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Sports and Sudden Death 
 
Incidence 
Exercise is generally thought to be healthy, so when sudden death occurs during exercise, it 
becomes a particularly eye-catching event that most people remember. Just as in the 
general population, athletes may harbor undiagnosed heart diseases that predispose them to 
sudden death. However, such incidence is only 1 in 600,000 each year in Hong Kong, and 
1 in 250,000 in US. Among the 1204 cases of sudden death in Hong Kong in 1997, only 
1% occurred during exercise, 33% happened during sleep and 66% during other activities. 
 
Causes of Sudden Death 
According to scientific studies, the major cause of sudden death in victims younger than 35 
years old is hypertrophic cardiomyopathy (a hereditary disease with thickening of heart 
muscle), and that in those older than 35 years of age is coronary artery disease. 
 
For patients with coronary artery disease, exercise increases metabolic demand of the body. 
When blood supply to the narrowed or blocked coronary artery fails to meet the demand for 
oxygen and nutrition, chest pain, heart attack or sudden death may occur. Moderate 
strenuous physical exertion may trigger heart attack, particularly among persons not 
accustomed to regular physical exercise. 
 
Recommendations 
Is it necessary to check for cardiac fitness when one starts an exercise fitness program? It is 
recommended that if one has any symptoms (chest pain, fainting or undue breathlessness) 
or ³  2 cardiac risk factors (male >45 or female >55, smoking, hypertension, diabetes, high 
cholesterol, overweight, family history), one should get advice from health care 
professionals before exercise participation. Availability of resuscitation personnel and 
equipment is also important for survival of the victim. 
 
In summary, sudden death during exercise is rare. The overall benefits of exercise outweigh 
risk of sudden death. However, for individuals not accustomed to regular exercise, sudden 
vigorous exertion may trigger heart attack or sudden death. It is advisable to allow our 
body a period of gradual adaptation for physical exercise. It is also important that we 
“warm-up” before vigorous exertion. Whenever an alarming symptom (chest pain, fainting 
or unreasonable breathlessness) is experienced, one should stop and seek medical advice. 
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