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Adj. Prof John G Kelly AM

The Heart Foundation’s Heart Health Check toolkit 
will support primary care health professionals to 
deliver better evidence-based care.

The COVID-19 pandemic has created an 
unprecedented global impact on public health 
and health care delivery. Outside of direct health 
consequences, social distancing restrictions have also 
disrupted the delivery of routine health care across 
the country. The Heart Foundation commends the 
Australian Government on their management of the 
pandemic. The Heart Foundation has worked to ensure 
that Australians understand the impact COVID-19 has 
on cardiovascular disease (CVD) and encourage 
Australians to continue their chronic disease treatment 
and management plans and to receive the appropriate 
checks from their health professionals.

The 2021-2022 pre-Budget submission proposes sound, 
practical policy proposals that address gaps in the 
Australia’s current approach to preventing, treating 
and managing cardiovascular disease - a major 
burden to Australia’s health care system and that of our 
communities. This Budget submission presents a series 
of low-cost, high-value proposals that are aligned to key 
actions highlighted in the draft National Strategic Action 
Plan for Heart Disease and Stroke and the National 
Women’s Health Strategy 2020-20301. Cardiovascular 
disease comprises heart disease, blood vessel disease 
and stroke. Despite significant advances in recent 
decades, cardiovascular disease:

  Affects 4 million Australians2.

  Accounts for almost 30% of all deaths (one life lost 
every 12 minutes)3.

  Is a leading cause of the total burden of disease 
(12.3% of the total burden)4.

  Are some of the most costly diseases to treat ($10.4 
billion of our annual healthcare budget)5.

  Disproportionately affects certain population groups.

There is much more to be done to prevent millions of 
Australians from getting heart disease and its related 
conditions and to improve the lives of those living with 
and affected by heart disease.

 

Risk Reduction

Many Australians are unaware of risk factors that 
can lead to a heart attack or stroke. The dedicated 
Medicare Benefits Schedule item for Heart Health 
Checks, has led to almost 150,000 checks completed, 
therefore enabling millions of Australians to receive 
appropriate treatment and care and stopping heart 
disease and other chronic conditions from taking hold. 
The Heart Foundation’s Heart Health Check toolkit will 
support primary care health professionals to deliver 
better evidence-based care.

Support and Care

One of the Heart Foundations main goals is to 
ensure that all Australians with heart disease have 
access to the information and support they need, 
in a manner required for them, in order to better 
manage their condition and improve their quality of 
life. We are pleased to work with the Government, 
health professionals and the community to improve 
the healthcare system to enable the most effective 
treatments and care for all Australians and ensure that 
support and resources are available after a heart event.

Research

For 60 years the Heart Foundation has funded high 
impact research into cardiovascular disease. We will 
continue to facilitate and promote high impact research 
to positively influence the prevention and treatment 
of CVD nationwide. The Heart Foundation welcomes 
matched funding from the Government to ensure we 
can continue to work together on strategic research 
priorities to address the nation’s number one killer, heart 
disease. In partnership with the Australian Government, 
the Heart Foundation will continue to take action and 
address key gaps to prevent and treat CVD and we 
welcome the Government’s support.

Adj. Prof John G Kelly AM 
Group CEO 
National Heart Foundation of Australia

Foreword
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THE FACTS ABOUT 
CARDIOVASCULAR 

DISEASE

LARGELY
PREVENTABLE

AFFECTS 
4 MILLION

AUSTRALIANS

DISPROPORTIONATELY 
AFFECTS INDIGENOUS AND 

LOW-SOCIOECONOMIC 
COMMUNITIES

1 AUSTRALIAN DIES 
EVERY

12 MINUTES
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SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS

National Heart Foundation Walking Initiative 
Ensure Australians are supported to be physically active

Investment 9.5M over 3 years

Support an extension of the federally funded walking program with  
a focus on increasing participation to over 200,000 Australians 

1

2

3

4

National Women and CVD Awareness Campaign 
Increase awareness and understanding within the Australian 
community

New investment $12M over three years

Support a ‘women and CVD’ awareness campaign, with a focus on 
driving knowledge to reduce risk, change behaviour and encourage 
prompt action

Absolute Cardiovascular Risk Assessment 
Detect and manage those at risk of heart disease

Investment $2M over 2 years

Provide health professionals with tools and resources to support health 
checks and care

Patient Support 
Support Australians living with heart disease

New investment $500K over 2 years

Improve post-discharge support services for people with heart disease 
and their carers 
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Support an extension of the federally funded walking 
program with a focus on increasing participation to 
over 200,000 Australians 

Investment 9.5M over 3 years

Lack of physical activity is a leading risk factor for heart 
disease, type 2 diabetes, some cancers and for poor 
mental health6,7,8. Walking is also helpful in reducing 
key risk factors such as hypertension and obesity6. Only 
15% of adults meet all the Australian Physical Activity 
Guidelines7. Walking is the most popular and prevalent 
physical activity in Australia. 

Physical inactivity remains a major driver of chronic 
disease in Australia. Too few Australian adults are 
achieving Australian Physical Activity Guidelines9. 

