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TABLE 1. Comparison of Pretreatment Factors Between Model Building and Validation

Patients
Model (n = 304) Validation (n = 201) P-value
Age (years) 55.6 (9.4) 56.0 (12.2) 0.80
Male (%) 53 (%) 55 (%) 0.13
Body mass index (kg/m?) 23.1 (3.1 23.1 (4.0) 0.99
Albumin (g/dl) 4.0 (0.3) 4.0 (0.3) 0.47
Creatinine (mg/dl) 0.72 (0.15) 0.72 (0.14) 0.62
AST QU/L) 63.3 (45.6) 58.9 (46.4) 0.91
ALT (IU/L) 78.7 (568.6) 74.5 (67.5) 0.68
GGT IU/L) 53.2 (49.1) 57.4 (63.5) 0.43
Total cholesterol (mg/dl) 170.9 (32.6) 169.4 (34.1) 0.33
Triglyceride (mg/dl) 107.0 (44.7) 105.7 (48.0) 0.90
LDL-C (mg/dl) 95.5 (28.0) 96.4 (28.8) 0.34
White blood cell count (/) - 4,902 (1,489) 4,906 (1,319) 0.86
Hemoglobin (g/dl) 14.1(1.3) 14.3 (1.4) 0.09
Platelets (10%L)- 164 (56) 172 (55) 0.68
HCVRNA (10° TU/ml) 1,859 (1,468) 2,021 (1,393) 0.09
ISDR mutations: >2 (%) 15 (%) 20 (%) 0.11
Core70: mutant (%) 36 (%) 29 (%) 0.22
Core91: mutant (%) 40 (%) 36 (%) 0.20
Fibrosis: F2—4 (%) 49 (%) 48 (%) 0.36
Activity: A2-3 (%) 42 (%) 34 (%) 0.10

AST, aspartate aminotransferase; ALT, alanine aminotransferase; GGT, gamma~glutamyitransferase;

LDL-C, low-density-lipoprotein-cholesterol; ISDR, interferon sensitivity-determining region.

Data expressed as mean (SD).

0-3: AO (no activity), Al (mild activity), A2 (moderate
activity), and A3 (severe activity). Sustained virological
response was defined as undetectable HCV RNA. by
qualitative PCR with a lower detection limit of 50 IU/
ml (Amplicor, Roche Diagnostic Systems) at week 24
after the completion of therapy.

Statistical Analysis

A database of pretreatment variables included hem-
atological tests (hemoglobin level, white blood cell count,
and platelet count), blood chemistry tests (serum levels
of creatinine, albumin, aspartate aminotransferase, ala-
nine aminotransferase (ALT), gamma-glutamyltrans-
ferase (GGT), total cholesterol, triglyceride, and low-
density lipoprotein cholesterol (LDL-C)), viral factors
(HCV RNA titer, number of substitutions in ISDR, sub-
stitutions in the amino acid positions 70 and 91 of the
core region), histological findings (stage of fibrosis and
grade of activity) and patient characteristics (age, sex,
and body mass index). Based on this database, decision-
tree analysis was used to define a predictive model for
sustained virological response.

Student’s t-test was used for the univariable compari-
son of quantitative variables and Fisher’s exact test was
used for the comparison of qualitative variables. For the
multivariable analysis for factors associated with sus-
tained virological response, logistic regression models
with backward selection were used to identify independ-
ent predictors of sustained virological response.
Variables that showed significant association with sus-
tained virological response by univariable analysis were
included in the multivariable analysis. IBM-SPSS soft-
ware v.15.0 (SPSS, Inc., Chicago, IL) was used for these
analyses. For the decision-tree analysis [Segal and

Bloch, 1989], the data mining software IBM SPSS
Modeler 13 (IBM SPSS, Inc.) was used, as reported
previously [Kurosaki et al., 2010a,b]. In brief, the soft-
ware searched for the optimal split variables to build a
decision-tree structure. The entire study population was
first evaluated to determine the variables and cut-off
points for the most significant division into two sub-
groups having different probabilities of sustained viro-
logical response. Thereafter, analysis was repeated on
all subgroups in the same way until either no additional
significant variable was detected or the sample size was
below 20.

RESULTS
Generation of the Decision-Tree Model

The decision-tree analysis selected five predictive
variables to produce six subgroups of patients (Fig. 1).
The number of substitutions in ISDR was selected as
the best predictor of sustained virological response. The
possibility of achieving sustained virological response
was 83% for patients with two or more substitutions in
ISDR compared with 44% for patients with a single or
no substitution. Among patients with a single or no
substitution in ISDR, age, with an optimal cut-off of
60 years, was selected as the variable of second split.
Patients younger than 60 had the higher probability
of sustained virological response (55%) compared with
those older than 60 years (31%). Among younger
patients, amino acid substitution at Core70 was selected
as the third variable of split—wild-type sequence being
the predictor of favorable response compared with the
mutant type (656% vs. 36%). Among patients with wild-
type Core70, the level of serum LDL-C was selected as
the fourth variable of split, with an optimal cutoff of
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Fig. 1. Decision-tree model. Boxesindicate the factors used for splitting and the cutoff value for the split.
Pie charts indicate the rate of sustained virological response for each group of patients after splitting.
Terminal subgroups of patients discriminated by the analysis are numbered from 1 to 7. The rate of
sustained virological response was >80% in subgroups 1 and 2, 64% in subgroup 3, and 31-36% in
subgroups 4, 5, and 6. LDL-C represents low-density lipoprotein cholesterol and Core70 represents amino

acid substitution at position 70 of the core region.

120 mg/dl. Patients with higher LDL-C level had the
higher probability of sustained virological response
(83% vs. 50%). The stage of fibrosis was selected as
the final variable of split, with significant fibrosis
(F2—4) being the predictor of lower sustained virological
response probability (64% vs. 32%).

Among the six subgroups derived by this decision tree,
the subgroup of patients with two or more substitutions
in ISDR (subgroup 1) or with a single or no substitution
in ISDR but younger than 60 years of age, having
the wild-type Core70 and high serum level of LDL-C
(>120 mg/dl) (subgroup 2) showed the highest prob-
ability of sustained virological response (83%).

Validation of the Decision-Tree Model

The decision-tree model was validated using a vali-
dation dataset of 201 cases that were not included the
model-building dataset. Each patient in the validation
set was allocated to subgroups 1-6 using the flowchart
form of the decision tree. The rates of sustained viro-
logical response were 75% for subgroup 1, 73% for sub-
group 2, 65% for subgroup 3, 41% for subgroup 4, 46%
for subgroup 5, and 33% for subgroup 6. The rates
of sustained virological response for each subgroup
of patients were correlated closely between the model
building dataset and the validation dataset (* = 0.94)
Fig. 2).
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The six subgroups were reconstructed into three
groups according to their rate of sustained virological
response: the high-probability group consisted of sub-
groups 1 and 2, the intermediate-probability group con-
sisted of subgroup 3, and the low-probability group
consisted of subgroups 4, 5, and 6. The rate of sustained
virological response in the high-probability group was
high on a consistent basis: 83% for model-building
patients and 74% for validation patients. The rate of
sustained virological response in the intermediate-prob-
ability group was 64% for model building patients and
65% for internal validation patients. The rate of sus-
tained virological response in the low-probability group

. was low on a consistent basis: 32% for model-building

patients and 36% for internal validation patients
(Fig. 3). Thirty percent of the patients were classified
into the high-probability group and 10% of the patients
were classified into intermediate-probability group,
which means that about 40% of patients with higher
than average probability of achieving sustained virolog-
ical response were identified.

