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ABSTRACT
Background: Sodium thiosulfate (STS) can be used to treat patients diagnosed with calciphylaxis,
which is a rare life-threatening syndrome. However, our patients treated with the recommended
STS regimen presented with serious adverse events, resulting in treatment withdrawal. Then an
optimized STS regimen was used to increase the tolerance of patients to STS and improve treat-
ment continuation. The curative effect of the new regimen is not yet definite. Therefore, this
study aimed to evaluate the response to the use of the optimized STS regimen for the treatment
of calciphylaxis in Chinese patients during the first three courses of treatment.
Methods: Demographic, clinical, and laboratory data were retrospectively collected on 31 calci-
phylaxis patients with chronic kidney disease (CKD) or end-stage kidney disease (ESKD) treated
with the optimized STS regimen. The primary outcome was a clinical improvement. The second-
ary outcomes included survival rate and adverse events.
Results: Twenty-five patients (over 80%) achieved clinical improvement considering improve-
ment or nonspecific changes of skin lesions (80.65%) and pain relief (100%). Furthermore,
54.84% of patients did not experience any adverse events and none died from complications.
During a median follow-up of 9months (interquartile range 4–19), 27 patients (87.10%) survived;
additionally, 13 patients (41.94%) survived after a one-year follow-up period.
Conclusion: The optimized STS regimen is relatively safe, associated with satisfactory outcomes,
and well tolerated by patients for short to medium treatment duration. Hence, it is a promising
approach for the treatment of patients diagnosed with calciphylaxis.
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Introduction

Calciphylaxis, also known as calcific uremic arteriolop-
athy (CUA), is a rare life-threatening syndrome observed
mostly in patients with CKD [1], particularly in those on
dialysis with ESKD [2]. Initial manifestations involve
painful skin lesions [3] including erythema, violaceous
plaques, nodules, livedo, or purpura, progressing to
necrosis or ulcers [4,5]. The prevalence of CUA is low
and has an estimated annualized incidence of 3.49‰ in
the United States [6], 0.4‰ in Germany [2], and less
than 0.1‰ in Japan [7]. However, the prognosis is
extremely poor, with 45–80% mortality being reported
within one year [8–11].

Characteristic histologic features of CUA include ves-
sel calcification, thromboses, endovascular fibrosis, fat
necrosis, and dermal angioplasia [12–14]. Treatment
with STS a potent antioxidant and chelator of calcium,

can prevent the progression of calciphylaxis [15–17].
Although randomized controlled trials have not been
performed, the benefits of STS for CUA patients had
been highlighted in case reports [18–24] and observa-
tional studies [25–27].

The generally recommended STS regimen is 25 g
(100mL of a 25% solution) administered intravenously
thrice a week during the last 30–60min of each hemo-
dialysis session [28]. Nevertheless, some patients
treated with the above protocol presented with serious
adverse events, resulting in treatment withdrawal
[25,29,30]. At our center, 5 patients had a history of STS
administration at the recommended dose. One patient
died from septicemia within 6months, one patient was
lost to follow-up, and three patients discontinued the
recommended STS treatment because of hypotension
(one patient) and severe nausea and vomiting (two
patients). The variations in response to treatment are
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agnogenic, and it may be attributed to factors such as
different medication specification, dosage form, ethni-
city, genotype, and susceptibility [31]. To increase the
tolerance of patients to STS, we used an optimized STS
regimen to improve treatment continuation. The cura-
tive effect of the new regimen is not yet definite.
Therefore, aim of this study was to retrospectively
evaluate the response to the optimized STS regimen for
the treatment of calciphylaxis in Chinese patients dur-
ing the first three courses of treatment.

