ORIGINAL INVESTIGATION

Bleeding During Antithrombotic Therapy
in Patients With Atrial Fibrillation

The Stroke Prevention in Atrial Fibrillation Investigators

Background: The Stroke Prevention in Atrial Fibril-
lation 1I study compared warfarin vs aspirin for stroke
prevention in atrial fibrillation. Bleeding complications
importantly detracted from warfarin’s net effective-
ness, particularly among older patients.

Objectives: To analyze bleeding complications
according to assigned therapy. To identify risk factors
for bleeding during anticoagulation.

Methods: Eleven hundred patients (mean age, 70 years)
were randomized to 325 mg of aspirin daily (enteric
coated) vs warfarin (target prothrombin time ratio, 1.3
to 1.8; approximate international normalized ratio, 2.0
to 4.5). Major hemorrhages were defined prospectively.

Resulis: The rate of major bleeding while receiving war-
farin was 2.3% per year (95% confidence interval [CI],
1.7 t0 3.2) vs 1.1% per year (95% CI, 0.7 to 1.8) while

receiving aspirin (relative risk, 2.1; 95% CI, 1.1 to 3.1;
P=.02). Intracranial hemorrhage occurred at 0.9% per year
(95% CL, 0.5 to 1.5) with warfarin and 0.3% per year (95%
CIL, 0.1 to 0.8) with aspirin (relative risk, 2.4; P=.08). Age
(P=.006), increasing number of prescribed medications
(P=.007), and intensity of anticoagulation (P=.02) were
independent risks for bleeding at any site during anti-
coagulation. The rate of major hemorrhage was 1.7% per
year in patients aged 75 years or younger who received
anticoagulation vs 4.2% per year in older patients (rela-
tive risk, 2.6, P=.009); rates by age for intracranial bleed-
ing were 0.6% per year and 1.8% per year, respectively
(P=.05).

Conclusion: Advancing age and more intense antico-
agulation increase the risk of major hemorrhage in pa-

tients given warfarin for stroke prevention.

(Arch Intern Med. 1996;156:409-416)

ARFARIN and aspi-
rin are both effec-
tive for the preven-
tion of ischemic

(mean age, 64 years) and 3.7 mg/d in
those older than 75 years (mean age, 80
years) to achieve similar intensities of
anticoagulation (mean PTR, 1.45 vs
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are listed on page 411.

stroke in patients
with atrial fibrillation.!?> Warfarin is
substantially more effective than aspirin
for reducing the rate of ischemic stroke
in these patients’*; but in the Stroke
Prevention in Atrial Fibrillation II
(SPAF 1I) trial, hemorrhages in elderly
patients negated the benefit.> The main
results of the SPAF II Study have been
reported’; herein we analyze bleeding
complications in detail and identify risk
factors for major hemorrhage during
anticoagulation.

— T

TREATMENTS AND COMPLIANCE

Among warfarin-assigned patients, the
mean dose of warfarin was 4.5 mg/d in
patients aged 75 years or younger
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1.46 and mean INR, 2.6 vs 2.7, respec-
tively). The average warfarin dose did
not change after converting from PTRs
to INRs. Of 16 453 measurements, anti-
coagulation intensity exceeded the
upper limit of the trial’s therapeutic
range in 3% of the measurements in the
younger patients and in 6% of those in
the older patients; it was below the
lower limit in 20% and 22%, respec-
tively. Among aspirin-assigned patients,
compliance estimated by pill count was
satisfactory (80% to 105% of expected
consumption) in 90% of all follow-up
visits in both age groups.
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METHODS

The design and main results of the SPAF 11 Study have
been described.>> In brief, the efficacy and safety of war-
farin vs aspirin were compared for prevention of arterial
thromboembolism in patients with nonvalvular atrial
fibrillation. Patients were stratified by age so that the
antithrombotic agents were compared in two popula-
tions: patients aged 75 years or younger and those 76
years or older (Figure 1). In total, 1100 patients were
entered in the study: 715 in the younger age group and
385 in the older.

