
We’re Heart Healthy @ CPEC 
Heart Disease Statistics at a Glance 

Since its inception, the American Heart 
Association (AHA) has lead efforts in research, 
prevention and treatment of heart disease, 
providing knowledge-based solutions for people of 
all ages. 

These statistics are used by health researchers, 
clinicians, healthcare policy makers, media 
professionals and consumers, serving as a major 
source for monitoring the cardiovascular health of 
the wider population. Here are some of the latest 
findings. 

General statistics 

• Cardiovascular diseases and stroke cause 1 in 3 women’s deaths each year, killing approximately one 
woman every 80 seconds. 

• An estimated 44 million women in the U.S. are affected by cardiovascular diseases. 
• 90% of women have one or more risk factors for heart disease or stroke. 
• Women have a higher lifetime risk of stroke than men. 
• 80% of heart disease and stroke events may be prevented by lifestyle changes and education 
• Fewer women than men survive their first heart attack. 
• The symptoms of heart attack can be different in women vs. men, and are often misunderstood – even 

by some physicians. 
• Women who are involved with the Go Red For Women movement live healthier lives. 
• When you get involved in supporting Go Red For Women by advocating, fundraising and sharing your 

story, more lives are saved. 

Hispanic women 

• Hispanic women are likely to develop heart disease 10 years earlier than Caucasian women. 
• Cardiovascular diseases are the leading cause of death for Hispanic women, killing nearly 21,000 

annually. 
• Only 34% of Hispanic women know that heart disease is their greatest health risk. 
• Hispanic women are least likely to have a usual source of health medical care and only 1 in 8 say that 

their doctor has ever discussed their risk for heart disease. 

African American women 

• Cardiovascular diseases are the leading cause of death for African-American women, killing over 48,000 
annually. 

• Only 36% of African American women know that heart disease is their greatest health risk. 
• Of African-American women ages 20 and older, 48.3% have cardiovascular disease. Yet, only 14% believe 

that cardiovascular disease is their greatest health problem. 
• Only about 50% of African-American women are aware of the signs and symptoms of a heart attack. 



Common Myths about Heart Disease 

 “It’s a man’s disease.” “But I’m too young.” “Breast cancer 
is the real threat.” If you’ve heard or said any of this 
before, you’re not alone. 

The real fact is, relying on these false assumptions can 
cost you your life. And for 19-year-old Regan Judd, it 
nearly did. “I kept thinking of my grandpa. But he was 
so much older than me that I just couldn’t grasp it.” 

Who could blame her? The last thing a young, energetic 
college athlete has on her mind is contemplating open-heart surgery. But, a combination of family history 
and a heart murmur since birth meant a diagnosis of heart disease, despite her youth and active lifestyle. 

It’s time to set the record straight and start thinking of this as a disease that doesn’t spare woman and 
children. Your health is non-negotiable; we need to separate fact from fiction so that together, we can stop 
this killer once and for all. 

Myth: Heart disease is for men, and cancer is the real threat for women 

Fact: Heart disease is a killer that strikes more women than men, and is more deadly than all forms of 
cancer combined. While one in 31 American women dies from breast cancer each year, heart disease claims 
the lives of one in three. That’s roughly one death each minute. 

Myth: Heart disease is for old people 

Fact: Heart disease affects women of all ages.  For younger women, the combination of birth control pills 
and smoking boosts heart disease risks by 20 percent. And while the risks do increase with age, things like 
overeating and a sedentary lifestyle can cause plaque to accumulate and lead to clogged arteries later in life. 
But even if you lead a completely healthy lifestyle, being born with an underlying heart condition can be a 
risk factor. 

Myth: Heart disease doesn’t affect women who are fit 

Fact: Even if you’re a yoga-loving, marathon-running workout fiend, your risk for heart disease isn’t 
completely eliminated. Factors like cholesterol, eating habits and smoking can counterbalance your other 
healthy habits. You can be thin and have high cholesterol. The American Heart Association recommends 
you start getting your cholesterol checked at age 20, or earlier, if your family has a history of heart disease. 
And while you’re at it, be sure to keep an eye on your blood pressure at your next check-up. 

