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ARTICLE

Treatment patterns in UK adult patients with atopic dermatitis treated with
systemic immunosuppressants: data from The Health Improvement
Network (THIN)

Laurent Eckerta, Caroline Amanda, Abhijit Gadkarib, Raj Routc, Richard Hudsonc and Michael Ardern-Jonesd

aSanofi, Chilly-Mazarin, France; bRegeneron Pharmaceuticals, Inc, Tarrytown, NY, USA; cSanofi, Guildford, UK; dDepartment of Dermatology,
University of Southampton, Southampton, UK

ABSTRACT
Background: There is limited understanding on patterns of systemic treatment in adults with moderate-
to-severe atopic dermatitis (AD) in the UK.
Objective: To characterize treatment patterns in adult AD patients prescribed immunosuppressants
(IMMs) in the primary care setting.
Results: Six hundred and fifty-six patients with AD (6.6%) were prescribed IMM in the analysis (mean age
52.1 years; 59.1% female; age-adjusted Charlson comorbidity index 1.4). Most prevalent (>5%) conditions
at baseline were depression (10.8%), contact dermatitis (10.7%), rheumatological disease (7.9%), skin/sub-
cutaneous tissue disorders (6.4%), upper respiratory disease (5.8%), and psoriasis (5.2%). At baseline, up
to 50% of patients were prescribed �1 IMM. During follow-up, 42.7% of patients were prescribed oral
corticosteroids (OCSs), increasing in line with IMM exposure. The most commonly prescribed IMM was
methotrexate (43.3%). Ciclosporin, the only approved IMM for AD, was prescribed to 16.9% of patients.
Conclusions: The prevalence of comorbidities and high rate of IMM prescriptions demonstrate the impact
of AD on quality of life. The frequency of OCS prescribing in AD patients treated with IMMs suggests a
lack of disease control with existing therapies, and an unmet need for safe and effective targeted agents
for long-term disease control.
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Introduction

Atopic dermatitis (AD) is a chronic skin disorder characterized by
immune-mediated inflammation, intense itching, and eczematous
lesions (1). Most cases of AD first present in infants and children
up to 5 years of age (2), and tend to follow a recurrent, relapsing
course that often resolves by puberty (3). However, in �50% of
cases, AD persists into adulthood and becomes a chronic, lifelong
condition. Moderate-to-severe AD is characterized by a multi-
dimensional burden that includes persistent itch, pain, sleep dis-
turbances, impaired mental health, and reductions in productivity
and health-related quality of life (HRQoL) (4–7).

Adult patients with moderate-to-severe AD, whose symptoms
are generally not well controlled with topical therapy, can be
treated with phototherapy, or systemically with oral corticoste-
roids (OCSs) or immunosuppressants (IMMs) (8–11). OCSs are indi-
cated for short-term treatment (up to 3 weeks) of acute flares, but
are not recommended for long-term use due to an unfavorable
benefit:risk profile (8–11). Diabetes, hypertension, gastric ulcers,
osteoporosis, glaucoma, and Cushing’s syndrome have been asso-
ciated with long-term use of OCSs (8–12).

Immunosuppressive agents commonly prescribed for the treat-
ment of moderate or severe AD include ciclosporin, azathioprine,
methotrexate, and mycophenolate mofetil (13). Currently, in sev-
eral European countries, including the United Kingdom (UK), ciclo-
sporin is the only systemic IMM drug approved for the

management of severe AD in adults (14). However, as ciclosporin
has a narrow therapeutic index, its use requires regular monitor-
ing of renal function and blood pressure (15), and it has also
been associated with an increased risk of squamous cell carcin-
oma (16). For these reasons, ciclosporin is only approved for a
limited treatment period of 1 year (14). Meanwhile, the other
immunosuppressive agents are used off-label (14), despite limited
evidence supporting their efficacy and safety (17). By establishing
the prescribing patterns of these agents, a better understanding
could be gained of the clinical management of AD in adult
patients and their unmet treatment needs.

The objective of this study was to characterize treatment pat-
terns in adult patients with AD prescribed systemic IMMs in the
UK primary care setting.

Methods

Data source

This retrospective healthcare study utilized data from The UK
Health Improvement Network (THIN), a large primary care data-
base (18) of anonymized medical records of more than 13 million
patients (3.5 million active patients) from 587 general practices
across England, Wales, Scotland, and Northern Ireland. Of note,
the data from the THIN database are representative of general
practitioners and not specialists in dermatology. The study
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protocol was reviewed and approved by the UK Independent
Scientific Review Committee, and the study was conducted in
accordance with the ethical standards of the 1964 Declaration
of Helsinki.

