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Abstract

Intestinal barrier dysfunction and dysbiosis contribute to development of diseases in liver and 

other organs. Physical, immunological, and microbiologic (bacterial, fungal, archaeal, viral, and 

protozoal) features of the intestine separate its nearly one hundred trillion microbes from the rest 

of the human body. Failure of any aspect of this barrier can result in translocation of microbes into 

the blood and sustained inflammatory response that promote liver injury, fibrosis, cirrhosis, and 

oncogenic transformation. Alterations in intestinal microbial populations or their functions can 

also affect health. We review the mechanisms that regulate intestinal permeability and how 

changes in the intestinal microbiome contribute to development of acute and chronic liver 

diseases. We discuss individual components of the intestinal barrier and how these are disrupted 

during development of different liver diseases. Learning more about these processes will increase 

our understanding of the interactions among the liver, intestine, and its flora.
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Changes in intestinal permeability and the intestinal microbiome have been associated with 

many diseases1–5. Intestinal physiology can vary, even among genetically identical animals6. 
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Due to the close anatomical and physiologic connections between the intestine and the liver, 

there have been many studies of how changes in one affect the other.

The intestinal tract is colonized by nearly one-hundred trillion bacteria, more than 90% of 

which belong to the phyla Bacteroidetes and Firmicutes). In fact, the human body contains 

as many bacterial cells as human cells5, 7. The complex network of microbes that reside in 

animals regulate their health and are maintained by a balance of genetic and dietary 

factors1, 5. A tightly regulated barrier is required for proper compartmentalization of 

microbe populations8. In the intestine, disruption of this barrier can result in systemic 

dissemination of microbes and entry into the hepatic portal circulation1. Furthermore, the 

intestinal lamina propria is highly enriched in lymphatic vessels, which allow access to the 

mesenteric lymph nodes (MLNs) and eventual drainage into systemic circulation1, 9. Finally, 

the gut is innervated by several hundred million neurons. Although this is a less understood 

and less conventional route, retrograde traffic along enteric neurons can disseminate 

microbes that leak through the intestinal barrier10. A comprehensive understanding of 

intestinal barrier physiology is required to understand how alterations can lead to disease. 

We review the components of the intestinal barrier and mechanisms of pathological changes 

in the gut barrier, increased intestinal permeability, and pathogenesis of liver diseases.

The Intestinal Barrier

The intestinal barrier comprises physical, immunologic, and microbial components (Figure 

1). The physical barrier has epithelial and mucus elements. The intestinal epithelium 

contains resilient, occlusive intracellular junctions called tight junctions (TJs)11. TJs are 

found at the apical surface of cells and are composed of transmembrane proteins, signaling 

molecules, and membrane-associated scaffolding proteins that anchor TJ to the actin 

cytoskeleton12, 13. TJ transmembrane proteins include tight junction-associated MARVEL 

proteins (TAMPs), claudins, and junctional adhesion molecules (JAMs)12 (Figure 2). 

TAMPs such as occludin are well studied, yet their functions have not been completely 

characterized. TJs can form in the absence of occludin, so this protein might have functions 

other than contributing to TJ structure14. Other TAMP family members, such as 

MARVELD2 and MARVELD3, can partially compensate for loss of occludin, so further 

studies are needed to determine the functional niches of these proteins15.

Claudins are the primary contributor to TJ structure and morphology16, 17. These charge-

selective pores regulate the movement of ions and small solutes across epithelial 

barriers18, 19. There are more than 27 claudin family members, each with their own charge 

selectivity and molecular pairing capabilities20. JAMs could have accessory roles in TJ 

function, similar to TAMPs21. However, JAMs have been associated with signaling 

pathways that regulate cell polarity and maintenance of barrier function, regulating 

permeability via non-selective pathways22–25. TAMPs, claudins, and JAMs bind scaffolding 

proteins, such as zonula occludens 1 (ZO1), ZO2, and ZO3, which link them to the actin 

cytoskeleton12, 13, 19. For reviews of TJ architecture and physiology, see refs 12, 13.

The intestinal epithelium must be able to withstand considerable force as fecal content 

moves toward the rectum. Many cells die in this process—the human gastrointestinal tract 
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sheds an estimated 1011 epithelial cells per day26. Maintenance of a continuous epithelium 

throughout this controlled process of cell sloughing is critical for barrier function and 

necessitates a well-regulated source of cell renewal. Adult stem cell populations in intestinal 

crypts continuously divide and renew the intestinal epithelium every 3–5 days26, 27.

The rapidly dividing crypt base columnar stem cells that express the leucine rich repeat 

containing G protein-coupled receptor 5 (LGR5) give rise to most mature intestinal 

epithelial cells26, 28. Single LGR5-positive cells can form self-renewing organoids with 

complete crypt-villus architecture29. Due to their rapidly dividing nature, LGR5+ cells are 

susceptible to radiation-induced injury and cytotoxic drugs30, 31. New stem cell markers and 

tools, such as LGR5-green fluorescent protein reporter mice, will increase studies of 

intestinal stem cells and their importance in gut-liver interactions28, 32, 33.

