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What is Heart Failure?

What is heart failure (HF)?
• Heart failure means that your heart’s pumping power is weaker
than normal.
• Because of the weakness of the heart muscle blood flow is not
great enough to meet the needs of the body. This can cause
fluid retention or "edema".
• Heart failure can be mild or severe and tends to get worse over
time. However, appropriate treatment can slow the progression
and even improve symptoms and function.

What causes heart failure?
A number of conditions can contribute to heart failure including:
• Weakness of the heart muscle due to:
o heart attack(s),
o certain infections,
o high blood pressure.
• Problems with heart valves.
• Irregular heart beat.
• Severe lung problems.
• Alcohol and some other drugs.

What are the signs and symptoms of heart failure?
Because blood flow is less than normal, people with heart failure
experience a number of common symptoms:
• Weight gain or loss of two or more pounds in one day, or four or
more pounds in one week.
• Persistent cough or chest congestion.
• Swelling of legs, feet, hands, or abdomen.
• Shortness of breath at rest or with exercise or exertion.
• Increasing fatigue or a sudden decrease in your ability to do your
usual activities.
Page 3 of 29

?

What is Heart Failure?

Signs and symptoms of heart failure - continued:
• Confusion or restlessness.
• Loss of appetite or nausea.
• Shortness of breath while lying in bed at night.

What can I do about heart failure?
If you have heart failure, there are many things you can do to feel well
and to stay healthy. This booklet teaches you important skills that
have been shown to greatly reduce problems with heart failure.
The things you do (or don't do) can greatly affect your health with
heart failure. Careful attention to these key points will help you feel
better and reduce complications.
• Watch for signs and symptoms.
• Follow your recommended diet.
• Take medications as prescribed by your doctor
• Exercise following your doctor’s recommendations.
• Communicate with your doctor on a regular basis.
Heart failure symptoms can get worse very quickly. These symptoms
are usually due to fluid collection in your lungs or other parts of your
body. Paying attention to how you feel and reporting changes to your
doctor can keep you well and avoid serious problems.
Be sure to call your doctor as soon as you notice any change in your
signs or symptoms.
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What is Heart Failure?

Weigh yourself: Extra fluid from heart failure causes your weight
to go up quickly. Weighing yourself every day is an easy way to
check for worsening heart failure.
Follow these easy steps:
• Weigh yourself at the same time every day, wearing the same
clothes (for example, pajamas).
• Weigh yourself first thing in the morning before you eat or drink
anything.
• Use the same scale every time, and place the scale on a hard,
flat surface.
• Have someone help you if you are not steady on your feet.
• Write down your weight each time.
• Call your doctor if you experience a weight gain of two or more
pounds in one day or four pounds in one week.
Your weight should be almost the same every day. This is normal. If
your weight goes up or down quickly, it may be a sign of your heart
failure getting worse.

DO YOU HAVE A SCALE?
BE SURE TO WEIGH YOURSELF, AND RECORD
YOUR WEIGHT EVERY DAY
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What is Heart Failure?

Take a look at yourself: You may see changes that are due to
your heart failure getting worse. Check yourself daily, and contact
your doctor if you notice any major changes in how you look,
including:
• More swelling in your feet, legs or belly.
• Blue or grey lips.
• Sweating.
• Increased or decreased urination.
• Other changes you cannot explain.
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Your Diet
Making healthy food choices and eating a well-balanced diet can
make you feel better. Your doctor may recommend that you limit the
amount of sodium (salt) in your diet. Sodium makes the body hold
onto water, and can cause fluid to build up within your body.
Symptoms you may experience with fluid build-up are increased
shortness of breath, and/or a full feeling, and/or swelling of your lower
legs/feet, and/or an increase in weight.

