030228 – Rheumatoid Arthritis boost women heart risk

NEW YORK (Reuters Health) - Women with rheumatoid arthritis are more likely to have a heart attack than those without the chronic condition, according to a new analysis of findings from a large, long-running study. 

Women with the disease, caused by a misguided immune system attack on the body's joint tissue, were twice as likely to have a heart attack, researchers from Harvard Medical School found. And those with rheumatoid arthritis for more than 10 years had triple the heart attack risk of women without the immune system disorder. 

The Nurses' Health Study, which began in 1976, includes 114,342 women. Five-hundred and twenty-seven of the participants developed rheumatoid arthritis during the course of the study, while 3,622 had heart attacks. 

While previous studies have documented a connection between rheumatoid arthritis and heart disease, this study is the largest to date and the first study to look at healthy people, rather than severely ill patients. The findings are published in Monday's rapid access issue of Circulation: Journal of the American Heart Association. 

"The association between inflammation and heart disease is strengthened with the findings of this study," said Dr. Daniel Solomon, a rheumatologist at Brigham and Women's Hospital in Boston and one of the study's authors. "The results really suggest there is indeed increased risk for heart attack." 

Rheumatoid arthritis is characterized by inflammation of the lining of joints and internal organs, leading to swelling, pain, stiffness, and the possible loss of function. 

Although much has been learned about the process leading to rheumatoid arthritis, researchers have yet to discover why it might lead to heart problems. According to the researchers, the link between rheumatoid arthritis and cardiovascular disease may stem from "the inflammatory underpinnings of atherosclerosis," or clogging of arteries. 

The researchers also found the women with rheumatoid arthritis were older, smoked slightly more, exercised less and were more likely to have a parent who suffered a heart attack before age 60 than those without the disease. However, Solomon noted, those genetic and lifestyle differences did not affect the results of the study, which, he said, establishes rheumatoid arthritis as an important marker for increased heart attack risk. 

"Even after we adjusted for those factors, we still found a two-fold increased risk of heart attacks compared with women without rheumatoid arthritis," he said. "So, that's why this is so important." 

Solomon said the findings demonstrate a need for patients with rheumatoid arthritis and doctors to identify, manage and prevent risk factors for heart problems. 

"Patients should be aware they may be at increased risk for cardiovascular disease and specifically heart attacks," while doctors should test for and "meticulously control" risk factors, Solomon said. 
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