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You might not give it much thought 
throughout the day, but your heart is 
working around the clock for you. Your 
heart is the most important muscle in 
your body because it pumps blood to all 
of your organs. 

When your heart doesn't get the care it 
needs, serious problems can develop. 
Understand the conditions that affect 
your heart and the habits that can help 
prevent or manage them. Taking action 
will help you keep your ticker in 
top shape. 
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What is heart disease? 

Heart disease refers to problems with 
your heart or the heart's blood vessels 
(arteries). Most problems are related 
to a condition called atherosclerosis. 
That happens when there's a buildup 
of plaque (a combination of cholesterol, 
fat, and other stuff) in the arteries. 

Healthy arteries are crucial for normal 
blood flow. When plaque builds up, it's 
harder for blood to flow through blood 
vessels. Sometimes plaque buildup in 
the walls of the arteries can cause the 
blood to clot, which can cut off blood 
to the heart or brain, leading to a heart 
attack or stroke. 

What are some of the other 
problems caused by 
heart disease? 

Along with heart attacks and strokes, 
heart disease can cause: 

• Heart failure: Also called congestive 
heart failure, this means that your 
heart isn't pumping blood as well as 
it should. As a result, your body can't 
get all the oxygen it needs. 

• Peripheral artery disease (PAD): 
This is a buildup of plaque in the 
arteries away from your heart, like in 
your arms and legs. It can cause pain, 
sores, and trouble walking. It can 
even result in the loss of a limb when 
there's no circulation to your legs 
and feet 

Who's at risk for heart disease? 

Although many think of heart disease as 
a man's problem, it's the leading cause 
of death for both men and women. One 
out of every four deaths in the United 
States is caused by heart disease. 
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What raises my chances of 
having heart disease? 

Several things can lead to heart 
disease. The main ones are older age, 
having high blood pressure, high LDL 
(bad cholesterol), and smoking. Almost 
half of Americans have at least three of 
these risk factors. 

Other risk factors include: 

• Family health history: If your parents 
have heart disease, you're at a 

greater risk. 


• 	Race: African-Americans, Mexican
Americans, Native Americans, Native 
Hawaiians, and Asian-Americans 
have higher rates of heart disease. 

• Diabetes: Even if your blood sugar 
is under control, having diabetes can 
still raise your risk of heart disease. 
But when your blood sugar is not 
controlled, the risk is even greater. 

• Being overweight: Carrying extra 
weight forces your heart to work 
harder, which can raise blood 
pressure and cholesterol and increase 
your diabetes risk. 

• Poor diet : Eating foods that aren't 
good for you or are high in fat, salt, or 
trans fats can lead to high cholesterol, 
high blood pressure, diabetes and 

being overweight. And those things 
lead to heart disease. 

• Not enough exercise: Physical 
activity can help control blood 
pressure, cholesterol, diabetes, and 
weight. With little or no physical 
activity, your heart doesn't work 
as efficiently. 

• Alcohol: Too much alcohol not only 
raises your blood pressure, it can 
contribute to cholesterol problems 
and an irregular heartbeat. 

• Stress: Studies have shown a 
connection between stress and 
heart disease. 

• Age: Most people who die from heart 
disease are 65 or older. 

• Heart attacks: If you've ever had a 
heart attack, your chance of having 
heart disease is higher. 
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What risk factors can I change? 

You're born with some risk factors, 
which means you can't change them, 
such as your age, sex, your family's 
health history, and race. But you can 
improve the chances that you won't 
have a heart attack or stroke. 

Here are the ones you can change: 

• Aim for a healthy weight 

• Control your blood pressure 

• Control your blood sugar 

• Control your cholesterol 

• Exercise 

• Quit smoking 

How do I know if I have 
heart disease? 

Some symptoms can point to heart 
disease. If you're having any of the 
following symptoms during normal, 
everyday activity, you should see your 
doctor right away. 

• A feeling of frequent skipped 
heartbeats or fluttering in your chest 

• Chest discomfort 

• Fainting 

• Feeling very tired 

• Pounding in your chest 

• Shortness of breath 

• Weakness, dizziness, or 
feeling lightheaded 
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How do I know if I'm having a 
heart attack? 

Unlike in the movies, heart attack 
symptoms can start slowly, so you may 
not be sure what's happening. Don't 
put off getting help even if you're not 
sure it's a heart attack. If you notice 
these signs, call 911: 

• Chest pain or discomfort 

• Pain or discomfort in one or both 
arms, jaw, back, or stomach 

• Shortness of breath 

• Breaking out in a cold sweat, feeling 
nauseous, or lightheaded 

Women are more likely to have 
shortness of breath, nausea or 
vomiting, back or jaw pain, and feel 
extremely tired in addition to chest pain. 

