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Editorial on the Research Topic 


Artificial intelligence in predicting, determining and controlling cell phenotype or tissue function in inflammatory diseases


Inflammatory diseases present significant global health challenges, requiring innovative approaches to understand their complexities and develop effective therapies. Our Research Topic, titled “Artificial Intelligence in Predicting, Determining, and Controlling Cell Phenotype or Tissue Function in Inflammatory Diseases”, aimed to leverage the power of artificial intelligence (AI) to address these challenges. We are pleased to announce that seventeen manuscripts were selected from a total of fifty-nine submissions after rigorous reviews. This collection of articles explores various facets of AI-driven analyses, providing valuable insights into immune-related cell signatures in extreme environments, inflammation, degeneration, and inflammatory diseases, as well as the pathogenesis and prediction of disease onset, progression, diagnosis, and therapy. The articles encompass a broad spectrum of inflammatory conditions, including spaceflight, COVID-19, sepsis, cancer, fibrosis, tendinopathy, renal fibrosis, cardiovascular diseases, and stroke. In these articles, a wide range of machine learning/AI methods was utilized, underlining the usefulness and interdisciplinary acceptance of such computational techniques that go well beyond basic statistical methods, e.g., with the focus on identifying/predicting immune-modulation, molecular targets, and single cell phenotype.




Immune-related cell signatures in extreme environments, inflammation, degeneration and inflammatory diseases

Paralleling the Research Topic’s exploration of immune-related cell signatures, Stratis et al. captured the longitudinal changes in leukocyte transcript levels of astronauts transitioning to and from space, adaptation of leukocyte activity in space, and post-space flight effects using generalized linear modeling, presenting a bridge between statistical methods and machine learning approaches. Their work revealed decreased immune functions when reaching space and increased expression of immune-related genes upon egress back to Earth, shedding light on immuno-modulation in space and longitudinal effects of space on the immune system, highlighting adaptive changes in leukocyte activity in extreme environments.

By harnessing the power of cutting-edge imaging modalities and computational algorithms, Selig et al. and Selig et al. gained unprecedented insights into the dynamic interplay between cellular morphology and inflammation using AI for advanced image analysis and prediction of cell properties. This work proved that image-based features of cell morphology can accurately discriminate between healthy, inflamed, degenerating, and diseased chondrocytes and predict M0, M1-like, M2, M2-like, M2a and M2c macrophage phenotypes with different functions ranging from homeostatic, anti-/pro-inflammatory to anti-fibrotic/fibrotic and tissue repair phenotypes as well as their immunogenic (i.e., cytokine production) potential at the single-cell level. These findings enhance our understanding of cell morphology’s role in inflammation and immune responses, with potential implications for therapeutic strategies in diseases and targeted immunotherapies.





Disease pathogenesis

Aligning with the Research Topic’s aim of understanding disease pathology and identifying molecular targets in inflammatory diseases, several groups highlight the importance of AI in elucidating cellular and molecular mechanisms underlying inflammatory diseases. By using multi-modal analysis AI, the study by Guo et al. offers new insights of the TNF signaling pathway (FOXO1-PRDX2-TNF axis) in the pathogenesis of tendinopathy during tendon injury and deterioration, which could help in targeting this molecular pathway in treatment of tendinopathy.

Keloids are pathological scars resulting from abnormal wound healing, marked by persistent local inflammation and excessive collagen deposition, with inflammation intensity correlating with scar size. Song et al. identified genes associated with keloid formation using single-cell sequencing and machine learning, revealing that increased glycosphingolipid metabolism activity is linked to fibroblast differentiation and communication, yielding new understandings of this pathway in diagnosis and treatment of keloids. Zhang et al. identified circadian rhythm-related signature genes and their relationship with infiltration of specific immune cell types in development of obstructive sleep apnea (OSA), offering new insights into disease pathogenesis of sleep apnea by the immune system. By identifying common genes, exploring functional pathways, and immune cell infiltration, the studies of Li et al. and Ji et al. shed new light on the interplay between COVID-19 and pericarditis and epilepsy and stress cardiomyopathy, respectively, aligning with the Research Topic's goal of understanding disease pathology through AI-driven analyses and providing new knowledge on the interplay of these conditions. These studies offer new insights into the immune-mediated pathogenesis of disease.





Prediction of disease onset, progression, diagnosis, and therapy

Aligning with the Research Topic’s aim to advance AI methods for disease diagnosis and prediction in the context of inflammation, Wiffen et al. addressed the pressing need for clinical triage in COVID-19 using multiple biomarker bioprofiling in serum. Through machine learning techniques, this study demonstrated the potential of serum biomarkers in predicting disease severity and triaging patients. Ren et al. developed a diagnostic model for ischemic stroke using nine inflammation-related genes identified through machine learning, which was reflected in immune-related cells in blood samples. Based on machine learning analysis of transcriptome characteristics, Diao et al. identified platelet-related genes that predict poor prognosis in sepsis patients, whereas Zhou et al. dissected the heterogeneity of sepsis by classifying two subclasses of sepsis, adaptive and inflammatory, having distinct immune features and better vs. worse clinical outcomes, which could help recognize patients at high risk of developing sepsis.

Several articles not only identified prognostic disease diagnosis and prediction biomarkers by AI but also used it to understand drug sensitivity and therapeutic effectiveness. Guo et al. developed a diagnostic model for renal fibrosis based on machine learning algorithms by identifying gene biomarkers and the association between these genes and infiltrating immune cells as well as drug sensitivity effects of both established and novel drugs in renal fibrosis. Similarly, Zhang et al. showed the prognostic predictive ability of Snail family transcriptional repressor 2 in various types of cancers, how it relates to infiltration of specific immune cells and effectiveness of a clinical immunotherapy. Coto-Segura et al. used systems biology and quantitative systems pharmacology models to simulate clinical trial-like virtual populations of patients with moderate-to-severe psoriasis treated with various doses of certolizumab, accurately reproducing known biological and clinical activities. Their work identified distinct clusters of virtual patients based on psoriasis-related protein activity and mechanisms of action, explaining differences in drug efficacy among diverse subpopulations clusters and offering new insights into treatment response patient variability influencing therapeutic outcomes. These articles covered various aspects of AI-driven approaches to identify prognostic biomarkers to predict disease progression but also showed how these biomarkers can be used to manage inflammatory diseases and support the use of computational methods as a modelling strategy to explore drug responses, which may reduce and refine pre-clinical and clinical experimentation.





Summary

Overall, these articles offer a multifaceted perspective on the application of AI in unraveling the intricacies of inflammation and inflammatory diseases. From elucidating molecular mechanisms to predicting disease outcomes and understanding immune modulation in unconventional settings, each contribution brings us closer to a comprehensive understanding of inflammatory pathologies, which would not be possible without harnessing the power of machine learning, computational modeling, and systems biology. We hope that the insights and findings presented in this Research Topic will inspire further research endeavors and foster future efforts aimed at using AI to improve patient outcomes and advance our collective understanding of inflammation in human health and disease.
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Background

Sepsis is a heterogeneous syndrome with high morbidity and mortality. Optimal and effective classifications are in urgent need and to be developed.



Methods and results

A total of 1,936 patients (sepsis samples, n=1,692; normal samples, n=244) in 7 discovery datasets were included to conduct weighted gene co-expression network analysis (WGCNA) to filter out candidate genes related to sepsis. Then, two subtypes of sepsis were classified in the training sepsis set (n=1,692), the Adaptive and Inflammatory, using K-means clustering analysis on 90 sepsis-related features. We validated these subtypes using 617 samples in 5 independent datasets and the merged 5 sets. Cibersort method revealed the Adaptive subtype was related to high infiltration levels of T cells and natural killer (NK) cells and a better clinical outcome. Immune features were validated by single-cell RNA sequencing (scRNA-seq) analysis. The Inflammatory subtype was associated with high infiltration of macrophages and a disadvantageous prognosis. Based on functional analysis, upregulation of the Toll-like receptor signaling pathway was obtained in Inflammatory subtype and NK cell-mediated cytotoxicity and T cell receptor signaling pathway were upregulated in Adaptive group. To quantify the cluster findings, a scoring system, called, risk score, was established using four datasets (n=980) in the discovery cohorts based on least absolute shrinkage and selection operator (LASSO) and logistic regression and validated in external sets (n=760). Multivariate logistic regression analysis revealed the risk score was an independent predictor of outcomes of sepsis patients (OR [odds ratio], 2.752, 95% confidence interval [CI], 2.234-3.389, P<0.001), when adjusted by age and gender. In addition, the validation sets confirmed the performance (OR, 1.638, 95% CI, 1.309-2.048, P<0.001). Finally, nomograms demonstrated great discriminatory potential than that of risk score, age and gender (training set: AUC=0.682, 95% CI, 0.643-0.719; validation set: AUC=0.624, 95% CI, 0.576-0.664). Decision curve analysis (DCA) demonstrated that the nomograms were clinically useful and had better discriminative performance to recognize patients at high risk than the age, gender and risk score, respectively.



Conclusions

In-depth analysis of a comprehensive landscape of the transcriptome characteristics of sepsis might contribute to personalized treatments and prediction of clinical outcomes.





Keywords: sepsis, clustering, LASSO, logistic regression, clinical outcomes



Introduction

Sepsis, a comprehensive syndrome with great heterogeneity, is related to disappointingly high mortality and morbidity, caused by dysregulated host systemic inflammatory and immune response to infection (1, 2). The insights into the host immune response have advanced remarkably, however, previous research contributes a little to the mainstays of prevention, early recognition and supportive care, and the development of novel therapeutic strategies (3). The main obstacles to improvement are the absence of a precise and accurate definition of the disorder, which includes a large number of multi-dimensional clinical and biological characteristics. Comprehensive analysis of features might contribute to the discovery of undescribed subsets or phenotypes, which help to evaluate the risk of clinical outcomes and the response to clinical interventions (4). For example, Scicluna et al. reported a classification system, using machine learning analyses on blood genomic data of sepsis samples, which posted Mars1 subset of sepsis was remarkably related to mortality (5). Bhavani et al. developed septic sub-phenotypes based on large-scale clinical analysis and revealed that the confirmed four sub-phenotypes could have different landscapes of inflammation markers and clinical outcomes (6). However, these features failed to illustrate critical pathophysiological changes and demonstrated underlying mechanisms and processes.

A high percentage of studies have displayed the genome-wide expression profiling of sepsis. The availability of a large number of genome-wide expression profiling from public databases, such as Gene Expression Omnibus (GEO) and ArrayExpress, supplies great opportunities to discover and identify accurate and effective prognostic and predictive signatures. The unsupervised analysis allows the researchers to classify and define disease subgroups on genome-wide expression data (7, 8). Meanwhile, recent advances in meta-clustering and data pooling have substantially improved the unrobust performance caused by subtle changes in the clustering methods, or small datasets (9). The data-driven analysis has successfully defined and validated clinically relevant disease subgroups in several diseases (10, 11). In addition, clustering analysis on whole blood gene expression confirmed the higher mortality subgroup characterized by immune exhaustion and the other sub-phenotype with a lower death rate has the upregulation of proinflammatory processes (12).

The present research comprehensively analyzed publicly available transcriptomic profiles of sepsis cohorts. A panel of sepsis-associated candidate features were identified to classify the septic samples into two subgroups. According to the functionality and activity of molecules and differences in immune cell composites, the cluster was named as Adaptive subgroup and cluster B was named as Inflammatory subcluster. In addition, samples in Adaptive subgroup demonstrated a lower mortality rate than the other. Then, a risk factor was established, which might be promised in sepsis to predict prognosis and guide clinical personalized management.



Methods and materials


Data acquisition and processing

Sepsis datasets were downloaded from the GEO database and ArrayExpress database. Probes were annotated by the corresponding documents and Probes with missing gene symbols were excluded. Ensemble ID was annotated into gene symbol by R package ‘org.Hs.eg.db’. The mean value of expression was adopted, when there were multiple probe sets mapping to the same gene symbol. The missing value of expression datain the sepsis samples were dealt with R package ‘impute’. Samples were excluded if they included absent follow-up information such as age and gender. In addition, patients with age<18 were also excluded. Characteristics of included samples were demonstrated in Table S1. It should be noted, that age is the strong risk factor associated with sepsis owing to the fact that those over 65 years of age have a more than 10-fold higher incidence rate of the disease compared with those between 18 and 49 years (13). In addition, it has been estimated that in half of the aged, functional impairments occur rather than complete recovery (14). Therefore, we grouped the patients into ≥65 and <65 years for further analysis. The raw count data of RNA-sequencing (RNA-seq) were transformed into transcripts per million (TPM)-quantified data. The batch effect was removed by combat function in the ‘sva’ R package. The workflow of the study was shown in Figure 1.




Figure 1 | Workflow of the present research.





Weighted gene co-expression network analysis

WGCNA was introduced here to explore potential genes related to sepsis biology. Genes with top 80% highest variance in 1,936 samples were selected. The scale-free network was constructed when the soft threshold was β=18, Subsequently, the adjacency matrix was transformed into a topological overlap matrix (TOM). The correlation of modules with sample traits could be calculated to figure out sepsis-related modules. Genes with module membership (MM)>|0.80| and gene significance (GS)>|0.20| were included for further analysis.



K-means clustering analysis

K-means analyses were conducted based on the training and the combined five validation sets. no age and gender differences between the two cohorts, tested by Chi-square test (Table S2). Differentially expressed genes (DEGs) between normal samples and sepsis samples were analyzed by ‘limma’ R package and genes with log2FC>|1.0| and FDR<0.05 were considered significant. After intersecting DEGs and candidate genes from WGCNA, the remained key candidate genes were subjected to K-means clustering analysis. The number of clusters was determined by the elbow method (EM) and average silhouette method (ASM). And the principal component analysis (PCA) plot was used to display the clustered samples. DEGs with log2FC>|1.0| and FDR<|0.05| between different clusters were also identified and visualized with volcano plot.



Inference of immune infiltrates and single cell RNA-seq analysis

Aberrant immune reprogramming exerts significant effects on sepsis pathobiology (15). For quantification of immune infiltrates in sepsis samples, the Cibersort algorithm was introduced on the training cohort, with 1,000 permutations preset. Immune infiltrates of sepsis cohorts were divided into two groups, separately, in accordance with the clusters from k-means analysis. Immune cell markers were obtained from previous research (16). We got a matrix of those immunocytes and visualized this result via an R package ‘ggplot2’. Accessible scRNA-seq data acquisition (GSE151263) was downloaded from the GEO database, and four sepsis samples were subject for in-depth research (17). The scRNA-seq data was processed with the R package ‘Seurat’ (18). Specific cell markers were obtained for cell category annotation from the CellMarker database (19).



Development of signature related to sepsis survival

980 sepsis samples with complete survival information in 5 datasets including GSE54514, E-MTAB-4451, GSE65682, GSE185263 and GE131761 in the discovery set were treated as a training set to calculate the risk score. And 760 objects from E-MTAB-4421, E-MTAB-5273, E-MTAB-7581, and GSE95233 cohorts were included as a validation set. There were no age and gender differences between the two groups (training and validation sets), tested by Chi-square test (Table S3). The 90 candidate features obtained by genes from WGCNA and DEGs were subjected to the least absolute shrinkage and selection operator (LASSO) regularization (α=1) using the glmnet package. The survival-related features were identified using a 10-fold stratified cross-validation to differentiate between non-survivor and survivor controls in the training set. Risk score was then computed for each sepsis sample using the logistic regression model in the training set. We applied a method to calculate the risk score for each sample with sepsis, the formula was as follows:   where coef was the coefficient calculated from logistic regression analysis. Multivariable logistic regression models adjusted by gender and (<65 and ≥65 years) age group were used to identify the independently predicting performance of risk score in differentiating survivor from non-survivor sepsis individuals. Nomograms were constructed including age, gender and risk score, and decision curve analysis (DCA) was used to quantify net benefits at different threshold probabilities. The receiver operating characteristic (ROC) curves and 95% confidence intervals (CI) were generated for assessment of model performance.



Enrichment analysis

Gene ontology (GO) and gene set enrichment analysis (GSEA) analyses were conducted on DEGs by ‘clusterProfiler’ R package (20) and the enrichment terms were considered significant with a strict cutoff false discovery rate (FDR) of less than 0.05. Meanwhile, gene set variation analysis (GSVA) (21) was performed to estimate variations of pathway activity over a sample population in an unsupervised manner, with ‘h.all.v7.5.1.entrez.gmt’ as a reference set. To explore the correlation between the sepsis signature and other relevant biological processes, 14 gene sets were curated including CD8 T-effector signature; antigen processing machinery; immune-checkpoint; pan-fibroblast TGFβ response signature (Pan-F-TBRS); DNA replication-dependent histones and etc. (22). The markers of the corresponding biological processes were deposited in Table S4.



Statistical analysis

For comparisons of two groups, statistical significance for normally distributed variables was estimated by student t-test. The categorical variables were analyzed on the root of chi-square test. Correlation coefficients were computed by Pearson correlation analyses. To identify significant genes in the differential gene analysis, Bonferroni-Hochberg (B-H) method was introduced to calculate false discovery rate (FDR). Heatmap was visualized by the R package ‘pheatmap’. R package ‘forestplot’ was employed to display the findings of survival analysis of candidate genes in training dataset. The predicting accuracy of the established risk signature, area under the curve (AUC) and 95% confidence interval (CI) were computed based on the ‘pROC’ package. All statistical analyses were conducted using R (v4.1.0) and SPSS software (version 25.0). Two-sided P<0.05 were considered statistically significant.




Results


Weighted gene co-expression network analysis and gene selection

PCA demonstrated the 1,936 samples (sepsis samples, n=1,692; normal samples, n=244) in 7 datasets had tremendous batch effect, including GSE54514, GSE57065, GSE65682, GSE131761, E-MTAB-4451, GSE185263, and GSE134347 (Figure S1A). And by ‘sva’ R package, we could observe that the batch effect was significantly removed (Figure S1B). Genes with top 80% highest variance, that is, 5,052 genes were selected to carry out WGCNA. Then sample clustering was conducted to detect outliers, with average parameters in hclust function. 1,778 sepsis samples were left for subsequent analysis, which were displayed in Figures S2A and 2A. With soft-threshold power value set as 18 (Figure S2B), the corresponding R2 reached up to 0.99, meeting the standard of scale-free topology (Figure S2C). Modules with similarity>0.8 were combined, and 9 modules were saved out of 13 modules (Figure S2D). Module-trait correlation degree was calculated, in which the blue and black modules demonstrated great correlation with type trait (blue module: cor=-0.55, p=1e-138; black module: cor=0.50, p=2e-111, Figure 2B). The average gene significance in each module was computed, and modules black and blue had the higher the mean gene significance values than those in the other 7 modules (Figure 2C). Finally, 250 genes with |GS|>0.20 and |MM|>0.80 were filtered out in the both modules (Figure 2D). After intersection of module genes and DEGs between normal and sepsis samples, 90 DEGs associated with sepsis were filtered out (Figure 2E). Among them, CD3D, CD247, CD96 and G Protein-Coupled Receptor 18 (GPR18) were found to be relatively overexpressed in normal blood samples and BMX Non-Receptor Tyrosine Kinase (BMX), Mitogen-Activated Protein Kinase 14 (MAPK14), Complement C3b/C4b Receptor 1 (CR1), and C-Type Lectin Domain Family 4 Member D (CLEC4D) were found to be upregulated in sepsis samples (Figure 2F).




Figure 2 | Candidate genes detection. (A) Clustering dendrogram of the saved 1,778 sepsis samples in WGCNA and clinical features. (B) Heatmap of Pearson correlation analysis of modules and clinical traits. Rows represent modules and columns represent traits. The values ​​in the squares represent correlation degree and p values. Color red represents positive correlation and color blue represents negative correlation. (C) Boxplots of GS among 9 modules. Module blue and module black demonstrated higher values gene significance, than that of the 7 modules, tested by t-test. (D) Scatter plots of Correlation of GS within MM. Genes with |GS |>0.2 and |MM |>0.8 were considered significant. (E) Venn plot of the intersections between DEGs and genes filtered from WGCNA. (F) Heatmap of the candidate genes. The expression values were normalized from -2 to 2. Color red represents relatively increased expression and color blue represents relatively deceased expression.





K-means clustering analysis

In the training set, 1,692 sepsis samples were selected for K-means cluster analysis. A total of representative 90 genes were obtained in the combined 7 cohorts. Clustering analysis was performed on the 90 candidate features. The optimal numbers of clusters were determined to be two by measuring the total within sum of square and average silhouette width (Figures 3A, B). The two classes could be well separated in the first two major dimensions (Figure 3C). There were 703 patients in cluster A (41.5%) and 989 patients in cluster B (58.5%). In the training set, there were 980 samples had complete survival information, and then the association between prognosis and cluster findings was calculated. Patients divided into class B demonstrated remarkably disadvantageous clinical outcomes, in comparison with that in cluster A (60.7% [145/239] vs. 39.3% [94/364]; p=0.044, Chi-square test) (Table S5). Meanwhile, there was a significant increase of number of sepsis patients with age≥65, when compared with patients in cluster B (59.9% [276/461] vs. 40.1% [185/461]; p=0.004, Chi-square test) (Table S5). However, no difference of gender distribution was observed between the two subgroups (Female: 47.1% [193/410] vs. 52.9% [217/410]; Male: 43.7% [249/570] vs. 56.3% [321/570], p=0.299, Chi-square test) (Table S5). As shown in Figure S3, the heatmap demonstrated that distinct molecule features between cluster A and cluster B. Particularly, T cell-related markers such as CD3D and CD3E were relatively overexpressed in the cluster A subgroup. CLEC4D, critical in mediating the infiltration of myeloid cells, was comparatively upregulated in cluster B (Figure S3). External validation is a key component of any exercise in clustering. Therefore, we carried out the K-means clustering analysis on 617 samples in 5 independent datasets and the combined five cohorts from GEO and ArrayExpress databases. The clear batch effect among the 5 cohorts were corrected by ‘sva’ package Figures S4A, B. Clustering analysis on each new dataset produced 2 robust clusters, as shown in Figure S5A.




Figure 3 | K-means clustering analysis and cluster annotation. (A) Total within sum of square (WSS) plotted against the number of clusters. The WSS dropped rapidly from 1 to 2 classes and slowly after k = 2. (B) Average silhouette width plotted against the number of clusters, demonstrating the 2-subclass was the ideal choice. (C) Scatter plot of distribution of sepsis samples in the two principal dimensions. (D) Volcano plot of DEGs of cluster B vs. cluster A. (E) Heatmap of DEGs between cluster A and cluster B. The expression values were normalized from -3 to 3. Color red represents relatively increased expression and color blue represents relatively deceased expression. (F) Gene Ontology (GO) analysis on DEGs overexpressed in cluster A. (G) Gene Ontology (GO) analysis on DEGs overexpressed in cluster B.





Differential expression analysis

Differential expression analysis in the training set revealed 99 genes were expression-dysregulated between the two classes (FDR<0.05 and log2|FC|>1.0, Figure 3D). In addition, there were 56 DEGs overexpressed in cluster A and 43 DEGs expression-upregulated in cluster B. Among them, we found CD3D, CD3G, and CD3E displayed increased expression levels in cluster A and Interleukin 18 Receptor Accessory Protein (IL18RAP), Interleukin 1 Receptor Associated Kinase 3 (IRAK3), and BMX demonstrated elevated expression levels in cluster B (Figure 3D). The correlation of DEGs with sample subtypes were calculated by Pearson correlation analysis. As shown in Figure 3E, the correlation degrees>0 were defined positive and degrees<0 were considered negative. Then, differential expression analysis was also conducted on the 5 independent sets. IL7R, ITK, CD247 and CD3G were found to be relatively overexpressed in cluster A (FDR<0.05 and log2|FC|>1.0, Figure S5B). SORT1, GADD45A, PFKFB2 and IL18R1 were relatively expression-upregulated in cluster B (FDR<0.05 and log2|FC|>1.0, Figure S5C).



Functional annotation of the two clusters

Enrichment analysis on the overexpressed DEGs in cluster B revealed that NAD+ nucleosidase receptor, ADP-ribose, sugar-phosphatase kinase, and UDP-glucosyltransferase were significantly enriched (Figure 3F). Moreover, GO analysis of the overexpressed DEGs in cluster A demonstrated MHC antigen class II, cell non-membrane adaptor kinase, cytokine co-receptor growth activity, serine-type endopeptidase hydrolase peptidase, and scavenger receptor activity were remarkably enriched (Figure 3G). These findings were also detected in the independent validation datasets (Table S6). Then, the DEGs in the training set between the two clusters were ordered by the corresponding log2FC values. The GSEA was conducted using gseKEGG function in R package ‘clusterProfiler’, which demonstrated that cluster A was characterized by relatively upregulated immune activity, such as the upregulated natural killer cell mediated cytotoxicity, PD-L1 expression and PD-1 checkpoint pathway, and T cell receptor signaling pathway (Figure 4A, upper). In addition, Fc gamma R-mediated phagocytosis, and Toll-like receptor signaling pathway were significantly enriched in the cluster B (Figure 4A, lower). To validate the above findings, GSVA was carried out, with ‘h.all.v7.5.1.entrez.gmt’ as the reference. Biological processes such as interferon gamma response, and DNA repair were relatively in cluster A. And pathways such as TNFA signaling via NFκB, and IL6/JAK/STAT3 signaling were significantly enriched in cluster B (Figure 4B). Meanwhile, the log2FC values of the relative marker further validated the changed processes and pathways in GSVA step (Figure 4C).




Figure 4 | GSEA and GSVA. (A) GSEA of genesets for cluster A (top) and cluster B (bottom). (B) Heatmap of GSVA on sepsis samples grouped by K-means clusters. (C) Scatterplot of the changed pathway-related signatures.





Immune infiltrates characteristics

Immune cell-infiltrating patterns and signatures were systematically evaluated. After grouped by the clustered subtypes, we found CD8+ T cells, activated NK cells, memory B cells, monocytes, activated dendritic cells (aDCs), and activated T cells CD4 memory demonstrated increased infiltrating levels in cluster A (Figure 5A). In contrast, neutrophils, M0, M1, and M2 macrophages, naive CD4+ T cells, gamma delta (γδ) T cells, and resting NK cells were significant infiltrated in samples classified into cluster B (Figure 5A). Then, the immune-related signatures of T cells, DCs, macrophages, monocytes, neutrophils, NK cell, follicular helper T cells (Tfh) further validated that the infiltrating changes (Figure 5B). In the step of scRNA-seq analysis, we first used markers from CellMarker database to annotate the cells, and the markers were as follows: T cell (CD3E, and CD3D), macrophage (Lysozyme [LYZ] and CD68), NK cell (Granzyme A and H [GZMA and GZMH]), and B cell (CD79B and Major Histocompatibility Complex, Class II, DQ Beta 1 [HLA-DQB1]) (Figure 5C). The four cell clusters were displayed with the UMAP algorithm (Figure 5D). Then, we achieved two clusters based on the K-means clustering method, and significant differences of immune infiltrates could be observed. The cluster A was characterized by high infiltration of T cells and NK cells and the macrophages were specifically highly infiltrated in cluster B subgroup (Figure 5E). In addition, the divided two clusters had B cell infiltrations, to some degree (Figure 5E). In order to analyze the cytokine and chemokine milieu characterizing each cluster, we analyzed the expression of selected cytokine and chemokine mRNAs in the sepsis samples. Cluster B was associated with high expression of TGFβ pathway-relevant markers, a higher innate immune/decreased adaptive immune signal, which might indicate the cluster A could be defined as Inflammatory subtype. Expression of T lymphocytes-related mRNAs were relatively higher in cluster A and a reduced innate immune/higher adaptive immune signal, which suggested that this cluster may be classified as the Adaptive subphenotype (Figure S6).




Figure 5 | Immune reprogramming analysis. (A) Complex heatmap of immune cell fractions between cluster A and cluster B. (B) Scatter plot of log2FC values of immune cell markers. Color red represented the genes were relatively overexpressed in cluster B and color blue represented markers were comparatively upregulated in cluster A. (C) Scatter plot of markers expressed in single cell RNA-sequencing samples. (D) Cell annotation analysis identified four types of cells. (E) The distribution of four types of cells between the two clusters. **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001; ****p < 0.0001; ns, not significant.





Feature selection

In order to ever have any relevance to clinical outcomes, we need some way to determine cluster membership for any given new patient. Firstly, 90 sepsis-related DEGs were subjected to LASSO regression step with 10-fold cross validation. In the training set, following feature selection, 28 features were saved (Figures 6A, B). The filtered signatures were used to calculate risk score, including ASPH, ATP9A, CD247, CNIH4, DACH1, DOCK10, GADD45A, HK3, IL1R2, ITK, LIN7A, MAPK14, MGAM, MTR, NAIP, NLRC4, PEBP1, PLEKHA1, SAMD3, SIDT1, SIPA1L2, SLC7A6, SORT1, ST6GALNAC3, TXK, UBASH3A, UGCG, and NSUN7. Inclusion of these 28 variables in a logistic regression model resulted in 7 variables that were independently statistically significant predictors of clinical outcomes of sepsis patients (P<0.05, respectively) and were included in risk score. These variables included ASPH (OR, 1.564; 95% CI, 1.188-2.066; P=0.002), IL1R2 (OR, 1.369, 95% CI, 1.139-1.647, P=0.001), ITK (OR, 1.423, 95% CI, 1.085-1.875, P=0.011), LIN7A (OR, 1.360, 95% CI, 1.030-1.801, P=0.031), NLRC4 (OR, 0.524, 95% CI, 0.382-0.717, P<0.001), NSUN7 (OR, 0.620, 95% CI, 0.478-0.800, P<0.001), PLEKHA1 (OR, 0.414, 95% CI, 0.256-0.660, P<0.001) (Figure 6C).




Figure 6 | Feature selection and association of risk score with sepsis outcomes. (A) The ten-fold cross-validation results. The line on the left indicated the value of the parameter log(λ) for the error-minimized model. 28 variables were filtered out when log(λ) = −4.74. (B) LASSO coefficient profiles of the 28 features. (C) Forest plot of features significant in logistic regression analysis. (D) Violin plot of distribution of risk score between cluster A and cluster B in the training (upper) and validation (lower) sets.





Risk score construction and performance evaluation

The risk score was computed rooted on the coefficients from the logistic model and the corresponding expression values of the 7 candidates (Table S7). By comparison of the risk score values between alive and dead sepsis samples, there was a significant increase of the calculated score in non-survivor objects in training and validation sets (P<0.001, respectively, Figure 6D). These findings demonstrated the risk score might act as an indicator to predict the clinical outcomes of septic patients. Furthermore, by multivariate logistic regression analysis, the risk score was confirmed as an independent predictor for clinical outcomes of sepsis when adjusted by clinical characteristics such age and gender in training and validation sets (training set: OR, 2.704, 95% CI, 2.098-3.514, P<0.001; validation set: OR, 2.007, 95% CI, 1.469-2.759, P<0.001, Table S8). Then, the nomogram, including age, gender and risk score was constructed (Figures 7A and S7A). The ROC analysis demonstrated that the nomogram had great discriminative capacity than that computed based on risk score, or age, and or gender of sepsis patients (training set: AUC=0.682, 95% CI, 0.643-0.719; validation set: AUC=0.624, 95% CI, 0.576-0.664, Figures 7B and S7B). The risk scores calculated rooted on the 7 mRNAs demonstrated the great capacity in differentiating survivors from non-survivors with sepsis (training set: AUC=0.666, 95% CI, 0.626-0.704; validation set: AUC=0.608, 95% CI, 0.566-0.655). Calibration plots of the nomograms demonstrated that there were no untoward deviations of predicted risk from observed risk of sepsis outcomes over the entire range (Figures 7C and S7C). In DCA curves, the nomogram had a higher net benefit in terms of accurately detecting sepsis survival status, compared with that of age and gender and risk score (Figures 7D and S7D). The established sepsis response signatures (SRS) system which classify the sepsis patients into immunosuppressed, and immunocompetent subtypes and stratify clinical outcomes of sepsis patients (23). We tested the performance of such system in predicting sepsis prognosis and there was a relatively lower discriminative capacity in differentiating alive and dead sepsis patients (AUC=0.534, 95% CI, 0.451-0.617), in comparison with that of risk score in the training and validation sets. Additionally, in the training set, E-MTAB-4451, GSE65682 and GSE95233 included the survival information with a cutoff of 28d. Therefore, the three were treated as a whole for analysis. GSE185263 set defined survival status as whether in-hospital death occurred and uncertain cutoff values were introduced. Due to the differences in the time cut-off point of the four sets, we carried out ROC analysis for the specific cohort. The AUC demonstrated the risk score could predict the prognosis of sepsis (28d cutpoint: AUC: 0.681, 95%CI: 0.648-0.732; uncertain cutpoint: AUC: 0.616, 95%CI: 0.539-0.692, Figure S8A). In the validation set, E-MTAB-5273, E-MTAB-7581 and E-MTAB-4421 included the survival information with a cutoff of 28d. Similar to the above method. However, GSE95233 set had uncertain survival cutoff values. The AUC demonstrated the risk score could predict the prognosis of sepsis (28d cutpoint: AUC: 0.603, 95%CI: 0.550-0.657; uncertain cutpoint: AUC: 0.626, 95%CI: 0.504-0.727, Figure S8B).




Figure 7 | Nomogram establishment and performance assessment. (A) A nomogram established by multivariate logistic regression for predicting the risk of sepsis survival outcomes. (B) ROC curves demonstrated the capability of nomogram, risk score, age and gender in predicting prognosis of sepsis patients. (C) Calibration plot with a binary fringe plot of nomogram in the training set. (D) Decision curve analysis for the sepsis nomogram and age, gender and risk score.





Interactions of risk score with clinical features and response to therapy

Association of risk score with age and gender demonstrated the aged patients had comparatively increased risk score, in comparison with patients with age<65 years (Figure 8A). There were no differences of risk score between male and female patients (Figure 8B). Pearson correlation analysis demonstrated the positive relation of risk score and sequential organ failure assessment (SOFA) score (r=0.2, P=0.002, Figure 8C). SOFA score and acute physiology and chronic health evaluation (APACHE) II score are the most widely used and authoritative critical illness evaluation system. Therefore, the association of SOFA score, APACHE II score and risk score was calculated. By ROC analysis, we found SOFA score and APACHE II score performed better than risk score in the GSE185263 and GSE54514 sets (GSE185263: SOFA: AUC=0.699, 95%CI: 0.618-0.778; GSE54514: APACHE II: AUC=0.789, 95%CI: 0.706-0.856, Figures S8C, D). Given the risk score demonstrated great accuracy than age and gender of sepsis patients in predicting clinical outcomes, therefore, we integrated the risk score and clinicopathological features into a comprehensive model. After combining with risk score, age, gender, APACHE II score, the risk model outperformed the individual covariate (GSE185263: AUC=0.725, 95%CI: 0.631-0.793, Figure S8C). Similar findings were also obtained in the combination of risk score, age, gender, and SOFA score (GSE54514: AUC=0.823, 95%CI: 0.732-0.903, Figure S8D). The dataset GSE110487 includes the information related to the clinical response of septic shock patients to early supportive therapy (24). We examined whether there were interactions between risk score and the binary therapeutic responsive status. As shown in Figure 8D, increased risk scores were obtained in the patients responded to early supportive therapy (P=0.027). In addition, the ROC analysis was performed and revealed that risk score might be an effective tool to predict the response to clinical interventions (AUC=0.663, 95% CI, 0.516-0.789, Figure 8E).




Figure 8 | Association of risk score with clinical features and therapeutic response. (A, B) Violin plot of association of risk score with age and gender of sepsis patients. (C) Scatter plot of Pearson correlation analysis of risk score and sequential organ failure assessment (SOFA) score. (D) Box density plot of risk score with clinical therapeutic response. (E) ROC curve of performance of risk score in predicting early supportive therapy. *p < 0.05; ns, not significant.






Discussion

Sepsis represents a variety of distinct disease states and displays in a number of different manners, such as fever, decreased vascular resistance (VR) and even multiple organ dysfunction and failure (25). Eventually, an imbalanced host response could lead to death in an individual who is suffering from sepsis, even with timely traditional interventions (26). Transcriptomic features that classify the host immune response will contribute to the development of novel therapeutic treatments the improvement of personalized management for sepsis (27). Prediction of clinical outcomes could be well accomplished by establishing the specific classifiers, which have been validated with transcriptomic data (28–30). Therefore, the purposes of the research were to reveal the clinical subtypes using large-scale samples with sepsis.

In the present study, K-means clustering analysis was carried out on transcriptomic profiles of sepsis (training set, n=1,692; validation set, n=617) from 12 sepsis datasets, revealing two robust sepsis subtypes. Previous research has confirmed the reliability of such machine-learning methods (27). The Inflammatory subphenotype was characterized by high expression of genes involved in pro-inflammatory (e.g., upregulation of inflammatory response) and innate immune reactions, demonstrating such type of sepsis might be involved in activation of innate immune response (31, 32). For example, overactivation of TNFA signaling via NFκB signaling, and IL6/JAK/STAT3 signaling has been identified to be associated with M1 macrophage polarization (31, 32). Upregulation of PI3K/AKT/MTOR signaling, and angiogenesis related to M2 macrophage polarization were also obtained in cluster B (33). A clear difference in cellular metabolism could be observed between the subclusters, for example, the increased activity of HIF signaling pathway in cluster B. Recent research demonstrates, hyperinflammatory status could increase glycolysis metabolism which elevates lactate production through activation of HIF signaling and promotes the production of proinflammatory molecules such as IL-1β and IL-6 (34, 35), which were consistent with our findings. In addition, compared to young patients, elderly patients undergo significant defects in humoral immune function (36), and declined expression of HLA-DR has been considered as a marker for on septic monocytes, resulting in the increase of clinical complications and poor outcomes (37), which might underlie the elderly patients with higher mortality rate in this cluster. In contrast, activation of adaptive immune response was relatively upregulated such as T cell receptor signaling pathway. Meanwhile, the samples in the Adaptive subcluster tended to be younger and demonstrated advantageous outcomes based on their clinical characteristics (38). Furthermore, pathways associated with both clusters suggested that these pathways were modulated in opposite directions, which further suggested by the strong inverse correlation between the subclusters in K-means and PCA analyses. The biological insights might contribute to the development of clinical treatment strategies for different subtypes. It has been shown that upregulation of innate immunity in early stages of sepsis is related to a higher mortality rate, however, the comparative absence of those changes and the expansion of adaptive immunity may have a positive effect on clinical outcomes (39). And our research further supported the previous findings. Uncovering sepsis heterogeneity might contribute to the improvement in development of therapies which might be beneficial to the specific subtype. There has been considerable attention paid to the role of the PD-1 pathway in the exhaustion of T cells and the suppression of anti-tumor immunity (40). In the field of severe infection, recent research reports that an increased percentage of PD-L1+ NK cells could support disease development and act as a hazardous factor for prognosis of sepsis patients (41). In addition, in sepsis-associated acute renal injury (ARI), the overexpressed PD-L1 in kidney could lead to immunosuppression due to the elevated level of lactate (42). Anti-PD-L1 therapeutic regimens have been tested in sepsis objects that are known to modulate the adaptive immune systems (43). A relevant study reported by Zhang et al. demonstrated that immune checkpoint blockade (ICB) could improve survival in experimental sepsis through inhibition of lymphocytic apoptosis and reversion of monocytic dysfunction (44). In the present research, immune checkpoint such as PD-L1 and relevant pathway were upregulated in the Adaptive cluster, which demonstrated that the ICB treatments might be more applicable to the Adaptive cluster. And the upregulation of PD-L1 expression and PD-1 checkpoint pathway might further explain the newly developed classification system for the application of anti-PD-L1 treatments, further research on which might illustrate the potential clinical utility.

It provides a basis for sophisticated methods and algorithms to better analyze high-dimensional data, especially these associated with clinicopathological characteristics, with the advancement and progression in multi-omics data (45). In disordered populations, subclusters could be explored and validated, based on the K-means clustering analysis. It has been observed that different patient endotypes are associated with different severity levels and varying mortality rates. Our research demonstrated a relation of the Inflammatory endotype with low adaptive immunity and high mortality in the training set, which was consistent with previous findings (46, 47). Previous studies on sepsis heterogeneity using clustering analysis have successfully demonstrated the subclasses of sepsis, and reveal the association of subphenotypes with clinical outcomes based on MARS, UK-based and US-based datasets (5, 12, 48). Although, the different outcomes among the for clusters have been identified by machine-learning, however, further quantification of cluster finding for sepsis patients and clinical application of the classification system has not been investigated. In our research, 7-gene survival model was computed using LASSO-logistic regression analysis in the discovery set (n=980) and validated in external datasets (n=760). The model displayed the prognostic value and positive correlations with SOFA score and aging, which was also identified as an independent predictor for clinical outcomes of sepsis patients (P<0.05, respectively). Additionally, Sepsis patients with low risk might benefit more from early supportive treatments, in comparison with the counterparts with low risk. Meanwhile, our risk model had better prognosis-predicting performance than the SRS classification system (SRS: AUC=0.534, 95% CI, 0.451-0.617; risk score in training set, AUC=0.666, 95% CI, 0.626-0.704; risk score in validation set: AUC=0.608, 95% CI, 0.566-0.655). In addition, the established nomogram included age, gender and risk score demonstrated higher prognosis-predicting performance than the individual covariate. These findings might provide evidence for clinical management of sepsis patients.

Our study has several limitations. Firstly, a wide range of public datasets associated with sepsis were included in the present research. Potential batch bias might be introduced, even with the help of algorithm in R package ‘sva’. Secondly, after merging the datasets, a great percentage of genes were not included, which might make several crucial molecules related to sepsis pathology lost during the processes. And even more, the missed key molecules might influence the accuracy and stability of K-means clustering findings. Thirdly, there were a small number of samples available in the public database used to investigate the association of risk score and treatment strategies in this study. An increase in sample size would elevate the statistical power of the predictive performance of risk model. Finally, in view of the incomplete information concerning other disorders and/or comorbidities in the included data sets, reproductivity of cluster findings and overall predictive performance of the risk model might not be confirmed with enough certainty. Further investigations are needed for validation of the prognostic model and K-means cluster analysis.

In conclusion, our study explored and validated two clusters of sepsis, which demonstrated distinctive mortality rate and response to early supportive therapy. Subcluster A was characterized by upregulation of innate immune response with disadvantageous clinical outcomes, whereas subphenotype B was demonstrated overactivation of adaptive immunity. In addition, a 7-gene risk model to predict sepsis survival was constructed, demonstrating great accuracy than SRS system. A nomogram was established for risk calculation in clinical practice.
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Background


Ischemic cerebral infarction is the most common type of stroke with high rates of mortality, disability, and recurrence. However, the known diagnostic biomarkers and therapeutic targets for ischemic stroke (IS) are limited. In the current study, we aimed to identify novel inflammation-related biomarkers for IS using machine learning analysis and to explore their relationship with the levels of immune-related cells in whole blood samples.





Methods


Gene expression profiles of healthy controls and patients with IS were download from the Gene Expression Omnibus. Analysis of differentially expressed genes (DEGs) was performed in healthy controls and patients with IS. Single-sample gene set enrichment analysis was performed to calculate inflammation scores, and weighted gene co-expression network analysis was used to analyze genes in significant modules associated with inflammation scores. Key DEGs in significant modules were then analyzed using LASSO regression analysis for constructing a diagnostic model. The effectiveness and specificity of the diagnostic model was verified in healthy controls and patients with IS and with cerebral hemorrhage (CH) using qRT-PCR. The relationship between diagnostic score and the levels of immune-related cells in whole blood were analyzed using Pearson correlations.





Results


A total of 831 DEGs were identified. Both chronic and acute inflammation scores were higher in patients with IS, while 54 DEGs were also clustered in the gene modules associated with chronic and acute inflammation scores. Among them, a total of 9 genes were selected to construct a diagnostic model. Interestingly, RT-qPCR showed that the diagnostic model had better diagnostic value for IS but not for CH. The levels of lymphocytes were lower in blood of patients with IS, while the levels of monocytes and neutrophils were increased. The diagnostic score of the model was negatively associated with the levels of lymphocytes and positively associated with levels of monocytes and neutrophils.





Conclusions


Taken together, the diagnostic model constructed using the inflammation-related genes TNFSF10, ID1, PAQR8, OSR2, PDK4, PEX11B, TNIP1, FFAR2, and JUN exhibited high and specific diagnostic value for IS and reflected the condition of lymphocytes, monocytes, and neutrophils in the blood. The diagnostic model may contribute to the diagnosis of IS.






Keywords: ischemic stroke, inflammation, immunology, diagnostic biomarker, machine learning





1  Introduction


Cerebral vascular disease is characterized by acute neurological disease, resulting in a high mortality, disability, and recurrence (1, 2). Among them, ischemic cerebral infarction is the most common type of stroke in clinical settings (3) and a leading cause of long-term disability and death worldwide (4). Currently, the main approved treatment for this type of stroke is revascularization, which has a strict therapeutic window (< 4.5 h) (5). Nevertheless, the vast majority of patients cannot receive thrombolytic therapy upon hospital admission (6, 7). Therefore, earlier and faster identification of acute IS is important, as thrombolytic therapies are time-sensitive (8); blood biomarkers provide a possibility for identification, especially in circumstances where access to brain imaging is limited (9). However, there are currently no blood biomarkers used for the diagnosis of IS due to the required characteristics of high sensitivity and specificity in this heterogeneous disorder and a fast turnaround (10).


As a result of cerebral ischemia, both experimental animal models and patients with stroke experience a strong inflammatory response (11) involving the release of dangerous/damage-associated molecular patterns (DAMPs), highly immunogenic cellular components, from the brain into the systemic circulation (12). Activating these DAMPs causes adaptive and peripheral innate immune cells to migrate to ischemic brain areas, and the inflammatory response in ischemic regions shows a variable positive and negative influence, depending on IS phase, and variable involvement of inflammatory cells (13). A toxic effect is generated when proinflammatory cytokines, proteases, and reactive oxygen species are produced by inflammatory cells. In the penumbra, it may cause secondary damage, causing neuronal death and orchestrating an immune response comprising glial activation and recruitment of peripheral immune cells (14). The protective effects consist of clearance of injured tissue by myeloid cells and the establishment of a regenerative environment. In this way, a large number of researchers have revealed that anti-inflammatory strategies hold great promise in extending the therapeutic window and preventing major brain damage during reperfusion (5, 15). Thus, it is crucial to identify inflammation-associated blood biomarkers in patients with IS that could either enhance the beneficial effects or dampen toxic effects, improving outcome.


In recent years, high-throughput technologies have been rapidly developed, including microarrays and RNA sequencing, and, with their respective data-analysis methods, have provided valuable and effective methods to study the molecular underpinnings of complex diseases (16). For instance, Li et al. (17) reported that SLAMF1, IL-7R, and NCF4 may be novel therapeutic targets to promote functional recovery after IS; Zheng et al. (18) identified four reliable serum markers for the diagnosis of IS and concluded that immune cell infiltration plays a crucial role in the development and progression of IS. Herein, we sought to identify the inflammation-related diagnostic blood biomarkers of patients with IS and their relationship with the levels of immune-related cells in the blood using multi-informatics algorithms to find effective targets for the treatment of IS and lay the groundwork for the development of diagnostic options.





2  Materials and methods




2.1  Data source and preprocessing


The gene expression profiles in the GSE22255 (including 20 patients with IS and 20 healthy controls) and GSE16561 (including 39 patients with IS and 24 healthy controls) datasets were extracted from the public database Gene Expression Omnibus (GEO; http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/geo). GSE22255 and GSE16561 were normalized, and differences between batches were removed before defining the integrated gene expression profile. The gene expression profiles were normalized using the limma package. Interbatch differences for the GSE22255 and GSE16561 datasets, including 59 samples from patients with IS and 44 from healthy controls, were eliminated by the ComBat function in the “sva” package in R software.





2.2  Identification of DEGs


The limma package in R was used to analyze DEGs between samples from patients with IS and healthy controls. DEGs (|FC| ≥ 1.2 and adjusted P-values < 0.05) were identified and plotted in volcano plots and heatmaps.





2.3  Determination of inflammation scores in each sample


Seventeen genes of chronic inflammation and 113 genes of acute inflammation were obtained in the gene set “GOBP_CHRONIC_INFLAMMATORY_RESPONSE” and “GOBP_ACUTE_INFLAMMATORY_RESPONSE” from the Gene Set Enrichment Analysis (GSEA; http://www.gsea-msigdb.org/gsea/index.jsp) (
Supplementary Table 1
). A single-sample GSEA (ssGSEA) algorithm was used for calculating the inflammation scores in each sample based on the gene signature. The differences in acute/chronic inflammation scores between the sample groups was determined using an unpaired t test, and P-values < 0.05 were considered statistically significant.





2.4  Construction of weighted gene co-expression network analysis and identification of modules significantly associated with inflammation


Weighted gene co-expression network analysis (WGCNA) was performed to identify co-expression modules using the R package “WGCNA” (v. 4.0.2). Prior to performing WGCNA, a scale-free network was constructed by removing outlier samples. To further calculate the adjacency values between genes with variance greater than all quartiles of variance, a standard scale-free network was used to approximate the appropriate soft threshold power (β = 6). Then, the adjacency values were transformed into a topological overlap measure (TOM), following which the dissimilarity (1-TOM) values were induced. Finally, modules were obtained using the hierarchical clustering tree algorithm and assigned random colors using 1-TOM dissimilarity. An analysis of Pearson correlations was used to identify modules with biological significance between modules and clinical characteristics. Modules with a |co-relationship| (|R|) ≥ 0.4 and P < 0.05 were considered clinically significant. Further analysis was conducted on genes in clinically significant modules with module membership (MM) ≥ 0.6 and gene significance (GS) ≥ 0.05.





2.5  Enrichment analysis of interesting modules


Kyoto Encyclopedia of Genes and Genomes and Gene Ontology enrichment analysis of the genes were submitted to the online database of Enrichr (http://amp.pharm.mssm.edu/Enrichr/) to conduct functional and pathway enrichment analysis. The cut-off for significance was set at P < 0.05.





2.6  Construction of the diagnostic model for IS


Least absolute shrinkage and selection operator (LASSO) algorithms were used to identify the key genes with the best diagnostic value for IS (19). A LASSO logistic regression analysis was performed using the “glmnet” package, and the response type was binomial (α = 1). To minimize bias, we selected the fittest λ and deleted some genes that partially exhibited collinearity. After multivariate logistic regression analysis of the influences generated by the LASSO regression, we selected the relevant parameters with p-values less than 0.05 as the final parameters of the diagnostic model. We calculated risk scores by multiplying each inflammation-associated gene expression level by a linear combination of the corresponding tolerance limits. Finally, to evaluate the diagnostic performance of this model, we used R software and the “pROC” package to determine the area under the curve (AUC) of each receiver operating characteristic (ROC).





2.7  Collection of whole blood samples


Participants were recruited from the Seventh Medical Center of the Chinese PLA General Hospital. All patients with IS or CH underwent detailed and rigorous neurological examination. The diagnostic criteria for IS are based on the International Classification of Diseases (9th Revision), and patients with IS are classified into different subtypes according to the modified TOAST classification. Patients with a history of blood disorders, type 1 diabetes, autoimmune, thyroid, tumor, kidney or liver disease are excluded. Finally, whole blood specimens (samples to be discarded after remaining clinical examination) from 15 healthy individuals, 34 cases of IS, and 16 patients with CH were collected and stored at -80°C for further analysis. The study procedures were developed based on the 2008 revision of the Declaration of Helsinki of 1975 (http://www.wma.net/en/30publications/10policies/b3/) and approved by the Ethics Committee of Seventh Medical Center of the Chinese PLA General Hospital (No: 2022-182).





2.8  RT-qPCR


RNAprep Pure High Efficiency Total RNA Extraction Kit (Cat no. DP443, TianGen, Beijing, China) was used to extract total RNA in blood serum. Briefly, 800 ng total RNA of each sample was used to perform reverse transcription to synthesis the first chain cDNA using TAKARA PrimeScript RT reagent Kit (Cat no. RR037, TAKARA, Japanese). Then, SYBR green reagent (TAKARA, Japanese) was used to determine the expression of target genes during process of amplification. GAPDH was used as reference to determine loading controls, while 2-detadeta T formula was used to calculate the relative expression of target genes. Primers used for the present study was shown as following: 5’- TGCGTGCTGATCGTGATCTTC-3’ (TNFSF10 forward primer), 5’- GCTCGTTGGTAAAGTACACGTA-3’ (TNFSF10 reverse primer), 5’-CTGCTCTACGACATGAACGG-3’ (ID1 forward primer), 5’-GAAGGTCCCTGATGTAGTCGAT-3’ (ID1 reverse primer), 5’-AGCTCTTCCGGGAGCCTTA-3’ (PAQR8 forward primer), 5’-GACCACCTCGTTGTGTTTCTG-3’ (PAQR8 reverse primer)5’-TCCGCCTAAGATGGGAGACC-3’ (OSR2 forward primer), 5’- GGTAAAGTGTCTGCCGCAAAA -3’ (OSR2 reverse primer), 5’- GGAGCATTTCTCGCGCTACA-3’ (PDK4 forward primer), 5’- ACAGGCAATTCTTGTCGCAAA -3’ (PDK4 reverse primer), 5’- AGAAACAGATTCGACAACTGGAG-3’ (PEX11B forward primer), 5’-TGATAGGTGAACAGCTCTTTTGG-3’ (PEX11B reverse primer), 5’- GTTCAACCGACTGGCATCCAA-3’ (TNIP1 forward primer), 5’-AGACGCACCCTCTTTGTTGC -3’ (TNIP1 reverse primer), 5’-CCGTGCAGTACAAGCTCTCC-3’ (FFAR2 forward primer), 5’- CTGCTCAGTCGTGTTCAAGTATT-3’ (FFAR2 reverse primer), 5’-TCCAAGTGCCGAAAAAGGAAG-3’ (JUN forward primer), and 5’- CGAGTTCTGAGCTTTCAAGGT-3’ (JUN reverse primer).





2.9  Statistical analysis


Statistical analysis was performed using SPSS (V. 27.0; ICM Corp., Armonk, NY, USA.) and R software (V. 3.6.2). One-way analysis of variance combined with Bonferroni test was used to determine the differences of genes in multi-groups, a P-value less than 0.05 was considered statistically significant. ROC curves were calculated to evaluate the reliability of the diagnostic models, while area under the curve (AUC) more than 0.7 and a P-value less than 0.05 were considered significance.






3  Results




3.1  Data preprocessing and identification of DEGs


Following standardization of the data formats, addition of missing values, and removal of outliers, normalized gene expression profiles of the GSE22255 and GSE16561 datasets were generated. Then, after data merging and eliminating interbatch differences between the datasets, the combined expression matrix, including 39196 gene symbols, was obtained from the samples from 59 patients with IS and 44 healthy controls in the training set (
Figures 1A, B
). Then, we performed DEG analysis to explore DEGs between these groups. A total of 579 up-regulated genes and 252 downregulated genes (
Supplementary Table 2
) were identified (
Figures 1C, D
).





Figure 1 | 
Identification of DEGs in IS (A, B) Merged and normalized gene expression profiles of GSE22255 and GSE16561 datasets; (C, D) Identification of DEGs between healthy controls and patients with IS.









3.2  Exploration of gene modules associated with inflammation by WGCNA


We analyzed acute and chronic inflammation scores in healthy controls and patients with IS using ssGSEA. It was demonstrated that both acute and chronic inflammation scores were higher in the IS samples (
Figure 2A
). WGCNA was then performed to determine whether gene modules can simultaneously associate with the acute and chronic inflammation scores. Through preliminary estimates, we found that there were no outliers with cutheight > 60, and all samples were suitable for performing WGCNA (
Figure 2B
). In WGCNA, the soft threshold (β score) was set at 6, which can meet the scale-free topology ≥ 0.85 (
Supplement Figure 1A
), and mean connectivity was close to zero (
Supplement Figure 1B)
. Therefore, a total of 15 co-expression gene modules including black, blue, dark green, dark red, green, green-yellow, grey 60, light cyan, light green, light yellow, magenta, midnight blue, royal blue, tan, and yellow were obtained, while genes without co-expression relationships were all clustered into grey modules (
Supplement Figure 1C
). In these modules, there was the lowest adjacency in blue–light green and magenta–royal blue module pairs (
Supplement Figure 1D
).





