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What is Heart Disease?

Heart disease is a umbrella term 
used to describe a range of 
diseases that affect your heart. 



What is Coronary Artery Disease?

♥Overtime, fatty deposits called plaque build up within 
the artery walls making the artery become narrow. This 
is atherosclerosis. 
♥When this occurs in the coronary arteries, the heart 
does not get sufficient blood and the condition is called 
coronary artery disease (CAD). 



Myth : fat deposits at old age! 
It starts from 2 years of age



Are Other Organs Affected?

Ischemic Stroke
• Facial dropping
• Arm weakness
• Speech difficulty
• Time to call 911!

Peripheral Vascular Disease
• Leg cramps with activity, 

relieved with rest
• Non-healing foot ulcers

Coronary Artery Disease
•Angina/Chest Pain
•Heart Attack
•Sudden Cardiac Death

Cardiovascular Disease (CVD)



♥Sex-specific Research
♥GRFW Campaign  
♥Sex-specific Guidelines

Emelia J. Benjamin. Circulation. Heart Disease and Stroke Statistics—2019 Update: A Report From the American 
Heart Association, Volume: 139, Issue: 10, Pages: e56-e528, DOI: (10.1161/CIR.0000000000000659) 

Cardiovascular Disease is an Equal Opportunity Killer: 
Mortality Trends in Men vs. Women



• Myth: Breast cancer is my greatest threat.

• Reality: 1 in 31 American women will die from breast cancer.

Did You Know?



1 Women Dies Every 80 Seconds



Emelia J. Benjamin. Circulation. Heart Disease and Stroke Statistics—2019 Update: A Report From the American 
Heart Association, Volume: 139, Issue: 10, Pages: e56-e528, DOI: (10.1161/CIR.0000000000000659) 

Heart Disease Rates Among Arizonans

• Nearly 83% of deaths for those people 
>65 are from heart disease and stroke.

• With Arizona being the 6th largest land 
mass in the U.S., Maricopa County has 
one of the highest rates of coronary 
heart disease.

• African American women suffer the 
highest mortality rates for coronary 
heart disease and stroke in Arizona, 
compared to men or women 
of any race.

WHY?



Emelia J. Benjamin. Circulation. Heart Disease and Stroke Statistics—2019 Update: A Report From the American 
Heart Association, Volume: 139, Issue: 10, Pages: e56-e528, DOI: (10.1161/CIR.0000000000000659) 

National Heart Disease Death Rates By Sex & Age

• Heart disease deaths have 
declined steadily over the past 3 
decades in people >65.

• Improvements in death rates 
remain slow in people <55, 
particularly in women.

WHY?





Awareness is Lacking!



Although awareness has increased from 30% to 56%, 
it’s not among all women

Mosca L, et al. Fifteen-year trends in awareness of heart disease in women. Circulation 2013; 127.

Mosca L, et al. Fifteen-year trends in awareness of heart disease in women. Circulation 2013; 127.



Only 22% of PCPs and 42% of cardiologist feel 
well prepared to assess CVD Risk

Only 39% of PCPs make 
CVD a top priority.

Awareness



Gender Bias in the Treatment of 
Women…
“…The community has viewed 

women’s health almost with a 
‘bikini’ approach looking 
essentially at the breast and 
reproductive system, and almost 
ignoring the rest of the woman as 
part of woman’s health…”

Nanette Wenger, MD
Professor of Medicine
Emory University
Circulation , 2004

Bikini Medicine



Women are Under-represented in Cardiac Research



Females are Under-represented in the Cardiology Field



Prevention:
♥ Traditional Risk Factors
♥ Female-Specific Risk Factors
♥ Other Non-conventional Risk Factors
♥ Symptoms (Men vs. Women)
♥ Calcium Score

Management:
♥ Behavioral/Lifestyle modifications (AHA Life’s Simple 7)

Current State of Heart Health: Outline 



• High blood pressure, high cholesterol, and smoking are key risk factors for 
heart disease.

• About half of Americans (49%) have at least one of these three risk factors.

• Several other medical conditions and lifestyle choices can increase ones risk 
for heart disease, including:

• Diabetes

• Overweight (BMI >25) and obesity (BMI >30)

• Poor diet

• Physical inactivity

• Excessive alcohol use

• Family History (1st degree relatives ≤55  Men, ≤65 Women),
• Age (≥45 Men, ≥55 Women)

Traditional Risk Factors for Heart Disease

CDC. Million Hearts: strategies to reduce the prevalence of leading cardiovascular disease risk factors. United States, 2011. MMWR 2011;60(36):1248–51.

