
Introduction

Atrial Fibrillation (AF) is a common post operative 
complication after coronary artery bypass graft 
surgery. The incidence of post-operative AF is 
approximately 30% after isolated coronary artery 
bypass grafting (CABG), 40% after valve replace-

ments or repair, and approximately 50% after 
combined procedures.1-3 The etiology of postop-
erative AF is not well understood, although mul-
tiple mechanisms such as neurohormonal activa-
tion, volume overload, and inflammation have 
been proposed.4 Advanced age, history of AF or 
COPD, valve surgery, and withdrawal of beta-
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Abstract 
Background 
Atrial Fibrillation (AF) is a common postoperative complication after coronary artery bypass grafting. There is 
contradictory evidence as to whether pre-operative statin use lowers the incidence of postoperative AF. This study 
aimed to assess whether pre operative statin therapy prevents the post-operative AF.

Methods  
In this retrospective cohort study we used a propensity score–matching analysis to evaluate the effect of pre-
operative treatment with statins on postoperative atrial fibrillation. There were 427 matched pairs of patients. 
Primary outcome was the incidence of postoperative AF. Secondary outcomes were 30 day mortality, stroke, 
myocardial infarction and length of hospital stay

Results
The incidence of postoperative AF was not different in the statin users compared with the nonusers (123, 28.1%, 
versus 127, 29.7%, respectively; p = 0.764). The 30 day mortality (6, 1.4%, versus 8, 1.9%; p = 0.590), stroke (10, 
2.3%, versus 8, 1.9%; p = 0.634), myocardial infarction (2, 0.5%, versus 0, 0.0%; p = 0.499) and length of hospital 
stay in days (11.8 ± 9.0, versus 11.9 ± 9.3; p = 0.544) did not differ significantly between the two groups.

Conclusions 
In a propensity-matched cohort of patients undergoing coronary bypass surgery, we could not demonstrate that 
preoperative statins were protective for the development of post operative atrial fibrillation.



blockers or angiotensin-converting enzyme (ACE) 
inhibitors are other risk factors for AF after CABG 
surgery.1-4 Post-operative AF has been shown to be 
associated with increased risk of mortality, mor-
bidity, thromboembolic stroke, hemodynamic 
compromise, increased cost of care and prolonged 
length of hospital stay.5-8 Many studies have inves-
tigated the benefits of pharmacologic prophylaxis 
to reduce post-operative AF, though AF remains a 
persistent problem and a worthwhile target to re-
duce morbidity and length of stay after open heart 
surgery.

The anti-inflammatory properties of statins may 
have a protective effect on the development of 
atrial fibrillation.9 Several small observational 
studies investigated the role of prior statin use 
on the incidence of AF following open heart sur-
gery10-11 and in other clinical settings.9,12 These 
studies were limited in scope and size, and came 
to differing conclusions. A recent meta-analysis 
was published examining pre-procedural statin 
use in patients undergoing percutaneous coro-
nary revascularization, CABG, or noncardiac sur-
gery.13 Six studies 14-19 randomized 748 patients 
before CABG and assessed postoperative atrial 
fibrillation, often as a secondary endpoint, and 
found that AF was significantly less in statin pre-
treated patients (73 of 376, 0.19) than control or 
placebo (137 of 372, 0.37, relative risk 0.54, 95% CI 
0.43-0.68).13

Because of the limitations of observational data, as 
well as a meta-analysis of small trials with obvi-
ous heterogeneity, we sought to evaluate the hy-
pothesis that preoperative statins reduce AF using 
propensity matching in a large, prospectively col-
lected cohort of patients undergoing open heart 
surgery.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Patient Population

All patients undergoing open-heart surgery at 
JFK Hospital, Atlantis, FL, are prospectively en-
rolled in the Society of Thoracic Surgeons Adult 
Cardiac Surgery Database (version 2.61). We iden-
tified all patients who underwent coronary artery 
bypass grafting (CABG) without any concomitant 
procedure between January 2005 and Decem-

ber 2009. There were 1,467 patients identified, of 
which 198 patients had a previous history of atrial 
fibrillation or flutter, or in which the surgery was 
performed off-pump, and were excluded from 
the study sample. The remaining 1,269 patients, 
of which 842 (66.3%) received preoperative statin 
therapy and 427 (33.6%) did not, constituted the 
clinical material for this comparative analysis. 
This study was presented to the Institutional Re-
view Board and Waiver of Informed Consent was 
granted based on its retrospective nature and lack 
of identity disclosure.

