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Abstract

Collectin kidney 1 (CL-K1) is a recently identified collectin that is synthesized in most organs and 

circulates in blood. CL-K1 is an innate immune molecule that may play a significant role in host 

defense. As some collectins also play a role in coagulation, we hypothesized that an effect of CL-

K1 may be apparent in disseminated intravascular coagulation (DIC), a gross derangement of the 

coagulation system that occurs in the setting of profound activation of the innate immune system. 

DIC is a grave medical condition with a high incidence of multiple organ failure and high 

mortality and yet there are no reliable biomarkers or risk factors. In our present study, we 

measured plasma CL-K1 concentration in a total of 659 specimens, including 549 DIC patients, 82 

non-DIC patients and 27 healthy volunteers. The median plasma CL-K1 levels in these cohorts 
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were 424, 238 and 245 ng/ml, respectively, with no significant difference in the latter two groups. 

The incidence of elevated plasma CL-K1 was significantly higher in the DIC patients compared to 

the non-DIC patients, resulting in an odds ratio of 1.929 (confidence interval 1.041–3.866). 

Infection, renal diseases, respiratory diseases, and cardiac diseases were more frequently observed 

in the DIC group than in the non-DIC group. In the DIC group, vascular diseases were associated 

with elevated plasma CL-K1 levels while age and acute illness had little effect on plasma CL-K1 

levels. Independent of DIC, elevated plasma CL-K1 levels were associated with respiratory disease 

and coagulation disorders. These results suggest that specific diseases may affect CL-K1 synthesis 

in an organ dependent manner and that elevated plasma CL-K1 levels are associated with the 

presence of DIC. Further investigations in cohorts of patients are warranted. We propose that 

elevated plasma CL-K1 may be a new useful risk factor and possibly biomarker for the prediction 

of developing DIC.
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Introduction

The body’s first line of host defense is the innate immune system, which includes 

complement proteins, coagulation enzymes and pattern recognition molecules [1], as well as 

effectors cells such as macrophages. Collectin kidney 1 (CL-K1), also known as collectin 

11, is a pattern recognition molecule of the complement system, and is a member of the 

collectin family, which also includes mannose binding lectin (MBL) and lung surfactant 

proteins [2, 3]. These latter collectins were identified in the late 1980s and have been 

extensively investigated in both laboratory and clinical studies [4, 5]. Little is known about 

CL-K1, which was first identified in 2006 [2], and reliable antibodies required for analysis 

have only recently become available [6, 7]. Average plasma CL-K1 concentrations have 

been reported as 340 and 284 ng/ml among healthy Japanese and Danish populations, 

respectively [6, 7], which are approximately comparable. This is much lower than the 

reported MBL plasma concentration of 2 μg/ml [8, 9], although the effects of this difference 

in plasma concentration may be diminished by differences in their synthesis, as MBL is 

produced primarily in the liver whereas CL-K1 is synthesized in a much wider distribution 

of tissues, including liver, lung, kidney, brain, and endothelial cells [2, 10, 11].

CL-K1, like other collectins, recognizes and binds to specific chemical components of 

microbes [2, 12]. Based on these observations, it has been speculated that CL-K1 may share 

similar biologic functions with other collectins, in particular MBL. Our earlier investigations 

have shown that MBL-associated serine protease (MASP)-1/3 in a complex with MBL 

activates coagulation through a thrombin-like serine protease activity [13–16]. Like MBL, 

CL-K1 has also been found in a complex with MASP-1/3, supporting our idea that CL-K1 

also may be involved with coagulation [2, 12].

Disseminated intravascular coagulation (DIC) is a severe medical complication in which 

thrombosis (coagulation) and bleeding occur simultaneously. There is a strong association 
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with multiple organ failure and a very high mortality rate [17–19]. An early stage of DIC can 

be revealed by a sensitive and specific test that identifies an abnormal biphasic waveform in 

activated partial thromboplastin time (aPTT) testing [17, 18]. The waveform represents the 

change in light transmittance through a plasma specimen as the aPTT reaction takes place. 

