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Efficacy and safety of adsorptive granulomonocytapheresis
in Chinese patients with ulcerative colitis: A retrospective
analysis of 50 cases with focus on factors impacting clinical
efficacy
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University, Dalian, China Background: Myeloid-derived leucocytes, a major source of inflammatory cyto-
kines, play an important role in the exacerbation of ulcerative colitis (UC). Selec-
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sion. However, there are discrepancies among the reported efficacy outcomes.

a focus on factors affecting clinical efficacy.

Methods: This was a retrospective analysis of 50 patients with active UC who
had received GMA therapy. GMA efficacy was evaluated based on the
Rachmilewitz's clinical activity index (CAI) and Mayo endoscopic score for
mucosal healing. Laboratory findings were analyzed to demonstrate any rela-
tionship with the GMA-responder or nonresponder feature. Adverse events
were recorded during and after GMA therapy.

Results: The overall clinical remission rate (CAI <4) was 79.2%, and among
these, the mucosal healing rate was 59.2%. The clinical remission rate was
69.2% in patients who received 5 GMA sessions and 82.3% in patients who
received 10 sessions. Significantly higher baseline CAIs and lower albumin
and hemoglobin levels were observed in nonremission cases compared with
those who achieved remission. Four patients (8%) experienced transient
adverse events, but none were severe.

Conclusions: GMA was favored by patients because of its safety and non-
pharmacological treatment options. Accordingly, UC patients were spared

from pharmaceuticals after applying GMA therapy.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

Ulcerative colitis (UC) is one of the two major pheno-
types of inflammatory bowel disease (IBD), with a
chronic relapsing-remitting course involving mucosal
inflammation in the colon and the rectum.' The other
major IBD phenotype is Crohn's disease. These condi-
tions afflict millions of individuals throughout the world
with debilitating symptoms such as bloody diarrhea,
fever, abdominal discomfort, and weight loss, which
impair their daily activities and quality of life.>* Cur-
rently, the precise etiology of UC is not fully understood;
therefore, while curative medical therapy is not available,
the aim of medical therapy is to suppress the symptoms.
Dysregulated immunologic profiles triggered by interac-
tions between host genetic and environmental factors
have been considered the major pathophysiological alter-
ation leading to UC.*?

Furthermore, currently, the medical treatment of mild to
moderate UC considers adsorptive granulomonocytapheresis
(GMA) as a second-line treatment option based on the avail-
able evidence in the literature. Immunologic abnormalities
together with extensive infiltration of leucocytes of the
myeloid lineage (granulocytes and monocytes) into the
colonic mucosa have been observed through histological
examination of mucosal biopsies in patients with active
UC.* Additionally, neutrophils in patients with UC show
activated behaviors and prolonged survival times,” produc-
ing an array of cytokines such as tumor necrosis factor
(TNF)-a, interleukin (IL)-1p, IL-6, IL-12, and IL-23, which
are strongly pro-inflammatory with a major role in the
exacerbation and perpetuation of UC.® Accordingly, selec-
tive depletion of these leucocytes thereby lowering the pro-
inflammatory cytokine profile using GMA with an
Adacolumn has been applied as a nonpharmacological
treatment option for patients with active UC.>* Since the
publication of the first clinical trial on GMA in patients
with UC, a large number of publications, primarily from
Japan, Europe, and the United States, have reported vary-
ing efficacy outcomes ranging from 85% to a statistically
insignificant level.””

GMA therapy for IBD was not approved in China
until 2013, and very few articles on GMA have been pub-
lished in China. The first multicenter study on the effi-
cacy and safety of GMA therapy involving 34 Chinese
patients with UC was published in 2017.'° Currently,
clinical experience on the efficacy and safety of GMA in

Chinese patients with IBD is still inadequate. Our hospi-
tal is one of the first few medical centers in China to
undertake GMA therapy for patients with UC. Herein we
report the outcomes of a retrospective study after analyz-
ing the efficacy and safety of GMA therapy in 50 Chinese
patients with active UC.

