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America’s Health Crisis 

• Some of us can expect to live an average of 20 years less than others, depending on our 
race, income and education, and where we live

• We spend more than $2 trillion/year on health care, yet:
– In life expectancy and infant mortality, the US ranks near the bottom in comparison with other industrialized 

nations

• Poor health limits the productivity of our citizens
• Many health gaps have not decreased in more than a generation

– Some gaps have grown larger

• Within each racial and ethnic group, lower-income adults have higher rates of poor or fair 
health than their more affluent counterparts
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Commission Objectives

Raise awareness and identify areas for action by:
– Address work to decision-makers in public and 

private sector
– Reach non-traditional allies and advocates for 

social and policy changes
– Make academic research on social inequalities 

more accessible to policy makers
– Conduct work in a nonpartisan fashion
– Recommend solutions that are sustainable, 

flexible and relevant



Socioeconomic and racial or ethnic differences are closely linked

• These patterns – for health status 
but seen across a wide range of 
health conditions -- tell us that 
both income and race are 
important for health and health 
disparities.



The U.S. has a higher proportion of its population – and particularly 
of its children – living in poverty than most other affluent countries



At each level of income, Blacks and Hispanics have 
far less accumulated wealth than whites.

$0

$50,000

$100,000

$150,000

$200,000

$250,000

LOWEST SECOND THIRD FOURTH HIGHEST

M
ED

IA
N

 N
ET

 W
O

RT
H 

(E
XC

LU
D

IN
G

 H
O

M
E 

EQ
U

IT
Y)

QUINTILE OF MONTHLY HOUSEHOLD INCOME

Racial or Ethnic Group

Black†
Hispanic‡
White, Non-Hispanic

Figure 7. At every income level, blacks and Hispanics have less accumulated wealth 
than whites.

†Report does not indicate whether Blacks are non-Hispanic
‡Persons of Hispanic origin may be of any race
Source: Braveman PA et al. Socioeconomic status in health research: One size does not fit all. JAMA, 294(22), 2005. Based on US Census 
Bureau Survey of Income and Program Participation, 2000.
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The Commission’s Recommendations

A twin philosophy: Good health requires personal responsibility and a 
societal commitment to remove the obstacles preventing too many 
Americans from leading healthy lives

The recommendations focus on 
people and the places where 
we spend the bulk of our time:

• Homes and Communities
• Schools 
• Workplaces

April 2009

Building a healthier America is feasible in years, not decades, if we collaborate 
and act on what is making a difference



Housing Influences Health in Many Ways

Housing affordability

Neighborhood conditions

HEALTH

Conditions within 
the home

Crowding;  instability;
income available for other 

necessities

Services; resources;
safety 

Indoor air quality; temperature 
safety hazards; toxins; pests



Percent of people in different racial or ethnic groups 
living in poor* neighborhoods.
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* A poor neighborhood is one in which at least 20% of residents 
have incomes at or below the federal poverty level.  

Adapted from Bishaw A.  Areas with concentrated poverty:  1999. 
Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of Commerce, Economics and 
Statistics Administration, U.S. Census Bureau; 2005.



Creating Healthy Homes and Communities

Develop a “health impact” rating for housing and 
infrastructure projects that reflects the projected effects on 
community health and provides incentives for projects that 
earn the rating.

Create “healthy community” demonstrations to evaluate 
the effects of a full complement of health-promoting 
policies and programs.



Resources: www.commissiononhealth.org

• Overcoming Obstacles to Health 
• Charts
• Leadership blog
• Multimedia personal stories
• Commission information and activities
• Commission news coverage
• Relevant news articles
• Interactive education and health tool
• State-level child health data
• Issue briefs
• Beyond Health Care: New Directions 

to a Healthier America
• State-level adult health data (May ’09)
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