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ackground & Aims: Stressful life events are supposed to
e involved in various diseases such as inflammatory
owel diseases and irritable bowel syndrome. Impairment
f the intestinal epithelial barrier function is a suspected
onsequence of stress, but the underlying mechanisms
emain unclear. This study aimed to determine the mech-
nisms through which stress modulates the colonic epithe-
ial barrier. Methods: Cytokine messenger RNA (mRNA)
xpression was evaluated in murine colon, liver, and
pleen by competitive reverse-transcription polymerase
hain reaction after 1–4 days of daily 2-hour stress ses-
ions. Colonic paracellular permeability was measured as
he in vivo lumen-to-blood ratio of 51Cr–ethylenediami-
etetraacetic acid. The effect of a myosin light chain (MLC)
inase inhibitor (ML-7) was assessed on stress-induced
nterferon (IFN)-� mRNA expression and colonic epithelial
arrier impairment, and MLC phosphorylation was deter-
ined by immunoblot. Finally, the incidence of repeated
tress sessions on bacterial translocation was determined.
esults: Repeated stress induced an overexpression of
olonic IFN-�. In the liver, higher levels of IFN-�, interleukin
IL)-4, and IL-10 mRNAs were detected and were associ-
ted with bacterial translocation, inflammation, and apo-
tosis. Stress increased colonic permeability of control
ice, but not of SCID and IFN-�–deficient mice. ML-7

nhibited the stress-induced increased permeability, bacte-
ial translocation, and cytokine overexpression in the liver
nd restored a normal histology. Larger amounts of phos-
horylated MLC were detected in stressed animals.
onclusions: Repeated stress sessions drive organ-specific
ytokine expression patterns and alter colonic mucosal
arrier functions associated with bacterial translocation.
his effect depends on the presence of CD4� T cells and
equires IFN-� production and MLC phosphorylation.

hronic exposure to stressful events activates compen-
satory mechanisms that attenuate or enhance the

ffects of acute stress. The major stress effectors involved
n this adaptive process are the autonomic nervous sys-
em and the hypothalamo-pituitary-adrenal axis. Al-
hough the exact nature of the mechanisms involved still
s unclear, a number of experimental studies have shown
hat corticotropin-releasing hormone (CRH) acts as a
entral mediator, initiating behavioral and physiologic
esponses.1 Indeed, the main biologic responses to stress
re an enhanced sympathetic activity and the hypo-
halamo-pituitary-adrenal axis activation that respec-
ively leads to a systemic secretion of catecholamines and
lucocorticoids. This in turn strongly influences various
hysiologic and pathologic processes as immune and
nflammatory reactions.2

Central stress hormones, such as CRH, can affect
ytokine production and enhance humoral rather than
ellular immunity by driving preferentially a Th2 re-
ponse.3 Direct effects of stress on the immune response
ave been studied mainly with experimental models of
cute stress and little is known about the effects of
hronic stress, or at least repeated exposure to stressful
ituations. Nevertheless, a study by Millan et al.4 has
hown that long-lasting stress has immunosuppressive
ffects, whereas a stress of short duration stimulates the
mmune function.

The gastrointestinal tract is a well-known target of
hysiologic modifications that occur during stressful life
vents. In digestive effects stress is known to increase
ntestinal permeability, leading to an excessive uptake of
uminal antigens and bacterial products that may initiate
r modulate an inflammatory response.5 Paracellular per-
eability across epithelial cells is regulated mainly by

Abbreviations used in this paper: CRH, corticotropin-releasing hor-
one; IFN, interferon; IL, interleukin; MLC, myosin light chain; MLCK,
yosin light-chain kinase; TJ, tight junction; TNF, tumor necrosis

actor.
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intercellular tight junctions (TJs). They are dynamic
molecular structures, subjected to structural rearrange-
ment under the influence of both physiologic and patho-
logic stimuli. TJs also are related closely with the actin
cytoskeleton, notably through the perijunctional actin
ring. Myosin light chain (MLC) phosphorylation through
MLC kinase (MLCK) is one of the regulators of TJ
permeability.6 Stress-related factors such as CRH and
glucocorticoids have been shown to increase intestinal
permeability, but the underlying mechanisms remain
unclear.7,8 Interestingly, a study performed on mast cell–
deficient rats pointed out that mast cells are required for
stress-induced alteration of colonic permeability.9 More-
over, stress is suspected to be an important environmen-
tal factor in exacerbating inflammatory bowel disease.
Indeed, an impaired intestinal barrier function has been
evidenced in ulcerative colitis (UC).10 In Crohn’s disease,
an increased TJ permeability in response to a luminal
stimulus has been observed in the noninflamed part of
the ileum.11 Furthermore, a recent study performed in
human tissue recovered from both Crohn’s disease and
UC patients showed a significant down-regulation of
TJ-associated proteins.12 Accordingly, animal studies
have revealed that stress could both enhance and facili-
tate the reactivation of hapten-induced colitis.13,14 Some
studies also pointed out that alcohol-related liver damage
in humans was related to the so-called leaky gut (i.e.,
increased intestinal permeability).15