As a requisite for enrollment, all patients were con-
sidered candidates for warfarin anticoagulation. The fol-
lowing were explicit exclusions: dementia; chronic renal
failure with a serum creatinine level of greater than 263
pmol/L (3.0 mg/dL); thrombocytopenia (<100X 10° plate-
lets per liter); anemia (hemoglobin concentration, <100
g/L); baseline prothrombin time more than 2 seconds longer
than control on two occasions; systolic blood pressure more
than 180 mm Hg and/or diastolic blood pressure more than
100 mm Hg despite treatment; severe chronic alcohol ha-
bituation with transaminase values more than three times
the normal upper limits; stool guaiac test positive for oc-
cult blood; inability to obtain adequate follow-up for moni-
toring prothrombin times; previous intracranial hemor-
rhage; gastrointestinal (GI) or genitourinary bleeding within
the preceding 6 months; previous severe hemorrhage with
a therapeutic prothrombin time while receiving warfarin;
conditions predisposing to head trauma; and the require-
ment for treatment with nonsteroidal anti-inflammatory
drugs.

Anticoagulation monitoring was performed in more
than 50 clinical laboratories.® Initially, the warfarin dose
was adjusted to achieve a target prothrombin time ratio
(PTR) of 1.3 to 1.8 times control. During the trial, inter-
national sensitivity indices (ISIs) were established at the
laboratories serving 68% of the warfarin-assigned sub-
jects, and thereafter for these patients the warfarin dos-
age was regulated within the international normalized
ratio (INR) range of 2.0 to 4.5.5 Thirty-four percent of
all determinations used the INR. The anticoagulation
effect was monitored at least monthly, and the patients
were contacted when a determination was missed. Dose
adjustments were made by experienced study nurses
supervised by physicians and using a standard algo-
rithm. Patients who developed an indication for a
nonsteroidal anti-inflammatory drug that could not be
adequately managed with nonacetylated sali-
cylates were withdrawn from warfarin therapy. Aspirin
(325 mg daily) was enteric coated (Ecotrin), and com-
pliance was assessed at follow-up every 3 months by pill
count.

Bleeding complications were detected locally and
submitted for central adjudication. A bleeding event was
called major when it involved the central nervous sys-
tem; required hospitalization, blood transfusion, and/or
surgical intervention; or resulted in permanent func-
tional impairment to any degree. All intracranial hemor-
rhages were confirmed by neuroimaging. Major bleeding
episodes were verified independently by two central
adjudicators, unblinded to treatment assignment, and
reanalyzed using the severity scale of Landefeld et al.”

The two adjudicators agreed on the classification of
hemorrhages as major by study criteria in 100% of cases.
Eighty-nine percent (50/56) were also classified as major
hemorrhages using the Landefeld severity index. Of six
bleeding episodes meeting the former criteria but not the
Landefeld criteria, five involved chronic, non-life-
threatening blood loss in warfarin-assigned patients.
Analyses reported herein considered the 50 bleeding epi-
sodes qualifying as major by both criteria based on
intention to treat. A secondary on-therapy analysis con-
sidered bleeding episodes occurring within 7 days of
receiving assigned medication. Qutcome was categorized
as full recovery, incomplete recovery, or fatality. Incom-
plete recovery implied a functionally significant adverse
health consequence at hospital discharge.

The rates of bleeding were based on the number of
events per patient-year of exposure. The 95% confidence
interval (CI) was estimated using Poisson regression. A
limited number of factors designated a priori were exam-
ined for a relationship to all major hemorrhage, GI hem-
orrhage, and parenchymal intracranial hemorrhage
when assigned to warfarin therapy. Some factors were
available before initiating therapy (ie, baseline factors),
others were manifested during follow-up. Factors were
selected because of a published association with hemor-
rhage or because of biological plausibility and included
the following: age®'?; female gender'*'; cerebrovascular
disease (in our data represented by a history of stroke,
transient ischemic attack, or systemic embolism!®1823);
congestive heart failure'>'?; diabetes®*?; history of GI
bleeding!?; hypertension*; number of concurrent medi-
cations®!115:21.3334. intensity of anticoagulationt; and
variability of anticoagulation control.!!*>*" Univariate
relative risk (RR) associated with each factor was esti-
mated using the Cox proportional hazards model and
the log rank statistic. For all major hemorrhages, a mul-
tivariate model was constructed using variables with
univariate significance (P<.05) entered sequentially.
Because of the small numbers, multivariate models were
not computed separately for bleeding complications in
the GI tract and brain parenchyma.

