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Background: This study is conducted to evaluate the inciting events that precede the instant of aortic dissection. Materials and Methods: Seventy consecutive patients (26 females, 44 males) suffering acute thoracic aortic dissection from January 1999 to December 2004 were studied retrospectively. Date, time of onset of acute pain, and precipitating circumstances were reviewed. Information was drawn from the patients’ charts and supplemented by direct patient interviews. Thirty-eight patients (54.2%) had a history of hypertension. Twenty-two (31.4%) had known pre-existing aneurysm (with a mean diameter of 4.48 cm (range 3.5 to 11cm)). There were 54 (77.1%) ascending aortic dissections and 16 (22.8%) descending. Adequate information to permit analysis of inciting events was available in 55 of the patients. Results: Two dissections were found to be iatrogenic (occurring during catheterization) and 7 (10%) cases were determined to be subacute. Most dissections occurred during July (11) and December (11), but seasonal distribution was balanced. Among the 55 patients with complete data, 30 (54.5%) reported feeling severe emotional stress prior the acute event due to a variety of reasons and in 18 (32.7%) there was an association with weight lifting or other extreme physical exertion. Conclusions: We conclude that the majority of acute aortic dissections are precipitated by either intense physical or emotional stress. This finding has implications for prevention of this devastating clinical event.  There is a significant preponderance for aortic dissection during July and December.

