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Understanding Sex and Heart
Disease

Returning to Intimacy Safely After a Heart Problem

For most people with heart disease, a healthy sex life is safe. Here is what to know - and
what to ask us.
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Names & Terms You Will Hear

Term Meaning

Intimacy Closeness with a partner. It can be sexual or simply
physical affection like holding hands or hugging.

Sexual activity Any form of sex. In heart care we treat it as a normal,
healthy part of life - like any other activity.

METs (metabolic
equivalents)

A simple way to measure effort. Rest is 1 MET. A brisk
walk is about 3 to 5 METs. Sex is about the same.

Erectile dysfunction (ED) Trouble getting or keeping an erection. It is common and
treatable - and it can be an early sign of heart or
blood-vessel disease.

PDE5 inhibitors ED pills like sildenafil (Viagra) and tadalafil (Cialis). They
relax blood vessels to improve blood flow.

Nitrates Heart medicines like nitroglycerin and isosorbide that open
blood vessels for chest pain. They must NEVER be taken
with ED pills.

Cardiac rehab A supervised exercise and education program that also
rebuilds the fitness and confidence that help intimacy.

The one rule that can save your life: NEVER take an ED pill (sildenafil/Viagra,
tadalafil/Cialis) together with a nitrate (nitroglycerin, isosorbide). The combination can
cause a sudden, dangerous, even fatal drop in blood pressure. If you take nitrates for
chest pain, tell us before using any ED medicine - and never take a nitrate if you have
used an ED pill in the last day or two.
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What Is Sex and Heart Disease?

• This guide answers a normal medical question: is sex safe when you have heart disease,
and when can you start again? For most people, the answer is yes - it is safe.

• Sex is a form of moderate physical activity. For most people it takes about as much effort
as climbing two flights of stairs or taking a brisk walk - roughly 3 to 5 METs.

• For most stable heart patients, the heart risk during sex is low. The risk of a heart problem
during any single act of sex is very small, and regular activity lowers it further.

• A good rule of thumb: if you can do moderate activity (like a brisk walk or two flights of
stairs) without chest pain or bad shortness of breath, sex is very likely safe for you.

• This is a quality-of-life guide, not an emergency guide. Use it to start a conversation with us.
We talk about this every day - there is nothing to be embarrassed about.

Sex takes about as much effort as a brisk walk or climbing two flights of stairs - roughly 3 to 5 METs. If you can do that
comfortably, sex is very likely safe for you.
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Is It Safe - and When Can I Resume?

• Think in terms of effort. Sex is moderate activity - about 3 to 5 METs, like a brisk walk or two
flights of stairs.

• The simplest test is everyday life: if a brisk walk or a flight of stairs does not cause chest pain
or bad shortness of breath, your heart can very likely handle sex.

• If your risk is unclear, a treadmill stress test settles it. Reaching 3 to 5 METs or more without
symptoms means sex is reasonable.

• Timing depends on your event: about a week after an uncomplicated heart attack or stent,
and longer (often 6 to 8 weeks) after open-heart surgery while the breastbone heals.

• When in doubt, we decide together. Your symptoms and tests - not a calendar alone - tell us
when you are ready.
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Why It Matters

• Intimacy is part of a full recovery. Many people fear that sex will trigger another heart
attack, so they avoid it - and that fear hurts relationships and mood.

• The fear is usually bigger than the real risk. When we talk it through and confirm you are
stable, most couples return to normal intimacy with confidence.

• One medication mistake can be dangerous. Mixing an ED pill with a nitrate can cause a
sudden, severe, even fatal drop in blood pressure. Knowing this keeps you safe.

• Erectile dysfunction can be an early warning. Because it often shows up before a heart
event, telling us about it can help us catch heart and blood-vessel disease sooner.

• Both partners carry worry. A partner who is afraid of 'causing harm' may pull away. Open
conversation - with us and with each other - is part of the treatment.

• Most patients want to ask but never do. Surveys show most people want this
conversation, yet few have it. We would rather you ask.

When can I resume sex? A general guide - your doctor confirms your timeline.

