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Abstract. – OBJECTIVE: To explore the corre-
lation between serum levels of Tumor Associat-
ed Materials (TAM) and clinicopathological para-
meters and prognosis in patients with
esophageal cancer (EC).

PATIENTS AND METHODS: The levels of TAM
were determined by chemical colorimetry in 100
EC patients and 100 healthy controls.

RESULTS: Serum TAM levels were significantly
higher in patients with esophageal carcinoma
than in the control group (p < 0.001). High levels
of TAM were associated with tumor size (p =
0.004), tumor depth (p < 0.001), stage (p < 0.001),
lymph node metastases (p < 0.001), tumor differ-
entiation (p = 0.001), tumor respectability (p =
0.002) and disease progression (p < 0.001). The
poor prognostic outcomes were correlated with
an elevated level of TAM (p = 0.001). Kaplan-
Meier analysis showed patients with increased
levels of TAM after operation had a lower overall
survival (p < 0.001) and disease-free survival (p
< 0.001). In addition, multivariate Cox proportion-
al hazard analyses revealed that TAM may be an
independent factor affecting the overall survival
and disease-free survival (p < 0.001).

CONCLUSIONS: The detection of TAM could
be used to screen for tumor and assess unfavor-
able prognosis in patients with EC.

Key Words:
Tumor associated materials (TAM), Esophageal can-

cer, Prognosis.

Introduction

Esophageal carcinoma is one of the most te-
dious and fatal malignancies in the world at pre-
sent1. Although there are multidisciplinary ap-
proaches for the treatment of esophageal cancer
(EC), such as surgical resection, chemotherapy
and radiotherapy. But results of the treatment
are not satisfactory. The overall 5-year survival
rate is less than 10%, largely due to the tumor’s
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clinical and biological characteristics. Early
lymphatic spread into the regional lymph node
and recurrence after surgical resection are spe-
cial features of EC. Because of EC cells’ ability
to degrade the extracellular matrix and compo-
nents of the basement membrane, the malignant
tumors can grow rapidly and invade lymphatics
and blood vessels. Then, it often presents lymph
node metastasis and vascular invasion2,3. The
metastasis of malignant tumors is a complex
process. Structural alterations in the extracellu-
lar matrix are the most important step for cell
migrations which lead to tissue remodeling and
tumor invasion4,5. Someone described altered
glycosylation patterns were a symbol of tumor
phenotype and demonstrated that healthy fi-
broblasts had smaller membrane glycoproteins
than their transformed counterparts several
years ago. Since then, people began to investi-
gate the relationship between glycosylation and
malignant tumor. They found that glycan
changes occurred upon cell malignant transfor-
mation, and further to confirm that changes of
glycosyltransferases in the Golgi compartment
of cancerous cells lead to an increase in size and
branching of N-linked glycan in the core struc-
ture. The changed branching increases activity
of N-acetylglucosaminyltransferase V which
creates additional sites for terminal sialic acid
residues. In tumor cells, we can often find these
materials6-9.

In addition, glycosyltransferases overex-
pressed terminating residues in tumor tissue,
which leads to overexpression of certain terminal
glycan. For instance, Globo H, sialyl Lewis
x(sLex), Lexis y(Ley), sialyl Tn(sTn) and poly-
sialic acid (prostate-specific antigen, PSA). Most
of these epitopes have been found in many ma-
lignant tumors of different parts of the body, such
as bone, lung, brain, esophageal and prostate10-14.
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The mass-production of certain glycoproteins
and glycolipids is another common feature of
therioma. Some people have detected the glyco-
proteins and glycolipids from tumor tissue. For
example, mucin glycoproteins are found overpro-
ducted in epithelial tumors and complex ganglio-
side are found excess in small cell lung carcino-
mas, neuroblastomas and melanomas8,15,16. At
present, there are many markers for detection of
tumors. For example, CEA for colorectal malig-
nancy, CA125 for ovarian tumor, prostate specif-
ic antigen for prostate tumor tissue, CA19-9 for
pancreas cancer. Most of them find the evidence
of tumor by detecting changes of glycosyltrans-
ferases. However, many studies showed that de-
tection efficiency of them was not high. Subse-
quent research found that CEA, CA125, AFP,
CA19-9 were also positive in healthy people. The
reason may be that the detection was interfered
by macromolecular protein complex17-20.

