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How Anti-Clotting Drugs Can Prevent Stroke
The body’s natural blood clotting system is essential
for healing wounds; without it, even a small scrape
could cause a life-threatening loss of blood. But abnormal blood clotting can lead to an ischemic stroke. For-

tunately, anti-clotting drugs may help prevent abnormal blood clot formation. Summarized below are the
major steps in the clotting process, and how specific
medications work to prevent clot formation.

break in
blood
vessel wall

red
blood
cells

fibrin
platelet

clot-promoting
factors

completed
blood clot

Normal Clotting, Platelet Aggregation

Normal Clotting, Blood Coagulation

When a break occurs in a blood vessel wall, blood cells
called platelets amass at the site of injury. These platelets form a plug that begins to seal the break. At the
same time, the injured cells and the platelets trigger the
release of substances called clot-promoting factors into
the bloodstream.

The clot-promoting factors activate a complex series of
events—collectively known as the coagulation cascade—
that results in the production of a long-stranded protein
called fibrin. At the injury site, strands of fibrin interlock to
form a meshwork that completes the blood clot by trapping platelets and red blood cells.

atherosclerotic
plaque

platelets
do not
clump

blood clot
does not
form

Action of Antiplatelet Medications

Action of Anticoagulant Medications

Antiplatelet drugs interfere with the first stage of the clotting process by inhibiting the clumping or aggregation of
platelets. These agents (most commonly aspirin, aspirin
and dipyridamole, ticlopidine, or clopidogrel) are used to
treat patients who are at high risk for clot formation at
the site of a crack or rupture in an atherosclerotic plaque
in a carotid or brain artery. Aspirin may also be given to
prevent blood clots within the heart of patients with atrial
fibrillation.

Anticoagulant drugs interfere with the coagulation cascade and fibrin formation by hindering the activity of certain clot-promoting factors. These drugs are more effective than aspirin in preventing patients with atrial fibrillation
from developing blood clots in the heart—which can break
off and trigger an embolic stroke. The most commonly
used anticoagulant is warfarin. Another type of anticoagulant, heparin, may be given intravenously to prevent further blood clotting after an ischemic stroke.
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