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Sulfasalazine and pentoxifylline,
a new adjuvant in young
pemphigus patients: A pilot study

Sir,

Treatment of pemphigus with dexamethasone
cyclophosphamide pulse therapy is effective, but the
use of cyclophosphamide in young patients is relatively
contraindicated due to the risk of gonadal dysfunction
and infertility.! Alternative immunosuppressants to
cyclophosphamide are azathioprine, mycophenolate
mofetil, methotrexate and cyclosporine but these
do not induce remission in all patients and are
contraindicated in some." Tumor necrosis factor-o
(TNF-0) is a cytokine that contributes to acantholysis
in pemphigus.”” Drugs that act against TNF-a, such as
sulfasalazine and pentoxifylline have been reported as
an effective adjunctive treatment in pemphigus. They
help by reducing the serum levels of TNF-q, resulting
in rapid clinical improvement.® Sulfasalazine inhibits
TNF-0. messenger RNA levels and binds to circulating
TNF-o. whereas pentoxifylline reduces its production
by inhibiting phosphodiesterase.l*! These low cost
alternatives are easily available. The present study was
undertaken toevaluate the effectiveness of sulfasalazine
and pentoxifylline as an adjuvant to dexamethasone
pulse therapy instead of cyclophosphamide. It was used
in unmarried pemphigus patients, those who wished
to conceive and as an additional adjuvant in patients
not responding to dexamethasone cyclophosphamide
pulse therapy.

Fifteen patients suffering from pemphigus were
enrolled in the study between January 2010 and
January 2014. The diagnosis was based on clinical
features, Tzanck smear and histopathology. The
severity of disease was graded as mild, moderate
or severe based on Kumar's scoring system.®
Patients with uncontrolled diabetes, hypertension,
severe systemic disease and pregnant or lactating
women were excluded from the study. All of them
were hospitalized and treated after taking informed
consent. Relevant investigations included complete
haemogram, urine analysis, stool for occult blood,
renal and liver function tests, glucose-6-phosphate
dehydrogenase (G6PD) levels, chest X-ray and
electrocardiogram. All investigations were repeated

at monthly intervals in phase I and II, except for

chest X-ray and G6PD levels. The investigations were

repeated every 3 months in phase III. Semen analysis
was done in all male patients before initiating
treatment, and repeated after completion of phase

II. The modified dexamethasone pulse therapy

comprised of four phases.

*  Phase I. Dexamethasone 100 mg in 500 ml
of 5% dextrose was given as a slow infusion
over 2 hours for 3 consecutive days. Such
pulses were repeated every 28 days until no
new lesions appeared and all old ones healed.
Along with this, oral sulfasalazine 500 mg and
pentoxifylline 400 mg were given thrice daily.
Oral corticosteroids and interval pulses were
also given to reduce the duration of phase I

*  Phase II: Consisted of dexamethasone pulse
therapy with sulfasalazine and pentoxifylline
given orally for a fixed duration of 9 months

e Phase III: Only oral sulfasalazine and
pentoxifylline were given for 9 months

*  Phase IV: All the drugs were withdrawn and
the patients were followed up for as long as
possible.

Among the fifteen patients enrolled in the study,
13 (86.7%) were new cases who were unmarried
or wished to conceive and two (13.3%) were
not responding to conventional dexamethasone
cyclophosphamide therapy. Fourteen (93.3%)
patients were diagnosed to have pemphigus vulgaris
and one (6.67%) had pemphigus foliaceus. Eleven
(73.3%) patients had severe disease with more than
30% body surface area involvement and/or extensive
oral mucosal involvement. Four (26.7%) patients had
moderate disease. The mean age of presentation was
25.3 years (ranging from 12 to 40 years) [Table 1].
The age distribution of our study is consistent with
the findings of Kanwar and De, who observed that
the onset of pemphigus is more common in the
21-40 years age group. The male to female ratio
was 3:2 (nine males and six females). The duration
of disease before treatment initiation varied from
2 months to 274 years.

We lost two patients to follow-up and the remaining
completed phase I with an average of five pulses.
Two (13.3%) of these are in phase II, four (26.7%)
in phase III and seven (46.7%) are in phase IV
with remission periods ranging from 6 months
to 3 years [Table 2]. The remission rates and the
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Table 1: Distribution of patients based on age and gender

Age Male (%) Female (%) Total (%)
10-20 1(6.6) 4 (26.6) 5 (33.3)
21-30 6 (40) 1 (6.6) 7 (46.6)
31-40 2 (13.3) 1(6.6) 3 (20)

Total 9 (60) 6 (40) 15 (100)

Table 2: Distribution of patients who have completed phase |
of modified pulse regimen

Phase Number of patients (%) Mean remission period
Il 2 (13.3) 7 months

I 4 (26.6) 14.75 months

v 7 (46.7) 30 months

number of pulses required to achieve remission are
comparable to those on conventional dexamethasone
cyclophosphamide pulse therapy.”® Kandan and
Thappa reported that the majority of their patients
needed 6-10 pulses to achieve remission in phase I.
Pasricha et al.”® also observed similar findings where
nearly 50% of patients achieved remission with six
or fewer dexamethasone cyclophosphamide pulses.
In the present study, only one patient relapsed after
2Y, years, with mild oral lesions. Similar observations
were made by Kandan and Thappa who reported
remission in 87.5% of cases who had completed phase
I of pulse therapy."”! Pasricha et al. achieved remission
in 84% of the patients treated with dexamethasone
cyclophosphamide pulse therapy, and the relapse rate
was 31%, mostly seen in those who defaulted during
the treatment.”®

One of our patients was not in remission even
after completing two years of conventional
dexamethasone cyclophosphamide pulse therapy.
Adding sulfasalazine and pentoxifylline initiated
complete healing of the persistent lesions and no new
lesions have appeared after five months of therapy.
This patient received nine regular pulses and five
interval pulses in phase I and is now in phase IV
since one year.

The side effects associated with prolonged use of
corticosteroids, sulfasalazine and pentoxifylline
were minimal. The common side effects seen were
nausea, vomiting, headache and fatigue, which was
seen in seven (46.7%) patients. Acneiform eruptions
occurred in five (33.3%) patients, mild elevation in
liver enzymes in two (13.3%) and plane warts over the
face in one patient (6.67%). Oligospermia can occur
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in males who take sulfasalazine for a long period. The
effects are found to be reversible in 272 months after
stopping the drug.””! The sperm count and motility in
the pre-treatment and post-treatment samples of the
three male patients who had completed treatment
were not significantly altered.

Although the number of patients in our study is small,
and the facilities to measure desmoglein antibodies
and TNF-o levels are not available, our results are
comparable with the larger series of pemphigus
patients who have been treated with dexamethasone
cyclophosphamide pulse therapy.”# Sulfasalazine and
pentoxifylline are inexpensive drugs, have relatively
fewer side effects and are not immunosuppressive. We
therefore recommend that cyclophosphamide may be
replaced with these adjuvants, especially for younger
patients. Further studies with a control group would
help to establish the usefulness of sulfasalazine and
pentoxifylline.
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