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Oxford University research finds that the inadequate U.S. pandemic response cost more American 

lives than World War I 

 

New analysis from researchers at the University of Oxford finds that from March to July this year, 

Europe had a 28 percent lower rate of excess deaths than the U.S. - contrary to claims by President 

Donald Trump that Europe experienced greater excess mortality than the U.S.  

 

Dr Janine Aron and Professor John Muellbauer’s research suggests that around 57,800 Americans would 

have survived had the U.S. managed the pandemic as effectively as Europe. In other words, the U.S.’s 

poor pandemic response may have cost the country more lives than World War I.  

 

Excess deaths - the number by which actual deaths from all causes exceeds ‘normal deaths’ - is the best 

way of measuring lives lost to the pandemic. The proper way to compare the pandemic death toll across 

countries is to express excess deaths as a percentage of ‘normal deaths’. This eliminates differences in 

how countries count coronavirus deaths and differences in population sizes; and it provides a more 

complete picture of pandemic-related fatalities. With an apples-to-apples comparison it can then be 

inferred how effective different countries’ pandemic policies have been at protecting lives.  

 

Using this measure, Dr. Aron and Prof. Muellbauer’s analysis shows that from March to July this year 

Europe had a 28 percent lower rate of  excess deaths than the U.S. - revealing that repeated claims by 

Trump that Europe has experienced 33 to 40 percent higher excess mortality than the United States are 

false.   

 

The research notes that the U.S.’s substantially higher statistical excess death rate is surprising since the 

U.S. has had several advantages compared to Europe:  

● The pandemic hit Europe about three weeks earlier, giving the U.S. extra preparation time and 

the chance to draw upon rapidly advancing knowledge regarding effective treatment, testing, 

and policies to suppress the virus.  

● The U.S.’s younger population should have left it less vulnerable than Europe to a virus that hits 

the elderly disproportionately hard. 

● The U.S.’s far less dense population should have meant the virus spread less easily there than it 

did in Europe.     

 

Regional data paints an even starker picture:  

● The U.S. Northeast - comparable to Europe in terms of population density - suffered over a third 

higher excess death rate than the worst-hit country in Europe, Spain. 

● The Southern U.S. is significantly less dense than the Northeast and experienced its peak 15 

weeks later, yet it suffered a higher rate of excess deaths than the European average.  

● Only the sparsely-populated U.S. West did slightly better than the European average, but still 

had an excess death rate almost four times higher than densely-populated Germany. 

 



Trump has tried to blame the U.S.’s poor performance on Democratic governors and mayors. But the 

Oxford analysis adds to mounting evidence suggesting that the failure was national – coronavirus killed 

Americans at far higher rates than in other developed countries, whether in red states or blue. 

 

To put the figures in perspective, if these 57,800 American lives had been lost to war, this would be the 

third deadliest war in U.S. history - deadlier than both World War I and Vietnam. 

 

“These results raise important questions as to why the U.S., with its technical and institutional 

capabilities, its lower population density, more youthful population, and a longer lead time, was far less 

effective in its response to COVID-19 than Europe,” said one of the study’s authors, Dr Janine Aron. 

 

Professor John Muellbauer, the study’s co-author, added, “Studies comparing U.S. states that explain 

these excess mortality patterns can lend policy insights, with proper controls for demographics, 

population density and racial composition, as well as for the timing of the pandemic.”  

 

------ ENDS ------ 

 

NOTES TO EDITORS: 

 

(1) Dr. Janine Aron and Professor John Muellbauer are Senior Fellows of the Institute for New 

Economic Thinking at the Oxford Martin School, and members of the Leverhulme Centre for 

Demographic Science, University of Oxford. Dr. Aron and Prof. Muellbauer’s full paper can be 

found here. Research findings were calculated using data from the Human Mortality Database 

(for European countries) and the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (for the U.S.).  

More details on measuring excess deaths and the methodology used can be found here. 

(2) President Trump: “Europe has experienced a 40 percent higher excess mortality than the United 

States” (12 August); “Europe has seen 40 percent more excess mortality than the United States 

compared to a non-pandemic year” (13 August); “Europe by contrast has experienced a 40% 

higher rate of excess mortality than the United States” (17 August). He subsequently revised 

down his claim to a 33 percent higher rate at a news conference on 19 August and a White 

House press briefing on 23 August.  

(3) The U.S. suffered 53,402 World War I combat deaths and 47,434 in Vietnam.  

(4) The excess death rate measure has the advantage of being immune to claims - repeated last 

week by Republican Senator Thom Tillis - that pandemic death tolls are being artificially inflated 

by deaths that would have occurred anyway, since a nation’s normal death tally is the baseline 

from which excess deaths are counted.  

(5) Desmet, K. and R. Wacziarg, “Understanding Spatial Variation in COVID-19 across the United 

States” (2020, London, Centre for Economic Policy Research) previously suggested that U.S. 

pandemic response failures were a national, rather than regional, problem.   

(6) For further information or interview requests please contact Jessica.Kaplan@inet.ox.ac.uk . 
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