
Our hearts act like engines, driving blood through our 
bodies with each beat to keep us going. But sometimes, 
this steady rhythm is disrupted, leading to what doctors 

call arrhythmias—irregular heartbeats that can take various 
forms and range in severity. This feature delves into the most 
common arrhythmias, exploring what makes each unique and 
the treatment options available.

The Shaky Rhythm of Atrial Fibrillation

Picture the heart’s upper chambers, known as atria, quivering 
rather than contracting smoothly. This quivering is atrial 
fibrillation (AF), where chaotic electrical signals disrupt the 
heart’s rhythm. Instead of a steady beat, the atria flutter rapidly, 
preventing efficient blood flow and creating symptoms like 
palpitations, breathlessness, fatigue, and dizziness.

Atrial fibrillation is the most prevalent arrhythmia, affecting 
millions worldwide. While it’s not always life-threatening, 
untreated AF can increase the risk of stroke and heart failure. 
Managing AF often involves a combination of medications to 
control heart rate or rhythm, blood thinners to prevent blood 
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clots, and lifestyle changes, such as reducing caffeine and 
alcohol intake, which can help reduce episodes.

Atrial Flutter: The Smoother but Fast Beat

Atrial flutter is often thought of as a relative of atrial fibrillation. 
Although both affect the atria, atrial flutter is characterised by 
a more organised but rapid contraction of these chambers. 
This unique pattern creates a “sawtooth” waveform on an 
electrocardiogram (ECG), distinguishing it from AF. While 
symptoms can be similar—palpitations, fatigue, and shortness 
of breath—atrial flutter is generally easier to treat.

Though not all cases of atrial flutter need intervention, it can 
still increase the risk of stroke. Treatment options, similar to 
those for AF, may include medications to stabilise the heart rate, 
blood thinners, or procedures such as cardioversion or catheter 
ablation to reset or restore the heart’s normal rhythm.

The Dangerous Speed of Ventricular 
Tachycardia

Shifting attention to the heart’s lower chambers, the ventricles, 
we encounter ventricular tachycardia (VT). This rapid, often life-
threatening rhythm originates in the ventricles and differs from 
atrial arrhythmias. VT is often linked to structural heart issues, 
such as heart disease or scar tissue from past heart attacks.

VT can cause chest pain, lightheadedness, and, in severe 
cases, fainting. If left unchecked, it can escalate to ventricular 
fibrillation—a chaotic, rapid beat that can cause sudden 
cardiac arrest if not immediately treated. Managing VT depends 
on its severity and underlying cause. Treatments might 
include medications to regulate heart rhythm, an implantable 
cardioverter-defibrillator (ICD) to deliver electrical shocks when 
needed, or catheter ablation to remove or neutralise problem 
tissue.

Supraventricular Tachycardia: Fast Beats 
from Above the Ventricles

Supraventricular tachycardia (SVT) refers to a group of 
arrhythmias that originate above the ventricles, typically in 
the atria or near the atrioventricular (AV) node. SVT can cause 
sudden episodes of rapid heart rate that often begin and end 
abruptly. Though these episodes can be alarming, they are 
generally not life-threatening.

People with SVT often experience palpitations, lightheadedness, 
chest discomfort, and shortness of breath. Certain triggers like 
stress, caffeine, or alcohol may bring on an episode. Treatment 
options include vagal maneuvers—techniques like coughing or 
holding your breath to stimulate the vagus nerve and slow the 
heart rate. In more persistent cases, medications or catheter 

ablation, a procedure that disrupts the abnormal electrical 
pathways, may be recommended.

Bradyarrhythmias: The Slow, Unsteady 
Beat

While tachycardias involve abnormally fast heart rates, 
bradyarrhythmias are characterised by a slow heartbeat. 
Bradyarrhythmias can be caused by various factors, including 
issues within the heart’s electrical system, certain medications, 
or underlying medical conditions like hypothyroidism or heart 
disease.

Patients with bradyarrhythmias may experience fatigue, 
weakness, dizziness, fainting, or shortness of breath, especially 
during physical activity. In severe cases, bradyarrhythmias can 

lead to dangerously low blood pressure or even cardiac arrest. 
Treatments for bradyarrhythmias depend on the cause and 
severity, with options including medications to increase heart 
rate, pacemakers to provide regular electrical stimulation, or 
addressing any underlying medical issues contributing to the 
arrhythmia.

A Comprehensive Approach to Heart Health

Arrhythmias are complex and varied, each type with its own 
triggers, symptoms, and treatment approaches. Whether it’s the 
chaotic flutter of atrial fibrillation, the organised but rapid beat of 

atrial flutter, the dangerous speed of ventricular tachycardia, the 
sudden bursts of supraventricular tachycardia, or the slowed-
down rhythm of bradyarrhythmias, understanding these heart 
rhythm disorders is essential for managing and improving heart 
health.

Arrhythmias can profoundly affect quality of life, and early 
diagnosis and appropriate treatment can make a significant 
difference. If you experience symptoms like palpitations, chest 
pain, dizziness, or fainting, it’s crucial to consult with a healthcare 
professional. Prompt evaluation and treatment can help keep your 
heart beating steadily, allowing you to live a fuller, healthier life.
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