
What the latest heart disease and stroke 
numbers mean for your health 
An updated guide to the latest research on 
heart disease and stroke is filled with crucial 
data for experts fighting those debilitating 
problems.
But to those responsible for the guide, the 
“2026 Heart Disease and Stroke Statistics: 
A Report of U.S. and Global Data From the 
American Heart Association” is about more 
than lines on charts.
“The data in the statistics update may seem like 
just numbers to some people,” said Dr. Stacey E. 
Rosen, the volunteer president of the American 
Heart Association, in a news press release. “But 
for the American Heart Association, these num-
bers represent lives at stake.”
The update, which the Association has pro-
duced annually since 1927, was published 
January 21 in the journal Circulation.
Here are highlights that might help you under-
stand the scope of the fight – and what you 
can do to protect yourself and your loved 
ones.
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The actual number of heart disease and stroke 
deaths has declined
“The good news is that, overall, fewer people 
are dying from any cause, and death rates are 
improving as life expectancy continues to rebound 
after the COVID 19 pandemic,” said Dr. 

    KEY TAKEAWAYS
•	 AFib causes irregular, often rapid 
heart rhythms that at times lead to 
blood clots and stroke

•	
•	 Common symptoms include heart 
palpitations, shortness of breath, 
fatigue, and chest discomfort

•	
•	 Treatment options can range from 
taking medications that control rate 
and rhythm to  surgical procedures

•	
•	 Having proper management and 
early diagnosis will reduce stroke 
risk up to 68% and will improve 
quality of life
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AFib, the most common irregular heart-
beat, affects over six million Americans. 

the atria to fibrillate rather than contract 
effectively.”

In a healthy heart, the sinus node acts like 
a natural pacemaker, sending electrical 
signals that produce 60 - 100 coordinated 
beats per minute. With AFib, these signals 
become disorganized, often causing heart 
rates of 100 - 175 beats per minute with a 
completely irregular pattern. Many people 
describe the sensation as their heart “racing” 
or “fluttering” unpredictably.

There are three main categories of Afib. 
Paroxysmal AFib comes and goes on its 
own, typically lasting less than seven days. 
Persistent AFib lasts more than seven days 
and it usually requires medical intervention to 
restore back to a normal rhythm. Permanent 
AFib cannot be converted back to normal 
rhythm, so treatment focuses on controlling 
the heart rate and preventing complications.

Heart failure occurs when the heart muscle 
is damaged and unable to pump enough 
nutrient-rich blood to meet the body’s 
needs for oxygen. Heart failure is usually 
evaluated in the heart’s lower chambers, 
called the ventricles, which provide most 
of the pumping power.
Atrial fibrillation is an arrhythmia — an 
irregular heart rhythm — that originates 
in the heart’s upper chambers, known as 
the atria. During atrial fibrillation, the heart 
beats too fast, resulting in a lower blood 
flow to the body and a higher risk for clots 
or stroke.

What Is Atrial Fibrillation (AFib)?
AFib does occur when the heart’s upper 
chambers, called atria, beat irregularly 
and out of sync with the lower chambers, 
or ventricles. Instead of the coordinated 
electrical signals that normally control your 
heartbeat, chaotic electrical impulses cause 

Are heart failure and atrial fibrillation the 
same disease?
The two serious heart conditions that often coexist

https://www.uchicagomedicine.org/conditions-services/heart-vascular/heart-failure
https://www.uchicagomedicine.org/conditions-services/heart-vascular/atrial-fibrillation
https://www.uchicagomedicine.org/conditions-services/heart-vascular/arrhythmias
https://www.uchicagomedicine.org/forefront/heart-and-vascular-articles/2020/january/preventing-blood-clots-varicose-veins-and-more
https://www.uchicagomedicine.org/conditions-services/neurology-neurosurgery/stroke-neurovascular-care/stroke-center/stroke-types
https://nasiff.com/newsletter/
https://nasiff.com/
https://nasiff.com/


This disorder can cause sudden, chaotic heart-
beats. Knowing its symptoms and treatments is 
key to protecting heart health and preventing 
complications like stroke or heart failure.

Whether you’ve experienced unexplained heart 
palpitations or been newly diagnosed with atrial 
fibrillation, getting the right medical guidance  
and information is essential.

When AFib Symptoms Occur and Why 
They Matter
AFib symptoms often become more noticeable 
during physical activity, emotional stress, or after 
consuming caffeine or alcohol. These triggers 
can unmask underlying atrial fibrillation or make 
existing episodes more symptomatic. Some 
people notice their heart racing after climbing 
stairs, while others experience palpitations during 
stressful situations or after drinking coffee.

However, up to one-third of people with AFib 
experience “silent AFib” with no noticeable 
symptoms until complications develop. This 
makes the condition particularly dangerous, as 
blood clots can form without any warning signs. 
Regular health screenings become crucial for 
detecting asymptomatic cases.

Untreated AFib increases stroke risk by five 
times due to blood clot formation in the poorly 
contracting atria. When blood pools in these 
quivering chambers, clots can form and travel 
to the brain, causing devastating strokes. 
Additionally, high blood pressure and other 
cardiovascular conditions often coexist with 
AFib, creating a cycle where each condition 
worsens the other.
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How AFib Develops and Affects Heart 
Function 
In atrial fibrillation, the heart’s electrical system 
becomes chaotic. Rather than regular signals 
from the sinus node, many random electrical 
circuits fire, causing the atria to quiver rapidly 
up to 400–600 beats per minute. There are only 
a fraction of these impulses reach the ventricles. 

