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ABSTRACT

Background: Heart attacks in young adults are increasingly recognized as a
significant health concern, challenging the perception that cardiovascular
disease primarily affects older populations. Contributing factors include
sedentary lifestyles, poor dietary habits, high stress levels, and genetic
predisposition. Atypical symptoms and misconceptions about heart
attacks in this group hinder timely diagnosis and intervention.

Method: This review examines the prevalence, risk factors, symptoms,
misconceptions, and misdiagnoses of heart attacks in young adults.
A comprehensive literature search was conducted, including studies
on trends, contributing factors, common symptoms, and diagnostic
challenges. Data synthesis involved analyzing findings from selected
studies to identify key themes and recommendations.

Results: The review highlights a rise in heart attacks among young adults,
with lifestyle-related risk factors playing a significant role. Symptoms
may differ from those in older individuals, leading to misdiagnosis or
delayed treatment. Misconceptions, such as the belief that heart attacks
only occur in older individuals, contribute to underrecognition and
mismanagement. Common misdiagnoses include attributing symptoms
to anxiety, musculoskeletal issues, or gastrointestinal problems.

Conclusions: Heart attacks in young adults represent a growing public
health challenge, necessitating increased awareness, early detection, and
appropriate management. Addressing misconceptions and improving
diagnostic accuracy are crucial for timely intervention and reducing
the burden of heart disease in this population. Healthcare providers
play a vital role in recognizing the unique challenges and implementing
preventive measures to mitigate risk factors.

Keywords: Heart Attacks, Risk Factors, Misconceptions,
Misdiagnoses, Preventive Measures, Early Detection
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Introduction
Prevalence of Heart Attacks in Young Adults

Heart attacks have long been considered a health issue
associated with older adults. However, recent studies
have shown an alarming trend of heart attacks occurring
in young adults, challenging the traditional notion of heart
disease as a condition affecting only the elderly.

The prevalence of heart attacks in young adults is a growing
concern, with studies indicating a significant increase in
the number of young people experiencing heart attacks.
According to a study published in the Journal of the
American College of Cardiology, the proportion of heart
attack patients aged 40 or younger increased by 2% annually
from 1995 to 2014. This trend is particularly concerning, as
heart attacks in young adults result in significant productive
life loss, leading to a substantial economic burden on
society.!

The rise in heart attacks among young adults can be
attributed to a variety of factors. One of the primary reasons
is the increasing prevalence of lifestyle-related risk factors,
such as sedentary lifestyles, unhealthy diets, and stress.
These factors contribute to the development of conditions
like obesity, diabetes, and hypertension, which are known
risk factors for heart disease.?

In addition to lifestyle factors, genetic predisposition and
family history also play a significant role in the risk of
heart attacks in young adults. A study published in the
Journal of the American Heart Association found that young
heart attack survivors were more likely to have a family
history of premature heart disease than older survivors.
This suggests that genetic factors may contribute to the
increased prevalence of heart attacks in young adults.?

Furthermore, young heart attack survivors often have
unique characteristics compared to older survivors, for
example, young heart attack survivors are more likely
to have disease in only one vessel, suggesting that the
disease is still early and confined. This finding highlights
the importance of early detection and intervention in
young heart attack survivors, as timely treatment can help
prevent future cardiovascular events.*

Figure 1°depicts a myocardial infarction, also known as
a heart attack. Thus, the prevalence of heart attacks in
young adults is a growing concern, with recent studies
indicating a significant increase in the number of young
people experiencing heart attacks. The rise in heart attacks
among young adults can be attributed to a variety of
factors, including lifestyle-related risk factors, genetic
predisposition, and family history. Understanding the
prevalence of heart attacks in young adults is crucial for
early detection and effective management, as timely

treatment can help prevent future cardiovascular events
and reduce the burden of heart disease on society. >
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Figure |.Myocardial Infarction Commonly Known
as a Heart Attack

