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What is afib? Explain and delve.

Atrial fibrillation (AFib) is an irregular and often very rapid heart rhythm. It 
originates in the heart's upper chambers, known as the atria. During AFib, the atria 
beat chaotically and irregularly². Here are some key points about AFib:

1. Symptoms:

Heart palpitations: A feeling of the heart racing or beating irregularly.

Shortness of breath

Weakness

Tiredness

Reduced ability to be physically active

Lightheadedness and dizziness

Confusion

Chest pain

2. Causes:

Damaged heart's electrical system

Abnormal heart structure (congenital or acquired)

Improper functioning of the heart's natural pacemaker (sinus node)

High blood pressure

Heart attacks

Coronary heart disease
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Abnormal heart valves

Metabolic disorders (e.g., overactive thyroid, diabetes)

Exposure to stimulants (medications, tobacco)

Previous heart surgeries

Stress, sleep apnea, lung/kidney diseases, viral infections, obesity, alcohol 
consumption, and more

3. Complications:
If untreated, AFib can lead to:

Blood clot formation in the heart

Dislocation of blood clots to other organs (lungs, brain)

Stroke

Heart failure

Chronic fatigue

Other heart problems

Abnormal or reduced blood supply to organs

4. Prevention:

Regular doctor visits

Properly take prescribed medications

Maintain a healthy diet

Quit smoking

Monitor blood pressure and cholesterol levels

Manage stress effectively

5. Diagnosis:

Electrocardiogram (ECG)

Event monitor (portable ECG device)

Echocardiogram



AI-00875 Afib Information 3

Blood tests (complete blood count, thyroid function)

Stress test

6. Treatment Options:

Medications (anti-arrhythmic drugs, anticoagulants)

Procedures (electrical cardioversion, catheter ablation, AV node ablation, 
left atrial appendage closure, maze procedure)

Remember to consult a cardiologist for proper diagnosis and management of 
AFib¹²³..
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Afib, or atrial fibrillation, is the most common type of cardiac arrhythmia, affecting 
millions of people worldwide. It's a condition where the upper chambers of the 
heart, called the atria, beat irregularly and chaotically instead of in a regular, 
coordinated rhythm.

Here's a normal heartbeat for reference:

In a healthy heart, electrical impulses originate in the sinoatrial node (SA node), 
located in the right atrium. These impulses travel through the atria, causing them 
to contract and squeeze blood into the ventricles, the lower chambers of the 
heart. The ventricles then contract, pumping blood out to the body.
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With afib, electrical impulses fire from multiple sites in the atria instead of just the 
SA node. This disrupts the coordinated squeezing of the atria, causing them to 
quiver or fibrillate instead of contracting effectively. As a result, the ventricles may 
not receive enough blood, leading to an irregular and often rapid heartbeat.

Delving into the pathophysiology of Afib

The exact cause of afib isn't fully understood, but several factors are known to 
contribute to its development, including:

Cardiac remodeling: This refers to changes in the structure and electrical 
properties of the heart muscle, particularly the atria. These changes can be 
caused by various conditions, such as high blood pressure, coronary artery 
disease, and heart valve disease.

Triggers: Certain factors can trigger afib episodes, such as strenuous 
exercise, stress, alcohol consumption, and sleep apnea.

Electrolyte imbalances: Abnormal levels of electrolytes in the blood, such as 
potassium or magnesium, can disrupt the heart's electrical activity and 
contribute to afib.

There are two main types of afib:

Paroxysmal afib: Episodes come and go, lasting from seconds to minutes or 
hours, and then the heart rhythm returns to normal on its own.

Persistent afib: Episodes last longer than seven days or require medical 
intervention to restore a normal heart rhythm.

The dangers of Afib

Afib's irregular heartbeat can lead to blood flow becoming stagnant in the atria. 
This increases the risk of blood clots forming. If a clot breaks free and travels to 
the brain, it can cause a stroke, a serious complication of afib.

If you think you might have afib, it's crucial to see a doctor for diagnosis and 
treatment. Early detection and management can help reduce the risk of 
complications.

Perform a DDx on aFib.
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Certainly, a differential diagnosis (ddx) for atrial fibrillation (afib) considers other 
conditions that can mimic its symptoms or present with a similar irregular 
heartbeat on an electrocardiogram (ECG). Here's a breakdown of some key 
contenders:

Supraventricular Tachycardias (SVTs):

Atrial Flutter: This arrhythmia involves rapid, regular electrical impulses 
originating from the atria, causing the atria to flutter instead of contract 
effectively. Afib, however, has irregularly irregular impulses. While ECGs might 
not show P waves in both cases, atrial flutter often has a characteristic flutter 
wave pattern.

Atrial Tachycardia: Similar to atrial flutter, atrial tachycardia involves rapid 
electrical impulses arising from the atria, but the rate is slower than atrial 
flutter and may have a more variable rhythm.

AV Nodal Reentrant Tachycardia (AVNRT): This arrhythmia arises from a re-
entry circuit within the atrioventricular (AV) node, causing a rapid heartbeat 
that originates from the atria.

Wolff-Parkinson-White (WPW) Syndrome: This congenital condition involves 
an accessory electrical pathway between the atria and ventricles, allowing 
electrical impulses to bypass the AV node and potentially resulting in a rapid 
heartbeat.

Other Causes of Irregular Heart Rhythm:

Sinus Tachycardia: A rapid heart rate due to normal physiological responses 
like exercise, anxiety, or fever. ECG will typically show normal P waves 
preceding each QRS complex.

