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Abstract
Autoimmune hepatitis is a chronic inflammatory disease of the liver that is 
characterized by circulating autoantibodies and elevated serum globulin levels. 
Liver transplantation may be required for patients with acute liver failure, 
decompensated cirrhosis, and hepatocellular carcinoma. Recurrence is defined as 
development of the same disease in the allograft following liver transplantation. 
Autoimmune hepatitis recurs in 36%-68% of the recipients 5 years after liver 
transplantation. De novo autoimmune hepatitis is the development of autoimmune 
hepatitis like clinical and laboratory characteristics in patients who had 
undergone liver transplantation for causes other than autoimmune hepatitis. 
Diagnostic work up for recurrent and de novo autoimmune hepatitis is similar to 
the diagnosis of the original disease, and it is usually difficult. Predniso(lo)ne with 
or without azathioprine is the main treatment for recurrent and de novo 
autoimmune hepatitis. Early diagnosis and treatment are vital for patient 
prognosis because de novo autoimmune hepatitis and recurrent autoimmune 
hepatitis cause graft loss and result in subsequent retransplantation if medical 
treatment fails.
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Core Tip: Autoimmune hepatitis is a chronic inflammatory disease of the liver that is characterized by 
circulating autoantibodies and elevated serum globulin levels. Liver transplantation may be required for 
patients with acute liver failure, decompensated cirrhosis, and hepatocellular carcinoma. De novo 
autoimmune hepatitis and recurrent autoimmune hepatitis are known causes of late graft dysfunction 
following liver transplantation which should be included in the differential diagnosis.
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INTRODUCTION
Autoimmune hepatitis is a chronic inflammatory disease of the liver that is characterized by circulating 
autoantibodies and elevated serum globulin levels. This disease may manifest as elevated liver transam-
inases, acute hepatitis, cirrhosis or acute liver failure[1]. Autoimmune hepatitis is classified into types 1 
and 2. Patients with positive antinuclear antibody (ANA) and/or anti-smooth muscle antibody (anti-
SMA) are classified as type 1, whereas type 2 is defined by the presence of anti-liver-kidney microsomal 
type 1 antibody (anti-LKM-1) or anti-liver cytosol type 1 antibody (anti-LC-1) positivity. Autoimmune 
hepatitis is mainly treated with immunosuppressive drugs such as glucocorticoids and azathioprine 
(AZA). In this review, indications for liver transplantation in patients with autoimmune hepatitis and 
the diagnosis and treatment of recurrent autoimmune hepatitis after liver transplantation are discussed. 
Additionally, de novo autoimmune hepatitis, which can be seen in patients who have received liver 
transplantation for indications other than autoimmune hepatitis, are discussed.

Indications for liver transplantation for patients with autoimmune hepatitis
Liver transplantation may be indicated for patients with autoimmune hepatitis if one of the following 
conditions are present: (1) Acute liver failure; (2) Decompensated cirrhosis (Model for End-Stage Liver 
Disease score ≥ 15); or (3) Hepatocellular carcinoma. Liver transplantation may be required if there is a 
failure to diagnose and treat autoimmune hepatitis, inadequate response or intolerance to immunosup-
pressive therapy, or if the patients are not compliant with the treatment. Ultimately, 10%-20% of 
patients with autoimmune hepatitis eventually need liver transplantation[2,3].

Autoimmune hepatitis accounts for approximately 5% and 2%-3% of liver transplants in the United 
States and Europe, respectively[4,5]. The frequency of acute and chronic rejection after liver trans-
plantation for autoimmune hepatitis is more frequent compared to other liver diseases[6]. Five-year 
patient and graft survivals for autoimmune hepatitis are reported to be 80%-90% and 72%-74%, 
respectively[7].

