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 If someone close to you were having a heart attack, would you recognize the signs?  

Cardiovascular disease (CVD) is the number one cause of death in the United States.  More than 40 

million Americans will develop some form of heart disease (is this ‘in their lifetime?’ or ‘this year?’).  

Imagine 20 football stadiums, with every seat full. This could be the number of people that will have 

a heart attack this year alone. A heart attack is what happens when part of the heart muscle is 

damaged or dies because it is not receiving enough oxygen. Usually the blockage is caused by a 

build-up of fatty deposits, called plaque, inside the artery.  Of those 40 million people who suffer 

from heart disease, 40% will die because they will not get to a hospital for follow-up and treatment.  

According to the American Heart Association, nearly 100% of people can survive a heart attack if 

they get to the hospital within one hour; however, only 20% ever go to the hospital.  

  Usually, symptoms of a heart attack come on slowly, with mild pain and discomfort.  

Survivors have reported that they were unsure of what was happening. This occurs because 

symptoms can be different for each person. Knowing the general warning signs of a heart attack and 

having an emergency response plan in place (call 911) could help save a life.   

 So, what does a heart attack look and feel like?  The common symptoms of a heart 

attack include the following: 

∗ Uncomfortable pressure, fullness, squeezing or pain in the center of the chest. The pain 

lasts for more than a few minutes, or goes away and comes back. 



∗ Pain that spreads to the shoulders, neck, arms, jaw or back. 

∗ Lightheadedness, fainting, nausea, sweating, and/or shortness of breath. 

 If you or someone you know experiences ANY of these signs, call 911 immediately! During 

a heart attack, minutes matter. A heart attack can be a frightening event, but by learning the steps to 

take, you can save a life –maybe your own.  

 The older one gets, the slower and weaker the heart becomes, which means the harder a 

person has to work to keep it healthy. Women and men are both at risk for heart disease. We cannot 

change our age or our family history, but we can change our lifestyle.  Four major risk factors that 

can be changed to decrease the risk for heart attack are:  cigarette smoking, physical inactivity, high 

blood pressure, and high cholesterol levels. 

 People who smoke have a greater risk for heart disease. About 20% of all deaths from heart 

disease are directly related to cigarette smoking. The longer you smoke, the greater your risk is for 

heart disease.  Smoking increases heart disease because the nicotine in smoke decreases oxygen to 

the heart, increases blood pressure and heart rate, increases blood clotting, and damages the cells 

that line coronary arteries and other blood vessels. Quitting smoking will decrease your risk of heart 

disease and it may also prolong your life.    

 Get moving and be more active – this is a key to having a healthy heart.  The heart is a 

muscle and in order for it to stay strong you need to exercise it.  Being physically active should be 

part of your everyday life. By being active, you can keep and improve your strength to stay 

independent and have more energy to do the things that you want. Some easy changes you can make 

to increase activity include: taking the stairs instead of the elevator, going for a brisk walk every 

morning or night, or riding a stationary bike each day. Being active has major benefits especially as 

we age.  It reduces the risk of heart disease, improves blood circulation throughout the body, boosts 

energy levels, manages stress and helps you sleep better which all help to give you a healthier heart. 



 Reducing high blood pressures numbers is another way to decrease your heart attack risk. 

Along with reducing smoking and being physically active, a few small changes in eating habits can 

reduce blood pressure. Cutting back on salt intake can make your blood pressure decrease. Most 

foods contain salt and though small amounts of salt may be fine for most people, those with high 

blood pressure need to be aware of their salt intake and avoid items with added salt such as canned 

and prepared foods. Look at nutrition labels on foods and choose foods with less than 200 mg salt 

per serving or with no salt added. Drinking plenty of water also helps to rid the body of extra salts 

and other elements that may boost your blood pressure.    

 For many people, high cholesterol levels can be reduced through lifestyle changes. 

Cholesterol numbers include good and bad cholesterol numbers. Exercise can help to increase good 

cholesterol numbers. Bad cholesterol levels are basically fatty deposits in the blood stream.  

Reducing fat intake reduces cholesterol levels, and reducing intake of high fat foods such as red 

meats, fried foods, and dairy products lowers the amount of fat being added to your blood stream. 

Increasing foods high in fiber like whole grains, fruits, and vegetables can help to reduce cholesterol 

levels because they take longer to digest and make you feel full longer without adding extra fat. 

Though lifestyle changes can drastically reduce cholesterol levels for some people, others may need 

medication to reduce levels into a healthy range.  

 Since cardiovascular disease is the number one cause of death in the United States, knowing 

the signs of heart attack is vital. Also, making a commitment to healthy, lifestyle changes can lead 

you to live a longer, happier, and healthier life.  For additional information you may visit the Central 

Michigan District Health Department at www.cmdhd.org, or the American Heart Association at 

www.americanheart.org.   
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