
Chronic Disease 

 

More than one-third of the American population is chronically ill.  That doesn’t factor in 

the idea that you can be 80 percent unwell before the first symptoms of disease 

manifest.  Even if you have no outward signs of disease, you may still be heading into a 

downward spiral that will cause chronic disease later in life.  It may take twenty years for 

enough tumor cells to show up on an x-ray or mammogram.  At the time of the 

diagnosis, you’re at the end stage of a healing crisis, not the beginning.  Your arteries 

could be 90 percent occluded before you experience the first symptoms of angina or 

some other condition.  It might take forty years for an occlusion to get that bad.  You’re 

told it was caught early, when, in actuality, you got it at the end.  So, we’ve got possibly 

another 100 million people walking around who are processing disease that is not yet 

diagnosed.  Then we have another 50 million people who have the early stages of 

disease.  These are our youth.   

 

Most of what we call aging is simply the presence of disease – chronic, seemingly 

ubiquitous disease that makes us age with such apparent time-dependent consistency 

that we accept it universally as “simply getting older.”  Estimates suggest that up to 90 

percent of adult illness is due to the degenerative processes of aging.  Despite 

commonly held beliefs that aging is mostly out of your control, inherited genetics 

accounts for less than 30 percent of all aging effects, and the importance of genetic 

inheritance matters less and less the older your calendar age.  By the age eighty, 

behavioral choices account almost entirely for a person’s overall health and longevity.   

 

More than 65 percent of annual American deaths are attributable to heart disease, 

cancer, and stroke.  These three diseases, degenerative diseases of aging, consume 

more than fifty percent of the U.S. health-care budget.  Moreover, health care costs are 

increasing at double-digit rates each year.  Trouble is we have little to show for it.  Any 

improvements in the incidence of heart disease have been because of lifestyle 

improvements, not medical ones.  Same for cancer.   

 

 



Prevention is the only vehicle that will account for change.  If we really want to make an 

impact on health care in this country and throughout the world, the focus must be on 

preventing the degenerative diseases of aging.  Instead of micromanaging disease, we 

should focus on macro-managing wellness.  Ninety percent of first heart attacks result 

from preventable lifestyle choices.  The same is true of type II diabetes.  The 

overwhelming majority of cancers are avoidable.  These diseases along with many 

others, such as Alzheimer's disease, are not a component of natural aging.  Rather, 

they are a form of pathological aging that results from a lifetime of unhealthy choices.  If 

we can slow the physiologic processes of aging we can alleviate more than 50 percent 

of all disease overnight.  We can alter this dreadful course by preventing, delaying, or 

reversing the diseases associated with aging. 

 

Only a small percentage of the American population is truly healthy.  And it is no 

accident that they are healthy.  They work at it.  So when will you change?  You are 

most likely to change when you lose it all, when you realize one day that you’ve made 

the wrong choices.  Think of how many times you changed because you lost everything.  

Breaking old habits takes courage.  It begins with mindfulness – attention and intention.  

You can make the mindful decisions to make the changes in your life to grow younger, 

not older, with each passing day. 

 

[Adapted from Gary Null’s Ultimate Anti-Aging Program.  Gary Null, PhD.  Broadway 

Books, 1999] 


