
“Good” and “Bad” Cholesterol
There are two main types of cholesterol.

LDL – “bad” cholesterol 

LDL (low-density lipoprotein) can clog arteries, increasing the risk 
of heart disease. Keep it Low.

HDL – “good” cholesterol

HDL (high-density lipoprotein) keeps arteries clear, reducing the risk 
of heart disease. Keep it High.

• Triglycerides (a type of fat) can also clog arteries.

High Cholesterol Can Kill You

Diet, Weight, and Genetics Can Make 
Cholesterol Rise
• People who are overweight or obese are more likely to have 

high cholesterol, but anyone can have it, including thin people 
and even children.

• Some people’s genetics cause their bodies to have
high cholesterol.

• Food with saturated fat and trans fat are the
main dietary causes of high cholesterol.

• Cholesterol in food can also raise 
your blood cholesterol, but not
as much as saturated fat. Products
that say “cholesterol-free” may
still contain saturated or trans fat.

You Can Control Cholesterol
To keep bad (LDL) cholesterol low and good (HDL) 
cholesterol high:

Exercise. Get at least 30 minutes 
of moderate physical activity (such
as a brisk walk) at least 5 days a
week. Exercise can raise good
(HDL) cholesterol.

Eat a healthy diet.

• Eat at least 5 servings of fruits 
or vegetables a day. Add fiber to
your diet.

• Limit saturated fat and high-
cholesterol foods.

• Avoid all trans fat. (Don’t eat
foods with partially hydrogenated
vegetable oils on their labels.)

• Choose foods with healthy
monounsaturated or
polyunsaturated oils.

• When eating out, ask about the oils used to cook your food. Choose items
from the menu that are low in saturated fat and free of trans fat.

• See A Healthy Diet Helps Control Cholesterol for details.

Check labels before you buy.

• Look for the Nutrition Facts panel.

• Choose foods with the lowest “% Daily Value”
of saturated fat and cholesterol per serving —
no more than 20%.

• The product on the right has 25% Daily Value
of saturated fat per serving – that’s too much.

• It has 10% Daily Value of cholesterol per 
serving – that’s okay.

• Choose foods with 0 grams (NO) trans fat. This
product has 2 grams per serving – don’t buy it!

• To help lower LDL (bad) cholesterol, choose
foods high in fiber – more than 20% Daily
Value per serving.

If you smoke, quit now. Smoking lowers good (HDL) cholesterol. For free help,
call 311 and ask for the Smokers’ Quitline.

Medications. When diet and exercise aren’t enough, cholesterol-lowering 
medicines are safe and effective. REMEMBER, if you are prescribed 
medication, it only protects your heart if you take it!

Questions to Ask Your Doctor
• What are my cholesterol levels? 

• Are these levels ideal for me? 

• What diet and lifestyle changes are right for me?

• If you are prescribed a medication, always ask:

• How long and how often will I need to take it?

• Are there any side effects?

• Is a less expensive “generic” form available?
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More Information

• NYC Department of Health and Mental Hygiene, Cardiovascular Disease
Prevention Program: nyc.gov/heart or call 311 and ask for Cholesterol

• American Heart Association: www.americanheart.org/cholesterol or 
1-800-AHA-USA-1 (1-800-242-8721)

• Centers for Disease Control and Prevention: www.cdc.gov/cvh

• National Institutes of Health: www.nhlbi.nih.gov/chd

• American Academy of Physicians: www.familydoctor.org/029.xml

• MedicineNet: www.medicinenet.com/cholesterol/article.htm
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Over time, high cholesterol thickens 
artery walls and clogs arteries, leading to:

• Heart attack • Poor circulation 
• Stroke • Death at an early age
• Angina

Maintain a healthy weight. Being overweight
may raise bad (LDL) cholesterol.

Cholesterol Levels

Total cholesterol (lower is better)

• Ideal – Below 200

• Borderline High – 200 to 239

• High – 240 and above

“Bad” LDL cholesterol (keep it Low)

• Ideal – Below 100

• Above Ideal – 100 to 129 
(BUT – Above 100 is “High” for 
people with heart disease or diabetes)

• Borderline High – 130 to 159

• High – 160 and above

“Good” HDL cholesterol (keep it High)

• Ideal – 60 and above

• Low – Below 40

Triglycerides (lower is better)

• Ideal – Below 150

• Borderline High – 150 to 199

• High – 200 and above

• Men 35 and older and
women 45 and older should
have regular blood tests for
high cholesterol.

• You may need to be tested 
earlier and more often if:

• You have already had a
heart attack or stroke.

• You have other risk factors 
(diabetes, high blood 
pressure, a family history 
of early heart disease, are 
overweight, or smoke).

• Ask your doctor how often
you should be tested and
what cholesterol levels are
healthy for you.

Know Your Numbers
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