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Heart valve surgery

During heart valve surgery, one or more valves are repaired or replaced.

Repair means that the valve is mended to help it work better.

Replacement means that your diseased valve is removed and a new 
valve is inserted in its place.
 

Repairing a valve

During valve repair, a ring may be sewn around the opening of the valve 
to tighten it. Other parts of the valve may be cut, shortened, separated 
or made stronger to help the valve open and close.
 

Replacing a valve

The valve may be replaced by a prosthetic valve. There are two kinds:

1. Mechanical valves are made from man-made materials. They are 
very hard wearing and long-lasting. Life-time therapy with an 
anticoagulant (sometimes called a 'blood thinner') is needed when 
these types of valve are used. This medication prevents blood clots 
forming on or around the valve. Mechanical valves can make a clicking 
noise, which can be disturbing at first; most people soon get used to it.

2. Biological (Tissue) valves are made from the heart tissue of pigs or 
cows. They can last between 10-15 years. Anticoagulant medication 
may be required for a few weeks after surgery. However, with tissue 
valves there is less risk of blood clotting, so anticoagulation is not usually 
needed for the rest of your life, unless you are taking it for other 
reasons.
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Frequently asked questions

How long will my valve last? 

Most patients with artificial valves do not ever have any problems and 
may never need any more surgery. So, it is possible that your new 
artificial valve could last for the rest of your life. But, in some cases, a 
valve has to be replaced within a matter of years, for any number of 
reasons.

Mechanical valves are more resistant to the constant demands on them. 
The material used stands up well to the wear and tear so they tend to 
last longer.

Tissue valves don't tend to last as long, becoming torn and leaky over 
time. If the patient's age is less than 65 years at the time of the first 
operation, they are more likely to need a second operation.

Do I have to register my valve? Will I need an Identification (ID) 
card for it? 

All prosthetic heart valves and valve repair products will be registered 
with the manufacturer. You may receive an ID card which should be 
carried on your person at all times for identification of your prosthetic 
valve in case of emergency. The delivery of this can sometimes take 
several months.

Is it safe to have an x-ray or magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) 
after valve repair or replacement? 

All prosthetic heart valves and valve repair products are completely safe 
with these examinations. It is always important to mention to the 
doctors and radiographers who are organising MRI that you have a 
prosthetic heart valve.
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Is it safe to go through airport security after valve repair or 
replacement? 

Airport security systems have no adverse effects on valves and the device 
will not activate any alarms.

We recommend, however, that you carry your identification card with 
you when you travel.

What about mobile phones, electric toothbrushes and magnets? 

None of these items will cause problems with your valve or valve repair 
product.
 

Warning signs of valve deterioration

You should call for help immediately if you experience:

• Persistent chest pain that is not relieved by GTN, if this has been 
prescribed for you.

• Severe and persistent shortness of breath
• Fainting

You should inform your doctor as soon as possible if you 
experience:

• Increasing shortness of breath
• Waking up breathless at night
• Needing more pillows to sleep comfortably for your breathing
• Rapid heart rate or worsening palpitations
• Rapid weight gain
• Swollen feet, ankles, legs or tummy
• Loss of appetite or sickness
• Increasing fatigue and weakness
• Worsening cough
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Other urgent problems:

Infection, for example:

• Chills or fever-elevated temperature more than 100ºF or 38ºC two 
times within 24 hours

• Skin rash
• Urinary tract infection: frequent urination, burning with urination, 

urgency with urination, bloody urine.

Blood too thin, for example:

• Bright red faeces
• Coughing up bright red blood
• Blood in urine

 

Guarding against infection

Endocarditis

Having a heart valve that is diseased or one that is artificial increases the 
risk of infective endocarditis – an infection of the heart. This is a very 
serious complication that if untreated can be fatal.

The source of many of the bugs that cause this type of infection is the 
mouth. One way of keeping the risk of getting the infection as low as 
possible is to maintain good oral hygiene.

Due to this, our consultants want any patient who has had valve surgery 
and/or endocarditis to have prophylactic (preventative) antibiotics 
before having dental treatment.

They feel that taking antibiotics before dental treatment or other certain 
medical procedures will reduce your risk of developing endocarditis. 
Please take the dental advice card or letter which accompanies this 
booklet to show to your dentist.
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What causes endocarditis?

Any bacteria that are being carried in the blood are more likely to stick 
to the surface of a replacement valve than a normal valve. The bacteria 
then grow and the infection can spread to the lining of the heart.

What are the symptoms?

One of the reasons why endocarditis is so serious is that the early 
symptoms are often very subtle and non-specific. 

Symptoms are typically 'flu-like': fever, chills, sweating, weakness, 
tiredness, weight loss, coughing, headache and joint pain.

There may also be a new or changed heart murmur, chest pain, 
shortness of breath, swelling of the feet, legs or stomach, small areas of 
bleeding under the finger or toe nails, blood in the urine or small tender 
lumps (called nodules) on the fingers or toes.

If you develop flu-like symptoms with a high temperature that lasts for 
longer than a week, you should see your GP.

