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Abstract:  
This brochure is a patient’s guide to the risk factors, symptoms, 
diagnosis and management of atrial fibrillation. There is an 
explanation of the treatment options available with a specific 
focus on the available medications to prevent stroke.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This document was created by a medical student enrolled in the 
Primary Care Clerkship at the University of Minnesota Medical 

School as part of the course project.  The aim of the project is 
to present information on a medical topic in the format of a 

patient education handout.  It does not necessarily reflect the 
views of the University of Minnesota Medical School physicians 
and faculty.  These materials are provided for informational 

purposes only and are in no way intended to take the place of the 
advice and recommendations of your personal health care provider.  
The information provided may no longer be up to date since it has 
not been reviewed since the date of creation.  The information 
provided should not be used to diagnose a health problem or 

disease, or as a means of determining treatment.  In the event of 
a medical emergency, immediately contact a doctor or call 911. 



 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 

Atrial Fibrillation: 
What Is It and 
What Are My 

Options? 
 

 

  

 

 

 

Patient Resources: 
 

NIH - National Heart Lung and 
Blood Institute  

“Atrial Fibrillation” 
http://www.nhlbi.nih.gov/health/dci/Dise

ases/af/af_what.html 

 
MedlinePlus 

http://www.nlm.nih.gov/medlineplus/arr

hythmia.html 

 

MedlinePlus Atrial Fibrillation 
Multimedia Tutorial 

http://www.nlm.nih.gov/medlineplus/tuto

rials/atrialfibrillation/htm/index.htm 
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o Most have no symptoms 
o Fast or Skipped Heart Beats 

(Palpitations) 
o Fatigue 
o Shortness of Breath 

o Lightheadedness 
o Dizziness 
o Stroke 

Symptoms 

Risk Factors 

o Old Age (>60) 
o High Blood Pressure 

o Alcohol Ingestion 
o Smoking 
o Lung Disease 

o Heart Valve Disease 
o Thyroid Disease 
o Congestive Heart Failure 
o Previous Heart Attack 

 



 
 

 

What is Atrial Fibrillation? 

Atrial fibrillation (AF), which affects over 2 

million US individuals, is a common abnormal 

heart rhythm that causes the upper heart 

chambers called the atria to beat rapidly and 

irregularly. The atria normally beat in a 

rhythmic fashion that supplies blood to the 

lower heart chambers called the ventricles and 

then to the rest of the body.  When AF occurs 

the heart is not as effective in pumping blood 

to the body.   

While not a life threatening heart condition, it 

is still serious as the irregularly beating atria 

allows clots to be formed within the heart. 

These clots can then flow to other blood 

vessels in the body causing strokes and heart 

attacks.  

 

 

! Blood thinning medications to prevent 

clot formation 

! Rate control medications that cause 

the rapid, irregular heart to slow down 

and pump blood better 

! Anti-arrhythmic drugs which restore 

the heart to a normal rhythm 

! Electric cardioversion which shocks the 

heart back into a normal rhythm 

! Radiofrequency catheter ablation 

which is a minor surgical procedure where 

the malfunctioning electrical pathways in 

the heart are destroyed.  A permanent 

pacemaker may be needed following this 

procedure.   
 

How is Atrial Fibrillation 
Treated? 

Warfarin (Coumadin®) 

What works best to 
prevent strokes - 

Coumadin, Aspirin, or 
Aspirin and Clopidogrel? 

Aspirin 

Aspirin + Clopidogrel (Plavix®) 

Warfarin is a blood thinner and is the best 

method for preventing strokes or blood clots 

in patients with AF.  It is more effective than 

either aspirin or the combination of aspirin 

and clopidogrel. However, it can interact with 

many drugs and foods. Therefore, it requires 

frequent blood testing known as the 

international normalized ratio (INR) to ensure 
an adequate yet safe dose is taken.   

Aspirin is an anti-clotting drug that works 

by blocking substances in your blood that 

form clots. It is commonly used to 

decrease the risk of heart attacks and 

strokes. It has a small benefit in decreasing 
these events in patients with AF.   

Clopidogrel is an anti-clotting medication 

that works similarly to aspirin.  It is more 

potent at preventing clots than aspirin and 

may provide an increased benefit for 

prevention of stroke and heart attack when 

combined with aspirin.  It does not require 

any monitoring tests and may be a good 

second option when Warfarin is not 
indicated.  

How is Atrial Fibrillation 
Diagnosed? 

" Electrocardiogram (EKG or ECG) 

" Holter Monitor (24-hour portable 
electrocardiogram)  

 
ACC/AHA/ESC 2006 guidelines for the 
management of patients with atrial 
fibrillation. J Am Coll Cardiol 2006;48:882  


