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Early diagnosis of acute myocardial infarction

Electrocardiography 1s still best

Acute myocardial infarction is usually caused by thrombotic
occlusion of a coronary artery. The left ventri ~ular subendo-
cardium infarcts within 30 minutes, but extension to affect
the full thickness of the ventricular wall may take several
hours.! The size of the infarct depends largely on the
distribution of the occluded artery, although collateral vessels
or spontaneous recanalisation may limit it to the subendo-
cardial layer."* Thrombolytic treatment also limits the size of
the infarct if coronary recanalisation occurs before the
transmural spread of infarction is complete.** This reduces
mortality in patients treated within 24 hours after the onset of
symptoms, although the benefit is greater the earlier treat-
ment is given.’ Early diagnosis is therefore important.

Electrocardiography provides the most convenient and
reliable method of early diagnosis in patients with chest pain.
Experience with angioplasty has shown that electrocardio-
graphic changes occur within seconds after coronary
occlusion,’® and over four fifths of patients with acute
infarction already have an abnormal recording at presenta-
tion." " Regional ST elevation is the typical abnormality and
predicts acute infarction with almost 100% accuracy, only a
few patients with pericarditis or old Q wave infarction causing
diagnostic difficulty."”"* Over a fifth of patients with sus-
pected infarction, however, present with isolated ST depres-
sion or T wave inversion, and occasionally the electrocardio-
gram is normal."” These findings are only weakly predictive of
infarction and confirmation must await additional tests.

One of the earliest histological manifestations of myocardial
infarction is disruption of the sarcolemmal membrane.""
Disruption allows the intracellular proteins to escape into the
circulation for use as biochemical markers of infarction.
Creatine kinase and its more specific MB isoenzyme are the
most widely used, but blood activities do not rise above
normal until 6-10 hours after the onset of symptoms.'
Enzyme subform analysis has shown an increase in the ratio of
myocardial creatine kinase MM3 to its metabolite creatine
kinase MM1 within six hours, but this analysis is not widely
available and the finding may be too non-specific for early
diagnosis."”"* Myoglobin diffuses rapidly out of injured
cardiac myocytes, causing a rise in blood concentrations
within one and a half hours in some patients." Until recently
the myoglobin assay was too laborious for routine use, but a
more rapid latex agglutination assay is now available and has
been recommended when the presenting electrocardiogram is
equivocal.” Not all investigators have found the assay
reliable, however,”'* and it has been difficult to show a
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substantial advantage for myoglobin over creatine kinase MB,
single measurements rarely being diagnostic in the first 12
hours.**

Non-invasive imaging provides an alternative diagnostic
approach in acure myocardial infarction, although the need
for expensive equipment limits its application. Echocardio-
graphy reliably identifies abnormalities of wall motion soon
after coronary occlusion* but fails to distinguish between
acute infarction, old infarction, and unstable angina. Myo-
cardial scintigraphy with infarct avid agents (usually
technetium-99 pyrophosphate) is also of limited value because
the uptake of the isotope is rarely adequate for imaging until
12-24 hours after the onset of symptoms. The role of
immunoscintigraphy with antimyosin antibody fragments is
being investigated. These fragments adhere to myosin fila-
ments through sarcolemmal defects in necrotic cells and in
animal studies have detected infarction very early after
interruption of coronary flow.*? Clinically, however, this
technique is less helpful because cardiac scintigraphy cannot
be done until 24 hours after administration of the antibody to
permit its clearance from the blood.*

