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Abstract

Objectives

To determine the incidence of post-contrast acute kidney injury (PC-AKI) and presumed

contrast-induced acute kidney injury (CI-AKI) following contrast-enhanced CT (CECT) with

intravenous application of a reduced dose of the iso-osmolar contrast agent iodixanol in can-

cer patients with chronic kidney disease.

Methods

198 oncology patients with a baseline estimated glomerular filtration rate (eGFR) <60ml/

min/1.73m2 undergoing a total of 237 CECTs using a reduced dose of 60ml iodixanol were

retrospectively analyzed. Statistical analysis was performed for the entire cohort and sub-

groups. The effect of additional risk factors on the occurrence of PC-AKI was evaluated.

Results

The overall PC-AKI incidence was 6.3%. Excluding patients with concurrent medical condi-

tions known to directly and independently impact kidney function and patients with AKI pre-

ceding the CT-scan resulted in a presumed CI-AKI incidence of 3.8%. No permanent post-

contrast worsening of renal function and no AKI treatment were required. Subgroups consid-

ering baseline eGFR yielded PC-AKI incidences of 4.6% (eGFR 45-60ml/min/1.73m2, n =

130), 7.4% (eGFR 30-45ml/min/1.73m2, n = 95) and 16.7% (eGFR <30ml/min/1.73m2, n =

12). Additional patient related risk factors did not show any significant effect on the occur-

rence of PC-AKI.
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Conclusions

Low incidences of PC-AKI/CI-AKI suggest that a reduced dose of an iso-osmolar contrast

agent is safe in high-risk oncological patients with impaired renal function.

Introduction

Contrast-induced acute kidney injury (CI-AKI) is a potential complication of intravascular

administration of iodinated contrast agents and is associated with increased morbidity and

mortality [1–4]. It is defined as a sudden deterioration of renal function that is caused by the

administration of the contrast agent. The diagnosis of CI-AKI requires the absence of any

other concurrent medical condition that could also be the cause of the worsening of kidney

function [5]. CI-AKI is considered a subentity of post-contrast acute kidney injury (PC-AKI)

which is defined as a sudden deterioration of renal function following contrast administration

regardless of whether the contrast medium was the cause of the deterioration [6, 7].

In clinical practice it is difficult to clearly identify cases of PC-AKI that have been caused by

the contrast agent and permit the diagnosis of CI-AKI because PC-AKI can also be caused by a

variety of other coincident nephrotoxic events or simply reflect spontaneous fluctuations in

serum creatinine (SCr) or estimated glomerular filtration rate (eGFR) [6, 7].

The incidence of CI-AKI has been reported to be variable and to depend mainly on the con-

trast medium osmolality and applied volume [5, 8–10]. Reports from the 1980s and 1990s indi-

cated significantly higher rates of CI-AKI [11, 12]. This was presumably caused by higher

volumes of administered contrast agent made necessary by significantly longer examination

times in the pre-helical-CT era. Especially for larger body coverage (e.g. tumor staging),

repeated contrast injections were needed, increasing consecutively the volume of applied con-

trast agent. Additionally, the preponderant use of high-osmolar contrast agents is presumed to

have been responsible for higher reported rates of PC-AKI.

More recently, published data on this topic have demonstrated lower rates of PC-AKI with

an overall incidence around 5.0% to 6.4% [1, 13]. The major challenge in assessing the true

incidence of CI-AKI is the frequent coexistence of additional risk factors, particularly in inpa-

tients [14]. The lack of propensity matching leads to biased data which include patients already

at risk for acute kidney injury (AKI) [14, 15].

Cancer patients are at an increased risk of experiencing CI-AKI [16–18]. Many of these

patients require frequent contrast-enhanced CT (CECT) examinations, each with a potential

nephrotoxic effect. Furthermore, a bidirectional relationship exists between cancer and kidney

function which varies among the different cancer types but is related to cancer-accompanying

nephrotoxic drugs, dehydration, higher patient age and paraneoplastic renal disorders [19].

Oncological patients presenting with impaired kidney function (eGFR<60ml/min/1.73m2) are

at even higher risk for CI-AKI [20, 21]. Moreover, the rate of CI-AKI has been reported to rise

with an increasing number of risk factors [5, 13, 22, 23].

In knowledge of this risk constellation, different strategies aiming at risk stratification have

been recommended [14, 24]. They consider the baseline eGFR as well as comorbidities or

medical conditions potentially affecting renal function and recommend reduction of contrast

volume and the use of iso-osmolar contrast media (IOCM) [9, 19].

