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Abstract 

Background: Serum immunoglobulin A antibodies against Epstein–Barr virus (EBV), viral capsid antigen (VCA‑IgA) 
and early antigen (EA‑IgA), are used to screen for nasopharyngeal carcinoma (NPC) in endemic areas. However, their 
routine use has been questioned because of a lack of specificity. This study aimed to determine the distributions of 
different subtypes of antibody and to illustrate how the natural variation patterns affect the specificity of screening in 
non‑NPC participants.

Methods: The distribution of baseline VCA‑IgA was analyzed between sexes and across 10‑year age groups in 18,286 
non‑NPC participants using Chi square tests. Fluctuations in the VCA‑IgA level were assessed in 1056 non‑NPC participants 
with at least two retests in the first 5‑year period (1987–1992) after the initial screening using the Kaplan–Meier method.

Results: The titers of VCA‑IgA increased with age (P < 0.001). Using a previous serological definition of high NPC risk, 
nasopharyngeal endoscopy and/or nasopharyngeal biopsy would be recommended in 55.5% of the non‑NPC partici‑
pants with an initial VCA‑IgA‑positive status and in 20.6% with an initial negative status during the 5‑year follow‑up. 
However, seroconversions were common; 85.2% of the participants with a VCA‑IgA‑positive status at baseline con‑
verted to negative, and all VCA‑IgA‑negative participants changed to positive at least once during the 5‑year follow‑
up. The EA‑IgA status had a high seroconversion probability (100%) from positive to negative; however, it had a low 
probability (19.6%) from negative to positive.

Conclusions: Age‑ and sex‑specific cutoff titer values for serum anti‑EBV antibodies as well as their specific titer fluc‑
tuation patterns should be considered when defining high NPC risk criteria for follow‑up diagnostics and monitoring.
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Background
Nasopharyngeal carcinoma (NPC) is rare in most 
regions of the world, with an incidence of less than 1 per 

100,000 person-years [1]. However, in some regions of 
South China and Southeast Asia, the incidence of NPC 
approaches 20–50 per 100,000 person-years [2, 3]. The 
pathogenesis is not fully understood; however, accu-
mulated evidence indicates that genetic susceptibility, 
Epstein–Barr virus (EBV) infection [4], and environmen-
tal factors, such as salted-fish consumption and ciga-
rette smoking, increase the risk of NPC development [5, 
6]. NPC easily spreads to the lymph nodes and distant 
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organs, and most patients are diagnosed only when the 
tumor has reached an advanced stage (stages III and IV) 
[7].

More than 95% of adults in some NPC endemic areas 
are infected with EBV. Infection typically occurs in child-
hood, and the virus remains in a latent phase within rest-
ing memory B cells under the strict monitoring of the 
immune system [8, 9]. However, the virus may be peri-
odically reactivated in response to environmental stress 
[5]. Several studies have reported that smoking [5], Can-
tonese-style salted fish [10], and Chinese herbs [11], all of 
which contain EBV-inducing substances, may drive EBV 
into the lytic cycle [12].

Given the unclear etiology of NPC, primary preven-
tion remains difficult, and the main strategy for reducing 
NPC mortality is to identify the disease at an early stage 
[13]. In the preclinical phase, serum antibodies against 
EBV-related antigens remain increased for an average of 
38  months [14–16], and the serological tests for these 
markers are simple and inexpensive [15]. Therefore, these 
antibodies have been used as screening markers for NPC 
in endemic areas since the 1970s. The immunoglobulin A 
(IgA) antibodies against viral capsid antigen (VCA-IgA) 
and early antigen (EA-IgA) are the most popular screen-
ing markers. VCA is the structural protein expressed by 
EBV during the late stage of the lytic cycle following viral 
DNA synthesis, whereas EA is a nonstructural protein 
expressed during the switch from the latent phase to lytic 
replication before viral DNA synthesis. The two markers 
have distinct features for NPC screening: VCA-IgA has 
a higher sensitivity than EA-IgA (79.6% vs. 31.6%); how-
ever, its specificity is lower than EA-IgA (92.0% vs. 99.7%) 
[13]. Thus, in practice, these two markers are typically 
used in combination for NPC screening [15, 17].

