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ABSTRACT
Symptomatic women with angina are more likely to have ischemia with no obstructive coronary 
arteries (INOCA) compared to men. In both men and women, the finding of INOCA is not benign and 
is associated with adverse cardiovascular events, including myocardial infarction, heart failure and 
angina hospitalizations. Women with INOCA have more angina and a lower quality of life compared 
to men, but they are often falsely reassured because of a lack of obstructive coronary artery disease 
(CAD) and a perception of low risk. Coronary microvascular dysfunction (CMD) is a key pathophysiologic 
contributor to INOCA, and non-invasive imaging methods are used to detect impaired microvascular 
flow. Coronary vasospasm is another mechanism of INOCA, and can co-exist with CMD, but usually 
requires invasive coronary function testing (CFT) with provocation testing for a definitive diagnosis. In 
addition to traditional heart disease risk factors, inflammatory, hormonal and psychological risk factors 
that impact microvascular tone are implicated in INOCA. Treatment of risk factors and use of 
anti-atherosclerotic and anti-anginal medications offer benefit. Increasing awareness and early referral 
to specialized centers that focus on INOCA management can improve patient-oriented outcomes. 
However, large, randomized treatment trials to investigate the impact on major adverse cardiovascular 
events (MACE) are needed. In this focused review, we discuss the prevalence, pathophysiology, 
presentation, diagnosis and treatment of INOCA.

Introduction

Ischemic heart disease is a major contributor to death and dis-
ability in men and women, and it is estimated that more than 
500,000 patients are diagnosed with angina annually [1]. Patients 
with chest pain who are suspected of having myocardial ischemia 
often undergo cardiac stress testing to detect evidence of com-
promised blood flow to the heart due to significant coronary 
artery disease (CAD). If stress testing is abnormal, then coronary 
angiography is pursued to directly visualize epicardial coronary 
vessels and treat obstructive CAD. In addition to optimal medical 
therapy, obstructive CAD is treated with either percutaneous cor-
onary stenting or coronary artery bypass grafting surgery. However, 
there is a substantial population of patients, particularly women, 
who have chest discomfort and abnormal stress testing, but are 
surprisingly found to have no obstructive CAD [2,3]. If there is 
no significant structural or valvular heart disease, then after the 
finding of no obstructive CAD they are often dismissed as having 
either a false positive stress test or non-cardiac chest pain. 
However, patients with ischemia with no obstructive coronary 
arteries (INOCA) are at risk of major adverse cardiovascular events 
(MACE) [2,4,5]. Coronary vasomotor disorders such as coronary 
microvascular dysfunction (CMD) and coronary vasospasm are key 

pathophysiologic contributors to adverse outcomes in these 
patients. While INOCA occurs in both men and women, women 
are more likely to be impacted with recurrent angina presentations 
and have a lower quality of life with this challenging condition 
[2,4]. Despite comparable disability to those with obstructive CAD, 
patients with INOCA are less likely to be started on anti-anginal 
therapy or other cardiovascular therapies [6]. In this focused 
review, we discuss the prevalence, pathophysiology, diagnosis and 
treatment of INOCA.

Nomenclature, epidemiology and prognosis

INOCA is diagnosed in the setting of chronic and recurrent anginal 
symptoms (usually several weeks to months) when there is evi-
dence of ischemia on stress testing, but no obstructive CAD. 
Conventional stress testing includes exercise treadmill testing, stress 
echocardiography or nuclear stress testing (Table 1). Obstructive 
CAD is excluded, either by non-invasive coronary computed tomog-
raphy angiography [7] or by invasive left heart catheterization and 
coronary angiography. Obstructive CAD is typically defined as 
greater than 50% stenosis in at least one major epicardial coronary 
vessel or a hemodynamically significant stenosis determined by 
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fractional flow reserve (<0.8) testing. Multiple studies now indicate 
that non-obstructive CAD is the predominant phenotype of isch-
emic heart disease, which may be partly due to preventive ther-
apies such as statins [8,9]. Among those with ischemia, studies 
indicate that approximately two-thirds of women and one-third 
of men will not have any obstructive CAD [2,10]. One study found 
that more than two-thirds of almost 400,000 symptomatic patients 
with suspected CAD referred for elective angiography did not have 
any obstructive CAD [11]. More recently, the term ‘ANOCA’ has 
been used to describe those with angina and no obstructive CAD, 
if ischemia is not confirmed on stress testing.

