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Cardiovascular disease patients benefit more
from exercise than healthy people

September 1 2019
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Non-linear relationship between physical activity and mortality risk according to
the presence of cardiovascular disease. The red and blue lines and shades
indicate adjusted hazard ratio and 95% confidence intervals for subjects with
and without cardiovascular disease, respectively. Credit: European Heart Journal
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A study of nearly half a million people has found for the first time that
those with heart or blood vessel problems benefit more from having a
physically active lifestyle than do healthy people without cardiovascular
disease (CVD).

Increased physical activity reduced the risk of dying during a six-year
follow-up period for people with and without CVD, but the researchers
found the greatest reduction in risk was in people with CVD and this
continued to reduce the more exercise they did.

The study, which is published in the European Heart Journal today
(Sunday), is also presented at the same time at the European Society of
Cardiology (ESC) Congress 2019 together with the World Congress of
Cardiology in Paris, France.

There is plenty of evidence to show that physical activity reduces the
risk of dying from CVD in healthy people; there is less evidence of its
effect in people with pre-existing CVD although guidelines recommend
it, and, until now, no study has compared the beneficial effect of
physical activity between people with and without CVD.

Researchers led by Dr. Sang-Woo Jeong, a cardiologist at Seoul National
University (Seoul, Korea), looked at data from a total of 441,798 people
enrolled in the Korean National Health Insurance Services Health
Screening Cohort, who underwent a health screening programme
between 2009 and 2015 and completed surveys on physical activity. The
participants were aged over 40 years, and the average age was 60. A total
of 131,558 had CVD and 310,240 did not; 53.5% were men. The
participants were followed for nearly six years, and information on
deaths and causes of death were collected from the Korean National
Death Index.

The survey on physical activity asked them to remember how much
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physical activity they had undertaken in the past seven days and this
information was converted into units of metabolic equivalent task
(MET) minutes per week (MET-mins/week).

Co-author Dr. Si-Hyuck Kang, also a cardiologist at Seoul National
University, said: "The 2016 ESC guideline for primary prevention
recommends healthy adults of all ages should perform at least 150
minutes a week of moderate intensity or 75 minutes a week of vigorous
intensity aerobic physical activity, or an equivalent combination. One
way you can achieve 500 MET-minutes a week is to do brisk walking for
30 minutes, five times a week. If you are very busy and have no time to
work out during weekdays, the other way to achieve approximately 500
MET-minutes a week is to do vigorous physical activity such as climbing
hills with no loads for 75 minutes once a week. You can achieve 1500
MET-minutes a week by doing brisk walking for 30 minutes five times a
week plus climbing hills for 2.5 hours once a week."

By the end of the follow-up period, the researchers found that people
with CVD benefited more from physical exercise than did those without
CVD:; for every 500 MET-mins/week the risk of death was reduced by
14% and 7% respectively.

After adjusting for factors that could affect the results, such as age, sex,
smoking and other medical conditions, healthy people without CVD
benefited the most from doing 0-499 MET-mins/week of exercise. The
risk of death among the totally sedentary was 27% higher than among
those who performed the most physical activity (1500 MET-mins/week
or more). It fell to an 8% increased risk for those doing 0-499 MET-
mins/week of exercise and after that the reduction in risk was much
smaller and levelled out above 1000 MET-mins/week.

Among people with CVD, although the greatest benefit was seen in those
who did 0-499 MET-mins/week, the reduction in the risk of death
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continued to improve beyond 500 MET-mins/week. Compared to people
without CVD who did the most exercise, the increased risk was 87% and
45% for people with CVD who had a totally sedentary lifestyle and for
those who did 0-499 MET-mins/week, respectively. Among people with
CVD who did 1000 MET-mins/week or more of physical activity, the
risk of death fell further to a 14% increased risk.

Dr. Jeong: "We found that approximately half of the people in the study
did not reach the recommended level of leisure-time physical activity,
and a quarter had a totally sedentary lifestyle. People with cardiovascular
disease had lower levels of physical activity than those without, but the
more exercise people did, the lower their risk of death during the six
years of follow-up. The main new finding of this study is that people
with cardiovascular disease benefit from a physically active lifestyle to a
greater extent than healthy people without cardiovascular disease."

The researchers believe their findings can apply to other people in other
countries as the role played by physical activity in CVD is common to all
populations.

Dr. Kang said: "There may be several plausible explanations for why
people with CVD benefited the most from exercise. First, sedentary
lifestyle is a well-known risk factor for CVD. Patients with CVD may
have had sedentary lifestyles, and thus changing their lifestyle to become
more physically active may be more beneficial. Secondly, a number of
previous studies have shown that physical activity helps control
cardiovascular risk factors such as blood pressure, cholesterol and blood
glucose. The benefit of physical activity in secondary prevention may
come by better controlling such risk factors. Lastly, patients with CVD
usually have higher levels of systemic inflammation than those without
CVD, and there is evidence that physical activity lowers systemic
inflammatory levels."
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As a result of their findings, Dr. Kang said: "Doctors should emphasise
the importance of a physically active lifestyle for patients with
cardiovascular disease. They should be encouraged to maintain as much
physical activity as possible. People who are physically active sleep
better, feel better and function better. We would like to stress that
physical activity is an economic way to live longer, healthier and
happier, with little adverse effects."

Limitations of the study include the fact that participants reported their
physically activity by answering a questionnaire, and this did not include
physical activity that took place as part of normal life, such as
occupation, transportation and housework. The questionnaire focused
mainly on aerobic exercise and information on muscle and bone-
strengthening exercise was limited.

More information: Sang-Woo Jeong et al, Mortality reduction with
physical activity in patients with and without cardiovascular disease,
European Heart Journal (2019). DOI: 10.1093/eurheartj/ehz564
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