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ASYMPTOMATIC OR "SILENT" ATRIAL FIBRILLATIONRichard L. Page, MD,* University of Washington, Seattle, WA, USAAsymptomatic, or "silent" atrial fibrillation recently has been recognized as a frequent occurrence in patients with atrial fibrillation (AF).  The first evidence of asymptomatic atrial fibrillation may be catastrophic; in Framingham, among patients with stroke associated with atrial fibrillation, the arrhythmia was newly diagnosed in 24 percent.Even in patients with documented symptomatic atrial fibrillation, asymptomatic recurrences are common.  In one study of patients with symptomatic paroxysmal AF, asymptomatic episodes outnumbered symptomatic AF 12 to one.  A larger study confirmed the high frequency of asymptomatic recurrence in symptomatic patients.  Among 489 patients receiving placebo, asymptomatic atrial fibrillation was demonstrated before symptomatic atrial fibrillation in 17 percent over 26 weeks.  This is likely under-estimated, since asymptomatic episodes were documented during 30-second recordings obtained every 2 weeks.  It is possible that antiarrhythmic medications could increase asymptomatic AF by slowing the ventricular rate, and both propafenone and propranolol have been associated with frequent asymptomatic atrial fibrillation.  Among patients with an implantable monitoring device and history of atrial fibrillation, recurrence was seen in 88 percent, with 17 percent having otherwise unrecognized, silent atrial fibrillation of >48 hours duration. The best strategy for surveillance for asymptomatic AF has not been determined. However, the high frequency of asymptomatic AF mandates that physician consider continued anticoagulation even when the patient is without recurrent symptoms.

