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Abstract
Background Tofacitinib is an oral small molecule Janus kinase inhibitor for the treatment of ulcerative colitis.
Aim To report efficacy and infection rates in patients receiving tofacitinib induction treatment, by baseline corticosteroid 
status.
Methods We evaluated efficacy and safety data from OCTAVE Induction 1&2 in patients with moderately-to-severely 
active ulcerative colitis who received tofacitinib 10 mg twice daily or placebo for 8 weeks, based on induction baseline oral 
corticosteroid use (Corticosteroid-Yes/No) and dose (< 20/ ≥ 20 mg/day). Infections of interest included serious infections, 
herpes zoster (HZ), and adjudicated opportunistic infections (OIs).
Results At OCTAVE Induction 1&2 baseline, 478/1092 (43.8%) patients were receiving corticosteroids. Tofacitinib dem-
onstrated significant induction efficacy versus placebo for both Corticosteroid-Yes and Corticosteroid-No. With adjustment 
for prior tumor necrosis factor inhibitor and immunosuppressant failure, there were no statistically significant differences in 
remission and clinical response rates for Corticosteroid-Yes versus Corticosteroid-No. Among tofacitinib-treated patients, HZ 
and OIs occurred more frequently in Corticosteroid-Yes versus Corticosteroid-No, regardless of dose (< 20 mg vs. ≥ 20 mg). 
Infection incidence rates (regardless of severity/seriousness) during tofacitinib induction were generally similar regardless 
of baseline corticosteroid use. The proportion of tofacitinib-treated patients with HZ was 0.2% for Corticosteroid-No versus 
1.1% for Corticosteroid-Yes < 20 mg and 1.0% for Corticosteroid-Yes ≥ 20 mg. Two out of three patients had HZ OIs.
Conclusions Tofacitinib induction efficacy (clinical response and remission) was similar in baseline corticosteroid subgroups. 
Infections of interest were rare; HZ and OIs occurred more frequently among those receiving tofacitinib and corticosteroids 
versus those receiving tofacitinib without corticosteroids.
Trial Registration http:// www. clini caltr ials. gov (NCT01465763[21/10/2011]; NCT01458951[21/10/2011]).
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Introduction

Ulcerative colitis is an idiopathic inflammatory disorder that 
affects the mucosal surface of the colon and rectum, char-
acterized by a chronic and relapsing course [1]. Although 
corticosteroids are frequently used as induction therapy 
for patients with ulcerative colitis [2], they are not recom-
mended for maintenance treatment, due to their lack of 
efficacy as a maintenance agent [2] and their association 
with multiple adverse effects [3]. This has led professional 

societies to advocate for a reduction in corticosteroid use, or 
a corticosteroid-sparing approach to ulcerative colitis man-
agement [2, 4]. Patients with immune-mediated disorders 
receiving corticosteroids are at increased risk of serious or 
opportunistic infections [5, 6]. In a long-term safety study 
of infliximab in patients with Crohn’s disease, multivariate 
regression analyses indicated prednisone use to be a signifi-
cant predictor of serious infection and mortality [6].

Tofacitinib is an oral small molecule Janus kinase inhibi-
tor for the treatment of ulcerative colitis. Tofacitinib efficacy 
and safety was demonstrated in two Phase 3 induction stud-
ies (OCTAVE Induction 1 and 2), a Phase 3 maintenance 
study (OCTAVE Sustain) [7], and an open-label, long-
term extension study (OCTAVE Open) [8]. In OCTAVE 
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Induction 1 and 2, patients were allowed stably dosed con-
comitant corticosteroids up to a maximum dose of 25 mg/day  
oral prednisone or equivalent; in the maintenance study, 
OCTAVE Sustain, tapering of corticosteroids was man-
datory [7]. The risk of infectious events associated with 
ulcerative colitis pharmacotherapy is a crucial considera-
tion for patients and physicians. It is important to understand 
whether concomitant corticosteroid use may affect the risk 
of infections in patients treated with tofacitinib. Winthrop 
et al. have recently reported the incidence of infections from 
the tofacitinib ulcerative colitis clinical program [9]. Here, 
we evaluated induction efficacy and risk of infections of 
interest with tofacitinib 10 mg twice daily (b.d.) treatment, 
stratified by baseline corticosteroid use in OCTAVE Induc-
tion 1 and 2.

