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Diabetes and cholesterol - what the numbers really mean

Diabetes Adviser

You have just been to see your 
health care provider. You have 
your cholesterol results in hand 
(fasting lipid panel) but you’re 
wondering: What do all the 
numbers really mean, and why 
should I care? Here’s a brief 
overview to clarify the gray areas.

Lesson 1: Understand the  
lingo and the numbers

HDL – High-density lipoprotein 
– The “H” in HDL is the “happy” 
cholesterol. This is the good 
stuff that cleans the pipes (blood 
vessels) and hauls away the bad, 
sticky, artery clogging junk to 
the liver to be disposed of.

LDL - Low density lipoprotein – 
The “L” is for “lousy” cholesterol. 
These are the bad guys, the ones 
that clog arteries and beat up on 

the vessel walls causing  
damage. The less you have the 
better. This number is calculated 
and is listed on lab reports as 
LDL-C. It is greatly affected by 
triglyceride levels.

Trigs -Triglycerides – fats 
found in the blood made up 

of three (tri-) fatty acids 
(glycerides). Triglyceride 
levels are affected by 
weight, blood sugars, 
diet, lifestyle and family 
history (genetics). This 
is the stuff that makes 
LDL particles smaller 
and denser. Higher 
triglyceride levels  
turn LDL cholesterol  
into meaner, uglier 
particles that are more 
damaging and lethal to 
our artery walls.

Non-HDL – all cholesterol 
that is not HDL (high 
density) – this number is 

calculated by subtracting HDL 
from your total cholesterol 
number (therefore it includes 
LDL, triglycerides, as well 
as “other” cholesterols). All 
cholesterol that is not HDL is  
not good.

Lesson 2: Know the goals 

Health care providers have long 
looked at the LDL as a risk factor 
for heart disease. Now they are 
looking at all non-HDL as a risk 
factor, not just LDL. Goals for 

cholesterol levels in persons with 
diabetes are listed below:

•  HDL: Greater than 40 (men), 
greater than 50 (women) –  
the higher the better.  
(You cannot have too much 
happy cholesterol.)

•  LDL: Less than 100 for those 
with no other risk factors for 
heart disease and who do not 
have existing heart disease, less 
than 70 for those with other risk 
factors for heart disease or who 
already have heart disease.

•  Non-HDL: 30 points above 
LDL is the goal. Example: If 
your LDL goal is 100, then your 
non-HDL goal is 130. Please see 
LDL goals as listed above.

•  Triglycerides: Less than 150.  
Note: If your triglycerides 
are greater than 200, they 
affect how accurately the 
lab can calculate your LDL-C 
in standard testing. When 
triglycerides are high, LDL 
levels are underestimated. 
Example: When triglycerides = 
250 and LDL-C  level = 130 on 
a standard test lab result, the 
elevated triglycerides prevent 
an accurate calculation (the 
actual LDL in this case could be 
as high as 217). That means it 
is very important to keep your 
triglyceride levels down.
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•  Increase mono-unsaturated fats 
(fish, walnuts and flax seed)

•  Increase vegetables and whole 
fruit: Fresh or frozen are best. 
Challenge yourself to get as 
many colors on your plate as 
you can.

•  Increase fiber: Whole grains 
should be listed as the first 
ingredient. Fruit, vegetables and 
nuts also contain good fiber. 

Have your cholesterol numbers 
checked regularly: If you don’t 
know what needs fixing, you 
cannot fix it.  

Take your medications: If you 
take prescriptions for cholesterol, 
high blood pressure or diabetes 
– take them as directed.

Take a look at your cholesterol 
numbers – especially the 
non-HDL bad guys. Clarify your 
goals with your health care 
provider. Then, make a plan to 
take some action to improve 
the numbers – decreasing 
your risks and improving your 
overall health and quality of life.  
Small changes can make a big 
difference and you are worth  
the investment.

Exercise: Being active 
just 10 extra minutes a 
day can reduce your 
cardiac risk. It may not 
move your numbers 
dramatically but it is 
a start. Work up to 
30 minutes five times 
week. The 30 minutes 
does not have to be all 
at once – 10 minutes 
three times a day or 15 
minutes twice a day is 
just as beneficial.

Control weight:  
Losing just five to 10 

pounds improves triglycerides.  

Stop smoking: Smoking does a 
lot of nasty things to the body.  
In terms of cholesterol, smoking 
contributes to a low HDL - 
which equals higher non-HDL 
cholesterol - which equals 
increased vascular risk.

Eat healthy: Avoid/limit simple 
sugars – the sweet stuff and the 
white stuff (bread, rice, pasta).

