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“Many of us in the South Asian 
community have family members 
who have died at a young age 
from a heart attack.”

WELLNESS

South Asians’  
Heart Health Risks 
Namratha Kandula is co-leading a study to 
understand high rates of heart disease among 
South Asian immigrants.

amratha Kandula 
distinctly remembers 
the phone call from 

India that brought the news of 
her 56-year-old grandfather’s 
sudden death. 

“It was pretty shocking,” 
she recalls, “because he didn’t 
necessarily fit the profile [of a 
heart attack victim]. He didn’t 
smoke. He was relatively 
active and was someone who 
you wouldn’t think had an 
unhealthy diet. Many of us in 
the South Asian community 
have family members who 
have died at a young age from 
a heart attack.”

South Asians account 
for 60% of the world’s heart 
disease patients. And that 
trend continues for the 
5.4 million South Asian 
immigrants in the U.S. Their 
risk for heart disease is 2 ½ 
times that of the general U.S. 
population. South Asians — 
the second–fastest growing 
minority group in the U.S. — 
have the highest death rate 

from heart disease compared 
with other ethnic groups. 

Kandula, associate 
professor of medicine and 
preventive medicine at the 
Feinberg School of Medicine, is 
working to identify the factors 
that lead to heart disease in 
this community. As a principal 
investigator for the Mediators 
of Atherosclerosis in South 
Asians Living in America 
(MASALA) study, Kandula is 
partnering with researchers 
at the University of California, 
San Francisco, to understand 
the risk factors faced by 
South Asians and improve 
heart disease prevention and 
treatment. The study, now in 
its ninth year, has followed 
more than 1,100 South Asians 
in Chicago and the Bay Area.

“There are some unique 
things about this group that 
don’t fit with the patterns 
that we understand about 
heart disease and stroke,” 
Kandula says. For example, 
South Asian immigrants in the 

U.S. tend to be more highly 
educated. Despite that, they 
have low levels of physical 
activity that partly contribute 
to their higher risk of stroke 
and death from heart attack. 
And they develop high blood 
pressure, diabetes and heart 
disease at younger ages — five 
to 10 years earlier than other 
ethnic groups — even though 
they don’t fit the classic risk 
patterns.

One of the most notable 
differences is that South Asian 
Americans develop risk factors 
at a lower body mass index 
(BMI), Kandula explains, and 

they are not as overweight as 
other populations. “But even 
though they’re not overweight, 
they tend to have a lot of fat 
around their internal organs. 
And we think those hidden 
fat stores inside the body 
contribute to higher risk.”

Kandula, whose parents 
came to the U.S. from India 
for their medical residencies, 
is focusing on second-
generation South Asians, both 
in terms of their risk factors 
and their role as conduits 
of health information to 
their immigrant parents. 
She is planning a study to 
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RESEARCH

Bad News for Egg Lovers, 
Diagnosing ‘Art Acne’
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CUT YOUR  
EGG INTAKE

A Feinberg School 
of Medicine study 
found that adults 
who consumed more 
eggs and dietary 
cholesterol had a 
significantly higher 
risk of cardiovascular 
disease and death from 
any cause. The large 
study, which looked at 
pooled data collected 
in six different studies 
totaling nearly 30,000 
adults, found that 
eating 300 milligrams 
of dietary cholesterol 
per day correlated 
to a 17% higher risk 
of cardiovascular 
disease. A single 
large egg contains 
of 186 milligrams of 
cholesterol. 
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TWO OF A KIND

Northwestern and the 
University of Illinois 
Urbana-Champaign 
have partnered to 
launch the Illinois 
Twins Project (ITP), 
the first-ever such 
database in the state. 
It will include twins 

you feel lucky if you see your 
research actually have a 
community or policy impact 
in your lifetime,” Kandula 
says. “We’ve seen that with 
MASALA.”

understand whether the high 
risk for heart disease and 
stroke is similar in second-
generation South Asian 
Americans and how changing 
cultural and behavioral 
patterns influence their health.  

Progress is already being 
made. In 2015 the American 
Diabetes Association changed 
its guidelines to recommend 
screening Asian Americans 
for diabetes at a lower BMI, 
and the American Heart 
Association now recognizes 
South Asians as a high-risk 
group for cardiovascular 
disease. “As a researcher, 

On Capitol Hill 
In 2019 U.S. Rep. Pramila 
Jayapal ’90 MBA, the 
first Indian American 
woman to serve in the 
House of Representatives, 
introduced legislation to 
increase awareness of 
South Asian heart risk and 
provide more funding for 
treatment strategies. 

and other multiples 
in Illinois between 
newborn and 17 years 
of age. Jennifer  
Tackett, director of 
clinical psychology  
at Northwestern,  
is the project’s co-
principal investigator.
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BLISTERS ON 
O’KEEFFE ART

Pimple-like protrusions 
on many of Georgia 
O’Keeffe’s paintings 
had long concerned 
art conservationists. A 
multidisciplinary team 
led by researchers 
at Northwestern and 
the Georgia O’Keeffe 
Museum in Santa Fe, 

N.M., found that the 
protrusions are metal 
soaps resulting from 
a chemical reaction 
between the metal 
ions in lead and zinc 
pigments and the  
fatty acids within 
the paint’s binding 
media. As a result 
of the discovery, the 
Northwestern team, 
led by professors Marc 
Walton and Oliver 
 Cossairt, developed a 
handheld tool to map 
and monitor artworks.




