Original Article

Is Being Tall Cardioprotective? Correlation Between Height And
Atherosclerosis. An Autopsy Study
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ABSTRACT

Objectives: Ischemic heart disease (IHD) following atherosclerosis is the most common cause of
cardiac deaths worldwide. Short stature has been said to be associated with an increased risk of
coronary heart diease (CHD) in many Western populations but contradictory reports have emerged
from Asian studies and a few Western studies. Degree of atherosclerosis being an indicator of future
IHD, its association with height of the subjects was assessed in the present study.

Materials and Methods: Hearts and aortas from 120 autopsies, 82 male and 38 female were assessed.
Most patients had died of non-vascualar causes except for two who died of myocardial infarction.
Height was measured to the nearest 0.5 cms using flexible measuring tape. Atherosclerosis was
microscopically assessed using the modified American Heart Association classification based on
morphological descriptions. The results were statistically analyzed using the SPSS software for
Windows version 16 using Pearson's Chi-square.

Results: The degree of atherosclerosis of the coronaries and aortas of short and tall males and only
coronaries of short and tall females showed that the difference was not statistically significant
(p > 0.05). However the difference in degree of atherosclerosis of aorta of tall and short females was
statistically significant (p = 0.02).

Conclusion: These data refute the hypothesis that stature is inversely related to risk of CHD. The
hypothesis that short stature is an adverse risk factor for CHD has been studied mainly in the Western
populations and it does not seem to hold true in the present study done in a rural South Indian
population of Kolar. Further prospective follow up studies and autopsy studies are required to confirm
and apply these findings to the Indian scenario.
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Cardiovascular disease (CVD) has
emerged as a major health burden worldwide
with atherosclerosis being the major cause."' For
several decades, investigators have put
enormous efforts to determine a link between
body habitus and risk for cardiovascular disease.
A number of case-control and cohort studies

from Britain, Europe and from North America
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have reported an increased risk of coronary heart
disease (CHD) in shorter individuals.”******* In
the past 20 years, the “bigger is better”
misconception has been promoted by studies
that found that taller people had lower death rates
from heart disease and all causes than shorter
people."” In contrast, many studies like the
Framingham Heart Study, the first National
Health and Nutrition Examination Survey.""
found no relation between height and heart
disease when age and years of education were
adjusted. """ Prospective studies done in Asian
countries like Japan and South Korea have
also found no relation between height and
CvD.""

Ischemic heart disease (IHD) following
atherosclerosis is the most common cause of

7 Atherosclerosis

cardiac deaths worldwide.'
affects the Indian population at a younger age
than in other ethnic groups with more severe and
extensive angiographic involvement, leading to
increased morbidity and mortality."”” Given the
limited ability, invasiveness and high cost of
current clinical imaging methods to visualize the
vessel wall, we are highly dependent on autopsy
material for describing various different stages
of atherosclerosis."” Studying the prevalence of
sub-clinical atherosclerosis in a population helps
the health administrators to plan measures
which help in prevention and possible reversal of
atherosclerosis."™” In addition, the relationship of
body habitus like height with relation to degree
ofatherosclerosis can also be studied.

In this autopsy based study of
atherosclerosis in the population of Kolar,
Karnataka, we set out to study the relationship

between height of the subjects and the degree of

atherosclerosis.

MATERIALSAND METHODS

The study was conducted on the hearts
and aortas obtained from medicolegal autopsies
conducted by the department of forensic
medicine at Kolar, a district with mostly rural
population located in the southern part of
Karnataka. The height in centimeters (cms) of
the subjects was measured accurately using
flexible measuring tapes to the nearest 0.5cms.
The hearts and aortas were fixed in 10% buftered
formalin. The heart was dissected along the flow
of blood, left anterior descending, left
circumflex and right coronary arteries were
dissected longitudinally until they entered the
musculature. The coronaries were examined for
the presence of thrombus, narrowing and
atherosclerosis. Aorta was cut along its posterior
surface and examined for atherosclerosis. Bits
were taken from both coronaries and aorta from
gross atherosclerotic lesions as well as
suspicious lesions for microscopic assessment of
the atherosclerosis. Microscopic grading of
atherosclerosis was done using the modified
American Heart Association (AHA)
Classification of atherosclerosis based on
morphological descriptions. " This specific
classification was used since it offers better
categorization of atherosclerotic lesions based
on morphological descriptions compared to the
earlier AHA classification which was too rigid
with its descriptions of lesions using Roman
numericals and was not useful in subdividing the
intermediate lesions of atherosclerosis.
According to this classification the non-

