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Heart disease common among firefighters
who die of cardiac arrest

September 5 2018
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People often use these terms interchangeably, but they are not the same.

WHAT |S CARDIAC ARREST?

CARDIAC ARREST occurs when
the heart malfunctions and stops
beating unexpectedly.

Cardiac arrest is triggered by an electrical
malfunction in the heart that causes an
irregular heartbeat (arrhythmia). With its
pumping action disrupted, the heart
cannot pump blood to the brain, lungs
and other organs.

WHAT HAPPENS

Seconds later, a person becomes
unresponsive, is not breathing or is only
gasping. Death occurs within minutes if
the victim does not receive treatment.

WHAT TO DO

Cardiac arrest can

be reversible in some
victims if it's treated within
a few minutes. First, call 9-1-1 and start CPR
right away. Then, if an Automated External
Defibrillator (AED) is available, use it as soon
as possible. If two people are available to
help, one should begin CPR immediately
while the other calls 9-1-1 and finds an AED.

Fast action
can save lives.

Learn more about GPR
or to find a course, go to heart.org/cpr
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Cardiac arrest is an A heart attack is a
“ELECTRICAL” “CIRCULATION”
problem. problem.

Blocked Artery

WHAT IS THE LINK?

Most heart attacks do not lead to cardiac arrest.
But when cardiac arrest occurs, heart attack is a
common cause. Other conditions may also disrupt
the heart's rhythm and lead to cardiac arrest.
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WHAT IS A HEART ATTACK?

A HEART ATTACK occurs when
blood flow to the heart is blocked.

A blocked artery prevents oxygen-rich blood
from reaching a section of the heart. If the
blocked artery is not reopened quickly, the part
of the heart normally nourished by that artery
begins to die.

WHAT HAPPENS

Symptoms of a heart attack may be

immediate and may include intense discomfort
in the chest or other areas of the upper body,

shortness of breath, cold sweats, and/or

nauseasvomiting. More often, though,

symptoms start slowly and persist for hours,
days or weeks before a heart attack. Unlike
with cardiac arrest, the heart usually does not
stop beating during a heart attack. The longer
the person goes without treatment, the
greater the damage.

The heart attack symptoms in women can
be different than men (shortness of breath,
nausea/vomiting, and back or jaw pain).

WHAT TO DO

Even if you're not sure it's a heart

attack, call 9-1-1 or your emergency
response number. Every minute
matters! It's best to call EMS to get to

the emergency room right away. Emergency
medical services staff can begin treatment
when they arrive — up to an hour sooner
than if someone gets to the hospital by car.
EMS staff are also trained to revive someone
whose heart has stopped. Patients with chest
pain who arrive by ambulance usually receive
faster treatment at the hospital, too.
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Cardiac Arrest vs. Heart Attack infographic. Credit: copyright American Heart
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Firefighters who died from cardiac arrest were much more likely than
those who died of other causes to show signs of both atherosclerotic and
hypertensive heart disease at autopsy, according to new research in
Journal of the American Heart Association, the Open Access Journal of
the American Heart Association/American Stroke Association.

Among firefighters, more job-related deaths stem from cardiac arrest
than from any other cause. To understand which heart diseases affect
firefighters who die of cardiac arrest, this study looked at autopsy
reports for firefighters who had died in the line of duty. Results showed
that the most common diseases were narrowed arteries, or coronary
artery disease, and structural abnormalities. These abnormalities
included an enlarged heart (cardiomegaly) and increased wall thickness
(hypertrophy) of the heart's primary chamber for pumping blood, or left
ventricle.

"Firefighters face many dangers, but the greatest risk is from underlying
cardiovascular disease in combination with the physiological strain that
the work places on the firefighter," said study lead author Denise L.
Smith, Ph.D., Tisch Distinguished Professor and director of the First
Responder Health and Safety Laboratory at Skidmore College in
Saratoga Springs, New York. "Medical screening is necessary to
establish that a firefighter is healthy enough to do this strenuous work."

In terms of specific risks, narrowing of the arteries, enlarged heart and
prior heart attack all were all independently associated with a greatly
increased likelihood of death from cardiac arrest than firefighters who
died of other causes. Similarly, firefighters who had a prior heart attack
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were 6 times more likely to have a duty-related death. an enlarged heart
or a prior heart attack.

The researchers looked at autopsy records for U.S. male firefighters who
died on duty between 1999 and 2014. Of 627 total deaths, 276 resulted
from cardiac arrest and 351 from trauma. At the time of death, the
firefighters were between 18 and 65 years old.

In the United States, approximately 1 in 7 people will die of sudden
cardiac arrest. The life-threatening condition occurs when the heart's
electrical system stops working properly. Symptoms include
unresponsiveness and gasping for air or not breathing. Immediate
medical treatment is critical, including CPR and calling 9-1-1.

Cardiac arrest differs from a heart attack, which occurs when a blockage
prevents blood flow to the heart, although heart attack and other heart
conditions can cause cardiac arrest. Since cardiac arrest often is the first
sign of underlying heart disease, screening and treatment for common
heart diseases are critical.

"Historically, screening has focused more on risk factors for coronary
artery disease," Smith said. "While this screening remains essential, it is
important that clinicians also consider testing to identify an enlarged
heart and increased wall thickness."

Several limitations could have affected the study's results. Among these
limitations were differences in autopsy descriptions of heart disease, the
use of a cut-off weight for an enlarged heart, and lack of information
about other risk factors such as smoking and high blood pressure.

To control risk factors, the American Heart Association recommends
lifestyle changes known as Life's Simple 7: manage blood pressure,

control cholesterol, reduce blood sugar, get active, eat better, lose weight
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and stop smoking.

More information: Journal of the American Heart Association (2018).
DOI: 10.1161/JAHA.118.009446
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