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Atrial fibrillation is a type of irregular heartbeat that is often rapid. It is a common kind of arrhythmia—a
condition in which your heart beats with an abnormal rhythm. However, many older people with atrial
fibrillation don’t have any obvious symptoms. Atrial fibrillation can be intermittent (occurs off-and-on)
or chronic (present all the time).
Common Symptoms
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Palpitations
Racing or fluttering of the heart
Shortness of breath
Chest discomfort
Lightheadedness and dizziness
Weakness or tiredness
Anxiety

Common Causes

•
•
•
•

High blood pressure
Prior heart attack
Heart valve problems
Other heart disorders

The risk of atrial fibrillation increases with age, and it is present in about 10% of people 80 years of age
or older. It is somewhat more common in men than in women. It is also more common in people with
overactive thyroid, sleep apnea, emphysema, and other lung diseases. Atrial fibrillation is a leading cause
of strokes in older adults.
Here’s what the experts at the Health in Aging Foundation recommend:
GET REGULAR
CHECK-UPS.

If you have atrial fibrillation, it is important to see your healthcare provider
regularly. Discuss any new symptoms or if your treatment isn’t controlling your
symptoms. If so, the provider can change your treatment to help you feel better.

TAKE YOUR
MEDICINES AS
PRESCRIBED.

Medicines for atrial fibrillation work to keep the heart rate under control, reduce
symptoms, and decrease the risk of stroke. In order to work properly and
provide the greatest protection, medicines must be taken regularly and according
to the instructions. Ask your healthcare provider if you have any questions.

TALK TO YOUR
PHARMACIST
OR
HEALTHCARE
PROVIDER.

Ask your pharmacist or healthcare provider BEFORE you take a new
prescription, over-the-counter drug, herbal medicine, or other supplement.
He or she can tell you about possible side effects and interactions with other
medications you are already taking.

LEARN THE
WARNING
SIGNS OF
STROKE.

Because atrial fibrillation can increase your risk of having a stroke, it is very important that you recognize the warning signs of stroke:
• sudden numbness or weakness on one side of your face, arm, or leg
• slurred speech, garbled speech, or difficulty finding words
• sudden difficulty with balance or coordination
• sudden loss of vision, blurred vision, or double vision
Less common signs of stroke include:
• severe headache or sudden dizziness
• sudden confusion or change in level of awareness
Call 911 if you have any of these symptoms.

IF YOU ARE
TAKING
WARFARIN,
BE CAREFUL
ABOUT EATING
CERTAIN
FOODS.

This medication (also known by its brand name, Coumadin®) decreases the risk
of stroke by making your blood less likely to form clots. (Warfarin is sometimes
referred to as a “blood thinner”, but it does not actually thin the blood.)

QUIT SMOKING
AND AVOID
EXCESS
ALCOHOL.

The nicotine in tobacco can increase your risk of atrial fibrillation. Smoking
also damages the heart and lungs and increases the risk of cancer. If you smoke,
quitting is one of the best things you can do for your health. If you need help
quitting, talk to your healthcare provider.

Some foods can make warfarin stronger or weaker, especially certain vegetables
and vegetable oils that are high in vitamin K. Examples are lettuce, cabbage,
broccoli, and other greens. These vegetables are good for your health, so don’t
skip them. However, changing how much of these vegetables you eat can interfere
with warfarin and increase the risk of stroke or bleeding. Instead, try to eat a
similar amount on a regular basis and talk to your healthcare provider about how
you can eat them safely.

For some people, alcohol can increase the risk of atrial fibrillation, especially if
you drink large amounts.
If alcohol triggers your atrial fibrillation, you should avoid it completely.
ENGAGE IN
PHYSICAL
ACTIVITY.

Regular activity such as walking and cycling can make your heart stronger and
lower your risk of heart problems. It can also help you lose extra weight—a
healthy weight is an important part of managing atrial fibrillation. Work with your
healthcare provider to come up with an exercise plan that will be safe, effective,
and enjoyable.
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DISCLAIMER: This information is not intended to diagnose
health problems or to take the place of medical advice or
care you receive from your physician or other healthcare
provider. Always consult your healthcare provider about
your medications, symptoms, and health problems.
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