Your situation General timing What we check first

Stable heart disease, no
recent event

Now, if you have no
symptoms with moderate
activity

Symptoms, exam, and your
medicine list

Uncomplicated heart
attack or stent

Often about 1 week That you are stable and
symptom-free

Open-heart surgery
(bypass or valve)

Usually about 6 to 8 weeks That the breastbone is well
healed

Symptoms with light
activity, or unstable
disease

Wait - treat the problem first Often a stress test to measure
your effort safely

Good news: erectile dysfunction is common, treatable, and often an early warning of heart
and blood-vessel disease - not a dead end. Because the small arteries are affected first,
ED can appear about 3 to 5 years before a heart event. Telling us is a chance to protect
your heart, not just your sex life.
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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

Recent heart attack or
open-heart surgery

Right after an event the heart and (for surgery) the breastbone are
still healing. Timing matters - we confirm when it is safe.

Symptoms with light
activity

If a short walk or stairs cause chest pain or bad breathlessness,
sex may be too much for now. We treat the cause first.

Unstable or
uncontrolled heart
disease

Unstable chest pain, severe valve disease, poorly controlled heart
failure, or dangerous rhythms raise risk until they are treated.

Taking nitrates for
chest pain

Nitrates are safe on their own, but they make ED pills dangerous.
This combination must always be avoided.

Erectile dysfunction or
low desire

These are common after a heart event. They are treatable and are
also a signal worth checking - not a reason to give up on intimacy.
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Treatment Options

• Confirm you are stable. We review your symptoms, exam, and tests. If your risk is unclear,
an exercise stress test helps: doing 3 to 5 METs or more without trouble means sex is
reasonable.

• Time it to your event. After an uncomplicated heart attack or stent, many people resume in
about a week. After open-heart surgery it is longer (often 6 to 8 weeks), until the breastbone
heals. We confirm your timeline.

• Use cardiac rehab. Supervised exercise improves fitness, lowers symptoms, and rebuilds
confidence - all of which make intimacy easier and safer. See our Cardiac Rehab guide.

• Treat ED safely. ED pills (sildenafil, tadalafil) are often safe in stable heart disease - but
NEVER with nitrates, and with caution if you take alpha-blockers for blood pressure. We pick
what fits your medicines.

• Lower everyday risk. The same steps that protect your heart - not smoking, controlling
blood pressure and cholesterol, staying active, managing weight and diabetes - also improve
sexual function.

• Bring your partner in. Counseling for one or both partners eases fear. If depression or
anxiety is part of the picture, treating it helps intimacy too.
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The one rule that can save your life: ED pills and nitrates are each fine on their own, but they must NEVER be taken together.
Tell us every medicine you take.
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ED Medicines and the Nitrate Danger - Never Together

• ED pills (sildenafil/Viagra, tadalafil/Cialis) work by relaxing blood vessels. In stable heart
disease they are often safe and effective.

• Nitrates (nitroglycerin, isosorbide) also relax blood vessels. Taken WITH an ED pill, the two
together can cause a sudden, severe, even fatal drop in blood pressure.

• This is an absolute rule: never use both. Wait at least 24 hours after sildenafil, and 48 hours
after tadalafil, before any nitrate.

• Tell us every medicine and supplement you take - including ones from another doctor or
bought online - so we can keep this combination from ever happening.

• Use caution with ED pills if you also take alpha-blockers for blood pressure or an enlarged
prostate; we may adjust the dose or timing.

• If you take daily nitrates and also want ED treatment, talk to us - there are safe paths, and
never mixing the two is the priority.
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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.

• Pick a relaxed time. Choose a time when you are rested and not stressed, in a comfortable
room, not right after a big meal or alcohol.

• Warm up gently. Start slowly. Affection, closeness, and a gradual pace let your heart
adjust, just like easing into any exercise.

• Choose easy positions at first. Positions that take less of your own effort can feel
reassuring as you build confidence. Any comfortable position is fine.

• Stop and rest if you feel off. Pause if you get chest pain, bad shortness of breath, a racing
or skipping heartbeat, or dizziness. Resting usually settles it quickly.

• Keep your rescue plan close. If you use nitroglycerin for chest pain, know that you cannot
take it if you have used an ED pill in the last day or two - tell us so we can plan around it.
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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

Resume sex
after we confirm
you are stable

Small, short-lived rise
in heart rate and
blood pressure, like
any moderate
activity. Very low risk
of a heart event in
stable patients.

Restores intimacy
and confidence.
Supports mood and
relationships. Counts
as healthy activity.

