Dealing with heart failure
Don’t gamble with your health

A guide for a winning hand
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When you have heart failure, you have a common and
treatable condition. Proper treatment and lifestyle can
help you feel better, spend less time in the hospital and
live longer. Don’t gamble with your health.

Here are your instructions on how
to play your cards right.

About heart failure

About heart failure
You hold the cards to help you
control your symptoms of heart
failure and enjoy your life.
Proper treatment and lifestyle
changes will help you feel better,
live longer and be more active.
Treatment of heart failure can
be very successful. You and your
health care providers need to work
together for you to do your best.
This booklet will explain many
things about heart failure and its
treatment. Be sure to read this,
follow the instructions and ask
questions about anything you do
not understand.

Cards to a winning hand


Feed your heart with a
healthy diet.



Watch your salt and
fluid intake.



Follow a reasonable
exercise program.



Weigh yourself daily.



Take your medications
as directed.



If you smoke, stop now.



Keep your follow-up
appointments.



Call early with concerns
or questions.

3

Via Christi Dealing with heart failure

5

How does the
heart work?
The heart is a muscle that pumps
blood. The “used” blood that
returns from the body in the veins
is low in oxygen. It passes first
through the upper chamber on
the right side, (1) the right atrium,
and is then pumped to the lungs
by the lower chamber on the
right, (2) the right ventricle. The
lungs put oxygen back in the
blood which is returned to the
upper chamber on the left,
(3) the left atrium, and then to
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Terms to understand


the lower chamber on the left, (4)
the left ventricle. The left ventricle
pumps the blood out through the
aorta (5) to the rest of the body...
then it goes around again and
again!

Ejection fraction (EF) — the left ventricle of the
heart does not pump out all of the blood in its
chambers when it contracts. It usually pumps out a
little more than half, around 55 percent.

There are four valves in the heart
that open to let blood go forward,
then close to prevent blood from
being pushed back to where it
just came from. Electrical signals
tell the different parts of the heart
when to beat so everything works
together to pump the blood.

Pulmonic valve

Symptoms of heart
failure


Running out of
energy easily



Shortness of breath:
With routine activities
That wakes you
from sleep



When lying down

Edema — fluid that collects in the body’s tissues
when the heart is not pumping enough blood.
Edema can collect in the lungs where it causes
shortness of breath, or around the ankles.



Puffy, swollen legs,
ankles or feet



Poor appetite, nausea or
weakness

Arrhythmia — an irregular heartbeat caused
by an abnormal path of the electrical impulse
in the heart. The sensation it causes is called a
palpitation.



A dry, nagging cough



Rapid weight gain:
three pounds or more
in a day

Echocardiography (ECHO) — evaluating the
heart function and heart valves using ultrasound
waves to show an image of your heart as it pumps.
This can show abnormal heart size, shape and
movement as well as measuring EF.

About heart failure

Heart failure
The heart has its own supply of blood
to get the oxygen and other nutrients
it needs to do its work. This blood is
carried through small vessels called
coronary arteries. These arteries may
become blocked with cholesterol
and other materials, causing a “heart
attack” in which a portion of the heart
muscle supplied by that artery dies.
Heart failure is diagnosed when the
heart can’t pump enough blood to
keep up with the body’s needs. This
generally causes fluid to build up in
the body, and is often associated with
being tired, short of breath and not
able to do as many activities.

Types of heart failure
A weak muscle is known as systolic
heart failure. The heart’s ability to
contract (squeeze) decreases. Your
ejection fraction is 40% or less.
With diastolic failure, your heart is
thick and stiff. Your ejection fraction
may be normal, but your heart resists
filling with blood because it can’t relax.
There are many diseases that may
cause the heart to become weak. The
most common is from damage to the
muscle caused by heart attacks. The
next most common cause is a long
history of high blood pressure. Drinking
too much alcohol for a long time can
also cause heart muscle damage. In a
surprising number of cases, doctors are
not able to find a cause.
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Eating for a healthy heart
The following are helpful hints on portion sizes that will
come in handy as you use the guidelines listed on the
next page:

Checklist for variety
and portion control


Look at your plate.