Several prospective screening studies have demon-
strated early detection rates for NPC of greater than 70% 
[15, 18, 19]. Nevertheless, EBV infection is ubiquitous; 
thus, routine use as a screening tool may have relatively 
low specificity, which may lead to potentially costly and 
invasive follow-up diagnostics [19–21]. Therefore, an 
investigation of the natural variations of EBV antibodies 
in non-NPC participants may identify particular serosta-
tus patterns for improved NPC screening.

In this study, we used EBV VCA-IgA and EA-IgA data 
from a prospective, population-based screening study 
with no clinical evidence of NPC during a median 15.9-
year follow-up in South China [17] to determine the dis-
tribution of baseline EBV VCA-IgA between sexes and 
among age groups as well as the long-term titer fluctua-
tions of the VCA-IgA and EA-IgA serostatus in non-NPC 
participants. The aim was to identify additional factors 
useful for EBV antibody-based NPC screening strategies 
in endemic areas.

Methods
Study population
Serological EBV VCA-IgA and EA-IgA test results and fol-
low-up information were obtained from an NPC screen-
ing cohort from Sihui County, Guangdong Province, China 
[17]. Briefly, 18,411 eligible, non-NPC residents aged 
30–59 years in four towns of Sihui County were recruited 
in 1987 and 1992 (7774 in 1987 and 10,637 in 1992) [17]. 
Blood samples were collected at recruitment and tested 
for VCA-IgA using immunoenzymatic assay [22]. Partici-
pants positive at baseline for VCA-IgA were further tested 
for EA-IgA. High-risk individuals, including those with a 
VCA-IgA titer ≥1:40 or seropositive for both markers (cut-
off =  1:5), were referred for nasopharyngeal endoscopic 
examination and/or pathological biopsy. We followed the 
participants every year from the initial screening until the 
diagnosis of NPC, migration, death, or the end of 2007, 
whichever event occurred first, using record links to the 
Cancer Register, Cause of Death Register, the Rosters of 
Village Committee, and the local Public Security Bureau in 
Sihui. The completeness of the Sihui Cancer Register has 
been described in detail previously [17]. A total of 125 par-
ticipants with NPC were identified at screening, leaving a 
total of 18,286 non-NPC participants in the present study. 
During a median 15.9 years of follow-up, 1276 non-NPC 
participants with a baseline VCA-IgA-positive status were 
advised to be repeatedly tested for VCA-IgA and EA-IgA 
every year. A total of 939 participants VCA-IgA-positive at 
baseline (73.6%) were retested at least twice during the first 
5-year follow-up. In addition, 160 of 17,010 participants 
VCA-IgA-negative at baseline were randomly selected to 
be retested for both screening markers every year, and 117 
of these participants (73.1%) were retested at least twice in 
the first 5 years. Finally, 1056 non-NPC participants with 
at least two VCA-IgA and EA-IgA retests in the initial 
5 years were included in the final analysis (Fig. 1).

Permission to use the data from the screening program 
and follow-up results was granted by the Institutional 
Ethics Review Board of Sun Yat-sen University Cancer 
Center (SYSUCC) (No. YP2009169).

Serological analysis
At baseline and each subsequent follow-up year, eligi-
ble participants were invited to donate 3  mL of blood 
to determine the VCA-IgA and EA-IgA statuses. Sero-
logical tests using immunoenzymatic assays were per-
formed in the laboratory of the SYSUCC as described 
previously [22]. A titer of 1:5 was defined as positive for 
VCA-IgA and EA-IgA. Titers were further classified into 
subgroups according to the maximum dilution of serum 
[17], with a VCA-IgA titer ≥1:40 or both VCA-IgA- and 
EA-IgA-positive (cutoff =  1:5) defined as high risk for 
NPC.
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Quality control with a pooled serum sample as the 
standard has been used in every test conducted by the 
SYSUCC since the 1980s. The coefficient of variation 
(CV) of the assay for VCA-IgA over 8 years (1993–2000) 
was 8.37% [17].

Statistical analysis
The different serum levels of VCA-IgA were compared 
among 10-year age groups, between sexes, and accord-
ing to the recruitment time using Chi square tests. Linear 
trend tests for the association between age and VCA-IgA 
were performed with bidirectionally ordered variables.

