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Heart valve disease 
often goes undiagnosed 
and untreated
Early detection of a heart murmur is your best 
prevention in the fight against heart valve disease.
Did you know the only way to identify valve disease is to have 
your doctor listen to your heart with a stethoscope? This is 
performed by your GP so they can listen to see if you have 
a heart murmur1.

listentoyourheart.co.nz



Heart valve disease is often 
mistaken for normal signs of aging
Heart valve disease is a condition where one or more of your 
heart valves stops working properly, making it more difficult 
for blood to flow through your body. 

Heart valve disease impacts people 
every day but often goes undiagnosed 
as symptoms can develop slowly 
over a long time. It commonly occurs 
as people age, so it’s important to 
get your heart regularly checked 
by a doctor; because if you don’t 
treat heart valve disease, it can get 
worse and life expectancy can be 
severely reduced2. 

Your chance of developing heart valve disease increases by 19 times 
between the ages 45 and 753.
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Auscultation – 
listening to your heart 
The only way to check for a murmur is for your doctor to listen 
to your heart with a stethoscope on the front of your chest1. 
A heart check, with a stethoscope, is a short and simple procedure 
your doctor can include in your regular check-up.
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•	 Stethoscope check 

•	 Blood pressure check 

•	 Cholesterol test 

•	 Pulse check

•	 Family history, medical history 
and lifestyle

A complete heart check with your GP could involve: 

A stethoscope check is the only way to pick up a heart murmur. While other tests 
can provide your doctor with important information about your heart health, 
these don’t replace your doctor listening to your heart.

In New Zealand, 60% of Kiwis don’t get their heart listened to when 
they go to their GP4.
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What is a heart murmur?
By listening to your chest, a doctor can hear the blood5, 6 
flowing through the valves of your heart. If this sounds 
unusual or isn’t following a regular pattern, it is called 
a heart murmur. 
Not all heart murmurs mean serious problems, but it’s best 
to have them investigated further and regularly monitored 
as they can be a sign of a more serious heart condition 
and can progress over time. 
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If you have a murmur, your doctor will look 
for symptoms and changes in your symptoms7

You may feel like some of these symptoms are not worth mentioning to your 
doctor but this is very important information.

Let your GP know if you have or notice any changes in:

Shortness of breath 
upon exertion

Reduced physical 
activity

Chest pain or 
tightness (angina)

Feeling  
fatigued

Feeling faint or dizzy 
upon exertion

Heart  
palpitations
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If your doctor thinks your heart murmur needs further 
investigation, they may refer you to a cardiologist7 for one 
of the following:

These are all excellent tests but if you really want to know what’s going on with 
your heart valves, you’ll need an echocardiogram. It will give your doctor the 
most accurate detail about your heart.

I’ve got a heart murmur – now what?

Electrocardiogram (ECG) Echocardiogram (ECHO) Chest X-Ray

These can detect 
changes in heart 

rhythms or 
chamber sizes.

This procedure uses 
ultrasounds to create 
images of the heart 

and evaluate anatomy 
and function.

A chest x-ray screens 
for an enlarged heart, 

signs of abnormal 
circulation, or heart 

muscle failure.

If you have a new or existing heart murmur combined with any 
symptoms, you’ll require an echocardiogram to assess your heart8.
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1. Tricuspid valve

2. Pulmonic valve 

3. Aortic valve

4. Mitral valve 

Your heart has four valves which act 
like gates between the chambers 
of your heart. They open and 
close to keep blood flowing in 
the right direction. 

Heart valve disease happens when 
at least one of the four valves in 
the heart no longer works the way 
it should. Most heart valve problems 
involve the aortic and mitral valves. 

One of the most commonly 
diagnosed heart valve diseases is 
aortic stenosis, and the best way 
for your doctor to diagnose this 
is through an echocardiogram.

What causes a 
heart murmur?9

Several different things 
can cause a heart murmur, 
but sometimes it can be a 
sign of heart valve disease.

It’s very important to tell your doctor about any symptoms you 
are experiencing, even if they seem insignificant.
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Most Common Valve Issues10

Normal

The valve fully opens 
and closes.

Open Closed

Regurgitation

The valve is leaky and 
doesn’t fully close.

Open Closed

Stenosis

The valve becomes stiff 
and doesn’t open enough.

