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Abstract: Growth differentiation factor (GDF)-15 inhibits platelet activation, prevents thrombus
formation, and has been linked to bleeding events. This was a prospective study including 51 left-
ventricular assist device (LVAD) patients on aspirin and phenprocoumon. Platelet surface expression
of activated glycoprotein (GP) IIb/Illa was assessed by flow cytometry, and platelet aggregation was
measured by multiple electrode aggregometry (MEA) in response to arachidonic acid (AA), adenosine
diphosphate (ADP), and thrombin receptor-activating peptide (TRAP), a protease-activated-receptor-
1 (PAR-1) agonist. GDF-15 was determined with a commercially-available assay. There was a trend
towards an inverse correlation of GDF-15 with activated GPIIb/IIla in response to TRAP (r = —0.275,
p = 0.0532) but not in response to AA and ADP. Moreover, GDF-15 correlated with MEA TRAP
(r = —0.326, p = 0.0194), whereas it did not correlate with MEA ADP and MEA AA. In a second step,
GDE-15 levels in the fourth quartile were defined as high GDF-15. Patients with high GDF-15 showed
significantly lower TRAP-inducible platelet aggregation by MEA compared to patients in the first
quartile (63 AU vs. 113 AU, p = 0.0065). In conclusion, in LVAD patients receiving state-of-the-art
antithrombotic therapy, GDF-15 correlates inversely with residual platelet reactivity via PAR-1.

Keywords: LVAD; GDF-15; multiple electrode aggregometry; GPIIb/Illa; PAR-1

1. Introduction

The introduction of left ventricular assist devices (LVADs) has significantly improved
the functional status, quality of life, and prognosis of end-stage heart failure [1].

Due to the activation of the coagulation system in response to artificial surfaces and
hemodynamic alterations, LVAD patients are treated with a potent antithrombotic drug
regimen comprising of a vitamin-K antagonist (VKA) and aspirin [2,3]. Nevertheless, LVAD
patients remain at high risk of thromboembolic events (i.e., pump thrombosis, embolic
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stroke), and due to the broad inhibition of primary and secondary hemostasis, they are also
at high risk of bleeding complications [1].

Growth-differentiation factor (GDF)-15 is a member of the transforming growth factor
(TGF)-f family linked with inflammatory processes, metabolic dysfunction, and various
cancers [4-8]. In end-stage heart failure patients, GDF-15 levels are significantly elevated
but decrease rapidly after LVAD implantation [9]. Nevertheless, GDF-15 levels remain
elevated in many LVAD patients, possibly reflecting ongoing remodeling and inflamma-
tion [9,10].

Recently, GDF-15 has been demonstrated to partially inhibit platelet integrin activation
and to prevent thrombus formation [11-13]. In line with these findings, GDF-15 has been
associated with bleeding events in several entities, including acute coronary syndromes
and atrial fibrillation. Accordingly, GDF-15 has been proposed as a novel biomarker for
bleeding complications [14-16].

Human platelets can be activated by numerous agonists via different pathways [17]. In
particular, arachidonic acid (AA), adenosine diphosphate (ADP), and thrombin are strong
platelet agonists [18]. AA exerts its effect by activating the generation of thromboxane A2,
ADP activates two G-protein coupled receptors (P2Y1 and P2Y12) on human platelets, and
thrombin acts as an agonist for protease-activated receptor (PAR)-1 and -4 [17,18]. These
pathways are of major interest, as their inhibition by available antiplatelet drugs has been
demonstrated to reduce ischemic events. However, the latter is achieved at the expense of an
increased risk of bleeding complications [18]. P-selectin expression and activated GPIIb/Illa
are sensitive parameters of platelet activation and have been associated with ischemic
events [19]. After activation, platelets express P-selectin on their surface, which facilitates
the generation of monocyte-platelet aggregates [20,21]. Activated GPIIb/Illa binds to its
ligand fibrinogen and thereby enables the interaction with coagulation factors and other
platelets [22]. Through the interaction of platelets with coagulation factors, leukocytes, and
other platelets, platelet activation induces a prothrombotic and proinflammatory milieu.

