Recovery After Mitral Valve
Repair

Your own valve, reshaped and reinforced - a guide to healing, incision care,
and long-term follow-up

Repair keeps your own valve. Your part is the incision care, the medicines, and the
follow-up echo that keep it working well.
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Names & Terms You Will Hear

Mitral valve repair (MVr) Surgery to fix a leaking mitral valve. It uses your own valve
tissue. It does not replace the valve.

Annuloplasty ring A support ring. It is sewn around the valve's opening. It
helps the valve flaps close well.

Mitral regurgitation (MR) Leaking of the mitral valve. Blood flows backward into the
upper heart chamber. Repair fixes this leak.

Sternotomy The traditional surgery cut. It goes down the breastbone. It
gives the surgeon full access to the heart.

Mini-thoracotomy A smaller cut between the ribs. It is on the side of the
chest. It does not touch the breastbone.

Robotic-assisted repair Mini-thoracotomy surgery done with robotic arms. The
surgeon controls them. This allows very small cuts.

Heart Team A group of heart doctors. They review hard or unclear
cases together. They pick the best plan for you.

Leaflets The two flaps of the mitral valve. They open and close with
each heartbeat. They let blood flow one way.

Anticoagulation Blood-thinning medicine. After repair, this is often
short-term, about 3 months. Some patients only need
aspirin.

Recurrent mitral regurgitation | A leak that comes back after repair. It can happen years
later. Regular echo tests watch for this.
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Know the warning signs after heart surgery. Call 911 for chest pressure or pain, or
sudden severe shortness of breath. Do not drive yourself. Check your incision every day.
Call our office the same day for fever over 101 degrees, or redness, warmth, or drainage
from your incision. If someone collapses and is not breathing normally: call 911, push
hard and fast in the center of the chest (100-120 beats a minute, to the beat of
‘Stayin' Alive'), and use an AED if one is near. An AED checks the heart rhythm first. It

will not shock a normal heart.
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Recovery After Mitral Valve Repair?

Mitral valve repair fixes a leaking valve. It uses your own valve tissue. No artificial valve is
placed.

Most repairs use an annuloplasty ring. This ring is sewn around the annulus, the valve's
natural opening. It helps the two leaflets meet and close fully again.

There are two ways to do this surgery. One is sternotomy, a full cut down the breastbone.
The other is mini-thoracotomy or robotic repair, a smaller cut between the ribs.

Doctors prefer repair over replacement when possible. Repair keeps your own valve. It also
helps the heart pump better over time.

Hard or unclear cases go to a Heart Team. Surgeons, cardiologists, and imaging doctors
review them together. They pick the safest plan.

Recovery has two parts. First, your incision and chest heal. Second, you follow a long-term
plan with regular echo tests.

R R e e S
Annuloplasty rings. During a mitral valve repair, a ring like one of these is sewn around the valve to reshape and support it -
your own valve is kept. Image credit: Mkrausch, Wikimedia Commons (CC BY-SA 3.0).
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Annuloplasty Ring Repair - Your Own Valve, Reshaped and Reinforced

Ring reshapes and
supports the annulus -

// not an artificial valve

Leaflets now meet
and close fully
(no leak)

The annulus
(the valve's natural
opening)

The ring goes around the annulus, the valve's natural opening. It helps the leaflets meet and close fully. Your own valve does
the work; the ring is just a support.
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Why It Matters

Repair keeps your own valve. This often means a stronger heart pump than an artificial

valve gives.

Most repair patients avoid lifelong blood thinners. This is different from a mechanical valve,
which needs lifelong warfarin. The exception is if you also have atrial fibrillation.

The ring is not a permanent fix by itself. Good incision care, activity limits, and echo

follow-up help the repair last.

An irregular heartbeat after surgery is common. Knowing this ahead of time can ease your

worry if it happens.

Cardiac rehab, slow activity build-up, and attention to your mood all help you get back to

normal life.

Two Surgical Approaches - Choosing With Your Heart Team

Sternotomy

« Full breastbone incision
 Best access for complex repairs
* 6-8 week bone healing

* No lifting over 5-10 Ib while healing

Mini-thoracotomy / robotic

* Small side incision between ribs
* Robotic arms (like da Vinci) add precision
* Breastbone is not touched

« Often a faster return to activity

Visit
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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

Lifting too soon after
sternotomy

The breastbone takes 6 to 8 weeks to heal. Lifting more than 5 to
10 pounds too soon can hurt the healing bone.

Ignoring incision
redness or fever

Wound infection is rare but serious. Catching it early makes it
much easier to treat.

