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CRP: A Simple Test Can Predict

Your Heart Attack Risk
By Kimball A. Johnson, M.D.

Could you be at risk for heart attack or stroke? You aren’t alone if you
believe heart attacks and brain attacks from cardiovascular disease strike
only the elderly and the out-of-shape. In reality, cardiovascular disease
' (CVD) kills more Americans each year than do the next seven causes of

death combined, including cancers and infectious diseases. * It is among
the top five leading causes of death for all age groups.? Still, many of us
are unaware our own level of risk for CVD.

There are several well-established risk factors for heart disease, including obesity, smoking,
family history of heart disease, and a high level of LDL cholesterol in the blood. Now an
additional tool has emerged to assess heart attack and stroke risk: the high-sensitivity C-
Reactive Protein (hs-CRP) test. C-reactive protein is a marker of inflammation in the major
blood vessels, including the vessels around the heart and brain; the hs-CRP test measures
those markers. Inflammation in the major blood vessels is believed to play a role in
atherosclerosis, which leads to CVD.

A study published in The New England Journal of Medicine in November 2002 reported on
the tracking of hs-CRP and LDL cholesterol test results in a group of approximately 28,000
seemingly healthy women over an eight-year period. While those among the study group
found to be at highest risk for a first CVD event had high marker levels of both LDL
cholesterol and CRP, the study also showed that the participants with low LDL levels and
high CRP levels were at a greater risk than were those with high LDL levels and low CRP
levels. While more research is required, these results strongly suggest that CRP levels may
be just as important in determining heart disease risk as are LDL cholesterol levels — if not
more so. > *

In a recent statement issued jointly by the American Heart Association and the Centers for
Disease Control, the hs-CRP test was recommended for use in the identification of risk for
CVD.® Because the presence of inflammation can precede a heart attack or stroke by eight
or more years,® hs-CRP testing can allow for effective preventative therapies. The hs-CRP
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test is a simple and inexpensive blood test that will likely be covered by most insurers in the
near future.

If you have already been identified as being at high risk for CVD, you should already be on
treatment protocols and would not benefit from the hs-CRP test. If your risk level is
moderate or unknown, however, the hs-CRP test could identify a risk factor that might
otherwise go undetected. Even athletes and other active, healthy individuals who have
borderline risk factors should consider hs-CRP testing. Those at moderate risk for CVD
include:

= Smokers

= Individuals with family histories of CVD

= Mildly overweight individuals

= Individuals with mildly elevated LDL cholesterol levels (130-140)

If hs-CRP testing indicates that you may be at high risk for CVD, your doctor can
recommend lifestyle modifications and/or prescribe medications to control your blood
pressure, lipids, and glucose levels. Statin drugs, which have anti-inflammatory as well as
cholesterol-lowering effects, may be considered, as well as a small daily aspirin dose and a
diet that limits animal fats.

Although its applications in identifying heart disease risk are only now being widely
recognized, the hs-CRP test is not new. Some physicians have been utilizing the test for a
number of years based on early studies linking CVD with inflammation in the blood vessels.

If you have questions about your risk for heart disease, be sure to ask about it during your
next office visit. CRP testing could give you the opportunity to make the changes and
choices that will save your life.



