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I. INTRODUCTION

Although the rate of cardiovascular mortality during
the past 3 decades has decreased substantially, athero-
sclerotic coronary heart disease (CHD) remains the
leading cause of death and disability in the United
States.1 This continuing decrease in CHD mortality is
directly related to improved therapies for acute coro-
nary syndromes—unstable angina pectoris, acute myo-
cardial infarction (MI), and chronic manifestations of
CHD (stable angina, ischemic congestive heart failure
[CHF])—as well as to favorable modifications of major
coronary risk factors. Anticoagulant agents can de-
crease risks of occlusive vascular events by reduction of
certain coagulation factors, by inhibition of thrombin
formation and activity through activation of antithrom-
bin, and finally by direct inhibition of both free throm-
bin and thrombin bound to fibrin. Uncertainty remains
among health care providers regarding the appropriate
uses of these agents in different categories of patients. 

This review describes how anticoagulant agents can
be used to manage patients with CHD based on data
from selected major randomized controlled trials that
support recent recommendations of the American
College of Cardiology/American Heart Association

(ACC/AHA)2–4 and the American College of Chest
Physicians (ACCP).5 It also provides clinicians with
information for the use of anticoagulant agents in the
prevention of CHD. This review does not discuss ran-
domized controlled trials and recommendations re-
garding the use of anticoagulant agents with percuta-
neous coronary interventions, which deserve a separate
and thorough review. The case studies show how the
information discussed in this review translates into day-
to-day practice. The first part of this review described
antiplatelet agents (“Antiplatelet Agents in Coronary
Heart Disease: Case Studies”) and was published in
Volume 5, Part 6, of the Hospital Physician Cardiology
Board Review Manual. 

II. ANTICOAGULANT THERAPY

ANTICOAGULANT AGENTS

Oral anticoagulants produce their anticoagulant
effect by interfering with the cyclic interconversion of
vitamin K and its 2,3 epoxide through inhibition of vi-
tamin K epoxide reductase and possibly vitamin K re-
ductase. In addition, the vitamin K antagonists impair
the function of protein C and protein S, which are 
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