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Abstract
Hepatobiliary manifestations are common in inflammatory bowel disease (IBD), 
with 30% of patients presenting abnormal liver tests and 5% developing chronic 
liver disease. They range from asymptomatic elevated liver tests to life-
threatening disease and usually follow an independent course from IBD. The 
pathogenesis of liver manifestations or complications and IBD can be closely 
related by sharing a common auto-immune background (in primary sclerosing 
cholangitis, IgG4-related cholangitis, and autoimmune hepatitis), intestinal 
inflammation (in portal vein thrombosis and granulomatous hepatitis), metabolic 
impairment (in non-alcoholic fatty liver disease or cholelithiasis), or drug toxicity 
(in drug induced liver injury or hepatitis B virus infection reactivation). Their 
evaluation should prompt a full diagnostic workup to identify and readily treat 
all complications, improving management and outcome.

Key Words: Hepatobiliary manifestations; Inflammatory bowel disease; Drug induced liver 
injury; Primary sclerosing cholangitis; Viral hepatitis; Crohn's disease; Ulcerative colitis
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Core Tip: Hepatobiliary manifestations are common in inflammatory bowel disease 
(IBD), ranging from incidental findings in asymptomatic patients to life-threatening 
liver failure. Their pathogenesis can be intrinsically linked to IBD (auto-immune 
background or metabolic abnormalities) or to its medication. Early recognition of these 
manifestations as well as a full diagnostic workup are mandatory to improve 
management and prognosis. In this review, we describe all hepatobiliary manifestations 
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INTRODUCTION
Inflammatory bowel disease (IBD) is a group of chronic and recurrent gastrointestinal 
inflammatory conditions that result from the interaction of genetic, environmental, 
and immune factors. IBD is mainly divided into Crohn's disease (CD) and ulcerative 
colitis (UC), affecting equally men and women, with peak incidence between 20 and 30 
and also from 50 to 60 years of age[1].

Extra-intestinal manifestations are described in up to 50% of patients, including 
arthropathy, metabolic bone disease, ocular, dermatological, hepatobiliary, neurologic, 
cardiovascular, pulmonary, and urological complications[2].

Hepatobiliary alterations are one of the most common extra-intestinal manifest-
ations of IBD; up to 30% of patients have abnormal liver tests and 5% will develop 
chronic liver disease[3,4]. A wide diversity of hepatobiliary complications has been 
reported, ranging from incidental findings in asymptomatic patients to severe and life-
threatening liver failure[5].

The pathogenesis of liver disease in IBD is not totally understood but multiple 
pathways may link them (Table 1)[2,5,6].

Inflammatory bowel disease related diseases
Diseases that share a common auto-immune background include primary sclerosing 
cholangitis (PSC), IgG4-related cholangitis, primary biliary cholangitis (PBC), auto-
immune hepatitis, and overlap syndromes.

Diseases associated with intestinal inflammation include portal vein thrombosis, 
Budd-Chiari syndrome, granulomatous hepatitis, and liver abscesses.

Diseases associated with malabsorption or metabolic impairment are cholelithiasis, 
amyloidosis, and non-alcoholic fatty liver disease (NAFLD).

Inflammatory bowel disease related medications
Disorders associated with IBD treatment include direct hepatotoxicity with 
medications such as 5-aminosalicylic acid (5-ASA) compounds, methotrexate, 
azathioprine, or anti-TNF agents or hepatitis B reactivation due to immunosup-
pressants.

They can occur at any time during the natural history of disease and typically follow 
an independent course from the underlying intestinal disease activity. Granulomatous 
hepatitis, hepatic abscesses, cholelithiasis, and amyloidosis are more commonly 
observed in CD and PSC and auto-immune hepatitis in UC[6,7].

Moreover, these patients may present unrelated liver disease, making abnormal 
liver tests in IBD a challenging differential diagnosis.

Early recognition of these manifestations is of paramount importance to avoid liver 
injury and improve management of both diseases (Figure 1).