How is it treated?

Endocarditis can be life-threatening if it is not treated quickly. If the 
condition is diagnosed early, most people recover well with antibiotics.

If you develop endocarditis, you will need to go into hospital to have 
antibiotics given into a vein. How long you stay in hospital will depend 
on how severe the infection is and on the type of antibiotics needed to 
treat the infection. You will need to take antibiotic tablets at home for 
another four to six weeks.

If the infection does not respond well to the antibiotics, or if a valve 
becomes badly damaged as a result of the infection, you may need to 
have further surgery.



page 7 of 16

What can I do to help prevent endocarditis?

It is not possible to prevent all bacteria from getting into the blood 
stream, but there are some things you can do to reduce the risk:

• Maintain good oral hygiene (teeth and gums) and have regular 
check-ups with your dentist

• Taking prophylactic (preventative) antibiotics prior to dental 
treatment

• Avoid body piercing and tattooing
• Do not inject or take any drugs which are not prescribed

Daily living

To help keep your heart healthy, try to make some lifestyle changes. 
Exercise and healthy eating are two ways to help keep your heart and 
body healthy.

Exercise regularly

Like any muscle, your heart works best with regular exercise. Being 
active also reduces stress, lowers your cholesterol and helps you lose 
weight. Try walking, cycling, swimming, bowling, golfing, dancing or 
joining a keep fit class. 

Make sure that you always feel as though you would be able to talk 
while you're exercising. Stop any exercise if you experience:

• shortness of breath (for example, unable to talk while exercising),
• notice irregular heart beats,
• feel faint or dizzy,
• or you have chest pain.

You should rest until the symptoms subside. If they do not subside 
within 20 minutes call your GP.
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Eat heart-healthy food

Changing the way you eat can lower your cholesterol, blood pressure 
and weight. A few small changes can be made gradually to your daily 
routine:

• Reduce the total amount of fat, especially animal fat, in your diet. 
Try to eat more fish, lean meat and poultry. Cut down on pies, 
sausages and burgers.
 

• Eat more fibre-rich foods like wholemeal bread, pasta, jacket 
potatoes, fruit, vegetables and high-fibre breakfast cereals like 
porridge (without the salt).
 

• Eat less sugar. Try to avoid cakes, sweets and biscuits.
 

• Cut down on salt. Try not to add salt to food when cooking or at 
the table. Do not use salt replacements. Use pepper, herbs, spices 
or garlic instead to add flavour. Reduce your intake of salty foods 
such as processed meats, hard cheeses, crisps, salted nuts and 
ready meals.
 

• Drink less alcohol. You should not drink more than 1-2 units per 
day or 14 units per week in total. One unit is equal to ½ pint of 
ordinary strength lager/beer/cider, 1 small glass of wine or 1 pub 
measure of spirits.

Don't smoke

Smoking harms the heart and lungs. Quitting is one of the best things 
you can do for your heart. Even if you've tried to quit before and 
haven't, don't give up. Many smokers try quitting 4 or 5 times before 
they succeed.

• NHS national help line 0800 169 0169 
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Get immunised

People who have undergone heart procedures can quickly become 
unwell with influenza or pneumonia. It is important that you see your 
GP to get the appropriate immunisations (jabs).

Medications

1. Anticoagulants

Anticoagulants, also called blood thinners, are medicines that change 
the clotting mechanism of the blood. This reduces the chances of a clot 
forming and pieces breaking off into the circulation and causing a heart 
attack or stroke. The most common anticoagulant is called warfarin. 
This medication is taken by mouth. Another type is called heparin. This 
is given by injection or through an intravenous catheter (IV).

If you have a mechanical valve replacement, you will need to take 
anticoagulants for the rest of your life. If you have a tissue valve, typically 
you do not require long-term anticoagulation therapy. However you 
may need to take anticoagulants for the first 3 months after surgery, 
and thereafter only if other medical conditions (eg atrial fibrillation) 
require anticoagulation therapy.

People who take anticoagulants need to have regular blood tests to 
make sure the dose is correct. These visits and tests are vital to check 
that you have the right level of warfarin in your blood. This is because 
too much warfarin can lead to bleeding, and having too little could 
increase the risk of blood clots forming.

If you are taking anticoagulants, you should always carry an 
Anticoagulant card, which gives all the details of your anticoagulation 
treatment. Remember to tell any doctors, nurses, pharmacists or 
dentists that you are taking anticoagulants.
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The effect of other drugs, diet and alcohol on anticoagulant 
therapy

Anticoagulants interact with other drugs like antibiotics and over the 
counter medications such as aspirin, laxatives, cold remedies, herbal 
supplements and vitamins. You should check with your GP or 
pharmacist before taking any other medications.

If you are taking anticoagulants, you should avoid drinking cranberry 
juice.

You should also avoid having large amounts of vegetables and fruit 
containing vitamin K, such as green leafy vegetables, although normal 
everyday portions will not affect your INR (INR is a measure of how long 
it takes your blood to clot). Your anticoagulation clinic can give you 
more detailed advice on this.

