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Helping Patients Manage Their CHF

By Chandler Anderson, B.S.N., R.N., C.E.N.

ne method for evaluating successful outpatient

management of Congestive Heart Failure (CHF)
is to consider the number and frequency of inpatient
admissions for CHF exacerbations. When readmission
rates for patients with CHF reaches up to 30 percent

in some areas, it would appear that the outpatient

medical care given to these patients is poor.

However, high rates of inpatient admissions
are not necessarily the result of poor outpatient
medical care. Instead, they may reflect patients’
lack of understanding about the daily manage-
ment of their disease. Outpatient care that
includes strong patient education regarding
management for CHF will help to prevent, or
at least prolong the time in-between, multiple
re-admissions.

Understanding and Prevention First

Basic CHF patient education should include
prevention of exacerbations and steps to
take if exacerbations occur. Fundamental

to exacerbation prevention is prevention of
fluid overload. Patients need to understand
the importance of preventing fluid retention
and how complying with dietary sodium
restrictions helps them to do that.

Understanding the basic relationship
between sodium consumption and fluid reten-
tion is only part of the process though. Patient
educators need to provide patients with ex-
amples of foods that are low in sodium, taste
good, have a reasonable shelf life and fit the
patient’s budget. If they don't do so, patients
may find sodium rich, processed foods easier
to use and more financially appealing.

Being able to identify symptoms of fluid
overload, such as a significant daily weight
increase or worsening exertional dyspnea,
is also essential. Patients who are unable to
recognize these basic symptoms of overload

are more likely to present later in the course
of the exacerbation and have a more complex
hospitalization course.

Correcting an Occurrence

Once patients are able to identify fluid
overload, they need to learn what steps to take
if CHF exacerbation occurs. They need to
understand what symptoms require immediate
treatment, such as rest dyspnea or prolonged
chest discomfort, versus those that may only
warrant a call to the doctor’s office, such as a
change in the amount of pedal edema.

Providers should also review patients’
medication regimens to ensure that they
understand the reason for taking each medica-
tion, as well as any possible interactions with
common over-the-counter medications.

Finally, patients should be provided with
activity restrictions, if applicable, and receive
assistance with smoking cessation if they are
motivated to do so.

Including these essential elements in a
CHEF patient’s education will help prevent
recurrent admissions that expose patients to
increased financial and health burdens and
decrease their quality of life.

Chandler Anderson

Anderson is the Nurse Manager of Imaging and
Cardiovascular Services, Williamson Medical Cen-
ter, Franklin, Tenn. He graduates in December with
his M.S.N. as a Family Nurse Practitioner.
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