Data Management and Statistical Analysis

Data were collected by trained abstractors con-
currently or shortly after hospital discharge. Data 
were recorded in a standard manner using the So-
ciety of Thoracic Surgeons Adult Cardiac Surgery 
Database guidelines. Demographic and clinical 
data are presented as frequency distributions and 
simple percentages. Values of continuous vari-
ables are expressed as mean ± standard deviation. 
Univariate analysis of selected preoperative, in-
traoperative and postoperative discrete variables 
was accomplished by chi-square, the continuity-
adjusted chi-square analysis or a 2-tailed Fisher 
exact test with the appropriate degrees of freedom 
to test for the equality of proportions in the case 
of categorical variables. Two-sample Student’s t-
tests (two-tailed) were used to test for the equal-
ity of means for continuous variables. A logistic 
regression model was used to calculate each pa-
tient’s propensity score. 20 A score between 0 and 1 
was generated and used to summarize a collection 
of covariates, indicating the likelihood of a patient 
receiving or not receiving statin therapy preop-
eratively. Using Rosenbaum’s 21 optimal match-
ing algorithms, patients who did not receive statin 
therapy were then matched to those who did. This 
approach minimizes the overall distance between 
observations and was conducted using Mahalano-
bis distance within propensity score calipers (no 
matches outside the calipers). The application of 
this matching technique controls for potential con-
founding variables. Data collected were analyzed 
using the biostatistical capabilities of the Number 
Cruncher Statistical Systems (NCSS), Kaysville, 
UT. A significant difference between measure-
ments was defined as p less than or equal to 0.050.
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RESULTS

IOf 1,269 patients undergoing isolated CABG 
surgery, 842 (66.3%) patients were receiving pre-
operative statin therapy and 427(33.6%) were not 
on statin therapy. Baseline characteristics of the 
study population are shown in Table 1. Compared 
with the control group, the patients receiving 
statins had a higher prevalence of hypertension 
and diabetes mellitus, angiotensin-converting en-
zyme (ACE) inhibitor and beta-blocker use. The 
incidence of postoperative atrial fibrillation (the 
period from arrival in the intensive care unit until 
hospital discharge) by univariate analysis was not 

statistically different in the statin users compared 
with the nonusers as shown in Table 3 (264, 31.4% 
versus 127, 29.7% respectively; p: 0.557).

To reduce the effect of treatment selection bias and 
potential confounding in this observational study, 
we used a propensity score–matching analysis to 
evaluate the pure effect of preoperative treatment 
with statins on end points. After propensity-score 
matching was performed for the entire population, 
there were 427 matched pairs of patients (Table 2). 
In the matched cohorts, there was no significant 
difference between the statin and the control group

 www.jafib.com 12 Jul-Aug, 2011 | Vol 4 | Issue 2                           

Journal of Atrial Fibrillation Original Research

Table 1 : Comparison of Preoperative Variables by Patient Group

Study Name Statin No Statin p-value
No of Patients (%) 842(100.0) a 427 (100.0) 1
Male 668 (79.3) 317 (74.7) 0.061

TRENDS24

TRENDS24
50% Pacemaker
31% ICD
19% CRT

Allowed, but not required ≥5.5 hours

Biotronik25 100% CRT Allowed, but not required ≥3.8 hours

Female 174 (20.7) 108 (25.3) 0.042

Age ( mean years) 66.8 65.6 0.077

Hypertension 701 (83.3) 317 (73.3) 0.001

Diabetes Mellitus 333 (39.5) 123 (28.8) 0.001

Renal Dysfunction 41 (4.9) 15 (3.5) 0.266

COPD 76 (9.0) 46 (10.8) 0.319

Ejection Fraction
(mean)= 50.4 48.6 48.6

Prior CABG 10 (1.2) 3 (0.7) 0.561

ACEI / ARB 341 (40.5) 123 (28.8) 0.001

Beta Blocker 681 (80.9) 312 (73.1) 0.001

Perfusion Time
(min) 100.8 101.0 0.907

Graft to Right 178 (21.1) 88 (20.6) 0.826

COPD: Chronic Obstructive Pulmonary Disease, ACEI: Angiotensin converting enzyme inhibitor, ARB: Angio- tensin receptor 
blocker.
a Numbers in parentheses are percentages



for any covariate. In this population, calculated 
overall incidence of postoperative atrial fibrilla-
tion was not different in the statin users compared 
with the nonusers (123, 28.1%, versus 127, 29.7%, 
respectively; p = 0.764) (Tables 3 and 4.) Second-
ary outcomes were not affected by prior statin use 
(table 5).

DISCUSSION

Despite the advance in cardiac anesthesia, myo-
cardial protection, and surgical techniques, the 
incidence of postoperative AF remains high. 
Aside from established AF risk factors such as 
advanced age, COPD, low ejection fraction, and 
others, inflammation and oxidative stress might 
be involved in the development, recurrence, and 
persistence of atrial fibrillation. It has been shown 
that statin therapy, in addition to its antiathero-
sclerotic effects, may have antioxidant 22 and 
anti-inflammatory properties 23-24 and may reduce 

the incidence of AF.

The aim of our study was to evaluate the associa-
tion between preoperative use of statins and post-
operative incidence of atrial fibrillation in a large 
propensity score–matched group of patients who 
underwent isolated CABG. We found no statisti-
cally significant difference between the group on 
statin therapy preoperatively as compared to the 
patients not on statins in terms of post-operative 
incidence of atrial fibrillation. When we analyzed 
the independent predictors of postoperative inci-
dence of atrial fibrillation using a multivariate lo-
gistic regression among the matched population, 
preoperative statin treatment had no relationship 
to the development of postoperative atrial fibrilla-
tion.

prospective observational study by Amar et al 12 
showed that pre-operative statin use was associ-
ated with more than threefold reduction in the risk 
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Table 2 Comparison of Preoperative Variables by Patient Group Following Propensity Analysis and Matching.