How do I know if I'm having 
a stroke? 

If you notice any of the symptoms of a 
stroke, call 911 right away. Don't wait 
even a few minutes. Getting treatment 
in the first 3 hours of having symptoms 
can lower the chances of having long
term complications. Here are some of 
the signs: 

• Sudden numbness or weakness in 
your face, arms, or legs, especially on 
one side of your body 

• 	Sudden confusion or trouble speaking 

• Sudden blurred vision in one or 
both eyes 

• 	Sudden trouble walking or loss 
of balance 

• Sudden severe headache 
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What is cholesterol? 

You may think all cholesterol is bad, but 
your body needs some to work right. 

Cholesterol is a waxy substance that 
your body makes and you also get 
from food. It allows your body to make 
vitamin D and certain hormones, 
including estrogen in women and 
testosterone in men, and helps 
with digestion. 

Why should I care 
about cholesterol? 

There are two types of cholesterol you 
may have heard about: high-density 
lipoprotein or HDL, often called good 
cholesterol, and low-density lipoprotein 
or LDL, often called bad cholesterol. 

Bad cholesterol can contribute 
to artery-clogging plaque. Good 
cholesterol, on the other hand, helps 
remove plaque. In the end, it helps 
protect you from getting heart disease. 
Having too much of the bad, or not 
enough of the good, can lead to 
heart disease. 

How do I know if I have 
high cholesterol? 

There are usually no symptoms of high 
cholesterol. That's why it's best to get 
your cholesterol levels checked through 
a blood test or home kits. You may 
need to go without eating, drinking, or 
taking medication, anywhere from nine 
to 12 hours before your test. Talk to 
your doctor about how to best prep for 
a home test. 

That blood test will give you several 
numbers, including your total 
cholesterol, your levels of good and bad 
cholesterol, and triglycerides, which is a 
type of fat. 

Here are the cholesterol numbers you 
want to aim for: 