Figure 2 | 
Identification of modules associated with acute and chronic inflammation scores (A) ssGSEA was performed to determine acute and chronic inflammation scores in patients with IS and healthy controls; (B) WGCNA was performed to identify co-expressed gene modules in the gene expression data of peripheral blood specimens from patients with IS and healthy controls.






Moreover, we analyzed the relationship between gene modules and inflammation scores. We found that the blue module was simultaneously and positively associated with acute (R = 0.74, P < 0.001) and chronic inflammation scores (R = 0.70, P < 0.001; 
Figure 3A
), while the light green module was simultaneously and negatively associated with acute (R = -0.40, P < 0.001) and chronic inflammation scores (R =-0.59, P < 0.001; 
Figure 3A
). Among 395 genes in the blue module, 262 genes met the cut-off of MM ≥ 0.6 and gene GS ≥ 0.05 for acute inflammation scores (
Figure 3B
); similarly, 262 genes met the cut-off of MM ≥ 0.6 and gene GS ≥ 0.05 for chronic inflammation scores (
Figure 3C
). In these two parts, all of the 262 genes overlapped, and these 262 genes (
Supplementary Table 3
) were set as hub genes in the blue module (
Figure 3D
). Furthermore, among 58 genes in the light green module, 49 met the cut-off of MM ≥ 0.6 and gene GS ≥ 0.05 for acute inflammation scores (
Figure 3E
); similarly, 53 genes met the cut-off of MM ≥ 0.6 and gene GS ≥ 0.05 for chronic inflammation scores (
Figure 3F
). In these two parts, the 49 genes overlapped, and these 49 genes (
Supplementary Table 4
) were set as hub genes in the light green module (
Figure 3G
). These 311 hub genes in significant modules associated with acute and chronic inflammation scores were used for further study.





Figure 3 | 
Module relationships with clinical traits (A) Identification of significant modules associated with clinical traits; the genes of the blue and light green modules were significantly correlated with acute and chronic inflammation scores; the relationship between gene significance (GS) and module membership (MM) in the blue (B, C) and light green modules (E, F); Venn diagram of the hub gene intersection analysis between acute and chronic inflammation in patients with IS of the blue (D) and light green modules (G).









3.2  Enrichment analysis for hub genes that were differentially expressed between IS and healthy controls


Among the 311 hub genes in significant modules, 54 of them were also DEGs between patients with IS and healthy controls (
Figure 4A
). Through biological process enrichment analysis, we found that these genes were enriched in “regulation of apoptosis,” “regulation of protein phosphorylation,” “cellular response to external stimulus,” “reactive oxygen species metabolism,” and “regulation of inflammation response” (
Figure 4B
). For molecular function enrichment analysis, these 54 genes were enriched in “cytokine activity,” “cytokine receptor binding,” “mitogen-activated protein kinase,” “TNF receptor binding,” and “DNA binding repressor” (
Figure 4C
). Moreover, we found that these 54 genes were enriched in the pathways including the “IL-17 signaling pathway,” “NF-kappaB signaling pathway,” “NOD-like receptor signaling pathway,” “TNF signaling pathway,” and “Toll-like receptor signaling pathway” (
Figure 4D
).





Figure 4 | 
Functional enrichment analysis of the module core genes (A) Venn diagram of the hub gene intersection analysis between acute/chronic inflammation and DEGs in IS; (B) The intersection hub genes enriched in BPs; (C) The intersection hub genes enriched in MF; (D) Kyoto Encyclopedia of Genes and Genomes pathway enrichment analysis of the intersection hub genes.









3.3  Selection of core genes and construction of a diagnostic model for IS


LASSO analysis was performed on the 54 key inflammation-related genes. After removing the collinearity genes, 17 genes including ZFP3, TNFSF10, SLC2A3, ID1, PAQR8, OSR2, TNF, SGK1, GABARAPL1, TNFAIP3, PDK4, PEX11B, TNIP1, FFAR2, MXD1, JUN, and UBR4 were retained (
Figures 5A, B
). Then, multivariate LASSO regression analysis was performed, and 9 genes were selected as hub genes for IS, including TNFSF10, ID1, PAQR8, OSR2, PDK4, PEX11B, TNIP1, FFAR2, and JUN (
Figure 5C
). These genes were then used to construct a diagnostic model based on their expression and tolerance limits. The diagnostic model was 0.29 × TNFSF10 + 0.45 × ID1 - 0.207 × PAQR8 + 0.268 × OSR2 + 0.332 × PDK4 - 0.233 × PEX11B + 0.425 × TNIP1 + 0.235 × FFAR2 + 0.234 × JUN. Through ROC analysis, we found that the diagnostic value of this model (AUC = 0.81) was significantly higher than for each single gene (
Figure 5D
).





Figure 5 | 
Selecting the optimal key inflammation-related genes to construct the final diagnostic model (A) Screening of the optimal parameters and the vertical lines were drawn; (B) LASSO coefficient profiles of the 17 key inflammation-related genes; (C) Multivariate logistic regression determined independent candidate diagnostic biomarkers; (D) ROC analysis showing that this diagnostic model had good diagnostic performance.









3.4  Validation of gene expression and diagnostic model performance in whole blood samples


To verify the effectiveness of diagnostic model, we collected whole blood from healthy controls (n =15), patients with IS (n = 34), and patients with CH (n = 16). For IS, 6 patients had large-artery atherosclerotic stroke (LAA), 4 had cardiac cerebral embolism (CE), 10 had small arterial lacunar stroke (SAA), 11 had stroke of other undemonstrated etiology (SUE), and 3 had stroke from other causes (SOE) (
Supplementary Figure 2
). As shown in 
Figure 6A
, the expression levels of TNFSF10, PDK4, TNIP1, FFAR2, and JUN were significantly higher in the patients with IS compared to healthy controls, and the expression levels of PAQR8 and PEX11B were lower (p < 0.01). However, the expression levels of ID1 and QSR2 were not significantly different between the patients with IS and healthy controls. Moreover, reduced expression of PAQR8 and PEX11B and elevated expression of FFAR2 were observed in patients with CH compared to healthy controls (p < 0.05). However, there was no difference in expression of TNFSF10, ID1, PAQR8, OSR2, PDK4, TNIP1, FFAR2, and JUN between subtypes of IS (LAA, CE, SAA, SUE and SOE) (
Supplementary Figure 2
). Only the expression of PEX11B was lower in CE, SUE, and SOE compared with LAA and SAA (
Supplementary Figure 2
). These results may indicate that TNFSF10, PDK4, TNIP1, and JUN may be real and specific biomarkers for IS, while PAQR8, PEX11B, and FFAR2 may be universal biomarkers for brain diseases with inflammation.





Figure 6 | 
Validation of the diagnostic model in IS and CH samples. (A) The relative expression levels of TNFSF10, ID1, PAQR8, OSR2, PDK4, PEX11B, TNIP1, FFAR2, and, JUN in healthy controls, patients with IS and, patients with CH; (B, C) ROC curve analysis of TNFSF10, ID1, PAQR8, OSR2, PDK4, PEX11B, TNIP1, FFAR2, JUN, and diagnostic model constructed by these combines gene expression levels in IS and CH. **P<0.01; *P<0.05.






Furthermore, ROC analysis was performed, and the AUC values of TNFSF10, ID1, PAQR8, OSR2, PDK4, PEX11B, TNIP1, FFAR2, and JUN for stroke were 0.756, 0.645, 0.762, 0.616, 0.784, 0.824, 0.806, 0.787, 0.752, and 0.752, respectively, in validation samples (
Figure 6B
). We then plugged the gene expressions of TNFSF10, ID1, PAQR8, OSR2, PDK4, PEX11B, TNIP1, FFAR2, and JUN into the formula of the diagnostic model. Interestingly, the diagnostic model using these combines gene expression levels exhibited extremely high diagnostic value for IS (AUC = 0.933) and was superior to using any single gene (
Figure 6B
). Even though the combined diagnostic model exhibited a certain diagnostic value for CH (AUC = 0.733), however, it was not superior to using any single gene (
Figure 6C
). These results may indicate that the diagnostic model constructed with TNFSF10, ID1, PAQR8, OSR2, PDK4, PEX11B, TNIP1, FFAR2, and JUN expression data can be a useful tool for the diagnosis of IS.





3.5  The diagnostic score can reflect the condition of immune-related cells in patients with IS


In order to determine whether the diagnostic model score can reflect the condition of immune-related cells in patients with IS. We reviewed the results of blood routine tests of healthy controls and patients with IS, we found that the levels of lymphocytes were decreased in patients with IS compared to healthy controls, while the levels of monocytes and neutrophils were increased (
Figure 7A
). Interestingly, we found that the score calculated by the diagnostic model was negatively associated with the levels of lymphocytes (
Figure 7B
), while it was positively associated with the levels of monocytes (
Figure 7C
) and neutrophils (
Figure 7D
). These results suggested that the diagnostic model score can reflect the condition of the immune-related cells in patients with IS.





Figure 7 | 
The diagnostic model can reflect the condition of immune-related cells in patients with IS. (A) The levels of immune-related cells such as lymphocytes, monocytes, eosinophils, basophilic granulocytes and neutrophils in the whole blood of healthy controls, patients with IS, and patients with CH. (B) The co-expression relationship between the diagnostic model score and levels of lymphocytes. (C) The co-expression relationship between the diagnostic model score and levels of monocytes. (D) The co-expression relationship between the diagnostic model score and levels of neutrophils. **P<0.01; ns, no significance, P>0.05.










4  Discussion


IS affects millions of people annually across the world (20). Survivors of stroke often struggle to live independently, and they are more likely to develop additional neurological sequelae, such as dementia (21), which causes a heavy burden on patients’ families and society as a whole (20). Investigators have realized that further understanding of the pathological mechanisms of IS can reveal valuable blood biomarkers for rapid and early diagnosis and widens the time window for thrombolytic therapy. Currently, however, there is little research on whether genes and proteins involved in inflammation could serve as diagnostic biomarkers of IS.


There is evidence that IS and other acute brain diseases are characterized by an inflammatory reaction in brain tissue (22). As a result of this inflammation, multiple cytokines are released in both damaged cerebral tissue and peripheral blood (23). In the current work, each sample from the GSE16561 and GSE22255 datasets were scored based on the genes associated with acute/chronic inflammation using the ssGSEA algorithm and showed higher acute/chronic inflammation scores in patients with IS than in healthy controls; inflammatory responses may contribute to the pathological processes of IS. In addition, gene enrichment analysis indicated that these key genes from the interaction analysis were mainly involved in inflammatory or immune-related signaling pathways. Upon further analysis, nine inflammation-related genes (TNFSF10, ID1, PAQR8, OSR2, PDK4, PEX11B, TNIP1, FFAR2, and JUN) were selected to construct a diagnostic model, and the model exhibited remarkable diagnostic value for IS with an AUC of 0.81.


TNFSF10, also called TNF-related apoptosis-inducing ligand (TRAIL), is a member of the tumor necrosis factor (TNF) ligand family (24). TRAIL indeed plays a role in the regulation of innate and adaptive immunity, making it a highly intriguing molecule for several immunological disorders (25), including IS (26). Earlier studies have shown that an increased level of TRAIL on the surface of CD4+ T cells was strongly correlated with plaque instability in carotid atheroma tissues (27); TRAIL exerted pleiotropic activation effects on endothelial cells, vascular smooth muscle cells, and inflammation cells (28); and low levels of TRAIL were linked to a poor prognosis in individuals with acute myocardial infarction, according to multiple clinical trials (29). A recently published study revealed that low serum TRAIL levels were associated with acute IS severity (30), while its diagnostic value was not assessed. Pyruvate dehydrogenase kinase 4 (PDK4), a member of the PDK family, regulates pyruvate dehydrogenase complexes in the CNS, which have important effects on neuron–glia metabolic interactions (31). A recent bioinformatic study identified it as an autophagy-related gene and diagnostic marker of major depressive disorder with an AUC of 0.62 (32). TNFα-induced protein 3-interacting protein 1 (TNIP1), is increasingly being recognized as a key blocker of inflammatory signaling, and its dysfunction or deficiency may predispose healthy cells to inflammatory responses (33). Some researchers have shown that anti-inflammatory therapeutic targets based on TNIP1 may be developed and tested in the future (33). Free fatty acid receptor 2 (FFAR2) is involved in immune responses and is expressed in white blood cells (34). We identified TNIP1 and FFAR2 as inflammation-related genes in the current work, and these could serve as diagnostic biomarkers in IS, although there are no studies on the relationships between TINP1/FFAR2 and IS. As one of the most extensively studied proteins of the activator protein-1 (AP-1) complex, c-JUN is involved in a multitude of cellular functions, including proliferation, apoptosis, survival, tumorigenesis, and tissue morphogenesis (35). Increasing evidence has been shown for the interaction of Notch with NF-κB, HIF-1α, JNK/c-JUN, Pin1, and p53 in stroke, while their specific regulatory mechanisms have not been elucidated (36). In the future, understanding the relationship between JUN and IS from the perspective of the inflammatory response may be a new research direction. In our own validation cohort, five of the abovementioned genes (TNFSF10, PDK4, TNIP1, FFAR2, and JUN) were also found to be highly expressed and of high diagnostic value in patients with IS, with AUCs all greater than 0.7. In particular, the FFAR2 expression level was also increased in patients with CH and had good diagnostic value (AUC = 0.842).


As a member of the progestin and adipoQ receptor (PAQR) family, PAQR8 regulates a wide range of cognitive, neuroendocrine, neuroimmune, and neuroprotective functions (37). One study suggested that baicalin and/or jasminoidin alleviated cerebral ischemia through upregulating PAQR8 expression in the rat hippocampus (38). Peroxisome membrane protein 11B (PEX11B) participates in the proliferation and division of the peroxisome itself, and the peroxisome is an organelle that contains a variety of enzymes that scavenge reactive oxygen species (39). It has been shown that a rapid increase in reactive oxygen species production after acute IS rapidly overwhelms antioxidant defenses, causing further tissue damage (40). Consistent with what we found in our validation cohort, PAQR8 and PEX11B were downregulated in both patients with IS and those with CH. This suggests that, on the one hand, inflammation is one of the broad-spectrum drivers in multiple brain injury diseases, and, on the other hand, a single gene as a biomarker has the limitation of low specificity.


ID1, named DNA binding inhibitor 1, is highly expressed in the central nervous system (CNS) during embryogenesis and throughout adulthood, and it may play a role in the molecular mechanisms regulating the cellular responses to TNFα and CNS inflammation (41). OSR2, odd-skipped related transcription factor 2, plays a critical role in cellular proliferation and quiescence under epigenetic regulation (42). Additionally, Ma et al. identified OSR2 as an immune infiltration-associated gene in sciatica with high diagnostic value (43). However, the relationship between ID1 and IS has not been reported in the literature. Unfortunately, there was also no significant change in the expression level of ID1/OSR2 in our validation cohort compared with healthy controls, and further studies in a larger sample are needed.


Interestingly, we found that the current diagnostic models had a higher diagnostic value than using single genes. In addition, the diagnostic model constructed based on IS had better diagnostic performance than that based on CH (AUCIS = 0.933, AUCCH = 0.733), suggesting that the novel diagnostic model constructed using inflammation-related genes had a better diagnostic specificity. Although some single-gene biomarkers have shown excellent diagnostic value, they are not good at distinguishing disease traits. IS is a complex (multifactorial) polygenic disease that results from the interaction of risk factors and genetic components caused by polymorphic genes acting independently or fueling each other. Therefore, these data can be combined in multivariate analyses in the future, using factors such as oxidative stress and endothelial activation, to determine the best diagnostic markers for IS and optimize the diagnostic value of single genes.


Increasing evidence indicates that peripheral immune-inflammatory pathways are activated following stroke, which play a critical role in neurological outcomes (44). Studies on immune responses following stroke have revealed that CD4+CD25+Foxp3+ regulatory T cells play crucial and complex roles in controlling the inflammatory damage caused by stroke as well as modulating immunosuppression (45). For instance, in a rat model of stroke, the depletion of T-lymphocytes led to smaller volumes of cerebral infarction and better recovery of neural function compared to controls (46); in patients with acute IS, T cells are activated in the peripheral blood (47, 48). Monocytes in the blood may mediate neuroinflammatory responses and strongly influence IS outcomes (49, 50). We found that lymphocyte levels were lower in patients with IS compared with healthy controls, while the levels of monocytes and neutrophils were higher. In addition, this diagnostic model could reflect the main immune-related cell status of IS patients to a certain extent, suggesting that we can understand disease status using this diagnostic model.


We should acknowledge that there are some limitations to the present work. First, the data we analyzed were from public databases and the sample size was small, although we integrated two datasets. Second, although the AUC of the model exhibited acceptable diagnostic ability, the model performance needs to be improved. For example, the current diagnostic model cannot provide relevant information on the severity and subtype of IS. Because of the limited data we collected, some biomarkers were not ideal for the subtype analysis. We could only demonstrate that these biomarkers had good specificity in the diagnosis of IS. However, for the subtype analysis, a larger sample is still needed for further analysis. Finally, the current diagnostic model targets only inflammation-related genes, but similar in-silico studies of oxidative stress and endothelial activation are needed to develop optimal diagnostic markers for IS.





5  Conclusions


In summary, the diagnostic model constructed by the inflammation-related genes TNFSF10, ID1, PAQR8, OSR2, PDK4, PEX11B, TNIP1, FFAR2 and JUN exhibited high and specific diagnostic value for IS, and reflected the condition of lymphocytes, monocytes and neutrophils in blood. The novel diagnostic model may contribute to the diagnosis of IS.
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Supplementary Figure 1 | 
Constructing the WGCNA (A) Scale independence of various soft-threshold values; (B) Mean connectivity of various soft-threshold values; (C) Clustering dendrograms of all genes with dissimilarity based on the topological overlap, together with assigned module colors; (D) The distance in 16 gene co-expression modules





Supplementary Figure 2 | 
The levels of TNFSF10, ID1, PAQR8, OSR2, PDK4, PEX11B, TNIP1, FFAR2, and JUN in each subtype of IS including LAA, CE, SAA, SUE and SOE.
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Background

Epilepsy is a disorder that can manifest as abnormalities in neurological or physical function. Stress cardiomyopathy is closely associated with neurological stimulation. However, the mechanisms underlying the interrelationship between epilepsy and stress cardiomyopathy are unclear. This paper aims to explore the genetic features and potential molecular mechanisms shared in epilepsy and stress cardiomyopathy.



Methods

By analyzing the epilepsy dataset and stress cardiomyopathy dataset separately, the intersection of the two disease co-expressed differential genes is obtained, the co-expressed differential genes reveal the biological functions, the network is constructed, and the core modules are identified to reveal the interaction mechanism, the co-expressed genes with diagnostic validity are screened by machine learning algorithms, and the co-expressed genes are validated in parallel on the epilepsy single-cell data and the stress cardiomyopathy rat model.



Results

Epilepsy causes stress cardiomyopathy, and its key pathways are Complement and coagulation cascades, HIF-1 signaling pathway, its key co-expressed genes include SPOCK2, CTSZ, HLA-DMB, ALDOA, SFRP1, ERBB3. The key immune cell subpopulations localized by single-cell data are the T_cells subgroup, Microglia subgroup, Macrophage subgroup, Astrocyte subgroup, and Oligodendrocytes subgroup.



Conclusion

We believe epilepsy causing stress cardiomyopathy results from a multi-gene, multi-pathway combination. We identified the core co-expressed genes (SPOCK2, CTSZ, HLA-DMB, ALDOA, SFRP1, ERBB3) and the pathways that function in them (Complement and coagulation cascades, HIF-1 signaling pathway, JAK-STAT signaling pathway), and finally localized their key cellular subgroups (T_cells subgroup, Microglia subgroup, Macrophage subgroup, Astrocyte subgroup, and Oligodendrocytes subgroup). Also, combining cell subpopulations with hypercoagulability as well as sympathetic excitation further narrowed the cell subpopulations of related functions.





Keywords: stress cardiomyopathy, epilepsy, machine learning, single-cell sequencing, stress cardiomyopathy rat model, metabolic analysis, immuno analysis



1 Introduction

Stress cardiomyopathy (SCM) was initially considered a benign disease because of its reversible and self-limiting clinical manifestations of heart failure, but is now considered to be closely associated with the incidence of serious complications such as ventricular arrhythmias and cardiogenic shock (1). Today, the incidence of stress cardiomyopathy has been increasing due to increasing mental and social stress and increasing awareness and understanding of the disease itself (2), but its exact pathophysiological mechanisms remain unclear (3).

At present, the clinical symptoms of stress cardiomyopathy are mainly manifested as total cardiac dysfunction, retrosternal pain, elevated TNI and other symptoms similar to those of acute myocardial infarction, and its triggers are mostly related to neurological stimulation and systemic stress (4). As we all know, epilepsy is a neurological disorder that affects people of all ages and is one of the most common neurological disorders in the world, and recurrent seizures can have a persistent negative impact on the mental and cognitive functions of patients, and can even be life-threatening (5).Many studies have tried to investigate cardiac-related biomarkers under stressful stimuli (6), and epilepsy as a strong stimulus and the development of cardiovascular disease are particularly close.

The relationship between epilepsy and cardiovascular disease has been studied. For example, the extremely hypoxic environment caused by epilepsy induces elevated expression of P-gp protein in the heart and contributes to increased depolarization of cardiomyocyte membranes, ultimately leading to the development of lethal arrhythmias (7, 8). Under certain hypoxic conditions, not only the expression of P-gp protein is elevated, but also hypoxia-inducible factor-1α (HIF-1α) induces increased expression of EPO and its receptors in the brain as well as in the heart (9). These past findings will help us to decipher the mechanism of interaction between epilepsy and stress cardiomyopathy. In addition, previous studies suggest that seizures impair cardiac function, possibly through microRNA regulation (10). Such studies confirm the plausibility of a research direction to find common biomarkers between epilepsy and cardiovascular disease.

At the same time, it has been shown that the histopathological findings of heart tissue samples from patients who died suddenly and unexpectedly during epilepsy were very similar to those from patients who died during a stress cardiomyopathy episode (11), while at least one in every 1000 patients hospitalized with epilepsy had a comorbid stress cardiomyopathy according to a national study of hospitalization in epilepsy (12). Furthermore, the concept of “The Epileptic Heart” reinforces the possible link between epilepsy and stress cardiomyopathy (13) and further suggests the need for cardiac risk assessment in the clinical management of patients with epilepsy. So it is reasonable to assume that the underlying cause of death in epilepsy was most likely the occurrence of stress cardiomyopathy, but there are no studies on the common developmental mechanisms of these two diseases.

Along with the development of sequencing technology, researchers can more easily and quickly obtain the expression of a large number of genes in various diseases, which helps to understand the changes of diseases at the transcriptional level in a deeper way, and with the popularization of various high-performance machine learning algorithms in medical research (14),researchers can accurately and efficiently obtain the genes that play a key role in the development of diseases by using appropriate algorithms, which greatly advances the progress of medical research in disease mechanisms (15).

The objectives of this study were to identify pivotal genes associated with pathogenesis between stress cardiomyopathy and epilepsy and common pathogenesis and to attempt to construct a common epilepsy-stress cardiomyopathy gene regulation model. Using gene expression data from the published Gene Expression Omnibus (GEO) database (http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/geo/),we identified co-expressed genes in stress cardiomyopathy and epilepsy, while clarifying their functional status after enrichment analysis, assessing the diagnostic efficacy of candidate genes by constructing predictive models with machine learning algorithms, as well as applying single-cell data from epilepsy and constructing a rat model of stress cardiomyopathy for parallel validation. To our knowledge, this may be the first study using a systems bioinformatics approach to explore the common genetic signature between stress cardiomyopathy and epilepsy and the associated regulatory mechanisms.



2 Materials and methods


2.1 Construction of a rat model of stress cardiomyopathy

Male Sprague-Dawley rats, weighing 250 to 300 g, were selected to immobilization stress for 6 hours lasting 7 days to establish stress cardiomyopathy (SCM) model.The anesthetized rats were randomly divided into two groups of normal control and SCM. Ventricle tissues were extracted for RNA sequencing. All animal work was performed in accordance with the NIH guidelines for the use of animals in experiments.



2.2 Data sources

Epilepsy microarray and sequencing-related datasets selected from GSE60862 (16), GSE63808 (17), GSE143272 (18) and GSE205661 (19).GSE201048 (20) was selected for the epilepsy single cell dataset,and GSE95368 (21) was selected for the stress cardiomyopathy dataset (Supplementary Table 1).



2.3 Data preprocessing and identification of DEGs

For the epilepsy dataset, differential analysis was performed using the combination of GSE60862 (control group) and GSE63808 (disease group). Considering that the same dataset time and sequencing technology could control the batch effect to some extent (22), the limma package (23) was used to remove the batch effect while performing the differential analysis (24), and by screening (p<0.05&|logFC|>0), we obtained differential genes for up and down regulated genes in epileptic disorders. For stress cardiomyopathy, differential analysis was performed using the control and stress cardiomyopathy groups within the GSE95368 dataset, and differential genes for up-and down-regulated genes in stress cardiomyopathy were obtained by screening (p<0.05&|logFC|>0). To avoid the effect of the common batch effect in multiple datasets, the differential genes generated in the above dual diseases were intersected to obtain the dual disease co-expression differential genes.



2.4 Enrichment analysis to explore biological functions

The ClusterProfiler package (25) was used to perform GO enrichment analysis for dual disease homozygous upregulated genes, and the OmicShare online platform (26) was used to integrate the results of KEGG enrichment analysis and to build a network for the obtained functional pathways.



2.5 PPI network construction and screening of core gene modules

The PPI network was constructed for all co-expressed differential genes, the network was constructed using Cytoscape (27), and the core gene modules were searched for using MCODE (28). In contrast, the candidate genes were narrowed down using cytoHubba (29).Construction of PPI network and enrichment analysis of node genes within the network using the GENEMANIA tool (30) for the co-expressed differential genes.



2.6 Machine learning and rat model validation

For co-expressed differential genes, we used the epilepsy dataset GSE143272 (18), the mlr3 package (31), and tested the model performance by leaving out the cross-validation. The model selected was the Random Forest (32). On the one hand, the tree model has more relaxed requirements for input data, and on the other hand, the Random Forest technique is a classify tree technique that uses bootstrap aggregation and randomization of predictors to achieve a high degree of predictive accuracy. The above two advantages apply well to our input data. Another model choice XGBoost (33). The reason is that XGBoost has excellent performance and an efficient extreme gradient boosting based framework that can handle noise well in the data, widely promoted and used in the medical field. Then we also used XGBoost in the epilepsy dataset GSE205661 (19) for model construction and tested the model performance. Furthermore, test the model performance. Finally, we retained the candidate genes with ROC > 0.6 within the candidate genes to avoid the joint batch effect of the previous multiple datasets. By constructing the animal stress model and selecting the genes with Significant changes in both brain tissue and left ventricle (adjPvalue < 0.05 & |logFC| > 2) as the candidate genes for stress cardiomyopathy, because of the difference in sequencing depth, taking the intersection may lose more information. Conversion of rat genes to human genes by homologous mapping (34). Finally, two partial genes from the screening were extracted to obtain 21 candidate genes with up-regulated and 15 candidate genes with down-regulated expression.



2.7 CIBERSORT and MCPcounter immune infiltration

CIBERSORT (35) and MCPcounter (36) analyses were performed for the epilepsy dataset and the stress cardiomyopathy dataset to demonstrate immune infiltration, correlations with immune cells were calculated for candidate genes, and differences in the same immune cells were calculated by rank-sum test for different subgroups.



2.8 Sequencing of single cells in epilepsy combined with metabolic analysis

The Seurat package (37) was used to analyze the epilepsy single-cell dataset GSE201048 (20). Quality control criteria were set: cells with 300 to 5000 genes and mitochondrial percentage reads less than 20 were retained for subsequent analysis, while the remaining normalization, clustering, and search for differential genes were performed using standard procedures by Seurat. Principal component (PC) analysis was performed for 2000 highly variable genes, and 20 PCs were selected as input data for subsequent analysis. tSNE visualization revealed no significant batch effects across samples, so the subsequent analysis did not use algorithms such as single-cell removal of batch effects (20). Cell annotation was performed in three ways for realistic and accurate cell annotation, including manual annotation by CellMarker (38), automatic annotation by SingleR (39), and annotation based on cell surface antibody expression (40). Metabolism-related analysis was performedusing the scMetabolism package (41) to analyze relevant metabolic pathways.




3 Results


3.1 Identification of DEGs in SCM and epilepsy

The flow chart of this study is shown in Figure 1. Combined analysis of GSE60862 and GSE63808 yielded epilepsy-associated differential genes (Figure 2A). Differential analysis of GSE95368 yielded differential genes associated with stress cardiomyopathy (Figure 2B). 48 differential genes co-expressed with up-regulation and 40 differential genes co-expressed with down-regulation were obtained from the intersection of the above two parts of differential genes as the co-expressed genes for our subsequent study.




Figure 1 | Workflow of the analysis.






Figure 2 | (A) Epilepsy-associated differential genes. (B) Stress cardiomyopathy DEGs.





3.2 Co-expressed gene enrichment analysis

GO enrichment analysis was performed against 48 up-regulated co-expressed differential genes (Figure 3A). Specifically, the genes were mainly associated with acute-phase response, platelet alpha granule, protein C inhibitor-PLAT complex, complement binding, response to hydrogen peroxide, response to reactive oxygen species, and serine-type peptidase activity.




Figure 3 | (A) The GO enrichment analysis of co-expressed genes. (B) The KEGG enrichment analysis of co-expressed genes (main class). (C) The KEGG enrichment analysis of co-expressed genes (pathway). (D) Network pathway Construction.



Subsequently, KEGG enrichment analysis was performed on 48 up-regulated co-expressed differential genes to explore the expression of the pathways, and the results were summarized and combined (Figure 3B). We then refined the results of the KEGG enrichment analysis (Figure 3C). We found that the functional alterations of the pathways were mainly in Complement and coagulation cascades, HIF-1 signaling pathway, JAK-STAT signaling pathway, PI3K-Akt signaling pathway, Rap1 signaling pathway, Ras signaling pathway, and MAPK signaling pathway. Functional alterations in these pathways provide a biological reference for refining the mechanisms of stress cardiomyopathy and epilepsy interaction. We will explore these pathways in detail in the Discussion section. Finally, we constructed a network for the pathways obtained from KEGG enrichment analysis (Figure 3D) and found that the central pathways were “Complement and coagulation cascades” and “HIF-1 signaling pathway”. These findings suggest that the main functions of epilepsy and stress cardiomyopathy focus on a series of functional changes caused by hypoxia and hypercoagulation.



3.3 PPI network construction and module analysis

The PPI network was constructed for all co-expressed differential genes, and two core gene modules were obtained by MCODE (Figures 4A, B).To improve the accuracy, the top three algorithms with the best performance were selected for screening hub genes by cytoHubb (Figure 4C). Next,the PPI network was constructed for the hub gene, and the nodes were analyzed for enrichment (Figure 4D). By narrowing down the range of genes to focus their biological functions, we found that the functions of co-expressed genes are focused on regulation of inflammatory response, and serine-type peptidase activity. These results suggest that immune and metabolic responses are involved in disease development and will be analyzed in depth subsequently.




Figure 4 | Signifificant gene module and enrichment analysis. (A, B) Two signifificant gene clustering modules. (C) CytoHubba screening of core genes (using three algorithms). (D) Enrichment analysis.





3.4 Building machine learning models to validate co-expressed genes

To verify whether co-expressed genes have diagnostic effects in epilepsy, we used independent cohorts for parallel validation, assessed the diagnostic potency of candidate genes in epilepsy by constructing random forest models and XGBoost models, and selected any model ROC greater than 0.6 as the co-expressed genes that met the conditions to be retained and visualized the results that partially met the conditions (Figure 5 and Supplementary Figure 1).Then, by constructing a rat model of stress cardiomyopathy and sequencing the left ventricle and brain samples from the same sample,we finally screened for differential genes that were significantly changed in both the left ventricle and brain in stress cardiomyopathy (adjPvalue < 0.05 & |logFC| > 2), and the above two parts of the results were combined as the real dual disease co-expressed genes (Supplementary Table 2).




Figure 5 | Machine learning screens for co-expressed genes with diagnostic validity,using Random Forest and XGBoost.





3.5 Immune infiltration

To verify the relationship between co-expressed genes and immunity,21 up-regulated co-expressed genes were subjected to immune infiltration analysis, and immune infiltration of co-expressed genes in epilepsy and stress cardiomyopathy was explored by using CIBERSORT as well as the MCPcounter algorithm. (Figures 6A, B).To gain a deeper understanding of the results of immune infiltration, we performed correlation analysis of immune cells with co-expressed genes for CIBERSORT and rank sum tests between immune cells under different groupings for the epilepsy dataset (Figures 6C, D), and similarly, we performed the same operation for the stress cardiomyopathy dataset as for the epilepsy dataset (Figures 6E, F).The results showed that the overall immune infiltration differed between epilepsy and stress cardiomyopathy, with an increased proportion of Neutrophils cells in epilepsy (Pvalue = 0.012) and a strong correlation between the SIRPA gene and Neutrophils cells (r = 0.71) and AKR1A1 also showed a strong correlation with Monocytes cells (r = 0.59), in contrast, the proportion of T.cells and Dendritic.cells were increased in stress cardiomyopathy (Pvalue < 0.05), and some genes, such as the LEP gene were moderately correlated with T.cells (r = 0.45), ALDOA gene was highly correlated with NK.cells (r = 0.61). The above results suggest that the immune mechanisms of the two diseases are not identical, with an increased proportion of neutrophils in epilepsy leading to the release of inflammatory mediators, which in turn can be pro-epileptic factors, and conversely, an increased proportion of T cells in stress cardiomyopathy suggesting that the duration of the disease is not as transient as previously perceived, while obtaining immune-related genes in the respective diseases, the function of which will be the focus of subsequent discussion.




Figure 6 | Immune infiltration analysis. (A) Combined analysis of CIBERSORT and MCPcounter in epilepsy. (B) Combined analysis of CIBERSORT and MCPcounter in SCM. (C) Correlation analysis of immune cells and co-expressed genes in epilepsy. (D) Wilcoxon rank-sum test of immune cells in epilepsy. (E) Correlation analysis of immune cells and co-expressed genes in SCM. (F) Wilcoxon rank-sum test of immune cells in SCM.





3.6 Epilepsy single-cell sequencing

In our preliminary hypothesis, epilepsy plays a “trigger” role in both diseases. To improve our understanding of the immune mechanism of epilepsy, we performed analysis using the epilepsy single-cell dataset, which was derived from six samples with epilepsy single-cell dataset contains 85,780 cells. We obtained a downscaled clustering map by performing the standard procedure of single-cell analysis to generate a total of 26 subgroups. We then annotated the cell subgroups by combining CellMarker database annotation, SingleR annotation, and cell surface antibody annotation, resulting in 8 functional subgroups (Figure 7A). Most single cell suspensions obtained from epileptic brain tissue were annotated with known cell types, including Microglia, T_cells, NVUs, Macrophages, etc (Figure 7B). It can be observed that most of the cell subpopulations were defined as Microglia. By contrast, one distinct cluster was identified as oligodendrocytes in the P1.B, P3.A, and P3.B samples. At the same time, immune cell infiltration is observed in epilepsy samples originating from different individuals and brain regions (Figure 7C). Validation of epilepsy and stress cardiomyopathy co-expressed genes at the single-cell level revealed that ALDOA, CTSZ, ERBBS, HLA-DMB and other genes were validated as double disease significant co-expression genes. As a result of the previous analysis, some genes showed a significant correlation with the proportion of immune cells among the co-expressed genes validated at the single-cell level. Suggesting that immunity may act as a bridge in epilepsy and stress cardiomyopathy functions of these genes and the subgroups they belong will be explored in subsequent discussions.




Figure 7 | Epilepsy single-cell analysis. (A) Single-cell subpopulation clustering and cell annotation. (B) Three-layered complex heatmap of selected co-expressed genes in each cell cluster. Top: Mean expression of co-expressed markers. Middle: Tissue preference of each cluster; Bottom: Relative expression map of known marker genes associated with each cell subset. Mean expression values are scaled by mean-centering, and transformed to a scale from -2 to 2. (C) Average cell number and relative proportion of subsets from tissues of each origin.





3.7 Metabolic analysis

Co-expressed genes were validated at the single cell level, first considering the significance (Pvalue < 0.05) and showing the expression changes of co-expressed genes in eight functional subgroups (Figure 8A), including SPOCK2, CTSZ, HLA-DMB, XRCC6, METAP2, AKR1A1, ALDOA, SFRP1, ERBB3, GNS, ZNF622. The eight single-cell functional subpopulations were enriched separately to identify the functional status of each subpopulation (Figures 8B, C). The enrichment analysis results strongly suggest T-lymphocyte and neuroglial activation, such as regulation of T cell activation, T cell differentiation, astrocyte differentiation, immune response-regulating signaling pathway, response to lipopolysaccharide and astrocyte development. The emerging term “autoimmune epilepsy” highlights the role of the immune system and its dysregulation in epileptogenesis. Our results suggest that the occurrence of epilepsy is the result of a combination of immune mechanisms and structural alterations.




Figure 8 | Functional enrichment analysis and metabolic analysis at the level of single-cell subpopulations. (A) Expression of co-expressed genes on functional subgroups. (B, C) Enrichment analysis of single cell subpopulations. (D) Metabolic pathway expression quantification for single-cell subpopulations. (E) Quantification of metabolic pathways and metabolism-related gene expression.



On the other hand, the enrichment analysis results laterally verified our cellular annotation accuracy.In addition, enrichment analysis results for pathways suggest alterations in the immune system, such as the IL-17 signaling pathway, Natural killer cell mediated cytotoxicity, and alterations in the coagulation system (Complement and coagulation cascades) play a role in the progression of the disease. The follow-up will be an integrated exploration of the two diseases.

From our previous work, we know that the release of catecholamine hormone in large amounts may be one of the potential mechanisms in the pathogenesis of stress cardiomyopathy,we considered that the release of catecholamines might also be one of the common pathogenic mechanisms in epilepsy and stress cardiomyopathy, so we performed metabolic correlation analysis on single cell functional subpopulations (Figure 8D). By selecting three metabolic pathways, Glycolysis/Gluconeogenesis, Phenylalanine metabolism and Tyrosine metabolism, and then evaluating the functional subgroups. The results suggest that NVUs, Macrophage and Oligodendrocytes may be the focus of our subsequent studies on metabolism-related changes. Finally, we demonstrated the metabolism-related pathways and metabolism-related genes at the single-cell level (Figure 8E).

Finally, the subpopulations to which the screened co-expressed genes belonged were mainly T_cells, NVUs, Microglia, Oligodendrocytes, Astrocyte, Macrophage, and combined with the results of metabolic analysis, NVUs, Macrophage and Oligodendrocytes were finally identified. Our findings identified and obtained the genes that play a major role in epilepsy and stress cardiomyopathy and the Biological functions of disease development and also refined the results to obtain the cellular subpopulation to which the gene belongs (Supplementary Table 3).




4 Discussion

This study is the first to focus on the common disease mechanisms between epilepsy and stress cardiomyopathy. A review of previous literature found that the cardiac pathology of patients with sudden death in epilepsy is very similar to that of stress cardiomyopathy (11). The brain-center interaction mechanism is also widely recognized in stress cardiomyopathy (42). These findings inspired us to try to find a common pathogenic mechanism between epilepsy and stress cardiomyopathy.

By merging two large epilepsy datasets and performing differential analysis, we believe that excessive removal of batch effects by the algorithm may remove most of the biological differences (43), so here we use the built-in function of the limma package to remove batch effects and take the intersection with the results of the stress cardiomyopathy differential analysis to try to circumvent some of the batch effects. For the genes generated by the intersection, we define them as co-expressed genes in epilepsy and stress cardiomyopathy (48 genes up-regulated,40 genes down-regulated).

To clarify the common biological functions of epilepsy and stress cardiomyopathy, an Enrichment analysis was performed. GO enrichment analysis showed the genes were mainly associated with acute-phase response, platelet alpha granule, protein C inhibitor-PLAT complex, complement binding, response to hydrogen peroxide, response to reactive oxygen species, and serine-type peptidase activity (Figure 3A). In our preliminary hypothesis, epilepsy as a strong stressful stimulus leads to the development of stress cardiomyopathy. In cardiac tissue, hyperactivity of the coagulation system leads to left ventricle thrombus formation (4), and the clinical manifestations of stress cardiomyopathy confirm the correctness of our conclusion that there is coagulation system activation in the development of stress cardiomyopathy due to epilepsy.

Moreover, the hyperactivity of the immune system can be elaborated separately from the heart and the brain, in the heart mainly shows the activation of the immune system, and the later analysis will focus on exploring. In brain tissue, the relationship between epilepsy and immunity has been studied (44), and existing findings prefer immunity as a component of epilepsy pathogenesis. Subsequent analyses will explore changes in cell subpopulations through single-cell-level data.

Finally, the appearance of oxidative stress function suggests, on the one hand, the existence of a hypoxic environment in the interaction mechanism of epilepsy leading to stress cardiomyopathy. On the other hand, oxidative stress can damage endothelial cells and lead to abnormal cardiac function. Our results strongly point to epilepsy causing stress cardiomyopathy being plausible from a biological functional point of view. In contrast, the triad “hypoxia - oxidative stress - inflammation” is a vicious circle where anyone can initiate the activation of others (45). At the same time, the hypercoagulation system contributes to the formation and aggravation of the hypoxic environment of the body.

KEGG enrichment analysis revealed that the pathway alterations were mainly concentrated in Complement and coagulation cascades, HIF-1 signaling pathway, JAK-STAT signaling pathway, PI3K-Akt signaling pathway, Rap1 signaling pathway, Ras signaling pathway, and MAPK signaling pathway. The core pathway is the Complement and coagulation cascades and the HIF-1 signaling pathway (Figures 3B–D).

We have identified blood hypercoagulability as one of the functional alterations in stress cardiomyopathy due to epilepsy (46). Meanwhile, combined with the hypoxic environment leading to increased expression of hypoxia-inducible factor 1α (HIF-1α), as well as the clinical symptoms of stress cardiomyopathy and previous studies, we suggest that hypoxia-inducible factor induces elevated P-gp protein expression in the hypoxic environment caused by epilepsy, and high expression in the brain may then lead to the development of drug resistance, while high expression in the heart leads to increased myocardial cell membrane depolarization, resulting in lethal the development of arrhythmias (7), which is consistent with the complications of stress cardiomyopathy, and this acute hypoxic environment also promotes cardiac EPO/EPO-R expression, which protects the myocardium to some extent (9).

We found activation of the JAK/STAT signaling pathway during epilepsy-induced stress cardiomyopathy, a pathway thought to be associated with the stress response, and to date, various vascular stressors have been linked to this pathway, including angiotensin II effects, oxidative stress, and immune responses (47), which combined with the clinical manifestations of stress cardiomyopathy, lead us to believe that the JAK/STAT signaling pathway reasonable view is that epilepsy-induced stress stimuli create a hypoxic environment that activates hypoxia-inducible factor 1α (HIF-1α) and upregulates their associated pathways and induces activation of the JAK/STAT signaling pathway thereby mediating the regulation of cardiovascular smooth muscle cells and endothelial cells by angiotensin II and oxidative stress as well as the neuroprotective function of EPO (48).

However, We suggest that homeostatic mechanisms exist in the organism even under extreme conditions, and the Epac2-Rap1 signaling pathway antagonizes the effects of oxidative stress on cardiovascular endothelial cells (49). In contrast, activation of the Ras signaling pathway may exacerbate the hypoxic environment in the brain and heart, potentially pushing the above balance toward an imbalance. In contrast, activation of the Ras signaling pathway (50) and MAPK signaling pathway (51) may promote an increased hypoxic environment in the brain and heart as well as an increased level of oxidative stress, potentially tipping the balance towards an imbalance.

Constructing a core module for PPI network discovery will give us a preliminary shaping of the molecular interaction mechanism between epilepsy and stress cardiomyopathy (Figures 4A, B). Next, we used cytoHubb to narrow down the gene range and selected three algorithms that have been demonstrated to perform better in the literature for screening genes (29) (Figure 4C). The enrichment analysis of the nodal genes in the PPI network allowed further insight into the biological functions hidden by numerous genes, and inflammatory immune mechanisms were found in the interaction between epilepsy and stress cardiomyopathy, suggesting that immunity may play a “maintenance” function in both diseases. This part of the results will be discussed in conjunction with the subsequent immune infiltration analysis (Figure 4D).

In previous studies, serine-type peptidase activity has been associated with coagulation and complement activation (52). It is interesting to note that coagulation has been repeatedly implicated in the functional mechanisms of epilepsy and stress cardiomyopathy.We believe that in patients with coronary artery disease, epilepsy leading to stress cardiomyopathy may be a stimulating factor that leads to further damage to the originally abnormal coronary arteries and the occurrence of acute coronary syndrome. So patients with coronary artery abnormalities do not exclude the possibility of stress cardiomyopathy, and even stress cardiomyopathy is a contributing factor to the acute coronary syndrome (46). Meanwhile, the relationship between stroke and epilepsy has been studied (53), so it is reasonable to assume that epilepsy leads to stress cardiomyopathy and increases the frequency and duration of epilepsy through a combination of abnormal coagulation mechanisms and hemodynamic disturbances resulting in further cerebrovascular damage.

Because of the popularity of machine learning in clinical research and its high performance (15), we chose the integrated learning model random forest and the extreme gradient boosting XGBoost, which has good performance in clinical diagnosis. Because of the mismatch in the number of genes due to the different sequencing depths of different datasets, we selected two datasets for model construction. We constructed the model using a cross-validation method. Selected genes with ROC greater than 0.6 are to be retained (Figure 5).

Considering the batch effect and sequencing depth, we constructed a rat model of stress cardiomyopathy and sequenced the brain and left ventricle separately. In our previous work, there is a theory of heart-brain interaction in stress cardiomyopathy (1). This supports our combined analysis and reasonable for constructing a model of stress cardiomyopathy to sequence both brain and heart samples. We retained the overexpressed genes in the brain and heart (adjPvalue < 0.05 & |logFC| > 2) and validated the genes detected in stress cardiomyopathy. Homologous mapping of genes by biomart. By combining the above two parts, we further screened and finally obtained 21 candidate genes with up-regulated and 15 candidate genes with down-regulated expression.

Considering the involvement of immune mechanisms in the common biological functions of epilepsy and stress cardiomyopathy, immune infiltration analysis was performed separately for epilepsy and stress cardiomyopathy, and the correlation between the ratio of co-expressed genes and immune cells was performed (Figure 6). The available data shows that the immune response in the heart and brain tissue is not the same. We believe that immunity is a systemic response, so it is likely that the immune response acts as another bridge between epilepsy and stress cardiomyopathy. According to our results, in epilepsy-induced stress cardiomyopathy, the proportion of neutrophils in the brain tissue increases and releases inflammatory mediators leading to the further persistence of epilepsy (54). This step is initiated by establishing a hypoxic environment and elevated expression of HIF-1α. At the same time, immune inflammation in the brain causes sympathetic excitation, affecting cardiac function via the nervous system (55).

At the same time, in the heart, the increased proportion of monocytes and the imaging findings in stress cardiomyopathy demonstrate that systemic inflammation may play a key role in the pathology of the disease (56). We observed a decrease in the proportion of M2 macrophages, suggesting that inflammatory mechanisms do not play a transient role in the disease (57). As previously perceived and that as inflammatory mechanisms act in the heart, the effects on cardiac ejection function lead to a further exacerbation of the hypoxic environment in the organism, which ultimately leads to a further exacerbation of immune inflammation as well as oxidative stress in the brain.

By correlating co-expressed genes as well as immune cell ratios, we obtained genes with significant correlation with immune cell ratios (SIRPA, AKR1A1, LEP, ALDOA) that will be validated in epilepsy data at the single cell level in an attempt to find immune genes that link heart and brain tissue.

Next, we tried to obtain a more comprehensive biological interpretation by enhancing the sequencing depth. We used the epileptic single-cell dataset to get a more comprehensive understanding of our candidate genes. Through the standard Seurat process, we clustered 85780 epileptic cells into 26 subgroups (Figure 7A). Cellular annotation is a difficult part of single-cell analysis, and this step is highly subjective. We used three dimensions of information to annotate the cells comprehensively. On the one hand, we obtained the top ten differential genes for each subpopulation by differential analysis of 26 subpopulations. We manually annotated them by combining the differential genes with the Cellmarker database. On the other hand, we used SingleR for automatic annotation. Although the accuracy of SingleR annotation is not as good as that of manual annotation, it provides us with references and helps to select the results from Cellmarker annotation. The last aspect is that we selected CITE-seq technology, which is a technique to obtain both intracellular gene expression and protein expression, CD45 protein expression level can distinguish immune cells from non-immune cells, CD19 and CD20 protein expression levels can mark B cells, CD14 can help us to mark macrophages, and finally, we mark neurovascular unit (NVU) for non-immune cells by marker genes (20).

We visualized the expression of some co-expressed genes in different subpopulations (Figure 7B). We found that the expression of candidate genes in different subpopulations is distinct, which also tells us that only some cell subpopulations may be involved in the pathogenesis of dual diseases. We also validated the co-expressed genes at the single-cell level. Considering that a hard threshold may hurt the results, we considered two sets of screening metrics separately: on the one hand, we limited the candidate genes to meet Pvalue < 0.05 in the single-cell data set, so we obtained 12 co-expressed genes, and on the other hand, we limited the candidate genes to meet Pvalue < 0.05 and |logFC| > 1 in the single-cell data set, so that we obtained 6 candidate genes. We considered the relationship between pvalue, logFC and pct. We considered logFC as the most important reference in single-cell sequencing, so in defining the subpopulation to which the candidate gene belongs, we selected the subpopulation to which the candidate gene belongs with pvalue < 0.05 and |logFC| >1, and if there are multiple subpopulations, we considered the subpopulation to which the candidate gene belongs with pct > 0.5. In this way, we successfully narrowed down the candidate genes and localized the specific functional subgroups to which they belonged (Supplementary Table 3).

Thus, we obtained the co-expressed genes of epilepsy and stress cardiomyopathy and the cellular subgroups they belong to in brain tissue, including the co-expressed up-regulated genes (SPOCK2 in the T_cells subgroup, CTSZ in the Microglia subgroup, HLA-DMB in the Microglia subgroup, ALDOA was expressed in NVUs and Macrophage and Astrocyte subgroups, SFRP1 in the Oligodendrocytes subgroup, ERBB3 in the Oligodendrocytes subgroup) and the co-expressed down-regulated genes (PRKCA in the Macrophages subgroup, C3 in the Microglia subgroup, GSTM3 in the Astrocyte subgroup).

According to the previous results, in stress cardiomyopathy, the ALDOA gene is positively associated with NK cells but negatively associated with M2 macrophages. At the same time, in epileptic brain tissue, it is mainly expressed in macrophages and astrocytes. It has been demonstrated that the ALDOA gene is associated with macrophage and T lymphocyte infiltration (58), while astrocytes are also associated with central nervous system inflammation (59). Our results allow us to hypothesize that the ALDOA gene is involved in neuroinflammation through astrocytes and macrophages, affecting sympathetic and metabolic activities through neuroinflammation. Meanwhile, high ALDOA expression in the heart is accompanied by a decrease in the proportion of M2 macrophages, leading to an inflammatory manifestation with extensive infiltration in the heart, which is consistent with clinical manifestations of stress cardiomyopathy are consistent.

Taking together our results and previous literature, we found that SFRP1 protects cardiomyocytes in the heart by inhibiting the Wnt signaling pathway (60). The regulation of SFRP1 in epileptic disorders has also recently started to receive attention (61). However, there are still relatively few relevant studies, and our results could help to target the cellular subpopulation of SFRP1 in epilepsy and refine the antagonistic role of SFRP1 in epilepsy.

Previous studies have found that ERBB3 expression in the heart is associated with an adaptive response to stress, which is identical to our results (62), and studies in the brain with ERBB3 and Obstructive sleep apnea syndrome (OSAS), which also shaped the hypoxic environment and confirmed that ERBB3 was involved in and reduced the hypoxia-induced inflammatory response (63), but ERBB3 has not yet been studied in epilepsy, which will be the direction of our subsequent studies. No studies in the same field have confirmed the role of SPOCK2, CTSZ and HLA-DMB in epilepsy or stress cardiomyopathy. However, it has been demonstrated that SPOCK2 acts as a susceptibility gene for bronchial dysplasia (64) and exacerbates hyperoxia-related lung injury (65). Our results provide directions for subsequent studies on the interaction mechanism between epilepsy and stress cardiomyopathy.

Our results found that C3 expression is reduced in the interaction between epilepsy and stress cardiomyopathy. It has been shown that blocking C3 protects against neuronal damage in Although Alzheimer’s disease (AD) (66). Interestingly, C3 activates the JAK2/STAT3 pathway and is associated with the progression of gastric cancer (67), these two patterns of regulation of different pathways of the same gene in different tissues give us a hint that reduced C3 gene expression in Epilepsy and stress cardiomyopathy may have an important role. We conclude that C3 reduction protects neurons from damage during stressful conditions.

Next, we performed enrichment analysis by cell subpopulation, and the GO enrichment analysis results showed a high consistency between subpopulation and function, which also illustrates the accuracy of the previous cell annotation (Figure 8B). The results of GO enrichment analysis were T cell activation, response to lipopolysaccharide, and astrocyte development. Firstly, T cell activation suggests that in the interaction between epilepsy and stress cardiomyopathy, lymphocytes are predominant in the brain (44). We believe that epilepsy acts as a “trigger” in both diseases. Hence, it suggests that T-cell targeted therapy is promising in the co-development of both diseases. Our results also suggest that epilepsy is a product of immune mechanisms and organic changes (44).

Secondly, the response to lipopolysaccharide is compared to our previous results, where we found reduced expression of PRKCA in epilepsy and stress cardiomyopathy. PRKCA was associated with lipopolysaccharide (LPS) induced neuroinflammatory response (68), and PRKCA in the brain is localized to the macrophage subpopulation. It has been found that the protective mechanism of PRKCA is achieved by inhibiting the release of pro-inflammatory cytokines through macrophages and the MAPK signaling pathway (69). Our results suggest that this protective mechanism may be inhibited in both disease interactions.

Finally, we performed KEGG enrichment analysis showing alterations in the IL-17 signaling pathway, Natural killer cell mediated cytotoxicity, and Complement and coagulation cascades, among which Microglia cell subpopulation, as well as Macrophages cell subpopulation, may play important functions in epilepsy causing stress cardiomyopathy according to our results (Figure 8C).

Meanwhile, in order to explore the remaining possible mechanisms of epilepsy causing stress cardiomyopathy, we conducted metabolic-related analyses (Figures 8D, E), and based on our preliminary results, we believe that sympathetic excitation is a more plausible explanation for the mechanisms by which the brain affects the heart, so we selected three metabolic pathways for analysis based on this, and eventually targeted three cell subpopulations in the brain, namely, NVUs, Macrophage, and Oligodendrocytes. Moreover, we went on to try to expand our results to obtain highly metabolic genes with corresponding cell subpopulations (GOT1, ALDOB, TAT, LDHAL6B).

In conclusion, our work proposes that epilepsy causes stress cardiomyopathy and explores a possible common mechanism for this dual disease for the first time. There are two major functional pathways, including the Complement and coagulation cascades and the HIF-1 signaling pathway. We believe that the two functional alterations, coagulation, and hypoxia, affect each other, but hypoxia is the initiating signal. This is followed by a “hypoxia - oxidative stress - inflammation” in the brain, where there are pathways that act as stimulators and inhibitors, followed by immune mechanisms in the brain and heart that are elucidated in epilepsy-induced stress cardiomyopathy. Finally, the localization of co-expressed genes at the single-cell level. I believe our work will contribute to the study of stress cardiomyopathy due to epilepsy and the study of brain-heart interaction.



Data availability statement

The original contributions presented in the study are included in the article/Supplementary Material. The data presented in the study are deposited in the GEO repository, accession number GSE223385.