Heart Disease 
is 80% 
Preventable!



Traditional Risk Factors by Sex

High blood pressure is more common in older 
women than men, and is a stronger contributor 
to CV disease in women.

Smoking increases the risk of heart 
disease by 25% more in women 
than men.  

Diabetes increases the risk of 
CAD 3-7 folds in women, and 
only 2-3 folds in men. 

A women who is obese is 
at a 64% greater risk of 
having a heart attack, 
compared to a male 
(46%). 



Risk Factors Special to Women

Polycystic Ovarian Syndrome
Increased risk of CV disease Menopause

Risk of CV increases markedly after menopause
Early Menopause (≤45 years old)
95% high risk of future heart attack

Early Menses (≤12 years old)
Increased risk of CV disease 

Hormone Replacement Therapy
Increased risk of CV disease



Risk Factors Special to Women (Pregnancy)

Hypertensive Disorders of 
Pregnancy
Gestational HTN and preeclampsia
3 fold greater risk of CV disease

Gestational Diabetes
4-fold higher risk of CV 
59% higher risk of MI

Preterm Delivery (<37 weeks gestation)
Increased risk of CV disease 

Infants Small for 
Gestational Age
Increased risk of CV disease

Never Having Children
*Infertility Treatment
*Miscarriages
Increased risk of CV disease 

50% increased risk of all cause death making CV disease 
the leading cause of Maternal Death in the US



Risk Factors More Prevalent In Women

Inflammatory Rheumatologic Conditions 
Increased risk of CV disease by 50%
Most patients with these conditions are 
women.

Breast Cancer Treatment
Radiation/Chemotherapy
Increased risk of CV disease
Women with pre-existing cardiac risk 
factors have greater increases in risk. Depression/Anxiety/Chronic Emotional Stress

More prevalent in women
Doubles the risk of CV disease.

Systemic Lupus Erythematosus



• Chronic Inflammatory Disorders (others)
Inflammatory Bowel Disease
HIV
Psoriasis

________________________
• Sleep Disorders

Sleep Apnea
Sleep deprivation 

Non-conventional Risk Factors



Heart Attack Symptoms

What does the textbook say?
♥Heaviness behind the breast bone; 

may radiate to jaw and/or left arm;
♥Usually brought on by exertion and 

relieved by rest and/or nitroglycerin

What else can happen in real life?



Upper body pain, or discomfort in one or 
both arms, back, shoulder, neck, jaw or 
upper part of the stomach

Chest Pain, Discomfort, Pressure or 
Squeezing, Like there’s a ton of weight on 
your chest 

Shortness of Breath

Extreme Fatigue
Nausea Lightheadedness or sudden dizziness

Source: Womenhealth.gov/heartattack

Breaking out in a cold sweat

Symptoms in Women



The Good News- Heart Disease Remains Preventable 
80% of the Time 

Dariush Mozaffarian et al. Circulation. 2015;131:e29-e322 Copyright © American Heart Association, Inc. All rights reserved.

Incidence of cardiovascular 
disease according to the 
number of ideal health 
behaviors and health factors. 



What are These Ideal Health Behaviors?

Life’s Simple 7
1. Avoid smoking 
2. Be physically active every day
3. Eat a heart-healthy diet
4. Keep a healthy weight
5. Keep your blood pressure healthy
6. Keep your total cholesterol healthy
7. Keep your blood sugar healthy



1. Don’t Smoke

♥Traditional cigarettes, electronic cigarettes (or vapes), 
smokeless tobacco (also called dip, snuff or chew).

♥Secondhand smoke is dangerous too! 
♥Continuing to smoke throughout your life shaves 13-14 years 

off of it.

♥REMEMBER: 
♥Even if you’ve smoked for years, your body can still repair.
♥Once you stop, your risk can be cut in half just one year 

later and continues to decline until its as low as a non-
smoker’s risk.



♥ Avoid inactivity:
♥Some is better than none 

♥ For substantial benefits: 
♥150 minutes of moderate intensity per week OR
♥75 minutes of vigorous intensity per week  AND
♥Strength training 2 or more days/week 

2. Be Physically Active 



♥ Ideal Diet: Plant-based diet-DASH Diet; 
Mediterranean Diet

♥ Avoid:
♥ Cut back on saturated/trans-fats, cholesterol (red meat), salt, added 

sugars, and refined grains (pasta, white rice, processed breads and cereals)
♥ Moderation is important!