The seroconversion of VCA-IgA was defined as a 
non-NPC participant with a VCA-IgA-negative status 
(cutoff =  1:5) at baseline changed to positive or with a 
VCA-IgA-positive status at baseline changed to nega-
tive at least once in the subsequent 5-year follow-up. The 
seroconversion of EA-IgA was defined the same as that of 
VCA-IgA. In the cumulative probability analysis, only the 
first change in status (from baseline negative to positive 
or from baseline positive to negative) was considered. The 
cumulative probability of seroconversion and the median 

duration of the original serum status were derived via the 
Kaplan–Meier method, with log-rank tests used to iden-
tify differences between sexes and the serum EBV status 
groups for the specific screening marker. Person-time 
was calculated from the baseline test to the first serum 
EBV change. The participants whose serum EBV status 
did not convert by the final visit at 5 years after screening 
were censored in the Kaplan–Meier analysis.

In the cumulative probability analysis of the partici-
pants who met the high-risk criteria, the outcome event 
was defined as a non-NPC participant with a baseline 
VCA-IgA ≥1:40 or both VCA-IgA and EA-IgA ≥1:5 at 
least once in the subsequent 5-year follow-up. The time 
to meet the high-risk criteria was calculated from the 
baseline test to the first visit at which a high risk criterion 
was identified. The cumulative probability was calculated 
using the Kaplan–Meier method.

All statistical analyses, unless otherwise noted, were 
performed using IBM Statistical Package for the Social 
Sciences Statistics 20 (IBM Corp, Chicago, IL, USA). All 
statistical tests were two-sided, and P < 0.05 was consid-
ered significant.

Eligible participants recruited in screening for NPC 

between 1987 and 1992 in Sihui (N = 18,411)

Retesting for VCA-IgA and EA-IgA at least 

2 times in the subsequent 5 years (n = 939)

Retesting for VCA-IgA and EA-IgA at least 2 

times in the subsequent 5 years (n = 117)

VCA-IgA-positive at baseline (n = 1276) VCA-IgA-negative at baseline (n = 17,010)

Randomly selected for testing EA-

IgA at baseline (n = 160)

Testing EA-IgA at baseline (n = 1268)

Excluded: Incident NPC cases (n = 125) in a 

median follow-up of 15.9 years 

Healthy participants after a median follow-

up of  15.9 years (n = 18,286)

Excluded: Participants without 

sufficient sera for EA-IgA (n = 8) 

Excluded: Retesting less than 2 times 

in the subsequent 5 years (n = 329) 
Excluded: Retesting less than 2 times 

in the subsequent 5 years (n = 43) 

Fig. 1 Recruitment diagram of the non‑nasopharyngeal carcinoma (NPC) population for the analysis of the long‑term variation trends of serum 
Epstein–Barr virus (EBV) antibodies. VCA-IgA immunoglobulin A (IgA) antibody against EBV viral capsid antigen; EA-IgA IgA antibody against EBV 
early antigen
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Results
Distribution of EBV antibodies in non‑NPC participants
A total of 18,286 non-NPC participants in the screening 
cohort were included for baseline EBV antibody analysis. 
The baseline EBV VCA-IgA seropositive rate was 7.0% 
(1276/18,286). As a result of insufficient sera for 8 partici-
pants, only 1268 participants were tested for EA-IgA, and 
3.2% (41/1268) of them were also positive for EA-IgA. 
The baseline seropositive rate of VCA-IgA was higher in 
males than in females (7.6% vs. 6.6%), and the difference 
was significant after adjusting for age (Mantel–Haen-
szel stratified χ2 = 7.286, P = 0.007). The VCA-IgA level 
increased significantly with age (Ptrends  <  0.05) in both 
males (χ2 = 11.844) and females (χ2 = 15.475) (Table 1). 
Using 1:40 as the cutoff value for a high NPC risk, the 
VCA-IgA positive rate in the 30–39 and 50–59 year age 
groups increased from 0.3% to 0.6% in males and from 
0.4% to 0.6% in females.

