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Table 1. Characteristics of patients and transplants

No. of patients,
Variable n = 294 (%)

108 (37)

Disease status

Data are numbers (%) unless specified otherwise.

"Cyclosporine-based indicates cyclosporine with or without other agents;
tacrolimus-based indicates tacrolimus with or without other agents.

HLA compatibility was defined according to the results of serolegic or low-
resolution molecular typing for HLA-A, B, and DR antigens.

the results of analyses treating the occurrence of acute GVHD as a time-varying
covariate; the landmark day was set at day 68 after transplantation, the date until
when more than 95% of patients developed acute GVHD.

Results are expressed as hazard ratios (HRs) and their 95% confidence
intervals (CI). All tests were 2-sided, and a P value of less than .05 was
considered to indicate statistical significance. All statistical analyses were
performed with STATA Version 11 software (StataCorp).

Results
Characteristics of patients and transplants

Characteristics of the patients and transplants are shown in
Table 1. Most of the patients received transplants at the age of
41 to 60 years (median, 51 years). The disease status at transplan-
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tation was mainly defined as other than complete remission. The
intensity of conditioning regimen was classified as myeloabla-
tive in 102 (35%) patients and reduced intensity in 128 (44%)
patients; the remaining 64 (22%) patients were reported to
receive cyclophosphamide plus TBI in 16 patients; busulfan
plus cyclophosphamide in 15 patients; busulfan plus melphalan
in | patient; purine analog-containing regimen in 6 patients; and
other TBI-based regimens in 26 patients, although the intensity
of these regimens was considered unclassifiable because of lack
of dosage information. Cyclosporine-based prophylaxis against
GVHD was used in more than half of patients. Patients
underwent transplantation using HLA-matched related donor in
132 patients (45%), HLA-mismatched related donorin 31 patients
(11%), unrelated bone marrow donor in 82 patients (28%), and
unrelated cord blood unit in 49 patients (17%). Half of the
patients received transplants within 6 months of diagnosis. The
median time of follow-up among the survivors was 42.8 months
(range, 1.5-102.3 months).

Effects of acute GVHD on overall survival

The median onset day of acute GVHD of any grade after
transplantation was 24.5 (range, 5-133). Acute GVHD of grades
1-4. 2-4, and 3-4 occurred in 202 patients (69%), 150 patients
(51%), and 65 patients (22%), respectively. The effect of acute
GVHD on overall survival was evaluated using semi-landmark
plots with reference to the following 3 categories: no acute GVHD,
grade 1-2 acute GVHD, and grade 3-4 acute GVHD (Figure 1A).
The impact of grade 1-2 or grade 3-4 acute GVHD on overall
survival also was evaluated by forest plots stratified by background
characteristics of patients and transplants (Figure 2). These analy-
ses revealed that development of grade 1-2 acute GVHD was
consistently associated with higher overall survival compared with
the absence of acute GVHD, whereas occurrence of grade 3-4 acute
GVHD was consistently associated with lower overall survival,
except that adverse impact of grade 3-4 acute GVHD was not
observed in the subgroups of patients who received transplants
from an HLA-matched related or HLA-mismatched related donor.
Multivariate analysis treating an occurrence of acute GVHD as a
time-dependent covariate also confirmed the positive impact of
grade 1-2 acute GVHD (HR. 0.65: 95% CI. 0.45-0.93: P = .018)
and the adverse impact of grade 3-4 acute GVHD on overall
survival (HR, 1.64; 95% CI, 1.10-2.42; P = .014; Table 2). Patients
who received reduced intensity conditioning and myeloablative
conditioning had similar rates of overall survival by both univariate
(HR of reduced intensity vs myeloablative transplant, 1.19; 95% CI.,
0.85-1.68; P = .318) and multivariate analysis (HR, 0.95; 95% CI,
0.61-1.47;, P = .814). There was no interaction effect between
conditioning intensity and grade 1-2 (P = .704) or grade 3-4 acute
GVHD (P = .891) on overall survival. The effect of each grade of
acute GVHD on overall survival was additionally evaluated. It
showed that only grade 2 acute GVHD was associated with
superior overall survival. whereas only grade 4 acute GVHD was
associated with inferior survival (supplemental Table 1, available
on the Blood Web site: see the Supplemental Materials link at the
top of the online article). In the landmark analysis treating an
occurrence of acute GVHD as a time-fix covariate, consistent
results were obtained for patients who survived at least 68 days
(landmark day), although the adverse impact of grade 3-4 acute
GVHD on overall survival became no longer significant (supple-
mental Table 2).
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Figure 1. Semi-landmark plots for effects of acute GVHD. Semi-landmark plots
illustrating the effects of acute GVHD on overall survival {A), disease-associated
mortality (B), and treatment-related mortality (C).

