HDL cholesterol

HDL cholesterol has been compared to “janitors” in the bloodstream that clean up some of the harmful effects of LDL (“bad”) cholesterol. Therefore, the more bad cholesterol you have, the more HDL cholesterol you will need. Studies have shown that healthy HDL levels can help preserve brain cell function and protect against mental decline, while low HDLs are linked with a higher risk of death from heart disease and stroke. 

What are triglycerides, and how are they related to my HDL? 

Triglycerides are free fats floating in your blood.  If your triglyceride level is high, your HDL cholesterol level is probably low. If your triglyceride level is low, your HDL cholesterol level is probably high. Therefore, lowering your triglyceride level can help to improve your HDL cholesterol level. 

What lifestyle changes will increase my HDL cholesterol levels?
•
Quit smoking, which can dramatically increase HDL cholesterol levels. 

•
Start a regular exercise program.  Exercise should be aerobic (meaning raising

your pulse rate) for 20 minutes at least 3-4 times per week.

•
If you have diabetes, keep your sugars in good control. 

•
Drink alcohol only in moderation (no more than one serving daily for women, no more than two drinks daily for men).

While moderate alcohol use may increase HDL cholesterol levels, large quantities of alcohol have the opposite effect and can cause damage to the heart muscle.

What foods will increase my HDL?
Saturated fat increases your “bad” LDL cholesterol and triglycerides, and decreases your “good” HDL cholesterol.  Saturated fats are those fats that are more solid at room temperature (animal fats, butter, shortening).  Monounsaturated fat can increase your level of “good” HDL cholesterol, and can also reduce levels of “bad” LDL cholesterol and triglycerides. Foods that contain monounsaturated fats include the following: 

•
Olive oil 

•
Other vegetable oils 

•
Nuts (be certain you are not allergic) 

•
Avocados

In addition, ground up flax seed (2-4 tablespoons per day) and fish oil capsules have been found to significantly lower triglycerides and raise HDL cholesterol in many people.

What about soy? 

Phytosterols are vegetable fats or “plant” cholesterol. These substances may help improve your overall cholesterol panel.  One phytosterol-rich food that has received a great deal of attention is soy.  Soybeans also contain phytoestrogens, which are natural compounds that mimic the effects of estrogen in the body, including raising HDL levels. However, a woman with a personal or family history of breast cancer should speak with her health care provider before consuming large amounts of these foods – especially if she is already taking estrogen in birth control pills or hormone replacement therapy. 

Soy products include the following: 

•
Soy milk (available in both regular and nonfat forms) 

•
Chocolate made from soy milk instead of dairy milk 

•
Tofu or textured soy as meat alternatives 

•
Soy flour that can be used for baking 

•
A soy version of peanut butter

Other foods in which phytosterols occur naturally include the following: 

•
Sesame, corn, sunflower and canola oils 

•
Sesame seeds 

•
Sunflower seeds 

•
Peanuts 

•
Rice bran 

•
Green peas

What if I change my diet and lifestyle and my HDL doesn’t change?
If you have made all the changes you can and your HDL continues to be low, your health care provider will probably recommend a cholesterol medicine to help protect you from heart disease or stroke.