Hence, the aim of this retrospective study was to assess the incidence of CI-AKI in a cohort

of high-risk oncology patients with impaired renal function undergoing CECT with a reduced

dose of the IOCM iodixanol.
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Materials and methods

Patient characteristics

This retrospective single cancer center evaluation of clinical and laboratory data was approved

by the local institutional review board (Clinical Ethics Committee at the University Hospital of

Tübingen, registration number 161/2019BO2). The need for written informed consent was

waived by the ethics committee due to the retrospective nature of the study. A total of 237

CECT-examinations in 198 oncology patients acquired between December 2016 and July 2018

were retrospectively identified by a database search for CECT using iodixanol in patients with

impaired renal function. The average patient age was 70.0 years (range 33–95). 43% of exams

were performed in women. Patients received on average 1.4 CECTs (range 1–4). Our standard

protocol for all patients with an eGFR<60ml/min/1.73m2 requiring CECT prescribes a

reduced dose of 60ml iodixanol. It was established years ago aiming at reducing the incidence

of CI-AKI.

94 (39.7%) inpatients and 143 (60.3%) outpatients (including day-hospital patients) were

examined. 198 (83.5%) CECT-examinations were elective whereas 39 (16.5%) were non-elec-

tive, i.e. patients were being referred to CECT for medical emergencies.

In 183 cases (77.2%) the underlying disease was a solid tumor, the most frequent diagnoses

being lung cancer (n = 43) and colon cancer (n = 28). In 54 cases the underlying disease was a

hematological malignancy, mantle cell lymphoma (n = 11) and diffuse large B-cell lymphoma

(n = 10) being the most frequent.

The following eight additional risk factors for AKI were registered in all patients: status

post renal transplantation, status post stem cell transplantation, diabetes mellitus, arterial

hypertension, peripheral artery disease, congestive heart failure, concurrent nephrotoxic medi-

cation (excluding anti-cancer medication) and concurrent nephrotoxic anti-cancer medica-

tion. Registered non anti-cancer medication included Aminoglycosides, antiviral agents,

Amphotericin B, Colistin, Polymixin B, Sulfadiazine, Quinolones, Vancomycin, NSAIDs,

Selective COX-2 inhibitors, Phenacetin, Calcineurin inhibitors, Sirolimus, Everolimus, ACE

inhibitors/ARBs/renin inhibitors, SGLT-2 inhibitors (canagloflozin, dapagliflozin), Methoxy-

flurane, Pamidronate, Zolendronate, Topiramate, Zonisamide, Orlistat, Statins, Mesalamine

[25]. Registered anti-cancer medication included Cisplatin, Ifosfamide, Methotrexate, Peme-

trexed, Ipilimumab, Gemcitabine, Mitomycin, Bevacizumab, Sunitinib, Sorafenib, Axitinib,

Pazopanib, Cetuximab, Panitumumab and Imatinib [26].

Patients were grouped into three baseline eGFR subgroups which were based on the current

KDIGO 2012 Clinical Practice Guideline for the Evaluation and Management of Chronic Kid-

ney Disease [28]: baseline eGFR [ml/min/1.73m2] 45–60, 30–45 and<30, corresponding to

KDIGO CKD GFR categories G3a, G3b and G4/5. All patients were in clinical, imaging and

laboratory surveillance at our institution.

Definition of PC-AKI and CI-AKI

PC-AKI was defined as an increase in SCr of� 0.3 mg/dl or� 50% above the baseline value

within 72 hours after contrast administration. This definition is based on the current Clinical

Practice Guideline for Acute Kidney Injury by “Kidney Disease: Improving Global Outcomes”

(KDIGO) [27] and the older criteria of the Acute Kidney Injury Network (AKIN) [28]. It

reflects the current recommendations by the ESUR CMSC [7] and the Committee on Drugs

and Contrast Media of the American College of Radiology (ACR) [6].

SCr and eGFR (Chronic Kidney Disease Epidemiology Collaboration (CKD-EPI) equation)

were determined at baseline (mean 1.5 days before the CT-scan; SD 2.4; range 0–11), and
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within 72 hours after contrast administration (mean 1.8 days after the CT-scan; SD 0.8; range

1–3). Normal values for SCr at our institution laboratory range from 0.5–0.8mg/dl for females

to 0.6–1.1mg/dl for males.

Since the diagnosis of CI-AKI requires a deterioration of kidney function in the absence of

any other cause [5] we further examined the medical records of PC-AKI cases to identify those

in which such other known causes of AKI [27], i.e. sepsis, critical illness, circulatory shock, car-

diac surgery, major non-cardiac surgery as well as post-renal ureteral obstruction were pres-

ent. Additionally, we identified those who showed AKI immediately before CECT was

performed. PC-AKI cases for which none of these conditions was identified were regarded as

being caused by the contrast agent and are referred to as cases with presumed CI-AKI.

