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ABSTRACT 
Context: A high prevalence of obesity exists among national football league (NFL) players using standard classifications by body mass index (BMI). It has not been established whether this elevated BMI is associated with a greater prevalence of cardiovascular (CV) risk factors or subclinical coronary heart disease in former NFL players as in non-athletes. 

Objective: To compare the prevalence of CV risk factors and coronary atherosclerosis among retired NFL players against community controls. 
Design, Setting, and Participants: Case-control study of retired NFL players against a population-based sample from the Dallas Heart Study (DHS) and a second more physically active sample from the Aerobics Center Longitudinal Study (ACLS). 

Main Outcome Measures: The prevalence of coronary atherosclerosis was determined by coronary artery calcium (CAC), measured by computed tomography. CV risk factors were assessed by self-administered survey and a health screening visit. 
Results 201 retired NFL players underwent measurements of CAC. Compared to matched DHS men, retired NFL players had significantly smaller waist size, lower blood pressure, triglycerides, glucose, C-reactive protein and higher high density lipoprotein concentrations (all p< 0.01). The retired NFL players also had a significantly lower prevalence of diabetes, hypertension, a sedentary lifestyle and the metabolic syndrome, yet a higher prevalence of impaired fasting glucose and hyperlipidemia. Despite having fewer CV risk factors overall, there was no difference in the amount of positive CAC (47 v 49%) or clinically meaningful subgroups of CAC. When matched on age only against more active controls (ACLS), retired NFL players had a greater BMI, waist size and prevalence of the metabolic syndrome, but no difference in other CV risk factors or CAC scores. 

Conclusions Despite their large body size, former NFL players do not have a greater prevalence of detectable CAC than community controls when matched by BMI and/or age. Age and hyperlipidemia, not body size, were the most significant predictors for the presence of coronary atherosclerosis among retired NFL players.
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