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Understanding Bicuspid Aortic
Valve

A valve with two leaflets instead of three — the most common heart
difference you are born with

Many people live full lives with a bicuspid valve. The key is steady monitoring over time.
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Names & Terms You Will Hear

Term Meaning

Bicuspid aortic valve (BAV) An aortic valve born with two leaflets (flaps) instead of the
usual three. It is the most common heart difference present
at birth.

Aortic valve The one-way door between the heart's main pumping
chamber and the aorta, the body's largest artery. It opens
to let blood out and closes to stop it from leaking back.

Leaflet (cusp) One flap of the valve. A normal valve has three. A bicuspid
valve has two, often with a small seam (raphe) where two
flaps fused before birth.

Raphe A small ridge or seam on a bicuspid valve. It marks where
two leaflets joined together during early development.

Aortic stenosis Narrowing of the valve. The opening gets stiff and tight, so
the heart must work harder to push blood out.

Aortic regurgitation A leaky valve. It does not close fully, so some blood flows
backward into the heart.

Aortopathy A weak spot in the aorta wall that is linked to a bicuspid
valve. Over time the aorta can widen into an aneurysm.

Aortic aneurysm A bulge in the aorta caused by a weak, stretched wall. A
large bulge can tear, which is a danger.

Ascending aorta The first part of the aorta, just above the valve. This is the
spot most likely to widen with a bicuspid valve.
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What Is Bicuspid Aortic Valve?

• A bicuspid aortic valve means you were born with two valve flaps instead of three. It forms
before birth and is present your whole life.

• It is the most common heart difference people are born with. About 1 or 2 people out of
every 100 have one. It runs in families.

• Many people feel fine for years and never know they have it. It is often found by chance on a
heart scan done for another reason.

• Over time a two-flap valve wears faster than a three-flap valve. It can narrow (stenosis), leak
(regurgitation), or both.

• A bicuspid valve is also linked to a weak spot in the aorta. The aorta can widen over the
years even if the valve itself is working well.

• Because of these risks, a bicuspid valve needs steady checkups for life — even when you
feel completely well.
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The Three Main Problems — Side by Side

Problem What happens How it feels What we do

Narrowing
(stenosis)

Valve opening gets
stiff and tight

Tired, short of breath,
chest tightness with
effort; often none early

Watch with scans;
replace the valve when
severe

Leak
(regurgitation)

Valve does not close
fully; blood flows back

Tired, short of breath,
pounding heartbeat; often
none early

Watch with scans;
repair or replace when
severe

Widened aorta
(aneurysm)

Aorta wall stretches
into a bulge

Usually no feeling at all
until very large

Watch with imaging;
repair at a size
threshold

At a Glance — Where You May Stand

Healthy valve + aorta

• Valve opens and closes
well

• Aorta is normal width

• No medicine needed

• Routine scans only

Mild change

• Slight narrowing or leak

• Aorta mildly wide

• Control blood pressure

• Closer follow-up

Moderate change

• Clear narrowing or leak

• Aorta noticeably wider

• Surgery talk may begin

• Scans more often

Severe change

• Severe narrowing or leak

• Aorta near a size threshold

• Repair or replace offered

• Heart Team planning
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Why It Matters

• Valve problems tend to show up earlier with a bicuspid valve. Narrowing or leaking often
appears decades sooner than with a normal valve.

• About 1 in 3 people with a bicuspid valve also develop a widened aorta over their lifetime.
The aorta wall is weaker from birth.

• A widened aorta usually causes no symptoms. The only way to catch it early is with regular
imaging. That is why monitoring matters so much.

• If the aorta grows too large, it can tear or split (a dissection). This is rare but serious. Steady
monitoring lets us act long before that point.

• Because it runs in families, close blood relatives should be checked too. Finding it early in a
relative can prevent a surprise later.

• The good news: when problems are caught early and watched, treatment is planned, calm,
and very effective. The chart below shows the three main ways a bicuspid valve causes
trouble.

Three ways a bicuspid valve causes trouble: it can narrow (stenosis), leak (regurgitation), or the nearby aorta can widen
(aneurysm). Many people have only one of these, and many have none for years.

The quiet aorta: A widening aorta almost never causes symptoms. You can feel
completely well while it slowly grows. This is exactly why we keep imaging on a schedule
— to find change early, while treatment is planned and calm rather than an emergency.
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Risk Factors

Some patients are more likely to develop this condition. Knowing your risk helps your care
team take extra precautions.