The aim of this paper is to review the hepatobiliary manifestations and complic-
ations found in IBD patients.

DISEASES SHARING A COMMON AUTO-IMMUNE BACKGROUND WITH 
INFLAMMATORY BOWEL DISEASE
Primary sclerosing cholangitis
PSC is a chronic and progressive bile duct disorder, characterized by multifocal 
intrahepatic and/or extrahepatic strictures and dilatations, that may result in cirrhosis 
and end-stage liver disease. The diagnosis is usually made by combination of clinical 
(jaundice, abdominal pain, and itching but it may also be asymptomatic), biochemical 

http://creativecommons.org/Licenses/by-nc/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/Licenses/by-nc/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/Licenses/by-nc/4.0/
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Table 1 Inflammatory bowel disease related diseases and inflammatory bowel disease medication related diseases

IBD related diseases IBD medication related diseases

Ulcerative colitis Crohn's disease Ulcerative colitis Crohn's disease

Primary sclerosing cholangitis Granulomatous hepatitis Drug-induced liver injury Drug-induced liver injury

Auto-immune hepatitis Liver abscesses HBV reactivation HBV reactivation

Overlap syndromes Cholelithiasis

Primary biliary cholangitis Hepatic amyloidosis

Portal vein thrombosis

NAFLD NAFLD

IBD: Inflammatory bowel disease; HBV: Hepatitis B Virus; NAFLD: Non-alcoholic fatty liver disease.

Figure 1 Management of abnormal liver tests. IBD: Inflammatory bowel disease; US: Ultrasonography; AST: Aspartate transaminase; ALT: Alanine 
transaminase; GGT: AIH: Autoimmune hepatitis; PSC: Primary sclerosing cholangitis; PBC: Primary biliary cholangitis; DILI: Drug induced liver injury; AMA: Anti-
mitochondrial antibody; MRC: Magnetic resonance cholangiography.

(elevated cholestatic liver enzymes - alkaline phosphatase and/or GGT) and 
imagiological [magnetic resonance cholangiography (MRCP)] findings. The mean age 
at diagnosis is 30 to 40 years old and it has a male predominance[8,9].

PSC is closely linked to IBD, which occurs in 70% of patients, with a UC predom-
inance (75%). On the other hand, only up to 3% of CD and 2%-8% of UC patients 
develop PSC[10]. Therefore, the presence of unexplained cholestasis should prompt an 
immediate investigation by MRCP in those with IBD and patients with PSC should 
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routinely undergo colonoscopy with biopsies, even in the absence of symptoms. If the 
index colonoscopy is negative, it should be repeated every 3 to 5 years[10,11]. The two 
disorders can occur at different times, but IBD diagnosis usually precedes that of PSC
[12].

IBD in the setting of PSC is associated with a different clinical course, typically 
presenting extensive disease, rectal sparing (6% to 66% vs 2% to 25% in IBD without 
PSC), backwash ileitis (5% to 46% vs 3% to 24% in UC without PSC), and mild 
intestinal activity, as well as more frequent right colonic involvement[10,13]. Marelli et 
al[14] showed an inverse relationship between PSC severity and IBD activity. On the 
other hand, the effect of IBD in PSC prognosis is less established - higher rates of 
combined intrahepatic and extrahepatic involvement have been reported, although 
long-term outcomes of PSC do not seem to be changed[10,15,16].

PSC-IBD patients also present a greater risk of colorectal dysplasia and cancer, 
which supports the current recommendation of annual surveillance colonoscopy in 
this subset of patients. Although there are no specific recommendations, colectomy is 
suggested in case of indefinite or low-grade dysplasia, due to a high risk of colorectal 
cancer[10,17,18]. Similarly, prolonged duration of IBD was associated with an 
increased risk of cholangiocarcinoma, with a 33% higher risk per 10 years[19].

