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Abstract In order to distinguish between normocitrat-
uria and hypocitraturia, the 24 h urine excretion value
of citric acid is evaluated in relation to the established
limit value of 2.5 mmol/day. We propose changing this
widely-used excretion value to a ‘‘minimum contribu-
tion’’ of citric acid to the total urine’s ionic strength,
since the inhibitory effect of citric acid on crystallization
depends on citrate anions being available to complex
calcium ions or to associate with the crystal surface. A
total of 714 24 h-urine samples, taken from 74 healthy
persons and 58 calcium stone formers, were investigated
for pH, citric acid concentration ([CA]), and related
relative calcium oxalate supersaturation (RS). Based on
the Henderson-Hasselbalch-equation, the individual
concentrations of the differently charged citrate anion
species in each of the urines were calculated from the
urinary pH and [CA]. From the anion concentrations
determined, the contribution of the urine’s citric acid to
the total urine’s ionic strength, ISCA, was calculated.
Referring to the limit value of 2.5 mmol/day and as-
suming an average urine volume of 1.5 l/day, a hypo-
thetical concentration limit of 1.67 mmol/l can be
obtained. Grouping the samples into ‘‘stone-formers’’
and ‘‘non-stone-formers’’ as well as into three different
ranges of RS revealed: (1) that the groups’ median [CA]-
values were below 1.67 mmol/l, and (2) that [CA] was
not inversely associated with the risk of stone formation.
Within the pH-range of 5 and 7, the ISCA-values which
are related to, for example, [CA]=1.67 mmol/l, vary
considerably by a factor of nearly three between
2.48 mmol/l and 6.64 mmol/l. The use of a fixed citric
acid excretion level for the distinction of normocitratu-
ria from hypocitraturia does not take into account the
different citrate species which actually modify the urine’s

crystallization behaviour. The proposed ISCA approach
takes this fact into consideration. From this parameter,
a desirable ‘‘minimum impact of citric acid’’ can be de-
rived. In a first approach, a potential ISCA-limit value,
which currently distinguishes between urines indicated
by a ‘‘normo-protective’’ impact and those indicated by
a ‘‘hypo-protective’’ impact with respect to calcium ox-
alate precipitation, may be set at 2.48 mmol/l.
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Introduction

Citric acid (CA), is undoubtedly one of the most
prominent physiological modifiers protecting urine from
(1) precipitation of calcium salts, and (2) the formation
of pathologically large crystals or aggregates. A number
of studies have demonstrated that citric acid modifies the
calcium oxalate stone formation processes by, for ex-
ample, affecting crystal nucleation, crystal growth and
crystal aggregation in aqueous solutions and urines [4, 9,
15, 23, 27, 33, 34]. The divalent citrate anion acts not
only as a ‘‘true’’ chelator of calcium ions by forming a
calcium-citrate-complex, but also as a so-called ‘‘crystal
poison’’ since it may bind on crystal surfaces (‘‘true in-
hibition’’ [20, 36]). In particular, the citrate3– ion binds
tightly to the surface of calcium oxalate crystals (CaOx)
by the formation of a (CaOxcit)3– complex. In doing so,
crystal growth and aggregation are effectively reduced
[1] and crystaluria remains without consequences as
particles can pass through the urinary tract.

CA also interacts synergistically with Tamm-Horsfall-
protein (THP) [10, 13, 17], the most common macromo-
lecular constituent of human urine. THP and citric acid
concentration, [CA], are linearly related to calcium oxa-
late monohydrate agglomeration inhibition [10]. It is as-
sumed that citric acid reduces the self-aggregation
tendency of THP which is favoured at low pH, high ionic
strength, and at high concentrations of calcium and THP
[36].
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The role of a continuous hypocitraturia, i.e. a CA-
excretion below 2.5 mmol/day [7], in urolithiasis, how-
ever, has been discussed controversially as the observed
incidences of this phenomenon in CaOx stone-formers
vary considerably between 15% [22] and 50% [25].

Even terms with quite different meanings, such as
‘‘citric acid’’ and ‘‘citrate’’, are often used interchange-
ably. This may be due to the fact that, under physio-
logical urinary pH-conditions, most of the urinary CA is
dissociated, i.e. the sum of the three citrate species
concentrations nearly equals [CA]. However, the con-
centration ratios between these citrate species depend on
the solution’s pH-value. This enables CA to act with a
differently weighted effect on citrate complex formation
in urine either as a more Ca2+-chelating agent by
forming a Ca-citrate complex, thus lowering the urinary
[Ca2+], or by forming a (CaOxcit)3–-complex which re-
sults in the enhanced inhibition of aggregation of al-
ready formed CaOx-crystals.

