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Under Pressure 

It’s probably just a mus-

cle spasm, Mary Swigart 

thought, dismissing the 

burning pain that radiat-

ed from her left arm to her chest and 

jaw as she weed-whacked her yard 

in August 2016. When the pangs got 

so bad she could no longer hold the 

tool, she sat in the garage, hoping 

they would pass. Ten minutes later, 

they did. 

She wondered if she’d had a heart 

attack, then brushed the thought 

aside. Yes, she was a sleep-deprived 

new mom, work was stressful, and 

juggling the two responsibilities was 

draining. But she was healthy, fit—

and just 34. Still, at her family’s urg-

ing, she went to the ER that night. 

There, the doctors shocked her with 

their news: She’d had a type of heart 

attack called spontaneous coronary 

artery dissection, or SCAD. 

Once thought rare, SCAD may 

be the cause of up to 35 percent of 

heart attacks in women under 50, 

according to a recent report by the 

American Heart Association. Un-

like a typical heart attack caused 

by plaque buildup in the arteries, 

SCAD is caused by a tear in one of 

the heart’s blood vessels. “So all the 

typical risk factors for heart attack—

high cholesterol, diabetes, smoking, 

age, family history—don’t necessar-

ily apply,” says Sharonne N. Hayes, 

MD, a cardiologist in the Women’s 

Heart Clinic at Mayo Clinic and a 

SCAD researcher. Some rare dis-

eases—including fibromuscular 

dysplasia, a condition that causes 

weakness in the arteries—have been 

linked to SCAD. Beyond that, 

researchers are still sussing out 

risk factors, but they have iden-

tified some triggers. The biggies: 

extreme physical or emotional 

stress (e.g., a death in the family), 

hormonal changes (like those  

related to pregnancy), and intense 

physical activity. 

We know, that sounds quite scary. 

Stress happens, you can’t control 

your hormones, and your workouts 

protect your health in tons of ways. 

That’s why doctors say the best 

defense against SCAD is to manage 

major stressors as much as possible, 

pay attention to your body, and 

memorize heart attack 

symptoms—especially 

subtle ones such as jaw 

pain and nausea, which 

women are more likely 

to experience than men. 

That way you can take 

action if something feels 

off, says Suzanne Steinbaum, DO, 

a cardiologist and the director of 

Women’s Cardiovascular Preven-

tion, Health, and Wellness at Mount 

Sinai Hospital.

After meds and cardiac rehab 

helped get Swigart back to full 

health, she made some changes. She 

slows down during exercise (and 

yard work) when her body tells her 

to ease up, and she switched to a less 

demanding role at her company. 

“I realized emotional stress has a 

real tangible component,” she says. 

“Now I know that less is more.” And 

her heart is better for it.

 I

Heart attacks in young, fit women? They are more common than you might think and can be  

triggered by major stress. Read on to find out how to keep your ticker tick-tick-ticking along. 

By Kristin Canning
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To the Rescue
Heart-clutching, fall-down episodes are rare (forget what you see in the movies!), 
especially in women. If you experience any of these, call 911 and get to an ER ASAP. 

Stabbing or burning 
chest pain that lasts a 
few minutes or recurs 

Achiness in the 
arms, back, neck, 
jaw, or stomach

Shortness of 
breath

Cold sweats 
or fainting

Out-of-nowhere 
nausea or light-

headedness