Blood pools in the irregularly contracting atria 
during AFib episodes, creating ideal conditions 
for clot formation. 

“The heart’s pumping efficiency decreases by 
20-30% during these episodes, reducing blood 

flow to vital organs including the brain, 
kidneys, and muscles”.

This explains why people with AFib often feel 
fatigued and short of breath, even during light 
activities.

Persistent AFib can lead to serious long-term 
complications. The heart muscle may weaken 
over time, potentially causing heart failure. Some 
patients develop cardiomyopathy, where the 
heart becomes enlarged and less effective at 
pumping blood. Studies also show links between 
untreated AFib and cognitive decline, possibly 
due to reduced blood flow to the brain or small, 
undetected strokes.

The Nasiff CardioCard ® system runs on 
standard PCs, providing advanced ECG 
capabilities without specialized hardware. 
This design streamlines adoption, letting 
clinicians manage data, perform tests, 
and review results in one interface. Using 
familiar systems reduces training time 
and ensures smooth integration into daily 
workflows.
When you choose the Nasiff CardioCard 
ECG equipment this means investing in 
reliable support for your practice, both 
now and in the future.
The CardioCard platform is designed to 
support different clinical environments and 

testing needs while maintaining a familiar 
software -based workflow. This can help 
facilities standardize ECG testing while 
reducing the need to always introduce 
entirely different systems as requirements 
change.
For physicians, it can provide a familiar 
reporting environment across different 
patients and locations. 
Learn more about the Nasiff CardioCard  
www.nasiff.com

                                                                        Why Choose Nasiff? 

The Bottom Line
AFib is a manageable heart 
rhythm disorder that affects 
millions of Americans, causing 
irregular heartbeats that can 
lead to serious complications 
if left untreated. The condition 
can increase stroke risk greatly. 
Having the proper diagnosis 
and treatment can reduce the 
risk by up to 68% and help 
the majority of people maintain 
active, fulfilling lives. The key 
is recognizing symptoms like 
heart palpitations, unexplained 
fatigue and shortness of breath, 
then seeking the appropriate 
medical care promptly. Whether 
through anticoagulation therapy, 
rhythm control or rate control, 
effective treatments now exist  
to manage AFib and prevent 
complications. With advances 
in medications, procedures, and 
monitoring technology, people 
with AFib today have more 
treatment options and better 
outcomes than ever before.

https://my.clevelandclinic.org/health/diseases/4314-hypertension-high-blood-pressure
https://nasiff.com/
https://nasiff.com/products/
https://nasiff.com/
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Treatment Approach Best For Pros Cons

Rhythm Control Younger patients,  
symptomatic AFib  

Restores normal rhythm, may 
improve quality of life

Requires stronger medications, 
potential side effects

Rate Control Older patients,  
asymptomatic AFib

Simpler medications,  
fewer procedures 

AFib continues, may have  
ongoing symptoms

Anticoagulation All AFib patients at stroke risk Prevents 60-70% of  
AFib-related strokes Bleeding risk, requires monitoring

AFib Symptoms and Warning Signs to Watch For
The most common AFib symptom is heart palpitations, described 
as fluttering, racing, or skipping beats in the chest. These kind of 
sensations may last seconds, minutes, or hours, and can occur 
at rest or during activity. Unlike normal exercise-induced rapid 
heartbeats, AFib palpitations feel irregular and unpredictable.

Shortness of breath often accompanies AFib, especially during 
normal activities that previously caused no problems. Some 
people experience orthopnea, difficulty breathing while lying flat, 
which may worsen at night. This happens because the inefficient 
heart pumping during AFib can cause fluid backup in the lungs.

Extreme fatigue and weakness that interferes with daily activities 
is another hallmark of AFib. The reduced cardiac output means 
less oxygen-rich blood reaches your muscles and organs, leaving 
you feeling drained even after having minimal exertion. Chest 
pain, dizziness, or fainting spells may indicate poor blood flow 
and require immediate medical attention.

AFib Treatment vs. Heart Rate Control Approaches 
AFib treatment strategies fall into two main categories: rhythm 
control and rate control. Rhythm control uses medications like 

amiodarone, flecainide, or propafenone to restore and maintain 
normal heart rhythm. Procedures such as catheter ablation or 
cardioversion may also be used to eliminate abnormal electrical 
pathways causing AFib.

Rate control focuses on slowing the heart rate during AFib 
episodes using beta-blockers, calcium channel blockers, or 
digoxin. This approach accepts that AFib will continue but aims 
to keep the heart rate in a more manageable range, typically 
60-100 beats per minute at rest.

Anticoagulation therapy prevents stroke regardless of which 
strategy is chosen. Blood thinners like warfarin, apixaban, or 
rivaroxaban reduce clot formation risk by 60-70%. The choice 
between rhythm and rate control often depends on patient 
age, symptoms, and overall health status.

https://my.clevelandclinic.org/health/symptoms/21209-chest-pain
https://my.clevelandclinic.org/health/symptoms/21209-chest-pain
https://nasiff.com/