Several measures of intensity were used in examin-
ing the effect of degree of anticoagulation on risk of bleed-
ing. One measure was the overall mean PTR for each pa-
tient.* The bleeding rate of patients having a mean PTR
above the midpoint of our target range (1.5) was com-
pared with that of patients with a lower mean PTR. Also
calculated were the time-dependent risks associated with
(1) an average quarterly PTR above 1.5 and (2) any PTR
value over 1.8 during a quarter. In each of these across-
patient, time-dependent analyses, the bleeding events/
quarter were calculated for all quarters with intensity ex-
ceeding the threshold compared with all quarters with
intensity below the threshold. The variability of PTR mea-
surements was estimated using the method of Fihn et al*
with a target PTR of 1.5. In all of these analyses, the initial
6 weeks while anticoagulation treatment was stabilized were
omitted from consideration. Only PTRs obtained during
routine monitoring were included, ie, PTRs obtained at the
time of bleeding were excluded.

*References 11, 12, 14, 15, 19, 20, 22, 25-32.
tReferences 8, 9, 11, 12, 16, 18, 21, 27, 32, 34-45.

ARCH INTERN MED/VOL 156, FEB 26, 1996

410

Downloaded From: http://archinte,jamanetwork.com/ by a University of Manitoba User on 06/05/2015




Stroke Prevention in Awrial Fibrillation 1 Study Group

MAJOR BLEEDING BY
TREATMENT ASSIGNMENT

Considering both age strata together (mean age, 70 years),
50 major hemorrhages occurred: 16 (2.9%) in 545 aspirin-
assigned patients and 34 (6.1%) in 555 warfarin-
assigned patients during a mean follow-up of 2.6 years.
The rates of all major bleeding were significantly higher
in those assigned to warfarin (2.3% per year; 95% CI, 1.7
to 3.2) compared with the aspirin group (1.1% per year;
95% CI, 0.7 to 1.8) (RR, 2.1;95% CI, 1.1 to 3.1; P=.02).

Intracranial hemorrhage occurred at a rate of 0.9% per
year (95% CI, 0.5 to 1.5) in warfarin-assigned patients
and at 0.3% per year (95% CI, 0.1 to 0.8) in aspirin-
assigned patients (RR, 2.4; P=.08). Among patients who
received anticoagulation, the risks of all major hemor-
rhage (RR, 2.6; P=.009) and intracranial hemorrhage (RR,
3.2; P=.05) were greater in those older than 75 years vs
younger patients. There was no relationship between rate
of hemorrhage and duration of study participation
(Figure 2); specifically, the rate was not measurably
higher in the early period of warfarin use.
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LOCATION OF BLEEDING
AND CLINICAL ASPECTS

The anatomic distribution of hemorrhages was similar for
the two antithrombotic agents, the most common site be-
ing the GI tract (Talble 1). The bleeding source was above
the ligament of Treitz in six of eight aspirin-related bleed-
ing episodes and in nine of 14 GI bleeding episodes in those
patients receiving warfarin. An underlying lesion was
documented in seven patients receiving aspirin and in 10
receiving warfarin. In one aspirin-assigned patient a neo-
plastic lesion was demonstrated in the workup. The
lesions in the other cases were as follows: aspirin: gastric
ulcer (n=2), esophageal varices (n=2), gastritis (n=1), di-
verticulitis (n=1); warfarin: gastric ulcer (n=3), gastritis
(n=3), duodenal ulcer (n=2), and diverticulitis (n=2).
Other major non—nervous system hemorrhages oc-
curred in three and seven patients assigned to the aspi-
rin and warfarin groups, respectively. All three bleeding
episodes from aspirin involved excessive surgical blood
loss (two at coronary bypass grafting, one after prostate
surgery). Of the bleeding episodes from warfarin, two were
traumatic soft-tissue hemorrhages, and two were exces-
sive blood loss during surgery (dental, cardiac). The three
remaining episodes were spontaneous bleeding into the
genitourinary tract, the pericardium, and the retroperi-
toneal space, with the last following coronary lytic therapy.
More than a third (18 of 50) of the major hemorrhages
were intracranial. A history of recent head trauma was elic-

