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Because Her Heart  

Matters Too 
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To provide leadership in the development, implementation and evaluation of 

cardiovascular prevention and management strategies to improve women’s 

cardiovascular health. 
 

OUR VISION 
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ADVOCACY 

Transforming public attitudes through educating, empowering and 

supporting individuals and communities 
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Any information provided in this presentation by your women's heart 

health advocate should not be considered medical advice and is not 

intended as a substitute for medical professional help, advice, diagnosis 

or treatment. Always seek the advice of your physician or other 

qualified healthcare provider with any questions you have regarding 

your medical care.  

 

The views and testimonials expressed by a women's heart health 

advocate or any other participant are his/her personal views and the 

University of Ottawa Heart Institute does not guarantee the accuracy or 

appropriateness of the opinions or advice expressed by women's heart 

health advocates. 

DISCLAIMER 



Copyright © University of Ottawa Heart Institute Yourheart.ca 

LEARNING  OBJECTIVES 

At the end of this session you will be able to: 
 

1. Describe what heart disease is. 

2. Describe how heart disease is different in women, 

including signs and symptoms. 

3. Explain the risks for heart disease. 

4. Describe how you can take heart health action. 

5. Discuss tips for talking with your health care providers. 

6. List key messages. 
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LEARNING OBJECTIVE #1 

 

What is Heart Disease? 
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• Also known as cardiovascular disease  

• A general term for a variety of conditions 

that affect the heart and blood vessels.  

• Can lead to heart attack and even death 

• First cause of death worldwide 

• Second leading cause of death in Canada 

What is Heart Disease? 



Copyright © University of Ottawa Heart Institute Yourheart.ca 

LEARNING OBJECTIVE #2 

 

 

Are Women’s Hearts Really That Different? 

How is heart disease different in women?  

What are the signs and symptoms? 
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• Heart disease claims the life of 1 in 3 women. 

• One Canadian woman dies from heart disease every 20 

minutes. 

• Heart disease is the leading cause of premature death in 

Canadian women. 

• Heart disease kills 5x as many women as breast cancer. 

• Heart events are increasing among women 35-55 years. 

• 1/3 of women who have heart disease try to resume their 

pre-diagnosis lifestyles. But heart disease is a condition 

that requires lifelong management.  

HEART DISEASE  

IN WOMEN  

Important facts:  
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A male and female heart look the same overall, but... 

 

 
• women’s hearts are smaller 

• women’s hearts beat faster 

• women’s coronary arteries are smaller  

• women’s plaque build up is different 

• women’s hearts are affected by 

hormonal changes 

 

HEART DISEASE  

IN WOMEN  

As a result, some risk factors are unique  

to each men and women 
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When it comes to heart 

disease, women are … 

 Under-researched 

 Under-diagnosed  

 Under-treated 

 Under-supported 

 Under-aware 

 

HEART DISEASE  

IN WOMEN  

Source: Heart and Stroke Report, February, 2018 

https://www.heartandstroke.ca/-/media/pdf-files/canada/2018-heart-month/hs_2018-heart-report_en.ashx
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UNDER-RESEARCHED 

WHY? 

 

• Safety concerns  

• Hormone fluctuations 

• Lack of participation 

 

Source: Heart and Stroke Report, February 2018 

https://www.heartandstroke.ca/-/media/pdf-files/canada/2018-heart-month/hs_2018-heart-report_en.ashx
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UNDER-DIAGNOSED 

WHY? 
Women delay seeking help due to fear, 

embarrassment, living alone, not wanting to 

bother anyone, or misinterpretation of signs 

and symptoms 

 

Every minute counts.  
Getting treatment as fast as possible is critical 

to survival and to minimize damage. 

Women are slow to identify the 

signs and symptoms of a heart 

event 

Early heart attack signs are 

missed in 78% of women.  
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UNDER-DIAGNOSED 

Common Signs & Symptoms in Women  
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Uncommon Signs & Symptoms in Women 

UNDER-DIAGNOSED 
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UNDER-TREATED 

  

There has been lots of evidence of sex disparities in the past 10 years. 

 

The risk of heart disease in women is often underestimated and  there are 

notable differences  in the identification, treatment and outcomes for 

heart disease in women.  

 

That is due to… 

1-Lack of public and professional awareness of women’s coronary risk;  

2-Knowledge gaps regarding women’s symptom presentation, optimal 

screening, and diagnostic procedures;  

3-Sex disparities contribute to  adverse coronary outcomes for women; 

 

So ….Women are under-studied, under-diagnosed, and under-treated 

leading to multiple sex disparities. 
 



Copyright © University of Ottawa Heart Institute Yourheart.ca 

UNDER-SUPPORTED 

After a heart disease diagnosis,  

women are 50% less likely  

to participate in cardiac 

rehabilitation. 

 

WHY? 

