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Pan demic lock down meas ures may have had little-to-no e�ect on COVID-19 mor tal ity, a new com pre hens ive review and ana lysis car ried
out by The Johns Hop kins Insti tute for Applied Eco nom ics, Global Health, and the Study of Busi ness Enter prise has found, shar ing the res -
ults in a study entitled “A lit er at ure review and meta-ana lysis of the e�ects of lock downs on COVID-19 mor tal ity.”

The study was car ried out by spe cial advisor at the Cen ter for Polit ical Stud ies in Copen ha gen, Jonas Herby, former chair per son of the
Swedish Fiscal Policy Coun cil Lars Jonung, and Steve H. Hanke, Pro fessor of Applied Eco nom ics and the insti tute’s founder and co-dir ector.
Its aim was to determ ine whether there is empir ical evid ence to sup port the belief that the vari ous lock downs imposed world wide since the
start of the pan demic in early 2020 had any sig ni �c ant impact on COVID19 mor tal ity.
A lock down, as de�ned by the study, is the “impos i tion of at least one com puls ory, non-phar ma ceut ical inter ven tion (NPI).” This de�n i -
tion includes “any gov ern ment man date that dir ectly restricts peoples’ pos sib il it ies, such as policies that limit internal move ment, close
schools and busi nesses, and ban inter na tional travel.”
In order to con duct the study, the research group iden ti �ed 18,590 stud ies that could poten tially address the hypo thesis. After three levels
of screen ing, a total of 34 stud ies were chosen for fur ther research. Ulti mately, 24 of those 34 stud ies qual i �ed for inclu sion in the meta-
ana lysis.
The stud ies were then sor ted into three groups: lock down strin gency index stud ies, shel ter-in-place order stud ies, and spe ci�c NPI stud ies.
Lock down strin gency index stud ies
Seven stud ies were sor ted into the cat egory examin ing the strin gency of vari ous lock downs and the cor rel a tion between strin gency and
mor tal ity. All of them were based on the COVID-19 gov ern ment response tracker’s strin gency index, which did not take into account the
expec ted e�ect ive ness of the lock downs or the expec ted costs. Instead, it meas ured strin gency accord ing to nine equally weighted para met -
ers, which are iden ti �ed as fol lows:
Schools clos ing, work place clos ing, can cel la tion of pub lic events, restric tions on gath er ing, clos ure of pub lic trans port, stay-at-home
require ments, restric tions on internal move ment, inter na tional travel reg u la tions, and pub lic inform a tion cam paigns.
Through examin ing the lock down policies of the United States and Europe between March 16 and April 15, 2020, and com par ing them to
later policies which worked solely based on recom mend a tions and not expli citly enforced reg u la tions, the research ers found that the total
e�ect of lock down in com par ison to recom mend a tions was –6.37 deaths per mil lion people in Europe and –5.91 deaths per mil lion in the
United States. This amounts to around 4,766 aver ted COVID-19 deaths in Europe and 1,969 in the US.
However, the study explains, by May 20, 2020, a total of 164,600 people had died with COVID-19 in Europe and a fur ther 97,081 in the
United States. There fore, the num ber of deaths aver ted through lock down meas ures amoun ted to 2.8% and 2% of COVID-19 deaths
respect ively.
“Com pared to a policy based solely on recom mend a tions, we �nd little evid ence that lock downs
had a notice able impact on COVID-19 mor tal ity. Only one study, Fuller et al. (2021), �nds a sub stan tial e�ect, while the rest of the stud ies
�nd little to no e�ect,” con cludes the sec tion on strin gency indexes.
Shel ter-in-place order (SIPO) stud ies
13 stud ies were found to be eli gible for ana lysis while estim at ing the e�ect of SIPOs on COVID-19 mor tal ity. The research team found that
42 states had issued such orders in the spring of 2020, but usu ally only after other restric tions, such as school and work place clos ures, had
already been imple men ted. Only one state, Ten nessee, issued orders to stay indoors before schools and work places closed.
On aver age, the study found, SIPOs reduced COVID-19 mor tal ity in the US by roughly 2.9%, lead ing the research team to con clude that there
was no clear evid ence that SIPOs had a notice able impact on pan demic mor tal ity rates.
Fur ther more, sev eral stud ies found that orders to stay indoors actu ally con trib uted to mor tal ity rates. Although this appears to be coun ter -
in tu it ive, the study explains, this is likely due to cases in which a per son isol at ing at home with COVID19 can infect their fam ily mem bers
with a higher viral load, lead ing to more severe ill ness.
