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CHOLESTEROL

What is cholesterol?
Cholesterol is a lipidic, waxy alcohol found in the cell membranes and transported 
in blood plasma.

Having high cholesterol levels increases the chances of developing heart disease.

Some foods contain cholesterol. This type of cholesterol is called dietary cholesterol. 
Liver, kidneys, eggs and prawns are higher in dietary cholesterol than other foods.

But the cholesterol we get from our food has much less effect on the level of 
cholesterol in our blood than the amount of saturated fat we eat. Therefore, if you 
reduce the amount of saturated fat in your diet you are less likely to have high 
levels of cholesterol.

If you are eating a balanced diet, you don’t need to cut down on kidneys, eggs and 
prawns unless your GP has advised you to do this.
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Fats
There are two main types of fat - saturated and unsaturated. Eating foods that are 
high in saturated fat can raise cholesterol levels in the blood. Most people in the UK 
eat too much saturated fat.
Like saturated fats, trans fats can raise cholesterol levels. Trans fats may be found in 
foods that contain hydrogenated fats, including some types of biscuits, cakes, fast 
food, pastry, margarine and spreads.
Foods high in saturated fat include:
• meat pies 
• sausages and fatty cuts of meat 
• butter 
• ghee 
• lard 
• cream 
• hard cheese 
• cakes and biscuits 
• foods containing coconut or palm oil.
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Unsaturated fat can actually help to reduce cholesterol levels. So try to replace 
foods containing saturated fats with foods that are high in unsaturated fats, 
including:
• oily fish 
• avocados 
• nuts and seeds 
• sunflower, olive, corn, walnut and rapeseed oils and spreads 
• vegetable oils.

Eggs – it’s not all their fault!
Eggs are a good source of protein, and contain vitamins and minerals. They are 
also easy to prepare
There is no recommended limit on how many eggs people should eat. Eggs are a 
good choice as part of a healthy balanced diet and are a good source of protein 
and vitamins D, A and B2.
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If you are eating a balanced diet you only need to cut down on eggs if you have 
been told to do so by your GP. If your GP has told you to watch your cholesterol 
levels, your priority should be cutting down on saturated fats and processed foods.

Products designed to lower cholesterol
There is evidence that foods containing certain added ingredients, such as plant 
sterols and stanols, can reduce levels of cholesterol in the blood.

Sterols and stanols can be found in specially developed products, such as some 
spreads and yoghurts, cholesterol-lowering mini drinks, & soft cheeses.

These foods are aimed at people who need to lower their cholesterol levels. People 
who don’t have high cholesterol shouldn’t eat these products regularly, particularly 
children, pregnant or breastfeeding women.

If your doctor has told you that you have high cholesterol, you can help to lower it 
by changing your diet, without eating special products. 
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If you do eat foods that are designed to lower cholesterol, read the label carefully 
to avoid consuming too much.

The effect varies between individuals, but there is evidence to show that plant 
stanols and sterols can help to reduce LDL cholesterol levels by up to 10% to 15% 
when people regularly have 2g a day as part of a healthy balanced diet.

This may help to reduce the risk of heart attacks, although this hasn’t yet been 
proven by research.

It’s important to remember that plant stanols and sterols are not a substitute for a 
healthy diet nor a replacement for cholesterol-lowering medicines.

If you decide to use these products, follow the manufacturer’s serving instructions 
on the amount you need to consume each day to provide you with 2g of the plant 
stanol or sterol.
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When does a high blood cholesterol level matter?
The average total blood cholesterol level of adults living in England is 5.2 mmol/l 
This average level has fallen steadily over the last 10 years, but it is important to 
get cholesterol levels down even further. A high level of cholesterol is one of the 
most important risk factors for coronary heart disease. The other major risk factors 
are:
• Smoking
• Having high blood pressure
• Not being physically active enough
• Being overweight or obese
• Having diabetes
• Being of South Asian origin
• Having a family history of premature coronary heart disease (this means if a 

close blood relative of yours developed coronary heart disease before the age of 
55 for a man, or 65 for a woman).
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Your overall risk of having a heart attack is much greater if you have a high 
cholesterol level as well as one or more of the other major risk factors listed above.

This means, for example, if you have a high cholesterol level and diabetes, or if you 
also smoke or have high blood pressure, or if you are not physically active or are 
overweight.

The more risk factors you have, the higher your risk of having a heart attack.

There is also a greater risk of heart attacks among people who have familial 
hypercholesterolemia – an inherited condition in which the blood cholesterol level is 
very high.

