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On-pump vs off-pump: the question
about your brain, not just your
heart

The “pump” question is really a question about your memory and thinking after
surgery. Here is what the two approaches mean in practice.

Choosing treatment

Educational draft. Clinical review pending. Quotations retained from the original text are not verified
member testimonials.

On-pump means your heart is stopped for the bypasses and a heart-lung machine takes over
the work of your heart and lungs while the surgeon sews on a still, quiet heart. Off-pump means
the bypasses are sewn while the heart keeps beating, without the machine.

For you, the difference is not visible on the day — you are asleep either way — and it is not
about which is “better” in general. It is about which approach fits your heart, your arteries, and
your surgeon'’s skill. What most people really want to know is the part nobody leads with: what
does either choice mean for your thinking, memory, and mind after surgery?

Why the brain comes into it

Any heart surgery carries a small risk that tiny particles or moments of low flow affect the brain.
Older generations of the heart-lung machine were blamed for “pump head” — that foggy
thinking some people noticed after surgery. Machines are better now, and large careful studies
comparing the two approaches have not shown that one protects the brain clearly better than
the other for everyone. What shapes your thinking afterwards is mostly your age, your other
health conditions, and how well your recovery goes — not simply whether a pump was used.

What each approach actually feels like

* On-pump: the standard, most-tested approach; the surgeon gets a still heart and a clear
field; recovery is measured in days in hospital and weeks at home, like most bypass surgery.
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+ Off-pump: no machine, so no time on bypass; the operation is more demanding for the
surgeon; recovery time is broadly similar for most people.

What to ask your team

* Which approach do you recommend for my heart, and why?
* How many of these have you done, and which do you do more often?

* What do you do to protect the brain during surgery — filters on the machine, monitoring,
keeping blood pressure steady?

* What are your honest rates of stroke and confusion after this surgery?

Take it to your team

Ask: “If my arteries and heart are suitable for either approach, which would you choose for
your own family — and what is the honest trade-off?” And ask what brain protection looks
like in your hospital: the answer tells you how seriously they take the question.

Call for help if

After surgery, if confusion does not lift, or you notice sudden weakness on one side, a
drooping face, or trouble speaking or understanding — call for help immediately, day or
night. These are stroke signs, and every minute matters.

The decision between on-pump and off-pump is one for your team to guide — it depends on
your anatomy, your condition, and their experience. Your job is to ask the questions; theirs is to
answer them honestly and to decide with you, not for you.

Questions to take to my team

[[] Which approach do you recommend for my heart, and why?

[[] How many of these have you done, and which do you do more often?
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[ What do you do to protect the brain during surgery — filters on the machine, monitoring,
keeping blood pressure steady?

[[] What are your honest rates of stroke and confusion after this surgery?

[[] How might each approach affect thinking, memory or confusion after surgery?

For discussion and personal reference. Your care team'’s individual instructions take priority. For an emergency,
contact your local emergency service; do not wait for a community reply.

2026-10-02 - Personal reading copy 3/3



	On-pump vs off-pump: the question about your brain, not just your heart
	Why the brain comes into it
	What each approach actually feels like
	What to ask your team
	Questions to take to my team


