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ABSTRACT

Objectives:λ Intravenousλdrugλuseλaccountsλ forλmostλofλ theλnewλhepatitisλCλ infectionsλworldj
wide.λ Althoughλ thereλ isλ anλ urgentλ needλ forλ antiviralλ treatmentλ ofλ infectedλ intravenousλ drugλ
usersλ (IDUs),λ severalλ factorsλ compromiseλ theirλ treatmentλ includingλ lackλ ofλ treatmentλ adherj
enceλandλhighλdropoutλrate.λTheλaimλofλthisλstudyλwasλtoλcompareλantiviralλtreatmentjrelatedλ
problemsλ amongλ formerλ IDUsλ toλ HCVjinfectedλ patientsλ withoutλ aλ historyλ ofλ IDU.λ Methods:λ
ThisλwasλaλretrospectiveλchartλreviewλofλHCVjinfectedλIDUsλwhoλreceivedλcombinedλantiviralλ
therapyλatλtheλHepatologyλOutpatientλClinicλofλSzentλLászlóλHospitalλbetweenλ1λJanuaryλ2006λ
andλ31λDecemberλ2008.λAλcontrolλgroupλofλinterferonλtreatedλpatientsλwithλnoλhistoryλofλIDUλ
matchedλforλageλandλsexλwasλselected.λResults:λDropoutλrateλwasλsignificantlyλhigherλinλtheλIDUλ
groupλ(pλ=λ0.016).λTreatmentλresponseλatλ theλ12thλweekλofλ treatmentλwasλsignificantlyλbetterλ
inλtheλIDUλgroupλ(pλ=λ0.004).λSignificantlyλmoreλIDUsλunderwentλantiviralλtreatmentλwhileλinλ
prisonλ(pλ=λ0.008).λConclusions:λInλthisλstudyλhigherλdropoutλrateλwasλfoundλamongλIDUs.λIDUsλ
hadλaλbetterλresponseλrateλtoλantiviralλtherapyλcomparedλtoλcontrols.λMoreλattentionλshouldλbeλ
paidλtoλfactorsλthatλworsenλtreatmentλadherenceλofλIDUsλjλparticularlyλlackλofλabstinenceλjλinλ
orderλtoλincreaseλtheλeffectivenessλofλantiviralλtherapy.λ

Keywords:λpsychiatry;λhepatitisλC;λsubstancejrelatedλdisorders.

[Braz J Infect Dis 2011;15(2):163-166]©ElsevierλEditoraλLtda.

INTRODUCTION

Inλ severalλ Europeanλ countriesλ theλ prevaj
lenceλ ofλ hepatitisλ Cλ virusλ (HCV)λ infectionλ
inλ intravenousλ drugλ usersλ (IDUs)λ isλ aboveλ
70%.1j3λ Inλ Hungaryλ untilλ 2006λ onlyλ limitedλ
dataλ fromλ healthλ serviceλ providersλ wereλ
available.4j6λHungarianλsurveysλreportedλ10j
30%λ HCVλ prevalenceλ ratesλ inλ IDUs.λ Startj
ingλ inλ 2006,λ theλ annualλ screeningλ ofλ IDUsλ
coveringλ specializedλ outpatientλ clinicsλ andλ
needle/syringeλprogramsλ(NSP)λusingλ‘driedλ
bloodλ spot’λ techniquesλ yieldedλ aλ nationalλ
prevalenceλ ofλ aboutλ 25%,λ thoughλ inλ Budaj
pestλtheλprevalenceλwasλconsiderablyλhigher,λ
36%λandλinλoneλNSPλitλevenλreachedλ70%.7

