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Cardiovascular 
Disease
CORONARY ARTERY DISEASE

Cardiovascular disease, often referred to as “heart 
disease,” is a term that covers a number of conditions 
that involve problems with the heart. It includes heart 
attacks and arrhythmias, as well as congenital heart 
defects. Coronary artery disease is the most common 
type of heart disease and the one we’ll focus on today.

Coronary artery disease, or CAD, took approximately 
366,000 lives in 2015 and is the leading cause of death 
for both men and women. There are many things we 
can do to lower our risk of CAD. Let’s take control of 
our health!

WHAT IS CAD?

The coronary arteries are the arteries that supply blood 
to the heart. In CAD, plaque - which is made up of 
cholesterol deposits - builds up in the walls of arteries, 
causing them to narrow which limits or blocks blood 
flow to the heart. This process is called atherosclerosis.

When your heart doesn’t get enough blood flow, you 
can experience chest pain or discomfort, which is called 
angina. This is the most common symptom of CAD. 

RISK FACTORS

Almost half of Americans fall into at least one of these 
top three risk factors for developing CAD: 

 » High blood pressure (for reference, your blood 
pressure should be under 120/80)

 » High LDL cholesterol (LDL stands for ‘low-density 
lipoproteins.’ This is often referred to as the “bad 
cholesterol” because it leads to fatty build-up in 
your arteries, which then increases the risk of heart 
disease.)

 » Smoking (damages the lining of the arteries, causing 
plaque build-up and narrowing of the arteries)

Other risk factors include:

 » Being overweight or obese

 » Eating a poor diet

 » Diabetes

 » Heavy alcohol use

 » Low physical activity

 » Stress

 » Family history

Talk with your 
doctor if you have 

any concerns about 
your health.
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SIGNS AND SYMPTOMS

Taking your health seriously is very important because 
having chest pain or a heart attack can often be the first 
sign you may be having heart trouble. Other symptoms 
may include:

 » Shortness of breath

 » Nausea

 » Extreme fatigue

 » Pain in the neck, jaw, throat, upper abdomen, or 
back

 » Pain, numbness, or weakness in arms or legs

 » Lightheadedness

 » Dizziness

 » Fluttering, racing, or slow heartbeat

COMPLICATIONS

Eventually, CAD weakens the heart muscle which can 
lead to multiple complications.

 » Aneurysm: A bulge in the wall of an artery. If it 
bursts, a person can bleed internally.

 » Heart attack: A blood clot blocking blood flow 
to the heart; this can damage or destroy part of the 
heart.

 » Heart failure: The heart can’t pump enough 
blood to meet the demands of the body; this is 
the most common complication of cardiovascular 
disease.

 » Peripheral artery disease: When the arteries in 
the arms or (more typically) the legs narrow, limiting 
blood flow to the extremities.

 » Stroke: Arteries to the brain are narrowed, 
reducing or blocking blood flow.

 » Sudden cardiac arrest: Sudden and unexpected 
loss of heart function, usually due to an arrhythmia 
(an abnormal heartbeat). 

PREVENTION

Making smart lifestyle choices is the best thing you can do 
to maintain a healthy heart. Don’t smoke or drink alcohol 
excessively. Exercise regularly. Eat a well balanced diet. 
Control the things that can be controlled. 

For the things that cannot be controlled, like family history, 
awareness is key. See your doctor regularly for physicals. 
Have your cholesterol level checked (this is done through a 
blood test) at intervals suggested by your doctor—typically 
every 5 years depending on your risk level.

TREATMENT

If you or your loved one has been diagnosed with 
cardiovascular disease, know that it can be controlled 
and improved. Follow your doctor’s instructions 
carefully if he/she puts you on any medications and 
don’t stop taking the medication without discussing it 
with your doctor first. Keeping diabetes, cholesterol, 
and blood pressure under control are imperative to your 
heart health. Making lifestyle changes as listed above 
will strengthen the health of your heart, even if you’ve 
already been diagnosed with a heart condition.
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Signs & Symptoms of a Heart Attack