Myth: I don’t have any symptoms 

Fact: Sixty-four percent of women who die suddenly of coronary heart disease had no previous symptoms. 
Because these symptoms vary greatly between men and women, they’re often misunderstood. Media has 
conditioned us to believe that the telltale sign of a heart attack is extreme chest pain. But in reality, women 
are somewhat more likely to experience shortness of breath, nausea/vomiting and back or jaw pain. Other 
symptoms women should look out for are dizziness, lightheadedness or fainting, pain in the lower chest or 
upper abdomen and extreme fatigue. 

 

http://www.goredforwomen.org/?story=regan-judd
http://www.goredforwomen.org/home/about-heart-disease-in-women/symptoms-of-heart-disease/
http://www.heart.org/HEARTORG/Conditions/Arrhythmia/SymptomsDiagnosisMonitoringofArrhythmia/Syncope-Fainting_UCM_430006_Article.jsp


Myth: Heart disease runs in my family, so there’s nothing I can do about it 

Fact: Although women with a family history of heart disease are at higher risk, there’s plenty you can do to 
dramatically reduce it. Simply create an action plan to keep your heart healthy. 

Because of healthy choices and knowing the signs, more than 670,000 of women have been saved from heart 
disease, and 300 fewer are dying per day. What’s stopping you from taking action? 

Causes & Prevention of Heart Disease 

It’s true: Heart disease is the No. 1 killer in women. Yet, 
only 1 in 5 American women believe that heart disease is 
her greatest health threat. 

Take Amy Heinl, for example, an avid marathon runner 
and fitness devotee. Heart disease was the furthest thing 
from her mind – until she collapsed during an early-
morning workout. A diagnosis of heart disease followed, 
and it took her completely by surprise. 

“I really couldn’t believe this happened to me,” Amy says. 
“I thought of myself as a healthy person, and I was 

exercising when it happened. I truly believed I had pulled a muscle.” Which is why her friend called 9-1-1, not 
Amy. 

The truth is, women are less likely to call 9-1-1 when experiencing symptoms of a heart attack themselves. It 
simply doesn’t occur to them to do so. And why would it? The bulk of media attention on the disease is focused 
on men. 

Here are more unsettling facts: 

• Heart disease causes 1 in 3 women’s deaths each year, killing approximately one woman every minute. 

• 90 percent of women have one or more risk factors for developing heart disease. 

• Since 1984, more women than men have died each year from heart disease and the gap between men and 
women’s survival continues to widen. 

• The symptoms of heart disease can be different in women vs. men, and are often misunderstood. 

• While 1 in 31 American women dies from breast cancer each year, 1 in 3 dies of heart disease. 

It’s time to focus on finding, and becoming the solution. Here’s what you need to know about the causes of 
heart disease and ways you can prevent it. 

What causes heart disease? 

Heart disease affects the blood vessels and cardiovascular system. Numerous problems can result from this, 
many of which are related to a process called atherosclerosis, a condition that develops when plaque builds up 
in the walls of the arteries. This buildup narrows the arteries, making it harder for blood to flow through. If a 
blood clot forms, it can stop the blood flow. This can cause a heart attack or stroke. 

http://www.goredforwomen.org/home/live-healthy-how-to-prevent-heart-disease/prevent-heart-disease/
http://www.goredforwomen.org/?story=amy-nartatez-heinl
http://www.heart.org/HEARTORG/Conditions/Cholesterol/WhyCholesterolMatters/Atherosclerosis_UCM_305564_Article.jsp


But it doesn’t end there. Heart disease can take many other forms as well: 

• Heart failure or congestive heart failure, which means that the heart is still working, but it isn’t 
pumping blood as well as it should, or getting enough oxygen. 

