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Every year more people die from 
cardiovascular disease (CVD) than any 
other cause worldwide. In 2008 it claimed 
over 17.3 million lives and by 2030 this 
figure is expected to reach 23 million.  

Although these figures sound alarming 
there is good news. As with plenty of 
things in life, there are some things we can 
control and others we can’t. When it comes 
down to cardiovascular disease, there are 
plenty of things well within our control.    
Lifestyle choices like smoking, drinking 
too much alcohol, eating poorly and not 
getting enough exercise are some of the 
biggest causes of cardiovascular disease.  

Of course, changing behaviours on 
a global scale is far easier said than 
done. And we certainly won’t be able 
to influence people’s lifestyle choices 
overnight. But we’ve all heard the saying 
‘prevention is better than cure’. So 
with the right strategies, initiatives and 
information from governments and 
healthcare organisations, it is possible 
to start educating people about the risks 
and what steps can be taken to tackle the 
rising rates of cardiovascular disease. 

Understanding the basics
Essentially cardiovascular disease relates 
to a number of conditions that affect your 
heart or blood vessels. This could include  
coronary heart disease (angina or heart 
attack), stroke, heart failure or heart valve 
problems just to name a few. 

Cardiovascular disease is often caused 
by a process known as atherosclerosis. This 
is when the blood vessels that supply your 
heart with blood – your coronary arteries 
– become narrowed and hardened from a 
build-up of fatty deposits (called plaques).  
This usually happens gradually over a 
number of years, but in time your arteries 
may become more and more narrow, 
meaning they can’t get enough oxygen-rich 
blood to your heart. When this happens 
some people get pain or discomfort in their 
chest known as angina. 

Sometimes those fatty deposits building 
up in your arteries can break away and cause 
a blood clot. If one of those clots block the 
blood supply to your heart or brain, this 
can cause a heart attack or stroke. 

Minimising the Risk
Although we can’t do anything about 
our family history or age, the World 

Health Organization estimates that 
about 80 percent of all coronary heart 
disease and strokes could be prevented 
by lifestyle changes such as by stopping 
smoking, eating a healthy diet and 
doing more exercise.  

There have been huge efforts in many 
countries across governments, schools 
and workplaces to encourage healthier 
lifestyle choices.  For example, The Wold 
Health Organization has seen significant 
progess in efforts to stop people smoking.  
Initiatives such as creating  smoke-free 
public places, restricting advertising and 
introducing effective health warning 
labels and mass media campaigns are 
having a real impact in some countries. 

Did you know?
According to the World Health 
Organisation (WHO), high-income 
countries have more than double the 
rates of insufficient physical activity 
compared to low-income countries – 
for both men and women.

Exercise is another lifestyle choice 
where vast efforts are being made to 
encourage people to be more active. It 
seems the demands of modern living, 
long working hours, pressurised jobs 
and family commitments are just some 
of the challenges preventing people 
from exercising enough. Globally one in 
three adults are not active enough and 
those people in high income countries 
seem to be doing less than those living 
in low income counties.  But in reality, 
exercising more comes with huge benefits 
– it can help us stay focused at work, act 
as a great stress buster and allow you 
to enjoy some precious time with your 
friends and family. 

It could be said we are simply out 
of the habit of physical exercise. The 
convenience of jumping in a taxi rather 
than walking, or of getting in a lift rather 
than using the stairs, are all too easy 
options. So in order to re-establish health 
and wellbeing as a priority, the challenge 
is to make people realise that exercise 
doesn’t have to be an added pressure to an 
already busy schedule – it can just as easily 
be a practical solution.  

Getting Active
The recommended level of activity for 

children and young people is 60 minutes 
of moderate to vigorous-intensity exercise 
each day. Ideally this should involve 
aerobic activities such as walking, running, 
swimming and cycling; with exercises 
to strengthen muscle or bone activities 
included at least three times a week.  

The Talk Test
The easy way to work out the intensity 
of your exercise is to try the talk test. If 
you’re doing moderate-intensity activ-
ity, you can talk but not sing. If you’re 
doing vigorous intensity activity, you 
will not be able to say more than a few 
words without pausing for breath.

