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Introduction

Gender is one of the factors linked to differences in

cardiovascular morbidity and mortality. In the

younger age groups (25 to 49 years) coronary heart

disease (CHD) is two to five times more common in

men than in women [51] suggesting that pre-

menopausal women are protected from cardiovascular

diseases (CVD), however this protection is lost after

menopause. It is well accepted that the risk for CHD

increases markedly with age in both men and women,

yet this is more pronounced in women older than fifty

[51, 52]. In Europe, about 55% of all female deaths

are caused by CVD, particularly CHD and stroke,

compared with 44% of all male deaths [39]. Age-

adjusted mortality for CVD is continuously declining

in the last four decades, but this occurs to a lesser ex-

tent in women [111]. Until the last decade, CVD in

women have been underestimated due to a lower

prevalence rates in younger age groups, and due to

representation of CVD as a male disorder. It was

probably simply assumed that the knowledge derived

from studies on men is applicable to women [79].

Recent retrospective analyses, however, indicate that

there are clinically relevant differences between

women and men in terms of prevalence, presentation,

management and outcomes of CVD [90] and en-

hanced understanding to why CVD affects women

and men differently is highly warranted. In this re-

view we concentrate on the central role of the endo-

thelium in gender-related differences in cardiovascu-

lar physiology and pathophysiology.

The endothelium as a major contributor

for gender differences in vasculature

The vascular endothelium is a highly active tissue

regulating vascular tone, leucocytes and platelet acti-
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