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Use of statins may decrease 
risk of gallstone requiring 
surgery
Lowering cholesterol with statins may 
help cut the risk of developing gallstones 
that require surgery, researchers found. 
But to enjoy the benefit, patients had to 
be on statins for about 12 to 18 months, 
according to researchers from the 
University Hospital in Basel, Switzerland

They examined data from the 
UK-based General Practice Research 
Database. There were 27,035 patients 
who had a previous cholecystectomy, 
and 106,531 controls (matched by age, 
sex, general practice, calendar time, and 
years in the database). There were 2,396 
patients and 8,868 controls who had a 
history of statin use. About 75% of the 
patients and controls were female, with 
a mean age of 53.4 years. Current statin 
use was found in 1% of patients and 
0.8% of controls (1 to 4 prescriptions), 
2.6% of patients and 2.4% of controls 
(5 to 19 prescriptions), and 3.2% of 
patients and 3.7% of controls (20 or 
more prescriptions).

After adjustment for some 
confounders, current statin use was 
associated with a lower risk of gallstone 
disease requiring cholecystectomy 
in those who had filled at least 5 
prescriptions. Patients who were taking 
statins had a 22% lower risk of gallstone 
disease followed by cholecystectomy, 
compared to those not on statins 
(OR 0.78, 95% CI 0.73 to 0.83). 
There was no benefit in patients who 
had filled fewer than 5 prescriptions, 
compared to those who had filled 5-19 
prescriptions, who showed a 15% 
reduced risk (OR 0.85, 95% CI 0.77 to 
0.93). Those who had filled 20 or more 
prescriptions showed a 36% reduced 
risk (OR 0.64, 95% CI 0.59 to 0.70). 
The findings were consistent across 
age, gender, BMI categories, and statin 
class. The association was significant 
regardless of whether the patient 
had normal cholesterol levels or had 
hypercholesterolemia.

The researchers said that their 
findings may be of clinical relevance, 
because gallstone disease was a major 

healthcare burden, with 10-20% of 
white adults in industrial nations 
developing gallstones. They pointed 
out that in the US, for example, 
over 700,000 cholecystectomies are 
performed each year. The article states 
that 80-90% of gallstones are formed 
from cholesterol-saturated bile (the 
rest consisting mainly of polymerised 
calcium bilirubinate) – thus, it has been 
proposed that lowering cholesterol may 
lessen the chance of forming gallstones 
(NB: studies looking at the association 
have yielded mixed results).

The main limitation of the study was 
the possibility of wrong classification of 
outcome. Original medical records were 
not reviewed and there could have been 
a lack of adjustment for potentially 
relevant lifestyle factors. In addition, the 
observational study design could not 
prove a causal relationship.  

Source: Bodmer M, et al. Statin use and 
risk of gallstone disease followed by 
cholecystectomy. JAMA Nov 11, 2009; 
302: 2001-07. 

Osler’s Notes
The problems of disease are more complicated and difficult than any 

others with which the trained mind has to grapple; the conditions in any 

given case may be unlike those in any other... The science on which it is 

based is accurate and definite enough; the physics of a man's circulation 

are the physics of the waterworks of the town in which he lives, but once 

out of gear, you cannot apply the same rules for the repair of the one as 

of the other.
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