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The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) 
recently reported life expectancy in 2021 to be 76.1 years 
—down 2.8 years from its peak. 

This erases all life expectancy gains since 1996. U.S. life expectancy at birth 

increased steadily to a peak of 78.9 years in 2014, before plateauing from 2015 to 

2019, and then falling precipitously during the pandemic. 

A decline in life expectancy of this magnitude has not been seen in the U.S. in more 

than a century, since the time of World War I and the Great Influenza. Looking at 

data from 2019, the World Health Organization found that 39 countries have greater 

life expectancies than the U.S., a number that is likely to grow as more recent data 

are analyzed.

In this report, faculty associated with the Bloomberg American Health Initiative 

at the Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health recommends specific 

ideas, based on evidence, for reversing these devastating trends. The Bloomberg 

American Health Initiative aims to bring the tools of public health—through 

education, research, and practice—to address critical threats to life and health in 

the U.S..

The decline in U.S. life expectancy has not been uniform. It reveals large gaps 

between communities in the U.S. (See Figure 1, reprinted from CDC). Non-Hispanic 

Black Americans have a life expectancy of 70.8 years, down four years during the 

pandemic. Indigenous Americans (American Indians and Alaska Natives) have the 

lowest life expectancy, 65.2 years, down 6.6 years during the pandemic. 

The Decline of  
U.S. Life Expectancy 

https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/vsrr/vsrr023.pdf
https://ftp.cdc.gov/pub/Health_Statistics/NCHS/Publications/Health_US/hus20-21tables/lexpmort.xlsx
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41562-022-01450-3
https://www.who.int/data/gho/data/indicators/indicator-details/GHO/life-expectancy-at-birth-(years)
http://americanhealth.jhu.edu/
http://americanhealth.jhu.edu/
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The roots of declining life expectancy in the U.S. are many and deep. Longstanding inequities 

and structural racism drive many threats to health.  The nation’s weak public health 

infrastructure makes it difficult to monitor key threats and mobilize the programmatic and 

policy response to counter them. 

Yet progress is possible. This report sets out practical steps to address COVID-19 and five 

causes of declining U.S. life expectancy (overdose, gun-related homicide and suicide, teen 

suicide, and motor vehicle fatalities, and heart disease/stroke/diabetes). These five additional 

causes, taken together, account for 40% of the decline in life expectancy from 2014 to 2021, in 

addition to COVID-19 (Figure 2). Also included is the looming threat to life expectancy over the 

next decade and beyond from heat and other weather-related events. 

The Decline of U.S. Life Expectancy 

Figure 1: Life Expectancy at Birth, by Race and Ethnicity, U.S., 2019-2021

AIANBlackWhiteAsianHispanic

202120202019

1 American Indian or Alaska Native
NOTES: Estimates are based on provisional data for 2021. Provisional data are subject to change as additional 
data are received. Estimates for 2019 and 2020 are based on final data. Life tables by race and Hispanic-origin are 
based on death rates that have been adjusted for race and Hispanic-origin misclassification on death certificates; 
see Technical Notes in this report.
SOURCE: National Center for Health Statistics, National Vital Statistics System, Mortality.
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The Decline of U.S. Life Expectancy 

Figure 2: Contributions of Selected Causes to Decline in Life 
Expectancy from 2014 to 2021

This report is intended to be illustrative, not comprehensive. For each cause of death, a selection 

of important disparities are cited. The report does not cover other major health conditions—

among them cancer, HIV, hepatitis C, and chronic lung disease—where major progress today is 

also urgently needed.

The report demonstrates that reversing the decline is within the nation’s grasp. What’s needed is a 

sense of urgency to seize opportunities for health.

Analysis by Dr. Alison Gemmill, Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health.  
The residual reflects the net contribution of other causes of death not mentioned above. 
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Since the new SARS-CoV-2 virus emerged in late 2019, COVID-19 has killed more than 

1 million Americans and is now the third leading cause of death in the U.S. 

Since the start of the pandemic, as of November 2022, the rate of death in the 

U.S. due to COVID-19 has exceeded that of all nations in the world except for Peru 

and Hungary. Substantial disparities in COVID-19 mortality also exist by race and 

ethnicity, rurality, and political affiliation.

The Biden administration has sought up to $22.4 billion in COVID-19 funding to purchase more 

vaccines and treatments, make testing widely available, support outreach efforts, especially 

to historically marginalized communities and populations, and invest in the next generation of 

medical countermeasures. These investments would reduce the heavy burden of COVID-19 this 

winter and beyond.

