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S100A4 released from highly bone-metastatic breast cancer
cells plays a critical role in osteolysis
Haemin Kim1, Bongjun Kim1, Sang Il Kim2,3,4, Hyung Joon Kim5, Brian Y. Ryu6, Junho Chung2,3,7, Zang Hee Lee1 and Hong-Hee Kim1

Bone destruction induced by breast cancer metastasis causes severe complications, including death, in breast cancer patients.
Communication between cancer cells and skeletal cells in metastatic bone microenvironments is a principal element that drives
tumor progression and osteolysis. Tumor-derived factors play fundamental roles in this form of communication. To identify soluble
factors released from cancer cells in bone metastasis, we established a highly bone-metastatic subline of MDA-MB-231 breast
cancer cells. This subline (mtMDA) showed a markedly elevated ability to secrete S100A4 protein, which directly stimulated
osteoclast formation via surface receptor RAGE. Recombinant S100A4 stimulated osteoclastogenesis in vitro and bone loss in vivo.
Conditioned medium from mtMDA cells in which S100A4 was knocked down had a reduced ability to stimulate osteoclasts.
Furthermore, the S100A4 knockdown cells elicited less bone destruction in mice than the control knockdown cells. In addition,
administration of an anti-S100A4 monoclonal antibody (mAb) that we developed attenuated the stimulation of osteoclastogenesis
and bone loss by mtMDA in mice. Taken together, our results suggest that S100A4 released from breast cancer cells is an important
player in the osteolysis caused by breast cancer bone metastasis.
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INTRODUCTION
Bone metastasis affects >80% of patients with breast cancer at
advanced stages of the disease and causes severe pain, fracture,
hypercalcemia, and nerve compression, leading to increased
morbidity and mortality.1,2 Most bone metastases of breast
cancer are catabolic to the skeleton. The osteolytic nature of
breast cancer bone metastasis is attributed to a vicious cycle
between the tumor cells and the local bone environment.1,2 In
this process, tumor cells that have metastasized to bone secrete
factors such as parathyroid hormone-related peptide (PTHrP)
and interleukin 8 to stimulate osteoclast formation either directly
or indirectly via induction of receptor activator of nuclear factor
(NF)-κB ligand (RANKL; the osteoclast differentiation factor) in
osteoblasts.3 The consequent increase in bone resorption leads
to the release of latent matrix-associated growth factors that
enhance tumor growth. Among the released factors, transform-
ing growth factor (TGF)-β plays a crucial role in the vicious cycle
by upregulating PTHrP expression in tumor cells.4 In addition to
their central role in the vicious cycle of bone destruction,
osteoclasts have been proposed in recent studies to reactivate
tumor cells from a dormant state, established after colonization
in the bone microenvironment, to a proliferating state.5,6

Therefore, given our current understanding of the microenvir-
onment, molecules that mediate communication between
osteoclasts and tumor cells are attractive therapeutic targets
for bone-metastatic cancers.

S100A4, a calcium-binding S100 family protein, has been
characterized as an important regulator of cancer progression
and metastasis.7,8 S100A4 has been shown to modulate the
proliferation, apoptosis, motility, and invasiveness of various types
of tumor cells. Several distinct mechanisms have been implicated
in the molecular function of S100A4. For the cytoskeletal
modulations required for cell motility, adhesion, and invasion,
S100A4 interacts with non-muscle myosin II, liprin, and ezrin in the
cytoplasm.9–11 To regulate apoptosis, S100A4 interacts with and
suppresses the DNA-binding activity of the tumor-suppressor
protein p53.12 In addition to these intracellular mechanisms,
extracellular actions of S100A4 include the stimulation of neurite
outgrowth, angiogenesis, matrix metalloproteinase (MMP) activity,
and migration of astrocytic tumor cells.13–16 Although both
intracellular and extracellular functions of S100A4 have been
shown to be associated with tumor progression and metastasis,
the precise mechanism of action of S100A4 remains elusive. In
addition, the role of S100A4 in bone metastasis of breast cancers
has not yet been reported.
In this study, we found that a highly bone-metastatic subline of

MDA-MB-231 breast cancer cells released more S100A4 than the
parental cells and had a greater stimulatory effect on osteoclas-
togenesis. The effect of S100A4 on osteoclasts was mediated by
the cell surface receptor RAGE (receptor for advanced glycation
end products). Furthermore, we provide in vivo evidence for the
role of tumor-derived S100A4 in bone destruction and osteoclast
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formation by examining the effects of silencing the S100A4 gene
and of a S100A4-blocking antibody (Ab) in a mouse xenograft
model of breast cancer bone metastasis.

RESULTS
Bone-metastatic breast cancer cells stimulate osteoclastogenesis
in RANKL-dependent and RANKL-independent manners
To obtain breast cancer cells with a high potency to metastasize to
bone, we utilized a previously reported in vivo selection method.17

MDA-MB-231 (MDA) cells were injected into the left ventricle of
immune-deficient Balb-c/nu mice. After 8 weeks, the tibiae and
femurs were flushed, and the collected cells were cultured for
2 months to remove mortal mouse cells while selecting immortal
cancer cells. These cells were then reinjected in the mice for
another round of the selection process. The cancer cells after the
second round were named mtMDA (highly bone-metastatic MDA).
Flow cytometry with anti-human β2-microglobulin showed that
the mtMDA cells were human and homogeneous (Fig. 1a),
demonstrating that these cells were a subline of the MDA cells.

