
Life After Heart Surgery

Information for patients and their families after heart 
surgery 

Read this booklet to learn about:

• What to do before you leave the hospital

• What to do while recovering after you leave the hospital

• What activities are safe

• Signs and symptoms to watch for and when to seek medical help

• Helpful resources and community supports

Please talk to a member of your health care team if you have any questions.

Form: D-3288
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Introduction

Your heart surgery is over. Now you and your family or caregivers can 
focus on your recovery.

Heart surgery puts stress on your entire body. At first your recovery may 
seem slow. It is normal to feel more tired than usual. You should begin 
to do more of your usual activities slowly and gradually increase your 
activity over the first few weeks. If you feel tired, take breaks or rest.

Your recovery time will depend on:

• your age

• your general health

• how active you were before surgery

• how you manage your health after surgery

You may feel unsure about what you can do to help you recover.  
This booklet can help. We have included answers to many common 
questions about how to get back to your everyday activities after  
heart surgery. The information can help you no matter what type  
of heart surgery you had.
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Before You Leave UHN

What can I do to prepare for my discharge?
You may be ready to leave the hospital as soon as 4 days after your surgery. 
Some patients need to stay longer for medical reasons.

Your health care team will tell you the day before you are planned to be 
discharged. They will confirm your discharge time on the day you can leave. 

Do these things before you leave the hospital:

• Read as much of this booklet as you can. It can help you learn 
important information about your discharge.

• Write down questions as you think of them. Members of your health 
care team can help answer them as you progress in your recovery.

• Arrange for a family member or a friend to help you for the first few 
days you are home or at your next place of residence. You will need 
someone to help you with cooking, grocery shopping and cleaning. 
Speak with your social worker if you need help.

• Arrange for someone to pick you up from UHN. Ask a family member 
or friend to pick you up before 11:00 am on the day you leave. If your 
trip home is long, stop approximately every hour to take a short walk or 
stretch your body.

• Tell hospital staff if you are flying home. You may need medical 
approval to fly and extra help at the airport.

• Wear loose, comfortable clothing. If the weather is cold, make sure 
your head and neck are covered.

• Take your pain medicine before you leave the hospital. This helps you 
feel more comfortable on your way home.

If you are taking warfarin (a blood thinner), make sure you received and 
understand the information about how your warfarin will be monitored and 
INR blood testing.
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Time of discharge
Please arrange to leave the hospital by 11:00 am on your day of discharge. 
This helps us prepare for new cardiac patients. Thank you for cooperating 
with this discharge time.

If you cannot leave by 11:00 am, we may ask you to wait in the patient lounge 
until your family or friends come to take you home.

Make sure you have these things before you leave the hospital:

 � A discharge letter with information about your hospital stay the  
follow up you need.

 � Prescriptions for your medicine.

 � Information about the medicine you are taking. See page 11 for details. 

For patients with valve and congenital heart disease:
You will receive information about the medicine you need to take to 
prevent endocarditis (infection of the heart lining). It is important 
that you let your health care team know that you had valve or 
congenital heart surgery so that they can prescribe you antibiotics.
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How can UHN support me after my discharge from hospital?

1.  Heart Helpline:  1-888-780-8707
Toronto General Hospital has a heart helpline available 24 hours a day, 
7 days a week. You can call 1-888-780-8707 if you have any questions 
about your recovery up to 4 weeks after cardiovascular surgery. Someone 
from the heart helpline will respond to your questions within 24 hours. 
The Heart Helpline is NOT for emergencies. If you have a medical 
emergency, call 911 or go to your nearest emergency department.

2.  Integrated Care Program (“IC Program”) 
UHN offers an Integrated Care Program (“IC Program”) for patients who 
had heart surgery at UHN. If you are a candidate, a member of the IC 
Lead Team will contact you while in hospital.

The IC Program can improve the experience for patients who had heart 
surgery as they move from the hospital and back to home or another 
residence. 

The IC Program will help you and your family, caregivers and care 
providers by:

• making it possible for you to receive care at home

• avoiding unnecessary trips to the emergency department and hospital 
stays 

• providing guidance, care and support for up to 90 days after leaving UHN

The IC Program includes:

 9 A main contact person called an Integrated Care Lead. You can speak 
to the IC Lead if you have any concerns or questions for up to 90 days 
after your discharge from UHN

 9 Access to a support line 24 hours a day, 7 days a week for clinical 
assistance. (Note: For patients not eligible for the IC Program, call the 
Heart Helpline at 1-888-780-8707)

 9 Coordinated home care services as needed
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3.  Outpatient cardiac rehabilitation
You will be referred to a cardiac rehab program after your heart surgery. 
Studies show that patients who go to cardiac rehabilitation recover 
sooner and better than patients who do not go. 

UHN has a cardiac rehab program at the Toronto Western Hospital (TWH) 
and Toronto Rehab – Rumsey Centre. You can be referred to the program 
at TWH, Rumsey Centre, or one closer to your home. Most programs are 
covered by OHIP.

The program provides information about how to get active, eat healthy, 
feel well, and take control of your health. 

Cardiac rehab programs can help you learn to set goals and create a plan 
for your recovery. Cardiac rehab programs teach you:

• how to plan a healthy menu

• how to cook low-fat foods

• how to exercise safely

• how to relax when you feel stress

• more about heart disease and how to reduce the effects of heart disease

The cardiac rehab staff may have you do an exercise test and design an 
exercise program just for you. You may also be able to share your experience 
with other patients who have had heart problems. 

How do I join a cardiac rehab program?
All patients recovering from cardiac surgery are referred to an outpatient 
cardiac rehab program. Someone from the cardiac rehab will call you 
approximately 2 weeks after you leave the hospital. They can answer  
any questions you have and discuss your plans. You can arrange a time  
to visit the cardiac rehab program or help you find a program closer to 
where you live.
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If you do not receive a call within 2 weeks, call the UHN Cardiac 
Rehabilitation department at TWH at 416 597 3422 extension 5200. 