Methods

Patients and Study Design

Full details of OCTAVE Induction 1 and 2 have been 
reported previously [7]. In brief, patients (≥ 18 years of 
age and had previously failed, or were intolerant to, treat-
ment with corticosteroids, immunosuppressants, and/or 
tumor necrosis factor inhibitors [TNFi]) received tofacitinib 
10 mg b.d. or placebo for 8 weeks (Fig. 1). Stably dosed 
concomitant corticosteroids (maximum of 25 mg/day oral 
prednisone or equivalent) and 5-aminosalicylates were per-
mitted in OCTAVE Induction 1 and 2. Concomitant TNFi 
(8 weeks’ washout) and immunosuppressants (azathioprine 
and 6-mercaptopurine) (2 weeks’ washout) were prohibited.

All studies were conducted in compliance with the 
Declaration of Helsinki and the International Council for 
Harmonisation Good Clinical Practice Guidelines, and 
were approved by the Institutional Review Board and/
or Independent Ethics Committee at each of the investi-
gational centers, or a central Institutional Review Board. 
All patients provided written informed consent. OCTAVE 
Induction 1 and 2 are registered on http:// www. clini caltr ials. 
gov (NCT01465763 and NCT01458951).

Key Measures

Efficacy endpoints were derived from the Mayo score, based 
on the centrally read endoscopic subscore. Remission, endo-
scopic improvement (defined as mucosal healing in the 
OCTAVE Induction 1 and 2 protocols), and clinical response 
endpoints were assessed following 8 weeks of treatment in 
patients with and without concomitant baseline corticoster-
oid use. Remission was defined as a total Mayo score of ≤ 2 
with no individual subscore > 1, and a rectal bleeding sub-
score of 0. Endoscopic improvement was defined as a Mayo 
endoscopic subscore of 0 or 1. Clinical response was defined 
as a decrease from induction study baseline total Mayo score 
of ≥ 3 points and ≥ 30%, plus a decrease in rectal bleeding 
subscore of ≥ 1 point or an absolute rectal bleeding subscore 
of 0 or 1.

Adverse events, which were classified with the use of 
the Medical Dictionary for Regulatory Activities, were 
recorded throughout the induction trials. Details on the 
adverse event reporting for this analysis are provided in 
Online Resource 1. Serious adverse events were defined 
as any events that: resulted in death; were life-threatening; 
resulted in a persistent or significant disability or incapac-
ity; required patient hospitalization or prolongation of 
existing hospitalization; or resulted in a congenital anom-
aly or birth defect.

Infections of interest included herpes zoster, serious 
infections, and adjudicated opportunistic infections. Seri-
ous infections were defined, per protocol, as infections 
requiring parenteral antimicrobial therapy or hospitali-
zation, or meeting other serious adverse event reporting 
criteria. Opportunistic infections were based on a review 
by an independent adjudication committee (see Online 
Resource 1). Herpes zoster events that were confirmed as 
opportunistic infections were classified as multidermato-
mal (non-adjacent or > 2 adjacent dermatomes that were 
not considered disseminated) or disseminated. All other 
herpes zoster events were limited to cutaneous involve-
ment with ≤ 2 adjacent dermatomes. Infection events were 
counted up to 28 days beyond the last dose of tofacitinib 
or placebo.

Fig. 1  Study design of OCTAVE Induction 1 and 2. Final complete 
efficacy assessment at Week 8. Treatment continued up to Week 9. 
b.d.  twice  daily, N number of patients included in each treatment 
group

http://www.clinicaltrials.gov
http://www.clinicaltrials.gov
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Statistical Analysis

