
Modern daily life is flooded with numbers: PIN numbers, phone numbers, 
and various account numbers. But there are also certain health numbers 
that can save and extend your life. These numbers are associated with 
cholesterol, triglycerides, blood pressure, blood sugar, body mass index 
(BMI), and waist circumference.   

A lifestyle including regular visits to a health-care 
provider, proper nutrition, and physical activity pro-
motes these numbers and contributes to healthy aging 
throughout the lifespan.  

Cholesterol: <200 mg/dl 
The recommended target cholesterol level for men 

and women is less than 200 milligrams per deciliter 
of blood. Cholesterol is a waxy substance found in the 
fats (lipids) in your blood. It is essential for the body 
to build and maintain healthy cells and essential hor-
mones. About 25 percent of cholesterol comes from 
the food you eat, such as meat, fish, and dairy. The 
rest is made by the human body. There are two forms 
of cholesterol: low-density lipoprotein cholesterol 
(LDL) — also known as the “bad” cholesterol — and 
high-density lipoprotein cholesterol (HDL) — the 
“good” cholesterol. Too much LDL cholesterol creates 
a plaque that can accumulate and clog the 

arteries, causing heart disease and stroke. HDL cho-
lesterol is good because it helps clean the artery walls 
and carry away the excess bad cholesterol.   

Try some of the following to increase HDL cholesterol: 
• Increase unsaturated fats in the diet, including 

omega-3 fatty acids (sesame, flax, pumpkin seeds 
or pumpkin seed oil, avocado oil, olive oil, fat in 
peanut butter, and fish).

• Add soluble fiber to your diet (oats, fruits, vege-
tables, and legumes).

• Maintain a healthy weight.
• Regularly exercise. 
• Avoid smoking and secondhand smoke. 
• Talk to a medical provider about medication and 

other treatment options. 
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High cholesterol has no symptoms, and many peo-
ple do not even know they are at risk. But there are 
known factors that can increase the risk of developing 
high cholesterol. Some of these factors you can con-
trol, such as diet, physical activity, and weight. Others 
you cannot control, including family history, age (risk 
goes up with age), and gender (postmenopausal wom-
en are at greatest risk). 

Cholesterol can be checked through simple blood 
tests. The American Heart Association recommends a 
“fasting lipoprotein profile” every five years, starting at 
age 20. To fast, it is recommended that you do not eat 
for 9 to 12 hours before the test. This helps accurately 
measure the total cholesterol, LDL cholesterol, HDL 
cholesterol, and triglycerides in your blood. Additional 
screenings are recommended for men age 45 and old-
er and women age 50 and older. Additional screenings 
are also recommended if total cholesterol is 200 mg/
dl or higher, HDL cholesterol levels are lower than 
40 mg/dl, or other risk factors for heart disease and 
stroke are present.  

Fasting Triglyceride Level: <150 mg/dl
According to the American Heart Association, 

a fasting triglyceride level of less than 150 mg/dl is 
healthy. Triglycerides, like cholesterol, are a form of 
fat that circulate in the bloodstream. Triglycerides 
are responsible for the energy tissues need to func-
tion. Similar to cholesterol, when the blood levels 
of trigylcerides become too high (e.g., over 200 mg/
dl), the risk for developing heart disease increases. 
Triglycerides are often measured with cholesterol and 
should be tested every five years beginning at age 20 
or more often depending on risk factors. 

Dietary and lifestyle changes help lower triglyceride 
levels: 

• Maintain a healthy body weight.
• Avoid fatty foods and foods high in cholesterol 

such as processed meat, fried food, and whole-fat 
dairy products. 

• Eat fruits, vegetables, and nonfat or low-fat dairy 
products most often.

• Eat foods high in good, unsaturated fats. 
• Do not drink alcohol in excess.
• Exercise moderately for at least 150 minutes per 

week.

Cholesterol and Triglyceride Level Chart
Desirable level to protect 

against heart disease 
Borderline High Risk  

for heart disease
High Risk  

for heart disease

Total Blood Cholesterol <200 mg/dl 200 to 239 mg/dl 240+ mg/dl

LDL 100 to 129 mg/dl 130 to159 mg/dl 160 to 189 mg/dl
(190+ is very high)

HDL 60+ mg/dl
(the higher the better)

<40 mg/dl for men
<50 mg/dl for women

Triglyceride <150 mg/dl 150 to 199 mg/dl 200+ mg/dl
(500+ is very high risk)

(Source: AHA (2012). “What Your Cholesterol Level Means.”)

Track Your Health Numbers 
Keep up with your health numbers by writing them 
down in a journal or medical log that is kept in a safe 
place. This will help you track your health patterns 
and set health goals. 
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Blood Pressure: <120/80 mm Hg
Blood pressure can vary from minute to minute 

with changes in exercise, stress, sleep, and posture, 
but it should normally be less than 120/80 mm Hg 
(millimeters of mercury). Blood pressure is recorded 
as two numbers, and written as a ratio. The top num-
ber, referred to as the systolic blood pressure, measures 
the pressure in the arteries when the heart beats. The 
diastolic, or bottom number, refers to the amount of 
pressure in the arteries when the heart is resting and 
refilling with blood between heartbeats. 

