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Objectives. The role of lead expo-
sure as a risk factor for hypertension is
less well defined among women than
among men. This case—control study
assessed the relation of blood and bone
lead concentrations to hypertension in
women.

Methods. Cases and controls were
a subsample of women from the Nurses’
Health Study. Hypertension was defined
as a physician diagnosis of hypertension
between 1988 and 1994 or measured
systolic blood pressure > 140 mm Hg or
diastolic blood pressure > 90 mm Hg.

Results. Mean (SD) blood lead
concentration was 0.15 (0.11) pmol/L;
mean tibia and patella lead concentra-
tions by K-x-ray fluorescence were

3.3(9.0)and 17.3 (11.1) pg/g, respec-
tively. After adjustment for potentially
confounding factors, an increase from
the 10th to the 90th percentile of
patella lead values (25 ng/g) was
associated with approximately 2-fold
(95% confidence interval=1.1, 3.2)
increased risk of hypertension. There
was no association between hyperten-
sion and either blood or tibia lead con-
centrations.

Conclusions. These findings sup-
port a potentially important role for
low-level lead exposure as a risk factor
for hypertension among non—occupa-
tionally exposed women. (4m J Public
Health. 1999;89:330-335)
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High blood pressure is a major contribu-
tor to the US population’s morbidity and
mortality from hypertension and related con-
ditions such as coronary artery disease,
stroke, and renal insufficiency.! Remediable
causes are identified for fewer than 5% of
individuals with hypertension.” Despite con-
siderable evidence from both animal mod-
els> and epidemiologic studies®° that low-
level lead exposure is related to increases in
blood pressure, acceptance of this association
remains controversial.'"' The mechanism of
this association is unknown; it has been
observed in the absence of lead-associated
renal disease and at blood lead concentrations
previously believed to be nontoxic in adults.

Much of the epidemiologic evidence
supporting this relationship has been derived
from studies of male subjects.””'® Studies
with female participants have found a less
consistent association between lead and
blood pressure. In particular, the association
in women appears to be sensitive to the vari-
ables included in the statistical models and
may vary according to age,'? alcohol use,”* ™"’
and other factors.®'®!” When a relation
between lead and blood pressure has been
observed, results from both animal models
and epidemiologic studies were consistent
with a weaker effect in women than in
mcn.l7,18

With one exception, a study of men,’
studies of this association have relied on
blood lead concentration as a measure of
exposure. However, blood lead concentra-
tions reflect short-term (half-life of 30 days)
lead exposures. Most (95%) adult lead stores
are in bone and have been hypothesized to be
better determinants of chronic lead toxicities
because they reflect long-term exposure
(half-life of years to decades).'*?° Further-
more, the more bioavailable fraction of blood
lead (plasma lead) has been hypothesized to
correlate better with bone than with whole
blood lead concentrations.”! Because the pos-

sible role of lead exposure as a risk factor for
hypertension is less well defined among
women than among men, evaluation of the
association of bone lead stores and hyperten-
sion in women is particularly valuable.

Methods
Study Population

Our study population was a subsample
of Boston-area women in the Nurses’
Health Study (NHS), a prospective evalua-
tion of chronic disease in a national sample
of 121700 female registered nurses that
was initiated in 1976.” Biennial mailed
questionnaires were used to ascertain health
outcomes, lifestyle, and dietary exposure
measures among participants. At the time of
the current study (July 1993 to July 1995),
5621 active NHS participants resided in the
Boston metropolitan area. Of these women,
402 (7%) first reported a physician’s diag-
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nosis of hypertension on the NHS question-
naire in 1990, 1992, or 1994.

Potential controls were excluded from
the study if they had a history of hyperten-
sion or other major chronic disease (cardio-
vascular disease, renal disease, diabetes,
malignancies), use of antihypertensive or
hypoglycemic medication, or obesity (body
mass index [BMI] >29 kg/m?). Similarly,
hypertensive women reporting cardiovascu-
lar disease, renal disease, diabetes, or malig-
nancies; medication use; or obesity before
1990 were excluded from the study.

