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In this special issue of the journal, there are papers on bone
health and coronary artery calcification, age and sex differences in
the effect of parental stroke on the progression of carotid intima-
media thickness, macrophage subsets in the adipose tissue by sex
and by reproductive age of women, uric acid levels and metabolic
syndrome, sex differences in cardiovascular risk factors and disease
prevention, severity of stable coronary artery disease and its bio-
markers, cardiovascular disease and autoimmune diseases genetics
of cardiovascular disease, outcome after CABG; association of
serum phosphorus with subclinical atherosclerosis in chronic kid-
ney disease and relationship of uric acid levels to coronary disease.
All these papers are about sex differences, yet even for this issue of
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the journal the authors of one of these papers mistakenly called
them gender differences in their original submission.

There is unwarranted confusion about the use of the terms “sex”
and “gender”. Simply put, sex differences are biological differences,
whereas gender differences are social differences. The definition
used by the Canadian Institutes for Health Research Panel on Sex
and Gender [1] is as follows: “Sex refers to a set of biological at-
tributes in humans and animals. It is primarily associated with
physical and physiological features including chromosomes, gene
expression, hormone levels and function, and reproductive/sexual
anatomy. Sex is usually categorized as female or male but there is
variation in the biological attributes that comprise sex and how
those attributes are expressed. Gender refers to the socially con-
structed roles, behaviours, opportunities, expectations, expressions
and identities of girls, women, boys, men, and gender diverse
people. It influences how people perceive themselves and each
other, how they act and interact, and the distribution of power and
resources in society. Gender is usually conceptualized as a binary
(girl/woman/femininity and boy/man/masculinity) yet there is
considerable diversity in how individuals and groups understand,
experience, and express it.” (An online supplement amplifies the
proper use of these terms.)

Some key biological differences between men and women relate
to differences such as the size of the arteries. Women have smaller
carotid arteries [2,3], with less plaque but more apparent stenosis
[4] that may relate to differences in remodeling. Smaller coronary
arteries in women may explain sex differences in diagnosis of acute
coronary syndrome. However, apparent gender differences may
interfere with decisions regarding investigation and revasculari-
zation of coronary arteries, and perhaps both sex differences and
gender differences may affect outcomes after revascularization [5].

Given that sex and gender are different constructs, solely
assessing one or the other cannot adequately account for variations
in health [6]. Evidence that gender-related variables may help in
explaining health-related sex differences includes the higher
prevalence of cardiovascular diseases (CVD) in younger men than in
women. The reason why men are at an increased risk may partly be
explained by their gender-based propensity to engage in risk-
taking behaviors such as smoking or excessive alcohol consump-
tion. It has also been observed that the incidence of acute coronary


http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.atherosclerosis.2015.03.030
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.atherosclerosis.2015.03.018
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.atherosclerosis.2015.02.025
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.atherosclerosis.2015.02.025
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.atherosclerosis.2015.04.797
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.atherosclerosis.2015.03.044
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.atherosclerosis.2015.02.048
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.atherosclerosis.2015.02.048
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.atherosclerosis.2015.02.039
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.atherosclerosis.2015.02.039
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.atherosclerosis.2015.02.013
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.atherosclerosis.2015.02.002
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.atherosclerosis.2015.02.002
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.atherosclerosis.2015.03.032
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.atherosclerosis.2015.03.032
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.atherosclerosis.2015.03.021
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.atherosclerosis.2015.01.027
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.atherosclerosis.2015.01.027
mailto:dspence@robarts.ca
http://www.imaging.robarts.ca/sparc
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1016/j.atherosclerosis.2015.04.806&domain=pdf
www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/00219150
http://www.elsevier.com/locate/atherosclerosis
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.atherosclerosis.2015.04.806
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.atherosclerosis.2015.04.806
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.atherosclerosis.2015.04.806

J.D. Spence, L. Pilote / Atherosclerosis 241 (2015) 208—210 209

syndrome (ACS) in young adults, particularly women, is rising [7,8].
The increasing incidence of ACS in young adults may relate to
changing family, social, and institutional roles and attitudes of men
and women in the last decades [9,10]. Importantly, men and
women may report gender-related characteristics traditionally
attributed to the opposite sex. As such, the distribution of gender-
related characteristics within populations of men and women is
likely to influence health differently than biological sex.

According to the Global Gender Gap Report of 2012, the level of
inequality (e.g. financial, educational, medical) between men and
women in North America and Europe has decreased considerably
since 2006 [9]. This phenomenon is likely related to the continual
improvement in women's economic participation and opportu-
nities, as well as educational attainment. In parallel, most women
continue to retain major “feminine” responsibilities (e.g. child care)
even when employed outside the home, and men whose wives
work are also faced with increased demands to take charge of such
responsibilities [11]. Gender-related characteristics, such as the
care of children, housework responsibilities, employment charac-
teristics and traits of personality are therefore likely to influence,
among others, coping behaviors such as exercise or cardiac
rehabilitation.

