
This article explains the initial symptoms of a heart attack with 
sudden cardiac death, possible treatment options, and how you 
can reduce your risk by taking steps to improve your heart health.
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Does Sudden Cardiac Arrest mean sudden cardiac death? 
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Sudden Cardiac Arrest and Cataclysmic Heart Attacks in Adults and Young People

  udden Cardiac Arrest (SCA) is a life-threatening emergency that 
happens from an “abrupt and unexpected loss of heart function 
leading to loss of consciousness and collapse.” SCA can be fatal 
if not treated within minutes. There isn’t any way to guarantee 
the prevention of sudden cardiac arrest, but managing your heart 
health can reduce your risk.

Sudden cardiac arrest is thought to be a leading cause of death in 
young athletes, but it also affects young people not involved in 
organized sports. It can happen during exercise or at rest, or even 
during sleep. In some cases, young people can die from sudden 
cardiac arrest days or weeks later from brain damage that happened 
during the SCA.

Heart attacks are medical emergencies that can vary in severity, 
with the most severe causing sudden cardiac death. When the 
heart’s electrical system stops functioning correctly, and blood is 
no longer pumped to the body, sudden cardiac death happens. 
Without treatment, heart attacks leading to sudden cardiac death 
are fatal.

S

A heart attack occurs when a clot blocks blood flow to your heart. 
This leads to chest pain and can impair cardiac function.

One life threatening complication of a heart attack is sudden cardiac 
death, or cardiac arrest. 

The heart muscle that is not getting enough oxygen because of a 
blockage can lead to fatal arrhythmias like ventricular fibrillation. 
When this happens, the chambers of the heart quiver too quickly to 
pump blood to the body, like the brains and lungs.

People experiencing sudden cardiac death don’t have a pulse and are 
unable to breathe. Immediate treatment is necessary to prevent death. 

Cardiovascular disease is 

a leading cause of death 

in the United States and 

it’s the underlying reason 

for heart attacks and for heart attack and stroke

https://www.cdc.gov/heartdisease/facts.htm
https://nasiff.com/
https://www.healthline.com/health/heart-attack


•		 lightheadedness	

•		 nausea

•		 vomiting

•		 fainting

It’s important to call 911 right away if someone isn’t breathing or 
responding. Once you’ve made the call, it’s time to begin cardiac 
pulmonary recitation (CPR). The 911 operator will walk you through 
the steps of this lifesaving procedure. They will help begin treatment 
while you wait for emergency services to arrive.

LEARN MORE ABOUT HEART ATTACKS
You can find out more about heart attacks by checking out these 
other articles:

•	 Heart	Attack	Symptoms,	Causes,	and	Treatments

•	 Heart	Attack	Symptoms	in	Men	and	Women

•	 Warning	Signs	of	a	Heart	Attack

•	 Angioplasty	After	a	Heart	Attack:	Risks,	Benefits,	and	More

•	 What	Happens	to	Your	Heart	Rate	During	a	Heart	Attack?

•	 Types	of	Heart	Attacks:	What	You	Should	Know

•	 The	Heart	Attack	You	Didn’t	Know	You	Had

DOES IT MEAN SUDDEN DEATH?

ARE THERE WARNING SIGNS FOR SUDDEN CARDIAC 
ARREST BEFORE IT HAPPENS ?
  Symptoms of sudden cardiac arrest

Sudden cardiac death due to a heart attack can come on with 
no warning. When SCA happens to seemingly healthy young 
people, there is usually no obvious injury or medical reasons 
the patient or family knew about. However, at times there are 
warning symptoms. These include:

•		 chest pain

•		 heart palpitations

•		 shortness of breath

•

Some of these symptoms can mimic symptoms of other 
chronic conditions. However, it’s important to get medical 
attention for any new or concerning symptoms, like chest 
pain, shortness of breath, and fainting.

CAN YOU DIAGNOSE SUDDEN ARREST BEFORE IT 
HAPPENS?

•		 coronary	artery	disease: coronary artery disease develops 
due to clogged arteries. When your arteries are clogged, the 
blood flow to your heart is reduced. This increases the risk 
of sudden cardiac arrest from a heart attack. Young people 
with coronary artery abnormalities usually are born with 
them but may not notice any symptoms until they are older

•		 cardiomyopathy: cardiomyopathy is a heart condition that 
occurs when there is a problem with the heart’s muscle. In 
some cases, the muscle is thinned and dilated, whereas in 
other cases it’s thickened. People with cardiomyopathy are 
at increased risk for sudden cardiac death. Other types of 
pediatric cardiomyopathy may also play a role

•		 heart	valve	conditions: certain conditions that cause your 
heart valves to leak or narrow can stretch and weaken your heart 
muscle. This can increase your risk of sudden cardiac death

•	  congenital	heart	conditions: babies born with congenital 
heart conditions or abnormalities have a higher chance of 
experiencing sudden cardiac arrest. Adults who had these 
conditions treated when they were children still carry a higher 
risk than people who have never had a heart condition