Interestingly, microcomputed tomographic (μCT) analyses
revealed more severe bone destruction in mice during the second
round of selection than during the first round (Fig. 1b). Because
this bone phenotype indicated that the mtMDA cells might be
more osteolytic than the MDA cells, we compared the effects of
the two cell types on osteoclastogenesis of mouse primary cells.
Conditioned media (CM) prepared from mtMDA and MDA cells
were added to pre-osteoclasts generated by priming bone
marrow-derived macrophages (BMMs) with RANKL. The CM from
mtMDA cells increased the number of mature tartrate-resistant
acid phosphatase-positive (TRAP+) multinucleated cells (osteo-
clasts) and the osteoclast surface area compared with the CM from
MDA cells (Fig. 1c). Since RANKL is an essential factor for
osteoclastogenesis, we next tested whether osteoprotegerin
(OPG), a decoy receptor of RANKL, could block the effect of the
cancer cell CM. Surprisingly, OPG reduced osteoclast numbers by
only 27.7% ± 5.14% in the culture with mtMDA CM and 49.3% ±
14.10% in the culture with MDA CM (Fig. 1d), indicating that
RANKL was not the sole factor responsible for the stimulatory
effect of these cancer cells on osteoclastogenesis.
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Fig. 1 Bone-metastatic breast cancer cells induce osteolysis and stimulate osteoclastogenesis. a Flow cytometry with anti-human β2-
microglobulin antibody verified mtMDA as human cells. Neg. Cont. mouse bone marrow cells, Pos. Cont. HEK-293 cells. b Microcomputed
tomographic images of femurs showed more osteolysis after the second-round injection than the first-round injection. c More mature
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group (right). ***P < 0.001 by unpaired two-tailed Student’s t test. d Addition of osteoprotegerin (100 ng·mL–1) partially inhibited the
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S100A4 is upregulated in bone-metastatic breast cancer cells
To identify molecules associated with breast cancer bone
metastasis, we analyzed the gene expression profiles of the
bone-metastatic MDA and the nonmetastatic MCF7 breast cancer
cell lines (Supplementary Fig. 1). Among the genes that were
highly differentially expressed, the signal for S100A4 was 134.68-
fold higher in the MDA than in the MCF7 cell line (Fig. 2a).
Furthermore, a search of NCBI GEO microarray data sets of tumor
samples from 65 breast cancer patients (GSE 14020) revealed a
significantly higher expression of S100A4 in bone-metastasized
tumors than in tumors metastasized to other organs (Fig. 2b).
Using quantitative real-time PCR analyses, we confirmed a
markedly higher level of S100A4 mRNA in the MDA cell line than
in the MCF7 cell line. The S100A4 mRNA level was even higher in
the mtMDA cells (Fig. 2c). A similar pattern was detected in
intracellular S100A4 protein levels (Fig. 2d). We next examined
S100A4 secretion by an enzyme-linked immunosorbent assay
(ELISA) specific for human S100A4 protein with CM from cancer
cells. The S100A4 concentration was 3.33-fold higher in mtMDA

CM than in MDA CM, and MCF7 CM contained a negligible amount
of S100A4 (Fig. 2e). Next, we explored the relationship between
S100A4 levels in these cancer cells and the osteoclastogenic
effects of cancer cell CM. As shown in Fig. 2f, MDA CM and mtMDA
CM increased osteoclast formation by 2.9- and 6.2-fold, respec-
tively, compared with MCF7 CM (Fig. 2f). Collectively, these results
indicated that bone-metastasized breast cancer cells have high
levels of S100A4 gene expression and protein secretion and that
S100A4 secretion may be associated with cancer-induced
osteoclastogenesis.

S100A4 mediates bone-metastatic cancer-induced
osteoclastogenesis
Next, we investigated whether S100A4 was responsible for the
stimulation of osteoclastogenesis by bone-metastatic breast
cancer cells. To this end, we knocked down S100A4 in mtMDA
cells by lentiviral transduction of shRNA. A successful reduction
in S100A4 expression at both the mRNA and protein levels was
verified by real-time PCR analyses and western blotting of
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whole-cell lysates (Supplementary Fig. 2). Western blot and
ELISA analyses of culture supernatants showed an effective
decrease in S100A4 secretion from the knockdown cells (Fig. 3a).
We then tested the effect of CM from these cells on
osteoclastogenesis. The CM from control knockdown cells
(mtMDA-Csh) increased osteoclastogenesis as did mtMDA CM,
while the CM from S100A4 knockdown cells (mtMDA-S100A4sh)
had only a weak effect (Fig. 3b). Consistently, lower bone-
resorbing activity was observed in mtMDA-S100A4sh-CM-treated
cultures than in mtMDA-Csh-CM-treated cultures (Fig. 3c). A
direct coculture of cancer cells and pre-osteoclasts also showed
reduced osteoclast formation by S100A4 knockdown in mtMDA
cells (Supplementary Fig. 3).
To more directly assess the effect of S100A4 on osteoclasto-

genesis, we next added mouse recombinant S100A4 protein
(rS100A4) to osteoclast cultures. S100A4 increased the formation

of TRAP+ multinucleated cells (Fig. 4a). Consistently, the mRNA
expression of osteoclast differentiation marker genes such as
MMP2/9, Acp5 (TRAP), cathepsin K (CtsK), DC-stamp, and
Atp6v0d2 was significantly increased by S100A4 (Fig. 4b). The
mRNA and protein levels of c-Fos and NFATc1, key transcription
factors for osteoclastogenesis, were also increased (Fig. 4b, c). In
addition, direct administration of rS100A4 protein onto mouse
calvariae elicited calvarial bone lysis (Fig. 4d) and increased the
percentage of osteoclast surface per bone surface (Oc.S/BS; Fig.
4e). To gain further evidence for the involvement of S100A4 in
mtMDA CM-induced osteoclastogenesis, we utilized a commer-
cial S100A4 blocking Ab. The addition of the S100A4 Ab to the
mtMDA CM-treated culture strongly reduced osteoclast forma-
tion (Fig. 4f). Taken together, these data suggest that
S100A4 secreted from mtMDA stimulates the generation of
functional osteoclasts.
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S100A4 enhances osteoclastogenesis by stimulating canonical NF-
κB via RAGE
The S100 family of proteins has been shown to bind to the RAGE
and Toll-like receptor 4 (TLR4) receptors to mediate tumor growth
and survival.18,19 The cell surface protein CD44 has also been
implicated in S100A4-induced cytoskeletal changes in mela-
noma.20 Therefore, we explored whether S100A4 utilizes one of
these surface receptors for osteoclastogenesis. Osteoclast forma-
tion from pre-osteoclasts with reduced levels of RAGE, CD44, or
TLR4 was compared with that from control cells after culturing in
the presence of rS100A4. When a substantial reduction in RAGE
expression was achieved by transfecting small interfering RNA
oligonucleotides (Supplementary Fig. 4a, b), osteoclast formation
was significantly decreased (Fig. 5a). In contrast, CD44 knockdown
(Supplementary Fig. 5a, b) and TLR4 knockout (Supplementary Fig.
5c, d) did not have significant effects. Consistently, S100A4
induction of osteoclast marker gene expression was reduced by
RAGE knockdown (Supplementary Fig. 4c). In addition, RAGE
knockdown led to decreased levels of osteoclast formation and
bone resorption in mtMDA CM-treated cultures (Fig. 5b and
Supplementary Fig. 6). Similarly, mtMDA-Csh-CM-induced osteo-
clastogenesis was reduced by RAGE knockdown (Fig. 5c). In

