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Association of Lower Fractional Flow Reserve Values With Higher
Risk of Adverse Cardiac Events for Lesions Deferred
Revascularization Among Patients With Acute Coronary Syndrome
Shriti Masrani Mehta, MD; Jeremiah P. Depta, MD,MPHS; Eric Novak, MS; Jayendrakumar S. Patel, MD; Yogesh Patel, MD; David Raymer, MD;
Gabrielle Facey, MD; Alan Zajarias, MD; John M. Lasala, MD, PhD; Jasvindar Singh, MD; Richard G. Bach, MD; Howard I. Kurz, MD

Background-—The safety of deferring revascularization based on fractional flow reserve (FFR) during acute coronary syndrome
(ACS) is unclear. We evaluated the association of FFR and adverse cardiac events among patients with coronary lesions deferred
revascularization based on FFR in the setting of ACS versus non-ACS.

Methods and Results-—The study population (674 patients; 816 lesions) was divided into ACS (n=334) and non-ACS (n=340)
groups based on the diagnosis when revascularization was deferred based on FFR values >0.80 between October 2002 and July
2010. The association and interaction between FFR and clinical outcomes was evaluated using Cox proportional hazards models
within each group (mean follow-up of 4.5�2.1 years). Subsequent revascularization of a deferred lesion was classified as a
deferred lesion intervention (DLI), whereas the composite of DLI or myocardial infarction (MI) attributed to a deferred lesion was
designated as deferred lesion failure (DLF). In the non-ACS group, lower FFR values were not associated with any increase in
adverse cardiac events. In the ACS group, every 0.01 decrease in FFR was associated with a significantly higher rate of
cardiovascular death, MI, or DLI (hazard ratio [HR], 1.08; 95% confidence interval [CI], 1.03 to 1.12), MI or DLI (HR, 1.09; 95% CI:
1.04 to 1.14), DLF (HR, 1.12; 95% CI, 1.06 to 1.18), MI (HR, 1.07; 95% CI, 1.00 to 1.14), and DLI (HR, 1.12; 95% CI, 1.06 to 1.18).

Conclusion-—Lower FFR values among ACS patients with coronary lesions deferred revascularization based on FFR are associated
with a significantly higher rate of adverse cardiac events. This association was not observed in non-ACS patients. ( J Am Heart
Assoc. 2015;4:e002172 doi: 10.1161/JAHA.115.002172)
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T reatment of ischemic myocardium with percutaneous
coronary intervention (PCI) in addition to optimal

medical therapy reduces major adverse cardiac events.1

However, less than half of patients have a noninvasive
ischemic evaluation before revascularization.2 Fractional flow
reserve (FFR) can determine the hemodynamic significance
of a coronary lesion by measuring the distal mean coronary
and aortic pressures during maximal hyperemia.2 Previous
studies conducted principally in stable coronary artery
disease (CAD) patients have demonstrated that FFR-guided

revascularization improves clinical outcomes, quality of life,
and cost-efficiency.3–5 However, the reliability and safety of
FFR assessment in the setting of acute coronary syndrome
(ACS) is unclear.6 In ACS, microvascular dysfunction from
myocardial injury can persist up to 6 months7 and can impair
maximal hyperemia, leading to an overestimation of FFR.8

Observational studies and post-hoc analyses have suggested
that FFR is reliable9–11 and deferral of lesions based on FFR
is safe in ACS.12–16 A recent expert consensus statement
concluded that FFR is a valid measure in ACS, including
nonculprit lesions in the setting of ST-elevation myocardial
infarction (STEMI).17 However, the statement acknowledged
the effect of microvascular dysfunction on FFR in certain
myocardial infarctions (MIs), as well as the potential for error
in certain clinical situations.17 Thus, the prognostic signifi-
cance of an FFR value may be more uncertain in ACS
compared with stable CAD (ie, non-ACS).6 The goal of this
study was to determine, in a large, real-world cohort, the
predictive ability of FFR for patients with lesions deferred
revascularization based on FFR in the setting of ACS and
non-ACS.
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Methods

Study Design
The study is a retrospective, single-center, observational
study approved by the institutional review board. All patients
provided written informed consent for the procedure.

