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Study: One-third of pregnant 
women have low heart health
By Alison Bowen
Chicago Tribune

CHICAGO — Cardiovas-
cular disease is the lead-
ing cause of death during 
pregnancy and the postpar-
tum period, and U.S. health 
experts are working to better 
understand why so many 
moms are dying.

But many women might be 
unaware of their heart risks 
while pregnant — and the 
importance of taking steps 
to improve heart health is 
becoming clearer in light of a 
new study.

On Monday, Northwest-
ern Medicine researchers 
published what they say is 
the fi rst study to examine the 
cardiovascular health of preg-
nant women in the United 
States.

Using 15 years of data from 
the Centers for Disease Con-
trol and Prevention’s National 
Health and Nutrition Exami-
nation Survey, the Journal of 
the American Heart Associa-
tion article analyzed records 
of 1,117 pregnant and 8,200 
nonpregnant women, assess-
ing key factors including diet, 
exercise and blood pressure.

Among pregnant women, 
the study found 4.6% had 
high cardiovascular health, 
61% had moderate cardio-
vascular health and 35% had 
low cardiovascular health. 
Younger women and African 
Americans were most af-
fected.

Such fi gures mean doctors 
need to do more to assess 
the heart health of pregnant 
patients, said James Martin, 
chair of The American College 
of Obstetricians and Gynecol-
ogists’ Pregnancy and Heart 
Disease Task Force.

“We must think of heart 
disease as a possibility in 
every pregnant or postpartum 
patient we see, to detect and 
treat at-risk mothers,” Martin 
said in a statement.

Black women are particu-
larly at risk while pregnant; 
in Illinois, they were six 
times more likely to die from 
pregnancy-related conditions, 
according to a 2018 review of 
cases. The American College 
of Obstetricians and Gyne-
cologists, while recommend-
ing in 2019 that all women 
be assessed for heart disease 
while pregnant, noted black 
women’s risk of dying from 
cardiovascular disease was 
3.4 times higher than that 
of white women, a disparity 
it attributed in part to racial 

bias and racism in the health 
care system.

During pregnancy, the 
heart works harder and 
pumps more blood, which can 
reveal underlying heart issues 
or lead to conditions like a 
heart attack, chest pain or 
stroke. Some patients already 
know they have issues like 
congenital heart disease, but 
many others develop prob-
lems while pregnant.

“Sometimes women don’t 
know they have heart disease, 
and because of these changes 
in pregnancy, lo and behold, 
they start having problems,” 
said Marla Mendelson, medi-
cal director of Northwestern 
Medicine’s Heart Disease and 
Pregnancy Program at the 
Bluhm Cardiovascular Insti-
tute, which includes maternal-
fetal medicine, anesthesia and 
obstetrics specialists.

It’s not only an important 
time for the baby’s health, but 
also for the mother’s health 
after birth, said Amanda 
Marma Perak, preventive car-
diologist at Lurie Children’s 
Hospital.

“A lot of women don’t know, 
and far too many women 

neglect their heart health,” 
Perak said.

In Illinois, 22% of 140 
maternal deaths studied from 
2002 to 2011 were related 
to cardiovascular disease, 
according to a 2019 article in 
the American Heart Asso-
ciation’s journal “Circulation: 
Cardiovascular Quality and 
Outcomes.” The state’s 2018 
maternal mortality review 
included several examples of 
women with cardiac condi-
tions.

Despite these risks, heart 
issues among women are 
still not fully understood. In 
part, this is because of a lack 
of research; it can be diffi cult 
to study pregnancy, which 
includes many changes in the 
body. But, Perak said, it is not 
impossible.

“Obviously it is a really 
important time,” Perak said. “I 
think we’re improving in our 
knowledge of it, but we still 
have a long way to go.”

Cardiologists are only 
now beginning to realize 
their role in assessing heart 
health during pregnancy, said 
Nandita Scott, a cardiologist 
and co-director of the Cor-
rigan Women’s Heart Health 
Program at Massachusetts 
General Hospital.

Cardiologists do not get 
extensive training regarding 
pregnancy — Scott said she 
didn’t receive much — and 
only recently has the fi eld of 
cardio-obstetrics emerged.

The American Heart Asso-
ciation recommends creating 

more cardio-obstetrics teams, 
which could include experts 
from cardiology, obstetrics, 
maternal-fetal medicine, 
anesthesia and nursing. In 
2018, the American Heart 
Association and the American 
College of Obstetricians and 
Gynecologists released a joint 
advisory stressing the need for 
medical providers to team up 
to better identify heart risks.