Ethics statement

All animals were kept in a pathogen-free environment and fed ad lib. The procedures for care and use of animals were approved by the Ethics Committee of the First Affiliated Hospital of Harbin Medical University and all applicable institutional and governmental regulations concerning the ethical use of animals were followed.



Author contributions

XJ: Conceptualization (equal); data curation (equal); writing – original draft (lead). QP and JZ: methodology (equal); project administration (equal); Formal analysis (equal); writing – original draft (equal). PL and BL: Investigation (equal); project administration (equal). HY, JS, and DS: Investigation (equal); project administration (equal). XQ: Conceptualization (equal); supervision (equal); validation (equal); DY: Investigation (lead); project administration (lead); writing – original draft (lead); writing – review and editing (lead). All authors contributed to the article and approved the submitted version.



Funding

This work was supported primarily by the National Natural Science Foundation of China (No. 82270320 to DY), Distinguished Young Foundations of the First Affiliated Hospital of Harbin Medical University (HYD2020JQ002 to DY), The Science Foundation of the First Affiliated Hospital of Harbin Medical University (2018 L001 to DY) and Heilongjiang Postdoctoral Scientific Research Developmental Fund (LBH-Q21155 to DY).



Conflict of interest

The authors declare that the research was conducted in the absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be construed as a potential conflict of interest.



Supplementary material

The Supplementary Material for this article can be found online at: https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fimmu.2023.1078731/full#supplementary-material



References

1. Medina de Chazal, H, Del Buono, MG, Keyser-Marcus, L, Ma, L, Moeller, FG, Berrocal, D, et al. Stress cardiomyopathy diagnosis and treatment: JACC state-of-the-Art review. J Am Coll Cardiol (2018) 72(16):1955–71. doi: 10.1016/j.jacc.2018.07.072

2. Tu, T, Li, J, Fang, Z, Hu, X, Tang, J, Zhao, Y, et al. In-hospital cardiac arrest after emotional stress in a patient hospitalized with gastrointestinal symptoms and chronic anxiety disorder. Cardiovasc Innov Appl (2021) 6(1):57–61. doi: 10.15212/CVIA.2021.0021

3. Dawson, DK. Acute stress-induced (takotsubo) cardiomyopathy. Heart (British Cardiac Society) (2018) 104(2):96–102. doi: 10.1136/heartjnl-2017-311579

4. Zhang, L, and Piña, IL. Stress-induced cardiomyopathy. Heart Failure Clinics (2019) 15(1):41–53. doi: 10.1016/j.hfc.2018.08.005

5. Thijs, RD, Surges, R, O'Brien, TJ, and Sander, JW. Epilepsy in adults. Lancet (London England) (2019) 393(10172):689–701. doi: 10.1016/S0140-6736(18)32596-0

6. Nass, RD, Motloch, LJ, Paar, V, Lichtenauer, M, Baumann, J, Zur, B, et al. Blood markers of cardiac stress after generalized convulsive seizures. Epilepsia (2019) 60(2):201–10. doi: 10.1111/epi.14637

7. Auzmendi, J, Buchholz, B, Salguero, J, Cañellas, C, Kelly, J, Men, P, et al. Pilocarpine-induced status epilepticus is associated with p-glycoprotein induction in cardiomyocytes, electrocardiographic changes, and sudden death. Pharm (Basel Switzerland) (2018) 11(1):21. doi: 10.3390/ph11010021

8. Auzmendi, J, Akyuz, E, and Lazarowski, A. The role of p-glycoprotein (P-gp) and inwardly rectifying potassium (Kir) channels in sudden unexpected death in epilepsy (SUDEP). Epilepsy Behav E&B (2021) 121(Pt B):106590. doi: 10.1016/j.yebeh.2019.106590

9. Auzmendi, J, Puchulu, MB, Rodríguez, JCG, Balaszczuk, AM, Lazarowski, A, and Merelli, A. EPO and EPO-receptor system as potential actionable mechanism for the protection of brain and heart in refractory epilepsy and SUDEP. Curr Pharm design (2020) 26(12):1356–64. doi: 10.2174/1381612826666200219095548

10. Pansani, AP, Ghazale, PP, Dos Santos, EG, Dos Santos Borges, K, Gomes, KP, Lacerda, IS, et al. The number and periodicity of seizures induce cardiac remodeling and changes in micro-RNA expression in rats submitted to electric amygdala kindling model of epilepsy. Epilepsy Behav E&B (2021) 116:107784. doi: 10.1016/j.yebeh.2021.107784

11. Templin, C, Ghadri, JR, Diekmann, J, Napp, LC, Bataiosu, DR, Jaguszewski, M, et al. Clinical features and outcomes of takotsubo (Stress) cardiomyopathy. New Engl J Med (2015) 373(10):929–38. doi: 10.1056/NEJMoa1406761

12. Desai, R, Singh, S, Patel, U, Fong, HK, Kaur, VP, Varma, Y, et al. Frequency of takotsubo cardiomyopathy in epilepsy-related hospitalizations among adults and its impact on in-hospital outcomes: A national standpoint. Int J Cardiol (2020) 299:67–70. doi: 10.1016/j.ijcard.2019.07.034

13. Verrier, RL, Pang, TD, Nearing, BD, and Schachter, SC. The epileptic heart: Concept and clinical evidence. Epilepsy Behav E&B (2020) 105:106946. doi: 10.1016/j.yebeh.2020.106946

14. Deo, RC. Machine learning in medicine. Circulation (2015) 132(20):1920–30. doi: 10.1161/CIRCULATIONAHA.115.001593

15. Johnson, KW, Torres Soto, J, Glicksberg, BS, Shameer, K, Miotto, R, Ali, M, et al. Artificial intelligence in cardiology. J Am Coll Cardiol (2018) 71(23):2668–79. doi: 10.1016/j.jacc.2018.03.521

16. Trabzuni, D, Ramasamy, A, Imran, S, Walker, R, Smith, C, Weale, ME, et al. Widespread sex differences in gene expression and splicing in the adult human brain. Nat Commun (2013) 4:2771. doi: 10.1038/ncomms3771

17. Johnson, MR, Behmoaras, J, Bottolo, L, Krishnan, ML, Pernhorst, K, Santoscoy, P, et al. Systems genetics identifies sestrin 3 as a regulator of a proconvulsant gene network in human epileptic hippocampus. Nat Commun (2015) 6:6031. doi: 10.1038/ncomms7031

18. Rawat, C, Kutum, R, Kukal, S, Srivastava, A, Dahiya, UR, Kushwaha, S, et al. Downregulation of peripheral PTGS2/COX-2 in response to valproate treatment in patients with epilepsy. Sci Rep (2020) 10(1):2546. doi: 10.1038/s41598-020-59259-x

19. Wang, ZB, Qu, J, Yang, ZY, Liu, DY, Jiang, SL, Zhang, Y, et al. Integrated analysis of expression profile and potential pathogenic mechanism of temporal lobe epilepsy with hippocampal sclerosis. Front Neurosci (2022) 16:892022. doi: 10.3389/fnins.2022.892022

20. Kumar, P, Lim, A, Hazirah, SN, Chua, C, Ngoh, A, Poh, SL, et al. Single-cell transcriptomics and surface epitope detection in human brain epileptic lesions identifies pro-inflammatory signaling. Nat Neurosci (2022) 25(7):956–66. doi: 10.1038/s41593-022-01095-5

21. Fitzgibbons, TP, Edwards, Y, Shaw, P, Iskandar, A, Ahmed, M, Bote, J, et al. Activation of inflammatory and pro-thrombotic pathways in acute stress cardiomyopathy. Front Cardiovasc Med (2017) 4:49. doi: 10.3389/fcvm.2017.00049

22. Goh, W, Wang, W, and Wong, L. Why batch effects matter in omics data, and how to avoid them. Trends Biotechnol (2017) 35(6):498–507. doi: 10.1016/j.tibtech.2017.02.012

23. Ritchie, ME, Phipson, B, Wu, D, Hu, Y, Law, CW, Shi, W, et al. Limma powers differential expression analyses for RNA-sequencing and microarray studies. Nucleic Acids Res (2015) 43(7):e47. doi: 10.1093/nar/gkv007

24. Xiao, S, Zhou, Y, Liu, A, Wu, Q, Hu, Y, Liu, J, et al. Uncovering potential novel biomarkers and immune infiltration characteristics in persistent atrial fibrillation using integrated bioinformatics analysis. Math Biosci Eng MBE (2021) 18(4):4696–712. doi: 10.3934/mbe.2021238

25. Wu, T, Hu, E, Xu, S, Chen, M, Guo, P, Dai, Z, et al. clusterProfiler 4.0: A universal enrichment tool for interpreting omics data. Innovation (Cambridge (Mass.)) (2021) 2(3):100141. doi: 10.1016/j.xinn.2021.100141

26. Wang, F, Yuan, C, Wu, HZ, Liu, B, and Yang, YF. Bioinformatics, molecular docking and experiments In vitro analyze the prognostic value of CXC chemokines in breast cancer. Front Oncol (2021) 11:665080. doi: 10.3389/fonc.2021.665080

27. Shannon, P, Markiel, A, Ozier, O, Baliga, NS, Wang, JT, Ramage, D, et al. Cytoscape: A software environment for integrated models of biomolecular interaction networks. Genome Res (2003) 13(11):2498–504. doi: 10.1101/gr.1239303

28. Chen, S, Yang, D, Lei, C, Li, Y, Sun, X, Chen, M, et al. Identification of crucial genes in abdominal aortic aneurysm by WGCNA. PeerJ (2019) 7:e7873. doi: 10.7717/peerj.7873

29. Chin, CH, Chen, SH, Wu, HH, Ho, CW, Ko, MT, and Lin, CY. cytoHubba: Identifying hub objects and sub-networks from complex interactome. BMC Syst Biol (2014) 8 Suppl 4(Suppl 4):S11. doi: 10.1186/1752-0509-8-S4-S11

30. Franz, M, Rodriguez, H, Lopes, C, Zuberi, K, Montojo, J, Bader, GD, et al. GeneMANIA update 2018. Nucleic Acids Res (2018) 46(W1):W60–4. doi: 10.1093/nar/gky311

31. Lang, M, Binder, M, Richter, J, Schratz, P, Pfisterer, F, Coors, S, et al. mlr3: A modern object-oriented machine learning framework in r. J Open Source Software (2019) 4(44), 1903. doi: 10.21105/joss.01903

32. Yang, L, Wu, H, Jin, X, Zheng, P, Hu, S, Xu, X, et al. Study of cardiovascular disease prediction model based on random forest in eastern China. Sci Rep (2020) 10(1):5245. doi: 10.1038/s41598-020-62133-5

33. Ogunleye, A, and Wang, QG. XGBoost model for chronic kidney disease diagnosis. IEEE/ACM Trans Comput Biol Bioinf (2020) 17(6):2131–40. doi: 10.1109/TCBB.2019.2911071

34. Smedley, D, Haider, S, Durinck, S, Pandini, L, Provero, P, Allen, J, et al. The BioMart community portal: an innovative alternative to large, centralized data repositories. Nucleic Acids Res (2015) 43(W1):W589–98. doi: 10.1093/nar/gkv350

35. Kawada, JI, Takeuchi, S, Imai, H, Okumura, T, Horiba, K, Suzuki, T, et al. Immune cell infiltration landscapes in pediatric acute myocarditis analyzed by CIBERSORT. J Cardiol (2021) 77(2):174–8. doi: 10.1016/j.jjcc.2020.08.004

36. Wang, X, Wen, D, You, C, and Ma, L. Identification of the key immune-related genes in aneurysmal subarachnoid hemorrhage. Front Mol Neurosci (2022) 15:931753. doi: 10.3389/fnmol.2022.931753

37. Hao, Y, Hao, S, Andersen-Nissen, E, Mauck, WM 3rd, Zheng, S, Butler, A, et al. Integrated analysis of multimodal single-cell data. Cell (2021) 184(13):3573–3587.e29. doi: 10.1016/j.cell.2021.04.048

38. Zhang, X, Lan, Y, Xu, J, Quan, F, Zhao, E, Deng, C, et al. CellMarker: a manually curated resource of cell markers in human and mouse. Nucleic Acids Res (2019) 47(D1):D721–8. doi: 10.1093/nar/gky900

39. Aran, D, Looney, AP, Liu, L, Wu, E, Fong, V, Hsu, A, et al. Reference-based analysis of lung single-cell sequencing reveals a transitional profibrotic macrophage. Nat Immunol (2019) 20(2):163–72. doi: 10.1038/s41590-018-0276-y

40. Stoeckius, M, Hafemeister, C, Stephenson, W, Houck-Loomis, B, Chattopadhyay, PK, Swerdlow, H, et al. Simultaneous epitope and transcriptome measurement in single cells. Nat Methods (2017) 14(9):865–8. doi: 10.1038/nmeth.4380

41. Wu, Y, Yang, S, Ma, J, Chen, Z, Song, G, Rao, D, et al. Spatiotemporal immune landscape of colorectal cancer liver metastasis at single-cell level. Cancer Discovery (2022) 12(1):134–53. doi: 10.1158/2159-8290.CD-21-0316

42. Samuels, MA. The brain-heart connection. Circulation (2007) 116(1):77–84. doi: 10.1161/CIRCULATIONAHA.106.678995

43. Gilad, Y, and Mizrahi-Man, O. A reanalysis of mouse ENCODE comparative gene expression data. F1000Research (2015) 4:121. doi: 10.12688/f1000research.6536.1

44. Fortunato, F, Giugno, A, Sammarra, I, Labate, A, and Gambardella, A. Epilepsy, immunity and neuropsychiatric disorders. Curr Neuropharmacol (2022). doi: 10.2174/1570159X20666220706094651

45. Merelli, A, Repetto, M, Lazarowski, A, and Auzmendi, J. Hypoxia, oxidative stress, and inflammation: Three faces of neurodegenerative diseases. J Alzheimer's Dis JAD (2021) 82(s1):S109–26. doi: 10.3233/JAD-201074

46. Pei, Q, Mbabazi, N, Zou, L, Zhang, J, Yin, H, Li, B, et al. Mechanisms of myocardial stunning in stress-induced cardiomyopathy. Cardiovasc Innov Appl (2022). doi: 10.15212/CVIA.2022.0010

47. Xin, P, Xu, X, Deng, C, Liu, S, Wang, Y, Zhou, X, et al. The role of JAK/STAT signaling pathway and its inhibitors in diseases. Int Immunopharmacol (2020) 80:106210. doi: 10.1016/j.intimp.2020.106210

48. Merelli, A, Ramos, AJ, Lazarowski, A, and Auzmendi, J. Convulsive stress mimics brain hypoxia and promotes the p-glycoprotein (P-gp) and erythropoietin receptor overexpression. recombinant human erythropoietin effect on p-gp activity. Front Neurosci (2019) 13:750. doi: 10.3389/fnins.2019.00750

49. Yang, Z, Kirton, HM, Al-Owais, M, Thireau, J, Richard, S, Peers, C, et al. Epac2-Rap1 signaling regulates reactive oxygen species production and susceptibility to cardiac arrhythmias. Antioxid Redox Signaling (2017) 27(3):117–32. doi: 10.1089/ars.2015.6485

50. Santos, RAS, Sampaio, WO, Alzamora, AC, Motta-Santos, D, Alenina, N, Bader, M, et al. The ACE2/Angiotensin-(1-7)/MAS axis of the renin-angiotensin system: Focus on angiotensin-(1-7). Physiol Rev (2018) 98(1):505–53. doi: 10.1152/physrev.00023.2016

51. Papaconstantinou, J. The role of signaling pathways of inflammation and oxidative stress in development of senescence and aging phenotypes in cardiovascular disease. Cells (2019) 8(11):1383. doi: 10.3390/cells8111383

52. Krem, MM, and Di Cera, E. Molecular markers of serine protease evolution. EMBO J (2001) 20(12):3036–45. doi: 10.1093/emboj/20.12.3036

53. Feyissa, AM, Hasan, TF, and Meschia, JF. Stroke-related epilepsy. Eur J Neurol (2019) 26(1):18–e3. doi: 10.1111/ene.13813

54. Barnes, SE, Zera, KA, Ivison, GT, Buckwalter, MS, and Engleman, EG. Brain profiling in murine colitis and human epilepsy reveals neutrophils and TNFα as mediators of neuronal hyperexcitability. J Neuroinflamm (2021) 18(1):199. doi: 10.1186/s12974-021-02262-4

55. Zhang, D, Hu, W, Tu, H, Hackfort, BT, Duan, B, Xiong, W, et al. Macrophage depletion in stellate ganglia alleviates cardiac sympathetic overactivation and ventricular arrhythmogenesis by attenuating neuroinflammation in heart failure. Basic Res Cardiol (2021) 116(1):28. doi: 10.1007/s00395-021-00871-x

56. Ciutac, AM, and Dawson, D. The role of inflammation in stress cardiomyopathy. Trends Cardiovasc Med (2021) 31(4):225–30. doi: 10.1016/j.tcm.2020.03.005

57. Scally, C, Abbas, H, Ahearn, T, Srinivasan, J, Mezincescu, A, Rudd, A, et al. Myocardial and systemic inflammation in acute stress-induced (Takotsubo) cardiomyopathy. Circulation (2019) 139(13):1581–92. doi: 10.1161/CIRCULATIONAHA.118.037975

58. Tian, W, Zhou, J, Chen, M, Qiu, L, Li, Y, Zhang, W, et al. Bioinformatics analysis of the role of aldolase a in tumor prognosis and immunity. Sci Rep (2022) 12(1):11632. doi: 10.1038/s41598-022-15866-4

59. Linnerbauer, M, Wheeler, MA, and Quintana, FJ. Astrocyte crosstalk in CNS inflammation. Neuron (2020) 108(4):608–22. doi: 10.1016/j.neuron.2020.08.012

60. Hu, YH, Liu, J, Lu, J, Wang, PX, Chen, JX, Guo, Y, et al. sFRP1 protects H9c2 cardiac myoblasts from doxorubicin-induced apoptosis by inhibiting the Wnt/PCP-JNK pathway. Acta Pharmacol Sin (2020) 41(9):1150–7. doi: 10.1038/s41401-020-0364-z

61. Diao, L, Yu, H, Li, H, Hu, Y, Li, M, He, Q, et al. LncRNA UCA1 alleviates aberrant hippocampal neurogenesis through regulating miR-375/SFRP1-mediated WNT/β-catenin pathway in kainic acid-induced epilepsy. Acta Biochim Polonica (2021) 68(2):159–67. doi: 10.18388/abp.2020_5448

62. Yin, H, Favreau-Lessard, AJ, deKay, JT, Herrmann, YR, Robich, MP, Koza, RA, et al. Protective role of ErbB3 signaling in myeloid cells during adaptation to cardiac pressure overload. J Mol Cell Cardiol (2021) 152:1–16. doi: 10.1016/j.yjmcc.2020.11.009

63. Zhu, J, Zhu, Z, Ren, Y, Dong, Y, Li, Y, and Yang, X. Role of the Nrdp1 in brain injury induced by chronic intermittent hypoxia in rats via regulating the protein levels of ErbB3. Neurotoxicity Res (2020) 38(1):124–32. doi: 10.1007/s12640-020-00195-z

64. Hadchouel, A, Durrmeyer, X, Bouzigon, E, Incitti, R, Huusko, J, Jarreau, PH, et al. Identification of SPOCK2 as a susceptibility gene for bronchopulmonary dysplasia. Am J Respir Crit Care Med (2011) 184(10):1164–70. doi: 10.1164/rccm.201103-0548OC

65. Hadchouel, A, Franco-Montoya, ML, Guerin, S, Do Cruzeiro, M, Lhuillier, M, Ribeiro Baptista, B, et al. Overexpression of Spock2 in mice leads to altered lung alveolar development and worsens lesions induced by hyperoxia. Am J Physiol Lung Cell Mol Physiol (2020) 319(1):L71–81. doi: 10.1152/ajplung.00191.2019

66. Wu, T, Dejanovic, B, Gandham, VD, Gogineni, A, Edmonds, R, Schauer, S, et al. Complement C3 is activated in human AD brain and is required for neurodegeneration in mouse models of amyloidosis and tauopathy. Cell Rep (2019) 28(8):2111–2123.e6. doi: 10.1016/j.celrep.2019.07.060

67. Yuan, K, Ye, J, Liu, Z, Ren, Y, He, W, Xu, J, et al. Complement C3 overexpression activates JAK2/STAT3 pathway and correlates with gastric cancer progression. J Exp Clin Cancer Res CR (2020) 39(1):9. doi: 10.1186/s13046-019-1514-3

68. Harland, M, Torres, S, Liu, J, and Wang, X. Neuronal mitochondria modulation of LPS-induced neuroinflammation. J Neurosci (2020) 40(8):1756–65. doi: 10.1523/JNEUROSCI.2324-19.2020

69. Wang, M, Zhong, H, Zhang, X, Huang, X, Wang, J, Li, Z, et al. EGCG promotes PRKCA expression to alleviate LPS-induced acute lung injury and inflammatory response. Sci Rep (2021) 11(1):11014. doi: 10.1038/s41598-021-90398-x


Publisher’s note: All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the authors and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated organizations, or those of the publisher, the editors and the reviewers. Any product that may be evaluated in this article, or claim that may be made by its manufacturer, is not guaranteed or endorsed by the publisher.

Copyright © 2023 Ji, Pei, Zhang, Lin, Li, Yin, Sun, Su, Qu and Yin. This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (CC BY). The use, distribution or reproduction in other forums is permitted, provided the original author(s) and the copyright owner(s) are credited and that the original publication in this journal is cited, in accordance with accepted academic practice. No use, distribution or reproduction is permitted which does not comply with these terms.




ORIGINAL RESEARCH

published: 13 February 2023

doi: 10.3389/fimmu.2023.1102912

[image: image2]



Cell morphology as a biological fingerprint of chondrocyte phenotype in control and inflammatory conditions



Mischa Selig 1,2, Saman Azizi 1†, Kathrin Walz 1†, Jasmin C. Lauer 1,2†, Bernd Rolauffs 1‡ and Melanie L. Hart 1*‡



1 G.E.R.N. Research Center for Tissue Replacement, Regeneration & Neogenesis, Department of Orthopedics and Trauma Surgery, Faculty of Medicine, Medical Center—Albert-Ludwigs-University of Freiburg, Freiburg im Breisgau, Germany, 2 Faculty of Biology, University of Freiburg, Freiburg im Breisgau, Germany




   Edited by: 
 Katharina Schmidt-Bleek, Charité Universitätsmedizin Berlin, Germany 

 Reviewed by: 
 Roberto Luisetto, University of Padua, Italy
 Mikko Juhani Lammi, Umeå University, Sweden 

*Correspondence: 
 Melanie L. Hart
 melanie.lynn.hart@uniklinik-freiburg.de 




†These authors share second authorship 

‡These authors share last authorship 

Specialty section: 
 This article was submitted to Inflammation, a section of the journal Frontiers in Immunology 

 Received: 19 November 2022

Accepted: 30 January 2023

Published: 13 February 2023

Citation:
Selig M, Azizi S, Walz K, Lauer JC, Rolauffs B and Hart ML (2023) Cell morphology as a biological fingerprint of chondrocyte phenotype in control and inflammatory conditions . Front. Immunol. 14:1102912. doi: 10.3389/fimmu.2023.1102912

   Introduction

Little is known how inflammatory processes quantitatively affect chondrocyte morphology and how single cell morphometric data could be used as a biological fingerprint of phenotype.


 Methods

We investigated whether trainable high-throughput quantitative single cell morphology profiling combined with population-based gene expression analysis can be used to identify biological fingerprints that are discriminatory of control vs. inflammatory phenotypes. The shape of a large number of chondrocytes isolated from bovine healthy and human osteoarthritic (OA) cartilages was quantified under control and inflammatory (IL-1β) conditions using a trainable image analysis technique measuring a panel of cell shape descriptors (area, length, width, circularity, aspect ratio, roundness, solidity). The expression profiles of phenotypically relevant markers were quantified by ddPCR. Statistical analysis, multivariate data exploration, and projection-based modelling were used for identifying specific morphological fingerprints indicative of phenotype.


 Results

Cell morphology was sensitive to both cell density and IL-1β. In both cell types, all shape descriptors correlated with expression of extracellular matrix (ECM)- and inflammatory-regulating genes. A hierarchical clustered image map revealed that individual samples sometimes responded differently in control or IL-1β conditions than the overall population. Despite these variances, discriminative projection-based modeling revealed distinct morphological fingerprints that discriminated between control and inflammatory chondrocyte phenotypes: the most essential morphological characteristics attributable to non-treated control cells was a higher cell aspect ratio in healthy bovine chondrocytes and roundness in OA human chondrocytes. In contrast, a higher circularity and width in healthy bovine chondrocytes and length and area in OA human chondrocytes indicated an inflammatory (IL-1β) phenotype. When comparing the two species/health conditions, bovine healthy and human OA chondrocytes exhibited comparable IL-1β-induced morphologies in roundness, a widely recognized marker of chondrocyte phenotype, and aspect ratio.


 Discussion

Overall, cell morphology can be used as a biological fingerprint for describing chondrocyte phenotype. Quantitative single cell morphometry in conjunction with advanced methods for multivariate data analysis allows identifying morphological fingerprints that can discriminate between control and inflammatory chondrocyte phenotypes. This approach could be used to assess how culture conditions, inflammatory mediators, and therapeutic modulators regulate cell phenotype and function.
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  1. Introduction.

IL-1 plays a central role in the degradation of articular cartilage and in the pathogenesis of osteoarthritis (OA), post-traumatic osteoarthritis (PTOA) and rheumatoid arthritis (RA) (1–5), which are common forms of ‘arthritis’, an umbrella term for a large number of disease processes that lead to whole joint damage, resulting in pain and disability. Chondrocytes as well as other resident joint cells including synovial fibroblasts and pro-inflammatory macrophages produce IL-1 at both an early stage (i.e., prior to clinical disease) as well as during later stages of OA and RA (1, 3). Animal models (6–10) as well as articular cartilage explant and in vitro chondrocyte studies have shown that IL-1 exposure has significant effects on the chondrocytes and the joint. IL-1 promotes catabolic activity by suppressing the expression of collagen type II and upregulating the production of aggrecanases and matrix metalloproteinases (MMPs), which degrade the articular cartilage extracellular matrix (ECM), causing the loss of major ECM components including aggrecan and glycosaminoglycans (GAGs). Moreover, IL-1 increases the production of other inflammatory cytokines such as IL-6, IL-8, and leukemia inhibitory factor, a member of the IL-6 family of cytokines, as well as nitric oxide and induces synovial inflammation of the joint (11–23). Several studies have shown that IL-1 production by chondrocytes can result in a self-sustaining positive feedback loop (24–27). This, combined with its ability to induce CD4(+) helper T cell polarization of T cells into IL-17-producing CD4(+) Th17 cells (27), and its synergistic effects with other cytokines (28) locally present in the joint, could sustain a chronic inflammatory response if left unchecked. IL-1 also activates the complement system and the production of chemokines, in turn attracting more inflammatory cells to the joint (29). These studies highlight the relevance of IL-1 in the context of several forms of arthritis.

Within the last few years, high-throughput cell morphometrical methods have emerged and been applied to a wide range of applications (30–32). Quantitative cell shape in particular has become an important aspect of cell phenotype. Indeed, the morphological status of cells can be linked to fundamental cell functions (33) such as cell proliferation (34), cell differentiation (35–39), cell cycle progression (40), cell spreading and cell migration (41), the invasive potential of cancerous cells (42), as well as inflammation (43, 44). Thus, the morphological status of cells can be utilized as a “morphological fingerprint” (30) and quantifying single cell morphology using high-throughput techniques can hence be useful for describing and better understanding the impact of biochemical (45) and biophysical (45–48) stimuli on cells.

While cell morphology has been recognized as a regulator of chondrocyte phenotype (49–54), very few studies actually measured chondrocyte morphology to investigate how inflammatory processes quantitatively affect cell morphology (26, 51, 52), and how this directly relates to phenotypic outcome (51). To the best of our knowledge, only one prior study (51) used cell morphometry to demonstrate a close relationship between quantitative cell shape and, strictly speaking, an abnormal chondrocyte cell shape associated with a fibroblastic and inflammatory phenotype. An abnormal chondrocyte shape in relatively nondegenerate cartilage (Collins grade 0-1 as described in (55)) was depicted as having short (≤5 µm) and more than one cytoplasmic processes per cell. The study (51) demonstrated a close relationship of an abnormal cell shape with a marked increase in cell-associated IL-1β and loss of pericellular type VI collagen. Because the disruption of the functionally relevant pericellular matrix of chondrocytes (56–58) occurs in early OA pathology (59–61), and because IL-1β promotes the sequestration of pericellular type VI collagen (62), the study of (51) is important because it connects chondrocyte morphology with aspects of early articular cartilage degradation and inflammatory processes that revolve, at least in part, around IL-1β.

IL-1β exposure not only induces the well-known in vitro dedifferentiation of chondrocytes, it also regulates a number of cytoskeleton-related genes (63–66) and leads to cytoskeletal protein disassembly, affecting multiple downstream signaling effects (67, 68). These mechanisms likely contribute to IL-1β-mediated cell morphology effects such as the increase in cellular volume and cytoplasmic processes (26, 51, 52). Beyond these studies, not much is known about the effects of IL-1β exposure on the quantitative morphology of chondrocytes because the majority of previous studies did not use quantitative single cell morphology descriptors to measure cell morphology, focused only on few shape-related parameters, or quantified a small number of cells. This emphasizes the importance of performing cell morphology-based studies, which could aid in understanding how various conditions such as inflammation modify cell morphology and phenotype and induce or affect the early stages of cartilage degeneration on the cellular level in early OA or other forms of arthritis (53).

In the present study, we performed a feasibility study to investigate how quantitative cell morphology can be used as a biological fingerprint of chondrocytes. We used IL-1β as a representative inflammatory cytokine due to the above introduced reasons, and because IL-1β is a plausible factor in the development of OA, PTOA, and RA (1–5). Using trainable image segmentation, we quantified single cell area, length, width, aspect ratio, roundness, and the number of cytoplasmic processes depicted as a change in cell circularity and solidity. We asked whether such high-throughput quantitative single cell morphology profiling of a large number of cells under control and inflammatory conditions can be combined with cell population-based gene expression analysis (droplet digital PCR; ddPCR) as input into projection-based modelling, and whether this would allow identification of biological fingerprints of control vs. inflamed phenotypes in healthy bovine vs. human OA chondrocytes.

The strength and significance of positive and negative correlations between morphology and gene expression of inflammatory (IL-6 and IL-8) and matrix-regulating (COL1A1, COL2A1, ACAN and SOX9) genes were assessed for control chondrocytes and those under IL-1β exposure. These assessments were compared in bovine healthy and human OA chondrocytes since both are commonly used in in vitro studies of OA (1) and this would provide a comprehensive overview of how IL-1β causes morphological and morphologically-related functional effects in chondrocytes in non-diseased and already diseased cells. We then performed a partial least squares-discriminate analysis (PLS-DA) of the measured parameters in which we identified specific cell shape descriptor profiles that associate with non-treated control culture- and IL-1β-induced changes in chondrocyte phenotype. Combining molecular and cell biology with machine learning-based morphology profiling and in silico modelling would not only generate a deeper understanding of how chondrocyte morphology relates to phenotype and function, it would also have ramifications for advancing experimental designs that use advanced modeling and bio-image artificial intelligence (AI) methods for cell and tissue explant culture, and, possibly, in in vivo applications to utilize immunologically relevant characteristics of single cells and cell populations as quantitative fingerprints.


 2. Methods.

 2.1. Isolation of chondrocytes from articular cartilage.

Human articular cartilage was obtained from the femoral condyles during routine knee replacement procedures in the Department of Orthopedics and Trauma Surgery, University Medical Center Freiburg, Germany. This was conducted with informed written consent according to the guidelines of the Declaration of Helsinki and with approval by the Institutional Ethics Committee of the Albert-Ludwigs-University Freiburg (#418/19). The tissue was transported on the day of the surgical procedure to the laboratory in medium consisting of DMEM (low glucose, GlutaMAX™ Supplement, pyruvate, Thermo Fisher Scientific), 1% 4-(2-hydroxyethyl)-1-piperazineethanesulfonic acid (HEPES, Pan Biotech), 10% FBS superior, 2% penicillin-streptomycin, 2% μg/ml amphotericin B, 0.1% mM nonessential amino acids, 0.4% mM proline and 0.02% L-ascorbic acid phosphate magnesium salt, and briefly stored at 37°C and 5% CO2. A comparable procedure was used in our previous studies (58, 69, 70).

Bovine articular cartilage as a source of healthy chondrocytes was harvested from the patella-femoral grooves of 16- to 24-month-old freshly slaughtered cows obtained on the day after slaughter (Emil Färber GmbH & Co. KG, Freiburg, Germany). The knee joint was opened under sterile conditions and the articular cartilage was manually removed from the femoral condyles using a scalpel.

Bovine chondrocytes and, separately, human chondrocytes were isolated overnight for 6 h at 37°C, using 4 ml collagenase XI (1500 U/ml, Sigma Aldrich), dispase II (2.4 U/ml, Sigma Aldrich). The digest was filtered through a 100 µm cell strainer (Thermo Fisher Scientific, Schwerte, Germany). The cell pellet was resuspended in chondrocyte culture medium containing a mix of 1:1 DMEM GlutaMax plus F12 Nut Mix GlutaMax (Thermo Fisher Scientific), with 10% FBS (Biochrom AG, 2% Penicillin-Streptomycin (Life Technologies), 1% Amphotericin B (Biochrom AG) and 0.1% L-Ascorbic acid phosphate magnesium salt (Sigma Aldrich). The cells were incubated at 37°C and 5% CO2 until further processing.


 2.2. Articular cartilage macroscopic grading system.

Based on the macroscopic appearance of the articular surface, the articular cartilage explants were graded on a 3-point scale as follows: grade 1 with a macroscopically intact (MIA) surface was characterized by a light pink color with a smooth, even, and shiny surface; grade 2 was characterized by a macroscopically OA (MOA) surface with an uneven, rough, and slightly shiny surface with a slightly darker color than seen in grade 1; grade 3 was characterized by severe MOA identified by an uneven, abrasive, torn or ragged non-shiny surface and a dark pink or reddish color. In total chondrocytes were treated with or without IL-1β, which were isolated from 8 human articular cartilage explants (37.5% MIA, 62.5% MOA) with an average macroscopic damage score of 1.8 ± 0.5 ( Table 1 ).

 Table 1 | Macroscopic damage score of human articular cartilage explants used for isolation of OA chondrocytes treated with and without IL-1β. 




 2.3. IL-1β incubation with chondrocytes.

All experiments were performed with passage 1 chondrocytes, which were seeded at a cell density of 9375 cells/cm2 for human chondrocytes (n = 8 different donors,  Table 1 ) and at 3000 or 9375 cells/cm2 for bovine chondrocytes (n = 3 different cows performed in duplicate or triplicate). After 24 h, human chondrocytes were treated with 0.1 ng/ml IL-1β (Preprotech), whereas healthy bovine chondrocytes were stimulated with a 0.1 ng/ml or 10 ng/ml of IL-1β. Persistent IL-1β exposure was simulated by adding the cytokine to the media for 6 days, with a media change at day 3. Non-stimulated chondrocytes served as control. Two identical experimental setups were prepared, one for performing marker gene expression analysis and the other for cell staining and subsequent single cell morphological analysis.


 2.4. Droplet digital PCR for absolute quantification of gene expression.

RNA isolation and ddPCR for absolute quantification experiments were performed as previously described in (71). RNA was isolated using the RNeasy Micro Kit (Qiagen) according to the manufacturer’s protocol. The RNA concentration was determined by measuring the optical density at 260 nm. Then cDNA was synthesized from total RNA with oligo(dT) and random hexamer primers by using the Advantage RT-for-PCR Kit (Clontech) according to the manufacturer’s protocol. PCR duplex reactions are performed in 22 µL sample volumes with 11 µL ddPCR Supermix for Probes (no dUTP, Bio-Rad), 1.1 µL of each PrimePCR ddPCR Expression Probe Assay (BioRad) labeled with HEX or FAM, 6.6 µL cDNA with 1.5 ng RNA input and 2.2 µL DNase/RNase-free water. For assessment of the chondrogenic phenotype, the chondrogenic marker genes collagen type II (COL2A1), aggrecan (ACAN) and SOX9 were measured. Chondrogenic de-differentiation and inflammation was assessed by measuring collagen type I (COL1A2), interleukin-6 (IL-6) and interleukin-8 (IL-8) genes. PCR was performed using the QX100 thermal cycler (Bio-Rad) with the following steps. The polymerase activation at 95°C for 10 min, followed by 40 cycles of denaturation at 94°C for 30 s and the annealing at 55°C for 1 min. After cDNA extension, the polymerase was denatured at 98°C for 10 min and the PCR products are kept at 4°C until droplet reading. The fluorescence of the droplets was measured by the QX200 Droplet Reader (Bio-Rad) and analyzed using QuantaSoft Software (Bio-Rad), which quantifies the number of HEX- and FAM-positive and negative droplets and calculates the target concentration for each HEX- and FAM-labeled target gene in copies/µL. Data normalization was achieved by using a standardized amount of RNA for reverse transcription and therefore a standardized amount of cDNA in the reaction volume.

 2.4.1. Cell staining and microscopy.

To accurately measure single cell morphology, we first stained the chondrocytes after 6 days of incubation with 1 μM calcein (Thermo Fisher Scientific) and 1 μg/ml Hoechst (Thermo Fisher Scientific) to visualize the cell body and nucleus. The cells were incubated in the staining solution for 30 min at 37°C and 5% CO2. Then, fresh chondrocyte culture medium was supplied and microscopical images with a 10x magnification were taken with the Axio Observer Z1 microscope (Zeiss Oberkochen, Germany) in a tile format to image entire cell culture wells.



 2.5. Quantitative panel of cell morphometric shape descriptors.

The bioimage analysis tool QuPath (72) was used for converting large whole image samples to a.tif file format and downsizing the images by a factor of three. Then, the images were split into nine single image tiles and out of nine images for each incubation, three representative images were chosen. The selected images were analyzed with an in-house Fiji (73) based single cell shape analysis algorithm tool, which uses the Trainable WEKA Segmentation plugin (74) for segmentation of cells from the background. The WEKA classifier was trained for pixel classification of three classes: nucleus, cytosol, and background. After successful segmentation of the cells from the image background with the WEKA classifier, neighboring cells were separated with a marker-based watershed algorithm. The resulting single chondrocytes were detected in the binary image maps and single cells were assessed by calculating the following shape descriptors: area of the single cells (µm2), length (major axis [µm]), width (minor axis [µm]), circularity (4 * π(area/perimeter2), aspect ratio (ratio of major to minor axis, used an indicator of cell elongation), roundness (4 * area/(π * major axis length2) and solidity (area/convex area(cell)). To clarify, length is different from elongation. Elongation describes an increase in the aspect ratio, which is the ratio between the length and width of a cell. It increases if length continuously increases, while the width either decreases or remains stagnant. Circularity and roundness measurements are relatively insensitive to irregular boundaries, unlike solidity. The solidity measures the density of a cell and is quantified as the ratio of the cell area to the area of a convex hull of the cell. A solidity value of 1 signifies a solid cell, and a value less than 1 signifies a cell with an irregular boundary or a cell containing holes. We had introduced this panel of quantitative shape descriptors originally in the context of mesenchymal stromal cell (MSC) experiments (30, 45, 46, 47, 48, 75) and used the panel here, which allowed testing for correlations between multiple aspects of cell shape with experimental conditions, phenotype, donor and macroscopic grade.


 2.6. Statistical analysis.

The data was analyzed using SigmaPlot v.14.0 (Systat, Chicago) and Microsoft Excel (v. 2013). First, the normality of the data was tested (Kolmogorov-Smirnov-test). For comparing two groups, normally distributed data was subjected to the Student’s t-test and non-normal distributed data was analyzed using the Mann-Whitney-Rank-Sum-test. For comparing more than two statistical groups, an ANOVA on Ranks test was performed. If the ANOVA revealed significant differences between two groups, a post-hoc test (Dunn’s Method) was used to compare individual groups. The Dunn’s test allowed comparing groups of unequal sample size. Correlation analyses were performed using the “R” (76) packages “Hmisc” (77) and “corrplot” (78). Spearman Rank Order correlation method was used if one or more variables were categorical. Pearson product moment was used when variables were numerical. For correlation analysis, the control class was coded as 0 and the incubation as 1. To investigate the relationships between chondrocyte morphology and gene expression data in a control and IL-1β environment, a clustered image map (CIM) was generated. This map visualizes scaled and centered data with a color code whose key indicates the standard deviations away from the mean of each feature, whereas dendrograms indicate Euclidian distance-based hierarchical clustering. We also performed multivariate projection-based modelling or partial least squares regression (PLS), on the dataset. PLS-Discriminant Analysis (PLS-DA) is an adaptation of the PLS regression method and was developed to perform classification of categorical data. The resulting PLS-DA loading vectors illustrate the relative importance of each feature. The CIM and PLS-DA analyses of the morphology and gene expression data were performed with the “mixOmics” (79, 80) package in “R”. Statistical differences were considered significant for p<0.05.


 2.7. Workflow showing how to use cell morphology as a biological fingerprint for describing cell phenotype.

An overview of the methods, which allows identification of specific cell morphological fingerprints is provided in  Figure 1 .

 

Figure 1 | Illustration of the workflow for high-throughput quantitative single cell morphometry in conjunction with multivariate data analysis that allows identification of cell morphological fingerprints. Single cells are first detected using trainable WEKA image segmentation, and then shape descriptors (e.g., area, length, width, circularity, aspect ratio, roundness, and solidity) on a large number of cells are measured. Together with other phenotypic data (e.g., gene expression profiles), the data set is assembled for multivariate cell feature analysis. The relationship between parameters is analyzed using correlograms, CIM, and PLS-DA. Correlograms demonstrate positive and negative relationships across the parameters. CIM can be used to illustrate the expression levels of the features on the biological sample level. Key morphological and other phenotypical cell features, which discriminate between (e.g., control vs. inflammatory) cell phenotypes are calculated using PLS-DA. This multivariate phenotyping approach is applicable to other conditions and cell types and identifies characteristic morphological fingerprints that describe a cell’s phenotype. 





 3. Results.

 3.1. Effects of persistent IL-1β exposure on gene expression and cell morphology in human OA chondrocytes and bovine healthy chondrocytes.

 In vivo, OA chondrocytes are continuously exposed to IL-1β within the joints (1). Thus, we investigated the influence of the persistent presence of a physiological concentration of IL-1β (0.1 ng/ml) found in the synovial fluid of OA joints (1) on the chondrogenic and inflammatory phenotype of human OA chondrocytes (37.5% MIA, 62.5% MOA,  Table 1 ). The cells were incubated with chondrocyte medium supplemented with IL-1β or handled as non-treated control cells for 6 days, with a media change on day 3. Compared to the control, the incubation with IL-1β for 6 days had no effect on COL1A2 expression ( Figure 2A ) or on the number of living cells ( Figure 2G ). In contrast, the incubation with IL-1β resulted in a significant decrease in the expression of COL2A1 (0.1-fold), SOX9 (0.7-fold), and ACAN (0.2-fold) and a significant increase in the expression of IL-6 (82-fold) and IL-8 (147-fold) ( Figures 2B–F ). Thus, in human OA chondrocytes a low dose of IL-1β inhibited the gene expression of healthy ECM production-related genes and promoted the expression of pro-inflammatory genes, indicative of chondrocyte dedifferentiation.

 

Figure 2 | Effect of persistent IL-1β exposure on the marker gene expression of human OA chondrocytes. Human OA chondrocytes were incubated for 6 days with 0.1 ng/ml or without IL-1β (n = 8 per group from 8 different donors). Data is representative of the mean fold change compared to control (without IL-1β) +/- SEM of (A) COL1A2, (B) COL2A1, (C) SOX9, (D) ACAN, (E) IL-6, and (F) IL-8. For fold change vs. control, each control was set to 1. (G) quantity of living cells. *p<0.05. 



To determine how persistent IL-1β influences the cell morphology of human OA chondrocytes, we used a trainable high-throughput method for quantitatively measuring a panel of shape descriptors on a large number of cells. As shown in  Figure 3 , IL-1β incubation significantly decreased the area ( Figure 3A ) and width ( Figure 3C ) of the cells by 13% after 6 days compared to controls. However, IL-1β incubation for 6 days significantly increased the cells’ length and circularity by 2% ( Figures 3B, D ) and the aspect ratio by 17% ( Figure 3E ) compared to controls. Hence, the cells were more cigar-like and elongated after IL-1β incubation. IL-1β also significantly decreased the roundness of OA chondrocytes by 13%, compared to controls but IL-1β did not change the single cell solidity ( Figure 3G ). In summary, IL-1β made human OA chondrocytes smaller, more elongated, less round and more circular indicating fewer or smaller protrusions compared to control cells.

 

Figure 3 | Effect of persistent IL-1β exposure on the cell morphology of human OA chondrocytes. Human OA chondrocytes were incubated for 6 days with 0.1 ng/ml or without IL-1β. Data is representative of (A) area, (B) length, (C) width, (D) circularity, (E) aspect ratio, (F) roundness, and (G) solidity values obtained from individually measured chondrocytes with 11733 cells analyzed for the control group and 9058 cells analyzed for the IL-1β incubation group from n = 8 per group isolated from 8 different donors. Box plots: the boxes define the 25th and 75th percentiles, with a central line at the median; error bars define the 10th and 90th percentiles; and dots define the 5th and 95th percentiles.*p<0.05. 



In healthy individuals, acute inflammation generally occurs for up to 72 h and then generally resolves or persists as chronic inflammation (81). The persistent presence of IL-1β (10 ng/ml) was tested on healthy bovine chondrocytes. The chondrogenic marker gene expression analysis on day 6 ( Figure 4 ) showed that IL-1β incubation resulted in a significant decrease in COL2A1 expression (0.5-fold) and a significant increase in IL-6 (50-fold) and IL-8 (22-fold) expression compared to controls. The presence of IL-1β had no effect on the expression of COL1A2 or the number of living cells compared to controls. This suggests that the persistent exposure of healthy chondrocytes to IL-1β negatively impacted their phenotype by inhibiting the gene expression of COL2A1 and by increasing the expression of pro-inflammatory genes. Interestingly, these effects were similar to the effects observed in human OA chondrocytes.

 

Figure 4 | Effect of persistent IL-1β exposure on the marker gene expression of healthy bovine chondrocytes. Bovine healthy chondrocytes were incubated for 6 days with 10 ng/ml or without IL-1β (n = 8 per group isolated from 3 different cows with samples treated in duplicate or triplicate). Data is representative of the mean fold change compared to control (without IL-1β) +/- SEM of (A) COL1A2, (B) IL-6, and (C) COL2A1. For fold change vs. control, each control was set to 1. (D) IL-8 is expressed as the mean expression in copies/µl +/- SEM since half of the controls expressed very low levels of IL-8. (E) quantity of living cells. *p<0.05. 



Persistent incubation of healthy chondrocytes with IL-1β significantly increased the cells’ area by 10% ( Figure 5A ), length by 5% ( Figure 5B ), width by 10% ( Figure 5C ), circularity by 15% ( Figure 5D ), roundness by 3% ( Figure 5F ), and the cells’ solidity by 0.6% ( Figure 5G ) compared to controls. Persistent IL-1β decreased the cells’ aspect ratio by 1%, compared to controls ( Figure 5E ). Thus, we observed significant differences in bovine chondrocyte single cell morphology between IL-1β-incubated and non-incubated chondrocytes. This demonstrated that the presence of IL-1β led to profound effects on single cell morphology, as the healthy bovine chondrocytes increased in area, length, width, circularity, roundness and became more solid and less elongated (i.e., their aspect ratio was decreased). The increase in circularity can be understood in this context as indicating smaller or fewer protrusions. These changes were, in part, in contrast to those that observed in human OA chondrocytes ( Figure 3 ).

 

Figure 5 | Effect of persistent IL-1β exposure on the cell morphology of healthy bovine chondrocytes. Bovine healthy chondrocytes were incubated for 6 days with 10 ng/ml or without IL-1β. Data is representative of (A) area, (B) length, (C) width, (D) circularity, (E) aspect ratio, (F) roundness, and (G) solidity values obtained from individually measured chondrocytes with 1181 cells analyzed for the control group and 2917 cells analyzed for the IL-1β incubation group from n = 8 per group isolated from 3 different cows with samples treated in duplicate or triplicate. Box plots: the boxes define the 25th and 75th percentiles, with a central line at the median; error bars define the 10th and 90th percentiles; and dots define the 5th and 95th percentiles. *p<0.05. 




 3.2. Comparing the cell morphology of healthy bovine chondrocytes in low- and high-density cell culture with different concentrations of IL-1β.

Comparisons between healthy bovine vs. human OA chondrocytes were initially not intended because we had set out to assess the relative changes between control and IL-1β-exposed cells within each species/model system. We had used different concentrations of IL-1β and had plated cells using different cell densities in OA chondrocytes ( Figures 2 ,  3 : 0.1 ng/ml IL-1β and 9375 cells/cm2) and healthy bovine chondrocytes ( Figures 4 ,  5 : 10 ng/ml IL-1β and 3000 cells/cm2). To allow such comparisons between the two, we additionally investigated the cell morphology of bovine healthy chondrocytes in low (3000 cells/cm2) vs. high (9375 cells/cm2) density conditions treated with 0, 0.1, and 10 ng/ml IL-1β. Representative images of the cells in the various conditions are shown in  Figure 6 . Effectively, this approach allowed subsequently comparing, in the following (3.3) section, the cell morphology of healthy bovine vs. human OA chondrocytes in similar cell density and IL-1β exposure conditions. This additionally answered whether IL-1β concentration and cell density played a role in altering the cell morphology of chondrocytes.

 

Figure 6 | Representative images of healthy bovine single cells. Representative images of healthy bovine chondrocytes in high or low density cell cultures treated with 0 (control), low (0.1 ng/ml), or high (10 ng/ml) doses of IL-1β for 6 days from n = 8 per group isolated from 3 different cows with samples treated in duplicate or triplicate Scale bar, 100 µm. 



  Figure 7  presents the effects of two IL-1β concentrations in two cell densities for each quantified shape descriptor; the percent increase/decrease for the comparisons are given as color-coded tables beneath the box plots with the green color code indicating changes that reached significant levels between the two indicated conditions. With the exception of modest changes in aspect ratio, roundness and solidity at low cell density ( Figures 7E–G ), this revealed significant differences in cell morphology for almost all shape descriptors across the various conditions investigated vs. controls ( Figures 7A–D ).

 

Figure 7 | Comparison of healthy bovine single cell morphology under persistent IL-1β conditions in low- and high-density cell cultures. Healthy bovine chondrocytes in high or low density cell cultures were treated with 0 (control), 0.1 ng/ml, or 10 ng/ml of IL-1β for 6 days. Data is representative of (A) area, (B) length, (C) width, (D) circularity, (E) aspect ratio, (F) roundness, and (G) solidity with 1181, 2024, and 2917 cells analyzed in the control, 1 ng/ml IL-1β, 10 ng/ml IL-1β-treated cells under low cell density culture conditions and 3604, 2583, and 1923 cells analyzed in the control, 0.1 ng/ml IL-1β, 10 ng/ml IL-1β-treated cells under high cell density culture conditions from n = 8 per group isolated from 3 different cows wit samples treated in duplicate or triplicate. Box plots: the boxes define the 25th and 75th percentiles, with a central line at the median; error bars define the 10th and 90th percentiles; and dots define the 5th and 95th percentiles. In the tables below each of the box plots, the percent changes (increase/decrease) between the specified conditions are provided, with the green color code indicating a significant difference (p<0.05) and the red color code indicating a non-significant difference the two conditions. (H) Percent increase/decrease values for each of the shape descriptors comparing the various conditions, with the green color code indicating a significant difference (p<0.05) and a red color code indicating a non-significant difference. 



To assess whether cell morphology was sensitive to cell density and/or IL-1β concentration, we calculated the percent increase/decrease ( Figure 7H ) values for each of the shape descriptors, which allowed comparing the various conditions; the green color code indicates changes that reached significant levels. We noted that some descriptors, e.g. area and length, showed large % increases without reaching significance (row 7), whereas solidity changed by small but significant amounts (e.g., rows 5 and 6). This can be explained by the range of data for these specific shape descriptors. For example, the boxplots for area ( Figure 7A ) and length ( Figure 7B ) have larger data ranges, while solidity has a relatively small range ( Figure 7G ) and therefore small differences can result in significant differences.

Compared to controls, the greatest significant effects on cell area, length, and width were observed under high IL-1β concentration (10 ng/ml) and high density (row 6), whereas the greatest effects on cell circularity and aspect ratio occurred under low IL-1β concentration (0.1 ng/ml) and low density (row 2). The greatest effects on cell roundness occurred when varying cell density from low to high without IL-1β exposure (row 1) and under high IL-1β concentration and high density conditions compared to controls (row 6). Overall, compared to the control, a high IL-1β concentration in high density conditions had the greatest effect on all shape descriptors, except solidity (row 6). The effects of varying experimental conditions on solidity were small (rows 1-7) but, in some cases, significant.

Surprisingly, varying IL-1β concentration had neither at low (row 4) nor at high density any significant effects (row 7). Hence, no significant changes were observed in any of the shape descriptors when comparing the fold change in morphology from 0.1 to 10 ng/ml IL-1β in both low and high cell density conditions, indicating that IL-1β-induced morphological changes are not related to dosage. Cells became smaller in area and less long and wide in only two conditions: in controls in high cell density compared to low cell density (row 1) and in low cell density with a low IL-1β concentration compared to controls (row 2). Overall, this collectively showed that cell morphology was sensitive to both cell density and IL-1β but varying the concentration of IL-1β had no significant effects.


 3.3. Comparing the cell morphology of healthy bovine vs. human OA chondrocytes.

To eliminate the differential density and IL-1β concentration effects when comparing healthy bovine and human OA morphology data, in  Figure 8 , we used the  Figure 7  bovine data, in which cells were cultured under high density conditions and treated with 0 or 0.1 ng/ml IL-1β, for comparisons against human OA chondrocytes ( Figure 3 ), as the experimental conditions were matched. Thus, as we already showed, 0.1 ng/ml IL-1β caused healthy bovine chondrocytes to become larger, longer, wider and less round, circular and solid, compared to control cells ( Figure 7 ). In contrast, human OA chondrocytes became smaller, more elongated, less round and with fewer or smaller protrusions, compared to control cells ( Figure 3 ). While IL-1β treatment clearly modulated many aspects of cell morphology in both OA chondrocytes ( Figure 3 ) and healthy chondrocytes ( Figure 5 ), IL-1β caused more profound effects in healthy bovine chondrocytes compared to OA chondrocytes ( Figures 8A  vs.  8B ).

 

Figure 8 | Pairwise comparisons of shape descriptors between human OA vs. healthy bovine chondrocytes under similar high density culture conditions. To allow this side-by-side comparison, data reported in  Figure 2  was used as input human OA (hOA) chondrocyte data and data reported in  Figure 6  was used as input bovine chondrocyte (bCH) data. Day 6 after treatment. (A): hOA chondrocytes were compared to bCHs under control conditions (without IL-1β). (B): hOA chondrocytes were compared to bCHs under low dose IL-1β (0.1 ng/ml) conditions. The horizontal lines represent the median and the boxes show the 25th and 75th percentiles, while the vertical lines represent the 10th and 90th percentiles and the black points illustrate the 5th and 95th percentiles. *p<0.05. 



What did these differences in the response to IL-1β incubation tell us? To answer this question, we broke the question into two the following parts. First, we compared the ‘starting point’ morphologies of human OA vs. bovine healthy chondrocytes by comparing the untreated control groups ( Figure 8A ). We then compared their ‘finishing point’ morphologies by comparing the IL-1β-treated groups ( Figure 8B ). This revealed that there were significant differences in all shape descriptors between bovine healthy control chondrocytes vs. human OA control chondrocytes ( Figure 8 ). This was explained by the fact that the human OA chondrocytes were isolated from OA (already diseased) cartilage with a macroscopic grade of 1.8 ± 0.5 ( Table 1 ). Thus, it became apparent that chondrocytes from different health conditions/species exhibited different morphological starting points.