Risk Factors for Heart Attacks in Young Adults

Heart attacks in young adults are often the result of a
combination of genetic and lifestyle-related risk factors.
Understanding these risk factors is crucial for early detection
and prevention of heart disease in young people. One of
the primary risk factors for heart attacks in young adults is
a family history of premature heart disease. Young heart
attack survivors are more likely to have a family history
of premature heart disease than older survivors. This
suggests that genetic factors may play a significant role
in the risk of heart attacks in young adults. In addition to
genetic predisposition, lifestyle-related risk factors also
contribute to the risk of heart attacks in young adults.
These risk factors include:

1. Sedentary lifestyle: Lack of physical activity is a major
risk factor for heart disease. Young adults who lead a
sedentary lifestyle are at increased risk of developing
obesity, diabetes, and hypertension, which are all
known risk factors for heart disease.

2. Poor diet: A diet high in saturated and trans fats,
cholesterol, and sodium can contribute to the
development of heart disease. Young adults who
consume a diet high in these nutrients are at increased
risk of developing high blood pressure, high cholesterol,
and obesity.

3. Smoking: Smoking is a major risk factor for heart
disease. Young adults who smoke are at increased risk
of developing heart disease, as smoking damages the
blood vessels and increases the risk of blood clots.

4. Stress: Stressis a common risk factor for heart disease
in young adults. Chronic stress can contribute to the
development of high blood pressure, high cholesterol,
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and obesity, all of which increase the risk of heart
disease.

5. Substance abuse: Substance abuse, including marijuana
and cocaine, is a significant risk factor for heart disease
in young adults. These substances can damage the
blood vessels and increase the risk of heart attacks.

It is important to note that young adults who have one
or more of these risk factors may not necessarily develop
heart disease. However, the presence of these risk factors
increases the likelihood of developing heart disease, and
young adults with these risk factors should be particularly
vigilant about maintaining a healthy lifestyle. In summary,
the risk factors for heart attacks in young adults include both
genetic and lifestyle-related factors. Understanding these
risk factors is crucial for early detection and prevention
of heart disease in young people. By adopting a healthy
lifestyle, young adults can reduce their risk of developing
heart disease and improve their overall cardiovascular
health.*>°

Symptoms and Warning Signs of Heart Attacks
in Young Adults

Recognising the symptoms and warning signs of a heart
attack is crucial for young adults, as early detection and
prompt medical intervention can significantly improve
outcomes. While heart attacks in young adults may present
differently than in older individuals, being aware of the
common signs can help save lives. Common symptoms of
a heart attack in young adults include:

1. Chest pain or discomfort: This is the most common
symptom of a heart attack and is often described as a
feeling of pressure, tightness, or squeezing in the chest.

2. Pain in other parts of the body: Pain or discomfort
may also be felt in the arms, neck, jaw, shoulder, back,
or abdomen.

3. Shortness of breath: Difficulty breathing or feeling
like you can’t catch your breath

4. Nausea or vomiting: Feeling sick to your stomach or

vomiting

Light-headedness or dizziness: Feeling faint or dizzy

Cold sweats: Sudden sweating or clamminess

Extreme fatigue: Unusual tiredness or lack of energy

Anxiety or panic: Feeling anxious or panicky

9. Palpitations: Irregular or rapid heartbeat

0N W

It is important to note that symptoms of a heart attack
can vary widely among individuals, and some young adults
may experience atypical symptoms or dismiss them as
being due to other causes. Figure 2 **shows signs of heart
attack in males and females. For example, women may
experience unique symptoms such as pain in the upper back
or extreme fatigue. If a young adult experiences any of these
symptoms, it is crucial to seek immediate medical attention.

