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Abstract

Background and Aims: Few population-based cohort studies have assessed the disease course of 
ulcerative colitis [UC] in the era of biological therapy and widespread use of immunomodulators. 
The aim of this study was to assess the 5-year outcome and disease course of patients with UC in 
the Epi-IBD cohort.
Methods: In a prospective, population-based inception cohort of unselected patients with UC, 
patients were followed up from the time of their diagnosis, which included the collection of their 
clinical data, demographics, disease activity, medical therapy, and rates of surgery, cancers, and 
deaths. Associations between outcomes and multiple covariates were analysed by Cox regression 
analysis.
Results: A total of 717 patients were included in the study. During follow-up, 43 [6%] patients 
underwent a colectomy and 163 [23%] patients were hospitalised. Of patients with limited colitis 
[distal to the left flexure], 90 [21%] progressed to extensive colitis. In addition, 92 [27%] patients 
with extensive colitis experienced a regression in disease extent, which was associated with a 
reduced risk of hospitalisation (hazard ratio [HR]: 0.5 95% CI: 0.3–0.8]. Overall, patients were treated 
similarly in both geographical regions; 80 [11%] patients needed biological therapy and 210 [29%] 
patients received immunomodulators. Treatment with immunomodulators was found to reduce 
the risk of hospitalisation [HR: 0.5 95% CI: 0.3–0.8].
Conclusions: Although patients in this population-based cohort were treated more aggressively 
with immunomodulators and biological therapy than in cohorts from the previous two decades, 
their disease outcomes, including colectomy rates, were no different. However, treatment with 
immunomodulators was found to reduce the risk of hospitalisation.

Key Words:  Ulcerative colitis; surgery; hospitalisation; prognosis; treatment; biologics

1. Introduction

Ulcerative colitis [UC] belongs to the group of inflammatory bowel 
diseases [IBD] and is a chronic, progressive disorder of unknown 
aetiology. Both its clinical presentation and its course vary between 
patients and can range from mostly quiescent to chronic, refractory 
disease in need of surgery, sometimes being complicated by cancer 
or contributing to cause of death.1 Recent treatment strategies for 
UC have been using immunomodulators and biological agents both 
earlier in the disease course and more frequently. The introduction of 
mucosal healing as an important treatment goal is likewise a recent 
development.2

The beneficial impact of biological therapy on the disease 
course of UC is partly supported by data from randomised con-
trolled trials3 and epidemiological studies,4,5 whereas the impact of 

immunomodulators remains uncertain. To date, there have been few 
population-based cohort studies from this era of widespread use of 
immunomodulators and biological therapy, and hence little is known 
about the present real-life disease outcomes of UC patients. To assess 
the impact of treatment strategies on disease outcome, prospective, 
population-based cohorts of unselected patients representing the 
broad spectrum of the disease are necessary in order to build the 
most accurate picture of effectiveness and practice regarding medica-
tion and surgery in the community setting.

The Epi-IBD [formerly EpiCom] study uses a prospective, 
population-based inception cohort of unselected IBD patients for 
investigating the occurrence, disease course, and prognosis of these 
diseases in Europe.6,7 The aim of the present study was to: [1] evalu-
ate the disease course of UC and the impact of treatment choices on 
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it during the first 5 years following diagnosis;, and [2] assess a pos-
sible west-east gradient in treatment strategies and disease outcomes 
within this cohort.

2. Methods

2.1. Study population and design
The Epi-IBD cohort is a prospective, population-based inception 
cohort of IBD patients diagnosed in 2010 in 22 European countries 
and Israel.8 Participating centres were required to have a well-defined 
primary catchment area with up-to-date population data, including 
age and sex distribution. They were also required to have an estab-
lished network of gastroenterologists, colorectal surgeons, and gen-
eral practitioners [GPs] within the uptake area to be contacted twice 
during the inclusion period, to ensure complete coverage and recruit-
ment of patients. Case ascertainment methods, diagnostic criteria, 
inclusion period, and patient data were all standardised.

Two centres [France, Malta] joined the study group after the 
start of the inclusion period, both of them having included inci-
dent patients in prospective, inception cohorts in 2010 in parallel. 
Five centres from the original cohort were unable to perform fol-
low-up for technical or logistical reasons. Consequently, 29 centres 
from eight Eastern, and 13 Western, European countries, including 
Israel, participated in the study [see Supplementary File, available as 
Supplementary data at ECCO-JCC online]. The study population 
consisted of 1289 IBD patients, 488 with Crohn’s disease [CD], 717 
with UC, and 84 with IBD unclassified [IBDU], all recruited within 
well-described geographical areas covering a total background 
population of 9.7 million people [2.6 million in Eastern, and 7.1 
million in Western, Europe].

2.2. Classifications and definitions
All incident patients diagnosed with IBD according to the Copenhagen 
Diagnostic Criteria9–11 between 1 January and 31 December 2010, 
aged 15 years or older and living in the predefined catchment areas 
at the time of diagnosis, were prospectively included. The date of 
inclusion was the date of their diagnosis. A small number of patients 
had their diagnosis changed during follow-up, and those patients 
were reclassified as having the newly diagnosed disease from the 
time of the original diagnosis.

Disease extent for UC was defined according to the Montreal 
Classification.12 Disease extension was defined as a proximal pro-
gression from the initial extent at diagnosis, as determined by endos-
copy. In cases where no investigative procedures were performed 
before surgery owing to acute symptoms, macroscopic description 
of the surgical specimen was used to describe the disease extent. 
Regression in extent was assessed by comparing the most recent 
endoscopic examination with the worst disease extent found pre-
viously. Hospitalisations were defined as either admission for 
UC-related surgery [surgical hospitalisations] or other UC-related 
complaints [medical hospitalisations]. Elective admissions, e.g. for 
endoscopy procedures or drug administration, were excluded from 
consideration.