Risk Factor Why It Increases Risk

Born with it
(congenital)

A bicuspid valve forms before birth. You cannot prevent it. It is the
starting point, not something you did.

Family history It runs in families. If a parent, brother, sister, or child has a
bicuspid valve or an aortic aneurysm, your own risk is higher.

Male sex Bicuspid valves are more common in men, by about 3 to 1.
Women with a bicuspid valve still need the same careful
monitoring.

Certain genetic
conditions

Turner syndrome and some connective-tissue conditions raise the
chance of a bicuspid valve and aortic widening.

High blood pressure High pressure pushes harder on a valve and aorta that are already
vulnerable. Good blood-pressure control protects both.

Older age Wear builds up over decades. Narrowing and calcium buildup on a
bicuspid valve often become a problem in the 40s to 60s.
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Treatment Options

• If the valve and aorta look healthy, there is no medicine or surgery needed — only steady
monitoring with a heart scan.

• Control blood pressure. Keeping it well managed lowers strain on both the valve and the
aorta. This is the single most useful daily step.

• How often you are scanned depends on your numbers. Some people need a scan once a
year; others every 2 or 3 years if things are stable.

• When narrowing becomes severe, the valve is replaced. This can be open surgery (SAVR)
or a catheter-based valve (TAVR) in selected patients.

• When the aorta grows large, surgery repairs or replaces that section before it can tear. Valve
and aorta are sometimes fixed in one operation.

• Care is planned with a Heart Team — a heart doctor, an imaging expert, and a heart
surgeon — especially when both the valve and aorta are involved.

• First-degree relatives (parents, brothers, sisters, children) should get a one-time heart scan
to check for a bicuspid valve and a widened aorta.

A general map of aorta width and what each band means. Greener is routine; redder means surgery is discussed. Your own
thresholds depend on your anatomy, growth rate, and family history — your team sets them.
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Narrowing (Aortic Stenosis) — The Most Common Path

• Calcium builds up on the two flaps over decades, and the opening stiffens and tightens.

• Early on there are no symptoms. Later you may feel short of breath, tired, or have chest
tightness with effort.

• When narrowing becomes severe, the valve is replaced — by open surgery (SAVR) or a
catheter valve (TAVR) in selected patients.

• See our aortic stenosis guide for the full picture: https://go.riasalimd.com/as-guide

Leak (Aortic Regurgitation)

• The valve does not close all the way, so some blood leaks backward into the heart with each
beat.

• Over years this makes the heart work harder and can enlarge it. Symptoms include
tiredness, breathlessness, and a pounding heartbeat.

• We track the leak and the heart's size on scans. When the leak is severe or the heart starts
to change, the valve is repaired or replaced.

• See our aortic regurgitation guide for details: https://go.riasalimd.com/ar-guide

Widened Aorta (Aortopathy) — Watch This Too

• About 1 in 3 people with a bicuspid valve develop a widened aorta, most often just above the
valve.

• It almost never causes symptoms, so the only way to track it is with imaging — echo, CT
scan, or MRI.

• Surgery to repair the aorta is generally offered around 5.0 to 5.5 cm, or sooner with a family
history of tearing or fast growth, at an experienced center.

• See our aortic aneurysm guide and surgical-valve and TAVR guides:
https://go.riasalimd.com/aortic-aneurysm-guide,
https://go.riasalimd.com/valve-surgery-guide, https://go.riasalimd.com/tavr-guide

Tell your family: Because a bicuspid valve runs in families, your parents, brothers,
sisters, and children should each get a one-time heart scan. About 1 in 10 close relatives
also has a bicuspid valve or a quiet widened aorta. Finding it early can prevent a surprise.
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Comfort Measures at Home (No Medication Needed)

These simple steps support healing and ease symptoms. Use them alongside any medication
your doctor prescribes.

• Keep every scheduled scan and clinic visit, even when you feel perfectly fine. Monitoring is
the whole job here.

• Check and manage your blood pressure at home. Bring the numbers to your visits.

• Stay active with steady aerobic exercise — walking, biking, swimming. It is good for the
heart and the aorta.

• If your aorta is widened, avoid very heavy lifting and intense straining (max weightlifting,
pushing to your limit). Ask us what is safe for your numbers.