Fortunately, a new reagent named serum tumor
associated materials (TAM) can remove macro-
molecular protein complex and other impurities
(at 450 nm can color in the non-tumor-related
material). Its principle is to find the tumor tissue
by detecting a specific oligosaccharide sequence
through a special polymer carrier. Because TAM
polymer carrier can be identified by the sequence
of these oligosaccharides with a variety of mark-
ers and it can remove most of the macromolecu-
lar protein complex that could affect the test re-
sults by sedimentation centrifuge, the kit makes
the test results more accurate than other tumor
markers. It could be quickly and easily used for
cancer early detection, screening and monitoring
the efficacy of cancer treatment21-23. The purpose
of this study is to assess the value of serum TAM
in predicting the clinical therapeutic effect and
prognosis in EC patients.

Patients and Methods

Patients
Serum specimens were obtained from 100 pa-

tients who were histopathologically confirmed
EC treated in our hospital. Among the cancer pa-
tients, there were 21 females and 79 males, medi-
an age 60 years (range: 45-89 years). 85 patients
were pathological diagnosed as squamous cell
carcinoma and 15 patients were confirmed ade-
nocarcinoma. All primary tumor cases were
staged clinically according to the American Joint
Committee on Cancer Staging Manual (7th edi-

tion). The final diagnosis was confirmed by mi-
croscopic examination of the material obtained
during biopsy or surgery. In this study, the fol-
lowing physical and pathological factors were
evaluated: age, sex, tumor location, tumor size,
histological type, histological grading, the depth
of tumor invasion (T factor), lymph node metas-
tases (N factor), distant metastasis (M factor),
stage, resectability and disease progression. 85
EC patients underwent surgical tumor resection
with lymphadenectomy. We excluded the patients
who received chemotherapy or radiotherapy be-
fore operation. Other 15 cases didn’t undergo
esophagectomy because of the direct infiltration
of adjacent vital viscera by local tumor diffusion
or distant organ metastasis. During the treatment,
we recorded the morbidity and mortality. A fol-
low-up survey was generally scheduled every 3
months in the first year, every 4 months in the
second year and every 6 months after that. The
periodic assessment projects included physical
examination, tumor marker (TAM), thoracic and
abdominal computed tomography (CT), contrast
radiographic studies of the upper digestive tract
with barium, ultrasound examination of the ab-
dominal cavity and cerbical nodes, endoscopy
examination and chest radiography. Nevertheless,
examinations were arranged whenever patients
had any uncomfortable symptoms. The median
follow-up period was 35 months (range: 1-72
months). A total of 71 of the patients died of can-
cer during the 6-year follow-up.

The control group consisted of 100 healthy
volunteers (70 men and 30 women). The median
age of the controls was 62 years (range: 37-80
years). There were no significant differences in
age or gender between the patients and controls
(p = 0.56 and p = 0.33, respectively). This study
was conducted in accordance with the declara-
tion of Helsinki. This study was conducted with
approval from the Ethics Committee of the First
Affiliated Hospital of Zhengzhou University.
Written informed consent was obtained from all
participants.

Serum TAM Analysis
Venous blood samples in EC patients were

drawn into sterile vacuum tubes before surgery
and after therapy. Measured by fasting blood 2
ml. All sera were separated within 1 h after blood
collection, packaged and saved at –20°C until as-
sayed. Strict accordance with the clinical serum
TAM detection kit operating guides. In the col-
orimetric under 450 nm, calculated measured
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were assigned to the positive group, whereas
those with levels decreased were assigned to the
negative group. The median OS of patients in the
positive group was 32 months (95% confidence
interval (CI): 27 -36), and patients in the negative
group was 59 months (95% CI: 53-65). The OS
rates of patients in positive group were signifi-
cantly lower than those in negative group (p <
0.001; Figure 1). The median DFS of patients in
positive group was 31 months (95% CI: 27-35),
and patients in the negative group was 49 months
(95% CI: 41-56). The DFS rates of patients in
positive group were distinctly lower than those in
negative group (p < 0.001; Figure 2).

