
A Change of Heart

Healthy lifestyle changes can prevent heart disease

Are you at risk for heart disease? You could be, considering that heart disease is the leading killer of Americans today*. Certain lifestyle factors play a major role in contributing to heart disease. That means you have the power to control many of the risk factors that can lead to this life-threatening condition. Change isn’t always easy, but when you get support from health care providers, family and friends and helpful resources, you can introduce healthy habits into your daily routine.

Don’t be a risk-taker
If you have more than one risk factor for heart disease or stroke, start making smart lifestyle choices now to help reduce your risk. Begin with small changes, and as you adopt healthy, new habits, keep making more changes to work toward improving your health. The American Heart Association recommends the following lifestyle changes to increase your protection against heart disease: 

· Have your blood cholesterol checked regularly. Take steps to lower it if it's high. 

· Don't smoke. Smokers have more than twice the risk of heart attack as nonsmokers do. Even if you don't smoke, being exposed to tobacco smoke daily puts you at higher risk. 

· Have your blood pressure checked regularly. Take steps to lower it if it's high. 

· Be physically active. Try to get at least 30 minutes of physical activity on most or all days of the week. 

· Recognize and treat diabetes. 

· Maintain a healthy weight. Take steps to lose weight if needed. 

· Eat healthy foods low in saturated fat, cholesterol and sodium. 

· Don't drink too much alcohol. It can increase your blood pressure. 

[Side bar]
Chewing the fat

Learning the difference between good and bad fats is the first step in lowering your chance of developing heart disease. Unhealthy fats, which include saturated fat, trans-fatty acids and dietary cholesterol, raise LDL cholesterol and can increase your risk. Monounsaturated fats and polyunsaturated fats don't. Some studies suggest they might even help lower LDL cholesterol slightly when eaten as part of a low-saturated-fat diet. To control your risk of heart disease, make it a regular habit to eat foods low in saturated fat and cholesterol.

* American Heart Association
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