• Do not smoke, and limit alcohol. Both raise blood pressure and stress the aorta wall.

• Tell every new doctor and dentist that you have a bicuspid valve, so they keep it in mind.
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Risks, Benefits, and Alternatives

Every choice has trade-offs. Use this table to start the shared decision conversation.

Option Risks Benefits Alternatives

Watchful
monitoring
(scans +
checkups)

Requires lifelong
follow-up. A scan can
be slightly
inconvenient. Anxiety
while waiting for
results.

No medicine or
surgery needed.
Catches change
early. Lets treatment
be planned calmly,
not as an emergency.

None safe —
skipping monitoring
risks a late,
dangerous surprise.
Imaging type can
vary (echo, CT, MRI).

Valve
replacement —
surgery (SAVR)

Open-heart surgery.
Recovery of weeks.
Small risk of
bleeding, stroke, or
infection.

Fixes a severely
narrowed or leaking
valve. Long track
record. Lets the
surgeon also repair a
widened aorta in the
same operation.

TAVR (catheter
valve) for selected
patients. Keep
monitoring if the
valve is not yet
severe.

Valve
replacement —
catheter (TAVR)

Newer for bicuspid
valves; valve shape
can make it harder.
Possible leak around
the valve, or a
pacemaker need.

No chest incision.
Shorter hospital stay
and faster recovery.
A good choice for
some higher-risk
patients.

Open surgery
(SAVR), which also
allows aorta repair.
Heart Team decides
which fits your
anatomy.

Aorta repair
surgery (for an
aneurysm)

Open-heart surgery
with the usual
surgical risks. Done
when the aorta
reaches a size
threshold.

Replaces the weak,
widened section
before it can tear.
Often combined with
a valve fix. Very
effective when done
in time.

Keep monitoring if
the aorta is below the
size threshold. Tight
blood-pressure
control to slow
growth.
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Common Misconceptions

Myth Reality

A bicuspid valve means I will need
surgery soon.

Not for most people. Many live for decades with
no surgery at all. The plan is monitoring. Surgery
only comes if and when the valve or aorta
crosses a clear threshold.

I feel fine, so my valve must be fine. A widening aorta and an early valve problem
usually cause no symptoms. Feeling well does
not mean nothing is changing. Only a scan can
tell. That is why checkups matter even when you
feel great.

My valve is the only thing to watch. The aorta matters just as much. About 1 in 3
people with a bicuspid valve develop a widened
aorta. We watch both the valve and the aorta at
every visit.

This is just my problem — no need to
involve family.

Because it runs in families, close blood relatives
should be checked. A one-time scan can find a
bicuspid valve or a quiet aneurysm in a relative
who feels fine.

If I need a new valve, it will not last. Modern valves work very well. The right type
and timing are chosen with you. Many people
return to a full, active life after valve
replacement.

I should avoid all exercise to protect my
aorta.

The opposite, in most cases. Steady aerobic
exercise is good for you. We usually only limit
very heavy lifting and extreme straining, and
only when the aorta is widened. Ask us what is
right for your numbers.
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Possible Complications

Knowing what can go wrong helps you spot problems early. Most complications are
uncommon, especially with treatment.

Where / What What Can Happen

Aortic valve narrowing
(stenosis)

The two-flap valve wears and stiffens faster than a
normal valve. The opening tightens, and the heart strains
to push blood out. See our aortic stenosis guide for the
full picture.

Aortic valve leak (regurgitation) The valve does not close all the way, so blood leaks
backward. Over time this enlarges and tires the heart.
See our aortic regurgitation guide for details.

Widened aorta (aneurysm) The aorta wall is weaker from birth and can stretch into a
bulge, usually just above the valve. It rarely causes
symptoms, so imaging is the only way to track it.

Aortic tear (dissection) If an aneurysm grows very large, the aorta wall can split.
This is rare but a true emergency. Steady monitoring is
designed to prevent it by acting early.

Valve infection (endocarditis) A bicuspid valve is a bit more prone to infection. Good
dental and skin care lowers the risk. See our infective
endocarditis guide for warning signs.

Heart strain over time A valve that is very tight or very leaky for years can
enlarge and weaken the heart muscle. Fixing the valve at
the right time prevents most of this.
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Points to Know

If you remember nothing else, remember these key points.