Other important ways to reduce your risk of coronary heart disease
As well as following the earlier advice for reducing your cholesterol level, there are 
other things you can do to reduce your risk of coronary heart disease:

• If you smoke, stop smoking. Within one year of quitting smoking, you can halve 
your risk of having a heart attack
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• If you have high blood pressure, reducing your blood pressure can lower your risk 
of having a stroke, a heart attack, or kidney failure

If you have any questions about your cholesterol levels, speak to your doctor or call 
the British Heart Foundation Helpline on 0300 330 3311

Sources:  
Food Standards Agency www.eatwell.gov.uk

British Heart Foundation www.britishheart.org.uk



9

Benefits of losing weight
Reduced risk of a heart related incident – angina, stroke, heart attack or heart failure. 
Reducing your weight may help to lessen the risk for all of these.  Your BMI is one way 
of calculating risk factors for heart related conditions.  Shape is another measure of risk.  
Having too much weight around the middle raises your risk of Cardio Vascular Disease.  
Making small, long term changes, such as reducing portion sizes and being physically 
active will help reduce risk.  Suggested healthy dietary changes are to reduce saturated 
fats and include a small portion of monounsaturated and polyunsaturated fats, which are 
vital for brain and heart health.  Foods high in healthy fats are found in oily fish such as 
mackerel, salmon, nuts, seeds, olive oil & avocado.

Reduced risk of raised blood pressure – if you already have raised blood pressure, losing 
weight and a healthier diet can help to control your blood pressure and may mean 
reduced dosages of medication. A healthy weight will definitely help to reduce your risk 
of developing raised blood pressure.  A person who has hypertension or pre-hypertension 
should aim to eat a diet that is low in sodium and caffeine as both salt and caffeine can 
elevate blood pressure. 
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Reduced risk of developing type 2 diabetes – in over 80% of cases type 2 diabetes 
can be completely avoided by diet, exercise and controlling your weight. If you already 
have been diagnosed with type 2 diabetes, you can still greatly reduce the health risks 
associated with the disease. Healthy eating choices would include reducing foods high 
in sugar such as cakes, biscuits & soft fizzy drinks. These foods lead to blood sugar levels 
rising too much IN the hormone called “insulin rising”.  If this hormone rises high enough 
and too often this may contribute to developing diabetes type 2. *Please note that type 
1 diabetes (insulin) is a non-avoidable disease that can effect anyone and not directly 
linked to obesity, although anyone with type 1 diabetes will benefit from maintaining a 
healthy weight. 

Pre and post-operative – having a healthy weight will be beneficial for patients waiting 
for surgery and also those in recovery. Remember that dosages of anaesthetic are based 
on a person’s weight and that anaesthetic, itself carries some risks.

Reduced risk of developing some cancers – losing some weight may reduce the risk of 
developing colon, breast, endometrial and gallbladder cancer. A healthy dietary choice 
would be to include more fibre, fruit and vegetables as these contain essential vitamins 
and minerals. They are needed every day in tiny amounts for vital chemical reactions 
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such as extracting energy from food, producting healthy red blood cells, nerve signalling, 
maintaining bone health, protection against toxins, keeping a healthy immune system, 
protection against autoimmune disorders, regulation of blood sugar and reducing the risk 
of certain cancers.

Gallstones – gallstones are mostly made of cholesterol. By maintaining a healthy weight 
or reducing your current weight you reduce your risk of developing gallstones or an 
enlarged gallbladder that can stop the gallbladder working properly. Because of the role 
cholesterol appears to play in the formation of gallstones, it is advisable to avoid eating 
too many fatty foods with a high cholesterol content. Foods high in cholesterol include:
• meat pies
• sausages and fatty cuts of meat
• butter and lard
• cakes and biscuits

A healthy, balanced diet is recommended. This includes plenty of fresh fruit and 
vegetables (at least five portions a day) and wholegrains. There’s also evidence that 
regularly eating nuts, such as peanuts or cashews, can help reduce your risk of developing 
gallstones. 



12

Joints and bones – extra weight can put unnecessary pressure and wear on joints and 
lead to increased pain. Again, by losing some weight you could reduce pain, improve 
mobility and need less medication. Healthy dietary choice may include foods which 
contain vitamin D such as wild salmon, sardines, green leafy vegetables and eggs.

Reduced risk raised cholesterol levels – Cholesterol is vital to many of our body’s 
essential functions. It is naturally produced in your liver (75%) and is used by the body 
to make steroid hormones and bile salts to maintain the structure of cell membranes. 
However, raised blood cholesterol levels are associated with an increased risk of coronary 
heart disease. This is because cholesterol can be deposited in arteries making them 
narrower. A healthy change in diet might include reducing saturated fat, which is what 
cholesterol is made from. Polyunsaturated fats help to lower blood cholesterol, this is 
because they trigger your liver to reduce levels of cholesterol. Including a diet rich in fibre, 
vegetables and oats have been shown to naturally reduce high cholesterol.


