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 Blockers, lipids, and
coronary atherosclerosis: fact
or fiction?

Together with other antihypertensive agents [ blockers
disturb the plasma lipoprotein profile.! Thus investigators
have assumed that treatment with {3 blockers might increase
the risk of developing coronary atherosclerosis®* as well as
being a reason why the major antihypertension studies have
not shown a reduction in deaths from coronary artery
disease.*’

At least 80 published reports have detailed the lipoprotein
responses to 3 blockers but in only 33 were these given
exclusively for four weeks or more.* The data show that the
most consistent change with  blockers without intrinsic
sympathomimetic activity is an increase in the concentration
of triglycerides and a reduction in that of total high density
lipoproteins. Nevertheless, most studies have found no
significant change in these lipid fractions. Cardioselectivity
does not appear to affect these responses, although the effects
of non-selective agents possessing intrinsic sympatho-
mimetic activity are not as pronounced.”" Pindolol, a drug
with intrinsic sympathomimetic activity, may even increase
the total high density lipoprotein concentration in the short
term," "* though this effect was not confirmed in a large study
over one year."

A low total high density lipoprotein concentration is
associated with an increased risk of developing coronary
artery disease,”' and some' but not all*" reports have
suggested that hypertriglyceridaemia may also be a risk
indicator. There is no epidemiological evidence, however,
that the rises of triglyceride or falls of high density lipo-
protein concentrations seen in patients treated with f3
blockers substantially alter the risk. Any assumption
that 3 blockers exacerbate coronary atherosclerosis must
therefore be regarded as speculative.

Given to patients who have had a myocardial infarction
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[ blockers reduce total mortality, as well as the frequency of
sudden death and non-fatal reinfarction. Thus there is a
discrepancy between the action of [ blockers in trials
of treatment of hypertension against those of myocardial
infarction. How strong is the thesis that lowering blood
pressure with f3 blockers does not affect coronary mortality?
Of nine major antihypertension trials,”*?* in a total of
49000 patients, pooling the results shows only 44 fewer
deaths in the treated group.? Nevertheless, these trials are all
based on short periods of treatment and the longest of them
had a statistical power of only 50% to detect a 15% reduction
in mortality from coronary heart disease.® Longer treatment
might produce a true effect as possibly the atherosclerotic
process takes a long time to evolve and thus modify. Any
benefit may, moreover, be masked by cigarette smoking as
both the International Prospective Primary Prevention Study
and the Medical Research Council trials show a reduction in
the incidence of myocardial infarction in male non-smokers
taking 3 blockers.*’

Possibly also overzealous reduction of the blood pressure
may not be associated with better survival. Lowering
diastolic blood pressure below 85-90 mm Hg may be as-
sociated with a greater risk of myocardial infarction than if
the blood pressure was maintained over 90 mm Hg,”*
especially in patients with known coronary heart disease.”
Possibly myocardial perfusion becomes critical at a diastolic
blood pressure of about 85 mm Hg, or lower in some patients
with coronary heart disease.?* Finally, one study that aimed
at optimal blood pressure control in high risk hypertensive
patients reported a reduction in the mortality from stroke
and myocardial infarction despite a rise in the plasma
triglyceride concentrations.*

Despite the lipoprotein changes with f§ blockers, atheroma
may be inhibited or even regress. An early study suggesting
this noted that rabbits receiving high cholesterol diets had
less severe aortic atherosclerosis when given propranolol,®
results confirmed by Chobanian, who showed that this effect
was independent of the changes in blood pressure or lipid
concentrations.*

Should we regard the disturbances of lipoprotein meta-
bolism important given the beneficial effects of § blockers?
The answer must be yes, though such changes may not
have been correctly interpreted. Until we have clear epi-
demiological evidence of an increased risk of coronary
atherosclerosis with these drugs, however, it would be
unreasonable to abandon them in favour of other anti-
hypertensive drugs. After all, together with diuretics,
[ blockers are the only antihypertensive drugs which have
been shown to reduce mortality and morbidity in patients
with hypertension. They have also been used successfully for
the long term treatment of patients with ischaemic heart
disease and cardiomyopathy for several years.

ROBIN ] NORTHCOTE

Senior Registrar in General Medicine and Cardiology,
Royal Infirmary,
Glasgow G31 2ER

1 Ballantyne D, Ballantyne FC. Thiazides, beta-blockers and lipoproteins. Posigrad Med F
1983;59:483-8.

2 Shaw ], England JDS, Hua ASP. Beta-blockers and plasma triglycerides. Br Med ¥ 1978;i:986.

3 Helgeland A, Hjermann I, Leren P, Enger S, Holme I. High density lipoprotein and cholesterol
and antihypertensive drugs: the Oslo study. Br Med ¥ 1978;i:403.