Efficacy and safety data were summarized by oral corticos-
teroid use at induction baseline (Yes/No) and oral corticos-
teroid dose, using < 20 mg/day or ≥ 20 mg/day to represent 
lower and higher doses of oral corticosteroids, respectively. 
These post hoc analyses are based on pooled data from 
OCTAVE Induction 1 and 2, with a focus on systemic corti-
costeroid exposure; therefore, patients receiving budesonide 
or beclomethasone were excluded. Efficacy endpoints are 
reported for the full analysis set (all patients who under-
went randomization) and patients with missing binary effi-
cacy data were treated as non-responders. Differences (95% 
confidence intervals [CIs]) from placebo were based on the 

normal approximation for the difference in binomial propor-
tions. For a comparison of differences between tofacitinib 
and placebo, the p values were based on the Cochran–Man-
tel–Haenszel χ2 test. A logistic regression model was used to 
compare the adjusted treatment effects (odds ratios) between 
corticosteroid dose subgroups, controlled for prior TNFi and 
immunosuppressant failure status. For between-subgroup 
comparisons of treatment effects, odds ratios and p values 
were obtained based on logistic regression models with prior 
TNFi failure, prior immunosuppressant failure, prior oral 
corticosteroid use, oral corticosteroid use at baseline, and 
treatment as covariates.

Table 1  Baseline demographics and disease characteristics stratified by baseline oral corticosteroid use

b.d. twice daily, Corticosteroid-No not receiving baseline oral corticosteroids, Corticosteroid-Yes receiving baseline oral corticosteroids, N num-
ber of patients included in the subgroup, n number of unique patients with a particular characteristic, N/A not applicable, SD standard deviation, 
TNFi tumor necrosis factor inhibitor
a Excludes patients who were receiving budesonide or beclomethasone
b Includes antineoplastic agents, azathioprine, cyclosporine, 6-mercaptopurine, methotrexate, methotrexate sodium, mycophenolate mofetil, tac-
rolimus, thioguanine
c Eight patients in the tofacitinib 10 mg b.d. group were newly started on oral corticosteroids at doses ≥ 20 mg/day

Corticosteroid-Yesa Corticosteroid-No

 < 20 mg/day  ≥ 20 mg/day

Placebo
N = 48

Tofacitinib 
10 mg b.d. 
N = 178

Placebo
N = 54

Tofacitinib 
10 mg b.d. 
N = 198

Placebo
N = 121

Tofacitinib 
10 mg b.d. 
N = 493

Age in years, mean (SD) 43.4 (16.6) 41.9 (15.7) 40.0 (13.8) 39.9 (13.6) 40.2 (13.7) 41.6 (13.3)
Female, n (%) 24 (50.0) 78 (43.8) 21 (38.9) 71 (35.9) 52 (43.0) 203 (41.2)
Smoking status, n (%)
 Never smoked 31 (64.6) 108 (60.7) 38 (70.4) 129 (65.2) 86 (71.1) 308 (62.5)
 Current smoker 2 (4.2) 6 (3.4) 2 (3.7) 13 (6.6) 4 (3.3) 27 (5.5)
 Ex-smoker 15 (31.3) 64 (36.0) 14 (25.9) 56 (28.3) 31 (25.6) 158 (32.0)

Total Mayo score at baseline, mean (SD) 9.3 (1.5) 8.9 (1.5) 8.6 (1.6) 9.2 (1.4) 9.1 (1.4) 8.9 (1.5)
Extent of disease, n (%)
 Proctosigmoiditis 5 (10.4) 28 (15.7) 8 (14.8) 24 (12.1) 21 (17.5) 78 (15.9)
 Left-sided colitis 21 (43.8) 57 (32.0) 21 (38.9) 77 (38.9) 31 (25.8) 161 (32.8)
 Pancolitis 22 (45.8) 93 (52.2) 25 (46.3) 97 (49.0) 68 (56.7) 251 (51.1)

Prior TNFi use, n (%) 31 (64.6) 113 (63.5) 29 (53.7) 96 (48.5) 61 (50.4) 249 (50.5)
Prior TNFi failure, n (%) 29 (60.4) 110 (61.8) 27 (50.0) 89 (44.9) 59 (48.8) 237 (48.1)
Prior immunosuppressant use, n (%) 38 (79.2) 141 (79.2) 36 (66.7) 151 (76.3) 80 (66.1) 364 (73.8)
Prior immunosuppressant failure, n (%)b 37 (77.1) 136 (76.4) 35 (64.8) 149 (75.3) 80 (66.1) 349 (70.8)
Prior corticosteroid use, n (%)c 47 (97.9) 174 (97.8) 54 (100) 190 (96.0) 105 (86.8) 413 (83.8)
Prior corticosteroid failure, n (%) 33 (68.8) 129 (72.5) 46 (85.2) 151 (76.3) 93 (76.9) 342 (69.4)
Baseline corticosteroid daily dose, n (%)
 < 15 mg/day 35 (72.9) 122 (68.5) 0 (0) 0 (0) N/A N/A
 ≥ 15 mg/day 13 (27.1) 56 (31.5) 54 (100) 198 (100) N/A N/A

