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ORIGINAL RESEARCH

Differences in Left Atrial Size and Function 
and Supraventricular Ectopy Between Black 
and White Participants in the ARIC Study
Wendy Wang , MPH; Faye L. Norby , PhD, MPH; Michael J. Zhang , MD, PhD; Jorge L. Reyes, MD;  
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Alvaro Alonso , MD, PhD; Scott D. Solomon , MD; Riccardo M. Inciardi, MD; Lin Y. Chen , MD, MS

BACKGROUND: Black Americans have more atrial fibrillation risk factors but lower atrial fibrillation risk than White Americans. 
Left atrial (LA) enlargement and/or dysfunction, frequent atrial tachycardia (AT), and premature atrial contractions (PAC) are 
associated with increased atrial fibrillation risk. Racial differences in these factors may exist that could explain the difference 
in atrial fibrillation risk.

METHODS AND RESULTS: We included 2133 ARIC (Atherosclerosis Risk in Communities) study participants (aged 
74±4.5 years[mean±SD], 59% women, 27% Black participants) who had echocardiograms in 2011 to 2013 and wore the Zio 
XT Patch (a 2-week continuous heart monitor) in 2016 to 2017. Linear regression was used to analyze (1) differences in AT/day 
or PAC/hour between Black and White participants, (2) differences in LA measures between Black and White participants, 
and (3) racial differences in the association of LA measures with AT or PAC frequency. Compared with White participants, 
Black participants had a higher prevalence of cardiovascular risk factors and disease, lower AT frequency, greater LA size, and 
lower LA function. After multivariable adjustments, Black participants had 37% (95% CI, 24%–47%) fewer AT runs/day than 
White participants. No difference in PAC between races was noted. Greater LA size and reduced LA function are associated 
with more AT and PAC runs; however, no race interaction was present.

CONCLUSIONS: Differences in LA measures are unlikely to explain the difference in atrial fibrillation risk between Black and White 
individuals. Despite more cardiovascular risk factors and greater atrial remodeling, Black participants have lower AT frequency 
than White participants. Future research is needed to elucidate the protective mechanisms that confer resilience to atrial ar-
rhythmias in Black individuals.
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There is a notable racial difference in the risk of 
atrial fibrillation (AF): Black individuals have lower 
risk of AF than White individuals1–4 despite hav-

ing a higher prevalence of risk factors for AF.1,4 Many 
studies have attempted to elucidate this racial paradox 
with explanations ranging from underascertainment of 
AF in Black individuals attributed to racial disparities in 
health care usage and care,5,6 differences in genetic 
susceptibility to AF7,8 or left atrial (LA) size,9–11 and 
variability in supraventricular ectopy (SVE) frequency 

(ie, premature atrial contraction [PAC] or atrial tachy-
cardia [AT] frequency). Frequent AT and PAC are well-
established precursors to AF.12–14 Racial differences 
related to SVE have been reported, but the data are 
conflicting. The Cardiovascular Heart Study found that 
White participants had more PAC on a 24-hour Holter 
monitor than Black participants, partially explaining 
the higher risk of incident AF among White partici-
pants as compared with Black participants.4 Although 
the REGARDS (Reasons for Geographic and Racial 
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Differences in Stroke) study found that the presence of 
PAC (detected on a standard 12-lead ECG) was asso-
ciated with an increased risk of AF and that there was 
no race-based difference in the association, whether 
there was a difference in PAC frequency between 
Black and White participants was not reported.15 The 
latter underscores a major limitation in prior studies: 
the use of 12-lead ECGs or short-term 24 to 48-hour 
Holter monitoring, which fail to capture the day-to-day 
variability in SVE frequency and potentially misclassify 
SVE frequency.

LA enlargement and impaired LA function are sub-
strates that promote AF genesis,16 and both are asso-
ciated with an increased AF risk.9,17–21 When assessing 
differences in LA size between Black and White indi-
viduals, the Cardiovascular Heart Study found that LA 
diameter was greater in White men than in Black men, 
but no difference by race was noted among women.10 
The CARDIA (Coronary Artery Risk Development in 
Young Adults) study reported that LA diameter was 
significantly larger in Black participants than White par-
ticipants in an unadjusted analysis; however, with fur-
ther adjustments for demographics and comorbidities, 
White participants showed a significantly larger LA 

diameter.9 Although racial differences in LA size may 
explain differences in AF risk in Black and White indi-
viduals, these prior studies have produced conflicting 
results. Of note, few studies have evaluated racial dif-
ferences in LA function, which provides greater prog-
nostic information than LA size alone.21,22