contrast, osteoclastogenesis with mtMDA-S100A4sh CM was not
significantly different between the RAGE knockdown and control
knockdown groups (Fig. 5c). In line with these results, the
induction of c-Fos and NFATc1 by mtMDA CM or rS100A4 was
attenuated by RAGE knockdown (Fig. 5d).
To gain further insights into the mechanism involved in the

stimulation of osteoclastogenesis by S100A4 from mtMDA, we
next examined the intracellular signaling pathways reported to
be activated during osteoclast differentiation. Recombinant
S100A4 stimulated the phosphorylation of mitogen-activated
protein kinases, IκB, and p65 NF-κB in pre-osteoclasts (Supple-
mentary Fig. 7). While the phosphorylation of ERK and IκB
stimulated by S100A4 was not affected by RAGE knockdown, the
phosphorylation of p65 was clearly diminished by RAGE knock-
down (Fig. 6a). In addition, the S100A4-dependent increase in
p65 in nuclear fractions was inhibited in RAGE knockdown cells
(Fig. 6b). Confocal microscopy also showed that S100A4
increased the percentage of cells with nuclear p65 (Fig. 6c).
Furthermore, S100A4 stimulated the transcriptional activity of
canonical NF-κB p65 and, to a lesser extent, p50 (Fig. 6d). The
noncanonical NF-κB, RelB, and p52 were not activated by
S100A4 (Supplementary Fig. 8). RAGE knockdown negated the
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effect of S100A4 on p65 NF-κB activity (Fig. 6e). Collectively,
these results demonstrated that RAGE plays a pivotal role in
S100A4 secretion from mtMDA to enhance osteoclastogenesis
by stimulating p65 NF-κB.

S100A4 is responsible for bone loss caused by metastatic breast
cancer cells
The elevated secretion of S100A4 from bone-metastatic mtMDA
cells (Fig. 2) and the stimulation of osteoclastogenesis by S100A4
(Fig. 4) led us to next investigate the in vivo relevance of S100A4
in the bone destruction induced by bone-metastasized cancers.
We performed radiographic and histologic analyses of femurs
from female nude mice that had received intracardiac injection of
mtMDA-Csh or mtMDA-S100A4sh cells. μCT scans showed that the
bone mass was decreased by injection of cancer cells and that the
extent of bone mass reduction was much weaker in mtMDA-
S100A4sh-injected mice than in mtMDA-Csh-injected mice (Fig.
7a). Quantitative analyses of trabecular bone revealed significantly
higher bone volume per tissue volume (BV/TV), trabecular
thickness (Tb.Th), and trabecular number (Tb.N) in mtMDA-
S100A4sh-injected mice than in mtMDA-Csh-injected mice (Fig.
7b). Trabecular separation (Tb.Sp) was significantly lower in
mtMDA-S100A4sh-injected mice than in mtMDA-Csh-injected
mice. Hematoxylin and eosin (H&E) staining of decalcified bone
tissue sections showed that the metastatic incidence of tumors
was much higher in mtMDA-Csh-injected mice than in mtMDA-
S100A4sh-injected mice (Fig. 7c, d). In TRAP staining, the number
of osteoclasts per bone perimeter (N.Oc/B.Pm) was significantly
higher in mtMDA-Csh-injected mice than in mtMDA-S100A4sh-
injected mice (Fig. 7c, e). Consistently, serum CTX-I levels were
lower in mtMDA-S100A4sh-injected mice than in mtMDA-Csh-
injected mice (Fig. 7f).
As the histological analysis of femurs from mice that received

intracardiac injection of mtMDA-S100A4sh revealed hardly any

tumor mass in bones (Fig. 7d), we next sought to more directly
assess the in vivo effect of S100A4 from mtMDA cells on
osteoclasts. To this end, we directly injected mtMDA-Csh or
mtMDA-S100A4sh cells into the tibia of female nude mice. Tumor
cell-induced bone destruction was significantly higher in mtMDA-
Csh-injected mice than in mtMDA-S100A4sh-injected mice (Fig.
8a, b). The tumor area was much higher in mtMDA-Csh-injected
mice than in mtMDA-S100A4sh-injected mice (Fig. 8c, d). In
addition, a higher number of osteoclasts was detected in mtMDA-
Csh-injected tibia than in mtMDA-S100A4sh-injected tibia (Fig. 8e,
f). Taken together, these data suggest that S100A4 released by
bone metastatic MDA cells plays critical roles in stimulating
osteolysis and increasing tumor burden in the bone marrow.

S100A4 blockade ameliorates bone destruction by breast cancer
metastasis
We next investigated whether systemic administration of a
S100A4-blocking antibody would have beneficial effects on bone
metastasis of mtMDA cells. To this end, we raised a monoclonal Ab
(mAb) against human S100A4 using phage display technology.
One of the mAb clones (4A) effectively reduced in vitro osteoclast
differentiation in the culture with mtMDA CM (Supplementary Fig.
9). The 4A mAb or a negative control mAb was intraperitoneally
administered to nude mice that had also received intracardiac
injection of mtMDA. Tibiae of 4A-treated mice showed signifi-
cantly higher BV/TV and Tb.N values in μCT analysis than those of
the controls (Fig. 9a, b). In the analyses of stained sections, the
metastatic incidence of mtMDA was completely blocked by 4A
(Fig. 9c, d). N.OC/B.Pm was lower in TRAP-stained sections from
4A-treated mice than in those from control Ab-treated mice (Fig.
9c, e). In addition, serum CTX-I levels were lower in 4A-treated
mice than in control mice (Fig. 9f). These results indicate that
blocking S100A4 was effective in suppressing skeletal destruction
by bone metastasis of breast cancer cells.
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DISCUSSION
In this study, we found that S100A4 is secreted from bone-
metastatic breast cancer cells. This secretion seems to be
responsible for the stimulation of osteoclastogenesis by mtMDA
because adding neutralizing Ab to the CM or shRNA-mediated
gene knockdown in cancer cells nullified the stimulatory effect. In
corroboration, treatment with rS100A4 protein increased osteo-
clast formation and bone resorption both in vitro and in vivo.
Furthermore, in vivo injection of mtMDA-S100A4sh cells led to less
osteolysis than injection of mtMDA-Csh. Moreover, a S100A4-
blocking Ab attenuated mtMDA-induced bone loss in vivo.
Therefore, we propose that S100A4 is a major contributor to
osteoclast development and bone destruction associated with
breast cancer bone metastasis.
The communication between breast cancer cells and skeletal

