SUDDEN CARDIAC DEATH IN YOUNG ATHLETES

Sudden death in young athletes between the ages of 10 and 19 is very rare. What, if anything, can be
done to prevent this kind of tragedy?

What is sudden cardiac death? Sudden cardiac death is the result of an unexpected failure of
properheart function, usually (about 60% of the time) during or immediately after exercise without
trauma. Since the heart stops pumping adequately, the athlete quickly collapses, loses consciousness,
and ultimately dies unless normal heart rhythm is restored using an automated external defibrillator
(AED).

How common is sudden death in young athletes?

Sudden cardiac death in young athletes is very rare. About 100 such deaths are reported in the United
States per year. The chance of sudden death occurring to any individual high school athlete is about one
in 200,000 per year.

Sudden cardiac death is more common: in males than in females; in football and basketball than in other
sports; and in African-Americans than in other races and ethnic groups.

What are the most common causes?

Research suggests that the main cause is a loss of proper heart rhythm, causing the heart to quiver
instead of pumping blood to the brain and body. This is called ventricular fibrillation (ven- TRICK-you-lar
fibroo-LAY-shun). The problem is usually caused by one of several cardiovascular abnormalities and
electrical diseases of the heart that go unnoticed in healthy-appearing athletes. The most common
cause of sudden death in an athlete is hypertrophic cardiomyopathy (hi-per-TRO-fic CAR- dee-oh-my-
OP-a-thee) also called HCM. HCM is a disease of the heart, with abnormal thickening of the heart
muscle, which can cause serious heart rhythm problems and blockages to blood flow. This genetic
disease runs in families and usually develops gradually over many years. The second most likely cause is
congenital (con-JEN-it-al) (i.e., present from birth) abnormalities of the coronary arteries. This means
that these blood vessels are connected to the main blood vessel of the heart in an abnormal way. This
differs from blockages that may occur when people get older (commonly called “coronary artery
disease,” which may lead to a heart attack).

Website Resources
Sudden Death in Athletes: http://tinyurl.com/m2gimvqg

Hypertrophic Cardiomyopathy Association: www.4hcm.org

American Heart Association: www.heart.org
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