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Preliminary data presented at the american 
academy of Neurology (aaN) virtual annual 
Meeting (17–22 april 2021) indicate that  
the response to anti- CD20 B cell- depleting 
therapies differs between Black and white 
individuals. anti- CD20 monoclonal antibodies, 
including rituximab and ocrelizumab, 
are commonly used to treat autoimmune 
neurological diseases such as multiple sclerosis 
(Ms) and neuromyelitis optica spectrum  
disorder (NMOsD).

the aim of the research, which was  
conducted by ilya Kister and colleagues  
at the NYu Grossman school of Medicine,  
New York, NY, usa, was to measure blood  
B cell repopulation following rituximab  
or ocrelizumab infusion in people with 
Ms or NMOsD. the study cohort included 
61 individuals who identified as Black and 
60 individuals who identified as white.

at 4–6 months after treatment, the propor-
tion of individuals showing evidence of B cell 
repopu lation was similar between the Black 
and white participants (20.8% versus 17.9%). 

Between 6 and 12 months, however, the 
proportion was considerably higher in 
the Black patients (76.2%, compared 
with 33.3% in white patients), suggesting 
a more rapid rate of B cell repopulation 
in this group.

“Our findings raise the question of whether 
the same therapy dose may be equally effective 
for all people, and that could have implications 
for the way Black people with autoimmune 
diseases like Ms and NMOsD are treated in the 
future,” Kister concluded.

the investigators acknowledge that the study 
was limited by inconsistencies in the timings 
of the B cell measurements after drug infusion. 
Nevertheless, the results suggest that further 
research is warranted to examine whether  
B cell repopulation rates following anti- CD20 
therapy reflect racial differences in disease 
activity.
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