Adults should be aiming to do at least 
150 minutes of moderate-intensity (or 
75 minutes of vigorous-intensity) aerobic 
activity throughout the week – with 
muscle-strengthening activities on at least 
two of the days.  

While this may sound a lot, it’s worth 
pointing out that it doesn’t have to involve 
blood, sweat and tears down the gym. It 
could just as easily be a brisk walk to and 
from work each day or carrying out the odd 
bit of gardening.  In fact, the more functional 
it becomes, the easier it is to manage.   

Did you know?
One study in Taiwan suggested found 
that just15 minutes of walking each 
day can increase life expectancy by up 
to three years.

Naturally, as we get older our ability 
to perform physical activity can be a 
little more complicated, so we need 
to be sensible. The important thing 
to remember is that doing something 
is always better than doing nothing, 
because even small increases in physical 
fitness can significantly reduce the risk of 
cardiovascular disease.   

Best Foot Forward
Often, the hardest part of any new fitness 
regime is getting started – especially 
when those involved are not used to 
exercise. A common mistake is to become 
overwhelmed or take on too much too 
soon, when a gradual approach is more 
likely to help you succeed.  That’s why, 
last year Bupa teamed up with the World 
Heart Federation to try and help.

Small Steps Towards A Healthier Future
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On ‘World Heart Day 2013’ the two 
organisations launched their ‘Ground 
Miles’ challenge to promote walking as a 
way of reducing the risk of cardiovascular 
disease. They set a target of walking 
5 million miles in various initiatives 
throughout the world, and used all their 
powers of persuasion to get people on 
their feet and active.

As part of the challenge, more than 
50,000 people downloaded a free 
motivational walking app called ‘Ground 
Miles’, which allowed them to set daily 
targets and track their progress. Bupa 
also produced a spoof YouTube video 
featuring ‘Chad Strider – The world’s 
greatest walker’, to offer some light-
hearted inspiration. The video received 
over a million views within two months 
and seemed to capture the imagination of 
people all over the world.

The many benefits of regular 
walking
•	 Decreases	body	weight,	 body	mass	

index (BMI), body fat percentage 
and waist circumference

•	 Lowers	 blood	 pressure	 although	
more research is need to determine 
how quickly you need to be walking 
to have this affect

•	 	Increase	aerobic	capacity	(your	abil-
ity to transport and use oxygen dur-
ing exercise) 

•	 Increases	‘good’	cholesterol	(HDL)	
•	 Reduces	the	risk	of	other	non-com-

municable diseases, such as type 2 
diabetes 

•	 Improves	sleep	patterns
•	 Boost	energy	levels	
•	 Increases	muscle	endurance	
•	 Help	to	reduce	feelings	of	stress	and	

anxiety
•	 Decreases	the	risk	of	dementia	
•	 Reduces	and	alleviates	joint	and	back	

pain 
•	 Increases	muscle	strength	and	helps	

to keep bones strong. 

From beginning to end, the ‘Ground 
Miles’ campaign was a resounding success 
and exceeded all expectations. More 
than a million people joined in from 150 
different countries and it was amazing to 
see how effortlessly people incorporated 
walking into their daily routines.

On January 29, 2014, the 5 million 
mile target was reached and to celebrate 
this success, Bupa provided funding to 
the World Heart Federation, which is 
now being used to support programmes 

in Africa and South Asia, which 
protect children from the symptoms of 
Rheumatic Heart Disease (RHD).

A Brighter Future
Feedback on the campaign has been 
overwhelming and it just goes to show 
that given the right incentive, individuals 
and entire communities can change 
habits and adjust their behaviours. More 
importantly, it has proved that exercise 
doesn’t have to cost money, take up 
unnecessary time or interfere with our 
busy schedules – it can be an enjoyable 
part of everyday life. 

For Bupa, the World Heart Federation 
and millions of people all over the world 
this is hopefully just the beginning of a 
brighter, healthier future. Plenty more 
initiatives are planned and plenty more 
people will be encouraged to take part. 
But as a wise man once said, even a 
journey of a thousand miles begins with 
a single step!

For more information about Bupa 
International and its business 
healthcare plans, please call:
 +44 (0)1273 256 012 
or visit: bupa.intl.com/company
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