Since balancing the risk of bleeding events and thromboembolic complications remains
a major challenge in the management of LVAD patients, we investigated the role of GDF-15
in on-treatment platelet reactivity and bleeding complications in a cohort of stable LVAD
patients treated with aspirin and a VKA.

2. Results
In total, 51 patients were available for analysis (Figure 1, Supplementary Table S1).

81 patients screened

4 patients declined to participate
6 patients suffered from chronic infection
1 patient was unable to give informed
consent
3 patients presented with unstable disease

67 patients with written
informed consent

Y

51 blood samples
available for analysis

Figure 1. Flow diagram.
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The median age was 62 (IQR 55-69) years, and 46 (90.2%) patients were male. HVAD
was implanted in 15 (29.4%), HM2 in 2 (3.9%), and HM3 in 34 (66.7%) patients. The
median time interval from LVAD implantation to study inclusion was 370 days (IQR
174-906). Median GDF-15 levels were 2181 (IQR 1336-3231) pg/mL. Clinical, laboratory,
and procedural characteristics for the entire cohort are presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Baseline characteristics.

Entire Cohort
(n=>51)
GDEF-15, pg/mL 2181 [1336-3231]
Age, years 62 [55-69]
Sex, No. (%):
Female patients 5(9.8%)
Male patients 46 (90.2%)
Body mass index, kg/m? 29.4[25.9-31.8]
Type of cardiomyopathy, No. (%):
Ischemic CMP 38 (74.5%)
Dilatative CMP 13 (25.5%)
Ventricular assist device, No. (%):
HVAD 15 (29.4%)
HM?2 2 (3.92%)
HM3 34 (66.7%)
Flow min~! 4.90 [4.30-5.18]
Speed RPM 5350 [2925-5700]

History of arterial hypertension, No. (%)
Hyperlipidemia, No. (%)
Diabetes mellitus, No. (%)

Atrial fibrillation, No. (%)
Cerebral artery disease, No. (%)
Peripheral artery disease, No. (%)
Hemoglobin, g/dL
Thrombocytes, G/L
White blood cell count, G/L
Creatinine, mg/dL
INR
proBNP, pg/mL
High sensitivity C-reactive protein, mg/dL
Vitamin K antagonist, No. (%)
Aspirin, No. (%)
Clopidogrel, No. (%)

Statin, No. (%)

ACE-I or ARB, No. (%)
MRA, No. (%)
Furosemide, No. (%)

Beta blocker, No. (%)

29 (56.9%)
23 (45.1%)
10 (19.6%)
20 (39.2%)
2 (3.92%)

2 (3.92%)
13.3 [11.7-14.4]
222 [178-265]
8.28 [6.25-9.73]
1.18 [1.02-1.64]
24[2.1-2.7]
1022 [567-1691]
0.27 [0.13-0.59]
51 (100%)
51 (100%)

2 (3.9%)

34 (69.4%)
36 (70.6%)
28 (54.9%)
45 (88.2%)
34 (68.0%)

Continuous data are shown as median [interquartile range]. Dichotomous data are shown as n (%).
ACE-I = angiotensin-converting enzyme inhibitor; ARB = angiotensin-receptor blocker; CMP = cardiomyopathy;
INR = international normalized ratio, MRA = mineralocorticoid receptor antagonist; proBNP = pro brain-
natriuretic peptide; RPM = rounds per minute.

There was a trend towards a correlation of GDF-15 with the platelet surface expression
of activated glycoprotein (GP) GPIIb/Illa in response to thrombin receptor-activating
peptide (TRAP) (r = —0.275, p = 0.0532) but not in response to arachidonic acid (AA)
(r=—0.133, p = 0.3572) or adenosine-diphosphate (ADP) (r = —0.0855, p = 0.5537), as shown
in Figure 2.
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Figure 2. Correlations of GDF-15 with the platelet surface expression of activated glycoprotein
(GP) IIb/IIa. (A) Scatter plot showing GDF-15 (x-axis) versus activated GPIIb/Illa in response to
arachidonic acid (AA) (y-axis). (B) Scatter plot showing GDF-15 (x-axis) versus activated GPIIb/Illa
in response to adenosine diphosphate (ADP) (y-axis). (C) Scatter plot showing GDF-15 (x-axis) versus
activated GPIIb/Illa in response to thrombin receptor-activating peptide (TRAP) (y-axis).