Effects of acute GVHD on disease-associated and
treatment-related mortality

We next evaluated the effects of acute GVHD on disease-
associated and treatment-related mortality (Figure 1B-C). Disease-
associated mortality was defined as cumulative incidence of death
directly attributable to relapse or progression of ATL, whereas
treatment-related mortality was calculated as cumulative incidence
of any death notincluded in disease-associated deaths. Multivariate
analysis revealed that disease-associated mortality was lower in the
presence of grade 1-2 and grade 3-4 acute GVHD compared with
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the absence of acute GVHD (grade 1-2 acute GVHD: HR, 0.54;
95% CI, 0.32-0.92; P = .023 and grade 3-4 acute GVHD: HR,
0.44; 95% CI. 0.22-0.90; P = .024; Table 2), and each grade of
acute GVHD showed consistent inverse association with disease-
associated mortality (supplemental Table 1). Although the risk of
treatment-related mortality was not higher in the presence of grade
1-2 acute GVHD, development of grade 3-4 acute GVHD was
significantly associated with higher treatment-related mortality
compared with the absence of acute GVHD (HR, 3.50; 95% CI,
2.01-6.11; P < .001; Table 2). Patients undergoing reduced inten-
sity transplantation and those undergoing myeloablative transplan-
tation had similar risks of disease-associated death (HR. 0.99; 95%
CI, 0.46-2.13; P = .975) and treatment-related death (HR, 0.98;
95% CI, 0.60-1.59; P = .928) by multivariate analysis. There
was no interaction effect between conditioning intensity and
grade 1-2 or grade 3-4 acute GVHD on disease-associated
mortality and treatment-related mortality. Of 95 patients who
experienced treatment-related deaths, 27 patients succumbed to
infectious complications: bacterial in 13 patients, viral in
7 patients (including 3 cases of cytomegalovirus disease), viral
and bacterial in | patient, fungal in 5 patients, and no specific
organism reported in 1 patient. The proportions of patients who
died of infectious complication among those without acute
GVHD (n = 92), those with grade 1-2 (n = 137), and those with
grade 3-4 acute GVHD (n = 65) were 4%. 9%. and" 17%,
respectively (supplemental Table 3). By multivariate analysis,
development of grade 3-4 acute GVHD was significantly
associated with higher risk of death related to infection (HR,
4.74; 95% CI, 1.51-14.8; P = .008), whereas the adverse
influence on the infection-related deaths was less evident in the
presence of grade [-2 acute GVHD (HR. 2.17: 95% CI,
0.72-6.56; P = .169).

Effects of chronic GVHD on overall survival and mortality

Chronic GVHD was evaluated in 183 patients who survived at least
100 days after transplantation. The median day of chronic GVHD
occurrence after transplantation was 116 (range, 100-146 days).
Limited and extensive chronic GVHD occurred in 29 (16%) and
63 patients (34%). respectively. Semi-landmark plots were con-
structed to illustrate the effects of chronic GVHD on overall
survival, disease-associated mortality, and treatment-related mortal-
ity with reference to the following subgroups: no chronic GVHD,
limited chronic GVHD, and extensive chronic GVHD (Figure 3).
In multivariate analysis treating an occurrence of chronic GVHD as
a time-dependent covariate, neither overall survival nor disease-
associated mortality was significantly associated with severity of
chronic GVHD, whereas treatment-related mortality was higher in
the presence of extensive chronic GVHD (HR, 2.75; 95% CI,
1.34-5.63; P = .006) compared with the absence of chronic GVHD
(Table 3). The proportions of patients who died of infectious
complication among those without chronic GVHD (n = 91), those
with limited chronic GVHD (n = 29), and those with extensive
chronic GVHD (n = 63) were 7%, 10%. and 8%, respectively. In
multivariate analysis, no statistically significant association was
found between infection-related death and the occurrence of either
limited (P = .289) or extensive GVHD (P = .8306).

