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Plasma Volume in Cirrhosis of the Liver: Its Relation to
Portal Hypertension, Ascites, and Renal Failure *

FREDL. LIEBERMANANDTELFER B. REYNOLDSt
(From the Hepatic Service of the John Wesley County Hospital, Los Angeles, Calif. and the

University of Southern California School of Medicine, Los Angeles, Calif.)

Summary. Plasma volume was measured by using albumin-131I- and 51Cr-
labeled erythrocytes in 24 control subjects, 140 patients with hepatic cir-
rhosis, and 10 patients with various portal-systemic shunts for the relief of
noncirrhotic portal hypertension. The cirrhotic patients included subgroups
with ascites, functional renal failure, and portacaval anastomoses. Elevated
values for plasma volume, by both methods, were found in each group of
patients.

The lymph space drained by the thoracic duct was measured by a radio-
isotopic technique in six patients with cirrhosis and ascites. The amount of
radioactivity in this space was found to be negligible in accounting for the
elevated plasma volume. Similar results were obtained when the degree of
leakage of albumin-131I into the ascites was determined in 10 patients with
cirrhosis.

The plasma volume was unusually elevated in patients who had bled from
esophageal varices, and paired comparisons before and after portacaval shunt
normal values. There was a statistically significant correlation between
normal values. There was a statistically significant correlation between
plasma volume and wedged hepatic venous pressure measured in 36 patients.

Weconcluded that the elevated values for plasma volume in cirrhosis are
valid and are not artifacts due to leakage of albumin-'31I from the circulation
during mixing. We also concluded that portal hypertension is responsible
for the plasma volume expansion; however, we were unable on this basis to
explain the failure of portacaval shunting to return the plasma volume to
normal, unless the shunt or some other factor keeps the plasma volume.
elevated.

Introduction

Renal sodium retention in cirrhosis is consid-
ered by many to be a response to hypovolemia re-
sulting from formation of ascites (1-5). Further-
more, the suggestion has been made that a de-
crease in plasma volume may also account for the

* Submitted for publication November 28, 1966; ac-
cepted April 20, 1967.
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tional Institutes of Health, U. S. Public Health Service.

tAddress requests for reprints to Dr. T. B. Reynolds,
Dept. of Medicine, University of Southern California
School of Medicine, 2025 Zonal Avenue, Los Angeles,
Calif. 90033.

functional type of renal failure that is being recog-
nized with increasing frequency in cirrhotic pa-
tients with ascites (6, 7). Even though the values
for plasma volume in cirrhosis with ascites have
been reported as elevated (8-14), it has been pos-
tulated that this elevation is due to distention of
the splanchnic bed and hepatic lymphatics, ob-
scuring a decrease in the nonportal or "effective"
plasma volume (2, 15). It is, of course, possible
that plasma volume measurements in ascitic pa-
tients are artifactually high because of leakage of
the albumin label into the ascites or hepatic lymph
during mixing. Although significant leakage into
the ascites during the period required for plasma
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volume measurement has been discounted (16,
17), no assessment has yet been made of the de-
gree of leakage into the lymph space.

In this paper we reconfirm the validity of the
elevated plasma volume found in the ascitic cir-
rhotic patient by comparing measurements in a
large population of cirrhotic patients both with
and without ascites and, therefore, with and with-
out clinical evidence of plasma leakage. Further-
more, our results indicate that the degree of leak-
age of albumin-'31I from the plasma into the lymph
space drained by the thoracic duct is negligible in
accounting for this elevation. Finally, evidence
will be presented to support portal hypertension
as the cause of the elevated plasma volume in
cirrhosis.