Treatment was grouped into five levels of ascending therapeutic 
potency: 5-aminosalicylates [5-ASA] [oral and/or topical 5-ASA 
treatment ± topical steroids], glucocorticosteroids [GCS] [oral ster-
oids  ±  5-ASA or topical steroids], immunomodulators [azathio-
prine, 6-mercaptopurine, cyclosporine, or methotrexate ± steroids], 
biologics [infliximab or adalimumab, in combination with any of 
the above], and surgery [colectomy]. Immunomodulators were 
combined in one category because 95% of patients treated with 

immunomodulators received thiopurines. An early need for immu-
nomodulators or biological therapy was defined as the initiation of 
these drugs within 6 months of diagnosis. An early need for GCS was 
defined as patients starting on 40 mg or more of it within 30 days 
of their diagnosis.

The disease activity of UC was measured using the Simple Clinical 
Colitis Activity Index [SCCAI].13 A SCCAI score of ≤2 was defined as 
remission, 3–5 as mild, 6–11 as moderate, and ≥12 as severe disease 
activity.14 Causes of death and cancers were categorised according to 
the Tenthh revision of the International Classification of Diseases.15 
Endoscopic activity was determined using the Mayo endoscopic sub-
score16 and mucosal healing was defined as a subscore ≤1.

2.3. Data collection and validity
Incident patients were followed prospectively from their diagno-
sis for 5 years, or until the date of their emigration or death. Data 
regarding demographics, disease activity, medical therapy including 
dose, date of initiation and date of cessation, surgery, hospitalisation, 
disease classification, cancers and deaths were collected and entered 
prospectively in the web-based Epi-IBD database.17 A  follow-up 
period of 5 years, with a 3-month margin on either side, was chosen 
for assessing the outcome of the cohort. Measures to ensure data 
validity have been thoroughly described elsewhere6; in short, there 
were built-in control and validation tests, locked diagnostic criteria 
in the database, manual data standardisation, and random audits of 
case ascertainment and data quality.

2.4. Statistical analysis
Statistical analyses were performed using SAS software version 
9.4 [SAS Institute Inc., Cary, NC, USA]. Continuous variables are 
expressed as the median [interquartile range; IQR] unless otherwise 
stated. Groups were compared using a chi-square test or Fisher’s 
exact test, where appropriate. Differences regarding time to events 
were compared using the Wilcoxon two-sample test. A p-value of 
<0.05 was considered statistically significant.

Possible associations between primary endpoints [progression 
in disease extent, regression in disease extent, surgery, hospitalisa-
tion, or biological treatment] and multiple covariates were analysed 
by stepwise Cox regression analysis using the proportional hazards 
assumption, and associations were visualised by Kaplan–Meier plots 
in order to test these assumptions. As the aim was to describe the 
disease course following diagnosis, only events occurring after the 
date of diagnosis were included in the Cox regression analysis.

The following covariates were included in the statistical mod-
els: age at diagnosis [continuous variable], sex, geographical region 
[Western vs Eastern Europe], disease extent at diagnosis, smoking 
status [never, currently, former], diagnostic delay [continuous vari-
able], need for early corticosteroids, treatment with immunomodula-
tors, treatment with biologics, and regression in extent. The reported 
hazard ratios [HR] are all adjusted. The use of immunomodulators 
and biologics were included in the regression model as time-depend-
ent variables and with an initial lag time of 3  months for immu-
nomodulators and 2 months for biologics, so that only treatments 
before an event and lasting longer than the lag time would count as 
active treatment. We also included age and diagnostic delay as cat-
egorical variables, as well as smoking as a binary variable [current vs 
former/never smoker], with no impact on the results.

We demonstrated the prevalence of treatment types using two 
prevalence plots. In the first variant, each patient was classified, 
on any given day since their diagnosis, as being in one of the treat-
ment steps according to the treatment[s] received on that specific 
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day. In the case of combination therapy, the patient was counted 
for all treatment steps given. In the second variant [shown in the 
Supplementary File, available as Supplementary data at ECCO-JCC 
online], in the case of the patient receiving combination treatment, 
the level assigned was that of the most potent treatment. In both 
plots, patients undergoing surgery were considered as remaining in 
this treatment step for 1 year.

2.5. Ethical considerations
The study was approved by the local ethical committees and accord-
ing to local regulations.

3. Results

Initially, 701 patients aged 15 years or older were diagnosed with 
UC. During follow-up, 20 patients initially diagnosed with IBDU, 
and six diagnosed with CD, had their diagnosis changed to UC after 
a median of 6 months [IQR 3–12]. Furthermore, 10 patients initially 
diagnosed with UC had their diagnosis changed to CD and were 
excluded. As such, the cohort consisted of 717 UC patients, of whom 
591 [82%] were diagnosed in Western, and 126 [18%] in Eastern, 
European centres. These patients were followed for a median of 
63 months [IQR: 44–63]. Patients’ sociodemographic characteristics 
[Table 1] did not differ significantly between the two geographical 
regions, except in that more Eastern European patients had extra-
intestinal manifestations at diagnosis.

Data regarding disease activity during follow-up were available 
for analysis from 626 [87%] patients. The proportion of patients in 
clinical remission rose from 27% during the first year of disease to 
71% in the fifth year of follow-up [Figure 1].

3.1. Disease extent
Information about disease extent at diagnosis was not available in 
the case of nine [1%] patients, who were excluded from this part of 
the analysis. At the time of diagnosis, 435 [61%] patients had limited 
UC [E1, proctitis or E2, left-sided colitis], and during follow-up 90 

[21%] patients experienced a progression in extent, among whom 
67 [15%] patients progressed to E3 [extensive colitis] [Figure 2]. The 
median time to progression was 25  months [IQR: 12–28] for E1 
to E2, 17 months [IQR: 8–38] for progression from E1 to E3, and 
12 months [IQR: 7–22] for progression from E2 to E3. No statistic-
ally significant geographical differences were found in terms of the 
proportion of patients experiencing these progressions in disease nor 
length of time in which these progressions occurred. Predictors asso-
ciated with progression in extent are shown in Table 2.

