
Watch Your Heart Before a Marathon  

                  -Dr. Bai from Cardiology department of Beijing United Family Hospital 

 

As a cardiologist I am often asked by my patients, “Is my heart okay to run a marathon?” 

When I’m asked this, I have to answer that it isn’t a yes or no question. Marathons are a 

true test of endurance and strength. Healthy individuals who have trained properly can 

cross the finish line with just a blister or two, but some people – those with cardiovascular 

issues they may not be aware of – may be at risk of collapsing, or even of sudden death. 

That’s why it can be useful to think of your heart as the engine of your body: It makes 

sense to check it before getting it to undertake a high-load task. 

 

Sudden death sounds scary – and it is. It’s usually the result of a sudden heart attack. The 

most common underlying cause of sudden death is coronary artery disease. Plaque or 

blockages in the coronary arteries can rupture and cause thrombosis, leading to a heart 

attack. If you have experienced chest discomfort while exercising, you may have 

dangerous blockages in your coronary arteries.  Risk factors causing atherosclerosis 

include high blood pressure, diabetes, high cholesterol, smoking, excessive alcohol 

consumption, a sedentary lifestyle, and family history of premature coronary heart 

disease. 

. We’re sure that if you’re training for a marathon, your lifestyle is somewhat less than 

sedentary – and you probably don’t smoke all that much – but marathons are hard on the 

heart, and so if you suffer from any of the risk factors above, it’s a good idea to check your 

heart. At BJU, we can do a cardiac screening test such as a stress test, which assesses 

your heart during exercise. 

 

It’s possible that, even if you don’t suffer from any of the usual risk factors, you may still 

have a heart condition that could put you at risk of a sudden cardiac death. These include 

rare, hereditary diseases such as long QT syndrome, Brugada syndrome, 

catecholaminergic polymorphic ventricular tachycaridia, cardiomyopathy, Marfan 

syndrome, and others. For your peace of mind as an athlete, you can get checked for 

these heart disorders at BJU. Some of these conditions can be diagnosed by EKG, 

echocardiogram, or stress test. 

 

If this all sounds very dark and ominous to you, you can be reassured that there are a few 

things you can do to reduce your risk of having heart issues while running. You can make 

sure you drink enough water, and try to avoid running in very hot weather that would 

cause you to sweat excessively， as dehydration can make your blood thicker as it 

circulates, and so can cause blood clots to form. Vigorous physical activity – like running a 

marathon – could lead to plaque rupture and a subsequent heart attack. It’s also important 

to make sure your electrolyte levels are within normal range, particularly when you 

experience diarrhea or vomiting. Take a break from training if you have recently suffered 

from a cold, a fever, diarrhea, or vomiting, and go to hospital for a blood test if you do have 

heart issues and like to run. Being aware of these triggers will decrease your risk of 



cardiovascular events. 


