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Background & Aims: The albumin-bilirubin (ALBI) score is calculated using serum levels of total bilirubin and albumin as a
simple method to assess liver function. This study investigated the ability of baseline ALBI score/grade measurements to
assess histological stage and disease progression in individuals with primary biliary cholangitis (PBC) in a large Japanese
nationwide cohort.

Methods: A total of 8,768 Japanese patients with PBC were enrolled between 1980 and 2016 from 469 institutions, among
whom 83% received ursodeoxycholic acid (UDCA) only, 9% received UDCA and bezafibrate, and 8% were given neither drug.
Baseline clinical and laboratory parameters were retrospectively retrieved and reviewed from a central database. Associations
of ALBI score/grade with histological stage, mortality, and need for liver transplantation (LT) were evaluated using Cox
proportional hazards models.

Results: During the median follow-up period of 5.3 years, 1,227 patients died (including 789 from liver-related causes) and
113 underwent LT. ALBI score and ALBI grade were significantly associated with Scheuer’s classification (both p <0.0001). ALBI
grade 2 or 3 had significant associations with all-cause mortality or need for LT as well as liver-related mortality or need for LT
according to Cox proportional hazards regression analysis (hazard ratio 3.453, 95% CI 2.942-4.052 and hazard ratio 4.242, 95%
CI 3.421-5.260, respectively; both p <0.0001). Cumulative LT-free survival rates at 5 years in the ALBI grade 1, 2, and 3 groups
were 97.2%, 82.4%, and 38.8%, respectively, while respective non-liver-related survival rates were 98.1%, 86.0%, and 42.0% (both
p <0.0001, log-rank test).

Conclusions: This large nationwide study of patients with PBC suggested that baseline measurements of ALBI grade were a
simple non-invasive predictor of prognosis in PBC.

Impact and implications: Primary biliary cholangitis (PBC) is an autoimmune liver disease characterized by progressive
destruction of intrahepatic bile ducts. This study examined the ability of albumin-bilirubin (ALBI) score/grade to estimate
histological findings and disease progression in PBC by means of a large-scale nationwide cohort in Japan. ALBI score/grade
were significantly associated with Scheuer’s classification stage. Baseline ALBI grade measurements may be a simple non-
invasive predictor of prognosis in PBC.

© 2022 The Author(s). Published by Elsevier B.V. on behalf of European Association for the Study of the Liver (EASL). This is an
open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).

Introduction variants™® have been associated with PBC along with environ-

Primary biliary cholangitis (PBC) is an autoimmune liver disease
characterized by the presence of highly specific anti-
mitochondrial autoantibody (AMA) in the serum and the pro-
gressive destruction of intrahepatic bile ducts.! Although the
cause of PBC remains poorly understood, genetic factors
including human leukocyte antigen (HLA)?>~* and non-HLA allelic
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mental factors."”

Ursodeoxycholic acid (UDCA) is a first-line treatment for PBC.
The drug ameliorates liver biochemistry, delays histological
progression to cirrhosis, and improves liver transplantation (LT)-
free survival.®"!° As one-third of patients treated with UDCA
monotherapy show an incomplete treatment response, a com-
bination of UDCA and bezafibrate (BZF) has been used to improve
biochemical responses and long-term prognosis in patients with
early-stage PBC.""~'® In Europe and the US, obeticholic acid (OCA)
is a second-line therapy for patients with an inadequate
response or intolerance to UDCA. Although the therapeutic ef-
fects of OCA have been described in several reports,'"'° the drug
has not yet been approved by the national medical insurance
program of Japan.
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A subgroup of patients with PBC are at a high risk of pro-
gressing to cirrhosis and, ultimately, liver failure.! Simple and
reliable non-invasive methods, such as Mac-2 binding protein
glycosylation isomer!” and vibration-controlled transient elas-
tography,'® have therefore been developed to monitor disease
progression.

