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What causes heart failure?
Heart failure can be caused by conditions that overwork the heart.  
These conditions may include:1

•  Coronary heart disease

•  Diabetes

•  High blood pressure

•  Other heart conditions and diseases

•   Other factors like alcohol abuse, thyroid 
disorders, HIV/AIDS and cancer treatments

Heart failure is a serious health condition 
in which the heart can’t pump enough 
blood to meet the body’s needs. Despite 
its name, it does not mean that the heart 
has stopped or is about to stop; it means 
that it isn’t pumping blood like it should.1

Heart failure:  
getting the most  
out of life
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What is heart failure?
Heart failure occurs when the heart doesn’t pump blood 
as well as it should. This results in the heart not being 
able to pump enough oxygen and nutrients to the body. 
The heart’s chambers might respond by stretching or by 
stiffening and thickening. Although this helps keep blood 
moving, the walls of the heart will weaken in time and they won’t be able to pump as well. When 
this happens, the kidneys receive less blood, so they filter less fluid. This leads to the body retaining 
more water and salt. The extra buildup of fluid in the arms, legs, ankles, feet, lungs and other 
organs causes the body to become congested, which is why this condition may be called congestive 
heart failure (CHF).1
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Your healthcare team may perform certain diagnostic tests to determine whether you have heart failure. 
These tests may include:2

•  A physical exam

•  Blood tests

•  Chest X-rays

•   An electrocardiogram (EKG or ECG)

•  An echocardiogram (echo)

•  An exercise stress test

•   Radionuclide ventriculography or multiple-gated 
acquisition scanning (MUGA)

•  Cardiac catheterization

•   Magnetic resonance imaging (MRI)

Heart failure is commonly diagnosed and tracked using a measurement called “ejection fraction.” 
This measures how much blood the left ventricle pumps out with each contraction.2

•  Normal = 50% to 70%

•  Heart failure = under 40%

Heart failure is a progressive disease, so your healthcare team may use a staging system to help decide the 
best treatment plan for you.3

Stage What it means

Stage A Risk factors are present, but no heart disease and no symptoms

Stage B Heart failure is present, but there are no symptoms

Stage C Heart failure is present and symptoms have occurred

Stage D Advanced heart failure with severe symptoms; aggressive treatment required

How is heart failure diagnosed and tracked?

Treatment depends on the type and severity of the heart failure. The goals of treatment may include:4

•  Treating underlying causes

•  Improving the person’s quality of life

•  Increasing the person’s lifespan

•  Reducing symptoms

•  Stopping the disease from getting worse

How is heart failure treated?
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To accomplish the goals of treatment, managing congestive heart failure usually involves 
many components.

Follow your treatment plan
Following the treatment plan from your healthcare team can help relieve symptoms and 
make daily activities easier.5,6

•   You are a key player on your healthcare team. You’re responsible for managing your 
condition on a daily basis.

•   Keep all of your medical appointments. This includes visits to the doctor and 
appointments to get tests and lab work.

•   Get advice about what you can and can’t do. Ask your healthcare provider if it’s OK to do 
specific activities.

•   Find out when and how to seek care in different situations. Learn when to call 911 for 
specific symptoms.

Your healthcare provider may prescribe medications to treat heart failure. There are a 
variety of types, including:5,6

•   Diuretics: Sometimes called water pills, these work by making you urinate more often, 
reducing the amount of fluid in the body. This helps decrease swelling and fluid buildup in 
the lungs, so you can breathe more easily.

•   Angiotensin-converting enzyme (ACE) inhibitors: These are vasodilators, meaning they 
widen blood vessels to decrease blood pressure, increase blood flow and decrease the 
heart’s workload. 

•   Aldosterone antagonists: These are a type of diuretic, so they prompt the body to  
get rid of salt and water through urine, which lowers the volume of blood the heart  
has to pump.

•   Angiotensin receptor blockers: These relax the blood vessels and work like ACE inhibitors. 

•   Beta blockers: These work by slowing your heart rate and decreasing blood pressure so 
that your heart doesn’t have to work as hard.

•   Digoxin: This medicine increases the strength of the heartbeat, so that more blood  
can be pumped.

It is possible that you may need two or more medications to treat CHF. Your healthcare 
provider may also prescribe other heart medications (like nitrates for chest pain or statins 
for high cholesterol) with heart failure medications.5,6

Tips to help manage heart failure
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If your provider has prescribed medications, it is very important that you take them 
exactly as directed and never stop taking them without talking to your doctor. Talk to your 
healthcare team to find out:

•  How your medicine works

•   How to take it (e.g. what time of day, with or without food)

•  Potential side effects

Heart-healthy lifestyle changes
Talk to your healthcare team about healthy changes to help control your condition, such as 
these tips recommended by the American Heart Association:7

•   Being active, but listening to your doctor. Your condition will likely place limitations on 
what you can do.

•   Eating a heart-healthy diet. A heart-healthy diet is low in saturated fat, trans fat, 
cholesterol and sodium.

•   Maintaining a healthy body weight. If you need to lose weight, even small amounts of 
weight loss can help.

•   Quitting smoking and limiting alcohol. Talk to your healthcare team about ways to quit 
smoking and to learn how much alcohol is too much.

•   Getting enough sleep. Your healthcare team can help you find ways to troubleshoot  
sleep problems. 

•   Reducing stress. Stress can cause your heart to work harder.

Daily monitoring and tracking
In addition to lifestyle changes, your healthcare provider may recommend some daily 
management strategies. Many of these things involve monitoring your own symptoms and 
looking for changes or abnormalities. This may include monitoring and tracking:8

•   Body weight. One of the first symptoms of worsening heart failure is weight gain; talk to 
your doctor to learn how much weight gain over a specific period of time would be cause 
for concern—for example, ask: How much weight could I gain overnight that would make 
you worry?

•   Symptoms. Keep an eye on symptoms like swelling, shortness of breath and coughing. 
If you notice a new or worsening symptom, notify your healthcare provider.

•   Eating and sleeping habits. Notify your healthcare provider if you’re having trouble 
sleeping (e.g. waking up short of breath or having to use more pillows than usual or 
having to sleep in a recliner). In addition, watch for a loss of appetite. 

Tips to help manage heart failure
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Get the support you need
Heart failure can be hard to cope with. You may have feelings of:6

•  Fear

•  Anxiety

•  Stress

•  Depression 

Be sure to talk to your healthcare team about how you’re feeling. They may be able to recommend a 
treatment option that can help.

You can also ask family and friends for help. It’s likely you won’t be able to do everything you once did 
on your own. You may need help with daily chores and activities. Don’t be afraid to ask those close to 
you for help.

Consider joining a support group to connect with people who are experiencing the same challenges 
you are. Check your local hospital or senior center to find out if support groups are available.

Caring for someone with heart failure
Being a caregiver for someone with heart failure can be challenging and rewarding. It may require a lot 
of time and energy, and it may be stressful and scary. As a caregiver, it’s important that you:

•   Work closely with your loved one’s healthcare team to learn as much as you can about managing 
heart failure.

•   It’s also important to take care of yourself and don’t neglect your personal health and hobbies.

Tips to help manage heart failure
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This is for informational purposes only and does not replace treatment or advice from a healthcare 
professional. If you have questions, please talk with your doctor. Talk to your doctor before beginning 
an exercise program or making any changes to your diet.
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