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    Abstract



Background The clinical response in patients with Rheumatoid Arthritis (RA) to rituximab (RTX) has been shown to be related with the presence of B-cells in the synovi. To date this has not been proved for peripheral B-cell counts. Ultrasound (US) has proven higher sensitivity for detecting synovitis than clinical assessment. The relation of subclinical US-detected synovitis and peripheral B-cell counts in RA patients treated with RTX has not been addressed.





Objectives the aim of study was to assess the association between the presence of absolute B- cell count in peripheral blood and subclinical synovitis measured by US [B-Mode (BM) and power Doppler (PD)] in RA patients treated with RTX in clinical remission according to the attending physician.





Methods In this cross sectional study we evaluated 37 RA patients treated with RTX in clinical remission according to clinical judgment. Inclusion criteria were having received at least two cycles of RTX and having had no change in therapy in the previous 3 months. All patients underwent a blind clinical, laboratory and US assessment (BM and PD of 12 joints). A global index for B-mode synovitis (BMI; range 0–36) and a global index for synovial PD signal (PDI; range 0–36), obtained by the sum of the B-mode synovitis and synovial PD signal scores for each joint region was calculated for each patient. B-cell absolute count was determined in our routine laboratory by flow cytometry.





Results Thirty (81%) patients were female with a mean (SD) age of 60 (12) years. Sixteen (43.2%) patients were rheumatoid factor (RF) positive and 29 (78.4%) had antibodies to citrullinated peptides (ACPA). The mean (SD) disease duration was 16 years (8). Fifteen patients (40.5%) satisfied the DAS28 criteria for remission, the mean (SD) DAS28 was 3.04 (1.2). All patients had evidence of BM synovitis and 16 (43.2%) patients had synovial PD signal. There was no correlation between DAS28 and BMI and PDI (r =0.13, p=0.45; r =0.27, p=0.09, respectively). Twenty six (67.5%) patients had peripheral B-cells (>1 cell/mm3). There was no difference in the B-cell count according to DAS28 (DAS28 <2.6=34.53, DAS28>2.6=49.45, p=0.52) or PDI score (PDI<1=49.48, PDI>1=35.44, p=0.54). There was no correlation between B-cell count and DAS28, BMI or PDI score (r =0.020, p=0.907; r =-0.151, p=0.371; r = -0.099, p=0.558).





Conclusions in our study we did not find any relation between subclinical synovitis measured by US and peripheral B-cell count in RA patients treated with RTX.
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