Open Closed
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The two most common issues that can cause a heart murmur 
are regurgitation and stenosis.

A normal heart valve fully opens and closes. Aortic stenosis is one of the most 
commonly diagnosed heart valve diseases, and this affects the aortic valve. 

Aortic stenosis occurs when the valve become stiff and doesn’t open as much 
as it should, making it harder for your heart to pump blood through the valve 
and around the body. 

Why are symptoms 
so important?
Symptoms can come on slowly and 
people tend to adjust their lifestyle to 
manage them. It’s always important to 
tell your doctor if you are experiencing 
any of the following symptoms, or if 
they are getting worse, as this may 
mean you need increased monitoring 
or treatment8.

1 in 8 people over the age 
of 75 have Aortic Stenosis11



Symptoms are your best indicator of severe 
heart valve disease12

If you’re experiencing any of the following symptoms 
or you’re worried, get it checked by a doctor.

Chest pain

Trouble doing usual 
activities/excercise

Ankle swelling

Heart palpitations

Fever or 
night sweats

Extreme tiredness

Shortness of breath

Dizziness  
or fainting

Sudden weight gain

If you have aortic stenosis and are experiencing symptoms, you need 
to talk to your GP about treatment options as soon as possible.
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Transcatheter Aortic Valve Implantation (TAVI)

TAVI is a less invasive treatment option for severe aortic stenosis. 
It is designed to implant a new valve through a small tube, commonly 
by making a small access site in the leg, without you having to go 
through open heart surgery. 

Surgical Aortic Valve Replacement (SAVR)

This is where the aortic valve is replaced through open-heart surgery. 

What are the treatment 
options for aortic stenosis? 
Treatment depends on the severity of your aortic stenosis. 
The only effective treatment method for severe aortic stenosis 
is to replace your aortic valve13 - medical management is not 
a cure. Today there are two options for treatment.

The latest clinical guidelines support the use of TAVI in a range of ages14.

A dedicated team will conduct a thorough evaluation to determine the most 
appropriate treatment option for you.
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Early diagnosis and early intervention with treatment is key to 
returning back to normal life.

Treatment Comparisons15

TAVI VS SAVR

General anaesthesia, 
conscious sedation 
or local anaesthesia Anaesthesia

General  
anaesthesia required

Average of 
1.5 hours  

Time

Average of  
4 hours

Small access site is made 
typically in the upper leg

 
Incision

Sternotomy - vertical incision 
along your breastbone

Average of  
1 or 2 nights  

Hospital Stay

Average of  
5 nights

Both TAVI and SAVR are funded in the public and private health system 
in New Zealand – talk to your doctor if private is an option for you.

The earlier you catch your disease the sooner you can have treatment and 
the lower the risks of complications16.
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GEORGE

I don’t know 
if I have a 
heart murmur
Questions for your doctor

	 Can you check for a heart murmur?

	 Will you order an echocardiogram or  
	 any other tests if you detect a murmur?

	 Can you check for heart valve disease?

Which of these people 
best describes you?
And what should you talk to your doctor about.
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MALCOLM

I’ve been told I have 
a heart murmur
Questions for your doctor 

	 When do I need a new or follow-up  
	 echocardiogram? 

	 Can you check for heart valve disease? 

	 Will you refer me to a cardiologist?

MARIANNA

I have aortic 
stenosis
Questions for your doctor 

	 When do I need a new or follow-up  
	 echocardiogram? 

	 Have my aortic stenosis  
	 symptoms progressed?

	 When will I need treatment?

	 What are my treatment options?
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Heart Valve Disease Symptom Tracker
Tick the symptoms that apply to you, noting the frequency. 

Then bring it to your next appointment to review with your doctor.

Symptom Never Occasionally Often Always

Pain, tightness or 
pressure in the chest

Lightheadedness 
or dizziness

Shortness of breath

Heart palpitations

Fainting

Difficulty sleeping 
or sitting up

Swollen feet or ankles

Difficulty walking 
short distances

Not engaging in 
activities you once did
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My biggest regret is waiting six months 
before I went to the doctor. I could easily 
have left it too late. We get a warrant of 
fitness on our car every year, we should 
do the same for ourselves.

Ross McGreggor 
New Zealand patient and heart disease survivor.

“

”
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