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The cost of disease shows up in 
many questions

What would be the 
gains from slowing 

down the progression 
of ADRD?

Would it be more 
valuable to cure 

cancer or prevent 
ADRD?



Two 
estimates 
of the cost 
of 
dementia
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Alzheimer’s Association, 2026

Schaeffer Center, 2026



Issues

•Be precise about the question
• How would {social welfare / medical spending} be different if {we could 

eliminate ADRD / we were able to slow the progression of ADRD}

• Note that “where should we invest in research?” is a different question – it also 
depends on how much value the research would bring in different areas?
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What counts in social welfare?

Social Costs
• (Formal and informal) resources 

devoted to caring for people that 
would otherwise not be needed

• (Monetized) value of health loss for 
individual and their family

• Deadweight loss of raising money to 
pay for transfers

Transfer
• Housing in one building (nursing 

facility) vs. another building 
(apartment or house)

• Just become money changes hands, that 
doesn’t make it a social cost

• Profits paid by one party to another 
(Rx meds)
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The utility loss is often greater than the dollar cost
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Issues

•Be precise about the question

•Disease costing
•Diagnosed conditions often don’t tell the whole story about the 

cost of a disease
• Was the patient in the hospital because of a stroke or because 

mental/physical health challenges made taking medications difficult?
• As prevalence of one disease changes, does prevalence of other 

diseases change as well?
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Some questions require more

• What would be the value of an intervention that reduced the prevalence and 
severity of ADRD?

• A new medication
• Education early in life (strong association with cognition)
• Sensory impairment (seeing, hearing)
• Chronic diseases leading to ADRD (stroke, heart disease, depression)
• Environment (small particulate matter pollution)
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The model for ADRD
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Important questions

• How do we compare investments in new medications vs pollution reduction / 
people taking anti-hypertensives, etc.?

• How does ADRD treatment affect future conditions and need for medical care?
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One way to do this

• How much additional total 
medical care does a person with 
condition X use relative to an 
otherwise similar person without 
condition X? 

• Total = paid + unpaid
• E.g., ADRD, mood disorder, etc.

• Reallocate from “final diseases” 
to “risk factors” (e.g., dementia 
mood disorders)
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This matters

Spending on diseases of the nervous system are somewhat overstated (as is 
CVD). Mental health and ‘frailty’ are understated.



Issues

•Be precise about the question

•Disease costing

•Quality of life
•This is often one of the largest costs
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Disutilities

• Often determined based on self-assessments of health
• This is hard to do with ADRD – need cognitive capacity to answer surveys
• Estimates are relatively sparse: most estimates based on 679 people, published in 1999.
• Disutilities are -0.27 to -0.86, based on severity of disease.

• Also disutility for caregivers
• This is important. Why do we are about whether someone had a ‘good death’.

• Is ‘fear of the disease’ a cost to take into account?
• What if people are afraid of a disease that people with the disease don’t think is that bad?

• Value of health is ‘hard’ (but not really – just choose a number)
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Conclusion

• Cost of disease is a tricky business

• The issues are not just statistical. There are important conceptual 
concerns too.
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