Wait longer and
recheck. Start with
cardiac rehab first.
Non-sexual affection
while you build
fitness.

Use an ED pill
(no nitrate) for
erectile
dysfunction

Headache, flushing,
stuffy nose. Low
blood pressure if
combined with
alpha-blockers.
NEVER combine with
nitrates.

Effective for most
men. Often safe in
stable heart disease.
Can restore
confidence.

Treat heart risk
factors first. Vacuum
device or other ED
options. Couples
counseling for
non-physical causes.

Avoid or delay
sex for now

Loss of intimacy and
closeness.
Frustration and low
mood. May strain the
relationship if it lasts.

Sometimes right for a
short time after a big
event or while we
treat unstable
disease.

Set a clear plan to
resume. Use the time
for cardiac rehab and
counseling. Recheck
symptoms with us.
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Common Misconceptions

Myth Reality

Sex will probably trigger another heart
attack.

For most stable patients the risk is very low. The
chance of a heart event during any single act of
sex is tiny, and regular exercise lowers it further.

Once you have heart disease, your sex
life is over.

Not true. Most people with heart disease return
to a normal, satisfying sex life once they are
stable.

ED pills are too dangerous for heart
patients.

ED pills are often safe in stable heart disease.
The real danger is one specific combination:
never take them with nitrates.

Erectile dysfunction is just a part of
getting older.

Age plays a role, but ED is often a sign of
blood-vessel disease. It can appear years
before a heart problem, so it is worth telling us.

I should just push through chest pain
during sex.

No. Chest pain, severe breathlessness, fainting,
or a racing heartbeat are signals to stop, rest,
and call us.

This is too embarrassing to bring up with
my doctor.

It is a routine medical question. We discuss it
often and we can help. Asking is the safe
choice.
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The Emotional Side - Anxiety, Partners, and Talking to Us

• Fear is normal. After a heart event, many people - and their partners - worry that sex will
cause harm. Naming that fear is the first step past it.

• Partners worry too. A loving partner may pull back out of fear of 'causing' a heart attack.
Talking openly together eases that strain.

• Depression and anxiety are common after a cardiac event and can lower desire and energy.
They are treatable, and treating them helps intimacy.

• Women have concerns too - changes in desire, comfort, or confidence are common and
worth raising; this is not only a men's topic.

• Intimacy is more than intercourse. Affection, closeness, and patience while you rebuild
confidence all count and all help.

• Please ask us. Most patients want this conversation but never start it. It is a normal medical
question, and we are glad to help.
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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 symptoms during sex Chest pain (angina), severe shortness of breath,
palpitations, dizziness, or fainting. Stop, rest, and follow
your action plan.

Dangerous drug interaction Combining an ED pill with a nitrate can cause a sudden,
severe drop in blood pressure - this can be
life-threatening. Always avoid this combination.

Erectile dysfunction left
unchecked

Beyond intimacy, untreated ED can be a missed early
warning of heart and blood-vessel disease.

Anxiety and avoidance Fear can lead couples to avoid all intimacy, which can
harm mood and the relationship. This is treatable with
counseling.

Depression after a heart event Low mood is common after a cardiac event and lowers
desire and energy. Treating it improves both heart health
and intimacy.
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Points to Know

If you remember nothing else, remember these key points.

• For most people with stable heart disease, sex is safe - it takes about as much effort as a
brisk walk or two flights of stairs.

• If you can do moderate activity without chest pain or bad shortness of breath, sex is very
likely safe for you.

• After an uncomplicated heart attack or stent, many people resume in about a week; after
open-heart surgery it is usually longer. We confirm your timeline.

• NEVER take an ED pill (sildenafil, tadalafil) with a nitrate (nitroglycerin, isosorbide). The
combination can cause a fatal drop in blood pressure.

• Erectile dysfunction is common and treatable - and it can be an early warning of heart
disease. Tell us; do not hide it.

• Fear is normal for you and your partner. Talking openly - with each other and with us - is part
of getting better.

• Cardiac rehab builds the fitness and confidence that make intimacy easier and safer.

• This is a normal medical question. Please ask us - there is nothing to be embarrassed about.
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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.

• Call 911 if you have chest pain, pressure, or severe shortness of breath that does not ease
with rest - during or after sex.

• Call 911 for fainting, a seizure, or collapse.