A total of 1056 participants were tested for VCA-IgA 
and EA-IgA at least twice after the initial screening, 
with 939 VCA-IgA-positive and 117 VCA-IgA-negative 
participants at baseline (Table  2). There was no differ-
ence in the sex ratio or age group distribution between 
the baseline VCA-IgA-positive and -negative partici-
pants. Using a VCA-IgA ≥1:40 or both VCA-IgA- and 
EA-IgA-positive (cutoff = 1:5) as the threshold for naso-
pharyngeal endoscopy and/or pathological examination 
referral following NPC screening, the 5-year cumulative 
probability of seroconversion was 55.5% [95% confidence 
interval (CI) 49.4%–61.6%] for the participants with 
an initial VCA-IgA-positive status and 20.6% (95% CI 
12.4%–28.8%) for the participants with an initial VCA-
IgA-negative status. The 5-year cumulative probabilities 
for meeting either high-risk criterion were similar for 
males and females (Fig.  2). In the participants with an 
initial VCA-IgA-positive status, the cumulative prob-
ability of seroconversion was slightly higher in females 
than in males [56.0% (95% CI 49.7%–62.3%) vs. 50.4% 
(95% CI 41.6%–59.2%), P  =  0.052]. In the participants 
with an initial VCA-IgA-negative status, the cumulative 

probabilities did not differ between males and females 
(20.6% (95% CI 8.1%–33.1%) vs. 20.4% (95% CI 9.6%–
31.2%), P = 0.693].

Titer fluctuation patterns of EBV antibodies in the non‑NPC 
population
Long-term seroconversions were common for both VCA-
IgA and EA-IgA (Fig.  3). In the 939 initial VCA-IgA-
positive participants who received at least two retests, 
the median VCA-IgA-positive duration was 24  months 
(95% CI 23.3–24.7  months), and the cumulative prob-
ability of seroconversion within 5  years was 85.2% (95% 
CI 81.5%–88.9%) (Fig. 3a). In the 117 participants with an 
initial VCA-IgA-negative status retested at least twice, the 
median VCA-IgA-negative duration was 40 months (95% 
CI 35.1–44.9  months), and the 5-year cumulative prob-
ability of seroconversion was 100.0% (Fig. 3b).

In the non-NPC participants who met the high-risk 
criteria at baseline, the cumulative probability of sero-
conversion within 5  years was also high, with 33.8% 
(95% CI 25.4%–42.3%) for the participants with a VCA-
IgA ≥1:40, 42.0% (95% CI 31.2%–52.8%) for those with 
both VCA-IgA- and EA-IgA-positive, and 44.5% (95% CI 
36.1%–52.9%) for those fulfilling one of the two high-risk 
criteria that indicated conversion within 5 years.

In the 939 participants with an initial VCA-IgA-pos-
itive status and retested at least twice in the first 5-year 

Table 1 Baseline VCA-IgA distribution in 18,286 non-nasopharyngeal carcinoma (NPC) participants by age and sex

VCA-IgA immunoglobulin A (IgA) antibodies against viral capsid antigen of Epstein–Barr virus (EBV)

Sex Age (years) No. of  
participants

VCA‑IgA [cases (%)] χ2 P

– 1:5 1:10 1:20 ≥1:40

Male 30–39 3063 2861 (93.4) 108 (3.5) 69 (2.3) 16 (0.5) 9 (0.3)

40–49 2196 2022 (92.1) 68 (3.1) 76 (3.5) 23 (1.0) 7 (0.3) 11.844 0.001

50–59 1740 1584 (91.0) 73 (4.2) 57 (3.3) 16 (0.9) 10 (0.6)

Female 30–39 5541 5225 (94.3) 139 (2.5) 129 (2.3) 27 (0.5) 21 (0.4)

40–49 3070 2855 (93.0) 93 (3.0) 83 (2.7) 24 (0.8) 15 (0.5) 15.475 0.000

50–59 2676 2463 (92.0) 96 (3.6) 71 (2.7) 30 (1.1) 16 (0.6)

Table 2 Baseline VCA-IgA-positive and  -negative statuses 
in 1056 non-NPC participants by age and sex

Subgroup VCA‑IgA‑negative VCA‑IgA‑positive χ2 P

Gender

 Male 50 388 0.086 0.770

 Female 67 551

Age (years)