You can find more information on the following websites:

• www.patienteducation.ca 

• www.cardiachealth.ca 

• www.ccn.on.ca

http://www.patienteducation.ca
http://www.cardiachealth.ca
http://www.ccn.on.ca
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Early Days of Recovery after Heart Surgery

What follow-up appointments will I have after surgery?
To make sure you are recovering well after surgery it’s important to 
follow up with all your health care providers. You need to book these 
appointments after your discharge:

• 1st week after discharge: Visit your family doctor or nurse practitioner 
See your primary health care provider during the first week after you 
leave the hospital. Make an appointment as soon as you get home. Your 
family doctor or nurse practitioner will see how you are feeling and 
check your progress during future visits. 
 
If you have any problems, your family doctor or nurse practitioner will 
help. They can also refer you to your surgeon or cardiologist. If you 
don’t already have a family doctor or nurse practitioner, please try to 
find one as soon as possible. Patients without a family doctor or nurse 
practitioner can contact the Health Care Connect program.  
See https://www.ontario.ca/page/find-family-doctor-or-nurse-
practitioner.

• 4 weeks after discharge: Visit your cardiologist 
Call your cardiologist the first week you return home to make your 
appointment. If you have a cardiologist at the Toronto Centre for Adult 
Congenital Heart Disease, the clinic will call you with an appointment. 
If you did not have a regular cardiologist before your admission, the 
cardiac surgery team will refer you to one.

• 6 to 8 weeks after surgery: Visit your surgeon 
Call your surgeon’s office to make an appointment if you have not been 
contacted within 5 to 6 weeks after your surgery. The number to call will 
be on your discharge letter.

https://www.ontario.ca/page/find-family-doctor-or-nurse-practitioner
https://www.ontario.ca/page/find-family-doctor-or-nurse-practitioner
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When to Get Medical Help

Call your primary health care provider (family doctor or nurse 
practitioner) if you have any of these signs or symptoms. Do not 
wait to book an appointment.

• Fever higher than 38 ºC (100.4 ºF) for 2 to 3 days.

• Thick, yellow-green (pus-like) fluid oozing from any incision or chest tube 
site.

• Gain 2 to 3 pounds (1 to 1.5 kilograms) of weight over 2 to 3 days. This 
may be a sign that you are retaining fluid.

• Swelling in both your ankles and feet. This may be a sign that you are 
retaining fluid.

• Worsening shortness of breath after activity or at rest.

• Feeling that your heart is beating faster than it did early after your 
surgery.

• Pounding in your chest more often than it did early after your surgery.

• Feeling your heart is skipping a beat more often than it did early after 
your surgery.

• Sharp pain in your chest. The pain becomes worse when you take a deep 
breath and it does not get better after taking your pain medicine.

• Feeling more tired over several days. You feel more tired than you have 
been feeling after surgery.

• Having angina or chest pain or discomfort like you had before surgery.
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What should I know about my medicines?
Your doctor or nurse practitioner will give you prescriptions to take after 
your surgery. The medicines you take depend on the type of surgery you 
had and your medical condition. Your medicines might be different from 
the ones you took before your surgery. A pharmacist will review with you 
the medications that you will be sent home on and will give you a detailed 
information sheet.

Before you leave the hospital, please make sure that you know the 
following for each medicine that you take:

• What it is for?

• How much do I take?

• When do I take it?

• How long do I take it for?

• What side effects do I need to watch for?

• What can I do if I have side effects?

Taking warfarin (Coumadin)
Your doctor might prescribe warfarin (also called Coumadin) while you are in 
the hospital. Warfarin is a blood thinner. It is used to prevent blood clots and 
stroke. Your pharmacist will talk with you about how to take warfarin safely 
and what side effects to watch for. Your family doctor, cardiologist or the 
Thrombosis Clinic will monitor you with regular blood tests.

Take the medicines you are prescribed until your first check up with your 
family doctor or nurse practitioner. At this appointment, your family doctor 
or nurse practitioner will tell you which medicines you need to continue  
to take, and which you may need to adjust or stop. Your surgery team will 
not provide refills on your mediations. 
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Tips for taking my medicines

Follow all the instructions for taking each medicine. Your health care 
provider will give you this information.

Keep an updated list of your medicines with you all the time. This list 
should include:

• the name of the medicine
• how many you take each day
• what time you take them

You can also bring all your medicines in their original bottles to all medical 
appointments.

Check with your doctor or pharmacist before you:
• take new prescription medicines 
• take non-prescription medicines 
• take herbal or vitamin products

If you forget to take your medicine, skip the dose and take your medicine 
at the next scheduled time. Do not make up for it the next time by taking 2 
doses.

Return old or outdated medicines to your pharmacy. They will throw 
them away safely.

Tell your doctor about any side effects of the medicines you are taking.

These side effects can include:
• rash
• vomiting
• fever
• diarrhea

• nausea
• yellowing of your skin
• severe bruising
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How do I care for my incisions?
There are things you can do to help your incisions heal as quickly as possible 
and reduce scarring.

• Take a shower every day. Wash your incisions gently with water and 
non-scented soap.

• Do not take a bath in your tub until your incisions are healed  
(scarred over ). This may take up to 4 to 6 weeks. The dirt in bath  
water may cause an infection in your incisions.

• Do not scrub your incisions. Let the water run over your incisions to 
rinse off the soap. Scrubbing the area can affect the healing.

• If your chest is sensitive to the shower spray, turn your back to the 
shower head. Then move around so the water runs over your shoulders 
onto your chest. If you find it too tiring to stand in the shower, sit on a 
sturdy stool or chair that is meant for the shower.

• Avoid direct sunlight on your healing incision (and later the scar). 
After 4 to 6 weeks you can use sunscreen with an SPF of at least 40 to 
protect the scar tissue.

• Wear a comfortable support bra, if needed. Bras that are too tight 
can pull on the incision and cause discomfort. If your bra irritates your 
incision, try putting gauze over the affected area.
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Recovering After Surgery

How can I expect to feel as I recover from surgery?
You may feel discomfort as you heal. Feeling discomfort is normal and 
should get better over time.

