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My chest is hurting..is it a heart attack?
Well it could be!  When we discuss this topic in our classes, most people assume any pain in the chest is
automatically a heart attack.This is not always the case.

Pain or discomfort in the chest should be taken seriously and may present very di�erently in each person. Pain in
the chest could be caused by trauma, chest infections, respiratory conditions, angina, heart attack, anxiety or even
muscle strain.

As a �rst aider we can’t diagnose our casualty but we can look at their signs & symptoms and treat accordingly.
Anytime someone has pain in their chest, we should treat it very seriously and call an ambulance or seek medical
assistance immediately.

Without going into great detail, I will discuss the main di�erence between angina and a heart attack. These two are
most common causes of chest pain and can be similar in presentation.

Firstly we need to get an idea of basic heart anatomy. We all know that the heart pumps blood around our bodies
to keep us alive, but the heart needs its own supply of blood, oxygen and nutrients to function. It gets this from
coronary arteries which are shown as the blue and red squiggly lines in the diagram. That's it for the anatomy :)
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-  the partially blocked drain
Try to think of angina as a partially blocked drain. Just like our kitchen sink when it's partially clogged up with
soap scum, food matter and sludge, it takes a while for the water to go down.

Basically the same thing happens when the coronary vessels become partially blocked with a build up of fatty
plaque. This causes  narrowing and hardening of the vessels  reducing adequate blood �ow to the heart. Angina
may be brought on by exertion such as walking, gardening, stress or at rest. Because the coronary artery is partially
clogged up not enough blood  and oxygen  �ows through the heart.

This will cause pain in the chest which is basically your heart telling you " help I need oxygen...now!" The a�ected
area  of the heart is slowly getting deprived of oxygen causing pain and discomfort. This is  usually reversible with
rest and medication if treated promptly. Count it as a warning sign to a heart attack!

 A partially blocked artery.

Angina
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Going back to our kitchen sink, I think we've all had a blocked drain once or twice before. Nothing goes down the
pipes, so instead it will over�ow the sink. This is basically what happens during a heart attack.

When a coronary artery becomes severely clogged up with fatty plaque, a piece of this plaque may break o�. If this
occurs, blood cells and other blood components will then start sticking to the damaged area, further occluding the
artery causing a blood clot to form. 

The  blood clot now blocks the �ow of blood through the artery, meaning the a�ected part of the heart is not
receiving any blood �ow or oxygen. The heart tissue will become damaged and will begin to die.  The longer it stays
blocked, more permanent damage occurs and may lead to the heart not functioning properly leading to collapse
and death. 

Angina vs Heart Attack
We can’t know if it’s angina or a heart attack just by looking a person complaining of chest pain/discomfort.
Medical tests such as ECG's, blood tests etc are needed for a diagnoses. Often the signs & symptoms  of angina and
a heart attack can be very similar, so it's best to treat it as the worst case scenario which is a heart attack.

Not every person will present with the same signs & symptoms. The classic "sharp pain in the chest, radiating to
the left arm and jaw" may be the case for some but not others. Some people feel minor discomfort mistaking it for
indigestion or heart burn, while others may experience sudden sharp pain in the chest. It can depend on many
factors such as; what part of the heart is a�ected, the extent of the damage done to the heart, duration, other
underlying health conditions , have they taken medication, pain threshold etc. 

Heart Attack-  the completely blocked drain
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Some of the signs and symptoms may include:
 Chest tightness/discomfort
 Pain in the chest -sharp/dull/radiating/crushing
 Pain in between shoulder blades
 Pain radiation to arms or jaw
 Nausea/vomiting
 Sweating profusely
  Indigestion/upper abdominal discomfort 
 Dizziness
 Pale looking
 Fatigue

 Ab
ove are some areas pain and discomfort may appear. It could be in one place or radiate to

many.
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What Can I do?
 If anyone presents with the above symptoms we need to make sure we keep our casualty calm. Reassure them, get
them to stop whatever they are doing and sit them down. We need them to sit down because their heart is deprived
of oxygen and isn't working too well, so we don't want to make the heart work harder as this will cause further 
injury. Call for medical assistance and stay with the casualty until medical help arrives.

Don't let your casualty go to the toilet as they may die if they exert themselves too much......That will be a crappy
way to go! Get someone else to bring a de�brillator and keep it close by just in case they stop breathing and
collapse. (perhaps don't show the casualty as it may increase their anxiety :)

The "000" calltaker told me to give them Aspirin!
When you call for an ambulance you will most likely be told to give your casualty  Aspirin. They are playing it safe
and treating it as a worst case scenario which is a heart attack.

If your casualty is having a heart attack we know that it's caused by a blood clot blockage. Aspirin slows down our
blood clotting time allowing the clot to form slower, possibly preventing  further clots, heart attacks and stroke.

They already su�er from Angina what now?They already su�er from Angina what now?
If  your casualty has a history of angina they more than likely will  treat themselves with their medication. They
usually recognise the symptoms and do what they have discussed with their doctors. They will administer a type of
medication that will help open up the blood vessels allowing blood to get through to the heart. This medication
may be in a form of a tablet which is administered under the tongue or a spray also administered under the tongue.

Remember we can't do too much for a person su�ering from chest pain medically, but we can reassure them,
provide some comfort, monitor and stay with them, call for help and possibly give an aspirin. In the casualties eyes
that is a lot and they would be grateful for your assistance. In the back of your mind prepare for the worst case
scenario that they could go unconscious and stop breathing. If this occurs commence CPR and de�brillation.

Visit us at www.northwestfirstaid.net for more information about us and our services.

Alex

http://www.northwestfirstaid.net/