Next, we compared the morphological finishing points (after IL-1β exposure) between the two groups ( Figure 8B ). This revealed that aspect ratio and roundness were not different between the two groups, revealing that the different morphological starting points and responses to IL-1β led to similar aspect ratio and roundness values between the two groups. Since a differentiated chondrocyte is characterized as ‘round’ (67) or ‘spherical’ (68) and, in turn, dedifferentiated chondrocytes lose their round shape, it appears somewhat remarkable that IL-1β incubation led to similar (decreased) roundness values in both groups. When considering morphology as phenotypic marker, these results were in accordance with IL-1β-induced changes in gene expression, namely, that IL-1β inhibited the expression of healthy ECM production-related genes and promoted the expression of pro-inflammatory genes ( Figures 2 ,  4 ). Other shape descriptors, whose association with phenotype is less clear, were significantly different between healthy bovine chondrocytes vs. human OA chondrocytes. Of those, area showed the largest difference between the two groups, followed by width, length, solidity, and circularity ( Figure 8B ). Thus, despite differences in the morphological starting points and in their relative responses to IL-1β exposure, healthy chondrocytes and human OA chondrocytes exhibited comparable morphological finishing points with regard to roundness and aspect ratio.


 3.4. Correlation analyses.

As the next step, correlation analyses were performed to understand how IL-1β-induced changes in human and bovine chondrocyte morphology related to the experimental conditions and the macroscopic articular cartilage grade ( Figures 9A, C ), and how those parameters related to changes in the chondrogenic and inflammatory gene expression ( Figures 9B, D ). In  Figures 9A and C , analyses were performed on data derived from single cells, whereas in  Figures 9B and D , analyses was performed using the average cell morphology value and the gene expression value measured by ddPCR from each individual experiment. Importantly, correlations were measured across all experimental conditions and not separately for controls or IL-1β conditions in order to detect correlations that occurred while changing from conditions that lacked IL-1β to conditions that had IL-1β present. Interestingly, none of the correlations tested failed to be significant. Below we discuss these significant correlations in detail.

 

Figure 9 | Correlograms depicting correlations between parameters in OA human and healthy bovine chondrocytes across all conditions and highlighting similar correlations found in both cell types. Correlation matrix plots of (A, B) human OA chondrocytes treated with or without 0.1 ng/ml IL-1β (n = 8 per group from 8 different donors) and (C, D) healthy bovine chondrocytes treated with or without 10 ng/ml IL-1β (n = 8 per group from 3 different cows with samples treated in duplicate or triplicate). Significant positive correlations between the two specified conditions are represented as black circles, while significant negative correlations are represented as white circles (p<0.05). A blue box indicates a lack of correlation. The strength of the relationship is indicated by the size of the circle with a larger circle indicative of a stronger correlation (higher correlation coefficient). (A, C) Data is representative of values obtained from individually measured chondrocytes for each of the cell morphology descriptors (n = 20777 OA human chondrocytes from n = 16 control and IL-1β-treated samples; n = 2917 healthy bovine chondrocytes from n = 16 control and IL-1β-treated samples). (B, D) Data is representative of the average cell morphology and gene expression values of n= 16 individual experiments for OA human and healthy bovine chondrocytes. The control class was coded as 0 and the IL-1β treatment class was coded as 1. The purple and green boxes indicate similarities in data between OA human and healthy bovine chondrocytes. 



 3.4.1. Donor and cell shape descriptor correlations.

When assessing correlations between tissue donors and shape descriptors, many correlations in human OA and in healthy bovine chondrocytes were comparable, whereas others were quite different ( Figures 9A–D ). Collectively, these differences illustrated the different morphological starting points and IL-1β responses of the two cell types, in agreement with  Figure 8  as discussed above.


 3.4.2. IL-1β incubation and cell shape descriptor correlations.

Human OA chondrocytes ( Figure 9B ) and healthy bovine chondrocytes ( Figure 9D ) showed similar correlations between IL-1β treatment and length and aspect ratio ( Figures 9A, C ) and between IL-1β incubation (treatment) and area and length ( Figures 9B, D ). The difference between the panels on the left vs. right side was due to the data level, which explains the subtle differences in the findings. Regardless, the data collectively showed that differences in the morphological response of healthy bovine and OA human chondrocytes to IL-1β reported above in  Figure 8  were found here as well, as indicated by the correlation coefficients.

When collectively reviewing the positive and negative correlations between IL-1β incubation and cell shape descriptors ( Figures 9A, C ), these data showed that IL-1β incubation caused human OA chondrocytes to become less wide, smaller, longer, less round, and less circular. IL-1β treated healthy bovine chondrocytes became larger, longer, wider and more circular, rounder and solid. These correlations were in accordance with the above data ( Figures 3 ,  5 ,  7 ), with the resulting cell shapes consistent with a de-differentiated phenotype.


 3.4.3. IL-1β incubation and gene expression correlations.

Next, we tested for correlations between IL-1β incubation and resulting gene expression markers ( Figures 9B, D ). In both human OA and bovine healthy chondrocytes, there were a negative correlation between IL-1β treatment and the expression of COL1A2 and between IL-1β treatment and the expression of COL2A1. IL-1β treatment and the expression of IL-6 and IL-8 positively correlated. These similarities were consistent with a de-differentiated phenotype (18, 21, 26, 67). Additionally, in human OA chondrocytes ( Figure 9B ), there was a negative correlation between IL-1β treatment and the gene expression of SOX9 and ACAN. Overall, these correlations ( Figure 9B ) were in line with the changes in gene expression shown in  Figures 2  and  4 . This supported the validity of using this type of approach to assess how persistent IL-1β dynamically changed multifaceted aspects of cell morphology in relation to phenotypic outcome.


 3.4.4. Macroscopic cartilage grade, measuring OA-induced damage, and cell shape descriptor/gene expression correlations.

Next, the effect of the macroscopic cartilage grade on cell shape and gene expression was analyzed. As shown in  Figure 9B , there was a negative correlation between the macroscopic cartilage grade and the gene expression of COL1A2, COL2A1, SOX9, IL-6 and IL-8 in human OA chondrocytes, and a positive correlation between the macroscopic cartilage grade and the expression of ACAN. Interestingly, the macroscopic cartilage grade correlated in human OA chondrocytes with all of the cell morphology descriptors measured, which revealed increases in all descriptors except length, which decreased with increasing grade. Thus, aspect ratio and length negatively correlated with macroscopic grade. Area also weakly negatively correlated with macroscopic grade. Macroscopic grade positively correlated with roundness, circularity, width and solidity. This indicates that chondrocytes derived from a higher macroscopic cartilage grade were larger, wider, more circular, rounder but shorter. Correlations regarding the macroscopic cartilage grade were not tested in healthy bovine chondrocytes, as those had all a similarly healthy grade. Moreover, in human OA chondrocytes, the number of living cells correlated negatively with the macroscopic cartilage grade ( Figure 9B ). Together with the shape descriptors circularity and solidity, the negative correlation with the number of living cells suggested that some human OA chondrocytes had died or were dying and, thus, more circular, and solid. This was also seen in healthy bovine chondrocytes ( Figure 9D ). Overall, these data confirmed that OA chondrocytes from more damaged OA cartilage responded differently to IL-1β by exhibiting a larger, wider, more circular, rounder but shorter morphology, compared to chondrocytes from less damaged OA cartilage.


 3.4.5. Correlations among gene expression markers.

Correlations among gene expression markers showed that in IL-1β-treated human OA chondrocytes, COL1A2 expression positively correlated with COL2A1, SOX9, ACAN, IL-6, and IL-8 expression ( Figure 9B ). The expression of COL2A1 also correlated positively with SOX9 as well as ACAN and COL1A2. Additionally, there was a positive correlation between SOX9 and ACAN. The expression of COL2A1, ACAN and SOX9 correlated negatively with the expression of IL-6 and IL-8, whereas COL1A2 correlated positively with the IL-6 and IL-8 expression. The IL-6 expression positively correlated with IL-8 expression. These findings, including that COL2A1 negatively correlated with IL-6 and IL-8, were comparable to healthy bovine chondrocytes ( Figure 9D ) except that IL-6 and IL-8 expression positively correlated with COL1A2 expression in human OA chondrocytes and negatively in healthy bovine chondrocytes. In both cell types, COL1A2 and COL2A1 expression positively correlated with one another. The findings generally agreed with what is known about healthy and inflamed chondrocytes (1).


 3.4.6. Gene expression and cell shape descriptor correlations.

We then tested for correlations between the gene expression markers and shape descriptors. In both OA chondrocytes ( Figure 9B ) and in healthy bovine chondrocytes ( Figure 9D ), the expression of COL1A2 positively correlated with cell roundness and negatively with cell area, length, width, circularity, and aspect ratio. For solidity, COL1A2 negatively correlated in OA chondrocytes ( Figure 9B ) but positively correlated in healthy bovine chondrocytes ( Figure 9D ). While COL2A1 positively correlated in human OA chondrocytes with width, circularity, roundness, and solidity and negatively with area, length, and aspect ratio ( Figure 9B ), COL2A1 positively correlated in healthy bovine chondrocytes with the aspect ratio of the cells and negatively with area, length, width circularity, roundness, and solidity ( Figure 9D ). Changes in area and length correlated similarly and negatively with the COL2A1 expression. Thus, COL1A2 expression correlated similarly with six out of seven shape descriptors in both human OA and healthy bovine chondrocytes, whereas COL2A1 expression correlated similarly with only two out of seven shape descriptors in both human OA and healthy bovine chondrocytes. This revealed gene-specific differences in the correlation patterns with cell shape descriptors, which was even more obvious for IL-6 and Il-8. Collectively, these extensive correlation analyses supported the presence of differential morphological starting points and responses of healthy vs. diseased chondrocytes. Moreover, these analyses revealed complex, correlated changes, in which an IL-1β inflammatory environment decreased the gene expression data of COL2A1 and COL1A2, increased the levels of IL-6, and IL-8 expression in both OA human and healthy bovine models, and co-occurring morphological changes that were indicative of a dedifferentiated phenotype, whose complexity was further analyzed as described below.



 3.5. Identifying key cell shape features that discriminate between control vs. IL-1β conditions.

A clustered image (CIM) map visualizes patterns of similarity vs. dissimilarity in multivariate data, which can be used to explore data at the sample level relative to experimental conditions. Dendrograms indicate Euclidian distance-based hierarchical data clustering and the height of the dendrogram represents the distance between clusters (82). The here used CIM was constructed by using scaled and centered data on healthy bovine vs. human OA chondrocytes whose color key indicates the standard deviations away from the mean. The CIM presents the experimentally determined multivariate dataset of control and IL-1β-treated human OA chondrocytes ( Figure 10A ) and healthy bovine chondrocytes ( Figure 10B ).

 

Figure 10 | Clustered image map of cell morphology and gene expression values from individual samples of (A) OA human and (B) healthy bovine chondrocytes that were untreated or treated with IL-1β. Each horizontal row represents 16 biological samples treated with or without IL-1β as indicated in the figure (n=8 per group isolated from n = 8 different OA donors and n = 3 healthy bovine cows with samples treated in duplicate or triplicate). Rows are clustered using cell morphology and gene expression and color-coded according to experimental conditions: control cells vs. IL-1β incubation. A CIM visualizes scaled and centered data, with a color code that indicates the standard deviations away from the mean of each feature, whereas the dendrograms indicate clustering. The level of the parameters of a given category and their intensity of the red color denotes the number of standard deviations above the overall mean across all samples and intensity of the blue color denotes the number of standard deviations below the overall mean representing increases and decreases in the markers from the overall mean category. Based on the multi-feature signatures, the CIM revealed a discrimination of the control vs. IL-1β and revealed signature patterns. 



In both human OA chondrocytes and healthy bovine chondrocytes, the main clusters almost perfectly distinguished the experimental conditions (controls vs. IL-1β incubation). In human OA chondrocytes only one IL-1β treated sample (sample 13) clustered as a non-treated control sample. For healthy bovine chondrocytes only two control samples (samples 1 and 5) clustered with the IL-1β treated group. Although these two samples were similar to the control cluster in their gene expression of COL2A1, COL1A2, IL-8, and IL-6, the morphology descriptors length, area, and width were more comparable with IL-1β treated group. In human OA chondrocytes not all samples responded equally to IL-1β incubation: the color pattern differed in samples 16, 12, and 14 compared to samples 11, 9, and 10 in SOX9, COL1A2, IL-6 and IL-8 expression but also in cell width. This showed that, in some cases, individual samples could be different from the overall population. This highlighted the importance of measuring multiple parameters to distinguish between phenotypes. In turn, this indicated that, using this panel of measured parameters, cell morphology and gene expression profiles are sufficient to characterize control and inflammatory phenotypes.

The CIM also illustrated the changes from the overall mean and from this, general relationships between morphology and gene expression can be visualized in individual samples. Under control conditions, with the exception of up to a few individual samples, bovine healthy chondrocyte samples had a lower cell circularity and higher expression of COL2A1 compared to the overall mean ( Figure 10B ), whereas OA chondrocytes were rounder and the expression of healthy marker genes COL2A1, ACAN, and SOX9 was higher than the overall mean ( Figure 9A ). Under IL-1β conditions, bovine healthy chondrocyte samples were higher in circularity and width with a higher expression of the inflammatory genes IL-6 and IL-8 and lower expression of COL2A1 compared to the overall mean. OA chondrocytes were longer with a higher expression of the inflammatory genes IL-6 and IL-8 and lower expression of COL2A1, ACAN, and SOX9 than the mean ( Figure 10A ).

Thus, the CIM supported the above presented correlation analyses ( Figure 9 ) but also revealed differences across the samples within a given experimental group that were not visible in the correlation analysis results. This meant that phenotypic features such as morphology and gene expression broadly followed the experimental conditions but also displayed certain variations, which correlation analyses had traced back in part to parameters such as the individual donor/cow, among other parameters. In turn, this meant that a phenotypical fingerprint derived from this multivariate dataset begun to emerge but needed another method for exact determination.

To determine which of the measured shape features provided the most value in discriminating between control vs. IL-1β conditions in the two different cell types (healthy vs. OA) we used projection-based modeling. PLS-DA is a multivariate dimensionality-reduction tool (83–85) that weighs each feature and the above CIM-visualized variability of the response for discriminating groups (e.g., IL-1β incubation vs. control). One of the outputs of the model was the relative importance of each feature for discrimination, which is derived from the model loadings. Therefore, PLS-DA was used to identify key variables that discriminate between non-incubation controls and IL-1β-stimulated human OA and healthy bovine chondrocytes. The length of the bar corresponded to the loading weight and, thus, importance of each assessed feature.

The PLS-DA analysis of human OA chondrocytes ( Figure 11A ) revealed that IL-1β treated chondrocytes could be discriminated from control cells by their gene expression levels of IL-8 and IL-6. The non-stimulated control-treated cells were discriminated based on their expression of COL2A1, ACAN, and SOX9. More crucially, the length and area of the cells were critical in discriminating IL-1β-treated OA chondrocytes, whereas chondrocyte roundness was the most essential shape descriptor in identifying control OA chondrocytes. For healthy bovine chondrocytes ( Figure 11B ) the PLS-DA showed that IL-1β-incubated chondrocytes could also be discriminated from control cells by their gene expression levels of IL-8 and IL-6, whereas the control cells were discriminated based on their expression of COL2A1 and COL1A2 ( Figure 11A ). Importantly, the chondrocyte aspect ratio was most indicative for control cells and circularity and width for the inflammatory phenotype. This was principally in line with the results of the hierarchically clustered CIM ( Figure 11 ), reinforcing that we have identified specific morphological fingerprints that are capable of discriminating between chondrocyte phenotype in control and inflammatory conditions.

 

Figure 11 | PLS-DA of cell morphology descriptors and chondrogenic and inflammatory gene expression markers in (A) OA human and (B) healthy bovine chondrocytes. We used scaled data from  Figure 8  for the PLS-DA. The length of the loading vector bars of the PLS-DA plots, represent the importance of a feature to discriminate between control and IL-1β incubation phenotypes. All data reported in  Figure 8  was used as input data using the averages of the data. The control classes were coded as 0 and the IL-1β treated classes were coded as 1. 





 4. Discussion.

The present study demonstrated that cell morphology can be used a biological fingerprint for describing chondrocyte phenotype. Using IL-1β as a representative inflammatory cytokine, we showed that it is possible to use quantitative single cell morphometry in conjunction with multivariate projection-based modelling for identifying specific morphological fingerprints that discriminate between experimental conditions. Using scaled data from the correlation data ( Figure 9 ), we identified the morphological characteristics attributable to control and IL-1β-induced inflammatory phenotypes ( Figure 11 ). This approach is technically applicable to other cell types and conditions using the approach described in  Figure 1 .

The here-derived insights substantially extend the currently available knowledge of chondrocyte morphology since only a few studies i) recognized cell morphology as a regulator of chondrocyte phenotype (49–54) and ii) connected chondrocyte morphology to pathology, e.g. passage-induced dedifferentiation (86–90), early articular cartilage degeneration (51, 53), or IL-1β exposure (26, 51, 52). These studies revealed that early passaged in vitro cultured chondrocytes show a characteristic single cell shape with a round and spheroid morphology, a small diameter (86), a small spreading area, and a low aspect ratio (87). Chondrocytes in passage 2 and higher assume an amoeboid and fibroblast-like shape (86–89) with a large diameter (86), spreading area and elongation factor (87), and reduced number of primary cilia (90). In vitro and ex vivo, IL1-β increases the cellular volume (26, 52) and, ex vivo, the number of cytoplasmic processes per cell (51). Our data detailed multi-dimensional aspects of chondrocyte morphology, the relationship between cell morphology and gene expression as well as OA macroscopic grade, the effect of cell density, IL1-β concentration, species and disease state on cell morphology, proving with the here established method that cell morphology can be used to describe chondrocyte phenotype.

IL-1β plays a major role in OA, PTOA and RA (1–5) but only a few studies quantitatively demonstrated a relationship between IL-1β and cell morphology (26, 51, 52). We investigated how control conditions and persistent IL-1β affected the phenotype of passage 1 OA human and healthy bovine chondrocytes. We identified novel relationships between single chondrocyte morphology parameters and marker gene expression profiles that provide causal evidence how to interpret previously shown associations between cell morphology, IL-1β, and early degeneration (51). IL-1β incubation caused considerable alterations in chondrocyte shape, which was linked to changes in the expression of ECM- and inflammatory-regulating genes. Next, we asked if cell morphology could be used for discriminating chondrocyte phenotype. Applying CIM and PLS-DA, we demonstrated that the here chosen experimental and analytical approach ( Figure 1 ) allowed identifying, for the first time, those shape features that are most important for discriminating control vs. pro-inflammatory chondrocyte phenotypes. The specific morphological fingerprints revealed by PLS-DA feature importance ( Figure 11 ) were roundness and width as cell shape discriminators of a healthier phenotype of human OA chondrocytes and cell length and area as discriminators of a more inflamed phenotype of human OA chondrocytes, here induced with IL-1β. In healthy bovine chondrocytes, circularity and width discriminated an inflamed phenotype, whereas cell aspect ratio discriminated control cells.

In this feasibility study, we used IL-1β as a representative cytokine to demonstrate that trainable, automated high-throughput image analysis techniques of single-cell morphology can be combined with population-based gene expression analyses by ddPCR. Despite being one of the major cytokines, IL-1β alone cannot imitate the high complexity of joint inflammation and investigations on other inflammatory triggers that play an important role in joint inflammation such as other types of inflammatory cytokines (1) or monosodium urate or calcium pyrophosphate crystals (91) are needed. Moreover, inflammation in the joint can be acute or persist for weeks to months or longer (1). Another consideration is that 3D and in vivo environments are far more complex than 2D environments, which may imply that the absolute measurement values obtained in this study in 2D might be different in a 3D environment. Future experiments would need to address these points to determine the morphological fingerprint induced by those conditions.

Another consideration is that there may be potential cartilage zone-dependent or other (e.g., biomechanical) effects on cell shape throughout the tissue depth and that there may be differences in chondrocyte shape across zones in healthy vs degenerate cartilages. Here, we used chondrocytes isolated from bulk articular cartilage samples. In healthy cartilage, superficial zone (SZ) chondrocytes are elliptical in form but round in deeper zones (92). With increasing cartilage degeneration, chondrocyte volume and the number and length of cell processes increase significantly within the SZ but not in the deep zones (93, 94). The degradation of collagen in the SZ also modulates chondrocyte volume and morphology in relation to mechanobiological properties of cartilage (95). Since our study contained a mixture of cells from all cartilage zones, the cell morphology results depicted the averages of the entire cell populations that were isolated from the articular cartilages. Since human OA chondrocytes were isolated from OA cartilage (macroscopic grade of 1.8 +/- 0.5) and may have, in part, lost some of its SZ (96), whereas healthy cartilage contained an intact SZ, this may have potentially increased the cell length values, due to the elliptical morphology of SZ chondrocytes in the healthy chondrocyte data. We showed that the average cell length (major axis) of bulk healthy chondrocytes under control conditions was 35 µm. Considering that 32% of intact healthy cartilage is made of SZ chondrocytes (92), we calculated that the inclusion of SZ chondrocytes may have shifted the average cell length of healthy bovine chondrocytes reported here up but only by a maximum of 7 µm (but not in the human data because the SZ may have been lost to some degree). Interestingly, Murray et al. (51) demonstrated by fluorescence immunohistochemistry of chondrocytes within ex vivo explants that abnormal morphology was associated with increased cell-associated IL-1β levels. Chondrocytes from the SZ have approximately twice the number of IL-1 receptors in comparison to cells from the deeper layers of the same joint (97). Therefore, assuming that IL-1β alters chondrocyte morphology, IL-1β may not equally induce changes in all cells from different zones. In our present study, we demonstrated that IL-1β altered chondrocyte morphology in a cell density-dependent way, hinting that abnormal morphology associated with IL-1β levels in degenerate cartilage may have been caused by IL-1β; although the alternative, that morphology affected IL-1β levels, would remain possible. Another point to consider is that articular cartilage chondrocytes isolated from the knee are more susceptible to IL-1β-mediated cartilage degradation effects than chondrocytes isolated from the ankle (98, 99). While this was not an issue in our study since both human and bovine chondrocytes were isolated from the knee joint, the presence of the SZ in healthy bovine cartilage and potentially partial absence in human OA cartilage must be considered when assessing the data from bulk cartilage samples. Therefore, our future studies will include zonal and causal aspects to determine how these topics are related.

Previous research demonstrated that 0.1 ng/ml is close to the physiological relevant concentration of IL-1β during joint inflammation in the human knee joint (1). Hence, this dosage was used in a 6 day persistent inflammatory OA human chondrocyte model. In response to persistent IL-1β, the chondrogenic gene expression of COL2A1, SOX9 and ACAN decreased and the expression of the inflammatory genes IL-6 and IL-8 increased and significantly changed their chondrocyte morphology. The cells became significantly smaller, decreased in cell length, width, roundness, and solidity, but increased their circularity and aspect ratio. The increase in aspect ratio as well as the decrease of cell roundness and solidity were indicative of chondrocyte de-differentiation, which was confirmed by the decrease in COL2A1, SOX9 and ACAN expression. Other studies have also shown that IL-1β increases the expression of IL-6 and IL-8 and decreases the expression of healthy chondrocyte phenotype markers ACAN and COL2A1 (18, 21, 26, 67, 100), indicating that the present study’s gene expression results were in line with the literature. Interestingly, there was no change in COL1A2 expression, which could be due to the fact that OA is irreversible, and the chondrocytes were isolated from already diseased tissue. The correlation analyses showed a relationship between the shape of chondrocytes and their gene expression, as the expression of COL2A1, SOX9 and ACAN positively correlated with cell roundness and the expression of SOX9, but negatively with cell length in OA chondrocytes. In agreement with other studies (51, 93), the expression of IL-6 and IL-8 was connected to the chondrocyte size and length indicative of a fibroblastic de-differentiated cell phenotype. These findings showed that persistent IL-1β further promoted a de-differentiated phenotype on both the cell morphology and gene level. Interestingly, this occurred despite the fact that human chondrocytes were isolated from articular cartilage having a macroscopic grade of 1.8 +/-0.5, which is considered somewhere between macroscopically intact articular cartilage and macroscopically OA lesion articular cartilage. In the context of OA on the tissue level, such processes might enhance progression towards full OA and/or promote the “healthier” parts of the cartilage tissue to become diseased.

In this study, a higher concentration of IL-1β (10 ng/ml) was used in healthy bovine chondrocytes. Persistent IL-1β significantly decreased the gene expression of COL2A1 and elevated the expression of the inflammatory genes IL-6 and IL-8. While we did not measure SOX9 and ACAN in the bovine study, others have shown that persistent IL-1β can significantly decrease their gene expression (101–103). Similar to other studies, IL-1β significantly decreased the expression of COL2A1, and increased IL-6 and IL-8 (23, 104). Moreover, our data is in line with changes in cell volume that others have already quantitatively shown to be altered in chondrocytes by IL-1β. We observed a change in chondrocyte cell volume (as measured by area), a known marker of de-differentiation (53), which increased in healthy chondrocytes, in line with IL-1β-mediated increases in cell volume as shown in healthy chondrocytes ex vivo and in vitro (26, 52). Interestingly, in healthy bovine chondrocytes, differential IL-1β-induced morphological effects were observed in comparison to human OA chondrocytes. In healthy bovine chondrocytes, IL-1β increased the area, length, width, roundness, and solidity, whereas the aspect ratio of the cells was decreased. The correlation analyses between gene expression markers and cell morphology descriptors showed that cell area, length, roundness, solidity, but especially circularity and cell width positively correlated with the expression of IL-6 and IL-8. Interestingly, aspect ratio positively correlated with the expression of IL-8, but negatively with IL-6. Hence, the persistent presence of IL-1β led to changes in chondrocyte morphology and gene expression of healthy chondrocytes. This suggests that IL-1β could promote disease progression in healthy chondrocytes under early inflammatory stimuli by modifying cell morphology.

Interestingly, when we analyzed cell shape descriptors across conditions or species, we noted apparent differences in the morphological response of the cells to IL-1β. Thus, IL-1β induced human OA chondrocytes to become smaller, more elongated, less round and more circular (indicating fewer or smaller protrusions), whereas IL-1β led in healthy bovine chondrocytes to increased area, length, width, circularity, roundness and solidity, and less elongation. We resolved these differences in the response, which were initially difficult to understand, conceptually. We introduced the idea that chondrocytes from different health conditions/species exhibited different morphological starting points and subsequently different responses to IL-1β. Those led to morphological finishing points, in which aspects of cell shape known to be phenotypically relevant were, surprisingly, statistically equal: cell roundness and its inverse term, aspect ratio. Hence, IL-1β incubation produced equally round and elongated bovine and human cells, despite differences in species and the state of tissue health. Therefore, while we saw differential effects of IL-1β on already diseased human OA chondrocytes (that were enhanced to a fully de-differentiated phenotype by IL-1β) vs. healthy bovine chondrocytes (that were moving towards a de-differentiated phenotype), it clearly shows that IL-1β plays a major role in modifying the cell morphology and gene expression of both healthy and diseased cell types.

Due to the limited access to healthy human cartilage, bovine cartilage was used in the present study. While it is known that species-related cartilage differences exist (e.g., bovine cartilage has a decreased thickness and a higher cellularity vs. human cartilage (105)), the development of naturally occurring OA in bovine joints very closely mimics the onset and progression of OA in humans (105). We do not believe that the differences are due to a difference in species per se but instead it is likely due to the “inflammatory heritage” of the chondrocytes. It is an already known fact that OA cartilage comes from an inflamed environment (1) and the quality of cartilage can vary for from donor to donor. The lack of access to healthy human or bovine OA cartilage tissue of the exact same grade (1.8 +/- 0.5) limits us to draw a general applicable conclusion. To rule out dosage differences we plated healthy bovine chondrocytes in a low and high cell density and treated the cells with either 0.1 ng/ml or 10 ng/ml IL-1β. The results showed that changes in cell density and IL-1β incubation, but not IL-1β concentration, clearly affected single-cell chondrocyte morphology. However, regardless of the starting point (i.e., the lack of disease or disease severity), we demonstrated that chondrocytes changed their cell morphology in response to IL-1β. This is advantageous, because it shows that single cell morphology descriptors are sensitive to changes and can be used to discriminate between different phenotype classes and culture conditions.

It is important to note that the significant but sometimes small percent changes in morphology observed here, induced by IL-1β, were associated with large phenotypic effects, e.g. the expression of COL2A1 and IL-6 ( Figures 2 ,  4 ), which highlights that small changes in morphology cannot be dismissed because of their small scale. In this context, we have reported comparable findings in MSCs induced by biomechanical forces (45–47), biophysical stimuli including biomaterials and nanoscale surface stiffness (46), implant surface topography (48) and growth factors (45), highlighting that small changes in morphology are related to large phenotypic effects. In term of the underlying mechanisms of cytokine-mediated cell morphology and associated gene effects, we refer the interested reader to our recent review (67) that discusses how inflammatory cytokines such as IL-1β and other factors regulate articular chondrocyte phenotype through the cytoskeleton and the signaling processes that originate from or converge on the cytoskeleton. Specifically, pro-inflammatory cytokines including IL-1β as well as IL-1α, TNF-α, IL-6 and IL-8 (21, 23, 106), which are all involved in joint inflammation (1), promote signaling of RhoA/ROCK/Rac1/mDia1/mDia2/Cdc42 and stress fiber formation (107–109). This can in turn control the morphology and phenotype of chondrocytes. To illustrate, inhibitors of these signaling pathways such as ROCK inhibitors modulate the cell morphology of chondrocytes into a rounder morphology that leads to cortical actin organization (110) and increased SOX9, ACAN, and COL2A1 gene expression (110–113). This highlights that changes in chondrocyte morphology due to alterations in cytoskeletal elements and their second messenger pathways can consequently affect chondrocyte cell function and perhaps even joint health through, e.g., production of a mechanically weak matrix, which could further promote disease progression (53, 67), but that more in-depth studies are needed.

This study performed a thorough analysis of how IL-1β alters chondrocyte gene expression and morphology of human OA and healthy bovine chondrocytes. We showed that the significant changes in chondrocyte morphology caused by IL-1β incubation can be correlated to changes in gene expression of healthy matrix-regulating chondrogenic and inflammatory genes. While IL-1β led to less of a de-differentiated cell shape in healthy chondrocytes vs. OA chondrocytes, IL-1β caused early morphological effects as well as phenotypical effects in non-diseased, previously healthy chondrocytes and in OA chondrocytes isolated from relatively macroscopically intact OA cartilage, suggesting that IL-1β could promote healthy cartilage as well as the “healthier” parts of OA cartilage tissue to become diseased, thereby enhancing disease progression. As demonstrated here, quantitative cell morphometry was useful for identifying a specific biological fingerprint, based on trainable image segmentation and modelling. Using a CIM we showed that, in some cases, individual samples can be different from the overall cell population. Thus, it is important to characterize individual cells through a panel of shape descriptors, which would allow specific identification of single cells and examination of their response to the incubation. Overall, our approach could be used for better understanding how culture conditions, inflammation or therapeutic targeting of inflammation affect cell function and outcome, which could advance our understanding of fibroblastic and immunologically relevant characteristics of single cells and cell populations to predict cell or even tissue function.
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  Lung diseases have become a significant challenge to public healthcare worldwide, which stresses the necessity of developing effective biological models for pathophysiological and pharmacological studies of the human respiratory system. In recent years, lung-on-a-chip has been extensively developed as a potentially revolutionary respiratory model paradigm with high efficiency and improved accuracy, bridging the gap between cell culture and preclinical trials. The advantages of lung-on-a-chip technology derive from its capabilities in establishing 3D multicellular architectures and dynamic microphysiological environments. A critical issue in its development is utilizing such capabilities to recapitulate the essential components of the human respiratory system for effectively restoring physiological functions and illustrating disease progress. Here we present a review of lung-on-a-chip technology, highlighting various strategies for capturing lung physiological and pathological characteristics. The key pathophysiological characteristics of the lungs are examined, including the airways, alveoli, and alveolar septum. Accordingly, the strategies in lung-on-a-chip research to capture the essential components and functions of lungs are analyzed. Recent studies of pneumonia, lung cancer, asthma, chronic obstructive pulmonary disease, and pulmonary fibrosis based on lung-on-a-chip are surveyed. Finally, cross-disciplinary approaches are proposed to foster the future development of lung-on-a-chip technology.
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  1. Introduction.

The lungs are involved in many essential functions, including respiration, pulmonary circulation, and immunity. They are susceptible to viruses, bacteria, and other microorganisms from the external environment and inside the human body. Lung diseases can lead to respiratory failure and life-threatening conditions. Acute lung injury, as caused by the severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2), poses an enormous global threat to humanity. SARS-CoV-2 mainly attacks the lungs, causing cytokine storm, acute respiratory distress syndrome, and septic shock, and can cause death in severe cases (1–3). Chronic lung injury, as caused by chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD), also decreases life expectancy quality (4, 5). The prevalence of COPD is high, affecting 328 million people worldwide, especially in low- and middle-income regions (6–8). Malignant tumors, such as lung cancer, are the leading cause of death in many countries. Treating these diseases necessitates a deep understanding of the underlying mechanisms, pathological processes, and potential therapeutic targets, all of which rely on reliable physiological and pathological models.

While simple and intuitive, traditional models of 2D cell culture cannot reflect in vivo cell niches, as these models commonly lack the extracellular matrix (ECM), physical/chemical/biological cues, multicellular interactions, and intracellular signaling pathways (9). Furthermore, it is difficult to model the complexity of organs and communication between cells (10). As an alternative approach, animal models struggle to overcome their deviations from humans in terms of pathophysiological processes and drug responses. Specifically, there are significant structural differences between animal and human respiratory systems; in animal models, various inhalation stimuli are normally deposited on the turbinate and the upper respiratory tract and do not reach the lungs, making it difficult to recreate human pathology. In addition, the use of animal models is time-consuming and may be ethically problematic (11, 12). Clinical trials are subject to various constraints resulting from interspecific differences, ethical issues, and economic costs ( Figure 1 ). All these limitations result in a bottleneck for experimental research and drug development, encouraging researchers to develop efficient and reliable platforms for preclinical drug testing.

 

Figure 1 | Illustration of a human lung-on-a-chip design illustrating key physiological characteristics of the alveoli and the advantages of lung-on-a-chip compared with traditional models. (A) Analysis of lung alveoli as functional units composed of epithelial cells, endothelial cells, and interstitium; (B) Typical structure of lung-on-a-chip with breathing-induced mechanical activity, and its advantages compared with cell culture and animal models. 



Lung-on-a-chip combines microfluidics and cell biology to build three-dimensional (3D) structures that mimic alveoli and airways ( Figure 1 ). Alveoli/airway-on-a-chip devices recapitulate alveolar epithelial, microvascular endothelial, interstitial fibroblast, and multicellular interactions. These devices can form the air–liquid interface between the epithelium and endothelium with air and blood fluid dynamics. In addition, these devices can integrate respiratory movements (13, 14), immune cells transported by microvascular perfusion (15) and the transfer between microflora (16) and other related organs (17, 18), all of which constitute powerful tools for understanding the mechanism and progress of lung diseases (19). In this review, we propose an innovative classification of core components in the lung-on-a-chip based on the pathophysiological structures and functions of the lungs. Furthermore, we summarize the latest advances in lung-on-a-chip-based research for lung inflammation, lung cancer, asthma, COPD, and pulmonary fibrosis.


 2. Physiological structure of lungs.

 2.1. Lung conducting airways.

The airway is the path to the lungs during respiration, composed of the trachea and bronchus, with 23 branches extending from the trachea to the terminal sacs. As the lumen of each branch of the alveolar duct becomes thinner, the epithelium gradually changes from pseudolaminated to single-layer ciliated columnar epithelium, where the numbers of goblet cells, glands, and cartilage decrease, and the amount of smooth muscle increases. Diastolic smooth muscle contraction can change the diameter of the airway, regulating the volume of air in the alveoli. The airways communicate with the external environment, and airway epithelial cells serve as the first line of defense against particles, pathogens, and toxins (25, 26). Smooth muscle spasms and lumen narrowing cause dyspnea in some pathological conditions, such as asthma and COPD.


 2.2. Alveoli.

Alveoli are the basic functional units of the lungs and the main component of air exchange. In adults, there are approximately 700 million bilateral alveoli, accounting for 90% of the whole lung (27); each one is a physiological unit for gas exchange between air–blood interface, composed of alveolar type I and II cells. Alveolar type I cells, covering approximately 95% of the entire alveolar surface, contribute to gas exchange with the associated endothelium. Whereas, alveolar type II cells are characterized by secretory organelles participating in innate immune responses and producing surfactants to maintain surface tension. Individual alveoli maintain good elasticity, with volumes increasing by approximately 15% during respiration. Adjacent alveoli are interdependent and interconnected through small pores. When one alveolus collapses, the tension of the surrounding alveolar walls increases, limiting further alveolar collapse and increasing stability via interdependence. The respiratory membrane, also known as the air–blood barrier, is important in maintaining the basic structure and microenvironment of the lungs (28, 29). The main cell components of the respiratory membrane are type I and type II alveolar epithelial cells, endothelial cells, and fibroblasts (29, 30). Lung diseases that thicken the respiratory membrane or increase the diffusion distance, such as atelectasis, emphysema, lobectomy, and capillary closure and obstruction, can slow the rate and amount of gas diffusion, reduce the respiratory membrane diffusion area, and affect pulmonary ventilation.


 2.3. Alveolar interstitium.

The alveolar interstitium is the space between the alveolar epithelium and capillary endothelial basal layer, including a variety of cells and ECM networks, such as elastic and bundled collagen fibers (31), which impart compliance and elasticity to the lungs, respectively, affecting the amount of air inhaled and the ease with which the lung retracts to its resting position after inflation (32, 33). Elastic fibers exhibit a linear stress-strain relationship over a large range facilitating lung parenchyma elastic retraction and stabilization (34, 35).



 3. Lung-on-a-chip model construction.

The lung-on-a-chip can be classified into four parts based on structural characteristics: the respiratory membrane structure, alveolar cell arrangement, breathing movement, and air–liquid interface. The typical lung-on-a-chip models are summarized in Table 1.

 Table 1 | Literature review of typical systems for lung-on-a-chip. 



 3.1. Respiratory membrane structure.

As a key component of the alveolar air–liquid barrier, the membrane structure in the lung-on-a-chip has undergone three stages of development ( Figure 2A ). Early models used Transwell membranes (36). Costa A et al. (37) and Bengalli R et al. (38) grew alveolar epithelium (NCI-H441) and pulmonary microvascular endothelium (HPMUC-ST1.6R) cells on both sides of a Transwell membrane (39). The simple alveolar respiratory membrane model was used to evaluate the translocation of nanoparticles in biofilm structures and pneumonia induced by ZnO nanoparticles. However, Transwell membranes cannot be combined with microfluidic devices and lack the flexibility required for bionic design. Organosilicone-based polydimethylsiloxane (PDMS) and some thermoplastics are increasingly being used as membrane materials for lung-on-a-chips (40). PDMS is the most studied and representative membrane for ventilation and nutrient exchange (19, 39, 41). It is transparent, oxygen-permeable, stretchable, and flexible allowing the precise imitation of the alveolar dynamic mechanical deformation caused by breathing (13, 42). Other polymer films have also been widely applied and are easy to manufacture, flexible, and cost effective (43). Guan et al. (44) used polycarbonate (PC) as the membrane structure of an air–liquid interface. Air–liquid exchange membranes have also been built using polyester (PET) (45) and polymethylmethacrylate (PMMA) (9, 46). High-throughput lung organ chips with the same basic structure and environment but different cell types can integrate multi-group studies (45).

 

Figure 2 | Key modules of a lung-on-a-chip. (A) Respiratory membrane structure; (B) Alveolar cell arrangement (20); (C) Breathing movement; (D) Air–liquid interface. Adapted with permission. Copyright 2021, Wiley-VCH GmbH. 



Membrane structures have some common characteristics. The pore size of the respiratory membrane is 1–10 μm, which not only ensures the exchange of nutrients and protein signal interactions of the epithelial-endothelial cells but also prevents the leakage of cells from both sides. Furthermore, to improve biocompatibility, porous polymer surfaces are typically modified with ECM-like protein materials (e.g., collagen, gelatin, and bovine fibrin). Recent fabrication techniques, such as 3D printing and bioprinting, may be valuable in achieving customized lung-on-a-chip membranes with improved biomimesis (43, 47, 48). Yang et al. (49) used PLGA nanofiber membranes as a substrate to form a uniformly sized porous network and found that different membrane thicknesses and PLGA concentrations affect the membrane permeability and ion diffusion. The printed fiber film can be adjusted to meet the design specifications and 3D-bioprinted lung models show a higher rate of proliferation and longer culture time (28 days) compared with 2D models (47).

The microporous polymer membrane acts as a barrier between the epithelial and endothelial cells, ensuring nutrient exchange and protein signal interactions between the epithelial-endothelial cells and also preventing the leakage of cells from each side. Further, the development of the lung-on-a-chip benefits from improved fabrication techniques that precisely control cell arrangement. Bioprinting technology enables the automated deposition of cells and biomaterials in 3D for highly controlled and customized production of tissue models. In constructing an alveolar model with bioinks (e.g., ECM-like hydrogel), fibroblast cells can be deposited in position with high precision. In addition, growth factors or cell inhibitors can be embedded in hydrogels to influence cell growth.


 3.2. Alveolar cell arrangement.

The arrangement of alveolar cells is a basic functional unit in the lung-on-a-chip. The typical cells found at the alveolar-capillary interface can be divided into four types: type I and II alveolar epithelial cells (A549, HPAEpiC, and NCI-H441) (43, 47, 50), microvascular endothelial cells (HUVEC, HUC-5A, HPMEC-ST1.6R, HPMEC, and Ea.hy926) (15, 41, 43, 51, 52), interstitial fibroblasts (HFL1 and MRC5) (41, 45), and other cells associated with disease models (THP-1, PMBC, and phLFs) (42, 43, 50). Endothelium/stromal cells/epithelium is the most common model arrangement, which can also involve immune cells to stimulate lung infection in vitro (53, 54). The interactions between the endothelial, epithelial, and immune cells provide quantitative data on unknown parameters in pulmonary infection using real-time live-cell imaging (55, 56). However, the cells used in these models grew on a semi-permeable membrane surface without a uniform arrangement, and a more biomimetic model was needed. Kang et al. (20) used inkjet printing to achieve a high-resolution arrangement of four cell types into a three-layer structure: pulmonary microvascular endothelial cells (HUC-5A) were printed on the bottom layer, pulmonary fibroblasts (MRC5) on the middle layer, and alveolar epithelial cells of type I and II on the top layer in an orderly manner, forming a respiratory membrane structure. The bionic respiratory membrane thickness was only 10 µm. To simulate the alveolar sac, DiHuang et al. (57) created an inverse opal structure using methylacrylate. The inverse opal has a vesicle and micropore connection structure highly similar to that of a human alveolar and forms a functional monolayer epithelium when filled with primary human alveolar epithelial cells. This vesicle-like structure resembles the physiological structure in the human body more closely than the previously studied planar structure ( Figure 2B ).

Cell type selection is important to the design of the lung on-a-chip. Cell lines and primary cells are both used; for example, the vascularized lung tumor-on-a-chip model consists of primary human umbilical vein endothelial cells (HUVECs) at passages 3–5, primary normal human lung fibroblasts (NHLFs) at passages 3–5, and A549 (human lung adenocarcinoma) cells (15). In a model of SARS-CoV-2 induced lung injury, the alveolar-capillary barrier is composed of human alveolar epithelial, vascular endothelial, and immune cells. In the model, the epithelial cells used are the immortalized human alveolar epithelial cell line (HPAEpiC), the vascular endothelial cells are the human lung microvasculature cell line (HULEC-5a), and the immune cells are primary isolated peripheral human blood mononuclear cells (24). Whether to use primary cells or cell lines has been extensively discussed in previous review articles (58, 59). In general, primary cells possess characteristics similar to the phenotype in the native environment, which is preferable in lung-on-a-chip models. However, it is difficult to maintain the functionality of primary cells over an extended period of culture time. Cell lines have been widely utilized due to their facile handling and growth, although they are limited by exhibiting similar functions in the original lung and airway.

Cellular organization has become more refined and closer to the native physiological structure; however, some biomimetic deficiencies still persist. For example, type I and type II alveolar epithelial cells are unlikely to stay in one alveolar space; they can pass through the alveolar interval and the epithelial tissue lining structure, and contribute to the secretion function on both sides of the alveolar interval (29). Through the use of secretory organelles, type II alveolar epithelial cells secrete surfactants that maintain the surface tension. However, to our best knowledge, this level of structural and functional complexity has not been replicated in in vitro alveoli models to date.


 3.3. Breathing movement.

Dynamic respiratory motion is also a key component in lung-on-a-chip construction (60). A typical breathing-mimic model consists of a 2D planar stretching surface controlled by a vacuum either side of the airway perpendicular to the membrane. Ingber et al. constructed porous membranes connecting both sides of the airflow chambers in a lung-on-a-chip using soft lithography and chemical etching. When a vacuum was applied, the constriction and deformation of the chambers induced stretching and deformation of the porous membrane attached to the epithelium/endothelial tissue. The porous film returned to its natural state when the vacuum was removed. The physiological parameters of respiration in alveoli are a cyclic strain frequency of 0.2 Hz and tensile strain of 10% (13). Compared with the Transwell static air–liquid culture, this vacuum method is a significant improvement in respiratory behavior simulation. However, plane stretching cannot completely simulate alveolar expansion, and an arc-shaped expansion movement is more bionic. Furthermore, the alveolar-like breathing motion has been gradually developed in the lung-on-a-chip, bringing the model closer to physiological pulmonary ventilation and alveoli breathing-induced stretching activity ( Figure 2C ).


 3.4. Air–liquid interface.

The air–liquid interface separating the air chamber from the blood chamber serves as the structural foundation for pulmonary gas and nutrient exchange (31, 54, 55). The air and blood channels can be integrated into a lung-on-a-chip using microfluidic channels. Models containing microfluidic channels are dynamic bionics and closer to the human respiratory membrane than the traditional semi-permeable membranes ( Figure 2D ).

In the lungs, the blood flows through the pulmonary microvascular networks. The lung-on-a-chip design must take two factors into account. First, the shear stress of circulating blood on the endothelium as it flows through the vascular system and across the cell surface. Endothelial cells are subjected to a shear stress in the range of 1–10 dyn/cm2 (56), which regulates cell behaviors including proliferation, differentiation, cell information interaction, and barrier formation (61). Second, the pulmonary microvascular network plays a significant role in the immune response. Neutrophils and other immune cells circulate in the blood and create vascularized immunity. The airflow channel in the lung-on-a-chip not only simulates respiration and communication with the outside environment but also contains different substances (e.g., small particles of PM 2.5 dust, viruses, and bacteria) to model the inhalation causing different lung diseases, such as asthma (62), COPD (63), influenza (64), pneumonia (25), and tuberculosis (65). Airflow and blood flow have been integrated into the same chip to reproduce both air and blood transport. Miller and Stevens (66) used projection stereolithography to develop 3D multivascular transport regimes. Oxygenation and human red blood cell flow during tidal ventilation have also been explored.

A nutrient supply is essential for the growth and functional expression of a variety of cells on the air–liquid interface. The basic medium is available during the culture of a lung-on-a-chip, and growth factors can also be used to meet the endothelial, epithelial, and immune cell needs. In particular, the patient’s serum can be used for the culture component in the blood flow channels. The lung-on-a-chip often contains different chambers and microfluidic channels; the medium can be confined to certain cell chambers and different chambers can be connected according to the cell needs.


 3.5. Physiologic and molecular read outs.

Various characterization techniques have been used to analyze the lung-on-a-chip models. Cell-cell interactions and microenvironment and physical parameters can be detected to verify the physiological conditions and pathological progress in vivo. Most conventional techniques in cell and tissue biology can be used as off-line bioassays for the lung-on-a-chip, including fluorescence staining, western blotting, and PCR (20, 67). For example, immunofluorescence microscopic images using specific antibodies: the endothelial marker CD31 derived from HULEC-5a cells, the tight junction protein ZO-1, and hydrophilic surfactant SP-A secreted by type II alveolar cells. The alveolar barrier model was stained with hematoxylin & eosin and SARS-CoV-2 infection was predominantly identified in the epithelium layer by viral spike protein expression. RNA-seq analysis showed distinctive immune responses to SARS-CoV-2 infection in cocultured HPAEpiC cells and HULEC-5a cells on chips (24). To analyze the biochemical changes in the microenvironment of the lung-on-a-chip, chemokines and cytokines can be collected. For example, the medium is collected to compare the levels of IL-8, IL-6, IL-1 β, MCP-1, and GM-CSF secreted by hAECs in the chips (57). Chiu et al. constructed a signal amplification sensing film to detect the cytokeratin 19 fragment (68). The lung-on-a-chip can have built-in electrodes for TEER biosensors and micro-impedance tomography. Oxygen, temperature, and lung disease biomarker sensors also measure the physical parameters of the lung-on-a-chip (69, 70). For example, an organ- and disease-specific in vitro mini lung fibrosis model equipped with noninvasive real-time monitoring of cell mechanics has been introduced. The real-time measurement of cell/tissue stiffness and compliance is a clinical biomarker of the progression/attenuation of fibrosis upon drug treatment, which is confirmed for inhaled Nintedanib—an antifibrosis drug (43). Gao et al. designed a giant magnetoresistance multi biomarker immunoassay that can detect 12 kinds of tumors (71, 72).



 4. Lung disease studies based on lung-on-a-chip.

 4.1. Pneumonia.

Pneumonia is an inflammation of the lung parenchyma including the terminal airways, alveolar cavities, and interstitial spaces. This inflammation can cause endothelial and epithelial cell damage, apoptosis, respiratory barrier disruption, capillary dilation, leukocyte infiltration, and massive release of inflammatory factors.

Alveoli-on-a-chip can be used as a platform for pneumonia research by introducing pro-inflammatory factors (TNF-α) or stimulants (LPS/silica/zinc oxide nanoparticles) into the vascular microchannels to stimulate the airway; most of the irritants are inhaled through airway aerosolization to simulate exposure to biological species in the environment (13, 38, 73, 74). High-concentration ultrafine particles (UFP, less than 100 nm) in the environment are likely to cause respiratory system inflammation and negatively impact health. Fine particles enter the bloodstream via the air–liquid barrier and interact with immune cells, affecting the vascular endothelium and other tissues. Camatini et al. (38) investigated the toxicology of zinc oxide nanoparticles (nZnO) using a Transwell model and discovered that nZnO activates alveolar epithelial and endothelial cells to release inflammatory mediators (IL-6 and IL-8). Immune system monocytes (THP-1) can modulate the epithelial response to nZnO. However, the molecular mechanism of action is not known. Kooter et al. (75) used an exposure model to investigate transcriptomic responses in the epithelium of healthy and asthmatic airways exposed to different copper oxide nanoparticle aerosols.

Viruses, bacteria, and other pathogenic microorganisms are common pathogenic factors in pneumonia; primary influenza viral infection and bacterial coinfection significantly increase mortality. After infection, alveolar damage and massive macrophage infiltration cause inflammatory activation of the lung, which cannot be replicated in traditional models. Endothelial injury caused by primary influenza virus infection and Staphylococcus aureus co-infection was studied in a human alveolar model (76). Co-infection leads to a significant impairment of the endothelial barrier integrity, and immune cell inflammation resulting in lung injury. Moreover, the shear stress of the blood cell and macrophage flow strengthens the barrier function. To model influenza infection in the upper respiratory cortex, Jung et al. (20) constructed an ultrathin high-resolution 3D alveolar model by inkjet printing, and influenza A H1N1 virus (PR8) was blown into the epithelial airway side of the lung-on-a-chip. Both NCI-H441 (type II epithelium) and MRC5 (lung fibroblast) cells were extremely sensitive to influenza infection.

The COVID-19 pandemic poses a serious threat to human health. Research models that replicate organ-level physiology are critical for understanding the COVID-19 pathogenesis. Studies on SARS-CoV-2 virus-host interactions using the lung-on-a-chip support the effective diagnosis and treatment of COVID-19. COVID-19-induced pulmonary microvascular injury and immune response in the lung-on-a-chip demonstrate that viral infection causes endothelial injury accompanied by alveolar barrier damage, which is more severe in the presence of PBMC (42). The model revealed a complex crosstalk among alveolar epithelial, endothelial, and host immune responses that are not readily realized in cell and animal models. The lung-on-a-chip has also been used to evaluate the feasibility of antiviral therapy against SARS-CoV-2 in preclinical studies. Remdesivir is an antiviral compound against multiple RNA viruses and has been approved by the FDA (77, 78). After three days of administering remdesivir into the airway of a lung chip model infected with SARS-CoV-2, viral replication was inhibited, resulting in significant therapeutic effects and alleviation of the barrier disruption. This platform could be used to test drug candidates (anti-inflammatory cytokine inhibitors).


 4.2. Lung cancer.

Lung cancer is the second most commonly diagnosed cancer and leading cause of cancer death in 2020, representing 11.4% of all diagnosed cancers and 18.0% of deaths. It is also the leading cause of cancer-related morbidity and mortality in men, followed by that of women (4). It is important to understand the basic biological characteristics of lung cancer, such as infinite proliferation, apoptosis resistance, and migratory movements, to develop treatment strategies. Lung-on-a-chip technology can enable tumors to grow, develop, and interact within their own microenvironment.

Yang et al. (49) established a PLGA-based lung-on-a-chip with cocultured human fetal lung fibroblasts (HFL1) and NSCLC (A549) to evaluate gefitinib sensitivity. Insulin-like growth factor (IGF-1) secreted by HFL1 cells mitigated the inhibitory effect of gefitinib on the EGFR signaling pathway by activating the PI3K/Akt signaling pathway, promoting tumor cell growth, and reducing sensitivity to gefitinib. Furthermore, it was discovered that A549 cells could cause endothelial cell apoptosis or death, followed by tumor invasion when HUVECs were introduced into this model.

Lung tumor-on-a-chip has also used isolated cells from primary lung cancers (CAFs and ECs) (15, 79) to accurately design and reproduce cell-cell communication in the lung tumor microenvironment (80). Isolated CAFs from lung adenocarcinomas were investigated for their effect on A549 cell migration (81). NSCLC cell lines in the lung tumor-on-a-chip are influenced by mechanical stretching (82) and blood fluid flow (78, 83) during lung cancer progression and drug response. The lung tumor-on-a-chip from the primary tumors of NSCLC patients under dynamic perfusion has been used to characterize tumor-immune interactions through autologous tumor-infiltrating lymphocytes (84) and can predict patient specificity for immune checkpoint blocking therapy (85). These studies investigated individual-specific tumor immunobiology and drug responses, which is a potential future study direction for lung-on-a-chip techniques (80).

Lung cancer metastasis is a complex physiological process, and lung-on-a-chip can simulate metastasis by integrating multi-organ chips. A multi-organ-on-a-chip consists of an upstream “lung” and three downstream “distal organs,” and it uses a multi-channel microfluidic chip to mimic the in vivo microenvironment in lung cancer metastasis. Bronchial epithelium, lung cancer cells, microvascular endothelial cells, monocytes, and fibroblasts grow on either side of the biofilm in the upstream “lung,” and astrocytes, osteocytes, and hepatocytes grow in distal compartments, mimicking lung cancer metastasis to the brain, bone, and liver. Furthermore, quantitative analysis is used to replicate lung cancer growth, invasion, and metastasis. Preclinical in vitro models should accommodate the interactions between tumors and immune cells, preferably including individual tumor cells harvested directly from patient biopsies as our understanding of the complexity of lung cancer development and metastasis is limited.


 4.3. Asthma and COPD.

Asthma is characterized by reactive spasms of the small airways, and COPD by chronic damage to the small airways and alveoli. The main characteristics of asthma include chronic airway inflammation, airway hyperresponsiveness to various stimuli, reversible airflow restriction, and a series of structural changes in the airway with a prolonged disease course (86). COPD is the third leading cause of death worldwide, affecting 200 million people (5, 87, 88). COPD is usually caused by the accumulation of harmful particles or gases in the airways or alveoli, and inflammatory cells such as neutrophils, macrophages, and T lymphocytes are involved in the pathogenesis. Small airways are essential for delivering air to the lungs and excreting secretions, and they are the primary sites of exposure to environmental factors; therefore, they are closely involved in such diseases as COPD and asthma (25, 89).

