
Original article | Published 28 September 2021 | doi:10.4414/SMW.2021.w30040
Cite this as: Swiss Med Wkly. 2021;151:w30040

Prevalence of ideal cardiovascular health in a
community-based population – results from the
Swiss Longitudinal Cohort Study (SWICOS)
Andreas W. Schoenenbergerab, Dragana Radovanovicc, Franco Mugglic, Paolo M. Suterd, Renate Schoenenberger-Berzinse,
Gianfranco Paratif, Mario G. Bianchettic, Augusto Gallinog, Paul Ernec

a Department of Geriatrics, Inselspital, Bern University Hospital, and University of Bern, Bern, Switzerland
b Department of Internal Medicine, Kantonsspital Münsterlingen, Switzerland
c Faculty of Biomedical Science, Università della Svizzera Italiana, Lugano, Switzerland
d Department of Medicine, Outpatient Clinic, University Hospital of Zürich, Switzerland
e Department of Cardiology, Heart Centre, Luzerner Kantonsspital, Luzern, Switzerland
f Department of Cardiology, San Luca Hospital, Istituto Auxologico Italiano, and Department of Medicine and Surgery, University of Milano-Bicocca, Milan, Italy
g Department of Cardiovascular Medicine, Hospital of San Giovanni, Bellinzona, Switzerland

Summary
AIMS OF THE STUDY: The American Heart Association
(AHA) developed a concept to measure cardiovascular
health in populations. We aimed to analyse participants in
the Swiss Longitudinal Cohort Study (SWICOS) according
to the AHA concept.

METHODS: We analysed cardiovascular health according
to the AHA concept in all 474 participants of the prospec-
tive, population-based SWICOS study who were 18 years
or older. The AHA concept uses seven health metrics of
known cardiovascular risk factors (blood pressure, total
cholesterol, blood glucose, smoking, body weight, physi-
cal activity and diet), and classifies each health metric ac-
cording to three levels (ideal, intermediate and poor) using
pre-defined cut-offs.

RESULTS: Ideal cardiovascular health for three or more
of the seven health metrics was found in 259 participants
(54.9%; 95% confidence interval [CI] 50.1–59.4%), but a
relevant number of participants (n = 213, 45.1%, 95% CI
40.6–49.7%) showed ideal cardiovascular health for only
two or fewer of the seven health metrics. Poor cardiovas-
cular health for three or more of the seven health metrics
was found in 40 participants (8.5%; 95% CI 6.1–11.4%); a
majority of 432 participants (91.5%; 95% CI 88.6–93.9%)
showed a poor level for only two or fewer of the seven
health metrics.

CONCLUSIONS: Overall, we found favourable results for
cardiovascular health in the population-based SWICOS
cohort. Nevertheless, we see the need for further health
prevention campaigns given the fact that a relevant pro-
portion of the participants could optimise their cardiovas-
cular health.

Clinical Trial Registration Number: NCT02282748

Introduction

The American Heart Association (AHA) developed a con-
cept to measure cardiovascular health in populations and to
monitor changes of cardiovascular health over time [1]. To
measure cardiovascular health in a given population, the
AHA selected seven health metrics of known cardiovascu-
lar risk factors, three of which corresponded to health fac-
tors (blood pressure, total cholesterol and blood glucose),
and four to health behaviours (smoking, body weight,
physical activity, and diet) [1]. For each of the seven health
metrics, the AHA defined three levels of cardiovascular
health: ideal, intermediate and poor [1]. In recent years,
many studies have adopted this concept and reported re-
sults on the prevalence of ideal cardiovascular health
[2–8]. Some of the studies also investigated associations
of ideal cardiovascular health with mortality, cardiovascu-
lar events, dementia or cancer [5–8]. To the best of the au-
thors’ knowledge, all of these previous studies represent-
ed selected study populations, and none of the studies was
based on the population level. The Swiss Longitudinal Co-
hort Study (SWICOS) was initiated in 2015 with the aim to
evaluate health status in regions of Switzerland at the pop-
ulation level and to observe changes in health status over
several decades [9]. We therefore aimed to analyse cardio-
vascular health according to the AHA concept in partici-
pants in the SWICOS study.