5-aminosalicylates use at baseline, n (%) 38 (79.2) 118 (66.3) 39 (72.2) 143 (72.2) 82 (67.8) 363 (73.6)
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Results

Baseline Demographics and Clinical Characteristics

Of 1139 patients enrolled into OCTAVE Induction 1 and 2, 
983/1092 (90.0%) patients had prior corticosteroid use and 
478/1092 (43.8%; excluding 47 patients receiving budeso-
nide or beclomethasone) patients were receiving oral corti-
costeroids at baseline (Table 1). Among those receiving ster-
oids, 47.3% (226/478) received a dose of < 20 mg/day and 
52.7% (252/478) received a dose of ≥ 20 mg/day. Of those 
receiving baseline oral corticosteroids < 20 mg/day, 30.5% 
(69/226) were receiving a baseline daily dose of ≥ 15 mg/
day (Table 1).

OCTAVE Induction 1 and 2 baseline characteristics were 
generally similar between treatment groups when stratified 
by baseline oral corticosteroid use and dose, although a 
numerically greater proportion of patients receiving base-
line oral corticosteroids < 20 mg/day had prior TNFi and 
immunosuppressant use and failure versus those receiving 
baseline oral corticosteroids ≥ 20 mg/day and those without 
baseline corticosteroid use (Table 1).

Efficacy

Without adjustment for prior TNFi and immunosuppressant 
failure, a statistically significant treatment effect of tofaci-
tinib 10 mg b.d. versus placebo was observed for remission, 
endoscopic improvement, and clinical response at Week 8, 
for patients with and without baseline oral corticosteroid use 
(Fig. 2). For example, 17.0% and 18.1% of patients treated 
with tofacitinib, with and without baseline oral corticoster-
oid use, respectively, achieved remission vs. 7.1% and 5.0% 
of patients treated with placebo (p = 0.0089 and p = 0.0004, 
respectively). The observed treatment effects (differences 
vs. placebo) for remission and endoscopic improvement, 

without adjustment for prior TNFi and immunosuppres-
sant failure, were numerically greater for patients without 
baseline oral corticosteroid use versus patients with baseline 
oral corticosteroid use (remission: difference = 13.1 [95% 
CI 7.9–18.2] vs. 9.9 [95% CI 4.0–15.9], respectively; endo-
scopic improvement: 20.8 [95% CI 14.6–26.9] vs. 11.7 [95% 
CI 3.0–20.4], respectively; Fig. 2).

After adjustment for prior TNFi and immunosuppres-
sant failure, the estimated treatment effects for remission 
and endoscopic improvement, in terms of adjusted odds 
ratios (tofacitinib 10 mg b.d. vs. placebo), were numeri-
cally greater for patients without baseline oral corticos-
teroid use versus patients with baseline oral corticosteroid 
use < 20 mg/day and ≥ 20 mg/day (remission: adjusted odds 
ratio = 4.5 [95% CI 1.9–10.5] vs. 2.9 [95% CI 0.8–10.1] and 
3.2 [95% CI 1.1–9.6], respectively; endoscopic improve-
ment: 5.2 [95% CI 2.5–10.6] vs. 2.3 [95% CI 1.0–5.4] and 
1.5 [95% CI 0.8–3.1], respectively; Table 2). However, the 
differences in treatment effects between the subgroups were 
not statistically significant, except for endoscopic improve-
ment at Week 8. For endoscopic improvement, the estimated 
treatment effect, in terms of adjusted odds ratio (tofacitinib 
10 mg b.d. vs. placebo), was significantly greater in patients 
without baseline oral corticosteroid use versus patients with 
baseline oral corticosteroid use at ≥ 20 mg/day (unadjusted 
p = 0.0163). For clinical response, the adjusted odds ratios 
were similar for all three subgroups, and there were no 
statistically significant differences among the subgroups 
(Table 2).