People recover from heart surgery at their own pace. You should be able to 
go back to your regular daily activities in time.

The following information includes all the ways your body may feel and what 
you can do to help.

Your whole body

What you might feel:

• weakness and fatigue (very tired)

• nausea (upset stomach)

• not feeling hungry 

• trouble concentrating

• stiffness

• tingling or numbness in your ring or pinky fingers

• pain, soreness and aching in these areas:
 � around your incisions and ribcage
 � between your shoulder blades
 � at the back of your neck
 � in your legs
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What you can do to help:

• Know that healing can take time. Your appetite, energy level and ability 
to focus should improve as you heal.

• Increase your activity gradually. Regular walking 4 to 5 times per day is 
the best way to increase your energy level. 

• Take pain medicine to ease your discomfort. Don’t wait for the pain to 
get too bad before taking pain medicine. 

• Any tingling or numbness in your fingers due to the nerves in your arm 
being stretched when your chest was open during surgery will likely 
disappear over time. 

• Change positions often, for example when you are sitting, standing, 
walking or lying down.

• Try to sit or stand with your back straight.

• Get enough physical activity after surgery. Follow the activity guidelines 
on pages 20–21.

• Talk to your doctor or nurse practitioner about how you feel.

Your heart beat

What you might feel:

• your heart beating faster than usual

• a pounding feeling in your chest

• your heart skipping a beat

What you can do to help:

• Your heart will go through some changes as it heals. Stop and rest if 
your heart feels like it is beating too fast.

• Talk to your family doctor or nurse practitioner if you feel like your heart 
is beating too fast, too often.

• Follow the activity guidelines on pages 20–21.



16

Your chest bone

What you might feel:

• a slight clicking or movement of your chest bone when you move or take 
deep breaths. This feeling disappears about 4 weeks after surgery as 
your chest bone heals

What you can do to help:

• Do not lift, carry, push or pull items more than 10 pounds (4.5 kilograms) 
for 6 to 8 weeks after your surgery. 

• Let someone else help you with lifting or tiring work.

What can I do to protect my chest after heart surgery? 

• No lifting, no pushing, no pulling anything over 10 pounds (5 kilograms) 
for at 6 to 8 weeks.

• When getting out of bed from a lying to sitting position, roll over and 
gently push up with your elbows.

• To stand from sitting, use your legs muscle to push up. Only use your 
arms to balance.

• Keep things close by to avoid reaching too far.

• Do not force your arms when dressing or undressing.

• If you use a wheelchair and are able to use your legs, foot propel. Follow 
the advice of your physiotherapist or occupational therapist on how to 
propel your wheelchair.

• Keep a small pillow nearby and hug it against your chest over the 
incision if you need to cough or sneeze.

• Remind caregivers to NOT grab you under your armpits when helping 
you to stand up or move in bed.
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Your legs – for patients who had bypass surgery

What you might feel or see:

• swelling in your leg that will be worse around the foot and ankle area 
where the vein was removed. Know that the swelling will improve. The 
other veins in your leg will build up to take over for the one that was 
removed.

What you can do to help:

• Elevate your legs above your hips when you are sitting or lying down.

• Do not cross your legs when you sit.

• Avoid standing in one position for more than 1 or 2 hours at a time.

Your incisions (cuts)

What you might feel or see:

• change in skin colour, swelling or bruising around your incision. Any 
redness, swelling and bruising eventually disappear 

• swelling or a lump at the top of the chest incision (cut). The lump is the 
muscle being pulled together to protect your bone and will disappear in 
a few weeks

• numbness or burning around your chest area. This might be caused by 
damage to the nerves during surgery and will gradually improve over time

• itching and burning on or around your incisions

What you can do to help:

• Use a clean, cool cloth on your incision to help relieve itching and burning.

• Wash your incisions with mild soap and water.

• Do not put creams, lotions, ointments or powders on your incisions for 
the first 3 to 4 weeks.

• Check your incisions for signs of infection such as redness, swelling, or 
any drainage (pus).
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Your bowel movements

What you might feel:

• constipated (not being able to have a bowel movement for more than  
2 or 3 days)

• bloating in your stomach area caused by:
 � the anesthetic medicine you were given to make you fall asleep 
during the surgery

 � the medicines you are taking

What you can do to help:

• Eat foods high in fibre like fruit and green leafy vegetables.

• Talk to your pharmacist or family doctor if you need medicine to help 
you empty your bowels (poo).

Your sleep

What you might feel:

• stiffness when you are moving or turning in bed

• wake up often in the middle of the night. Your sleep should improve as 
you recover

• tired when you wake up in the morning

What you can do to help:

• Use enough pillows to make yourself comfortable in bed.

• Stay active during the day by following the guidelines on pages 20–21.

• Fit in time to rest periods between your activities.

• Take pain medicine before you go to bed.
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What positions should I sleep in?

• It is OK to sleep on your side.

• Do not sleep on your stomach for the first 4 to 5 weeks.

How can I cope with my changing emotions?
You might feel many different emotions as you recover from heart surgery. 
Your emotions can sometimes match how your body is feeling. The changes 
to your daily routines can also affect how you feel.

You may or may not have any trouble with your emotions after surgery. Your 
body is going through a lot of changes. You might find some days more 
difficult than others.

You might feel:
• sad or depressed
• frustrated
• impatient
• afraid
• irritated
• happy one minute and sad the next
• angry at friends and family for minor reasons

Since it’s common to have trouble sleeping at the beginning of your 
recovery, you might find it harder to concentrate and remember things.

Remember, these emotions are temporary. Your emotions can improve 
as you feel less pain, as your energy increases, and as you start to do your 
usual everyday activities again.

Try to be patient. Do not expect too much of yourself in the first few weeks. 
Compare your progress week-by-week and not day-by-day.
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Remember that family members, caregivers and friends can help. It may 
help to share your emotions with others. Talking about your feelings can 
help you and others supporting you to cope with your changing emotions or 
their own.