Recently, a novel method was developed in support of the
conventional Child-Pugh grade to assess liver function, called
the albumin-bilirubin (ALBI) score/grade, which is calculated
using only serum albumin and bilirubin values.'® Although
several lines of evidence have demonstrated the usefulness of
ALBI score/grade to predict prognosis in patients with PBC,2%-22
the sample sizes and number of institutions were limited. In
Japan, nationwide surveys on PBC have been conducted every 3
years since 1980. The survey database includes information on
the background, biochemical laboratory values, histological
findings at the time of diagnosis, and prognosis of approximately
8,700 patients registered to date.

The aim of the present study was to validate the ability of
ALBI score/grade to estimate histological findings and disease
progression in PBC using this large-scale nationwide cohort.

Patients and methods

Patients

Nationwide surveys of patients with PBC have been performed
16 times at intervals of approximately 3 years by the Intractable
Hepato-Biliary Diseases Study Group for Research on Measures
for Intractable Disease, which is supported by Health Labor Sci-
ence Research Grants in Japan. A total of 8,768 patients were
registered between 1980 and 2016 among 469 institutions. This
study was conducted following the principles of the 1975
Declaration of Helsinki. The protocol was reviewed and approved
by the Institutional Review Board of Shinshu University School of
Medicine (approval number: 4906) and the local institutional
review board at each participating institution.

The diagnosis of PBC was based on criteria established by the
Intractable Hepato-Biliary Diseases Study Group of Japan.?® Pa-
tients who met at least two of the following criteria were diag-
nosed as having PBC: 1) biochemical evidence of chronic
cholestasis; 2) positive serum AMA; and 3) histological features

Table 1. Characteristics of 8,768 patients with PBC.

Characteristic Median (95% CI) or n (%)

Age at diagnosis (years) 57 (49-65)
Female 7,552 (86%)
Follow-up period (years) 5.3 (0.2-20.1)

Clinical stage
(asymptomatic/symptomatic)

6,246 (71%)/2,522 (29%)

Treatment 7,238 (83%)[770 (9%)/40
(UDCA/UDCA + BZF/BZF/none) (0%)/720 (8%)
ALP ( x ULN) 1.43 (0.55-4.79)
Total bilirubin (mg/dl) 0.7 (0.4-3.6)
Albumin (g/dl) 41 (3.0-4.7)

ALBI score
ALBI grade (1/2/3)
Scheuer’s stage (I/II/II[/IV/NA)

-2.74 (-3.36 to -1.52)

5,543 (63%)/2,888 (33%)/337 (4%)

3,089 (35%)/2,019 (23%)/866

(10%)/282 (3%)[2,512 (29%)

All-cause death/liver-related 1,227 (14%)[789 (9%)/113 (1%)
death/liver transplantation

ALBI, albumin-bilirubin; ALP, alkaline phosphatase; BZF, bezafibrate; PBC, primary
biliary cholangitis; NA, not assessed; UDCA, ursodeoxycholic acid; ULN, upper limit of
normal.
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compatible with PBC. In this registry, center type, date of birth
and sex, date of diagnosis, presence of pruritus and biochemical
test findings (alkaline phosphatase [ALP], total bilirubin, and
albumin) at the time of diagnosis, histological stage (Scheuer’s
classification), and treatment protocol (UDCA and/or BZF) were
recorded as baseline data. Pruritus status in this study was
recorded as with/without, not using such semi-quantitative
methods as visual analog scales or PBC-40.2* Final follow-up
date and outcome at that time (LT, liver-related death, and all-
cause death) were noted as well. Longitudinal data on
biochemical liver tests, treatment response, and histological
stage were unavailable.”” Patients were divided into two groups
based on age, <65 and 265 years old. Total bilirubin and albumin
were categorized as normal or abnormal, ALP as low (£1.67x
upper limit of normal [ULN]) or high (>1.67x ULN), and histo-
logical stage as early (1-2) or late (3-4). PBC symptoms were
defined as pruritus, overt jaundice, rupture of esophagogastric
varices, ascites, and hepatic encephalopathy.”®

ALBI calculations

ALBI score was calculated based on a previous study,'® as follows:
(logyo bilirubin x 171 x 0.66) + (albumin x 10 x -0.085), with
bilirubin in mg/dl and albumin in g/dl. ALBI grade cut-off points
were as follows: <-2.60 (grade 1), >-2.60 to <-1.39 (grade 2), and
>-1.39 (grade 3).