The administration’s proposal is a vital down payment on needed investments in biosecurity 

against all manner of infectious agents, and in the nation’s public health infrastructure, including 

efforts to rebuild public trust, as recommended by the National Biodefense Strategy and the 

Commonwealth Fund Commission on a National Public Health System. 

IDEA 1: Congress should pass the administration’s full 
request for additional funding for public health outreach, 
COVID-19 vaccination, treatments, and research.  
— Joshua M. Sharfstein, MD

10 Ideas for Reversing the Decline
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https://www.cdc.gov/media/releases/2022/s0422-third-leading-cause.html#:~:text=COVID%2D19%20Was%20Third%20Leading%20Cause%20of%20Death%20in%20U.S.,-CDC%20reports%20examine&text=Two%20reports%20released%20in%20today's,racial%20and%20ethnic%20minority%20groups.
https://coronavirus.jhu.edu/data/mortality
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/covid-data/investigations-discovery/hospitalization-death-by-race-ethnicity.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/covid-data/investigations-discovery/hospitalization-death-by-race-ethnicity.html
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC9307261/
https://www.nber.org/papers/w30512
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2022/09/Summary-of-Funding-Request-to-Meet-Critical-Needs.pdf
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/National-Biodefense-Strategy-and-Implementation-Plan-Final.pdf
https://www.commonwealthfund.org/publications/fund-reports/2022/jun/meeting-americas-public-health-challenge
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The rate of fatal drug overdose more than doubled in the U.S. from 2014 to 2021. 

Overdose is now responsible for more than 100,000 deaths each year, the vast 

majority related to the synthetic opioid fentanyl. During the pandemic, the high rate 

of overdose among White Americans has been exceeded by the rates among Black 

Americans and Indigenous Americans, with the largest increase among Black people 

between the ages of 15 and 24.  

The use of medications like buprenorphine and methadone cuts opioid overdose risk by more 

than half compared to non-medication treatments, and by two thirds or more compared to no 

treatment at all. While the use of medications has been increasing over time, fewer than one in 

five patients who can benefit receive them. Most patients do not use medications in the weeks 

after an opioid-related hospital visit. Similarly, most prisons still do not offer comprehensive 

medication treatment programs despite the very high risk of overdose in the days after release. 

 

Some states have laid the groundwork for expanded medication treatment through the use of 

federal grants and Medicaid funding. Restitution funds from litigation against the opioid industry 

may provide further resources to invest equitably in medication treatment, a strategy that is 

integral to the Johns Hopkins litigation settlement principles. Promising practices – backed by 

research – include making medication treatment the standard of care in hospital emergency 

departments and correctional facilities.  

With deaths from alcohol and non-opioid drugs also rising, it is important to tackle conditions 

beyond opioid use disorder. Deaths from alcohol-related liver disease have increased more than 

63% from 2014 to 2021, and a recent CDC study found that excess alcohol consumption caused 

about one in eight deaths of adults between 20 and 64 years from 2015 to 2019. Yet, politics has 

held back public health responses to alcohol, and medications for alcohol use disorder, which are 

known to be effective, are rarely used in treatment. Similarly, deaths from overdose of stimulants 

like methamphetamine and cocaine are rising, but it is difficult to access effective treatments, 

such as contingency management.

IDEA 2: The federal government, states, and localities 
should make the use of medications that treat opioid 
use disorder the standard of care. 