How active can I be during my recovery?
You need to be less active at first to give your body a chance to heal. 

Place a pillow over the chest area as needed for comfort and to avoid strain. 
Do more activities gradually so you do not become too tired.

See below for activities that are safe to do and when you can start doing 
them. Stop any of these activities if you feel pain while you are doing them. 
Pain is one of your body’s signs that something may be wrong.

1 to 6 weeks after surgery – Do light activities only
You are able to do light activities to take care of yourself. The following 
activities are okay to do. Once you are home or your next place of residence, 
you can also ask your primary health care provider about different activities. 
Remember you will see your primary health care provider during the first 
week you return home.

• Walking and climbing the stairs at a slow pace

• Lifting items that weigh less than 10 pounds (4.5 kilograms)

• Washing your hands and body

• Combing your hair while sitting or standing at the sink

• Showering with warm water while sitting or standing in the shower

• Dressing and undressing

• Preparing light meals, such as chopping foods while sitting

• Washing the dishes, making the bed and doing light housekeeping such 
as dusting

Remember: Do NOT work with your arms above shoulder height.
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6 to 8 weeks after surgery – Try moderate activities
You will see your cardiologist (heart specialist) 4 weeks after you leave the 
hospital. Ask your cardiologist if it is OK before you do any of these activities:

• Cleaning at a slow pace, such as vacuuming, washing floors, laundry

• Shopping for groceries and carrying bags

• Doing light home repairs, such as hanging a small picture

8 weeks after surgery – Try heavier activities
You will see your surgeon about 8 weeks after you leave the hospital. Ask 
your surgeon if it is OK before you do any of these activities:

• Shoveling snow

• Doing heavy washing or scrubbing with your arms above your shoulders

• Doing heavy gardening, such as digging, spading, raking, and trimming 
branches overhead

• Playing tennis, jogging, swimming or bicycling at a medium or fast pace

• Doing heavy home repairs such as painting a room

• Any activity that you want to resume that is not listed above

How should I change the way I do my daily activities?
Try to change the way you do your daily activities while you recover. Finding 
an easier or simpler way to do a task will save you energy and help you avoid 
feeling pain.
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The tips below will help you save energy. Saving energy does not mean doing 
less. It means using the energy you have wisely. For all activities you do:

1.  Balance activity with rest.
• Do an activity for a short time, then rest for a short time. Take a rest even 

if you do not feel tired. Take a nap or rest whenever you feel tired. Rest 
for at least 30 to 60 minutes, twice a day during the start of your recovery.

2.  Take your time during activities.
• Doing things more quickly uses up more energy. It can also increase 

your level of stress. Do things at a slow and steady pace.

3.  Change your body position to save energy.
• Your body position can affect how hard your heart has to work. You 

can save energy by sitting while you do some activities. Change your 
position often. Don’t sit or stand for too long.

• Changing your position often will prevent you from feeling stiff and 
improve your blood flow.

See examples below of how you can do everyday activities in a different way 
to save energy and avoid pain.

Kitchen tasks

• Put the things you use most often on a level that is easy to reach. You 
should not bend or reach your arms above your shoulders.

• If you need to, use tools like a “reacher” to help you. A reacher can be 
used to pick up things that are on high shelves or that fall to the floor

• Let any dishes you wash air dry instead of drying them

• Only carry things that are less than 10 pounds (4.5 kilograms)

• Hold or carry things like pots or bowls with both hands

• Hold or carry things close to your body. This spreads the weight across 
more muscles

• If possible, slide things across the countertop (for example hot pots)
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Showering or bathing

• When you shower, sit on a bath chair or bath bench. You will use less 
energy.

• Using a hand-held shower head may help you reach all of your body 
parts.

• Once you can take a bath (after 4 to 6 weeks), do not use extremely hot 
water. This may cause you to feel weak or dizzy.

• Use a grab bar in your tub if you have trouble moving around.

• An Occupational Therapist can tell you the best place to install the grab 
bars for your safety.

Toileting
If you have trouble getting on and off the toilet, it is usually because the toilet 
seat is too low. You may need a raised toilet seat. If you need something to 
hold onto, you can install a wall grab bar or side rails for the toilet.

Lifting things from the floor (less than 10 pounds or 5 kilograms)

• Bring your body close to what you want to lift.

• Bend your knees and hold it close to your body.

• Lift with your legs, not with your arms and back.

Remember:

• After surgery, your reaction time will be slow because of the medicine 
you are taking. 

• You will also feel weaker and more tired. Do not drive until your 
cardiologist says it is safe to drive at your 4 week follow-up appointment. 

• Do not use saunas and hot tubs for at least 6 weeks. They can cause 
your blood vessels to widen and will make you feel lightheaded or dizzy. 
Talk to your family doctor before you use either.
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What physical activities can help with my recovery?
When you get home from the hospital, try to follow the same routine as you 
did in the hospital. For example, eat 3 meals a day, go for short walks, do 
your incentive spirometry and take time to rest. 

Your daily activities can include self-care like washing and dressing yourself. 
See pages 20–21 for a list of self-care activities that are safe to do during 
your recovery.

Certain exercises will also help you feel better and help your recovery. These 
exercises include:

• Deep breathing and coughing exercises 
These exercises help your lungs return to normal and prevent infection 
especially during the first few weeks.

• Simple stretching exercises 
Stretching helps you feel less stiff and improves your flexibility.

• Walking and moving your body 
Walking is a good way to exercise after your heart surgery. You can walk 
more as you feel better.  
 
If you have limited mobility or use a wheelchair or other assistive device, 
do the exercises that your physiotherapist recommended while you were 
in hospital.

The next section explains how to do each exercise and how often.
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Deep breathing and coughing exercises

Each of these deep breathing and coughing exercises should be completed 
3 to 4 times daily.

