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Abstract
Background: Mucous membrane pemphigoid (MMP) is a subepithelial autoim-
mune mucocutaneous disease. It most frequently affects the oral mucosa, followed
by ocular and nasal mucosa, nasopharyngeal, anogenital, skin, laryngeal and eso-
phageal mucosa.
Main observation: Two half-sisters developed mucous membrane pemphigoid
at approximately the same age. The older sister presented with primarily muco-
sal disease, while the younger had a more cutaneous disease. The histopatholo-
gy demonstrated a subepithelial blister and direct immunofluorescence showed
deposition of IgG and C3 at the basement membrane zone of perilesional tissues
in both sisters. Antibodies to human β4 integrin were present in the sera of both
patients and correlated with disease activity. Both sisters carried the same HLA-
DQβ1*0301 allele.
Conclusions: This is the first case of mucous membrane pemphigoid occurring
in two half-sisters. Perhaps, it is the low incidence of mucous membrane pem-
phigoid that may account for the lack of reports on familial cases of the disease.
(J Dermatol Case Rep. 2014; 8(1): 9-12)

Mucous membrane pemphigoid in two half-sisters. The potential

roles of autoantibodies to β4 integrin subunits and HLA-DQβ1*0301.

Diogo Fabris Rabelo1, Tegan Nguyen1, Brooke Ann Caufield2, Abdul Razzaque Ahmed1

1. The Center for Blistering Diseases, Boston, MA, USA;
2. Naval Medical Center, Portsmouth, Virginia, USA.

Introduction
Mucous membrane pemphigoid (MMP) is a subepithelial

autoimmune mucocutaneous disease. It most frequently af-
fects the oral mucosa, followed by ocular and nasal muco-
sa, nasopharyngeal, anogenital, skin, laryngeal and esopha-
geal mucosa.1 Due to the natural course of the disease, le-
sions may manifest as intact blisters, erosions or pseudo-
membranes.2 Conjunctival lesions typically begin in one eye
and may involve the other eye. The development of sym-
blepharon is not uncommon in ocular pemphigoid.3 Ocu-
lar involvement can result in blindness secondary to corne-
al scarring.4 Histology shows a subepithelial vesicle, and on
direct immunofluorescence (DIF), continuous deposition of
IgG, IgA or complement components along the basement
membrane zone (BMZ) is observed.1 MMP targets various
autoantigens including α6-integrin,5 β4-integrin,6 laminin
5,7 an unidentified 168-kDa mucosa antigen,8 BPAg1 and
BPAg2.6 The association of HLA-DQβ1*0301 allele may en-
hance the susceptibility to developing MMP.9,10 We report
two half-sisters with differing clinical profiles of MMP that
had autoantibodies to β4-integrin on serological studies.

Case reports
In 1991, a 50-year-old Caucasian female complained of

painful erosions in her mouth. Biopsy demonstrated a sub-
epithelial blister. Deposition of IgG and complement at the
BMZ was seen on DIF. Salt-slit skin showed that the anti-
body bound to the roof of the blister. Six years of intermit-
tent systemic corticosteroids therapy did not control her di-
sease. Dapsone produced marginal improvement and was
discontinued due to hemolytic anemia. She then complained
of dysphagia and erosive and crusted lesions in the nasal mu-
cosa on the lateral sides in both nostrils. The presence of se-
veral erosions in the upper one-third of the esophagus on
endoscopy confirmed esophageal MMP. She was then tre-
ated with oral tacrolimus as an immunosuppressive agent.

The disease progressed to involve the larynx, pharynx, va-
gina and conjunctiva (Fig. 1). Early ocular involvement was
confirmed by a conjunctival biopsy. Due to the progressive
course and lack of response to conventional therapy, IVIg was
initiated in June 1997. She was treated according to a publi-
shed protocol.11 Disease stabilization was achieved and cli-
nical lesions resolved without scarring. IVIg was discontinued
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and had a thick adherent scab with an underlying erosion.
The lesions in the oral cavity consisted of intense erythema
of the upper and lower gingiva and erosions on the hard pa-
late (Fig. 2). Histology demonstrated a subepidermal blister
and DIF showed deposition of IgG and C3 at the BMZ. Salt-
split skin demonstrated binding of the antibody to the roof
of the blister. Systemic corticosteroids were avoided based
on a history of palpitations and hypertension. The patient
had an excellent response to dapsone 100 mg daily. She re-
mained on this therapy for 22 months. Dapsone was gradually

in December 2001. Patient is in complete remission without
any systemic therapy. This clinical remission has been su-
stained for over ten years.

