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Cardiac arrest 

What’s the difference between a heart attack and a cardiac arrest? 
A heart attack is when one of the coronary arteries supplying blood to the heart 
muscle becomes blocked. If this happens, the affected part of the heart muscle will 
begin to die because it is not getting oxygen.   

 

A cardiac arrest is when a person’s heart stops pumping blood round their body 
and they stop breathing normally 
 
Many cardiac arrests in adults happen because the person is having a heart attack. A 
person who is having a heart attack may develop a dangerously fast heart rhythm 
which can cause a cardiac arrest and be fatal.  
 
The most common fatal abnormal heart rhythm is called ventricular fibrillation 
(VF). VF occurs when the electrical activity of the heart becomes so chaotic that the 
heart stops pumping and quivers or ‘fibrillates’ instead.  
 
What causes a cardiac arrest? 
There are many reasons why someone may have a cardiac arrest. It can happen at 
any age, and may be caused by: 
 

• Heart and circulatory disease (eg. a heart attack) 

• extreme blood or fluid loss 

• extreme body temperature (both too high or too low) 

• blood potassium levels that are too high or too low 

• a lack of oxygen 

• a punctured lung 

• blood clot/s in the lung or coronary arteries 

• poisoning 

• a collection of blood around the heart – usually after an injury such as a 
stabbing 

 
What happens in a cardiac arrest? 
If a person has a cardiac arrest, they become unresponsive and lose consciousness 
almost at once. There are no other signs of life – such as normal breathing – and the 
person may turn grey very quickly. A cardiac arrest is the ultimate medical 
emergency.  
 
If someone has a cardiac arrest, it is sometimes possible to shock the heart back into 
a normal heart rhythm by giving the heart an electrical shock using a defibrillator. 
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Cardiac arrest 

Defibrillation needs to happen very quickly. A cardiac arrest is the most serious 
medical emergency. For every minute that a person is in cardiac arrest before 
defibrillation, their chances of survival are reduced by about 10%.  
 
All frontline ambulance staff are trained in resuscitation, and all emergency ambulances, 
cars and bikes carry a defibrillator. Ambulance services also have community first 
responders. These are local volunteers who are specially trained in life-saving skills 
and in how to use a defibrillator. These people can often get to a scene more quickly 
than an ambulance. They work alongside the core ambulance staff.  
 
Buying time before defibrillation by doing cardiopulmonary resuscitation (CPR) can 
double someone’s chance of survival.  
 
What to do if someone has collapsed or is not responding, and may be in 
cardiac arrest 
 
Think DRS, ABC. 
  
D = Danger 

Check for danger. Approach with care, making sure that you, the person and 
anybody nearby are safe.  

 
R = Response 

Check for response. To find out if the person is conscious, gently shake him 
or her, and shout loudly, ‘Are you all right?’ 

 
S = Shout 

If there is no response, shout for help. 
 

You will need to assess the person and take suitable action. Now, remember ABC – 
airway, breathing, CPR.  
 
A = Airway 

Open the person’s airway by tilting their head back and lifting their chin. 
 
B = Breathing 

Look, listen and feel for signs of normal breathing. Only do this for up to 10 
seconds. Don’t confuse gasps with normal breathing. If you’re not sure if their 
breathing is normal, act as if it is not normal. 
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Cardiac arrest 

C = CPR   
If the person is unconscious and is not breathing normally, they are in cardiac 
arrest.  

 
Call 999 immediately.  
Send someone else to call 999 for an ambulance while you start CPR. Or, if you 
are alone with the person, call 999 before you start CPR.  
 
How to start CPR 
 
1 Chest compressions 
Start chest compressions. 
  
Place the heel of one hand in the centre of the person’s chest. Place the heel of 
your other hand on top of your first hand and interlock your fingers. Press down 
firmly and smoothly on the chest 30 times. Do this at a rate of about 100 to 120 
times a minute – that’s about two each second. 
 
2 Rescue breaths 
After 30 compressions, open the airway again by tilting the head back and lifting the 
chin, and give two rescue breaths to the person.  
 
To do this, pinch the person’s nostrils closed using your index finger and thumb. 
Take a normal breath and then blow steadily into the person’s mouth. Make sure 
that no air can leak out and that the chest rises and then falls with each breath. It 
should take no more than 5 seconds to give the two rescue breaths.  
 
Then give another 30 chest compressions and then 2 rescue breaths. 
 
3 Continue CPR 
Keep doing the 30 chest compressions followed by 2 rescue breaths until: 

• the ambulance crew arrives and takes over, or  

• the person starts to show signs of regaining consciousness, such as coughing, 
opening their eyes, speaking, or moving purposefully and starts to breathe 
normally, or  

• you become exhausted. 
 
If you have not been trained to do CPR, or if you’re not able, or not willing, to 
give rescue breaths, give chest compressions only 
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Cardiac arrest 

What is ‘cough cardiopulmonary resuscitation’? 
There is a theory circulating from an uncertain source that you can stop yourself from 
having a heart attack by practising a technique called ‘cough cardiopulmonary 
resuscitation’. It suggests that coughing vigorously when you think you may be 
having a heart attack can return the electrical activity of the heart to normal. The 
British Heart Foundation (BHF) is not aware of any evidence to support this theory 
and ‘cough CPR’ should never be used as a first aid technique.  
     
More information  
To learn how you could save a life or to find out more about our life save courses 
visit our website or alternatively, call the Heart Helpline on 0300 330 3311 Mon-Fri 9-
5pm. (All calls are charged at a local rate) 
 
For more information on heart attacks visit our website www.2minutes.org.uk 
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