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Health 2020 – past & future
Health 2020 has been running for almost 25 years. Beginning in 1990, a total of 41,514
Melbourne residents joined the study, and generously completed questionnaires,
undertook measurements, and gave blood samples. These have formed the basis of
extensive research into cancer and other diseases over the last two decades and will
continue to do so for many more years.
There have been two follow-up surveys
since the beginning of Health 2020, with
36,000 participants completing more
questionnaires between 1994 and 1998, and
27,000 participants again completing further
questionnaires, giving more blood samples
and having more measurements taken from
2003 to 2007.
The follow-up surveys have enabled
researchers to look at the patterns of disease
over time, and have been used to study
many conditions including cancers, diabetes,
osteoarthritis and obesity.
We do not plan to undertake any additional
follow-up surveys apart from those required
for specific research projects, but we will
continue to follow the health of all participants
using information collected by state and
national registries.

Invitations to other studies
From time to time, researchers from other
institutions request permission to approach
Health 2020 participants for their research
studies. All such requests are rigorously
assessed, and if considered to be of sufficient
merit, and meeting Cancer Council Victoria’s
high ethical standards, permission to contact
Health 2020 participants may be given. For
example, some Health 2020 participants
have been taking part in the Centre for Eye
Research Australia’s study on age-related
macular degeneration (see Page 2).

HEALTH 2020
A study of lifestyle and health

Health 2020 blood samples are stored in liquid nitrogen,
providing essential genetic material for years to come

Genetic breakthroughs
When the researchers designed the Health
2020 study in the late 1980s, it was fortunate
that they had the foresight to collect blood
samples in addition to information about
health and lifestyle. These blood samples have
proved to be increasingly important. Recent
advances in genetic technologies enable
them to be used for ground breaking genetic
research. Cancer Council researchers now
use DNA extracted from these samples to
attempt to answer important questions about
the interactions of lifestyle and genes and the
causes of disease.
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Eye health and diet
Age-related macular degeneration (AMD) is
a common eye condition and is a leading
cause of vision loss among people aged
50 years and older. It causes damage to
the macula, which is a small spot near the
center of the retina, the inner surface of the
eye where visual images are formed. The
macula is the part of the eye that is needed
for sharp vision and which lets us see
objects that are straight ahead.

Professor Graham Giles
Director, Cancer Epidemiology Centre

Health 2020

researcher honoured
The lead investigator of Health 2020,
Professor Graham Giles, has been
honoured with an Order of Australia in
this year’s Queen’s Birthday Honours
List. The award was given for significant
service to medicine, particularly
cancer epidemiology and public health
research.
“I feel very honoured to receive this
award and would like to acknowledge
the considerable part played by Health
2020 and all those taking part. Health
research is only possible if many
generous people are prepared to get
involved,” said Graham.
Graham, who recently celebrated
30 years with Cancer Council Victoria,
has been the Director of the Cancer
Epidemiology Centre since 1986.
Health 2020 (originally called Health
2000) has provided essential data
for Graham and other researchers to
investigate many health issues over the
last two and a half decades.

Identifying a means for preventing the
development of AMD is a high priority.
Earlier this year a team of researchers, led
by Dr Fakir Amaril Islam, published the
findings of a Health 2020 research study
which aimed to find out whether what we
eat could help prevent AMD.
During the 2003 to 2007 Health 2020
follow-up, more than 20,000 participants
attended the Cancer Council clinic to have
photographs taken of both eyes. This
enabled assessment of the health of their
retinas. As information about eating patterns
had been collected from all participants
at the beginning of Health 2020, the
researchers were able to match the level
of degeneration of the macula with eating
habits.
They found that those who had a diet high
in fruits, vegetables, chicken, and nuts and
a low in red meat, seemed to receive some
protection against more serious macular
degeneration.
In 2012, we reported in the Health 2020
Newsletter findings that drinking more than
20 grams of alcohol daily also increased the
likelihood of AMD. These, and the latest,
findings suggest the need to be mindful of a
healthy diet for the sake of our eyes.
Findings published in:
Amirul Islam FM, Chong EW, Hodge AM, et al.
Dietary Patterns and their associations with
age-related macular degeneration: The Melbourne
Collaborative Cohort Study. Opthalmology. 2014.

Prefer to have your next newsletter emailed?
Just type into your email subject line: “e-news please” and include your name and
Health 2020 ID number (if you know it) Send to: HEALTH2020@cancervic.org.au
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Update your details
It’s really important to us that
you let us know if your contact
details change, so we can stay
in touch.
Please just tear off this strip
and send it to us when you
know your new details.
First name

Mr/Ms/Mrs/Miss

Middle name

Last name

Phone

We’ve moved
Cancer Council Victoria now has a new home.

Email

NEW ADDRESS

615 St Kilda Road Melbourne 3004
Suburb

State

Postcode

OLD ADDRESS

Suburb

State

Postcode

Mail to:
Health 2020
615 St Kilda Road
Melbourne 3004
OR email the details to:
HEALTH2020@cancervic.org.au
OR phone the details to:
1800 780 003
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Waist size in middle age
Several years ago, Health 2020 research found that waist size
can be associated with health problems. A waist measurement
over 100 cm for men and over 85 cm for women was found
to be linked to an increased risk of some cancers. This led
researchers to ask questions about what sort of factors lead to
increases of waist size as we age.
To answer these, Dr Robert MacInnis, researcher at Cancer
Council Victoria, led a study looking at changes in waist size
over a period of approximately 11 years. Data from almost
6,000 Health 2020 participants were used in the study which
looked at the associations of a number of factors such as
educational level, socio-economic disadvantage, marital status,
activity levels, alcohol consumption and food intake.
It found that increases in waist size were associated with intakes
of protein and fat, while waist decreases were associated with
carbohydrate and fibre intakes, moderate alcohol consumption
and vigorous exercise at least once a week. These are similar
to the factors associated with body weight changes.
“Our findings indicate that promoting vigorous physical activity, encouraging a diet high in
carbohydrate and fibre but low in fat and protein, and limiting alcohol intake could be promising
approaches for preventing obesity in middle-aged adults,” said Dr MacInnis.
Findings published in:
MacInnis, R.J., et al., Predictors of increased body weight and waist circumference for middle-aged adults.
Public Health Nutr, 2014. 17(5): p. 1087-97.

New long-term study
Health 2020 has been so successful that Cancer Council
Victoria has funded the establishment a new long-term study.
The Australian Breakthrough Cancer (ABC) Study will be
conducted online and will build on the successes of Health
2020. It needs 50,000 Australians to take part. The research will
focus on understanding the interactions of genes and lifestyle,
and the ways they affect the development of cancers and other
diseases.
Theresa Whalen
One aspect of the study is of particular interest to Study
ABC Study Manager
Manager, Theresa Whalen. The ABC Study will be exploring
a number of aspects of the genetics of cancer, including the
cancers that run in families. “I inherited a genetic change that puts me at higher risk of
developing several types of cancer, so the issue is a personal one for me,” said Theresa. The
ABC Study is very interested in having the involvement of people who have a strong history of
cancer in the family.

The ABC Study begins in November 2014.

Who can take part?
Australian residents, 40 to 74 years of age, who have never been diagnosed with cancer,
other than non-melanoma skin cancer.
For more information, or to register your interest in taking part, visit www.abcstudy.com.au
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