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Billy Joel said that
only the good die young but lately a lot more than that are dying
before they’ve led a full life. Dr. Jan Garavaglia, a mortician
with a show on the Discovery Health channel, says that over 70% of
the bodies she sees in the morgue are premature and shouldn't be
there. (Premature death occurs when a person dies of a cause other
than old age.)


A revealing study done in the U.S. by Duke University
found that over one million of
the 2.4 million U.S. deaths in 2010 could have been avoided if
alternative choices had been made. An obvious conclusion of the
study is that improving personal choices may be an effective way of
saving lives. The good news is that we have a great deal of control
over our own mortality.



How to Evade Premature
Death
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So, you’ve decided to
take your mortality into your own hands and up your chances of
living until you die of old age. What steps can you take? Most of
this is stuff you’ve heard before but instead of just reading about
it, consider doing it.

Exercise

Maintain a healthy
weight

Get rid of the spare
tire around your middle

Eat sensibly

Eat less as you age

Decrease your intake of red meat, sugar, saturated
fat, processed foods, and refined carbohydrates

Increase antioxidant
intake to reduce harm caused by free radicals

Keep your blood pressure
under control

Never start smoking and
quit if you already light up

Don’t use any tobacco
products

Don’t use banned
drugs

Drink alcohol in
moderation

Wear your seatbelt

Don’t drink and
drive

Avoid speeding

Have a pet

Have protected sex

Avoid the sun at its
highest peak

Get six to eight hours
of sleep a night; never get less than four hours but don’t
oversleep either

Constantly seek out and
develop friendships

Reduce and manage your
anger levels

Make your commute less
stressful

Don’t kill yourself or
other people


The last one may seem
like a joke thrown in but I assure you it’s not as you’ll see
later!


Tweak Your Attitude

Another factor in
longevity is your attitude. A 2002 study done by the esteemed Mayo
Clinic found that optimistic people lowered their risk of early
death by 50% compared to those who leaned toward being pessimistic.
The study showed that the main ways to have a great attitude
are:

Don’t expect the worse
in situations

Don’t blame yourself for
bad things

See negative situations
as temporary and controllable

Never forget that you
have the power to control your attitude

As the saying goes, turn
your frown upside down.


Having a good sense of humour is also essential. It
helps you deal with unexpected situations and combats the effects
of stress on your body. Make sure you laugh often. A study
published by the American College of Cardiology found that laughing
increases blood flow by more than 20%, similar to that of an
aerobic workout. Luckily, our bodies can’t tell the difference
between fake and real laughter so even if you don’t feel like
chuckling, fake it.


Get a Pet

If you don’t already own a Fido or a Fluffy, consider
getting a pet. Numerous studies have shown that owning a pet can
help you live longer and be healthier. Pet owners tend to make
fewer doctor visits, have a lower risk of cardiovascular disease,
lower stress levels, lower blood pressure levels, and better
physical and psychological well being than those with no pets. A
study in Public
Health Reports showed that the
survival rates of heart attack victims who had a pet were 29%
higher than patients who didn’t have an animal companion. Contact
with a pet triggers a relaxation response.


The exception to this
suggestion is for people who having a pet would create more stress
in their life. University students who live in dorms and have
grueling schedules are an example here. A pet for them may be more
of a nuisance than a help.



Habits to Avoid
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What choices did the
people in the Duke University study make that led to their
premature death? Here they are in the order of most deaths to
least, attributed to personal decisions:

Smoking

Weight (diet and
exercise decisions)

Alcoholic diseases

Accidents (drinking and
driving, speeding, not wearing seat belt, other activities under
the influence of drugs and/or alcohol)

Suicide

Unprotected sex

Homicide

Drug use


As Prof. Ralph Keeney of
the Fuqua School of Business at Duke University and the author of
the study, pointed out, “We do not now need to rely mainly on
others to make our lives safer because we can take effective action
ourselves. The decisions that individuals can make to greatly
enhance their safety and avoid premature death do not require
effort beyond the abilities or knowledge of regular people.”


Smoking

The World Health
Organization estimates that tobacco addiction kills five million
people worldwide every year, the majority of those premature
deaths. Studies have confirmed that smoking causes cancer of the
lung, stomach, kidney, bladder, liver, pancreas, voice box, cervix,
mouth, food pipe, and some types of leukemia, among other issues.
Tobacco use is the number one cause of premature death in the
United States.


According to
Health Canada, “More than 37,000
people will die prematurely this year in Canada due to tobacco use.
Unless they quit, up to half of all smokers will die from their
smoking, most of them before their 70th birthday and only after
years of suffering a reduced quality of life. The average smoker
will die about eight years earlier than a similar non-smoker. There
is strong scientific evidence that smoking is related to more than
two dozen diseases and conditions. Fortunately, most of these start
to reverse after a smoker quits smoking.”


Health Canada continues,
“Smoking has negative effects on nearly every organ of the body and
reduces overall health. Smoking tobacco remains a leading cause of
preventable death and has negative health impacts on people of all
ages: unborn babies, infants, children, adolescents, adults, and
seniors.”