Statistical analysis

Categorical variables were compared by the chi-squared test.
Continuous baseline data were expressed as the median and 95%
ClI and statistically evaluated using the Mann-Whitney U test.
Receiver-operating characteristic (ROC) curves were used to
evaluate the prediction accuracy for histological stage. Optimal
cut-off values were determined by Youden’s index. Survival
without LT and survival without liver-related death or LT were
analyzed using a multivariate Cox proportional hazards model.
All variables included in the model were obtained at baseline.
Multivariate analysis included all significant (p <0.05) variables
in the preceding univariate analysis. The Kaplan-Meier method
and log-rank testing were used to estimate disease progression.
A p value of <0.05 was considered statistically significant after
Bonferroni correction for multiple testing. Statistical analyses
were performed using StatFlex ver. 7.0.11 (Artech Co., Ltd., Osaka,
Japan).

Results

Clinical characteristics of patients

The clinical profile of the cohort is shown in Table 1. Median age
at the time of diagnosis was 57 years, with a female predomi-
nance (86%). Median follow-up period was 5.3 years (95% CI
0.2-20.1). Of the entire cohort, 29% of patients were symptom-
atic. We found that 83% of patients received UDCA only, 9%
received UDCA+BZF, and 8% received no treatment. Median ALBI
score was -2.74 and the percentages of ALBI grades 1, 2, and 3
were 63%, 33%, and 4%, respectively. Scheuer’s stage was I for
35%, 11 for 23%, 11l for 10%, and 1V for 3% of patients. During the
observation period, all-cause death, liver-related death, and LT
were recorded in 14%, 9%, and 1% of patients, respectively.
Notably, 87% of patients were enrolled by tertiary facilities,
suggesting a higher presence of individuals with advanced dis-
ease than in general clinics and correspondingly higher mortality
rates.
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Fig. 1. Distribution of ALBI score by Scheuer’s classification in patients with
PBC. Boxes represent the interquartile range of the data. The lines across the
boxes indicate the median value. p values were calculated by the Mann-
Whitney U test with Bonferroni correction. ALBI, albumin-bilirubin; PBC, pri-
mary biliary cholangitis.

Diagnostic ability of ALBI score/grade for histological stage
Fig. 1 presents box plots of ALBI score values according to
Scheuer’s classification stage. Median ALBI score increased with
Scheuer’s stage: -2.85 (stage I), —2.70 (stage II), —2.50 (stage III),
and -2.03 (stage IV). We detected a significant correlation be-
tween ALBI score and disease progression defined by Scheuer’s
classification (corrected p [pc] <0.0001). Moreover, significant
differences were noted for ALBI score among Scheuer’s classifi-
cations (p <0.0001). When disease was stratified as early stage
(Scheuer’s stage I and II) or late stage (Scheuer’s stage IIl and IV),
the median ALBI score in the late-stage group was significantly
higher than that in the early-stage group (-2.39 vs. -2.81, p
<0.0001) (Fig. S1).

The proportions of patients with different Scheuer’s classifi-
cation were then stratified by ALBI grade (Fig. 2). Patients with
ALBI grade 1 accounted for 76% of patients in stage I, 62% in stage
II, 40% in stage III, and 22% in stage IV. The proportion of patients
with ALBI grade 1 fell significantly with increasing Scheuer’s
stage (p <0.0001). For patients with early-stage or late-stage
disease, the proportions with ALBI grade 1 were 70% and 36%,
with ALBI grade 2 were 28% and 55%, and with ALBI grade 3 were
1% and 10%, respectively (p <0.0001) (Fig. S2).

Since ALBI score is a useful marker to assess histological stage,
ROC curve analysis was performed to determine the diagnostic
accuracy of ALBI score for each stage of Scheuer’s classification.
The calculated area under the ROC curve (AUC), optimal cut-off
value, sensitivity, specificity, positive predictive value, and
negative predictive value for each stage are listed in Table S1. The
AUCs for predicting stage 2III (late stage) and IV (cirrhosis) were
0.726 and 0.808, respectively, for which the respective optimal
cut-off values were -2.59, and -2.35.

