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what is congestive heart
failure?

[ by lia tremblay ]

Congestive heart failure is a condition
in which the heart isn’t pumping as well
as it should. That means it isn’t able
to supply enough blood to the body’s
cells, depriving them of the oxygen and
nutrients they need.
The heart initially compensates for this
by enlarging or pumping faster. Blood
vessels do their part by narrowing, which
increases blood pressure to compensate
for the loss of heart-pumping power. The
body may also divert blood away from less

Because the heart pumps blood to every
part of your body, evidence it is failing
includes a variety of symptoms:
Shortness of breath: As blood backs up
in the vessels that travel from the lungs
to the heart, fluid starts to leak into the
lungs. This causes breathlessness, at first
during periods of activity and later at rest.
You may even wake in the night feeling
panicky from the inability to breathe.
Persistent coughing or wheezing: The
same backup of fluid can make your
breathing labored and noisy. You may also
cough up mucus tinged with blood.
Swelling: As blood empties more slowly
out of the heart, blood returning to the
heart through the veins backs up, causing
fluid to flow back into the tissues. This is
seen as swelling in the legs and feet.

Tiredness, fatigue: Because the heart can’t pump enough blood for
your whole body, blood is diverted away from arm and leg muscles so
there is enough for vital organs. Doing things like carrying groceries
and climbing stairs suddenly take a lot out of you.
Nausea or lack of appetite: All the blood being diverted to your brain
means that your digestive system is receiving less of it. So you may
experience digestive difficulties, like feeling full or sick to your stomach.
Confusion and impaired thinking: As blood flow patterns change,
fluctuating levels of substances like sodium can affect the brain and
result in feelings of disorientation.
Increased heart rate: To compensate for the loss of pumping ability,
your heart may simply beat more frequently. This can feel like your
heart is racing or thumping in your chest.

the transition of care clinic
To help people with congestive heart failure (CHF)
live longer and healthier lives, Cape Fear Valley’s
Transition of Care Clinic now offers an education
program for CHF patients being discharged from
the hospital. In less than an hour, attendees learn
how simple changes in their routines can help keep
them safe and comfortable – and keep them from
ending up back in a hospital bed.
“Little changes can mean a big improvement for
patients with heart failure,” says Jay Pedersen, RN,
BNSc., the health system’s Congestive Heart Failure
Coordinator. “We teach them how to modify their
diets, and to watch for signs that their medication
may need some adjustment.”

who is at risk?
All of us lose some heart-pumping ability as we get older, but CHF
is the result of additional conditions or habits that particularly stress
the heart. Most people with CHF also have coronary artery disease,
diabetes, high blood pressure, history of a heart attack, abnormal
heart valves, or heart muscle damage from viral infections or certain
medications.
In some cases, the condition that led to CHF is not diagnosed until the
CHF itself is. That’s why regular doctor visits, and monitoring of your
cholesterol and blood pressure, are so important.

how is it treated?
In rare cases, CHF is treated with surgery to correct a structural
issue. More commonly, it can be managed through a combination of
medications and lifestyle changes.
Prescribing medications depend on contributing factors for each
patient’s CHF. They may include anticoagulants (which decrease
clotting in the blood), diuretics (which help the body rid itself of excess
fluid) and statins (which control cholesterol in the blood).
Lifestyle changes include things generally recommended for
cardiovascular health, like quitting nicotine, maintaining a healthy
weight, and enjoying a heart-healthy diet. But CHF patients are
especially urged to control excess fluid (which gives the heart more
work to do) by keeping sodium intake to a minimum and monitoring
changes in their weight.
The changes to your lifestyle and routine may seem daunting at first,
but with the right support you can keep CHF under control. You can
learn more about living with CHF by attending a free community
education event on Feb. 23, at 2 p.m., in the Cape Fear Valley Education
Center, located at 3418 Village Drive. For more information or to
register, call (910) 615-LINK (5465).

Pedersen says it’s as much an education for family
members as for the patients themselves.
“It’s really important to educate the person who’s
doing the shopping and the cooking,” he says. “For
example, these patients need to watch their salt
intake, but that doesn’t mean just taking the salt
shaker off the table. You have to know which foods
already contain a lot of salt and avoid those as well.”
Patients also learn how to track their daily weights
for signs of fluid retention, which puts excessive
stress on an already struggling heart.
The clinic has a dedicated pharmacist, nurse and
physician assistant for CHF patients. In addition to
helping with the education of patients and families,
the team can communicate with the patient’s
primary care provider and assist with medication
adjustments.
With a 100 percent patient-satisfaction rate, it’s
clear that people attending the program are happy
with what they’ve learned. And the community as
a whole benefits from a reduction in preventable
readmissions to the hospital. Reports show that
CHF patients who attended the program are half as
likely to be readmitted as CHF patients who did not.
Cape Fear Valley offers a support group and
education program to help patients and their family
successfully manage CHF. [See page 28.]
Fore more information, call Jay Pedersen, RN,
BNSc., at (910) 615- 4809.

