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Understanding Cholesterol and 
Triglycerides 

_________________________________________________________________________ 
 

About This Kit 
 
Along with cigarette smoking, high blood pressure, physical inactivity, and obesity, high 
blood cholesterol is one of the five major risk factors for coronary heart disease.  High 
cholesterol also increases your risk for strokes.  Triglycerides, another type of fat in the 
blood, also contribute to heart disease.  In this kit you will: 
 
Step 1. Learn about cholesterol and triglycerides 
Step 2. Understand your numbers 
 
This kit is one of several Heart Institute Prevention and Rehabilitation Centre (HIPRC) 
educational kits on Preventing and Reversing Coronary Heart Disease.  Ask about other 
kits in this series, including: 
 Understanding Coronary Heart Disease  
 Understanding Risk Factors for Coronary Heart Disease   
 Preventing and Managing High Cholesterol and Triglycerides 
 Understanding Blood Pressure 
 Preventing and Managing High Blood Pressure 
 Understanding Diabetes 
 Managing Diabetes 
 Exercising with Diabetes 
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Step 1 
 

Learn About Cholesterol and Triglycerides 
_________________________________________________________________________ 

 
Cholesterol is a soft, white, fat-like substance made in the liver and found in your body’s 
cells.  It plays an important role in the production of cell membranes and sex hormones, as 
well as in the digestion of certain foods. 
 
Only about seven percent of the cholesterol in your body circulates in your blood.  But, this 
small amount is enough to be dangerous.  Cholesterol can’t dissolve in your blood.  To 
travel to your cells, cholesterol must attach to a protein.  The combination of cholesterol 
and protein is known as a lipoprotein (lipo or lipid means fat).  There are several different 
lipoproteins, but two are most important to remember:  LDL (low density lipoprotein) and 
HDL (high density lipoprotein).   
 
Having a high LDL cholesterol level increases your risk for coronary heart disease.  LDL is 
called “bad” cholesterol because it causes atherosclerotic plaque to build up inside your 
coronary arteries and block the flow of blood to your heart muscle.  Blockages can cause 
chest pain or angina, and plaques that rupture can cause blood clots to form and trigger 
heart attacks.  Think of the “L” in LDL as meaning “lousy” or “lethal.” 
 
Having a high HDL cholesterol level reduces your risk for coronary heart disease.  HDL is 
called “good” cholesterol because it acts as a kind of scouring pad to remove cholesterol 
from the walls of your coronary arteries.  This is important because it means coronary heart 
disease can be reversed.  Think of the “H” in HDL as meaning “healthy” or “helpful.” 
 
Triglycerides are fatty substances found in the bloodstream.  Most of the body’s fat is 
stored in the form of triglycerides for later use as energy.  High triglycerides are associated 
with the build up of blockages inside the coronary arteries.  People with high triglycerides, 
high LDL cholesterol, and low HDL cholesterol are at the greatest risk for coronary heart 
disease.  Extremely high triglycerides can also cause disease of your pancreas, which is 
very dangerous. 
 
Causes of High LDL Cholesterol 
 
Cells throughout your body remove cholesterol from the blood for use in various important 
cellular activities.  You may think the LDL cholesterol remaining in your blood is the 
source of the cholesterol that eventually builds up in your coronary arteries.  This is 
partially correct.  However, the liver first tries to remove excess cholesterol from the blood 
stream.  Of the various organs in your body, the liver plays the most important role in 
determining your LDL cholesterol level.  As blood flows through the liver, special  
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receptors on the surface of the liver cells remove some of the LDL cholesterol.  These LDL 
receptors pull the cholesterol into the liver cells where it is changed into bile acids, which 
are eventually eliminated as waste.  The more LDL receptors your liver has and the more 
active they are, the more LDL is removed from your blood and the lower your LDL 
cholesterol. 
 