The intestinal epithelium is supported by a thick layer of mucus that contains highly 

glycosylated glycoproteins called mucins (MUCs), primarily produced by specialized 

epithelial cells called goblet cells34. Secreted MUCs (the most abundant is MUC2) and 

transmembrane MUCs (MUC1, MUC3, MUC4) are part of a dual system in the colon 

comprising an inner, dense layer that contains few microbes and a loose, outer layer, where 

most of the colonic microbiota reside35. In addition to acting as a physical barrier and 

lubricant, the mucus provides carbohydrates for commensal bacteria36–38, inhibits epithelial 

cell apoptosis39, and facilitates the action of factors secreted by immune cells, acting as a 

viscous trap for antimicrobial peptides and immunoglobulins (Igs)40.

The intestine contains the most immune cells in the body, including type-I interferon-

producing plasmacytoid dendritic cells, innate lymphoid cells, mucosa-associated invariant 

T cells, and γδT cells41, which combat potential pathogens but maintain tolerance to 

commensal microbes and ingested food. The immune system contributes to the intestinal 

barrier by secreting antimicrobial peptides and IgA. Antimicrobial peptides are small and 

cationic, with innate antimicrobial activities, and are secreted by Paneth cells located at the 

intestinal crypt base, between LGR5+ stem cells42, 43. Antimicrobial peptides include 

lysozyme, α-defensins and β-defensins, C-type lectins such as regenerating family member 

3 gamma (REG3G), and cathelicidins such as LL37 (ref42). Antimicrobial peptides control 

commensal microbes and limit colonization by pathogenic microbes42. Due to the diversity 

of antimicrobial peptides and their ability to target bacterial membranes, most bacteria do 

not develop resistance to these proteins42. Secreted IgA, alternatively, is a component of the 

adaptive immune response, produced by lamina propria plasma cells44. It is the most 

abundantly produced Ig class—about 3g are secreted into the intestinal lumen each day in 

the average human45. Importantly, IgA is secreted as a dimer and can facilitate crosslinking 

and entrapment of bacteria, limiting colonization and growth of potential pathogens46. 

However, some commensal microbes, such as Bacteroides fragilis, use IgA crosslinking to 

facilitate colonization47. In addition to binding pathogens themselves, secretory IgA 

neutralizes secreted bacterial toxins45, 48.
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Commensal Microbes and Gut Barrier Function

Intestinal commensal microbes promote health, in part, by reinforcing the gut barrier via 

direct and indirect mechanisms5, 49. Commensals provide a direct barrier to colonization by 

pathogenic microbes through competition for space and nutrients, called colonization 

resistance8, 50, 51. Moreover, commensals provide continuous stimulation of pathogen 

recognition receptors such as toll-like receptors (TLRs) on enterocytes and Paneth cells to 

increase the production of MUCs and antimicrobial peptides34, 42. Mucosal adherent 

commensal bacterial populations, such as the mucolytic Akkermansia muciniphila, are 

important for homeostatic epithelial cell stimulation5, 52, 53. Mucosal adherent bacteria are 

less abundant than luminal bacteria and are a different population of organisms5. 

Furthermore, commensal microorganisms contribute to adaptive immunity by providing low 

levels of immune stimulation; this induces IgA production and modulates baseline 

expression of anti-inflammatory factors that promote maintenance of the epithelial barrier 

and TJs5, 45. Finally, many commensal bacterial strains produce short-chain fatty acids 

(SCFAs) such as butyrate from the metabolic breakdown of insoluble fiber. Butyrate is a 

nutrient for enterocytes that promotes regeneration, and TJ barrier function and 

maintenance, and has anti-inflammatory properties5, 49, 54.

Hiippala et al explain that it is a challenge to associate specific protective and beneficial 

effects with specific commensal species, because these are likely to vary among microbe 

strains and patients5. However, bacteria of the phyla Bacteroidetes and Firmicutes are 

generally associated with health, whereas increased proportions of Proteobacteria, which are 

usually at lower frequency in human intestine, are associated with inflammation and 

disease5. This might be because Proteobacteria, which are gram negative, produce a hexa-

acylated form of lipopolysaccharide (LPS) that promotes intestinal inflammation5, 55, 56. 

Alternatively, gram-negative commensals of other phyla have been associated with health, 

such as A muciniphila5. In healthy human gut, Bacteroidetes and Firmicutes account for up 

to 90% of the luminal bacterial load49. Members of these phyla that have also been 

associated with health include Faecalibacterium prausnitzii and Bacteroides spp.57. F 
prausnitzii accounts for up to 15% of intestinal bacteria and is a substantial producer of 

butyrate5, 58.

There are believed to be more than 1000 species of bacteria in the intestine, most of which 

cannot be cultured, along with commensal viruses, fungi, protozoa, and phage which are far 

less understood5, 49. Comprehensive approaches that include machine learning, systems 

biology, and metabolome and microbiology analyses are needed to fully understand this 

ecosystem.

Disruptions in Intestinal Barrier Function and Liver Disease

When any aspect of the intestinal barrier fails, even bacteria that generally promote health 

can wreak havoc and contribute to disease development and injury. For example, the 

pathobiont B fragilis causes infections and abscesses when it escapes from the gut59. 

Increased intestinal permeability upon barrier compromise also results in movement of 

pathogen-associated molecular patterns (PAMPs) into the blood1, which activate the innate 
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immune response. Release of PAMPS has consequences for organs including brain and 

kidney10, 60, but also for liver1.

The liver and gut are linked through the portal circulation. In this system, blood flows from 

the intestine through the portal vein, the sinusoids of the liver for detoxification, and into the 

hepatic vein before returning to the heart and lungs. PAMPs in portal blood are therefore 

first encountered by the immune cells in the liver (Figure 3)1. PAMPS such as LPS and 

bacterial and viral RNAs activate pathogen recognition receptors such as TLR4 on Kupffer 

cells (liver resident macrophages) and other immune cells to induce the innate immune 

response. Hepatic inflammation contributes to development of liver injury and disease1, 9.

