
 

Leading risk factors, causes of death
underrepresented in NIH-supported
prevention research

November 8 2019

A study by National Institutes of Health scientists in the Office of
Disease Prevention (ODP) examined NIH grants and cooperative
agreements during fiscal years 2012 through 2017 to determine the
alignment of prevention research across NIH institutes and centers with
leading risk factors and causes of death and disability in the United
States. The study found that while the top-10 risk factors for death are
associated with more than half of the deaths in the United States, only a
third of NIH-supported prevention research measured those risk factors
as exposures or outcomes. Similarly, while 7 out of every 10 Americans
die from the 10 leading causes of death, fewer than 3 in 10 prevention
research projects supported by the NIH measure these causes of death as
exposures or outcomes. The study was published today in the journal 
JAMA Network Open.

The study revealed that most prevention research projects included an
observational design or secondary data analysis, while relatively few
included a clinical trial focused on preventing the leading risk factors
and causes for death. Further, even though it is common for one person
to have multiple risk factors (e.g., individuals who smoke also often have
a poor diet and engage in little physical activity), few studies took
advantage of this pattern to address multiple risk factors at the same
time.

The analysis was limited by sampling only the most common types of
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grant awards and examining only primary and secondary prevention
research in humans. The analysis excluded basic, pre-clinical, and
clinical research that might eventually lead to prevention research.

This report suggests there is an opportunity for the NIH to better align
prevention research with the leading causes and risk factors for death
and disability in the United States, particularly by incorporating more 
clinical trials to evaluate interventions to prevent those risk factors and
causes.
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