
 

 

 

 

 

A Ha rdworking  Musc le  Ne e ds to  Re la x:  

Informa tion for the  Dia stolic  He a rt Fa ilure  Pa tie nt 

 
Wha t is He a rt Fa ilure ?  

He a rt fa ilure  is the  me d ic a l te rm fo r the  he a rt’ s ina b ility to  

ke e p  up  with the  d e ma nd s o f the  b o d y. The  he a rt is a  

musc le  whic h sq ue e ze s o ut b lo o d  to  the  b o dy with e ve ry 

b e a t, the n re la xe s to  fill with b lo o d  to  b e  p ump e d  o ut 

d uring  the  ne xt b e a t. If the  sq ue e zing  func tio n o f the  he a rt 

is re d uc e d , the  he a rt ma y no t b e  a b le  to  p ro vid e  e no ug h 

b lo o d  a nd  o xyg e n to  the  b o d y. This c o nd itio n is c a lle d  

“ systo lic ”  he a rt fa ilure . If the  he a rt musc le  is stiff a nd  the  

re la xing  func tio n is re duc e d , the  p re ssure s in the  he a rt ma y 

inc re a se , c a using  “d ia sto lic ”  he a rt fa ilure . Symp to ms o f 

b o th typ e s o f he a rt fa ilure  ma y inc lude  sho rtne ss o f b re a th 

with e xe rtio n, fluid  re te ntio n (suc h a s swe lling  in the  le g s), 

d iffic ulty b re a thing  whe n lying  fla t, a nd  fa tig ue . Systo lic  

he a rt fa ilure  ha s lo ng  b e e n re c o g nize d  a s a  typ e  o f he a rt 

fa ilure , a nd  is re la tive ly e a sy to  d ia g no se  b y se e ing  

re d uc e d  p umping  func tio n o n he a rt ima g ing  te sts, suc h a s 

e c ho c a rd io g ra ms. Ho we ve r, d ia sto lic  he a rt func tio n ha s o nly re c e ntly b e e n wid e ly re c o g nize d  a s a  

c a use  o f he a rt fa ilure , whic h ma y no t b e  e vid e nt o n so me  he a rt te sts. Fo rtuna te ly, e c ho c a rd io g ra ms 

c a n o b ta in info rma tio n to  ma ke  this d ia g no sis. 

 

 

Wha t c a use s dia stolic  he a rt fa ilure ?  

A va rie ty o f d iffe re nt p ro b le ms c a n c a use  the  he a rt musc le  

to  b e c o me  stiff, a nd  c a use  d ia sto lic  he a rt fa ilure . One  o f 

the  mo st c o mmo n c a use s o f d ia sto lic  he a rt fa ilure  is hig h 

b lo o d  pre ssure , o r hype rte nsio n. Yo u c a n think o f hig h 

b lo o d  pre ssure  a s a  lo a d  tha t the  he a rt ha s to  wo rk a g a inst. 

Whe n yo u lift we ig hts, yo ur musc le s b e c o me  stro ng e r a nd  

o fte n la rg e r. Simila rly, whe n the  he a rt pumps a g a inst tig ht 

b lo o d  ve sse ls, it thic ke ns in o rde r to  b e  a b le  to  d o  its jo b . 

We  usua lly think o f inc re a se d  musc le  size  o r thic kne ss a s a  

g o o d  thing  fo r o ur a rm musc le s, b ut it is no t a  g o o d  thing  

fo r o ur he a rt musc le . The  thic ke ne d  he a rt musc le  will b e  

stiffe r a nd  will no t b e  a b le  to  re la x a s e a sily to  a c c e p t 

b lo o d . Asid e  fro m hig h b lo o d  p re ssure , o the r c a use s o f 

inc re a se d  he a rt musc le  stiffne ss inc lud e  inc re a sing  a g e , 

d ia b e te s, a nd  o b e sity. Pe o p le  who  ha ve  systo lic  he a rt 

fa ilure , mo st c o mmo nly c a use d  b y he a rt p ump  we a kne ss 

d ue  to  he a rt a tta c ks o r he a rt musc le  d ise a se s, ma y a lso  ha ve  d ia sto lic  he a rt fa ilure , o fte n a s a n e a rlie r 

find ing  e ve n tha n the  systo lic  he a rt fa ilure .  
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How is dia stolic  he a rt fa ilure  dia g nose d?  

An e c ho c a rd io g ra m (e c ho ), o r ultra so und  o f the  he a rt, is 

o ne  o f the  mo st use ful te sts to  d ia g no se  b o th systo lic  a nd  

d ia sto lic  he a rt fa ilure . Ec ho  c re a te s mo vie s o f the  he a rt 

whic h a re  a na lyze d  to  me a sure  pumping  func tio n, 

thic kne sse s o f the  he a rt wa lls, a nd  the  a b ility o f the  he a rt 

to  re la x. Ultima te ly, tho ug h, the  d ia g no sis o f he a rt fa ilure  is 

ma d e  b y yo ur p hysic ia ns(s) a nd  o the r me d ic a l c a re  

p ro vid e rs. If yo ur e c ho  sho ws e vid e nc e  o f he a rt musc le  

stiffne ss, it d o e s no t ne c e ssa rily me a n tha t yo u will ha ve  

symp to ms o f he a rt fa ilure . Yo ur c a re  pro vid e rs will re vie w 

yo ur e c ho  find ing s in the  c o nte xt o f a  tho ro ug h histo ry a nd  

p hysic a l e xa m, a nd  p o ssib ly b lo o d  te sts, to  d e te rmine  

whe the r yo u mig ht ha ve  he a rt fa ilure . If the y a re  

c o nc e rne d  tha t yo u d o  ha ve  he a rt fa ilure , the y ma y 

re c o mme nd  b e g inning  tre a tme nt with me d ic a tio ns 

a nd / o r a d d itio na l te sting . 

 

The  Bottom Line  

It c a n o fte n b e  d iffic ult to  so rt o ut the  c a use  o f symp to ms sug g e sting  he a rt fa ilure , suc h a s sho rtne ss 

o f b re a th a nd  swo lle n a nkle s. The  re c e ntly p ub lishe d  e xpe rt c o nse nsus g uid e line 1 re c o mme nd s the  

e va lua tio n o f he a rt func tio n in p a tie nts with sho rtne ss o f b re a th using  c a rd ia c  ultra so und  

(e c ho c a rd io g ra m). An e c ho c a rd io g ra m is a  ve ry use ful a nd  sa fe  pro c e dure  to  so rt o ut if the  he a rt 

p ump  sq ue e zing  (systo lic ) a nd  re la xing  (d ia sto lic ) func tio ns a re  no rma l o r no t. With this info rma tio n, 

yo ur he a lthc a re  te a m c a n pro vid e  yo u with info rma tio n o n the  c o nd itio n o f yo ur he a rt a nd  ma ke  the  

b e st re c o mme nd a tio ns fo r a ny a d d itio na l ne e d e d  te sts o r tre a tme nts.  
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