Heart Disease in Women

There is a general misconception that heart disease is a man's disease. The fact is that cardiovascular disease is the number one killer of women. If you are a woman, you are more likely to have heart disease in your lifetime than breast cancer. According to the American Heart Association (AHA), cardiovascular-related diseases such as heart attacks, strokes and heart failure cause 500,000 women lives a year. Put in another away, cardiovascular-related diseases claim more women's lives than the next top five causes of death combined, including cancer.

Heart Disease Risk Factors:

Heart disease risk factors are the same for men and women. Risk factors we cannot modify include age, heredity, and a previous history of heart disease. Men tend to have heart disease at an earlier age, but females catch up to males after menopause.

Risk factors which can be modified include:  tobacco smoke, high blood pressure, high blood cholesterol, physical inactivity, obesity and diabetes mellitus. The lifestyle modifications to reduce your risk factors (even if you don’t yet have heart disease) are the keys to improve your overall health. Physical inactivity, obesity and diabetes mellitus go hand-in-hand. Persons with increased fat around the belt line are more likely to have high blood pressure, high cholesterol and diabetes.

Symptoms of Heart Disease:
The symptoms of a heart attack in women may not be the classic chest pain as experienced in men. Instead, chest-pain equivalents such as chest pressure, shortness of breath, generalized weakness, and nausea and other non-specific symptoms could be signs of a heart attack.

Early symptoms of heart disease include a change in stamina, early fatigue, shortness of breath with activities, chest pressure and/or chest pain with pain in the neck, jaw and arms.

Test and Treatment:

Heart disease diagnosis and treatment have made rapid advancements. Many different treatment options are now available locally to your physician.  Options range from simple laboratory tests, stress tests, and “heart scans,” to more high-tech treatments such as cardiac catheterization, angioplasty, stents and “bypass open heart surgery”. However, it is important to remember that the most important part of diagnosing and treating heart disease may be time spent discussing your symptoms and concerns with your physician.

If you are a woman or care for one, don’t miss heart disease symptoms. Your physician is the key to identifying and managing risks and treating heart disease. If you have additional questions about your risks, you need to contact your personal physician.  Additional information can also be found on the web at www.americanheart.org.
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