Discussion

To our knowledge, this is the largest retrospective study to
analyze the impact of acute and chronic GVHD on clinical
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Figure 2. Impact of the grade of acute GVHD on overall survival in each stratified category. Effects of grade 1-2 (A) and grade 3-4 acute GVHD (B) on overall survival are
shown as forest plots. Square boxes on lines indicate hazard ratios compared with “no acute GVHD group,” and horizontal lines represent the corresponding 95% CI.
Abbreviations used are the same as described in the footnotes to Tables 1 and 2.

outcomes including overall survival, disease-associated mortal-  related mortality among patients who developed severe acute
ity, and treatment-related mortality after allogeneic HCT for GVHD, and an overall beneficial effect on survival was
ATL. In the present study, the occurrence of both grade 1-2 and  observed only with the development of mild-to-moderate acute
grade 3-4 acute GVHD was associated with lower disease- GVHD. In contrast to acute GVHD, no beneficial effect was
associated mortality compared with the absence of acute observed in association with the development of chronic
GVHD. However, positive effect of GVHD on reduced disease- GVHD, although the point estimate of the HR comparing
associated mortality was counterbalanced by increased treatment-  limited chronic GVHD versus the absence of chronic GVHD

Table 2. Effect of acute GVHD on overall survival, disease-associated mortality, and treatment-related mortality after allogeneic
hematopoietic cell transplantation for adult T-cell leukemia

Univariate analysis Multivariate analysis
Outcome HR (95% CI) P HR (95% CI) P

Grade 1 or 2 acute GVHD vs no acute GVHD 0.60 (0.42-0.85) .004 0.65 (0.45-0.93) .018

Disease-associated mortalityt

Grade 1 or 2 acute GVHD vs no acute GVHD 1.13 (0.67-1.89) .649 1.22 {0.72-2.07) 461

*Other significant variables were sex of recipient, female (reference, 1.00) and male (HR, 1.70; 95% Cl, 1.24-2.32; P = .001); achievement of complete remission,
complete remission (reference, 1.00), status other than complete remission (HR, 2.05; 95% Cl, 1.44-2.92; P < .001), and status not known (HR, 2.21; 85% Cl, 1.15-4.22;
P = ,017); type of donor, HLA-matched related donor (reference, 1.00), HLA-mismatched related donor (HR, 1.71; 95% Cl, 1.04-2.84; P = .036), unrelated donor of bone
mairow (HR, 1.39; 95% Cl, 0.94-2.06; P = .096), and unrelated cord blood (HR, 1.86; 95% Cl, 1.22-2.83; P = .004).

fOther significant variables were achievement of complete remission, complete remission (reference, 1.00), status other than complete remission (HR, 2.98; 95% Cl,
1.62-5.47; P < .001), and status not known (HR, 0.96; 95% Cl, 0.21-4.49; P = .963); type of donor, HLA-matched related donor (reference, 1.00), HLA-mismatched related
donor (HR, 2.14; 95% Cl, 1.00-4.55; P = .049), unrelated donor of bone marrow (HR, 1.45; 95% Cl, 0.81-2.61; P = .214), and unrelated cord blood (HR, 1.25; 95% Cl,
0.63-2.49; P = 517).

FAnother significant variable was achievement of complete remission, complete remission {reference, 1.00), status other than complete remission (HR, 1.17; 95% Cl,
0.74-1.84; P = .498) and status not known (HR, 2.31; 95% Cl, 1.04-5.15; P = .040).
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Figure 3. Semi-landmark plots for impact of chronic GVHD. Semi-landmark plots
illustrating impact of chronic GVHD on overall survival (A), disease-associated
mortality (B), and treatment-related mortality (C).

snggested the trend toward a reduced risk of disease-associated
deaths in the limited chronic GVHD group.

Our present findings are in contrast to the previous reports
showing the beneficial effects of chronic GVHD rather than acute
GVHD on the prevention of disease recurrence after allogeneic
HCT. Tt is less likely that the particular characteristics of chronic
GVHD in patients with ATL biased the results, because the
incidence rate and median onset day of chronic GVHD in our
cohort were similar to those reported in previous studies evaluating
the incidence of chronic GVHD among Japanese patients, most of
whom had received allogeneic HCT for myeloid neoplasms or
acute lymphoblastic leukemia.**-3? Conceivably, the rapid tempo of
disease recurrence of ATL might be such that chronic GVHD is less
potent in terms of harnessing clinically relevant graft-versus-
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leukemia responses compared with acute GVHD. However, the
results of our analysis regarding the effect of chronic GVHD
should be interpreted with caution because the number of patients
evaluable for chronic GVHD was relatively small in our study for
providing sufficient statistical power. The effect of chronic GVHD
on outcomes after HCT for ATL should be further explored in a
larger cohort. :

The occurrence of GVHD has been shown to exert a potent
graft-versus-leukemia effect in terms of reducing relapse incidence
in acute leukemia or chronic myeloid leukemia.®** In contrast,
multiple studies have documented a correlation between GVHD in
its acute or chronic form and treatment-related mortality. In a study
of patients undergoing HLA-identical sibling HCT for chronic
myeloid leukemia, the overall beneficial effect on long-term
survival was demonstrated only in a group of patients who
developed grade 1 acute GVHD or limited chronic GVHD.* In
another study of HLA-identical sibling HCT for leukemia using
cyclosporine and methotrexate as GVHD prophylakis, a benefit of
mild GVHD was only seen in high-risk patients but not in
standard-risk patients. Therefore, the therapeutic window between
decreased relapse incidence and increased transplant-related mortal-
ity in association with the development of GVHD has been
considered to be very narrow.