The number of LDL receptors a person has is largely due to genetics.  Some people are 
born without any liver receptors.  These individuals may have cholesterol levels in the 
1,000s and experience heart attacks at a very early age, sometimes even before their teens.  
In addition to genetics, other factors play a role in determining how active your LDL 
receptors are.  Eating large amounts of saturated fat is one of the most important factors 
affecting the activity of the LDL receptors.  The more saturated fat you eat, the less active 
your LDL receptors.  And, to make matters worse, when your LDL receptors become less 
active, your liver cells start to make more cholesterol.  The end result is an increase in your 
LDL blood cholesterol level. 
 
Major Factors Determining Your LDL Cholesterol Level 
Genetic Factors 
 Number of LDL receptors you are born with 
 Activity level of your LDL receptors 
 Amount of cholesterol made by your liver 
Lifestyle Factors 
 Amount of cholesterol you eat 
 Amount of saturated fat you eat 
Other Factors 
 Certain diseases, such as thyroid problems, liver disease, diabetes, and kidney disease 
 Some medications 
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Step 2 
 

Understand Your Numbers 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Blood cholesterol levels should be measured in all adults 20 years or older.  Understanding 
your total blood cholesterol, LDL, HDL and triglyceride values is key to determining your 
risk for coronary heart disease.  You must have a blood test to know your numbers.  A 
small amount of blood can be taken from a vein in your arm.  Another method is to obtain a 
few drops of blood by sticking your finger.  To get an accurate reading of LDL cholesterol 
and triglycerides, you must fast for 10 to 12 hours before the blood sample is taken.  
Fasting means eating no food and drinking only water. 
 
Be aware that certain conditions can distort blood test results.  Cholesterol levels may be 
very inaccurate for several weeks after a heart attack, heart surgery, an acute illness, or 
pregnancy.  Your LDL cholesterol may be elevated by thyroid, kidney or liver diseases, 
diabetes, or by certain medications, such as diuretics, beta-blockers, and anabolic steroids. 
 
Cholesterol and Triglyceride Goals 
 
At HIPRC, we believe it is more important to focus on LDL and HDL cholesterol than on 
your total cholesterol number.  In some cases, looking at only the total cholesterol number 
is misleading.  It is possible to have a normal total cholesterol level due to a high LDL 
cholesterol together with a low HDL cholesterol.  But, a high LDL and a low HDL are bad 
and put you at risk for coronary heart disease.  It is also possible to have a high total 
cholesterol level due to a high HDL cholesterol, which is good if your LDL cholesterol is 
low. 
 
A total blood cholesterol level under 200 is generally recommended.  The American Heart 
Association has provided goal levels for LDL, HDL, and triglycerides.  These 
recommendations, which are similar to those of the National Cholesterol Education 
Program from the National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute, were used when developing 
your Personal HIPRC Goals.  They apply to adults 20 years of age and older. 
 
      Primary Goals 
If you have coronary heart disease, another 
type of atherosclerotic vascular disease, or 
diabetes, then 
 

Your LDL cholesterol should be less than 
2.5 mmol/L 

If you don’t have any of the above 
diseases, but you have two or more of the 
risk factors listed below, then 
 

Your LDL cholesterol should be less than 
3.5 mmol/L 
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If you don’t have any of the above 
diseases, and you have fewer than two of 
the risk factors listed below, then 

Your LDL cholesterol should be less than 
4.5 mmol/L 

 
      Secondary Goals 
 Your HDL cholesterol should be above 1.0 

mmol/L 
 Your triglycerides should be below 2.0 

mmol/L 
 
How Many Risk Factors Do You Have? 
 
