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Medication class 1: Improve your chances of living longer and 
reduce risk of hospitalization
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Diastolic Heart FailureSystolic Heart Failure

Normal Heart

Thickened and stiff 
heart muscle
can’t relax normally

Less blood fills
the ventricles

Less blood 
pumped out 
of ventricles

W
muscle cannot 

Right Ventricle Left Ventricle

Left AtriumRight Atrium

The heart has four chambers,  
two on the right and two on the left:

• The two upper
chambers are called
atria
(left atrium and
right atrium)

• The two lower
chambers are called
ventricles
(left ventricle and
right ventricle)

Heart Failure Basics • 1 

he term "heart failure" makes it sound like your heart is no longer 
working or stopped. Actually, heart failure means your heart isn’t 
pumping or relaxing as well as it should be. While heart failure is a 
serious condition, people often live very fulfilling lives with 
medications and other treatments their doctor recommends. 

How does a normal healthy heart work?
A normal healthy heart is a strong, muscular pump about the size 
of your fist, located slightly to the left and behind your breastbone. 
Its function is to pump blood throughout your body. The right side 
of the heart receives blood from the body and pumps blood to the 
lungs to pick up oxygen. The left side of the heart receives the 
oxygen-rich blood from the lungs and pumps it to the body. 

What is Heart Failure?
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People with heart failure often live very 
fulfilling lives with medications and other 
treatments recommended by their doctor. 

What is Heart Failure?
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Heart failure with reduced ejection fraction (HFrEF; also called
systolic heart failure):
The heart muscle does not squeeze effectively and less blood is 
pumped to the body.

Diastolic Heart FailureSystolic Heart Failure Normal Heart

Thickened and stiff 
heart muscle
can’t relax normally

Less blood fills
the ventricles

Less blood 
pumped out 
of ventricles

Weakened heart 
muscle cannot 
squeeze as well

Congestive heart failure is a term that is 
often used interchangeably with heart 

that 
congests your heart, lungs and veins causing 
swelling and shortness of breath.



Left-sided Heart Failure
The heart can’t pump blood to the rest of the body

Reduced  
Ejection Fraction
(HFrEF)

Preserved  
Ejection Fraction
(HFpEF)

Ejection Fraction (EF)
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Chest x-ray
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What will happen?
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Blood tests

 
 

Blood tests used to specifically diagnose and 
monitor heart failure include BNP (B-type natriuretic peptides) 
and NT-proBNP (N-terminal pro-B-type natriuretic peptides). 
These are hormones released into the blood in people with heart 
failure.

What will happen?



Echocardiogram (Echo)
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 and check valve function

What will happen?
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Treadmill Exercise Stress Test

What will happen?

-  



Radionuclide ventriculography or nuclear scan 
(MUGA)

What will happen?

•
substance called a tracer

•

•  small
amounts of radiation release by the tracer to produce

 

 Right heart catheterization
 

• Assess the severity of your heart failure.
• .
•
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This test helps your Doctor:



Cardiac Magnetic Resonance Imaging (MRI)
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To learn more about the NYHA Functional classification categories visit 
the American Heart Association website at:
https://www.heart.org/en/health-topics/heart-failure/what-is-heart-
failure/classes-of-heart-failure 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
https://www.heart.org/en/health-topics/heart-failure/what-is-heart-failure/classes-of-heart-failure
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Notes

My heart failure is caused by:

What is my ejection fraction?



Commonly Prescribed Medications for Heart Failure • 1 

Medication tips to achieve success: 

1. Do not miss doses

2. Refill medications early

3. Check weight and blood pressure daily, if
directed by your provider

4. Contact your provider with questions

Heart failure patients will need to take some combination of medications
for life. The types and amounts of medications may change over time, but all 
patients will need an ongoing medication schedule. This section will provide 
an overview of medications and what heart failure patients may expect. You 
will have an individualized medication plan. If you have any questions about 
your medications, please discuss them with your provider.

How do medications help treat heart failure? 
The use of medication to treat heart failure has several purposes:
• Protects your heart from stress hormones that can damage the heart

• Helps improve the heart’s pumping action

• Reduces how hard the heart muscle has to work
• Helps the body remove extra fluid and sodium
These medications help people with heart failure improve their
symptoms, reduce the need for hospital stays and live a longer life.

Commonly 
Prescribed 
Medications for 
Heart Failure 
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What medications are commonly used to treat heart failure and why do I 
need to take so many? 
A combination of medications is often used to treat heart failure. The type 
of medication your doctor will recommend depends on the type of heart 
failure you have and how severe your symptoms are. The following section 
summarizes the most commonly prescribed heart failure medications. 
These medications can be put into two different classes: 

Medication class 1: Medications that improve your chances of living longer 
and reduce your risk of being hospitalized
When your heart is weak, stress hormones are released in the body that can 
further damage the heart. These medications reduce symptoms of heart failure 
and improve heart function.

Type of medication Medication name Common side effects 

Angiotensin-Converting 

Enzyme Inhibitors (ACE) 

Lisinopril, Enalapril, 

Ramipril 

Angiotensin receptor 

blockers (ARBs) 
Losartan, Valsartan 

Angiotensin Receptor 

Neprilysin Inhibitors 

(ARNIs) 

Sacubitril-Valsartan 

• Cough (ACE only)

• High potassium

• Worsening kidney function

• Dizziness

• Swelling in lips or throat

(angiodedema)

You cannot use these if
planning a pregnancy!

