What Is
SUDDEN
CARDIAC
ARREST?
!
!

Sudden cardiac arrest (SCA) is a condition

in which the heart suddenly and unexpectedly
stops beating. If this happens, blood stops flowing
to the brain and other vital organs. SCA usually
causes death if it's not treated within minutes.


!
How The Heart Works
!

To understand SCA, it helps to understand how the
heart works. The heart has an electrical system
that controls the rate and rhythm of the
heartbeat. Problems with the heart's electrical
system can cause irregular heartbeats called
arrhythmias (ah-RITH-me-ahs).


Outlook

!

Most people who have SCA die from it often within
min ute s. Rapi d treat m ent of SCA w ith a
defibrillator can be lifesaving. A defibrillator is a
device that sends an electric shock to the heart to
try to restore its normal rhythm.


!

A uto mate d exte r nal
defibrillators ( AEDs)
can be u se d by
bystanders to save
the lives of people
who are having SCA.
These portable devices
often are found in
public places, such as
s h o p p i n g m a ll s, g o l f co u r s e s,
businesses, airports, airplanes, casinos, convention
centers, hotels, sports venues, and schools.


!
What Causes SCA?
!

!

Ventricular fibrillation (v-fib) causes most sudden
cardiac arrests (SCAs). V-fib is a type of
arrhythmia. During v-fib, the ventricles (the
heart's lower chambers) don't beat normally.
Instead, they quiver very rapidly and irregularly.
When this happens, the heart pumps little or no
blood to the body. V-fib is fatal if not treated
within a few minutes.


!

Other problems with the heart's electrical system
also can cause SCA. For example, SCA can occur if
the rate of the heart's electrical signals becomes
very slow and stops. SCA also can occur if the
heart muscle doesn't respond to the heart's
electrical signals.


!

There are many types of arrhythmias. During an
arrhythmia, the heart can beat too fast, too slow,
or with an irregular rhythm. Some arrhythmias
can cause the heart to stop pumping blood to the
body︱these arrhythmias cause SCA.

SCA is not the same as a heart attack. A heart
attack occurs if blood flow to part of the heart
muscle is blocked. During a heart attack, the
heart usually doesn't suddenly stop beating. SCA,
however, may happen after or during recovery
from a heart attack.

People who have heart disease are at higher risk
for SCA. However, SCA can happen in people
who appear healthy
an d have n o
kno wn heart
disease or
ot h e r r i s k
facto r s fo r
SCA.


!

!

Certain diseases and conditions can cause the
electrical problems that lead to SCA. Examples
include coronary heart disease (CHD), also called
coronary artery disease; severe physical stress;
certain inherited disorders; and structural changes
in the heart.


!

Several research studies are under way to find
the exact causes of SCA and how to prevent them.


Coronary Heart Disease

Inherited Disorders

CHD is a disease in which a waxy substance called
plaque (plak) builds up in the coronary arteries.
These arteries supply oxygen-rich blood to your
heart muscle.


A tendency to have arrhythmias runs in some
families. This tendency is inherited, which means
it's passed from parents to children through the
genes. Members of these families may be at
higher risk for SCA.


!
!

Plaque narrows the arteries and reduces blood
flow to your heart muscle. Eventually, an area of
plaque can rupture (break open). This may cause a
blood clot to form on the plaque's surface.


!

A blood clot can partly or fully block the flow of
oxygen-rich blood to the portion of heart muscle
fed by the artery. This causes a heart attack.


!

During a heart attack, some heart muscle cells die
and are replaced with scar tissue. The scar tissue
damages the heart's electrical system. As a result,
ele ctr ical sig nals may sprea d abn o r mally
throughout the heart. These changes to the heart
increase the risk of dangerous arrhythmias and
SCA.


!

CHD seems to cause most cases of SCA in adults.
Many of these adults, however, have no signs or
symptoms of CHD before having SCA.


!
Physical Stress
!

Certain types of physical stress can cause your
heart's electrical system to fail. Examples include:


!

•Intense physical activity. The hormone adrenaline
is released during intense physical activity. This
hormone can trigger SCA in people who have
heart problems.


!
•Severe lack of oxygen.

!

•Very low blood levels
o f p ota s s i u m o r
magnesium. These minerals
play an important role in your
heart's electrical signaling.


!
•Major blood loss.

!

!
!

An example of an inherited disorder that makes
you more likely to have arrhythmias is long QT
syndrome (LQTS). LQTS is a disorder of the
heart's electrical activity. Problems 

with tiny pores on the surface
of heart muscle cells cause the
disorder. LQTS can cause sudden,
uncontrollable, dangerous 

heart rhythms.


!

People who inherit
structural 

heart problems also 

may be at higher
risk for SCA. These
types of problems
often are the cause
of SCA in children.


!
Structural Changes in the Heart
!

Changes in the heart's normal size or structure
may affect its electrical system. Examples of such
changes include an enlarged heart due to high
blood pressure or advanced heart disease. Heart
infections also may cause structural changes in
the heart.


!
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For more information
about Sudden Cardiac
Arrest and to learn about our FREE Community
Heart Screenings for youth, visit us online at:


www.OliviasHeartProject.org

