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Cholesterol and Heart Health 
Lane Lipetzky, RDN  

Have you been diagnosed with high cholesterol and 
wondered how it will affect your health or what you 
can do about it? Our bodies need cholesterol to build 
cells and create important hormones such as estrogen 
and testosterone. However, many of us have high cho-
lesterol levels which can be linked to heart disease and 
related complications. In this article we will cover what 
it means to have high cholesterol and how diet and 
physical activity play a role in your cholesterol level. 
 
What does it mean to have hyperlipidemia?  
If you've been diagnosed with hyperlipidemia, this 
means there are too many fats (or lipids) in your blood. 
These fats include cholesterol and triglycerides. Tri-
glycerides store excess calories and are used by your 
body for energy while cholesterol is used to build cells 
and hormones. 
 
There are different types of cholesterol which serve dif-
ferent purposes in our bodies. Low-density lipoproteins 
(LDL) carry cholesterol from the liver to different parts 
of the body to be processed into hormones. LDL cho-
lesterol is also known as "bad" cholesterol because it 
can be deposited in arteries when our LDL levels are 
too high. These cholesterol deposits are also known as 
plaque and can slow blood flow to certain areas of the 
body. If the plaque breaks apart, it can form a clot and 
can cause a heart attack or stroke. 
 
High-density lipoproteins (HDL) are a bit different. 
They actually pick up cholesterol in the blood stream 
and take it back to the liver to be discarded from our 
bodies. For this reason, HDL cholesterol is considered 
"good" cholesterol. High HDL levels reduce our risk 
for heart disease while lower levels increase our risk. 
  
The risk factors for having high cholesterol include 
poor diet, obesity, lack of physical activity, smoking, 
age (as we get older our cholesterol levels rise) and dia-
betes. A family history of high cholesterol can also be a 
factor in cholesterol levels.  
 
How diet affects cholesterol 
There are several dietary components that can affect 
your blood cholesterol. Contrary to prior belief, dietary 
cholesterol has only modest effects on blood cholester-
ol levels. Instead, researchers are finding that cholester-
ol levels are linked more closely to consumption of sat-

urated fats, trans fats and carbohydrates. Foods with 
unsaturated fats and fiber, on the other hand, can help 
lower LDL "bad" cholesterol and raise HDL "good" 
cholesterol.  
 
Diets high in saturated and trans fats are linked to 
higher levels of LDL cholesterol. Saturated fats are 
typically solid at room temperature and include fats 
found in animal products such as meats, high fat 
dairy products and butter. Trans fats are industrial 
made fats that are in products such as fried foods, 
pastries, pies and cookies. Luckily, the Food and 
Drug Administration has banned the use of trans fats 
by January 1, 2021. Since this is still over a year 
away, be on the lookout for ingredients like partially 
hydrogenated vegetable oil (trans fat) and be sure to 
check the nutrition label for both saturated and trans 
fats before buying foods. 
  
High carbohydrate intake and diabetes can also affect 
cholesterol levels. High blood sugar has been associ-
ated with higher triglyceride levels and lower HDL 
levels. Choose carbohydrate options that are nutrient 
rich such as whole grains and fruits and limit pro-
cessed foods high in added sugars like sodas and 
cookies. 
 
Consuming unsaturated fats can increase HDL cho-
lesterol and lower LDL cholesterol. Sources of un-
saturated fats include plant-based oils such as olive 
oil or canola oil (excluding palm and coconut oils), 
nuts and seeds, fish, and avocados. Remember, when 
adding healthy fats to your diet, a little goes a long 
way. To control calorie intake, try consuming unsatu-
rated fats in place of saturated fats, not in addition to 
them. 
 
Fiber also plays a role in cholesterol levels by stop-
ping the absorption of cholesterol into the blood 
stream. According to the Mayo Clinic, consuming 5 
to 10 grams of soluble fiber or more per day can de-
crease LDL cholesterol levels. Foods containing solu-
ble fiber include, kidney beans, brussels sprouts, ap-
ples and pears. 