The ionic strength (IS) is a measure of ion concen-
trations in electrolyte solutions which takes into account
all ionic species in a solution with regard to their indi-
vidual charge. The IS of a solution strongly influences
the ion activities, the sizes of the ion’s hydration shells,
and the zeta potential (electrokinetic potential) of any
suspended particle in the solution. The ion activities
generally decrease as IS increases (Debye-Hückel-equa-
tion); the decrease in the activity coefficient that occurs
with an increase in IS is more pronounced the higher the
charge number of the ion. Thus, activity coefficients are
generally much lower for tri- and divalent than for
monovalent ions. However, for most biological fluids
(e.g. urine), it is difficult to calculate the ion activities
accurately because of the high uncertainty of the con-
tribution of protein ions to IS.

The effect of citric acid on the risk of CaOx-formation
cannot be determined by its total urinary concentration or
daily urinary excretion.Rather, itmust be determined, for
example, from its contribution to the overall urinary ionic
strength. This fraction is dependent on the individual
concentrations of the three citrate anions. In the follow-
ing, the fraction of the total ionic strength which is ex-
clusively induced by CA is termed ISCA.

As small changes of the citrate3– concentration are
related to a considerable change in the ISCA value
(eqn. 3), the urinary citrate3– concentration may play a
significant role in the prevention or modification of
precipitation processes within the urinary tract. The
potential importance of the citrate3–-anion was already
described by Ashby et al. and Györy et al. [2, 3, 14] who
introduced a novel urinary risk index. This index is
calculated, with the assumption that urine is a saturated
solution, from the sum of moles per litre of calcium
solids (CaOx+brushite) divided by the activity of the
citrate3–-anion.

Assuming IS to be a real measure of the impact of a
substance on the processes of salt precipitation, it would
be important to investigate the consequences for uro-
lithiasis treatment and its prevention. In most persons, a

rise in urinary pH as well as CA-excretion (and [CA])
can be induced by the oral intake of alkali-citrate
preparations [16, 35] (Na-K-citrate [12], K-Mg-citrate
[30], Na-citrate [32], K-citrate [5, 21, 24, 28, 29, 31]. Only
in a few cases has no correlation between citric acid
excretion (concentration) and urinary pH been ob-
served. This may be due to a genetic defect [26].

The ‘‘ionic strength model’’ supports the assumption
of Ashby et al. and Györy et al. [2, 3, 14] who emphasize
the role of the citrate3– in stone prevention. It may ex-
plain why a low urinary citric acid concentration alone is
not a sufficient risk factor for stone formation.

Materials and methods

In urolithiasis research, excretion values instead of concentration
values are used as limit values to distinguish between a normal
metabolic situation and disturbed situations. However, the pa-
rameter ‘‘excretion’’ is less suitable for the evaluation of a person’s
crystallization risk. Unfortunately, no limit values in terms of
concentrations are given.

In order to distinguish between of normocitraturia and hy-
pocitraturia the excretion limit value of 2.5 mmol/day has been
established [7]. We assume a reasonable (pre-treatment) average
urine volume of 1,500 ml/day in order to transfer the excretion
value to the hypothetical concentration limit of 1.67 mmol/l. This
concentration may be interpreted as a desirable minimum urinary
citric acid concentration.

Data sets

In this study, analyses of 714 24 h-urine samples taken from 94
healthy persons (54 men, 40 women) and 86 calcium stone formers
(58 men, 28 women) were investigated with respect to pH, [CA],
ISCA, and relative CaOx-supersaturation (RS) [11, 37]. The data
set was compiled from different studies; all analyses were per-
formed in our laboratory under the same analytical conditions.

Due to the metabolic coupling of urinary pH and CA excretion,
a person’s [CA] vs ISCA course will follow lines with a positive
gradient. In order to obtain an estimate of such a course during
alkali-citrate medication, we compared the results of two studies
which investigated the effect of the two potassium-sodium-citrate
preparations Lithurex (PHÖNIX-Laboratorium, Bondorf, Ger-
many) and Oxalyt-C (Madaus, Köln, Germany) on urinary com-
position. Both studies were carried out in our department under the
same standardized dietary conditions. The Oxalyt-C-study was
performed with 24 healthy men (mean age 29.2 years) [19, un-
published data]; the Lithurex-study investigated 23 recurrent stone-
formers (10 men, 13 women, mean age 43.2 years) [18, unpublished
data]. The alkali-citrate dosages in both studies amounted to 5.1 g/
day. After 3 days without treatment (‘‘run-in’’), the test persons
took the alkali-citrate preparations for 2 days (‘‘loading days’’).
After the fifth day, a 24 h urine was collected and analyzed.