atherosclerotic intimal lesions are intimal
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thickening and intimal xanthoma which differ
based on the amount of foam cells in the intima.
The progressive atherosclerotic lesions are
pathological intimal thickening + erosion,
fibrous cap atheroma + erosion, plaque rupture,
calcified nodule and fibro calcific plaque. The
modified AHA classification describes thick and
thin fibrous cap atheromas with the thin cap
atheroma carrying higher chances of rupture and
thrombosis with consequent obstruction of
blood flow in the coronaries causing IHD.

The study material comprised of 120
hearts and aortas from 82 males and 38 females.
Most subjects had died of non-vascular causes
except for 2 subjects who suffered a sudden
death due to myocardial infarction. 55 subjects
died due to suicidal poisoning, 59 due to road
traffic accidents, 2 due to snake bite, 1 from
alcohol intoxication and 1 from ruptured uterus.
The age of the subjects ranged from 8 to 85 years.

The height cut off for defining tall and
short males and females was taken from the
average mean height of males and females in the
state of Karnataka from the National Family
Health Survey -3, 2005-2006. “"* which was
166 cms for males and 153 cms for females. All
males above 166cms were considered as tall and
below 166cms as short. All females above 153
cms were considered as tall and below 153 cms
as short.

The degree of atherosclerotic lesions in
coronaries and aorta was statistically analysed
between the tall males and short males and
between tall females and short females. The
SPSS software for Windows Version 16 was
used and Pearson's Chi-square test was used to

statistically assess for significance of the

findings.

RESULTS

In the male group, 36 were short and 46
were tall. The average height of all the males was
166.62 + 5.6 cms, which correlates well with the
NFHS -3 data for average height of males in
Karnataka. The average age of the short males
was 37.75 + 15.5 yrs. The heights of short males
ranged from 152 to 165 cms with a mean of
161.83 + 3.42 cms. The average age of the tall
males was 36.54 + 12.42 yrs. The heights of tall
males ranged from 167 to 185 cms with a mean
0f170.34+3.09 cms.

Among the females, 17 were short and 21
were tall. The average height of all the females
was 156.52 + 9.74 cms, which 1s around 3 cms
more than the NFHS -3 data of average height for
females in Karnataka. The average age of the
short females was 29.29 +20.27 yrs. The heights
of short females ranged from 122 to 152 cms
with a mean of 148.58 + 8.35 cms. The average
age of the tall females was 40.66 + 16.64 yrs. The
height of short females ranged from 155 to 175
cms withamean of162.95+4.79 cms.

In the coronary arteries of the 36 short
males, 17 showed non-atherogenic lesions, 8
showed intermediate lesions (mainly
pathological thickening) and 11 showed fibrous
cap atheromas [Table 1]. In the coronaries of the
46 tall males, 13 showed non-atherogenic
lesions, 20 showed intermediate lesions and 20
showed fibrous cap atheromas [Table 2]. The
difference observed between the tall and short
males was not statistically significant (p=
0.206). In the aorta of the 36 short males, 3

showed non-atherogenic lesions, 21 showed
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Table 1: Shows degree of atherosclerotic lesions in coronaries & aortas in short males.

Short Males Coronaries Aorta
Non-atheromatous 47% 8%
Pathological intimal thickening 22% 50%

Advanced atherosclerotic
lesions

31%

42%

Table 2: Shows degree of atherosclerotic lesions in coronaries & aortas in tall males.

Tall Males Coronaries Aorta
Non-atheromatous 28% 8%
Pathological intimal thickening 44% 46%
Advancced atherosclerotic lesions 28% 46%

Table 3: shows degree of atherosclerotic lesions in coronaries & aortas in short females.

