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Psychology in the News 

Pawlowski, A. (2021, November 11). Broken heart syndrome on the rise for women over 50,

 study finds. Today. https://www.today.com/health/broken-heart-syndrome-rise-women

 over-50-today-t238687 

 The article from author Pawlowski describes the rising trend in the United States of 

broken heart syndrome. The condition is known in the medical science community as ‘Takotsubo 

Cardiomyopathy’ and is characterized by symptoms similar to a myocardial infarction but 

without clogged arteries. Pawlowski cites a study from researchers at Cedars-Sinai’s Smidt Heart 

Institute who report on this rising trend and quotes Dr. Susan Cheng, a senior author. The article 

describes the analysis by the researchers, which has identified women as disproportionately 

represented in the cases reported. Cardiologists and researchers are unsure of the reason for this 

but have theorized that sex hormones may play a part. However, Dr. Cheng is quoted as saying 

there is more going on, with a possible role of stress hormones since a clear connection between 

the brain and heart is evident when examining the condition. Risk factors identified by the study 

suggest that environmental, physical, and emotional stress are at the root of creating the 

conditions for broken heart syndrome to develop, including grief, cancer, surgery, or job loss. 

The researchers further identify those individuals in the 50-74 age cohort as most at risk due to 

the increased vulnerability of the heart with a lifelong accumulation of stresses and other chronic 

risk factors, in combination with the still existing potential to experience extreme stress 

responses. The article by Pawlowski concludes by describing the physiological changes that 

occur as the condition manifests, the common signs, and the best available treatment methods, 

quoting Dr. Cheng as advising individuals, especially women, to seek stress management 

support.  
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Pattisapu, V. K., Hao, H., Liu, Y., Nguyen, T., Hoang, A., Bairey Merz, C. N., & Cheng, S. 

(2021). Sex‐ and Age‐Based Temporal Trends in Takotsubo Syndrome Incidence in the 

United States. Journal of the American Heart Association, 10(20), e019583. 

https://doi.org/10.1161/JAHA.120.019583 

 This research letter by the authors describes their investigation examining the temporal 

trends in Takotsubo syndrome (TTS) between 2006 and 2017. The researchers used data from 

the NIS database to identify over 135,000 documented cases of TTS across the study period, a 

statistically significant effort. The letter describes the statistical observation that annual cases of 

TTS have been rising in both sexes, with women contributing nearly 88% of the cases. In 

addition, both middle-aged men and women reported the incidence of TTS significantly greater 

than in younger cohorts. The granular breakdown of the statistics by quarter periods supported 

prior research that TTS incidence has been increasing across both genders and across all age 

groups. The authors note the disproportionate contribution of women over the age of 50 to this 

trend and suggest that a growing population of individuals in the middle-aged cohort is a reason 

for this trend. The authors also suggest that continued exposure to various environmental and 

socioeconomic stressors combined with a vulnerable cardiovascular system is also likely to 

blame. The letter concludes by suggesting future studies examine the study’s limitations in 

detail, namely, a lack of data on how TTS can be differentiated from other overlapping diagnoses 

as a possible explanation for the rising trend.  

 The news article by Pawlowski is a review of the letter published by the study authors, 

offering a summary of the findings on the rising trend of broken heart syndrome in middle-aged 

women, especially compared to men and compared other age groups. The article in Today uses 

simpler language and offers supplementary video content, whereas the journal letter is more 
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technical in its descriptions and statistical detail. The letter offers more statistical details on the 

trend in both men and women across all age groups and times. In contrast, the news report 

focuses on the disproportionate representation of women. Also, the news article neither describes 

the study's limitations nor the future research needed to confirm the findings, examine the 

causes, and provide clarity on the outcomes. Instead, the news article is focused on delivering a 

core message that emanates from the study, i.e., individuals at high risk should seek support in 

managing stress to mitigate the risk of developing TTS. The news article does not provide an 

APA formatted in-text citation of the study or an APA formatted reference but simply a link to 

the letter published by the Journal of the American Heart Association. 
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