• Stop and rest, then call us, for chest tightness, a racing or skipping heartbeat, or dizziness
during sex.

• Call us before using any ED pill if you take nitrates - or before any nitrate if you have recently
used an ED pill.

• Call us if erectile dysfunction is new or getting worse - it can be an early heart warning.

• Call us if fear, low mood, or relationship strain is keeping you from intimacy. We can help.

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.

• American Heart Association - Sex and Heart Disease - AHA patient page: safe for most
people, talk to your doctor, watch for warning signs.

• Cleveland Clinic - Sex and Heart Disease - Plain-language guidance on when to resume,
symptoms to watch, and ED-medication safety.

• Mayo Clinic - Sex and Heart Disease: Is It Safe? - Reassurance on effort level, timing after
events, and the nitrate + ED-drug danger.

• Mayo Clinic - Erectile Dysfunction: A Sign of Heart Disease? - Why ED can be an early
signal of heart and blood-vessel disease.

• Our Cardiac Rehab guide - Supervised exercise that rebuilds fitness and confidence for a
safe return to intimacy.

• Our Nitrates guide - How nitrates work and the critical reason they can never be combined
with ED pills.

• Our Stress, Mental Health, and Your Heart guide - Help for the anxiety and depression that
can affect intimacy after a heart event.
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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.

• Sexual Activity and Cardiovascular Disease — AHA Scientific Statement (Levine et al., Circulation
2012;125:1058-1072) [Guideline]
Primary scientific statement: sex is mild-to-moderate activity (3-5 METs); low-risk stable patients can safely
resume; resume about 1 week after uncomplicated MI and after sternal healing post open-heart surgery; PDE5
inhibitors are an absolute contraindication with nitrates (Class III).

• Sexual Counseling for Individuals With Cardiovascular Disease and Their Partners — AHA/ESC-CCNAP
Consensus (Steinke et al., Circulation 2013;128:2075-2096) [Guideline]
Counseling framework: most patients want to discuss intimacy but few do; addresses anxiety, partner fears,
depression, women's concerns, and ICD shock worries.

• Princeton III Consensus — Management of Erectile Dysfunction and Cardiovascular Disease (Nehra et al.,
Mayo Clin Proc 2012) [Guideline]
Sex equals about climbing two flights of stairs or a 1-mile brisk walk in 20 minutes; if you can do that without
symptoms, sex is generally safe; risk stratification for ED treatment in heart patients.

• Princeton IV Consensus Guidelines — PDE5 Inhibitors and Cardiac Health (J Sex Med 2024) [Guideline]
Most current consensus confirming ED as an ASCVD risk-enhancing factor and reaffirming the nitrate-PDE5
contraindication and safe-use framework.

• Cardiovascular Implications of Erectile Dysfunction — Princeton/AHA review (Circulation 2010) [Guideline]
Evidence that erectile dysfunction is an early warning sign of blood-vessel disease, often preceding a heart
event by about 3 to 5 years because small penile arteries are affected before larger coronary arteries.

• Cleveland Clinic — Sex and Heart Disease [Patient-Education]
Plain-language guidance on when it is safe to resume sex, symptoms to watch, positions, and ED medication
safety.

• Mayo Clinic — Sex and Heart Disease: Is It Safe? [Patient-Education]
Patient-facing reassurance on activity intensity, timing after events, and the danger of combining nitrates with
ED drugs.

• American Heart Association — Sex and Heart Disease (patient page) [Patient-Education]
Consumer-facing AHA summary of the scientific statement: safe for most people, talk to your doctor, watch for
warning signs.

• Mayo Clinic — Erectile Dysfunction: A Sign of Heart Disease? [Patient-Education]
Explains in plain language why ED can be an early signal of heart and blood-vessel disease and why it is worth
telling your doctor.

• AAFP — AHA Statement on Sexual Activity and Cardiovascular Disease (clinician summary) [Guideline]
American Academy of Family Physicians summary of the AHA recommendations, used to confirm the
plain-language framing of timing and risk.
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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 against the AHA scientific statement (Circulation 2012), the AHA/ESC counseling
statement, the Princeton consensus, Cleveland Clinic, and Mayo Clinic. This guide adds an effort (METs)
comparison chart, a clear ED-drug + nitrate safety graphic, a when-to-resume table by event, and a frank section
on the emotional side.

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/sex-and-heart-guide
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