Several in vitro studies indicated that cytokines are
powerful modulators of paracellular permeability. Inter-
leukin (IL)-4 and IL-13 cause increased epithelial perme-
ability.16 Similarly, interferon-� (IFN-�) increases para-
cellular permeability on cultured cell monolayers by
reducing the messenger RNA (mRNA) levels of ZO-1
and occludin, 2 proteins of the TJ complex.17,18 None-
theless, in cell line models increased permeability occurs
days after IFN-� exposure and, thus, probably requires
protein synthesis and remodeling of the cytoskeleton.19

The aims of the present study were (1) to investigate
the relationship between increased permeability related
to stress exposure and the cytokine profile in colonic and
hepatic tissues compared with the spleen; (2) to elucidate
the role of IFN-� on stress-induced changes in TJ per-
meability; and (3) to evaluate the effects of a MLCK
inhibitor on the liver injury observed under stressful
conditions.

Materials and Methods
Animals

All experiments were approved by the local institu-
tional Animal Care and Use Committee. Seven-week-old fe-

male Swiss 3T3 mice (Harlan, Gannat, France) and B6-SCID
mice (Iffa-Credo, Saint Germain sur l’Arbresle, France) were
used. Female B6-Ifng�/� mice20 were obtained from Jackson
Laboratory (Bar Harbor, ME), bred, and maintained in the
animal facility of the Institut Fédératif de Recherche Claude
De Preval (INSERM IFR 30, Toulouse, France). Female
C57BL/6J (Elevage Janvier, Le Genest St-Isle, France) were
used as a control background strain. SCID and B6-Ifng�/�
mice received sterilized tap water and were maintained under
a filter cover. No spontaneous mortality or behavioral changes
were observed.

Stress Sessions

Stress was performed as repeated mixed restraint and
acoustic stress sessions. For restraint stress, we placed the
animals in individual cylinders (length, 11 cm; 2.7 cm for
Swiss mice, diameter, 2.1 cm for SCID and IFN-� knockout
mice) 2 hours per day for 1–4 days. During these sessions,
mice also were submitted to acoustic stress using an ultrasound
bath (operating frequency, 46 kHz), placed 20 cm away from
the animals (sound level, 82 dB). Control mice (sham-stress) were
left undisturbed in their cages (ambient sound level, 65 dB).

Permeability Measurements

Mice were anesthetized with a subcutaneous injection
of 2 mg xylazine/2 mg ketamine in 0.1 mL. For stressed
groups, experiments were performed just after the last 2-hour
stress session. To measure colonic paracellular permeability, a
catheter (OD 1 mm; Portex, Hythe, UK) was inserted rectally
at 4 cm from the anus. We slowly perfused 0.7 �Ci 51Cr-
ethylenediaminetetraacetic acid (EDTA) (Perkin Elmer Life
Sciences, Paris, France) in 0.5 mL NaCl 0.9% into the colon
(0.25 mL/h). No significant leakage of the probe was detected,
and similar counts of total radioactivity were obtained. After 2
hours, mice were killed by cervical dislocation and colons were
removed. Then the colon and the rest of the body were placed
separately in a gamma-counter (Packard Cobra II; Packard
Bioscience, Rungis, France). Permeability was expressed as the
ratio between the rest of the body and total (body plus colon)
radioactivities.

Histologic Studies and Myeloperoxidase
Activity Determination

After cervical dislocation, we collected hepatic, co-
lonic, and splenic tissue samples with the same conditions in
control and stressed mice just after the last 2-hour stress
session. All tissue specimens were fixed overnight in 4%
paraformaldehyde acid and embedded in paraffin. Sections
stained with H&E were examined blindly. A quantitative
analysis was performed on 2 criteria: number of apoptotic
hepatocytes, and number of inflammatory cells in portal tracts
where bile duct sections were located. Counts were performed
blindly by 2 different pathologists on 3 microscopic fields on
an Olympus AX 70 microscope (Rungis, France) with wide-
field eyepiece number 26.5, providing a field size of 0.344
mm2 at a magnification of 400�.
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Myeloperoxidase activity was determined in samples as de-
scribed.21

