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1. Summary of the impact (indicative maximum 100 words) 
Research undertaken by Professor King and his research group on the political economy of public 
health has generated three types of impact: global media coverage; extensive debate among 
stakeholders and the general public; and influencing the political agenda.  
 

2. Underpinning research (indicative maximum 500 words) 
The Political Economy of Public Health is a new multi-disciplinary subfield at the intersection of 
sociology and public health. This research programme applies theories and methods from political, 
economic and comparative historical sociology to explain public health outcomes, as well as the 
governance of public health systems. The underpinning research was based at the Department of 
Sociology in Cambridge and carried out between 2006 and 2012 by Professor King and his group, 
in collaboration with leading public health researchers. The Political Economy of Public Health 
radicalizes and makes dynamic the “social determinants of health” school of social epidemiology 
made famous by Michael Marmot and Richard Wilkinson. It lays bare the social determinants of the 
“social determinants of health.”   
Professor King and the members of his research group have published on a wide range of topics 
within this research agenda. Due to space considerations, we can only discuss a selection of these 
publications.  
In a series of articles, including publications in The Lancet, Professor King and his collaborators 
investigated the determinants of the seven million premature deaths that occurred throughout the 
post-communist world after the transition to capitalism. The crucial finding was that radical 
privatization was associated with heightened working-age mortality. In another article published in 
PLoSMED, Professor King showed that IMF mandated austerity programs led to a tuberculosis 
epidemic in Eastern Europe.  Another member of King’s research group, Alexander Kentikelenis, 
built on this work with an article in The Lancet, showing that the IMF-supported austerity 
programme in Greece led to increased suicides and HIV incidence.  Related to these articles, King 
published an article showing that banking crises increased heart disease mortality. David Stuckler, 
a member of the research team and University Lecturer from 2011-2013, combined the findings 
from these papers for his book The Body Economic: recession, budget battles, and the politics of 
life and death, published in 2013. (Stuckler subsequently took up a position in Oxford in April 2013, 
but the research for and writing of The Body Economic was done while he was a lecturer in the 
Department of Sociology at Cambridge.)  In two articles published in health policy journals, 
Professor King used political sociology research methods to study the way in which multinational 
drug companies influenced the scientific evaluation of, and the decision to reimburse, very 
expensive patent-protected drugs in Poland (so called ‘niche-busters’). This research was based 
on over 100 interviews with key stake-holders in the pharmaceutical policy domain and an analysis 
of several hundred scientific evaluations of drugs made by the Polish Health Technology 
Assessment Agency, as well as an analysis of conflict of interest statements of key decision 
makers. This research showed how multinational drug companies used their financial power to 
influence and co-opt every group of actors – from politicians to scientists to patient organizations – 
involved in the scientific evaluation process and reimbursement decisions. As a result, spending on 
‘niche-busters’ was rising to an unsustainable level, and more than half of such drugs that were 
recommended for reimbursement lacked positive scientific evaluations.  
 

3. References to the research (indicative maximum of six references) 
 
1. David Stuckler, Lawrence King and Martin McKee, ‘Mass privatisation and the post-communist 
mortality crisis: a cross-national analysis’.  2009. The Lancet. 373(9661): 399-407. 

Reprinted in Chinese: "大规模私有化与后共产主义国家死亡率危机的跨国分析,"世界经济文汇, 2011

年第5. 

Reprinted in Russian: ‘Massovaya privatizatsiya i krizis smertnosti v postkommunisticheskikh 

https://docs.google.com/a/lawrenceking.net/viewer?a=v&pid=sites&srcid=bGF3cmVuY2VraW5nLm5ldHx3d3d8Z3g6NWZmMTg5ZGJjOWUxNDE
https://docs.google.com/a/lawrenceking.net/viewer?a=v&pid=sites&srcid=bGF3cmVuY2VraW5nLm5ldHx3d3d8Z3g6NWZmMTg5ZGJjOWUxNDE
https://docs.google.com/a/lawrenceking.net/viewer?a=v&pid=sites&srcid=bGF3cmVuY2VraW5nLm5ldHx3d3d8Z3g6NDE2ZmU0NzFiNDYyNzc0Zg


Impact case study (REF3b)  

Page 2 

stranakh.’ Mir Rossii Sotsiologiia. (Russian Sociology). June 2007, 16(3): 112-136. 
 
2. Lawrence King, David Stuckler and Chris Meissner, ‘Can a Banking Crisis Break Your Heart?’, 
Globalization and Health.  January 2008, 4(1): 1-12.  
 
3. Lawrence King, David Stuckler and Sanjay Basu, ‘International Monetary Fund programs and 
tuberculosis outcomes in post-communist countries’.  Public Library of Science Medicine.  2008: 5: 
e143.doi: 10.1371/journal.pmed.0050143:1-12.  
 
4. Lawrence King, Piotr Ozieranski and Martin McKee, ‘The Politics of Health Technology 
Assessment in Poland’. 2012. Health Policy 108(2-3): 178-193.  
 
