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Cholesterol 101
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What is cholesterol? 
Cholesterol is a fat-like substance found in all cells of the body. 

Our bodies naturally make cholesterol. Foods we eat can also 
impact the levels in our blood. Cholesterol is needed for the body 
to function properly, but too much cholesterol in our blood can 
have an impact on our health.

Types of Cholesterol
Low-density lipoprotein (LDL) is one type of cholesterol in our 

blood. Excess levels of LDL in your blood can stick together in your 
arteries. This buildup can narrow and even block arteries, making 
it difficult for blood to flow, which can lead to a blood clot, stroke, 
or heart attack. 

The other type of cholesterol is high-density lipoprotein (HDL). 
HDL carries excess cholesterol away from the arteries and helps 
prevent them from getting clogged. Higher levels of HDL in the 
blood can lower the risk of heart disease.

Am I at risk?
Some lifestyle factors can increase the risk of elevated cholesterol 

levels. These include drug and alcohol use, eating patterns high in 
saturated fats, and not engaging in physical activity. 

Additional risk factors include some pre-existing conditions such 
as diabetes, prior heart attack or stroke, and high blood pressure. 

For some people, high LDL cholesterol levels can be genetic. This 
condition is known as familial hypercholesterolemia (FH). People 
with FH are born with high cholesterol and levels can increase 
with time. This condition cannot be treated with diet and physical 
activity alone. Your healthcare provider will prescribe medication.

How can I check my cholesterol levels?
Your healthcare provider can order a blood test called a lipid 

panel or lipid profile to determine blood cholesterol levels. The 
test will measure total cholesterol, LDL and HDL cholesterol, 
and triglycerides, another type of fat in the blood. High levels of 
triglycerides can contribute to cholesterol buildup and increase 
the risk of heart disease. 

High blood cholesterol levels do not cause observable symptoms 
and may go undetected. Generally, it is recommended that healthy 
adults get cholesterol levels checked every four to six years. Those 
at higher risk or with a family history of heart disease may get 
checked more often.
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How can I manage my cholesterol levels? 
Manage Cholesterol Levels with Food

The foods we eat and how they are prepared can impact 
cholesterol levels. Foods high in saturated fat can increase LDL 
cholesterol levels in the blood. Rather than focusing on the cho-
lesterol content of foods, choose foods low in saturated fat to 
improve cholesterol levels. Incorporating foods high in fiber and 
unsaturated fats can increase HDL levels in blood and reduce the 
risk of heart disease. 

Managing Cholesterol Levels with Movement and More
Regular physical activity can help lower your LDL levels and raise 

your HDL levels. Find movement you enjoy like walking, biking, 
and swimming and aim for involvement for at least 30 minutes 
on five or more days of the week. Short bursts of activity, like 10 
minutes at a time, add up. Engaging in physical activity provides 
many benefits for heart health. 

Limit tobacco and alcohol use, as they can increase LDL and 
triglyceride levels while lowering HDL levels.

People with higher body weight may have higher LDL cholester-
ol levels. Incorporating more high fiber foods, lowering saturated 
fat foods, minimizing tobacco and alcohol use, and engaging in 
regular activity can both support weight maintenance and lead 
to lower LDL cholesterol levels. Together, these changes support 
your heart health.

Your healthcare provider may prescribe cholesterol-lowering 
medication. Sometimes making changes in your diet and increas-
ing activity levels is not enough to lower LDL levels. Incorporating 
some of these lifestyle changes along with medication use can 
further support your overall health and wellbeing. 

References
American Heart Association. (2020, November 6). HDL (good), 

LDL (bad) cholesterol and triglycerides. American Heart Associ-
ation. Retrieved from: https://www.heart.org/en/health-topics/
cholesterol/hdl-good-ldl-bad-cholesterol-and-triglycerides.

Get a Cholesterol Test. (2023). Centers for Disease Control. 
Retrieved from: https://www.cdc.gov/cholesterol/cholester-
ol_screening.htm.

Klemm, S. (2023, August 22). What is Cholesterol? Academy of 
Nutrition and Dietetics. Retrieved from: https://www.eatright.
org/health/essential-nutrients/fats/what-is-cholesterol#:~:tex-
t=Cholesterol%20is%20a%20waxy%20substance.

Take Action. Live Healthy! My Cholesterol Guide. Understanding 
& Managing Cholesterol. (n.d.). American Heart Associa-
tion. Retrieved from: https://www.heart.org/-/media/files/
health-topics/cholesterol/my-cholesterol-guide-english.pdf

Van der Plas, A., Antunes, M., Pouly, S., de La Bourdonnaye, G., 
Hankins, M., & Heremans, A. (2023). Meta-analysis of the ef-
fects of smoking and smoking cessation on triglyceride levels. 
Toxicology reports, 10, 367–375. Retrieved from: https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.toxrep.2023.03.001.
Revised by Anna Cason, Dietetics and Human Nutrition.

Project contributor, Laura Tincher, Dietetics and Human Nutrition graduate student.

https://www.heart.org/en/health-topics/cholesterol/hdl-good-ldl-bad-cholesterol-and-triglycerides
https://www.heart.org/en/health-topics/cholesterol/hdl-good-ldl-bad-cholesterol-and-triglycerides
https://www.cdc.gov/cholesterol/cholesterol_screening.htm
https://www.cdc.gov/cholesterol/cholesterol_screening.htm
https://www.eatright.org/health/essential-nutrients/fats/what-is-cholesterol#:~:text=Cholesterol%20is%20a%20waxy%20substance.
https://www.eatright.org/health/essential-nutrients/fats/what-is-cholesterol#:~:text=Cholesterol%20is%20a%20waxy%20substance.
https://www.eatright.org/health/essential-nutrients/fats/what-is-cholesterol#:~:text=Cholesterol%20is%20a%20waxy%20substance.
https://www.heart.org/-/media/files/health-topics/cholesterol/my-cholesterol-guide-english.pdf
https://www.heart.org/-/media/files/health-topics/cholesterol/my-cholesterol-guide-english.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.toxrep.2023.03.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.toxrep.2023.03.001

