
 

 

 
The cardiac catheter test for 
pulmonary hypertension    
 

Information for patients 
 

This leaflet answers common questions about 
cardiac catheter tests. If you would like further 
information, or have any particular worries, please 
do not hesitate to ask the pulmonary hypertension 
team. 
 
In all cases, your doctor or nurse will explain the 
catheter test to you and answer any questions 
you may have. In most cases it will be possible 
for a friend or relative to accompany you for the 
procedure. Please ask your doctor or nurse. 

 
What is a cardiac catheter test? 
This test measures the pressure in the blood 
vessels of the heart and lungs and is the only 
reliable way to confirm whether someone has 
pulmonary hypertension.  
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How is a cardiac catheter test done? 
This test is carried out under x-ray. Please tell us 
if there is a chance that you may be pregnant. 
The x-ray table is quite narrow and flat. The team 
will make sure that you are safely positioned and 
comfortable before starting the procedure. The 
doctor will be able to give you an injection to help 
you relax if you wish, before starting the 
procedure.  
 
You will be given an injection of local anaesthetic 
near a vein in your arm, groin or the area 
between your shoulder and neck (depending on 
what your cardiologist feels is best for you). The 
local anaesthetic may sting briefly but then you 
should not feel any pain.  
 
The doctor will then insert a thin plastic tube (the 
catheter) into the vein and pass it to the right side 
of your heart; you will not feel this. Once in the 
heart we will take x-ray pictures so that we can 
see where the catheter is. You will be able to 
watch this on the screen if you wish. The 
pressure, flow and oxygen content are then 
measured at a number of points including the 
lung arteries.   
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The doctor may want to perform a ‘vasodilator 
challenge’. This involves giving you a small dose 
of a drug (epoprostenol) to relax the blood 
vessels and observe whether it has an effect on 
pulmonary artery pressure. This is only necessary 
in a small number of patients. 
 
The doctor may also consider other procedures 
such as taking pictures of your lung arteries (if 
there is a suspicion of clots in the lungs) or 
passing a catheter through an artery to look at the 
heart arteries. Please tell us if you know you are 
allergic to iodine or have kidney damage before 
we carry out any tests. 
 

Before your procedure 
If you are on tablets to thin your blood (such as 
warfarin, apixaban or rivaroxaban) your doctor or 
nurse will advise you on how to take this before 
your test. You may also need to receive blood 
thinning injections if you are not taking warfarin 
specifically, but your doctor or nurse will give you 
separate instructions for these injections if 
applicable.  
 
Please continue to take all your other usual 
medication. 
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Your admission date and time will be confirmed 
by the cardiology admissions department. You 
will have the procedure and usually be able to go 
home on the same day.  
 

Fasting instructions 
Please do not eat for two hours before the 
procedure. It is important for you to remain 
well hydrated, so you may drink water or other 
clear fluids up until the procedure.  
 
After your cardiac catheter test 
The whole procedure generally takes about 30 
minutes and once all the measurements have 
been taken, the catheter is removed and you will 
return to the day unit. Staff in the day unit will give 
you something to drink and eat and after lying flat 
for one to two hours (occasionally up to four 
hours), you will be able to go home. 
 
If possible you should have someone to take 
you home. You should not drive for 24 hours. 
There are no other restrictions following the 
test, and you should feel no after - effects. 
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Risks and side effects 
Cardiac catheterisation is an invasive procedure 
which can result in serious injury; however this is 
rare (less than 1 in 1000 patients). It is only 
recommended where other tests will not give the 
required information, and the risks associated 
with acting without this information is greater.   
 
We understand that many people are anxious 
about having this procedure – please speak to a 
member of the pulmonary hypertension team if 
you have any concerns or further questions about 
this procedure. 
 
Giving your consent (permission) 
We want to involve you in decisions about your 
care and treatment. Before carrying out any 
procedure, staff will explain the procedure to you, 
along with the associated risks, benefits and 
alternatives. If you have any questions about your 
care, or any concerns, please do not hesitate to 
ask for more information. 
If you decide to go ahead, you will be asked to 
sign a consent form. This states that you agree to 
have the test and you understand what it 
involves. 
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Contact us 
 

• Pulmonary hypertension team: 020 7472 
6354 or rf.royalfreepah@nhs.net 

 

• Cardiology admissions: 020 7794 0500 
extension 35182 

 

• Medicines advice line: 020 7830 2983 
 

• Patient advice and liaison service: 020 
7472 6446 

 
 

 
More information 

For more information about the pulmonary 
hypertension service at the Royal Free London, 
please visit our website: 
www.royalfree.nhs.uk/services/services-a-
z/pulmonary-hypertension  
 

Your feedback 
If you have any feedback on this leaflet or for a 
list of references for it, please email: 
rf.communications@nhs.net  
 

 

mailto:rf.royalfreepah@nhs.net
http://www.royalfree.nhs.uk/services/services-a-z/pulmonary-hypertension/
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Alternative formats 
This leaflet is also available in smaller print. If you 
need this leaflet in another format, please speak 
to a member of staff. 
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