Median multiple electrode aggregation (MEA) AA was 20 AU (IQR 14-28), median
MEA ADP was 60 AU (IQR 48-74), and median MEA TRAP was 98 AU (IQR 67-114). GDEF-
15 correlated inversely with MEA TRAP (r = —0.326, p = 0.0194), whereas the correlation of
GDF-15 with MEA ADP (r = —0.235, p = 0.0968) and MEA AA (r = —0.148, p = 0.2998) did
not reach statistical significance (Figure 3). GDF-15 did not correlate with soluble P-selectin
(r=—-0.062, p = 0.626).
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Figure 3. Correlations of GDF-15 with platelet aggregation by multiple electrode aggregometry
(MEA). (A) Scatter plot showing GDF-15 (x-axis) versus arachidonic acid (AA)-inducible platelet
aggregation by MEA (y-axis). (B) Scatter plot showing GDF-15 (x-axis) versus adenosine diphosphate
(ADP)-inducible platelet aggregation by MEA (y-axis). (C) Scatter plot showing GDF-15 (x-axis)
versus thrombin receptor-activating peptide (TRAP)-inducible platelet aggregation by MEA (y-axis).

In a second step, GDF-15 levels in the fourth quartile were defined as high GDF-15,
and GDEF-15 levels in the first quartile were defined as low GDF-15. Accordingly, 12 patients
(23.5%) had high GDEF-15, and 13 patients (25.5%) had low GDEF-15. Baseline characteristics
according to the quartiles of GDF-15 are shown in Table 2.
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Table 2. Baseline characteristics according to the quartiles of GDF-15.
1st Quartile 2nd Quartile 3rd Quartile 4th Quartile 1
n=13 n=13 n=13 n=12 p-Value
Age, years 56 [52-68] 59 [56-64] 61 [56-71] 69 [61-71] 0.384
Sex, No. (%): 0.536
Female patients 0 (0.0%) 2 (15.4%) 1(7.7%) 2 (16.7%) 0.536
Male patients 13 (100%) 11 (84.6%) 12 (92.3%) 10 (83.3%) :
Ventricular assist device, No.
(%):
HVAD 5 (38.5%) 1(7.7%) 5 (38.5%) 4 (33.3%)
HM2 1(7.7%) 1(7.7%) 0 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%) 0.476
HM3 7 (53.8%) 11 (84.6%) 8 (61.5%) 8 (66.7%)
Body mass index, kg/m? 31.0 [28.2-35.1] 28.4 [25.6-30.4] 31.0 [28.8-32.8] 29.0 [27.0-30.3] 0.279
Type of cardiomyopathy,
No. (%):
Ischemic CMP 10 (76.9%) 9 (69.2%) 8 (61.5%) 11 (91.7%) 0.420
Dilatative CMP 3(23.1%) 4 (30.8%) 5 (38.5%) 1 (8.33%) :
Flow, min-1 5.3 [5.0-5.5] 4.9 [4.0-5.0] 4.7 [4.5-4.9] 4.7 [4.2-5.1] 0.089
Speed RPM 4200 [2850-5750] 5700 [5600-6000] 5200 [2775-5325] 5200 [2810-5450] 0.024
History of arterial o o o 5
hypertension, No. (%) 7 (53.8%) 9 (69.2%) 7 (53.8%) 6 (50.0%) 0.768
Hyperlipidemia, No. (%) 4 (30.8%) 8 (61.5%) 7 (53.8%) 4 (33.3%) 0.312
Atrial fibrillation, No. (%) 3(23.1%) 5 (38.5%) 7 (53.8%) 5 (41.7%) 0.497
Cerebral artff/y) disease, No. 0 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%) 2 (16.7%) 0.040
Pe“pher;%;‘rzf/r)y disease, 0 (0.0%) 1(7.7%) 1(7.7%) 0 (0.0%) 1.000
Hemoglobin, g/dL 14.4 [13.2-16.5] 13.6 [12.0-14.1] 13.5[12.2-14.4] 11.7 [10.8-12.6] 0.010
Thrombocytes, G/L 250 [195-278] 222 [188-244] 225 [183-279] 177 [154-249] 0.551
White blood cell count, G/L 7.1[6.4-8.5] 8.6 [5.6-10.3] 8.0 [5.9-9.8] 8.7 [7.6-10.1] 0.413
Creatinine, mg/dL 1.0 [0.9-1.1] 1.1[1.1-1.4] 1.3 [1.0-1.6] 1.7 [1.1-2.1] 0.008
INR 2.5[2.3-2.6] 2.5[2.2-2.7] 2.2[2.1-2.7] 2.2[2.1-2.4] 0.328
High sensitivity Creactive 5 191 9 3) 02[0.1-0.4] 0.4[02-0.7] 0.6 [02-2.2] 0.050
protein, mg/L
Vitamin K ?f;tfgomst No. 13 (100%) 13 (100%) 13 (100%) 12 (100%)
Aspirin, No. (%) 13 (100%) 13 (100%) 13 (100%) 12 (100%) .
Clopidogrel, No. (%) 0 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%) 2 (15.4%) 0 (0.0%) 0.219
ACE-I or ARB, No. (%) 8 (61.5%) 10 (76.9%) 9 (69.2%) 6 (50.0%) 0.570
Furosemide, No. (%) 10 (76.9%) 13 (100%) 10 (76.9%) 12 (100%) 0.145
Statin, No. (%) 7 (58.3%) 10 (76.9%) 8 (61.5%) 9 (81.8%) 0.562

