Congenital Heart Defects in Children

Fact Sheet
What is a congenital heart defect?

Congenital heart defects (CHD) s are structural problems with the heart present at birth.  Defects range in severity from simple problems, such as “holes” between chambers of the heart, to very severe malformations, such as complete absence of one or more chambers or valves.  Some CHDs may not require treatment, other than periodic visits to the pediatric cardiologist.  Other CHDs can be treated with medications or repaired with surgery and/or procedures.  Complex defects may require several surgeries and are never really cured.



How can I tell if my baby or child has a congenital heart defect?  Severe heart disease generally becomes evident during the first few months after birth.  Some babies are blue or have very low blood pressure shortly after birth. Other defects cause breathing difficulties, feeding problems or poor weight gain.  Minor defects are most often diagnosed on a routine medical check up and rarely cause symptoms.  While most heart murmurs in children are normal, some may be due to defects. 





Signs & Symptoms- parents should be alert to the following symptoms in infancy:





Tires easily during feeding


Sweating around the head


     especially during feeding


Fast breathing when at rest


Pale or bluish skin color


Poor weight gain


Sleeps a lot- not playful or curious for any length of time


Puffy face, hands, and/or feet


Often irritable, difficult to console





Is all heart disease in children congenital?  No, but most is.  These defects are usually but not always diagnosed early in life. Rarely, heart disease is not congenital but may occur during childhood such as heart damage due to infection.  This type of heart disease is called acquired; examples include Kawasaki disease and Rheumatic fever.   Children also can be born with or develop heart rate problems such as slow, fast or irregular heart beats, known as “arrhythmias”.





Who is at risk to have a baby with a congenital heart defect? Anyone can have a child with a congenital heart defect.


If you or other family members have already had a baby with a heart defect, your risk of having a baby with heart disease may be higher.    It is estimated that 40,000 babies are born each year with CHDs in the US alone.





How serious is the problem? CHD research is grossly under funded. Pediatric cancer research is five times higher than CHD research although twice as many children die from CHD each year in the United States than from all forms of childhood cancer combined.











Friends With Heart is a support group for parents and caregivers of children with heart defects. Friends With Heart strives to increase awareness about Congenital Heart Disease (CHD) and


reaches out to central Massachusetts families living with CHD by providing support, information and resources.    For more information, contact:  


                                       Dawn - dawnking@townisp.com   or www.friendswithheart.com