Methods

Between 2015 and 2018, all inhabitants aged 6 years or
older (with no upper age limit) of two municipalities in
Southern Switzerland (Cama and Lostallo) were invited
to participate in the prospective SWICOS cohort. The de-
tailed study protocol has been previously published [9].
For the purpose of this interim analysis, we excluded par-
ticipants who were younger than 18 years. The local ethics
committee approved the protocol, and the study complied
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with the Declaration of Helsinki. All participants provided
written informed consent.

In all participants, blood pressure was measured in the sit-
ting position using an oscillometric device (OMRON 705,
OMRON Healthcare, Nederland), repeated after 5 minutes
rest and the second value was used for further analysis. A
blood sample was drawn in all participants; total choles-
terol and blood glucose were analysed using an Architect
CI8200 (Abbott, USA). Smoking was assessed using stan-
dardised questions. Body mass index (BMI) was calculat-
ed based on measurements of weight and height. Physical
activity and diet were assessed using validated instruments
[10, 11].

An ideal health metric was defined as untreated blood pres-
sure <120/80 mm Hg, untreated total cholesterol <5.17
mmol/l, untreated blood glucose <5.6 mmol/l, never smok-
ing, BMI <25 kg/m2, moderate physical activity ≥150 min/
week and/or intensive physical activity ≥75 min/week, and
diet with daily ingestion of unprocessed food (daily fresh
vegetables and/or fruit). The definition of an intermediate
health metric was untreated blood pressure 120–139/80–89
mm Hg or treated blood pressure <140/90 mm Hg, un-
treated total cholesterol 5.17–6.19 mmol/ or treated total
cholesterol <6.20 mmol/l, untreated blood glucose 5.6–6.9
mmol/l or treated blood glucose <7.0 mmol/l, former
smoker, BMI 25–29.9 kg/m2, moderate physical activity
1–140 min/week and/or intensive physical activity 1–75
min/week, and diet with eating of unprocessed and
processed/ultra-processed food within 25 and 75 per-
centiles. The definition of a poor health metric was untreat-
ed or treated blood pressure ≥140/≥90 mm Hg, untreated or
treated total cholesterol ≥6.20 mmol/l, untreated or treat-
ed blood glucose ≥7.0 mmol/l, current smoker, BMI ≥30
kg/m2, no moderate or intensive physical activity, and di-
et including daily ingestion of processed or ultra-processed
food. Diet was classified according to a concept of the
Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) of the United
Nations [12].

Statistical analysis included descriptive analysis of the sev-
en health metrics for the overall study population as well

as separately for women and men. We analysed differences
between women and men using Pearson’s chi-square test.
Furthermore, we used a univariate and multivariate logistic
regression model to detect associations between baseline
variables and ideal cardiovascular health. We defined the
dependent outcome of ideal cardiovascular as having an
ideal health metric for five or more of the seven health met-
rics. Finally, we performed a sensitivity analysis of the sev-
en health metrics after exclusion of participants who had
a previous cardiovascular event (coronary artery disease,
heart failure, myocardial infarction and/or stroke).

Results

All 474 participants of the SWICOS cohort who were 18
years or older were part of this analysis. Of these, 268
were female (56.5%) with a mean age of 50.5 ± 16.2 years,
and 206 were male (43.5%) with a mean age of 50.4 ±
16.1 years (table 1). Differences between women and men
were significant for systolic and diastolic blood pressure
(p < 0.001), BMI (p < 0.001) and physical activity (p =
0.030), whereas for total cholesterol (p = 0.82), blood glu-
cose (p = 0.14) and smoking (p = 0.13), no significant
differences were found. Among the 474 participants, 30
participants (6.3%) had a previous cardiovascular event
(coronary artery disease, heart failure, myocardial infarc-
tion and/or stroke).

