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Don't Panic It can happen when you're scared.
Or after that second or third cup
of coffee. Some people even say it
happens when you're in love. It's

that fluttery flip-flop in your chest
known as heart palpitations.

Palpitations can be described in as
many ways as the number of people
who experience them. Some sense a
strong pulse or have the feeling that
their heart stops. Many say their heart
beats too fast or too slow. Others
experience a single missed beat, sev-
eral missed beats in a row, or a bout
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of rapid beats that lasts for minutes to
hours.

Just Being Aware
"Palpitations are simply an aware-

ness of your heartbeat," says Dr. Greg
Flaker, director of cardiology at
University Hospital. "It doesn't always
mean it's a fast heartbeat. It's just an
awareness of the beating itself."

While that definition makes palpi-
tations sound fairly harmless, they can
be frightening for those who experi-
ence them. Understanding why they
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occur can calm fears and help deter-
mine whether it's necessary to seek
medical attention.

Some of the factors that might
cause palpitations or make the heart
beat faster are anxiety, caffeine,
fatigue, lack of exercise, alcohol, or a
drug reaction. Other causes are more
serious. "Sometimes palpitations result
from an actual short circuit in the
heart itself, a disturbance in the elec-
trical signal caused by heart disease,"
Flaker says. "That's when they're
dangerous."

But while palpitations sometimes
can signal danger, for the millions of
people who experience them, few
have anything to worry about.
"Nearly everyone will have palpita-
tions at some point in life," Flaker
says. "A lot of times people don't pay
attention to them, and most of the
time that's OK."

Those who experience palpitations
should think about possible causes
before consulting a physician. "You
should pay attention and seek medical
advice if you have palpitations often,
if they're increasing in frequency, or if

you can't attribute them to a lack of
sleep, anxiety, or a drug reaction,"
Flaker says. "You might drop your
caffeine intake and see if they go
away or make sure they're not occur-
ring after you've had a couple of
drinks the night before."

You also should see your doctor if
you already know you have a heart
problem or if palpitations occur with
symptoms such as chest pain, short-
ness of breath, or dizziness, which can
be signs of a more serious problem.

Investigating Palpitations
If you see a physician, he or she

probably will take a thorough history
and perform a physical. The next step
might be an electrocardiogram, which
records the heart's electrical activity,
or you might be asked to wear a
Holter monitor to keep track of your
heartbeat for 24 hours. An event
monitor, which is activated by
patients when they feel symptoms,
also might be used as well as blood
tests, ultrasound, or a treadmill test.
Treatment, if necessary, would depend
on the cause of the palpitations.

Exercise is another way to deter-
mine if palpitations are disease-related.
"If they increase after exercise, that
can be a signal that there's an abnor-
mality-more so than if they go away
with exercise," Flaker says. "Most peo-
ple complain of palpitations when
they are at rest and more aware of
their heart. If the sensation gets worse
when they're active, that sometimes
can be indicative of a diseased state."

Clinical nurse specialist BJ
Rodeman, who works with Flaker,
says women experience palpitations
more often than men and that there's
a definite link between palpitations
and a change in hormones. Palpita-
tions commonly occur during
menopause and pregnancy, she says, as
well as before ovulation and menstrual
periods. Some contraceptives also can
bring them on. In addition, women
have a higher incidence of mitral valve
prolapse, a heart valve abnormality that
can cause palpitations.

According to Rodeman, palpitations
generally don't occur among children.
"They are less aware of their bodies
and less often exposed to external
stimuli that might cause palpitations,"
she says."When children complain of
palpitations, that's usually a signal that
they need to see a doctor."

While heart palpitations can be
disconcerting, Rodeman and Flaker
agree that they're no reason to panic.
"We usually can't find a serious cause
for palpitations in most patients,"
Flaker says. "Many times, they go
away with rest, a change in habits, or
treatment of another health problem.
But if you're concerned, you should
contact your physician."

For more information about heart
palpitations or another health care
topic, please call (573) 882-6565.

-Kathryn Stroppel
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