Effect of Dose Reductions of
PEG-IFN and RBV

The possible effect of drug reductions was analyzed
in the three groups of patients divided by decision
tree (low-, intermediate-, and high-probability groups)
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Fig. 2. Validation of the decision-tree analysis: Subgroup-stratified
comparison of the rate of sustained virological response. Each
patient in the validation set was allocated to subgroups 1-6 by
following the flowchart form of the decision tree, and the rates of
sustained virological response were then calculated and plotted
for each subgroup. The x-axis represents the rate of sustained viro-
logical response in the model-building datasets and the y-axis
represents the rate of sustained virological response in the validation
datasets. The rates of achieving sustained virological response in
each subgroup of patients correlated closely between the model-build-
igg dataset and the validation dataset (correlation coefficient:
¥ = 0.94).
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Fig. 3. Comparison of sustained virological response rates between
groups divided by the decision tree. The rate of sustained virological
response was compared between three groups of patients as divided by
the decision-tree analysis. Black, gray, and white boxes indicate the
low-probability group (subgroup 4, 5, and 6), intermediate-probability
group (subgroup 3), and high-probability group (subgroup 1 and 2),
respectively. The rate of sustained virological response showed signifi-
cant difference between the three groups.
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(Fig. 4). Patients were stratified according to the cumu-
lative drug exposure with PEG-IFN and RBV: the good
adherence group consisted of patients who took >80%
planned doses of both PEG-IFN and RBV; the poor
adherence group consisted of patients who took <80%
of planned doses of both PEG-IFN and RBV. Even after
adjustment for drug adherence, the three groups of
patients divided by decision-tree analysis still had
low, intermediate, and high probability of achieving
sustained virological response, respectively, indicating
that this model predicts sustained virological response

independent of drug exposure.

Multivariable Logistic Regression Analysis

Age, sex, serum levels of creatinine, ALT, GGT, LDL-
C, hemoglobin, platelet count, HCV RNA titer, ISDR
substitution, substitution at Core70, substitution at
Core91, histological stage of fibrosis, and grade of
activity were found to be associated with sustained viro-
logical respomnse by standard univariable analysis.
Multivariable analysis including these factors showed
that age, sex, LDL-C levels, GGT levels, platelet count,
ISDR substitution, and substitution at Core70 showed
independent associations with sustained virological
response (Table II). Substitution in ISDR had the high-
est odds ratio, at 9.92. Fibrosis, which was selected as a
significant predictor of response in the decision-tree
analysis, was not found to be an independent predictor
of response in standard multivariable analysis, indicat-
ing that the decision-tree analysis could identify signifi-
cant predictors that would apply specifically to selected
patients.

DISCUSSION

The present study revealed that viral factors such as
substitutions in ISDR and Core70 are significant and
independent predictors of sustained virological .
response to PEG-IFN plus RBV in chronic hepatitis C.
In a decision-tree model for the pretreatment prediction
of sustained virological response, the number of substi-
tutions in ISDR was the best predictor of sustained
virological response, followed by younger age, wild-type
sequence at Core70, higher level of LDL-C, and absent
fibrosis. This decision-tree model could identify patients
with high probability of sustained virological response
(83%) among difficult-to-treat genotype 1b chronic
hepatitis C patients. Using this model, rapid estimates
of the response before treatment can be made by allocat-
ing patients to specific subgroups with a defined rate
of response simply by following the flowchart form.
Because more potent therapy, such as a combination
of protease inhibitor, PEG-IFN, and RBYV, is under
clinical trial and may become available in the near
future [Hezode et al., 2009; McHutchison et al., 2009],
pretreatment prediction of the likelihood of sustained
virological response may be useful for both patients and
physicians to support clinical decisions whether to start
current standard therapy or to wait for emerging new
therapies.
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Fig. 4. Comparison of the rate of sustained virological response between the decision-tree groups
stratified by drug adherence. The three groups of patients divided by the decision tree (black, gray,
and white boxes indicating the low-, intermediate-, and high-probability groups, respectively) were further
stratified according to cumulative drug exposure to PEG-IFN and RBV.

Two or more substitutions in ISDR had a strong
impact on sustained virological response, because this
factor was selected as a top variable in decision-tree
analysis and had the highest odds ratio in multivariable
analysis. Moreover, even among patients with un-
favorable ISDR (0 or 1 mutation), younger patients
(<60 years) with the wild-type sequence at Core70
and high level of LDL-C (>120 mg/dl) had a high rate
of sustained virological response. The sustained virolog-
ical response rate of these two subgroups of patients was
83% in the model-building patients and 75% in the
validation patients. Thus, patients with high possibility
of sustained virological response could be extracted
by the combined analysis of ISDR and Core70. These
patients may be the best-suited candidates for treatment
with the current combination therapy. Conversely, the
following patients with 0—1 mutation in ISDR had a low
probability of sustained virological response (32-35%):
(1) older (>60 years); or (2) younger (<60 years) patients
but having mutant-type sequence at Core70; or

(3) younger (<60 years) patients having a wild-type .

sequence at Core70, but having a low level of LDL-C
(<120 mg/dl) and advanced fibrosis. These patients may

be advised to wait for a more effective therapy. Decision
may be made on a case-by-case basis, takinginto account
the potential risk of disease progression while waiting.

In a previous decision-tree model using simple and
noninvasive standard tests that are available readily
worldwide [Kurosaki et al., 2010b], the rate of sustained
virological response was at most 65—76% among those
in the high-probability group. That model focused on
use by general physicians in routine general practice,
especially where specialized resources, such as liver
biopsy or determination of viral sequences, are not avail-
able. In that model, younger age, male sex, higher pla-
telet counts, lower alpha-fetoprotein (AFP) levels, and
lower GGT levels were identified as favorable predictive
parameters. Higher AFP levels and lower platelet
counts that are hallmarks of advanced fibrosis
[Shiratori and Omata, 2000; Akuta et al., 2007b] were
associated with low probability of sustained virological
response in that model. On the other hand, the present
analysis aimed to clarify the significance of viral factors
for pretreatment prediction of sustained virological
response, and to build an advanced model that may
be used by specialist physicians engaged in the

TABLE IL. Multivariable Logistic Regression Analysis for Factors Associated With SVR

Parameter Odds 95% CI P-value
Age (years) <60 vs. >60 2.28 1.31-3.94 0.003
Sex Male vs. female 3.36 1.87-5.99 <0.0001
GGT (IU/L) <40 vs. >40 2.65 1.45-4.85 0.002
LDL-C (mg/dl) >120 vs. <120 1.79 0.91-3.53 0.094
Platelets (109/L) >120 vs. <120 2.69 1.22-5.90 0.014
ISDR mutations >2vs. 0-1 9.92 3.71-26.54 <0.0001
Core70 Wild vs. mutant 1.92 1.07-3.47 0.030

GGT, gamma-glutamyltransferase; LDL-C, low-density-lipoprotein-cholesterol; ISDR, interferon sensitivity-determining region.
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treatment of hepatitis. In the present model, stage of
fibrosis was selected as a predictive factor, but at lower
level of significance than HCV mutations. The predicted
rate of sustained virological response in the high-prob-
ability group of the present model is higher than that in
the previous model (75-83% vs. 65—76%). These results
indicate that substitutions in ISDR and Core70 were
important pretreatment predictors of sustained virolog-
ical response. Determination of these viral factors is not
available readily in clinical practice, but is of value for
improving the accuracy of pretreatment prediction of
sustained virological response.

Substitutions in ISDR and Core70 have been reported
previously to be associated with efficacy of IFN therapy.
The association between the number of substitutions
in ISDR and response to therapy was demonstrated
originally in patients treated with IFN mono-therapy
[Enomoto et al., 1995, 1996; Kurosaki et al., 1997], but
recent studies have reported a positive correlation with
PEG-IFN and RBV combination therapy as well [Munoz
deRuedaet al., 2008; Shirakawa et al., 2008; Ikeda et al.,
2009]. Another important viral factor relevant to treat-
ment response is amino acid substitution in Core70. The
sequence of this amino acid was reported originally to be
associated with nonresponse to therapy [Akuta et al.,
2005], but subsequent studies confirmed the positive
correlation of a wild-type Core70 with sustained viro-
logical response [Akuta et al., 2009]. The multiple logis-
tic regression analysis showed that ISDR and Core70
were independent factors associated with sustained
virological response along with host factors. How these
important viral factors and other host factors can be
combined to predict response to PEG-IFN plus RBV is
an important clinical question. Decision-tree modeling
can make the response probability apparent by combin-
ing all these factors. Some factors that may be associated
with treatment outcome, such as levels of ferritin or
homocysteine, were not included. This may be a poten-
tial limitation of the present study.

