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ZAMV: Why do young women faint?
-The effects of age, gender and central blood volume

on circulatory control during orthostatic stress-

Young women are more susceptible to fainting (syncope) compared with young men, as
well as older men and older women. The underlying mechanisms remain unclear. This
presentation will review factors influencing orthostatic redistribution of central blood
volume in young and older men and women. In addition, the effects of gender and age
on autonomic circulatory adjustment to redistribution of central blood volume will
also be discussed. It has been found that women have a small heart coupled with
reduced blood volume. During orthostatic stress, young women have a greater
reduction in central blood volume compared with young men, presumably due to more
venous pooling in the splanchnic area and the pelvic region rather than in the legs.
Both stroke volume and mean arterial pressure are lower in young women than young
men during orthostatic stress. Fluctuations of female sex hormones during the
menstrual cycle affect vasomotor sympathetic activity in young women. Specifically,
sympathetic activity is lower in women during menstruation (low estrogen, low
progesterone) compared with young men. Heart size and blood volume decrease with
age in both men and women. However, the reduction in central blood volume during
orthostatic stress is attenuated with age, and the reduction is similar between older
men and older women. On the other hand, sympathetic activity is enhanced with age;
it is higher in older women than in older men. Taken together, a greater reduction in
central blood volume coupled with less sympathetic activation during menstruation
may contribute importantly to syncope in young women.
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