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The safety of iloprost in systemic sclerosis in a real-life experience
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Abstract
Iloprost (ILO) is employed intravenously for the treatment of severe Raynaud phenomenon (RP) and digital ulcers (DU) in
systemic sclerosis (SSc). The aim of this study was to evaluate the safety and tolerability of the intravenous treatment with ILO in
different phases of SSc. Eighty-one consecutive non-selected SSc patients, all on nifedipine, with moderate RP, treated with ILO
infusion, were retrospectively evaluated. Patients were sub classified according to the edematous or fibrotic/atrophic cutaneous
phase of the disease. ILO was infused with a progressive increase of the dosage up to the achievement of patient’s tolerance,
1 day/week. In cases of slower infusion regimen due to adverse events (AE) at the beginning of the administration, patients
received a lower dose of the drug (not possible to quantify precisely the final cumulative dosage). 16/81 SSc patients presented
digital edema, 5 developed diarrhea, and 9 developed transient hypotension during the infusion at 20 ml/h that ameliorated when
the drugwas withdrawn.Moreover, 10/16 edematous patients experienced significant and painful digital swelling, unlike patients
in the fibrotic group (p < 0.0001); 11/16 patients reported flushing and 7/16 headache, always controlled with dose tapering
below 10ml/h. In the atrophic/fibrotic phase patients (65/81), 10 developed diarrhea and 24 hypotension at infusion rate of 20ml/
h that led to temporary withdrawal of the drug. When ILO was restarted and kept below 10 ml/h, no side effects were experi-
enced. 23/65 patients experienced flushing and 8/65 headache, all controlled with infusion reduction below 10 ml/h. In these
patients, adverse events were significantly less frequent than in the edematous group (p = 0.023 and p = 0.008, respectively). Our
data suggest that calcium channel blockers should be transitorily stopped while using ILO and that a pre-treatment approach
might reduce or control adverse events. In patients with digital edema, ILO infusion should be carefully employed after the
evaluation of patient’s drug tolerance.
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Introduction

Systemic sclerosis (SSc) is a connective tissue disease charac-
terized by vascular abnormalities, fibrosis of the skin and of
internal organs, and immune system dysregulation [1]. The
cutaneous involvement of the disease is characterized by

different evolutive phases: generally, it starts with an edema-
tous phase which is followed by a fibrotic and eventually
atrophic phase. In these three phases, the progression of the
microvascular system spans from leaky giant capillaries [2]
evolving to structural aberration and loss of capillaries. These
phases are characterized by edema, finger skin fibrosis, and
atrophy, respectively [3]. All phases are indeed characterized
by the reduction of peripheral blood perfusion (PBP) and in-
creased incidence of digital ulcers (DU) [4]. Nowadays, sev-
eral drugs are available to manage Raynaud’s phenomenon
(RP) and ischemic ulcers, such as calcium channel blockers
(CCB), phosphodiesterase type V (PDE V) inhibitors,
prostanoids, angiotensin II receptor antagonist, angiotensin-
converting enzyme inhibitor, alpha-blocker or selective sero-
tonin reuptake inhibitor, platelet aggregation inhibitors, and
endothelin-1 receptor antagonists [5–12]. A systematic review
of the literature by de la García de la Peña Lefebvre et al.
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reported that CCB, IV iloprost (ILO), bosentan, and tadalafil
show the best evidence of efficacy in treating RP attacks or
DU, which supports the recommendations established by
EUSTAR [11, 13].

ILO is a stable analogue of natural prostacyclin (PGI2),
which inhibits platelet aggregation and adhesion, dilates arte-
rioles and venules, activates fibrinolysis, and reduces the re-
lease of oxygen-reactive species [14]. On fibroblasts, ILO
blocks the activation of connective tissue growth factor, in-
hibits the expression of collagen type 1 (induced by interleu-
kin 1, TGF-α andβ, IGF-1, and platelet-derived growth factor
[15, 16]), and inhibits the expression of vascular cell adhesion
molecule-1 and inter-cellular adhesion molecule-1 [17]. In
clinics, ILO is used to manage critical leg ischemia [18] and
RP [19, 20] and ischemic ulcers secondary to connective tis-
sue diseases [21, 22].

