Patent Foramen Ovale

What is PFO?
The foramen ovale is a small opening located on the atrial septum that is used during fetal circulation to speed up the travel of oxygenated blood through the heart. When in the womb, a baby does not use its own lungs to oxygenate blood; it relies on the mother to provide oxygen rich blood from the placenta through the umbilical cord. Normally the foramen ovale closes at birth when increased blood pressure on the left side of the heart forces the opening to close.

If the atrial septum does not close properly, it is called a patent foramen ovale. This type of defect generally works like a flap valve, only opening during certain conditions when there is more pressure inside the chest. This increased pressure occurs when people strain while having a bowel movement, cough, or sneeze.
Symptoms of PFO

Most patients do not have any symptoms with PFO. 

Stroke and PFO:
About 40 percent of patients who have an ischemic stroke have no known cause (called cryptogenic stroke). PFO is present and associated with an increase in stroke in about 40 percent of cases. The most common symptoms of stroke are:

· weakness or numbness of the face, arm or leg on one side of the body 

· loss of vision or dimming (like a curtain falling) in one or both eyes 

· loss of speech, difficulty talking or understanding what others are saying 

· sudden, severe headache with no known cause 

· loss of balance, unstable walking, usually combined with another symptom 

Exams and Tests

An echocardiogram can be done to diagnose a PFO. If the PFO is not easily seen, a cardiologist can perform a "bubble test." Saline solution (salt water) is injected into the body as the cardiologist watches the heart on an ultrasound (echocardiogram) monitor. If a PFO exists, tiny air bubbles will be seen moving from the right to left side of the heart.

Treatment

This condition is not treated unless other heart abnormalities exist or if you had a stroke caused by a blood clot to the brain.

Treatment usually requires cardiac cathertization by a specifically trained cardiologist to permanently seal the PFO.
Aspirin is a non-steroidal anti-inflammatory drug  (NSAIDS). The role of aspirin in relationship to patent foramen ovale is that of a blood thinner.  Aspirin is absorbed orally and rapidly through the small intestine. Aspirin can be administered rectally. It is slowly absorbed rectally. Aspirin has a half-life of 15-20 minutes. Adverse effects of aspirin are: GI distress, occult GI bleeding, heartburn, nausea, bleeding (due to decreasing platelet accumulation), renal impairment, salicylism, Reye’s syndrome.

Clopidogrel (Plavix) inhibits platelet accumulation. Plavix decreases the incidence of a blood clot that could result in stroke or myocardial infarction. Adverse effects include: nausea, vomiting, diarrhea, constipation, GI discomfort, GI bleeding and pancreatitis. Clopidogrel is absorbed in the GI tract.

Coumadin (Warfarin) is a Vitamin K antagonist which is an oral anticoagulant. Has delayed onset yet used to prevent thrombosis. Orally ingested.  Adverse effects include: hemorrhage, fetal hemorrhage and teratogenesis in pregnancy. 

