
Physiological measurement: cardiac physiology

This physiological measurement measures heart function by placing electrodes (sensors) on 
the skin. These electrodes detect electrical changes on the skin that arise from the heart’s 
electrical activity during each heartbeat. 

An ECG can help detect: 
• Arrhythmias: where the heart beats too slowly, too quickly, or irregularly. 

• Coronary heart disease: where the heart’s blood supply is blocked or interrupted by a 
build-up of fatty substances.

• Heart attacks: where the supply of blood to the heart is suddenly blocked.

• Cardiomyopathy: where the heart walls become thickened or enlarged.

Different types of ECG:
• Resting ECG is carried out while lying down.

• Stress ECG is carried out while using an exercise bike or treadmill, also known as an 
exercise tolerance test.

• Ambulatory ECG is a portable machine is worn monitoring the heart for one or more 
days.

Limitations
The results may not be available immediately and other tests may be needed. The trace 
can be affected by patient motion or interference from other electrical devices. Intermittent 
arrhythmias are difficult to detect. 

Electrocardiogram (ECG)

This is an ultrasound scan of the heart. 
It looks at the heart’s structures and 
gives information about how well the 
heart is pumping. It is routinely used 
to diagnose heart valve problems 
(endocarditis), congenital heart disease, 
and cardiomyopathy.

Limitations
The main limitation of this technique 
is the method itself, and the technique 
should be used in conjunction with other 
tests.

Echocardiogram

A sphygmomanometer measures blood pressure 
by inflating a cuff to restrict blood flow in the arm. 
Following this, the pressure in the cuff is slowly 
released. The pressure in the cuff is recorded at 
two points as the blood returns to the arm. These 
readings give the systolic and diastolic pressure 
readings. High blood pressure (hypertension) can 
increase the risk of heart attacks and stroke. 

Blood pressure values
Normal blood pressure is between 90/60 mmHg and 
120/80 mmHg. High blood pressure is 140/90 mmHg 
or higher. Low blood pressure is 90/60 mmHg or 
lower.

Limitations
Incorrect values may be the result of the wrong size 
cuff, incorrect positioning of patient’s arm, alcohol, or 
caffeine intake prior to taking the test.
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