Our programs have achieved significant cut-through, 
and our new Personalised Walking Program will allow us 
to offer both individualised and group walking options to 
consumers into the future. 

The Heart Foundation’s walking initiatives have gathered 
significant momentum and with the Government’s 
support we can: 

  maintain and develop a national walking initiative;

  deliver supportive public education and 
communication; and

  promote and support safer and more walkable built 
and natural environments.

1. National Heart Foundation Walking Initiative

ENSURE AUSTRALIANS ARE SUPPORTED TO BE  
PHYSICALLY ACTIVE

National Strategic Action Plan for Heart Disease and Stroke

ACTION 1.2.2

National Walking Initiative
The Heart Foundation has invested in walking programs 
for a number of years, recognising that this single 
behaviour has significant potential to improve risk 
factors, heart disease outcomes, and broader chronic 
disease outcomes for the majority of Australians.

Increasing population levels of walking and supporting 
more walkable environments can achieve numerous 
co-benefits for the Australian community including 
mental health, social, economic and environmental 
impacts.    

In line with the draft National Strategic Action Plan for 
Heart Disease and Stroke, a federally funded walking 
initiative will enable more Australians to be physically 
active. With guidance and support to engage health 
professionals and local governments to get more 
Australians more active, as well as supporting more 
walkable neighbourhoods and environments.

Government support of this initiative will enable 
enhancement of the walking program to provide 
Australians an opportunity to ‘walk their way’ by either 
joining a walking group or completing a Personalised 
Walking Plan, complementing the national focus on 
getting more Australian’s to be more physically active, 
more often.

Kerri’s story after walking changed her life

“I felt very motivated after the birth of my third child 
and started gradually walking more each day. I lost 35 
kilos, my resting heart rate came right down, and I had 
no post-natal depression, which I put down to walking. 
But it wasn’t easy and I found many footpaths too 
narrow or damaged to walk on, especially with a pram 
and small children. But walking is such a great thing to 
do, so uplifting. You never ever come in contact with 
someone walking who isn’t happy.’’

Photo courtesy: Lachie Millard Photography
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Support a ‘women and CVD’ awareness campaign, with 
a focus on driving knowledge to reduce risk, change 
behaviour and encourage prompt action

Investment $12M over 3 years

Cardiovascular Disease (CVD) is a leading cause of 
illness and death among Australian women. Recent data 
indicate that 2.1 million Australian women have CVD, and 
that CVD is the cause of almost one-third of all deaths 
among women. Aspects of CVD prevention and treatment 
are unique to women, and these gender differences are 
increasingly being recognised10.

The Heart Foundation is pleased that these issues 
have been highlighted as a priority for the Australian 
Government with commitment to addressing disparities in 
care for women with CVD.

This has been demonstrated by the inclusion of the need 
for a women and CVD awareness campaign in the 
National Women’s Health Strategy 2020-20301 and the draft 
National Strategic Action Plan for Heart Disease and Stroke.

With the support of Government funding for this vital 
national awareness program, the Heart Foundation is best 
placed to develop and deliver a national multi-media 
campaign to promote awareness of the different risks for 
and symptoms of CVD in women.

The Heart Foundation has demonstrated experience, 
capability and expertise to deliver a women and CVD 
awareness campaign on behalf of the Australian 
Government, with previous success with #Womenshearts: 
Making the Invisible Visible in NSW11.

2. National Women and CVD 
Awareness Campaign

INCREASE AWARENESS AND 
UNDERSTANDING WITHIN THE 
AUSTRALIAN COMMUNITY

National Strategic Action Plan for Heart 
Disease and Stroke

ACTION 1.3.1

Joyce Di Mascio, Member of the Heart Foundation 
Business women’s  Champion of the Heart program

This is not only a female issue, it’s a male 
issue, its an issue for the entire community.  

I believe we all need to get involved in  
order to raise awareness and take action.
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CVD is a significant issue for women both nationally and 
internationally. An estimated 2.1 million Australian women 
have CVD, with Indigenous women almost twice as likely 
as non-Indigenous women to have CVD10.

CVD is a leading contributor to the burden of disease, 
and a leading cause of death among Australian 
women10. CVD is also largely preventable. Knowledge 
to reduce risk factors and change behaviour such as 
tobacco use, risky alcohol consumption, overweight and 
obesity, physical inactivity, and high blood pressure, can 
help to reduce the risk of developing CVD10.

Fortunately, there is growing recognition that sex and 
gender plays an important role in the development and 
treatment of CVD.

The National Women’s Health Strategy 2020-2030 identifies 
the need to ‘address key risk factors that reduce quality 
of life for women as they age’1. This includes the need 
to identify women at increased risk of CVD through the 
promotion of heart health checks (HHC) over the age of 
45 years (30 years for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
women). An awareness campaign with a focus on 
driving knowledge to reduce risk, change behaviour and 
encourage prompt action could incorporate awareness 
of risk of CVD and promote the need for a HHC.

Population-targeted public education campaigns, when 
delivered at high intensity and frequency as part of a 
comprehensive multi-media approach, have been shown 
to be effective12. The Heart Foundation is well placed 
to implement this national initiative on behalf of the 
Government.