The biphasic waveform is characterized by an initial steep negative slope, which is not seen 

in a normal waveform and is caused, in part, by precipitation of a C-reactive protein (CRP) 

complex [17, 18, 20]. The abnormal biphasic waveform was predictive of approximately half 

of fully developed DIC 18 h prior to the diagnosis provided by a battery of several other 

clinical tests that are currently regarded as definitive of DIC [21]. The waveform is a good 

test for DIC, but it is well-described and available only on the MDA analyzer which is not 

routinely available to most laboratories. Therefore, discovering other markers for DIC would 

be beneficial. Not all patients with similar clinical conditions develop DIC, suggesting that 

genetic components are involved. While infection and trauma have been associated with 

presence of the abnormal biphasic waveform, no risk factor or biomarker specific to 

developing DIC has been identified [17, 18].

Based on these observations, we hypothesized that plasma CL-K1 levels might have an 

effect in the development of DIC and we examined the relationship between plasma CL-K1 

levels and the presence of DIC. Our findings are described below, and we discuss their 

clinical implications.

Materials and methods

Plasma samples and patient diagnoses

Citrated plasma samples were collected and stored at −80 °C; a total of 659 specimens 

included 549 patients with DIC, 83 patients without DIC and 27 healthy volunteers. 

Although samples were collected prospectively, the analysis was retrospective, using clinical 

data retrieved from the hospital electronic medical records and surplus plasma samples from 

the clinical laboratories.

DIC was diagnosed by the presence of an abnormal biphasic waveform from aPTT testing, 

as described above [18]. The waveform is 98 % specific for DIC [22], unlike other 

laboratory tests which lack specificity for DIC. A biphasic waveform is characterized by a 

steeply negative initial slope, called slope_1 (%T/s). Abnormal slope_1 is defined as less 

than −0.1 %T/s, with a normal slope_1 defined as between −0.1 and +0.1, with reference 

values determined in the Coagulation Laboratory at the Massachusetts General Hospital. The 

aPTT waveform analysis was performed on an MDA-II coagulation analyzer (Tcoag/

Diagnostica Stago, Parsippany NJ). The MDA Coagulation Analyzer uses waveform 

analysis technology to automatically detect the presence of this abnormal waveform while 

running routine aPTT tests using Platelin L reagent [18].

Non-DIC patients were randomly selected hospital patients who did not have a clinical 

diagnosis of DIC, all of whom also had a normal aPTT waveform. In determining the DIC 

and non-DIC patients’ medical conditions, respiratory diseases included acute respiratory 

distress syndrome (ARDS), other respiratory distress, respiratory failure, and pulmonary 

emboli. Vascular diseases included cerebrovascular disease and peripheral vascular diseases 
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exclusive of coronary artery diseases, which were separately categorized as cardiac diseases. 

Coagulation disorders included any disorder of hemostasis including retroperitoneal, 

gastrointestinal, cerebrovascular or other hemorrhage, pulmonary emboli, deep vein 

thrombosis, heparin-induced thrombocytopenia, thrombosis, or stroke (ischemic, embolic or 

hemorrhagic). Gastrointestinal and renal diseases were also recorded, as well as diabetes and 

infection.

ELISA assays

Plasma CL-K1 was assayed using a previously established sandwich ELISA method using 

two CL-K1 specific antibodies, with minor modifications [6]. Briefly, 384 well plates were 

coated with 20 μl of an anti-CL-K1 rabbit polyclonal antibody. After rinsing and blocking, 

20 μl of diluted plasma samples and standard were incubated in duplicate. All plasma 

samples used in this study were thawed only once. After rinsing, the wells were incubated 

with a biotinylated anti-CL-K1 monoclonal antibody followed by ABC-AP (Vector Lab, 

Burlingame, CA) and then developed using p-nitrophenyl phosphate substrate (Sigma-

Aldrich). Reactions were assayed for absorbance at 405 nm using an M3 plate reader 

(Molecular Devices).

From assays performed using plasma specimens from 27 healthy volunteers, the median of 

plasma CL-K1 levels was 245 ng/ml with interquartile range 160–273 ng/ml. The highest 

concentration measured in this group was 772 ng/ml. The CL-K1 reference range was found 

to be <619 ng/ml (normal donor mean + 2SD).

Plasma samples from a subpopulation of 216 patients (201 DIC and 15 non-DIC) were also 

assayed for plasma CRP, an acute phase protein, using ELISA (DuoSet, R&D Systems), 

according to the manufacturer’s instructions.

