
Your Health. Our Priority.

Heart
Attack





Myocardial Infarction

Commonly referred to as a heart attack, myocardial infarction is due to a blockage of the arteries 
that supply blood to the heart muscle. By understanding your heart, you can better understand 
a heart attack and the importance of accurately following the plan of care your physician has 
designed for you.

You have control over aspects of your health and wellness. Education about your disease process 
and your role in keeping coronary heart disease under control is a good place to start.

Self-Care Includes:

■   Understanding coronary heart disease

■   Taking medications exactly as ordered

■   Decreasing fat, cholesterol and salt in your diet

■   Avoiding alcohol, which decreases the heart’s ability to contract

■   Exercising and staying active

■   Checking weight daily and taking action right away with fluid build-up

■   Monitoring yourself for symptoms and taking action right away when symptoms occur

■   Seeing your physician on a regular basis

■   Notifying your physician or home health nurse if you are unclear on any aspect of your
      home health plan or you feel something isn’t right with how you feel

Anatomy and Function of the Coronary Arteries

Coronary arteries supply blood to the 
heart muscle. Like all other tissues in the 
body, the heart muscle needs oxygen-rich 
blood to function and oxygen-depleted 
blood must be
carried away. 

Blood flow occurs through two main 
arteries: the right and left coronary 
arteries and their two branches, the
circumflex artery and the left anterior 
descending artery.



What Are the Different Coronary Arteries?

The two main coronary arteries are the left and right coronary arteries.

The left coronary artery (LCA), which divides into the left anterior descending artery and the
circumflex branch, supplies blood to the heart ventricles and left atrium.

The right coronary artery (RCA), which divides into the right posterior descending artery and a 
large marginal branch, supplies blood to the heart ventricles, right atrium, and sinoatrial node 
(cluster of cells in the right atrial wall that regulates the heart’s rhythmic rate).

Additional arteries branch off the two main coronary arteries to supply the heart with blood.

These include the following:

■   Circumflex artery (Cx)
      The circumflex artery branches off the left coronary artery and encircles the heart muscle. 
      This artery supplies blood to the back of the heart.

■   Left anterior descending artery (LAD)
      The left anterior descending artery branches off the left coronary artery and supplies  
      blood to the front of the heart.

Smaller branches of the coronary arteries include: acute marginal, posterior descending (PDA), 
obtuse marginal (OM) and diagonals.

Why Are the Coronary Arteries Important?

Since coronary arteries deliver blood to the heart muscle, any coronary artery disorder or disease 
can have serious implications by reducing the flow of oxygen and nutrients to the heart, which 
may lead to a heart attack and possibly death.

Atherosclerosis (a build-up of plaque in the inner lining of an artery causing it to narrow or
become blocked) is the most common form of coronary artery disease.



What is a Heart Attack?

Every 36 seconds, someone dies from heart and blood vessel disease, America’s No. 1 killer.
Since most of those deaths are from coronary heart disease—about 425,000 each year—it’s 
important to learn all you can about heart attack. Don’t ignore heart problems. It’s a matter of
life and death!

You should know the warning signs so you can help right away—either for yourself or someone 
close to you. Acting quickly can save lives!

Some heart attacks are sudden and intense, but most start slowly with mild pain or discomfort. 

Here are some of the signs of a heart attack:
■   Uncomfortable pressure, squeezing, fullness or pain in the center of your chest that lasts more  
      than a few minutes or goes away and comes back.

■   Pain or discomfort in one or both arms, your back, neck, jaw or stomach

■   Shortness of breath, with or without chest discomfort

■   Nausea, lightheadedness or breaking out in a cold sweat

If you or someone you’re with has chest discomfort, especially with one or more of the 
other signs, don’t wait more than five minutes before calling for help. Call 9-1-1 or the 
emergency medical services (EMS) in your area. Get to a hospital right away.

What Causes Heart Attacks?

A coronary attack occurs when the blood flow to a part of the heart is blocked (often by a blood 
clot). This happens because coronary arteries that supply the heart with blood slowly become 
thicker and harder from a buildup of fat, cholesterol and other substances, called plaque.

If the plaque breaks open and a blood clot
forms that blocks the blood flow, a heart
attack occurs. Then the heart muscle supplied
by that artery begins to die. 

Damage increases the longer an artery stays 
blocked. Once that muscle dies, the result is 
permanent heart damage.
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Symptom Progression

It is important to understand symptoms that occur when heart disease worsens.