CECT-examination protocol

The CT studies were performed with patients in supine position using 256-slice MDCT scan-

ners (SOMATOM Definition Flash, Siemens Healthcare, Forchheim, Germany). The exami-

nation protocol included intravenous administration of 60ml IOCM (320mg iodine/ml

Iodixanol [VISIPAQUE, GE Healthcare Buchler GmbH & Co. KG, Germany]) at a flow rate of

2ml/s via antecubital vein followed by a saline flush of 30ml NaCl at 2.5ml/s. Contrast material

was administered by using a dual-head pump injector (CT motion XD 8000, Ulrich Medical,

Ulm, Germany). Over 95% of patients received oral hydration 500ml before and after CECT

whereas the rest received IV hydration with 500ml 0.9% NaCl before and after CECT.

Statistical analysis

Statistical analysis was performed by using software (IBM SPSS Statistics Version 26). P<0.05

was indicative of statistical significance. Differences in PC-AKI rates between inpatients and

outpatients as well as between elective and emergency cases were assessed via Fisher’s exact

test for independent samples. Differences regarding SCr and eGFR values pre and post CECT

were assessed using the Wilcoxon signed rank test for related samples. Logistic regression anal-

ysis was performed to determine effects of the baseline eGFR value and baseline eGFR sub-

group as well as of the additional risk factors on the probability of the occurrence of PC-AKI.

Results

Incidence of PC-AKI and presumed CI-AKI with subgroup analysis

Rates of PC-AKI and presumed CI-AKI regarding the entire cohort and baseline eGFR sub-

groups are presented in Table 1.

To investigate wether the baseline eGFR had any effect on the probability of the occurrence

of PC-AKI we performed a logistic regression analysis, which showed that both the model as a

whole (chi-square(1) = 0.568, p = 0.451, n = 237) and the individual coefficient (odds ratio

0.979, lower 95% CI 0.927, upper 95% CI 1.034, p = 0.445, n = 237) were not significant.

Table 1. Incidence of PC-AKI and presumed CI-AKI in entire cohort and baseline eGFR subgroups.

PC-AKI Presumed CI-AKI

Entire cohort (n = 237) 6.3% (n = 15) 3.8% (n = 9)

Baseline eGFR 45–60 (n = 130) 4.6% (n = 6) 3.8% (n = 5)

Baseline eGFR 30–45 (n = 95) 7.4% (n = 7) 4.2% (n = 4)

Baseline eGFR <30 (n = 12) 16.7% (n = 2) 0.0% (n = 0)

eGFR [ml/min/1.73m2]

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0233433.t001
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Furthermore we were not able to show a significant correlation between the baseline eGFR

subgroup and the occurrence of PC-AKI using Fisher’s exact test (p = 0.172).

When comparing elective (n = 198) and emergency cases (n = 39) the PC-AKI rates were

6.1% (n = 12) and 7.7% (n = 3). The respective CI-AKI rates were 3.5% (n = 7) and 5.1%

(n = 2). According to Fisher’s exact test there were no significant differences between the two

groups (p = 0.72 and 0.645, respectively). When comparing inpatients (n = 94) and outpatients

(n = 143) the PC-AKI rates were 9.6% (n = 9) and 4.2% (n = 6). The respective CI-AKI rates

were 4.3% (n = 4) and 3.5% (n = 5). There were no significant differences between these two

groups either (p = 0.109 and 0.743, respectively).

A detailed medical chart review of patients with PC-AKI showed that none experienced

permanent post-contrast worsening of renal function.

SCr and eGFR pre and post CECT

The median SCr and eGFR for the entire cohort and baseline eGFR subgroups are depicted in

Table 2. The respective absolute and relative changes of these values between pre and post

CECT are shown in Table 3.

Evaluation of additional risk factors

The number of additional risk factors in the cohort was: 0 (1.1%, n = 1), 1 (26.3%, n = 25), 2

(31.6%, n = 30), 3 (28.4%, n = 27), 4 11.6%, n = 11), 5 (1.1%, n = 1). The most prevalent risk

factors were nephrotoxic medication in 88.6%, hypertension in 57.0% and concurrent nephro-

toxic anti-cancer medication in 46.8%. These were followed by Diabetes mellitus (27.0),

congestive heart failure (12.2%), status post stem cell transplantation (6.8%), peripheral artery

disease (3.8%) and status post kidney transplantation (1.3%).

