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Association between atrial high rate episode burden and autonomic and vascular function in patients
with implanted cardiac device
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Background: Patients who experience frequent atrial high rate episodes
(AHREs), recorded on implantable cardiac devices, are at an increased risk
of stroke and systemic embolism. Increased duration of AHRE is related to
higher risk of thromboembolic event. The underlying pathophysiology is un-
clear; however, autonomic and/or endothelial dysfunction may contribute.
Purpose: We tested the hypothesis that patients with high AHRE burden
have worse autonomic and vascular function compared to patients with low
AHRE burden.
Design: We studied 44 patients split in two groups: high AHRE burden
(longest AHRE ≥24 hours; n=22) and low AHRE burden (longest AHRE
<24 hours; n=22). Resting time- and frequency-domain measures of HRV
were determined to index cardiac autonomic function. High-resolution ultra-
sound was used to measure brachial artery diameter at rest and during re-
active hyperaemia (endothelium-dependent flow mediated dilation (FMD)).

Results: FMD was higher in the low AHRE burden group compared to
high AHRE group (5.5% [95% confidence interval (CI):3.4–7.6] vs 3.1%
[95% CI: 1.9–6.2]; p=0.04) (table 1). Mean heart rate (p<0.001) and AHRE
burden (p=0.02) were independent predictors of FMD on multivariate anal-
ysis. Time-domain, frequency-domain and non-linear indices of HRV were
not significantly different between the groups. A slower heart rate (Spear-
man’s rho 0.369; p=0.01) and high AHRE burden (Spearman’s rho −0.315;
p=0.04) were independently associated with changes seen on FMD follow-
ing adjustment for multiple variables (p=0.001 and p=0.03 respectively).
Conclusion: Endothelium-dependent FMD is impaired in patients with
high AHRE burden, while HRV derived indices of autonomic function were
not affected by AHRE burden. Endothelial dysfunction may play an impor-
tant role in the adverse outcomes seen in patients who experience frequent
AHRE.
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