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Abstract
Objective—To examine the relationship between cardiac self-efficacy and health status, including
symptom burden, physical limitation, quality of life, and overall health among outpatients with stable
coronary heart disease (CHD). We hypothesized that lower self-efficacy would predict worse health
status, independent of CHD severity and depression.

Methods—We performed a cross-sectional study of 1024 outpatients with CHD, who were recruited
between 2000 and 2002 for the Heart and Soul Study. We administered a validated measure of cardiac
self-efficacy, assessed cardiac function using exercise treadmill testing with stress echocardiography,
and measured depressive symptoms using the Patient Health Questionnaire. Health status outcomes
(symptom burden, physical limitation, and quality of life) were assessed using the Seattle Angina
Questionnaire, and overall health was measured as fair or poor (versus good, very good, or excellent).

Results—After adjustment for CHD severity and depressive symptoms, each standard deviation
(4.5-point) decrease in self-efficacy score was independently associated with greater symptom
burden (adjusted odds ratio (OR) = 2.1, p = .001), greater physical limitation (OR = 1.8, p < .0001),
worse quality of life (OR = 1.6, p < .0001), and worse overall health (OR = 1.9, p < .0001). Depressive
symptoms and poor treadmill exercise capacity were also associated with poor health status, but left
ventricular ejection fraction and ischemia were not.

Conclusions—Among patients with CHD, low cardiac self-efficacy is associated with poor health
status, independent of CHD severity and depressive symptoms. Further study should examine if self-
efficacy constitutes a useful target for cardiovascular disease management interventions.
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INTRODUCTION
Improving patient-reported health status, including functional status and quality of life, is an
important goal for the therapy of patients with chronic disease. In patients with cardiovascular
disease, traditional studies have focused on improving physiological measures, such as left
ventricular function or coronary graft patency. However, increasing attention has been directed
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toward health status outcomes as being equally, if not more, important for the well-being of
patients with cardiac disease (1-4). Little is known about the determinants of health status in
patients with cardiovascular disease (5-11). In particular, the extent to which health status is
determined by psychological versus physiological measures of cardiac function is unclear
(12-14).

Self-efficacy is a psychological construct based on social cognitive theory, which describes
the interaction between behavioral, personal, and environmental factors in health and chronic
disease (15-17). The theory of self-efficacy proposes that patients’ confidence in their ability
to perform certain health behaviors influences their health outcomes. The construct of self-
efficacy has extended far beyond the psychological arena and has been demonstrated to affect
health behaviors and chronic disease management in many chronic disease settings (18-24).
Importantly, self-efficacy is a modifiable characteristic; many health behavior interventions
have been shown to improve patients’ self-efficacy (17,25-27).

In patients with cardiovascular disease, studies of self-efficacy have largely focused on its role
in the successful rehabilitation of patients with cardiac disease (28-33). However, one previous
study found that self-efficacy predicted health status in 198 patients undergoing cardiac
angiography (34). We hypothesized that cardiac self-efficacy would be associated with health
status, defined as an individual’s degree of wellness or illness with regard to cardiac symptom
burden, physical limitation, quality of life, and overall health, within a broader population of
1024 outpatients with established coronary heart disease (CHD), and that this association
would be independent of CHD severity and depressive symptoms.

METHODS
Participants

The Heart and Soul Study is a prospective cohort study of psychosocial factors and health
outcomes in patients with coronary disease. Data collection methods have been described
elsewhere (13,35). Administrative databases were used to identify patients with one of the
following eligibility criteria: a) a history of myocardial infarction, b) angiographic evidence
of at least 50% stenosis of ≥1 coronary vessels, c) evidence of ischemia by treadmill or nuclear
stress testing, or d) a history of coronary revascularization. The exclusion criteria were a) an
intention to move out of the area within 3 years, b) a history of myocardial infarction within
the last 6 months, or c) exercise tolerance <1 block—all of which precluded completion of the
study.

Between September 2000 and December 2002, we recruited 1024 participants with CHD from
two Department of Veterans’ Affairs Medical Centers, one university hospital, and nine public
health clinics in the San Francisco Bay Area. These participants constituted the subjects of the
current cross-sectional analysis. The baseline appointment included a medical history
interview, a physical examination, an exercise treadmill test with a stress echocardiogram, and
a comprehensive health status questionnaire. The protocol was approved by the Institutional
Review Boards at all participating facilities.