— Brendan Saloner, PhD
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https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1JxyBHx3uGwnG8sr04p8eDU9N9mpzDmk-Lji0ADUVFBY/edit?usp=sharing
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/35234815/
https://www.cdc.gov/media/releases/2022/s0719-overdose-rates-vs.html
https://nam02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fnap.nationalacademies.org%2Fcatalog%2F25310%2Fmedications-for-opioid-use-disorder-save-lives&data=05%7C01%7Cjoshua.sharfstein%40jhu.edu%7C22155a68702541669c6a08dac03cbd95%7C9fa4f438b1e6473b803f86f8aedf0dec%7C0%7C0%7C638033664359763856%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=kh6k62tU%2BZGntvvvkcm60M5nBZENJbRDb46ymu9iw8o%3D&reserved=0
https://nam02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fnap.nationalacademies.org%2Fcatalog%2F25310%2Fmedications-for-opioid-use-disorder-save-lives&data=05%7C01%7Cjoshua.sharfstein%40jhu.edu%7C22155a68702541669c6a08dac03cbd95%7C9fa4f438b1e6473b803f86f8aedf0dec%7C0%7C0%7C638033664359763856%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=kh6k62tU%2BZGntvvvkcm60M5nBZENJbRDb46ymu9iw8o%3D&reserved=0
https://nam02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.ama-assn.org%2Fsystem%2Ffiles%2Fmoud-prescription-by-state-trends.pdf&data=05%7C01%7Cjoshua.sharfstein%40jhu.edu%7C22155a68702541669c6a08dac03cbd95%7C9fa4f438b1e6473b803f86f8aedf0dec%7C0%7C0%7C638033664359763856%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=AG01XcgQeBmOxUHuufN%2FxsY%2BTpu4bLuLjkD1A%2FqiIOA%3D&reserved=0
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/35934583/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/35934583/
https://nam02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fkhn.org%2Fnews%2Fdischarged-dismissed-ers-often-miss-chance-to-set-overdose-survivors-on-better-path%2F&data=05%7C01%7Cjoshua.sharfstein%40jhu.edu%7C22155a68702541669c6a08dac03cbd95%7C9fa4f438b1e6473b803f86f8aedf0dec%7C0%7C0%7C638033664359763856%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=EOFa8eyU%2B4ZszIP7JzptHWWMnQScXgSmXzC5ZBT5Ik0%3D&reserved=0
https://nam02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Flink.springer.com%2Farticle%2F10.1186%2Fs40352-021-00143-9&data=05%7C01%7Cjoshua.sharfstein%40jhu.edu%7C22155a68702541669c6a08dac03cbd95%7C9fa4f438b1e6473b803f86f8aedf0dec%7C0%7C0%7C638033664359920124%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=MN7MV4bCHuHPjBP3LUcDyRVn1yTz%2BmiEi0smA9tuHBM%3D&reserved=0
https://nam02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Foig.hhs.gov%2Foei%2Freports%2Foei-BL-18-00460.pdf&data=05%7C01%7Cjoshua.sharfstein%40jhu.edu%7C22155a68702541669c6a08dac03cbd95%7C9fa4f438b1e6473b803f86f8aedf0dec%7C0%7C0%7C638033664359920124%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=B%2BpDHGwOsl8xTVGsSps4%2Fz2PfjqlMjZr5hSRxv1aBQ8%3D&reserved=0
https://nam02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.kff.org%2Fmedicaid%2Fissue-brief%2Fthe-opioid-epidemic-and-medicaids-role-in-facilitating-access-to-treatment%2F&data=05%7C01%7Cjoshua.sharfstein%40jhu.edu%7C22155a68702541669c6a08dac03cbd95%7C9fa4f438b1e6473b803f86f8aedf0dec%7C0%7C0%7C638033664359920124%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=JbY%2FUyf8L9Xpq%2FXpGidxBLz4%2Fr6jT%2B8Wl%2Bk9l1R9P9U%3D&reserved=0
https://nam02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fopioidprinciples.jhsph.edu%2F&data=05%7C01%7Cjoshua.sharfstein%40jhu.edu%7C22155a68702541669c6a08dac03cbd95%7C9fa4f438b1e6473b803f86f8aedf0dec%7C0%7C0%7C638033664359920124%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=DwDORk3Es6qESYO2Pud8U%2Bmc95eh9jLhEzQeQ4TyTeI%3D&reserved=0
https://nam02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fpubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov%2F28194688%2F&data=05%7C01%7Cjoshua.sharfstein%40jhu.edu%7C22155a68702541669c6a08dac03cbd95%7C9fa4f438b1e6473b803f86f8aedf0dec%7C0%7C0%7C638033664359920124%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=eaQq8Af9RlbqtcMTcWTLbO2answZoaHxMAzWopN6UZE%3D&reserved=0
https://nam02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fpubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov%2F28194688%2F&data=05%7C01%7Cjoshua.sharfstein%40jhu.edu%7C22155a68702541669c6a08dac03cbd95%7C9fa4f438b1e6473b803f86f8aedf0dec%7C0%7C0%7C638033664359920124%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=eaQq8Af9RlbqtcMTcWTLbO2answZoaHxMAzWopN6UZE%3D&reserved=0
https://nam02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov%2Fpmc%2Farticles%2FPMC5875331%2F&data=05%7C01%7Cjoshua.sharfstein%40jhu.edu%7C22155a68702541669c6a08dac03cbd95%7C9fa4f438b1e6473b803f86f8aedf0dec%7C0%7C0%7C638033664359920124%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=5sTn0CUw8yr1PFDf4OwFNaRSQsJGkbt136Uxjtggs2s%3D&reserved=0
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1JxyBHx3uGwnG8sr04p8eDU9N9mpzDmk-Lji0ADUVFBY/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1JxyBHx3uGwnG8sr04p8eDU9N9mpzDmk-Lji0ADUVFBY/edit?usp=sharing
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamanetworkopen/fullarticle/2798004?utm_source=For_The_Media&utm_medium=referral&utm_campaign=ftm_links&utm_term=110122
https://nmindepth.com/2022/politics-trumps-health-in-states-response-to-alcohol-crisis/
https://nam02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.mayoclinicproceedings.org%2Farticle%2FS0025-6196(20)30088-4%2Ffulltext&data=05%7C01%7Cjoshua.sharfstein%40jhu.edu%7C9e11d88e19c84cfe830908dac98497cb%7C9fa4f438b1e6473b803f86f8aedf0dec%7C0%7C0%7C638043868561298071%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=NREOp%2FqHQfhhjxO75sVG5H%2FmBN1%2B8F20crksc8%2B724w%3D&reserved=0
https://nida.nih.gov/news-events/news-releases/2021/09/methamphetamine-involved-overdose-deaths-nearly-tripled-between-2015-to-2019-nih-study-finds
https://nam02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.healthaffairs.org%2Fdo%2F10.1377%2Fforefront.20200305.965186%2Ffull%2F&data=05%7C01%7Cjoshua.sharfstein%40jhu.edu%7C9e11d88e19c84cfe830908dac98497cb%7C9fa4f438b1e6473b803f86f8aedf0dec%7C0%7C0%7C638043868561298071%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=4LtrDgehOQ6E3e%2Bhr2kclFycz9QjX8SQMHFJIxxTFUE%3D&reserved=0
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IDEA 3: Health agencies should 
expand harm reduction services.  
— Javier Cepeda, PhD, and Sean Travis Allen, DrPH

