Living Better with Heart Failure
Caring for YOUR heart

www.sentara.com/belleharbour
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How the Heart Works
Your heart is a strong, muscular pump a little larger than a fist. It works 24/7 to
pump blood to your lungs and to all your body’s tissues.
The heart has four chambers, two on the right and two on the left:
• Two upper chambers
called atria (one is an atrium)
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• Two lower chambers
called ventricles
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The right atrium takes in
oxygen-depleted blood from
the rest of the body and sends
it back out to the lungs through
the right ventricle.
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Oxygen-rich blood travels from
the lungs to the left atrium,
then on to the left ventricle,
which pumps it to the rest of the body.
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What is Heart Failure?
Heart failure means your heart cannot pump the blood well.

When your heart doesn’t pump well, you may feel weak, tired, faint, or dizzy.

Heart failure causes water to leak out of your blood vessels. This water can fill up
your lungs: make you cough, short of breath and have trouble breathing lying
down. It can also cause your legs to swell.
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Common Diagnostic Testing
Echocardiogram (Echo): an ultrasound
used to examine the size, shape,
function and motion of the heart. It also
measures your heart’s ejection fraction
(EF). Ejection fraction is a measure of
the amount of blood that the heart
pumps out to your body.

Chest x-ray: A picture of the lungs that
shows if you have congestion.

BNP (Brain Natriuretic Peptide): is a
blood test used to help find out if a
person has heart failure. BNP is made
by your heart and shows how well
your heart is working. The level of BNP
increases when heart failure symptoms
worsen, and decreases when heart
failure symptoms improve.

w w w. s e n t a r a . co m / h e a r t
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Things You Can Do to Live Well with Heart Failure
Don’t smoke

Take your
medicines each day

Eat less salt

Exercise regularly

Weigh yourself
and record daily

Avoid temperature
extremes

Limit the amount of
alcohol you drink
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Daily Check-Up to Live Well with Heart Failure
Heart failure can cause you to have symptoms and feel bad. If you catch these
symptoms early, you can take action to feel better and stay out of the hospital.

Each day, do a check-up.
 How do you feel?
 Did you take your medicines?
 Are you short of breath at rest?

 Do you have swelling in your feet, ankles,
legs, or belly?
 Have you gained weight?
 Do you have a cough?

w w w. s e n t a r a . co m / h e a r t
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Weigh Yourself Every Day
Monitor your weight:
It is important to monitor your weight. Ask your healthcare provider what your
target weight should be.

Weigh yourself first thing every morning:
• at the same time
• after you empty your bladder
• before you eat
• use the weight log provided or a 			
		 calendar to write your weight down 			
		 every day

Helpful hints:
Wear same or similar clothes and use the same scale.

Call your healthcare provider if you gain 3 or more
pounds in 1 day or 5 pounds in 1 week.

Don’t forget to keep a weight log!
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Heart Failure Medicines
Medicines are very important for people with Heart Failure. Studies show that
these medicines can reduce your swelling, help you breathe better, increase
activity level and improve heart function. Most people will need several
medicines for improvement. Below are the medicines your healthcare provider
may prescribe for you to treat your heart failure:
Types of Medications
Ace Inhibitors

Aldosterone Antagonist
Angiotensin II Receptor
Blockers
Beta Blockers

Calcium Channel Blockers

Digitalis
Diuretics (Fluid Pills)

Hydralazine and Nitrate

Potassium or
Magnesium Supplements

What they do for you
Widens blood vessels, lowers blood pressure, and improves
blood flow which decreases the amount of work that the
heart has to do
Mild diuretics that blocks action of a stress hormone
(aldosterone) which decreases strain on the heart
Widens blood vessels, lowers blood pressure, and improves
blood flow which decreases the amount of work that the
heart has to do
Slows heart rate and lowers blood pressure which decreases
the amount of work the heart has to do; can limit or reverse
some damage to your heart
Relaxes blood vessels, slows heart rate, and lowers blood
pressure which decreases the amount of work that the heart
has to do
Increases the force of each heart beat, allowing more oxygen
rich blood to your body
Helps your body get rid of extra fluid, thus making it easier
to breathe, easier for your heart to pump and helps lower
blood pressure
Relaxes and widens blood vessels, lowers blood pressure and
improves blood flow which decreases the amount of work
that the heart has to do; decreases chest pain
Replaces potassium or magnesium that may be lost in urine
when taking a diuretic

Please see appendix on page 26 for medicines and their side effects.
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How to Take Your Medicines
Heart failure can be controlled with medicine. Taking your medicine will help
your heart work better and can make you feel better and live longer.