INOCA is associated with short-term and long-term increased mor-
tality. A study in more than 30,000 patients undergoing elective cor-
onary angiography found that those with coronary atherosclerosis 
(although non-obstructive) had increased mortality at 1 year com-
pared to those without CAD [10]. The Women’s Ischemia Syndrome 
Evaluation (WISE) study demonstrated a 13% risk of 10-year mortality 
in INOCA patients compared to 2.8% in asymptomatic controls [5]. 
Despite not having obstructive atherosclerosis, patients can still have 
diffuse non-obstructive plaque as demonstrated by studies using 
intravascular ultrasound during coronary angiography [12].

The pathophysiology of persistent chest pain in INOCA is 
incompletely understood, but abnormal coronary vascular reac-
tivity (epicardial and microvascular) from endothelium-dependent 
or endothelium-independent mechanisms is evident in those who 
undergo advanced testing [13,14]. Endothelial dysfunction and 
related CMD is present in the majority of patients with INOCA 
[15]. Furthermore, multiple studies have found that CMD is an 
important prognostic marker, and it is associated with two-fold 
to three-fold increased risk of MACE, including heart failure and 
myocardial infarction [16,17].

Myocardial infarction with no obstructive coronary arteries

Myocardial infarction with no obstructive coronary arteries 
(MINOCA) refers to those patients who present with acute 

coronary syndrome, with EKG changes and/or rise and fall of 
troponin elevation that indicate acute myocardial injury. While 
INOCA and MINOCA have some overlap in that they predominate 
in women, they are distinctly different in that INOCA is diagnosed 
in stable patients with episodes of angina, while MINOCA is diag-
nosed when there is acute myocardial infarction and other pos-
sible etiologies for troponin elevation are excluded (such as 
myocarditis, Takotsubo syndrome and non-ischemic cardiomyop-
athy) [18]. Mechanisms of MINOCA include atherosclerotic plaque 
rupture/erosion, spontaneous coronary artery dissection, CMD, 
coronary vasospasm or thromboembolism [19,20]. Cardiac mag-
netic resonance imaging is an important modality in the investi-
gation of MINOCA to diagnose myocarditis as an alternative 
explanation for clinical presentation [20].

The relationship between INOCA and MINOCA is unclear; how-
ever, a patient with stable INOCA may develop a MINOCA event. 
Women are twice as likely as men to have MINOCA and comprise 
50% of MINOCA patients. large systematic reviews have shown 
that MINOCA patients tend to be younger women than patients 
with acute myocardial infarction with obstructive CAD. Prognosis 
of patients with MINOCA is concerning, with studies showing a 
12-month all-cause mortality of 4.7% that is comparable to 
patients with acute myocardial infarction associated with 
single-vessel or double-vessel disease [19,21]. While a majority of 
MINOCA patients are relatively symptom free at 1 year, a subset 
continue to experience angina after their acute myocardial infarc-
tion event.

Symptoms and quality of life

INOCA patients present with substernal or left-sided chest pain 
(described as chest pain, discomfort, pressure or tightness); how-
ever, women are more likely to present with symptoms such as 
shortness of breath, jaw pain, nausea, profound weakness and 
fatigue [22]. These ‘atypical’ symptoms are typical for women and 
therefore, per the new chest pain guidelines, describing cardiac 
symptoms as ‘atypical’ is no longer recommended [23]. Just as 
limited blood flow due to obstructive CAD leads to angina, the 
inability of microvasculature to increase blood flow when demand 
is increased also leads to angina. Ischemic symptoms in this pop-
ulation can often go untreated because patients with 
non-obstructive CAD are less likely to be given a diagnosis of 
angina [24]. For example, one survey done in those eventually 
diagnosed with INOCA found patients were, on average, seen by 
three cardiologists before being diagnosed and the time to diag-
nosis was 1–10 years after symptom onset. In the interim, 78% of 
patients were given non-cardiac diagnoses, and more than 30% 
were sent to a psychiatrist and/or prescribed antidepressants [25]. 
High symptom burden in INOCA has psychosocial implications. 
For example, 80% of women report adverse effects on home and 
social life and 70% report reduced working hours or quitting their 
jobs [25]. In the WISE study, anginal symptoms were more import-
ant determinants of quality of life than the degree of CAD 
severity [5].