Of patients diagnosed with extensive colitis, 69 [25%] regressed 
to either proctitis [n = 23, 33%] or left-sided colitis [n = 46, 67%] 
after a median of 41 months [IQR: 17–50] after diagnosis. Of those 
patients [n = 67] who progressed to extensive colitis during follow-
up, 23 [34%] later regressed to proctitis [n = 3, 13%] or left-sided 
colitis [n = 20, 87%] after a median of 27 months [IQR: 9–46] since 
they first progressed [Figure 2]. Overall, of patients with extensive 
colitis either at diagnosis or during follow-up, 92 [27%] regressed to 
a more limited disease extent.

We found no predictor for regression in extent among patients 
diagnosed with extensive colitis [Table  2]. For this subgroup we 
also analysed predictors of surgery and hospitalisation, including 
whether they regressed in disease extent or not. The results of this 
analysis are shown in Table 3; regression in extent was associated 
with a lower risk for all outcomes.

3.2. Medical treatment
The cumulative 5-year exposures to medical treatments are shown in 
Figure 3, and the median duration of treatment is shown in Table 1. 
Overall, the use of treatments was similar between Eastern and 
Western Europe. However, significantly more patients in Western 
Europe [7%] than in Eastern Europe [0%] received no treatment 
during follow-up [p < 0.01]. The distribution of patients between the 
defined treatment steps at any given time during follow-up is shown 
in Figure 4, and the pattern of changes between treatment steps is 
shown in Supplementary Figure 1, available as Supplementary data 
at ECCO-JCC online.

Table 1. Characteristics of incident ulcerative colitis patients from the Epi-IBD cohort.

All patients Western Europe [n = 591, 82%] Eastern Europe [n = 126, 18%]

Male, n [%] 397 [55%] 329 [56%] 68 [54%]
Age at diagnosis, years, [IQR] 37 [27–55] 38 [27–56] 35 [26–51]
Median time to diagnosis, months, [IQR] 3 [1–6] 3 [1–6] 2 [1–6]
Extra-intestinal manifestations at 
 diagnosis, n [%]

66 [9%] 48 [8%] 18 [14%]

Smoking status at diagnosis, n [%]
 Never smoker 368 [58%] 292 [57%] 76 [61%]
 Current smoker 54 [9%] 44 [9%] 10 [8%]
 Former smoker 213 [33%] 174 [34%] 39 [31%]
Disease extent at diagnosis, n [%]
 E1: proctitis 144 [20%] 118 [20%] 26 [21%]
 E2: left-sided 291 [41%] 233 [40%] 58 [46%]
 E3: extensive colitis 273 [39%] 231 [40%] 42 [33%]
Cumulative frequency and duration of medical treatment

n [%] Months, median 
[IQR]

n [%] Months, median 
[IQR]

n [%] Months, median 
[IQR]

5-aminosalicylate 535 [91%] 49 [19–62] 126 [100%] 45 [24–63] 661 [92%] 49 [20–62]
Prednisolone 305 [52%] 4 [1–3] 56 [44%] 3 [2–6] 361 [50%] 4 [2–6]
Immunomodulators 176 [30%] 29 [8–49] 34 [27%] 25 [9–48] 210 [29%] 28 [8–49]
Biological therapy 70 [12%] 14 [5–28] 10 [8%] 19 [10–32] 80 [11%] 14 [6–29]

IQR, interquartile range.
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During follow-up, 99 [14%] patients received systemic GCS for 
a cumulative period longer than 6  months, and 47 [7%] patients 
received this treatment for more than 6 consecutive months, with 

no geographical difference observed in either case. Of those receiv-
ing GCS for more than 6 consecutive months, most patients had 
E3 [n  =  24, 51%], 15 [32%] had E2, and eight [17%] had E1. 

27%

1 2 3
Years after diagnosis

4 5

32%

36%

5%

60%

22%

16%

1%

67%
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Figure 1. Distribution of disease activity in ulcerative colitis patients during 5 years of follow-up.

E1: proctitis

Diagnosis

20%

41%

39%
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Figure 2. Disease extent and changes in extent in ulcerative colitis patients during 5 years of follow-up in a European population-based inception cohort. The 
figure shows disease extent at diagnosis, the greatest extent during follow-up, and the extent at the end of follow-up.
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Furthermore, 18 [38%] of those patients went on to receive immu-
nomodulators as their highest treatment step (Western Europe: 17 
[44%); Eastern Europe: 1 (13%]), 13 [28%] were treated with bio-
logics (Western Europe: 9 [23%]; Eastern Europe: 4 [50%]), and 
seven [15%] had a subsequent colectomy (Western Europe: 7 [18%]; 
Eastern Europe: 0 [0%]).

A total of 80 [11%] UC patients were treated with biologics dur-
ing follow-up (Western Europe: 70 [12%]; Eastern Europe: 10 [8%]; 
p > 0.05). Most patients received infliximab as the initial type of bio-
logical treatment [infliximab: n = 72, 90%; adalimumab: n = 7, 9%; 
golimumab: n  =  1, 1%]. Of the Western European patients, three 

[4%] patients had E1, 28 [40%] had E2. and 39 [56%] had E3, 
whereas in Eastern Europe, two [20%] patients had E1, three [30%] 
had E2, and five [50%] had E3. The data for treatment given before 
biological therapy are shown in Supplementary Table 1, available as 
Supplementary data at ECCO-JCC online.

