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How fa tal is a heart at tack? What can we do when we or some body we know is hav ing
one?

Heart at tack or my ocar dial in farc tion (MI) re mains a ma jor killer world wide. It is the
num ber one killer in the US, ac count ing for one in seven deaths. It is like wise a no to ri ous
killer in the Philip pines where dis eases of the heart and car dio vas cu lar sys tem are cur -
rently the lead ing causes of mor tal ity. De spite the grim num bers, how ever, thanks to ad -
vances in medicine in the last 30 years, at present, more than two out of three of peo ple
who de velop a heart at tack can sur vive it, as long as they are at tended to prop erly.
Odds are there fore high that you or a fam ily mem ber will su� er from a heart at tack dur -
ing your life time. But your chances of sur viv ing the heart at tack are very good, pro vided
you or your fam ily mem ber know you are hav ing one and you know what to do.
Anatomy of a heart at tack

Avoid the at tack of this heart killer

How to sur vive a heart at tack
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A heart at tack oc curs when a coro nary artery (i.e., a blood ves sel that sup plies the heart
mus cles with oxy genated blood) that had been nar rowed be cause of coro nary artery dis -
ease gets com pletely clogged by a blood clot. This de prives many heart mus cle cells of
oxy gen. Un less the clot is re moved im me di ately, the mus cle cells will die, the heart will
be un able to pump enough blood to all parts of the body, and heart fail ure en sues.
The out come of a heart at tack de pends on how big the clogged artery is and how soon the
blood clot is re moved.
How do you know you’re hav ing a heart at tack?
The most com mon man i fes ta tion of a heart at tack is a squeez ing or press ing pain in the
mid dle of the ch est that lasts for more than a few min utes. The pain may spread to the
left arm or jaw, back, right arm or over the ab domen. About a third of peo ple who su� er
an at tack do not ex pe ri ence ch est pain. In stead, pain is felt over the other ar eas stated
above. Some times there may be no pain at all.
Aside from pain, other symp toms of a heart at tack in clude pro fuse sweat ing, anx ious -
ness, short ness of breath, pound ing of the heart, nau sea and vom it ing, a sense of im -
pend ing doom, and loss of con scious ness.
The symp toms of a heart at tack can ap pear sud denly and may be so se vere that they can -
not be mis taken for any thing else. Of ten, how ever, they are ini tially mild then slowly
progress in sever ity. Many peo ple mis tak enly dis miss such mild symp toms, at tribut ing
them to be nign con di tions such as heart burn, overex er tion, stress, or overeat ing. They
should not, es pe cially if the symp toms come on sud denly, or if they worsen over a pe riod
of hours or days.
In ci den tally, most peo ple who de velop a heart at tack ex pe ri ence in ter mit tent ch est pains
for days, months, or years be fore the at tack. But in about a �fth of cases, the heart at tack
it self is the �rst and only pre sen ta tion of a dis eased heart. Also, one in �ve heart at tacks
is “si lent” and will have few, if any, symp toms. For tu nately, most si lent heart at tacks
are mild.
What to do in case of a heart at tack
Life-sav ing drugs that can quickly dis solve a blood clot in the heart and pre serve the
heart mus cles are now avail able. But they have to be ad min is tered im me di ately (prefer -
ably within an hour af ter the on set of the heart at tack) and in a hos pi tal set ting. As an al -
ter na tive to clot dis solv ing drugs, an gio plasty can be per formed. This is a pro ce dure in
which a catheter with an in �at able seg ment is pushed through to the blocked artery, and
in �ated to break up the clot. Dur ing the pro ce dure, a mesh tube (stent) is also in serted
into the artery to keep it patent. In the Philip pines how ever, very few hos pi tals have the
ca pa bil ity to per form an gio plas ties.
A heart at tack is a med i cal emergency where time is of the essence. Half of the deaths due
to the con di tion oc cur within three to four hours af ter the symp toms ap pear and most of
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these oc cur sim ply be cause peo ple don’t im me di ately go to the hos pi tal, wait ing in stead
to see if the symp toms per sist.
When you sus pect some body (or you) is hav ing a heart at tack, stop the per son from fur -
ther per form ing any phys i cal ac tiv ity, not even walk ing. If as pirin is avail able, make
him/her chew then swal low one tablet. Then, carry the per son gen tly and bring him/ her
im me di ately to a hos pi tal.
Half of the deaths due to the con di tion oc cur within three to four hours af ter the symp -
toms ap pear and most of these oc cur sim ply be cause peo ple don’t im me di ately go to the
hos pi tal, wait ing in stead to see if the symp toms per sist.


