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Prevention of Heart Disease Made Simple

Cardiovascular disease (heart disease, stroke and blood vessel disease) is the leading cause of death and disability in Australia, claiming the lives of 50,294 people in 2002, or 38% of all deaths.

Around 3.67 million Australians are affected by cardiovascular disease.

1.10 million Australians are disabled long-term by cardiovascular disease.

Scary eh?

What is more scary is an article that I read in a medical magazine today, describing a study that was done recently in Australia about the public understanding of cardiac risk factors (ie what makes you more likely to suffer from disease of the heart and blood vessels). In the study, 226 patients attending the emergency department of Royal Melbourne Hospital were asked to name as many cardiac risk factors as possible. The average age of those asked was 60 yrs old.  Half of them had chest pain. On average, they could name only 2.5 out of a possible 12 risk factors. Considering that heart disease is the biggest killer in australia, and that the majority of it is entirely preventable, the fact that people understand it so little, is definitely scary. 

So how many cardiac risk factors can YOU identify?

These are the 12 that I came up with:

Smoking (any smoking is harmful)

Lack of exercise (every little helps)

Poor diet (aim for low GI, mono-unsaturated fats/oils, and low salt)

Obesity (body mass index more than 30)

Family history of cardiovascular disease 

High Blood Cholesterol 

High Blood Pressure

Diabetes (the better the control, the lower the cardiovascular risk)

Renal (kidney) disease

Depression (affects all kinds of things)

Some drugs of abuse and medications

Alcohol (drinking more than the safe drinking guidelines)

And beware…. these risk factors often work together to make you even more at risk of cardiovascular disease.

I could write a whole article on each of these risk factors, and maybe I will as time goes by. Each is very important. 

But the good news is that you don’t have to tackle them all at once. ANYTHING you can do to reduce your risk factors will make a difference. If you can cut down your cigarettes by 1 or 2 a day, or if you can start walking for only 10mins every other day…..it all helps. In fact you are far more likely to be successful in making lifestyle changes if you make small changes which you can maintain long term, rather than if you try and tackle everything at once. Experience shows that if you make big changes suddenly, it is quite likely that you won’t be able to keep them up, so you end up giving up, doing worse and feeling awful… and then trying again later…… the classic yo-yo approach.

Another good thing to realise is that working on one risk factor can improve others automatically. For example, if you start to exercise regularly, your weight, and blood pressure, cholesterol, diabetes and depression are all likely to improve. 

If you work on your smoking, your blood pressure and diabetes are likely to improve. 

And so it goes on. 

It is your body, and you need to take responsibility for your own health. It’s no good waiting for the damage, and then trying to fix it with pills. The pills on the whole don’t fix the problem, they only make it easier to live with. It is never too early to start looking after your body. Then you can look forward to a happy and healthy old age.

If you want any more detail about any of this, then the Heart Foundation web-site is great and very user friendly. Check it out, and may you all live long and be strong!

www.heartfoundation.com.au
