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Understanding Silent Ischemia
Reduced blood flow to the heart with no chest pain to warn you

Silent ischemia is a heart starved of blood that does not hurt. The danger is the same as
painful angina, but there is no warning.
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Names & Terms You Will Hear

Term Meaning

Ischemia When part of the heart muscle does not get enough blood
and oxygen. It happens when a coronary artery is
narrowed.

Silent ischemia Ischemia with no chest pain and often no clear symptoms
at all. It is found by testing, not by how you feel.

Angina Chest pain or pressure from ischemia. It is the 'warning'
version. Silent ischemia is the same problem without the
warning.

Silent (asymptomatic) Having a real problem inside the body while feeling normal
on the outside.

Coronary artery disease
(CAD)

Plaque buildup in the heart's arteries. It is the usual cause
of both painful and silent ischemia.

Silent heart attack A heart attack with little or no chest pain, sometimes found
only later on an ECG. Silent ischemia can lead to one.

Ambulatory ECG A heart monitor you wear for a day or more (a Holter or
patch) that can catch silent episodes.

Ejection fraction A measure of how well the heart pumps. Repeated silent
ischemia can weaken it over time.
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What Is Silent Ischemia?

• Silent ischemia means part of your heart muscle is not getting enough blood, but you feel no
chest pain.

• It is caused by the same thing as painful angina: a narrowed heart artery, usually from
plaque.

• The only difference is the alarm. In silent ischemia, the chest-pain warning does not go off.

• Because there is no pain, many people do not know they have it. It is found on a test, not by
symptoms.

• It can be brief and come and go, often during stress, activity, or even at rest.

• Some people have both: painful angina at times and silent episodes at other times.

• It is not 'harmless because it does not hurt.' The lack of pain is exactly what makes it risky.

A narrowed artery starves the heart muscle of oxygen. Usually that causes chest pain. In silent ischemia the pain alarm stays
quiet, so the same damage happens without warning.
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Why It Matters

• Silent ischemia carries the same risks as painful ischemia: heart attack, heart rhythm
problems, and a weakened heart.

• Because there is no warning, people do not slow down, take a medicine, or call for help. The
heart is strained without anyone knowing.

• It can lead to a silent heart attack — a real heart attack found only later, often on a routine
ECG.

• Reviews of silent events show they are common in people with diabetes and rise with age,
and they carry a prognosis as serious as recognized events.

• Repeated silent episodes can quietly weaken the heart's pump over time.

• The good news: once we know it is there, we treat the underlying artery disease and lower
the risk.

• That is why we test people at higher risk even when they feel fine.
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Why There Is No Pain

• Chest pain is a nerve signal. If the nerves that carry it are damaged, the signal is weak or
missing.

• Diabetes is the biggest reason — years of high sugar can injure those pain nerves.

• Age, a past heart attack, and past heart surgery can also blunt the warning.

• Sometimes the ischemia is brief or mild, below the level that triggers pain.

• The heart is still short of blood, whether or not you feel it.
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Who We Test Even Without Symptoms

• People with diabetes, especially with other risk factors.

• People who already have coronary artery disease or a past heart attack.

• People after a stent or bypass, to check for returning disease.

• Some people before major surgery or a new exercise program.

• Your doctor weighs your risk and decides which test, if any, is worth doing.
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How It Is Treated

• We treat the coronary artery disease behind it, the same as we treat angina.

• Medicines lower plaque risk, ease the heart's workload, and control blood pressure and
sugar.

• Lifestyle steps — no smoking, more activity, heart-healthy food — lower risk further.

• If a large area is at risk, a stent or bypass may restore blood flow.

• We may repeat testing to confirm the treatment is working.