Theλ mostλ effectiveλ currentλ therapyλ ofλ
HCVλ infectionλ isλ pegylatedλ interferonλ andλ
ribavirinλ combinationλ thatλ couldλ achieveλ
sustainedλ treatmentλ responseλ inλ 50j60%λ ofλ
theλ cases.8,9λ Thereλ isλ noλ generallyλ acceptedλ
recommendationλ concerningλ theλ antiviralλ
treatmentλofλactiveλIDUs.λSomeλauthorsλarj

gueλ thatλ activeλ IDUλ isλ aλ contraindicationλ
forλcombinationλtherapy,λpartlyλdueλtoλtheirλ
poorλtreatmentλadherenceλandλpartlyλtoλtheλ
increasedλ likelihoodλ ofλ rejinfection.10λ Othj
ersλregardλtreatmentλnecessaryλforλharmjrej
ductionλandλpreventingλfurtherλspreadingλofλ
infection.11λ Thereλ isλ growingλ evidenceλ thatλ
evenλ inλactiveλIDUsλtheλbenefitλofλantiviralλ
treatmentλ exceedsλ theλ risksλ ofλ sideλ effectsλ
andλ rejinfection.12λ Bothλ activeλ andλ formerλ
IDUsλ haveλ aλ significantlyλ higherλ dropoutλ
rateλ comparedλ toλ HCVjinfectedλ patientsλ
withoutλ aλ historyλ ofλ illicitλ drugλ use.13,14λ Inλ
Budapest,λtheλHepatologyλOutpatientλClinicλ
ofλSzentλLászlóλHospitalλplaysλaλkeyλroleλ inλ
theλ examinationλ andλ antiviralλ treatmentλ ofλ
HCVλpositiveλIDUs.λ

Theλ aimλ ofλ thisλ studyλ wasλ toλ compareλ
antiviralλtreatmentjrelatedλproblemsλamongλ
HCVjinfectedλ patientsλ withλ andλ withoutλ aλ
historyλofλ illicitλdrugλuseλ inλ theλperiodλbej
tweenλ2006λandλ2008.
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METHODS

hisλwasλaλretrospectiveλchartλreviewλofλHCVjinfectedλIDUsλ
whoλ receivedλ combinedλ antiviralλ therapyλ atλ theλ Hepatolj
ogyλOutpatientλClinicλofλSzentλLászlóλHospitalλbetweenλ1λ
Januaryλ2006λandλ31λDecemberλ2008.λAλcontrolλgroupλofλ
interferonjtreatedλ patientsλ withoutλ aλ historyλ ofλ drugλ useλ
matchedλforλageλandλsexλwasλselected.λheλfollowingλtreatj
mentλoutcomesλwereλanalyzed:λHCVjPCRλresults,λdropoutλ
rate,λ treatmentλ response,λ andλ psychiatricλ complications.λ
heλpercentageλofλpatientsλreceivingλantiviralλtherapyλwhileλ
inλprisonλwasλalsoλrecorded.λ

ForλstatisticalλanalysisλtheλSPSSλ10.0λpackageλ(Statisticalλ
Packageλ forλ Socialλ Sciences,λ Chicago,λ IL,λ USA)λ wasλ used.λ
Descriptiveλ dataλ wereλ presentedλ withλ meansλ andλ standardλ
deviations.λ Binomialλ dataλ wereλ comparedλ withλ theλ chij
squareλtest;λifλtheλvalueλinλaλcellλwasλlessλthanλive,λtheλFisherλ
exactλtestλwasλapplied.λStatisticalλsigniicanceλwasλsetλatλ0.05.λ

RESULTS 

Ofλtheλ6,759λpatientsλwhoλattendedλtheλHepatologyλOutpaj
tientλClinicλbetweenλ1λJanuaryλ2006λandλ31λDecemberλ2008,λ
123λhadλaλhistoryλofλIDUλandλ36λofλthemλ(28%;λ29λmenλandλ
7λwomen)λreceivedλantiviralλtreatmentλforλchronicλhepatij
tisλC.λheλmeanλagesλofλtheλsampleλandλtheλcontrolλgroupλ
wereλ34.44λ±λ8.85λandλ34.56λ±λ8.85,λrespectively.λTenλofλtheλ
36λIDUsλdroppedλoutλduringλtreatmentλ(Tableλ1).λTableλ2λ
showsλtheλcomparisonλbetweenλIDUsλandλcontrolsλwithλrej
spectλtoλtreatment.λTwoλIDUλpatientsλwereλonλmethadoneλλ
maintenance,λanotherλtwoλonλbuprenorphin+naloxonλmainj
tenanceλ whileλ undergoingλ antiviralλ treatment;λ noneλ ofλ
theseλfourλIDUsλdroppedλout.λAbstinenceλwasλascertainedλ
inλ7λofλtheλ36λIDUλsubjectsλbyλpsychiatricλevaluation.λAnj
otherλ iveλ casesλ wereλ assessedλ byλ aλ psychiatristλ (GG)λ toλ
monitorλtheirλongoingλpsychiatricλtreatmentλorλtoλtreatλtheλ
sideλefectsλdueλtoλtheλantiviralλtherapy.

