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Chronic heart failure (CHF) is a common syndrome of
breathlessness and fatigue in the presence of left
ventricular (LV) dysfunction. Its prevalence increases
with age, reaching 10% in patients >80 years. It is not in
itself a definitive diagnosis, and in all patients an attempt
should be made to establish the underlying aetiology.

Patients presenting with symptoms suggesting heart
failure should have a full physical examination looking
for signs of fluid overload, cardiac murmurs and extra
sounds, and arrhythmia. A 12-lead ECG is essential.

An entirely normal ECG makes a diagnosis of significant
heart failure unlikely, whereas conduction disease, such
as LBBB, atrial fibrillation, ischaemia, previous infarction
or left ventricular hypertrophy increase the likelihood of
LV dysfunction. Other diagnoses presenting with similar
symptoms include anaemia, renal failure and chronic
airways disease. NTproBNP is a useful screening test.

All patients should have some form of cardiac imaging,
which can establish the presence of LV dysfunction,
identify important and clinically relevant valvular
disease, and guide therapy.

Management involves fluid and salt restriction, weight
control, regular exercise and advice to stop smoking. The
lowest dose of loop diuretic necessary to control
symptoms should be used. ACE inhibitors or ARBs should
also be prescribed. They improve symptoms and
prognosis and reduce hospitalisation for heart failure.
Beta-blockers such as carvedilol and bisoprolol reduce
sympathetic activation and improve survival. They may
be used in most patients but the starting dose should be
low and increased at intervals.

Spironolactone is an aldosterone antagonist that
reduces mortality and hospitalisation rates in patients
with more severe CHF. Digoxin is used in more severe
heart failure for symptom relief.

Patients with heart failure and atrial arrhythmias should
be offered anticoagulation unless contraindicated.
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