Study Population
There were 1872 patients that underwent FFR assessment
between October 2002 and July 2010 at our institution. From
2002 to 2008, an FFR value ≥0.75 was used to defer
revascularization based on the DEFER (FFR to Determine
Appropriateness of Angioplasty in Moderate Coronary Ste-
noses) study.3 In 2008, an FFR value >0.80 was used to defer
lesions based on the FAME (Fractional flow reserve versus
Angiography for Multivessel Evaluation) trial.4 Of these 1872
patients, 742 patients with 906 coronary lesions were
deferred revascularization based on FFR. Of the 742 patients,
21 patients or 24 lesions were excluded because of loss of
follow-up after FFR assessment. Furthermore, 47 patients or
68 lesions were excluded because of FFR less than or equal to
0.80. Thus, the final population for this study consisted of 674
patients with 816 lesions that were deferred revascularization
based on FFR >0.80 (Figure 1).

Fractional Flow Reserve Assessment
FFR was performed according to standard techniques as
detailed in a previous observational study using this study
population.18 FFR was measured at maximal hyperemia after
administering intracoronary (n=812 lesions) or intravenous

adenosine (n=4 lesions), with the dose determined by the
operator. FFR was not performed on lesions with less than
Thrombolysis In Myocardial Infarction (TIMI) 3 flow.

Clinical Endpoints
Every patient included in the study was followed from the date
of index stenting until March 12, 2013 by reviewing the
medical records and/or telephone interview. All angiograms
were reviewed independently by at least 2 authors. For
patients with follow-up or hospitalizations outside our insti-
tution, the medical records, including angiograms, were
obtained for review. The primary outcome was a composite
of cardiovascular (CV) death, MI, or deferred lesion interven-
tion (DLI). Secondary outcomes included a composite of CV
death or MI and MI or DLI, as well as the individual endpoints
of CV death, MI, MI-lesion, deferred lesion failure (DLF), and
DLI. CV death and MI were defined by the Academic Research
Consortium guidelines.19 DLI was defined as any percuta-
neous coronary intervention (PCI) performed within 5-mm
proximal or distal to, or any coronary artery bypass graft
(CABG) placed distal to, a lesion deferred revascularization
based on the index FFR assessment.18 MI lesion was defined
as any MI that was directly attributable to a lesion deferred
revascularization at the index FFR. DLF was a composite
endpoint of MI lesion or DLI.

Statistical Analysis
The study population was divided into ACS and non-ACS
groups based on clinical diagnosis at the time of index FFR
assessment. The ACS group included unstable angina
(n=257), non-STEMI (NSTEMI; n=70), and STEMI (n=7)
patients. Patient characteristics were compared between
the ACS and non-ACS groups using the Student 2-sample t
test for continuous variables and Fisher’s exact test for
categorical variables. Non-normal and ordinal variables were
reported as median (25th, 75th percentiles) and compared
using the Kruskal–Wallis test. Lesion characteristics were
compared using models developed from generalized estimat-
ing equation (GEE) methods to account for patients having
multiple lesions (clustering). Logistic models were built for
dichotomous lesion characteristics. Lesion characteristics
that were continuous were evaluated by GEE methods using a
normal probability distribution. Skewed continuous lesion
variables were log-transformed preceding model develop-
ment. For all GEE models, robust standard errors were used
when comparing estimates.

Owing to the inherent risk for subsequent adverse cardiac
events post-ACS that persist despite statistical adjustment,
the clinical outcomes between ACS and non-ACS groups were
not compared directly. Instead, the association between FFR

Figure 1. Study population. Flow diagram of the study popula-
tion selection. FFR indicates fractional flow reserve.
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and clinical outcomes was evaluated within each group using
Cox proportional hazards modeling. A marginal Cox model
was used to account for correlated data for patients with
multiple lesions.20 Tests of interaction were performed to
determine whether the FFR association with outcome was
different between ACS and non-ACS groups. Furthermore, for
the outcomes of a composite of CV death, MI or DLI,
composite MI or DLI, and DLF, a multivariable analysis was
performed adjusting for age, diabetes, smoking status,
previous CAD (including PCI or CABG), congestive heart
failure, chronic kidney disease, and myocardial jeopardy
index.21 For the association between FFR and clinical
outcomes as well as tests of interaction, a value of P<0.05

was considered statistically significant.22 All statistical anal-
yses were performed using SAS software (version 9.4; SAS
Institute Inc., Cary, NC).