Hypertension, or high blood pressure, is a condi-
tion that causes the pressure in the heart to change. 
A variety of factors are linked to high blood pressure, 
including age; a diet too high in sodium or too low in 
potassium, calcium, and magnesium; excess alcohol; 
smoking; being overweight or obese; high cholesterol; 
lack of exercise; stress; and being insulin resistant. 

Hypertension has few symptoms, but it can perma-
nently damage the heart, brain, eyes, and kidneys even 
before anything feels wrong. The American Heart 
Association recommends blood pressure screenings 

beginning at age 20 and to continue at each regular 
health-care visit or at least once every two years. If 
your blood pressure is consistently higher than 120/80 
mm Hg, you may be asked to measure it more often. 
Blood pressure can also be checked at home with an 
over-the-counter blood pressure monitoring system. 

Low blood pressure can also cause concern. Low 
blood pressure, referred to as hypotension, occurs 
when the flow of blood is lower than normal. This 
may prevent the proper amount of oxygen and nutri-
ents from being pumped into vital organs. Dehydra-
tion and nutrient deficiency are two possible causes 
of low blood pressure. Signs of low blood pressure 
include dizziness, lightheadedness, fainting, dehydra-
tion or unusual thirst, lack of concentration, blurred 
vision, nausea, and fatigue. 

Maintaining a healthy blood pressure can be simple 
and easy: 

• Eat a diet rich in fruits, vegetables, whole grains, 
and low-fat or nonfat dairy products. 

• Avoid excess salt.

Blood Pressure Chart

Blood Pressure Category
Systolic

mm Hg (upper #)
Diastolic

mm Hg (lower #) What to do*

Normal less than 120 and less than 80 Maintain or adopt healthy 
lifestyle

Prehypertension 120 to 139 or 80 to 89 Maintain or adopt healthy 
lifestyle

High Blood Pressure 
(Hypertension) Stage 1

140 to 159 or 90 to 99 Maintain or adopt a healthy 
lifestyle. If blood pressure 
goal isn’t reached in about six 
months, talk to your doctor 
about taking one or more med-
ications.

High Blood Pressure 
(Hypertension) Stage 2

160 or higher or 100 or higher Maintain or adopt a healthy 
lifestyle. Talk to your doctor 
about taking more than one 
medication.

Hypertensive Crisis Higher than 180 or Higher than 110 Emergency Care Needed

(Sources: AHA (2013) and Mayo Clinic (2012). *Mayo Clinic recommendations.)
Note: According to the Mayo Clinic, “ranges may be lower for children and teenagers.” They recommend talking to your child’s doctor if there 
is concern regarding high blood pressure.
The AHA recommends having a doctor “evaluate unusually low blood pressure readings.”
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• Engage in regular physical activity.
• Maintain a healthy weight.
• Manage stress.
• Avoid tobacco.
• Limit alcohol.

Fasting Blood Sugar: <100 mg/dl
Blood sugar, or glucose, is a type of sugar that 

travels through the blood stream. It comes from car-
bohydrate foods and acts as a basic fuel for the body. 
The three main types of carbohydrates in food include 
sugars, starches, and fiber. The Mayo Clinic empha-
sizes the importance of a balanced diet with healthy 
carbohydrates. Healthy carbohydrates include:

• Fiber-rich fruits and vegetables without added 
sugar

• Whole grains
• Low-fat dairy
• Beans and legumes
• Limited sugar 
There are several different types of blood glucose 

tests, including fasting blood sugar, which is measured 
six to eight hours after a meal. In a nondiabetic per-
son, this fasting number provides an accurate mea-
sure of blood sugar. The normal range of blood sugar 
is approximately 70 to 100 milligrams per deciliter. 
After a meal, blood sugar will rise but not usually 
above 135 to 140 milligrams per deciliter, leaving a 
fairly narrow range of blood sugar throughout the 
entire day. 

Glucose levels consistently lower than 70 mg/dl 
is called hypoglycemia, or low blood sugar. This can 
result in blurred vision, pounding heartbeat, agitation, 
nervousness, hunger, headaches, shakiness or trem-
bling, sweating, weakness, drowsiness, insomnia, and 
unclear thinking. If sugar levels get too low, mental 
functioning can become impaired, and eventually sei-
zures and unconsciousness may be experienced. While 
these symptoms are often corrected by eating some-
thing sweet, severe hypoglycemia can be a dangerous 
medical emergency for which you should call for help 
right away.  