Health Status
Our outcome of interest was health status among patients with CHD. We used the Seattle
Angina Questionnaire, based on Wilson and Cleary’s model (36), adapted for patients with
CHD (37,38), to assess three components of health status: symptom burden, functional status,
and disease-specific quality of life (13,39,40). As an additional measure of global health status,
we also asked patients: “Compared with other people your age, how would you rate your overall
health?” (41,42).
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To facilitate comparison with other studies of cardiac health status (13,38,43,44), we divided
the symptom burden scores into four categories reflecting daily (0–30), weekly (31–60),
monthly (61–90), or absent (91–100) angina; the physical limitation scores into severe (0–24),
moderate (25–49), mild (50–74), or minimal (75–100) physical limitation; and the quality-of-
life scores into severely diminished (0–24), moderately diminished (25–49), mildly diminished
(50–74), or good to excellent (75–100) quality of life. Higher scores for these measures
reflected better health status. Responses to the overall health measure were categorized as fair
or poor, good, very good, or excellent.

Cardiac Self-Efficacy
The main predictor of interest was cardiac self-efficacy, defined as participants’ confidence in
their ability to take care of their health (15,16). We measured cardiac self-efficacy using
Sullivan’s validated five-item summative “Maintain function” scale (24,29,34,45). Each item
begins with the stem, “How confident are you that you know or can,” and assesses an aspect
of daily life function, such as work and social activities (Table 1). The responses are a 5-level
Likert scale from 0 = “not at all confident” to 4 = “completely confident.” The self-efficacy
scores ranged between 0 and 20, with a higher score indicating better self-efficacy to maintain
function.

Cardiac Function
We hypothesized that participants’ cardiac function could influence self-reported health status.
Therefore, we performed three physiologic measures of cardiac function: echocardiographic
assessment of resting left ventricular ejection fraction (LVEF), exercise treadmill test for
exercise capacity, and a stress echocardiogram for assessment of fixed and inducible ischemia
(wall motion abnormalities). All of these variables are well-established measures of cardiac
function (46).

A complete resting two-dimensional echocardiogram was performed on each participant. To
determine the LVEF, standard two-dimensional parasternal short-axis and apical two-chamber
and four-chamber views were used. Before and after exercise, we obtained apical two-chamber,
four-chamber, and precordial long- and short-axis views to detect changes in wall motion or
ventricular dilatation with exercise. To account for fixed and exertional wall motion defects
(our measure of ischemia), we calculated the wall motion score at peak exercise. Each of 16
wall segments was evaluated for contractility at peak exercise, as follows: 1 = normal; 2 =
hypokinetic; 3 = akinetic; 4 = dyskinetic; 5 = aneurysm. The scores for each segment are
averaged to create an index from 1 to 16, with a higher score indicating worse contractility.

Other Participant Characteristics
Participants reported demographic characteristics, including age, ethnicity, education, and
marital status. Patients reported their annual household income. Because we were interested
in low income as a risk factor, we dichotomized responses into <$20,000 versus ≥$20,000
annual household income. The questionnaire assessed self-reported history of myocardial
infarction, stroke, diabetes mellitus, or hypertension as well as alcohol and tobacco use. To
account for other clinical characteristics that could affect health status, we recorded use of
medications such as β blockers, statins, renin-angiotensin system inhibitors, and
antidepressants. Body mass index (weight in kilograms divided by height in m2) was calculated
for each participant.

Because health status can be affected by mood, stress, and social support (13,47-55), we also
measured several psychosocial variables. We measured depressive symptoms using the Patient
Health Questionnaire-9 (56), a validated measure in which a higher score indicates more
depressive symptoms. We considered a score of ≥10 as consistent with depressive symptoms
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(57). To assess perceived stress, we used the 16-point, 4-item Perceived Stress Scale (58), in
which experiencing at least one stressful symptom “fairly often” or a score of ≥9 indicates
stress. To assess social support, we asked participants: “Do you have as much contact as you
like with someone you feel close to, someone in whom you can trust and confide (yes/
no)?” (59).

Statistical Analysis
We aimed to assess the contribution of cardiac self-efficacy to self-reported health status in
the context of cardiac function. We examined bivariate associations between self-efficacy score
as a continuous measure (per standard deviation (SD) change) and the four health status
outcomes: symptom burden, functional status, disease-specific quality of life, and overall
health status.

To further evaluate the independent association of self-efficacy with each health status
outcome, we performed stepwise multivariate ordinal logistic regression. Potential predictors
were grouped a priori into conceptually based blocks; each block of variables was entered
sequentially, beginning with demographic variables and then adding medical history,
medication use, psychosocial, and cardiac function variables. For consistency, we retained all
potential predictors across all four models. To put these associations in context, we also
reported the adjusted associations for other potential predictors of health status, including
depressive symptoms and cardiac physiologic parameters. In all models, we tested for
interactions between self-efficacy score and other psychosocial characteristics (depressive
symptoms, social support, and perceived stress) and between self-efficacy and gender and
nonwhite ethnicity and age. Results are reported as odds ratio (OR) with 95% confidence
interval. Analyses were performed using SAS version 9 (SAS Institute, Inc, Cary, North
Carolina).

