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Humana Military Healthcare Services (HMHS) and the South TRICARE Regional Office (TRO) are pleased 

to offer a heart failure disease management program just for you.   

Nothing is more important than your health. And when you have a chronic condition, staying healthy is 

often more difficult. You may need help in understanding your condition and identifying and managing 

your symptoms. That’s what this health improvement program is all about. This booklet provides you with 

valuable information and guidance to help you take control of your health.

We believe you will benefit greatly as a participant in this Heart Failure Disease Management Program.  

This program is offered to you at no cost. 

Please call us on our toll free number at 800-881-9227 if you have any questions about heart failure 

disease management. We are excited about welcoming you into this new program.

Thank you for allowing us to assist in meeting your health care needs.

Welcome to Better Health...



What is heart failure?
Heart failure occurs when your heart doesn’t pump as much 
blood as your body needs. This may be a gradual process 
where the body will compensate initially. As the heart becomes 
less effective, the body compensates by retaining salt and water 
to increase the blood volume. The heart rate increases and the 
heart begins to enlarge. Over time, these efforts to compensate 
decrease the heart’s function and worsen heart failure. Blood 
starts to back up in the veins leading to the heart. This causes 
fluid to build up in the lungs and other parts of the body, causing 
shortness of breath and other symptoms of heart failure.  

How quickly does heart failure develop?
Usually, heart failure is a chronic disease. Long-term, the 
condition tends to gradually become worse. By the time 
someone is diagnosed, chances are the heart has been losing 
some of its pumping capacity for months or years. At first the 
heart tries to make up for this by enlarging, developing more 
muscle mass, and pumping faster.

The body tries to compensate in other ways. Blood vessels 
narrow to keep the blood pressure up. The body diverts blood 
away from less important parts of the body to maintain flow  
to the heart and the brain. Eventually the heart can’t keep up, 
and the person experiences fatigue, shortness of breath, or 
other symptoms. 
  
Common symptoms of heart failure include: 
• Dizziness or weakness
• Fatigue
• Shortness of breath
• Cool and clammy skin
• Sensation of rapid irregular heart beat

As heart failure progresses, other symptoms develop: 
• Swelling (edema) or fluid build up in the legs, ankles, and feet
• Sudden weight gain 
• Difficulty sleeping or concentrating, waking up short of breath
• A dry hacking cough, especially when lying flat
• Nausea
• Abdominal tenderness, swelling, or pain

Commonly Asked Heart Failure Questions and Answers



How is heart failure diagnosed?
Symptoms of heart failure such as increasing fatigue and 
shortness of breath will generally prompt a visit to a doctor.  
The doctor will want to perform a complete physical 
examination and ask about medical history and symptoms.  

If heart failure is suspected, your doctor will probably order 
certain tests. The most common diagnostic tests are:
• Blood tests – tests for important substances such as  

sodium and potassium
• Chest X-ray – to see if the heart is enlarged or if there  

is congestion in the lungs
• Electrocardiogram (EKG) – measures the electrical  

impulses in the heart
• Echocardiography (echo) – uses sound waves to examine  

the heart’s structure and motion
• MUGA scan – dye is injected into a vein, then pictures  

of the heart are taken to measure how much blood it  
pumps with each beat

• Exercise stress test – records the heart’s activity  
during exercise

What should I expect if I have heart failure?
Patients with early stage heart failure may be able to receive 
treatment and make lifestyle changes that will slow the 
progression of the disease. With changes, patients may be able 
to eliminate some symptoms and improve the quality and length 
of their lives.

Other patients will have progressive symptoms despite 
treatment and lifestyle changes. Over time, shortness of breath 
may worsen until it is present all the time. Treatment may help 
reduce the symptoms but may not eliminate them.

As heart failure advances, complications such as irregular 
heartbeat may develop. Heart failure is a long-term condition 
and may worsen suddenly. Sudden worsening of heart failure 
requires emergency treatment.