03

Harm reduction is an evidence-based public health strategy that focuses on positive change and 

working with people without judgment, coercion, discrimination, or requiring that people stop 

using drugs as a precondition of support. Evidence-based strategies grounded in harm reduction 

reduce the risk of overdose and transmission of infectious diseases including HIV and hepatitis C. 

These strategies include providing access to naloxone, fentanyl testing, and sterile syringes. 

The federal government—alongside states, localities, tribes, and territories—should support 

emerging models of harm reduction with evidence of reduction on fatal overdoses, including 

public health vending machines and overdose prevention sites. Training police on the public 

health importance of harm reduction is necessary to reduce harassment and arrest of participants 

outside harm reduction centers. These efforts should be part of a broader shift away from 

criminalizing drug use, particularly in communities of color, and towards a robust response from 

the public health system. 

Saving Lives  
From Overdose

Reversing the Decline: 10 Ideas to Improve Life Expectancy

https://hri.global/what-is-harm-reduction/#:~:text=Harm%20reduction%20is%20grounded%20in,as%20a%20precondition%20of%20support
https://harmreductionhelp.cdc.gov/s/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/35151372/
https://americanhealth.jhu.edu/fentanyl
https://www.cdc.gov/ssp/index.html
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC9542801/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/21497898/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3222387/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/35107693/
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Gun-related homicide and suicide increased 44% from 2014 to 2021; in 2021, more 

than 47,000 Americans died from these causes. Since 2017, gun-related injuries have 

surpassed motor vehicle crashes as the leading cause of death among children, 

adolescents, and young adults. In 2021, the rate of homicide related to guns for Black 

Americans and Hispanic Americans was 13.7 and 2.4 times greater, respectively, than 

for White Americans  — the largest gap in more than 10 years. Guns are a major reason 

why suicides are more common in rural areas. 

Extreme Risk Protection Order laws authorize law enforcement and others to seek a court order 

to temporarily prohibit gun purchase and possession when someone is behaving dangerously 

and at risk of committing violence. The best available evidence on the impact of these laws 

suggests that for every 10-20 orders issued, one death by suicide is prevented. Legislatures 

in 19 states and the District of Columbia have passed Extreme Risk Protection Order bills into 

law – almost all within the past 10 years. But to maximize their life saving potential they must 

be implemented fully and equitably. Recent federal legislation provides $750 million in federal 

support for implementation of these initiatives and other crisis intervention initiatives.  

