
6
Estrogens and the arterial wall

The protective effect of estradiol-1 7~ (E2) in women is well recognized, but
the underlying mechanisms are not fully understood. In addition to its bene­
ficial effect on plasma lipoproteins, estradiol exerts a direct effect on the cells
of the vessel wall itself. Based on the literature published during 1990-1997,
mechanisms of estrogen action in the vascular wall include hormone­
induced:

• maintenance of vasodilatory capacity ;
• protection against LDL oxidative modification;
• action on the metabolism of lipoproteins after they entered the arterial
wall ;
• vasorelaxation;
• inhibition of smooth muscle cell proliferation;
• stimulation of endothelial cell proliferation, both in vivo and in vitro.

Most of these effects are probably mediated via functional estrogen receptors
present in the cells of the vascular wall.

Vasomotricity and cell-mediated metabolism of steroids
and Iipids

The studies published on « estrogen and the arterial wall » can be presented
under two headings :
• definition of the target site and molecular mechanisms of action by in vitro
and in vivo studies ;
• pharmacological studies on molecules which mimic the action of natural
estrogens.

Experimental studies strongly support the atheroprotective effect of estro­
gens. They have been carried out in monkey, rabbit and swine (Hough and
Zilversmit, 1986; Adams et al., 1990; Hayashi et al., 1992) and more
recently in apolipoprotein E-deficient (apoE KO) mice generated by gene tar­
geting (Plump et al., 1992 ; Zhang et al., 1992 ; Van Ree et al., 1994; Bour­
assa et al., 1996). These animaIs develop pronounced hypercholesterolemia
on a normal chow diet, with chylomicron and very low lipoprotein remnant 81
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accumulation in plasma probably resulting from abnormal receptor-mediated
lipoprotein removal (Ishibashi et al., 1994; Mortimer et al., 1995), an
increase in atherogenic lipoprotein retention by matrix components, as weIl
as slowing down of reverse cholesterol transport from the arterial wall
(Saxena et al., 1993; Hayek et al., 1994). Under these conditions, the mice
develop lesions similar to those seen in humans, with foam cell-rich fatty and
fibrous lesions including both proliferating smooth muscle cells and calcium
deposits (Bourassa et al., 1996).

Definition of the target site using experimental models

None of the studies available explain the mechanisms involved. Although a
firm answer cannot be given, favourable changes in blood lipids and lipo­
proteins do not appear to be the major target (table 6.Ia).

VasodiJation

Studies (table 6.Ib) suggest that the vasodilatory capacity can result from a
direct action of estrogens on smooth muscle cells (SMC), by a non genomic
effect involving ion channels. The molarities used in these experiments, in
the range of ]lM, cannot be reached with HRT. They may be reached by local
administration, as during coronary angiography. Other studies (table 6.Ic)
suggest the possibility of an increased bioavailability of endothelium-derived
relaxing factors, such as nitric oxide (NO) or a related nitrosocompound,
either by increasing NO synthase expression or by decreasing superoxide
anion production, preventing the degradation of NO. In both cases,
increased NO would promote vasodilation but also inhibit proliferation of
the adjacent vascular smooth muscle, reduce platelet aggregation and inhibit
monocyte adhesion to the endothelium and the inflammatory reaction
induced by cytokines, aIl of which are key contributors to the development
of atherosclerosis (Forstermann et al., 1994; Cooke, 1994; Kubes et al.,
1991 ; Bath et al., 1991 ; De Caterina et al., 1995 ; Khan et al., 1996). How­
ever, the fact that medroxyprogesterone acetate (MPA) interferes with this
effect (Miyagawa et al., 1997) but not with the protective effect of HRT
(Grostein et al., 1996), suggests that this mechanism does not play a major
role in the atheroprotective effect.

