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Stable angina: what is it?
If you have angina you might worry about how it will affect your life and what will
happen to you. But there are good treatments that can control angina attacks and
help you stay active.

This information is about stable angina caused by coronary artery disease.
It’s called stable because it has a regular pattern. It’s the most common type of
angina.

What is stable angina?

People usually get angina because they have coronary artery disease. A coronary artery is a
blood vessel that carries blood that is rich in oxygen to the heart. In coronary artery disease,
clumps of fat build up on the lining inside the arteries. Over time the arteries become narrow.

If your coronary arteries become too narrow your heart might not get enough blood when it
needs to work harder than usual.

This means that your heart muscle doesn't get enough oxygen to pump properly. This can
cause discomfort or pain. This is the pain you feel when you have an angina attack.

Things that can make your heart work harder and bring on an angina attack include:

• increased physical activity
• going out in cold weather
• feeling upset or excited.

When you are resting, your heart doesn't have to work so hard. So it has enough oxygen and
you shouldn’t feel discomfort.

Stable angina has a regular pattern. You get it when your heart is working harder than
usual and it goes away if you rest or take your angina medication. You can learn to recognize
the pattern.
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Another type of angina is called unstable angina. If you have this type of angina you might
get symptoms at any time, even when you’re resting. There’s no regular pattern to your
symptoms and you might have bad pain that lasts longer.

Having angina increases your chance of having a heart attack. So it’s important to get
treatment.

What are the symptoms?
Stable angina affects people in different ways.

• Some people say it feels like a weight on their chest, or like a crushing sensation.
• You might have pain in your neck and jaw, or in your back.
• You might have pain down one or both arms.
• Some people feel sick to their stomach or exhausted or sweat more than usual.
• Sometimes being breathless is the only symptom.

Usually the discomfort goes away when you stop and rest. It lasts between one and three
minutes. It might take longer to go away if you have been angry or upset.

If it lasts only a few seconds, or if it is a dull ache lasting for hours, it's probably not angina.

It's important to recognize how your angina feels and what brings it on. You should tell your
doctor about any changes in the pattern of your angina: for example, if it feels different from
usual or if you start to get it more often.

You should get medical help right away if your angina:

• lasts longer than usual
• comes on when you are resting
• is worse than usual
• doesn't go away, even after you've taken your angina medication (nitroglycerin) three

times.

These might be signs that your angina is getting worse and you are at risk of having a heart
attack.

What will happen to me?
If you have angina it's normal to worry about how it will affect your life. Having angina means
you’re more likely to have a heart attack.

But living a healthy lifestyle and taking the right medications gives you the best chance of
staying in good health. To read about treatments for stable angina and ways to stay healthy,
see the leaflet Stable angina: what treatments work?
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The patient information from BMJ Best Practice is regularly updated. The most recent version of Best Practice can be found
at bestpractice.bmj.com . This information is intended for use by health professionals. It is not a substitute for medical
advice. It is strongly recommended that you independently verify any interpretation of this material and, if you have a medical
problem, see your doctor.
   
Please see BMJ's full terms of use at: bmj.com/company/legal-information . BMJ does not make any representations,
conditions, warranties or guarantees, whether express or implied, that this material is accurate, complete, up-to-date or fit for
any particular purposes.
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What did you think about this patient information guide?
   
Complete the  online survey or scan the QR code to help us to ensure our
content is of the highest quality and relevant for patients. The survey is
anonymous and will take around 5 minutes to complete.
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