
Taking care of 
your health so you 
are fit for your 
operation

Preparing 
for surgery

Health and wellbeing are important to all of us, 
especially before undergoing surgery

Improving your general health and wellbeing greatly improves how effective 
the surgery will be, shortens how long it will take you to recover and 
significantly reduces the risk of complications.

• Less risk of complications, such as heart failure, stroke and infections 
from the surgery and, in the worst cases, death  

• Fewer anaesthesia related problems such as infections, confusion or 
memory loss, bladder problems, breathing difficulties, nerve damage or 
worsening of existing conditions 

• Wounds heal faster and better with less risk of infection

If you are referred for surgery, your GP should already have spoken to you about the 
importance of being as fit and healthy as possible and will be helping you on your journey.

Any steps you can take to eat a healthy diet, maintain a healthy weight and control your 
blood sugars, reduce alcohol intake or substance use, stop smoking and get enough sleep 
will benefit you.



• Smokers are 38% more likely to die after surgery than non-smokers 

• Smoking is the most important factor for the development of heart or lung 
problems and wound-related complications resulting from planned surgery 

• Diabetics with uncontrolled type 1 diabetes experience more complications 
from joint replacement surgery that any other patient group

Due to the increased risks of complications, your 
surgery might not take place until:

Your blood pressure is at a safe level and your pulse is well 
controlled and the cause of any heart murmur has been 
investigated

Your anaemia is understood and/or treated

Your blood sugar levels are controlled

Your doctor has advised you on the risks of smoking and you have 
been offered support to quit smoking before your operation.



Why could my surgery be delayed?

High blood pressure

High blood pressure is the most common long term illness in the United Kingdom, affecting 
as many as 16 million adults. Due to the high risk of complications (such as heart failure and 
stroke), it is the most common reason for surgery to be cancelled or postponed.

If your blood pressure is normally high (greater than 160/100), your GP will to work with 
you to manage it through healthy lifestyle choices and medication prior to referral for 
surgery.

An abnormal heart rhythm – sometimes called an arrhythmia – means your heart is beating 
too fast, too slow, or with an irregular pattern.

Undergoing surgery with an undiagnosed irregular heart rate greatly increases the risk of 
serious complications, such as heart failure or stroke. 

Any routine surgery would likely be postponed until the condition is treated so it’s 
important to pick it up as soon as possible so it does not delay your operation.

As abnormal heart rhythms may not cause any signs or symptoms, it is important for your 
GP to check your pulse prior to referral.

You may have a tracing of the heart (ECG) at the hospital before surgery to check how 
your heart is working. 

A heart murmur is an unusual sound which can be heard when the doctor listens to your 
heart with a stethoscope. Murmurs can be harmless but sometimes they are a sign that 
there is a problem with the structure of the heart.

If your doctor hears a murmur and is thinking about referring you for surgery, they will 
first refer you for an ultrasound of the heart (an echocardiogram).

Irregular heart rate (arrhythmia)



Diabetes affects 7% of people in the UK and the number is rising. 

The better your control of your diabetes, the better your chances of excellent results from 
your surgery, so keeping your blood sugar within the parameters your doctor recommends 
is important.

Uncontrolled blood sugar levels over time can lead to significant damage to your body. 

During surgery, it can lead to increased risk of infections, impaired wound healing, stroke, 
heart failure, nerve damage, blindness and other serious complications.

Controlling blood sugars

Anaemia is caused when you don’t have enough red blood cells or haemoglobin (the part 
of your blood cells that carries oxygen) to meet your body’s needs. 

General symptoms of anaemia include feeling tired, weak, dizzy and short of breath. 

It can leave you more vulnerable to infections and other complications from surgery.

Several factors can cause anaemia – a simple blood test usually confirms the reason.

Your GP may also carry out a physical examination and ask you a number of questions to 
help determine the cause.

If a lack of iron in your diet is thought to be contributing to your anaemia, your GP will 
help you to increase how much iron you eat. 

This usually involves taking iron supplements and changing your diet to increase your iron 
levels, as well as treating any underlying cause.

Anaemia 



The biggest single thing you can do to improve your chances of successful surgery and a 
successful recovery is to stop smoking.

Even though you may feel fit and healthy as a smoker, studies show that patients who 
smoke are more likely to experience potentially serious complications both during and 
after surgery.

As a smoker, you are:

• 38% more likely to die after surgery 

• Two times more likely to get pneumonia 

• 80% more likely to have a heart attack 

• 70% more likely to have a stroke 

• 30% more likely to have a postoperative infection

Stopping smoking before your operation reduces lung or heart complications, reduces 
infections and reduces the time it takes for bones and wounds to heal.

Stopping smoking also reduces anaesthetic related complications and the chance of being 
admitted to intensive care, all of which reduce how long you will stay in hospital and 
reduce the risk of dying whilst in hospital.

If you smoke, you have a one in three risk of breathing problems after your surgery. This 
can be reduced to one in ten if you stop smoking eight weeks before the operation.

To reduce the risks, you will be encouraged to stop smoking for 
eight weeks before surgery, and to remain smoke free right up 
to the day of your operation. 

Smoking

If you are not able to stop smoking, your specialist will balance the risks of going ahead 
against the risks of not being able to have an operation. Together you will make an 
informed decision on the risks of proceeding.



Nutrition, physical activity and wellbeing

Good nutrition is also important prior to surgery. 
Proteins, such as oily fish, lean meat, tofu, grains 
and pulses, are important for the healing process 
so can help contribute to faster wound healing. 

If you drink alcohol this is a good opportunity to 
stop as it will help you better control your blood 
sugars.

If you aren’t already exercising but you are able to, 
you may want to start walking more or an exercise 
program after checking with your doctor. Making 
your body stronger is going to help you better 
tolerate your surgery and recovery.

Try not to get overly stressed about your surgery. 
It is important to keep stress to a minimum 
because both physical stress (the surgery) and 
emotional stress (worrying, anxiety) can work 
against you by elevating your blood sugar levels.



Further information, support and 
guidance
Any steps you can take to eat a healthy diet, maintain a healthy 
weight and control your blood sugars, reduce your smoking, alcohol 
intake, or substance use, and get enough sleep will benefit you.

Contact your local Healthy Lifestyle Service for free help and expert 
advice

Cornwall Devon

www.HealthPromCornwall.org

01209 615600

www.OneSmallStep.org.uk

0800 298 2654

One You Cornwall One You Plymouth 

www.OneYouCIOS.com www.OneYouPlymouth.co.uk

01752 437177

Diabetes UK NHS Smoking Helpline 

www.diabetes.org.uk

0345 123 2399

www.SmokeFree.nhs.uk

0800 169 0 169
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