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Abstract 

 

This systematic review and meta-analysis are designed to determine whether there is empirical 

ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ǘƻ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǘƘŜ ōŜƭƛŜŦ ǘƘŀǘ άƭƻŎƪŘƻǿƴǎέ ǊŜŘǳŎŜ COVID-19 mortality. Lockdowns are 

defined as the imposition of at least one compulsory, non-pharmaceutical intervention (NPI). 

btLǎ ŀǊŜ ŀƴȅ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ƳŀƴŘŀǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ǊŜǎǘǊƛŎǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜǎΩ ǇƻǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǇƻƭƛŎƛŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ 

limit internal movement, close schools and businesses, and ban international travel. This study 

employed a systematic search and screening procedure in which 18,590 studies are identified 

that could potentially address the belief posed. After three levels of screening, 34 studies 

ultimately qualified. Of those 34 eligible studies, 24 qualified for inclusion in the meta-analysis. 

They were separated into three groups: lockdown stringency index studies, shelter-in-place-

order (SIPO) studies, and specific NPI studies. An analysis of each of these three groups support 

the conclusion that lockdowns have had little to no effect on COVID-19 mortality. More 

specifically, stringency index studies find that lockdowns in Europe and the United States only 

reduced COVID-19 mortality by 0.2% on average. SIPOs were also ineffective, only reducing 

COVID-19 mortality by 2.9% on average. Specific NPI studies also find no broad-based evidence 

of noticeable effects on COVID-19 mortality.  

 

While this meta-analysis concludes that lockdowns have had little to no public health effects, 

they have imposed enormous economic and social costs where they have been adopted. In 

consequence, lockdown policies are ill-founded and should be rejected as a pandemic policy 

instrument. 
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1 Introduction  

The global policy reaction to the COVID-19 pandemic is evident. Compulsory non-

pharmaceutical interventions (NPIs), commonly known as ñlockdownsò ï policies that restrict 

internal movement, close schools and businesses, and ban international travel ï have been 

mandated in one form or another in almost every country.  

The first NPIs were implemented in China. From there, the pandemic and NPIs spread first to 

Italy and later to virtually all other countries, see Figure 1. Of the 186 countries covered by the 

Oxford COVID-19 Government Response Tracker (OxCGRT), only Comoros, an island country 

in the Indian Ocean, did not impose at least one NPI before the end of March 2020. 

Figure 1: Share of countries with OxCGRT stringency index above thresholds, January - 

June 2020 

 
Comment: The figure shows the share of countries, where the OxCGRT stringency index on a given date surpassed index 65, 70 

and 75 respectively. Only countries with more than one million citizens are included (153 countries in total). The OxCGRT 

stringency index records the strictness of NPI policies that restrict peopleôs behavior. It is calculated using all ordinal 

containment and closure policy indicators (i.e., the degree of school and business closures, etc.), plus an indicator recording 

public information campaigns. 

Source: Our World in Data. 

Early epidemiological studies predicted large effects of NPIs. An often cited model simulation 

study by researchers at the Imperial College London (Ferguson et al. (2020)) predicted that a 
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suppression strategy based on a lockdown would reduce COVID-19 mortality by up to 98%.1 

These predictions were questioned by many scholars. Our early interest in the subject was 

spurred by two studies. First, Atkeson et al. (2020) showed that ñacross all countries and U.S. 

states that we study, the growth rates of daily deaths from COVID-19 fell from a wide range of 

initially  high levels to levels close to zero within  20-30  days  after  each  region experienced 25 

cumulative deaths.ò Second, Sebhatu et al. (2020) showed that ñgovernment policies are strongly 

driven by the policies initiated in other countries,ò and less by the specific COVID-19-situation 

of the country.  

A third factor that motivated our research was the fact that there was no clear negative 

correlation between the degree of lockdown and fatalities in the spring of 2020 (see Figure 2). 

Given the large effects predicted by simulation studies such as Ferguson et al. (2020), we would 

have expected to at least observe a simple negative correlation between COVID-19 mortality and 

the degree to which lockdowns were imposed.2 

Figure 2: Correlation between stringency index and COVID-19 mortality  in European 

countries and U.S. states during the first wave in 2020 

 
Source: Our World in Data 

 

1 With R0 = 2.4 and trigger on 60, the number of COVID-19-deaths in Great Britain could be reduced to 8,700 

deaths from 510,000 deaths (-98%) with a policy consisting of case isolation + home quarantine + social 

distancing + school/university closure, cf. Table 4 in Ferguson et al. (2020). R0 (the basic reproduction rate) is the 

expected number of cases directly generated by one case in a population where all individuals are susceptible to 

infection. 
2 In addition, the interest in this issue was sparked by the work Jonung did on the expected economic effects of the 

SARS pandemic in Europe in 2006 (Jonung and Röger, 2006). In this model-based study calibrated from Spanish 

flu data, Jonung and Röger concluded that the economic effects of a severe pandemic would be rather limitedða 

sharp contrast to the huge economic effects associated with lockdowns during the COVID-19 pandemic.  


