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It is well known, that the left atrium plays an

important role in filling of the left ventricle: In first

instance by being a reservoir of expansion during

systole, than by being a conduit phase during diastole

and finally by an active phase (if sinus rhythm is

present) during late diastole [1]. This active phase has

an important role in compensation of decreased left

ventricular compliance in patients with heart failure.

It is well known, that cardiac output decreases with

15–20% in patients who are in atrial fibrillation or are

only paced in the ventricle [2]. This is not only of

importance from pathophysiological point of view,

but left atrial function is also an independent

determinant of prognosis in patients with heart

failure [3]. Stretch of the left atrium is generally

controlled by intra-atrial pressure. The Frank–

Starling mechanism of the left atrium can be

described by a biphasic increase of contraction

force after increase of the stretch level.

Left atrial function has been investigated with

echocardiography for a long time [4].

One can make simple measurements of left atrial

size or left atrial volume but also try to quantify left

atrial function with Doppler and tissue Doppler.

During heart failure, atrial function is characterised

by augmented reservoir and pump function. This can

be measured with pulsed wave Doppler across the

mitral valve, which is generally expressed by a

decreased E/A ratio. However, there is a marked

heterogeneity among heart failure patients with

pseudo normal patterns and restrictive filling pat-

terns. This makes it difficult to use pulsed wave

Doppler as a determinant of prognosis and guide

therapy. The current paper of Tripokiadis et al. [5],

describes the measurement of left atrial ejection

volume and left atrial ejection force in patients with

heart failure. The method is not new and has been

described in normal volunteers and patients with

atrial fibrillation [6]. Although there were some

limitations of the study in sample size, matching of

age groups and gender, the authors were able to

demonstrate, that left atrial function increases during

heart failure and so compensated the decrease of left

ventricular function. The model, described by Tri-

pokiadis et al. can be used to estimate atrial function

in patients with systolic and diastolic left ventricular

dysfunction but also to evaluate the influence of

atrial contribution to ventricular filling after medical

treatment. Doing so, individual treatment can be

optimised not only taking into account the clinical

status, renal status, ventricular remodelling and

neurohormonal status (BNP), but also atrial contri-

bution to left ventricular filling.
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