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SECTION 4 – HOMEWARD BOUND 

GOING HOME 

Preparing To Go Home 
You and your family should be planning for discharge 
from the moment you receive this guide. Planning early 
will make your discharge from hospital smoother. 
Health care team members are available to assist you. 
These may include: doctors, nurses, clinical nurse 
specialists, nurse practitioners, social workers, 
physiotherapists, pharmacists, dietitians, occupational 
therapists and pastoral care associates. 

When Can I Go Home? 
Your doctor or nurse practitioner will discharge you 
when you are medically stable.  This is usually within 3-
5 days of your surgery. 

Am I Prepared? 
Ask yourself these questions: 

¨ How am I getting home?  

¨ If I need assistance, do I have someone to help 
me? 

¨ Do I know how to care for myself? 

¨ How will I fill my prescriptions? 
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¨ How will I get to future appointments? Please 
remember that St. Paul’s is unable to give you 
medications, you must go to a pharmacy for this 

 

HOW WILL I GET HOME? 
It is up to you to arrange transportation. Patients are 
not allowed to drive for a period of time after their 
hospitalization. Review your restrictions with your 
doctor or nurse.  

You may travel home by any form of transportation: 
car, bus, plane. Ambulance services are not used to 
return patients to their homes. 

Will I Need a Nurse? 
Most patients do not require nursing care after 
discharge. Your doctor may order Home Care Nursing, 
if you require certain treatments or care at home like 
help with your medications or dressings that need to 
be changed.  

Will I Need Additional Help At Home? 
You may be eligible for home help services if you do 
not have family or friends to help you. Ask to see the 
Cardiac Social Worker for more information. 

Learning To Care For Myself 
You, your family or friends need to know what you 
should and should not do after discharge. Members of 
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the health care team help by providing information and 
answering your questions. Remember that you will be 
able to do most things on discharge.  You will be able 
to dress yourself, bathe yourself and do light cooking.  
Take advantage of these opportunities as soon as 
possible. Your discharge from hospital will come 
quickly. 

What about Cardiac Rehabilitation Programs? 
You are encouraged to attend a cardiac rehabilitation 
program if one is available in your area. Patients who 
attend these programs have healthier lifestyles, an 
improved quality of life, and decrease their risk of 
further heart disease. Ask a member of your health 
care team for more information (please see the 
resource section for more information). 

What Do I Need Before I Go? 
You will need your discharge instructions, 
prescriptions, valuables, personal medications and 
belongings.  

General Recovery 
Recovery from heart surgery takes approximately 6 to 
12 weeks.  During this time, you start to build up your 
strength and get back to normal.  At times, your 
recovery may seem to be slow.  You may feel drained 
from limited activity, lack of good sleep, medications 
and surgery itself.  On some days you will have more 
energy than on others.  This is all normal. 
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Return to Work 
The decision of when to return to work is made by you 
and your family doctor during a check-up appointment.  
This depends on the type of work, demands of the job, 
your physical stamina, and other medical conditions. 

Wound Healing 
Sternum  
During the first weeks after surgery, your incision 
may be bruised.  It may also itch, feel numb, or be 
sore.  Changes in the weather, too much (or too little) 
activity and sleeping in one position can cause 
soreness. At times your back or shoulders may also 
feel sore, and you may notice a swelling or lump at the 
top of your chest incision.  All these things are 
common and will slowly go away.  For back and shoulder 
soreness, some people find a heating pad helpful (on 
low). 

Your main restrictions after surgery relate to healing 
of the sternum (breastbone).  Avoid activities that can 
put strain on the sternum, such as heavy lifting or 
excessive weight on the breastbone.  You may notice a 
slight clicking or movement of the sternum when you 
breathe or turn.  This is common and should go away 
when your sternum heals (on average 6-12 weeks).  If 
it doesn’t go away, notify your doctor. 

Women sometimes experience more discomfort in the 
chest and breast area after surgery.  It is important 
for them to wear a bra to support the breast and to 
prevent tension on the chest incision.  A cotton 
“sports bra” is more comfortable to wear and will give 

 

Note 

Do not use 
creams or 
lotions on your 
incisions, just 
normal soap and 
water 
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good support on the chest incision. 

Arms and Legs 
Taking pain medication regularly will decrease the 
discomfort.  Try to exercise the affected limb as per 
physiotherapist suggestion. To help your leg incision 
heal more quickly, keep your leg elevated when you are 
sitting in a chair or are in the bed. 

Things to AVOID for 6 Weeks After Your Surgery 
♥ Holding your breath during activity (ever!) 
♥ Walking on hills and slopes 
♥ Lifting, pushing or pulling more than 10 to 15 pounds 

    ♥ Sustained overhead activities 
    ♥ Overstretching the chest so that your breast 

     bone is being stressed 
    ♥  Avoid extreme enviromental temperatures. 
    ♥ Driving (3 –6 weeks) 
    ♥ Exercising immediately after a meal (wait 30 

     minutes) 
    ♥ NOTE: You can have a shower 3 days after your 

    surgery
                                  ♥ Ιf you have any dental work within 6 weeks of your

                                                                        surgery, Antibiotic coverage is recommended.
                                 
                                     Resuming Sexual Relationships 

                                   Sex with your partner requires about the same energy 
                                    it takes to climb 2 flights of stairs (6 stairs per 
                                    flight).  Many people return to sex about a month 
                                    after heart surgery.  Use this as a guide to estimate 
                                    your readiness.  Remember not to have sex after Warning 
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  eating. Remember to protect your breast bone. 
 
  Angina 

If you develop angina with activity, rest and take up to three 
nitroglycerin tablets or spray (one very 5 minutes) until the pain 
goes away. If your angina does not go away, go to your local 
Emergency Department immediately.  If you have frequent 
angina, call or see your doctor, or go to your local Emergency 
Department. 

    
 Riding in a Car or Driving 

You can be a passenger in a car for short trips. Using a seat 
belt is fine. Do not drive a car until you are pain free in the 
shoulders and breastbone and do not drive a car if you are 
taking narcotics for pain. This usually takes about 4 to 6 weeks 
after surgery.  

 
Follow-up Appointments

You need to make two follow-up appointments when you return 
home: 

  Family Doctor – see within the week of your discharge. 
Remember cardiac rehabilitation is a very important 
aspect of your recovery and will contribute to helping you 
make healthy lifestyle choices and improve your outcome. 
You can begin your program 4 weeks after discharge.  
Ask your doctor to refer you to a program in your local 
area. 

  Heart Specialist – see the heart specialist you saw 
before your surgery within 6-8 weeks of you going home 
(if you don’t have a heart specialist, have your family 
doctor refer you to one). 

  Surgeon – follow up with the surgeon is on an individual 
basis.  Your surgeon will notify you to make an 
appointment if an office visit is required. If you 
experience a surgical problem after discharge, your 
family doctor will notify your surgeon. 
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