Materials and methods

Optimized STS regimen

The optimized STS regimen called ‘Zhong Da STS
Approach’ was named after Zhong Da Hospital, affili-
ated to Southeast University. This regimen includes four
features: small initial dose, daily administration, increas-
ing light-to-moderate dose, and repeated courses of
treatment. A therapeutic schedule was designed with
successive courses of treatment at a maintenance dose
until complete resolution of symptoms. In detail, the
protocol is as follows. An initial STS dose of 5 g (250mL
of 2% solution) is administered intravenously once a
day. Next, the dose is increased by 1 g per day to the
moderate dose as a maintenance dose (or to a max-
imum dose: 10 g, 250mL of 4% solution). The one treat-
ment course involves treatment for 3weeks, followed
by a treatment-free period of 2weeks. Thereafter, the
patients continue treatment with the next session. In
addition, we used the following assistive treatment
measures for these patients as appropriate: dialysis
administration of optimization, analgesia and wound
management, elimination of risk factors (such as cor-
recting hypercalcemia and hyperphosphatemia), and
hyperbaric oxygen therapy.

The off-label drug use for the indication and the STS
treatment approach were approved by the
Pharmaceutical and Drug Administration Committee of
Southeast University School of Medicine, Nanjing.
(Figure S1). This study complied with the principles of
the Declaration of Helsinki and was approved by the
institutional ethical review board of Zhongda Hospital
in 2020 (approval identifier: 2020ZDSYLL037-P01)
(Figure S2).

Study design and patient population

In this study, demographic, clinical, and laboratory
information was recorded and analyzed for patients
with CKD or ESKD who were diagnosed with calciphy-
laxis at Zhong Da Hospital affiliated to Southeast

University between October 2017 and October 2019.
Patients who did not receive the optimized STS treat-
ment were excluded.

The case information was obtained from digital hos-
pitalized patient records and did not involve revealing
the identity of patients. Additionally, some patients
died or were lost to follow-up when the project was ini-
tiated. Therefore, the requirement for informed consent
from the patients was waived by the institutional
review board in the approval records of the Ethics
Committee (Figure S2). The study was registered in the
Chinese Clinical Trial Registry (registration number:
ChiCTR2000039084).

Study data collection

The evaluated biochemical parameters included the lev-
els of hemoglobin (Hb), white blood cell (WBC), C-react-
ive protein (CRP), procalcitonin (PCT), serum albumin
(ALB), alkaline phosphatase (ALP), calcium (Ca), phos-
phate (P), and parathyroid hormone (PTH), at baseline
and after each course of treatment. All biochemical
parameters were based on plasma or serum from fast-
ing morning venous blood samples. In case of dialysis
patients, the data were based on samples collected
before the dialysis treatment.

Clinical data were collected from our regularly
updated digital and follow-up records. Demographic
and clinical data included age at diagnosis of calciphy-
laxis, age at onset of hemodialysis, gender, vascular
access type, body mass index (BMI), primary kidney dis-
ease, comorbidities, medication history, numerical pain
rating scale (NPRS), and information on skin lesions.

The NPRS is a segmented numeric version of the vis-
ual analog scale in which a respondent selects a whole
number (integers 0–10) that best reflects the intensity
of his/her pain. For every patient diagnosed with calci-
phylaxis, NRPS 0 was the baseline score; NPRS of 1–3
was the average score of patients during the each
course of treatment. The change in pain was classified
as relief (declining or unchanged NPRS score after anal-
gesic withdrawal), duration (unchanged average NPRS
score), and deterioration (the average score of NPRS
was rising).

Information collected on skin lesions included num-
ber, size, distribution, and with/without ulceration. By
distributions, skin lesions were classified as central
(involving central areas within subcutaneous adipose
tissue such as the abdomen or thighs), peripheral
(restricted to peripheral sites having limited adipose tis-
sue, such as the digits) [28] or systemic (distributed
widely all over the body). The changes in skin lesions
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were classified as improvement (complete remission of
wound or reduction of size and/or number of skin
lesions), nonspecific changes (interrupted progression
of skin lesions), and progression (deterioration
of wound).

The primary outcome was clinical improvement
which included two aspects: improvement or nonspe-
cific changes of skin lesions and pain relief. The second-
ary outcomes included survival and adverse events rate.