Delaying treatment can lead to further damage to the heart
muscle and increase the risk of complications. Calling for
an ambulance or emergency services and describing the
symptoms and any relevant medical history is essential
for receiving timely and appropriate care. In addition to
recognising the symptoms of a heart attack, young adults
should also be proactive in preventing heart disease by
adopting a healthy lifestyle. This includes maintaining a
balanced diet, engaging in regular physical activity, quitting
smoking, managing stress, and getting regular check-ups
to monitor blood pressure, cholesterol levels, and other
risk factors. By being aware of the symptoms and warning
signs of a heart attack, young adults can take proactive
steps to protect their heart health and reduce their risk of
cardiovascular events. Early detection, prompt treatment,
and lifestyle modifications are key to preventing heart
attacks and promoting overall cardiovascular well-being
in young adults.?*?’
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* Sex and gender exist on spectrums.
The terms “male” and “female” refer to sex assigned at birth

Figure 2.Warning Signs of Heart Attack in Males
and Females

Common Misconceptions About Heart Attacks
in Young Adults

Misconceptions surrounding heart attacks in young
adults can lead to delayed diagnosis, mismanagement
of symptoms, and potentially serious consequences.
Addressing these misconceptions is essential for raising
awareness and promoting early detection and appropriate
treatment for heart attacks in young individuals.

e One common misconception is that heart attacks only
occur in older adults or individuals with specific risk
factors such as obesity or high cholesterol. However,
recent studies have shown that heart attacks can
affect young, seemingly healthy individuals without
warning. Genetic predisposition, family history, and
lifestyle factors all play a role in the risk of heart attacks
in young adults.

e Another misconception is that heart attacks in young
adults present with the same symptoms as in older
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individuals. While chest pain is a common symptom,
young adults may experience atypical symptoms or
dismiss warning signs as being due to other causes.
Women, in particular, may have unique symptoms such
as pain in the upper back or extreme fatigue, which
can be overlooked or attributed to other conditions.

e |tis also a misconception that young heart attack
survivors have a lower risk of adverse outcomes
compared to older survivors. Research has shown
that young adults who survive a heart attack have the
same rate of adverse outcomes, including dying from
another heart attack, stroke, or any other reason.
This highlights the importance of early detection,
appropriate treatment, and ongoing management of
heart disease in young individuals.

e Furthermore, there is a misconception that heart
attacks in young adults are solely caused by poor
lifestyle choices. While lifestyle factors such as smoking,
unhealthy diet, and lack of exercise contribute to the
risk of heart attacks, genetic predisposition and family
history also play a significant role. It is essential to
recognise the multifactorial nature of heart disease in
young adults and address both genetic and lifestyle-
related risk factors.

By dispelling these misconceptions and increasing
awareness about the risk of heart attacks in young adults,
healthcare providers and individuals can work together
to promote early detection, appropriate treatment, and
preventive measures. Education, regular health screenings,
and lifestyle modifications are key components in reducing
the incidence of heart attacks and improving cardiovascular
health in young adults.?-3

Common Misdiagnoses of Heart Attacks in
Young Adults

Misdiagnosis of heart attacks in young adults can lead to
delayed treatment, further damage to the heart muscle,
and potentially serious consequences. It is essential to
recognise the signs and symptoms of heart attacks in
young adults and ensure prompt and appropriate medical
intervention. Some common misdiagnoses of heart attacks
in young adults include:

1. Anxiety or panic attacks: Chest pain and shortness
of breath are common symptoms of anxiety and
panic attacks, which can be mistaken for heart attack
symptoms.

2. Musculoskeletal pain: Chest pain can also be attributed
to musculoskeletal issues such as costochondritis, a
condition that causes inflammation of the cartilage
in the rib cage.

3. Gastrointestinal issues: Heartburn, indigestion, and
abdominal pain can be mistaken for heart attack
symptomes.

4. Infections: Pneumonia, pleurisy, and other respiratory
infections can cause chest pain and shortness of breath,
which can be mistaken for heart attack symptoms.

5. Other cardiovascular conditions: Young adults may
experience atypical symptoms of heart attacks,
which can be mistaken for other cardiovascular
conditions such as pericarditis, a condition that causes
inflammation of the lining around the heart.