A meta-analysis in 1998, which included the results of five
RCT with intravenous iloprost, one RCT with oral iloprost,
and one RCTwith oral cisaprost [14, 23–27], including over-
all 332 SSc patients, indicated that ILO is effective in reducing
the frequency and severity of SSc-RP [28].

Severe vascular complications represent a major cause of
morbidity and mortality in SSc patients. Vascular injury in-
volving small vessels, particularly the arterioles, occurs in
virtually all organs causing tissue hypoxia and preceding fi-
brosis development [3]. In particular, DU are one of the most
frequent and disabling SSc features, hardly affecting patients’
quality of life; the treatment of DU, usually chronic or recur-
rent lesions, is a major concern for the rheumatologists be-
cause of their resistance to treatment.

Nowadays, there is no standard protocol of ILO treatment
for RP and DUs in systemic sclerosis. Over the years, several
studies and RCT evaluated different therapeutic schemes.
Wigley et al. in a multicenter, randomized, parallel placebo-
controlled, double-blind study compared five daily sequential,
6-h intravenous infusions of ILO (0.5 to 2.0 ng/kg per minute)
versus placebo for the treatment of RP, showing a significant
reduction in DU number (35 pts. with DU at baseline) and less
new DU onset in the ILO group and a significant RP improve-
ment [14]. Rademaker et al. compared IV ILO (0.5–2 ng/kg/
min 8 h on 3 consecutive days with a further single infusion at
week 8) versus nifedipine [29] showing a significant decrease
in the frequency, duration, and severity of RP attacks with
both treatment as well as a reduction of digital lesions.
Scorza et al. [20] in a RCT analyzed IV ILO (2 ng/kg/min
on 5 consecutive days over a period of 8 h/day and subse-
quently for 8 h on 1 day every 6 weeks) versus 40 mg/day
of nifedipine in 46 patients. Both drugs improved symptoms
related to RP. Millio et al. in a randomized study treated 30
patients with ILO, given by intravenous infusion, at progres-
sively increasing doses (from 0.5 to 2 ng/kg/min) over a peri-
od of 6 h each day for 10 days in 2 consecutive weeks, with
repeated cycles at regular intervals of 3 months for 18 months

[30]. It is clear that there is no consensus on which is the best
therapeutic scheme, because in all the studies mentioned
above, ILO has been effective in treatment of vascular com-
plication in SSc.

The present study focused, in a real-life scenario, on the
tolerability of ILO in the treatment of SSc patients in different
phases of disease. Therefore, we analyzed the clinical histories
of our case series in order to find all eventual adverse events
(AE) related to ILO infusions.

Patients and methods

The clinical records of 81 consecutive non-selected SSc pa-
tients, classified according to the 2013 ACR/EULAR criteria
[31], with moderate–severe RP (more than two attacks/day
with moderate pain) not responsive to CCB and/or SSc-
related DU, referred to two Academic Rheumatology units
(the Policlinico of Modena and the BCareggi^ Hospital in
Florence) since 1st January 2007 to 31th May 2017 and re-
ceiving ILO infusions for a period of at least 2 years, were
retrospectively evaluated. All patients received treatment from
September to July, except 3 patients with severe DUs that
received ILO throughout the year. Patients were sub classified
in edematous or fibrotic/atrophic cutaneous phase of the dis-
ease. All patients were treated with nifedipine (20 mg/day),
regardless of ILO infusions. Intravenous therapy was prepared
by diluting a vial of 0.05 mg of ILO in 250 ml of 0.9% saline
solution (200 ng/ml). ILO schedule consisted in 1 day per
week IV infusion with a schedule of 6–8-h infusion with a
progressive increase of the dosage up to the achievement of
patient’s tolerance (dose ranging from 0.5 to 1.5 ng/kg/min).
The pump infusion was started at 5 ml/h (1000 ng/h corre-
sponding to 16 ng/min) and increased every half an hour up to
a maximum of 20 ml/h (4000 ng/h which corresponds to
67 ng/min) according to patient tolerance and appearance of
side effects, with a progressive increase of the dosage up to the
achievement of patient’s tolerance, 1 day/week (average cu-
mulative dose 24 μg for each session of 6 h). In cases of
slower infusion regimen (0.5 ng/kg/min) due to AE at the
beginning of the administration, patients received a lower
dose of the drug (not possible to quantify precisely the final
cumulative dosage). No pre-treatment regimen, in particular,
no antiemetic treatment was employed in all patients.

