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Irregular Heart Beats
The Heart


The human heart is an extraordinary organ.  It is a muscle about the size of your fist that beats over 100,000 times on any given day, pumping upwards of 2,000 gallons of blood throughout the body.  Its purpose is to provide a constant supply of nutrients and oxygen to every cell and tissue, as well as to remove waste and keep the body healthy.  

[image: image1.wmf]A heart beat is made up of a contraction and relaxation of the heart muscle, which pushes blood through all of the vessels and back again.
How does the heart know to beat?

The heart has its own electrical system that tells the heart when to beat, and actually causes the muscle cells to contract.  This coordinated communication between the different parts of the heart keeps the normal, healthy heart beating at a steady 60-80 beats per minute.  In some people, the electrical system gets damaged by heart disease, a 
heart attack, or electrolyte abnormalities – and the result is:

An irregular heart beat.

Another word for irregular heart beat is the term “arrhythmia.”  
Arrhythmias can vary greatly in their ability to cause symptoms and their need for treatment.  There are a few arrhythmias that people may not even know that they have.  Others however can cause severe symptoms.


Where do arrhythmias come from?

They usually arise from a problem with either the formation of the electrical signal within the heart, or its movement through the heart.  They may cause the heart rate to be higher than normal which is called a tachyarrhythmia, or lower than normal, which is a bradyarrhythmia.
Some common symptoms include things like:

· Palpitations

· Fainting

· Lightheadedness

· Dizziness

· Shortness of breath

· Extreme tiredness 

· Weakness
So for people who have these heart beat irregularities, it may be more difficult to perform normal day-to-day activities.
How do I know if I have an Arrhythmia?

It may be as easy as having your pulse checked at the doctor’s office.  They may also be diagnosed after the doctor performs a test called an electrocardiogram, or ECG.  This test allows the physician to see all of the electrical activity of the heart.

Are Arrhythmias fatal?

There are several arrhythmias that may be life-threatening or have life-threatening complications.   Ventricular tachycardia is an arrhythmia in which the heart is contracting so rapidly, that it cannot efficiently fill with blood.  Since it does not fill properly, it also does not pump the blood to the body effectively.  This may cause dizziness or fainting – or to a more serious arrhythmia, ventricular fibrillation.  Ventricular fibrillation occurs when the heart muscle is so over-stimulated that no actual contraction occurs.  Instead the walls of the heart just quiver, and no blood is able to leave the heart.  This results in cardiac arrest and is a MEDICAL EMERGENCY.  Within 3 to 5 minutes damage to the brain and other organs occurs, and the person is likely to die.  To restore the normal heart rhythm, usually an electric shock from a defibrillator is required, and CPR may help to keep the person alive until a defibrillator is available.  
Another serious arrhythmia is actually one of the most common arrhythmias, and its prevalence is even higher in the elderly.  Atrial fibrillation, also known as “A.Fib,” is found in almost 5% of people over the age of 75.  A Fib. is not fatal in and of itself, but has complications that can be deadly.  The most notable is a significant increased risk for stroke in those who suffer from this arrhythmia.
How are Arrhythmias treated?

One goal of treatment in some people with an irregular heart beat is to try to put their heart back into a regular rhythm.  This can be done with medications, electrical shocks, or surgical procedures.  However, in some people, this is either not possible or the side effects of the procedures or medications are too dangerous.  In these people the goal in treating their arrhythmia is often just to control the rate at which the heart beats.  If the heart is beating too slow or too fast, due to the arrhythmia, medications may be used to control the rate.  Even if the heart beat is irregular, if it can be maintained at a reasonable rate the body can usually get the oxygen and nutrients that it needs from the blood.  People with A Fib. must also be treated with a ”blood-thinning” medication to lower the likelihood of stroke.
Some common medications used to treat arrhythmias are:

· Amiodarone

· Digoxin

· Sotalol

· Coumadin (warfarin)

· Aspirin

How can I live with an arrhythmia?

The most important thing to remember when living with an irregular heart beat is to follow the treatment plan set up by the doctor.  Take any medication exactly as they were prescribed, and do not stop taking them without talking with your doctor.  Understand what activities or substances (caffeine and nicotine) make the arrhythmias worse and try to avoid them.  Finally, take care of your heart with diet and exercise, to ensure that it will keep on ticking for years to come.