2 | MATERIALS AND METHODS

2.1 | Patients

From August 2015 to October 2018, a total of 50 patients
(27 males and 23 females) with active UC received GMA

TABLE 1 Baseline demographic variables of the 50 UC
patients
Variable Value
Age, year 46.31 + 15.34
Male: female 27:23
Duration of UC, month 44.06 + 66.72
Location of lesions
Entire colon 34
Rectum and sigmoid colon 3
Left colon 13
Clinical course
First episode 12
Chronic continuous 38
UC severity level
Mild 9
Moderate 33
Severe 8
Past steroid therapy
Steroid naive, n (%) 36 (72.0%)
Steroid dependent/refractory, n (%) 14 (18.0%)
Number of GMA sessions
5 sessions 13
10 sessions 35
Withdraw 2

Note. Data are presented as the mean + SD, number or percentage.
Abbreviations: GMA, granulomonocytapheresis; UC, ulcerative
colitis.
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therapy. The average age was 46 + 15 years, and the aver-
age UC duration was 44 + 66 months. The diagnosis of
UC was based on the Consensus on Diagnosis and Treat-
ment of Inflammatory Bowel Disease, 2012 Guangzhou,
China." Furthermore, based on the past exposure to cor-
ticosteroids, the patients were divided into two groups:
steroid-naive (n = 36) and steroid-refractory or depen-
dent (n = 14). Likewise, based on the UC disease course,
the patients were divided into two groups: first episode
cases (n = 12) and chronic continuous cases (n = 38).
Other demographic variables including the location of
lesions defined according to the Montreal classification,"?
and UC severity according to Truelove and Witts," are
presented in Table 1.

2.2 | GMA procedures

All patients received GMA therapy using an Adacolumn
(JIMRO, Takasaki, Japan) twice a week as previously
described.*'® In brief, the Adacolumn and blood circuit
lines were primed with sterile saline to remove air bub-
bles from the column void volume and flow lines, and
then the system was primed with heparinized saline.
Intravenous access via the antecubital vein was initiated
in one arm and the column outflow was returned via the
antecubital vein in the contralateral arm. The duration of
one GMA session was 60 minutes at a flow rate of

Score

TABLE 2  Rachmilewitz's clinical activity index"”
(1) No. of stools weekly
<18 0
18-35 1
36-60 2
>60 3
(2) Blood in stools(based on weekly average)
None 0
Little 2
Alot 4
(3) Investigator's global assessment of symptomatic state
Good 0
Average 1
Poor 2
Very poor 3

(4) Temperature due to colitis (°C)
37-38 0
>38 3
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30 mL/min according to our protocol. Conventional med-
ications that the patients had begun well in advance of
the first GMA session could be continued during the
entire course of GMA therapy without any change in dos-
age. Furthermore, according to a previous study by Hanai
et al,'® patients with moderately active UC or a steroid-
naive background received 5 GMA sessions, while those
with severe UC responded well to 10 sessions. Therefore,
13 patients received 5 GMA sessions and 35 received
10 sessions. Two patients discontinued treatment due to
lack of efficacy or adverse events.

2.3 | Evaluation of efficacy and safety

The clinical and laboratory data of the patients before
and after GMA therapy were collected and analyzed to
evaluate their efficacy and safety. Disease severity in all
patients was evaluated according to Rachmilewitz's clin-
ical activity index (CAI),"” as shown in Table 2. Clinical
remission was defined as CAI <4, while endoscopic UC
severity was assessed using the Mayo endoscopic score
(Mayo-ES)'® as follows: normal or inactive disease
(score 0); erythema, decreased vascular patterns and
mild friability (score 1); marked erythema, invisible vas-
cular patterns, friability and erosions (score 2); sponta-
neous bleeding and ulceration (score 3). Mucosal
healing was defined as Mayo-ES 0 or 1. Colonoscopic

Score

(5) Abdominal pain/cramps

None 0

Mild 1

Moderate 2

Sever 3
(6) Extraintestinal manifestations

Iritis 3

Erythema nodosum 3

Arthritis 3
(7) Laboratory findings

Sedimentation rate >50 mm in first hour 1

Sedimentation rate >100 mm in first hour 2

Hemoglobin <100 g/L 4
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findings were reevaluated in 32 patients 1 day after the
5th or 10th GMA session.

