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BACKGROUND: COVID-19 has shifted public health priorities in a way that hasn’t been seen before. Across 

Hawai’i and the world, governments, health care providers, and their many partners have re-directed time, 

labor, and resources to fight this novel disease. The pandemic has been devastating for many and sustained 

investments in response efforts remains 

essential. However, this cannot come at the 

expense of funding for other critical health 

programs, including those that promote health 

and prevent chronic disease.  

 

Chronic diseases including heart disease and 

cancer took four times as many lives as COVID-

19 in 2020.6 Despite the devastating impact of 

COVID-19, chronic diseases remained the top 

causes of illness and death among adults in the 

United States in 2020. Chronic diseases are not 

contagious, last for over one year, and limit the 

activities of daily living.7  

 

There is a clear relationship between COVID-19 

and chronic diseases. Among the nearly 1 million 

COVID-19 hospitalizations among adults in the United States last year, the vast majority were related to 

underlying chronic conditions such as obesity, hypertension, diabetes, and heart failure. Over 60% of COVID-

19 hospitalizations may have been prevented by reducing chronic diseases.1  

MAKING THE CASE 

Investing in Chronic Disease Prevention in Hawai’i  

As Hawai’i emerges from the worst of the pandemic, sustained funding for evidence-based 

programs supporting pandemic response efforts and chronic disease prevention can help to 

improve health, address disparities, and reduce costs. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

KEY TAKEAWAY: As Hawai’i emerges from the worst of the pandemic, sustained funding for 

evidence-based programs supporting pandemic response efforts and chronic disease 

prevention can help to improve health, address disparities, and reduce costs. 

  

Preventing chronic diseases can help to combat COVID-19. Research has shown that 

reducing chronic diseases could prevent more than half of COVID-19-related hospitalizations.1 

 

Chronic disease prevention programs can reduce health disparities and improve health 

across the lifespan. Sustained support for chronic disease programs can address health 

disparities seen across racial/ethnic groups that begin in childhood and grow worse over 

time.2  

 

Investing in chronic disease programs can reduce state health spending. Emergency 

department visits and hospitalizations for chronic diseases cost Hawaiʻi well over 65 million 

dollars annually. 2—5 These events could be prevented with proven public health interventions 

such as chronic disease prevention programs.  
 

 

FAST FACTS: CHRONIC DISEASES 
 

                                      
 

Chronic diseases: conditions that last 1 year or more and 

require ongoing medical attention, limit activities of daily 

living, or both.7 

 

• Chronic diseases are also known as non-communicable 

diseases (NCDs), meaning they are not contagious.  

• Leading chronic diseases include heart disease, cancer, 

diabetes, stroke, and Alzheimer’s.  

• In Hawai’i, over 60% of adults are living with one or more 

chronic diseases.8  
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There are important benefits to investing in chronic disease prevention programs. In addition to reducing 

COVID-19-related illness and death, research has proven that chronic disease prevention programs can 

address three closely related issues: health disparities, health across the lifespan, and costs of chronic 

disease-related emergency department visits and hospitalizations. 

 

 

 

 

 

1. ADDRESSING HEALTH DISPARITIES: There are major disparities in health and life expectancy across our 

communities.2,3,9 This is directly related to institutional discrimination, which refers to policies and 

practices embedded within a society that positively impact one group of people and negatively impact 

another. Institutional discrimination shapes a variety of health-related factors, including health insurance 

coverage and quality of care, availability of healthy food options, and time and resources to engage in 

physical activity.3 Closely related, there are higher rates of COVID-19 associated illness and death among 

some populations with higher rates of chronic disease, including Pacific Islanders.10 Pacific Islanders 

have experienced the highest rates of COVID-19 infections and mortality in Hawaiʻi.10 

 

2. PROMOTING HEALTH AND WELLNESS OVER THE LIFESPAN: In Hawai’i, chronic diseases negatively 

impact people at all stages of life, from childhood through their later years. Disparities are seen as early 

as childhood and young adulthood in Hawai’i, as Pacific Islander, Filipino, and Native Hawaiian youth are 

more affected by chronic disease and related hospitalizations and emergency department visits than 

CHRONIC DISEASES ACROSS THE LIFESPAN 
Understanding health impacts, disparities, and associated costs 

The effects of chronic 

diseases and health 

disparities compound 

over the years, resulting 

in early death and lower 

quality of life. In Hawai’i, 

there is a nearly 16-year 

gap between the healthy 

life expectancy of Chinese 

women (78.3 years) and 

Native Hawaiian women 

(62.6 years).9  

Worsened by 

institutional 

discrimination and 

limited access to care, 

adult Filipinos, Native 

Hawaiians, and Pacific 

Islanders experience 

higher rates of chronic 

diseases, including heart 

disease and diabetes.3  

In Hawai’i, chronic 

diseases and related 

disparities first emerge 

in childhood.2 How well 

these conditions are 

managed sets the stage 

for health in adulthood.  

At all stages of life, chronic diseases result in costly emergency 

department visits and hospitalizations, many of which are 

preventable.  
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others.2 This is also very relevant in the COVID-19 context, as 1 in 5 infections in the Pacific Islander 

community have been among 0—17-year-olds.10  

 

3. REDUCING HEALTHCARE COSTS FOR THE STATE: Reducing budgets for chronic disease prevention 

shows up in acute care settings, as people may wait longer to seek care and develop more severe, 

complicated, and costly conditions. There were nearly 28,000 preventable hospitalizations related to 

heart disease and diabetes among Hawai’i adults between 2007-2012, with associated costs exceeding 

$350 million.3 There were nearly 775 preventable hospitalizations among Hawaiʻi’s youth between 

2015-2016, with an associated cost of $16.5 million.4 Emergency room visits for asthma in youth also 

have high costs.5  As these figures are underestimates, additional analyses can help to refine potential 

cost savings for the state for other chronic diseases. With over half of hospitalizations among youth and 

growing numbers among adults covered by Hawai’i’s Medicaid program, this has important implications 

for state budgets. 

 

THE BOTTOM LINE: chronic disease prevention is a smart investment. Given current trends, chronic diseases 

will continue to be a major health concern in Hawai’i. Taking a proactive approach will help us to be more 

resilient in the face of unexpected challenges such as COVID-19. 
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