
Heart D
isease

physical activity and avoiding tobacco and alcohol use).

>> Take your medications as directed by your doctor.

>> Follow any other treatment recommended by your doctor.

By taking these steps, you can prevent or reduce the chance of 
another heart attack and related complications, such as heart failure. 

Make sure that you have an emergency action plan in case you have 
signs of a second heart attack. Talk to your doctor about making 
your plan, and talk with your family about it. The plan should include:

>>The signs and symptoms of a heart attack.

>> Instructions for the prompt use of aspirin and nitroglycerin.

>>How to access emergency medical services in your 
community.

>> The location of the nearest hospital that offers 24-hour 
emergency heart care.

Remember the symptoms of a second heart attack may not be 
the same as those of a first heart attack.

Heart attacks can be prevented by adopting healthy lifestyle habits 
throughout one's life. Eat healthy, be active, prevent obesity, lose 
excess weight, prevent blood pressure or control it, prevent 
diabetes or control it, maintain optimal lipid levels in the blood and 
avoid tobacco and alcohol! 

Heart attack warning signs!

Don't Ignore Signals of a heart attack!

Don't hesitate to seek medical help!

Fast action can save many lives!

During a heart attack a "clot" blocks the artery and prevents blood 
reaching the heart muscle. That part of the heart muscle begins to 
die. The more time passes without treatment the more the damage. 
Timely treatment dissolves the clot and opens the arteries to 
rejuvenate the muscle.

Chest discomfort

Feeling uncomfortable with pressure, pain, squeezing, and 
heaviness in the centre of the chest which lasts more than a few 
minutes or goes and comes back. (Especially, if it is lasts beyond 30 
minutes or not responding to sorbitrate, it is extremely suggestive of 
a heart attack.).

Discomfort in other parts of the body besides the chest

Discomfort (pain or heaviness) may be present in the arms, back, 
neck, and jaw. Chest discomfort may spread to the arms, 
shoulders, jaw or neck or, sometimes, may travel to the chest from 
those areas. 

Much less common is upper abdominal pain, with feeling of fullness, 
acidity and indigestion. This does not respond to antacids and 
should not be ignored but checked up for a possible heart attack.

Shortness of breath

Shortness of breath or 'breathlessness' may be present, before the 

chest pain sets in, with the pain (or discomfort) or may follow the pain.

Other signs

Alongside the above signals, nausea, sweating, or light-headedness 
(giddiness) may be present. Sometimes, breathlessness without pain, 
or a choking without feeling pain, may be the only features.

First -aid at home

Aspirin can be given to a person before medical help is available. 
Aspirin helps to thin the blood and helps the blood pass through the 
blocked arteries by breaking down the fresh blood clot. It is best to 
crush half a tablet of aspirin and put it under the tongue for fast 
absorption into the blood. Alternatively, half a tablet can be crushed 
and given with water; or if the aspirin is a water dissolvable preparation 
then it can be dissolved in half a glass of water and drunk. (Aspirin 
should be avoided in persons with a history of ulcer in the stomach and 
in person allergic to aspirin)

What next?

You need to see the doctor. It is best to go to a hospital where ECG 
and blood tests can be done. 
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What is Heart disease?

What is 'Heart disease', or 'coronary heart disease' ?

The heart muscle is living and needs food and oxygen to survive. There 
are arteries within the heart muscle which supply the food and oxygen 
to the heart muscle. These arteries are known as coronary arteries. 
When one or more of these arteries in the heart get narrowed, or 
partially blocked, then it leads to coronary artery disease. When one or 
more of these arteries get blocked then some part of the heart muscle 
does not get food and oxygen. This condition is called a heart attack.

The term, Coronary artery disease is used for problems which include: 
angina, heart attack, and heart failure.

(It may be confusing as there are other heart conditions such as heart 
valve problems, congenital heart problems, etc. However, these are 
not usually included when we talk about 'heart disease').

The root cause of most cases of coronary artery disease or 
cardiovascular disease is a build up of atheroma - a fatty deposit within 
the inside lining of arteries. A blockage caused by the development of 
complex atheromatous plaques, composed of inflamed tissues and 
fatty deposits on the inner surface of the artery. These plaques develop 
slowly over time and may cause chronic restriction of blood flow 
leading to pain on exertion (angina) or it may lead to as acute blockage. 
This most often occurs when the irregular, inflamed surface of the 
plaque leads to the formation of a blood clot. When this occurs a region 
of heart muscle is suddenly deprived of blood and gets damaged. This 
is what is known as a heart attack. If the damage is relatively limited the 
heart can recover but major damage can lead to death. Similar 
degeneration of arteries in the brain leads to loss of blood supply and 
stroke or death. Smoking and high levels of blood cholesterol, 
associated with high intakes of saturated fat, are both major risk factors 
for these plaques, coronary artery disease and strokes.