IFNλtreatmentλinλformerλIDUs

Table 1. Reasons for termination of antiviral therapy in intravenous drug users

Case Sex  Age Time of termination   HCV-PCR Reason for termination of therapy 

    3rd month

1 Male 26 1st month   THC+IF- induced psychosis   

     (hospitalization)

2 Male 43 1st month  Thrombopenia

3  Male 27 7st month  Unknown. Released from prison? 

4 Male 26 3rd month   Disappeared. Released from prison?

5  Female 51 8th month Negative Hypothyreosis

6 Male 19 6th month Negative Disappeared (side effects: itching,  

     loss of appetite)

7 Male 29 7th month  Disappeared. Released?

8 Male 41 1st month  Disappeared. Released from prison?  

     Psychiatric condition deteriorated?

9 Male 40 8th month   Refused to continue. 

     Released from prison?

10 Female 34 9th month Negative Diffuse pain, weight loss, indigestion.

Table 2. Comparison of the outcome of combined antiviral therapy between intravenous drug users and controls  

 IDUs Control group Statistics 

HCV-PCR at 12th week 28 29 p = 1.000

Negative HCV-PCR at 12th week  18 9 p = 0.004 

Negative HCV-PCR at 24th week  22 17 p = 0.125

Rapid responder 2 1 p = 1.000

Prolonged therapy 1 4 p = 0.250

Dropout   10 3 p = 0.016 

Termination due to ineffectiveness 3 8 p = 0.063

Therapy while in prison  10 2 p = 0.008 

Psychiatric complications  5 8 p = 0.250
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DISCUSSION

Itλ isλ estimatedλ thatλ thereλareλatλ leastλ2000λ IDUsλ inλBuj
dapest,15λandλatλleastλ700λofλthemλcouldλbeλinfectedλwithλ
HCV.λ Yet,λ onlyλ 123λ (18%)λ soughtλ treatmentλ inλ theseλ
threeλyearsλatλtheλHepatologyλOutpatientλClinicλofλSzentλ
Lászlóλ Hospital.λ Thisλ lowλ proportionλ clearlyλ indicatesλ
theλ needλ forλ increasingλ theλ effortsλ toλ betterλ identifyλ
HCVjinfectedλIDUs,λaλratherλdifficultλtask.16λ

Inλthisλstudy,λIDUλpatientsλprematurelyλterminatedλ
treatmentλ moreλ frequentlyλ (pλ =λ 0.016)λ thanλ theλ conj
trolλ group;λ inλ threeλ casesλ dueλ toλ somaticλ andλ inλ oneλ
dueλ toλ psychiatricλ complicationsλ (Tableλ 1).λ Fiveλ paj
tientsλdroppedλoutλforλunknownλreasons;λfourλreceivedλ
antiviralλ combinationλ therapyλ whileλ inλ prison,λ whileλ
theλ fifthλ patientλ reportedλ itchingλ andλ lossλ ofλ appetite.λ
Similarλ dropoutλ rateλ (31%)λ wasλ foundλ byλ Sealλ et al.,17λ
andλtheλcorrespondingλfigureλwasλevenλhigherλ(43%)λinλ
aλ Germanλ report13λ thanλ theλ 28%λ seenλ inλ thisλ study.λ Aλ
possibleλ explanationλ forλ theλ lowerλ dropoutλ rateλ couldλ
beλthatλinλourλhepatologyλcenterλonlyλ28%λofλtheλHCVj
infectedλ IDUλ patientsλ receivedλ antiviralλ treatment,λ
asλ opposedλ toλ 89%λ inλ Schaeferλ et al’sλ studyλ whichλ inj
cludedλ nonjIDUλ patientsλ asλ well.λ Allλ fourλ patientsλ inλ
substitutionλ therapyλ adheredλ toλ treatmentλ andλ threeλ
becameλ HCVjPCRλ negativeλ byλ weekλ 12.λ Byλ theλ endλ
ofλ theλ studyλ period,λ however,λ onlyλ oneλ completedλ theλ
treatmentλsuccessfully.λ

