Understanding Beta-Blockers

A common heart medicine that slows the heart and lowers blood pressure

Beta-blockers protect a weak heart, calm fast rhythms, and ease blood pressure. Never
stop them on your own.

How Beta-Blockers Work

Beta-blockers put a gentle brake on the heart
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Names & Terms You Will Hear

Beta-blocker A medicine that blocks the effect of stress hormones
(adrenaline) on the heart. It slows the heart and softens
each beat.

Beta-adrenergic blocker The full medical name. 'Beta’' is the type of receptor the
drug blocks.

Metoprolol (Lopressor, A common beta-blocker. The XL form is once a day and is

Toprol-XL) used in heart failure.

Carvedilol (Coreg) A beta-blocker that also relaxes blood vessels. Often used

in heart failure and after a heart attack.

Bisoprolol (Zebeta) A once-daily beta-blocker proven to help heart failure with
a weak pump.

Atenolol (Tenormin) An older beta-blocker, still used for blood pressure and
some rhythm problems.

Cardioselective A beta-blocker that mainly acts on the heart and is gentler
on the lungs. Metoprolol and bisoprolol are examples.

Rebound A sudden return — or worsening — of symptoms when a
beta-blocker is stopped too fast. This is why we taper.
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What Is Beta-Blockers?

Beta-blockers are one of the oldest and most trusted heart medicines. They have been used
safely for more than 50 years.

Your body makes stress hormones called adrenaline. These speed up the heart and raise
blood pressure. Beta-blockers block that signal.

The result is a slower, calmer heartbeat and a lower blood pressure. The heart also uses
less oxygen, so it works less hard.

Common ones include metoprolol, carvedilol, bisoprolol, and atenolol. Your doctor picks the
one that fits your condition.

They come as a pill, usually taken once or twice a day. Some forms are short-acting and
some last all day.

Beta-blockers do not cure heart disease. They protect the heart and help it work better over
time.

What a Beta-Blocker Does in the Body

Heart beats
slower and softer

Stress hormone Beta-blocker sits on
(adrenaline) —» the beta receptor and
reaches the heart blocks the signal

\ Blood pressure
falls

Adrenaline normally speeds the heart and raises blood pressure. A beta-blocker blocks that signal, so the heart beats slower
and softer and blood pressure falls.
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Why It Matters

In heart failure with a weak pump, beta-blockers save lives. Large trials (MERIT-HF,
CIBIS-1l, COPERNICUS) cut the risk of death by about one third.

They are a core part of heart failure care, used together with other proven medicines. See
our heart failure guide below.

After a heart attack that left the heart muscle weak, beta-blockers lower the risk of another
attack and of dying.

They calm fast or irregular heart rhythms, including atrial fibrillation (AFib). They slow how
fast the lower chambers beat.

They are one option for high blood pressure, though they are usually not the first choice
unless you also have another heart reason to take one.

Newer research (the 2024 REDUCE-AMI trial) found that after a heart attack with a normal
pump, a beta-blocker may add little. Your doctor weighs your own case.

Where Beta-Blockers Help Most

Strongest

Helpful

One option

Often not needed

Heart failure After heart attack Fast or irregular High blood After heart attack
(weak pump) (weak pump) rhythms (AFib) pressure (normal pump)

Beta-blockers help most when the heart's pump is weak — in heart failure and after a heart attack with a weak pump. They
also calm fast rhythms. For plain high blood pressure they are one option among several.
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Use 1 — Heart Failure With a Weak Pump

* This is where beta-blockers help the most. When the heart's pump is weak, they lower the
risk of dying by about one third.

*  Only certain ones are proven here: metoprolol XL, carvedilol, and bisoprolol. We start low
and raise the dose slowly.

*  They work together with other heart failure medicines, not instead of them. See our heart
failure guide.

* It can take weeks to feel the benefit. Stay the course — this is a long-term protector, not a
quick fix.

Use 2 — After a Heart Attack

* If a heart attack left the pump weak, a beta-blocker lowers the risk of another attack and of
dying.

