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Understanding Home AEDs
Personal Defibrillators — What They Do, How Easy They Are, and Who

Needs One

An AED is a portable device that checks the heart and, if needed, gives a shock to
restart a normal beat during sudden cardiac arrest. It talks you through every step —

and it will not shock a normal heart.
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Names & Terms You Will Hear

Term Meaning

AED (Automated External
Defibrillator)

A portable device that checks the heart rhythm and gives a
shock only if a deadly rhythm is found. It talks you through
each step.

Home AED / Personal AED An AED kept in a home for a higher-risk person, instead of
only in public places like airports and gyms.

Defibrillator A device that gives a shock to reset the heart's rhythm. An
AED is the automated, easy-to-use kind made for the
public.

Sudden Cardiac Arrest
(SCA)

The heart's electrical system fails and the heart stops
pumping. The person collapses. An AED plus CPR can
save them.

Shockable Rhythm A deadly rhythm an AED can fix — ventricular fibrillation
(VF) or fast ventricular tachycardia (VT). The heart quivers
instead of pumping.

CPR (Cardiopulmonary
Resuscitation)

Chest compressions that keep blood moving until an AED
and EMS arrive. Hands-Only CPR needs no training and
no rescue breaths for adults.

Chain of Survival The AHA's fast, in-order plan: call 911, start CPR, use an
AED, then advanced care. Each link saves lives.

ICD (Implantable
Cardioverter-Defibrillator)

A small defibrillator placed under the skin. It watches the
heart 24/7 and shocks from the inside — the right tool for
truly high-risk people.

WCD (Wearable
Cardioverter-Defibrillator)

A defibrillator vest (such as the LifeVest) worn on the body.
A short-term bridge while doctors decide if an ICD is
needed.

PulsePoint A free phone app that shows where the nearest public
AED is and can alert trained bystanders to a nearby
cardiac arrest.

2 of 21 | 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/home-aed-guide

If someone collapses and will not wake up — act NOW:
1. CALL 911 (or shout for someone else to call) and ask for an AED.
2. Start Hands-Only CPR: push hard and fast on the center of the chest, 100-120 times
per minute, about 2 to 2.5 inches deep. Hum "Stayin' Alive" (Bee Gees, ~103 bpm) to
keep the beat.
3. Use the AED as soon as it arrives — turn it on, place the pads, follow the voice. It will
NOT shock a normal heart.
4. Find the nearest public AED fast with the free PulsePoint app.
5. Do not stop until EMS takes over or the person wakes up.
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What Is Home AEDs?

• An AED (automated external defibrillator) is a portable device that checks for a deadly heart
rhythm and, if found, delivers a shock to restart a normal beat during sudden cardiac arrest.

• It is dead-simple to use. You turn it on, and a clear voice talks you through every step. You
place the sticky pads exactly where the pictures show.

• The AED then analyzes the heart on its own. It will ONLY shock a shockable rhythm (VF or
fast VT). It will NOT shock a normal heart — so you cannot hurt someone by trying.

• A home or personal AED is simply an AED kept at home, usually for a household member
thought to be at higher risk.

• Sudden cardiac arrest is different from a heart attack. A heart attack is a blocked artery.
Cardiac arrest is an electrical failure — the heart stops.

• Speed is everything. Survival drops about 7 to 10 percent for every minute without CPR or a
shock. Early CPR plus early defibrillation is what saves lives.

• A home AED is NOT a substitute for an ICD when one is needed, and it is NEVER a reason
to delay calling 911.

Using an AED is 4 simple steps it talks you through: power on, place the pads as pictured, stand clear while it analyzes, then
shock if it says to — or keep doing CPR. It will not shock a normal heart.
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How an AED Works — and Why It Is Safe

• It reads the heart first. When you place the pads, the AED records the heart's electrical
rhythm — just like an ECG — before it does anything else.

• It only shocks a shockable rhythm. A shock is given ONLY for ventricular fibrillation (VF)
or fast ventricular tachycardia (VT) — rhythms where the heart quivers instead of pumping.

• It will not shock a normal heart. If the rhythm is normal — or flatline, or PEA — the AED
says NO SHOCK and tells you to keep doing CPR. You cannot hurt someone by trying.

• A shock can restart the heart. For a shockable rhythm, the jolt briefly stops all electrical
activity so the heart's natural pacemaker can take over with a normal beat.

• It talks you through it. A calm voice tells you exactly what to do, when to stand clear, and
when to resume CPR. Modern pads have pictures showing where they go.