Statistical analysis

Continuous variables are presented as means with
standard deviations or medians with interquartile
ranges, and categorical variables are presented as
counts with percentages. Differences between baseline
and course of treatment were examined using one-way
ANOVA, Kruskal-Wallis, or Fisher’s exact tests as appro-
priate. All statistical tests were two-sided, with a value
of p< 0.05 defined as significant. All statistical analyses
were performed using SPSS software, version 23.0 for
Windows 10.

Results

A total of 43 patients were diagnosed with calciphylaxis
at our center between October 2017 and October 2019.
Of these, 31 patients were included in the study, based
on the inclusion and exclusion criteria. (Figure 1).
During a median follow-up of 9months (interquartile
range 4–19), 27 patients (87.10%) survived; additionally,
13 patients (41.94%) survived after a one-year follow-
up period.

The demographics and clinical characteristics of the
patients at baseline were summarized in Table 1. The
mean age at diagnosis of calciphylaxis and onset of
hemodialysis was 51.10 ± 14.85, 47.45 ± 14.83 respect-
ively. 71% of patients were men and the median time
of dialysis initiation to calciphylaxis diagnosis was
74months (interquartile range 48–120). The primary
cause of kidney disease was diabetic nephropathy
(25.81%); all other causes were less represented. All
patients were undergoing maintenance hemodialysis
except for one patient with CKD Stage 3. The percent-
age of patients diagnosed with calciphylaxis who were
overweight (BMI � 25) was 35.5%. The most common
comorbidity was hypertension (87.10%), followed by
diabetes (45.16%), chronic heart failure (29.03%), auto-
immunity disease (12.90%), and tumor (6.45%). Previous
medication history included phosphate binders
(64.52%), activated vitamin D and analogs (51.60%),

cinacalcet (41.94%), and antithrombotic drugs (48.40%,
including one patient on warfarin).

Before initiation of the optimized STS regimen, 21
patients (approximately 70%) experienced somatic pain
and 20% of them experienced intractable pain with
depression or suicidal tendencies. The average NPRS
showed a downward trend during treatment (Figure 2).

Figure 1. Flow chart of cohort study participants.

Table 1. Patient demographics and clinical characteristics.
Characteristic Value

Age at diagnosis of calciphylaxis (years) 51.10 ± 14.85
Gender, n (%)
Male 22 (71%)
Female 9 (29%)

BMI 23.14 ± 3.52
Age at onset of hemodialysis (years) 47.45 ± 14.83
Duration of dialysis (months) 74 [48,120]
CKD/ESKD/dialysis modality, n (%)
CKD, non-dialysis 1 (3.23%)
Hemodialysis 30 (96.77%)
Peritoneal dialysis 0 (0%)

Vascular access type, n (%)
Arteriovenous fistula 28 (93.33%)
long-term tunneled cuffed catheter 2 (6.67%)

Type of primary kidney disease, n (%)
Others or Unknown 18 (58.1%
Diabetic Nephropathy 8 (25.8%)
Chronic Glomerulonephritis 4 (12.9%)
Hypertensive Nephropathy 1 (3.2%)

Comorbidities, n (%)
Hypertension 27 (87.10%)
Diabetes 14 (45.16%)
Chronic Heart Failure 9 (29.03%)
Autoimmunity Disease 4 (12.90%）
Tumor 2 (6.45%)

Medication history, n (%)
Phosphate binder 20 (64.52%)
Activated vitamin D and its analogues 16 (51.6%）
Cinacalcet 13 (41.94%)
Antithrombotic Drugs 15 (48.4%)

Continuous variables are presented as mean ± standard deviation or
median [inter-quartile range] when non-normally distributed; categorical
variables, as number (percentage).
BMI: body mass index.
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Additionally, more than half of patients who experi-
enced pain reduced the dosage of analgesics during
the second week of the first course, and 8 patients
(nearly 40%) stopped taking analgesics by the end of
the first course of treatment. As treatment continued,
three other patients successfully withdrew from analge-
sics. Overall, all patients achieved pain relief.