To establish a small airway model that closely mimics the physiological microenvironment associated with COPD, cell culture with an air–liquid interface (ALI) is used. Based on an in vitro COPD model, Chen et al. (36) determined the differences in the expression and characteristics of the autophagic protein LC3B between human normal and COPD small airway epithelial cells. LC3B affects the differentiation of COPD cells into basal, secretory, mucous, and ciliated cells. The spreading patterns and morphology changes of the blood vessels in the airways affect airway remodeling, resulting in irreversible airway obstruction that aggravates asthma (90, 91). To better illuminate the functions of the blood vessels in asthma, Nam et al. (52) fabricated an airway model with 3D printing technology featuring an interface between tracheal epithelium and perfusable blood vessels. This asthma disease model demonstrated that it is possible to imitate the tissue infiltration of immune cells, which is the initiation of an active immune/inflammatory response in asthma patients. Furthermore, asthma enhances the sensitivity of the airways to nanoparticle aerosols (75), possibly as a combined result of a hyperactive airway and inefficient mucociliary clearance mechanisms.


 4.4. Lung fibrosis.

Lung fibrosis is a chronic and fatal disease featuring fibroblast proliferation, abnormal ECM deposition, stiffening of lung tissue, and loss of lung function in the end (92, 93). In addition to using simple ALI models using Transwell membranes under static conditions, an increasing number of pulmonary fibrosis studies have focused on the lung-on-a-chip (13, 94–96). Felder et al. (97) developed a respirable lung chip to examine the effects of human liver growth factor (rhHGF) and physiological-cycle mechanical stretching. Cyclic mechanical stretching significantly hindered wound healing, while rhHGF could partially improve wound healing. These findings help elucidate the complex pathogenesis of lung fibrosis. Sundarakrishnan et al. fabricated 3D bioengineered pulmonary fibrotic (Eng-PF) tissues recreating the pathology of human fibroblastic foci (Hum-FF). This pulmonary fibrosis-on-a-chip incorporated different components to simulate various aspects of IPF, including epithelial injury with bleomycin and cellular recruitment by perfusion of cells through the hydrogel microchannel (98). A more recent study described a comprehensive organ/disease-specific model that recapitulated the key attributes of pulmonary fibrosis and the conditions during inhalation therapy (43). The pulmonary fibrosis chip used in the study not only imitated the microenvironment of alveolar cells but also allowed for real-time measurement of tissue stiffness or compliance, which are key parameters used for clinical diagnostics of the progression/attenuation of pulmonary fibrosis. With such results as enhanced tissue compliance and reduced collagen formation, this study demonstrated the effectiveness of aerosolized nintedanib, an FDA-approved antifibrotic drug, in the treatment of lung fibrosis.



 5. Future perspectives.

The lung-on-a-chip, a fledgling technology that mimics the human pulmonary environment, not only surpasses classical cell culture models but also reduces our reliance on animal models to elucidate the complex pathophysiology of lung diseases and accelerate drug development. However, several aspects of the technology could be further improved, and this may require multidisciplinary cooperation. First, since the lung-on-a-chip technology is based on physiological simulations, an in-depth knowledge of lung anatomy, function, and disease progression is critical for model development. The application of novel biotechnologies, such as single-cell sequencing and spatial transcriptomics, can lead to a deeper and more comprehensive understanding of the lung microenvironment, and may offer more insights for better lung-on-a-chip models. Second, emerging technologies such as 3D printing, gene editing, and high-resolution imaging can integrate biosensors into the lung-on-a-chip to monitor cell behavior, environmental parameters (oxygen content, metabolites, etc.), and pathological processes in real time, allowing for a more realistic, accurate, and timely evaluation of disease progression and interventional treatment effects. Third, the mechanical properties, chemical cues, and biomolecules of the lung microenvironment have a significant effect on lung disease progression. Therefore, appropriately developing and modifying materials is crucial for the construction of effective lung-on-a-chip models.
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Background

Endometriosis (EM) is a benign, multifactorial, immune-mediated inflammatory disease that is characterized by persistent activation of the NF‐κB signaling pathway and some features of malignancies, such as proliferation and lymphangiogenesis. To date, the pathogenesis of EM is still unclear. In this study, we investigated whether BST2 plays a role in the development of EM.



Methods

Bioinformatic analysis was performed with data from public databases to identify potential candidate targets for drug treatment. Experiments were conducted at the cell, tissue, and mouse EM model levels to characterize the aberrant expression patterns, molecular mechanisms, biological behaviors of endometriosis as well as treatment outcomes.



Results

BST2 was significantly upregulated in ectopic endometrial tissues and cells compared with control samples. Functional studies indicated that BST2 promoted proliferation, migration, and lymphangiogenesis and inhibited apoptosis in vitro and in vivo. The transcription factor (TF) IRF6 induced high BST2 expression by directly binding the BST2 promoter. The underlying mechanism by which BST2 functions in EM was closely related to the canonical NF‐κB signaling pathway. New lymphatic vessels may serve as a channel for the infiltration of immune cells into the endometriotic microenvironment; these immune cells further produce the proinflammatory cytokine IL-1β, which in turn further activates the NF‐κB pathway to promote lymphangiogenesis in endometriosis.



Conclusion

Taken together, our findings provide novel insight into the mechanism by which BST2 participates in a feedback loop with the NF‐κB signaling pathway and reveal a novel biomarker and potential therapeutic target for endometriosis.
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1 Introduction

Endometriosis is characterized by the presence of endometrial tissue outside the uterus; it is a common chronic, benign, inflammatory gynecological disease that is dependent on estrogen and affects an estimated 5-10% of women during their reproductive years (1). The typical clinical symptoms of endometriosis include chronic pelvic pain, dysmenorrhea, dyspareunia, and infertility (2). In addition, endometriosis is also a risk factor for clear-cell or endometrioid ovarian cancer (3). The symptoms associated with endometriosis result in 0.809 quality-adjusted life years per woman, and the economic burden of women with endometriosis is similar to the costs associated with other chronic diseases (type 2 diabetes, Crohn’s disease, and rheumatoid arthritis) (4). Recently, increasing evidence suggests that endometriosis affects systems beyond the pelvis, and this disease exerts multifactorial effects throughout the body, such as causing metabolism in certain organs or tissues, leading to systemic inflammation and resulting in pain sensitization and mood disorders (5).

Several theories have been proposed to explain the pathogenesis of endometriosis; the most commonly accepted theory is so-called retrograde menstruation, which was proposed by Sampson (6). According to this theory, a few menstrual tissue fragments, cells, and blood move through the fallopian tubes in a retrograde manner and attach to the peritoneal cavity (7). The immune system is thought to play a major role in the survival of these tissues and cells in the pelvic microenvironment by causing immune tolerance, suppressing immunosurveillance, and preventing their phagocytosis by immune cells (8). Based on multiple lines of evidence, women with endometriosis not only exhibit an altered immune status in the endometrium but also exhibit altered peripheral immune responses (7, 9). The aberrant changes that occur in the peritoneal environment also result in the recruitment of a large number of immune cells, inflammatory-associated proteins, and relevant cytokines, and these factors are all found to be related to the pathophysiology of endometriosis (8, 10). Moreover, further theories regarding hematogenous and lymphatic dissemination have been proposed, and some studies have shown that lymph flows from the uterus to the ovaries, suggesting that the lymphatic system may play a crucial role in the development of endometriosis; these findings also provide favorable evidence that supports the idea that endometriosis is a systemic disease (11, 12). Compared with angiogenesis, much less is known about the role of lymphangiogenesis in the development and progression of endometriosis. The process of lymphangiogenesis mainly involves the migration of lymphatic endothelium from existing lymphatic vessels and the formation of new lymphatic vessels (13). Some data have reported that lymphangiogenesis may play critical roles in the pathogenesis of endometriosis, especially in cases of highly recurrent disease after medical treatment and/or surgical removal (14). Masako Honda“s paper indicated the role of RAMP1 signaling in the regulation of lymphangiogenesis and in the development of endometriosis and provided a promising option for the treatment of endometriosis (15). A further study on PubMed demonstrated that VEGFR1 signaling plays a role in growth and lymphangiogenesis in endometrial tissues and that blockade of VEGFR1 may be a useful approach for the treatment of endometriosis (16). However, the mechanisms by which lymphangiogenesis contributes to the establishment and progression of endometriotic lesions have not yet been fully elucidated.

In our previous study, we combined the Immunology Database and Analysis Portal (ImmPort) database and the Gene Expression Omnibus (GEO) database to acquire a series of differentially expressed immune-related genes (17, 18). Among these genes, we are particularly interested in BST2, which is also known as tethered membrane protein, or CD317, which is a 30-36 kDa interferon-induced type II single channel transmembrane protein and has been previously indicated to trigger the classical inflammatory NF-κB signaling pathway; this pathway is inextricably linked to endometriosis, which is an inflammatory disease (19–22). The NF‐κB pathway is involved in a wide range of biological activities, including cell inflammation, proliferation, apoptosis, and lymphangiogenesis (23). In addition, BST2 acts as a potent activator of NF-кB; it can mediate NF-кB activation through the YXY motif in its cytoplasmic domain, and interaction with TAK1 is required for NF-кB activation (19). Elucidating the mechanism underlying endometriosis may provide comprehensive insight to better prevent endometriosis formation and progression. In light of this background, the current study aimed to investigate the molecular mechanisms underlying lymphangiogenesis in endometriosis by which NF-κB signaling is activated by BST2.



2 Materials and methods



2.1 Human tissue collection

All the tissue samples were collected in the First Affiliated Hospital of Harbin Medical University according to protocols that were approved by the Ethics Committee of First Affiliated Hospital of Harbin Medical University, and the experiments were conducted following the World Medical Association Declaration of Helsinki. Written informed consent was obtained from each subject prior to harvesting tissue samples. In total, 40 women undergoing gynecologic laparoscopic surgery were recruited for the study. Endometriotic tissues were collected from the inner side of the cyst wall of endometriomas in patients with ovarian endometriosis, and these patients were diagnosed by laparoscopic surgery and histopathologic examination (n=20); normal endometrial tissues (confirmed by pathologic diagnosis) were obtained during total hysterectomies with uterine leiomyomas (n=20). All women with or without endometriosis had regular menstrual cycles. None of the patients had received steroid hormone treatment for at least 3 months before the surgical procedure. Patients with a history of hypertension, diabetes mellitus, acute infection, autoimmune disorder, and other significant diseases were excluded from this study. Tissue samples were snap-frozen in liquid nitrogen until further analysis or immediately processed for primary cell culture studies. An aliquot was fixed in 4% paraformaldehyde and embedded in paraffin for pathological diagnosis and immunohistochemical (IHC) assessment.



2.2 Isolation, culture and characterization of ESCs

Under sterile conditions, endometrial samples from endometriosis and nonendometriosis patients were collected and kept in Dulbecco’s modified Eagle’s medium/Ham’s F-12 medium (DMEM/F-12) supplemented with 10% fetal bovine serum (FBS) and 1% penicillin–streptomycin (100 U/mL penicillin and 100 ug/mL streptomycin) on ice. Within 6 h after collection, the tissues were washed with phosphate-buffered saline (PBS) several times to remove traces of blood, minced into small pieces of 1mm3 and digested with collagenase IV (1 mg/ml, Biosharp) for 60-90 min with shaking at 37 °C. Then, the normal endometrial stromal cells (NESCs) and ectopic endometrial stromal cells (EESCs) were successively filtered through sterile nylon mesh to remove the remaining debris and epithelial cells, and the cells were finally cultured in DMEM/F-12 medium supplemented with 10% FBS and 1% penicillin/streptomycin in a humidified atmosphere with 5% CO2 at 37°C. Vimentin (positive marker) and E-cadherin (negative control epithelial cell marker) antibodies were used to verify the particular characteristics of stromal cells by immunofluorescence. Only cells that were cultured with more than 95% purity and passaged every 2-3 days were included in our study. Human lymphatic endothelial cells (HLECs) were purchased from Promocell (Wuhan, China) and maintained in Dulbecco’s modified Eagle’s medium (DMEM) supplemented with 10% FBS and 1% penicillin/streptomycin at 37°C in a humidified incubator in 5% CO2.



2.3 Immunohistochemical staining

IHC staining was performed on paraffin-embedded tissue samples. Section slides with tissue were deparaffinized twice in xylene and rehydrated in twice absolute ethyl alcohol, followed by incubation with a graded series of ethanol solutions. Then, the slides were treated with antigen retrieval buffer and incubated with hydrogen peroxide at room temperature for 15 min to block endogenous peroxidase activity before incubation with the indicated primary antibody at 4°C overnight. On the second day, secondary antibodies were added and incubated at room temperature for 30 min, and peroxidase staining was then visualized with 3,3’-diaminobenzidine (DAB) substrate. Random fields of each section were photographed.



2.4 Cell transfection

RNA interference was performed by small interfering RNA (siRNA) transfection. SiRNAs against BST2 (Si-BST2) and a negative control siRNA (Si-NC) were designed and synthesized by GenePharma (Suzhou, China). Cell transfection was carried out using jetPRIME reagent (Polyplus, France) according to the manufacturer’s specifications. After incubation for 48 h, the cells were collected for subsequent experiments.



2.5 RNA extraction and quantitative real-time PCR

Total RNA was isolated from tissues or cells using TRIzol (Invitrogen, USA) according to the manufacturer’s instructions, and the concentrations and quality of RNA were determined by a spectrophotometer (NanoDrop, USA). Reverse transcription was performed using FastKing gDNA Dispelling RT SuperMix (Tiangen, Beijing, China). Then, the cDNA samples were used for real-time PCR and quantified with Talent qPCR PreMix (SYBR Green) (Tiangen, Beijing, China). We used glyceraldehyde 3-phosphate dehydrogenase (GAPDH) as the housekeeping gene, and the relative expression levels of mRNA were calculated by using the 2–ΔΔCt or –ΔCt method. The specific primers that were used for amplification were synthesized by Ruibiotech (Beijing, China), and the sequences of the primers used for PCR are listed in Supplementary Table S1.



2.6 Protein extraction and western blotting analysis

Tissues or cells were washed twice in cold PBS prior to being lysed with radioimmunoprecipitation assay (RIPA) buffer (Beyotime Biotechnology, Shanghai, China) supplemented with protease inhibitors and phosphatase inhibitors according to the manufacturer’s instructions. Then, the protein concentrations were measured by the BCA method (BCA Protein Assay Kit, Tiangen, Beijing, China). Aliquots of equal protein amounts were loaded into 12.5% sodium dodecyl sulfate−polyacrylamide gel electrophoresis (SDS−PAGE) gels and electrophoretically transferred to polyvinylidene difluoride (PVDF) membranes (Roche, Mannheim, Germany). Then, the membranes were blocked with 5% fat-free milk for 1 h at room temperature and then incubated with the appropriate primary antibody overnight at 4°C. Detailed information about the antibodies is provided in Supplementary Table S2. On the following day, the membranes were washed with TBST and incubated with horseradish peroxidase (HRP)-conjugated secondary antibodies at room temperature for 1 h. The protein bands were developed using a BeyoECL Moon kit (Beyotime Biotechnology, Shanghai, China) for visualization according to the manufacturer’s instructions. Analysis of bands was performed using ImageJ software (Bethesda, MD, USA), and the data were normalized to the internal gene expression.



2.7 Immunofluorescence staining

Cells on glass coverslips were fixed for 30 min with 4% paraformaldehyde, permeabilized with 0.3% Triton X-100 in PBS wash buffer for 15 min, and blocked with 5% normal goat serum for 1 h at room temperature. The cells were then stained with the appropriate fluorescence-coupled primary and secondary antibodies. Finally, the cell nuclei were stained with 4,6-diamino-2-phenylindole (DAPI) (Beyotime Biotechnology, Shanghai, China). The cells were visualized under a fluorescence microscope (Olympus, Japan).



2.8 Cell counting Kit-8 assay

Cell proliferation assays were carried out using the Cell Counting Kit-8 (CCK-8) assay (MCE, NJ, USA) according to the manufacturer’s protocol. Transfected cells were plated in 96-well plates at a density of approximately 3000 cells in 90 μl of medium per well. Then, 10 μL of CCK-8 solution was added to each well, followed by incubation at 37°C for 2 h. The optical density (OD) value was measured at a wavelength of 450 nm by a microplate reader (Thermo Fisher Scientific, USA) every 24 h for 3 days.



2.9 5-Ethynyl-2′deoxyuridine assay

A total of 4 ×103 treated EESCs were incubated in 6-well plates. For EdU staining, 10 µM EdU reagent (Beyotime Biotechnology, Shanghai, China) in culture medium was added to each well and incubated for 3 h at 37°C. Finally, the cells were stained with Hoechst 33342 according to the manufacturer’s protocol and observed under a fluorescence microscope. The cell proliferation rate was calculated as the proportion of EdU-positive cells (green dots) to total Hoechst 33342-positive cells (blue dots).



2.10 Wound healing assay

After incubation and reaching 90–100% confluence, the treated EESCs layer was scratched with a 200 µl sterilized pipette tip, and floating cells and debris were washed away with PBS. Wound healing was observed and photographed at 0 h, 24 h, and 48 h after scratching. Finally, the wound size at each time point was normalized to that at the 0 h time point, and the results are reported as the percent area closed.



2.11 Transwell migration assay

Cell migration assays were carried out in 24-well Transwell chambers (Corning, NY, USA). Eight-micrometer pore inserts were used, and cells (2 × 105) in 200 μl of serum-free medium were added to the upper chamber. A total of 700 μl medium supplemented with 20% fetal bovine serum was added to the lower chamber as a chemoattractant. After 24 h in an incubator at 37°C, the migratory cells on the lower membrane surface were fixed, stained, and counted in random fields, after the cells inside the upper chamber were removed with cotton swabs.



2.12 Flow cytometry analysis

FCM was used to quantify the apoptosis rate of EESCs with an annexin V-fluorescein isothiocyanate (FITC)/propidium iodide (PI) staining assay kit (Beyotime Biotechnology, Shanghai, China) according to the manufacturer’s instructions. To analyze the apoptosis rate, 4×105 EESCs were seeded in 6-well plates. After transfection for 48 h, the cells were stained and analyzed using flow cytometry (BD Biosciences, USA).



2.13 Enzyme-linked immunosorbent assay

The concentrations of human VEGFC in the cell culture supernatants were measured with a Human VEGFC ELISA Kit (CSB-E04759h, CUSABIO, Wuhan, China) according to the manufacturer’s instructions. Briefly, 96-well polystyrene microplates were coated with an antibody specific for human VEGFC. After treatment, the cell culture supernatants were added to the microplates and incubated at 37 °C for 2 h before sequentially adding the corresponding antibody, substrate solution, and stop solution. Finally, the optical density of each well was measured at 450 nm by using a microplate reader.



2.14 HLEC proliferation assay, migration assay and tube formation assay

EESCs were seeded in 6-cm dishes and transfected with siRNA. Forty-eight hours later, the cell culture media were collected and used for subsequent assays. For the proliferation assay, HLECs were cultured in 96-well plates with conditioned cell culture media. Then, 10 µl CCK-8 solution was added to the plates. After incubation for 2 h at 37°C, the optical density values were measured every 24 h for 3 days.

Wound healing assays and Transwell assays were also performed to evaluate the migration ability of HLECs after being cultured with conditioned medium according to the corresponding protocol.

For the tube formation assay, Matrigel (50 µl) was added to each well of a 96-well plate on ice and allowed to polymerize for 30 min at 37°C. A total of 2×104 HLECs in 100 µl of conditioned medium were added to each well and incubated at 37°C in 5% CO2. After 6 h, the lymphatic tubes were photographed, and the total length and branches numbers of tubule structures were measured and quantified.



2.15 Dual-luciferase reporter gene assay

The 5’-promoter regions of BST2 were inserted into the pGL4.18-basic plasmid. The BST2 reporter plasmid, control-luciferase plasmid and pRL-TK Renilla plasmid were transfected into EESCs using transfection reagent according to the manufacturer’s instructions. After 24 h of transfection, firefly luciferase activity and Renilla luciferase activity were measured by using the Dual-Luciferase Reporter system (Promega, Wisconsin, USA), and the firefly luciferase activity was normalized to the Renilla luciferase activity.



2.16 Animal experiments

All the animal handling and experimental procedures were approved by the Animal Experimental Ethics Committee of the First Affiliated Hospital of Harbin Medical University. A total of 10 female BALB/c nude mice aged 4–6 weeks were purchased from Beijing Vital River Laboratory Animal Technology Limited Company and housed under a 12/12-h light-dark cycle, with standard chow and water were provided ad libitum. Endometrial stromal cells were collected under sterile conditions and subcutaneously injected into the axillae of nude mice. The lesions were allowed to grow for two weeks, and the mice were then randomly divided into two groups to receive either an intralesional injection of Si-BST2 or a negative control. The mice were sacrificed after one month of drug treatment, and the endometriotic-like lesions were excised and measured for subsequent experiments.



2.17 Statistical analysis

All the morphometric data were collected in a blinded manner. All the data were analyzed by GraphPad 7.0 software (GraphPad Software, USA), and the results are presented as the means ± standard errors of the means (SEM). Student’s t test was used for comparisons between the two groups, and one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) followed by Tukey’s test was used for comparisons of multiple means. All the experiments were repeated at least 3 times using different batches of cells. P values of 0.05 or less were considered statistically significant for all tests (ns, p ≥ 0.05; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001; ****p < 0.0001).




3 Results



3.1 BST2 was overexpressed in endometriosis and positively correlated with lymphangiogenesis

To systemically identify novel targets in EM, we analyzed our preliminary bioinformatics results, and we collected tissues from clinical subjects to further verify that BST2 was differentially expressed in EM and to explore its role in EM. Based on the GEO database, BST2 high expression was observed in the GSE7305 and GSE7307 datasets (Figure 1A). Consistent with the above results, we verified that BST2 was actually upregulated at both the RNA and protein levels in the endometriosis group of our collected samples (Figures 1B–D). Moreover, LYVE1, which was a widely used marker of lymphangiogenesis, was also highly expressed in the GSE7305 dataset and GSE7307 dataset (Figure 1E). We then investigated the strong correlation between lymphangiogenesis and the VEGFC, which was a pivotal point in the development of lymphangiogenesis, in the GSE7305 and GSE7307 datasets (Figure 1F). More importantly, the data showed a positive correlation between BST2 expression and VEGFC expression in ectopic lesions, which may indicate that BST2 had a positive effect on lymphangiogenesis in EM (Figure 1G). Additionally, the IHC images also directly showed the high expression of BST2, VEGFC, and LYVE1 in the EM group compared to the control cases (Figure 1H). Taken together, these results suggested that a novel dysregulated membrane protein, BST2, may be involved in EM lymphangiogenesis and is therefore a candidate gene for further investigation.




Figure 1 | BST2 levels were overexpressed and positively correlated with the lymphangiogenesis in the endometriosis. (A), BST2 expression levels in the GSE7305 and GSE7307 datasets. (B–D), BST2 mRNA (B) and protein (C, D) expression in endometriosis samples. (E), LYVE1 expression levels in the GSE7305 and GSE7307 datasets. (F), The correlation of BST2 expression and VEGFC expression in the GSE7305 and GSE7307 datasets. (G), The correlation of VEGFC expression and LYVE1 expression in the GSE7305 and GSE7307 datasets. (H), (H, E) staining and Immunohistochemistry (IHC) of BST2, VEGFC and LYVE1 in endometriosis and control group. *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001; ****p < 0.0001.





3.2 BST2 induced proliferation and inhibits apoptosis of EESCs in vitro

To investigate the biological function of BST2 in EESCs, we first determined the cell purity based on morphology and cellular marker protein expression (Figures 2A, B), and then examined the expression of BST2 at both RNA and protein levels; EESCs exhibited higher levels of BST2 than NESCs (Figures 2C, D). Then, using BST2-targeting siRNA, we efficiently downregulated BST2 expression in EESCs (Figures 2E, F) and further explored whether BST2 is involved in cell proliferation and apoptosis. Cell proliferation was assessed by CCK-8 analysis and EdU assay. The CCK-8 results demonstrated that BST2 knockdown significantly reduced the proliferation of EESCs compared to control cells (Figure 3A). This was further illustrated by the EdU assays, as EdU-positive staining showed a reduction in the proliferation of EESCs after BST2 knockdown (Figures 3B, C). In addition, the expression level of the proliferation-related protein PCNA was correspondingly decreased after transfection with Si-BST2 (Figure 3D). Taken together, these findings indicated that BST2 promoted the proliferation of EESCs. Cell proliferation was partially regulated by apoptosis. To assess the impact of BST2 on apoptosis in EESCs, flow cytometry assays were performed. After transfection with BST2 siRNA, the EESCs exhibited higher levels of apoptosis than the corresponding control cells (Figure 3E). Furthermore, in cells transfected with Si-BST2 for 48 h, the protein expression level of Bax was notably elevated, whereas the expression of the Bcl2 was significantly decreased (Figure 3F). Thus, these results strongly suggested that BST2 may contribute to the progression of endometriosis in vitro.




Figure 2 | Identification of endometrial stromal cells and BST2 expression at the cellular level. (A, B), The identification of endometrial stromal cells on the morphology (A) and Immunofluorescence (B). (C, D), BST2 mRNA (C) and protein (D) expression at the cellular level. (E, F), Identification of the transfection efficiency of Si-BST2 at the mRNA (E) and protein (F) levels. *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ****p < 0.0001.






Figure 3 | The effect of BST2 on cell proliferation and apoptosis. (A–C), The proliferation of EESCs was examined by CCK-8 assay (A) and EdU (B, C) after Si-BST2 or Si-NC treatment for 48 h. (D), The proliferation-related protein PCNA was measured by Western blot assay after Si-BST2 or Si-NC treatment for 48 h. (E), The Flow cytometry was performed to detect the apoptosis rates of the EESCs transfected with Si-BST2 or Si-NC. (F), Western blot analysis was used to measure the levels of Bax and Bcl2 in cells transfected with Si-BST2 or Si-NC. *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01.





3.3 Knockown of BST2 markedly suppressed the migration of EESCs in vitro

Next, we investigated whether BST2 affected the migration of EESCs. We first confirmed the results with the scratch assay, and 24 h after scratching, the degree of wound healing was significantly decreased in the group transfected with BST2 small interfering RNA compared to the control group, suggesting that the migration of the cells was attenuated by the reduction in BST2 expression (Figure 4A). Similarly, this phenomenon was verified with a transwell migration experiment, in which the number of cells that migrated to the lower chamber was significantly decreased in the Si-BST2 transfected group compared to the Si-NC transfected group under the same chemotactic conditions (Figure 4B). Additionally, the expressions of MMP2 and MMP9, which were migration-related genes, were verified at the protein level, and the decrease in BST2 led to the diminished migration ability of EESCs (Figure 4C). Therefore, we concluded that BST2 has a positive regulatory effect on the migration of EESCs.




Figure 4 | Effect of BST2 on cell migration. (A), Representative images and quantification of cell motility changes in wound healing assays at 0h and 24h. (B), Representative images and quantification of transwell migration assays at 24h after BST2 knockdown. (C), The migration-related protein bands were performed by the western blot assay after transfection with Si-BST2 or Si-NC for 48h. *p < 0.05; ***p < 0.001.





3.4 Knockdown of BST2 in EESCs inhibits lymphangiogenesis in vitro

Importantly, tube formation assays showed that the conditioned medium from BST2-silenced cells inhibited the ability of EESCs to induce HLEC tube formation, as the branch number and total length of the tubes were decreased compared with those of the control groups (Figure 5A). To determine the mechanism by which BST2 downregulation inhibited lymphangiogenesis, we conducted experiments to confirm whether conditioned media collected from BST2-knockdown EESCs affected HLECs. In the CCK-8 assay, the proliferation of HLECs could be significantly impaired by culture medium from BST2-knockdown cells compared with controls, indicating a crucial role of BST2 in lymphangiogenesis (Figure 5B). Additionally, a wound healing assay was performed to evaluate the motility of HLECs cultured with supernatants from BST2-knockdown or control cells (Figure 5C). Transwell migration assays revealed that the migratory rate of HLECs was dramatically decreased by the conditioned medium from BST2-silenced cells (Figure 5D). Therefore, our results suggested that the knockdown of BST2 reduced the proliferation and migration of HLECs and subsequently impaired the lymphangiogenesis of HLECs in vitro.




Figure 5 | Effect of the conditioned medium (CM) of EESCs with BST2 knockdown on HLECs. (A), The Tube formation assay was conducted to check the tube formation ability with the CM of EESCs with BST2 knockdown on HLECs. (B), CCK-8 assay showing the proliferation of HLECs treated with CM from Si-BST2 or Si-NC EESCs for 24h. (C, D), Scratch assay (C) and transwell assay (D) were conducted to assess migration ability of HLECs treated with CM from Si-BST2 or Si-NC EESCs for 24h. (E), The VEGFC protein expression was measured by western blot analysis after transfection with Si-BST2 or Si-NC for 48h. (F), The VEGFC expression from the conditioned medium (CM) of EESCs with BST2 knockdown was detected by ELISA assay.  *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ****p < 0.0001.





3.5 BST2 depletion reduced the expression and secretion of VEGFC in EESCs

VEGFC acted as a critical modulator of the progression of endometriosis by promoting lymphangiogenesis. Based on the bioinformatics outcomes described above showing a positive correlation between BST2 and VEGFC expression, we further performed a series of in vitro studies to validate VEGFC expression. First, VEGFC protein expression was measured by western blotting, and BST2 knockdown inhibited VEGFC expression in EESCs (Figure 5E). Importantly, VEGFC secretion levels were measured using a specific ELISA kit and it was shown that VEGFC secretion was also down-regulated by BST2 depletion (Figure 5F). ​Therefore, there was a strong reason to conclude that the presence of VEGFC in conditioned medium further promoted lymphangiogenesis in HLECs. In summary, BST2 may promote lymphangiogenesis via VEGFC signaling.



3.6 BST2 activated NF-κB signaling pathway

Previous studies reported that BST2 can activate NF-ҡB signaling (20, 24). To study the underlying mechanism in depth, we further assessed the effect of BST2 on NF-ҡB signaling in EESCs. We analyzed the expression of several key proteins in this signaling pathway by western blot assay (Figure 6A). Compared with the negative control, knockdown of BST2 expression reduced the phosphorylation of IκBα, which further led to the degradation of IκBα. Degradation of IκBα can lead to the nuclear translocation of various NF-κB complexes, predominantly the p50/p65 dimer. As expected, IF staining indicated a dramatic decrease in the nuclear translocation of NF-κB P65 when BST2 expression was knocked down (Figure 6B). Additionally, the NF-ҡB activator IL-1β was used to reverse the inhibitory effect of downregulated BST2 on NF‐κB pathway, as shown in Figures 6C, D (25, 26). After the addition of the agonist IL-1β, the phosphorylation levels of IκBα and p65 were significantly increased, observably reversing the reduction in phosphorylated IκBα and p65 caused by Si-BST2. These results suggested that BST2 may activate NF-κB signaling pathway.




Figure 6 | BST2 activated the NF-κB signaling pathway. (A), The expressions of key proteins of NF-κB pathway were measured by western blot analysis after transfection with Si-BST2 or Si-NC for 48h. (B), The Representative images of Immunofluorescence showed the cellular localization of NF-κB p65 protein in EESCs after transfection with Si-BST2 or Si-NC for 48h. (C, D), The protein expressions of NF-κB pathway were measured by western blot analysis after treatment with Si-BST2 or Si-NC or/and the NF-κB pathway activator IL-1β. ns, p ≥ 0.05; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ****p < 0.0001.





3.7 BST2 regulated the progression of EESCs through the NF-κB signaling pathway

Therefore, we hypothesized that BST2 regulates biological behaviour of EESCs via the NF-κB signaling pathway. To test this hypothesis, we assessed the bio-function of BST2-knockdown cells treated with or without the NF-ҡB activator IL-1β. IL-1β effectively rescued the effects of BST2 ablation on proliferation, as shown by the CCK-8 assay and EdU staining (Figures 7A–C). This finding was also supported by the results of PCNA, a proliferation-related protein measured by western blot assay (Figure 7D). Additionally, when Annexin V/PI double staining was used to analyze apoptotic cells that were treated with IL-1β, the cell apoptosis rate was notably rescued compared to the control group (Figure 7E), and the trends in the expression of apoptosis-related proteins were also consistent (Figure 7F). Similar results were also observed in the scratch assay and transwell chamber experiment, where IL-1β markedly reversed the Si-BST2-induced decrease in migration (Figures 8A, B). And the expression trends of migration-associated proteins were also in line with the above results (Figure 8C). These results strongly indicated that the induction of EESCs proliferation, migration and apoptosis by BST2 was most likely mediated through the NF-κB signaling pathway.




Figure 7 | BST2 regulated proliferation and apoptosis of EESCs via the NF-κB signaling pathway. (A–C), CCK-8 assay (A) and EdU staining assay (B, C) were conducted to measure the cell proliferation ability of EESCs after transfection with Si-BST2 and/or IL-1β. (D, F) The western blot analysis was used to examine the proliferation-related protein (D) and apoptosis-related protein (F) after transfection with Si-BST2 and/or IL-1β. (E), The Flow cytometry was performed to detect the apoptosis rates of the EESCs transfected with Si-BST2 and/or IL-1β. *p < 0.05; ***p < 0.001; ****p < 0.0001.






Figure 8 | BST2 promoted migration and lymphangiogenesis of EESCs via the NF-κB signaling pathway. (A, B), The wound healing assays (A) and the transwell assay (B) were performed to measure the cell migration ability of EESCs after transfection with Si-BST2 and/or IL-1β. (C), The western blot analysis was used to examine the migration-related protein after transfection with Si-BST2 and/or IL-1β. (D, E), The tube formation assay was conducted to check the tube formation ability with the CM of EESCs with Si-BST2 and/or IL-1β on HLECs. (F), The western blot analysis was used to measure the VEGFC after transfection with Si-BST2 and/or IL-1β. *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.





3.8 BST2 induced lymphangiogenesis and VEGFC high expression through the NF-κB signaling pathway

Accumulating evidence has shown that VEGFC signaling, which played a critical role in lymphangiogenesis, and p65, which was a transcription factor, could directly bind to the VEGFC promoter to enhance lymphangiogenesis (27). In addition, p65 could also bind to the promoter of the anti-apoptotic protein Bcl2, which was consistent with the results of our apoptosis results above. In the tube formation assay, after treatment with IL-1β, the branch number and total length of the tubes in the treatment group were rescued (Figures 8D, E). We next tested whether the expression of VEGFC on Si-BST2-transfected EESCs could be reversed with IL-1β treatment. As expected, the expression of VEGFC was partially increased (Figure 8F). Based on these outcomes, we can infer that BST2 can regulate the transcription of VEGFC via the NF-κB signaling pathway, thereby promoting lymphangiogenesis in endometriosis.



3.9 Elevation of BST2 in EESCs was mediated by the transcription factor IRF6

Transcription factors (TFs) recognize specific DNA sequences to control chromatin and transcription, forming a complex system that guides the expression of the genome (28). To further elucidate the mechanisms underlying BST2 upregulation, we pay more attention on the TFs regulation. Combining our previous bioinformatic findings, we examined the transcription factor IRF6 to explore whether it regulated BST2 expression. We used an overexpression plasmid to alter IRF6 expression in EESCs, and the results showed that IRF6 overexpression markedly increased BST2 mRNA and protein expression in EESCs (Figures 9A–E). Subsequently, to identify potential IRF6 binding sites, we inspected the sequence of the BST2 promoter region using the JASPAR software and found three putative IRF6 binding sequences in the BST2 promoter region; among these sequences, sequence #3 had the highest score (Figures 9F–H). To verify that this potential IRF6-binding site was indeed responsive to IRF6, luciferase reporter plasmids carrying wild-type (WT) or mutant-type (MT) sequence #3 were generated and transfected into EESCs with or without IRF6 overexpression plasmid (Figure 9I). And the luciferase activity of the WT plasmid was dramatically increased in the IRF6-overexpressing group, and the increase disappeared when the binding site was mutated (Figure 9J). To further validate the association between IRF6 and BST2, qRT-PCR and western blot analysis were performed to identify the corresponding genes expression at the mRNA and protein levels (Figures 9K, L). Overall, IRF6 positively interacted with the BST2 promoter to promote BST2 transcription and further affected BST2 expression.




Figure 9 | The transcription factor IRF6 directly binds to the promoter of BST2. (A, B), The identification of the transfection efficiency of Oe-IRF6 at the mRNA (A) and protein (B) levels. (C–E), The BST2 expression by the qRT-PCR (D) and western blot assay (C, E) after transfection with Oe-IRF6 for 48h. (F), The IRF6 binding motif. (G), JASPAR predicted the binding sites of IRF6 and BST2. (H), The illustrative model of the binding sites of IRF6 and BST2. (I), The illustrative model of the wild or mutant binding sites. (J), The dual-luciferase reporter assay was performed to examine the transcriptional activity of the BST2 promoter. (K, L), The expression of BST2 were detected by the qRT-PCR (K) and western blot experiment (L) after overexpression IRF6 and/or knockdown BST2. *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ****p < 0.0001.





3.10 BST2 reversed IRF6-mediated proliferation, migration, apoptosis and lymphangiogenesis in vitro

Since an interaction between IRF6 and BST2 was determined, we further investigated whether IRF6 overexpression−induced cell biological behaviors were rescued by BST2 knockdown. The effect of IRF6 overexpression on promoting proliferation was abolished by BST2 knockdown, as shown by CCK-8 assay, EdU staining analysis and western blot assay (Figures 10A–D). Similar trends were observed in subsequent apoptosis rescue experiments. BST2 knockdown partially reversed the change in apoptotic-related proteins that had been caused by IRF6 overexpression (Figure 10E). Similar findings were also obtained in the migration experiments, which illustrated that overexpression of IRF6 could significantly promote the migration of EESCs, and reducing the expression level of BST2 could partially reverse this increase in migration (Figures 11A–C). Alter IRF6 overexpression, notably more tubes were observed in HLECs, but this number decreased after BST2 knockdown, as shown by the results of the tube formation assay (Figures 11D–E).




Figure 10 | BST2 partially reversed the effects of IRF6 on the proliferation and apoptosis in EESCs. (A–C), CCK-8 assay (A) and EdU staining assay (B, C) measured the cell proliferation ability of EESCs after transfection with Oe-IRF6 and/or Si-BST2. (D, E), The western blot analysis examined the proliferation-related protein (D) and apoptosis-related proteins (E) after transfection with Oe-IRF6 and/or Si-BST2. *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01.






Figure 11 | BST2 partially rescued the effects of IRF6 on the migration and lymphangiogenesis in EESCs. (A, B), Wound healing assay (A) and Transwell assay (B) detected the cell migration ability after transfection with Oe-IRF6 and/or Si-BST2 for 48h. (C), The western blot analysis examined the migration-related proteins after transfection with Oe-IRF6 and/or Si-BST2 for 48h. (D), The tube formation assay checked the tube formation ability with the CM of EESCs transfected with Oe-IRF6 and/or Si-BST2 on HLECs. (E), The western blot analysis measured the VEGFC after transfection with Oe-IRF6 and/or Si-BST2. *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.





3.11 BST2 promoted proliferation and lymphangiogenesis in vivo

To determine the effect of BST2 on the development of endometriosis lesions, we conducted further experiments to validate the characteristics of BST2 using a mouse model. The xenograft model demonstrated that the volume and weight of endometriosis in the BST2-knockdown group (n=5) was significantly lower than in the control group (n=5) (Figures 12A–D). In addition, the growth rate of endometriotic lesions in the transfected Si-BST2 group was decelerated (Figure 12E). Consistently, the IF results revealed that lesions derived from Si-BST2-transfected cells exhibited lower Ki-67 staining than lesions derived from control cells (Figure 12F). Moreover, IF staining also showed fewer lymphatic vessels (stained by LYVE1 antibody) in the Si-BST2-treated group (Figure 12G). Collectively, BST2 contributes to endometriosis lesion growth and lymphangiogenesis in vivo.




Figure 12 | BST2 promoted the growth and lymphangiogenesis in vivo. (A, B), The representative images of female BALB/c nude mice after subcutaneous injection with Si-BST2 and Si-NC. (C, D), The weight (C) and volume (D) of lesion. (E), The volume growth curves between the Si-BST2 group and Si-NC group. (F, G), The representative images of Immunofluorescence showing the proliferation and lymphangiogenesis markers. **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.






4 Discussion

Accumulating evidence has shown that a number of factors are involved in the onset and development of endometriosis; among them, immunity has attracted more attention in recent years. Thus, we have attempted to identify novel targets for drug therapies that may be involved in the immunological activity associated with endometriosis. Based on comprehensive biological information, BST2, an immune-related gene from the IMMPORT database, was selected for further analysis due to its substantial impact on other diseases. BST2, which is a host restriction factor, is often involved in the innate immune response and virus life cycle (29). In addition, BST2 also plays some roles in the progression of cancer. During the development of cervical cancer, BST2 induced cervical cancer cell growth, suppressed apoptosis and induced M1 macrophage but not M2 macrophage polarization (30). In gastric cancer, BST2 exerted oncogenic effects by regulating proliferation, apoptosis, and migration. BST2 was also a target gene of miRNA 760 and positively related to the progression of gastric cancer (31, 32). However, its role in the pathogenesis of endometriosis remains unknown.

In our study, we found that BST2 is aberrantly expressed in ectopic endometrial tissue, and that this up-regulated BST2 is positively correlated with the expression of VEGFC, which is a definitive factor in the formation of new lymphatic vessels. Moreover, an increase in BST2 was also observed in EESCs compared to control cells, suggesting that BST2 may be involved in the development and pathogenesis of endometriosis. However, the mechanisms underlying the high expression of BST2 and the pathology function and signaling cascade of BST2 need further in-depth exploration. To the best of our knowledge, this is the first report that clearly delineates the regulation, signaling, biological processes, and therapeutic potential of BST2 in endometriosis.

To investigate the potential biological behavior of BST2 in endometriosis, we took advantage of a series of papers in PubMed. Ectopic endometrial stromal cells migrate outside the uterus for some reason, and they undergo cellular survival, proliferation, anti-apoptotic and lymphangiogenic processes to form and gradually increase lesions until these lesions can be recognized and treated. From a functional point of view, our results indeed suggest that BST2 can regulate cell proliferation, migration, and apoptosis in a cell culture system, as well as partially in a mouse model of endometriosis. ​In addition, newly formed and distinct abnormal lymphatic vessels that develop as a result of endometriosis lesion lymphangiogenesis may facilitate the spread of ectopic cells into systemic lumen structures and are associated with local invasion and distant metastasis. Combined with our in vitro and in vivo results, we have strong reasons to conclude that BST2 generates favorable conditions for the progression of endometriosis.

Based on our previous studies and the JASPAR software analysis, we hypothesize that the transcription factor IRF6 may regulate BST2 expression in endometriosis by directly binding to its promoter region (17). Interferon-regulatory factors (IRFs) family consists of nine members in mammals that generally possessed a novel helix-turn-helix DNA-binding structural domain, with the transcription factor IRF6, a member of the IRF family, being reported to play an essential role in the regulation of immunity and oncogenesis (33). IRF6 is involved in a wide variety of essential biological processes and has been proven to be important in cell growth, differentiation and apoptosis. IRF6 can target KIF20A and is further involved in key cellular functions including cell proliferation, invasion, migration and apoptosis (34). Using primary cultured EESCs as a model, the results from luciferase assay suggests that IRF6 is definitely involved in the changes in BST2 transcription and expression. As for the activation of IRF6 in disease, we retrieved the literatures and found that the following aspects can influence its activation. First, in terms of transcription factors, the transcription factor ZEB1 can negatively regulate the expression of IRF6 in gastric cancer, while the transcription factor ELF3 can positively activate IRF6 (35). Next, with regard to proteins, the basal layer enriched protein RACK1 prevented premature differentiation by repressing the expression of the transcription factor IRF6 (36). Subsequently, among non-coding RNAs, Linc SNHG14 was found to activate the IRF6 effect in glioma glucose metabolism by affecting the degradation of IRF6 mRNA and miR-221-5p could contribute to ischemic acute kidney injury by activating IRF6-mediated apoptosis (37, 38). Furthermore, IRF6 served as a downstream target gene of the NOTCH pathway in epidermal development, and activation of this pathway could further facilitate what IRF6 did in it (39). Strikingly, in the case of DNA methylation, DNA methylation of the CpG island in the promoter region had a negative impact on the expression of IRF6 and the methylation status of IRF6 is potentially associated with the sensitivity of melanoma to interferon (40). Hence, in the follow-up study, we will continue to investigate the activation patterns of IFR6 in endometriosis.

Although the intracellular signaling of BST2 is still unclear, further understanding of the mechanisms underlying the functions regulated by BST2 may shed light on novel therapeutic targets for endometriosis. Obviously, some inflammation factors, cytokines, and signaling pathways are strongly associated with endometriosis, which is an inflammatory disease. The NF-κB signaling pathway, which is a classical inflammatory pathway, influences a broad range of biological processes, including innate and adaptive immunity, inflammation, stress responses, B-cell development, and lymphoid organogenesis (41). It has been demonstrated that the NF-κB pathway is strongly associated with several critical regulators of the development of endometriosis. The NF-κB pathway is responsible for influencing the occurrence and progression of endometriosis by regulating the activity of ectopic endometrial cells (42). The abnormal viability of ectopic endometrial cells is linked to the secretion of the pro-inflammatory cytokine IL-8 mediated as well as the activation of the anti-apoptotic proteins Bcl2 and Bcl-xL by the activated NF-κB pathway (43–45). In animal models of endometriosis, knockdown of NF-κB expression significantly reduced PCNA production and microvessel density in ectopic lesions, suggesting that NF-κB could be considered as a therapeutic target for preventing ectopic lesion growth and angiogenesis (46). Aberrant adhesion of ectopic endometrial cells is a pivotal element in establishing endometriosis. Activated NF-κB signaling pathway can induce high expression of essential adhesion factors including CD44, ICAM-1 and VCAM1, and inhibition of NF-κB pathway can effectively reduce the adhesion capacity of ectopic endometrial cells (47, 48).

It is well recognized that the binding of IκBα, which is a cellular NF-κB inhibitor, to NF-κB in the cytoplasm strongly inhibits the activation of the NF-κB signaling pathway; then, IκBα is degraded after its phosphorylation and ubiquitination, resulting in free NF-κB that translocates into the nucleus to induce the transcription of its target genes (49). Given the role of BST2 in innate immunity, including its role in NF-кB activation and the subsequent transcription of NF-кB-dependent genes, we hypothesized that BST2 is an upstream regulatory molecule of NF-κB signaling (19, 50). Our results showed that BST2 phosphorylates IκBα and subsequently promotes its ubiquitination. Moreover, the levels of the transcription factor P65 in the nucleus were significantly increased and the corresponding target gene, VEGFC, was upregulated compared to those in the BST2 knockdown group. This provides favorable evidence for lymphangiogenesis in endometriosis at the molecular level. In addition, the increased expression of Bcl2, which is a downstream target gene of P65, was also closely associated with the anti-apoptotic properties of EESCs. Interestingly, the NF-κB pathway activator IL-1β partially reversed these outcomes after transfection with Si-BST2. In summary, our studies showed that BST2-induced NF-κB activation played a vital role in the development and progression of endometriosis.

Therefore, these results provide novel insights into targeted therapy for endometriosis, which we can attempt by reducing the amount of BST2 binding to NF-κB or by weakening the binding ability of BST2 to NF-κB. To begin with the number of bindings, we can implement the low expression of BST2 by the corresponding biological techniques. When the expression level of BST2 is reduced, it means that the binding to NF-κB pathway is decreased, which in turn weakens the activation of this pathway and lessen the effect of NF-κB on the biological behavior of endometriosis. In addition, it has been proposed that the YxY sequence in the cytoplasmic domain of BST2 is required for the induction of NF-κB, which is well conserved in placental mammals. The induction of NF-κB by BST2 is impaired by inhibition of TAK1 and the TAK1-associated pseudophosphatase TAB1; these interactions require the YxY sequence in BST2 (19). This may alert us that we can influence the activation of NF-kB and the development of endometriosis by the alteration of the crucial YxY sequence.

Although endometriosis is a kind of benign disease, previous reports suggest that it shares many similar features with cancers, such as abnormal cell migration, invasion, and unrestrained growth (51). On the basis of abnormal adhesion of ectopic endometrial cells, the heightened migratory and invasive capacity of ectopic endometrial cells is thought to be the main cause of adhesion and extension of ectopic lesions (52). Matrix metalloproteinases, a class of active protein hydrolases responsible for extracellular matrix degradation and dependent on zinc and calcium ions, are an instrumental enzyme family in modulating the dynamic balance of the extracellular matrix (53). In recent years, it has been found that the invasive capacity of endometrial cells is realized through the degradation of extracellular matrix by MMPs, and the amount of gene expression of MMPs is positively correlated with the invasive capacity of ectopic endometrium, therefore, the involvement of matrix metalloproteinases is decisive for the formation of ectopic lesion (54). As representative matrix metalloproteinases, MMP2 and MMP9 also serve as downstream target genes of NF-κB, and when the NF-κB pathway is activated, the expression of MMP2 and MMP9 is increased, and in turn, the migration and invasion of ectopic endometrial cells is enhanced, which is consistent with our above findings (53, 55–57).

A previous study indicated that the newly developed lymphatic system not only serves as a channel to remove the wastes from endometriotic cells but also provides a network that allows immune cells to reach the endometriotic lesions. The outcomes from that paper were that some immune cells, including F4/80- and CD11c-positive macrophages, granzyme B-positive NK cells/cytotoxic T lymphocytes, and IL-17–positive Th-17 cells, contribute to the pathogenesis of endometriosis by increasing the secretion of proinflammatory cytokines (58). Dysfunction in macrophage-mediated phagocytosis of aberrant cells that undergo retrograde transport to the peritoneal cavity is considered an important factor in the development of endometriosis. infiltrated macrophages fail to mount an efficient phagocytic response, thus allowing the implantation and propagation of endometrial tissues ectopically. Prostaglandin E2 can facilitate the formation of endometriosis lesions by suppressing the phagocytosis of macrophages (59–61). In addition, the abundance of neutrophils and macrophages in the peritoneal fluid of patients with endometriosis raises the level of vascular endothelial growth factor and triggers the progression of endometriosis (62). It has been reported that the cytotoxicity of NK cells was observed to be reduced in peritoneal cells from endometriosis patients, implying that the defective cytotoxic function of NK cells prevented the elimination of ectopic endometrial cells by those and led to the formation of endometriotic lesions (63). There is a finding that Th17 cells are existed in endometriosis and IL-17A, as a key effector molecule of Th17 cells, it can play a vital role in promoting the progression of endometriosis by inducing the secretion of pro-inflammatory factor IL-8 together with the proliferation of endometrial stromal cell and the expression of COX2 (64). Treg cells suppress a series of immune responses including T cell proliferation and activation, macrophage, B cell, dendritic cell and NK cell functions. The large number of Treg cells in endometriotic lesions helps retrograde endometrial tissue fragments to escape the host immune surveillance system by reducing the recruitment of the above immune cells, thereby allowing the initiation and establishment of endometriosis (65). In summary, these compelling evidence from the literatures support the opinion that immune cells recruited by the newly generated lymphatic vessels are advancing the development of endometriosis.

Other than the above-mentioned functions that can be performed by recruited immune cells, pro-inflammatory cytokines secreted by immune cells, can further boost the progression of endometriosis. The elevated concentrations of crucial pro-inflammatory cytokines, namely IL-1β, IL-6 and TNF-α, have been demonstrated in patients with endometriosis (66). Subsequent activation of the inflammatory response promotes the secretion of cytokines and chemokines in the peritoneal cavity, which forms a microenvironment that facilitates the development of ectopic endometrial tissue by contributing to local angiogenesis and disrupting the normal apoptotic process (67). The IL‐1 family cytokines are the secretory macrophage products, with IL‐1β being the most important mediator of acute and chronic inflammation and immune response. Defective mechanisms involved in the control of local IL‐1β activity may enhance susceptibility for the adhesion and growth of the ectopic endometrium and it leads to the development of endometriosis (68). IL-6 cytokine is considered to be the promoter of many biological activities. The ability of IL-6 to manage the survival, proliferation, and also the differentiation of cells is the reason why this interleukin may act as pro- and anti-inflammatory mediator (69). Higher levels of expressed IL-6 were measured in the peritoneal fluid and serum from women with endometriosis (70). In a similar study of reference, the expression rate of IL-6 was also higher in patients with endometriosis and it had a dependence on the stage of the disease (higher in III/IV vs. I/II stage) (71). TNF-α is a secretory factor of active macrophages known to have potent inflammatory cytotoxic and angiogenic characteristics. Several studies have demonstrated higher concentration of TNF-α in the peritoneal fluid of women with endometriosis than those without, as well as a direct correlation between TNF-α level and disease severity. Besides, elevation of TNF-α in peritoneal fluids is associated with infertility induced by endometriosis (72, 73). In brief, based on the function of immune cells and corresponding factors recruited by new lymphatic vessels, it is reasonable to conclude that BST2-mediated immune regulation can contribute to the development of endometriosis.

Noticeably, the well-known proinflammatory cytokines IL-1β and TNF-α play positive roles in activating the NF‐κB pathway and the expression of downstream target genes, respectively. This means that a vicious cycle is involved in the development of endometriosis. Newly generated lymphatic vessels elicit higher production of the proinflammatory factor IL-1β, which mediates greater lymphangiogenesis by activating the NF-κB pathway, which in turn leads to more newly generated lymphatic vessels (50, 58, 74). In other words, the regulation of NF‐κB involves positive feedback through the NF‐κB–mediated synthesis of IL-1β and TNF-α (75). Our study unveiled the mechanism of lymphangiogenesis in endometriotic lesions and further provided a potential diagnostic or therapeutic strategy for endometriosis.

Overall, the data presented in this study reveal the transcription factor IRF6-associated regulation of BST2 expression, the pathological function of BST2 in endometriosis, novel signaling pathway mediated by BST2, and the therapeutic potential of targeting BST2 for the treatment of endometriosis (Figure 13). To our knowledge, this is the first report to thoroughly characterize the regulation, signaling, function, and therapeutic potential of BST2 in endometriosis. It is anticipated that targeting BST2 could be an alternative, non-hormonal treatment for endometriosis in the future.




Figure 13 | The illustrative model of BST2 in the development of endometriosis.





5 Conclusion

IRF6 regulates the high expression of BST2, which further activates the NF-κB signaling pathway to induce proliferation, migration, apoptosis and lymphangiogenesis in endometriosis. More importantly, we explore the vicious cycle that is formed by infiltrating immune cells in new lymphatic vessels, which elicit the production of the proinflammatory cytokine IL-1β, which acts as an NF-κB activator, and promotes lymphangiogenesis via NF-κB activation.
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Keloid is a pathological scar formed by abnormal wound healing, characterized by the persistence of local inflammation and excessive collagen deposition, where the intensity of inflammation is positively correlated with the size of the scar formation. The pathophysiological mechanisms underlying keloid formation are unclear, and keloid remains a therapeutic challenge in clinical practice. This study is the first to investigate the role of glycosphingolipid (GSL) metabolism pathway in the development of keloid. Single cell sequencing and microarray data were applied to systematically analyze and screen the glycosphingolipid metabolism related genes using differential gene analysis and machine learning algorithms (random forest and support vector machine), and a set of genes, including ARSA,GBA2,SUMF2,GLTP,GALC and HEXB, were finally identified, for which keloid diagnostic model was constructed and immune infiltration profiles were analyzed, demonstrating that this set of genes could serve as a new therapeutic target for keloid. Further unsupervised clustering was performed by using expression profiles of glycosphingolipid metabolism genes to discover keloid subgroups, immune cells, inflammatory factor differences and the main pathways of enrichment between different subgroups were calculated. The single-cell resolution transcriptome landscape concentrated on fibroblasts. By calculating the activity of the GSL metabolism pathway for each fibroblast, we investigated the activity changes of GSL metabolism pathway in fibroblasts using pseudotime trajectory analysis and found that the increased activity of the GSL metabolism pathway was associated with fibroblast differentiation. Subsequent analysis of the cellular communication network revealed the existence of a fibroblast-centered communication regulatory network in keloids and that the activity of the GSL metabolism pathway in fibroblasts has an impact on cellular communication. This contributes to the further understanding of the pathogenesis of keloids. Overall, we provide new insights into the pathophysiological mechanisms of keloids, and our results may provide new ideas for the diagnosis and treatment of keloids.
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Introduction

Keloids are usually pathological scars resulting from abnormal repair of injured skin tissues and are clinically manifested by scar growth beyond the trauma (1, 2). Immune cells and inflammatory factors also play an important role in the development of keloid treatment (3). Keloids are a considerable clinical challenge for physicians, given their persistent growth, high recurrence rate following excision, and the substantial physical and psychological burden they impose on patients. Keloids can cause significant cosmetic and functional impairments, leading to pronounced emotional distress. Consequently, healthcare professionals strive to effectively manage keloids to enhance patients’ quality of life and alleviate their suffering (4). Common clinical treatments for keloid include medication, surgical excision, laser treatment, etc. (5). Keloids have a high recurrence rate, making existing treatments unsatisfactory. Understanding the underlying pathogenesis can lead to the development of new treatments to improve outcomes.Because keloids are characterized by increased fibroblast proliferation and a large excess of ECM components, research on keloids has focused on the involvement of fibroblasts in the development of these lesions (2).

