
During the 20th century (1900 – 1999) 
advances in public health increased life 
expectancy in the United States by 25 years 
compared to just five added years from 
medical advances alone.1 Public health is the 
prevention of disease and injury within 
populations. Public health is connected to, 
though distinct from health care, and is focused 
on population action instead of individual care. 
Public health can be as simple as ge�ing people 
to wear seatbelts, stop smoking, decreasing 
alcohol consumption, or uptake exercising, but 
takes sustained investment to get community 
buy-in. Public health interventions can change 
the trajectory of the health of a population by 
focusing on prevention – making individuals, 
communities, states, and nations stronger. 

Currently, we spend $11,000 per person on medical care in the United States and only $250 per person 
on public health. In other words, we spend more money treating preventable chronic conditions versus 
preventing them. During the 21st century, the COVID Pandemic and Deaths of Despair (alcohol, suicide, 
opioids) have significantly eroded life expectancy. For example, the COVID-19 pandemic caused Black 
American life expectancy to decrease by 2.9 years and Latino American life expectancy to decrease by 
3 years.2 Meanwhile death rates for white Americans also increased for those with no college degrees.3 
Another layer is equitable health - your zip code can influence your life expectancy by 30 years.4 5

The life expectancy for all Americans has been decreasing since 2014, a reverse trend seen in developed 
countries across the globe.6  It is no surprise that a healthier population will lend itself to a healthier 
economy in our neighborhoods, communities, and in the world. Public health has long been a focus from our 
nation’s military and thus, society must also both invest and focus on the prevention of disease.7 To reverse 
this erosion of Washingtonians life expectancy we must learn from the past and invest in public health 
interventions to pave a road for us and future generations. In the 1960s when seatbelts were first required in 
cars and in the 1980s when people were required to wear them, there was opposition, but look how well that 
worked out; by taking just a moment each time you get into the car, an estimated 15,000 lives are saved 
every year by seatbelts.8

The Why

Investments in public health improve the lives of many
Public Health Value
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Value

Prevention and Community Health

Public health can be di�icult to recognize because when it works you 
don’t see the hospitalizations and you don’t see the deaths - in essence, 
we have saved lives before they enter a hospital or need treatment for a 
disease. When public health works, it is not a headline. Most people 
operate in their daily lives without noticing that public health is there 
working to prevent diseases and address other public health concerns.

We live in a society where our economic investment is in sick care instead 
of keeping people healthy. In public health, we have finite resources.  
Determining, which interventions are the most bang for the buck, we look 
at many factors including lives saved, net cost, productivity of people at 
work or school, reduced health care utilization, and reduced pain and 
disability. The question that should be asked, what more can public health 
do if it had more resources to invest in innovative ways?

Chronic Disease
The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) reports that 90 percent of the nation’s $3.5 trillion in 
annual health care expenditures are for people with chronic and mental health conditions.9 For example, 
diabetes accounts for $1 out of $4 dollars spent on health care costs in the U.S. While many cases of 
diabetes can be prevented, there are also many proven cost-e�ective strategies for management of 
diabetes.10 Chronic diseases are largely avoidable through preventive care. Data supports cost-saving and 
cost-e�ective public health interventions that focus on chronic diseases leading to a healthier population with 
lower health care spending.11 If the U.S. invested funds in prevention and treatment for the most common 
chronic diseases, treatment costs have been estimated to decrease by $218 billion annually and reduce 
the economic impact of disease by $1.1 trillion annually.

Immunization
Without public health the world would still be dealing with smallpox, but thanks to public health coordination 
and the e�orts of vaccinators around the world, smallpox is a disease of the past. Globally, childhood 
immunizations are one of the most cost-e�ective (and o�en cost saving) prevention measures available. The 
childhood vaccination program in the U.S. is modeled to produce a net savings of $295 billion in direct 
costs and another $1.38 trillion in societal costs (while averting an estimated 322 million cases, 21 
million hospitalization, and 732,000 deaths) over the course of the lifetime for children born between 
1994-2013.12

Women, Infants, and Children (WIC) Program
Nationally, more than half of infants and children between 1-4 years of age were eligible for WIC in 2017.13 
Almost half of all pregnant women were eligible for WIC in 2017. Every dollar spent on the WIC program 
returned more than double the return on investment.14 Modeling the investments in WIC show that with a 
shi� in enrollment by 10% in either direction would have e�ects on the number of preterm births and cost 
savings or losses.

Examples of current value of public health interventions
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Emergency Response to COVID-19

COVID-19 Immunization
While the death toll for COVID-19 continues to rise, one study finds that COVID vaccines could have averted 
319,000 deaths in the U.S. if everyone had been vaccinated.15 Washington state could have prevented 
5,299 lives lost to COVID-19. A policy analyst from Forbes estimated that the first 200,000 lives lost to 
COVID-19 at an astounding societal cost between $197 billion and $1.01 trillion.16 An economist added that 
while the societal costs were likely steeper in the beginning, each additional infection - not death - costs 
society in the range of $55,000, but a further reduction has been made in this number as some once critical 
functions of our world now continue to progress virtually.17

WA NOTIFY 
Washington state’s smartphone COVID-19 exposure notification tool released an evaluation with findings 
that it saved between 40 and 115 lives in the first four months of operation.18

Guided by our principles of Equity, Innovation, and Engagement, DOH believes that every community 
should have the same opportunity to achieve optimal health. Public health is important in prolonging life 
through prevention e�orts so individuals can spend more of their years in good health. To learn more about 
our e�orts or to partner with us, please contact: partnerships@doh.wa.gov. 
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