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If you have been diagnosed with heart failure, you may have 
some questions or worries about it. This guide is here to help 
you learn more about the condition. You can also find out how 
to manage heart failure and where to find support.

Welcome to your 
heart failure guide

Tips for getting the most 
out of this guide 

Take your time to read the information 
carefully. Remember that you can come 
back to this guide whenever you want to 
refresh your understanding.

Ask your doctor, pharmacist or nurse  
if you need any additional support  
or information.

Bring this guide to all your medical 
appointments so that you can use it 
with your healthcare team, as needed. 



It’s important to remember that… 
You can help look after your body to reduce the 
risk of developing these conditions by taking 
your medications as they have been prescribed 
to you, by your doctor, pharmacist or nurse.
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Treatment 
Heart failure is a serious, long-term condition. Heart failure does not mean that the 
heart has stopped working. It means it needs some support to help it work better.1

The aim of treatment is to improve your quality of life, lessen your symptoms and 
reduce the likelihood of your disease progressing.1,2 

Treatment depends on the cause of your heart failure and can take different 
forms, such as making healthy lifestyle changes, taking medication, undergoing 
surgery or having implanted devices.1

Understanding 
my heart failure 
What is heart failure?
Heart failure is a condition where the heart is unable to pump blood around the 
body properly, so it can’t fully support your body’s need for blood and oxygen.1

Symptoms
As a result, you may experience symptoms of heart failure such as:1

Breathlessness after doing 
daily activities or at rest 

Feeling tired most of the time 

Feeling lightheaded or fainting 

Dizziness

Swollen ankles, legs or 
stomach area (abdomen) from 
a build-up of fluid in the body 

Persistent cough

Fast heart rate 

Getting medical help
You should see your GP if your symptoms persist or gradually get worse. 
Call 999 or go to your nearest A&E department as soon as possible if 
you have sudden or very severe symptoms.1

How can heart failure affect my body?
Kidney problems (nephropathy)
Having heart failure can lead to a reduced supply of 
oxygenated blood to the kidneys. It can also cause a 
build-up of pressure in the kidneys, as the heart is not 
pumping blood around the body as well as it should.  
This can damage the kidneys.3 

Liver problems
Heart failure can cause a build-up of fluid in the body. This 
can put pressure on the liver, making it harder for the liver 
to work properly.4 

Heart problems
Having heart failure can cause changes to the heart’s size 
and how it works. These changes may lead to other heart 
conditions and cause irregular heartbeats.4

Diabetes
Heart failure and type 2 diabetes are interconnected 
diseases, with type 2 diabetes being a risk factor for heart 
failure and people with heart failure being more likely to 
develop type 2 diabetes than those without heart failure.5
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What does ‘ejection fraction’ mean? 
The heart’s EF is the percentage of blood it pumps out with each beat.2 The heart 
never empties 100%, and a normal EF range can vary from around 50 to 70%.  
An EF of 40% or under is known as ‘reduced’.6,7

It is possible to have heart failure with a normal or ‘preserved’ EF, or with a 
reduced or mildly reduced EF – knowing which it is can help guide management.7

What does my ejection fraction mean?
Different types of heart failure can be classified based on the results of an 
echocardiogram (which is an ultrasound) or MRI scan of the heart.6 
There are several factors that can be assessed by these tests – one of them 
is the heart’s ‘ejection fraction’ (EF), which is a measure of the heart muscle’s 
pumping function.2

There are different types of heart failure, based on the 
ejection fraction such as:6,7

HFpEF
Heart failure with a normal EF is called ‘heart failure with preserved 
ejection fraction’ (or HFpEF). In HFpEF, although the heart’s pumping 
function is normal (or ‘preserved’), the heart muscle is stiff, and therefore 
the heart is less able to fill with blood efficiently. 

HFrEF
Heart failure with an EF of 40% or under is called ‘heart failure with 
reduced ejection fraction’ (or HFrEF). In HFrEF, the heart’s ability to 
pump blood out is reduced because the muscle in the left ventricle – the 
part of the heart that pumps the blood around the body – is weakened. 

HFmrEF
Heart failure with an EF of 41%–49% is called ‘heart failure with mildly 
reduced ejection fraction’ (or HFmrEF).