cells in bone metastasis is mediated by multiple components,
including factors released from tumor cells. Among the tumor-
derived factors, PTHrP is the most extensively studied. The role of
PTHrP in bone metastasis is multifaceted; the autocrine action of
PTHrP promotes the proliferation, survival, invasion, and migration

of tumor cells, while the paracrine and endocrine action of PTHrP
modulates bone-metastatic environments.21 The primary mechan-
ism by which PTHrP modulates the bone microenvironment
seems to be indirect stimulation of osteoclastogenesis via
induction of RANKL in osteoblasts and osteocytes.21 This indirect
mode of action appears to be distinct from the direct stimulation
of osteoclastogenesis by S100A4 in our present study. However,
S100A4 may have a dual function: directly acting on pre-
osteoclasts via RAGE and indirectly functioning via RANKL
induction in osteoblasts. In support of this notion, we observed
upregulation of RANKL by S100A4 in mouse calvarial osteoblasts
(data not shown). This type of dual action has also been reported
with interleukin 8, levels of which correlate with increased bone
metastasis.22 In the vicious cycle model of bone metastasis, PTHrP
secretion from tumor cells is further stimulated by bone-latent
factors, such as TGF-β, released upon matrix resorption by
osteoclasts.2,23 Whether S100A4 stimulation of osteoclasts would
lead to further induction of S100A4 in tumor cells, forming
another type of vicious cycle in bone-metastatic environments, is
a question to be resolved.
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Recently, modified views of our understanding of tumor bone
metastasis have added dormancy and reactivation stages prior to
the vicious cycle stage between tumor cells and osteoclasts.5

Because osteoclasts may also have a role in the reactivation
process, it would be intriguing to investigate the role of S100A4 in
the regulation of dormancy induction or reactivation of breast
cancer cells in the bone-metastatic niche. The interplay between
tumor cells and stroma was suggested to enhance
S100A4 secretion, which leads to modulation of the tumor
microenvironment via stimulation of angiogenesis and MMP
activity.24 In addition, infiltration of immune cells, including
macrophages and T cells, is an important factor in the metastatic
niche, and S100A4 was shown to be crucial to the recruitment of

T cells.25–27 In support of the role of S100A4 in modulating the
niche where immune cells participate, a S100A4-neutralizing Ab
was shown to suppress T cell recruitment and premetastatic niche
formation, inhibiting lung metastasis of mouse mammary
carcinoma cells.28 Because macrophages can serve as precursors
of osteoclasts, increased S100A4 levels in the bone-metastatic
niche may recruit osteoclast precursors on one hand and stimulate
osteoclast differentiation, as demonstrated in our study, on the
other hand, in bone metastasis. Tumor-released S100A4 may
stimulate stromal components such as osteoblast-lineage cells to
mediate their interplay with osteoclasts, driving the microenvir-
onment favorable for reactivation and growth of breast cancer
cells in the bone-metastatic niche.
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Fig. 7 S100A4 mediates bone metastasis and osteolysis by mtMDA in vivo. Microcomputed tomographic (μCT) analyses of femurs from BALB/
c-nude mice that received intracardiac injection of phosphate-buffered saline (PBS), mtMDA-Csh cells, or mtMDA-S100A4sh cells. n= 14 from
7 mice for PBS, n= 16 from 8 mice for mtMDA-Csh, and n= 18 from 9 mice for mtMDA-S100A4sh. a Representative three-dimensional-
reconstructed μCT images. Scale bars, 0.7 mm. b Quantitative analyses of μCT data show bone volume per tissue volume (BV/TV), trabecular
thickness (Tb.Th), trabecular number (Tb.N), and trabecular separation (Tb.Sp). *P < 0.05, **P < 0.01, ***P < 0.001 by one-way analysis of
variance (ANOVA) with post hoc Tukey’s test. c Hematoxylin & eosin (H&E)-stained (upper) and tartrate-resistant acid phosphatase (TRAP)-
stained (bottom) images of decalcified femur sections from a. Scale bars, 200 μm. BM bone marrow, T tumor. d Metastatic incidence was
measured with H&E-stained sections. e Number of osteoclasts per bone perimeter (N.Oc/B.pm) was analyzed with TRAP-stained sections. *P <
0.05 by one-way ANOVA with post hoc Tukey’s test. f Serum CTX-I levels were measured by enzyme-linked immunosorbent assay. *P < 0.05,
**P < 0.01 by one-way ANOVA with post hoc Tukey’s test. All data are presented as the mean ± SD
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In addition to promoting tumor growth and dissemination in
various types of murine and human cancers,8 S100A4 was shown
to stimulate invasion and migration by adjusting the extracellular
matrix, cell membrane fluidity, and the cytoskeleton of murine
melanoma cells.29 When we compared cell proliferation, migra-
tion, and invasion between mtMDA and parental MDA cells,
mtMDA cells displayed greater migration and invasion than did
MDA cells with no difference in proliferation (data not shown). In
addition, S100A4 knockdown in mtMDA cells decreased migration
or invasion in vitro (data not shown). These effects on migration
and invasion may be derived from the intracellular function of
S100A4 or the autocrine action of secreted S100A4. Under in vivo
conditions, secreted S100A4 may also influence neighboring cells
and matrix in a paracrine way during the process of dissemination

