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An ounce of prevention
F I N D I N G T H E C O N N E C T I O N B E T W E E N L I F E S T Y L E A N D D I S E A S E

he saying, “An ounce of preven-
tion is worth a pound of cure,”

describes well the philosophy held
by Loma Linda University School of

Public Health researchers and clini-
cians. The lifestyle studies and programs
they’ve developed have caught the world’s
attention, in many cases sparking national
and international interest by the media, and
by the scientific and clinical communities.

Why is the world so interested in what’s
going on at Loma Linda? Perhaps it is a
fascination for improving the quality—and
quantity—of one’s life. Or perhaps it is for
the purpose of simple economics. It just so
happens that reducing the risks of life-
threatening diseases and living longer are
two areas being addressed both by
researchers and clinicians at Loma Linda.

Whatever the driving forces are behind
the world’s interest, Loma Linda has been
assuming a leadership role for many years
in providing answers to the many ques-
tions about the connection between
lifestyle, disease, and longevity.

A rationale for studying Adventists
Seventh-day Adventists have a rich

“health message,” passed down from one

generation to the next, much of which orig-
inated with church pioneer Ellen G. White.

Not only was Mrs. White instrumental
in laying down basic lifestyle principles for
the members of a young and growing
church, but she served as a major motivator
for establishing numerous health-care insti-
tutions throughout the world.

The lifestyle research taking place at
Loma Linda, much of which looks at health
advantages enjoyed by Adventists, is pro-
viding a scientific basis for many of the
health principles often taken for granted by
Seventh-day Adventists. The opportunities
for sharing this philosophy and lifestyle
with the world are unprecedented.

In the following paragraphs are brief
glimpses of researchers, clinicians, projects,
and programs at Loma Linda which are
looking at the effects of lifestyle and are
applying those findings in useful ways,
improving the everyday lives of people.

The Adventist Health Study
Researchers at Loma Linda have been

studying the Adventist lifestyle and, in
some cases, comparing it to other popula-
tions for many years. Beginning in 1958, a
research project known as the Adventist
Mortality Study was started. Nearly 23,000
California Seventh-day Adventists took
part in the study which entailed an inten-
sive 5-year follow-up and a more informal
25-year follow-up. Simultaneously with the
first part of the Adventist study, the Ameri-
can Cancer Society (ACS) conducted a

study of volunteer subjects who were rela-
tively well educated and similar in other
ways to their Adventist counterparts.

The Adventist Mortality Study found
that, overall, of 100 non-Adventist men
who died of cancer, Adventist men had
only a 60 percent chance of dying of can-
cer; Adventist women had a risk of 76 per-
cent as compared with their counterparts.
Death from coronary heart disease among
Adventist men as compared to non-Adven-
tist men was 34 percent less; and for
Adventist women, 2 percent less.

The findings from the Adventist Mor-
tality Study at Loma Linda posed a num-
ber of interesting questions about the
favorability of the Adventist lifestyle. The
researchers decided to conduct a much
larger longitudinal study (looking at a par-
ticular population over a long period of
time), which has become known as the
Adventist Health Study, funded by the
National Institutes of Health. An initial
mailing of more than 63,000 census ques-
tionnaires went to every California Advent-
ist household in an attempt to enroll all
adults over the age of 25 years.

Two years later, a second more 
extensive lifestyle questionnaire was 
sent to those who had responded to the
initial questionnaire. At 75 percent, the
response rate from White non-Hispanic
subjects was the highest of any ethnic
group, numbering 34,198 individuals. 

Out of 3,300 Black California Seventh-
day Adventists responding to the initial
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census survey, 1,650 went on to complete
the second more detailed follow-up ques-
tionnaire.

In 1996, the Adventist Health Study
turned 25 years old. Researchers in Loma
Linda University’s Center for Health
Research have recently concluded most of
their analyses of the data and are poised to
begin a second more extensive study.