Therefore, to address the limitations of prior 
studies, we characterized racial differences in SVE 
frequency and LA size and function in the community-
based and prospective ARIC (Atherosclerosis Risk in 
Communities) study. At the ARIC study visit 6 (2016–
2017), participants wore the Zio XT Patch—a leadless, 
ambulatory ECG recording device—for up to 2 weeks. 
Owing to a longer monitoring time than a traditional 
Holter monitor,23 the Zio XT Patch can provide a more 
precise estimate of SVE burden.24 In addition, at the 
ARIC study visit 5 (2011–2013), 2-dimensional echo-
cardiograms with speckle tracking were performed, 
allowing the measurement of LA function by strain 
analysis. The availability of SVE frequency and LA 
function data in the ARIC study allow us to evaluate the 
following 3 hypotheses: (1) Black participants will have 
lower AT and PAC frequency than White participants, 
(2) White participants will have larger LA size and lower 
LA function compared with Black participants, and (3) 
larger LA size and decreased LA function will be asso-
ciated with higher AT and PAC frequency and an inter-
action by race will be present.

METHODS
The data, analytic methods, and study materials will 
be made available to other researchers for purposes 
of reproducing the results or replicating the proce-
dure in accordance with ARIC study policies. Data are 
maintained by ARIC study and can be accessed, with 
appropriate approvals, through the National Heart, 
Lung, and Blood Institute’s Biospecimen and Data 
Repository Information Coordinating Center (https://
bioli​ncc.nhlbi.nih.gov/home/) or by contacting the 
ARIC Coordinating Center.

Study Population
The ARIC study is a population-based cohort that began 
in 1987 to 1989. At inception, 15 792 participants aged 
45 to 64 years were selected by probability sampling from 
4 US communities: Forsyth County, NC; Jackson, MS; 
Washington County, MD; and the northwest suburbs of 
Minneapolis, MN.25 Households were identified by area 
sampling in Forsyth County, whereas other communities 
sampled age-eligible individuals from lists to identify their 
households.25 White participants were recruited from the 
Forsyth County, Washington County, and Minneapolis 
centers, and Black participants were recruited from the 
Forsyth County and Jackson centers. Among potentially 

CLINICAL PERSPECTIVE

What Is New?
•	 In this large, community-based cohort, Black 

participants had lower atrial tachycardia fre-
quency than White participants, despite having 
more cardiovascular risk factors and greater 
atrial remodeling.

•	 Larger left atrial size and impaired left atrial 
function are associated with more runs of atrial 
tachycardia and premature atrial contractions; 
however, no racial difference was noted.

What Are the Clinical Implications?
•	 Differences in left atrial measures likely do not 

explain the difference in atrial fibrillation risk be-
tween Black and White individuals.

Nonstandard Abbreviations and Acronyms

ARIC	 Atherosclerosis Risk in Communities
AT	 atrial tachycardia
LA	 left atrial
MESA	 Multi-Ethnic Study of Atherosclerosis
PAC	 premature atrial contraction
SVE	 supraventricular ectopy
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eligible participants, 67% of White and 46% of Black 
participants attended and completed the baseline clinic 
visit.26 After the initial visit, participants have been followed 
continuously for hospitalizations and have been invited to 
take part in numerous in-person clinic visits. Relevant to 
this article, visit 5 took place in 2011 to 2013 and visit 6 in 
2016 to 2017. Overall, the response rate among survivors 
for visits 5 and 6 were 65% and 49%, respectively. When 
stratified by race, response rates were similar: 60% of 
White survivors and 58% of Black survivors attended visit 
5, whereas 50% and 49% of Black and White survivors 
attended visit 6, respectively.

Participants who attended visit 6 were invited to 
wear a Zio XT Patch for 14 days. Exclusion criteria for 
wearing the Zio XT Patch included history of cardio 
electronic device implantation or skin allergic reac-
tion to adhesive tape. After the recording period, par-
ticipants removed and mailed the device to iRhythm 
Technologies Inc. The recorded ECG data were then 
processed using an US Food and Drug Administration–
approved proprietary algorithm developed by iRhythm. 
A certified cardiographic technician reviewed the data 
and generated a report. Of the 4003 participants who 
attended visit 6, 3680 participants were eligible to wear 
the Zio XT Patch, and 2650 of the eligible participants 
agreed to participate. Of the 2650 devices, 34 (1.3%) 
were lost or returned without data. Therefore, there 
were 2616 Zio XT Patch devices with analyzable data.