Clinical manifestations associated with autoimmune hepatitis after liver transplantation
Recurrence of autoimmune hepatitis after liver transplantation: Recurrence is defined as reappearance 
of the disease in the liver allograft. Autoimmune hepatitis recurs in 8%-12% of patients within the first 
year and 36%-68% within 5 years following liver transplantation[6]. Recurrent autoimmune hepatitis 
frequency is not significantly affected by the graft type (either living related or cadaveric)[8]. Diagnostic 
workup of recurrent autoimmune hepatitis is similar to diagnosing the original disease and it is equally 
challenging. The main reason for the complexity in diagnosis is the absence of a specific marker for 
diagnosis. In addition, immunosuppressive therapy may mask some features of the original disease. The 
disease progression may differ and may lead to an atypical presentation. Transplant recipients with 
recurrence of autoimmune hepatitis usually have elevated transaminases, fever, fatigue, jaundice, 
abdominal pain, skin rash, and joint pain upon presentation[9]. Nevertheless, the presentation of 
recurrence of autoimmune hepatitis is not specific and can be seen in other complications of liver 
transplantation. Hypergammaglobulinemia is defined as increased serum IgG levels, and together with 
positivity of ANA and SMA, make up the serological findings of the disease. The pathophysiology of 
recurrent autoimmune hepatitis is not comprehensively understood and is similar to the mechanisms 
involved in the development of classical autoimmune hepatitis. The main histopathological feature of 
recurrent autoimmune hepatitis is prominent lymphocytic interface activity with or without plasma cell 
infiltration. Other pathological findings are acute lobular hepatitis with focal hepatocyte necrosis, 
acidophil bodies with lymphoplasmacytic cells, pseudo-rosetting of hepatocytes, perivenular lympho-
plasmacytic inflammation, and confluent and bridging necrosis with lymphoplasmacytic infiltration 
(severe inflammatory activity)[10]. Cellular and antibody-mediated forms of cytotoxicity are involved in 
the pathogenesis of the disease. These features may be less evident or absent in certain instances. The 
differential diagnoses include rejection, drug hepatotoxicity, de novo steatohepatitis, and viral hepatitis, 
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including hepatitis E. The diagnosis is performed by excluding other possible etiologies.
Many risk factors such as the effects of immunosuppressive therapy as well as recipient- and donor-

related factors play an important part in the recurrence of autoimmune hepatitis in the liver allograft. 
Early corticosteroid withdrawal for reasons such as nonadherence or physician recommendation, high 
titers of autoantibodies at the time of liver transplantation, coexisting autoimmune disorders, 
association of human leukocyte antigen (HLA)-DR3 and HLA-DR4 mismatch, and severe necroinflam-
matory activities in the explant liver at the time of liver transplantation are some of the reported risk 
factors of recurrence[9]. Figure 1 summarizes the factors implicated in the development of recurrent 
autoimmune hepatitis.

Recurrent autoimmune hepatitis needs prompt treatment because nearly half of cases are resistant to 
therapy and result in graft failure. Treatment is usually empirical. In mild cases, only increasing 
compliance with immunosuppressive therapy and increasing immunosuppressive doses are sufficient. 
In severe cases, predniso(lo)ne (30 mg/d) and AZA (1-2 mg/kg/d) are required. The combination of 
corticosteroids and mycophenolate mofetil (MMF) may also be the initial therapeutic approach[6]. 
When laboratory values improve, the dose of corticosteroids is tapered to 5-10 mg within 1-2 mo[9,11]. 
Patients who do not respond to this combination are considered for other immunosuppressive agents 
such as calcineurin inhibitors or inhibitors of mammalian target of rapamycin. In cases with severe liver 
failure, retransplantation may be required. It has been reported that retransplantation is required in 
33%-60% of patients with recurrent autoimmune hepatitis[6,12,13].

De novo autoimmune hepatitis: De novo autoimmune hepatitis is the development of autoimmune 
hepatitis in patients who underwent liver transplantation for reasons other than autoimmune hepatitis. 
In its latest update, the Banff Working Group for liver allograft pathology proposed replacing the term 
de novo autoimmune hepatitis with plasma cell-rich rejection[14]. De novo autoimmune hepatitis is more 
common in children than in adults (5%-10% vs 1%-3%)[6,11]. Clinical findings in de novo autoimmune 
hepatitis are similar to those observed in recurrent autoimmune hepatitis and autoimmune hepatitis. 
Serum aspartate aminotransferase, alanine aminotransferase, and IgG levels are high. One of the most 
striking features of de novo autoimmune hepatitis is detection of newly developed autoantibodies. 
Patients with de novo autoimmune hepatitis may have ANA, antimitochondrial antibody, anti-SMA 
antibodies and also anti-LKM-1, anti-LC, antibodies to gastric parietal cells, and atypical anti-
liver/kidney cytosolic antibody targeting the antigen glutathione-S-transferase T1 (GSTT1) may be 
positive. The main histological feature in de novo autoimmune hepatitis is interface hepatitis with 
lymphocytes and plasma cells. Other histopathological features are spotty necrosis, portal fibrosis, and 
bile duct injury[15].

