
 

Heart disease risk and depression: A new
study explores whether the two may be linked

April 15 2022, by Frank Doyle

  
 

  

Credit: AI-generated image (disclaimer)

For generations, people have been fascinated by the links between mind
and body. For example, do people really die of a broken heart? Does a
healthy mind indicate a healthy body?

Scientists have been studying the associations between mental and 
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physical health for some time. One such association is between 
depression and heart disease. Research has shown that depression is
more common among people with heart disease compared to the general
population.

Further, in people who are physically healthy, when followed over many
years, those with elevated depressive symptoms are more likely to
develop heart disease than those who don't have depression.

We also know that in people with acute heart disease (for example,
they've had a heart attack), having depression is associated with 
increased risk of further heart attacks and death, not only from heart
disease, but from any cause.

However, fewer studies have investigated whether these trends exist in
reverse—that is, whether cardiovascular risk factors are associated with
a higher likelihood of developing depression. But now, a new study
published in the journal PLOS ONE has sought to explore this.

What the researchers did

Sandra Martín-Peláez from the University of Granada in Spain and her
colleagues focused on people with metabolic syndrome to explore the
link between cardiovascular risk factors and depression in people aged
between 55 and 75.

Metabolic syndrome is a group of conditions that occur
together—including high blood pressure, high blood sugar, excess body
fat around the waist, and elevated cholesterol—and which increase a
person's risk of heart disease, stroke, and type 2 diabetes. Some
researchers have suggested that metabolic syndrome may play a role in
depression, too.
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The participants in this study were drawn from a broader trial analyzing
the effects of a Mediterranean diet on people who are overweight or
obese, and who have metabolic syndrome. The ongoing randomized trial
consists of one group following a calorie-restricted Mediterranean diet
and a physical activity program, and another group following an
unrestricted Mediterranean diet without a physical activity program.

More than 6,500 participants were included in the baseline analysis for
the PLOS ONE study, with over 4,500 followed up two years later. The
researchers used the well-established Framingham risk score, which was
developed by following healthy people over time to determine the major
risk factors for heart disease. They categorized people as low-, medium-,
or high-risk for having a heart attack or dying from heart disease within
ten years.

Participants were asked about their depressive symptoms using
questionnaires at baseline (when they began following the diets and
physical activity programs) and then two years later.

Surprisingly, no significant association was found between
cardiovascular risk and depression at baseline or follow-up. So, overall,
participants with a higher risk of heart disease were not more likely to
have or develop depression.

When the authors analyzed the data by gender, they found that at
baseline, women with higher cardiovascular risk were more likely to
exhibit symptoms of depression. But this was not the case in men, and
not in either men or women at follow up.

On average, all participants' depression scores reduced at two years.
Depression scores dropped more for those who had low cardiovascular
risk, and for those in the intervention group (participants who were
following the restricted diet and the physical activity program).
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It's difficult to clearly interpret the findings of this study. The data has
been analyzed in several different ways, and there are some mixed
results. For example, the authors analyzed the data by different
metabolic syndrome factors, finding that diabetes and certain cholesterol
levels resulted in lower depression scores at follow-up.

But we do know from other research that women with heart disease have
higher levels of depression than men with heart disease. It's also well-
established that in the general population, women experience higher
rates of depression than men. So the finding that there may be a link
between heart disease risk and depression in women seems to align with
these trends.

Why are depression and heart disease linked?

Although we can't conclude from this study that heart disease risk is
associated with a higher risk of developing depression, it does add to an
already strong body of evidence suggesting heart disease and depression
are linked.

A number of factors, behavioral and biological, may explain this
relationship. Some of the biological factors common to both depression
and heart disease risk include:

increased inflammation
endothelial dysfunction (constriction of blood vessels in the
heart)
altered autonomic nervous system activity (the autonomic
nervous system controls muscles, including the heart)
blood platelet dysfunction (where blood platelets are more likely
to stick together and form clots).

Also, we know that healthy lifestyle factors, such as doing physical
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activity, not smoking and maintaining a healthy diet, are protective
against both heart disease and depression. The opposite is also
true—unhealthy lifestyle factors are associated with increased risk of
heart disease and depression.

Unfortunately, people with depression find it more difficult to change
these sorts of habits, for example, to quit smoking. So probably the most
interesting finding of this study is that depression scores were reduced in
the group who were encouraged and supported to adopt a healthier
lifestyle, including a more restrictive diet and increased physical activity.

While there's good evidence to suggest that exercise is a very effective
treatment for depression in people with heart disease, the role of diet as
an intervention for depression is less clear. This study provides a
promising impetus for more investigation of diet and lifestyle as
potential depression treatments in those with and at risk of heart disease.

  More information: Sandra Martín-Peláez et al, Contribution of cardio-
vascular risk factors to depressive status in the PREDIMED-PLUS Trial.
A cross-sectional and a 2-year longitudinal study, PLOS ONE (2022). 
DOI: 10.1371/journal.pone.0265079

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