FACT SHEET FOR PATIENTS AND FAMILIES

Outpatient Cardiac Rehab
What is cardiac rehab?
Cardiac rehab is a program that helps you recover after
a heart attack, heart surgery, cardiac cath lab procedure,
or diagnosis of heart disease. It focuses on exercise,
education, and support to help you build a stronger
heart. Here’s what happens in cardiac rehab:

•• It starts in the hospital, as cardiac rehab therapists
help you sit up, walk, do basic exercises, and learn how
to take care of yourself at home.
•• After you’re discharged, you’ll attend outpatient cardiac
rehab, described in this fact sheet. Many outpatient
cardiac rehab centers are located in the hospital where
you received your care, and most patients attend the
center 2 to 3 times per week for several months.
•• After your initial recovery, you must maintain healthy
habits for life. Some people choose to continue with an
outpatient (maintenance) cardiac rehab program to do
this, using the program almost like a health club, with
the benefits of medical supervision.

Why participate in outpatient
cardiac rehab?
There are many reasons outpatient cardiac rehab is very
important to your recovery. Here are a few:
•• You can get specific help from trained staff members,
including nurses and exercise specialists, as you
recover. Depending on your needs, this can include:
–– Testing your heart rhythm
–– Monitoring your blood pressure, heart rate,
oxygen, glucose levels, and fluid retention
–– Communicating with your doctor
–– Helping you care for your incisions and
manage your medications
•• Cardiac rehab staff take the guesswork out of exercise
with a plan designed especially for you. For safety, you’ll
be supervised and monitored during exercise — and
you’ll get help with an activity plan to follow at home.

In outpatient cardiac rehab, you’ll regain strength
and endurance in a supportive, safe setting.
•• In cardiac rehab, you’ll learn about healthy nutrition
and other lifestyle choices for a stronger heart.
Cardiac rehab staff will give you information, support,
and encouragement.
•• Outpatient cardiac rehab can bring specific health
benefits such as weight loss, better strength, and lower
risk of future heart problems.
•• Outpatient cardiac rehab is also a great way to build
your general well-being and confidence. While cardiac
rehab can be hard work, most people find it encouraging
and even fun! Many people in cardiac rehab report
having a better mood, lower stress, and more energy.

How does the program start?
Before you begin an outpatient cardiac rehab program,
the staff will assess your condition and help you set some
goals. Here’s what happens:
•• Assessment: Based on information from your doctor
and hospital notes, the cardiac rehab staff may do a
medical evaluation to learn more about your needs.
This may include a 6-minute walk test (see the
description on page 2) or heart rhythm tests. You’ll
also answer some questions about your general health,
your diagnosis, and your goals.
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•• Planning: You’ll work with the team to create a plan
that meets your needs. The plan will include how often
to attend the cardiac rehab center, ways to add activity
to your daily routine, and an easy-to-follow exercise
plan to use at home.

The 6-minute walk test

Exercise

To check your endurance, you might have a
6-minute walk test periodically. The test usually
takes place in a long hallway or large room. Here’s
what happens:

You’ll take part in an exercise program that is uniquely
designed for you — one that lets you start at your own
pace and helps you gradually increase your activity level.

•• A healthcare provider will show you where to
walk. You’ll probably do “laps” that are marked
off along the wall or in the room.

As you exercise, cardiac rehab staff will monitor you
for safety and keep track of your progress. They’ll keep
track of your blood pressure, blood oxygen, weight, and
exercise ability. You will wear sticky patches (electrodes)
on your chest that are connected to a monitor to check
your heart rate and rhythm.

•• Once the test begins, you’ll walk for 6 minutes.
You don’t need to run or race-walk, but try to
cover as much distance as you can.

The exercise program has five basic elements:
•• Warming up. Cardiac rehab staff will guide you in
gradually warming up at the start of each session.
Gradually working into exercise helps your heart
prepare for a workout and lessens the chance of
problems during exercise.
•• Aerobic activity. Aerobic exercise, like walking on a
treadmill or riding an exercise bike, helps your heart
recover. As your heart pumps faster, the heart muscle
becomes stronger and more efficient. Aerobic exercise is
also good for your health in other ways — it makes your
lungs draw in more oxygen, improves the flow of blood
through your body, and can help lower your blood
pressure. Cardiac rehab staff will vary the activities to
keep things interesting.

•• You can slow down or stop to rest, but start
walking again as soon as you can.
•• The healthcare provider will tell you when there
are 4 minutes left, 3 minutes left, and so forth.
This will help you pace yourself.
•• After 6 minutes, the healthcare provider will tell
you to stop and will record how far you walked.
A fingerclip might also be used to record your
blood oxygen.