Aldosterone 
Antagonists 

Spironolactone, 

Eplerenone 

• High potassium

• Breast tenderness

(Spironolactone only)

Beta-Blockers 
Metoprolol, Carvedilol, 

Bisoprolol 

• Fatigue

• Dizziness

• Wheezing

• Increased shortness of breath

• Sexual dysfunction

SGLT-2 Inhibitors
Dapagliflozin 

(Farxiga®),Empagliflozin 

(Jardiance®) 

• Urinary tract infections

• Worsened kidney function

• Slow healing of foot & leg wounds

Hydralazine and 
Isosorbide Dinitrate

Hydralazine 

Isosorbide Dinitrate

• Light headedness

• Headache



Your doctor will prescribe medications from all categories listed in this table  
until you reach doses that have been shown to offer the best benefit for your 
heart. 

For example, your team may start you on Entresto 24/26mg twice daily. Over 
several weeks, the goal is to gradually increase the dose to find the ideal dose 
for you. Your provider will increase doses even if you feel well because of the 
long-term benefits they offer your heart. To find the right balance, your 
provider may need to make adjustments to your dose. They will adjust your 
medication doses based on your: 

• Blood pressure

• Heart rate

• Lab values (blood tests)

• Side effects

To help your care team monitor your health status, you will be required to:

• Keep a log of daily blood pressure, pulse, and weight measurements

• Complete all blood tests
o You will have frequent lab work ordered for the first few months after 

you are diagnosed and with medication changes: every 1-2 weeks or more 
frequently based on your health status.

• Communicate frequently with your providers
Some of these medications lower blood pressure. We will increase these 
medications even if your blood pressure is “normal” as this can strengthen the 
heart which prevents blood pressure from decreasing.

Medication class 2: Diuretics (also called “water pills”)

When you have heart failure, your body may hold extra fluid. To remove this 
extra fluid, you may be prescribed diuretics. Diuretics, also called “water pills”, 
help your body remove extra fluid by making you urinate. Decreasing the amount 
of extra fluid in your body will help improve your heart failure symptoms 
including: shortness of breath and swelling in your ankles, feet, or belly 
(abdomen). Unlike the medications listed above, diuretics do not strengthen your 
heart but they are very helpful in improving your symptoms.

Commonly Prescribed Medications for Heart Failure • 3



You may be prescribed diuretics from one or both of the following categories:

What are my responsibilities when taking a diuretic?

• Take your diuretic at the same time each day.
• Do not take your diuretic before going to bed as this may cause you

to get up at night to urinate. To avoid this, try to take your diuretic
before 6pm.

• If you take your diuretic twice a day, take your first dose in the
morning and take the second dose 6 to 8 hours later.

• Do not skip your diuretic when you are away from home. If needed,
adjust your dosing around your trip. You can take your diuretic
earlier or wait until after you return home.

• Weigh yourself daily and record on your log.

Type of medication: Medication name: Common side effects 

Loop Diuretics 
Furosemide, Bumetanide, 
Torsemide  Low potassium

 Muscle cramps

 DizzinessThiazide Diuretics 
Hydrochlorothiazide, 
Metolazone 

4 • Heart Failure: A Guide for Patients and Their Families • Michigan Medicine

Potassium and magnesium (also called electrolytes) are often prescribed when you 
are taking diuretics. They replace the electrolytes you lose because of the water pills. 
Examples of these supplements include:

Potassium 
Supplements

Magnesium 

Supplements

K-Dur®, K-Lyte®,K-Lor®

Mag-Ox®, Maox®, Uro-Mag®

• Nausea

• Vomiting

• Diarrhea

• Abdominal discomfort

Type of supplement: Supplement name: Common side effects 



Type of medication Medication name Common side effects 

Cardiac glycoside Digoxin 

Excessive amounts may 
cause  

 Nausea or

vomiting

 Blurred or colored

vision

 Abnormal heart

rhythm

If channel blocker Ivabradine (Corlanor®) 

 Low heart rate

 Flashes of bright

colors that may

appear in your field

of vision

Soluble Guanylate 
Cyclase (sGC) Stimulator 

Vericiguat (VERQUVO®)  Low blood pressure
 Dizziness

Other medications that might be prescribed
Your doctor may also prescribe other medications depending on your 
symptoms and additional health problems. 
These medications include:

What can I do to manage the risks of medication side effects?
Sometimes a medicine can cause unwanted effects. These are called 
side effects. Below is a list of some of the side effects (but not all) for your 
heart failure medicines and what to do if you experience them. It is 
important to talk to your healthcare provider if you are experiencing any 
of these side effects. 

Commonly Prescribed Medications for Heart Failure • 5



Side Effect What action should I take?

Dry cough Talk to your provider about switching to another medication. 

Dizziness 
Monitor your blood pressure and weight daily. 

Change positions slowly. 

Fatigue 
Talk to your provider. They may need to make changes in 

your dose. Fatigue may go away after your medication is 

adjusted. 

Shortness of breath 
Call your provider. This may be a medication side effect 

or a symptom of your heart failure.

High or low 

potassium blood 

levels 

Schedule regular checkups with your provider so they can 

check your blood lab values. 

Diuretics make your body lose potassium. You will have a 

blood test to check your potassium level and to determine if 

you need to take potassium pills.

Worsening kidney 

function

Schedule regular checkups with your provider so they 

can check your lab values to monitor how your kidneys 

are working. 

Monitor your weight daily. 