Visually divide it into four
equal parts.



½ cup = a cupcake wrapper



1 cup = a closed fist or a tennis ball



3 ounces of meat = a deck of cards or the palm
of your hand



One part should be the
protein portion.



1 ounce of cheese = pair of dice or your
thumbs volume





1 ounce of nuts = one handful

A second part should be the
grains, such as bread, rice,
pasta (noodles) or cereal.



The remaining two parts (half
of your plate) should be filled
with cooked or raw vegetables.



Round out your meal with a
glass of low-fat milk and a
serving of fruit.

Healthy food habits can help you reduce three
major risk factors for heart attack and stroke: high
cholesterol, high blood pressure and excess body
weight. A heart healthy diet includes eating a variety
of foods to get the nutrients you need, and at the
same time, the right amount of calories to maintain a
healthy weight.
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For breakfast, we recommend a
serving of meat or meat substitute,
a grain (preferably whole), fruit
and milk.

Eating for a healthy heart

Heart-healthy eating guide
This chart contains an outline of what to eat each day and is a general
guide to help you choose a healthful diet right for you. For more
specific information about the amount of each food group you need
daily, go to choosemyplate.gov/food-groups.

GRAINS

VEGETABLES

FRUITS

Men: 6 servings per day
Women: 5 servings per day

Men: 2.5 cups per day
Women: 2 cups per day

Men and women:
1.5 cups per day



Make half your grains whole which
include barley, brown rice, oats,
popcorn, rye, whole wheat, yellow
corn.



Vary your veggies which may be
raw, cooked, fresh, frozen, dried/
dehydrated or canned “no salt
added.”



Examples of serving sizes:
½ cup hot cereal, pasta or rice
1 cup dry cereal
1 slice bread
1 tortilla or English muffin



Eat more dark-green and orange
veggies like broccoli, spinach, collard
greens, carrots and squash.



Limit starchy vegetables such as
potatoes, corn and peas.



Examples of serving sizes:
¾ cup vegetable juice
1 cup raw leafy vegetable salad
½ cup cooked vegetables



Focus on fruits. Vary your fruit
choices. Fruits differ in nutrient
content.



Choose fresh fruit, or packaged fruit
(frozen, canned or dried) that does
not have added sugars.



Limit fruit juices.



Examples of serving sizes:
½ cup unsweetened fruit juice
1 cup berries
½ cup light or unsweetened canned
or frozen fruit
1 medium raw fresh fruit

DAIRY

PROTEIN

FATS/SUGARS/SALT

Men and women:
3 cups or servings per day

Men and women:
5 oz. protein or 2 servings per day

Know your limits



Get your calcium-rich foods.



Go lean with protein



Opt for low-fat or fat-free milk,
yogurt, cheese and other milk
products.



Choose low-fat or lean meats and
poultry like chicken and fish.





If you don’t or can’t consume milk,
choose lactose-free products or
calcium sources such as fortified
foods and beverages.
Example of serving sizes:
1 cup non-fat or low-fat milk or yogurt
½ cup low-fat cottage cheese
1.5 oz low-fat fresh cheese



Bake it, broil it or grill it for a healthier
meal.



Vary your protein routine — add fish,
beans, peas, nuts and seeds.



Examples of serving sizes:
3 oz. lean meat/fish/poultry
½ cup cooked dried beans/peas/
soybeans
1 oz. equals 1 egg/2 egg whites
4 tbsp. nuts or 2 tbsp. peanut butter



Eat most of your fats from fish, nuts
and recommended vegetable oils like
canola and olive oil.



Limit solid fats like butter, stick
margarine, shortening, lard and foods
that contain these fats.



Check the nutrition facts label to
keep saturated fats, trans fats and
sodium low.



Choose/prepare foods with little salt.



Choose food and beverages low
in added sugars which contribute
calories with few, if any fats.

Visit the American Heart Association at americanheart.org for a variety of delicious
and nutritious recipes that are heart smart!
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Shaking the salt habit
Limit sodium


Select low-sodium versions or avoid:



Do not add salt in cooking
or at the table.



