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Leaving the Hospital
Congratulations! You no longer need hospital care and are ready to continue
recovering at home after your heart surgery.
Information in this book is intended:
- as a reference for you and your family
-

as a guide for the next 6 to 8 weeks and beyond

The first 6 to 8 weeks after heart surgery are usually the most difficult. You might
recover quite quickly if you were in good health before your surgery.
However, your recovery could be slower if you were very sick before surgery or
if you had a complication after surgery.
 Call your family doctor if you have any health problem or concern that seems
to get steadily worse over 3 days.

Remember
You should see slow steady
improvement as you recover.
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Follow-up Appointments
Once you are home from the hospital, please telephone to arrange the following
appointments.
Within the first week you are at home, call to make an
appointment to see your family doctor and have your stitches
(sutures) or clips removed. Take the removal kit that we gave you
when you left the hospital.
Note: Some people do not have sutures or clips closing their incision(s). Instead,
your heart surgeon might have closed your incision with a special mix of
mesh and skin glue called DERMABOND. If you have this, follow the
directions we give you.
Your heart surgeon might want see you 2 to 3 months after your surgery.
Check the paper we gave you when you left the hospital.
Call 604-522-6800 to arrange this appointment.
Expect a call from a cardiac rehabilitation program. We automatically refer you
to a program when you go home from the hospital.
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When to Call Your Family Doctor
Your family doctor is the first person you should to turn to for any issues
arising following your surgery.
 Call your family doctor if you have any of the following:
 Questions about your medications
 Dizziness, faintness or a cold sweat
 Concerns about infection
- questions about your incision
-

swelling and pain in your calf (bottom back of your leg) or in your
thigh (top of your leg)

-

burning or pain when you urinate

-

a low-grade fever (100F or 38C) or a fever spike (102F or 39C)

 Stomach complaints
- severe nausea to the point where you can’t eat or drink
-

stomach pains

-

throwing up (vomiting), especially if it is bloody

-

bleeding from your anus

-

black or tarry stool (poop)

 Concerns about swelling
- sudden weight gain or a weight gain of more than 5 pounds in 5 days
-

swelling at your feet or ankles that gets worse over 2 days
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Watch for Warning Signs
Heart Attack
If you notice any of these signs of a heart attack:
- pain spreading to the shoulders, neck, or arms
-

chest tightness or discomfort with light-headedness,
fainting, sweating, nausea, or shortness of breath

-

uncomfortable pressure, fullness, squeezing, or pain in
the center of the chest lasting more than a few minutes

 Stop and rest.
 Take 1 tablet or 1 spray of nitroglycerin.
 Wait 5 minutes.
 If your angina is not totally gone after 5 minutes, call 9-1-1

Stroke
If you notice any of these signs of a stroke:
- sudden numbness or weakness of face, arm or leg,
especially on one side of the body
-

sudden confusion, trouble speaking
or understanding

-

sudden trouble seeing in one or both eyes

-

sudden trouble walking, dizziness, loss of balance or coordination

-

sudden, severe headache with no known cause

 Call 9-1-1
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Your Incisions
Taking Care of Your Incisions
Leave your incisions uncovered unless draining or told something different.
It is normal for a small amount of clear or straw-colored fluid to leak from your
chest incision. This leakage should stop within the first 7 days.
If your incision is leaking fluid:
 Cover it with a loose clean bandage.
 Change the bandage when it gets wet and before it gets soaked.
There is a chance your incisions could get infected. However, you might not notice
signs of an infection for several days or even weeks after surgery.
 Call your family doctor or heart surgeon if you notice any signs of infection:
Signs of infection:
 The incision becomes more red, swollen, and warm to touch.
 The pain or soreness in the incision gets worse.
 Blood or pus (yellow or green fluid) is leaking from the incision.

 You have a fever over 38°C (101.3°F).
Chest Incision
It is normal to have a ‘lump’ at the top of your chest incision. It can be quite
noticeable at first but will gradually flatten. The area in and around the incision
can also be numb (like dental freezing). Much of the numbness should go away as
the skin nerves cut during surgery grow again. However, sometimes this
numbness is permanent.
It is common for the chest incision and surrounding area to ache and feel tight,
like it is being stretched, pulled, or grabbed.

