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ven when treat-
ment should be
identical, research

shows that women and
men often receive very
different care for the
same health problems.
Men who suffer broken
bones because of osteo-
porosis, for example, are
less likely than women
to receive appropriate
treatment with bone-
building drugs, such as alendronate (Fosamax)
and risedronate (Actonel). And doctors 
prescribe heart-protecting beta-blockers and
cholesterol-lowering statins to men with a 
history of heart disease more often than they
do to women in the same situation, though
research suggests women need those medica-
tions just as much as men.

Even less attention is given to the fact that
the same drug can affect men and women in
very different ways, resulting in different risks,
effectiveness levels, or both. Some drugs used
for treating high blood pressure, for example,
can ease a common urinary problem in men
but trigger or worsen a urinary problem more
often found in women (see accompanying
article, “Urinary Problems: Less Shame, Better
Results”). And the anti-allergy drug terfena-
dine (Seldane) was taken off the market by the
Food and Drug Administration in 1998 when
it became clear that the medication was more

likely to cause poten-
tially deadly heartbeat
abnormalities in women
than in men.

Here is a guide to 
why men and women
respond to many drugs
differently. These include
common ones such as
low-dose aspirin used to
prevent heart attacks,
various painkillers, and
antidepressants. Learn

how those differences affect which drugs and
dosages you should, and shouldn’t, take.

GENDER AND METABOLISM
Historically, drug companies tested new
medicines mainly in men. Scientists
assumed that drug effects were roughly

comparable in women and wanted to avoid
complicating the studies with concerns about
female menstrual cycles and pregnancies. In
1998, however, the FDA required that clinical
trials not only include women but specifically
report on a drug’s safety and efficacy in women
as well as men.

Such research has yielded important
insights into basic differences between how
male and female bodies process medications.
And while body size and sex hormones 
contribute to those variations, they don’t
explain them all. “We’ve identified some basic

Drug safety: His and hers
Medications that are good for the goose can be bad for

the gander—and vice versa. Here’s what you need to know.
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The optimal dose in her pill box may vary
from his because of metabolic differences. 
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