* If the pump stayed normal, newer research (the 2024 REDUCE-AMI trial) found a
beta-blocker may add little.

* Your doctor looks at your own heart pump strength (the ejection fraction) to decide.

* Do not change or stop the medicine based on this alone — talk with us first.

Use 3 — Fast or Irregular Rhythms and High Blood Pressure

* Beta-blockers slow a racing heart and ease the pounding of atrial fibrillation (AFib). See our
AFib guide.

* They are one choice for high blood pressure, but usually not the first unless you also have a
heart reason to take one.

*  For plain high blood pressure, water pills and other classes often lower pressure more. See
our blood pressure guide.

*  When you have both high blood pressure and a heart condition, a beta-blocker can treat two
problems at once.
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Treatment Options

Your doctor starts at a low dose. The dose is raised slowly every 1 to 2 weeks until you
reach the target or your body tells us to stop.

Take it at the same time each day. If you miss a dose, take it when you remember unless it
is almost time for the next one.

Check your pulse and blood pressure at home if asked. We may adjust the dose based on
your numbers and how you feel.

Mild tiredness, cold hands, or slower walking pace are common early on. These often ease
within a few weeks.

Tell us if you feel dizzy, very tired, short of breath, or your pulse drops below 50 beats per
minute.

Carvedilol and metoprolol XL and bisoprolol are the agents proven to help a weak heart. We
choose among them based on your other conditions.

Never stop a beta-blocker on your own. Stopping suddenly can cause a racing heart, a jump
in blood pressure, chest pain, or even a heart attack. The figure below shows why.

Never Stop a Beta-Blocker All at Once
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A slow taper keeps the heart calm. Stopping all at once can trigger a rebound — a racing heart, a blood pressure spike, and
chest pain. Always taper with your doctor.
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Common Beta-Blockers — How They Differ

Medicine Brand How often Best known for

Metoprolol XL Toprol-XL Once a day Heart failure, after a heart attack,
rhythm control

Carvedilol Coreg Twice a day Heart failure; also relaxes blood
vessels

Bisoprolol Zebeta Once a day Heart failure; gentle on the lungs

Atenolol Tenormin Once or twice a Blood pressure, some rhythm

day problems

The most important rule: never stop a beta-blocker on your own. Stopping suddenly can
cause a racing heart, a jump in blood pressure, chest pain, or even a heart attack. If you
run out of pills, call us right away — do not wait. We will always lower the dose slowly
when it is time to stop.
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Comfort Measures at Home (No Medication Needed)

These simple steps support healing and ease symptoms. Use them alongside any medication
your doctor prescribes.

Stand up slowly from sitting or lying down. Beta-blockers can make you feel lightheaded at
first.

Keep a simple log of your pulse and blood pressure. Bring it to your visits.

Stay active. Gentle, regular exercise is safe and helps your heart, even on a beta-blocker.
Limit alcohol. It can add to dizziness and lower blood pressure too much.

Tell every doctor and dentist that you take a beta-blocker, especially before surgery.

Refill your prescription before you run out. Running out is the most common cause of an
unsafe sudden stop.
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Risks, Benefits, and Alternatives

Every choice has trade-offs. Use this table to start the shared decision conversation.

Option

Beta-blocker for
heart failure with
a weak pump

Risks

Tiredness, slow
pulse, low blood
pressure, cold hands.
Dose must be raised
slowly.

EEIEES

Cuts the risk of death
by about one third.
Fewer hospital stays.
Proven in MERIT-HF,
CIBIS-II,
COPERNICUS.

Alternatives

Other proven heart
failure pills (used
together, not
instead). Ask about
our heart failure
guide.

Beta-blocker
after a heart
attack with a
weak pump

Same side effects.
Needs follow-up to
adjust the dose.

Lowers the chance of
another heart attack
and of dying.

If the pump is normal,
a beta-blocker may
add little
(REDUCE-AMI). Your
doctor decides.

Beta-blocker for
AFib or fast
rhythms

Slow pulse,
tiredness. Can
worsen some
slow-heartbeat
problems.