To calculate your number of risk factors for the purpose of determining your LDL 
cholesterol goal, check each of the conditions or behaviors that apply to you: 
 Age (men 45 or older; women 55 or older or women after menopause without estrogen 

replacement therapy) 
 An immediate family member who developed any of the following under age 55 if 

male, or age 65 if female:  heart attack, bypass surgery, angioplasty, angina, stroke, or 
sudden unexplained death 

 High blood pressure (systolic blood pressure of 140 mmHg or higher; or diastolic blood 
pressure of 90 mmHg or higher; or taking medication for high blood pressure) 

 Diabetes 
 Cigarette smoking 
 Low HDL cholesterol (less than 1.0 mmol/L) 
 
_____ Total – Count the number of risk factors you checked. 
 
If your HDL cholesterol is 2.0 mmol/L or higher, subtract one risk factor from the number 
above. 
 
_____ Your Number of Risk Factors – This number is used to determine your LDL 
cholesterol goal. 
 
Review the most recent version of your Personal HIPRC Goals to see the LDL cholesterol, 
HDL cholesterol, and triglyceride goals recommended for you. 
 
My Cholesterol and Triglyceride Goals  
 Reduce and/or maintain LDL cholesterol below _____mmol/L 
 Increase and/or maintain HDL cholesterol above _____ mmol/L 
 Reduce and/or maintain triglycerides below _____ mmol/L 
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Understanding Cholesterol and Triglycerides 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Before Your Next Visit 
 
In the time between your visits with your mentor, you should read and complete your 
educational kits.  Use this sheet to record your work.  Think of this as “homework.”  
Bring this sheet with you to your next visit. 
 
 Review the most recent version of your Personal HIPRC Goals to see the LDL 

cholesterol, HDL cholesterol, and triglyceride goals recommended for you. 
 
My Cholesterol and Triglyceride Goals  
 Reduce and/or maintain LDL cholesterol below _____ mmol/L 
 Increase and/or maintain HDL cholesterol above _____ mmol/L 
 Reduce and/or maintain triglycerides below _____ mmol/L 
 
 List your personal advantages for controlling cholesterol and triglycerides. 
 
My Advantages for Controlling Cholesterol and Triglycerides 
  
  
  
 
 Complete the statements in “Check Yourself” to be sure you understand the key 

concepts in this kit. 
 
Check Yourself 
1. Cholesterol is a soft, white, fat-like substance made in the _ _ _ _ _. 
2. Only about seven percent of the cholesterol in your body circulates in your _ _ _ _ _. 
3. Cholesterol can’t _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ in your blood. 
4. The combination of cholesterol and protein is know as a _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _. 
5. Having a high LDL cholesterol level _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ your risk for coronary heart 

disease. 
6. LDL is called “bad” cholesterol because it causes atherosclerotic _ _ _ _ _ _ to build up 

inside your coronary arteries and block the flow of blood to your heart muscle. 
7. Having a high HDL cholesterol level _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ your risk for coronary heart 

disease. 
8. HDL is called “good” cholesterol because it acts as a kind of scouring pad to 

_ _ _ _ _ _ cholesterol from the walls of your coronary arteries.      
9. Most of the body’s fat is stored in the form of _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ for later use as 

energy. 
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10. People with _ _ _ _ triglycerides, _ _ _ _ LDL cholesterol, and _ _ _ HDL cholesterol 
are at the greatest risk for coronary heart disease. 

11. Extremely high triglycerides can also cause disease of your _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _. 
12. As blood flows through the liver, special _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ on the surface of the liver 

cells remove some of the LDL cholesterol.   
13. The _ _ _ _ LDL receptors your liver has and the more _ _ _ _ _ _ they are, the more 

LDL is _ _ _ _ _ _ _ from your blood and the _ _ _ _ _ your LDL cholesterol. 
14. The number of LDL receptors a person has is largely due to _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _. 
15. The more _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ fat you eat, the less active your LDL receptors.   
 
Answers:  1) liver; 2) blood; 3) dissolve; 4) lipoprotein; 5) increases; 6) plaque; 7) decreases; 8) remove;  
9) triglycerides; 10) high, high, low; 11) pancreas; 12) receptors; 13) more, active, removed, lower;  
14) genetics; 15) saturated  
 
Write any questions for your mentor here. 
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