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Understanding Calcium Channel
Blockers

A common heart medicine that relaxes arteries and can slow the heart

Calcium channel blockers lower blood pressure, ease chest pain, and calm some fast
heartbeats. Two families do slightly different jobs.
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Names & Terms You Will Hear

Term Meaning

Calcium channel blocker
(CCB)

A pill that blocks calcium from entering muscle cells in your
artery walls and, for some kinds, in the heart.

Dihydropyridine (DHP) The 'vessel type.' It mainly relaxes arteries. Names usually
end in '-dipine.'

Amlodipine (Norvasc) A very common vessel-type CCB, taken once a day for
blood pressure or angina.

Nifedipine (Procardia XL) Another vessel-type CCB, used for blood pressure and
angina.

Non-dihydropyridine
(non-DHP)

The 'heart type.' It relaxes arteries and also slows the
heart. Diltiazem and verapamil are the two.

Diltiazem (Cardizem) A heart-type CCB used for blood pressure and to slow a
fast heartbeat.

Verapamil (Calan) A heart-type CCB. It slows the heart the most and can
cause constipation.

Rate control Slowing how fast the lower chambers beat in atrial
fibrillation. The heart-type CCBs do this.
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What Is Calcium Channel Blockers?

• Calcium channel blockers are a common and long-trusted group of heart medicines.

• Calcium makes muscle cells squeeze. These pills block calcium from getting into the muscle
of your artery walls.

• When the artery muscle relaxes, the arteries widen. Blood flows more easily, so blood
pressure falls.

• There are two families. The 'vessel type' (dihydropyridines like amlodipine) mainly relaxes
arteries.

• The 'heart type' (non-dihydropyridines: diltiazem and verapamil) relaxes arteries and also
slows the heart.

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

• They do not cure heart disease. They control blood pressure, ease chest pain, and calm
some fast rhythms.

Calcium normally makes muscle squeeze. The blocker keeps calcium out, so arteries relax and blood pressure falls. The
heart-type pills also slow the heartbeat.
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The Two Families at a Glance

Medicine Family How often Best known for

Amlodipine (Norvasc) Vessel type Once a day Blood pressure, angina

Nifedipine XL
(Procardia)

Vessel type Once a day Blood pressure, angina,
Raynaud's

Diltiazem (Cardizem) Heart type Once or twice Blood pressure, slow a fast
AFib

Verapamil (Calan) Heart type Once to three
times

Slow a fast heartbeat
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Why It Matters

• High blood pressure strains your heart, brain, and kidneys over time. Lowering it prevents
strokes and heart attacks.

• For high blood pressure, calcium channel blockers are one of the first-choice classes, along
with water pills and ACE inhibitors or ARBs.

• In a large trial (ALLHAT), a vessel-type CCB (amlodipine) worked as well as other first-line
pills at preventing major problems.

• For angina (chest pain from a strained heart), they relax the arteries so the heart gets blood
more easily.

• The heart-type CCBs slow a fast atrial fibrillation, so your heart is not racing. See our AFib
guide below.

• Vessel-type CCBs also relax small hand arteries, which helps Raynaud's — painful, cold,
color-changing fingers.

• Your doctor picks the family and the drug that fits your blood pressure, your rhythm, and
your other conditions.

The vessel-type family (DHP) is used mainly for blood pressure, angina, and Raynaud's. The heart-type family (non-DHP) is
used for blood pressure and to slow a fast heartbeat.

5 of 20 | P a g e



Visit
RiasAliMD.com

Save
Contact Info

This guide is educational only. Always follow your doctor's specific recommendations.

4740 Mile Stretch Drive, Holiday FL 34690 | Office: (727) 943-5200 | Fax: (727) 943-5201 | RiasAliMD.com

Online: https://go.riasalimd.com/ccb-guide

Vessel-Type Family (Dihydropyridines)

• Names usually end in '-dipine.' Amlodipine and nifedipine are the common ones.

• They mainly relax the arteries. They do not slow the heart much.

• They are a first-choice pill for high blood pressure and are proven to prevent strokes and
heart attacks.

• They also ease angina and help Raynaud's (cold, painful fingers).

• Swollen ankles are the main side effect. Flushing and headache can happen early.
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Heart-Type Family (Diltiazem and Verapamil)

• There are only two: diltiazem and verapamil.

• They relax arteries and also slow the heart, so they can control a fast atrial fibrillation.

• They are used for blood pressure too, especially when we also want to slow the heart.

• Main effects: a slower pulse, tiredness, and constipation (more with verapamil).

• We avoid them when the heart pump is weak, and we are careful about pairing them with a
beta-blocker.

7 of 20 | P a g e



Visit
RiasAliMD.com

Save
Contact Info

This guide is educational only. Always follow your doctor's specific recommendations.