Short Females Coronaries Aorta
Non-atheromatous 41% 29%
Pathological intimal thickening 35% 47%
Advanced atherosclerotic lesions 24% 24%

Table 4: shows degree of atherosclerotic lesions in coronaries & aortas in tall females.

Tall Females Coronaries Aorta
Non-atheromatous 33% 0%
Pathological intimal thickening 38% 52%
Advanced atherosclerotic lesions 29% 48%

34
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intermediate lesions and 12 showed fibrous cap
atheromas [Table 1]. In the aorta of the 46 tall
males, 4 showed non-atherogenic lesions, 21
showed intermediate lesions and 21 showed
fibrous cap atheromas [Table 2]. The difference
observed between the tall and short males was
not statistically significant (p=0.497).

In the coronary arteries of the 17 short
females, 8 showed non-atherogenic lesions, 6
showed intermediate lesions and 3 showed
fibrous cap atheromas [Table 3]. In the
coronaries of the 21 tall females, 7 showed non-
atherogenic lesions, 8 showed intermediate
lesions and 6 showed fibrous cap atheromas
[Table 4]. The difference observed between the
tall and short females was not statistically
significant (p=0.624). In the aorta of the 17 short
females, 5 showed non-atherogenic lesions, 8
showed intermediate lesions and 4 showed
fibrous cap atheromas [Table 3]. In the aorta of
the 21 tall females, showed no non-atherogenic
lesions, 11 showed intermediate lesions and 10
showed fibrous cap atheromas [Table 4]. The
difference observed in aortic atherosclerosis
between the tall and short females was
statistically significant (p= 0.021) with tall
females having higher degree of atherosclerosis

in the aorta.

DISCUSSION

For several decades, considerable effort
has been put into identifying precursors of
coronary heart disease."” In addition to the
traditional cardiovascular risk factors, several
studies have examined the contribution of body
habitus to the risk for mobidity and mortality due

to CVD. " An inverse association between

stature and CHD was first reported by Gertker et
al in 1951.”

Western studies have observed such an
[2,3,4,5,6,7,8.9]

Since then many number of
association. Many studies have
also contradicted such an
association both in taller Western
population and in the relatively shorter Asian
population, " *!>+151

Height is an easily measured variable, and
is determined by genetic predisposition,
nutrition, physical and social environments, as
well as other factors that play a role during
childhood and adolescence."”

The studies implicating short stature as a
risk factor for CHD reason out that low
socioeconomic background with associated risk
factors such as poor nutrition and infections
resulting in poor fetal or early-life growth result
in short stature and also are associated with
increased atherosclerosis.*” According to
Barker's Hypothesis of Fetal origin of adult
diseases, poor fetal growth has been said to cause
permanent metabolic changes which lead to
impaired response to insulin, higher systolic
blood pressure in adulthood and these changes
are frontrunners in causing atherosclerosis.””
However, the hypothesis of early origins of CHD
remains controversial and the biological
mechanisms behind the associations are still
unclear. ™ Some authors have suggested that
shorter men are more prone to develop CHD
because they have smaller coronary arteries,
a feature that bears an influence on blood
pressure.””’ Few studies blame the catch-up
growth during the first years of life among
children who are born small which leads to

greater fat accumulation and resulting
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in atherosclerotic precursors which in
adulthood progress to full blown complicated
atherosclerosis."”

In contrast, Samaras et al state that most
of these studies implicating short stature as a risk
factor for CHD have involved a relatively small
number of deceased people and results may have
been confounded by socioeconomic and other
factors. "* Gupta R et al have reported that the
prevalence of CHD and hypertension was
substantially higher in taller Hindus compared to
shorter Muslims in an Indian study. ® Reports
from China also refute the link between short
stature and CHD and according to their data,
CHD mortality was positively correlated with
increasing height.” During the second half of
the 20" century, the people living the longest
included the Japanese, Hong Kong Chinese and
Greeks all being shorter and weighing less than
northern Europeans and North Americans."” A
study done by Hameed K et al in Pakistan
reported that compared to a short cohort, affluent
males were 2 cms taller and females 4 cms taller
with the taller affluent population having a
relative risk for IHD 3 times that of the shorter
cohort."”

