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Women and Heart Disease 
Awareness of cardiovascular disease as the primary cause of death in 
women has been slowly increasing. There is greater interest in what heart 
disease looks like in women, and what the signs and symptoms of this dis-
ease are. While many things are comparable re: heart disease in men and 
women, there are some things that are not. This article will look at the risk 
factors for cardiovascular disease in women, what the signs and symptoms are, and the ways to prevent the 
disease.  

For the last 30 years, dramatic declines in heart disease mortality for both men and women have been               
observed especially in the over 65 age group. However recent data is suggesting stagnation in the improve-
ments in the occurrence and death rates of coronary heart disease especial-
ly among women under the age of 55 years. Heart disease is the largest 
cause of death in women. As women age and move past menopause, and 
no longer have the beneficial effect of estrogen in their body the risk of 
heart disease begins to quickly catch up to the male risk of heart disease. 

The risk factors for heart disease are: 

 Being overweight or obese 

 Smoking 

 Lack of exercise 

 Elevated lipid levels 

 High blood pressure 

 Diabetes 

These are seen in both men and women.  There are other emerging, non-
traditional cardiovascular risk factors for women. These are as follows: 

 Preterm delivery 

 Hypertensive disorders of pregnancy 

 Gestational diabetes 

 Autoimmune disease 

 Breast cancer treatment 

 Depression 

HCQU Trainings 

Our Health Care Quality 

Unit is always available for 

trainings for groups large 

and small. In addition to 

group trainings, we offer 

web trainings 24 hours a 

day/7 days per week. If you 

are interested in scheduling 

a training, or have any ques-

tions about web trainings, 

please contact Sharon              

Falzone, Ph.D., Director, 

Northeastern PA Health 

Care Quality Unit Toll-free 

at 1-877-315-6855 or 

sf@theadvocacyalliance.org. 

For a list of our current web 

trainings please go to http://

www.nepa-hcqu.org/

Trainings/trainings.htm. 
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Timely recognition and manage-
ment of a heart attack are                  
essential in increasing the risk          
of survival, and controlling the 
amount of heart damage.                
Overall women were less likely than men to 
experience chest pain during a heart attack, 
although they have higher death rates. This 
happened especially in the younger age 
groups. It is recognized that a wide range of 
atypical symptoms occur more frequently in 
women, including weakness, fatigue, nau-

sea, shortness of breath, and neck, jaw, and back discomfort. The most common reported symptom of 
heart attack in both men and women is still chest pain. 

Women need to be persistent in discussing their concerns with health care                    
providers. As caregivers we need to advocate for our own health and that of our consumers. It is very 

important that we all have a yearly physical. We need to know our blood pressure, body mass index or 
BMI, blood sugar and lipid levels. We need to get some form of regular exercise. We need to take blood 
pressure medications, statin drugs, and other cardiovascular drugs as ordered. We need to stop smoking. 
If you do not understand something that the health professional is saying — ASK! The health and lifestyle 
changes we make can have a huge impact on our overall health. In some cases low dose hormonal thera-
py can be helpful in preventing symptoms of menopause while offering some vascular protection. There    
is a lot of current research being done on women’s heart disease. You want to go to a doctor that is 
knowledgeable regarding this research, and encourages you to have screening done so that you can              
prevent heart disease.  

As caregivers for the individual with Intellectual/Developmental Disabilities (I/DD), it is important to know 
that men and women can have different symptoms, and look different when they are having a heart 
attack.  

Time is of the essence.  If you suspect a heart attack you need to call 911. It is also 

important that we report health symptoms as they occur to the health care providers 
that care for the individual we support. Understanding the risk factors that our consum-
ers have, and assisting them in following instructions from their doctor regarding diet, 
weight loss, exercise, and a health promoting lifestyle, is a very important part of what 
we can offer as caregivers. We also need to discuss with the health care providers what 
our consumer’s baseline personality and activity levels are, and report when those things are changing. 
When our consumers are non-verbal it can be very difficult to narrow down if the individual is in physical 
or emotional distress. We need to take every behavior and symptom seriously. Often our consumers look 
to us to be role models; so the choices we make not only affect us and our families, but also the individu-
als we support on a daily basis. Our heart and vascular system is amazing! We need to promote aware-
ness of healthy heart practices among our peers and consumers! 

For additional information check out these websites: 
https://www.nhlbi.nih.gov/health/educational/hearttruth/ 
https://medlineplus.gov/heartdiseaseinwomen.html 
https://www.goredforwomen.org/fight-heart-disease-women-go-red-women-official-site/about-heart-disease-in-women/  

https://www.nhlbi.nih.gov/health/educational/hearttruth/
https://medlineplus.gov/heartdiseaseinwomen.html
https://www.goredforwomen.org/fight-heart-disease-women-go-red-women-official-site/about-heart-disease-in-women/


In the United States, 1 in 4 women dies from heart disease.  