Permit-to-purchase laws require prospective gun purchasers to first apply for and obtain a 

license before buying a gun. These laws complement and strengthen existing state and federal 

background check systems. These laws require a more thorough background check, often 

facilitated by fingerprinting, by accessing more records and providing more time to complete 

the check. All sellers, both licensed and private, can only sell a gun to someone with a valid 

license. These laws are associated with reductions in the diversion of guns for use in crime and 

substantial population-wide reductions in homicides, fatal mass shootings, and suicides. Permit 

to purchase laws are supported by more than 70% of U.S. adults, including more than 60% of 

gun owners. In states where these laws are already in place, the policies are supported by more 

than 75% of gun owners.

IDEA 4: States should adopt popular policies that 
reduce gun-related homicide and suicide, including 
extreme risk protection orders and permits for gun 
purchase. — Shannon Frattaroli, PhD; Joshua Horwitz, JD;  
Cassandra Crifasi, PhD; and Daniel Webster, ScD

Saving Lives  
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https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1JxyBHx3uGwnG8sr04p8eDU9N9mpzDmk-Lji0ADUVFBY/edit?usp=sharing
https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/volumes/71/wr/mm7140a4.htm?s_cid=mm7140a4_w
https://www.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/NEJMp2200169
https://publichealth.jhu.edu/new-analysis-guns-drove-the-increases-in-homicides-and-suicides-from-2019-to-2021
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/33210399/
https://publichealth.jhu.edu/departments/health-policy-and-management/research-and-practice/center-for-gun-violence-solutions/solutions/firearm-removal-laws
https://lcp.law.duke.edu/article/implementation-and-effectiveness-of-connecticuts-risk-based-gun-removal-law-swanson-vol80-iss2/
https://americanhealth.jhu.edu/implementERPO
https://www.murphy.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/bipartisan_safer_communities_act_one_pager.pdf
https://www.jhsph.edu/research/centers-and-institutes/johns-hopkins-center-for-gun-violence-prevention-and-policy/_docs/Impact of Handgun Purchaser Licensing White Paper 2022.pdf
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0091743515002297
https://www.rsfjournal.org/content/3/5/128.abstract
https://ajph.aphapublications.org/doi/full/10.2105/AJPH.2020.305822
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/1745-9133.12487
https://ajph.aphapublications.org/doi/full/10.2105/AJPH.2020.305822
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0091743522003632
https://injuryprevention.bmj.com/content/26/1/93.abstract
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IDEA 5: Cities should strengthen 
and expand community violence 
intervention programs.   
— Daniel Webster, ScD, and Cassandra Crifasi, PhD

05

Led by individuals considered to be credible messengers based on their own life experiences, 

community violence intervention programs reach those who are at greatest risk for involvement 

in gun violence. Experienced staff build trust with those at highest risk, help to mediate disputes 

that could potentially lead to shootings, promote nonviolent norms for settling disputes, and 

facilitate access to needed services and employment opportunities. 

Research has shown that community violence interventions can significantly reduce homicides 

and nonfatal shootings in communities that have struggled with extremely high rates of violence 

and disinvestment. Public and private investments in violence intervention programs have 

increased dramatically in recent years. The most promising programs offer training and support 

for workers and provide educational and employment resources to individuals at risk. 

Community-based approaches are also vital for addressing intimate partner violence. For 

example, the work of Bloomberg Assistant Professor of American Health Dr. Tiara Willie has 

demonstrated that providing housing to survivors of intimate partner violence is particularly 

important in reducing their ongoing risk of further injury.

Saving Lives  
From Gun Violence
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https://bja.ojp.gov/program/community-violence-intervention/overview
https://publichealth.jhu.edu/departments/health-policy-and-management/research-and-practice/center-for-gun-violence-solutions/solutions/strategies-to-reduce-community-gun-violence
https://www.everytown.org/press/everytown-moms-demand-action-applaud-the-biden-harris-administrations-announcement-of-100-million-for-community-violence-intervention-programs/
https://americanhealth.jhu.edu/sites/default/files/website-media/resources/COVID Impact on Housing Report.pdf


11

Teen suicide has increased by more than 25% since 2014 to a total of 2,764 deaths in 

2021, with about a quarter of high school teens reporting that they have seriously 

contemplated killing themselves. Rates of suicide attempts are three times greater 

among teens who identify as gay, lesbian, bisexual, trans, or as other sexual 

minorities. Indigenous youth have the highest rates of suicide compared to their 

peers, with Black and Asian/Pacific Islander teens experiencing substantial increases.

