
 

 

 

Prevention Tips 

The American Heart Association offers these clinical guidelines for preventing cardiovascular disease in women 
age 20 and older. Here's a rundown on what you can do to reduce your risks for developing heart disease: 
 

 Quit smoking. Women who smoke are two to six times as likely to suffer a heart attack as nonsmoking 
women, and the risk increases with the number of cigarettes smoked per day. Smokers who have a 
heart attack are more likely to die and die suddenly (within an hour) than are nonsmokers. Cigarette 
smoking also acts with other risk factors to greatly increase the risk for coronary heart disease. Constant 
exposure to other people's smoke—called environmental tobacco smoke, secondhand smoke or passive 
smoking—increases the risk of heart disease even for nonsmokers. And, of course, smoking also 
increases your risk for developing lung and other cancers.  

 Lower your blood pressure. Even slightly high blood pressure levels can double your risk for coronary 
heart disease. High blood pressure also increases your chance of stroke, congestive heart failure and 
kidney disease. The higher the pressure, the higher the risk.  

 Lower your blood cholesterol level. Today, nearly half of women age 20 and older need to lower their 
blood cholesterol and nearly one in five American women have blood cholesterol levels high enough to 
pose a serious risk for coronary heart disease. Cholesterol management guidelines issued by the 
National Cholesterol Education Program, a division of the National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute 
(NHLBI), specifically zero in on reducing LDL cholesterol levels in adults. Elevated low-density 
lipoprotein (LDL) cholesterol is a major cause of coronary heart disease.  

 Aim for a healthy weight. Overweight women are much more likely to develop heart-related problems, 
even if they have no other risk factors. Excess body weight in women is linked with coronary heart 
disease, stroke, congestive heart failure and death from heart-related causes. The more overweight you 
are, the higher your risk for heart disease. Being overweight contributes not only to cardiovascular 
diseases, but also to other risk factors, including high blood pressure, high blood cholesterol and 
diabetes.  

 Increase physical activity. Physical inactivity increases the risk of heart disease. It contributes directly to 
heart-related problems and increases the chances of developing other risk factors, such as high blood 
pressure and diabetes.  Try to get at least 30 minutes of physical activity on 5 or more days of the week. 

 Be aware of diabetes. Diabetes, or high blood sugar, is a serious metabolic disorder that raises the risk 
of coronary heart disease. According to the NHLBI, diabetes poses as great a risk for having a heart 
attack in 10 years as heart disease itself. Women with diabetes are also more apt to have high blood 
pressure and high blood cholesterol.  

 Decrease stress. In recent years, we have heard a lot about the connection between stress and heart 
disease. Some common ways of coping with stress, such as overeating, heavy drinking and smoking, are 
clearly bad for your heart. Studies continue to investigate the direct effects of stress on your heart.  

 Follow a heart-healthy diet. Avoiding or limiting saturated fat and cholesterol from the foods you eat 
can help lower cholesterol and reduce the calories contributed to your diet by fat.  

Limit alcohol. While moderate drinking may be good for your heart, too much alcohol can raise blood pressure 
and lead to heart failure or stroke. Moderate drinking means one or two drinks per day for men and one drink 
per day for women.  
 

Want to learn more about heart disease? 
Visit www.HealthyWomen.org 
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