
 

Middle-aged muscle mass linked to future
heart disease risk

November 11 2019

The amount of lean muscle a healthy person has in middle age is linked
to their future risk of heart disease, suggests research in the Journal of
Epidemiology & Community Health. 

Maintaining muscle tissue volume may be an effective means of
promoting cardiovascular health and warding off heart attacks and
strokes later on, at least in men, conclude the researchers. 

Muscular tissue volume starts to progressively ebb away from the mid
30s onwards at a rate of around 3% every decade. It has an active role in
various metabolic processes, and its decline is associated with, among
other things, disability and a heightened risk of death. 

Previous research indicates that muscle mass is associated with heart
attack/stroke risk, but these studies have focused on the health outcomes
of people with existing heart disease. 

The researchers wanted to find out if muscle mass in middle age might
also predict the subsequent risk of poor cardiovascular health in people
without heart disease. 

So they monitored the number of new cases of cardiovascular disease
arising over a period of 10 years in 2020 members of the public, 1019 of
whom were aged 45+ in 2001-2. 

None of these older men and women had heart disease at the start of the
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study, which is when they provided lifestyle information, including on
how closely they followed a Mediterranean diet, and how much physical
activity they did. 

Levels of circulating blood fats and indicators of inflammation were
measured, as were blood pressure and weight (BMI)—all of which are
potential risk factors for heart disease. Skeletal muscle mass was
calculated using previously published data and adjusted for weight and
height (BMI). 

During the 10 year monitoring period, 272 (just under 27%) fatal and
non-fatal cases of cardiovascular disease, including stroke and minor
stroke, arose among the 1019 middle aged participants. 

Men were around four times as likely to develop cardiovascular disease
as women, after accounting for potentially influential factors. And
muscle mass volume was associated with cardiovascular disease risk. 

The fewest cases occurred in the third of people with the highest muscle
volume compared with those in the lowest range at the start of the
monitoring period. Those with the highest muscle tissue volume were
81% less likely to have a heart attack or stroke, for example. 

The prevalence of high blood pressure, diabetes, and obesity—all risk
factors for cardiovascular disease—were all lower among those with the
highest muscle volume. 

And those in this group tended to be younger, male, and smokers. And
they were also more physically active, had higher levels of income and
education, and to eat a Mediterranean-style diet. 

But when further more detailed analysis was carried out, muscle volume
remained significantly associated with lower cardiovascular disease risk,
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irrespective of diet, household income, and educational attainment, as
well as known risk factors, such as diabetes among those aged 45 and
older, but only among men. 

The gender disparity may be partly explained by higher muscle volume
in men to start with and hormonal differences between the sexes in the
ageing process, suggest the researchers. 

This is an observational study, and as such, can't establish cause.
Nevertheless, the results "point to the importance of [skeletal muscle
mass] preservation in relation to [cardiovascular disease] risk," they
write. 

And they suggest that periodic physical activity, including resistance
training, and a diet rich in protein, may help preserve lean muscle mass
as people age. 

  More information: Skeletal muscle mass in relation to 10 year
cardiovascular disease incidence among middle aged and older adults:
the ATTICA study, DOI: 10.1136/jeh-2019-212268
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