It is of interest that a recent study by Li et al. [2010]
has shown that a high serum level of LDL-C is linked
to the IL28B major allele (CC in rs12979860). In that
study, a high serum level of LDL-C was associated with
sustained virological response, but it was no longer
significant when analyzed together with the IL28B gen-
otype in multivariate analysis. Thus, the association
between treatment response and LDL cholesterol levels
in the present study may reflect the underlining link of
LDL cholesterol levels to the IL28B genotype. Recent
reports indicate that the IL28B genotype and HCV sub-
stitutions are correlated closely [Akuta et al., 2010;
Kurosaki et al,, 2010¢]. Still, Core70 [Akuta et al.,
2010] or ISDR [Kurosaki et al., 2010¢] were predictors
of response to therapy independent of IL28B genotype.
Future study is needed to elucidate the possible mech-
anisms underlying the association between HCV
sequences and host genetic factors, and also the role
of host and viral factors for the prediction of treatment
response.
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In conclusion, a data mining analysis emphasized the
impact of substitutions in ISDR and Core70 on pretreat-
ment prediction of sustained virological response to
PEG-IFN plus RBV therapy. A decision-tree model that
includes substitutions in ISDR and Core70 of HCV could
identify patients with high probability of sustained
virological response, and could thereby improve the
predictive accuracy over predictions that are based on
standard tests.
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Background & Aims: Pegylated interferon and ribavirin (PEG-
IFN/RBV) therapy for chronic hepatitis C virus (HCV) genotype 1
infection is effective in 50% of patients. Recent studies revealed
an association between the IL28B genotype and treatment
response. We aimed to develop a model for the pre-treatment
prediction of response using host and viral factors.

Methods: Data were collected from 496 patients with HCV geno-
‘type 1 treated with PEG-IFN/RBV at five hospitals and universities
in Japan. IL28B genotype and mutations in the core and IFN sen-
sitivity determining region (ISDR) of HCV were analyzed to pre-
dict response to therapy. The decision model was generated by
data mining analysis.

Results: The /L28B polymorphism correlated with early virologi-
cal response and predicted null virological response (NVR) (odds
ratio = 20.83, p <0.0001) and sustained virological response (SVR)
(odds ratio=7.41, p<0.0001) independent of other covariates.
Mutations in the ISDR predicted relapse and SVR independent
of IL28B. The decision model revealed that patients with the

minor JL28B allele and low platelet counts had the highest NVR 4

(84%) and lowest SVR (7%), whereas those with the major IL28B
allele and mutations in the ISDR or high platelet counts had the
lowest NVR (0-17%) and highest SVR (61-90%). The model had
high reproducibility and predicted SVR with 78% specificity and
70% sensitivity.

Keywords: [1.28B; ISDR; Peg-interferon; Ribavirin; Data mining; Decision tree.
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Conclusions: The IL28B polymorphism and mutations in the ISDR
of HCV were significant pre-treatment predictors of response to
PEG-IFN/RBV. The decision model, including these host and viral
factors may support selection of optimum treatment strategy for
individual patients.

© 2010 European Association for the Study of the Liver. Published
by Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.

Introduction

Hepatitis C virus (HCV) infection is the leading cause of cirrhosis
and hepatocellular carcinoma worldwide [1]. The successful
eradication of HCV, defined as a sustained virological response
(SVR), is associated with a reduced risk of developing hepatocel-
lular carcinoma. Currently, pegylated interferon (PEG-IFN) plus
ribavirin (RBV) is the most effective standard of care for chronic
hepatitis C but the rate of SVR is around 50% in patients with
HCV genotype 1 [2,3], the most common genotype in Japan,
Europe, the United States, and many other countries. Moreover,
20-30% of patients with HCV genotype 1 have a null virological
response (NVR) to PEG-IFN/RBV therapy [4]. The most reliable
method for predicting the response is to monitor the early
decline of serumn HCV-RNA levels during treatment [5] but there
is no established method for prediction before treatment.
Because PEG-IFN/RBV therapy is costly and often accompanied
by adverse effects such as flu-like symptoms, depression and
hematological abnormalities, pre-treatment predictions of those
patients who are unlikely to benefit from this regimen enables
ineffective treatment to be avoided.

Recently, it has been reported through a genome-wide associ-
ation study (GWAS) of patients with genotype 1 HCV that single
nucleotide polymorphisms (SNPs) located near the IL28B gene are
strongly associated with a response to PEG-IFN/RBV therapy in
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Table 1. Baseline characteristics of all patients, and patients assigned to the model building or validation groups.

All patients
n =496

Model group
n =331

Validation group

250 (50%) -

0 (51%).

57.1+9.9

GGT (U/L)

58.9 £62.0

145 (88%)

50 (30%)

ALT, alanine aminotransferase; GGT, gamma-glutamyltransferase; ISDR, interferon sensitivity determining region; Arg, arginine; Gln, glutamine; His, histidine; Leu, leucine;
Met, methionine; Minor, heterozygote or homozygote of minor allele; SVR, sustained virological response; NVR, null virological response.

Japanese [6], European [7], and a multi-ethnic population [8,9].
The last three studies focused on the association of SNPs in the
IL28B region with SVR [7-9] but we found a stronger association
with NVR [6]. In addition to these host genetic factors, we have
reported that mutations within a stretch of 40 amino acids in
the NS5A region of HCV, designated as the IFN sensitivity deter-
mining region (ISDR), are closely associated with the virological
response to IFN therapy: a lower number of mutations is associ-
ated with treatment failure [10-13]. Amino acid substitutions at
positions 70 and 91 of the HCV core region (Core70, Core91) also
have been reported to be associated with response to PEG-IFN/
RBV therapy: glutamine (GlIn) or histidine (His) at Core70 and
methionine (Met) at Core91 are associated with treatment resis-
tance [4,14]. The importance of substitutions in the HCV core and
ISDR was confirmed recently by a Japanese multicenter study
[15]. How these viral factors contribute to response to therapy
is yet to be determined. For general application in clinical prac-
tice, host genetic factors and viral factors should be considered
together. -

Data mining analysis is a family of non-parametric regression
methods for predictive modeling. Software is used to automati-
cally explore the data to search for optimal split variables and
to build a decision tree structure [16]. The major advantage of
decision tree analysis over logistic regression analysis is that
the results of the analysis are presented in the form of flow chart,
which can be interpreted intuitively and readily made available
for use in clinical practice [17]. The decision tree analysis has
been utilized to define prognostic factors in various diseases
[18-25]. We have reported recently its usefulness for the predic-
tion of an early virological response (undetectable HCV-RNA
within 12 weeks of therapy) to PEG-IFN/RBV therapy in chronic
hepatitis C [26].

This study aimed to define the pre-treatment prediction of
response to PEG-IFN/RBV therapy through the integrated analysis
of host factors, such as the IL28B genetic polymorphism and var-
ious clinical covariates, as well as viral factors, such as mutations
in the HCV core and ISDR and serum HCV-RNA load. In addition,

for the general application of these results in clinical practice,
decision models for the pre-treatment prediction of response
were determined by data mining analysis.