Stud ies of spe ci�c NPIs
Finally, the research team examined 11 stud ies on the sub ject of mul tiple spe ci�c NPIs inde pend ently or just com par ing lock down data to
data from peri ods without a lock down policy.
While these were di�  cult to ana lyze and com pare due to the di� er ences between the vari ous NPIs and the amount that were imple men ted,
the research ers explain, they were able to col lect enough con sist ent data to show that there was no evid ence of the most-used NPIs hav ing a
sig ni �c ant impact on COVID-19 mor tal ity.
“Over all, lock downs and lim it ing gath er ings seem to increase COVID-19 mor tal ity, although the e�ect is mod est (0.6% and 1.6%, respect -
ively) and bor der clos ures have little to no e�ect on COVID-19 mor tal ity,” the study said. Face mask man dates, however, which were intro -
duced only later in the pan demic, seemed to have a more notice able e�ect on lim it ing COVID-19 mor tal ity, with an estim ated reduc tion of
21.2% accord ing to two sep ar ate stud ies.
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Over all, the most suc cess ful lim it a tion that was imple men ted in early 2020 was that of busi ness clos ures, par tic u larly the clos ure of bars
and res taur ants, with a reduc tion of mor tal ity estim ated to be between 28%50%, depend ing on the study.
“Because of the het ero gen eity in NPIs across stud ies, it is di�  cult to draw strong con clu sions based on the stud ies of mul tiple spe ci�c
meas ures,” the research ers explained.
“We �nd no evid ence that lock downs, school clos ures, bor der clos ures, and lim it ing gath er ings have had a notice able e�ect on COVID-19
mor tal ity,” they wrote. “There is some
evid ence that busi ness clos ures reduce COVID-19 mor tal ity, but the vari ation in estim ates is large and the e�ect seems related to clos ing
bars. There may be an e�ect of mask man dates, but just two stud ies look at this, one of which one only looks at the e�ect of employee mask
man dates.”
So did lock down have any impact on mor tal ity?
Over all, the study con cludes that although pub lic health experts and politi cians world wide have embraced lock down as an e�ect ive method
of slow ing the pan demic based on vari ous epi demi olo gical stu dios and fore casts, the meta-ana lysis has failed to con �rm that lock downs
have a large, sig ni �c ant e�ect on mor tal ity rates.
However, the study’s authors stress, �nd ings con tained in sim ilar stud ies have shown the oppos ite.
“The �nd ings con tained in Johanna et al. (2020) are in con trast to our own,” the study repor ted. “They con clude that ‘for lock down, ten
stud ies con sist ently showed that it suc cess fully reduced the incid ence, onward trans mis sion, and mor tal ity rate of COVID-19.’”
But why didn’t lock downs sig ni �c antly reduce mor tal ity?
While the study does not invest ig ate why lock downs appar ently had little impact des pite fore casts say ing that they would, it o�ers four
poten tial reas ons as to why this happened.
“First, people respond to dangers out side their door. When a pan demic rages, people believe in social dis tan cing regard less of what the
gov ern ment man dates. So, we believe that Allen (2021) is right, when he con cludes, ‘The ine� ect ive ness [of lock downs] stemmed from
indi vidual changes in beha vior: either non-com pli ance or beha vior that mim icked lock downs.’”
The second reason, they con tinue, could be that man dates only reg u late “a frac tion of our poten tial con ta gious con tacts,” and can not reg u -
late or enforce other factors such as hand wash ing, cough ing etiquette and the like.
Third, “even if lock downs are suc cess ful in ini tially redu cing the spread of COVID-19, the beha vi oral response may coun ter act the e�ect
com pletely, as people respond to the lower risk by chan ging beha vior,” the study states, explain ing that any gains are likely reversed upon
to the end of lock down.
The �nal reason is that “unin ten ded con sequences may play a lar ger role than recog nized,” cit ing the example of a COVID-19 pos it ive per -
son being isol ated with fam ily mem bers, thereby passing on a lar ger viral load to them and increas ing the sever ity of their ill ness.
“While this meta-ana lysis con cludes that lock downs have had little to no pub lic health e�ects, they have imposed enorm ous eco nomic and
social costs where they have been adop ted, the research ers con cluded. “In con sequence, lock down policies are ill-foun ded and should be
rejec ted as a pan demic policy instru ment.”


