
Opinion 
1 August 2018 

Would you know if you’re having a heart attack? 
Graeme Lynch, CEO Heart Foundation Tasmania 

When we think about heart attack we tend to imagine a grey-haired man clutching his chest and 
grimacing agonisingly before collapsing on the ground, usually taking some of the furniture down 
with him and expiring before the last dinner plate has stopped rolling across the floor.  

Hollywood has a lot to answer for in this respect because a heart attack often doesn’t play out that 
way. To begin with, women have heart attacks too – it’s still a leading cause of death in women.  

In fact, the symptoms of a heart attack routinely don’t align with what we might expect. They vary 
from person to person, they’re not always severe, and they might come on gradually, not suddenly. 
People who’ve had more than one heart attack have reported different symptoms for each and in 
many cases failed to recognise it the second time around. 

The result is that it’s not unusual for someone to mistake their heart attack for something else – 
maybe indigestion, maybe a panic attack – and put off calling triple-zero because they’re sure 
they’ll come right soon. This puts your life at greater risk or at least increases the chance of 
permanent damage to your heart. It’s worth noting that one Australian has a heart attack every 10 
minutes, and one in six of those dies as result. The figures are far worse among the Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander community.  

Yes, experiencing chest pain or discomfort during a heart attack is typical (often described as a 
heavy feeling like an elephant sitting on your chest). But some people experience only mild 
symptoms in the chest, or none at all. You might instead notice discomfort in your arms, shoulders, 
jaw or back, or a “choking” feeling in the neck. Nausea, dizziness, light-headedness and shortness 
of breath are common too. Some people break out in a cold sweat. Some people have also 
described feeling generally unwell or “not quite right”.  

There might be only one of these symptoms or virtually any combination. 

If you notice any of these symptoms, here’s what to do.  

Stop and rest immediately. Tell someone how you’re feeling, if you can. If you take angina 
medication, take a dose now, and again in five minutes if you still have symptoms.  

If your symptoms are severe, getting worse, or have not gone by 10 minutes since they started, 
call triple-zero. 

And that’s it. The operator on the end of the line will tell you what to do next. You’re now in good 
hands. One thing they will probably ask you to do is to chew on a soluble aspirin tablet (provided 
you’re not allergic or if your doctor has told you not to do that). Aspirin can slow clot formation in 
the artery that supplies blood to your heart, which can help reduce the effects of the heart attack.   



There is no substitute for first aid training, but at the Heart Foundation we recognise that not 
everyone is in a position to take a course. At the very minimum, I urge you to familiarise yourself 
with the warning signs of a heart attack. Whether it’s you, a loved one, or someone on the bus, 
knowing what to look out for could very well save a life.  

For more information on the warning signs of a heart attack, visit heartfoundation.org.au.   