To evaluate the safety and tolerability of infusion therapy
with ILO, the infusion rate (ng/kg/min) and the occurrence of
any AE during the infusion or in the following hours after
treatment were recorded.

The number and characteristic of AE event were recorded
and classified according to severity and frequency, thus requir-
ing dose reduction, temporary suspension, or drug discontin-
uation. The retrospective study was approved by the Ethical
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Committee (protocol n. 282/15). All patients gave their writ-
ten consent.

Statistical analysis

Data were presented as mean ± standard deviation (SD), or
median (range) for non-normalized data series. Comparisons
were made using the chi-square test (with Fisher’s exact test
where applicable) and the p values less than 0.05 were con-
sidered statistically significant.

Results

SSc patients’ features at baseline were the following:
males:females, 5:76; mean age at SSc diagnosis, 45.56 ±
7.57 years; median disease duration at the beginning of ther-
apy, 8 years (range 2–12); diffuse cutaneous subset of SSc in
47/81 (58%) patients while limited subset cutaneous in 34/81
(42%); anti-Scl70 and anticentromere autoantibodies were
present in 45/81 (55%) and 32/81 (39%) patients, respectively.
Fifty-five (68%) patients had active or history of DU while 10
(12%) patients had calcinosis at the beginning of ILO treat-
ment (Table 1).

Sixteen patients (19.8%) were in the edematous phasewith
puffy fingers (digital edema) [males:females, 2:14; mean age
at SSc diagnosis, 46 ± 7.84 years; median disease duration at

the beginning of therapy, 3.75 years (2–5)]. In this subgroup, 5
patients (31.2%) developed diarrhea and 9 (56.2%) transient
hypotension (systolic pressure below 90 mmHg) during the
infusion at 20 ml/h. When the drug was withdrawn, patients
had an immediate amelioration, but when ILO at an infusion
rate below 10 ml/h was restarted, diarrhea or hypotension
again developed, thus leading to definitive interruption of
the treatment. Moreover, 10/16 patients (62.5%) experienced
significant and painful digital swelling which led to the taper-
ing of the infusion dosage below 10 ml/h (the dose thus ta-
pered to 0.5 ng/kg/min) (not possible to quantify precisely the
final cumulative dosage). Out of these 10 patients, only 1
could continue the treatment while the other 9 had to be de-
finitively withdrawn because of intense digital pain due to
intense vasodilation. Finally, 11 patients (68.7%) reported
flushing and 7 (43.7%) headache, but they were always con-
trolled with the reduction of the infusion below 10 ml/h.

Sixty-five patients (80.3%) were in the fibrotic/atrophic
cutaneous phase [males:females, 3:62; mean age at SSc diag-
nosis, 45.45 ± 7.49 years; median disease duration at the be-
ginning of therapy, 8 years (5–12)]. During the infusion at
infusion rate of 20 ml/h (0.5–1.5 ng/kg/min), 10 patients
(15.3%) developed diarrhea and 24 patients (37%) hypoten-
sion, leading to temporary withdrawal. When ILO was
restarted and kept below 10 ml /h, no AE were experienced.