Statistics

Statistical analysis was performed using JMP software (SAS Institute, Cary, NC), and 

specific methods used are indicated in the table and figures. For a logistic regression 

analysis, plasma CL-K1 concentration was assigned to low and high, using a cut off of 619 

ng/ml (mean + 2SD of healthy normal volunteers [23, 24] ). The cut-off of 619 ng/mL was 

determined from our normal range study described above. As specified in the text below, p 
values less than 0.05 were considered to be statistically significant.

Results

Analysis of diseases associated with the presence of DIC

The median age and gender ratios were similar between the DIC and the non-DIC patient 

groups (Table 1). These data do not reveal an association between age and gender and the 

presence of DIC. Compared to the non-DIC group, the DIC group patients had a 

significantly higher incidence of several diseases. Ranked from the highest incidence in our 

sample to the lowest, these included: infection, renal diseases, respiratory diseases, and 

cardiac diseases (Table 1).
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Plasma CL-K1 levels among the non-DIC patients are similar to normal controls

Plasma CL-K1 levels in the non-DIC group had a median of 176 ng/ml (Table 2), which 

were not statistically different from the healthy normal group which had a median of 245 

ng/ml. The highest plasma CL-K1 levels sampled were also comparable, as these were 

measured at 772 and 869 ng/ml in the healthy normal and the non-DIC groups, respectively. 

These findings suggest that the non-DIC group was similar to normal controls with respect 

to plasma CL-K1 levels, and that the non-DIC patients could be used as a control group.

Elevated plasma CL-K1 level is associated with the presence of DIC

In contrast, plasma CL-K1 levels in the DIC group were significantly higher than the non-

DIC group (Fig. 1a). A similar trend was observed when plasma CL-K1 levels were 

compared in different gender groups with statistical significance (Fig. 1b). In contrast, when 

plasma CL-K1 levels were compared for gender difference in the DIC or the non-DIC group 

(male DIC vs. female DIC or male non-DIC vs. female non-DIC), there was no statistical 

difference (p = 0.655 and 0.856, respectively) (Fig. 1b). The median CL-K1 levels were 

more than 2 times higher in the DIC groups than the non-DIC groups, regardless of gender 

(Table 2).

We further analysed characteristics of the elevated plasma CL-K1 levels within the DIC and 

the non-DIC groups. A threshold for elevated plasma CL-K1 level was established as greater 

than 619 ng/ml, and logistic nominal regression analysis was used to evaluate the statistical 

significance of the high CL-K1 level. Plasma CL-K1 levels were significantly higher in the 

DIC group than the non-DIC group in all subjects, and there was a statistically significant 

excess of subjects with high CL-K1 levels (Table 2). A similar association was also observed 

in the male group, although this was not statistically significant in the female group (Table 

2). Accordingly, the odds ratios (OR) were statistically significant for high CL-K1 plasma 

levels in all DIC subjects considered together and among male subjects, although the OR for 

high CL-K1 among DIC patients was not statistically significant among female subjects 

(Table 2).

In the DIC group, the effect of age on plasma CL-K1 levels was assessed by cohorts defined 

by grouping subjects into 20-year age intervals from 21 to 100 years old. Patients younger 

than 20 years of age were excluded due to small sample size, as there were only 17 subjects 

in that cohort and consequently statistical significance could not be achieved. As shown in 

Table 3, the median plasma CL-K1 concentrations were between 369 and 443 ng/ml and no 

statistical difference was obtained among different age cohorts. Likewise, the incidence of 

elevated plasma CL-K1 levels was between 21.5 and 34.3 %, again with no statistically 

significant difference among the 4 age groups. These data demonstrate that in the DIC 

group, plasma CL-K1 levels and the incidence of elevated plasma CL-K1 concentrations 

were similar across age groups ranging from 21 to 100 years old.

Effect of clinical factors on plasma CL-K1 levels

We also analysed the association of other diseases and plasma CL-K1 levels, in patients 

without or with DIC, by comparing the incidence of elevated plasma CL-K1 levels between 

the non-DIC and the DIC groups with respect to the most commonly identified co-existing 
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diseases (Table 4). A statistically significant higher incidence of elevated plasma CL-K1 

levels was observed only in patients with vascular diseases. Among all patients, both those 

without and with DIC, there was a statistically significant increased incidence of high 

plasma CL-K1 levels in patients with respiratory diseases and coagulopathies (Table 5).

