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What is heart disease?
Heart disease occurs when the arteries that supply 
blood to the heart become hardened and narrowed 
due to a buildup of plaque. As the plaque builds up 
inside the arteries, blood flow to the heart is reduced, 
preventing much-needed oxygen and nutrients from 
getting to the heart. If an artery becomes completely 
blocked, a person may have a heart attack.1

Stay on beat:  
Managing heart disease
Heart disease refers to many different 
heart conditions, but the most common 
type is coronary artery disease.1 If you’re 
living with heart disease, there are steps 
you can take to help manage it.

Who is at risk? 
There are many risk factors for coronary heart disease.2 Risk factors are things that increase your  
risk of developing the condition in the future. (Check all that apply to you)

Being over 65 years old Having a family history of heart disease High blood pressure
Being male High cholesterol Inactive lifestyle
Diabetes Obesity Smoking

Do you know the warning signs of a heart attack?
For many people, the first sign of heart disease is a heart attack. It’s important to know the warning signs and 
get help quickly.3 While some heart attacks come on suddenly with intense pain, most begin slowly and mildly. 
The American Heart Association says that often people wait too long before getting help because they aren’t 
sure what’s wrong. The following are signs to watch out for:4

1.  Chest discomfort. Most heart attacks produce an uncomfortable feeling in the middle of the chest which 
lasts more than a few minutes. It may feel like pressure, squeezing, fullness or pain. It can be minor or 
severe, and may come and go.

2.  Discomfort in other areas of the upper body. The discomfort may present itself in one or both arms, the 
back, neck, jaw or stomach.

3. Shortness of breath. This may take place with or without chest discomfort.
4. Nausea, lightheadedness or breaking out in a cold sweat.
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If you or a loved one experience any of the warning signs, don’t hesitate—call 911, even if you aren’t 
sure if it’s a heart attack. 

Note: Women are more likely to experience some of the less common symptoms like shortness of breath, 
nausea and pain in the back or jaw.

How is heart disease treated?

Medicines
A doctor may prescribe medications for different reasons. Some may be used to treat high blood pressure 
or high cholesterol; others may help prevent or reduce heart disease symptoms.3

Type of medicine How it works

ACE inhibitors Prevent the body from making a chemical that narrows 
blood vessels

Anticoagulants Help prevent blood clots from forming in the arteries 
because they decrease the blood’s ability to clot

Antiplatelet drugs Help stop blood particles called platelets from clumping 
together and forming clots

Beta blockers Help slow the heart rate down and beat with  
less force

Calcium channel blockers Help to relax the blood vessels

Cholesterol-lowering drugs Help decrease LDL (bad) cholesterol levels in the blood or 
increase HDL (good) cholesterol and lower triglycerides

Digitalis Used to make the heart contract harder when it can’t 
pump hard enough on its own

Diuretics Reduce the buildup of fluid in the body; they are often used 
to treat high blood pressure

Nitrates Help relax the blood vessels and treat chest pain (angina)

Medical procedures
If a person’s heart disease is at a more advanced stage, it may require a special procedure. These 
procedures are useful for easing chest pain or clearing blockages.3

•  Angioplasty: Opens blocked or narrowed arteries by inserting a balloon into the blood vessel and 
inflating it to flatten plaque

•  Plaque removal: Removes harmful plaque from the arteries by cutting or vaporizing it out
•  Stent: A wire mesh tube that helps prop open an artery to improve blood flow
•  Coronary bypass surgery: Reroutes blood around a blockage using a piece of blood vessel from 

somewhere else inside the body
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Lifestyle changes
Certain healthy lifestyle habits can not only help treat coronary heart disease, but also help prevent it, too.
These lifestyle changes may be the only treatment needed for some people with heart disease.

Eat a heart-healthy diet
A heart-healthy diet is one that:
•  Includes healthy fats. Focus on choosing healthy monounsaturated and polyunsaturated fats. 

Skip saturated fats and trans fats.3

•  Limits salt. Excess sodium in the body increases blood volume and makes the heart work harder. 
According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, the majority of sodium in the 
American diet comes from processed or restaurant foods.5

•  Limits added sugar. The American Heart Association recommends limiting the amount of added 
sugars you consume per day to no more than 100 calories (or about 6 teaspoons) for women and 
no more than 150 calories (or about 9 teaspoons) for men.6

•  Focuses on fiber. Insoluble fiber helps keep your digestive system moving, but soluble fiber can 
help lower LDL cholesterol. Examples of soluble fiber include oat bran and oatmeal, nuts, seeds, 
beans, lentils, peas and some fruits and vegetables.3

•  Emphasizes lots of fresh fruits and vegetables. The higher the average daily intake of fruits 
and vegetables, the lower the risk of developing heart disease. Variety is key, but green leafy 
vegetables, cruciferous vegetables and citrus fruits appear to pack a big punch.7

Stay active
Physical activity can help lower one’s risk of many of the conditions associated with coronary artery 
disease, including high LDL cholesterol, high blood pressure, diabetes and obesity.8 Before beginning 
an exercise program, be sure to talk to your doctor. Find out how much you should aim for and the 
best types of activities for you.

Quit smoking
When a person quits smoking, their body starts to heal right away.
•  One year after quitting, a person’s excess risk of developing coronary heart disease is reduced  

by 50%.8

•  Five years after quitting, a person’s risk for heart attack and stroke decreases.8

•  And within 15 years of quitting, a person’s risk of developing heart disease is comparable to that  
of someone who has never smoked.8

If you aren’t a smoker, be sure to avoid secondhand smoke. Secondhand exposure to smoke can  
still damage the heart and blood vessels.8
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Maintain a healthy weight
If you’re overweight or obese, losing weight may help treat or prevent heart disease. The goal 
for preventing and treating heart disease is a BMI (body mass index) of less than 25 and a waist 
circumference of 35 inches or less.9

A key component of weight loss is consuming fewer calories than you burn each day. To do this, 
cut back on calories by eating smaller portions, choosing healthy, low-calorie foods and being 
more active each day.9

Manage stress and depression
Getting upset or angry may trigger a heart attack.9 Plus, many stress coping mechanisms  
(e.g. drinking alcohol, smoking, overeating) are not heart healthy. If you find yourself frequently 
stressed, try to learn healthy ways to cope, like taking a walk or deep breathing.

Depression can raise one’s risk of coronary heart disease two to three times.9 Plus, the symptoms  
of depression can make it difficult to stay healthy. If you think you may be suffering from 
depression, talk to your doctor so they can help you learn how to treat and manage it.
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This information is provided for educational purposes only. It is not to be used for medical advice, 
diagnosis or treatment. Consult your healthcare provider if you have questions or concerns. Consult  
your doctor before beginning any new diet or exercise regimen.
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