Know the quieter warning signs. Because chest pain may be missing, watch for unusual
shortness of breath, unusual tiredness, sweating, or discomfort in the jaw, neck, back, or
arm — especially with activity. If any of these are new or come with a cold sweat or
nausea, treat it as an emergency and call 911. Do not wait for chest pain that may never
come.
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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

Diabetes High sugar over years can damage the nerves that carry pain, so
ischemia is felt less or not at all.

Older age Pain signals and symptoms become less reliable with age; silent
events are more common.

A prior heart attack Damaged nerves and muscle can blunt the warning for future
episodes.

After a stent or bypass Disease can return in other arteries and may not cause the same
pain as before.

Being a woman Women more often have vague or absent symptoms rather than
classic chest pain.

Chronic kidney disease It travels with diabetes and blood vessel disease, raising
silent-ischemia risk.

Silent ischemia is more common in people with diabetes, in older adults, after a heart attack or a stent or bypass, in women,
and in people with kidney disease.
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Treatment Options

• The goal is to treat the coronary artery disease behind the ischemia and lower your overall
risk.

• Medicines protect the heart: a statin for plaque, aspirin when advised, and pills that ease the
heart's workload.

• Blood pressure, blood sugar, and cholesterol are controlled to the targets we set with you.

• Quitting smoking, moving more, and eating heart-healthy food all lower silent-ischemia risk.

• If testing shows a large area at risk, we may look at the arteries and consider a stent or
bypass.

• We may repeat testing over time to see if the treatment is working and the ischemia is
easing.

• Because you cannot rely on chest pain, follow the plan even when you feel completely well.

Because there are no symptoms to follow, we find silent ischemia with tests: a stress test, a wearable monitor, imaging of blood
flow, or a look at the arteries.
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Tests We Use to Find Silent Ischemia

Test What it shows

Exercise or medicine stress test Whether blood flow drops when the heart works harder

Holter or patch monitor Silent episodes across a day or more of normal life

Nuclear stress test or PET Areas of the muscle not getting enough blood

Coronary angiogram The actual narrowings inside the arteries
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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

Testing for silent
ischemia when
you feel fine

A test costs time and
money. It can find
something that needs
more tests.

Finds hidden risk
early, so we can treat
it before a heart
attack. Peace of mind
if normal.

Watchful waiting with
risk-factor control, if
your overall risk is
low.

Medicines to
treat the artery
disease

Side effects vary by
drug. Daily pills to
remember.

Lower the chance of
a heart attack, ease
the heart's workload,
and slow plaque.

Lifestyle changes
alone if the disease is
mild; a procedure if it
is severe.

A stent or bypass
for a large area
at risk

Procedure risks:
bleeding, and rarely a
heart attack or stroke.

Restores blood flow
to a big region of
muscle when
medicines are not
enough.

Keep treating with
medicines and
lifestyle. See our
angioplasty and CAD
guides.

Doing nothing
after a positive
test

The ischemia and its
risks continue,
silently.

Avoids the cost and
effort of treatment.

Not advised when a
real area of muscle is
at risk. Talk with us.
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Common Misconceptions

Myth Reality

No chest pain means my heart is fine. Not always. With silent ischemia the heart is
short of blood, but the pain alarm does not fire.
Feeling well does not prove the arteries are
healthy.

If it does not hurt, it cannot be serious. The opposite is closer to true. The missing
warning is the danger. Silent ischemia carries
the same risk of heart attack as painful angina.

Only people with symptoms need heart
tests.

People at higher risk — with diabetes, older age,
or past heart disease — can benefit from testing
even when they feel fine.

A silent heart attack is a small heart
attack.

Silent means quiet, not small. A silent heart
attack can damage as much muscle as a painful
one and raises future risk.

I would surely feel a heart problem. Many people do not. Diabetes, age, and prior
heart damage can all dull the warning. That is
why we rely on tests, not just feelings.

There is nothing to do about it. There is a lot to do. Treating the artery disease
with medicines, lifestyle, and sometimes a
procedure clearly lowers the risk.
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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 attack A silent ischemic area can go on to a full heart attack,
sometimes with little or no pain to warn you.