Flushing in 23 cases (35.4%) and headache in 8 cases
(12.3%) were experienced but were controlled with infusion

Table 1 Demographic and clinical data of SSc patients

SSc patients Edematous group Fibrotic group p value

Sex M:F 5:76 2:14 3:65 –

Mean age ad diagnosis 45.56 ± 7.57 years 46 ± 7.84 years 45.45 ± 7.49 years 0.806

Median disease duration at

the beginning of treatment

8 years (2–12) 3.75 years (2–5) 8 years (5–12) > 0.001

dSSc 47/81 (58%) 0 47/65 (72.3%) < 0.001
lSSc 34/81 (42%) 16/16 (100%) 18/65 (27.7%) > 0.001
Anti-Scl 70 pos 45/81 (55%) 2/16 (12.5%) 43/65 (66.15%) < 0.001
ACA pos 32/81 (39%) 14/16 (87.5%) 18/65 (27.7%) < 0.001
Digital ulcers (active/history) 55/81 (68%) 2/16 (12.5%) 53/65 (81.54%) < 0.001
Calcinosis 10/81 (12%) 1/16 (6.25%) 9/65 (13.85%) 0.678

Dysphagia 10/81 (12%) 2/16 (12.5%) 8/65 (12.31%) > 0.999

Reflux 22/81 (27%) 7/16 (43.75%) 15/65 (23.1%) 0.120

ILD 30/81 (37%) 0 30/65 (46.65%) < 0.001
PAPs ≥ 35 mmHG 8/81 (10%) 0 8/65 (12.31%) 0.346

Arthritis 9/81 (7%) 3/16 (18.75%) 6/65 (9.23%) 0.370

Concomitant treatment

Nifedipine 81/81 (100%) 16/16 (100%) 65/65 (100%) NA

MMF 25/81 (31%) 0 25/65 (38.46%) 0.002
Idroxychloroquine 47/81 (58%) 6/16 (37.5%) 41/65 (63.1%) 0.09

Bosentan 0 NA

Sildenafil 0 0 0 NA

The italicized values are considered statistically significant if > 0.05
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rate reduction below 10 ml/h; moreover, these AE were sig-
nificantly less frequent than in the patients belonging to the
edematous group (p = 0.023 and p = 0.008, respectively)
(Table 2).

Almost 60% of patients received 6-h infusion because it
was better tolerated compared to 8 h. However, it is notewor-
thy that 40% of the patients had a longer administration period
of 8 h: these patients received a lower dose of the drug for a
longer period due to AE registered at the beginning of the
administration. For this reason, the rate of administration
was never increased and remained at a lower level.

Finally, also episodes of agitation, tachycardia, and extra-
systoles were experienced but were immediately controlled
with the described dose tapering. No severe side effects were
noticed.

Discussion

Several studies showed the efficacy of ILO in the treatment of
vascular manifestations of SSc, namely RP and DU [24, 32,
33]. The data obtained from this retrospective study show that
the safety and tolerability of ILO, a powerful, chemically sta-
ble prostacyclin I2 analogue, are satisfactory, confirming re-
sults of our previous study [34]. Our results have been obtain-
ed on a small number of patients; however, the data may
indicate that the drug should be carefully employed in these
patients to limit the digital pain due to abrupt swelling.
Overall, the flow chart summarizes mainly the approach to
the rate and length of the infusion, while the repetition remains
to be decided by the physician (Fig. 1).

In our patients, the most important side effects were flush-
ing, headache, and digital pain due to worsening of edema, in
particular in patients with puffy fingers. Surprisingly, tolera-
bility is much better in the fibrotic and atrophic phases of the
disease than in the edematous phase, even if the last one is the
phase that presents the least vascular involvement. During
ILO infusion, pain due to worsening of digital edema suggests
a careful approach to patients in the early phase of disease.

Likely, the concomitant treatment with nifedipine (20 mg/day)
could have contributed to the vasodilating effect, thus foster-
ing the worsening of the edema. Episodes of diarrhea during
ILO infusion were more frequent in edematous and fibrotic
patients with gastrointestinal involvement, i.e., with symp-
tomatic or subclinical abnormalities at anorectal manometry
(was not investigated in this study) since the early phase of
disease [35].

Other side effects like agitation, tachycardia, arrhythmia,
and extrasystoles were also observed but were easily con-
trolled with dose tapering.

