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Morbidity and Mortality Data

One of the overarching goals 
of Healthy People 2020, the 
decennial national public 
health improvement plan, is 
to improve the quality and 
length of healthy lives among 
Americans.1 Reducing disability, 
injury, disease, and premature 
death are key priorities in 
achieving this goal. This section 
provides data on general health 
status, life expectancy, and 
causes of death. 

How is it measured? 
Morbidity data quantifies the 
occurrence of illness or disease 
and mortality measures death. 
In this section, self-reported 
health status represents a 
morbidity indicator and is 
obtained from health surveys of 
adults. Mortality indicators are 
derived from death certificates, 
and demonstrate disease 
severity as well as differences 
in the risk of dying between 
subgroups of a population or 
geographic area. Life expectancy 
represents the average number 
of years of life expected 
after birth; while healthy life 
expectancy is the average 
number of years that a person 
can expect to live in “good or 
excellent health” – that is, in the 
absence of significant disease, 
injury, or disability. Years of 
potential life lost is a measure 
of premature mortality, which 
is calculated as the estimated 
number of years of life lost 
among people in a population 
who die before reaching a 
given age. Deaths occurring 

Figure 1. Life expectancy, by sex and race, 
El Paso County 1987 to 2007

in younger persons contribute 
more to this measure than 
deaths among older persons.

How are we doing in El 
Paso County?
In El Paso County, 10.6 percent 
of adults ages 18 and older 
reported being in fair or poor 
health in 2009-2010, and 
89.4 percent reported being 
in good or better health.2 This 
self-reported measure has high 
correlation with actual health 
status and mortality.3 

Figure 1 shows the trend in life 
expectancy for El Paso County 
between 1987 and 2007.4 While 
life expectancy has increased 
overall in the past two decades, 
sex and racial disparities remain 
evident, particularly among 
black males. This gap becomes 
more apparent when examining 

healthy life expectancy in 
Colorado, where there are 
substantial differences between 
white, non-Hispanic persons 
as compared to the white, 
Hispanic or black populations 
(Table 1).5 Among white, non-
Hispanic persons in Colorado, 
approximately 9 percent of 
one’s life is expected to be 
spent in fair or poor health. In 
comparison, for black persons 
this proportion increases to 
17 percent; and among white, 
Hispanic persons, 23 percent 
of one’s life is expected to be 
in fair or poor health.6 For El 
Paso County's population as a 
whole, there is approximately 
an eight year difference between 
life expectancy (79.6 years) and 
healthy life expectancy (71.7 
years).
From 2007 to 2009, the three 
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leading causes of death for all 
ages in El Paso County were 
cancer, heart disease, and 
unintentional injuries  
(Table 2).7 However, the impact 
of certain diseases on mortality 
may be better understood 
when illustrated by age group 
(Table 3).8 Infant mortality 
is commonly attributed to 
abnormal fetal development and 
Sudden Infant Death Syndrome 
(SIDS). For children and young 
adults, preventable injuries 
including accidents, homicide, 
and suicide play a dominant 

role. Cancer and chronic heart 
or respiratory diseases emerge 
as major causes of death in 
the middle and older age adult 
groups.

Preventable deaths substantially 
contribute to premature 
mortality, or deaths occurring 
before an expected age. During 
2007 to 2009, residents of 
El Paso County experienced 
significantly more premature 
death than the Colorado 
average (4,090.7 versus 
3,713.9 age-adjusted years of 

potential life lost per 100,000 
population younger than age 
65, respectively).9 In El Paso 
County, an estimated 727.7 
years of potential life were 
lost annually per 100,000 
population younger than age 65 
due to accidents and 476.7 years 
of potential life were lost due to 
suicide. Other leading causes 
of years of potential life lost 
include cancer (572.0), heart 
disease (404.8) and chronic 
liver disease and cirrhosis 
(112.4). ▪

Table 2. Top 10 causes of death, El Paso County 2007 to 2009

Life expectancy (years) Healthy life expectancy (years)

Total 80.0 71.0

White, non-Hispanic 80.2 73.0

White, Hispanic 79.2 61.1

Black 76.8 64.0

Rank Cause of death
Deaths per 100,000 
population per year

1 Cancer 128.5

2 Heart disease 113.6

3 Unintentional injuries 38.7

4 Chronic lower respiratory diseases 38.0

5 Cerebrovascular diseases 33.1

6 Suicide 18.6

7 Alzheimer's disease 15.6

8 Diabetes mellitus 12.8

9 Chronic liver disease and cirrhosis 9.7

10 Influenza and pneumonia 9.4

Table 1. Life expectancy and healthy life expectancy, by race/ethnicity,
Colorado 2008 to 2010
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“From 2007 to 2009, 
the three leading 

causes of death for 
all ages in El Paso 

County were cancer, 
heart disease, 

and unintentional 
injuries. However, 

the impact of certain 
diseases on mortality 

may be better 
understood when 
illustrated by age 

group.” 

Table 3. Age-specific leading causes of death, El Paso County 2007 to 2009
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Age group Top 5 leading causes of death
Infants <1 year 1. Congenital malformations & chromosomal 

abnormalities
2. Length of gestation & fetal malnutrition
3. SIDS
4. Complications of pregnancy, labor & delivery
5. Blood-related disorders

Ages 1 to 14 years 1. Accidents
2. Homicide
3. Cancer
4. Heart disease
5. Congenital malformations & chromosomal 
abnormalities

Ages 15 to 24 years 1. Accidents
2. Suicide
3. Homicide
4. Cancer
5. Heart disease

Ages 25 to 44 years 1. Accidents
2. Suicide
3. Cancer
4. Heart Disease
5. Homicide

Ages 45 to 64 years 1. Cancer
2. Heart disease
3. Accidents
4. Suicide
5. Chronic liver disease & cirrhosis

Ages 65 years and 
older

1. Cancer
2. Heart disease
3. Chronic lower respiratory diseases
4. Cerebrovascular disease
5. Alzheimer’s disease


