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Macrophages play key roles in the development of atherosclerosis, a leading cause of coronary heart disease, stroke and 
peripheral vascular disease. Macrophages participate in all stages of atherosclerotic plaque formation. Lipid laden 

macrophages accumulate in developing atherosclerotic plaques. Macrophage apoptosis contributes to the development of lipid 
rich, cell free necrotic cores within atherosclerotic plaques, a key feature of the so-called vulnerable plaque. Vulnerable plaques 
with large, unstable necrotic cores are prone to rupture resulting in occlusive and potentially devastating athero-thrombosis. 
High Density Lipoproteins (HDL) protect against the development contribute to the stabilization and also trigger the 
regression of pre-established atherosclerotic plaques. Recent studies have revealed that HDL, in addition to its well established 
role in mediating cholesterol removal from atherosclerotic plaques can also act as a signaling molecule in a variety of cell 
types. Our studies have explored the ability of HDL to trigger signaling events in macrophages activating pro-survival and 
migratory responses. These contribute to the protection of macrophages against apoptosis in atherosclerotic plaques limiting 
the formation of necrotic cores as well as the stimulation of macrophage egress from plaques promoting the regression of pre-
established atherosclerotic plaques. Identification of the signaling pathways involved in these processes will allow us to identify 
new therapeutic targets for plaque stabilization and to induce atherosclerotic plaque regression.
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