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Your Care at Home:  

Managing Heart Failure 
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Narrator 

Just hearing the words heart failure can be pretty scary but having heart failure doesn’t mean your heart 
isn’t working at all or that nothing can be done about it. As my friend and I are about to show you, people 
with heart failure can live well by following three simple steps: take your medicine, take care of yourself and 
report any symptoms to your doctor or nurse right away.  

Let’s start with knowing the symptoms of heart failure. This is important because these symptoms can be a 
sign that your heart failure is getting worse or that your medication isn’t working properly. Symptoms can 
come on slowly with activity or suddenly after a heart attack. You may have experienced one or more of 
these symptoms before you were diagnosed: 

• A cough or shortness of breath with activity or when lying flat or after sleeping 
• Swelling in your feet, ankles or abdomen 
• Weight gain 
• An irregular or fast heart beat 
• Feeling tired, weak or faint 
• Loss of appetite 
• Or an increased need to use the bathroom at night 

The second tip is to know your medicines. Most likely you’ve been given several prescriptions to treat your 
heart failure. It’s important to take these medicines as directed, and to know their names and how they 
work. If you don’t understand what your medicine is for and how you should be taking it, ASK YOUR 
DOCTOR OR PHARMACIST.  

You should also know possible side effects to watch out for such as weakness, increased shortness of 
breath or dizziness. If you’re seeing double, bleeding or bruising; these are all reasons to call your doctor or 
nurse as soon as possible. Make sure you tell your doctor about ALL medicines you are taking, including 
supplements and vitamins. Do not stop taking them unless you are told to. If for any reason you cannot take 
your medicine, such as not being able to afford it, tell your doctor or nurse. They may be able to help.  

Before you leave the hospital, talk to your doctor about what to do if you have chest pain. You should know 
what medicines you should take for chest pain, and when to call the doctor. Speaking of doctors, yours will 
want to see you at least every 3 to 6 months to test your heart and to keep an eye on other conditions such 
as high blood pressure or diabetes. Your visit may include: 

• A physical exam 
• Blood tests, and an echocardiogram, this “echo” test uses sound waves to create a moving picture 

of your heart 

One of the most important things you can do if you have heart failure is to take good care of yourself. 
Weight gain, especially over a day or two, can be a sign that your heart failure is getting worse. Weigh 
yourself every morning with no clothes on and write down your weight. If you see a weight increase of 2 or 
more pounds in one day or 5 pounds or more in a week, contact your healthcare team. Your body might be 
holding onto fluids, a sign that your heart failure may be getting worse.  

Speaking of weight, if you’re overweight, you might need to drop a few pounds. Extra weight makes your 
heart work harder. Daily changes to what you eat and how active you are can help. If you’re having trouble 
losing weight, you may want to talk to a registered dietitian. Even if you are not overweight, being active is 
important to help strengthen your heart. Ask your doctor or nurse to make an appointment for you at a 
cardiac rehabilitation center to learn what exercises are best for you. You might be asked to take your blood 
pressure and pulse at home. You should ask what readings are normal so you know when to call the doctor 
if they’re not.  

Most people need to cut back on salt in their diet. Put down the salt shaker, and try to eat plenty of fruits, 
vegetables, whole grains, and other healthy foods. Read labels and choose foods low in sodium and added 
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sugars. A registered dietitian can help with meal planning. Some, but not all people need to cut back on 
how much they drink. Your doctor will tell you if this is necessary.  

Give your heart a rest. Try to get 7 to 9 hours of sleep every night. If you wake up short of breath, this is a 
symptom of heart failure to report to your healthcare team the next morning. If you have sleep apnea and 
have been told to use a CPAP machine, make sure you use it. You might not have the energy you used to 
have. The best advice is don’t overdo it! And ask for help when you need it.  

I know this sounds like a lot. But by watching for symptoms, taking your medicine, and taking care of 
yourself, you’ll do fine. You’ve been through a lot. It’s time to go slow and get better. 
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