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Gaps and challenges in the management of atrial fibrillation in the Philippines 

Atrial fibrillation (AF) is the most common sustained cardiac 
arrhythmia. Chen and colleagues reported a 0.88% prevalence of AF in 
Shanghai, China. The associated risk factors include older age, female 
sex (>80 years), male sex (<80 years), and cardiovascular diseases [1]. 
The prevalence of AF is predicted to increase due to the increasing aging 
population and social industrialization, especially in developing coun-
tries. In this study, we share the epidemiology of AF in the Philippines, a 
developing country in Southeast Asia. 

Even though AF is the most common sustained arrhythmia, data on 
AF in the Philippines remains scarce [2]. The prevalence of AF in SEA is 
estimated to range from 2.6 to 23.04% [3]. Projections from available 
prevalence data predict that Asia will see a rapid increase in AF burden 
to an estimated 8.3 million by 2050. Structural heart diseases such as 
heart failure and valvular heart disease, especially rheumatic heart 
disease in developing countries, are common underlying causes of AF in 
Asia. Hyperthyroidism, CKD, obesity, OSA, diabetes, and hypertension 
also increase the risk of AF in Asians [2]. 

As AF substantially increases the occurrence of stroke by 4 to 5-fold, 
it is of utmost importance to adhere to a therapeutic plan. Management 
of patients is currently patterned to Western practice guidelines. Rec-
ommendations from the European Society of Cardiology (ESC) promote 
an integrated therapeutic plan for AF, which include rhythm and rate 
control, stroke prevention, and management of comorbidities through 
lifestyle modifications, healthcare/patient education, and psychosocial 
support [4]. ESC recommends oral anticoagulants (VKAs or NOACs) to 
patients with risk factors for stroke by CHA2DS2-VASc score with INR 
monitoring. The use of antiplatelet is not highly recommended for stroke 
prevention in AF [5]. 

AF causes a significant burden to patients, physicians, and healthcare 
systems globally [4]. Management of the risk factors of AF is of prime 
importance in addressing the burden of AF in the Philippines. Man-
agement is multidisciplinary and multifaceted—lifestyle modifications, 
pharmacologic, and non-pharmacologic interventions. Screening and 
interventions should be more accessible and affordable since risk factors 
for AF are easily recognizable and manageable. More local research on 
AF should be done to raise public awareness and forward health pro-
grams. Guidelines should be personalized to Filipinos through research 
and collaborative efforts. To address these gaps and challenges, we call 
on the government to increase its attention and fund allocation to the 
health and research sectors in the Philippines. 
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