Competitive Reverse-Transcription
Polymerase Chain Reaction

Mice were killed by cervical dislocation. Total RNA
was extracted with Tri-Reagent (Molecular Research Center,
Mundolsheim, France) after collection of colon, spleen, and
liver samples, following the manufacturer’s instructions. We
conducted reverse transcription with 5 �g of total RNA
using 200 U of Superscript II RNase H� RT (Invitrogen,
Cergy-Pontoise, France) in a final reaction volume of 20
�L. The complementary DNA (cDNA) (1 �L) there-
after was amplified by competitive polymerase chain reac-
tion with 5 �L of various concentrations of competitors
(linearized plasmids pQB and pMus3), 50 pmol of each
primer, and 1.25 U of AmpliTaq Gold (Applied Biosystems,
Courtaboeuf, France) in a final reaction volume of 50 �L.
We used primers for: IFN-�: 5�-GCTCTGAGACAATGA-
ACGCT-3� and 5�-AAAGAGATAATCTGGCTCTGC-3�; tu-
mor necrosis factor � (TNF-�): 5�-TCTCATCAGTTCTATG-
GCCC-3� and 5�-GGGAGTAGACAAGGTACAAC-3�; IL-4:
5�-TCGACATTTTGAACGAGGTC-3� and 5�-GAAAAGC-
CCGAAAGAGTCTC-3�; IL-5: 5�-TCACCGAGCTCTGTTG-
ACAA-3� and 5�-CCACACTTCTCTTTTTGGCG-3�; IL-10:
5�-ATGCAGGACTTTAAGGGTTACTTG-3� and 5�-AGA-
CACCTTGGTCTTGGAGCTTA-3�; �-actin: 5�-GGGTCA-
GAAGGACTCCTATG-3� and 5�-GGTCTCAAACATGAT-
CTGGG-3�.

Amplification was performed by 40 cycles consisting of:
94°C for 30 seconds, 52°C to 55°C for 30 seconds, and 72°C
for 40 seconds. Polymerase chain reaction products were sep-
arated on a 3% agarose gel stained with SYBR Gold (Molec-
ular Probes, Leiden, The Netherlands).

The ratio between the amount of amplified molecules for the
target cDNA and for the competitor was calculated for each
graded concentration of the competitor using the image ana-
lyzer QuantityOne software (Bio-Rad, Marnes La Coquette,
France). To quantify cytokine cDNA in samples more accu-
rately, we expressed the number of cytokine cDNA molecules
as compared with the number of cDNA molecules of the
internal control, �-actin, in the same sample. The expression of
�-actin remained constant under the experimental stress con-
ditions (data not shown).

IFN-� Protein Levels Assessment by
Enzyme-Linked Immunosorbent Assay

Samples of total colon were homogenized in 1 mL of
ice-cold phosphate buffer saline. After centrifugation, super-
natants were analyzed by enzyme-linked immunosorbent assay
following the manufacturer’s instructions (R&D Systems,
Abingdon, UK). Results are expressed as picograms of IFN-�
per milligram of protein.

Western Blotting Analysis for MLCK, MLC,
and phospho-MLC

Mice were killed by cervical dislocation. After laparot-
omy, colons were excised, washed with saline, and the mucosa
was scraped off and recovered. Proteins were extracted with
Tri-reagent and solubilized with 1% sodium dodecyl sulfate.
Protein concentration was assessed using the DC protein assay
kit (Bio-Rad). Equal amounts of each extract were then sub-
jected to sodium dodecyl sulfate–polyacrylamide gel electro-
phoresis in 12% (MLC and phospho-MLC determination) or
7.5% (MLCK) slabs, then electrotransferred onto 0.45-�m
nitrocellulose membranes. Membrane was blocked with Tris-
buffered saline/milk 6%, then incubated overnight at 4°C
with the primary antibody. We used a 1/1000 dilution for all
primary antibodies, that is, anti-MLC, anti–phospho-MLC
(Santa Cruz Biotechnology, Le Perray en Yvelines, France), and
anti-MLCK (Sigma, Saint-Quentin Fallavier, France). Sodium
fluoride 10 mmol/L was added for phospho-MLC determina-
tion. After washing, peroxidase-labeled G-protein (Sigma) was
added for 1 hour at room temperature. The membrane was
incubated for 1–5 minutes with SuperSignal Reagent (Pierce,
Bezons, France).

Bacterial Translocation

After death, mesenteric lymph nodes, liver, and spleen
were removed under sterile conditions. After weighing and
homogenization, portions of tissues were plated for aerobe and
anaerobe bacteria determination. We examined the dishes after
24 hours of incubation at 37°C. Results are presented as the
percentage of positive organs (i.e., when a significant number
of colony-forming units [�2 log] was detected).

Statistical Analysis

Data were analyzed by one-way analysis of variance
followed by post hoc Tukey test or nonparametric Mann-
Whitney test where appropriate. The incidence of bacterial
translocation was analyzed by Fisher exact test.