Salt and Sodium
A teaspoon of salt contains 2,000 milligrams (mg) of sodium. Sodium
is the major ingredient in table salt, so a good first step is to take the
salt shaker off your table. About one-half of our salt intake comes
from processed foods. So a next good step is to avoid those
processed foods that contain large amounts of sodium. The following
foods contain a large amount of sodium and should be avoided
(unless they are specifically labeled as low sodium or sodium free).
• Processed meats (hot dogs and cold cuts).
• Frozen prepared meals.
• Canned soups and vegetables.
• Canned fish in oil or fried fish.
• Cheeses and cheese spreads.
• Pickles, olives, sauerkraut.
• Tomato sauce and vegetable juices.
• Most "fast food", for example, Chinese food.
• Condiments: soy sauce, Worcestershire sauce, catsup, and
mustard.
• Peanut butter. Spices that contain salt in their name like garlic
salt, onion salt or celery salt.
• Ham, bacon, sausage.
• Snack foods that are salted: chips, pretzels and crackers.
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Your Diet
Instead choose:
• Fresh meat or fish.
• Fresh or frozen vegetables.
• Spices that do not have salt in their name.
• Snack foods such as nuts (unsalted), fresh fruit, raisins.
There may be hidden sodium in other foods. Reading the food labels
is a good way to find out how much sodium is in the canned/prepared
food. If salt or sodium is listed as being added to the food, there may
be too much sodium in it. Be sure to ask your doctor how much salt
or sodium you are permitted to eat (in milligrams [mgs] per serving),
and compare this amount with the amount of sodium in the food
according to its nutritional label.

Flavor can be added to foods in ways other than adding
salt…
You can use the following herbs and spices to season your foods. Be
creative and give them a try!
• garlic and garlic powder
• onion and onion powder
• pepper
• lemon
• vinegar
• other non-salty herbs and spices such as dill, bay leaf, curry
powder, basil, oregano, nutmeg, allspice, and mint
In time, your taste buds will adjust to your decrease in salt intake.
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Your Diet
Reading Nutrition Labels
All packaged foods have labels that say how much sodium is in the
product. Reading your food labels will help you learn which foods
contain the most sodium.

2
1

1. Think about how many
servings you may eat. In
this case, the package
contains two servings.
Eating the entire
package would give you
1880mg sodium- almost
the total salt you should
eat in a single day!

2. Find the sodium
(salt) content on the
label. In this case, a
single serving has
940mg of sodium.

Tips for reducing sodium intake:

•
•
•

Avoid high-salt foods (as represented by the label above)
Eat smaller portions
If preparing processed foods, use only a portion of the “flavor
packet,” because the packet contains nearly all the sodium for
the food product.
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Your Diet
Potassium
Certain medications called “diuretics” or “water pills”, that help your
body get rid of extra fluid can also cause potassium to leave the body.
You should always discuss your diet with your doctor, since certain
medications used for heart failure can have an opposite effect and
lead to too much potassium. The following foods are good sources of
potassium:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

banana
orange
orange juice
prune juice
prunes or dates
nectarines
dried apricots

•
•
•
•
•
•

cantaloupe
raisins
figs
baked or boiled
potato
tomatoes
winter squash

•
•
•

spinach
sweet potato
baked beans

Fluids
Heart failure can cause increased fluid build-up in your body, because
your heart is not pumping effectively. Many heart failure patients take
diuretics to help remove extra fluid. These diuretics may cause you to
feel more thirsty than normal. If you are thirsty, try sucking on small
amounts of sugar-free hard candy to help relieve dry mouth.
The following are considered fluids and should be taken in
moderation:
•
water
•
pudding
•
juice
•
Jell-O
•
soda pop
•
ice cream
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Your Diet
•
•
•
•

coffee
tea
milk
soup

•
•
•
•

yogurt
popsicles
ice cubes
fruits

Alcohol
If you drink alcoholic beverages, ask your doctor how much is safe for
you to drink.
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Medications
Tips For Taking Your Medications
• Carry a list of your medications in your wallet or purse. Write
down the dose of each drug and the time of day that you take
them.
• Learn what each medication does and what it looks like.
• Make sure you have enough medications. Plan ahead so you
don't run out.
• Take ALL of your medications as prescribed. If think you may be
experiencing a side effect from medicine, call your doctor and
also mention it at your next appointment.
• Keep all medications in their original labeled container. DO NOT
mix different medications into the same container for storage,
unless you are using a pill organizer to help you manage your
medications.
• Do not double up on medications. If you miss a dose, call your
doctor or pharmacist.
• If you get sick and can't take your medications, contact your
doctor or pharmacist immediately.
• Don't be afraid to call your doctor or pharmacist if you have any
questions. They are there to help you.
• Write down any questions you may have about your medications
and bring them to your doctor appointments and pharmacy visits.
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Medications
Medications are very important for treating your heart failure. The
drugs maintain health, improve symptoms, and help prolong life. It is
important to always take them on a regular basis as instructed by your
doctor.
It is very important that your doctor is aware of all the medications that
you are taking. This includes over-the-counter medications, vitamins,
home remedies, herbal medicines, as well as other prescription
medications.