Study design

The first recorded diagnosis of AD during the study period was
the index diagnosis between January 1 2007 and December 31
2009. The index date was defined as the date of the first systemic
IMM prescription after the index diagnosis. Baseline assessment
was 12 months prior to the index date, and follow-up was
12 months after the index date. Systemic IMM prescriptions that
were screened included methotrexate, azathioprine, mycopheno-
late mofetil, and ciclosporin.

Population

The THIN database contains anonymized records of more than 11
million patients from more than 500 general practitioner practices
in the UK (19,20). The analysis population comprised a cohort of
eligible adults (�18 years of age) with a diagnosis of AD recorded
during the study period, validated by at least one medical-claim
evidence of AD diagnosis. Patients were eligible if they received
at least one prescription for a systemic IMM within 12 months of
the first AD diagnosis. The cohort identified by this approach was
therefore deemed to be representative of those cases with mod-
erate-to-severe AD. Patients who died during the study period or
who received an organ transplantation, bone marrow transplant-
ation, or stem cell transplantation before or during the study
period were excluded.

Comorbid conditions

Baseline data on patient Charlson Comorbidity Index (CCI) score
(21), atopic comorbidities (allergic rhinitis and asthma), comorbid
skin conditions (all skin conditions, skin and subcutaneous tissue
disorders/inflammatory conditions, and psoriasis), and mood disor-
ders (anxiety, depression, and sleep disorders) were evaluated,
and the most common comorbidities (>5%) were reported.

Prescribing patterns

Prescribing data were evaluated during the follow-up period. The
mean number of prescriptions and the prevalence of at least one
prescription for topical corticosteroids, topical calcineurin inhibi-
tors, phototherapy, OCSs, and IMMs were reported. In addition,
the relationship between IMM exposure and OCS prescribing was
explored. Systemic IMM exposure was defined as the number of
once-daily tablets prescribed during the 1-year follow-up period
divided by 365 days. To determine the quartile of IMM exposure,
concomitant OCS prescribing was stratified according to IMM
exposure (�25% vs. >25%; �50% vs. >50%; and �75%
vs. >75%).

Statistical analyses

The Chi-squared test was used to compare categorical variables
between groups, with the two-tailed significance level (a) set at
0.05. Data analyses were performed using SAS software version
9.2 (Cary, NC).

Results

Patient demographics

Of 152,086 eligible adult patients with AD identified in the UK
THIN database, 9969 had adequate historical data and comprised
the population of analysis (Figure 1). A total of 656 patients (6.6%)
with a mean age of 52.1 (standard deviation (SD) 17.9) years met
the inclusion criteria; 59.1% of patients were female (Table 1).

Comorbidities

The most prevalent (>5%) comorbidities were depression (10.8%),
contact dermatitis (10.7%), rheumatological disease (7.9%), skin
and subcutaneous tissue disorders not inclusive of codes for

Figure 1. Population of analysis.

Table 1. Baseline demographic characteristics of the analytic population.

Patients with AD
(N¼ 656)

Age, years, mean (SD) 52.1 (17.9)
Female, n (%) 388 (59.1)
Body mass index, kg/m2 27.6 (6.1)
UK location, n (%)

England 529 (80.6)
Northern Ireland 21 (3.2)
Scotland 58 (8.8)
Wales 44 (6.7)
Unknown 4 (0.6)

Medication use, n (%)
Immunosuppressant 333 (50.8)
Phototherapy/photochemotherapy 0 (0.0)
Oral corticosteroids 276 (42.1)
Topical calcineurin inhibitors 40 (6.1)
Topical corticosteroids 358 (54.6)
Emollient 305 (46.5)
Other topical treatment 12 (1.8)

AD: atopic dermatitis; SD: standard deviation.
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vasculitis and collagen diseases (6.4%), upper respiratory disease
not inclusive of asthma (5.8%), and psoriasis (5.2%) (Table 2).

Prescription patterns during the follow-up period

Prescribing during follow-up is shown in Table 3; most patients
were prescribed topical corticosteroids (61.9%) and/or emol-
lients (49.4%).

