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EPIDEMIOLOGIC ASSESSMENT OF CHRONIC ATRIAL FIBRILLATION AND RISK OF STROKE: THE
FRAMINGHAM STUDY

Philip A. Wolf, Thomas R. Dawber, H. Emerson Thomas, Jr., and William B. Kannel
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Chronic atrial fibrillation (AF) as a precursor of stroke was assessed over 24 years of follow-up of the general population sample at
Framingham, Massachusetts. Persons with chronic established AF, with or without rheumatic heart disease (RHD), are at greatly
increased risk of stroke, and the stroke is probably due to embolism. Chronic AF in the absence of RHD is associated with more than
a fivefold increase in stroke incidence, while AF with RHD has a 17-fold increase. Stroke occurrence increased as duration of AF
increased, with no evidence of a particularly vulnerable period. Chronic idiopathic AF is an important precursor of cerebral embolism.
Controlled trials of anticoagulants or antiarrhythmic agents in persons with chronic AF may demonstrate if strokes can be prevented in
this highly susceptible group.
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Comment from Judith Harrer, MD, Editorial Board Member: Wolf et al. demonstrate for the first time the importance of
chronic idiopathic atrial fibrillation as an independent risk factor for stroke in a large epidemiologic study.
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