Stopping a blood
thinner on your own

Even a short course of blood thinner has a purpose. Stopping
early can raise your risk of a clot.

Skipping follow-up
echo tests

A leak can come back without any symptoms at first. Scheduled
echo tests catch problems early.

Untreated irregular
heartbeat after surgery

New atrial fibrillation is common and usually treatable. Left
untreated, it can raise stroke risk.

Smoking or high blood
pressure

Both slow wound healing. High blood pressure also adds strain on
the repaired valve.
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Treatment Options

Follow your incision-care instructions closely. They differ for sternotomy versus
mini-thoracotomy or robotic surgery.

Take any blood thinner exactly as prescribed. Most patients need it for about 3 months.

Keep every echo appointment. You will have one before discharge, one around 30 days, one
around 1 year, and then regular checks.

Start cardiac rehab when your team clears you. It safely rebuilds your strength and supports
your heart.

Follow sternal precautions if you had a sternotomy. Do not lift over 5 to 10 pounds. Do not
push or pull. Hug a pillow when you cough.

Tell us right away about a new irregular heartbeat, fever, or wound changes. Both are easier
to treat when caught early.

Keep every follow-up visit. We use them to check your healing and clear you for driving,
work, and exercise.

Recovery After Mitral Valve Repair - A General Roadmap

Week 1

Hospital and Weeks 2-4 Weeks 4-8 Weeks 8-12+
q Healing at home Rebuilding Back to routine
first days home Sternal precautions Cardiac rehab often Most activities back.

ICU 1-2 days. o

Walking starts early. (sternotqm_y) or limited begins. Driving usually 30-day and ongoing
i arm use (mini-thoracotomy). okay by ~4 weeks. echo checks track
. Short walks build up. Light work returns. the repair.

Sternotomy healing runs about 6-8 weeks for the breastbone; mini-thoracotomy and robotic repair usually recover faster.

A general recovery roadmap. Sternotomy takes longer to heal. Mini-thoracotomy and robotic repair often allow a faster return to
activity. We set your exact pace with you.
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Getting Back to Life After Mitral Valve Repair - General Timelines

Activity Usual timeline What to know

Light walking Day 1-2 after surgery Short walks start in the hospital.
Build up slowly at home.

Driving About 4 weeks Per your surgeon's OK. Do not
drive on strong pain medicine.

Lifting over 5-10 Ib Wait until 6-8 weeks This protects the healing
(sternotomy) breastbone. Mini-thoracotomy
patients often clear sooner.

Return to a desk or light job 4-6 weeks Often sooner after
mini-thoracotomy or robotic
repair.

Heavy lifting or hard physical | 8-12 weeks, after We check your healing first before

work clearance you go back to hard labor.

Sexual activity Usually 2-4 weeks Safe for most once you can climb

two flights of stairs with ease.

Air travel Usually after your first Most can fly by 2-4 weeks if
follow-up visit recovery is on track. Confirm with
us first.
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Incision Care - Sternotomy vs. Mini-Thoracotomy / Robotic

Sternotomy: keep the incision clean and dry. Check it daily for redness, warmth, or drainage.
Watch for any clicking or shifting at the breastbone.

Sternotomy: follow sternal precautions for 6 to 8 weeks. No lifting over 5 to 10 pounds. No
pushing or pulling. No driving until cleared.

Sternotomy: hug a pillow firmly against your chest when you cough, sneeze, or laugh. This
supports the healing bone.

Mini-thoracotomy or robotic: the rib incision is smaller, but still check it daily for redness,
drainage, or more pain. Brief numbness near the cut is common.

Mini-thoracotomy or robotic: expect limited use of your arm and shoulder on that side for a
while. Ask your team about your exact limits.

Both approaches: shower only as your surgeon directs, often after your first follow-up. Do
not soak the incision in a bath or pool until it is fully healed.
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Blood Thinners After Repair - Short-Term, Not Lifelong

Most patients take a blood thinner for about 3 months after repair. Some are managed on
aspirin alone.

This short course helps your heart heal and rhythm settle. It is not the same as the lifelong
warfarin needed after a mechanical valve.

The exception is atrial fibrillation. If you also have AF, your blood thinner is often lifelong.
That follows separate AF guidelines, not the repair itself.

If you take warfarin, you will need blood tests (INR) to keep your dose safe. Some patients
use a different blood thinner instead.

Never stop a blood thinner on your own, even if you feel well. Call us first if cost or side
effects are a problem.

For more on valve choices, see our Surgical Valve Replacement guide.