Breathing with an incentive spirometer

1. Breathe in slowly and deeply through the mouthpiece  
for as long as you are able.

2. Breathe out without the mouthpiece in your mouth,  
as instructed.

How often?
10 times

OR

Deep breathing exercises

1. Relax your shoulders.
2. Put your hand on your stomach.
3. Breathe in while pushing out your stomach.
4. Hold your breath for 3 seconds.
5. Breathe out slowly.

How often?
10 times
                    

Splinted cough

1. Put a pillow tightly against your incision.
2. Cough twice in a row.
3. Rest before you repeat.

How often?
3 times

Incentive Spirometer
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Ankle pumping

1. Lie on you back or sit on a chair.
2. Bend your feet up and down.

How often?
10 times
                    

Leg slides

1. Lie on your back.
2. Slide legs up and down, bending your knees.
3. Repeat one leg at a time, with your heel slightly off the bed.

How often?
5 to 10 times
                    

Simple stretching exercises
Below are some simple stretches you should do while you recover. Do these 
stretches every day for 2 to 3 weeks after your surgery.

After the first 2 to 3 weeks, you can also include these stretches as part of 
your warm up (before exercise) and cool down (after exercise). You can do 
these stretches while sitting in a chair.

Remember:

 9 Stretches should be gentle, slow and steady. Be careful not to  
over stretch.

 9 None of these stretches should hurt you.

 9 Hold each stretch for about 10 to 15 seconds.
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Neck stretch

1. Slowly move your head in all directions,  
as tolerated. 

How often?
Repeat in all directions 5 times, 2 to 3 times per day.
                    

Arms above head

1. Slowly raise your arm above your head, 
as tolerated.

2. Lower it back to your side.
3. Repeat with other arm.

Note: If you have a permanent pacemaker,  
do not do arm raise for 4 to 6 weeks, as instructed.

How often?
Do 5 stretches
Repeat 2 to 3 times a day.

                    

Trunk rotation

1. Put your hands on your hips.
2. Slowly twist your head and upper body to look  

toward your left.
3. Start moving the same way to your right side.
4. Repeat.

How often?
Do 5 stretches. 
Repeat 2 to 3 times a day.
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Leg straightening 

1. Sit all the way back on a chair.
2. Straighten your right leg.
3. Pump your ankle up, down, and around.
4. Relax (your leg back down?)
5. Switch legs and repeat.

How often?
Do 5 stretches.
Repeat 2 to 3 times a day.
                    

Walking 
Walking is a good activity for people who had heart surgery. At the 
beginning of your recovery, walk at a slow pace. You can do more as you 
start to feel better.

If you are not able to walk outside because of bad weather, walk in the house 
or inside a nearby shopping mall. If you live in an apartment building, walk 
through the hallways.

Once you are able to walk at a steady pace and are clear-headed,  
you can use a treadmill on the level setting at an easy walking pace 2 mph 
(3.2 kmph) or less.

When you start walking, you should start with many short walks. Gradually 
you can take fewer but longer walks.
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To be safe when you walk, remember to:

 9 Stop if you feel pain or unwell.

 9 Do not push yourself too hard.  
 
Your pulse (heart rate) during and after walking should not be more 
than 20 beats per minute faster than your resting heart rate for the 
first 4 weeks after surgery. After that, follow your cardiac rehabilitation 
program staff’s advice.

See page 33 to learn how to take your pulse.
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Below are charts that give you examples of how fast and how often you 
should walk. There are charts for each of the first 4 weeks after you leave 
the hospital. Remember to always listen to your body. Take your heart rate 
so you can exercise safely.

Week 1 at home

Slow pace: for example, walking slowly in a park (about 3 km per hour)
Day Number of walks  

each day
Length of time 

walking
1 5 to 9 5 minutes
2 4 to 8 6 minutes
3 3 to 6 7 minutes
4 3 to 6 8 minutes
5 3 to 5 9 minutes
6 3 to 4 10 minutes
7 3 to 4 11 minutes

Week 2 at home

Slow pace
Day Number of walks  

each day
Length of time 

walking
8 2 to 4 12 minutes
9 2 to 3 13 minutes 

10 2 to 3 14 minutes
11 2 to 3 15 minutes
12 2 to 3 16 minutes
13 2 to 3 17 minutes
14 2 to 3 18 minutes
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Week 3 at home

Moderate pace: (about 5 km per hour)
Day Number of walks  

each day
Length of time 

walking
15 2 19 minutes
16 2 20 minutes 
17 2 21 minutes
18 2 22 minutes
19 1 23 minutes
20 1 24 minutes
21 1 25 minutes

Week 4 at home
Moderate pace

Day Number of walks  
each day

Length of time walking

22 1 26
23 1 27
24 1 28
25 1 29
26 1 30
27 1 31
28 1 32



32

Follow these rules when you exercise:

1. Use the walk/talk test 
You should be able to walk and talk at the same time without feeling 
short of breath.

2. Stop if you feel:
• pain
• upset stomach
• very tired
• short of breath
• dizzy or lightheaded
• your heart pounding or beating very fast

3. Check your pulse 
Checking your pulse (heart rate) is a good way to see how hard your heart 
is working. To exercise safely, your pulse after exercise should be no more 
than 20 beats per minute higher than before exercise.

4. Always warm up before exercising and cool down after exercising. 
To warm up or cool down, do a few minutes of slow walking. This will let 
your heart rate slowly increase before you exercise and slowly decrease 
after you exercise. 
 
Your warm up and cool down can also include a few stretches. This will 
help loosen up your muscles.

5. Wear loose, comfortable clothing and comfortable walking or  
running shoes.

6. Wait 2 hours before you exercise:
• after a large meal
• drinking alcohol
• after drinking coffee, tea or cola (things with caffeine)
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7. Add new exercises or activities slowly. 
If you feel tired or sore the day after you exercise, you may be pushing 
yourself too hard.

8. Avoid outside activities in very hot or very cold weather. 
Very hot or very cold weather can be hard on your heart. Do not exercise 
outside when the temperature is lower than -8°C or higher than 27°C. 
Also, do not exercise if the humidity makes it feel higher than 39°C.