Calculations

Based on the Henderson-Hasselbalch-equation:

pH ¼ pK þ log
½A��
½HA� ð1Þ

the concentration of the i-th charged citrate anion species in the
solution can be computed according to:

½Ai� ¼ ½A
ði�1Þ� � 10ðpH�pKiÞ

1þ 10ðpH�pKiÞ
ð2Þ
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with pH as the solution’s pH-value and pKi as the dissociation
constant of the i-th dissociation step. [Ai] and [A(i-1)] indicate the
i-th charged anion-concentration and the concentration of the
corresponding acid (i.e. the anion concentration of the preceding
dissociation step), respectively. The pK-values of citric acid are:
pK1=3.13, pK2=4.77, and pK3=6.40 [6].

The ionic strength induced by citric acid, ISCA, can be obtained
by calculating:

ISCA ¼ 0:5�
X3

i�1
½Ai� � i2
� �

; ð3Þ

whereby the sum of all species Ai (i=0, 1, 2, 3) equals [CA], which
is measured by routine analysis.

In the appendix, a calculation scheme is given for illustration.

Results

The computed mean urinary pH-value amounts to
6.33±0.37, the normalised mean concentration ratios
[CAi-]/[CA] are 0.10:1.17:1, for i=1, 2, 3, respectively.
These ratios can differ considerably for a particular ur-
ine sample. No relevant linear correlation between uri-
nary [CA] and pH exists (r=0.19).

Figure 1 indicates the expected range of ISCA-values
depending on [CA], calculated for pH-values between 5
and 7 (i.e. the physiological range). Assuming ISCA to
be a parameter for the determination of the modifying
impact of CA on CaOx stone formation, all urines
whose combinations of urinary pH and [CA] result in
the same value of ISCA are indicated by the same pro-
tective effect of citric acid. Consequently, the [CA]-limit
value of 1.67 mmol/l can be lowered to 0.63 mmol/l by
taking into account the urinary pH, which has to be

increased from 5 to 7. Both combinations of [CA] and
pH show the same ISCA of 2.48 mmol/l (Fig. 1).

In the following, the range between 0.63 mmol/
l £ [CA] £ 1.67 mmol/l at pH-values between 5 and 7 is
termed the ‘‘extended range’’ (ER).

The dependence of the urinary [CA] and related
ISCA-value of the intake of alkali-citrate is shown in
Fig. 2. The different gradients of the regression lines
indicate that the effects of the alkali-citrate preparations
on the urinary citric acid concentration and related
ISCA are quite different. The Lithurex treatment on
stone-formers considerably increases [CA] but enhances
the urinary pH only slightly. The administration of
Oxalyt-C in healthy subjects, on the other hand, results
in a more pronounced increase in urinary pH but in a
less effective [CA]-enhancement. Whether these differ-
ences reflect the different groups of investigated persons
or a different metabolic effectiveness of Lithurex or
Oxalyt-C remains unanswered.

Figure 3 shows that most urine samples have pH-
values between 5 and 7 (mean 6.33±0.37). The [CA]-
values vary between 0.037 mmol/l and 5.7 mmol/l. Ap-
proximately 53.6% of all samples plot into the supposed
ER (Fig. 1). From all samples, 31.1% exceed a citric
acid concentration of 1.67 mmol/l, and 15.3% plot be-
low the ER. For all samples, a negligibly small, quite
weak, and inverse statistical dependence of RS on [CA]
(r=0.15) and ISCA (r=0.14) was found. This result
changed when samples were divided into three groups
according to RS: (1) RS £ 2.5, (2) 2.5<RS £ 5, and
(3) RS>5. The median values of [CA] and ISCA of
the samples of the three groups clearly plot into the
supposed ER. Linear regression lines through the
origin for each data group show slightly different gra-
dients and similar regression coefficients: RS £ 2.5:3.21
(r=0.96), <RS £ 5: 3.01 (r=0.93), and RS>5: 2.63
(r=0.91).

Grouping the data in ‘‘stone-formers’’ and ‘‘healthy
subjects’’, the medians of [CA] and ISCA of both groups
also plot into ER (Figure 4). Computation of the linear
regression lines through the origin revealed gradients of
3.08 (r=0.94) and 2.97 (r=0.93), respectively.

