
2. Screening for Cardiovascular Risk in SCI

ACTIONABLE NUGGET:
Screen for cardiovascular risk factors at
least annually.

The Problem

Cardiovascular disease (CVD) is a leading cause
of death among people with SCI. Risk for CVD is
higher than for the general population, and key
risk factors for CVD are exacerbated by SCI;
specifically, dyslipidemia, blood pressure
irregularities, abnormal glycemic control,
chronic inflammation, autonomic nervous
system dysfunction, obesity, and physical
inactivity. Early onset CVD is part of a pattern of
premature aging among people with SCI. In
many instances, CVD is asymptomatic because
of impaired sensation and lack of strenuous
activity. Lifetime prevalence is estimated at 30-
50%, but may actually be as high as 60-70%,
given asymptomatic cases.

Evidence-based Best Practice

Aggressive screening is required in order that under-diagnosis and
conservative treatment do not add to the burden of disability.

Waist circumference > 37” (94 cm) in supine lying is a better indication of

obesity than BMI, although at risk BMI has been calibrated at 22/21 for

males/females with quadriplegia, and 26/28 with paraplegia.

Blood pressure should be measured at every encounter. Resting BP should

be <140/90 mmHg. Also be aware of fluctuations and potential for

autonomic dysreflexia (See Nugget #4).

The Framingham Risk Score may underestimate CVD risk in the SCI

population. The National Cholesterol Education Program’s Adult Treatment

Protocol III is recommended as a more accurate classification of lipid levels

for the SCI population (see below).

HDL levels should be <40 mg/dL for men or <50 for women; LDL should be

<159.

Hemoglobin A1C profiles should be assessed annually > 40 years of age for

men, or >50 for women.

Plasma glucose should be >100 mg/dL; 2-hour glucose tolerance should be

>200.

Desirable
Borderline
high risk High risk Very high risk

Total
cholesterol

< 5.2 5.2 – 6.2 > 6.2

Low-density
lipoprotein
(LDL)

< 3.3 3.4 – 4.1 4.1 – 4.9 > 4.9

High-density
lipoprotein
(HDL)

> 1.5 1.0 – 1.3 (men)
1.3 – 1.5
(women)

<1.0 (men)
<1.3 (women)

Triglycerides < 1.7 1.7 – 2.2 2.3 – 5.6 > 5.6
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