
Your TV is Killing You 

Prolonged TV watching linked to increased 
heart attacks and mortality 

 

  

How bad is watching TV? This study, from the Journal of the 
American Heart Association sought to compare different 
sedentary activities; television viewing versus sedentary 
occupational sitting. The participants were 3592 black residents 
of Jackson, Mississippi who were followed for an average of 8.4 
years. The researchers found an increase of 49% in 
cardiovascular events and overall mortality between the lowest and highest television watching groups 
but no correlation with sedentary occupational sitting. Subjects who participated in regular moderate to 
vigorous physical activity did not show a higher risk with more television viewing.  

    
Abstract: 

• Background: Previous cross-sectional studies have shown conflicting results regarding the 
effects of television viewing and occupational sitting on cardiovascular disease (CVD) risk 
factors. The purpose of this study was to compare the association of both television viewing and 
occupational sitting with CVD events and all-cause mortality in blacks. 

• Methods and Results: Participants included 3592 individuals enrolled in the Jackson Heart 
Study, a community-based study of blacks residing in Jackson, Mississippi. Television viewing 
(<2, 2-4, and >4 h/day) and occupational sitting (never/seldom, sometimes, often/always) were 
self-reported. Over a median follow-up of 8.4 years, there were 129 CVD events and 205 
deaths. The highest category of television viewing (>4 h/day) was associated with a greater risk 
for a composite CVD events/all-cause mortality end point compared with the lowest category 
(<2 h/day; hazard ratio, 1.49; 95% CI, 1.13-1.97). In contrast, the highest category of 
occupational sitting (often/always) was not associated with risk for a composite CVD events/all-
cause mortality end point compared with the lowest category (never/seldom; hazard ratio, 0.90; 
95% CI, 0.69-1.18). Moderate-to-vigorous physical activity moderated the association of 
television viewing with CVD events/all-cause mortality such that television viewing was not 
associated with greater risk among those with high moderate-to-vigorous physical activity 
levels. 

• Conclusions: Television viewing was associated with greater risk of CVD events and all-cause 
mortality, while occupational sitting had no association with these outcomes. These findings 
suggest that minimizing television viewing may be more effective for reducing CVD and 
mortality risk in blacks compared with reducing occupational sedentary behavior. 

 
I feel my brain cells shrinking just walking through a room with reality TV on, but is TV watching actually 
dangerous for our health? This study compared sedentary time watching television and sedentary 
occupation time to see if there was a difference in cardiovascular events and overall mortality. This 
study was done on a population of black people but the results should be applicable to all populations. 
Watching over 4 hours of TV was associated with a 50% greater risk of cardiovascular events and 
mortality as compared to the group watching < 2 hours daily. Interestingly, they did not find an 
association with sedentary work time. In this study, the participants who reported spending more time 
sitting at work had higher levels of physical activity, a healthier diet, and were less likely to be current 
smokers or heavy alcohol consumers. Participants who reported longer daily TV viewing were more 



likely to smoke, be heavy alcohol consumers, have an unhealthy diet, and poor levels physical activity 
so the link between TV viewing and poorer overall health habits could be a contributing factor. 
Additionally, TV viewers tend to have more prolonged, uninterrupted periods of sedentary behavior 
where they are sitting on the couch for hours at a time which may be more adversely associated with 
cardiometabolic biomarkers such as c-reactive protein (inferring more risk) compared with shorter bouts 
of sedentary behavior which are more likely to occur in the work setting where people tend to take more 
breaks and move around more often. Interestingly, 20-30 minutes daily of moderate to vigorous physical 
activity eliminated the increased risk for the higher TV viewers so there is a protective activity for heavy 
TV viewers.   
 
Bottom line: In this study, prolonged TV viewing was associated with increased risk of cardiovascular 
events and mortality. The high TV viewers tended to have more unhealthy habits which likely 
contributed to the increased risk. There may be increased risk from sitting for hours not moving (like 
when we watch TV) which is worse than sitting at work where we tend to move around more. Prolonged 
TV viewing is not healthy, but if you enjoy watching TV, exercise can eliminate your increased risk. 
Perhaps exercising while watching TV is the way to go! 
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