Sphingolipid (SL) is an important class of lipids in eukaryotes. Research into their metabolic regulation in dermatology has potential implications for the development of new therapeutic targets (6, 7). SL metabolism can be involved in maintaining the skin barrier and regulating cellular processes with exerting important biological roles in the skin (8, 9). Recent research has revealed that dermal fibroblasts with different phenotypic functions have different lipid status composition, and SL was shown to be the main markers of different lipid composition status. More importantly, SL harbors the capacity to control the heterogeneity of dermal fibroblasts (7). Glycosphingolipids (GSL, sphingolipids with one or more sugars attached) is a subtype of SL. GSL metabolic reprogramming has also been shown to be an integral part of cell development, and the heterogeneity of GSL determines the specific developmental patterns of cellular tissues (10). In contrast to SL, GSL metabolism has been less studied in skin diseases and even less studied in keloids.

The advent of single-cell RNA sequencing (scRNA-seq) technology provides unprecedented molecular information and serves as one of the most important methodological advances and breakthrough technologies that allow us to systematically decipher the cellular heterogeneity and complexity of different tissues (11–13). Thus, exploring fibroblast heterogeneity, cell fate and intercellular communication in keloids with unprecedented single-cell resolution has become a reality.

In this study, we combined keloid microarray datasets and scRNA-seq to comprehensively analyze the potential mechanisms of GSL metabolism pathway in keloids and the roles they play in keloid development and treatment, deepening our understanding of new mechanisms underlying keloid and providing a theoretical basis for subsequent treatment of keloid patients with improved prognosis.





Materials and methods




Data processing

Three keloid microarray datasets (GSE7890, GSE145725, GSE44270) and one keloid single-cell transcriptome sequencing dataset (GSE163973) were downloaded from the publicly available Gene Expression Omnibus (GEO) database. Among them, 5 keloid samples and 5 normal samples were from GSE7890, 9 keloid samples and 10 normal samples were from GSE145725, and 9 keloid samples and 7 normal samples were from GSE44270. We normalized the microarray datasets and integrated them using a common set of annotated genes. Batch effects removal was performed by the combat function in the “sva” R package and the integrated expression data was log2 transformed.





Screening hub genes based on differential expression and machine learning algorithms

This study contained 46 glycosphingolipid metabolism-related genes (GSLMRGs) from the Reactome database (Supplementary Table S1). We performed differentially expressed gene analysis of the 46 GSLMRGs in the integrated dataset by the “limma” R package and obtained 9 differential genes (p-value<0.05) and visualized the differential genes by heatmap. We applied two machine learning algorithms to predict significant GSLMRGs. Support vector machine (SVM) is a machine learning technique widely used for classification and regression analysis, and support vector machine-recursive feature (SVM-RFE) algorithm was used in the “caret” R package to screen out significant diagnostic candidates among 46 GSLMRGs. Random forest is a popular classifier and is widely used in medical applications. We use the “randomforest” R package to predict key candidate genes. We took the intersection of the top10 genes predicted by each of the two machine learning algorithms and screened out 6 of the DEGs as the candidate GSLMRGs.





Diagnostic model building and evaluation

We constructed the diagnostic model by multi-factor logistic regression algorithm using the six candidate GSLMRGs by application of the integrated dataset as the training dataset, and plotted the ROC curve and calculated the area under the curve (AUC) to evaluate the prediction results. The bootstrap analysis was replicated on 1000 different samples of the same sample size drawn with replacements from the original samples. The training samples were regenerated, and the model was reconstructed. And the bootstrap algorithm was used to evaluate the accuracy of the diagnostic model we built. The nomogram was built in expectation of making the correct diagnosis.





Immune cell infiltration analysis

A pearson correlation analysis was carried out to reveal the association among the 6 GSLMRGs based on the RNA expression data by corrplot R package. We used the CIBERSORT and EPIC algorithm by the “IOBR” R package to calculate the degree of immune cell infiltration in the samples (34276676) and correlated the 6 GSLMRGs with immune cell infiltration and inflammatory factor expression, respectively.





Consensus clustering

We performed consensus clustering by k-means method to identify different subtypes associated with GSLMRGs expression using “ConsensusClusterPlus” R package.





Functional enrichment analysis

The Gene Ontology (GO) and the Kyoto Encyclopedia of Genes and Genomes (KEGG) functional enrichment analysis were performed for the DEGs using the “clusterProfifiler”, “circlize”, and “fgsea” R package. And Proteomap (https://www.proteomaps.net/) was applied to analyze the functional categories of DEGs.





Single-cell RNA statistical processing

The “seurat” R package was used to create seurat objects from scRNA-seq data, and cells were normalized and scaled.29608179 We filtered cells by the “seurat” R package based on the following exclusion criteria: 1) cells with less than 200 genes expression. 2) cells with >5000 genes expression. 3) cells having >10% mitochondrial gene content. We retained a total of 43,910 cells. The number of principal components (PCs) was set to 15 for subsequent dimensional clustering, and the “harmony” function 31740819 was used to integrate the samples and remove batch effects. The unsupervised cell clusters based on the top 15 PCA principles were acquired using the graph-based cluster method (resolution = 0.5). Cell clusters were visualized by t-distributed stochastic neighbor embedding (tsne) plot. The “FindAllMarkers” function of the Wilcoxon rank-sum test algorithm was used to calculate the marker gene for each cell cluster under the following conditions: 1) logFC >0.25; 2) P<0.05; 3) minimum percentage (min.pct) >0.1. For detailed identification of fibroblast clusters, clusters of fibroblasts were selected by using re-tSNE analysis, graph-based clustering, and marker gene analysis. Furthermore, the “AddModuleScore” function was used to calculate the score of GSL metabolism pathways in each cell for the re-clustered fibroblasts, and the cells were divided into three groups of high-, medium- and low-GSL metabolism by quartiles.





Pseudotime analysis

Pseudotime analysis is a cell fate analysis method, the single-cell trajectory analysis was conducted using Monocle2 algorithm (http://cole-trapnell-lab.github.io/monocle-release) (14). The “sample” function was used to randomly select 4000 cells for the subsequent pseudotime analysis. Then we used the “DDRTree” method to reduce the dimensionality of the cell, and then utilized the “reduceDimension” function to calculate the type of cell differentiation state. Finally, we used the “plot cell trajectory” function to display the graph of cell differentiation trajectory. We also applied the “plot pseudotime heatmap” to visualize the change of GSLMRG expression with cell differentiation trajectory (adj p-value<0.05).





Cell-Cell communication analysis

To enable a comprehensive analysis of intercellular communication molecules, the authors applied the cell-cell communication analysis by “CellChat” R package, a recently developed tool that generates and plots cell-cell communication probabilities and interaction strengths from single-cell transcriptomic data. The normalized count and cell types by Seurat were used for this analysis.






Results




Sample data processing

Figure 1 illustrated the flow of our study. We integrated the expression profiles of the three datasets, as samples from different dataset sources usually have severe batch effects. To eliminate the batch effects among different datasets, ‘ComBat’-based batch effects adjustment was performed. The results for keloid samples and normal samples expression distribution before and after adjustment were illustrated by boxplots (Figures 2A, B) and PCA plots (Figures 2C, D), respectively. Finally, we obtained a comprehensive dataset of 23 keloid and 22 normal samples after integration, removing batch effects, and normalization.




Figure 1 | The study workflow.






Figure 2 | Combining different datasets. (A, B) Boxplots of mRNA expression distribution before and after removing batch effects. (C, D) PCA plots before and after removing batch effects.







Identification of diagnostic markers

Differential gene analysis was performed to determine the DE-GSLMRG between keloid and normal samples to obtain relevant differentially expressed genes(p-value<0.05) and finally obtained 9 genes, and we could see the distribution of differential gene expression in each sample by heatmap (Figure 3A). To further precisely obtain the key genes, we entered 46 GSLMRGs into the RF classifier and we calculated the gene importance and visualized the top ten genes (Figure 3B). In addition, we detected 39 genes as diagnostic markers with the highest accuracy when modeled by the SVM-RFE algorithm (Figure 3C). We took their respective TOP10 through importance rankings predicted by the two machine learning algorithms and intersected them with 9 DEGs, and finally the common 6 intersected genes (ARSA, GBA2, SUMF2, GLTP, GALC, HEXB) were used as the final diagnostic markers (Figure 3D), and the 6-GSLMRG diagnostic model were constructed by multifactorial logistic regression, which was evaluated by using the receiver operating characteristic (ROC) curve and areas under the curve (AUC), and the AUC value was 0.945 (Figure 3E). The model was re-sampled 1000 times by bootstrap algorithm to verify the stability and accuracy of the model, and the mean AUC value was 0.919 with 95% confidence interval (CI) of 0.864-0.943, which all indicated the high accuracy of our 6-GSLMRG model (Figure 3F). We further constructed the nomogram (Figure 3G), and the efficacy of nomogram was evaluated by calibration plot (Figure 3H) and decision curve (Figure 3I), respectively, demonstrating the high accuracy and sensitivity of the nomogram.




Figure 3 | Diagnostic model of keloid was constructed and evaluated. (A) Heatmap for differential analysis of GSLERGs between keloid and normal samples. (B) Random forest algorithm screening for gene importance ranking. (C) SVM-REF algorithm screening for genes. (D) Venn plot showed the intersection genes of the top 10 of RF, SVM-REF and DEGs. (E) ROC curves under AUC values in the diagnostic model built using the 6 GSLERG. (F) Bootstrap resampling algorithm to validate the model. (G) Keloid prediction by nomogram. (H) Calibration curve to evaluate the nomogram. (I) Decision curves to assess the predictive performance of the model.







Immune infiltration analysis

To investigate the co-expression relationship between these six key genes to predict their intrinsic possible regulatory mechanisms, we used Pearson correlation analysis to visualize their co-expression relationship (Figure 4A), in which some genes were significantly correlated. For example, GALC and GLTP had the highest negative correlation coefficient of -0.6, and HEXB and SUMF2 had the highest positive correlation coefficient of 0.5. In addition, we performed immune cell infiltration analysis on keloid and normal tissue samples. We calculated the degree of immune cell infiltration in the samples by two immune infiltration algorithms (CIBERSORT and EPIC) and correlated 6 GSLMRGs with the predicted degree of immune cell infiltration and the currently known inflammatory factor expression distribution in the samples (Figures 4B–D), where T cells were more strongly correlated with 6 GSMRG. We found that CD8+ T cells showed significantly negative correlation with GALC, ARSA, HEXB, and SUMF2, while CD4+ T cells showed significantly positive correlation with ARAS. Macrophages showed significantly negative correlation with GLTP and positive correlation with HEXB. NK cells showed positive correlation with GLTP and negative correlation with GALC and HEXB. Further, we visualized the top5 correlation plots between GSMRG and the corresponding immune cells in the CIBERSORT and EPIC algorithm, respectively (Figures 4E, F).




Figure 4 | Correlation between candidate genes and immune cell infiltration. (A) Co-expression patterns of 6 GSMRG in all samples based on the Pearson correlation analysis. (B, C) Heatmap of correlation between 6 GSMRG and immune cell infiltration in Cibersort and EPIC algorithm. (D) Heatmap of correlation between GSMRG and inflammatory factors. (E–F) Top 5 correlation plots in Cibersort and EPIC algorithm. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.







GSLMRG-based keloid classification

Next, we use k-means cluster analysis to classify keloids into groups. The categorical variable k was increased from 2 to 10, and we found that the lowest correlation between groups and the highest correlation within groups when k=2. Therefore, the 23 keloid samples could be classified into two clusters based on the expression of genes related to glycosphingolipid metabolism (Figures 5A–D). We visualized the distribution of GSMRG expression between subtypes by heatmap (Figure 5D) and further compared the immune cell infiltration and the expression ofinflammatory factors in these two clusters (Figures 5E–H).




Figure 5 | Unsupervised clustering analysis in keloid. (A) The empirical cumulative distribution function (CDF) plots revealed the consensus distributions for each k. (B) The area change under CDF curve when k=2-10. (C) The circular manhattan (CM) plot exhibited the clusters at k = 2. (D) The bar plot showed the score of each subtype for the number of clusters k from 2 to 10. (E) Heat map showing the distribution of GSLMRG expression between different clusters. (F–H) Box plots of the distribution of immune cell infiltration and inflammatory factors expression in different clusters.







Enrichment analysis

In order to explore the functional and pathway differences between subtypes and reveal the potential mechanisms of disease progression between subtypes, we used pathway enrichment analysis based on the differential genes between the two subtypes, and the results of GO enrichment analysis showed that DEGs from the two subtypes were enriched in organelle fission, ribonucleoprotein complex biogenesis, nuclear division, and other biological functions (Figures 6A, C and Supplementary Table S2). Further, we analyzed the specific biological functions of two subtypes by GSEA enrichment analysis, the results showed that Cluster 1 is mainly enriched in metaphase plate congression, meiotic cell cycle process, cell cycle checkpoint signaling pathway, etc. Cluster 2 is mainly enriched in ossification, urogenital system development, bone morphogenesis pathway, etc. (Figure 6E and Supplementary Table S3). KEGG enrichment analysis showed that DEGs were mainly enriched in PI3K-Akt signaling pathway, Ras signaling pathway, mTOR signaling pathway, autophagy, cell cycle, and other pathways (Figures 6B, D). Then, protein map pathway analysis was performed to classify their functions. It was found that these genes were enriched in five pathways, namely Environmental Information Processing, Genetic Information Processing, Human Disease, Metabolism, and Cellular Processes (Figure 6F), mostly in transcription factors, steroid hormone biosynthesis, glycolysis, cytoskeleton proteins, notch signaling pathway, and amino acid metabolism (Figure 6G), which proved to be highly relevant to the occurrence, development, and treatment of keloids. All these results demonstrated the application value of GSLMRG-based keloid staging and provided potential mechanisms for how these GSLMRGs influence keloid progression.




Figure 6 | Functional enrichment analysis. (A, C) GO enrichment analysis of DEGs between fibroblasts of different subtypes. (B, D) KEGG enrichment analysis of DEGs between fibroblasts of different subtypes. (E) GSEA enrichment analysis of biological functions between two clusters. (F, G) Functional categories of differentially expressed genes between fibroblasts of different subtypes.







Analysis of high cellular heterogeneity in human keloid tissues by single-cell RNA-seq profiling

We used the scRNA-seq data of three normal and three keloid tissues from the GEO database to reveal the inherent cellular heterogeneity of skin tissues. After strict quality control, we excluded cells of lower quality and selected a total of 43,910 cells for subsequent analysis (Figure 7A), with a mitochondrial UMI rate of less than 10% per cell, and detected a significant correlation between gene number and sequencing depth (Figure 7B). We identified 19 cell clusters by performing PCA dimensionality reduction using the first 15 principles and setting a resolution value of 0.5. Different cell populations exhibited high heterogeneity (Figures 7C, D). We identified detailed cell types based on marker genes from previous studies (15), and 8 categories were annotated (Figures 7E, F, H), including melanocytes (cluster 12, marker genes are TYRP1, PMEL), lymphatic endothelial cells (cluster 11, marker CCL12, LYVE1), immune cells (cluster 9, marker genes are LYZ, HLA-DRA), sweat gland cells (cluster 18, marker genes are SCGB1B2P, SCGB1D2), fibroblasts (clusters 0,4,6,13,15, marker genes are COL1A1, COL1A2 COL3A1), keratinocyte (clusters 5, 8, 17, marker genes are KRT14, KRT1, KRT10, KRT5), smooth muscle cells (clusters 3, 7, marker genes are TAGLN, ACTA2, TPM2), endothelial cells (clusters 1, 2, 14, marker genes are SELE, TM4SF1, PECAM1). Figure 7G also showed the proportion of cells in each sample.




Figure 7 | Cell populations and marker genes in keloid and normal skin. (A) After standard quality control of all cells from three keloids and three normal tissues, 43,910 cells were included in the analysis. (B) The number of genes detected was significantly correlated with the sequencing depth, with a Pearson correlation coefficient of 0.91; the same number of mitochondria was detected at different sequencing depths. (C) The cell clusters visualized by the dimensional reduction of t-distributed stochastic neighbor embedding (t-SNE). (D) Heatmap showing the top 5 genes per cell cluster after differential analysis to obtain marker genes. (E) Dot plot showed annotation of cell clusters by known markers. (F) tSNE plot presented cell type annotation for each cluster. (G) Proportions of distinct cell types for different samples. (H) Heatmap showed the top 5 marker genes between cell types.







Pseudotime analysis revealed changes in glycosphingolipid metabolism pathway activity during fibroblast differentiation

Due to the significant difference in GSL metabolism pathway activity in fibroblasts between keloid and normal tissues (Figure 8A), fibroblasts were considered to be the focus cell population in this study. All fibroblasts were highly expressed with marker genes COL1A1, COL1A2, COL3A1 (Figure 8B). We then further extracted the transcriptome data of fibroblasts and reanalyzed with tsne visualization (Figure 8C). We scored the activity of GSL metabolism pathway in each cell by “AddModuleScore” function in fibroblasts of different subtypes and displayed them in Figures 8D, E, in which cluster 3 had the highest activity and cluster 7 had the lowest activity. To further investigate the detailed cell trajectory of fibroblasts, we performed pseudotime analysis. Figure 8G indicates that there are seven states during fibroblast differentiation, marked by different colors. Figure 8H indicates that the darker the blue color, the earlier the cells differentiate, indicating that fibroblasts differentiate from right to left over time, with the lightest blue color being the most recently differentiated cells, and cluster2 is the latest differentiated fibroblast. Figure 8I shows how cell subpopulations evolves and differentiates from each other and Figure 8J displays the distribution of keloid and normal skin fibroblasts during the differentiation process. In keloid tissues, due to the increase of myofibroblasts and stromal fibroblasts, we further analyzed the expression of ADAM12 and a-SMA (encoded by ACTA2) in fibroblasts. Supplementary Figure S1 showed that both genes were relatively highly expressed in cluster2, indicating that cluster2, as the terminal stage of fibroblast differentiation, almost exclusively consisted of myofibroblasts and stromal fibroblasts in keloid tissues.We also showed the expression changes of GSL metabolism genes during the differentiation of these fibroblasts, Figure 8F visualized the heatmap of GSL metabolism genes that changed accompanying with the differentiation of fibroblasts. These genes are grouped into 2 types, where their expression increases or decreases with cell differentiation, respectively, indicating these genes may exert different functions in the pathogenesis of fibroblast differentiation induction and influence the activity of the GSL metabolism pathway.




Figure 8 | Progression of fibroblast cell profiles revealed by pseudotime analysis. (A) GSL metabolic pathway scores of fibroblasts in keloid and NS. (B) tSNE plots showed the expression of marker genes in fibroblasts. (C) Fibroblasts were clustered again by downscaling and shown by tSNE plots. (D) tSNE plots of the GSL metabolic pathway scores of individual fibroblasts. (E) The GSL metabolic pathway scores of the fibroblast subpopulations that were downscaled again. (F) Heatmap showing the expression changes of genes in GSL metabolic pathway with fibroblast differentiation. (G–J) Trajectory differentiation maps according to cell differentiation status, cell development time coloring, cell cluster and tissue type. ****p < 0.0001.







Cell-cell communications

To decipher intercellular signaling, we used the “CellChat” R package to perform cell-cell communication analysis between different cell types. We classified fibroblasts into three types of high-, median-, low-GSL metabolism activity based on quartiles bounded by 25% and 75% of previous scores. The aggregated cell-cell communication networks were constructed by interaction numbers (Figure 9A) and interaction weights (Figure 9B). The interaction strengths of cell incoming and outgoing signaling were plotted in Figure 9C, which indicated that fibroblasts play a key role in intercellular communication. Fibroblasts with low GSL metabolism activity had lower strengths in both incoming and outgoing signaling pathways than the other two types of fibroblasts. We further investigated the signaling sources of 2 types of cells (high-GSL metabolism activity fibroblasts and low-GSL metabolism activity fibroblasts) and we analyzed the different incoming and outgoing signaling pathways of the two types of fibroblasts based on the relative expression of ligand-receptor (L-R) pairs (Figure 9C), and we compared the intercommunication between the two types of fibroblasts and other cells, and the high-GSL metabolism activity fibroblast could additionally communicate cellularly with smooth muscle cells through PDGFD-PDGFRB interaction, with keratin-forming cells through ITGA6-ITGB1 interaction, with endothelial cells through SEMA3B signaling pathway, and with endothelial cells through ITGA5-ITGB1, with immune cells through IL34-CSF1R, PROS1-AXL, TNFSF12-TNFRSF12A interaction, the fibroblasts with high-GSL metabolism activity can additionally communicate with keratinocytes via HBEGF-EGFR interaction, with endothelial cells via PROS1-AXL interaction, with sweat gland cells via EGFR-ERBB2 interaction, with lymphatic endothelial cells via SEMA3C- PLXND1 interaction, suggesting that the levels of GSL metabolism pathway activity in fibroblasts may affect other cell types through these receptors.




Figure 9 | (A) Integrated cell-cell communication networks drawn by number and weight of interactions. (B) The heatmap of outgoing/incoming interaction strength for 10 cell types. (C) The dot plot of outgoing and incoming interaction signal pathways for fibroblasts of two subtypes.








Discussion

Keloid is a fibrous tissue hyperplastic disease after trauma and inflammatory stimulation of the skin, characterized by fibroblast proliferation and collagen deposition (16, 17). keloid causes patients not only serious cosmetic problems, but also functional traits such as pruritus and pain around the lesion and lesions, which seriously affect the quality of life of patients (18). Currently, the efficacy of conventional treatment on keloid is limited. Therefore, exploring the potential new mechanisms and new biomarkers may benefit the treatment of keloid and improve the prognosis of keloid.

SL serves as one of the major components of eukaryotic lipids, its metabolism in the skin is currently receiving increasing attention. Recent studies showed that SL controls the heterogeneity of dermal fibroblasts and that GSL, a subtype of SL, is involved in determining the developmental differentiation of cells (10, 19). However, GSL metabolism pathway have been less well studied in the skin, and by combining microarray datasets and Single-cell RNA-seq, our study was the first comprehensive analysis to reveal the role of GSL metabolism in the development of keloid. We constructed a keloid diagnostic model using GSLMRGs. In addition, this study also investigated the role of GSL metabolism pathway in cell differentiation and communication.

In this study, the differential GSLMRGs of keloid and the top ten genes with the highest importance from machine learning algorithms Random Forest and SVM-RFE were intersected, and six candidate GSLMRGs were identified: ARSA, GBA2, SUMF2, GLTP, GALC, and HEXB. GSL can play a regulatory role in the airway of lung inflammatory fibrotic diseases, such as Cystic fibrosis, and inhibition of GBA2 can control the role of Cystic fibrosis inflammatory response (20). SUMF2 is a member of the formylglycine-generating enzyme family and may mediate airway inflammation in allergic asthma by regulating IL-13 expression (21). GLTP is a small (24 kD) amphipathic protein. They have been shown to be involved in the non-vesicular transport of various SLs. In addition, their potential functions such as drug resistance, differentiation, neurodegeneration, surface adhesion, and apoptosis have been reported (22). High GALC expression can regulate migration during tumor growth by regulating senescent fibroblasts in tumors (23). And the higher expression of HEXB is associated with poor prognosis in glioblastoma patients. But none of these genes have been studied in keloid, implying their great research value in keloid. By constructing a diagnostic model of keloid by multi-factor logistic regression of these six genes, we could find high AUC value under the ROC curve and evaluated the model by bootstrap resampling method, indicating that our diagnostic model constructed by GSLMRG has high diagnostic accuracy.

Since multiple immune cells and inflammatory factors are involved in the formation and development of keloid 28108895, we applied the CIBERSORT, EPIC algorithm to generate immune cell expression profiles of keloid. Previous study showed that reducing CD8+ T cells may serve as a biomarker and therapeutic method for keloids (24). Based on this, we calculated the correlation between the six diagnostic genes and the degree of immune cell infiltration and found that CD8+ T cells were correlated with GALC,ARSA,HEXB and SUMF2, CD4+ T cells were correlated with ARSA, implying that GSL metabolism pathway may impact on the growth and development of keloid through regulating immune T cells. IL-7 is involved in ECM production by exogenous TGF-β1-activated subconjunctival fibroblasts, suggesting that IL-7 administration could be a novel therapeutic target to prevent undesirable bleb scar formation during post-surgical healing (25). A strong correlation between IL-7 and GLTP, GALC, ARSA, HEXB, and SUMF2 was found, suggesting that IL-7-based inflammatory factors may involve in keloid growth and development through associating with the GSL metabolism pathway. Revealing the important role of the GSL metabolism pathway may facilitate keloid immunotherapy.

Because of the presence of heterogeneity in keloids, the curative effects of the available clinical treatments are often unsatisfactory (2). To achieve the precise treatment for keloids, we divided keloids into two clusters by GSLMRGs expression,We compared the differences between the two groups in terms of immune infiltrating cells, inflammatory factors, and explored the enrichment pathways between the two groups. It has been documented that macrophages promote collagen production and angiogenesis to accelerate wound healing. The occurrence of keloids in different parts of the body is associated with the number and subtype of macrophages (26). NK cell is an important component of the innate immune system and may be involved in keloid formation. Overexpression of Smad7 inhibits NK cell in keloids proliferation and migration (27). B cells were shown to be significantly upregulated in keloids compared to normal skin (28). TGFB2 was shown to play an important role in the development of fibrotic disease, and inhibition of TGFB2 attenuated fibrosis and inflammation (29). CD8 T cells, macrophages, NK cells, B cells, and TGFB2 expression were significantly different in two subtypes of keloids (P-value<0.05), demonstrating that they could be studied in depth as important targets for treatment.

We identified a total of 19 cell clusters by the harmony integration algorithm (based on Seurat v4) to eliminate batch effects between multiple samples, with 5 cell clusters in Fibroblasts, 3 cell clusters in Endothelial cells, 2 cell clusters in Smooth muscle cells Keratinocyte 3 clusters, 1 cell cluster in Immune cells, 1 cell cluster in Lymphatic endothelial cells, 1 cell cluster in Melanocytes, of which 2 cell clusters are unknown. Since studies have demonstrated that fibroblasts play an important role in the development of keloids, our next study focused on fibroblasts (30).

We further divided fibroblasts into 8 cell clusters and calculated the GSL metabolic pathway activity for each cell cluster. It has been found that the SL metabolic pathway regulates the heterogeneity of dermal fibroblasts, resulting in phenotypic alterations in fibroblasts of different subtypes (19). We further investigate whether a similar effect of the GSL metabolic pathway exists for dermal fibroblasts. In the cell differentiation trajectory, fibroblast differentiation ended with two different cell fates and overall GSL metabolism pathway activity increased with the cell differentiation trajectory, which suggest that the GSL metabolic pathway may have involved in the differentiation and phenotypic function regulation of dermal fibroblasts. Among them, the expression of ARSJ, GLTP, GLA, NEU1, and UGCG decreased with the differentiation of fibroblasts, while the expression of SUMF2, GALC, HEXB, and ARSA increased with the differentiation trajectory of cells. These findings suggest that these GSLMRGs can be divided into two classes with potentially opposite roles in fibroblast differentiation trajectories. Then these two classes of genes may function in balancing with each other and result in different cellular functions and cell fates once the state is disrupted, which provides a basis for our subsequent treatment of keloids by regulating GSL metabolism mechanisms. However, more experiments are needed to validate the hypothesis.

We then compared the cell-cell communication between the two subtypes of fibroblasts and cells of other types. Fibroblasts with high GSL metabolism pathway activity can communicate with smooth muscle cells through PDGFD-PDGFRB interaction, which functions in fibrosis and neovascular formation (31). Besides, fibroblasts with high GSL metabolism pathway activity can also communicate with keratinocytes through ITGA6-ITGB1 interaction, which play a role to promote cancer cell invasion and metastasis in a variety of cancers, such as cholangiocarcinoma and triple-negative breast cancer (32, 33). In addition, the fibroblasts with high GSL metabolism pathway activity can communicate with endothelial cells through the SEMA3B signaling pathway, while SEMA3B is known to be an inhibitor of angiogenesis and cell proliferation. Except for these mentioned above, these fibroblasts can communicate with the immune cells through IL34-CSF1R, ITGA5-ITGB1, PROS1-AXL, and TNFSF12-TNFRSF12A interactions as well. Previous study confirmed that IL34 functions in skin during development, therapeutic interventions targeting IL34 and CSF1 may provide satisfactory immunotherapy effects (34). PROS1-AXL is also a key regulator in inflammation and angiogenesis, and TNFSF12-deficient mice exhibit reduced epidermal proliferation (35, 36). Fibroblasts with low GSL metabolism pathway activity can communicate with keratinocytes via HBEGF-EGFR interaction, which is activated in many patients with malignancies and can promote skin wound healing (37). Besides, fibroblasts with low GSL metabolism pathway activity can communicate with endothelial cells via PROS1-AXL interaction, with sweat gland cells via EGFR-ERBB2 interaction, and with Lymphatic endothelial cells via SEMA3C-PLXND1 interaction. EGFR-ERBB2 is considered as an anti-cancer target in a variety of cancers, such as breast cancer, malignant peripheral nerve sheath tumors, suggesting that the changes in GSL metabolism pathway activity in fibroblasts may affect cells of other types through these specific ligand-receptor interaction (38). However, more investigations are needed to reveal the exact mechanisms.

In conclusion, we combined the microarray datasets and single-cell analysis to explore the role of GSL metabolism pathways in keloid for the first time, providing new insights into the role of communication between keloid fibroblasts and cells of other types, suggesting potential diagnostic and therapeutic strategies and having important implications for the study of keloid.





Conclusion

We explored the potential role of GSL metabolism pathway in keloid, classfied keloids based on GSLMRGs expression patterns, provided a set of gene markers including GLTP, GALC, ARSA, HEXB, SUMF2, and GBA2, and constructed a diagnostic model for keloid. We further revealed the alteration of GSL metabolism pathway activity in the differentiation of fibroblasts by single cell analysis and the role of GSL metabolism in cell-cell communication.
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Introduction

Tendinopathy, the most common form of chronic tendon disorder, leads to persistent tendon pain and loss of function. Profiling the heterogeneous cellular composition in the tendon microenvironment helps to elucidate rational molecular mechanisms of tendinopathy.





Methods and results

In this study, through a multi-modal analysis, a single-cell RNA- and ATAC-seq integrated tendinopathy landscape was generated for the first time. We found that a specific cell subpopulation with low PRDX2 expression exhibited a higher level of inflammation, lower proliferation and migration ability, which not only promoted tendon injury but also led to microenvironment deterioration. Mechanistically, a motif enrichment analysis of chromatin accessibility showed that FOXO1 was an upstream regulator of PRDX2 transcription, and we confirmed that functional blockade of FOXO1 activity induced PRDX2 silencing.  The TNF signaling pathway was significantly activated in the PRDX2-low group, and TNF inhibition effectively restored diseased cell degradation.





Discussion

We revealed an essential role of diseased cells in tendinopathy and proposed the FOXO1-PRDX2-TNF axis is a potential regulatory mechanism for the treatment of tendinopathy.
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Introduction

Tendons, which transmit contractile force, are crucial components of the musculoskeletal system. Tendinopathy is the most common form of chronic tendon disorder, accounting for 30% of musculoskeletal counseling in general practice (1). The main clinical manifestations are pain, a decline in function and reduced exercise tolerance (2). Histological analyses often reveal tissue degeneration and disorganization, predisposing the tendon to eventual tearing and rupture (3). Tendinopathy imposes a considerable burden on individuals and society due to slow and frequently poor tendon healing (4). Thus, the repair of tendon injuries is a major clinical challenge in orthopedic medicine (5).

Although the risk factors for tendinopathy, such as overuse or age-related degeneration, are relatively clear, the pathogenesis of tendinopathy remains unclear (6). In recent years, the heterogeneity of disease has gradually become a focus of attention and has been detected in many biological tissues and disease states related to treatment and progression (7). Tendinopathy is markedly heterogeneous, and recent discoveries suggest that tendon tissue includes many different cell subsets with distinct functions that influence the occurrence, progression and healing of tendinopathy (8, 9). Thus, elucidating the heterogeneous cell composition of tendons hold great promise for the treatments for tendinopathy.

Single-cell sequencing provides a cutting-edge technique to capture the marked heterogeneity of tendinopathy, characterize the complex tendon microenvironment and identify new cell types and states (10). Assay for transposase-accessible chromatin (ATAC) sequencing (ATAC-seq) reveals an epigenomic landscape and rationale for mammalian DNA regulatory variation by identifying distinct patterns of chromatin accessibility (11). As technology has advanced, the latest multi-modal ATAC and gene expression analyses enable simultaneous profiling of the transcriptome (using RNA-seq) and epigenome (using ATAC-seq) of a single cell, generating a unified view of the gene expression profile and epigenomic landscape. By leveraging the two modalities at once, the analysis can be performed to identify drivers of differential gene expression and identify cells with similar transcriptional profiles but functionally different chromatin landscapes. These efforts show relevance for exploring drivers of tendinopathy heterogeneity and contributing to our understanding of gene expression and regulation in different cell types.

In this study, we first drew a single-cell RNA and ATAC integrative tendinopathy landscape, allowing us to explore the tendon microenvironment through multi-modal analysis. We elucidated the important role played by a specific tendon-derived stem cells (TDSCs) subpopulation in promoting tendon injury and identified the complicated regulatory relationships, which may help to precise treatment of tendinopathy.





Materials and methods




Human sample pre-treatment

The specimens of tendinopathy (N=3) were procured from male adults between the ages of 20 and 35, who were diagnosed with tendinopathy through medical records and MRI scans. Following the surgical procedure, the diagnosis was authenticated via histopathological examination. Individuals who are undergoing long-term hormone therapy will not be considered. The peritendinous connective tissues were completely removed from the harvested tendons before processing. After the tissues were digested by collagenase, cell suspension was washed with the medium and passed through a cell strainer. Cells were seeded and incubated at 37°C/5% CO2 for 14 days. Passage 2 cells were used for further study. TDSCs were validated by fluorescence activated cell sorting with specific cell surface markers for mesenchymal stem cells. TDSCs was collected in a 1.5-ml microcentrifuge tube, 300 µl NP40 lysis buffer was added, and the mixture was incubated on ice for 5 min. Then, the suspension was filtered through a 70-µm filter and transferred to a new 2-ml microcentrifuge tube. After gradient centrifugation at 500 rcf for 5 min at 4°C, the supernatant was removed. 1ml PBS, 1% bovine serum albumin (BSA), and an RNase inhibitor were added and incubated on ice for 5 min. Repeated centrifugation at 500 rcf for 5 min at 4°C and removed the supernatant. Resuspend with 1ml PBS + 1% BSA + 1U/µl RNase Inhibitor. Add 10 ul 7AAD ready-made solution to 1-ml sample and incubate for 5 min on ice.





Multiome library construction and sequencing

Chromium Next GEM Single Cell Multiome ATAC and Gene Expression assay produces two library types from the same single nuclei: the ATAC library and the gene expression library. The obtained nuclear suspension was incubated in a transposase mixture that entered the nuclei and preferentially fragmented DNA in open chromatin regions. Oligonucleotides containing an Illumina P5 sequence, a 16-nt 10x barcode and a spacer sequence were then released. Barcoded, full-length preamplified cDNA was further amplified via PCR to generate sufficient mass for gene expression library construction. Through a scalable multi-modal approach, we simultaneously profiled the epigenomic landscape and gene expression in single nuclei. More detailed information is available at https://www.10xgenomics.com/products/single-cell-multiome-atac-plus-gene-expression.





Data pre-processing

Raw data of ordinary scRNA-seq was downloaded from the GEO database (GSE150482). The gene expression data were processed with the Seurat package, and the ATAC-seq data were processed by the Signac package in R software (V4.0.2). We removed low-quality cells, identified as having more than 10% mitochondrial genes or fewer than 300 feature genes. The number of feature genes in each cell was divided by the total number of genes in the cell and then multiplied by 10000. A total of 2000 highly abundant variable feature genes were identified and used to eliminate batch effects. FindIntegrationAnchors algorithm was used to find a set of anchors between normal and tendinopathy objects. Fifty dimensions with the most significant amount of information were use in the anchor weighting procedure. The variables of “nCount_RNA” and “percent.mito” were regressed out during scaling and centering features in the dataset.





Isolation and culture of rat TDSCs

The TDSCs used in this study were primary cells isolated and cultured from rats. The harvested tendons underwent a meticulous removal of their peritendinous connective tissues before being processed. Separated Achilles tendon tissue was minced with scissors, digested with type I collagenase (Solarbio, Beijing, China) for 30 min, and centrifuged at 1500 rpm for 5 min. The supernatant was removed and resuspended to obtain a cell suspension. The TDSCs were cultured in low-glucose DMEM (HyClone, South Logan, UT, USA) supplemented with 10% fetal bovine serum (FBS; Pansera ES, Adenbach, Germany) and 1% penicillin–streptomycin (Gibco, Grand Island, NY, USA) at 37°C with 5% CO2. The cells were confirmed with specific cell surface markers for mesenchymal stem cells by fluorescence activated cell sorting.





Cell cycle analysis

Cell cycle analysis was performed to identify the cell cycle state of distinct clusters on the basis of G1/S- and G2/M-phase-specific genes expression. G1/S and G2/M phase feature genes were identified following procedures described in a previous study (12). We calculated the cycle score for each cell using the CellCycleScoring function in Seurat, the “ctrl” was set to NULL and the “set.ident” was set to FALSE. We identified cells in the G1, S, or G2/M phase based on the scores of these two programs. MKI67 expression was assessed to validate the cell cycle scores.





Mechanical stimulation evaluation

Retrieve a collection of genes designated as “response to physical stimuli” from the Gene Ontology database (GO:0009612). The mechanical stimulation level of TDSCs was evaluated through the utilization of the AddModuleScore function available in the Seurat package. The features parameter is comprised of the gene set mentioned above, and the number of control features selected from the same container for each analyzed feature is set to 100. The expression of Piezo1 was assessed to validate the mechanical stimulation level.





Three-way differentiation capacity evaluation

The feature genes responsible for osteogenic, chondrogenic, and adipogenic differentiation were determined by extracting information from the Msigdb database (No. M14199, M13053 and M8364). The Seurat package’s AddModuleScore function was employed to assess the three-way differentiation potential of TDSCs. The osteogenic, chondrogenic, and adipogenic abilities levels of TDSCs were evaluated by substituting the three gene sets into the feature parameters, respectively.





Pseudotemporal ordering of TDSCs

Monocle (v2.18.0) orders individual cells via differentiation assessment. The reduceDimension function reveals the trajectories of differentiating cells and is used to perform discriminative dimensionality reduction via a learning tree (DDRTree). The orderCells function was used to calculate where each cell falls within that trajectory. The BEAM algorithm was used to identify branch variable genes. Genes with significantly variable expression and a q-value less than 10-4 were considered “branch-dependent” genes. GO Enrichment Analysis of these genes was performed using the enrichGO function in clusterProfiler package, the keyType was set to “ENTREZID” and pAdjustMethod was set to “BH”.





Cell-to-cell communication

Intercellular communication between distinct TDSCs clusters was calculated with the iTALK package (v0.1.0). The FindLR function loads genes that are either highly expressed or differentially expressed, mapping them to the ligand-receptor database.

The normal cells and diseased cells were cultured in the complete medium for 24 hours. The supernatants were individually collected and subsequently subjected to centrifugation at 100 g for a duration of 5 minutes. The initial medium of two new sets of healthy cells was discarded and substituted with the aforementioned supernatant. The cells were cultured for a further 24 hours at a temperature of 37°C in the presence of 5% CO2. The alterations in gene expression of TDSCs were observed in various supernatant environments.





SiRNA transfection

Rat TDSCs was employed in this experiment. The TDSCs were seeded in 6-well plates at a density of 20,000 cells per well and subsequently incubated at 37°C in a CO2-controlled incubator. The progression of TDSCs was meticulously monitored through an inverted optical microscope, and the transfection process was initiated once the cells had attained a growth rate of 60% to 80%. Two sterile centrifuge tubes with a volume of 1.5ml was utilized for the following procedure. Lipofectamine® RNAiMAX Reagent Transfection reagent and 7μl diluted siRNA solution (20μM) were respectively diluted with 150μl Opti-MEM® serum-reducing medium in 1.5ml sterile centrifugal. The diluent for the transfection reagent was combined with the diluent for the siRNA in equal proportions to generate a system measuring 300μl. The mixed system was allowed to incubate for a duration of 5 minutes at ambient temperature. Following incubation, introduce a mixture of transfection reagent and siRNA into each well. The cells were relocated to a thermostatic incubator and were sustained for further growth.





Wound healing assay

Rat TDSCs was employed in this experiment. The group subjected to experimentation received siPRDX2 transfection, while the control group was administered with an equivalent amount of control. Upon the completion of successful transfection, the growth of HOS cells was meticulously monitored through the use of an inverted microscope. Subsequently, wound healing assay was conducted once the cells had fully spread. The 6-well plates containing transfected TDSCs were positioned within a sterile work area. Utilizing the aseptic ruler as a guide, employ the 200μl aseptic gun head to create a perpendicular scratch on the bottom plate in a straight manner. It is imperative that the gun head remains level and does not tilt during the operation, while ensuring the scratch maintains a consistent width. To cleanse the cells, it is imperative to add 1 milliliter of sterile PBS buffer to each well. This action must be repeated three times to ensure complete washing. Afterward, it is necessary to remove the scratched suspended cell mass. The cells were subsequently transferred to a constant temperature incubator for continued cultivation. Wound healing was monitored through an inverted cell microscope at two different intervals, which were at the start (0h) and after 24 hours.





Transwell assay

Rat TDSCs was employed in this experiment. The experimental cells underwent transfection with siPRDX2, whereas the control cells were administered an equivalent quantity of control. After a successful transfection, the cells were fully digested using pancreatic enzymes. Following this, the cells were resuspended after being counted to achieve a cell suspension of 50,000 cells/ml. The transwell chamber, which was equipped with matrix glue, was positioned on a pristine work surface, and a volume of 0.5ml of complete medium was introduced into the lower chamber. The upward chamber received a 200ul cell suspension. The transwell chamber was subjected to a constant temperature environment. Following a 24-hour incubation period, the cells were immobilized using a 4% neutral paraformaldehyde fixative for a duration of 30 minutes. Subsequently, they were subjected to crystal violet dye staining for a duration of 20 minutes. After extracting the residual cells from the semi-permeable membrane of the chamber, they were subjected to observation under an inverted microscope.





Motif enrichment analysis

To identify residues in overlapping functional motifs, sequences with the co-accessibility regulatory were collated and uploaded to MEME Suite v.5.4.1 (a motif-based sequence analysis tool). The sequences were converted using the getSeq function in the Biostrings package. Motifs used for enrichment testing were obtained from the HOCOMOCO human (v11 CORE) database.





Statistical analysis

All experiments were performed in triplicate. Statistical tests were performed via bilateral assessments. Statistical significance was accepted when P < 0.05. The biological experiments were conducted thrice to ensure reproducibility. Bar graphs in this paper represent the mean and error bars SD or SEM, the statistical difference between groups is indicated on graphs with stars: the stars (from 1-4 stars) respectively represent p-values less than 0.05, 0.01, 0.001 and 0.0001. R software version 4.0.2 (https://www.r-project.org/) was used for the analyses. Certain R packages, including Seurat, Monocle, GenomeInfoDb, ggplot2, Signac, iTALK, parallel, harmony, and karyoploteR, were used in this study.






Results




Single-cell landscape in tendinopathy

A total of 7380 TDSCs, including 2651 cells from normal tendon samples and 4729 cells from tendinopathy samples, were studied on the basis of scRNA-seq data (Figures 1A, S1, the data was sourced from GSE150482). Unbiased clustering of single-cell transcriptomes led to the recognition of 8 major clusters (from TDSC-0 to TDSC-7, Figure 1B). Cluster-specific markers were labeled and visualized; analysis of these marker genes allowed general identification of distinct clusters characteristics (Figures 1C, D). TDSC-0 cluster cells expressed high levels of AKR1C1, indicating that the TDSC-0 cluster may predominantly include cells that sense inflammatory stimuli. TDSC-1 cluster cells expressed relatively high levels of migratory cell markers (STC2 and HMGA1). TDSC-2 cluster cells overexpressed genes related to fibrosis, such as SLIT3 and LUM. TDSC-3 cluster cells, which expressed CENPF and MKI67, was associated with cell proliferation. TDSC-4 cluster cells showed anti-inflammatory ability (expressing MMP11 and FABP5). Adipogenic differentiation regulators (ADIRF, CRABP2 and ANXA2) were expressed in TDSC-5 cluster cells. TDSC-6 cluster cells were critical to extracellular matrix remodeling (expressing MXRA5). TDSC-7 cluster cells, which expressed MALAT1 and MEG3, were associated with inhibited cell migration (the references are summarized in Table S1).




Figure 1 | Single-cell RNA sequencing (ScRNA-seq) -based profiling of tendon microenvironments (the data was sourced from GSE150482). (A) A UMAP plot showing color-coded cell clusters in the tendon microenvironment. TDSCs can be divided into eight subgroups (from TDSC-0 to TDSC-7). (B) The distribution of healthy and tendinopathy cells in different clusters. The upper section of the map depicts the cumulative representation of cell subsets in disease or normal specimens. The bottom half is a detailed comparison of each cell subpopulation. (C) Heatmap showing marker gene expression in different cell clusters. The subcluster is indicated by the superscript numeral. The gene names that correspond to the given expression information are located on the right-hand side. (D) UMAP plot showing the expression levels of marker genes in cell clusters. (E) Histogram showing the proportions of different cluster cells in the G1, S or G2/M phase. (F) UMAP plot showing different cell cycle distributions. (G) MKI67 expression distribution map. (H) UMAP plot showing the level of mechanical stimulation in cell clusters. (I) UMAP plot showing the expression distribution of Piezo1 in cell clusters. (J) Osteogenic differentiation capacity of the TDSCs. (K) Chondrogenic differentiation capacity of the TDSCs. (L) Adipogenic differentiation capacity of the TDSCs.



Cell cycle analysis showed that the TDSC-3 cell cluster contained a higher proportion of G2/M‐phase cells (Figures 1E, F). Consistent with this finding, cells in the TDSC-3 cluster expressed higher levels of MKI67, implying that they showed higher proliferative capacity (Figure 1G). Next, physiologically modest mechanical stimulation is often beneficial, stimulating healing and complete tendon formation (13, 14). Piezo1, a mechanosensitive ion channel, promotes tendon performance by enhancing tissue stiffness and strength (15, 16). We found that cells in the TDSC-2, TDSC-5 and TDSC-7 clusters were exposed to lower mechanical stimulation (Figure 1H). Consistently, Piezo1 was weakly expressed in TDSC-2, TDSC-5 and TDSC-7 cells, which meant that they were in different mechanical states (Figure 1I). In addition, to assess the stem cell features of different clusters, we characterized the three-way differentiation capacity of the TDSCs. Most of the cells exhibited high osteogenic and chondrogenic abilities; however, TDSC-2 and TDSC-5 cells showed a more pronounced adipogenic tendency (Figures 1J-L).





Identification of diseased cells in tendinopathy

To reveal the dynamics and regulation of cell fate decisions in different TDSCs clusters, we performed a Monocle pseudotime analysis. TDSCs were divided into three pseudotime stages, and the different cell clusters were located in distinct regions of the trajectory (Figure 2A). Because they highly expressed certain classical progenitor/stem cell markers (OCT-4, NANOG, SOX2 and LIN28A), the cells in state 1 were considered to be at the origin of the trajectory (Figure 2B). Along the differentiation trajectory, the cluster cell groups diverged into two separate paths, representing two distinctive cell fates (Figure 2C). TDSC-0 and TDSC-1 cells were located in the beginning pseudotime branch, while the others were mainly located in the terminus of the trajectory (Figure 2D).




Figure 2 | Identification of diseased cells in tendinopathy. (A) Pseudotime analysis of color-coded cells in distinct clusters. (B) Pseudotime analysis of cells in different states. The heat map situated in the lower right quadrant depicts the expression of stem cell markers across various cellular states. (C) Trajectory of cells at different pseudotime. (D) Cell density distribution map of distinct clusters in accordance with the differentiation trajectory. (E) Trajectory heatmap of different cell fates. The heat map is partitioned into four modules in accordance with the mode of the expression. The left portion of the image displays the results of the module enrichment analysis. (F) Separate branch curves showing the kinetic trend of crucial genes. The cellular fates are distinguished by the presence of either dashed or solid lines. (G) Cellular composition of the cell fate 1 group. (H) Cellular composition of the cell fate 2 group. (I) Distribution map of cuproptosis levels in different clusters. (J) Violin plot showing cuproptosis levels in distinct clusters. (K) Violin plot showing the expression levels of certain vital genes that affect tendon repair. The genes that facilitate tendon healing are depicted in green, while those that impede it are represented in yellow.



“Branch-dependent” genes along the pseudotime trajectory were identified and assigned to four gene modules. A Gene Ontology analysis showed that some functions beneficial to tendon repair (such as extracellular matrix organization and positive regulation of stem cell proliferation) were significantly activated in the cell fate 1 group; however, certain functions critical tendinopathy exacerbation (such as cell cycle arrest and ossification) were enhanced in the cell fate 2 group (Figure 2E). When we focused on individual genes, the expression of certain restorative genes, such as CTGF and THBS1, was increased in the cell fate 1 group but decreased in cell fate 2 group. Moreover, some inflammation-related genes showed diametrically opposed expression patterns (e.g., CXCL6 and CXCL12) (Figure 2F). Combining the results of these two analyses, the cells in the fate 1 group were identified as tendinopathy repair cells, and the cells in the fate 2 group were identified as promoters of disease progression. Through an in-depth analysis of the composition of the cells in the two fate groups, we found that the cell fate 1 group consisted mainly of TDSC-3, TDSC-4 and TDSC-6 cells and that the cell fate 2 group consisted of TDSC-2, TDSC-5 and TDSC-7 cells (Figures 2G, H).

Furthermore, a recently defined form of cell death, cuproptosis, is an essential and finely tuned process that is critical for the removal of damaged and superfluous cells. Therefore, a cuproptosis score map was plotted on the basis of uniform manifold approximation and projection (UMAP) dimensionality reduction. The majority of the cells exhibited modest cuproptosis rates, but not the TDSC-7 cells, in which it was inhibited (Figures 2I, J). Moreover, TDSC-7 cells showed lost expression of numerous tendon-healing genes and enhanced expression of many biomarkers related to promoted tendon injury (Figure 2K). In summary, these results suggest that TDSC-7 cells, comprising a specialized cell population, exhibited extremely abnormal cuproptosis rates. We therefore proposed that TDSC-7 be termed diseased cells in tendinopathy.





PRDX2 expression is low in TDSC-7 and is correlated with tendinopathy progression

To determine the key molecular mechanism, we meticulously analyzed the gene expression patterns of diseased cells. We found that peroxiredoxin family genes, including PRDX1 to PRDX6, were all under expressed in TDSC-7 (Figure 3A). Two sets of microarray data in tendinopathy were additionally validated, one from our previous study (Southwest Hospital cohort) and the other from the Gene Expression Omnibus (GEO) database (GSE26051 dataset). Since only PRDX2 was expressed less in tendinopathy than in control normal tendon tissue in both the microarray cohorts and that it was expressed in almost all TDSCs, except the TDSC-7 cluster cells, we hypothesized that PRDX2 is a potential specificity marker and an ideal target for diseased cells (Figures 3B, C). Gene pattern differences were compared between the 1500 cells with the highest PRDX2 expression and the 1500 cells with the lowest PRDX2 expression. A Gene Ontology analysis showed that high PRDX2 expression contributed to cell redox homeostasis and regeneration, whereas low PRDX2 expression was mainly associated with cellular senescence, and negative regulation of cell growth and migration (Figure 3D).




Figure 3 | Expression and biological function of PRDX2. (A) Heatmap plot showing the expression patterns of peroxiredoxin family genes in distinct cluster cells. (B) The boxplot showing a discernible discrepancy in the expression of PRDX2 between tendinopathy and normal tendons in both the GEO cohort (n=46) and the Southwest hospital cohort (n=10). (C) PRDX2 expression distribution map of different clusters. (D) Heatmap plot showing the gene ontology difference between cells with high- and low- PRDX2 expression TDSCs. The left portion of the image displays the results of the module enrichment analysis. (E) PRDX2 silencing enhanced the expression of inflammatory genes. Each group perform three repetitions. (F) PRDX2 silencing increased intracellular reactive oxygen species (ROS) levels. (G) cell counting kit-8 (CCK-8) assays were performed to assess the cell proliferative capacity after PRDX2 silencing. (H) EdU staining was performed to evaluate the cell proliferation rate after PRDX2 silencing. (I) β-Gal staining was performed to assess the senescence of PRDX2-silenced TDSCs. (J) Wound healing assays were performed to evaluate the migratory capacity of PRDX2-silenced TDSCs. (K) Transwell assays were performed to assess the migratory capacity of PRDX2-silenced TDSCs. (L) Circos plot showing cellular crosstalk between diseased cells and cells in other clusters. The yellow arrows represent “growth factor” categories, the green arrows represent “cytokine” categories and the red arrows represent “other” categories. The degree of thickness exhibited by the arrow is indicative of the intensity of the interaction. The numeral inscribed on the outermost circumference and the hue of the circular band both denote the subgroup of cells that they correspond to. (M). Flow chart showing the verified intercellular communication network. (N). PCR validated the inferred cell–cell communication results. The symbols *, **, *** and **** respectively represent p-values less than 0.05, 0.01, 0.001 and 0.0001.



PRDX2 encodes a member of the peroxiredoxin family of antioxidant enzymes that regulates diverse cellular functions, including oxidative stress, cell proliferation, migration and senescence (17–19). We speculate that PRDX2 plays a crucial role in the biological effects of diseased cells. Rat TDSCs was utilized to validate the biological activity of PRDX2. Silencing PRDX2 significantly increased the expression of certain proinflammatory factors (such as IL-1β, IL-10 and NOS2) in the TDSCs (Figures 3E, S2A, B). In addition, intracellular reactive oxygen species (ROS) levels were significantly enhanced in PRDX2-silenced cells (Figure 3F). We used cell counting kit-8 (CCK-8) and 5-ethynyl-2′-deoxyuridine (EdU)-staining assays to assess the proliferative effect of siRNA transfection on the TDSCs. Forty-eight hours after siRNA transfection, the proliferation of PRDX2-silenced tendon cells was significantly attenuated (Figure 3G). The proportion of EdU-positive proliferating PRDX2-silenced TDSCs was significantly reduced (Figure 3H). The proportion of senescent cells was markedly increased in the PRDX2-silenced TDSCs population (Figure 3I). Moreover, the migration of TDSCs is critical for the regenerative healing of tendinopathy (20). Wound healing assays confirmed the gap in the monolayer consisting of TDSCs with PRDX2 silenced closed more slowly than that in the monolayer consisting of normal cells (Figure 3J). Similar results were observed in transwell assays, showing that fewer highly mobile cells in the PRDX2-silenced group, as indicated by the number of cells that passed through the membrane insert (Figure 3K). All these results confirmed that diseased cells with low PRDX2 expression maintained a worse cellular state, hindering tendinopathy recovery.

