Understanding Icosapent Ethyl
(Vascepa)

A prescription purified fish-oil medicine that lowers heart-event risk when
triglycerides stay high

This is not the same as store-bought fish oil. It is a prescription drug proven to cut heart
attacks and strokes.

Icosapent Ethyl (Vascepa) — Purified EPA for the Heart

Prescription EPA calms a fatty bloodstream REDUCE-IT: fewer heart events.
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Names & Terms You Will Hear

Icosapent ethyl The generic name of the medicine. It is a purified omega-3
made from fish oil.

Vascepa The most common brand name for icosapent ethyl in the
United States.

EPA (eicosapentaenoic acid) = The single omega-3 fat inside this pill. The drug contains
EPA only, with no DHA.

Prescription omega-3 An omega-3 medicine ordered by a doctor and made to
drug-quality rules. It is not a supplement.

Triglycerides A type of fat in your blood. When high, they raise heart
risk. This drug helps lower them.

REDUCE-IT The large trial that showed this drug cuts heart attacks and
strokes in high-risk patients.

MACE (major adverse A grouped count of heart attack, stroke, and related events
cardiac events) that trials use to measure benefit.
Residual risk The heart risk that remains even after a statin has lowered

your bad cholesterol.

This guide is educational only. Always follow your doctor's specific recommendations.
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What Is Icosapent Ethyl (Vascepa)?

Icosapent ethyl is a prescription medicine made from fish oil. It is highly purified. It contains
just one omega-3 fat, called EPA.

It is NOT the same as the fish oil sold in stores. Store fish oil is a mix of fats and is sold as a
supplement. This is a drug, made to strict quality rules.

It is added on top of a statin. It does not replace your statin. The two work in different ways.

It is taken as a pill twice a day. The usual dose is 4 grams a day, split into two doses, taken
with food.

It lowers triglycerides. But its bigger job is to lower the chance of a heart attack or stroke in
high-risk people.

It was approved by the FDA for heart protection after a large trial called REDUCE-IT showed
clear benefit.

* One purified omega-3: EPA only + A mix of EPA, DHA, and other fats
* FDA approved to lower heart-event risk * Sold as a supplement, not a drug
» Tested in a large trial (REDUCE-IT) * No proof it cuts heart events

* Dose set by your doctor: 4 grams a day * Dose and purity vary by brand

+ Made under drug-quality rules * Not held to drug-quality rules

Prescription icosapent ethyl is a purified, proven drug. Store fish oil is a mixed supplement with no proof it cuts heart events.
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Prescription Icosapent Ethyl vs. Store Fish Oil — Side by Side

Feature Icosapent ethyl (Vascepa) Store fish oll
What it contains Purified EPA only A mix of EPA, DHA, and
other fats

Sold as A prescription drug A supplement

Proven to cut heart Yes (REDUCE-IT) No

events

Quiality control Drug-quality rules Varies by brand

Who sets the dose Your doctor (4 g/day) The label or guesswork
= = This guide is educational only. Always follow your doctor's specific recommendations.
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Why It Matters

Statins lower bad cholesterol very well. But some people still have heart attacks and strokes.
This leftover danger is called residual risk.

High triglycerides are one driver of that leftover risk. Many people keep high triglycerides
even on a good statin.

In the REDUCE-IT trial, adding this drug to a statin cut major heart events by about 25 out of
every 100 expected events. That is a large drop.

It also lowered the chance of dying from a heart cause by about 20 percent. Few add-on
medicines have shown this.

The benefit grew the longer people stayed on it. The chart below shows the size of the drop.

Knowing your triglyceride number matters. See our triglycerides guide for what the numbers
mean: https://go.riasalimd.com/triglycerides-quide.

REDUCE-IT Trial Results Over About 5 Years
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In REDUCE-IT, adding the drug to a statin lowered major heart events about 25% and heart-related death about 20% over
roughly 5 years.

An honest note on the science: Icosapent ethyl helped in the REDUCE-IT trial. But a
later trial of a different omega-3 mix, called STRENGTH, showed no benefit. Some experts
also question REDUCE-IT because its comparison pill (mineral oil) may have nudged the
results. Most heart doctors still use icosapent ethyl in the right patients, while research
continues. Your doctor will weigh this with you.

This guide is educational only. Always follow your doctor's specific recommendations.
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https://go.riasalimd.com/triglycerides-guide

Risk Factors

Some patients are more likely to develop this condition. Knowing your risk helps your care

team take extra precautions.

Risk Factor Why It Increases Risk

Known heart or artery
disease

A past heart attack, stent, bypass, stroke, or leg-artery disease
marks you as high risk. This drug is aimed at exactly this group.

