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Teenagers who already have risk factors 
for heart disease are much more likely to 
persist in their unhealthy habits
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teen troubles
The kids are not alright, according to an alarming new study  
into the health of Canadian teenagers

By Dr. Art Hister

Dr. Art Hister is a medical writer and health 
analyst for Global TV and Corus Radio. 

ne of the 
scarier reports 
I’ve seen 
recently came 
out of the 

Canadian Cardiovascular 
Congress held last October. 
It offered a pretty detailed 
analysis of the health of 
several thousand Toronto-
area teenagers, and the only 
conclusion one could draw 
from that report is that the 

health of our kids — like 
the money in my can’t-miss 
stock portfolio — is going 
downhill more rapidly than 
Dubai’s real estate market.

This six-year-long study 
compared kids aged 14 to 15 
and found that 21 per cent 
of young teens now have at 
least one major risk factor 
for heart disease (versus 17 
per cent six years ago); a 
frightening 16 per cent have 

high cholesterol levels (versus 
seven per cent six years ago); 
and obesity rates have also 
gone up, albeit only from 
11 to 13 per cent. Weird, 
huh, that we can find solace 
in obesity rates that have 
“only” risen by two per cent.

But the thing that should 
be setting off alarm bells 
everywhere, especially in 
the homes of the families 
of these kids, is that studies 
have clearly shown that teen-
agers who already have risk 
factors for heart disease are 
much more likely to persist 

in their unhealthy lifestyle 
habits as they reach adult-
hood. And that’s when many 
of them start to pay the costs 
of those poor choices.

What’s happening out 
there?

Well, anyone with even a 
single functioning brain cell 
can figure this one out: kids 
are sitting way too much 
and not being active nearly 
enough. And although no 
one is asking me, I think 
there is one easy causative 
factor: too little walking.

Just think back to how 
things were when we 
were young: we walked 
everywhere. We’d walk for 
miles in the snow (there 
was no summer back then); 

we walked miles to school, 
before dawn but after doing 
our chores; and when 
we were allowed to play 
(between jobs and minding 
our siblings), we had to walk 
miles (shoeless, of course) 
to a gravel-lined playground, 
where we played games 
that required even more 
movement because the only 
electric gadget anyone had 
back then was a toaster, plus 
a TV that came on only at 
4 p.m. and promptly shut 
down at night.

In fact, according to a 

recent study, the main factor 
all over the world affecting 
the amount of physical 
activity people do is simply 
access to sidewalks.

Bottom line? Getting 
enough exercise is easy: just 
put one foot in front of the 
other and then repeat with 
the other side.

And if we — governments, 
educators, responsible adults, 
and most of all, parents — 
don’t start doing something 
about it, those kids will end 
up living fewer years and in 
poorer health than we do.

Is that what we really 
want to leave our children? n
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