IDEA 6: Schools should invest in easily accessible, 
confidential, and comprehensive adolescent 
health care in schools. 
— Maria Trent, MD, MPH

School-based health centers provide a home for students who would not otherwise have access to 
care. The use of mental health services in these settings reduces episodes of depression and suicide 
risk. In addition, health center use is associated with improved academic outcomes, including grade 
point average, attendance, promotion, college preparation, and reduced suspensions from school.  
Investing in these services is a critical piece of a more comprehensive agenda to improve youth 
connections at home, in the community, and at school to reduce risk and adversity among youth. 

Moreover, embedding school-based suicide prevention programming as part of mental health 
curricula in health education class for all students could increase identification of risk, reduce stigma, 
and facilitate treatment seeking. Several states have legislation requiring elementary, middle, and high 
schools to include mental health as part of health education.

Other promising approaches, developed in collaboration with Indigenous communities and Dr. Emily 
Haroz and colleagues at Johns Hopkins, include identifying young people at the highest risk and 
building intentional systems of care across school, health, and home settings to support their physical 
and mental health. 

A comprehensive approach to teen suicide would also include efforts to reduce maltreatment and 
other adverse childhood experiences, support training of youth and adults, and strengthen the mental 
health workforce. As noted by Bloomberg Assistant Professor of American Health Dr. Kiara Alvarez, 
closing equity gaps requires attention to the structural racism that leads youth of color to be more 
likely to receive punishment instead of support and care. 

Saving Lives  
From Teen Suicide06
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https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1JxyBHx3uGwnG8sr04p8eDU9N9mpzDmk-Lji0ADUVFBY/edit?usp=sharing
https://nam02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fsprc.org%2Fscope%2Fracial-ethnic-disparities&data=05%7C01%7Ckiara.alvarez%40jhu.edu%7C0e68e2b565b24c8f415208dac70453a8%7C9fa4f438b1e6473b803f86f8aedf0dec%7C0%7C0%7C638041118633903118%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=c5GrbhwFinRY4ED1g2VtAyVUnhKceKo%2FTzE9j%2BH3SJc%3D&reserved=0
https://nam02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fpublications.aap.org%2Fpediatrics%2Farticle%2F145%2F3%2Fe20191658%2F36840%2FSexual-Orientation-and-Suicide-Attempt-Disparities&data=05%7C01%7Ckiara.alvarez%40jhu.edu%7C0e68e2b565b24c8f415208dac70453a8%7C9fa4f438b1e6473b803f86f8aedf0dec%7C0%7C0%7C638041118634059364%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=q975fSnF2yl4Hb%2FB5311npJZXVPDaSJcyF1Zz5TmxtQ%3D&reserved=0
https://sprc.org/scope/racial-ethnic-disparities/american-indian-alaska-native-populations
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamanetworkopen/fullarticle/2780380
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamanetworkopen/fullarticle/2780380
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/30815514/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/27320215/
https://hopefulfutures.us/wp-content/uploads/2022/09/State-Legislative-Guide-for-School-Mental-Health-1.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7148171/
https://www.cdc.gov/suicide/pdf/preventionresource.pdf
https://www.jaacap.org/article/S0890-8567(18)31964-6/fulltext
https://ajp.psychiatryonline.org/doi/full/10.1176/appi.ajp.21101001
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In 2021, more than 42,000 Americans died in motor vehicle-related fatalities, the 

highest number in 15 years, with the highest year-over-year increase in the history 

of the traffic fatality reporting system. Rates of death from motor vehicle crashes 

increased by 30% from 2014 to 2021. There are racial and ethnic disparities in motor 

vehicle-related deaths, which are substantially more common among non-Hispanic 

Black Americans.

IDEA 7: Regulators and automakers should 
embrace the implementation of driver 
impairment detection technology. 
— Johnathon Ehsani, PhD

Driver intoxication is associated with over one-quarter of all motor vehicle fatalities in the U.S. and 
while a broad range of substances can impair driving ability, the prevalence of alcohol use and the 
strength of evidence regarding its involvement in crash deaths demand a high priority for policy. 
The Insurance Institute for Highway Safety estimates that impairment detection systems could save 
more than 9,000 lives per year. Distinct from alcohol ignition locks, vehicle impairment detection 
technology can automatically detect whether a driver is beyond the legal blood alcohol limit and 
prevent a drunk driver from operating the vehicle. 

The Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act of 2021 required the U.S. Department of Transportation 
to establish a standard for impairment detection systems within three years, to be implemented for 
all new cars over the subsequent three years. This effort is part of a larger approach to using novel 
technology and incentives to reduce motor vehicle crashes. 

Communities can also reduce crash frequency and severity through better land use policies, which can 
support safer walking and biking. As noted by Bloomberg Assistant Professor of American Health Dr. 
Shima Hamidi and colleagues, evidence indicates that urban sprawl is associated, both directly and 
indirectly, with motor vehicle crashes.