PLEASE REMEMBER TO KEEP ALL MEDICATIONS
AWAY FROM CHILDREN

The following are important facts about heart failure drugs. For
complete information on the medications you take, ask your
doctor or pharmacist.
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Medications
Heart Failure Medications
There are seven types of drugs that are commonly used to treat heart
failure. Used together or separately, they improve the functioning of
your heart because they:
1. Help to make your heart pump stronger.
2. Control heart rhythm.
3. Relax blood vessels.
4. Control fluid.
5. Slow progression of the disease.
Your doctor may have ordered medications for you to help your heart
work better. These medications work well together, so most people
with heart failure take several medications.
1. Angiotensin-Converting Enzyme (ACE) Inhibitor: These
drugs improve symptoms and prevent worsening of symptoms
by relaxing blood vessels, controlling fluid, and slowing the
progression of heart failure. There are eight or more different
ACE Inhibitors available, and you may receive one in a
combination tablet with other drugs.
Your doctor may slowly increase the dose over time to a level
that is just right for you. Your doctor may perform blood tests to
make sure the drug is working properly for you.
Seek medical attention if you experience:
o Lightheadedness, dizziness, falls.
o Swelling of the lips, throat, or eyes.
o Skin rash.
o New or persistent cough.
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Medications
2. Angiotensin II Receptor Blockers (ARBs): These drugs are
similar to ACE Inhibitors, but are less likely to cause bothersome
cough. There are 7 or more ARBs available, and you may
receive one in a combination tablet with other drugs. Your doctor
may perform blood tests to make sure the drug is working
properly for you.
Seek medical attention if you experience:
o Lightheadedness, dizziness, falls.
o Swelling of the lips, throat, or eyes.
o Skin rash.
o New or persistent cough.
3. Beta Blockers: These drugs control heart rhythm, relax the
heart, and slow the progression of heart failure. Do not crush or
chew tablets unless directed to do so by your doctor. Do not
stop taking the drug without medical supervision, because
stopping too quickly can cause problems. If you are diabetic, be
sure to closely monitor your blood sugar while taking beta
blockers.
Seek medical attention if you experience:
o Trouble breathing.
o Leg pain.
o Chest pain.
o Lightheadedness, dizziness, or falls.
o Worsening heart failure symptoms.
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Medications
4. Digoxin (Lanoxin™): This drug is used to help control heart
rhythm and to make the heart beat stronger. Remember to take it
exactly as prescribed by the doctor.
Seek medical attention if you experience:
o Nausea, vomiting.
o Chest pain, palpitations, or abnormal heart rhythm.
o Changes in vision (see yellow or blue “halo” around
objects).
5. Diuretics: These medications help your body remove extra fluid
by causing you to urinate more. Remember to stay close to a
bathroom for approximately one hour after you take your
medication, in case you should have to urinate.
Your doctor may have you take a diuretic every day, or may
instruct you to take it more or less often. Make a point of talking
to your doctor about how often you take your diuretics and how
well they are working.
Seek medical attention if you experience that:
o You are not urinating as much as usual.
o Your heart failure symptoms are getting worse.
o Your weight has gone up more than two pounds in a day,
or more than four pounds in a week.
o Swelling has gotten worse.
o You are dizzy, confused, or fall.
o You are experiencing palpitations, or skipped heart beats.
o You have leg cramps, rash, or change in hearing.
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Medications
6. Aldosterone blockers: These medications are a special type of
diuretic (water pill) that have been shown to improve the health
of people with heart failure. While they may cause some
increase in urination, their main action is to prevent fluid from
building up.
Seek medical attention if you experience:
o Lightheadedness, dizziness, or falls.
o Breast enlargement (in men).
7. Vasodilators: These drugs relax blood vessels and improve
health in patients with heart failure. They are typically used in
people who cannot take ACE Inhibitors or ARBs, or in people
who need additional medications to control blood pressure or
chest pain.
Nitroglycerine and other nitrates are vasodilators and come in a
variety of forms, including tablets, capsules, and skin patches.
Your doctor may also prescribe nitroglycerine used under the
tongue for chest pain.
Nitrates may need special storage. Be sure to speak to your
doctor or pharmacist about the proper way to use the nitrate
product prescribed for you.
Seek medical attention if you experience:
o Lightheadedness, dizziness or falls.
o Skin rash.
o Severe headaches.
o Infections.
o Numbness or tingling.
o Joint pain or swelling.
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Additional Medications
Your doctor may prescribe additional medications to keep you healthy
and to help you avoid problems with heart failure.
1. Potassium: Potassium is a mineral that your heart needs to
function properly. Because some water pills cause you to lose
potassium in your urine, your doctor may prescribe potassium
supplements.
Potassium can irritate your throat and stomach, so be sure to take
with plenty of water and with food, and to remain upright for a
period of time after swallowing. Do not crush or cut potassium
capsules or tablets. Liquids are available if you have difficulty
swallowing - ask your doctor.
Blood tests should be performed to check your potassium levels.
Some foods and salt substitutes are high in potassium, such as
bananas, dried apricots, oranges and salt substitutes. Discuss
your potassium levels with your doctor frequently.
2. Blood thinners: Heart failure sometimes increases your risk for
developing blood clots, so your doctor may prescribe one or more
"blood thinners". These are drugs that slow down clotting or keep
certain blood cells (platelets) from clumping. Be sure to take them
exactly as directed. Report any bleeding to your doctor right away.
If you are taking a blood thinner, you may need to have your blood
tested regularly.
Seek medical attention if you experience:
o Bleeding from gums, nose, rectum, or vagina.
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Medications
o
o
o
o
o
o

