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G e n d e r - r e l a t e d d i f f e r e n c e s 

1 . C o r o n a r y a r t e r y d i s e a s e ( b l o c k a g e o r n a r r o w i n g o f the a r t e r i e s o f t h e 
h e a r t ) i s t he number one k i l l e r o f men o v e r 3 9 . i t i s a l s o a k i l l e r o f women 
o v e r 6 5 , a l t h o u g h women t y p i c a l l y g e t c o r o n a r y a r t e r y d i s e a s e much l a t e r t h a n 
men d o . D o c t o r s a t t r i b u t e t h i s t o women's h o r m o n a l c y c l e s . The r e a s o n f o r 
a u t o m a t i c a l l y a s s u m i n g t h i s m e d i c a l l y i s t h a t women's s e x hormones p r o t e c t 
them a g a i n s t h e a r t d i s e a s e , and t h a t o n l y a f t e r menopause does t h e i r r i s k 
b e g i n t o be e q u a l t o t h a t o f m e n ' s . A r e c e n t s t u d y s u g g e s t s t h a t 
p o s t m e n o p a u s a l women who t a k e e s t r o g e n (but no t i n t he f o rm o f o r a l 
c o n t r a c e p t i v e s ) may s i g n i f i c a n t l y r e d u c e t h e i r m o r t a l i t y r a t e f rom h e a r t 
a t t a c k s . However , o t h e r s t u d i e s have shown t h a t t h i s i s n o t t r u e and have 
i n v a r i a b l y f a i l e d t o c o n f i r m t h i s f i n d i n g . M e r e l y c o n t i n u i n g o v u l a t i o n d o e s 
n o t mean t h a t women a c q u i r e immun i t y f rom h e a r t a t t a c k s . 

M e d i c a l s c i e n c e and c o r o n a r y a r t e r y d i s e a s e 

2 . What d o e s m e d i c a l s c i e n c e know a b o u t c o r o n a r y a r t e r y d i s e a s e and where 
d o e s t h i s i n f o r m a t i o n and knowledge come f rom? P r i m a r i l y , s t u d i e s o f c o r o n a r y 
a r t e r y d i s e a s e i n men have s u p p l i e d us w i t h t h e s c i e n t i f i c f a c t s . F o r 
e x a m p l e , t he New E n g l a n d J o u r n a l o f M e d i c i n e ( J a n u a r y 1988) r e p o r t e d t h a t an 
a s p i r i n t a k e n e v e r y o t h e r day c a n r e d u c e t h e r i s k o f h e a r t a t t a c k by a l m o s t 
h a l f , b u t n o t t he m o r t a l i t y r a t e a s s u b s e q u e n t i n v e s t i g a t i o n s h o w s . The 
i m p o r t a n t p o i n t h e r e i s t h a t t h e 2 2 , 0 0 0 p a r t i c i p a n t s i n the s t u d y were a l l 
ma le p h y s i c i a n s . T h i s b i a s h a s been commented upon more r e c e n t l y . Fo r 
i n s t a n c e . D r . W i l l i a m C a s t e l l i , d i r e c t o r o f t h e o n g o i n g Pramingham h e a r t 
s t u d y , w h i c h i s one o f t he few l a r g e - s c a l e s t u d i e s t o i n c l u d e b o t h men and 
women, p o i t e d o u t t he s e x b i a s i n m e d i c a l r e s e a r c h . 

