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“Declining”

US life

expectancy

Harper et al. ( )2021
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Source: Peterson-KFF
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https://www.healthsystemtracker.org/chart-collection/u-s-life-expectancy-compare-countries/


Woolf ( )2024
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“Something systemic to the US is limiting survival.
Identifying the cause(s) and enacting social protection
policies are urgent.”

Woolf ( )2024
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An overarching narrative

Our contribution was to link drug overdoses,

suicides, and alcohol-related deaths, to note

that all were rising together, that together

they were a�icting mostly whites, and that,

among that group, the long fall in total

mortality had stopped or reversed. We also

chose the collective label “deaths of despair,”

which helped publicize the combined

epidemic and emphasize that it included

more than just drug overdose.

See Case and Deaton ( ) and Case and Deaton ( )2020 2015
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Focus on low educated, rural,

middle aged white men

Emphasis on pain and

disintegration of economic

opportunties
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Narratives about inequalities

are opportunities for

investigation.

Theories must be reconciled

with plausible links to

population patterns of

exposure.

Population subgroups are

useful case studies.

Harper et al. ( )2021
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Dimensions of US Health Inequalities

1. Gender

2. Race

3. Socioeconomic position

4. Place
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Postwar divergence, then convergence

Source: US National Center for Health Statistics
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After years of declines, disadvantage for men now increasing

Source: Harper et al. ( )2021
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More violent

deaths for men

Opioids

Further

exacerbated by

COVID-19

Male-female gap increased 0.23 years

Yan et al. ( )2024
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Dimensions of US Health Inequalities

1. Gender

2. Race

3. Socioeconomic position

4. Place

14 / 49



Trends in life expectancy for blacks and whites

Source: US National Center for Health Statistics
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“Black males live seven years less than white males…That basic gap
hasn’t changed in half a century.”

John Dorschner, Miami Herald, 2004

“Improving the socioeconomic conditions of African American (or Black)
families…is a prerequisite to…reducing the Black-White gap”

Williams & Collins, 2004
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The “gap” has varied over the years (especially for men)

Source: US National Center for Health Statistics
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Why does the gap go up and down?

Decomposition by cause of death

Link speci�c causes-of-death to

potential determinants

General or speci�c?

Harper et al. ( )2007
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97% of increase in the gap for men

due to just 3 ‘causes’:

HIV

Homicide (start of crack

epidemic)

CVD (slower declines for blacks)

Harper et al. ( )2007
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70% of decline in the gap for men

due to just 3 ‘causes’:

HAART therapy for HIV

Homicide (waning crack

epidemic)

Drugs (start of opioid epidemic…

for whites)

Harper et al. ( )2007
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Unprecedented three consecutive years of life
expectancy declines for the nation.
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Years of LE lost 2014-2017, by gender, race, and cause

Harper et al. ( )2021
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All racial groups lost years.

Largest for blacks, not whites.

Little contribution from alcohol or suicide.

Most of the story is opioids.
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Years of LE lost 2014-2017, by gender, race, and cause

Harper et al. ( )2021
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Fewer years lost, uneven by race.

Opioids for white and black women.

More deaths from Alzheimer’s disease.

28 / 49



Much faster increases in

opioid overdoses among

Blacks and American Indian

and Alaska Natives in recent

years.

Cannot be chie�y explained

by the loss of economic

opportunities among rural

white men.

Source: Pew Research Center

29 / 49

https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2022/01/19/recent-surge-in-u-s-drug-overdose-deaths-has-hit-black-men-the-hardest/ft_22-01-12_drugoverdoses_1/


Dimensions of US Health Inequalities

1. Gender

2. Race

3. Socioeconomic position

4. Place
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Widening gaps by area-based income

Source: Washington Post, 2023
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https://www.washingtonpost.com/health/interactive/2023/american-life-expectancy-dropping


Artifact of selection?

Due to ‘deaths of

despair’?

Mechanisms?

Case and Deaton ( )2023
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Mortality increases

largely con�ned to

bottom 10th

percentile of

education.

Selection bias likely

explains some of

the e25 gap

increase.

Novosad et al. ( ) See also Dowd and Hamoudi ( )2022 2014
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Large

impact of

opioids

Whites and

Blacks

Suicide?

Alcohol?

Excess Years of Life Lost for lowest educated adults

Sasson and Hayward ( )2019
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Mostly

opioids and

‘other’

causes.

Similar for middle educated

Sasson and Hayward ( )2019
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Regardless

of race

More

opioids

Improving

CVD

Reduced YLL among those with university degrees

Sasson and Hayward ( )2019
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Holding DoD,

cancers and CVD at

1992 levels, gap sill

increases (at lower

level)

Now these are part

of the story?

Case and Deaton ( )2023
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Dimensions of US Health Inequalities

1. Gender

2. Race

3. Socioeconomic position

4. Place
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“The rural opioid crisis of prescription drugs is largely
a story of growing spatial inequality and of places left
behind.”

Source: Richard Florida, , Dec 5, 2019Bloomberg
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https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2019-12-05/how-opioid-deaths-differ-in-rural-and-urban-areas


Rural-urban

mortality

gap began

widening in

1980s.

Slower CVD

declines.

Source: Author’s calculations.
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Impact on

rural areas

varies by

‘phase’ of

epidemic

Source: Author’s calculations.
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Large role

for CVD

Reduced

impact of

injuries for

men

Source: Author
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Regional

di�erences

in kinds of

‘despair’

Harper et al. ( )2021
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More

heterogeneity

by sex, race,

and place

Riddell et al. ( )2018
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Can DoD explain this heterogeneity?

Rising despair as fertile ground for abusive

self-soothing…

…broad consensus that [pain and despair]

have been increasing for decades…

…an ocean of pain and distress among less-

educated Americans

See Case and Deaton ( )2022
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Limited evidence for ‘deaths of despair’

Not aligned with cause-speci�c deaths

by race, age, and place.

Weak spatial and temporal correlations

between drug, alcohol, and suicide

deaths.

Declines in CVD also important for

mortality slowdowns.

Opioid overdose deaths largely

responsible for trends.

Mehta et al. ( ) Harper et al. ( ) Simon and Masters ( ) Tilstra et al. ( )2020 2021 2021 2021
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Parting thoughts

Mortality gaps remain, especially for those

without a BA.

Evidence linking the ‘tangle of pathologies’ still

limited.

More recent work by CD re�ects some listening

to critics.

Excessive focus on narrative of ‘despair’ and

disadvantage draws attention away from other

important causes, interventions, and population

groups.
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Questions?

sam.harper@mcgill.ca
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