Breast tenderness  Talk to your provider. They may need to switch your medication. 

Swelling in lips or 

throat (angioedema)

Call 911 immediately. 
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Please note: Aspirin is an NSAID, but you may use if 

prescribed by your provider.

• Non-Steroidal Anti-Inflammatory Drugs (NSAIDS):
NSAIDS (over the counter medication used for pain) can worsen 
heart failure and decrease kidney function. Examples of NSAIDS 
include ibuprofen (Advil®, Motrin®), naproxen (Aleve®, Naprosyn®). 
We recommend taking acetaminophen (Tylenol®) for pain.

• Antacids:
These medications are high in sodium and may increase buildup of 
water in the body. They can also decrease the effectiveness of your 
heart failure medication.

• Decongestants:
Decongestants for coughs and colds can increase your blood 
pressure or heart rate. Please discuss with your provider before 
taking.

• Alternative or Herbal supplements:
A few that you may have heard of are gingko biloba, ginseng, 
echinacea and valerian root. These drugs may interfere with the 
action of your heart failure medications and may have other harmful 
effects. Please discuss with your provider before taking them.

Commonly Prescribed Medications for Heart Failure. Heart Failure Education Binder. 
Michigan Medicine. Licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-
NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 International Public License. Last Revised: 03/2021  CVC 
#1316
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What medications should I avoid? 

There are some over-the-counter (OTC) medications that may cause 
problems for a person with heart failure. Examples of medicines that 
should be avoided are listed on the following page: 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
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Garlic salt, onion salt and celery salt are also popular 
alternatives to table salt.  Do not be fooled! Salt is salt. 
These products combine table, rock or sea salt with 
small amounts of dried garlic, onion or celery.  

Use garlic powder or onion powder instead. 
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All of these salts contain comparable amounts of sodium and

should be avoided.



six general guidelines to reduce the amount of sodium 

 
 

 
 

Step 1: 
 

•

•

Step 2: 
 

•  
 

Remember  
2,000 mg a day or less.

   Follow this general guide as a starting point:

Eat less than 2,000 milligrams (2 grams) of sodium per day.
Eat three meals each day, limiting each meal to 600 mg or 
less of sodium.
If you are only eating half of your normal meals, try eating
4-6 small meals daily.
Eat less than 140 mg of sodium per single serving of food.
Limit your snacking throughout the day to less than 200 mg 
of sodium.

Diet and Nutrition Guide for Heart Failure 5
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Choose these:

Check the sodium content of these:

Avoid these:
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of this section
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• Table salt: 1 teaspoon contains 2,300 mg of sodium.
• Seasonings: onion salt, garlic salt, seasoning salt, seasoning 

blends.
• Leavening agents: baking powder (488 mg per teaspoon) and 

baking soda (1,259 mg per teaspoon).
• Additives and preservatives: brine, di-sodium phosphate, 

monosodium glutamate, sodium erythorbate, sodium benzoate, 
sodium hydrozide, sodium propionate, sodium sulfite, and 
sodium nitrite.

• Medications such as antacids, laxatives and antibiotics. Ak your 
pharmacist if you have questions.



,  

High-Sodium Foods Low-Sodium Alternatives
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A processed food is any food that has been changed from 
its original, raw agricultural form.  Heavily processed 
foods typically contain added sodium. Some examples 
include boxed foods, frozen meals and snack foods like 
chips and cookies.  
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•

•
 Protein foods:

o
o
o
o
o
o p





• Break down the amount of sodium you eat by meal.
• Plan your meals ahead of time. Think about what your are going

to eat throughout the week and shop for these items.
• Search the Internet for low sodium recipes.



The Mardigian Wellness Resource Center at the Frankel 
Cardiovascular Center has a great selection of low-sodium 
cookbooks you can check out for free from the lending 
library. You can return the resources in person or by mail 
with a pre-paid envelope.
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• Experiment with no-salt herbs, spices and seasoning mixes.

•

• preserving
canning or freezing
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an occasional

•

•

•  salted 
popcorn, pretzels or peanuts.

What if I don't cook?
• Meal services such as:

o Meals on Wheels
https://www.mealsonwheelsamerica.org/

o Mom's Meals
https://www.momsmeals.com/

o Seattle Sutton meals
https://www.seattlesutton.com/

• Frozen Dinners (look for meals with lower sodium) such as:
o Healthy choice
o Smart Ones

https://www.mealsonwheelsamerica.org/
https://www.momsmeals.com/
https://www.seattlesutton.com/


 

If you are told to limit potassium in your diet, be very 

cautious about using salt substitutes such as NuSalt®. 

Most contain some form of potassium.

Check with your provider or RDN before using a salt 

substitute.

Diet and Nutrition Guide for Heart Failure 15



 
 

n ing
mergency Room 

s
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•  intake
•

 
limiting fluids to 8 cups

(2000ml or 2-liters) per day. They may change this limit based on your 
specific plan of care.

 
 

 
 

Any beverage you drink

Water Milk

Coffee Liquid creamer

Tea Juice

Soda pop Fruit-flavored drinks, lemonade, 
punch

Sports drinks Nutrition supplements like 
Ensure or Boost

Liquid medicine Alcohol

16



 Fluids that are part of a food

Soup Broth

Gravies Sauces

=

Foods that melt down to a liquid 
(1 cup = ½ cup fluid)

Jell-O® Sherbet

Popsicles Frozen yogurt

Ice cream Ice cubes

Milkshakes/smoothies

Juicy fruits or vegetables (1 cup = ½ cup fluid)

Melons 
(watermelon,  cantaloupe, 
honeydew, etc.)