Women and t r i q l y c e r i d e s 

3 . A n o t h e r g e n d e r - r e l a t e d d i f f e r e n c e w h i c h s t a n d s o u t i s t h a t b l o o d 
t r i g l y c e r i d e s i n women seem t o be more d i r e c t l y c o n n e c t e d t o h e a r t d i s e a s e 
t h a n t he b i o - c h e m i c a l / p h y s i o l o g i c a l f a c t o r s i n men. T r i g l y c e r i d e s a r e f a t s . 
They c o n s t i t u t e p a r t o f the b l o o d l i p i d s b u t a r e d i f f e r e n t f r o m c h o l e s t e r o l . 
T h e i r l e v e l s f l u c t u a t e more t h a n t h o s e o f c h o l e s t e r o l and t h e y depend more on 
the l e v e l o f f a t i n t he d i e t . I f b l o o d a n a l y s i s i s done a f t e r f a s t i n g , the 
t r i g l y c e r i d e s serum l e v e l w i l l be d i f f e r e n t t h a n when a n a l y s i s i s done a f t e r 
c o n s u m p t i o n o f f o o d . H i g h t r i g l y c e r i d e l e v e l s i n men a r e i n d i c a t i v e o f 
t r o u b l e o n l y i f c h o l e s t e r o l l e v e l s a r e a l s o c o r r e s p o n d i n g l y h i g h . B u t i n t h e 
c a s e o f women, h i g h t r i g l y c e r i d e l e v e l s a r e t r o u b l e s o m e and c a n c a u s e wo r r y 
e v e n i f c h o l e s t e r o l l e v e l s a r e w i t h i n t h e n o r m a l r a n g e . No c l e a r e x p l a n a t i o n 
o r m e d i c a l u n d e r s t a n d i n g e x i s t s as t o why t h i s i s s o . 

M y t h ; Women d o n ' t g e t h e a r t a t t a c k s 

4 . " B e c a u s e o f the myth t h a t women d o n ' t g e t h e a r t a t t a c k s , " D r . C a s t e l l i 
c o n t e n d s " d o c t o r s may n o t t a k e women's s i g n s and symptoms s e r i o u s l y " , i t i s 
t r u e t h a t more men d i e frcsn h e a r t a t t a c k s , b u t e v e r y y e a r a b o u t 2 6 0 , 0 0 0 women 
d i e i n t he u n i t e d S t a t e s o f A m e r i c a o f c o r o n a r y a r t e r y d i s e a s e . Some t h i n g s 
t h a t a r e known a b o u t c o r o n a r y a r t e r y d i s e a s e a r e more d i r e c t l y a p p l i c a b l e t o 
men t h a n t o women, who a p p a r e n t l y a r e s u b j e c t t o t h i s t y p e o f d i s e a s e - o r 
a v o i d g e t t i n g i t - i n t h e i r own way. T h i s h a s i m p l i c a t i o n s f o r b e h a v i o u r a l 
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s c i e n c e and b e h a v i o u r a l m e d i c i n e - f r om the male and f e m a l e d i f f e r e n c e s i n CAD 
and t he c o n s e q u e n c e s t h e r e o f , f o r o b s e r v a t i o n s by t h e m e d i c a l p r o f e s s i o n , and 
women and men t h e m s e l v e s . 

Smoking and women 

5 . Fo r a v e r y l o n g t i m e , t he myth p r e v a i l e d t h a t smok ing was n o t a s s o c i a t e d 
w i t h h e a r t d i s e a s e i n women. F o r y o u n g e r women i t i s now known t h a t t he most 
s i g n i f i c a n t r i s k f a c t o r i s s m o k i n g . Among o t h e r s t u d i e s , a H a r v a r d s t u d y o f 
1 2 0 , 0 0 0 n u r s e s aged between 30 and 55 i n d i c a t e d c l e a r l y t h a t t he number o f 
c i g a r e t t e s smoked d i r e c t l y c o r r e l a t e d w i t h the r i s k o f f a t a l h e a r t a t t a c k , and 
t h e r e were no l e v e l s w h a t s o e v e r t h a t a p p e a r e d s a f e . 

