Mortality and Life Expectancy

Definition:
Mortality includes deaths from all causes in a given year.  ICD-10 codes A00-Y99.
Life Expectancy is the number of years babies born in a given year can be expected to live if current age-specific death rates continue into the future.

Summary

In Washington State and nationally, age-adjusted death rates are highest for African Americans and American Indians and Alaska Natives and lowest for Asians and Pacific Islanders. Additionally, African Americans and American Indians and Alaska Natives have lower life expectancies than people of other races. Hispanics have lower overall death rates than non-Hispanics. In Washington, death rates increase as the general educational attainment of people in the neighborhood decreases and as poverty increases.  

Rates

Race and Ethnicity
In Washington State during 2000 – 2002 combined, age-adjusted total death rates were lowest for Asians and Pacific Islanders and highest for American Indians and Alaska Natives and African Americans. Both nationally and in Washington, people who classify themselves as American Indian or Alaska Native are often reported as white on death certificates, resulting in an underestimated death rate.
,
 Thus, the true death rate for American Indians and Alaska Natives living in Washington is likely to be even higher than the rate shown below. To a lesser extent, national studies have also noted underreporting of accurate race or ethnicity for Asians and Pacific Islanders and Hispanics on death certificates,1 but this phenomenon has not been studied in Washington. Based on national findings, however, actual death rates for Asians and Pacific Islanders and for Hispanics in Washington might be somewhat higher than those shown below.
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Education

To assess the association between death rates and education, we assigned an educational level to each decedent based on the percent of people age 25 and older with a college education in the census tract in which that person resided at death. (See Appendix A, Education.) In Washington from 2000 – 2002 combined, people living in census tracts where less than 10% of the population completed college had an age-adjusted death rate that was about 1.5 times higher than people living in census tracts where at least 40% of the population completed college. Additionally, for each 10 percentage-point decrease in the proportion of college graduates, death rates increased. In general, people with more formal education have lower death rates than people with less formal education, because they are more likely to avoid high-risk health behaviors, to live in environments that support healthy life styles, to work in occupations with less exposure to toxins and physical hazards, and to be better able take advantage of medical services to prevent disease compared to people with lower levels of education.
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Poverty

To study the link between poverty and death rates, we measured poverty as the percent of the population living at or below the federal poverty level in the census tract in which the decedent resided at death. (See Appendix A, Poverty.) In Washington during 2000 – 2002 combined, people living in census tracts where at least 20% of the population lived in poverty had an age-adjusted total death rate about 1.3 times higher than people living in census tracts where fewer than 5% lived in poverty. Additionally, as the proportion of people in poverty increased, death rates also increased. Many studies have documented a relationship between increased rates of death and being poor and/or living in high-poverty areas independent of individual economic resources.
 The reasons for these relationships are complex, but in general, people with more money or living in areas where there is less poverty are more likely to avoid high-risk health behaviors; to live in environments that support healthy life styles, minimize exposure to toxic chemicals, and have relatively low levels of physical violence; and are better able to take advantage of medical services to prevent disease.3
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Trends
Since 1990, Asians and Pacific Islanders have consistently had the lowest overall death rates in Washington. African Americans had the highest death rates throughout the 1990s, but recently, rates for American Indians and Alaska Natives have converged with those for African Americans. Disparities may be increasing. Since 1990, death rates for Asians and Pacific Islanders and for whites have been decreasing about 2% and 1% each year, respectively. Rates for African Americans and for American Indians and Alaska Natives have remained constant. Death rates for both Hispanics and non-Hispanics have decreased over time. Hispanic rates decreased about 4% each year through 1996 and have remained constant since then. Rates for non-Hispanics have been decreasing about 1% each year.
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Life Expectancy at Birth

In Washington during 2000 – 2002, Asians and Pacific Islanders had the highest life expectancy (83 years), followed by whites (78 years), and African Americans (75 years). American Indians and Alaska Natives had the lowest life expectancy at 74 years. The National Center for Health Statistics provides national data on life expectancy only for African Americans and whites. In 2002, life expectancies for African Americans and whites were 73 years and 78 years, respectively.
 The American Indian Health Commission for Washington State noted several important factors contributing to the relatively low life expectancy for American Indians and Alaska Natives in Washington, including high rates of diabetes, stroke, chronic liver disease, and violence.2 Nationally, major contributors to the relatively low life expectancy for African Americans include heart disease, cancer, and homicide.
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For More Information

Mortality and Life Expectancy Chapter, 2002 Health of Washington State, http://www.doh.wa.gov/HWS/doc/GHS/GHS_Death.doc.

Data Sources (For additional detail, see Appendix B.)
State death data: Vital Registration System Annual Statistical Files, Washington State Deaths 1980-2002, CD-ROM issued November 2003.

Population data for race and ethnicity: U.S. Census for 1990; National Center for Health Statistics bridged race population counts for 2000, 2001 and 2002; Public Health – Seattle & King County intercensal interpolations for 1991 – 1999, EPE Unit, February 2003. 

Population data for education and poverty: U.S. Census 2000 Summary File 3, Tables P37 and P87 available through American Fact Finder. Downloaded December 2003. 
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