RESULTS
Patient Characteristics

Patients were older and predominantly male, with relatively low socioeconomic status (Table
2). The cohort has significant disease burden, with a majority of patients reporting history of
myocardial infarction (54%) and coronary revascularization (59%).

Self-Efficacy and Health Status Outcomes
The mean self-efficacy score was 9.7 (SD = 4.5; range = 0–20; skewness = 0.18), corresponding
to responses between “not at all confident” and “somewhat confident” for all of the scale items.
The Cronbach α for the scale was 0.80.

We observed a linear relationship between self-efficacy score and each of the four health status
measures (Figure 1). Mean self-efficacy scores ranged from 7.7 to 10.4 in patients with daily
to absent symptom burden, 4.2 to 11.5 in patients with severe to minimal physical limitation,
5.6 to 10.8 in patients with severely diminished to excellent quality of life, and 7.4 to 13.9 in
patients with poor to excellent overall health (all p values <.0001).

With stepwise adjustment for demographics, medical history, medication use, psychosocial
factors, and cardiac function, self-efficacy remained independently associated with all four
health status measures. After adjustment for other psychosocial factors, the magnitude of self-
efficacy and health status relationship decreased across all health status outcomes, but the
direction and statistical significance of the relationships persisted (Table 3). In the fully
adjusted models, with each SD (4.5-point) decrease in self-efficacy (Table 4), we found greater
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symptom burden (OR = 1.3, p = .001), physical limitation (OR = 1.9, p < .001), diminished
quality of life (OR = 1.6, p < .001), and fair or poor overall health (OR = 2.1, p < .001).

Self-Efficacy, Depressive Symptoms, Cardiac Function, and Health Status
After adjustment for all other potential predictors of health status, with each SD decrease in
self-efficacy, we observed higher odds of poor health status. Similarly, depressive symptoms
were associated with poor health status (Table 4). Although decreased exercise capacity was
an independent predictor of poor health status, low self-efficacy remained independently
associated with poor health status after adjustment for exercise capacity. Decreased LVEF and
impaired wall motion were not associated with any health status outcome (Table 4).

We evaluated the extent to which psychosocial factors (depressive symptoms, social support,
and perceived stress) mediated the relationship between self-efficacy and health status. We
found that self-efficacy was associated with depressive symptoms (p < .001), and depressive
symptoms were predictive of worse health status (Table 4). Adjusting for psychosocial factors
partly attenuated the association between self-efficacy and health status. However, even after
adjustment for these psychosocial factors, lower self-efficacy remained independently
associated with all four measures of health status (Table 3).

There were no interactions between self-efficacy and the other psychosocial measures
(depressive symptoms, social support, and perceived stress). We also did not find interactions
of self-efficacy score with gender, race/ethnicity, age, or cardiac function (all p values for
interaction >.10).

DISCUSSION
We found a clear association between low self-efficacy, a modifiable risk factor, and poor
health status in 1024 ambulatory patients with CHD. Specifically, low self-efficacy
independently predicted four domains of disease-specific and general health status: greater
symptom burden, greater physical limitation, worse quality of life, and worse overall health.
Exercise capacity was also predictive of health status, but the association between self-efficacy
and health status was independent of CHD severity. Two measures of cardiac function—LVEF
and ischemia—were not even associated with health status. Although the causal pathways
between self-efficacy and health status cannot be determined by this cross-sectional study and
are almost certainly bidirectional, our study results suggest that self-efficacy is an important
factor in the perceived health status of patients with CHD.

These findings are consistent with a growing body of evidence supporting an association
between self-efficacy and physical health (17,23,25). Self-efficacy has been correlated with
self-management behaviors for chronic conditions (19-22). In small studies of selected groups,
including patients undergoing cardiac rehabilitation (28-33) and cardiac catheterization (34),
patients with chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (24), and older women with congestive
heart failure (23), investigators have found an association between self-efficacy and health
status. Our study further elucidates the self-efficacy and health status relationship in several
ways. First, we examined four distinct aspects of health status, using cardiac-specific and
general health status measures, with very consistent results. Another strength of our study was
our ability to adjust for other psychosocial characteristics known to be associated with health
status, such as depression, perceived stress, and social support. We expected to find strong
associations between these factors and self-efficacy. In our sample, these factors only partly
accounted for the association between self-efficacy and health status. Depressive symptoms,
perceived stress, and social support were partial mediators for the effect of self-efficacy on
health status, but self-efficacy exerted an independent influence as well.
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Finally, because all participants underwent a detailed cardiac evaluation, we were able to
include several objective measures of cardiac function in our analysis.

