HEART RHYTHM IRREGULARITY

(Arrhythmia)

A Service of the Long Beach V A M C


Patient Education Series 1998

What Is It?

· An abnormal heartbeat.

What Are The Signs?

· The heart may skip, go faster, slower, or suddenly change its “beat.”

· You are short of breath; you may feel faint or weak.

What Causes It?

· Heart diseases, such as: rheumatic fever;; heart muscle disease; swelling of the heart; heart attack.

· Thyroid and adrenal-gland diseases.

· Having too little or too much fluid; too little or too much potassium.

· Side effects or overdoses of certain drugs, including drugs to help with depression, marijuana and cocaine; side effects following chest or heart surgery.

You Are More Likely to Get This:

· If you are under much stress.

· If you have kidney disease; if you have high blood pressure.

· Using certain drugs, such as caffeine, alcohol, “speed” or diet pills, and many over the counter cough and cold remedies.

· If you smoke.

· If you are very tired, overworked, or have not had enough sleep.

How Can I Keep From Getting This?
· If you have problems listed above, follow your treatment program. If medication is part of your treatment, have blood pressure checked often.

What Can I Expect If I Do Get It?

· Most rhythm problems can be controlled with treatment. Sometimes, irregular heartbeats are harmless and need no treatment.

Some Possible Problems Are:

· Fainting.

· Congestive heart failure.

· Death from cardiac arrest.

How Is It Treated?

· Tests may include ECG; arteriogram.

· A brief electric shock given to the heart in a hospital or as an outpatient.

· Surgery to correct some heart problems (coronary-artery bypass, replace a valve, or a pacemaker).

· Carry or wear medical alert ID showing the name of your condition.

Will I Need to Take Medicine?

· The doctor may prescribe medicine to keep your heart from having irregular beats. You may need to try several to find the one that works best for you.

How Active Can I Be?

· Carry on most normal activities when symptoms improve. Follow you doctor’s orders.

DIET:
· Some heart medicines require extra potassium, found mostly in citrus fruits, bananas, dried apricots or peaches, raisins, lentils and whole-grain cereals. Do not drink caffeine-containing drinks, such as coffee, tea, cola or chocolate.
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