Hyperglycemia, or high blood sugar, occurs when 
the blood glucose levels get above 180 to 200 mg/dl 
because of too little insulin or when the body can-
not use insulin properly. These high levels affect the 
kidneys’ ability to properly function and can also cause 
frequent urination, blurred vision, high blood pressure, 
extreme thirst, weakness or fatigue, dry mouth, unex-
plained weight loss, and fluid retention. 

Diabetes is the most common disease related to 
blood sugar regulation failure based on the body’s 
inability to produce and/or use the hormone insulin, 
which helps the body regulate glucose. It affects more 
than 25.8 million children and adults. If left untreat-
ed, diabetes can cause many medical complications 
including cardiovascular disease, kidney disease, un-
healthy cholesterol levels, clogged arteries, metabolic 
syndrome, blindness, nerve disease, limb amputations, 
and even death. To maintain healthy blood sugar lev-
els and prevent diabetes:

• Exercise regularly. 
• Eat plenty of fiber and whole grains.
• Maintain a healthy weight. 
• Skip fad diets and make healthy choices.

Body Mass Index (BMI): 18.5-24.9
BMI stands for body mass index, a ratio between 

height and weight used as a tool to help judge body 
fat and weight. BMI calculations group weight into 
five categories: underweight, normal, overweight, 
obese, and extremely obese. The normal BMI range 
for adults is 18.5 to 24.5. Generally speaking, an adult 
BMI of 25 is considered overweight and 30 or above 
is obese. A BMI of less than 18.5 indicates under-
weight. All overweight and underweight individuals 
should consult with a medical provider. Beginning 
at age 20, BMI should be assessed at each regular 
health-care visit. 

The BMI weight categories help indicate the risk of 
severe health problems, including heart disease, stroke, 
high blood pressure, high cholesterol, cancer, diabetes, 
sleep apnea, osteoarthritis, female infertility, urinary 
stress incontinence, and gastroesophageal reflux. 
However, there are certain people who should not use 
BMI as the basis for determining relative disease risk. 
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BMI Chart
BMI Rating What to Do

Below 18.5 Underweight Consult a health provider. Low body mass can weaken the  
immune system and lead to illness.

18.5 to 24.9 Normal weight Maintain exercising and eating healthy. 

25 to 29.9 Overweight Find healthy ways to lower weight, including healthy eating and 
exercise.

30+ Obese At serious risk for heart disease, diabetes, high blood pressure, gall 
bladder disease, and some cancers. Talk to a health-care provider 
and modify your lifestyle. 

Sources: AHA, 2012; CDC, 2011

Athletes and body builders, whose BMI is high due 
to muscle, and women who are pregnant or lactating 
should not be disturbed if their BMI is not within the 
normal range. 

Adults (20 years and older) can calculate their BMI 
using the following formula: weight (lb) ÷ [height 
(in)]² × 703. Children and teens (2 to 19 years old) 
are recommended to use the free online calculator at 
the CDC as the interpretation of their BMI is both 
age- and sex-specific: www.cdc.gov/healthyweight/
assessing/bmi/index.html/.

To take control of your BMI:
• Burn more calories than you consume by 

exercising and maintaining a healthy lifestyle.
• Eat a well-balanced diet.
• Exercise 150 minutes a week (minimum) for 

adults.
• Lose or gain weight in a healthy manner.
• Consult with a medical provider.

Waist Circumference: Males: < 40; 
Females: < 35

Fat distribution is now just as important as total 
body weight when it comes to weight-related health 
problems. This is because body fat that accumulates 
around the waist and stomach area poses a greater risk 
than fat stored in the lower half of the body. There-
fore, the measurement of your waist size (circumfer-
ence), like BMI, can predict future health problems, 
including type 2 diabetes, dyslipidemia, hypertension, 
and cardiovascular disease, especially when BMI is 
between 25 and 35. Waist size can also be useful for 
athletes who are categorized as overweight in terms of 
BMI. For example, an athlete with increased muscle 
mass may have a BMI greater than 25 — making him 
or her overweight on the BMI scale — but a waist 
circumference measurement would most likely indi-
cate that he or she is, in fact, not overweight. 

The American Heart Association recommends a 
waist circumference of 40 inches or less for men and 
35 inches or less for women. Beginning at age 20, you 
should measure your waist circumference and look for 
changes in measurement over time. This can indicate 
an increase or decrease in abdominal fat, which is 
associated with an increased risk of heart disease and 
other chronic diseases. How to Measure Waist Circumference 

According to the CDC (2011), “to measure your waist 
size (circumference), place a tape measure around 
your bare abdomen just above your hip bone. Be sure 
that the tape is snug, but does not compress your 
skin, and is parallel to the floor. Relax, exhale, and 
measure your waist.” 

Source: CDC (2011)
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Conclusion
Keeping up with your numbers is an important 

way to maintain a healthy lifestyle and optimal aging 
throughout the lifespan. Keeping up with your num-
bers can also help you reduce negative health effects 
such as obesity, diseases of the heart, hypertension, 
diabetes, and cancers.  
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