
Fewer are dying 
of heart disease: 
but why? 

O n e i n th ree A u s t r a l i a n s 

d ies o f hea r t d i s ea se , m a k i n g 

i t by far t he b i g g e s t c a u s e o f 

dea th . ( T h e s e c o n d b i g g e s t , 

c a n c e r , a c c o u n t s for abou t 

o n e i n s ix . ) M o s t o f t he hea r t 

d i s ea se dea ths are d u e to 

s o m e fo rm o f ' c o r o n a r y hea r t 

d i s e a s e ' , i nvo lv ing 

i n t e r f e r e n c e w i t h t h e f low o f 

b l o o d to t he h e a r t t h r o u g h 

the c o r o n a r y a r t e r i e s . 

A u s t r a l i a ' s c o r o n a r y hea r t 

d i s e a s e dea th ra te i s a m o n g 

t he h i g h e s t i n t he wor ld , 

s i m i l a r to t h e f igures for t h e 

U n i t e d S t a t e s , B r i t a i n , and 

N e w Z e a l a n d , b u t w e l l above 

t h o s e for m o š t o f E u r o p e . 

T h e f igure for J a p a n is a 

f rac t ion o f A u s t r a l i a ' s . 

F o r m a n y years s c i e n t i s t s 

h a v e b e e n s e e k i n g 

e x p l a n a t i o n s for t he 

d i f f e rences . D i f f e r i n g ways 

o f l i f e — w o r k i n g , ea t i ng , and 

e x e r c i s e h a b i t s , for 

e x a m p l e — a r e p robab ly t he 

m a i n i n f l u e n c e s . B u t so r t ing 

ou t t he s p e c i f i c fac tors 

i nvo lved i s n o t at a l l easy . 

P o s s i b l y e v e n m o r e 

di f f icul t w i l l b e t he p r o b l e m 

o f t r a c k i n g d o w n t h e r e a s o n s 

for t h e e n c o u r a g i n g drop tha t 

h a s o c c u r r e d i n t he 

A u s t r a l i a n dea th ra te f rom 

c o r o n a r y hea r t d i s ea se over 

t he pas t 15 yea r s . F o r p e o p l e 

l e s s t h a n 6 5 years o ld , i t w a s 

2 2 % l o w e r i n 1 9 7 7 t h a n i n 

1 9 6 7 . E v i d e n t l y w e are d o i n g 

s o m e t h i n g r igh t , bu t wha t? I t 

i s i m p o r t a n t to f ind t h e 

a n s w e r , so w e w i l l k n o w 

w h a t to do to m a i n t a i n t h e 

downwards t rend . 

P r o b a b l y a n u m b e r o f 

f ac to r s a re invo lved . 

I m p r o v e d m e d i c a l t r e a tmen t , 

pa r t i cu l a r ly o f ' hea r t a t t ack ' 

v i c t i m s , m a y be i m p r o v i n g 

t he survival ra te a m o n g 

t h o s e suf fer ing c o r o n a r y 

hea r t d i s e a s e . C h a n g e s i n 

c o m m u n i t y hab i t s m a y a l so 

b e c o n t r i b u t i n g . 

S i n c e t h e 1 9 5 0 s m e d i c a l 

s c i e n t i s t s h a v e found 

c o r r e l a t i o n s b e t w e e n a r a n g e 

o f ' r i sk fac tors ' and t he 

i n c i d e n c e o f hea r t d i s e a s e , 

and h e a l t h educa to r s h a v e 

b e e n ac t ive i n d rawing 

p u b l i c a t t en t ion to t h e m . I n 

A u s t r a l i a , t he N a t i o n a l H e a r t 

F o u n d a t i o n b e g a n i ts 

e d u c a t i o n p r o g r a m on r i sk 

fac tors i n 1 9 6 2 , w a r n i n g 

p e o p l e o f t h e dange r o f s u c h 

t h i n g s as h i g h b l o o d 

p r e s s u r e , h i g h b l o o d 

c h o l e s t e r o l l eve l , obes i ty , 

and p s y c h o l o g i c a l s t ress . 

L a s t year , t he F o u n d a t i o n 

b e g a n a m a j o r l o n g - t e r m 

s tudy o f r i sk fac tor l eve ls i n 

A u s t r a l i a . A b o u t 7 0 0 0 

p e o p l e , r a n d o m l y s e l e c t e d 

f rom e l e c t o r a l ro l l s i n a l l 

S t a t e cap i t a l s t o o k par t i n t he 

first p h a s e . T h e s tudy p l an 

provides for s i m i l a r surveys 

every 3 years , or p o s s i b l y 

e a c h c e n s u s year . 