Methods

One hundred seventy-four patients were studied.
Plasma volume was measured simultaneously with albu-
min-1'I- and '1Cr-labeled red cells in 150 patients and
with albumin-"1'I alone in 24 patients. Twenty-four (16
male, 8 female) were control patients, most of whom
were semiambulatory and convalescing from various or-
thopedic procedures; 63 (44 male, 19 female) had cir-
rhosis without ascites; 34 (22 male, 12 female) had cir-
rhosis with ascites; 48 (33 male, 15 female) had cirrhosis
and an end-to-side or side-to-side portacaval anastomosis
for the relief of portal hypertension (14 of these patients
had coexisting ascites despite documented patency of
the shunt during life or at autopsy in five); 10 (6 male,
4 female) did not have cirrhosis but had a variety of
surgical portal-systemic venous shunts for unexplained
portal hypertension or portal hypertension associated with
partial or complete extrahepatic portal venous occlusion
(18) ; and 15 (13 male, 2 female) had cirrhosis and as-
cites complicated by functional renal failure (6, 19-21).
Twenty-two of the 63 patients without ascites and one of
the 34 patients with ascites had bled from esophageal
varices several months before plasma volume measure-
ment and were awaiting portacaval shunt surgery when
plasma volume was measured. Plasma volume was mea-
sured by albumin-"'I alone in 21 of these patients. Re-
peat measurements with albumin-'I were made in 18 pa-
tients 6 months after end-to-side portacaval anastomosis,
and the values are included in the mean plasma volume
of the group of 34 patients with portacaval anastomoses
without ascites. Almost all patients with cirrhosis had a
history of chronic alcoholism, and moderate to advanced
liver disease was present in all as judged by needle or
surgical liver biopsy in 119, necropsy in 10 who had not
undergone biopsy before death, and physical examination
and standard biochemical tests in all patients. All pa-
tients with ascites were on a diet containing 20 mEq of
sodium daily when plasma volume was measured.

For the measurement of red cell volume, 30 ml of ve-
nous blood from each patient was labeled with 100 ,Ac 51Cr
at room temperature in sterile containers with ACDanti-
coagulant' added. The reaction was stopped after 30
minutes by adding 50 mg ascorbic acid (22), and a
weighed 20-ml unwashed sample was returned intra-
venously. After 30 minutes, blood was withdrawn from
the opposite arm and oxalated, and 1-ml samples of whole
blood and plasma were weighed and counted in a scintil-
lation well counter. The red cell volume was calculated
as recommended by Silver (23), using microhematocrit
readings determined by the method of McGovern, Jones,
and Steinberg (24). The hematocrit was corrected for
trapped plasma by multiplying each reading by 0.96 (25);
to convert whole blood weight to volume, the specific
gravity of each specimen was determined by the copper
sulfate technique (26). In order to calculate plasma
volume from the red cell mass, we corrected the periph-
eral venous hematocrit for trapped plasma and for the
"total body": peripheral venous hematocrit ratio, which
was arbitrarily taken to be 0.91 in each patient (27). In
fact, if our plasma volume measurements with albumin-"I11
are accurate, this ratio is highly variable and its mean
is less than 0.91 in patients with cirrhosis, as will be dis-
cussed below.

For the direct measurement of plasma volume, a back-
ground reading, which was always negligible, was taken
on the 30-minute 51Cr-labeled plasma sample, and approxi-
mately 20 ,c of albumin-"31I was injected intravenously
when the 30-minute sample was drawn. A 2-ml cali-
brated syringe was used for injection, and an identical
amount of albumin-"1'I was inj ected into an albumin-
coated water-filled 2-L volumetric flask. A single sam-
ple of blood was withdrawn 20 minutes after the intra-
venous administration of albumin-"1I, and duplicate 1-ml
samples of plasma were weighed and counted and a single
1-ml sample of standard was weighed and counted in
duplicate, each for 6 minutes or 10,000 counts in a well
scintillation counter. For the conversion of the plasma
weight to volume, the specific gravity of plasma was as-
sumed to be 1.030.

Because of the distorted weight in patients with cirrho-
sis and ascites, plasma volume and red cell volume were
expressed in all patients in milliliters per kilogram based
on ideal weight, calculated according to the formula of
Lorentz (28), P = T- 100- (T-150)/4, in which P is
the ideal weight in kilograms and T is the height in centi-
meters. The mean ideal weights for the control and
study patients were not significantly different, as indicated
in Table I (29).

In six patients with ascites, the plasma volume ob-
tained with a single 20-minute sample was compared with
that obtained by extrapolating the logarithm of disappear-
ance of activity over 60 minutes to zero time. Although
slightly but consistently higher values were obtained with
the 20-minute sample, as expected (mean 2,150 + 155 ml

1 Prepared by Abbott Laboratories, North Chicago,
Ill., and E. R. Squibb & Sons, New York, N. Y.
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SEM2 vs. 2,080 + 167, p = 0.76), it was felt that the
values were close enough to justify using the simpler sin-
gle sample method exclusively. Plasma volume measure-

ment by this method is reproducible as indicated by a

mean of 4,200 ml with a standard error of 57 ml for ten
consecutive weekly 20-minute plasma volume determina-
tions in one patient with stable cirrhosis without ascites.
His thyroid gland had previously been ablated by radio-
active iodine therapy for hyperthyroidism.