The effects of acute illness were also analyzed for a subpopulation of patients. Acute illness 

was defined as plasma CRP levels more than 8 μg/ml (a reference value established by the 

clinical laboratory at Massachusetts General Hospital). The median CRP for the non-DIC 

and the DIC group was 0.7 (interquartile range 0–21.3) μg/ml and 36.5 (interquartile range 

2.2–102) μg/ml, respectively. In patients with DIC, the incidence of elevated plasma CRP 

levels was 138 out of 201 (68.7 %), which was significantly higher than the 5 out of 15 

(33.3 %) patients with elevated CRP in a group of patients without DIC (p= 0.0090, Fisher’s 

Exact Test). In comparison, the incidence of elevated plasma CL-K1 levels in patients with 

high versus normal CRP levels was 55/138 (40.0 %) and 24/63 (28.1 %), respectively, which 

is not statistically significant (p = 0.88, Fisher’s Exact Test). These data suggest that 

although acute illness, defined by elevated plasma CRP levels, is associated with a higher 

incidence of DIC, acute illness is not associated with higher plasma CLK1 levels.

Discussion

CL-K1 was initially discovered in 2006, and there is a relative dearth of information 

regarding its biological function or clinical relevance [2]. The recent availability of anti-CL-

K1 antibodies, which are required to perform ELISA and other immunochemical analyses 

[6, 7], provide an important foundation for advancing both basic scientific and clinical 

investigation of CL-K1. In this current study, we measured the plasma CL-K1 concentration 

among healthy Americans, and found it to be 265 ± 177 ng/ml, which is in the range of prior 

measurements of 340 ± 130 ng/ml measured in healthy Japanese and 284 ng/ml measured in 

healthy Danes [6, 7]. This result establishes that plasma CL-K1 concentrations in healthy 

Americans are similar to those Japanese and Danes. However, studies in other ethnic groups 

could demonstrate additional factors that may influence plasma CL-K1 levels.

The current study demonstrates that among non-DIC patients, CL-K1 levels are comparable 

to a healthy population of normal control subjects. In contrast, there is a higher average 

plasma CL-K1 level and a higher incidence of elevated plasma CL-K1 in DIC patients. In 

the DIC group, cardiac, renal, and infectious diseases were frequently observed, however 

these conditions did not show an association with elevated plasma CL-K1 levels (as shown 

in tables 1 and 5). Regarding renal diseases, plasma CL-K1 levels among dialysis patients 

are not elevated (Wakamiya N, unpublished observations), suggesting that renal disease 

alone does not increase plasma CL-K1 levels. In addition, infection, cancer, diabetes, and 

vascular or gastrointestinal disorders were not significantly associated with elevated CL-K1 

levels in our study. Further study is warranted to examine a potential association with 

respiratory disorders. Our results also reveal no statistically significant effect of age on 

plasma CL-K1 levels among patients with DIC, although age has been identified as an 

important associated factor in the development of other clinical complications [25]. Taken 

together, these results suggest that elevated plasma CL-K1 levels maybe a biomarker for 

developing DIC.
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DIC is a serious medical condition in which thrombosis (coagulation) and bleeding occur 

simultaneously. It has a strong association with multiple organ failure and very high 

mortality [17–19]. Our results show that coagulation disorders are associated with elevated 

plasma CL-K1 levels independent of the presence of DIC, supporting the idea that CL-K1 

may play a role in coagulation. In support of the hypothesis that collectins may play a role in 

both coagulation and immunity, our other studies have demonstrated that MBL, also a 

collectin molecule, has a thrombin-like serine protease activity when it forms a complex 

with MASP-1/3 [13, 15, 16, 26]. This MBL-MASP-1/3 complex also activates the lectin 

complement pathway [14, 27, 28], demonstrating its role in the immune system. 

Intriguingly, a complex of CL-K1 and MASP-1/3 has been found in circulation that is 

capable of complement activation [2, 12]. Taken together, these observations lead to our 

hypothesis that a complex of CL-K1 and MASP-1/3 may mediate coagulation [2, 12]. 