Diabetes plus other
risk factors

Diabetes with age plus another risk factor (such as high blood
pressure or smoking) raises risk enough to consider this drug.

Triglycerides 150 to
499 mg/dL on a statin

This is the range studied. If your triglycerides stay in this band
despite a statin, you may be a candidate.

Bad cholesterol
already controlled

This medicine is for people whose statin is working on cholesterol
but who still carry risk from triglycerides.

Fish or shellfish allergy

The drug is made from fish. Tell your doctor about any fish or
shellfish allergy before starting.

Who May Qualify for Icosapent Ethyl

Already on a statin

and taking it the right way

still high despite the statin

Triglycerides 150 to 499 mg/dL

May benefit from
icosapent ethyl

Your doctor confirms
your numbers and

risk first

plus other risk factors
high overall heart risk

Heart disease, OR diabetes

You may qualify if you are on a statin, your triglycerides stay 150 to 499, and your overall heart risk is high. Your doctor

confirms first.

Visit
RiasAliMD.com
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Treatment Options

Keep taking your statin. This drug is an add-on, not a swap. See our statins guide:
https://go.riasalimd.com/statins-quide.

Take 4 grams a day, usually as two capsules twice daily, with food. Swallow capsules whole.
Do not crush or chew them.

Take it at the same times each day. Food helps your body absorb it.

Keep up heart-healthy habits: less sugar and alcohol, more activity, and a better diet. These
also lower triglycerides.

Do not stop on your own. The benefit builds over years of steady use.

Tell every doctor you take it, especially before surgery or dental work, because it can raise
bleeding risk a little.
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What to Expect in the First Few Months

Your triglycerides usually drop within a few weeks of starting. We may recheck a blood test.

The heart-protection benefit is not something you feel. It builds quietly over years of steady
use.

Mild fishy burps or loose stools may happen early. Taking capsules with food usually helps.
We will watch for a new irregular heartbeat and for any unusual bleeding at your visits.

Keep your statin and your healthy habits going. The pill adds to them; it does not replace
them.

How to take it: Usual dose is 4 grams a day — two capsules in the morning and two at
night, with food. Swallow whole; do not crush, chew, or open the capsules. Take it at the
same times daily, and do not stop without talking to us first.
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Comfort Measures at Home (No Medication Needed)

These simple steps support healing and ease symptoms. Use them alongside any medication
your doctor prescribes.

Cut back on sugary drinks and refined carbs. These raise triglycerides fast.
Limit alcohol. Even small amounts can push triglycerides up in some people.
Move most days. Brisk walking lowers triglycerides over weeks.

Choose fish, nuts, beans, and olive oil over fried and processed foods.

If you carry extra weight, losing even a little helps your numbers.

Take the capsules with a meal to lower the chance of stomach upset or fishy burps.
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Risks, Benefits, and Alternatives

Every choice has trade-offs. Use this table to start the shared decision conversation.

Option

Icosapent ethyl 4
g/day (added to
a statin)

Risks

Higher chance of
atrial fibrillation (an
irregular heartbeat).
Slightly more
bleeding. Joint pain,
swelling, or fishy
burps in some
people.

EEIEES

Cuts major heart
events about 25%.
Lowers heart-related
death about 20%.
Lowers triglycerides.
Once-set, simple
dosing.

Alternatives

Statin alone (if risk is
lower). Stronger
statin or ezetimibe.
Better diet, weight
loss, and exercise.

Stronger or
higher-dose
statin

Muscle aches, rare
liver changes, small
rise in blood sugar.

Lowers bad
cholesterol further.
Well proven. Low
cost.

Add ezetimibe. Add a
PCSK9 drug. Add
icosapent ethyl for
triglyceride-driven
risk.

Over-the-counter
fish oil

No proof it cuts heart
events. Quality and
dose vary. Can cause
fishy burps and mild
bleeding risk.

Low cost. Easy to
buy. May modestly
lower triglycerides at
high doses.

Prescription
icosapent ethyl
(proven). Diet and
lifestyle change. No
supplement at all.

Lifestyle change
alone

Takes effort and time.
May not be enough
by itself in high-risk
people.

No drug side effects.
Helps blood
pressure, weight, and
sugar too. Free.

Add icosapent ethyl.
Add or adjust a statin.
Treat diabetes and
blood pressure.

Visit
RiasAliMD.com

This guide is educational only. Always follow your doctor's specific recommendations.
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Common Misconceptions

Myth Reality

Vascepa is just fish oil | can buy at the No. Store fish oil is a supplement that mixes
store. EPA, DHA, and other fats. Icosapent ethyl is a
purified prescription drug with EPA only. Only
the prescription drug is proven to cut heart
events. Store fish oil is not.