Women with INOCA also have a three-fold to four-fold increased 
risk of hospitalizations, which in turn contributes to high 
health-care costs [26]. Women with angiographically normal cor-
onaries were found to be four times more likely to be readmitted 
within 6 months for chest pain compared to men [27,28]. Women 
with persistent angina are predicted to have a lifetime cost of 
$750,000 for cardiovascular care [29]. The estimated yearly eco-
nomic impact of INOCA is ~$21 billion dollars in the USA [30]. 
These studies emphasize the burden INOCA can have in 

Table 1. Cardiac stress testing modalities and iNOCa.

Method Factors
exercise stress test electrocardiographic changes (St-segment and t-wave 

changes)
Stress-induced arrhythmias
Symptoms
Provides functional capacity

exercise  
echocardiography

Wall motion abnormalities
left and right ventricular systolic function
Diastolic function
assesses left ventricular hypertrophy, valvular disease, 

structural heart disease and pulmonary pressures
may be normal in iNOCa

Cardiac SPeCt regional ischemic defect(s)
transient ischemic left ventricular dilation
may be normal in iNOCa

Cardiac Pet regional ischemic defect(s)
Quantifies myocardial blood flow at rest and stress
low myocardial flow reserve = CmD
Normal Pet result does not exclude coronary 

vasospasm
Cardiac mri regional ischemic defect(s)

myocardial structure and function
Detects edema, fibrosis, inflammation, myocarditis, 

scar
impaired myocardial perfusion reserve index = CmD
Normal mri does not exclude coronary vasospasm

CmD, coronary microvascular dysfunction; iNOCa, ischemia with no obstructive 
coronary arteries; mri, magnetic resonance imaging; Pet, positron emission 
tomography; SPeCt, single-photon emission computed tomography.
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predominantly female patients and represent an area of oppor-
tunity to improve outcomes, symptoms and quality of life in this 
population.

Coronary vascular dysfunction in INOCA

Coronary microvascular dysfunction

In CMD there is impaired coronary blood flow either from struc-
tural or functional pathology in the microvasculature, leading to 
microvascular ischemia and angina. The coronary microcirculation 
includes epicardial pre-arterioles (less than 500 µm in diameter), 
intramyocardial arterioles and capillaries. Normally, an increase 
in myocardial oxygen demand is matched by an increase in cor-
onary blood flow. However, in CMD, resistance in the arterioles 
can prevent an increase in myocardial blood supply and precip-
itate ischemia. Endothelial dysfunction is present in 80% of INOCA 
patients undergoing invasive testing [31]. Normal endothelium 
regulates vascular tone by modulating vasodilatory factors (e.g. 
nitric oxide and prostacyclin) and vasoconstrictive factors (e.g. 
thromboxane and endothelin-1) [32]. Patients are diagnosed with 
CMD when they have impaired vasodilatory responses or abnor-
mal microvascular vasoconstriction. Increased resistance from 
structural effects on the vessels (e.g. arteriolar remodeling with 
perivascular fibrosis, abnormal perivascular fat, microvascular 
obstruction and capillary rarefaction) contributes to impaired 
microvascular flow [33]. CMD is associated with endothelial dys-
function, which is considered a systemic process that impacts 
the microvasculature in multiple organ systems including the 
brain, eyes and kidneys [34]. CMD may also be playing a role in 
patients who experience persistent angina despite percutaneous 
coronary intervention for treatment of obstructive CAD. INOCA 
patients have more diastolic dysfunction and fibrosis, and are at 
higher risk of developing heart failure with preserved ejection 
fraction compared to women in the general population [5,10,35]. 
CMD is implicated in the pathophysiology leading to heart failure 
with preserved ejection fraction, a syndrome that is associated 
with cardiometabolic risk factors and also predominates in post-
menopausal women.