2.4 | Statistical analysis

When appropriate, measurement data were displayed
as means + SD, while count data were displayed as rel-
ative numbers (n %). The chi-squared (y*) test was
used for the comparison of clinical remission rates
between different subgroups. A t test was used for the
comparison of laboratory measurements before and
after GMA therapy. One-way analysis of variance
(ANOVA) was applied to determine the indicators for
nonresponders to GMA therapy (IBM, SPSS statistics
22.0 for Windows). P < .05 was considered statistically
significant.

3 | RESULTS

3.1 | Clinical efficacy of GMA therapy
Based on the CAI score, the overall clinical remission
rate was 79.2% in all patients who finished 5 to 10 GMA
sessions (Figure 1). The clinical remission rate was 69.2%
in 13 patients who finished 5 GMA sessions and 82.3% in
35 patients who completed 10 sessions (P = .307).

In relation to the UC disease course, the remission
rate in the 12 first episode cases was 91.67% (11 out of
12 patients), and 75% (27 out of 36 patients) in patients
with chronic continuous UC (y* = 1.067, P = .302).

Patients with active ulcerative colitis failing to respond to first line 5-ASA or
corticosteroid remission induction therapy or drug naive (n = 50)

Withdrew (n =2)

' 1
‘ 5 sessions ‘ 10 sessions
(n=13) (n=35)
] P=.307 I
{ I [ | ! .
Non-responders Remission Remission Non-responders
n=4(30.8%) n=29(69.2%) n=29(82.3%) n=6(17.7%)
[ [
|

Total remission rate, n = 38 (79.2%)

GMA for induction therapy

Patients did not undergo endoscopic

Colonoscopy ] evaluation (n = 11)

Patients completed endoscopic evaluations (n = 27)
MH: 16 (59.3%), no MH: 11 (40.7%)

FIGURE 1 The overall therapeutic outcomes in all 50 patients
of this study. Two patients withdrew, and among the remaining

48 patients, 13 finished 5 GMA sessions, and 35 finished

10 sessions. The overall clinical remission rate was 79.2%, while the
overall mucosal healing (MH) rate was 59.3% of those who
achieved clinical remission. GMA, granulomonocytapheresis

Additionally, the clinical remission rate in the steroid-
naive subgroup was 83.33% (30 out of 36 patients) and
66.67% (8 out of 12 patients) in the steroid-dependent or
refractory subgroup (y* = 1.516, P = .218).

In 38 patients with clinical remission, 27 were
reevaluated by colonoscopies after their 5th or 10th GMA
session. The mucosal healing rate was 59.3% (16 out of
27 patients) according to the Mayo-ES. Figure 2 presents
representative colonoscopic findings before and after
GMA therapy.

3.2 | Comparison of laboratory
measurements before and after GMA
treatment

As shown in Figure 3, a significant decrease in the CAI
as well as in the Mayo-ES, erythrocyte sedimentation rate
(ESR), C-reactive protein (CRP), white blood cell counts
(WBC), hemoglobin (Hb), and platelet (PLT) counts were
observed after GMA therapy. However, the WBC, PLT,
and Hb levels were still within the normal range. Fur-
thermore, plasma cytokines including IL-6, IL-8, and
TNF-a, before and after GMA therapy, showed no statis-
tically significant differences (P > .05).

3.3 | Indicators of nonresponders
to GMA

We attempted to detect factors that could identify a
patient as a GMA non-responder by relying on one-way
ANOVA applied to the patients’ demographic variables
before GMA, including disease duration, age, ESR, CRP,
CAI, Mayo-ES, WBC, Hb, PLT, albumin, and cytokines
(IL-6, IL-8, and TNF-a). The results showed significantly
higher CAlIs, and lower albumin and Hb levels in patients
with no clinical remission (Table 3).