You are doing well when:
■   You have no unrelieved chest pain

■   You have no trouble breathing

■   Your weight is stable

■   You have no changes in your symptoms

Call  within the next 24 hours when:
■   You have side effects from your medicines

■   You feel more tired and have less energy than usual

■   You have a temperature or incision pain

■   Your weight goes up 3 lbs in 24 hours

■   You have a dry, harsh cough that does not go away. If treatment begins soon after
      symptoms start, death and heart damage can often be avoided.

Call 911 if you have:
■   Chest discomfort which might begin mildly and build in intensity

■   Chest pain, arm pain or neck pain that
- Occurs at rest and with exertion
- Lasts more than 10 minutes
- Is accompanied by nausea, excessive sweating or difficulty breathing

■   Discomfort in other areas of the body, jaw or back

■   Worsening palpitations

■   Worsening difficulty breathing

■   Palpitations that are accompanied by nausea or difficulty breathing

■   Excessive sweating that is accompanied by nausea or difficulty breathing; suddenly 
      breaking out in a cold sweat

■   Fainting; feeling dizzy, lightheaded or nauseated

■   Belching or vomiting

■   Indigestion or heartburn

■   Sudden weakness

Physicians recommend that people chew an aspirin as soon as they notice 
the warning signs of a heart attack because studies have shown aspirin to 
improve the chances of survival.



Heart Attack Warning Signs

Heart and blood vessel disease is our nation’s No. 1 killer. About half the deaths from heart and 
blood vessel disease are from coronary heart disease, which includes heart attack. Each year, 
about 325,000 people die of coronary attack before they get to a hospital or an emergency room. 
Many of those deaths can be prevented by acting fast!

Some heart attacks are sudden and intense. But most start slowly with mild pain or discomfort.
Here are some of the signs of a heart attack:

The most common heart attack symptom for both men and women is chest pain or discomfort.
Women are somewhat more likely than men to experience some of the other common symp-
toms, particularly shortness of breath, nausea/vomiting, and back or jaw pain.

What should I do if I suspect a heart attack?
Don’t wait more than five minutes before calling for help. Call 9-1-1 or the local emergency
medical services (EMS) such as the fire department or ambulance.

Get to a hospital right away.
If you’re the one having symptoms and you can’t access the EMS, have someone drive you to the
hospital right away. Don’t drive yourself, unless you have absolutely no other option.

What else can I do? 
■   If you’re properly trained and it’s necessary, you can give CPR (mouth-to-mouth rescue
      breathing and chest compressions) to a victim until help arrives.

■   Before there’s an emergency, it’s a good idea to find out which hospitals in your area have
      24-hour cardiac care. Also, keep a list of emergency phone numbers next to your phone 
      and in your contacts list. Keep it with you at all times. Take these steps NOW.

Why don’t people act fast enough?
Half of all people having a heart attack wait more than two hours before getting help. Some 
people feel it would be embarrassing to have a “false alarm.” Others are so afraid of having a heart 
attack that they tell themselves they aren’t having one. These feelings are easy to understand but 
they’re also very dangerous.

If you or someone close to you shows signs of a heart attack, call 9-1-1 and 
get help right away!

CHEST PAIN PAIN IN ARMS, 
NECK, BACK, JAW

SHORTNESS
OF BREATH

COLD SWEAT DIZZINESS NAUSEA AND 
VOMITING



How Will I Recover from My Heart Attack?

There’s good news for people who have had a heart attack. The worst is over, and soon you may
be able to do most of the things you used to do. Now is a good time to make healthy changes
to your lifestyle. Heart disease can get worse unless you take steps to get your heart in good 
shape. After a heart attack, it’s common to worry a lot. Getting better and feeling good about 
yourself will take time. It helps to do as your doctor says and to learn about keeping your heart 
healthy. You may have many active years left to enjoy!

Are my feelings normal?
Most patients say they have bad feelings after a heart attack. These are normal and easy to 
understand. It’s a good idea to talk to someone about your feelings and don’t keep them inside. 
In time, these bad feelings should go away.