According to
Physicians for a Smoke-Free Canada, a national health organization
started in 1985 with 1,500 Canadian physicians as members, 20% of
Canadian men and 16% of Canadian women smoke. The men smoke an
average of 17 cigarettes an day, the women 13. The group with the
largest number of smokers is the 40-44 years age bracket.


A study published in 2008 in the Archives of Internal Medicine
found that a healthy 70-year-old who
had never smoked, had normal blood pressure and weight, and
exercised up to four times a week had a 50% chance of living until
90.


Weight (diet and
exercise decisions)

Obesity is another
major cause of premature death. A massive (no pun intended) study
of over 350,000 people across Europe found that having a large
waistline can almost double your risk of dying prematurely even if
your body mass index is within the ‘normal’ range. The study was
published in the New England Journal of Medicine.
Researchers found that the risk of premature death increased as
people’s waist circumference increased. Each 5 cm increase in waist
circumference increased the mortality risk by 17% in men and 13% in
women.


Professor Eloi
Riboli, the European coordinator of the study from the Department
of Epidemiology and Public Health at Imperial College London, said,
“We were surprised to see that waist size has such a powerful
effect on people’s health and premature death. Our study shows that
accumulating excess fat around your middle can put your health at
risk even if your weight is normal based on body mass index scores.
There aren’t many simple individual characteristics that can
increase a person’s risk of premature death to this extent,
independently from smoking and drinking.”


To compound the
problem, obesity is a major risk factor for stroke, diabetes, heart
disease, some cancers, and a smattering of other diseases that may
lead to premature death.


Statistics Canada
reports that 23.1% of Canadian adults are obese (5.5 million
people) and another 36% are overweight (8.6 million people). 26% of
our children aged two to 17 are overweight or obese.


Alcoholic diseases
(overdrinking)

Premature death due to
alcoholic influences is on the rise, mainly due to higher drinking
rates in women and higher overall drinking rates in developed
countries. The Centre for Addiction and Mental Health in Canada
points out that alcohol is directly responsible for one out of
every 25 premature deaths worldwide except in Europe where the rate
is one in 15 people. The rate is even higher in the former Soviet
Union - one in ten.


The average consumption
worldwide of alcoholic beverages is seven drinks per week. The rate
is higher in North America at 10.5 drinks. In Europe the rate is
even higher - 13 alcoholic beverages per week. (One beverage is the
equivalent of one can of regular beer.)


The overdrinking leads
to premature deaths from cancer, injury, cirrhosis, and
cardiovascular disease, among others. Additionally, overdrinking
leads to an increased rates of impulsivity (excessive risk taking,
lack of consideration for consequences of actions, and reduced
self-control) which has been shown to reduce longevity.


Accidents (drinking and
driving, speeding, not wearing seat belt, other activities under
the influence of drugs and/or alcohol)

Transport Canada reports that, “More people
have died on Canada's roads in the last 50 years than the number of
Canadians killed in two world wars. In fact, the numbers tell us
that on average, eight Canadians die in road crashes every day.
Many more are seriously hurt.” Looking at those statistics, it’s
not surprising that car accidents are a major cause of premature
death in our country.


Despite all the
attention given to the issue, drinking and driving continues to be
a problem on our roads. According to Transport Canada’s most recent
figures, 30% of deaths from vehicle crashes involved drivers who’d
been drinking. Despite strict drinking and driving laws, 750 people
are killed annually in Canada by a drunk driver including vehicle
occupants, motorcyclists, pedestrians, and bicyclists.


Drivers who drink
tend to engage in other risky behaviours. 30% of drunk drivers in
fatal crashes were speeding, much higher than the 8% of
non-drinking drivers involved in fatal crashes that were
speeding.


Speed is often a
huge factor in fatal car crashes. The risk of a car being involved
in a crash in which people are killed or hospitalised increases
greatly above 60 km/hour. The risk doubles for every 5
kilometres/hour you go over 60 km/hour. A car travelling at 65
kilometres/hour is twice as likely to be involved in a casualty
crash as one travelling at 60. For a car travelling at 70 km/hour,
the risk increases fourfold. For speeds below 60 km/hour, the
likelihood of a fatal crash can be expected to be correspondingly
reduced. Transport Canada reports that about 22% of vehicular
fatalities can be directly attributed to speeding.


Not wearing a
seatbelt greatly increases your chance of dying in a car crash.
Transport Canada found that 93% of Canadians use their seat belts.
But the 7% of Canadians not wearing seat belts account for almost
40% of the fatalities in vehicle collisions. It’s probably not a
coincidence that the one person to survive the car crash that took
Princess Diana’s life was the only person wearing a seat belt. Seat
belts save about 1,000 lives a year in Canada.


Suicide

As obvious as it sounds,
committing suicide is a guaranteed way to have a premature death.
Suicide rates are shocking. In the U.S., suicide is the third
leading cause of death for people aged 15 to 24. In Canada, the
rate is 15 deaths per 100,000 people per year. Worldwide, for
people between the ages of 15 and 44, suicide is the fourth leading
cause of death and the sixth leading cause of disability and
infirmity. If you are feeling suicidal, don’t take the ultimate
step. Get help!


Unprotected sex

People don’t often
associate having unprotected sex with an increased chance of
premature death but the two go hand in hand. By having unprotected
sex, you greatly increase your chances
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