 
Lack of physician referral 

Physical and psychosocial barriers  

Putting herself last. 
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UNDER-AWARE 

• Substantial gaps in women’s 

knowledge of heart disease.  

• Disconnect between perceived and 

actual risk of heart disease 

• Perceived: your own perceptions 

of your personal risk 

• Actual: Determined by 

measurable risk factors and health 

behaviours 

• Women’s understanding and 

awareness of their own risk status is 

less than optimal. 
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LEARNING OBJECTIVES #3  

 

 

What are the risk factors for heart disease? 

What can you do for your heart health? 
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ARE YOU AT RISK? 

Create good 

habits in 

childhood. 

• Healthy 

eating 

• Physical 

activity 

Know your 

Family History. 

• Certain ovarian 

conditions can 

increase risk.  

Complications 

increase risk. 

• Premature 

delivery 

• High BP 

• Diabetes 

Premature 

menopause 

increases risk of 

heart disease by 

50%. 

 

Cholesterol 

levels worsen 

after 

menopause 
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UNDERSTAND 
Awareness of 

CVD risk 

Personalization 

of Risk 

Actions to 

Lower Risk 

Improved 

cardiovascular 

health 

KNOW | UNDERSTAND | ACT 

You can change destiny by modifying your risks 
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Reducing risk factors 

before a first heart 

disease event would 

prevent or postpone 33% 

of all deaths. 

 

Managing risk factors 

after a heart event can  

reduce mortality by 25% 

PRIMARY PREVENTION 
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RISK FACTORS  

WE CANNOT CHANGE  

Ethnicity 

Sex 

Family 

History 

Age 
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High Blood Pressure High Cholesterol 

Psychosocial 

Factors 

Overweight / 

Obesity 

Smoking 

Diabetes 

RISK FACTORS  

WE CAN CHANGE  

Know your numbers and talk to your physician 
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ARE YOU AT RISK? 

Source: Adapted from Heart Disease Risk Factor “Multiplier Effect” in Midlife Women. National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute (2006) 
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How can you take heart health action? 

LEARNING OBJECTIVES #4  
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TAKING HEART ACTION 

 

• It’s never too late for change. If you have risk factors, start 

taking action to manage them.  

 

• Take it one step at a time. Small changes add up. Set realistic 

goals. 

 

• Reward your successes! 
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LEARNING  OBJECTIVE #5  

 

 

Talking With Health Care Providers 
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TALKING WITH   

HEALTH CARE PROVIDERS 

Prepare for your visit. Make a list of the health concerns you want to talk 

about. Keep in mind that you might only have time to talk about one thing, 

so tell your doctor about your most important concern first. 

 

Know your medicines. Bring a list of your medicines. Many people see 

more than one doctor. Having a list of the medicines you’re taking can help 

you and your doctor make decisions about your treatment.  

 

Use the Ask Me 3 questions Approach:  

1. What is my main health problem?  

2. What do I need to do?  

3. Why is it important for me to do this?  

 

Take notes. Write down the things you talk about, and the decisions you 

make with your health care team. This will help you remember what you 

decided, and what you need to do.  
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Take someone with you. Bring a trusted friend or a member of your family 

to help you at your visits. He or she can help take notes and ask questions.  

 

 

Ask for definitions. It’s okay to say you don’t understand. Health 

information that’s new can be confusing. If someone on your health care 

team uses terms you don’t understand, ask him or her to explain again, in 

plain language.  

 

Recap. At the end of your appointment, tell your doctor or nurse what you 

plan to do and when and how you’ll do it.  

 

Follow-up. If you get home and still have questions, call or send an e-mail 

message to your health care team.  

TALKING WITH  

HEALTH CARE PROVIDERS 
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LEARNING  OBJECTIVE #6  

 

 

Key Messages from today 
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• Start the conversation! 

 

• There is a need to increase the awareness and 

recognition that women are at a significant risk of 

heart disease. 

 

• Low levels of heart health knowledge and high levels 

of unhealthy behaviors put women at risk. 

 

KEY MESSAGES 
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• Volunteer for research studies. We need to better 

understand how heart disease is different in women. Research 

informs evidence for clinical practice. 

 

• When in doubt, check it out! Call 911 or seek immediate 

medical care if you think you are having any possible heart 

related symptoms. 

 

• Demand that cardiac issues be ruled out. 

 

KEY MESSAGES 
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• This is a ‘now’ problem. Heart disease is the #1 killer of 

women and it affects women of all ages. 

 

• Heart disease is largely preventable. 80% of risk are within 

your control! 

 

• Be your own advocate. Seek out information and ask 

questions. 

 

• Talk to your health care providers about your health status 

and what can be done to make improvements. 
 

 

KEY MESSAGES 
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When women are valued and well, families, 

children and communities benefit. 

KEY MESSAGES 
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yourheart.ca 

QUESTIONS? 