Slows a racing heart
and eases
palpitations. Helps
you feel better fast.

Other rate-slowing
pills. Rhythm drugs.
A procedure
(ablation). See our
AFib guide.

Beta-blocker for
high blood
pressure

Tiredness, slow
pulse. Less effective
alone than some
other classes for
plain high BP.

Lowers blood
pressure. A good fit if
you also have a heart
reason to take one.

Water pills, ACE
inhibitors, ARBs,
calcium channel
blockers. See our
blood pressure guide.

Visit
RiasAliMD.com
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Common Misconceptions

Myth Reality

| feel fine, so | can stop my beta-blocker.

Feeling fine often means the medicine is
working. Stopping suddenly can cause a racing
heart, a spike in blood pressure, chest pain, or a
heart attack. Always taper with your doctor.

Beta-blockers are only for high blood
pressure.

Blood pressure is just one use, and not the main
one. Their biggest benefit is protecting a weak
heart and saving lives in heart failure and after a
heart attack.

A slow pulse from my beta-blocker is
dangerous.

A resting pulse in the 50s to 60s is usually the
goal, not a problem. It means the heart is
working less hard. Call us only if it drops below
50 or you feel dizzy or faint.

Beta-blockers will make me gain a lot of
weight.

Most people do not gain weight. A small amount
is possible early on. Sudden weight gain is more
likely a sign of fluid buildup — call us if you gain
over 3 pounds in 2 days.

If one beta-blocker bothers me, they all
will.

Not true. They differ. Carvedilol relaxes blood
vessels; metoprolol and bisoprolol are gentler on
the lungs. We can often switch you to one that
suits you better.

Beta-blockers are unsafe if | have
asthma.

Older beta-blockers could tighten the airways.
Modern heart-selective ones (metoprolol,
bisoprolol) are often safe in mild, stable lung
disease. We choose carefully and watch you.

| can drink alcohol normally on a
beta-blocker.

Alcohol can add to the drop in blood pressure
and make you dizzy. Keep it light, and stand up
slowly.

Visit
RiasAliMD.com
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Possible Complications

Knowing what can go wrong helps you spot problems early. Most complications are
uncommon, especially with treatment.

Where / What What Can Happen

Heart rate and rhythm Too slow a pulse (below 50) can cause tiredness,
dizziness, or fainting. Rarely the heart's electrical signal
is slowed too much. The dose can be adjusted.

Blood pressure Blood pressure may drop too low, causing
lightheadedness when you stand. Stand up slowly and
tell us if it is bothersome.

Lungs Older beta-blockers can tighten the airways. In asthma or
severe lung disease this matters. Heart-selective agents
lower this risk.

Energy and mood Some people feel tired, have vivid dreams, or feel low in
mood. Switching agents often helps. Do not stop on your
own.

Sudden stop (rebound) Stopping a beta-blocker all at once can cause a racing

heart, a blood pressure spike, chest pain, or a heart
attack. This is the most serious — and most preventable
— problem. Always taper.

Diabetes Beta-blockers can hide some warning signs of low blood
sugar, such as a racing heart. If you have diabetes,
check your sugar more closely at first.
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Points to Know

If you remember nothing else, remember these key points.

Beta-blockers slow the heart and lower blood pressure by blocking stress hormones.

Their biggest benefit is in heart failure with a weak pump and after a heart attack with a weak
pump — they save lives there.

Metoprolol XL, carvedilol, and bisoprolol are the agents proven to help a weak heart.

Never stop a beta-blocker suddenly. Always taper with your doctor to avoid a dangerous
rebound.

A resting pulse in the 50s to 60s is usually the goal, not a problem.
Refill before you run out — running out causes an unsafe sudden stop.
Tell every doctor and dentist you take one, especially before surgery.

Call us for a pulse below 50, fainting, severe tiredness, or new shortness of breath.
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When to Call Us - and When to Call 911

If you are not sure, call. We would rather hear from you twice than miss a real problem.

