
DO YOU KNOW THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN 
A HEART ATTACK AND CARDIAC ARREST? 

 

The terms "heart attack" and "cardiac arrest"
are often used interchangeably. And while it is
true that in some instances a heart attack
may lead to cardiac arrest, technically, they
are two different health concerns. Consider
the following.
 
A heart attack occurs when there is a
blockage that obstructs the flow of blood to
the heart. It can be thought of as a plumbing
problem, and symptoms may include pain or
discomfort (in chest, arms, jaw, back, or

stomach), shortness of breath, a cold sweat, nausea, and/or lightheadedness. While
such symptoms can be spread out over minutes, hours or even days, it is best to seek
professional medical counsel as quickly as possible.
 
Cardiac arrest is different. It occurs when there is an interruption to the heart's rhythm
so that it does not pump blood properly. It can be thought of as an electrical problem,
and symptoms include the loss of consciousness / responsiveness and the cessation
of normal breathing. During cardiac arrest, every minute counts as typically the brain
cannot go more than just a few minutes without its needed supply of oxygen-rich
blood.
 
CPR (Cardio Pulmonary Resuscitation) would not be used for the heart attack
symptoms noted, but should be used when a person has lost consciousness and
enters into cardiac arrest. When done properly, and in a timely fashion, CPR may help
to keep a person's blood / oxygen supply flowing until professional medical help arrives
(typically up to ten minutes at most). But even so, the effectiveness of CPR alone is
generally only 4 to 18%. However, when CPR is combined with a properly operated
AED (Automatic External Defibrillator) the effectiveness potentially rises to 80%, and
the time gap during which help may arrive is extended.
 
This e-mail blast is for general reference and is not intended to provide medical advice.
But if you, like many, are not aware of these medical terms and/or how to best take
action in relation to them, we would encourage the pursuit of further education from
reputable groups like the Red Cross. It just might help to save someone's life.
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