If | take this, | can stop my statin. No. This medicine works with your statin, not
instead of it. The REDUCE-IT trial tested it
added on top of a statin. Stopping your statin
removes the foundation of your protection.

It only lowers triglycerides, so it just It does more than that. In the trial, it lowered real
changes a lab number. outcomes: heart attacks, strokes, and
heart-related deaths. The triglyceride drop is
only part of how it helps.

More fish oil from the store will do the Taking large amounts of store fish oil is not the
same thing. same and is not proven safe or helpful for the
heart. A different trial of a mixed omega-3
(STRENGTH) showed no benefit. Stick with
what your doctor prescribes.

It has no risks because it comes from Being natural does not mean risk-free. It raises
fish. the chance of an irregular heartbeat (atrial
fibrillation) and can add to bleeding risk. Your
doctor weighs these against the benefit.

If my triglycerides are normal, | should It was studied in people with triglycerides of 150
still take it for my heart. to 499 on a statin. If your triglycerides are
normal, the benefit is less clear. Your doctor
decides based on your full picture.

This guide is educational only. Always follow your doctor's specific recommendations.
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Possible Complications

Knowing what can go wrong helps you spot problems early. Most complications are
uncommon, especially with treatment.

Where / What What Can Happen

Heart rhythm (atrial fibrillation) This drug raises the chance of atrial fibrillation, an
irregular heartbeat. In the trial about 6 to 7 of every 100
users had it, versus about 4 to 5 of every 100 on placebo.
Report any new fluttering or racing heartbeat.

Bleeding It can add to bleeding risk, especially if you also take
aspirin or a blood thinner. Serious bleeding was
uncommon, but report unusual bruising or bleeding and
mention the drug before any procedure.

Stomach and digestion Some people get fishy burps, nausea, or loose stools.
Taking the capsules with food and swallowing them
whole helps.

Joints and swelling Joint pain and mild swelling in the hands or feet were a
little more common with the drug. Tell us if these bother
you.

Allergic reaction (rare) Because it comes from fish, people with fish or shellfish
allergy may react. A rash, swelling, or trouble breathing
needs emergency care.

This guide is educational only. Always follow your doctor's specific recommendations.
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Points to Know

If you remember nothing else, remember these key points.

Icosapent ethyl (Vascepa) is a prescription drug, not store fish oil. Only the prescription form
is proven to cut heart events.

It is added on top of a statin. Keep taking your statin.

It is for high-risk people whose triglycerides stay 150 to 499 mg/dL despite a statin.

In REDUCE-IT, it cut major heart events about 25% and heart-related death about 20%.
Take 4 grams a day with food. Swallow capsules whole.

It can raise the risk of an irregular heartbeat (atrial fibrillation) and bleeding. Report a
fluttering heartbeat or unusual bleeding.

Tell your doctor before any surgery or dental work, and mention any fish or shellfish allergy.

Healthy eating, less alcohol and sugar, and exercise lower triglycerides too. The pill works
best alongside these.

= = This guide is educational only. Always follow your doctor's specific recommendations.
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When to Call Us - and When to Call 911

If you are not sure, call. We would rather hear from you twice than miss a real problem.

A new fluttering, racing, or skipping heartbeat that lasts — call us this week (possible atrial
fibrillation).

Unusual bruising, nosebleeds, bleeding gums, or blood in stool or urine — call us promptly.

Chest pain or pressure, sudden weakness, trouble speaking, or face droop — call 911 (signs
of heart attack or stroke).

Swelling, pain, or redness in the hands or feet — call us this week.

A rash, hives, swelling of the lips or throat, or trouble breathing after a dose — call 911
(possible allergic reaction).

Ongoing stomach upset, joint pain, or fishy burps that bother you — call us; a timing change
may help.

Planning surgery or a dental procedure — call us first; we may pause the drug.

Office: (727) 943-5200
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Trusted Resources

The links below are the trusted resources Dr. Ali used to write this guide and that he
recommends you visit for more information. Each is a clickable link in the digital version and a
Short.io tracked URL on the printed version.

Cleveland Clinic — Icosapent Ethyl (Vascepa) - Patient drug overview, including how it
differs from store fish oil.

MedlinePlus — Icosapent Ethyl - NIH plain-language sheet on how to take it, side effects,
and cautions.

American Heart Association — Triglycerides and Heart Health - Why high triglycerides
matter and how they are managed.

Our Triglycerides Guide - What your triglyceride numbers mean and how to lower them.

Our Cholesterol Guide - How cholesterol and triglycerides together shape your heart risk.

