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Resources for Managing Heart Failure

If you’ve been diagnosed with heart failure, you probably have a lot of questions — and you might be feeling 
unsure about what lies ahead. That’s normal. A heart failure diagnosis takes some getting used to. But the 
more you learn, the more confident you’ll feel about your treatment and your options. This packet was created 
to give you the information you need to manage your health and communicate with your healthcare providers. 
It can help you play an important role on your own heart failure treatment team. It contains the following items:

Living with Heart Failure. This booklet explains the basics of heart failure — how it works, 
what causes it, and how it’s diagnosed and treated. It also explains how you can manage your 
heart failure using a plan we call MAWDS: managing Medications, Activity, Weight, Diet, and 
Symptoms. You’ll also learn more about resources to help support you in this journey.

Heart Failure Self-Care Diary. This diary helps you follow your MAWDS plan. You can use it 
to track your weight, heart rate, blood pressure, and your heart failure symptom “zone” (green, 
yellow, or red) every day. It’s also a good way to share information with your healthcare provider.

Heart Failure DVD. This video teaches you about heart failure and how to manage it, with 
good ideas to help you along the way.

Heart Failure Fluid Tracker. It’s important to limit fluids when you have heart failure. 
This brief tracker helps you keep track of the fluids you take in every day.

Sodium-Restricted Daily Eating Plan. Heart failure patients should limit their salt (sodium) 
to less than 2,000 mg per day. This handout helps you plan delicious meals with less sodium.

Heart Failure Fact Sheet. This is a brief summary of the main ideas you need to remember. 
It’s helpful to give to friends or family who want to support you and desire some basic information.

At Intermountain Healthcare, we want to support you as you manage your heart health. If you’d like more 
information, the following websites will be helpful:

•• Intermountain website: intermountainhealthcare.org/heartfailure 
•• Heart Failure Society of America: abouthf.org 
•• American Association of Heart Failure Nurses: aahfnpatienteducation.com 
•• American Heart Association: heart.org

We hope these tools and resources help you face the future with confidence.
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Heart Failure: Tracking Your Fluids

When you have heart failure, you need to limit 
the sodium (salt) and fluids that you drink and 
eat each day. This is especially true for people 
who retain fluid and need to take water pills. 
This sheet will show you simple ways to track 
your fluids each day.

Why do I need to track my fluids?
Limiting fluids can ease swelling (edema) and lighten 
the workload on your heart. Generally, limit the 

amount of fluids that you drink or eat to around 

2 liters (2,000 milliliters) per day. (Check with your 
healthcare provider to be sure.)

Use these tips to help limit your fluids:
 • Sip a small bottle of water throughout the day 
(record it in your diary as part of a snack).

 • Fight thirst by using lip salve/gloss, sucking on ice 
chips, eating frozen grapes or hard candies, chewing 
sugar-free gum, or using mouth rinses or swabs.

Use the table on the right to learn how to convert 
ounces to milliliters.

Track your fluids using the same units of 
measure each time. This will make it easy to add 
up your daily amount. The table above shows 
ounce (oz) and milliliter (mL) equivalents for 
common amounts. Use the formula “1 oz = 30 mL” 
to figure the mL for any amount in ounces.

Common amounts Ounces mL

2 tablespoons 1 oz 30 mL

1 small juice glass 4 oz 120 mL

1 cup 8 oz 240 mL

1 cup of ice chips
(Ice chips melt to half 
the fluid)

4 oz 120 mL

1 can of soda 12 oz 360 mL

TARGET:  
Daily amount less than

64 oz 2,000 mL

Conver s ion Table

Know how much you drink
Take a look at the cup you drink from most often. How much does it hold? Fill it up to the level that you usually 
use. Pour that amount into a measuring cup. Then use the conversion formula (1 ounce = 30 mL) to figure how 
much you are drinking and write it here. My cup holds   ounces (or   mL). 
How many times can you fill your cup in a day and still stay  
under 64 ounces (or 2,000 mL)?  . 
See the other side of this sheet for an easy way to track your 2 liters of fluid.
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Heart Failure

 • Atherosclerosis (coronary artery disease). 
Atherosclerosis is when the arteries that supply 
your heart with blood become narrowed by fatty 
plaque buildup. This restricts the amount of 
oxygen your heart gets and weakens the muscle. 
It can also cause a heart attack, which can damage 
your heart even more.

 • High blood pressure (hypertension). Poorly 
controlled blood pressure makes your heart work 
harder to pump blood throughout your body. Over 
time, this extra work can wear out your heart and 
lead to heart failure.

 • Heart valve problems. Heart valves control the 
one-way flow of blood through your heart. If valves 
are damaged or abnormal, your heart has to work 
harder to move blood throughout your body.

