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A Hardworking Muscle Needs to Relax:
Information forthe Diastolic He art Failure Pa tie nt

Whatis Heart Failure?

PLEACE CLOW DOWN, He art failure is the medicalterm forthe heart’s inability to

1 THINK YOU NEED I CAN'T KEEP UP keep up with the demandsofthe body. The heartisa
nggggg;#s,?ggg% muscle which squeezesoutblood to the body with every

ALWAYS EXHAUSTED AND I
N 2 rue aot beat, then relaxesto fill with blood to be pumped out

SWOLLEN

during the nextbeat. fthe squeezing function ofthe heart
isreduced, the heart maynotbe able to provide enough
blood and oxygen to the body. Thisconditioniscaled
“systolic” heart failure. If the he art muscle is stiff and the
relaxing functionisreduced, the pressuresin the heart may
increase, causing “diastolic” heart failure. Symptomsof
both typesofheart failure may include shortnessofbreath
with e xe rtion, fluid retention (such as swelling in the legs),
diffic ulty bre athing when lying flat, and fatigue. Systo lic
heart failure haslong beenrecognized asa type ofheart
failure, and isrelatively easy to diagnose by seeing
reduced pumping function on heartimaging tests, such as
echocardiograms. However, diastolic heart function hasonlyrecently been widelyrecognized asa
cause of heart failure, which maynotbe evidenton some heart tests. Fortunately,echocardiograms
canobtain information to make this diagno sis.

What causes diastolic heart failure?

A variety of different problemscan cause the heart muscle
to become stiff, and cause diastolic heart failure. One of
the mostcommon causesofdiastolic heart failure is high
blood pressure, orhypertension. You can thinkof high
blood pressure asa load thatthe heart hasto workagainst.
When you lift weights, yourmusclesbecome strongerand
oftenlarger. Similady, when the heart pumps against tight
blood vessels, it thickensin orderto be able to do itsjob.
We usually thinkofincreased muscle size orthicknessasa
good thing forouram muscles, butitisnota good thing
forourheart muscle. The thickened heart muscle wilbe
stifferand wilnotbe able to relaxaseasiyto accept
blood. Aside from high blood pressure, othercausesof
increased heart musc le stiffnessinclude increasing age,
diabetes, and obesity. People who have systolic heart
failure, most commonly caused by heart pump we akness
due to heartattacksorheart muscle diseases, may also have diastolic heart failure, often asan eadier
finding even than the systolic heart failure.
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BY DOING THIS ECHOCARDIOGRAM WE CAN SEE
BOTH THE SQUEEZING AND RELAXING FUNCTIONS
OF YOUR HEART PUMP, AND THIS INFORMATION

WILL BE USED TO DETERMINE THE BEST
TREATMENT PLAN

The Bottom Iine

How is diastolic heart failure diagnosed?
Anechocardiogram (echo), orultrasound ofthe heart, is
one ofthe mostusefulteststo diagnose both systolic and
diastolic heart failure. Echo creates moviesofthe heart
which are analyzed to measure pumping func tion,

thic knesses of the heart walls, and the ability of the heart
to relax. Ultimately, though, the diagnosis of heart failure is
made by yourphysicians(s) and othermedicalcare
providers. Fyourecho showsevidence ofheart muscle
stiffne ss, it doesnotnecessarly mean that you willhave
symptomsofheart failure. Yourcare providers will re view
yourecho findingsin the contextofa thorough history and
physicalexam, and possibly blood tests, to dete mine
whetheryou might have heart failure. Fthey are
concemed thatyoudo have heart failure, they may
recommend beginning treatment with me dic a tions
and/oradditionaltesting.

kEcan often be difficult to sort out the cause of symptoms suggesting heart failure, such as shortne ss
ofbreath and swollen ankles. The recently published expert consensus guideline! rec ommends the
evaluation of heart func tion in p a tie nts with shortness of bre ath using c ardiac ultra sound
(echocardiogram). Anechocardiogram isa very usefuland safe procedure to sort outif the heart
pump squeezing (systolic) and relaxing (diastolic ) func tions are normalornot. With this nformation,
yourhealthcare team can provide you with information on the condition of yourheart and make the
bestrecommendations forany additionalneeded tests ortreatments.

#SeeMyHeart #KnowYourHeart

SeeMyHeart.org ® ASEcho.org/Guidelines

1. Recommendationsforthe Evaluation ofIeft VentricularDiastolic Function by Echocardiography: An Update from the American
Society of Echocardiography and the Furopean Association of Cardiovascularimaging, Joumalofthe Amencan Society of

Echocardiography, April 2016

Specialthanksto Gonzalo Facio forcreating the se Wlustrations.


http://asecho.org/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/2016_LVDiastolicFunction.pdf
http://asecho.org/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/2016_LVDiastolicFunction.pdf