Inλ theλ groupλ ofλ IDUs,λ 50%λ andλ 63%λ becameλ HCVj
PCRλ negativeλ byλ theλ 12thλ andλ 24thλ week,λ respectively.λ
Atλ theλ 12thλ weekλ theλ IDUλ groupλ showedλ significantlyλ
betterλ responseλ toλ treatmentλ thanλ theλ controlλ groupλλ
(pλ=λ0.004)λindicatingλaλmoreλrapidλtreatmentλresponseλ
byλ IDUs;λ however,λ thisλ differenceλ disappearedλ byλ theλ
24thλ week.λ IDUs’λ betterλ antiviralλ treatmentλ responseλ isλ
alsoλ supportedλbyλ theλ findingλ thatλ fewerλcasesλofλ IDUsλ
neededλprolongedλ(upλtoλ18λmonths)λtreatmentλandλrapj
idλresponseλwasλmoreλfrequent,λthoughλtheseλdifferencesλ
didλnotλreachλstatisticalλsignificance.λ

Theλ responseλ rateλ ofλ IDUsλ atλ weekλ 24λ inλ thisλ studyλ
wasλratherλhighλ(63%λwereλHCVjPCRλnegative)λinλcomj
parisonλtoλotherλstudies.13,18λThisλcouldλbeλexplainedλbyλ
theλpossibilityλofλhavingλmoreλfrequentλgenotypesλ2λandλ
3λinλtheλsampleλofλIDUs,19λasλpatientsλwithλtheseλtwoλgenj
otypesλrespondλbetterλtoλantiviralλtreatmentλthanλgenoj
typesλ1λandλ4.20

Theλ needλ forλ psychiatricλ evaluationλ wereλ signifij
cantlyλmoreλoften13λinλtheλgroupλofλIDUs,λalthoughλtheλ
evaluationλ mainlyλ aimedλ atλ confirmingλ abstinence.λ
Seriousλ psychiatricλ problemsλ resultingλ inλ terminationλ
ofλ treatmentλwereλrestrictedλ toλ theλIDUλgroup.λ Inλoneλ
case,λ tetrahydrocannabinolλ (THC)λ abuseλ duringλ antij
viralλtherapyλledλtoλpsychosis;λanotherλpatientλwhoλhadλ
beenλ onλ psychiatricλ treatmentλ discontinuedλ antiviralλ

therapyλ afterλ oneλ month.λ Schaeferλ et al.13λ foundλ simij
larλ reasonsλ forλ treatmentλ terminationλ amongλ IDUs.λ
Thoughλ psychiatricλ complicationsλ wereλ observedλ
slightlyλmoreλfrequentlyλinλtheλcontrolλgroupλcomparedλ
toλIDUsλ(8λvs.λ5),λpsychiatricλevaluationλwasλrequestedλ
forλonlyλoneλcaseλandλnoλpatientλdroppedλoutλfromλinj
terferonλtherapyλbecauseλofλpsychiatricλreasons.λInλfourλ
casesλtheλtreatingλphysiciansλrecommendedλshortjtermλ
anxiolyticλtreatment.λ

Theλresultsλofλ thisλ studyλshouldλbeλ interpretedλwithλ
cautionλ dueλ toλ theλ relativelyλ smallλ sampleλ sizeλ andλ theλ
inaccuraciesλinherentλtoλretrospectiveλchartλreviews.

CONCLUSION

Inλ thisλ study,λhigherλdropoutλ rateλwasλ foundλamongλ IDUsλ
whoλ otherwiseλ hadλ aλ betterλ responseλ toλ antiviralλ therapyλ
comparedλtoλcontrols.λMoreλattentionλshouldλbeλpaidλtoλfacj
torsλthatλworsenλtreatmentλadherenceλofλIDUsλ–λparticularlyλ
lackλofλabstinenceλ–λinλorderλtoλincreaseλtheλefectivenessλofλ
antiviralλtherapy.λ
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