For each of the three subgroups (< 20 mg/day, ≥ 20 mg/
day, no baseline oral corticosteroid use), the odds ratios 
(tofacitinib 10 mg b.d. vs. placebo) were significantly greater 
than 1.0 for all endpoints at a significance level of 0.05, 
with the exception of remission in the subgroup of patients 
receiving baseline oral corticosteroids < 20 mg/day and 
endoscopic improvement in the subgroup of patients receiv-
ing baseline oral corticosteroids ≥ 20 mg/day (Table 2).

Overall Safety

In OCTAVE Induction 1 and 2, serious adverse events 
occurred with similar frequency among treatment groups, 
regardless of baseline oral corticosteroid use and dose sub-
groups (Fig. 3).

Infections of Interest

In OCTAVE Induction 1 and 2, infections of interest were 
generally infrequent, with similar frequency among those 
with baseline oral corticosteroids, regardless of dose (Fig. 4). 
There were five serious infections in patients who received 
tofacitinib 10 mg b.d.; none of these patients were receiv-
ing baseline oral corticosteroids. The five serious infections 

Fig. 2  The proportion of patients (95% CI): A in remission; B with 
endoscopic improvement; and C with a clinical response at Week 8 
of OCTAVE Induction 1 and 2, by baseline oral corticosteroid sta-
tus (FAS, NRI). *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.0001 versus placebo, 
based on Cochran–Mantel–Haenszel χ2 test. Remission was defined 
as a total Mayo score of ≤ 2 with no individual subscore > 1, and a 
rectal bleeding subscore of 0. Endoscopic improvement (defined as 
mucosal healing in the OCTAVE Induction 1 and 2 protocols) was 
defined as a Mayo endoscopic subscore of 0 or 1. Clinical response 
was defined as a decrease from induction study baseline total Mayo 
score of ≥ 3 points and ≥ 30%, plus a decrease in rectal bleeding sub-
score of ≥ 1 point, or an absolute rectal bleeding subscore of 0 or 1. 
Differences (95% CIs) from placebo are based on the normal approx-
imation for the difference in binomial proportions. b.d. twice daily, 
Corticosteroid-No not receiving baseline oral corticosteroids, Corti-
costeroid-Yes  receiving baseline oral corticosteroids, CI confidence 
interval, FAS full analysis set, N number of patients in the subgroup, 
n number of patients with the specified response in the given sub-
group, NRI non-responder imputation

◂
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comprised one event each of anal abscess, Clostridium dif-
ficile infection, furuncle, otitis externa, and pneumonia, all 
of which resolved.

Three patients who received tofacitinib 10 mg b.d., two 
of whom were receiving baseline oral corticosteroids, had 
opportunistic infections (based on adjudication). Two out 
of the three patients had herpes zoster opportunistic infec-
tions. One patient, who was receiving baseline oral corti-
costeroids at a dose of 7.5 mg/day, had a cytomegalovirus 
infection (mild in severity; onset day 56), and this event was 
ongoing at the end of the final study visit; tofacitinib treat-
ment was not interrupted. This patient had a history of prior 
cytomegalovirus infection (based on evidence of cytomeg-
alovirus in colonic biopsies). Two patients had herpes zoster 

opportunistic infections, both of which were considered to 
be moderate in severity. One patient who was not receiving 
oral corticosteroids had herpes zoster affecting non-adjacent 
or > 2 adjacent dermatomes, which was not considered dis-
seminated; tofacitinib treatment was stopped temporarily 
and the herpes zoster event resolved. One patient who was 
receiving baseline oral corticosteroids at a dose of 20 mg/day  
had disseminated herpes zoster (> 6 dermatomes); tofaci-
tinib treatment continued and herpes zoster was still present 
at the final study visit.

