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February is national heart month. 

Conditions related to heart health include 

angina, heart attack, heart failure, 

atherosclerosis, stroke, atrial fibrillation and 

congenital heart disease.

Ageing poses the largest risk factor for cardiovascular disease 

which remains the leading cause of death in the 65 plus 

age-group (1) Ageing leads to an increase in CVD including 

atherosclerosis, hypertension, myocardial infarction, and stroke 
(2) However, a growing body of research indicates that genetic 

variants play a role in CVD. It has been found for example that 

a history of premature atherosclerotic CVD in a parent confers 

~3.0-fold increase in CVD risk to offspring in the general 

population. (3) One Swedish study found that at a younger 

age, genetic factors in both men and women influenced 

death from coronary heart disease. Their findings also suggest 

that the genetic risk factor decreases at an older age. (4)  

Risk factors for greater susceptibility to heart conditions 

include diabetes, obesity, smoking, high blood pressure, 

high cholesterol, poor nutrition and sedentary lifestyle.

Research has repeatedly indicated the benefits of the 

Mediterranean diet for heart health. One randomised controlled 

trial in 2013 looked at the effects of the Mediterranean diet 

supplemented with either extra-virgin olive oil or mixed nuts, on 

the incidence of heart attack.  Compared with a standard low-fat 

diet, after nearly five years it was found that those following the 

Mediterranean diet were around 30% less likely to have had a 

heart attack or stroke, or to have died from one (5). Another study 

in 2016 looking at the effect of the Mediterranean diet on heart 

patients found that death from any cause was reduced by 37%.(6)

Signs that the heart is not functioning properly may include 

shortness of breath, heart palpitations, fatigue, oedema 

(manifested by swollen ankles, feet or legs, abdomen or 

weight gain) and persistent coughing or wheezing. (7)

A dietary protocol based on the Mediterranean diet 

guidelines is recommended.  This would be rich in fruits 

and vegetables providing a broad spectrum of antioxidant 

compounds, whole grains, legumes and fish with reduced 

red meat consumption. The Mediterranean diet favours high 

consumption of monounsaturated fatty acids, principally 

from olives and olive oils and omega 3 fatty acids from oily 

fish, such as mackerel, sardines and salmon, nuts and seeds. 

Fruits and coloured vegetables are rich sources of  

antioxidants and phytochemicals, including non- 

digestible carbohydrates (dietary fibre and prebiotics), 

phenolic compounds (flavonoids, phytoestrogens, phenolic 

acids), phytosterols, carotenoids, indoles and quinones. Many 

epidemiological studies and laboratory investigations have 

indicated a protective role for many of these substances against 

atherosclerotic vascular disease and stroke.

Antioxidants are believed to protect DNA from damage, restore 

endothelium-dependent vasoactivity and boost endogenous 

antioxidant defences. One study on antioxidant 

supplementation with vitamin C, vitamin E, co-enzyme Q10 and 

selenium found significantly increased large and small artery 

elasticity in patients with multiple cardiovascular risk factors. 

This beneficial vascular effect was also associated with an 

improvement in glucose and lipid metabolism, as well as a 

significant decrease in blood pressure.(8)  

Vegetable oils, nuts and legumes are rich in phytosterols, which 

are recommended for lowering LDL cholesterol. Data from 25 

different studies that looked at the nut consumption of 583 

people and its relationship to cholesterol levels, found that 

eating an average of 67g of nuts per day reduced total 

cholesterol by an average of 5%, LDL cholesterol by 7% and 

improved the ratio of LDL and HDL cholesterol. (9)

  

So take action now and stay well this winter!

THINK LIFESTYLE CHANGES  
TO PROTECT THE HEART
Taking regular physical exercise, maintaining a healthy 

weight, stopping smoking, getting at least 7 hours 

sleep a night, reducing alcohol intake, using stress 

management techniques such as meditation or yoga 

may all be beneficial in protecting the heart.

•  Flax seeds are an excellent source of soluble fibre which may 

help to maintain healthy cholesterol levels

•  Garlic may support healthy blood pressure and cholesterol 

levels and may help to maintain healthy arteries.

•  Antioxidant formula including vitamins C, E, CoQ10 may play 

an important role in preventing oxidation of LDL cholesterol.  

CoQ10 required for cellular energy.

•  Arginine is needed by the body to make nitric oxide, a substance 

that allows blood vessels to dilate, helping support blood flow. 

•  Lysine, along with vitamin C, is thought to help maintain 

smooth-walled arteries and healthy circulation.

•  L-carnitine provides energy for the heart and supports healthy 

cholesterol levels.

•  Folic acid, vitamins B12, B6 and B2, and tri-methyl glycine (TMG) 

These nutrients have been found to help maintain healthy 

homocysteine levels in the body. Raised levels of homocysteine 

have been associated with an increased risk of heart disease. 

•  Red Yeast Rice - red yeast rice is a dietary staple in many Asian 

countries, where it is used to naturally colour various dishes. Its 

red colour is derived from fermentation of rice with a species of 

yeast, monascus purpureus. Red yeast rice may help to support 

healthy LDL cholesterol, total cholesterol, and triglyceride levels 

(10). 

•   Essential Fatty Acids  - Increase essential fatty acids - Oily fish, 

nuts and seeds are a good source of essential fatty acids,that 

may help support healthy arteries, blood flow and cholesterol 

levels.
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