Commonly Asked Heart Failure Questions and Answers
How will I know if my heart failure is early stage  
or advanced?
Talk with your doctor and ask questions about your concerns.  
Your doctor will be able to explain your unique disease process 
and address any other complications caused by other diseases 
(co-morbidity) you may have. 

Heart failure is often classified according to symptoms using  
the New York Heart Association (NYHA) classification system. 
Your doctor may refer to this classification in the course of  
your care.

What can I do to help control my heart failure?
Schedule and keep regular appointments with your doctor.  
Your doctor is the one best able to help you deal with your 
situation. Other diseases (co-morbidities) may play a role in  
progression. It is important for you to tell your doctor if you  
are being seen by other physicians for other health reasons.  
To manage the condition and have a full, active life, you need 
to follow the recommendations of your doctors. Learn to talk 
openly and honestly to your doctor about symptoms or changes 
in your condition so he or she can help you.

New York Heart Association  
Heart Failure Classification System

Physical activity is not limited. Ordinary physical activity does not cause undue fatigue, heart 
palpitations, trouble breathing, or chest pain.

Some limitations on physical activity. The patient is comfortable at rest, but ordinary activity causes 
fatigue, heart palpitations, shortness of breath, or chest pain.

Marked limitations on physical activity. The patient is comfortable at rest but most activities cause 
fatigue, shortness of  breath, heart palpitations and chest pain.

All physical activity causes symptoms to worsen. Symptoms are present even at rest.

Class I

Class II

Class III

Class IV



 

Successful treatment depends on your willingness to get 
involved in managing your condition.

Weigh yourself at the same time each morning, preferably 
before breakfast and after urinating. Notify your doctor if you 
gain three or more pounds in one day, five or more pounds in 
one week, or whatever amount your doctor told you to report. 

Ask your doctor about getting a yearly flu vaccine and a one-
time pneumococcal (pneumonia) vaccine. These will guard 
against illnesses that could put more stress on your heart.

You can help control your heart failure by adopting healthy 
lifestyle habits. This booklet includes a list of recommendations. 
Change is not easy but don’t give up if you are not able to make 
all the changes. Set realistic goals for yourself and start today. 
Join a support group for people with heart failure and other 
heart conditions if you would find it helpful.

Will I need to take medications?
You will probably need to take a combination of medications 
if you are experiencing heart failure. Medications do not 
cure heart failure but do help you manage your symptoms.  
The goals of medication treatment are to relieve or control 
symptoms of heart failure, improve daily function and quality 
of life, slow the progression of the disease, and reduce the 
risk of complications, hospitalization, and premature death.  

Medications are used to treat the problems associated with 
heart failure, including:
• Fluid buildup, swelling
• Reduced pumping ability of the heart
• The effects of the body’s attempt to compensate for  

heart failure
• Underlying conditions that can lead to heart failure such as 

high blood pressure, coronary heart disease, or diabetes
• Prevention of complications
It is important that you take your medications exactly as 
prescribed by your doctor. If you don’t, your heart failure may 
worsen or sudden heart failure may develop.

Where can I find the latest information about  
heart failure?
Talk to your doctor about the treatment that is best for you.  
In addition, the American Heart Association (AHA) can  
provide brochures and information on support groups  
and community programs.

American Heart Association
7272 Greenville Avenue, Dallas, Texas 75231 
Phone:  1-800-242-8721
Browse AHA’s web site for the latest information on  
heart disease and its treatment.
http://www.americanheart.org



Healthy Lifestyle Recommendations



You can help control your heart failure by adopting healthy
lifestyle habits. Here is a quick reference to help you make the
necessary changes in your life.

1.  Schedule and keep regular appointments with  
your doctor. Your doctor is the one best able to help 
you deal with your situation. Other disease processes 
(co-morbidities) may play a role in your heart failure’s 
progression. It is important for you to tell your doctor if you 
are being seen by other physicians for other health reasons.

