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Why is high blood cholesterol an important concern? 

Coronary heart disease is the leading cause of death in both men and women in middle 
and older age. For the may people who live with this disease, it also imposes enormous 
costs in illness and lost productivity. A major risk factor for coronary heart disease is 
high blood cholesterol. 

How does high blood cholesterol relate to heart disease? 

High blood cholesterol, also called hypercholesterolemia, is a major risk factor for 
coronary heart disease. Cholesterol carried in low-density lipoprotein (LDL) the "bad" 
cholesterol), is associated with increased risk for heart disease. Cholesterol carried in 
high-density lipoprotein (HDL -- the "good" cholesterol), is associated with a reduced 
risk of heart disease. 

Who is affected? 

An estimated 25 percent of adult Americans have borderline or high-risk levels of "bad 
cholesterol" (LDL). The higher the blood LDL cholesterol level, the greater the risk of 
dying from coronary heart disease. Each year more than 500,000 people die of heart 
disease in the United States. In addition, far greater numbers experience the suffering 
resulting from nonfatal heart disease. The cost of illness and loss of productivity are 
enormous. 

What is the role of endocrinology? 

Decreasing the blood levels of LDL cholesterol will reduce the risk of getting coronary 
heart disease. It will also slow the progression of heart disease in those who already 
have it. 



Endocrine research has shown that… 

 • Hormones affect the levels of blood cholesterol.          
 • Estrogens increase HDL ("good" cholesterol) and lower LDL ("bad" cholesterol).          
 • Diabetes mellitus can decrease HDL.          
 • Low thyroid activity can raise LDL.          
 • Androgens decrease HDL and raise LDL.          

Understanding how insulin, thyroid hormone, and sex hormones influence blood 
cholesterol levels can lead to better measures for prevention and treatment. For 
example, more than two-thirds of people with diabetes die from heart disease, the major 
cause of premature death from diabetes. 

Improving the ways to prevent and treat heart disease requires understanding the 
factors that lower the blood cholesterol and the link between cholesterol and heart 
disease. Endocrine research on these issues will help reduce the impact of this major 
killer. 