♥ Recommendations:
♥ Vegetables, fruits, legumes, nuts
♥ Eat unrefined fiber-rich, whole-grain foods
♥ Eat fish at least twice a week (Omega 3 Fatty Acid)
♥ Healthy oils (olive oil)
♥ Choose skinless lean meats and poultry
♥ Select fat-free, 1% fat, and low-fat dairy products

3. Eat a Heart-Healthy Diet



Learn to Read Nutrition Labels

1. Start here

2. Check the 
total calories 
per serving

3. Limit 
these 
nutrients

4. Get 
enough of 
these
nutrients

5. Quick 
Guide for % 
Daily Value: 
5% or less is 
low and 20% 
or more is 
high



♥ Body Mass Index, or BMI for the general population. 
♥ If your BMI is higher than 25, you need to bring that number down. 

♥ BMI >25 (overweight)

♥ BMI >30 (obese) 

♥ Waist Circumference
♥ Men <40 inches

♥ Women <35 inches

♥ Losing weight means changing the balance of calories in to 
calories out (e.g. portions, cutting particular foods from our diet).

♥ It is also important to participate in regular physical activity. 
To lose weight, requires 60-90 minute of daily exercise.  

4. Keep a Healthy Weight



♥ Blood pressure is a measure of how easy or difficult it is for 
blood to be pumped by your heart through your body.

♥ High blood pressure, or hypertension, occurs when the heart 
has to pump harder to get the blood to go through the vessels.

♥ Many people do not have any symptoms when their blood 
pressure is high;“Silent Killer”.

♥ You can make healthy choices:
♥ Keeping your weight healthy
♥ Eating a heart-healthy diet with lower levels of sodium, alcohol
♥ Getting enough regular physical activity, stress reduction & relaxation

5. Keep Your Blood Pressure Healthy



♥ Blood pressure is measured using two numbers. 
♥ The first number (systolic) represents the pressure in your blood vessels when 

your heart beats. 

♥ The second number (diastolic) represents the pressure in your vessels when 
your heart rests between beats. 

♥ If the measurement is 120 systolic and 80 diastolic, you would say 
“120 over 80” or write it as “120/80 mmHg.”

♥ Blood Pressure Categories
♥ Normal < 120/80 mmHg

♥ Elevated 120-129/<80

♥ Stage 1 Hypertension 130-139/80-89

♥ Stage 2 Hypertension >140/90

Measuring Blood Pressure



♥ Everyone has cholesterol.
♥Cholesterol is a waxy substance in your bloodstream and 

cells that is necessary for your body to function properly. 

♥ Some cholesterol is important for good health.
♥Too much cholesterol in your blood is not good for your 

body, your brain or your heart.

♥ When too much cholesterol circulates in the blood.
♥It can slowly build up inside the walls of your arteries, 

make them less flexible and put you at risk for 
cardiovascular disease. 

6. Keep Your Cholesterol Levels Under Control



Keep Your Cholesterol Levels Under Control
♥ There are 2 types of cholesterol  

♥ LDL Cholesterol – Low Density Lipoproteins aka bad cholesterol 

♥ HDL Cholesterol – High Density Lipoproteins aka good cholesterol

♥ About 25% of cholesterol comes directly from what you eat, so 
we have a lot of control of those numbers. 

♥ The aim is to have Low LDL’s, Low Triglycerides and High HDL’s.
– LDL <100 mg/dL
– HDL

• Men >50 mg/dL
• Women >60 mg/dL

– Total Cholesterol < 200 mg/dL
– Triglycerides <150 mg/dL



♥ When you consume foods and beverages that contain 
carbohydrates, the digestive system breaks down the 
carbohydrates into sugar for energy. 

♥ Refined goods (aka simple carbohydrates) high in added sugar are typically 
quickly digested and delivered to the bloodstream as sugar. For example, 
white bread, white rice, donuts, alcohol in excess.

♥ The body has problems either using or making a hormone called insulin to 
regulate our blood sugar levels.