TAKE YOUR MEDICINES
Take each of your medicines, everyday, at the right times.
Do not skip doses of your medicines, even when you feel good.
If you think you are having side effects from your medicines, call and talk with
your healthcare provider or pharmacist immediately.
Have all of your medicines filled at the same pharmacy. It is helpful to have one
pharmacist review all of your medicines to avoid drug interactions that could be
harmful to you.
If you are having trouble paying for your medicine, talk with your healthcare
provider.
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Take All Your Medicine

Think of a way to take your medicines that will help
you remember how and when to take them.
Keep a list of your medicines with instructions for how
many pills to take and when to take them.
Keep your medicine bottles in a safe, convenient place that makes it easy for you
to remember to take them.
Some people like to use a pill box to put their medicines in for each day of the
week. Fill the box on Sunday, then you will know each day
if you have taken all of your medicine.
If you are going to be away from home when your
medicine is due, take your medicine with you.
When you travel, bring your medicine containers with you
to identify what medicines you are carrying.
When you are traveling by plane, do not pack all of your
medicines in your checked bags.

w w w. s e n t a r a . co m / h e a r t
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Medicine List
Bring your current medicine list each time you go to your healthcare provider.

Be sure you have included any over-the-counter medicines, herbal medicines or
dietary supplements you are taking.

Avoid non-steroidal anti-inflammatories (NSAIDs) as they may worsen fluid
retention. Examples: Advil, Aleve, Ibuprofen, Motrin, Naproxen

Make sure you always have enough of your medicines.
When your healthcare provider changes your medicines, ask for an updated
medicine list before you leave your visit.

When the label says “NO refills” or
“Refills: 0” - call your healthcare provider
right away to get more refills.

Don’t let your medicines run out!
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Choose a Heart Healthy Diet
Eating a variety of foods from all the food groups is a great way to keep you
healthy. Planning healthy meals is good for the whole family.

CHOOSE MORE:
Fresh or frozen fruit
Fresh or frozen vegetables

Low fat or fat free milk

Lean cuts of meat and fish

Whole grains
Healthy fats: olive and
canola oil, nuts

Ask your healthcare provider about sugar substitutes in place of sugar.
w w w. s e n t a r a . co m / h e a r t
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How to Eat Less Sodium (Salt)
Salt is also called “sodium” and is found in many foods.
Most foods you eat have salt even if you can’t see or taste it.
Salt acts like a sponge and makes the body hold water.
Eating too much salt can cause your weight to go up and cause swelling in your
feet, ankles, legs or belly and make it hard to breathe.
It is recommended that you limit your salt intake to less than 1500 mg/day. Ask
your healthcare provider what amount is right for you.

You can do it! One day at a time.

-14-

Reading a Food Label

Step 1: Look at serving size.

Step 2: Look at the sodium(salt) per
serving. Choose foods with less
than 140 mg sodium per serving.

w w w. s e n t a r a . co m / h e a r t
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Tips on How to Eat Less Sodium (Salt)
 Don’t add salt to food when you cook or eat. Take the salt shaker off the table.

 Season foods with herbs and seasonings that do not have salt.

 Make your own or choose low sodium soups, sauces, salad dressings, breads,
and desserts.

 Stay away from “instant foods” that come in a bag or a box.

