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Background: Clinical guidelines endorse digoxin use for heart rate control in patients with atrial fibrillation, but this recommendation is based on 
limited, older clinical data. We sought to evaluate outcomes associated with digoxin in a contemporary cohort of incident atrial fibrillation patients.

methods: We identified all adults diagnosed with incident atrial fibrillation between January 2006 and June 2009 within Kaiser Permanente 
Northern California and Southern California and without a history of heart failure or digoxin use. We used multivariable extended Cox regression to 
examine the association between newly initiated digoxin use and risk of death and hospitalization, after adjustment for demographic characteristics, 
comorbidity, selected laboratory results, medications, and the propensity to receive digoxin. We also conducted analyses stratified by age and 
gender.

results: Among 23,272 newly diagnosed atrial fibrillation patients, 2997 (12.9%) received digoxin during follow-up. During a median 0.8 
(interquartile range 0.38-1.47) years of follow-up, incident digoxin use was associated with a higher rate of death (9.49 vs. 4.27 per 100 person 
years) but no difference in the rate of hospitalization (3.18 vs. 3.25 per 100 person years). After adjustment for potential confounders, incident 
digoxin use was associated with more than twofold increased risk of death (adjusted hazard ratio [HR] 2.06, 95% CI: 1.73-2.45), and no significant 
difference in the risk of hospitalization (HR 1.05, 95% CI: 0.98-1.13). Results were consistent in analyses stratified by gender and age.

conclusions: In patients with incident atrial fibrillation, digoxin use was independently associated with a higher risk of death but no significant 
difference in the risk of hospitalization. Given other available options for heart rate control, the role of digoxin in the management of atrial fibrillation 
should be reconsidered.
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