
   

What is Cholesterol? 

Cholesterol is a waxy substance found in the blood that is important for building cells 

and performing other vital functions.  Everyone has cholesterol in their blood, however 

too much cholesterol can be bad for you.   

 

The medical term for too much cholesterol is hypercholesterolemia.  

Hypercholesterolemia can be treated, but if it is not, it can cause coronary heart disease 

(CHD) because the excess cholesterol can be deposited in and narrow your blood 

vessels.  There are different types of cholesterol.  Your total cholesterol is made up of 

High-density Lipoprotein (HDL), Low-density Lipoprotein (LDL) and triglycerides.   

 

HDL is also known as “Good Cholesterol.”  High levels of HDL protect against CHD.  

This is because it removes excess cholesterol from your blood vessels and takes it to the 

liver.  Low levels of HDL (less than 40 mg/dl) can increase the risk of heart disease.   

 

LDL is also known as “Bad Cholesterol.”  LDL is slowly deposited on the walls of your 

blood vessels and can cause narrowing of the vessels of the heart and brain.  This 

condition is known as atherosclerosis and can lead to heart attacks and strokes.    

 

Triglycerides are a form of fat found in the body.   People with high levels of 

triglycerides often have low HDL and high LDL.   High triglyceride levels can be 

caused by poor dietary habits, lack of exercise, smoking, and heavy alcohol use.   

 

 

When should I have my cholesterol checked? 

 

Everyone should get their cholesterol checked by age 20.  If you have a history of heart 



   
disease in your family, you should ask your doctor if you should check your cholesterol 
at an earlier age.  Click here if you need to find a doctor, in New York or the Bay Area. 

 

What can I do on my own at home to prevent 
hypercholesterolemia? 

If you smoke, quit smoking.  Minimize the amount of alcohol you drink.   Control your 
weight and cholesterol levels with a low saturated fat and low trans fat diet.  Exercise 
regularly (try to do at least 60 minutes daily).  Make an appointment with your doctor 
to have your cholesterol levels checked and followed.  Click here if you need to find a 
doctor, in New York or the Bay Area. 

 

What should I look for when buying food? 

Foods high in saturated fat and trans fat can elevate your bad cholesterol (LDL) and 
should be avoided.    When buying food, make sure to check the levels of saturated fat, 
trans fat, cholesterol and total calories and try to minimize them.  In general, higher 
levels of trans fat are found in processed foods like chips, fried foods, pastries, cookies 
and cakes.  So avoid these if possible.    For heart-healthy recipes, click here.  
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