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Battling dangerous belly fat 
As people get older, they often see an expanding waistline as being an 
unwanted—but unavoidable—side effect. But belly fat doesn’t just make 
your clothes fit tighter; it can have serious health impacts. 

There are two types of fats in the body
Subcutaneous fat is the type you can see and pinch. This type of 
fat, which makes up about 90% of body fat, isn’t considered to 
be a big health concern.2 

Visceral fat lies deep beneath the abdominal wall. Too much is 
dangerous and can increase the risk of many health conditions. 
Unlike subcutaneous fat, visceral fat is considered to be 
biologically active; this means it contains lots of harmful 
hormones and substances.2

Consequences of belly fat
Too much belly fat can have severe negative health 
consequences, including:
•   Dementia. People with excess visceral fat may be up to three 

times more likely to develop dementia.3

•   Cancer. Visceral fat may increase the risk of certain types of 
cancers because it releases specific proteins that may cause noncancerous cells to turn into cancerous ones.4

•   Sleep apnea. Belly fat restricts the movement of the diaphragm, making it hard for the lungs to expand and 
increasing the risk of sleep apnea.5

•   Stroke. Extra fat around your midsection increases your risk of heart attack and stroke. This may be due to 
the presence of too much artery-clogging cholesterol in the bloodstream.6

•   Heart disease. Visceral fat may lead to inflammation and other heart-related conditions (e.g. high blood 
pressure, high cholesterol), increasing the risk of heart disease.7

•   Diabetes. Visceral fat may produce harmful hormones and low-level chronic inflammation that causes 
insulin resistance.8

What causes belly fat?
Belly fat can be caused by any of the factors listed below.9 Many are controllable, meaning you can do 
something about it; others are outside of your control.
•   Poor diet. You’re more likely to accumulate abdominal fat if you eat more calories than you need.
•   Lack of activity. Not getting enough exercise leads to fewer calories burned, less lean body mass (and more 

fat) and a slower metabolism.
•   Chronic stress. Stress releases cortisol, which may cause fat to be stored in the abdominal area.10

•   Age. Muscle mass usually decreases with age, while fat increases.  
•   Genetics. Genes may help determine how many fat cells you will have and where those fat cells will settle.  

Fat is a basic component of 
the human body. It has many 
important functions.1 Body fat 
helps to:
•   Store extra calories  

for energy
•   Regulate your metabolism by 

releasing hormones
•   Keep you warm
•   Protect your vital organs

Facts about fat
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Do you have too much belly fat?
According to the National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute, a healthy waist measurement is:11

•   Less than 35 inches for women
•   Less than 40 inches for men

How do you measure your waist? Wrap a measuring tape around your waist at your belly button while 
standing in a relaxed position. Make sure the tape is level all the way around. It should be snug, but not 
pulling your skin in or tight.

Preventing and controlling belly fat
There are many things you can do to reduce visceral fat. Lifestyle changes can make a big difference. 
Remember: Small changes can lead to big results. Think about small steps you can take to improve  
your health.

Eat a healthy diet
A healthy diet that isn’t too high in calories is best for battling belly fat. Eating extra calories leads to weight 
gain and increases your risk of belly fat. There is no magic diet to whittle away your waistline. Instead, focus on 
eating a diet rich in fruits and vegetables, whole grains, lean protein, legumes, nuts and seeds.5

If you want to get rid of belly fat, you’ll need to focus on overall weight loss. To lose weight, you must eat fewer 
calories than your body uses.12

These steps may help:

1
Record everything you eat and drink for a week. Write down what you ate, how many calories it has, 
the time you ate and how you felt before and after. Consider using a calorie-tracking app on your 
smartphone or tablet.

2 Reduce the number of calories you eat each day. Look at your food log and identify changes you could 
make to try to eat about 500 fewer calories per day.

3
Replace unhealthy eating habits with healthy ones. These changes may help: reduce portion sizes, 
ditch sugary drinks in favor of water, cut out sweet treats, meal plan and prep ahead of time to avoid 
impulse eating, slow down and avoid “cleaning your plate,” and find another way to feed your feelings 
if you eat due to boredom, anger, sadness or being tired.

Stay physically active
Spot reduction—like doing crunches and situps—doesn’t really help get rid of belly fat. Instead, a balance of 
aerobic exercise and resistance training is best.8

•   Aerobic exercise includes any activity that gets your heart rate up will help trim belly fat because it burns 
calories. Try to get at least 30 minutes of moderate-level aerobic activity each day.13

•   Resistance training: Improving strength and lean body mass increases your metabolism and may help you 
live more independently as you age; try to incorporate strength training exercises at least twice per week on 
nonconsecutive days.13
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Get plenty of sleep
When you’re well-rested, you’re more likely to make healthier eating choices and have the energy to be 
active. Aim for 7–8 hours of sleep per night. Research shows that getting more or less leads to higher 
amounts of belly fat.14

Be sure to practice good sleep hygiene tips, including:
•   Keep a regular schedule
•   Make sure your bedroom is cool, dark and quiet
•   Remove electronic devices from your room
•   Avoid caffeine, big meals and alcohol before bed
•   Be active during the day

Manage your stress 
Chronic stress causes cortisol levels to stay elevated, increasing your risk of weight gain.15 In addition, when 
you’re stressed, you’re more likely to reach for unhealthy, high-calorie foods.16

Try these stress management strategies:
•   Exercise. Exercise can relieve stress and reduce belly fat.
•   Practice relaxation techniques. Close your eyes, take deep breaths and think about a place you find 

calming. Meditation may help you relax too, so find a relaxing activity that you enjoy.
•   Keep a sense of humor. A good laugh can leave you feeling relaxed and aid in muscle relaxation to help 

reduce the physical symptoms of stress.17

•   Ask for help. If the stress you’re facing is too much to handle alone, ask for help from friends, family 
members, or professional counselors or a therapist.

Notes
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This is for informational purposes only and does not replace treatment or advice from a healthcare 
professional. If you have questions, please talk with your doctor. Talk to your doctor before beginning an 
exercise program or making any changes to your diet.