and establishment in a distant site. Our in vivo model of
intracardiac injection of tumor cells showed that the tumor
burden was decreased in mice that received mtMDA-S100A4sh
compared to mice injected with mtMDA-Csh (Fig. 7). This effect on
bone metastatic incidence may be in part attributed to cell-
intrinsic differences. However, injection of the cancer cells directly
into bone also resulted in a lower cancer mass in mtMDA-
S100A4sh-injected mice than in mtMDA-Csh-injected mice (Fig. 8),
suggesting that cancer-derived S100A4 modulates the bone
microenvironment to support cancer cell growth. The function
of S100A4 in the metastasis of breast cancer is not limited to bone.
S100A4 expression was also increased in breast cancer that
metastasized to lung, brain, and liver (Fig. 2b). Moreover, several
studies have reported that S100A4 regulates breast cancer cell
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Fig. 8 In vivo bone destruction is stimulated by S100A4 from mtMDA in a direct cancer inoculation model. Microcomputed tomographic
(μCT) analyses of tibias from BALB/c-nude mice that received intratibial injection of phosphate-buffered saline (PBS), mtMDA-Csh, or mtMDA-
S100A4sh cells. n= 5 for PBS, n= 6 for mtMDA-Csh, and n= 6 for mtMDA-S100A4sh. a Representative three-dimensional-reconstructed μCT
images of tibias. Scale bars, 0.5 mm. b Quantitative analyses of μCT data show bone volume per tissue volume (BV/TV), trabecular thickness
(Tb.Th), trabecular number (Tb.N), and trabecular separation (Tb.Sp). *P < 0.05, **P < 0.01, by one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) with post
hoc Tukey’s test. n.s. not significant. c Hematoxylin & eosin (H&E)-stained images of decalcified tibia sections from a. Scale bars, 1 mm (upper)
and 200 μm (bottom). BM bone marrow, T tumor. d Tumor areas were measured with H&E-stained sections. ***P < 0.001 by unpaired two-
tailed Student’s t test. e Tartrate-resistant acid phosphatase (TRAP)-stained images of decalcified tibia sections. Scale bars, 200 μm. BM bone
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migration to other organs in animal models. In a study by Wang
et al., knockdown of S100A4 was shown to inhibit lung metastasis
of MDA-MB-231 cells,30 and a study by Liu et al. reported that
recombinant S100A4 promoted migration of 4T1 mouse breast
cancer cells to the lung, liver, and kidney.31 Therefore, S100A4 is
an attractive therapeutic target for the metastasis of breast
cancers to multiple organs, including bone.
S100A4 has been shown to utilize cell surface receptors, including

RAGE, TLR4, CD44, and annexin 2, in diverse cell types.32 In
particular, RAGE has been implicated in the metastasis of several
types of cancers, including lung, brain, and prostate cancer and
osteosarcoma.33–35 Here we demonstrated that RAGE served as the

receptor for S100A4 in stimulating osteoclastogenesis. Intriguingly,
RAGE knockout mice displayed an osteopetrotic phenotype due to
defects in osteoclast maturation and function.36 High-mobility
group box 1 (HMGB1) was suggested as a ligand of RAGE in support
of osteoclastogenesis.37 In addition, the HMGB1–RAGE interaction
has been shown to have significant roles in the metastasis of lung
and brain cancers.33 However, our microarray analysis showed that
HMGB1 expression was lower in MDA cells than in MCF7 cells,
suggesting that HMGB1 is unlikely to contribute to the osteoclas-
togenesis occurring in breast cancer metastasis. In conclusion,
targeting the S100A4–RAGE interaction is a valid approach for
inhibiting the bone destruction caused by breast cancer metastasis.
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Fig. 9 S100A4-blocking antibody (Ab) reduces bone metastasis of breast cancer cells. Microcomputed tomographic (μCT) analyses of tibias
from BALB/c-nude mice that received intraperitoneal injection of control monoclonal Ab (mAb; Con. Ab) or S100A4 mAb (4A) after
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4 A. a Representative three-dimensional-reconstructed μCT images of tibias. Scale bars, 0.5 mm. b Quantitative analyses of μCT data show
bone volume per tissue volume (BV/TV), trabecular thickness (Tb.Th), trabecular number (Tb.N), and trabecular separation (Tb.Sp). *P < 0.05,
**P < 0.01, ***P < 0.001 by one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) with post hoc Tukey’s test. n.s. not significant. c Hematoxylin & eosin (H&E)-
stained images (upper) and tartrate-resistant acid phosphatase (TRAP)-stained images (bottom) of decalcified tibia sections from a. Scale bars,
200 μm. BM bone marrow, T tumor. d Metastatic incidence was measured with H&E-stained sections. e Number of osteoclasts per bone
perimeter (N.Oc/B.pm) was analyzed with TRAP-stained sections. *P < 0.05 by one-way ANOVA with post hoc Tukey’s test. f Serum CTX-I levels
were measured by enzyme-linked immunosorbent assays. *P < 0.05, by one-way ANOVA with post hoc Tukey’s test. All data are presented as
the mean ± SD
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In our previous study, we found that rS100A4 treatment
inhibited the matrix mineralizing activity of osteoblasts via the
NF-κB signaling pathway.38 Consequently, S100A4 from bone
metastases will drive highly catabolic bone metabolism as a result
of impaired osteoblast function and enhanced osteoclast activity.
Owing to the dual action of S100A4 on osteoblasts and
osteoclasts, measures to block S100A4 function, such as the
mAb developed in our study, could lead to effective bone mass
accrual. Thus targeting S100A4 may be ideal in conditions of
severe bone loss such as metastasis-induced osteolysis. In
addition, S100A4 does not seem to play a critical role in normal
physiology. Its expression is restricted in normal adult tissues, and
S100A4 knockout mice displayed no evident abnormalities.39 In
contrast, S100A4 expression is highly upregulated in disease states
such as tissue fibrosis, rheumatoid arthritis, and cancer. These
aspects make S100A4 an attractive molecular target for the
development of therapeutics with minimal adverse effects. To our
knowledge, this study is the first to demonstrate the role of tumor-
derived S100A4 in metastasis-associated osteoclastogenesis and
the first to project the concept of blocking S100A4 as an effective
strategy in the treatment of cancer-induced bone destruction.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
Establishment of the mtMDA cell line
For establishment of a highly bone-metastatic mtMDA cell line,
in vivo selection was performed as previously described.17 MDA-
MB-231 cells (MDA; 1 × 105) in 100 μL phosphate-buffered saline
(PBS) were injected into the left ventricle of 9-week-old female
BALB/c-nude mice using a 1-mL syringe with a 26-G needle.
After 12 weeks, the bone marrow of femurs and tibiae were
flushed, and the collected cells expanded in culture for 8 weeks.
Cultured cells were reinjected into the left ventricle for another
round of selection. Cells were harvested at 8 weeks after
injection and cultured for 8 weeks. Selected cancer cells were
named mtMDA.