Prediction and risk factors associated with all-cause death,
liver-related death, and need for LT

As shown in Table S2, 1,340 patients experienced all-cause
death or need for LT and 902 patients experienced liver-
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Fig. 2. Proportion of patients with PBC by Scheuer’s classification stratified
by ALBI grade. The proportion of patients with ALBI grade 1 was 76% for
Scheuer’s stage I, 62% for stage II, 40% for stage III, and 22% for stage IV. The
proportion of patients with ALBI grade 1 fell with increasing stage (p <0.0001).
p values were calculated by the chi-squared test. ALBI, albumin-bilirubin; PBC,
primary biliary cholangitis.

related mortality or need for LT during follow-up. Patients
with liver-related mortality or need for LT were significantly
younger than those who survived transplant free (p <0.0001).
The frequencies of asymptomatic and ALBI grade 1 were
significantly lower for the all-cause mortality or need for LT and
the liver-related mortality or need for LT groups, respectively
(all p <0.0001). The levels of ALP and total bilirubin were
significantly higher in the non-survivor groups (all p <0.0001).
ALBI score was significantly worse in the non-survivor groups
compared to the LT-free survivor group (both p <0.0001).
Among patients who died of any cause, the frequency of fe-
males was significantly lower (p = 0.002), but this was not
observed for liver-related mortality.

According to Cox proportional hazards regression analysis,
all-cause mortality or need for LT and liver-related mortality
or need for LT were significantly associated with age 265
years (hazard ratio [HR] 2.074; 95% CI 1.777-2.421; p <0.0001
and HR 1.268; 95% CI 1.026-1.566; p = 0.028, respectively),
being symptomatic (HR 2.721; 95% CI 2.347-3.154; p <0.0001
and HR 3.735; 95% CI 3.084-4.524; p <0.0001, respectively),
ALP 21.67x ULN (HR 1.577; 95% CI 1.357-1.834; p <0.0001 and
HR 1.927; 95% CI 1.577-2.355; p <0.0001, respectively), and
ALBI grade >2 (HR 3.453; 95% CI 2.942-4.052; p <0.0001 and
HR 4.242; 95% Cl 3.421-5.260; p <0.0001, respectively)
(Tables 2 and 3). Female sex was a protective factor against
all-cause mortality or need for LT (HR 1.460; 95% CI
1.211-1.761; p <0.0001), but not against liver-related mortal-
ity or need for LT.

Cumulative incidences of survival without LT and survival free
of liver-related death or LT

The cumulative survival rates without LT and free of liver-related
death or LT at 5 years in the ALBI grade 1, 2, and 3 groups were
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Table 2. Factors associated with all-cause mortality or LT in PBC.
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Univariate Multivariate

Factor HR 95% CI p value HR 95% CI p value
Age 265 years 1.780 1.577-2.013 <0.0001 2.074 1.777-2.421 <0.0001
Male 1.524 1.319-1.761 <0.0001 1.460 1.211-1.761 <0.0001
Symptomatic 4.937 4.413-5.524 <0.0001 2.721 2.347-3.154 <0.0001
ALP 21.67 XULN 2.281 1.976-2.634 <0.0001 1.577 1.357-1.834 <0.0001
Total bilirubin >1.0 mg/dl 4358 3.907-4.862 <0.0001

Albumin <3.9 g/dl 3.619 3.247-4.034 <0.0001

ALBI score >-2.518 5.127 4.587-5.731 <0.0001

ALBI grade >2 4.633 4131-5.195 <0.0001 3.453 2.942-4.052 <0.0001

The Cox proportional hazard model included age, sex, symptomatic status, ALP, and ALBI grade for calculations considering the multicollinearity of albumin, total bilirubin, and

ALBI grade, whose condition number was 1.443.