• Arrhythmia or an abnormal rhythm of the heart, which means the heart is either beating too fast, too 
slow or irregularly. This can affect how well the heart is functioning and whether or not the heart is 
able to pump enough blood to meet the body’s needs. 

• Heart valve problems can lead to the heart not opening enough to allow proper blood flow. Sometimes 
the heart valves don’t close and blood leaks through, or the valve leaflets bulge or prolapse into the 
upper chamber, causing blood to flow backward through them. 

How can I prevent it? 

Many things can put you at risk for these problems – one’s you can control, and others that you can’t. But the 
key takeaway is that with the right information, education and care, heart disease in women can be treated, 
prevented and even ended. 

Studies show that healthy choices have resulted in 330 fewer women dying from heart disease per day. Here are 
a few lifestyle changes you should make: 

• Don’t smoke 
• Manage your blood sugar 
• Get your blood pressure under control 
• Lower your cholesterol 
• Know your family history 
• Stay active 
• Lose weight 
• Eat healthy 

Life’s Simple 7 

Do you know there are seven easy ways to help control 
your risk for heart disease? Manage your heart risk by 
understanding “Life’s Simple 7.” 

1. Get active 

Daily physical activity increases your length and quality of 
life. If you get at least 30 minutes of moderate physical 
activity each day (like brisk walking), five times per week, 
you can almost guarantee yourself a healthier and more 

satisfying life while lowering your risks for heart disease, stroke and diabetes. 

What To Do: Start by learning the basics about fitness. Also, children need 60 minutes a day–every day–of 
physical activity, so find ways to workout with your kids to help ensure their heart health in addition to your 
own. 

 

http://www.goredforwomen.org/know-your-risk/factors-that-increase-your-risk-for-heart-disease/smoking-heart-disease/
http://www.goredforwomen.org/know-your-risk/factors-that-increase-your-risk-for-heart-disease/high-blood-pressure-heart-disease/
http://www.goredforwomen.org/know-your-risk/factors-that-increase-your-risk-for-heart-disease/risk-factors-for-heart-disease-cholesterol/
http://www.goredforwomen.org/know-your-risk/find-out-your-risk/family-history-heart-disease/
http://www.goredforwomen.org/live-healthy/first-steps-to-prevent-heart-disease-and-be-heart-healthy/exercise-to-prevent-heart-disease/
http://www.goredforwomen.org/live-healthy/first-steps-to-prevent-heart-disease-and-be-heart-healthy/good-nutrition-your-first-defense-against-heart-disease-2/
http://www.goredforwomen.org/home/live-healthy/exercise/
http://www.goredforwomen.org/live-healthy/heart-healthy-exercises/fitness-basics/
http://www.goredforwomen.org/live-healthy/heart-healthy-exercises/jeanette-jenkins-at-home-exercises-with-kids/


2. Control cholesterol 

When you control your cholesterol, you are giving your arteries their best chance to remain clear of 
blockages. Cholesterol is a waxy substance and our bodies use it to make cell membranes and some hormones, 
but when you have too much bad cholesterol (LDL), it combines with white blood cells and forms plaque in 
your veins and arteries. These blockages lead to heart disease and stroke. 

What To Do: Try these tips to lower cholesterol with diet and foods. 

3. Eat better 

Healthy foods are the fuel our bodies use to make new cells and create the energy we need to thrive and fight 
diseases. If you are frequently skipping out on veggies, fruit, low-fat dairy, fiber-rich whole grains, and lean 
meats including fish, your body is missing the basic building blocks for a healthy life. 

What To Do: Want more ways to eat better? Try these tips: 

• Track what you eat with a food diary 
• Eat vegetables and fruits 
• Eat unrefined fiber-rich whole-grain foods 
• Eat fish twice a week 
• Cut back on added sugars and saturated fats 

4. Manage blood pressure 

High blood pressure is a major risk factor for heart disease and stroke. When your blood pressure stays within 
healthy ranges, you reduce the strain on your heart, arteries, and kidneys which keeps you healthier longer. 