Saving Lives From 
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https://www.nhtsa.gov/press-releases/early-estimate-2021-traffic-fatalities
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1JxyBHx3uGwnG8sr04p8eDU9N9mpzDmk-Lji0ADUVFBY/edit?usp=sharing
https://injuryfacts.nsc.org/motor-vehicle/road-users/disparities-by-race-or-ethnic-origin/
https://crashstats.nhtsa.dot.gov/Api/Public/ViewPublication/813294
https://www.nhtsa.gov/people/injury/research/809-050pdf.pdf
https://www.iihs.org/news/detail/alcohol-detection-systems-could-prevent-more-than-a-fourth-of-u-s-road-fatalities
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/3684/text
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1057/s41288-020-00201-7
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1057/s41288-020-00201-7
https://www.ajpmonline.org/article/S0749-3797(22)00165-9/fulltext
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0042098014562331
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Together, heart disease, stroke, and diabetes represent the most common cause of 

death in the U.S., so that the 4% increase from 2014 to 2021 amounts to thousands of 

lives. These conditions are also responsible for disparities in mortality by race and 

ethnicity. For example, Black Americans experience the highest death rates from 

heart disease, and Indigenous Americans, Black Americans, and Hispanic Americans 

have the highest death rates from diabetes.

IDEA 8: The U.S. Food and Drug Administration should 
release long-term, mandatory, industry targets for 
sodium reduction in the U.S. processed food supply.  
— Sonia Angell, MD, MPH

Most Americans consume over the recommended limit of sodium each day. This excess isn’t added 
at the table or while cooking at home. In fact, two-thirds of the sodium we eat every day is already 
in the foods when we purchase them. Excess sodium in the diet in the form of salt increases the 
risk for hypertension, a leading risk factor for heart attack, stroke, and death, and a key driver of 
health inequities. Reducing sodium in processed and prepared foods makes it possible for millions of 
Americans to consume less salt each day. The number of deaths attributed to high blood pressure is 
increasing substantially in the U.S. 
 
According to the U.S. Food and Drug Administration, a national effort to reduce sodium intake by 40% 
over a decade could save more than 50,000 lives. It could be paired with community collaborations to 
identify untreated hypertension, such as with barbershops and beauty salons, and enhanced efforts to 
promote equitable access to health care. 

Saving Lives From 
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https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1JxyBHx3uGwnG8sr04p8eDU9N9mpzDmk-Lji0ADUVFBY/edit?usp=sharing
https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/hus/spotlight/HeartDiseaseSpotlight_2019_0404.pdf
https://www.kff.org/other/state-indicator/diabetes-death-rate-by-raceethnicity/?currentTimeframe=0&sortModel=%7B%22colId%22:%22Location%22,%22sort%22:%22asc%22%7D
https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/preview/mmwrhtml/mm6452a1.htm
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/28483828/
https://www.ahajournals.org/doi/epub/10.1161/CIR.0000000000001052
https://www.ahajournals.org/doi/epub/10.1161/CIR.0000000000001052
https://www.ahajournals.org/doi/epub/10.1161/CIR.0000000000001052
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/10/13/health/fda-salt-food.html
https://sph.umd.edu/hair
https://millionhearts.hhs.gov/
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IDEA 9: Local governments should invest in the 
development of local and regional food infrastructures.   
— Yeeli Mui, PhD, MPH

Poor diet is the leading cause of mortality in the U.S, contributing to multiple adverse health 
outcomes, including obesity, heart disease, stroke, diabetes, and poor mental health. One in 10 
households in the U.S., representing 34 million people, experienced food insecurity, living without 
consistent access to enough food for an active, healthy life. These challenges affected many during the 
pandemic. Food insecurity coexists with obesity, which affects an estimated 42% of American adults 
and 20% of American children. 

Local and regional governments can improve access to health and nutritious food access by 
establishing local and regional food systems. Increasing access to land for farming, especially among 
growers of color, can improve access to fresh fruits and vegetables. The often-overlooked “middle 
infrastructure” (wholesale, processing, distribution of food) can be strengthened to establish 
supply chain networks between growers and food retailers. Government agencies can also adopt 
food procurement policies to increase the availability of healthier foods in hospitals, schools, and 
universities. Coalitions, such as food policy councils and tribal movements for food sovereignty, can 
catalyze, advocate for, and lead these changes. 

