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Atrial fibrillation—or AFib—is an 
irregular heartbeat that can lead to 
serious complications.1

Managing atrial 
fibrillation for 
a healthy heart

What is atrial fibrillation?
According to the American Heart Association, at least 
2.7 million Americans are living with AFib.1  Atrial 
fibrillation is a a type of heart arrhythmia that causes 
quivering in the upper chambers of the heart.

A normal heart contracts and relaxes to a regular beat. 
In a heart with atrial fibrillation, the upper chambers 
of the heart beat irregularly, in a quivering pattern. 
This can prevent blood from reaching the heart’s lower 
chambers, meaning the heart can’t pump enough blood 
to the lungs and the body.1,2

What causes atrial fibrillation? 
AFib is most often caused by damage to the heart’s tissue and electrical signals, causing the heart 
to beat faster and irregularly. According to the National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute, the 
following factors increase a person’s risk of developing the tissue and electrical damage that cause 
atrial fibrillation:2

• Age: Your risk of AFib increases as you get older, 
especially after age 65. 

• Family history and genetics: If someone in your 
family has had AFib, you have a higher change 
of developing it, too. 

• Race or ethnicity: In the U.S., AFib is more 
common among Caucasian people than among 
other races. However, African Americans 
with AFib are more likely to suffer from 
serious complications. 

• Lifestyle habits: Drinking alcohol, using illegal 
drugs, participating in a high amount of physical 
activity (e.g., competitive endurance athletes), 
smoking and experiencing a lot of stress may all 
raise your risk of AFib.

• Other medical conditions: Many medical 
conditions—especially heart problems—can 
increase your risk of AFib. These include chronic 
kidney disease, a congenital heart defect, 
diabetes, heart failure, heart attack, heart valve 
disease, high blood pressure, hyperthyroidism, 
ischemic heart disease, COPD and other lung 
diseases, obesity and sleep apnea.

• Having surgery: A person who has recently had 
surgery of the heart, lungs or esophagus may be 
at an increased risk for atrial fibrillation. 
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Signs and symptoms of atrial fibrillation
Atrial fibrillation often occurs with no signs or 
symptoms. However, some people may notice 
signs that something is wrong. According to the 
National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute, signs 
and symptoms of AFib may include:2

• Fatigue

• Heart palpitations

• Trouble breathing

• Chest pain

• Low blood pressure 

• Feeling dizzy or faint

Complications of atrial fibrillation
According to the National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute, when left untreated, AFib can lead to serious 
complications, including:2

• Blood clots: A heart with AFib may not be able to pump blood out properly, causing it to pool in the 
heart and possibly form a blood clot. A piece of the clot can break off and travel through the blood to 
different parts of the body, blocking blood flow to the brain, lungs, intestines, spleen or kidneys. 

• Cognitive impairment and dementia: Some research suggests that impaired cognition, Alzheimer’s 
disease and vascular dementia are more common among people with AFib. This is possibly due to 
blockages in the blood vessels of the brain or reduced blood flow to the brain.

• Heart attack: The risk of heart attack from AFib is highest among women and African Americans. The 
risk of heart attack is also especially high throughout the first year after diagnosis.

• Heart failure: Because AFib makes the heart beat fast and irregularly, it raises your risk of heart 
failure. It may also make symptoms worse for people who already have heart failure.

• Stroke: If a blood clot travels to the brain, it can cause a stroke. The National Heart, Lung, and Blood 
Institute reports that for some people, this is the first sign of AFib, and that this risk of stroke is higher 
if you’re a woman with AFib.

• Sudden cardiac arrest: AFib raises the risk that the heart may suddenly and unexpectedly stop 
beating if you have another serious heart condition.
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Treating atrial fibrillation
Treating atrial fibrillation depends on how long 
you’ve had the condition, your symptoms and the 
primary cause.3 In general, the treatment goals for 
AFib are to:

• Reset the heart’s rhythm or control the heart rate 

• Prevent dangerous blood clots

• Decrease the risk of serious health complications

These goals may be achieved in a few different 
ways: surgical and non-surgical procedures, 
medications and lifestyle changes.

Medications
For most people with AFib, medications are the 
most helpful form of treatment.4 There are many 
types of medications that can be prescribed to 
help treat AFib, but most work in one of three 
ways: some medicines prevent clots, some control 
heart rate and some fix heart rhythm. 

The drugs that help prevent blood clots are called 
antiplatelets and anticoagulants; you’ve probably 
heard them called blood thinners. Examples 
include warfarin and other FDA-approved 
anticoagulants such as dabigitran, rivaroxaban, 
edoxaban and apixaban.

Medicines that control heart rate include beta 
blockers, calcium channel blockers and dignoxin. 
• Beta blockers (e.g. atenolol, bisoprolol, 

carvedilol, metoprolol, nadolol, propranolol, and 
timolol) work by slowing the heart rate down. 

