
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Dear Friends of the College of Public Health; 
 
Earlier this month, the nation reached the 50th anniversary of the war on poverty.   
 
While I will leave it to others to debate the success or failure of that war, it is worth noting that, over the past fifty years we have 
increasingly come to understand the consequences that poverty has on a person’s health. 
 
In some ways, the relationship between poverty and health is consistent with what many of us understand and expect.  If each of 
us were to make a list of what we thought to be the “least healthy” countries in the world, and another list of the “poorest” coun-
tries in the world, we wouldn’t be at all surprised to find the same countries on both lists.   Indeed, the average person in the Dem-
ocratic Republic of the Congo (the poorest country in the world--where the average income is only $403 per year) will live to be 50, 
whereas the average person in Japan (the healthiest country in the world--where the average annual income is $31,274) will live to 
be 83.  That is pretty stark—33 years of life expectancy, associated  with increased income.  You can see a great chart showing this 
at: www.bit.ly/19wOsMm   As you can see in this chart there is a remarkable relationship between a nation’s per capita income 
(wealth) and life expectancy (health). 
 
What many people don’t realize, however, is that this relationship between life expectancy and income also exists in the United 
States. According to a report from the MacArthur Foundation “. . . the risk of dying before the age of 65 is more than three times 
greater for those at the bottom {of the income ladder} than those at the top.”   http://www.macses.ucsf.edu/downloads/
Reaching_for_a_Healthier_Life.pdf  Think about that, for a moment—a poor American is about three times more likely to die be-
fore the age of 65 as a rich American.  What is even more disturbing is the realization that for each step down the income gradient, 
the risk of dying before the age of 65 increases. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

This is of particular importance to us in Tennessee because, in the most recent America’s Health Rankings, Tennessee ranked as the 
42nd (9th worst) state for the percent of children who live in poverty.  http://www.americashealthrankings.org/   This is also im-
portant because, in terms of absolute buying power, the gap between rich and poor in our country has been widening over the 
past 40 years.  In 1971,  the poorest fifth of Americans earned on average, $10,360 per year and the richest fifth of Americans 
earned, on average $117,830—a ratio of 11.4:1.  By 2011, the poorest fifth of Americans earned, on average, $11,230 and the rich-
est fifth of Americans earned $178,020—a ratio of 15.8:1.   In the course of 40 years, then, the ratio of the top fifth to the bottom 
fifth increased by 40%--a widening gap over time.    http://www.census.gov/prod/2012pubs/p60-243.pdf 

What this means for all of us committed to improving health, of course, is that we need to work closely with business leaders, 
elected officials, educators, and many others, to assure that we continue to create new jobs and expand economic opportunity.   It 
is no longer sufficient for us to focus only on changing behavior and encouraging people to access preventive health care.  Those 
actions ARE vitally important to improve health—but they aren’t enough.   When the economy expands,  when there are meaning-
ful and well-paying  jobs, and when we reduce the number of people living in poverty—everyone benefits.    While some may call 
this “economics” or even “politics,”  I just call it good public health. 
 
Best wishes, 
 
 
Randy 

The Relative Risk of Dying Before the Age of 65.  For each  
reduction in income, the chance of dying before 65 increases. 
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