Table 2 and figure 1 show the prevalence of the three levels
(ideal, intermediate and poor) of the seven AHA health
metrics. The prevalence of ideal cardiovascular health was
significantly higher and that of poor cardiovascular health
significantly lower in women than in men for most of the
seven health metrics (blood pressure, glucose, smoking,
BMI and physical activity).

Ideal cardiovascular health for three or more of the seven
health metrics simultaneously was found in 259 partici-
pants (54.9%, 95% confidence interval [CI] 50.1–59.4%);
213 participants (45.1%, 95% CI 40.6–49.7%) showed ide-
al cardiovascular health for only two or fewer of the seven
health metrics. Poor cardiovascular health for three or

Table 1:
Baseline characteristics of the participants.

Variable All (n = 474) Women (n = 268) Men (n = 206) p-value

Age (years), mean (SD) 50.5 (16.1) 50.5 (16.2) 50.4 (16.1) 0.92

Higher education level (%) 76.6 70.0 85.3 <0.001

Current smoking* (%) 19.6 17.2 22.8 0.13

Hypertension* (%) 16.0 14.2 18.4 0.26

Hyperlipidaemia* (%) 18.1 12.7 25.2 0.001

Diabetes* (%) 3.8 3.0 4.9 0.34

Overweight** (%) 34.0 23.5 47.6 <0.001

Obesity** (%) 13.9 9.7 19.4 <0.001

Moderate or intensive physical activity* (%) 5.9 5.2 4.9 0.030

SBP (mm Hg), mean (SD) 135 (21) 139 (22) 141 (19) <0.001

DBP (mm Hg), mean (SD) 81 (10) 79 (11) 83 (10) <0.001

TC (mmol/l), mean (SD) 5.4 (1.0) 5.4 (0.9) 5.4 (1.0) 0.82

LDL (mmol/l), mean (SD) 3.4 (0.9) 3.3 (0.9) 3.5 (1.0) 0.06

Blood glucose (mmol/l), mean (SD) 5.4 (1.6) 5.3 (1.8) 5.5 (1.4) 0.14

DBP = diastolic blood pressure; LDL = low-density lipoprotein; SBP = systolic blood pressure; TC = total cholesterol* According to self-report questionnaire.† Overweight was
defined as body mass index ≥25 and <30 kg/m2, obesity as body mass index ≥30 kg/m2

DBP = diastolic blood pressure; LDL = low-density lipoprotein; SBP = systolic blood pressure; TC = total cholesterol

* According to self-report questionnaire.

** Overweight was defined as body mass index ≥25 and <30 kg/m2, obesity as body mass index ≥30 kg/m2
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more of the seven health metrics was found in 40 partici-
pants (8.5%, 95% CI 6.1–11.4%); 432 participants (91.5%,
95% CI 88.6–93.9%) showed a poor level for only two or
less of the seven health metrics simultaneously.

Table 3 displays the results of the logistic regression analy-
sis. Increasing age was independently associated with de-
creasing cardiovascular health, whereas women and partic-
ipants with higher educational level more often achieved
ideal cardiovascular health.

The sensitivity analysis after exclusion of participants who
had a previous cardiovascular event showed that preva-
lence of the three levels of the seven AHA health metrics
were similar to the overall study population (table 2).

Discussion

Overall, this study found favourable results for cardiovas-
cular health among SWICOS participants. For some of
the health metrics, the prevalence of ideal cardiovascular

Table 2:
Prevalence of the three levels (i.e., ideal, intermediate and poor) of the seven American Heart Association health metrics for the overall study population, separate for women
and men, and after exclusion of participants who had a previous cardiovascular event.