9. Do not hold your breath during exercise. Remember to breathe in and 
out. If you are doing something that takes effort, remember to breathe 
out while you do the task.

How to check your pulse
Here are some instructions for how to check your pulse. If you are not sure 
you are doing it right, your nurse or physiotherapist can help you learn how 
to do it.

1. Use these 2 fingers to feel your pulse. Do not use your 
thumb.

2. Lightly press your 2 fingers just above the skin  
creases on the thumb side of your wrist.

3. Count the number of beats you feel in 10 seconds. 
The number of beats that you count is your pulse 
rate. To find out what your pulse rate is per minute, 
multiply your number by 6. 

For example, if you counted 12 beats, then your 
pulse is 12 beats per 10 seconds or 72 beats per 
minute.

If you like, you can buy special monitors to take your pulse for you. Some 
examples are a watch monitor, a step counter, or a heart rate monitor.
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Comparing your resting pulse with your exercise pulse
Your resting pulse is your pulse before you exercise or do an activity. 
It is important to know this rate so you can compare it to your exercise 
pulse. Your exercise pulse is your pulse during or right after you exercise.

Resting pulse (your heart rate before exercise)

• A normal resting pulse is 60 – 100 beats per minute. 

• You should exercise very slowly if your resting pulse is above 110.

Exercise pulse (your heart rate during and after exercise)

• Your exercise pulse should not be more than 20 – 24 beats above your 
resting pulse for the first 4 to 6 weeks after surgery, unless your care 
team has given you other instructions. 

• Do not exercise with a heart rate higher 120 unless you have discussed 
this with your care team.

Can I climb stairs?
You can climb stairs when you need to. In the first 2 weeks at home, try to 
limit going up and down the stairs to 1 to 4 times a day depending on how 
you feel and your energy level. Do not climb stairs as part of your exercise.

• Climb slowly, 1 step at a time. 

• Use the handrail for support. If you become tired or 
dizzy, stop and rest for a minute.

• When you reach the top of the stairs, you may feel 
short of breath or feel your heart pounding. You 
will feel better after you stop and rest. You will also 
improve as you continue to recover. 

• If you find that climbing the stairs is hard for you, 
put a chair at the top of the stairs on the landing. 
You can rest on the chair if you need to sit down 
before walking further.
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Should I have visitors?
Visits can be enjoyable but tiring. Try to limit the number of visitors to no 
more than 2 a day at first. It may help to tell them when you begin to feel 
tired and need to rest. 

What about sex?
You may have questions and concerns about having sex after heart surgery. 
Your desire to have sex may be lower at the beginning of your recovery. This 
is normal and usually temporary. Remember to be patient and to talk with 
your partners about your feelings.

Other forms of intimacy such as hugging and kissing can be an enjoyable 
during the recovery period.

If you can climb 2 flights of stairs without becoming too tired or short of breath, 
you can be sexually active again. Avoid sexual activity after a large meal or a 
lot of physical exercise. If you are tired or tense, wait until you feel better.

Avoid taking the weight of your body on your arms for at least 6 weeks 
after surgery. If certain positions cause discomfort, try different ones. The 
positions that will cause the least stress on your body are lying on your side 
or lying on your back.

How should I eat to keep my heart and body healthy?
Eating healthy foods is important to your recovery. Your body will need more 
nutrients including lots of vegetables and healthy proteins such as lean 
meats, nuts and avocado to help it heal.

You may find that you do not feel as hungry after surgery. Your appetite 
improves as you begin to feel better. You might find it easier to eat 4 or  
5 small meals or snacks during the day instead of 3 larger meals. Drinking  
a nutritional supplement may help you get the calories you need. 
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Eating healthy foods speeds your healing and can give you more energy.
The information has suggestions on healthy eating during and after your 
recovery. It is based on eating in the traditional way of people living around 
the Mediterranean Sea.

Eating the Mediterranean way can help control your blood pressure, blood 
cholesterol and blood sugars. It can lower your chance of developing heart 
and other health problems.

Eating the Mediterranean way includes:

• Lots of foods from plants (fruits, vegetables, whole grains and legumes)

• Eating fish and seafood more often

• Choosing healthy fats such as olive oil, nuts, and seeds regularly

• Having dairy, poultry, and eggs in moderation

• Having very little red meat (beef, pork, lamb) and sweets

10 Steps to eating the Mediterranean way

1. Cook at home more often

• Use fresh, whole food ingredients

• Avoid processed or prepared foods

2. Eat fruits and vegetables every day

• Eat a variety of fruits and vegetables every day to lower your risk of 
heart attack and stroke

3. Choose whole grains regularly

• Eating more whole grains (such as barley, farro, quinoa, bulgur, 
buckwheat, brown or wild rice, and steel cut oats) can keep your bowels 
regular and help lower cholesterol and manage blood sugar
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4. Have legumes at least 3 times a week

• Choosing legumes more often (such as beans, split peas, lentils, 
chickpeas, soybeans) can help control blood pressure, lower cholesterol 
and control blood sugar

5. Include healthy fats with all meals

• Using extra virgin olive oil in moderation is healthy for your heart

6. Enjoy unsalted nuts 3 or more times each week

• Eating nuts can lower cholesterol and the risk of heart events

7. Choose fish and seafood at least 3 times a week

• Fish and seafood contain healthy fats, which help prevent heart disease

• Choose fatty fish such as salmon, tuna, herring and sardines

• Choose seafood such as clams, scallops, oysters and mussels

8. Having 2 to 3 servings of milk or alternatives each day

• Having milk products (such as milk, yogurt and cheese) and alternatives 
(such as soy beverage) can keep bones healthy and also help lower or 
manage blood pressure

9. Choose meat in moderation

• Plan your meals around foods from plants (such as vegetables, whole 
grains, and legumes) instead of meat

• When you do eat meat, choose poultry more often than red meat (beef, 
pork and lamb)

10. Eat less salt (sodium)

• Use herbs and spices instead of salt to flavor foods. Use little or no salt 
when cooking. Do not add salt at the table

• Limit store-bought sauces and processed foods
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For more information about healthy eating or eating the Mediterranean  
way see: 

• Cardiac College https://www.healtheuniversity.ca/en/cardiaccollege

• Oldways Health through Heritage http://oldwayspt.org

• UHN brochure “Eating the Mediterranean Way for Good Health and a 
Longer Life”. See www.uhnpatienteducation.ca and search by title.