• A bicuspid aortic valve is the most common heart difference you can be born with. About 1
or 2 in 100 people have one.

• It can narrow, leak, or both — usually decades earlier than a normal valve. Watch the valve
AND the aorta.

• About 1 in 3 people with a bicuspid valve develop a widened aorta. It almost never causes
symptoms, so imaging is essential.

• Lifelong monitoring is the heart of the plan. Keep every scan and visit, even when you feel
completely well.

• Good blood-pressure control is the single most useful daily step to protect the valve and the
aorta.

• First-degree relatives (parents, brothers, sisters, children) should get a one-time heart scan
to check for a bicuspid valve and a widened aorta.

• When treatment is needed, it works very well — especially when planned early with a Heart
Team.
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When to Call Us - and When to Call 911

If you are not sure, call. We would rather hear from you twice than miss a real problem.

• Sudden, severe chest or upper-back pain that feels like tearing or ripping — call 911. This
can signal an aortic tear.

• Fainting or passing out — call 911.

• New or worsening shortness of breath, especially with activity or lying flat — call us this
week.

• Chest pressure or tightness with effort that eases with rest — call us this week.

• A racing, pounding, or fluttering heartbeat that does not settle — call us this week.

• New swelling in the legs or ankles, or rapid weight gain — call us this week.

• Fevers, night sweats, or feeling generally unwell for days — call us; this can be a sign of
valve infection.

• If you are ever unsure, call us. We would rather hear from you twice than miss a real
problem.

Office: (727) 943-5200
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Trusted Resources

The links below are the trusted resources Dr. Ali used to write this guide and that he
recommends you visit for more information. Each is a clickable link in the digital version and a
Short.io tracked URL on the printed version.

• Cleveland Clinic — Bicuspid Aortic Valve Disease - Patient-friendly overview of the
two-leaflet valve, the aorta link, and monitoring.

• Mayo Clinic — Bicuspid Aortic Valve Disease - Clear explanation of the condition and the
need for lifelong follow-up.

• American Heart Association — Heart Valve Disease - AHA patient hub covering valve
narrowing, leaking, and treatment options.

• Our Aortic Stenosis Guide - Deeper look at valve narrowing — a common path for a bicuspid
valve.

• Our Aortic Aneurysm Guide - Full detail on the widened-aorta risk linked to a bicuspid valve.

• Our Echocardiogram Guide - What to expect from the heart ultrasound used to watch your
valve and aorta.
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Sources Used to Build This Guide

Every recommendation in this guide is grounded in one or more of the studies, guidelines, or
trusted resources below. Short links are tracked so Dr. Ali can see which references patients
are reading; nothing personally identifying is captured.

• Cleveland Clinic — Bicuspid Aortic Valve Disease [Clinical]
Patient overview of the two-leaflet valve, associated aortopathy, and monitoring.

• 2020 ACC/AHA Guideline for the Management of Patients With Valvular Heart Disease [Guideline]
Guideline basis for BAV surveillance, aortic-aneurysm thresholds, and intervention timing.

• AHA Scientific Statement — Bicuspid Aortic Valve-Associated Aortopathy [Guideline]
AHA statement detailing the aorta dilation link and family-screening guidance.

• Mayo Clinic — Bicuspid Aortic Valve [Clinical]
Patient overview of the congenital valve and its lifelong follow-up.
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About This Guide

Rias KS Ali, MD FACC | Board Certified in Interventional Cardiology & Cardiovascular Disease

4740 Mile Stretch Drive, Holiday FL 34690 | Office: (727) 943-5200 | Fax: (727) 943-5201 | RiasAliMD.com

Version: 2026-08-15

Reviewer note: Reviewed: Cleveland Clinic, Mayo Clinic, and AHA patient pages. This guide adds a
valve-anatomy diagram, a three-ways-it-fails chart, an aorta-size map, per-problem deep dives, and an RBA
section grounded in the 2020 ACC/AHA Valve and 2022 ACC/AHA Aortic Disease guidelines, including
family-screening guidance.

Disclaimer

This guide is for educational purposes only and does not replace medical advice from your physician.
Recommendations may not apply to every patient. Always follow the specific instructions of Dr. Ali and your care
team. In an emergency call 911 or go to the nearest emergency department.
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Take This Guide With You

Scan or visit: https://go.riasalimd.com/bav-guide

Online: https://go.riasalimd.com/bav-guide
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