To place these associations in context, we examined other potential predictors of the health
status outcomes. Our finding that self-efficacy was lower among those with lower educational
attainment, among women, among those with medical comorbidities, and older participants,
are consistent with prior studies (20,31,60). As expected from prior studies of both cardiac and
noncardiac conditions (12-14,61-65), depressive symptoms were associated with poor health
status. From our results, self-efficacy and depressive symptoms seemed to have distinct
relationships with health status; self-efficacy does not act as a significant mediator of the effect
of depressive symptoms on health status. Moreover, in this patient sample, having low self-
efficacy seemed to confer an even greater risk of poor health status than the presence of
depressive symptoms. Finally, our patient population exhibited a strikingly low confidence in
their ability to maintain function.

These findings suggest that interventions aimed to improve patient-centered aspects of health
should study psychological as well as physiological factors. Self-efficacy is at least as important
as cardiac function in the health of patients with CHD and may also be more easily modified.
Multiple disease management programs have been shown to improve participant self-efficacy
through successful performance of desired behaviors (17). Although individual interventions
differ, the widely used Chronic Disease Self-Management Program has been shown to improve
self-efficacy and improve clinical outcomes in varied settings (66-68). For example, in one
study of 24 patients with heart failure, a home-based exercise protocol was found to improve
patient self-efficacy compared with usual care (27). Similarly, a study of older women with
heart failure demonstrated improved self-efficacy and improved medication adherence after a
patient education intervention (23). Key components of this and other successful disease
management programs include peer leadership, cognitive symptom management techniques,
health communication training, and health-related problem solving (69,70). Taken together,
these findings suggest further study to determine if improving self-efficacy mediates behavior
change among patients with chronic disease.

Despite its strengths, our study also has several limitations. First, the relationship between self-
efficacy, other psychosocial factors, and health status is likely to be reciprocal, and our cross-
sectional data do not allow us to determine the causal directions of association. Second, most
participants were older, lower-income males, and therefore the results may not be generalizable
to other patient populations. Third, although a debate exists as to the usefulness of disease-
specific versus global self-efficacy instruments (23,25), we elected to use a disease-specific
measure. Finally, because of the variety of self-efficacy measures in the literature (ranging
from single item to in-depth cognitive interviews), we cannot accurately compare the effect
sizes for the self-efficacy and health status associations we found with those in other studies.

In summary, improving patient-centered outcomes is an important goal for the chronic
management of patients with cardiovascular disease. We found that patient self-efficacy is
strongly predictive of health status, including symptom burden, physical functioning, quality
of life, and overall health. These results suggest that self-efficacy warrants further study as a
potential target for cardiovascular disease management interventions.
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Figure 1.
Mean self-efficacy scores by category of health status outcome (all p values for trend <.01).
Error bars represent standard deviation.
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TABLE 1
Cardiac Self-Efficacy Scale

How confident are you that you can:

1 Maintain your usual social activities?

2 Maintain your usual activities at home?

3 Maintain your usual activities outside of your home?

4 Engage in sexual activity?

5 Get aerobic exercise (work up a sweat and increase your heart rate)?

Responses (score): not at all confident (0); somewhat confident (1); moderately confident (2); very confident (3); and completely confident (4).
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TABLE 2
Characteristics of 1024 Participants With Coronary Heart Disease

n (%) or Mean ± SD

Demographics
 Age 67 ± 11
 Male 839 (82)
 White 616 (60)
 High school graduate 891 (87)
 Income < $20,000/year 499 (49)
 Married 434 (43)
Medical history
 Hypertension 723 (71)
 Myocardial infarction 548 (54)
 Coronary revascularization 604 (59)
 Stroke 147 (14)
 Diabetes mellitus 266 (26)
 Body mass index 28.4 ± 5.3
Medication use
 β blocker 594 (58)
 Statin 656 (64)
 Renin-angiotensin system inhibitor 524 (51)
 Aspirin 793 (77)
 Antidepressant 188 (18)
Psychosocial factors
 ≥ 10 depressive symptoms 199 (19)
 Current smoking 202 (20)
 Poor social support 330 (32)
 Regular alcohol use 294 (29)
 Perceived stress 5.3 ± 3.2
 Cardiac function
 Left ventricular ejection fraction 0.62 ± 0.10
 Wall motion score index 1.2 ± 0.35
 Exercise capacity (METS) 7.3 ± 3.3

SD = standard deviation.
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