Exclusion criteria for hypothesis 1 included those 
whose race was other than Black or White as well as non-
White participants in the Minneapolis and Washington 
County centers because of small numbers, those who 
wore the Zio XT Patch for <2 days, those with AF seen 
on their Zio XT Patch at visit 6 or on ECGs or hospital-
izations before visit 6, and those with missing covariates. 
After all exclusions, the analytic sample for hypothesis 1 
consisted of 2133 participants. For hypothesis 2, we in-
cluded all participants who had 2-dimensional echocar-
diographic data at visit 5 (n=4344). For hypothesis 3, of 
the 2133 participants in the analytic sample for hypoth-
esis 1, we excluded 416 with missing echocardiogram 
measures, resulting in a sample of 1717 participants. 
Figure 1A shows the flow of study participants for hy-
potheses 1 and 3. Figure 1B shows the flow of study 
participants for hypothesis 2. Institutional review boards 
at each participating center approved the study, and 
participants provided written informed consent.

Echocardiographic Measurements
At visit 5, transthoracic 2-dimensional echocardio-
grams were performed as previously described.27 
Briefly, echocardiograms were performed using dedi-
cated Philips iE33 Ultrasound systems with Vision 2011. 
Studies were acquired, stored digitally, and transferred 
to a secure service at the Echocardiography Reading 

Center (Brigham and Women’s Hospital, Boston, MA) 
from each field center. LA analysis was performed using 
a speckle tracking vendor-dependent software with an 
auto-strain algorithm (QLAB Advanced Quantification 
Software 13.0, Philips Ultrasound, Andover, MA), 
which identifies cardiac motion by tracking multiple 
chamber reference points over time. LA endocardial 
borders were automatically traced at the end-diastolic 
frame, defined by the QRS complex or the frame after 
mitral valve closure, of 2-dimensional images from the 
apical 4-chamber views, and speckles were tracked 
during a cardiac cycle frame by frame. LA phasic func-
tion was measured using volumes and strain indexes 
calculated as the average of the segments obtained. 
From LA strain analysis, LA phasic function was es-
timated using peak strain during systole to assess 
reservoir function, early peak strain during diastole 
to assess conduit function, and late peak strain dur-
ing diastole to assess contractile function. Using the 
Simpson method, LA time–volume curves were gen-
erated by calculating LA volume at each phase of the 
cardiac cycle (LA maximal and LA minimum volumes). 
LA maximum and minimum volume index were derived 
by indexing to body surface area. LA pre-atrial (pre-A) 
contraction volume is defined as the LA volume before 
atrial contraction. LA function was estimated using the 
following equations:

Intra-reader and inter-reader variability for LA reser-
voir strain were assessed in a sample of 40 randomly 
selected participants. The intraclass correlation coeffi-
cients for inter-reader and intra-reader variability were 
0.91 and 0.98, respectively.

AT and PAC Ascertainment
AT and PAC frequency measures were derived from 
the Zio XT Patch. PACs were detected and classified by 
iRhythm’s proprietary algorithm based on prematurity 
and ectopic morphology. PAC detection performance 
was validated against the Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology-Beth Israel Hospital (MIT-BIH) Arrhythmia 
Database, as required by the US Food and Drug 
Administration. PAC frequency was calculated based 
on the number of isolated, couplet, and triplet PACs per 

LA emptying fraction (reservoir function)

=
[

(LA maximum volume−LA minimal volume) ∕LA maximum volume
]

×100

LA passive emptying fraction (conduit function)

=
[

(LA maximum volume−LA pre - A volume) ∕LA maximum volume
]

×100

LA active emptying fraction (pump function)

=
[

(LA pre−A volume−LA minimal volume) ∕LA pre - A volume
]

×100.
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day using the following equation: PAC count per day=# 
isolated PAC+2×(# couplet PAC)+3×(# triple PAC). PAC 
frequency was then analyzed as the average number 
of episodes per hour. AT was identified using iRhythm’s 

proprietary algorithm and confirmed by a certified 
cardiographic technician. AT, which is defined by nar-
row regular complex tachycardia >4 beats with a rate 
>100  bpm, was differentiated from sinus tachycardia 

Figure 1.  Study sample exclusions flowchart.
A, Flow of study participants for hypotheses 1 and 3. B, Flow of study participants for hypothesis 2. AF 
indicates atrial fibrillation.
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based on p-wave morphology as well as a rapid onset 
of increased heart rate. For our analysis, AT was ana-
lyzed as the average number of episodes per day.

Covariate Measurements
Covariates were obtained from visit 6 for hypothesis 1 
and from visit 5 for hypotheses 2 and 3. Participants 
self-reported their age, sex, race (Black race, White 
race), cigarette smoking status, and drinking status. 
Technicians at each field center measured each partici-
pant’s height and weight to calculate body mass index. 
Educational attainment was obtained from visit 1.

