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SECTION 1. The Disease Process 
You have heart failure, but you are not alone. More than 6 million Americans 
have heart failure, making it a major chronic condition in our country. That 
number continues to grow as the number of older Americans increase every year. 

Heart failure is one of the most common reason for hospitalization in patients 
65 years of age and older. One in five of all discharged patients age 65 and 
older have heart failure listed as their primary or secondary diagnosis. 

Reports indicate that heart failure occurs more often in men than women; 
however, women in their 70s and 80s being treated for heart failure is on the 
rise. Heart failure is also more common in African Americans, occurs twice 
as often in people with high blood pressure (hypertension) and five times more 
often in persons who have had a heart attack (myocardial infarction).  

WHAT IS HEART FAILURE? 

Just the name “heart failure” sounds frightening. Heart failure does not mean 
the heart has “failed” or stopped beating. Heart failure means that your 
heart's pumping power is weaker than normal and therefore not pumping as 
well as it should. Heart failure can be right or left sided and usually occurs 
over a long period of time. The heart enlarges, increases in muscle mass and 
pumps faster to compensate. Although your heart still beats, a weakened 
heart does not pump enough blood that is rich with oxygen and nutrients to 
meet the body's needs. Walking, carrying groceries or climbing steps can be 
difficult. You may feel short of breath, which means the body is not getting 
all the oxygen it needs.  

CAUSES OF HEART FAILURE 

The most common causes of heart failure are listed below: 

 Coronary artery disease •    Heart defects from birth 

 Past heart attack (myocardial infarction) •    Diabetes 

 Heart muscle disease (cardiomyopathy) •    Severe anemia 

 High blood pressure (hypertension)  •    Overactive thyroid 

 Heart valve disease  •    Severe lung disease 

 Abnormal heart rhythms (beats too fast, too slow and/or irregular) 

While it is important to know the actual cause of your heart failure, it is more 
important to know what can be done to improve your condition since your 
heart has decreased pumping power. 
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HOW YOUR HEART WORKS 

Understanding how your heart works will help you understand your disease 
and why your health care team has developed your specific plan of treatment. 

Blood moves through four compartments or chambers (two atriums and two 
ventricles) in your heart before circulating through your body. (See picture on 
right below.)   

With each heartbeat, blood returns 
from the body through the veins, 
enters one of the chambers (right 
atrium) and moves through the 
tricuspid valve into the right chamber 
(ventricle) below it. At the same time, 
blood from the lungs that is rich in 
oxygen enters the upper chamber (left 
atrium) on the left side of the heart. 
From the left upper chamber, the 
blood passes through the mitral valve 
into the left lower chamber (ventricle).  

 

Next, the right lower chamber (ventricle) 
contracts after getting blood from the right 
upper chamber (atrium), sending blood 
through the pulmonary valve to the lungs 
to get oxygen. (See picture on left.)   

At the same time, the left lower chamber 
(ventricle) contracts after getting blood 
from the left upper chamber (atrium). 
When the left lower chamber contracts, it 
pumps blood through the aortic valve into 
the aorta (blood vessel marked “To body” 
in picture on left) to arteries in all parts of 
the body. 
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The heart has four valves. Two of the valves prevent blood from flowing back 
between the atriums and ventricles (tricuspid and mitral valves). The other 
two valves prevent blood from flowing backward from the arteries into the 
ventricles of the heart (pulmonary and aortic valves).  

Normally, the left ventricle pumps one-half or more of the blood in it with 
each beat. With heart failure, the left ventricle cannot contract strongly 
enough, pumping two-fifths less of the blood in it with each beat.  

SYMPTOMS OF HEART FAILURE 

Usually, by the time heart failure has been diagnosed, the heart has already 
lost some of its pumping capacity. When a heart pumps with less power and 
force than normal, it cannot pump enough oxygen-rich blood to organs and 
muscles; therefore, your body cannot do as much. Blood and fluids may pool 
in your lungs and this can cause breathing problems, especially when you are 
lying down flat. Fluids can collect in other parts of the body, resulting in 
swelling of the feet and ankles and/or abdomen. Common symptoms of heart 
failure are: 

 Difficulty breathing (shortness of breath or dyspnea), especially when 
lying down flat in bed; may need to prop up the upper body and head on 
two or more pillows.  

 Difficulty with everyday activities such as shopping, climbing stairs or 
walking due to shortness of breath with activity (exertion).  

 Waking up breathless at night. 

 Waking up tired or feeling anxious or restless in the morning. 

 Frequent, dry, hacking cough, especially when lying down. Cough may 
produce white or blood-tinged sputum. 

 Fatigue, weakness. 

 Dizziness, fainting. 

 Swelling (edema) of the feet, ankles, legs or abdomen 

 Weight gain. 

 Nausea, with abdominal swelling, pain and tenderness. 

 Feeling full or lack of appetite. 

 Confusion, impaired thinking, memory loss and feelings of disorientation. 

 Increased heart rate or heart palpitations (a feeling the heart is racing or 
throbbing). 
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