•		 long	QT	syndrome: this syndrome is a condition that causes 
unorganized and irregular heartbeats. It increases the risk 
of sudden cardiac death

•  myocarditis: usually triggered by an infection, myocarditis 
means the walls of the heart are inflamed. Most myocarditis 
cases in children happen when a virus such as an entero-
virus gets into the heart. It can also be caused by bacterial, 
fungal or parasite infections, and allergic reactions to some 
medications 

•		 commotio	cordis: is caused by a blow to the chest directly 
over the heart at certain points in the heartbeat cycle. It can 
happen in kids with completely normal hearts. Commotio 
cordis is more common in sports with projective objects 
such as baseball, ice hockey and lacrosse

•			 heart	attack: is an attack that can trigger sudden cardiac 
death in some people

•  previous	heart	attack: heart attacks can leave behind scar 
tissue, which can increase the risk of sudden cardiac death 

•

•

•

•

•

Sudden cardiac death from a heart attack is often unpredictable 
and cannot be diagnosed in advance and not all causes are known 
especially in children and young adults. But there are also some 
conditions that can increase your risk. These include:
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SUDDEN CARDIAC ARREST IN YOUNG PEOPLE

•		 beta-blocker medications

•  antiarrhythmic medications

•  aspirin

•  cholesterol-lowering medications like statins

•  having an implantable cardio-defibrillator (ICD) device 
under your skin over the chest

•

•

•

Sudden cardiac arrest (SCA) from 
a heart attack is a serious medical 
emergency. It occurs when the 
heart has an electrical malfunction 
and stops beating. This happens, 
blood is not delivered to the rest 
of the body. People experiencing 
a cataclysmic heart attack do not 
have a pulse and are unable to 
breathe. 

Without treatment, death likely can 
occur in just a few minutes.

There’s no assured way to prevent 
sudden cardiac arrest, but taking 
care of your heart and trying to 
manage any heart conditions you 
have can help reduce your risk. 

For many people experiencing sudden 
cardiac arrest, their first symptom is 
chest pain. When warning symptoms 
do occur, they’re easy to mistake for 
symptoms of other conditions. 

People without heart conditions can also have sudden cardiac 
arrest. Sometimes there is a known cause like recreational drug 
use, but there are times when the cause of a heart attack is 
unknown.

There is no real way to predict sudden cardiac arrest or to guarantee 
100% prevention.

By taking care of your heart, you can help reduce your risk, by making 
these 9	simple heart-healthy lifestyle choices.  You can be healthier 
by doing this: 

HOW DO YOU PREVENT SUDDEN CARDIAC DEATH?

•

If you’re already at risk for sudden cardiac arrest, your doctor 
might recommend additional steps. These steps will depend on 
the exact risk factors you have and may include:

These treatments can help manage the conditions that can lead to 
sudden cardiac death and can help keep your heart beating as it 
typically should.

Your doctor might recommend purchasing an automated external 
defibrillator (AED) for emergency home use. AEDs can be used to 
restart your heart if you have a cataclysmic heart attack. They can 
be a good first treatment before emergency service professionals 
arrives. 

You and your doctor can decide if having an AED machine at home 
is a smart precaution for you.

about 2,000 young, seemingly healthy people under age 25 in the 
United States die each year of sudden cardiac arrest. These deaths 
leave behind a huge and devastating impact on many families and 
communities. But there are ways to help identify risk factors that 
can help prevent these tragedies. 

TAKEAWAYS 
  Screening for sudden cardiac arrest

Performing some mass screening tests like electrocardiogram 
(EKG) and echocardiogram (ultrasound of heart) when you 
are symptomatic, having your annual physical or engaging in 
a sporting event.

Recognizing warnings signs and risk factors, accurate medical 
history-taking, and doing cardiology and genetic screening 
for patients at higher risk because of having family members 
with concerning heart conditions or an SCA, can be effective 
ways to help reduce the risk of sudden death. 

An 8-year-old boy playing his first season of peewee football goes 
into cardiac arrest suddenly after practice. A 10-year-old girl’s heart 
stops beating just as she takes her long-awaited turn down a water 
park slide. A 14-year-old student sitting in math class falls to the 
floor unresponsive. A 16-year-old high school basketball player 
collapses on the court after making the game-winning shot. 

Sudden cardiac arrest is rare in young people, but it can happen. 
According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), 

Although sudden cardiac death in young people is not very 
common, even one life lost is too many. Take steps that can 
help reduce the risk of these tragedies, such as scheduling 
regular well-child visits, sports physicals and encouraging 
CPR and AED training in your community.       

  Remember

Content from healthline

1.	 	following	a heart-healthy	diet

2.  getting regular	exercise

3.  not smoking
4.  drinking	only a	limited	amount	of	alcohol

5.  keeping	your blood	pressure  within	prescribed	ranges
6.  keeping	your cholesterol  within	recommended	ranges
7.  getting	regular	medical	checkups	as	well	as	regular	

well-child	visits	and	sports	physicals
8.  screening	for	heart	conditions 

9.  know	your	family	history
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