Mechanisms of intestinal leakiness vary and are incompletely understood. For instance, 

disruptions to the epithelium can be caused by physical trauma, TJ disruption, and 

alterations in epithelial stem cell turn over, among other causes8. Alterations in mucus layer 

thickness, character, or quality contributes affect access of bacteria to nutrients and oxygen, 

and therefore their survival and proliferation37. Deficiencies in either innate or adaptive 

immune control can also contribute to translocation of microbes8, 61. Overgrowth and 

alterations in the diversity of the intestinal bacterial populations (dysbiosis) can lead to 

intestinal inflammation and gut barrier compromise1, 49. Quantitative and qualitative 

changes in gut microbial populations have been associated with diseases—it might be 

possible to assess intestinal dysbiosis by calculation of the ratio of autochthonous to 

nonautochthonous taxa62. To do this, we need to increase our understanding of the mutual 

and competitive relationships among commensal strains that maintain stability in this 

ecosystem63.

Although the intestine has effects on the liver, via the portal circulation, the liver also 

communicates back to the gut, via hepatic bile flow and the release of mediators into the 

circulation1. Therefore, it is not always evident whether the gut leakiness and dysbiosis are 

causes or results of liver disease. For example, biological and environmental factors that 

affect liver function (age, sex, diet, toxins, etc) also affect intestine physiology and gut 

microbial diversity5, 8, 49. It is not clear whether gut leakiness and/or intestinal dysbiosis 

occur during early stages of liver injury or result from altered liver function. There is 

evidence that gut leakiness contributes to systemic inflammation and disease progression, if 

it is not the direct cause8.

Alcohol-induced liver disease (ALD)

Alcohol consumption was estimated to contribute to 3 million deaths worldwide (5.3% of 

total deaths) in 201664. A significant proportion of these deaths were ascribed to ALD—a 

spectrum of liver disorders that range from steatosis to steatohepatitis, cirrhosis, and 

eventually cancer65. Nearly half of liver cirrhosis-related mortality is due to alcohol abuse64. 

The mechanisms by which alcohol consumptions leads to liver injury and progression are 

incompletely understood—only about 30% of heavy drinkers develop clinically significant 

ALD such as steatohepatitis and cirrhosis65, 66.
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Increased intestinal permeability contributes to pathogenesis of ALD. Serum samples from 

patients with ALD have increased levels of endotoxin, and binge drinking causes transient 

endotoxemia in healthy subjects67–69. Ethanol, and its metabolite acetaldehyde, disrupt 

epithelial TJs66. Junction proteins affected by exposure to these toxins include 

transmembrane proteins (occludin, JAMA, and claudins), scaffolding proteins (ZO1), and 

associated signaling molecules such as myosin light chain kinase (MLCK), RHOA, and 

RAP266, 70–73. For example, expression of occludin is significantly reduced intestinal tissues 

of mice after ethanol feeding74. Mice deficient in occludin are more susceptible to ethanol-

induced liver injury75.

ALD has also been associated with altered intestinal epithelial stem cell functions and direct 

epithelial injury. Cho et al reported increased intestinal apoptosis alongside TJ protein 

degradation in ethanol-fed rodents70. Moreover, Lu et al observed a decrease in LGR5 in the 

small intestines of ethanol-fed mice32. Additional cell surface markers and strains of reporter 

mice are needed to better study the effects of ethanol on intestinal stem cells. Changes in cell 

adhesion and epithelial regeneration might increase the susceptibility of the intestinal 

mucosa to the effects of chronic alcohol consumption76.

Alcohol consumption can increase intestinal bacterial and fungal dysbiosis, which contribute 

to disease susceptibility, loss of gut barrier function, and progression of liver injury77–80. 

Mice given antibiotics develop less severe liver injury, and do not have intestinal reductions 

in occludin expression, with ethanol feeding74, 81. However, germ-free mice, which lack 

commensal bacteria, develop more severe ethanol-induced injury than conventionally housed 

mice (with commensal bacteria). This might be because germ-free mice metabolize ethanol 

faster than conventionally housed mice82.

Intestinal tissues from mice with ethanol feeding have reduced expression of the 

antimicrobial peptide REG3G, and mice deficient in REG3G develop more severe liver 

disease with ethanol feeding83, 84. This finding indicates that alterations in the innate 

immune response contribute to intestinal barrier dysfunction and liver injury in response to 

ethanol. Antimicrobial peptides might therefore be developed as therapeutics for patients 

with ALD. For example, gavage of mice with engineered bacteria that express recombinant 

interleukin 22 (IL22) induces expression of REG3G and reduces the severity of ethanol-

induced liver injury85.

Patients with ALD have reduced gut motility and small intestinal bacterial overgrowth76. 

