
 

Want to cut US heart risks? Get more people
into primary care, study suggests
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When someone has a heart attack or a stroke, specialized care can give
them the best chance of surviving.
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But when it comes to preventing those problems in the first place, most
essential care happens in general primary care clinics, a new study
suggests. Or it doesn't happen at all if someone can't, won't, or doesn't
take the time to see a primary care doctor or nurse practitioner.

The study finds that a majority of people with any of these key measures
for improving and maintaining cardiovascular health, and the majority of
those taking medication to control four of those measures, saw only a
primary care clinician in the past year, compared with those who saw a
cardiologist alone or in addition to seeing a primary care provider.

The study focuses on seven of what the American Heart Association
calls "Life's Essential Eight" controllable risk factors for cardiovascular
disease: high cholesterol, high blood pressure, diabetes, very high body
mass index, tobacco use, low exercise and sleep problems such as
insomnia. The data source used in the study doesn't include information
about the eighth risk factor, healthy food intake.

The study also finds that large percentages of people with these major
cardiovascular risk factors didn't see either type of health care provider
in the past year, even if they said they were taking medications to control
their blood pressure, cholesterol, blood sugar, or stop smoking.

More than 50% of all tobacco users, 44% of those who say they have
low levels of physical activity, and 38% of those with severe obesity said
they hadn't seen a primary care provider or cardiologist in the last year.
Even among those taking medication to control cardiovascular risk
factors, 15% to 20% said they hadn't seen any provider in the past year.

The study is published in Circulation: Cardiovascular Quality and
Outcomes by a team from Michigan Medicine, the University of
Michigan's academic medical center, OhioHealth, and Weill Cornell
Medicine.
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They used data from more than 66,000 adults interviewed in-depth about
their health and health care in the last year, through the nationally
representative Medical Expenditure Panel Survey conducted by the
federal government.

Lead author Jeremy Sussman, M.D., M.Sc., and co-author Madeline
Sterling, M.D., M.P.H., serve on the American Heart Association's
Primary Care Science Committee, which is working on a report on the
role of primary care in cardiovascular health.

"As a society, we need to recognize that preventing common conditions
requires providers who can see patients often and see the whole patient,
which is the role of primary care," said Sussman, a general internist and
associate professor in the U-M Department of Internal Medicine.

"While specialists and subspecialists often write cardiovascular care
guidelines, this study shows that access to primary care is crucial to
preventing or delaying some of the most common causes of death in the
nation."

The current crisis in access to primary care for American adults does not
bode well for making inroads on the "Essential Eight," Sussman notes.
That crisis is caused by both a shortage of and uneven distribution of
physicians, nurse practitioners, and physician assistants who choose to
practice general internal medicine, family medicine, and geriatrics.

Long waits for appointments and the inability to find a provider who is
accepting new patients could delay the identification and management of
cardiovascular risk factors, including starting new preventive
medications or adjusting doses to control risk factors appropriately.

People who should make sure to see a primary care provider at least
once a year—even just via a telehealth appointment—include those who
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have already been prescribed an antihypertensive medication to bring
down high blood pressure, a diabetes drug to bring down blood sugar, a
statin to control cholesterol or a prescription quit-smoking medication.

Regular checkups can help ensure they're getting the most preventive
power out of these medicines.

But even if they're not taking medication, most adults with at least one
cardiovascular risk factor on the "Essential Eight" list should be seeing a
primary care provider regularly, Sussman said.

"Primary care providers today can manage high blood pressure, high
cholesterol, most cases of diabetes, and tobacco cessation without having
to refer to a specialist, though of course specialists play a key role in
more complex prevention cases and post-incident care," he said. "They
can also be important entry routes to nutrition counseling, weight
management, and exercise programs, and sleep disorders diagnosis and
treatment."

Policy measures to enhance access to primary care by training more
providers and incentivizing them to practice in shortage areas and efforts
to support primary care providers in managing cardiovascular risk
factors will be important, the authors say. But in the immediate
timeframe, they urge individuals with any of these risk factors to request
an appointment with their clinic or seek one out if they don't have a
regular primary care provider.

  More information: Michael E. Johansen et al, Clinical Care for Life's
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