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Health Fact Sheet
Women and Heart Disease

Many women hold on to the myth that only men are at a high risk of dying
from heart disease. Most women, in fact, believe they are more likely to die
from breast cancer than heart disease. The reality is that heart disease is
the number one cause of death and illness for American women.

The American Heart Association recently released a survey with
disturbing results: Only 8 percent of women know the facts about heart
disease. That means that 92 percent of women do not know all they could to
help protect themselves against the number one killer.

This publication is dedicated to helping you understand and pass along
information on measures toward preventing heart disease among women.

Cardiovascular disease is a disease of the heart or blood vessels.
Cardiovascular diseases include heart, disease, heart attack, stroke, and
atherosclerosis. 

Getting the facts

Though numbers aren't always the best way to get a person's attention, here are some astounding
ones that may help you to dispel myths and get the word out about women and heart disease:

Æ One in ten American women aged 45-64 years has some form of heart disease.
Æ One in four women aged 65 and over has some form of heart disease.
Æ In 1996, about 19,600 women under age 65 died of coronary heart disease; 35 percent of

them were under age 55.
Æ Each year about 250,000 American women die of coronary heart disease, the main form of

heart disease.
Æ Each year, approximately 90,000 women die of stroke.
Æ In 1996, all cardiovascular diseases combined claimed the lives of more than 505,930

American women. In the same year, 453,297 men died of these diseases. 
Æ Statistics on cancer for 1996, by comparison, show 43,091 women died of breast cancer

and 61,741 women died from lung cancer. All forms of cancer combined claimed the lives
of 257,635 women.

Æ Forty-two percent of women who have heart attacks die within one year compared to 24
percent of men.

Æ During the first six years after a heart attack, the rate of having a second attack is 33
percent for women compared with 21 percent for men.

Æ Coronary heart disease is the single largest killer of American women.
 What are cardiovascular diseases?



Cardiovascular diseases are diseases of the heart and blood vessel system, such as coronary heart
disease, heart attack, high blood pressure, stroke, and angina (chest pain). This publication will look at
cardiovascular diseases as a whole, primarily focusing on coronary heart disease 

What is coronary heart disease?

The heart pumps blood through a complex network of arteries and veins to all vital organs of the body.
Thus, it is essential that your heart, arteries, and veins stay in good condition. Arteries supply blood to
different parts of the body and are named     accordingly; those supplying the heart are called coronary
arteries.  When the coronary arteries are negatively affected, the result is coronary heart disease.

Coronary heart disease results when the inside of the coronary artery walls become narrowed with fatty
deposits. This narrowing reduces blood-flow to the heart and increases chances of a blood clot blocking the
artery, preventing oxygen and nutrients from getting to the heart, resulting in a heart attack.

Common symptoms

As coronary arteries become narrowed, common symptoms people often experience include:
Æ Chest pain or tightness, known as angina. This pain may spread to the left shoulder or

arm, or to the neck and jaw.
Æ Uncomfortable pressure, fullness, squeezing, or pain in the center of the chest that lasts

more than a few minutes or goes away and comes back.
Æ Chest discomfort with lightheadedness, fainting, sweating, nausea, or shortness of breath.

Unfortunately, until recently, women have been excluded from research studies on heart disease. Thus,
doctors and researchers are not certain whether heart disease develops the same way, has the same
symptoms, or responds to treatment the same way as in men.

Some symptoms found to be common among women thus far include the following:
Æ Strange pain in the chest, shoulder, shoulder blade, abdomen, or jaw.
Æ Nausea or dizziness.
Æ Shortness of breath and difficulty breathing.
Æ Unexplained anxiety, weakness, or fatigue.
Æ Palpitations, cold sweat, or paleness.

Women's symptoms may be different because:
Æ Women's hearts are smaller.
Æ Women's blood vessels are smaller.
Æ Women's nervous systems and pain awareness' are different.

A woman's best strategy is to:
Æ take heart disease seriously
Æ don't underestimate the importance of preventing risk factors within your control
Æ insist your doctor look for signs of heart disease should recurrent chest pain occur

Risk factors
Some women have more risk factors for cardiovascular diseases than others. Risk factors are traits or



habits that make a person more likely to develop a disease.  Although some risk factors for cardiovascular
disease cannot be changed, many risk factors are wholly changeable or controllable.