Results

Baseline Characteristics of Study Population
Baseline patient and lesion characteristics of the study
population (674 patients with 816 coronary lesions) are
shown in Tables 1 and 2. Approximately half of the study
population was deferred revascularization post-FFR assess-
ment in the setting of non-ACS (n=340 patients). The

Table 1. Baseline Patient-Level Characteristics

Total Population (n=674) ACS (n=334) Non-ACS (n=340) P Value

Age, y 64.5�11.1 63.8�11.9 65.3�10.2 0.07

Male 380 (56) 180 (54) 200 (59) 0.21

Medical history

Diabetes mellitus 248 (37) 124 (37) 124 (36) 0.87

Hypertension 561 (83) 278 (83) 283 (83) 1.00

Hyperlipidemia 547 (81) 264 (79) 283 (83) 0.17

Ever smoker 344 (51) 183 (55) 161 (47) 0.05

History of CAD 456 (68) 232 (69) 224 (66) 0.32

Previous PCI 307 (46) 165 (49) 142 (42) 0.05

Previous CABG 88 (13) 44 (13) 44 (13) 1.00

Peripheral arterial disease 75 (11) 39 (12) 36 (11) 0.71

Chronic kidney disease 73 (11) 39 (12) 34 (10) 0.54

Congestive heart failure 146 (22) 84 (25)* 62 (18) 0.03

Creatinine level, mg/dL 1.15�1.22 1.15�1.24 1.16�1.20 0.76

Discharge medications after index FFR assessment

OMT

Aspirin 643 (95) 324 (97) 319 (94) 0.06

ACEI/ARB 436 (65) 235 (70)* 201 (59) 0.003

Beta-blocker 516 (77) 265 (79) 251 (74) 0.10

Calcium-channel blocker 205 (30) 109 (33) 96 (28) 0.24

Nitrates 267 (40) 140 (42) 127 (37) 0.24

Statin 543 (81) 268 (80) 275 (81) 0.85

Median number of OMT medications 4 (3, 5) 4 (3, 5) 4 (3, 5) 0.01

Additional medications

Clopidogrel 335 (50) 170 (51) 165 (49) 0.59

Ranolazine 11 (2) 7 (2) 4 (1) 0.38

Warfarin 82 (12) 45 (13) 37 (11) 0.35

Values are shown as absolute numbers (percentages), mean�SD, or median (1st, 3rd quartile). ACEI/ARB indicates angiotensin-converting enzyme inhibitor/angiotensin receptor blocker;
ACS, acute coronary syndrome; CABG, coronary artery bypass graft; CAD, coronary artery disease; FFR, fractional flow reserve; OMT, optimal medical therapy; PCI, percutaneous coronary
intervention.
*P<0.05 compared to non-ACS group. All remaining comparisons between the ACS and non-ACS groups were not statistically significant.
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remaining patients (n=334) underwent FFR assessment
during an ACS, where 77% of these patients presented with
unstable angina, 21% with NSTEMI, and 2% during STEMI. The

ACS group patients had a higher rate of congestive heart
failure and were discharged more frequently with angiotensin-
converting enzyme inhibitors (ACEIs) or angiotensin receptor

