
Leading Causes of Death

DESCRIPTION 
There are over 40,000 deaths in Minnesota each year. While death is inevitable, concerns 
arise when preventable causes of death increase or new causes of death emerge. There 
were 4,106 deaths in Ramsey County during 2016. More than half of these were due to 
the top five causes of death; cancer, heart disease, unintentional injury, chronic lower 
respiratory disease, and Alzheimer’s disease.1 The leading causes of death for young people 
are quite different. Birth conditions, congenital anomalies, unintentional injury, and suicide 
are leading causes of death for those in younger age groups.2

In 1993, researchers offered a new conceptualization of cause-of-death classification, one 
that acknowledged and quantified the contributions of individual behavior.3 The most 
prominent contributor to mortality in 1990 was tobacco, followed by diet and activity 
patterns. A decade later, updated findings using data from 2000 showed a growing 
contribution of poor diet and physical inactivity.4 More recently, Galea et.al. argued for a 
broader conceptualization of the causes of mortality and estimated the number of deaths 
in the U.S. attributable to low education, individual poverty, area poverty, low social 
support, racial segregation and income inequality. They found that deaths attributable to 
social factors is comparable to the number attributed to disease progression and individual 
behaviors.5  

HOW WE ARE DOING
In 2016 in Minnesota, the age-adjusted mortality rate was 647.7 per 100,000 residents, 
totaling 43.050 deaths, of which 38.4 percent were premature (under 75 years of age).1 For 
the top three leading causes of deaths to Minnesotans between 2012 and 2016, the cancer 
mortality rate was 152.8 per 100,000, 116.6 for heart disease and 41.5 for unintentional 
injury. In Ramsey County, the mortality rate for all causes of death was 677.6 per 100,000 
residents, totaling 4,106 lives lost, of which 41.2 percent were premature. For the top three 
leading causes of death in Ramsey County between 2012 and 2016, the cancer mortality 
rate was 155.0 per 100,000 population, 110.8 for heart disease, and 41.8 for unintentional 
injury.1

DISPARITIES
Mortality rates and leading causes of death vary greatly by age, race/ethnicity, and 
geography. Race disparities are evident when comparing age-adjusted death rates in 
Ramsey County. Death rates in Ramsey County for cancer, heart disease and unintentional 
injury are much higher for African-Americans.6

RISK FACTORS
Poor diet and physical inactivity along with tobacco use are the top individual behavior 
contributors to preventable deaths in the U.S.7  Education less than high school, poverty, 
low social support, income inequality and racial segregation are the social factors associated 
with increase in the risk of death.5  

• In 2016 there were 4,106 
deaths in Ramsey County, 
a rate of 677.6 per 100,000 
residents, which was higher 
than the State rate of 
647.7.

• Death rates in Ramsey 
County for cancer, heart 
disease and unintentional 
injury, are much higher for 
African-Americans.
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WHAT RAMSEY COUNTY GOVERNMENT IS DOING
Ramsey County provides funding to five Ramsey County community clinics to help off-set the cost of services, including 
primary care, which are provided to uninsured and underinsured clients. These community clinics are located in the City of 
Saint Paul, serving a racially diverse population. Saint Paul – Ramsey County Public Health maintains a disease surveillance 
role, monitoring the leading causes of death in Ramsey County.
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Cancer: -4%
Heart Disease: 10%

Stroke: 17%
Unintentional Injury: 70%

Chronic Lower Respiratory Disease: 9%
Alzheimer's Disease: 46%

Diabetes: 50%
Kidney Disease: -36%

Pneumonia & Influenza: -49%
Suicide: 23%

Cirrhosis (liver disease): 85%
High Blood Pressure: 24%
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