Mouse experiments
Animal experiments were performed in compliance with ethical
regulations and approved by the Committees on the Care and
Use of Animals in Research at Seoul National University. Mice
were kept at a specific pathogen-free facility of Seoul National
University. For in vivo rS100A4 injection experiments, 6-week-
old female ICR mice were randomly assigned to vehicle and
S100A4 groups (5 mice per group). Mice were subcutaneously
injected in the calvariae with 10 μg of rS100A4 diluted in PBS
(50 μL/injection) or an equal volume of vehicle diluted in PBS
every other day for 8 days. For mtMDA xenograft model
experiments, 1 × 106 cells in 100 μL PBS were injected into the
left ventricle of 6-week-old female BALB/c-nude mice. Mice were
randomly assigned to the PBS (seven mice), mtMDA-Csh (eight
mice), and mtMDA-S100A4sh (nine mice) groups. After 4 weeks,
femurs from both legs were subjected to μCT or to histology
analysis after decalcification. In intratibial tumor experiments, 6-
week-old female BALB/c-nude mice were randomly assigned to
the PBS (five mice), mtMDA-Csh (six mice), and mtMDA-
S100A4sh (six mice) groups. PBS (5 μL) or mtMDA cells (5 ×
105) were directly injected into the left tibias of mice. Mice were
sacrificed at 3 weeks after mtMDA injection, and the left tibias
were collected for analysis. For in vivo neutralizing Ab
experiments, PBS (5 mice) or mtMDA cells (1 × 106; 12 mice)
were injected into the left ventricle of 6-week-old female BALB/
c-nude mice. Then mtMDA-injected mice were randomly
assigned into the control antibody (anti-human respiratory
syncytial virus Ab, six mice) and anti-S100A4 neutralizing
antibody (4A Ab, six mice) groups. Starting from 1 day before
mtMDA injection, S100A4 neutralizing 4A Ab or the control Ab
(5 mg·kg–1 per injection) was given intraperitoneally twice

weekly. Mice were sacrificed at 4 weeks after mtMDA injection,
and tibias from both legs were analyzed.

CM collection
A total of 1 × 106 cancer cells were seeded onto 60-mm tissue
culture plates with Dulbecco’s modified Eagle’s medium supple-
mented with 10% fetal bovine serum (FBS). The next day, the
medium was changed to alpha-Minimum Essential Medium with
10% FBS and incubated for 24 h. The medium was collected and
centrifuged for 5 min at 1 200 r·min–1. The supernatant (CM) was
stored at −80 °C for future use. A portion (30%) of CM (70% of
fresh medium) was used unless otherwise specifically indicated.

Osteoclast culture
BMMs were prepared by using 5-week-old female ICR mice as
previously described.40 BMMs were committed to the pre-
osteoclast lineage by treating them with RANKL (50 ng·mL–1)
and macrophages colony-stimulating factor (M-CSF; 30 ng·mL–1)
for 36 h–48 h before adding CM from cancer cells. Pre-osteoclasts
were incubated with M-CSF (30 ng·mL–1) and cancer cell CM.
TRAP+ multinucleated mature osteoclasts were usually observed
at 24 h–48 h after treatment with CM. TRAP staining was carried
out with a Leukocyte Acid Phosphatase Kit (Sigma Aldrich). TRAP+

cells with more than three nuclei were counted as osteoclasts by
using an Olympus BX51 microscope equipped with the DP2-BSW
software (version 2.2).

Microcomputed tomography
For the experiment shown in Fig. 1b, femurs were analyzed with a
1 072 Microtomograph (SkyScan). A total of 320–350 tomographic
slices at a 4-μm resolution were acquired. We performed three-
dimensional analyses with the V-Works program (Cybermed). For
the animal experiments except the one shown in Fig. 1b, mouse
calvariae, femurs, and tibias were analyzed with a SkyScan 1
172 scanner (40 kV, 250 μA, 15 μm pixel size for calvariae; 70 kV,
142 μA, 7 μm pixel size for femurs and tibias). Calvarial bone
volumes were assessed by analyzing 5-mm regions between the
occipital and the frontal calvarial bones with the CT-analyzer
program (threshold 95–255, version 1.7, SkyScan). Trabecular bone
volumes of femurs and tibias were assessed by analyzing 0.5-mm
regions below the growth plate (threshold 120–255, version 1.7,
SkyScan). Three-dimensional images were obtained by using the
CT-volume program (version 1.11, SkyScan).

Histology
Paraffin-embedded sections of decalcified bones were prepared
as described previously.41 Calvariae, femurs, and tibias were fixed
with 4% paraformaldehyde overnight and decalcified in 12% EDTA
solution for 4–5 weeks. Decalcified samples were embedded in
paraffin and sliced into 6-μm-thick sections with a Leica
microtome RM2145 (Leica Microsystems). Sliced specimens were
baked for 30 min and soaked in xylene for paraffin removal. After a
series of hydration steps, the sections were subjected to H&E
staining or TRAP staining followed by methyl green counter-
staining. Two to three sections per mouse from equivalent regions
of bones were analyzed for Oc.S/BS by using the Osteomeasure
program (version 2.2.0.3, OsteoMetrics, Inc.).

S100A4 neutralizing mAb generation
A phage display of chicken single-chain variable fragment (scFv)
libraries was constructed as previously described42 after immuni-
zation of leghorn chickens with human rS100A4 protein. Four
rounds of biopanning were performed with magnetic beads
(Dynabeads M-270 epoxy, Invitrogen) coated with human
rS100A4. The scFv-displaying phages were subjected to phage
enzyme immunoassays, as described previously.43 Plasmid DNA
was prepared from selected clones that had binding activity for
human rS100A4. The sequence of the VH and VL chains of the scFv
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Ab was identified. The gene encoding scFv was fused to human Fc
and subcloned into a modified pCEP4 mammalian expression
vector. mAbs were produced by transient transfection of HEK293F
cells (Invitrogen) using polyethylenimine (Polysciences) as
described previously.44 After 5 days, supernatants were collected,
and mAbs were purified by protein A gel chromatography
(Repligen) according to the manufacturer’s instructions. Purified
Abs were desalted against PBS by using a desalting column
(Thermo Fisher Scientific).