Plasma volume measured with albumin-"31I was com-

pared with wedged hepatic venous pressure available in
33 of the 63 cirrhotic patients without ascites, and in
three of the 34 patients with ascites. Wedge pressure was

measured with a catheter passed under fluoroscopic vision
;4._.-;;at+ f4....;1-...

administered albumin-mI. Measurements were made
until equilibrium had been achieved between lymph and
corrected plasma activity. Thoracic duct lymph flow
was determined by allowing the cannula to drain lymph
via gravity into a measuring bottle on the floor. The
volume in milliliters of the lymph space drained by the
thoracic duct was calculated as follows: (tdlf (p-1) t)/e,
where tdlf = thoracic duct lymph flow in milliliters per
minute; p = mean corrected plasma activity to equilib-
rium; 1 =mean thoracic duct lymph activity to equilib-
rium; t = minutes from injection to equilibrium; e =
equilibrium activity.

Results
via a vein ini tne anitecuUitai IUssa ilnto tne [ep1aLiLc Ve1In. A summary of all plasma, red cell, and whole

The catheter was connected to a pressure recorder by
b

means of a Statham strain gauge transducer. The aver- blood volume measurements is found in Table I.

age of pressures measured in at least two hepatic venous Whole blood volume is expressed as the sum of
radicles, wedging being confirmed by hypaque injection the red cell volume determined with 51Cr-labeled
(31), was referred to the inferior vena caval pressure as red cells and the plasma volume determined with

a zero reference point. Normal wedged pressure is con- albumin_131I
sidered to be less than 11 mmHg (32) above inferior min-o t

vena caval pressure. The mean plasma volume, determined with
The method of Bradley, Marks, Reynell, and Meltzer albumin-1311, for the control patients was 42 + 1.6

(33) for measuring the normal circulating splanchnic ml per kg, which is similar to the mean plasma
plasma volume in man was adapted to measure the vol- volume of a group of normal men and women stud-

ume of the lymph space drained by the thoracic duct in
six patients with cirrhosis undergoing thoracic duct drain- ied by Steinfeld (34) and for normal men studied
age for the treatment of ascites. In Bradley's method for by Berson (16). For patients with cirrhosis with

determining the splanchnic volume, the appearance of in- and without ascites, mean plasma volume was
travenously injected albumin-"'I is measured in blood 55 + 1.9 and 57 + 1.4 ml per kg, respectively.
leaving the splanchnic system in the hepatic vein, and its For patients with cirrhosis and portacaval anasto-

appearance and decline are measured in blood entering the moses with and without ascites, it was 51 ± 3.0
splanchnic system represented by activity in the brachial
or femoral artery. Measurements are continued until and 54 ± 1.6 ml per kg, respectively; for patients
equilibrium is reached, as indicated by the equivalence of without cirrhosis but with portal-systemic venous
activity in the two vessels. The number of counts in the anastomoses, it was 49 ± 1.9 ml per kg.
splanchnic bed at equilibrium is found by determining the The mean red cell volume, determined with
hepatic plasma flow with Bromsulphalein and multiply- 51Cr-labeled red cells, for the control patients was
ing this by the difference in mean brachial arterial and
hepatic venous plasma activities from injection to equi- 23 ±08 ml per kg. For patients with cirrhosis

librium, and by the number of seconds from injection to with and without ascites, it was 19 + 0.7 and
equilibrium. Dividing the equilibrium concentration into 20 ± 0.8 ml per kg, respectively. For patients
this number gives the splanchnic plasma volume. Simi- with cirrhosis and portacaval anastomoses with

larly, when we measured the volume of the lymph space and without ascites, it was 22 ± 1.5 and 24 ± 1.2
drained by the thoracic duct, we measured the appearance

of activity of intravenously injected albumin-'31I every 10 ml per kg, respectively; for patients without cir-

