Despite increased awareness, heart disease remains the number one killer in America, and claims over half of the lives lost annually in Oklahoma.  


In the last few years, coronary artery calcium scoring has emerging as a way to detect early changes in the heart that could eventually lead to a heart attack.  This test is a specialized CAT scan of the heart looking specifically for calcium in the coronary arteries.  These arteries supply the heart with blood.  Calcium does not normally appear in the coronary arteries, and its presence suggests atherosclerosis, which eventually causes narrowing in the coronary arteries, leading to a heart attack.


Early in the process the coronary arteries can compensate for this atherosclerosis, but eventually the arteries are overwhelmed, and blockages begin to form.  Thus, the mere presence of calcium does not mean a blockage is present, but the more calcium present in the arteries, the greater the likelihood blockages exist.  


The test is non-invasive and takes about five to ten minutes to complete.  Results should be received in about one week.  The results are based on the amount and extent of calcium present in your coronary arteries.  Your score is then compared to other people of the same age and sex.  Bases on that comparison you are then given a percentile rank, and placed in a low, medium, or high-risk group for possible future cardiac events.


 In most studies a score of zero is associated with a very low (less than 1%) risk of heart attack over the next five years.  A high-risk score can be associated with a fifteen-fold increase in the chances of having a heart attack.


A doctor’s referral is not necessary to have this test.  If your test is “positive” or particularly if it is high risk, you should discuss the results with your doctor.  A treadmill stress test may be indicated.  At a minimum, controlling cardiovascular risk factors such as high blood pressure, high cholesterol, diabetes mellitus, and smoking, are in order.  Although it is currently being studied, the value of following your treatment with serial testing presently unknown.  If you already have a diagnosis of coronary artery disease there is very little reason to have this test.


Currently calcium scoring CAT scans are available, by appointment, at the Norman Regional Healthplex.  The cost is $______, and the scan is not usually covered by most medical insurance policies.
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