Protection of LDL against oxidation

Few studies (table 6.Id) have considered the protection of LDL against oxi­
dative modification. Most in vitro studies have used estrogen concentrations
that, again, are in the /lM range and cannot be achieved with HRT. They
probably reflect the intrinsic antioxidant structure of the estrogen molecule.
In contrast, in vivo studies or ex vivo studies (cell cultures) suggest that an
antioxidant effect could be mediated by estrogen receptors, at physiological
molarities. Whether this effect results in protection of LDL against oxidative

82 modification or reduces NF-KB activation (Flohé et al., 1997) is uncertain.
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Hormone replacement therapy. Influence on cardiovascular risk

Lipoproteins metabolism

Some studies (table 6.1e) have considered the metabolism of lipoproteins in
the arterial wall; an effect on aortic permeability to LDL has not been con­
firmed, although it should be stressed that the focal nature of plaque forma­
tion is c1ose1y related to high permeability at certain arterial sites, induced by
hemodynamic forces which stimulate the rate of transcytosis (Nilsen, 1996 ;
Davies et a1., 1984) and/or endothelial cell turnover and death (Davies et a1.,
1986; Lin et a1., 1990; Chang and Harley, 1995). El could then be active
on lipoprotein transfer by stimulating the rate of cell renewal, an effect which
couId also prevent SMC proliferation (Krasinski et a1., 1997; Foegh et a1.,
1994; Chen et a1., 1997 ; Iafrati et a1., 1997). Other studies suggest that the
plasma lipid-independent antiatherogenic effect of estradiol could be related
to the metabolism of lipoproteins after they have entered the arterial wal1.
Such a mechanism is not c1ear and may be re1ated to the captation of
modified LDL by macrophages, which represent an opportunistic, but con­
stant, component of atherosc1erotic plaque. Indeed, estrogens also inhibited
monocyte adhesion to the endothelium, although the molarities used in the
study appear unphysiological and the data conflict with another paper (Cid
et a1., 1994). The re1ationship between monocytes and endothelium is one
aspect of the local immune response in atherosc1erosis (Libby and Hansson,
1991). Caulin-Glaser et a1. (1996) showed that estradiol inhibits IL-1-medi­
ated membrane E-se1ectin, vascular cell adhesion molecule-1 and intercellu­
lar adhesion molecule-1 expression.

For the definition of the target site in human studies, five studies are reported
in table 6.11. These studies, using different physical or biochemical tech­
niques, confirm the above experimental studies. They again support the
atheroprotective effect (Akkad et a1., 1996). They also confirm the probable
role of estrogens in increasing NO bioavailability in the vascular wall (Tad­
dei et a1., 1996; Cicinelli et a1., 1997) and a possible action on vasoconstric­
tors such as endothelin (Wilcox et a1., 1997). Attention should also be drawn
to a possible immunological mechanism.

Pharmacological approach

A series of studies have been reported (table 6.III), using either estrogen ana­
logs or drugs displaying a so-called « antiestrogen effect ». Synthetic or nat­
ural phytoestrogens have been dealt with in the first category. These estrogen
agonists do not in general have appreciable beneficial effects compared to
estradiol (Clarkson et a1., 1990; Taniguchi et a1., 1994; Honore et a1.,
1997). Some studies have also analyzed the activities of equine estrogens
without showing any significant advantages either (Subbiah et a1., 1993;
Sulistiyani et a1., 1995).

Probably of greater interest are the reported activities of « antiestrogen »

92 compounds. Triphenylethylene derivatives exert beneficial effects in animal



Estrogens and the arterial wall

studies. The most appealing of the differem molecules is probably T amoxifen
(Grainger et aL, 1995) and possibly some of its analogues such as Raloxifen®
(LY139481 Hcl). The mechanism of their action on the cardiovascular sys­
tem is not known. It is not clear whether this atheroprotective effect results
from a partial agonistic effect that these molecules have in tissues (Klinge et
aL, 1996) like the liver, or from a different nonestrogenic pathway, involving
specifie binding sites called « Antiestrogen Binding Sites» (Chailleux et aL,
1994 ; Poirot et aL, 1994). Further studies are necessary in this field, partic­
ularly in the comparison of molecules with partial and complete antiestrogen
activities.