 Rinse canned foods before cooking.
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Tips on How to Eat Less Sodium (Salt)
Ask for food cooked
with no salt
Stay away from butter,
cheese, or sauces

Stay away from fried foods

Choose grilled, baked,
broiled or steamed foods

Choose oil and vinegar
salad dressing
Limit fast food items or choose
items with less sodium
Stay away from bacon,
sausage, or ham

w w w. s e n t a r a . co m / h e a r t
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Exercising with Heart Failure
Being active is one of the best things you can do.
Talk to your healthcare provider before beginning your exercise program.
Your body needs time to get used to being more active. You will notice that it will
get easier and you will be able to do more.
Don’t be afraid to ask your healthcare provider when it is safe to resume sexual
activity. Typically, your healthcare provider will want to know if you can climb two
flights of stairs comfortably or walk three blocks at a brisk pace before you can
have sex safely.
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Exercising With Heart Failure
Exercising will get easier. Here are some steps for doing more:
• Start slowly. Only do what is comfortable for you.
• Do some activity that makes your heart beat a little faster for 10 minutes. 		
Try to do this most days of the week.
• After a couple of weeks, add 5 minutes to your exercising time. Continue to 		
add 5 minutes until you can exercise for 30 minutes at a time.
• Stop if you feel chest pain, dizziness, or have severe shortness of breath.
• Don’t forget to do cool down exercises at the end of your exercising.

w w w. s e n t a r a . co m / h e a r t
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Exercising with Heart Failure
You can stay active by:
Using a stationary
bicycle or treadmill
Walking in your
neighborhood or at
the mall
Going to an exercise
class or swimming
Sweeping,
vacuuming, or
dusting
Riding your bicycle
Mowing the lawn
or working in your
garden
Dancing
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Think Safety
Look around your
house for anything
you may trip on or
over

Remove any throw
rugs, cables or
extension cords

Use a walker or
a cane if you are
unsteady

Get your
pneumonia vaccine
and your yearly
flu vaccine

w w w. s e n t a r a . co m / h e a r t
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Think Positive Thoughts
It is normal to feel sad, overwhelmed, down in the dumps or nervous at times.
Some medicines can affect your mood. If you feel this way, talk with your
healthcare provider.
Take one day at a time.
Be grateful.
Be kind.
Focus on the things you can do. These may include enjoying a hobby, taking
time to meditate, praying, or spending time with the people you care about.
Get enough rest and try to lessen the stress in your life.
Enjoy your family and pets.
Stay active and have fun with your friends.
Consider joining a support group.
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Know Your Heart Failure Zones

Knowing your zones help you know when to ask for help.
Doing daily checks help you monitor what zone you are in and what steps you
should take depending on what zone you are in.
Call your healthcare provider if you:
• are in the yellow zone
• have been to the emergency room
• have been hospitalized.
Call 911 if you are in the red zone. Do NOT drive yourself!

w w w. s e n t a r a . co m / h e a r t
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Heart Failure Zones
Know your zone everyday!
DAILY
CHECK

• Weigh yourself first thing every morning-after you empty your bladder
and write it down
• Take your medicine
• Check for swelling in feet, ankles, legs and belly
• Eat a low sodium diet – less than 1500mg each day
• Balance activity and rest periods
• Don’t smoke and limit alcohol intake

GREEN
ZONE

Your symptoms are under control if you have:
• No shortness of breath
• No weight gain more than 2 pounds in 1 day
• No swelling of your feet, ankles, legs and belly
• No decrease in ability to maintain activity level
• No chest pain

YELLOW
ZONE

RED
ZONE

Call your healthcare provider (#_______________) if you have:
• More shortness of breath, dry hacking cough
• Weight gain of 3 pounds in 1 day or 5 pounds in 1 week
• More swelling of feet, ankles, legs and belly
• Feeling more tired; no energy; dizzy/faint
• You need more pillows when lying down or need to sleep in a chair
Call 911 if you have any of the following:
• Struggling to breathe, more shortness of breath while resting
• Chest pain
• Confused or can’t think clearly
Call 911 and get to the Emergency Room.
Do NOT drive yourself!
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Patient’s Education Checklist


I have received Heart Failure education.



I have a clear explanation of my diagnosis of Heart Failure.



I have reviewed my medicines and know when and how to take them.



I understand the importance of and how to weigh myself.



I understand the importance of and how to check for swelling.



I understand when it is necessary to call my healthcare provider.



I understand my instructions on heart healthy diet and any restrictions.