 Call your family doctor if these feelings are getting worse.
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Leg Incision
You might have some pain and numbness in and around your leg incision. This is
from damage to small nerves during surgery. You might have the pain and
numbness for a long time.
For the first few months after surgery, it is normal for the leg to swell, especially at
the foot and ankle.
To keep the swelling down:
 Try not to cross your legs.
 Keep your feet up when you sit or lie down (for example, when you lie on
the couch put your feet on pillows or the armrest).
 Do the ankle-pumping exercises we taught you in the hospital.
 Walk.
Arm Incision
Some people have an incision along the inside of their forearm. You would have
this incision if we used the radial artery as a bypass graft. When the radial artery is
removed, you can no longer feel a radial pulse in that arm.
If you had a radial artery bypass, you will need to take a medicine to prevent
spasm in this artery bypass graft for 3 months after surgery.
For 3 weeks after surgery:
 Do not have any needles of any kind put into this arm.
 Check the arm each day to make sure the arm and hand are warm and
pink, and have feeling and strength
 Call your family doctor if this arm becomes cold, white, numb, or weak.
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For 4 weeks after surgery, do the following hand exercises 2 times a day.
Repeat each exercise 10 times.
Touch your thumb to each fingertip.
If your thumb and fingers do not touch on their own,
gently help them to reach each other.
Make a fist.
Hold your hand in a fist for 5 seconds.
Straighten your fingers
Place your wrist and fingers on a flat surface.
Put your thumb under the first or pointer finger and
then flick the thumb out.

Deep Breathing, Coughing, and Huffing
Continue with your deep breathing, coughing, and huffing
exercises when you get home (unless instructed differently by your
physiotherapist).
If you have chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD),
remember to exhale all your air through pursed lips after deep
breathing exercises (as taught by the physiotherapist).
Why doing these exercises is important:
 Prevents (or treats) a lung problem where some of the small air sacks in the
lungs collapse (called atelectasis). This can happen 1 hour after heart surgery
and the chances of this happening continues for up to 8 weeks.
 Helps reduce the chances of getting pneumonia.
 Helps make sure your body has enough oxygen.
 Helps you clear mucous from your airways.
 Improves your breathing pattern.
 Speeds up your recovery time.
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Forming the Scar
It takes a few months for scars to form on any of your incisions. During this
time, you can use an unscented lotion if your incision becomes itchy.
Some people get a thick, tender scar called ‘keloid’. Your family doctor can
arrange a visit to a plastic surgeon if you get this overgrowth of scar tissue.

Wearing a Bra
You might find it more comfortable to wear a bra. If you choose to wear one, it
should be loose-fitting, very comfortable, easy to wash, and without underwire. We suggest a bra that closes at the front because they are easier to put on.
Wash after wearing if you have any drainage or staining.

Keep Your Move in the Tube™ (Sternal Precautions)
Most heart surgery is done by cutting through a
person’s breastbone (sternum).

It helps you move safely as you build up
strength and recover from heart surgery.

© Fraser Health

Keep Your Move in the Tube™ is a way to move
that helps you protect your breastbone while it
heals.

Breastbone cut along the dotted line

All you need to do is imagine that your upper body is inside a big tube and
guides how you move.
This picture shows the imaginary tube (in
green) around your upper body. See how the
upper arms are tucked in close to the sides of
the body.
This keeps your chest muscles (in red) from
pulling on your breastbone.
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This next picture shows you how to keep different moves in the tube. The key is
to keep your elbows tucked into your sides while lifting, pushing, pulling, or
raising your arms above your head.
The images with the green tube
and check mark () are safe ways
to move. These ways put less stress
on your breastbone.
The images with the red tube and
‘’ are moves the put more stress
on your breastbone. Try not to
move in these ways until you have
little or no pain or discomfort.



