• Anyone can use one. No training is required. The hardest part is deciding to act — the
device handles the medical decisions.
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Why It Matters

• Sudden cardiac arrest is fatal within minutes without help. The only proven fixes are fast
CPR and a shock from a defibrillator.

• About 7 in 10 out-of-hospital arrests happen at home. A family member is often the only
person there to act.

• Most arrests are caused by VF — a shockable rhythm. The sooner the shock, the better the
chance of survival.

• Public AEDs in airports, schools, gyms, and malls have saved many lives. Knowing where
the nearest one is matters as much as owning one.

• You do NOT need to be a doctor or a nurse. Hands-Only CPR and an AED's voice prompts
are designed for anyone — even a frightened bystander.

• Honest truth: most experts do NOT recommend a home AED for the general public. Arrests
often happen when a person is alone or away from home, where no one can use the device.

• For truly high-risk people, an ICD is the right tool — it protects 24/7, even when alone. A
home AED can never replace it.

• The single most useful thing almost anyone can do: learn Hands-Only CPR and AED use,
know where public AEDs are, and call 911 first.

Top: the Chain of Survival — call 911, start CPR, use an AED, then EMS, in order. Bottom: the chance of survival falls about 7
to 10 percent every minute without a shock. Bystander CPR slows that fall and buys time for the AED and EMS.
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The Chain of Survival — Call 911, CPR, AED, Fast

• Link 1 — Call 911. The moment someone collapses and will not wake up, call 911 (or send
someone to call) and ask for the nearest AED.

• Link 2 — Start CPR now. Push hard and fast on the center of the chest, 100 to 120 times a
minute. Do not wait for the AED to start CPR.

• Link 3 — Use the AED. As soon as it arrives, turn it on and follow the voice. Early
defibrillation is what restarts a shockable heart.

• Link 4 — EMS and the hospital. Paramedics and the hospital team give advanced care,
medications, and transport.

• Order and speed matter. Each minute without CPR or a shock cuts the chance of survival
by about 7 to 10 percent. Bystander CPR can double or triple survival.

• The first three links are yours. Long before EMS arrives, a bystander controls calling 911,
doing CPR, and using the AED — the links that save the most lives.
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Should YOU Have a Home AED? The Honest Answer

• For most people: no. Major medical groups do not recommend a home AED for the general
public. There is no good evidence it improves survival for average-risk people.

• The HAT trial showed no benefit. A large study (NEJM 2008) gave home AEDs to over
7,000 patients with a prior heart attack. Adding a home AED to CPR did NOT improve
survival compared with CPR alone.

• Why not? Many arrests happen when the person is alone, asleep, or away from home — so
no one is there to grab the AED and use it.

• For truly high-risk patients, an ICD is the right tool. It is implanted and protects 24/7 from
the inside, even when you are alone. A home AED can never do that.

• A home AED can be reasonable for some households — by shared decision with your
doctor — such as a high-risk person awaiting an ICD, or a home far from EMS with a trained,
willing household member.

• It is never a substitute for an ICD when one is indicated, and never a reason to delay
911. If you are high-risk, ask your cardiologist whether an ICD is right for you.

• The best step for almost everyone: learn Hands-Only CPR and AED use, know where
public AEDs are (PulsePoint), and call 911 first.

8 of 21 | 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/home-aed-guide

Risk Factors

Some patients are more likely to develop this condition. Knowing your risk helps your care
team take extra precautions.

Risk Factor Why It Increases Risk

Known high-risk heart
condition without an
ICD yet

Some people are being evaluated for an ICD but do not have one
yet. A home AED may add a short layer of safety — discuss with
your cardiologist.

Prior heart attack with
a weakened heart

Scar tissue can trigger dangerous rhythms. These patients are
usually better served by an ICD; the HAT trial found a home AED
did not improve survival.

Family history of
sudden cardiac death

Inherited rhythm disorders (Long QT, Brugada, CPVT) and HCM
raise risk. Family screening and an electrophysiology evaluation
come first.

Lives far from EMS /
long ambulance times

In a remote home, minutes matter even more. Quick access to an
AED — and a trained household member — can bridge the wait
for EMS.

Household member
trained and willing to
act

A home AED only helps if someone is present, calm, and ready to
use it. Training and a clear plan matter as much as the device
itself.