A recent study has reported a relationship between family roles
and coronary heart disease (CHD) incidence, such that Japanese
women living with both spouse and children had a 2.1-fold higher
risk of CHD compared with women living with spouse but no
children [12]. Another study suggested that personality traits and
social roles traditionally ascribed to women, rather than biological
sex, were explaining longer delays before diagnosis and treatment
in both men and women with premature ACS [5]. Moreover, in the
last decade, attempts to emphasize the importance of dis-
tinguishing gender from sex, as well as the important role gender
may play in the incidence of CVD, have also multiplied [6,11—15].
For example, Ristvedt [15] and Krieger [13] aimed to highlight the
differences and connections between gender and seX, and to stress
the importance of considering both constructs in the context of
health research. Both researchers presented some health studies in
which gender and sex are relevant as independent or synergistic
determinants of studies outcomes, and Krieger stressed that “The
relevance of gender relations and sex-linked biology to a given
health outcome is an empirical question, not a philosophical prin-
ciple; depending on the health outcome under study, both, neither,
one, or the other may be relevant as sole, independent, or syner-
gistic determinants”.

Differences between the sexes may be overemphasized, at least
with regard to therapeutic decisions. A recent guideline from the
American Heart Association on prevention of stroke in women [16]
emphasized sex differences, including reproductive and hormonal
issues, migraine with aura, obesity, metabolic syndrome and atrial
fibrillation. Not mentioned was paradoxical embolism via a patent
foramen ovale; Ozdemir et al. reported [17] that 69.8% of such pa-
tients were women. Interestingly, mitral prolapse is significantly
more common in patients with migraine [18], and both migraine
and patent foramen ovale have in common activation of platelets
[19]. However, most of these conditions would be treated the same
in men and women, so focusing on getting it right for the things
that are known to reduce by ~80% the risk of stroke in both sexes
[20] is probably more important than focusing on differences.

One important and controversial difference is the issue of hor-
monal therapy, for both men and women. There is an abundance of
evidence that in animal models estrogen is protective against
atherosclerosis [21]. Similarly, there is ample evidence that
testosterone deficiency increases the risk of atherosclerotic events
[22,23]. Thus estrogen replacement for women, and testosterone
replacement for men, ought to be beneficial. Yet both are widely

regarded as being harmful. The issues are more complex than may
be generally appreciated.

Although the Women's Health Initiative trial [24] is commonly
thought to have put an end to postmenopausal hormone replace-
ment therapy (HRT), a key issue for interpretation of this issue is
the question of predisposition to estrogen-induced thrombosis by
Factor V Leiden [25] or other thrombogenic disorders. It is possible
that excluding women with Factor V Leiden may avoid many of the
thrombotic complications related to estrogen.

Perhaps the best data on thrombogenic effects of estrogen come
from a prospective study of oral contraceptive therapy in Denmark
[26] that showed a statistically significant increase in the risk of
stroke with preparations containing 30-40 mcg of ethinyl estradiol,
with relative risks that seem rather high, ranging from 1.3 to 2.2
depending on the progesterone component of the preparation.
However, the absolute risk was very small (0.02%). This is lower
than the risk of stroke during pregnancy and the postpartum period
(0.034%), so the risks of oral contraception may have been exag-
gerated. A California study [27] found that 1015 (0.06%) had a
thrombotic event (248 strokes, 47 myocardial infarctions and 720
cases of venous thromboembolism). The risk was higher in the first
six weeks postpartum than a year later.

Two large trials in women with vascular disease, the Heart and
Estrogen/Progestin Replacement study (HERS) [28] and the
Women's Estrogen for Stroke Trial (WEST) [29] showed no benefit
or harm from HRT with regard to stroke.

The Women's Health Initiative study [24], a randomized trial of
conjugated estrogen 0.625 mg daily vs. placebo in postmenopausal
women with hysterectomy, found hazard ratios (95% confidence
intervals) of 0.91 (0.75—1.12) for coronary disease, 1.39 (1.1-1.77)
for stroke, 1.34 (0.87—2.06) for pulmonary embolism and a reduc-
tion of hip fracture: 0.61 (0.41—0.91). However, the excess risk was
a “non-significant two events per 10,000 person-years”. Thus the
hysteria over HRT (pun intended) seems unwarranted. Indeed, the
Danish Osteoporosis Prevention Study (DOPS) [30], in recently
menopausal healthy women age 45—58 at inception, found that
after 10 years women receiving HRT had a significantly reduced risk
of heart failure, myocardial infarction or death, with no apparent
increase in the risk of cancer, venous thromboembolism or stroke.

There is a similar controversy about testosterone replacement in
men. Health Canada recently released an advisory regarding
testosterone therapy at http://www.hc-sc.gc.ca/dhp-mps/medeff/
reviews-examens/testosterone-eng.php. It seems to be based
largely on a study by Vigen et al. [31] The totality of the literature
[22,23] suggests that testosterone would probably improve quality
of life and reduce cardiovascular risk. Page points out [32] that the
primary data in the Vigen study actually showed a 50% reduction of
cardiovascular risk with testosterone replacement before adjust-
ment for some 50 variables.

The above data on hormonal differences between men and
women illustrate the need for studies that include biological
characteristics of both sexes as a first step. In addition, gender-
related characteristics such care of children, housework re-
sponsibilities, employment characteristics and traits of personality
should be taken into account, given the highly likely interplay be-
tween sex and gender.
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Appendix A. Supplementary data

Supplementary data related to this article can be found at http://

dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.atherosclerosis.2015.04.806.
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