From the eligible controls, women were
selected by a stratified randomization scheme
to obtain approximately equal numbers of
women with self-reported blood pressure in
the low normal range (systolic <115 mm Hg
and diastolic <75 mm Hg) and in the high
normal range (systolic >134 and <140 mm
Hg or diastolic >84 and < 90 mm Hg). Up to
4 controls were matched by 5-year age
groups to each eligible case. A final sample of
214 cases and 475 controls (total n=689)
were identified as eligible and invited to
attend our Clinical Research Center, where
additional measurements were made (see
below).

This study was approved by the Human
Research Committee of the Brigham and
Women’s Hospital.

Questionnaires

Every 2 years, NHS participants com-
plete a mailed questionnaire requesting
information about the development of a vari-
ety of diseases including hypertension and
about weight, medication and dietary supple-
ment use, tobacco use, reproductive history,
and, since 1980, detailed history of alcohol
use and diet.

When recruited for the current case—
control study, each participant updated her
status by a mailed questionnaire regarding a
history of hypertension and the use of anti-
hypertensive medications.

Medical Evaluation

At the beginning of the study visit, right
arm systolic and fifth-phase diastolic blood
pressure were measured with the participant
seated in a quiet room after a S-minute rest.
Measurements were taken with a random
zero sphygmomanometer by a researcher cer-
tified in the use of a standard blood pressure
measurement protocol described in detail
elsewhere.”® The mean of 3 measurements
was used to estimate each participant’s sys-
tolic and diastolic blood pressures. Standard
blood tests, including a complete blood count
and serum creatinine, were performed.
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Bone Lead Measurements

Each participant had bone lead mea-
surements from the midtibial shaft and
patella by K-x-ray fluorescence, a noninva-
sive technique for measuring skeletal lead
content that can distinguish among very low
lead burdens.?* A technical description and
validity specifications of the ABIOMED
(ABIOMED Inc, Danvers, Mass) instrument
used for these measurements have been pub-
lished elsewhere.”** This instrument pro-
vides an unbiased estimate of bone lead lev-
els (normalized to bone mineral content as
micrograms of lead per gram of bone min-
eral) and an estimate of the uncertainty of
each measurement. Estimates of bone lead
concentrations may be negative for lead val-
ues close to zero. The technicians measuring
bone lead were blinded to the participant’s
case—control status.

Blood Lead Measurements

Samples for whole blood lead determi-
nation were collected in trace metal—free
tubes (with ethylenediaminetetraacetic acid)
and analyzed by ESA Laboratories, Inc
(Chelmsford, Mass). The ESA blood lead
analysis protocol and quality control and
quality assurance specifications are
described elsewhere.’ In brief, well-mixed
whole blood samples were diluted with a
matrix modifier and analyzed by Zeeman
background-corrected flameless graphite fur-
nace atomic absorption. The detection limit
for blood lead concentrations was 0.048
umol/L (1.0 pg/dL).

Statistical Methods

Three lead exposure variables were
considered in these analyses: whole blood
lead (umol/L), patella lead (ng/g), and tibia
lead (ng/g). Blood lead concentrations desig-
nated as less than the detection limit were
assigned a value of half the detection limit
(0.024 pmol/L [0.5 pg/dL]). For each lead
variable, outliers were identified as values
greater than 3 interquartile ranges beyond the
first or third quartile of the distribution from
a box plot display of values.

These analyses include the cases and
controls with disease status confirmed by
history and measured blood pressure at the
study evaluation. Cases were women with a
self-reported history of physician-diagnosed
hypertension or measured systolic blood
pressure > 140 mm Hg or measured diastolic
blood pressure > 90 mm Hg. The controls
whose measured blood pressure did not fit
into high and low normal ranges were
divided at their median blood pressure
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(121/75 mm Hg)—those with measured sys-
tolic or diastolic blood pressure above this
value were grouped with the high normal
range controls (n=53), and the remainder
were classified as low normal range controls
(n=25). Cases reporting a physician’s first
diagnosis of hypertension before 1988 on the
updated medical history questionnaire were
excluded (n=4).

