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Professor Jolien Roos-Hesselink is a professor 

of cardiology and head of the Division of 

Congenital Cardiology at Erasmus MC. She 

is part of the Thorax Centre at Erasmus 

MC that was founded in 1971 and is an 

integrated organization of the Cardiology 

and Cardiothoracic Surgery departments. 

With the biggest Heart Valve Bank in 

Europe, the Centre stands out nationally and 

internationally for the quality of its patient 

care, scientific research and education in the 

field of cardiology and cardiothoracic surgery. 

It has consistently been the birthplace of 

key innovations and progress in the field of 

cardiology and cardiothoracic surgery. For 

example, the first heart transplant in the 

Netherlands was undertaken at this Centre 

and the stent was invented here in the 1970s.

Professor Roos’s clinical work and research 

interests lie in the field of adults with  

congenital heart defects, with special 

attention to aortic valve abnormalities and 

aortic pathology, and pregnancy in people 

with heart disease. 

One of the Centres’ well-known programmes, 

led by Roos, is on improving life chances 

for ind ividuals born with congenital  

heart disease. In the 1960s only a few  

babies with heart defects survived into 

adulthood because there were no treatment 

options. The Centre has pioneered work in 

this area and made major breakthroughs 

in medicine, with survival rates now 

transformed for mothers and children alike. 

These advances in medicine have created 

both an opportunity and a challenge for 

the generation of female babies born 

with congenital heart diseases who have 

survived into adulthood, and who are now 

adult and wish to have babies themselves. 

Maternal mortality is generally much higher 

in women with heart disease and this risk is 

also increasing in western countries. 
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To address this challenge, Roos is the founder and chairwoman of a major global registration of 

women who have heart disease who want to become pregnant. The risk to their health and that 

of the foetus is significant, as pregnancy means the heart has to work 50 per cent harder than 

normal and any medication to mediate the impact can be damaging to the baby. 

There are currently 5,000 women on the register and a major study has been undertaken on 

the complications, what the best and safest way to deliver the new-borns is, and how can they 

be treated. This project is a collaboration between many centres around the world including  

South Africa and Argentina. It looks at how to get women through pregnancy in the most optimal 

way as this reduces the likelihood of the new-born baby also being a carrier of heart disease.

Results & next steps 

• The Thorax Centre’s major breakthroughs in medicine for patients with congenital heart  

 disease means that compared to 15 per cent in the 1970s, an incredible 90 per cent of  

 patients now survive.

• The pregnancy registry continues to enrol patients, allowing a large database to accumulate  

 from which more detailed analysis and firmer conclusions can be drawn. These conclusions  

 can form an evidence base for making pregnancy safer for future generations of mothers  

 and their babies in any country across the world.

Impact

Pregnancy in women with heart disease results in maternal mortality rates 100 times 

higher than in normal patients and maternal heart disease is at the moment the most 

important cause of maternal mortality. Whilst this is a complex issue, the results of the 

study translated into pre-conception counselling and communication of the risks could 

literally save lives. The importance of this work for safe birth and future life chances of 

children cannot be under-estimated.
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