Table 2. Baseline Lesion-Level and Procedural Characteristics

Total Population (n=816) ACS (n=411) Non-ACS (n=405) P Value

Coronary vessel location

Left main 56 (7) 29 (7) 27 (7) 0.82

LAD 344 (42) 182 (44) 162 (40) 0.20

Proximal 110 (13) 49 (12) 61 (15) 0.18

Left circumflex 208 (25) 90 (22)* 118 (29) 0.02

Proximal 104 (13) 37 (9)* 67 (17) 0.001

RCA 184 (23) 96 (23) 88 (22) 0.58

Proximal 59 (7) 29 (7) 30 (7) 0.85

Bypass graft 24 (3) 14 (3) 10 (2) 0.43

Multivessel CAD† 430/674 (64) 221/334 (66) 209/340 (61) 0.23

Lesion characteristics

Bifurcation lesion 125 (15) 48 (12)* 77 (19) 0.007

Ostial lesion 173 (21) 102 (25)* 71 (18) 0.01

Previous PCI of lesion 75 (9) 40 (10) 35 (9) 0.60

Median myocardial jeopardy index 6 (2, 6) 4 (2, 6) 6 (2, 6) 0.03

Maximum stenosis, % 58�10 58�10 58�10 0.98

Procedural characteristics

Mean FFR value 0.88�0.05 0.88�0.05 0.88�0.04 0.91

IC adenosine 812 (100) 407 (99) 405 (100) 0.12

Maximum IC dose, lg‡ 120 (120, 180) 120 (120, 180) 120 (96, 180) 0.58

PCI of another lesion 181/674 (27) 97/334 (29) 84/340 (25) 0.22

Values are shown as absolute numbers (percentages), mean�SD, or median (1st, 3rd quartile). ACS indicates acute coronary syndrome; CAD, coronary artery disease; FFR, fractional flow
reserve; IC, intracoronary; LAD, left anterior descending artery; PCI, percutaneous coronary intervention; RCA, right coronary artery.
*P<0.05 compared to non-ACS group. All remaining comparisons between the ACS and non-ACS groups were not statistically significant.
†

Multivessel CAD was defined as 2 or more significant lesions (angiographic percent stenosis ≥50% at the time of FFR assessment.
‡

Maximum IC dose was the highest dose of adenosine given to induce hyperemia during FFR assessment.

Table 3. Clinical Outcomes

Total Population
(n=674 Patients, 816 Lesions)

ACS
(n=334 Patients, 411 Lesions)

Non-ACS
(n=340 Patients, 405 Lesions) P Value

Cardiovascular death/MI/DLI 226 (28) 131 (32) 95 (23) 0.02

Cardiovascular death/MI 98 (15) 65 (19) 33 (10) <0.001

MI/DLI 196 (24) 109 (27) 87 (21) 0.14

DLF 148 (18) 81 (20) 67 (17) 0.28

Cardiovascular death 31 (5) 23 (7) 8 (2) 0.005

MI 73 (11) 47 (14) 26 (8) 0.01

MI lesion 22 (3) 14 (4) 8 (2) 0.20

DLI 144 (18) 78 (19) 66 (16) 0.36

Repeat catheterization 303 (45) 166 (50) 137 (40) 0.02

Parentheses values are expressed in percentage. ACS indicates acute coronary syndrome; DLF, deferred lesion failure; DLI, deferred lesion intervention; MI, myocardial infarction.
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blockers (ARBs) post-FFR assessment, compared to the
non-ACS group. However, both groups were discharged on a
similar median number of optimal medical therapy
medications.23

The left anterior descending artery (LAD) was the predom-
inant vessel location (42%) for deferred lesions. Both groups
had similar rates of multivessel CAD. The ACS group had more
ostial lesions (25% vs. 18%) and fewer bifurcation lesions,
compared to the non-ACS group. The mean FFR value for the
study population was 0.88�0.05 and was not different
between the ACS and non-ACS groups. Maximal hyperemia
for FFR assessment was induced predominantly using intra-
coronary adenosine with similar maximum doses for both
groups (120 lg). There were no significant differences
between patients who were lost to follow-up and those who
were included in the analysis except for the history of CAD
(38% vs. 68%; P=0.008), proximal circumflex lesions (27% vs.
13%; P=0.044), FFR value (0.86 vs. 0.88; P=0.033), and
adenosine dose (180 vs. 120; P=0.025).

Clinical Outcomes
Patients were followed for a mean of 4.5�2.1 years. Clinical
outcomes after deferred revascularization based on FFR are

shown in Table 3. The rate of repeat catheterization was 45%.
Subsequent MI in the lesion that was initially deferred (ie, MI
lesion) accounted for 30% of the total MIs that occurred
during follow-up.

Association Between FFR Values and Outcomes
for ACS and Non-ACS Groups
Table 4 stratifies outcomes based on FFR value ranges and
demonstrates a numerically higher absolute event rate for
each composite outcome within the 0.81 to 0.85 and 0.86 to
0.90 ranges in the ACS group, compared to the non-ACS
group. The associations between FFR values obtained during
maximal hyperemia at the time of index FFR assessment and
clinical outcome within each group assessed by marginal Cox
proportional hazard modeling are shown in Table 5. In the
ACS group, lower FFR values were associated with a
significantly higher rate of CV death, MI or DLI (hazard ratio
[HR], 1.08 per 0.01 decrease; 95% confidence interval [CI],
1.03 to 1.12), MI or DLI (HR, 1.09; 95% CI, 1.04 to 1.14), DLF
(HR, 1.12; 95% CI, 1.06 to 1.18), MI (HR, 1.07; 95% CI, 1.00 to
1.14), and DLI (HR, 1.12; 95% CI, 1.06 to 1.18). A trend
toward a lower FFR value being associated with MI lesion in
the ACS group was also observed (HR, 1.12; 95% CI, 0.996 to