All Women Men p-value* All without CVE p-value **

Blood pressure Ideal (%) 27.8 38.1 14.6 <0.001 29.5 0.72

Intermediate (%) 42.4 37.3 49.0 41.4

Poor (%) 29.7 24.6 36.4 29.1

Cholesterol Ideal (%) 42.3 43.6 40.6 0.60 41.1 0.83

Intermediate (%) 35.6 36.0 35.1 36.2

Poor (%) 22.1 20.5 24.3 22.7

Glucose Ideal (%) 73.4 79.0 66.2 0.008 75.3 0.64

Intermediate (%) 20.3 16.4 25.4 19.4

Poor (%) 6.3 4.6 8.5 5.3

Smoking Ideal (%) 55.9 60.4 50.0 0.072 57.4 0.72

Intermediate (%) 24.5 22.4 27.2 23.2

Poor (%) 19.6 17.2 22.8 19.4

Body mass index Ideal (%) 52.1 66.8 33.0 <0.001 54.1 0.70

Intermediate (%) 34.0 23.5 47.6 32.9

Poor (%) 13.9 9.7 19.4 13.1

Physical activity Ideal (%) 5.1 5.2 4.9 0.026 5.2 0.90

Intermediate (%) 86.2 89.1 82.4 85.7

Poor (%) 8.7 5.6 12.7 9.1

Diet Ideal (%) 23.3 25.4 20.5 0.34 22.6 0.89

Intermediate (%) 57.1 56.9 57.4 56.7

Poor (%) 19.6 17.7 22.1 20.7

CVE = cardiovascular event

* p-value for the comparison of women vs men

** p-value for the comparison of all participants vs all participants without previous cardiovascular event

Figure 1: Prevalence of the three levels (ideal, intermediate and poor) for all seven health metrics of the American Heart Association separate
for women and men.

Original article Swiss Med Wkly. 2021;151:w30040

Swiss Medical Weekly · PDF of the online version · www.smw.ch

Published under the copyright license “Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0”.
No commercial reuse without permission. See https://smw.ch/permissions

Page 3 of 5



health might seem low, in particular for blood pressure,
physical activity and diet. However, the cut-offs used for
the differentiation of ideal vs intermediate of these three
health metrics were rigorous. For example, the definition
of ideal blood pressure was untreated blood pressure <120/
80 mm Hg and the question arises whether this cut-off
was not too low given the higher cut-offs for normal vs
high blood pressure according to current guidelines [13].
Nevertheless, relevant proportions of participants had poor
health metrics, which in our study was particularly true for
blood pressure, total cholesterol, smoking and diet.

In comparison with a previous study from the United
States, our study found ideal cardiovascular health more
frequently and poor health metrics less often, except for
smoking, which was less prevalent in the United States
[3]. In comparison with another European study, our study
found more favourable results for the four health behav-
iours, whereas health factors were comparable [4]. The
reasons for these differences are not fully evident, but are
probably differences in the age of the study population
(e.g., the study population of the United States study was
older than our study population), health prevention strate-
gies (e.g., smoking prevention in the United States), access
to the healthcare system (e.g., mandatory healthcare insur-
ance for all Swiss inhabitants with nearly full coverage of
expenses), and/or selection bias of more severely diseased
participants in other studies, which did not recruit their par-
ticipants on the population level [2–8].

Our study has implications. Although we found a
favourable cardiovascular health status for a majority of
the participants, relevant proportions of the participants
showed poor cardiovascular health in one or more of the
seven health metrics. Given the high relevance of poor car-
diovascular health for cardiovascular events (e.g., myocar-
dial infarction, stroke), loss of autonomy, disability and
mortality, we see the need for further health prevention
campaigns aimed at increasing awareness about cardio-
vascular health among the Swiss population. According to
our analyses, older men with low educational status should
constitute an important target population of such a cam-
paign.

Our study has limitations. The data originated from two
villages in Southern Switzerland, and the participants were
not randomly selected. Therefore, we may not exclude a
selection bias, and generalisability to the overall Swiss
population might be limited. However, demographic data
of the adult study population (e.g., age and sex distribution,
prevalence of cardiovascular risk factors) were similar to
the Swiss population according to Swiss federal statistics

[14]. We therefore believe that the findings of this analysis
are representative for the overall Swiss population.

In conclusion, we found favourable results for cardiovas-
cular health in the population-based SWICOS cohort. Nev-
ertheless, we see the need for further health prevention
campaigns given the fact that relevant proportions of the
participants might optimize their cardiovascular health by
optimised blood pressure and cholesterol control, by stop-
ping smoking, by increasing physical activity and by eat-
ing a healthier diet.
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