
Understanding 
stroke risk in atrial 
fibrillation (AFib)  



What factors increase 
stroke risk?  
Your healthcare provider evaluates your individual 
stroke risk based on several factors, including: 

•	 Age 

•	 High blood pressure 

•	 Diabetes 

•	 Heart failure 

•	 Prior stroke or transient ischemic attack (TIA) 

•	 Vascular disease 

•	 Female sex assigned at birth 

The more risk factors present, the higher the risk of 
stroke may be. 

What Is atrial fibrillation? 
Atrial fibrillation (AFib) is the most common type of 
irregular heart rhythm.1 In AFib, the upper chambers 
of the heart (the atria) beat in a fast, disorganized way 
instead of pumping blood effectively. 

Some people with AFib experience symptoms 
such as: 

•	 Heart palpitations or a fluttering sensation in the 
chest 

•	 Shortness of breath 

•	 Fatigue 

•	 Dizziness or lightheadedness 

•	 Reduced exercise tolerance 

•	 Others may have no symptoms at all. 

Why does AFib increase 
stroke risk? 
When the heart beats irregularly, blood may not flow 
smoothly through the atria. Instead, blood can slow 
down and pool inside the heart. 

When blood sits still, it can form a clot. If a clot breaks 
loose and travels through the bloodstream to the brain, 
it can block blood flow and cause a stroke. 

Important facts 

•	 AFib significantly increases the risk of stroke. 

•	 AFib-related strokes can be more severe than 
strokes from other causes. 

•	 Some people do not know they have AFib until they 
experience a stroke. 

•	 Stroke risk can increase with age and certain 
medical conditions. 



Know the warning 
signs of stroke3  
Remember the acronym B.E. F.A.S.T. 

B Balance loss 
Sudden loss of balance or coordination

E Eye (vision) changes 
Sudden vision changes in one  
or both eyes

F Face drooping 
One side of the face droops or feels 
numb

A Arm weakness 
Weakness or numbness in an arm or leg, 
especially on one side

S Speech difficulty 
Slurred speech or difficulty speaking

T Time to call 911 
Call emergency services immediately  
if any symptoms occur 
Early treatment can save brain tissue  
and improve recovery.

How can stroke risk be reduced?
Blood-thinning medications  
For many patients, anticoagulant medications (“blood 
thinners”) are the standard treatment to help prevent 
blood clots from forming.2 

These medications can greatly reduce stroke risk, but 
they may not be right for everyone. 

Some patients may: 

•	 Have a history of significant bleeding 

•	 Be at high risk for falls 

•	 Have difficulty taking long-term anticoagulant 
medication 

•	 Experience side effects or complications from 
blood thinners 

Your healthcare provider can help determine the safest 
and most effective treatment plan for you.

Lifestyle steps to support 
heart health1-3 
In addition to medical treatment, you can help lower 
your risk by: 

•	 Taking medications as prescribed 

•	 Controlling blood pressure 

•	 Managing diabetes 

•	 Maintaining a healthy weight 

•	 Staying physically active 

•	 Limiting alcohol consumption 

•	 Avoiding tobacco products 

•	 Keeping regular follow-up appointments 



What is the left atrial 
appendage?   
The left atrial appendage (LAA) is a small pouch 
located in the upper left chamber of the heart. 

In people with AFib, blood clots often form inside this 
pouch. These clots can then travel to the brain and 
cause a stroke.3 

What is left atrial 
appendage occlusion?
Left atrial appendage occlusion (LAAO) is a minimally 
invasive procedure that may reduce stroke risk in 
certain patients with AFib. 

During the procedure: 

1.	 A physician inserts a catheter through a blood 
vessel, usually in the groin. 

2.	 The catheter is guided to the heart. 

3.	 A specially designed device is placed to close  
the left atrial appendage. 

4.	 Over time, heart tissue grows over the device, 
helping prevent blood clots from leaving the 
appendage and entering the bloodstream.

Who may be a candidate? 
LAAO may be considered for patients who: 

•	 Have non-valvular atrial fibrillation 

•	 Have an elevated risk of stroke 

•	 Need an alternative to long-term blood-thinning 
medication 

•	 Have a history of bleeding or concerns about 
continued anticoagulant use 

A comprehensive evaluation by a heart rhythm 
specialist or structural heart team is needed to 
determine if the procedure is appropriate. 

What are the potential 
benefits? 
For appropriately selected patients, LAAO may: 

•	 Reduce the risk of stroke related to AFib 

•	 Decrease reliance on long-term anticoagulant 
therapy 

•	 Provide a potential treatment option when blood 
thinners are not suitable 

As with any medical procedure, there are risks and 
benefits that should be discussed with your healthcare 
team.

Understanding left atrial 
appendage occlusion (LAAO)



For more resources and to determine your 
CHADVASc score, download the AFibLife™ 
App
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These materials are not intended to replace your doctor’s advice or information. For any questions or concerns you 
may have regarding the medical procedures, devices and/or your personal health, please discuss these with your 
physician.  

Nothing in the  AFibLife™  App or materials therein is intended to make any medical claim, provide medical 
diagnoses or advice, pharmaceutical advice or replace your doctor’s advice or recommendations. Consult your 
doctor if you have any questions about your health or any medical treatment, procedures, medication, or device.  

Talk with your healthcare provider 

If you have atrial fibrillation, understanding your 
stroke risk is one of the most important steps 
you can take to protect your health. Ask your 
healthcare provider about your personal risk 
factors, treatment options, and whether therapies 
such as left atrial appendage occlusion may be 
appropriate for you

Reducing stroke risk starts with a 
conversation—and a plan tailored to you. 
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