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Your doctor has determined that one of your heart 
valves needs to be repaired or replaced. 

You need the peace of mind that comes with 
knowing what to expect as you recover in the 
hospital and when you return home. We have tried 
to include as much information as possible in this 
brochure, but you may still have questions. This 
information is not a substitute for talking with 
your doctor, who remains your best source for 
answers to those questions.  

What can I expect after surgery?

    • Pain management
    • Rest
    • Instructions on when you can shower
    • Dietary guidelines
    • Back-to-activity instructions
    • Follow-up care 
    • [Insert additional surgeon-customized 
      copy here]

What will happen immediately 
after surgery?

You will be taken to the intensive care unit (ICU). 
Typically, your family will be able to visit with you 
briefly while you are there. You will be moved to a 
hospital room when your surgeon decides you no 
longer need intensive care.

Patients who have a minimal incision procedure 
typically spend less time in the ICU after surgery.*

What can I expect when I wake up?

Your incision will be covered by a large 
bandage and a respirator will assist you 
with breathing. The breathing tube 
connecting you to the respirator will be 
removed when you are able to breathe on 
your own. You will also have intravenous (“IV”) 
lines and a urinary catheter, and you will be 
connected to several different types of 
equipment that will be monitoring your 
condition after surgery. 

*Brinkman WT, Hoffman W, Dewey TM, et al. Aortic valve 
 replacement surgery: comparison of outcomes in matched 
 sternotomy and port access groups. Ann Thorac Surg.  
 2010;90:131-135.



How much pain will I have when 
I wake up?

With any surgery, pain is to be expected. Keep in 
mind that everyone experiences pain differently. 
Generally, patients report having mild to severe pain 
in the chest. 

How much pain you feel will also be influenced by 
the approach your surgeon is using. The traditional 
open-chest procedure typically results in more pain 
due to the length of the incision as compared to 
the minimal incision surgery. 

How will I feel after surgery?

Expect to feel stiff and sore from the incision.
You may also experience some pain, pressure, or a 
burning sensation in your chest and when the 
chest tubes are removed. Sitting up, coughing 
and walking may also cause some pain at first. 

You may also have some pain in your neck or groin 
area from additional small incisions. You will be ly-
ing down during surgery and in the ICU, which may 
cause discomfort in the muscles in your chest, 
shoulders and back.

You will be asked to cough and take deep breaths 
to clear fluid from your lungs, which may be
uncomfortable at first.

The line that was placed in your artery may 
disturb nerves and cause numbness in the chest, 
leg, arm or hand. While it may take several months 
for feeling to return, this numbness is temporary.

When can I expect to be back on 
my feet?

Most patients report that they feel better and a bit 
stronger every day. Patients who have had MIVS 
are generally able to walk earlier than those who 
have had traditional open-heart surgery. You will be 

encouraged to sit up and begin walking the day 
after surgery.   

What about eating?

Within 1 to 3 days after surgery, your doctor will 
probably prescribe a liquid or light diet that restricts 
the amount of salt you consume. Since MIVS 
patients are encouraged to return to normal 
activities as soon as possible, you may be eating 
light meals the day after your surgery.

When will I be able to leave the hospital?

Patients are usually able to return home within 5 to 
10 days after surgery.

Those who have minimal incision valve surgery 
typically are able to return home sooner (often in 
3-4 days) than traditional open-heart 
surgery patients.*

What should I be doing to take care of my 
incision when I go home?

The incision should be kept clean. You should use 
only water and regular soap (not perfumed soap or 
body wash) to clean the area of your incision. Use 
your hand or a washcloth. You should not rub the 
incision until the skin has completed healed.

After cleansing, the incision should be kept dry.  
Unless you have been instructed otherwise, 
do not apply any ointments or dressings to 
the incision.

When will I be able to bathe or shower?

You will be limited to sponge baths at first, 
because it will be important to keep your 
bandages dry, but if you have an MIVS procedure, 

*Brinkman WT, Hoffman W, Dewey TM, et al. Aortic valve 
 replacement surgery: comparison of outcomes in matched 
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you will soon be able to take a shower. When your 
incision is healing as expected (usually within 
only 3 to 4 days), your surgeon may give you 
permission to take quick showers but you should 
not bathe or soak in the tub right away. When you 
shower, protect your incision by keeping your back 
turned to the shower spray.  

Avoid using extremely hot water because it may 
cause you to feel dizzy.

What kind of problems should I report 
to my surgeon?

Call your surgeon if you notice:

    • Oozing or an increase in drainage from 
      the incision
    • Increased warmth or redness around 
      the incision
    • Increased opening of the line of the incision
    • A fever of more than 101 degrees Fahrenheit 
      (38 degrees Celsius)
    • Increased tiredness
    • Shortness of breath
    • Abnormal pain or other symptoms not relieved 
      by your medicine

If you are a diabetic, you should call the doctor if 
blood sugar levels vary more than usual.   