As you heal and have less pain,
you can slowly start to move
outside the tube.
It is normal to feel a ‘clicking’ sound
when you move in certain ways.



If you notice:
- movement in your breastbone beyond an occasional click
- pain in your breastbone incision when at rest (not moving around)
 Call your family doctor or your heart surgeon.
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For Valve Surgery
Preventing Blood Clots
Blood tends to clot naturally on a foreign object like an artificial heart valve.
This is why people with this type of heart valve need to take a blood thinner
like warfarin (Coumadin) for the rest of their life.

Preventing a Heart Valve Infection
Bacteria can enter the bloodstream during seemingly minor procedures like
dental work or examinations of the bladder or colon.
Once in the bloodstream, the bacteria can stick onto a heart valve that isn’t the
usual shape. This can lead to a heart valve infection called endocarditis. Fever is
usually the first sign of this infection.
If you have a new heart valve and notice any of the following:
- feel feverish
-

feel generally unwell

-

get shakes and chills

-

have night sweats

 Check your temperature.
People with a new heart valve must get antibiotics before any procedures that
might cause bleeding.
To prevent an infection:
 Always tell all dentists and doctors you see that you have an artificial
heart valve.
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Blood Cultures
 Call your family doctor if you get:
- a low-grade temperature (100°F or 38°C) on several
readings, or
-

a fever spike (102°F or 39°C)

Before prescribing any antibiotics, your doctor might order a blood test called
‘blood cultures’ if an infection in the heart is suspected.
If there are bacteria in your blood, they will grow in the blood cultures within
48 to 72 hours. When these results are available, your doctor can prescribe the
correct antibiotics to treat this serious condition.
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The First Few Weeks
Managing Pain
It is normal to have moderate pain and discomfort for about 1 to 2 weeks after
this surgery. However, you can recover better if this pain is avoided or wellcontrolled.
While in the hospital, we gave you acetaminophen (also known as Tylenol®) as
a pain medication to prevent you from having pain. We gave it to you 4 times a
day without asking for it. So if you had very little pain in the hospital, it was
because you were always getting something to prevent it.
At home, we suggest you continue to take regular or extra-strength
acetaminophen. Make sure you do not take more pills in a day than suggested
on the bottle.
Seven (7) days after surgery, start to cut back on your pain medicine. Just take
acetaminophen only as you need it.
It is best if you do not take acetaminophen with codeine (also known as
Tylenol® #3, #2, or #1) because it causes unpleasant side effects like nausea
and constipation.
 Call your family doctor if:
 You cannot take acetaminophen.
 Regular or extra strength acetaminophen does not take away your pain.
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Watching for Heart Rhythm Problems
Heart rhythm problems can happen after surgery. Many people get a fast and
irregular heart rhythm called ‘atrial fibrillation’. For most people, this heart
rhythm problem starts within 1 to 3 days of surgery. However, for some this
heart rhythm problem starts for the first time after they are at home.
If you notice any of the following, go to the nearest Emergency:
- heart feels like it is racing or palpitating
-

find it hard to count your pulse

-

have trouble catching your breath

Not everyone with this heart rhythm problem needs to stay in the hospital.
This problem is usually treated with medications to regulate the heart rhythm
and with blood thinners.

Taking your Pulse
Take your pulse regularly.
 Check it before and after you exercise
 Check it any time you feel your heart racing or palpitating.
This diagram shows you where to take your pulse.
 Press 2 fingers lightly on the inside of your wrist
where you can feel the pulse thumping against
your fingers.
 Count the number of pulse beats for 15 seconds.
 Multiply that number by 4. This gives you the number of beats in 1
minute. (or you can count your pulse beats for a whole minute)
If you radial artery was used for a bypass graft, you will not have a pulse in
that arm. Take your pulse on your other arm.
If you are having trouble finding your pulse, ask your doctor to show you how
to find it.
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Managing an Upset Stomach
An upset stomach bothers many people for the first 1 to 2 weeks after surgery.
You might notice:
- feeling sick to your stomach (nausea)
-