Colon biopsies from patients with ALD were enriched in Proteobacteria whereas the 

abundances of Bacteroidetes and Firmicutes were reduced86. However, fecal samples from 

patients with severe alcohol-associated hepatitis had higher proportions of Bifidobacteteria, 

Streptococci, and Enterobacteria than samples from controls78. Furthermore, use of proton 

pump inhibitors (PPIs), which promotes small intestinal bacterial overgrowth87, is a risk 

factor for spontaneous bacterial peritonitis, more severe hepatic encephalopathy, and greater 

mortality88, 89. Llorente et al demonstrated that ethanol-fed mice treated with PPIs had 

overgrowth and increased gut translocation of Enterococcus spp. whereas human patients 

with ALD who used PPIs also had enrichment of Enterococcus spp. in their feces.90.
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Duan et al reported that expression of cytolysin by Enterococcus faecalis, rather than just its 

overgrowth, is associated with ALD severity. The authors found a stronger correlation 

between detection of cytolysin and severity of liver disease and mortality in patients with 

alcoholic hepatitis than other prognostic factors, such as model for end-stage liver disease or 

ABIC scores91. Bacteriophages that target cytolytic E faecalis decreased cytolysin in liver, 

and reduced the severity of ethanol-induced liver disease, in humanized mice colonized with 

bacteria from feces of patients with alcoholic hepatitis91. Further clinical studies are needed 

to verify these findings, which indicate the potential for microbiome-based therapies.

Non-alcoholic fatty liver disease (NAFLD)

NAFLD can progress from steatosis to non-alcoholic steatohepatitis (NASH), fibrosis, 

cirrhosis, and eventually cancer92. NAFLD has become the most common chronic liver 

disease and a global health concern—the global prevalence of NAFLD is approximately 

25%93. The largest risk factors for NAFLD and NASH are obesity and metabolic syndrome; 

it is estimated that 39% of the adult population worldwide is overweight and 13% is obese93. 

NAFLD, NASH, and ALD have similarities in mechanisms of pathogenesis. NAFLD and 

NASH begin with altered lipid metabolism, insulin resistance, and metabolic syndrome 

which lead to steatosis. Persistent liver inflammation, intestinal dysbiosis, and gut leakiness 

contribute to progression of NAFLD to NASH, fibrosis, and cirrhosis92, 94. Although this is 

an oversimplification, altered lipid metabolism and gut leakiness likely work together to 

initiate and facilitate fatty liver disease.

Turnbaugh et al demonstrated that the intestinal microbiome of genetically obese mice 

(higher ratio of Firmicutes to Bacteroidetes) had an increased capacity to harvest energy 

from the diet compared with the intestinal microbiome of lean mice95. Obese mice also have 

disrupted intestinal TJs, due in part to altered localization and reduced expression of ZO1 

and occludin96–99. Furthermore, livers of obese rats are more sensitive to LPS stimulation 

and their Kupffer cells have reduced phagocytic function100. Patients with NAFLD have a 

higher prevalence of small intestinal bacterial overgrowth and gut leakiness compared with 

lean persons. Interestingly, the degree of hepatic steatosis, but not the presence of NASH, 

correlated with the level of gut leakiness and the presence intestinal bacterial overgrowth101. 

More recently, mice deficient in JAMA were reported to develop more severe steatohepatitis 

than control mice when placed on a diet high in saturated fat, cholesterol, and fructose102. 

Fatty liver and steatohepatitis were prevented in the mice deficient in JAMA by 

administration of antibiotics or sevelamer hydrochloride, a bile acid-binding resin with LPS 

binding activity102. Though these findings are similar to those from studies of ALD, it is not 

clear how the mechanisms of TJ disruption differ with ethanol exposure vs a high-fat diet.

Although patients with NAFLD or NASH have alterations in their intestinal microbiomes, 

the specific alterations in phyla and species have not been as well defined as they have for 

patients with ALD77, 103. Changes in the immune response and metabolome shaped by these 

microbes might have greater effects than the specific microbe strains themselves. Moreover, 

it is a challenge to compare findings from different studies, because they use different 

methods for diagnosis of NAFLD (such as ultrasonography, magnetic-resonance imaging, 

biopsy), and include patients with different stages of disease, which are associated with 
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distinct microbiome profiles77, 103, 104. One of the most common findings is that 

microbiomes of patients with NAFLD or NASH are enriched in gram-negative bacteria 

whereas gram-positive bacteria are reduced—specifically, the abundance of butyrate-

producing bacteria are reduced77, 103–105.

In mice on a high-fat diet, sodium butyrate feeding reduced dysbiosis, endotoxemia, and 

liver inflammation and fat106. Alternatively, mice given subcutaneous infusions of LPS 

increased fasting glycemia; insulinemia; and whole-body, liver, and adipose tissue weight 

gain, to a similar extent as in mice on a high-fat diet107. Microbiomes of patients with 

NASH and obese mice are also enriched in Escherichia coli, which are associated with 

increased endogenous production of ethanol, which can increase intestinal 

permeability108–110. Moreover, alterations in bile acid metabolism brought about by obesity-

associated microbiota profiles contribute to pathogenesis of NAFLD and NASH (for 

reviews, see refs 111, 112). However, germ-free mice are more and less susceptible to fatty 

liver and steatohepatitis, depending on the strain and the diets administered77. It is unclear to 

what extent intestinal dysbiosis contributes to NAFLD progression.

Uniform composition in diets (sources of fat and protein), rather than consistency in the 

dietary contribution of macronutrients (percent fat, carbohydrate, and protein), is needed for 

consistency among studies in mice. Dietary studies should also include more robust 

metabolomic assessments, in relation to the microbiota, during development of liver injury. 

Meta-analyses must carefully select clinical data for inclusion, in light of differences in 

patient demographics, severity of NAFLD and NASH, and methods of diagnosis.