Alcohol consumption (g/day), dietary
calcium and sodium (mg/day) intakes
adjusted for total calorie intake, and BMI
(weight/height® in kg/m?) were defined in
terms of the mean of nonmissing values
from the 3 most recent NHS questionnaires
obtained between 1980 and 1986; thus, these
data were recorded before 1988 when the
first cases of hypertension were diagnosed.
Smoking status (current, former, never) was
defined by the nonmissing information from
the 1990, 1992, or 1994 NHS questionnaire
that was administered closest to the time of
each woman’s study evaluation. Menopausal
status was defined by information from the
1992 or 1994 NHS questionnaire that was
administered closest to the time of each
woman’s evaluation. Information about job
status (nursing, retired, nonnursing/home-
maker) was obtained from the 1992 NHS
questionnaire.

Ordinal regression modeling® to assess
the relation between lead exposure variables
and the odds of hypertension in the study
population used the 3 blood pressure cate-
gories (hypertension, high normal, low nor-
mal). Specifically, a proportional odds model
(PROC LOGISTIC, Statistical Analysis Sys-
tem, SAS Institute Inc, Cary, NC) was used
to calculate the odds of being (1) a case vs the
combined control groups and (2) a combined
case and high normal control group vs the
low normal control group as a function of
lead exposure. A X? score statistic was used to
test the homogeneity of the 2 disease-expo-
sure odds ratios; if they were homogeneous, a
single odds ratio was reported. Potential con-
founders of the relation between lead and
hypertension included in an initial model
were age, dietary calcium intake, alcohol
intake, smoking status, dietary sodium intake,
BM], and family history of hypertension (in a
parent or sibling). The matched design was
accounted for by including age as a continu-
ous variable in all models.”’

To assess effect modification by alcohol
intake, age, and menopausal status, a Wald
x? test for interaction between patella lead
and each variable was used. Women in the
80th percentile of alcohol consumption or
above were compared with all others, age
was dichotomized at 55 years as per results
of previous studies,'? and postmenopausal
and premenopausal women were compared.
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TABLE 1—Selected Characteristics of Study Population and Eligible
Nonparticipants in a Study of Lead and Hypertension in Middle-Aged
Women
Study Population Nonparticipants
(n = 284) (n = 405) P®
Mean (SD) Mean (SD)
Age, y° 58.7 (7.2) 58.4 (7.1) .62
BMI, kg/m? 22.9(2.3) 23.2(2.5) .09
Diet Ca*™, mg/day 916 (331) 846 (304) .005
Diet Na*, mg/day 1833 (383) 1881 (437) 13
Alcohol, g/day 8.5 (10.4) 8.5 (10.5) .96
n (%) n (%)
Family hypertension 155 (55) 186 (46) .03
Smoking status
Current 16 (6) 19 (5) 31
Former 162 (57) 252 (62)
Never 106 (37) 130 (32)
Job status®
Nursing 162 (59) 214 (56) .80
Retired 66 (24) 99 (26)
Nonnursing® 48 (17) 67 (18)
Hypertension status
Case® 85 (30) 129 (32) .04
Control
Low' 115 (40) 127 (31)
High? 84 (30) 149 (37)
Note. BMI = body mass index.
at-test comparison of means; X2 test comparison of proportions.
®Age as of January 1, 1993.
°Only 276 participants and 380 nonparticipants had job status information.
“Includes homemakers.
°Self-reported physician-diagnosed hypertension from the Nurses’ Health Study
questionnaire.
'Self-reported usual blood pressure: systolic <115 mm Hg and diastolic <75 mm Hg.
9Self-reported usual blood pressure: systolic >134 mm Hg and/or diastolic >84 mm Hg.

The untransformed and the natural logarithm
(In) transformed values for each lead vari-
able were used in the logistic regression
analyses because of evidence from other
studies that incremental increases in blood
lead are associated with progressively
smaller increases in blood pressure.”®
Because of a few negative values, bone lead
concentrations were In transformed after a
constant, k, was added to each value. The
value for k was chosen such that In(bone
lead + k) was approximately normally dis-
tributed.