• Calcium channel blockers help slow the heart 
rate in people with AFib and to reduce the 
strength of the muscle cell’s contraction. These 
include dilitiazem and verapamil.

• Digoxin slows the rate at which electrical 
currents are conducted from the atria to 
the ventricle.

The drugs that help fix heart rhythm are sometimes 
used after the heart rate is under control. The act of 
using medicines to restore heart rhythm to normal 
is sometimes called pharmacological cardioversion. 
These drugs may include:

• Sodium channel blockers (e.g. flecainide, 
propafenone, quinidine) help with heart 
rhythm by slowing the heart’s ability to 
conduct electricity.

• Potassium channel blockers (e.g. amiodarone, 
sotalol, dofetilide) help with heart rhythm 
by slowing down the electrical signals that 
cause AFib.

If your healthcare provider prescribes a medicine, 
it’s important to take it as prescribed. Make sure 
you understand the instructions on how to take 
your medicines. For each medicine, you should 
know how much to take and how often, the best 
time of day to take it, how long to take it for and 
when you should stop taking it, and whether or 
not you need to take it with food and/or water.

Some people stop taking AFib medications due 
to their side effects or because they believe they 
no longer need them. Stopping medications can 
be extremely dangerous. Always talk to your 
healthcare provider before making changes to 
your medicines.
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Non-surgical procedures
Your healthcare provider may recommend a non-
surgical procedure to help treat atrial fibrillation.

• Electrical cardioversion. This helps restore the 
heart’s rhythm using low-energy shocks to the 
heart. The shock is delivered using paddles or 
patches on the outside of the chest.2,5

• Catheter ablation. This destroys the tissue that 
is causing the arrhythmia. It works by inserting 
a catheter into the blood vessels, then guiding it 
to the heart, where it delivers energy to destroy 
malfunctioning tissue so it will no longer send 
abnormal signals. Note: Ablation isn’t always 
successful and may need to be repeated.2,5

Surgical procedures
In some cases, your healthcare provider may recommend surgery.

• Pacemaker. A small device that sends out an electrical signal to keep a steady rhythm in the heart.6

• Open-heart maze procedure. This complex surgery involves creating small cuts in the heart to form 
scar tissue that interferes with the electrical impulses that cause AFib.6

Preventing AFib complications
To reduce your risk of complications associated with atrial fibrillation, talk to your healthcare team about:
• Getting regular physical activity. Regular exercise 

can help you feel better and decrease symptoms 
while dealing with heart conditions like AFib. 
It can also help prevent other heart diseases, 
according to the American College of Cardiology. 
Talk to your healthcare provider to find out which 
types are best, how much you need and special 
considerations you need to know.7 

• Eating a heart-healthy diet. The American 
College of Cardiology recommends getting 
a variety of fresh fruits and vegetables each 
day, and limiting the amount of sodium and 
unhealthy saturated and trans fats in your diet.8 

• Managing high blood pressure and cholesterol. 
Work with your healthcare provider to manage 
high blood pressure and cholesterol. These 
conditions can increase the risk for complications 
with AFib.9 

• Avoiding excess amounts of alcohol and 
caffeine. Alcohol may trigger atrial fibrillation.10 
Caffeine is a stimulant, which may increase your 
heart rate; this increase can change your natural 
rhythm. Talk to your healthcare provider to find 
out how much caffeine is too much.8 

• Quitting smoking. Cigarettes contain a chemical 
called nicotine, which is a stimulant like caffeine.8 

• Maintaining a healthy weight. Being obese or 
overweight can worsen the outcomes for people 
with AFib.9
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Know the warning signs of stroke and heart attack
Warning signs of a stroke
A stroke occurs when the flow of blood to the brain 
gets blocked. This causes the brain to not get the 
blood and oxygen it needs. The warning signs of 
stroke include:11

F = face dropping. A person having a stroke may 
experience sudden numbness or weakness of 
the face.

A = arm weakness. A person having a stroke may 
also experience sudden arm or leg numbness or 
weakness, especially on one side of the body.

S = speech difficulty. A person having a stroke may 
have sudden confusion and/or trouble speaking 
or understanding. 

T = time to call 911. If you think you may be having 
a stroke, call 911 immediately. 

Note: You may have some or all of these 
symptoms. If you notice any of these signs, call 911 
immediately.11

Warning signs of a heart attack
A heart attack occurs when the flow of blood to the heart gets blocked. Heart attack warning 
signs include:12

• Chest discomfort, or discomfort in other areas of the upper body

• Shortness of breath

• Nausea, light-headedness or breaking out in a cold sweat

If you experience any of these signs, call 911 right away.
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This information is provided for educational purposes only. It is not to be used for medical advice, 
diagnosis or treatment. Consult your healthcare provider if you have questions or concerns. Consult your 
doctor before beginning any new diet or exercise regimen.
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