Although we present data here that reveal an association between elevated CL-K1 and the 

coagulopathic DIC condition, further detailed studies are required in order to elucidate the 

mechanisms by which CL-K1, MASPs or their complexes activate and modulate 

coagulation.

CL-K1, like other collectins, recognizes and binds to specific chemical components found 

on microbes [2, 12]. Microbial infection is strongly associated with coagulation disorders. In 

our earlier work we have demonstrated one manifestation of coagulopathy in DIC, the 

presence of a biphasic aPTT waveform, which provides an early and sensitive diagnostic test 

for DIC [17, 18]. In this regard, the results presented here confirm our previous findings, as 

infection is strongly associated with DIC. Additionally, the results presented here 

demonstrate a trend toward increased plasma CL-K1 in infection, independent of DIC, 

although this did not meet a threshold for statistical significance. These observations taken 

together inform our larger hypothesis that the interactions among CL-K1, MASPs and 

microbes contribute to abnormal activation of coagulation.

One weakness of this study is that the clinical diagnoses were derived from the medical 

record, and were established by many different practitioners using a variety of clinical and 

laboratory data. An additional weakness related to the retrospective methodology is that 

there is not baseline data for each patient, and changes in CL-K1 could not be assessed 

longitudinally throughout the clinical course. However, to ensure that accurate results were 

obtained, aPTT waveforms were measured in a proper and timely manner and all plasma 

samples were collected contemporaneous with the inpatient admission. Measurement of CL-

K1 was performed using ELISAs that are routinely performed in our laboratory, similar to 

many of our previously reported experiments [13, 29–32]. Therefore, despite the limitations 

described above, the results shown here are the first to show a relationship between plasma 

CL-K1 levels and DIC. This association warrants further investigation, and may yield 

important insights into the connections between immunity and coagulation.

We note that in contrast to the average MBL plasma level of 2 μg/ml, CL-K1 has a 

significantly lower plasma concentration [6, 8, 9, 33]. However, CL-K1 is synthesized by 

most organs, including the lung and vascular wall lining endothelial cells [2, 10, 11, 34], in 

contrast to MBL, which is produced primarily in the liver. Interestingly, a high incidence of 

elevated plasma CL-K1 levels is associated with respiratory diseases but not with vascular 
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diseases. However, vascular diseases were commonly seen in association with DIC. We 

speculate that the ubiquitous presence of CL-K1 throughout the body may contribute to its 

ability to participate in a systemic response, even though circulating levels of CL-K1 are 

relatively low. Consequently, and consistent with the observations presented here, CL-K1 

may play a key role throughout the host defense and coagulation systems.

It is not known whether CL-K1 is an acute phase protein or how its synthesis is modulated, 

reflecting the relative paucity of published data. Our study found similar levels of CL-K1 in 

healthy control subjects and hospital patients without DIC, as well as similar levels of CL-

K1 among DIC patients with and without elevated CRP. Since CRP is a sensitive marker for 

acute phase reactions, our results suggest that CL-K1 is not an acute phase protein. 

Prospective studies with longitudinal measurements in well-defined patient cohorts would be 

useful to further establish these findings. Since this is the first study to investigate an 

association between plasma CL-K1 and DIC, replication of these findings by other 

researchers is needed before considering the findings to be definitive.

In contrast to the recent report on the genetic deficiency of CL-K1, our results suggest that 

regulatory gene sequences most likely exist and contribute to increased production and/or 

secretion of the CL-K1 protein [11]. Further investigations are required to understand the 

molecular mechanisms involved in this regulation, such as the specific stimuli, mediators 

and effector cells of increased CL-K1 production.

D-dimer levels were not used in this study because, although it is a sensitive test for DIC, it 

lacks specificity for DIC. For example, we have shown that 83 % of inpatients undergoing 

D-dimer testing in our hospital test positive for D-dimers, due to a variety of causes 

including surgery, thrombosis, and liver dysfunction. Further study is indicated to determine 

if CL-K1 is a more specific marker for DIC than is D-dimer. The aPTT waveform is 

sensitive and specific for DIC, although one potential advantage of CL-K1 over the 

waveform is that the waveform is not routinely available on most coagulation analyzers.