Coronary heart disease was defined by self-reported 
physician diagnoses at visit 1, history of myocardial in-
farction on ECG, or adjudicated cases after visit 1.28,29 
Heart failure was identified by the Gothenburg criteria 
(visit 1 only) by self-report of heart failure medication use 
within the past 2 weeks or by the presence of heart failure 
International Classification of Diseases, Ninth and Tenth 
Revisions (ICD-9 and ICD-10) codes in any hospitalization 
during follow-up.28,30 Before visit 1, stroke was defined as 
self-reported history of a physician diagnosis of a stroke. 
After visit 1, stroke cases were adjudicated using criteria 
adapted from the National Survey of Stroke.31 Participants 
brought all medication bottles to clinic visits, and med-
ication use was recorded by technicians. Diabetes was 
defined as a fasting glucose ≥126 mg/dL, a nonfasting 
glucose ≥200  mg/dL, use of antidiabetic medication in 
the past 2 weeks, or a self-reported physician diagnosis 
of diabetes. Hypertension was defined as systolic blood 
pressure >140  mm  Hg and diastolic blood pressure 
>90 mm Hg or antihypertensive medication use.

Statistical Analysis
Baseline characteristics of participants who wore the 
Zio XT Patch were described using frequencies and 
percentages for categorical variables and mean±SD for 
continuous variables and stratified by race. Statistical 
significance for categorical variables was tested using 
the chi-square method, whereas the Student t test was 
used for continuous variables. Runs of PAC per hour 
and AT per day were both highly skewed; therefore, 
natural log transformations of these variables were per-
formed. Before log transformation was performed, the 
smallest observed value of PAC per hour (0.01) and AT 
per day (0.07) were added to participants with no PAC 
or AT. Linear regression was used for all 3 hypotheses 
in this analysis: (1) difference in AT or PAC frequency be-
tween Black and White participants, (2) difference in LA 
size and function between Black and White participants, 
and (3) racial difference in the association between LA 
size or function and AT or PAC frequency. For analyses 
in which the outcome was AT or PAC frequency (hypoth-
eses 1 and 3), these associations were expressed as the 
ratio of geometric means, which can be interpreted as 

a percent difference. LA size and function parameters 
were assessed in 1-SD increments.

Multivariable models were adjusted as follows: model 
1 was adjusted for age and sex; model 2 was further ad-
justed for education, smoking status, alcohol consump-
tion, body mass index, diabetes, hypertension, coronary 
heart disease, heart failure, and stroke; model 3 was ad-
ditionally adjusted for β-blockers and calcium-channel 
blockers. In hypothesis 1 (association of race with AT 
and PAC frequency), we further adjusted for LA mini-
mum volume index and LA reservoir strain in model 4. 
As echocardiography measures were obtained from visit 
5, inverse probability weighting was used for prospective 
analyses (hypothesis 3) involving LA size and function to 
account for attrition attributed to death, visit 6 nonatten-
dance, or not wearing the Zio XT Patch.32 Logistic models 
were used to model the estimated probabilities of being 
alive at visit 6, attending visit 6 (conditional on being alive 
at the time of visit 6), and agreeing to wear the Zio XT 
Patch at visit 6 (conditional on being alive and attending 
visit 6). Weights for each participant were the inverse of 
the estimated probabilities. For hypothesis 3, multipli-
cative interactions by race were analyzed by including 
cross-product terms in the models. We considered an 
interaction to be present when an interaction term was 
significant at P<0.10. All analyses were conducted using 
SAS software (version 9.4; SAS Institute Inc., Cary, NC).

RESULTS
A total of 2133 ARIC study participants who wore the 
Zio XT Patch were included in this analysis. On aver-
age (mean±SD), participants were 74±4.5 years at visit 
5; 59% were women, and 27% were Black. Mean±SD 
wear time of the Zio XT Patch was 12.6±2.6  days. 
Participant characteristics at visit 5, stratified by race, 
are presented in Table 1. Black participants had a higher 
prevalence of cardiovascular risk factors and disease, 
larger LA size, and worse LA function parameters.

Association of Race With AT and PAC
Multivariable adjusted associations of race with runs 
of AT per day and PAC per hour are shown in Table 2. 
Black participants had 37% (95% CI, 24%–47%) fewer 
runs of AT per day than White participants after multi-
variable adjustment for cardiovascular risk factors and 
echocardiogram measures. Black participants also 
had fewer runs of PAC per hour than White partici-
pants; however, this association was not significant.