3.3. Hospitalisation
A total of 163 [23%] patients were hospitalised at least once because 
of UC. The majority of those [n = 151, 93%] hospitalisations were 
for UC-related reasons [medical hospitalisation], and the others 
were due to surgery [n = 12, 7%]. More patients in Western Europe 

Table 3. Factors associated with hospitalisation and surgery in 273 ulcerative colitis patients with extensive colitis in the Epi-IBD-cohort

Hospitalisation, all Hospitalisation, only medical Surgery

Age at diagnosis [per year] 0.98 [0.97–0.99]* 0.98 [0.96–0.99]* 0.99 [0.96–1.02]
Sex
 Female 1.0 [0.7–1.6] 1.2 [0.8–1.9] 1.0 [0.4–2.5]
 Male reference reference reference
Diagnostic delay [per day] 1.0 [1.0–1.0] 1.0 [1.0–1.0] 1.0 [1.0–1.0]
Geographical region
 Eastern Europe 0.8 [0.4–1.5] 0.8 [0.4–1.5] 0.7 [0.2–2.6]
 Western Europe reference reference reference
Smoking status at diagnosis
 Currently 0.9 [0.4–2.2] 1.1 [0.5–2.5] 0.5 [0.1–4.2]
 Former 1.2 [0.7–1.9] 1.3 [0.8–2.3] 1.2 [0.5–3.0]
 Never reference reference reference
Extra-intestinal manifestations at diagnosis 1.4 [0.8–2.6] 1.4 [0.7–2.5] 1.8 [0.6–5.0]
Use of immunomodulators 0.5 [0.2–0.9]* 0.5 [0.3–0.9]* 0.7 [0.3–2.0]
Use of biologicals 1.0 [0.4–2.6] 0.8 [0.3–2.3] 1.8 [0.6–5.5]
Need for early corticosteroids 1.8 [1.2–2.8]* 1.8 [1.2–2.9]* 2.0 [0.8–4.8]
Regression to proctitis or left-sided colitis
 Yes 0.1 [0.01–0.4]* 0.1 [0.01–0.5]* 0.4 [0.1–1.4]
 No reference reference reference

*P < 0.05.

Table 2. Factors associated with progression in disease extent, hospitalisation, and surgery in ulcerative colitis patients in the Epi-IBD-cohort.

Progression in extent 
[n = 435]

Regression in extent 
[n = 273]

Hospitalisation, all 
[n = 717]

Hospitalisation, only 
medical [n = 717]

Surgery [n = 717]

Age at diagnosis [per year] 0.98 [0.96–0.99]* 1.00 [0.99–1.02] 0.98 [0.97–0.99]* 0.98 [0.97–0.99]* 0.99 [0.97–1.01]
Sex
 Female 0.9 [0.6–1.5] 0.7 [0.4–1.3] 1.3 [0.9–1.7] 1.3 [0.9–1.8] 1.2 [0.7–2.4]
 Male reference reference reference reference reference
Diagnostic delay [per day] 1.0 [1.0–1.0] 1.0 [0.9–1.0] 1.0 [1.0–1.0] 1.0 [1.0–1.0] 1.0 [1.0–1.0]
Geographical region
 Eastern Europe 0.6 [0.3–1.2] 0.9 [0.4–1.8] 0.6 [0.4–0.9]* 0.6 [0.4–0.97]* 0.3 [0.1–1.1]
 Western Europe reference reference reference reference reference
Smoking status at diagnosis
 Currently 1.1 [0.5–2.8] 0.7 [0.3–2.1] 0.7 [0.4–1.4] 0.7 [0.4–1.4] 0.3 [0.1–2.4]
 Former 1.2 [0.7–2.1] 1.1 [0.6–1.9] 1.1 [0.7–1.5] 1.1 [0.8–1.7] 1.3 [0.7–2.7]
 Never reference reference reference reference reference
Disease extent - -
 E3: extensive colitis 1.4 [1.4–4.1]* 2.2 [1.3–3.8]* 3.5 [1.01–12.3]*
 E2: left-sided colitis 1.5 [0.9–2.6] 1.4 [0.8–2.3] 2.3 [0.7–8.1]
 E1: proctitis reference reference reference
Extra-intestinal manifestations at 
diagnosis

1.3 [0.6–2.8] 0.6 [0.3–1.4] 1.4 [0.9–2.2] 1.4 [0.9–1.0] 1.3 [0.5–3.1]

Use of immunomodulators 0.6 [0.3–1.1] 0.7 [0.4–1.3] 0.5 [0.3–0.8]* 0.5 [0.3–0.8]* 1.3 [0.7–2.7]
Use of biologicals 0.7 [0.2–2.2] 1.5 [0.8–2.8] 0.8 [0.3–1.7] 0.6 [0.1–1.4] 1.4 [0.6–3.2]
Need for early corticosteroids 1.1 [0.6–2.2] 1.4 [0.8–2.3] 1.7 [1.2–2.4]* 1.8 [1.3–2.6]* 0.9 [0.5–1.9]

*p < 0.05’
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[n = 142, 24%] were hospitalised than in Eastern Europe [n = 21, 
17%; p  <  0.05] [Figure  5a]. The median time to first hospitalisa-
tion was 10 months [IQR: 3–23] and the median number of hospi-
talisations per patient was one [IQR: 1–2], a figure similar in both 
Western and Eastern Europe. Data regarding treatment preceding 
hospitalisation are shown in Supplementary Table 1.

When looking only at medical hospitalisations, 153 [22%] 
patients were hospitalised at least once after a median of 10 months 
[IQR: 3–22] until first hospitalisation, with no geographical differ-
ences. In Western Europe, 133 [23%] patients were hospitalised 
as compared with 29 [16%] patients in Eastern Europe [p = 0.06] 
[Figure  5a]. The median number of medical hospitalisations per 
patient was one [IQR: 1–1], which was similar in Western and Eastern 
Europe. In Western Europe, one [1%] patient underwent surgery as 
their highest treatment step before hospitalisation, six [5%] patients 
received biologics, 20 [15%] patients received immunomodulators, 
and 70 [53%] received GCS. In Eastern Europe, five [25%] patients 
received immunomodulators, seven [35%] received GCS, and no 
patients received biologics or underwent surgery. Predictors associ-
ated with medical hospitalisation are shown in Table 2.

3.4. Surgery
A total of 43 [6%] UC patients underwent a colectomy during 
follow-up, of which the majority of operations took place within 
the first 2  years after diagnosis [n  =  29, 67%] and significantly 
more came from Western [n = 40, 7%] than from Eastern [n = 3, 
2%; p < 0.05] Europe [Figure 5b]. At 11 months [IQR: 4–31], the 
median time to colectomy did not differ between regions. Among 
Western European patients, three [8%] had E1, 16 [40%] had E2, 

and 21 [53%] had E3, whereas all Eastern European patients had 
E3. Predictors associated with surgery are shown in Table  2. The 
difference in colectomy rates between regions was significant in 
the univariate analysis, but this was not the case in the multivari-
ate Cox regression model [East vs West HR: 0.3 95% CI: 0.1–1.1]. 
Data regarding the highest treatment step reached before surgery are 
shown in Supplementary Table 1. Of those 43 patients, 24 [56%] 
subsequently received a pouch during the follow-up period.