Statistical analysis
Data are presented as the mean ± SD of biological replicates. All
experiments, except in vivo mouse studies, were performed at
least three times. The sample size chosen in this study was similar
to those generally employed in the field.45 None of the samples or
animals were excluded from the analysis. Although investigators
were not blinded, animals for each experiment were randomly
selected for further treatments. An unpaired two-tailed Student’s t
test was used to assess differences between two groups. One-way
or two-way analysis of variance with post hoc Bonferroni or
Tukey’s test was used for analyses of multiple groups. All statistical
tests were performed using SigmaPlot 11.0 (Version 11.2.0.11,
Systat software Inc., San Jose, CA, USA). Statistical tests were
justified as appropriate for every figure. Statistical significance was
considered after determination of the normality and the equal
variance test. A P value <0.05 was considered significant.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
The authors are grateful to Min-ju Kim at the Department of Clinical Epidemiology
and Biostatistics of Asan Medical Center for consultation on the data analyses. This
work was supported by grants from the National Research Foundation of Korea (NRF-
2017R1A2A1A17069648 and NRF-2018R1A5A2024418) to H.-H.K. and by a grant from
the National Research Foundation of Korea (NRF-2017R1D1A1B03028003) to H.K.

AUTHOR CONTRIBUTIONS
H.K., B.K., H.J.K. and H.-H.K. designed the research and wrote the manuscript; B.K. and
H.-H.K. revised the manuscript. H.K., H.J.K. and B.K. performed the experiments; B.Y.R.
analyzed the microarray data and provided critical insights; S.I.K. and J.C. developed
monoclonal antibodies against hS100A4 and tested their efficacy; Z.H.L. and H.-H.K.
analyzed the data and provided critical insights.

ADDITIONAL INFORMATION
Supplementary information: The online version of this article (https://doi.org/
10.1038/s41413-019-0068-5) contains supplementary material, which is available to
authorized users.

Competing interests: The authors declare no competing interests.

REFERENCES
1. Weilbaecher, K. N., Guise, T. A. & McCauley, L. K. Cancer to bone: a fatal attraction.

Nat. Rev. Cancer 11, 411–425 (2011).
2. Kozlow, W. & Guise, T. A. Breast cancer metastasis to bone: mechanisms of

osteolysis and implications for therapy. J. Mammary Gland Biol. Neoplasia 10,
169–180 (2005).

3. Roodman, G. D. Mechanisms of bone metastasis. N. Engl. J. Med. 350, 1655–1664
(2004).

4. Yin, J. J. et al. TGF-beta signaling blockade inhibits PTHrP secretion by breast
cancer cells and bone metastases development. J. Clin. Invest. 103, 197–206
(1999).

5. Croucher, P. I., McDonald, M. M. & Martin, T. J. Bone metastasis: the importance of
the neighbourhood. Nat. Rev. Cancer 16, 373–386 (2016).

6. Lawson, M. A. et al. Osteoclasts control reactivation of dormant myeloma cells by
remodelling the endosteal niche. Nat. Commun. 6, 8983 (2015).

7. Garrett, S. C., Varney, K. M., Weber, D. J. & Bresnick, A. R. S100A4, a mediator of
metastasis. J. Biol. Chem. 281, 677–680 (2006).

8. Sherbet, G. V. Metastasis promoter S100A4 is a potentially valuable molecular
target for cancer therapy. Cancer Lett. 280, 15–30 (2009).

9. Li, Z. H. & Bresnick, A. R. The S100A4 metastasis factor regulates cellular motility
via a direct interaction with myosin-IIA. Cancer Res. 66, 5173–5180 (2006).

10. Kriajevska, M. et al. Liprin beta 1, a member of the family of LAR transmembrane
tyrosine phosphatase-interacting proteins, is a new target for the metastasis-
associated protein S100A4 (Mts1). J. Biol. Chem. 277, 5229–5235 (2002).

11. Biri-Kovacs, B. et al. Ezrin interacts with S100A4 via both its N- and C-terminal
domains. PLoS ONE 12, e0177489 (2017).

12. Grigorian, M. et al. Tumor suppressor p53 protein is a new target for the
metastasis-associated Mts1/S100A4 protein: functional consequences of their
interaction. J. Biol. Chem. 276, 22699–22708 (2001).

13. Novitskaya, V. et al. Oligomeric forms of the metastasis-related Mts1 (S100A4)
protein stimulate neuronal differentiation in cultures of rat hippocampal neurons.
J. Biol. Chem. 275, 41278–41286 (2000).

14. Ambartsumian, N. et al. The metastasis-associated Mts1(S100A4) protein could
act as an angiogenic factor. Oncogene 20, 4685–4695 (2001).

15. Schmidt-Hansen, B. et al. Extracellular S100A4(mts1) stimulates invasive growth
of mouse endothelial cells and modulates MMP-13 matrix metalloproteinase
activity. Oncogene 23, 5487–5495 (2004).

16. Belot, N., Pochet, R., Heizmann, C. W., Kiss, R. & Decaestecker, C. Extracellular
S100A4 stimulates the migration rate of astrocytic tumor cells by modifying the
organization of their actin cytoskeleton. Biochim. Biophys. Acta 1600, 74–83 (2002).

17. Kang, Y. et al. A multigenic program mediating breast cancer metastasis to bone.
Cancer Cell 3, 537–549 (2003).

18. Leclerc, E. & Vetter, S. W. The role of S100 proteins and their receptor RAGE in
pancreatic cancer. Biochim. Biophys. Acta 1852, 2706–2711 (2015).

19. Kallberg, E. et al. S100A9 interaction with TLR4 promotes tumor growth. PLoS ONE
7, e34207 (2012).

20. Lakshmi, M. S., Parker, C. & Sherbet, G. V. Expression of the transmembrane
glycoprotein CD44 and metastasis associated 18A2/MTS1 gene in B16 murine
melanoma cells. Anticancer Res. 17, 3451–3455 (1997).

21. Soki, F. N., Park, S. I. & McCauley, L. K. The multifaceted actions of PTHrP in skeletal
metastasis. Future Oncol. 8, 803–817 (2012).