Table 4. Outcomes Based on FFR Value

FFR Value

CV Death/MI/DLI MI/DLI MI Lesion/DLI

ACS=No ACS=Yes ACS=No ACS=Yes ACS=No ACS=Yes

0.81 to 0.85 36/133 (27) 58/142 (41) 32/133 (24) 50/142 (35) 26/133 (20) 41/142 (29)

0.86 to 0.90 27/155 (17) 44/140 (31) 25/155 (16) 36/140 (26) 17/155 (11) 25/140 (18)

0.91 to 0.95 28/94 (30) 24/98 (24) 27/94 (29) 19/98 (19) 22/94 (23) 13/98 (13)

0.96+ 4/23 (17) 5/31 (16) 3/23 (13) 4/31 (13) 2/23 (9) 2/31 (6)

Parentheses values are expressed in percentage. ACS indicates acute coronary syndrome; CV, cardiovascular; DLI, deferred lesion intervention; FFR, fractional flow reserve; MI, myocardial
infarction.

Table 5. Cox Proportional HR Per 0.01 Unit Decrease in FFR

ACS HR (95% CI) Non-ACS HR (95% CI) Interaction P Value*

Cardiovascular death/MI/DLI 1.08 (1.03 to 1.12)† 1.01 (0.96 to 1.06) 0.04

Cardiovascular death/MI 1.05 (0.998 to 1.11) 0.98 (0.92 to 1.05) 0.14

MI/DLI 1.09 (1.04 to 1.14)† 1.00 (0.95 to 1.05) 0.01

DLF 1.12 (1.06 to 1.18)† 1.00 (0.95 to 1.06) 0.004

Cardiovascular death 1.04 (0.95 to 1.14) 0.98 (0.82 to 1.17) 0.57

MI 1.07 (1.00 to 1.14)† 0.97 (0.90 to 1.04) 0.05

MI lesion 1.12 (0.996 to 1.26) 0.91 (0.79 to 1.04) 0.02

DLI 1.12 (1.06 to 1.18)† 1.01 (0.95 to 1.06) 0.01

ACS indicates acute coronary syndrome; DLF, deferred lesion failure; DLI, deferred lesion intervention; FFR, fractional flow reserve; HR, hazard ratios; MI, myocardial infarction.
*For comparing HRs between ACS and non-ACS groups.
†

P<0.05 for testing HR=1.
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1.26). The relationship between FFR and each of the clinical
outcomes was found to differ significantly between ACS and
non-ACS groups (P<0.05 for each). There was also a trend
toward lower FFR being more likely associated with MI in the
ACS group (P=0.05). In the non-ACS group, lower FFR values
were not associated with an increase in the rate of any of the
clinical outcomes. Using Cox proportional hazard modeling
adjusting for covariates (Figure 2), lower FFR values remained
an independent predictor in the ACS group, but not the non-
ACS group of CV death, MI, or DLI (HR, 1.07; 95% CI, 1.02 to
1.11; interaction, P=0.08), MI or DLI (HR, 1.08; 95% CI, 1.03
to 1.13; interaction, P=0.026), and DLF (HR, 1.11; 95% CI,
1.05 to 1.17; interaction, P=0.005). A sensitivity analysis was
performed including the 21 patients lost to follow-up and did
not show any difference in adjusted HRs.

Discussion
This study demonstrates that, for patients with coronary
lesions deferred revascularization in the setting of ACS based
on non-significant FFR values (ie, FFR >0.80), lower FFR
values were associated with a significantly higher rate of
adverse cardiac events. After adjustment, lower FFR values
remained an independent predictor of CV death, MI, or DLI,

CV death or MI, and DLF among ACS patients. The
association between lower FFR values and adverse clinical
outcomes was not observed for any of the composite or
individual endpoints among non-ACS patients deferred revas-
cularization based on FFR. One third of the subsequent MIs
that occurred during follow-up were attributable to the lesion
initially deferred based on FFR assessment. Our study
provides new evidence that lesions with lower FFR values
deferred in the setting of ACS are at higher risk for
subsequent adverse cardiac events.

