
 

 

Since January 2020 Elsevier has created a COVID-19 resource centre with 

free information in English and Mandarin on the novel coronavirus COVID-

19. The COVID-19 resource centre is hosted on Elsevier Connect, the 

company's public news and information website. 

 

Elsevier hereby grants permission to make all its COVID-19-related 

research that is available on the COVID-19 resource centre - including this 

research content - immediately available in PubMed Central and other 

publicly funded repositories, such as the WHO COVID database with rights 

for unrestricted research re-use and analyses in any form or by any means 

with acknowledgement of the original source. These permissions are 

granted for free by Elsevier for as long as the COVID-19 resource centre 

remains active. 

 



Annals of Epidemiology 62 (2021) 66–68 

Contents lists available at ScienceDirect 

Annals of Epidemiology 

journal homepage: www.annalsofepidemiology.org 

Rapid report 

Trends in the distribution of COVID-19 deaths by age and 

race/ethnicity — United States, April 4–December 26, 2020 

Lauren M. Rossen, PhD 

a , ∗, Jeremy A.W. Gold, MD 

b , Farida B. Ahmad, MPH 

a , 
Paul D. Sutton, PhD 

a , Amy M. Branum, PhD 

a 

a National Center for Health Statistics, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, Hyattsville, MD 
b Epidemic Intelligence Service, Center for Surveillance, Epidemiology, and Laboratory Services, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, Atlanta, GA 

a r t i c l e i n f o 

Article history: 

Received 28 March 2021 

Revised 4 June 2021 

Accepted 14 June 2021 

Available online 20 June 2021 

Keywords: 

Mortality 

Coronavirus 2019 

Sars-cov-2 

Disparities 

National vital statistics system 

I

p

C

p

d

W

o

s

n

r

p

t

f

p

t

t

f

C

+

o

d

o

i

t

c

a

d

r

c

i

r

M

h

1

ntroduction 

The coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic has dis- 

roportionately affected racial and ethnic minority groups [ 1 –5 ]. 

OVID-19 infection and mortality rates are higher among His- 

anic/Latino, non-Hispanic Black, and non-Hispanic American In- 

ian or Alaska Native (AI/AN) populations than non-Hispanic 

hite populations [ 5 ]. Although most U.S. COVID-19 deaths have 

ccurred among adults aged ≥65 years, younger persons repre- 

ent a larger percentage of COVID-19 deaths in Hispanic/Latino, 

on-Hispanic Black, and non-Hispanic AI/AN populations [ 1 ]. These 

acial/ethnic groups also have younger age distributions across the 

opulation generally [3] , and face increased risk of COVID-19 infec- 

ion and related morbidity and mortality as a result of many dif- 

erent factors such as the degree of occupational exposure, housing 
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r residential risk factors, the prevalence of preexisting health con- 

itions, reduced access to care, and structural racism [1–4] . 

The proportion of deaths by age and race/ethnicity has changed 

ver the course of the pandemic, with a recent report demonstrat- 

ng growing percentages among the Hispanic population from May 

hrough August 2020 [5] . However, that report did not examine 

hanges in the distribution of COVID-19 deaths by race/ethnicity 

cross age groups (or vice versa) over the course of the pan- 

emic in 2020. Moreover, it is unknown how patterns by age and 

ace/ethnicity may have changed more recently, over the most re- 

ent wave of the pandemic occurring at the end of 2020. To exam- 

ne this, we describe weekly trends in COVID-19 deaths by age and 

ace/ethnicity from April through December 26, 2020. 

ethods 

Using data from the National Vital Statistics System on 

63,087 U.S. COVID-19 deaths occurring from the weeks end- 

ng April 4–December 26, 2020 [ 6 ], COVID-19 deaths were iden- 

ified based on the International Classification of Diseases, Tenth 

evision code U07.1 appearing as a contributing or underlying 

ause of death on the death certificate [ 6 ]. Of these, more than

0% list COVID-19 as the underlying cause of death (90% among 

on-Hispanic white; 92% among non-Hispanic AI/AN, non-Hispanic 

sian, non-Hispanic Black, and non-Hispanic other/unknown race; 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.annepidem.2021.06.003
http://www.ScienceDirect.com
http://www.annalsofepidemiology.org
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L.M. Rossen, J.A.W. Gold, F.B. Ahmad et al. Annals of Epidemiology 62 (2021) 66–68 

Fig. 1. Weekly percent of COVID-19 deaths in each age group, by race/ethnicity (top); and percent in each racial/ethnic group, by age (bottom) — April 4, 2020 to December 

26, 2020. 