P a r t i c i p a n t s w e r e 

m e d i c a l l y e x a m i n e d to c h e c k 

for t h r e e r i s k fac tors — 

ra i sed b lood- l ip id l eve l s , 

h i g h b l o o d p re s su re , and 

e x c e s s w e i g h t . A n o t h e r t h r e e 

— c i g a r e t t e - s m o k i n g , 

p h y s i c a l inac t iv i ty , and 

p s y c h o l o g i c a l s t ress — were 

c h e c k e d u s i n g 

q u e s t i o n n a i r e s . 

T h e Australian trends are 
somewhat similar to the 
A m e r i c a n , but differ 
markedly from those o f the 
Uni ted Kingdom. 

T h e i n f o r m a t i o n ga the red 

s h o u l d provide a usefu l 

p i c tu re o f r i sk - fac to r l eve l s 

i n a r ep resen ta t ive s a m p l e o f 

A u s t r a l i a n s . A n i n d i c a t i o n o f 

h o w the l eve l s vary b e t w e e n 

peop l e f rom dif ferent 

s o c i o - e c o n o m i c groups and 

different par ts o f t h e c o u n t r y 

s h o u l d a l so e m e r g e . I t w i l l 

b e m a n y yea r s , h o w e v e r , 

be fo re m u c h i s r evea led 

abou t t rends i n t he 

r i sk- fac tor l eve l s . 

W e w i l l a l s o h a v e to wa i t 

s o m e t i m e be fo re t h e ro l e o f 

improved t r e a t m e n t i n t h e 

d e c l i n e i n t h e c o r o n a r y hea r t 

d i s ea se dea th rate c a n be 

a s s e s s e d . A r e s e a r c h t e a m at 

t he U n i v e r s i t y o f N e w c a s t l e , 

N . S . W . , h a s b e g u n a p r o j e c t 

tha t s h o u l d t h r o w s o m e l i g h t 

o n t h i s . I t i nvo lves 

m a i n t a i n i n g a c o n t i n u i n g 

r eco rd o f t h e i n c i d e n c e o f 

hea r t a t t acks i n t h e H u n t e r 

V a l l e y area — s o m e t h i n g 

tha t does n o t e x i s t n o w for 

any part o f t h e coun t ry . 

M e a n w h i l e , D r T e r r y 

D w y e r and D r B a s i l H e t z e l , 

o f t he CSIRO D i v i s i o n o f 

H u m a n N u t r i t i o n , h a v e 

pe r fo rmed a s tudy tha t po in t s 

to s o m e c o n n e c t i o n b e t w e e n 

t he fal l in t h e hea r t d i s ea se 

dea th ra te a n d c h a n g e s i n 

c o m m u n i t y h a b i t s . T h e y 

c o n c e n t r a t e d o n t h r e e r i sk 

fac tors — h i g h b l o o d 

p re s su re , c i g a r e t t e - s m o k i n g , 

and c o n s u m p t i o n o f fats. A s 

w e l l as e x a m i n i n g 

A u s t r a l i a n t r ends , t hey 

ga the red s t a t i s t i c s for t he 

U n i t e d S t a t e s and B r i t a i n . 

A s i n A u s t r a l i a , t h e dea th 

ra te f rom c o r o n a r y hea r t 

d i s e a s e has d e c l i n e d sharp ly 

, in r e c e n t years i n t h e U n i t e d 

S t a t e s ( the fa l l t h e r e b e g a n 

in 1 9 6 8 , 2 yea r s l a te r t h a n i n 

A u s t r a l i a ) . I n B r i t a i n , by 

con t r a s t , t he ra te for m e n 

ro se un t i l 1 9 7 3 w h e n a s l i gh t 

d e c l i n e b e g a n . T h e f igures 

for B r i t i s h w o m e n s h o w a 

c o n s i s t e n t b u t s l i gh t 

downwards t r end f rom 1 9 5 0 

( s e e t h e g raph ) . 

T h e s c i e n t i s t s s u g g e s t 

tha t , b e c a u s e t h e s tandards 
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T h e death ra te figures are for people between the ages o f 35 
and 7 4 . 



o f d i a g n o s i s and t r e a t m e n t o f 
c o r o n a r y hea r t d i s e a s e a re 
s i m i l a r i n t h e t h r e e 
c o u n t r i e s , d i f fe rences i n t h e 
t r ends are p robab ly due to 
d i f f e rences i n r i sk - fac to r 
l e v e l s . T h e i n f o r m a t i o n they 
o b t a i n e d a b o u t t h e s e l eve l s 
c a m e f rom n a t i o n a l s t a t i s t i c s 
r a the r t h a n f rom t h e type o f 
c o m m u n i t y survey tha t t he 
N a t i o n a l H e a r t F o u n d a t i o n 
i s n o w b e g i n n i n g . 