High blood pressure, also known as hypertension, means the blood running through your arteries flows with 
too much force and puts pressure on your arteries, stretching them past their healthy limit and causing 
microscopic tears. Our body then kicks into injury-healing mode to repair these tears with scar tissue. But 
unfortunately, the scar tissue traps plaque and white blood cells which can form into blockages, blood clots, 
and hardened, weakened arteries. 

What To Do: To manage blood pressure, you should: 

• Eat a heart-healthy diet, which includes reducing sodium 
• Get regular physical activity and maintain a healthy weight 
• Manage stress, limit alcohol and avoid tobacco smoke. 

5. Lose weight 

If you have too much fat — especially if a lot of it is at your waist — you’re at higher risk for such health 
problems as high blood pressure, high blood cholesterol and diabetes. If you’re overweight or obese, you can 
reduce your risk for heart disease by successfully losing weight and keeping it off. Even losing as few as five or 
ten pounds can produce a dramatic blood pressure reduction. 

What To Do: Calculate your body mass index (BMI) to help you determine if you need to lose weight. 

 

http://www.goredforwomen.org/live-healthy/first-steps-to-prevent-heart-disease-and-be-heart-healthy/heart-doctor-explains-cholesterol-levels/
http://www.goredforwomen.org/live-healthy/first-steps-to-prevent-heart-disease-and-be-heart-healthy/lower-cholesterol-with-diet-foods/
http://www.goredforwomen.org/live-healthy/first-steps-to-prevent-heart-disease-and-be-heart-healthy/food-diary-keep-track-eat/
http://www.goredforwomen.org/live-healthy/first-steps-to-prevent-heart-disease-and-be-heart-healthy/reduce-added-sugar-diet/
http://www.goredforwomen.org/know-your-risk/factors-that-increase-your-risk-for-heart-disease/high-blood-pressure-heart-disease/
http://www.goredforwomen.org/live-healthy/heart-healthy-cooking-tips/high-sodium-foods-ways-to-reduce-sodium/
http://www.goredforwomen.org/about-heart-disease/heart_disease_research-subcategory/maintain-weight-lower-heart-disease-risk/
http://www.goredforwomen.org/home/live-healthy/stress_management/
http://www.goredforwomen.org/live-healthy/first-steps-to-prevent-heart-disease-and-be-heart-healthy/weight-management/


6. Reduce blood sugar 

Most of the food we eat is turned into glucose (or blood sugar) that our bodies use for energy. Your body makes 
a hormone called insulin that acts like a carrier to take your food energy into your cells. If your fasting blood 
sugar level is below 100, you are in the healthy range. If not, your results could indicate diabetes or pre-
diabetes. 

Although diabetes is treatable and you can live a healthy life with this condition, even when glucose levels are 
under control it greatly increases the risk of heart disease and stroke. In fact, most people with diabetes die 
from some form of heart or blood vessel disease. 

What To Do: The following tips can all help reduce your blood sugar: 

• Reduce consumption of simple sugars that are found in soda, candy and sugary desserts 
• Get regular physical activity! Moderate intensity aerobic physical activity directly helps your body 

respond to insulin 
• Take medications or insulin if it is prescribed for you 

7. Stop smoking 

Cigarette smokers have a higher risk of developing cardiovascular disease. If you smoke, quitting is the best 
thing you can do for your health. Smoking damages your entire circulatory system, and increases your risk for 
coronary heart disease, hardened arteries, aneurysm and blood clots. Like a line of tumbling dominoes, one risk 
creates another. Blood clots and hardened arteries increase your risks for heart attack, stroke and peripheral 
artery disease. Smoking can also reduce your good cholesterol (HDL) and your lung capacity, making it harder 
to get the physical activity you need for better health. 

What To Do: Whatever it takes for you to stop smoking, it is worth it! Visit the American Heart Association’s 
Quit Smoking website for tools and resources. 