minutes in thoracic duct lymph after cannulation of the rhosis but with portal-systemic venous anasto-
thoracic duct with the patient under local anesthesia; moses, it was 27 + 1.6 ml per kg.
we measured its appearance and decline in plasma from The mean whole blood volume for the control

the adjacent jugular vein. Because of a longer equi- 6
librium time, the venous plasma activity can be used pients wias6 ± i2.0um perikg. Fo pas with
instead of arterial plasma activity; to obtain the activity cirrhosis with and without ascites, it was 74 ±2.1

entering the lymph space, we multiplied plasma activity and 74 ± 1.8 ml per kg, respectively. For patients
by the ratio of lymph to plasma albumin. This ratio can with cirrhosis and portacaval anastomoses with
be determined either by chemical means or by the equi- and without ascites, it was 74 ± 6.5 and 79 + 3.1

librium activity ratio of lymph to plasma from previously ml per kg, respectively; and for patients without

2 All - values given in the remainder of the paper are cirrhosis but with portal-systemic venous anasto-
standard errors of the mean. moses, it was 76+ 2.8 ml per kg.
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Compared to the mean plasma volume for the
control patients, the mean plasma volume (albu-
min-1311) for patients with cirrhosis and ascites
was significantly elevated (p < 0.0001). For pa-
tients with cirrhosis but without ascites, the mean
plasma volume was also significantly elevated (p
< 0.0001) and not different from the value for
patients with ascites (p = 0.40). Also, in patients
with cirrhosis who had portacaval anastomoses
without ascites, and who presumably had a de-
crease in intrahepatic as well as splanchnic conges-
tion as a result of this operation, the mean plasma
volume was significantly elevated (p < 0.0001).
This elevation occurred even in those patients with
side-to-side portacaval anastomoses, which are
thought to decongest the liver maximally (35, 36)
(Figure 1). Those 14 patients with cirrhosis who
had portacaval anastomoses proven to be patent
at autopsy in four and by catheterization in one,
yet who had coexisting ascites, also had an ele-
vated mean plasma volume (51 + 3.0 ml per kg,
p < 0.01) (Figure 1).

The red cell volume was slightly lower than
normal in our patients with cirrhosis with and
without ascites (p < 0.001 and < 0.01, respec-
tively), and it is possible that part of the plasma
volume elevation in these patients was a compen-
satory response to prevent hypovolemia. How-
ever, the whole blood volume, which is the sum
of the plasma volume (albumin-131I) and the red
cell volume (51Cr) should account for such a com-
pensatory increase in plasma volume (37). Since
the control whole blood volume was 65 + 2.0 ml
per kg and that of patients with cirrhosis with
and without ascites 74 + 2.1 and 74 + 1.8 ml per
kg, respectively, (p < 0.01 and < 0.001, respec-
tively), it seems safe to conclude that the plasma
volume is elevated in patients with cirrhosis for
reasons other than anemia. Furthermore, the pa-
tients with portacaval shunts without ascites had
a normal red cell volume (24 + 1.2 ml per kg,
p = 0.48), yet still had an elevated plasma and
whole blood volume (p < 0.0001 and < 0.001,
respectively).

The mean values for plasma, red cell, and whole
blood volume in patients without cirrhosis but with
surgical portal-systemic venous anastomoses were
49 + 1.9, 27 + 1.6, and 76 + 2.8 ml per kg, re-
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FIG. 1. PLASMAVOLUMEMEASUREDWITH ALBUMIN-'I
IN 24 CONTROLSUBJECTS AND IN 48 PATIENTS WITH CIR-
RHOSIS AND PORTACAVALANASTOMOSES. The patients de-
picted by closed circles had end-to-side anastomoses;
those depicted by open circles had side-to-side anasto-
moses. The open triangles depict patients with end-to-
side anastomoses complicated by ascites. The mean val-
ues for the shunt and control groups were 54±+1.4 and
42±1-1.6 ml per kg (SEM) (p<0.0001).

spectively. Each of these values is significantly
elevated from that of the control patients (p
< 0.01, p = 0.02, and p < 0.01, respectively).