a lack of appetite

-

no interest in food

-

food and drink not tasting as it should

If you have an upset stomach:
 Drink and eat small amounts often.
 Stay away from caffeine, carbonated soft drinks, and acidic
fruit juices while you have an upset stomach.
 Try eating small frequent meals.
 Try not to eat fried foods.
 Sip on a nutritional supplement drink such as Ensure® or Boost®.
As you recover so should your stomach.
 Call your family doctor if you have:
- severe nausea to the point where you can’t eat or drink
-

stomach pains

-

throwing up (vomiting), especially if it is bloody

-

bleeding from your anus

-

black or tarry looking stool (poop)
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Keeping Regular Bowel Movements
Constipation or diarrhea bothers many people for the first 1 to 2 weeks after
surgery.
Being constipated can make you strain. Straining can be hard on both your
heart and your healing breastbone.
To keep from being constipated:
 Be active. Walk and move around as much as you can.
 Eat high fibre foods such as:
-

breakfast cereals with bran and/or whole wheat

-

fresh and dried fruits (like prunes)

-

fresh vegetables

 Drink 6 to 8 glasses of water and other liquids throughout the day (unless
you have been told differently because of a medical condition).
 Ask your pharmacist to suggest a mild laxative.

Tingling or Numb Fingers
Your ring finger and little fingers might feel numb and tingle. This can happen
if your arm nerves got stretched during surgery.
Normal feeling should return within 4 months.

A Hoarse or Weak Voice
For 1 to 2 months after surgery, your voice might be hoarse and weak. This can
happen during surgery from such things as the breathing tube that was in your
throat or the needles that were in your neck.
Your family doctor can arrange for you to see an Ear, Nose & Throat Specialist
if your voice does not improve after 2 months.
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Hair Loss
You might find a sore spot on the back of your head and you could even lose
hair in this area. This comes from lying on the operating table. The hair will
grow in with time.

Memory and Concentration
For a while after surgery, you might have trouble remembering things and find
it hard to concentrate. This should improve over the next 6 months.

Dealing with Your Feelings and Emotions
After major surgery, many people have trouble controlling their emotions.
Without warning, you might feel any of these emotions:
-

fearful

-

angry

-

worried

-

anxious

-

uncertain

-

irritable

-

insecure

-

depressed

We don’t really know why you might have feelings and emotions. It could be
caused by chemical changes that happen in your body during the surgery. Or it
could be because after surgery you start to think about what has just happened
to you and wonder if you will ever be the same again.
As you recover physically, you should also recover emotionally. It could take
up to 6 months before you feel emotionally stronger.
There is emotional help and support through independent clinical
psychologists or counselors (there is a cost to this).
Some people find it helpful to join a support group.
 Talk to your family doctor about your feelings and about what kind of
emotional help and support would be available for you.
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Healthy Living
Your Medications
Before you leave the hospital, we give you a list of the medications
(prescription and over-the-counter medicines) you need to take.
Take this list with you when you see your family doctor to review.
There could be changes in what you need to take during your
recovery.
It is important that you:
 Make sure you understand the directions on all medication labels.
 Learn what side effects to watch for.
 Know what to do if you miss a dose.
 Keep your medications in their original containers as directed.
 Never change how much you take. Never stop taking your prescription
medication. Always talk with your doctor or pharmacist first!
 Always carry your medications with you when traveling, even if it is just a
day trip, just in case you are delayed in getting home.
 Keep an up-to-date list of all your medicines in your wallet. Show the list to
any healthcare provider who is treating you.
 Check with your doctor or a pharmacist before taking any medicines not
prescribed by your doctor such as herbal medicines or medicines you buy
without a prescription.
 Call your family doctor, your local pharmacist, or the hospital pharmacist for
Cardiac Services if you have questions about your medication.
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Taking Blood Thinners
Warfarin (Coumadin®) is a blood-thinner (also called an anticoagulant). It works by slowing how long it takes your blood to clot.
This reduces the chances of a harmful blood clot forming and
blocking the flow of blood in a blood vessel or through a heart valve.
Also, blood thinners are sometimes used for people with:
- a tissue heart valve
-

certain medical conditions such as atrial fibrillation or blood clots in
the legs or lungs

