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Congenital 
Heart Defects
THE IMPORTANCE OF 
BLOOD FLOW

One of the most common birth defects is congenital 
heart defects. Congenital heart defects, or CHDs, are 
present at birth and affect the structure and function 
of the infant’s heart. The blood flows through the 
heart differently because of the structural changes and 
complications range from mild to severe, requiring 
surgery within the first year of life for 1 out of 4 babies 
born with a CHD.

DIAGNOSIS

CHDs may be diagnosed during pregnancy but it is 
often not known until the baby is born or even into 
young childhood or adulthood for those with milder 
cases. It is diagnosed by an echocardiogram, which takes 
ultrasound pictures of the heart valves and chambers.

CAUSES

The cause for a lot of CHDs is unknown, unfortunately. 
Research is constantly being done and survival for 
babies born with a critical CHD is improving. Between 
1979-1993, 67% of infants born with a critical CHD 
survived to 1 year of age. From 1994-2005, 83% of them 
survived to 1 year of age.

Scientists do believe it may be a combination of genes 
and chromosomes, as well as environment and health of 
the pregnancy, such as medications taken or pre-existing 
conditions of the mother.

SIGNS AND SYMPTOMS

Signs and symptoms of CHD depends on its severity, but 
they may include:

 » Sleepiness

 » Trouble feeding, often due to sleepiness or shortness 
of breath

 » Rapid breathing or difficulty breathing

 » Blue-tinted lips and/or fingernails

 » Poor weight gain

TYPES OF CHDS

In a normal heart, oxygenated blood and non-
oxygenated blood are separate. The right side of the 
heart pumps non-oxygenated blood to the lungs, where 
it becomes oxygenated and goes now to the left side 
of the heart. The left side of the heart then pumps the 
oxygenated blood to the rest of the body. With CHDs, 
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doctor if you have 

any concerns about 
your health.
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the different types of blood often mix, resulting in less 
oxygen overall throughout the body. There are multiple 
types of CHDs, and they typically fall into the following 
categories:

Holes in the heart. Holes may form in the walls between 
heart chambers or between major blood vessels.

Obstructed blood flow. Blood vessels or heart valves may 
be narrow, causing the heart to work harder to pump the 
blood effectively. This eventually leads to an enlarged 
heart and thickening of the heart walls.

Abnormal blood vessels. Blood vessels going to and from 
the heart don’t form correctly or they are positioned in 
the wrong place.

Heart valve abnormalities. Heart valves are either not 
formed at all or they are malformed so they don’t open 
and close correctly.

An underdeveloped heart. A major portion of the heart 
is underdeveloped and not strong enough to pump blood 
through the body.

A combination of the above defects. Many of the defects 
tend to involve other defects. Tetralogy of Fallot is the 
perfect example of this as it includes four defects: a 
hole in the wall separating the ventricles, narrowing of 
the pulmonary valve and the main pulmonary artery, 
enlarged aortic valve, and a thickened right ventricle.

COMPLICATIONS

1. Congestive Heart Failure

2. Cyanosis (low oxygen levels)

3. Arrhythmias (abnormal heart rhythms)

4. Stroke

5. Developmental delays

6. Slower growth

7. Endocarditis (infection of the heart)

TREATMENT

Some defects can go safety untreated and even others 
may fix themselves over time. For those CHDs that need 
treatment, options include:

 » Cardiac catheterization; a less invasive procedure 
using a long catheter that leads to the heart. Using 
x-ray images and small tools, doctors are able to fix 
small holes or narrow vessels with this procedure 
and avoid a full surgery.

 » Minimally invasive heart surgery; fixing the defect 
by inserting instruments through small incisions 
made between the ribs.

 » Open heart surgery; the chest has to be opened up 
surgically to fix a lot of CHDs.

 » Heart transplant; if a CHD cannot be repaired 
through surgery, a heart transplant may be needed.

 » Medications; used to ease the stress of the heart 
either by fixing abnormal heart rhythms or helping 
the flow of the blood.

Those born with a CHD will need to see their 
cardiologist regularly for treatment and evaluation. 
Thanks to advancement in healthcare, millions of people 
are living and thriving with a congenital heart defect.