T h e y l o o k e d first at h i g h 
b l o o d p re s su re . T o ga in an 
i n d i c a t i o n o f i ts p r e v a l e n c e , 
t hey e x a m i n e d s t a t i s t i c s for 
dea ths f rom d i s e a s e s , s u c h as 
s t rokes a n d c h r o n i c k i d n e y 
d i s e a s e , l i k e l y to h a v e i t as a 
p r imary c a u s e . 

I n e a c h c o u n t r y , t he 
f igures s h o w e d a c o n s i s t e n t 
d e c l i n e i n t h e s e dea ths , 
s ta r t ing at l e a s t 15 years 
be fo re t h e fal l i n c o r o n a r y 
hea r t d i s e a s e dea ths b e g a n . 
T h e s c i e n t i s t s s u g g e s t tha t 
t h i s c a n b e a t t r ibu ted to 
s u b s t a n t i a l l y improved 
m e d i c a l t r e a t m e n t o f h i g h 
b l o o d p r e s su re . N o c l e a r 
c o r r e l a t i o n w i t h t h e t rends i n 
h e a r t d i s e a s e dea ths s tood 
out . 

C h a n g e s i n s m o k i n g h a b i t s 
s e e m to c o r r e l a t e be t t e r . T h e 
s c i e n t i s t s der ived t rends i n 
c i g a r e t t e c o n s u m p t i o n for 
e a c h c o u n t r y f rom s t a t i s t i c s 
p u b l i s h e d by t he T o b a c c o 
R e s e a r c h C o u n c i l . 

I n t he U n i t e d S t a t e s , a 
d e c l i n e i n t he n u m b e r s o f 
c iga r e t t e s so ld per adul t pe r 
year b e g a n abou t 5 years 
be fo re t h e hea r t d i s e a s e dea th 
ra te b e g a n to fal l . I n 
A u s t r a l i a a l t h o u g h to ta l per 
calita c i ga r e t t e s a l e s 
c o n t i n u e d to r i s e , 
c o n s u m p t i o n b e g a n to 
d e c l i n e s l i gh t l y i n t he 3 5 — 7 4 
years age g roup at a b o u t t he 
t i m e t h e downwards dea th 
ra te t r end b e g a n . 

T h e B r i t i s h f igures , 
h o w e v e r , do n o t fit t he 
pa t te rn . A m o n g m e n , 
c i ga r e t t e c o n s u m p t i o n 
l eve l l ed o f f i n t he 1 9 5 0 s , b u t 
dea ths f rom c o r o n a r y hea r t 
d i s ea se kep t r i s i n g u n t i l t he 

ea r ly 1 9 7 0 s . O n t he o t h e r 
h a n d , c i ga r e t t e c o n s u m p t i o n 
by w o m e n i n c r e a s e d 
m a r k e d l y after 1 9 5 0 , bu t t he i r 
hea r t d i s e a s e dea th ra te 
r e m a i n e d fair ly s teady. 

T h e f igures on ea t i ng 
h a b i t s p rov ide t he c l e a r e s t 
s u g g e s t i o n o f a c o r r e l a t i o n 
de t ec t ed i n t h e s tudy. T h e 
s c i e n t i s t s d rew o n data f rom 
g o v e r n m e n t s and f rom the 
t h e U n i t e d N a t i o n s F o o d and 
A g r i c u l t u r e O r g a n i z a t i o n to 
work o u t t rends i n t he 
c o n s u m p t i o n o f m e a t , e g g s , 
m i l k , c h e e s e , bu t te r , and 
m a r g a r i n e . T h e first five t end 
to r a i s e b l o o d c h o l e s t e r o l 
l e v e l s . S o d o e s s o m e 
m a r g a r i n e , bu t n o t t he 
po lyunsa tu ra t ed type. A h i g h 
b l o o d c h o l e s t e r o l l eve l is o n e 
o f t h e r i sk fac tors m o s t f i rmly 
l i n k e d w i t h c o r o n a r y hea r t 
d i s e a s e . 

T h e g raphs s h o w the 
t rends i n c o n s u m p t i o n o f 
t h e s e foods for e a c h coun t ry . 
T h e fa l l in u s e o f bu t te r , 
m e a t , m i l k , and c h e e s e i n 
A u s t r a l i a , and o f bu t te r , e g g s , 
m i l k , and c h e e s e i n A m e r i c a , 
i s c o n s i s t e n t w i t h t he d e c l i n e 
i n c o r o n a r y hea r t d i s ea se 
dea ths . S i m i l a r l y , t he sha rp 
r i s e s u p to t he 1 9 6 0 s i n 
c o n s u m p t i o n o f m e a t , e g g s , 
a n d bu t t e r i n B r i t a i n appear 
c o n s i s t e n t w i t h t h e t rend in 
s u c h dea th s t he re . 

