
 
Heart Disease 
 

What Exactly Is Heart Disease? 
Heart disease is narrowing or blockage of the blood vessels that supply 
nutrients and oxygen to the heart.  This narrowing usually occurs slowly over 
time, and seldom causes symptoms as it develops…how bad can this be? 
 
Coronary heart disease (CHD) is the leading cause of death in the United 
States for men and women.  According to the American Heart Association, 
every minute someone dies from CHD. One in two men and one in three 
women gets heart disease after the age of 40.  As women get older, their risk 
increases so that it is almost equal to a man's risk.  So, what causes it? 
 
Causes and Risk Factors 
Coronary heart disease usually develops from the build-up of cholesterol in 
the walls of the arteries, a condition called atherosclerosis.  Due to the buildup of these fatty substances (plaque), 
the coronary arteries narrow, the flow of blood to the heart can slow or stop, causing chest pain and shortness of 
breath.  If this plaque happens to “rupture”, it may lead to heart attack or stroke and even sudden death. 
 
There are many factors that increase your risk for CHD.  Some risks are based on family history and aging.  Others 
are more controllable. Below is a list of modifiable risk factors and some of the ways they contribute to CHD: 
 
• Tobacco Smoking - Is the biggest risk factor for sudden heart death. Smokers who have a heart attack are more 

likely to die within an hour of the heart attack than nonsmokers.  Smoking triggers cholesterol to deposit in the 
blood vessels.  Smoking also causes blood to clot inside the vessels, making them narrower.  This is called 
thrombosis, and a thrombosis can lodge in the brain, lungs, heart, and legs. 
 

• High Blood Pressure - Damages blood vessels all over the body.  Blood vessels become weaker and the muscles 
surrounding the vessels thicken.  Thickening causes even further narrowing of the arteries and to push blood 
through narrow arteries takes more force. 
 

• Diabetes - People with diabetes are twice as likely as someone without diabetes to have heart disease or stroke.  
High blood sugar levels over time increase the amount of cholesterol deposits in the blood vessels walls, 
clogging and hardening the arteries. 
 

• High Cholesterol - Cholesterol is a waxy, fat-like material that is found in all parts of the body. It comes from 
two sources: your liver produces it, and we consume it in meat and dairy products. LDL (bad) cholesterol is the 
main source of blockage in the arteries.  HDL (good) cholesterol helps remove deposits from the inside of your 
blood vessels and stops blood vessels from getting blocked. (It works like a vacuum cleaner!) 
 

• Obesity - Is usually accompanied by high blood pressure, high levels of triglycerides (blood fats) and LDL 
cholesterol, and low levels of HDL cholesterol.  In addition, people with more body fat have higher blood levels 
of substances that cause inflammation.  Inflammation in blood vessels and throughout the body may raise heart 
disease risk. 

 
• Physical Inactivity - Exercise lowers the buildup of plaques in arteries by increasing HDL cholesterol and 

decreasing LDL cholesterol in your blood.  It can prevent the onset of high blood pressure and aid in lowering 
existing high blood pressure.  Regular exercise improves circulation and delivers oxygen more efficiently to 
nourish your cells. 

 



Recommendations for preventing Coronary Heart Disease. 
 

• See your health care provider regularly. 

• Check your blood pressure annually and if it’s high, speak with your health care provider.   

• Don't smoke.  Do everything you can to cut down or stop smoking.   

• Eat a diet low in saturated fat and cholesterol and high in fiber.  

• Eat well-balanced meals that include several daily servings of fruits and vegetables.  

• Develop a routine exercise program. Try to exercise five times per week for a total of 150 minutes or 30 

minutes/day.  Walking instead of driving, taking the stairs instead of the elevator, and parking far from building 

entrances are all measures that most people can incorporate into their busy routines.  

• Maintain weight appropriate for your frame and build.  

• Don’t be fooled by vitamins and other supplements that claim to reduce your risk of CHD.  

• Manage stress. Consider learning meditation and/or yoga and how to say “no” or finding support and creating 

support groups. 

 
Cholesterol testing should be done as follows as recommended by the CDC: 

• Once between ages 9 and 11 (before puberty) 
• Once between ages 17 and 21 (after puberty) 
• Every 4 to 6 years in adulthood 

If your family has a history of early heart attacks or heart disease, or if a child has obesity or diabetes, health care 
providers may recommend screening for high cholesterol more often. 

For more information, see the Center for Disease Control website:  http://www.cdc.gov/HeartDisease/index.htm or 
https://www.9healthfair.org/etools/#heart-disease 
 
Heart Attack Warning Signs 
Some heart attacks are sudden and intense — the "movie heart attack" where no one doubts what's happening. But 
most heart attacks start slowly, with mild pain or discomfort. Often people affected aren't sure what's wrong and 
wait too long before getting help. Here are signs that can mean a heart attack is happening: 
 
• Chest Discomfort - Most heart attacks involve discomfort in the center of the chest that lasts more than a few 

minutes, or that goes away and comes back. It can feel like uncomfortable pressure, squeezing, fullness, or pain. 
    

• Discomfort in Other Areas of the Upper Body - Symptoms can include pain or discomfort in one or both arms, 
the back, neck, jaw, or stomach. 

     
• Shortness of Breath - With or without chest discomfort. 
 
• Other Signs - May include breaking out in a cold sweat, nausea, or lightheadedness. 

 
As with men, women's most common heart attack symptom is chest pain or discomfort. But women are 
somewhat more likely than men to experience some of the other common symptoms, particularly shortness of 
breath, nausea/vomiting, and back or jaw pain. 
 
Learn the signs but remember this: even if you're not sure it's a heart attack, have it checked out (tell a doctor 
about your symptoms). Minutes matter! Fast action can save lives — maybe your own.  Don’t wait more than five 
minutes to call 9-1-1.        Revised – January 2020 
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