
 

Nuclear Stress Test: A Detailed Explanation for Patients 

A nuclear stress test is a painless imaging test that uses a radioactive tracer to show 

how well blood flows to your heart muscle both at rest and during stress (exercise or 

medication). It helps doctors diagnose coronary artery disease (CAD), a condition 

where arteries supplying blood to the heart become narrowed or blocked. 

What happens during the test? 

1. Preparation: You'll be asked to avoid caffeine, alcohol, and smoking for several 

hours before the test. You'll also need to wear comfortable, loose-fitting clothing 

and remove any jewelry. Take your regular medications except for certain 

medications called Beta blockers which can affect your heart rate. These 

medications end in -lol, such as metoprolol, carvedilol. 

2. Resting images: You'll sit on the scanning machine while a small amount of 

radioactive tracer is injected into your vein. A special camera will then take 

pictures of your heart as the tracer flows through your blood. 

3. Stress images: You'll then exercise on a treadmill, or receive medication to 

simulate stress if you're unable to exercise. During this time, another dose of the 

tracer will be injected, and more images of your heart will be taken. 

4. Recovery: After the test, you'll rest for a short time while your doctor reviews the 

images. 

What do the results mean? 

The images from the nuclear stress test will show how well blood is flowing to different 

areas of your heart at rest and during stress. Areas with reduced blood flow may 

indicate blockages in the coronary arteries. 

Benefits of a nuclear stress test: 

● Painless and non-invasive: No surgery or incisions are required. 

● Highly accurate: Can detect blockages in the coronary arteries even when they 

are small. 

● Safe: The amount of radiation used is very low. 

● Provides valuable information: Helps doctors diagnose CAD and determine the 

best course of treatment. 



Risks of a nuclear stress test: 

● Allergic reaction to the radioactive tracer: This is rare, but it can occur. 

● Radiation exposure: Although the amount of radiation used is low, there is a 

small risk of developing cancer years later. 

● Discomfort from the exercise: Some people may experience chest pain, 

shortness of breath, or fatigue during the exercise portion of the test. 

Overall, a nuclear stress test is a safe and effective way to diagnose CAD. If your doctor 

recommends this test, it's important to discuss the risks and benefits with them to 

decide if it's the right option for you. 

Here are some additional resources that you may find helpful: 

● American Heart Association: https://www.heart.org/en/health-topics/heart-

attack/diagnosing-a-heart-attack/exercise-stress-test 

● Mayo Clinic: https://medicalxpress.com/news/2020-02-mayo-clinic-minute-

cardiac-stress.html 

● National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute: 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK557682/ 
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