I know what exercises I can do.



I know how to stay safe and how to keep a healthy heart.

w w w. s e n t a r a . co m / h e a r t
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Appendix: Heart Failure Medicines and Side Effects
EXAMPLES OF MEDICINES

POSSIBLE SIDE EFFECTS

Type: ACE Inhibitors
Benazepril (Lotensin)

Moexipril (Univasc)

Lowers blood pressure

Captopril (Capoten)

Perindopril (Aceon)

Dizziness

Enalapril (Vasotec)

Quinapril (Accupril)

Cough

Fosinopril (Monopril)

Ramipril (Altace)

Problems with kidneys

Lisinopril (Prinivil, Zestril)

Trandolapril (Mavik)

Increases potassium level
Swollen face, tongue and throat
(get medical help immediately)

Type: Aldosterone Antagonists
Aldosterone (Spironolactone)

Raises potassium level

Eplerenone (Inspra)

Breast tenderness and
enlargement

Type: Angiotensin II Receptor Blockers (ARBs)
Azilsartan (Edarbi)

Losartan (Cozaar)

Lowers blood pressure

Candesartan (Atacand)

Olmesartan (Benicar)

Dizziness

Eprosartan (Teveten)

Telmisartan (Micardis)

Problems with kidneys

Irbesartan (Avapro)

Valsartan (Diovan)

Increases potassium
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Appendix: Heart Failure Medicines and Side Effects
EXAMPLES OF MEDICINES

POSSIBLE SIDE EFFECTS

Type: Beta Blockers
Bisoprolol (Zebeta)

Feeling tired

Carvedilol (Coreg)

Dizziness

Metoprolol (Lopressor, Toprol XL)

Lowers blood pressure
Masks low blood sugar
Possibly worsens asthma
symptoms

Type: Calcium Channel Blockers
Amlodipine (Norvasc)
Diltiazem (Cardizem)
Felodipine (Plendil)

Nifedipine (Adalat,
Procardia)
Nisoldipine (Sular)
Verapamil (Calan, Verelan)

Lowers blood pressure
Swelling in legs, ankles and feet
Constipation

Type: Digitalis
Digoxin (Lanoxin, Digitek, Lanoxicaps)

Blurred or colored vision
Nausea or vomiting
Abnormal heart rhythm

w w w. s e n t a r a . co m / h e a r t

-27-

Appendix: Heart Failure Medicines and Side Effects
EXAMPLES OF MEDICINES

POSSIBLE SIDE EFFECTS

Type: Diuretics (Fluid Pills)
Bumetanide (Bumex)
Chlorothiazide (Diuril)
Chlorthalidone (Hygroton)
Furosemide (Lasix)

Hydro-chlorothiazide
(Hydrodiuril)
Metolazone (Zaroxolyn)
Torsemide (Demadex)

Lowers blood pressure
Dizziness
Decreases potassium and
magnesium levels
Dehydration

Type: Hydralazine and Nitrate
Hydralazine/Isosorbide Dinitrate (Bidil)

Headache

Hydralazine (Apresoline)

Dizziness

Isosorbide Dinitrate (Isordil)

Lowers blood pressure

Isosorbide Mononitrate (Imdur)

Nausea

Type: Potassium or Magnesium Supplements
Potassium chloride (KDur, Klor-con)

Raises potassium or magnesium
levels

Magnesium Oxide

Magnesium may cause diarrhea
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Note Page
Important questions to ask your healthcare provider:
1. What is my target blood pressure?										
2. What is my target heart rate?											
3. What is my target cholesterol level?									
																	
																	
																	
																	
																	
																	
																	
																	
																	
																	
																	
																	
																	
																	
																

Healthcare Provider’s Name:

w w w. s e n t a r a . co m / h e a r t

Phone Number:

More Information
If you would like more information about staying healthy with heart failure, use
these sites for reliable information.
Sentara Healthcare
		http://www.sentara.com/
Call 1-800-736-8272 for your complimentary copy of the Healthy Heart Express Kit.
National Institutes of Health
		http://www.nhlbi.nih.gov
American Heart Association
		http://www.heart.org/HEARTORG
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