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NATIONAL MOVEMENT DRIVES NEW PBS SERIES 
 
What do the Service Employees International Union, the March of Dimes, Minnesota churches 
and public health agencies across the country share in common? 
 
Along with other public interest, civic, business, government and policy groups, they are 
beginning to look beyond the current debate over health care to ask why so many citizens of this 
rich country of ours get sick in the first place, and why patterns of health and illness reflect 
underlying patterns of economic and racial inequality. 
 
This growing “health equity” movement is reframing our national debate over health, focusing 
attention on the underlying social and economic conditions that render a zip code and household 
wealth even stronger predictors of health outcomes than personal behaviors, germs or genes. 
 
Hundreds of organizations are using the new documentary series, Unnatural Causes: Is 
Inequality Making Us Sick?, which premiered on PBS this spring, to bring these issues out of the 
shadows of academic journals and into the public arena.  They are convening literally thousands 
of town hall meetings, policy forums, classrooms, and community dialogues across the country 
built around the series.   
 
Unnatural Causes reveals how an African American child in some poor neighborhoods can 
expect to die 15 or more years earlier than a white kid in a rich neighborhood just a few miles 
away. And that the rest of Americans fall somewhere in-between.  The big killers are not 
violence, drugs or even HIV / AIDS, but rather a lifetime of chronic stress and deprivation that 
“weather” the body over time and manifest in chronic diseases and premature death. 
 
What’s more, our socio-economic and racial health gaps have been widening since the early 
‘80s, paralleling the country’s growing economic inequality since then.  And as a nation, we’ve 
been falling further behind other countries.  In 1980, the U.S. was ranked 12th in life expectancy. 
In 2007, it was 29th.  Costa Ricans live longer. 
 
A few of the many examples of how Unnatural Causes is beginning to reframe the national 
debate over health: 
 

·  Premieres and kick-off health equity forums in several cities:  The Boston opening at the 
Kennedy Library, for example, was introduced by Boston Mayor Thomas Menino, 
featured Massachusetts Secretary of Health and Human Services, Dr. Judyann Bigby, and 
was attended by an standing room only crowd of 750. 



 

 

·  112 city and county public health departments and four state health departments are using 
Unnatural Causes in community dialogues and policy forums to build understanding and 
buy-in for “upstream” interventions.  The Chicago Public Health Dept., for example, has 
trained 80 discussion leaders. 

·  Among the hundreds of campaigns led by Unnatural Causes outreach partners:  
o The ISAIAH / Gamaliel Interfaith Network of 90 congregations, community 

groups, unions and public health officials in Central Minnesota is building a 
“transformative health” campaign around Unnatural Causes forums to drive state 
health policy beyond the narrow debate over health insurance. 

o Black Women’s Agenda, a coalition of 17 African American national women’s 
organizations, is using the series to mobilize members around pre-term births 
using a racial justice framework. 

o The SEIU is using the series in their “Community Strength” campaign to advocate 
for social policies that improve community well-being. 

·  Four companion health equity reports have been released to date (e.g. Alameda County’s 
(CA) Life and Death from Unnatural Causes) which have attracted additional press 
coverage and the attention of local officials. 

·  Several PBS stations—including Chicago, Pittsburgh, Columbus, Kansas City, Santa 
Rosa (CA) and Louisville—produced their own local companion television shows 
alongside the national PBS broadcast. 

·  King County (Seattle) executive Ron Sims announced a new “Equity and Social Justice” 
initiative that will evaluate social policy through an equity lens. They are using 
Unnatural Causes to build understanding and buy-in among stakeholders. 

·  The Health Trust of Silicon Valley is offering 15-20 mini-grants up to $1500 each to 
community organizations convening screenings and dialogues. 

·  The Congressional Black Caucus Health Braintrust and the National Minority Quality 
Forum gave Unnatural Causes their “2008 Leadership Award in Journalism” 

·  Several policy forums on Capitol Hill and other state capitols have already been 
convened; more to come. 

·  The Centers for Disease Control (CDC) and other government agencies are featuring 
Unnatural Causes in workshops and conferences, including the CDC’s “Leader-to-
Leader” policy conference in Washington, DC, this summer.  

·  Continuing Education credits based on viewing the series are being offered through San 
Francisco State University with the American Public Health Association; the Boston 
Public Health Commission is developing units for high school ‘Health’ courses.  

·  A companion book, Unnatural Causes, will be published by APHA Press. 
·  Community Action Toolkits, Discussion Guides, Policy Guides, interactivities, handouts, 

backgrounders and more are available at www.unnaturalcauses.org 
 
More information about this emerging health policy trend and how organizations are using 
Unnatural Causes to educate, organize and advocate can be found at www.unnaturalcauses.org. 
 
For a press kit, review DVDs or interviews with series spokespeople, please contact Ajeenah 
Amir (ajeenah@mckpr.com) or Gwen McKinney (gwen@mckpr.com) at 202-833-9771.   
 