Blood in urine or stool.
Red, dark brown or black bowel movements.
Bruising or soreness.
Severe or persistent headaches.
Dizziness or weakness.
Abdominal pain.

3. Cholesterol lowering drugs: High cholesterol increases your
risk of heart attacks and strokes, and heart failure patients are often
prescribed drugs to lower cholesterol. There are a variety of
cholesterol drugs available, each with special instructions for use.
Speak to your doctor or pharmacist about any cholesterol drugs
you may be taking.
4. Antiarrhythmics: Heart failure patients may have trouble
keeping a normal, regular heart rhythm, and your doctor may
prescribe drugs to help control rhythm. Speak to your doctor or
pharmacist for more information about any heart rhythm drugs you
may be taking.
5. Other blood pressure medications: Patients with heart failure
often have high blood pressure, and your doctor may prescribe
additional blood pressure drugs to keep your pressure down.
Speak to your doctor or pharmacist for more information about any
blood pressure drugs you may be taking.

Drugs to Watch
Some medications can cause problems with heart failure, and
should be avoided whenever possible. Be sure to inform your
heart doctor of all medications that you take, and check with
them before taking any new medications. Some drugs are
known to make heart failure worse. These include over-thecounter pain medicines, and cough and cold remedies.
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Exercise …
Always Consult Your Doctor First.

The amount of exercise you can do will depend on the degree of your
heart failure. Talk with your doctor about the types and amount of
exercise that are right for you. Your doctor may refer you to a cardiac
rehabilitation program to help you plan and monitor your response to
exercise.
• Exercise should be guided by common sense.
• Short walks are a good way to begin exercise, however, do not
walk to the point of pain or discomfort.
• Avoid any exercise that causes chest pain, shortness of breath,
dizziness or lightheadedness.
• Wait at least 1 to 1½ hours after eating a meal before exercising.
• Avoid exercising when it's too hot or humid or you don't feel well.
• Resume sexual activity according to your doctor's instructions.
• Avoid extreme temperatures.
• Avoid heavy lifting.
• Stick with it! If you exercise regularly, it will soon become a part
of your lifestyle. Finding an exercise "buddy" will also help you
stay motivated.
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Exercise …
Always Consult Your Doctor First.
Talk with your doctor about how much exercise is right for you.
Level 1

