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Understanding Cholesterol

Cholesterol is a soft, fat-like substance found among the fats in the bloodstream called lipids. A high level of lipids in the
bloodstream is called hyperlipidemia, which is a major risk factor for coronary heart diease.

Hyperlipidemia can affect your heart in this way: cholesterol and other lipids build up in the inner lining of blood vessels like
rust in water pipes and, over time, close those vessels. The narrowing of blood vessels, called atherosclerosis, keeps oxygen-
carrying blood from getting to the heart. The result can be severe chest pain and eventually heart attack.

Not all cholesterol in your blood comes from the food you eat. Your liver produces about 1000 milligrams of cholesterol a day
and it is needed to produce certain hormones and construct cells. The liver also filters out cholesterol and helps eliminate it
from the body.

The cholesterol that should concern you is dietary cholesterol, found in foods from animals, such as egg yolks, meat, fish,
poultry, and whole milk dairy products. Saturated fats also tend to raise the amount of cholesterol in your blood. Saturated
fats are found primarily in animal fats and coconut or palm oils. They can also be produced from unsaturated fats through a
chemical process called hydrogenation. Completely hydrogenated oils resemble saturated fats, but most margarines and
shortenings contain partially hydrogenated oils.

To find out if you are at risk, have your primary care physician measure your cholesterol level. The doctor will probably
measure your total blood cholesterol, triglycerides (another type of blood fat) and possibly your lipoproteins. Lipoproteins

transport cholesterol and other fats in the bloodstream. They also carry certain proteins that guide them to specific cells in
the body.

Researchers have found that there are several types of lipoproteins. The kinds you may hear about most frequently are low
density lipoproteins (LDL) and high density lipoproteins (HDL). LDL seems to promote the deposit of cholesterol on artery
walls. HDL, on the other hand, is thought to carry cholesterol away from the tissues.

Cholesterol and Your Heart

The definition of a “high” cholesterol level varies from person to person, depending on specific lipoprotein levels. If LDL is
present in the bloodstream in large quantities, the cholesterol it carries may be responsible for increasing the risk of heart
disease. However, if the cholesterol in HDL accounts for a significant part of your cholesterol count, it may help protect you
from heart disease.

When measuring cholesterol levels only, 285 milligrams can put you in a high-risk category, assuming LDL cholesterol is
present in large amounts. Most heart attacks actually occur in people with cholesterol levels between 210 and 265. An
acceptable level of blood cholesteral also depends on your age, sex, the absence of other risk factors—smoking, high blood
pressure, diabetes, glucose imbalances, excess weight, or a history of heart disease in your family.

If you do not have a cholesterol level that places you at high risk, your doctor will want you to begin a long-term program to
lower this level. The American Heart Association has constructed a three-phase diet for people with hyperiipidemia that is
progressively lower in saturated fat and cholesterol. This diet is designed for patients under the care of a doctor or
nutritionist. For more information, contact your local American Heart Association.



