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New insights on causes of sudden death in young 
 
Genetic testing and new research led by 
Chris Semsarian has shed new light on 
the deaths of nearly 500 young people 
like Nathan Duncan who died suddenly 
six years ago. 

Royal Prince Alfred Hospital cardiologist 
and head of the molecular cardiology 
program at The Centenary Institute, 
Professor Chris Semsarian, led the 
multinational study published in the New 
England Journal of Medicine.  

“This is a truly world-first study to 
capture all sudden deaths in young 
people,” Professor Semsarian said. 

Sudden cardiac death is a tragedy that 
claims the lives of two to three young 
Australians each week and Professor Semsarian’s study prospectively investigated all 490 cases of 
sudden cardiac death in Australia and New Zealand among people aged one to 35 years from 2010 
to 2012. 

Nathan Duncan collapsed and died whilst playing a casual game of touch football in 2010, while his 
younger brother Jake watched on.  

“I wasn’t sure it was real. It was a very hard time. He was my best friend,” Jake said. 

The Duncan family, like 40 per cent of similar cases, had no idea what happened to Jake, before a 
phone call from Professor Semsarian requesting Nathan’s autopsy be included in the study.  

It was detected than Nathan had a cardiomyopathy, an inherited issue which brother Jake and other 
family members were then tested for.  

“I have an irregular heartbeat, though it doesn’t really affect me,” Jake said. 

“It was pretty important to know what happened to Nathan though and it is always good to get it 
checked out.” 

For other families, genetic testing was the only way of uncovering a cause of the sudden death. 

“We were able to find answers to one in four previously unexplained sudden deaths and help other 
family members understand the implications of the genetic mutation,” Professor Semsarian said. 

 

Professor Chris Semsarian with Jake Duncan. 
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The study also showed 72 per cent of sudden cardiac deaths occurred in males, and 65 per cent of 
cases occurred when the person was asleep or resting, an area for further research.  

“This type of study is almost impossible in the United States or the UK. This is an example of how 
Australia can lead the world in this research. 

“These results help remove the suspicion of the death and help give families closure and relief that 
there was a cardiac problem. In addition, when we can identify the risks through genetic testing 
there are many things we can do, including inserting defibrillators for at-risk family members,” he 
said.  

Beyond preventive advice and clinical care for at-risk family members, the general message to help 
reduce sudden cardiac deaths in the broader community is clear. 

“Teaching CPR to as many people as possible and increasing the availability of defibrillators and 
people trained to use them in schools, sports clubs and community venues will always improve the 
chance of saving lives.” 

 