No Limitations

Level 2

Some Limitations

• Limit walking to _____ feet or _____ houses
(1 house = approximately 50 feet)
• Limit stair climbing to _____ stairs _____ times a day
(Average 12-15 stairs to second level or basement)
Plan your daily tasks to conserve your energy level.
Assistance may be necessary for some of your usual tasks.
Level 3 Marked Limitations
• Limit walking to _____ feet (maximum of 40-50)
• Limit stair climbing to _____ stairs _____ times a day
• Limit pushing, pulling, straining.
• Limit lifting to _____ pounds.
Plan your daily tasks to conserve your energy level. Heavy
tasks must be limited as per your doctor.
Level 4 Simple Light Activities Only
• Out of bed to chair with assist or as tolerated
• No above the shoulder activities (no lifting, pushing, pulling, or
straining)
• Limit your activity to very simple, light tasks
You should conserve your energy by limiting what you do.
This will help you minimize your shortness
of breath and palpitations.
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Patient and/or Caregiver
Patient
and/or caregiver
Responsibilities
Your family and friends are part of your health care team. Ask your
family members or friends for help in monitoring your condition. Your
family and friends should know when to report new symptoms or a
change in symptoms to your doctor if you are not able to.
Before calling your doctor, have the following information with you:
• List of medications.
• Phone number to your local pharmacy.
• Daily weight log sheet and other information, if available
(your blood pressure readings, pulse, any changes in your
breathing).
It is important to be specific when you are speaking to the doctor.
• Say you are being treated for heart failure.
• Describe your symptoms:
o When did your symptoms start?
o What makes the symptoms better?
o What makes them worse?
o What has already been done to bring relief or comfort?
o Have you had a sudden weight gain of two or more pounds
in one day or four pounds in one week?

The next page is a helpful form to use when you
call your doctor.
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Talking with Your Doctor
When you talk with your doctor, it’s important to tell him/her exactly what is
happening. Use the tips below to talk with your provider.
Before making the call, have the following information with you:
 Your personal health record.
 List of your medications.
 Pharmacy name and telephone number.
 Your current problems/illnesses/diagnoses.
S

SITUATION
I am having:
 Pain (explain where pain is felt)
 Unexplained weight gain
 Difficulty sleeping
 Vomiting
 Harder time breathing
 Other (explain):

 Weight loss
 Nausea
 Bleeding

B

BACKGROUND
I began to feel this way: (When did it start?)
What makes it better is:
What makes it worse is:
How long it lasts:
It prevents me from doing my usual activities:  Yes  No
My last: Weight
Blood Sugar
Temperature
Blood Pressure/Pulse

A

ASSESSMENT
I think I feel this way because (Include any other possible reasons:
emotional, stress, finances, new medication):

R

RECOMMENDATION (by your doctor)
(Write down your doctor’s instructions)
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Heart Failure Zones
Determine
your zone
every day!

Every day:
• Weigh yourself in the morning before breakfast, and
enter your daily weight in a log.
• Take your medicine as directed by your doctor.
• Check for swelling in your feet, ankles, legs and
stomach.
• Eat low-salt food.
• Balance activity and rest periods.

Green
Green
Zone
Zone

Your symptoms are under control. You have:
Your• symptoms
are under
control. You have:
No shortness
of breath.
•• No
of of
breath.
No shortness
weight gain
more than two pounds.
•• No
weight
gain
of
more
two legs
pounds.
No swelling in your feet,than
ankles,
or stomach.
•• No
swelling
in
your
feet,
ankles,
legs
or stomach.
No chest pain.
• No chest pain.

This
Thiszone
zoneis
is
your
yourgoal
goal

Yellow
Yellow
Zone
Zone

Call you doctor's office if:
• You have a weight gain of two or more pounds in one
day or a weight gain of four pounds or more in one week
• You have increased shortness of breath.
• You experience more swelling of your feet, ankles, legs
or stomach.
• You feel more tired and lack energy.
• You have a dry or moist hacking cough.
• You experience dizziness.
• You feel uneasy; you know something is not right.
• It is harder for you to breathe when lying down; you need
to sleep sitting up in a chair.
• If any of the above symptoms is severe or getting worse,
call 911 or go to your hospital’s emergency room.

