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Heart disease, or cardiovascular disease (CVD), refers to a group of conditions that affect the heart and blood vessels, including coronary artery disease, heart failure and abnormal rhythms. Symptoms can include chest pain, breathlessness, fatigue, palpitations and, in severe cases, heart attacks or strokes. CVD remains the leading cause of death worldwide, contributing to around 17.9 million deaths every year (WHO, 2023). In the United Kingdom, more than 7.6 million people live with heart or circulatory diseases and approximately 160,000 deaths occur annually (British Heart Foundation, 2024). These figures show the scale and seriousness of the condition, demonstrating why heart disease continues to be a major public health priority.
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Heart disease affects individuals, families and communities in multiple ways. Many people diagnosed with cardiovascular disease experience long-term changes in their daily lives. Symptoms such as reduced stamina and breathlessness can limit their ability to work, exercise or handle normal routines. These physical challenges are often accompanied by emotional effects such as anxiety or depression, especially following major events such as a heart attack.

Families may also face increased responsibilities. Caring for a relative with heart disease can lead to extra stress, changes in working patterns and financial strain. At a community level, high rates of CVD reduce productivity and increase the need for social support services. Since heart disease accounts for roughly one in four deaths in the UK (British Heart Foundation, 2023), its wider social impact is substantial.

The NHS also carries a significant burden. Treating and managing cardiovascular disease costs around £9 billion per year, while the wider economic impact exceeds £19 billion (OHID, 2022). Emergency hospital admissions for heart attacks and heart failure place pressure on specialist units and contribute to longer waiting times. Long‑term management, including medication reviews, cardiac rehabilitation and ongoing monitoring, requires continuous resources. These pressures tend to be higher in deprived areas where heart disease rates are highest, creating additional strain on local NHS services.
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Control of heart disease relies on prevention, early detection and long‑term management. Prevention includes national campaigns such as “One You” and “Change4Life”, which promote healthier diets, smoking cessation and increased physical activity. Policies such as the Soft Drinks Industry Levy aim to reduce population‑level risks by encouraging healthier habits.

Early detection is an important part of control. The NHS Health Check scheme screens adults aged 40–74 for high blood pressure, cholesterol levels and other early signs of risk. This allows early intervention and support for lifestyle change.

For people already diagnosed, long‑term control includes medications such as statins, antihypertensives and anticoagulants, along with cardiac rehabilitation programmes that combine exercise and education. Behaviour change theories, including the Health Belief Model, help explain why some people follow medical advice more consistently than others. According to the model, individuals are more likely to change their behaviour when they understand their personal risk and believe the recommended action will help them.

Community‑based initiatives also make a difference. Healthy Hearts North East London, for example, targets high‑risk neighbourhoods with cholesterol management and lifestyle support programmes. These efforts show how local interventions can help reduce inequality and improve outcomes.
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A range of personal, social and environmental factors influence the health of individuals with heart disease. Lifestyle behaviours such as smoking, inactivity, diets high in saturated fat and excessive alcohol use raise risk levels significantly. Over 60 percent of adults in England are overweight or obese (Health Survey for England, 2023), contributing to higher rates of hypertension and type 2 diabetes, both of which increase the risk of CVD.

Socioeconomic factors also play a major role. People living in deprived areas may have limited access to healthy foods, safe places to be active or timely healthcare. They may also experience more stress due to financial pressures or insecure employment. OHID (2022) reports that cardiovascular mortality rates are significantly higher in the most deprived communities.

Environmental influences include air pollution, which is linked to higher rates of heart attacks and strokes. Urban areas with heavy traffic often experience higher levels of fine particulate matter (PM2.5).

Mental health can also affect outcomes. A diagnosis of heart disease may lead to anxiety or low mood, which can impact a person’s ability to follow treatment advice. Social support is important for maintaining lifestyle changes.

Alongside these factors are non‑modifiable risks such as age, sex and family history. Men tend to experience coronary heart disease earlier, while women’s risk increases after menopause. Families may experience emotional and practical challenges when caring for someone with heart disease. Support groups and rehabilitation programmes can ease these pressures.
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Health and social care professionals play an important part in supporting individuals with heart disease. Their responsibilities include:
• Providing clear information about lifestyle changes, medication and symptom management.
• Regularly monitoring blood pressure, cholesterol and weight.
• Using motivational interviewing to encourage behaviour change.
• Referring patients to physiotherapists, dietitians, counsellors or cardiac rehabilitation services where appropriate.
• Working with local organisations to support prevention campaigns and community‑based programmes.
• Advocating for healthier environments such as smoke‑free areas and improved access to green spaces.

Programmes such as NHS Healthy Hearts West Yorkshire show how coordinated action can improve outcomes by combining risk assessments with lifestyle support and routine monitoring.
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Heart disease remains a major public health challenge both in the UK and internationally. Although prevention and treatment have improved, the condition still places significant strain on individuals, communities and the NHS. Prevention, early detection and long‑term management all play essential roles in reducing the impact of CVD. Understanding the factors that influence health, including lifestyle, socioeconomic conditions and environmental factors, helps health professionals provide effective support. With continued investment in prevention strategies, community initiatives and accessible healthcare, the burden of heart disease can be reduced and outcomes improved for future generations.
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