Age <75y Age>75y
Mean Age, 64 y Mean Age, 80y
Randomized to Randomized to
Mean Follow-up, 3.1y Mean Follow-up, 2.0y
Warfarin Aspirin Warfarin Aspirin
(n=358) (n=357) (n=197) (n=188)
Mean INR=2.7 Mean INR=2.6

Figure 1. Design of the Stroke Prevention in Atrial Fibrillation I/ Study.®
Anticoagulation of eligible patients with atrial fibrillation. INR indicates
international normalized ratio.

ited in the two subdural hemorrhages in aspirin-assigned
patients and in three of the four subdural hemorrhages in
warfarin-assigned patients. Prothrombin time ratios on ad-
mission in the four warfarin-related subdural cases were 1.2,
1.3, 1.8, and 2.0. A berry aneurysm was the source of sub-
arachnoid hemorrhage in a single aspirin-assigned patient.

The largest share of intracranial hemorrhages were
parenchymal (11 of 18), and these accounted for the ma-
jority of fatal bleeding episodes in both aspirin- (two of
three) and warfarin-treated patients (six of 10) (Table 1).
Both parenchymal hemorrhages in aspirin-assigned patients
were hemispheric ganglionic in location and fatal.

The location of parenchymal intracranial bleeding in
warfarin-assigned patients was lobar in three, cerebellar in
two, and hemispheric ganglionic in four. The evolution of
the neurologic deficit was progressive over 6 to 12 hours
in three patients, apparently abrupt in two, and indeter-
minable in four (three patients were found unconscious).
No specific precipitating factors (eg, acutely elevated blood
pressure, aspirin ingestion, minor trauma) could be iden-
tified in these cases. The outcome was poor: six cases (67%)
were fatal, and no patient reached full functional recovery.

ANALYSIS AND EFFECT OF ANTICOAGULATION
INTENSITY WHILE RECEIVING THERAPY

Using the 7-day rule, 12 of 16 major hemorrhages in aspirin-
assigned patientsand 33 of 34 major hemorrhages in warfarin-
assigned patients occurred while receiving therapy. When
bleeding was detected, the PTRs of 16 warfarin-assigned pa-
tients were within the trial’s therapeutic range; 13 were above
and four were below the range. The mean PTR was 1.42 at
the last routine determination before major bleedingand 2.11
at admission for major hemorrhage (Figure 3).

PREDICTORS OF BLEEDING IN PATIENTS WHO
RECEIVED ANTICOAGULATION

Univariate analysis of potential risks for bleeding in warfarin-
assigned patients are displayed in Tahle 2. By multivari-
ateanalysis, the only baseline characteristics that significantly
and independently correlated with warfarin-related major
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Warfarin
Aspirin
Log Rank P=.08

Cumulative Probability of Event
T
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Aspirin 545 493 394 17 80

Figure 2. Kaplan-Meier plots of all major bleeding events (left) and intracranial bleeding (right) in warfarin- and aspirin-assigned patients of all ages.
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*Data are based on intention-to-treat analysis and the bleeding criteria
of Landefeld et al” Of 50 major hemorrhages, four aspirin-assigned
patients and one warfarin-assigned patient had not received the study drug
within 7 days of the bleeding event. Cl indicates confidence interval; GI,
gastrointestinal.

1 There were 13 fatal bleeding sites: aspirin, central nervous system
(two) and Gl tract (one); warfarin, central nervous system (seven) and GI
tract (three).
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Figure 3. Individual prothrombin time ratios (PTRs [soiid squares]) at last
routine measurement before hemorrhage (column 1) and proximate to
discovery of bleeding (column 2). Proximate PTRs plotted at 4.0 are
actually 4.8 and 6.2. Routine PTR means= SDs of patients with bleeding
episodes vs all other patients (column 3).