Experimental Design

Two groups of 8 Swiss mice were used for histologic
studies and cytokine profile determination. One group was
exposed to stress sessions for 4 days, the other group was left
undisturbed (sham-stressed).

Five groups of 16 Swiss mice were used to assess time-
dependent changes in colonic permeability (8 mice/group) and
colonic IFN-� mRNA and protein expression (8 mice/group).
One group was sham-stressed, whereas the other 4 groups were
submitted to stress for 1–4 days.

Three groups of 24 Swiss mice were used to evaluate the
effects of ML-7 (Sigma), an inhibitor of MLCK,22 on colonic
permeability, colonic IFN-� mRNA expression, bacterial
translocation, liver histology, and liver cytokine mRNA ex-
pression. One group was exposed to stress for 4 days, the other
group was sham-stressed. In each group, we injected 8 mice
twice daily with ML-7 (2 mg/kg intraperitoneally) in 0.1 mL
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of vehicle (ethanol 2%) for 4 days and 8 mice with the ML-7
vehicle. The other 8 mice served as controls. The stressed
group received ML-7 or vehicle injection before the first stress
session.

Liver histology was studied in 1 group of 8 animals treated
for 2 weeks with ampicillin and neomycin (Euromedex, Mun-
dolsheim, France) in drinking water (0.5 and 1.0 g/L, respec-
tively), to decrease colonic bacterial load. Stress sessions, per-
formed as described later, were started at the beginning of the
second week.

To investigate the contribution of CD4	/CD8	 T cells in
stress-induced permeability increase, we measured colonic per-
meability in 2 groups (one stressed group, one sham-stressed
group) of 8 B6-SCID mice.

Finally, to reinforce that IFN-� is strongly involved in the
stress-related impairment of colonic barrier function, 2 groups
(one stressed group, one sham-stressed group) of B6-Ifng�/�

mice were used for colonic permeability determination. We
also measured paracellular permeability in the control back-
ground strain C57BL/6J mice.

Results
Colon, Liver, and Spleen Histologic
Alterations

No histologic alteration of colon and splenic tis-
sues of control and stressed mice was observed. Similarly,

no myeloperoxidase activity increase was noted, showing
the absence of granulocyte infiltrate (data not shown). In
contrast, microscopic hepatic lesions were found in
stressed mice compared with controls (Figure 1). Lesions
observed in stressed mice were characterized by apoptotic
hepatocytes with picnotic nuclei reaching about 15% of
all hepatocytes and a thickening of bile ducts associated
with an inflammatory infiltrate (Figure 1). In livers of
mice treated with ML-7 (Table 1), the percentage of
apoptotic hepatocytes was diminished (5.4 
 0.4 vs.
15.0 
 0.5 in stressed mice; P � 0.001), as well as the
number of inflammatory cells per field (4.2 
 0.4 vs.
20.4 
 0.8; P � 0.001). Similarly, antibiotic-treated
animals presented a normal liver (Table 1). No steatosis
or necrosis was found in any liver sample.

Tissue-Specific Changes in Cytokine mRNA
Expression

At day 4 (i.e., after 4 daily 2-hour stress or
sham-stress sessions), all mRNA encoding the cytokine
panel tested (i.e., IFN-�, IL-4, IL-5, IL-10, and TNF-�)
were detected in the colon, spleen, and liver of both
sham-stressed and stressed mice (n � 8 per group; Table
2). We observed a significantly enhanced expression of
IFN-� mRNA in the colon of stressed mice (P � 0.05).

Figure 1. Effects of repeated
stress on colon and liver histol-
ogy. No modification of the ar-
chitectural structure of the co-
lonic wall was observed on
transverse sections of colon
from (A) sham-stressed mice
and (B) mice submitted to 4
days of daily 2-hour stress ses-
sions. In contrast, inflamma-
tory cell infiltration associated
with duct wall thickening was
observed in hepatic samples
from (D) stressed mice, com-
pared with (C) sham-stressed
mice. Finally, hepatocellular
DNA fragmentation, indicating
hepatocyte apoptosis, was de-
tected in the liver from (F )
stressed mice, but not in (E)
sham-stressed mice.

Table 1. Effect of ML-7 and Nonabsorbable Antibiotic Treatment on Stress-Induced Liver Injury

Stress Stress 	 ML-7 Stress 	 antibiotics

Apoptotic hepatocytes (%) 15.0 
 0.6 5.4 
 0.4a 1.4 
 0.3a

Inflammatory cells in portal tract (no. per field) 20.4 
 0.8 4.2 
 0.4a 1.2 
 0.2a

aP � 0.001 vs. stressed group (Mann–Whitney test).
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TNF-�, IL-4, and IL-10 mRNA levels were unchanged
between control and stressed mice.

