
 

Blood-Thinning Drug Linked to Increased
Bleeding in Brain
29 September 2008

(PhysOrg.com) -- Patients who take the commonly
used blood-thinning drug warfarin face larger
amounts of bleeding in the brain and increased risk
of mortality if they suffer a hemorrhagic stroke, new
research from the University of Cincinnati (UC)
shows. 

The study is published in the Sept. 30, 2008, print
issue of Neurology, the medical journal of the
American Academy of Neurology (AAN). The lead
author is Matthew Flaherty, MD, an assistant
professor in the department of neurology and an
AAN member.

Warfarin is commonly prescribed to prevent blood
clotting, particularly for patients with an abnormal
heart rhythm called atrial fibrillation. Studies have
shown that patients with atrial fibrillation are at
increased risk for ischemic stroke, which is the
most common type of stroke. It occurs when an
artery to the brain is blocked by a blood clot.

Warfarin is generally more effective than aspirin for
preventing blood clots in this setting. If warfarin
makes the blood too thin, however, it can increase
the risk of intracerebral hemorrhage, a type of
stroke caused by bleeding in the brain.

The study involved 258 adult patients from the
Greater Cincinnati/Northern Kentucky area who
were hospitalized with intracerebral hemorrhage in
2005. Fifty-one of the patients were taking
warfarin.

Researchers recorded the patients’ international
normalized ratio (INR), which is a measure of the
blood’s ability to clot. The higher the INR, which is
about 1.0 in healthy patients and targeted between
2.0 and 3.0 for patients taking warfarin for atrial
fibrillation, the more likely bleeding is to occur.

The study found that patients who took warfarin
and suffered an intracerebral hemorrhage while
their INR was above 3.0 had about twice as much

initial bleeding, or hematoma volume, as those not
taking warfarin. Larger hematoma volume is one
determinant of mortality after an intracerebral
hemorrhage.

 Flaherty says the research shows that while
warfarin is an effective medication for most patients
with atrial fibrillation, it’s important to determine the
correct dosage through periodic blood sampling.

“There is a slight increased risk of hemorrhagic
stroke with warfarin, but that is more than offset by
the reduction in risk of ischemic stroke for most
patients with atrial fibrillation,” Flaherty says.

“People should talk to their doctors about the
proper management of warfarin and learn the signs
of stroke so they can get to an emergency room
immediately if a stroke occurs.”

To learn the five signs of stroke, visit the Give Me
Five for Stroke Web site at 
www.giveme5forstroke.org . Give Me Five for
Stroke is a joint campaign of the AAN, the
American College of Emergency Physicians and
the American Heart Association/American Stroke
Association to encourage people to recognize
stroke symptoms, call 9-1-1 and get to the
emergency department.
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