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The notion that high-density lipoproteins (HDL) are atheroprotective is supported by different lines of evidence. Although early epidemiological studies suggested that HDL cholesterol (HDL-C) concentrations are inversely related to cardiovascular disease (CVD), data from recent clinical trials showed that simply raising HDL-C failed to confer protection against future cardiovascular events. Such studies raised the hypothesis that functional atheroprotective properties of HDL rather than their circulating concentrations should be eventually targeted in HDL-based therapies. Thus, strategies aimed at improving HDL function rather than simply increasing plasma HDL-C concentrations should be considered. In this Special Issue of Biomedicines titled “High-Density Lipoproteins and Cardiovascular Disease: The Good, the Bad, and the Future II”, these relevant matters are debated in nine articles that were contributed by global experts in the field.



The notion that the atheroprotective properties of HDL are strongly determined by HDL function was addressed by Lorkowski and Smith [1]. These authors described several cell-based and cell-free assays that are commonly used in different clinical studies to evaluate the potential of HDL against coronary heart disease [1]. In this regard, Bonizzi et al. further described the clinical significance of the intrinsic quantitative and qualitative characteristics of HDL in different cardiometabolic stress conditions, i.e., obesity, type 2 diabetes mellitus, and CVD [2]. Notably, the authors also rescued the potential of HDL-C in combination with other biomarkers related to systemic inflammation, i.e., elevations in the monocyte cell count, as a candidate biomarker for the diagnosis and/or prognosis of CVD. Furthermore, an increased monocyte cell count/HDL-C ratio has recently been reported in subjects with chronic kidney disease (CKD), which is commonly associated with an increased CVD [3]. Remarkably, this ratio predicts major cardiovascular events during follow-up in CKD subjects.



HDL transports a cargo comprising multiple proteins and lipid species with several bioactive properties that favourably influence several biological processes. Lappegård et al. emphasized the importance of evaluating these atheroprotective functions in HDL subfractions and their causal relationship with clinical disease [4]. In particular, the application of methodologies such as Lipoprint® has enabled the subfractionation of serum lipoproteins in different clinical settings. In this context, Coimbra S et al. elegantly reviewed the usefulness of this approach to assess HDL subpopulations in subjects with CKD and their functional implications [5]. HDL metabolism and remodeling are frequently altered in CKD pathologies [6,7,8]. In line with this, the HDL size has been reported to be predominantly larger in CKD subjects [9], being the latter linked to altered lipid and protein moieties and impaired HDL-mediated cholesterol efflux capacity. These findings are in line with the paradoxical coexistence of larger HDL and increased risk for adverse CVD outcomes in the context of CKD. Supporting to this, recent evidence also suggests a positive causal relationship between HDL size and the risk of myocardial infarction [10]. Overall, these findings reinforce the message that increasing the number of small HDL particles, which are involved in the removal of excess cholesterol, would provide protection against future CVD events. In this regard, functional studies have recently shown that smaller HDL species promote both ATP-binding cassette transporter (ABC) A1-dependent cholesterol efflux and anti-inflammatory effects in whole blood [11].



HDL dysfunction is one of the main features of FH patients, thereby contributing to their high CVD risk. This concept was developed in another review article of this Special Issue [12] describing that an altered HDL metabolism and function are intrinsic features of familial hypercholesterolemia (FH). Although HDL particles constitute the first defensive barrier against the burden of high low-density lipoprotein (LDL) cholesterol levels, whether HDL function can be ameliorated by the current standard disease treatments needs to be further investigated.



Several reports have demonstrated the prognostic value of both HDL-mediated macrophage cholesterol efflux and the gut microbial-derived metabolite trimethylamine N-oxide (TMAO) in predicting cardiovascular mortality in patients with myocardial infarction [13,14]. A report published in this Special Issue demonstrated that a reduced ABCA1/G1-mediated macrophage cholesterol efflux was independently associated with mortality in patients with ST-segment elevation myocardial infarction. Although the circulating concentrations of TMAO were higher in the deceased patients, this change did not remain significantly associated with mortality after statistical adjustment. Furthermore, neither TMAO nor their precursors affected macrophage cholesterol efflux to HDL or their association with mortality [15].



Another report of this Special Issue applied shotgun proteomics to identify the protein signatures in both HDL and LDL from healthy volunteers and atherosclerotic patients who had undergone carotid endarterectomy. In total, 84 and 16 proteins were found to be differentially expressed in HDL and LDL. These findings widen the HDL and LDL proteome with two and twenty-one additional proteins involved in the inflammatory and immune and coagulation pathways and allow protein signatures to be identified specifically for patients with “hard” or “soft” plaques [16].



The use of oxidized HDL (oxHDL) as a candidate biomarker for CVD was also assessed in another review published in this Special Issue [17]. Remarkably, oxHDL has been reported to accumulate in atherosclerotic plaques [18], and it was highlighted the clinical significance of circulating levels of oxHDL in the context of CVD [17]. In this regard, the serum concentrations of oxHDL have been concomitantly associated with cardiometabolic diseases [17]. Although the serum elevations of oxHDL are not completely studied, it has been proposed to be secondary to the HDL scavenging of oxidized molecules during LDL oxidation. Some experimental evidences suggest that the cardioprotective properties are commonly attenuated in oxHDL. In this regard, oxHDL particles are less effective in promoting cholesterol transport from cells [19,20] and also induce the expression of proinflammatory molecules in the activated macrophages [21]. However, further investigation is needed to establish the contribution that oxHDL makes during atherosclerotic plaque formation.



Finally, the last review article in this Special Issue focused on the contribution of HDL during fetal development [22]. In the fetal bloodstream, cholesterol is mainly transported by HDL [22]. Fetal HDL particles differ from adult HDL particles [23]. Although the physiological role of fetal HDL remains under debate, their enrichment in APOE suggests that their metabolism might resemble that of adult LDL. In their review, Stadler et al. also emphasized the fetal characteristics of HDL particles and determined the extent to which they were different from those found in maternal serum [22]. It is noteworthy that the alterations in maternal HDL composition and function have been identified in the fetal serum in some pregnancy complications, i.e., gestational diabetes mellitus and preclampsia, thus suggesting a placental transmission pattern. However, the impact of maternally derived HDL changes on fetal development or whether these changes may persist into adulthood deserves future research.



Overall, the articles published in this Special Issue provide evidence that the investigation of HDL subpopulations and their relationship with beneficial HDL functions could be translated into the use of HDL biomarkers in clinical disease and the development of successful HDL-based therapies.
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