Drug-induced liver injury (DILI)

Drugs are a common cause of liver injury, and DILI is one the most frequent reasons for 

drug non-approval or withdrawal. DILI is frequently caused by high doses of drugs with 

known hepatotoxic effects, but some patients develop unpredicted or idiosyncratic injury 

(iDILI)113. Practically any drug is capable of inducing iDILI; there are more than 1000 

drugs associated with iDILI cases. iDILI tends to occur after a longer periods of drug use, in 

a small subset of at-risk persons. Although iDILI is a significant health concern, its 

unpredictability and broad range of phenotypes makes it difficult to study113, 114.

Acetaminophen is a commonly used antipyretic and analgesic, but its overdose is the leading 

cause of acute liver failure in western countries115. This drug is widely used, due to its 

favorable side-effect profile compared with non-steroidal anti-inflammatory drugs and 

opiates. However, the metabolic breakdown of acetaminophen by hepatic cytochrome 

P4502E1 generates the highly reactive toxic metabolite N-acetyl-p-benzoquinione imine116. 

At therapeutic doses, N-acetyl-p-benzoquinione imine is reduced by the hepatic antioxidant 

glutathione and is typically safely tolerated. However, large doses result in depletion of 

hepatic glutathione, leading to formation and accumulation of protein adducts and 

widespread liver necrosis116.

However, there is evidence for immune-mediated injury in the liver from acetaminophen 

overdose, so agents that alter the inflammatory response might be developed for 
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treatment116, 117. Mice given acetaminophen develop transient portal endotoxemia; 

inhibition of LPS-binding protein by a synthetic peptide, but not disruption of the gene that 

encodes this protein, reduced acetaminophen hepatotoxicity118, 119. Yang et al demonstrated 

increased intestinal permeability to 4 kDa fluorescein isothiocyonate-dextran and evidence 

of bacterial translocation into the MLNs in mice with acetaminophen intoxication120. 

Neutralization of the cellular damage marker HMGB1 limited bacterial translocation but did 

not reduce dextran permeability120. The mechanism behind acetaminophen-induced gut 

permeability is unclear; although Yang et al proposed a role for gut mucosal injury following 

acetaminophen toxicity, until recently there was no convincing data to demonstrate such an 

effect120.

Possamai et al reported an increase in serum markers of apoptosis in portal vein blood, 

compared to hepatic vein blood, from patients with acetaminophen-induced acute liver 

failure undergoing liver transplantation121. The authors proposed acetaminophen-induced 

apoptosis of enterocytes, similar to that observed in patients with sepsis, was the likely 

explanation for these findings121. However, in mice, LGR5+ cells in the intestine undergo 

rapid and specific apoptosis during acetaminophen intoxication33—these cells might also 

release markers of apoptosis into the blood of patients. Death of the stem cell niche could 

have long-lived consequences.

Differences in the intestinal microbiota might contribute to the varying clinical phenotypes 

of patients with acetaminophen-induced hepatotoxicity, contributing to differences in 

acetaminophen metabolism and the overall metabolome. Possamai et al found that within 8 

hours of acetaminophen intoxication in germ-free mice, the extent of early liver injury was 

equivalent to conventionally housed animals. However, in germ-free mice, there was non-

significant trend toward lower serum bilirubin and creatinine levels, so it is possible that they 

have less liver injury at later time points122.

Conversely, diurnal variations in commensal microbiota have been associated with 

susceptibility to acetaminophen intoxication123. In this study, variations in microbe 

populations and an increase in cecal concentration of the microbial metabolite 1-phenly-1,2-

propanedione were observed at the start of the active cycle compared with the resting cycle 

in mice. Increasing amounts of this metabolite in mice exacerbated acetaminophen 

hepatotoxicity, whereas antibiotic pretreatment prevented acetaminophen-induced liver 

injury123. These findings indicate that circadian variations in the intestinal microbiota affect 

susceptibility to acetaminophen-induced liver injury. Studies are needed to identify other 

features of the intestinal microbiota that affect acetaminophen-induced liver injury and 

iDILI.

Primary sclerosing cholangitis (PSC)

PSC is a chronic idiopathic cholestatic liver disease that involves progressive sclerosis 

(scarring) of the biliary tree. It is characterized by persistent biliary inflammation that results 

in periductal fibrosis, destruction of the bile ducts, and liver cirrhosis124, 125. PSC is most 

common in individuals of Northern European ancestry and the prevalence is nearly twice as 
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high in men than in women124. By definition as a disease of cholestasis, PSC involves 

accumulation and regurgitation of toxic bile salts that promote liver inflammation and injury.

Genetic, immune system, and environmental factors, including diet, appear to contribute to 

PSC risk and pathogenesis124. There are also strong contributions from intestinal 

inflammation, leakiness, and dysbiosis—approximately 75% of patients with PSC also have 

inflammatory bowel diseases (IBD)126. However, only about 7%–8% of patients with IBD 

also have PSC124, 126. Interestingly, most patients with PSC-IBD have colon inflammation, 

and their microbiome profile more closely resembles that associated PSC vs only 

IBD126–128. Therefore, gut leakiness and intestinal dysbiosis might contribute to PSC 

pathogenesis. LPS has been detected in cholangiocytes in liver biopsies from patients with 

PSC129. Patients with PSC have also been reported to have increased gut leakiness, and 

degree of gut leakiness correlated with worse outcomes130, 131.