Early on, the Adventist Health Study
primarily looked at the relationship
between lifestyle and cancer risk. In 1981,
a component measuring the risk of coro-
nary heart disease (CHD) was added.

The study’s cancer research component
found that, adjusting for age and sex alone,
vegetarians in the study population had a
lower risk than non-vegetarians for every
one of the cancers studied—though some
were more significant than others.

The coronary heart disease component
found that vegetarians had a significantly
reduced risk of developing coronary heart
disease. The consumption of two foods in
particular—nuts and whole wheat bread—
seemed to have the most significant effect
on reducing the risk of CHD.

Gary Fraser, MD, PhD, joined the
Adventist Health Study in 1981 and was
responsible for adding the CHD compo-

nent. Dr. Fraser is currently director of the
Center for Health Research, part of the
University’s School of Public Health.

“We found something we didn’t really
expect,” says Dr. Fraser of his findings.
“Adventists who ate nuts five or more
times a week had about half the risk of 
a fatal heart attack, as compared with
Adventists who ate nuts less than once 
a week.”

The new findings on nuts, which have
come to be known as the Nut Study, were
published in the July, 1992, issue of the
Archives of Internal Medicineand resulted in
intense interest by the scientific commu-
nity and the media. The Nut Study find-
ings also resulted in a follow-up study of
walnuts in particular, discussed in further
detail later in this article.

More recent study findings
The Adventist Health Study research

team is continually re-analyzing the
study’s wealth of data. In a paper recently
submitted for publication, the first in-
depth look at the risks of colon cancer
was taken.

“We found that the Adventists who ate
flesh foods three or more times a week had
about an 80 percent increase in colon can-

cer,” Dr. Fraser declares. “We were also
able to show that both the red meat and
white meat (fish and poultry together)
seemed to be equally hazardous.”

The findings also showed that Advent-
ists who consumed beans three or more
times a week had a 40 percent risk reduc-
tion. A closer look revealed that meat con-
sumption was only hazardous for those who
didn’t eat beans.

“The implication of these findings,”
Dr. Fraser continues, “are that there is
something hazardous in meat that the
beans are able to neutralize.”

A recent substudy of the Adventist
Health Study data looked at the aspect of
longevity in relation to lifestyle. Question-
naires were sent to Adventists from a wide
variety of backgrounds and age groups.
Results are preliminary but have been sub-
mitted for publication.

“Those in our study who were 85 or
older, categorized as the ‘oldest old,’ and
were regular and vigorous exercisers,” says
Dr. Fraser, “had a 20 percent reduction in
total mortality as compared to those who
didn’t—even at very old ages.”

“We also found that those who con-
sumed nuts five times a week, as compared
to those who didn’t, had a 15 percent
reduction in total mortality,” he adds.

For the heart disease component, the
researchers found a 35 percent reduction in
total mortality for those who ate nuts.

Men who ate beef at least four times a
week had an 80 percent increased risk of
suffering a fatal heart attack.

“It appears,” points out Dr. Fraser,
“that even when you get to be very old,
lifestyle still makes a difference.” He
adds, “Another way of putting it is: the
way you’ve lived your life—and are cur-
rently living—apparently still influences
your longevity—even after reaching the
age of 85.”

In a related activity, Dr. Fraser and 
his colleagues have been concerned with
interpreting the concept of “risk” for 
the general public. What do epidemiolo-
gists mean when they talk about a “20
percent risk?”

Members of the School of Public HealthÕs current Adventist Health Study research team

discuss recent findings during an informal meeting. Pictured are (seated, from left): Hanni

Bennett, research associate; Larry Beeson, MPH, assistant professor of epidemiology;

Synn¿ve Knutsen, MD, PhD, department chair of epidemiology and biostatistics; David

Shavlick, statistical programmer; (standing, from left) Kristian Linsted, PhD, associate

professor of epidemiology; and Gary Fraser, MD, PhD, primary investigator, director of

the Center for Health Research, and professor of epidemiology and biostatistics.