22. Bendre, M. S. et al. Interleukin-8 stimulation of osteoclastogenesis and bone
resorption is a mechanism for the increased osteolysis of metastatic bone dis-
ease. Bone 33, 28–37 (2003).

23. Mundy, G. R. Mechanisms of bone metastasis. Cancer 80, 1546–1556 (1997).
24. Lukanidin, E. & Sleeman, J. P. Building the niche: the role of the S100 proteins in

metastatic growth. Semin. Cancer Biol. 22, 216–225 (2012).
25. Condeelis, J. & Pollard, J. W. Macrophages: obligate partners for tumor cell

migration, invasion, and metastasis. Cell 124, 263–266 (2006).
26. DeNardo, D. G., Johansson, M. & Coussens, L. M. Immune cells as mediators of

solid tumor metastasis. Cancer Metastasis Rev. 27, 11–18 (2008).
27. Grum-Schwensen, B. et al. Lung metastasis fails in MMTV-PyMT oncomice lacking

S100A4 due to a T-cell deficiency in primary tumors. Cancer Res. 70, 936–947
(2010).

28. Grum-Schwensen, B. et al. S100A4-neutralizing antibody suppresses spontaneous
tumor progression, pre-metastatic niche formation and alters T-cell polarization
balance. BMC Cancer 15, 44 (2015).

29. Parker, C. & Sherbet, G. V. Modulators of intracellular Ca2+ and the calmodulin
inhibitor W-7 alter the expression of metastasis-associated genes MTS1 and
NM23 in metastatic variants of the B16 murine melanoma. Melanoma Res. 2,
337–343 (1992).

30. Wang, L., Wang, X., Liang, Y., Diao, X. & Chen, Q. S100A4 promotes invasion and
angiogenesis in breast cancer MDA-MB-231 cells by upregulating matrix
metalloproteinase-13. Acta Biochim. Pol. 59, 593–598 (2012).

31. Liu, Y. et al. Extracellular ATP drives breast cancer cell migration and metastasis
via S100A4 production by cancer cells and fibroblasts. Cancer Lett. 430, 1–10
(2018).

32. Donato, R. et al. Functions of S100 proteins. Curr. Mol. Med. 13, 24–57 (2013).
33. Taguchi, A. et al. Blockade of RAGE-amphoterin signalling suppresses tumour

growth and metastases. Nature 405, 354–360 (2000).
34. Kolonin, M. G. et al. Interaction between tumor cell surface receptor RAGE and

proteinase 3 mediates prostate cancer metastasis to bone. Cancer Res. 77,
3144–3150 (2017).

35. Kataoka, K. et al. S100A7 promotes the migration and invasion of osteosarcoma
cells via the receptor for advanced glycation end products. Oncol. Lett. 3,
1149–1153 (2012).

36. Zhou, Z. et al. Regulation of osteoclast function and bone mass by RAGE. J. Exp.
Med. 203, 1067–1080 (2006).

37. Zhou, Z. et al. HMGB1 regulates RANKL-induced osteoclastogenesis in a manner
dependent on RAGE. J. Bone Miner. Res. 23, 1084–1096 (2008).

38. Kim, H. et al. Extracellular S100A4 negatively regulates osteoblast function by
activating the NF-kappaB pathway. BMB Rep. 50, 97–102 (2017).

39. Li, Z. H., Dulyaninova, N. G., House, R. P., Almo, S. C. & Bresnick, A. R. S100A4
regulates macrophage chemotaxis. Mol. Biol. Cell 21, 2598–2610 (2010).

S100A4 enhances osteoclastogenesis in bone metastasis
H Kim et al.

12

Bone Research            (2019) 7:30 

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41413-019-0068-5
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41413-019-0068-5


40. Chang, E. J. et al. Brain-type creatine kinase has a crucial role in osteoclast-
mediated bone resorption. Nat. Med. 14, 966–972 (2008).

41. Kim, H. J. et al. Plasma membrane calcium ATPase regulates bone mass by fine-
tuning osteoclast differentiation and survival. J. Cell Biol. 199, 1145–1158
(2012).

42. Barbas, C. F. III, Burton, D. R., Scott, J. K. & Silverman, G. J. Phage Display: A
Laboratory Manual (Cold Spring Harbor Laboratory Press, 2001).

43. Han, J. et al. A phosphorylation pattern-recognizing antibody specifically reacts to
RNA polymerase II bound to exons. Exp. Mol. Med. 48, e271 (2016).

44. Boussif, O. et al. A versatile vector for gene and oligonucleotide transfer into cells
in culture and in vivo: polyethylenimine. Proc. Natl Acad. Sci. USA 92, 7297–7301
(1995).

45. Tsukasaki, M. et al. Host defense against oral microbiota by bone-damaging
T cells. Nat. Commun. 9, 701 (2018).

Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons
Attribution 4.0 International License, which permits use, sharing,

adaptation, distribution and reproduction in anymedium or format, as long as you give
appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative
Commons license, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party
material in this article are included in the article’s Creative Commons license, unless
indicated otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material is not included in the
article’s Creative Commons license and your intended use is not permitted by statutory
regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly
from the copyright holder. To view a copy of this license, visit http://creativecommons.
org/licenses/by/4.0/.

© The Author(s) 2019

S100A4 enhances osteoclastogenesis in bone metastasis
H Kim et al.

13

Bone Research            (2019) 7:30 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

	S100A4 released from highly bone-metastatic breast cancer cells plays a critical role in osteolysis
	Introduction
	Results
	Bone-metastatic breast cancer cells stimulate osteoclastogenesis in RANKL-dependent and RANKL-independent manners
	S100A4 is upregulated in bone-metastatic breast cancer cells
	S100A4 mediates bone-metastatic cancer-induced osteoclastogenesis
	S100A4 enhances osteoclastogenesis by stimulating canonical NF-&#x003BA;B via RAGE
	S100A4 is responsible for bone loss caused by metastatic breast cancer cells
	S100A4 blockade ameliorates bone destruction by breast cancer metastasis

	Discussion
	Materials and Methods
	Establishment of the mtMDA cell line
	Mouse experiments
	CM collection
	Osteoclast culture
	Microcomputed tomography
	Histology
	S100A4 neutralizing mAb generation
	Statistical analysis

	Acknowledgements
	Author contributions
	ADDITIONAL INFORMATION
	References




