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Effect of Statin Treatment in Patients With Advanced Carotid 
Atherosclerosis: An Observational Outcome Study

Ansgar Adamsa, d, Waldemar Bojarab, Michel Romanensc

Abstract

Background: Advanced atherosclerosis of the carotid artery is as-
sociated with a high risk of cardiovascular disease. The aim of the 
study was to investigate whether treatment with statins improved the 
prognosis.

Methods: Sum of all plaque areas (total plaque area (TPA)) and the 
maximum plaque thickness were determined in healthy subjects us-
ing ultrasound. We compared the outcome in subjects with advanced 
atherosclerosis of the carotid artery (type III-IV b finding) with and 
without statin treatment. The follow-up was recorded during follow-
up examinations as part of preventive occupational health examina-
tions or by personal communication.

Results: In 7,106 subjects aged 35 - 65 years (50 ± 8 years, 43% 
women), we found 669 subjects with advanced atherosclerosis of 
the carotid artery (type III-IV b finding). A follow-up was available 
for 640 (95.4%) subjects. In these subjects (54 ± 8 years, 20.4% 
women), 94 (88 men) had cardiovascular events (35 myocardial 
infarctions, 13 bypass operations, 32 stent implantations, and 14 
strokes) with a mean follow-up time of 3.9 (1 - 12) years. Two hun-
dred sixty subjects were treated with a statin, while 339 received no 
statin. Fourteen cardiovascular events occurred in the treated group 
(eight stent implantations, two heart attacks, two bypass operations, 
and two strokes). In the untreated group, 80 cardiovascular events 
occurred (12 strokes, 11 bypass operations, 33 heart attacks, and 24 
stent implantations). The event rate was 5.4% for the subjects treat-
ed with a statin and 23.6% for the untreated subjects. Both groups 
were well matched for the baseline presence of cardiovascular risk 
factors.

Conclusion: Statin treatment in subjects with advanced atheroscle-

rosis of the carotid artery (type III-IV b finding on ultrasound) sig-
nificantly improves the prognosis in a non-randomized observational 
cohort study.
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risk; Coronary disease

Introduction

It is known from previous studies that advanced atheroscle-
rosis of the carotid artery is associated with an increased risk 
of cardiovascular disease [1-8]. By measuring all plaque areas 
(total plaque area (TPA)) and the maximum plaque thickness 
on the carotid artery, people with a high cardiovascular risk 
can be identified [9-11]. The examination method was validat-
ed by measuring the TPA and the maximum plaque thickness 
in 500 patients 1 day before a planned coronary angiography 
regardless of the indication. Four types could be defined in the 
ultrasound.

With a type III and IV b carotid plaque on ultrasound, we 
found the presence of coronary heart disease defined by a cor-
onary angiogram in 82.2% [9].

Materials and Methods

In 4,076 healthy men and 3,030 healthy women aged 35 - 65 
years, the sum of all plaque areas (TPA) and the maximum 
plaque thickness were determined in an occupational medi-
cal setting using ultrasound. A transportable ultrasound device 
from Kontron Medical, type Imagic Agile, with a 10 MHz lin-
ear transducer was used. The measurement method was carried 
out as previously published [9, 10]. A low risk corresponds to a 
type I and type II a finding on ultrasound, an intermediate risk 
to a type II b and IV a finding and a high risk to a type III and 
IV b finding [11]. All subjects with a type III or IV b finding 
received a recommendation for their family doctor to initiate a 
therapy with a statin.

We compared the outcome in subjects with advanced ath-
erosclerosis of the carotid artery (type III-IV b finding) with 
and without statin treatment. The follow-up was recorded dur-
ing follow-up examinations as part of preventive occupational 
health examinations. The evaluation of all investigations was 
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carried out with the approval of the responsible ethics commit-
tee. This study was conducted in compliance with the ethical 
standards of the responsible institution on human subjects as 
well as with the Helsinki Declaration.

As part of their occupational health check-ups, we asked 
patients to inform us about the occurrence of cardiovascular 
events (myocardial infarction, percutaneous transluminal cor-
onary angioplasty (PTCA), bypass surgery (CABG) or stroke). 
Whenever possible we received clinical records from treating 
physicians. It was investigated whether statin treatment in sub-
jects with advanced atherosclerosis of the carotid artery (type 
III-IV b finding on ultrasound) leads to an improvement in the 
prognosis. Statin users reported statin use on a daily level dur-
ing the whole follow-up time. Statin non-users were not pre-
scribed statins during the whole observation time. There were 
no sporadic statin users. Effect of statins on low-density lipo-
protein (LDL) cholesterol was not available. Further, we did 
not record changes in other cardiovascular risk factors such as 
smoking, hypertension, or new onset of diabetes mellitus. Fur-
ther, we obtained a follow-up in some patients without high-
risk carotid plaque.

Results

Type III and IV b findings were found in 669 subjects (135 
women). A follow-up was available for 640 (95.5%) subjects. 
In these subjects (54 ± 8 years, 20.4% women), 94 (88 men) 
had cardiovascular events (35 myocardial infarctions, 13 by-

pass operations, 32 stent implantations, and 14 strokes), with a 
mean follow-up time of 3.9 (1 - 12) years. Two hundred sixty 
subjects were treated with a statin, while 339 received no sta-
tin. No data on statin treatment were available for 41 subjects. 
These were excluded. The baseline data were almost the same 
in both groups, especially the Prospective Cardiovascular 
Munster Study for Fatal and Non-Fatal Myocardial Infarction 
(PROCAM) risk (P = 0.7425).

Table 1 shows the clinical baseline characteristics of both 
groups.