It is crucial for healthcare providers to consider the
possibility of a heart attack in young adults, even if the
symptoms are atypical or the individual does not have
traditional risk factors. Prompt and appropriate diagnostic
testing, such as electrocardiograms (ECGs), blood tests,
and imaging studies, can help confirm or rule out a heart
attack and ensure timely and appropriate treatment.
Misdiagnosis of heart attacks in young adults can have
significant implications for their health and well-being.
Delayed treatment can lead to further damage to the heart
muscle, increased risk of complications, and potentially
life-threatening consequences. It is essential for healthcare
providers to be aware of the unique challenges and
considerations associated with diagnosing heart attacks
in young adults and to take appropriate measures to ensure
timely and appropriate intervention.

In summary, misdiagnosis of heart attacks in young adults
is a significant concern that can lead to delayed treatment,
further damage to the heart muscle, and potentially serious
consequences. By recognising the signs and symptoms of
heart attacks in young adults and ensuring prompt and
appropriate medical intervention, healthcare providers
can help improve outcomes and reduce the risk of
complications.303¢

Al is playing a crucial role in predicting long-term
cardiovascular disease risk in young adults, aiding early
detection and prevention. It can aid in identifying critical
predictors and facilitate personalised interventions,
enhancing proactive cardiovascular health management
and addressing the prevalence and risk factors of heart
attacks.’

Recommendations for Preventing and Managing
Heart Attacks in Young Adults

Heart attacks in young adults are a growing concern, with
a rising incidence and unique challenges in diagnosis and
management. Recognising the warning signs, seeking
medical advice, and adopting a healthy lifestyle with a
balanced diet and regular exercise can help prevent heart
attacks in young individuals. To prevent heart attacks in
young adults, the following recommendations should be
considered:

1. Maintain a healthy diet: Consuming a balanced diet
rich in fruits, vegetables, whole grains, lean proteins,
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and healthy fats can help reduce the risk of heart
disease.

2. Engagein regular exercise: Aim for at least 30 minutes
of moderate-intensity exercise most days of the week
to maintain a healthy weight and reduce the risk of
heart disease.

3. Quit smoking: Smoking is a major risk factor for heart
disease, and quitting can significantly reduce the risk
of heart attacks.

4. Manage stress: Find healthy ways to manage stress,
such as through meditation, yoga, or other relaxation
techniques.

5. Getregular check-ups: Regular health screenings can
help detect risk factors for heart disease and allow for
early intervention.

If a young adult experiences symptoms of a heart attack,
they should seek immediate medical attention and describe
the symptoms and any relevant medical history. It is also
important to address misconceptions and misdiagnoses
of heart attacks in young adults to ensure timely and
appropriate intervention. Healthcare providers should be
aware of the unique challenges and considerations associated
with diagnosing heart attacks in young adults and take
appropriate measures to ensure timely and appropriate
intervention. In conclusion, heart attacks in young adults
are a growing concern, but with increased awareness, early
detection, and appropriate management, the risk of heart
disease can be reduced. By adopting a healthy lifestyle,
young adults can reduce their risk of heart disease and
improve their overall cardiovascular health. It is essential for
healthcare providers to be aware of the unique challenges
and considerations associated with diagnosing heart attacks
in young adults and to take appropriate measures to ensure
timely and appropriate intervention.

Conclusion

Heart attacks in young adults are a significant public health
concern, with a rising incidence and unique challenges in
diagnosis and management. The impact of heart attacks
on young adults extends beyond the immediate health
consequences, affecting their quality of life, productivity,
and overall well-being. To address this issue, it is crucial to
increase awareness of the risk factors, warning signs, and
misconceptions surrounding heart attacks in young adults.
Recognising the warning signs and seeking medical advice
can help prevent heart attacks and improve outcomes in
young individuals. Adopting a healthy lifestyle, including a
balanced diet, regular exercise, stress management, and
regular check-ups, can help reduce the risk of heart disease in
young adults. Addressing misconceptions and misdiagnoses
of heart attacks in young adults is also essential to ensure
timely and appropriate intervention. Healthcare providers
play a critical role in the prevention and management of
heart attacks in young adults. By being aware of the unique
challenges and considerations associated with diagnosing
heart attacks in young adults, healthcare providers can
ensure timely and appropriate intervention and improve
outcomes. In summary, heart attacks in young adults are
a growing concern, but with increased awareness, early
detection, and appropriate management, the risk of heart
disease can be reduced. By adopting a healthy lifestyle,
young adults can reduce their risk of heart disease and
improve their overall cardiovascular health. It is essential for
healthcare providers to be aware of the unique challenges
and considerations associated with diagnosing heart attacks
in young adults and to take appropriate measures to ensure
timely and appropriate intervention.