Talk to a Registered Dietitian
A Registered Dietitian (RD) can give you important information about meal 
planning. Your cardiologist, family doctor or your UHN health care team 
can give you a referral to see a dietitian. You may also ask to speak to a RD 
during cardiac rehabilitation. Visit Dietitians of Canada website  
www.unlockfood.ca. 

Can I drink alcohol?
Talk with your family doctor or nurse practitioner before you drink alcohol. 
Alcohol can change the way some of your medicine, like warfarin, works in 
your body. Alcohol can also affect the level of triglycerides (fat) in your blood, 
your blood pressure, and blood sugar. If it is safe to have alcohol during your 
recovery, a moderate amount of alcohol is allowed. A moderate amount 
means 1 or 2 drinks per day at most. 

1 drink is equal to:

• one bottle of beer

• one 5 ounce glass of wine

• one shot (1½ ounces) of liquor

https://www.healtheuniversity.ca/en/cardiaccollege
http://oldwayspt.org
https://www.uhn.ca/PatientsFamilies/Health_Information/Health_Topics/Pages/Patient-Family-Education.aspx
http://www.unlockfood.ca
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When can I go back to work?
Your body will recover in its own time. When you start feeling better, you 
might start thinking about when you can go back to work.

Even if you are feeling better, when you should return to work will depend 
on the kind of job you have. Your body might need to be fully recovered 
before you can go back to work.

You might have to wait a little longer before going back to work if your job:

• is very stressful (for example, long hours and many deadlines)

• needs you to do a lot of heavy lifting or pushing

• needs you to work in a dangerous or risky environment

Talk to your cardiologist at your scheduled follow-up appointment  
(4 to 6 weeks after surgery). Tell them about the details of your job.  
Your cardiologist can give you some advice about when is the best  
time to return to work.
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Life After Recovery

No matter what kind of heart surgery you had, you may need support to 
keep healthy and make changes in your lifestyle to improve your health.

Make any changes one day at a time so you don’t feel overwhelmed. Making 
heart-healthy choices is important to stay healthy after your surgery and to 
recover.

For patients who had bypass surgery, it is important to change your risk 
factors for coronary artery disease. Risk factors are things that increase 
the chance that you will develop coronary artery disease. Coronary artery 
disease can still progress after surgery.

Changing your risk factors lowers the chance of developing coronary artery 
disease. There are some risk factors we cannot change, such as family 
history (heredity), age and sex. Risk factors that can be changed include:

• smoking
• meal planning
• exercise habits
• stress
• high blood cholesterol
• high blood pressure
• diabetes

To lower your risk:

• Avoid smoking commercial tobacco or inhaling second-hand smoke.

• Keep a weight that is healthy for you.

• Eat healthy foods. For example see Eating Well with Canada’s Food 
Guide (http://www.healthcanada.gc.ca/foodguide). See a Registered 
Dietitian to help you with your eating plan.

• Exercise or do physical activities regularly.

http://www.healthcanada.gc.ca/foodguide
http://www.healthcanada.gc.ca/foodguide
http://www.healthcanada.gc.ca/foodguide
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• Speak to a health professional about ways to reduce stress in your life.

• Monitor other health conditions such as diabetes, high blood pressure 
and high cholesterol.

• Take your medicines as prescribed.

• Keep appointments with your doctors to help monitor your health.

If you have any questions about your heart problems or risk factors for heart 
disease, ask your health care provider.

Helpful Community Resources
A community resource can a person, group of people or a centre.  
Helpful information can also be found in books or websites.

Some examples of people or centres that can help are:

• Rehabilitation centres

• Your local hospital

• Home and Community Care Services

• Registered Dietitians

• Heart and Stroke Canada

• Stop-smoking programs

• Stress management and relaxation programs

Rehabilitation centres
Rehabilitation uses physical therapy and education to help you recover from 
surgery. There are 2 kinds of rehabilitation, inpatient rehabilitation and 
outpatient rehabilitation.
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Inpatient rehabilitation
Most people recover very well after discharge from hospital and do not need 
inpatient rehabilitation. Some people need extra help with their recovery.

Inpatient rehabilitation means being admitted to a different health care 
centre after your hospital stay. You will only be referred for inpatient 
rehabilitation if:

• you had major complications or health problems after your surgery and 
you need ongoing medical care

• you are an older adult and live alone with no family or friends to help

Few patients qualify for rehabilitation beds so it is important that you 
prepare for your discharge early – even before you come to the hospital for 
surgery. Ask to speak to the social worker if you need help with your plans.

Outpatient rehabilitation – Cardiac Rehabilitation
Outpatient cardiac rehabilitation is open to all cardiac patients.

Please refer to page 7 of this guide for more detailed information about 
outpatient cardiac rehab.

Your local hospital
If you have ongoing medical needs that require hospital care, you might be 
transferred to your local hospital.

Your doctors should be able to tell you if you need to be transferred. This is 
usually not necessary. You should prepare to be discharged home for your 
recovery.

Home and Community Care Support Services
Most patients do need home care after discharge. During your hospital stay, 
we teach you ways to take care of yourself during your recovery and what to 
do if you have questions or problems.
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Visit your family doctor or nurse practitioner if you need medical services or 
personal support while you are at home. They can help arrange for Home 
and Community Care services.

For more information visit the Home and Community Care Support  
Services website https://www.ontario.ca/page/home-community-care or call 
310 2222. 