Caregiver of a high-risk
loved one

Families who want extra readiness may choose an AED by shared
decision — knowing its real limits and that 911 and CPR always
come first.
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Treatment Options

• Step 1 — Power on: Open the lid or press the green button. The AED starts talking
immediately and guides you from there. You are not alone.

• Step 2 — Place the pads: Bare the chest. Peel and stick the pads exactly where the
pictures on them show — one on the upper-right chest, one on the lower-left side. Plug the
pads in if needed.

• Step 3 — Let it analyze: Stand clear and do not touch the person. The AED reads the heart
rhythm by itself and decides whether a shock is needed.

• Step 4 — Shock or keep doing CPR: If it says SHOCK, make sure everyone is clear and
press the flashing button. If it says NO SHOCK, keep doing CPR. Follow the voice prompts
until EMS takes over.

• Always start CPR first and call 911. Push hard and fast on the center of the chest, 100 to
120 times a minute, while someone gets the AED. Do not delay CPR to look for a device.

• It is safe to try: The AED checks the rhythm before any shock. It will not shock a normal
heart. You cannot make things worse by using it.

• Maintenance matters: A home AED only works if it is ready. Check the battery and pad
expiration dates a few times a year, run the self-test, and replace pads and batteries before
they expire.

• Know the limits: A home AED helps only if someone is present to use it. It does not replace
an ICD for high-risk patients, and it never replaces calling 911.

• For high-risk patients, an ICD is the answer. An ICD is implanted, watches the heart all
day and night, and shocks from the inside within seconds — even when the person is alone.
Ask your cardiologist if you qualify.
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Why an AED is safe: it reads the rhythm first. A shockable rhythm (VF or fast VT) gets a shock. A normal beat, flatline, or PEA
gets NO shock — you keep doing CPR. The device decides, so you cannot shock a normal heart.

Trainees practice CPR and AED use. Anyone can learn these skills in under 5 minutes — and every minute of bystander action
changes the outcome. Credit: Sr. Airman Elizabeth Baker / 86th Airlift Wing / U.S. Air Force (Public Domain).

AED vs. ICD vs. Wearable Defibrillator — What Each Is and Who It Is For
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Device What It Is Who It Is For Key Limit

AED
(home/public)

Portable external device
with sticky pads and voice
prompts. Reads the rhythm
and shocks only if
shockable.

Any bystander,
anywhere. A home AED
is for some higher-risk
households by shared
decision.

Helps only if someone is
present to use it. Not a
substitute for an ICD.

ICD (implanted) A small defibrillator placed
under the skin. Watches the
heart and shocks from the
inside in seconds.

Truly high-risk patients
— prior cardiac arrest,
weak heart (low EF), or
certain inherited
disorders.

Requires a procedure.
Occasional inappropriate
shocks; lead/battery
upkeep.

Wearable
(LifeVest)

A defibrillator vest worn on
the body that detects and
treats dangerous rhythms
automatically.

A short-term bridge while
doctors decide about an
ICD, or while a weak
heart recovers.

Works only when worn.
Temporary — not a
permanent solution.

Home AED upkeep — a quick checklist:
• Check the pad expiration date and the battery expiration date a few times a year.
Replace before they expire.
• Make sure the device runs its self-test and shows a ready (green) status light.
• Keep it in a known, easy-to-reach spot. Tell everyone in the home where it is.
• Keep spare pads (and pediatric pads if a child lives there) on hand.
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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

Learn CPR +
know where
public AEDs are

Almost none. A few
minutes of training.
Rare rib bruising
during real CPR (far
better than no
action).

The highest-value,
lowest-cost step for
nearly everyone.
Prepares you to save
a life anywhere —
home, work, or the
gym.

Doing nothing.
Without CPR and a
shock, cardiac arrest
is fatal in minutes.

Home / personal
AED

Cost (often
$1,200-$2,500).
Needs upkeep
(battery and pad
expiration). Helps
only if someone is
present. May create
false reassurance.

Quick access to a
shock at home,
where most arrests
happen. Easy to use
with voice prompts.
Reasonable for some
higher-risk
households by
choice.

An ICD for high-risk
patients (better, 24/7,
even when alone).
Public-AED
awareness plus CPR
for most people. A
wearable defibrillator
as a bridge.

ICD (implantable
defibrillator)

A small procedure.
Rare infection (under
1-2%). Occasional
inappropriate shocks.
Lead and battery
upkeep over time.

The right tool for truly
high-risk patients.
Protects 24/7 from
the inside, even when
alone or asleep.
Proven to save lives
in the right patients.

