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SUDDEN DEATH IN YOUNG ATHLETES

Sudden death in people under the age of 35 is rare. When 

these sudden deaths do occur, it is often due to a hidden 

heart defect or overlooked heart abnormality while 

participating in physical activity such as a sporting event. 

Millions of high school athletes compete every year without 

incident, but if your child is at risk, there are screening tests and 

precautions you can take.  

The causes of sudden cardiac death in young athletes vary. 

About two-thirds of the time, death is due to a heart 

abnormality. Some specific causes of sudden cardiac death in 

young athletes include: 

 Hypertrophic cardiomyopathy (HCM). This disease is 

when the heart muscle (myocardium) becomes 

abnormally thick, making it harder for the heart to 

pump blood.  

 Coronary Artery Abnormalities. People can be born 

with heart arteries (coronary arteries) that are 

connected abnormally. The arteries can become 

compressed during exercise and may not provide 

proper blood flow to the heart.  

 Long QT Syndrome. This syndrome is an inherited heart 

rhythm disorder that can cause fast, chaotic 

heartbeats. The rapid heartbeats may lead to fainting. 

These irregular heartbeats can be life-threatening. In 

some cases, the rhythm may be so erratic that it can 

cause sudden death.  

Other causes include: structural abnormalities of the heart, 

such as unrecognized congenital heart disease and heart 

muscle abnormalities; inflammation of the heart muscle 

caused by a virus or other illness; and commotio cordis, which 

occurs as the result of a blunt blow to the chest, such as being 

hit by a baseball or hockey puck. The blow to the chest can 

cause ventricular fibrillation (abnormal heart rhythm) if the 

blow strikes at the wrong time in the heart’s electrical cycle.   

 

In this Issue: 

Sudden Cardiac Death in 

Young Athletes  

Emergency Action Plan  

CPR 

 
 

Symptoms & Red Flags that 

Signal an Athlete High at Risk 

 
Most of the time, these deaths 

occur with no warning, but 

symptoms to look for include: 

 
 Unexplained fainting 

(syncope). Sudden and 

unexplained fainting that 

occurs during physical 

activity could be a sign 

that there’s a problem with 

the heart.  

 Family history of sudden 

cardiac death. If the 

athlete has deaths like this 

in the family, you should 

pay close attention and 

talk to your doctor about 

screening options.  

 Shortness of breath or chest 

pain. This may also be a 

sign that you’re at risk, or it 

can be a sign for other 

health problems as well, 

such as asthma.  
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Prevention and Screenings for Risk of Sudden Death 

Many times, sudden cardiac death occurs because the athlete was not aware 

that they had a heart abnormality. If you know you are at high risk for sudden 

cardiac death, it can sometimes be prevented by medical or surgical treatments 

or by avoiding competitive sports. For those who have hypertrophic 

cardiomyopathy, there is an implantable cardioverter-defibrillator (ICD). This is a 

pager-sized device implanted in the chest like a pacemaker. An ICD continuously 

monitors the heartbeat. If a life-threatening arrhythmia occurs, the ICD delivers 

electrical shocks to restore a normal heart rhythm.  

 

It is still up for debate if sudden cardiac death can be prevented by the routine 

physical exam that is often necessary to be cleared to play competitive sports. An 

electrocardiogram (ECG or EKG) records the electrical signals present in the heart, 

which can be used to screen for abnormalities.  

 

If you are at risk for sudden cardiac death, talk to your doctor about your physical 

activity level. Whether you can participate in exercise or sports depends on your 

condition. For some disorders, such as hypertrophic cardiomyopathy, it is often 

recommended that you avoid most competitive sports, but that doesn’t mean you 

need to avoid exercise altogether.  

 

MARSHFIELD HIGH SCHOOL EMERGENCY ACTION PLAN 

Through development and implementation of the emergency plan, Marshfield 

High School helps ensure that the athlete will have the best care provided when 

an emergency situation does arise. An emergency is the need for Emergency 

Medical Services (EMS) to give further medical attention and/or transport an 

athlete to the hospital. Situations when 911 should be called are: 

 An athlete is not breathing 

 An athlete has lost consciousness 

 Suspected neck or back injury 

 An athlete has an open fracture (bone has punctured through the skin) 

 Severe heat exhaustion or suspected heat stroke 

 Severe bleeding that cannot be stopped 

 

The four basic roles within the emergency team are: 

1. Establish scene safety and immediate care of the athlete 

2. Activation of Emergency Medical Services  

3. Equipment Retrieval (i.e. AED) 

4. Directions of EMS to the Scene  
 

In the event of an injury, contact the Athletic Trainer. In the event of an 

emergency that requires advanced medical personnel, when the Athletic Trainer 

is not present, the following procedures should be followed: 

 

 Call 911, this will go to the Mass State Police and will connect to Marshfield 

Fire Dept.  

 Call Marshfield Fire/EMS directly at 781-837-1313 

 Marshfield Police Dept. 781-834-6655 

 Call Parents to notify of incident 

 Call/text/email Athletic Trainer so she can follow up with the injured 

athlete, parents and administrators if needed and complete the required 

injury report and insurance forms. 

 Notify Athletic Director 

You can access the MHS EAP on the Athletics website under “Athletic Training” 

 

 

CardioPulmonaryResucitation 

 
CPR is a lifesaving technique used during 

many emergencies (i.e. heart attack) 

where someone is not breathing or 

heartbeat has stopped.  

 

CPR can keep oxygenated blood flowing 

to the brain and other vital organs. When 

the heart stops, lack of oxygenated blood 

can cause brain damage in only a few 

minutes. A person may die within 8-10 

minutes so time is crucial. If you find 

someone to be unconscious: 

1. Check for responsiveness 

2. Call 9-1-1 or local number 

3. Open airway by tilting head and 

check for breathing while feeling for 

a pulse (no more than 10 seconds) 

4. If person is not breathing and has 

no pulse, give 30 chest 

compressions. Push hard, push fast 

in the middle of the chest. 

5. Tilt the head back, lift the chin up 

and give 2 rescue breaths while 

looking for the chest to rise. 

6. Repeat & continue cycles of CPR 

until: 

 You find signs of life 

 An AED is ready to use 

 Trained personnel takes over 

 Scene becomes unsafe 

  
If an AED is brought on scene: 

1. Turn on AED: follow instructions 

2. Wipe chest dry 

3. Attach pads as shown  

4. Stand clear while it analyzes heart 

rhythm 

5. If advised, deliver shock 

6. Perform CPR 

 

To learn CPR, take an accredited 

training course including CPR & AED. 

 

 