A report on a 25- year study of Okinawans
living in an island off mainland Japan, have the
greatest longevity in the world and they are
shorter and weighed less than mainland
Japanese."” The Okinawans have the maximum
number of centanarians among whom males
average 148.3 cms and females, 138.6 cms."™”

Data from animal studies found that larger
animals within the same species have rapid
growth, higher reproductive effort and

accelerated aging with which they develop

chronic diseases which are age related, majorly
cardiovascular disease.""”

The hypotesis suggested by studies who
refute a link between short stature and CHD risk
are aplenty. Abundant protein and calories lead
to taller height, fatter and heavier bodies which
leads to obesity which is one of the major causes
for increased atherosclerosis and CHD. "™ A
number of risk factors like higher left ventricular
mass (LVM), left ventricular hypertrophy
(LVH), increased blood pressure are associated
with taller height and are risk factors for
atherosclerosis and CHD."**"

It is well known that in all populations,
women have a lower incidence of coronary heart
disease compared to men although women are
shorter, thus indicating that although height
plays arole, its not an independent risk factor for
CVD risk. ® The average height before the 20"
century was about 10cms shorter than today, yet,
CHD before 1900 was rare."” Since the 1960's,
countries like India and Singapore have seen a
rapid increase in the incidence of CHD although
the trends in stature has been a linear increase in
height.

factors play a more important role than height

[10,23]

These data suggest that other risk

perse.

In the present study, the correlation of the
degree of atherosclerosis in coronaries and aorta
between short and tall males and between
coronaries in short and tall females was not
significant, indicating that short stature in this
population does not seem to be a major risk
factor for the development of atherosclerosis.
The positive correlation seen in the
atherosclerosis of aorta in females is consistent

with findings of Framingham study. "' The
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statistically significant findings obtained when
degree of atherosclerosis in aorta of short
females and tall females were compared can be
due to the fact that the mean age of short females
(29.29+20.27 yrs) was significantly lesser than
thatof the taller females(40.66 +16.64 yrs).

The conflict in findings of the present study
with other studies can be explained by the fact
that height is only a part of the total CVD picture.
U2 Other risk factors can overwhelm the
influence of height on CVD mortality. The
higher CVD mortality found in several studies of
shorter people in Western countries is puzzling
and possible explainations include
socioeconomic status, maternal and childhood
malnutrition and childhood diseases all of these
factors causing linear growth restriction. """

Limitations of this study was that as weight of
the subjects was not available, correlation of
atherosclerosis with body mass index could not
be done. The history regarding cardiovascular
risk factors and socioeconomic status of the
subjects was not available.

Strength of the study includes the
application of the modified AHA classification
of atherosclerosis which can delineate
the intermediate lesions which carry higher
risk of progression to complicated
atherosclerosis better than the earlier
AHA classification. This modified
classification has rarely been applied in the
Indian scenario. Studying the degree of
atherosclerosis gives a clear picture of the CHD
risk in future. The subjects were of different
age groups which add value to the results
since atherosclerosis is an age dependant

phenomenon.

CONCLUSION

The “bigger is better” misconception has
been promoted by studies that found taller men
to have lower death rates from heart disease.
Virtually all these studies have ignored abundant
data showing that short height per se does not
adversely affect health. """

Women, the Japanese, the Chinese and
most short populations experience much less
CHD than taller populations in Western
countries."” Although the effect of short stature
on development of atherosclerosis cannot be
completely ruled out, it appears that in the
presently studied population other CHD risk
factors like socioeconomic conditions, poor diet
habits, smoking and bad childhood nutrition to
name a few, have a more profound effect. The
search for non-traditional risk factors for CHD
will always go on and such risk factors need to be
studied and validated in each population since
risk of atherosclerosis differs between
populations and also inside a single homogenous

population.
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