Stress Echocardiography
(also called Stress Echo)
(Note: the information below is a general guide only)

Stress Echo is a test to assess heart function under physical stress. It uses ultrasound waves
(inaudible sound waves) to image the heart and assess its function before and immediately
after the exercise to see how the heart muscle pump is working, and sometimes to measure
other parameters.

Why is it done?
One of the biggest reasons this test is done is to see if there is reduced blood supply to any
portion of the heart which may mean that there may be a narrowing/ blockage in one of the
coronary arteries supplying blood to that part of the heart muscle.
There are also other reasons where your doctor may request Stress Echo -for example to
assess valve function under stress, measure pressure changes in the heart during stress and
sometimes for licensing and other purposes. There are a whole range of reasons why this
test is done.

Before the test:

Usually there are few instructions given before the test, for example which medications to
take and which to with hold for the test. If you haven’t been given such instructions please
check with your referring doctor. You don’t need to fast but it’s a good idea not to have a big
meal before the test. As you will be exercising, light loose, comfortable clothing and walking
shoes are preferable. Dress up so that the top is separate and can be easily removed.

How the Test is Performed
In most instances you will be greeted by our Stress Test Technologist who will take you to a
separate preparation room. Here you will be asked to undress upto your waist. The
technologist will then place ECG electrodes on your chest and
back after rubbing skin with a light abrasive material and
alcohol swab. In men with a lot of hair, they may need to be
shaved off. This occasionally results in tiny bleeding spots but
as all equipment and shaving blades are single use disposable
material, the risk of any harm is minimal.
The issue of undressing to the waist can some times be a
source of apprehension for female patients, due to many
reasons. As the heart lies directly deeper to the left breast
area, a ready and clear access is needed to do ultrasound of
heart -both at rest and after exercise. We prefer if no bra is
worn, but in exceptional circumstances a bra can be allowed.
However please be aware that this can interfere with
ultrasound imaging and may result in test being completely
void resulting in doing the whole test again. Therefore at
HeartWest we recommend that no bras to be worn during the stress test.
After the ECG electrodes have been placed on the chest, you will be given a light disposable
single use gown to be worn. This will be discarded after the test. All material used is single
use only. You may have to wait in this room for few minutes before you are taken to the
stress test room.
When you will betaken to the stress test room you may find two other health professionals.
One is a doctor (usually a Cardiologist) and the other an Echo Technician who will be
performing the ultrasound of the heart. Occasionally the Cardiologist will perform the
ultrasound himself.
In this room your ECG electrodes will be connected to the ECG monitor (seen as a
continuous ECG graph on the computer screen) and then you will be asked to lie down on
the bed for the initial ultrasound
imaging of the heart. These are
called rest images.
While you lie on your left side with
your left arm out, and right arm
resting down, ultrasound probe
(transducer) will be held against
your chest in various areas by the
Echo Tech. A special gel is used to
help the ultrasound waves get to
your heart. This can be felt as cold when first applied to your warm skin.
Rest Images are taken briefly (perhaps 3 to 5 minutes) and then you will be asked to getup
and start exercise either on a treadmill or a bicycle. This phase is called the stress phase. In
most of our centres we have treadmills for exercise. The treadmill starts very slow at a speed
of 2.7 km/hr and an incline of 10 degrees. The treadmill will go faster and higher every few

minutes depending on the protocol being used. The idea is to get your heart rate faster to
its maximum which is determined by age and fitness level. Most people can exercise
between 5 to 12 minutes.

Your blood pressure will be measured few times during the test, while your ECG will
be monitored throughout the procedure.
The treadmill is stopped when you tell the staff to stop due to any reason (either you are
fatigued and tired or you have chest pain or significant shortness of breath). The treadmill is
also stopped by the doctor for other reasons. Please do not try to jump off the treadmill or
press the stop button while exercising. Best way is to ask the crew to stop the treadmill.
The moment treadmill comes to a complete standstill, you will be asked to come off the
treadmill and lie down in the bed taking the same position. At this juncture time is of utmost
importance as stress images are needed to betaken as close to the peak exercise as possible.
The Echo Tech will be ready to scan your heart and take stress images with same ultrasound
probe. This may take up to 60 seconds. Sometimes the Tech may ask you to hold your breath
in certain phase of breathing cycle to get the best images possible. We understand that
holding breath at peak exercise is understandably difficult and apologize for the
inconvenience beforehand. However not all technologists will ask you to hold breath. After
this you will be asked to sit up. Last blood pressure may be checked at this stage.

After the Test:
After another few minutes the ECG monitor will be disconnected and ECG electrodes will be
removed. You will be given tissue paper to clean up your sweat as well as the gel applied by
the Echo Tech. At this stage a Cardiologist will have look at the images and will let you know
about the result. If the result is abnormal, he may call and inform your referring doctor as
well.
Most stress echo tests take about 20-30 minutes altogether.
Feeling a little bit dizzy after the test is normal. Shortness of breath proportional to the
exercise performed is also normal. However disproportional shortness of breath and any
chest pain /discomfort or palpitations etc is abnormal and should be reported to the doctor
present during the test. Any drop in blood pressure is also abnormal.

Result:
•

•

A normal test will most often mean that you were able to exercise as long as or longer
than most people of your age and gender. You also did not have symptoms or concerning
changes in blood pressure and/or your ECG. Your heart pictures show that all parts of
your heart respond to increased stress by pumping harder. A normal result means that
blood flow through the coronary arteries is probably normal.
Abnormal result (called positive result) may be due to reduced blood flow to a part of
the heart. The most likely cause is a narrowing or blockage of the artery supplying blood
to that part of your heart muscle. There are a number of other reasons why the test
might be positive, which are beyond the scope of this introduction. Please discuss this
with your referring physician as the overall interpretation of your test results depends
on the reason for the test, your age, your history and other medical problems.

Risks:
Stress testing is considered very safe, with a very small ( 1 in 10000) risk of death and a very
small (2-3 in 10000) risk of heart attack or cardiac arrest. The doctor requesting this test
has already weighed up these risks before referring you for the test.
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