
To manage your cholesterol levels, it may 
help to learn more about what cholesterol 
is, why it’s important and tips to help keep it 
in check.

What is cholesterol?
Cholesterol is a waxy, fat-like substance that’s found 
in the body’s bloodstream and cells.1 It is made by 
the body and found in the foods people eat. Your 
body needs some cholesterol to function well, but 
not much. It helps make the outer walls of cells, 
aids in digestion and helps produce vitamin D and 
certain hormones. Cholesterol is carried through the 
bloodstream via lipoproteins.1 

There are two main types of cholesterol
•   LDL cholesterol: Low-density lipoproteins are 

made up of high levels of fat. This is often 
referred to as “bad” cholesterol.

•   HDL cholesterol: High-density lipoproteins 
are made up of high levels of protein. This is 
sometimes referred to as “good” cholesterol. 

Triglycerides are another type of fat found in the blood and in food. They are not the same as 
cholesterol, but can get too high and may increase the risk of heart disease.

What is high cholesterol?
High cholesterol—also known as hypercholesterolemia—is when blood cholesterol levels are higher 
than they should be. Having high cholesterol is a major risk factor for heart disease.2 

Too much cholesterol can build up in your arteries; this is a condition called atherosclerosis. Over time, 
plaque narrows the arteries, limiting blood flow to the heart. Plaque can also break open and form a 
blood clot, completely blocking blood flow. This may lead to a heart attack or stroke.2

What affects cholesterol levels?
The following factors may increase your risk of unhealthy cholesterol levels:1

•   Eating a diet high in saturated and trans  
fats and cholesterol

•  Being overweight or obese

•  Not being physically active
•  Getting older
•   Your genes and family history

High cholesterol: 
help reduce your risk
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Do you know your cholesterol levels?
The National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute classifies cholesterol using these categories:3

Type of cholesterol Blood level Results category
Total cholesterol Below 200 mg/dL Desirable

200–239 mg/dL Borderline high

240 mg/dL and above High

LDL cholesterol Below 100 mg/dL Desirable

100–129 mg/dL Near desirable

130–159 mg/dL Borderline high

160–189 mg/dL High

190 mg/dL and above Very high

HDL cholesterol 60 mg/dL and above Considered protective against 
heart disease

40-59 mg/dL The higher, the better

Below 40 mg/dL
A major risk factor for 
heart disease

Do you know your cholesterol level?

  Yes    No 
Schedule an appointment with your doctor 
today to find out your cholesterol level. 

What’s one goal you can set today to prevent high cholesterol (eat a heart healthy diet, lose 
weight, exercise more often)?
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Managing high cholesterol
Making lifestyle changes may help manage high cholesterol. According to the National Heart, Lung, 
and Blood Institute, the following may help:1,2

 Lose weight, if needed. Adults who are overweight or obese can reduce LDL cholesterol and 
increase HDL cholesterol by losing just 3%–5% of their weight.

 Eat a healthy diet.  Limit the amount of saturated and trans fats you eat and consume 
omega-3 fatty acids, as well as fiber-rich fruits, veggies and whole grains. 

 Stay active. Regular exercise may help lower LDL cholesterol and triglycerides and increase 
HDL cholesterol. Aim for 30 minutes per day, most days of the week.

Note: It’s also important to quit smoking and manage stress—both may negatively affect your 
cholesterol levels.

 Learn about medicines. Lifestyle changes are often the first line of defense against high 
cholesterol, but if you’ve made lifestyle changes and your cholesterol levels are still high, your 
healthcare provider may decide medication is the best next step.

Work closely with your doctor to decide which medicine, or combination of medicines is best 
for you to help reduce the risk of heart attack or stroke. Remember to:
•  Tell your provider about side effects.
•   Don’t stop taking any medication without talking with your doctor first.
•   Have your cholesterol levels checked regularly to ensure the treatment plan is working.

Work with your healthcare team
It’s important to work closely with your healthcare provider when managing high cholesterol. Be sure 
to ask questions and get clarification about things you do not understand. Finding the right treatment 
will likely involve making lifestyle changes. In some cases, medications will also provide a benefit.
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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.
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