Pulse below 50 beats per minute, especially with dizziness — call us today.
Fainting or near-fainting — call us today; if you do not wake quickly, call 911.
New or worse shortness of breath, or swelling of the legs — call us today.
Weight gain over 3 pounds in 2 days or 5 pounds in a week — call us this week.
Very slow, pounding, or skipping heartbeat that worries you — call us this week.
You ran out of pills or stopped them — call us today; do not just wait.

Chest pain or pressure — call 911.

Wheezing or trouble breathing if you have asthma — call us today.

Office: (727) 943-5200
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Trusted Resources

The links below are the trusted resources Dr. Ali used to write this guide and that he
recommends you visit for more information. Each is a clickable link in the digital version and a
Short.io tracked URL on the printed version.

Cleveland Clinic — Beta-Blockers - Patient-friendly overview of how beta-blockers work,
their uses, and side effects.

MedlinePlus — Beta-Blockers - NIH/NLM plain-language instructions on taking
beta-blockers safely.

American Heart Association — Blood Pressure Medications - AHA page placing
beta-blockers among the blood pressure medicine classes.

Our Heart Failure (Weak Pump) Guide - How beta-blockers fit with the other proven heart
failure medicines.

Our Atrial Fibrillation (AFib) Guide - How we slow and control a fast or irregular heartbeat.

Our High Blood Pressure Guide - Where beta-blockers fit among blood pressure treatments.
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https://my.clevelandclinic.org/health/treatments/22318-beta-blockers
https://medlineplus.gov/ency/patientinstructions/000113.htm
https://www.heart.org/en/health-topics/high-blood-pressure/changes-you-can-make-to-manage-high-blood-pressure/types-of-blood-pressure-medications
https://go.riasalimd.com/hf-guide
https://go.riasalimd.com/afib-guide
https://go.riasalimd.com/htn-guide

Sources Used to Build This Guide

Every recommendation in this guide is grounded in one or more of the studies, guidelines, or
trusted resources below. Short links are tracked so Dr. Ali can see which references patients
are reading; nothing personally identifying is captured.

Cleveland Clinic — Beta-Blockers [Clinical]
Patient overview of how beta-blockers work, uses, and side effects.

MedlinePlus — Beta-Blockers (High Blood Pressure Medicines) [Clinical]

NIH/NLM patient instructions on taking beta-blockers safely.

2022 AHA/ACC/HESA Guideline for the Management of Heart Failure [Guideline]
Guideline basis for beta-blockers as a GDMT pillar in HFrEF.

American Heart Association — Types of Blood Pressure Medications [Clinical]
AHA patient page placing beta-blockers among BP medication classes.
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https://my.clevelandclinic.org/health/treatments/22318-beta-blockers
https://medlineplus.gov/ency/patientinstructions/000113.htm
https://www.ahajournals.org/doi/10.1161/CIR.0000000000001063
https://www.heart.org/en/health-topics/high-blood-pressure/changes-you-can-make-to-manage-high-blood-pressure/types-of-blood-pressure-medications

About This Guide

Rias KS Ali, MD FACC | Board Certified in Interventional Cardiology & Cardiovascular Disease
4740 Mile Stretch Drive, Holiday FL 34690 | Office: (727) 943-5200 | Fax: (727) 943-5201 | RiasAliMD.com
Version: 2026-08-15

Reviewer note: Reviewed: Cleveland Clinic, Mayo Clinic, AHA, MedlinePlus patient pages. This guide adds a
plain-language mechanism diagram, a where-they-help chart, a do-not-stop-suddenly figure, a drug-by-drug
comparison table, and an RBA section grounded in MERIT-HF, CIBIS-Il, COPERNICUS, and the 2024
REDUCE-AMI trial.

Disclaimer

This guide is for educational purposes only and does not replace medical advice from your physician.
Recommendations may not apply to every patient. Always follow the specific instructions of Dr. Ali and your care
team. In an emergency call 911 or go to the nearest emergency department.
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Take This Guide With You

Scan or visit: https://go.riasalimd.com/beta-blockers-guide
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