Boxed foods and dinners; frozen dinners.



Use salt-free seasonings.



Canned soup, canned vegetables and juices, or meats like ham



Ask your health care
provider before using salt
substitutes. They may
contain extra potassium,
which may not be
appropriate for you.



Breaded foods, such as meat and vegetables



Processed cheese, spreads and cottage cheese



Snack foods such as pretzels, chips and crackers



Deli foods like coleslaw and potato salad



Canned or jarred gravies and gravy mixes

Read the labels on
packaged and canned
foods for information on
sodium content.



Prepared meats like bologna and hot dogs



Anything in brine: pickles, olives, sauerkraut, etc.



Seasoned or flavored salt (garlic, onion), meat tenderizer, soy
sauce and most condiments.



Use caution when dining out. Restaurant foods generally
contain high sodium. Try ordering fresh foods prepared without
salt or sauces.



8

Choose fresh vegetables
and low-sodium foods
instead of canned and
processed foods.

Sodium (salt) causes the body to retain fluid, making the heart
work harder. Too much sodium can worsen symptoms such as
swelling, shortness of breath and weight gain. Aim for less than
2,000 mg of sodium per day.

Eating for a healthy heart

Shopping for heart-healthy foods: reading food labels

2

Calories are a measure of how
much energy you get from a
serving of food and can help you
manage your weight. Too many
calories a day may lead to weight
gain.
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See the “Heart-healthy eating
guide” (p. 7) to choose
healthy fats. Keep your intake of
saturated and trans fats as low as
possible as part of a nutritionally
balanced diet.

Nutrition Facts
Serving Size 1 Cup (228g)
Servings Per Container 2

sample label

1

Is your serving the same size
as the one on the label? If you
eat double the serving size listed,
then double the calories and
other nutrient values.

Amount per serving

Calories 250

Calories from Fat 110
% Daily Value

Total Fat 12g
Saturated Fat 3g

18%
15%

Trans Fat 3g
Cholesterol 30 mg

10%

Sodium 470 mg

20%

Total Carbohydrate 31g

10%

Dietary Fiber 0g
Sugars 5g
Protein 5g

0%
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Eating too much sodium can
worsen symptoms of heart
failure. Make sure to limit sodium
to 2,000 mg a day. It is good to
select foods with no more than
140 mg per serving. Foods with
more than 300 mg of sodium
per serving may not fit into a
reduced-sodium meal plan.
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Eating fiber can help lower
cholesterol and reduce the
risk of heart disease. Fruits,
vegetables, whole-grain foods,
beans and legumes are all good
sources of fiber. Gradually
increase your fiber intake to at
least 25 grams per day.
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Saturated fat raises LDL
(bad) cholesterol, increasing
your risk of heart disease.

5

Transfats also raise LDL
cholesterol while lowering
HDL (good) cholesterol and raise
your risk of heart disease. Trans
fats are found in processed foods
such as margarine, shortening,
snack foods and baked goods.

6

Cholesterol is found in foods
of animal origin. Challenge
yourself to eat less than 300 mg
of cholesterol a day to reduce
your risk of heart disease.
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Sodium-free solutions for kicking up the flavor


Savory flavors such as black pepper, garlic powder, curry
powder, cumin, dill seeds, basil, ginger, coriander and onion are
the most effective in replacing the flavor of salt.



If you are unsure how much spice or herb to use, begin with
1/4 teaspoon of most ground or dried spices and adjust to your
taste. Start with only 1/8 teaspoon for garlic powder since it
packs more of a punch.



Over time, spices and herbs lose their potency. For best flavor,
replace ground spices and dried herbs after a year and whole
spices every two years. Try labeling the date of purchase on the
container with a permanent marker.

Fluid intake
People with heart failure need to pay close attention to the amount
of fluid they take in every day according to their health care
provider’s advice.


Measure your fluid intake. Stay around 2 quarts (8 cups) of fluid
per day or as instructed by your health care provider.