Mayo endoscopic subscores were available for 635 [89%] 
patients during the first year following their diagnosis. Of those 
patients, 255 [40%] achieved mucosal healing. Other than those 
undergoing colectomy during the first year [n = 23], patients who 
did not experience mucosal healing during the first year had a 
non-significantly increased risk of colectomy in subsequent years 
[HR: 2.3 95% CI: 0.8–6.2] [Supplementary Figure  2, available 
as Supplementary data at ECCO-JCC online]. Other covariates, 
including biological therapy, were not found to influence the risk of 
colectomy in a statistically significant way, either.

3.5. Cancer and death
A total of 14 [2%] patients were diagnosed with 15 cancers a median 
of 34 months after their diagnosis [IQR: 11–48]. Colorectal cancer 
occurred in two patients; all others were extra-intestinal cancers 
[one stomach, three breast, one urinary tract, three lung, three skin, 
one brain, one cancer in the female genital organs].

During follow-up, eight [1%] patients died a median of 
35  months [IQR: 22–44] after their diagnosis. One patient died 
because of respiratory complications following colectomy, whereas 
the remaining patients died of non-UC-related causes.
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4. Discussion

We have presented the real-life disease course and treatment strate-
gies of UC in the era of biological therapy and widespread use of 
immunomodulators. Although patients were treated earlier and 
more aggressively with immunomodulators and biological therapy 
as compared with population-based cohorts from the previous 
two decades, disease outcomes, including the frequency of colec-
tomy and rates of disease progression, did not differ substantially. 
Treatment strategies did differ between Eastern and Western Europe 
in that patients were treated earlier, but not more frequently, with 
immunomodulators and biological therapy and more patients went 
untreated in Western Europe; nonetheless, disease outcomes were 
similar. Finally, we found that immunomodulators reduced the risk 
of hospitalisation and the risk of progression, but the latter did not 
appear to be statistically significant.

Whether colectomy rates have decreased as a result of recent 
changes in UC management remains uncertain. In the present cohort, 
6% of patients had a colectomy after 5 years, a figure similar both 
in concurrent cohorts5,18–20 and in older cohorts from the 1990s.21,22 
Time-trend studies have associated increasing and earlier use of 
immunomodulators and biological therapy with reduced rates of 
colectomy.4,23 However, several recent population-based cohort stud-
ies have found that colectomy rates were already decreasing before 
the advent of biological therapy and have remained stable during the 
past two decades.5,18,24 A meta-analysis of population-based cohort 

studies also found that colectomy rates 5 years after diagnosis had 
not decreased over time.25 Similar to the European Collaborative 
Study Group of Inflammatory Bowel Disease [EC-IBD] cohort, the 
majority of patients underwent colectomy during the first 2  years 
of follow-up,22 suggesting severe disease activity in those patients. 
However, after 5 years of follow-up, indications were of colectomy 
change from fulminant or refractory colitis to, among others, corti-
costeroid-dependent or chronically active disease. It remains to be 
proven that current treatment strategies for maintenance therapy 
can influence the disease course in the long term.

Data about immunomodulators such as azathioprine and their 
use as disease modifiers in UC are limited, and current clinical prac-
tice around azathioprine treatment of UC is based on minimal and 
controversial evidence.26 Whereas biological therapy was not associ-
ated with the risk of either surgery or hospitalisation, immunomodu-
lators—as was the case in our findings regarding CD7—significantly 
reduced the risk of hospitalisation. Hence, further studies are needed 
in order to determine their efficacy for treating UC. It is worth men-
tioning that treatment with immunomodulators was included as a 
time-dependent variable in the analysis with a 3-month lag time, and 
that the association was also found to be significant in the subanaly-
sis of patients with extensive colitis.

In our study, significantly fewer patients in Eastern Europe 
underwent a colectomy than in Western Europe, yet the figures 
reported in a previous study in Hungary24 were comparable and 
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patient characteristics did not differ between the regions.27 However, 
in our multivariate analysis taking also patient and disease charac-
teristics into consideration, geographical region was not significantly 
associated with the risk of surgery. In the EC-IBD cohort, regional 
differences in colectomy rates were noted as well, and these can-
not be explained by differences in disease course alone.22 Regional 
factors such as attitudes towards surgery, availability of treatments, 
and prevalence of bacterial superinfections might have contributed 
to these differences.

The extent to which the colon is involved in UC can change over 
time, having a significant impact on treatment choices, disease sever-
ity, and prognosis.28–30 We found that one in five patients with proc-
titis or left-sided colitis progressed to extensive colitis, in accordance 
with a recent systematic review of 41 studies31 as well as other recent 
population-based studies.5,32 Our data therefore indicate that the rate 
of progression has not changed during the past decade. The data also 
indicate that the use of biological therapy and immunomodulators 
does not appear to have statistically reduced the risk of disease pro-
gression. Furthermore, of patients in our cohort diagnosed with, or 
who progressed to, extensive colitis, approximately 30% regressed 
during follow-up. A recent study from the Swiss IBD cohort found 
that 16% of patients experienced a regression of extent; however, 
this difference could be due to differences in study design as this 
was not a population-based study. Only two Scandinavian popula-
tion-based cohorts, from 1962 to 198733 and 1991 to 1993,34 have 
assessed the rates of regression of extent and, to our knowledge, ours 
is the first population-based cohort study to do so since the introduc-
tion of biological therapy. We have also demonstrated that patients 
diagnosed with extensive colitis, and who experienced a regression 
in extent due to medical therapy, had a significantly lower risk of 
hospitalisation but the reduced risk for undergoing a colectomy did 
not reach statistical significance.