Twenty-seven patients (87.10%) exhibited typical
skin lesions, and 66.70% of them showed ulceration
with a median number of wounds being 3 (range: 1–4).
The remaining patients showed atypical clinical mani-
festation such as local hyperpigmentation or induration.
The lesions were distributed predominantly peripherally
(18/27, 66.67%) rather than centrally (3/27, 11.11%) or
systemically (6/27, 22.22%). The distribution of calcium
deposition confirmed by single-photon emission com-
puted tomography/computed tomography was classi-
fied as nonspecific (7.41%), extremities (48.15%), trunk
(14.81%), combination 1 (extremities and trunk without
internal organ involvement, 14.81%), internal organs
(3.70%) and combination 2 (internal organ and extrem-
ities or/and trunk, 11.11%). Twenty-two patients
(70.97%) underwent skin biopsy, and the positive
results were as well as the negative results. (Table 2)

Skin lesions with typical or atypical manifestation
showed improvement in 80.65% of the patients, which

meant that over 80% of the patients achieved clinical
improvement including pain relief. Two-thirds of
patients with typical skin lesions improved after the first
course of treatment. Although the remaining one-third

Figure 2. NRPS changes in patients by the course of treatment.

Table 2. Characteristics of skin lesions in patients with
calciphylaxis.
Skin lesions or nodules Value

Presence, n (%) 27 (87.10%)
Median number 3 [1,4]
Distribution, n (%)
Peripheral 18 (66.67%)
System 6 (22.22%)
Central 3 (11.11%)

Ulceration/necrosis, n (%)
Yes 17 (62.96%)
No 10 (37.04%)

Presence in the body parts by SPECT/CT, n (%)
Extremities 13 (48.15%)
Trunk 4 (14.81%)
Compound 1 4 (14.81%)
Compound 2 3 (11.11%)
Nonspecific findings 2 (7.41%)
Internal organs 1 (3.70%)

Skin Biopsy, n (%) 22 (70.97%)
Positive, n (%) 11 (50%)
Negative, n (%) 11 (50%)

Compound 1means the presence of calcium deposition in both extrem-
ities and trunk with no internal organ involvement; compound 2 means
the presence of calcium deposition in both extremities and trunk with
internal organ involvement.
Continuous variables are presented as mean ± standard deviation or
median [interquartile range] when non-normally distributed; categorical
variables, as number (percentage).
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of patients showed no improvement in the skin lesions
after the first course of treatment, three (33.33%)
showed an improvement after subsequent course of
treatment (Figure 3). Furthermore, 6 patients (22.22%)
with ulcers/necrosis were completely cured after 3
courses of treatment (Figure 4) and all patients with
atypical lesions had no progression during
the treatment.

Table 3 summarized trends in the biochemical and
pain-related measurements during the optimized treat-
ment courses. The levels of phosphorus and NPRS
reduced significantly during the courses of STS treat-
ment (p¼ 0.035 and p< 0.001, respectively), compared
with the baseline. Serum calcium levels also showed a
decline, but this difference was not statistically
significant.

During the study period, two patients died from car-
diovascular events; only one patient died from infec-
tion, the leading cause of death in calciphylaxis [28].

During the entire treatment session, more than half of
the patients (54.84%) never experienced adverse
events, only one withdrew from treatment and no one
died from complications. The most common adverse
event was nausea/vomiting (16.13%), followed by
multi-complications (12.90%), and infection (9.68%).
(Figure 5A)

Another important finding was that the incidence
of infection showed a declining trend and there was
no significant difference in the distribution of other
adverse events between the three courses (Table 4).
Furthermore, the most adverse events occurred dur-
ing the course when the STS dose was increased; the
adverse events were relieved when the dose was not
increased any further or when it was decreased to
the dose administered a day prior. In accordance
with this result, the rate of adverse events decreased
significantly by 33.33% in the second treatment
(Figure 5B).

Figure 3. Prognosis trees of the skin lesions in the study cohort during the three treatment courses. Notes: Course 1, 2, 3 repre-
sented the first, second, third treatment course respectively; the prognosis of skin lesions were classified into improvement, non-
specific changes and progression; some patients who unable to continue treatment or we cannot gather their information before
a data-collection deadline were belong to ‘No the next treatment’; the value was the patients number in different category.
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Figure 4. Changes in the lesions before and after treatment. (A) Hand lesions; (B) Feet lesions.