Cucumbers

Oranges, Grapes, apples, 
peaches, berries

Applesauce

 
 

Tablespoon/Cup of fluid Equivalent fluid ounce Equivalent milliliters (ml)

1 tablespoon ½ fluid ounce 15ml

2 tablespoons 1 ounce 30 ml

½ cup 4 ounce 120 milliliters (ml)

1 cup 8 ounce 240 ml

4 cups 32 ounce 1000 ml (1-liter)

5 cups 40 ounce 1.2 liters

6 ¼ cups 50 ounce 1.5 liters

8 cups 67 ounce 2000 ml (2-liters) 

Diet and Nutrition Guide for Heart Failure 17
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Keeping track of your fluids- container method
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2 liter bottle 
or pitcher
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snack, or beverage break. 

fluid limit for the day.



Menu Planner for Fluids

For a 1.5 Liter (1500 mL) 
daily limit:

For a 2 Liter (2000 mL) 
daily limit:

Breakfast: 1 ¼ cups fluid Breakfast: 2 cups fluid

AM Snack: 1 cup fluid AM Snack: 1 ¼ cups fluid

Lunch: 1 cup fluid Lunch: 2 cups fluid

PM Snack: 1 cup fluid PM Snack: 1 cup fluid

Dinner: 1 cup fluid Dinner: 1 cup fluid

Night Snack: 1 cup fluid Night Snack: 1 cup fluid

  
 
       

   

   
 

 s 
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counts toward your fluid restriction)
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•
• Start tracking today

            
 

20 • Heart Failure: A Guide for Patients and Their Families • Michigan Medicine 



  Heart Failure: A Guide for Patients and Their Families  •  Michigan Medicine

Notes



1. You will need to perform the following
symptom checks daily

You play an active role in monitoring your health at home. It’s 
important to track your condition carefully. This handout will 
help you learn about your body and the symptoms that tell you if 
your heart failure is getting worse. You will be able to recognize 
problems before they become too serious and avoid a hospital stay. 

How do I monitor my health at home?
Heart failure requires you and your caregiver to pay close 
attention to any changes in your symptoms.  Follow these steps 
below to help notice changes in symptoms early and manage them 
better. 

Living with Heart 
Failure: Monitoring 
Your Symptoms

• Weigh yourself every day.
Follow these steps below to get the most accurate weight possible:

 Weigh yourself at the same time each morning: after you
urinate but before you eat or drink.

 Use the same scale every day. Place the scale on a hard, flat
surface without carpet.

 Weigh yourself with no clothing or wear the same amount of
clothing each time.

Heart Failure: Monitoring Your Symptoms 1



• Ask yourself the following questions:
 Is my energy level normal?
 Am I having shortness of breath more often when I am

doing my everyday activities?

 Am I having shortness of breath at night?

 Are my clothes or shoes feeling tight?

 Are my ankles, feet, legs or belly (abdomen) swollen?

 Am I coughing more often?

 Is my appetite decreased or do I become full more quickly?

• Check the Heart Failure Action Plan to see what Zone you
are in.

• Check your blood pressure and pulse in the morning, if
directed by your provider.

Heart Failure Action Plan: When to Call Your 
Doctor or Nurse

When you are living with heart failure, it can be really hard to 
know when to call your doctor. The heart failure action plan on 
the following page provides clear instructions about when and 
who to call for you and your caregivers. If any new signs or 
symptoms develop, reference the plan below and call the numbers 
provided.

 Do not wear shoes.

 Record your weight on your log, calendar or phone app
each day.

 Tell your doctor if your weight increases by 2 or more
pounds in one day or 4 pounds in a week.

2•Heart Failure: A Guide for Patients and Their Families  Michigan Medicine
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Heart Failure Action Plan 
Do not guess. Call your doctor if you have any questions about this plan. 

Green 
Zone: 
Doing 
Well 

Your goal weight is: 

You are in the Green Zone if: 

• You have no shortness of breath, no swelling, no weight gain, no chest pain, or
no decrease in your ability to maintain your activity level

The Green Zone means that your symptoms are under control and you should: 

• Continue taking your medications as ordered

• Continue weighing yourself daily

• Follow your 2-gram sodium diet and fluid restrictions

• Keep all your doctor and blood draw appointments

Yellow 
Zone: 
Caution 
Call Your 
Doctor 

You are in the Yellow Zone if you have any of the following: 

• Weight gain: 2 pounds or more in a day, or 4 pounds or more in one week

• New cough or wheezing

• Shortness of breath with activity

• Decrease in urine output

• Change in your appetite (you are eating less but not losing weight)

• Worsening tiredness

• Increased swelling in your ankles, feet or belly (abdomen)

• Trouble breathing when lying flat (need to sit in chair or use more pillows to
sleep)

How to call? 
Mon-Fri: 8:00am to 5:00pm call (888) 287-1082. 

After 5:00pm, on weekends or holidays call: (734) 936-6267 and ask the operator to 
page your heart doctor. 

Red 
Zone: 
Call 911 

Call 911 immediately if you have any of the following: 

• Chest tightness at rest

• Unrelieved chest pain

• Persistent, sever cough or wheezing

• Confusion

• Fainting spell

• Shortness of breath when you are at rest

Heart Failure: Monitoring Your Symptoms 3



What do I do if I have other questions or concerns?
Call the Frankel Cardiovascular Call Center at (888) 287-1082 
between 8am-5pm Monday through Friday. 

