
23rd America’s Health Rankings® 

A Call to Action for Individuals & Their Communities 



About America’s Health Rankings®  

A Comprehensive Assessment of the Nation’s Health 

 

• Longest running annual assessment of our nation’s health on a state-by-state basis 

  

• Report identifies the driving health trends of the nation  

 

• Provides insights into the national health challenges on the horizon  

 

• The report has evolved from a source of information to a robust, interactive tool that urges all 

populations and communities to act 

 

• Under the editorial control of a scientific advisory committee that is based out of the University of 

North Carolina Chapel Hill Gillings School of Public Health 

 

• Published by United Health Foundation, the American Public Health Association and Partnership for 

Prevention 
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The America’s Health Ranking Model 
Behaviors 

• Prevalence of Smoking 

• Prevalence of Binge Drinking 

• Prevalence of Obesity 

• High School Graduation 

• Prevalence of Sedentary Lifestyle 

 

Community & Environment 

• Violent Crime 

• Occupational Fatalities 

• Infectious Disease 

• Children in Poverty 

• Air Pollution 

 
Public & Health Policies 

• Lack of Health Insurance 

• Public Health Funding 

• Immunization Coverage 

 
Clinical Care 

• Low Birthweight Infants 

• Primary Care Physicians 

• Preventable Hospitalizations 

 

Health Outcomes 

• Poor Mental Health Days                                                                                                                                   

• Poor Physical Health Days 

• Geographic Disparities 

• Infant Mortality 

• Diabetes 

• Cardiovascular Deaths 

• Cancer Deaths 

• Premature Death 
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Improved Data, New Benchmarks  

This year’s report benefits from vastly improved data-collection techniques.  

 The CDC this year made enhancements to the Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance System, 

incorporating new data-analysis methodology and cell phone-only households to better represent 

the diversity of survey respondents.  

 These enhancements mean America’s Health Rankings® is even more representative of the 

American population, but these changes also mean we will no longer be able to compare current 

rates of change for certain measures  against previous years’ reports: 

– Smoking 

– Obesity 

– Binge drinking 

– Sedentary lifestyle (this year is the first time AHR has included this measure) 

– Diabetes 

– Poor physical health days 

– Poor mental health days 

 The 2012 edition of the Rankings establishes a new national baseline from which future reports 

will be compared. 
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What’s in This Edition? 

The 23rd Edition Offers 

 

 Historical analysis of our country’s top health 

improvements and challenges over time 

 

 2012 state-specific Rankings along with rankings 

from 23 years of data 

 

 A special Spanish edition of the Rankings 

 

 A special section on health disparities  

 

 Commentaries from leading thought leaders in 

the public health arena 

 

 New data, improved benchmarks 
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Celebration of Public Health Workers 
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We are dedicating this year’s report to the nations 450,000 public health workers.  

 

 Despite their hard work, support for our nation’s vital public health infrastructure at the federal, 

state, and local levels may be at risk and, as a result, so too is the health and the financial 

wellbeing of our nation. 

 

 The work of public health today is as important to each American and to our nation as a whole as 

it has ever been in our history. 

 

 We must do more to tackle the preventable risk factors for disease such as a persistently high 

level of tobacco use and the dramatic escalations in diabetes and obesity. 

 

 These and other challenges create urgency for all of us across society to embrace public health, 

its dedicated professionals, and its infrastructure. 



Commentaries 
 

 America’s Declining Health Is Opportunity for Medical and Community Partnerships 

Jeremy A. Lazarus, MD, American Medical Association 

 

 Improving Health Through the Places We Live, Work and Play 

Georges Benjamin, MD, American Public Health Association 

 

 Improving Public Health: The Role of State Health Leadership 

Paul E. Jarris, MD, MBA, Association of State and Territorial Health Officials 

 

 The Guidebook to Healthy Communities and Healthy States 

John M. Clymer; Jonathan E. Fielding, MD, MPH, MBA, MA; Barbara K. Rimer, DrPH; Nico 

P. Pronk, PhD, Community Preventive Services Task Force 

 

 Promoting the Public’s Health in Louisiana 

State Senator David Heitmeier, O.D., & Karen B. DeSalvo, MD, MPH, MSc 

 

 The Answer Is Prevention 

Eduardo Sanchez, Partnership for Prevention 

 

 Take it Outside: the Health Benefits of Parks  

Christopher Kay, The Trust for Public Land 

  

 Celebration of Public Health 

Reed Tuckson, MD, UnitedHealth Group / United Health Foundation 
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Key National Takeaways  

This year’s priority messages 

 

 Americans are living longer but sicker. While we are experiencing consistent increases in life 

expectancy, our longer lives are burdened with increasing chronic illness that results from an 

increase in the risk factors that cause disease.  