In the liver, the expression of mRNA encoding IFN-�
(P � 0.01), TNF-� (P � 0.01), IL-4 (P � 0.001), and
IL-10 (P � 0.01) was increased in stressed mice, whereas
IL-5 mRNA levels remained unchanged (P � 0.25). This
increase appeared specifically on day 4 because cytokine
mRNA levels were unchanged on day 3 (Table 2). More-
over, 4 days of stress did not modify the splenic expres-
sion of mRNA encoding the cytokines tested, indicating
the absence of a systemic activation of the immune
system.

Time-Dependent Changes in Colonic
Permeability, IFN-� mRNA Expression, and
Protein Level After Stress Exposure

After 4 days of daily stress sessions, paracellular
permeability, expressed as the percentage of 51Cr-EDTA
that crosses the colonic barrier, was significantly higher
in stressed mice compared with control mice (14.0 
 1.7
vs. 2.0 
 0.4; P � 0.001; n � 8). However, such a
change was not observed at days 1, 2, and 3 (i.e., at
earlier stages of stress) (Figure 2A).

We also observed an increase in IFN-� mRNA ex-
pression on day 1 (P � 0.01), and the mRNA levels
decreased with time until day 4 (Figure 2A), but still
remained significantly higher than in sham-stressed an-
imals (P � 0.05). Concerning the protein, we observed
an increase on day 2 (61.54 
 11.65 pg/mg of protein vs.
22.45 
 5.23 for controls; P � 0.05; n � 8 each group).
Then, IFN-� levels decreased with time, as observed for
the messengers (Figure 2B).

Effects of Daily Repeated Stress on Colonic
Permeability in SCID Mice

In SCID mice, deficient for the zap70 protein and
lacking mature CD4	/CD8	 T cells, 2-hour repeated

Figure 2. (A) Time-dependent effects of repeated daily 2-hour stress
sessions on colonic paracellular permeability (line) and IFN-� mRNA
expression (bars). IFN-� mRNA expression increased after one stress
session, whereas permeability increased only after 4 days of re-
peated stress. (B) Time-dependent effects of repeated daily 2-hour
stress sessions on colonic IFN-� protein level. IFN-� increased 1 day
after mRNA, then slowly decreased. *P � 0.05, **P � 0.01, ***P �
0.001 vs. sham-stress group.

Table 2. Effect of Repeated Stress on the Cytokine Profile
of Mouse Colon, Liver, and Spleen Samples

Colon Control Stress (day 4) Stress 	 ML-7

IFN-� 12.6 
 2.6 44.5 
 11.4a 41.8 
 3.2a

TNF-� 170.7 
 46.6 193.7 
 61.9 ND
IL-4 45.4 
 5.7 43.1 
 18.3 ND
IL-5 39.3 
 13.6 39.0 
 15.9 ND
IL-10 219.7 
 152.0 438.5 
 60.9 ND

Liver Control
Stress
(day 3)

Stress
(day 6) Stress 	 ML-7

IFN-� 22.3 
 7.7 25.5 
 10.75 56.6 
 17.6a 2.32 
 0.5a,b

TNF-� 3.2 
 1.6 3.2 
 0.9 34.0 
 9.9a 8.0 
 1.4a,b

IL-4 7.6 
 1.7 2.5 
 0.4 43.9 
 9.1a 2.4 
 1.0a,b

IL-5 1.9 
 0.5 ND 3.0 
 0.7 ND
IL-10 3.4 
 1.6 ND 33.8 
 11.4a Undetectable

Spleen Control Stress (day 4)

IFN-� 3.6 
 0.8 2.9 
 0.7
TNF-� 9.0 
 4.8 5.9 
 2.0
IL-4 4.7 
 2.7 7.1 
 1.6
IL-5 1.9 
 0.5 3.0 
 0.7

NOTE. In the colon, 4 days of stress induced an overexpression of
IFN-� that was maintained with ML-7 treatment. In the liver, modifica-
tions occurred on day 4, but cytokine mRNA levels were unchanged on
day 3. ML-7 inhibited the effect of stress. No modifications were
noted in the spleen under stress exposure. Samples were recovered
2 hours after the last stress session. Data (mean 
 SEM) from at
least 8 different samples are expressed as the number of cDNA
molecules/1000 �-actin cDNA molecules.
ND, not determined.
aP � 0.05 vs. control group; bP � 0.05 vs. stress (day 4) group
(Mann–Whitney test).
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daily stress sessions for 4 days did not modify colonic
permeability (3.0 
 0.7 vs. 3.4 
 0.9). In control
conditions (sham-stress), colonic permeability was not
statistically different between SCID and Swiss mice
(3.0 
 0.7 vs. 2.0 
 0.6, respectively; Figure 3).