Saving Lives From 
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https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jama/fullarticle/2678018
https://academic.oup.com/advances/article/4/2/203/4591628
https://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/food-nutrition-assistance/food-security-in-the-u-s/key-statistics-graphics/#insecure
https://www.cambridge.org/core/services/aop-cambridge-core/content/view/B97D796B69D7B372231D2F1234900798/S1368980021002755a.pdf/div-class-title-acquisition-mobility-and-food-insecurity-integrated-food-systems-opportunities-across-urbanicity-levels-highlighted-by-covid-19-div.pdf
https://www.cambridge.org/core/services/aop-cambridge-core/content/view/B97D796B69D7B372231D2F1234900798/S1368980021002755a.pdf/div-class-title-acquisition-mobility-and-food-insecurity-integrated-food-systems-opportunities-across-urbanicity-levels-highlighted-by-covid-19-div.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/obesity/data/adult.html
https://www.cdc.gov/obesity/data/childhood.html
http://www.lysoncenter.org/images/A-Regional-Imperative-Report-09-2022.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Samina-Raja-2/publication/348696562_Planning_for_Regional_Food_Equity/links/606b3274299bf1252e2fbec5/Planning-for-Regional-Food-Equity.pdf
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0306919220302207
https://www.google.com/search?client=safari&rls=en&q=good+food+purchasing+program&ie=UTF-8&oe=UTF-8
https://www.foodsystemsjournal.org/index.php/fsj/article/view/888/865
https://www.bia.gov/service/indigenous-tourism/why-food-sovereignty-matters
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Extreme heat, hurricanes, and floods are all increasing because of climate change, 

creating a growing risk for U.S. life expectancy. Even as the global community 

works to reduce the extent of global warning, the coming rise in temperatures 

requires a public health response. Over the last 30 years, the National Weather 

Service attributed more deaths to heat than any other type of weather-related event. 

Estimates of heat related deaths are as high as 12,000 per year and could grow to 

100,000 per year by the end of the century.

IDEA 10: Communities should implement heat 
action plans.  
— Jaime Madrigano, ScD

Heat action plans are comprehensive efforts to avoid unnecessary illness and loss of life from extreme 
heat. Key provisions include the establishment of heat monitoring, advisory, and warning systems; 
mobilization of healthcare professionals; and information campaigns targeted to individuals and 
communities at high risk as identified by vulnerability analyses.

Evidence from the U.S. and elsewhere indicates that implementation of such plans can reduce heat-
related mortality. Communities that adopt such plans should work with technical and grassroots 
experts to ensure that appropriate heat thresholds are used and that community concerns are 
accounted for. For example, in New York, community-based organizations have worked with the 
Department of Health and Mental Hygiene and the Mayor’s Office to reach residents in neighborhoods 
at the highest risk of heat-related deaths. 

Heat action plans are just an initial step towards more systematic policy changes and infrastructure 
improvements to adapt to climate change. At the local level, tree planting and cool roofs can advance 
equity by targeting historically marginalized and disinvested communities. Efforts to shift to clean 
energy can reduce the health impact of air pollution. States can also adopt policies to lessen the 
impact of climate change on human health.

Saving Lives From Heat 
and Other Weather-
Related Emergencies
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https://www.weather.gov/hazstat/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7125937/
https://www.cdc.gov/climateandhealth/docs/HeatResponsePlans_508.pdf
https://iopscience.iop.org/article/10.1088/1748-9326/ab402e
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6236972/
https://www.climate.gov/news-features/videos/noaa-helps-nyc-identify-neighborhoods-greatest-risk-extreme-heat
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2020/aug/26/us-cities-trees-heat-equitable
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/11/10/realestate/cool-roofs-climate-change-nyc.html
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamanetworkopen/fullarticle/2755672
https://climateandhealthreport.org/
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The devastating decline in life expectancy demands both immediate action and systemic change. Early 
results can generate momentum for more fundamental reforms. This report sets out 10 feasible ideas 
for reversing the decline and setting the nation on a path of greater equity and health. These actions 
will reduce severe COVID-19 infections, prevent overdoses, counter against gun violence, stop teen 
suicides, reduce heart attacks and strokes, avoid motor vehicle crashes, and reduce the threat posed 
by extreme weather. 

Far too many Americans die before their time. Embracing public health solutions will help millions of 
people live happier, healthier, and longer lives.

This report was developed by the Bloomberg American Health Initiative, with support from Joshua M. 
Sharfstein, Michelle Spencer, Thomas Higdon, GinaMarie Davis, Akola Francis, and Shannon Jones. 
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