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Re cently we had a fe male pa tient in her early 60s who su� ered a heart at tack and for tu nately
sur vived it. All the time, she had been ac com pa ny ing her hus band to reg u lar check-ups on his
heart prob lem, without re al iz ing she her self was a walk ing time bomb.

She has been a smoker most of her adult life. She has a strong fam ily his tory of car dio vas cu lar
dis ease (CVD), with two male sib lings un der go ing heart by pass surgery in their early 50s.
Her blood pres sure (BP) went on up ward trend af ter menopause, with high choles terol lev els.
She showed no symp toms so she thought she was just �ne, un til she woke up in the mid dle of
the night with se vere chest tight ness and short ness of breath.
She was rushed to the hos pi tal, had an im me di ate de clog ging of the heart artery through an gio -
plasty, and a small sca� old ing-like metal called stent was in serted to keep the cul prit coro nary
artery patent.
The same story hap pens so many times. Wife is so con cerned about her hus band with a heart
prob lem and she ne glects to have her self checked, or make sure that her life style is not con -
ducive to de velop CVD.
Be fore menopause, women are pro tected by es tro gen, the fe male re pro duc tive hor mone. This
hor mone has been shown to have a ben e � cial or car dio pro tec tive e� ect on the in ner layer of
artery wall called en dothe lium.
Af ter age 50
En dothe lial dys func tion trig gers the start of the ath er o scle ro sis, which is the pro gres sive nar -
row ing of the artery. Es tro gen pre vents en dothe lial dys func tion, and helps main tain the �ex i bil -
ity of the blood ves sels.
Flex i ble ar ter ies can re lax and ex pand to ac com mo date more blood and en hance the blood �ow
or cir cu la tion.
The on set of menopause is usu ally af ter the age of 50 (52 to 54 years of age on av er age). There
are some who ex pe ri ence early menopause, sig naled by the ces sa tion of the monthly pe riod at a
much ear lier age, even be fore age 40.
Af ter menopause, es tro gen de creases sig ni�  cantly and the heart pro tec tion is al most com pletely
gone around eight to 10 years af ter menopause. This is usu ally when women are in their late 50s
or early 60s.
Hence, the risk of de vel op ing a stroke, or heart at tack, may in crease and be come higher in
women com pared to men at this age.
For those who have menopause at an early age, the in crease in car dio vas cu lar risk may oc cur at a
much ear lier age, when the women are just in their late 40s or early 50s.
Ovar ian fail ure
The com mon cause is pre ma ture ovar ian fail ure, but it may also be caused by dam age to the
ovaries as a re sult of can cer ther apy and/or ra di a tion treat ments.
Another cause could be sur gi cal re moval of the ovaries if tu mors in the fe male re pro duc tive or -
gans are di ag nosed at a younger age.
The symp toms of pre ma ture menopause are pretty much the same as reg u lar menopause, and
in clude hot �ashes, emo tional in sta bil ity or mood swing, vagi nal dry ness, de creased mem ory or
com pre hen sion, de creased li bido or sex drive, and in som nia.
We have to clar ify that menopause, by it self, does not cause CVD. It’s just that the lev els of the
heart-pro tec tive fe male hor mones, par tic u larly es tro gen, de crease, and risk fac tors in crease
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around the time of menopause.
These are in creas ing BP, high LDL (bad choles terol) level, and low HDL (good choles terol level.
The triglyc eride level, another bad type of fat, also in creases af ter menopause.
A reck less life style in the form of a high-carb and high-fat diet, be ing seden tary, smok ing, and
other un healthy prac tices —which women could have ear lier in life—starts to take its toll af ter
menopause.
Guide lines from var i ous heart associations re mind women to re ally take stock of their health
when they’re reach- ing menopause, so they can avert se ri ous com pli ca tions.
Since the car dio vas cu lar risk in women peaks around eight to 10 years af ter the on set of
menopause, women who are at high risk could be iden ti �ed so that they could be treated more
ag gres sively and mon i tored closely, pre vent ing the com pli ca tions which could oc cur years later.
A re cently pub lished study sug gests that a rel a tively higher level of the male hor mone called an -
dro gen or testos terone in post menopausal women is as so ci ated with in creased risks of car dio -
vas cu lar com pli ca tions.
The study, pub lished in the Jour nal of the Amer i can Col lege of Car di ol ogy, fol lowed up 2,800
post menopausal women ini tially free of CVD. The women had their sex hor mone lev els mea -
sured at base line.
The re searchers re ported that dur ing an av er age of 12year fol low-up, CVD was di ag nosed in 283
par tic i pants, plus clog ging of the heart ar ter ies (coro nary heart dis ease or CHD) in 171, and heart
fail ure in 103.
Ad just ments were made to dis count the e� ect of con ven tional risk fac tors and hor mone ther apy.
The fol low ing �nd ings were re ported:
Male hor mone
Higher to tal testos terone (male hor mone)/estra diol ra tio was linked with sig ni�  cantly in creased
risks for all car dio vas cu lar out comes.
Higher to tal testos terone ap peared to sig ni�  cantly in crease risks for CVD and CHD.
Higher estra diol (fe male hor mone) was as so ci ated with sig ni�  cantly lower CHD risk, rea� rm -
ing its heart pro tec tive e� ect.
Does this study sug gest that we should give post menopausal women es tro gen hor mone ther apy
to pre vent CVD or CHD?
I don’t think there’s good data to sup port that rec om men da tion. There are also po ten tial com -
pli ca tions of ag gres sive hor mone ther apy which doc tors are wary about.
The im por tance of this study is that we could iden tify the post-menopausal women who are at
risk of su� er ing po ten tially se ri ous car dio vas cu lar com pli ca tions, and im ple ment risk-re duc ing
strate gies such as end to smok ing, reg u lar ex er cise and bal anced diet.
Which type of diet is re ally good re mains a big is sue, in view of var i ous fad di ets claim ing car dio -
vas cu lar ben e �ts.
The Amer i can Heart As so ci a tion and Philip pine Heart As so ci a tion rec om mend eat ing a bal anced
diet con sist ing of: fruits, veg eta bles, whole grains, low-fat dairy prod ucts, poul try, �sh and
nuts, with less red meat and min i mal sug ary foods and bev er ages.
Aside from a healthy diet and life style, ad e quate con trol of el e vated BP is rec om mended; as well
as the use of car dio pro tec tive drugs like statins even if the choles terol lev els are not that high.
The im por tant thing, too, is to get rid of the mis con cep tion that only men are vul ner a ble to heart
dis ease, and women are spared from them.
A change of this wrong mind set is nec es sary so that the beloved women in our lives are not de -
prived of the med i cal care and at ten tion they need to pre vent heart at tack, stroke and other car -
dio vas cu lar com pli ca tions.
High testos terone level could in di cate high risk


