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Life & Death, in Your Hands

What actually kills us?  And what can we do about it?  Not what you think, and quite a lot.

There was a time, not that long ago, when the only respectable answer to “what is the leading cause of death in the United States?” was heart disease.  The only respectable answers to questions about the runners up were cancer, stroke, and diabetes.  And these were the answers any knowledgeable health professional would give, and most still do.


But the notion that these actually are causes of death was challenged quite convincingly in 1993, with the publication of an article in the Journal of the American Medical Association entitled ‘Actual Causes of Death in the United States.’

Epidemiologists J. Michael McGinnis and William Foege decided to look at the concept of cause in a novel way.  Their reasoning was that it didn’t help us much, when someone died of a heart attack, to conclude that the cause was disease of the heart.  That was a rather unproductive bit of circular reasoning, they contended.  What they wanted to know was: what caused the disease of the heart in the first place?  What caused the cancer, or the stroke?


So they did quite a bit of number crunching, with astonishing results.  Of the slightly more than 2 million deaths that occurred each year in the United States at that time, over one million, or half of all deaths, were occurring earlier than they needed to by virtue of a list of only 10 behaviors, including: tobacco use, poor diet, lack of physical activity, alcohol abuse, avoidable exposure to infectious agents, exposure to toxins, guns, unsafe sex, unsafe driving, and illicit drug use.  More than half the total damage, or in other words well over 500,000 premature deaths a year, was attributable to just the top three: smoking, being inactive, and eating badly.

Data from 1990 published in 1993 are a bit long in the tooth in 2008, but we have a more recent reaffirmation of these same associations.  In 2003, CDC Scientists, including CDC Director Dr. Julie Gerberding, published an update, again in the Journal of the American Medical Association: ‘Actual Causes of Death in the United States, 2000.’

When the number crunching for 2000 was done and the smoke had cleared, tobacco use remained the leading cause of premature death, accounting for over 400,000 deaths by itself.  The combination of eating badly and being inactive was close behind, with over 350,000 annual deaths attributed.  With smoking on the decline and the obesity epidemic worsening, the party line ever since has been that the combination of poor diet and sedentariness would soon be, and perhaps now is, the leading cause of premature death.


Powerful and compelling as these findings are, they are a look backward at data, rather than a look forward at what actually happens to people over time.  We now have a study that looks at this same issue prospectively, and the link still holds.  

A study just published in the British Medical Journal by Harvard researchers shows that women in the Nurses Health Study who did not smoke, ate well, and were physically active were, quite simply, a lot less likely to die than counterparts who went the other way on one or more of these choices.

The study followed nearly 80,000 women, age 34 to 59 in 1980, over a 24 year period.  Nearly 9,000 deaths occurred in the cohort, almost 2,000 from cardiovascular disease, and over 4500 from cancer.  The investigators looked specifically at 5 behavioral risk factors: smoking, physical inactivity, low diet quality, weight gain/obesity, and alcohol intake outside of the recommended light to moderate range in either direction.  The found that the combination of these risk factors increased the overall risk of death more than four-fold; increased the risk of cancer death more than three-fold; and increased the risk of cardiovascular death by a factor of more than 8!

Flipped around, this means that not smoking, being active, eating well, drinking lightly, and controlling weight were associated with a 7/8 reduction in the risk of death from heart disease, a 2/3 reduction in the risk of cancer, and ¾ reduction in the risk of death from any cause.


What this all means is that whether we look at it backwards, forwards, or sideways, we have enormous control over our own medical destinies.  We of course do not have complete control - but we

have a whole lot more control than most people seem to realize.  The net effect of health-promoting lifestyle choices on both quantity and quality of life exceeds that of any Nobel-worthy medical advance.


While the dawn of the Genomic age may cause some preoccupation with the power of genes, we should not underestimate the power of behavioral choices we all control.  In fact, the power of nurture doesn’t even stop where Nature begins; recent studies have shown that health-promoting lifestyle practices can alter gene expression.  We can, in other words, even nurture Nature.
And we can certainly nurture our own health.  We can exert great influence over our own personal risk of death, and both the quality and length of our life.  From any vantage point, it’s clear; you’ve got the power.  Use it well.
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