HFpEF:
The heart is stiff and is 
less able than normal to 
fill with blood efficiently7

HFrEF:
The heart muscle is  
weak and is less able  
than normal to pump  
blood out efficiently7
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Looking after my 
heart failure
You may need to take a number of medicines to help you manage symptoms 
and reduce the likelihood of your heart failure getting worse. Each medicine 
has a different role in supporting your heart to work. It is important to take your 
medication as prescribed by your doctor, pharmacist, or nurse to help you 
manage your heart failure.8,9

Looking after your own health and wellbeing is also important. Here are some 
ways you can try to help manage your life with heart failure:2,9,10

Scan the QR codes below for more advice and support: 

These associations are not affiliated with this document or with AstraZeneca.

How can I manage my heart failure?

Exercising regularly
Regular physical activity may help improve your symptoms 
and general health. Your healthcare team may offer you an 
exercise-based cardiac rehabilitation programme which can  
be tailored specifically for your personal needs.

Managing your salt intake
Too much salt in your diet can increase blood pressure and 
build-up of fluid in the body. So, you may want to think about 
how to limit the amount of salt in your diet, such as choosing 
low or reduced-salt alternatives.

Monitoring your weight 
A sudden increase in weight may mean too much fluid 
is building up in the body, which will need to be treated. 
Remember to look out for and talk to your healthcare team 
about any sudden weight gain. 

Having a healthy diet 
Eating a healthy diet can help improve your symptoms and 
general health. Your healthcare team may give you advice about 
dietary changes that can help with heart failure. Talk to your 
healthcare team to find out more information. 

Limiting how much alcohol you drink 
It is recommended to not drink more than 14 alcohol units 
(14 units is equivalent to 6 pints of average-strength beer 
or 10 small glasses of lower-strength wine) a week. If your 
heart failure is directly related to drinking alcohol, then your 
healthcare team may advise you to stop drinking completely.  

Trying to stop smoking 
Stopping smoking can help improve your overall health and 
reduce the risk of other heart problems. Talk to your healthcare 
team if you need support with quitting. They can help provide 
you with the support you need to stop smoking. 

Take your medication
You should take your medications exactly as prescribed by 
your doctor, pharmacist or nurse. 

Information 
from the NHS 

Information from 
the British Heart 
Foundation 

Managing your lifestyle and following your treatment plan can help you 
better manage your heart failure.8
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Please contact your heart failure team if:11

•	 You experience weight loss or gain of 1.5kg over 2 days 
•	 Your blood pressure is unusually low for you 
•	 You have been ill for more than 2 days 

What happens if I become ill?
Having an illness can cause dehydration – the loss of fluid from your body. 
If you are ill, you may need to pause or stop taking certain medications (learn 
more about these medications in the next section).11

This guidance is sometimes known as ‘Sick day’ rules. You should follow this 
guidance when you have an acute illness (a short-term illness that happens 
suddenly), such as:11 

Fever, sweats 
and shaking 
(unless only minor)

Vomiting and diarrhoea 
(unless minor) 

This is not a full list of medications. 
You may be taking other medications 
that need to be paused. See appropriate 
patient information leaflets or speak to 
your doctor, pharmacist or nurse for 
more information about taking your 
medications when you are ill.

Abbreviations  
ACE inhibitors=angiotensin-converting enzyme inhibitors; ARBs=angiotensin-II receptor blockers; 
ARNI=angiotensin receptor neprilysin inhibitors; MRA=mineralocorticoid receptor antagonist; 
SGLT2 inhibitors=sodium-glucose co-transporter-2 inhibitors.

ACE inhibitors 

ARBs Diuretics

ARNI

What medications do I need to pause or 
stop when I’m ill?
If you are ill, you may need to pause or stop taking certain medications,  
such as:11

SGLT2 inhibitors MRAs 

There may be other illnesses not listed here that you may need to stop 
taking your medications for if you’re ill. Talk to your doctor, pharmacist 
or nurse if you have any worries or questions. 

Ask your doctor, pharmacist, or nurse before pausing 
or stopping any medication.
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Remember to get medical help from your doctor, pharmacist or nurse if 
you feel very ill, you are not feeling better or if you are not sure what to do.

How do I manage my medications  
when I’m ill? 

Contact your doctor, pharmacist or nurse if you do not feel 
better after 2–3 days. 

