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Plain English summary

What was the problem?

Alcoholic hepatitis is an inflammatory condition of the liver caused by prolonged excessive alcohol
consumption. Alcoholic hepatitis results in jaundice and liver failure; in the severe form of disease death
may occur in 30% of patients within the first month. Previous clinical trials have failed to conclusively
identify a treatment for this condition.

What did we do?

This trial tested whether or not prednisolone or pentoxifylline (which suppress inflammation) reduced the
number of deaths in patients with severe alcoholic hepatitis. Over 1100 patients in 65 hospitals
were included.

What did we find?

The number of deaths in the first month was reduced among patients taking prednisolone, but the effect
was relatively weak and did not persist. Pentoxifylline did not appear to confer any benefit at any time.
Patients treated with prednisolone had serious infections twice as frequently (13% vs. 7%) as in those who
did not receive this drug. The trial showed that certain laboratory (prothrombin time and levels of bilirubin,
creatinine and urea) and clinical (age and presence of encephalopathy) values helped predict a poor
outcome of alcoholic hepatitis.

After 1 year, half the patients had died, 37% had stopped drinking alcohol and 20% attended an alcohol
rehabilitation programme.

What does this mean?

Prednisolone has a modest effect and could be used to treat alcoholic hepatitis. In the longer term, more
effort needs to be made to get patients into rehabilitation programmes. New treatments are required to
suppress the inflammation in the liver without increasing the risk of infection.
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