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What should I do when I get a fast heart rhythm / 
palpitations?

Heart rhythms that are not a normal rhythm are called an arrhythmia. 
You have received this booklet because you have a fast heart rhythm, 
often called an SVT or supraventricular tachycardia.

Fast heart rhythms that come on suddenly can often be stopped by 
performing some simple physiological manoeuvres. These are easy and 
safe to perform in any setting and may stop the fast rhythm and return 
the heart to normal. This may help avoid having to go to a hospital, 
emergency department or calling an ambulance. Please talk to your 
doctor or nurse specialist about these manoeuvres and whether they 
would be appropriate for the type of arrhythmia you have.

If you start to feel unwell when the fast rhythm starts e.g. severe 
chest pain, feel like you are going to faint, or are very short of 
breath, call an ambulance by dialling 999. 

You will probably be taken to an emergency department in a local 
hospital, where your arrhythmia will be dealt with.

 

Pill in the pocket prescription for arrhythmias

You may have your fast heart rhythm infrequently and your doctor may 
decide that taking some medication at the time of the fast heart rhythm 
/ palpitations is the best treatment for you.
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How do I know if I am suitable for 'pill in the pocket' 
prescription?

Your doctor will have assessed that;

• You are able to recognise the onset of your arrhythmia/symptoms
• Your attacks happen no more than weekly, preferably monthly 

intervals
• You have no other significant heart conditions
• You have no disabling symptoms during the attack such as 

fainting, severe chest pain or shortness of breath
• You are able to understand how to take the medication given to 

you.

The doctor will give a prescription for a dose of the appropriate 
medication. There are several medications which can be used and the 
doctor will select one which is most appropriate for your arrhythmia.

Examples include flecainide, propafanone, beta-blockers such as 
atenolol, metoprolol.
 

How should I take the 'pill in the pocket' medication?

• When you feel the arrhythmia has started lie down and rest
• If appropriate try the manoeuvres you have been taught.
• If your palpitations remain take the medication as prescribed.
• After taking the pill, rest either seated or lying down until the 

palpitations stop.
• If the palpitations do not stop after 12 - 18 hours or you develop 

worsening symptoms you should go to hospital.

If the heart rate noticeably quickens or if dizziness or blackouts 
occur, you should call an ambulance. 
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If I have been given 2 types of tablets to take, why is 
this?

If you have been given a tablet called flecainide or propafenone, they 
are best used in conjunction with a beta-blocker. In some patients giving 
flecainide on its own can increase the heart rate and this is why the 
beta-blocker is given so as to avoid this happening. We recommend that 
you take the beta-blocker tablet first and then the other tablet 
(flecainide or propafenone) 30 minutes later if your symptoms persist.

If you have any queries about your medications or arrhythmia please 
contact the Arrhythmia Nurse Specialists on 0114 226 9064 (answer 
machine). Please leave a message and one of the arrhythmia nurses will 
return your call.

Alternative formats can be available on request.
Please email: sth.alternativeformats@nhs.net
© Sheffield Teaching Hospitals NHS Foundation Trust 2021
Re-use of all or any part of this document is governed by copyright and the “Re-use of Public Sector Information Regulations 2005” 
SI 2005 No.1515. Information on re-use can be obtained from the Information Governance Department, Sheffield Teaching Hospitals. 
Email sth.infogov@nhs.net