Continuous data are shown as median [interquartile range].
ACE-I = angiotensin-converting enzyme inhibitor; ARB = angiotensin-receptor blocker; CMP = cardiomyopathy;
INR = international normalized ratio; MRA = mineralocorticoid receptor antagonist; proBNP = pro brain-

natriuretic peptide; RPM = rounds per minute.

Dichotomous data are shown as n (%).

The platelet surface expression of activated GPIIb/Illa in response to TRAP was
numerically lower, but it did not differ significantly between patients with high and low
GDF-15 (40.5 MFI [IQR 17.6-128.6] vs. 123.6 MFI [IQR 48.4-487.1], p = 0.061). However,
TRAP-inducible platelet aggregation by MEA was significantly lower in patients with high
GDF-15 compared to patients with low GDF-15 (63 AU [IQR 41-102] vs. 113 AU [IQR
102-120], p = 0.0065; Figure 4).
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Figure 4. Platelet reactivity in response to thrombin receptor-activating peptide (TRAP) according
to GDF-15 quartiles. (A) Activated GPIIb/Illa in response to TRAP according to GDF-15 quartiles.
(B) TRAP-inducible platelet aggregation by multiple electrode aggregometry according to GDF-15
quartiles. The boundaries of the box show the lower and upper quartile of data, and the line inside the
box represents the median. Whiskers were drawn from the edge of the box to the highest and lowest
values that are outside the box but within 1.5 times the box length. The outliers are not presented.

The platelet surface expression of activated GPIIb/Illa in response to AA was similar
in patients with high and low GDE-15 (12 MFI [IQR 0-33] vs. 24 MFI [IQR 10-109], p = 0.34),
whereas the platelet surface expression of activated GPIIb/IIla in response to ADP was
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numerically decreased in patients with high GDF-15 without reaching statistical significance

[182 MFI [IQR 63-320] vs. 315 MFI [213-621], p = 0.41] (Figure 5).
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Figure 5. Platelet activation according to GDF-15 quartiles. (A) Activated GPIIb/IIla in response
to arachidonic acid (AA). (B) Activated GPIIb/Illa in response to adenosine diphosphate (ADP).
The boundaries of the box show the lower and upper quartile of data, and the line inside the box

represents the median. Whiskers were drawn from the edge of the box to the highest and lowest

values that are outside the box but within 1.5 times the box length.