Sinus Bradycardia: A slow heart rate, often benign but sometimes indicative 
of underlying conditions. ECG will typically show slow and regular P waves 
preceding each QRS complex.

Premature Atrial Contractions (PACs): Early extra beats originating from the 
atria, which can sometimes feel like a skipped or fluttering heartbeat. PACs 
typically show distinct P wave morphology on ECG different from normal sinus 
rhythm.
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Premature Ventricular Contractions (PVCs): Early extra beats originating 
from the ventricles, which can feel like a thump or a skipped beat. PVCs will 
have abnormal QRS complexes on ECG.

Additional Considerations:

Thyrotoxicosis: An overactive thyroid gland can cause symptoms like heart 
palpitations and an irregular heartbeat.

Electrolyte Imbalances: Abnormal levels of electrolytes like potassium or 
magnesium can disrupt the heart's electrical activity and mimic afib.

Pericarditis: Inflammation of the pericardium, the sac surrounding the heart, 
can sometimes cause an irregular heartbeat.

It's important to note that this list is not exhaustive, and a thorough medical 
evaluation is crucial for differentiating afib from other conditions. This will involve 
a detailed medical history, physical examination, ECG, and potentially other tests 
like Holter monitoring or echocardiography.

What is the mortality risk of afib?

Atrial fibrillation (afib) itself doesn't directly cause death, but it significantly 
increases the risk of complications that can be fatal. Here's a breakdown of the 
mortality risk associated with afib:

Increased Stroke Risk: Afib's irregular heartbeat can lead to blood clots 
forming in the stagnant atrial chambers. If a clot breaks loose and travels to 
the brain, it can cause a stroke. Stroke is a leading cause of death and 
disability, and afib increases the risk of stroke by severalfold.

Other Cardiovascular Complications: Afib can also put strain on the heart 
and contribute to other cardiovascular complications, such as heart failure. 
While heart failure itself isn't always fatal, it can significantly decrease life 
expectancy.

Overall Statistics:

According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), afib 
contributes to about 158,000 deaths each year in the United States [1].
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Studies have shown an increase in cardiovascular mortality rates related to 
afib over the past decade [2].

However, it's important to consider that the mortality risk associated with afib 
varies depending on several factors, including:

Age and overall health: People with other underlying health conditions or 
advanced age are generally at higher risk of complications from afib.

Type of afib: Individuals with persistent afib, where the arrhythmia is constant 
or requires intervention to restore normal rhythm, are at higher risk than those 
with paroxysmal afib, where episodes come and go.

Management of afib: Early detection and proper treatment with blood thinners 
and medications to control heart rate can significantly reduce the risk of 
complications and improve overall prognosis.

If you have afib, it's crucial to work with your doctor to develop a personalized 
treatment plan to manage the condition and minimize your risk of 
complications.

I don’t have money to spend for medical treatment of my afib, what are my poor 
man’s options? Can a low stress life, moderate 30 minute cardio exercise and 
weight training help me extend to my 80’s ? I’m now near 60.

I understand your concern about the cost of afib treatment. While I can't give 
specific medical advice, here's some information that might be helpful:

Afib Management on a Budget:

Free Clinics: Many communities have free or low-cost clinics that can provide 
basic medical care, including initial afib diagnosis and potentially some 
medications. Look online or call your local health department for resources.

Patient Assistance Programs: Many pharmaceutical companies offer patient 
assistance programs that can help reduce the cost of medications. Talk to 
your doctor about these options.

Generic Medications: Generic versions of medications are typically much 
cheaper than brand names. Discuss this option with your doctor to see if there 
are suitable generic alternatives for your afib treatment.

Lifestyle Modifications for Afib:
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The good news is that the lifestyle changes you mentioned can significantly 
benefit your health and potentially help manage afib:

Low-Stress Life: Stress is a known trigger for afib episodes. Techniques like 
meditation, yoga, or deep breathing exercises can help manage stress and 
potentially reduce afib episodes.

Moderate Exercise: Regular moderate-intensity exercise like brisk walking, 
swimming, or cycling can improve heart health and potentially reduce the risk 
of afib complications. However, it's crucial to discuss an exercise plan with 
your doctor before starting, especially if you have any concerns about your 
heart health.

Weight Management: Obesity is a risk factor for afib. Maintaining a healthy 
weight can improve your overall health and potentially reduce afib risk.

Reaching Your 80s:

Whether these lifestyle changes alone will allow you to reach your 80s with afib 
depends on several factors, including:

Severity of Afib: People with paroxysmal afib (episodes come and go) may 
have a better prognosis with lifestyle changes than those with persistent afib.

Presence of Other Health Conditions: Underlying health conditions can 
significantly impact your overall health and life expectancy.

Management of Afib: Early detection and proper treatment, even if it's not 
with the latest medications, can significantly improve your prognosis.

Here's what you can do:

See a Doctor: Getting a proper diagnosis and discussing your concerns with a 
doctor is crucial. They can assess your specific situation, the severity of your 
afib, and advise on the best course of action, considering your financial 
limitations.

Explore Low-Cost Options: Look into free clinics, patient assistance 
programs, and generic medications to make treatment more affordable.

Embrace Lifestyle Changes: Focus on stress management, moderate 
exercise, and weight management. These changes can significantly improve 
your overall health and potentially help manage your afib.
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Remember, I am not a medical professional, and this information shouldn't be a 
substitute for professional medical advice. It's vital to see a doctor for proper 
diagnosis and treatment of your afib.