Cell proliferation, relaxation and endothelial cell
adhesion

Different publications have been selected : original and relevant papers pub­
lished in journals with a high impact factor in the vascular field (Circulation,
Circulation Research, Cardiovascular Research) or the endocrinologie field
(Endocrinology, Journal of Clinical Endocrinology and Metabolism, American
Journal of Obstetrics and Gynaecology) , as well as significative reviews ; papers
from the same groups were analyzed together. In vivo and in vitro studies were
analyzed separately; the methodology is given in the tables. Studies using
pharmacologieal doses of E2 were not selected. The mechanism of action of
estradiol on the vascular wall (direct effects on the cells of the arterial wall,
or effects via paracrine mechanism(s)) is mentioned when available.

Results will be presented as follows : analysis of estradiol effects on vascular
tone and arterial structure (proliferation), angiogenesis, and cell adhesion. A
few data related to the role of progesterone (P) have been included.

Specifie estrogen receptors and mechanism of action

Estrogen has many effects on the vasculature. Some of these are rapid, mem­
brane effects of the hormone on ion channels that do not require transcrip­
tional activation of genes. The major positive effects of estrogen on vascular
tissue involve estrogen receptors (ER).

N umerous studies concerning the presence of estrogen receptors in the vas­
cular wall have been published over the 10 last years, linked to the produc­
tion and widespread utilisation of monoclonal antibodies against the receptor
proteins and the use of reverse transcriptase polymerase chain reaction (RT­
PCR) and RNase protection assays. These more recent studies are presented
in table 6JV.

The expression of ER and PR (progesterone receptors) has now been demon­
strated in situ in normal and pathological samples from the vascular system
and most of these studies agree that the receptor content is low. Significant 93
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differences are observed in arteries of the female genital tract between differ­
ent physiological and experimental situations, but the expression of ER has
not been clearly linked to sex differences in most vascular tissues (Perrot­
Applanat et al., 1988; Perrot-Applanat, 1996 - review; Knauthe et al.,
1996). Nuclear ER and PR are present in situ in myocytes (tunica media) of
arteries, with occasionally labeled endothelial cells; in a recent autopsy
study, ER was also identified in vascular smooth muscle cells (SMC) from
coronary arteries of premenopausal women (Losordo et al., 1994); the
expression was much lower in atherosclerotic vesse1s than in normal arteries,
suggesting a role of ER or its deficiency in atherosclerosis. Two papers report
the absence (or low leve1) of expression of ER in biopsies from saphenous
veins, while PR is expressed in the SMC of the intima and tunica media
(Perrot-Applanat et al., 1995).

Since the pioneering work of Colburn and Buonassi (1978) demonstrating
the presence of ER in bovine endothelial cell cultures several papers have
reported the presence of ER in endothe1ial cells and smooth muscle cells pre­
pared from human and animal arteries (aorta, coronary artery) and veins
(table 6.IV).

Classically, ER, activated through estrogen binding, interacts with DNA
(estrogen-responsive e1ement, ERE) and transactivating proteins which reg­
ulate transcriptional activity. Based on the capability of E2-induced tran­
scriptional transactivation in transient transfection assays, a number of in
vitro studies have revealed that these receptors are functional (Karas et al.,
1994; Bayard et al., 1995 ; Kim-Schulze et al., 1996; Baysal and Losordo,
1996 - review).

Recently, Iafrati et al. (1997) reported that one of the well-documented vas­
cular effects of estrogen (inhibition of the response to vascular injury in the
carotid artery) remains unchanged in ER-Kü mice ; the recent discovery of
ERb (Iafrati et al., 1997) should also help to explain the effects of estrogen
on the vasculature.

Effects of estradiol on vascular tone

The effect of estradiol on coronary artery reactivity has been studied for sev­
eral years. In the early 1980's it was reported that super-physiological doses
of estrogen improved endothelium-mediated dilation of rabbit arteries. In the
early 1990's it was reported that physiological doses of estrogen increased
dilatory responses of atherosclerotic coronary arteries.