 30–39 44 392 1.230 0.541

 40–49 43 299

 50–59 30 248
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follow-up, 32 were also positive for EA-IgA. However, 
none of the 117 participants with an initial VCA-Ig-neg-
ative status were positive for EA-IgA. Compared with 
VCA-IgA, EA-IgA had a higher seroconversion prob-
ability from positive to negative (P = 0.001) and a lower 
probability from negative to positive (P < 0.001) (Fig. 3). 
The median duration of an EA-IgA-positive status was 
14  months (95% CI 11.3–16.6  months), and all 32 par-
ticipants converted to negative in the 5-year follow-up. 
Of the 1024 participants with an initial EA-IgA-negative 
status, the 5-year cumulative probability of seroconver-
sion was 19.6% (95% CI 14.3%–24.9%). Furthermore, the 
cumulative probability of seroconversion for serum EBV 
antibodies did not differ significantly between males and 
females (Fig.  3c–f). In the participants with an initial 
VCA-IgA-positive status, the cumulative probability of 
seroconversion was 88.1% in males (95% CI 83.2%–93.0%) 
and 83.0% in females (95% CI 77.7%–88.3%). In the partic-
ipants with an initial VCA-IgA-negative status, the cumu-
lative probability was 100.0% in males and 82.7% (95% CI 
71.9%–93.5%) in females. In the participants with an ini-
tial EA-IgA-positive status, the cumulative probabilities 
were 100.0% for both males and females. In the partici-
pants with an initial EA-IgA-negative status, the cumula-
tive probability was 17.7% (95% CI 11.8%–23.6%) in males 
and 21.0% (95% CI 13.2%–28.8%) in females.

Discussion
The current findings indicated that the baseline EBV 
VCA-IgA-positive rate was 7.6% in males and 6.6% in 
females, and the positive rate tended to increase with 
age from 6.0% in the 30–39  year age group to 8.4% in 
the 50–59 year age group. These findings are consistent 
with the epidemiological characteristics of areas with 
a high NPC risk, with increased incidence in males and 
peak incidence among the population aged 50–59 years 
[3]. Therefore, an age- and sex-dependent high-risk cut-
off value for VCA-IgA should be considered. The cur-
rently recommended referral criteria for nasopharyngeal 
endoscopy and biopsy (VCA-IgA  ≥1:40 and/or VCA-
IgA and EA-IgA double positive) may be appropriate for 
men of 30–39 years old; however, these criteria become 
less specific with age and may thus increase the possi-
bility of unnecessary diagnostic tests in participants of 
50–59 years old. Larger randomized clinical trials should 
be conducted to further address this concern.

Titer fluctuations in the EBV antibody serostatus were 
common in this non-NPC population. In a previous NPC 
screening study in an endemic area, many non-NPC par-
ticipants were advised to undergo expensive and invasive 
nasopharyngeal endoscopy and biopsy examinations as a 
result of increased serum EBV antibodies [14]. Our find-
ings demonstrated that 55.5% of the participants with an 
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Male      50         50          43          42          41          41
Female   67        67          57          57           55

Male      367      367        261        248        240

Female  507      507        331        315        303      302

Initial VCA-IgA  positive Initial VCA-IgA  negative a b

Log-rank test, χ2 = 0.156, P = 0.693

Number at risk 

Log-rank test, χ2 = 3.465, P = 0.052

Number at risk 

Fig. 2 Cumulative probability for the male and female participants with an initial VCA‑IgA‑positive or ‑negative status who met the high risk criteria 
in the first 5‑year follow‑up. a Cumulative probabilities of seroconversion for meeting any of the high risk criteria in the participants with an initial 
VCA‑IgA‑positive status were not different between males and females; b cumulative probabilities of seroconversion for meeting any of the high 
risk criteria in the participants with an initial VCA‑IgA‑negative status were similar for males and females
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initial VCA-IgA-positive status met the high-risk criteria, 
whereas 20.6% of the participants with an initial VCA-
IgA-negative status met the high-risk criteria at least 
once during the first 5-year study period. One potential 
strategy for reducing unnecessary follow-up examina-
tions is to repeatedly test for serum EBV antibodies 
several weeks before referral for endoscopy and naso-
pharyngeal biopsy to not only preclude random measure-
ment errors but also eliminate participants who exhibit 
a short-term EBV antibody increase caused by environ-
mental factors. If the repeated tests indicate that the anti-
body levels remain increased, a fiberscopic examination 
or biopsy is recommended. Otherwise, these expensive 
and invasive examinations may be avoided.

