What Do My Cholesterol Levels Mean?
High blood cholesterol signals a higher risk of
heart attack and stroke. That’s why it’s
important to have your cholesterol levels
checked regularly and discuss them with your
doctor. A “lipoprotein profile” is a test to find out
your blood cholesterol numbers. It gives
information about total cholesterol, LDL (“bad”)
cholesterol and HDL (“good”) cholesterol, as well
as triglycerides (blood fats).

Taking a small blood sample from a finger is one common
way that cholesterol levels can be measured.

What should my total cholesterol level be?
Total Blood Cholesterol Levels:
Less than 200 mg/dL = Desirable (lower risk)
200 to 239 mg/dL = Borderline high (higher risk)

240 mg/dL and above = High blood
cholesterol (more than twice the risk
as desirable level)

What should my HDL cholesterol level be?
HDL stands for high-density lipoprotein. HDL is
“good” cholesterol because it seems to lower your
risk of heart attack and stroke. That means that —
unlike other cholesterol levels — the higher your
HDL cholesterol, the better. You can raise your
HDL cholesterol by quitting smoking, losing excess
weight and being more active.
HDL Cholesterol Levels:

LDL stands for low-density lipoprotein. This
is the main carrier of harmful cholesterol in
your blood. A high level of LDL cholesterol means
there’s a higher risk of heart disease and stroke.
LDL Cholesterol Levels:
Less than 70 mg/dL = Optional goal if you’re
at very high risk of a heart attack or death
from heart attack.

Less than 40 mg/dL for men = Low HDL
(higher risk)
Less than 50 mg/dL for women = Low HDL
(higher risk)

Less than 100 mg/dL = Optimal for people
with heart disease or diabetes

40 to 59 mg/dL = The higher, the better

130 to 159 mg/dL = Borderline high

60 mg/dL and above = High HDL
(lower risk)

160 to 189 mg/dL = High

100 to 129 mg/dL = Near or above optimal

190 mg/dL and above = Very High

What Do My Cholesterol Levels Mean? (continued)

What should my triglyceride level be?
Triglycerides are the most common type of fat in
your body. They’re also a major energy source.
They come from food, and your body also makes
them. As people get older, gain excess weight or
both, their triglyceride and cholesterol levels tend
to rise. Many people who have heart disease or
diabetes have high fasting triglyceride levels.
Some studies have shown that people with
above-normal fasting triglyceride levels (150 mg/
dL or higher) have a higher risk of heart disease
and stroke.

Triglyceride Levels:
Less than 150 mg/dL = Normal
150 to 199 mg/dL = Borderline High
200 to 499 mg/dL = High
500 mg/dL and above = Very High

My Cholesterol and Triglyceride Levels
Use the chart below to keep track of your cholesterol and triglyceride levels each time you have a test.
Make sure you discuss these numbers with your doctor.
My Goal

1st Visit

2nd Visit

3rd Visit

Total blood cholesterol level
HDL-cholesterol level
LDL-cholesterol level
Triglyceride level

How can I learn more?
1. Talk to your doctor, nurse or other health-care
professionals. If you have heart disease or
have had a stroke, members of your family also
may be at higher risk. It’s very important for
them to make changes now to lower their risk.
2. Call 1-800-AHA-USA1 (1-800-242-8721)
or visit americanheart.org to learn more
about heart disease.

3. For information on stroke, call
1-888-4-STROKE (1-888-478-7653)
or visit StrokeAssociation.org.
We have many other fact sheets and
educational booklets to help you make
healthier choices to reduce your risk, manage
disease or care for a loved one.
Knowledge is power, so Learn and Live!

Do you have questions or comments for your doctor?
Take a few minutes to write your own questions for the next time you see your healthcare provider. For example:

What about other fats?
How often should I have my levels checked?
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CHOLESTEROL SCORE
CHOLESTEROL is a waxy substance that is produced and released
into the bloodstream by cells in the liver. The body uses cholesterol to
form cell membranes, aid in digestion, convert Vitamin D in the skin
and develop hormones. Cholesterol is comprised of two special proteins
called high density lipoproteins and low density lipoproteins, along
with fats called triglycerides. Your cholesterol score is a measurement
of these three key components of cholesterol.

1

High density lipoproteins (HDL) are called GOOD cholesterol
because they remove cholesterol from the bloodstream and the
artery walls. A higher HDL score is desirable and will improve your
overall cholesterol score.

2

Low density lipoproteins (LDL) are considered BAD cholesterol.
While they carry needed cholesterol to all parts of the body, too
much LDL in the system can lead to coronary artery disease, due
to the buildup of LDL deposits in the artery walls.