7. Keep Your Blood Sugar Healthy



Keep Your Blood Sugar Healthy

♥ If your blood sugar goes high too often
♥ It can overwork the body’s ability to keep your blood sugar in healthy 

ranges.  If this happens, you become more likely to
♥ Encourage the growth of plaque in your arteries
♥ Develop pre-diabetes or diabetes

♥ The body has problems either using or making a hormone called insulin to 
regulate our blood sugar levels

Diabetes Defined by:
♥ Fasting blood sugar ≥ 126 mg/dL
♥ Hemoglobin A1c ≥ 6.5%
♥ Random blood sugar ≥ 200 mg/dL with symptoms



♥ Know the Symptoms of a 
Heart Attack

♥ Typical (Male>>Female)
♥ Atypical (Female>>Male)

♥ Know Risk Factors

♥ Traditional 
♥ Female-specific
♥ Non-conventional

Ways to Prevent Heart Disease 

♥ Live a Healthy Lifestyle 
♥150 min/week of mod-intensity activity
♥ Heart healthy PLANT-BASED diet
♥ Avoid cigarettes, excess alcohol 

♥ Reduce Stress
♥ Practice mindfulness
♥ Proper sleep hygiene 



♥ Know your numbers (ensure Optimal) 
♥BP <120/80

♥Cholesterol Levels:
♥Total Cholesterol <200 mg/dL
♥ LDL <100 mg/dL
♥ HDL >50 mg/dL males or > 60 mg/dL females
♥TG <150 mg/dL

♥BMI <25 kg/m2
♥Waist circumference

♥ <40 inches male 
♥<35 inches female

♥Blood Sugar:
♥Fasting glucose levels <100 mg/dL
♥HbA1c <5.7% 

Ways to Prevent Heart Disease 



♥See your physician at least once a year:
♥History/Physical

♥Risk Assessment Tools

♥Imaging (e.g. calcium score)

Ways to Prevent Heart Disease 



Should You Have a Coronary Artery Calcium 
Score Checked?
Coronary artery calcium (CAC) 
scoring is a test that measures the 
amount of calcium in the walls of 
heart arteries.  Deposits of calcium in 
the heart arteries are concerning for 
buildup of plaque, making heart 
attack of stroke more likely.

CAC is one way to estimate 
someone’s risk of developing heart 
disease, but CAC is not indicated for 
everyone. 



CAC Scoring is Helpful if You are at Intermediate Risk



What should the approach be in WOMEN?



What Should the Approach be?

Assess 
ASCVD Risk

- Include FHx
- Consider CACS; 
MESA Risk Score

Screen for Sex-Specific RF
- Adverse Pregnancy 
Outcomes
-PCOS
-HRT, IVF, Menopause, 
Functional hypothalamic 
amenorrhea

Assess Women 
Predominant 

Conditions
-SLE/RA
- Breast Ca/Chemo/XRT
-Anxiety, Depression
- Once IHD diagnosed, 
consider SCAD, MVD, 
TCM

Personalize 
for Patient



Clinical
• A dedicated expert to help provide insight into rare, female predominant 

conditions and best management/practice (second opinion)
• A centralized focus to point out and improve gaps in care and need for 

specialized care in women’s health.
• A specialized program created to push for collaboration and 

interconnection with other specialties
• Cardio-oncology, Cardio-rheumatology, Cardiac rehab, Maternal 

Heart Team

Research
• Gender specific research studies
• Increase enrollment of women in research

Community Partnership
• Partner with national organizations to increase awareness

Education and Health Literacy
• Women specific education materials
• Community outreach and heart health screenings throughout the year

The Dignity Health Women’s Heart Health Program provides personalized care for the prevention, 
early detection and treatment of cardiovascular disease in women. 

Women’s Heart Health Program



Yoga of the Heart
Brought to you by the Women’s Heart Health 
Program of Dignity Health

Every Tuesday | 12:00 -12:45 PM MST

Complimentary Zoom class with Lindsey 
Robertson, CCCE, CPFE

Learning stress management and body 
awareness is beneficial. If you are a woman 
with or at risk for heart disease, join us. 
Learn about the scientific benefits of yoga: 
• For the mind
• For the body
• For the heart

For more information and to RSVP, please 
contact 
Lindsey.Robertson@DignityHealth.org 



The Dignity Health
East Valley WomenHeart Support Group

♥ Monthly patient-led meetings to provide 
support to women with or at risk for 
cardiovascular disease..

♥ Volunteers provide support through for 
in-hospital visits.

♥ Works closely with cardiac rehab to 
provide psychosocial support. 

♥ If interested in enrolling your patient or 
obtaining more information.

Call 480-728-5414 
to speak with our coordinator



♥ Cardiovascular disease is the leading cause of death across 
the world. 

♥ Cardiovascular disease is largely preventable 80% of the time.

♥ Know your risk factors and manage them.
♥ Understand the symptoms. 
♥ Work on the Life’s Simple 7 + Stress.

Conclusions



Thank You.

For more information about women and 
heart health or to request a speaker,
Call: 602.406.3929.

Questions?
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