
 

Flu jab may halve heart attack risk in middle
aged with narrowed arteries

August 21 2013

The flu jab seems to almost halve the risk of heart attacks in middle
aged people with narrowed arteries, finds research published in the
journal Heart.

Those aged 50 to 64 are not currently routinely included in national flu
vaccination programmes in either the UK or Australia. But the findings
prompt the Australian authors to suggest that further exploration of
extending the schedule may be warranted.

The researchers wanted to find out if flu is an unrecognised, but
clinically important, contributing factor to increased heart attack risk.
Published evidence suggests that flu boosts the risk of death from all
causes as well as the risk of admission to hospital for cardiovascular and
respiratory problems.

They therefore assessed 559 patients over the age of 40 who were
referred to a tertiary hospital during consecutive winters in 2008-10.
Some 275 of these patients had sustained a heart attack and 284 had not.

Nose and throat swabs and blood samples taken at admission and 4-6
weeks later showed that around one in eight (12.4%; 34) of the heart
attack patients had recently had flu, compared with just under 7% (18)
in the comparison group. Half of all the patients had had the flu jab that
year.

Flu had not been diagnosed in around one in 10 of those who had the
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infection, indicating that it may be missed in hospital patients with other
clinical problems, say the authors.

A recent respiratory infection was more common among those patients
who'd had a heart attack and doubled the risk.

But after taking account of other influential factors, such as age, high
cholesterol, and smoking, flu did not increase heart attack risk. But
vaccination against the infection did seem to be protective, decreasing
the risk of a heart attack by 45%.

Previous research suggests that infections such as flu might encourage
blood to thicken or prompt an inflammatory response in arteries that are
already diseased, so sparking the development of a blockage.

Extending the flu vaccination programme to 50 to 64 year olds has been
mooted before, but not considered to be cost effective, say the authors.
However, cardiovascular disease, which causes a great deal of illness and
death in older adults, wasn't taken into consideration in these estimates,
they add.

"As such, even a small effect of influenza vaccination in preventing
[heart attacks] may have significant population health gains," they write.

They call for the issues to be explored further, and at the very least say
that doctors should be aware that flu is an underlying and poorly
diagnosed condition in hospital patients and that the flu jab seems to
lessen the risk of a heart attack in susceptible patients.

  More information: Ischaemic heart disease, influenza and influenza
vaccination: a prospective case control study, Heart, Online First DOI:
10.1136/heartjnl-2013-304320
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