The most common cause of heart disease in both men and women is narrowing or 
blockage of the coronary arteries, the blood vessels that supply blood to the heart    
itself. This is called coronary artery disease, and it happens slowly over time. It's the 
major reason people have heart attacks. 

Heart diseases that affect women more than men include: 

 Coronary microvascular disease (MVD) — a problem that affects the heart's tiny    
arteries 

 Broken heart syndrome — extreme emotional stress leading to severe but often 
short-term heart muscle failure 

The older a woman gets, the more likely she is to get heart disease, but women of all 
ages should be concerned about heart disease. 

— NIH: National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute 



Gardening Grows Into  
Horticultural Therapy 
Remember planting flower seeds in cups of dirt and placing 
them on the windowsill of the classroom, at school? Were you 
excited to watch them grow? Do you take time to stop and smell 
the roses or wish you could?  

Have you ever heard of horticultural therapy? 

Horticultural Therapy has been around since Socrates but did not start 
gaining ground until the 18th Century.  That is when Benjamin Rush, a 
psychiatrist, began documenting his observations of the benefits that 
his patients exhibited while gardening. The American Horticultural 
Therapy Association lists many benefits of the therapy including               
increasing language skills, socialization, decreasing aggression and 
stress. There are added benefits including decreased blood pressure, 

pulse rate and cortisol levels. There are certified horticultural therapists and therapy gardens throughout            
the United States.  

How does your garden grow? 

While planting and maintaining a full-sized garden can be overwhelming 
and expensive, planting a container garden can be a better option. This 
type provides the benefits of gardening only on a smaller scale, which is 
helpful if you have little to no experience. Another advantage of this type 
of gardening is that the containers do not have to be placed on the 
ground, they can be slightly elevated off the ground or, placed on a table 
if the gardener has difficulty with kneeling or bending.  

Where do I go for help? 

Penn State Extension (http://extension.psu.edu/) is funded by the U.S. Department of Agriculture and state 
and county governments. Through this county-based partnership, Penn State Extension educators, faculty, 
and local volunteers work together to share unbiased, research-based information with local residents. A list 
of local extension offices by county can be found online at http://extension.psu.edu/counties.  

Along with providing free written information on both full-size and container gardening, many of these offices 
hold yearly plant sales that offer common plants for good prices, have “demonstration gardens” that you can 
wander through and get some great ideas, and also have free classes to help get you started. 

Check out the following websites for 

more information on gardening: 

U.S. Department of Agriculture: https://
www.usda.gov/ 

American Horticultural Therapy Association: http://
www.ahta.org/ 

Penn State Extension Offices by County: http://
extension.psu.edu/counties 

Mid-Atlantic Horticultural Therapy Network: http://

www.mahtn.org/ 



Tips for Successful Container Gardening  

 First of all, decide what you will be planting and, if you have the 
correct amount of sun for them to grow.  

 Look for how the plants are classified for where they should be 
grown. Flowers, herbs and vegetables may be classified as dwarf, 
midget, patio, compact or, determinant.  

 Decide on the plants you wish to grow as a group or individually.  

 Gardening can be a great way to introduce or reinforce healthy 
eating habits. Someone who is a reluctant vegetable eater maybe 
more inclined to try a salad if the lettuce and cherry tomatoes 
have been harvested from their own plants.  

 Several types of herbs can be grown indoors, year round, on a 
windowsill, if access to outside is limited.  

 After selecting your plants, you will need to choose the correct 
size of pot which can run from 14 to 20 inches. The container 
should also be as wide as it is tall with several drainage holes in 
the bottom.  

 Think outside of the box when purchasing containers, check with 
local bakeries or grocery stores to see if they  sell or will donate 
empty icing or pickle buckets. Remember to put drainage holes in 
the bottom.  

 The next items are your list should be potting soil, fertilizer and, 
if you are growing tomatoes, a support system for the branches.  

 Place each container at least 1 -2 inches above the ground to allow 
the drainage holes to work.   

 Next, place your plants in to the soil at the required depth.  

 Don’t forget to water and fertilize them when needed which can 
be easily incorporated into a daily schedule.   

As the plants grow, you will be rewarded with beautiful flowers to 
use as flower arrangements, fresh vegetables and herbs that can be 
used in salads and soups. You may even grow the confidence to add 
more containers next year or take the leap into planting a full size 
garden!  