You can also use the MyUofMHealth.org secure patient portal 
to communicate with your care team about non-urgent 
matters. This tool allows you to:
• Request an appointment, view and cancel appointments,

or self-schedule an appointment with an established
provider

• Receive laboratory and other test results

• Send non-urgent message to your care team (avoid phone
tag!)

• Review prescription medications and request prescription
renewals

If you need further assistance using the Patient Portal, you may 
email the Health Information Management department at 
HIM-PatientPortal@med.umich.edu, or you can call 
(734) 615-0872 Monday-Friday 7:30 am -4:00 pm.

2. You will need to record your symptom checks
daily

Be sure to record the results of your home symptom checks (see 
log sheet on page 5 of this section). Please bring your log with you 
to appointments so you can easily share it with your health care 
team. You may prefer to use your own method such as a notebook, 
calendar, or phone app. Look for the free HF Path app from the 
American Heart Association on the Google Play App Store (for 
Android phones) or the iTunes App Store (for iPhones). You can 
use it to track your weight and symptoms. 

A nurse clinical care coordinator will go over your self-check 
results with you during routine phone calls and at your clinic visits. 

4•Heart Failure: A Guide for Patients and Their Families  Michigan Medicine
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Extra copies of this Symptom Monitoring Log can be printed from 
the Michigan Medicine Care Guides from Your Clinician site: 
https://careguides.med.umich.edu/heaheart-failure

Living with Heart Failure: Self-Care Heart Failure Education Binder. Michigan Medicine. 
Licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 International 
Public License. Last Revised: 11/2020 CVC #1343

Use this daily log to monitor your heart failure symptoms:
• Mark the month you are monitoring
• Fill in the day of the month (in the left column)
• Record your symptoms for each day of the month

Heart Failure: Monitoring Your Symptoms 5
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My goals:

My blood pressure

My pulse:

My weight:

For patients with diabetes - my A1C:



People with heart failure feel better when they stay active. In the past, 

patients were told to rest and give up activities. Today, research shows that 

daily activity is safe for most people with heart failure. Your care team 

will work with you to create an activity plan that is right for you. 

This information is a guide to the overall benefits of activity and teaches 

you how to safely become more active. 

Why is daily activity important? 

Daily physical activity and exercise can have immediate and long-term health 
benefits. Most importantly, regular activity can improve your quality of life. 

What are the benefits of regular physical activity? 
• Improves mood
• Boosts energy
• Decreases symptoms

• Lowers blood pressure and cholesterol
• Improves your heart's function
• Lowers the risk for diabetes

Staying active is one of the best ways you can improve your symptoms. If it is easier,
you can divide your activity sessions into smaller blocks of time. Make it a goal to do
some activity for a total of 30 minutes every day. Start slowly and increase your
activity in gradually. Do not forget to include time for a warm up and a cool down.
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Heart Failure: Getting Active 
and Staying Active



 



 




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Activity Step 1: Warm up

2. Shoulder Circles



 



 



 



 







 



 



• Sitting with upright posture, straighten
your arm with your thumb facing up.

• Raise your arm up to the front over
your head. Your elbow should be next
to your ear.

• Repeat with your other arm.

• Move your ankle up and down
(like pressing and releasing a gas
pedal).

• You may perform this exercise
sitting or lying down.

• Repeat.

.







1. Complete your warm up exercises described above.
2. Perform activity at a moderate effort for 30 minutes or more daily.

You can complete these minutes in a single session or break it up
over the course of the day.

3. Track your minutes spent doing aerobic activity (see activity log
on page 15 of this section).

Activity Step 2: Aerobic Activity
Aerobic activity means moving your large muscles in a continuous way for a 
sustained period of time. Walking, swimming or pedaling are examples. Aerobic 
activity should be done daily. The key to becoming more active is to do it slowly 
and build up gradually. Move at a pace that is comfortable for you. Be sure to 
listen to your body and be aware of your symptoms.

How do I follow an aerobic activity program, like a walking or pedaling 
program?

If you are unable to walk without assistance, please consider including 
the seated activities described above in your 30 minute daily program.

the bed, slowly kick your 
leg out straight.



How will I rate my activity intensity? 
During aerobic activity, you will rate your effort. This means that your 
care team wants you to estimate how hard the activity is for you. This is 
called exertion or effort. Use the table below while you are doing an 
activity. It ranges from 6 to 20. 6 means "no exertion at all" and 20 
means "maximal exertion." 

How will I use the perceived exertion scale? 

During activity, take a moment to sense how you are feeling. Now relate 
that feeling to one of the numbers on the rate of perceived exertion 
(RPE) scale below. For example, sitting in a chair you might feel like you 
are exerting yourself at a 6. This means it is "no exertion" ( or very low 
effort) on the perceived exertion scale. Walking at a moderate pace, you 
might perceive to be a 11 "fairly light" or 13 "somewhat hard" effort. It is 
advised that you do not exercise at "very hard" or "very, very hard" 
effort. 
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 

 

Never stop exercising suddenly.

This may cause you to feel dizzy or lightheaded.

Always do a cool down routine.

times per day.

• Significant shortness of breath

Perform these exercises as directed by your Physical Therapist.

Do these exercises while standing and holding onto something stable. 
With each exercise remain upright and stable.

