
 

 

 
Atrial Fibrillation (AF) Fact Sheet 

 
Fast Facts 

 
● AF is the most common type of cardiac arrhythmia (irregular heartbeat) with an estimated 

prevalence of 2% of the general population in the developed world.1 

● The Asia Pacific region have observed a lower prevalence of AF in the general population in 
comparison with the Western population, due to lack of systematic data, under-reporting and 
access to healthcare.2 

● Presence of AF is closely associated with an increased risk of stroke and heart failure.3 

● Incidence and prevalence of AF increases with age, and men are at a higher risk.4 

About AF 

AF is the most common type of cardiac arrhythmia. An arrhythmia is when there is an 

irregularity in the heartbeat, where the heart may skip a beat, beat irregularly or beat very fast or 

slow.5 AF may occur as brief and random episodes, or it may be a permanent condition. 

Although AF do not show any symptoms and can easily go undetected, there are common signs 

that could indicated presence of AF, and this includes light-headedness, heart palpitations, 

dizziness, breathlessness or chest discomfort.6  

AF is largely not life-threatening if detected early and treated properly by physicians and/or 

specialists. However, the most serious consequences arising from AF are stroke and heart 

failure.7 
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Causes of AF 

The exact cause is not known, but there are factors that would increase an individual’s 

susceptibility to AF.8 Individuals with existing heart conditions such as thyroid disease, high 

blood pressure, structural heart defects, coronary heart disease and lung disease.9 In addition, 

age, gender, obesity, family history, and lifestyle habits may also increase a person’s risk for 

AF. 

How does AF causes stroke 

Stroke in AF occurs when the irregularity of heartbeat causes blood flow to slow down in the 

heart atrium. When the heart is unable to pump out blood effectively, the blood pools and a 

blood clot is formed.10 Ultimately, the clot increases in size and travels to the brain, causing a 

stroke as blood flow is blocked.11  

Individuals with AF are five times more likely to have a stroke, compared to non-AF individuals. 

This results in up to three million people having a stroke related to AF each year, equivalent to 

one person every 12 seconds.12 Strokes in individuals with AF are more severe and have worse 

outcomes than those without AF.13 In addition, AF-related stroke risk increases with age; 1.5 per 

cent for patients aged 50 – 59 years old to 23 per cent for those 80 – 89 years old.14 

The outcome of AF-related stroke is costly and devastating, and results in greater range of 

disabilities such as permanent brain damage, paralysis or even death.15 

Treatment of AF 

Brief AF episodes may resolve on its own, but treatment is required when the condition persists 

of worsens.  
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Three common methods of treating AF and reducing the possibility of a stroke are; “blood 

thinning” or antithrombotic medications, rate control and rhythm control. 

a) Antithrombotic treatment: Individuals with AF at risk of stroke are usually asked to take 

medication to thin the blood to reduce the chance of blood clots forming. This comprises of 

antiplatelet (prevents formation of blood clots) and anticoagulant (blood thinner) 

medications.16 The latter is for patients at moderate to high risk of stroke.  

Antiplatelet medication is used for people with AF but at low risk of stroke.  A common 

anticoagulant, Vitamin K antagonists (VKAs, which reduces the action of Vitamin K in a 

blood clotting process), such as warfarin are frequently used which requires close 

monitoring and dose adjustments. The latest treatment option, novel oral anticoagulant 

(NOACs), does not require the same level of monitoring or dose adjustments as warfarin.17 

b) Heart rate control: This involves giving the patient medication to help bring their heart rate 

back to normal.  

 

c) Rhythm control: This involves the use of electrical or pharmacological shock to the heart, 

to restore a normal heart rhythm.  

 

d) Lifestyle changes: Making healthier lifestyle choices, such as reduced alcohol consumption 

and smoking, balanced diet and exercise could potentially more than half the burden of AF. 
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