4 Northcote RJ, Todd IC, Ballantyne D. Beta-blockers and lipoproteins: a review of current
knowledge. Scott Med § 1986;31:220-8.

S Helgeland A. Treatment of mild hypertension: a five year controlled drug trial. The Oslo study.
Am ¥ Med 1980;60:725-32.

6 Hypertension Detection and Follow Up Program Co-operative Group. Five year findings of the
Hypertension Detection and Follow Up Program: I. Reduction in mortality of persons with
high blood pressure, including mild hypertension. JAMA 1979;242:2562-71.



732

7 National Heart Foundation of Australia Management Committee. The Australian therapeutic trial
in mild hypertension. Lancet 1980;i:1261-7.

8 Medical Research Council Working Party. MRC trial of treatment of mild hypertension: principal
results. Br Med ¥ 1985;291:97-104.

9 IPPPSH Collaborative Group. Cardiovascular risk and risk factors in a randomised trial of
treatment based on the beta-blocker oxprenolol. The International Prospective Primary
Prevention study in Hypertension (IPPPSH). ¥ Hypertens 1985;3:279-92.

10 Murphy MB, Surgue D, Trayner I, et al. Effects of short-term beta-adrenoceptor blockade
on serum lipids and lipoproteins in patients with hypertension or coronary artery disease.
Br Heart ¥ 1984;51:589-94.

11 Leren P, Eide I, Foss OP, et al. Antihypertensive drugs and blood lipids: the Oslo study.
J Cardiovasc Pharmacol 1982;4:222s-4s.

12 Lehtonen A, Hietanen E, Marniemi J, Peltonen P, Niskanen J. Effect of pindolol on serum lipids
and lipid metabolizing enzymes. Br ¥ Clin Pharmacol 1982;13:445s-7s.

13 Pasotti C, Capra A, Fiorella G, Vibelli C, Chierichetti SM. Effects of pindolol and metoprolol on
plasma lipids and lipoproteins. Br ¥ Clin Pharmacol 1982;13:435s-9s.

14 Northcote R], Ballantyne D. Beta-blockade and plasma lipoproteins. Comparison of the effects of
propranolol and pindolol on plasma lipoproteins and HDL-subfractions. Clin Sci 1987;72:
549-56.

15 Gordon T, Castelli WP, Hjortland MC, Kennel WB, Dawber TR. High density lipoproteins as a
protective factor against coronary heart disease. Am ¥ Med 1977;62:707-14.

16 Miller NE, Forde OH, Thelle DS, Mjos UD. The Tromsg heart study: high density lipoprotein
and coronary artery disease; a prospective case control study. Lancet 1977;i:965-70.

17 Carlson LA, Bottiger LE, Ahfeldt PE. Risk factors for myocardial infarction in the Stockholm
prospective study. Acta Med Scand 1979;206:351-60.

18 Castelli WP, Doyle JT, Gordon T, et al. HDL cholesterol and other lipids in coronary heart
disease. Circulation 1977;55:767-72.

19 Wilhelmsen L, Wedel H, Tibblin G. Multivariate analysis of risk factors for coronary heart
disease. Circulation 1973;48:950-8.

20 Veterans Administration Co-operative Group on Antihypertensive Agents. Effect of treatment on
morbidity in hypertension—results in patients with diastolic blood pressure averaging 90
through 114 mm Hg. JAMA 1970;213:1143-52.

21 Multiple Risk Factor Intervention Trial Research Group. Risk factor changes and mortality
results. FAMA 1982;248:1465-77.

22 Amery A, Birkenhager W, Brixko P, et al. Mortality and morbidity results from the European
Working Party on High Blood Pressure in the Elderly Trial. Lancet 1985;i:1349-54.

23 Berglung G, Wilhelmsen L, Sannerstedt R, et al. Coronary heart disease after treatment of
hypertension. Lancet 1978;i:1-5.

24 Yusuf S, Peto R, Lewis |, Collins R, Sleight P. Beta-blockade during and after myocardial
infarction: an overview of the randomised trials. Prog Cardiovasc Dis 1985;27:335-71.

