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• Half of all women in Ireland will die of 

cardiovascular disease

• 5000 women died of cardiovascular disease in

2008

• Over the next 10 yrs heart disease will rise x 50%

• Most women still view a heart attack as mainly 

a man’s problem



Heart Disease is not a “Male” Disease

Survey Irish man/ women on the street

• 37%  women think Heart disease mainly 

affects men

• 63% believe symptoms are the same for 

men and women

• 60% thought breast cancer is the biggest 

killer

Women’s Health Council



Cardiovascular Disease 

Mortality 

Trends  

for Males and Females                                 
United States: 1979-2001



Scientific Initiatives & Awareness 
Campaigns

Go Red Campaign –AHA                                                                      

European Soc of Cardiology

UK Awareness Campaign



Red Alert For Women’s Hearts

• Aim to raise awareness about the  prevalence, 

warning  signs and treatment of heart disease 

in women



Heart Disease in Women 

Gender Differences

• Importance of risk 

factors

• Presentation

• Investigation

• Treatment

• Prognosis



What is Cardiovascular Disease ?

• Cardiovascular disease is a broad term used to describe 

the many diseases that affect the cardiovascular system

including the heart valves, muscle and arteries

• The most common type results from hardening of the 

arteries “atherosclerosis” which leads to a heart attack 

or a “brain attack” or stroke

• The risk increases with age and coincides with 

menopause



What is a Heart Attack ?



Symptoms of Heart Disease

• Chest pain is the most common presenting symptom 

• Squeezing or uncomfortable pressure in the centre of the 

chest

• Spreads shoulder, neck, arm,

Jaw, Back or upper abdomen

• 37% women can present 

without chest pain 



Women are more prone to have atypical 

features and can present with......

• Shortness of breath

• Unexplained weakness or fatigue

• Anxiety or unusual nervousness

• Indigestion or gas like pain 

• Cold sweats

• Nausea, vomiting

• Lightheadedness or collapse

• Difficulty sleeping



Women delay seeking medical care 

when their cardiac symptoms do not 

match their expectations
• Delay in going to hospital

• They are not treated as quickly as men for heart attacks

• Even in hospital symptoms may not be immediately 

picked  up as those of a heart attack 

• The quicker a heart attack is treated the better the 

outcome for the patient

• Women who experience their first heart attack are more 

likely to die than men experiencing their first heart 

attack 



After a Heart Attack

• Less likely to get drugs and be referred for 

stress test, angiograms, stents or a bypass.

• Less likely to be referred  for cardiac

rehabilitation

• More likely drop out of cardiac rehabilitation

• Worse Quality of life scores

• More anxiety/depression



What is a stroke?

• Like the heart, the brain is also supplied with

arteries to feed it with oxygen and nutrients

• If an artery leading to the brain is completely

blocked, brain cells may die or be damaged

• This is called 

a stroke



Signs of Stroke
• Numbness or weakness especially of 1 side

• Severe headache with no cause

• Vision disturbance

• Confusion, difficulty speaking or understanding 

speech 

• Difficulty walking, dizzyness, loss of balance or

coordination

• Sudden fainting or unconciousness



If you have the warning signs act 

FAST

• F  Face :       ask the person to smile

• A Arms :     raise both arms above their head

• S   Speech:  Repeat a sentence

• T    Time :    Call 999



• Knowing your risk factors and signs and

symptoms of heart disease  or stroke is the 

first step in fighting this disease and saving

your life



• Number of people 

over 65yrs old in 

Ireland will double 

Over the next 20 yrs 



Risk Factors

• Age

• High Blood Pressure

• Cholesterol (especially HDL,TG in women)

• Diabetes Mellitus

• Smoking

• Obesity 

• Sedentary Lifestyle

• Family History

• Menopause

• Misconception that Heart Disease is a  ‘’Man’s Disease’’



