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The COVID-19 pandemic has disproportionately 
impacted older adults through COVID-19-
attributed mortality and reduced access to health 
care. Reduced access to health care may have 
led to increased mortality from other causes.1 This 
analysis examines state-level changes in the 
leading causes of death among older adults 
between 2019 and 2020.

The average state-level percent change was 
positive for all examined causes of death. This 
was led by an increase of 19.7% (SD 11.9%) for 
Parkinson's disease, 19.0% (SD 15.9%) for 
essential hypertension, 18.6% (SD 9.1%) for 
diabetes mellitus, and 13.9% (SD 9.8%) for 
Alzheimer's disease. Although the average 
state-level percent change was positive, many 
states had a negative percent change for chronic 
lower respiratory disease, influenza and 
pneumonia, nephritis, and septicemia.
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State-level and D.C. mortality rates among adults 
ages 65 and older were calculated for 2019 and 
2020 using the National Center for Health 
Statistics’ 113 Selected Causes of Death Mortality 
File and American Community Survey population 
data. The average state-level percent change in 
mortality rates was calculated for causes which 
appeared in the top 10 causes of death per state. 
The mean and standard deviation (SD) of the 
percent changes were calculated. 

The first year of the pandemic coincided with an 
average increase in the rates of all leading causes 
of death among those ages 65 and older across all 
states and Washington D.C. This may indicate that 
restricted access to health care resources 
increased the mortality of older adults.
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For More Information
The full state-level dataset of the top 
14 causes of death is available by 
scanning the QR code.

Leading Cause of Death
2020 Rank 
(SD)

2019 Rank 
(SD)

% Change 
(SD)

Diseases of Heart 1.1 (0.3) 1.1 (0.2) 7.1% (4.3)
Malignant Neoplasms 2.0 (0.4) 1.9 (0.2) 5.0% (3.2)
COVID-19 3.3 (1.2) NA NA
Chronic Lower Respiratory Diseases 4.8 (0.9) 3.6 (0.8) 0.1% (7.3)
Alzheimer’s Disease 5.0 (1.2) 4.3 (1.0) 13.9% (9.8)
Cerebrovascular Diseases 5.0 (0.9) 4.2 (0.8) 8.8% (6.8)
Diabetes Mellitus 7.3 (0.7) 6.7 (0.7) 18.6% (9.1)
Accidents (Unintentional Injuries) 7.9 (1.2) 6.6 (1.0) 7.5% (7.6)
Nephritis, Nephrotic Syndrome and Nephrosis 10.4 (1.9) 9.0 (1.8) 3.1% (10.4)
Influenza and Pneumonia 10.4 (1.4) 9.0 (1.3) 3.7% (14.6)
Parkinson’s Disease 10.5 (1.2) 10.1 (1.1) 19.7% (11.9)
Essential Hypertension and Hypertensive 
Renal Disease 11.7 (1.5) 11 (1.7) 19.0% (15.9)
Septicemia 12.8 (2.1) 11.5 (2.2) 8.0% (16.8)
Nutritional Deficiencies 16.5 (3.1) 16.2 (2.7) 34.9% (36.5)

For more insights about the health of seniors, visit us 
at AmericasHealthRankings.org
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