Association of Race With LA Size and 
Function
The associations of race with LA size and function 
parameters are shown in Figure 2. After multivariable 
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adjustments, LA maximum and minimum volume in-
dexes were both significantly greater in Black par-
ticipants than in White participants. In addition, Black 
participants had significantly lower LA reservoir, LA 
contraction, LA emptying fraction, LA passive emp-
tying fraction, and LA active emptying fraction than 
White participants.

Association of LA Size and Function With 
AT and PAC
Figure 3 depicts the association of LA size and func-
tion parameters with runs of AT per day in the entire 
cohort as well as stratified by race. In the entire cohort, 
greater LA size and lower LA function (reservoir strain, 
contractile strain, emptying fraction, and active empty-
ing fraction) were associated with more runs of AT per 
day. No significant interactions by race (P>0.10) were 
present. For all LA size and function parameters, effect 
estimates for Black and White participants were simi-
lar, although estimates were more imprecise in Black 
participants. After full model adjustments, greater 
LA size was significantly associated with more runs 
of AT per day in both Black and White participants. 
In White participants, each 1-SD higher LA reservoir 
and LA contraction were associated with 13% (95% 
CI, 6%–20%) and 16% (95% CI, 9%–22%) fewer runs 
of AT per day, respectively. In Black participants, asso-
ciations of LA reservoir or contraction with runs of AT 
were of similar magnitude to that of White participants, 
although estimates were more imprecise. Significantly 
fewer runs of AT were noted with each 1-SD increase 
in LA emptying fraction and active emptying fraction 
in both Black and White participants. There were no 
significant associations between LA conduit or passive 
emptying fraction and runs of AT in the entire cohort or 
when stratified by race.
The associations of LA size and function parameters 
with runs of PAC per hour are presented in Figure 4. 
Among all participants, greater LA size and lower LA 

Table 1.  Participant Characteristics by Race: The 
Atherosclerosis Risk in Communities Study, 2011 to 2013

Black 
participants, 
n=584

White 
participants, 
n=1549 P value

PAC frequency, runs 
per h*

8.5 (2.2, 35.5) 8.2 (2.8, 31.5) 0.42

AT frequency, runs per 
day*

0.44 (0.14, 1.23) 0.79 (0.29, 
2.12)

0.15

Demographics

Age, y 73.8±4.6 74.1±4.5 0.12

Male sex 183 (31.3) 694 (44.8) <0.001

Less than a high school 
education

133 (22.8) 129 (8.3) <0.001

Current drinkers 107 (18.3) 904 (58.4) <0.001

Current smokers 34 (5.8) 76 (4.9) 0.39

Clinical characteristics

Body mass index, kg/
m2

30.7±6.4 27.9±4.7 <0.001

Diabetes 203 (34.8) 310 (20.0) <0.001

Hypertension 473 (81.0) 976 (63.0) <0.001

Coronary heart disease 36 (6.2) 170 (11.0) 0.001

Heart failure 74 (12.7) 80 (5.2) <0.001

Stroke history 26 (4.5) 33 (2.1) 0.004

Medications

β-blockers 127 (21.7) 392 (25.3) 0.09

Calcium channel 
blockers

204 (34.9) 225 (14.5) <0.001

Echocardiogram measures†

LA maximum volume 
index, mL/m2

34.8±9.9 32.1±9.4 <0.001

LA minimum volume 
index, mL/m2

15.0±6.1 13.0±5.5 <0.001

LA reservoir strain, % 33.1±6.5 34.6±7.0 <0.001

LA contractile strain, % 17.9±4.4 18.8±5.4 <0.001

LA conduit strain, % 15.3±5.3 15.8±5.5 0.08

LA emptying fraction, 
%

57.9±8.0 60.4±8.1 <0.001

LA passive emptying 
fraction, %

26.1±9.1 27.9±10.1 0.001

LA active emptying 
fraction, %

42.9±8.8 44.8±9.6 <0.001

Data are expressed as mean±SD, number (percentage), or median (25th 
percentile, 75th percentile). AT indicates atrial tachycardia; LA, left atrial; and 
PAC, premature atrial contraction.

*PAC and AT measures are obtained from the Zio XT Patch at visit 6 
(2016–2017). Data are expressed as median (25th percentile, 75th percentile) 
because of skewness.

†Among participants with echocardiogram measures (n=1717).