Repair is not replacement. Most patients do not need lifelong warfarin. A blood thinner is
usually taken for about 3 months, or just aspirin is used. This is very different from a
mechanical valve, which needs lifelong warfarin. The one exception: if you also have atrial
fibrillation, your blood thinner is often lifelong. That is for the AF, not the repair.
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Risks, Benefits, and Alternatives

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

Option

Mitral valve
repair with a ring

Risks

Surgical risks like
bleeding or infection.
A small chance the
repair does not hold
and needs a second
surgery.

EEIEES

Keeps your own
valve. Very durable
for most patients.
Usually avoids
lifelong blood
thinners.

Alternatives

Valve replacement,
or a catheter-based
repair called TEER,
for higher-risk
patients.

Sternotomy

The breastbone takes
6 to 8 weeks to heal.
You will have lifting
limits during that
time.

Gives the surgeon
full, direct access.

Useful for complex
repairs.

Mini-thoracotomy or
robotic repair, when
your case allows it.

Mini-thoracotomy
or robotic repair

Smaller but still real
cut-site risks. Limited
arm use on that side
for a while.

Avoids the
breastbone. Often a
shorter hospital stay
and faster return to
activity.

Sternotomy, when
your heart anatomy
makes it the safer
choice.

Short-term blood
thinner after
repair

Higher bleeding or
bruising risk while
you take it.

Lowers clot risk while
your heart and repair
site heal.

Aspirin alone for
some lower-risk
patients. Lifelong
blood thinner if you
also have atrial
fibrillation.
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Common Misconceptions

Myth Reality

Mitral valve repair puts in an artificial
valve.

No. Repair keeps your own valve tissue. The
ring is just a support - it is not an artificial valve.

| will need warfarin for life after repair,
like a mechanical valve.

Most repair patients take a blood thinner for only
about 3 months, or just aspirin. Lifelong
treatment is only needed with atrial fibrillation.

Robotic surgery means no incision at all.

Robotic repair still uses small cuts between the
ribs. It skips the breastbone, but it is not cut-free.

If | feel fine, | don't need more echo
tests.

A leak can come back with no symptoms at first.
The echo schedule catches problems early,
even when you feel well.

An irregular heartbeat after surgery
means the repair failed.

New atrial fibrillation happens in about 30 to 40
out of 100 patients after this surgery. It is usually
a short-term issue, not a sign the repair failed.

Once thering is in, | never need
follow-up again.

Most repairs last many years. But rings can
loosen over time. Regular echo tests catch a
problem early.

Mini-thoracotomy and robotic repair are
unproven.

These are well-studied, established techniques.
Skilled centers offer the same repair quality
through a smaller cut.
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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

Heart rhythm A new irregular heartbeat happens in about 30 to 40 out
of 100 patients. It is usually short-term and treatable.
Rarely, a temporary pacemaker is needed.

The repair itself In a small number of patients, the leak comes back over
months to years. This is why we schedule echo tests. A
second surgery is uncommon, needed in about 1 out of
100 patients by 1 year.

Incision and chest wall Wound infection is rare, well under 2 out of 100 patients.
The breastbone can heal slowly if precautions are not
followed.

Bleeding and clotting Blood thinners raise your bleeding risk while you take

them. Rarely, a clot can still form.

Kidneys, lungs, and general As with any heart surgery, some patients have short-term
surgery risk kidney strain, fluid in the lungs, or need a blood
transfusion. Your team watches closely in the days after.

Echocardiogram Follow-Up: Watching the Repair Over Time

Before
discharge

Then yearly
(or as advised)

@ O O @

~30 days ~1 year

First look at Confirms early Checks the ring Watches for
the repair success is holding recurrent MR
long term

Each echocardiogram checks the ring, the leaflets, and how well they meet.

Echo tests track your repair over time. This catches a returning leak early, often before you would feel any symptoms.

This guide is educational only. Always follow your doctor's specific recommendations.
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Repair Durability and Watching for Recurrent MR

Ring repairs are durable for most patients. Long-term studies show most stay free of a major
leak for many years.

A small number of repairs loosen over time, or a leak slowly returns. This is why scheduled
echo tests matter, even when you feel fine.

Your echo schedule: one before discharge, one around 30 days, one around 1 year, then
regular checks after that.

Watch for signs of a returning leak: new or worse shortness of breath, unusual tiredness, or
leg swelling. Tell us at your next visit.

If a leak returns, options range from watching it closely to a second surgery or a
catheter-based repair. We decide this together.