H o w e v e r , m a n y o the r foods 
a l so affect b l o o d c h o l e s t e r o l 
l eve l s . I f n a t i o n a l food 
c o n s u m p t i o n f igures c o u l d 
b e b r o k e n d o w n to g ive 
t rends for t h e i n t a k e o f 
sa tura ted and 

po lyunsa tu ra t ed fats , a m u c h 
m o r e e x a c t c o m p a r i s o n c o u l d 
b e a t t empted b e t w e e n t he 
i n t a k e o f foods a f fec t ing 
c h o l e s t e r o l l eve l s and t he 
i n c i d e n c e o f c o r o n a r y hea r t 
d i s e a s e . 

U n f o r t u n a t e l y , t he 
i n f o r m a t i o n n e e d e d to 
p r o d u c e s u c h a b r e a k d o w n 
does n o t e x i s t . I n s t e a d , t he 
s c i e n t i s t s der ived t rends for 
c o n s u m p t i o n o f a n i m a l and 
v e g e t a b l e fats . N o t a l l a n i m a l 
fats a re sa tura ted and n o t a l l 

D e a t h ra tes from c o r o n a r y heart disease in Australia and the 
United States began to fall about 5 years after the beginning, 
about 1 9 6 2 , o f a substantial rise in the proport ion o f 
vegetable fats in the diet. 

v e g e t a b l e fats a re 
po lyunsa tu ra t ed . H o w e v e r , 
s tud ies i n t h e U n i t e d S t a t e s 
and B r i t a i n have s h o w n tha t 
t rends i n t h e u s e o f a n i m a l 
and v e g e t a b l e fat 
a p p r o x i m a t e l y pa ra l l e l t h o s e 
for sa tu ra ted and 
po lyunsa tu ra t ed fat. 

I n A u s t r a l i a and , l e s s 
abrupt ly , i n A m e r i c a , a t r end 
towards a n i n c r e a s e d 
p ropor t ion o f v e g e t a b l e fats 
in t h e d ie t b e g a n i n 1 9 6 2 . I n 
B r i t a i n , a s i m i l a r t r end b e g a n 
in 1 9 7 0 . 

C l i n i c a l t r i a l s h a v e 
i n d i c a t e d tha t c h a n g e s in d ie t 
tha t affect t h e r i sk o f 
c o r o n a r y hea r t d e s e a s e a re 
l i ke ly to be r e f l ec ted i n t h e 
hea r t d i s e a s e i n c i d e n c e 
f igures w i t h i n 5 years or so . 
T a k i n g tha t i n to a c c o u n t , t he 
t rends i n c o n s u m p t i o n o f fats 
s e e m to c o r r e l a t e r a the r w e l l 
w i t h t h o s e i n t he dea th ra tes 
f rom c o r o n a r y hea r t d i s e a s e 
i n e a c h coun t ry . 

T h e s c i e n t i s t s p o i n t ou t 
tha t t h e i r s tudy did n o t t a k e 
a c c o u n t o f p o s s i b l e 

i n t e r a c t i o n s b e t w e e n t h e r i sk 
fac tors l o o k e d at. N o r w e r e 
o t h e r impor t an t t rends — for 
e x a m p l e , i n p h y s i c a l ac t iv i ty , 
a l c o h o l c o n s u m p t i o n , a n d 
sugar and die tary f ibre i n t a k e 
— c o n s i d e r e d . T h e y say tha t 
t he t rends i n c o r o n a r y hea r t 
d i s ea se dea th s a l m o s t 
c e r t a i n l y h a v e m a n y c a u s e s . 

N e v e r t h e l e s s , after a l l t h e 
q u a l i f i c a t i o n s , t hey c o n c l u d e 
tha t t he i r ana lys i s does 
s u g g e s t at l ea s t s o m e 
c o r r e l a t i o n b e t w e e n t h o s e 
t rends and c h a n g e s i n 
c o m m u n i t y l i fe s ty le — 
par t i cu la r ly c h a n g e s i n 
e a t i n g and s m o k i n g h a b i t s . 

A c o m p a r i s o n o f t rends o f 
c o r o n a r y hea r t d i s e a s e 
mor t a l i t y i n A u s t r a l i a , 
U . S . A . and E n g l a n d and 
W a l e s w i t h r e f e r e n c e to 
t h r e e m a j o r r i sk fac tors — 
h y p e r t e n s i o n , c i g a r e t t e 
s m o k i n g and diet . T . 
D w y e r and B . S . H e t z e l . 
International Journal of 
Epidemiology, 1 9 8 0 , 9 , 
6 5 - 7 1 . 
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