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Heart disease is the leading cause of 
death for both men and women in the 
United States. The good news? It is also 
one of the most preventable.  Making 
heart-healthy choices, knowing your 
family health history and the risk 
factors for heart disease, and having 
regular check-ups are all integral 
aspects of saving lives from this often 
silent killer.  Make a difference in your 
life by working to prevent heart disease 
and encouraging those around you to 
have their hearts checked and commit 
to heart-healthy lives. 

Heart disease can occur at any age. 
However, four out of five people who die 
from coronary heart disease are aged 65 
or older. The risk of stroke doubles with 
each decade after the age of 55. 

Men and women are equally at risk for 
heart disease, but women tend to get 
coronary artery disease an average of 10 
years later than men. The risk for women 
increases as they approach menopause 
and continues to rise as they get older. 
Death rates from heart disease and stroke 
for women are twice as high as those for 
all forms of cancer. 
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Family History (Heredity):  The presence 
of heart disease in a parent or sibling, 
especially at a young age, increases your 
risk of developing heart disease. 

Smoking:  Smokers are twice as likely to 
suffer heart attacks as non-smokers, and 
they are more likely to die as a result. 
Smoking is also linked to increased risk of 
stroke.   

Cholesterol:  High levels of LDL (low-
density lipoprotein), or “bad cholesterol,” 
are dangerous, and low levels of HDL 
(high-density lipoprotein), or “good 
cholesterol,” increase the risk of heart 
disease and stroke. High levels of 
triglycerides (another type of fat), in 
some, may also increase the risk of heart 
attack and stroke. Check with your doctor 
for your levels, and to understand safe 
levels. 

High Blood Pressure:  High blood pressure 

(over 140/90 and over 130/80 in 
diabetics) increases the risk of heart 
attack, stroke, aneurysm, and kidney 
damage. When combined with obesity, 
smoking, high cholesterol or diabetes, the 
risk increases several times.  

Physical Inactivity:  Failure to exercise 
(moderate activities for at least 30 
minutes five days a week or more 
vigorous workouts at least 20 minutes 
three times a week) can contribute to an 
increased risk of coronary heart disease. 

Obesity:  Excess weight causes extra 
strain on the heart; influences blood 
pressure, cholesterol and levels of other 
blood fats – including triglycerides; and 
increases the risk of developing diabetes.  

Alcohol:  Small amounts of regular alcohol 
consumption (1/2 to 1 drink per day for 
women and 1-2 drinks per day for men) 
can reduce the risk of heart disease. 

However, drinking an average of more 
than one drink a day for women or more 
than two drinks a day for men increases 
the risk of heart disease and stroke 
because of the effect on blood pressure, 
weight and levels of triglycerides.   

Drug Abuse:  The use of certain drugs, 
particularly cocaine and amphetamines, 
has been linked to heart disease and 
stroke.  In addition, injecting drugs can 
cause an infection of the heart or blood 
vessels. 

Diabetes:  This condition seriously 
increases the risk of developing 
cardiovascular disease, even if glucose 
levels are under control. More than 80% 
of diabetes sufferers die of some form of 
heart or blood vessel disease. 
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