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Harvard Study Shows Women’s Risk of Sudden Death Linked to Low 
Magnesium

Magnesium balances brain chemistry, builds strong bones, and is associated with 
better mood and heart health. However this mineral ranks as perhaps one of the most 
undervalued and under-consumed of all of the essential human nutrients. Perhaps more 
importantly, lack of magnesium promotes various arterial changes linked to 
cardiovascular disease and hypertension. Unfortunately, relatively few Americans seem 
to actually get the recommended daily intake, which is a minimum of 320mg for women 
and 430mg for men.

When people think of nutrients for heart health, omega-3 usually comes to mind 
first, and for good reason. The clinically demonstrated ability of omega-3 fatty acids to 
reduce the risk of heart-related death may stem in part from their proposed normalizing 
effects on heart health. Omega-3s exert anti-inflammatory and other beneficial effects 
that most likely play major roles in their ability to support heart health. However, 
judging from the findings of two recent epidemiological studies, magnesium may be just 
as important to reducing the risk of sudden cardiac death (SCD).

According to the American Heart Association, “Sudden death from cardiac arrest 
is a major health problem that has received much less publicity than heart attack.” (AHA 
2010) In fact, sudden cardiac death accounts for about half of all heart-related fatalities, 
and these are the types that omega-3s are proven to help deter. The most common 
underlying reason for sudden cardiac death (SCD) is coronary heart disease, caused by 
fatty build-up in the arteries that supply blood to the heart muscle. Another common 
immediate cause for SCD is an abnormal heart rhythm. The AHA states “The victim may 
or may not have diagnosed heart disease. The time and mode of death are unexpected. It 
occurs minutes after the symptoms appear.” (AHA 2010) In other words, SCD is truly 
shocking, and its unpredictable nature makes it even more critical that you take every 
step to reduce the risk.

Last fall, a University of Minnesota team concluded, based on their analysis of 
blood, diet, and health data from 14,232 men and women, that low levels of magnesium 
“may be an important predictor of SCD”. Coincidentally, scientists from Harvard just 
published the results of their analysis (also of blood, diet, and health data) from a subset 
of the 88,375 women who participated in the famed Nurses Health Study. After 
adjusting the results for other influences on heart risks, the Harvard team concluded 
that the women with high reported magnesium intakes were 37% less likely to have died 



from SCD, compared to women reporting low magnesium intake. Better yet, women 
with high magnesium blood levels were 77% less likely to have died from SCD compared 
to women showing low blood levels.

Magnesium Sources
Supplementing magnesium provides inexpensive heart health insurance. 

Conventional medicine calls for taking one part magnesium to 2 parts calcium. Other 
researchers argue that a one-to-one ratio is healthier, especially given the overload of 
calcium in most American diets and the lack of magnesium. Still others suggest the 
opposite, 2 parts magnesium to 1 part calcium. Magnesium aids in calcium absorption, 
but the opposite is not true, since calcium impedes magnesium uptake.
According to the USDA data, the top food sources of magnesium include these, in 
descending order of magnesium content:

1. Cocoa powder – 456 mg per 3 ounces (27 mg per tablespoon)
2. Almonds or cashews – 225-240mg per 3 ounces
3. King salmon – 122mg per 3 ounces cooked
4. Halibut – 90 – 107mg per 3 ounces cooked
5. Sablefish – 71mg per 3 ounces cooked

Should you have any questions about supplementing your intake of magnesium (or 
any other nutritional supplement), please don’t hesitate to contact Middle Path 
Medicine at (805) 481-3442.
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