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Somewhat Controversial 
Economic Ideas

• What is the “value” of a human life?

– The Value of a statistical life, or VSL

• What is the “value” of a lost day to 

illness or a diminished productivity day?

– The Cost of Illness or COI

• What does hospitalization add

• What is the value of reducing morbidity 

or illness?

– (To whom? 

• The patient? The family?)
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Accepted range in VSL

• EPA: assumes VSL is in range of $1 to 

$9 million

– Often uses about $4.5 million (midpoint)

• To our knowledge – no current accepted 

practice on the value of avoided illness 

or VSI

– A current interest of EPA is to find 

numbers for this



Cost of Illness 

• For some human illnesses, patients die 

prematurely or are unable ever to return to 

work. In a COI analysis, the lost productivity 

for these patients can be represented either 

by human capital estimates of forgone 

earnings or by WTP estimates of the value of 

a statistical life. Therefore, the COI method 

can partially incorporate the WTP measure for 

these categories of patients.



Cost of Illness: Example of Individual 
costs.

Source: USDA-
ERS



USDA-ERS report

Bacterial Foodborne Disease: Medical 

Costs and Productivity Losses.

• These estimates were developed to 

provide analytical support for USDA’s 

Hazard Analysis and Critical Control 

Point (HACCP) systems rule for meat 

and poultry.

• They estimated the costs and losses for 

all 6 bacterial pathogens that were 

mentioned in the previous slide. 



Source: USDA



Rift and Death

Humans-Mortality rate ~1%
◦
Those who develop hemorrhagic fever, 
mortality rate is 50%



So What Do we need

Plausible scenarios for 

Death

Lost work days

Hospitalization days

Link to size of animal outbreak

Endemic vs one time?



So What Do we need

Can we link an animal event with a 

human one?

Add humans to epi model

Could we develop baseline human loss 

then link severity to animal outbreak 

size?

human = f(animal size, rel pop 

density)


