
Warning Signs of a Heart Attack
Some heart attacks are easy to spot, but the majority start slowly, with only minor 
symptoms. Unfortunately, many people ignore these warning signs until it is too late. The 
following are indications that someone may be suffering from a heart attack:

 • Uncomfortable pressure, fullness, squeezing or pain in the center of the chest that lasts 
more than two minutes or goes away and comes back

 • Pain that spreads to the neck or either shoulder or arm

 • Chest pain accompanied by lightheadedness, weakness or fainting

 • Chest pain accompanied by sweating, nausea or shortness of breath. 

Not all of these warning signs occur in every heart attack, and the signs may be different in 
women than in men. As with men, women’s most common heart attack symptom is chest 
pain or discomfort. But women are somewhat more likely than men to experience some 
other common symptoms, particularly shortness of breath, nausea or vomiting, and back or 
jaw pain.

What to do in an Emergency
If you notice someone suffering from any of these warning signs, take the following life-
saving steps:

 • If the patient is unconscious, check that his or her airway is open and that the patient is 
breathing and has a pulse. If necessary, start CPR.

 • Ask someone to dial 911 or the emergency medical service used in your area.

 • Help the patient to the least painful position (usually half-sitting on a bed or sofa and 
supported by a pillow with a cushion under the knees). Be calm and reassuring.

 • Loosen any tight clothing and keep the patient from moving unnecessarily.

 • If the victim is conscious and has nitroglycerin, use it, but pay close attention to the 
prescribed dosage and frequency.

 • Don’t give the patient anything to eat or drink.

 • If a phone is not available or if you can safely get to a hospital faster than the wait for an 
ambulance or the paramedics, drive the patient to the nearest open hospital emergency 
department. 
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