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Familial hypercholesterolaemia (FH)

Inherited risk

Some families have a much stronger inherited risk of developing cardiovascular disease.
This may be because of problems with their heart rhythms, heart muscle function or risk
factors for cardiovascular disease (things that increase your chance of getting heart disease,
such as high blood cholesterol). There is treatment for nearly all of these problems.

If you or a family member are diagnosed with cardiovascular disease (such as having had
a heart attack or stroke) before the age of 60, it is very important that you ask your doctor
to measure your risk factors. The rest of your family (especially your brothers, sisters and
children) also need to have their risk factors measured.

This information sheet describes one special case of inherited risk — inherited high blood
cholesterol, called ‘familial hypercholesterolaemia’ (FH).

What is FH?

FH is one of the most common, potentially fatal inherited conditions. FH is when your body
does not remove enough cholesterol from your blood. This causes high blood cholesterol
levels and early heart disease in some families. About one in every 500 Australians is
affected. The good news is that FH can be successfully treated.

Why do people get FH?

A pair of genes controls the removal of cholesterol from your blood. If one of these genes

is faulty, then the removal process only works half as well. This means that your blood
cholesterol rises to about twice its usual level, even if you follow a healthy balanced diet low
in saturated fat and lead a healthy lifestyle. There is approximately a 50% chance that the
faulty gene will be passed on to the children of people who have FH.

How do | know if | have FH?

Most people with FH don’t know that they have it, because they don’t feel any symptoms.

If you think that you may have or be at risk of FH, talk to your doctor. Your doctor can do tests
to find out if you have FH. People who have FH have higher blood cholesterol levels from
birth and can be diagnosed at any age.

With an approximately 50% chance that FH will be passed from parent to child it is important
that you are aware of your family history of FH and talk to your doctor about whether or not
you need to be tested.

FH does not depend on your body weight, if you are male or female, or fit or unfit. However,
people with FH will almost always have a high blood cholesterol level. Because there are lots
of other things that can cause high blood cholesterol levels, your doctor will also consider
other risk factors to find out if you have FH.
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Another indication that you might have FH is if you have lumps on the tendons on the back of
your hands and heels. Sometimes people with FH get lumps of cholesterol in these areas.

What can be done about FH?

Families at high risk of early heart disease may not realise that it could be because they have
FH, or that it can be treated. The treatment of FH is aimed at lowering blood cholesterol levels
and reducing the risk of cardiovascular disease, such as heart attack and stroke.

Treatment can be started after the onset of heart disease, but it is better to find out if you
have FH before it causes any damage. The key is to identify families who have FH, and then
identify the family members who have inherited FH.

It is important for all people who have FH, including children, to follow a healthy lifestyle.
This includes eating a healthy balanced diet low in saturated fat, being physically active and
avoiding tobacco smoke. Smoking is especially dangerous if you have FH.

Adults who have FH will benefit from taking cholesterol-lowering medicine. They also need
to see their doctor regularly to check that their heart stays healthy.

Further information

For more information about FH, you can also contact:

Australian Atherosclerosis Society FH Subcommittee
AAS Secretariat: 4/184 Main Street

Lilydale

VIC 3140

Australia

Ph: (03) 9739 7697

Fax: (03) 9739 7076

Email: aas@meetingsfirst.com.au

The Centre for Genetics Education

Current genetics information for individuals and family members affected by genetic
conditions and the professionals who work with them.
Building 36

Royal North Shore Hospital

St Leonards

NSW 2065

AUSTRALIA

Ph: (02) 9926 7324

Fax: (02) 9906 7529

Email: contact@genetics.com.au
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http://www.athero.org.au/FH
http://www.genetics.com.au
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For more information about healthy eating and how to reduce your risk of heart disease,
call our Health Information Service on 1300 36 27 87 (local call cost) or email
health@heartfoundation.org.au.
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Terms of use: This material has been developed for general information and educational purposes only. It does not constitute medical advice. Please
consult your health care provider if you have, or suspect you have, a health problem. The information contained in this material has been independently
researched and developed by the National Heart Foundation of Australia and is based on the available scientific evidence at the time of writing. It is not an
endorsement of any organisation, product or service. While care has been taken in preparing the content of this material, the National Heart Foundation of
Australia and its employees cannot accept any liability, including for any loss or damage, resulting from the reliance on the content, or for its accuracy,
currency and completeness. This material may be found in third parties’ programs or materials (including but not limited to show bags or advertising kits).
This does not imply an endorsement or recommendation by the National Heart Foundation of Australia for such third parties’ organisations, products or
services, including these parties’ materials or information. Any use of National Heart Foundation of Australia material by another person or organisation is
done so at the user’s own risk.
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