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SOMETIMES, it’s obvi ous when our health is under threat – but what about the things we can’t see?

It’s not always clearly vis ible when something is poten tially caus ing harm, par tic u larly when it comes to
car di ovas cu lar dis ease – a term used for con di tions a�ect ing the heart and blood ves sels, includ ing heart
attacks and stroke – the lead ing cause of death world wide.
So, what are some of the ‘invis ible’ things that could be harm ing your heart?
1. AIR POLLUTION
“If you live in an area with high levels of air pol lu tion, this can increase your risk of devel op ing prob lems
with your car di ovas cu lar sys tem,” says Dr Ayyaz Sul tan, con sult ant car di olo gist at Pall Mall Med ical (pall -
mall med ical.co.uk).
“The air pol lut ants can dam age your blood ves sels by mak ing them nar rower and harder, thus mak ing it
more di�  cult for blood to �ow freely throughout your body.
“It can also a�ect your heart’s elec trical sys tem thus caus ing abnor mal heart rhythms, as well as poten -
tially caus ing changes to the struc ture of the heart itself.”
Avoid ing too much time in obvi ously pol luted air is a good idea –such as rooms �lled with cigar ette smoke
and busy roads – and any one con cerned about their heart health should speak with their doc tor.
2. HIGH CHOLESTEROL
We may not be able to see our cho les terol from the out side, but it’s a major factor in car di ovas cu lar prob -
lems – as it means fatty depos its can build up in the blood ves sels, redu cing blood �ow and some times
caus ing clots to form.
“Usu ally, high cho les terol has no symp toms,” says Jules Payne, CEO of cho les terol char ity Heart UK (hear -
tuk.org.uk). “This means the only way you know you have a prob lem is to have a cho les terol test. “Lots of
factors play a part in main tain ing healthy cho les terol levels. Eat ing too much sat ur ated fat, smoking, drink -
ing more alco hol than recom men ded and a lack of phys ical exer cise can all increase your risk,” Jules adds.
“Other things you can’t change, like age ing or being of a South Asian back ground, can also increase your
risk. Your genes can play a part too – familial hyper cho les ter o laemia (FH) can cause very high cho les terol,
even if you have a healthy life style.
“Keep ing on top of your cho les terol levels is par tic u larly import ant if you have su�ered from a car di ovas cu -
lar event in the past, like a heart attack or stroke, as around half of people who su� er a car di ovas cu lar event
exper i ence a second event, on aver age within 114 days.”

Could you be at risk of devel op ing car di ovas cu lar dis ease without know ing it? To mark
Feb ru ary’s Heart Month, ABI JACKSON talks to some experts
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For more inform a tion on how to man age your cho les terol after a heart attack or stroke, visit hear -
tuk.org.uk/Get back in thegame. 3. HIGH BLOOD PRESSURE
The same is true for high blood pres sure, which rarely causes symp toms yet is a lead ing cause of strokes and
heart attacks.
Blood pres sure and cho les terol are both routinely tested as part of the NHS Health Checks every �ve years
for people aged 40-74. But any one con cerned should speak to their GP, espe cially if there’s a fam ily his tory
of heart con di tions. Sim il arly to cho les terol, life style meas ures can help pre vent and man age high blood
pres sure, but some people will need med ic a tion.
4. THE GUT MICROBIOME
“The idea that your gut micro bi ome (the tril lions of microor gan isms liv ing inside our intest inal tracts)
impacts your car di ovas cu lar health is not new, but more research is being done to study the link between
the diversity of the micro bi ota and your risk of car di ovas cu lar dis ease,” says registered dieti cian and nutri -
tion ist, Sarah Schen ker.
“There is evid ence cer tain bac teria can impact your heart health, which has to do with the com pounds these
gut bac teria pro duce when they break down cer tain foods. These com pounds can raise cho les terol levels,
dam age blood ves sels and may lead to car di ovas cu lar dis ease.”
Diet is key for sup port ing the micro bi ome – eat ing plenty of �bre and a vari ety of veget ables, whole grains,
beans, legumes, etc. “Fer men ted foods con tain pro bi ot ics and have also been asso ci ated with a lower risk of
heart dis ease,” adds Sarah. “Some research has shown that pro bi ot ics pro duced dur ing fer ment a tion can
help restore the bal ance of friendly bac teria in your gut and mod estly reduce blood pres sure and help lower
total and ‘bad’ LDL cho les terol.” 5.
For women, hor mone changes due to men o pause can in�u ence car di ovas cu lar dis ease risk.
“The hor mone oes tro gen is nat ur ally pro duced in women and known to o�er pro tec tion against car di ovas -
cu lar dis ease. It does this by sup port ing your body to main tain healthy cho les terol levels,” explains car di -
ovas cu lar nurse Michaela Nut tall.
“Men o pause causes the body to pro duce lower levels of oes tro gen and can increase cho les terol levels, a�ect
your blood pres sure and change body fat dis tri bu tion – all risk factors for a car di ovas cu lar event, like a
heart attack or stroke.
“But this is no reason to stress – there are simple steps you can take to improve your heart health dur ing
and after men o pause,” Michaela assures. Choos ing heart-healthy meals – such as incor por at ing more
veget ables and swap ping to whole grain or whole meal altern at ives – and exer cising reg u larly can help. Most
import antly, speak with your health care pro fes sional and get reg u lar check-ups, includ ing cho les terol tests
and blood pres sure checks.”
HORMONE CHANGES IN WOMEN 6. LONELINESS
A 2018 study by The Heart Centre at Copen ha gen Uni versity Hos pital, which ana lysed data from thou sands
of patients with heart prob lems, found those who said they felt lonely had worse out comes and higher mor -
tal ity rates. Exactly why loneli ness dents our health isn’t always clear, but it’s a recog nised risk factor.
“In a post-pan demic world, a lot of people feel lonely, which can often lead to poor life style habits like
smoking or drink ing more alco hol,” says Michaela. “It’s import ant to know you can reach out to your GP for
advice, and that you can improve your well being through volun teer ing or join ing local com munity groups.”
In a post-pan demic world, a lot of people feel lonely, which can often lead to poor life style habits like
smoking or drink ing more alco hol. Car di ovas cu lar nurse Michaela Nut tall, right


