
Angina Vs
Heart Attack

Symptoms of Angina

• Pain, ache, discomfort or tightness across your 
chest

• Pain is worst when your body is working hard, and it 
goes away with rest.

Symptoms of Heart Attack

• Squeezing, pressing chest pain 
• Pain in back, neck or jaw
• Pain down one or both arms
• Shortness of breath
• Feeling weak and faint
• Nausea
• Sweating. 

What is Angina and a Heart Attack?

Your heart is a muscle that pumps blood all around your 
body, but it also needs its own blood supply.

Angina is the chest pain you can get when the blood 
vessels feeding blood to your heart are narrowed by 
fatty deposits (plaques). The trickle of blood coming 
past the narrowing isn’t enough to feed the heart 
muscle, and it starts to starve.

A heart attack is when your heart’s blood vessels are so 
narrowed or completely blocked that no blood can get 
to the muscle. Your heart muscle starves and then dies. 
Lack of blood means your heart cannot pump the blood 
properly and is very dangerous. 

Types of Angina

There are two types of angina. These depend on 
whether or not you’re physically active when the pain 
comes on (e.g. walking and climbing stairs)

• Stable – when you get chest pain during moderate 
physical activity, and they go away with rest or 
medication 

• Unstable – when your chest pain changes or when 
you get chest pain when you are resting or not 
doing anything very active. This is an emergency, 
and you need to be seen by a healthcare 
professional.
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It is hard to tell the difference between  
a heart attack and angina unless you  
go to the hospital or your closest  
healthcare centre. 

You should always get any chest pain investigated.



What are the treatments for a Heart Attack?

• Aspirin and anti-platelet medications – helps keep 
your blood thin, so it flows smoothly in your blood 
vessels

• Anti-thrombin medication – another medication to 
help keep your blood thin (your doctor will choose 
if you need this extra medication)

• Pain medication – to stop your heart from beating 
harder because of pain.

Your doctor may want you to get imaging of your heart 
so they can pinpoint where any blockages are. They 
may remove blockages or place a tiny piece of mesh 
wire to keep your heart’s blood vessels open.

What can I do to reduce my risk of Angina and 
Heart Attacks?

• Talk to your health clinic about quit smoking
• Treat your blood pressure if it is high
• Try to keep a healthy weight; a dietitian can help
• Treat your cholesterol if it is high
• Cut back your alcohol if you are having more than 

10 standard drinks a week 
• If you have diabetes make sure its controlled and 

regularly checked
• Get moving! Even though angina can happen with 

exercise, it is important to stay active. Your heart is 
healthier with regular exercise.

• Aim to eat a healthy diet
• Regular health checks with your doctor and clinic 

and see health professionals you may get  
referred to

• If the doctor has given you medications it’s 
important to take them. If you aren’t sure how to 
take them make sure you ask your doctor or health 
worker to explain.

What should you do if you have chest pain?

If you have any new chest pain or pain different from 
usual, you should call an ambulance on 000, go to the 
emergency room or an urgent care health clinic. The 
longer you wait before getting treatment, the more 
heart muscle will die, so getting early treatment is 
essential.

They will: 
• Take some blood tests – to see if you are having a 

heart attack or your heart is in distress
• Give you an ECG – this measures the electrical 

pulses of your heart. If part of your heart is starving 
or dying, it will not produce electricity normally

• Give you some pain relief
• Organise follow up investigations for your heart.

What are the treatments for Angina?

• Glyceryl trinitrate (GTN Spray)– helps widen your 
blood vessels to get more blood to your heart

• Statins – help reduce your cholesterol 
• Aspirin / anti-platelet medications – helps keep 

your blood thin, so it flows smoothly in your blood 
vessels

• Beta-blocker medications – decreases the force and 
speed of your heartbeats and lowers your blood 
pressure.
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If you have any new 
chest pain or pain 
different from usual, 
you should call an 
ambulance on 000, 
go to the emergency 
room or an urgent care 
health clinic.