Table 2.  Percent Differences in Atrial Tachycardia 
and Premature Atrial Contraction Frequency (Black 
Versus White Participants): The Atherosclerosis Risk in 
Communities Study, 2016 to 2017 (n=2133)*

AT per day PAC per h

Ratio of geometric means† (95% CI)

Model 1 0.64 (0.55–0.74) 0.98 (0.83–1.16)

Model 2 0.67 (0.57–0.78) 0.92 (0.76–1.11)

Model 3 0.65 (0.55–0.76) 0.92 (0.76–1.11)

Model 4‡ 0.63 (0.53–0.76) 0.92 (0.74–1.15)

Model 1 was adjusted for age and sex. Model 2 was adjusted for model 
1 plus education, smoking status, alcohol consumption, body mass index, 
diabetes, hypertension, coronary heart disease, heart failure, and stroke. 
Model 3 was adjusted for model 2 plus β-blockers and calcium channel 
blockers. Model 4 was adjusted for model 3 plus LA minimum volume 
index, LA reservoir. AT indicates atrial tachycardia; LA, left atrial; and PAC, 
premature atrial contraction.

*Reference is White participants.
†AT and PAC burden were log-transformed because of the right-skew 

distribution. The ratio of geometric means refers to the exponentiated β 
coefficient from the linear regression and can be interpreted as a percent 
difference. For example, in model 4, Black participants have 37% fewer runs 
of AT per day than White participants.

‡Among participants with echocardiogram measures at visit 5 (2011–
2013; n=1663).
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function (reservoir strain, contractile strain, emptying 
fraction, and active emptying fraction) were associated 
with more runs of PAC per hour. An interaction by race 
(P=0.08) was observed when LA contractile strain was 
the exposure. Each 1-SD greater contractile strain was 
associated with 33% (95% CI, 17%–45%) and 20% 
(95% CI, 12%–27%) fewer runs of PAC in Black and 
White participants, respectively. No other significant 
interactions by race were noted (P>0.10). After multi-
variable adjustments, each 1-SD higher LA minimum 
volume index was associated with 35% (95% CI, 13%–
61%) more runs of PAC per hour among Black partici-
pants and 37% (95% CI, 24%–51%) more runs of PAC 
per hour among White participants. Similar associa-
tions were noted for LA maximum volume index. When 
assessing LA function, each 1-SD higher LA reservoir 
was associated with 22% (95% CI, 5%–36%) fewer 
runs of PAC per hour for Black participants, whereas 
White participants had 18% (95% CI, 10%–26%) fewer 

runs. Black and White participants both had fewer runs 
of PAC per hour with similar magnitudes of association 
for each 1-SD higher LA emptying fraction and active 
emptying fraction. No significant associations between 
LA conduit or LA passive emptying fraction and runs 
of PAC were noted in the entire cohort or stratified by 
race.

DISCUSSION
In this multicenter prospective cohort study, we evalu-
ated whether (1) PAC and AT frequency and (2) LA size 
and function were different between Black and White 
participants. In addition, we characterized the relation-
ship of LA size and function to AT and PAC frequency, 
stratified by race. Our main findings were (1) Black 
participants had a higher prevalence of cardiovascu-
lar risk factors and disease than White participants, (2) 
Black participants had lower AT frequency than White 

Figure 2.  Differences in left atrial (LA) size and function between Black and White participants: 
the Atherosclerosis Risk in Communities study, 2011 to 2013 (n=4344; adjusted for age, sex, 
education, smoking status, alcohol consumption, body mass index, diabetes, hypertension, 
coronary heart disease, heart failure, stroke, β-blockers, and calcium channel blockers).
LA parameters were evaluated per 1-SD increment. Following is the definition of 1-SD: LA maximum 
volume index 11.1 mL/m2, LA minimum volume index 7.4 mL/m2, LA reservoir strain 7.7%, LA contractile 
strain 5.6%, LA conduit strain 5.6%, LA emptying fraction 9.4%, LA passive emptying fraction 10.3%, and 
LA active emptying fraction 10.6%.
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participants, (3) Black participants had greater LA size 
and reduced LA function compared with White partici-
pants, and (4) greater LA sizes and lower LA functions 
were associated with greater AT and PAC frequency 
among Black and White participants and only the as-
sociation of LA contractile strain with PAC frequency 
indicated an interaction by race. Our results indicate 
that despite having a higher prevalence of cardiovas-
cular risk factors and greater atrial remodeling than 
White participants, Black participants are less suscep-
tible to atrial arrhythmias. Protective mechanisms that 

confer resilience to atrial arrhythmias in Black individu-
als remain elusive.