Small-duct primary sclerosing cholangitis
Small-duct PSC is very similar to large-duct PSC (close biochemical and histopatho-
logical findings) but presents a normal cholangiogram. The diagnosis requires liver 
biopsy and some patients may later develop the classic PSC (12%-23%)[6,20]. Almost 
all patients have IBD, mainly UC, and it affects females at greater rates than males. 
Small-duct PSC has a better prognosis and a negligible risk of cholangiocarcinoma[9,
21].

IgG4-associated cholangitis
IgG4-associated cholangitis, considered a secondary sclerosing cholangitis, is charac-
terized by elevated serum levels of IgG4, dense infiltration of IgG4-positive plasma 
cells and lymphocytes, and fibrosis and obliterative phlebitis in the bile duct wall, 
being frequently associated with autoimmune pancreatitis[22]. The link between IgG4-
associated cholangitis and IBD has been reported, but it is far less common than in 
PSC. Differential diagnosis is vital due to its responsiveness to corticosteroids[9].

Primary biliary cholangitis 
PBC is an autoimmune liver disease that presents with chronic cholestasis and 
histological findings of nonsuppurative destructive cholangitis. The diagnosis is 
usually made by detection of anti-mitochondrial antibodies[23]. There are only few 
reports of PBC in patients with IBD, affecting mainly UC males and those at younger 
age[24,25].

Autoimmune hepatitis
Autoimmune hepatitis (AIH) is a rare and heterogeneous disease, affecting mostly 
middle-aged women. It is characterized by abnormal liver tests, hypergammaglobu-
linemia, circulating autoantibodies [mainly antinuclear antibody (ANA), smooth 
muscle antibody, and anti-liver-kidney muscle antibody], and interface hepatitis on 
liver histology[26].

A relationship between AIH and IBD has already been established in a study that 
demonstrated the presence of UC in 16% of patients with AIH[3,27].

More relevant is the fact that coexistent AIH and IBD can have a different course 
from either process alone - patients with UC and concurrent AIH are more likely to 
relapse, need proctocolectomy, have more extensive disease, and present right colon 
lesions[3,28]. Likewise, liver disease may also have distinct progression, developing at 
younger age, being more likely to be refractory to treatment, and determining higher 
risk of death and liver transplantation[3].

Overlap syndromes
Patients with AIH may also present features of other immune-mediated liver diseases. 
In patients with UC, AIH-PSC is the most common overlap syndrome, described in up 
to 10% of PSC patients with UC[3,29]. However, cases of overlap syndrome in CD 
have also been described[30]. AIH-PSC is more common in children and young adults, 
PSC features usually develop later, and it has a better prognosis than PSC alone[31,32].
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DISEASES ASSOCIATED WITH INTESTINAL INFLAMMATION
Portal vein thrombosis and Budd-Chiari syndrome
IBD is associated with a pro-inflammatory hypercoagulable state that increases the risk 
of portal and mesenteric vein thrombosis, with an estimated incidence of 1% to 2%
[33]. Several risk factors have been identified: elevated platelet count, high fibrinogen, 
high factors V and VIII levels, and acquired prothrombotic factors - surgery, extent of 
colon disease, immobilization, inflammation, corticosteroids, and smoking[6,31]. 
Portal vein thrombosis has been more frequently described in UC patients after procto-
colectomy and Budd-Chiari syndrome has an eight-fold risk during acute flares[31,34,
35]. Anticoagulation is the mainstay of treatment, even in cases with previous 
gastrointestinal bleeding. Pharmacological thromboprophylaxis is recommended 
during hospitalizations and suggested in cases of active disease after hospital 
discharge and after surgery[2].

Granulomatous hepatitis
Granulomatous hepatitis is a rare complication of IBD, with a prevalence lower than 
1%, mainly affecting CD patients[31]. Clinical suspicion is raised by elevated alkaline 
phosphatase and it is diagnosed by identification of granulomas in liver biopsy. It is 
mainly asymptomatic and follows a benign course, rarely requiring treatment 
(corticosteroids and immunosuppressants)[6,31]. It has also been associated with 
sulfasalazine use but differential diagnosis includes infections (tuberculosis) and 
malignancies[6,36].