Each lead exposure variable (blood
lead, patella lead, and tibia lead) was consid-
ered separately in the initial models. Then all
3 lead exposure variables were considered
simultaneously, and a final model was
selected by a backward elimination proce-
dure, retaining variables with P <.05.

Results
Study Population

Of the 689 eligible and age-matched
Boston area women, 297 (43%) agreed to
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participate; completed study evaluations
between 1993 and 1995; and, for cases, were
first diagnosed with hypertension between
1988 and 1994 or had elevated blood pres-
sure measured at their study evaluation.
These 297 participants included 93
cases and 204 controls identified by medical
histories from the NHS questionnaires. Of
the 93 cases, 73 (78%) corroborated a his-
tory of physician-diagnosed hypertension
and/or had elevated blood pressure at the
study visit. The remaining 20 cases were
reclassified as controls. Of the 204 controls,
180 (88%) corroborated no history of physi-
cian-diagnosed hypertension and had normal
blood pressure at their study visit. The
remaining 24 controls with elevated blood
pressure or recently diagnosed hypertension
were reclassified as cases, leaving 97 cases
and 200 controls for study. Eighty-nine of
the 97 cases and 195 of the 200 controls had
complete covariates available for the analy-
ses, leaving a final study population of 284
women ranging in age from 47 to 74 years.
Women participating in the evaluation
had higher dietary calcium intakes and were
more likely to have a family history of
hypertension than eligible nonparticipants

(Table 1). There was some differential partic-
ipation by blood pressure group (Table 1).
Although there was no overall difference
between participants’ and nonparticipants’
alcohol consumption (Table 1), participating
cases consumed less alcohol than nonpartici-
pating cases (7.1 g/day vs 10.2 g/day,
P=.03), whereas participating controls con-
sumed more alcohol than nonparticipating
controls (9.1 g/day vs 7.8 g/day, P=.16).
Otherwise, the results of comparisons of par-
ticipants with nonparticipants were
unchanged when cases and controls were
analyzed separately.

Despite the use of prospective dietary
and alcohol information, cases had lower
dietary sodium and alcohol intakes than con-
trols, although this difference was not signif-
icant in all comparisons (Table 2). Cases
were more likely to have a family history of
hypertension, to be postmenopausal, to have
smoked, and to be retired or in a nonnursing
job (including homemaker). Otherwise, high
normal controls did not differ significantly
from cases, whereas low normal controls
were younger and thinner than cases.

Bone and Blood Lead Levels

Mean tibia and patella lead levels for
cases and controls combined were 13.3 (9.0)
pg/g and 17.3 (11.1) pg/g, with ranges from
-5 to 69 ng/g and -5 to 87 ug/g, respec-
tively. Blood lead levels were low, ranging
from <0.05 to 0.68 pmol/L (<1 to 14 pg/dL)
and a mean (SD) of 0.15 (0.11) pmol/L (3

(2] pg/dL).