Always take blood thinners as instructed. Never stop taking them unless a
doctor or nurse practitioner instructs you to stop and tell your heart specialist.
 Call your family doctor if you have any questions about taking blood-thinners.
 You can also call our hospital pharmacist for Cardiac Surgery:

604-520-4511

Keeping Clean
Always wash your hands before and after touching around your
incision site(s).
Take a shower every day with warm water and mild soap.
No tub baths until your incisions are fully healed (usually around 6 weeks after
your surgery).
When showering:
 Gently wash and rinse your incisions with mild soap.
Do not scrub your incisions.
 Splash water onto your incisions.
Do not let the water from the shower spray directly on to
your incisions.
 Take short showers.
Do not expose your incisions to water for long periods.
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Healthy Eating
Eat a variety of healthy foods each day. Eating balanced meals is important for
recovery. It supports your immune system, helping you heal and fight off infection.
Start by having 3 meals a day or 5 smaller meals a day.
Follow Canada’s Food Guide (food-guide.canada.ca) for healthy
food choices and portion sizes.

From Canada’s Food Guide snapshot and available at food-guide.canada.ca/en/food-guide-snapshot/.
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When you eat enough calories and protein, it will help increase your strength
and repair your wounds.
High protein foods:
Animal Sources
Lean meats, poultry, fish, seafood,
eggs, cheese, yogurt, milk, kefir

Plant Sources
Beans, lentils, peas, tofu, soy and soy milk,
nuts and nut butters, seeds,
nutritional yeast

 Plant sources of protein contain healthy fats that do not increase your
cholesterol levels.
 Saturated fats can increase the cholesterol in your blood.
They are found mainly in fatty meats, high fat dairy products, butter,
shortening, tropical oils (coconut, palm, and cocoa butter), deep fried
foods, fast food, packaged snack foods, and commercial baked goods.
 Use these strategies to limit saturated fats when eating protein foods for
wound healing:
 Choose lean meats. Avoid processed meats like bacon, ham, sausage,
and deli meats.
 Trim any visible fat and remove the skin from chicken, turkey, and other
poultry.
 Be mindful of cooking methods.
Choose these methods: grill, roast, bake, poach, boil, broil, steam, stir
fry, pressure cook, slow cook, stew
Avoid these methods: baste, braise, deep fry, pan fry, creamed
 Include plant-based protein sources daily.
 Choose milk and yogurt with 2% milk fat or less.
 Choose lower fat cheese or enjoy small portions of regular cheese.
 Watch your portion sizes.
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Getting Rest
The following sleeping problems are common for 1 to 6 months
after heart surgery.
- trouble getting to sleep
- not being able to get back to sleep
-

waking up a lot

-

having bad dreams or nightmares

-

sleeping a lot

-

taking a lot of naps

Sleeping pills are rarely the answer.
To help overcome sleep problems try the following:
 Go to bed at the same time each night.
 Get up at the same time each morning.
 Try not to take long naps.

Driving a Vehicle
You cannot drive a vehicle for at least 4 weeks after surgery.
During this time, your reaction time could be slower because of
weakness, fatigue, and medications. This increases the risks of you
having an accident.
While you might find it a challenge to rely on others to get around, driving too
soon after surgery is dangerous. Think of both your own safety and the safety
of others. Consider taking a bus or cab if there is no one to drive you.

Wearing a Seatbelt
Heart surgery and having a sore breastbone is not a reason to ride
in a vehicle without a seatbelt.
Some people find it more comfortable to use a small pillow as a pad
between the breastbone and the shoulder belt.
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Traveling
Some points to remember traveling:
 You can be a passenger in a vehicle at any time.
 You can travel right away.
 You should stretch your legs at least every hour on long trips.
 You should check your health insurance coverage if you plan to travel
outside the province.