Indirect measurement of plasma volume calcu-
lated from the red cell volume and the hematocrit
was 39 ± 1.4 ml per kg in the control patients and,
for patients with cirrhosis with and without as-
cites, 48 + 1.6 and 47 + 1.5 ml per kg, respec-
tively. Both of these values are significantly ele-
vated (p < 0.001 in each instance). The lower
plasma volumes obtained by the 51Cr-labeled red
cell method compared with albumin-131I in patients
with and without ascites (48 + 1.6 ml per kg, 47
+ 1.5 ml per kg vs. 54 ± 1.6 and 53 + 1.5 ml per

-
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TABLE II

Ratio of ascites to plasma radioactivity 20 minutes after
intravenous injection of albumin-'III

Ascites activity X 100
Patient Plasma activity

Uncomplicated ascites:
E.G. 0.0
J.A. 0.6
B.R. 1.1
E.E. 0.0
T.N. 0.6

PCA* and ascites:
R.G. 0.6
M.M. 0.6

Functional renal failure:
E.C. 1.5
J.M. 0.2
L.M. 0.9

* Portacaval anastomosis.

kg,3 respectively) are probably due to an abnor-
mally low whole body: peripheral venous hema-
tocrit ratio in cirrhosis, as will be discussed below.

Evidence against the elevated plasma volume being
an artifact due to leakage of albumin-131I from
the plasma during mixing

Leakage into ascites. Ascites radioactivity was

simultaneously measured with that of the plasma
in 10 patients with cirrhosis 20 minutes after the
intravenous administration of albumin-131I. Three
of the patients had ascites complicated by func-
tional renal failure, two had patent end-to-side
portacaval anastomoses, and the remainder had

3 These latter two means differ from those in Table I
because they do not include the values of those patients

whose plasma volumes were measured by albumin-"'I
alone.

uncomplicated ascites. The per cent activity of
the ascites with respect to plasma for each of these
patients is recorded in Table II; for the 10 patients
the mean was 0.6 0.16%. Assuming that the
volume of ascites was as high as five times the
plasma volume (e.g., 15 L of ascites with a 3-L
plasma volume), the total injected activity in the
ascites at 20 minutes would be approximately 3%o.

Leakage into lymph. The data obtained during
sampling of thoracic duct lymph after the intra-
venous injection of albumin-311I are recorded in
Table III, and a representative equilibrium curve

is shown in Figure 2. The mean lymph flow was

4.3 ml per minute, which compares with a stated

2000
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FIG. 2. APPEARANCEOF ACTIVITY OF INTRAVENOUSLY

INJECTED ALBUMIN-'"I IN THORACIC DUCT LYMPH (TRI-
ANGLES) AND ITS DISAPPEARANCE FROM THE PLASMA

(CLOSED CIRCLES) IN A PATIENT WITH CIRRHOSIS AND

ASCITES. C/M/ML represents counts per minute per
milliliter fluid. Plasma activity has been multiplied by
the ratio of lymph albumin to plasma albumin to obtain
the activity entering the lymphatic space.

,LE III

Thoracic duct lymph measurements in six patients with ascites

Mean TDT-
corrected Mean Equilib- Equilib- drained

Lymph plasma lymph rium brium Lymph Plasma Plasmat lymph
Patient flow activity* activity time activity albumin albumin volume space

ml/min counts/ml/min min counts/mllmin gm/100 ml ml ml
E.R. 1.43 2,260 1,858 80 2,091 1.5 1.8 2,120 22
M.H. 4.93 1,963 1,393 30 1,904 1.2 2.3 2,190 44
J.A. 5.80 1,273 905 100 1,220 0.7 1.8 2,680 175
M.S. 5.32 1,279 1,018 60 1,175 0.5 2.5 1,740 71
E.G. 2.32 1,315 854 60 1,275 0.9 2.6 1,510 51
B.C. 6.12 1,136 775 80 1,023 1.2 2.3 2,240 172

* Plasma activity multiplied by the ratio of lymph to plasma albumin concentration.
t Determined by extrapolating the logarithm of albumin-131I plasma disappearance to zero time.
$ Thoracic duct.
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normal value of approximately 1.0 ml per minute
(38). The average time for equilibrium to be
achieved between plasma and lymph was 68 min-
utes, which compares with values in normal rats
of 7 to 8 hours (39) and in normal dogs of 7 to 13
hours (40). The mean volume of the lymph space
drained by the thoracic duct was calculated as 89
ml, which amounts to 4.3%o of the mean plasma
volume for the six patients. The total activity in
this space at 20 minutes is found by multiplying
the 20-minute lymph activity by the volume of
the lymph space; it is expressed as a per cent of
the total injected activity for each patient in Table
IV. On the average it represented only 0.8%o of
this activity.

