
Editorial

www.thelancet.com   Published online February 11, 2021   https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(21)00348-2 1

For CDC US life expectancy data 

see https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/

fastats/life-expectancy.htm

For the Series on The Health of 

Americans see https://www.

thelancet.com/series/health-of-

americans-2014

For the Series on Equity and 

Equality in Health in the USA 

see https://www.thelancet.com/

series/america-equity-equality-

in-health

Health in the USA: under examination and under repair

Although the word “health” does not itself appear in the 

US Constitution, the allusions to it are invited from the 

outset in the Preamble. The intention is, quite pointedly, 

“to form a more perfect Union, establish Justice, insure 

domestic Tranquility, provide for the common defence, 

promote the general Welfare, and secure the Blessings 

of Liberty to ourselves and our Posterity”. But health is 

written between the lines and has come to approximate 

the strength, security, and functionality of a country as 

much as it refers to the integrity and physical condition 

of its people. The concept and capacity of a nation to be 

united in health has never been more salient or necessary 

to evaluate as it is presently for the USA. America—the 

dream, the great experiment, a more perfect union—

has been repeatedly tried and tested through 4 years 

of the Trump presidency. Where it has fallen short or 

faltered, the foundational issues and chronic failures of 

the American health-care, welfare, and social support  

systems have been painfully exposed and compounded 

by the Trump administration’s actions.

It is near farcical in retrospect given the enormity of the 

COVID-19 pandemic, that the health and wellbeing of 

Americans was not a focal concern during the 2016 US 

presidential election. The foremost health issues of the 

day were the series of congressional threats to “repeal and 

replace” the Affordable Care Act (ACA), which expanded 

health-care coverage and regulations, and ongoing 

judicial challenges for religious exemptions for providing 

reproductive health access. Yet among medical, public 

health, and global health communities, the alarm had 

been raised—American health was in peril by contrast 

to its peer countries. Life expectancy in the USA had 

been decreasing since 2014 (from 78·9 years in 2014, 

to 78·7 years in 2018), a dark guiding star pointing to a 

constellation of crises, including opioid use, structural 

racism, and economic inequality, factors that might have 

contributed to Trump’s election.

Despite his bombast and lack of political or policy 

acumen, President Trump had the singular capacity to 

effectively usher in reactionary, partisan, and agenda-

driven legislation and executive actions. Within his first 

weeks as president in early 2017, he had issued orders 

that would allow for the repeal of the ACA via the budget 

reconciliation process, reinstated the Mexico City Policy 

withdrawing funding from global health programmes 

that offered abortion or contraception, and restricted 

immigration from predominantly Muslim countries. 

It was an opening salvo targeting health that would 

continue for the duration of his time in office and with 

the potential to reverberate for generations to come. In 

response to the concern generated by these extraordinary 

events, the Lancet Commission on public policy and 

health in the Trump era was convened in April, 2017, and 

culminates in a report published on Feb 11, 2021.

With the scaffolding of two previous Lancet Series, The 

Health of Americans in 2014 and America: Equity and 

Equality in Health in 2017, the present epidemiological 

landscape of the USA with its many shortcomings has 

been well documented. Despite widely acknowledged 

social determinants in American health, the magnification 

of inequities and disparities during the Trump era forced a 

reckoning. Health rapidly ascended to a more prominent 

political position in 2020, coalescing around the need to 

rapidly improve the COVID-19 pandemic response and the 

momentum of the Black Lives Matter movement spurred 

by racial inequality, forces leading to the largest US voter 

turnout in history and the election of President Joe Biden. 

However, assuming the office under the most trying of 

times, President Biden must contend with the continued 

COVID-19 pandemic and economic fallout in addition to 

Trump’s corrosive legacy. Each roll-back from regulation 

and every retreat from global cooperation that defined 

the Trump era has become an action item on a daunting 

but crucial list: racism, income inequality, immigration 

protection, universal health coverage, nutrition, the 

environment, workplace safety, reproductive rights, 

antiscience, and isolationism.

The Commission report stands not simply as a compen-

dium of the misdeeds of the Trump administration, but 

an opportunity to direct and benchmark improvements 

in the most vital health policy areas through executive 

actions, legislation, activism, and diplomacy. It is a mas-

sive mandate with which to task any administration, 

but the Biden presidency has already shown that it will 

be one of considerable redress and leadership, with 

rejoining the Paris Climate Agreement one of its initial 

accomplishments and an immediate executive action 

identified by the Commission. In striving to form a more 

perfect union, the USA must first work towards building a 

healthy one.  

Published Online 

February 11, 2021 

https://doi.org/10.1016/ 

S0140-6736(21)00348-2

See Online/The Lancet 

Commissions 

https://doi.org/10.1016/ 

S0140-6736(20)32545-9

M
an

d
el

 N
g

an
/A

FP
/G

et
ty

 Im
ag

es

n The Lancet

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1016/S0140-6736(21)00348-2&domain=pdf