3

Triglycerides are a type of fat that is packaged with cholesterol
when the lipoproteins form in the liver cells. Triglycerides are
stored in fat all over the body and can be an energy source, like
carbohydrates. A triglyceride score higher than normal may mean
you have a higher chance of developing coronary artery disease.

Cholesterol
is assembled
in the liver
and released
into the
bloodstream.

HDL removes
cholesterol
from the
artery walls
and the
bloodstream.

LDL deposits
cholesterol in
the artery walls
and begins
the process of
atherosclerosis.

Cholesterol and
triglycerides
form the core of
all lipoproteins.
Triglyceride
levels should
be kept low.

HDL + LDL + 20% Triglycerides = Total Cholesterol Score
Learn more about cholesterol at: heart.org/cholesterol
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How Can I Improve
My Cholesterol?
Most heart and blood vessel disease is caused
by a buildup of cholesterol, plaque and other
fatty deposits in artery walls. The arteries that
feed the heart can become so clogged that
the blood flow is reduced, causing chest pain.
If a blood clot forms and blocks the artery, a
heart attack can occur. Similarly, if a blood clot
blocks an artery leading to or in the brain, a
stroke results.
There are lifestyle changes that you can make
to improve your cholesterol. You can eat hearthealthy foods, reach and maintain a healthy
weight, be physically active and not smoke.
Some people also need to take medicine to
lower their cholesterol because changing their
lifestyle and diet isn’t enough. Your healthcare
providers can help you set up a plan to improve
your cholesterol. It is important that you follow
your plan or talk to your healthcare provider if
you have concerns about following it.

Cholesterol can join
with fats and other
substances in your
blood to build up in
the inner walls of your
arteries. The arteries
can become clogged
and narrow, and blood
flow is reduced.

What should I eat?

What should I limit?

Focus on eating foods low in saturated and trans fats
such as:

•

Foods with a lot of sodium (salt)

•

Sweets and sugar-sweetened beverages

•

A variety of fruits and vegetables.

•

Red meats and fatty meats that aren’t trimmed

•

A variety of whole grain foods like whole grain bread,
cereal, pasta and brown rice. (At least half of the
servings should be whole grains.)

•

Meats that have been processed with a lot of sodium

•

Full-fat dairy products such as whole milk, cream, ice
cream, butter, and cheese

•

Baked goods made with saturated and trans fats like
donuts, cakes cookies

•

Foods that list the words “hydrogenated oils” in the
ingredients panel

•

Saturated oils like coconut oil, palm oil and palm
kernel oil

•

Solid fats like shortening, stick margarine and lard

•

Fried foods

•

Fat-free, 1 percent and low-fat milk products.

•

Poultry without skin and lean meats. When you choose
to eat red meat and pork, select options labeled “loin”
and “round.” These cuts usually have the least amount
of fat.

•

Fatty fish such as salmon, trout, albacore tuna and
sardines. Enjoy at least 8 ounces of non-fried fish each
week, which may be divided over two 3.5- to 4-ounce
servings.

•

Unsalted nuts, seeds, and legumes (dried beans or peas).

•

Nontropical vegetable oils like canola, corn, olive, or
safflower oils.
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How Can I Improve My Cholesterol?

What are some cooking tips for me?
•

Add a variety of fruits and vegetables to your meals.

•

Use a rack to drain off fat when you broil, roast
or bake poultry and meats.

•

Look for leaner cuts if you choose to eat meat.

•

Don’t baste with drippings; use wine, fruit juice
or marinade.

•

Broil or grill instead of pan-frying.

•

Cut off all visible fat from meat before cooking.

•

Remove the skin from poultry pieces.

•

Use a vegetable oil spray to brown or sauté foods.

•

Serve smaller portions of higher-calorie dishes.

•

Use low-fat, low-sodium options instead of regular
cheese.

HOW CAN I LEARN MORE?
Call 1-800-AHA-USA1
(1-800-242-8721), or visit heart.org
to learn more about heart disease
and stroke.
Sign up to get Heart Insight, a free
magazine for heart patients and
their families, at heartinsight.org.
Connect with others sharing
similar journeys with heart
disease and stroke by joining our
Support Network at heart.org/
supportnetwork.

Do you have
questions for the
doctor or nurse?

My Quest ion s:

Take a few minutes to
write your questions for
the next time you see
your healthcare provider.
For example:

What about
eating out?
Why are weight
control and physical
activity important?

We have many other fact sheets to help you make healthier choices to reduce your risk,
manage disease or care for a loved one. Visit heart.org/answersbyheart to learn more.
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