The altered total body: peripheral venous hema-
tocrit ratio in cirrhosis. The total body hemato-
crit can be determined by adding the 51Cr-labeled
red cell volume to the albumin-131I plasma volume
to obtain the whole blood volume and by dividing
this sum into the 51Cr-labeled red cell volume.
When this ratio in turn is divided by the periph-
eral hematocrit corrected for trapped plasma, the
resultant ratio has been found to vary from 0.89
to 0.92 in various groups of normal subjects (27).
The mean ratio was 0.88 in our control patients
and 0.91 in those 10 patients with portal-systemic
shunts without cirrhosis. However, it was low
in all patients with cirrhosis (Table I), indicating
that the normal preponderance of whole body
plasma to red cells with respect to peripheral
venous blood is exaggerated in cirrhosis. Larsen,
Winkler, and Tygstrup have found that the ratio
of hepatic plasma volume to hepatic red cell vol-
ume in patients with cirrhosis and end-to-side
portacaval anastomoses accounts for only 20% of
this preponderance (41). Low body: venous
hematocrit ratios have been reported in other dis-
eases (42, 43), and unless taken into account in

TABLE IV

Albumin-131I radioactivity in the lymph space drained by the
thoracic duct 20 minutes after intravenous injection

Patient Albumin-11I radioactivity

E.R. 0.6
M.H. 1.0
JA. 1.2
M.S. 0.3
E.G. 0.2
B.C. 1.3

90r PRESHUNT POSTSHUNT

s0I
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60F
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40L
FIG. 3. PLASMAVOLUMEMEASUREDWITH ALBUMIN-131I

BEFOREAND AFTER END-TO-SIDE PORTACAVALSHUNT IN 18
CASES. One (triangle) had ascites when plasma volume
was measured before shunt. The mean preshunt and
postshunt volumes were 64 ± 2.8 and 55 + 1.4 ml per kg
(p < 0.01). The mean change in volume was -9± 1.9
ml per kg (p < 0.01).

calculating total plasma volume from red cell vol-
ume and peripheral hematocrit, erroneously lower
values for plasma volume will be obtained with
the 51Cr-labeled red cell method.

Plasma volume in functional renal failure
Plasma volume was measured in 15 patients

who had cirrhosis with ascites and what has been
called, because of the lack of any consistent renal
histopathology, "functional" renal failure (6, 19-
21). Although the pathogenesis of this renal fail-
ure is poorly understood, Vesin has proposed that
it develops as a result of decreased renal perfusion
when effective plasma volume is reduced. He
feels that during an ill-defined stage of cirrhosis
with ascites, patients can no longer recoup their
usually expanded plasma volume; in his experi-
ence, in patients seen for the first time at the stage
of renal failure, the plasma volume was never
increased, but corresponded to normal figures or
was even below normal (6). Pequignot, Com-
brisson, Viallet, and Caroli have found that com-
pared to that in a control group of 63 patients, the
mean blood volume was lower in a group of 74
cirrhotic patients with hyperazotemia associated
with a variety of problems such as gastrointestinal
bleeding, peritonitis, and sepsis, and with diuretic
therapy and paracentesis (7).
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Effect of portacaval shunt on plasma volume
There was a mean decrease of 9 + 1.9 ml per

kg (p = 0.01, Student t test) in plasma volume
with albumin-131I before and 6 months after porta-
caval shunt in 18 patients (Figure 3). The mean

* values before and after shunt were 64 + 2.8 and
55 + 1.4 ml per kg, respectively. There was a
mean rise in hematocrit of 2.9 + 1.3% (p < 0.05).

Comparison of wedged hepatic venous pressure
and plasma volume

There was a definite correlation between wedged
hepatic venous pressure and plasma volume mea-
sured with albumin-'111 (r = + 0.501, p < 0.05).
The individual values are plotted in Figure 4.

O 4 8 12 56 20 24 28 3;
WHVP(MM Hg)

FIG. 4. PLASMAVOLUME, MEASUREDWITH ALBUMIN-131I
AND WEDGEDHEPATIC VENOUSPRESSURECOMPAREDIN 36
PATIENTS WITH CIRRHOSIS. r = + 0.501, p < 0.05.