1. Slow down
2. Rest while standing
3. Rest while sitting
4. Stop the activity, if your symptoms do not get better with the first 3 steps.
5. Call 9-1-1 if your chest pain or other symptoms do not go away.

Activity Step 3: Strengthening Activity:

Fast or irregular heartbeat

•

• 

During exercise, it is normal to feel short of breath, sweat and have a faster 
heartbeat than normal. If exercise puts too much strain on your heart, you may 
experience signs of overexertion. The following signs are things to watch for:



 






Raise your heels off the ground.



 









 



 






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Do not sit down entirely; 
rise back up before you 
touch the chair.



 



• 









Make sure you leave enough room 
for your left foot, on the step.

followed by the left foot.



 



 



 





Lean slowly to your right side.



 



 



•



Hold your arms straight at your 
sides with your thumb up.

Out, Up and Over



 





Activity Step 4: Cool Down

Using a tracking tool is a great way to monitor your daily activity and keep you 
motivated. You can use this tracking log to record your activities

Similar to the warm up phase, your cool down should last 5-10 minutes. This 
will help your body recover from activity. The best way to cool down is to 
decrease the intensity of your activity. For example, decrease your walking 
speed or complete 3-4 seated exercises described on pages 2-5 of this section.

http://careguides.med.umich.edu/
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• Find the activity you performed (in the left column) and check the box on
the day the activity was done.

• You can divide your activity sessions into smaller blocks of time just make
it a goal to do some activity for a total of 30 minutes every day.

• Don't forget to warm up and cool down.

There are a variety of activity trackers available to help you track too.
An activity tracker is a device that tracks your movement, such as a traditional 
pedometer or other wearable device, or a smartphone app.
Below are examples of some you can use:
Wearable devices: Jawbone, Fitbit, Nike FuelBand, Withings 
Smartphone apps: MyFitnessPal

What are my exercise goals?
The overall goal for most people with heart failure is to reach 30 minutes of 

exercise throughout the day. This can be done with rest breaks. For example, 

you can be active for three IO-minute blocks to get to your 30- minute goal. 

Activity Goal Example
What is your goal? 
My goal: I will walk for 10 minutes 3 times per day. 

How I will reach this goal? 
I will walk with spouse two times per day and one time by myself. 

See the last page of this section for your own goal setting.



 



• 



















Cardiac Rehabilitation Programs

What is Cardiac Rehabilitation?

What happens in Cardiac Rehabilitation?

What are the benefits of Cardiac Rehabilitation?



 




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Your health care provider can help you determine if and when you are ready to 
go back to work and if you are able to return to your regular job. Each situation 
will need to be addressed on an individual basis.

How do I enroll in Cardiac Rehabilitation?

Returning to work

Sexual Activity
Is it safe to have sex if I have heart failure?



You can view sexual activity like any cardiovascular exercise. Typically, sex 
requires an effort similar to brisk walking, heavy household cleaning, or 
mowing the lawn. Most people experience a slight increase in heart rate and 
blood pressure, which is normal.

Here are some general guidelines for sexual activity:

• Choose a time when you are rested and relaxed.

• Wait two hours after eating a meal or drinking alcohol.

• Remember it is normal for your breathing and heart rate to increase during
sex and that these should return to normal shortly afterward.

• Stop and rest if you have trouble breathing.

• Stop if you:

 Feel lightheaded
 Have chest pain or pressure
 Have heart palpitations (racing, pounding, fluttering, or skipping a beat)

• Call 911 if your chest pain or other symptoms are not relieved when you
stop.

• Use foreplay as a warm-up to prepare your heart for the increased effort
sexual activity requires.

• Avoid positions in which you support your weight with your arms.

• Have sex in positions that are less strenuous such as lying on the bottom or
with you and your partner lying side by side.

• If you are not ready for sex, there are other intimate activities that you can
do such as kissing, holding hands, or massage to express your feelings for
your partner.

• Talk to your provider if you have any questions or concerns.

Heart Failure: Your Emotional Health. Heart Failure Education Binder. Michigan Medicine. 
Licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 
International Public License. Last Revised: 11/2020 CVC #1340
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What is my activity goal?

How will I reach this goal?



The single most important thing you can do 
for your heart is to stop smoking.

Putting it all 
Together: Living a 
Healthy Lifestyle

• Decreases the oxygen supply to the heart muscle
• Causes artery wall damage
• Decreases HDL (good) cholesterol
• Increases heart rate and blood pressure
• Can contribute to problems with heart rhythm

You must decide to quit smoking. No one else can make you stop. You 
can gradually eliminate cigarettes or stop all at once.

Here are some tips to help:

• Set a date to quit.
• Get support from family and friends.
• Get support from your health care providers. For example, your

doctor can sometimes prescribe medications that will aid you in your
efforts to quit.

• Use substitutes – sugarless candy, crafts or even a short straw that you
hold in your hand.

Stop Smoking
Quitting smoking will improve your heart health.  Smoking has 
many harmful health effects: 

Your lifestyle and eating habits can help improve your heart failure 
symptoms, slow your disease progression and improve your everyday 
life. Below are some tips to get you started on the path to better 
health.
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How can I start living a healthier lifestyle?



• High in fruits and vegetables
• High in whole grains
• High in legumes (peas and beans)
• High in skinless poultry, fish and low-lat dairy products
• Low in sodium
• Low in saturated fat and added sugars

• Join a quit-smoking program – your doctor or local lung and heart 
associations can recommend one.

