
 

How strong your grip is says a lot about
your health
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Grip strength declines with many health conditions.
Credit: Lars Hallstrom/ Shutterstock

The human hand is remarkable. Not only does it
allow us to throw, grab, climb and pick things up, it
can also be a measure of health. Using hand-grip
strength—which assesses the amount of force a
person can generate with their grip—researchers
can not only understand a person's strength, they
can also know the rate a person is aging and even 
diagnose certain health conditions, such as heart
disease and cancer. 

Grip strength is typically tested using a
dynamometer, which a person grasps the same
way they'd hold a glass, with the elbow tucked into
the side and positioned at right angles. The
instrument is then squeezed for about five
seconds. The test is performed on both hands,
usually three squeezes on each hand, and then
the average is taken. Men aged 20-30 typically
have the greatest strength, while women over 75
have the lowest. In people aged 20-29 years old, 
average grip strength is 46kg for men and 29kg for
women. This decreases to 39kg and 23.5kg by the
time a person reaches 60-69 years of age.

Research shows that having a grip strength that
was lower than average compared to people of the
same gender and age range was associated with 
risk of heart failure, where lower strength indicated 
detrimental changes in the heart's structure and
function. Similarly, research has shown weaker grip
strength is a strong predictor of cardiac death,
death from any cause, and hospital admission for
heart failure. 

Grip strength may also be useful for predicting
survival from cancer. Though survival is based on
other factors, such as cancer type and time of
diagnosis, one study found patients were more
likely to survive non-small-cell lung cancer the
greater their grip strength was.

Being diagnosed with colorectal, prostate or lung
cancer in men, and breast and lung cancer in
women are all associated with a five-kilogram
reduction in grip strength in people aged 60-69.
This decrease in grip strength was also associated
with a higher likelihood of death from colorectal
cancer in men and breast cancer in women.

Obesity is also associated with a weaker grip in
later life. The presence of fat in and around muscle 
reduces muscle efficiency. Recent work looking at 
diabetes and grip strength has also shown that
people who develop type 2 diabetes have a weaker
grip strength. This is probably caused by the
presence of fat in the muscles making them less
efficient at doing their job—subsequently increasing
inactivity and worsening muscular decline. 

Grip strength declines with age. Research shows
that as the body loses muscle mass as we age, grip
strength decreases. Aging causes a decline in 
muscle mass (and function), at a rate of 1% a year
from middle age. This can result in a loss of up to
50% of muscle mass by 80-90 years of age.

But aging progresses at different rates in different
people. This means that grip strength could
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decrease from age-related changes in the nervous
system where signals do not travel as fast, or from
muscle loss in the arms. Another study has shown
that reduced grip strength in older adults is
associated with lower cognitive function. 

Muscle loss

Loss of muscle tissue occurs all over the body
when we develop certain health conditions and
when we age. However, it can be difficult to
measure strength in many places, which is why the
hands are so useful. Their ability to produce both
fine and force movements makes them a good
proxy for overall health.

With disease (including heart disease, diabetes and
cancer), our muscles' ability to contract to generate
force and their ability to function and move is
reduced. This results from one or a combination of
factors, such as reduced function of the heart to
enable movement or prolonged movement, less
efficiency in muscles, fatigue or muscle wasting.
Having lower muscle function also results in loss of 
muscle tissue—and this tissue loss subsequently
also leads to decreased muscle strength and the
inability to do as much. Certain health conditions
might also cause fatigue, which also makes us less
likely to move and exercise, causing a cycle of
further muscle loss and decline in strength.

Cancer, in particular, can limit how well our
digestive system works, making it difficult to
consume food and reducing appetite. The foods we
eat—in particular protein—are especially important for
maintaining muscle mass and strength. Without
proper food to fuel us and give us energy, the body
must draw on its internal reserves to generate
energy. One of the main ways it does this is to burn
tissue that isn't being used—and muscle is a favorite
fuel for this situation. Loss of body mass reduces
the body's natural stores, and potentially its ability
to sustain prolonged chronic illness.

One of the key things people can do to maintain
health and improve—or at the very least maintain
muscle strength—is to exercise. The body has a
"use it or lose it" approach to tissues, with muscles
being broken down if not used. For instance, it's
well known that getting patients walking after

surgery prevents loss of muscle and bone and
reduces their length of stay in hospital. 

Either way, a strong handshake may offer more
information about you than you may realize. 

This article is republished from The Conversation
under a Creative Commons license. Read the 
original article.

  Provided by The Conversation

                               2 / 3

https://medicalxpress.com/tags/nervous+system/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/nervous+system/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK3873/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/grip/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/31322562/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/health+conditions/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/heart+disease/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/muscle+tissue/
https://www.gastrojournal.org/article/S0016-5085(07)00575-6/fulltext
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/strength/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/16813627/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6219981/
https://theconversation.com
https://theconversation.com/how-strong-your-grip-is-says-a-lot-about-your-health-145861


 

APA citation: How strong your grip is says a lot about your health (2020, October 15) retrieved 26 April
2021 from https://medicalxpress.com/news/2020-10-strong-lot-health.html

This document is subject to copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private study or research, no
part may be reproduced without the written permission. The content is provided for information purposes only.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

                               3 / 3

https://medicalxpress.com/news/2020-10-strong-lot-health.html
http://www.tcpdf.org

