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Is a heart attack the same as cardiac arrest?
No. While a heart attack may cause cardiac arrest, the two 
aren’t the same.

A heart attack is caused by a circulation problem. Heart 
attacks are caused by a blockage that stops blood flow to 
the heart. 

Cardiac arrest is caused by an electrical problem in the 
heart. The heart stops beating properly, and the heart’s 
pumping function is “arrested,” or stopped.

Both heart attack and cardiac arrest are medical 
emergencies and require prompt medical treatment.

What causes a cardiac arrest?
Most cardiac arrests are caused by abnormal heart rhythms 
called ventricular tachycardia or ventricular fibrillation. 

Other factors that increase risk for or can trigger cardiac 
arrest include:

•	 Cardiomyopathy (thickened heart muscle)

•	 Certain medications

Cardiac arrest occurs when the heart 
malfunctions and stops beating on its own. 
It’s caused by an electrical problem in the 
heart that causes an abnormal heartbeat 
(arrhythmia). With its pumping action 
disrupted, the heart can’t pump blood to the 
brain, lungs and other organs.

Seconds later, a person becomes unresponsive, 
isn’t breathing or is only gasping. Death can 
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Take a few minutes to 
write down questions 
for the next time you 
see your health care 
professional.

For example:

Call 1-800-AHA-USA1 (1-800-242-8721)  
or visit heart.org to learn more about  
heart disease and stroke.

Sign up for our monthly Heart Insight 
e-news for heart patients and their 
families at HeartInsight.org.

Connect with others sharing similar 
journeys with heart disease and stroke 
by joining our Support Network at 
heart.org/SupportNetwork.

HOW CAN I LEARN MORE? Do you have  
questions for your  
doctor or nurse?

Where can I get CPR 
training in my area?

We have many other fact sheets to help you make healthier choices to reduce your risk for heart disease, 
manage your condition or care for a loved one. Visit heart.org/AnswersByHeart to learn more. 

What should I do if someone is having a 
cardiac arrest?

http://www.heart.org
http://www.heartinsight.org
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