Fig. 1. The pH-dependence of ISCA at a given citric acid
concentration is shown for the pH range between 5 and 7. Based
on the established excretion limit of 2.5 mmol/day [7], which
discriminates normocitraturic from hypocitraturic urine, and an
assumed urine volume of 1,500 ml/day, a ‘‘limit concentration’’ of
1.67 mmol/l was calculated. Assuming the ISCA-parameter to be a
measure for the effect of citric acid on native urine, an area can be
drawn in which the citric acid concentration is below the limit
concentration, while its ISCA-value is equal to or higher than the
ISCA-value derived from the limit concentration at pH 5
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Discussion

Although the supposed ER only covers a small area,
53.6% of all samples plot within this field. Surprisingly,
not only the medians of the stone-formers and high RS
samples plot into ER but also the medians of the non-
stone-formers and low RS samples. This outcome is a
clear indication that low [CA]-values (<1.67 mmol/l)
alone are not decisive for a person’s health status with
respect to calcium oxalate stone formation.

The result of an inverse relationship between [CA]
and RS, as observed in Fig. 3, is in accordance with the
observation of Curhan et al. [8] on 807 stone-formers
and 239 persons without a history of stone formation,
which showed that urinary CA is not inversely associ-
ated with the risk of stone formation.

The ISCAapproach allows the extension of the present
‘‘rigid limit value strategy’’ by way of introduction of an
‘‘equal impact approach’’. In doing so, different urinary
[CA]-values may, under favourable pH-conditions, show
an equally modifying impact on stone-formation.

Figure 5 demonstrates that within the pH-range of 5
and 7, the ISCA-values which are related to the hypo-
thetical, but reasonable, limit concentration of
1.67 mmol/l vary considerably between 2.48 mmol/l and
6.64 mmol/l. This clearly indicates that the rigid citric
acid excretion limit of 2.5 mmol/day is not a very
meaningful parameter to estimate a person’s calcium
oxalate stone formation risk. Only in extreme cases of
disturbed citric acid metabolism does the excretion value
allow for a clear decision as to whether or not a person
forms stones due to hypocitraturia.

Instead of a constant limit of citric acid excretion as
the discriminating parameter, the distinction between
normocitraturic and hypocitraturic urines should be
defined in the sense of a desirable ‘‘minimum impact of
citric acid’’. The contribution of citric acid to the overall
urinary ionic strength, i.e. the ISCA-value may be such a
measure. A potential limit value, which distinguishes
between urines indicated by a ‘‘normo-protective’’ im-
pact from those indicated by a ‘‘hypo-protective’’ impact
with respect to calcium oxalate precipitation, may be set
at ISCA=2.48 mmol/l.

Fig. 3. Plot of urinary citric
acid concentrations, [CA], vs
calculated ISCA, (eq. 3) of 702
24 h-urine samples. The sam-
ples were grouped into three
data sets according to their
calculated relative supersatura-
tion, RS. The supposed ‘‘exten-
sion’’ range, ER, (Fig. 1) covers
approximately 53.6% of all
samples. A total of 31.1% of all
samples show [CA]-values ex-
ceeding the limit concentration
of 1.67 mmol/l

Fig. 2. Generalized courses of
the urinary citric acid concen-
tration and related ISCA-value
after treatment with two differ-
ent alkali-citrate preparations.
The Lithurex-study was per-
formed with 23 healthy men;
the Oxalyt-C-study investigated
24 recurrent stone-formers. The
alkali-citrate dosages in both
studies amounted to 5.1 g/day
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Appendix

Example for the iterative calculation of the concentra-
tions of the three anion species of citric acid
(eq. 2) and related ISCA-value (eq. 3). A urinary
citric acid concentration of 1 mmol/l at pH = 7 is given.
The pK-values are pK1=3.13, pK2=4.77, pK3=6.40
[6]:

½CA��1� ¼ 1 mmol=l�10ð7�3:13Þ
1þ10ð7�3:13Þ ¼ 0:99987 mmol=l

½CA��2� ¼ 0:99987 mmol=l�10ð7�4:77Þ
1þ10ð7�4:77Þ ¼ 0:98091 mmol=l

½CA��3� ¼ 0:98091 mmol=l�10ð7�6:40Þ
1þ10ð7�6:40Þ ¼ 0:78398 mmol=l

½CA�1� ¼ ½CA��1� � ½CA��2� ¼ 0:01895 mmol=l

½CA�2� ¼ ½CA��2� � ½CA��3� ¼ 0:19693 mmol=l

½CA�3� ¼ ½CA��3� ¼ 0:78398 mmol=l

SUM ¼ 0:99986 mmol=l

The remaining deviations from 1 mmol/l denote the
concentration of undissociated citric acid at the given
pH conditions. The corresponding ISCA-value amounts
to approximately 3.931 mmol/l.
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14. Györy Az, Ashby RA (1999) Calcium salt urolithiasis: a new
approach to diagnosis and management. Clin Nephrol 51: 197

