
Acute Coronary Syndrome: An Overview for
Nurses
Acute coronary syndrome (ACS) is a life-threatening condition resulting
from a sudden reduction or blockage of blood flow to the heart. It
encompasses a spectrum of clinical presentations, including unstable
angina, non-ST segment elevation myocardial infarction (NSTEMI),and ST-
segment elevation myocardial infarction (STEMI). As the first responders
and caregivers for ACS patients, nurses play a pivotal role in their timely
recognition, diagnosis, and management. This comprehensive overview
provides nurses with an in-depth understanding of ACS, empowering them
to provide optimal care to this vulnerable population.

ACS occurs when a blood clot forms within a coronary artery, partially or
completely blocking blood flow to a portion of the heart muscle. This
process typically stems from the rupture of an atherosclerotic plaque, an
accumulation of fatty material and cholesterol that lines the inner walls of
the arteries. The ruptured plaque triggers the formation of a platelet-rich
clot, which can obstruct blood flow and lead to tissue damage.

The clinical presentation of ACS varies depending on the severity and
location of the coronary artery blockage. Unstable angina is characterized
by episodes of chest pain or discomfort that last longer than 20 minutes
and are often triggered by physical exertion or emotional stress. NSTEMI
presents with similar symptoms, but the chest pain is more severe, lasting
longer than 30 minutes, and is often accompanied by shortness of breath,
nausea, and sweating. STEMI, the most severe form of ACS, is
characterized by sudden-onset, severe chest pain that lasts longer than 20



minutes and is often associated with shortness of breath, nausea, vomiting,
and diaphoresis.
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Timely diagnosis of ACS is crucial to minimize the risk of complications and
improve patient outcomes. Nurses play a pivotal role in recognizing the
signs and symptoms of ACS and initiating appropriate diagnostic tests.
These tests include:

Electrocardiogram (ECG): An ECG records the electrical activity of
the heart and can help identify abnormalities associated with ACS,
such as ST-segment elevation or depression.

Cardiac enzymes: Cardiac enzymes, such as troponin, are released
into the bloodstream when heart muscle cells are damaged. Elevated
cardiac enzyme levels indicate the presence of ACS.

Cardiac imaging: Echocardiography and coronary angiography are
imaging techniques that can visualize the heart and coronary arteries,
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respectively, and provide valuable information about the extent and
location of the blockage.

The management of ACS is focused on restoring blood flow to the heart
and preventing further damage to the heart muscle. Treatment options
include:

Medications: Medications, such as aspirin, clopidogrel, and
nitroglycerin, are administered to reduce clot formation, dilate the
coronary arteries, and relieve chest pain.

Percutaneous coronary intervention (PCI): PCI is a minimally
invasive procedure that involves inserting a catheter into the blocked
artery and inflating a balloon to open it up. Stents, small mesh tubes,
may be placed to keep the artery open.

Coronary artery bypass grafting (CABG): CABG is a surgical
procedure that involves creating a new pathway for blood to flow to the
heart by grafting a healthy artery or vein around the blocked coronary
artery.

Nurses play a crucial role in providing comprehensive care to ACS patients
throughout their hospitalization and recovery. Nursing interventions include:

Monitoring vital signs and ECG: Nurses monitor patients' vital signs
and ECG to assess their overall condition and detect any changes that
may indicate worsening ACS.

Administering medications: Nurses administer medications as
prescribed to prevent clot formation, relieve pain, and reduce the



workload on the heart.

Providing emotional support: ACS can be a stressful and
overwhelming experience for patients. Nurses provide emotional
support and reassurance to help patients cope with the diagnosis and
treatment.

Educating patients: Nurses educate patients about the causes,
symptoms, and management of ACS. They also provide guidance on
lifestyle modifications to reduce the risk of future events.

Coordinating care: Nurses coordinate care with other members of the
healthcare team, including physicians, pharmacists, and social
workers, to ensure that patients receive optimal care.

Acute coronary syndrome is a complex and potentially life-threatening
condition that requires prompt recognition and appropriate management.
Nurses are essential members of the healthcare team and play a pivotal
role in caring for ACS patients. By understanding the pathophysiology,
clinical manifestations, diagnosis, management, and nursing care of ACS,
nurses are empowered to provide high-quality care, improve patient
outcomes, and reduce the burden of this devastating condition.
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