Five tofacitinib-treated patients had herpes zoster, com-
pared with one placebo-treated patient. Four out of the five 
tofacitinib-treated patients were receiving baseline oral cor-
ticosteroids. Two patients who were receiving baseline oral 

Table 2  Summary of efficacy at Week 8 of OCTAVE Induction 1 and 2 by baseline oral corticosteroid use and dose (FAS, NRI)

Remission was defined as a total Mayo score of ≤ 2 with no individual subscore > 1, and a rectal bleeding subscore of 0. Endoscopic improve-
ment (defined as mucosal healing in the OCTAVE Induction 1 and 2 protocols) was defined as a Mayo endoscopic subscore of 0 or 1. Clinical 
response was defined as a decrease from induction study baseline total Mayo score of ≥ 3 points and ≥ 30%, plus a decrease in rectal bleeding 
subscore of ≥ 1 point or an absolute rectal bleeding subscore of 0 or 1. Differences (95% CIs) from placebo are based on the normal approxima-
tion for the difference in binomial proportions. Bold values are statistically significant (p < 0.05)
b.d. twice daily, Corticosteroid-No not receiving baseline oral corticosteroids, Corticosteroid-Yes receiving baseline oral corticosteroids, CI con-
fidence interval, FAS full analysis set, N number of patients in the subgroup, n number of patients with the efficacy response in the given sub-
group, NRI non-responder imputation, TNFi tumor necrosis factor inhibitor
a Excludes patients who were receiving budesonide or beclomethasone
b Between-subgroup comparisons of the adjusted odds ratios (tofacitinib vs. placebo). Odds ratios and p values were obtained based on the logis-
tic regression model: endpoint response status = prior TNFi failure + prior immunosuppressant failure + treatment + oral corticosteroid use at 
baseline + treatment × oral corticosteroid use at baseline

Placeboa Tofacitinib 
10 mg b.d.a

Difference from 
placebo  
(95% CI)

Adjusted 
odds ratio 
(95% CI)b

Odds ratio 
p value 
(tofacitinib vs. 
placebo)b

p value (tofaci-
tinib vs. pla-
cebo) between 
subgroups: 
Corticosteroid-
Yes vs. Corticos-
teroid-No

p value (tofaci-
tinib vs. placebo) 
between sub-
groups: ≥ 20 mg 
vs. < 20 mg

Remission, n/N (%)
 Corticosteroid-

Yes < 20 mg/day
3/48 (6.3) 28/178 (15.7) 9.5 (0.8–18.2) 2.9 (0.8–10.1) 0.0954 0.5754 0.8951

 Corticosteroid-
Yes ≥ 20 mg/day

4/54 (7.4) 40/198 (20.2) 12.8 (3.8–21.7) 3.2 (1.1–9.6) 0.0344 0.6487

 Corticosteroid-No 6/121 (5.0) 89/493 (18.1) 13.1 (7.9–18.2) 4.5 (1.9–10.5) 0.0007
Endoscopic improvement, n/N (%)
 Corticosteroid-

Yes < 20 mg/day
8/48 (16.7) 55/178 (30.9) 14.2 (1.7–26.8) 2.3 (1.0–5.4) 0.0482 0.1547 0.4498

 Corticosteroid-
Yes ≥ 20 mg/day

14/54 (25.9)69/198 (34.8) 8.9 (–4.5–22.4) 1.5 (0.8–3.1) 0.2258 0.0163

 Corticosteroid-No 9/121 (7.4) 139/493 (28.2) 20.8 (14.6–26.9) 5.2 (2.5–10.6)  < 0.0001
Clinical response, n/N (%)
 Corticosteroid-

Yes < 20 mg/day
18/48 (37.5)110/178 (61.8) 24.3 (8.9–39.7) 2.8 (1.4–5.4) 0.0027 0.6300 0.5583

 Corticosteroid-
Yes ≥ 20 mg/day

18/54 (33.3)127/198 (64.1) 30.8 (16.6–45.0) 3.7 (1.9–7.0)  < 0.0001 0.8420

 Corticosteroid-No 32/121 
(26.4)