Learn more in our Mitral Requrgitation quide and our MitraClip / TEER quide.
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Emotional Recovery - Mood After Heart Surgery

Feeling anxious, low, or tired in the weeks after surgery is common. It is a normal response
to major surgery, not a weakness.

Some patients feel foggy or forgetful in the first days to weeks. This usually gets better as
you heal.

A new irregular heartbeat after surgery can add worry. Remind yourself this is common and
usually treatable. Ask us questions.

Watch for low mood, poor sleep, or hopelessness lasting more than two weeks. Tell us -
counseling or medicine can help.

Cardiac rehab often lifts mood. It rebuilds confidence and connects you with others who had
heart surgery.

If you ever have thoughts of harming yourself, call or text 988 right away, or call 911.
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Points to Know

If you remember nothing else, remember these key points.

Repair keeps your own valve. The ring is a support, not an artificial valve.

There are two surgery types: sternotomy (full cut, 6 to 8 week bone healing) and
mini-thoracotomy or robotic (smaller cut, often faster recovery).

Blood thinners are usually short-term, about 3 months, unless you also have atrial fibrillation.

A new irregular heartbeat after surgery is common, happening in about 30 to 40 out of 100
patients. It is usually treatable.

Echo tests track your repair: before discharge, at 30 days, at 1 year, and then regularly after
that.

Cardiac rehab, slow activity build-up, and attention to your mood all support a full recovery.

If you had a sternotomy: no lifting over 5 to 10 pounds, no pushing or pulling, and hug a
pillow when you cough.

Call us for wound changes or fever. Call 911 for chest pain, sudden shortness of breath,
fainting, or a fast heartbeat that will not settle.
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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 chest pain or pressure, or shortness of breath that does not ease with rest - call 911.
Fainting, or a racing heartbeat with dizziness or chest discomfort - call 911.

Fever over 101 degrees, or redness, warmth, or drainage from your incision - call our office
the same day.

A clicking or shifting feeling at your breastbone - call us right away.

New or worse shortness of breath, leg swelling, or a sudden weight gain of 2 to 3 pounds in
a day - call us.

Bleeding that will not stop, or unusual bruising while on a blood thinner - call us right away.

A new irregular or fast heartbeat you notice at home, even with no pain - call us so we can
check it.

Questions about driving, lifting, work, exercise, or sex - call us. These are normal questions,
and the answer is different for each patient.

Office: (727) 943-5200
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Warning Signs - Call the Office or Call 911

Symptom Call the office Call 911

Mild incision redness or itching Yes - same day

Fever over 101 degrees, or wound Yes - same day

drainage

New fast or irregular heartbeat, no other Yes - promptly

symptoms

Leg swelling or sudden weight gain Yes - same day

Chest pain or pressure Yes - call 911

Sudden severe shortness of breath Yes - call 911

Fainting or a racing heartbeat with Yes - call 911

dizziness

Breastbone clicking or shifting Call 911 if with chest
pain. Otherwise call
us right away.
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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 - Mitral Valve Repair - An overview of the repair surgery, hospital stay, and
recovery.

Cleveland Clinic - Minimally Invasive Mitral Valve Repair - Explains the mini-thoracotomy
and robotic approach.

American Heart Association - Recovering From Heart Valve Surgery - Plain-language tips on
activity and recovery after valve surgery.

American Heart Association - Hands-Only CPR - How to give Hands-Only CPR if someone
collapses.

MedlinePlus - Heart Valve Surgery - A US government overview of heart valve surgery and
recovery.
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https://my.clevelandclinic.org/health/treatments/17240-mitral-valve-repair
https://my.clevelandclinic.org/health/treatments/17234-minimally-invasive-mitral-valve-repair
https://www.heart.org/en/health-topics/heart-valve-problems-and-disease/heart-valve-surgery-treatment/living-with-your-heart-valve-condition-after-surgery
https://www.heart.org/en/cpr/hands-only-cpr
https://medlineplus.gov/ency/article/007406.htm

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.

2020 ACC/AHA Guideline for the Management of Patients With Valvular Heart Disease [Guideline]

US guideline recommendation that mitral valve repair is preferred over replacement for degenerative mitral
regurgitation when a durable repair is feasible, with referral to a Primary or Comprehensive Valve Center for
asymptomatic severe MR.

2021 ESC/EACTS Guidelines for the Management of Valvular Heart Disease [Guideline]

European guideline stating surgical mitral valve repair is the preferred treatment for primary mitral regurgitation
when a durable repair can be achieved, and supporting a Heart Team approach for complex or borderline
cases.

