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Cardiovascular disease and mortality after breast cancer in postmenopausal women: Results from the Women s
.Health Initiative
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BACKGROUND: Cardiovascular disease (CVD) is the leading cause of morbidity and mortality among older
postmenopausal women. The impact of postmenopausal breast cancer on CVD for older women is uncertain. We
hypothesized that older postmenopausal women with breast cancer would be at a higher risk of CVD than similar
aged women without breast cancer and that CVD would be a major contributor to the subsequent morbidity and
mortality. METHODS: In a prospective Women s Health Initiative study, incident CVD events and total and cause-
specific death rates were compared between postmenopausal women with (n = 5000) and without (n = 98400)
incident invasive breast cancer over 10 years post-diagnosis, stratified by 3 age groups (50-59, 60-69, and 70-79).
Results: Postmenopausal women, regardless of breast cancer diagnosis, had similar and high levels of CVD risk
factors (e.g., smoking and hypertension) at baseline prior to breast cancer, which were strong predictors of CVD and
total mortality over time. CVD affected mostly women age 70-79 with localized breast cancer (81% of breast cancer
cases in 70-79 age group): only 14% died from breast cancer and CVD was the leading cause of death (26%) over
the average 10 years follow up. Compared to age-matched women without breast cancer, women age 70-79 at
diagnosis of localized breast cancer had a similar multivariate-adjusted hazard ratio (HR) of 1.01 (95% confidence
interval [Cl]: 0.76-1.39) for coronary heart disease, a lower risk of composite CVD (HR = 0.84, 95% CI: 0.70-1.00),
and a higher risk of total mortality (HR = 1.24, 95% CI: 1.04-1.39). Conclusion: CVD was a major contributor to
mortality in women with localized breast cancer at age 70-79. Further studies are needed to evaluate both screening
.and treatment of localized breast cancer tailored to the specific health issues of older women
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