The 15 patients studied here appeared to de-
velop renal failure as part of the natural history
of cirrhosis. All had ascites, and 14 died and
were found to have normal kidneys at necropsy.

None had suffered gastrointestinal hemorrhage
before the recognition of renal failure, none had
undergone paracentesis, and only four had under-
gone drug-induced diuresis, as judged by weight
loss during a preceding period, which could rea-

sonably be related to the renal failure. All were

on a diet containing 20 mEqof sodium daily when
plasma volume was measured. The mean plasma
volume for the 15 patients, using albumin-131I was

52 + 2.6 ml per kg, which is significantly elevated
from that of the control patients (42 1.6 ml per
kg, p = 0.001). Plasma volume was similarly ele-
vated by the 51Cr-labeled red cell method (46 + 3.2

vs. 39 1.4 ml per kg, p = 0.04). There was no

difference between the plasma volume of these pa-
tients and that of those with ascites uncomplicated
by functional renal failure, whether measured with
albumin-131I or indirectly with 51Cr-labeled red
cells (albumin-131I, 52 2.6 vs. 55 1.9 ml per
kg, p = 0.34; 51Cr, 46 3.2 vs. 48 1.6 ml per
kg, p = 0.58).

Discussion
If the elevated plasma volume measured with

albumin-131I in the presence of ascites were solely
an artifact due to leakage of the radioactivity from
the plasma during mixing, we would expect to
find a lower plasma volume in patients without
ascites. The factors favoring albumin leakage
should be exaggerated in, if not limited to, the
patients with ascites. The fact that the plasma
volume measured with albumin-131I was the same

whether or not ascites was present suggests that
these measurements in the fluid-retaining stage
of cirrhosis are valid. Furthermore, if significant
leakage of albumin-131I from the plasma occurred
during mixing, the plasma volume calculated from
the hematocrit and the red cell volume determined
with 51Cr-labeled red cells should be normal. The
finding of an elevated plasma volume by both
methods in patients with and without ascites pro-

vides confirmation of the validity of the elevated
values determined with albumin-131I.

The use of ideal weight based on height might
have biased our results in favor of an increase in
plasma volume in cirrhosis with ascites, if the
mean ideal weight for these patients constitutes
an underestimation of dry weight. However, this
appears unlikely because of the large number of
patients studied, which minimizes individual vari-
ation in dry weight, and because there was no ap-

preciable difference in the mean ideal weights of
these patients and the control patients.

The findings of 3 and ysu% of intravenously
injected albumin-131I in the ascites and in the
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lymph space drained by the thoracic duct, respec-
tively, provide direct confirmation of a negli-
gible leak of albumin-1311 from the plasma during
the period required to measure plasma volume.
Others have also found a slow exchange of albu-
min between plasma and ascites in cirrhosis (16,
17, 30, 44).

Although the lymph space we have calculated
may be smaller than previously advanced concepts
of its magnitude in cirrhosis (15, 45), we believe
it is probably a reasonable, though approximate,
figure. Even if there were pathways other than
the thoracic duct for return of lymph to the plasma
(46, 47), such pathways would create a situation
in which the proposed method for measuring the
lymphatic space would produce a spuriously ele-
vated, not reduced, volume.

From the foregoing comparison of plasma vol-
ume in patients with and without ascites, and from
the direct assessment of the degree of leakage of
albumin-1311 into ascites and lymph during mixing,
we have concluded that the elevated plasma vol-
ume in cirrhosis with ascites is real, not an artifact
due to leakage of albumin-131I from the plasma
during mixing.

Perera (8) and others (10, 11) have proposed
that the elevated plasma volume in hepatic cirrho-
sis is due to an expanded portal venous bed, which
necessitates an expansion of the plasma volume
to fill it. Decompression of this hypertensive
portal system by portacaval anastomosis should
then theoretically return the plasma volume to
normal. However, all investigators find the
plasma volume to be elevated in the presence of
a portacaval shunt, whether end-to-side (12, 28)
or side-to-side (48). Murray, Dawson, and Sher-
lock (12), in addition, have found a normal mean
plasma volume in six patients with histologically
normal livers but with portal hypertension due to
extrahepatic portal venous occlusion. They there-
fore question the role of portal hypertension in
the expansion of plasma volume in cirrhosis and
offer an alternative proposal that the expansion
is due to the presence of systemic as well as hepatic
arteriovenous fistulas thought to occur in cirrhosis.
They cite the well-known finding of slightly ele-
vated plasma volumes in patients with traumatic
arteriovenous fistulas (49). Their data, however,
have not been confirmed by Boyer and co-workers,
who reported an elevated mean plasma volume in

nine patients with extrahepatic portal venous block
(50).