Older donors, the mismatch of GSTT1 genotype of donor and recipient, the use of antilymphocyte 
antibodies, treatment with tacrolimus or MMF are associated with a higher risk of de novo autoimmune 
hepatitis[16]. Cyclosporine A and granulocyte colony-stimulating factor treatment is reported to be 
protective against de novo autoimmune hepatitis. The pathogenesis of de novo autoimmune hepatitis is 
still unknown. Although it has been suggested that antibodies against GSST1 antigen may play a role in 
the development, it may also develop in the absence of these antibodies. Therefore, the role of 
antibodies against GSST1 antigens in pathogenesis is not fully established. One of the possible 
mechanisms for the development of de novo autoimmune hepatitis is the release of autoantigens from 
the damaged tissue during reperfusion which exacerbates the autoimmune response after liver 
transplantation. Other possibilities are due to molecular similarities; in other words, exposure to 
microorganisms that share amino acid sequences with autoantigens causing crossreactive immunity. In 
fact, viral infections (which are common after transplantation) can cause autoimmunity by various 
mechanisms[17]. In addition, interferons used for hepatitis C have potent immunomodulatory effects 
and can trigger autoimmune disorders in immunosuppressive patients. Today, since interferon-free 
treatment regimens are used in the treatment of hepatitis C after liver transplantation, hepatitis C 
patients are now safer in terms of the risks of interferon after transplantation.

While the results of treatment of de novo autoimmune hepatitis are promising, poor outcomes such as 
cirrhosis and graft loss can be seen if these patients are not treated properly. Therefore, early diagnosis 
and treatment of this disease has paramount importance. Predniso(lo)ne with or without AZA continues 
to be the mainstay of treatment for de novo autoimmune hepatitis. If there is no response to these agents, 
then MMF can be given instead of AZA[11].

Long-term use of corticosteroids after liver transplantation
The risk of acute and chronic rejection in patients undergoing liver transplantation for autoimmune 
hepatitis is higher than in patients who are transplanted for other indications. Corticosteroids may 
prevent development of rejection or relapse on the long term however, usually they are tapered to 
reduce the risk of infections and adverse effects of steroids. Corticosteroids have many side effects, 
including infection, depression, osteoporosis, diabetes, hypertension and adrenal suppression, which 
significantly affect the quality of life in recipients following liver transplantation[18]. The issue of how 
long corticosteroids should be given to prevent rejection and relapse in patients with autoimmune 
hepatitis remains a controversial issue. There have been few studies on the long-term administration of 
corticosteroids after transplantation in autoimmune hepatitis patients. In a study involving 73 patients 
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Figure 1  Summary of the factors implicated in the development of recurrent autoimmune hepatitis after liver transplantation. HLA: Human 
leukocyte antigen.

with autoimmune hepatitis who underwent liver transplantation, it has been shown that long-term 
treatment with low-dose corticosteroid in combination with other immunosuppressive medication 
reduced recurrence rates of autoimmune hepatitis[19]. The recent American Association for the Study of 
Liver Diseases (AASLD) guidelines emphasize that the data supporting the long-term administration of 
corticosteroids to prevent post-transplant rejection, graft loss and recurrent autoimmune hepatitis are 
limited and the treatment is not justified. Therefore, AASLD suggested corticosteroids should be 
gradually tapered in following liver transplantation[6]. The latest European Association for the Study of 
the Liver guidelines regarding autoimmune hepatitis do not provide a clear recommendation on how 
long corticosteroids should be given after transplantation[20].

Another alternative approach is meticulous selection of patients that are at high risk of recurrence 
and who may benefit from intensified immunosuppression. This group of patients should receive long-
term steroids. Steroids should be tapered gradually with close follow-up, if the risk of recurrence is low 
and long-term steroid administration would cause additional problems in the patients such in patients 
with diabetes, hypertension, hyperlipidemia and osteoporosis[21].

Until a specific marker is developed or standardization of the diagnosis of recurrent or de novo 
autoimmune hepatitis is developed, steroids will always be an important part of treatment and duration 
of steroid use will always be a matter of debate.

CONCLUSION
De novo autoimmune hepatitis and recurrent autoimmune hepatitis are known causes of late graft 
dysfunction in pediatric and adult liver transplantation. In liver transplant recipients with graft 
dysfunction, recurrent or de novo autoimmune hepatitis should always be considered in differential 
diagnosis. Early diagnosis and intervention are vital in de novo and recurrent autoimmune hepatitis 
because they cause graft loss and subsequent re-transplantation if they are not treated properly.
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