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Introduction

Recently, infectious diseases have been a stable figure in the news– COVID-19, Monkeypox,
Marburg Virus. However, infections have always been a severe medical threat, some of them
being infections of the heart. Heart infections occur just as other infections do, due to invasion by
bacteria, viruses, or fungi. When these pathogens reach the heart, three different types of heart
infection can occur: endocarditis, myocarditis, or pericarditis.

Heart Infections

Heart infections are rare, but they can present in anyone. Common susceptible populations are
those 65 years of age or older, those who recently had heart surgery, injection drug users, those
with a history of heart attacks or heart valve disease, those who have implanted heart devices,
long-term catheter users, or those who are immuno-suppressed. Shared symptoms of the three
types of heart infections are: chest pain, fatigue, fever, joint or body pain, night sweats, dyspnea
(shortness of breath), arrhythmia (rapid heart rate), heart palpitations, and edema (swelling due to
fluid build-up) in the legs, ankles, feet, and/or abdomen. A heart infection is a serious diagnosis
that can cause a number of complications such as pulmonary embolism, heart attack, stroke,
heart or kidney failure, and sudden cardiac death.

Endocarditis

Endocarditis is an infection of the endocardium, or the smooth muscle that lines the inside of the
four chambers of the heart as well as the heart valves. Endocarditis can arise in a number of
common ways, such as bacterial invasion into catheters, IV drug injection sites, as well as from
poor dental hygiene or dental procedures as pathogens can enter the bloodstream through the
gums. Aside from the common symptoms of all heart infections, heart murmurs can also present
as a symptom of endocarditis. A heart murmur is a specific sound, often characterized by
whooping or swooshing, that occurs when blood flows through the heart in a turbulent manner.
Less common symptoms of endocarditis include hematuria (blood in the urine), petechiae
(red/purple spots on the skin, in the mouth, or in the eyes), Janeway lesions (red spots on the
bottom of your feet or palms of your hands), Osler’s nodes (red spots beneath the skin of your
fingers or toes), tenderness of the spleen, and random, unexplained weight loss.

Myocarditis

Myocarditis is an infection causing inflammation and damage of the myocardium, or the heart
muscle. Myocarditis is caused by viral, bacterial, fungal, or parasitic infections, as well as



autoimmune diseases, allergic reactions to medications and recreational drugs, and radiation.
Symptoms do not vary much from the general symptoms of the three types of heart infections.

Pericarditis

Pericarditis is an infection of the thin membrane around the heart, known as the pericardium.
Pericarditis can be caused by viral, bacterial, fungal, or parasitic infections, as well as
autoimmune diseases. Additionally, pericarditis can arise from chest injury (known as traumatic
pericarditis), kidney failure (known as uremic pericarditis), tumors, genetic diseases, and
medications that suppress the immune system. Similarly, the symptoms of pericarditis do not
vary much from those of all heart infections.

Diagnosis of Heart Infections

If a healthcare provider suspects you may have a heart infection, they may order a number of
tests to confirm your diagnosis. These tests may include blood tests, chest x-rays, CT or MRI
scans, or a heart biopsy. Blood tests can reveal different abnormalities; for example, a
higher-than-usual white blood cell count indicates an infection, and a higher-than-usual presence
of inflammatory proteins can indicate inflammation of the heart muscle. Chest x-rays, CT scans,
and MRI scans can allow your provider to see any swelling or inflammation, excess fluid around
the heart, or abnormal size or thickening of the heart. If needed, a heart biopsy is where your
provider will take a sample of your heart tissue to look for infection or inflammation.

Treatment of Heart Infections

Upon diagnosis of a heart infection, treatment will be dependent on the cause and type of
infection. For example, if the cause was a bacterial infection, antibiotics may be the chosen
treatment. Other possible treatments are antivirals, antifungals, anti-inflammatory medications,
corticosteroids, or hypertension medication. In more serious cases of heart infections, heart
surgery may be considered, or in the most serious of cases, a heart transplant.

Prevention of Heart Infection

While complete prevention of heart infections may not be possible, there are multiple ways to
substantially lower your risk. Regular hand-washing and dental visits, avoiding contact with
those with viral infections, staying up to date on vaccinations, and not using recreational drugs,
especially injection drugs, can all help keep you healthy and defend against heart infections.
Additionally, if you do notice any of the common symptoms, schedule an appointment with your
doctor as soon as possible. Heart infections carry significant risks, but if caught early, are very
treatable.
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