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Asignificant shift in recent years to
treating heart failure with device
implantation and surgery has

made its way into clinical guidelines, pub-
lished last month by the American Col-
lege of Cardiology and the
American Heart Associa-
tion. The value of these
therapies is most apparent
in young patients with lit-
tle concomitant disease
and in whom the long-
term risks and benefits can
be measured in many
symptom-free years. 

The decision to im-
plant a cardioverter-de-
fibrillator in a young pa-
tient with an ejection
fraction of 20% and with
active ventricular ectopia is easy, as is the
choice of mitral valve surgery in a sim-
ilar patient with symptomatic heart fail-
ure. However, physicians using the
heart failure–guideline update should
appreciate that many of our heart fail-
ure patients to whom these guidelines
will be applied are elderly. The sum-
mary article recommends and deems it
“reasonable” to consider a wide range
of therapies, including surgery and de-
vices. But the full text, which includes
the background discussions of the de-
cision-making process, makes it clear
that the authors struggled with the uni-

versality of their application to all ages
and all persons. (Both articles are avail-
able at www.acc.org/clinical/state-
ments.htm.)

There is concern that some elderly pa-
tients will be persuaded to
accept these therapies as
essential to survival, as they
well may be. But at what
cost to quality of survival?

It is important to un-
derstand that these are in-
deed guidelines and not
requirements. However,
there are concerns that
they will become impera-
tives for the measurement
of quality, like β-blockers,
aspirin, and ACE in-
hibitors, and thus fall into

the gun sights of aggressive medical ad-
ministrators who will penalize hospitals
and doctors who do not comply. In the
realm of quality improvement, varia-
tion is not appreciated.

Some questions can be raised about
the class I recommendation for the use
of biventricular pacing with patients
with prolonged QRS intervals at a time
when we are still learning about the
physiology of the device, where the
electrodes should be implanted, and
which patients will benefit most. The
results of those studies will determine
who will receive the most benefit. This

information will be essential for cardi-
ologists as they make their recom-
mendations to individual patients. Sim-
ilarly, the advisory class I for mitral
valve replacement in “severe” mitral in-
sufficiency in patients with asympto-
matic left ventricular dysfunction is
puzzling without a definition of sever-
ity and without any randomized clini-
cal trial to support the procedure.

The application of these technical ad-
vances to elderly patients, who make up
a large part of heart failure population,
should be a concern of physicians. Some
writing to this newspaper are worried
that any deviation from the published
guidelines will make them vulnerable to
litigation. To those who have those con-
cerns—and they are indeed real—I
would suggest they read beyond the
guideline summary and appreciate the
gray zones that surround many of the
recommendations. And the writing
committee should try to bring its rec-
ommendations into a somewhat “gray-
er” reality of care and perhaps reem-
phasize the need for the physician’s
judgment in applying them. ■
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