4740 Mile Stretch Drive, Holiday FL 34690 | Office: (727) 943-5200 | Fax: (727) 943-5201 | RiasAliMD.com

Online: https://go.riasalimd.com/ccb-guide

Which Family Is Right for You

• For plain high blood pressure, a vessel-type pill (amlodipine) is a common first pick.

• For a fast atrial fibrillation, a heart-type pill (diltiazem, verapamil) can slow the rate.

• For chest pain, either family can help, often with other anti-angina medicines.

• For a weak heart pump, we avoid the heart-type pills and choose amlodipine or another
class.

• Your doctor weighs your blood pressure, your rhythm, your pump strength, and your other
pills.

8 of 20 | P a g e



Visit
RiasAliMD.com

Save
Contact Info

This guide is educational only. Always follow your doctor's specific recommendations.

4740 Mile Stretch Drive, Holiday FL 34690 | Office: (727) 943-5200 | Fax: (727) 943-5201 | RiasAliMD.com

Online: https://go.riasalimd.com/ccb-guide

Treatment Options

• Your doctor starts at a low dose and raises it slowly, checking your blood pressure and how
you feel.

• Take it at the same time each day. Swallow long-acting pills whole. Do not crush or chew
them.

• Grapefruit and grapefruit juice can raise the level of some of these pills. Ask us if you should
avoid it.

• Swollen ankles are the most common effect of the vessel-type pills. Putting your feet up
helps; tell us if it bothers you.

• The heart-type pills (diltiazem, verapamil) can slow your pulse. Verapamil can also cause
constipation.

• Do not take a heart-type CCB together with a beta-blocker unless your doctor planned it.
The pair can slow the heart too much.

• Do not stop a calcium channel blocker on your own, especially if you take it for chest pain.
Stopping suddenly can bring the angina back.

Side effects differ by family. Vessel-type pills tend to cause ankle swelling and flushing. Heart-type pills tend to slow the pulse
and, with verapamil, cause constipation.
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Watch this combination: a heart-type calcium channel blocker (diltiazem or verapamil)
plus a beta-blocker can slow the heart far too much. This pair is usually avoided. If you
take both, it was a careful choice — keep every follow-up and call us for a slow pulse,
dizziness, or fainting.
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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.

• Cut back on salt and eat more vegetables and fruit. This helps the medicine work better.

• Stay active. Regular walking lowers blood pressure and eases chest pain over time.

• For swollen ankles, put your feet up and move your legs often. Support stockings can help.

• Add more fiber and water if verapamil makes you constipated. A stool softener may help.

• Check your blood pressure and pulse at home if we ask. Bring your log to visits.

• Tell every doctor and dentist that you take this medicine, especially before surgery.
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Risks, Benefits, and Alternatives

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

Option Risks Benefits Alternatives

Vessel-type CCB
(amlodipine) for
high blood
pressure

Swollen ankles,
flushing, headache. A
faster pulse at first.

Lowers blood
pressure well. Proven
to prevent strokes
and heart attacks
(ALLHAT). Once a
day.

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

Vessel-type CCB
for angina (chest
pain)

Same effects. Not a
substitute for a
rescue nitroglycerin.

Relaxes the arteries
so the heart gets
blood more easily.
Fewer chest-pain
episodes.

Beta-blockers,
long-acting nitrates.
See our stable
angina guide.

Heart-type CCB
(diltiazem,
verapamil) to
slow a fast AFib

Slow pulse.
Constipation with
verapamil. Not safe
with a weak heart
pump.

Slows a racing heart
in atrial fibrillation, so
you feel better.

Beta-blockers,
digoxin, a rhythm
plan. See our AFib
guide.

Heart-type CCB
with a
beta-blocker

Can slow the heart or
its electrical signal
too much. Usually
avoided.

Rarely used together
on purpose, with
close monitoring.

Use one or the other.
Your doctor chooses
based on your heart.
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Common Misconceptions

Myth Reality

Swollen ankles mean the pill is hurting
my heart or kidneys.

Usually not. Ankle swelling from a vessel-type
CCB comes from relaxed leg arteries, not from
heart or kidney damage. Tell us — we can
adjust the dose or switch the pill.

All calcium channel blockers are the
same.

No. The vessel type (amlodipine) mainly relaxes
arteries. The heart type (diltiazem, verapamil)
also slows the heart. They are used for different
problems.

This pill will weaken my bones because it
blocks calcium.

No. It only blocks tiny calcium channels on
muscle cells. It does not lower the calcium in
your bones or your blood.

I should take extra calcium or avoid
calcium in food.

No. Your diet calcium does not change how this
medicine works. Eat a normal, balanced diet
unless we tell you otherwise.

I can stop it once my blood pressure is
normal.

A normal number often means the pill is
working. Stopping can let your pressure climb
again, or bring chest pain back. Talk with us
first.

Grapefruit is fine with any heart pill. Not with some of these. Grapefruit can raise the
level of certain calcium channel blockers and
cause side effects. Ask us about your specific
pill.

A calcium channel blocker is safe for any
kind of heart failure.