3.4 | Safety findings

All adverse events in the 50 patients were recorded. One
patient experienced headaches during the first GMA ses-
sion, but the symptoms gradually decreased without any
medical treatment. Another patient experienced
precordial discomfort at the end of a GMA session; elec-
trocardiogram (ECG) showed first-degree atrioventricular
block and an abnormal Q wave in the V1 and V2 lead,
but the myocardial enzymes were normal. The symptoms
spontaneously relieved after approximately 5 minutes
and the ECG returned to normal after GMA therapy.
However, another patient developed fevers with coughs
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FIGURE 2
Representative colonoscopic
findings before (A,C,E) and
after (B,D,F)
granulomonocytapheresis

(GMA) therapy
(%azo-ES | ke : ::::r;A (B)
CAI | ekek
CRP(mg/L) |*
ESR(mm/h) | *

T T T T 1
[] 20 40 60 80 100

= arwrcva (C) I Afr GMA
1% Bl Before GMA IL-6(pg/ml) INS El Before GMA
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NS TNF-a(pg/ml) INS
T T 1 T T T T 1
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FIGURE 3 A-C, Comparison of CAI, Mayo-ES and laboratory measures before and after GMA therapy. *P < .05, **P < .00,
**P < 0.000. CAL clinical activity index; GMA, granulomonocytapheresis; NS, not statistical significant
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TABLE 3
and those who did not following a course of GMA therapy

Before GMA

Comparison of demographic variables at baseline and after GMA therapy between patients who achieved clinical remission

Clinical remission

Variable group (n = 38) group (n = 10)
Age, year 4547 + 16.26 49.50 + 11.30
Duration of UC, month 41.24 + 59.55 54.80 + 88.42
ESR (mm/h) 19.84 + 13.46 33.2 + 20.30
WBC (1000/uL) 7.10 + 2.53 6.99 + 1.87
Hb (g/dL) 12.90 + 1.52 10.38 + 2.70
PLT (10 000/puL) 28.61 + 8.09 34.52 + 19.16
IL-6 (pg/mL) 27.81 + 34.56 28.05 + 16.16

IL-8 (pg/mL) 504.94 + 739.60 665.00 + 608.44

TNF-a (pg/mL) 84.78 + 88.47 60.32 + 54.27

Albumin (g/L) 4112 + 4.97 33.96 + 4.67

CAI 6.84 + 1.82 10.40 + 3.63

Mayo-SE 2.39 + 0.55 2.40 + 0.52
*P < .05.

Non-remission

After GMA

Clinical remission = Nonremission
Pvalue group (n = 38) group (n =10) P value
31 - - -
.57 = = =
15 15.69 + 12.08 239 + 21.37 12
.90 6.35 + 2.65 6.02 + 2.04 72
.00* 1248 + 143 10.29 + 2.21 .01*
.14 26.31 + 8.92 2512 £ 9.51 71
.99 23.55 + 25.64 43.24 + 24.01 12
.62 528.60 + 522.41 703.80 + 721.16 .52
.52 75.35 + 60.27 102.26 + 80.40 .39
.00* 40.25 + 4.19 33.42 + 4.83 .00*
.04* 1.66 + 1.05 7.60 + 2.32 .00*
226 1.33 £ 0.73 2.6 £ 0.55 .01*

Note. Data are presented as the mean + SD values, compared by one-way analysis of variance statistic.
Abbreviations: CAI, clinical activity index; ESR, erythrocyte sedimentation rate; HB, haemoglobin; IL, interleukin; PLT, platelet; UC, ulcera-

tive colitis; WBC, white blood cell.

after every GMA session. Chest computed tomography
showed pneumonia, which was relieved after antibiotic
administration. Two patients withdrew from the treat-
ment, one due to severe dizziness and light-headedness
and one due to lack of efficacy who ultimately underwent
a colectomy.

No other serious adverse events such as opportunistic
infections, venous catheter-related complications, infec-
tions, or thromboses during and after GMA therapy were
reported. Likewise, liver and kidney function tests
showed no significant changes after GMA therapy.