WOMEN AND CARDIOVASCULAR DISEASE
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Provide health professionals with tools and resources 
to support health checks and care

Investment $2M over 2 years

Greater awareness of risk factors for CVD and increased 
delivery of Absolute Cardiovascular Risk Assessment 
through a ‘Heart Health Check’ (HHC) has the potential 
to prevent thousands of CVD events and mitigate 
risk before it manifests as overt CVD. Improving early 
detection and management of CVD risk by increasing 
uptake of HHCs is required. With Government support the  
Heart Foundation can:

1.  Increase consumer awareness of CVD risk factors and 
the importance of HHCs

2.  Provide health professionals with appropriate tools, 
resources and education to support delivery of HHCs.

Supporting general practice level change has shown 
to increase Heart Health Checks (HHC) conducted in 
primary care. Practice teams play an integral role in 
integrating HHCs into routine clinical practice.

The Heart Foundation proposes a nationwide initiative 
to support practice level change through a toolkit of 
resources for general practice. Building off the release of 
the Heart Foundation’s HHC toolkit in 2021, we seek the 
Government’s support to integrate the toolkit into routine 
primary care and ensure more healthcare professionals 
are delivering these life-saving preventative checks.

3. Absolute Cardiovascular Risk Assessment

DETECT AND MANAGE THOSE AT RISK OF HEART DISEASE

National Strategic Action Plan for Heart Disease and Stroke

ACTION 1.1.5

Absolute Cardiovascular Risk Assessment

One of the most effective ways to encourage people to 
get a HHC is if they receive a direct invitation from their 
health professional13.

With Government support, the Heart Foundation will 
employ a number of strategies to raise awareness about 
new tools and resources, educate health professionals 
on the prevention of CVD and work alongside Primary 
Health Networks to integrate the toolkit into continuous 
quality improvement activities.

Government support would enable Heart Foundation 
to pilot a national HHC recall program involving 200 
general practices from regions across Australia that are 
disproportionately impacted by CVD. Using innovative 
practice software technology we will work with general 
practices to actively identify and recall high risk patients 
for a HHC (e.g people with hypertension).

Resources and tools provided by the HHC toolkit will 
support general practices to deliver these checks in line 
with best practice clinical guidelines.

This program will leverage a combination of strategies 
targeting consumers and health professionals to boost 
awareness of CVD risk factors and the importance of 
HHCs. We will provide new practical resources to support 
the delivery of preventative checks and use innovative 
technologies to actively identify and recall at-risk 
Australians for a HHC.
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4. Patient Support

SUPPORT AUSTRALIANS  
LIVING WITH HEART DISEASE

National Strategic Action Plan for Heart 
Disease and Stroke

ACTION 3.2.2 & 3.3.1 & 3.3.2

Improve post-discharge support services for people 
with heart disease and their carers 

Investment $500k over 2 years

The Heart Foundation strives to support all Australian’s 
living with heart disease to make the best recovery 
possible, to be well and participate in the community.

With the support of the Government, the Heart 
Foundation could expand existing post-discharge 
support services nationally, connecting survivors and 
their families with the services and supports they need 
to live well. By scaling up our support services, including 
developing our Heart Foundation Helpline to include 
automation and upskilling of staff, the Heart Foundation 
could provide 24 hour per day, 7 days per week heart 
health support through various channels and networks, 
to ensure Australians can connect with our services 
when and how they need.

One of the objectives of the draft National Strategic 
Action Plan for Heart Disease and Stroke highlights the 
need to improve the patient and carer journey from 
hospital to the community through multidisciplinary, 
coordinated care. Improving post-discharge support 
services for people with heart disease and their carers is 
one of the actions identified.

With Government support of the dedicated Heart 
Foundation Helpline, the Heart Foundation could 
enhance our current service to become a more highly 
efficient patient support offering, that will better support 
those Australians most in need, particularly when 
recovering from a heart event.

With the support of the Government, the Heart 
Foundation could embed an automation system into 
the current Helpline service. This would free up our 
trained staff to provide dedicated and individualised 
information and support to many more Australians.

Funding to modernise our patient support Helpline and 
web-based services will provide various avenues for the 
general Australian population to interact with our 
information and support offerings. By continuing to 
upskill our Helpline staff, we would also ensure that they 
can continue to  provide the most up-to-date health 
information, resources and care required for heart 
patients, carers and the broader Australian community.
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Caleb’s story
“I was 35 and with two boys in primary school so the 
last thing I expected was to find myself in hospital with 
serious heart failure. When I was discharged, I made 
some big lifestyle changes that improved my heart 
function, but I was anxious. I felt that heart disease was 
like a shadow peeping over my shoulder. 

When I rang the Heart Foundation Helpline, the 
consultant explained about ‘cardiac blues’, and 
suggested I consult a cardiac psychologist for specific 
support, as well as an exercise physiologist. It turned 
out to be great advice. Getting active again and being 
able to do the long bushwalks I love has made such 
difference to my state of mind. When I put down the 
phone after talking.”
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For heart health information 
and support, call our 
Helpline on 13 11 12 or visit 
heartfoundation.org.au
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