The heart-type ones (diltiazem, verapamil) can
be harmful when the heart pump is weak. We
avoid them in that case. Amlodipine can be used
when needed.

13 of 20 | P a g e



Visit
RiasAliMD.com

Save
Contact Info

This guide is educational only. Always follow your doctor's specific recommendations.

4740 Mile Stretch Drive, Holiday FL 34690 | Office: (727) 943-5200 | Fax: (727) 943-5201 | RiasAliMD.com

Online: https://go.riasalimd.com/ccb-guide

Possible Complications

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

Where / What What Can Happen

Legs and ankles The vessel-type pills relax leg arteries, so fluid can pool
and cause swollen ankles. It is uncomfortable but not
dangerous. The dose can be lowered or the pill changed.

Heart rate The heart-type pills (diltiazem, verapamil) slow the pulse.
Too slow a pulse can cause tiredness, dizziness, or
fainting. We watch this, especially with a beta-blocker.

Heart's electrical signal In some people the heart type slows the signal between
the top and bottom chambers too much (heart block). We
avoid it if you already have a slow-conduction problem.

Weak heart pump Diltiazem and verapamil can worsen heart failure when
the pump is weak. We choose amlodipine or another
class in that setting.

Digestion Verapamil often causes constipation. More fiber, fluids,
and a stool softener usually help.

Blood pressure too low Blood pressure can drop too far, causing
lightheadedness when you stand. Stand up slowly and
tell us if it is bothersome.
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Points to Know

If you remember nothing else, remember these key points.

• Calcium channel blockers relax and widen arteries, which lowers blood pressure.

• There are two families: the vessel type (amlodipine, nifedipine) and the heart type (diltiazem,
verapamil).

• The heart type also slows the heart, so it can control a fast atrial fibrillation.

• Swollen ankles are the most common effect of the vessel type. It is not a sign of harm.

• Do not combine a heart-type CCB with a beta-blocker unless your doctor planned it.

• Swallow long-acting pills whole. Ask us about grapefruit.

• Do not stop suddenly, especially if you take it for chest pain.

• Call us for a very slow pulse, fainting, bad swelling, 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 with dizziness, if you take diltiazem or verapamil — 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 fast weight gain from swelling — call us this week.

• Ankle or leg swelling that is heavy or only on one side — call us this week.

• Very bad constipation on verapamil — call us this week.

• Chest pain that is new, worse, or does not ease with rest or your usual plan — call 911.

• You ran out of pills or stopped them and your chest pain came back — 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.

• MedlinePlus — Blood Pressure Medicines - NIH/NLM overview of the blood pressure
medicine classes, including calcium channel blockers.

• American Heart Association — Types of Blood Pressure Medications - Where calcium
channel blockers fit among the blood pressure medicines.

• Our High Blood Pressure Guide - How we treat high blood pressure and where these pills fit.

• Our Stable Angina Guide - How we ease chest pain from a strained heart.

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

• Our Beta-Blockers Guide - The other rate-slowing medicine, and why we rarely combine the
two.

• Our ACE Inhibitors and ARBs Guide - A first-line blood pressure class often paired with a
calcium channel blocker.

• Our Diuretics (Water Pills) Guide - Another first-line blood pressure medicine.
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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.

• MedlinePlus — Blood Pressure Medicines [Clinical]
NIH/NLM patient overview of blood pressure medicine classes, including calcium channel blockers.

• MedlinePlus — Amlodipine [Clinical]
Patient instructions for amlodipine, the most common dihydropyridine calcium channel blocker.

• American Heart Association — Types of Blood Pressure Medications [Clinical]
AHA page placing calcium channel blockers among the blood pressure medicine classes.

• American Heart Association — Health Threats From High Blood Pressure [Clinical]
Why lowering blood pressure matters — the harms these medicines help prevent.

• MedlinePlus — Angina [Clinical]
Angina context for the anti-anginal use of calcium channel blockers.

• MedlinePlus — High Blood Pressure [Clinical]
Condition background for the primary use of calcium channel blockers.

• NHLBI — What Is Coronary Heart Disease? [Clinical]
Ischemia and coronary disease background for calcium channel blocker use in angina and vasospasm.

• ALLHAT — Major outcomes in high-risk hypertensive patients randomized to a calcium channel blocker vs
diuretic vs ACE inhibitor (JAMA 2002) [Trial]
Landmark trial showing amlodipine (a calcium channel blocker) is an effective first-line option for lowering
cardiovascular risk in hypertension.
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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: 2026-08-16

Reviewer note: Reviewed: Cleveland Clinic, Mayo Clinic, AHA, MedlinePlus, and NHLBI patient pages. This
guide adds a plain-language mechanism diagram, a vessel-type vs heart-type family map, a side-effects-by-family
figure, a drug comparison table, and an RBA section grounded in the ALLHAT trial and the 2017 ACC/AHA blood
pressure guideline.

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
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