Smoking and o t h e r r i s k f a c t o r s 

6 . S t u d i e s have p o i n t e d o u t t h a t smok ing a l s o g r e a t l y i n c r e a s e s t h e r i s k 
among women who have o t h e r r i s k f a c t o r s as w e l l , f o r e x a m p l e , o l d e r women who 
may be o v e r w e i g h t , and women w i t h a f a m i l y h i s t o r y o f h e a r t d i s e a s e . Bu t t he 
w o r s t c o m b i n a t i o n i n women i s t h a t o f smok ing and o r a l c o n t r a c e p t i v e s . F a c t s 
and s t a t i s t i c s r e v e a l t h a t t h i s c o m b i n a t i o n h a s c a u s e d a number o f h e a r t 
a t t a c k s i n younger women, i n c l u d i n g some t e e n a g e r s . The t o b a c c o a d v e r t i s e m e n t 
" y o u ' v e come a l o n g way, b a b y " l i t e r a l l y means " a l o n g way" on t h e r o a d t o a 
h e a r t a t t a c k and d e a t h . To w h i c h m igh t be a d d e d ; " y o u ' v e g o t a l o n g way t o go 
b a b y " , t o w a r d s good h e a l t h , and towards e x p e r i e n c i n g f r eedom f rom n i c o t i n e 
d e p e n d e n c e , w h i c h c a n be b o t h c h e m i c a l and e m o t i o n a l and h a s p s y c h o l o g i c a l 
i m p l i c a t i o n s f o r h a b i t p a t t e r n s , b e h a v i o u r and so o n . One s t u d y showed t h a t 
55 p e r c e n t o f h e a r t a t t a c k s i n women under 50 c a n be c l e a r l y a t t r i b u t e d t o 
s m o k i n g . Smok ing by women d u r i n g p r e g n a n c y c a n c a u s e b i r t h d e f e c t s , i n b o t h 
women and men smok inq c a n c a u s e , i n a d d i t i o n t o h e a r t a t t a c k s and c a n c e r , l u n g 
and r e s p i r a t o r y d i s e a s e , f o r examp le emphysema and c h r o n i c cough (smoke 
r e l a t e d / s m o k e i n h a l e d ) , c a n a g g r a v a t e as thma and c a n c o n t r i b u t e t o c o n g e s t i v e 
h e a r t f a i l u r e . The S u r g e o n - G e n e r a l o f t h e u n i t e d S t a t e s h a s commented t h a t 
one i n e v e r y f i v e p e r s o n s w i l l d i e due t o s m o k i n q , t h a t members o f e t h n i c 
m i n o r i t i e s ( B l a c k s , H i s p a n i c e , A s i a n s and o t h e r s ) and b l u e c o l l a r w o r k e r s 
smoke m o r e , and t h a t n o n - s m o k i n g i s r e l a t e d t o e d u c a t i o n a l l e v e l . Smoking 
a l s o d u l l s t h e s e n s e o f s m e l l and d e c r e a s e s s e n s i t i v i t y . A l l t o b a c c o c o n t a i n s 
n i c o t i n e . N i c o t i n e c a n c a u s e h i g h b l o o d p r e s s u r e , s t r o k e s and h e a r t a t t a c k s . 
A c c o r d i n g t o r e s e a r c h s t u d i e s young women a re now smok ing more t h a n young men 
i n t h e U n i t e d S t a t e s and more c h i l d r e n a r e smok ing? a l s o , women a r e f i n d i n g i t 
h a r d e r t o g i v e up smok ing t h a n men. Smoking no t o n l y harms smokers b u t a l s o 
n o n - s m o k e r s . In d e v e l o p i n q c o u n t r i e s , smok inq i s on the r i s e , and t r e n d s 
i n d i c a t e a n u p s w i n g . P s y c h o l o g i c a l l y , smok ing h a s been a s s o c i a t e d w i t h 
p l e a s u r e , en joymen t and f r e e d o m . The vogue i s t h e r e f o r e t o be " f a s h i o n a b l e 
and s t y l i s h " by s m o k i n g , and smok ing i s a s s o c i a t e d w i t h " s t r e n g t h " and 
" s u c c e s s " , and w i t h b e i n g " s e n s u a l l y a p p e a l i n g " , i n t he b e g i n n i n g , women 
s t a r t smok ing o u t o f c u r i o s i t y . T h e n , a s t h e y p u r s u e d t h e " f o r b i d d e n f r u i t s " , 
smok ing became s e r i o u s and a d d i c t i v e . I n d i v i d u a l d i f f e r e n c e s and b i o - c h e m i c a l 
i n d i v i d u a l l y and u n i g u e n e s s s h o u l d be t a k e n i n t o c o n s i d e r a t i o n i n m e d i c a l 
p r a c t i c e . 
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The f e m a l e h e a r t and two o t h e r f a c t s 

