
View this article online at: patient.info/news-and-features/whats-causing-your-
chest-pain

What's causing your chest pain?
Chest pain is common but, understandably, it can be a source of anxiety.
Most of us immediately think of heart disease when we experience it. The
pain can vary from mild to severe, occasional or frequent, and can be felt
on either side of the chest as well as the centre. But what causes chest pain
and when should you worry?

Chest pain causes
Frustratingly for doctors and patients alike, there are a lot of things that can
potentially cause chest pain.

Dr Jeff Foster, a GP at Spire Parkway in Solihull, explains: "Chest pain can be
difficult to manage sometimes because it can be caused by several
completely different parts of the body: heart, lungs, digestive system,
muscles, bones and psychological conditions. Virtually all of these systems
can have minor or serious conditions which can make it hard for a doctor
to find the cause."

Fortunately, most of the time chest pain does not have a serious cause, but
it's still important to seek medical advice as soon as possible after
experiencing it, explains cardiologist Dr Michael MacDonald.

He reveals that your doctor will consider conditions like angina, a chest
infection, digestive conditions like acid reflux or stomach ulcers, gallstones,
inflammation of tissues around your ribs and muscle injuries.

"The good thing is that most chest pain is not too serious. But it's still
important you seek medical advice and let your doctor decide on the
diagnosis. If you have any concern it is a heart attack, dial 999 [if in the UK]
straightaway," he says.
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When it could be serious
The warning signs of a heart attack, explains McDonald, are: "A sudden
chest pain that may spread to your jaw, neck, arms (usually left), or back.
At the same time, you may have pressure, squeezing, heaviness or
tightness in your chest, shortness of breath, nausea and sweating. If you
have these, [if in the UK] call 999 immediately."

Some people's description of a heart attack is that it was "like an elephant
sitting on my chest".

Heart attack in women
In women the symptoms of a heart attack may be less severe and many
women seek medical help later than they should.

Foster says: "There is increasing evidence that the symptoms felt in heart
attacks can differ in men and women. Women often still feel a central
crushing chest pain radiating to the arm or neck, but some studies suggest
that women may report this pain in a different way: as being sharp, or
being located in the upper abdomen, or with back pressure. Women may
also have common nonspecific symptoms such as extreme fatigue,
dizziness, or fainting."

Angina
Angina is chest pain that comes from the heart. This is a common but
potentially serious condition.

There are two types of angina:

Stable angina which occurs during exercise.

Unstable angina which occurs at any time.

Foster describes angina as being a 'pre-heart attack' condition.

"Once the arteries are narrow to a point of nearly being blocked off,
occasionally the blood supply to the heart will be compromised enough to
cause chest pain which mimics a heart attack. Unstable angina is very
close to a full-blown heart attack," he reveals.
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How doctors investigate chest pain
Foster reveals that doctors use the acronym SOCRATES to help them get to
the bottom of what's causing a patient's chest pain. Socrates stands for:
Site, Onset, Character, Radiation, Associations, Time, Exacerbating factors
and Severity.

Site
The site of the pain. Is the pain felt on the right, left or centre of your chest?
If it's on the left or central, it could be due to a heart problem. If it's felt on
the right, it could signal an issue with your lungs or a particular muscle.

Onset
How long you have had the pain is an important factor. Has it been there for
weeks and it's getting worse (which could be linked to anxiety) or has it
come on suddenly?

Character
What type of pain is it? A sharp and stabbing pain could signal lung
disease or a nerve problem. While a more burning pain could be due to
indigestion.

Radiation
Where is the pain and does it radiate down the arm? Pain in the left arm
can be linked to heart disease, whereas on the right it could be your
gallbladder.

Association
Does your pain seem associated with anything like coughing or anxiety?

Time
How long does the pain last? Is it worse in the morning, evening or after
eating?

Exacerbating factors
Does anything help, such as over-the-counter medication?

Severity
And finally, how severe is it? A scale of 1-10 describes mild pain that comes
on gradually, to severe pain.
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Don't self-diagnose; see your GP
It's important not to self-diagnose, but you can prepare for your
appointment with your doctor by thinking about these questions.

And whichever type of chest pain you have, it's sensible to have it checked
out, especially if it occurs during exercise. Make some notes about when it
happens, how often you experience it, and the type of pain it is. If you are in
any doubt that it could be a heart attack, if in the UK, call 999 immediately.

See our Chest Pain leaflet for more detailed information.

Disclaimer: This article is for information only and should not be used for the
diagnosis or treatment of medical conditions. Egton Medical Information Systems
Limited has used all reasonable care in compiling the information but makes no
warranty as to its accuracy. Consult a doctor or other healthcare professional for
diagnosis and treatment of medical conditions. For details see our conditions.
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