Cholesterol Goals 

Total cholesterol Less than 200 mg/dL 


LDL/Bad Less than 70 mg/dL if you 
Cholesterol already have heart disease 

Less than 100 mg/dL 
If you are at tigh risk 

for heart disease 

Less than 130 mg/ell 
If you are at bN risk 

for heart disease 
~~~~~~~---'-~~~ ~~-----< 

HDL/Good Greater than 40 mg/dl 

cholesterol 
1---T- r-iglycerides r Less than 150 mg/dl 
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How often should I have my 
cholesterol levels checked? 

If you are over the age of 20 and don't 
have heart disease, you should have 
your levels checked every 4 to 6 years. 
You may need to get your cholesterol 
checked more often if you're at risk for 
heart disease, have high cholesterol, 
or have been on medications that treat 
high cholesterol. 

How can I lower my 
cholesterol levels? 

Medications and lifestyle changes can 
help you get high cholesterol under 
control. Even if you don't have high 
cholesterol, you can still make changes 
to your daily habits to lower your risk of 
heart disease. 

Here are four steps you can take: 

1. 	 Eat healthy: Your meals should 
be mostly fruits, vegetables, whole 
grains, low-fat dairy, poultry, fish, 
and nuts while limiting red meat and 
sugary foods and drinks. Bonus: 
Eating a heart-healthy diet can help 
you lose weight, which may help 
lower your cholesterol. 

2. 	 Move more: Aim for 30 minutes of 
heart-pumping activity most days 
of the week. Think brisk walking, 
bicycling, and swimming. 

3. 	 Quit smoking: No matter how long 
you've been a smoker, you will still 
benefit from quitting. 

4. 	 Avoid secondhand smoke: Even 
if you don't smoke, being around it 
can raise your risk of heart disease. 
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What is high blood pressure? 

When you have high blood pressure, 
also called hypertension, the force of 
blood against the walls of your arteries 
is high. 

Without treatment, high blood pressure 
can damage your arteries, heart, 
kidneys, and other organs. It can lead 
to heart attacks, strokes, and kidney 
failure. It can also cause vision and 
memory loss, erectile dysfunction, fluid 
in the lungs, chest pain, circulatory 
problems, and several other conditions. 

What are the symptoms of high 
blood pressure? 

You might have heard that high blood 
pressure is called a "silent killer." That's 
because there may be no symptoms. 

How do I know if I have high 
blood pressure? 

A blood pressure test is the only way to 
know if your blood pressure is too high. 
During the test, a cuff is placed around 
your upper arm to measure the pressure 
of blood flowing through the arteries. 

While it's almost impossible to tell if you 
have high blood pressure without a test, 
there is something called hypertensive 
crisis where your blood pressure is so 
high that you need emergency care. In 
this case, you would have symptoms. If 
you have high blood pressure along with 
severe headaches or back pain, chest 
discomfort, nausea or vomiting, feeling 
nervous or anxious, visual problems, or 
seizure, call 911 . 
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What do the numbers from a 
blood pressure test mean? 

There are two numbers in blood 
pressure readings. If one or both are 
too high, you could have high 
blood pressure. 

Systolic pressure is the top number. 
It tells you the pressure of blood flow 
on your artery's walls when your heart 
is beating and pushing blood to your 
body. It's the higher of the 
two numbers. 

Diastolic pressure is the bottom 
number. It tells you the pressure on 
your artery's walls between heartbeats, 
when your heart is relaxing and refilling 
with blood. 

Understanding Blood 
Pressure Readings 

Based on at least two readings: 

Understanding Blood 
Pressure Readings 

Normal Less than 120/80 

At risk for high 120-139/ 80-89 

blood pressure 

High blood pressure 140/90 or higher 

How often should I have my 
blood pressure checked? 

If you have don't have high blood 
pressure, you should have your 
pressure tested every two years after 
age 20. Your doctor will test it more 
often if you have or are at risk for high 
blood pressure. 
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How can I lower my 
blood pressure? 

In some cases, making lifestyle changes 
can I01Ner your blood pressure. Talk 
to your doctor to find out if you need 
prescription medication as well. 

Whether you're trying to prevent or 
treat high blood pressure, here are nine 
habits you should follow: 

1. 	 Eat healthy: Rll your plate with 
fruits, vegetables, whole grains, 
low-fat dairy, beans, skinless 
poultry and lean meats, and fatty 
fish like salmon, trout, and herring. 
Limit saturated and trans fats, salt, 
and added sugar. 

2. 	 Get active: If you have heart 
disease or any other health 
problem, talk with your doctor 
before you start exercising. If 
you're new to exercise or haven't 
exercised in a long time, start 
slowly, doing just a little bit at 
a time. 

Eventually, you want to do 
aerobic exercise, like running, 
biking, swimming, or brisk walking, 
for 30 minutes most days of 
the week. 
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3. 	 Watch your weight: If you're 
overweight, even just a small 
amount of weight loss (like losing 
5% of your body weight) can 
improve your blood pressure. 

4. 	 Manage stress: Stress can raise 
your blood pressure, so find ways 