Multivariate Cox proportional hazard analyses
revealed tumor length, pathologic T stage TAM
were significant prognostic factors for OS and
DFS (all p < 0.05). Age, gender, lymph node
metastasis didn’t have the significant difference
(all p>0.05) (Table II). Chi-square test showed
postoperative patients with TAM level increased
had poor prognosis (p = 0.001; Table III).

Discussion

In the present study, we measured the serum
contents of TAM in EC patients, and compared
with healthy controls. Based on these data, we
explored the relationship between serum levels of
TAM and the clinicopathological parameters and
prognostic significance in patients with EC. In
our study, the serum levels of TAM in EC pa-
tients showed a significant elevation compared
with healthy controls. These findings were in ac-
cordance with the findings in prostate cancer of
Peracaula et al20, which showed that patients with
cancer had higher concentrations of serum TAM
than healthy people. Many studies provided evi-
dence that patients with colonic carcinomata had
higher serum TAM levels than healthy people,
and similar results were reported for patients
with various types of cancer24-26.

In our investigation the high levels of TAM in
EC occurred in tumors longer than 4 cm, deeper
invaded lesions, the presence of lymph node
metastases, distant metastases, advanced stages
and non-resectable cases. Our findings are in
agreement with those obtained by Liu et al27,
who showed a significant correlation of TAM
with the tumor size, the depth of tumor invasion,
N factor, M factor and the stage of the disease.
Multivariate logistic regression analysis suggest-
ed age, gender, status of lymph node had no rela-
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value. Criterion of detection: TAM detection val-
ue ≥ 95 U/ml indicates positive, < 95 U/ml
means negative (Serum TAM testing kit, Boxing
Biotechnology Co., Ltd, Qingdao, China).

Statistical Analysis
All the data were analyzed through the SPSS

17.0 software (SPSS Inc, Chicago, IL, USA).
Continuous variables were described by median
values and an interquartile range because the dis-
tributions of TAM showed no normal distribu-
tions (Shapiro-Wilk test). The Mann-Whitney’s
U-test was used to determine the significance of
statistical differences for two groups and the
Kruskal-Wallis one-way analysis of variance
(ANOVA) for three or more groups. Categorical
variables were summarized by frequency. Count
data were analyzed by Chi-square test. We de-
fined the overall survival (OS) as the time from
surgical resection to the date of death or the date
of last follow-up. Disease-free survival (DFS)
meant the days from surgical resection to the
date of death or the last known follow-up date.
Survival was calculated by the Kaplan-Meier
method, and the log-rank test was used to evalu-
ate differences in survival of the subgroup of pa-
tients. All p values were based on two-tailed sta-
tistical analysis, and p < 0.05 was considered sta-
tistically significant.

Results

A total of 100 patients and 100 healthy people
were included in the study. The associations be-
tween the TAM levels in patients with EC and
the clinicopathological characteristics are sum-
marized in Table I. The serum levels of TAM in
EC patients were significantly higher than the
control group (p < 0.001). It showed that TAM
levels were not related to age (p = 0.28), gender
(p = 0.21), location (p = 0.67) (Table I), but had a
significant association with Tumor size (p =
0.004), tumor depth (p < 0.001), stage (p <
0.001), lymph node metastases (p < 0.001), tu-
mor differentiation (p = 0.001), tumor re-
spectability (p = 0.002) and disease progression
(p < 0.001) (Table I).

In order to evaluate the prognostic value of
TAM, we observed postoperative patients with
the levels of TAM increased and decreased. The
median follow-up period of operated patients was
40 months. Patients with TAM levels increased
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Figure 1. Kaplan-Meier estimates show for overall sur-
vival of EC patients for the positive and negative groups.

