YOU SHOULD KNOW YOUR CHOLESTEROL: HIGH DENSITY LIPOPROTEIN CHOLESTEROL (HDL) RATIO BUT, MOST PEOPLE DON'T
(February 2001)
Cholesterol is a fat that gets from the blood into blood vessels and causes coronary heart disease and heart attacks. The higher the blood cholesterol, the greater the risk. A level of 200 milligrams or less is considered desirable. Older people (over age 60) tend to have higher cholesterol and cholesterol is a lesser risk factor for heart attacks. Healthful Life accepts 210 milligrams as reasonable over age 60. The risk of coronary heart disease is somewhat greater at 220 milligrams, quite significant at 240 milligrams, and very impressive 260 milligrams or higher. 
But, there are two other considerations that help determine the level of concern. First is the presence of other risk factors - cigarette smoking, high blood pressure, being more than 20 percent overweight. Second is the HDL level. HDL is so-called good cholesterol. Looked at simplistically, HDL carries cholesterol away from the heart and is protective. With HDL, the higher the better. Forty milligrams per deciliter in blood is satisfactory; 50 to 59 is very good, and above 60 is terrific. Women tend to have higher HDL levels than men. Below 35 milligrams is a definite risk factor for heart attack. 
The cholesterol:HDL ratio tells you a lot about risk. Five or below is acceptable, but 4 or below is particularly good. Between 5 and 6 increases the risk, and 6 or above is the real danger point. 
Suppose your cholesterol level is 240 milligrams. That is a mater of concern, but if your HDL is 60 milligrams (ratio 4), that concern is lessened. You still should consider losing weight or changing your diet, but powerful cholesterol-lowering drugs would probably not be indicated. On the other hand, if the HDL level was 40 and the ratio 6, there would be a lot of concern and much more of a reason to use cholesterol-lowering drugs if a trial of weight loss and diet did not result in substantial cholesterol reduction. 
So, be sure your health care professional or the laboratory gives you both the cholesterol and HDL levels. Unless you have a very high or a very low cholesterol level, you cannot properly evaluate your risks without knowing your cholesterol AND your HDL - and the ratio!. 
 

