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Abstract 

Background: Metabolic syndrome (MetS) is strongly associated with cardiovascular disease 

(CVD). With MetS prevalence rates increasing in the US population, prevention efforts have 

largely focused on diet and exercise interventions. Prior to retirement, military service members 

have met fitness requirements for at least 20 years, and have lower MetS rates compared to age­

matched US population controls (23.4% vs. 39.0%), which suggests a protective effect of the 

lifestyle associated with military service. However, MetS rates in military retirees have not been 

previously reported, so it is unknown whether this protective effect extends beyond military 

service. The purpose of this study was to examine the prevalence of MetS and individual 

diagnostic criteria in a population of recent USAF retirees. 

Methods: We obtained IRB approval for all participating sites at Wilford Hall Ambulatory 

Surgical Center. From December 2011 to May 2013, USAF retirees within eight years of their 

date of retirement were recruited at five USAF bases. Consenting subjects underwent 

examination and laboratory studies to assess the five diagnostic criteria measures for MetS. We 

used binary logistic regression to examine the relationship between various factors and the 

presence of MetS. 

Results: The study population (n = 381) was primarily male (81.9% ), enlisted (71.1 % ) and had 

a mean age of 48.2 years. When applying the American Heart Association (AHA) MetS 

diagnostic criteria to this population, the MetS prevalence was 37.2%. When using alternative 

diagnostic criteria found in other published studies that did not include the use of cholesterol 

medications, the MetS prevalence was 33 .6%. Per AHA criteria, the prevalence of each of the 

MetS diagnostic criteria was as follows: central obesity, 39.8%; elevated fasting glucose, 32.4%; 



high blood pressure, 56.8%; low HDL-cholesterol, 33.3%; and elevated triglycerides, 42.7%. 

MetS was more common among males (OR = 4.05; CI = 1.94, 8.48) and enlisted (OR=2.23 ; 

CI= l.24, 4.01). It was also strongly associated with a history of participating in the Air Force 

Weight Management Program (OR=2.82; CI= l .41 , 5.63) and increased weight since retirement 

(OR=4.00; CI= J .84, 8.70). However, the study did not find an association between the presence 

of MetS and time since retirement or self- reported diet and exercise changes since retirement. 

Conclusions: The MetS prevalence among recent USAF retirees represents a shift from age-

matched active duty rates towards higher rates described in the overall US population. This 

finding suggests the protective health effects of fitness standards may be reduced shortly after 

retirement. This is true despite activities such as screening prior to and during military service 

and exposure to USAF health promotion efforts and fitness standards throughout a period of 

active duty service lasting at least 20 years. In general, military members should be counseled 

that upon retirement, efforts to maintain a healthy weight have continued benefit and should not 

be forgotten. The risk of MetS after retirement is particularly increased for those identified as 

being overweight during their active duty careers. Interventions that prevent and reduce 

unhealthy weight gain may be an appropriate investment ofresources and should be studied 

further. 

The views expressed are those of the author(s)/presenter(s) and do not reflect the official views 

or policy of the Department of Defense or its Components. 


