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The Scope of Public Health
Everything, everywhere all at once



The Great Escape

Public health - was the engine that built modern life, but then we stopped investing in it.

The advances in American lifespans are often attributed to medical technology. But the 
real drivers of health and longevity have always been preventative, community-wide 
public health interventions: clean water, safe housing, sanitation, environmental and 
workplace safety, nutrition, and vaccine mandates. Progress in these areas—not clinical 
medicine—doubled life expectancy in the past century and fueled our great escape from 
the pestilences and plagues that killed millions and toppled empires.



Vaccines Save Lives
A Historic Reversal

Vaccines have saved an estimated 154 million lives over the past 50 years—equivalent to 6 lives saved 
every minute. Currently, vaccination prevents approximately 3.5-5 million deaths annually.

The Evidence in Our Cemeteries:
Visit an old cemetery and you'll find dozens of graves for babies and children who died before the 1950s. 
After that, there are hardly any. Those years coincide with the start of widespread vaccine campaigns.

Historic Victories:
Smallpox: The only human disease ever eradicated—
declared eliminated globally in 1980. Before eradication, 
it killed hundreds of thousands annually.
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Rows of iron lungs with polio patients at the Ranchos 

Los  Amigos Respiratory Center in Los Angeles



Measles:
In 1920, the US reported 469,924 measles cases with 7,575 deaths. The disease was declared eliminated 
from the US in 2000. An estimated 35 million measles cases have been prevented since the vaccine 
became available.

Diphtheria: 
In 1920, the US had 147,991 diphtheria cases with 13,170 deaths. Since vaccination began, approximately 
40 million diphtheria cases have been prevented in the US.

Polio:
The vaccines introduced in the 1950s-60s stopped transmission and dramatically reduced cases from 
hundreds of thousands annually to near-zero in most countries.

Overall, about 103 million disease cases have been prevented by vaccination in the US 
since 1924.



Maternal Mortality: A Crisis of Preventable Deaths

The United States has the highest maternal mortality rate among wealthy nations—and it's getting worse.

Current Rates (2023):
• 18.6 deaths per 100,000 live births (669 maternal deaths total)
• This is over 55% higher than Chile, the country with the second-highest rate among high-income nations

Devastating Racial Disparities:
• Black women: 50.3 per 100,000
• White women: 14.5 per 100,000
• Hispanic women: 12.4 per 100,000
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International Comparison:
• While Norway reports 0 deaths per 100,000 and Switzerland reports 1.2 per 100,000, the US rate is 18.6—more than 

10 times higher than our peer nations.

A Troubling Distinction:
• The WHO identified the US as one of only seven countries globally reporting significant increases in maternal 

mortality since 2000. The US is the only wealthy country on that list.

Policy Failures:
• States without Medicaid expansion show maternal death rates 18-49% higher than expansion states, the US is the 

only country studied without federal guaranteed paid parental leave

Severe Maternal Morbidity:

• Maternal deaths are eclipsed by the staggeringly high rates of  “severe maternal morbidity.” More than 50,000 women 
every year—which translates to 135 expectant or new mothers every single day--suffer grave and sometimes near fatal 
complications that can result in emergency hysterectomies, sepsis that can damage vital organs, severe depression, and 
permanent disability, and leave them financially drained from months of unexpected medical care and unemployment. 
Almost half of these serious complications and up to four out of five pregnancy-related deaths are preventable

•



Gun Violence and Children: The Leading Cause of Death
Gun violence has been the leading cause of death among children ages 1 to 17 since 2020

The Toll on Children:
• More than 4,450 kids ages 19 and younger died from gun violence in 2023
• Gun death rates for children ages 1-17 increased by 106% from 2013 to 2022

Devastating Racial Disparities:
• In 2022, Black children and teens ages 1-17 had a gun death rate 18 times higher than white children in 

the same age group
• Young Black males aged 18-24 are nearly 23 times more likely to die by firearm homicide than their 

white male peers
• Homicide has been the leading cause of death for Black men ages 15 to 44 for more than half a century



An American Outlier: 

• The United States accounted for 90% of all women killed by guns among 
23 high-income nations studied

• The U.S. gun death rate is 5 times higher than France, the country with the 
second-highest rate among wealthy nations

• Americans are 26 times more likely to be shot compared to their 
counterparts in high-income countries 

•



Missing Americans: America’s Epidemic of Early Death
A Historic Reversal

For the first time in a century, U.S. life expectancy is declining, with more than 2.5 
years lost in just a decade—an unprecedented drop for a wealthy nation driven largely 
by preventable deaths.

Despite spending far more on healthcare than peer countries, the U.S. is falling behind: 
life expectancy is projected to drop from 49th globally in 2022 to 66th by 2050.

Epidemiologists call this the "Missing Americans" phenomenon: more than one million 
excess deaths annually that would have been prevented if the U.S. had mortality rates 
comparable to other wealthy nations. This is an unprecedented mortality gap not seen 
since the 1930s.



A Common Root Cause 

• Gun violence, maternal mortality, and America's early-death crisis all share 
a common root: the disappearance of prevention as a national priority. 

• Our failure to prioritize prevention means we respond to crises after the 
damage is done—whether in shootings, childbirth complications, or deaths 
of despair.



The EPA Just Erased a Century of Progress:  
Here’s What They're Betraying: 

• The EPA quietly announced it will stop counting the economic value of lives saved when 
regulating deadly air pollutants, considering only industry costs—even though fine 
particulate matter and ozone cause an estimated 135,000 premature U.S. deaths each year.

• The science is clear: decades of research, beginning with the Harvard Six Cities Study, 
prove air pollution shortens lives. Calling this “uncertain” ignores overwhelming evidence.

• Ironically, clean air regulations deliver enormous returns. Since the Clean Air Act, every 
dollar spent reducing particulate pollution has returned up to $77 in health benefits, 
preventing over 100,000 deaths annually and millions of illnesses.