Variables Statin No Statin p-value
No of Patients (%) 427 (100.0) a 427 (100.0) 1
Male 329 (77.0) 317 (74.7) 0.424
Female 98 (23.0) 108 (25.3) 0.632

Age ( mean years) 65.7 65.6 0.958

Hypertension 323 (75.6) 313 (73.3) 0.433

Diabetes Mellitus 125 (29.3) 123 (28.8) 0.880

Renal Dysfunction 15 (4.9) 15 (3.5) 1.000

COPD 43 (10.1) 46 (10.8) 0.737

Ejection Fraction 41 (4.9) 15 (3.5) 0.266

Prior CABG 2 (0.5) 3 (0.7) 1.000

ACEI / ARB 123 (28.3) 123 (28.8) 1.000

Beta Blocker 319 (74.7) 312 (73.1) 0.586

Perfusion Time 341 (40.5) 123 (28.8) 0.001

Graft to Right
Coronary Artery 103.0 101.0 0.374

COPD: Chronic Obstructive Pulmonary Disease, ACEI: Angiotensin converting enzyme inhibitor, ARB: Angio- tensin receptor 
blocker.
a Numbers in parentheses are percentages



Study Limitations:

Propensity score analysis, while a useful method
for reducing bias in observational studies when
randomization to treatment groups is not possi-
ble, is not a substitute for a large and prospec-
tively randomized group of patients to directly 
test the hypothesis.  The study is limited by its 
design because it provides associations, but not 
cause and effect.  Only a randomized, controlled 
trial could permit a conclusion that statins pro-
tect against post operative AF. Nevertheless, our 
study is based on a large sample size and there-
fore reflects the general  population  of  patients  
undergoing  CABG.

Another limitation of our study is the lack of in- 
formation about left atrial enlargement, timing 
and dose of preoperative statin treatment, du- 
ration of preoperative statin treatment, or post- 
operative variables such as volume overload or 
electrolyte imbalance (hypomagnesemia, hypo- 
kalemia) which are independent risk factors for 
atrial fibrillation and are necessarily limited in 
scope in a database analysis. A selection bias 
might be present because there was no uniform 
indication for the use of statins and thus clinical 
indexes (e.g., hypertension, diabetes mellitus, and 
ejection fraction) were associated with statin use 
The occurrence of atrial fibrillation was moni-
tored for the duration of hospitalization, but this 
dura- tion was variable depending on the post-op 
length of stay of the patients, though observation 
bias is likely  to  have  influenced both  groups  
similarly.

Conclusions
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of AF after noncardiac thoracic surgery. Marin 
et al did show that the statin use was related to 
a lower incidence of AF after CABG (odds ratio 
0.52, 95% confidence interval 0.28 – 0.96, p = 0.038) 
.10 but this study was limited due to relatively 
small sample size of 234 patients.

A large retrospective observational study by 
Miceli et al 11 however showed that preopera-
tive statin use was associated with a significantly 
higher incidence of postoperative atrial fibrilla-
tion compared to no statin treatment in patients 
undergoing isolated coronary artery bypass 
grafting. Thus observational trials, despite their 
susceptibility to confounding, do not come to a 
consistent conclusion as to the prospective value 
of statins to reduce AF post CABG.

A recent meta-analysis performed a structured 
literature review from the mid 1960s until Febru-
ary, 2010, to disclose all studies that examined AF 
following coronary intervention, CABG and non-
cardiac surgery.13 This review identified 8 trials of 
statins of which 6 reported the outcome of postop-
erative AF.14-19 While the combined outcomes fa-
vored statins, the trials were heterogeneous with 
respect to size (40-200 patients) as well as type of 
surgery (off-pump or not specified). Only 3 trials 
identified postop AF as a primary aim.14,16,18 While 
prospective randomized trials represent the high-
est level of evidence, circumspection is warranted 
because of past experience with pooled small tri-
als of nitrates and magnesium showing mortality 
reduction for acute MI, while a larger random-
ized trial came to a different and definitive con-
clusion.25 We therefore suggest that a meta-anal-
ysis of 6 small heterogeneous trials may not yield 
definitive conclusions with certainty.

Journal of Atrial Fibrillation Original Research

Table 3 Comparison of Preoperative Variables by Univariate Analysis.

Variables Statin No Statin p-value

No of Patients (%) 842 (100.0) a 427 (100) 1

Atrial
Fibrillation 264 (31.4) 127 (29.7) 0.557

a Numbers in parentheses are percentages



In a propensity-matched cohort of patients un-
dergoing open heart surgery, we could not dem-
onstrate that preoperative statins were protective 
for the development of postoperative atrial fibrilla-
tion. Since our findings differ from a meta-analysis 
of fewer than 900 patients in 6 heterogeneous tri-
als, a firm conclusion must await a large, prospec-
tive trial.
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