hemorrhage were advanced age (P=.006) and increasing
number of prescription drugs (P=.007). Patients aged 75
years or younger who were taking three prescription drugs
or less had a yearly rate of 1.2% per year (95% CI, 0.6 to
2.4); those who were either older or taking more than
three drugs had a rate of 2.9% per year (95% CI, 1.8 to
4.6); and those with both features had a rate of 5.2% per
year (95% CI, 2.6 to 10.3) (P=.01 for neither vs both; other
comparisons, not significant). There was no difference

m,mma;m ﬁewdanu 0.
| at Eniry and During Follow-up*

Wamri'm Rate,

Treated Pmam
I'wanis. o per Year*’
L% 42
w81 - 2.6 .
Thromboemhahsm 8 4.0
Congestive heaft faﬂure 21 40
Diabetes : 14 41 .
.- Gl bieeding =0 35
-+ ‘Doclimented ulcer. - - “9: 0.8
= Abdominal:pain - - 5° 15
Hypertension - 52 . 2.5
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Diastolic BP =90 mm Hg 18 25
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- Tobacco - 12 4.0
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Histamine, blac 4 33
Alcohol 32 20

Other prescriptions
During follow-up
PTR (A)t:
“PTR(B)t- -
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Diastolic BP =90 mm Hg
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*RR indicates relative risk; G, gastrointestinal; BP, blood pressure;
NSAIDs, nonsteroidal anti-inflammatory drugs, and PTR, prothrombin time
ratio.

tintensity was measured by within-patient mean PTR during
follow-up—PTR (A}.#

Yintensity was measured by within-patient mean PTR at each quarterly
follow-up, and the estimated RR is that associated with a mean PTR of
more than 1.5 in a 3-month periocd—PTR (B).

§intensity was measured by any PTR of more than 1.8 during a
quarterly follow-up, and the estimated RR is that associated with
observation of one or more PTRs of more than 1.8 in a 3-month
period—PTR (C).

||Variability or fluctuation of PTR was estimated using the method of
Fihn et al.*

between the mean PTR in those taking three drugs or less
(1.44) vs more than three drugs (1.45), and there was
no difference in variability of anticoagulant effect in these
groups. Of specific individual medications and medica-
tion groups, only nonacetylated salicylates were specifi-
cally associated with major hemorrhage, whether used
at entry (RR, 4.0; P=.001) or during follow-up in a time-
dependent analysis (RR, 3.2; P=.003).

Intensity of anticoagulant effect was an independent
contributor to risk of major bleeding measured by the mean
PTR (P=.02) (Figure 3) as well as by whether the upper thera-
peutic limit of 1.8 was exceeded during each quarter of the
follow-up (P=.07). The relationship of increasing intensity
to bleeding was apparent only in the patients older than 75
years. In those with a mean PTR of 1.5 or less (n=141), the
rate of major bleeding was 2.7% per year (95% CI, 1.4 t0 5.5);
while in those with a mean PTR of more than 1.5 (n=40),
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*BP indicates blood pressure; PTR, prothrombin time ratio.

tAIl other Stroke Prevention in Atrial Fibrillation (SPAF) patients (exciuding those with parenchymal intracranial bleeding).

}Expected mean time to hemorrhage if random, 16 months.
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Figure 4. Anticoagulation and major hemorrhage in six clinical trials
involving patients with atrial fibriliation. Vertical lines indicate the rates of
major hemorrhage (percentage per year); horizontal bars, 95% confidence
intervals; INR, international normalized ratio; asterisks, mean INRs were
estimated for trials reporting prothrombin time ratios; AFASAK, Atrial
Fibriflation, Aspirin, Anticoagulation Trial®; BAATAF, Boston Area
Anticoagulation Trial for Atrial Fibrillation”; CAFA, Canadian Atrial
Fibrilfation Anticoagulation Study®; SPINAF, Stroke Prevention in
Nonrheumatic Atrial Fibrillation Trial; EAFT, European Atrial Fibrillation
Trial*; and SPAF I, Stroke Prevention in Atrial Fibrillation. Protocols for
these studies are described elsewhere.>*

the rate was 9.0% per year (95% CI,4.5 to 18.0) (P=.16). An-
ticoagulation intensity was not a significant risk factor in pa-
tients aged 75 years or younger; the bleeding rate was 1.7%
per year for those with a mean PTR more or less than 1.5.
Major bleeding was more frequent in patients with the great-
est variation of anticoagulation effect (P=.05).
Considering only Gl hemorrhages, univariate analy-
sis incriminated age (RR, 1.1 per year; P=.008) and
number of medications taken at baseline (RR, 1.2 per drug;

P=.03) as risk factors for major hemorrhage. A history
of congestive heart failure (RR, 2.7; P=.03) also emerged
as a significant predictor for GI hemorrhage. Multivari-
ate analysis was not performed because of an insuffi-
cient number of events.