AA-inducible platelet aggregation by MEA was similar in patients with high and
low GDEF-15 (24 AU [IQR 20-30] vs. 20 [5-34], p = 0.6), whereas ADP-inducible platelet
aggregation by MEA was numerically higher in patients with low GDF-15 (76 AU (54-82]

vs. 46 AU [27-80], p = 0.13) (Figure 6).
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Figure 6. Platelet aggregation by multiple electrode aggregometry (MEA) according to GDF-15
quartiles. (A) Arachidonic acid-inducible platelet aggregation by multiple electrode aggregometry.
(B) Adenosine diphosphate (ADP)-inducible platelet aggregation by multiple electrode aggregometry.
The boundaries of the box show the lower and upper quartiles of data, and the line inside the box
represents the median. Whiskers were drawn from the edge of the box to the highest and lowest
values that are outside the box but within 1.5 times the box length.

Follow-up was available for all patients. Six patients (11.7%) experienced bleeding
complications during the follow-up. Five patients suffered severe gastrointestinal bleeding
requiring blood transfusions (GDE-15 levels: 2172 pg/mL, 2255 pg/mL, 2297 pg/mL,
2333 pg/mL, and 8347 pg/mL), and one patient suffered macrohematuria due to urothelial
carcinoma, not requiring a blood transfusion (GDF-15 level: 851 pg/mL). Patients experi-
encing bleeding events were numerically older (68 years [IQR 64-70 years] vs. 60 years [IQR



Pharmaceuticals 2022, 15, 484

11 of 17

52-70 years], p = 0.146), while the other baseline characteristics did not differ significantly
between patients with and without bleeding complications. One patient received triple
therapy including clopidogrel.

3. Discussion

To the best of our knowledge, our study is the first to associate GDF-15 plasma levels
with on-treatment residual platelet reactivity in LVAD patients treated with aspirin and a
VKA. In our cohort, GDF-15 correlated inversely with PAR-1-mediated platelet aggregation.
Moreover, patients with high GDF-15 had a numerically lower platelet surface expression of
activated GPIIb/Illa in response to TRAP and significantly lower TRAP-inducible platelet
aggregation by MEA, as compared to patients with low GDF-15 levels.

Activated GPIIb/Illa is the most abundant receptor on human platelets and acts
as a binding site for fibrinogen and the von Willebrand factor, thereby facilitating the
interaction of platelets with coagulation factors and other platelets, ultimately resulting
in platelet aggregation [18]. Accordingly, activated GPIIb/Illa is a sensitive marker of
platelet activation. Recently, platelet surface expression of activated GPIIb/Illa has been
associated with ischemic outcomes in patients with atherosclerotic disease [19]. MEA is
a fast, easily-applicable, and highly-standardized platelet function test that estimates the
agonist-inducible platelet aggregation as an increase in electrical impedance between two
electrodes [23]. In several observational investigations, on-treatment platelet reactivity, as
assessed by MEA, repeatedly predicted adverse outcomes in patients with atherosclerotic
disease. While high on-treatment residual platelet reactivity has been associated with
thrombotic events in patients undergoing percutaneous coronary interventions, a strong
anti-aggregatory response resulting in low on-treatment residual platelet reactivity was
linked to an increase in bleeding events [24-27]. Platelet activation and aggregation are
initiated by several agonists via different pathways. Only a few of these pathways can be
inhibited by currently-available antiplatelet agents [18,28]. We chose to investigate platelet
reactivity in response to AA, ADP, and TRAP, as these agonists are pivotal for platelet
activation, and their pathways are all major targets of orally-available antiplatelet agents.

