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Omega-3 Index Makes an
Impression in This 2021 Pilot
Study
This pilot study, headed by respected omega-3 fatty acid researcher William
Harris PhD, examined the relationship between the Omega-3 Index and COVID
death in hospital patients. While the results from this relatively small clinical
study did not reach statistical significance, they suggest that long-term omega-3
nutritional status may play a role in the respiratory response to immune
challenges.
...

Medical research has found that average intakes of omega-3 fatty acids are low in modern
diets, particularly compared to historical intakes and in relation to generous dietary provision of
omega-6 fats. Lacking omega-3 fats, cells instead incorporate more proinflammatory lipid
species into their membranes, with consequent alteration in immune-related signaling and
functional immune balance. Obesity and other immunometabolic disorders have been
scientifically linked to lower omega-3 intakes. In investigations of healthy aging, omega-3
intakes have also been identified as a factor influencing the development of frailty, chronic
dysfunction, and biological aging processes that impact health and wellness over time.

The Omega-3 Index is defined as the percentage of combined eicosapentaenoic acid (EPA) and
docosahexaenoic acid (DHA) in the fatty acids of red blood cells. Higher values for this
longer-term biomarker for omega-3 status have been linked to better outcomes in studies of
cardiovascular, neurocognitive, and neuropsychiatric function as well as on total mortality. In the
Framingham Offspring study, Omega-3 Index values also related inversely to blood levels of
cytokines such as interleukin-6, C-reactive protein, and others.

In this pilot study, 100 hospital patients with the required clinical data and blood samples were
assessed for Omega-3 Index and risk for death after admittance for COVID-19. Incidence of
death was compared against four ranges of Omega-3 Index values: Quartile 1 below 4.0%,
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Quartile 2 from 4.0% to under 4.7%, Quartile 3 from 4.7% to under 5.7%, and Quartile 4 being
5.7% and above.

Regarding biomarkers of omega-3 nutritional status, the authors note that:

“The Omega-3 Index is a better long-term reflection of these omega-3 levels
versus plasma omega-3 levels.”

“The O3I has been validated and used in several interventional and
prospective cohort studies such as the Framingham Heart Study and the
Women’s Health Initiative Memory Study.”

Clinical Summary

Study results and researcher’s observations include the following:

● Baseline demographic characteristics previously associated with more severe COVID
include age (especially over 65 years), obesity, male gender, cardiovascular or chronic
lung disease, diabetes, and other chronic health conditions.

● EPA and DHA serve as valuable metabolic precursors for pro-resolving lipid mediators
that, in sufficient circulating concentrations, help organize the resolution of an immune
response.

● The average Omega-3 Index value of 5.1% seen in this study is comparable to that
found in other studies conducted in US populations, and is lower than the value
associated with better health outcomes.

● The researchers estimate that having a low Omega-3 Index value had roughly the same
predictive value as being one decade older in terms of risk for death in this study.

● After adjusting for age and gender, the study found that subjects in the highest quartile of
Omega-3 Index values showed a relative risk for death of 0.25 compared to subjects in
the three lower quartiles, though results did not reach statistical significance (p=0.07).
There was one death in the top quartile and fourteen in the lower three quartiles.

● The study found that an Omega-3 Index value of over 5.7% corresponded with the lower
relative risk ratio of 0.25, while a value below 5.7% correlated with higher relative risk.

● The Omega-3 Index is an increasingly important way to assess not only nutritional
adequacy of omega-3 fats, but also as a measure of immune balance and capacity for
resolving immune challenges.

The authors emphasized that larger investigations involving subjects having a greater range of
Omega-3 Index values should be conducted in order to confirm the findings of this pilot study.
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CONCLUSION

The results of this study reinforce the concept of omega-3 fatty acid
supplementation as representing a safe, relatively inexpensive, and clinically
meaningful nutritional approach to immunometabolic health that is readily
accessible by the public.
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