ALBI, albumin-bilirubin; ALP, alkaline phosphatase; HR, hazard ratio; LT, liver transplantation; PBC, primary biliary cholangitis; ULN, upper limit of normal.

Table 3. Factors associated with liver-related mortality or LT in PBC.

Univariate Multivariate
Factor HR 95% CI p value HR 95% CI p value
Age 265 years 1.181 1.003-1.390 0.046 1.268 1.026-1.566 0.028
Male 1.268 1.050-1.532 <0.0001
Symptomatic 7.485 6.470-8.660 <0.0001 3.735 3.084-4.524 <0.0001
ALP >1.67 XULN 3.107 2.570-3.757 <0.0001 1.927 1.577-2.355 <0.0001
Total bilirubin 21.0 mg/dl 6.702 5.820-7.719 <0.0001
Albumin <3.9 g/dl 4192 3.668-4.790 <0.0001
ALBI score >-2.518 7.040 6.107-8.115 <0.0001
ALBI grade >2 5.928 5.123-6.860 <0.0001 4.242 3.421-5.260 <0.0001

The Cox proportional hazard model included age, sex, symptomatic status, ALP, and ALBI grade for calculations considering the multicollinearity of albumin, total bilirubin, and

ALBI grade, whose condition number was 1.440.

ALBI, albumin-bilirubin; ALP, alkaline phosphatase; HR, hazard ratio; LT, liver transplantation; PBC, primary biliary cholangitis; ULN, upper limit of normal.

97.2%, 82.4%, and 38.8%, and 98.1%, 86.0%, and 42.0%, respectively
(Fig. 3). Kaplan-Meier testing by ALBI grade yielded three distinct
curves (pc <0.0001, log-rank test). Moreover, significant differ-
ences were found in group comparisons (ALBI grade 1 vs. grade

A All-cause mortality or LT
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pc <0.0001*
(*Log-rank test)
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>
2]
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Time (years)
N° at risk
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B

2, ALBI grade 1 vs. grade 3, and ALBI grade 2 vs. grade 3, all pc
<0.0001, log-rank test).

Recent studies have shown that both UDCA monotherapy and
UDCA+BZF combination therapy improve PBC prognosis. There-

Liver-related mortality or LT
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(*Log-rank test)
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©
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Fig. 3. Cumulative LT-free survival rates of patients with PBC according to ALBI grade. Cumulative incidences of (A) all-cause mortality or LT and (B) liver-
related mortality or LT (corrected p <0.0001 and corrected p <0.0001, respectively, log-rank test). ALBI, albumin-bilirubin; LT, liver transplantation; PBC, primary

biliary cholangitis.

JHEP Reports 2023 vol. 5 | 100662



A All-cause mortality or LT
UDCA (+), BZF (-)

1.04

ALBI grade 3
ALBI grade 1

Survival rate
o
3
)

ALBI 1 vs. 2: p <0.0001*
ALBI 1 vs. 3: p <0.0001*
ALBI2vs. 3 b~ 0.0695" ALBI grade 2
(*Log-rank test)
0 10 20 30
Time (years)
N° at risk
1 1,720 562 164 11
2 719 184 39
3 46 6
C All-cause mortality or LT
UDCA (+), BZF (+)
1.0
ALBI grade 1
ALBI grade 2
ALBI grade 3
2
o
_g 0.5
I
=1
w
ALBI 1 vs. 2: p=0.0048*
ALBI 1 vs. 3: p = 0.0018*
ALBI 2 vs. 3: p = 0.5432"
(*Log-rank test)
0 10 20 30 40
Time (years)
N° at risk
1 551 235 58 5
2 205 66 2
3] 14 4

JHEP|Reports

B Liver-related mortality or LT

UDCA (+), BZF (-)