At present, therefore, the early diagnosis of acute myo-
cardial infarction must be based on electrocardiographic
criteria, and patients with chest pain and regional ST
elevation should receive thrombolytic treatment without
delay. Whether treatment should await the results of addi-
tional tests in patients without ST elevation has been
questioned by two large studies in which inclusion was based
on clinical suspicion of infarction regardless of electrocardio-
graphic findings.”? Both showed significant reductions in
early mortality in patients randomised to thrombolytic treat-
ment, suggesting that clinical suspicion may indeed be a
reasonable guide to treatment. Nevertheless, because electro-
cardiographic findings were not among the inclusion criteria,
neither study confirmed that thrombolytic treatment is
beneficial in patients without ST elevation. Only about half of
these patients will have an infarct (20% if the electrocardio-
gram is normal), and mortality is low."*'?"* Thus the risks and
benefits of treatment will be more finely balanced unless an
additional diagnostic test can be applied. The test must be
available 24 hours a day, be rapidly interpretable, and be
diagnostic very early after the onset of symptoms. Because
none of the available biochemical or imaging methods fully
meets these criteria electrocardiography remains the corner- -
stone of early diagnosis.

At Newham patients with regional ST elevation presenting
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within 24 hours after the onset of continuous chest pain are
given thrombolytic treatment. Patients with ST depression or
deep T wave inversion are at first treated for unstable angina
with heparin, aspirin, nitrates, and [5 blockers. If chest pain
persists after two hours and electrocardiographic changes
show no tendency to resolve myocardial infarction is assumed
and streptokinase infusion started. Early resolution of electro-
cardiographic changes, on the other hand, is taken to indicate
reversible ischaemia requiring no additional treatment. No
patient with a normal electrocardiogram receives thrombo-

lytic treatment.
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Flat feet in children

Accurate diagnosts is the key

Problems with children’s feet illustrate several important
general principles: that there is a wide range of normal in the
developing child; that variations in shape are often transient
and will correct with growth; that “flat feet” describes a
deformity and is not necessarily a diagnosis; and that symp-
toms from the feet may indicate a more proximal disorder.

The shape of the foot depends on normal tarsal bones,
normal articulation and ligamentous support between the
tarsal bones, normal neuromuscular function, and, finally, a
normal weight distribution from above—that is, a normally
aligned leg. This is a lot of normals, each of which may be late
to develop, and apparent foot abnormalities such as flat feet
may occur at any time during growth.

At birth most infants’ feet are in varying degrees of
equinus, adduction, and inversion with an accentuated fat
pad. On first standing, the child will usually adopt a wide
stance and the flexible feet are forced into a pronated and
everted position—they look like flat feet.! With growth and
development all those apparently abnormal factors that
contributed to the formation of the flat foot are slowly and
relentlessly corrected. By the age of 10 or so the tarsal bones
have ossified and hardened, the ligamentous laxity of early
childhood has resolved, the neuromuscular system has
developed a fine motor control, and the normal leg alignment
now provides for a normal load distribution from above,
which leads to the feet adopting a normal shape.

Morley confirmed this natural resolution in his study of the
natural course of footprints in children aged between 2 and
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10.? He found that 97% of feet in children aged 2 were flat—
but only 4% persisted at age 10. Painless and mobile flat feetin
an otherwise normal young child do not require any treatment.
Orthoses will not alter the natural correction—though some-
times heel cups and even special shoes are required to reassure
parents. Some flat feet do persist, and usually a family history
will be obtainable. Treatment will make no difference in these
cases either.

Sometimes a child will have mobile flat feet that are painful,
either locally within the foot or more proximally in the calf.
Both types of pain are usually associated with activity, with
the cramp in the calf often appearing at night some hours after
the activity. Heel cups and moulded inserts will help to relieve
symptoms. Even if the feet are persistently painful this is
rarely severe enough to warrant surgery.

Flat feet may sometimes be secondary to a congenital or
acquired condition that affects one or more of the main
constituents of the normally functioning foot. When examin-
ing the foot, therefore, as well as looking for local abnormalities
the clinician should be alert to changes in the shape or form of
the foot that may point to disorders elsewhere. Many of the
problems affecting the foot are difficult to diagnose at birth,
but the abnormalities become apparent when the child starts
to walk and deformity usually becomes more apparent with
growth. By contrast, skeletal dysplasias or acquired problems
such as cerebral palsy or meningomyelocoele can and should
be diagnosed at birth. In such cases the foot should be looked
at in the context of the overall management of the particular
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