Being Active
You recover from heart surgery not only by resting, but also by being active.
Mild exercise helps you get your strength back and prevents the health
problems caused by not being active.
Use your own good sense and always listen to your body so that you balance
rest with activity. As you get stronger, you should need less rest.
Increase your activity level as much as feels comfortable for you.
If you notice any of these signs that you are overdoing it, slow down and rest:
- feeling clammy
- difficulty breathing
-

dizziness

-

nausea

-

sudden fatigue
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Guidelines for Walking at Home
After you leave hospital, start the following walking program,
unless you have been told something different.
For the first 2 weeks
Every day
 Walk short distances at a slow to moderate pace.
 Walk 3 times a day for 5 minutes at a time.
 Walk indoors or outdoors (weather permitting)
in a flat area.
After the first 2 weeks
Day 1
 Walk a ½ block.
Day 2

 Try to increase the distance by ¼ to ½ blocks.

Day 3 to Day 14

 Try to increase your distance each day by ¼ to ½ blocks.

If, at any time, the distance the day before was too long and too tiring:
 Decrease the distance you walk to where it felt comfortable.
 Increase the distance you walk each day by smaller amounts.
By 2 months, most people are able to walk 3.2 km (2 miles) a day if they have
not had any complications after the surgery.
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Exercising and Your Heart
After heart surgery, you might notice you have:
- general muscle stiffness
-

less flexibility in your trunk and limbs

-

poor posture

-

poor breathing pattern

-

fatigue or low energy

Exercise is a good way to combat these problems. Unless instructed otherwise,
do the following home exercises:
 Ankle Pumps

 Sitting Ankle Circles

 Sitting Knee Straighten

 Seated Marching

 Sitting Trunk Twist

 Sitting Side Bend

 Sitting Arm Raise (Both)

 Shoulder Rollback

 Bicep Curl

 Head and Neck Turn

 Head Side Bend

 Neck Forward Bend

How to do your home exercises:
 For the first 4 weeks after your surgery, do your exercises once a day.
 Wait at least 30 minutes after eating before you do your exercises.
 Do 1 set of 10 with each exercise.
Example: Do 10 ankle pumps, then 10 long arc leg lifts, etc. until you have
done all 12 exercises 10 times each.
 If you have pain while doing 10 of any exercise, do less of those exercises.
Example: Instead of 10, do 6 or 8.
 While doing your exercises, keep your breathing relaxed.
Never hold your breath while stretching or exercising.
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Home Exercises

Ankle Pump

Ankle Circles

Knee Straighten

Seated Marching

Trunk Twist

Side Bend

Double Arm Raise

Shoulder Rollbacks

Biceps Curl

Head and Neck Turn

Head Side Bend

Neck Forward Bend
Images  Fraser Health
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Recreation
Recreation is important to help fight the boredom you might feel while you
are recovering.
For the first 8 weeks, consider doing only light activities such as:
- walking
- practicing your putting
-

playing cards

-

reading

-

playing miniature golf

-

doing handiwork or crafts

After 8 weeks, you can return to your normal recreational activities.

Resuming sexual activity
Sexual activity is not as demanding on your heart as you might think. If you
can easily walk up 2 flights of stairs or walk briskly, your heart can meet the
demands of sexual activity.
For the first 8 weeks, do not support your body weight on your arms.
Some medications can reduce your sex drive. Some people find that certain
medications make it more difficult to get or keep aroused. Talk to your family
doctor if you are not able to return to a satisfying sex life.
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Returning to Work
You should expect to be off work for 2 to 3 months.
Exactly when you return to work depends on:
- your doctor(s) medical opinion of your condition
-

how your recovery has gone

-

the type of job you do

During recovery, many people think about retiring, quitting, or getting a new
job. Try to delay a major decision like this until you have fully recovered and
after you have talked it over with your family doctor or heart surgeon. Some
people have even found it helpful to wait until they are back on the job for a
few months before they decide how to handle their future work life.
The ‘2 to 3 months off work’ rule also applies to unpaid ‘work’ such as taking
care of your family, your home, or your yard. Often people don’t think about
household tasks as ‘work’ and do too much too soon.
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My Notes and Questions
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My Notes and Questions
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