The in vivo studies are presented in table 6.Va. E2 increases basal coronary flow
and epicardial coronary artery diameter in post-menopausal women (Reis et
al., 1994). The impact of estrogen deficiency on the endothelium has been
evaluated by observing endothelial function following E2 infusion and
replacement of estrogen (table 6.Va). Acute administration of estrogen

94 enhances endothelium-dependent vasodilation to acetylcholine in rat aorta
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(Cheng et al., 1994) and in both the peripheral (forearm) and coronary circu­
lation ofhealthy postmenopausal women (Gilligan et al., 1994a,1995) ; in one
of these studies, this effect was not apparently maintained with a 3-week cycle
of systemic estradiol administration. Women with risk factors for vascular dys­
function had significantly reduced vasodilatory responses to acetylcholine as
compared with healthy subjects (Gilligan et al., 1994b). Two in vivo studies
demonstrated that estrogen-induced, endothelium-dependent vasorelaxation
of coronary arteries may depend on sex hormone status: it is observed in
women, but not in men with coronary heart disease (Collins et al., 1995). In
the female rabbit (Collins et al., 1994), relaxation is greater in acutely estro­
gen-withdrawn animaIs (versus castrated or estrogen treated). The possibility
of the involvement of NO in vivo has recently been strenghtened by evidence
that estrogen-induced increases can be antagonized by NO synthase inhibitors
(Thompson and Weiner, 1997). Long-term E2 replacement therapy has also
been shown to decrease the contractility of coronary arteries to thromboxane
A2 in the guinea-pig (Thompson and Weiner, 1997).

Independently of NO synthesis, endogenous fluctuations of estrogen modu­
late endothelin receptors in coronary arterial smooth muscle cells of female
pigs (Barber et al., 1996)

The in vitro studies are presented in table 6.Vb. lt is generally agreed that the
tone of underlying smooth muscle cells is regulated by a variety of agents such
as EDRF (or NO) (Furchgott and Zawadski, 1980), prostacyclin (Moncada et
al., 1976), endothelin (Yanagisawa et al., 1988), angiotensin (Ryan, 1989),
free radicals and adrenaline. Several in vitro experiments have studied the
incubation of arterial rings and measured isometric forces during E2 exposure.

E2 induces rapid relaxation of rat aorta and human coronary arteries precon­
tracted with adrenaline (Thomas et al., 1995) and thromboxane A2 (Chester
et al., 1995), respectively, through endothelium-independent mechanism(s).
The relaxation by adrenergic stimulation is enhanced by acute, direct exposure
to E2 (Bell et al., 1995a). In the model of the rat mesenteric artery, male gen­
der and ovarian hormone deficiency reduce the vasodilatory effects of
endothelium-independent relaxing agents (Nevala et al., 1996). A direct
smooth muscle relaxing effect of estradiol may be mediated by calcium chan­
nel blockade (for review, see Collins et al., 1994) when used for a short time at
relatively high concentrations. The inhibitory effect of estradiol may be medi­
ated via non genomic effects ; a 5-min incubation of cultured rat pulmonary
vascular SMC with 17b-estradiol significantly increases the basal intracellular
cAMP level in a concentration-dependent manner (Farhat et al., 1996).

Acetylcholine (Ache) induces endothelium-dependent vasorelaxation in vitro
by the release of NO. Disruption of the endothelium or inhibition of NO syn­
thesis by selective NO inhibitors contribute to coronary vasoconstriction; the
increase in acetylcholine-induced relaxation by E2 is mediated through
endothelium-dependant mechanism(s). Estrogen, at low doses, acts indirectly 95
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through the release of endothelium-derived NO (Collins et al., 1994) and
involves ER (Cheng et al., 1994) blockage by Tamoxifen. AIso, the ability of
estrogen ta act as an antioxidant has been postulated to account for the rapid
restoration of endothelium-dependent vasodilation. In the other hand,
endothelium-dependent, NO-mediated relaxation (by A23187) of porcine
coronary arteries is enhanced by overnight, but not acute, exposure to physio­
logical doses of estrogen (Bell et al., 1995b).