Materials and methods
Patients

This was a multicentre retrospective study supported by the Japanese Ministry of
Health, Labor and Welfare. Data were collected from a total of 496 chronic hep-
atitis C patients who were treated with PEG-IFN alpha and RBV at five hospitals
and universities throughout Japan. Of these, 98 patients also were included in
the original GWAS analysis [6]. The inclusion criteria in this study were as follows
(1) infection by genotype 1b, (2) lack of co-infection with hepatitis B virus or
human immunodeficiency virus, (3) lack of other causes of liver disease, such
as autoimmune hepatitis, and primary biliary cirrhosis, (4) completion of at least
24 weeks of therapy, (5) adherence of more than 80% to the planned dose of PEG-
IFN and RBV for the NVR patients, (6) availability of DNA for the analysis of the
genetic polymorphism of IL28B, and (7) availability of serum for the determina-
tion of mutations in the ISDR and substitutions of Core70 and Core91 of HCV.
Patients received PEG-IFN alpha-2a (180 pg) or 2b (1.5 pg/kg) subcutaneously
every week and were administered a weight adjusted dose of RBV (600 mg
for <60 kg, 800 mg for 60-80 kg, and 1000 mg for >80 kg daily) which is the rec-
ommended dosage in Japan. Written informed consent was obtained from each
patient and the study protocol conformed to the ethical guidelines of the Decla-
ration of Helsinki and was approved by the institutional ethics review committee.
The baseline characteristics are listed in Table 1. For the data mining analysis, 67%
of the patients (331 patients) were assigned randomly to the mode! building
group and 33% (165 patients) to the validation group. There were no significant
differences in the clinical backgrounds between these two groups.

Laboratory and histological tests

Blood samples were obtained before therapy and were analyzed for hematologic
tests and for blood chemistry and HCV-RNA. Sequences of ISDR and the core
region of HCV were determined by direct sequencing after amplification by
reverse-transcription and polymerase chain reaction as reported previously
[4,11]. Genetic polymorphism in one tagging SNP located riear the [L28B gene
(rs8099917) was determined by the GWAS or DigiTag2 assay [27]. Homozygosity
(GG) or heterozygosity (TG) of the minor sequence was defined as having the
I128B minor allele, whereas homozygosity for the major sequence (IT) was
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Fig. 1. Association between the IL28B genotype (rs8099917) and treatment response. The rates of response to treatment are shown for each rs8099917 genotype. The
rate of null virological response (NVR), relapse, and sustained virological response (SVR) is shown. The p values are from Fisher’s exact test. The rate of NVR was significantly
higher (p <0.0001) and the rate of SVR was significantly lower (p <0.0001) in patients with the JL28B minor allele comnpared to those with the major allele.

defined as having the IL28B major allele. In this study, NVR was defined as a less
than 2 log reduction of HCV-RNA at week 12 and detectable HCV-RNA by quali-
tative PCR with a lower detection limit of 50 IU/ml (Amplicor, Roche Diagnostic
systems, CA) at week 24 during therapy. RVR (rapid virological response) and
complete early virological response (cEVR) were defined as undetectable HCV-
RNA at 4 weeks and 12 weeks during therapy and SVR was defined as undetect-
able HCV-RNA 24 weeks after the completion of therapy. Relapse was defined as
reappearance of HCV-RNA after the completion of therapy. The stage of liver
fibrosis was scored according to the METAVIR scoring system: FO (no fibrosis),
F1 (mild fibrosis: portal fibrosis without septa), F2 (moderate fibrosis: few septa),
F3 (severe fibrosis: numerous septa without cirrhosis) and F4 (cirrhosis). Percent-
age of steatosis was quantified in 111 patients by determining the average pro-
portion of hepatocytes affected by steatosis.

Statistical analysis

Associations between pre-treatment variables and treatment response were ana-
lyzed by univariate and multivariate logistic regression analysis. Associations
between the [L28B polymorphism and sequences of HCV were analyzed by Fish-
er's exact test. SPSS software v.15.0 (SPSS Inc., Chicago, IL) was used for these
analyses. For the data mining analysis, IBM-SPSS Modeler version 13.0 (IBM-SPSS
Inc., Chicago, IL) software was utilized as reported previously [26]. The patients
used for model building were divided into two groups at each step of the analysis
based on split variables. Each value of each variable was considered as a potential
split. The optimum variables and cut-off values were determined by a statistical
search algorithm to generate the most significant division into two prognostic
subgroups that were as homogeneous as possible for the probability of SVR.
Thereafter, each subgroup was evaluated again and divided further into sub-
groups. This procedure was repeated until no additional significant variable
was detected or the sample size was below 15. To avoid over-fitting, 10-fold cross
validation was used in the tree building process. The reproducibility of the result-
ing model was tested with the data from the validation patients.

Results

Association between the [L28B (rs8099917) genotype and the PEG-
IFN/RBV response

The 1rs8099917 allele frequency was 70% for TT (1 = 345), 29% for
TG (n=146), and 1% for GG (n=5). We defined the IL28B major
allele as homozygous for the major sequence (TT) and the IL28B
minor allele as homozygous (GG) or heterozygous (TG) for the
minor sequence. The rate of NVR was significantly higher (72%
vs. 12%, p<0.0001) and the rate of SVR was significantly lower
(14% vs. 50%, p <0.0001) in patients with the IL28B minor allele
compared to those with the major allele (Fig. 1).

Effect of the IL28B polymorphism, substitutions in the ISDR, Core?70,
and Core91 of HCV on time-dependent clearance of HCV

Patients were stratified according to their IL28B allele type, the
number of mutations in the ISDR, the amino acid substitutions
in Core70 and Core91, and the rate of undetectable HCV-RNA at
4,8,12, 24, and 48 weeks after the start of therapy were analyzed
(Fig. 2A-D). The rate of undetectable HCV-RNA was significantly
higher.in patients with the IL28B major allele than the minor
allele, in patients with two or more mutations in the ISDR com-
pared to none or only one mutation, in patients with arginine
(Arg) at Core70 rather than Gin/His, and in patients with leucine
(Leu) at Core91 rather than Met. The difference was most signif-
icant when stratified by the IL28B allele type. The rate of RVR and
cEVR was significantly more frequent in patients with the IL28B
major allele compared with those with the {L28B minor allele:
9% vs. 3% for RVR (p<0.005) and 57% vs. 11% for cEVR
(p <0.0001). These findings suggest that IL28B has the greatest
impact on early virological response to therapy.

Association between substitutions in the ISDR and relapse after the
completion of therapy

Patients were stratified according to the IL28B allele, number of
mutations in the ISDR, and amino acid substitutions of Core70
and Core91, and the rate of relapse was analyzed (Fig. 3A and
B). Among patients who achieved cEVR, the rate of relapse was
significantly lower in patients with two or more mutations in
the ISDR compared to those with only one or no mutations
(15% vs. 31%, p <0.005) (Fig. 3 B). On the other hand, the relapse
rate was not different between the IL28B major and minor alleles
within patients who achieved RVR (3% vs. 0%) or cEVR (28% vs.
29%) (Fig. 3A). Amino acid substitutions of Core70 and CoreS1
were not associated with the rate of relapse (data not shown).

Factors associated with response by multivariate logistic regression
analysis

By univariate analysis, the minor allele of IL28B (p <0.0001), one
or no mutations in the ISDR (p=0.03), high serum level of
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Fig. 2. Effect of [L28B mutations in the ISDR, Core70, and Core91 of HCV on time-dependent clearance of HCV. The rate of undetectable HCV-RNA was plotted for serial
time points after the start of therapy (4, 8, 12, 24, and 48 weeks) and for 24 weeks after the completion of therapy. Patients were stratified according to (A) the IL28B allele
(minor allele vs. major allele), (B) the number of mutations in the ISDR (0-1 mutation vs. 2 or more mutations), amino acid substitutions of (C) Core70 (Gln/His vs. Arg), and

(D) Core91 (Met vs. Leu). The p values are from Fxshers exact test,

HCV-RNA (p = 0.035), GIn or His at Core70 (p <0.0001), low plate-
let counts (p=0.009), and advanced fibrosis (p=0.0002) were
associated with NVR. By multivariate analysis, the minor allele
of [L28B (OR = 20.83, 95%Cl = 11.63-37.04, p <0.0001) was associ-
ated with NVR independent of other covariates (Table 2). Notably,
mutations in the ISDR (p=0.707) and at amino acid Core70
(p = 0.207) were not significant in multivariate analysis due to
the positive correlation with the IL28B polymorphism (p = 0.004
for ISDR and p <0.0001 for Core70, Fig. 4).

