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Sudden Cardiac Arrest Fact Sheet 

 Sudden Cardiac Arrest (SCA) is a leading cause of death in the United States, 

claiming more than 350,000 lives each year. 
1,2

 

 An estimated 382,800 people experience sudden cardiac arrest in the United 

States each year. 
i
 

 Approximately 92% of those who experience sudden cardiac arrest do not 

survive. 
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 SCA kills more than 1,000 people a day, or one person every 90 seconds 
1,2

 — a 

number great than the number of deaths each year from breast cancer, lung 

cancer, stroke or AIDS. 

 

 Cardiovascular disease
3
 is the leading cause of death in the U.S. and most deaths 

from it are attributable to SCA, where the heart abruptly and unexpectedly ceases 

to beat so that no blood can be pumped to the rest of the body. 

 

 The most common cause of SCA is a heart rhythm disorder (arrhythmia) called 

ventricular fibrillation (VF). VF is an "electrical problem" in the heart. Without 

immediate emergency help, death follows within minutes of an episode of 

ventricular fibrillation. 

 

 SCA most often occurs in patients with heart disease, especially those who have 

congestive heart failure and have had a heart attack. 
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 It is estimated that 95 percent of victims who experience SCA die before they 

reach a hospital or some other source of emergency help.
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 As many as 75 percent of people who die of SCA show signs of a previous heart 

attack. Eighty percent have signs of coronary artery disease. 
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 SCA is not a random event. Although it may occur in outwardly healthy people, 

most victims do have heart disease or other health problems, often without being 

aware of it. 
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 SCA is not a heart attack, or myocardial infarction (MI), which is when a 

blockage in a blood vessel interrupts the flow of oxygen-rich blood to the heart, 

causing the heart muscle to die. If you think of your heart as a house, SCA would 

be a problem with the electricity; a heart attack would be a problem with the 

plumbing. 

 

 African Americans are more likely to die from SCA than Caucasians. 
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