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Barrett’s Oesophagus (BO) is a lesion in the oesophagus which can become cancerous over 

time. Having this BO is not bad or painful in itself so it doesn’t justify a rigorous cancer 

treatment. Today, the only way to find out if BO turns into a dangerous cancer requires 

“biopsying”, that is tissue removal which has several disadvantages: 

• Pain and removal of the tissue sample, risk of rupturing the oesophagus. 

• The site of the biopsy is not necessarily representative. That often requires several samples 

to be taken even if the site is healthy. 

• The time delay until a result is known causes anxiety for the patient and delays treatment. 

 

Although BO is more and more common, there is no 

nation-wide screening programme in place to recognise 

people at risk for developing cancer. Optical Coherence 

Tomography (OCT) could improve this situation by 

providing a non destructive sub surface ‘optical biopsy’. 

 

OCT is a medical imaging modality. It shines infrared 

light onto tissue. Similar to echoes in ultrasound, this 

light is reflected and provides structural information. 

Results are retrieved in real time and it is not necessary to painfully cut out tissue! 

 

Our OCT images do not reach the clarity and resolution of the standard biopsy images, but 

that might not be necessary: With the help of sophisticated computer programs images can be 

analysed even if features are not easily visible by eye. 

Replacing biopsies with OCT would allow more people to be screened regularly and permit 

to analyse the complete surface of the oesophagus. OCT is a tool that could potentially 

become standard for this purpose within the next 5 years. 
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Real time OCT image with sub 
surface layers of the oesophagus. 
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