15. Hallson PC, Rose GA, Sulaimann S (1983) Raising urinary
citrate lowers calcium oxalate and calcium phosphate crystal
formation in whole urine. Urol Int 38: 179

16. Hamm LL, Alpern RJ (1976) Regulation of acid-base balance,
citrate, and urine pH. In: Coe FL, Favus MJ, Pak CYC, Parks
JH, Preminger GM (eds) Kidney stones: medical and surgical
management. Lippincott-Raven , Philadelphia, p 289

17. Hess B, Zipperle L, Jaeger P (1993) Citrate and calcium effects
on Tamm-Horsfall glycoprotein as a modifier of calcium oxa-
late crystal aggregation. Am J Physiol 265: F784

18. Hoppe B, Winter P, Classen A, Hesse A (1992) Alka-
lisierungstherapie: wirksame Rezidivprophylaxe bei Calcium-
oxalat-Lithiasis. Therapiewoche Urol Nephrol 4: 312

19. Kessler T, Hesse A (2000) Cross-over study of the influence of
bicarbonate-rich mineral water on urinary composition in
comparison with sodium potassium citrate in healthy male
subjects. Br J Nutr 84: 865

20. Kok DJ, Papapoulos SE, Bijvoet OLM (1990) Crystal ag-
glomeration is a major element in calcium oxalate urinary stone
formation. Kidney Int 37: 51

21. Lee YH, Huang WC, Tsai JY, Huang JK (1999) The efficiacy of
potassium citrate based medical prophylaxis for preventing
upper urinary tract calculi: a midterm followup study. J Urol
161: 1453

22. Menon M, Mahle CJ (1983) Urinary citrate excretion in
patients with renal calculi. J Urol 129: 1158

23. Meyer JL, Smith LH (1975) Growth of calcium oxalate crystals.
II. Inhibition by natural crystal growth inhibitors. Invest Urol
13: 36

24. Nicar MJ, Hsu MC, Fetner C (1983) Urinary response to oral
potassium citrate therapy for urolithiasis in a private practice
setting. Clin Ther 8: 219

25. Nicar MJ, Scurla C, Sakhaee K, Pak CYC (1983) Low urinary
citrate excretion in nephrolithiasis. Urology 21: 8

26. Pajor AM, Sun N (1999) Protein kinase C-mediated regulation
of the renal Na(+)/dicarboxylate cotransporter, NaDC-1.
Biochim Biophys Acta 1420: 223

27. Pak CYC (1991) Citrate and renal calculi: new insights and
future direction. Am J Kidney Int 17: 420

28. Pak CYC, Fuller C (1986) Idiopatic hypocitraturia in CaOx-
nephrolitiasis successfully treated with potassium citrate. Ann
Int Med 104: 33

29. Pak CYC, Fuller C, Sakhaee K, Preminger GM, Britton F
(1985) Long-term treatment of calcium nephrolitiasis with
potassium citrate. J Urol 134: 11

30. Pak CYC, Koenig K, Khan R, Haynes S, Padalino P (1992)
Physicochemical action of potassium-magnesium citrate in
nephrolithiasis. J Bone Miner Res 7: 281

31. Preminger GM, Sakhaee K, Skurla C, Pak CYC (1985)
Prevention of recurrent calcium stone formation with potassi-
um citrate therapy in patients with distal renal tubular acidosis.
J Urol 134: 20

32. Preminger GM, Sakhaee K, Pak CYC (1988) Alkali action on
the urinary crystallization of calcium salts: contrasting
responses to sodium citrate and potassium citrate. J Urol 139:
240

33. Ryall RL, Harnett RM, Marshall VR (1981) The effect of urine,
pyrophosphate, citrate, magnesium and glycosaminoglycans on
the growth and aggregation of calcium oxalate crystals in vitro.
Clin Chim Acta 112: 349

34. Ryall RL, Hibberd CM, Marshall VR (1985) A method for
studying inhibitory activity in whole urine. Urol Res 13: 285

35. Sakhaee K, Nicar M, Hill K, Pak CYC (1983) Contrasting
effects of potassium citrate and sodium citrate therapies on
urinary chemistries and crystallization of stone-forming salts.
Kidney Int 24: 348

36. Scurr DS, Robertson WG (1986) Modifiers of calcium oxalate
crystallization found in urine. II. Studies on their mode of
action in an artificial urine. J Urol 136: 128

37. Werness PG, Brown CM, Smith LH, Finlayson B (1985)
EQUIL 2: a basic computer program for the calculation of
urinary supersaturation. J Urol; 134: 1242

341