Frequent SVE have been associated with an in-
creased risk of AF and/or stroke,12–14,33,34 but few stud-
ies have assessed racial differences in SVE. In our study 
of community-based participants, Black participants 
had lower frequency of AT than White participants. 
Prior studies assessing racial differences in SVE have 
reported varying results. Consistent with our results, 
the MESA (Multi-Ethnic Study of Atherosclerosis) found 
that Black participants had fewer runs of AT than White 

Figure 3.  Association of left atrial (LA) size and function with atrial tachycardia (AT) runs per day by race: the Atherosclerosis 
Risk in Communities study, 2011 to 2017 (adjusted for age, sex, education, smoking status, alcohol consumption, body mass 
index, diabetes, hypertension, coronary heart disease, heart failure, stroke, β-blockers, and calcium channel blockers).
Inverse probability weighting was used.†LA parameters were evaluated per 1-SD increment. Following is the definition of 1-SD: LA 
maximum volume index 9.8 mL/m2, LA minimum volume index 5.9 mL/m2, LA reservoir strain 6.9%, LA contractile strain 5.2%, LA 
conduit strain 5.5%, LA emptying fraction 8.2%, LA passive emptying fraction 9.9%, and LA active emptying fraction 9.5%. §AT 
burden was log-transformed because of the right-skew distribution. The ratio of geometric means refers to the exponentiated β 
coefficient from the linear regression and can be interpreted as a percent difference.
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participants.35 By contrast, in a study using electronic 
health records from Kaiser Permanente Northern 
California, Black individuals had higher burdens of 
symptomatic episodes of paroxysmal AT (identified 
through ICD-9 and ICD-10 codes) than White partici-
pants and Asian/Pacific Islanders.36 The Cardiovascular 
Heart Study reported Black participants had signifi-
cantly fewer PAC (measured via 24-hour ECG Holter 
monitor) than White participants and suggested that this 
finding may partially explain the reduced risk of incident 
AF in Black individuals.4 However, the REGARDS study 

reported that although atrial ectopy (detected on a 12-
lead ECG) is associated with an increased risk of AF, it 
does not account for the differential risk of AF between 
White and Black individuals.15 Compared with previous 
studies, which relied on ICD-9 and ICD-10 codes or 
shorter monitoring periods, we used 2-week continuous 
heart rhythm monitoring in our study, obtaining a more 
precise estimate of SVE burden in our study, hence clar-
ifying the discrepancy in prior findings.24

Besides frequent SVE, LA abnormalities have been 
associated with an increased risk of AF.17,18,37 Herein, 

Figure 4.  Association of left atrial (LA) size and function with premature atrial contraction runs per hour by race: the 
Atherosclerosis Risk in Communities study, 2011 to 2017 (adjusted for age, sex, education, smoking status, alcohol 
consumption, body mass index, diabetes, hypertension, coronary heart disease, heart failure, stroke, β-blockers, and 
calcium channel blockers).
Inverse probability weighting was used. †LA parameters were evaluated per 1-SD increment. Following is the definition of 1-SD: 
LA maximum volume index 9.8 mL/m2, LA minimum volume index 5.9 mL/m2, LA reservoir strain 6.9%, LA contractile strain 5.2%, 
LA conduit strain 5.5%, LA emptying fraction 8.2%, LA passive emptying fraction 9.9%, and LA active emptying fraction 9.5%. 
§Premature atrial contraction burden was log-transformed because of the right-skew distribution. The ratio of geometric means refers 
to the exponentiated β coefficient from the linear regression and can be interpreted as a percent difference.
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we found that greater LA size and lower LA function 
were associated with greater AT and PAC frequency. In 
addition, we report that Black ARIC study participants 
had greater LA volume and reduced LA function than 
White participants. Our findings were corroborated by 
MESA, in which they found that LA enlargement and 
reduced LA function were associated with more PAC/
hour.35 However, we also found that LA abnormalities 
were associated with greater AT frequency, which was 
not observed in MESA. Prior studies assessing racial 
differences in LA size have produced mixed results, 
and few have analyzed LA function. A study of 3 pooled 
cohorts reported LA diameter to be greater in White 
than Black individuals, but no difference in atrial vol-
ume or function were noted.11 The Cardiovascular Heart 
Study found that White men had greater LA diameter 
than Black men.10 The CARDIA study reported that 
White participants had significantly larger LA diameter 
than Black participants after multivariable adjustments9; 
however, Black participants had larger LA volume than 
White participants,9 which are consistent with the pres-
ent ARIC study findings. In addition, we found that 
Black participants had lower LA function than White 
participants. We note that the prevalence of cardiovas-
cular risk factors and disease (except coronary heart 
disease) were higher in Black participants than in White 
participants, which likely explains the greater adverse 
atrial remodeling that we observed in Black participants 
than in White participants. Despite the higher preva-
lence of cardiovascular risk factors and greater atrial 
remodeling in Black participants, the frequency of AT 
was lower—a conundrum that underscores resilience 
to atrial arrhythmogenesis in Black individuals.