Bone and Blood Lead Levels and
Hypertension

In multivariate ordinal regression mod-
els evaluating one lead variable at a time,
patella lead was associated with increased
odds of hypertension (P = .03) (Table 3). Ina
final model derived from backward elimina-
tion of the model containing all covariates,
including all 3 lead variables, patella lead was
the only lead variable retained. An increase
from the 10th to the 90th percentile of patella
lead concentration (from 6 to 31 ug/g bone
lead, a 25 pg/g increase) was associated with
increased odds of hypertension of 1.86 (95%
confidence interval = 1.09, 3.19) after adjust-
ment for age, BMI, dietary sodium intake,
and a family history of hypertension (Table
4), equivalent to the increased odds of hyper-
tension associated with a 4 kg/m’ increase in
BMI in the final model. Exclusion, one at a
time, of non-Whites (n= 3), outlier patella
lead concentrations (n=2), patella lead val-
ues with measurement uncertainty >15
(n=1), cases with hypertension diagnosed
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TABLE 2—Selected Characteristics of Cases with Hypertension and Controls in
a Study of Lead and Hypertension in Middle-Aged Women
Cases High Controls Low Controls
(n=289) (n=73) (n=122)
Mean (SD) Mean (SD) P® Mean (SD) P2
Age,y 61.1 (7.1) 61.1(7.2) .98 58.7 (7.1) .02
BMI, kg/m? 23.4 (2.4) 23.1 (2.4) .47 225(2.1) .004
Diet Ca*™, mg/day 937 (383) 894 (323) .46 913 (294) .63
Diet Na*, mg/day 1771 (381) 1815 (390) .46 1887 (376) .03
Alcohol, g/day 6.9 (9.4) 10.3(11.9) .05 8.7(10.0) .20
Blood lead, ymol/L 0.15 (0.11) 0.17 (0.12) .37 0.15(0.10) .62
Tibia lead, pg/g 13.0 (9.4) 14.7 (10.0) .27 12.7(8.1) .80
Patella lead, pg/g 19.5 (12.9) 17.2 (9.0) 18 15.8 (10.6) .03
Systolic B, mm Hg 130 (15) 125 (8) .01 106 (9) 0001
Diastolic BP, mm Hg 76 (11) 77 (6) 22 66 (6) 0001
n (%) n (%) P® n (%) P®
Family hypertension 57 (64) 44 (60) .62 54 (44) .004
White 87 (98) 73 (100) NA® 121 (99) NA®
Smoking status
Current 5(6) 1(1) NA® 10 (8) 47
Former 60 (67) 41 (56) 14 61 (50) .01
Never 24 (27) 31 (42) .04 51 (42) .03
Job status®
Nursing 40 (46) 45 (62) .05 77 (66) .004
Retired 27 (31) 20 (27) .62 19 (16) .01
Nonnursing® 20 (23) 8 (11) .05 20 (17) .31
Postmenopausal status® 78 (93) 60 (85) .10 96 (81) .02
Note. BMI = body mass index; BP = blood pressure.
at.test comparison of means; X2 test comparison of proportions (controls compared with
cases).
®Not a v)alid test (cells have expected counts <5).
°Only 87 cases, 73 high controls, and 116 low controls had job status information.
YIncludes homemakers.
°Only 84 cases, 71 high controls, and 119 low controls had menopausal status information.

before 1990 (n= 11), premenopausal women
(n=40) or women with missing menopausal
status (n=10), and women using antihyper-
tensive medications (n=52) did not change
these results.

A similar, but nonsignificant, effect esti-
mate was found after restricting analyses to
the 66 cases and 133 controls whose blood
pressure categorization at recruitment was
unchanged by information available from the
study evaluation. Job status was not signifi-
cantly associated with hypertension after
adjustment for age. Forcing terms, one at a
time, into the models for age,2 menopausal
status, job status, alcohol intake, serum crea-
tinine, hemoglobin, hematocrit, and caffeine
intake did not materially change the results.
With the In transformation of patella lead in
the final model, the association with hyper-
tension remained significant (P = .03). All of
these models met the proportional odds
assumption of the ordinal models. Although
the effect of patella lead on the risk of hyper-
tension in this cohort appeared to be stronger
among women whose mean daily alcohol
consumption was 14 g/day or more, who
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were older than 55 years, or who were post-
menopausal, these differences were not sig-
nificant (Table 4).

Hypertension was not associated with
either blood lead or tibia lead concentrations
in these ordinal regression analyses (Table 3).

Discussion

Results of these analyses indicate a
cross-sectional association between bone
lead (specifically, patella lead) and the risk of
hypertension in middle-aged and elderly
women with low blood lead levels. The
magnitude of this association within the
range of patella lead levels observed was
substantial (odds ratio=1.86 for each 25
ug/g increase in patella lead) and, in the final
model, was comparable to a 4 kg/m’ increase
in BMI, a well-established and significant
risk factor for hypertension.