Effects of estradiol on vascular cell proliferation

Vascular smooth muscle cell (SMC) proliferation and migration are believed
to be critical for SMC accumulation in the intima, and this may be important
for luminal narrowing in atherosclerosis, restenosis and venous bypass graft
disease. Although SMC are in a contractile phenotype, they may change
their properties following a disease state and start to proliferate, a property
which is also shown for SMC in culture. Estradiol inhibits smooth muscle cell
proliferation both in vivo and in vitro.

The in vivo studies are presented in table 6.VI. An anti-atherosclerotic effect
of estrogen has been found in a variety of animal models, such as pig, pri­
mates (Clarkson, 1994), rabbits (Hanke et al., 1996a) and mouse. It is par­
tially mediated by the decrease in LDL uptake and/or degradation, but also
by an improvement in coronary artery function. The effect is sex-dependent
in the rabbit (Hanke et al., 1996a). Estrogen also reduces myointimal prolif­
eration after ballon injury of rat carotid artery (Chen et al., 1996).

The in vitro studies are presented in table 6.VI. Three studies demonstrate
that 17b-estradiol inhibits the proliferation and migration of SMC from
human or rat coronary arteries (Kolodgie et al., 1996; Suzuki et al., 1996)
and human saphenous veins (Dai-Do et al., 1996) stimulated by mitogens
such as PDGF and bFGF; this antiproliferative effect of estradiol was also
obtained with SMC from coronary artery (pig) or aorta (rat) cultured in
1-2 % FCS (Espinosa et al., 1996; Moraghan et al., 1996), or in carotid seg­
ments (Vargas 1996). However, conflicting results are reported concerning
the sex-dependency of the anti-proliferative effect of physiological doses of
E2. Two studies reported a differential response in coronary arteries from pig
(Moraghan et al., 1996) and rat (Vargas et al., 1996); however, a recent
study on SMC from human saphenous veins provides evidence that the anti­
proliferative and antimigratory effects occurred in post-menopausal women as
well as in age-matched men, indicating that SMC can respond to 17~ estra­
diol regardless of the gender (Dai-Do et al., 1996). These different observa­
tions may be due to the different cell types and/or species used.

The mechanisms of the inhibition of cell proliferation by E2 remain ta be
clarified. Estradiol could inhibit SMC proliferation directly or indirectly by
inhibiting the synthesis of growth factors; other actions can be considered,

96 such as endothelial-derived nitric oxide, in the inhibition of SMC prolifera-
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tion, or the rapid (5 min) increase in cAMP (an important intracellular
signaling molecule in the response of SMC to vasoactive and mitogenic
factors) during E2 incubation (Farhat et aL, 1996), features compatible with
non genomic actions.

Effect of estradiol on endothelial cell functions : proliferation, migration
and adhesion

Three articles from Schnaper's group (Morales et aL, 1995 ; Kim-Schulze et aL,
1996 ; Schnaper et aL, 1996) have evaluated the effect of estrogen on the ang­
iogenie behavior of endothelial cells (table 6.VII). Under in vitro conditions
(20 % serum), estrogen treatment enhances several endothelial cell functions,
including migration, proliferation, attachment and formation of capillary-like
tubes, steps that are critical to angiogenesis. This estrogen enhancement of
human endothelial cell (HUVEC and coronary artery) proliferation is reduced
by the ER antagonist ICI 182780. Furthermore, estrogen increases the ang­
iogenic effect ofbFGF in vivo in mice (Morales et aL, 1995 ; table 6.VII).