Will I have a scar?

You should expect some scarring. With open-
chest surgery, you will have a sizeable scar in the 
middle of the upper chest (6-12 cm with open 
chest ). The smaller incisions associated with a 
minimal incision procedure mean smaller scars 
(2-6 cm with the minimal incision approach), and 
their locations also make them less noticeable.

Will the doctor order changes in 
my medication?

Your doctor will probably prescribe several 

medications. You will be told which of these new 
prescriptions will be needed only until you recover 
from surgery, and which medications you will need 
to take for the rest of your life.

When you return home, take only the medicines 
that the doctor ordered when you were discharged 
from the hospital. Talk to the doctor about the 
medicines you were taking before you had surgery, 
and do not continue to use them unless the doctor 
tells you to do so. Some over-the-counter 
medicines can cause problems with your 
prescription medications. To avoid side-effects, 
you should also talk to the doctor before using 
cold or cough medicines, vitamins, or other 
nutritional supplements.  

Your medications are prescribed specifically 
for you. You may not be given the same 



medications as someone else you know who 
has a heart condition.  

Is it safe to ride as a passenger in a car?

Yes. This is another activity that you will probably 
resume earlier if you have had MIVS. However, 
during the first few weeks after surgery, you should 
stop every hour or two to take a short 5 or 10 
minute walk to improve the circulation in your legs 
and prevent swelling.  

When will I be able to return to work?

Your doctor will tell you when you can return to 
work. Most patients who receive minimal incision 
valve surgery need about 3 weeks to recover, 
some faster, some longer depending on the type 
of work they do. Patients with traditional open-
heart surgery generally require more time to 
recover, on average between 8 to 10 weeks. Move 
at your own pace, easing back with a lighter work 
schedule and increasing your hours gradually. 

What about other activity?

Your doctor will discuss your activity level with 
you before you leave the hospital. Typically, MIVS 
patients return to normal activity more quickly than 
those who have had traditional open-heart surgery.  
You will be given guidelines to follow during the first 
few weeks after surgery or until your surgeon has 
cleared you:

    • Increase your activity level gradually, moving at 
      your own pace
    • Spread your activities throughout the day and 
      don’t try to do everything at once
    • Take a walk everyday
    • Do not stand in one place for more than 
      15 minutes
    • Do not lift anything that weighs more than 
      10 pounds

    • Do not push or pull heavy objects
    • Plan your activities in a way that limits how 
      many steps you have to climb during the day
    • Pause to rest if you become tired
    • Do not hold your arms above shoulder level for 
      longer than it takes to brush your hair or reach 
      for something
    • Get enough sleep
    • Pace yourself, and consult your surgeon if you 
      have any questions

Will I need cardiac rehabilitation?

Your doctor may recommend cardiac 
rehabilitation as a way to safely ease you into a 
supervised exercise program designed to improve 
your heart health. You will learn more about your 
condition and lifestyle strategies designed to 
prevent progression of heart disease. 

Most insurance programs cover cardiac 
rehabilitation services.  

What kind of outcome can I expect?

The answer depends upon many factors and 
what type of procedure you are having. Ask your 
surgeon what you can reasonably expect.

Who will provide follow-up care 
after surgery?

The cardiologist or physician who referred you for 
surgery will provide the care you need. You should 
schedule an appointment to see your doctor 6 to 
8 weeks after surgery. The doctor will tell you how 
often you will need to come to the office for 
follow-up care.  

After they are fully recovered from heart valve 
surgery, most patients need to see the 
cardiologist at least once a year. Risk factors, 
such as high blood pressure or cholesterol, 
smoking, and obesity, should be monitored.  



Where can I learn more?

    • YourHeartValve.com 
    • Edwards.com/MIVS 
    • AmericanHeart.org 
    • Acc.org 
    • MendedHearts.org 
    • HeartValveSurgeons.com 
    • Heart-Valve-Surgery.com
    • The Patient’s Guide to Heart Valve Surgery 
      by Adam Pick 

Minimal incision valve surgery (MIVS) is not indicated for patients with 
moderate to severe peripheral or aortic atherosclerosis, a history of 
thoracic trauma, aneurysm of the ascending aorta, or for people 
suffering from severe aortic regurgitation.

Complications for this procedure are similar to those with any heart 
surgery procedure and may include injury to the vessels and other 
structures in the heart, plaque embolization, stroke, sepsis, hematoma 
at the access site, arrhythmia, arterial thrombosis, cardiac failure, 
peripheral nerve damage, allergic reaction to contract medium, 
or death.

Discuss all of these risks with your physician, and other options 
available to you for the treatment of heart disease.
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Please call with any questions or 
concerns regarding your 
upcoming surgery.



What To
Expect After
Heart Valve Surgery


