
Ask  
First
Take action, prevent stroke



What  is AF?
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Atrial Fibrillation (AF) is a type of irregular 
heartbeat. It means your heart is not working 
as well as it could and it may make you more 
likely to have a stroke. About 750,000 people 
in the UK are living with AF, and it’s more 
common as we get older. 

If you have AF, it is 
important to talk to 
your GP to find out what 
simple measures may be 
needed to reduce your 
risk of stroke and help 
control your condition. 
Recognising and receiving 
proper treatment for AF is 
of particular importance 
as strokes due to AF are 
preventable. 
 

 
 
 
 
 

The Stroke Association has 
created this leaflet because 
of the link between this 
common heart problem 
and stroke. It tells you more 
about AF, offers advice for 
how your risk of stroke can 
be reduced and where to go 
to find out more. 
 
 
 
 

Dr Hilary Jones



What  is AF? What  is a 
stroke?
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A stroke happens when the 
blood supply to part of the brain 
is cut off. This could be due to a 
blockage in an artery (‘ischaemic 
stroke’) or by bleeding in the 
brain (‘haemorrhagic stroke’). 
 
A transient ischaemic attack 
(TIA) or ‘mini stroke’ is similar to 
a stroke, but the symptoms are 
temporary.



How is AF linked to stroke?
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Your heart is a muscle and its job is to pump 
blood around your body. This pumping action 
creates your pulse. A normal pulse, when you 
are resting, is regular and between 60 to 100 
beats per minute. 

If you have AF your heartbeats in an irregular 
way (sometimes up to 140 times a minute).



How is AF linked to stroke?
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If you have an irregular heartbeat, 
your heart may not have a chance 
to relax and empty itself of blood 
properly before filling up again.  
As a result, the blood does not 
move quickly and smoothly, and 
can form clots. If these clots 
then travel in the blood stream 
towards the brain, they could 
block the blood flow to your brain 
and cause a stroke or TIA. 
 

If you have AF, it is important for 
you to Ask First. Make sure you 
ask your GP about how you can 
reduce your risk of stroke.

Did you know? 
AF can increase your 
risk of stroke by up to 
five times.



How do I know if I have AF?
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The following could be a sign that 
you have AF: 

 • palpitations (being aware  
of your heart beating fast)

 • breathlessness
 • chest pain
 • fatigue
 • no symptoms but an irregular 

pulse over one minute.

 

To find out if you have AF, a 
doctor or nurse will check your 
pulse. If it feels irregular, they may 
refer you for more tests to check 
whether you have AF.

To find out more about tests and treatments for AF, see our free 
factsheet F26 Atrial fibrillation and stroke. This can be ordered by 
phoning our helpline on 0303 3033 100.



How do I know if I have AF?
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What are the treatments?
If you have AF there are a number 
of treatment options, and you 
should discuss these with your 
GP or specialist. Treatments 
range from simple medications 
to more complex procedures 
and these are outlined in our 
factsheet F26 Atrial fibrillation 
and stroke. 

As well as considering your 
irregular heartbeat, your doctor 
will also assess your risk of stroke. 
Strokes can be prevented, so if 
they find you have a higher risk, 
the right treatment can lower 
your chances of having a stroke. 
The main treatment is blood 
thinning medication.
 
 
 
 
 

Blood thinning medications
Some medications to thin the 
blood are called anticoagulants 
such as warfarin. These 
medications make your blood 
less likely to clot. Warfarin isn’t 
suitable for everyone. You will 
need regular tests to check your 
blood isn’t getting too thin and 
to watch what you eat, drink and 
your other medications while on 
it. There are also a number of new 
anticoagulants currently 
being developed.
 
Other blood thinning 
medications belong 
to a group called 
antiplatelets, for 
example aspirin and 
clopidogrel. They are 
used to reduce your risk 
of stroke if your risk is 
low, but they aren’t as effective  
if you have AF.  

Did you know? 
If you have AF, warfarin can reduce 
your risk of stroke by 60%



Checklist
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If you have been diagnosed with atrial fibrillation but have concerns 
over your risk of stroke or the treatment you are receiving, please 
make an appointment to see your GP. Sometimes when we visit the 
doctor it's hard to remember what questions to ask. Take this list with 
you to your next appointment.

 • What type of AF do  
I have?

 • What tests should  
I have?

 • What do they involve? 
When will they be done?

 • What treatment do I 
need for my AF?

 • What is my risk of having 
a stroke? Is it high, 
moderate or low?

 • Do I need to take any 
medication to reduce  
my risk of stroke?

 • Are there any side 
effects?

 • Do I need a follow up 
appointment?  
If so, when will this be?

 • Will I need to make 
changes to my lifestyle 
for atrial fibrillation  
and to reduce my risk  
of stroke?  
If so, what are these and 
what help is available?



What  else can l do  
to reduce my risk  
of stroke?
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There are some simple ways  
you can change your lifestyle  
to lower your chances of having 
a stroke: 

 • stop smoking
 • avoid drinking heavily
 • eat a healthy diet
 • take regular exercise
 • have regular check ups with 

your GP, as the risk of stroke 
increases with age

 • manage any other medical 
conditions you have, like  
high cholesterol, diabetes  
or high blood pressure

Contact us at the Stroke Association for more advice about how you 
can reduce your risk of stroke. If you would like more information 
about making lifestyle changes to prevent stroke, we can send you 
factsheets about all of the issues listed on this page.

To find out more, see our leaflet L3 Preventing a stroke. This can be 
ordered by phoning our helpline on 0303 3033 100.



Where can 
I find out  
more?
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Stroke Association
Stroke House, 240 City Road,  
London, EC1V 2PR
Tel: 0303 3033 100
Website: stroke.org.uk/askfirst 

Atrial Fibrillation Association
PO Box 1219, Chew Magna  
Bristol, BS40 8WB
Tel: 01789 451 837
Website: www.atrialfibrillation.org.uk 
 
Anticoagulation Europe
PO Box 405, Bromley, Kent, BR2 9WP
Tel: 020 8289 6875
Website: www.anticoagulationeurope.org 
 
Arrhythmia Alliance
PO Box 3697, Stratford-Upon-Avon 
Warwickshire, CV37 8YL
Tel: 01789 450 787 (24 hour)
Website: www.heartrhythmcharity.org.uk 
 
British Heart Foundation
Greater London House  
180 Hampstead Road, London, NW1 7AW
Tel: 0300 330 3311
Website: www.bhf.org.uk 

If you still have questions about AF, order our more detailed 
factsheet F26 Atrial fibrillation and stroke.

This leaflet is partly funded by an educational grant by Bayer Healthcare and Boehringer Ingelheim. 
Stroke Association retains full control of its content.
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We are the Stroke Association. We believe 
that stroke can and should be prevented.  
It’s why we fund research to develop new 
treatments and ways to prevent stroke.  
It’s why we raise awareness and give people 
the information they need to reduce their risk 
of having a stroke. We’d rather no one had  
a stroke at all, but if they do, we’re with 
them every step of the way to make the best 
recovery they can.

We are a charity. We rely on your support to 
change lives and prevent stroke.
 
Stroke Helpline: 0303 3033 100 
Website: stroke.org.uk 
Email: info@stroke.org.uk 
From a textphone: 18001 0303 3033 100

Item code: A02C1