Our own data suggest that portal hypertension
is the cause of the plasma volume increase in cir-
rhosis. The relief of portal hypertension by porta-
caval anastomosis was accompanied by a definite
fall in plasma volume, although not to normal val-
ues. Other workers have also measured plasma
volume before and after portal decompression, and
have obtained similar results. Combrisson, Bon-
net, and Hivet (28), using chromium-labeled red
cells and measuring plasma volume indirectly from
peripheral venous hematocrit, found the mean
plasma volume to be 139% of normal before shunt
in five patients with cirrhosis, and 136% after end-
to-side portacaval shunt. Even, Nicollo, Benha-
mou, and Fauvert (51), also using chromium-
labeled red cells, found no statistical difference in
the mean whole blood volume in 12 patients with
cirrhosis before and after end-to-side portacaval
shunt. However, if the plasma volume is calcu-
lated in each of their patients from the peripheral
hematocrit, there was a mean decrease of 9 +
3.4%, which is statistically significant (p < 0.03,
Student t test). In seven of 12 of McDermott's
patients undergoing "double barrel" or side-to-side
portacaval shunt for the treatment of ascites (48),
plasma volume can be related to ideal body weight
based on height. When so expressed, the mean
values before and after shunt were 68 + 6 and
51 + 5 ml per kg.

Because portal hypertension and bleeding from
esophageal varices seem intimately related, our
finding of an unusually high plasma volume in
patients undergoing portacaval shunt because of
bleeding varices (64 ± 2.8 ml per kg) also sup-
ports a causal relationship between portal hyper-
tension and plasma volume elevation. Of the
group of 63 patients with cirrhosis free of ascites,
22 had bled from esophageal varices several
months before plasma volume was measured. The
mean plasma volume for these 22 patients was
63 + 2.0 ml per kg compared to 53 ± 1.4 for the
remaining 41 patients (p < 0.0001) who had
not bled from varices.

Finally, the finding of a positive correlation be-
tween wedged hepatic venous pressure and plasma
volume, though not providing proof of a causal
relationship between portal hypertension and
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plasma volume elevation in cirrhosis, adds addi-
tional support for this concept.

If we accept portal hypertension as the cause for
the increased plasma volume in cirrhosis, we must
account for our data and those of others (12, 28,
48), which show hypervolemia after portacaval
anastomosis. The following three possibilities
occur to us: 1) The portacaval anastomosis, by de-
creasing hepatic blood flow, might keep the plasma
volume from falling to normal. Evidence has been
presented recently to show that hepatic degradation
of aldosterone is dependent on liver blood flow
(52-54), and it is possible that a reduction in
hepatic blood flow produced by portacaval anasto-
mosis of either the end-to-side or side-to-side vari-
ety (36) could elevate the plasma aldosterone
concentration sufficiently to keep the plasma vol-
ume expanded.

2) The portacaval anastomosis, by allowing a
relatively large flow of blood through an area of
low resistance, may be acting like a large arterio-
venous fistula and may thus provide an alterna-
tive reason for continuation of plasma volume
expansion despite portal venous decompression.

Either of these explanations might account for
the increased plasma volume in our 10 noncirrho-
tic patients who had a variety -of portal-systemic
venous anastomoses for the relief of portal hyper-
tension. The mean values by the albumin-131I
and 51Cr-labele red cell techniques were 49 + 1.9
and 49 + 1.9 ml per kg, respectively, which are
significantly elevated above the values of the con-
trol patients.

3) Increased intrahepatic pressure may be a
stimulus for aldosterone secretion, as proposed by
Orloff and co-workers (55), and the degree of
intrahepatic pressure elevation that remains after
portacaval shunt (32) may be a sufficient stimulus
for continued plasma volume expansion, despite
complete relief of portal hypertension by the shunt.
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