[image: image1.jpg]


[image: image2.wmf]Patient Education Information Sheet

North Florida/South Georgia

Veterans Health System (NF/SGVHS)
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Going Home After Open Heart Surgery
SUMMARY:
This booklet will cover the most important parts of your recovery.  
It will answer most of the questions that patients have after surgery. 
[image: image3.wmf]This booklet will not tell you EVERYTHING, but it does cover the most important areas and can keep you from worrying when you get home.
YOU HAVE HAD HEART SURGERY.  NOW WHAT?
Well, now it is time to go home and recover.You may be asking yourself, 
“What was I thinking when I thought this would be easy?” 
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The TRUTH-
· Getting better will take MONTHS, not weeks.
· It takes 2 full months for the bones in your chest (your sternum) to heal.  
· You may not feel like yourself for up to 6 months 
and this is NORMAL!  
· You will need extra rest and/or naps.  
· Healing takes time and energy.  
· Your appetite will be poor for awhile.  Try to find healthy foods that taste good.  Strict diets can wait a bit. 
· Getting well after surgery takes effort.  
· You will be taking medications for the rest of your life.  This is okay.  
These medications are part of your recovery.  They will help you stay well long after your surgery is over. 
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Your heart is now healthy and you will feel better.
Just remember it takes time!
KEEPING CLEAN:
Incisions
· Shower every day and pat your incisions dry.  Allow soapy water to trickle down your incision.  Do not scrub your incisions.
· Your incisions have been covered with a “superglue” type of dressing that will keep them clean and dry.  This will peel off, and that is exactly what it is supposed to do.

No Swimming or tub baths
· DO NOT swim or get into a bathtub for at least 2-3 weeks after your surgery.  
Once the incisions are completely healed, you can take tub baths and swim. 
No lotions
· [image: image6.wmf]DO NOT put any other creams, salves, or ointments on your incision unless you first ‘okay’ this with your surgeon or provider.  Many of these lotions will remove the dressing (glue) we placed on the incision.

[image: image7.wmf]ACTIVITIES:
Walking
· Walk as much as you can.  Try to walk when it is cool outside.  Work up to a mile in the first 7-10 days you are home, but don’t stop there!  If your health allows, slowly increase your distance.
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Lifting (Sternal Precautionos)
· [image: image9.wmf]Do NOT lift anything heavier than 5 pounds (about one gallon of milk) for the first 6-8 weeks.  Heavy lifting may hurt your sternum.  You may then need another surgery to repair it.  Try not to push or pull with your arms.
· Cross your arms and hold your elbows when you cough.

Riding and Driving in Cars
· You can ride in a car as a passenger with a seatbelt and airbag ON as well.  Move the seat back as far as possible.
Remember to continue “sternal precautions” (not pushing/pulling) when getting in and out of the car. 
· DO NOT DRIVE while you are on pain medications! Make sure you have a ride home on your discharge day. 
OTHER ACTIVITIES:
Sleeping
· Sleep in whatever way is most comfortable.  It is okay to reach over your head.  If something hurts, don’t do it!
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· There, we said it!  Wait 6-8 weeks for that too.  You must wait for your chest to heal first!  Ask your provider before taking sex enhancing drugs.
Using your Incentive Spriometer (IS)
· It is very important for you to use this device before surgery, while you are in the hospital, and when you go home.  Ask your nurse to explain how to use your IS if you do not understand.
· Deep breathing exercises will help prevent lung problems such as pneumonia after your surgery.
· [image: image11.wmf]Try to breathe deeply enough to fill your entire lungs.