 

 Sedentary behavior and preventable chronic disease are compromising the nation’s health, 

offsetting improvements in premature death, cardiovascular death and cancer death. 

 

 More than one-quarter of the population is obese, and diabetes is also at epidemic levels, with 

serious economic consequences. 

 

 United Health Foundation is calling for communities to act and is providing tools to support public 

health. 
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Challenges Compromising Improvements 

Improvements 

 

 Premature Death: Declined 18% 

percent  in the last 23 years 

 Cardiovascular Death: Declined 35% 

since 1990 

 Cancer Death: Declined 8% from 197.5 

deaths in 1990 to 182.5 deaths per 

100,000 population in the 2012 Edition 

 Infant Mortality Rate: Declined 36% 

from 10.2 deaths in 1990 to 6.5 deaths 

per 1,000 live births in 2012 

 Preventable Hospitalization: 82.5 

preventable discharges per 1,000 

Medicare enrollees in 2001; in 2012, 

there were 66.6 discharges per 1,000 

Medicare  enrollees 

 

Challenges 

 

 Sedentary Behavior: Ranges from over 

35% in MS, TN and WV to less than 

20% in CA, CO, OR, and UT. National 

median is 26.2% 

 Obesity: National median is 27.8%—

more than 66 million adults are obese 

 Diabetes: Ranges from 12.0% or more 

in WV, SC, and MS to less than 7.0% in 

CO and UT. National median is 9.5% 

 Hypertension: Between 1988 and 1994, 

about 25.5% of the adult population was 

hypertensive; that increased by 20% to a 

rate of 30.6% between 2007 and 2010 

 Children in Poverty: Rates have risen 

by 35.4% in 10 years (21.4% in 2012 

compared to 15.8% in 2002), making 

this one of the nation’s fastest growing 

increases 
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Chronic Disease on the Horizon 

This year’s Rankings reveal troubling amounts of unhealthy behaviors that lead to increased 

chronic disease.  

 

 Sedentary behavior increases risk for diabetes and obesity and is at troubling levels.  

– To hit the Healthy People 2020 goals, we need to reduce the number of adults who report 

being sedentary by 10%, which means about 6.2 million people need to get off the couch.  

 Obesity is at epidemic proportions. More than 66 million adults are obese – more than the entire 

population of the U.K.  

– To hit the Healthy People 2020 goal, we would need to reduce the number of obese adults by 

10% – or more than 6.6 million individuals.  

 Diabetes, much like obesity, is at epidemic proportions.  

– These rates capture diagnosed cases of diabetes; actual rates are even higher. 

 Hypertension, a gateway to heart disease, is at high levels.  

– According to this year’s Rankings, 30.8% of adults nationwide say they have elevated blood 

pressure. 

– A recent CDC study found that 39.4% of hypertensive adults are unaware of their high blood 

pressure, indicating that the actual burden might be even higher.  
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Chronic Disease Will Come With Costs 

 Obesity: 

– According to this year’s Rankings, 27.8% of U.S. adults say they are obese.  

– By 2030, medical costs associated with treating preventable obesity-related diseases are 

estimated to increase by $48 billion to $66 billion per year, and the loss in economic 

productivity could be between $390 billion and $580 billion annually, according to F as in Fat: 

How Obesity Threatens America's Future 2012, a report released by Trust for America's 

Health and the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation.  

 

 Diabetes:  

– According to this year’s Rankings, about 9.5% of adults in the U.S. say they’ve been told 

they have diabetes. A recent CDC report estimates that, by 2050, between 20% and 33% of 

the U.S. population will have diabetes as a result of poor diet, little physical activity, 

increasing obesity, and an aging population.  

