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When you hear the term “heart disease,” what is your first 
reaction? Like many women, you may think, “That’s a 

man’s disease.” But here’s The Heart Truth: Heart disease 

is the #1 killer of women in the United States. It is also a 

leading cause of disability among women. If you’ve got a 

heart, heart disease could be your problem. 

The good news: Heart disease is a problem you can do 

something about. This fact sheet will help you find out your 
personal risk of heart disease. Then, it will show you how 

you can take steps to improve your heart health and 

reduce your chances of developing heart disease. 

WHAT IS HEART DISEASE? 

Coronary heart disease is the most common form of heart 
disease. Usually referred to simply as “heart disease,” it is 

a disorder of the blood vessels of the heart that can lead to 

a heart attack. A heart attack happens when an artery 

becomes blocked, preventing oxygen and nutrients from 

getting to the heart. 

It is important to realize that heart disease is a lifelong 

condition—once you get it, you’ll always have it. What’s 

more, the condition of your blood vessels will steadily 

worsen unless you make changes in your daily habits. 
That’s why it is so vital to take action now to prevent this 

disease. 

Risk Factors for Heart Disease 

Why does your lifestyle matter? It affects many of the “risk 

factors” for heart disease. Risk factors are conditions or 

habits that increase the chances of developing a disease or 
having it worsen. There are two types of heart disease risk 

factors—those you can’t change and those you can control. 
One risk factor that cannot be changed is a family history 

of early heart disease. Also, for women, age becomes a 

risk factor at 55. That’s because, after menopause, women 

are more apt to get heart disease. In part, this occurs 

because a woman’s production of estrogen drops. Also, 
middle age is a time when women tend to develop other 
risk factors for heart disease. 

But many heart disease risk factors can be controlled by 

making changes in your lifestyle and, in some cases, by 

taking medication. (For more on how to reduce risk factors, 
see “Taking Action.”) Risk factors that you can control 
include: 

Smoking. Cigarette smoking greatly increases the risk of 
heart attack and stroke, as well as lung cancer and other 
serious diseases. There is simply no safe way to smoke. But 
the rewards of quitting are enormous. Just 1 year after you 

stop smoking, your heart disease risk will drop by more 

than half. 

High Blood Pressure. High blood pressure can lead to 

heart disease, stroke, congestive heart failure, and kidney 

disease. Usually, blood pressure is expressed as two 

numbers, such as 120/80 mmHg (millimeters of mercury). 
Blood pressure is considered “high” when it is 140/90 or 
above. But even prehypertension (120­139 over 80­89) 
raises your risk of heart disease. 
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