to unwind. Exercising and getting 
enough sleep can help relieve 
tension. Or try taking 15 minutes 
of quiet time every day to relax. 
Leaning on friends and family for 
support and doing things you enjoy 
can also help you cope. 

5. 	 Avoid tobacco smoke: If 
you smoke, quit. If you don't, 
secondhand smoke can still 
damage your heart, so avoid it as 
much as possible. 
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6. 	 Follow directions for prescription 
medications: If your systolic 
pressure is 140 or higher or 
your diastolic pressure is 90 or 
higher, your doctor may prescribe 
medication. If so, make sure you 
take it exactly as directed. 

7. 	 Limit your alcohol intake: For 
women, this means no more than 
one drink a day. For men, it's no 
more than two. One drink equals 
four ounces of wine (about half a 
glass) or 12 ounces of beer (usually 
one can or bottle). 

8. 	 Eat less salt (sodium}. Most of the 
salt you get doesn't come from the 
salt shaker, but from processed 
foods. Cut back on packaged and 
prepared foods for more fresh 
meals made at home. Aim for less 
than 1,500 milligrams of sodium 
a day. 

9. 	 Use care with medication: Some 
prescription and over-the-counter 
medicines can have too much 
sodium or may raise your blood 
pressure. Talk to your doctor 
or pharmacist about all of the 
medicines you are taking. 
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What can I do in my daily life to 
lower my risk of heart disease? 

Even when you have several risk factors 
for heart disease, there are things you 
can do to improve your chances of 
avoiding it. You know you should eat 
healthy, exercise, and quit smoking. 
Here are some other steps you 
can take: 

1. 	 Go for regular check-ups: At 
least once a year, get a physical to 
make sure you haven't developed 
any conditions that would put you 
at risk for heart disease, and to 
make sure you are controlling any 
conditions you already have. 

2. 	 Keep tabs on your blood 
pressure and cholesterol: If you're 
getting regular checkups, your 
doctor can help you track this, but 
you can also use a home blood 
pressure device or a blood pressure 
machine in a pharmacy. Your 
pharmacist can also check your 
blood pressure. 

3. 	 Manage your diabetes: If you have 
diabetes, make sure you're closely 
watching your blood sugar, eating 
well, and exercising. 

4. 	 Don't skip your medications: If 
you're taking medications for blood 
pressure, cholesterol, or diabetes, 
take them as directed. If you're 
having unpleasant side effects, 
don't stop taking them. Instead, ask 
about other options. 
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What tools can help me keep an 
eye on my heart health at home? 

If you're looking to keep close tabs on 
your blood pressure, weight, or amount 
of exercise, there are some tools that 
can help motivate you and track your 
progress. Here are a few you 
might consider: 

1. 	 Blood pressure monitor: This 
can help you track your blood 
pressure on your own. Look for an 
automatic, cuff-style, upper-arm 
monitor. Just make sure the cuff fits 
your arm before you buy it. 

Take your blood pressure twice in 
the morning and twice in the 
evening for at least 3 days to get an 
average reading. 
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2. 	 Heart rate monitor: These devices 
tell you how hard your heart is 
working when you do 
physical activity. 

While many people think these 
are just for athletes, they can 
help anyone track and improve their 
fitness level. It can also help you 
avoid overdoing it. 

Talk to your doctor before you start 
an exercise program. Your doctor 
can also tell you what your target 
heart rate should be. 

3. 	 Pedometer: One of the best ways 
to increase your activity level is 
to become aware of how much 
you move during the day, then 
challenge yourself to do more. A 
pedometer can help you do just 
that. For example, every 2 weeks, 
you might try to take 500 more 
steps a day. Aim for at least 10,000 
steps a day. 

4. 	 Activity trackers: If you want 
something a little more high-tech 
than a pedometer, you might 
consider an activity tracker. There 
are dozens on the market, including 
some that you clip on your hip or 
wear as a wristband. Most track 
steps, distance, length of activity, 
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and calorie burn. Some even go 
the extra mile and track your sleep, 
measure your heart rate, and act 
as a food diary. Most sync with 
computers and smartphones and 
offer online dashboards. And 
some have forums and support 
groups online. 

5. 	 Smartphone apps: Don't feel 
like investing in a pedometer or 
activity tracker? Then download an 
app onto your smartphone. There 
are dozens of apps that can help 
you count calories and track your 
steps, blood pressure, and weight. 
With some you can earn badges 
or points for reaching your activity 
goals or connect with friends 
for support. 

6. 	 Scale: People who weigh 
themselves just once a week tend 
to be more successful at taking 
off extra pounds, so investing in 
a scale could help you reach your 
weight loss goals. Follow these tips: 
Weigh yourself on the same day, at 
the same time of day, on the same 
scale every week. 

7. 	 Cholesterol home test kit: These 
kits, which you can buy at a 
pharmacy or medical supply store, 
allow you to test your cholesterol 
