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Abstract:
Are statins harmful or helpful?

Today, statins, also known as HMG-CoA reductase inhibitors, are
a class of lipid-lowering medications, and one of the most com-
monly prescribed class of drugs to lower cholesterol - with sales es-
timated to approach $1 trillion by 2020.1 Despite the widespread
use of statins to lower cholesterol and reduce cardiovascular mor-
bidity and mortality, half of the patients prescribed statins in pri-
mary care fail to reach healthy cholesterol levels after two years of
treatment with these drugs. Drugs like Atorvastatin (Lipitor) and
Fluvastatin (Lescol) provide little value to people without heart
disease.2 Used in this way, statins are not only of low value care,
but in many cases, represent a waste of health care resources and
may even have undesirable side effects. Worryingly, heart-healthy
users represent a sizable number of statin users.

Changes in clinical guidelines have increased the number of peo-
ple eligible to take statins. In many countries, the majority of peo-
ple taking the drugs do so for primary prevention. A 2019 study
from Ireland found that the proportion of adults older than 50
years eligible for statins rose from 8% under 1987 guidelines to
61% under 2016 guidelines.3 That means a far greater number of
lower-risk people became eligible for statin treatment. The number
of people who would need to be treated with statins to prevent a
major cardiovascular event also increased substantially, from 40 at
the lowest risk under 1987 guidelines, to 400 at the lowest risk un-
der 2016 guidelines. As part of the study, the investigators also ana-
lyzed primary prevention data for people with an average age of 62
to 69, who were taking statins for one to five years. Overall, there
were significant reductions in death from any cause, cardiovascu-
lar deaths, and major coronary or cardiovascular events. However,
when the baseline risk of developing heart disease was taken into
account, most outcomes were not statistically significant, raising
uncertainty about the benefits of statins for primary prevention.
The findings showed that none of the people classified as low or
moderate risk in primary prevention would achieve acceptable lev-
els of risk reduction to justify taking a daily statin.
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