We wondered about the influence of diseased cells on the tendon microenvironment. Therefore, a cell–cell communication analysis was performed, and ligand–receptor interactions between diseased cells and cells in other clusters were visualized (Figure 3L). Certain inflammatory factors (IL6, IL11, CLCF1 and CTF1) secreted by diseased cells interacted with IL6ST and IL6R, which were highly expressed on the surface of cells in other clusters, inducing their inflammation. HGF secreted by diseased cells regulated peripheral cell stemness by affecting CD44. Furthermore, many other complex and tight interactions, such as FGF-FGFR, TGFB-TGFBR, and HBEGF/VEGFA-EGFR, affected the tendon microenvironment. We performed qPCR to validate the cell–cell communicating pairs that we had preliminarily identified (Figure 3M). As expected, cells cultured in diseased cell supernatant showed higher levels of inflammation, decreased cell stemness, and significantly inhibited activation of healing-related pathways such as the FGFR, TGFBR, and EGFR pathway (Figures 3N, S2D).





The transcription factor FOXO1 promotes PRDX2 expression

To characterize the upstream regulatory landscape in diseased cells, we performed single-cell multi-modal ATAC and gene expression sequencing in tendinopathy, which enabled combined profiling of accessible chromatin and RNA within the same cell (21) (Figure 4A). Based on chromatin accessibility patterns, 1965 tendinopathy cells were found in 5 cell clusters by unsupervised clustering (from ATAC-0 to ATAC-4, Figures 4B, C). We investigated the cis-regulatory mechanism of the peroxiredoxin family. Since chromatin accessibility data is extremely sparse, the Cicero algorithm was used to optimize for denser count data and provide an accurate estimate of co-accessibility. We found many interactions between peaks near the peroxiredoxin family positions (Figures 4D, S3A). By integrating snRNA-seq data, peak-to-gene linkages were also identified to look for correlations between peak accessibility and gene expression. Furthermore, a co-accessibility regulatory network was generated (including 550 peak-peak and 132 peak-gene interactions, Tables S2, 3), that clearly delineated cis-regulatory connections of the peroxiredoxin family (Figure 4E).




Figure 4 | FOXO1 regulates PRDX2 transcription. (A) Flow chart showing single-cell multi-modal ATAC and gene expression sequencing process. (B) UMAP plot showing different cell clusters in the multi-modal ATAC and gene expression sequencing analysis. Distinctive colours are utilized to represent various cell clusters. (C) Chromatin accessibility plot showing mark sites in distinct cell clusters. The upper peaks denote the accessibility of chromatin. The numerical value at the base denotes the location of the chromatin. (D) Cicero co-accessibility around PRDX2 position. The gray curve connecting the two peaks indicates a correlation in accessibility. The horizontal dashed line serves as an indicator for the cut-off point of co-accessibility. (E) Co-accessibility regulatory network of the peroxiredoxin family. The correlation between peak accessibility and gene expression is depicted by the gray solid line. The co-accessibility between peaks is illustrated by the gray dotted line. (F) Pseudotemporal trajectory of distinct ATAC cluster cells. (G) Trajectory heatmap showing different ATAC cluster cell fates. The left portion of the image displays the results of the module enrichment analysis. (H) Separate branch curves showing the kinetic trend of crucial genes in the ATAC trajectory. The cellular fates are distinguished by the presence of either dashed or solid lines. (I) FOXO1 motif was enriched in the PRDX2 region. (J) PCR showing that PRDX2 expression was reduced after the addition of FOXO1 inhibitors. The symbol **** represent p-values less than 0.0001.



Then, we performed a pseudotime analysis to verify the cell fates described above. The Monocle algorithm resulted in a similar “root-trunk”-like trajectory as that identified through clustering, starting from the root and gradually differentiating into two distinct cell fates (Figures 4F, S3B). The cell density distribution map showed that ATAC-0, ATAC-1 and ATAC-2 were mainly located in the initial portion of the trajectory, while ATAC-3 and ATAC-4 were mainly located at the end (Figure S3D). Different cell fates awaited distinct cell clusters; for example, ATAC-4 mainly followed cell fate I, while ATAC-3 predominantly followed cell fate II (Figure S3D). We examined the expression pattern of PRDX2 in these clusters; interestingly, PRDX2 was negligibly expressed in the ATAC-3 cluster cells (Figure S3E). Trajectory heatmaps helped to further annotate the cell states. Certain processes that contributed to tendinopathy recovery (e.g., extracellular matrix organization) were significantly activated in cell in the ATAC fate I group, whereas other processes, such as those that contributed to disease progression, were significantly enhanced in the ATAC fate II group (Figure 4F). Cells in the ATAC fate I group showed higher expression of AQP1 (an anti-senescence gene (22)) and HSPG2 (a collagen-related gene (23)), whereas cells in the ATAC fate II group expressed higher levels of ARHGAP5 (24) and JAK2 (25), which inhibit stem cell activity (Figure 4G). That is, cells in the ATAC fate I group (mainly consisting of ATAC-4 cells) were identified as tendinopathy-repairing cells, corresponding to the previously determined characteristics of the cell fate 1 group, and cells in ATAC fate II group (mainly consisting of ATAC-3 cells) promoted disease progression, corresponding to the previously determined characteristics of the cell fate 2 group. According to these analysis results, cells in ATAC-3 cluster group were diseased cells.

We revealed the chromatin accessibility within 2.5 kilobases of the PRDX2 transcription site (Figure 4H). A motif analysis was performed to identify factors acting on the co-accessibility regulatory network and found that the FOXO1 motif was significantly enriched in the sequences (Figure 4I). We carried out PCR to test the hypothesis suggesting that the FOXO1 motif is related to PRDX2 expression in tendinopathy. We treated cells with AS1842856, which reduces FOXO1 activity by specifically binding it (26). We found that PRDX2 expression was significantly reduced in the TDSCs treated with AS1842856 (Figure 4J). Therefore, FOXO1 was confirmed to be a potential upstream regulator of PRDX2.





PRDX2 effects tendinopathy pathogenesis by targeting the TNF signaling pathway

To further investigate the functional mechanism of PRDX2, we integrally analyzed the microarray data related to tendons (GSE26051). The expression data on fifty-six patients were divided into high or low expression groups according to the median value of PRDX2 expression. In the low-PRDX2 expression group, the expression of 827 genes was significantly increased, and that of 680 genes was decreased (Figure 5A). A gene set enrichment analysis (GSEA) of differentially expressed genes showed that the TNF signaling pathway was dramatically activated in the low-PRDX2 expression group (Figures 5B, C). Hence, we assumed that PRDX2 regulated TDSCs by targeting the TNF signaling pathway. To verify this hypothesis, the expression levels of TNF were detected after PRDX2 silencing. As expected, PRDX2 depletion led to a marked increase in TNF expression in the TDSCs (Figure 5D).




Figure 5 | The TNF signalling pathway is downstream of PRDX2. (A) Differentially expressed genes in the low-PRDX2 expression patient group. Genes that are characterized by increased expression in the low-expression PRDX2 group are denoted by the color red, while those with decreased expression are indicated by the colour green. (B) Enrichment analysis of differentially expressed genes. The activation of a pathway is symbolized by warm colours, while the suppression of the pathway is represented by cool colours. The numbers in the box represent Normalized Enrichment Score. (C) GSEA enrichment analysis showing the TNF signalling pathway was significantly activated in patients with low PRDX2 expression. (D) PCR confirmed that PRDX2 silencing resulted in enhanced TNF expression. (E) PCR results showing that TNF inhibition significantly reversed the increase in inflammatory markers caused by PRDX2 silencing. (F) TNF inhibition reversed the increase in intracellular ROS in PRDX2-silenced cells. The statistical results are shown on the below. (G) Cell counting kit-8 (CCK-8) assay results showed that TNF silencing reversed the inhibition of cell proliferation induced by PRDX2 silencing. (H) TNF inhibition alleviated TDSCs senescence. The statistical results are shown on the right. (I) Wound healing showing that TNF inhibition reversed the diminished migration of PRDX2-silenced cells. The symbols **, *** and **** respectively represent p-values less than 0.01, 0.001 and 0.0001.



Rescue experiments were performed to characterize the regulatory relationship. We explored the effect of putative downstream factors on the level of inflammation in TDSCs and found that inhibition of TNF signaling significantly reversed the increased expression of IL-1β, IL-10 and NOS2 caused by PRDX2 silencing (Figure 5E). In line with this finding, TNF silencing significantly reversed the increase in intracellular ROS in PRDX2-silenced cells (Figure 5F). Similarly, inhibition of the proliferation and aging of the TDSCs induced by PRDX2 silencing was attenuated by TNF signaling inhibition (Figures 5G, H). Additionally, cell migration had been shown to be impaired after PRDX2 silencing, and then, we demonstrated that cell migration was restored after TNF signaling inhibition (Figure 5I). Taken together, our findings suggest that diseased cells contribute to tendinopathy pathogenesis by activating the TNF signaling pathway.






Discussion

Tendinopathy describes a chronic disease that affects damaged and diseased tendons characterized by pain and reduced function (27). Herein, we mapped the cellular landscape of human tendinopathy using single-cell genomics and identified eight cell populations with distinct functions in the microenvironment. In the past, noninflammatory or degenerative perspectives dominated theories explaining tendinopathy pathogenesis. While, Rees et al. demonstrated that the inflammatory response is a key component in chronic tendinopathy (28). Our study supported this notion that the TDSC-0 cells, comprising the largest cell subset in damaged tendons, overexpressed the inflammation-related genes AKR1C1 and CFD.

The self-renewal capacity of TDSCs is critical for tendinopathy healing and tendon regeneration. Previous studies have shown that in physiological niches, most TDSCs are in a quiescent state, and when cells are exposed to an external stimulus, such as mechanical loading, inflammation and biological factors, certain TDSCs are activated and begin to self-renew or differentiate (29). Consistent with this previous finding, our study revealed that the cell cycle was inactive in most TDSCs, and it was only markedly activated in the TDSC-3 cells. This outcome was confirmed by the expression of MKI67 by the TDSC-3 cells. Ardem Patapoutian, a 2021 Nobel Laureate in Physiology or Medicine, discovered that Piezo1 is an essential receptor for mechanical stimulation (30). Both mechanical stimulation scores and Piezo1 expression confirmed that TDSC-2, TDSC-5 and TDSC-7 are in a stress-insufficient state, which might be the cause of slow and frequently poor tendon healing. TDSCs are stem cells with classical mesenchymal stem cells (MSCs) characteristics, including osteogenic, chondrogenic, and adipogenic differentiation capacities (31, 32). Erroneous differentiation of TDSCs may contribute to the pathogenesis of chronic tendinopathy (33). Our differentiation capacity analysis revealed that different cell subsets exhibited various differentiation propensities, confirming that different subsets play distinct roles in tendinopathy progression.

Upon close inspection of the cell proportion alterations between normal and disease tendon samples, it was observed that the proportion of cells belonging to TDSC-1, -4, and -6 demonstrated a significant decrease in the tendinopathy sample, whereas TDSC-5 exhibited an increase. These proportional trends observed are in accordance with the distinct roles played by various cell subsets. The findings of our study suggest that TDSC-1, -4, and -6 are associated with the functions of cell migration, anti-inflammatory response, and extracellular matrix remodeling, respectively. The dysfunction of these physiological processes constitutes the crucial element that drives the progression of tendinopathy. TDSC-5 exhibits an atypical potential of three-way differentiation. Increased TDSC-5 leads to the abnormal differentiation of stem cells, which is a distinctive feature of tendinopathy (34).

The Monocle algorithm was used to analyze the transcriptional dynamics of the TDSCs in this study, revealing details in cell differentiation fates. Specifically, in the cell fate 1 group, the proliferative capacity of the stem cells was significantly enhanced, and consistent with the results indicating their cell cycle activation, hyperproliferative TDSC-3 mainly followed the cell fate 1. In a previous study, the ossification level among cells following the cell fate 2 was found to be increased, often leading to calcific tendinitis (35). Additionally, MAPK has been previously shown to be a crucial pathway in tendinopathy progression (36) and, in our study, was also significantly activated in the cell fate 2 group. Furthermore, CTGF, has been reported to induce the differentiation and proliferation of TDSCs (37), and THBS1 promote has been shown to induce new fiber formation in injured tendons (38). The expression of both the CTGF and THBS1 genes was decreased in the cell fate 1 group and increased in the cell fate 2 group. These results indicated that the two identified differentiation trajectories represented two distinct cell fates.

Cuproptosis analysis indicated that most of the TDSCs, including hyperproliferative cells (TDSC-3), maintained suitable cuproptosis levels. However, the cuproptosis level of the TDSC-7 cluster cells was abnormally decreased, indicating that these cells were in a precarious state. Copper is an essential trace metal, and proper copper supplementation has a beneficial effect on tendon regeneration and self-renewal (39). Herchenhan et al. found that an appropriate copper concentration was crucial for maintaining lysyl oxidase activity, which was required for orderly collagen fibril formation in tenocytes (40). Moreover, moderate intracellular copper concentrations maintain suitable cuproptosis homeostasis, which is critical for the removal of damaged and redundant cells in tendinopathy. Incongruous cuproptosis levels, either too high or too low, are thus detrimental; cuproptosis levels that are too high cause excessive cell death, and cuproptosis levels that are too low hinder tendon tissue repair (41). These results suggested that TDSC-7 cells were incapable of repairing injured tendons.

Admittedly, the proportion of TSC-7 in the tendon is relatively small compared to other subclusters. However, we did observe that TDSC-7 displayed distinct features in relation to cell differentiation fates, cuproptosis levels, and the expression of certain crucial genes, suggesting that TDSC-7 cells were incapable of repairing tendinopathy. Furthermore, the cell–cell communication analysis indicates that TDSC-7 has the ability to modify the microenvironment of tendons by releasing certain cytokines that regulate the degree of inflammation and cellular stemness in adjacent subclusters of cells. Thus, TDSC-7 can be likened to a seed cell that triggers the progression of the disease. Similar theoretical models have been observed in other ailments, including gastric cancer and diabetes (42, 43). Furthermore, it was observed that the tendinopathy sample exhibited a rise in the proportion of TDSC-7; however, the extent of the alteration was not as substantial as in the remaining subclusters, which may be related to the heterogeneity among the specimens. This phenomenon has also been observed in previous authoritative literature. Zhang and his colleagues found that the proportion of cluster 3, which is favorable to disease recovery, was found to be also relatively low, with just a slight rise in the 3D-cultured recovery group (44).

PRDX2, a member of the peroxiredoxin family of antioxidant enzymes, has been identified as a signaling in diseased cells (TDSC-7) in tendinopathy. In fact, this gene has been shown to play a crucial role in many chronic diseases. Park et al. showed that PRDX2 deficiency led to increased endogenous H2O2, thereby exacerbating atherosclerosis (45). In addition, PRDX2 has been shown to be required for insulin secretion and insulin-dependent regulation of longevity (46). In our present study, we revealed that silencing PRDX2 expression affected multiple TDSCs functions, including inflammation, proliferation, senescence and migration. Chronic inflammation is a feature of tendinopathy (47), and anti-inflammatory treatments, including nonsteroidal anti-inflammatory drugs (NSAIDs) and topical glucocorticoids, are used in clinical therapy (48). Our study showed that PRDX2 silencing in TDSCs increased proinflammatory factor expression and intracellular ROS levels, promoting damage progression. Additionally, high-proliferative capacity and youthfulness are key indicators of stem cell viability, guaranteeing their regenerative potential and therapeutic efficacy (49, 50). However, PRDX2 silencing resulted in stem cell proliferation arrest and severe senescence. In addition, reduced expression of PRDX2 concomitantly impaired certain other healing-related processes, such as migration. In summary, PRDX2 was to blame for the deterioration of diseased cells (TDSC-7) in tendinopathy.

Single-cell multi-modal ATAC and gene expression sequencing is among the most recently developed technological solutions, enabling simultaneous profiling of the transcriptome and epigenome in the same cell. To the best of our knowledge, this is the first time ATAC and gene expression sequencing has been applied to dissect the mechanism of tendinopathy. Through in-depth analysis of multi-modal sequencing data, we confirmed the presence of diseased cells in tendinopathy. Moreover, we identified FOXO1, a member of the forkhead family of transcription factors, as an upstream regulator of PRDX2 expression. In previous studies, FOXO1 has been identified as a potential inhibitor of fibrosis capable of resisting oxidative stress and enhancing cell viability (51, 52). Our study suggested that FOXO1 affected tendinopathy progression by regulating PRDX2 transcriptional activity. Further research indicated that TNF is a downstream pathway of PRDX2 function, and we confirmed this speculation through corresponding rescue experiments. Moreover, Mokber et al. demonstrated that TNF plays an important role in the initiation of tendinopathy (53), and our study further elucidated the regulatory mechanism of TNF and deepened our understanding of tendinopathy.

In summary, our study confirmed the presence of diseased cells in tendinopathy, showing that these cells promote disease progression, influence the tendon microenvironment and curb disease recovery. PRDX2 is a crucial gene and may be a potential target in precision therapy.
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Background

Snail family transcriptional repressor 2 (SNAI2) is a transcription factor that induces epithelial to mesenchymal transition in neoplastic epithelial cells. It is closely related to the progression of various malignancies. However, the significance of SNAI2 in human pan-cancer is still largely unknown.





Methods

The Cancer Genome Atlas (TCGA), Genotype-Tissue Expression (GTEx), and Cancer Cell Line Encyclopedia (CCLE) databases were taken to examine the SNAI2 expression pattern in tissues and cancer cells. The link between SNAI2 gene expression levels and prognosis, as well as immune cell infiltration, was investigated using the Kaplan-Meier technique and Spearman correlation analysis. We also explored the expression and distribution of SNAI2 in various tumor tissues and cells by the THPA (Human Protein Atlas) database. We further investigated the relationship between SNAI2 expression levels and immunotherapy response in various clinical immunotherapy cohorts. Finally, the immunoblot was used to quantify the SNAI2 expression levels, and the proliferative and invasive ability of pancreatic cancer cells was determined by colony formation and transwell assays.





Results

We discovered heterogeneity in SNAI2 expression in different tumor tissues and cancer cell lines by exploring public datasets. The genomic alteration of SNAI2 existed in most cancers. Also, SNAI2 exhibits prognosis predictive ability in various cancers. SNAI2 was significantly correlated with immune-activated hallmarks, cancer immune cell infiltrations, and immunoregulators. It’s worth noting that SNAI2 expression is significantly related to the effectiveness of clinical immunotherapy. SNAI2 expression was also found to have a high correlation with the DNA mismatch repair (MMR) genes and DNA methylation in many cancers. Finally, the knockdown of SNAI2 significantly weakened the proliferative and invasive ability of pancreatic cancer cells.





Conclusion

These findings suggested that SNAI2 could be used as a biomarker in human pan-cancer to detect immune infiltration and poor prognosis, which provides a new idea for cancer treatment.
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Introduction

Malignancies have increased at an alarming rate over the last few decades, becoming one of the major causes of death worldwide, while also significantly increasing the public health burden (1). Blocking immunological checkpoints such as cytotoxic T lymphocyte-associated protein 4 (CTLA-4), programmed cell death ligand 1 (PD-L1), and programmed cell death protein-1 (PD-1) (2, 3), has made a great contribution to the immunotherapy of various cancers in recent years. However, despite the success of ICIs, resistance to these agents restricts the number of patients able to achieve durable responses, and immune-related adverse events complicate treatment. Thus, a better understanding of the requirements for an effective and safe antitumor immune response following ICI therapy is needed (4). Despite considerable efforts by scientists to enhance the diagnosis and treatment of cancer, the treatment of cancer still imposes a huge economic burden on countries around the world (5). Therefore, it is particularly important to explore new immunotherapy biomarkers or new immunoregulatory genes for cancer patients.

Snail family transcriptional repressor 2 (SNAI2) (6), also known as SLUG, is a member of the Snail/Scratch superfamily, which also includes SNAI1, SNAI3, and SCRTs, among others. SNAI2 is currently receiving a lot of interest as a promising biomarker and a key mediator in a variety of human malignancies. As an epithelial-to-mesenchymal transition transcriptional factor, SNAI2 enhances cell polarity and adhesion loss while providing migratory and invasive characteristics (7). SNAI2 cloud promotes the invasion of ovarian cancer cells by upregulating MARCKS expression (8) and through regulating ferroptosis (9). A similar study suggested that ASB13 inhibits breast cancer metastasis by promoting SNAI2 degradation (10). In addition, SNAI2 upregulation is associated with an aggressive phenotype in fulvestrant-resistant breast cancer cells (11). And in glioma stem cells, SNAI2 exerts pro-tumorigenic effects via the PHLPP2-mediated Akt pathway (12). In prostate cancer, dynamic expression of SNAI2 could predict tumor progression and drug sensitivity (13). Furthermore, in gastric cancer, SNAI2 also plays an important role in tumor progression (14). In addition to the above tumors, SNAI2 was also involved in the formation and metastasis of other common tumors, including non-small cell lung cancer cells (15), and colorectal cancer (16). Also, SNAI2 plays a critical role in the epithelial-mesenchymal transition process (17, 18). Therefore, SNAI2 plays an indispensable role in a variety of tumors, which further increases our interest in pan-cancer analysis. Overexpression of SNAI2 is a common occurrence in human tumors, and it is associated with a bad prognosis in cancer patients (19–21). Overexpression of SNAI2 generated by stimulation TGF signaling gave cancer cells migratory and invasive characteristics (22). According to research, SNAI2 epigenetic silencing governs dynamic variations in SNAI2 expression, and restoring SNAI2 expression with panobinostat improves dasatinib sensitivity, indicating a new therapeutic strategy for prostate cancer (13). Furthermore, SNAI2 contributed to tumorigenicity and chemotherapy resistance in pancreatic cancer by regulating IGFBP2, however (23), however, the overall role of SNAI2 in pan cancer has not been analyzed yet

At present, pan-cancer analysis has become increasingly popular due to the continuous development and advancement across cancer kinds of multi-omics data, which also promoted a more comprehensive understanding of the pathogenesis of malignant tumors. Given the complexities of tumorigenesis, it is critical to perform a pan-cancer expression analysis of any gene of interest and assess its relationship to clinical prognosis and potential molecular mechanisms. However, the role of SNAI2 in cancer immune infiltrations and immunotherapy response prediction is not clear, and no comprehensive pan-cancer study has been performed yet. Therefore, in this study, our systematic and detailed analysis of SNAI2 in pan-cancer provides a broad elaboration of cancer biology by using The Cancer Genome Atlas (TCGA) (24), Cancer Cell Line Encyclopedia (CCLE) (25), and Genotype-Tissue Expression (GTEx) (26) databases. We appraised the aberrant expression levels of SNAI2 in pan-cancer compared to human normal tissues, and further examined the upregulated SNAI2 protein and mRNA expression levels in clinical PAAD samples. Besides, we also performed the genomic alteration analysis, prognosis analysis, gene set enrichment analysis (GSEA), and immune cell infiltration analysis of SNAI2 in pan-cancer, the most interesting finding is that SNAI2 is a robust prognostic biomarker for pan-cancer and predict the immunotherapy response effectively, and provided the main thread for further investigation on the role of SNAI2 in cancer immunity.





Methods




SNAI2 expression analysis in pan-cancer

To get a comprehensive analysis of SNAI2 expression patterns, we analyzed the SNAI2 levels in normal tissues and tumor cell lines according to the GTEx and CCLE databases. In the TCGA database, we used the Gene_DE module of TIMER2 (tumor immune estimation resource, version 2) web (http://timer.cistrome.org/) to investigate SNAI2 expression differences between tumors and neighboring normal tissues. For certain tumors without normal or with highly limited normal tissues, we used the GEPIA2 (Gene Expression Profiling Interactive Analysis, version 2) web server (27) to integrate and analyze the two databases (GTEx and TCGA databases).





Immunohistochemistry and immunofluorescence analysis

IHC of SNAI2 was obtained from the THPA (https://www.proteinatlas.org) to assess the expression at the protein level in various types of cancers including pancreatic cancer. The antibody to SNAI2 for immunohistochemistry is CAB011671. Also, the survival analysis in SNAI2 immunohistochemistry was obtained from the aforementioned website. For Immunofluorescence (IF), the cells (HEK293T, Hela, HUVEC, and HCCLM3) were fixed with 4% paraformaldehyde and incubated with 0.1% TritonX-100, then stained with anti-SNAI2 (1:100) and phalloidin (1:1000) overnight at 4°C. After incubating secondary antibodies, the cell nuclei were counterstained with DAPI (1:1000). Finally, take photos with a fluorescence microscope.





Analysis of gene mutation landscape

We analyzed the genetic alteration characteristics of SNAI2 in Pan-Cancer by logging into the cBioPortal web (28, 29) (https://www.cbioportal.org/). The Cancer Types Summary module showed the frequency of modification, mutation type, and CNA (Copy number alteration) across all TCGA tumors. The mutated site of SNAI2 was observed in the 3D structure. The TCGA database was used to gather data on the expression of MMR genes (MLH1, MSH2, MSH6, EPCAM, and PMS2) as well as DNA methylation surrogates in pan-cancer. For subsequent analysis, the expression data were log2 transformed.





Prognosis analysis of SNAI2 in an-cancer

The UCSC Xena database (https://xenabrowser.net/datapages/) was used to assess the prognosis value of SNAI2 in terms of overall survival (OS), disease-specific survival (DSS), disease-free interval (DFI), and progression-free interval (DFI). Then univariate Cox regression and Kaplan-Meier model were used to assess the prognostic role of SNAI2 for a specific prognosis type in each cancer. Moreover, bivariate SNAI2 expression levels were used to perform Kaplan Meier curve analysis, whose cutoff was chosen by the surv-cutpoint function of the survminer R package (0.4.9) The log-rank p-value of the K-M method and hazard ratio (HR) with a 95% confidence interval was computed, and the outcomes were presented as a heatmap.





Gene set enrichment analysis

To analyze the effect of SNAI2 expression on cancers, we conducted the GSEA computational method to explore SNAI2 enrichment. The “gmt” file of the hallmark gene set (h.all.v7.4.symbols.gmt), which contains 50 hallmarks gene sets, was downloaded from the website of Molecular Signatures Database (MSigDB, https://www.gsea-msigdb.org/gsea/index.jsp), and used to calculate the normalized enrichment score (NES) and false discovery rate (FDR) of the DEGs between low- and high-SNAI2 expression cancer group for each biological process in each cancer type. The GSEA was carried out with the help of the R package “clusterProfiler” (30) and the results were summarized in the bubble plot depicted by the R package “ggplot2”.





Immune cell infiltration analysis in TIMER2

TIMER is a data source for quantifying immune cell infiltrations across distinct cancers. The immune cell infiltration levels of TCGA cancers were obtained from the TIMER2 database (http://timer.cistrome.org/). We investigated the relationship between SANI2 mRNA expression and 21 immune cell subsets by using the R package “ggplot2”, and generated a heatmap by Spearman correlation analysis.





Single cell analysis of SNAI2

We using the Tumor Immune Single-cell Hub (TISCH) web tool (http://tisch.comp-genomics.org/documentation/) to explore the single-cell analysis (31). The analysis parameters were as below: SNAI2 (Gene), major-lineage (Cell-type annotation), and all cancers (Cancer type). The expression levels of SNAI2 in each cell type were quantified and visualized by a heatmap.





Immunotherapy prediction analysis

The Spearman correlation analysis was performed to show the associations between SNAI2 and reported biomarkers of cancer immunotherapy for each cancer type. Tumor mutation burden (TMB) and microsatellite instability (MSI) were the well-known immunotherapy biomarkers. In this study, we analyzed the correlations between SNAI2 and immunotherapy biomarkers in pan-cancer by TCGA database. We first acquired the gene mutation data of all cancer types possessed from the TCGA database, then calculated the TMB and MSI of each cancer sample. Then, we analyzed the association between SNAI2 expression with 47 immune checkpoint-related genes, TMB, and MSI with Spearman’s correlation method. Moreover, the Sangerbox website (http://sangerbox.com) was utilized to investigate the correlation between SNAI2 expression and neoantigens via the “Tool” module and Spearman’s correlation test. All the results were visualized as heatmaps or radar plots. Furthermore, three immune checkpoint blockade (ICB) therapy cohorts were obtained to validate the immunotherapy response prediction ability of SNAI2. The GSE91061 cohort includes 51 melanoma patients receiving nivolumab (anti-PD-1). The Gide2019 cohort includes 32 melanoma patients with anti-PD-1 and anti-CTLA4 therapy. The IMvigor210 cohort contains 348 urological cancer patients treated with atezolizumab (anti-PDL1). Patients were divided into a SNAI2 low-expression group and a high-expression group according to the best cut-off value using the surv-cutpoint function of the “survminer” R package (0.4.9). A Chi-square test was used to evaluate the proportion difference of responders between low- and high-SNAI2 cancer groups.





Cell culture, reagents, and RNA interference

The Chinese Academy of Sciences Shanghai cell bank provided human pancreatic cancer cells (PANC-1, SW1990, BxPC-1, SW-979) and an H6C7 cell line for this study. The cells were cultured in Dulbecco’s modified Eagle’s medium (DMEM) supplemented with 10% fetal bovine serum (Gibco, USA) (FBS) and 100 units/mL of penicillin-streptomycin (Invitrogen, USA). All cells were grown at 37°C with 5% CO2 in a humidified cell incubator. The antibodies and reagents were described in Supplemental Table 1. Plasmids encoding shRNAs against SNAI2 were synthesized by Sheweisi Biotechnology Company (Tianjin, China) In addition, the vector encoding SNAI2 was got from Genepharma Company. The cells were transfected with overexpression constructs or shRNA plasmids using Lipofectamine 3000 (Invitrogen, USA) according to the manufacturer’s instructions. Transfected cells were cultured in DMEM medium without FBS and replaced with a complete medium after 6-8h. Subsequent experiments were conducted after transfection for 48 h.





Western blotting and quantitative real-time PCR

For the western blotting assay, equal amounts of cell lysates were separated using SDS/PAGE, transferred to polyvinylidene fluoride (Millipore, USA) membranes, and then blocked in 5% skim milk. Next, the electrotransferred membranes were incubated overnight at 4°C with the indicated primary antibodies and were incubated with appropriate HRP-conjugated anti-mouse/rabbit secondary antibodies for one hour at room temperature. Lastly, immunoreactive bands were visualized with chemiluminescence kits chemiluminescence after three washes with Tris-buffered saline with 0.1% Tween (TBST). To investigate the expression level of SNAI2 mRNA in tumor tissues and cells, we conducted a qRT-PCR experiment by the conventional method. Briefly, total RNA was isolated from cells or tissues using Trizol reagent (Invitrogen, USA) and qRT-PCR was conducted by using the SYBR Green qPCR Master Mix. The primers used in PCR are as followed: SNAI2, 5’-CGAACTGGACACACATACAGTG-3’ and 5’-CTGAGGATCTCTGGTTGTGGT-3’; GAPDH, 5’-AGAAGGCTGGGGCTCATTTG-3’ and 5’-AGGGGCCATCCACAGTCTTC-3’.





Cell proliferation assays and colony formation assays

To explore the effect of SNAI2 on cell proliferation, we conducted CCK-8 and 5-ethynyl-2′-deoxyuridine (EdU) staining assays. For the CCK-8 assay, multiple cultures of cells were plated in 96-well plates at a density of 4.0×103 cells/well. At the indicated time points, viable cells were assessed using the CCK-8 reagent according to the manufacturer’s instructions (KeyGEN, Shanghai, China). For EdU staining assays, the transfected cells were planted in the 96-well plate, incubated for 36 h, and conducted by using a Cell-Light EdU DNA Cell Proliferation Kit (Ribobio, Guangzhou, China), which was calculated as the ratio of the number of EdU-positive cells to the number of total cells. In the colony formation assay, the transfected cells were plated in 6-well plates at a density of 500 cells/well and cultured for 14 days. Then the plates were fixed and stained with 0.5% crystal violet.





Cell migration and invasion assays

Transwell is a common detection method for cell migration, which refers to the movement of cells after receiving a migration signal or feeling the gradient of certain substances. The principle is to plant the cells in the upper chamber. Because the polycarbonate membrane is permeable, the components in the lower layer of the culture medium can affect the cells in the upper chamber. Cell mass can reflect the migration ability of tumor cells. Therefore, we used this experiment to explore the effect of changing SNAI2 on cell invasion and migration. Transwell systems (8-m pore size; BD Biosciences, USA) were used for migration and invasion assays. Briefly, 5×104 cells resuspended in DMEM were seeded into the upper chambers not coated (for migration assay) or coated with Matrigel (for invasion assay; BD Biosciences, Franklin Lakes, USA). The lower chambers were filled with a 15% FBS medium. The chambers were removed after the indicated periods of incubation, and cells on the lower surface of the membrane were fixed, stained with 0.1% crystal violet, and photographed. For each chamber, five random visual fields were manually counted, and migration and invasion experiments were repeated three times independently.





Statistical analysis

Paired student’s-tests were used to assess gene expression data from the TCGA and GTEx datasets. Spearman’s correlation was used to assess the relationships between SNIA2 expression and immune cell abundance scores. The Kaplan-Meier technique and univariate Cox regression analysis were employed to assess the prognostic value of SNAI2 expression in each malignancy. To compare the proportions of ICI-therapy responders and non-responder between low-SNAI2 and high-SNAI2 cancer subgroups, a chi-square test was used to compute the statistical significance. The experimental data were analyzed with GraphPad Prism 9.0 software. The differences between groups were analyzed by using Student’s t-test or one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA). All experiments were repeated in triplicates. The results were reported as the Mean ± SD. All statistical tests were two-sided, and statistical significance was set at p <0.05. The abbreviations of cancers were represented in Supplemental Table 2.






Results




SNAI2 expression analysis in human pan-cancer

In this paper, pan-cancer samples from public databases were included for subsequent analysis including expression differences, the landscape of SNAI2 mutations, the correlation between expression and survival, and immune infiltration. The flow chart of our study design is shown in Figure 1. Firstly, we use the GTEx database to analyze the SNAI2 expression in normal tissues. The expression of SNAI2 was shown to vary in different organs, with significantly lower expression in blood and bone marrow (Figure 2A). In addition, SNAI2 expression was highly expressed in most tumor cells according to the CCLE database (Figure 2B).




Figure 1 | Design and workflow of this study. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.






Figure 2 | SNAI2 expression analysis in pan-cancer analysis. (A) The expression level of the SNAI2 in normal tissues. (B) The expression level of the SNAI2 in tumor cell lines. (C) The expression level of the SNAI2 between different tumors and normal tissues was analyzed based on TCGA and GTEx databases. The box plot data were supplied, and Log2 (TPM+1) was applied for the log scale. (D) Representative images of SNAI2 immunohistochemical staining analysis in the PAAD tissue and adjacent normal tissue in the HPA database. (E) Western blotting analysis of SNAI2 protein expression in the paired PAAD tissues and adjacent normal tissues. (F)The SNAI2 mRNA expression in 9 pairs of PAAD tissues and adjacent normal tissues was evaluated using qRT-PCR. (G) The immunofluorescence images showed the distribution of SNAI2 in the HEK293T, Hela, HUVEC, and HCCLM3 cell lines. All data are presented as the mean ± SD of three independent experiments. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001, ns, no significance.



To determine the SNAI2 expression in cancers and their corresponding adjacent non-cancerous tissues, we employed the TCGA and GTEx datasets to analyze the SNAI2 mRNA levels. The results revealed that high SNAI2 expression was examined in some cancers including ACC, CHOL, ESCA, GBM, HNSC, LAML, LGG, LIHC, LUSC, PAAD, SKCM, STAD, TGCT, and UCS. By contrast, low SNAI2 expression was observed in BRCA, CESC, KICH, KIRP, OV, PRAD, READ, THCA, and UCEC (Figure 2C). Furthermore, IHC results also revealed that SNAI2 expression was located in the nuclear, SNAI2 protein was expressed to some extent in both normal pancreatic tissue and pancreatic cancer, and the staining level was significantly increased in pancreatic cancer (Figure 2D).

Therefore, we further performed western blot and qRT-PCR assays in clinical PAAD samples to confirm the expression of SNAI2, and the result indicated that the SNAI2 protein and mRNA were upregulated in PAAD samples as expected compared with that in normal tissues (Figures 2E, F). Lastly, immunofluorescence (IF) images showed that the SNAI2 protein was mainly localized and distributed in the nucleus in HEK293T, Hela, HUVEC, and HCCLM3 cell lines (Figure 2G). Therefore, the above results showed that SNAI2 was differentially expressed in various cancers, which suggested that SNAI2 may play an important role in cancer progression.





Genetic alteration of SNAI2 analysis in pan-cancer

In order to explore the mutation rate and mutation type of SNAI2 in different tumors, the genetic alteration of SNAI2 in various cancers from the TCGA cohorts was analyzed by the cBioPortal tool. We found that the highest alteration frequency of SNAI2 (>15%) appears for patients with UCS, in which amplification was the primary alteration type. It is worth noting that the only type of SNAI2 gene alteration in Lymphoid Neoplasm Diffuse Large B-cell Lymphoma (DLBCL) and MESO cases was deep deletion. In addition, we also found that amplification was the most common mutation type, followed by mutation, and finally deep mutation. (Figure 3A). Also, the mutation count of SNAI2 in different cancers was shown in Figure 3B. Further, we also presented the types, sites, and case numbers of the SNAI2 genetic alteration. The main type of SNAI2 genetic alteration was missense mutation followed by truncating mutation (Supplemental Table S3). The X209_splice alteration was located in the zf-H2C2_2 domain of SNAI2, which can induce a splice mutation of the SNAI2 gene, which further leads to related functional abnormalities, mainly including the gain in BLCA, diploid in UCEC and KIRP, shallowdel in LUAD (Figure 3C). We also presented the 3D structure of the X209_splice mutation in the SNAI2 gene (Figure 3D).




Figure 3 | Analysis of mutation feature of SNAI2 in different tumors using TCGA database. (A) The alteration frequency with mutation type in the SNAI2 gene. (B) The mutation count of the SNA2 gene in various cancers. (C) The specific alteration site of the SNAI2 gene. (D) The 3D structure of SNAI2 in the mutation site with the highest alteration frequency (X209_splice) was displayed.







Prognostic significance of SNAI2 in pan-cancer

The prognostic significance of SNAI2 in various cancers was evaluated (Figure 4A). According to the results of Kaplan-Meier OS analysis, SNAI2 is a risk factor for ACC, BLCA, GBM, HNSC, KICH, KIRP, LGG, LUAD, MESO, PAAD, SKCM, SARC, STAD, THYM, and a protective factor in LUSC, and UVM. The results shown in the forest plot (Figure 4B) demonstrated that the downregulating of SNAI2 expression was related to the time delay of OS in ACC, BLCA, GBM, KICH, KIRP, LGG, LUAD, MESO, PAAD, and STAD. Furthermore, we analyzed the Kaplan-Meier curve of ACC, BLCA, STAD, PAAD, LGG, KIRP, MESO, and LUAD, and the results suggested that lower expression of SNAI2 was related to a better survival outcome (Figure 4C), which indicates that SNAI2 was a prognostic biomarker in these cancers. Therefore, SNAI2 had a prognostic role in predicting the prognosis of cancers, but the roles were complicated and multifaceted across cancers. Further investigation should focus on the function of the SNAI2 protein in cancer cells.




Figure 4 | Prognostic Value of SNAI2. (A) Summary of the correlation between expression of SNAI2 with overall survival (OS), disease-specific survival (DSS), disease-free interval (DFI), and progression-free interval (PFI) based on the univariate Cox regression and Kaplan-Meier models. Red indicated that SNAI2 was a risk factor affecting the prognosis of cancer patients, and blue represents a protective factor. Only p values < 0.05 were shown. (B) Univariate Cox regression analysis of SNAI2 in pan-cancer (OS). (C) Kaplan-Meier overall survival curves of SNAI2 in ACC, BLCA, STAD, PAAD, LGG, KIRP, MESO, and LUAD.







Gene set enrichment analysis in pan-cancer

To further explore the tumorigenic role of SNAI2, the differential expression genes (DEGs) between low- and high-SNAI2 subgroups in each cancer were used to perform GSEA to discern the SNAI2-associated cancer hallmarks (Figure 5). It is found that SNAI2 expression was significantly related to immune-related pathways, such as UV response (down), TNFA-signaling-via-NFKB, KRAS signaling (up), IFN-α response, IFN-γ response, inflammatory response, IL-JAK-STAT3 signaling, IL2- STAT5 signaling, complement, coagulation, and allograft rejection, especially in BLCA, COAD, GBM, PAAD, PCPG, and STAD. It is noteworthy that the expression of SNAI2 is significantly negatively correlated with oxidative phosphorylation in the ACC, KIRP, LUAD, PAAD, and THYM. These data uncovered a potential association between SNAI2 expression and immune activation in the tumor microenvironment (TME).




Figure 5 | Gene Set Enrichment Analysis of Hallmark gene sets. The size of the circle represented the FDR value of the enriching term in each cancer, and the color indicated the normalized enrichment score (NES) of each term.



In addition, the epithelial-mesenchymal transition (EMT) hallmark of many kinds of tumors and had a significant positive correlation with ACC, BLCA, BRCA, CESC, CHOL, COAD, DLBC, ESCA, GBM, HNSC, KICH, KIRC, KIRP, LAML, LGG, LUAD, LUSC, MESO, OV, PAAD, PCPG, PRAD, READ, SKCM, STAD, TGCT, THCA, THYM, UCEC, and UCS. In previous studies, EMT has been significantly confirmed to be related to the occurrence, metastasis, and drug resistance of cancers (32), suggesting that SNAI2 might play an indispensable part in the oncogenesis and development of cancers by enrolling in EMT. The above results provided an important direction for further understanding the role of SNAI2 in cancer establishment and development.





Single cell analysis of SNAI2 in cancers

The single-cell analysis of SNAI2 in single-cell datasets of cancer samples was analyzed. The heatmap depicted (Figure 6A) represents the expression levels of SNAI2 of various cell types including immune cells, stromal cells, malignant cells, and functional cells. And the finding revealed that SNAI2 was mainly expressed in the fibroblasts, especially in BCC, BLCA, CRC, HNSC, PAAD, SKCM, and STAD cell datasets. In the GSE130001 BLCA dataset, the SNAI2 is highly expressed in fibroblasts and myofibroblasts cells in the BLCA microenvironment (Figure 6B). In the GSE103322 HNSC dataset, the SNAI2 is highly expressed in fibroblasts and malignant cells in the HNSC microenvironment (Figure 6C). In the CRA001160 PAAD dataset, SNAI2 was highly expressed in fibroblast cells and stellate cells in the PAAD microenvironment (Figure 6D).




Figure 6 | Single-Cell Analysis of SNAI2 in Cancers (A) Summary of SNAI2 expression of various cell types in single-cell datasets. (B) The Scatter plot showed the distributions of 4 different cell types of the GSE130001 BLCA dataset and the SNAI2 expression levels of cells in the GSE130001 dataset. (C) The Scatter plot showed the distributions of 11 different cell types of the GSE103322 HNSC dataset and the SNAI2 expression levels of cells in the GSE103322 dataset. (D) The Scatter plot showed the distributions of 12 different cell types of the CRA001160 PAAD dataset and the SNAI2 expression levels of cells in the CRA001160 dataset.







TIMER immune cell infiltration analyses

The correlations between SNAI2 expression and immune cell infiltrations were analyzed to further elucidate the relationships between SNAI2 and cancer immunity. Spearman correlation analyses were conducted utilizing pan-cancer immune cell infiltration data from the TIMER2 database. As shown in Figure 7, SNAI2 was positively associated with the infiltration levels of CAF, Endo, Neutrophil, Monocyte, Macrophage, Gran, and HSC, and negatively associated with the infiltration levels of B cell plasma in most TCGA cancers, especially in BRCA, HNSC, TGCT. In addition, the infiltration levels of NK T cells were also negatively associated with SNAI2 in DLBC, SARC, and UVM. We then integrated ImmuneScore, EstimateScore, StromalScore, and neoantigens to further evaluate the relationship between SNAI2 expression and immune infiltration across cancers. According to the results, SNAI2 expression was positively correlated with the ImmuneScore, EstimateScore, and StromalScore in most cancers (Figures S1–S3). Also, SNAI2 expression positively correlated with the neoantigens in GBM, while was negative in PRAD (Figure S4). Together, our results indicated that SNAI2 might affect the development, prognosis, and therapy of cancers by associating with immune cells.




Figure 7 | Immune Cell Infiltration Analyses. The relationship between SNAI2 expression and the levels of infiltration of CD4+ T cells, CAF, progenitor cells, Endo, Eos, HSC, Tfh, gdT, NKT, regulatory T cells (Tregs), B cells, neutrophils, monocytes, macrophages, dendritic cells, NK cells, Mast cells, and CD8+ T cells in cancer. A positive correlation was shown in red, while a negative correlation was shown in blue.







Relationships between SNAI2 and immune regulators, TMB, and MSI in cancers

The associations between SNAI2 and immune regulators in pan-cancer were displayed (Figure 8A). We found that SNAI2 had a strong positive relationship with most immune regulators in ACC, COAD, KICH, READ, and THCA, and a negative relationship with most immune regulators in HNSC, LUSC, SKCM, and TGCT. Besides, there was a robust positive relationship between SNAI2 and NRP1, and CD276 in most of the TCGA cancers. Previous studies find the correlation between PDIA3 and NRP1, CD276 was also very significant in pan-cancer (33). To understand the role of SNAI2 in predicting the efficiency of immune checkpoint inhibitors (ICIs), the correlation between SNAI2 expression and TMB and MIS was further assessed. Positive correlations with TMB were identified in LAML, LGG, OV, SARC, and THYM, and negative correlations were discovered in BLCA, BRCA, ESCA, KIRP, LIHC, and PRAD (Figure 8B). Moreover, in the correlation between SNAI2 expression and MSI, positive associations were discovered in COAD, MESO, and TGCT, and negative correlations were discovered in ESCA, PRAD, and STAD (Figure 8C). Our results suggested that SNAI2 had the potential to predict the efficiency of ICIs in the corresponding cancers.




Figure 8 | Immunotherapy prediction analysis of SNAI2 in the pan-cancer. (A) The correlation between SNAI2 expression and immune checkpoint gene expression in cancers. (B) The radar chart displayed the correlation between SNAI2 expression and TMB. (C) The radar chart displayed the correlation between SNAI2 expression and MSI. (D) Kaplan Meier curves for low-SNAI2 and high-SNAI2 expression from the GSE91061 clinical cohort (anti-PD-1 immunotherapy), and (E) the fraction of melanoma patients with response to the blockade in the two groups. (F) Kaplan Meier curves for low-SNAI2 and high-SNAI2 expression from the Gide2019 clinical cohort (anti-PD-1 and anti-CTLA4 immunotherapy), and (G) the fraction of melanoma patients with response to the blockade. (H) Kaplan Meier curves for low-SNAI2 and high-SNAI2 expression from IMvigor210 clinical cohort (anti-PD-L1 immunotherapy), and (I) the fraction of urological tumors with therapeutic response to the blockade. *p <0.05, **p <0.01, ***p < 0.001.







The correlation between SNAI2 expression and immunotherapy response

The researchers discovered a link between SNAI2 expression and immune cell infiltration, TMB, and MSI, suggesting a degree of correlation with immunotherapy efficacy. Therefore, we assessed the possible correlation between SNAI2 expression levels and immunotherapy response by analyzing previously reported clinical study cohorts. We discovered that patients with low SNAI2 expression had more clinical benefits and therapeutic responses to PD-L1 blockade therapy. In the GSE91061 melanoma cohort (Figure 8D), melanoma patients with SNAI2 low-expression had much better survival probability than patients with SNAI2 high-expression patients, and the response rate to anti-PD-1 was 0% in the SNAI2 high-expression subgroup, while 25% of patients responded to the anti-PD1 therapy in the SNAI2 low-expression subgroup (Figure 8E). Moreover, in melanoma tumors of the Gide2019 cohort, clinical advantages and therapeutic responses to PD-L1 and anti-CTLA4 blocking therapy were greater in patients with low SNAI2 expression (Figure 8F). And the response rate to anti-PD-L1 and anti-CTLA4 therapy was 76.2% in SNAI2 low-expression patients, which is significantly higher than 45.5% in SNAI2 high-expression patients (Figure 8G). Furthermore, similar results were found in melanoma patients treated with anti-PD-1 therapy. In urological tumors of the IMvigor210 cohort (Figure 8H), the response rate to anti-PD-L1 therapy was 20% in the SNAI2 high-expression patients, which is significantly lower than 45.5% in SNAI2 low-expression patients (Figure 8I). These findings supported the potential of SNAI2 for immunotherapy response prediction, indicating that it was a promising biomarker for cancer immunotherapy.





SNAI2 is related to the expression of the MMR gene and DNA methylation in cancers

DNA mismatch repair (MMR) is a highly conserved biological mechanism that is critical for preserving genomic integrity (34). The deletion or mutation of key genes in MMR leads to abnormal DNA replication, which also promotes the occurrence and development of tumors (35). To assess the impact of SNAI2 in tumorigenesis, the correlation between SNAI2 expression levels and mutations in five MMR genes including MLH1, MSH2, MSH6, PMS2, and EPCAM was analyzed. According to the findings, the MMR genes were correlated with SNAI2, and this correlation was found in the majority of cancer types (Figure S5A). Especially in the UVM, SNAI2 expression was significant positive related to MLH1, MSH2, MSH6, and PMS2 genes. While, a negative correlation with the EPCAM gene was observed in BLCA, BRCA, CESC, COAD, ESCA, HNSC, KICH, LUAD, LUSC, OV, PAAD, PRAD, STAD, and UCEC.

DNA methylation affects a variety of genetic changes, including chromosomal structure, DNA stability, and DNA interaction with specific proteins. The abnormal state of DNA methylation is another important reason for promoting tumorigenesis, which has been heralded as a promising biomarker for diagnosis, treatment, and prognosis (36). The relationship between the expression of four methyltransferase genes (DNMT1, (DNMT2, DNMT3A, DNMT3B) and SNAI2 in pan-cancer was investigated further (Figure S5B). The result suggested that SNAI2 expression was closed correlated with at least one methyltransferases gene in SKCM, TGCT, THCA, THYM, UCEC, UVM, BLCA, BRCA, CESC, COAD, ESCA, GBM, HNSC, KICH, KIRC, KIRP, LGG, MESO, PAAD, PRAD, READ, and SARC. Therefore, our study found that SNAI2 might play a potential role in affecting MMR regulation and DNA methylation in various cancers.





Enrichment analysis of SNAI2-related partners

Next, we utilized the GeneMANIA online program to create a PPI network for SNAI2, and the SNAI2 expression-correlated genes for a series of pathway enrichment analyses to learn more about the molecular mechanism of the SNAI2 gene in carcinogenesis. SNAI2 demonstrated significant interactions with MTA3, HLF, BBC3, and CNOT9, as illustrated in Figure 9A. In addition, we tried to screen out the targeting SNAI2-binding proteins We combined the TCGA tumor expression data with the GEPIA2 program to find the top 100 genes that are linked with SNAI2 expression. The heatmap data revealed a positive correlation between SNAI2 and the fourteen genes in the majority of detailed cancer types (Figures 9B, C). SNAI2 expression levels were positively correlated with BMP1, DUSP7, EXT1, MMP14, TUBB6, MARVELD1, MCC, MICALL1, FSCN1, FRMD6, SERPINH1, PLXNA1, MYH9, and FAM126A.




Figure 9 | SNAI2-related gene enrichment analysis. (A) The protein-protein interaction (PPI) network presented the proteins interacting with SNAI2. (B) We also retrieved the top 100 SNAI2-linked genes in TCGA projects and evaluated the expression correlation between SNAI2 and chosen targeting genes, such as BMP1, DUSP7, EXT1, FAM126A, FRMD6, FSCN1, MARVELD1, MCC, MICALL1, MMP14, MYH9, PLXNA1, SERPINH1, SERPINH1, and TUBB6 using the GEPIA2 approach. (C) The corresponding heatmap data is provided in the detailed cancer kinds.







SNAI2 promote pancreatic cancer cells proliferation and invasion

To reveal the role of SNAI2 in pancreatic cancer cells cell proliferation and invasion, we designed the following assays. qRT-PCR and Western blot analysis suggested that SNAI2 was overexpressed in the four pancreatic cancer cell lines (PANC-1, SW1990, BxPC-1, and SW979) when compared with its expression in the control (Figure S6A). Firstly, we used the western blot assay to identify the knockdown status of SNAI2 in the PANC-1 cells. The result showed that SNAI2 shRNA could significantly knock down the protein level of SNAI2 (Figure 10A). To uncover the potential ability of SNAI2 in regulating PANC-1 cell proliferation and invasion, we performed the proliferation and transwell assays to reflect the proliferative and invasive ability of PANC-1 cells. CCK-8 (Figure 10B), colony formation (Figure 10C), and Edu (Figure 10D) analysis indicated that the proliferative ability of PANC-1 cells significantly decreased after SNAI2 was knocked down. Besides, transwell assays (Figure 10E) also proved that the knockdown of SNAI2 significantly weakened the invasive ability of PANC-1 cells. Conversely, overexpression of SNAI2 in SW1990 cells significantly promoted cell proliferation, migration, and invasion (Figures S6B–F). Moreover, EMT has been identified as an important process in tumor invasion and metastasis. We then used Western blot assay to look at the EMT markers (E-cadherin, N-cadherin, and vimentin) to see if SNAI2 could affect EMT in pancreatic cancer cells. The results showed that downregulating SNAI2 reduced the expression of N-cadherin and Vimentin while increasing E-cadherin expression in PANC-1 cells (Figure 10F), whereas overexpression of SNAI2 increased the expression of N-cadherin and Vimentin, and decreased E-cadherin expression in SW1990 cells (Figure S6G). Taken together, these data indicated that SNAI2 played a crucial role in pancreatic cancer cell proliferation and invasion.




Figure 10 | Knockdown of SNAI2 inhibits cell proliferation and promotes cell apoptosis of pancreatic cancer cells. (A) The knockdown efficiency of shSNAI2 was examined in PANC-1 cells with western blotting. (B) CCK-8 assays evaluated cellular growth curves in PANC-1 cells. (C) Representative images and quantification of colony formation assays of pancreatic cancer cells transfected with shSNAI2. (D) Representative images and quantification of EdU assays to evaluate cell proliferation ability after transfecting shSNAI2, magnification, ×200; scale bars, 50 µm. (E). Representative images and quantification of transwell assay to examine the invasion ability, magnification, ×200; scale bars, 50 µm. (F). Western blotting showed the changes of EMT proteins in PANC-1 cells transfected with shSNAI2 plasmids. All data are presented as the mean ± SD of three independent experiments. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ns, no significance.








Discussion

Immune checkpoint blockade therapy has become one of the most important immunotherapies in cancer treatment in recent years and has transformed the landscape of cancer treatment (37), which also makes cancer patients see hope for treatment. Immune checkpoint blocking therapy promotes a long-lasting anti-cancer response by releasing a block in the immune system including include anti-PD-1, anti-PD-L1, and anti-CTLA4 therapy (38–40). However, due to the heterogeneity of each patient’s tumor suppressor microenvironment, most patients do not respond well to immunotherapy, and only a small percentage of cancer patients benefit from immunotherapy. In this study, we conducted a systematic analysis of SNAI2 to demonstrate the different roles in various cancers. And it is found that SNAI2 is a powerful pan-cancer prognostic biomarker, which can effectively predict immunotherapy response. As a result, our findings could help researchers learn more about the potential function of SNAI2 in cancer immunotherapy.