■   Fear of dying

■   Fear of chest pains

■   Fear that you can’t have sex

■   Fear that you can’t work

■   Angry that it happened to you

■   Angry that others might think you are weak

■   Depression, thinking “life is over”

■   Depression, thinking you may never be the same again

How will my family feel?
People who are close to you will also “feel” your heart attack. Instead of keeping bad feelings in, 
you should talk about them. Family members may feel:

■   Frightened to see you in the hospital

■   Angry that the heart attack came at a bad time

■   Guilty, thinking that they “caused” it, even if they know that’s not possible

What changes should I make?
■   Get help to quit if you smoke.

■   Control high blood pressure.

■   Eat healthful meals low in saturated fat, trans fat, cholesterol and salt.

■   Get involved in regular physical activities.

■   Lose weight if you need to.



The ABC’s of Coronary Heart Disease Medicines

Some of the ABC’s about medications prescribed to people who have had a heart attack include:

Antiplatelets:
Medications to prevent your blood from clotting or to keep any existing clots from getting larger. 
Clots can form in your heart and blood vessels and cause a blockage which can lead to a heart 
attack or stroke.

I am taking

Beta-Blockers:
Medications to reduce blood pressure by blocking the effects of the hormone adrenaline. This 
medication causes the heart to beat more slowly and with less force, reducing the workload of 
the heart. Other types of beta blockers affect the heart and blood vessels.

I am taking

Calcium Channel Blockers:
Medications used to prevent calcium from entering cells of the heart and blood vessel walls, re-
sulting in lower blood pressure. Some of these medications can relax and widen blood vessels by 
affecting the muscle cells in the arterial walls.

I am taking 

It is important for you to know exactly what cardiac medications you are taking, understand their
purpose and potential side effects, and know the proper dosage and time to take them.

With a clear understanding of your medication, you will be able to monitor how your heart is
adapting to them. You will be able to identify any characteristics which might lead to a side effect
and be able to alert your physician.

It is also very important to learn about all the things that could contradict the action of your
medications. Did you know certain channel blockers interact with grapefruit products?
Grapefruit products reduce the ability to eliminate the medication from your body which can
result in a toxic build up.

One way you can take control of your health is to clearly understand all aspects of your medi-
cations and make sure you notify your physician of any vitamins, over-the-counter drugs and 
herbal supplements you may be taking as some of these may interfere with the action of your 
medications.

Do not begin new medications without checking with your physician.

Many times multiple physicians are involved in your care and may not be aware of all your
medications. Keep an updated medication list with you and make sure you review it with your
physician and other specialists at each visit.



How Can I Avoid a Heart Attack?

Even if you have heart disease, there’s a lot you can do to improve your heart’s health. Ask your 
doctor or nurse for help. Together, you can set goals to reduce your risk of heart attack.

■   Don’t smoke, and avoid other people’s tobacco smoke.

■   Treat high blood pressure, if you have it.

■   Eat a healthy diet that’s low in saturated fat, trans fat, cholesterol and salt.

■   Exercise at least 30 minutes on most or all days of the week.

■   Keep your weight in the normal range.

■   See your doctor for regular check-ups.

■   Take your medicines exactly as prescribed.

■   Control your blood sugar if you have diabetes.

What about sex?
■   Check with your doctor first, but you should be able to have sex the way you did before.
      You should be ready when you’re able to walk around easily.

■   If you have chest pain during sex, have lost interest, or are worried about having sex,
      talk with your doctor.

When can I go back to work?
■   Most people go back to work in two weeks to three months.

■   Your doctor may run tests to find out if you can do the kind of work you did before.

■   Some people change jobs to make it easier on their heart.

■   Ask your doctor about cardiac rehabilitation programs in your area.

How can I learn more?
1)  Talk to your doctor, nurse or other health care professionals. If you have heart disease or 
        have had a stroke, members of your family also may be at higher risk. It’s very important 
        for them to make changes now to lower their risk.

2)  Call 1-800-242-8721 or visit AmericanHeart.org to learn more about heart disease.

3)  For information on stroke, call 1-888-478-7653 or visit StrokeAssociation.org.

Request other fact sheets and educational booklets to help you make healthier choices to reduce
your risk, manage disease or care for a loved one. Knowledge is power, so learn and live!



Lifestyle Changes

Now that you have learned how to take charge of your health, there are some beneficial steps to
take to minimize your risk of having a heart attack. For instance, lifestyle changes can help
control high blood pressure and other factors of coronary heart disease. 

