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Preventing Disease: More than the Sum of Parts

You may recently have heard the news that a short list of behaviors you control every day could extend your life by 14 years.   But believe it or not, this news isn’t all that newsworthy.  We have long known that along with nature (i.e., your genes), nurture (i.e., environmental exposures and the care you take of yourself) is among the most powerful forces acting on your medical destiny.  What will be newsworthy is if this time anyone actually puts the message to use!

The recent news is courtesy of a study conducted in roughly 20,000 adults living in the UK.  Four behaviors were assessed for their association with the risk of death: not smoking; being physically active; drinking alcohol in moderation; and eating plenty of fruits and vegetables.  The risk of dying in those who did none of these healthful behaviors was four-fold higher than in those who did them all.  A conveniently simple message: four healthful behaviors reduce the risk of dying by a factor of four.


Looked at another way, the net effect of these four behaviors in combination on the risk of dying was equivalent to a 14 year extension to one’s lease on life.  So, for example, if one of two people the same chronological age engaged in all four healthful behaviors, and the other in none- it would be as if the former were 14 years younger in terms of life expectancy. 

And even that powerful message omits the fact that the person dying sooner will also likely spend a much greater portion of that shorter life being sick, and feeling poorly. Missing out on the behaviors that build health not only takes years out of life, but also takes life out of years.


Another article about behaviors, health, and life expectancy, published in the European Heart Journal, captured media attention at about the same time last week, but provided a somewhat different spin.  This study, in roughly 12,000 Danish adults, showed that both regular physical activity and moderate alcohol intake were associated with reduced risk of heart disease and death.  The spin this study received was that moderate alcohol intake- one to two drinks daily- could offer a benefit roughly comparable to regular exercise.  An invitation to lift a glass, rather than a barbell, doubtless resulted in some enthusiastic toasting!  

But that would certainly be the wrong take-away.  For the behaviors that prevent disease and premature death should not be substituted for one another.  Perhaps it’s our perennial hope for a silver bullet that makes us look for health one practice, one measure at a time.  Fitness vs. fatness, alcohol vs. exercise.  But why make such choices?  Together, and only together, do the ingredients of healthful living make a recipe for something far richer than the sum of their disease-preventing parts: health, and vitality.  The elusive addition of both years to life, and life to years.


As far back as 1993, we were given a reality check about the things that kill us prematurely in an article published in the Journal of the American Medical Association, entitled “Actual Causes of Death in the United States.”   The authors noted that while the direct causes of death are diseases, such as heart attack and cancer, those diseases are in turn the results of underlying causes: smoking, eating poorly, being inactive, etc.  When the numbers were all tallied, fully half of the 2 million annual deaths in our country were deemed “premature,’ and preventable (deferrable is more accurate!) by means of modifying a short list of behaviors we control.  

A decade later, when the drama of this article had regrettably long waned, we were given a reminder in an updated version of the same study, by CDC scientists.  In the intervening decade, the relative importance of behaviors shifted a little- diet, for example, got a bit closer to tobacco as a cause of premature death, due largely to the worsening obesity epidemic- but the take-away message remained the same.  Eat well, be active, don’t smoke, along with a few other acts of routine prudence, and you will live longer, and better.

There is consensus among experts in disease prevention that were we consistently to apply what we know about healthful living, heart disease rates could be slashed by 80%, diabetes by 90%, and cancer by at least 30%.  But applying what we know is difficult.  So alas, all too often, we don’t.

Those of us focused on disease prevention also agree that more often than not, we must wait for a “teachable moment” to get traction for healthful living in the life of a patient.  Regrettably, teachable moments tend to ride the coattails of crisis and calamity.  Everyone is health conscious in the aftermath of a heart attack or stroke.  The trick to living better is to find inspiration elsewhere than in the ICU.
The message we take away from the recent studies and attendant headlines should not be about choosing one health-promoting behavior to offset another.   Healthful behaviors do add up to a whole that is more than the sum of its parts.  
So I propose a toast to your health.  By all means raise your glass; but then put it down, eat a salad, and go for a walk.
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