Overall, 42.7% of patients were prescribed an OCS, with a
mean of 6.3 (SD 5.6) prescriptions per year. The most commonly
prescribed IMMs were methotrexate (43.3%) and azathioprine
(41.3%). Ciclosporin was prescribed in 16.9% of patients (Figure 2).
The mean number of prescriptions per year for any IMM was 9.2
(SD 6.8) (Table 3).

Concomitant oral corticosteroid prescribing by systemic
immunosuppressant exposure

The proportion of patients with one or more OCS prescription
was numerically higher among patients with greater IMM expos-
ure than with patients with lower IMM exposure; however, the
difference attained statistical significance only for IMM exposures
of �75% versus >75% (p¼ .0159) (Table 4). The mean number of
concomitant OCS prescriptions per year was generally similar
(5.4–6.6 per year) regardless of systemic IMM exposure (Table 4).

The mean number of IMM prescriptions per year was 9.2. Heavy
IMM users (defined as patients who received more than nine IMM
prescriptions per year) had a significantly higher mean number of
OCS prescriptions than patients with less than nine IMM prescrip-
tions per year (7.3 vs. 5.6, respectively; p¼ .0147). When evaluated

for specific IMM use, this comparison reached statistical significance
for patients receiving mycophenolate mofetil or methotrexate
(p¼ .0497 and p¼ .0016, respectively) (Table 5).

Concomitant oral corticosteroid prescribing by number and
type of systemic immunosuppressant

Compared with prescriptions for a single systemic IMM, prescrip-
tions for two unique systemic IMMs during the follow-up period
were associated with a greater proportion of patients with at least
one OCS prescription (44.2% vs. 53.5%) (Table 6) and a higher
mean number of OCS prescriptions per year (6.2 vs. 7.7) (Table 6);
however, the differences were not statistically significant. OCS use
was generally high regardless of the type of systemic IMM used
(32.4–64.9%) (Table 6). Compared with patients receiving ciclo-
sporin, those receiving methotrexate, azathioprine, and mycophe-
nolate mofetil had significantly higher numbers of OCS
prescriptions during the follow-up period (Table 6).

Discussion

This retrospective study based on the UK THIN primary care data-
base (18) characterized the real-world treatment patterns in UK
adult patients with AD treated with systemic IMMs. In the UK, pre-
scribing of IMMs for AD is initiated by dermatologists in second-
ary care, but usually prescribing is then continued by primary
care physicians under joint supervision.

Table 2. Most common comorbidities (>5%) at baseline among UK patients
with AD treated with immunosuppressants.

Patients with AD
(N¼ 656)

Age-adjusted CCI score, mean (SD) 1.4 (1.5)
CCI component, n (%)
Depression 71 (10.8)
Contact dermatitis 70 (10.7)
Rheumatological disease 52 (7.9)
Skin and subcutaneous tissue disorders 42 (6.4)
Upper respiratory disease 38 (5.8)
Psoriasis 34 (5.2)

AD: atopic dermatitis; CCI: Charlson Comorbidities Index; SD: standard deviation.

Table 3. Overall prescribing patterns at follow-up among adult patients with
AD who received �1 systemic immunosuppressant prescription.

Therapy
Patients with AD

(N¼ 656)

Patients prescribed, n (%)a

Emollient 324 (49.4)
Topical corticosteroid 406 (61.9)
Topical calcineurin inhibitor 39 (5.9)
Phototherapy 0 (0.0)
Oral corticosteroid 280 (42.7)
Systemic immunosuppressant 656 (100)

Prescriptions per patient per year, mean (SD)
Oral corticosteroids 6.3 (5.6)
Systemic immunosuppressant 9.2 (6.8)
Mycophenolate mofetil 5.1 (4.5)
Azathioprine 7.3 (5.6)
Methotrexate 7.9 (5.4)
Ciclosporin 7.6 (6.9)

AD: atopic dermatitis; SD: standard deviation.
aPercentages are not mutually exclusive and reflect the overlap of drug catego-
ries in individual patients. The follow-up period was the 12-month period after
the first systemic immunosuppressant prescription.

