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Couch potatoes, beware health risk

Study finds link between TV viewing and risk
of heart disease among men aged over 50
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If you are above 50 years old, male,
andlove watching television, chanc-
esare, you have a higher proportion
of body fat than men who clockless
time in front of the screen.

That couch potato lifestyle can al-
so set you on the road to coronary
heart disease, a new study has found.

But these health risks are not prov-
en in women, based on the study of
about 400 people by the National
University of Singapore (NUS).

The participants were Chinese,
aged 50 and up, and had never had
heart failure oraheart attack.

Their daily TV habit ranged from
45minutes to more than four hours.

The difference in body fat levels
between women who chalked up
more television time and women
who were lighter TV viewers was
tooweak to be conclusive.

Similarly, the link between TV
viewing time and subclinical athero-
sclerosis - an indicator of coronary
heart disease — was not found to be
significant in women.

Bothlinks were statistically signif-
icantin men. The findings were pub-
lished in the July edition of online
journal, PLoS One.

“We are more certain about the
men, but this does not mean that

women can watch an indefinite
amount of television,” said Associate
Professor Tai E Shyong of the Saw
Swee Hock School of Public Health,
the study’s principal investigator.

The findings for women have to
be taken with a pinch of salt, he said.

One reason is that the test for
signs of atherosclerosis used in the
study involves measuring the
amount of calcium built up inside
the coronary arteries of the heart.

Women, especially those in mid-
dle age, tend to have low levels of
calcium in blood vessels around the
heart. However, the mineral may be
deposited in other blood vessels.

Thus, the scans, which included
only the heart, may have missed cal-
cium deposits in other blood ves-
sels, said Prof Tai.

What is clear, however, is that
watching television is uniquely as-
sociated with heart health risks.

And itisnot because sitting is bad
initself.

Other sedentary activities, such
as playing computer games or hav-
ing a desk-bound job, also involve
sitting for long periods, but they do
not seem to affect health the same
way watching television does.

“Itis a peculiar thing. Our data did
notsuggest that it was about the sit-
ting down,” said Prof Tai.

The study went on to show that
light to moderate physical activity
did not help tonegate the detrimen-
tal effects that watching TV had on
cardiovascular health.

Physical activity includes going
from one place to another, such as
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The NUS study found that light to moderate physical activity did not help to negate the detrimental effects that watching TV had on cardiovascular health. The
answer may lie in what people do while watching TV that sets it apart from other sedentary behaviour, and snacking could be a big culprit. PHOTO: ISTOCKPHOTO
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Diet and exercise ‘key for TV addicts’
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by walking or cycling; household
tasks that require exertion; type of
occupation; and leisure activities,
which include workouts or sports.

Other lifestyle factors, such as
smoking, were also accounted for,
but did not affect the results.

The answer may therefore lie in
what people do while watching TV
that sets it apart from other seden-
tary behaviour, said Prof Tai.

Snacking, for instance, could be a
big culprit here.

Commercial breaks could be yet
another factor, given that they are
unique to TV viewing, though their
roleisunclear.

All this does not mean that peo-
ple — especially men - should quit
watching television, said Prof Tai.

“If you spend alot of time watch-
ing television, it is important to
watch your diet and exercise to
avoid obesity. It’s about the other
things that you do,” he said.

While physical activity was not
shown to significantly impact car-
diovascular health in this study, ex-

ercise remains beneficial for other
major health conditions.

For instance, vigorous or high-
intensity exercise can mitigate oth-
er harmful effects of a sedentary
lifestyle, such as diabetes risk.

A 2013 study by NUS found that
the insulin resistance of light TV
viewers who did not exercise was
comparable to that of those with a
heavier TV habit but who spent an
hour or more each week doing vig-
orous exercise like running. Insulin
resistance points to an early stage
in the development of diabetes.

Therefore, exercise should thus
not be dismissed based on the lat-
est study’sresults, said Prof Tai.

Besides, participants in the latest
study were engaged only in light
and moderate exercise. It could be
that they needed to do high-inten-
sity exercise to experience a posi-
tiveimpact, he suggested.

Vigorous exercise is generally
safe, but those with sedentary life-
styles should start with moderate
exercise, said Changi Sports Medi-
cine Centre registrar Ho Boon Hor.

“The person should consistently

do moderate-intensity exercises for
at least 150 minutes a week, for a
fewmonths,” he said. “This will help
to establish the appropriate form
and muscle strength toreduce one’s
risk of musculoskeletal injury.”
People with a family history of
heart disease, or have hyperten-
sion, diabetes, abnormal cholester-
ollevels and obesity, as well as smok-
ers, may want to seek clearance
from a doctor before doing vigorous
exercise,advised Dr Ho.
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