Unchangeable risk factors

Æ Increasing age
Æ Family history
Æ Race

Changeable risk factors

Æ Cigarette smoking
Æ High blood pressure
Æ High blood cholesterol
Æ Overweight
Æ Physical inactivity
Æ Diabetes

In addition to personal risk factors, other factors may also play a role in a woman's risk for developing heart
disease.

Other factors

Æ Stress
Æ Birth control pills
Æ Alcohol
Æ Hormones and menopause
Æ Aspirin
Æ High triglyceride levels
Æ Homocysteine 

Recent research has shown that high blood levels of homocysteine (an amino acid found normally in
the body) may increase a person's chances of developing heart disease, stroke, and reduced blood flow to
the hands and feet.

Levels of homocysteine seem to be affected by the consumption of three vitamins:

1. Folic acid (good sources include citrus fruits, tomatoes, vegetables, whole- and fortified- grain products,
beans, and lentils)

2. Vitamin B6 (good sources include meat, poultry, fish, fruits, vegetables, and grain products)
3. Vitamin B12 (good sources include meat, poultry, fish, milk, and other dairy products).

People who consume less than the recommended daily amounts of these vitamins are more likely to
have higher homocysteine levels.  Recommended daily amounts are 400 micrograms of folic acid, 2
milligrams of B6, and 6 micrograms of B12. Though it has not been proven that lowering homocysteine
levels will prevent heart disease, women can help protect their health by getting enough of these vitamins.

Unchangeable risk factors

Increasing age – The older a woman gets, the more likely she is to develop heart     disease. While men



tend to have heart attacks earlier than women, the risk for women increases after menopause. Scientists
believe the hormone estrogen, produced by a woman's body, offers some protection against heart disease
until menopause. In addition, a tendency towards other heart-related problems seems to increase with age.
Older women, for example, are more likely to develop high blood pressure, high cholesterol levels, to have
diabetes, to be overweight, and to be less physically active     than younger women.

Family history - Both women and men are more likely to develop cardiovascular disease if a close blood
relative has developed it. Additionally, if a woman has had a previous heart attack or stroke, she has a
higher risk for having a second heart attack or stroke.

Race – African American women are at greater risk of developing heart disease than white women, partly
because, on average, they have higher blood pressure levels. In fact, African American women have a
death rate from high blood pressure that is almost five times greater than the rate for white women.

Can Infections Cause Heart Attacks?

While high cholesterol, high blood pressure, obesity, diabetes, and smoking are
all well-known risk factors for heart attack, they do not account for every coronary event.

Recent studies have singled out bacterial organisms, which cause infection as possible links in the
development of coronary heart disease. In particular, the bacteria Chlamydia pneumoniae (which causes
respiratory infections like pneumonia and bronchitis), Helicobacter pylori (which causes the majority or
stomach ulcers), as well as the infectious agents that cause periodontal disease have been implicated.

Some scientists believe that inflammation, the normal response of the immune system to infection that
is usually helpful in sending signals to summon cells to fight off infection, can also mobilize these cells in a
way that injures the delicate lining of the blood vessels, because they secrete certain chemicals that may
promote the growth of arterial plaque.

Studies suggest, however, that the anti-inflammatory properties of aspirin may add to its protective
effect. Additionally, one study suggests that certain antibiotics used to treat these bacteria may help
prevent heart attacks.

Until more is known, however, it is best to follow the preventive guidelines and to always consult your
doctor before taking any medication for such purposes. Taking     antibiotics is not often recommended due
to the rise in antibiotic-resistant bacteria as a result of over-use of antibiotics.

Other resources

Many excellent resources are available through other non-profit organizations. Here are just two of
them:
Æ American Heart Association at 1-800-AHA-USA1 (1-800-242- 8721) or www.www.amhrt.org
Æ National Heart , Lung, & Blood Institute at 1-800-575-WELL or (301)251-1222 or www.nhlbi.gov
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