


TARGETING WOMEN’S HEART HEALTH IN THE CITY OF PHILADELPHIA 
A Proposal for the Philadelphia Department of Public Health 

 Across the nation, a killer is targeting women. Every 80 seconds, another victim loses her 
life—more than half the time, with no warning (Centers for Disease Control, 2016). Experts 
believe as many as 42 million women in the United States are at risk of becoming part of this 
statistic (CDC, 2014). The culprit? Heart disease—the number one leading cause of death in 
women (National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute, 2007). And though its toll is massive, the 
most effective tool for combatting heart disease and keeping more women alive isn’t expensive 
treatments or high-tech medical equipment—it’s information. Learning the risk factors and 
adopting a healthier lifestyle can reduce a woman’s risk factors for developing the disease 
(NHLBI, 2007). In fact, adopting a healthier lifestyle may lower the risk of heart problems by as 
much as half, even in those genetically predisposed to heart disease (“Healthy lifestyle,” 2017).  

How This Impacts Philadelphia 
 Locally, heart disease remains the city’s number one cause of death in women (Ouyang, 
Siegel, & Washington, 2017). In the most recent reporting year, heart disease claimed the lives  
of 1,644 women in Philadelphia—more than any other diseases or accidental deaths (Ouyang et 
al., 2017). Additionally, women in the Greater Philadelphia Region are succumbing to heart-
related diseases at a higher rate than both state and national averages (CDC, 2014). In 
Philadelphia County, most of which is comprised of the City of Philadelphia, approximately 585 
more women died of heart-related diseases than the national average (CDC, 2014). The city 
estimates that women in Philadelphia lost a combined 12,078 years of life expectancy in 2014 
due to heart disease (Ouyang et al., 2017).  

What the City Can Do 
 Research shows that by making behavioral changes for a healthier lifestyle, women can 
lower their risk of developing heart disease. But the public is not well-informed about heart 
health. A national Cleveland Clinic (2014) study revealed that 74% of Americans do not fear 
dying from heart-related diseases, while 70% do not know the symptoms. According to the 
hospital’s chairman of cardiovascular medicine, heart disease “can largely be prevented and 
managed, but you have to be educated about how to do so and then incorporate prevention into 
your lifestyle” (Cleveland Clinic, 2014).  
 Philadelphia’s Department of Public Health, which aims to “protect and promote the health 
of all Philadelphians and provide a safety net for the most vulnerable,” (“About,” 2017) has the 
resources to educate women about heart health and equip them with the knowledge to reduce 
their risk factors. As the leading cause of death for women in Philadelphia, heart disease is an 
important public health issue, if not a public health crisis. Yet, by changing specific behaviors, 
women in Philadelphia can live longer, healthier lives. The city should develop a strategic 
communication campaign designed to promote awareness of heart disease risk factors and 
encourage healthier behaviors in women by targeting the following populations:  



Target #1: African-American Women 
 Nationally, at least 49% of African-American women over the age of 20 have some form of 
heart disease, yet only 1 in 5 African-American women believes she is at risk (“Heart disease,” 
2017). According to census data, the city’s population of African-American women over the age 
of 20 was 265,669 in 2014 (Ouyang et al., 2017), which means there may be more than 130,178 
African-American women in Philadelphia who already have some form of heart disease, but do 
not know they are at risk. African-American women are the city’s highest-risk population for 
heart health, and are more likely to die from heart disease than Caucasian, Hispanic, or Asian 
women (Ouyang et al., 2017). This population could be well-served by a targeted information 
and outreach campaign that can build on the city’s free heart health screening program conducted 
in conjunction with the national Million Hearts™ initiative. 

Target #2: Women in the North, Lower North, and River Wards 
 Heart disease mortality is higher in one three-district cluster of the city than anywhere else 
in Philadelphia. This high-incidence zone is located in the North, Lower North and River Wards 
(Ouyang et al., 2017). Within these neighborhoods, a number of lifestyle factors may contribute 
to higher heart health risks. For instance, because most households do not own a car, there is less 
access to fresh, healthy food; the lack of safe parks and public recreation areas due to high crime 
rates and drug use may cause more women to lead sedentary lifestyles; and a higher-than-
average poverty rate may keep women from seeking preventative health care (“Philadelphia 
2035,” 2017). By providing education about the risks of heart disease and connecting women in 
these communities with free or low-cost resources for healthier living, the city can address its 
most significant heart health “hot spot.” 

Target #3: Physicians in the City of Philadelphia 
 Research by the American Hearth Association (2012) indicates that, despite the risks, 
women still aren’t talking to their doctors about heart disease. Nationally, just 6% of women 
under 34 reported speaking with their physicians about their risk of heart disease while only 33% 
of women 65 or older did the same (American Heart Association, 2012). If women won’t 
approach their health care providers about this deadly threat, then providers should be 
encouraged to speak to their patients. According to the Pennsylvania State Board of Medicine’s 
website, there are 9,983 licensed physicians in Philadelphia. If just 10% of those physicians 
spoke with one female patient per week about heart disease, it would spark 50,000 conversations 
each year. This physician-to-patient outreach could be especially effective at reaching the city’s 
high-risk African-American population since racial and ethnic minorities are more likely to trust 
their healthcare providers and more likely to act on the information they receive, according to the 
American Heart Association (2012). 

Conclusion 
 In the City of Brotherly Love, women are dying of broken hearts every day. But it doesn’t 
have to be this way. Developing a strategic communication campaign to help women lower their 
risk factors for heart disease would create healthier, happier families and more vibrant, active 
communities across Philadelphia. 
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