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A positive attitude is good for your heart
When you look at a glass as half full rather than half empty, 
your optimistic attitude is helping your heart.

Research supports the connection between 
optimism and heart health. A recent Johns Hopkins 
study involving people with a family history of heart 
disease found that those with a positive attitude 
reduced their likelihood of a heart attack or other 
cardiovascular event. 

A separate study, from researchers at Duke and Columbia universities, found 
that people with chronic angina (chest pain and pressure) who had higher 
expectations for recovery were less likely to be hospitalized for the condition 
or need surgery to restore blood flow. 

While it’s possible that those who have a sunnier view of their future are in 
better health to begin with (and are more optimistic about their recovery), 
Duke and Columbia researchers also theorized that those who are optimistic 
may behave in a way that helps them recover. They may, for example, 
exercise or not smoke.

The Johns Hopkins researchers also surmised that people who have a 
positive outlook may have more natural protection from the damaging effects 
of stress. Prolonged stress can have a negative effect on your immune 
system.

What is clear from research is that it’s healthy to have a positive attitude. 
Even if this isn’t something that comes naturally, your heart will benefit when 
your world view improves.

Not feeling cheerful? Try this 
To support an optimistic outlook and help your heart:

Use “I can’t” less and “I’ll try” more often. Rather than avoiding 
problems, look for solutions and plan a course of action.

Don’t dwell on the negative. When things go wrong, consider what 
you can learn from the experience.

Appreciate what you have. At the end of the day, think about the 
good things that happened and the things you are grateful for. Share 
them with family and friends or write them in a journal. 

Smile more often. This can change the way you feel and have a 
positive effect on those around you.

Inflammation information
When the body reacts to plaque, 
your heart pays the price 
When heart 
disease is 
discussed, 
the topic of 
inflammation 
may come up. 
This refers 
to something 
happening 
inside the 
body’s blood 
vessels.

When fatty, cholesterol-rich plaque builds 
up on artery walls, the body tries to 
protect itself by sending white blood cells 
to the area.

A similar response occurs when you bang 
your knee – the body sends white blood 
cells to help with healing, bringing on 
swelling.

When chronic inflammation occurs in 
blood vessels, it’s linked to heart attacks 
and strokes. 

As plaque builds up on artery walls, the 
body covers it with a protective cap. If the 
cap ruptures, a blood clot may form and 
block the flow of blood, leading to a heart 
attack or stroke. 

While inflammation is not a proven cause 
of heart disease, it’s commonly found in 
heart disease and stroke patients. 

To help reduce inflammation, follow 
recommendations for a healthy heart: 
manage your weight, exercise regularly, 
and include plenty of fruit, vegetables, 
and whole grains in your diet. In addition, 
consume less sodium, saturated fats, and 
sugar.
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Fish? Yes! Fish oil? Maybe not
When it comes to food that’s good for your 
heart, fish gets a thumbs-up.

Oily fish, such as salmon, mackerel, lake 
trout, herring, tuna, and sardines, contain 
omega-3 fatty acids. These nutrients may 
reduce blood clots, lower blood pressure, and reduce irregular 
heartbeats. They may also lower inflammation, which can 
damage blood vessels and contribute to heart disease.

It seems logical that if fish is good for you because of 
omega-3s, then taking a fish oil supplement is beneficial. These 
supplements may not offer the same benefits, however.

While one study found a fish oil supplement to be helpful to 
those who have had a heart attack, other studies have not 
supported the fish oil/heart health connection. 

Recently, an analysis in JAMA Cardiology looked at 10 large 
trials and found that taking omega-3 supplements did not lower 
a person’s risk of heart disease or stroke.

If you’re looking for a way to support heart health, it’s never a 
bad idea to have fish on the menu. In addition to containing 
omega-3 fatty acids, they are low in unhealthy saturated fats.

However, if you’re considering relying on fish oil supplements as 
a way to prevent heart disease, talk to your doctor to see if the 
supplements are helpful in your situation.

Make these heart-healthy lifestyle choices
In addition to a healthy diet, these 
lifestyle changes can reduce your risk of 
heart disease:

Exercise: Try to be active every day, as 
regular physical activity lowers your risk 
of heart disease. 

It’s best to get at least 150 minutes of moderate exercise weekly 
and do muscle-strengthening activities two days a week, but 
the 2018 Physical Activity Guidelines for Americans stress that 
some activity is better than none. 

Watch your weight: Obesity, or excess body fat, is linked 
to conditions that increase your risk of heart disease. These 
include higher bad cholesterol and triglyceride levels, a lower level of good cholesterol, high blood pressure, and diabetes.

Limit alcohol: Overdoing alcohol increases your risk for 
heart disease and raises blood pressure. Women 
should have no more than one drink a day, and 
men should have no more than two.

Don’t smoke: The risk for a heart attack 
and heart disease increases in people who 
smoke. Smoking harms heart and blood 
vessels, raises blood pressure, and lowers 
the amount of oxygen carried by the blood.

Control diabetes: Food turns into glucose, 
or blood sugar, and if your body does not 
properly turn it into energy it can damage 
your heart.

More nutritious foods for your menu
Enjoy healthy benefits when these foods are part of 
your diet: 

Oatmeal: This grain can help you lower 
bad cholesterol levels and reduce your 
risk of heart disease and diabetes. It’s also 

a great source of dietary fiber, which can help you 
improve blood sugar levels and reach or maintain a 
healthy weight.

Beans: High in protein and low in fat, beans 
can be used as a meat substitute to lower 
your fat intake. In addition, they help you 

bring more fiber into your diet.

Walnuts: They’re rich in omega-3 fatty 
acids, which support heart health. A study 
in the American Journal of Clinical Nutrition 

found that they can help lower cholesterol levels.

Spinach, kale, and other dark leafy 
greens: These low-calorie foods are rich in 
vitamins that promote heart health. 

Yogurt: An American Journal of 
Hypertension study found that two servings 
weekly lowered the risk of heart disease 

and stroke in people with high blood pressure. It’s best 
to avoid varieties high in sugar and fat, however.

Whole-grain bread: Whole-grain foods 
contain fiber and other nutrients that help 
regulate blood pressure and support 

heart health.

Flaxseeds: High in fiber and omega-3 fatty 
acids, they can be ground and added to 
yogurt or cereal. Some studies have shown 

them to be helpful in lowering cholesterol.

Any fresh or frozen fruits and vegetables: 
They’re low in calories and rich in fiber. 
Canned low-sodium vegetables and canned 

fruit packed in juice or water are also good choices.
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By the numbers
• Almost 50 percent of Americans 

have at least one of three key 
risk factors for heart disease (high 
blood pressure, high cholesterol, 
and smoking).

• An American has a heart attack 
every 40 seconds.

• Heart disease, the 
leading cause of death 
in the United States, 
causes 1 in 4 deaths.
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