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Although cholesterol is essential for human health, high levels of cholesterol in the blood stream can 
lead to damaged blood vessels and cardiovascular disease. Monitoring cholesterol for the management 
of abnormal levels and the prevention of cardiovascular diseases is particularly important for males 
over 40 years of age, as well as menopausal females or females over 50 years of age. People with 
diabetes and atherosclerosis, or people who have risk factors such as smoking, abdominal obesity, 
hypertension, or a strong family history of premature cardiovascular disease can also benefit from 
lipid monitoring and management. The healthy levels of the different types of cholesterol present in 
the blood are found in Table 1.

Cholesterol levels of Canadians, 2009 to 2011

Among Canadians aged 6 to 79, 39% had an unhealthy level of total cholesterol. The percentage 
of Canadians who had an unhealthy level of good cholesterol (23%) did not vary significantly by 
age group. However, unhealthy levels of bad cholesterol increased significantly with age.

Cholesterol levels in Canadians
Between 2009 and 2011, unhealthy total cholesterol levels were present in 39% of Canadians aged 
6 to 79 years old according to results from the Canadian Health Measures Survey (CHMS) (Chart 
1). Among the different age groups, the percentage of Canadians with unhealthy levels of total 
cholesterol varied significantly, from 35% or less in people under 40 years old, but increasing to 
57% and 44% in 40 to 59 year olds and 60 to 79 year olds, respectively. Among people aged 12 and 
over who had unhealthy total cholesterol levels, only 25% reported having been diagnosed with high 
cholesterol by a health professional (data not shown).

The number of Canadians with unhealthy LDL (bad) cholesterol levels increased significantly with age, 
with less than 6% of 6 to 19 year olds having unhealthy LDL cholesterol levels, compared to 12% of 
20 to 39 year olds, and 40% of 40 to 59 year olds. However, this number decreased in older adults 
where 26% of 60 to 79 year olds had unhealthy LDL cholesterol levels. In contrast, no significant 
difference between age groups was found for unhealthy levels of HDL (good) cholesterol (Chart 1).

The percentage of Canadians with an unhealthy ratio of total cholesterol to HDL cholesterol also 
varied with age, ranging from 1% for 6 to 11 year olds to 23% for the 40 to 59 (Chart 1).

Table 1  Healthy levels of cholesterol in blood1

Type of cholesterol Healthy concentration
LDL cholesterol (bad) < 3.5 mmol/L
HDL cholesterol (good) > 1.0 mmol/L males

> 1.3 mmol/L females
Total cholesterol < 4,5 mmol/L (6 to 19 year olds)

< 5.2 mmol/L (20 to 79 year olds)
Ratio of total cholesterol to HDL cholesterol < 5.0
LDL = low density lipoprotein

HDL = high density lipoprotein
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E  Use with caution (data with a coefficient of variation from 16.6% to 33.3%)
†  Unhealthy levels based on Genest et al.1

Source: Canadian Health Measures Survey, 2009 to 2011. The CHMS directly measures the cholesterol of Canadians aged 6 to 79.

Chart 1 Percentage of Canadians with unhealthy levels of cholesterol,† by age group, household 
population aged 6 to 79, Canada, 2009 to 2011
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About cholesterol
Cholesterol is vital to human health and well being. It plays an important role in the structure, 
fluidity and permeability of the cell membrane, and helps synthesize vitamin D and various 
hormones. Two types of cholesterol exist: good and bad. ‘Good’ cholesterol is found in blood 
particles called high density lipoprotein (HDL), it helps prevent the narrowing of artery walls by 
removing and transporting any excess cholesterol to the liver for excretion.2,3 ‘Bad’ cholesterol is 
found in low density lipoprotein (LDL) particles. LDL carries the cholesterol from the liver through 
the entire body and leaves behind any excess on the walls of the arteries. Consequently, ‘bad’ 
LDL cholesterol can lead to cardiovascular disease, increasing the risk of heart attacks, strokes, 
and the necessity for heart bypass surgery.4 The total cholesterol level represents the amount 
of both HDL and LDL cholesterol. However, the total cholesterol/HDL cholesterol ratio is more 
indicative of cardiovascular disease.5 The CHMS measured the concentrations of HDL, LDL, and 
total cholesterol in blood (in millimoles per litre - mmol/L) on a nationally representative fasted 
population sample.
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