By relying on a well-characterized
cohort with a relatively homogeneous occu-
pation and a wealth of available prospective
dietary, lifestyle, and medical information,

Lead and Hypertension

these analyses included assessment for
numerous potential confounders of the
lead-hypertension relationship. However,
residual confounding could have influenced
our results. Indeed, the apparent association
between bone lead and blood pressure could
be largely a consequence of unidentified but
biologically plausible confounders. For
example, alcohol is positively associated
with both lead exposure and increases in
blood pressure.*?> However, alcohol did not
play a significant role as a modifier of the
lead—hypertension relationship in these
analyses (Tables 3 and 4).

Unidentified selection bias may have
influenced the results, particularly among
individuals knowledgeable about health
issues. Although eligible participants were
similar to nonparticipants (Table 1), there
was differential participation by cases with
lower alcohol consumption and controls with
higher alcohol consumption, which, because
alcohol consumption is a risk factor for
greater blood lead concentrations,”’ could
bias the results to the null. Otherwise, partic-
ipating cases and controls differed from non-
participating cases and controls only insofar
as they had slightly higher dietary calcium
intakes and were more likely to have a fam-
ily history of hypertension. There was no
evidence of differential participation by other
risk factors for hypertension or lead exposure
(Table 1). Furthermore, because bone lead
concentrations were unknown to eligible
participants, and predictors of bone lead in
non—occupationally exposed women have
not been established, it is very improbable
that knowledge of bone lead concentrations
could have influenced participation and
resulted in unidentified selection bias.

Blood or tibia lead was not associated
with hypertension in these analyses. The
association of patella lead with hypertension
remained borderline significant (P = .02)
after adjustment for analyses of multiple lead
exposure measures. Specifically, with the
Bonferroni multiple comparisons procedure,
a significance level of 5% corresponds to
P =02 for each of the 3 lead measures.*
Although the statistical significance we found
for 1 of 3 lead exposure measures may be
due to chance rather than toxicological rele-
vance, the results of a recent study’ that
demonstrated an association of bone lead, but
not blood lead, with hypertension in men
with low-level lead exposures (mean blood,
tibia, and patella lead concentrations of 0.30
umol/L [6 png/dL], 21.6 pg/g, and 32.1 pg/g,
respectively) argue against this interpretation.

Blood lead levels in our study partici-
pants were much lower than those in previ-
ous population-based studies of lead and
blood pressure.®!” For example, among
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TABLE 3—Ordinal Regression Models of the Risk of Hypertension as a Function of Blood Lead, Tibia Lead, and Patella Lead

Patella lead, pg/g

and Other Risk Factors®
Model A Model B Model C Model D

B+ SE P B+SE P B+ SE P B +SE P
Age, y 0.048 + 0.017 .004 0.046 £ 0.017 .007 0.047 £ 0.017 .006 0.042 + 0.017 .013
BMI, kg/m2 0.141 £ 0.050 .005 0.144 + 0.051 .004 0.142 £ 0.050 .005 0.142 + 0.051 .005
Diet Ca*™, mg/day 0.0001 + 0.0004 .82 0.0001 £0.0004 .75 0.0001 +0.0004 .82 0.0001 +0.0004 .88
Alcohol, g/day -0.012 £ 0.012 .30 -0.014 £0.012 .26 -0.012 £0.012 .30 -0.014 £ 0.012 .25
Diet Na*, mg/day -0.001 + 0.0003 .009 —0.001 = 0.0003 .008 -0.001 £0.0003 .008 -0.001 + 0.0003 .01
Ever smoke 0.416 £ 0.243 .09 0.414 £ 0.246 .09 0.416 £ 0.244 .09 0.386 + 0.245 12
Family hypertension 0.792 + 0.237 .001 0.805 + 0.239 .001 0.794 + 0.237 .001 0.843 + 0.239 .0004
Blood lead, pmol/L. 0.972 + 1.055 .36
Tibia lead, pg/g 0.003 £0.013 .85

0.025 +0.011 .03

Note. SE =standard error; BMI=body mass index.
#n =89 cases of hypertension, 195 normotensive controls.