Some changes include:
■   Quitting smoking

■   Eating a heart-healthy diet low in salt, fat and cholesterol

■   Maintaining a healthy weight

■   Being physically active every day

■   Having routine check-ups

Even if you start with small steps, take the initiative to do something each 
day to improve the health of your heart. 
■   Ask for assistance to develop a plan or join a group.

■   Encourage your family to join you or support you in your lifestyle changes. 

■   Keep a log of your daily activity, medications, meals, etc. This will allow you to see what your 
      daily habits are and make adjustments toward a new, healthy lifestyle.

Lifestyle changes I would like to make include:



Diet and Nutrition:

By paying close attention to what you eat, you can reduce your risk for heart attacks. Adopting 
a hearthealthy diet can help reduce LDL cholesterol (the bad cholesterol), lower blood pressure 
and reduce body weight. The most powerful nutrition strategy is to focus on what you CAN eat.

■   Eat more vegetables, fruits, whole grains and legumes. (An increase in fiber helps to lower
      cholesterol.) Enjoy 4.5 cups of fruits and vegetables, three one-ounce servings of whole  
      grains and four servings of nuts, legumes and seeds per week.

■   Choose fat calories wisely. Limit total fat grams; eat a bare minimum of saturated fats (less 
      than 7% of total calories per day) and avoid trans fats. If you must use fat, use unsaturated 
      fats (canola, olive and peanut oils).

■   Eat a variety of lean protein foods such as chicken, fish and vegetable proteins. These con-
      tain omega-3 fatty acids, which are good for heart health. Eat at least 2 servings per week.

■   Limit cholesterol and fat consumption. The American Heart Association recommends no 
      more than 200mg a day of fat if you have heart disease.

■   Get energy by eating complex carbohydrates such as whole wheat pasta, brown or wild 
      rice and whole grain breads.

■   Limit simple carbohydrates such as soft drinks, sugar and sweets.

■   Avoid salt. Canned, processed and preserved vegetables have a high sodium content. Look 
      for low sodium vegetables or try frozen varieties.

■   Read the labels of all canned foods for sodium and fat content.

■   Replace salt with herbs and spices or use salt-free seasoning mix.

■   Use fat-free milk or 1% milk instead of whole or 2% milk.

■   Preserve nutrients and colors in vegetables by steaming or stir-frying.

■   Use herbs, vinegar, tomatoes, onions and fat-free sauces and salad dressings.

■   A smoothie can cover a multitude of needs. Use bananas, berries, kiwi or any kind of fruit. 
      Use 100% juice and make a nutritious drink.

■   Prepare muffins and breads with less saturated fat and fewer calories. Substitute butter, 
      lard and oil for three ripe bananas. Choose whole grains for ingredients instead of highly 
      refined products. Try whole-wheat flour, oatmeal and whole cornmeal.

■   Feed your body regularly. Skipping meals leads to overeating. For some, eating 5 small
      meals per day helps eliminate cravings and regulates metabolism. If you’re tempted to 
      overeat during small meals, three balanced meals per day might be a better approach.



Activity and Exercise:

Exercise helps to condition your heart muscle, raises your HDL cholesterol (the good cholesterol)
and gives you more energy to perform activities throughout the day. Be sure to check with your
physician before beginning an exercise program. Notify your physician or nurse of dizziness,
difficulty breathing, heart palpitations, chest pain or extreme fatigue that occurs with exercise.

■   Before starting an exercise program, coronary heart disease should be stable.

■   Do not exercise immediately after a heavy meal.

■   Do not exercise if you are feeling poorly or excessively fatigued.

■   Start slowly and pace yourself during exercise.

■   Avoid hard exercise or heavy lifting to prevent sudden pumping demands on the heart.

■   Avoid extreme temperatures during exercise.

My motivation to exercise is:
I want to feel better
I need to lose weight
I need to increase the strength of my heart muscle
I want to be more independent at home
I have no motivation to exercise

The time of the day best suited for me to exercise is:

Managing Stress:

Emotional stress and anxiety can make the heart work harder, which can make your symptoms
worsen. Patients and caregivers should work together to keep stress under control.

■   Learn to accept things you cannot change. You don’t have to solve all of life’s problems.

■   Don’t use smoking, drinking, overeating, drugs, alcohol or caffeine to cope with stress.
      These will actually make things worse.

■   Learn to say no. Don’t promise too much. Give yourself enough time to get things done.

■   Consider a health professional or clergy member to help you manage stress.

Things that make me anxious or add to my stress are:

Things I can do to relieve my stress are:
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