Logistic regression analysis was performed to investigate wether any of the additional risk

factors had a significant effect on the probability of the occurrence of PC-AKI. Results showed

that both the model as a whole (chi-square(8) = 10.592, p = 0.226, n = 237) and the individual

coefficients of the variables were not significant.

Discussion

The incidence of PC-AKI in our retrospective analysis of cancer patients with impaired renal

function (corresponding to CKD GFR categories G3-G5) and high-risk for AKI who under-

went CECT with a reduced-dose of iodixanol was 6.3%. Excluding PC-AKI cases in which

other known causes of AKI [27] were present, as well as cases of pre-CECT AKI, resulted in a

presumed CI-AKI incidence of 3.8%. Notably, on average there was no significant worsening

of SCr and eGFR values between baseline and post contrast follow-up in any of the baseline

eGFR subgroups (45–60 vs. 30–45 vs.<30 ml/min/1.73m2).

Earlier meta-analyses evaluating the overall risk for CI-AKI reported varying results, but

recent data have shown the risk for deterioration of renal function to be around 5.0% to 6.4%

in the general population [1, 13]. However, in patients with chronic kidney disease (CKD) the

incidence of CI-AKI exceeds these rates with percentages being reported between 8.8% to 20%

for low-osmolar contrast agents (LOCM) [1]. Moreover, the incidence of CI-AKI is expected

to increase with every additional risk factor (e.g. diabetes mellitus, older age, congestive heart

failure, sepsis, etc.) [5]. Oncology patients are at even greater risk for CI-AKI with incidences

reported up to 20% [20]. In a large comparable cohort of cancer patients with known CKD

undergoing contrast-enhanced CT, Ng et al. reported a risk of acute renal events of up to

10.5%, increasing with the stage of CKD [18]. The observed PC-AKI rates in our analysis are

in the range of those reported for PC-AKI in the general population. This is in line with the
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findings by McDonald et al. showing that IV administration of the IOCM iodixanol represents

no independent risk factor for AKI, dialysis, or increased mortality [29]. None of our cancer

patients experiencing presumed CI-AKI showed persistent deterioration of renal function as

compared to baseline. The risk of AKI in cancer patients has variable causes including the so-

called kidney-cancer connection which has been statistically demonstrated to be significant in

many tumor entities (e.g. renal cell carcinoma, hepatocellular carcinoma, myeloma, leukemia

and lymphoma), paraneoplastic disorders (glomerular and tubular diseases) and in particular

the nephrotoxic anti-tumor drugs [30]. Hence, CI-AKI in cancer patients is a multifactorial

syndrome and due to the hypothetically limitless numbers of patient, disease and treatment

characteristics is also difficult to trace back to a single trigger. In a large cohort of Danish inpa-

tients, Christiansen et al. found a 1-year risk of AKI of 17.5% and 5-year risk of 27% with 5.1%

of patients requiring dialysis within 1 year [16]. Similarly, Launay-Vaucher et al. found a high

(57.2%) prevalence of renal impairment in a study of nearly 5,000 patients with solid tumors

[17]. In order to reduce the rate of CI-AKI, eGFR-based risk stratification has been recom-

mended knowing that values <45mL/min/1.732 are at higher risk for AKI [31, 32]. However,

most study reports evaluating the incidence of CI-AKI focused on low-osmolar contrast agents

[11, 33]. Recent data support the use of iso-osmolar contrast media to prevent CI-AKI both for

intravenous and intraarterial administration, particularly in the setting of CKD [34–37]. In a

randomized clinical trial performed in cancer patients, Terrenato et al. reported a more favor-

able safety profile of Iodixanol vs. Iopromide [37]. Similar to our own results, the authors did

Table 2. Serum creatinine and eGFR at baseline and follow-up for entire cohort and baseline eGFR subgroups.

Baseline Follow-Up

SCr eGFR SCr eGFR p-value

Entire cohort (n = 237) Median 1.40 46.50 1.37 46.38 0.108 (SCr), 0.019 (eGFR)

IQR 0.35 12.75 0.44 16.36

Baseline eGFR 45–60 (n = 130) Median 1.30 52.23 1.20 52.25 0.569 (SCr), 0.103 (eGFR)

IQR 0.30 7.19 0.30 12.72

Baseline eGFR 30–45 (n = 95)) Median 1.50 39.97 1.50 39.95 0.117 (SCr), 0.033 (eGFR)

IQR 0.30 5.93 0.4 10.47

Baseline eGFR <30 (n = 12) Median 2.35 26.32 2.15 24.95 0.373 (SCr), 0.328 (eGFR)

