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Leading Causes

Heart disease and cancer continue to be the leading causes of death among Massachusetts residents (Figure 4). In 1996, 16,772 
Massachusetts residents died of heart disease, yielding an age-adjusted death rate of 116.8/100,000 (Table 2). Cancer was the second 
leading cause of death, representing 13,920 deaths, with an age-adjusted rate of 130.6. (Note that the number of deaths due to heart 
disease is greater than the number of deaths due to cancer, yet the age-adjusted death rate for heart disease is lower than the age-
adjusted cancer rate. Refer to the Glossary in the Appendix for an explanation of age-adjusted rates.)

On average, 150 Massachusetts residents died every day in 1996 (Figure 5). Approximately 46 of these deaths were due to heart 
disease and 38 were due to cancer.

Heart disease was the leading cause of death for Massachusetts residents ages 65 and above, while cancer was the leading cause of 
death for persons ages 45-64 (Table 3).

In 1996, cancer replaced AIDS and HIV-related illnesses as the leading cause of death for Massachusetts residents ages 25-44. AIDS 
and HIV-related diseases had been the leading cause of death in this age group for four consecutive years. 

For persons ages 15-24, injuries accounted for 56% of the deaths. Motor vehicle-related deaths accounted for the largest proportion of 
deaths, followed by homicides and suicides. 

Among 1-14 year-olds, the leading cause of death was unintentional injuries (excluding motor vehicle-related injuries) followed by 
cancer.

The leading causes of death varied markedly by race and ethnicity in Massachusetts in 1996, as in previous years (Table 4). Nine of the 
ten leading causes of death for whites were chronic diseases (such as heart disease, cancer, stroke, respiratory illness, and diabetes), 
which especially afflict older people. The leading causes of death for blacks and Hispanics included homicide, which occurs more 
frequently among younger people, and perinatal conditions which occur in infancy. AIDS was the third leading cause of death for 
Hispanics and blacks. In 1995, AIDS was the leading cause of death for Hispanics and the third leading cause for blacks.

The differences in the leading causes of death among whites, blacks, and Hispanics result from a combination of factors. First, younger 
age distributions within the Massachusetts black and Hispanic populations yield higher proportions of deaths from causes typically 
affecting the young. Second, among the younger age groups, blacks and Hispanics have higher age-specific death rates for such causes 
as AIDS and homicide as compared to whites; also, among persons over the age of 44, Hispanics have lower age-specific rates of death 
from heart disease, cancer and stroke as compared to whites and blacks (Table 5). 
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