Summary

Table 1.Overview of Myocardial Infarction: Causes, Symptoms, Risk Factors, and Treatment Options

Key Point/ Topic

Description

Myocardial infarction

Symptoms
Primary cause

Risk factors

Complications
Diagnostic methods
Common treatments

Additional symptoms

Risk factors for young
adults

Commonly known as a heart attack, occurs when blood flow decreases or stops in a
part of the heart, causing damage to the heart muscle

Chest pain, shortness of breath, nausea, feeling faint, cold sweat, tiredness, pain in
the shoulder, arm, back, neck, or jaw

Mostly due to coronary artery disease leading to blockage of coronary arteries

High blood pressure, smoking, diabetes, lack of exercise, obesity, high blood
cholesterol, poor diet, excessive alcohol intake

Can lead to heart failure, irregular heartbeat, cardiogenic shock, coma, or cardiac
arrest

Electrocardiograms (ECGs), blood tests, coronary angiography

Percutaneous coronary intervention, thrombolysis, medication with aspirin, nitro-
glycerine, heparin

Shortness of breath, especially in young adults, can occur even without chest pain

Family history, smoking, high blood pressure, diabetes, obesity, unhealthy diet,
physical inactivity
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Prevention

Healthy diet, regular exercise, quitting smoking, managing blood pressure, controlling
diabetes, limiting alcohol intake

Symptoms in women

Women may experience symptoms that differ from men, such as pain in the upper
back or extreme fatigue

Mini heart attack

A “mini” heart attack, or non-ST elevation myocardial infarction (NSTEMI), feels
similar to a heart attack. It is a medical emergency.

Symptoms of mini heart
attack

Pressure-like pain in the chest, radiating pain, fainting, fatigue, sweating, shortness of
breath, heart palpitations

Teenage heart attack
symptoms

Chest pain, shortness of breath, and nausea

Sudden cardiac arrest

Sudden cardiac arrest is rare but more common in young people with underlying
heart disease or congenital heart abnormalities

Symptoms of sudden
cardiac arrest

Sudden collapse, shortness of breath, chest pain, not having a pulse or having a very

weak pulse

Risk factors for sudden
cardiac arrest

Congenital heart disease, underlying heart disease, family history of sudden cardiac

arrest

Causes of chest pain in
teenagers

Muscle injuries, heartburn, gastrointestinal problems, pneumonia, infections, panic

attacks

Panic attack symptoms

Shortness of breath, chest pain, feeling very anxious or having an increase in anxiety,
symptoms go away on their own, symptoms get better with relaxation techniques

Strategies to lower heart
disease and heart attack
risk factors

Speaking with a doctor, monitoring, and treating any underlying health conditions,
eating a healthy, balanced diet, reducing consumption of sodium and sugar, avoiding
trans fats, becoming more physically active, maintaining or attaining a healthy weight

Disclaimer

The information provided in this document is for
informational purposes only and should not be considered
medical advice. It is not intended to replace professional
medical consultation, diagnosis, or treatment. Individuals
experiencing symptoms of a heart attack, or any other
medical emergency should seek immediate medical
attention and consult with a healthcare provider. The
content presented here is based on general knowledge
and research up to the current date and may not reflect
the most recent developments or guidelines in the field
of cardiology. Readers are encouraged to consult with
healthcare professionals for personalised advice and
recommendations regarding their specific health concerns.
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