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• There has been a remarkable long-term decline in mortality 

rates for middle-aged and older adults in the US  

• Accompanied by decreases in morbidity, even among the 

increasingly long-lived elderly 

• CDC reports [e.g., Health, United States, 2014] emphasize 

recent improvements, and also note a marked closing of the gap 

in black to white life expectancy, both of which are welcome 

• These improvements play an important role in discussions of 

possible reforms to Social Security and Medicare  

 

 

 

 



But not all is well 
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NCHS Data Brief No. 250 June 2016 



What do changes in LE tell us? 

• By itself, a change in LE doesn’t tell us where the action is 

o Changes in infant and child mortality have large effects on 

LE at birth 

o Changes in mortality in middle age and in old age carry very 

different weight in its measurement 

o Change in LE doesn’t carry with it the causes of death that 

are driving the change 



NCHS Data Brief No. 250 June 2016 
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NCHS Data Brief No. 250 June 2016 



 
NCHS Data Brief 244 April 2016 

 
• Between 2013-2014 there was no overall improvement in LE, but this 

stasis masks changes seen in LE by race/ethnicity: 

BNH    + 0.1 years  

Hispanics   + 0.2 years  

WNH    – 0.1 years 

This decline was the first for WNH in over 20 years. 
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Mortality by cause 



In the past 15 year, the biggest 

increases are seen for: 

 

• Accidental drug poisoning 

• Suicide 

• Alcoholic liver diseases and 

cirrhosis 
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Changing patterns of suicide and age 

• Suicides among the elderly falling 

• Suicides in middle age rising 

• Both men and women, but more dramatic for women 

• Happening in all US states 

 

• NOT happening in other rich countries around the world 
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CDC reports that in 2008 there were  
14,800 prescription painkiller deaths.  

And for every 1 death there were 

10 treatment admissions 
for abuse 

32 ER visits for misuse 
or abuse 

130 people who abuse 
or are dependent 

825 non-medical users 



CDC reports that in 2008 there were  
14,800 prescription painkiller deaths.  

And for every 1 death there were 

10 treatment admissions 
for abuse 

32 ER visits for misuse 
or abuse 

130 people who abuse 
or are dependent 

825 non-medical users 

12 million people using prescription painkillers for non-medical uses 



Suicide or accidental poisoning? 



Suicide, alcohol and drug mortality may all be part of a deeper problem 
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BY CAUSE, BY RACE, BY AGE, BY SEX, BY COUNTRY,  

BY SMALL GEOGRAPHIC REGION,  

BY EDUCATION, EMPLOYMENT 

Now is when the real work begins (going 

into the weeds to put the pieces together) 
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Morbidity 



We see large increases in midlife morbidity for WNH from 1997-

present: 

• Self-reported health status  

• Pain (sciatica, lower back, neck, face, chronic joint) 

• Social isolation  

• Liver damage  

• Difficulties with activities of daily living 

• Serious psychological distress/mental illness 

Accompanied by increases in drug and alcohol related deaths and 

suicides 

 



What is going on here? 
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Why this upsurge in morbidity and mortality? 

We don’t have “an answer” to this yet 

Proximate causes are drugs and alcohol, and the flat-lining of progress in heart disease, but what 

are the underlying causes?   

 Declining prosperity for working class Americans?   

 Fear of downward mobility? 

 Disappearance of “good” jobs for high school graduates? 

 Lack of a safety net? 

 Lack of social connection? 

Why hasn’t this happened in other rich countries? 

We don’t know the answer to this yet  

Why haven’t US Blacks and Hispanics faced whatever has landed on the heads of 

White non-Hispanics?  

We have ideas, but no answers yet 

 

 



Midlife mortality and economic circumstance 

• We’ve begun new work on looking at mortality by cause and 

economic conditions by small geographic area over time in the 

US (which we call coumas) 

 

• These are smaller than states, but generally larger than 

counties 
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The opinions expressed in this paper are those of the authors alone and do not necessarily reflect the views of the Internal 
Revenue Service, the U.S. Treasury Department, or any other agency of the Federal Government.  



10-15 Year Differences in Life Expectancy by Income 



Note: Turquoise represents rising life expectancy; red represents falling life expectancy 

Annual Change in Race-Adjusted Expected 
Age at Death 

for Men in Bottom Quartile by State 



High life expectancy for the poor is correlated with 
(a) Healthier behaviors (smoking, obesity); and  

(b) The presence of a robust middle class 
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Low Life Expectancy at Every Age 
Ranking of US Mortality Rates by Age Group vs. Peer Countries, 2006-2008 

For both sexes, the US never 

ranks higher than 15 out of 

17 countries before age 75. 

 



Survival to age 50 (females) 
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