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Women and Heart Disease



You might be surprised to read that the number one killer of women in the 

UK is heart disease. In fact, coronary heart disease kills more than twice as 

many women as breast cancer and there are currently more than 3.5 million 

women in the UK living with heart disease, according to research by the 

British Heart Foundation 

The gaps in understanding about how cardiovascular disease affects 

women are putting lives at risk, and leading heart experts are calling for 

greater action and investment to improve access, quality and equity in 

women’s heart health.

This feature will examine in more detail why there is a ‘gender gap’ and raise 

awareness of the risks that face women.

My New Self – women and heart disease



The British Heart Foundation produced a research report Bias and Biology 

which produced some startling findings. 

• women are less likely to recognise symptoms of a heart attack than men

• a woman is 50% more likely than a man to receive the wrong diagnosis

• women are less likely than men to receive lifesaving treatments

• women are less likely to be given medicine to stop a second heart attack

Even though heart attacks are now treatable and no longer a death 

sentence, more than 8,000 women died between 2002 and 2013 in England 

and Wales, needlessly, because they did not receive the same standard of 

care as men. Inequalities at every stage lead to women being diagnosed late 

and not getting the prompt treatment and aftercare they need to survive a 

heart attack.

Gender inequality 



Certain female-specific factors increase the risk of heart disease, such as 
early menstruation; early menopause (before age 40); hormone imbalances 

that result in irregular ovulation, e.g. polycystic ovary syndrome (PCOS), or 

unpredictable cycles.

After reaching menopause, women’s risk of heart disease increases 

substantially. Possibly because the lower levels of the hormone oestrogen 

may provide less protection from heart disease. 

Oral contraceptives increase the risk of heart disease in women who smoke, 

and hormone replacement therapy, which is now understood does not 

reduce the risk of heart disease in women who already suffer from it, may 

also raise the risk of heart attacks and blood clots.

Other risk factors include suffering from inflammatory and autoimmune 
disorders, such as rheumatoid arthritis or depression and anxiety – all of 

which affect women disproportionately– and risks related to treatment for 

various cancers that are more prevalent in women, such as breast, uterine or 

ovarian cancer, some of which may harm the heart.

Female-specific risk factors



The risk factors for heart attack are well understood; high blood pressure, 

high cholesterol levels, a family history of coronary heart disease, smoking, 

obesity and diabetes.

Women who have similar risk factors to men may have a greater chance of 

developing coronary heart disease. 

Women’s lack of awareness of this so-called ‘excess risk’, combined with 

a low uptake of health checks, means that women may be dramatically 

underestimating their risk of a heart attack. Women who have established 

coronary heart disease are less likely than men to reduce the chances of a 

second heart attack by managing their risk factors.

While there is no one cause of heart disease, there are several things a 

woman can do to reduce the risk. Making a few simple lifestyle changes, 

such as eating a healthier diet, not smoking and drinking in moderation, 

checking blood pressure and cholesterol regularly and participating in 

regular physical activity, can help every woman reduce and manage their 

risk.

Main risk factors

Awareness



It’s important to be aware of heart disease and heart attack symptoms. 

These can present themselves differently in women than in men, which can 

lead to a delay in seeking medical help.

Men often experience central chest pain when having a heart attack, but 

women commonly interpret this pain as indigestion simply because they do 

not expect a heart attack. 

The British Heart Foundation lists the following as signs and symptoms of a 

heart attack in women:

• chest pain or discomfort that happens suddenly and persists, like pressure, 

 tightness or squeezing

• pain can then spread to the left or right arm or the neck, jaw, back or 

 stomach 

• sickness, sweating, light-headedness or shortness of breath

• sudden anxiety similar to that of a panic attack

• excessive coughing or wheezing

Being more aware and informed about the symptoms of heart attacks and 

your risk factors for heart disease can help women to prevent serious illness, 

and possible fatality.

Spot the symptoms



Managing one serious condition is challenging, but dealing with two can be 

overwhelming. Many people will feel isolated and overwhelmed. Everyone is 

different and will respond to treatments in different ways. It’s easy to become 

discouraged if, for example, you find it hard to lose weight quickly.  

At Dorset Cardiologist Practice our consultant cardiologist and 

interventionist, Dr Edney Boston-Griffiths has over 10+ years of training and 
clinical experience in the field of interventional cardiology, which has driven 
his focus on coronary risk and prevention – encouraging holistic physical and 

mental wellbeing – as well as treatment. 

My New Self will offer alternative therapies that have a strong evidence 

base to show that they improve heart health, alongside our clinical services. 

We’re combining the best of both, to suit the individual and support them 

to lead healthier and happier lives.

Please stay in touch or contact us if you would like to find out more.

How My New Self can help

Dr Edney Boston-Griffiths  MB BS MD MRCP



t: 07557 376983 (secretary – Georgina Jessup)

e: info@dorsetcardiologypractice.com

dorsetcardiologypractice.com
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