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Preventing stroke in patients with atrial fibrillation

Why is this important?

In Australia, stroke affects 40,000 people every
year and is the third most common cause of
death.[1,2] There are many known risk factors
for stroke. One major risk factor is atrial
fibrillation, a rapid and irregular heart beat. Its
prevalence increases with age, from two per
cent in the total population, to five per cent in
people over 65 years, and 10 per cent in people
over 75 years.[3]

Atrial fibrillation increases the risk of stroke
because the rapidly beating heart does not
completely empty of blood. Blood pools and
therefore forms clots that may break off and
travel to the brain and block small arteries.
Brain cells thus deprived of blood can die,
causing permanent disability, coma or death.

Best available evidence

There is now considerable evidence to support
the use of blood-thinning agents

(anticoagulants) in the prevention of stroke in
some patients with atrial fibrillation, especially
those with specific risk factors, such as
previous stroke, high blood pressure, heart
failure and advanced age.

An analysis of trials involving a total of 2313
patients with atrial fibrillation found a reduction
in stroke, heart attack and death in the patients
treated with anticoagulants. While an increase
in the rates of brain haemorrhage may have
been expected with the use of anticoagulants,
the risk was not significantly increased.

A review of two trials involving 485 people

with atrial fibrillation and a past history of stroke
found that anticoagulants reduced the recurrent
risk of stroke by two-thirds. No brain
haemorrhages were reported among people
given anticoagulants.[4]

Consistent with this evidence, the current
National Health and Medical Research Council
guidelines recommend the use of the oral

anticoagulant warfarin for people with atrial
fibrillation to prevent stroke, in certain
circumstances.[5]

Current practice

Many countries report data demonstrating

the underuse of warfarin in patients with atrial
fibrillation. There is evidence from England,
Canada and the USA that less than half the
patients who are appropriate candidates for
warfarin are receiving it.[6-8]

A recent Australian study found that 16 per cent
of the patients studied were receiving warfarin
to prevent stroke, but a further 64 per cent
could have been receiving it if published clinical
guidelines were applied.[9] The study concluded
that the number of preventable strokes far
outweighed the problems associated with
warfarin use in the management of atrial
fibrillation.

NATIONAL INSTITUTE OF CLINICAL STUDIES Australia 2003



For every 1000 patients with atrial fibrillation, by taking oral anticoagulants about 25

will avoid experiencing a stroke and 12 will avoid dying from a stroke.

Implications

There is evidence to support the wider use
of anticoagulants in a subgroup of patients
with atrial fibrillation.

Each year, for every 1000 patients with atrial
fibrillation who are given anticoagulants, we
can assume that about 25 fewer people will
experience a stroke and 12 fewer will die
from a stroke than would be the case if they
were not given them.[10]

While there are dangers and costs associated
with warfarin use and monitoring, the wider
use of warfarin in certain patients could

prevent significantly more strokes each year.
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