Our Statins Guide - The foundation medicine that icosapent ethyl is added on top of.
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https://my.clevelandclinic.org/health/drugs/19657-icosapent-capsules
https://medlineplus.gov/druginfo/meds/a614050.html
https://www.heart.org/en/health-topics/cholesterol/prevention-and-treatment-of-high-cholesterol-hyperlipidemia/triglycerides
https://go.riasalimd.com/triglycerides-guide
https://go.riasalimd.com/cholesterol-guide
https://go.riasalimd.com/statins-guide

Sources Used to Build This Guide

Every recommendation in this guide is grounded in one or more of the studies, guidelines, or
trusted resources below. Short links are tracked so Dr. Ali can see which references patients
are reading; nothing personally identifying is captured.

REDUCE-IT — Icosapent Ethyl for Cardiovascular Risk (NEJM 2019) [Clinical Trial]

Landmark RCT (8,179 patients): 25% relative reduction in major cardiovascular events with 4 g/day icosapent
ethyl added to statin therapy in patients with high triglycerides.

EDA Prescribing Information — VASCEPA (icosapent ethyl) [Guideline]

Authoritative FDA label for the cardiovascular-risk-reduction indication, eligibility, and 4 g/day dosing.

Cleveland Clinic — Icosapent Ethyl (Vascepa) [Clinical]

Patient drug overview distinguishing prescription EPA from over-the-counter fish oil.

AHA Science Advisory — Omega-3 Fatty Acids for Management of Hypertriglyceridemia [Guideline]
AHA framing of prescription omega-3 use for high triglycerides and residual cardiovascular risk.

2018 AHA/ACC Cholesterol Guideline (Grundy et al.) [Guideline]

U.S. cholesterol guideline that frames statins as the foundation and residual triglyceride-driven risk as a target.

2019 ESC/EAS Dyslipidaemia Guidelines [Guideline]
European guideline that gave icosapent ethyl a recommendation in high-risk patients with persistent high
triglycerides on a statin.

STRENGTH Trial — Omega-3 CA/EPA vs Corn Oil (JAMA 2020) [Clinical Trial]
Neutral trial of a different omega-3 mix that fuels the scientific debate about how much of the REDUCE-IT
benefit is real versus placebo-related.

REDUCE-IT — Atrial Fibrillation Subgroup Analysis (JAHA 2022) [Clinical Trial]
Quantifies the higher rate of atrial fibrillation and bleeding with icosapent ethyl and shows net benefit still favors
treatment.

MedlinePlus — Icosapent Ethyl [Clinical]
Plain-language NIH drug sheet on how to take the medicine, side effects, and fish-allergy cautions.

= = This guide is educational only. Always follow your doctor's specific recommendations.
i E‘-% 4740 Mile Stretch Drive, Holiday FL 34690 | Office: (727) 943-5200 | Fax: (727) 943-5201 | RiasAliMD.com
, - Online: https://go.riasalimd.com/vascepa-guide
-
Visit l6of 18| Page

RiasAliMD.com Contact Info



https://www.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/NEJMoa1812792
https://www.accessdata.fda.gov/drugsatfda_docs/label/2019/202057s035lbl.pdf
https://my.clevelandclinic.org/health/drugs/19657-icosapent-capsules
https://www.ahajournals.org/doi/10.1161/CIR.0000000000000709
https://www.ahajournals.org/doi/10.1161/CIR.0000000000000625
https://academic.oup.com/eurheartj/article/41/1/111/5556353
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jama/fullarticle/2773120
https://www.ahajournals.org/doi/10.1161/JAHA.121.026756
https://medlineplus.gov/druginfo/meds/a614050.html

About This Guide

Rias KS Ali, MD FACC | Board Certified in Interventional Cardiology & Cardiovascular Disease
4740 Mile Stretch Drive, Holiday FL 34690 | Office: (727) 943-5200 | Fax: (727) 943-5201 | RiasAliMD.com
Version: 2026-08-16

Reviewer note: Reviewed: Cleveland Clinic, Mayo Clinic, MedlinePlus, and the VASCEPA patient pages. This
guide adds a prescription-vs-fish-oil comparison, an eligibility funnel, a REDUCE-IT results chart, and an honest
note on the STRENGTH/mineral-oil debate.

Disclaimer

This guide is for educational purposes only and does not replace medical advice from your physician.
Recommendations may not apply to every patient. Always follow the specific instructions of Dr. Ali and your care
team. In an emergency call 911 or go to the nearest emergency department.
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Take This Guide With You

Scan or visit: https://go.riasalimd.com/vascepa-guide

Online: https://go.riasalimd.com/vascepa-guide

Office: (727) 943-5200
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