In the literature, some reports have suggested the potential
risk of developing ischemic cardiovascular complications
(myocardial infarction or stroke). These events were reported
in patients that presented a higher cardiovascular risk (14%) in
respect to those without cardiovascular risk (2.4%) [36]. The
potential ischemic cardiac risk has been linked to a Bstealing^
vascular event, which in an extramural coronary atherosclero-
sis could foster a myocardial ischemia. Therefore, this evi-
dence suggests that ILO may have a crucial role in ischemic
cardiovascular complications in patients at high cardiovascu-
lar risk. Therefore, the cardiovascular risk should be always
investigated in SSc to carefully identify patients at high risk
for ischemic cardiac events [37–39].

In our previous study [34], no patient had diarrhea or
vomiting during ILO infusion; however, all subjects received
premedication with ondansetron. This may highlight that the
control of the dose and the rate of infusion would not be the
unique method in order to limit ILO side effects.

Initially, in our cases, we used ILO at dose of 0.5–1.5 ng/
kg/min (average cumulative dose 24 μg for each session of
6 h), according to pharmaceutical recommendations [40].
However, the relative high frequency of AE led us to reduce
ILO infusion rate and, consequently, the total dosage of ILO
administered; indeed, ILO infusion level of average 10 ml/h
(0.5 ng/kg/min) guaranteed the spontaneous resolution of the
large majority of the AE reported.

A randomized, open-label trial including 50 patients with
SSc has evaluated the effects of low doses of iloprost (0.5 ng/

Table 2 Adverse events in SSc
patients Adverse events All patients (81) Edematous skin patients (16) Atrophic skin patients (65) p values*

Diarrhea 15 (18.5%) 5 (31.2%) 10 (15.3%) 0.161
Hypotension 33 (40.8%) 9 (56.2%) 24 (37%) 0.171
Painful digital

swelling
10 (12.3%) 10 (62.5%) 0 < 0.0001

Flushing 34 (42%) 11 (68.7%) 23 (35.4%) 0.023
Headache 15 (18.51%) 7 (43.7%) 8 (12.3%) 0.008
Agitation 4 (4.9%) 1 (6%) 3 (4.6%) 1
Arrhythmia 3 (3.7%) 0 3 (4.6%) 1

*Chi-square test (with Fisher’s exact test where applicable)

The italicized values are considered statistically significant if > 0.05
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kg/min for 6 h/day) compared to high doses of ILO (0.5 ng/kg/
min increased to a maximum of 2.0 ng/kg/min for 6 h/day)
[40]. Both doses, reported average reduction in the frequency
and duration of attacks of RP after 21 days of therapy, and
significant DU healing have been reported, although the sam-
ple size was small, and some patients showed no effect of
treatment.

Caramaschi P et al. described that ILO infusion once a
month at the mean dosage of 0.94 ± 0.26 ng/kg/min for 6 h/
day was effective on DU prevention and healing, without
major side effects [39]. Consistently, in our previous study,
the administration of mean ILO dose of 0.8–1 ng/kg/min re-
sulted in a well-tolerated therapy, without losing clinical effi-
cacy [34].

Other studies have tried a discontinuation regimen to re-
duce the number of side effects with poor clinical results that
did not suggest its use [33].

Recently, the combination of ILO and bosentan has been
reported to be efficient in preventing the recurrence of digital
ulcers without experiencing major AE that led to the interrup-
tion of drug administration. In one study, ILO was employed
with 0.5–2 ng/kg/min for the duration of 6 h every 4 weeks for
6 months [33] or average 80 μg/day, for 5 continuous days,
every 3 months for 2 years [41]. This combination has been
shown also to contribute to the partial recovery of the micro-
vasculature without inducing any major side effects [42, 43].
The literature has shown that ILO is effective in treating vas-
cular ischemic disease in SSc-related RP [40, 44]. Several
pharmacological effects, e.g., vasodilation, platelet inhibition,
blockade of leukocyte migration, reduction of the expression
of adhesion molecules, and fibrinolysis, explain ILO efficacy
in SSc. Furthermore, the immunoregulatory properties of ILO
could contribute to attenuate inflammation [44]. Our experi-
ence shows for the first time that the physician may assess

patient tolerability and consequently modulate the drug dos-
age. This can be helpful in a real-life setting because it spares
the patient from overlapping further AE, thus allowing to con-
tinue the treatment and avoiding withdrawal.

