O Information
from Your Family Doctor

Heart Failure: What You Should Know
What is heart failure?
Heart failure is one of the most common causes
of heart-related illness and death in the United
States. It happens when the heart can’t pump
enough blood through your body. The blood
backs up and fluid clogs your veins, tissues,
and lungs.
What causes it?
Many things can cause heart failure, such as
high blood pressure, an infection, damaged
valves inside the heart, or severe lung disease.
It can also happen when the vessels that carry
blood away from your heart get blocked (called
coronary artery disease), especially after a heart
attack.
Sometimes, your doctor can’t find a
cause for your heart failure. Some things may
cause symptoms of heart failure or make the
symptoms worse, such as being overweight,
eating too much salt or drinking too many
liquids, or feeling stressed. An overactive or
underactive thyroid gland, a high fever, or
low levels of red blood cells may also cause
symptoms or make them worse.
What are the symptoms?
You may feel tired or lose your appetite. You
could get short of breath, especially during
exercise, and you may wake up at night because
you are having trouble breathing. Your ankles
and feet may swell and you may gain weight
because there is too much fluid in your body.

How do I know if I have it?
Your doctor will ask about your symptoms and
examine you. You may need blood and urine
tests, an ultrasound of your heart, and an x-ray
of your chest.
How is it treated?
Your doctor may give you medicine to ease the
amount of work your heart has to do, get rid of
the extra fluid in your body, and improve the
way your heart pumps. He or she will also treat
the problems that make your symptoms worse.
How long do the effects of heart
failure last?
Even with treatment, heart failure is a serious
disease. Treatment may be able to help you live
longer with fewer symptoms. Your doctor will
still need to monitor the disease that caused
your heart failure.
How can I take care of myself?
• Get enough rest. Work fewer hours if possible.
• Reduce stress. Stress can raise your heart rate
and blood pressure. Talk to your doctor about
ways to reduce stress.
• Do not become too tired or get too short of
breath.
 
• Avoid doing things that make you too hot or
too cold (for example, using hot tubs) because
they can make your heart work harder.
• Take your medicine on time and see your
doctor regularly.
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Heart Failure: What You Should Know (continued)
• Check your pulse every day.
• Weigh yourself at least every other day, at
the same time of day if possible. Talk to your
doctor if you gain more than three pounds in
one week or if you keep gaining weight over
weeks to months.
• Learn how to take your own blood pressure or
have a family member learn how to take it.
• Try not to eat or drink too much. Follow a
healthy diet plan and ask your doctor how
much liquid you should drink.
• Eat less salt, but be careful if you eat salt
substitutes. Many of them have high levels
of potassium. Some of the medicines used to
treat heart failure raise the levels of potassium
in your blood, and eating salt substitutes can
raise your potassium levels even more.
• Be aware of the symptoms of potassium
loss, such as muscle cramps or weakness,

feeling annoyed or impatient, and having an
irregular heartbeat.

Where can I get more information?
AAFP’s Patient Information Resource
http://familydoctor.org/familydoctor/en/diseasesconditions/heart-failure.html
American College of Cardiology/American Heart
Association
http://www.heart.org/HEARTORG/Conditions/
HeartFailure/Heart-Failure_UCM_002019_
SubHomePage.jsp
National Institutes of Health
http://www.nhlbi.nih.gov/health/health-topics/topics/hf
National Library of Medicine
https://www.nlm.nih.gov/medlineplus/heartfailure.html
January 2017

Notes:

This handout is provided to you by your family doctor and the American Academy of Family Physicians. Other
health-related information is available from the AAFP online at http://familydoctor.org.
This information provides a general overview and may not apply to everyone. Talk to your family doctor to find out if this
information applies to you and to get more information on this subject. Copyright © 2017 American Academy of Family
Physicians. Individuals may photocopy this material for their own personal reference, and physicians may photocopy for use
with their own patients. Written permission is required for all other uses, including electronic uses.
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