Table 3. Comparison of biochemical and clinical characteristics at baseline and after each course of treatment.
　 Baseline Condition One Course Two Course Three Course P

Number 31 31 21 16 —
Hb (g/L)a 111.32 ± 21.14 105.97 ± 18.61 105.95 ± 24.07 112.63 ± 22.17 0.598
WBC (�109/L)a 7.96 ± 3.23 7.25 ± 2.91 7.75 ± 3.02 7.21 ± 1.57 0.736
CRP (mg/L)b 2.53 (1.51,6.29) 2.67 (0.82,5.78) 4.27 (1.93,18.66) 3.96 (1.81,11.62) 0.423
PCT (ng/ml)b 0.29 (0.17,0.68) 0.28 (0.13,0.53) 0.56 (0.23,0.85) 0.32 (0.22,1.25) 0.414
ALB (g/L)a 38.14 ± 5.41 38.36 ± 5.09 37.33 ± 6.39 39.63 ± 8.06 0.719
ALP (U/L)b 111 (80,185) 100 (80,196) 145 (99,252.5) 124 (88,176) 0.37
Ca (mmol/L)a 2.31 ± 0.28 2.22 ± 0.27 2.23 ± 0.31 2.23 ± 0.25 0.587
P (mmol/l)a 1.93 ± 0.60 1.59 ± 0.67 1.54 ± 0.49 1.36 ± 0.48 0.009
PTH (pg/mL)b 399.7 (114.5,903.5） 266.7 (101.8,651.7) 392.9 (58.5,573.4) 411.9 (51.3,846.0) 0.626
NPRSb 5 (0,7) 2 (0,3) 0 (0,3) 0 (0,1.5） 0.001

Superscript a: means that testing correlation between the index and baseline condition by one-way ANOVA test.
Superscript b: means that testing correlation between the index and baseline condition by Kruskal-Wallis test.
NPRS means numerical pain rating scale (range: 1–10).
P-values are shown here for comparison and categories of column proportion differ significantly from each other at the 0.05 level.
Normal reference ranges: Hb: 130–175 g/L,WBC: 3.5–9.5�109/L, CRP: 0–3.0mg/L, PCT: 0–0.5 ng/ml ,ALB: 40–55 g/L ,ALP: 45–125 U/L ,Ca: 2.11–2.52mmol/L,
P:0.85–1.51mmol/l, PTH:12–88 pg/ml.

Figure 5. Distribution of different complications with optimized STS therapy. (A) during the whole study period; (B) during the
second treatment.
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Discussion

This study determined the response to the optimized
STS regimen used for the treatment of calciphylaxis in
Chinese patients. This was achieved by evaluating the
healing of skin lesions, pain relief, and survival.
Although the sample size in this study was consistent
with previous studies [25,26,32], our study systematic-
ally assessed the importance of STS primarily in resolv-
ing clinical symptoms. In this study, we focused on
evaluating patients’ clinical conditions and quality of
life, rather than solely on the rate of survival and mor-
tality. The improvements of skin lesions and pain relief
was reflected not only in the clinical data but also
helped patients overcome depression, distress, suicidal
tendency, and even helped avert a repeated amputa-
tion in one case.

As for baseline demographics and clinical character-
istics, results were partially consistent with those of pre-
vious studies such as common primary renal disease
distribution, interval range from the initiation of dialysis
to the development of calciphylaxis, and certain risk
factors including obesity, diabetes, and some oral drugs
[2,6,10,25,26,32,33]. However, compared to previous
studies, our study included relatively younger patients
and more men [6,33,34]. Skin lesions showed a domin-
ant peripheral distribution, unlike the results of previ-
ous studies, which showed central dominance [2,6,10].
Only one patient had used warfarin, which increased
the risk of calciphylaxis [6,9,33–35]. These differences
might be attributed to factors such as variations in
medication habits, ethnicity, genetic makeup, and sus-
ceptibility; however, the actual cause is still unknown.
These differences indicate the necessity to systemically
collect and analyze patient information in our country.