Finally, we have examined treatment choices, as well as changes 
in treatments over time, in a cohort representative of the whole UC 
population. The use of biological therapy in UC increased during fol-
low-up but was used in less than 10% of patients on any given day. 
These figures are similar to those found in other recent cohorts,35–37 
although patients were started on immunomodulators earlier in the 
present study. In contrast to CD,7 treatment with biologicals did not 

differ between regions, although the treatment duration was longer 
in Eastern European patients as were the treatments used before ini-
tiation of biological therapy. However, and as discussed previously, 
these differences did not result in different surgery, hospitalisation, 
or disease progression rates. Choices regarding investigations and 
medical and surgical treatments, as well as their availability, are 
closely linked to extra-medical considerations and therefore the dif-
ferences observed between Western and Eastern Europe might have 
been caused by considerable variations between national health care 
systems. A proportion of patients [7%] were treated with corticos-
teroids for more than 6 months and a similar proportion did not 
receive any medical treatment at all during follow-up. Whereas this 
contradicts recent guidelines,38 these decisions might be influenced 
by patient or physician preference or patient non-compliance.

Strengths of the present study include the prospective inclusion 
and follow-up of incident IBD patients diagnosed within well-defined 
geographical areas. Diagnostic criteria, case ascertainment methods, 
and the recorded data were all standardised. Several measures pre-
viously described8 ensured that all centres contributed good quality, 
valid data to this study. The patients were unselected and represent 
the whole spectrum of disease severity; therefore, the choices of 
treatment in this cohort are the result of community effectiveness 
rather than the requirements of a randomised controlled trial, and 
they all occurred in a real-life clinical setting.

Limitations of this study include its observational design and the 
heterogeneity of the participating centres in terms of the health care 
systems of which they are a part. In addition, the distribution of 
participating centres is skewed, as the Eastern European centres are 
in mostly low-incident areas1 and hence a majority of patients in this 
study originate in Western Europe. However, and as in previous find-
ings,7,39 the patient populations from Western and Eastern Europe 
were similar in terms of socioeconomic characteristics, disease classi-
fication, diagnostic procedures used, and length of diagnostic delay.8 
Therefore, we have no reason to believe that the region of origin 
influenced the disease course. However, the absence of geographical 
differences in treatment outcomes as well as differences in outcomes 
compared with previous cohorts might not reflect true non-differ-
ences but be caused by, for example, lack of power or confounding 
by indication.

0.4

0.3

0.2

0.1

0.0

0.5

Pr
op

or
ti

on
 o

f 
pa

ti
en

ts
 b

ei
ng

 h
os

pi
ta

liz
ed

A

Eastern Europe
Western Europe

0 1 2 3 4 5

Time since diagnosis (years)

P < 0.05

0.4

0.3

0.2

0.1

0.0

0.5

Pr
op

or
ti

on
 o

f 
pa

ti
en

ts
 u

nd
er

go
in

g 
su

rg
er

y

B
Eastern Europe
Western Europe

0 1 2 3 4 5

Time since diagnosis (years)

P < 0.05

Figure 5. Cumulative probability for hospitalisation [A] and surgery [B] during the first 5 years of disease in a European population-based cohort of ulcerative 
colitis patients.

206 J. Burisch et al.

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/ecco-jcc/article-abstract/13/2/198/5115808 by Sem

m
elw

eis U
niversity user on 07 July 2019



In conclusion, we have found that in this prospective, popula-
tion-based cohort of unselected UC patients, patients were treated 
earlier and more aggressively with immunomodulators and bio-
logical therapy than were cohorts from the beginning of the bio-
logical era. However, 5-year surgery, hospitalisation, and disease 
progression rates are similar to cohorts from 20 years ago. The use 
of immunomodulators appeared to improve the disease course of 
UC in terms of the risk of hospitalisation, but we could not demon-
strate a comparable benefit in the use of biological therapy.

Funding
This work was supported by unrestricted grants from Kirsten og Freddy 
Johansens Fond as well as from Nordsjællands Hospital Forskningsråd. The 
study sponsors have made no contributions to the study design, analysis, data 
interpretation, or publication.

Conflict of Interest
JB: consulting fees from Celgene, Janssen-Cilag, AbbVie A/S, and Ferring; 
lecture fees from Abbvie A/S, Pfizer, MSD, and Takeda Pharma A/S; unre-
stricted grant support from Takeda Pharma A/S. VA: consultancy for Janssen 
and MSD. R Salupere: consulting fees and/or lecture fees from AbbVie, MSD, 
Takeda, Janssen-Cilag. R D’Incà: consulting fees from Abbvie, Biocure; and 
lecture fees from Takeda and Mundipharma. MF: speaker/lecture fees from 
Abbvie, Ferring, MSD, Takeda, Boehringer, and Hospira. CG-R: lecture fees 
from Takeda, MSD, Ferring, and Tillots. CE: lecture fees from Takeda. JH: 
research grants from Janssen, MSD, and Takeda, and lecture and/or consult-
ancy fees from Abbvie, Cellgene, Ferring, Hospira, Janssen, Medivir, MSD, 
Pfizer, Vifor Pharma, Takeda, and Tillotts Pharma. EL: lecture or consult-
ancy fees from MSD,Abbvie, and Ferring Pharmaceuticals. DD: lecture or 
consultancy fees from AbbVie, Takeda and Janssen. NA: lecture fees from 
MSD and Jansen. VH: personal fees, non-financial support, and other from 
MSD, AbbVie, Ferring, Faes Farma, Shire, Falk Pharma, Tillots, Otsuka, 
Hospira Biologicals, Takeda, Jansen, and Kernpharma Biologics. SC-C: lec-
ture fees from Takeda, MSD, Abbvie. PO: lecture or consultancy fees from 
Janssen, Takeda, Tillotts. LK: lecture fee from Abbvie. LDC: non-financial 
support from MSD, Abbvie, Ferring, Faes Farma, Shire, Falk Pharma, Tillots, 
Pfizer, Jansen, and Kernpharma Biologics outside the submitted work. FM: 
fee for presenting from AbbVie, Ferring, Falk, Hospira, PharmaKern, MSD, 
Schering, Lab. Vitoria, Vifor, OmPharma. SS: research grants from Takeda, 
Abbvie, Tillots pharma, Ferring, and speaker fees and advisory board fees 
from Takeda, Jaansen, AbbVie, MSD, Ferring, Pharmacocosmos, and Tillots. 
PLL: speaker and/or advisory board member for AbbVie, EGIS, Falk Pharma 
GmbH, Ferring, Genetech, Jansen, Kyowa Hakko Kirin Pharma, Mitsubishi 
Tanabe Pharma Corporation, MSD, Otsuka Pharma, Pharmacosmos, Pfizer, 
Roche, Shire, and Takeda, and has received unrestricted research grant from 
AbbVie, MSD, and Pfizer. All other authors report no competing interests.

