
                                     
A Guide to Coronary Heart Disease 

Coronary heart disease 

 Coronary heart disease is the term that describes what happens when your heart's blood 

supply is blocked or interrupted by a build-up of fatty substances in the coronary arteries. 

Over time, the walls of your arteries can become furred up with fatty deposits. This process is 

known as atherosclerosis, and the fatty deposits are called atheroma. If your coronary arteries 

become narrow due to a build up of atheroma, the blood supply to your heart will be 

restricted. This can cause angina (chest pains). 

If a coronary artery becomes completely blocked, it can cause a heart attack. The medical 

term for a heart attack is myocardial infarction. 

By making some simple lifestyle changes, you can reduce your risk of getting coronary heart 

disease. And if you already have heart disease, you can take steps to reduce your risk of 

developing further heart-related problems. 

The best way to prevent coronary heart disease is to make sure that your 'bad cholesterol' 

(LDL) level is low and that your 'good cholesterol' (HDL) level is high. There a number of 

ways you can do this, including: 

Eat a healthy, balanced diet 

Your diet should be low in saturated fat, sugar and salt, and contain plenty of fruit and 

vegetables (at least five portions a day). 

Fish, such as herrings, kippers, mackerel, pilchards, salmon, sardines and trout, contain oils 

that can reduce the risk of thrombosis. Many vegetables, fruit and cereals contain antioxidant 

vitamins (beta-carotene and vitamins C and E) that prevent saturated fats from being changed 

into cholesterol. Other foods that may help to lower your cholesterol level are beans, peas, 

lentils and oats, because they contain soluble fibre, and Brazil nuts. 

Be more physically active 

Make sure that you take regular aerobic (cardiovascular) exercise, for a minimum of 30 

minutes a day, at least three to four times a week. Exercise is known to increase 'good 

cholesterol' (HDL), which helps to keep your 'bad cholesterol' (LDL) levels down. As 

exercising burns calories, it can help you to control your weight and reduce stress. 

Keep to a healthy weight 

Your GP or practice nurse will be able to tell you what your ideal weight is in relation to your 

build and height. Alternatively, find out what your BMI (body mass index) is by using the 

BMI calculator below. 

 



                                     
 

Give up smoking 

If you smoke, giving up will reduce your risk of developing coronary heart disease. Smoking 

is a major risk factor for developing atherosclerosis (hardening of the arteries). It also causes 

the majority of cases of coronary thrombosis in people under the age of 50. 

Reduce your alcohol consumption 

The relationship between alcohol and coronary heart disease is complex. A moderate amount 

of alcohol daily (in particular red wine), may reduce the risk of CHD, but it can also increase 

CHD risk, for example if taken in large amounts or if people binge drink.  

Keep your blood pressure under control 

You can keep your blood pressure under control by eating a healthy diet that is low in 

saturated fat, exercising regularly, and if required, taking appropriate blood-pressure-

lowering medication. Your target blood pressure should be below 140/85mmHg. If you have 

high blood pressure, ask your GP to check your blood pressure regularly. 

Keep your diabetes under control 

If you are diabetic, you have a greater risk of developing coronary heart disease. You can 

reduce your chances of developing diabetes by being physically active, controlling your 

weight, and keeping your blood pressure under control. If you have diabetes, these three 

things will help you to keep control of your blood sugar level. If you are diabetic, your target 

blood pressure level is below 130/80mmHg. 

Take any medication that is prescribed for you 

If you have coronary heart disease, you may be prescribed medication to help relieve your 

symptoms and stop further problems developing. If you do not have coronary heart disease 

but you have high cholesterol, high blood pressure, or a history of family heart disease, your 

doctor may prescribe medication to prevent you developing heart-related problems. 

If you are prescribed medication, it is vital that you take it and follow the correct dosage. Do 

not stop taking your medication without consulting your doctor first, as doing so is likely to 

make your symptoms worse and put your health at risk. 

For those unfortunate enough to have a myocardial infarction 

If you develop severe prolonged chest pain, and myocardial infarction, you will be referred 

for expert care (normally in a coronary care where unit) where: 

 any abnormal heart rhythm resulting (a dysrythmia) can be prevented, or treated, 

 pain can relieved, 

 any tendency towards heart failure can be detected and treated, and 



                                     
 the functioning of your body generally can be supported during the early days after 

the acute episode. 

Sometimes the blockage causing the problem may be treated in a fairly simple surgical 

operation, by inserting a “stent” (a sort of “scaffolding” inside the coronary artery to keep it 

open) soon after the acute attack.   Alternatively, after recovery, if angiography (X-rays of the 

coronary arteries) shows continuing blockage, various forms of cardiac surgery to correct this 

may be recommended. Following an acute attack, and following surgery, rehabilitation will 

be required. This will include a phased return to vigorous physical activity, and the 

opportunity to alter diet to a healthier one, to stop smoking, etc.   In the longer term, it may be 

necessary to take statin tablets (to improve serum cholesterol levels) and anti-hypertensive 

drugs (to reduce blood pressure) in an ongoing continuing manner. 