Advanced age was a predictor of parenchymal intra-
cranial hemorrhage. The rate of parenchymal intracranial
hemorrhage was 0.3% per year (95% CI, 0.09 to 0.9) in
warfarin-assigned patients aged 75 years or youngerand 1.5%
per year (95% CI, 0.7 to 3.5) in those older than 75 years
(RR, 3.7; P=.05). Univariate analysis demonstrated an
increased risk of parenchymal intracranial hemorrhage in
patients with a history of thromboembolism who received
anticoagulation (RR, 6.3; P=.003) and those with either sys-
tolic hypertension (=160 mm Hg) (RR, 4.4; P=.02) or
diastolic hypertension (=90 mm Hg) (RR, 3.6; P=.04) at
entry. Blood pressure and anticoagulation intensity mea-
sured at the last routine occasion before bleeding (the last
potential opportunity to intervene to prevent bleeding)
were not alarmingly elevated (Table 3).

— O

Major bleeding influenced the benefit-risk ratios of the
antithrombotic agents tested in the SPAF Il study.’ We
detected a substantial rate of bleeding among warfarin-
assigned patients at advanced age, and many of these hem-
orrhages were intracranial. The intracranial bleeding rate
of 1.8% per year among those older than 75 years can-
celed the benefit of warfarin over aspirin for the preven-
tion of ischemic strokes in these elderly patients.

The effect of age on anticoagulation-related bleeding
has been disputed (positive association,®'® no associa-
tion?3336414748) - a]though, with one exception,® studies
finding no association between age and bleeding involved
patient groups with a mean age of less than 60 years. A trend
for the bleeding rate to rise with age was also found in the
aspirin-treated patients in the SPAF II Study (P=.11), sug-
gesting that increased bleeding may be age related regard-
less of the antithrombotic agent. Wintzen et al** found that
warfarin increased intracranial hemorrhage 10-fold com-
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pared with untreated patients in a population-based, ret-
rospective study. The very high rate in the elderly, they rea-
soned, may reflect the increasing spontaneous hemorrhage
rate multiplied by the effect of anticoagulation.

In addition to advanced age, the use of multiple drugs
was an independent risk factor for bleeding during anti-
coagulation, as reported by others.®1115213*3* Multiple drug
use was not associated with differences in anticoagulation
control in our study, but it was a marker for medical co-
morbidity, which itself has been reported to be associated
with bleeding.’* A relationship between bleeding and non-
acetylated salicylate use during anticoagulation was found
in an exploratory analysis. This relationship has not been
previously reported, and it may be a chance correlation.

There was an association between intensity of anti-
coagulation and major hemorrhage. As a group, patients
who bled were anticoagulated at a slightly greater inten-
sity than those who did not. Importantly, our analyses sug-
gest that elderly patients, who may be at intrinsically higher
risk, bleed at a lower rate if anticoagulated less intensely
(ie, PTR below 1.5, approximate INR of 3.0).

Both intensity and variability of anticoagulation effect
were associated with bleeding complications. These relation-
ships may have been even more apparent if INRs rather than
less reliable PTRs had been used to regulate anticoagulation
throughout the trial. It is possible that the use of PTRs con-
tributed to the substantial bleeding rate.5*° It is reasonable
to expect that targeting a lower range will reduce bleeding
risk. Itis notas straightforward to translate the measures of
variability into a recommendation for general clinical prac-
tice, where variability may be even greater than in clinical
trials.’**! Avoidance of dietary factors and drugs that affect
warfarin’s anticoagulant activity would appear to be sensible.>?
Guideline-based consultation services, anticoagulation clin-
ics,”* home-monitoring devices,” and computer modeling
to determine optimal monitoring intervals® are other mea-
sures that have been reported to reduce variability of anti-
coagulation control.