Figure 2. Frequency of prescribing systemic immunosuppressant agents among
UK adult patients with AD with �1 systemic immunosuppressant prescription.
AD: atopic dermatitis.
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We showed that in this cohort of 9969 adult patients with AD,
6.6% were prescribed a systemic IMM. The data indicated that
ciclosporin, the only approved IMM for AD in the UK, was pre-
scribed to just 16.9% of patients treated with IMMs seen by gen-
eral practitioners. This relatively low rate of use concurs with the
observations of ciclosporin use found through an online survey of
UK dermatologists (22), which found that ciclosporin was not the
preferred first-line systemic agent, with only 37% of dermatolo-
gists prescribing the drug as first line. The prescribing in the UK
differs somewhat from studies reporting IMM usage in Dutch (23)
and French (24) adult patients with AD, in which ciclosporin was
prescribed to 80% of patients. One explanation for the divergence
in prescribing rates of ciclosporin between the UK and other
European countries may be explained by the consensus among
British Dermatologists that ciclosporin should be discontinued
after 1–2 years of therapy (23,24). In addition, the British National
Formulary recommends that ciclosporin should only be used for
short-term treatment of severe AD for a maximum period of
8 weeks (25). These recommendations may have influenced ciclo-
sporin prescribing in patients with chronic, severe disease.

Conversely, methotrexate (43%) and azathioprine (41%) were the
most frequently prescribed immunosuppressive agents in this study

(Figure 2). The online survey reported by Taylor et al. (22) pointed to
azathioprine as the preferred first-line systemic agent by 47% of der-
matologists, ahead of systemic corticosteroids (42%) and ciclosporin
(37%); in addition, methotrexate was the most commonly used
second-line systemic agent (45%). Despite being off-label, the
increased prescribing of azathioprine in the present study and the
study by Taylor et al. (22) may be explained by British and European
guidance (11,26–28), which recommend it for the treatment of
refractory moderate-to-severe AD. Meanwhile, evidence to support
the effectiveness of methotrexate compared with azathioprine (29)
may explain the increasing trends towards methotrexate prescribing.

More than 40% of patients treated with a systemic IMM were
also prescribed an OCS. Concomitant OCS prescribing is suggest-
ive of the treatment of patients with refractory/severe disease,
severe flares, or comorbid conditions, such as asthma. Our analy-
ses showed no reduction in OCS use among patients with a
higher number of IMM prescriptions. In fact, OCS use generally
increased among patients with greater IMM exposure. It is pos-
sible that a higher number of IMM prescriptions is correlated with
greater disease severity. Therefore, it might be expected that an
increase in OCS use would be observed among patients with
more IMM prescriptions (greater disease severity).

Table 4. Concomitant oral corticosteroid prescribing by systemic immunosuppressant exposure.

IMM exposurea

(N¼ 656)
Patients with �1 oral corticosteroid prescription during the follow-up period,

n (%) p Value
Oral corticosteroid prescriptions per patient

per yearb, mean (SD) p Value

�25% (n¼ 120) 45 (37.5) .0688 5.4 (5.0) .2549
>25% (n¼ 536) 250 (46.6) 6.5 (5.7)
�40% (n¼ 195) 78 (40.0) .0961 6.3 (5.6) .9835
>40% (n¼ 461) 217 (47.1) 6.3 (5.6)
�50% (n¼ 237) 102 (43.0) .4545 6.6 (5.9) .5255
>50% (n¼ 419) 193 (46.1) 6.2 (5.5)
�75% (n¼ 321) 129 (40.2) .0159 6.6 (5.7) .4341
>75% (n¼ 335) 166 (49.6) 6.1 (5.5)

IMM: immunosuppressant; SD: standard deviation.
aIMM exposure was defined as the number of once-daily IMM tablets prescribed during the 1-year follow-up period/365 days.
bAmong patients with �1 oral corticosteroid prescription in the follow-up period.

Table 5. Concomitant oral corticosteroid prescribing by number of immunosuppressant prescriptions per year.

Number of OCS prescriptions per year p Value

Patients with �9 prescriptions of any immunosuppressant in entire year 7.3 (6.2) .0147
Patients with <9 prescriptions of any immunosuppressant in entire year 5.6 (5.0)
Patients with �9 prescriptions of mycophenolate mofetil in entire year 11.2 (3.1) .0497
Patients with <9 prescriptions of mycophenolate mofetil in entire year 6.2 (5.6)
Patients with �9 prescriptions of azathioprine in entire year 6.4 (6.9) .9650
Patients with <9 prescriptions of azathioprine in entire year 6.3 (5.2)
Patients with �9 prescriptions of ciclosporin in entire year 4.3 (3.9) .2468
Patients with <9 prescriptions of ciclosporin in entire year 6.4 (5.7)
Patients with �9 prescriptions of methotrexate in entire year 8.9 (5.5) .0016
Patients with <9 prescriptions of methotrexate in entire year 5.9 (5.5)

OCS: oral corticosteroid.

