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FOR most patients, chest pain is a classic 

sign of a heart attack. But when Madam Lee 

suffered a heart attack last year, she did not 

experience this typical symptom. 

Instead, the homemaker — who is in 

her 70s — recalled being overwhelmed by 

dizziness before breaking out into a cold 

sweat. 

Alarmed by the sudden dizzy spell, she 

got her son to bring her to the hospital. True 

enough, it was a heart attack. 

As Mdm Lee’s experience shows, heart 

attack symptoms in women can appear 

very different from hallmark chest-related 

symptoms, according to cardiologists Today 

spoke to.

While the majority of heart attack  

patients experience pain, tightness or dis-

comfort in the chest, women are more 

likely to experience symptoms which are 

not classically associated with a heart  

attack, said Dr Victor Lim, a senior consult-

ant of the department of cardiology at the 

National Heart Centre Singapore. 

Dizziness, which Mdm Lee experi-

enced, is one such symptom. So are fatigue, 

breathlessness, nausea and even indiges-

tion-like discomfort, added Dr Lim.

Associate Professor Lim Yean Teng, 

a consultant at Cardiology Associates at 

Mount Elizabeth Medical Centre, estimated 

that about one-third of patients — of which 

a larger percentage are elderly and female 

— may experience atypical symptoms dur-

ing an attack.

“A possible reason is that women suf-

fer from heart attacks at an older age than 

men. Because of the physiology of age-

ing, chest pain may not be as intense as 

that in younger patients and other atypical 

symptoms may be predominant during an 

attack,” explained Assoc Prof Lim, who is 

also the adjunct associate professor of the 

department of medicine at the National 

University of Singapore. 

Because symptoms may be elusive or 

unspecific, they can be dismissed as insig-

nificant or go unrecognised. 

In fact, according to Dr Goh Ping Ping, 

spokesperson and medical director of 

Singapore Heart Foundation’s Go Red For 

Women, studies have shown that up to a 

third of heart attacks can go unrecognised in 

women, compared to one quarter in men. 

“One of the major criteria for heart  

attack diagnosis is central chest pain lasting 

more than 20 to 30 minutes. 

“If the other symptoms are presented, 

doctors are less likely to consider a heart 

attack as the diagnosis,” explained Assoc 

Prof Lim. 

“Sometimes, a heart attack can also be 

confused with indigestion or an anxiety 

attack,” added Dr Goh. 

So, when is it the right time to seek 

medical attention? 

“If the patient has known risk factors 

of coronary heart disease (such as diabetes, 

hypertension, high cholesterol or smoking), 

and they feel persistently unwell with the 

symptoms mentioned above, it is often 

better to err on the side of caution and see 

a doctor for a more detailed evaluation,” 

said Dr Lim.

“A simple ECG can often help to diag-

nose a heart attack even if the symptoms 

are non-specific.” 

In Mdm Lee’s case, rather than dis-

missing her dizzy spell, her vigilance and 

prompt action have helped save her life.

heart attack symptoms

Women, a silent killer lurks
calm before the storm 
Can you tell if you are going to suffer 
a heart attack?

According to Dr Victor Lim of the 
National Heart Centre Singapore, 
heart attacks often occur “out of the 
blue” without any obvious preced-
ing symptoms. “However, in some 
patients, they may notice increasing 
frequency or severity of certain symp-
toms, such as chest pains on exertion 
or even at rest. In others, they may 
feel more breathless than usual while 
doing their normal daily activities.” Fussy feeding: Baby see, baby do

FOR several years, mealtimes 

with Muhammed Aidiel Fidaie 

were a recurring nightmare for 

his caregivers. 

The fussy four-year-old 

would turn his nose at almost 

any kind of food that was  

offered to him. “He only ate 

whipped potato and chicken 

porridge. If you gave him any-

thing else, he would spit it out,” 

said his grandfather, Mr Bulad, 

who eventually had to resort to 

force-feeding the underweight 

Aidiel with a milk supplement.  

Fussing about food, as in 

Aidiel’s case, is quite a com-

mon phenomenon among tod-

dlers, said paediatricians Today 

spoke to. And chances are, it has 

nothing to do with your cook-

ing. Rather, your own negative 

eating habits may be why your 

toddler is rejecting food.

“Children are great imita-

tors, and parents are their role 

models,” said Dr Chua Mei 

Chien, a consultant at the de-

partment of neonatology at KK 

Women’s and Children’s Hos-

pital (KKH). She estimated that 

about 20 per cent of children 

under the age of five are picky 

about their food. 

“If parents have unhealthy 

eating habits, or eat only certain 

types of food, it is difficult to 

expect their children to eat well 

and from all the food groups,” 

she added.

Professor Ho Ting Fei, a con-

sultant physiologist at Singa-

pore Baby and Child Clinic, said: 

“Making mealtimes a pleasant 

experience also goes a long way 

in teaching children good eating 

habits, as compared with nega-

tive experiences like punishing 

children for making the wrong 

food choices or for not finishing 

the food on their plates.”

While being choosy about 

food is often a passing phase in 

young children, this problem 

can sometimes persist in their 

teenage years and even adult-

hood, warned Dr Chua. 

Plus, eating only a limited 

range of food can cause children 

to miss out on a healthy range of 

nutrients, minerals and vitamins 

required for proper growth.

While parents may wish to 

include all-in-one milk or vita-

min supplements in their child’s 

diet if he or she is underweight 

due to poor food intake, pae-

diatricians stressed that these 

should not be treated as a sub-

stitute for a balanced diet. 

“Taking supplements is not 

an optimal choice as certain nu-

trients are best absorbed when 

they exist in whole food, not 

supplements,” said Prof Ho.

What’s more important is 

dealing with the cause of food 

rejection, said Dr Chua.

To nip fussy eating in the 

bud, parents must set a good 

example by giving consistent 

advice in a positive way, advised 

Prof Ho. 

“Reinforce the same mes-

sage and introduce food that is 

rejected regularly in small por-

tions. Secondly, increase the 

portions slowly. Lastly, do not 

give up,” he said.

Aidiel, now 11, has since 

outgrown his extreme fussy eat-

ing habits with some help from 

his doctors at KKH, and plenty 

of patience from his grandfather 

and mother. “Slowly, we’ve been 

encouraging him to eat a wider 

variety of food,” said Mr Bulad. 

“We notice that Aidiel tends 

to eat better when we let him 

choose what he wants to eat 

and when he helps his mum 

prepare the meals. So, we try to 

make every meal a good experi-

ence for him.” Eveline Gan

CARING FOR YOUR EYES 
Eye problems such as cataracts, 
glaucoma and retinal problems are 
common in ageing patients. If not 
addressed early, they may lead to 
vision loss. Learn more about their 
symptoms and treatment.
Date/Time: Friday, 1pm to 2pm
Venue: National University 

Hospital, 5 Lower Kent Ridge 
Road, Health Education Hub, 
Main Building 1, Level 1
Fee/Registration: Free. Registration 
required. Call 6772 2184. 

The Silent Killers  
Traditional Chinese Medicine physi-
cians will talk about treatments for 

conditions such as high blood pres-
sure, high cholesterol, cardiovascu-
lar diseases and stroke. The forum 
will be conducted in Mandarin.
Date/Time: Saturday, 2.30pm to 5pm
Venue: Level 11, 585 North Bridge 
Road, Raffles Hospital
Fee/Registration: $10. Registration 
required. Call 6311 2322.
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