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Recovering after a heart attack
Every three minutes someone somewhere in the UK suffers from a heart
attack. The good news is the majority of these people recover; there are
now over 915,000 heart attack survivors living in the UK.

But if you recently joined their club, you might be wondering ‘what now?’

The road to recovery
‘You will not be discharged from hospital unless the doctors think you are
out of immediate danger. In the case of a mild heart attack, when the heart
still has good function, you could be home within as little as 48 hours,’ says
consultant cardiologist Dr Andrew Archbold from BMI The London
Independent Hospital.

Your recovery begins at this point, but can you just resume your normal life
or do you need to change your lifestyle?

Exercise after a heart attack
Physical activity and regular exercise are good for you, as long as it’s done
in the right way, and are now one of the main parts of a cardiac
rehabilitation programme. ‘Recovering from a heart attack today is not like
years ago when you were on bed rest for weeks,’ says Dr Archbold. ‘Now you
are encouraged to move. Exactly how much activity is recommended
depends on the level of damage your heart has sustained.’

Before you leave hospital, you will see a cardiac rehabilitation team who
can give you specific advice and an exercise programme that will
gradually build up to what you are capable of. Generally though, it’s hoped
most people will manage 20 minutes of walking, swimming or cycling in
one go within four to six weeks.
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One activity not recommended for a while is lifting heavy weights, ‘This can
increase blood pressure while you do it and doesn’t give the sustained
stimulus the heart needs to strengthen it again,’ says Dr Archbold. Ask your
team when you can start weightlifting again if it’s an exercise you enjoy.

Should you change your diet?
It may need an overhaul. ‘Because excess weight increases the risk of a
heart attack, if you are overweight your cardiac rehabilitation team will try
and work with you to get you back down to a healthy BMI. So this could
mean some dietary changes,’ says Julie Ward, senior cardiac nurse at the
British Heart Foundation.

‘We suggest you avoid foods that increase the risk of coronary heart
disease like saturated fat, and ideally swapping to a more Mediterranean
style of eating which may lower risk,’ says Ward. This means lots of fresh
fruit and vegetables, healthy fats in the form of olive oil, nuts and
wholegrains, and an emphasis on fish over meat, particularly oily fish which
contains healthy omega-3 fats.

Stop smoking
If you smoke, it will be strongly suggested that you stop - smokers are
almost twice as likely to have a heart attack as those who’ve never smoked.
You’ll be offered plenty of support to quit though. Start with our tips on how
to stop smoking.

Going back to work
How fast this happens depends on your occupation; if you sit at a desk all
day, it might be okay to go back after a couple of weeks, but ‘if you have a
job that involves physical activity, you’ll need at least two weeks off and to
be cleared by the cardiac rehabilitation team before you go back,’ says Dr
Archbold.

Another group that needs extra time off are those who drive for a living,
such bus drivers, lorry drivers and taxi drivers. You must tell the DVLA about
your heart attack, and you need to be fully recovered - and pass a
treadmill stress test - to regain your license to drive for work. That usually
doesn’t happen for at least six weeks after a heart attack.
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Do you need check ups?
The biggest cause of a heart attack is coronary heart disease, ‘so you will
be regularly checked regularly for CHD risk factors,’ says Ward. ‘Expect to
see your GP at least once a year to have your blood pressure and
cholesterol levels checked.’

If you are given medication to take after a heart attack, you must keep
taking it as instructed by your doctors as it can reduce your risk of having
another attack.

Sex and intimacy
You can generally resume having sex when you feel comfortable, usually
around four weeks after a heart attack. Sex is a form of exercise so you
should be able to go back to enjoying it - like any other exercise - after a
heart attack.

One thing that might affect this is the medication you’re on. Beta-blockers
have an effect on circulation that can lower arousal and may lead to
erectile dysfunction in men. If you find your sex life is suffering, speak to
your GP.

Disclaimer: This article is for information only and should not be used for the
diagnosis or treatment of medical conditions. Egton Medical Information Systems
Limited has used all reasonable care in compiling the information but makes no
warranty as to its accuracy. Consult a doctor or other healthcare professional for
diagnosis and treatment of medical conditions. For details see our conditions.
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