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WOMEN'S HEALTH

All around the world, women are known as primary caretakers. They're often seen as the
cornerstone of their family’s health - caring for, and ensuring their family’s overall health and
wellness. Therefore, it's safe to say that the health and wellbeing of women is key to the wellbeing
of society. Yet, women's symptoms are often misconstrued, with female health problems
remaining largely under-researched.

While over the past few years progress has been made to highlight women'’s health issues through awareness
campaigns and the like, there’s still a long way to go.

llinesses that affect women differently than men

While the symptoms may be similar, there are certain illnesses that affect women differently than men.

Heart disease
Cardiovascular disease, better known as heart disease, refers to a group of conditions that affects the heart or

circulation.!® Heart diseases cause conditions that narrow or block the blood vessels, which often lead to heart attacks,
anginas, and even stroke.!®

Research done by the Centers for Disease Control shows that heart disease is responsible for almost 30% of deaths in
women.! A main concern in terms of heart disease is that it leads to premature death and disability, as women are
typically around 60-years-old at the time of death.

Interestingly, there are some heart attack symptoms that are unique to women, making it difficult to diagnose a woman
with heart disease.!® Since most medical practitioners look for the common symptoms (e.g. chest pain), women are likely

to show atypical symptoms such as back pain, shortness of breath, and even indigestion in some cases.!®

Recommended bi-annual screening post-menopause for cardiac risk factors.



EXPERT OPINION

“Lifestyle changes are recommended post-menopause to cope with the
increased risk of heart disease. Each week, get at least 150-300 minutes of
moderate-intensity physical activity or 75-150 minutes of vigorous-intensity
activity (or a combination of these). Doing around 300+ minutes of physical
activity is ideal. Include yoga, swimming, whole foods plant-based diets as top
priority and focus,” says Dr. Sunitha Suresh, Medical Advisor at Cigna.

“In addition, Cigna has a clinical disease management program, where
clinicians are available to support you and to help you get your health back on
track if you are diagnosed with chronic conditions, like heart disease. Be sure
to take advantage of these services available to you through your care plan.
No matter where you are based, the clinical team is happy to serve you for a
healthy tomorrow,” she adds.

Mental health

Evidence shows that women are more prone to mental health disorders such as anxiety and depression compared to
men."? Depression in particular is a prominent mental health concern, with suicide being a leading cause of death for
women under the age of 60."? According to the National Institute of Mental Health, each year about 12 million women
are affected by a depressive disorder."> While there are still stigmas attached to mental health, more and more is being
done globally to shine a spotlight on mental health-related topics and to encourage women (and men) to get the help
they need.

Osteoporosis

Osteoporosis is condition that weakens the bones, making them weak and brittle. Common injures include a broken hip,
wrist, or vertebrae. Osteoporosis develops over several years but can be treated with medicines to strengthen the bones.3
It is more common in women than men.* One reason why women are prone to osteoporosis is that they tend to have
smaller frames and thinner bones.® The chance of developing osteoporosis increases as women reach menopause. This is
because estrogen, a hormone that protects women’s bones, decreases significantly when women reach menopause -
causing bone loss.®

Recommended screening from age 65. Or, post-menopausal women younger than 65 who are at increased risk of
osteoporosis, as determined by a formal clinical risk assessment tool (e.g., FRAX*)

A leading cause of death in women

Cancer

After heart disease, cancer is the second leading cause of death in women. Breast and cervical cancer are the two most
common cancers affecting women today.! Research shows that each year around half a million of women die from each
of these cancers.! While the cause of cancer continues to be studied, research shows that women who are over the age
of 40, obese or not physically active, with a family history of cancer are at higher risk of developing certain cancers.

Recommended screening age varies depending on the medical condition. However, going for regular screenings is key
to detecting the cancer early on, ensuring that women get the treatment they need and can go on to live healthy and
active lives.!

Autoimmune diseases

Autoimmune diseases are conditions where the immune system mistakenly attacks healthy body cells. Around 75% of
autoimmune diseases affect women.! They refer to a group of disorders where the body’'s immune system attacks the
body, damaging or destroying tissue in the process.

Arthritis
Arthritis is a musculoskeletal condition that causes pain and inflammation in the joints, with osteoarthritis, rheumatoid
arthritis, and psoriatic arthritis considered the common types of this condition.?2 While it usually affects adults over the
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age of 40, arthritis can occur in adults and children of all ages. It is however more common in women and those who
have a family history of arthritis.8® The most commonly affected joints are those in the hands, hips, knees, and spine.®

Recommended screening from age 40 (but can start at any age).

Multiple sclerosis (MS)

While there are dozens of serious disorders in this category, multiple sclerosis is one of the most common. Multiple
sclerosis, a lifelong condition that affects the spine and brain, is up to three times more common in women than in men.®
With multiple sclerosis, the immune system attacks the protective sheath that covers nerve fibres.” This leads to
communication problems between the brain and the rest of the body. Eventually, the disease can cause permanent
nerve damage.” Multiple sclerosis is known to reduce the life expectancy of those who have been diagnosed. As
autoimmune diseases are still not well understood, it is difficult to outline specific risk factors.®

A women'’s health topic that has been getting more attention in recent years

Fibroids

Fibroids (also known as leiomyomas) are non-cancerous tumors that grow in the wall of the uterus." Symptoms include
heavy or irregular menstrual bleeding, pelvic pressure, back pain, and frequent urination, which overlap with symptoms
of other gynecological conditions, making fibroids extremely challenging to diagnose.l3%

A possible reason for this is that the condition is severely under-research, with a 2019 report placing fibroid research in
the bottom 50 of more than 290 funded conditions.'*

Risk factors include:"

e Age. Fibroids become more common in women after the age of 30 through to menopause.

¢ Family history. Women with a family history of fibroids increases a woman'’s risk. If a woman's mother had fibroids,
she is about three times more at risk of developing fibroids.

¢ Ethnicity. African-American women are more at risk than white women.
¢ Obesity. Women who are overweight are up to three times more at risk of fibroids.

¢ Diet. High consumption of red meat and pork is linked to a higher risk of fibroids.

Recommended screening from age 35 to 49.

If you've received a severe illness diagnosis and need emotional support, find out more about
the Employee Assistance Program.

Go to EAP

If you have any questions or need additional information, please contact your
HR department. Alternatively, visit www.cignawellbeing.com.

This article was reviewed by Dr. Sunitha Suresh, Medical Advisor and Jeanette Lask, Nurse Case Manager at Cigna.
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