PAUSE
There are certain medications, like the ones listed on page 11, 
that you may need to stop taking or adjust if you’re ill and not 
eating or drinking normally.11

HYDRATE

Remember to keep yourself hydrated by drinking fluids to help 
reduce the risk of dehydration.11,12 You may have been told by 
your healthcare team to restrict your fluid intake to manage 
your heart failure. Talk to your doctor, pharmacist or nurse to 
understand how to manage your fluid intake when you are ill.

RESTART

It’s very important to restart your medications once you 
have recovered from your illness and you have been eating 
and drinking normally over the past 24–48 hours, unless your 
doctor, pharmacist or nurse tells you otherwise.11

When restarting your medications, just take them as normal, 
unless your doctor, pharmacist or nurse tells you otherwise. 
Do not take extra for the doses you have missed.11

How can I take my medicine?
Taking your medicine as prescribed by your doctor, pharmacist or nurse can 
help support your heart to work properly. If you have questions about your 
medicine, make sure to speak to your doctor, pharmacist or nurse.

Tips for taking your medicine13

Be in charge of your medicine
•	 Know what you are taking and why it’s important to 

take it
•	 If you struggle to remember, why not try setting an 

alarm on your phone or a calendar reminder
•	 Ask a family member or friend to give you a reminder 

to take your medication in case you forget

Building a routine
•	 Taking your medicine at the same time each day may 

help you remember to take it
•	 Consider using a pill box with days of the week on if 

you are taking lots of different tablets
•	 Leave yourself notes in places around your home

Ask for advice

•	 If you experience side effects with your medications, 
talk to your doctor, pharmacist or nurse for advice on 
how to manage these

Continue taking your medication, unless you are advised by your 
doctor, pharmacist or nurse to stop, or if you become ill, you should 
follow sick day rules.
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How to have an open and  
honest conversation
Your appointment is an opportunity for you to be open and honest with  
your healthcare team, so that they can work out how best to help you.14

Don’t be afraid to ask questions
If you’re unsure about anything or if your questions aren’t being 
answered, don’t be afraid to ask your healthcare team. If you do not 
understand any words, ask them to write it down or explain it to you.

Be honest about your experiences
Heart failure can affect everyone differently and your healthcare 
team may not know what you’re struggling with, so it’s important to 
share any concerns or questions that you may have.

Talk about things that matter to you the most
Try asking your healthcare team if you can talk about how heart failure 
is affecting your life and matters that are important to you. 

Remember, your healthcare team is here to help.

Preparing for 
my appointment 
At your appointments, your healthcare team may ask 
you questions about your heart failure and how you have 
found your treatment. You may find it helpful to think about 
how to respond to these questions before you go to your 
appointments, so that you can get the most out of them. 

What should I bring to my appointment?14

Your guide to managing Heart Failure 
You can bring this booklet to help you write down any notes in the 
next section, such as details of your symptoms or any questions you 
want to ask. You may also want to write down anything important 
that is discussed between you and your healthcare team during  
your appointment.

List of your medications 
Bring an updated list of all the medications that you’re currently 
taking for any health conditions.

A friend or family member 
If you’re worried about going to an appointment by yourself,  
you can ask someone you trust to go with you for support.

15
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What treatment goals 
can I set? 

	

How can my treatment 
impact my day to day?

	

How will my treatment 
affect my work? 

	

Can I still travel when 
taking treatment? 

	

Where can I find more 
information or support? 

	

What does my ejection 
fraction mean? 

	

How can treatment  
help me manage my 
heart failure? 	

How often will I need to 
see my healthcare team 
during my treatment? 	

How can I better 
manage my symptoms? 

	

Who can I contact if I 
have any questions? 

	

What questions 
should I ask my 
healthcare team? 
You may find it helpful to plan ahead of your appointments and think  
about what questions you want to ask them. Here are some examples:  

17
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My notes
You can use the space below to write down any notes or questions you want to 
discuss with your healthcare team at your next appointment. 

	

	

My healthcare team contact details

Name:

Contact Number:
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Additional support and information
You can find out more information and support from the following organisation  
in the UK: 

Pumping Marvellous  
A patient-led heart failure charity that aims to support, raise awareness and 
improve outcomes for people living with heart failure by advocating across 
the UK. 

This association is not affiliated with this document 
or with AstraZeneca
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