Effects of Daily Repeated Stress on Colonic
Permeability in IFN-� Knockout Mice

Colonic permeability did not vary between
stressed and sham-stressed IFN-� knockout mice (1.7 

0.4 vs. 2.5 
 0.4, respectively; Figure 3). We observed
no difference between sham-stressed IFN-� knockout
mice and C57BL/6J mice (1.7 
 0.4 vs. 2.0 
 0.5,
respectively; Figure 3). Under stress conditions,
C57BL/6J mice presented an increased colonic perme-
ability compared with sham-stressed animals (18.4 

3.2 vs. 2.0 
 0.5, respectively; P � 0.001; Figure 3).

Effects of Daily Repeated Stress on MLCK,
MLC, and Phospho-MLC Protein Levels

MLCK levels were not affected by repeated expo-
sure to stress (Figure 4). Conversely, we observed higher
levels of phospho-MLC and decreased levels of MLC in
stressed mice compared with sham-stressed mice (Figure
4). This may indicate that stress, likely through IFN-�,
activates the MLCK activation pathway without affect-
ing the expression level of the protein. Effects of MLCK Inhibition on Stress-

Induced Permeability Increase and
Cytokine mRNA Levels

The stress-induced increase of 51Cr-EDTA perme-
ability was inhibited significantly in Swiss mice chroni-
cally treated with the MLCK inhibitor ML-7 (8.2 
 1.9
vs. 14.0 
 1.7; P � 0.05; Figure 5). ML-7 treatment did
not affect per se colonic permeability in sham-stressed
mice, and its vehicle (ethanol 2%) also did not produce
significant changes in colonic permeability in both
stressed and sham-stressed groups. ML-7 treatment did
not affect the stress-induced changes in IFN-� mRNA
expression in the colon (Table 2). In the liver, IFN-� and
IL-4 mRNA levels were strongly decreased (Table 2),
whereas IL-10 mRNA was undetectable. TNF-� mRNA
levels, however, were diminished significantly but re-
mained higher than in controls (P � 0.05).

Effects of Repeated Stress and MLCK
Inhibition on Bacterial Translocation to the
Liver, Spleen, and Mesenteric Lymph Nodes

A significant incidence of stress on bacterial trans-
location occurred into the liver, but not into the spleen
or mesenteric lymph nodes (P � 0.05; n � 8 each group;
Table 3). ML-7 treatment significantly reduced the in-
cidence of stress on bacterial translocation (P � 0.05).

Figure 3. Effects of (■ ) 4 days of daily 2-hour stress sessions,
compared with (�) sham-stress, on colonic paracellular permeability
in Swiss mice, SCID mice, C57BL/6J, and IFN-� knockout mice.
Stress significantly increased permeability in Swiss and C57BL/6J
mice, but not in SCID and IFN-� knockout mice. ***P � 0.001 vs.
sham-stress group.

Figure 4. Western blot for MLC, phospho-MLC (p-MLC), and MLCK on
colons from sham-stressed and stressed mice. MLCK did not vary
between samples. Conversely, MLC levels were lower and p-MLC
levels were higher in stressed animals, showing that MLC phosphor-
ylation is associated with the increased colonic permeability observed
after stress exposure.

800 FERRIER ET AL. GASTROENTEROLOGY Vol. 125, No. 3



Discussion
This study brings novel data regarding the mech-

anisms through which stress disrupts the colonic barrier
function, and the pathophysiologic consequences of this
alteration. We first observed that, in the colon, an en-
hanced expression of IFN-� occurred early (day 1),
whereas increased colonic paracellular permeability was
observed later (day 4). These alterations were not associ-
ated with modifications of the architectural structure of
the colonic mucosa of stressed Swiss mice. We also
showed that CD4	/CD8	 T cells are involved in stress-
induced impairment of the colonic mucosal barrier be-
cause stress did not induce any modification of colonic
permeability in SCID mice. Moreover, the lack of effect
of repeated stress sessions on colonic permeability in
IFN-� knockout mice strongly suggests an important
role for IFN-� in triggering stress-induced alterations of
the colonic epithelial barrier. It is noteworthy that re-
peated stress-induced breakdown of the colonic barrier is
inhibited partly by the MLCK inhibitor, ML-7. Mean-
while, in the liver, the increased expression of mRNAs
encoding IFN-�, IL-4, and IL-10 that occurred specifi-
cally on day 4, was associated with bacterial translocation
and histologic alterations such as apoptotic hepatocytes,
inflammatory cell infiltration, and thickening of the bile
duct wall. Treatment by an MLCK inhibitor abolished

the incidence of stress on bacterial translocation into the
liver, dramatically reduced the clinical signs of hepatic
injury, and restored basal levels of cytokine expression.
Antibiotic treatment also inhibited stress-induced liver
injury, confirming that bacteria from the colon lumen
may translocate when the colon epithelium is leaky. No
modification of cytokine expression and histologic struc-
ture was detected in the spleen, confirming the fact that
all the changes observed in cytokine expression in the
colon and the liver were not caused by a systemic acti-
vation of the immune system.

