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The Basic Facts on
Sudden Cardiac Death
In Young Athletes




Other diseases of the heart that can lead to
sudden death in young people include:

® Myocarditis (my-oh-car-DIE-tis), an acute
inflammation of the heart muscle (usually
due to a virus).

o Dilated cardiomyopathy, an enlargement
of the heart for unknown reasons.

e Long QT syndrome and other electrical
abnormalities of the heart which cause
abnormal fast heart rhythms that can also
run in families.

@ Marfan syndrome, an inherited disorder
that affects heart valves, walls of major
arteries, eyes and the skeleton. Itis
generally seen in unusually tall athletes,
especially if being tall is not common in
other family members.

Are there warning signs to watch for?

In more than a third of these sudden cardiac
deaths, there were warning signs that were
not reported or taken seriously. Warning
signs are:

@ Fainting, a seizure or convulsions during
physical activity;

@ Fainting or a seizure from emotional
excitement, emotional distress or being

startled;

@ Dizziness or lightheadedness, especially
during exertion;

@ Chest pains, at rest or during exertion;
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What are the current recommendations
for screening young athletes?

The required physical exam includes
measurement of blood pressure and a

careful listening examination of the heart,
especially for murmurs and rhythm
abnormalities. If there are no warning signs
reported on the health history and no
abnormalities discovered on exam, no
further evaluation or testing is
recommended.

When should a student athlete see a
heart specialist?

If the primary healthcare provider or school
physician has concerns, a referral to a child
heart specialist, a pediatric cardiologist, is
recommended. This specialist will perform

a more thorough evaluation, including an
electrocardiogram (ECG), which is a graph of
the electrical activity of the heart. An
echocardiogram, which is an ultrasound test
to allow for direct visualization of the heart
structure, will likely also be done. The
specialist may also order a treadmill exercise
test and a monitor to enable a longer
recording of the heart rhythm. None of the
testing is invasive or uncomfortable.

Can sudden cardiac death be prevented
just through proper screening?

A proper evaluation should find most, but
not all, conditions that would cause sudden
death in the athlete. This is because some
diseases are difficult to uncover and may
only develop later in life. Others can
develop following a normal screening

evaluation, such as an infection of the heart
muscle from a virus.

Why have an AED on site during sporting
events?
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