Genetic polymorphism of IL28B also was associated with SVR
(OR=17.41, 95% Cl=4.05-13.57, p <0.0001) independent of other
covariates, such as platelet counts, fibrosis, and serum levels of
HCV-RNA. Mutation in the ISDR was an independent predictor
of SVR (OR=2.11, 95% Cl = 1.06-4.18, p = 0.033) but the amino
acid at Core70 was not (Table 3).

Factors associated with the IL28B polymorphism

Patients with the [L28B minor allele had significantly higher
serum level of gamma-glutamyltransferase (GGT) and a higher

frequency of hepatic steatosis (Table 4). When the association
between the [L28B polymorphism and HCV sequences was ana-
lyzed, Gln or His at Core70, that is linked to resistance to PEG-
IFN and RBV therapy [4,14,15], was significantly more frequent
in patients with the minor IL28B allele than in those with the
major allele (67% vs. 30%, p<0.0001) (Fig. 4). Other HCV
sequences with an IFN resistant phenotype also were more pre-
valent in patients with the minor IL28B allele than those with
the major allele: Met at Core91 (46% vs. 37%, p = 0.047) and one
or no mutations in the ISDR (94% vs. 85%, p = 0.004) (Fig. 4).

Data mining analysis

Data mining analysis was performed to build a model for the pre-
diction of SVR and the result is shown in Fig. 5. The analysis
selected four predictive variables, resulting in six subgroups of
patients. Genetic polymorphism of IL28B was selected as the best
predictor of SVR. Patients with the minor JL28B allele had a lower
probability of SVR and a higher probability of NVR than those
with the major IL28B allele (SVR: 14% vs. 50%, NVR: 72% vs.
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Fig. 3. Association between relapse and the IL28B allele or mutations in the
ISDR. The rate of relapse was calculated for patients who had undetectable HCV-
RNA at serial time points after the start of therapy (4, 8, 12, 24, and 48 weeks).
Patients were stratified according to (A) the [L28B allele (minor allele vs. major
allele) and (B) the number of mutations in the ISDR (0-1 mutation vs. 2 or more
mutations). The p values are from Fisher's exact test.

12%). After stratification by the IL28B allele, patients with low
platelet counts (<140 x 10°/L) had a lower probability of SVR
and higher probability of NVR than those with high platelet
counts (3140 x 10°/L): for the minor IL28B allele, SVR was 7%
vs. 19%, and NVR was 84% vs. 62%, and for the major IL28B allele,
SVR was 32% vs. 66% and NVR was 16% vs. 8%. Among patients
with the major IL28B allele and low platelet counts, those with
two or more mutations in the ISDR had a higher probability of
SVR and lower probability of relapse than those with one or no
mutations in the ISDR (SVR: 75% vs. 27%, and relapse: 8% vs.
57%). Among patients with the major /L28B allele and high plate-
let counts, those with a low HCV-RNA titer (<600,000 1U/ml) had
a higher probability of SVR and lower probability of NVR and
relapse than those with a high HCV-RNA titer (SVR: 90% vs.
61%, NVR: 0% vs. 10%, and relapse: 10% vs. 29%). The sensitivity
and specificity of the decision tree were 78% and 70%, respec-
tively. The area under the receiver operating characteristic
(ROC) curve of the model was 0.782 (data not shown). The pro-
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portion of patients with advanced fibrosis (F3-4) was 39% (84/
217) in patients with low platelet counts (<140 x 10°/L) com-
pared to 13% (37/279) in those with high platelet counts
(>140 x 10°/L).

Validation of the data mining analysis

The results of the data mining analysis were validated with 165
patients who differed from those used for model building. Each
patient was allocated to one of the six subgroups for the valida-
tion using the flow-chart form of the decision tree. The rate of
SVR and NVR in each subgroup was calculated. The rates of SVR
and NVR for each subgroup of patients were closely correlated
between the model building and the validation patients
(r?=0.99 and 0.98) (Fig. 6).

Discussion

The rate of NVR after 48 weeks of PEG-IFN/RBV therapy among
patients infected with HCV of genotype 1 is around 20-30%. Pre-
viously, there have been no reliable baseline predictors of NVR or
SVR. Because more potent therapies, such as protease and poly-
merase inhibitor of HCV [28,29] and nitazoxianide [30], are in
clinical trials and may become available in the near future, a
pre-treatment prediction of the likelihood of response may be
helpful for patients and physicians, to support clinical decisions
about whether to begin the current standard of care or whether
to wait for emerging therapies. This study revealed that the
IL28B polymorphism was the overwhelming predictor of NVR
and is independent of host factors and viral sequences reported
previously. The [L28B encodes a protein also known as IFN-
lambda 3, which is thought to suppress the replication of various
viruses including HCV [31,32]. The results of the current study
and the findings of the GWAS studies [6-9] may provide the
rationale for developing diagnostic testing or an IFN-lambda
based therapy for chronic hepatitis C in the future.
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Table 2. Factors associated with NVR analyzed by univariate and multivariate logistic regression analysis.

Univariate

Multivariate

Odds 95%Cl

95%Cl

Fibrosis: F3-4

ALT, alanine aminotransferase; GGT, gamma-glutamyltransferase; ISDR, interferon sensitivity determining region; Gln, glutamine; His, histidine; Met, methionine; Minor

allele, heterozygote or homozygote of minor allele.

Table 3. Factors associated with SVR analyzed by univarjate and multivariate logistic regression analysis.

Univariate

Multivariate

95%Cl

p value Cdds 95%Cl

ratio

p value

0.95-0.99
1.00-1.00

Fibrosis: FO-2
NA: €600,000 |U/m

70 (Arg)
ore 91

0.88-1.85

©0.55-1.35
0.96-1.01

0.81-1.96
4.05-13,57

ALT, alanine aminotransferase; GGT, Gamma-glutamyltransferase; ISDR, interferon sensitivity determining region; Arg, arginine; Leu, leucine; Major allele, homozygote of

major allele.

Among baseline factors, IL28B was the most significant predic-
tor of NVR and SVR. Moreover, the [L28B allele type was also cor-
related with early virological response: the rate of RVR and cEVR
was significantly high for the [L28B major allele compared to the
[L28B minor allele: 9% vs. 3% for RVR and 57% vs. 11% for cEVR
(Fig. 2). On the other hand, the relapse rate was not different
between the IL28B genotypes within patients who achieved
RVR or ¢EVR (Fig. 3). We believe that optimal therapy should
be based on baseline features and a response-guided approach.
Our findings suggest that the [L28B genotype is a useful baseline
predictor of virological response which should be used for select-
ing the treatment regimen: whether to treat patients with PEG-
IFN and RBV or to wait for more effective future therapy includ-
ing direct acting antiviral drugs. On the other hand, baseline
IL28B genotype might not be suitable for determining the treat-
ment duration in patients who started PEG-IFN/RBV therapy

and whose virological response is determined because the IL28B
genotype is not useful for the prediction of relapse. The duration
of therapy should be personalized based on the virological
response. Future studies need to explore whether the combina-
tion of baseline IL28B genotype and response-guided approach
further improves the optimization of treatment duration.

