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Eating a Healthy Diet
Why is diet an important treatment
for heart failure?
Diet is critical in the treatment of heart failure. Limiting
sodium is typically recommended to limit fluid build-up.
But some other nutrients or substances also play a role
as well. Heart failure can become more severe if diet and
medicine recommendations for heart failure are not closely
followed. Medicine and diet therapy are most effective
when used together in the treatment of heart failure.
Taking your medicines and following the diet your
doctor has recommended for you will make it easier

for you to breathe and help you feel better and be able
to do more of your normal daily activities. A registered
dietitian can help you make needed dietary changes
by providing meal-planning guidelines that are realistic
and specifically tailored to your individual needs and
preferences.
Ask your doctor if a cardiac rehab program is right for you.
Rehab can give you education and support that help you
build new healthy habits, such as limiting sodium and
eating heart-healthy foods.

Why do you need to limit sodium or fluid?
Sodium
If you consume too much sodium, it will cause your body to
retain excess fluid. This extra fluid increases swelling in your
legs and makes it harder for your heart to pump. Eating too
much sodium can even trigger sudden heart failure.
Limiting sodium can help you feel better and prevent
sudden heart failure.
Your doctor will tell you how much sodium you can eat
each day. You may need to limit sodium to less than
2,000 mg each day.
Fluid
Fluid intake is not routinely restricted. It may be restricted
in advanced cases to maintain your body’s electrolyte
balance. Closely following your low-sodium diet will help
to decrease or eliminate the need for fluid restriction. It is
very important that you watch for any signs of fluid gain
(swelling or increase in body weight) and report them to
your doctor.

Do you need vitamin or mineral supplements?
You can usually get all of your vitamins and minerals
by eating a heart-healthy diet that is rich in fruits and
vegetables.
Your doctor might recommend a multivitamin/mineral
supplement if you are undernourished or cannot
completely meet your nutritional needs through food.
If you take a diuretic (water pill) for heart failure, this
medicine might change your dietary needs for potassium,
magnesium, calcium, and zinc. Ask your doctor if you
should take supplements or eat certain foods to get
enough of these minerals.
Potassium
If you take a diuretic, ask your doctor if you need to
take a potassium supplement or if you need to watch
the amount of potassium in your diet. If you take a loop
diuretic or thiazide diuretic, your doctor may suggest
that you get extra potassium because these medicines

lower your potassium levels. But if you take a potassiumsparing diuretic, you might not need to get extra
potassium in your diet.
Magnesium
As with potassium, blood levels of magnesium are
typically low with extensive diuretic use. Magnesium
plays a role in holding on to potassium in the body. So if
you need to replenish potassium, you need to consume
enough magnesium also to optimize the body’s ability
to retain the potassium you are consuming.
Good food sources of magnesium include seeds, nuts,
legumes, unmilled cereal grains, and dark green vegetables.
Calcium and Zinc
Long-term use of diuretics can also deplete your body
of calcium and zinc. Adequate calcium must also be
consumed to prevent bone loss, which can occur in
people who are not able to be physically active. Good
food sources of calcium include milk and milk products,
calcium-fortified foods and beverages, broccoli, and kale.
Good food sources of zinc include meat, nuts, legumes, fish
(especially oysters), poultry, and milk and milk products.

What if you need extra calories and nutrients?
In severe heart failure, more calories are often needed
because of the increased workload of the heart and
lungs. But calorie requirements will vary, based on your
current nutritional status.
If you are underweight or malnourished, you will need
to increase your intake to obtain sufficient calories and
protein to prevent the loss of muscle tissue, maintain
or gain weight, and achieve a healthy level of protein
(albumin) in the blood.
In people whose activity is very limited (those who are
bedridden), it is important to obtain sufficient calories
and protein to prevent the development of pressure
ulcers (bed sores). Increased food intake is often difficult
for individuals who have moderate to severe heart failure
because of the congestion, poor appetite, shortness
of breath, and nausea that are often caused by this
condition or by the medicines used to treat it.
MVP Health Care offers a condition health management
program for members living with heart failure. For more
information or to see if you qualify, call 1-866-942-7966.
MVP Health Care, as part of its continuing Quality
Improvement Program, endorses The Institute for Clinical
Systems Improvement Heart Failure in Adults guidelines.
Information in this newsletter does not constitute medical advice.
If you have questions about your health, talk to your doctor.
Health benefit plans are issued or administered by MVP Health Plan, Inc.;
MVP Health Insurance Company; MVP Select Care, Inc.; and MVP Health
Services Corp., operating subsidiaries of MVP Health Care, Inc. Not all plans
available in all states and counties.