In Kansas City, Saint Luke’s 
Hospital is beginning a Heart 
Outcomes in Pregnancy Ex-
pectations, or HOPE Registry, 
which will collect and study 
data to better understand 
maternal heart disease.

A number of factors impact 
heart health among pregnant 
women. Patients with diabetes 
or high blood pressure can be 
at higher risk; other factors 
include being overweight, 
getting pregnant later in life 
or having a multiple gestation 
pregnancy.

The risk does not end after 
childbirth. Women can be vul-

nerable for weeks, and even 
months, after giving birth. 
Patients with hypertension 
during pregnancy, for example, 
should continue to have their 
blood pressure monitored, 
Mendelson said.

The six weeks following 
childbirth is a high-risk time 
for complications, but many 
women don’t see their doctor 
during that time. The Ameri-
can College of Obstetricians 
and Gynecologists has recom-
mended earlier follow-up 
visits, and health experts also 
say home visits by a nurse af-
ter birth can make it easier to 
spot and assess issues for both 
mom and baby. For patients 
with hypertensive disorders or 
heart disease, a follow-up with 
a provider within 14 days is 
recommended.

“Also, realize that you need 
to advocate for yourself,” 
Scott said of mothers, noting 
that even tennis star Serena 
Williams said she had to alert 
doctors when something felt 
off, ultimately revealing blood 
clots in her lungs after her 
daughter was born in 2017.

Women can reduce their 
risk for heart issues by enter-
ing pregnancy, when possible, 
in their best physical shape. 
Plan a heart-healthy diet: 
lots of fruits and vegetables, 
lean proteins like fi sh and 
low-fat dairy. Limit processed 
foods like soda and packaged 
snacks, which have a lot of 
sugar and salt. Talk to your 
doctor about exercise, which 
is often safe and benefi cial. 
Even a brisk walk for 20 or 30 
minutes can get your heart 
rate up.

And know the symptoms of 
heart issues.

“The things that we re-
ally watch out for: diffi culty 
breathing when lying down; 
any type of chest pain should 
be evaluated; rapid heart 
rate,” Mendelson said. “These 
are signs that there may be a 
problem.”
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Wyden talks to students 
about mental health issues
By Jordyn Brown
The (Eugene) Register-Guard

Sen. Ron Wyden on Tues-
day met with Willamette 
High School students in the 
Bethel School District to 
hear their thoughts on how 
students’ mental health and 
suicide prevention efforts 
can be better supported.

Wyden shared that the 
issue of mental health sup-
port was “deeply personal” 
for him, as his brother 
had schizophrenia and he 
often worried about his 
well-being. He also noted 
being in a position to bring 
mental health solutions to 
the federal level, being the 
“ranking Democrat” on the 
fi nance committee, which 
has jurisdiction over much 
of what the government 

spends on mental health, 
such as Medicaid.

“This is an issue we’ve 
made progress on, but we’re 

light years away from where 
we need to be,” he said.

See Mental Health/Page 3B
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Oregon Sen. Ron Wyden bumps fi sts with a Willamette 

High School student as part of a game illustrating the way 

people can sometimes feel “tangled up” in life’s stresses.

“We must think of  heart 
disease as a possibility 
in every pregnant or 
postpartum patient.”
— James Martin, chairman, 

The American College 

of Obstetricians and 

Gynecologists’ Pregnancy 

and Heart Disease Task Force

Infants’ 
exposure 
to cleaners 
raises risk 
of asthma
By Nancy Clanton
The Atlanta Journal-
Constitution

Infants who live in 
houses where clean-
ing products are used 
more frequently have 
a higher risk for de-
veloping asthma and 
wheeze, a Canadian 
study found.

“The prevalence 
of childhood asthma 
has steadily increased 
over the past several 
decades and is now a 
leading cause of child-
hood chronic disease 
and admissions to 
hospital in developed 
countries, making it a 
priority for clinicians, 
researchers and the 
public,” the research-
ers wrote in their 
study, published Tues-
day in the Canadian 
Medical Association 
Journal.

For their study, the 
researchers followed 
more than 3,000 in-
fants from pregnancy 
through childhood. 
Parents completed 
questionnaires that 
included environ-
mental exposures, 
psychosocial stresses, 
nutrition and gen-
eral health. These 
questionnaires were 
done at recruitment 
in the second or third 
trimesters of preg-
nancy, and when their 
children were 3, 6, 
12, 18, 24, 30 and 36 
months old. The study 
eliminated 1,242 
participants because 
of incomplete data, 
leaving 2,022 for the 
fi nal analysis.
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