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A  view of advanced  heart  failure. Is  it too  late?
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Detecting  the point  of no  return  in  many  diseases  faced
by  clinicians  in daily  practice  is  an ‘‘art’’  which  is  deve-
loped  based  on  experience  and the  frequency  with  which
they  treat  patients  with  a particular  ailment.  Often,  when
a  patient  with  heart  failure  is  finally  referred  to  a  mul-
tidisciplinary  program  after  having  undergone  multiple
hospitalizations,  and when  his/her  quality  of  life  and  pro-
gnosis  are  seriously  jeopardized,  several  questions  arise:

What  was done wrong?

Was  there  a  failure  in disease  prevention?  Were  the popu-
lationś  cardiovascular  risk  factors  inappropriately  managed?
Was  this  disease  not  diagnosed  on  time?  Was  there  no  inter-
est  in  finding  the cause  of  the  impaired  ventricular  function
to  try  to  correct  it,  and,  often,  were  the  pharmacological
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and  non-pharmacological  treatments  proven to  modify  the
clinical  course  of  the  disease  not offered  promptly?

Is it  too late?

The  ability  to  detect  the danger  probably  failed.  Fortu-
nately,  the meaning  of  this  ‘‘fine red  line’’  signaling  an
unfavorable  prognosis  has  recently  been  simplified  thanks
to  the publication  of  consensuses  updating  the definition  of
advanced  heart  failure.  These  include  factors  beyond  the
ejection  fraction  and  functional  class,  such as  recurrent
hospitalizations,  the use  of inotropes,  cardiac  cachexia,  fre-
quent  defibrillator  shocks,  drug  intolerance,  the  need  for
high  doses  of  diuretics  to  control  edemas,  involvement  of
other  organs  such  as  the kidney  and  liver, and  severe  dimi-
nishment  of physical  capacity  using  objective  measures  such
as  the cardiopulmonary  test  or  six minute  walk.  These  cha-
racteristics  may  even  appear  in patients  with  heart  failure
with  preserved  function  or  who  are  in functional  class  II  of
the  New  York  Heart  Association  (NYHA)  classification. 1,2

It is  important  to  remember  that  patients  with  acute
heart  failure  may  also  have  criteria  of  advanced  disease  and
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require  interventions  such  as  early  ventricular  support.  The-
refore,  strategies  such  as  code  shock  and  the INTERMACS3

classification  have been  successfully  implemented  world-
wide,  allowing  early  decision-making  to  avoid  irreversible
damage  to other  organs  and  systems.

What treatment was not considered?

Treatment  alternatives  depend  on  the  age,  prognosis  and
comorbidities.4 Heart  transplantation  is  the treatment
option  for patients  with  advanced  heart  failure  who  ful-
fill  the  criteria;  however,  it is  a  limited  resource  due  to  a
reduction  in the number  of donors  and  an increase  in  the
number  of  patients  on  the waiting  list. The  main  problem  is
the  delayed  referral of  patients,  when  serious  impairment
of  multiple  organs  and  irreversible  pulmonary  hyperten-
sion  contraindicate  this  option.  Ventricular  assistance  is  a
reality  in  Colombia,  but  there  are  cost  and  availability  limi-
tations.  Palliative  care  is  an  excellent  option  when there  are
no  contraindications  to advanced  treatment;  however,  this
alternative  is  largely  unknown  and  is  considered  as  a late
option,  despite  its  effectiveness  in improving  quality  of  life
for  the  patients  and  their  families.5,6

It  is  important  to  bear  in mind  that  the  current  treatment
of  the  disease  has  improved  life  expectancy,  and  thus  the
number  of  patients  reaching  the advanced  stage  has  increa-
sed.  This  population  only  represents  1% of  the total;  howe-
ver,  due  to  their  frequent  hospitalizations,  they  use  a  signifi-
cant  amount  of  resources,  accounting  for  60%  of  care  costs.7

Society  and  healthcare  systems  face  great  challenges  in
keeping  heart  failure  patients  from  continuing  to arrive  ‘‘too
late’’.  The  main  challenge  is  providing  medical  education
to  improve  the ability  to  promptly  identify  and refer  this
population.  This  will  only  be  possible  if health  care  frag-
mentation  is  overcome  and  efficiency  is  achieved  in the
implementation  of  an  integrated  pathway  which  will  allow
communication  between  physicians  all  the way  from  primary
care  to  specialized  care.8 Another  priority  is  to  train  medi-
cal  personnel  to  identify  patients  who  would benefit  from
palliative  care, improving  their  ability  to  discuss  the need
to  change  the treatment  goals  and  optimizing  communica-
tion  skills  and  their  relationship  with  the patients  and their
families  in  order  to  address  end-of-life  decisions.

None  of  these  interventions  will  be possible  without  the
commitment  of  insurance  companies  to  guarantee  patient
access  to  a multidisciplinary  follow-up  in specialized  heart
failure  programs.  This  is  the  best way  to  make  the correct
decisions  regarding  the best  therapeutic  alternative:  being
rational  as  to  the  usefulness  and the  indication  of  interven-
tions  at the ‘‘right  time’’.9
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