Read more: Talking to Patients about CVD Risk

Some topics involving risk
1. Chances of having a first CVD event (primary prevention)
1. Chances of having a second event (secondary prevention)
1. Risks of starting a new medication (side effects, drug interactions, etc.)
1. Risk of doing nothing
1. Non-modifiable risks (i.e., age or family history) vs modifiable risks

Caveat:
The patient presenting with antihypertensive and/or lipid lowering therapy is already at risk for CVD. It is just a matter of what their risk level is, i.e., low, moderate, high, extremely high. Risk level often includes other comorbidities.

Understand patient priorities:
Ask open ended questions about patient’s expectations and overall thoughts of the recommended therapy. Do they have other life issues that impact the treatment? 

Perceived Risk:
Do they over-estimate (pessimistic bias) or under-estimate (optimistic bias) their risk and can you reframe those misperceptions? If this is a young person at low risk, then they will be a middle aged or older person with a higher risk and probably some irreversible damage.

Perceived Self-Efficacy
Do they think they will be able to embrace the therapeutic recommendations (self-efficacy)? If reducing risk involves making changes that will be difficult i.e., quitting smoking or reducing alcohol, can they still commit? Do they have a fatalistic approach to life (we all have to die sometime)? In the latter case focusing on quality of life through the years is recommended.

Some risk assessment methods
1. AHA/ACC 10-year risk assessment (ASCVD Plus app and Framingham Heart Study website)
1. 30 year or lifetime risk assessment (may be better for young adults)
1. Heart Age Calculation (available on the British Hypertension Society website) 

Discussing results of a risk assessment or an assumed risk based on diagnosis or lab values (i.e., diabetes and between ages of 40-75 is already at moderate to high risk)
1. Talk about the risk as frequency of events rather than percentages: If a person has a 10-year risk of 15% 
0. 15 of every 100 people like you will have a heart attack or stroke in the next 10 years
0. If the patient has numeracy issues use infographics like those listed here in Communicating risk

Tool kit for discussing CVD risk
Improving CVD risk communications is an excellent reference for pharmacists. Here you will find tools for effective communication with patients.