ALBI grade 3 ALBI grade 1
2
o
g 0.5 ALBI grade 2
<
>
(%]
ALBI 1 vs. 2: p = 0.0002*
ALBI 1 vs. 3: p <0.0001*
ALBI 2 vs. 3: p = 0.1009"
(*Log-rank test)
0 10 20 30
Time (years)
N° at risk
1 1,700 547 160 11
2 696 177 38
3 44 6
D Liver-related mortality or LT
UDCA (+), BZF (+)
1.04
ALBI grade 2
ALBI grade 3
Q
o
_g 0.5
2
=1
n
ALBI 1 vs. 2: p = 0.1322"
ALBI 1 vs. 3: p <0.0001*
ALBI 2 vs. 3: p = 0.0728"
(*Log-rank test)
0 10 20 30 40
Time (years)
N° at risk
1 549 234 57 5
2 201 64 20 2
3 14 3

Fig. 4. Cumulative LT-free survival rates of patients with PBC according to ALBI grade and treatment. Cumulative incidences of (A) all-cause mortality or LT
and (B) liver-related mortality or LT in patients treated with UDCA only. Cumulative incidences of (C) all-cause mortality or LT and (D) liver-related mortality or LT
in patients treated with UDCA and BZF. p values were calculated by the log-rank test. ALBI, albumin-bilirubin; BZF, bezafibrate; LT, liver transplantation; PBC,

primary biliary cholangitis; UDCA, ursodeoxycholic acid.

fore, two groups consisting of patients receiving UDCA mono-
therapy and those receiving BZF in addition to UDCA were
created to examine whether ALBI grade could predict survival.
Patients who received BZF only were excluded due to insufficient
numbers. Patients receiving UDCA+BZF combination therapy
exhibited a more favorable prognosis than those receiving UDCA
alone (p = 0.003) (Fig. S3), which confirmed the results of Tanaka
et al.”® Among patients receiving UDCA monotherapy, ALBI grade
1 was associated with significantly better survival without LT and
survival free of liver-related death or LT compared with ALBI
grade 2 and ALBI grade 3, respectively (both p <0.001) (Fig. 4).
We observed a non-significant difference between ALBI grade 2
and 3 for all-cause mortality or LT (p = 0.0695) and for liver-
related mortality or LT (p = 0.1009). In addition, among pa-
tients receiving UDCA+BZF, those with ALBI grade 1 had

significantly increased rates of LT-free survival than those with
ALBI grade 2 and 3 (both p <0.005). A significant difference in
liver-related mortality or LT was also seen between ALBI grade 1
and 3 (p <0.0001). Lastly, the cumulative survival rates without
LT and free of liver-related death or LT were assessed by log-rank
testing, revealing significant differences based on ALBI grade, as
well as variables including age, sex, clinical stage, and ALP level
(all p <0.05) (Fig. S4-7).

Discussion

The present study confirmed that ALBI score/grade could predict
PBC progression, which was in agreement with previous smaller
cohorts.?°~22To our knowledge, this is the largest multicenter cohort
study to date evaluating the efficacy of ALBI score/grade in Japanese

JHEP Reports 2023 vol. 5 | 100662 5



patients with PBC. We identified two important clinical character-
istics: 1) ALBI score/grade may be useful in estimating pathological
stage according to Scheuer’s classification, and 2) ALBI grade may be
useful in predicting the prognosis of patients with PBC.

The ALBI score has been studied in 181 patients with biopsy-
proven PBC to date, including only three patients with Scheuer’s
stage IV.2! Since histological findings were available for over
7,000 patients in this cohort as well as 1,184 patients with late-
stage disease, there was a sufficient number of cases to clarify
the relationship between ALBI score and histopathology. Our
results showed that ALBI score/grade correlated significantly
with histological stage and between early and late disease stages.
It is clinically important to identify late-stage disease or cirrhosis
at diagnosis using non-invasive tests, since the level of fibrosis is
a key parameter for risk stratification in PBC. In this study, the
diagnostic accuracy of ALBI for cirrhosis was 80.1% (Table S1).
Elsewhere, the accuracy of liver stiffness measurement (LSM) by
vibration-controlled transient elastography was 93.6%'® and that
of the serum biomarker M2BPGi was 74.8%,'” which indicated
that diagnostic ability was highest for LSM. As the ALBI score had
a high negative predictive value of 98.2% (Table S1), an ALBI value
of -2.38 or less may enable the prognostication of patients
without cirrhosis. Murillo et al. reported advanced histological
fibrosis as an independent predictor of treatment failure and
survival despite a biochemical response to treatment in patients
with PBC.?° Thus, the prompt identification of clinically relevant
fibrosis at diagnosis will enable earlier consideration of treat-
ment escalation. Since Scheuer’s classification was not designed
to directly assess liver fibrosis, it was difficult to pinpoint the
utility of ALBI score/grade for the determination of liver fibrosis.
Another pathological classification by Nakanuma et al.?” might
be more suitable to estimate liver fibrosis, but we were unable to
adopt it as most patients were enrolled before its development.
Fujita et al. assessed ALBI score in 382 Japanese patients with
chronic hepatitis C?°. Median ALBI scores in patients with F4
were -1.823 in their study and -2.03 in our own. Although
similar, these findings may not be directly comparable due to
possible differences in ALBI values for hepatitis C infection and
PBC, the latter of which is a cholestatic disease.