Approximately 85.2% of the participants with an initial 
VCA-IgA-positive status converted to negative within 
5  years. However, we determined that the seroconver-
sion rate of NPC participants from positive to negative 
was substantially lower (15.4%) in our original study 
(P  <  0.001) [17] than the seroconversion rate of non-
NPC participants. This finding suggested that serum EBV 
antibody titer fluctuation may be used to determine the 
optimal screening interval. Similar to several other NPC 
screening studies in South China [14, 15], the preset 
screening interval was 1 year for participants with both 
VCA-IgA and EA-IgA positive, and the positive predic-
tive value was less than 1% [13, 15]. We speculated that 
the use of results from only one test to determine the 
clinical screening interval does not take into account 
transient increases induced by environmental stressors, 
which may thus result in many false-positive evaluations. 
Thus, a rational screening interval for participants with 
EBV seropositive at baseline may be adjusted by retest 
results. If the repeated EBV antibody tests remain posi-
tive, then a retest in 1 year should be recommended. In 
contrast, the screening interval may be prolonged in neg-
ative cases.

These frequent seroconversions of EBV antibod-
ies may arise from environmental inducers that change 
throughout an individual’s lifetime. The virus is typically 
restricted to resting memory B cells by the host immune 
system; however, it may be periodically reactivated. Fol-
lowing EBV reactivation, it switches from a latent phase 
to a lytic phase with concomitant expression of viral 

antigens. The host immune system produces a series of 
antibodies against viral antigens, especially IgA antibod-
ies against lytic phase antigens, including VCA-IgA and 
EA-IgA. The living environment may frequently change. 
When these inducers are eliminated, the virus may return 
to the latent state in memory B cells, and the serum anti-
body levels gradually decrease, which results in serocon-
version to a negative status.

We determined that the seroconversion rate of EA-IgA 
from positive to negative was significantly higher than 
that of VCA-IgA in the first 5-year period (100.0% vs. 
85.2%, P =  0.001). In contrast, the seroconversion rate 
of EA-IgA from negative to positive was lower than that 
of VCA-IgA (19.6% vs. 100.0%, P < 0.001). A high-spec-
ificity screening marker must yield a low false-positive 
rate throughout the screening course for the non-disease 
population. Our previous study [13] and other studies 
[16, 21] have reported that the baseline EA-IgA-positive 
status is lower than the VCA-IgA-positive status in the 
non-NPC population. Furthermore, VCA-IgA exhibited 
a higher two-way seroconversion rate (from negative to 
positive and from positive to negative) in the non-NPC 
population, whereas the EA-IgA conversion was only 
one-way (from positive to negative). This pattern results 
in a higher false-positive rate for VCA-IgA and a higher 
specificity for EA-IgA during follow-up. Thus, EA-IgA 
may be more specific for NPC screening than VCA-IgA.

This study had several limitations. First, the study was 
conducted in Sihui County, China, which has a high 
NPC incidence worldwide. Therefore, the results may 
not be translated to other populations in medium- or 
low-incidence areas. However, NPC screening is more 
likely to succeed if conducted in a high-risk population; 
thus, these findings are useful for developing screen-
ing strategies for this population. Second, the partici-
pants recruited for NPC screening may not represent 
the general population. For example, screening partici-
pants may be healthier or more health-conscious than 
the general population. However, no report to date has 
demonstrated that the serum EBV antibody status in the 
non-NPC population is affected by compliance for NPC 
screening.

In summary, serum EBV antibody levels in a non-NPC 
population from an endemic area were increased in 

(See figure on previous page.) 
Fig. 3 Kaplan–Meier estimates of the cumulative probability of seroconversion for the non‑NPC participants with different baseline serum statuses 
of VCA‑IgA and EA‑IgA in the first 5‑year follow‑up. a Cumulative probability of seroconversion from positive to negative for VCA‑IgA differed from 
that for EA‑IgA. b Cumulative probability of seroconversion from negative to positive for VCA‑IgA was higher than that for EA‑IgA. c Cumulative 
probabilities of seroconversion from positive to negative for VCA‑IgA were similar between males and females. d Cumulative probability of sero‑
conversion from negative to positive for VCA‑IgA in males resembled the probability in females. e Cumulative probabilities of seroconversion from 
positive to negative for EA‑IgA did not differ between males and females. f Cumulative probabilities of seroconversion from negative to positive for 
EA‑IgA did not differ between males and females
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males and older participants. Thus, an age- and sex-spe-
cific cutoff for the anti-EBV antibody level should be con-
sidered for NPC screening. Repeated testing indicated 
that EBV seroconversions were common in the non-NPC 
population. This finding may contribute to the design of 
more efficient NPC screening strategies with a rational 
adjustment of rest-retest intervals.