•• Flexibility. Gentle stretches can improve your balance
and make it easier to move. Stretching can also reduce
pain, stiffness, and stress. Cardiac rehab staff will guide
you to make sure your stretches are safe and effective.
•• Strength training. Training with weights will build
your muscle strength and improve your endurance.
Stronger muscles can lower your chance of injuries and
keep your heart from working so hard. Don’t worry —
you don’t have to become a bodybuilder. Cardiac rehab
staff will help you ease into these exercises and gradually
increase your strength.
•• Cooling down. Gently slowing down can help keep
your muscles from getting stiff after exercise.
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Education
Cardiac rehab staff can give you helpful advice about
anything related to your heart condition. They’ll help you:
•• Learn how to make healthier food choices. Cardiac
rehab staff will give you good advice and tips on
nutrition for a healthier heart, based on American
Heart Association guidelines. The right food choices
can improve your health and help reduce your risk of
future heart problems.

Does my health insurance
cover cardiac rehab?
Different health insurance companies offer different
coverage levels for cardiac rehab. Here are some
general guidelines:
•• Inpatient cardiac rehab before you leave the
hospital is almost always covered.
•• Cardiac rehab during your recovery after you
leave the hospital is usually covered, based on
your doctor’s referral or prescription. You may
be responsible for co-pays or co-insurance.
Cardiac rehab staff can help you figure out
your specific coverage.

•• Learn how to handle stress as you recover. A heart
procedure, surgery, or disease diagnosis usually brings
some change and stress to your life. In cardiac rehab,
you’ll learn strategies for dealing with stress and
improving your emotional health.

•• Ongoing cardiac rehab — using the program
long-term — is usually not covered. For
patients who want to continue with the program
long-term, it’s usually available for a reasonable
monthly fee, similar to a gym membership.
Patients often gain so much benefit from the
outpatient cardiac rehab center and staff that
they decide to continue, paying for the program
on their own. Cardiac rehab staff can give you
more information.

•• Learn about other lifestyle choices that will improve
your heart health. For example:
–– Quitting tobacco can be one of the hardest things
you’ll ever do — but it’s also one of the most
important things you can do for your heart health.
In cardiac rehab, you’ll learn strategies that can help
you quit for good. Cardiac rehab therapists can also
help you connect with support groups and classes so
you aren’t going it alone.

I’m glad I did cardiac rehab
instead of just trying to go it alone.
I’ve met some great people, and they
encourage me every time I go in!

—Ruth, Cardiac rehab patient after

–– Losing extra weight can be tough, but it’s one key
to overall health and may help protect your heart
from future problems. Cardiac rehab staff can help
you avoid “quick fix” diets and give you information
on how to start a heart-healthy eating program that
will last.
–– Reducing other risk factors — for example,
controlling your blood pressure or following a
program to manage heart failure — often involves
a combination of medication and smart choices.
Cardiac rehab therapists can help you with
information and tips based on your specific
situation and needs.

CABG surgery
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Support
Heart disease can affect your whole life. Yet most heart
patients learn new ways to manage their health and face
the future with renewed confidence. With time, support,
and education, so can you.
Cardiac rehab provides support as you adjust to all the
changes your diagnosis brings to your life. You’ll be in a
fun, positive atmosphere where everyone is working to
improve their health and fitness. You’ll work with cardiac
rehab therapists who are trained to help people face the
challenges of heart disease. As you meet other patients
who are working toward similar goals, you can encourage
each other.

At first, I wasn’t sure about
cardiac rehab. I thought,
“why not just exercise at home?”
Now I’m glad my doctor
encouraged me to go. The
therapists at my center are really helpful. They
keep the exercise interesting. But the best part
is that they helped me with the other changes,
like eating better. I never thought I would like
brown rice, but one gal gave me a bite of her
brown rice and veggie salad, and then gave me
a recipe. My wife and I love it!

—Josef, in cardiac rehab after a heart attack
Is outpatient cardiac rehab right for you?
Before starting outpatient cardiac rehab, you’ll talk with your doctor and/or cardiac rehab staff, and sign a form to show
that the program has been explained to you. Make sure you ask any questions you have. Below is a table listing common
benefits, risks, and alternatives for cardiac rehab, but other benefits or risks might apply to your unique medical situation.
The rest of this handout also gives more information about what happens in outpatient cardiac rehab.

Potential benefits

Risks and potential complications

Alternatives

Cardiac rehab may help you:

Cardiac rehab is designed to be safe, with therapists monitoring
your heart and symptoms. But as with any exercise, in rare cases
cardiac rehab can affect your heart in unexpected ways. Cardiac
rehab brings a small risk of:

The alternative to
outpatient cardiac
rehab is following an
exercise plan at
home or at another
exercise facility.

•• Lower your blood pressure
•• Manage cholesterol and blood sugar
•• Improve your weight management
•• Increase your flexibility and strength
•• Improve your endurance and ability
to exercise
•• Have better self-esteem and
self-confidence
•• Lower your emotional stress

•• Abnormal heartbeat or blood pressure
•• Ineffective heart function
•• Chest pain
•• Heart attack or cardiac arrest
Promptly report any symptom to the cardiac rehab staff.

If you have a health emergency during a cardiac rehab session,
healthcare providers will treat it.
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