The SVR rate in patients having the [L28B minor allele was 14%
in the present study while it was 23% in Caucasians and 9% in
Affican Americans in a study by McCarthy et al. [33]. On the other
hand, the SVR rate in patients having the IL28B minor allele was
28% in genotypes 1/4 compared to 80% in genotypes 2/3 in a
study by Rauch et al. [9]. These data imply that the impact of
the IL28B polymorphism on response to therapy may be different
in terms of race, geographical areas, or HCV genotypes, and that
our data need to be validated in future studies including different
populations and geographical areas before generalization.
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IL288B major allele IL28B minor allele p value
n =345 n=151
. Gender: male - 166 (48%) +1. B4 (B6%) S
CALT (UL . J9%60 i

Platelets (10%/L)
» Fibrosig: F3-4
' Steatosis

153 £ 54
5145
76 (22%)

HCV-RNA: >600,000 [U/ml

ALT, alanine aminotransferase; GGT, gamma-glutamyltransferase.

Four GWAS studies have shown the association between a
genetic polymorphism near the IL28B gene and response to
PEG-IFN plus RBV therapy. The SNPs that showed significant
association with response were rs12979860 [8] and rs8099917

[6,7,9]. There is a strong linkage-disequilibrium (LD) between -

these two SNPs as well as several other SNPs niear the IL28B gene
in Japanese patients [34] but the degree of LD was weaker in Cau-
casians and Hispanics [8]. Thus, the combination of SNPs is not
useful for predicting response in Japanese patients but may
improve the predictive value in patients other than Japanese
who have weaker LD between SNPs.

Other significant predictors of response independent of IL28B
genotype were platelet counts, stage of fibrosis, and HCV RVA
load. A previous study reported that platelet count is a predictor
of response to therapy [35], and the lower platelet count was
related with advanced liver fibrosis in the present study. The
association between response to therapy and advanced fibrosis
independent of the /L28B polymorphism is consistent with a
recent study by Rauch et al. [9].

There is agreement that the viral genotype is significantly
associated with the treatment outcorne. Moreover, viral factors
such as substitutions in the ISDR of the NS5A region [10] or in
the amino acid sequence of the HCV core [4] have been studied
in relation to the response to IFN treatment. The amino acid
Gln or His at Core70 and Met at Core91 are repeatedly reported
to be associated with resistance to therapy [4,14,15] in Japanese
patients but these data wait to be validated in different popula-
tions or other geographical areas. In this study, we confirmed that
patients with two or more mutations in the ISDR had a higher
rate of undetectable HCV-RNA at each time point during therapy.
In addition, the rate of relapse among patients who achieved
cEVR was significantly lower in patients with two or more muta-
tions in ISDR compared to those with only one or no mutations
(15% vs. 31%, p <0.05). Thus, the ISDR sequence may be used to
predict a relapse among patients who achieved virological
response during therapy, while the IL28B polymorphism may be
used to predict the virological response before therapy. A higher
number of mutations in the ISDR are reported to have close asso-
ciation with SVR in Japanese [11-13,15,36] or Asian [37,38] pop-
ulations but data from Western countries have been controversial
[39-42]. A meta-analysis of 1230 patients including 525 patients
from Europe has shown that there was a positive correlation

between the SVR and the number of mutations in the ISDR in Jap-
anese as well as in European patients [43] but this correlation
was more pronounced in Japanese patients. Thus, geographical
factors may account for the different impact of ISDR on treatment
response, which may be a potential limitation of our study.

To our surprise, these HCV sequences were associated with
the IL28B genotype: HCV sequences with an IFN resistant pheno-
type were more prevalent in patients with the minor IL28B allele
than those with the major allele. This was an unexpected finding,
as we initially thought that host genetics and viral sequences
were completely independent. A recent study reported that the
IL28B polymorphism (rs12979860) was significantly associated
with HCV genotype: the IL28B minor allele was more frequent
in HCV genotype 1-infected patients compared to patients
infected with HCV genotype 2 or 3 [33]. Again, patients with
the IL28B minor allele (IFN resistant genotype) were infected with
HCV sequences that are linked to an IFN resistant phenotype. The
mechanism for this association is unclear, but may be related to
an interaction between the IL28B genotype and HCV sequences in

* the development of chronic HCV infection as discussed by McCar-

thy et al,, since the IL28B polymorphism was associated with the
natural clearance of HCV [44]. Alternatively, the HCV sequence
within the patient may be selected during the course of chronic
infection [45,46]. These hypotheses should be explored through
prospective studies of spontaneous HCV clearance or by testing
the time-dependent changes in the HCV sequence during the
course of chronic infection.

How these host and viral factors can be integrated to predict
the response to therapy in future clinical practice is an important
question. Because various host and viral factors interact in the
same patient, predictive analysis should consider these factors
in combination. Using the data mining analysis, we constructed
a simple decision tree model for the pre-treatment prediction
of SVR and NVR to PEG-IFN/RBV therapy. The classification of
patients based on the genetic polymorphism of IL28B, mutation
in the ISDR, serum levels of HCV-RNA, and platelet counts, iden-
tified subgroups of patients who have the lowest probabilities of
NVR (0%) with the highest probabilities of SVR (90%) as well as
those who have the highest probabilities of NVR (84%) with the
lowest probability of SVR (7%). The reproducibility of the model
was confirmed by the independent validation based on a second
group of patients. Using this model, we can rapidly develop an

Journal of Hepatology 2011 vol. 54 | 439-448 445

— 931 —



Research Article

Minor allele
(TG/IGG)

IL28B
(rs8099917)

1 NVR

Major allele

<140 2140

2600,000 <600,000

n=12 n=102 n=20

Fig. 5. Decision tree for the prediction of response to therapy. The boxes indicate the factors used for splitting. Pie charts indicate the rate of response for each group of
patients after splitting. The rate of null virological response, relapse, and sustained virological response is shown.

estimate of the response before treatment, by simply allocating
patients to subgroups by following the flow-chart form, which
may facilitate clinical decision making. This is in contrast to the
calculating formula, which was constructed by the traditional
logistic regression model. This was not widely used in clinical
practice as it is abstruse and inconvenient. These results support
the evidence based approach of selecting the optimum treatment
strategy for individual patients, such as treating patients with a
low probability of NVR with current PEG-IFN/RBV combination
therapy or advising those with a high probability of NVR to wait
for more effective future therapies. Patients with a high probabil-
ity of relapse may be treated for a longer duration to avoid a
relapse. Decisions may be based on the possibility of a response
against a potential risk of adverse events and the cost of the ther-
apy, or disease progression while waiting for future therapy.
We have previously reported the predictive model of early
virological response to PEG-IFN and RBV in chronic hepatitis C

[26]. The top factor selected as significant was the grade of stea-
tosis, followed by serum level of LDL cholesterol, age, GGT, and
blood sugar. The mechanism of association between these factors
and treatment response was not clear at that time. To our inter-

* est, a recent study by Li et al. [47] has shown that high serum

level of LDL cholesterol was linked to the IL28B major allele (CC
in rs12979860). High serum level of LDL cholesterol was associ-
ated with SVR but it was no longer significant when analyzed
together with the IL28B genotype in multivariate analysis. Thus,
the association between treatment response and LDL cholesterol
levels may reflect the underlining link of LDL cholesterol levels to
IL28B genotype. Steatosis is reported to be correlated with low
lipid levels [48] which suggest that [L28B genotypes may be also
associated with steatosis. In fact, there were significant correla-
tions between the [L28B genotype and the presence of steatosis
in the present study {Table 4). In addition, the serum level of
GGT, another predictive factor in our previous study, was signif-
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Fig. 6. Validation of the CART analysis. Each patient in the validation group was
allocated to one of the six subgroups by following the flow-chart form of the
decision tree. The rate of (A) sustained virological response (SVR) and (B) null
virological response (NVR) in each subgroup was calculated and plotted. The X-
axis represents the rate of SVR or NVR in the model building patients and the Y-
axis represents those in the validation patients. The rate of SVR and NVR in each
subgroup of patients is closely correlated between the model building and the
validation patients (correlation coefficient: r* = 0.98-0.99).

icantly associated with IL28B genotype in the present study
(Table 4). The serum level of GGT was significantly associated
with NVR when examined independently but was no longer sig-
nificant when analyzed together with the IL28B genotype. These
observations indicate that some of the factors that we have pre-
viously identified may be associated with virological response to
therapy through the underlining link to the IL28B genotype.

