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Why Population Health?

A focus on rural population health helps health 
professionals and rural communities understand 
the burden and the causes of the leading health 
problems in a community – not just the leading 
health concerns – and develop strategies for 
improvement.   



Webinar Objectives

1. Trace the trends in the leading health problems, as well as their 
causes, over the past 100 years and determine where rural 
population health sits now.

2. Describe a model of population health that answers what are the 
leading rural health problems in U.S. and what are the major causes 
(determinants) of these rural health problems?

3. Explore available assessment tools and resources that can be used 
to develop effective programs and policies to address rural 
population health problems.

4. Provide examples of current rural population health issues with a 
focus on the shifting health care paradigm in the U.S. and 
opportunities for significant changes that can improve rural 
population health. 



Leading Causes of Death in U.S.

• Over last 100 years changes in public health 
and health care        dramatic changes in 
causes of death and       in life expectancy by 
more than 30 years.

• Infant mortality has       from 150/1,000 live 
births in 1900 to 6.9/1,000 in 2005

• Many people attribute most of this gain to 
advances in public health.



Leading Causes of Death in U.S.

• Early in 20th century - improvements in 
sanitation and control of infectious diseases

• By mid 20th century chronic diseases were the 
leading causes of death

• Four eras of the leading causes of death: 
1. Environmental causes

2. Health care

3. Health behaviors

4. Social and economic factors



Era of Environmental Disease 

• Unhealthy environments       nearly 1/3 of all 
deaths. 

• Laws and regulations focused on improving 
the health of the environment       dramatic 
reductions in communicable diseases and 
maternal and infant mortality.

• Chronic diseases became the next focus as 
leading causes of death.



Era of Expanding Health Care

• By 1950 heart disease and cancer were the 
leading causes of death in the U.S. 

• The focus of intervention began to shift to 
healthcare services for the treatment of 
diseases.

• By 1970 extensive and expensive healthcare 
systems were in place, underpinned by health 
insurance systems.



Era of Lifestyle & Health Risk Behaviors

• In the 1970s we began to focus on identifying the 
causes of chronic diseases, such as tobacco use, 
diet, etc.

• Canadian report in 1974 was first modern 
government document to say the emphasis on 
healthcare was insufficient to improve population 
health and suggest a new framework of 1) human 
biology, 2) environment, 3) lifestyle and 4) 
healthcare organization.  



Era of Lifestyle & Health Risk Behaviors

Leading Causes of Death in the U.S. 2000



Era of Lifestyle & Health Risk Behaviors

Actual Causes of Death in the U.S. 1990 & 2000



Era of Lifestyle & Health Risk Behaviors

• In the 1980s, telephone surveys emerged as a 
feasible method for assessing the prevalence 
of health risk behaviors.  

• 1984 CDC started the state-based Behavioral 
Risk Factor Surveillance System (BRFSS)

• Standardized questionnaire over time 
provides ability to compare and contrast 
health of communities.





Era of Social & Economic Causes

• 2000 brought a focus farther “upstream” on 
predisposing behavioral and other factors.

• IOM report on The Future of the Public’s 
Health in the 21st Century.

• Underlying (upstream) factors have important 
effects on health.  



Social Determinants of Health

• Race & ethnicity

• Geography 

• Social networks and social support

• Work conditions

• Social capital

• Economic inequality





Social Determinants of Health

Socioeconomic status

–Income

–Education

–Occupation

Relative Risk of CHD Death in Different 
Grades by Risk Factors (Age-Standardized) 



Education Level Impact on Health

• Level of education may be as important as 
medial care and other factors in improving 
health.

• 2005 mortality rate for adults in U.S. 
– Some education beyond HS = 206/100,000
– Only HS = ± 412/100,000
– Less than HS = ± 618/100,000

• More education = fewer disabilities and better 
physical functioning. 



Education Level Impact on Health

• Correcting educational disparities more 
important than medical advances.

• Reduction in mortality rates of  1% to 3% for 
each additional year of schooling.

• Is this how we might improve rural population 
health?



A Model for Population Health

http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/our-approach

http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/our-approach
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http://www.healthypeople.gov/2010/hp2020/advisory/SocietalDeterminantsHealth.htm






http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/authors/m/margaret_mead.html