Weakened heart pump Repeated silent episodes can injure heart muscle over
time and lower the ejection fraction, leading to heart
failure.

Dangerous rhythms A poorly supplied heart can trigger abnormal, sometimes
dangerous, heart rhythms.

Missed diagnosis Because there is no pain, silent ischemia can go
unnoticed until damage is done. Testing at-risk people is
how we catch it.

Sudden events during exertion Silent ischemia can flare with hard activity. Knowing it is
there lets us guide safe activity and treatment.
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Points to Know

If you remember nothing else, remember these key points.

• Silent ischemia is a heart short of blood with no chest pain to warn you.

• It is caused by the same artery disease as painful angina.

• The missing warning is the danger, not a sign that it is mild.

• It is more common with diabetes, older age, and past heart disease.

• It is found by testing, not by symptoms.

• It carries the same risks: heart attack, rhythm problems, and a weakened heart.

• Watch for quieter signs like breathlessness, unusual tiredness, or a cold sweat.

• Treating the underlying artery disease clearly lowers the risk.
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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.

• Unusual shortness of breath, a cold sweat, or nausea with activity — call 911; it may be a
heart event without pain.

• Discomfort in the jaw, neck, back, or arm that is new — call 911, especially if you are at
higher risk.

• Fainting, or a collapse where someone is not breathing normally — call 911 and start
Hands-Only CPR.

• New or unusual tiredness that limits your usual activity — call us this week.

• You have diabetes or heart disease and have never been tested for silent ischemia — ask
us at your next visit.

• Questions about your test results or your risk — call us; we will explain them.

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.

• American Heart Association — Ischemic Heart Disease and Silent Ischemia - The core
patient page on silent ischemia.

• MedlinePlus — Coronary Artery Disease - The disease behind silent ischemia.

• NHLBI — What Is Coronary Heart Disease? - How narrowed arteries reduce blood flow, with
or without symptoms.

• Our Coronary Artery Disease (CAD) Guide - The plaque disease that causes silent ischemia.

• Our Stable Angina Guide - The painful version of the same problem.

• Our Diabetes and the Heart Guide - Why diabetes makes silent ischemia more likely.

• Our Stress Testing Guide - A main test we use to find silent ischemia.

• Our Heart Attack / ACS Guide - What a heart attack is and its warning signs.
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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 — Ischemic Heart Disease and Silent Ischemia [Clinical]
The core AHA patient page defining silent ischemia — reduced blood flow without chest pain.

• MedlinePlus — Coronary Artery Disease [Clinical]
The underlying disease that causes silent ischemia.

• NHLBI — What Is Coronary Heart Disease? [Clinical]
How narrowed arteries reduce blood flow to the heart muscle, with or without symptoms.

• American Heart Association — Cardiovascular Disease and Diabetes [Clinical]
Why diabetes and nerve damage make silent ischemia more likely.

• MedlinePlus — Angina [Clinical]
Contrast for the reader — what typical chest-pain angina feels like vs the silent form.

• American Heart Association — Angina (Chest Pain) [Clinical]
Angina and its atypical or absent presentations.

• Valensi et al. — Prevalence, incidence, predictive factors and prognosis of silent myocardial infarction: a review
(Arch Cardiovasc Dis 2011) [Research]
Review showing silent events rise with age and diabetes and carry a prognosis as poor as recognized heart
attacks.

• MedlinePlus — Heart Attack [Clinical]
Silent ischemia can progress to a silent heart attack — the endpoint patients must understand.
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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: 2026-08-15

Reviewer note: Reviewed: American Heart Association, MedlinePlus, and NHLBI patient pages. This guide adds
a plain-language mechanism diagram, a who-is-at-risk figure, a how-we-find-it test map, a tests table, and a
section grounded in a review of silent events (Valensi et al., Arch Cardiovasc Dis 2011).

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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