NOTES: The weekly percentage distribution of COVID-19 deaths is shown using a 4-week rolling sum of COVID-19 deaths to mitigate the week-to-week variability in the 

percentages. Abbreviations: NHOPI = Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander; AI/AN = American Indian or Alaska Native. The right-hand side of each figure shows the age 

distribution in the population. Death data were from the National Vital Statistics System, and population distributions were from the 2019 Census estimates. Dashed lines 

are shown in the bottom figure to distinguish between groups where the lines may overlap. 
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[

nd 95% among Hispanic) [ 7 ]. We calculated the percentage distri- 

ution of COVID-19 deaths by age group ( < 25, 25–44, 45–64, 65–

4, 75–84, and ≥85 years) within each race/ethnicity group (i.e., 

ispanic, non-Hispanic White, non-Hispanic Black, non-Hispanic 

sian, non-Hispanic AI/AN, non-Hispanic Native Hawaiian or other 

acific Islander [NHOPI], and non-Hispanic multiple race or un- 

nown [other]), based on rolling 4-week sums to mitigate week- 

o-week variability in the percentages. Similarly, we calculated 

he percentage distribution of COVID-19 deaths by race/ethnicity, 

ithin each age group. 

esults 

Figure 1 illustrates the percentage distribution of COVID-19 

eaths by age within each racial/ethnic group over time, along 

ith the population age distribution for contextual reference, be- 

inning in April when the number of COVID-19 deaths first peaked. 

mong the non-Hispanic White population, people aged ≥85 years 

ccounted for 41%–47% COVID-19 deaths during April–June; this 

ercentage decreased to 36%–38% during August–October and rose 

o 40% in December. The age distribution for COVID-19 deaths 

mong the non-Hispanic Asian population was similar to the 

on-Hispanic White population, with the largest percentage of 

eaths occurring in people aged ≥85 from April through October. 

mong the non-Hispanic Black population, most deaths occurred 

n younger persons aged 45–64, 65–74, and 75–84 years, with 

ach age group consistently accounting for 21%–29% of deaths dur- 

ng April–December. The Hispanic and non-Hispanic AI/AN popu- 

ations exhibited a similar distribution, with the largest percentage 

f deaths occurred among people aged 45–64 years (29%–35% and 

7%–41% among Hispanic and AI/AN, respectively) followed by 65–

4, and 75–84 years. The age distributions for COVID-19 deaths for 

on-Hispanic NHOPI and other race/ethnicity were younger com- 

ared with the White population, but highly variable given the 

maller number of deaths among these groups. 

The percentage of COVID-19 deaths by race/ethnicity within 

ach age group over time along with the population distribution 

an be seen in Figure 1 . From April through mid-September, the 

argest percentage of deaths among persons under 65 years oc- 

urred in Hispanic people. Across all age groups, the percentage 

f COVID-19 deaths occurring in non-Hispanic White persons in- 

reased during July to mid-December and by mid-December, rep- 

esented more than half of deaths among people aged 45–64 years. 

iscussion 

The largest percentage of COVID-19 deaths among the non- 

ispanic White and Non-Hispanic Asian population were among 

hose aged 85 + years, and those 75 and older accounted for more 

han half of COVID-19 deaths through the entire study period for 

hese groups. However, for Hispanic/Latino, non-Hispanic Black, 

on-Hispanic AI/AN, and non-Hispanic NHOPI, more than half of 

OVID-19 deaths from April through December were among per- 

ons aged < 75 years. The age distributions of COVID-19 deaths 

ithin each racial/ethnic group were fairly consistent over time. 

ithin age groups, there was more variability over the study 

eriod in the distribution of COVID-19 deaths by race/ethnicity. 

pecifically, during the latter part of 2020, the percentage of deaths 

mong non-Hispanic White people increased across all age groups. 

he percentage of deaths among non-Hispanic Black people has 

eclined since April across all age groups 25 years and older. Ad- 

itionally, since peaking in late July, the percentage of COVID-19 

eaths among Hispanic people has declined across all age groups 

5 years and older. 

These findings may be impacted by differential testing and re- 

orting of COVID-19 on death certificates by age and race/ethnicity, 
68 
actors which may vary over time. Previous analyses of excess 

eaths due to COVID-19 have suggested that COVID-19 deaths 

re likely underestimated, and that certain racial/ethnic subgroups 

ear a disproportionately high burden of excess mortality [8] . Con- 

equently, the disparities in COVID-19 deaths by race/ethnicity 

hown here may be even wider if there is differential underes- 

imation among certain racial/ethnic groups. Finally, this analy- 

is did not examine differential risk of COVID-19 mortality across 

opulation groups (i.e., death rates and relative or absolute differ- 

nces). A recent report found that age-adjusted COVID-19 death 

ates in 2020 were highest among non-Hispanic AI/AN (187.8 

eaths per 10 0,0 0 0), followed by Hispanic (164.3), non-Hispanic 

lack (151.1), Non-Hispanic NHOPI (122.3), non-Hispanic White 

72.5), non-Hispanic Asian (66.7), and non-Hispanic Multiracial 

31.8) populations [ 9 ]. Prior analyses have found that COVID-19 

eath rates increase with age within each racial/ethnic group, and 

hat death rates are highest among those 85 years and older [1] . 

onclusions 

These findings show a consistently younger age distribution of 

OVID-19 deaths among certain racial/ethnic groups, which may 

nform targeted efforts to prevent mortality and reduce inequities. 

iven that a majority of COVID-19 deaths among Hispanic/Latino, 

on-Hispanic Black, non-Hispanic AI/AN, and non-Hispanic NHOPI 

ere among persons aged < 75 years from April through December, 

isparities in COVID-19 mortality may worsen if prevention efforts 

re targeted based on older age alone [10] . 
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