
Søknadsinformasjon

Utlysning Nordic Cancer Union Research Grant, 2014

Søknad Exploring immune cell properties of cancer cells as an early sign of metastasis in Swedish and
Finnish breast cancer patients

Søknadsid 155417

Innsendt av Jonas Fuxe

Oppgave: Progress report

Tilordnet Jonas Fuxe

Status Arkivert

Opprettet 04.02.2016

RAPPORT

Briefly describe the project in a language understandable to non-scientists

Metastatic spread of cancer cells to vital organs is the major cause of death in breast cancer and many other forms of cancer. A
clinical problem is that it is difficult to predict which patients that eventually may be at risk of developing metastatic disease.
Few tools exist to detect early signs of metastasis. Inflammation is linked to cancer progression into metastatic disease, but the
mechanisms are not fully understood. Others and we have found that certain inflammatory factors, such as TGF-beta, may
switch on a developmental program in cancer cells. This program is termed epithelial-mesenchymal transition (EMT), and
promotes the invasive and metastatic properties of breast cancer cells. Based on this, we initiated a research program, which
was funded by the Nordic Cancer Union, to explore the properties of EMT cells as novel markers of early invasion metastasis in
breast cancer.

Summarize the major findings of the project

1. Gene profiling experiments lead to the identification of a cluster of genes, which were induced in tumor cells induced to
undergo EMT by TGF-beta, and are normally expressed in monocyte-derived macrophages, mast cells, and myeloid dendritic
cells, but less in other types of immune cells. Further studies revealed that this monocyte/macrophage gene cluster was
enriched in human breast cancer cell lines displaying a Basal B profile, and in human breast tumors with undifferentiated
(ER-/PR-) characteristics. The results identify a monocyte/macrophage gene cluster, which may play a role in breast cancer cell
dissemination and metastasis.

2. We found that tumor cells undergoing EMT in response to TGF-beta become activated for targeted migration through the
lymphatic system, similar to dendritic cells (DCs) during inflammation. Such cells preferentially migrated toward lymphatic
vessels compared with blood vessels, both in vivo and in 3D cultures. A mechanism of this targeted migration was traced to the
capacity of TGF-1 to promote CCR7/CCL21-mediated crosstalk between tumor cells and lymphatic endothelial cells. On one
hand, TGF-1 promoted CCR7 expression in EMT cells through p38 MAP kinase-mediated activation of the JunB transcription
factor. Blockade of CCR7, or treatment with a p38 MAP kinase inhibitor, reduced lymphatic dissemination of EMT cells in
syngeneic mice. On the other hand, TGF-1 promoted CCL21 expression in lymphatic endothelial cells. CCL21 acted in a
paracrine fashion to mediate chemotactic migration of EMT cells toward lymphatic endothelial cells. The results identify
TGF-1-induced EMT as a mechanism, which activates tumor cells for targeted, DC-like migration through the lymphatic system.
Furthermore, it suggests that p38 MAP kinase inhibition may be a useful strategy to inhibit EMT and lymphogenic spread of
tumor cells.

3. Recent unpublished results indicate that some of the identified EMT regulated genes might be prognostic markers for
survival in breast cancer patients. Ongoing studies aim to identify the most promising candidates and study their expression by
immunostaining of tumor specimens from surgical samples of breast cancer.



Describe how the project has increased our knowledge of the prevention, cause and/or cure for cancer

Others and we have found that EMT, which is a latent developmental process, can be re-activated in tumors and provide
cancer cells with migratory and pro-metastatic properties. Thus, signs of EMT activation in tumors may represent an early sign
of metastasis. However, present markers of EMT do not distinguish between cancer cells that have undergone EMT and
stromal cells, such as fibroblasts. Thus, there is a need to identify novel markers that could be used to detect EMT cells in
primary tumors and in the circulation of patients with breast cancer. 

The studies outlined in this program have provided novel insights into the properties of breast cancer cells undergoing EMT in
response to TGF-beta. The results identified a monocyte/macrophage gene cluster, which may play a role in breast cancer cell
dissemination and metastasis. The results also identified TGF-1-induced EMT as a mechanism, which activates tumor cells for
targeted, DC-like migration through the lymphatic system. Furthermore, it suggests that p38 MAP kinase inhibition may be a
useful strategy to inhibit EMT and lymphogenic spread of tumor cells. Ongoing studies are expected to result in the
identification of novel markers of cancer metastasis.

Outline how Nordic cooperation has added value to this project

The funding of this research program by the Nordic Cancer Union has been tremendously important for its progress. It allowed
us to explore our initial results and aim for a more comprehensive analysis of the possibility to use EMT markers to detect
pro-metastatic cancer cells in breast cancer tissues. We are currently trying to screen our novel EMT markers for their
expression in various forms of human breast cancer. The goal is to identify a small set of genes/proteins that can be used as
novel markers of metastatic behavior. We look forward to future collaborations with the Nordic Cancer Union.
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