In conclusion, the present study highlighted the impact of the
IL28B polymorphism and mutation in the ISDR on the pre-treat-
ment prediction of response to PEG-IFN/RBV therapy. A decision
model including these host and viral factors has the potential to

JOURNAL OF HEPATOLOGY
support selection of the optimum treatment strategy for individ-
ual patients, which may enable personalized treatment.
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Combination of hepatitis B viral antigens and DNA for
prediction of relapse after discontinuation of nucleos(t)ide
analogs in patients with chronic hepatitis B
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Aim: The factors associated with hepatitis recurrence after
discontinuation of nucleos(t)ide analogs (NAs) in patients with
chronic hepatitis B were analyzed to predict the risk of relapse
more accurately.

Methods: A total of 126 patients who discontinued NA
therapy were recruited retrospectively. The clinical conditions
of a successful discontinuation were set as alanine ami-
notransferase (ALT) below 30 [U/L and serum hepatitis B virus
(HBV) DNA below 4.0 log copies/mL.

Results: Relapse of hepatitis B were judged to occur when
maximal serum ALT became higher than 79 IU/L or when
maximal serum HBV DNA surpassed 5.7 log copies/mL follow-
ing NA discontinuation since these values corresponded with
mean values of ALT (30 {U/L} and HBV DNA (4.0 [og copies/mL},
respectively. At least 90% of patients with either detectable
hepatitis B e antigen or serum HBV DNA higher than 3.0 log

copies/mL at the time of NA discontinuation relapsed within
one year. In the remaining patients, higher levels of both
hepatitis B surface and core-related antigens at the time of
discontinuation, as well as a shorter course of NA treatment,
were significantly associated with relapse by multivariate
analysis.

Conclusions: It appears that negative results for hepatitis B
e antigen and serum HBV DNA lower than 3.0 log copies/mL
are essential for successful NA discontinuation, which may be
attained by a longer treatment period. Levels of hepatitis B
surface and core-related antigens are also significant factors
independently associated with relapse of hepatitis.

Key words: discontinuation, hepatitis B core-related
antigen, hepatitis B surface antigen, nucleos(t)ide analogs,
relapse of hepatitis
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INTRODUCTION

EPATITIS B VIRUS (HBV) infection is a major

health concern that has an estimated 350 to 400
million carriers worldwide. Chronic infection with HBV -
can cause chronic hepatitis, and may eventually develop
into liver cirthosis and hepatocellular carcinoma.'”
Over the last decade, major advances in the treatment of
chronic hepatitis B have been made with nucleos(t)ide
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analogs (NAs) such as lamivudine (LVD), adefovir
dipivoxil (ADV), and entecavir (ETV).* NAs are orally
administered and are associated with low rates of
adverse effects. Treatment with NAs shows strong sup-
pression of HBV replication and consequently rapid
improvement of elevated ALT levels. Furthermore, these
drugs have been reported to lower the risk of complicat-
ing cirrhosis and hepatocellular carcinoma,®” and so
NAs are becoming widely used to treat patients with
chronic hepatitis B. On the other hand, NAs carmry
the risk of developing drug-resistance;® drug-resistant
viruses emerging during treatment may be associated
with hepatitis flare-ups. Hepatitis B patients are also
required to undergo prolonged treatrment with NAs
because early discontinuance often leads to relapse of
hepatitis and ensuing hepatic failure following rises in
alanine aminotransferase (ALT) level *°

Serum HBV DNA is normally used to monitor the
antiviral effect of NAs. HBV DNA decreases rapidly and
becomes undetectable in the majority of patients who are
treated with NAs,*-13 but relapse after discontinuation is
notrare.'*7 Since it is also true that favorable virological
and biochemical responses to NAs may continue indefi-
nitely in some patients,®’® reliable markers that can
predict relapse of hepatitis after NA discontinuation are
needed. Such markers would benefit not only patients
who are considering discontinuation of NA treatment,
but also clinicians, hospitals, and the medical economy.

In the present study, we assessed several factors asso-
ciated with relapse of hepatitis after discontinuation of
NAs in patients with chronic hepatitis B, including
hepatitis B viral antigens, which have been reported as
new and promising markers for monitoring the effect of
antiviral agents, such as interferon and NAs.

METHODS

Patients

TOTAL OF 126 patients with chronic hepatitis B

who underwent and completed NA treatment
between 2000 and 2010 were enrolled in this study.
Patients were recruited retrospectively from 11 hospitals
across Japan (Toranomon Hospital, Hokkaido Univer-
sity Hospital, Nagoya City University Hospital, Shinshu
University Hospital, Hiroshima University Hospital,
National Hospital Organization Nagasaki Medical
Center, Chiba University Hospital, The Hospital of
Hyogo College of Medicine, Japanese Red Cross Nagoya
Daini Hospital, and Tokyo Women's Medical University
Hospital, Sapporo Kosei General Hospital) and met the
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following conditions: (i) serum ALT higher than 30 IU/L
and serum HBV DNA higher than 4.0 log copies/mL
were observed at least twice within the 6 months prior
to administration of NAs; (ii) stored serum samples at
initiation and discontinuation of NAs were available for
measurements of viral markers; (iii) clinical outcomes
were followed for at least 6 months after the discontinu-
ation of NAs; and (iv) tests for hepatitis C and human
immunodeficiency virus antibodies were negative.
Hepatitis B surface antigen (HBsAg) was confirmed to be
positive on at least two occasions at least 6 months apart
in all patients before treatment. Patients complicated
with hepatocellular carcinoma or signs of hepatic failure
at treatment discontinuation were excluded from the
study. Our cohort consisted of 83 men and 43 women
with a median age of 46 (range, 19 to 79) years when
NA administration was discontinued. Hepatitis B e
antigen (HBeAg) was positive in 64 patients (51%) at
the initiation of treatment and in 24 patients (19%) at
its discontinuation. HBV genotype was A in two (2%)
patients, B in five (4%), C in 102 (81%), and undeter-
mined in 17 (13%). Thirty-five of the 126 patients in
this study were younger than 35 years old. Although not
recommended as the first line treatment for this group
by Japanese guidelines,’® NA treatment was commenced
since chronic active hepatitis had been persisting in all
cases irrespective of their HBeAg status (26 positive and
nine negative) at the initiation of treatment.

The decision to discontinue NAs was made by indi-
vidual physicians using similar, but not uniform, con-
ditions. Four patients who halted NAs for financial
reasons were included. No patient underwent interferon
treatment during or after NA treatment. The decision to
recommence NA administration was also made by indi-
vidual physicians, essentially when relapse of hepatitis
became obvious. With few exceptions, patients were
seen at least once a month during the first year after
discontinuation of NAs, and at least once every several
months afterwards. Stored serum samples were kept
frozen at —20°C or below until assayed. This study was
approved by the Ethics Committees of all participating
institutions. ’

Hepatitis B viral markers

Serological markers for HBV, including HBsAg, HBeAg,
and antibody to HBe (anti-HBe) were tested using com-
mercially available enzyme immunoassay kits (Abbott
Japan Co., Ltd, Tokyo, Japan; Fujirebio Inc., Tokyo,
Japan; and/or Sysmex Co., Kobe, Japan) at each hospi-
tal. Quantitative measurement of HBsAg" was done
using a chemiluminescence enzyme immunoassay
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(CLEIA)-based HISCL HBsAg assay manufactured by
Sysmex Corporation (Kobe, Japan). The assay had a
quantitative range of —1.5 to 3.3 log IU/mL. End titer
was determined by diluting samples with normal
human serum when initial results exceeded the upper
limit of the assay range.