Include those foods that become liquid at room temperature,
such as gelatin, ice cream or popsicles.



Check the labels on products for serving size information.
8 fluid ounces = 1 cup!



Avoid or reduce alcohol.

10

Your medications

Living with heart failure
Your health care provider will
be prescribing medications for
you to take. It will be important
that you take your medications
exactly as they have been
prescribed and take them even
if you are feeling better. Things
you should remember about your
medications:


Don’t stop taking your
medications unless your
health care provider tells you
to. When your pill bottles
only have a week supply left,
contact your pharmacy for
refills.



Avoid missing doses. If you
forget a dose, do not take two
(2) doses to make up for the
dose you miss.



Don’t take over-the-counter
medications unless you ask
your health care provider first,
including vitamins, herbs or
other remedies from a health
store. Some over-the-counter
medications such as Advil,
Motrin, Aleve/Ibuprofen, or
Naproxen may make heart
failure worse.



Certain medications may
make you feel bad initially but
will improve with time. Do not
stop taking your medications
unless approved by your
health care provider.

Common heart failure medications
ACE inhibitors or ARBs: medications used in treating
heart failure. This class of medications relaxes blood
vessels so your heart does not have to pump against too
much pressure.
Beta blockers: Another class of medication used in the
treatment of heart failure. These medications improve
heart function by preventing the heart from working
too hard.
Diuretics: Also called fluid or water pills. This medication
helps the body get rid of extra fluid.
Digoxin: Increases the force of the heart’s contractions.
It also slows certain fast heart rhythms.
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Weight monitoring
Keeping track of your weight is one way to determine if your heart is
able to do its work. If the heart is not pumping properly, fluid will begin
to collect in your body and there will be an increase in your weight.
Weigh yourself every day at the same time with the same scale. The
best time is in the morning after you have emptied your bladder, before
you eat breakfast and with the same amount of clothes on. Be sure your
scale is on a hard surface and not a rug.
Call your health care provider if you gain more than three pounds in
a day or more than five pounds in a week. Make sure you take your
weight record with you when you see your health care provider.

Date
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Weight

Date

Weight

Date

Weight

Exercise & heart failure

Exercise and heart failure
There are many forms of exercise, but some
are not suitable for people with heart failure. It
is important you begin by checking with your
health care provider before you start an exercise
program.
You should exercise on a regular schedule unless
your health care provider tells you differently. It
will improve your quality of life and lower your
risk of death.

How much exercise you should get and the type
of exercise is highly individual. In general, walking,
swimming or cycling at a slow rate may be the
best forms of activity for people with heart failure.
Exercising two or three times a day for a short
period of time may be as beneficial as one long
session. Symptoms, especially shortness of breath
and fatigue, should serve as a guide to you for
how much you should exercise.
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Exercise tips
Done properly, exercise is safe for people with heart
failure. Keep the following in mind when exercising:






Plan to exercise when well rested and at least 1 to
1-1 1/2 hours after meals. Do not exercise outside if
the temperature is less than 32 degree F, keeping
wind chill in mind. If temperature is greater than
85 degrees F, keep humidity in mind.
Exercise and medication usually work well
together. However, if you exercise shortly after
taking your medications, you may become dizzy
or faint. A change in timing of the exercise will
often help with this.
Choose a form of exercise you like and plan to
do it daily. Walking is a good choice because it is
safe, easy and requires no special equipment.

Exercise caution
Pay attention to your body’s warning
signs and stop exercising if you
experience any of the following:
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Shortness of breath —if it definitely
worsens with exercise, you may be
exercising too much.



Chest discomfort — you should
not exercise with chest pain or
discomfort. If you have chest
discomfort, stop exercising and notify
your health care provider.



Fatigue, dizziness or lightheadedness.



Any other symptoms that cause you
concern.



Walking may be fairly low level at first. Begin by
walking 5-10 minutes at a time if you have not
exercised in the past. If you feel comfortable and
are not short of breath or tired, increase your walk
by 1-2 minutes every 2-3 days. Soon you may be
walking for 15-20 minutes.



