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Heart disease is the leading cause of death in the United States, and the most common type of 
heart disease is coronary heart disease. People with high cholesterol are more at risk for this kind 
of heart disease. One of the types of cholesterol is LDL cholesterol, or “bad” cholesterol. LDL-c 
is what forms the plaques on the walls of your arteries, making them stiffer and narrower. The 
plaques can also tear, making blood clots more likely to form. This is called atherosclerosis, and 
when this happens your arteries are more likely to get blocked by blood clots. This can happen to 
your coronary arteries, which supply blood to your heart. This can stop blood from carrying 
oxygen and nutrients to the heart muscle, injuring or even killing it, and cause you to have a 
heart attack.  

Cholesterol is important because it helps make up cell membranes, and your body produces 
some. However, it can be too high, and increase your risk of heart disease. People can lower their 
LDL cholesterol by eating foods with less fat and exercising more. They can also use statin drugs 
to help lower their cholesterol. This medication stops the liver from making more cholesterol. It 
also helps the liver take LDL cholesterol out of the blood. Both of these things help to decrease 
the amount of LDL cholesterol in the blood that is available to form plaques on your arteries. 
This decreases the amount of heart disease someone has, and their risk of having a heart attack. 

However, statins have been known to possibly have some dangerous side effects. You may have 
heard about statins causing damage to your liver. Another one of these side effects is causing 
damage to your muscles (called myopathy). Someone taking a statin would feel this as muscle 
aching, and they could have high levels of a protein called creatine kinase in their blood. If you 
are very worried about this, you can talk with your doctor about possibly using a blood test to 
look for high levels of this protein. Like most of the other dangerous side effects of statins, 
myopathy is very rare. The condition almost always goes away if the statin is stopped once 
someone starts experiencing symptoms. Also, not everyone reacts the same way to every statin 
medication. Someone might have bad side effects with one statin, and be fine while taking 
another. 

Talk with your doctor about the risks and benefits of statins, to help make the decision that is 
right for you. 

 

 



Additional Resources: 
 
For more information: 
American Heart Association: 
http://circ.ahajournals.org/content/105/13/1514.full  
 
Medline Plus: 
http://www.nlm.nih.gov/medlineplus/statins.html  
 
Mayo Clinic: 
http://www.mayoclinic.com/health/statins/CL00010/  
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information on a medical topic in the format of a patient education handout.  It does not necessarily reflect 
the views of the University of Minnesota Medical School physicians and faculty.  These materials are 
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medical emergency, immediately contact a doctor or call 911. 
 