Liver abscesses
Liver abscesses are a rare complication of IBD, but can also be its first manifestation 
(mainly in CD)[31]. They can result either from direct extension of an intra-abdominal 
abscess or from portal pyemia secondary to increased intestinal permeability[6]. They 
are often multiple and more frequently located in the right lobe, presenting with fever, 
abdominal pain, jaundice, diarrhea, and hepatosplenomegaly, as well as elevated 
inflammatory markers and alkaline phosphatase[31,37].

In contrast with liver abscesses in the general population, isolated Streptococcus 
species are the most common isolated pathogens[9,37].

The treatment of choice is prolonged intravenous antibiotics, with percutaneous 
drainage in case of a large abscess or refractory disease[31,38].

DISEASES ASSOCIATED WITH MALABSORPTION OR METABOLIC 
IMPAIRMENT
Cholelithiasis
Cholelithiasis is a known complication of IBD, with CD patients presenting a two-fold 
risk of developing gallstones. On the contrary, UC is not associated with an increased 
risk of cholelithiasis[39]. The incidence of cholelithiasis in patients with ileal 
involvement or resection ranges from 13% to 34%. It is associated with malabsorption 
of bile salts, resulting in disruption and increased entero-hepatic circulation, which 
predisposes to formation of gallstones[40]. Many risk factors have been described, 
such as ileo-colonic localization, disease duration (> 15 years), extent of ileal resection 
(> 30 cm), longer hospital stay, higher number of hospitalizations (> 3), multiple total 
parenteral nutrition treatments, lifetime surgeries, and number of clinical recurrences 
(> 3)[39,40]. Complications of cholelithiasis may be an indication for cholecystectomy 
but systematic cholecystectomy following ileal resection is not recommended[31,40,
41].

Hepatic amyloidosis
Hepatic amyloidosis is a rare complication of IBD, more frequent in CD (0.9%) than in 
UC (0.07%)[42]. There is a male predominance and prominent colonic involvement. It 
results from amyloid deposition due to chronic inflammation, presenting as 
asymptomatic disease or hepatomegaly. Treatment is focused on lowering systemic 
inflammation by controlling it in the gut[6,31,43].

Non-alcoholic fatty liver disease
NAFLD is one of the most common liver diseases with a prevalence of 25% worldwide
[44]. IBD patients seem to have a higher susceptibility to NAFLD and its prevalence 
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reaches almost 40%[45,46].
The main risk factor for NAFLD in the general population is metabolic syndrome 

but IBD patients develop NAFLD with fewer metabolic risk factors. In turn, IBD-
associated factors that increase the risk of NAFLD include small bowel surgery, 
disease activity and duration, parenteral nutrition, and use of high doses of corticost-
eroids[47]. The influence of anti-TNF therapy on NAFLD risk is controversial: Some 
studies reported the development of biopsy-proven NAFLD in patients under anti-
TNF therapy while others suggested a protective effect of these treatments[48,49].

There are no current guidelines for screening or assessing for NAFLD in patients 
with IBD.

IBD RELATED MEDICATIONS - DRUG INDUCED LIVER INJURY
Most drugs used for IBD treatment have been reported to cause acute and/or chronic 
liver injury, although the incidence of serious complications is low. The mechanism of 
hepatotoxicity is complex and multifactorial; thus, causality may be difficult to 
establish[31,50,51].

