
Factsheet 
 

Prepared by: Emma Brown, ANutr    Last reviewed: July 2020 

 

Cardiovascular Disease (CVD) 

CVD refers to a group of diseases affecting the 

heart or blood vessels. In Scotland, coronary 

heart disease (CHD) and stroke remain as 

leading causes of death and disability, despite 

a decreasing mortality rate over recent years1. 

 

CHD occurs due to reduced or blocked blood 

flow to the heart. This typically occurs over 

time due to a build-up of fat in the coronary 

arteries; a process known as atherosclerosis. 

CHD can result in chest pains, heart attack or 

heart failure.  

 

A stroke occurs if blood flow to the brain is 

restricted or stopped. There are two main 

types of strokes2:  

• Ischaemic – occurs due to a blood clot or 

atherosclerosis and account for 85% of 

strokes in the UK. 

• Haemorrhagic – occurs due to a blood 

vessel that supplies the brain bursting and 

account for 15% of strokes in the UK. 

 

In Scotland, 16% of adults have some form of 

CVD and the prevalence vastly increases with 

age (Figure 1)3.  

 

Risk Factors  

There is no exact known cause of CVD, 

however there are risk factors that can 

increase the likelihood of developing CVD. 

These include: 

• High blood pressure – can put strain on 

and cause damage to blood vessels, as 

well as increasing the risk of 

atherosclerosis. For more information see 

our Blood Pressure factsheet.  

• High cholesterol – can increase the risk of 

atherosclerosis.  

• Diabetes – high blood sugar can cause 

damage to blood vessels, which may occur 

if diabetes is not well controlled.  

• Smoking – can narrow and damage blood 

vessels.  

• Weight – an overweight or obese BMI is 

associated with an increased risk of 

developing high blood pressure and 

diabetes.  

• Family History – having a family history of 

CVD is defined as having either: 

• A father or brother diagnosed with CVD 

before they were 55.  

• A mother or sister diagnosed with CVD 

before they were 65.  

• Ethnicity – prevalence is more common in 

people from South Asian, African and 

Caribbean backgrounds.  

• Age – prevalence increases with age. 

• Sex – men are more likely to develop CVD 

at a younger age. 

 

Reducing the Risk  

Some risk factors are modifiable, while some 

cannot be changed (e.g. family history, 

ethnicity, age and sex). Below are some 

strategies to help reduce your risk of 

developing CVD.  

 

Eat a healthy balanced diet: 

What you eat can help reduce risk factors, such 

as lowering blood pressure and cholesterol, as 

well as helping you maintain a healthy weight. 

Some foods may also have a protective effect 

on heart health.  

 

• Fruits and vegetables (F&V) – diets rich in 

F&V have been associated with lower 

blood pressure and reduced risk of CVD4. 

Try to eat at least 5 portions of F&V per 

day, preferably having a variety of 

different types each week.   

 

• Fat – saturated fats have been associated 

with increasing cholesterol, while no links 
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Figure 1: Prevalence of CVD in Scotland by age (adapted 

from Scottish Health Survey, 2020). 
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have been found between unsaturated 

fats and increased cholesterol. There is 

also evidence that swapping saturated for 

unsaturated fats can be beneficial for 

heart health5. Saturated fats are mainly 

found in animal and dairy products, as 

well as coconut and palm oil. Products 

that contain these foods are also sources 

of saturated fats, such as chocolate, 

biscuits, cakes, pastries and crisps and it 

can be beneficial to limit intakes of these. 

Good sources of unsaturated fats are 

nuts, seeds, avocado, olives and oily fish. 

To swap saturated for unsaturated fats, 

you can use a vegetable oil rather than 

butter when cooking, snack on nuts or 

seeds rather than crisps or biscuits or have 

a portion of oily fish rather than meat for 

dinner. 

 

• Oily Fish – oily fish is a good source of 

omega-3 fats, which have been shown to 

be beneficial for heart health6. Eating 2 

portions of fish per week, one of which is 

oily, such salmon, sardines, mackerel or 

trout will provide you with omega-3 fats.  

 

• Salt – a diet high in salt can lead to high 

blood pressure, so limit your intake to no 

more than 6g per day. The majority of salt 

we consume is already in the foods we eat 

(e.g. ready meals, soups, processed meats 

and savoury snacks). Cooking from scratch 

when possible can help you lower your 

salt intake, as well as reading food labels 

to pick lower salt options.  

 

• Fibre – higher fibre intakes have been 

linked to reductions in blood pressure and 

cholesterol7.  Aim for 30g of fibre per day.  

To increase your fibre, chose wholegrain 

options for bread, pasta and rice, get your 

5 a day and add pulses like lentils or beans 

to meals.  

 

Exercise regularly: 

Exercise is beneficial for heart health and can 

help reducing blood pressure and cholesterol8.  

150 minutes of moderate activity or 75 

minutes of vigorous activity (or a mix of both!) 

per week is recommended. Moderate activities 

include brisk walking, hiking, dancing and 

riding a bike. Vigorous activities include 

jogging, running, swimming (fast), riding a bike 

(fast or uphill) and aerobics.  

 

Stop smoking: 

If you smoke, quitting as soon as you can will 

help reduce your risk of CVD, as well as being 

beneficial for your overall health. Your GP can 

support you with this and you can also visit 

www.canstopsmoking.com for more advice. 

 

Limit alcohol intake: 

Frequently drinking more than the 

recommended intake can increase the risk of 

developing CVD by increasing blood pressure, 

as well as potentially causing weight gain. It 

may also lead to weakening of the heart 

muscle, which can put extra strain on the heart 

while it works less efficiently.  

It is recommended you have no more than 14 

units per week, and it is best if you spread your 

drinking evenly over the week, while having at 

least two drink-free days9.  

 

Medication: 

Your GP may recommend taking medication if 

you are at high risk of developing CVD. You 

should make an appointment to speak to your 

GP if you are concerned about your CV health. 
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