Coronary vasospasm

Coronary artery spasm is a sudden hypercontraction of the micro-
vascular or epicardial coronary vessels that causes near or total 
occlusion of the vessel and a reduction in blood flow. Triggers 
of coronary vasospasm are not completely understood, but risk 
factors such as smoking, hypertension and hyperlipidemia are 
associated with vasospasm. Two major mechanisms of vasospasm 
are sympathetically mediated vasoconstriction that can happen 
with mental stress, and predisposition to vasospasm due to 
upregulation of Rho-kinase. Rho-kinase is an enzyme that causes 
calcium-independent vascular smooth muscle contraction through 
myosin light chain phosphorylation [36]. Inflammatory cytokines 
such as interleukin-1β (Il-1β) have been shown to increase 
expression of Rho-kinase in vascular smooth muscle cells and 
thus can precipitate spasm [37]. Conversely, in in vivo models, 
estrogen inhibits Rho-kinase upregulation, suggesting spasm can 
be precipitated in low-estrogen states. In the Coronary Artery 
Spasm as a Frequent Cause for Acute Coronary Syndrome 
(CASPAR) study, approximately 50% of patients with acute coro-
nary syndrome and no obstructive CAD were found to have 
coronary vasospasm on intracoronary acetylcholine (ACH) prov-
ocation testing [38].

Risk factors and INOCA

Traditional risk factors

Traditional risk factors such as hypertension, diabetes mellitus, 
older age and smoking are associated with INOCA and CMD 
[39,40]. These risk factors are known to impair endothelial dys-
function and are also associated with inflammation and oxidative 
stress, which are key pathophysiologic drivers implicated in INOCA. 
Studies have shown lower coronary microvascular reserve and 
worse diastolic dysfunction in women with diabetes compared to 
men [41,42]. Obesity and metabolic syndrome are also associated 
with impaired microvascular function [43]. In addition to tradi-
tional risk factors, there are inflammatory conditions, sex-specific 
factors and psychological factors that are associated with INOCA 
(Figure 1).

Chronic inflammation

Women may be more susceptible to CMD due to factors such as 
inflammatory and auto-immune conditions, which contribute to 
endothelial dysfunction [44,45]. In patients with chronic rheuma-
tologic disorders (systemic lupus erythematosus or rheumatoid 
arthritis) and no obstructive CAD or cardiac risk factors, impaired 
coronary flow reserve (CFR) was inversely related to disease dura-
tion [46]. High-sensitivity C-reactive protein (hs-CRP) is a 
well-established marker of inflammation and has been linked to 
coronary endothelial dysfunction, and higher hs-CRP levels are 
associated with oxidative stress among adults without CAD, indi-
cating that oxidative stress has pro-inflammatory effects [47]. 
Higher interleukin-6 (Il-6) levels in INOCA predicted heart failure 
hospitalization and all-cause mortality in the WISE study [48]. 
Soluble urokinase plasminogen activator receptor (suPAR) is a 
biomarker of inflammation and immune regulation that is released 
from various cell types including leukocytes and endothelial cells, 
and is an independent predictor of adverse outcomes [49]. In 
patients with no obstructive CAD, the suPAR level was an 

Figure 1. risk factors for ischemia with no obstructive coronary arteries (iNOCa). 
HPa, hypothalamic–pituitary–adrenal axis; PCOS, polycystic ovary syndrome; 
PtSD, post-traumatic stress disorder. image © emory University, CC-by-Sa.
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independent predictor of CMD [50]. More recently, in a large study 
of 1471 women, CMD was associated with biomarkers of inflam-
mation (Il-6), hypertension (renin and adrenomedullin) and ven-
tricular remodeling (BNP/NT-proBNP), independent of heart disease 
risk factors [51].

Sex-specific risk factors

Sex-specific risk factors such as menopause [52,53], premature 
ovarian insufficiency [54,55], polycystic ovarian syndrome [56] and 
adverse pregnancy outcomes (i.e. pre-eclampsia) are associated 
with endothelial dysfunction, and are heart disease risk factors in 
women [57,58]. Declining estrogen levels are associated with 
increased microvascular tone, and postmenopausal women make 
up the majority of patients with INOCA [5]. There is an increased 
prevalence of vasospastic disorders postmenopause, given that 
estrogen has an inhibitory effect on Rho-kinase upregulation [59]. 
Menopause is also associated with increases in heart disease risk 
factors such as hypertension and hyperlipidemia, which impact 
the vascular endothelium and accelerate vascular aging [60]. 
Interestingly, there are younger women with INOCA who have 
exacerbations of their chest pain symptoms associated with the 
menstrual cycle [61]. Although estrogen has positive vasodilatory 
effects, it is not typically used to treat INOCA or CMD as large 
randomized trials showing benefit are lacking.