Alcohol affects the way that the body, especially the liver, functions. 
Taken in a sensible manner and in moderation i.e. 1-2 units per day is 
acceptable. However periods of marked excess must be avoided.

Your lifestyle and anticoagulant therapy

If you take part in contact sports or sports where there is a high risk of 
physical injury, you will need to discuss this with your doctor because of 
the risk of bleeding.

Report any falls, blows to the body or head, or other injuries to your 
doctor immediately. Special care should be taken when you shave and 
when brushing and flossing your teeth.

Some factors can affect your anticoagulant medication levels. These are:

• irregular eating habits
• increase or decrease in your normal daily activities
• stress
• diet
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• lifestyle
• alcohol

Any of the following symptoms might suggest that your dose of 
anticoagulants is too high:

• unusual bruising or red/purple spots on the skin
• prolonged bleeding from cuts
• bleeding that does not stop by itself
• unusual bleeding from the nose or gums, or if you are coughing 

up blood
• red or dark-brown urine
• red or black (tarry) stool
• vomiting blood or material that looks like coffee grounds
• for women, heavier bleeding during menstrual periods or other 

vaginal bleeding

If you are worried, contact your GP, anticoagulation clinic, or go to the 
A&E department at your local hospital.

Research is being carried out to find an alternative anticoagulant to 
reduce the need for so many blood tests. As yet there are no alternatives 
available that can be used by people who have had heart valve surgery.
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2. Aspirin

Aspirin works by reducing the stickiness of blood cells called platelets. It 
therefore helps to prevent the formation of blood clots in the blood 
vessels so that blood can flow through them easily.

Given at low doses, aspirin is given for the long-term protection of heart 
attacks and stroke.

Side effects:

• Indigestion (take after food to minimise this, usually following the 
main meal of the day).

• Bleeding for longer from minor cuts.

If you need a painkiller try paracetamol. Be aware and avoid over the 
counter medicines that contain aspirin, for example cough and cold 
remedies. If you are unsure ask your Pharmacist.

If you are allergic to aspirin, an alternative called Clopidogrel can be 
used which works in a similar way to aspirin.

Tissue Valve 75mg Aspirin once daily for life.

Tissue Valve &

Bypass Grafts

300mg Aspirin once daily for 
one year then reduce to 75mg 
once daily for life.

Mechanical 
Valve

Life long anticoagulation with 
Warfarin,

Mechanical 
Valve & 
Bypass Grafts

Life long anticoagulation with 
Warfarin AND 75mg Aspirin 
once daily.
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3. Beta-blockers 

Beta-blockers, for example Atenolol, Bisoprolol, Metoprolol, cause the 
blood vessels to open up, making it easier for the heart to pump blood 
through the body, therefore lowering the blood pressure. They also 
slow the heart to give a steadier beat.

Beta-blockers can be used to prevent any abnormal heart beats or 
rhythms that can occur. If you were taking these before your surgery for 
high blood pressure or heart failure they may be continued long-term.

Do not stop taking these tablets unless advised by your doctor.

Side effects:

• Cold hands and feet
• Tiredness
• Vivid dreams
• Breathlessness
• Erectile dysfunction (impotence)

 

4. ACE inhibitors

ACE inhibitors, for example Ramipril, Enalapril, Lisinopril, relax blood 
vessels making it easier for the heart to pump. They are used for high 
blood pressure and in heart failure.

Side effects:

• Dry cough
• Dizziness
• Changes in kidney function
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5. Diuretics

Diuretics or 'water pills', for example Furosemide, Amiloride, 
Bumetanide, Bendroflumethiazide (also used for high blood pressure), 
Spironolactone (also used in heart failure), increase the amount of salt 
and water passed in the urine. This stops fluid from accumulating in 
your body and causing your feet, ankles, legs and abdomen to swell.

Side effects:

• Gout
• Tiredness
• Muscle cramps

It is best to take these tablets in the morning and no later than 4pm to 
avoid the need to pass urine overnight. However, diuretics often do not 
need to be taken at a fixed time, so you can schedule your dose to 
accommodate your plans for the day.

6. Statins

Statins, for example simvastatin, atorvastatin, pravastatin and 
rosuvastatin, are used to lower cholesterol levels in your blood. They 
work to reduce the cholesterol that your body produces. They need to 
be taken at bedtime, as this is when your body produces most 
cholesterol. These drugs work together with a healthy (low fat) diet to 
reduce cholesterol.

Side effects:

• Constipation and diarrhoea
• Flatulence
• Sickness
• Headache
• Muscle pain, tenderness or weakness. If this occurs please report 

to your GP.
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For more information

British Heart Foundation

• www.bhf.org.uk
• Heart Helpline 0300 330 3311 (local rate number)

British Heart Valve Society (BHVS)

• www.bhvs.org.uk

The Society of Thoracic Surgeons

• www.sts.org 

Cardiac Rehabilitation Nurse Specialists

• 0114 271 5395

Valve Clinic

•  0114 271 5598

http://www.bhf.org.uk
http://www.sts.org
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