FACT SHEET

Women and Cardiovascular Disease
Cardiovascular disease is the leading cause of death in Canada, accounting for the deaths of 80,000 people each year.
  While men’s death rates from cardiovascular disease over the years have declined, women’s death rates from cardiovascular disease are sharply increasing.
  In Canada, cardiovascular disease kills one-in-three women
, and women are more likely than men to die of a heart attack or stroke.

Women with two or more risk factors for cardiovascular disease, including, high cholesterol, high blood pressure, diabetes, age, family history, gender, obesity, lack of exercise and smoking, should speak with their physician about how to appropriately manage their risk factors to reduce their risk of developing cardiovascular disease.  For some, lifestyle and diet changes are enough, but for others medication may be required.

Cardiovascular Disease: No Longer a Man’s World
Women’s health risk for heart disease may be due to gender difference and gender bias.  Factors that may explain the apparent disparity in treatment of men and women include:

· Men and women are often treated differently by the health system, with men receiving more prompt and proactive treatment.4 Medical professionals and patients often attribute chest pains in women to non-cardiac causes, leading to misinterpretation of their condition.

· The most common warning sign of a heart attack in both men and women is chest discomfort.  Women, however, are somewhat more likely than men to experience some of the other, less well-recognized symptoms, particularly muscle spasms, nausea/vomiting, back or jaw pain and headache.5
· Women may avoid or delay seeking medical care, perhaps out of denial or not being aware of both typical and atypical heart attack symptoms.5 
· Women have a number of unique risks, such as pregnancy and menopause.
  High cholesterol is also a contributing risk factor, and 55 per cent of Canadian women between the ages of 35 to 64 have cholesterol levels that are too high.
  After menopause, as natural estrogen levels drop, more and more women develop high cholesterol.  Among women between the ages of 65 to 74, an alarming 80 per cent have cholesterol levels that are unhealthy.7 
· Since women tend to have heart attacks later in life than men do, they often have other diseases (such as arthritis or osteoporosis) that can mask heart attack symptoms.5
· Some diagnostic tests and procedures may not be as accurate in women, so physicians may avoid using them.  That means the disease process resulting in a heart attack or stroke may not be detected in women until later, with more serious consequences.5
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