•  Decrease saturated fats and 
trans fats (animal fats and 
packaged junk food)

Lesson 3: Learn what steps  
to take

Here’s great news - lifestyle 
changes can make a difference 
in your cholesterol numbers. Not 
only do they make a significant 
impact on your risk for vascular 
disease, but these measures 
also independently help blood 
sugar control, lower blood 
pressure and improve overall 
health and wellness. So, as you 
read these suggestions, think of 
them as advice on a really good 
investment with an excellent 
chance of doubling or tripling 
your return.  
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Salmon and Green Bean 
Pasta Salad

1- 6 ounce can of red salmon
8 ounces small pasta shells,  
  prefer whole wheat
¾ cup fresh green beans cut  
  into 2-inch pieces
½ cup nonfat, small-curd  
  cottage cheese
¼ cup plain nonfat yogurt
1½ Tbsp. lemon juice
1 Tbsp. chopped fresh dill
2 tsp. grated onion
1 tsp. dijon-type mustard

Recipe corner
Pour over pasta, salmon and 
vegetable mix and toss evenly.

Makes 6 servings.

Each serving has 210 calories, 
total fat 3g (1g. saturated fat), 
29g carbohydrate, 1g protein, 
2g of fiber, 15g cholesterol 
and 223 mg of sodium.

Food tip

Substituting a cup of fat-free 
yogurt for sour cream saves 
375 calories and 48 grams 
of fat.

Drain salmon, flake into small 
pieces with fork. Set aside.

Cook pasta according to 
package directions, add green 
beans during last 3 minutes, 
drain and rinse with cold water 
until cooled. Drain.

Combine pasta, green beans, 
carrots and salmon in bowl.

In food processor or blender, 
blend the cottage cheese, 
yogurt, lemon juice, dill, onion 
and mustard until smooth.
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Fun in the sun food safety
Don’t let uninvited guests spoil your picnic

Ladysmith Center 
Diabetes Support Group  
July 5, Aug. 2, and Sept .6. • 5:30-6:30 p.m. 
Call 715-832-2357 for more information.

Calendar of events

•  Refrigerate leftovers within two 
hours of cooking and within 
one hour if the temperature 
outside is above 90 degrees F.

•  When shopping for meat,  
eggs, seafood and other 
perishables, remember to 
refrigerate or freeze those 
items within two hours of 
purchase; within one hour if it’s 
above 90 degrees F. outside.

•  Never thaw food on the  
countertop at room 
temperature. Instead, thaw in 
the refrigerator or microwave.

•  In hot weather, take a cooler 
with ice to transport food.

•  Marinate foods in  
the refrigerator.

For more information on food 
safety, go to www.foodsafety.
gov. and www.fsis.usda.gov. 

Summer’s sunny days bring 
warm temperatures and outdoor 
gatherings. Now is the time to 
start thinking about food safety 
because of the increased risk of 
food poisoning.  

Food safety is important for 
everyone, but especially for 
people with diabetes. One 
result of having diabetes is that 
it may leave you more prone 
to developing infections – like 
those that can be brought on 
by disease-causing bacteria 
and other pathogens that cause 
food-borne illness.  

According to the Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention, 
76 million people get sick, 
325,000 are hospitalized and 
5,000 people die from food-
borne infection and illness in 
the United States each year. To 
avoid getting sick, be especially 
careful when handling, preparing 
and eating foods.

Remember the four basic steps 
to food safety: Clean, separate, 
cook and chill. 

Clean: Wash hands and  
surfaces often

•  Wash hands in warm soapy 
water for at least 20 seconds 
before and after handling food.  

•  Wash hands after using the 
bathroom, changing diapers or 
handling pets.

•  Wash cutting boards, dishes, 
utensils and counter tops after 

preparing each food item and 
before going to the next food.

• Wash produce.

•  Wash the lids of canned goods 
before opening.

Separate: Don’t  
cross-contaminate

•  Keep raw meat, seafood, eggs 
and poultry from the ready-to-
eat food items in your grocery 
shopping cart, grocery bags 
and refrigerator.

•  Don’t reuse marinades used on 
raw foods unless you bring to a 
boil first.

•  Never place cooked food on  
a plate that previously held  
raw meat.

•  Use one cutting board for  
raw meat and a different 
cutting board for raw fruits  
and vegetables.

Cook: Bring to the  
proper temperature

•  Use a food thermometer. Color 
is not a reliable indicator of 
safety or doneness.

•  Bring soups, sauces and  
gravy to a boil when  
reheating leftovers.

Chill: Refrigerate foods promptly

•  Keep your refrigerator 
temperature at 40 degrees F. or 
below, and freezer temperature 
at 0 degrees F. or below.  
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