Patient Simulation: Explaining Heart Failure
Geoffrey Stevens
Notes for facilitators/simulators

Geoffrey Stevens

Geoffrey has never taken medication before.  He knows little about heart failure.  He feels tired and is developing anxiety and some depression.  He feels a loss of confidence/fear about the future.

The doctor needs to explain the meaning and implications of chronic heart failure without either confusing him with detail or increasing his anxiety.  The information needs to be meaningful but not frightening.

GP Trainee Briefing Sheet

Geoffrey Stevens

· Date of birth 23 11 1938
· Very rare attender in the past
· No medication on computer
· Occupation recorded as retired Bank Manager
· Consultation 3 months ago with increasing breathlessness – was referred to cardiologist
· Receptionist has let you know that he’s come to discuss the cardiologist’s letter
· You read in the letter that he has been fully investigated, has been found to have heart failure secondary to hypertension and ischaemic heart disease, and has been started on simvastatin, aspirin, lansoprazole, ramipril, bendrofluazide and bisoprolol.
· You decide to remind yourself about heart failure before he comes in.  You find this statistic:  about 4% of men and 3% of women over the age of 65 years have heart failure. It causes considerable morbidity and the mortality for heart failure is high.   You also find the PILS leaflet and have time to read it before the consultation.

Patient information leaflet on heart failure

What is heart failure?
Heart failure does not mean that the heart has stopped or that it is about to do so.  Instead it is when the heart cannot pump blood around the body efficiently.  This means that the tissue of the body is not getting enough oxygen and nutrients to enable it to function properly. In addition, waste materials cannot be transported properly to the lungs and kidneys for excretion. The result is that fluid builds up in the lungs and tissue. Heart failure can be acute or chronic
In chronic heart failure, the main symptom is breathlessness, which may occur on mild exertion or even when the affected person is at rest. There may be attacks of sudden breathlessness during the night. As the condition worsens, the tendency to breathlessness increases. Other symptoms of chronic heart failure include tiredness and the accumulation of fluid in the tissues (oedema), particularly the lungs. The ankles swell and the liver becomes enlarged. In severe cases a considerable amount of fluid accumulates within the tummy.

Effective treatment of chronic heart failure usually consists of treating the underlying cause, for example using anti-hypertensive drugs to treat high blood pressure, or performing surgery to correct a leaking heart valve. 

A number of drugs are used to treat heart failure. 

· Diuretic drugs are used to reduce fluid retention in the tissues and especially the lungs. 

· Angiotensin Converting Enzyme Inhibitors, or ACE inhibitors, cause the blood vessels to widen and help the kidneys to remove water from the body. These are one of the most frequently used drugs for treating heart failure. 

· Beta-blockers are used in conjunction with ACE inhibitors. Beta-blockers slow the heart rate and reduce the force of the heart’s contractions, which may initially worsen symptoms, but in the long term they improve heart function and the chances of survival. 

· Digoxin makes the heartbeat stronger but slower. It is often used in conjunction with other drugs, if ACE-inhibitors, beta-blockers and diuretics do not help and the condition worsens. It is also used to treat patients who have atrial fibrillation (a fast and irregular heartbeat).

Symptoms

Severe tiredness

A common problem with heart failure is loss of energy, and tiredness either while you are at rest or following only a small amount of activity. The tiredness can be quite overwhelming, making it difficult or impossible for you to carry on as normal. The tiredness is due, at least in part, to reduced blood flow to the exercising muscles and may be an early symptom of heart failure.

Breathlessness

Breathlessness is a common symptom of heart failure. Failure of the left side of the heart to pump blood into the arteries efficiently enough, results in ‘back pressure’ in the circulation. This can cause fluid to build up in the air spaces of the lungs. The breathlessness is most likely to happen when you are active or when you are lying flat in bed. Breathlessness may actually wake you up at night, and you may need to sit up,with pillows to support you, or even go to the window for some fresh air.

Swelling of the ankles and feet

People with heart failure often have swelling (oedema) of the ankles and feet. This may extend to their legs, thighs and groin, and there may be swelling of the abdomen too. The swelling is due to the body holding salt and water, something which happens in people with heart failure.

What you can do to help yourself

Symptoms can often be treated effectively – and your outlook improved – by a combination of making changes to your lifestyle and getting good treatment from your doctors and nurses. It makes good sense to do everything you can to stop or slow down any progression of your heart failure.

Weigh yourself regularly.

If you have heart failure, it is important to keep an eye on your weight. This is because, if your weight goes up, it might be because your body is building up too much fluid. Weigh yourself every morning and tell your doctor or heart-failure nurse about any sudden weight change (for example, if your weight goes up by about 4 pounds – just under 2 kilograms – over two days), or if you start getting more breathless, or have more ankle swelling. 

Cut down on salt. 
Too much salt could increase your blood pressure and could also upset the balance of salt and water

in the body. Don’t add salt to your food at the table and avoid cooking with it. You can use herbs and spices to add flavour instead. 

Reduce the total amount of fat in your diet, and eat starchy foods instead (bread, pasta, rice, cereals and potatoes). Aim to eat at least five portions of fruit and vegetables a day.

Eat fish twice a week. One portion a week should be an oily fish (for example herring, salmon,mackerel or sardines). 

Alcohol.

Drinking too much alcohol can sometimes make heart failure worse.

Work towards a sensible body weight. If you are overweight, you need to lose some weight. If you smoke, stop. Stopping smoking is the single most important thing a smoker can do to live longer. Be physically active, within the limits.  The type of activity that is recommended for the heart is moderate, rhythmic (aerobic) exercise such as brisk walking, cycling or swimming. Walking and cycling are particularly good as you can often build them into your daily routine.
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