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Methods for estimating the health costs  
of climate change-related events
Because of the challenges of identifying reliable data sources, and a lack of consensus on methods for assigning value to non-
market impacts, there is currently no single, widely-accepted method to estimate the cost of the human health impacts of 
climate change.1 To estimate the health costs of six selected climate change-related events, the authors identified one event 
from each category that occurred between 2002 and 2009, and derived health-associated costs of event-related premature 
death, hospitalizations, emergency department visits, and outpatient visits that were quantified in journal literature or agency 
reports, using a combined Cost of Illness (COI) and Value of a Statistical Life (VSL) approach. 

The authors, a team of scientists, searched peer-reviewed literature and state and federal agency reports to identify an 
event or episode in each of these categories that specified morbidity and mortality data within the study period. We selected 
one high-end event, but not the one that was most extreme. Although the links between these individual episodes and climate 
change cannot be proven definitively, and the pace and extent to which climate change will exacerbate these events varies 
between the different types, these case studies represent the kinds of health impacts projected to worsen with climate change.

The authors calculated the mortality and morbidity for each event based on data reported, or extrapolations based on 
values inferred using a ratio (i.e. hospitalization-to-emergency department (ED) visits, and hospitalization-to-outpatient 
visits) derived from the Medical Expenditure Panel Survey.2 Morbidity costs reflect hospitalization, ED visits, outpatient visits, 
and other medical expenses. Mortality costs are based on the VSL, using a value of $7.9 million in 2008 dollars, which is the 
central value from a range of the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency’s economic valuation studies.3 The total health-related 
costs from the six events could be as high as $40 billion, if all possible sources of variability in the estimated health effects and 
the methods used to value their costs are included.
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