The association of PSC with IBD supports the hypothesis that PSC has an autoimmune 

etiology124. Alterations to the intestinal microbiome might contribute to this etiology, in that 

immune responses to bacterial antigens sometimes cross react with self-antigens with similar 

structures132. Auto-antibodies that also react with bacterial proteins have been isolated from 

patients with PSC and other hepatic disorders of presumed autoimmune etiology 

(autoimmune hepatitis, primary biliary cholangitis). For example, p-ANCA, isolated from 

patients with PSC or with autoimmune hepatitis, binds the bacterial cell division protein 

FtsZ, and anti-mitochondrial antibodies isolated from patients with primary biliary 

cholangitis cross react with mycoplasma antigens132–134. Further studies of these 

mechanisms are needed.

Much less is known about the mechanisms that induce PSC-associated gut barrier 

dysfunction than ALD and NAFLD. However, a recent study that used bile-duct ligation in 

mice as a model of cholestatic liver injury demonstrated that gut leakiness was associated 

with increased intestinal endoplasmic reticulum stress, intestinal epithelial cell apoptosis, 

and reduced expression of epithelial stem cell marker LGR5135. Nakamoto et al 

demonstrated enrichment of Klebsiella pneumoniae in fecal samples from patients with PSC 

who also had ulcerative colitis. Colonization of mice with patient-derived fecal microbes 

showed that specific strains of K pneumoniae invaded the intestinal mucosa and increased 

gut leakiness, and were also found to induce pore formation in epithelial monolayer in 

vitro127. The authors also associated intestinal permeability with a hepatic T-helper 17 cell-

mediated immune response that contributed to liver injury127.

Analysis of a genetic model of PSC showed that increases in intestinal Lactobacillus gasseri 
and subsequent translocation to the liver induced IL17-mediated inflammatory injury by 

hepatic Vγ6+ γδT cells136. So, even commensal microbes typically associated with health, 

such as L gasseri, can induces pathogenic immune responses once homeostatic 

compartmentalization is compromised. Liao et al supported these findings, demonstrating 

dysbiosis-induced intestinal inflammation and gut leakiness, via the NLRP3 inflammasome, 

in a mouse model of PSC125. These mice had reduced intestinal expression of ZO1 and 

MUC2125. PSC is also associated with alterations in the entero-hepatic circulation of bile 

acids and altered bile acid metabolism137, 138. Studies are needed to determine how 
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intestinal dysbiosis and gut leakiness contribute to development of PSC and other cholestatic 

liver diseases.

Cirrhosis, Spontaneous Bacterial Peritonitis (SBP), Hepatic 

Encephalopathy (HE), and Hepatocellular Carcinoma (HCC)

Prolonged liver inflammation results in cirrhosis and end-stage liver disease (ESLD) that 

places patients at risk for SBP, HE, and ultimately HCC139. Compared with healthy 

individuals, patients with cirrhosis have slower intestinal transit time, intestinal bacterial 

overgrowth, and altered fecal microbial profiles, with enrichment of Proteobacteria and 

Fusobacteria and reduced Bacteroidetes139–142. Fecal microbial signatures of patients with 

cirrhosis vary with disease severity (compensated vs uncompensated cirrhosis) and might be 

used to predict outcomes of hospitalized patients143. Intriguingly, liver transplantation has 

been correlated with partial reversal of the gut dysbiosis associated with cirrhosis. Although 

common medications and disease sequelae after transplant (antibiotics, 

immunosuppressants, infections) affect the gut microbiome and intestinal immune function, 

the microbiota would also be affected by the functions of the new liver (on energy 

metabolism, bile acid production, etc)144, 145.

SBP is infection of the ascitic fluid in patients with cirrhosis, which might result from 

increased translocation of bacteria from the intestine. Higher proportions of patients with 

cirrhosis have culturable bacteria from MLNs and endotoxemia compared with healthy 

persons146, 147. This could be due to enrichment of gram-negative bacteria in the intestinal 

microbiota—particularly of Enterobacteriaceae147. Members of the Enterobacteriaceae 

family (E coli, K pneumoniae) are also the most commonly identified pathogens in the 

ascitic fluid from patients with SBP89, 148. Patients with cirrhosis who use PPIs are 

increased risk of SBP, due to intestinal overgrowth of Enterococcus spp.90, 149.

Support for the concept of interaction between the gut and liver comes from the fact that HE 

is commonly treated with lactulose and rifaximin, which are poorly absorbed by the intestine 

but have effects there150. HE is a serious complication of ESLD characterized by 

neurocognitive impairments including confusion, lethargy, incoherent speech, sleep 

disturbances, and eventually coma88. The pathogenic mechanisms of HE are incompletely 

understood but appear to involve intestinal dysbiosis, increased production of ammonia by 

human cells and microbes, and systemic inflammation148, 151, 152. Kang et al found that 

germ-free mice with liver fibrosis have lower serum levels of ammonia than conventionally 

housed mice with liver fibrosis, and unlike the conventional mice, the germ-free mice do not 

develop a neuroinflammatory response. In the same study, Lactobacillae enrichment 

correlated with enhanced neuroinflammation in conventionally housed mice with liver 

fibrosis151.

Patients with cirrhosis with HE have similar fecal microbiota profiles as patients with 

cirrhosis without HE53, 154. However, comparisons of patients with HE vs healthy controls 

correlated Porphyromonadaceae and Alcaligeneceae with cognitive impairment. 