In fact, our data suggest that the ILO dose must be tailored
in accordance with the patient’s individual tolerability.
Therefore, considering our experience and the results of pre-
vious randomized and observational clinical studies, the ther-
apeutic regimen shown in Fig. 1 may be proposed. Treatment
with ILO should be modulated according to the patient’s
symptoms, with increasing doses consistently with the sever-
ity of the clinical picture.

In our retrospective study, the safety and tolerability of ILO
on a small number of patients were evaluated before designing
a large-scale randomized trial. The data demonstrate that ILO
was well tolerated in fibrotic or atrophic SSc patients, where
side effects could be well managed by reducing/modulating
the infusion rate. Conversely, in edematous SSc patients, ILO
infusion should be always carefully employed because of the
occurrence of diarrhea and digital pain and swelling. Our data
suggest that the therapy with nifedipine should be transitorily
stopped when ILO is used. Moreover, a pre-treatment ap-
proach may help in reducing or better controlling AE.
Therefore, the therapeutic advantages expected on SSc fea-
tures should be evaluated after consideration of the single
patient’s ILO tolerance and the problem of using nifedipine
in combination during the treatment carefully evaluated.

In our work, the weekly ILO administration, the 8-h infu-
sion, the HCQ treatment without a premedication with
ondansetron, the parallel use of CCB, and the heterogeneous
population can be considered as limiting factors. Moreover,
also the retrospective and descriptive design of the work can
be considered as a limitation. However, our data provide use-
ful information on safety of IV ILO in a Breal-life scenario^

Iloprost in the treatment of systemic sclerosis
CHARACTERISTICS OF THE PATIENT
• Stage disease (edema vs sclerodac�ly)
• Side effects (HIstory)
• Dosage adjustment
• Exclusion of cardiological

contraindica�ons
RATE

ng/kg/min
LENGTH

h/day
REPETITION

No days

INFUSION

•0,5 x 10-30 min
•1,0 x 10-30 min
•min
•1,5 TARGET

•6-8 h / day
•24 h / day (??)

Repe��on:
•1 day / 4-6 weeks
•1 day / week
•5 day / month
•> 5 day / month
•Un�l resolu�on

Changes according to 
tolerability and clinical 

features

•Mild RP (1-2/day, mild pain)
•Moderate RP (>1-2/day, moderate-

severe pain)
• Severe RP (ulcers)
• Cri�cal ischemia (gangrene)

RAYNAUD PHENOMENON

To be decided
according to pa�ents
characteris�cs and

tolerance

Fig. 1 The approach to iloprost
use in systemic sclerosis patients
is summarized
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reporting what is observed in clinical practice. In fact, the lack
of adjusting for potential confounders may be seen as factors
limiting the significance of the data. It should be also noted
that the edematous patients were not very numerous compared
to those in the fibrotic phase. Despite this, it was interesting to
observe that these patients presented a worsening of their
quality of life due to the increase of digital pain and edema
as well as diarrhea.

Conclusions

In the fibrotic/atrophic phase of SSc, ILO was well tolerated
and side effects were managed by reducing/modulating the
infusion rate. In edematous patients, side effects were more
frequent and led to drug withdrawal, mostly because of pain-
ful digital swelling and diarrhea. Our data suggest that calcium
channel blockers should be transitorily stopped while using
ILO and that a pre-treatment approach might reduce or control
adverse events. In patients with digital edema, ILO infusion
should be carefully employed after the evaluation of patient’s
drug tolerance. New studies with a larger sample size might be
important to broaden the data analysis in order to confirm the
present data.

Compliance with ethical standards

The retrospective study was approved by the Ethical Committee (protocol
n. 282/15). All patients gave their written consent.

Disclosures None.
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