The single dose of STS in the optimized STS therapy
was much lower than the normal dose (25 g, each
hemodialysis session) [28]. However, one-week accumu-
lated dose in our study was up to 70 g, similar to 75 g
per week in previous reports compared to the substan-
tial disparity between the single doses in the two
approaches (10 g vs. 25 g). To our knowledge, there is

no guideline for a standard dose of STS for CUA treat-
ment at present. A recent pharmacokinetic study
showed that non-renal clearance of STS equaled hemo-
dialysis clearance in patients on dialysis [36]. The dose
of STS varied markedly depending on the hemodialysis
frequency and duration [37]. Most patients were treated
with STS halfway in the off-dialysis period, which may
slow down the clearance of STS. Furthermore, we
assumed that Chinese patients have a smaller body sur-
face area and lighter weight; thus, they could poten-
tially have a higher sensitivity to STS. In our study, there
was no accumulated effect with time shown in the
comparison in adverse event occurrence between the
three treatment courses. This finding provides more
confidence to prolong the treatment for patients and
continue follow-up to assess the long-term response to
the optimized STS regimen.

A case of calciphylaxis treated by STS was firstly
reported in 2004 [19]. While two registered phase 3
clinical trials investigating its safety and efficacy have
been completed (Current Controlled Trials no,
ISRCTN73380053; and ClinicalTrials.gov no,
NCT03150420), no result of the randomized controlled
trial (RCT) has been reported to date. Recently, our
research team registered an Internet domain name
(http://www.calciphylaxis.com.cn/), developed the
Chinese calciphylaxis registration system, and started
registering diagnosed patients nationally. We expect to
obtain more patient samples to objectively evaluate the
optimized STS regimen in the next RCT study.

Although many reports have discussed the treat-
ment mechanisms such as calcium-chelating properties,
anti-oxidative effects, the induction of a high anion-gap
acidosis [15–17], and STS-induced changes in serum
inhibitors of vascular calcification [38], the exact mech-
anism of STS remains elusive and the concentrations
required for these effects are unknown.

There were several limitations in our study such as
the lack of a control group, retrospective study design,
a limited sample size, and limited follow-up time for
partly patients. In addition, STS is part of a multi-inter-
disciplinary approach, and the precise positive effect of
STS cannot be isolated. The basic mechanism and con-
centration-effect studies are valuable strategies for
determining future rational doses of STS. Our center is
involved in an ongoing epidemiological investigation of
the Chinese population, a systemic mechanism study,
and pharmacokinetic research.

In summary, this study confirmed the effectiveness
of an optimized STS regimen as a promising approach
for the treatment of patients in China with calciphylaxis.
The treatment was relatively safe, associated with

Table 4. Comparison of adverse events in each treat-
ment course.

One Course Two Course Three Course p Value

Patients 31 21 16 —
Nausea/Vomiting1 9 (28%)a 3 (14.3%)a 0 (0%)a 0.203
Hypotension1 2 (6.25%)a 0 (0%)a 0 (0%)a 0.304
Infection1 9 (28%)a 4 (19.05%)a 1 (6.25%)a 0.048

Superscript 1: means that testing correlation between the index and base-
line serum potassium by Fisher’s Exact test. P-values are shown here for
comparison and categories of column proportion differ significantly from
each other at the 0.05 level.
Subscript a: means that a subset of Courses categories whose column
proportion do not differ significantly from each other at the 0.05 level.
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satisfactory outcomes, and well tolerated by patients
for short to medium treatment duration. To our know-
ledge, this was the first systematic study on the curative
effect of STS for calciphylaxis in the Chinese population.
Our center offers referential data to help Chinese doc-
tors assess and modify their line of treatment based on
our own ethnic, demographic, and clinical data, rather
than relying solely on available literature. In addition,
compared with many cases or case series reports, our
research provided a more objective assessment of the
outcomes and prognosis of patients with calciphylaxis
during the courses of treatment.
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