Interestingly, Alcaligeneceae contributes to ammonia production via degradation of urea, but 

this observation was limited by the fact that over 90% of patients with HE were taking PPIs, 
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whereas none of the control patients were on these medications154. It is therefore likely that 

changes in either the mucosal adherent bacteria (enrichment in Enterococcus and 

Burkholderia) or gut microbial function (metabolome) determine risk for HE153. In support 

of this hypothesis, neither lactulose nor rifaximin causes large changes in gut microbial 

profiles, but instead these agents increase serum carbohydrate and fatty acid metabolites and 

alter the bile acid pool150, 155.

Sustained liver inflammation resulting from chronic gut leakiness and intestinal dysbiosis 

can promote oncogenesis. HCC most frequently develops in patients with advanced 

ESLD156. Mechanisms by which the intestinal microbiome contributes to development and 

progression of HCC vary with the etiology of ESLD, but there are notable commonalities. 

Dapito et al demonstrated that LPS signaling via TLR4 contributes to development of HCC 

in mice—particularly at the later stages of cirrhosis. The authors showed that conventional 

mice given antibiotics, and germ-free mice, were protected from hepatic tumorigenesis, and 

that TLR4 signaling on liver-resident cells mediated hepatic oncogenesis, in part by 

inhibiting hepatocyte apoptosis and upregulation of growth signals such as epiregulin in 

hepatic stellate cells157. These findings were supported by the observation that concurrent 

induction of colitis with dextran sulfate sodium in mice fed a methionine/choline-deficient 

diet to induce steatohepatitis promoted hepatic tumorigenesis156, 158.

Alterations in the gut microbiome contribute to a tumorigenic environment in the liver via 

modulation of the intestinal metabolome, bile acid pool, and immune response159. Ma et al 

demonstrated that the bile acid-metabolizing, gram-positive Clostridium cluster XIV 

promote growth of liver tumors in mice. Increased production of secondary bile acids (such 

as taurodeoxycholic acid in mice) was associated with reduced numbers of intrahepatic C-X-

C motif chemokine receptor 6 (CXCR6)-positive anti-tumor natural killer T cells. 

Administration of vancomycin to mice reduced the abundance of Clostridium spp., increased 

the relative abundance of primary to secondary bile acids, and increased recruitment of 

CXCR6-poisitive natural killer T cells to liver, reducing tumor burden160. Similar results 

were observed in models of metastatic cancer, including hepatic melanoma160, 161. 

Moreover, the composition of the intestinal microbiota has been associated with response to 

immune checkpoint inhibitors, such as PDL1 inhibitors, in patients with cancer and in 

mice162. The intestinal microbiome and metabolome are likely to be important components 

of personalized therapies in oncology.

Therapeutic Strategies

Strategies to alter the intestinal microbiome might be developed for treatment of liver 

diseases. Antibiotics have non-specific effects on intestinal bacteria, and their use can lead to 

development of resistant strains, expansion of pathogens such as Clostridium difficile, and 

drug related toxicities163. Specific bactericidal agents might circumvent the adverse effects 

of conventional antibiotics. Bacteriophages, which kill specific strains of bacteria, reduced 

ethanol-induced liver disease in mice91. There have been preclinical studies and case reports 

of the effects of bacteriophages for treatment of multidrug resistant infections, but the risks 

are unclear—there could be public health risks if their use becomes widespread164.
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Fecal microbiota transplant (FMT) from healthy donors is effective in treatment of refractory 

C difficile infection165. FMT currently provides the most practical approach to reconstituting 

a healthy gut microbiome, encompassing nearly all of its members and functionality. Early-

stage clinical trials have shown the potential effects of FMT in patients with cirrhosis and 

HE, but more studies are needed to establish long-term safety and efficacy166–168.

Rather than killing off potentially malicious gut microbes, another approach is to support 

colonization, growth, and function of beneficial microbes, through the administration of pre- 

and probiotics163. Some groups are exploring the use of genetically manipulated bacterial 

strains as drug delivery systems. Bacteria engineered to produce IL22 in intestines of mice 

reduced ethanol-induced liver disease85. SYNB1020, an E coli Nissle 1917 strain engineered 

to synthesize large amounts of L-arginine, reduced hyperammonia in mice and was being 

tested for use in patients with HE but was recently discontinued due to lack of clinical 

improvement upon interim analysis169.

Small metabolites and proteins produced by gut microbiota, called postbiotics, are also 

being studied170. The commensal gut microbiome performs metabolic processes that cannot 

be performed by the human body, such as production of SCFAs from insoluble dietary 

fibers49. Gao et al demonstrated that supplementation with oral HM0539, a protein secreted 

by Lactobacillus rhamnosus GG, via a pectin/zein hydrogel delivery system, protected mice 

from colitis171. Direct supplementation with, or inhibition of, bacterial metabolites might 

therefore provide health benefits. Secreted bacterial products can be screened, similar to 

high-throughput screening of other agents, as part of drug discovery processes.

Release of LPS and other bacterial toxins are thought to be the primary means through 

which intestinal permeability contributes to hepatic injury, so strategies to block their 

leakage into the circulation might be developed for treatment. Lactulose, used for treatment 

of HE, causes gut microbes to acidify the colon, transforming the diffusible ammonia into 

ammonium ions that can no longer diffuse into the blood; the ammonium is excreted 

feces163. Bile acid-binding sequestrants such as colesevelam have been used for treatment of 

hypercholesterolemia172. Other compounds in this class, such as sevelamer hydrochloride, 

bind and sequester LPS and might be used to treat liver diseases102. This therapeutic strategy 

could be improved with engineering of non-absorbable, porous materials such as Yaq-001, 

which is being evaluated for safety in trials of patients with cirrhosis173.

