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Reduce Your Risk of Heart Disease

GOAL: Fight heart disease by learning more about its risk factors, various warning signs for men and women, and lifesaving steps to take if you suspect a cardiac emergency.
Heart disease is the leading cause of death in the United States, claiming the lives of nearly 725,000 men and women each year. Forty-five percent of all heart attacks – one third of which are fatal – occur in people between the ages of 45 and 65. Though certain risks such as gender, age and family history cannot be controlled, lifestyle changes can minimize other risk factors including:

Diabetes: Ten to 11 million Americans have been diagnosed with diabetes, five million more are undiagnosed and the rates are rising. The connection between diabetes and heart disease is undeniable. In fact, in many cases physicians treat people with diabetes as if they have heart disease, so control your weight and have your blood sugar tested.

High blood pressure: Fifty million Americans have high blood pressure, including 15 million who don’t even know it. The main causes? Being overweight and eating too much salt. Have your blood pressure checked regularly and keep it under control through lifestyle modifications and medications if prescribed by your physician. New guidelines state that optimal blood pressure should be less than 120/80 mm Hg, lower than previous recommendations.

High cholesterol: Your total cholesterol should be below 200. What’s more, your LDL or “bad” cholesterol should be less than 100. Your HDL or “good” cholesterol, which helps the body clean up excess cholesterol, should be higher than 40.

Smoking: One in five heart-related deaths are attributable to smoking cigarettes. One pack per day doubles or triples your risk of heart disease. And living with a person who smokes one pack a day increases your risk by 30 percent if you are exposed to second-hand smoke.

Physical inactivity: Being physically inactive increases your risk of heart disease as much as smoking, high cholesterol or high blood pressure. Still, 30 percent of American adults do no physical activity outside work and 44 percent do less than recommended.  Try to exercise at least 30 minutes three times a week.

Obesity: Obesity can actually increase the risk of other risk factors, such as high blood pressure, diabetes and physical inactivity. Yet 44 million Americans age 20 and older are obese. It’s the single biggest health problem in our nation today.

Changing habits isn’t easy, but experience shows that it works. The message is clear – by taking an active role in your own heart health, you can make a difference.

Different at Heart

Men and women really are different at heart. Each year, nearly twice as many women die of heart disease than from all forms of cancer. And 44 percent of women who have heart attacks die within a year. But a woman’s symptoms of a heart attack can be different from a man’s. It doesn’t always start with crushing chest pain. Instead, some of the most common warning signals for women are:

· Chest discomfort

· Pain spreading to the shoulders, neck, arm or jaw
· Indigestion or gas-like pain

· Shortness of breath

· Nausea

· Dizziness, lightheadedness or fainting

If symptoms last for more than 15 minutes, seek medical attention immediately.

For more information on heart health or to find a physician, call University's Heart Line at 706/828-2828 locally or 866/601-2828 toll free.
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