2.  Limit salt in your diet. Salt causes fluid to build up in your 
body. Limiting the salt that you eat can help reduce swelling 
and fluid buildup in your lungs. You will need to read the 
labels on processed foods. Many contain a lot of sodium, 
a component of salt. Do not add salt to your food. Salt 
substitutes may help add flavor if you like the taste of salt.  
Using other spices will also help. 

3.  Lose weight if you are overweight. Losing weight helps 
you feel better and makes it easier to be more active. Losing 
weight may improve your blood cholesterol. High blood 
pressure levels may go down. High blood sugar levels may 
be better controlled if your weight is within the proper range 
for your height and bone structure.

 Don’t try fad diets. Eat smaller portions of low fat, low 
calorie foods and eat a balanced diet. Broiling or baking is 
preferable to frying your food. Eat less bread and desserts.  
Eat lean meat, fish and poultry without skin. Eat more fruits, 
whole grain, and vegetables. Limit alcohol and high-calorie 
beverages. Be as physically active as your health condition 
will allow.

4.  Eat a healthy balanced diet that is low in fat and rich  
in fiber. The American Heart Association recommends 
limiting total fat intake to less than 30% of your daily 
calories. Read the labels on food products and choose ones 
with low fat and cholesterol. Go easy on saturated fats.  

 Fruits and vegetables, such as apples, broccoli, and carrots 
are good sources of fiber. Whole grain breads, cereals, and 
beans are especially good sources of fiber and are low in fat 
provided that fat is not added during preparation.

5.  Try to be as active as possible, but stay within what your 
health condition allows. Talk to your doctor about the type 
of activities you can do. Many activities require little or no 
equipment. Brisk walking only requires a comfortable pair 
of walking shoes. Check your shopping malls, as many of 
them are open early and late for people who do not wish to 
walk alone, in the dark, or in bad weather.



6.  Have your blood pressure checked regularly. Your health 
is your responsibility, so make sure you know your blood 
pressure and take measures to control your risk factors. 
Eat a diet low in salt and saturated fat, get 30 minutes of 
physical activity on most or all days of the week and limit 
your alcohol intake to not more than one drink per day 
for women and two per day for men. The American Heart 
Association recommends maintaining a blood pressure 
of 120/80 or less. 120-139/80-89 is considered pre-
hypertensive. Blood pressure of 140 or higher for systolic or 
90 or higher for diastolic is considered high and should be 
evaluated by a physician immediately. If your blood pressure 
is 140/90 or higher, you are at risk for stroke, heart attack, 
and other complications of high blood pressure.

 If you have been prescribed medication for your blood 
pressure, take it exactly as your doctor has prescribed.  
If you are experiencing difficulties such as unpleasant side 
effects, talk to your doctor about them immediately.

7.  Do not smoke. Smoking is a risk factor for heart disease  
that you can control but kicking the habit can be tough. 

 Don’t give up if you don’t succeed on the first try. Many 
people who have quit tried several times before they 
succeeded. If you smoke, pick a quit day now. 

Here are some additional resources related to stopping smoking:
  • HMHS audio library. Call 877-217-7946 and select   

    topic # 1844 “Stopping Smoking.” 
  • www.humana-military.com – select the Beneficiary    

        portal, Health & Wellness, Wellness Information, and   
    then select the relevant topic.

8.  Have your cholesterol levels checked. High blood 
cholesterol is one of the risk factors for heart disease that 
you can do something about. A total cholesterol level of 
under 200 mg/dl is desirable and usually puts you at a lower 
risk for heart disease. If your blood cholesterol level is high 
(240 or higher), your doctor will want to check your level  
of LDL-cholesterol (bad cholesterol) and HDL-cholesterol 
(good cholesterol). Eating less fat, especially saturated fat, 
can lower your blood cholesterol level. Read food labels.  
Look on the nutrition label for the amount of saturated fat, 
total fat, and cholesterol. The highest percentage ingredient 
is listed first. Go easy on foods that list fats or oil as the  
first ingredient.  
Your doctor may prescribe medication to lower your 
cholesterol if diet and exercise are not effective. As with all 
medications, you should take the medication as your doctor 
has prescribed.




