
What is second degree AVB ? 
The heart is a complex organ composed of multiple electrical cells and 
pathways. Briefly, the heart can be divided in two main portions: the upper 
portion and the lower portion of the heart. Each portion has a specific and 
crucial role in the cardiac cycle. 

Second-degree AVB is a serious condition in which the heart rate decreases due to 
an abnormality within the heart's electrical signalling system. In the normal heart, 
there is a small area of specialized cells called the sinus node. This is the “CEO” of 
the conduction system and its role is to generate an electric impulse that 
communicates with the lower portion of the heart to make it beat. Before the 
impulse reaches the pumping chamber, it must cross a second collection of 
specialized cells, called the atrioventricular node. This is the “VP” of the conduction 
system and its  role is to determine how much of that impulse will reach the 
pumping chambers. FInally, when the electrical impulse reaches the pumping 
chamber, the heart muscles (the “employees”) heart muscles will produce a 
heartbeat. In animals affected with second degree AV block, there is an 
intermittent lack of communication between the CEO/VP and the employees. This 
results in a slower and usually less efficient heart rate. If sustained for a certain time, 
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this abnormal heart rate will lead to a variety of clinical signs, which range from fatigue, exercise 
intolerance, fainting, heart failure or lead to a more serious arrhythmia. Second-degree AV block can be 
caused by many things including structural heart diseases, infectious/inflammatory diseases, certain drugs 
or, and in the highest proportion of cases, due to an unknown cause (idiopathic).  

How is second-degree AVB diagnosed? 
Second degree AVB can be diagnosed with the help of an electrocardiogram (ECG). A test 
using a drug called atropine (Atropine response test) is commonly used to see if the arrhythmia 
can be managed medically. An ultrasound of the heart (echocardiogram) is also helpful for the 
diagnosis of second-degree AVB as it evaluates for the presence for the diagnosis of second 
degree AVB to evaluate for the presence of structural heart disease. Other diagnostic tests 
performed during the visit: __________________________________________________________. 

Affected animals can be:  
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TREATMENT OPTIONS  
Some patients with second-degree AVB can be managed with oral 
medication. Unfortunately, some patients will not respond or will 
respond poorly to medical treatment, and will need an artificial 
pacemaker.

“OLD AGE” SIGNS 
Animal is calmer  

than usual 

WEAKNESS/COLLAPSE 
Animal can have 

fainting spells 

HEART FAILURE 
This includes lethargy, 
decreased appetite, 
episodes of rapid/
laboured breathing
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