Can Cancer Damage the Heart?

New research presented at EuroEcho-Imaging 2015 raises the possibility that cancer may damage heart
muscle irrespective of exposure to cancer drug therapies.
The research from UK's first dedicated cardio-oncology clinic found that both treated and untreated cancer
patients had impaired heart function.
Dr Rajdeep S. Khattar, last author of the abstract and consultant cardiologist at the Royal Brompton Hospital in
London, UK explains that chemotherapy is known to be toxic to the heart and makes cancer patients more
prone to cardiovascular complications including heart failure, hypertension or myocardial ischaemia. But he
points out that there is a possibility that tumour growth itself could damage the heart.
The study measured left ventricular function using echocardiography called strain which indicates how well the
myocardial fibres contract. Studies conducted previously indicate that cancer patients who undergo
chemotherapy may have a normal ejection fraction but reduced strain. This could predict subsequent
cardiotoxicity. The researchers of the current study went one step further and investigated whether cancer
patients with a normal ejection fraction had reduced strain measurements.
They compared myocardial strain in three groups with a normal ejection fraction (55% or more): 43 patients with
cancer who were currently being treated or had received treatment in the past, 36 patients with as yet untreated
cancer, and 20 healthy individuals matched to the cancer groups for age and gender.
The findings show that both groups - treated and untreated - had similarly reduced strain measurements
indicating impaired heart function as compared to the healthy individuals. This thus indicates that the tumour
itself may have a direct and deleterious effect on the heart. Those with reduced strain even before they start
therapy may be predisposed to developing heart failure during treatment and they require closer monitoring as
highlighted by Dr. Khattar. This is not a usual practice since cancer patients do not have routine cardiovascular
risk assessments.
See also: Cardio-oncology Services can Improve Patient Care
A previous study published in September also found elevated cardiovascular biomarkers in patients who were
yet untreated for cancer.
Dr Khattar said: "If it transpires that the patients with reduced strain prior to cancer treatment are more prone to
heart failure and death then it would be important to implement closer monitoring of patients with cancer than is
conducted currently."
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