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Asymptomatic atrial fibrillation poses
challenges for cardiac care
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All-cause mortality of asymptomatic versus symptomatic patients in PAF and
SAF. Kaplan-Meier curves for the incidences of all-cause death between

asymptomatic and symptomatic patients with PAF (left) and SAF (right). HR =
hazard ratio. Credit: CHEST
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Atrial fibrillation (AF) can often be asymptomatic, leading to difficulties
in diagnosis and untreated risks for morbidity and mortality. The
occurrence of paroxysmal AF (PAF), in which the fibrillation event is
intermittent, resolves without medical intervention and lasts for less than
seven days, adds another layer of diagnostic complication. In a study
published in the journal Chest, researchers found that asymptomatic PAF
patients are more likely to be older, male, and have more comorbidities
and a higher risk of stroke than symptomatic patients. In an analysis of a
sustained AF (SAF) group, the prevalence of major comorbidities and
stroke risk were comparable in both asymptomatic and symptomatic
patients.

According to lead author Masahiro Esato, MD, Ph.D., of the Department
of Arrhythmia, Ijinkai Takeda General Hospital, Japan, "Although
asymptomatic AF is common in daily 'real-world' clinical practice, the
relationship between patient characteristics/clinical outcomes and
symptom presentation has not been consistent across studies and
therefore remains controversial. Our study was designed to shed light on
this relationship.” He notes that no detailed recommendation for
asymptomatic AF management has been described, even in the latest AF
guidelines.

Using data from the Fushimi AF Registry, a community-based
prospective survey of patients with AF who visited the participating
medical institutions in Fushimi-ku, Japan, researchers investigated the
clinical characteristics and outcomes of asymptomatic and symptomatic
patients with PAF (1,837 patients) and SAF (1,912 patients). In the PAF
group, 689 were asymptomatic; while in the SAF group, 1,282 were
asymptomatic. Median follow-up was 1,099 days.

Baseline clinical characteristics of all patients were collected, including a
history of stroke or systemic embolism, heart failure, diabetes mellitus,

heart failure, hypertension, and other medical conditions, as well as
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assessment stroke risk factor scores for patients with nonrheumatic atrial
fibrillation. Use of oral anticoagulants and other drug therapies was also
tracked.

The clinical characteristics and outcomes of asymptomatic AF patients
were different between the PAF and SAF groups. During the follow-up
period, the investigators found that all-cause mortality was higher in
asymptomatic than symptomatic patients but only in the PAF group.
This study also found poorer clinical outcomes in asymptomatic patients
compared with the clinical outcomes of symptomatic patients in the PAF
group but not in the SAF group.

Although this study had several limitations, including its observational
nature, data only drawn from an urban district in Japan, and other
factors, the investigators maintain that useful lessons may be learned.
"Despite these limitations, our study highlights the differences in the
clinical profile and outcomes between asymptomatic and symptomatic
patients in both the PAF and SAF groups," commented lead investigator
Masaharu Akao, MD, Ph.D., of the Department of Cardiology, National
Hospital Organization, Kyoto Medical Center, Kyoto, Japan. "The
present data also showed that asymptomatic patients with PAF may not
receive adequate treatment, and thus early detection and more intensive
medical management of these patients are recommended."

More information: Masahiro Esato et al, Clinical Impact of
Asymptomatic Presentation Status in Patients With Paroxysmal and
Sustained Atrial Fibrillation, Chest (2017). DOI:
10.1016/j.chest.2017.08.004
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