25 Anderson TW. Re-examination of some of the Framingham blood pressure data. Lancet
1978;1i:1139-41.

26 Coope HN, Warrender TS. Randomised trial of treatment of hypertension in elderly patients in
primary care. Br Med ¥ 1986;293:1145-51.

27 Cruikshank JM, Thorp JM, Zacharias FJ. Benefits and potential harm of lowering high blood
pressure. Lancer 1987;i:581-4.

28 Green KG. Optimised blood pressure. Lancet 1979;ii:33.

29 Green KG. The role of hypertension and downward changes of blood pressure in the genesis of
coronary atherosclerosis and acute myocardial ischemic attacks. Am Heart J 1982;103:579-82.

30 Cruikshank JM, Pennart K, Sorman AE, Thorp JM, Zacharias FM, Zacharias F]. Low mortality
from all causes, including myocardial infarction in well controlled hypertensives treated with a
beta-blocker plus other antihypertensives. 7 Hypertens 1987;5:489-98.

31 Whittington-Coleman PJ, Carrier O, Douglas BH. The effects of propranolol on cholesterol-
induced atheromatous lesions. Atherosclerosis 1973;18:337-45.

32 Chobanian AV, Brecher P, Chan C. Effects of propranolol on ather is in the chol ol-fed
rabbit. Circ Res 1985;56:755-62.

Private nursing home care: the
middle way

The place of private nursing homes in the care of elderly
patients is rousing both emotion and political prejudice. A
recent television documentary alleged neglect and even
criminal abuse in some nursing homes in Kent.' Conversely,
a report commissioned for the Registered Nursing Home
Association claims that government parsimony and regional
variations in interpreting guidelines for nursing homes have
caused financial hardship, bankruptcy, and two deaths
among the proprietors of residential homes.?

The issue was made all the more contentious in 1983, when
funds were made available to provide patients on low
incomes with a supplementary benefit to pay for care in either
residential or nursing homes.? Since then private nursing
home places in Britain have expanded rapidly, with figures
ranging from 34-2 for every 100 000 of the total population in
Scotland to 220-2 for every 100 000 in the south east Thames
region.’* In England 53 000 old people are in National Health
Service geriatric beds but another 28000 are in private
nursing homes.> Proponents of the expansion in private
institutional care emphasise that it takes pressure off a hard
pressed health service.® A flourishing private sector also
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provides patients and relatives with more choice. Critics of
the system, however, are concerned about the difficulty of
ensuring standards of care.’

Current arrangements for monitoring by health authorities
are concerned primarily with accommodation or staffing
rather than the quality of life. There are no arrangements for
the medical assessment of patients before admission, so
that people who might survive in the community with
rehabilitation and help may be wrongly consigned to long
term care.” Physically disabled but alert people are likely
to be placed with those suffering from severe dementia.
Furthermore, the money spent providing supplementary
benefit for patients in the private sector might be better spent
in expanding the resources for old people within health and
local authority services.®? Conversely, another possibility
is that homes can provide less expensive care only by cutting
staff levels, equipment, and catering to a minimum accept-
able standard.

One response to these difficulties would be to stop
providing supplementary benefit for elderly patients to stay
in private institutions. But even if there was the political will
to do this it would be difficult to dismantle the system
without causing great hardship to current patients and
proprietors.

If this is not done steps must be taken to assess better the
quality of care in nursing homes. The most effective way of
doing this might be to look at failures such as the prevalence
of patients with pressure areas or under physical restraint.’
Uniformity of standards for assessing buildings, equipment,
and staff would also be useful and these should be equivalent
to those in health service units. One approach would be to use
a national inspectorate to evaluate local assessment teams.’
Training staff in both administration and in nursing care of
the elderly would also be important.? There is also concern
about the gap between the cost of implementing the recom-
mendations of health authority reviewers and the social
security allowances available to patients.? This will have to be
closed if high standards are to be maintained.

Medical evaluation of patients before admission to nursing
homes would be essential, and a questionnaire might be used
to score dependency.’ This is, however, a blunt instrument
that might wrongly categorise people and which would be
unlikely to identify patients in need of further assessment or
rehabilitation. A better system would be to use geriatricians
to make a more detailed evaluation.® This has already been
used successfully in evaluating clients for admission to local
authority residential homes. "

Whatever the future of private nursing homes, there must
be good communication and coordination with health
authorities. Reports from abroad graphically illustrate the
dangers of uncoordinated expansion of the private sector'
—mnot only do many elderly patients experience a low
standard of care but also it increases costs.
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