Medic Alert Canada
Website: www.medicalert.ca 
Phone: 1 800 668 1507

Stop-Smoking Programs
The Lung Association
Phone: 1 888 344 LUNG (5864)
Website: www.lung.ca 
E-mail: info@lunghealth.ca

Smoke Enders
Website: www.smokenders.com

Canadian Cancer Society
Phone: 1 888 939 3333
Website: www.cancer.ca

Stress Management Relaxation
Ontario Psychological Association Referral Service
Phone: 416 961 5552

Dorothy Madgett Relaxation Clinic
Phone: 416 340 7070 

Ask your hospital team or a family doctor for a referral to a psychiatrist, 
psychologist, or social worker. You will also need a written referral if you 
would like to use the relaxation clinic.

https://www.ontario.ca/page/home-community-care
http://www.medicalert.ca
http://www.lung.ca
mailto:info%40lunghealth.ca?subject=
http://www.smokenders.com
http://www.cancer.ca
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Other Resources

General websites
Heart and Stroke Canada
www.heartandstroke.ca
Phone: 1 888 473 4636

Heart and Stroke Canada has a lot information about heart disease and 
stroke, including: 

• reducing risk factors for heart disease
• medical information about angina, heart valves and high cholesterol
• coping with stress
• healthy heart eating
• reading food labels

Cardiac College
https://www.healtheuniversity.ca/en/cardiaccollege
Cardiac College offers valuable information to help people living with heart 
disease better manage their condition. Find a wealth of resources including 
“A Guide to Help You Live and Thrive with Cardiovascular Disease”. [PDF] 

National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute
http://www.nhlbi.nih.gov/health/public/heart/index.htm
Provides health information for patients/public, health professional, and 
educators. See their Disease and Conditions Index for a quick and easy way 
to get updated information.

American Heart Association
http://www.americanheart.org
Provides a wide range of cardiovascular health and stroke topics.

British Heart Foundation
www.bhf.org.uk
Find valuable information about heart disease and related issues.

http://www.heartandstroke.ca
https://www.healtheuniversity.ca/en/cardiaccollege
https://www.healtheuniversity.ca/en/CardiacCollege/Documents/full-eng.pdf
http://www.nhlbi.nih.gov/health/public/heart/index.htm
http://www.americanheart.org
http://www.bhf.org.uk
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UHN Patient Education & Engagement
Visit our website: www.uhnpatienteducation.ca

• Select “Search for Health Information”. You can search our brochures by
topic or keywords, such as Heart (Cardiovascular).

UHN Patient & Family Learning Centres/Libraries 
Learn more about heart health by visiting our Learning Centres and 
Libraries. They offer reliable and up-to-date health information to patients, 
their families, community members, and staff.

• Choose from resources in audio, video and electronic formats, including
resources in different languages.

• Request information about Health or Community Services specific to
your needs. Submit your question online
(https://forms.uhn.ca/PublicForms/Form/AskLibrarian)

• Search the Online Library Catalogue
(https://www.uhn.ca/PatientsFamilies/Health_Information/Patient_
Family_Education/Libraries/Pages/library_catalogue.aspx)

General reading
Exercises for cardiac recovery: The strong heart fitness program for life 
after heart attack & surgery / Smith, William : Hatherleigh Press, 2018

Exercises for Heart Health: The Complete Guide for Heart Attack, Heart Surgery, 
and Cardiovascular Disease Patients / by William Smith : Hatherleigh Press, 2010

Healthy Habits for Your Heart: 100 Simple, Effective Ways to Lower Your 
Blood Pressure and Maintain Your Heart’s Health: Adams Media, 2018

Coronary heart disease: From diagnosis to treatment / Cohen, Barry M.: 
Addicus Books, 2019. 3rd ed.

Living a healthy life with chronic conditions: Self-management skills 
of heart disease, arthritis, diabetes, depression, asthma, bronchitis, 
emphysema and other physical and mental health conditions: Bull Publishing 
Company, 2020. 5th ed.

Heart smart for women: Six steps in six weeks to heart-healthy living / Mieres, 
Jennifer : Onward Publishing, 2018

http://www.uhnpatienteducation.ca
https://forms.uhn.ca/PublicForms/Form/AskLibrarian
https://forms.uhn.ca/PublicForms/Form/AskLibrarian
https://www.uhn.ca/PatientsFamilies/Health_Information/Patient_Family_Education/Libraries/Pages/library_catalogue.aspx
https://www.uhn.ca/PatientsFamilies/Health_Information/Patient_Family_Education/Libraries/Pages/library_catalogue.aspx
https://www.uhn.ca/PatientsFamilies/Health_Information/Patient_Family_Education/Libraries/Pages/library_catalogue.aspx


Nutrition and Healthy Heart Eating Cookbooks
American Heart Association low-salt cookbook: A complete guide to 
reducing sodium and fat in your diet / American Heart Association : Clarkson 
Potter, 2011. 4th ed

Healthy slow cooker cookbook / American Heart Association : Harmony 
Books, 2018. 2nd ed.

The heart healthy cookbook for two: 125 perfectly portioned, low-sodium, 
low-fat recipes / Koslo, Jennifer: Rockridge Press, 2017

The new American Heart Association cookbook / American Heart 
Association: Harmony Books, 2017. 9th ed

The plant-based solution: America’s healthy heart doc’s plan to power your 
health / Kahn, Joel K. : Sounds True, 2018

Go Fresh: A heart-healthy cookbook with shopping and storage tips / 
American Heart Association : American Heart Association, 2014

Healthy fats, low-cholesterol cookbook: Delicious recipes to help reduce 
bad fats and lower your cholesterol / American Heart Association : Harmony 
Books, 2015

Have feedback about this document?
Please fill out our survey. Use this link: surveymonkey.com/r/uhn-pe

Visit www.uhnpatienteducation.ca for more health information. Contact pfep@uhn.ca to request 
this brochure in a different format, such as large print or electronic formats.
© 2022 University Health Network. All rights reserved. Use this material for your information only. It does not replace advice from your 
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about a specific medical condition. You may print 1 copy of this brochure for non-commercial and personal use only.
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