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he acute coronary syndromes (ACS) are heteroge-
neous with respect to pathophysiology, presentation, 
prognosis, and response to therapy. The clinical spec-

trum of ACS comprises ST-segment elevation acute myocar-
dial infarction (STEMI), non-ST-segment elevation acute 
myocardial infarction (NSTEMI), and unstable angina pecto-
ris (UAP). STEMI is caused by acute total coronary occlu-
sion,1 whereas NSTEMI has been associated with the presence 
of vulnerable atherosclerotic plaque and subocclusive throm-
bosis.2
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Biomarkers provide potential information regarding normal 
biological processes, pathological changes, risk stratification, 
or pharmaceutical responses to a therapeutic intervention. 
These biomarkers for risk stratification are targeted at the 
evaluation of myocardial damage, resulting hemodynamic 
stress and electrical instability, and residual ischemia. Ad-
vances in our understanding of the pathophysiology and con-
sequences of ACS have resulted in the development of new 
biomarkers. In recent years, several novel prognostic bio-
markers related to cardiovascular outcome include cardiac 
troponin, high-sensitivity C-reactive protein (hs-CRP), brain 
natriuretic peptide (BNP), and N-terminal pro B-type natri-
uretic peptide (NT-ProBNP).

Inflammation plays a role in the pathophysiology of ath-
erosclerosis. The inflammatory marker CRP is known to be 
elevated in patients with acute MI and has been shown to 
predict risk of recurrent events.3,4 Procalcitonin is introduced 
as a new marker of inflammation. The original product of the 
Calc-1 gene is the 141-amino acid chain of pre-procalcito-
nin, which binds to the endoplasmic reticulum of the C-cells 
of the thyroid gland with its N terminus, where it is cleaved by 
an endopeptidase to give rise to procalcitonin. Subsequently, 
procalcitonin itself is cleaved by a convertase enzyme in cal-
citonin, katacalcin, and a proteic residue.5 Normally, the con-
centration of procalcitonin is undetectable or low in healthy 
individuals, but in cases of sepsis, marked elevations occur.6 
High serum levels of procalcitonin were first described by 
Assicot et al in patients with sepsis and infection in 1993.7 
Several studies have reported procalcitonin as a strong marker 
of inflammation since that first report. Blood concentrations 
of procalcitonin increase in systemic inflammation and exhibit 

greater sensitivity and specificity than acute-phase proteins 
such as CRP.6

There is a paucity of data on serum procalcitonin levels 
across the spectrum of coronary artery disease manifesta-
tions. We do not have a consistent base of evidence to guide 
treatment in response to elevated levels of procalcitonin in 
this setting. Several studies have shown that procalcitonin 
levels are increased in ACS patients on admission,8 but other 
investigations have demonstrated that plasma procalcitonin 
concentrations are in the normal range in patients with uncom-
plicated acute MI.9,10 Recently, our group evaluated the dif-
ferences in hs-CRP and procalcitonin level changes occurring 
during STEMI, NSTEMI and UAP, as well as their correla-
tions with the presence and severity of coronary artery dis-
ease (CAD) and the outcomes of patients surviving ACS.11 
We determined that levels of hs-CRP and procalcitonin were 
increased in patients with ACS but failed to correlate with 
the severity of coronary disease and early prognosis.11 We 
acknowledge that this was a small study with several limita-
tions. Ilhan et al12 found increased serum levels of procalcito-
nin and CRP in patients with ACS, and their study indicated 
a strong correlation between the increases in the levels of 
CRP and procalcitonin. This study also showed a signifi-
cant difference between CRP and procalcitonin levels among 
patients with different cardiologic diagnoses. Remskar et al10 
measured procalcitonin levels in 54 patients with acute MI 
and determined that procalcitonin levels were increased in 
patients with acute MI only if associated with severe left heart 
failure, resuscitation after cardiac arrest or in the presence of 
bacterial infections. Procalcitonin levels were not increased in 
patients without complications. In another study, Buratti et al9 
evaluated procalcitonin values, together with interleukin-6 
(IL-6), another index of inflammation, in a homogeneous 
population of patients with acute MI. They reported that, on 
admission, procalcitonin levels were in the normal range, 
whereas IL-6 levels were elevated 10-fold. A more recent 
study by Kafkas et al8 regarding procalcitonin in acute MI 
patients evaluated procalcitonin levels on admission. The 
authors demonstrated that procalcitonin concentrations were 
elevated on admission and were detectable in serum earlier 
than CK-MB or troponin I in most patients. The authors sug-
gested that procalcitonin could be considered as a novel sen-
sitive myocardial marker in patients with acute MI. Recently, 
Picariello et al13 evaluated levels of procalcitonin on admis-
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sion in patients with cardiogenic shock following STEMI, 
uncomplicated STEMI, UAP, and NSTEMI. Furthermore, the 
authors investigated whether procalcitonin levels correlated 
with CRP concentrations. The authors reported that pro-
calcitonin levels measured on admission were significantly 
higher in patients with cardiogenic shock following acute 
MI and did not correlate with those of CRP.13 Bektas et al14 
evaluated the diagnostic accuracy of the bedside procalcitonin 
test in detecting MI in patients presenting to the emergency 
department (ED) with typical chest pain or ischemic symp-
toms. They showed that the diagnostic accuracy of a point-of-
care blood procalcitonin test was lower than that of CK-MB 
mass, myoglobin, and hs-CRP on admission to the ED and 
also at the fourth hour post-admission.

In this issue of the Journal, Sinning et al15 report inter-
esting data on the role of the baseline serum procalcitonin 
concentration in long-term cardiovascular risk prediction in 
patients with documented CAD. hs-CRP is the most studied 
of the markers and several studies also have shown that  
hs-CRP predicts intermediate or longer-term outcome,3,4 but 
data are still lacking regarding a prognostic role of procal-
citonin in patients with STEMI and in those with NSTEMI 
or UAP. In findings similar to our results, Sinning et al15  
demonstrate that patients presenting with ACS on admission 
showed higher procalcitonin concentrations than did subjects 
with stable angina pectoris. Their study involved long-term 
follow-up of 3.6 years. The authors report that increased pro-
calcitonin levels at baseline were related to higher cardiovas-
cular mortality and higher cardiovascular event rate during 
follow-up, but they did not quantify the increase in CRP. 
Taken together, these data provide biochemical evidence that 
a strong inflammatory response identifies high-risk patients 
with CAD. However, the study has several limitations. The 
authors performed only baseline measurements and there-
fore cannot clarify the variability in inflammatory markers 
during the course of the study. Sequential blood sampling 
may be needed to investigate the effectiveness of therapeu-
tic strategies and the prognostic role of procalcitonin. When 
preserved samples are used, data concerning their reliability 
over time should be kept in mind.

In conclusion, Sinning et al15 must be congratulated for 
having reopened the interest in biomarkers for patients with 
ACS. This is the first study to investigate the role of baseline 
serum procalcitonin concentration for long-term cardiovas-
cular risk prediction in patients with documented CAD and it 
provides important long-term prognostic information for such 

patients. However, further studies are needed to determine 
the utility of procalcitonin as a diagnostic and prognostic 
tool in the pathophysiology of ACS.
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