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HIGH CHOLESTEROL

Cholesterol
Cholesterol is a type of fat produced by the liver. It is 
present in all human cells and forms part of the cell 
membrane. Cholesterol is also a constituent of various 
hormones in the body.1

Cholesterol is carried through the blood by lipoproteins:

•	 Low-density lipoprotein cholesterol (LDL-C)
	▷ Also known as ‘bad’ cholesterol
	▷ Has a higher ratio of fat to protein
	▷ LDL-C can cause fatty deposits on the inside of artery 
walls, known as plaques, which narrow arteries 
making them less flexible (atherosclerosis).2

•	 High-density lipoprotein cholesterol (HDL-C)
	▷ Also known as ‘good’ cholesterol.
	▷ Higher ratio of protein to fat.
	▷ HDL-C helps carry excess cholesterol away from the 
blood.2

Triglycerides (TGs) are the most common type of fat in the 
blood.2 Excess TGs are transported to fat cells for storage.3 
It has recently been recognized that substantial amounts 
of cholesterol are carried along with TG in triglyceride 
rich lipoproteins (TRLs) and that this also causes 
atherosclerosis.4

Dyslipidaemia and 
hypercholesterolaemia
Dyslipidaemia refers to an imbalance of fats in the blood, 
specifically elevated LDL-C and TGs, and reduced levels 
of HDL-C.5 Hypercholesterolaemia refers to high levels of 
cholesterol.6

QUICK FACTS
•	 Treatments that lower LDL-C and 

TGs and raise HDL-C are important
•	 Lifestyle changes and physical 

activity can play an important part 
in treatment8

•	 Statins may be used to help reduce 
cholesterol if lifestyle changes are 
not enough8

•	 Many patients do not achieve their 
lipid targets11 and persistence with 
statins can be poor13
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Symptoms and diagnosis
Dyslipidaemia and hypercholesterolaemia have few clinical symptoms but are major risk factors in 
the development of cardiovascular disease.5  CVD is the world’s biggest killer, being the cause of 30% 
of all deaths.7

Dyslipidaemia is diagnosed by a blood test that measures the levels of total cholesterol, LDL-C, HDL-C 
and TGs in the blood.5

Treatment
The goal of treatment of dyslipidaemia and hypercholesterolaemia is to normalise blood lipids.

Lifestyle
Lifestyle changes, such as dietary changes to minimise intake of fat, saturated fat and cholesterol, 
and increasing physical activity, play an important part in treatment.8

But for some people lifestyle changes are not enough to reduce cholesterol. In such cases, the most 
commonly used drugs are statins.8 Other drugs that may be used include bile acid sequestering 
resins, cholesterol absorption inhibitors, fibrates and nicotinic acid.8

Statins
Statins (or HMG-CoA reductase inhibitors) regulate the level of cholesterol in the body by:

• Blocking the enzyme that produces cholesterol in the liver.
• Helping lower LDL-C and TGs.
• Mildly assisting in raising HDL-C.

Treatment targets
These depend on the patient but most doctors recommend an LDL-C less than 2.5mmol/L or TC less 
than 4.0mmol/L, however some patients should aim for even lower concentrations.. 9

Side effects
Side effects associated with currently available statins may impact compliance, which may also 
affect patients reaching their treatment targets. Common side effects associated with statins 
includeMuscle aches and pains  (now often known as statin-associated muscle symptoms (SAMS), 
Headaches, and abdominal symptoms. These symptoms are common in patients not taking statins, 
but the perception of an association with statins may be enough to discourage the patients from 
taking the tablets.10 There are other, rarer, adverse events, that have been associated with the use of 
statins such as the risk of developing diabetes or developing cognitive dysfunction, but the causality 
is disputed for some of them, and the known benefits of statin therapy are considered to outweigh 
the small risks of the others.10

Combination therapy
For patients who do not achieve a lower LDL-C on statins alone, combination therapy may be 
considered as a secondary form of treatment. This includes the use of a statin in combination 
with ezetimibe or a PCSK9 inhibitor.9 There is some controversy about the best way to treat 
hypertriglyceridaemia in order to reduce cardiovascular events. 

Lifestyle advice and statin therapy have delivered healthcare benefits, however, many patients do not 
reach their treatment targets12 and persistence can be poor with statins.13



3

HIGH CHOLESTEROL

References
1. Mackay, J et al. Atlas of Heart Disease and Stroke.2004 World Health Organization. Geneva

2. American Heart Association. What are high blood cholesterol and triglycerides? Available:
https://www.heart.org/-/media/files/health-topics/answers-by-heart/ls_chol_
highbloodcholtri_112018.pdf?la=en. Last accessed Sept 2020.

3. American Heart Association. Triglycerides. Available:
https://www.heart.org/idc/groups/ahamah-public/@wcm/@sop/@smd/documents/downloadable/
ucm_425988.pdf. Last accessed Sept 2020.

4. Chapman MJ, Ginsberg HN, Amarenco P, Andreotti F, Borén J, Catapano AL, et al. Triglyceride-rich
lipoproteins and high-density lipoprotein cholesterol in patients at high risk of cardiovascular
disease: evidence and guidance for management. Eur Heart J. 2011 Jun 1;32(11):1345–61.

5. Manrique CM, Rosenzweig JL, Umpierrez GE. Diabetes, Dyslipdemia, and Heart Protection. J Clin
Endocrinol Metab 2009;94:0

6. American Heart Association. Hyperlipidemia. Available:
http://www.americanheart.org/presenter.jhtml?identifier=4600. Last accessed April 2011

7. World Health Organization. Cardiovascular Diseases Fact Sheet 317, 17 May 2017. Available at
http://www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs317/en/. Accessed Sept 2020.

8. Medline Plus. High blood cholesterol and triglycerides. Available:
https://medlineplus.gov/ency/article/000403.htm Last accessed Sept 2020

9. Mach F, Baigent C, Catapano AL, Koskinas KC, Casula M, Badimon L, et al. 2019 ESC/EAS Guidelines
for the management of dyslipidaemias: lipid modification to reduce cardiovascular risk. Eur Heart J.
2019 Aug 31;1–78.

10. Mach F, Ray KK, Wiklund O, Corsini A, Catapano AL, Bruckert E, et al. Adverse effects of statin
therapy: perception vs. the evidence – focus on glucose homeostasis, cognitive, renal and hepatic
function, haemorrhagic stroke and cataract. Eur Heart J. 2018 Jul 14;39(27):2526–39.

11. Kotseva K, Wood D, De Backer G et al. Cardiovascular prevention guidelines in daily practice: a
comparison of EUROASPIRE I, II, and III surveys in eight European countries. Lancet 2009; 373:929-
940

12. Perreault S, Blais L, Dragomir A et al. Persistence and determinants of statin therapy among middle-
aged patients free of cardiovascular disease. Eur J Clin Pharmacol 2005; 61:667-674

	 Date of preparation: March 2026