Kempf et al. demonstrated that GDF-15 inhibits myeloid cell recruitment into in-
farcted myocardium by inhibiting chemokine-triggered adhesion and trans-endothelial
infiltration [8]. Mechanistically, GDF-15 reduces the conformational activation and clus-
tering of 32-integrins by activating Cdc42 and inhibiting the activation of Rap1, a GTPase
that mediates integrin activation [8,29]. Likewise, GDF-15 has also been demonstrated
to interfere with platelet integrin activation and platelet aggregation [11]. By inhibiting
Rap1, GDF-15 partially impedes agonist-induced platelet allbf33 integrin (the GPIIb/Illa
complex) activation in vitro and prevents thrombus formation in vivo in mice [11]. Of note,
platelet P-selectin expression and dense granule secretion was not affected by GDF-15 [11].
In line with these results, we found no correlation of soluble P-selectin with GDF-15 levels
in our cohort.

GDF-15 has been associated with bleeding complications in numerous studies, includ-
ing patients with coronary artery disease on dual antiplatelet therapy (DAPT) and patients
with atrial fibrillation on oral anticoagulation [14,15,30]. Consequently, GDF-15 has been
proposed as a novel biomarker for bleeding events and has been included in the novel
ABC-bleeding risk score for patients with atrial fibrillation [16]. Since only six patients in
our study developed bleeding complications, we cannot draw definitive conclusions on
the applicability of GDF-15 as risk marker for bleeding in LVAD patients. However, we
detected an inverse association of GDF-15 with the platelet surface expression of activated
GPIIb/IIla via PAR-1 and with PAR-1-mediated platelet reactivity by MEA. PAR-1 is acti-
vated by thrombin, a strong endogenous platelet agonist, and, in conjunction with PAR-4,
leads to ADP release, promoting the further recruitment, adhesion, and aggregation of
activated platelets [31]. We recently demonstrated that PAR-1-mediated platelet reactivity
is preserved in most patients with atherosclerotic disease receiving DAPT, even in patients
receiving the more potent P2Y12 inhibitors prasugrel and ticagrelor [32,33]. Furthermore,
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we showed that residual PAR-1-mediated platelet activation is associated with ischemic
events in patients undergoing peripheral angioplasty with stenting [19]. Accordingly,
platelet activation via PAR-1 may represent a prothrombotic marker that is independent of
conventional DAPT with aspirin and a P2Y12 inhibitor [19]. In line with these findings, the
selective inhibition of PAR-1 with vorapaxar resulted in a significant decrease in thrombotic
events in patients with coronary artery disease on DAPT but also led to an increase in
bleeding complications, including cerebral hemorrhage [34]. The latter suggests that low
PAR-1-mediated platelet reactivity might be associated with an increased bleeding risk.

In our study, GDF-15 correlated only with TRAP-inducible but not with AA- or ADP-
inducible platelet activation and aggregation. However, these findings are not surprising
as all patients in our cohort received aspirin, which is a reliable inhibitor of AA-inducible
platelet aggregation by irreversibly blocking cyclooxygenase-1 [18]. This is supported by
our data, in which platelet activation and aggregation in response to AA was inhibited
potently and similarly across GDF-15 quartiles (Figures 5 and 6). Furthermore, former
studies have demonstrated that aspirin also partially inhibits platelet activation and aggre-
gation via the ADP pathway [35]. This fact potentially explains the linear but not significant
associations of platelet activation and aggregation in response to AA and ADP seen across
GDF-15 quartiles (Figures 5 and 6).

Balancing antithrombotic treatment in patients with LVAD remains a major challenge.
Based on our findings, one may speculate that GDF-15 could help to identify LVAD patients
at high risk of bleeding complications who benefit from a less aggressive antithrombotic
treatment regimen. GDF-15 might become part of a biomarker-based bleeding risk score in
LVAD patients, similar to the ABC-bleeding score in patients with atrial fibrillation [36].
However, the introduction of risk scores in routine clinical practice demands derivation
and validation cohort studies that include considerable patient numbers. Therefore, in
order to establish a meaningful bleeding risk score that includes GDF-15 in LVAD patients,
further accurate planning and a joint effort of numerous LVAD centers will be needed. On
the other hand, GDF-15 might help to identify patients at high risk of thrombosis who may
benefit from additional antithrombotic therapy, i.e., a PAR-1 antagonist. Higher GDF-15
levels have been associated with bleeding risk particularly in patients with atrial fibrillation
and after acute coronary syndromes. However, a recently published observational trial also
linked higher GDEF-15 levels with incidental intracerebral and subarachnoid hemorrhage
in the general population, independently of other known risk factors [37]. Accordingly,
GDF-15 may constitute a marker of overall bleeding hazard and might be used to estimate
bleeding risk in patients with end-stage heart failure or even perioperatively. However, no
data supporting this assumption have been published so far, and further clinical studies
are needed to draw definitive conclusions.

