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Abstract

AIM: To investigate the distribution and
expression of tight junction protein occludin
and observe changes in intercellular space in
the esophageal epithelium in patients with
gastroesophageal reflux disease (GERD).

METHODS: Sixty-two GERD patients (30 cases
of reflux esophagitis (RE) and 32 cases of noner-
osive reflux disease (NERD) and 10 non-GERD
patients were included in the study. Immuno-
histochemistry was used to examine the distri-
bution and expression of occludin in the esopha-
geal epithelium in these patients. The stained
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sections were observed and photographed
under light microscopy. The intercellular space
in the esophageal epithelium was measured by
computer-assisted morphometry. One hundred
measurements were performed in each case to
calculate the mean intercellular space diameter.

RESULTS: Occludin was distributed continu-
ously in the cell membrane in normal esophageal
epithelium. Of 32 NERD patients, 4 showed nor-
mal occludin expression, and 28 showed varying
degrees of aberrant occludin expression (e.g.,
incomplete membrane expression, cytoplasmic
expression and expression loss). In contrast, all
RE patients showed aberrant occludin expres-
sion. The rates of aberrant occludin expression
in NERD and RE patients were significantly
higher than that in non- GERD patients (both P
< 0.01). No significant difference was observed
in the rate of aberrant occludin expression be-
tween RE and NERD patients (P > 0.05). The
mean intercellular space diameters in NERD and
RE patients were significantly higher than that
in non- GERD patients (1.38 = 0.26 um and 1.51 +
0.31 pm vs 0.77 + 0.12 pm, respectively; both P <
0.01). No significant difference was noted in the
mean intercellular space diameter between RE
and NERD patients (P > 0.05).

CONCLUSION: Occludin shows diminished ex-
pression and altered distribution in the esophageal
epithelium in patients with gastroesophageal re-
flux disease. Aberrant expression of occludin may
result in dilated intercellular space and impair the
integrity of mucosal epithelial barrier, which may
partly explain the pathogenesis of GERD.

Key Words: Gastroesophageal reflux disease; Tight
junction protein; Dilated intercellular space; Immu-
nohistochemistry; Light microscopy
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