2020

HEALTH
January 2010

news

The eyes have it
Many eye diseases and disorders have no symptoms
or early warning signs. Early detection can be
important in preventing vision loss or damage.
Hundreds of Health 2020 participants have benefited
from the eye examinations they received as part of
the program.
As part of the Health 2020 follow up study, over 20,000
study participants had their eyes photographed using
state-of-the-art digital retinal photographic equipment.
The team at the Centre for Eye Research Australia
examined the images at The University of Melbourne’s
Macular Research Unit.

Hundreds of Health 2020
participants have benefited from
the eye examinations they
received as part of the program.

Mary Glen was one of over 600 Health 2020
participants who were found to need further testing.
Mrs Glen was thought to show some signs of glaucoma.
She was referred to an ophthalmologist and now
receives preventive monitoring.
Glaucoma causes irreversible blindness if it is not treated
in its early stages. Mrs Glen is extremely grateful that the
problem was identified early by the program’s testing.
“ If I hadn’t had a photo taken I might never have known
there was a problem. I think it was terrific that it was
picked up, and now I see a specialist regularly to monitor
my eyes,” Mrs Glen said.
Participants were also alerted to other previously
undetected conditions such as age-related macular
degeneration, choroidal nevus and diabetic retinopathy.
The early detection of these diseases can stop or slow
the progression of vision loss or, in some cases,
actually improve vision.
Age-related macular degeneration is the major cause of
irreversible loss of central vision in people 50 years and
older in Australia. Over 100 Health 2020 participants with
previously undetected macular disease were referred to
clinics, allowing for their monitoring and timely treatment.

Health 2020

Digital photograph of retina of eye

“It is not possible to overestimate the
importance of regularly monitoring people
with possible diabetic retinopathy, choroidal
nevus and other retinal disorders to preserve
vision,” emphasizes Dr Luba Robman from
the Centre for Eye Research Australia.
The eye photography study was conducted
by researchers from the Centre for Eye
Research Australia, The University of
Melbourne and Cancer Council Victoria.
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Health 2020: now at an address near you
Health 2020 recognised that travelling to the
city to give blood, answer questions or have
measurements taken, can be inconvenient and
time consuming. For many parts of the study,
participants are now able to continue their
involvement without the need to travel too far
from home.
If you’re asked to give a blood sample for the study,
you can now do so by visiting your local pathology
clinic. If that’s not convenient, a Health 2020 nurse
can visit you at home. The choice is yours.

Health 2020 participant, Norma Smith (right),
pictured with her sister Jessie Perkins,
appreciates being able to take part in the
program from the comfort of home.

“Study participants are making a valuable
contribution to our understanding of what keeps
our community healthy, so it’s important that we
make it more convenient, where possible,” says
Health 2020 Program Manager Cassy Quick.

Hands, hormones and health
Exposure to sex hormones prior to birth are
thought to play a part in the development of
some diseases or conditions. For example, it
is thought that prostate cancer may be
related to the levels of male hormones a
foetus is exposed to, from its mother’s
bloodstream, while in the womb.
It is known that pre-birth exposure to hormones
effects the relative lengths of the ring and index
fingers. So if you need to know about someone’s
pre-birth hormone exposure, you can measure
their fingers. Health 2020 has been photocopying
hands and measuring finger lengths for over 15,000
Health 2020 participants.
The sizable tasks of collection of hand prints, and
measurement, are almost complete. This leaves
the equally large task of analysing the data.
A starting point is to check that people in
Melbourne show the same sort of finger length
differences as found elsewhere. Preliminary
analyses have shown the expected pattern:
women’s index and ring fingers tend to be close
to the same length, whereas men tend to have a
shorter index finger relative to their ring finger.
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Health 2020 participants, Fosca and Antonio Di Biase
have their hands photocopied by Health 2020’s Lydia
Vanikiotis

This clears the way to begin in-depth analyses of
finger-length patterns, and their association, if
any, with the risk of developing prostate cancer
for men, and breast, ovarian, and cervical cancers
for women.
This should help us to understand the part that
hormones play in these cancers.
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Talking about reflux
Recently, we asked many of
you about gastrointestinal
reflux (heartburn). This is
a new part of Health 2020.
We are trying to find out
the causes of this common
and sometimes severe
condition.
Prescriptions for medicines
to treat reflux have increased
faster than prescriptions for
any other conditions in
Australia. The cause of this
increase is unknown.