TABLE 4—Ordinal Regression Models of the Risk of Hypertension as a
Function of Patella Lead Concentration in the Final Model and
Stratified by Alcohol Intake, Age, and Menopausal Status

Patella Lead Effect Estimate?

B +SE Odds Ratio Estimate (95% Cl)  Interaction P°
Final model® 0.025 £ 0.011 1.03 (1.00, 1.05)*
Alcohol >14.0 g/day
Yes (n = 57) 0.073 £ 0.032 1.08 (1.01, 1.14) .10
No (n = 227) 0.018 +0.012 1.02 (1.00, 1.04)
Age >55 years
Yes (n = 194) 0.037 £ 0.014 1.04 (1.01, 1.07) .20
No (n =90) 0.007 £ 0.019 1.01 (0.97, 1.04)
Postmenopausal
Yes (n = 234) 0.035 +0.012 1.04 (1.01, 1.06) 1
No (n=40) -0.024 + 0.035 0.98 (0.91, 1.04)

of hypertension.
*P=.02.

Note. SE = standard error; Cl = confidence interval.

®Parameter estimates for patella lead have been adjusted for age, body mass index (BMI),
dietary Na*, and family history of hypertension. Patella lead concentrations are in pg/g.

bTest for interaction between 2 categories and patella lead concentration.

°Risk of hypertension as a function of patella lead, age, BMI, dietary Na*, and family history

women who participated in the Second
National Health and Nutrition Examination
Survey and in whom an association of blood
lead with blood pressure has been observed,
the mean blood lead concentrations ranged
from approximately 10 to 13 pg/dL.*'7 The
greater measurement error at lower blood
lead levels combined with the limited range
of blood lead levels (90% of the values
were <0.29 pmol/L [<6 pg/dL]) may
explain the lack of association of blood lead
with hypertension in our population. Lastly,
evidence that the more bioavailable fraction
of blood lead correlates better with bone than
with whole blood lead supports the biologi-
cal plausibility of bone lead as a better deter-
minant of hypertension risk than whole
blood lead.”"

The apparent association of patella but
not tibia lead with hypertension in these
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analyses is as likely to be a random differ-
ence as a biologically plausible one, particu-
larly in light of findings from a similar study
in men.” Tibia lead was significantly associ-
ated with hypertension in the men,’ whereas
patella lead was significantly associated with
hypertension in our study of women. More
mobilizable lead in trabecular bone (patella)
may have a greater effect on lead-related
changes in blood pressure than lead
sequestered in cortical bone (tibia), particu-
larly in a population of women at risk for
increased bone resorptive activity. Indeed,
the association of patella lead with hyperten-
sion was stronger among postmenopausal
than premenopausal women (Table 4).
Despite the difference in bone site, the mag-
nitude of bone lead’s effect on hypertension
in the men (a 25 pg/g increase in tibia lead
was associated with a 1.6 increased odds of

hypertension) was similar to our estimate in
women.

In summary, these results support our
hypothesized association of low-level lead
exposure, as reflected by patella (but not
tibia or blood) lead levels, with the risk of
hypertension in women. This association
was robust to adjustment for confounders
and effect modifiers (alcohol and age) iden-
tified in previous studies. By using a bio-
marker of lead exposure that has not been
used in previous studies of this topic in
women, we demonstrated the sensitivity of
this exposure assessment method. We
hypothesize that the null or diminished
lead—blood pressure association found in
previous studies of women may, in part, be a
consequence of limitations inherent in the
use of blood lead as an exposure index for
chronic disease risk, particularly among
middle-aged and elderly women with low-
level lead exposures. The comparability of
our effect estimate with that in a commu-
nity-based sample of middle-aged and
elderly men suggests that a major gender
difference in the association between lead
and blood pressure is unlikely. Although
these results must be confirmed in other
populations and in prospective studies to
show a causal relationship, these findings
suggest that minimizing women’s lead
exposure throughout adulthood may prove
to be an important public health measure for
hypertension prevention. []
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