4 | DISCUSSION

UC is a debilitating chronic inflammatory disorder affect-
ing mainly the colon and the rectum for which a com-
plete cure has not yet been found.'® The incidence of UC
in Asian countries, including China, has increased dra-
matically in recent decades probably due to changes in
diet and environmental triggers.'®*' Regarding drug ther-
apy, hitherto, 5-aminosalicylic acid (5-ASA) preparations
have been the first-line medication for mild to moder-
ately active UC, while a combination of corticosteroids
and azathioprine (or 6-mercaptopurine) is recommended
in cases with an inadequate response to 5-ASA.** Addi-
tionally, cyclosporin A (CsA), tacrolimus, or an anti-
TNF-a biologic has been indicated for patients with corti-
costeroid refractory UC.>** However, despite this

plethora of pharmaceutical options, a significant propor-
tion of patients with UC have active diseases due to a
lack of response or ineffective medications in combina-
tion with drug-related adverse events, including opportu-
nistic infections, reactivation of cytomegalovirus,
osteoporosis, or steroid-related diabetes.>*° Since
patients with active UC harbor elevated and activated
granulocytes and monocytes/macrophages both in the
peripheral blood as well as in the colonic mucosa that are
related to the severity of clinical relapse.”>' Hence, ele-
vated myeloid lineage leucocytes appear as logical targets
for UC treatment by selective leucocytapheresis such as
GM A.9’32’33

Experience with GMAs for the treatment of patients
with IBD in China has been very limited.'® The first
reported clinical efficacy rate for GMA therapy in Chi-
nese patients with UC was 70.59% and the mucosal
healing rate was 47.06%.'° In our study, the clinical GMA
remission rate was 79.2%, while the mucosal healing rate
in a subgroup who underwent colonoscopies was 59.5%,
which is higher than the levels in the first multicenter
study in China.’® This discrepancy may be attributed to
the higher number of steroid-naive patients in our cohort
(72%) who were known to respond better to GMA ther-
apy than patients with steroid refractory back-
grounds.*'** Furthermore, the efficacy rates of steroid-
naive and steroid-dependent or refractory subgroups
were 83.33% and 66.67%, respectively, in our study.
Unfortunately, due to the large sample size difference
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between the two groups, no significant statistical differ-
ence was found. In previous clinical reports, it has been
stated that GMA therapy showed significant efficacy in
patients with active UC with steroid-dependent or
steroid-refractory backgrounds and spared steroid-naive
patients from exposure to steroids.'>**>® Additionally, as
mentioned previously, steroid-naive patients with UC
showed significantly higher clinical remission and muco-
sal healing rates as well as longer durations of clinical
remission than steroid-dependent or refractory patients.*’
Therefore, GMA was considered an effective first-line
therapy for steroid-naive patients.*®

In addition to the clinical efficacy, we measured and
analyzed ESR, CRP, and PLT counts before and after the
GMA sessions. All three measures decreased after GMA
therapy, which favored the effectiveness of GMA therapy.
Furthermore, it is clinically relevant to know the most
effective frequency and the number of GMA sessions for
patients with active UC since this can minimize the pro-
cedure associated costs. One session per week for up to
5 sessions was applied in the initial clinical trial of GMA,
while others administered 2 sessions per week in the first
2 to 3 weeks followed by 1 session per week up to 10 or
11 sessions.'>* It had also been reported that intensive
GMA therapy (two sessions per week) induces signifi-
cantly more rapid clinical remission, with higher mucosal
healing rate.’®> Additionally, Hanai et al** reported that
patients with steroid-naive UC responded well to 5 GMA
sessions while steroid-refractory patients with severe UC
responded better to 10 sessions. Regarding the determina-
tion of the optimal duration of each GMA session and an
appropriately processed blood volume (PV) in one ses-
sion, a positive relationship between the PV and the effi-
cacy of GMA therapy has been reported.*>*" Likewise,
Kanke et al'® found that 90 minutes per GMA session
was significantly better in terms of efficacy rates than the
60 minutes which was routinely applied. In our study,
GMA therapy was applied twice per week for 5 or 10 ses-
sions with durations of 60 minutes and a PV of 1800 mL.
The clinical remission rate was higher in patients who
received 10 sessions (82.3%) than in patients who
received 5 sessions (69.2%). There were no statistical dif-
ferences between the 2 groups, but this may be due to the
discrepancy in sample sizes between the 5 session group
(13 patients) and the 10 session group (35 patients) which
may lead to statistical error. In our clinical trial and
based on a previous study,'® there was a tendency to uti-
lize 10 session GMA therapies for patients with relatively
severe UC conditions to achieve better efficacy.