Safe guarding
your personal
information
All information given to the
study by you, or by other
organisations on your behalf,
such as Medicare, will remain
strictly confidential.
We have thorough policies and
procedures in place to protect
your data and keep it private
and confidential.

Professor Dallas English,
Health 2020 researcher

Once we have finished asking participants about their experience
of reflux, we’ll be looking to see if particular foods or other lifestyle
factors predispose people to developing the problem. When people
first entered the Health 2020 study, they provided information about
their diet and lifestyle. We can use this and the new information we
have about reflux to see if there are any relationships between these.
We are also interested in a condition called Barrett's oesophagus,
which is closely related to reflux disease, and also to a type of cancer
of the oesophagus (gullet). This cancer, called adenocarcinoma of
the oesophagus, is increasing faster than any other cancer.
As with reflux disease, the reasons for the increase in this cancer are
unknown. Health 2020 researcher, Professor Dallas English
believes that the program has the potential to provide important
insights into these conditions. “Health 2020, with its vast collections
of information over many years is ideal for finding causes for these
conditions,” says Professor English.

How your
personal information
is kept secure:

1

2

We expect to have our first results in late 2010. Look for them in
future newsletters. This work is funded by a grant from the
National Health and Medical Research Council.

Prefer to have
your newsletter emailed?
Just type into your email subject line:
“e-news please”, name & Health 2020 ID number (if you know it)

3

Participant provides
information or specimen.

The information is entered
into a secure database
with restricted access.
Participants’ identifying
information such as
names, addresses etc.
are separated from their
health information.

Researchers use
anonymous data
after approval by the
Health 2020 Scientific
Committee and by the
Cancer Council’s Ethics
Committee.

and send to:
HEALTH2020@cancervic.org.au
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Let us know if your
details change

Health 2020 team

It’s really important that we can
stay in touch, to let you know
what’s happening in Health 2020.
If you’ve moved, or have a new
phone number, please let us
know.
Just tear off this strip and send
it to us when you know your
new details.
First name:

Middle name:

Last name:

New address:

Preferred phone no:

Email address:

Old address:

Health 2020 is an important and large undertaking, with a team of
committed people working to support the program and produce
valuable public health and clinical research. Part of the team
pictured above: Lydia, Vicky, Cassy, Amber, Roxanne and Pauline.

Changes to the Health 2020
record linkage project
Many of you may recall signing a consent form to show you were
happy for Medicare Australia to pass information they had collected
about you to Health 2020. This information included your use of
Medicare and the Pharmaceutical Benefits Scheme (PBS).
The Health 2020 team plan to use this information to study the
use of health care and prescription drugs and the role they play in
keeping people healthy.
Importantly, your original consent was only valid for a 5 year period,
after which time we needed to ask you to update your consent.
This has now changed. Medicare Australia has agreed that the
original consent form will apply for the life of the Health 2020 project.
Health 2020 will no longer need to approach you every five years
to ask you to resign the consent form.
You are again reminded that you can, at any stage, withdraw from
the Health 2020 study and/or this record linkage project. If you do
wish to withdraw please notify the Health 2020 team on:

Mail to:
Health 2020
1 Rathdowne Street
Carlton Vic 3053
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Email:

HEALTH2020@cancervic.org.au

Telephone: (03) 9635 5323
Your choice to withdraw will not disadvantage you in any way. If
you have any questions about any issues please don’t hesitate to
contact us.

