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Abstract: Oral anticoagulants are effective at preventing strokes
in patients who have atrial fibrillation without significantly
increasing hemorrhage. The more risk factors for stroke that a
patient has along with atrial fibrillation the more benefit from
oral anticoagulants. The benefit of stroke prevention needs to be
weighed against risk of hemorrhage, life style change, medical
monitoring, and cost.

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.



Why Does Atrial Fibrillation

Put You at Risk for Stroke?

e The heart is made up of four
chambers. The two upper
chambers are called the atria and
the two lower chambers are called
the ventricles.

e Atrial fibrillation is an irregularity
in the beating pattern of the
upper chambers of the heart. This
can lead to blood clots forming in
the atria.

e Clots can break free from the left
atrium, travel through blood
vessels and end up in the brain
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If you think that you may be
having a stroke seek medical
attention immediately.

For more information on
the following topics:

National Heart Lung and Blood
Institute, Atrial Fibrillation-
http://www.nhlbi.nih.gov/healt
h/dci/Diseases/af/af_what.html

Center for Disease Control and
Prevention, Stroke-
http://www.cdc.gov/stroke

Blood-Thinner Pills, Using them
Safely-
http://www.ahrg.gov/consumer
/btpills.htm
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Other Risk Factors for Stroke
For patients that have atrial fibrillation
there are several factors that can increase
the likelihood of having an ischemic stroke:
e Having congestive heart failure
e Having high blood pressure or being
treated for high blood pressure with
medications
e Being over the age of 75
e Having diabetes mellitus
e Having had a previous stroke or
transient ischemic attack

Oral Anticoagulation

The use of anticoagulants, also called blood

thinners, may be considered if you are at

risk for an ischemic stroke. Blood thinners
work by reducing the products that form
blood clots or by increasing the products
that block blood clots from forming.

e Some blood thinners that are taken by
mouth work by blocking vitamin K from
forming products that help blood clot

e [tisveryimportant to take these
medications as scheduled and to never
take a double dose to make up for a
missed dose

e These medications can reduce your
chance of having an ischemic stroke,
without increasing you risk for a
hemorrhagic stroke if taken properly

e Weight the risks and benefits of oral
anticoagulants with your doctor

e Your doctor will help decide how long
you should be on these medications

Monitoring Blood

If you and your doctor decide to have you
start a blood thinner, it is likely that you will
need to have blood work checked often.
INR (International Normalized Ratio) is a
test that is commonly done to measure how
fast blood clots. If there is too much
medication given you are at risk for
bleeding or if too little is given you are at
risk for a clot. This is why it is very
important to have blood tested as
scheduled by your healthcare team.

Topics to Discuss with Your

Healthcare Team:

e C(Call and inform them if you are ill,
as this may change the dose of
medication needed

e Tell them if you are pregnant or
think you may be pregnant, as
some blood thinners cause birth
defects

e Inform them of your other
medications (including over-the-
counter medications, vitamins, and
supplements)

e Ask if you need to avoid foods high
in vitamin K

e Discuss plans to change your diet
or starting a weight loss program
before making any changes

Changes to Diet and Lifestyle

Because some blood thinners work by
blocking vitamin K, you should avoid varying
the amount of vitamin K you get in your
diet. Some foods high in Vitamin K are:

e Broccoli
e Liver
e Spinach

It is important to avoid drinking alcohol
while on blood thinners.

Because these medications slow your
bloods ability to clot it is important to take
steps to avoid injury:

e Wear a helmet when riding a bike

e Use an electric razor

e Always wear shoes outdoors

e Avoid dangerous activities