Serum concentration of HBV DNA was determined
using an Amplicor HBV monitor kit (Roche, Tokyo,
Japan),”*® which had a quantitative range of 2.6 to 7.6 log
copies/mL. Serum HBV DNA was also determined using
a COBAS TagMan HBV kit (Roche, Tokyo, Japan)* with
a quantitative range of 2.1 to 9.0 log copies/mL in 43
patients whose serum samples were available at the time
of NA discontinuation. According to the manufacturer’s
instructions, detection of a positive signal below the
quantitative range was described as a positive signal,
and no signal detection was described as a negative
signal. Six HBV genotypes (A~F) were evaluated accord-
ing to the restriction patterns of DNA fragments from
the method reported by Mizokami et al.

Serum hepatitis B core-related antigen (HBcrAg) levels
were measured using a CLEIA HBcrAg assay kit with a
fully automated Lumipulse System analyzer (Fujirebio
Inc., Tokyo, Japan) as described previously.*?* Briefly,
150 pL of serum was incubated with pretreatment solu-
tion and then added to a ferrite microparticle suspen-
sion in an assay cartridge. Ferrite particles were coated
with a monoclonal antibody mixture against denatured
HBcAg, HBeAg, and the 22 kDa precore protein. After
incubation and washing, further incubation was carried
out with alkaline phosphatase conjugated with two
kinds of monoclonal antibodies against denatured
HBcAg, HBeAg, and the 22 kDa precore protein. Follow-
ing washing, a substrate solution was added to the test
cartridge and then incubated. The relative chemilumi-
nescence intensity was measured, and HBcrAg concen-
tration was calculated by a standard curve generated
using recombinant pro-HBeAg. The immunoreactivity
of pro-HBeAg at 10 fg/mL was defined as 1 U/mL. We
expressed HBcrAg in terms of log U/mlL, with a quanti-
tative range set at 3.0 to 6.8 log U/mL.

Statistical analyses

A linear regression model was used to examine for asso-
ciations between mean and maximal values of both ALT
and HBV DNA. Correlations between variables were cal-
culated using the Spearman’s rank correction correlation
coefficient test. Each cut-off value was decided using
receiver operating characteristic curve (ROC) analysis
and results were evaluated by measuring the area under
the curve (AUC). The Fisher's exact and Pearson's ¢ tests

Relapse following discontinuation of NAs 3

were adopted to test for differences between subgroups
of patients. To compare continuous data, the Mann~
Whitney U-test was used. The Kaplan-Meier method
was used to estimate rates of non-relapse observations,
and the log-rank test was used to test hypotheses con-
cerning differences in non-relapse observations between
selected groups. Multivariate analyses were performed
using the Cox regression model. Variables associated
with a P-value<0.2 in univariate analyses were
included in a stepwise Cox regression analysis to iden-
tify independent factors associated with relapse of
hepatitis after discontinuation of NAs. All tests were
performed using the IBM SPSS Statistics Desktop for
Japan ver. 19.0 (IBM Japan Inc., Tokyo, Japan). P-values
of less than 0.05 were considered to be statistically
significant.

RESULTS

Definition of hepatitis relapse after
discontinuation of NAs

HE CLINICAL CONDITIONS of a successful discon-

tinuation of NAs were set at serum HBV DNA below
4.0 log copies/mL and ALT below 30 IU/L according to
the Japanese guidelines for the treatment of hepatitis
B.!® However, these criteria could not be directly applied
to our cohort as post-therapy fluctuations in ALT and
HBV DNA were difficult to evaluate consistently. In
total, 26 (76%) of 34 patients with successful discon-
tinuation of NAs showed transient abnormal levels of
ALT and/or HBV DNA, especially during the early phase
after cessation. We therefore used mean and maximal
values of these markers to evaluate relapse of hepatitis B
in this study; mean values were used to evaluate relapse
of hepatitis as a whole, and maximal values were used to
dynamically assess relapse during the follow-up period
after NA discontinuation. Both ALT and HBV DNA were
measured 11.0 times per year on average during the first
year and 4.1 times per year on average thereafter.

The mean values of HBV DNA were significantly
(P <0.001) correlated with maximal values with a cor-
relation coefficient of 0.853. Similarly, the mean values
of ALT were significantly (P < 0.001) correlated with
maximal values with a correlation coefficient of 0.940
(Fig. 1). The mean HBV DNA value of 4.0 log copies/mL
corresponded to a maximal HBV DNA value of 5.7 by
ROC analysis (AUC = 0.930, P< 0.001), and the mean
ALT value of 30 IU/L corresponded to a maximal ALT
value of 79 IU/L (AUC = 0.988, P < 0.001). These results
suggested that patients having serum HBV DNA higher
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Figure 1 Cormrelation between maximal and mean levels of
alanine aminotransferase (ALT) (a) and hepatitis B virus
(HBV) DNA (b) after discontinuation of nucleos(t)ide analogs
(NAs). Open circles indicate patients with detectable hepatitis
B e antigen (HBeAg) and closed squares indicate patients
without detectable HBeAg.

than 5.7 log copies/mL during the follow-up period
after NA discontinuation were not likely to achieve the
HBV DNA criterion of a successful discontinuation of
below 4.0 log copies/mL. Similarly, it could be inferred
that patients reaching ALT levels higher than 79 IU/L
would also not likely achieve the ALT criterion of a
successful discontinuation of below 30 IU/L.

Based on our findings, we judged that a relapse of
hepatitis B occurred when serum ALT exceeded 79 IU/L
or when serum HBV DNA exceeded 5.7 log copies/mL
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following NA discontinuation. Accordingly, 92 (73%)
of the 126 patients enrolled in the present study showed
a relapse. We set the follow-up period as discontinua-
tion to relapse for relapse patients and as discontinua-
tion to the last recorded examination for patients
without relapse. Whereas re-administration of NAs due
to relapse was commenced in 70% of relapse patients in
the follow-up period, none was performed in non-
relapse patients during that time.

Elimination of cases likely to show relapse
of hepatitis

As it is generally believed that patients who are positive
for HBeAg and/or have a higher level of HBV DNA at
discontinuation of NAs are likely to relapse, these
factors were assessed first. The progression of analyses in
the present study and the population structure of each
analysis are shown in Figure 2.

The non-relapse rate was compared using the Kaplan—
Meier method between 31 patients with HBV DNA
equal to or higher than 3.0 log copies/mL and 95
patients with levels lower than 3.0 log copies/mL when
NAs were discontinued (Fig. 3). The revised cut-off

. value of 3.0 log copies/mL was determined by ROC

analysis (AUC = 0.709, P < 0.001). Thirty (97%) of 31
patients with HBV DNA equal to or higher than 3.0 log
copies/mL relapsed within one year of discontinuation.
On the other hand, approximately 30% of patients with
levels lower than 3.0 log copies/mL showed prolonged
non-relapse. Thus, the 31 patients with high HBV DNA
at the time of discontinuation were eliminated from the
following analyses.

In the remaining 95 patients, the non-relapse rate was
compared using the Kaplan-Meier method between 10
patients with detectable HBeAg and 85 patients without
HBeAg when NAs were discontinued (Fig. 4). Ninety
percent of patients with HBeAg experienced relapse
within one year, which was significantly (P=0.005)
higher than in cases without HBeAg. In patients without
HBeAg, the non-relapse rate decreased rapidly during
the first year to approximately 45%, and then decreased
relatively slowly over the following 3 years to nearly
30%. It is noteworthy that this subgroup did not relapse
afterwards. Since the relapse rate was high among
patients with detectable HBeAg, they were excluded
from the following analyses as well.

Factors associated with relapse of hepatitis
after discontinuation of NAs

Additional factors associated with relapse of hepatitis
were analyzed in the remaining 85 patients who were
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