Limitations

The present study has the following limitations: First, our data derived from a single
center. Second, different aspirin dosages were used for patients with HVAD, HM2, and
HM3. However, in previous studies, aspirin dosages down to 75 mg daily have been shown
to completely inhibit platelet thromboxane production. Therefore, a relevant impact on our
results is unlikely [38,39]. Another limitation is our sample size. Finally, due to the low
number of adverse events, no outcome analyses were performed.

We exclusively included patients in a stable clinical condition to avoid any influence
of inflammation, bleeding, or acute thrombosis on platelet function. Accordingly, the
association of GDF-15 with PAR-1 mediated platelet reactivity may differ in unstable
patients. All patients received the best medical treatment and antithrombotic therapy with
aspirin and phenprocoumon. Therefore, it is unlikely that pre-analytical differences or
differences in cardiovascular risk factor management influenced our observations.
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4. Materials and Methods

We conducted a prospective single-center study including 51 patients with LVADs
(Medtronic/Heartware HVAD (HVAD), Thoratec HeartMate II (HM?2), or Thoratec Heart-
Mate 3 (HM3)) for the treatment of end-stage heart failure as a bridge to transplantation,
bridge to candidacy, or destination therapy between January 2018 and October 2020. Pa-
tients were enrolled at the outpatient department of the Department of Cardiac Surgery of
the Medical University of Vienna. LVAD implantation was performed >3 months before en-
rollment, and all patients were in a stable clinical condition. All patients received long-term
antithrombotic therapy with aspirin (HVAD: 200 mg daily; HM2 and HM3: 100 mg daily)
and the VKA phenprocoumon (target international normalized ratio (INR) 2.0-3.0) [3].

Our cohort is the first to investigate the relationship of platelet function and GDF-15
in patients receiving antiplatelet therapy. Therefore, no meaningful sample size calculation
was possible, and the study must be regarded as observational and exploratory in nature.

The exclusion criteria were known aspirin intolerance (allergic reactions, history of
bleeding events), a family or personal history of bleeding disorders, acute or chronic
infection, malignant paraproteinemia, myeloproliferative disorders, severe hepatic failure,
a major surgical procedure within one week before enrollment, known qualitative defects
in thrombocyte function, a platelet count <100.000 or >450.000/nL, and a hematocrit <30%.

The study was approved by the Ethics Committee of the Medical University of Vienna
(1765/2017, 11 September 2017) in accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki, and written
informed consent was obtained from all study participants.

4.1. Blood Sampling

Blood was drawn by aseptic venipuncture from an antecubital vein using a 21-gauge
butterfly needle (0.8 x 19 mm; Greiner Bio-One, Kremsmdiinster, Austria) as previously
described [40]. To avoid procedural deviations, all blood samples were taken by the same
physician applying a light tourniquet that was immediately released, and the samples were
mixed by gently inverting the tubes.

