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WOMEN AND HEART DISEASE: A NEGLECTED EPIDEMIC 

Heart disease is the leading cause of hospitalization and death among midlife and older women. While many of the risk factors associated with this deadly disease are controllable, the condition is often diagnosed late, and many women are unaware of its symptoms and warning signs. Delayed diagnosis and treatment unnecessarily increase morbidity and mortality rates among women, especially African American women.
OWL's goal is to make certain that every woman, every health care professional, every caregiver and every policymaker is aware of the serious threat posed by hear disease to midlife and older women and to motivate them to take action to prevent and treat this disease.
What is Heart Disease?
Heart disease, or cardiovascular disease, is a condition in which insufficient amounts of oxygen rich blood flow to your heart, causing the heart muscle to deteriorate and die. The usual cause of this condition is a blockage in the coronary arteries, due to an accumulation of a fatty substance called cholesterol.
Heart Disease is a Special Threat To Women:
About 6.7 million American women have heart disease.
  Heart disease is the leading cause of hospitalization and death among midlife and older women. The condition increases with age and is more widespread among African-American women than among white women. 
· One in fourteen women between the ages of 45 and 64 has some form of heart disease.

· One in seven women age 65 and older has heart disease. 

· Heart disease is the number one killer of women in the U.S. 

· Heart disease is responsible for nearly one third of women’s deaths in the U.S.

Am I At Risk?
Although this list of risk factors does not identify everyone with heart disease, the list can alert you to the possibility of the disease:
· A family history of heart disease 

· Smoking, particularly when combined with the use of oral contraceptives 

· High blood cholesterol level, defined as above 200 mg/dl. A blood cholesterol level of 240 mg/dl or higher may be a warning sign 
· Weight 30 percent higher than the ideal or recommended weight for your height, especially if you are physically inactive 

· Chest pain, breathlessness when lying down, swollen feet, ankles, or legs are all symptoms of heart disease and should be immediately investigated by a health care provider 
How Is Heart Disease Diagnosed?
When heart disease is suspected, your healthcare provider should conduct a thorough physical examination, listen carefully to your heart, and take a chest x-ray. The next step is an electrocardiogram (EKG or EEG). When heart failure is suspected, echocardiography uses sound waves to make images of your heart and its chambers. In addition to that non-invasive test, radionuclide ventriculography tracks how low doses of an injected radioactive substance travels through the heart. If you have chest pain due to a blockage in the coronary arteries, cardiac angiography is used to pinpoint exactly where the blockage is.
If I Am At Risk, Or Have Heart Disease, What Can I Do?
Take responsibility for your health care. By strictly following medical orders and changing your life style, you can decrease your health risks and the possibility of further deterioration.
· If you are overweight, and/or inactive, switch to a low fat, low or no salt diet, and sharply increase the amount of whole grains, fresh leafy vegetables and fresh fruits in your diet. 

· If you smoke, stop immediately 

· Exercise daily. Take a brisk walk, ride a bicycle, or swim--with your doctor's permission. 

· If reducing or eliminating alcohol from your diet is recommended, do it. 

· Take all prescribed medication exactly as ordered, and be certain to report any adverse effects immediately. 

Know the warning signs of heart attack and seek immediate medical attention if you experience any of them. Remember, your doctor can't prevent the onset of heart disease or cure it without your active participation and help. 
How Can I Get Involved?
Take responsibility for your own health Heart disease challenges women of every age to learn about the risks of heart disease and to adopt a healthy lifestyle. Educate yourself and the younger women in your life, read up on the subject, ask questions of your healthcare provider, and demand the appropriate diagnosis and treatment you and those in your care need. You can help establish public education programs, fight for the research dollars needed to prevent and cure this disease, and insist that local, state, and federal health programs be targeted to the prevention, diagnosis and treatment of heart disease in women.
And...You can join OWL. OWL is a national organization dedicated to achieving economic, political and social equity for midlife and older women through education, research and advocacy. Osteoporosis education and advocacy is a major health care priority for the organization. Contact us for current information on policy initiatives and program suggestions for local communities, as well as for our publication, Heart Disease: A Neglected Epidemic. 
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