New research highlights hidden health risks of intermuscular fat
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Recent research has revealed growing concerns around a previously underestimated health risk: intermuscular fat, or fat that accumulates within muscle tissue. This type of fat has been linked to several serious health conditions, including type 2 diabetes and heart disease. Notably, findings suggest that even individuals with a normal Body Mass Index (BMI) may be affected by this hidden fat accumulation, which challenges the longstanding reliance on BMI as a comprehensive health metric.
Conducted by researchers at Brigham and Women’s Hospital and Harvard Medical School in Boston, the study published earlier this year in the European Heart Journal examined the health outcomes of 669 participants, predominantly around the age of 63, who presented symptoms such as chest pain and shortness of breath but exhibited no blockages in their arteries. The study utilised heart scans to assess participants' cardiac function and measure the fat content within their muscles. The analysis indicated a direct correlation between the amount of fat in muscle tissue and the risk of adverse health outcomes: specifically, a 1 per cent increase in muscle fat was associated with a 2 per cent increase in the likelihood of damage to small cardiac blood vessels, as well as a 7 per cent rise in heart disease risk. Professor Viviany Taqueti, director of the cardiac stress laboratory and lead author of the study, highlighted the stark difference in muscle fat levels, stating, “There was a wide range in the proportion of fat in muscles. Some people had less than 5 per cent while others with the identical BMI had over 25 per cent.”
The link between intermuscular fat and overall heart health is particularly concerning, as this type of fat appears more harmful than fat located around organs or other areas of the body. The obesity research indicates that the presence of intermuscular fat can disrupt normal metabolic functions. Specifically, fats stored in muscles seem to interfere with the body’s capability to efficiently use glucose, leading to elevated blood sugar levels that can elevate the risk of developing type 2 diabetes.
This phenomenon is compounded by age, with evidence indicating that fat accumulation within muscle tissue increases as one gets older. The implications are significant—research conducted by Professor Francis Stephens from the University of Exeter suggests that high levels of fat in muscles can diminish strength and increase the likelihood of mobility issues in older adults.
Current methodologies for determining levels of intermuscular fat remain largely limited to clinical settings, primarily involving advanced imaging techniques such as CT scans. Nonetheless, lifestyle choices play a decisive role in mitigating this health risk. Dr Bret Goodpaster, a scientific director at the Advent Health Translational Research Institute, indicates that exercise regimens and weight management can significantly reduce both intermuscular fat and overall body fat. In studies with older adults, those engaging in a walking programme exhibited stable levels of fat within their thigh muscles, while their sedentary counterparts saw an increase.
The advent of new weight-loss injections has opened up discussions about their potential effects on muscle fat. Although there are concerns regarding the possible loss of lean muscle mass—which could compromise strength and metabolism—preliminary observations suggest that these treatments may also reduce harmful intermuscular fat.
As research continues, the implications of intermuscular fat accumulation on public health and medical practices may pave the way for revised health assessments and targeted interventions. As health authorities and researchers probe deeper into this emerging area, the findings may well reshape common understandings of body fat and its diverse impacts on health outcomes.
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