
Why is chest pain in women 
hard to diagnose?
While chest pain is often thought of 
as a male symptom, in reality, women 
can experience chest pain, too. 
However, it can be difficult to 
diagnose the source of chest pain in 
women that have had an abnormal 
stress test but have no major blockages 
in the large arteries supplying blood to 
the heart. These women may have 
Women’s Ischemia Syndrome 
Evaluation, otherwise known as 
WISE. With this syndrome, 
abnormalities in small blood vessels in 
the heart block blood or oxygen from 
getting to the heart muscle, causing 
chest pain. The WISE disorder can be 
found in 50 percent of women with 
chest pain that have no significant 
artery blockages. 
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Chest Pain in Women: Making the Right Call
What are the symptoms 
of WISE?
Chest pain (or angina) is usually the 
main symptom. Other symptoms 
include an abnormal stress test, and, 
while rare, heart attack and heart failure.

How can WISE patients be 
properly diagnosed?
If a woman continues to have chest 
pain without significant artery 
blockage, the possibility of WISE 
disorder should be considered and 
investigated. Recognizing the problem 
and making an accurate diagnosis is 
important. The best way to evaluate for 
WISE is through Cardiac Magnetic 
Resonance Imaging, or Cardiac MRI. 

What is the role of Cardiac MRI?
The Cardiac MRI scanner testing 

involves evaluating the heart’s function, 
blood supply, and any scarring in the 
heart muscle. Cardiac MRI can also 
evaluate metabolism of the heart 
muscle to confirm a lack of adequate 
oxygen supply.

Are there treatment options 
for WISE?
There are no current treatment 
options, but the syndrome is being 
actively investigated. Maintaining a 
healthy lifestyle with regular exercise 
and weight loss may be helpful. ●
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Padmini Varadarajan, M.D., F.A.C.C., is 
an assistant professor of medicine in 
the division of cardiology at Loma 
Linda University Medical Center and is 
the director of the WISE clinic. She is 
also an advanced cardiac imager with 
an expertise in Cardiac MRI. 

Ramdas G. Pai, M.D., F.A.C.C., F.R.C.P., is a 
professor of medicine in the division of 
cardiology at Loma Linda University 
Medical Center and is the director of the 
Heart & Imaging Center, which houses the 
3T Cardiac MRI and specialty cardiac 
clinics related to the WISE syndrome, 
valvular disorders and Marfan’s syndrome.
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