Red
Red Zone
Zone

Go to the emergency room or call 911 if you have any of the
following:
• Difficulty breathing; unrelieved shortness of breath while
sitting still.
• Chest pain.
• Confusion or inability to think clearly.

Caution: This
Caution: This
zone is a
zone is a
warning
warning

Emergency
Emergency

Important Phone Numbers
Name: ____________________________________________Phone Number: _____________
Name: ____________________________________________Phone Number: _____________
Name: ____________________________________________Phone Number: _____________
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My Daily Weight Chart
Name: ____________________

Date Time

Weight
Weight

Month: ____________________

Zone
Zone

Date Time
Date

1

17

2

18

3

19

4

20

5

21

6

22

7

23

8

24

9

25

10

26

11

27

12

28

13

29

14

30

15

31

Weight

16

Zone
Green
Yellow
Red

Definition
This is your goal. Your symptoms are under control.
Caution: This zone is a warning.
Emergency: Call 911 or go to the Emergency
Room.
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Zone

Medications
Name: _________________________

Medication Name

Amount

When do I take
this medicine?

How do I take
this medicine?

Why do I take
this medicine?

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.

Medication Tips
•
•
•

Take your medications according to your doctor’s instructions.
Notify your doctor if you think you have side effects.
Be sure your doctor knows all the medicines and herbs that you take.
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Additional Resources to Help You Manage
Your Heart Failure

1. The American Heart Association
National Center Mailing Addresses
American Heart Association
National Center
7272 Greenville Avenue
Dallas, TX 75231
Telephone: 1-800-242-8721
Web Site: http://www.americanheart.org/ (Refer to the patient education
section on heart failure)
2. The Heart Failure Society of America (HFSA)
Attn: AboutHF.org
Court International - Suite 240S
2550 University Avenue West
Saint Paul, Minnesota 55114
Telephone: (651) 642-1633
Web Site: www.hfsa.org (Note: The HFSA is a professional society and does not provide
medical advice and/or a diagnosis related to heart failure. An individual with symptoms and/or questions
about heart failure should contact his/her doctor).

3. Visiting Nurse Association of America Chronic Care Clearinghouse
(Clearinghouse)
900 19th Street, NW, Suite 200
Washington, DC 200006-2100
Office: (202) 384-1420
Fax: (202) 384-1444
Source:
http://www.chronicconditions.org/ClearingHouse/g/?h=HTML/default

The information contained in this booklet is not intended to replace regular medical care. It is very
important to see your doctor or nurse on a regular basis.
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The following health care facilities contributed to the development of an
earlier version of this booklet sponsored by IPRO and the
Western New York Healthcare Association (WNYHA):
U

Bertrand Chaffee Hospital

U

Millard Fillmore Health System

U

Buffalo General Hospital

U

Niagara Falls Memorial Medical Center

U

DeGraff Memorial Hospital

U

Olean General Hospital

U

Erie County Medical Center

U

Olean Medical Group

U

Inter-Community Memorial Hospital

U

Our Lady of Victory Hospital

U

Kenmore Mercy Hospital

U

Sisters of Charity Hospital

U

Lake Shore Health Care Center

U

Sheehan Memorial Hospital

U

Mercy Hospital

U

WCA Hospital

U

McAuley Seton Home Care

U

Wyoming County Community Hospital

This booklet was updated July 2008 by IPRO
IPRO is an independent, not-for-profit corporation committed to assessing and improving the value of
health care services received by consumers through the use of innovative methods and technologies.

For more copies, additional info, please contact:
IPRO
Healthcare Quality Improvement Department
1979 Marcus Ave.
Lake Success, NY 11042-1002
(516) 326-7767

This material was prepared by IPRO, the Medicare Quality Improvement Organization for New York State, under contract with the
Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services (CMS), an agency of the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. The contents
do not necessarily reflect CMS policy. 8SOW-NY-TSK1ABCD-08-01

The information contained in this booklet is not intended to replace regular medical care. It is very
important to see your doctor or nurse on a regular basis.
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