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Electrocardiogram (ECG) 
 
 
An electrocardiogram – or ECG - is a simple and useful test which records the 
rhythm, rate, and electrical activity of your heart. 
 
 
What happens during an ECG test? 
 
Ten small sticky patches called electrodes are put on your arms, legs, and chest. 
These are connected by wires to an ECG machine which picks up the electrical 
signals that make your heartbeat. This electrical activity is recorded and can be 
printed onto paper or sent to your records electronically. 
 
How long will an ECG take? 
 
The whole test takes a few minutes and is completely painless. You will need to lie 
still as moving can affect the results. 
 
When is an ECG used? 
 
An ECG is often used alongside other tests to help diagnose and monitor 
conditions affecting the heart. 
 
What can an ECG show? 
 
An ECG can help detect problems with your heart rate or heart rhythm. It can help 
doctors tell if you’re having a heart attack or if you’ve had a heart attack in the 
past. An ECG is usually one of the first heart tests you will have. It does have some 
limitations, so often you will have one or more other tests too. An abnormal ECG 
reading doesn’t always mean there is something wrong with your heart. You don’t 
need to do anything special to prepare for the test – you can take all your 
medication as normal. You can eat and drink as normal. 
Before the electrodes are attached, you will usually need to remove upper clothing, 
and your chest may need to be shaved or cleaned. Once the electrodes are in 
place, you may be offered a gown to cover yourself. The test itself usually only 
lasts a few minutes, and you should be able to go home soon 
afterwards. 