In the DEFER and FAME trials, when compared with
angiographic guidance, FFR-guided selection of lesions for the
deferral or performance of PCI improved clinical outcomes,
although the majority of patients included in those trials had
stable CAD.3,4 FFR can improve the diagnostic efficiency over
angiography alone in the setting of ACS,24 especially in the
presence of multivessel CAD. However, the reliability of FFR
assessment of lesions during ACS has been controversial.6

FFR assessment is performed by inducing maximal hyperemia
to determine the physiological significance of a coronary
stenosis.25 Compared with stable CAD, ACS is a dynamic
process with the potential for lesion instability and microvas-
cular dysfunction that has been found in patients with MI to
involve both infarct-related and non-infarct-related myocardial

Figure 2. Adjusted hazard ratios for the association between FFR and clinical outcomes. A marginal Cox
proportional hazard model was performed to adjust for age, diabetes, smoking status, previous coronary
artery disease (including PCI or CABG), congestive heart failure, chronic kidney disease, and myocardial
jeopardy index. ACS indicates acute coronary syndrome; CABG, coronary artery bypass graft; DLF, deferred
lesion failure; DLI, deferred lesion intervention; FFR, fractional flow reserve; HR, hazard ratios; MI,
myocardial infarction; PCI, percutaneous coronary intervention.
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segments, and that persists for a poorly defined period,
possibly up to 6 months.7 Microvascular dysfunction has also
been demonstrated in patients with unstable angina, where
vasoconstriction and increased distal microvascular resis-
tance reduces coronary blood flow.26 Theoretically, when
contrasted with intact microvascular function, an inability to
induce maximal coronary hyperemia could lead to a smaller
gradient and a higher FFR value for a given stenosis.8,27

Beyond microvascular dysfunction, lower oxygen consumption
in an infarcted territory, abnormal vasomotion of the epicar-
dial and resistance vessels distal to a coronary thrombosis,
and/or obstruction of the microvasculature, could limit
myocardial blood flow and affect FFR assessment.9 Therefore,
there are multiple potential mechanisms that could adversely
influence the reliability of FFR in the setting of ACS. Given
these considerations and the fact that the decision to
revascularize is largely based on an accepted ischemic
threshold of 0.80,17 it appears possible that a nonsignificant
FFR value that is close to the threshold in a patient with ACS
could underestimate lesion physiological significance and
potential for causing ischemia.4,5 Not inconsistent with our
data, a recent meta-analysis suggested that FFR has been
shown to have a continuous and independent relationship
with clinical outcomes, with the suggestion that the FFR
threshold for composite major adverse CV events in ACS
patients may exceed the current threshold of 0.80.28

Several studies have previously examined the reliability of
FFR for lesion assessment in the setting of ACS.9–11 A study
of 57 patients who suffered an MI ≥6 days before FFR
assessment determined that an FFR <0.75 had an 82%
sensitivity and 87% specificity for detecting inducible ischemia
determined by stress single-photon emission computed
tomography (SPECT) imaging.9 Despite concluding that an
FFR value of 0.75 was valid 6 days after acute MI, the
investigators cautioned that the results should not be
extrapolated to FFR measurements obtained during the acute
phase of an MI.9 A prospective study performed SPECT, FFR,
and PCI of the infarct-related artery 3.7�1.3 days after an MI
(73% STEMI; 27% NSTEMI) in 48 patients and then repeated
SPECT imaging 11 weeks later to assess for reversibility after
revascularization.10 The sensitivity and specificity of an FFR
value ≤0.75 to accurately identify reversible ischemia on
SPECT were 88% and 50%, respectively.10 The findings of
these studies provided information regarding FFR post-ACS,
but they may not be generalizable to our study, given that FFR
measurements in the ACS group in our study were obtained
during the acute phase of a coronary event.

To examine the reproducibility of an FFR value measured
acutely to one measured after recovery from ACS, a
prospective study measured FFR in 112 nonculprit lesions
in AMI patients (�75% STEMI) at the time of clinical
presentation and 35�4 days later.11 Only 2 patients with

an FFR value >0.80 at the time of their MI had an FFR value
<0.75 at follow-up.11 Given that microvascular dysfunction
may persist for an unknown interval and possibly up to
6 months after an MI,7 the follow-up time between FFR
measurements in that study may not have been sufficient for
full recovery and restoration of microcirculatory function.

