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Prevention of Heart Disease: 

Heart disease is the leading cause of death for both men and women. You can make changes to lower your risk of 

developing heart disease. Controlling risk factors is also important for people who already have heart disease. 

The Basics: 

There are some risk factors we can’t change, such as a family medical history of cardiac disease, but there are also 

many things that can be done to lower our risk of heart disease: 

 Eat healthy 

o Eat less saturated fat. Cut back on fatty meats, high-fat dairy, cookies, cakes and butter. This 

includes pizza, burgers and foods with creamy sauces or gravies. 

o Cut down on sodium (salt). Read the Nutrition Facts on labels and choose foods that are lower in 

sodium. Look for low-sodium or “no-added-salt” types of canned soups, vegetables, packaged 

meals, snack foods and lunch meats. 

o Get more fiber. Eat a variety of vegetables, fruits and whole grains to add fiber to your diet. 

 Be active 

o Adults need at least 150 minutes of moderate aerobic activity each week, such as: walking fast, 

biking and dancing. 

o If you are just getting started, try walking for 10 minutes a day a few days a week. Then, add 

more activity over time. 

 Maintain a healthy weight 

o If you are overweight, losing just 10 pounds can lower your risk of heart disease. 

o If you don’t know if you are at a healthy weight, use the BMI Calculator to figure out your BMI 

(Body Mass Index) and your optimal weight. 

 Quit smoking and stay away from secondhand smoke 

o 1-800-QUIT-NOW (1-800-784-8669) is a resource to quit smoking. 

 Control your cholesterol and blood pressure 

o Cholesterol should be checked at least every 4 to 6 years. Some people will need to get it 

checked more or less often, as your Health Care Professional (HCP) what they recommend for 

you. 

o Get your blood pressure checked regularly. Note: high blood pressure usually has no signs or 

symptoms. 

 Drink in moderation 

o Contact your HCP and/or AA (Alcoholics Anonymous) if you need assistance. 

 Manage stress 

o Deep breathing, yoga, meditation, and gentle exercises are good ways to relax and manage 

stress. 

 Regular checkups with your HCP for early identification and treatment of heart disease can reduce deaths 

from cardiovascular disease. 

What is a Heart Attack (also known as a Myocardial Infarction or MI)? 

A heart attack happens when blood flow to the heart is suddenly blocked. Part of the heart may die if the person 

doesn’t get help quickly. 
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Signs of a Heart Attack: 

The symptoms of a heart attack can vary from person to person and from incident to incident. Some people have 

few symptoms and are surprised to learn they have had a heart attack. Heart attacks without symptoms are called 

“silent heart attacks”. 

 Chest pain (*) or discomfort – most heart attacks involve discomfort in the center or left side of the chest. 

This usually lasts for more than a few minutes or goes away and comes back. It can feel like pressure, 

squeezing, fullness or pain. It can also feel like heartburn or indigestion. The feeling can be mild or severe. 

 Upper body discomfort – you may feel pain/discomfort in one or both arms, the back, the shoulders, the 

neck, the jaw or the upper part of the stomach. 

 Shortness of breath – this may be your only symptom or it may occur before or along with chest 

pain/discomfort. It can occur when you are resting or active. 

 Women are somewhat more likely to have shortness of breath, nausea, vomiting, unusual tiredness, and 

pain in the back, the shoulders or the jaw. 

(*) All chest pain should be checked by a Health Care Professional (MD/NP) 

Other possible symptoms of a heart attack are: 

 Breaking out is a cold sweat 

 Feeling unusually tired for no reason – sometimes for days (more common for women) 

 Nausea and vomiting 

 Light-headedness or sudden dizziness 

IMPORTANT: 

Don’t ignore changes in how you feel. Talk to your HCP if you develop any new health problems like pain or 

discomfort. It is also important to talk to your HCP if existing health issues (like pain) are bothering you more than 

usual. 

Quick Action Can Save Your Life, Call 911: 

Any time you think that you might be having heart attack symptoms or a heart attack, don’t ignore it or feel 

embarrassed to call for help. Call 911 for emergency medical care. Here’s why: 

 Acting fast can save your life 

 The 911 operator or EMS personnel can give you advice.  

 An ambulance is the best and safest way to get to the hospital. EMS personnel can check on how you are 

doing and sometimes start life-saving treatments right away. 

Helpful Resources: 

 NIH, National Heart, Lung and Blood Institute, www.nhlbi.nih.org 

 American Heart Association, www.heart.org 

 CDC Assessing Your Weight, www.cdc.gov/healthyweight 

 CDC Nutrition, www.cdc.gov/nutrition  

 CDC Alcohol and Public Health, www.cdc.gov/alcohol  

 1-800-QUIT-NOW (1-800-784-8669) for support to quit smoking 

 MA DPH Quitworks, http://quitworks.makesmokinghistory.org/  
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