Prevalence of normal electrocardiograms in primary care patients: a study by a telemedicine service in Brazil
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Telecardiology provides support for primary care physicians through transmission of electrocardiogram (ECG) results and feedback from cardiologists. There are benefits through avoidance of unnecessary referrals and identification of patients who required urgent intervention. Additionally, the analysis of the ECGs allows the knowledge of the proportion of normal ECGs and ECG abnormalities in primary care patients. Associated with the knowledge of epidemiological data of the population, it allows estimating the proportion of patients that require further investigation. The objective of this study is to assess the prevalence of normal ECGs in patients who were attended at primary care centers of 608 cities in Minas Gerais, Brazil. In this observational and retrospective study, all 12-lead standard digital ECG analyzed by cardiologists of the Telehealth Network of Minas Gerais, a public telemedicine service in Brazil, in January 2011 were assessed. This service attends primary care of 608 cities in Minas Gerais province. ECGs were sent by remote professionals through internet to be analyzed by cardiologists who are trained and experienced in the analysis and interpretation of ECG. The prevalence of normal ECGs was assessed. During the study period, a total of 19,370 ECGs were analyzed (mean patient age 51 ± 19 years, 58.5% women), 54.6% of them were normal. This proportion was higher in women (60.5 vs. 54.1%, p<0.001). Progressive decrease in the prevalence of normal ECG was observed with increasing age: 75.8% from 30 to 39 years, 67.2% from 40 to 49, 56.4% from 50 to 59, 46.6% 60 to 69, 34.9% from 70 to 79 years and 24.2% in octogenarians. Additionally, the prevalence of normal ECGs was lower in patients with hypertension (45.1% vs. 64.2%, p<0.001) and diabetes (45.5% vs. 58.6%, p<0.001). Among the ECGs of patients under investigation for chest pain, 59.3% had no ECG abnormalities. This study showed that in primary care patients, normal ECGs account for more than 50% of! all examinations, but this prevalence decreases with aging and comorbidities. Furthermore, it was observed that most ECGs performed to investigate chest pain in primary care had no abnormalities.
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