Psychological risk factors and mental stress

Endothelial dysfunction and abnormal coronary vasoconstriction in 
response to laboratory-induced mental stress have been shown in 
several studies, and women may be particularly susceptible to 
adverse cardiac effects of mental stress [62]. Mental stress can 
contribute to and exacerbate angina regardless of obstructive CAD. 
Vaccarino et  al. found that mental stress-induced ischemia is more 
common in younger women (age ≤ 50 years) compared to younger 
men, but a sex difference was not present in those over the age 
of 50 years [63]. Mental stress-induced endothelial dysfunction (mea-
sured by brachial artery flow-mediated dilation at 30 min post a 
mental stress task) was associated with worse cardiovascular out-
comes, and this finding was more prominent in women compared 
to men [64]. Presence of depression predicts angina frequency 
independently of CAD severity [65]. In studies of symptomatic 
patients with no obstructive CAD, 34% were found to meet the 
criteria for having a panic disorder [66], and those with high anxiety 
trait were found to be at risk of myocardial ischemia [67]. Whether 
women with INOCA have more mental stress-related microvascular 
vasoreactivity compared to those women with obstructive CAD or 
compared to healthy women with no heart disease is under inves-
tigation (ClinicalTrials.gov NCT05401630).

Non-invasive stress testing

Exercise treadmill testing remains the first line in the evaluation 
of stable patients suspected of having myocardial ischemia, as it 
is widely available and prognostic. Positive exercise treadmill test-
ing with no obstructive CAD on angiography can lead to a con-
clusion of ‘false-positive’ exercise treadmill testing; however, CMD 
should be considered as an etiology in such patients. If exercise 
stress is not an option due to orthopedic limitations, then phar-
macologic stress testing using vasodilatory agents such as ade-
nosine (ADO) or regadenoson is typically performed. CMD can be 
detected by positron emission tomography (PET), stress Doppler 

echocardiography or stress cardiac magnetic resonance imaging 
[51,68–70], and the test of choice depends on individual center 
expertise and insurance coverage (Table 1). The American College 
of Cardiology 2021 Chest pain guidelines recommend these 
non-invasive stress testing modalities to evaluate for ischemia in 
INOCA and to detect evidence of abnormal microvascular flow 
reserve [23]. Cardiac PET is more widely available in the USA for 
CMD detection, and quantifies myocardial blood flow. PET provides 
the myocardial flow reserve, which is a ratio of blood flow during 
stress to rest, and an impaired reserve of less than 2.0 indicates 
CMD and predicts MACE regardless of CAD severity [71,72].

Invasive coronary function testing

Vasomotor disorders are a diagnostic challenge because invasive 
coronary function testing (CFT) is not routinely performed. 
Mechanisms of persistent and recurrent symptoms in INOCA are 
not well understood given that symptoms can be out of propor-
tion to the ischemic burden detected on conventional stress test-
ing. Indeed, conventional stress testing can often be normal in 
these patients, and only with invasive CFT is vasomotor dysfunc-
tion identified. The decision to pursue CFT depends on the avail-
ability of testing and when benefit outweighs the risk in an 
individual patient. A definitive diagnosis helps with prognostica-
tion and helps guide therapy to improve angina and quality of 
life outcomes [73]. Therefore, an effort to identify the mecha-
nism(s) of angina in patients with INOCA is crucial [73]. In this 
section we briefly review the two distinct pathways that are tested 
in comprehensive CFT that contribute to angina in patients with 
INOCA (Figure 2). For both pathways, wire-based techniques in 
the left anterior descending artery are commonly used, utilizing 
the Doppler wire (Volcano®) and the Thermodilution Radi X/
Coroflow wire (Abbott Vascular®).

Endothelium-independent pathway
The endothelium-independent pathway uses ADO to create max-
imal hyperemia and assesses flow and resistance to flow in the 
microcirculation. ADO causes vasodilation of the microvasculature 
which mimics exercise and stress and can be used to obtain the 
CFR [74]. The CFR is the ratio of coronary flow velocity during 
stress over coronary flow velocity during rest, and CFR < 2.5 in 
the absence of obstructive disease is used to diagnose CMD [75]. 
Microvascular resistance can also be directly measured using the 
thermodilution technique, and an increased Index of 
Microcirculatory Resistance (IMR) > 25 is indicative of CMD [76].