If you exercise longer than 10 minutes, make
sure you warm up and cool down by doing some
stretching or slow walking.



The best way to know if you are exercising too
much is to monitor how you feel during and after
exercising. If you do not feel well, stop exercising
and call your health care provider for advice.

Exercise & heart failure

Sexual activity

Here are some guidelines to help you remain sexually active:

Patients with heart failure
often have concerns about
sexual activity.



Make sure you are well rested
before you have sex.



Make sure you avoid sex after a
heavy meal or alcohol.



Be sure to select a position
that is comfortable. A sideby-side position may be less
demanding for you.

In most cases, sexual activity
can be continued when your
heart failure is controlled with
medicine.



Be sure you stop if you
become short of breath during
intercourse. Prop yourself up
with pillows, or sit in a chair.



Tell your health care provider
if you have symptoms during
sex such as chest discomfort
(angina) or shortness of
breath. Talking it over may
help you find solutions to these
problems.



Some patients are unable to be
sexually active because of their
medications or symptoms.
There are other forms of
lovemaking such as hugging
and kissing that everyone
can do.
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Tobacco and your heart
Stopping smoking will help your
heart do its job delivering blood
to the rest of the body. It is very
important you stop and now is
a great time since you probably
have not smoked while in the
hospital and the addictive drug is
out of your system.
All you need to do is not start
again. Not only will you help your
weakened heart muscle, but you’ll
also:
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Lower your chance of heart attack,
stroke and cancer.



Improve your health.



Set a good example for children.



Improve your sense of smell and the
taste of food.



Eliminate the smell of smoke on your breath,
your car and your house.



Save money.



Be free from the addiction.



Provide a healthier environment
for those you love.



Your personal reason:

Tobacco and your heart

Checklist
1.

Don’t smoke … not even a puff!

2. Talk to your healthcare provider about resources to help you 		
stop smoking.
3. Your return to health will be immediate and only gets better.
4. If smoking is a stress-reliever, plan for annoyances that will 		
happen during the day.
5. Learn relaxation techniques.
6. Realize that challenges have solutions. Keep them handy.
7.

Get plenty of sleep and exercise.

8. Reward your successes.

Stop the urge


Go for a walk



Chew sugarless gum



Try sugar-free hard candy



Eat carrot sticks



Drink a glass of water



Try taking deep breaths



Delay the urge



Keep your hands busy
with a hobby



Remember your goal



Think positive
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To feel your best, it is important that you
understand and follow the directions from
your health care provider. They can provide
you with additional information and answer
your questions.
The long-term outlook is difficult to predict,
since it depends on the cause of your heart
failure and on how well your heart responds
to treatment.
Although there are no easy solutions, with
proper treatment and lifestyle changes, it is
possible for you to control your heart failure
and continue to carry on a productive life.

Follow-up appointments
By getting good medical care,
following health care provider advice
and understanding disease and its
treatments, most people with heart
failure should be able to lead full,
active lives.
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Make and keep your
appointments. Your health care
provider will check on your
condition and make sure your
medications are correct.



Take your medications and
weight record with you to your
appointment.



Call your health care provider
with any questions or concerns.



Get a flu shot every year and
pneumonia shot as directed.
Some patients may require
additional vaccinations. Be sure
to ask your health care provider.

Contract

Contract to take care of myself
To control my heart failure, I agree to:


Take my medications as prescribed



Avoid salt and high-salt foods



Weigh myself daily and keep a log



Rest in between activities



Pace myself when exercising



Follow the diet my health care provider
recommends



Avoid alcohol and tobacco



Keep my follow-up appointments



Call my health care provider immediately
if I experience:
Sudden weight gain
Increased swelling
Side effects from my medications
Shortness of breath or a cough
Chest pain, feel faint or dizzy, or pass out
Feeling unwell for any reason

Signature
Date
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Via Christi Heart Failure Disease Management Program
848 N. St. Francis, Suite 3950
Wichita, KS 67214
316.268.5591

viachristi.org/heart-failure

Via Christi offers a continuum of care from the birth of a child to
enhancing the lives of older adults. This program or service is
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