• Call the UM Tobacco Consultation Service for help at
       (734) 998-6222. The Michigan Tobacco Quit Line

(800) 784-8669 is free to Michigan residents.
• If you fail to quit, try again - You can do it!
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Achieve and maintain a healthy weight
Achieving and maintaining a healthy weight is important for your health. 
It helps your body to function better, limiting the chance of future disease 
and discomfort. The easiest measure for assessing how your body weight 
is affecting your health is BMI or Body Mass Index. It is important to try 
to achieve a healthy BMI to reduce strain on your heart and keep your 
blood pressure under control. A phrase to remember that can help you is 
"move more and eat less". However, do not begin a weight loss program 
without consulting with your doctor. A dietitian can help you with meal 
planning and portion control.

Eat a healthy diet
A lifestyle that promotes a heart healthy diet helps you feel better and 
helps to manage your heart failure symptoms. Healthy eating starts 
with healthy food choices.

This eating plan should include a diet which is:



Importance of Potassium
Potassium is a mineral that helps the heart work properly. Some heart 
failure medications can cause potassium levels to go either up or down. 
Your provider will tell you if you need to change your diet to keep your 
potassium level normal.

Reduce Sodium in Your Diet
Too much sodium in your diet can make your heart failure worse. Sodium 
acts like a sponge that holds fluids in your body. This extra fluid makes 
your heart work harder to pump blood throughout your body.  One of the 
most effective ways to reduce extra fluid is to have less sodium in your 
diet.  The nutrition plan for people with heart failure limits the sodium 
you get from food and drink to 2,000 milligrams (2 grams) per day or 
less. 

Watch Cholesterol
Cholesterol can build up in the inner walls of your arteries.  This causes 
your arteries to become clogged and narrowed which reduces your blood 
flow.  Eating a healthy diet with a focus on eating foods low in saturated 
fats can help you control your cholesterol.

Please see the Diet and Nutrition Guide for Heart Failure in Chapter 3 of 
this binder for more detailed information on a healthy diet. 

Limit alcohol 
Your provider will talk to you about how much alcohol is safe for you to 
drink. Alcohol may limit the function of your heart muscle.

In general, you should follow these recommendations:
• Do not combine alcohol with your heart failure medications. Drinking 

alcohol prevents the medications from working effectively and may 
cause serious side effects.

• Limit alcohol to no more than 1 drink (12 oz. of a beer, 5 oz. of wine 
or 1.5 oz of hard liquor or distilled spirits) per day.

• Do not drink alcohol if you have a history of alcohol use disorder or 
alcohol related heart disease.

• Count alcoholic drinks as a part of your sodium and fluid intake.

• Remember alcohol does not provide any nutritional value to your diet.
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Limit fluids
When you drink too much fluid, your heart has to work much harder to 
pump the extra fluid around your body. This can make your heart failure 
symptoms worsen so limiting your fluid intake can help you control 
these symptoms.  The fluid limit for people with heart failure is 
8 cups (2000 ml or 2-liters) per day. 

Please see The Diet and Nutrition Guide for Heart Failure in Chapter 3 
for more detailed fluid information.

Simply do as 
much as you 
can, as often as 
you can.

Get active
Regular activity can strengthen your heart muscle and increase your body’s 
ability to use oxygen.

Great forms of exercise are:
• Brisk walking
• Jogging
• Swimming
• Bicycling
Your activity program should start slowly in the hospital and gradually
increase. Physical activity should be fun and should fit into your lifestyle.
Everyone is different. Some people will be able to walk long distances and
others will not. Simply do as much as you can, as often as you can.

Please see Heart Failure: Getting Active and Staying Active in Chapter 5 of 
this binder for more detailed information on physical activity, including 
information on returning to work and sexual activity.
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High blood pressure can make your heart work too hard and 
lose strength. It can also damage your blood vessels, making 
them stiff, weak or narrow.

If you take a blood pressure medication:

Control diabetes
Diabetes directly affects your heart and blood vessels. Good control of 
your blood sugar is important to help prevent or delay long-term, 
serious health problems. If you have any questions about a proper 
treatment plan, please ask your nurse or dietitian for diabetic diet 
education materials to help you control your blood sugar.  Dietitians 
can help you choose healthy foods and develop meal plans to help 
you control your blood sugar.

Monitor your blood pressure

• Do not stop taking your medication without speaking to your
doctor.

• Do follow a low sodium diet and avoid adding salt to your foods.

• Do exercise regularly and lose weight if necessary.

• Ask your doctor what your blood pressure goal should be.

Flu and pneumonia can add extra stress on your heart so they pose a 
greater danger for people who have heart failure.

Ask your doctor about getting a yearly flu vaccine, a 1 time 
pneumococcal vaccine and a COVID-19 vaccine.

Get enough sleep
The amount and quality of your sleep is important for a healthy lifestyle.  
Prioritize sleep and create a healthy sleep routine for yourself to follow.

