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Imaging tests for heart disease
When you need them—and when you don’t

I

maging stress tests take pictures of the heart
while it is working hard. There are two kinds
of imaging stress tests. One takes pictures with
sound waves. Another kind uses a little bit of a
radioactive substance to get pictures.
You may need an imaging stress test if you have
symptoms of heart disease, like chest pain. You may
need one if you are at high risk for heart disease or
already have heart disease. This type of test can help
your doctor decide on the best treatment for you.
If you are healthy and have no symptoms, you should
think twice about having an imaging stress test.
Here’s why:
The test isn’t always useful.
The best reason to have an imaging stress test is
to manage severe heart disease. The test can help
your doctor find out if blood flow to your heart is
blocked. It can also show where blockages are and
how severe they are. It can help you and your doctor
make decisions about treatment.
If you are at low risk and don’t have symptoms, the
test isn’t very useful.

Imaging stress tests can lead to other tests that
are not needed or have risks.
An imaging stress test is usually safe. But it can
cause anxiety. It can also lead to other tests and
treatments that do have risks.
For example, you might have a follow-up test to view
the blood vessels in your heart. This test is called
coronary angiography. During this test, a very thin
tube is inserted into the heart through a vein. Dye is
injected, and X-rays are taken. The risks are low, but
exposure to X-rays adds up over your lifetime, so it’s
best to avoid them when you can. Excess testing can
lead to unnecessary treatment with drugs as well.

			

The tests can cost a lot.
An imaging stress test costs hundreds or thousands
of dollars, depending on where it’s done. It can
provide more information than a routine stress test,
so it may be worth it. But if you don’t need one, why
waste your money? The tests should be used only
when they will help you and your doctor treat and
manage your disease.
When should you consider an imaging stress test?
You might need an imaging stress test if:
• 	You have symptoms of heart disease—such
as chest pain, shortness of breath, irregular
heartbeats, or heart palpitations (unusually
strong heartbeats).
• 	An electrocardiogram (ECG) shows something
abnormal, and your doctor can’t get useful
information from a standard stress test.
• 	You are at high risk of heart disease due to risk
factors like smoking.
• 	You have health problems linked to heart
disease, such as diabetes, high blood pressure, or
peripheral artery disease.

Advice from Consumer Reports

Know and manage
your risk of heart disease
Here are some ways to help protect your heart, even
if you do not have symptoms of heart disease:
Know your risks.
Many things can affect your risk of heart problems.
These include your age, sex, cholesterol level, and
blood pressure. You are also at higher risk of heart
disease if you smoke or have diabetes. Our free
heart risk calculator can help you learn more. Visit
www.ConsumerReports.org/heartrisk.
Lower your risks.
•	
If you smoke, quit.
•	
Lose excess weight.
•	
Limit how much salt you eat.
•	
Try to manage your stress levels.
•	
Exercise regularly. A good choice is brisk walking.
•	
Limit foods that are high in saturated fats and
trans fats. These include red meat, whole-fat
dairy foods, and many desserts and snack foods.
•	
Eat more fruits and vegetables.
• Ask your doctor about taking low-dose aspirin.
Visit CardioSmart.org.
You can get the latest news and information on
heart disease prevention, as well as tips on quitting
smoking, from the American College of Cardiology.
Sign up at www.CardioSmart.org.
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Have your blood pressure, cholesterol, and blood
sugar tested regularly.
These tests are proven, low-cost ways to keep track
of your heart disease risk.
•	
Blood pressure: Everyone should have a
blood-pressure check by a qualified healthcare
professional at least every 2 years. Have it checked
each year if your readings are 120 over 80 or higher.
•	
Cholesterol: Men who are 35 and older, and
women who are 45 and older, should have a
cholesterol test at least every five years. The test
should measure both LDL (bad) and HDL (good)
cholesterol. It should also measure triglycerides,
a fat that clogs the arteries.
•	
Blood sugar: If you are at risk for diabetes, you
should have a test to measure your blood sugar
(glucose) at least every three to five years.