In 2007, the patient’s younger half-sister, at age 44, noted
recurrent blistering lesions on her face and scalp. The lesions
were intact blisters varying in size from 3 mm to 7 mm in dia-
meter. Some lesions were erosions while others were covered
with skin debris and thick crusts. Development of new le-
sions on her foot, nose, and mouth prompted evaluation by
a dermatologist. The lesion on her foot was 2.5 cm in diameter
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Figure 1

MMP in older sister. Photographs

demonstrate MMP lesions as

A) desquamation of the gum,

B) early conjunctival involvement

and C) erosion of the labia.

Figure 2

MMP in younger sister.

Photographs demonstrate MMP

lesions as

A) a flaccid blister on forehead

with crust formation as it heals,

B) ruptured blister with thick crust

formation above the medial

malleolus of the right foot, and

C) erosive lesions and denuded

epithelium of the hard palate.



to demonstrate that these antibodies against BMZ proteins
recognize BPAg1, BPAg2, α6, β4, laminin 332, and possibly
other yet undiscovered molecules.2 The severity or the cli-
nical course of the disease cannot be predicted by the anti-
body-binding profile of any patient’s sera. Clinical follow-
up is the only true mechanism by which prognosis is determined.

Conclusion
MMP is an exceedingly rare disease. The reported inci-

dence is 2 cases per million population in Germany and 1.3
cases per million in France.4 Perhaps, it is the low inciden-
ce of MMP that may account for the lack of reports on fa-
milial cases in MMP.
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tapered and discontinued by December 2009. Patient has
been in remission for three and a half years without any
scarring or recurrence and without any systemic therapy.

At time of diagnosis in both sisters, antibodies against β4-
integrin subunits were detected by an immunoblot assay
described earlier.12 Antibodies to β4-integrin subunits also
correlated with acute clinical flares, but the titer level was
not detectable during remission. In the older sister, antibo-
dies to BPAg1 and BPAg2 were detected by ELISA and the
levels did not correlate with clinical disease. On periodic
and sporadic testing, the older sister has antibodies to BPAg2
(BP180) in absence of any clinical disease. The younger si-
ster did not have any demonstrable antibodies to BPAg1 and
BPAg2 on repeated testing during the diagnosis and clinical
follow-ups.

Discussion
In this manuscript, the authors describe what may possi-

bly be the first reported case of MMP occurring in two half-
sisters who share a common mother but have different fa-
thers. They both developed MMP at approximately the sa-
me age. The younger sister had more cutaneous disease
while the older sister had primarily mucosal disease. It has
been shown that titers of autoantibodies to β4 integrin cor-
relate with clinical severity and decrease as disease impro-
ves and become undetectable when patients go into remis-
sion.13 The same observation was made from serological
studies of both sisters. Experiments using explants of nor-
mal human conjunctival and oral mucosa have demonstra-
ted that human β4-integrin is a possible target antigen re-
cognized by the sera from patients with MMP and may pro-
duce subepidermal vesicles.5,14

Antibodies to BPAg1 and BPAg2 by ELISA in the older si-
ster did not correlate with disease activity. This observation
has been previously reported.15
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and has remained in clinical remission for over 10 years.
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an enhanced susceptibility. In one report on two monozy-
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one developed biopsy proven ocular pemphigoid, while the
other did not.19

The autoantibodies that target BMZ proteins may be either
IgG or IgA and thus, MMP is considered a humoral immune-
mediated disease. Loss of immunological tolerance to pro-
teins in the BMZ results in the production of autoantibo-
dies. Different investigators have used different technologies
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