Therefore, it appears that multiple factors could affect
the clinical efficacy of GMA therapy in addition to the
number and frequency of GMA sessions.*'=*?>%
According to previous clinical reports, most patients with

UC respond well to GMA therapy, but a minority do not
benefit.*®*2*¢ This finding might be due to differences in
the patients’ demographic variables prior to the initiation
of GMA therapy and, in clinical practice settings, can be
used to identify potential responders and non-responders
to GMA therapy. Based on current knowledge, the best
responders to GMA therapy appear to be patients facing
their first UC episode, followed by steroid-naive patients
since they respond after only a few GMA sessions and can
be spared from steroid or multi-drug therapies.*’>*>
Yokoyama et al** reported that patients with a shorter
duration of active UC and a lower cumulative corticoste-
roid dosage in the past responded well to GMA therapy. In
contrast, patients in whom colonoscopies revealed deep
ulcers and extensive loss of mucosal tissue, together with
those who had a long history of exposure to multiple con-
ventional drugs, may not benefit from GMA therapy.***’
Using this knowledge, we applied a one-way ANOVA to
identify potential demographic variables between patients
who responded well and those who did not achieve com-
plete remission and found significantly higher baseline
CAlIs, and lower albumin and Hb levels as markers for a
poor response to GMA therapy. These indictors, which
reflect severe disease, may be relevant markers in
predicting the clinical response to GMA therapy.

GMA therapy was relatively safe and was well toler-
ated. The overwhelming majority of our patients (48 out
of 50) completed the planned treatment course with only
four patients experiencing transient migraine-like head-
aches reported by other authors.**®* Similarly, only
two patients discontinued the treatment: one due to lack
of efficacy, and the other because of intolerance to dizzi-
ness and light-headedness during the extracorporeal cir-
culation time of GMA therapy. Therefore, we can
confidently say that GMA therapy had a favorable safety
profile in addition to good patient compliance.

There are several limitations of this study, which
potentially could have affected the interpretation of the
findings and the clinical relevance. First, GMA therapy
did not have a parallel running control arm. We believe
that inclusion of another group of patients treated with
conventional pharmaceuticals could produce another set
of efficacy and safety data for comparison with the GMA
data. Second, the number of patients in this study was
not large enough for subgroup analyses. Third, this study
did not have a long-term follow-up.

5 | CONCLUSIONS

In conclusion, GMA is a nonpharmacological treatment
option, which targets elevated and activated myeloid line-
age leucocytes known to exacerbate and perpetuate IBD
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by releasing inflammatory cytokines. Since GMA therapy
removes potential causes of active IBD from the patient's
body, the loss of response or refractoriness experienced
with pharmacological therapy is unlikely. However, our
experience together with earlier clinical reports on GMA
therapy indicates that its efficacy reflects patient demo-
graphic variables at entry. The best responders to GMA
are first episodic cases, followed by patients with steroid-
naive UC. Additionally, and similar to previous studies,
we found that patients with a high CAI (severe UC) at
baseline in whom UC had become refractory to common
pharmaceuticals were poor responders compared with
patients with lower CAls, while lower Hb and albumin
levels were associated with lower efficacy. In clinical set-
tings, such information should help to avoid futile use of
medical resources and potentially shorten morbidity time
by selecting an appropriate treatment at an earlier stage.
Finally, the Adacolumn used in GMA therapy, has an
unrivalled safety profile, which is very much favored by
patients. In this study, no patient experienced a lasting
adverse event. However, an overwhelming number of
studies have focused on the efficacy of GMA as an induc-
tion therapy. With this in mind, future studies should
focus on the long-term efficacy of GMA as a maintenance
therapy.
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