4.2. Platelet Surface Expression of Activated Glycoprotein 11b/I11a

The binding of the monoclonal antibody PAC-1 to activated GPIIb/Illa was deter-
mined in citrate-anticoagulated blood, as previously described [40]. In brief, whole blood
was diluted in phosphate-buffered saline to obtain 20 x 10%/uL platelets in 20 pL and
incubated for 10 min with the platelet-specific monoclonal antibody anti-CD42b (clone
HIP1, allophycocyanin labeled; Becton Dickinson (BD), San Jose, CA, USA). After in vitro
exposure to suboptimal concentrations of arachidonic acid (AA; final concentration 80 uM;
Roche Diagnostics, Mannheim, Germany), adenosine diphosphate (ADP; final concen-
tration 1 uM; Roche Diagnostics, Mannheim, Germany) or thrombin receptor-activating
peptide (TRAP; a protease-activated receptor [PAR]-1 agonist; final concentration 14.25 pM;
Bachem, Bubendorf, Switzerland), each 10 pL for 10 min, samples were incubated for
another 10 min with a mixture of antibodies against activated GPIIb/Illa (the monoclonal
antibody PAC-1-fluorescein (BD)). Isotype-matched control antibodies (BD) were used
for the determination of non-specific binding. After 10 min of incubation in the dark, the
reaction was stopped by adding 500 uL of phosphate-buffered saline, and samples were
acquired on a FACSCanto II flow cytometer (BD). At acquisition, the platelet population
was identified by its characteristics in the forward scatter versus side scatter plot. A total
of 10,000 events were acquired within this gate. This population was further identified by
platelets stained with the platelet-specific monoclonal antibody anti-CD42b versus side
scatter. The binding of the antibodies against activated GPIIb/Illa was determined in
histograms for PAC-1. The MFI based on all events was used for statistical calculations.

4.3. Multiple Electrode Platelet Aggregometry (MEA)

Whole blood impedance aggregometry was performed with the Multiplate analyzer
(Roche Diagnostics, Mannheim, Germany) as previously described [40]. After dilution (1:2
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with 0.9% sodium chloride solution) of hirudin-anticoagulated whole blood and stirring in
the test cuvettes for 3 min at 37 °C, AA (0.5 mM), ADP (6.4 uM), or TRAP (32 uM; all from
Roche Diagnostics, Mannheim, Germany) was added, and aggregation was continuously
recorded for six minutes. The adhesion of activated platelets to the electrodes led to an
increase of impedance, which was detected for each sensor unit separately and transformed
to aggregation units (AU) that were plotted against time. The AU at 6 min were used for
all calculations. One AU corresponds to 10 AU * min (area under the curve of AU).

4.4. Growth Differentiation Factor 15 (GDF-15)

GDF-15 was measured on a cobas® 602 modular analyzer (Roche Diagnostics, Mannheim,
Germany) according to the manufacturer’s instructions using the CE-marked Roche Elecsys®
GDEF-15 electrochemiluminescence sandwich immunoassay (ECLIA) (Roche Diagnostics,
Rotkreuz, Switzerland).

4.5. Soluble P-Selectin

Soluble P-selectin was measured according to the manufacturer’s instructions, as
described previously (Human sP-Selectin Immunoassay, R&D Systems, Minneapolis, MN,
USA) [40].

4.6. Clinical Endpoint

The composite of major and minor bleedings, according to the definition of the In-
ternational Society on Thrombosis and Haemostasis (ISTH), was defined as the clinical
endpoint [41]. Clinical follow-up was assessed for all patients at the outpatient department
of the Department of Cardiac Surgery at the Medical University of Vienna, where all LVAD
patients have regular visits every three months.

4.7. Statistics

All continuous variables are expressed as median (interquartile range [IQR]). Cat-
egorical variables are given as number (%). Continuous variables were compared by
Mann-Whitney-U-test or Kruskal-Wallis-H-test for independent samples. x?-tests were
performed for comparison of categorical variables. The Spearman rank correlation was
used to test for correlation. All statistical tests were 2-tailed, and a p-value < 0.05 was
required for statistical significance. All statistical analyses and figures were performed
with R 4.1.1 (R: A language and environment for statistical computing, R Foundation for
Statistical Computing, Vienna, Austria) and SPSS 24.0 (Armonk, NY, USA).

5. Conclusions

In LVAD patients receiving state-of-the-art antithrombotic therapy, GDF-15 was in-
versely correlated with on-treatment residual platelet reactivity via PAR-1. Further clinical
trials are needed to investigate if GDF-15 might help to identify LVAD patients at risk of
bleeding and to guide antithrombotic therapy.

Supplementary Materials: The following supporting information can be downloaded at: https:
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