between doctor visits. You can 
have the results in a matter of 
minutes instead of waiting days for 
results from your doctor. There are 
electronic and manual versions. If 
you plan to test your cholesterol 
often, consider an electronic kit, 
which will display and store 
your readings. 
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How can I eat for better 

heart health? 


You 	don't have to do a dramatic 
overhaul to your diet to see 
improvements to your weight, blood 
pressure, and cholesterol. Making small 
changes can be just as effective in 
lowering your risk of heart disease and 
may be easier to stick with for the 
long term. 

You may want to follow a formal diet 
so you know exactly what to eat, or 
you might prefer having some general 
guidelines to keep in mind. Either way, 
a heart-healthy diet should include 
these principles: 

1. 	 Stay within a reasonable daily 
calorie limit. Your diet shouldn't 
cut out entire groups of foods 
or leave you hungry all the time. 
Prepackaged meals (single portions 
of balanced, calorie-controlled 
meals) may be an option for you. 

2. 	 Use proper serving sizes. 
Consider getting a food scale so 
you can measure or weigh your 
food until you can learn to judge 
portions on your own. If you don't 
want to use a scale, you can find 
portion size guides online. 
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3. 	 Cut back on: 

• 	Red meat. 

• 	Sugary foods and drinks . 
Try foods made with low- or 
no-calorie sweeteners, like 
sucralose, stevia, and aspartame 
instead of sugar. 

• 	Saturated and trans fats. Use 
healthier oils and sprays like olive 
or canola. 

• 	Sodium. Limit yourself to 2,400 
milligrams or less daily; 1,500 
milligrams a day should be the 
max if you want to lower blood 
pressure. Talk to your doctor 
about whether you should use a 
salt substitute. 

• 	Processed foods or 

canned foods. 


4. 	 Eat a variety of food 
that includes: 

• 	 Fruits and vegetables, especially 
those that are high in potassium, 
like bananas, raisins, and 
oranges (7-9 servings every day). 

• 	 Whole grains (6-8 servings 
a day). 

• 	Low-fat dairy (2-3 servings 
a day). 

• 	Rsh and lean meats prepared 
without skin or added fats (up to 
6 ounces a day). 

5. 	 Get plenty of fiber. A fiber-rich diet 
has been linked to a lower risk of 
heart disease and diabetes as well 
as, lower blood pressure, lower bad 
cholesterol, lower blood sugar, and 
a healthy weight. Most adults need 
20-30 grams a day. Great sources 
are whole fruits and vegetables, 
whole grains, and beans. If you 
can't get enough from food, a fiber 
supplement might help. Check with 
your doctor about the type you 
should try. 
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Are there supplements that I can 
take to improve my heart health? 

Omega-3 fatty acid, which is found 
mainly in fish, may help lower blood 
pressure and triglycerides, lowering 
your risk of heart disease. It's best 
to get omega-3s from food, so you 
should aim to eat fatty fish, like salmon, 
mackerel, and trout, at least twice 
a week. 

When you aren't getting enough 
omega-3s from food, a supplement 
may help. If you have heart disease or 
high triglycerides, talk to your doctor 
first. You may need larger doses or 
prescription-strength omega-3s. 

Featured Product 

~ -~ fl 
l FISH OIL ~--.... 
' ::;;;i
• f,,;;;~""

Don't take more than 3 grams of 
omega-3 fatty acids per day unless 
your doctor tells you to. Taking too 
much can cause bleeding in some 
people. If you have a bleeding condition 
or take medicines that increase 
bleeding, such as blood thinners or 
pain relievers, talk to your doctor before 
taking omega-3s. 

Should I take aspirin to help 
protect my heart? 

Aspirin helps thin the blood and 
prevents clots from forming. Taking a 
low-dose aspirin daily may help prevent 
a heart attack if you're at high risk for 
having one or you've had one in the 
past. Talk to your doctor about whether 
aspirin therapy is right for you. 

You should not take aspirin if you: 

• Have an allergy to aspirin 

• Are having any medical or dental 
surgeries or procedures 

• Are at risk of stomach or intestinal 
bleeding or a hemorrhagic stroke 
(caused by ruptured blood vessels) 

• Drink alcohol regularly 
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40. 	.Americm Heat ~ooclatlon: "Wlat Y0t.r Ch>lest8'ol Levels Mean." 

41 . 	.Americm Heat ~ooclatlon: "Wly Blood PresStre Matters. " 

42. 	CDC: "Heart Disease Facts. " 

43. 	 CDC: "H~Blood PresStre." 

44. 	CDC: "Healthy Weight - It's not adiet, It's a l~eslylel" 

45. 	 CDC: "2014 National Diabetes Statistics ~crt." 

46. 	CDC: ''Fetru!ry Is American Heart Month." 

47. 	 Cleveland Clinic: "20 Amazing Facts About YOO" Heart (lnfograi:tilc). " 

48. 	 ClevelandClilic: "llpidBloodTests." 

49. 	 Cleveland Clinic: "Nutrition Strategies." 

50. 	Cleveland Clilic: "Treatments & Procedtres." 

51. 	RlA: "Home Use Tests· Ch>lesterol." 

52. 	 HaNard Health: "Fats and Ch>lesterol: Out 
with the Bad, In vAth the Good." 

53. 	 National Heart, Loog and Blood nstltute: "Y0t.r Gulde 

To La-1irlng YOO" Blood PresStre With DAS:i." 

54. 	National Heart, Loog and Blood nstltute: "Types of Physical ActMly." 

55. 	 National Institute on AlcorolAbuse md Alc()lxjism. 

'What's a "stmda'd" dri~" 

WlbMD does not endorse any products or treatment. 
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