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Madam Ahsathiamal Subramanian,
65, has diabetes. The diagnosis two
years ago means she has all five risk
factors for metabolic syndrome,
which puts her at serious risk of
developing chronic conditions
suchas heart disease and stroke.

Over the years, she has also been
found to have hypertension, high
triglyceride levels, low levels of
good cholesterol and excess fat
around the waist as she is over-
weight, the four other risk factors.

A diagnosis of metabolic syn-
drome requires one to have three of
the factors.

The retiree is one of many seniors
in Singapore who have metabolic
syndrome.

A study conducted by
researchers from the National Uni-
versity of Singapore (NUS) Yong
Loo Lin School of Medicine’s De-
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partment of Medicine showed that
metabolic syndrome affected
almost one in two people aged 65
and above, with a higher preva-
lence in women than men above 70
yearsold.

Eight in 10 women above the age
of 85 were found to have the syn-
drome.

The study, which took place
between April 2015 and August
2016, evaluated 722 participants in
Singapore aged 65 and above.

The findings were published in
Dove Medical Press, a publisher of
peer-reviewed scientific and medi-
caljournals, in July this year.

Associate Professor Reshma Mer-
chant from NUS Medicine, who was
one of the leads in the study and
authored the paper, said: “With age-
ing, there is increased prevalence
of chronic diseases, higher fatty tis-
sue and lower muscle mass which
puts older adults at a higher risk of
getting metabolic syndrome. A
sedentary lifestyle and lack of exer-
cise or manual work also puts them
atanincreasedrisk.”

In Madam Subramanian’s case, a
hectic worklife, including a punish-
ing daily shuttle between Telok
Blangah where she lives and Johor
Baruwhere she was a vice-principal
ata primary school, gave her a false
sense that she was active.

In fact, she had often felt giddy
and could not stand up for too long
without feeling faint. When she con-
sulted a doctor about her giddy
spells 20 years ago, she was found
to have hypertension.

There are also ethnic differences
in the prevalence of metabolic syn-
drome, with more than one in two
Indians suffering from the condi-
tion as compared with one in three
Chinese and one in two Malays.

Prof Merchant said there may be
ageneticinfluence on how fat is dis-
tributed in different ethnic groups.

“Indians and maybe Malays tend
to have higher body fat or abdomi-
nal obesity even at a normal range
ofbody mass index. Abdominal obe-
sity or increased visceral fat in Indi-
ans is a marker of the presence of
insulin resistance, which is a risk
factor for hypertension, Type 2 dia-
betes and heart disease... Metabolic
syndrome can develop after a pro-
longed state of insulin resistance,”
she said.

Insulin resistance means the
body does not use insulin effi-
ciently to lower glucose and trigly-
ceridelevels.

Prof Merchant, who is the head
and senior consultant at the
National University Hospital's Divi-
sion of Geriatric Medicine, said: “In
insulin resistance, the insulinrecep-
tors which act as the doorman
guarding glucose entry into the
cells become desensitised. As the in-
sulin released in response to meals
is not so effective, the body initially
produces more insulin which can
cause higher blood pressure, blood
fats, inflammation, blood clotting,
and fat storage in the body.”

If left unaddressed, the arteries
can be damaged, leading to stiff-
ness, calcium deposition and
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(et actve to beat
metabolic syndrome

The condition affects about one in
two seniors here, increasing the
risk of heart disease, but lifestyle
changes can help reverseit

plaque formation.

The NUS researchers also found a
weaker hand grip strength among
seniors to be an indicator of meta-
bolic syndrome.

Adjunct Assistant Professor
Samuel Chew, senior consultant at
Changi General Hospital's Depart-
ment of Geriatric Medicine, who
read the findings of the study, said
the components which make up
metabolic syndrome such as the
loss of sensitivity to insulin may be
aresult of poor muscle health.

“This is because muscles are a
major contributor in the regulation of
glucose metabolism in the body.
Healthy muscles release and
enhance the functioning of hor-
mones and other mediators of
glucose metabolism.”

Prof Merchant noted that the loss
of muscle mass and strength due to
ageing, also known as sarcopenia, is
associated with a two-fold
increased risk of metabolic syn-
drome.

Madam Subramanian, who has
two daughters aged 34 and 27, said
that her “muscles are not as strong
as before” and she has been feeling
aches and pains in her shoulders
when she carries heavy things.

The good news is that metabolic
syndrome is reversible. The key to
doing so is weight loss and exercise,
which work together to lower blood
pressure and cholesterol and help
improve insulin resistance.

Prof Chew said lifestyle and
dietary changes are important to
improve and manage the condition.

Madam Subramanian has been
exercising regularly by doing
zumba, low-impact aerobics and
yoga and taking brisk walks in the
park.

She also takes part in a physical
exercise programme called Healthy
Ageing Promotion Programme For
You (Happy), which helps seniors
improve their mental well-being,
memory, functional ability and
strength through various exercises.

This has helped her lose 4kg over
two years. She has also managed to
bring her blood pressure down to a
normal level and is maintaining a
healthy levelof sugar intake by watch-
ing her diet.

“I believe I have to continue to
keep myselfactive so that the aches
don’tsetin,” she said.

Retiree Ng Moy Loang, who has
hypertension, low levels of good
cholesterol and is overweight, also
takespartin the Happy programme.

“It’s important for seniors like us
to be physically active so that we
can avoid health problems. Regular
exercise has helped to increase the
levels of my good cholesterol and
lower my high blood pressure,” said
the 69-year-old, who was a produc-
tion planner in a printing firm.

The mother of three daughters
aged 42, 39 and 26 also tries to keep
to a healthy diet of less saturated
fats and more fruit and vegetables.

COVID-19: WORSE OUTCOMES FOR
THOSE WITH METABOLIC SYNDROME
onC2

(Above) Retirees
Ahsathiamal
Subramanian
and Ng Moy
Loang exercise
regularly and
maintain a
healthy diet to
reduce their risk
factors for
metabolic
syndrome.
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Prof Chew said regular aerobic exer-
cise of moderate intensity for at
least 30 minutes every day has been
shown to improve blood pressure,
lipid profile, insulin sensitivity and
reduce adverse cardiovascular out-

comes associated with metabolic
syndrome.

He also advised seniors with the
condition to do resistance exer-
cises at least twice a week to
enhance muscle health.

Prof Merchant cautioned
against consuming sugary food
and drinks and processed food.
Instead, she advised adopting a

diet rich in whole grains, fruits,
vegetables, lean meat, skinless
poultry and non-fried fish, and
low-fat or fat-free dairy products.

She also highlighted the impor-
tance of going for a medical check-
up annually to screen for diabetes,
and high blood pressure and
cholesterol.

A study done by researchers from

Tulane University in New Orleans
found that people with metabolic
syndrome are more likely to have
worse Covid-19 outcomes.

The study explored the individual
effects of obesity, hypertension
and diabetes on Covid-19 severity
and compared them with their com-
bined effect in patients with meta-
bolic syndrome.
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The research, published in peer-
reviewed medical journal Diabetes
Care, showed that Covid-19
patients with metabolic syndrome
were more than three times more
likely to die than those without it.
They were also nearly five times
more likely to be admitted to an
intensive care unit or require a ven-
tilator.

Said Prof Merchant: “In the cur-
rent climate, it is important for peo-
ple to strengthen their immune
response by exercising regularly,
drinking enough water and main-
taining a healthy diet of fruit and
vegetables.”

She also stressed the importance
of practising social distancing and
good personal hygiene habits.
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