TAM (U/ml)
Variables n Median, IQ1-IQ3 p value

Esophageal cancer 100 112 (99-125) < 0.00a

Healthy 100 78 (66-90)
Age

< 60 33 109 (95-123) 0.28a

> 60 67 113 (99-127)
Sex

F 21 119 (97-125) 0.21a

M 79 117 (96-127)
Location

Upper 5 97 (86-108) 0.67b

Midthoracic 67 127 (112-137)
Lower 28 121 (105-133)

Tumor size
< 4 cm 30 100 (92-108) 0.004a

> 4 cm 70 118 (107-129)
Histological type

Sqcc 85 112 (99-125) 0.47a

Ade 15 110 (97-123)
Histological grading

G1 7 94 (86-102) 0.001b

G2 80 110 (101-118)
G3 13 132 (122-140)

Tumor depth
T1 + T2 25 102 (90-115) < 0.001a

T3 + T4 75 115 (103-127)
Stage

I+II 21 97 (91-103) < 0.001a

III+IV 79 116 (105-127)
N0 37 102 (92-112) < 0.001a

N1 63 118 (107-129)
M0 87 109 (98-120) < 0.001a

M1 13 130 (122-138)
Resectable 85 109 (97-121) 0.002a

Nonresectable 15 132 (127-137)
Disease progression 17 129 (118-139) < 0.001a

Disease control 83 108 (96-122)

Table I. The correlation between serum TAM levels and clinicopathologic characteristics of EC.

Note: aMann-whitney U-test; bKruskal-Wallis test; IQ1-IQ3-interquartile range.
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tionship with patients’ survival and tumor length,
pathologic T stage had relationship with postop-
erative survival. But some scholars reported
lymph node metastasis was also related to sur-
vival28-30.

We confirmed a significant correlation be-
tween high serum levels of TAM before opera-
tion and high postoperative recurrence rate. Pa-
tients with high serum TAM levels in the periph-
eral vein had a higher rate of recurrence than pa-
tients with low serum concentration. Hakomori et
al7 showed a significant correlation between high
TAM levels with more recurrence cases in many
kinds of cancer. Postoperative patients with ele-
vated level of TAM had a higher recrudescence
and the transfer rate, this outcome was in agree-
ment with those obtained by Shu et al22 in non-
small cell lung cancer. For this study, patients
with serum TAM levels increased after
esophagectomy had a shorter overall survival and

disease-free survival than those with TAM con-
tents decreased. Hakomoris et al8 revealed that
elevated TAM expression levels were associated
with poorer outcomes of EC patients.

Owing to TAM testing kit can remove macro-
molecular protein complex and other impurities
and can detect more glycan terminal epitopes, it
has a higher test efficiency than the traditional
tumor marker. Many authors have found elevat-
ed TAM levels occurred in the weeks before the
clinical diagnosis21, which is critical for early
detection and promptly treatment. In our study,
we found that growth of TAM levels exhibited a
significant correlation with early relapse and
poor prognosis. Although it’s reckless to use
pretherapeutic TAM levels as the standard of
judging whether or not tumor can be resected.
We can regard it as a prognostic factor or per-
haps a part of a prognostic factor for treatment
of EC.

Figure 2. Kaplan-Meier estimates show for disease-free
survival of EC patients for the positive and negative groups.

Disease-free survival Overall survival

Factors OR (95% CI) p value OR (95% CI) p value

Age 1.330 (1.149-1.436) 0.17 1.366 (1.170-1.629) 0.327
Sex 1.210 (1.067-1.357) 0.326 1.232 (1.490-2.190) 0.926
Tumor length 1.300 (1.093-1.649) 0.003 1.375 (1.163-1.779) 0.027
Pathologic T stage 1.750 (1.280-2.896) 0.018 1.843 (0.631-2.098) 0.012
Lymph node metastasis 1.370 (1.153-2.368) 0.538 1.464 (0.874-2.987) 0.092
TAM 2.370 (2.153-4.368) < 0.001 1.290 (0.120-1.497) < 0.001

Table II. Logistic regression analysis of factors correlated to the levels of TAM.

CI = confidence interval; OR = odds ratio.
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Conclusions

Our results indicate that TAM play an important
role in prognosis of patients with EC. Longer tu-
mor length, higher pathologic T stage, lymph node
metastases are associated with high TAM levels.
Elevated levels of TAM in patients after
esophagectomy indicate a worse prognosis and
higher recurrence rate for EC patients. Nowadays,
the treatment effect of esophageal cancer is not
ideal. Therefore, the evaluation of serum TAM
maybe play an important role in selecting EC pa-
tients for multimodality therapy and predicting the
efficacy of treatment. Of course, this conclusion
requires further investigation.
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