IQR 0.75 6.63 1.18 14.38

SCr: serum creatinine [mg/dl]

eGFR: estimated glomerular filtration rate [ml/min/1.73m2]

Bold p-values indicate statistical significance

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0233433.t002

Table 3. Absolute and relative difference in serum creatinine and eGFR between baseline and follow-up for entire cohort and baseline eGFR subgroups.

sCr absolute difference sCr relative difference eGFR absolute difference eGFR relative difference

Median IQR Median IQR Median IQR Median IQR

Entire cohort (n = 237) 0.00 0.21 0.00 16.52 0.00 9.42 0.00 19.67

Baseline eGFR 45–60 (n = 130) 0.00 0.20 0.00 17.48 0.00 11.23 0.00 21.43

Baseline eGFR 30–45 (n = 95) -0.06 0.21 -4.67 15.00 2.04 6.68 6.40 17.77

Baseline eGFR <30 (n = 12) -0.05 0.61 -1.79 27.24 0.47 10.37 2.24 36.98

SCr: serum creatinine [mg/dl]

eGFR: estimated glomerular filtration rate [ml/min/1.73m2]

IQR: interquartile range

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0233433.t003

PLOS ONE Incidence of contrast-induced acute kidney injury in high risk oncology patients using iodixanol

PLOS ONE | https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0233433 May 21, 2020 6 / 10

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0233433.t002
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0233433.t003
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0233433


not report any case of permanent post-contrast worsening of kidney function. Mehran et al.

emphasized the increased risk of CI-AKI in patients with higher baseline creatinine values

(CKD stages) with up to 62% CI-AKI after angiographic intervention for SCr levels above

2mg/dl [5]. Our own data also show an increase in PC-AKI incidence with decreasing levels of

baseline eGFR. The incidence of PC-AKI in CKD GFR categories G4/5 more than doubled

compared to the G3 subgroup (7.4% vs. 16.7%). Nevertheless, we found no statistically signifi-

cant association between baseline eGFR subgroups and PC-AKI rates, possibly due to a rela-

tively low number of cases in the eGFR<30 subgroup.

Although a host of additional risk factors for PC-AKI apart from decreased renal function

have been proposed they have not been sufficiently confirmed on the basis of randomized con-

trolled trials [6, 7]. Accordingly, in this study we were not able to identify an additional patient

related risk factor with a significant effect on the occurrence of PC-AKI.

Furthermore there were no significant differences in the rates of PC-AKI between inpa-

tients and outpatients (including day-hospital patients) which is in contradiction to several

previous reports [11, 38–40]. Correspondingly, no significant difference between elective and

emergency patients could be shown. To what extent our CT-protocol was responsible for the

overall incidence of CI-AKI is difficult to attest due to the study design using a single contrast

agent (iso-osmolar) at standardized concentration and volume. Our routine CT-examination

protocol in cancer patients was developed in accordance with current expert opinions and

guidelines for prevention of contrast-induced nephropathy recommending the use of IOCM

along with a reduction in CM volume and/or concentration [9, 41, 42]. Combinations of low-

kV and low-dose CM have been used successfully in the near past and demonstrated image

quality comparable to high-dose protocols [43, 44].

Our study has some limitations. First it is retrospective in character. Second, there is no

comparison with either LOCM or different contrast agent volumes or concentrations. Third,

not all potential coexisting pathologies (e.g. dehydration) could be excluded as direct causes

for AKI due to the retrospective character of our data analysis. Fourth, there was no compari-

son with controls in the same clinical setting not exposed to iodine contrast agent. Lastly, all

patients in the present study received preventive hydration as a sole measure to reduce the

incidence of PC-AKI according to the current standards, since the value of using compounds

with antioxidant properties other than sodium bicarbonate such as N-acetylcysteine; statins;

ascorbic acid; etc., remains controversial [45]. More precisely, most patients received preven-

tive oral hydration before and after CECT, whereas a small number received IV hydration

with 500 ml saline 0.9%. However, oral hydration as the sole means of prevention is not rec-

ommended and current ESUR CMSC guidelines recommend IV hydration with either 3 ml/

kg/h bicarbonate 1.4% for 1 h before CECT or 1 ml/kg/h saline 0.9% for 3–4 h before and 4–6

h after CECT [26].

In conclusion, we found relatively low incidences of PC-AKI (6.3%) and presumed CI-AKI

(3.8%). In addition there was no evidence of the baseline eGFR having an effect on the proba-

bility of the occurrence of PC-AKI. Hence, the use of a reduced-dose of the iso-osmolar con-

trast medium iodixanol seems to be safe in high-risk oncology patients with impaired renal

function.
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