A wearable
defibrillator (LifeVest)
as a short-term
bridge. Medications
alone (less protective
against sudden
death).

Wearable
defibrillator
(LifeVest)

Must be worn nearly
all day. Skin irritation.
Cost. A bridge, not a
permanent fix. Does
not work if taken off.

Short-term protection
while doctors decide
about an ICD, or
while a weak heart
recovers. Detects
and treats dangerous
rhythms
automatically.

An ICD once the
indication is clear.
Close monitoring with
medications for
lower-risk patients.
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Common Misconceptions

Myth Reality

"You need training to use an AED." AEDs are built for untrained people. They give
clear voice instructions and pictures. They will
not shock a normal heart. Do not wait for an
expert — turn it on and follow it.

"An AED might shock a normal heartbeat
and hurt someone."

It cannot. The AED reads the rhythm first and
only shocks VF or fast VT. If the heart is normal
— or flatline, or PEA — it says NO SHOCK. You
cannot hurt someone by trying.

"Every household should buy a home
AED."

Most experts do NOT recommend one for the
general public. For most people, learning CPR
and knowing where public AEDs are saves more
lives than buying a device that may not be
reached in time.

"A home AED is just as good as an ICD." No. An ICD protects 24/7 from inside the body,
even when you are alone or asleep. A home
AED only helps if another person is present and
ready to use it. For high-risk patients, the ICD is
the right tool.

"If I have a home AED, I do not need to
call 911 first."

Always call 911 first and start CPR. The AED is
one step in the chain — not a replacement for
EMS, who provide advanced care and transport.

"A home AED needs no upkeep — buy it
and forget it."

Pads and batteries expire. A device that is dead
or has dried-out pads will not help. Check
expiration dates a few times a year and run the
self-test.
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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

False reassurance The biggest risk of a home AED is a false sense of
safety. It helps only if someone is present, calm, and
ready. It can lull a high-risk patient into skipping the ICD
they truly need.

Device not ready when needed Expired pads or a dead battery mean no shock when it
counts. Skipped maintenance is a common, preventable
failure. Run the self-test and check expiration dates.

Arrest happens when no one is
around

Many arrests occur when a person is alone, asleep, or
away from home. A home AED cannot help then — a key
reason the HAT trial found no survival benefit.

Delay in calling 911 or starting
CPR

Searching for the AED instead of starting CPR wastes
precious minutes. CPR and the 911 call always come
first; someone else fetches the device.

Skin or pad issues Pads may not stick to a wet, very hairy, or sweaty chest.
Dry the chest and shave or trim if a razor is in the kit. A
small burn under a pad is possible but rare and minor.

Emotional stress on family Owning an AED 'just in case' can raise anxiety for some
families. Training, a clear plan, and honest talk with your
cardiologist help.

See also — our companion guides. A home AED is one piece of a bigger picture. For
the emergency itself, read our Sudden Cardiac Arrest guide and our VT/VF guide. For
implanted protection in high-risk patients, see our Pacemaker & ICD guide, our
Subcutaneous ICD guide, and our Wearable Defibrillator guide.
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Points to Know

If you remember nothing else, remember these key points.

• An AED is dead-simple: turn it on, place the pads as pictured, and it talks you through every
step.

• It will ONLY shock a shockable rhythm. It will NOT shock a normal heart — you cannot hurt
someone by trying.

• Always call 911 first and start Hands-Only CPR. Push hard and fast, 100 to 120 a minute, to
the beat of "Stayin' Alive."

• Speed saves lives. Survival drops about 7 to 10 percent for every minute without CPR or a
shock.

• Most experts do NOT recommend a home AED for the general public. The HAT trial showed
no survival benefit in prior-heart-attack patients.

• An ICD — not a home AED — is the right tool for truly high-risk patients. It protects 24/7,
even when you are alone.

• If you do own a home AED, check the pad and battery expiration dates a few times a year
and run the self-test.

• Download the PulsePoint app. Learn where public AEDs are at home, work, and the gym —
and learn CPR. It takes only a few minutes.

16 of 21 | 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/home-aed-guide

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.

• Call 911 RIGHT NOW if someone collapses and does not respond. If they are not breathing
normally, start Hands-Only CPR at once and send someone for an AED. The dispatcher will
guide you.

• Use the AED as soon as it arrives — but never stop CPR to go find one. Push hard and
fast until the AED is on and ready.