266/493 (54.0) 27.5 (18.5–36.5) 3.4 (2.2–5.3)  < 0.0001
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corticosteroids < 20 mg/day had herpes zoster; one patient 
who was receiving baseline oral corticosteroids at a dose of 
15 mg/day had herpes zoster that was confined to the skin 
and classed as mild, and one patient who was receiving base-
line oral corticosteroids at a dose of 10 mg/day had dissemi-
nated herpes zoster (adjudicated as an opportunistic infec-
tion) that was moderate in severity. Both patients continued 
with tofacitinib treatment, and herpes zoster was still present 
at the final study visit. Two patients who were receiving oral 
corticosteroids ≥ 20 mg/day (doses of 20 and 25 mg/day) 
had herpes zoster (confined to the skin) that was moderate 
in severity and was still present at the final study visit. One 
patient (without baseline oral corticosteroid use) had herpes 
zoster affecting non-adjacent or > 2 adjacent dermatomes, 
which was not considered disseminated (adjudicated as an 
opportunistic infection); tofacitinib treatment was stopped 
temporarily and herpes zoster was still present at the final 
study visit. The placebo-treated patient (without baseline 
oral corticosteroid use) had herpes zoster that was mild in 
severity and resolved. None of the herpes zoster events were 
classed as serious adverse events.

Discussion

Tofacitinib demonstrated significant induction efficacy ver-
sus placebo for patients with and without baseline oral cor-
ticosteroid use. The treatment effects of tofacitinib versus 
placebo, without adjustment for prior TNFi and immuno-
suppressant failure, were numerically greater for patients 
without baseline oral corticosteroid use versus patients with 
baseline oral corticosteroid use. However, with adjustment 
for prior TNFi and immunosuppressant failure, there were 
no statistically significant differences in the remission and 
clinical response rate between patients with and without 
baseline oral corticosteroid use. For endoscopic improve-
ment, with adjustment for prior TNFi and immunosuppres-
sant failure, the estimated treatment effect (tofacitinib vs. 
placebo), in terms of odds ratio, was significantly greater 

in patients without baseline oral corticosteroid use versus 
patients with baseline oral corticosteroid use (≥ 20 mg/
day). There were no statistically significant differences in 
the efficacy (remission, endoscopic improvement, and clini-
cal response) of tofacitinib in patients receiving baseline oral 
corticosteroids < 20 mg/day versus ≥ 20 mg/day.

A similar observation was noted in patients with ulcera-
tive colitis receiving vedolizumab; the difference from pla-
cebo was numerically higher in patients receiving vedoli-
zumab monotherapy versus vedolizumab and corticosteroids 
combination therapy [10]. A meta-analysis of data from 
randomized trials of TNFi in patients with Crohn’s disease 
concluded that patients who were receiving concomitant 
corticosteroids during TNFi induction therapy did not have 
higher rates of clinical improvement compared with patients 
not receiving concomitant corticosteroids during induction 
therapy [11]. Here, the treatment effect differences, without 
adjustment for prior TNFi and immunosuppressant failure, 
may be due to those patients receiving baseline oral corti-
costeroids, in which there was a higher proportion of prior 
TNFi and immunosuppressant failure, suggesting a more 
refractory group. However, data from the placebo group 
shows a numerically higher proportion of patients achiev-
ing endpoints with versus without concomitant baseline oral 
corticosteroids. It is possible that patients stopped their cur-
rent treatment to enroll into these trials, oral corticosteroids 
were prescribed for symptom control, and this in turn led to 
a higher placebo response.

The use of corticosteroids in combination with other 
immunosuppressants and biologic agents has been shown 
to be associated with the development of opportunistic infec-
tions in patients with inflammatory bowel disease [12]. In a 
long-term safety study of infliximab in patients with inflam-
matory bowel disease, concomitant treatment with corticos-
teroids was the only independent risk factor for infections 
[13]. In an analysis of claims data from patients with Crohn’s 
disease, treatment with corticosteroids was associated with 
an increased risk of infection [14]. In rheumatoid arthritis, 
corticosteroids have been shown to be dose-dependently 