5. Stuckler, D and S. Basu. The Body Economic: recession, budget battles, and the politics of life 
and death. 2013. Penguin Press, Allen Lane UK, Basic Books US, HarperCollins Canada, with 
translation into ten languages including Swedish, Spanish, Italian, Czech, Greek, Korean, Chinese, 
Mandarin, Japanese, and Portuguese. 
 
6. Kentikelenis, Alexander, Marina Karanikolos, Irene Papanicolas, Sanjay Basu, Martin McKee, 
and David Stuckler. 2011. ‘Health Effects of Financial Crisis: Omens of a Greek Tragedy.’ The 
Lancet 378 (9801): 1457–1458. 
  

4. Details of the impact (indicative maximum 750 words) 
The study linking privatization to mortality created an awareness of the potential role of 
privatization on health outcomes in the general public and the economic policy community. The 
main article published in the Lancet was reported by over 200 media outlets globally. These 
included including key opinion shaping outlets for economic policy makers: the article was debated 
in the Financial Times (by Jeffrey Sachs), the New York Times (by Nobel laureate Joseph Stiglitz), 
and in the Economist. It was also debated by the general public on the NYT’s website.  
The articles on pharmaceuticals in Poland reached a high position on the media agenda, as 
suggested by both their widespread coverage in popular and specialized media in Poland and the 
fact that in some instances they formed front-page stories. They were discussed by all major 
stakeholders involved in developing pharmaceutical policy in Poland. For example, Stanislaw 
Karczewski, Vice-Chairman and a member of the Health Committee of the Senate of the Republic 
of Poland, referred to the article on his websites (Karczewski 2011). The president of the 
Association of Innovative Pharmaceutical Companies stated: ‘The report…is an important 
document because it not only offers a diagnosis of the situation, but shows the underlying causes. 
What is key for us, though, are its conclusions and recommendations’ (Toczyski 2012). The article 
was also commented on in the official bulletin of the Chamber of Physicians and Dentists: ‘They 
[the authors] seem to be saying to decision- and lawmakers in the field of drug reimbursement: 
“We can see you, you are in a candid camera”’ (Knypl 2011). At the end of 2012, the Minister of 
Health announced the overhaul of the Agency for Health Technology Assessment, which was 
criticized in our articles.  It is of course difficult to prove that this step was influenced by the 
publications or their coverage.  
The article by King linking IMF programmes to Tuberculosis received global media coverage and 
was viewed online 21,592 times, and downloaded 2,880 times (as of 27/09/13). Kentikelenis’ work 
that extended this research to Greece has also received wide coverage in national and 
international media, and has had an impact on policy and public debates. His research formed the 
basis of an invited talk at a World Health Organization conference that led to the formulation of the 
organization’s policy proposals to its members. A Member of the European Parliament, João 
Ferreira, asked the European Commission: ‘The steep decline in living conditions affecting the 
population of Greece is already being seen by specialists as an authentic “tragedy”, this term being 
used in a study… headed by Alexander Kentikelenis... Does the Commission intend to ignore the 
social consequences of these programmes for much longer?’ The Greek Minister of Health and 
various other officials responded to this work in the press and in academic journals. This work and 
the subsequent popular pressure led to the introduction of policies designed to offset some of the 
effects of the crisis.  Kentikelenis is now in contact with the social affairs committee of the Greek 
Parliament and the WHO on these issues, as well as with NGOs in Greece and other European 
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countries that have used his work to challenge government policies.  For example, a Reuters 
article on Portuguese health policy reported: ‘Kentikelenis… said… “The government will think 
twice now before cutting further in [health spending]. Such spending has to be countercyclical.  
People need it the most in downturns, not when the economy is growing.”’ 
Stuckler and Basu’s book The Body Economic has received widespread media coverage and 
influenced the policy debate. The influential FT columnist Harry Eyes wrote that this book is ‘a 
powerful indictment of the unnecessary suffering and rising mortality rates associated with austerity 
policies unsoftened by remedial social programmes.’  Eyes continues: ‘I hope the finance ministers 
read it, and try mixing with the ordinary people, who are the only ones who can bring about 
economic recovery’.  A Guardian feature by Jon Henley under the headline ‘recessions hurt but 
austerity kills’ generated 420 public comments on their website.  The charity Royal Society for the 
Encouragement of Arts held a public lecture by Stuckler on ‘austerity kills’ on 22nd May 2013 which 
has had more than 1578 viewings on YouTube (as of 25/9/2013).   CNN picked up on the 
research, reporting ‘If austerity had been a clinical trial, it would have been stopped.’ Stuckler has 
also given much testimony on the health impact of austerity to legislative bodies and international 
institutions including The House of Commons (‘Financial crisis and public health’, United Kingdom 
House of Commons, 1 July 2009); and the World Health Organization  (‘The Body Economic’, 
Oslo, Norway, World Health Organization, Health system in times of global economic crisis, 
ministerial conference, 16 April 2013).  
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