Sulfasalazine and 5-aminosalicylic acid compounds
Sulfasalazine and 5-ASA compounds are used in mild-to-moderate UC. Sulfasalazine 
was the first aminosalicylate used for the treatment of IBD and can induce liver injury 
by several mechanisms[31]: (1) Hypersensitivity reaction that usually occurs within 2 
mo of therapy initiation. A study revealed an incidence of 0.4% and symptoms include 
fever, rash, hepatomegaly, lymphadenophaty, atypical lymphocytosis, and eosino-
philia. In most cases, stopping the medication is sufficient. In more severe cases, 
antipyretics, antihistamines, or corticosteroids may be considered[51-53]; (2) Sulfas-
alazine-induced granulomatous hepatitis, with elevated alkaline phosphatase and 
bilirubin and noncaseating granulomas on histology[51]; and (3) Cholestatic liver 
injury and, in rare cases, development of vanishing bile duct syndrome[54]. 
Mesalamine (5-ASA) is also associated with liver enzyme abnormalities in up to 2% of 
patients but, in most cases, it is not clinical significant[55].

Thiopurines
Azathioprine and its principal metabolite, 6-mercaptopurine, are immunomodulators 
used for maintenance or achievement of remission in patients with IBD.

Azathioprine is metabolized in mercaptopurine and then thiopurine methyltrans-
ferase (TPMT) will be responsible for its conversion to 6-methylmercaptopurine. 
Genetic polymorphisms of TPMT determine the level of enzyme activity and should 
be routinely tested before initiation of these medications. In cases of absent or low 
activity, thiopurines should be avoided due to high risk of toxicity, whereas in 
intermediate activity, a dose reduction should be applied[51,56].

The annual incidence of hepatotoxicity can reach 13% in prospective studies, 
although most resolve spontaneously or with dose adjustment, and need for discon-
tinuation is rare (< 4%)[31,50,57].

Most cases of liver injury result in transient elevations of AST and ALT, but there 
are different types of hepatotoxicity[31,51,58-61]: (1) Allergic reaction, usually within 
the first month of treatment, which is not dose-dependent and should prompt 
immediate halt; (2) Non-allergic reactions, mainly associated with TPMT activity and 
dose-dependent, that can cause infections, bone marrow suppression, or hepatitis. 
Allopurinol has been suggested to alter metabolite levels and reduce hepatotoxicity; 
(3) Cholestatic liver injury, usually within the first 3 mo of therapy, requiring discon-
tinuation; and (4) Hepatic endothelial injury that may present within 3 mo up to more 
than 4 years after therapy initiation. It can include sinusoidal dilatation, sinusoidal 
obstruction syndrome, peliosis, or nodular regenerative hyperplasia (NRH). NRH 
occurs due to endothelial injury and/or obliterative portal venopathy, with an 
estimated incidence of 0.8%, and can cause non-cirrhotic portal hypertension. It is 
dose-dependent and should prompt drug discontinuation.

Liver tests should be checked before starting thiopurines and repeated at weeks 2, 4 
and 8, and every 3 mo thereafter. In the absence of previous liver disease, the 
prognosis of thiopurines-induced liver injury is good[51,56].

Methotrexate
Methotrexate is an immunosupressive and anti-proliferative agent used in the event of 
adverse effects or lack of efficacy of thiopurines for maintenance of clinical remission 
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in CD[6].
Myelossupression and liver toxicity are the most common side effects, with 

presence of abnormal aminotransferases levels in 24% of cases[62]. This liver injury is 
mainly associated with alcohol consumption, while folic acid supplementation seems 
to be protective[6].

There are also some reports of liver fibrosis and cirrhosis development, despite 
being more common in rheumatologic conditions, due to higher weekly dose use[6].

Most patients with liver injury due to methotrexate will have their liver function 
tests back to normal while on therapy and dose adjustment or discontinuation is rarely 
needed[62]. Regular liver function tests are recommended but liver biopsy is not 
routinely performed. Transient elastography is emerging as an interesting non-
invasive tool to follow these patients[31,63].

Anti-TNF agents - infliximab and adalimumab
Infliximab and adalimumab are anti-TNF agents used for induction and maintenance 
of remission in moderate to severe CD and UC.