2021 ESC/EACTS Guidelines - Antithrombotic Therapy After Mitral Valve Repair (Oxford Academic)
[Guideline]

Source for the short-term (about 3-month) vitamin K antagonist anticoagulation recommendation after mitral
valve repair in patients without atrial fibrillation, versus indefinite anticoagulation when atrial fibrillation is
present.

Antithrombotic Treatment After Surgical and Transcatheter Heart Valve Repair and Replacement (PMC)
[Review Article]

Reviews the rationale and evidence for short-term (3-month) anticoagulation versus antiplatelet-only strategies
after surgical mitral valve repair, and the distinct indefinite-anticoagulation pathway when atrial fibrillation
coexists.

Durability of Mitral Valve Reconstruction Using the Cosarove-Edwards Annuloplasty Band at 5 Years (PMC)
[Peer Reviewed Study]

Long-term durability data for annuloplasty-ring mitral repair, supporting the guide's discussion of repair
durability and the low but real chance of recurrent mitral regurgitation over time.

Long-Term Outcomes of Etiology-Specific Annuloplasty Ring Repair of Ischemic Mitral Regurgitation (Annals of
Cardiothoracic Surgery) [Peer Reviewed Study]

Reports 1-, 5-, and 10-year freedom-from-recurrent-MR rates after annuloplasty ring repair, used to frame the
guide's echocardiogram surveillance schedule and durability discussion.

A Historical Perspective and Update on Robotic Mitral Valve Surgery (PMC) [Review Article]
Describes robotic-assisted (e.g., da Vinci) mitral valve repair technique through small port incisions, and the

recovery advantages versus sternotomy, used for the mini-thoracotomy/robotic incision-care subsection.

Minimally Invasive Mitral Valve Surgery - StatPearls (NCBI Bookshelf) [Clinical Reference]
Clinical reference on mini-thoracotomy mitral valve surgery technique, recovery expectations, and comparison
with sternotomy, supporting the two-approach (sternotomy vs. mini-thoracotomy/robotic) framing of the guide.

Postoperative Atrial Fibrillation in Mitral Valve Surgery Is Not Benign (Journal of Thoracic and Cardiovascular
Surgery) [Peer Reviewed Study]

Source for the approximately 30-40% incidence of new-onset postoperative atrial fibrillation after mitral valve
surgery, used in the guide's discussion of common early complications.
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https://www.ahajournals.org/doi/10.1161/CIR.0000000000000923
https://academic.oup.com/eurheartj/article-abstract/43/7/561/6358470
https://academic.oup.com/eurheartj/article-abstract/43/7/561/6358470
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC8375148/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3844755/
https://www.annalscts.com/article/view/16782/html
https://www.annalscts.com/article/view/16782/html
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC11546677/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK567730/
https://www.jtcvs.org/article/S0022-5223(23)00785-7/abstract
https://www.jtcvs.org/article/S0022-5223(23)00785-7/abstract

Cleveland Clinic - Mitral Valve Repair: Procedure and Recovery [Patient Education]
Plain-language patient-facing framing of mitral valve repair recovery timelines, hospital stay, and the annual
follow-up echocardiogram recommendation, used to check tone and general recovery milestones.

Cleveland Clinic - Minimally Invasive Mitral Valve Repair [Patient Education]
Patient-facing explanation of the mini-thoracotomy/robotic approach to mitral valve repair, used for
plain-language framing of the two-incision comparison.

American Heart Association - Recovering From Heart Valve Surgery [Patient Education]
AHA plain-language guidance on activity build-up, driving restrictions, and emotional recovery after heart valve
surgery, used to frame the activity-return table and mood section in accessible language.
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https://my.clevelandclinic.org/health/treatments/17240-mitral-valve-repair
https://my.clevelandclinic.org/health/treatments/17234-minimally-invasive-mitral-valve-repair
https://www.heart.org/en/health-topics/heart-valve-problems-and-disease/heart-valve-surgery-treatment/living-with-your-heart-valve-condition-after-surgery

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 against the Cleveland Clinic mitral valve repair and minimally invasive mitral valve
repair pages and the AHA heart-valve recovery page. Ours adds: an annuloplasty-ring anatomy diagram
explaining exactly what was sewn in, a side-by-side sternotomy vs. mini-thoracotomy/robotic recovery roadmap, a
dedicated echocardiogram surveillance timeline for recurrent MR, a tinted activity-return table, and a clear
short-term-vs-lifelong anticoagulation explainer built around the atrial fibrillation exception - a distinction many
patient handouts blur with mechanical-valve warfarin advice.

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
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