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Being ‘pear-shaped’ may lower risk of
heart disease in women

A new study of postmenopausal women has shown that women who are
‘apple-shaped’ rather than ‘pear-shaped’ are at greater risk of heart and
blood vessel problems.

The study, published in the European Heart Journal, found that even in
women with a healthy body mass index (BMI), carrying a greater proportion
of body fat in the legs (pear-shaped) rather than around the middle
(apple-shaped) significantly reduces the risk of heart disease.

The researchers studied 2,683 women over 18 years, all of whom had a
normal BMI and had already been through the menopause.

The team found that the greatest risk of cardiovascular disease occurred in
women who had the highest percentage of fat around their middle and the
lowest percentage of leg fat. Women who stored fat around their middle
were three times more likely to suffer from heart disease than women with
the opposite body type.

However, the researchers stress that the study does not definitively show
that the location of body fat causes an increased risk of cardiovascular
problems, only that there is an association.

It is not yet understood why leg fat may be protective, but it is thought that
it is because it is not causing problems elsewhere in the body. Fat stored
around the abdomen, particularly the organs, is already known to increase
the risk of conditions like type 2 diabetes and cardiovascular disease.
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Lead researcher Dr Qibin Qi, from the Albert Einstein College of Medicine in
New York, hopes that the findings could be used to encourage people to
understand regional body fat, as well as BMI and body weight, particularly
in practice. At the moment, measures of BMI and waist circumference are
taken to predict heart disease risk but the study suggests that practitioners
should also be looking at the location of stored body fat.

However, it's not known if the findings apply to different groups of people. "It
is important to note that participants of our study were postmenopausal
women who had relatively higher fat mass in both their trunk and leg
regions. Whether the pattern of the associations could be generalisable to
younger women and to men who had relatively lower regional body fat
remains unknown,” he explained.

Qi highlights that, although there is no known way of relocating body fat
through exercise or diet, reducing stomach fat is the best way to reduce
heart disease risk, according to the study.

In a comment for the BBC, Dr Sonya Babu-Narayan, associate medical
director at the British Heart Foundation said: "This study uncovers an
interesting link between where fat is stored and your risk of heart attack
and stroke, but can't tell us why it exists. Future research to uncover how the
distribution of body fat is related to these diseases could reveal important
new ways to prevent and treat the world's biggest killer."

This study was published in the European Heart Journal.
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Discuss Being ‘pear-shaped’ may lower risk of heart disease in women and find
more trusted resources at Patient.
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