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Dehydration can cause more than thirst: Expert
explains howit can affect the heart
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EAU CLAIRE, Wisconsin—Dehydration can affect much more than your thirst. It also can place

extrastressonyour heartand cardiovascular system, explains Brodie Marthaler, M.D., a

cardiologistat Mayo Clinic Health System in Eau Claire.
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“Think of the heart as a pump. For it to work properly, enough blood needs to return to it with
everyheartbeat,” Dr.Marthalersays. Whenyoubecome dehydrated, the amount of fluid
circulatingin your bloodstream decreases. That meanslessblood returnsto the heart, soithasto

work harder tokeep blood moving throughout your body.”

Your bodyhasseveral built-inwaystorespond to dehydration. Blood vesselsnarrow to help

maintainblood pressure, and your heartbeats faster to keep blood moving.If dehydration

becomesmore severe, those usualresponses can begin to fail. As aresult, organssuch as the brain,

kidneys, liver and digestive system may notreceive enough blood to function properly.

Recognizing dehydration and knowing your risks

Asdehydration worsens, symptoms caninclude:

Racing heartbeator palpitations

Fatigue

Lightheadedness

Dizziness

Vision changes
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e Shortnessofbreath

e Chestdiscomfort

“Ifdehydration becomessevere, it canlead to heatstroke or fainting,” Dr. Marthaler says. " These

aremedical emergencies and should be evaluated by a healthcare professional immediately.”

Anyone canbecome dehydrated, butsome people are at greaterrisk, including:

Older adults

Children

Athletes

Outdoorworkers

Peoplewith heartdisease

People taking certain medications

“People with heart failure or other forms of heart disease should be especially careful,” Dr.
Marthaler adds. “Their hearts mayhavelessreserve torespond to the added stress of dehydration.

Many also take medications thatremove fluid from the body, lower blood pressure or slow the
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heartrate, which canlimit the body’s usual ability to compensate.”

Staying hydrated and preventing complications

Thereisn'taone-size-fits-all recommendation for how much water you need. For most healthy
people, thirstisareliable guide. If you feel thirsty, drink something. If you know you Il be spending
time outdoorsinthe heat or exercising for an extended period, increase your fluid intake

beforehand.

Dehydrationisn'talways easytorecognize, soithelpstolook for other signs. Dry mouth, dry skin,
darkurine, foamyurine or aburning sensation when you urinate may allindicate youneed more
fluids. One of the simplest ways to monitor your hydrationis to pay attention to the color of your
urine. Pale or clear urine generally suggests you re well hydrated, while darker urine maybe a

signthatyouneed more fluids.

Wateris an excellent first choice for staying hydrated, butif you re truly dehydrated, water alone
may notalwaysbe enough. Your blood contains electrolytes such as sodium, potassium and
magnesium. Drinking water along with consuming something salty may help replace both fluids
and electrolytes. People participating in prolonged exercise or endurance activities alsomay

benefit from electrolyte-containing sports drinks.



Highly caffeinated drinks also can contribute to dehydration. If you re trying torehydrate, choose

water or electrolyte-containing drinksinstead of sugary drinks or soda.

“The bestwayto prevent dehydration is to stay ahead of it. Make drinking fluids a regular part of
your day. Drinking smaller amounts throughout the dayis often more effective than consuminga
large amountallatonce,” Dr.Marthalersays. “Ifyou'll be gardening, exercising or working
outdoorsinhot, humid weather, planahead, stay aware ofhow you re feeling and adjust your

activitiesifneeded.”

Mostimportantly, know your personalrisk. Ifyou re older, have heart disease or take medications
thataffect your body's fluid balance, you may need to pay especially close attention to staying
hydrated. Planning ahead, listening to your body and recognizing the signs of dehydration can

help protectyour heartand your overall health.
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