
What is atrial fibrillation (AF) ? 
The heart is a complex organ composed of multiple electrical cells and 
pathways. Briefly, the heart can be divided in two main portions: the upper 
portion and the lower portion of the heart. Each portion has a specific and 
crucial role in the cardiac cycle. 

Atrial fibrillation (AF) is an arrhythmia that occurs when cells from the upper 
region of the heart create abnormal electrical impulses causing an animal 
to experience a very rapid and irregular heart rate. Normally, the heart's 
rate and rhythm are dictated by the pacemaker cells located in the upper 
chambers of the heart. In AF, the normal electrical impulse is overwhelmed 
by disorganized electrical impulses that originate from multiple areas in the 
upper region of the heart. The result is an erratic, usually rapid, heart 
rhythm. Although usually not life-threatening, AF may lead to exercise 
intolerance, fainting, lethargy, decreased appetite and if sustained for 
prolonged periods of time, heart failure (fluid in the lungs and or in the 
abdomen). Although there are multiple causes of AF, the most common 
one is structural heart disease. Alternatively, AF can occur in the absence of 
structural heart disease and this is known as "lone atrial fibrillation".  
 

 1

DOGS AND CATS 

Atrial Fibrillation 
Client Information Sheet

Cardiologists 
  

Dr.  Jean-
Sebastien 
Boileau 

Dr. Catherine 
Belanger 

Need more 
information?  

Please contact your 
veterinarian for 

additional 
recommendations 

regarding your 
pet's heart disease.        

nnn       

 Appointments 

Regular visit: 
______________ 

Cardiology visit: 
______________ 
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How is AF diagnosed? 
AF can be diagnosed with the help of an ECG and Holter monitor (two heart rhythm diagnostic 
tests). An ultrasound of the heart (echocardiogram) is also needed for the diagnosis of AF to 
evaluate for the presence of structural heart disease. Other diagnostic tests performed during 
the visit: _______________________________________________________________________________ . 

Affected animals can be:  
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ATRIAL FIBRILLATION  

TREATMENT OPTIONS  
Treatment of atrial fibrillation is aimed at either converting the 
arrhythmia back to a normal rhythm (rarely possible) or simply 
controlling its rate. The latter treatment implies that the rhythm will 
always remain abnormal but at a rate that is not dangerous. In cases 
with significant structural heart disease, this is often the most 
appropriate choice and it is achieved with oral medication. A device 
call AliveCor can be used at home to monitor the heart rate and the 
response to treatment. Please see your family veterinarian for more 
details.

WEAKNESS/COLLAPSE 

Animals can have  
fainting episodes 

BIG ABDOMEN 

Some patients will 
have fluid building up 

in their abdomen

HEART FAILURE 
This includes lethargy, 
decreased appetite, 
episodes of rapid/
laboured breathing
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