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Preventing heart attacks: do 

statins work in older people?  

 Statins (cholesterol-lowering drugs) are safe and effective 

in middle-aged people but fears of adverse effects in older 

patients leads many to stop treatment prematurely.  

 NIHR SPHR researchers investigated the effectiveness of 

statins for preventing the recurrence of myocardial 

infarction and the risk of selected adverse events in older 

patients. 

 Statins were found to be effective for preventing recurrent 

myocardial infarction in patients aged 60-79 but the effect 

was less clear at older ages. Fall and fracture risk need to 

be investigated in the oldest old.  
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Statins, the most effective cholesterol-lowering 

drugs, are a cornerstone of coronary heart 

disease prevention. Statins are safe and effective 

in middle-age but less is known for typical older 

patients. Fears about adverse events result in 

many stopping treatment early.   

Key issues 

 Older people are less likely to participate in RCTs therefore 

evidence on statin risks and effectiveness in typical older 

patients is limited. 

 There are fears about adverse events, especially about muscle 

loss and pain.  Although these were rare and reversible in the 

RCTs they may be more important in older people.    

 

What we did 

We used primary care and linked hospital electronic medical 

records (from the Clinical Practice Research Datalink) to estimate 

the risk of recurrent myocardial infarction and adverse events in 

12,156 typical older (60+) patients with incident myocardial 

infarction. We compared those on statins vs. no statins, using a 

propensity score analysis.  

 

 

What next?  

As very large numbers of older people are prescribed statins, RCTs 

in typical older people are needed to clarify risks and efficacy.    

Our analysis supports the use of statins in people aged 60 79 for 

studied outcomes.  
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Findings and implications 

 Statins were effective in reducing recurrent myocardial infarction in 

patients aged 60-79 but the effect was less clear at older ages (80+). 

This may be partly because older patients often did not maintain 

statin treatment.  

 Statins did not show any effect on ischemic stroke or dementia risk.  

 The results suggested an increased risk of falls and fractures in the 

first two years of treatment, particularly in the 80+ group. This finding 

needs further study.    
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