Endothelium-dependent pathway
The endothelium-dependent pathway can be tested using ACH, 
which normally causes vasodilation of the epicardial vessels. 
Vasoconstriction observed during administration of ACH is con-
sidered abnormal. ACH stimulates the healthy endothelium to 
release nitric oxide, which in turn mediates vascular smooth mus-
cle cell relaxation via cyclic GMP. low doses of ACH (1–50 μg) are 
used to evaluate endothelial dysfunction, whereas higher doses 
(100–200 μg) test for coronary vasospasm. In abnormal endothelial 
function, coronary blood flow does not increase by 50% with low 
doses of ACH [77]. Severe endothelial dysfunction is defined as 
a decrease >20% in luminal diameter after intracoronary admin-
istration of low-dose ACH [77]. If there is no visible epicardial 
spasm with higher doses of ACH but there is chest pain or EKG 
changes, then a diagnosis of microvascular spasm is made. 
Coronary vasospasm is defined as >90% narrowing of the vessel 
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in response to ACH [78]. Some clinical protocols accept spasm 
>75% during ACH as a diagnostic for epicardial spasm [78]. 
Historically, ergonovine and methylergonovine were also utilized 
but due to higher rates of complications, including resistance to 
reversal of severe vasospasm and triggered electrical abnormali-
ties, they are no longer widely used. The safety profile of ACH 
was evaluated in a recent meta-analysis showing very low risk 
<0.5% of major complications during spasm provocation [13]. 
Patients with INOCA can have different and sometimes overlap-
ping vascular pathways that are dysfunctional, which at the cur-
rent time can only be tested comprehensively by CFT. The 
Coronary Microvascular Angina (CorMicA) trial demonstrated that 
determining the cause of INOCA followed by targeted treatment 
improves clinical outcomes [73].

Treatment

In addition to addressing cardiac risk factors, treatment of INOCA 
focuses on the use of anti-atherosclerotic and anti-ischemic therapy 
to reduce adverse events, and the use of anti-anginal strategies 
to improve symptoms and quality of life (Table 2). To date there 
have been few large randomized controlled trials or large obser-
vational studies to determine the treatment options for patients 
with non-obstructive CAD. large registry data suggest that half of 
the patients with stable INOCA are not treated with any cardio-
vascular medications [6,10,79]. Treatment practices vary widely 
among cardiologists. For example, a recent survey of 130 cardiol-
ogists found 80% rarely to never ordered advanced imaging modal-
ities to assess the CFR in patients with INOCA. More than 75% did 
not regularly prescribe anti-anginals, cardiac rehabilitation or anti-
platelet agents for patients. Of those who did prescribe anti-anginals, 
approximately two-thirds reported prescribing beta-blockers or 
statins, but more than 70% never prescribed medications for after-
load reduction such as an angiotensin converting enzyme inhibitor 
(ACE-I) or angiotensin receptor blocker (ARB) [80].

Previous studies have shown that treatment of cardiovascular 
risk factors can improve endothelial function and lower risk, and 
aggressive risk factor modification with lifestyle and medication 

changes is recommended in INOCA. For example, baseline statin 
therapy is associated with a reduction in mortality in those with 
non-obstructive disease compared to those with no CAD [81]. All 
patients with INOCA should be screened for nicotine use and 
should be encouraged to quit with the help of support groups, 
medications and close follow-up to reduce the risk of recurrence 
[82]. Cardiac rehabilitation improves risk factors, as well as cardiac 
morbidity and mortality [83,84]. Exercise training has benefits on 
cardiopulmonary function, vascular function, symptoms, psycho-
logical stress and quality of life. While chronic stable angina is a 
class I indication for cardiac rehabilitation (level of evidence B) 
[85], this therapeutic strategy is underutilized, particularly in 
women [84]. In a non-randomized study of 55 women with 

Figure 2. endothelium-independent and endothelium-dependent angina mechanisms. imr, index of microcirculatory resistance. *Coronary flow reserve (CFr), an 
integrated measure of flow through both epicardial and microvascular vessels, but in the absence of epicardial disease it serves as a measure of microvascular 
function. Figure made using biorender.com. image © emory University, CC-by-Sa.