Thus, we show herein that repeated stress exposure
leads to an increase in colonic paracellular permeability
and identified IFN-� as a major mediator of this effect.
Previous studies have evoked the role of CRH in mod-
ulating both immune system and intestinal barrier func-
tion. With regard to immunity, the central release of
CRH, in response to an acute stress situation, stimulates
preferentially a Th2 response as opposed to a Th1-type
response through the activation of the hypothalamo-
pituitary-adrenal axis and the release of glucocorticoids
and catecholamines.3 Indeed, intracellular glucocorticoid
receptors have been detected in several immune cells,
such as lymphocytes or macrophages. Their activation
inhibits IL-2, IL-12, and IFN-� expression, at the levels
of transcription, translation, and mRNA stability, or
their secretion.23,24 A study has identified glucocorticoids
as possible mediators of stress-induced alterations of the
intestinal barrier function because adrenalectomy and
pharmacologic blockade of glucocorticoid receptors by
RU486 inhibited the effects of stress.8

At the colonic level, few studies have evaluated the
effect of repeated stress on the local inflammatory re-
sponse. In an experimental model of trinitrobenzenesul-
fonic acid–induced colitis, it has been shown that re-

Figure 5. Effect of the MLCK inhibitor, ML-7 (■ ), or its vehicle (�),
injected twice daily, on colonic paracellular permeability in Swiss
mice. ML-7 treatment significantly reduced the stress-induced perme-
ability increase, which remained, however, significantly higher than in
the sham-stress group. No modification of basal colonic permeability
was observed after ML-7 treatment. *P � 0.05, ***P � 0.001 vs.
sham-stress group; #P � 0.05 vs. stress group.

Table 3. Effect of 4 Days of Daily Repeated Stress and
MLCK Inhibition on Bacterial Translocation Into the
Liver, Spleen, and Mesenteric Lymph Nodes

Without ML-7 With ML-7

Number of
positive
organs

P value vs.
control
groupa

Number of
positive
organs

P value vs.
stress
groupb

Liver 5/8 P � 0.05 1/8 P � 0.05
Spleen 3/8 NS 0/8 NS
MLN 3/8 NS 0/8 NS

NOTE. Expressed as the number of positive organs. Experiments were
conducted 2 hours after the last stress session. Aerobes and anaer-
obes were detected in the same samples. No bacterial translocation
occurred under basal conditions.
NS, not significant; MLN, mesenteric lymph nodes.
aFisher exact test vs. control group.
bFisher exact test vs. stress group not receiving ML-7.
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peated restraint stress sessions enhance the severity of
inflammation, and that the activity of the different com-
ponents of the hypothalamo-pituitary-adrenal axis are
strongly implicated in this effect.13,25 These results have
been confirmed with an experimental model of reacti-
vated colitis. Indeed, Qiu et al.14 observed that chronic
stress reactivates colitis in mice 8 weeks after dinitro-
benzenesulfonic acid–induction of colitis, and that this
reactivation was CD4	 T-cell dependent. Interestingly,
we show here that impairment of the colonic barrier
function induced by repeated stress sessions required
CD4	/CD8	 T cells. Because T cells are potent IFN-�–
secreting cells, and because we showed that IFN-� is a
prerequisite for stress-induced impairment of the colonic
barrier, we can hypothesize that colitis reactivation under
stress conditions is mediated by IFN-�, which thereafter
opens the TJ. Then an increased exposure to luminal
antigens may occur as a consequence of TJ opening,
which could facilitate the reactivation of colitis. In hu-
mans, a prospective study on UC patients clearly has
shown that short-term stress does not trigger exacerba-
tion of UC but, in contrast, long-term perceived stress
increases the risk for UC exacerbation over a period of
months to years.26 Moreover, an impaired intestinal bar-
rier function has been reported in patients with UC and
Crohn’s disease.27 In patients with UC, altered perme-
ability seems to be limited to inflammatory loci, whereas
in patients with Crohn’s disease, it occurs both in in-
flamed and noninflamed tissues. All these studies on
colonic inflammation support the hypothesis that stress
has a local effect on intestinal immunity. Accordingly,
our study suggests that this effect could be owing to a
background effect promoting the local expression of
Th1-type cytokines, and more particularly IFN-�, which
may in turn induce TJ opening.

