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The latest edition of America’s 
Health Rankings®, published 
annually by the United Health 
Foundation, the American 
Public Health Association and 
the Partnership for Prevention, 
identifies the gaps in health and 
health care in the United States. 
Despite the fact that the United 
States is home to world class 
medical centers that provide 
state of the art medical care, 
America’s health continues to 
decline in a number of areas. 
Why is this and what must we 
do as a society to begin seeing 
improvements at all levels of 
care? Obesity and its associated 
health conditions, such as 

diabetes, continue to rise. Tobacco use had been 
in decline but the past year saw no change in some 
age groups and slight increases among young 
adults. Chronic diseases resulting from not only 
tobacco use, but also alcohol misuse, unhealthy 
diets and physical inactivity mete tremendous 
health, economic and social consequences. As we 
enter a changing health care system due to federal 
health care reform, we have the opportunity to 
create and implement innovative, crosscutting 
interventions in health promotion and disease 
prevention. Bridging the health gaps across the 
diverse populations in the United States requires a 
multi-prong approach from a wide range of public 
and private sectors. 

At the American Medical Association (AMA), 
we capitalize on the influential role of physicians 

and other health care providers in addressing 
key determinants of health in clinical practice 
and at the community level. The AMA works with 
individual physicians and organizations on issues 
that intersect science, medicine and public health 
to improve the nation’s health with evidence-based 
approaches to prevention and treatment. The 
evidence is clear that preventing chronic diseases 
or minimizing their severity will not only improve 
health and disease outcomes, but improve quality 
of life for patients and their families. According to 
the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 
7 out of 10 deaths among Americans each year 
are from chronic diseases, and an estimated 1 
out of every 2 adults suffer from at least one 
chronic illness.1 About one quarter of people with 
chronic conditions have one or more daily activity 
limitations; diabetes in particular continues to be 
the leading cause of kidney failure, non-traumatic 
lower-extremity amputations, and blindness among 
adults. The four most common causes of chronic 
diseases are modifiable behaviors: lack of physical 
activity; poor nutrition; tobacco use; and excessive 
alcohol consumption. In fact, excessive alcohol 
consumption is the third leading preventable cause 
of death in the United States, behind diet/physical 
activity and tobacco. 

There is growing evidence that interventions to 
increase physical activity, improve eating habits, 
decrease tobacco use and exposure, decrease 
risky and harmful alcohol use, and adopt positive 
mental strategies will reduce the burden of 
disease, disability and premature death. For 
example, research in middle-aged adults (aged 
45-64) who had recently adopted a healthy lifestyle 
(as measured by 5 or more fruits and vegetables 
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per day, regular physical activity, not smoking, and 
having a BMI less than 30) found a 40% decrease 
in all-cause mortality and a 35% decrease in 
cardiovascular disease events over four years.2

There is also research showing that these changes 
will lead to a more productive workforce and 
reduced health care costs.3-5

In addition, there is evidence that greater use of 
high-value preventive services, particularly smoking 
cessation advice and assistance, and alcohol 
screening and brief counseling, will save lives, with 
little additional investment.6

The United States Preventive Services Task Force 
recommends varying levels of health behavior 
screening and counseling by clinicians to prevent 
and manage chronic diseases in their patients.7-9

In order to support physician efforts to implement 
health behavior screening and counseling, the 
AMA created the AMA Healthier Life Steps 
Program®. It consists of user-friendly tools that 
clinicians can easily use to engage and empower 
patients in four key health behaviors:  healthy 
eating, physical activity, reducing risky drinking, 
and eliminating tobacco use. AMA Healthier 
Life Steps® is designed to be used even in the 
most time- and financially- restricted health care 
settings. Tools such as these are instrumental in 
creating partnerships between patients and health 
care providers that will improve disease outcomes 
and overall health. Physician interventions that 
address these four key health behaviors are some 
of the most effective interventions for improving 
patients’ health outcomes.10

Every individual can benefit from improving his 
or her lifestyle behaviors. The AMA’s Healthier Life 
Steps’® key health behaviors are the foundation of 
good health and longevity, but are also pivotal in 
managing chronic diseases like diabetes and heart 
disease, which are crippling our nation. Physicians 

and other health care providers can address the 
key health behaviors without hesitancy with the 
program by:

assessment at check-in, which communicates 
the importance of the four key health behaviors 
to patients. 

action plan summary.

health behaviors 
during the exam 
and/or consult 
based on a patient’s 
readiness.

to develop action 
plans by completing 
an action plan 
summary for every 
patient to take 
home, including a 
brief description of 
the patient’s health 
behavior goals.

following up with the 
patient at the next visit.

behavioral interventions are effective in helping 
motivate and engage patients in maintaining or 
adopting healthy lifestyles. However, medical 
groups cannot be given the sole responsibility 
for promoting and supporting healthy lifestyle 
behaviors. There is a growing recognition and 
understanding of the role that community 
networks, physical and social environments, and 

The four most
common causes of 
chronic diseases 
are modifiable 
behaviors: lack of 
physical activity; poor 
nutrition; tobacco 
use; and excessive
alcohol consumption.
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public policy all play in fostering healthy lifestyles. 
A broad approach is necessary to achieve and 
support healthy lifestyles in individuals. It requires 
individual commitment, health care system 
redesign, as well as community, employer and 
payer support.

To that end, the AMA is working to help 
physicians and other health care providers connect 
their patients to community resources that can help 
patients follow through on their clinician’s advice to 
improve their health behaviors.  

The AMA’s Community Health Leadership 
program provides information and resources to 
help improve physicians’ connections with public 

health and private programs in the community 
that will best support patients. Part of AMA’s 
Healthier Life Steps®, the AMA’s Community 
Health Leadership program also trains physicians 
to promote community policies that support their 
patients’ efforts to engage in healthier lifestyle 
behaviors.

America’s Health Rankings® provide valuable 
insights into the clinical and public health 
successes of our health care system, and identifies 
those areas where more concerted efforts are 
needed. The AMA is committed to continually 
improving clinical and public health efforts to 
improve the health of all Americans.
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