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WOMEN MAKE UP TWO-THIRDS OF ALL HOURLY WORKERS AT OR 

BELOW THE MINIMUM WAGE
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Can Labor Market Policies Reduce Deaths of Despair?

Introduction

Covid-19 and deaths of despair

► Reports that pandemic could increase overdose deaths,  
suicides

► E.g. more calls to suicide hotlines

► Public health crisis

► Social isolation, health anxieties

► Disrupted mental health, substance abuse treatment

► Economic crisis

► Mass unemployment, economic uncertainty

► Disproportionate impact for younger, low income workers

► Great Depression: overall mortality down, suicide up
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Introduction

Background: deaths of despair in the US

► Last 20+ years: dramatic increase in “deaths of 

despair” - drugs, suicide, and alcohol

► Between 1999 and  2017:

► Suicides  up 33%

► Rates of overdose deaths up 256%

► Increase driven by Americans without a college degree

► Possible economic factors?
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Introduction

Paper: Can Labor Market Policies Reduce Deaths 

of  Despair?

► Co-authored with William H. Dow, Christopher 

Lowenstein  and Michael Reich (all UC Berkeley)

► How do economic policies aimed at low income workers 

affect  deaths from drugs and suicides?

► We study two key policies: the minimum wage and the 
earned  income tax credit (EITC)

► State level policy variation

► Event study approach - (how) does mortality shift when 

states  implement more generous economic policies
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Data

Data

► CDC multiple cause of death data 1999-2017

► Adults age 18-64

► Main focus: high school or less - though BA+ as 

placebo

► Three key outcomes

► Unintentional drug overdoses

► Drug suicides

► Non-drug suicides
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Models

Empirical strategy

► State level variation in minimum wages and EITC  

supplements over time

► Implement an event study approach

► Estimate changes in outcomes in the years around minimum  

wage increases/new state EITCs

► Model includes state, year fixed effects, controls for state  

policies, demographics

► Intuition: MW increases, EITC expansions should have no
effect on earnings in years preceding policy changes
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Results

Event study results

Minimum wage changes
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Results

Event study results

State EITCs
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Results

Unobserved confounders

States may implement multiple policies at once

► Placebo test 1: no effects for BA+, suggests not confounded  

by general improvements in mental health care

► Health care for low income adults?

► Placebo test 2: cancer mortality for HS or less - also zero  

effects
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Results

Results

► Point estimates

► 10%  higher MW → 3.0% fewer non-drug  suicides

► 10%  higher EITC → 4.8%  fewer  non-drug suicides

► Effects line up with exposure - larger impacts for 

women

► Policy simulations suggest

► 1999-2017  State MWs → 5,300  fewer  non-drug 

suicides

► 1999-2017  State EITCs → 5,100 fewer  non-drug 

suicides
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Conclusions

Conclusions

► Can economic policies reduce deaths of despair?

► No evidence of effects on drug deaths

► Significant reductions in non-drug suicides

► Lessons for the current moment?

► Unique situation - public health crisis as well as an 

economic  crisis - should be cautious making predictions

► Covid 19 policy response includes significant income 

support  policies for laid-off workers

► Our findings suggests such policies may mitigate adverse
mental health impacts
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Conclusions

Thanks!
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Worse Health

Unemployment & Poverty
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$428
billion







“The typical minimum wage earner is a provider and a 
breadwinner—most likely a woman—responsible for 
paying bills, running a household and raising children.”        
--Thomas Perez, United States Secretary of Labor (2014)



Benefit from 
minimum wage 

increase

At-risk of perpetrating 
child maltreatment

Substantial Overlap



Raissian & Bullinger (2017)



DATA & 
METHODS

Fragile Families & Child 
Well-Being Study
N=~1,000-2,000
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+

Fragile Families & Child 
Well-Being Study
N=~1,000-2,000



DATA & 
METHODS

Adverse 
Parenting =

1. Spanking

2.
3.

Physical Aggression

Psychological Aggression

4.Physical Neglect

5.Supervisory/Exposure Neglect



DATA & 
METHODS

Mechanisms =
1. Income

2.
3.

Employment & Shifts Worked

Maternal Mental Health

4. Child Behaviors



MAIN RESULTS
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reduces spanking by 
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A $1 increase in the minimum wage…
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A $1 increase in the minimum wage…

reduces physical 
aggression by 24%

5 year-olds

9 year-olds



A $1 increase in the minimum wage…
reduces psychological 

aggression by 12%
5 year-olds

9 year-olds



A $1 increase in the minimum wage…

physical neglect has no effect on
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supervisory neglect has no effect on



MECHANISMS



has no significant effect 
on household income

A $1 increase in the minimum wage…

3 year-olds 5 year-olds 9 year-olds



A $1 increase in the minimum wage…

reduced paid 
employment in past 
2 weeks by 6-7%



A $1 increase in the minimum wage…
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reduced working 
evening shifts by 

26%



A $1 increase in the minimum wage…

reduced paid 
employment in past 
2 weeks by 6-7%

had no effect on 
weekend shifts



A $1 increase in the minimum wage…

reduced paid 
employment in past 
2 weeks by 6-7%

had no effect on 
maternal depression



A $1 increase in the minimum wage…

reduced paid 
employment in past 
2 weeks by 6-7%

Reduced children’s  
externalizing 

behaviors by 14%

5 year-olds

9 year-olds



1.
2.
3. Possible mechanisms: reduced employment, fewer evening shifts, less 

externalizing behaviors. No effects on income or mental health.

CONCLUSIONS

$1 increase in MW is associated with lower likelihood of spanking by 10%

Reduces physical/psychological aggression, no effects for neglect or positive
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CONCLUSIONS

$1 increase in MW is associated with lower likelihood of spanking by 10%

Reduces physical/psychological aggression, no effects for neglect
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Paychecks & the COVID Crisis
An Urgent Need for Higher Wages
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Minimum Wage Debate Since the COVID Crisis

➢Big restaurant chains & their 
lobbyists pushing to delay $15 
minimum wages approved by 
states & cities

➢But growing calls for raises for 
frontline workers during the 
pandemic



➢ Dangerous jobs

➢ Low pay

➢ Lack of benefits & paid 
leave

➢ Eroded worker power

➢ Major impact on women 
of color

1. COVID crisis exposing existing racial, 
gender, & economic injustice in the 
workplace



Black & Latinx households

➢ Face higher job loss

➢ Have less savings & wealth 
due to structural racism & 
deliberate policy choices

➢ Are underpaid for work that 
has always been valuable

2. Low wages & incomes a major 
factor during crisis



➢ Disproportionately Black & 
Latinx

➢ Concentrated in low-paying 
industries where minimum 
wage sets pay scales – e.g., 
retail, long term care, take-
out & delivery, 
manufacturing

3. Frontline workers providing 
essential services



➢ Continue phasing in state & 
local $15 minimum wages

➢ Raise federal minimum wage to 
$15 or more

➢ Premium/recognition pay raises 
for frontline workers as federal, 
state & local policymakers are 
proposing

4. Need to keep raising wages for frontline 

workers during crisis & recession



➢ Gradual raises not a significant 
burden on corporations

➢ With family members out of 
work, frontline workers need 
higher wages more than ever

➢ Increased public awareness about 
worker injustice; consumers are 
supporting workers more than 
ever

5. Recession makes continuing raises even 

more urgent



➢ Households with low incomes 
under greater stress from 
sickness, joblessness & family 
demands

➢ As panelists have explained, 
higher pay improves health 
outcomes for all workers

6. Health benefits of higher wages 

especially important during recession
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