A group of molecules called adhesion receptors is involved in cell-cell and cell­
matrix recognition. One class, integrins, are the primary receptors for the
extracellular matrix (ECM). In addition, endothelial cell adherence, consid­
ered as the initial step in leukocyte recruitment in autoimmune diseases, is
mediated by adhesion molecules such as ICAM-1, VCAM-1 and E-selectin.
Two important papers report a modulation of adhesion molecule expression by
estradiol in endothelial cells (HUVEC) (Cid et aL, 1994; Aziz and Wakefield,
1996) : increases in E-selectin, ICAM and VCAM under TNF-a (but not
under ILIa) stimulation. The effect of estradiol (versus progesterone whieh
leads to a decrease in E-selectin after ILl stimulation) may be important in
females in maintaining a regulatory control of E-selectin expression under
immunophysiologieal conditions, but perhaps also in inflammatory situations.
In vivo, E2 lowers cP-selectin expression (Jilma et aL, 1996), a plasma form of
P-selectin (produced by endothelial cells and platelets) lacking a hydrophobie
transmembrane sequence and derived from an alternatively spliced form. The
mechanisms of E2-modulated selectin expression are not clear.

There are no recent reports concerning either modifications of the extracellular
matrix composition, or the activity of proteases involved in vascular remode­
ling (metalloproteases ... ) and affecting its contribution to vessel wall stability.

Impact of progesterone

Most studies have used estrogen alone. In current practice, estrogen is com­
bined with a progestogen (administered either continuously or cyclically) to
avoid the risk of abnormal endometrial proliferation and endometrial cancer.

The impact of progesterone on vasoreactivity and experimental atherosclero­
sis has not been clearly analyzed and conflictory results have been reported.
Hormone replacement therapy effect on vasoreactivity of atherosclerotic 97
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coronary artery in Cynomolgus monkey (Williams et al., 1994; Miyagawa et
al., 1997) showed a diminution of the protective effect of estradiol following
the addition of medroxyprogesterone acetate (MPA), but not of
progesterone; MPA also attenuates the estrogen-mediated inhibition of
neointima formation after ballon injury in the rat carotid artery (Levine et
al., 1996); progesterone inhibits SMC proliferation in pig coronary artery
(Moraghan et al., 1996), but not (either alone or in combination with El)
in human aorta (Suzuki et al., 1996) ; another study suggests that progester­
one is dose-dependently able to inhibit completely the beneficial effect of
estrogen in experimental (rabbit) atherosclerosis (Hanke et al., 1996a). The
beneficial effect of estradiol and progesterone was confirmed by an epidemi­
ological study of post-menopausal women (Grodstein et al., 1996).

T 0 conclude, experimental studies suggest that the vascular wall is the target
of the antiatherogenic effect of estrogens, meaning that the estradiol effect
on lipid concentrations and the lipoprotein profile is not the main mecha­
nism. This protective effect could in part be explained by at least three
mechanisms: maintenance of vasodilatory capacity, protection of LDL
against oxidation, and modification of lipoprotein metabolism in the arterial
wall, resulting in less accumulation of atherogenic lipoproteins in the intimai
space. Preliminary clinical studies are in accordance with experimental
results. Further experimental studies, using animal models, will be necessary
to determine the mechanism(s) of the atheroprotective effect of estrogens.

Animal and human studies indicate that physiological doses of estradiol pro­
tect against coronary arteriosclerosis by inhibition of smooth muscle cell pro­
liferation. Another effect of estrogen is enhanced relaxation in response to
acetylcholine of arterial rings from estrogen-treated ovariectomized animais
as compared with untreated animais. Women presenting a risk factor for vas­
cular dysfunction had significantly reduced vasodilatory responses ta acetyl­
choline compared with healthy subjects. However, there is no good animal
model for arterosclerosis and results are sometimes conflictory, depending of
the species, the type of artery or the dose of El. Angiogenesis is also
enhanced by 17~-estadiol in vitro and in vivo (mice) but this result needs
confirmation. The applicability of these findings to patients with coronary
disease needs ta be investigated.

Although the presence of ER has been demonstrated in vascular tissues,
tagether with a link between their stimulation and physiological effects, the
cellular mechanism(s) whereby the presence of estrogen is translated into an
effect on the biology of the arterial wall remains to be identified.
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