Observational studies and post-hoc analyses of random-
ized trials have suggested that FFR-guided revascularization is
safe in ACS.12–16 In FAME, 33% of patients (n=328) were
studied in the setting of ACS (unstable angina or NSTEMI),
where 178 and 150 patients were randomized to angio-
graphic- or FFR-guided PCI, respectively.12 The benefit of FFR-
guided PCI, compared with angiography alone, appeared
similar for the ACS and stable CAD (n=677) groups.12 Despite
a higher rate of adverse cardiac events in ACS patients,
compared to stable CAD patients, none of the MIs during
follow-up reportedly occurred in the index lesion deferred PCI
based on FFR.4,12 Nevertheless, it is notable that the number
of ACS patients in FAME undergoing FFR-guided revascular-
ization was relatively small with shorter follow-up, which, as
acknowledged by the investigators, may have limited the
power of the study to show differences among subgroups.

Several additional smaller observational studies have
assessed the clinical outcomes for lesions that were deferred
revascularization in the setting of ACS.13–16 Three of these
studies, including a total of less than 250 ACS patients,
concluded that there were similar outcomes for patients
deferred PCI based on FFR in the setting of ACS or non-
ACS.14,15 A more recent study of 162 patients deferred PCI
based on an FFR ≥0.75 in the setting of ACS (60%) and non-ACS
(40%) demonstrated that patients with an FFR value of 0.75 to
0.85 and microvascular dysfunction (measured by an abnormal
corrected thrombolysis in myocardial infarction frame count
[CTFC]) had a significantly higher rate of adverse cardiac
events, compared with patients with an FFR value >0.85 and
normal CTFC.16 Similar to our study, lower FFR values in their
analysis were an independent predictor of later adverse cardiac
events (HR, 1.09; 95% CI, 1.01 to 1.19; P=0.03).16

Previous studies assessing the clinical safety and reliability
of FFR for deferring revascularization among patients with
ACS were limited by small sample sizes13–16 and by lesion
assessment by FFR beyond the acute phase of ACS.12 Our
study represents one of the largest studies on the clinical
outcomes of lesions deferred PCI based on FFR, where half of
the study population underwent assessment during ACS.
Compared with previous studies,12–16 our study has a
significantly higher rate of adverse cardiac events, which
may be secondary to the nonselected, real-world study
population and the longer follow-up (mean 4.5�2.1 years).
Our study population also included patients with multivessel
disease (64%) and left main lesions (7%), many of which were
excluded from other studies.12,13 The recent prospective
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randomized Fractional flow reserve versus Angiography in
guiding Management to Optimize oUtcomeS in NSTEMI
(FAMOUS-NSTEMI) trial demonstrated that routine FFR mea-
surement is feasible in NSTEMI patients, but was not powered
to assess for differences in clinical outcomes compared to
angiographic-guided care.6 Further prospective evidence is
needed to fully elucidate the reliability, reproducibility, and
safety of FFR measurements in ACS.

Study Limitations
This is a retrospective, observational study conducted at a
large, single urban tertiary referral center. The possibility of
reporting bias and the absence of an independent clinical
events committee are potential limitations. A small number of
patients (n=21) were excluded from the study population
because of loss to follow-up. The results may not be general-
izable to different populations and hospitals of different sizes
and/or level of acuity. In the ACS group, culprit versus
nonculprit lesions were distinguished based on the operator’s
judgment and this determination was therefore subjective,
similar to common clinical practice. However, FFR was not
performed on any lesion with less than TIMI 3 flow. Moreover,
there may be unmeasured confounders or selection bias that
contributed to differences in clinical outcomes between the
ACS and non-ACS groups. Although FFR has been well validated
as a measure of ischemia, it may have limited relevance for
predicting the stability of a plaque. The study cannot determine
the safety of deferring lesions based on FFR versus angio-
graphic-guidance in the setting of ACS. Although our study
demonstrated an association between lower FFR values and
worse clinical outcomes in ACS patients, the clinical benefits of
FFR-guided PCI over angiography alone, as demonstrated in
FAME,12 may still persist in an ACS population.

Conclusions
For patients with intermediate severity coronary lesions that
are deferred revascularization in the setting of ACS based on
FFR >0.80, lower FFR values are associated with a signifi-
cantly higher rate of adverse cardiac events. The association
between lower FFR values and adverse clinical outcomes was
not observed among deferred lesions in non-ACS patients.
Further study is needed to determine the reliability and safety
of deferring lesions with relatively lower FFR values in the
setting of ACS based on the currently accepted FFR threshold
validated in predominantly non-ACS patients.
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