With regard to the effectiveness of allogeneic HCT for ATL. it is
also of note here that posttransplant eradication of ATL cells can be
achieved without the use of high-dose chemoradiotherapy: patients
who received a transplant with reduced intensity conditioning had
survival outcomes similar to those who received a transplant with
myeloablative conditioning in our study. Intriguingly, several small
cohort studies exhibited that abrupt discontinuation of immugosup-
pressive agents resulted in disappearance or reduction in the tumor
burden in allografted patients with ATL. In some cases, remission
of ATL was observed along with the development of GVHD.1:20.22
Taken together with the findings of this study, it is suggested that
ATL is particularly susceptible to immune modulation following
allogeneic HCT. To clarify the presence of such “graft-versus-
ATL"” effect, further investigations are needed to assess the efficacy
of donor lymphocyte infusion or withdrawal of immunosuppres-
sive agents on relapse after transplantation.

Of the HTLV-I gene products, Tax is a dominant target of
HTLV-I-specific cytotoxic T lymphocytes. The vigorous Tax-
specific cytotoxic T-cell responses were demonstrated in recipients
who obtained complete remission after allogeneic HCT for ATL,
suggesting that “graft-versus-HTLV-I” responses might contribute
to the eradication of ATL cells. % However, Tax is generally
undetectable or present in very low levels in primary ATL cells. ¥
In addition. small amounts of HTLV-I provirus can be detected in
peripheral blood of recipients who attained long-term remission of
ATL, even after HCT from HTLV-I-negative donors.®* These
findings suggest that “graft-versus-ATL” effect can be harnessed
without complete elimination of HTLV-I. It is also important to
note that allogeneic HCT is emerging as an effective treatment
option for other mature T-cell neoplasms not related to HTLV-I,
such as mycosis fungoides/Sézary syndrome and various types of
aggressive peripheral T-cell lymphomas.#'#? These observations
raised the possibility that the common targets for alloimmune
responses might exist across a spectrum of malignant T-cell
neoplasms, including ATL. The minor histocompatibility antigens
or tumor-specific antigens can be other targets of alloimmune
anti-ATL effect.#34> Therefore, the elucidation of the mechanism
underlying an immunologic eradication of primary ATL cells may
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Table 3. Effect of chronic GVHD on overall survival, disease-associated mortality, and treatment-related mortality after allogeneic
hematopoietic cell transplantation for adult T-cell leukemia

Univariate analysis Muttivariate analysis
Outcome HR (95% CI) P HR (95% Cl) P

Limited chronic GVHD vs no chronic GYHD

0.71 (0.34-1.47)

.353 0.72 (0.35-1.50} .385

Disease-associated mortality{

Extensive chronic GVHD vs no chronic GVHD

0.81 (0.39-1.67)

.563 0.80 (0.39-1.64) 536

Limited chronic GVHD vs no chronic GVHD

1.59 (0.64-3.95)

316 1.56 (0.63-3.87) 342

*There was no significant variable.
+There was no significant variable.
+There was no other significant variable.

lead to a new strategy for improving outcomes of allogeneic HCT
not only for ATL but also for other intractable T-cell neoplasms.

This study has several limitations. First, acute GVHD might be
intentionally induced for some patients considered at high risk of
relapse by treating clinicians. Second, the information on the day
when each grade of GVHD occurred was not available. Therefore,
we treated the development of acute and chronic GVHD in their
‘Worst severity as a time-varying covariate. To validate the results,
we also performed the landmark analysis and obtained consistent
results. Third, the relatively small number of patients with chronic
GVHD might mask or bias the effect of chronic GVHD on
outcomes. Last, the effect of multiple testing should be taken into
account for the interpretation of the secondary end points.

In conclusion, the development of acute GVHD was associated
with lower disease-associated mortality after allogeneic HCT for
ATL compared with the absence of acute GVHD. However,
improved survival can be expected only among a group of patients
who developed mild-to-moderate acute GVHD because those
who developed severe acute GVHD were at high risk of
treatment-related mortality. New strategies that enhance the
allogeneic anti-ATL effect without exacerbating GVHD are
required to improve the outcomes of patients undergoing
allogeneic HCT for ATL.
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