7 . Two o t h e r f a c t s d e r i v i n g f r o m the m e d i c a l s t u d i e s a r e i m p o r t a n t a b o u t t h e 
f e m a l e h e a r t . Women w i t h h e a r t d i s e a s e may have c h e s t p a i n s o f f and on f o r 
q u i t e a l o n g t i m e b e f o r e t h e y a c t u a l l y have a h e a r t a t t a c k . By c o n t r a s t , men 
t y p i c a l l y t e n d t o have an a t t a c k w i t h r e l a t i v e l y l i t t l e o r no w a r n i n g . Once a 
woman has had an a t t a c k , h e r p r o g n o s i s t e n d s t o be l e s s f a v o u r a b l e i n g e n e r a l 
t h a n a m a n ' s . F o l l o w i n g a h e a r t a t t a c k , more women t h a n men d i e d u r i n g t h e 
f i r s t month and t h e y have a h i g h e r r a t e o f r e c u r r e n c e . 

8 . When women c o m p l a i n o f c h e s t p a i n s , t h e d o c t o r ' s t y p i c a l r e s p o n s e i s t h a t 
i t i s a l l due t o " n e r v o u s n e s s " , o r " a n x i e t y " on t h e p a r t o f women. I f a man 
h a s c h e s t p a i n s , i t i s t h o u g h t a d v i s a b l e f o r h im t o be c h e c k e d i m m e d i a t e l y f o r 
a h e a r t c o n d i t i o n » f o r women i t i s " a l l i n t h e i r h e a d " , o r " p s y c h o s o m a t i c " . 
The p r o b l e m on t he p a r t o f some p h y s i c i a n s i s an a t t i t u d i n a l one t o w a r d s women. 

How c a n a woman a v o i d c a r d i a c a r t e r y d i s e a s e ? 

9 . P e r h a p s t h e most i m p o r t a n t t h i n g t o r e a l i z e i s t h a t one c a n d e v e l o p 
c a r d i a c a r t e r y d i s e a s e . T h i s c a n o c c u r a t any a g e . T h e r e i s a c l e a r 
n e c e s s i t y f o r f o l l o w i n g a p r u d e n t , n u t r i t i o n a l l y b a l a n c e d d i e t , l o w i n s o d i u m , 
c h o l e s t e r o l , and f a t s o f a l l k i n d s , t o e a t f r e s h v e g e t a b l e s and f r u i t , f i b r e 
and g r a i n s , t o a v o i d t o o many s w e e t s , t o t r y t o m a i n t a i n an a c c e p t a b l e w e i g h t 
and t o e x e r c i s e a p p r o p r i a t e l y . By a l l means , d o n ' t smoke , d o n ' t s t a r t i f you 
d o n ' t a l r e a d y , and s t o p i f y o u d o . I t i s i m p e r a t i v e t o s t a y a c t i v e and 
a l e r t . A r e g u l a r m e d i c a l c h e c k u p , w h i c h i n c l u d e s m e a s u r i n g b l o o d l i p i d s , i s a 
" m u s t " . I f t h e r e a r e any s i g n s o f c o r o n a r y a r t e r y d i s e a s e o r i f t h e r e i s a 
f a m i l y h i s t o r y o f i t , t h e y s h o u l d be t a k e n s e r i o u s l y , and a p h y s i c i a n s h o u l d 
be f ound who w i l l a l s o t a k e them s e r i o u s l y . T h i s c a l l s f o r i m p o r t a n c e t o be 
g i v e n t o f e m a l e f a c t o r s i n b e h a v i o u r a l s c i e n c e and b e h a v i o u r a l m e d i c i n e by t h e 
m e d i c a l commun i t y , and a b e t t e r awa reness on t h e p a r t o f women t h e m s e l v e s . 


