
SYMPOSIUMCARDIOVASCULAR MEDICINE
CHRONIC HEART FAILURE

Patients with ‘diastolic heart failure’
have a better mortality rate than those
with LV systolic dysfunction, although
they do suffer ongoing morbidity and
have a similar hospitalisation rate.

AETIOLOGY AND PROGNOSIS
CHF is a syndrome of symptoms and
signs in the presence of 
LV dysfunction (see table 1, p32). It is
not in itself a definitive diagnosis and
an attempt should be made »
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older women and the condition is
sometimes known as ‘diastolic heart
failure’. This diagnostic grouping
remains controversial and patients
often have other contributing causes
for breathlessness, such as lung
disease, detraining and obesity. Some
patients undoubtedly have diastolic 
LV function abnormalities, but the
management of patients with ‘diastolic
heart failure’ is less clear than for those
with systolic dysfunction. 

In many areas, N-terminal brain
natriuretic peptide (NTproBNP)
testing is now available in primary care
and, in combination with an ECG and
symptoms, provides a cost-effective
screening test.3 Brain natriuretic
peptide is released by myocytes in
response to stretching, and normal
values effectively exclude cardiac
dysfunction. Spirometry, if available, 
is also useful. 

Most patients should have an
echocardiogram, which should be
performed and interpreted by an
experienced technician or physician.
This simple, noninvasive study can
establish the presence of 
LV dysfunction, identify important and
clinically relevant valvular disease, and
guide therapy.

LEFT VENTRICULAR
DYSFUNCTION
Most is known about CHF in patients
with LV systolic dysfunction. However,
a significant subset of patients with
apparent heart failure do not have
significant ventricular systolic
dysfunction. These patients are usually

Figure 1. Algorithm for the diagnosis of heart failure
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••

SUSPECTED HEART FAILURE
(HISTORY, SYMPTOMS AND
SIGNS)

OTHER RECOMMENDED TESTS: (MOSTLY
TO EXCLUDE OTHER CONDITIONS)
• Chest radiograph
• Blood tests: U&Es, creatinine, FBC, TFTs,
LFTs, glucose and lipids
• Urinalysis
• Peak flow or spirometry

BOTH NORMAL
heart failure unlikely, consider
alternative diagnosis

ECHOCARDIOGRAPHY

ABNORMAL
Assess heart failure severity, aetiology,
precipitating and exacerbating factors and
type of cardiac dysfunction. Correctable
causes must be identified, consider
specialist referral

NO ABNORMALITY DETECTED 
Heart failure unlikely, but if
diagnostic doubt persists
consider diastolic dysfunction 
and specialist opinion

•

•

•

SEEK TO EXCLUDE HEART
FAILURE THROUGH:
• 12-lead ECG
• And/or natriuretic peptides
(BNP or NTproBNP)

•

FIGURE 2
Left bundle branch
block in a patient
with CHF 

National Institute for Clinical Excellence (2003) Chronic heart failure: Management of chronic heart failure in adults in primary and secondary care (NICE 2003). London: NICE. 
Available from www.nice.org.uk Reproduced with permission.

ONE OR MORE ABNORMAL
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