– A 2010 report from the UnitedHealth Center for Health Reform & Modernization indicates that 

if we don’t turn this around, diabetes and pre-diabetes will account for approximately 10% of 

health care spending by 2020, at an annual cost of almost $500 billion. 
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U.S. Falling Short of Its Potential 

We are lagging behind other industrialized nations. 

 

 Life expectancy in the U.S. is 81 years for women, putting us 32nd among the 193 reporting 

nations of the World Health Organization, and 76 years for men, putting us 34th among nations. 

 The infant mortality rate in the U.S. in 2009 was 7 deaths per 1,000 live births, putting us 40th 

among WHO nations.  

 The U.S. also has the highest mortality rate from treatable conditions when compared with 16 

other high-income countries.  
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The State Rankings 

13 



14 

The Full 50: This Year’s Rankings 
RANK  STATE RANK  STATE 

1 Vermont 26 Pennsylvania 

2 Hawaii 27 South Dakota 

3 New Hampshire 28 Alaska 

4 Massachusetts 29 Montana 

5 Minnesota 30 Illinois 
6 Connecticut 31 Delaware 

7 Utah 32 New Mexico 

8 New Jersey 33 North Carolina 

9 Maine 34 Florida 

10 Rhode Island 35 Ohio 

11 Colorado 36 Georgia 

12 North Dakota 37 Michigan 

13 Oregon 38 Nevada 

13 Washington 39 Tennessee 

15 Nebraska 40 Texas 
16 Wisconsin 41 Indiana 

17 Idaho 42 Missouri 
18 New York 43 Oklahoma 

19 Maryland 44 Kentucky 

20 Iowa 45 Alabama 

21 Virginia 46 South Carolina 

22 California 47 West Virginia 

23 Wyoming 48 Arkansas 
24 Kansas 49 Louisiana 

25 Arizona 49 Mississippi 
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States With Most Change 

States that gained ground: 

 New Jersey (nine slots) 

 Maryland (five slots) 

 Alabama (three slots) 

 Colorado (three slots) 

 Massachusetts (three slots) 

 Nebraska (three slots) 

 Oklahoma (three slots) 

 Rhode Island (three slots) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

States that lost ground:   

 South Dakota (8 slots) 

 Oregon (5 slots) 

 Indiana (4 slots) 

 Iowa (4 slots)  

 Michigan (4 slots)  

 Washington (4 slots)  

 West Virginia (4 slots) 

 Wisconsin (4 slots) 



A Call to Action 
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Need for Multi-Stakeholder,  

Multi-Disciplinary Approach 
We are committed to being part of the solution. 

 Change requires community-based interventions and innovation, as government cannot do it 

alone.   

– Through a new partnership, United Health Foundation and the Association of State and 

Territorial Health Officials, will identify states that have improved in the rankings over the 

years and identify the factors that contributed to that improvement.  

– In addition, a learning collaborative will be developed to support the active sharing of 

knowledge and experiences across state public health leaders. 

 

 In addition, United Health Foundation partners with:  

– CDC’s Guide to Community Preventive Services 

– CDC’s Million Hearts Initiative  

– National Business Coalition on Health  

– Campaign for Tobacco-Free Kids 
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How to Put the Rankings to Use 
 Use America’s Health Rankings® to identify strengths of your and other states to address areas 

that need attention 

 

 Use the Rankings to help people understand the importance of key interventions, particularly 

around smoking and obesity  

 

 Help promote the America’s Health Rankings® “take action” library to translate knowledge to 

action 

 

 Access and share resources on Americashealthrankings.org. These include state summary 

pages, state profiles, state disparities information, a pdf and e-book of the report, state-specific 

infographics, custom-report tools, and Spanish-language content 

 

 Leverage successful models and advocate for change as individuals, a community and public 

health professionals 

 

 United Health Foundation is committed to being a part of the solution, providing a full array of 

tools to help empower your missions to improve public health 

 



Thank You! 

Follow us on Twitter:  

http://twitter.com/ahr_rankings 

 

Follow us on Facebook: 

www.facebook.com/AmericasHealthRankings 

 

Visit our website:  

www.AmericasHealthRankings.org 

 

Watch our launch event: 

http://www.americashealthrankings.org/2012/ 
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