Fig. 3  Serious adverse events 
in OCTAVE Induction 1 and 2, 
by baseline oral corticosteroid 
use and dose. b.d. twice daily, 
Corticosteroid-No not receiving 
baseline oral corticosteroids, 
Corticosteroid-Yes receiving 
baseline oral corticosteroids, 
CI confidence interval, IR 
incidence rate (unique patients 
with events per 100 PY of 
exposure), N number of patients 
in the subgroup, n number of 
patients with events in the given 
subgroup, PY patient-years
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Fig. 4  Incidence rates of: A serious infections; B opportunistic infec-
tions; and C herpes zoster events in OCTAVE Induction 1 and 2, by 
baseline oral corticosteroid use and dose. aExcludes tuberculosis and 
herpes zoster with two adjacent dermatomes. bHerpes zoster (non-
adjacent or > 2 adjacent dermatomes). cCytomegalovirus infection. 
dHerpes zoster (disseminated). b.d. twice daily, Corticosteroid-No 

not receiving baseline oral corticosteroids, Corticosteroid-Yes receiv-
ing baseline oral corticosteroids, CI confidence interval, IR incidence 
rate (unique patients with events per 100 PY of exposure), N number 
of patients in the subgroup, n number of patients with events in the 
given subgroup, PY patient-years
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linked to increased risk for both serious and non-serious 
infections [15–17].

Proportions of serious adverse events and infections 
of interest in OCTAVE Induction 1 and 2 were generally 
infrequent and similar between baseline oral corticosteroid 
doses (< 20 mg/day or ≥ 20 mg/day). Ulcerative colitis is 
a known risk factor for herpes zoster, and the use of cor-
ticosteroids, immunosuppressants, and TNFi significantly 
increased the risk of herpes zoster in patients with inflam-
matory bowel disease [18–22]. Furthermore, the reactivation 
of varicella zoster virus in patients with ulcerative colitis 
treated with tofacitinib has previously been reported [23]. 
Herpes zoster occurred in a higher proportion of patients 
receiving tofacitinib with baseline oral corticosteroid use 
compared with patients receiving tofacitinib without base-
line oral corticosteroid use. Four out of the five patients 
who had herpes zoster while receiving tofacitinib were also 
receiving concomitant oral corticosteroids (three of which 
were confined to the skin). Three patients continued with 
tofacitinib therapy and one temporarily stopped tofacitinib 
treatment. Herpes zoster is theoretically preventable with 
vaccination, and guidance on the management and preven-
tion in tofacitinib-treated patients with ulcerative colitis is 
available [19]. A non-herpes zoster opportunistic infection 
occurred in a patient receiving tofacitinib 10 mg b.d. and 
baseline oral corticosteroids. Further evaluation regarding 
the concomitant use of oral corticosteroids is needed; how-
ever, it is prudent to follow a corticosteroid-sparing approach 
to ulcerative colitis management, by reducing usage and 
tapering as per society recommendations [2, 4]. In addition, 
systemic corticosteroid use among patients with inflamma-
tory bowel disease has been found to be a risk factor for 
adverse COVID-19 outcomes [24]. Therefore, maintaining 
remission with steroid-sparing treatments is important in 
managing patients with inflammatory bowel disease in the 
ongoing COVID-19 pandemic [24].

These were post hoc analyses and are limited by the rela-
tively small number of events and short duration of follow-
up (8 weeks). Serious infections are relatively rare, and large 
cohorts of treated patients are required to determine the inci-
dence. The protocol for the maintenance study, OCTAVE 
Sustain, included mandatory tapering of corticosteroids, 
making the interpretation of efficacy and safety data by cor-
ticosteroid use challenging. OCTAVE Induction 1 and 2, 
and OCTAVE Sustain, were not designed to examine the 
incremental benefit of concomitant corticosteroid use.

In conclusion, the data reported here demonstrate effi-
cacy of induction therapy with tofacitinib regardless of 
baseline oral corticosteroid use. In the short-term, during 
induction therapy with tofacitinib, infections of interest 
were rare, with herpes zoster and opportunistic infections 
occurring more frequently among those receiving tofaci-
tinib and corticosteroids versus those receiving tofacitinib 

without corticosteroids, as expected [5, 6]. These findings 
confirm that tofacitinib can be used as monotherapy in 
patients with ulcerative colitis, but, importantly, physi-
cians should follow local guidelines for steroid tapering.
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