Gennaro et al. identified that serum albumin and bilirubin
levels were the most significant prognostic variables for survival
in cirrhosis in a review of 118 studies.?® Accordingly, ALBI grade
is calculated using those parameters. There have been several
reports on the efficacy of ALBI grade to predict the clinical
outcome of chronic liver disease. Hiraoka et al. observed the
usefulness of ALBI grade for prognostic evaluation in 2,584 Jap-
anese patients with hepatocellular carcinoma.® Several other
studies have supported the clinical utility of ALBI score in
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estimating the prognosis of chronic hepatitis C,%® chronic hepa-
titis B,>' and PBC.?%?! In particular, ALBI score showed the
highest AUC values for predicting overall survival and incidence
of LT within 2 years after the start of observation in a Japanese
PBC cohort of 409 patients.’? The present study validated the
efficacy of ALBI grade to predict survival in patients with PBC
using a large-scale nationwide database with a median follow-up
period of over 5 years. Another strength of this investigation was
a relatively high number of cases with advanced disease,
including 866 patients at Scheuer’s stage Il and 282 patients at
stage 1V, along with the outcomes of all-cause death in 1,227
patients (14%), liver-related death in 789 patients (9%), and LT in
113 patients (1%). Supported by a larger cohort power, our results
showed that all-cause mortality or need for LT and liver-related
mortality or need for LT had significant associations with ALBI
grade. While patients with ALBI grade 3 tended to exhibit a more
rapid progression to death, those with ALBI grade 1 showed a
lower mortality risk. Moreover, ALBI grade remained a good
predictive marker when patients were stratified by age, symp-
tomatic status, or ALP level, as well as in patients receiving UDCA
monotherapy or the combination of BZF and UDCA.

This study had several limitations mainly due to its retro-
spective nature. First, there was a lack of several biochemical
parameters required to calculate the FIB-4 index and APRI. Sec-
ond, LSM reportedly has very high diagnostic accuracy for
cirrhosis,'® but had not been developed at the start of the present
study. We have already begun an investigation of LSM and PBC
pathogenesis in another Japanese cohort. Third, although risk
scores that take into account treatment responsiveness, such as
the UK-PBC risk score,>> GLOBE score,>> and Ehime score,>* are
often used to predict the prognosis of patients with PBC, our
national survey database did not contain laboratory data after
the start of treatment, and so we were unable to estimate
prognosis based on treatment responsiveness. Therefore, it is
difficult to make definitive conclusions on the clinical usefulness
of the ALBI score on treatment effect. On the other hand, if
prognosis predicted by ALBI score before treatment is judged to
be poor, a second line can be added from treatment onset to
provide combined therapy. This is a future issue to consider as it
is possible to improve long-term prognosis by modifying the
initial therapeutic regimen based on pre-treatment ALBI results.
Lastly, many reported symptoms in this study were extracted as
subjective descriptions from the medical records of each facility,
without specific judgement criteria.

In conclusion, this large nationwide study of patients with
PBC showed that baseline measurements of ALBI score/grade
might serve as a simple non-invasive predictor of histology and
prognosis in PBC.
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