
Finding an 

energy balance 

is essential for a 

healthy lifestyle.  

Cardiometabolic Health  

after Spinal Cord Injury 

What is Cardiometabolic Health? 

The term refers to the health of your (1) cardiovascular system—the 

heart and circulatory (blood flow) system and (2) metabolic system—the systems 

the body uses to convert food into energy. Improving the health of these systems 

can reduce your risk of getting cardiometabolic diseases (CMD), which includes 

health problems such as type 2 diabetes, heart disease, and stroke.  

“What you eat and 

how much physical 

activity you do  

Impacts the health 

of your heart,  

circulatory, and  

metabolic,  

systems.” Does Spinal Cord Injury (SCI) impact risk for CMD? 

Individuals with SCI have an increased risk for CMD because paralyzed muscles 

use less energy and many individuals with SCI are not regularly physically active.  

This combination of paralysis and being less active results in people with SCI 

typically burning fewer calories each day, which increases risk for weight gain. 

Being overweight can affect blood pressure, circulation, and the heart.  

Research findings: Studied 31 individuals with SCI admitted to inpatient 

rehabilitation within the first 18 months after SCI; 68% were male and 49% had 

tetraplegia. 

45.2 % were obese AND met criteria for metabolic syndrome, 
both are risk factors for CMD. 

The average daily energy requirement for this SCI sample was 
230 calories lower than was predicted  

Participants reported eating a daily average of 1,830 calories 

Even shortly after onset of SCI, many participants had risk factors  

associated with developing CMD. The predicted energy estimates of the SCI sample 

were estimated higher than their actual energy needs.  Maintaining a healthy 

weight and reducing risk for CMD will require eating a balanced diet and getting 

regular physical activity.   

Why is research on SCI and CMD important? 

It is important to study what people with SCI eat and their daily energy ex-

penditure (calories burned). Knowing more about factors which cannot be 

changed (level of paralysis) and those that can (activity level and what people 

eat) over the first year after injury will inform providers about what steps can 

be taken to help reduce risk of developing CMD.   



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Careful use of Supplements 

 FDA-approved prescription medications, 
nutraceuticals, and herbals may be used under 
the supervision of healthcare professionals, 
not as a replacement for, but in addition to 

eating healthy and getting regular phys-
ical activity to reduce your risk of CMD. 

Establish Caloric Target 

 Individuals with SCI should undergo a calor-

ic assessment to determine how many dai-

ly calories are actually needed.   

 This is essential for maintaining  a healthy 

weight. Ask your health care provider 

about caloric assessment. 

Stay Active 

 People with SCI should reduce how much time 

they are sedentary and try to engage in regular 

physical activity. 

 Talk to your health-care provider about the 

amount and types of physical activity that are 

appropriate for you. 

Make Nutritional Adjustments 

 Saturated fats such as butter, palm and co-

conut oils, cheese, and red meat should be 

limited. Saturated fat should make up only 

5-6% of your total daily caloric intake.  

 Daily sodium intake should be limited to  

≤ 2400 mg for individuals with hyperten-

sion. 

Healthy Diet 

 Everyone should adopt a heart-healthy diet 

that includes fruits, vegetables, whole 

grains, low-fat dairy, poultry, fish, beans, 

healthy vegetable oils (e.g., olive, corn, 

peanut, sunflower oil), and nuts. 

 Limiting the amount of sweets, sugar-

sweetened beverages, and red meats is 

also recommended. 

150 minutes of Physical Activity  

 Everyone should aim to do 150 minutes 

of physical activity per week. It is best to 

slowly work up to that amount based on 

your current activity level and health.  

 To progress safely consider spreading ses-

sions of 30-60 minutes over 3-5 days per 

week, or by exercising for 30 minutes per 

day.   

Management of  

Cardiometabolic Health 