We report here that increased colonic permeability
occurred after 4 days of stress, whereas IFN-� mRNA
levels were highest at day 1. This agrees with in vitro
studies showing a deleterious effect of IFN-� on barrier
integrity several days after exposure to the cytokine.19

This offers some indications about the mechanisms
through which IFN-� may act to open TJs. First, the
delay between IFN-� exposure, that arose after a single
2-hour stress session, and permeability alteration ob-
served 4 days later, may indicate transcriptional effects.
This is likely because it was shown that IFN-� decreased
mRNAs encoding ZO-1 and occludin, 2 proteins in-
volved in the TJ complex.17,18 Second, the inhibition
provoked by ML-7 treatment indicates that MLCK, and
thus the cytoskeleton, is a potential link between IFN-�
signaling and epithelial barrier impairment. Indeed,

Everding et al.28 have shown in a cell line derived from
lung carcinoma that IFN-� exposure for 2 days modified
microtubule organization and �-tubulin expression.
Moreover, in T84 monolayers IFN-� impaired the bar-
rier function by disrupting apical actin and activating
MLC phosphorylation.17,29 We also describe that IFN-�
mRNA levels were unchanged in stressed mice treated or
not with ML-7, which indicates that MLCK activation is
downstream of IFN-� secretion.

In the liver, changes observed in cytokine expression
after 4 days of repeated stress are associated with an
inflammatory process. The enhanced expression of IFN-�
being observed at both intestinal and liver tissues, we can
hypothesize that a high level of hepatic IFN-� mRNA is
a direct response to stress, and that this IFN-� release
may be in part responsible for the inflammatory response.
On the other hand, according to our results, stress could
lead to an excessive uptake of colonic luminal content
and thus enhance bacterial translocation through the
opening of TJs, a consequence of the increased intestinal
secretion of IFN-�. Consistent with this hypothesis,
studies performed in rats and alcoholic patients sug-
gested that ethanol, by affecting colonic TJ permeability,
may be responsible for liver bacterial translocation and
injury.22,30 This hypothesis is corroborated by our
present findings because we show that the treatment by
the MLCK inhibitor decreased the stress-induced in-
crease of colonic permeability, and abolished the subse-
quent bacterial translocation and cytokine overexpression
in the liver. We also observed that ML-7 treatment
decreased the number of apoptotic hepatocytes and the
inflammatory infiltrate in the liver, indicating that a
normal histology was restored. Bacteria that translocated
into the liver were endogenous because stress-induced
liver injury was diminished in animals given nonabsorb-
able antibiotics.

IFN-� is involved in several hepatic inflammatory
disorders, such as alcohol-induced liver disease, graft-
versus-host disease, primary biliary cirrhosis, or chronic
hepatitis B.31,32 Effects of IFN-� such as macrophage
activation, up-regulation of class I and II major histo-
compatibility complex molecules necessary for antigen
presentation, induction of expression of TNF receptors,
induction of adhesion molecules such as intercellular
adhesion molecule 1 and vascular cell adhesion molecules
involved in the homing of inflammatory cells, may pro-
mote local inflammation.33 However, these inflammatory
effects, probably caused by the enhanced level of IFN-�,
have not been observed in the gut. At the hepatic level,
the enhanced expression of the Th2-type cytokines may
result from infiltrated inflammatory cells and activated
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Kupffer cells, these cells being the main source of IL-4
and IL-10. In the liver, their enhanced expression in
many inflammatory disorders has been described. In an
experimental model of Schistosoma mansoni infection in
baboons, an increased expression of IL-4, IL-10, and
IFN-� in the liver of infected animals has been ob-
served.34,35 Moreover, IL-4 and/or IL-10 also are involved
in alcohol-induced hepatitis, lipopolysaccharide-induced
hepatic inflammation, and chronic hepatitis B.32,36,37

In addition to the histologic signs of inflammation, we
also have observed an increased number of apoptotic
hepatocytes in the liver of chronically stressed animals
when compared with controls. Apoptosis plays a pivotal
role in liver development and homeostasis, but also in
the pathogenesis of several liver diseases.38 To our knowl-
edge, the mechanism by which repeated stress may mod-
ulate apoptosis in the liver has never been investigated
before, and only a limited hypothesis can be made. It has
been shown that IFN-� alone or in combination with
TNF-� and IL-1�, increases the mRNA of inducible
nitric oxide synthase in rat hepatocytes.39 So a direct
modulatory effect of IFN-� on nitric oxide–induced he-
patocyte death could be suspected.

In conclusion, our results show that repeated stress
modifies intestinal barrier function and causes bacterial
translocation and liver injury. Stress-induced opening of
colonic epithelial TJ requires CD4	/CD8	 T cells and
IFN-�, and involves MLCK activation. Inhibiting
MLCK in vivo resulted in a decreased incidence of bac-
terial translocation by stress, and restored a normal liver
histology and cytokine mRNA expression. Conse-
quently, epithelial MLCK may represent a target for
therapeutic approaches to stress-associated intestinal and
liver disorders.
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