Authors’ contributions
MHH and SMC contributed to study conception and design; JLD, SHC, QHH, 
SHX, YFY, RG, JG, MJY, QL, MHH, and SMC contributed to acquisition of data, 
or analysis and interpretation of data; JLD, SHC, MHH, and SMC contributed to 
drafting or revision of the article for important intellectual content. All authors 
read and approved the final manuscript.

Author details
1 State Key Laboratory of Oncology in South China, Collaborative Innovation 
Center for Cancer Medicine, Sun Yat‑sen University Cancer Center, Guang‑
zhou 510060, Guangdong, P. R. China. 2 Department of Cancer Prevention 
Research, Sun Yat‑sen University Cancer Center, Guangzhou 510060, Guang‑
dong, P. R. China. 3 School of Public Health, Sun Yat‑sen University, Guang‑
zhou 510080, Guangdong, P. R. China. 4 School of Public Health, Guangdong 
Medical University, Dongguan 523808, Guangdong, P. R. China. 5 Sihui Cancer 
Institute, Sihui 526200, Guangdong, P. R. China. 6 Department of Clinical Trial 
Center, Sun Yat‑sen University Cancer Center, Guangzhou 510060, Guang‑
dong, P. R. China. 

Acknowledgements
This work was supported by Grants from the National High Technology 
Research and Development Program of China (No. 2012AA02A501), the 
Special Fund for Public Health Trade (No. 201202014), National Natural Science 
Foundation of China (No. 81373068), and the 5010 Clinical Trail Study of Sun 
Yat‑sen University (No. 2013012). We acknowledge the study participants for 
their contributions to making this study possible. We are also grateful to the 
staff at the Sihui Cancer Institute for their efforts in data linkage and follow‑up.

Competing interests
The authors declare that they have no competing interests.

Received: 12 September 2015   Accepted: 7 March 2016

References
 1. Yu MC, Yuan JM. Epidemiology of nasopharyngeal carcinoma. Semin 

Cancer Biol. 2002;12(6):421–9.
 2. Cao SM, Simons MJ, Qian CN. The prevalence and prevention of naso‑

pharyngeal carcinoma in China. Chin J Cancer. 2011;30(2):114–9.
 3. Tang LL, Chen WQ, Xue WQ, He YQ, Zheng RS, Zeng YX, et al. Global 

trends in incidence and mortality of nasopharyngeal carcinoma. Cancer 
Lett. 2016;374(1):22–30.

 4. Tsang CM, Deng W, Yip YL, Zeng MS, Lo KW, Tsao SW. Epstein–Barr virus 
infection and persistence in nasopharyngeal epithelial cells. Chin J Can‑
cer. 2014;33(11):549–55.

 5. Xu FH, Xiong D, Xu YF, Cao SM, Xue WQ, Qin HD, et al. An epidemiological 
and molecular study of the relationship between smoking, risk of naso‑
pharyngeal carcinoma, and Epstein–Barr virus activation. J Natl Cancer 
Inst. 2012;104(18):1396–410.

 6. Luo J, Chia KS, Chia SE, Reilly M, Tan CS, Ye W. Secular trends of naso‑
pharyngeal carcinoma incidence in Singapore, Hong Kong and Los Ange‑
les Chinese populations, 1973–1997. Eur J Epidemiol. 2007;22(8):513–21.

 7. Wei WI, Sham JS. Nasopharyngeal carcinoma. Lancet. 
2005;365(9476):2041–54.

 8. Hirayama T, Ito Y. A new view of the etiology of nasopharyngeal carci‑
noma. Prev Med. 1981;10(5):614–22.

 9. Pathmanathan R, Prasad U, Chandrika G, Sadler R, Flynn K, Raab‑Traub 
N. Undifferentiated, nonkeratinizing, and squamous cell carcinoma of 
the nasopharynx. Variants of Epstein–Barr virus‑infected neoplasia. Am J 
Pathol. 1995;146(6):1355–67.