Cardiovascular Disease and stroke. The accumulation of cholesterol, 
as deposits, within atheromateous Atheroma and plaques may be 
accelerated by oxidative damage to the low density lipoproteins (LDL). 
Such damage can be prevented by high intakes of fruits and 
vegetables. Fruits and vegetables help to protect against heart 
disease. Antioxidants from fruits and vegetables in their natural 
unique combinations with micronutrients and fibre, help to protect 
against heart disease. Lifestyle factors that can reduce the risk of 
forming atheroma and developing cardiovascular diseases include: 
not smoking, choosing healthy foods, regular physical activity, keeping 
your weight and waist size down, and avoiding tobacco and alcohol. If 
you have a high risk of developing a coronary artery disease 
/cardiovascular disease, drug treatment to reduce blood pressure 
and/or cholesterol may also be advised. A daily low dose of aspirin is 
also advised for some people at high risk.

Risk factors for heart attacks

There are many factors, also known as risk factors, which make a 
person more susceptible to heart attacks or coronary artery disease. 
Many of these are preventable. Prevention of these can prevent heart 
attacks.

• Preventable Lifestyle r isk factors (that can be 
prevented or changed)

>>Tobacco use and smoking.

>>Lack of physical activity (a sedentary lifestyle).

>>Obesity (being overweight).

>>An unhealthy diet.

>>Excess alcohol.

• Treatable or partly treatable risk factors:

>> High blood pressure (Hypertension).

>> High cholesterol levels in the blood (raised lipids).

>> High triglyceride (fat) blood level.

>> Diabetes.

>> Kidney diseases causing diminished kidney function.

• Fixed risk factors - ones that you cannot change:

>> A strong family history. This means if you have a father 
or brother who developed heart disease or a stroke 

before they were 55, or in a mother or sister before they 
were 65.

>> Being male.

>> An early menopause in women.

>> Age. The older you become, the more likely you are to 
develop atheroma.

>> Ethnic group. For example, people who live in the UK 
with ancestry from India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, or Sri 

Lanka have an increased risk.

If you have a fixed risk factor, you must make an extra effort to tackle the 
lifestyle risk factors that can be changed and the risk of heart attacks 
can then be decreased.

Use of tobacco/smoking: 

The chemicals in tobacco get into the bloodstream to do the damage 
to the arteries and other parts of the body. Lifetime smoking roughly 
doubles your risk of developing heart disease. If you smoke or 
consume tobacco, your risk of having a stroke, and developing other 
diseases such as lung cancer, mouth cancer and throat cancer, are 
also increased. Giving up tobacco and stopping smoking is the single 
most effective thing that you can do to reduce your health risk. The 
increased risk falls rapidly immediately after giving up tobacco and 
stopping smoking.

Lack of physical activity - a sedentary lifestyle: 

People who are physically active have a lower risk of developing 
cardiovascular diseases compared to inactive people. To gain health 
benefits you should do at least 30 minutes of moderate physical 
activity, on most days (at least five days per week).

 30 minutes in a day: 

Is the minimum to gain health benefits.(Children need to do it for a 
minimum 60 minutes per day) However, you do not have to do this 
all at once. For example, cycling to work and back 15 minutes each 
way adds up to the total of 30 minutes.

Moderate physical activity: 

means that you get warm, mildly out of breath, and mildly sweaty. It 
does not have to be intense. For example: brisk walking, dancing, 
jogging, swimming, cycling, etc.

On most days: 

You cannot 'store up' the benefits of physical activity. You need to 
do it regularly

Obesity and overweight:

On average, if you are obese and reduce your weight by 10%, your 
chance of dying at any given age is reduced by about 20%. This is 
mainly because you are less likely to develop cardiovascular 
diseases, diabetes, or certain cancers. The increased health risk of 
obesity is most marked when the excess fat is mainly in the 
abdomen rather than on the hips and thighs. Your health risks 
increases as the waist measurement increases, particularly if the 
waist measurement is more than 80 cms(approx 31.6 inches) for 
females or 90 cms(35.6 inches) for males. Even if your BMI is 
normal, but your waist measurement is more, then you have more 
fat in your body than desirable which gives rise to many health risks.

Diet:

Eating healthily helps to control obesity, and lower your cholesterol 
level. Both of these help to reduce your heart risk. Eating plenty of 
fresh fruits and vegetables everyday keep the heart healthy. A 
minimum of 450-500 gms of fresh fruits and vegetables should be 
consumed every day. Eat whole grains. Switch from refined grains 
and pulses to whole grains and pulses. Also, there is evidence that 
eating oily fish (herring, sardines, mackerel, salmon, kippers, 
pilchards, fresh tuna, etc) protect against heart disease. In those 
who eat fish include 2-3 portions of fish every week. Include nuts in 
your diet. Nuts are alo cardio protective. Among other nutrients, it is 
probably the 'omega-3 fatty acids' in the fish and nuts that helps to 
help reduce the build-up of atheroma. Fruits and vegetables, as well 
as being low in fat, also contain 'antioxidants' and vitamins which 
may help to prevent atheroma building up. Avoid foods which are 
high in salt. Moderate fried foods and processed and ready to eat 
foods and junk foods and soft drinks.

Avoid alcohol intake.

Prevent diabetes and if you already have it then control it and mange 
it. Prevent blood pressure and if your blood pressure is high then 
lower it. Maintain optimal lipid levels in the blood.

Prevent a Second Heart Attack

If you have already have had a heart attack, it is very important to 
follow your doctor's advice to prevent a second heart attack:

>>Make lifestyle changes as directed. (changes in your diet, 
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