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An increasing number of diseases are known to be associat-

ed with changes in the glycosylation profiles of specific

glycoproteins. Since glycosylation patterns reflect the inter-

nal and external environment of the cells in which proteins

are glycosylated they can be sensitive indicators of alter-

ations in cell function brought about by disease.

Glycosylation changes are therefore becoming widely used

as markers both for initial diagnosis and for following 

disease activity. Glycoproteins in which alterations have

been described include the serum glycoproteins IgG,

transferrin, a1-acid glycoprotein and fibrinogen and the

tumor products a-fetoprotein and chorionic gonadotropin.

The specific sugar binding properties of lectins enables

them to be used to compare the glycosylation profiles of

normal and diseased cells. For example, changes in cell

membrane glycoproteins which accompany malignant

transformation alter the lectin binding patterns of these

cells. This can be used to predict the invasive potential of

tumors and allow their differential diagnosis. Also, the 

distribution of glycoproteins on cell surfaces may change

with disease, and their localization in normal and diseased

cells can be compared using lectins conjugated to biotin(1).

A potential therapeutic use of lectins involves conjugating

them to chemotherapeutic agents directed at tumor glyco-

proteins.

Lectins can also be used to determine the increased per-

centage of incompletely galactosylated IgG (IgG0) in 

serum and synovial fluid from patients with rheumatoid

arthritis.This increase correlates with increased severity of

the disease(2) and may be used at onset to predict the likely

outcome of the disease(3).

Although in many cases the role of abnormal glycosylation

in disease pathogenesis currently remains obscure, the

extensive use of lectins to investigate these changes is allow-

ing new insights into the biological and pathological

significance of glycosylation. In addition, a new range of

diagnostic tools and therapeutic reagents is being developed

and is summarized here.
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