 • Alcohol or drug abuse. Long-term use and abuse 
of alcohol or drugs can severely weaken your heart.

What is it?
Heart failure is a condition in which your heart can’t 

pump enough blood to meet your body’s needs. 

Usually, this is because your heart muscle is too weak 
to “squeeze” out enough blood with each beat. But 
heart failure can also happen when your heart gets stiff 
and can’t fill up with enough blood between each beat. 

Heart failure is found most often in older people, but 
it can happen to anyone at any age. It’s a serious 
condition — and also quite common. Many people 
with heart failure continue to have a full and active 
life for many years after their diagnosis.

What are the symptoms?
Symptoms of heart failure vary based on the type of 
heart failure you have. Common symptoms include:

 • Shortness of breath
 • Cough
 • Feeling very tired and weak
 • Weight gain (from fluid buildup)
 • Swollen ankles, feet, belly, lower back, and fingers
 • Puffiness or swelling around the eyes
 • Trouble concentrating or remembering

The main cause of heart failure (heart muscle damage 
and weakness) cannot be cured, but symptoms can be 
managed. Good treatment and self-care can help 
keep your symptoms from getting worse.

What causes it?
Heart failure can be caused by anything that 
damages and weakens the heart muscle. But for 4 out 
of every 10 people, there is no known cause. 
Smoking, kidney disease, diabetes, and sleep apnea 
are all causes of heart failure. Here are the most 
common known causes of heart muscle damage:

With heart failure, initial damage weakens the 
heart muscle. This makes your heart beat faster, 

and the muscle stretches or thickens. Over 
time, the heart muscle begins to wear out.

“Normal” heart

Enlarged heart

F A C T  S H E E T  F O R  P A T I E N T S  A N D  F A M I L I E S

1

 • Watch out for medications that contain 
sodium. Sodium is a common ingredient in 
some sedatives, antacids, headache remedies, and 
laxatives. Talk to your doctor or pharmacist before 
using these medications.

 • Be extra careful at restaurants. Get to know 
the restaurants in your area and the menu items 
they offer. When possible, check the nutrition of 
menu items online before you go. Generally, food 
that’s baked or broiled, and made without sauces or 
gravies, will have less sodium.

 • Avoid sea salt. It’s not any healthier than table salt.

 • Avoid soft water whenever you can. Water 
softeners may add a lot of sodium to your water. 
Drink hard water instead. (If you drink bottled 
water, check the label for sodium.)

Nutrition Label Hints
You will need to read food 
labels to check for sodium. 
Pay attention to the serving 
size, as the milligrams of 
sodium will be listed per 
serving. Some food labels have special terms related 
to sodium. When you see these terms, this is what 
they mean:

 • Sodium free: Less than 5 mg of sodium per serving. 

 • Very low sodium: 35 mg or less per serving.

 • Low sodium: 149 mg or less per serving.

 • Reduced sodium: 25% less sodium than the 
original version of the product.

 • No added salt or unsalted: No salt is added 
during the processing (this doesn’t guarantee the 
food is sodium free).

What is sodium?
Sodium is a mineral that helps your body balance 
its fluids. Too much sodium in your diet can cause 
your body to hold on to fluid. This extra fluid can 
raise your blood pressure and increase your risk for 
cardiovascular disease, congestive heart failure, and 
kidney disease. 

The major source of sodium in your diet is salt. Some 
sodium comes from using the salt shaker. A lot of salt 
is also already in foods that come in cans, boxes, or 
bags. Cutting back on these sources of salt can help 
you cut your sodium to 2,000 milligrams (mg) a day 
or less. This sheet will help you learn how to do that.

How much sodium is okay?
Your healthcare providers recommend that 
you eat less than 2,000 mg of sodium per 
day. (A single teaspoon of salt has about 
2,300 mg of sodium.) Your body really 
only needs around 500 mg of sodium 
(about ¼ teaspoon of salt), but most 
people get 4,000 to 6,000 mg per day. That’s almost 
3 teaspoons of salt and around 10 times what your 
body needs! Eating less salt will help you reduce the 
amount of sodium you eat.

General guidelines
Follow these tips to get less sodium in your daily diet:
 • Don’t add salt to food you prepare or eat. You can 
use salt substitutes if your doctor says it’s okay, but 
don’t use very much. Don’t use them as you prepare 
food. Avoid “lite salt,” which is still a ½ salt mix.

 • Watch out for pre-made meals and packaged 
foods. Many foods that come in cans, boxes, and 
bags contain large amounts of sodium. Be sure to 
read labels.

Sodium-Restricted Daily Eating Plan:
2,000 milligrams or less recommended per day

http://www.intermountainhealthcare.org/heartfailure
http://www.abouthf.org
http://www.aahfnpatienteducation.com
http://www.heart.org

