
Pr eface to the Paper back

The hardcover edition of Deaths of Despair was published on March 17, 
2020, four days  after President Trump declared the COVID-19 outbreak 
a national emergency, in a week that saw states and municipalities begin 
to issue stay- at- home  orders to protect citizens from the spread of the 
coronavirus. When researching and writing Deaths of Despair, we did 
not anticipate that the planet would be overtaken by a deadly virus, 
much less that the US would lead the world in deaths from it. But long 
before the arrival of COVID-19, the lives of Americans without a college 
degree had been disintegrating, with deaths from suicide, drug over-
dose, and alcoholic liver disease rising year on year. This book is about 
that other epidemic, one that began to take lives in the early 1990s, kill-
ing 158,000 Americans a year by 2018. As we write this preface, in Sep-
tember 2020,  there have been 200,000 deaths officially attributed to 
COVID, though this is almost certainly an underestimate and  will cer-
tainly rise by the end of the year.
Although far from identical, the patterns of death in the two epidem-

ics have much in common. Death from drugs, suicide, and alcohol pose 
the greatest risk to less- educated Americans, and almost all of the in-
crease in  these deaths since the mid-1990s is among  people without a 
four- year college degree. We  will not know for some time, perhaps not 
 until the end of 2021, about the educational status of  those who have 
died from the virus, but it is already clear that less- educated  people face 
higher risk of infection. In June 2020, the Bureau of  Labor Statistics 
calculated that more than a third of  those with a high school degree but 
no college  were “highly exposed” by their occupation, as opposed to a 
fifth of  those with a bachelor’s degree.1 Many highly educated  people 
are working from home and face  little risk of losing their jobs. In 
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June 2020, 75   percent of  those using computers to work remotely 
 because of the pandemic have a bachelor’s or more advanced degree, 
greater than twice their share in the population.2 At the same time, less- 
educated Americans are more likely to use public transportation and to 
live in crowded quarters.
It is already clear that the pandemic is having a much larger negative 

effect on the earnings and employment of less- educated Americans, 
further accentuating the gap between  those with and without a college 
degree. Many less- educated Americans work in retail, food preparation, 
cleaning and security ser vices, and transportation— many of which are 
small businesses that have closed and may not reopen.3 High- tech busi-
nesses have prospered relative to the rest of the economy, and  these 
firms employ few workers relative to their size. Meanwhile, profession-
als have lost  little in the way of earnings and have seen their stock and 
retirement portfolios rise to rec ord levels. The gap between  those with 
and without a four- year degree, which is a constant theme in the book, 
is widening still further in the pandemic.
 There are also major differences between the epidemics. Deaths of 

despair have been concentrated among young and midlife adults, with 
later- born birth cohorts at ever- higher risk than  those born  earlier in the 
twentieth  century. COVID deaths have disproportionately hit the el-
derly. Deaths of despair are more concentrated in white non- Hispanics, 
although,  after 2013, drug mortality in the black community began to 
rise with the arrival of street fentanyl, an opioid many times more 
power ful than heroin. COVID deaths have disproportionately hit Afri-
can Americans. COVID is a worldwide pandemic, affecting rich and 
poor countries, while deaths of despair, although not exclusively Ameri-
can, are much more serious in the US than in other rich countries.
 There has been some speculation that the COVID epidemic, or the 

lockdowns that have accompanied it,  will lead to further deaths of de-
spair.  There are media reports of increased use of suicide hotlines, some 
local reports of increases in suicides, as well as an increase in  mental 
health prob lems, including suicidal ideation.4  People are reportedly 
having difficulty accessing routine addiction treatment during the pan-
demic, and most twelve- step meetings have been closed or moved 



Pr eface to the Pa per back xi

online. Again, we  will not have a full accounting for some time. In 2018, 
 there  were 158,000 deaths of despair, the same number as in 2017, the 
latest year covered in the book. Overdose deaths  were down somewhat 
from 2017, but suicide and alcohol- related deaths  were up. Preliminary 
data for 2019 suggest that drug deaths have resumed their upward trend,5 
and information on drug overdoses treated in emergency rooms suggest 
that this trend continued into 2020 before the epidemic.6 As a result, 
 there  will likely be more drug deaths in 2020 than in 2019, even if the 
pandemic itself has no direct effect.
 There have also been suggestions that the economic recession in-

duced to deal with the pandemic  will spur suicides, as has been the case 
in some recessions in the past. That is certainly pos si ble, and social isola-
tion also brings a risk of suicide. But evidence from the most recent 
recession, the  Great Recession  after the financial crisis of 2008, provides 
no support for any automatic link. As we document in chapter 10, deaths 
of despair  were rising before the recession, they  rose during the reces-
sion, and they  rose  after the recession;  there is no sign of the recession 
in the mortality numbers. Even so, the current recession is diff er ent. No 
previous downturns brought social distancing nor fear of infection, so 
they may be a poor guide to what is happening  today.
The US health- care system is deeply involved in both epidemics, al-

beit in diff er ent ways. In what follows, we argue that this structure, 
 because it is so expensive, and  because so much of it is funded through 
employment, has effectively taken a wrecking ball to the job market for 
less- educated Americans. Phar ma ceu ti cal companies and distributors 
made im mense profits by manufacturing and distributing highly addic-
tive drugs, essentially legalized heroin. In the COVID pandemic, the fact 
that we tie health insurance to employers has left us with a diff er ent kind 
of disaster: tens of millions of  people lost their insurance when they lost 
their jobs, without any guarantee of alternative coverage. Even  those 
who have health insurance can find themselves at risk for financial ruin 
if they become ill from COVID or from any other cause.
In the first six months of the COVID epidemic, health- care lobbyists 

succeeded in weakening price restrictions should a vaccine be found.7 
Both epidemics highlight the inadequacies of the public health system 
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and Americans’ distrust of their government. Many less- skilled workers 
believe the system is rigged against them and have lost hope of a better 
life, leading them to find comfort in drugs and alcohol. In the COVID 
epidemic, pronouncements on the importance of wearing a mask and 
social distancing  were met with skepticism by many,  because they  were 
seen as decrees coming down from a government they do not trust. In 
early August, Gallup reported that more than a third of Americans said 
that they would refuse to accept an FDA- approved  free vaccination.8
We can hope that, within a few years at the outside, COVID deaths 

may be contained by treatments and vaccines. But  there  will be no vac-
cine for  those at risk of losing their lives to drugs, alcohol, or suicide. 
The development of vaccines and treatments is difficult enough, but 
harder still is the implementation of reforms in the way that American 
capitalism works, reforms that  will make it work for every one, not just 
an educated elite.

Anne Case
Angus Deaton

Prince ton, August 2020
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