 

Make the Switch to Heart-Healthy Alternatives 

Replacing processed, junk food for heart-healthy, fiber-
filled options doesn’t have to happen overnight. And if 
you’re trying to break up with your sweet tooth or keep 
your savory side at bay, pacing yourself will produce 
better long-term results than quitting cold turkey. 

For the fried food lover 

For many people out there with a savory side, French fries 
can be a disaster waiting to happen. “The fact that it is 

fried creates the problem,” Maribet said. “Fat is used as a satisfying agent in foods, but it is also a big 
contributor to obesity and other diseases.” 

So, how can you satisfy that craving without consuming the fat and calories? Maribet suggests subbing your 
fries for baby carrots, carrot sticks, fresh fruits (like fruit salad), celery sticks or sliced apple. Or, try these tips 
for “Navigating Fast Food Menus” when you’re eating on-the-go. 

http://www.goredforwomen.org/know-your-risk/factors-that-increase-your-risk-for-heart-disease/diabetes/
http://www.heart.org/HEARTORG/GettingHealthy/QuitSmoking/Quit-Smoking_UCM_001085_SubHomePage.jsp
http://www.goredforwomen.org/live-healthy/heart-healhty-snacks-and-eating-on-thego/navigate-fast-food-menus/


For the dairy lover 

Too much of the wrong types of dairy—think high-fat, whole milk—can lead to added weight and an increased 
risk of heart disease. Maribet suggests starting to cut back by reducing the amount of milk you drink a day. “If 
you drink more than what is recommended (three servings), then try to distribute the amount of servings 
throughout the day,” she said. For example, three servings can be distributed as an eight-ounce glass of milk, a 
six-ounce low-fat yogurt for an afternoon snack, and a glass at dinner. 

Don’t be afraid to try milk substitutes. Soy, almond and rice milk are all rich in calcium and Vitamins A and D 
and add great flavor. If you’re not ready to substitute, try changing out your full fat milks for low-fat and skim 
is another heart-healthy food option. 

For the meat lover 

According to the American Heart Association, American women who ate more protein-rich foods instead of red 
meat had a significantly lower risk of developing heart disease. But what to do if you just can’t give up your 
weekly steak? Maribet suggests adding in lean proteins. “These can be soy-based products like tofu or meatless 
chicken,” she said. “And, of course, skinless chicken, fish and turkey are considered lean protein.” 

For the pizza lover 

Who can resist a fresh, hot pizza pie every now and then? If you find yourself looking to give your pie a healthy 
boost try these ideas, from Maribet: 

• Add vegetables: This is an easy and “kid-friendly” way to add new vegetables to the mix, like eggplant 
and artichokes. 

• Make a side salad: Make sure you’re still getting your daily dose of greens by adding a salad to your 
meal. 

• Try whole-wheat crust: This healthy option is becoming more and more popular in restaurants and 
grocery stores and the switch is barely noticeable. 

Learn more Healthy Living tips with these “9 Healthy Substitutions for Everyday Foods.” 

It’s time to Go Red 

There’s much more work to be done before heart disease becomes a thing of the past. But together, we can do it. 
Women who Go Red are helping us uncover the truth about heart disease and have made incredible 
improvements in their heart health. Are you ready to join us? 

 

 

 

http://newsroom.heart.org/news/1093
http://newsroom.heart.org/news/1093
http://www.goredforwomen.org/live-healthy/heart-healthy-cooking-tips/healthy-substitutions/

	General statistics
	Hispanic women
	African American women
	Myth: Heart disease is for men, and cancer is the real threat for women
	Myth: Heart disease is for old people
	Myth: Heart disease doesn’t affect women who are fit
	Myth: I don’t have any symptoms
	Myth: Heart disease runs in my family, so there’s nothing I can do about it
	What causes heart disease?
	How can I prevent it?
	1. Get active
	2. Control cholesterol
	3. Eat better
	4. Manage blood pressure
	5. Lose weight
	6. Reduce blood sugar
	7. Stop smoking
	For the fried food lover
	For the dairy lover
	For the meat lover
	For the pizza lover
	It’s time to Go Red

