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 What Are Triglycerides and Why are They Important? 
By Lane Lipetzky, RDN 

Triglycerides are a type of fat that circulates in our blood stream. When we eat, our bodies convert the calories 
we don’t use right away into triglycerides to be stored in fat cells. Then, between meals or when we fast (maybe 
overnight), hormones trigger the release of triglycerides into our blood streams to be used for energy. 
 
As mentioned in last month’s article, triglycerides differ from cholesterol in that triglycerides are storage for ex-
cess calories, while cholesterol helps build healthy cells and hormones. Both are important for our bodies to 
function properly, however, some of us have high levels which can affect our risk of disease. Like high choles-
terol, high triglyceride levels are associated with increased risk of heart attack, stroke and heart disease. Very 
high triglyceride levels can cause pancreatitis (inflammation of the pancreas). 
Triglyceride levels are affected by diet and physical activity but can also be a sign of type II diabetes, prediabe-
tes, metabolic syndrome (high blood pressure, high blood sugar and obesity) or hypothyroidism (slowed metabo-
lism).  
 
Understanding your Blood Test 
High cholesterol and high triglyceride levels have no symptoms and need to be determined by a blood test. A 
cholesterol test may also be called a lipid profile or a lipid panel. It is important to fast before this blood test to 
have an accurate triglyceride level reading. A lipid profile will include LDL levels, HDL levels, total cholesterol 
(HDL and LDL levels combined), and triglycerides. 

Lipid panel levels obtained from The U.S. National Library of Medicine. 
 
How does diet and physical activity affect triglyceride levels? 
Because triglycerides are storage for excess calories, regularly consuming a diet high in calories can cause high 
triglyceride levels. Triglyceride levels may also increase with uncontrolled diabetes or high blood sugar levels, 
high saturated fat intake and drinking excessive amounts of alcohol. 
 
Having high blood sugar levels or uncontrolled diabetes is closely related to high triglyceride levels. When we 
have too much sugar (glucose) in our blood, it is converted into triglycerides for storage. Then, when our blood 
sugar is low, triglycerides are converted back to glucose for energy. Eating foods high in added sugars or a diet 
too high in carbohydrates will increase blood sugar and triglyceride levels. Try following suggested serving sizes 
on packaging and limit intake of sugary beverages and foods like sodas and sweets. 
 
 
Much like cholesterol levels, triglycerides are also affected by high fat intake. Simply put, eating high amounts 
of fats increases the fat in our blood stream. Its still important to consume fats for healthy cell function, so try 
replacing saturated fats with unsaturated fats in your diet. 

Test Optimal Borderline High Very High 

Total Cholesterol Less than 200 200-239 Above 240   

LDL Cholesterol Less than 100 100-159 160-189 190 and above 

HDL Cholesterol 60 or above 40-59 Low if below 40   

Triglycerides Less than 150 150-199 200-499 500 and above 


