
 

Blood thinners on 'as needed' basis is safe
and effective for lowering stroke risk as
compared to long-term use

May 6 2016

Patients with atrial fibrillation (AF), a rapid irregular heartbeat caused
by pooling blood in the heart which can lead to heart failure and stroke,
are often treated with an ablation, a minimally invasive procedure used
to remove the tissue which causes the pooled blood. Following this
procedure, patients are often prescribed long-term, daily oral
anticoagulation medications—also known as blood thinners. However, a
new study shows the use of novel anticoagulants for AF prescribed on an
"as-needed basis" guided by diligent pulse monitoring, can be a safe and
effective alternative to lowering overall risk of stroke. Researchers from
the Perelman School of Medicine at the University of Pennsylvania
presented their findings today at the Heart Rhythm Society's 37th
Annual Scientific Session in San Francisco.

Oral anticoagulation therapy is recommended in patients with infrequent
AF and high risk of stroke, however, prolonged use of blood thinners is
associated with a higher bleeding risk. To determine an alternate but
effective therapy, the researchers enrolled 100 patients age 45-78 with
significant stroke risk and coupled with diligent pulse
monitoring—manually or by using a smartphone - twice a day with "as
needed" anticoagulants for the treatment of AF. Patients were provided
with novel oral anticoagulants and were instructed to start taking the
medication if they suspected or detected an AF episode lasting longer
than one hour.
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"This kind of approach to anticoagulation therapy requires an open line
of communication between the patient and the care team, and calls for a
specific type of patient. We call them "highly motivated patients," said
lead author Monica Pammer, PA-C, a physician assistant in
Electrophysiology at the Hospital of the University of Pennsylvania.
"These are patients who were actively seeking, preparing for and are
committed to the alternate treatment method, and who are informed
about how to diligently and effectively monitor their pulse throughout
the day."

Researchers followed the participates for approximately 23 months,
during which time 28 patients started taking the blood thinner at least
once for a suspected or detected AF episode, and only 10 patients
transitioned back to chronic oral anticoagulation therapy for recurrent
AF. No patients experienced a stroke or transient ischemic attack - also
called a mini-stroke—and there was only one mild bleeding incident that
required medical attention.

"It is extremely common for patients with AF to seek treatment that does
not involve the use of chronic oral anticoagulants therapy, as there are
other risks associated with their long term use," said co-author Francis E.
Marchlinski, MD, FHRS, director of Electrophysiology for the
University of Pennsylvania Health System and Richard T. and Angela
Clark President's Distinguished Professor in the Perelman School of
Medicine at the University of Pennsylvania. "The goal of this study was
to find a safe and effected treatment option, and our initial results
support 'as-needed' blood thinners and pulse monitoring as the
alternative."

All patients enrolled had no AF recurrences during an extended period
of telemetry monitoring before the study began, and were willing and
able to check their pulses manually or by a smartphone-enabled device
twice a day. Of these patients, 84 had been ablated, sixteen were being
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treated with drug therapy, and three had implanted devices that served as
a quality control check.

"While this is an observational study with a relatively small patient
sample, further research is certainly needed to better understand
alternate treatment options," said Pammer. "And, we stress that 'as-
needed' blood thinners should not be considered unless the patient
qualifies as highly motivated."
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