• Call our office (727-943-5200) if you have been told you are at high risk for cardiac arrest
and want to discuss whether an ICD — or a home AED by shared decision — is right for
you.

• Call us if you have a weak heart (low ejection fraction), a prior cardiac arrest, or a family
history of sudden death and have not yet been evaluated for a defibrillator.

• Call us if you own a home AED and are unsure how to maintain it, when to replace pads or
batteries, or how to make a household action plan.

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.

• AHA — Automated External Defibrillators (AEDs) - Official AHA page on what an AED is,
how it works, and using it with CPR.

• AHA Hands-Only CPR Training (cpr.heart.org) - Free 5-minute online Hands-Only CPR
training from the American Heart Association.

• American Red Cross — CPR & AED Classes - Find in-person or online CPR and AED
training, including family and friends courses.

• PulsePoint Respond & AED App - Free app that shows the nearest public AED and can alert
trained bystanders to a nearby cardiac arrest.

• Cleveland Clinic — Automated External Defibrillator (AED) - Plain-language overview of
AED operation, pad placement, and home-use considerations.

• Mayo Clinic — Sudden Cardiac Arrest - Background on cardiac arrest, the chain of survival,
and early defibrillation.
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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.

• American Heart Association — Automated External Defibrillators (AEDs) [Patient Education]
Authoritative plain-language overview of how an AED works, who might keep one at home, and using it with
Hands-Only CPR during cardiac arrest.

• American Heart Association — Hands-Only CPR [Patient Education]
Source for the Hands-Only CPR technique: 100-120 compressions per minute, push hard and fast, and the
'Stayin' Alive' beat reference.

• American Heart Association — 2020 Guidelines for CPR and Emergency Cardiovascular Care [Guideline]
Guideline basis for the Chain of Survival sequence, early defibrillation, and the ~7-10% per-minute survival
decline used in the survival curve.

• Cleveland Clinic — Automated External Defibrillator (AED) [Patient Education]
Patient-facing description of AED operation, voice prompts, pad placement, and home-use considerations.

• Mayo Clinic — Sudden Cardiac Arrest [Patient Education]
Frames sudden cardiac arrest, the chain of survival, and the role of early defibrillation that a home AED
supports.

• HAT Trial — Home Use of Automated External Defibrillators for Sudden Cardiac Arrest (NEJM 2008) [Trial]
Randomized trial of >7,000 prior-anterior-MI patients showing a home AED added to CPR did not improve
survival vs CPR alone — the evidence basis for the honest 'who needs one' framing.

• American Red Cross — CPR & AED Training Classes [Patient Education]
Training-resource link for the life-threatening checklist — in-person and online CPR/AED courses, including
family and friends courses.

• PulsePoint — AED & Respond App [Patient Education]
Free app that shows the nearest public AED and can alert trained bystanders to a nearby cardiac arrest; the
recommended way to find a public AED fast.

• MedlinePlus — Automated External Defibrillator (AED) [Patient Education]
NIH/NLM plain-language reference on AED purpose, pad placement, and that the device analyzes the rhythm
before delivering any shock.

• U.S. FDA — Automated External Defibrillators (AEDs) [Regulatory]
Regulatory source on AED safety, prescription/over-the-counter status, and the importance of maintenance
(battery and pad expiration) for home devices.
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https://www.heart.org/en/health-topics/cardiac-arrest/treatment-of-cardiac-arrest/automated-external-defibrillators-aeds
https://cpr.heart.org/en/cpr-courses-and-kits/hands-only-cpr
https://cpr.heart.org/en/resuscitation-science/cpr-and-ecc-guidelines
https://my.clevelandclinic.org/health/treatments/22510-aed-automated-external-defibrillator
https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/sudden-cardiac-arrest/symptoms-causes/syc-20350634
https://www.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/NEJMoa0801651
https://www.redcross.org/take-a-class/cpr
https://www.pulsepoint.org
https://medlineplus.gov/ency/article/007220.htm
https://www.fda.gov/medical-devices/cardiovascular-devices/automated-external-defibrillators-aeds
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Reviewer note: Reviewed AHA heart.org AED page, Cleveland Clinic AED page, and Mayo Clinic sudden cardiac
arrest page. This guide adds: a 4-step 'how to use an AED' sequence; a survival-vs-time-to-defibrillation curve; an
AED-vs-ICD-vs-WCD comparison table; and an honest, HAT-trial-based answer on who should consider a home
AED — content the competitor sources keep thin or omit.

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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