 10. Shao YM, Poirier S, Ohshima H, Malaveille C, Zeng Y, de The G, et al. 
Epstein–Barr virus activation in Raji cells by extracts of preserved food 
from high risk areas for nasopharyngeal carcinoma. Carcinogenesis. 
1988;9(8):1455–7.

 11. Zeng Y, Zhong JM, Ye SQ, Ni ZY, Miao XQ, Mo YK, et al. Screening of 
Epstein–Barr virus early antigen expression inducers from Chinese 
medicinal herbs and plants. Biomed Environ Sci. 1994;7(1):50–5.

 12. Lung ML, Cheung AK, Ko JM, Lung HL, Cheng Y, Dai W. The interplay of 
host genetic factors and Epstein–Barr virus in the development of naso‑
pharyngeal carcinoma. Chin J Cancer. 2014;33(11):556–68.

 13. Liu Y, Huang Q, Liu W, Liu Q, Jia W, Chang E, et al. Establishment of VCA 
and EBNA1 IgA‑based combination by enzyme‑linked immunosorbent 
assay as preferred screening method for nasopharyngeal carcinoma: 
a two‑stage design with a preliminary performance study and a mass 
screening in southern China. Int J Cancer. 2012;131(2):406–16.

 14. Ji MF, Wang DK, Yu YL, Guo YQ, Liang JS, Cheng WM, et al. Sustained 
elevation of Epstein–Barr virus antibody levels preceding clinical onset of 
nasopharyngeal carcinoma. Br J Cancer. 2007;96(4):623–30.

 15. Zeng Y, Zhang LG, Li HY, Jan MG, Zhang Q, Wu YC, et al. Serological mass 
survey for early detection of nasopharyngeal carcinoma in Wuzhou City, 
China. Int J Cancer. 1982;29(2):139–41.

 16. Chan KC. Plasma Epstein–Barr virus DNA as a biomarker for nasopharyn‑
geal carcinoma. Chin J Cancer. 2014;33(12):598–603.

 17. Cao SM, Liu Z, Jia WH, Huang QH, Liu Q, Guo X, et al. Fluctuations of 
Epstein–Barr virus serological antibodies and risk for nasopharyngeal 
carcinoma: a prospective screening study with a 20‑year follow‑up. PLoS 
One. 2011;6(4):e19100.

 18. Zeng Y, Zhong JM, Li LY, Wang PZ, Tang H, Ma YR, et al. Follow‑up studies 
on Epstein–Barr virus IgA/VCA antibody‑positive persons in Zangwu 
County, China. Intervirology. 1983;20(4):190–4.

 19. Tang JW, Rohwader E, Chu IM, Tsang RK, Steinhagen K, Yeung AC, 
et al. Evaluation of Epstein–Barr virus antigen‑based immunoassays 
for serological diagnosis of nasopharyngeal carcinoma. J Clin Virol. 
2007;40(4):284–8.

 20. Chien YC, Chen JY, Liu MY, Yang HI, Hsu MM, Chen CJ, et al. Serologic 
markers of Epstein–Barr virus infection and nasopharyngeal carcinoma in 
Taiwanese men. N Engl J Med. 2001;345(26):1877–82.

 21. Young LS, Dawson CW. Epstein–Barr virus and nasopharyngeal carci‑
noma. Chin J Cancer. 2014;33(12):581–90.

 22. Yi Z, Yuxi L, Chunren L, Sanwen C, Jihneng W, Jisong Z, et al. Application 
of an immunoenzymatic method and an immunoautoradiographic 
method for a mass survey of nasopharyngeal carcinoma. Intervirology. 
1980;13(3):162–8.


	Subtype distribution and long-term titer fluctuation patterns of serum anti-Epstein–Barr virus antibodies in a non-nasopharyngeal carcinoma population from an endemic area in South China: a cohort study
	Abstract 
	Background: 
	Methods: 
	Results: 
	Conclusions: 

	Background
	Methods
	Study population
	Serological analysis
	Statistical analysis

	Results
	Distribution of EBV antibodies in non-NPC participants
	Titer fluctuation patterns of EBV antibodies in the non-NPC population

	Discussion
	Authors’ contributions
	References