Racial differences in AF risk may be related to ge-
netic, biological, or social factors. In this regard, a 
genetic admixture study of Black participants using 
2 population-based cohorts reported that Black par-
ticipants with a lower percentage of European ances-
try had a lower risk of AF.7 Another study consisting 
of 3 community-based cohorts found the minor allele 
of the rs10824026 single-nucleotide polymorphism, 
which is known to be protective against AF, was sig-
nificantly more common in Black individuals than in 
White individuals.8 In this study, it was suggested that 
the rs10824026 single-nucleotide polymorphism may 
account for up to 31% of the reduced AF risk in Black 
individuals when compared with White individuals.8 It 
is also possible that NT-proBNP (N-terminal pro–brain 
natriuretic peptide) or inflammatory biomarkers may 
mediate the association between race and AF risk.38,39 
The Health, Aging, and Body Composition (Health ABC) 
study reports that approximately 40% of the increased 
risk of AF in White participants may be explained by 
racial differences in inflammation, as assessed via 
concentrations of adiponectin, TNF-α (tumor necrosis 
factor α), TNF-α soluble receptor I, and TNF-α soluble 

receptor II.38 In addition, Black individuals have been 
shown to have lower NT-proBNP levels than White in-
dividuals.39,40 A study using data from the ARIC study 
and the Cardiovascular Heart Study indicated that NT-
proBNP explained approximately 25% of the elevated 
risk of incident AF in White participants.39 In the ARIC 
study, each 10% greater percent European ancestry 
in Black participants was associated with 7% higher 
NT-proBNP levels.40 Collectively, the foregoing studies 
suggest that in Black individuals, underlying genetic 
and biological factors mitigate the predilection to atrial 
arrhythmias conferred by greater atrial remodeling. In 
addition to these factors, social constructs may play 
a role in the observed racial differences in AF risk. 
Racial differences in self-advocacy have been noted in 
which Black women were less likely to mention health 
information to their physicians than White women.41 
Furthermore, the racial difference in patients’ engage-
ment in their health care may be mediated by health 
literacy.42 Differences in health care self-advocacy and 
health literacy may result in underdiagnosed AF cases 
in Black individuals. Additional research is warranted to 
further identify factors that may explain the racial differ-
ence in AF risk.

The strengths of this study include the prospective 
design when assessing the association between LA 
measures and SVE burden; the use of 2-week contin-
uous heart rhythm monitoring, which provided greater 
precision of SVE burden; high percentage of analyzable 
time; and the representation of Black and White men 
and women. Importantly, in addition to LA volume, we 
evaluated LA function. Prior research has suggested 
that reservoir function of the left atrium may indicate 
more advanced LA remodeling and underlying left 
ventricular dysfunction than LA enlargement alone.43 
LA function also may provide prognostic information 
over LA volume as a predictor of AF.19,37 Several lim-
itations should be noted. First, as the majority of Black 
participants were recruited from the Jackson, MS, site, 
the generalizability of our results to all Black Americans 
may be limited. In addition, because all Black partici-
pants in our study were recruited from 2 field centers 
(Forsyth County and Jackson), confounding by cen-
ter cannot be adequately addressed given our study 
design. Moreover, we are unable to separate the ef-
fects of race from regional differences. Despite these 
limitations, race-specific findings have been previously 
published from the ARIC study.1,3,44–46 Furthermore, 
differences between respondent and nonrespondent 
patterns were similar for Black participants at both 
the Jackson center, which recruited only Black partic-
ipants, and the Forsyth County center, which recruited 
Black and White participants.26 Second, given the lim-
ited number of Black participants in our study, our es-
timates are less precise in Black participants than in 
White participants. Third, although we accounted for 
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selection bias by using inverse probability weighting in 
our prospective analyses, selection bias may have oc-
curred as a result of participants not agreeing to wear 
the Zio XT Patch or visit nonattendance. However, 
response rates in attending study visits and agreeing 
to wear the Zio XT Patch were similar between races. 
Fourth, the proprietary algorithm used by iRhythm to 
detect arrhythmias is US Food and Drug Administration 
approved; however, this software is not in the public 
domain. Finally, similar to other observational studies, 
residual confounding may exist.

CONCLUSIONS
In this population-based study, although Black partici-
pants have a higher prevalence of cardiovascular risk 
factors and greater abnormalities in LA size and func-
tion than White participants, Black participants have 
a lower susceptibility for AT than White participants. 
Greater LA size and impaired LA function are associ-
ated with more runs of AT and PAC in both Black and 
White participants without any racial differences. Future 
research is needed to unravel this racial paradox of AF 
and elucidate the protective mechanisms that confer 
resilience to atrial arrhythmias in Black individuals.
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