Fourteen cardiovascular events occurred in the treated 
group (eight stent implantations, two heart attacks, two bypass 
operations, and two strokes). In the untreated group, 80 car-
diovascular events occurred (12 strokes, 11 bypass operations, 
33 heart attacks, and 24 stent implantations). The event rate 
was 5.4% for the subjects treated with a statin and 23.6% for 
the untreated subjects. Nine patients died of a heart attack, and 
three of stroke (11 were not treated with a statin).

In the low-risk group (type I, II a, n = 5,712), follow-up 
was complete in 34.6% of subjects with a mean follow-up time 
of 4.9 years (1 - 12 years), and there were 11 cardiovascular 
events (eight myocardial infarctions, two bypass operations, 
and one stent implantation). In the intermediate-risk group 
(type IIb, IV a, n = 725), follow-up was complete in 47.3% of 
subjects with a mean follow-up time of 4.3 years (1 - 12 years), 
and 10 cardiovascular events occurred (three myocardial in-
farctions, three bypass operations, two stent implantations, and 
two strokes), with one death [10]. Figure 1 shows unadjusted 
event prediction results for type III-IV b finding in ultrasound 

Table 1.  Baseline Characteristics of All Subjects With Type III and IV b Finding in Ultrasound

Characteristics Type III, IV b (n = 260)  
with statin therapy

Type III, IV b (n = 339)  
without statin therapy P value

Age (years), mean ± SD 55 ± 6 54 ± 6 0.0384
BMI (kg/m2), mean ± SD 27.58 ± 4.71 27.15 ± 4.00 0.4731
Smoker, n (%) 100 (38.5%) 146 (43.1%) 0.256
LDL-cholesterol, mean ± SD 162 ± 48 157 ± 34 0.4562
HDL-cholesterol, mean ± SD 52 ± 13 51 ± 13 0.2445
Triglyceride, mean ± SD 176 ± 113 176 ± 107 0.8166
Systolic blood pressure (mm Hg), mean ± SD 133 ± 18 133 ± 19 0.9807
Diastolic blood pressure (mm Hg), mean ± SD 82 ± 9 83 ± 11 0.1644
Diabetes, n (%) 29 (11.1%) 21 (6.2%) 0.0296
Treated blood pressure (mm Hg), n (%) 122 (46.9%) 108 (31.9%) 0.0002
Positive family history, n (%) 87 (33.5%) 101 (29.8%) 0.3786
Total plaque area (mm2), mean ± SD 143 ± 63 140 ± 61 0.407
Maximum plaque thickness (mm), mean ± SD 3.1 ± 0.8 3.0 ± 0.7 0.2853
PROCAM risk, mean ± SD 12.14±11.33% 11.45±9.10% 0.7425
Event (infarction, stroke, etc.), n (%) 14 (5.4%) 80 (23.9%) < 0.0001
Cardiovascular death, n (%) 1 (0.4%) 11 (3.5%) 0.0158
Follow-up time (months) (min. - max.) 46 (0 - 130) 43 (0 - 124) 0.5305

BMI: body mass index; LDL: low-density lipoprotein; HDL: high-density lipoprotein; PROCAM: Prospective Cardiovascular Munster Study for Fatal 
and Non-Fatal Myocardial Infarction; SD: standard deviation.
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with and without statin therapy.

Discussion

Atherosclerosis is an inflammatory disease of the arteries and 
continues to be the most common cause of death in industrial-
ized nations.

Fatty streaks can be found in arteries already at the age of 
20 years, and progression of atherosclerosis often remains un-
detected until clinical events such as acute coronary syndrome 
(ACS), chronic coronary syndrome (CCS), apoplexy, and pe-
ripheral artery disease (PAD) occur.

Because traditional risk equations such as PROCAM or 
SCORE show frequently low risk in patients with advanced 
carotid atherosclerosis [12], it is important to identify and 
treat advanced carotid atherosclerosis, a surrogate for cardio-
vascular risk, in the subclinical stage. We found advanced ca-
rotid atherosclerosis in 9% of subjects at baseline and in these, 
55.2% had a PROCAM risk below 10%. Therefore, PRO-
CAM, at least in patients aged 35 - 65 years, does not appear to 
reliably identify high-risk patients defined by extensive carotid 
plaque formation.

Both the ESC Guidelines on Cardiovascular Disease Pre-
vention in Clinical Practice of 2016 and the ESC Guidelines 
for the Management of Dyslipidemia 2019 [13, 14] classify 
people with carotid plaques as having a very high risk, but 
without quantifying the plaque burden.

There are several plaque studies that show that advanced 
atherosclerosis of the carotid artery with high TPA is associ-
ated with a high risk of events (Tromso study, BioImage study, 
CAVES-CAVA study, Spence 2002, MESA study, NOMAS 

study, Adams 2020, and ARCO study 2021 [1-11]) and therapy 
with statins improves the prognosis [8, 15-19].

As early as 2010, Spence formulated “Treating arteries 
instead of risk factors. A paradigm change in management 
of atherosclerosis” [15]. Our results are consistent with these 
studies and support the paradigm shift formulated by Spence.

Although this is not a randomized study, the results sug-
gest that patients with advanced atherosclerosis (type III, IV b 
finding) should be treated with a statin, eventually regardless 
of the level of LDL cholesterol in line with the postulate “treat-
ing arteries instead of risk factors”.

Conclusions

Statin treatment in subjects with advanced atherosclerosis of 
the carotid artery (type III-IV b finding on ultrasound) signifi-
cantly improved prognosis as assessed by our observational 
cohort study. Since most patients with advanced carotid ath-
erosclerosis have a low PROCAM risk, statin intervention is 
unlikely to be tailored correctly to patients who would derive 
the largest prognostic benefits from preventive therapy.
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