In conclusion, we propose that elevated plasma CL-K1 level may be a useful new biomarker 

for the prediction of developing DIC. Since this is the first study to investigate an association 

between plasma CL-K1 and DIC, replication of these findings by other researchers is needed 

before considering the findings to be definitive. Further investigations are warranted in 

cohorts of patients in order to understand the mechanisms by which CL-K1 interacts with 

the coagulation and immune systems. Nevertheless, CL-K1, as a member of the collectin 

family of the innate immune system, may play an important role in host defense and the 

maintenance of homeostasis in health and disease.
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Fig. 1. 
Elevated plasma CL-K1 levels in the DIC group compared with the non-DIC group. Plasma 

CL-K1 concentrations are plotted for DIC and non-DIC populations (a), and in these 

populations subdivided by male or female gender (b). Numbers in parentheses indicate 

specimen numbers. Statistical significance was analyzed by a nonparametric Wilcoxon/

Kruskal–Wallis test and only p values less than 0.05 are indicated
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Table 3

Plasma CL-K1 levels (ng/ml) by age cohort among patients with DIC

Age Median (IQ25–75 %)
a

High/Total (%)
b

21–40 404 (243–631) 16/61 (26.3)

41–60 443 (206–715) 50/146 (34.3)

61–80 412 (155–648) 62/227 (27.3)

81–100 369 (194–579) 23/107 (21.5)

a
IQ interquartile range

b
“High” indicates number of patients with elevated plasma CL-K1 levels, defined as greater than 619 ng/ml; “Total” indicates total number of 

patients in the group. Numbers in parentheses indicate percent of those with elevated CL-K1 plasma levels. There was no statistical difference 
among different age groups (assessed by Likelihood Ratio test)
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Table 4

Incidence of elevated plasma CL-K1 levels in subjects with other diseases, without or with DIC

Diagnosis High/total (%)
a

p values
b

Non-DIC DIC

Neoplasm 5/18 (27.8) 32/123 (26.1) 1.000

Respiratory diseases 1/11 (0.1) 54/164 (32.9) 0.1765

Cardiac diseases 1/9 (10) 39/145 (26.9) 0.4547

Vascular diseases 0/15 (0) 38/130 (29.2) 0.0116

Coagulation disorders 2/9 (22.2) 37/102 (36.3) 0.4897

Gastrointestinal diseases 3/12 (25.0) 33/96 (34.4) 0.7472

Renal diseases 1/7 (14.3) 41/130 (31.5) 0.4380

Diabetic milieu 0/12 (0) 23/91 (25.3) 0.0636

Infection 4/17 (23.5) 99/322 (30.8) 0.6017

a
“High” indicates number of patients with elevated plasma CL-K1 levels, defined as greater than 619 ng/ml; “Total” indicates total number of 

patients in the group. Numbers in parentheses indicate percent of those with elevated CL-K1 plasma levels

b
Wilcoxon/Kruskal-Wallis tests (Rank Sums)
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Table 5

Incidence of elevated plasma CL-K1 levels by disease, independent of DIC

Diagnostics High/Total (%)
a

p values
b

Positive Negative

Neoplasm 37/141 (23.2) 129/491 (26.3) 1.000

Respiratory diseases 55/175 (31.4) 111/457 (24.3) 0.0070

Cardiac diseases 40/155 (25.8) 126/477 (26.4) 0.9167

Vascular diseases 38/145 (26.2) 128/487 (26.3) 1.000

Coagulation disorders 39/111 (35.1) 127/521 (24.4) 0.0238

Gastrointestinal diseases 36/108 (33.3) 130/524 (24.8) 0.0722

Renal diseases 42/137 (30.7) 124/495 (25.1) 0.1897

Diabetic milieu 23/103 (22.3) 143/529 (27.0) 0.3916

Infection 104/340 (30.6) 49/213 (23.0) 0.0633

a
“High” indicates number of patients with elevated plasma CL-K1 levels, defined as greater than 619 ng/ml; “Total” indicates total number of 

patients in the group. Numbers in parentheses indicate percent of those with elevated CL-K1 plasma levels

b
Fisher’s Exact test, 2-tail
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