· TIP:  Use your IS during commercials while you are watching TV.  You can’t deep breathe TOO much.
LIFESTYLE CHANGES:
Smoking
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Smoking MUST stop if you want to get the most out of your surgery!  
You should try to stop at least 2 weeks before you have your procedure.
· Smoking delays healing time after surgery.  
It can cause more health problems for you in the future.
· The VA has a Smoking Cessation Program that we encourage you to join.  Please call your Primary Care doctor for more information.  Medications to help you quit are also available. 
Drinking Alcohol
· A small amount is okay AFTER you have recovered from surgery 
(6-8 weeks). What is a small amount?  Approximately 2 drinks or less a night for men and 1 drink or less a night for women.
· Try to stop drinking 1-2 weeks before your procedure.
· It may be better not to drink at all if you feel that you have a problem.
· We can help you quit drinking too.  Please ask us for help.
Exercising
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Make daily exercise an important part of your new life.
· Make it a priority.  It will help with weight loss.  It can replace the cravings for cigarettes and junk food.
· It will help keep your bypasses open longer.
· Remember what we said earlier about walking!
Taking your Medications
· Take your medications as prescribed.  Some may have changed.  
A pharmacist will tell you how to take your medications on the day you go home from the hospital.
· [image: image14.wmf]If you are having any problems with your medications, let your doctor know.  
· DO NOT STOP taking any medications without first talking to your provider.  Some medications can cause problems if stopped suddenly. 
· Make sure you have refills before you run out.
· Bring a list of medications to your clinic visit.  Your medications might be adjusted at each of your follow up appointments.[image: image15.jpg]



EATING:
· [image: image16.wmf]Try to eat a low-fat, low-sodium, 
low-cholesterol diet.  If you are diabetic, be sure to stay on your diet.
· If you don’t know how to do this, please ask your provider for a referral, recommendations, or recipes.  

· Your appetite will not be normal right after surgery.  

· Try eating smaller, more frequent meals.  

· Sometimes cold foods taste better at first.  

· Experiment with new foods and cooking styles.

What should you eat?
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Lots of fresh fruits/vegetables. 

· “Unprocessed” foods have less salt and are healthier choices.

FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS:
“Why am I so weepy and sad?”

· Depression is common after heart surgery.  

· Let your provider know as soon as possible.  

· Short-term medications may be very helpful. 

· Exercise may help too.
“When will I feel better or less tired?”
· It can take up to 6 months to get back to normal.  

· Make sure you are eating well, exercising, AND resting.  

· Naps are okay as long as they don’t disrupt your nighttime sleep.

“Why does my chest (or leg) have numb areas?”

· Some nerves are cut when the incisions are made.

· Sometimes the feeling returns and sometimes it does not.  

· You will have strange feelings around the incisions for as much as a year, but they improve with time.
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“When will my constipation get better?”

· It improves with decreasing and then stopping the pain medication. Continue taking the stool softener provided for you when you were discharged.  
· Exercise and a good diet will help as well. 
You will be scheduled to return to the Cardiothoracic Surgery Clinic less than 1 week after discharge and again 4 weeks after discharge.  You will need to have an ECG, chest X-ray, and blood work done on the day of your follow up appointment.

Please make sure you ask any questions you have either before your surgery, while you are in the hospital, or after you go home.

We wish you a fast and comfortable recovery.  We hope most of your concerns have been answered with this book.
CALL US IF YOU HAVE:

· Fever greater than 100.5 degrees F and chills after you have gone home.
· Weight GAIN of 3-5 pounds or more over 2-4 days.
· Swelling in both legs that is getting worse or doesn’t improve when you elevate your legs.
· ANY redness of your incisions especially the chest incision if you had an artificial valve placed.  Drainage of foul odor from the incisions.
· Painful urination or new inability to urinate.
· Any medication questions.
· Shortness of breath, chest pain, nausea, vomiting, dizziness, or if you experience pain uncontrolled by medication.
· Have any other questions or problems you feel are important.
CONTACT:
Cardiothoracic Surgery Office
 Monday-Friday 9:00 am-5:30 pm:

800-324-8387 or 352-376-1611 extension 5194
You can leave a message for non-urgent calls at any time.
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Telcare/Advice Line 
Normal Business Hours

Gainesville 1-800-988-5641 
or Lake City 1-800-308-8387 extension 2805

Weekends, Holidays, Evenings, Nights 1-877-741-3400
If you are having a medical emergency, dial 911 
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