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Pros and cons of procalcitonin for pneumonia
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Procalcitonin-guided therapy for pneumonia resulted in better antibiotic stewardship
with fewer deaths, antibiotic associated side effects and no worse outcomes in a 2017
Cochrane review of 24 trials involving 6708 patients in a variety of settings. One of the
criticisms of procalcitonin is that it has poor specificity, so it will have many false
positives for identifying bacterial infections. It's also an expensive test. Recently, a
group of Swiss researchers evaluated the use of procalcitonin, alone or with point of
care ultrasound (POCUS) of the lung, for reducing inappropriate antibiotic prescriptions
in a pragmatic trial.

The trial was conducted between September 2018 and March 2020, ending prematurely
because of the COVID-19 pandemic. In this cluster-randomized trial, 60 general
practitioners were randomized to treat adult patients with a presentation concerning
for pneumonia to either usual care, antibiotic treatment based on point-of-care
procalcitonin levels, or treatment based on a combination of a positive procalcitonin
level and a POCUS-identified infiltrate. The primary outcome of this trial was the percent
of patients prescribed an antibiotic by day 28 after presentation.

On day 1, 57% of those in the usual care group received antibiotics, compared to 18% of
those in the procalcitonin alone and 16% of those in the procalcitonin plus POCUS
group. By day 7, 61% of those in the usual care group had received antibiotics compared
to 30% in the other groups. By day 28, the difference was 70% in the usual care group
with 40% in the procalcitonin and 41% in the procalcitonin plus POCUS group. There
were no differences in clinical failure of care or adverse outcomes between the three
groups. Of note, 55% of the patients in the usual care group received chest radiographs
compared to about 20% in the group managed by either procalcitonin alone or
procalcitonin plus POCUS. POCUS was performed in 6% of the patients in that group, of
whom 67% had a POCUS identified infiltrate. The odds ratio of getting antibiotics in this
study if procalcitonin was used to guide care was 0.29 (95% CI 0.13 to 0.65). Results were
significant with both intention-to-treat and per-protocol analyses.

This study suggests that adding a procalcitonin test to usual care will reduce the
likelihood of overprescribing antibiotics by about 66%, given that there were no
differences in clinical outcomes between groups but reduced antibiotic prescribing in

https://more.ebsco.com/index.php/email/emailWebview?md_id=56847 1/3


https://go.ebsco.com/ol/h0lReMPJdlhd6BEustC3E_G4yniUL8777vEwRKKwiptplFhsfeiCdQy-2YcBScF0aPqZCAZNQ9ZlyQgFSqaGct0QvPBUDxyiVDrslKDXT5RPebt8ksJu8u6w0WRY-4vXygqaWxZIQ3lpZw2ufLJ91Wu-Ycl3BkWC4m_TNNpl2m4,/j05Ycc3LIllNoVdlsbPWL6b_mnvFeIurtPJ-Bvqp28E63FAwYuTfd0TiidpdU5c_ZOCSNgcSBZlk11NVEfSqaI9Lp9tXDBSebSPQtZKKO6N6RJVS_eZA5oK_0TkHnc-zhRHFOntWVnlVfQWZS4gS1i71MYMNdyfR41jQJqwOiQc90IhR9JP7bYae0iuy7GL3-CyXBWByzZiM_3KUXM9CyP1U6VMW6h0QUubk5RLk5oQAihIE2sNljy1M__F9BsVHtkKtSz3K
https://go.ebsco.com/ol/h0hZd8DMdlhd6BEustC3E_G4yniUL8777vEwRKKwiptplFhsfeiCdQy-2YcBScF0aPqZCAZNQ9ZlyQgFSqaGct0QvPBUDxyiVDrslKDXT5RPebt8ksJu8u6w0WRY-4vXygqaWxZIQ3lpZw2ufLJ91Wm1aMJyD0WC4m_TNNpl2m4,/j0xTeMbOK1lNoVdlsbPWNb760THZdJmlvrgzCvjrnZAz0lxBZuPEZW_lj4Z9KYodUNrOVSwkJrFA4St5A8qPddlCzedsHAy7aw-nlqnjdo5KU4NBjtJz_ruL8ERTs_6TgXfhHGA7FUQ5RgfNeYoKrWX1KbYSSxqey0rOHN40iQYg1esshbj-K6GG-T6W2kLU6hKtEGlYx_WkxXOuDqhJktoOmU0LvgECaPnf
https://go.ebsco.com/ol/h0lRdsbLdlhd6BEustC3E_G4yniUL8777vEwRKKwiptplFhsfeiCdQy-2YcBScF0aPqZCAZNQ9ZlyQgFSqaGct0QvPBUDxyiVDrslKDXT5RPebt8ksJu8u6w0WRY-4vXygqaWxZIQ3lpZw2ufLJ91WizZMh6CUWC4m_TNNpl2m4,/j01VdMzGLVlNoVdlsbPWMrzvkjDENJarubUzB_vrnME30QZ5ffqAaxW63IsCTcB9OuSVFT0EHJs87gZfT8ygZK91yaUJJXWHeRrep4DDRZdHKLZEzvB2sqGW7DgTouSbkVjuPn1cU2Ntdyi1Tek5pyz0G702cDbSzy7jNNczqQIh3a8d8KO_ZKqFynyJrFPTwh3eYnkuzpTN-G6-Qa9FncUHmGIA0HUFSd_ZzCfF858spCkd-cMh3Dh679U,
https://go.ebsco.com/ol/h0hYeczKdlhd6BEustC3E_G4yniUL8777vEwRKKwiptplFhsfeiCdQy-2YcBScF0aPqZCAZNQ9ZlyQgFSqaGct0QvPBUDxyiVDrslKDXT5RPebt8ksJu8u6w0WRY-4vXygqaWxZIQ3lpZw2ufLJ91WuxYchyCEWC4m_TNNpl2m4,/j05XcczOLFlNoVdlsbPWNb760TvDeJHmtbBwR_nv2oE51l4xYuHMd0D9nNpSEJchKtmzIlRES8U1kFQXRe2eaL9U9f4AJUu1DRfKmI7vXN0aX4BG_eBA2Im88noM89-1gG3bREY9dCl6bD-EarsCsw-1I4IiTC2v3i3YFpYwtwUdqohR48eJfOOkzlmJrVbfygSaLUhM1c6ys0upIrE6zf9SlRRy-mIkMNbZ5SfB5Z8BkQMYwdNYog5tx997LcZO7DzfDwD2_aY,

18.11.2021, 11:39 DynaMed

the procalcitonin group. POCUS testing didn’t add anything to procalcitonin, although
of course the number of ultrasounds was small and POCUS wasn’t allowed to fly solo in
this study. One outcome not measured is cost to the healthcare system of adding an
expensive blood test. On the other hand, there were fewer chest x-rays in the group
that was tested for procalcitonin so that is an offsetting factor. We also don’t know the
balance of fiscal cost vs. the cost of antibiotic resistance to the worldwide community.
Short of convincing practitioners to “just say no” and trust their clinical diagnostic skills,
procalcitonin seems to reduce unnecessary antibiotic prescribing.

For more information, see the topic Procalcitonin-guided Antibiotic Therapy in
DynaMed.
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