High Blood Pressure

• Measure of the force of blood pushing against 

the walls of the arteries

• No symptoms—can have it without knowing it

• First, easily recognisable, irreversible sign that 

the body organs are under attack

• Biggest risk  factor for stroke

• If hypertension was properly controlled stroke

would  decrease x 50%



High Blood Pressure

• Know your numbers! 140/90

• Increases  risk of dementia

• 50% population > 60 yrs

• 70% population > 70 yrs

• More prevalent in postmenopausal women 

• Most important risk factor for 60% cardiovascular 

deaths

• Is adequately controlled in only 1/3 of patients



Cholesterol

• Total Cholesterol

• LDL or ‘Bad’ Cholesterol

• HDL or ‘Good’ Cholesterol

• Triglycerides

• Get your cholesterol 

tested



High Cholesterol

• Cholesterol reaches the highest values 

between 55 and 65 years of age in women 

(about 10 years later than in men). 

• Menopause is associated with an increase 

in total and LDL cholesterol and a decline in 

HDL levels. 



Diabetes

• 400,000 people in Ireland have diabetes

• Over 50% of people with diabetes  are unaware 

• More powerful risk factor for heart disease

in women than men

• Increases risk 4-6 fold women,2-3 fold in men



Diabetes Mellitus

• Negates protective effect estrogen in 

premenopausal   women

• Independent risk for cardiac events and poor 

outcome after Heart attack or stenting  in 

women

• Being overweight increases the risk of Type  II

diabetes



Smoking

 For a given dose of cigarettes, it actually increases  a 

woman's risk more than a man's risk of dying of a 

heart attack.  (RR MI 2.2 F vs. 1.4 M)

 80 %  women < 40 yrs who have a heart attack are smokers

 60% women < 50 yrs who have a heart attack are smokers

 Women who smoke have their first MI 19 years earlier

than  women who do not smoke

• 27% of women smoke



Smoking

•Reduces the bloods 
oxygen supply

•Injures artery wall

•Raises heart rate and   
blood pressure

•Risk of heart disease is 
reduced by ½ one year 
after quitting



Overweight and Obesity

•Heart Disease

•High Blood Pressure

•High Cholestrol

•Type 2 Diabetes





Sedentary Lifestyle

Walk 3-4 hrs a week, 35% lower risk of coronary events 



“Those who think they have not time for 
bodily exercise will sooner or later have 

to find time for illness ”

~Edward Stanley



30 minutes of physical activity 

5 times a week



Benefits of Regular Exercise on 

Cardiovascular Risk Factors
• ↑ exercise tolerance 

• ↓ body weight 

• ↓ blood pressure   (5-15 mmHg)

• ↓ bad (LDL and total) cholesterol 

• ↑ good (HDL) cholesterol 

• ↑ insulin sensitivity 



Do women get the same benefits 

from exercise as men?

• Physically fit women 

enjoy even greater 

reduced rates of death 

from heart disease than

men.

• Women who don't

exercise have twice the 

chance of dying from heart 

disease. 



Stress Management



Challenges for the Future



If increased longevity is not to be 

blighted by disability 

• Maintain a healthy weight

• Eat a healthier diet

• Get active

• Give up smoking

• Drink less alcohol 

• Enjoy life. Learn to Relax

• Get your blood pressure and cholesterol checked

• Know your Family History 

• Know the signs + symptoms of heart disease and stroke







Why do women live 

longer than men?

Why?
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Framingham Risk Calculation
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Limitations of Current Global Risk 
Assessment

• Framingham risk algorithms do not include 
such factors as a family history of premature 
CHD or metabolic syndrome factors such as 
insulin resistance or abdominal obesity, and 
could thus underestimate risk.

• Significant elevations of these or certain novel 
risk factors (e.g., C-reactive protein) or 
subclinical disease may warrant more 
intensive risk factor management (e.g., 
stratification to a higher risk stratum)
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elevatedFasting glucose

130/ 85 mm HgBlood pressure

<1.0 mmol/L in men; 
<1.25 mmol/L in women

HDL-C

1.65 mmol/LTriglycerides

Waist circumference*Abdominal obesity

Defining LevelRisk Factor ( 3)

* Men: >40 in (102 cm); women >35 in (88 cm), with circ measured at 
the level of the iliac spine

Expert Panel. JAMA 2001;285:2486 -2497.

Metabolic Syndrome: Definition