The body’s increased energy demands along with the
obstacles to sufficient intake can often lead to malnutrition
in people who have heart failure. The following is a list of
suggestions to help you boost your appetite (by reducing
fatigue) and to help you increase your calories and protein
with as little volume and discomfort as possible.

Tips for increasing your calorie and protein intake.
• Eat small, frequent meals (five or six) rather than three
large meals each day.
• Eat foods with a soft texture to minimize the amount
of chewing you need to do.
• Rest before and after meals.
• Use more of your sodium allowance at your best
mealtime of the day to maximize food intake.
• Avoid spicy foods and gas-forming vegetables (such
as beans, broccoli, cauliflower, brussels sprouts,
cabbage, and onions) if they cause you discomfort
(heartburn, feeling of fullness, and gas).
• Drink milk and juices.
• Eat higher-fat meats, milks, and cheeses.
• Add nonfat dry milk to gravies, sauces, and mashed
potatoes (to increase protein intake).
• Add butter or margarine to vegetables, breads, and hot
cereals. Use olive oil to saute foods and to top breads.
• Try nuts, peanut butter, and dried fruits for snacks.
Eat fruits canned in syrup.
• Talk to your doctor or registered dietitian about
including nutrition supplement beverages in your diet
if you are malnourished and not able to take in enough
food to meet your calorie and protein needs. Those
that provide the most calories and protein in each can
will provide a lot of nutrition in a smaller volume.

How does heart failure change how your body
regulates and uses nutrients?
As heart failure progresses, the heart loses its ability to
pump strongly, and blood flow throughout the body
decreases. This causes a number of reactions throughout
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the body. Decreased blood flow to the kidneys hinders
their ability to remove excess sodium from the body.
Reduced cardiac output from ineffective pumping
stimulates the kidneys to retain fluid. Retained fluid
causes congestion in the lungs and difficulty breathing.
Excess sodium in the body results in the release of a
hormone called aldosterone that causes the body
to retain fluid as well. Fluid builds up in the body and
causes congestion in the lungs, which makes breathing
difficult. Also, fluid may build up in the wall of your
intestines, which can make it difficult to absorb nutrients
from your food. If your body does not receive the
nutrition that it needs, you will lose muscle tissue and
your body will not be able to fight off infections.

Reduce Your Risk of the
Flu and Pneumonia
It is important to get vaccinated against the flu and
pneumonia. Many pneumonia-related deaths are
preventable through vaccination and appropriate
treatment. Pneumonia is a lung infection that can cause
mild to severe illness in people of all ages. Signs of it
include: coughing, fever, fatigue, nausea, vomiting, rapid
breathing or shortness of breath, chills, or chest pain.

Certain people are more likely to become ill
with pneumonia:
• Adults 65 years of age or older.
• Children younger than five years of age.
• People under the age of 65 who have underlying
medical conditions (like diabetes or HIV/AIDS).
• People 19–64 who smoke cigarettes or have asthma.
There are several strategies for preventing pneumonia
and other respiratory infections such as colds and the flu:
• Wash your hands regularly.
• Clean hard surfaces that are touched often (like
doorknobs and countertops).
• Cough or sneeze into a tissue or into your elbow
or sleeve.
• Limit your exposure to cigarette smoke.
• Take steps to treat, control and prevent conditions
like diabetes and HIV/AIDS.
Get vaccinated. In the United States, several vaccines
prevent infections that can cause pneumonia, including
Pneumococcal, Haemophilus influenzae type b (Hib),
Pertussis (whooping cough) and seasonal influenza
(flu) vaccines. Talk to your health care provider for more
information on these vaccines.
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