Understanding the Diagnosis
of Atrial Fibrillation and
How to Prevent Stroke
You or your loved one may have been diagnosed with Atrial Fibrillation.
You should know that you are not alone. There are many people around
the world with this condition. It is the most common heart rhythm condition.
This diagnosis comes with many questions
and terms that may be hard to understand.
After reading the information below, we
hope that you will feel more comfortable:
 aking an active role in your
T
treatment decisions
H
 aving open and honest conversations
with your doctor about your concerns

The Basics of Atrial Fibrillation
WHAT IS ATRIAL FIBRILLATION?
Atrial Fibrillation, AFib for short, is a problem
with how your heart beats. With AFib, your heart
may beat too fast, switch back and forth from
fast to slow, or skip beats. We call this type of
heartbeat “irregular.” AFib may start suddenly
and then stop on its own, or it may become a
long-lasting problem.
With AFib, your heart can’t pump blood out to
your body in a normal way. AFib is an illness that
can become worse if it’s not treated.
This type of irregular heartbeat gives you a
higher risk of stroke and other heart problems.

In 2017, at least 37.5 million
people were living with AFib
around the world.
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HOW AND WHY DO PEOPLE GET AFIB?
Sometimes the reason people get AFib is
unknown. Other times, the system that signals
the heart to beat is damaged. Different
problems may cause this damage, with the
most common being:
Heart-related problems such as
H
 igh blood pressure
Coronary artery disease
Heart failure
Heart valve disease
H
 eart surgery (AFib is the most common
complication after heart surgery)
Other problems such as
Sleep apnea
T
 hyroid disease
L ung disease or lung cancer
D
 rinking too much alcohol
B
 eing seriously ill or having an infection
Some people are more likely to get AFib than
others. You have a higher chance of getting
AFib if:
You are older than 60
You smoke
You have diabetes
You are overweight
You have a family history of AFib
You exercise often and hard
Even people with healthy lifestyles who have
no other medical problems can get AFib.
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WHAT ARE THE SIGNS AND SYMPTOMS
OF AFIB?
The signs and symptoms of AFib are different
from person to person. Some people with AFib
feel no symptoms at all. They might not even
know they have AFib or that there is a problem.
Others can tell as soon as it happens. AFib
symptoms can be bothersome
and frightening.
Signs and symptoms include:
Feeling overtired or having little to no energy
H
 aving a faster-than-normal heartbeat or
a heartbeat that switches between fast and
slow (irregular)
Having shortness of breath
Feeling like your heart is racing or pounding
F
 inding everyday exercises or activities harder
than usual
H
 aving chest pain, pressure, tightness,
or discomfort
Feeling dizzy or lightheaded, or fainting
It’s important to see a doctor early if you have
symptoms of AFib. Make an appointment if
you notice something different or bothersome
with your heartbeat.

HOW IS AFIB DIAGNOSED?
If your doctor thinks you may have AFib, the first
thing they’ll do is ask you questions about your
symptoms and listen for an irregular heartbeat
through a stethoscope. They may also do tests
to be sure of the diagnosis. The tests will help
them figure out the reason for your irregular
heartbeat and the best way to treat it.
A few tests can be done to check for an
irregular heartbeat. An ECG or EKG for short,
is a simple, painless test that is the most
helpful in diagnosing AFib.
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It can measure how fast your heart beats and
the type of heartbeat you have. It can also
measure the timing of the signals passing
through your heart.
An ECG can be done in a doctor’s office. During
this test, special stickers, called electrodes, are
temporarily attached to your chest, arms, and
legs. The electrodes pick up signals from your
heart. The ECG test gives your doctor a picture
of your heart’s activity.
Sometimes, the ECG done in the doctor’s office
does not catch your AFib, and a test that lasts
longer is needed. In this case, your doctor will
ask you to wear a special monitor or a mobile
device to keep track of your heart over a longer
period of time.

WHAT IS THE TREATMENT FOR AFIB?
Once you are diagnosed with AFib, you and
your doctor will make a treatment plan that
is right for you. Your treatment plan may
include being referred to a heart specialist,
which might be a general cardiologist or a
cardiologist that treats heart rhythm problems
(electrophysiologist).
AFib can be treated in different ways.
Treatments such as medications, non-surgical
procedures, and surgery can slow down
your heartbeat and bring it back to normal.
Since AFib can cause blood clots to form in
the heart, and the clots could then cause a
stroke, patients are also often prescribed blood
thinners to prevent blood clots from forming.