The main adverse effects are myelosuppression, opportunistic infections (namely 
tuberculosis), neurological diseases, and liver injury. There are reports of ALT increase 
in 39% of patients, although most (76%) of them were self-limited[64].

An auto-immune pattern of liver injury induced by anti-TNF agents with serological 
evidence (ANAs) has also been reported, which generally has a good prognosis as 
soon as the drug is stopped[51,65]. Cases of cholestatic liver injury and acute liver 
failure requiring liver transplant are very rare[66].

Liver functions tests should be checked in all patients before treatment institution
[51].

Vedolizumab
Vedolizumab is an α4β7 integrin inhibitor used in moderate to severe CD and UC.

In the premarketing trials, significant (≥ 3 ULN) elevations occurred in less than 2% 
of patients, similarly to those in the placebo arm[31]. Cholestatic and hepatocellular 
liver injuries have already been described in the post marketing analysis, which 
improved after drug discontinuation[67].

Naturally available anti-inflammatory compounds
Although less studied, there are several natural compounds that are tested for the 
treatment of IBD.

Curcumin, the main active compound of the plant Curcuma longa, has been shown to 
have anti-inflammatory, anti-oxidant, and antibacterial activities[68]. Kesharwani et al
[69] showed that curcumin might have an important role in inhibiting IBD severity 
and colitis associated cancer. In addition, it has a good safety profile and is extremely 
well tolerated, besides some reports of its hepatoprotective effect[68,70-72].

Viral hepatitis and inflammatory bowel disease
Previous studies have suggested a higher prevalence of hepatitis B virus (HBV) and 
hepatitis C virus (HCV) infections in patients with IBD, due to blood transfusions 
and/or endoscopic procedures, which has not been demonstrated in more recent data
[40,73,74].

HBV reactivation is one of the main concerns during IBD treatment, given the risk 
of fulminant hepatic failure and death[75]. Reactivation of HBV has already been 
described with high dose corticosteroids, thiopurines, and infliximab, though almost 
exclusively with concomitant use of other immunosuppressants[76-80]. Therefore, it is 
generally accepted that all patients with IBD should be screened for HBV exposure, 
preferably at diagnosis, which includes HBsAg and anti-HBs and anti-HBc antibodies
[76,81]. According to the European Crohn's and Colitis Organisation (ECCO), IBD 
patients should follow these preventive measures[81]: Seronegative patients (HBsAg 
and anti-HBc negative) should be vaccinated and assessed for subsequent serological 
immune status; seropositive patients (HBsAg positive) should receive prophylactic 
treatment with nucleotide/nucleoside analogues for the time of treatment and at least 
12 mo after stopping immunosuppressants; and HBsAg negative and anti-HBc 
positive patients should be monitored by HBV DNA quantification every 2-3 mo, since 
risk of HBV occult infection reactivation is low.

Regarding HCV infection, immunosuppressive therapy does not seem to have a 
detrimental effect on its course. Nevertheless, there are some reports of worsening 
liver function in the setting of concomitant HBV or HIV infection. Thus, the latest 
ECCO guidelines recommend systematic screening for HCV infection[81].



Gaspar R et al. Liver manifestations and complications in IBD

WJH https://www.wjgnet.com 1963 December 27, 2021 Volume 13 Issue 12

CONCLUSION
Hepatobiliary disease is one of the most common extra-intestinal manifestations in 
IBD patients, ranging from asymptomatic mild elevations of liver chemistries to life-
threatening conditions.

Monitoring liver tests at regular intervals is crucial and must be routinely part of 
IBD management.

Abnormal liver tests in IBD patients may appear in the context of drug induced liver 
injury, common and easy to manage diseases such as NAFLD or cholelithiasis, as well 
as chronic and more complex diseases such as PSC or auto-immune hepatitis. As so, it 
should always prompt a structured and complete work-up and even benefit from a 
multidisciplinary approach, in order to improve patient management and outcomes.
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