Acknowledgments
We are grateful to Laimas Jonaitis [Lithuania], Irena Valantiene [Lithuania], 
Karen Kudsk [Denmark], Claus Aalykke [Denmark], Martina Giannotta 
[Italy], Tommaso Gabbiani [Italy], Elena Chernin [Israel], Laszlo Lakatos 
[Hungary], Vitalie Turcan [Moldova], Sylvie Lanier [France], Alberto Fernandez 
[Spain], Romina Fernandez-Poceiro [Spain], Zikos Malakos [Greece], Kallirroi 
Kyriakido [Greece], Ulla-Britt Widén [Sweden], and Anastasia N.  Nicolaou 
[Cyprus] for their contributions to the study, including the inclusion and follow-
up of patients as well as collecting patient data. Furthermore, thanks are due 
to Henrik Wachmann, MSc, PhD, for his assistance with the statistical analysis.

Author Contributions
All authors participated in the study design and data acquisition, have critic-
ally reviewed the draft manuscript for content, and approved the final version 

for publication. JB had full access to the data in the study and takes full 
responsibility for its veracity and statistical analysis. JB and PM analysed and 
interpreted the data. JB drafted the manuscript.

Supplementary Data
Supplementary data are available at ECCO-JCC online.

References
 1. Burisch J, Munkholm P. The epidemiology of inflammatory bowel disease. 

Scand J Gastroenterol 2015;50:942–51.
 2. Colombel J, Narula N, Peyrin-Biroulet L. Management strategies 

to improve outcomes of patients with inflammatory bowel diseases. 
Gastroenterology 2017;152:351–61.e5.

 3. Sandborn WJ, Rutgeerts P, Feagan BG, et  al. Colectomy rate com-
parison after treatment of ulcerative colitis with placebo or infliximab. 
Gastroenterology 2009;137:1250–60; quiz 1520.

 4. Reich KM, Chang HJ, Rezaie A, et  al. The incidence rate of colectomy 
for medically refractory ulcerative colitis has declined in parallel with 
increasing anti-TNF use: a time-trend study. Aliment Pharmacol Ther 
2014;40:629–38.

 5. Eriksson C, Cao Y, Rundquist S, et al. Changes in medical management 
and colectomy rates: a population-based cohort study on the epidemiol-
ogy and natural history of ulcerative colitis in Örebro, Sweden, 1963–
2010. Aliment Pharmacol Ther 2017;46:748–57.

 6. Burisch J. Crohn’s disease and ulcerative colitis. Occurrence, course and 
prognosis during the first year of disease in a European population-based 
inception cohort. Dan Med J 2014;61:B4778.

 7. Burisch J, Kiudelis G, Kupcinskas L, et  al. Natural disease course of 
Crohn’s disease during the first 5 years after diagnosis in a European pop-
ulation-based inception cohort: an Epi-IBD study. Gut 2018, Jan 23. doi: 
10.1136/gutjnl-2017-315568. [Epub ahead of print.]

 8. Burisch J, Pedersen N, Čuković-Čavka S, et al.; EpiCom-group. East-West 
gradient in the incidence of inflammatory bowel disease in Europe: the 
ECCO-EpiCom inception cohort. Gut 2014;63:588–97.

 9. Munkholm P. Crohn’s disease – occurrence, course and prognosis. An epi-
demiologic cohort-study. Dan Med Bull 1997;44:287–302.

 10. Langholz E. Ulcerative colitis. An epidemiological study based on a 
regional inception cohort, with special reference to disease course and 
prognosis. Dan Med Bull 1999;46:400–15.

 11. Vind I, Riis L, Jess T, et al. Increasing incidences of inflammatory bowel 
disease and decreasing surgery rates in Copenhagen City and County, 
2003–2005: a population-based study from the Danish Crohn Colitis 
Database. Am J Gastroenterol 2006;101:1274–82.

 12. Silverberg MS, Satsangi J, Ahmad T, et al. Toward an integrated clinical, 
molecular and serological classification of inflammatory bowel disease: 
report of a Working Party of the 2005 Montreal World Congress of 
Gastroenterology. Can J Gastroenterol 2005;19[Suppl A]:5A–36A.

 13. Walmsley RS, Ayres RC, Pounder RE, Allan RN. A simple clinical colitis 
activity index. Gut 1998;43:29–32.

 14. Walsh AJ, Ghosh A, Brain AO, et al. Comparing disease activity indices in 
ulcerative colitis. J Crohns Colitis 2014;8:318–25.

 15. WHO. International Statistical Classification of Diseases and Related 
Health Problems-10th Revision. Geneva: World Health Organization, 
1992

 16. Schroeder KW, Tremaine WJ, Ilstrup DM. Coated oral 5-aminosalicylic 
acid therapy for mildly to moderately active ulcerative colitis. A  rand-
omized study. N Engl J Med 1987;317:1625–9.

 17. Burisch J, Cukovic-Cavka S, Kaimakliotis I, et al. Construction and vali-
dation of a web-based epidemiological database for inflammatory bowel 
diseases in Europe an EpiCom study. J Crohns Colitis 2011;5:342–9.

