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Severe heartburn and heart attack can be hard to tell apart. Understand how they typically differ, and learn 
when to get immediate help. 

You've just eaten a big meal and feel a burning sensation in your chest. Heartburn, right?  Probably, but 
there's a chance the chest pain is caused by reduced blood flow to your heart (angina) or an actual heart 
attack. 

How much do the symptoms of heartburn and heart attack overlap? 

Heartburn, angina and heart attack may feel very much alike.  Even experienced doctors can't always tell 
the difference from your medical history and a physical exam.  That's why if you go to the emergency 
room because of chest pain, you'll immediately have tests to rule out a heart attack. 

What's the best thing to do if you have chest pain and you're not sure what's causing it? 

If you have persistent chest pain and you aren't sure it's heartburn, call 911. 

Call your doctor if you had an episode of unexplained chest pain that went away within a few hours and 
you did not seek medical attention.  Both heartburn and a developing heart attack can cause symptoms 
that subside after a while.  The pain doesn't have to last a long time to be a warning sign. 

What is heartburn? 

Heartburn is discomfort or actual pain caused by digestive acid moving into the tube that carries 
swallowed food to your stomach (esophagus). 

Typical features of heartburn include: 

• A burning sensation starting in the upper abdomen and moving up into the chest 
• Usually occurs after eating or while lying down or bending over 
• May awaken you from sleep, especially if you have eaten within two hours of going to bed 
• Usually relieved by antacids 
• May be accompanied by a sour taste in your mouth, especially when you're lying down 
• May be accompanied by a small amount of stomach contents rising up into the back of your throat 

(regurgitation) 



 

 

 

What signs and symptoms are more likely to occur with a heart attack than with heartburn? 

The "textbook" heart attack involves sudden, crushing chest pain and difficulty breathing, often brought 
on by exertion.  Many heart attacks don't happen that way, though.  The signs and symptoms of a heart 
attack vary greatly from person to person.  Heartburn itself can accompany other symptoms of heart 
attack. 

Typical heart attack signs and symptoms include: 

• Pressure, tightness, pain, or a squeezing or aching sensation in your chest or arms that may spread 
to your neck, jaw or back 

• Nausea, indigestion, heartburn or abdominal pain 
• Shortness of breath 
• Cold sweat 
• Fatigue 
• Lightheadedness or sudden dizziness 

The most common symptom of heart attack for both men and women is chest pain or discomfort.  But 
women are more likely than men to experience some of the other symptoms, such as jaw or back pain, 
shortness of breath, and nausea or vomiting.  Heart problems are more common among people over age 
50, particularly those who have high blood pressure, diabetes or high cholesterol.  Smoking and being 
overweight are other risk factors. 

Can other digestive symptoms cause chest pain? 

A muscle spasm in your esophagus may cause chest pain similar to that of a heart attack.  The pain of a 
gallbladder attack also can spread to your chest.  With gallbladder disease, you may notice nausea and an 
intense, steady ache in the upper middle or upper right abdomen, especially after a fatty meal.  The pain 
may shift to your shoulders, neck or arms.  Again, if you aren't sure, seek medical attention immediately. 

Source: MayoClinic 

Contact Sullivan Benefits for assistance on how to educate your employees about the importance of 
understanding how a heart attack and heartburn differ yet have similar symptoms.  Learn how proper 
nutrition, exercise and stress management can reduce common symptoms.  

Congratulations, just taking the time to read this article is a positive step toward introducing wellness and 
the benefits available from a healthier lifestyle.  Thank you for your time and THINK WELLNESS!   
 
 

http://www.sullivan-benefits.com/
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