Table 6. Concomitant oral corticosteroid prescribing by number and type of systemic immunosuppressant.

Number of unique IMMs
prescribeda

Patients with �1 OCS
prescription during the follow-
up period, n (%) (n¼ 656) p Value

OCS prescriptions per patient
per yearb, mean (SD) p Value

1 (n¼ 611) 270 (44.2) .2360 6.2 (5.6) .2122
2 (n¼ 43) 23 (53.5) 7.7 (6.1)
Any IMM (n¼ 656) 295 (45.0) 6.3 (5.6)
Methotrexate (n¼ 284) 105 (37.0) .4016c 7.2 (5.5) .0004c

Azathioprine (n¼ 271) 157 (57.9) <.0001c 6.1 (6.0) .0177c

Ciclosporin (n¼ 111) 36 (32.4) – 4.1 (3.5) –
Mycophenolate (n¼ 37) 24 (64.9) .0002c 8.7 (5.4) <.0001c

OCS: oral corticosteroid; IMM: immunosuppressant; SD: standard deviation.
aTwo patients were prescribed three unique IMMs. The data for these patients were not included due to the small sample size.
bAmong patients with �1 OCS prescription in the follow-up period.
cCiclosporin was the reference drug.
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Phototherapy/photochemotherapy had a negligible prescrip-
tion rate in the current study. This is because the THIN database
only reports patients seen in general practice, and phototherapy
can only be prescribed by a consultant dermatologist or accred-
ited practitioner working under the supervision of a consultant
dermatologist (30), and delivered in secondary care as a hospital
day case treatment. By contrast, the study by Taylor et al. (22)
was conducted among specialists, who can prescribe photother-
apy, and in this study phototherapy was the most common thera-
peutic modality. These results are not unusual, as specialists are
more likely to follow treatment guidelines than primary care
physicians and use a step-wise treatment approach in doing so
(31), whereby phototherapy is prescribed prior to IMMs.

There are some limitations of the THIN data that should be
considered when interpreting these results. THIN does not provide
data on AD severity, such as SCORing AD (SCORAD) (32) or the
Eczema Area and Severity Index (EASI) (33). In the current study,
the prescription of an IMM was applied as a surrogate marker of
severe disease. It was not possible to assess disease control as
THIN does not include data on key AD-specific signs, symptoms,
or QoL outcomes. Hence, OCS use was considered a surrogate for
disease control, given its use in clinical practice on a short-term
basis to treat disease exacerbations. In addition, the number of
IMM prescriptions received per year does not necessarily correlate
with the length of time a patient spends on treatment, as clinical
practice is highly variable and can differ for each IMM. For
example, clinicians may provide monthly prescriptions for ciclo-
sporin (equivalent to 12 prescriptions per year) or 3-monthly pre-
scriptions for methotrexate (equivalent to four prescriptions per
year). Finally, as the dataset does not allow confirmation of the
disease being treated, some of the OCS prescribing may have
been directed towards conditions identified here as co-morbidities
(e.g. rheumatological disease, respiratory, and non-AD skin dis-
ease). However, in the UK, psoriasis is not treated with OCS. For
the 7.9% and 5.8% of patients with concomitant rheumatological
disease, or upper respiratory disease (including asthma), respect-
ively, OCSs may have been prescribed to treat the comorbidity
rather than AD. However, we want to highlight that OCS usage in
the ciclosporin- and azathioprine-treated groups, treatments that
are only used for AD, was equivalent to that in the methotrexate/
mycophenolate groups. Thus, although this does not exclude the
possibility that some patients in the cohort had AD requiring IMM
treatment and another unrelated condition requiring OCS treat-
ment, we suspect that this potential error in interpretation is
small. Despite these limitations, THIN provides a valid (34–36) and
generalizable source of data to study treatment patterns in the
general UK adult population (37) and has been used extensively
in other disease areas to address similar objectives (36,38–41).

In conclusion, this analysis of data from the THIN primary care
database of more than 13 million patients in the UK indicates a
high prescription rate of systemic IMMs among adults with AD
(6.6%). Significant comorbidities, such as depression (10.8%), are
associated with this skin condition. The prevalence of concomitant
OCS use among UK adult patients with AD prescribed systemic
IMMs, suggests inadequate disease control with existing systemic
therapies, and a significant unmet need for new therapies that
provide safe and effective disease control.
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