Having heart failure increases your risk of having a sleep disorder called 
sleep apnea.  Sleep apnea causes people to stop breathing during sleep. 
These repeated interruptions to sleep and drops in blood oxygen level 
can increase heart rate and blood pressure, making the heart work 
harder.
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Get vaccinated



• History of loud snoring, waking up gasping or choking
• Stop-breathing episodes in sleep reported by a bed partner
• Not waking up refreshed in the morning
• Morning headaches
• Excessive daytime sleepiness

If you have these any of these symptoms please tell your doctor:
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Take Care of your Emotional Health
It is important for you and your caregivers to practice being good to yourselves, 
both physically and emotionally.  We have information, in this chapter, about 
Living with Heart Failure: Your Emotional Health and How to be an Effective 
Caregiver for a Person with Heart Failure.
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Depression is characterized by persistently sad or down feelings and a



 



 


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
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
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



https://suicidepreventionlifeline.org/


 



 







http://www.nami.org/
https://adaa.org/


 



 



 



 



 





Managing your emotions is one way to gain more control so you can 
start to feel better. Recognizing your emotions is the first step to 
managing them. Practicing some daily self-care can help make your 
emotions feel less overwhelming.

https://adaa.org/
https://mendedhearts.org/
http://www.depressioncenter.org/depression-toolkit
http://www.depressioncenter.org/depression-toolkit
https://www.depressioncenter.org/depression-toolkit
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How to be an 
Effective Caregiver 
for a Person with 
Heart Failure

Heart failure is a diagnosis that not only impacts the person 
diagnosed, it impacts their support system too. Sometimes becoming 
a caregiver can be an unfamiliar and challenging role. The caregiver 
role is fluid; as your loved one’s condition changes, so may your role. 
At times, you may need to be more or less involved. There are many 
ways caregivers can be helpful in assisting their loved one. 

Some important tasks and roles of a caregiver are to:
• Buy groceries and help make meals
• Assist with household chores (cleaning, laundry)
• Provide transportation
• Arrange and attend medical appointments
• Monitor medications and help with prescription refills
• Talk with doctors, nurses, care managers, and others to understand

what needs to be done

How do I care for myself?
Caring for yourself is one of the most important things you can do as a 
caregiver. When your needs are taken care of, you will be a more effective 
and loving caregiver. There are self-care practices you can use to help 
make the situation more manageable for yourself. 

Below are some effective ways to care for yourself:

• Make your health a priority. Eat well, stay active, and get plenty of
sleep.

• Be patient – it is not unusual for your loved one to have good or bad
days.

How to be an Effective Caregiver for a Person with Heart Failure • 1



What other resources are available? 
Caregivers need a range of support to remain healthy, improve their 
caregiving skills and remain in their caregiving role. The resources 
below can help:

AARP: Family Caregiving
https://tinyurl.com/bt23zgu
This site provides both practical and emotional information on 
caregiving, including webinars and videos. An Online Community is 
also available.

American Heart Association: Caregiver Support
https://www.heart.org/en/health-topics/caregiver-support
This section provides information on the rights and responsibilities of 
caregivers, as well as lifestyle and communication tips.

Caregiver Action Network (CAN)
http://www.caregiveraction.org/    
CAN is a national nonprofit organization dedicated to empowering 
family caregivers to act on behalf of themselves and their loved ones, 
and to remove barriers to their health and wellbeing.

Family Caregiver Alliance (FCA): Caregiving Info & Advice 
https://www.caregiver.org/
FCA’s mission is to improve the quality of life for caregivers and those 
they care for through information, services, and advocacy.

• Share your feelings with someone you trust, or join a support group.
• Build your personal support network. It is important to have a team of

people who can help you.
• Ask for help. Be specific on how others can help you, don’t try to do it

all yourself.
• Let your doctor know if your responsibilities as a caregiver are making

you feel depressed or anxious.
• Make time for yourself each day. Do something you enjoy and find

relaxing.
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Family Caregiver Council
http://familycaregivercouncil.com/ 
Leaders of national family caregiver organizations, innovative companies 
in the active aging space, and aging experts have joined together to form 
a resource to support the family caregiver.

Heart Failure Society
https://hfsa.org/patient-hub/patient-tools
Educational tools and resources to help patients and caregivers.

Lotsa Helping Hands
http://lotsahelpinghands.com/
This site lets you create a Care Community and then invite friends and 
family to join. This can help with coordination of care and include a 
schedule and tasks which community members can volunteer for.

National Alliance for Caregiving
http://www.caregiving.org/
The National Alliance for Caregiving is a non-profit coalition of national 
organizations focusing on advancing family caregiving through research, 
innovation and advocacy. Their site also provides information for 
caregivers.

National Institute on Aging
https://tinyurl.com/yxmpeqpx
Make Yourself a Priority, Too: Tips for Caregivers

Michigan Medicine Care Guides: Advance Directives Toolkit 
http://careguides.med.umich.edu/advance-directives   
Visit this site to find information on the Durable Power of Attorney for 
Health Care (DPOA-HC) form which is the most widely used Advance 
Directive in the State of Michigan.

Michigan Medicine Social Work Support Services
Call the Frankel Cardiovascular Center Social Work office at 
(734) 232-1559 to talk  to our Clinic Social Worker.
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http://familycaregivercouncil.com/
https://hfsa.org/patient-hub/patient-tools
http://lotsahelpinghands.com/
http://www.caregiving.org/
https://tinyurl.com/yxmpeqpx
http://careguides.med.umich.edu
https://careguides.med.umich.edu/advance-directives


How to Be an Effective Caregiver for a Person with Heart Failure . Heart Failure Education Binder. 
Michigan Medicine. Licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 
International Public License. Last Revised: 11/2020 CVC #1338

Together in HF (American Association of Heart Failure Nurses):
Caregiving
https://www.togetherinhf.com/group/3 
Provides information and tips for caregivers of heart failure patients.
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