There are fewer therapeutics in development for altering the effects of the liver on the 

intestinal microbiota. Bile composition and flow have effects on the intestinal microbiota, 

and liver disorders are associated with shifts in the enterohepatic bile acid pool1. Bile acids 

have pleiotropic effects and synthetic bile acids are being studied as therapeutics for hepatic 

and metabolic disorders174. The semi-synthetic bile acid obeticholic acid (OCA) was 

approved by the Food and Drug Administration in 2016 for treatment, in combination with 

ursodeoxycholic acid, of primary biliary cholangitis. OCA is being tested in phase 3 trials of 

patients with NASH-related fibrosis, with positive results from an interim analysis175, 176. 

However, OCA increases low-density lipoprotein cholesterol and causes pruritis175.
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In an effort to minimize adverse effects, non-bile acid compounds that act directly upon bile 

acid signaling pathways are being explored for therapeutic potential. For example, the 

intestine-specific farnesoid X receptor agonist fexaramine was shown reduces ethanol-

induced liver injury in mice177. Further studies of bile acid receptor signaling pathways will 

likely identify additional therapeutic targets. For reviews of the interactions between the 

liver and the intestinal microbiome and potential therapies, see refs 163, 173, 178.

Future Directions

We are only beginning to understand the relationships among the intestinal microbiome, 

permeability, and liver function. We now need to move beyond association studies to 

mechanistic studies. As technology progresses, these types of studies could become easier 

and quicker to perform. We are constantly identifying additional factors that modify the 

intestinal microbiome, such as hormones and age—all of these will affect development of 

personalized therapeutics.

Studies of the interactions between the gut and liver remind us that basic science studies 

should consider the interactions among all parts of the body, rather than events in a single 

cell or tissue. This is not a novel concept—it has been long taught and applied in clinical 

medicine. Although this review has focused on the liver, the intestinal microbiome affects 

other organs, including the brain179. Therapeutic strategies to alter the intestinal 

microbiome, with probiotics, antibiotics, FMT, hormones, interceptive interventions such as 

with sevelamer hydrochloride, and even bacteriophage hold exciting possibilities. These 

might one day be effective, with proper technological 

advancements74, 91, 102, 123, 152, 180, 181. Even the associations we have identified might be 

used as biomarkers and to develop functional assays for more timely disease detection and 

more accurate risk calculation91, 182.
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TLRs toll-like receptors
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DILI drug induced liver injury
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Figure 1. Components of the gut barrier.
The intestinal barrier comprises mucus, microbial, epithelial, and immunological 

components. Within the colon the mucus forms 2 layers—a more loose, outer layer where 

most of the intestinal bacteria reside, and a dense, inner layer that does not contain bacteria. 

The commensal microbiota reinforce the gut barrier by preventing colonization by 

pathogens and producing useful metabolites such as SCFAs, which promote epithelial health 

and integrity. Goblet cells are scattered through the intestinal epithelial monolayer and 

produce mucus. Additional specialized cellular populations are found within the bases of the 

intestinal crypts. LGR5+ cells are a source of continuous cell renewal to maintain epithelial 

integrity. These stem cells give rise to differentiated Paneth cells, which remain at the base 

of the crypts and produce large amounts of antimicrobial peptides (AMPs) and growth 

factors. Plasma cells within the lamina propria also secrete dimeric Ig A, which is 

transported across epithelial cells and contributes to immune exclusion of the luminal 

microbiota. MUC2, mucin 2; sIgA, secretory IgA.
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Figure 2. Intestinal epithelial tight junctions.
Intestinal epithelial tight junctions are composed of 3 classes of transmembrane proteins that 

associate with scaffolding proteins that link to the actin cytoskeleton. The transmembrane 

proteins include occludin, claudins, and JAMA. Occludin and claudin proteins have 

cytoplasmic N- and C-termini and 4 transmembrane domains. JAMA has a cytoplasmic C-

terminus and 2extracellular V-type Ig domains. Importantly, JAMA can dimerize in cis 

(molecules on the same cell) and in trans (molecules on adjacent cells).
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Figure 3. Mechanisms of gut barrier dysfunction and routes for systemic entry of translocated 
bacteria and toxins.
Conditions such as dysbiosis, inflammation, and TJ dysfunction can increase gut 

permeability. When the intestinal barrier is compromised, translocated bacteria and 

microbial toxins can gain axis to distant sites. Bacteria and PAMPs can enter the portal 

circulation and access to the liver. The liver contains large populations of immune cells that 

induce an inflammatory response to these stimuli. A portion of these bacteria, PAMPS, and 

metabolites pass through the liver where they gain access to the systemic circulation. In 

parallel, a number of translocated bacteria and PAMPs from the intestine gain access to the 

lymphatic vasculature, where they first pass through the MLNs. A portion of these intra-

lymphatic toxins will enter the systemic circulation. Intestine-derived bacteria, PAMPs, 

toxins, and metabolites affect the function of organs including the heart, kidney, and brain. 

Chopyk and Grakoui Page 26

Gastroenterology. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2021 September 01.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



Translocated gut pathogens also affect the brain via retrograde transport along fibers of the 

vagus nerve that contribute to the myenteric plexus.
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