Influence of endogenous sex hormones on carotid atherosclerosis in postmenopausal women

T Montalcini, V Emanuele, G Gorgone, R Ceravolo, G Sesti, F Perticone, A Pujia

Dipartimento Medicina Sperimentale e Clinica Università Magna Graecia Catanzaro

It is well known that the difference on CHD incidence between male and female disappears in post-menopause. This phenomenon was related to the reduced levels of female sex hormones. However the estrogen decline is not the only hormone change during the postmenopause period and the estrogen administration did not protect women from cardiovascular disease. Therefore it is justified to explore the other hormonal changes. The role of androgens is still controversial, unless several authors found positive effects.  The aim of the present study was to investigate the effects of testosterone and estrogens on carotid atherosclerosis. Sixty two postmenopausal women were consecutively enrolled  and underwent a clinical, biochemical and ultrasound carotid examinations.  The population was divided according to estrogen production and in testosterone levels tertiles.  The prevalence of carotid atherosclerosis (plaque and/or stenosis) significantly decreased from the first (73%) to the third (27%) testosterone tertile, while did not change with estrogen level.   In particular women in the third testosterone tertile with estrogen production had a very low (13 %).  carotid atherosclerosis prevalence. After correction for confounding factor the association between androgen and carotid atherosclerosis was statistically significant (p=0.005). Our result confirmed the protective effects of testosterone especially in women with estrogen production. Therefore the evaluation of testosterone level should be included in risk factors evaluation and may be that only women with low estrogen and testosterone levels could benefit from hormonal replacement therapy.
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