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Understanding Health Studies and Charts 
 

Understanding Charts can be challenging, but a chart can summarize relationships 
clearly and support the aim of a presentation powerfully. A chart, 
however, must not become the aim. The aim of a presentation is to 
inspire a behavior, not merely to impart information, so keep the 
aim or the behavior in mind throughout your presentation. Each 
chart, list, or summary is important to the presentation’s line of 
reasoning, so the point of each slide needs to stream into the next 
slide. Even if you skip a slide, let a concept flow into the next slide 
you show. These tips are to help you understand and smoothly 
present the point of a chart as you come to it in your presentation.  

• Review each slide until you understand the point you will make. 

• Practice making the points smoothly as you click through the 
slides—once, twice, whatever is needed. As you become 
familiar with the presentation, you may find yourself modifying 
the point to make it more accurate or more easily understood. 

Chart Phrases Charts include words and phrases useful to research, such as 
relative risk, mortality rate, probability, and quintile. The terms are 
important for expressing outcomes accurately. The words you say 
in your presentation, however, can be more straightforward. You 
want to be understood clearly! 

1. Relative Risk   The relative risk of a behavior is the risk relative to something else. 
For instance, slide 10 below presents the relationship between heart 
health and time spent walking. 
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• The medical outcome reported in slide 10 is a heart attack. 

• The risk of a heart attack varies with age, stress, blood fats, and 
many other factors. This research looked at the risk of a heart 
attack according to the hours walked each week, so we speak of 
the relative risk (RR) of a heart attack and time spent walking. 

• Relative risk varies between 0 and 100. The slide compared the 
risk of a heart attack during the 10-year study of those who do 
no regular walking to those who walk one hour or more per 
week. The rate of heart attacks in the non-walkers is set to a RR 
of 100 for comparison. The rate of heart attacks in all other 
groups is compared to this standard. For example, the women 
who walked 3 hours per week had a heart attack rate 48% less 
than the non-walkers, so their RR is 52 (100 – 48 = 52) or about 
half that of the non-walkers. Thus the walkers had 48% fewer 
heart attacks than the non-walkers, or about half as many. 

• Some charts use a relative risk between 1 and 0. The same 
principle applies. A walking group that has only half as many 
heart attacks in this case would have a relative risk of 0.5 
compared to non-walkers. Be sure your audience understands 
what relative risk means as explained above. 

• Among people who walked 5 hours a week, the risk of a heart 
attack was cut by 54% (100% – 46%)! For simplicity you can 
say: “The people who walked 5 hours a week cut their risk by 
more than half. Even the people who walked only an hour a 
week cut their risk by nearly 30 percent.” 

• When looking at how fast a person walks, we are considering 
pace. That leads to the slide shown below. 
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Nut Consumption and
Heart Disease
Nut Consumption and
Heart Disease

• Frequent consumption of 
nuts protects against risk
of hear t attacks.

• People who ate nuts 
frequently (5+ times/week) 
had a 51% reduction in 
heart attacks and a 48% 
reduction in death from 
heart attacks compared to 
those who seldom ate nuts.
Arch Intern Med,  Vol.  152, p. 1416
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Whole-Wheat Bread and
Heart Disease
Whole-Wheat Bread and
Heart Disease
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• The women who walked more briskly (3 mph) cut their risk of a 
heart attack nearly in half (by 48%) compared to women who 
walked less than 2 miles in an hour. Thus, the relative risk for 
brisk walkers was 52 (100 - 48 = 52). Brisk walking is powerful 
protection against the risk of heart attack. 

• One study showed that 
eating nuts more than 
5 times a week cut the 
RR of a heart attack by 
almost half! 

• Another study showed that eating whole-wheat bread cut the 
RR of a heart attack nearly in half! 

2. Mortality Rate A rate is a ratio between two things. On slide 13 shown below, the 
adjusted mortality rate for all the causes of which men die is a ratio 
between their activity level and how long they live—adjusted for 
something, the slide doesn’t say, but probably for age and BMI.  
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• We see that men who were active died at less than half the rate 
of men who were inactive—the inactive men died twice as fast. 
A third way to say the same thing is that inactive men had a 
death rate twice as high as active men during the study. 

3. Probability Probability is another term often used in research. For instance, 
slide 38 below speaks of the probability of dying in mid-life. Mid-
life is stated as ages 35-69. This was the age range of the study 
population. Think of probability as the percent of people who died 
during that study period. Only about 15% of the men with a high 
intake of fruits and vegetables died during the study compared to 
about 18% of men who ate few fruits and vegetables. In relative 
risk terms, that is a 30% increase in mortality! 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 
 

4. Quintile  A quintile is a way of dividing people into 5 equal groups after 
ranking everyone from least to most or vice versa. On slide 38 
women are divided into 5 equal groups based on how many fruits 
and vegetables they ate. The 20% of people (1/5) who ate the least 
fruits and vegetables is called the first quintile. The 20% who ate 
the most fruits and vegetables is called the 5th quintile or top1/5th of 
people. 

• The highest quintile of fruit and vegetable intake was 
associated with the lowest probability of dying mid-life. 

• The lowest quintile of fruit and vegetable intake had the highest 
risk of dying.  

• The bottom line is to eat your fruits and vegetables if you want 
to live a long time! 
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