
What is Barrett’s esophagus (BE)?
BE is a condition created by gastroesophageal reflux disease (GERD). As stomach acid moves up into 
your esophagus (“food tube”), it can cause the cells in its inner lining to change. The changes cause 
your esophagus cells to look like cells from your intestines (gut). These changes are not normal and 
could lead to esophageal cancer.

Who gets BE?
Anyone can get BE, but it occurs more often in men and people who are white, older, obese, 
smokers, and people with a family history of BE or esophageal cancer.

How is BE diagnosed?
You will need to visit a gastroenterologist (GI). GI doctors specialize in treating GERD, BE, and related 
diseases. The GI doctor will give you a physical exam and to confirm BE, the GI doctor will need to 
perform an upper endoscopy. You receive medicine (a sedative) to make you go to sleep. Then, your 
doctor will use a lighted tube (a “scope”) to look inside your esophagus. Your doctor will take a few 
cell samples (called a “biopsy”) and send them to a pathologist to confirm your diagnosis.

How is BE treated?
Your GI doctor will want to help your esophagus heal as quickly as possible and will talk with you 
about any additional lifestyle changes you may need to make, any medications you will need to 
take, and how often you will need an endoscopy to check progress. If you have precancerous cells 
in your biopsy, besides endoscopy, your GI doctor may discuss surgery or cryoablation options. 

What is esophageal cancer? 
If BE is not treated, it may turn into esophageal cancer. Esophageal cancer is a disease that affects 
your esophagus (“food tube”) when its cells mutate, grow, and divide in an uncontrolled way. Those 
cells can come together, forming a tumor in your esophagus. If the tumor continues to grow it can 
spread to other parts of your body. In addition to BE, other risk factors include family history, being 
male, being older, obesity, smoking, alcohol use, diet, GERD, low rates of physical activity, achalasia, 
tylosis, Plummer-Vinson syndrome, esophageal injury, or human papilloma virus (HPV) infection.

There are two types of esophageal cancer called squamous cell carcinoma and adenocarcinoma. 
Signs and symptoms of esophageal cancer may include unexplained weight loss, pain or difficulty 
swallowing, chest pain or heartburn, hoarse voice, a cough that will not go away, feelings of 
indigestion, or a lump under your skin. 
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