Music Therapy &  
Mental Health Treatment 
A mental illness is a physical condition that affects a person's 
thinking, feeling or mood.  This may affect the person’s ability             
to connect and interact with others and function each day. Each 
person will have different experiences, even people with the same 
diagnosis.  Recovery, including meaningful roles in social life, 
school and work, is possible, especially when treatment is begun 
early and when the person is actively involved in their own recov-
ery process. 

A mental health condition isn’t the result of one 
event. Research suggests genetics, environment             
and lifestyle influence whether someone develops               
a mental health condition. Brain chemistry, brain 
structures and how the brain works also play a role. 

A person-centered effective treatment plan usually               
includes using both medication and psychotherapy,              
ensuring that the person has a support system, and helping 
the person engage in meaningful activities.  There are a num-
ber of complementary therapies that have gained recognition 
as being useful in the treatment of many mental health condi-
tions. 

Research shows the benefits of music therapy for various mental 
health conditions, including depression, trauma, and schizophrenia, 
amongst others.  Music acts as a medium for processing emotions, 
trauma, and grief—but music can also be utilized as a regulating or 
calming agent for anxiety or for dysregulation. 

Music Therapy is the clinical and evidence-based use of music         
interventions to accomplish individualized goals within a therapeu-
tic relationship by a credentialed professional who has completed 
an approved music therapy program. The aim of therapy is to help 
people with mental illness to develop relationships and to address 
issues they may not be able to using words alone. Music Therapy 
sessions include the use of active music making, music listening,          
and discussion.  

To find out more about Music Therapy as a therapy 

for mental health disorders, go to http://

www.musictherapy.org/assets/1/7/



https://www.nhlbi.nih.gov/health/educational/hearttruth/ 

https://medlineplus.gov/heartdiseaseinwomen.html 

https://www.goredforwomen.org/fight-heart-disease-women-go-red-women-official-site/about-heart-
disease-in-women/  

http://www.musictherapy.org/assets/1/7/bib_psychopathology.pdf. 

http://www.visionforequality.org/pa-family-network/ 

https://www.usda.gov/ 

http://www.ahta.org/ 

http://extension.psu.edu/counties 

http://www.mahtn.org/ 

Check out these websites mentioned in this edition of “It’s Your Health” 

Community of Practice:  Supporting 
Families Throughout the Lifespan 
A Community of Practice is a group of people that come together to focus on and 
study a specific topic or issues. By sharing information and experiences the mem-
bers learn from each other and have the  opportunity to apply what they learn. 
Members meet virtually and in person to share, create, and disseminate knowledge 
related to their shared concern. 

Pennsylvania’s Office of Developmental Programs (ODP) is joining with 15 other states in an initiative to trans-
form state policies and practices to better support families of individuals with intellectual disability and/or             
autism. The goal of the collaboration is to support families in ways that maximize their capacity to facilitate  
the achievement of self-determination, integration and inclusion in all facets of community life for their family 
members. The Community of Practice in Pennsylvania will be carried out through six to eight designated               
regional collaboratives. For information about the National Community of Practice, please go to 
www.supportstofamilies.org. 

As Pennsylvania launches this initiative, many exciting plans are coming together across the systems that           
support people with intellectual disability and/or autism.  

The major elements of the Community of Practice are: 

Supporting families’ needs for information at all stages of life relating to their family members’ disability. 

Planning for a full and meaningful life. 

Understanding of services to attain and support that vision.  

In addition, the ability to connect with other families is vital for many reasons and through all of life’s transi-
tions and stages. The newly-created PA Family Network will serve these critical roles in Pennsylvania’s Commu-
nity of Practice.  

Under the leadership of Vision for Equality, the PA Family Network will provide family workshops and network-
ing opportunities throughout the Commonwealth, led by trained Family Advisors, all of whom have family 
members with disabilities. Watch for information from the PA Family Network, contact by email at                        
PAFamilyNetwork@visionforequality.org, or call 1-844-PAFamily (1-844-723-2645). For more information on 
Pennsylvania’s Community of Practice, contact Nancy Richey, Family Policy Specialist, at c-nrichey@pa.gov.  

mailto:PAFamilyNetwork@visionforequality.org
mailto:c-nrichey@pa.gov


Ideas for Our Newsletter? 

Contact: 

Sharon Falzone Ph.D., Director                     

Northeastern PA Health Care Quality 

Unit, Toll-free at 1-877-315-6855 or 

sf@theadvocacyalliance.org. 

846 Jefferson Avenue 
P.O. Box 1368 
Scranton, PA 18501 