Table 2. therapy target and management strategies.

Target Strategy
risk factors and lifestyle Smoking cessation

Optimize blood pressure control
Optimize glycemic control
Control cholesterol levels
Sleep hygiene/treat sleep apnea
Weight management
exercise/cardiac rehabilitation

endothelial dysfunction Statins
aCe-i/arB
aldosterone antagonists
l-arginine

limited coronary flow 
reserve

Beta-blockers and alpha–beta-blockers
ranolazine
Phosphodiesterase-5 inhibitors

Coronary vasospasm Calcium channel blockers (non-dihydropyridine or 
dihydropyridine)

Nitrates (long-acting or short-acting)
Nicorandil

abnormal cardiac 
nociception

tricyclic anti-depressants
Xanthine derivatives

Non-pharmacologic 
options

Neuromodulation, spinal cord stimulator
Coronary sinus reducer
Cognitive behavioral therapy
enhanced external counter pulsation

aCe-i, angiotensin converting enzyme inhibitor; arB, angiotensin receptor 
blocker.



ClIMACTERIC 27

microvascular angina, cardiac rehabilitation improved functional 
capacity and myocardial perfusion [86].

First-line treatment in INOCA revolves around reducing myo-
cardial oxygen demand or increasing coronary blood supply with 
beta-blockers and calcium channel blockers. Although there are 
no formal guidelines on treatment, both medications have been 
shown to reduce anginal symptoms in patients with INOCA [3,87]. 
Calcium channel blockers, and short-acting and long-acting 
nitrates, are the first-line recommended treatment for vasospastic 
angina [63,88]. There are several agents that are available to man-
age CMD-related angina and ischemia, including beta-blockers 
and ranolazine [89]. Several studies have found use of an ACE-I 
improves CFR and anginal symptoms [90]. Patients often have 
multiple vascular pathways involved, and therefore treatment is 
individualized based on their response to therapy, hemodynamics 
(i.e. heart rate, blood pressure), side effects/intolerances and 
affordability. Trials such as the Beta Blocker and ACE-inhibitor/
angiotensin Receptor Blocker Treatment in Myocardial Infarction 
with Non-obstructive Coronary Arteries (MINOCA-BAT) and the 
Women’s Ischemia Trial to Reduce Events in Non-obstructive CAD 
(WARRIOR) are currently underway to further illuminate the best 
treatment strategies [91,92].

low-dose tricyclic antidepressants such as imipramine have also 
been shown to be helpful for patients with persistent chest pain 
where abnormal cardiac nociceptive abnormality is suspected [93]. 
Often, these patients, who are more likely to be women, report chest 
pain with contrast injection in the catheterization laboratory during 
CFT and have high pain sensitivity. External counter pulsation is 
another treatment option that involves sessions where inflatable cuffs 
on lower extremities are used to augment diastolic flow and improve 
endothelial function [94]. Implantation of a device in the coronary 
sinus (Neovasc Reducer™) is also being tested for treatment of 
CMD [95].

Conclusions

INOCA is an important contributor to adverse cardiovascular out-
comes and mortality in both men and women, but is 
under-recognized and undertreated. Women are more likely to 
present with INOCA compared to men and are more impacted by 
this condition with recurrent angina, low physical functioning and 
an impact on quality of life (Figure 3). In addition to traditional 
heart disease risk factors, inflammatory, hormonal and psycholog-
ical risk factors that impact microvascular tone are implicated in 
INOCA. A vast majority of INOCA patients have CMD, and 
non-invasive imaging methods combined with vasodilator test 
agents are used to detect CMD. Coronary vasospasm is another 
mechanism of INOCA, and can co-exist with CMD, but usually 
requires invasive CFT with provocation testing for a definitive 
diagnosis. Treatment of risk factors and use of anti-atherosclerotic 
and anti-anginal medications offer benefit. Referral to a specialist 
could lead to earlier diagnosis and treatment to improve quality 
of life in these patients. large clinical trials are underway to inves-
tigate optimal medical therapy and impact on MACE in INOCA.
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