Other clinical trials using PTR to regulate anticoagu-
lation in patients with atrial fibrillation targeted a lower
intensity range (eg, the Boston Area Anticoagulation Trial
for Atrial Fibrillation, 1.2 to 1.5°7; Veterans Affairs Stroke
Prevention in Nonrheumatic Atrial Fibrillation Trial, 1.2 to
1.5°%). We adopted INR measurements during the course
of the trial whenever local laboratory ISIs could be obtained.
An INR target of 2.0 to 4.5 was established with the goal of
continuing the same intensity of anticoagulation, consid-
ering the original PTR target and the range of international
sensitivity indices of thromboplastins employed by the
individual laboratories used by our patients.® Three major
clinical trials of patients with atrial fibrillation regulated the
intensity of anticoagulation using INRs throughout, and the
SPAF I1 Study’s upper limit of the target intensity range (4.5)
was higher than all three (Atrial Fibrillation, Aspirin,
Anticoagulation Trial, 2.8 t0 4.2%%; Canadian Atrial Fibril-
lation Anticoagulation Study, 2.0 to 3.0%; and European Atrial
Fibrillation Trial, 2.5 to 4.0%).

The rate of major bleeding (2.3% per year) among all
warfarin-assigned patients exceeded that of the other trials
of anticoagulation therapy for primary stroke prevention in
patients with atrial fibrillation (Figure 4). This may have
been owing to play of chance, the higher upper limit of an-

ticoagulation intensity targeted in the SPAF 11 Study, or the
specific inclusion of a cohort of elderly people (mean age,
80 years) who had a 4.2% per year rate of bleeding. The rate
of bleeding in the younger subtrial (1.7% per year) was simi-
lar to those in the other primary prevention trials (Figure
4). The high rate of intracranial hemorrhage in our elderly
patients (1.8% per year) was the decisive factor in cancel-
ing warfarin’s effectiveness in that group. In contrast, a re-
centanalysis of pooled data from 223 patients older than 75
years in the other trials found a substantially lower rate of
intracranial hemorrhage (0.3% per year; 95% CI,0.04 t0 2.1)
during anticoagulation.®

As increasing numbers of elderly patients with atrial
fibrillation receive long-term anticoagulation to prevent
stroke,®” anticoagulation-related parenchymal intracra-
nial hemorrhage is becoming a more frequent problem.
Confirming previous reports, we found that the risk for
this complication increases with age,'*'®'® with a his-
tory of thromboembolism,'®'#222%63 and with elevated
blood pressure at the time of initiation of warfarin
therapy.!>1920.22.25:32 The relationship of parenchymal in-
tracranial hemorrhage to the intensity of anticoagula-
tion has been controversial.”’** A recent case-control
study’® found a doubling of risk with each 0.5 increase
in PTR. On average, these strokes are much more severe
and more often fatal than ischemic strokes in patients with
atrial fibrillation. In the SPAF 11 Study, 36% (9/25) of the
strokes that occurred while receiving warfarin therapy
were parenchymal hemorrhages. Early diagnosis and ur-
gent reversal of anticoagulation may be of benefit,% as
progression of hematoma over many hours is common.
Optimal treatment of this complication has not been de-
fined, and further studies are urgently needed.

In summary, our results demonstrate that the risk of
bleeding, particularly intracranial hemorrhage, must be
carefully weighed when considering anticoagulation for
elderly patients. The intensity and variability of antico-
agulation were independently related to occurrence of all
major bleeding events; however, characteristics at entry
(particularly patients’ age) were at least as important as
anticoagulation management. Less intensive anticoagu-
lation may reduce the rate of bleeding in patients with high
intrinsic risk. Ironically, advanced age, hypertension, and
previous thromboembolism are predictors of both ische-
mic stroke®® and anticoagulation-associated intraparen-
chymal hemorrhage. Alternative antithrombotic regimens
to prevent stroke in patients with atrial fibrillation are now
being tested in the SPAF 111 Study and other ongoing clini-
cal trials® to find safer treatment strategies.
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