad or very bad health exceeded 11%, marginally higher than 
the years preceding the crisis, while the proportion reporting 
bad or very bad health among men has never exceeded 10%. 
Although the increases in reports of poorer health since the 
crisis have been small, recent studies have suggested that the 
financial crisis was associated with a worsening of self-rated 
health in Greece.14 Vulnerable populations, such as the 
unemployed, were more likely to report poor self-rated 
health.15  
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Source: OECD 

Despite the significant and persistent reduction in health 
spending, mortality rates have actually declined at a faster 
pace than before the crisis. Between 2007 and 2015, the 
mortality rate per 100,000 of the population fell from 927 to 
777, significantly below the level observed in 1980 when the 
mortality rate was almost as high as 1,200. The continuing fall 
in mortality rates since the crisis is in line with the trend 
observed in other countries. 
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Source: Eurostat 

Despite the positive trends in mortality since the financial 
crisis, worsening outcomes have been observed with respect 
to the prevalence of infectious disease. Among vulnerable 
groups such as injecting drug users, there has been a 
significant increase in the number of new HIV cases reported 
since 2010, with a failure on behalf of the government to 
implement highly cost-effective prevention programmes such 
as needle exchanges and the provision of condoms.16 Given 
the large population of injecting drug users, an “epidemic in 
this vulnerable population” and potential exposure to the 
wider community through sexual contact could have 
“dramatic consequences” for society.17 The rapid growth in HIV 
infections highlights the importance of prevention efforts. 
Prevention spending in Greece was cut by around 13% in 
Greece, even though it was an “already underfunded” sector.18  

In some areas, Greece performed slightly better: for example, 
it was observed that high vaccination coverage was 
maintained for most childhood vaccines at the beginning of 
the crisis.19 However, emerging evidence suggests that there 
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are still vulnerable groups that do not benefit from 
preventative care. Data suggest that children of uninsured 
families participate in incomplete vaccination schemes, while 
a low vaccination rate against pneumococci among older 
residents of rural Crete has also been reported.20 Other studies 
have re-enforced the argument that some groups are less 
likely to benefit from preventative health services. An 
estimated 13% of Roma children do not have a vaccination 
card in Greece, while other studies have claimed inadequate 
vaccination coverage among this very same group.21  

Prevention need not be focused exclusively on infectious and 
communicable disease. Mental health is an area that can 
potentially be affected by the strain that economic stagnation 
can impose on individuals and communities. Various studies 
have found that the financial crisis and austerity have been 
associated with “statistically significant increases for suicide” 
among both men and women.22 Other studies have 
corroborated that the “increased suicide risk in Greece is a 
health hazard associated with austerity measures”.23 

Addressing such challenging public health issues requires 
investment in services that can identify the most vulnerable 
and at-risk individuals. Ensuring that preventative care is made 
available regardless of socioeconomic background, ethnicity, 
or geographic location is an essential task of a public health 
system. 

The long-term impact of the crisis and subsequent austerity 
on the Greek health system remains to be seen. Although 
much of the research concerning the topic has shed light on 
which areas of health have come under strain since the crisis, 
much of the evidence is based on comparisons between the 
pre- and post-crisis periods.24 Ultimately, the limitation of the 
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time frame since the crisis means that the full extent of the 
impact of austerity on the health system is yet to be seen.  
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