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Tobacco is the single leading cause of preventable 
death 
 
Description 

Tobacco is the single leading cause of preventable death, in New Zealand and internationally.   

 

Summary of evidence 

The Ministry of Health reports that tobacco use is the single leading modifiable cause of death 

in New Zealand.
 1,2,3

  The U.S. Surgeon General reports that tobacco use is the leading cause 

of preventable death and disease, and the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 

recognise cigarette smoking as the single leading cause of preventable death in the U.S.
4,5
  

The World Health Organization recognises tobacco use as the single leading cause of 

preventable death worldwide.
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Cited in the following publications: 

•••• Ministry of Health (2008).
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“Smoking remains the single biggest cause of preventable morbidity and mortality in 

New Zealand”.  

•••• World Health Organization (2003).
6
                                          

“[Tobacco use] is the leading preventable cause of death in the world.” (p. 91) 

•••• U.S. Surgeon General’s Report (2004).
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“Smoking remains the leading preventable cause of premature death in the United 

States”. (p. 7) 

•••• Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (2008).
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“Tobacco use is the leading preventable cause of death in the United States”. 

 

Specific New Zealand findings 

•••• In 2004, the Ministry of Health released a report using New Zealand statistics from 

1997 to estimate the causes of death. When cause of death was defined by risk factor, 

tobacco consumption was ranked second only to the joint effects of diet, as a 

preventable cause of death.
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  This makes tobacco use the single leading behavioural 

cause of preventable death in New Zealand.
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