 18. Jeuring SFG, Bours PHA, Zeegers MP, et al. Disease outcome of ulcerative 
colitis in an era of changing treatment strategies: results from the Dutch 
population-based IBDSL cohort. J Crohns Colitis 2015;9:837–45.

 19. Rönnblom A, Holmström T, Tanghöj H, Karlbom U, Thörn M, Sjöberg D. 
Low colectomy rate five years after diagnosis of ulcerative colitis. Results 

Natural Disease Course of Ulcerative Colitis 207

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/ecco-jcc/article-abstract/13/2/198/5115808 by Sem

m
elw

eis U
niversity user on 07 July 2019



from a prospective population-based cohort in Sweden [ICURE] diag-
nosed during 2005–2009. Scand J Gastroenterol 2016;51:1339–44.

 20. Targownik LE, Singh H, Nugent Z, Bernstein CN. The epidemiology of 
colectomy in ulcerative colitis: results from a population-based cohort. 
Am J Gastroenterol 2012;107:1228–35.

 21. Solberg IC, Lygren I, Jahnsen J, et  al.; IBSEN Study Group. Clinical 
course during the first 10 years of ulcerative colitis: results from a pop-
ulation-based inception cohort [IBSEN Study]. Scand J Gastroenterol 
2009;44:431–40.

 22. Hoie O, Wolters FL, Riis L, et al.; European Collaborative Study Group 
of Inflammatory Bowel Disease. Low colectomy rates in ulcerative colitis 
in an unselected European cohort followed for 10 years. Gastroenterology 
2007;132:507–15.

 23. Kaplan GG, Seow CH, Ghosh S, et  al. Decreasing colectomy rates for 
ulcerative colitis: a population-based time trend study. Am J Gastroenterol 
2012;107:1879–87.

 24. Lakatos L, Kiss LS, David G, et al. Incidence, disease phenotype at diag-
nosis, and early disease course in inflammatory bowel diseases in Western 
Hungary, 2002–2006. Inflamm Bowel Dis 2011;17:2558–65.

 25. Frolkis AD, Dykeman J, Negrón ME, et  al. Risk of surgery for inflam-
matory bowel diseases has decreased over time: a systematic review 
and meta-analysis of population-based studies. Gastroenterology 
2013;145:996–1006.

 26. van Gennep S, de Boer NK, D’Haens GR, Löwenberg M. Thiopurine treat-
ment in ulcerative colitis: a critical review of the evidence for current clini-
cal practice. Inflamm Bowel Dis 2017;24:67–77.

 27. Burisch J, Pedersen N, Cukovic-Cavka S, et  al.; EpiCom Group. Initial 
disease course and treatment in an inflammatory bowel disease incep-
tion cohort in Europe: the ECCO-EpiCom cohort. Inflamm Bowel Dis 
2014;20:36–46.

 28. Samuel S, Ingle SB, Dhillon S, et al. Cumulative incidence and risk factors 
for hospitalisation and surgery in a population-based cohort of ulcerative 
colitis. Inflamm Bowel Dis 2013;19:1858–66.

 29. Winther KV, Jess T, Langholz E, Munkholm P, Binder V. Long-term risk 
of cancer in ulcerative colitis: a population-based cohort study from 
Copenhagen County. Clin Gastroenterol Hepatol 2004;2:1088–95.

 30. Fumery M, Singh S, Dulai PS, Gower-Rousseau C, Peyrin-Biroulet L, Sandborn 
WJ. Natural history of adult ulcerative colitis in population-based cohorts: a 
systematic review. Clin Gastroenterol Hepatol 2018;16:343–56.e3.

 31. Roda G, Narula N, Pinotti R, et al. Systematic review with meta-analysis: 
proximal disease extension in limited ulcerative colitis. Aliment Pharmacol 
Ther 2017;45:1481–92.

 32. Burisch J, Ungaro R, Vind I, et al. Proximal disease extension in patients 
with limited ulcerative colitis: a Danish population-based inception 
cohort. J Crohns Colitis 2017;11:1200–4.

 33. Langholz E, Munkholm P, Davidsen M, Nielsen OH, Binder V. Changes in 
extent of ulcerative colitis: a study on the course and prognostic factors. 
Scand J Gastroenterol 1996;31:260–6.

 34. Moum B, Ekbom A, Vatn MH, Elgjo K. Change in the extent of colono-
scopic and histological involvement in ulcerative colitis over time. Am J 
Gastroenterol 1999;94:1564–9.

 35. Jeuring SFG, van den Heuvel TRA, Liu LYL, et al. Improvements in the 
long-term outcome of Crohn’s disease over the past two decades and the 
relation to changes in medical management: results from the population-
based IBDSL cohort. Am J Gastroenterol 2017;112:325–36.

 36. Rönnblom A, Holmström T, Karlbom U, Tanghöj H, Thörn M, Sjöberg 
D. Clinical course of Crohn’s disease during the first 5 years. Results from 
a population-based cohort in Sweden [ICURE] diagnosed 2005–2009. 
Scand J Gastroenterol 2017;52:81–6.

 37. Vester-Andersen MK, Prosberg MV, Jess T, et al. Disease course and surgery 
rates in inflammatory bowel disease: a population-based, 7-year follow-
up study in the era of immunomodulating therapy. Am J Gastroenterol 
2014;109:705–14.

 38. Magro F, Gionchetti P, Eliakim R, et  al.; European Crohn’s and Colitis 
Organisation [ECCO]. Third European evidence-based consensus on diag-
nosis and management of ulcerative colitis. Part 1: Definitions, diagnosis, 
extra-intestinal manifestations, pregnancy, cancer surveillance, surgery, 
and ileo-anal pouch disorders. J Crohns Colitis 2017;11:649–70.

 39. Lennard-Jones JE, Shivananda S. Clinical uniformity of inflammatory 
bowel disease a presentation and during the first year of disease in the 
north and south of Europe. EC-IBD study group. Eur J Gastroenterol 
Hepatol 1997;9:353–9.

208 J. Burisch et al.

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/ecco-jcc/article-abstract/13/2/198/5115808 by Sem

m
elw

eis U
niversity user on 07 July 2019