Firstly, we analyzed the SNAI2 expression in various cancers and cancer cell lines. SNAI2 was expressed differently in different human tissues and tumor cell lines. And according to the TGCA database and GTEx database, compared to the normal tissues, the SNAI2 expression level was decreased in CESC, KICH, KIRP, OV, PRAD, THCA, and UCEC, while increased in DLBC, GBM, HNSC, LUSC, PAAD, SARC, and THYM. The varied amounts of SNAI2 expression in various tumor types could indicate different underlying functions and processes. And problem worth discussing is that the survival probability was significantly decreased in ACC, BLCA, GBM, KICH, KIRP, LGG, LUAD, MESO, PAAD, SKCM, and STAD patients with the high-expression SNAI2 compared to the low-expression patients. We also conducted a clinical sample test with PAAD samples, and the results of western blot and qRT-PCR analyses indicated that the expression of SNAI2 in the PAAD tissues was remarkably higher than that in normal tissues adjacent to cancer, which was also consistent with the database results. Moreover, Kenji Masuo et al. also suggested that SNAI2 expression was overexpressed and it may represent an effective therapeutic target for pancreatic cancer by regulating IGFBP2 (23), which further supports the results of this analysis. In conclusion, these findings showed that SNAI2 was abnormally expressed in a variety of malignancies, and could be a new cancer biomarker. In addition, the analysis of genetic alterations in a pan-cancer cohort showed that the frequency of alterations in the SNAI2 gene was at a maximum of 15%. However, the types of mutations observed were non-specific and unlikely to have a significant impact on the development of cancer. Therefore, the abnormal expression of SNAI2 in tumor tissue cannot currently be associated with genetic alteration. Future studies could focus on exploring these possibilities and investigating the mechanisms underlying the dysregulation of SNAI2 in tumors. Secondly, the data from the SNAI2 gene survival prognosis analysis suggested different conclusions for different tumors. Results from OS, DSS, DFI, and PFI analyses were highly consistent, showing that SNAI2 is significantly associated with the prognosis of cancer patients. SNA2I was a risk factor for a large proportion of cancers, high-SNAI2 expression was significantly correlated with the poor prognosis of cancer patients including ACC, COAD, ESCA, GBM, HNSC, KIRC, KICH, KIRP, LGG, LUAD, MESO, PAAD, SKCM, SARC, STAD, TGCT, UCEC. While SNAI2 also acted as a protective factor for some types of cancers including CESC, LUSC, PRAD, READ, THYM, and UVM. Therefore, the above results showed that SNAI2 played an important role in predicting the prognosis and survival of cancer patients, and had the potential to become a powerful prognostic biomarker for cancer patients.

The GSEA result suggested SNAI2 was closely associated with immune-activated processes, such as KRAS signaling, IFN-α response, IFN-γ response, IL-JAK-STAT3 signaling, IL2-STAT5 signaling, inflammatory response, and EMT. These processes were most significantly enriched in high-SNAI2 cancer subgroups, but reverse results were found in ESCA, LAML, LUSC, SARC, and UCS. Previous studies have shown that the IL-6-JAK-STAT3 signaling pathway is abnormally over-activated in patients with hematopoietic malignancies or solid tumors, to encourage tumor cell proliferation, survival, invasion, and metastasis (41). And numerous studies have confirmed that EMT promoted cancer progression and metastasis (42–44). Combined with our immune pathway analysis, SNAI2 might play different regulatory roles in different tumors.

Another essential discovery of our study was that the expression of SNAI2 was highly related to immune infiltration in pan-cancer. Recent research had broadened our understanding of tumor biology to include the TME rather than just cancer cells. Immune and stromal cells, as important components of TME, played an important role in the initiation of human malignancies (45, 46). SNAI2 was associated positively with the degree of infiltration of CAF, Endo, Gran, HSC, Neutrophil, monocyte, and macrophage in most cancers, which suggested SNAI2 was most likely to affect the development and prognosis of cancers by shaping the tumor microenvironment. Activated fibroblasts, known as CAFs, exhibit a high degree of heterogeneity and are implicated in tumor progression and malignancy due to their activity in the stromal environment (47). The tumor microenvironment is largely composed of fibroblasts, and there is extensive evidence indicating that they can facilitate cancer development by promoting paracrine effects and assisting tumor cells through all stages of carcinogenesis (48). Furthermore, depletion of SNAI2 in CAFs results in reduced production of key tumorigenic factors such as SDF1, CXCL1, and MMPs (49). It was reported that SNAI2 plays a crucial role in SDF1 production by CAFs in both mice and humans, as well as in establishing the heterocellular signaling loop between cancer cells and fibroblasts (50). Therefore, our results suggested that the expression of SNAI2 in CAFs stimulates tumor cell migration thought the release of different cytokines into the medium to a certain degree, which is consistent with the results of Zhang et al. (50). Besides, the correlation analysis of SNAI2 and immune regulators in pan-cancer suggested that SNAI2 expression was correlated with many immune regulator gene expressions, especially in ACC, COAD, KICH, and READ. Furthermore, Zhou et al. found that B7 homolog 3 protein (B7-H3, also known as CD276), a newly identified immunoregulatory protein member of the B7 family, is an attractive and promising target for cancer immunotherapy (51). CD44, as a prognostic marker, is of great significance for clinical diagnosis and cancer treatment (52), and Neuropilin-1(NRP1) is a checkpoint target with unique implications for cancer immunology and immunotherapy (53). Combined with our finding that SNAI2 was strongly related to the expression of CD276, NRP1, and CD44 in many cancer types, we speculated that the potential association between SNAI2 and CD276, CD44, or NRP1 was promising for our further studies.

We further analyzed the expression level of SNAI2 and response to anti-PD-L1 immunotherapy in urological tumors, and anti-PD1 and anti-CTLA4 in melanomas. The results showed that SNAI2 was a powerful prognostic biomarker in urological tumors and can effectively predict the response to anti-PD-L1 immunotherapy, and consistent results were discovered in melanoma patients treated with anti-PD-1 and anti-CTLA4 therapy. Our findings indicate that SNAI2 was an effective biomarker for predicting response to immune checkpoint blockade therapy. Therefore, we believed that SNAI2 could be a robust immunotherapy biomarker for cancers, and it possessed the strong potential to be applied in clinical cancer treatment.

TMB and MSI, in addition to tumor PD-L1, PD-1, and CTLA4 expression levels, had emerged as potential biomarker possibilities. Higher TMB, according to Samstein et al, was linked to more tumor neoantigens, which could aid immune detection and boost anti-tumor immune responses (54), MSI was a predictive factor for the treatment outcome of many cancers, such as gastroesophageal adenocarcinoma (55), advanced gastric cancer (56). In total, the substantial relationship between SNAI2 and TMB, and MSI in tumor samples was demonstrated in this investigation. The method by which SNAI2 affected the expression of each TMB and MSI, however, had to be investigated further.

Tumorigenesis is mostly caused by gene mutations. In normal cells, the MMR gene mutation destroys the stability and integrity of the entire genome (57). DNA methylation was a type of chemical alteration of DNA that changes gene expression without affecting the sequence of the DNA (58). The abnormal changes of MMR and DNA methylation D are closely related to the occurrence and development of tumors. The findings of this study revealed that SNAI2 expression in various malignancies was linked to MMR gene and DNA methylation levels, implying that SNAI2 had an important role in tumorigenesis at both the genetic and epigenetic levels.

SNAI2 had been identified as an oncogene that plays a broad effect on cancer progression and metastasis in some cancers, such as ovarian cancer, breast cancer, and colorectal cancer (50, 59–61).In breast cancer, Fan et al. found that ASB13 inhibits breast cancer metastasis by promoting SNAI2 degradation and relieving its transcriptional repression of YAP (62). In this study, we focused on exploring the role of SNAI2 in pancreatic cancer progression using cell culture approaches and cell-based tumor functional models, and a series of functional experiments discovered that downregulating SNAI2 significantly inhibited the cell proliferation, invasion, migration abilities, and EMT in pancreatic cancer. Furthermore, Masuo et al. found that SNAIL2 contributes to tumorigenicity and chemotherapy resistance in pancreatic cancer by regulating IGFBP2 (23), which supported our research results to some extent. Nevertheless, the other associated mechanisms require further elucidation.

We explored different aspects of SNAI2 in this pan-cancer study and discovered that SNAI2 could be a powerful biomarker across cancer types, particularly in the era of immunotherapy. However, there are still some limitations. First, the results of this pan-cancer analysis are mainly derived from an integrated analysis of multiple databases. Due to the limited analysis method, there may be some systematic errors in this study. Second, this study presents the role of SNAI2 in various cancers through bioinformatics analysis and is partially validated by clinical specimens from PAAD. Third, we found that the expression level of SNAI2 is associated with tumor immunity, but the specific mechanism of action is still unclear and needs to be further explored. Nonetheless, our pan-cancer research gives a thorough understanding of SNAI2’s tumor-targeting mechanism.





Conclusion

In summary, our study indicated that SNAI2 expression varies in different tumors and cells. And high-SNAI2 expression was associated with poor survival outcomes and disease progression. In addition, SNAI2 levels were also found to be closely related to immune infiltrating cell expression, immune checkpoint gene expression, TMB, MSI, MMR gene, DNA methylation, etc. Our careful analysis of this study provided insights into the significant immunological advantages of SNAI2 as a pan-cancer prognostic and immunotherapy biomarker. This not only provided powerful new insights into the development of future immunotherapy and diagnostic studies evidence but also provides new treatments for cancer patients.





Data availability statement

Publicly available datasets were analyzed in this study. This data can be found here: The public databases include the TCGA database (https://gdc.cancer.gov/); GTEx database ((https://gtexport.org/home/); THPA database (https://www.proteinatlas.org/); UCSC Xena database (https://xenabrowser.net/datapages/); Networks Functional Enrichment Analysis (https://string-db.org/); and cBioPortal web (https://www.cbioportal.org/).





Ethics statement

The studies involving human participants were reviewed and approved by Ethics Committee of The Second Affiliated Hospital of Nanchang University. The patients/participants provided their written informed consent to participate in this study.





Author contributions

DZ and YS contributed to the conception and design of the study. DZ wrote the first draft of the manuscript. ZJ, YZ, and JH performed the statistical and bioinformatic analysis. XS conducted figure visualization of the manuscript. All authors contributed to the article and approved the submitted version.





Funding

This study was supported by the National Natural Science Foundation of China (NO. 31860320 and 21866019) and; the Youth Science Foundation of Jiangxi Province (NO.20192BAB215013).




Acknowledgments

We sincerely acknowledge the contributions from the TCGA Pan-cancer Project.





Conflict of interest

The authors declare that the research was conducted in the absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be construed as a potential conflict of interest.





Supplementary material

The Supplementary Material for this article can be found online at: https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fimmu.2023.1117585/full#supplementary-material

Supplementary Figure 1 | Correlation analysis between expression levels of SNAI2 and ImmuneScore in pan-cancer.

Supplementary Figure 2 | Correlation analysis between expression levels of SNAI2 and EstimateScore in pan-cancer.

Supplementary Figure 3 | Correlation analysis between expression levels of SNAI2 and StromalScore in pan-cancer.

Supplementary Figure 4 | Correlation analysis between SNAI2 expression in pan-cancer and the number of tumors neoantigens in pan-cancer.

Supplementary Figure 5 | The correlation analysis of SNAI2 expression with MMR genes and DNA methyltransferases. (A) The Spearman’s correlation analysis of SNAI2 expression with MMR genes in cancers. (B) The Spearman’s correlation analysis of SNAI2 expression with DNA methyltransferases in various cancers. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001, ns, no significance.

Supplementary Figure 6 | Overexpression of SNAI2 promotes cell proliferation and promotes cell apoptosis of pancreatic cancer cells. (A) The protein and mRNA levels of SNAI2 in pancreatic cancer cells (PANC-1, SW1990, BxPC-1, SW-979) and the H6C7 line. (B) Western blotting and qRT-PCR analyses of SNAI2 expression levels in SW1990 cells transfected with vector or His-SNAI2 plasmid. (C) CCK-8 assay showing the proliferation ability of SW1990 cells following overexpression of SNAI2. (D) Representative images (left) and quantification (right) of colony formation assays of SW1990 cells transfected with vector or His-SNAI2 plasmids. (E) Representative images (left) and quantification (right) of EDU assays of SW1990 cells transfected with vector or His-SNAI2 plasmids. Scale bar, 50 μm. (F) Representative images of the transwell invasion assays of SW1990 cells transfected with vector or His-SNAI2 plasmids. Scale bar, 50 μm. (G). Western blotting showed the changes of EMT proteins in SW1990 cells transfected with vector or His-SNAI2 plasmids. All data are presented as the mean ± SD of three independent experiments. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ns, no significance.
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Background

Renal fibrosis is a physiological and pathological characteristic of chronic kidney disease (CKD) to end-stage renal disease. Since renal biopsy is the gold standard for evaluating renal fibrosis, there is an urgent need for additional non-invasive diagnostic biomarkers.





Methods

We used R package “limma” to screen out differently expressed genes (DEGs) based on Epithelial-mesenchymal transformation (EMT), and carried out the protein interaction network and GO, KEGG enrichment analysis of DEGs. Secondly, the least absolute shrinkage and selection operator (LASSO), random forest tree (RF), and support vector machine-recursive feature elimination (SVM-RFE) algorithms were used to identify candidate diagnostic genes. ROC curves were plotted to evaluate the clinical diagnostic value of these genes. In addition, mRNA expression levels of candidate diagnostic genes were analyzed in control samples and renal fibrosis samples. CIBERSORT algorithm was used to evaluate immune cells level. Additionally, gene set enrichment analysis (GSEA) and drug sensitivity were conducted.





Results

After obtaining a total of 24 DEGs, we discovered that they were mostly involved in several immunological and inflammatory pathways, including NF-KappaB signaling, AGE-RAGE signaling, and TNF signaling. Five genes (COL4A2, CXCL1, TIMP1, VCAM1, and VEGFA) were subsequently identified as biomarkers for renal fibrosis through machine learning, and their expression levels were confirmed by validation cohort data sets and in vitro RT-qPCR experiment. The AUC values of these five genes demonstrated significant clinical diagnostic value in both the training and validation sets. After that, CIBERSORT analysis showed that these biomarkers were strongly associated with immune cell content in renal fibrosis patients. GSEA also identifies the potential roles of these diagnostic genes. Additionally, diagnostic candidate genes were found to be closely related to drug sensitivity. Finally, a nomogram for diagnosing renal fibrosis was developed.





Conclusion

COL4A2, CXCL1, TIMP1, VCAM1, and VEGFA are promising diagnostic biomarkers of tissue and serum for renal fibrosis.





Keywords: renal fibrosis, diagnostic biomarkers, machine learning, immune cell, EMT





Introduction

Fibrosis accounts for 45% of all deaths in the industrialized world (1) and can accumulate in multiple organs, such as the heart, lungs, kidneys, and liver. Numerous organ problems may eventually result from extensive tissue remodeling and fibrosis (2). Renal fibrosis is characterized by abnormal accumulation and deposition of extracellular matrix, the occurrence of glomerulosclerosis and renal interstitial fibrosis, which ultimately lead to end-stage renal disease (3). Renal fibrosis may be caused by a variety of damaging causes. The concept of a renal fibrosis niche has been put forth in studies and contends that a range of cells and molecules collaborate to produce a unique pro-fibrosis microenvironment (4). It has been discovered that a range of cells, including macrophages and muscle fibroblasts, contribute to the development of renal fibrosis (3). The imbalance in the proportion of immune cells and the change of state has an important effect on renal fibrosis (5, 6).

Many diagnostic methods for renal fibrosis have emerged. Renal biopsy is the gold standard for the diagnosis of renal fibrosis. However, this approach has several disadvantages, including invasiveness, complexity, and hysteresis (7). Although an innovative non-invasive method to diagnose renal fibrosis has been described (8), its clinical use still requires more verification. VI chain fragments, such as endotrophic protein (PRO-C6), C6M, and C6Mα3, were increasingly expressed in a variety of fibrotic diseases and emerged as key indicators for the detection of fibrosis status (9). Hsa_circ_0036649 expression was found to be reduced in patients with renal fibrosis through the detection and analysis of exosome secretion in the urine for renal fibrosis patients (10). Previous studies revealed that serum lysyl oxidase increased after renal fibrosis, and the enhancement was significant in patients with moderate and severe renal fibrosis (11). However, considering the key role of EMT in renal fibrosis, the diagnostic role of EMT-related genes in renal fibrosis is still unclear.

The EMT has been identified to be a significant driver of organ fibrosis and tumor progression (12). It is known that many small molecule inhibitors have good anti-tumor effects by antagonizing EMT, but their therapeutic effects on fibrotic diseases are not fully understood (13–17). In this study, we used bioinformatics techniques to explore the EMT-related DEGs in healthy human tissue samples and renal fibrosis samples and applied three machine learning algorithms to filter and identify candidate diagnostic markers for renal fibrosis. In-depth analysis was held regarding the potential role of these new diagnostic genes in renal fibrosis, their interaction with infiltrating immune cells, their relationship with anti-tumor drug sensitivity, and their diagnostic efficiency. To satisfy the clinical need for early detection and therapy, the quest for efficient non-invasive diagnostic molecular markers is beneficial for the quick and accurate diagnosis of renal fibrosis.





Methods




Data collection and processing

Expression data for renal fibrosis were downloaded from the GEO database. The training set, GSE76882, contained 175 samples of renal fibrosis and 99 control samples. The validation set, GSE22459, had 40 samples of renal fibrosis and 25 control samples. All samples were normalized for subsequent analysis. GSEA (https://www.gseamsigdb.org/gsea/index.jsp) was used to retrieve 201 EMT-related genes, as listed in Supplementary Table S1. These genes were downloaded from the gene set “HALLMARK_EPITHELIAL_MESENCHYMAL_TRANSITION”.





DEGs screening, protein-protein interaction network and enrichment analysis

First, the R package “limma” was used with the screening criterion of p<0.05 to identify the DEGs associated with EMT between the control group and the renal fibrosis group. Next, we plotted PPI network using an online website (STRING: functional protein association networks (string-db.org)). Then, using the R packages “clusterProfiler,” “org.Hs.eg.db,” and “DOSE,” GO and KEGG enrichment analyses for DEGs were carried out.





Identification and validation of diagnostic markers

Three machine learning algorithms were conducted to identify potential diagnostic genes for renal fibrosis, named least absolute shrinkage and selection operator (LASSO) logistic regression, random forest tree (RF), and support vector machine-recursive feature elimination (SVM-RFE). For LASSO analysis, the R package “glmnet” was utilized. The RF algorithm was used to identify the top 10 significant genes and the SVM-RFE algorithm was used to find the optimal variables. Candidate diagnostic genes were selected when the three machine learning results were intersected, and the expression of these genes was confirmed by RT-qPCR.





Examining the relationship between immune cells and candidate genes

The CIBERSORT algorithm was applied to assess the contents of 22 immune cells. R software was used to perform the Spearman rank correlation analysis. The R package “ggplot2” was implemented to visualize the associations between candidate genes and various immune cells.





Gene set enrichment analysis (GSEA)

GSEA was used to investigate potential biological functions of candidate genes. The reference gene set was “c2. Cp. Kegg. V7.0. Symbols. GMT” from The Molecular Signatures Database (MSigDB).





Analysis of drug sensitivity

We conducted an in-depth analysis of candidate diagnostic genes for renal fibrosis and drug sensitivity of anti-tumor drugs in an effort to find better new drugs for the treatment of renal fibrosis and develop more drugs to improve the condition. To be specific, gene expression data and drug sensitivity data were downloaded from the CellMiner database (https://discover.nci.nih.gov/cellminer/home.do) and 15 drugs FDA-approved or clinical trial drug were selected for study. The sensitivity analysis of potential prognostic genes to antitumor drugs was carried out using the R packages “impute,” “limma,” “ggplot2,” and “ggpubr” by Pearson correlation analysis.





Cell culture and treatment

HK-2 cells obtained from the Chinese Academy of Sciences Cell Bank (Shanghai, China) were grown in DMEM/F12 media supplemented with 100 μg/mL. streptomycin, 100 U/mL penicillin, and 10% fetal bovine serum. Subsequently, HK-2 cells were given 20ng/ml TGF-β1 treatment for 48 hours to construct a fibrosis model in vitro.





Reverse transcription-quantitative polymerase chain reaction (RT-qPCR)

In short, first of all, total RNA was extracted using the RNAiso Plus reagent from HK-2 cells that had been subjected to TGF-β1 or not, in accordance with the kit’s instructions (TaKaRa, Dalian, China). Secondly, using the HIScript RT SuperMix kit (Vazyme, Nanjing, China), cDNA was obtained. Afterwards, SYBR Green reagent (Vazyme, Nanjing, China) was used to conduct the RT-qPCR experiment following the kit’s instructions. Every sample was analyzed utilizing the 2-ΔΔCT value method. The specific primers were synthesized by Sangon (Shanghai, China). The reference used in this experiment was β-actin.






Results




Identification and enrichment analysis of EMT-related DEGs

Firstly, we screened 149 EMT-related genes in GSE76882 (Figure 1A) and 27 EMT-related genes in GSE22459 (Figure 1B) that were differentially expressed between renal fibrosis and control group by using the R package “limma”. Then, the intersection was picked to obtain 24 EMT-related DEGs (Figure 1C). A PPI network of these DEGs were constructed using the online website namely STRING (Figure 1D). In addition, an enrichment analysis of these DEGs was performed to explore their possible biological functions. GO enrichment analysis showed that these DEGs were mainly enriched in signal receptor activation activity, receptor ligand activity, cytokine activation, endoplasmic reticulum lumen, collagen-containing extracellular matrix, external side of plasma membrane, regulation of cell-cell adhesion, response to molecules of bacterial origin, and response to lipopolysaccharide in molecular functions, cell component, as well as biological processes (Figure 1E). KEGG enrichment analysis showed that these DEGs are mainly enriched in inflammatory, immune and oxidative stress-related pathways, such as TNF signaling pathway, AGE-RAGE signaling pathway in diabetic complications, ECM- Receptor interaction, and rheumatoid arthritics (Figure 1F).




Figure 1 | Identification and enrichment analysis of EMT-related DEGs. (A) Heat map of the ETM-related DEGs in GSE76882. (B) Heat map of EMT-related DEGs in GSE22459. (C) The Venn diagram showing the intersection of DEGs in GSE76882 and GSE22459. (D) PPI network of DEGs. (E) GO enrichment and (F) KEGG pathway enrichment analysis of DEGs.







Identification of diagnostic markers for renal fibrosis

Three machine learning algorithms were manipulated to identify diagnostic markers for renal fibrosis. First, 13 possible biomarkers were revealed using the LASSO regression algorithm (Figures 2A, B). The top 10 obviously significant genes were analyzed by RF algorithm (Figures 2C, D). SVM-RFE analysis of EMT-related DEGs revealed a total of 13 genes in the model that could be used for diagnosis (Figures 2E, F). After that, we crossed the biomarkers obtained by the three machine learning algorithms, and obtained five common biomarkers, including COL4A2, CXCL1, TIMP1, VCAM1, and VEGFA (Figure 2G).




Figure 2 | Identification of diagnostic markers for renal fibrosis by machine learning. (A, B) LASSO logistic regression, (C, D) RF (E, F) SVM-RFE algorithm screening diagnostic biomarkers for renal fibrosis. (G) The Venn diagram exhibiting the intersection of three machine learning models.







Diagnostic power of five candidate biomarkers for renal fibrosis

ROC curves of five candidate biomarkers were drawn, and it was found that COL4A2, CXCL1, TIMP1, VCAM1, and VEGFA exhibited good diagnostic efficacy in both training dataset and validation dataset. The AUC values in the training set were 0.795, 0.871, 0.869, 0.853, and 0.801, respectively (Figure 3A). Diagnostic AUC values for COL4A2, CXCL1, TIMP1, VCAM1, and VEGFA were 0.661, 0.679, 0.747, 0.713, and 0.677, respectively, in the validation dataset (Figure 3B). These results indicate that these five genes have good diagnostic efficacy for renal fibrosis.




Figure 3 | Diagnostic effect of five candidate biomarkers on renal fibrosis. (A) ROC curves of COL4A2, CXCL1, TIMP1, VCAM1, VEGFA in training set. (B) ROC curves of COL4A2, CXCL1, TIMP1, VCAM1, VEGFA in validation set.







Expression of five candidate biomarkers in renal fibrosis

Next, we examined the expression of five potential diagnostic genes in the training set and validation dataset. As can be seen in Figure 4A, the expression of COL4A2, CXCL1, TIMP1, and VCAM1 was higher in the renal fibrosis group than in the control group, while the expression of VEGFA was lower. In the validation dataset, similar expressions were observed (Figure 4B). Additionally, RT-qPCR was employed for experimental confirmation, and it was discovered that the expression of COL4A2, CXCL1, TIMP1, and VCAM1 in HK-2 cells treated with TGF-β1 were also increased, while the expression of VEGFA was decreased (Figure 4C). In addition, the same was true for the mRNA expression of these genes in the blood samples as shown in (Figure 5). These findings were identical to the results of our bioinformatics analysis.




Figure 4 | Expression analysis of five candidate biomarkers in renal fibrosis. (A) Expression levels of COL4A2, CXCL1, TIMP1, VCAM1 and VEGFA in the training set. (B) Expression levels of COL4A2, CXCL1, TIMP1, VCAM1 and VEGFA in the verification set. (C) RT-qPCR confirming the expression levels of COL4A2, CXCL1, TIMP1, VCAM1, and VEGFA in TGF -β1-treated HK-2 cells. “**” represented P <0.01, and “***” represented P <0.001.






Figure 5 | Validation of expression of diagnostic markers in blood samples from normal subjects and patients with renal fibrosis, with the results normalized by GAPDH. “*” represented P <0.05.







Correlation between five candidate biomarkers and immune cells

The occurrence of renal fibrosis is often accompanied by a series of changes in the proportion and function of immune cells. In view of the role of immune cells in renal fibrosis, the relationship between five potential diagnostic genes and 22 different types of immune cells was studied. We discovered the renal fibrosis group had higher levels of mast cells activated, neutrophils, T cells CD8, T cells CD4 memory cells activated, T cells follicular helper, and T cells gamma delta, while macrophages M2, mast cells resting, NK cells activated, and CD4 memory resting content were lower than control group (Figure 6A). Further analysis demonstrated that COL4A2, CXCL1, TIMP1, and VCAM1 were positively correlated with T cells CD4 memory cells activated, mast cells activated, T cells follicular helper, T cells gamma delta, eosinophils, neutrophils and T cells CD8, and negatively associated with mast cells resting, NK cells activated and macrophages M0 (Figures 6B–E). In addition, COL4A2 was positively correlated with macrophage M1 and negatively correlated with T cells CD4 memory resting (Figure 6B). CXCL1 was also positively correlated with macrophages M1 and negatively correlated with monocytes, T cells CD4 naive, macrophages M2, and T cells regulatory (Treg) (Figure 6C). TIMP1 was also negatively correlated with Treg, plasma cells and B cells activated (Figure 6D). VCAM1 was also positively correlated with B cells memory, T cells CD4 memory resting, Treg, plasma cells, B cells naive, T cells CD4 naive, and monocytes negatively correlated (Figure 6E). Conversely, VEGFA is positively correlated with NK cells activated, mast cells resting, dendritic cells resting, Treg, T cells CD4 memory resting, B cells naive, T cells CD4 naive, macrophages M0 and monocytes, and negatively correlated with CD4 memory cells activated, T cells gamma delta, neutrophils, T cells CD8, mast cells activated, T cells follicular helper, eosinophils and B cells memory (Figure 6F).




Figure 6 | Correlation analysis between 5 candidate biomarkers and immune cells. (A) The box diagram showing the differences in various immune cells between the renal fibrosis group and the control group. (B–F) Bar graphs describing the correlation between COL4A2, CXCL1, TIMP1, VCAM1 and VEGFA and 22 kinds of immune cells. “*” represented P <0.05, “**” represented P <0.01, and “***” represented P <0.001.







GSEA for five candidate diagnostic genes

GSEA was performed to investigate the potential biological roles of the five candidate diagnostic genes. The results indicated that COL4A2 was mainly involved in cell adhesion molecules, chemokine signaling pathway, ECM- receptor interaction, local adhesion, leishmania infection, and pathways in cancer (Figure 7A). Likewise, CXCL1 was mainly involved in chemokine signaling pathway, cytokine-cytokine receptor interaction, graft versus host disease, leishmania infection, primary immunodeficiency, and systemic lupus erythematosus (Figure 7B). TIMP1 was primarily involved in chemokine signaling pathway, cytokine-cytokine receptor interaction, leishmania infection, NOD-like-receptor signaling pathway, systemic lupus erythematosus, TOLL-like-receptor signaling pathway (Figure 7C). VCAM1 was predominantly involved in chemokine signaling pathway, cytokine-cytokine receptor interaction, leishmania infection, natural killer cell-mediated cytotoxicity, primary immunodeficiency, systemic lupus erythematosus (Figure 7D). VEGFA is principally involved in aging and proline metabolism, chemokine signaling pathway, cytokine-cytokine receptor interaction, glycine, serine, and threonine metabolism, peroxisome valine, leucine, and isoleucine metabolism (Figure 7E).




Figure 7 | GSEA analysis of 5 candidate diagnostic genes. (A) The top six enrichment pathways of COL4A2. (B) The top six enrichment pathways of CXCL1. (C) The top six enrichment pathways of TIMP1. (D) The top six enrichment pathways of VCAM1. (E) The top six enrichment pathways of VEGFA.







Drug sensitivity analysis

In an effort to find better innovative drugs for the treatment of renal fibrosis and develop additional drugs to ameliorate the situation, in-depth analysis was conducted on candidate diagnostic genes for renal fibrosis and drug sensitivity of anti-tumor drugs. As shown in Figure 8, VCAM1 was positively correlated with staurosporine, wortmannin, midostaurin, pentostatin, and vandetanib, and negatively correlated with the CUDC-305. COL4A2 was positively correlated with staurosporine and everolimus, and negatively correlated with tamoxifen, crizotinib, paclitaxel, dolastatin, and pipamperone. VEGFA was positively correlated with itraconazole and abiraterone.




Figure 8 | Relationship analysis between 5 candidate diagnostic genes and drug sensitivity. Gene and drug sensitivity are positively associated if Cor is more than 0; they are negatively correlated if Cor is less than 0.







Establishment of a nomogram for renal fibrosis

Finally, a nomogram was established to assess the risk of renal fibrosis (Figure 9A). A nomogram can transform independent prognostic risk factors into visual graphs for individualized prognostic evaluation. In this graph, each indicator axis indicates where the patient stands on each predictor variable scale using the five factors mentioned above. Each scale position has a corresponding prognostic point (top axis). The total score for each patient (bottom axis) is calculated, and the probability of disease is inferred from the bottom line. The ROC curve showed that the AUC value of this model was 0.867 (Figure 9B), indicating that this model had a very strong diagnostic effect. The 45-degree reference line and the actual line are the two main lines that make up the calibration curve. The apparent accuracy that hasn’t been calibrated for fit is represented by the dashed line, while the solid line is a nomogram performance of bootstrap correction and a scattering estimate for future accuracy. The calibration curves confirmed the efficacy of this nomogram model in predicting renal fibrosis (Figure 9C). Furthermore, a decision curve was generated to reflect the clinical value of nomogram models. In the decision curve, the y-axis and the x-axis represent the threshold probability and the net benefit, respectively. Decision analysis shows that this nomogram has a higher net benefit across a wide range of threshold probabilities, demonstrating the excellent predictability of the nomogram (Figure 9D).




Figure 9 | Establishment of a nomogram to diagnose renal fibrosis. (A) Nomogram for the diagnosis of renal fibrosis. (B) ROC curve for the combined diagnosis of five genes. (C) Calibration curve. (D) Decision curve analysis.








Discussion

As a significant characteristic of chronic kidney disease (CKD), renal fibrosis can lead to the loss of the damage of kidney structure and function (18). An increasing health burden is posed by CKD and renal fibrosis, which affect 10% of the world’s population (19). So far, numerous types of researches have shed light on the cellular and molecular mechanisms of renal fibrosis, but the strategies for diagnosing and treating this condition have not improved. Heat maps of DEGs were generated in this work using bioinformatics analysis of the GSE76882 and GSE22459 data sets. It was discovered that the former included 129 EMT-related DEGs, whereas the latter contained only 27 EMT-related DEGs. Intriguingly, the two data sets revealed a total of 24 common EMT-related DEGs. The intricate relationships of the different genes are clearly visible in the protein interaction network. Further research into the pertinent roles of DEGs and the signaling pathways that might be impacted revealed that DEGs might be crucial for signaling transduction, intercellular adhesion, and tissue remodeling. KEGG enrichment analysis elucidated that DEGs are involved in inflammatory response, proliferation, and immune-related pathways. Next, three machine learning algorithms described above were used to evaluate the DEGs to screen out five candidate biomarkers, including four significantly up-regulated genes, COL4A2, CXCL1, TIMP1, VCAM1, and one down-regulated gene, VEGFA, which were consistent with the results of in vitro RT-qPCR experiments.

Part of these genes have been linked to fibrosis, according to reports. Collagen type IV alpha 2 chain, which was encoded by COL4A2, is a key element of the basal membrane. Retinal hemorrhage is more common in people who have the COL4A2 mutation (20). There is a ton of evidence that certain organ fibrosis lesions are caused by aberrant type IV collagen deposition (21). Multitranscriptome study indicated that COL4A2 is a gene specifically associated with liver fibrosis and that it positively correlates with the development of hepatic fibrosis (22). In addition, prior research has demonstrated that COL4A2 is a possible biomarker for the diagnosis of acute liver failure (23). After infection or injury, mast cells and macrophages synthesize and release the neutrophil chemokine CXCL1/CXCL2 (CXC chemokine ligand 1/2) to trigger the early stage of neutrophil recruitment in response to inflammation (24). There is growing evidence that CXCL1 affects fibrosis in multiple organs. Bleomycin increased the release of CXCL1 in the lung fibrosis model (25, 26). The activation of NF- KB and TGF-Smad2/3 signaling by CXCL1 has been shown to mediate leukocyte recruitment, inflammatory response, and cardiomyocyte hypertrophy, promoting cardiac remodeling and fibrosis processes (27). Up-expression of CXCL1 exacerbates fibrosis mediated kidney damage, and inhibition of CXCL1 - CXCR2 shaft can greatly relieve kidney inflammation (28). Suppressing TIMP1 can alleviate hepatic fibrosis and myocardial fibrosis (29, 30). In diabetic rats, the levels of the fibrosis-related factors TGF-1, PDGF, and TIMP-1 can be decreased by renin-angiotensin-aldosterone system inhibitors, which can also be used to treat renal fibrosis (31). Increased TIMP1 in rats with aging-mediated renal interstitial fibrosis may be caused by antagonistic total saponins from Panax japonicas (32). The cell adhesion molecule VCAM1, which is present on the surface of endothelial cells and is secreted into the bloodstream, triggers a more extensive inflammatory response. According to research, individuals with systemic lupus erythematosus nephritis had urine levels of VCAM1 that were noticeably greater than those of healthy controls, indicating that VCAM1 may one day serve as a diagnostic tool for the condition (33). COL4A2, CXCL1, TIMP1, and VCAM1 have all been shown to be elevated in renal fibrosis, which is consistent with the findings of our experimental study. VCAM1 expression was markedly elevated in a fibrotic model of unilateral ureteral obstruction (34). By activating the HIF-1/VEGFA/VEGF receptor 1 (VEGFR1) signaling pathway and inducing the expression of the endogenous antioxidant superoxide dismutase 2 (SOD2) after unilateral ischemia-reperfusion injury, the antianemic drug FG4592 significantly reduced renal fibrosis and improved renal angiogenesis (35). Decreased pro-angiogenic factor vascular endothelial growth factor A (VEGFA) can cause glomerular microangiopathic and lead to the onset of pre-eclampsia, whereas upregulated VEGFA plays a protective role in diabetic nephropathy and polycystic nephropathy (36). Our research clarified the downregulation of VEGFA expression in renal fibrosis. Notably, one study found that patients with IgA nephropathy with high urinary VEGFA levels had a poor prognosis for renal replacement therapy (37). On the other hand, some studies have shown that increased VEGFA in certain development of fibrosis condition [32,33]. It is interesting that VEGFA has two distinctive expressions in fibrosis, and we will explore its mechanism in depth in future studies. However, the role of these genes in renal fibrosis remains unclear, which is the direction of future research.

Previous research has demonstrated that a variety of immune cells, including macrophages, T cells, and white blood cells, are involved in the regulation of renal fibrosis, and that depleting macrophages of eosinophils will result in a reduction in fibrosis (6, 38–40). CIBERSORT analysis revealed the types of immune cell infiltration, suggesting that the level and type of immune cell activation are key factors in renal fibrosis. In addition, further investigation revealed that COL4A2, CXCL1, TIMP1, and VCAM1 were all correlated with mast cells resting, NK cells active, and macrophages M0, as well as with T cells CD4 memory cells activated, T cells follicular helper, T cells gamma delta, eosinophils, neutrophils, and T cells CD8, the reverse is true with VEGFA. These results confirmed that COL4A2, CXCL1, TIMP1, and VCAM1 were positively correlated with some higher expressed immune cells in renal fibrosis, and VEGFA was positively correlated with some lower expressed immune cells in renal fibrosis. This suggested that these five genes may have an impact on renal fibrosis by regulating the activity of immune cells. Previous research discovered that deletion COL4A2 damages the transfer between T cells, preventing viral release, while COL4A mutations can prevent some immune cells from infiltrating (41, 42). Besides, CXCL1 was found to enhance macrophage invasion and migration, and its increased expression promoted neutrophil infiltration (43, 44). TIMP1 augmented macrophage migration and its transformation to M2 type (45). Reversely, IL10 induces dendritic cells to produce TIMP1 (46). Furthermore, anti-inflammatory M2-type macrophages down-regulate the expression of VCAM1 in endothelial cells (47). Knockdown of VEGFA blocked LPS-mediated M1-type macrophage polarization (48). These findings suggest that these five genes crosstalk with immune cells. Five putative diagnostic genes were mainly abundant in chemokine and cytokine-cytokine receptor signaling pathways, according to KEGG analysis.

Since renal fibrosis and cancer have a common feature, namely enhanced epithelial-mesenchymal transformation (EMT) (12), and many antitumor drugs have inhibitory effects on EMT (13–17, 49), we analyzed the relationship between these drug sensitivity and model genes to provide possible direction for the treatment of renal fibrosis. The results showed that VCAM1 was positively correlated with staurosporine, wortmannin, midostaurin, pentostatin, and vandetanib, negatively correlated with by-product of CUDC-305. COL4A2 was positively correlated with staurosporine and everolimus and was negatively correlated with tamoxifen, crizotinib, paclitaxel, dolastatin, pipamperone. VEGFA was positively correlated with itraconazole and abiraterone. These findings laid a foundation for anti-fibrosis drugs targeting COL4A2, VCAM1, and VEGFA. Furthermore, the AUC value demonstrated that each gene had an effective diagnostic effect. Finally, a nomogram was drawn to predict the risk of renal fibrosis. When using 5 genes for joint diagnosis, the AUC value was 0.867, indicating a good diagnostic value. The accuracy and reliability of this model in predicting the risk of renal fibrosis were verified by the calibration curve and the decision curve.





Conclusion

In short, COL4A2, CXCL1, TIMP1, VCAM1, and VEGFA are promising diagnostic biomarkers of tissue and serum for renal fibrosis, which is helpful for the early diagnosis and treatment of patients with renal fibrosis.
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Introduction

Spaceflight leads to the deconditioning of multiple body systems including the immune system. We sought to characterize the molecular response involved by capturing changes in leukocyte transcriptomes from astronauts transitioning to and from long-duration spaceflight.





Methods

Fourteen male and female astronauts with ~6-month- long missions aboard the International Space Station (ISS) had 10 blood samples collected throughout the three phases of the study: one pre-flight (PF), four in-flight (IF) while onboard the ISS, and five upon return to Earth (R). We measured gene expression through RNA sequencing of leukocytes and applied generalized linear modeling to assess differential expression across all 10 time points followed by the analysis of selected time points and functional enrichment of changing genes to identify shifts in biological processes.





Results

Our temporal analysis identified 276 differentially expressed transcripts grouped into two clusters (C) showing opposite profiles of expression with transitions to and from spaceflight: (C1) decrease-then-increase and (C2) increase-then-decrease. Both clusters converged toward average expression between ~2 and ~6 months in space. Further analysis of spaceflight transitions identified the decrease-then-increase pattern with most changes: 112 downregulated genes between PF and early spaceflight and 135 upregulated genes between late IF and R. Interestingly, 100 genes were both downregulated when reaching space and upregulated when landing on Earth. Functional enrichment at the transition to space related to immune suppression increased cell housekeeping functions and reduced cell proliferation. In contrast, egress to Earth is related to immune reactivation.





Conclusion

The leukocytes’ transcriptome changes describe rapid adaptations in response to entering space followed by opposite changes upon returning to Earth. These results shed light on immune modulation in space and highlight the major adaptive changes in cellular activity engaged to adapt to extreme environments.
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Introduction

The journey to space and sojourn in this extreme environment expose astronauts to health hazards such as cosmic radiations and microgravity (1). Short- and long-term spaceflight negatively affects most physiological functions: musculoskeletal, cardiovascular, respiratory, metabolic, endocrine, cognitive, gastrointestinal, microbial, genito-urinary, dermatological, ocular, and immune (1–3). A rapid physiological change occurring immediately upon entering space is the prompt redistribution of blood from the lower to upper part of the body (4). In response, plasma shifts toward extravascular tissues including the lymphatic system, resulting in diuresis and reduction in blood volume by ~10%-15% within the first days in microgravity (5). An opposite response occurs upon return to Earth; blood redistributes to the lower limbs, requiring an increase of total blood volume achieved by increasing fluid intake (6). These fluid shifts represent opposite physiological adaptations when transitioning to and from microgravity environments.

At the cellular level, plasma volume redistribution during spaceflight alters blood cell concentration –triggering mechanisms to restore homeostasis. An analysis of astronaut blood samples collected onboard the International Space Station (ISS) reported a ~17% elevation in white blood cell counts persisting during long-term spaceflight and accompanied by impairments of immune cell functions upon returning to Earth (7, 8). Early studies have also reported that, within 1 week in microgravity, red blood cell mass decreases ~10% (9). In a recent study, a temporal analysis including before, during, and after mission measurements of hemoglobin from 14 astronauts sojourning onboard of the ISS for ~6 months documented ongoing hemolysis in space (10). At the molecular level, studies have focused on the transcriptomic changes of astronauts during spaceflight. The National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) Twin Study monitored simultaneously one twin experiencing spaceflight for ~1 year and compared data to his twin brother in the terrestrial environment. Transcriptional changes were found in multiple immune cell types including Peripheral Blood Mononuclear Cells (PBMCs), CD4 and CD8 T lymphocytes, and CD19 B lymphocytes. Gene expression in lymphocytes remained disrupted even after spaceflight (11). Those studies offered valuable insight into the molecular interactions occurring during spaceflight but suffer from small astronaut sample sizes and lack an integrated time-dependent analysis.

Genome-wide expression analysis provides a rich source of information to characterize molecular processes that underlie physiological adaptions associated with spaceflight (11). Peripheral blood cells are an ideal candidate to probe systemic effects due to their contact with multiple- organ systems through blood circulation. Transcriptional changes in circulating blood cells may thus reflect multisystem changes rich in information to assess astronaut health in response to the space environment and guide the design of personalized interventions. In the current study, we took advantage of the rare opportunity to sample a cohort of 14 astronauts onboard the ISS for ~6-month missions. We harvested the circulating leukocytes of ISS crewmembers before, during, and after spaceflight to establish the transcriptional composition and dynamic changes. This hypothesis-generating study combined an integrated time-course analysis followed by a time-point analysis at phase transitions to ISS missions. This approach captured the longitudinal changes in transcript levels and characterized the effect of transitioning to and from space, the adaptation in space, and state up to 1-year post-flight. We predict that the greatest transcriptional changes will occur at phase transitions entering spaceflight and returning to Earth, whereas minimal changes will be observed later in spaceflight.





Methods




Participant selection, study design, and ethics

Twenty astronauts scheduled to travel to the ISS voluntarily attended a presentation of the Marrow Adipose Reaction: Red Or White (MARROW) project approximately 1 year before an astronaut’s scheduled flight. Inclusion criteria included male or female astronauts that were non-smokers, without any metal implants, and were scheduled to remain on the ISS for a minimum of four months. Fourteen astronauts, 11 men (46.7 ± 7.3 years old) and three women (39.7 ± 2.1 years old) consented to participating in the study on the temporal analysis of the leukocyte transcriptomes from blood samples collected throughout the three phases of their mission: pre-flight (PF), in-flight (IF), and return to Earth (R). All participants gave informed consent and were monitored by a medical team at NASA. Ethics approval was obtained from the NASA Human Research Multilateral Review (#Pro1283), Johnson Space Center Institutional Review Board (JSC-IRB), European Space Agency Medical Board, Japanese Aerospace Exploration Agency, and the Ottawa Health Science Network Research Ethics Board #2009646-01H.





Blood sample collection and storage

Ten blood samples were collected from each astronaut: one sample at PF between 90 and 60 days before liftoff, four samples IF onboard the ISS (IF1: between days 4 and 6; IF2: between days 8 and 12; IF3: between days 65 and 95; IF4: 30 to 1 day before returning on Earth), and five samples upon return to Earth (R) (R1: day 1; R2: between days 3 and 7; R3: between days 12 and 15; R4: between days 23 and 37; R5: between days 335 and 395) (Figure 1). Approximately 4 ml of venous blood was collected after an overnight fast in a Vacutainer with plasma separator tube gel and 83 units of lithium heparin (#8362534, Becton Dickinson, Franklin Lakes, NJ, USA). Immediately after harvesting, blood tubes were inverted, centrifuged at 1,500g for 15 min at room temperature, and stored at −80°C. PF and post-flight blood samples were collected and centrifuged at the NASA Johnson Space Center in Houston Texas (USA) by a certified phlebotomist, and IF samples were collected, centrifuged, and frozen by crewmembers. The protocol for blood collection, centrifugation, and storage was the same for all blood samples including those collected onboard of the ISS. Frozen samples were shipped to our institution within 2–3 months after collection. A total of 139 blood samples were collected from 14 crewmembers during 12 different ISS missions (Supplementary Figure 1).




Figure 1 | Experimental design. Fourteen astronauts (11 men and 3 women) sojourned aboard the ISS. Ten venous blood samples were collected from each astronaut throughout the three phases of their mission: one sample at pre-flight (PF) between 90 and 60 days before liftoff, four samples in-flight (IF) onboard the ISS (IF1: between days 4 and 6; IF2: between days 8 and 12; IF3: between days 65 and 95; IF4: 30 to 1 days before returning on Earth), and five samples upon return to Earth (R) (R1: day 1; R2: between days 3 and 7; R3: between days 12 and 15; R4: between days 23 and 37; R5: between days 335 and 395). “n” is the sample size of male and female astronauts that participated in the study. “s” is the number of RNA samples with libraries that passed quality metrics and used for sequencing at each timepoint.







Leukocyte capture, RNA isolation, library preparation, and sequencing

Frozen blood samples were thawed at room temperature for ~15 min, and leukocytes layered on top of the gel were resuspended by gentle inversion of the tube. Total RNA was isolated from leukocytes using the LeukoLOCK™ total RNA isolation system and manufacturer’s protocol (#AM1923, ThermoFisher Scientific, Waltham, MA, USA). Total RNA was suspended in 20 μ l of RNAse-free water, and quality was assessed using the Agilent BioAnalyzer 2100 (Model G2939B, Agilent, Santa Clara, CA, USA). All 139 samples had RNA integrity number (RIN) ≥8.0. RNA sequencing libraries were depleted of rRNA using the NEBNext® ribosomal RNA (rRNA) Depletion Kit (Human/Mouse/Rat) (#6310L, Ipswich, MA, USA) or using the NEBNext® Ultra™ II Directional RNA (rRNA) Library Prep Kit for Illumina® (#E7760L, Ipswich, MA, USA). Library quality was assessed using the Agilent BioAnalyzer 2100, and 72 samples passed the quality metrics for sequencing including a concentration above 10 nM (Supplementary Figure 1). Details of the inventory of libraries included with randomly assigned astronaut identifiers and time points that passed quality metrics are provided in Table 1. Libraries (125 pM) were multiplexed and sequenced with 100-base paired-end reads to a depth of ~50 million reads per sample using the Illumina NovaSeq 6000 System (Illumina, San Diego, CA, USA). Library preparation, quality assessment, high-throughput sequencing, and de-multiplexing step were performed at Genome Quebec Innovation Center (Montreal, Canada).


Table 1 | Sample inventory: libraries that passed quality metrics and used for sequencing.







RNA-seq mapping

Reads were aligned to the publicly available human transcriptome and genome (GRCh38.84) using HISAT with default parameters (v2.0.13) (12). Transcript abundance calculations were performed using HTSeq with default parameters (v0.6.1) (13). For consistency with rRNA depletion library preparation, rRNA genes were excluded leaving an expression dataset that corresponded to 59,901 transcripts from coding and non-coding genes measured at the individual study time points for each astronaut.





Sample quality control

Gene read counts for the 59,901 genes from each sample were normalized for sample read depth using DESeq2’s median of ratios (14), and the variance stabilizing log2 transformation (VST) was applied reducing variance of low read counts for principal component analysis. Principal component scores were calculated using the prcomp() function in R for all 72 samples. Samples were then plotted along PC1 and PC2 to visualize the variance explained by the individual astronauts and study time points. This showed significant deviation of the PF sample a2068.1 from other samples (Supplementary Figure 2). Therefore, this sample was treated as a technical outlier and excluded from further analyses leaving 71 samples for analysis in silico. All sequence analyses and result visualizations were conducted using the R environment (https://cran.r-project.org/doc/manuals/r-release/R-intro.html) and custom scripts.





Differential expression analysis

Two separate differential expression analyses were completed with both using the same fixed-effect generalized linear model (GLM) within the DESeq2 package in R environment (14).

	

This model measures the effect across time treating the “time” variable as categorical and included all 10 time points of the study. Confounding variables —sex and astronaut cumulative lifetime in space— were controlled while also accounting for repeated measures of biological replicates. The first differential expression analysis tested the temporal effect through applying likelihood ratio testing (LRT) on the “time” variable using the normalized read counts of all 59,901 genes. The temporal analysis was conceptually similar to analysis of variance (ANOVA) but instead represented an analysis of deviance (ANODEV) because DESeq2 estimates dispersion not variance. Adjustment for multiple comparisons was done through independent hypothesis weighting (IHW) using the IHW package in R environment (15). This method increased power by assigning weights to each hypothesis test while controlling for the false discovery rate using the Benjamini–Hochberg correction (16). Genes with adjusted p-values <0.1 were considered statistically significant and identified as gene candidates that were differentially expressed between any time point of the study.

For more specific insight into the IF and post-flight specific effects, differential expression analyses were done on a subset of time points. This used the same GLM as in the temporal differential expression analysis but instead applied the Wald’s test on log2 fold changes (LFCs) for significance testing followed by LFC shrinkage using the ashr method (17). Comparisons of selective time points were conceptually similar to a post-hoc analysis testing the effect of specific time points within the “time” variable. Adjustment for multiple comparisons was done using only the Benjamini–Hochberg correction (16). Genes with adjusted p-values <0.1 and LFC values >|0.5| were identified as gene candidates differentially expressed between a given time-point comparison.





Transcriptome expression visualizations

The normalized read counts of gene candidates identified as differentially expressed between any of the 10 time points (temporal analysis) were averaged among all astronauts at each time point and scaled across genes as z-scores. These genes were then further analyzed to extract gene clusters displaying similar patterns of expression throughout the entire study. Briefly, the Euclidean distance between each gene candidate was calculated using their z-score scaled normalized read counts from each sample across time. These values were then hierarchically clustered using the hclust() function in R environment creating a tree dendrogram to visualize the gene clusters, which were resolved by a static tree cut (Supplementary Figure 3). Gene z-scores of temporal gene clusters were then plotted across time using lines and split violin plots overlayed by box plots to visualize the relative expression of genes over the course of the study (Figure 2).




Figure 2 | Temporal analysis of leukocyte transcriptomes before, during, and after spaceflight. (A) Gene expression levels plotted as scaled Z-scores across individual time points. Z-scores represent the average normalized read counts scaled across the 276 temporal differentially expressed genes at each individual time-point for the 14 astronauts. Black lines follow individual transcripts over time. Colored lines, split violin, and box plots represent the profiles of temporal gene clusters identified through hierarchical clustering. The number of genes identified in each cluster is indicated. Above brackets indicate the mission phases of time points. (B) RNA bio-type proportions for the two temporal gene cluster profiles displayed as stacked bar plots. RNA bio-type, gene counts, and percentages are indicated. The “other” category includes miscellaneous RNA, pseudogenes,and RNA to be experimentally confirmed (TEC). (C) Dot plot displaying the gene ontology (GO) terms obtained from the overrepresentation analysis (ORA) of temporal gene clusters across all mission phases. Terms with >1.5 enrichment in each temporal cluster were plotted with the number of genes mapping to that specific GO term indicated in brackets. The size of each dot is proportional to the enrichment factor (size scale) and the color represents the FDR adjusted p-values, where darker points have lower values (color scale). Enrichment corresponds to the ratio of mapped gene counts to a given GO term between each temporal gene cluster and the reference list of 15,410 genes. Enriched GO terms were grouped under “Biological Processes” at level 4. Using the Benjamini–Hochberg correction for multiple comparisons, p-values with false discovery rate (FDR) <0.05 were considered statistically significant. The heatmap displays the median log fold change (LFC) values throughout in-flight and post-flight time points relative to baseline for the genes associated with each GO term. The color bar represents values of log2 fold changes ranging from +2 (red) to −2 (blue).



As part of the temporal analysis, independent filtering of genes using DESeq2 excluded genes with mean normalized read counts <45 resulting in a profile of 15,410 genes representing the expressed transcriptome across time. The normalized read counts for this profile of expressed genes were scaled separately as z-scores. Gene z-scores for the 15,410 genes were then plotted across time as violin plots (Supplementary Figure 4).





RNA bio-typing

Gene candidate profiles identified from both temporal and time-point differential expression analyses were bio-typed according to the functionality of RNA transcribed from these genes. Bio-type annotation was done using the biomaRt package in R environment (18, 19), which utilized the Vega archive gene classifications (https://vega.archive.ensembl.org/info/about/gene_and_transcript_types.html). The relative proportions of RNA bio-types within each differentially expressed gene profile were then displayed as stacked bar plots (Figures 2, 3C, F).




Figure 3 | Genes differentially expressed at spaceflight phase transitions and functional enrichment. Cluster network of gene ontology (GO) terms was obtained from the phase-specific overrepresentation analysis (ORA) of 112 downregulated genes between PF and IF2 (A, B), and 135 upregulated genes between IF4 and R1 (D, E) with stacked bar plots (C, F) displaying the RNA Bio-type proportions for these genes. RNA Bio-type, gene counts, and percentages are indicated. The “other” category includes miscellaneous RNA, pseudogenes, and RNA’s to be experimentally confirmed(TEC). Networks (B, E) illustrate semantic similarity of GO terms using REVIGO. The size of each dot is proportional to the enrichment factor (size scale) and color represents the FDR adjusted p-values, where darker points have lower values (color scale). Cluster headers are the GO term with the highest enrichment factor within that cluster. Enrichment corresponds to the ratio of mapped gene counts to a given GO term between each differentially expressed gene profile [PF vs. IF2 (A) and IF4 vs. R1 (D)] and the reference list of 15,410 genes. Enriched GO terms were grouped under “Biological Processes” at level 4. Using the Benjamini–Hochberg correction for multiple comparisons, p-values with false discovery rate (FDR) <0.05 were considered statistically significant. Asterisk (*) in bar plots (A, D) indicate the genes use in the enrichment analysis.







Log fold change heatmap

The LFC values relative to PF were calculated for a subset of gene candidates identified from the differential expression analysis of selective time points. This subset of genes was identified from the Venn diagram overlap between the differentially expressed gene profiles for PF vs. IF2 and IF4 vs. R1 (Figure 4). LFC values relative to PF were then displayed as a heatmap across all IF and post-flight time points along with their gene identities (Figure 4).




Figure 4 | Log2 fold change of 100 genes displaying downregulation when reaching space and upregulation when landing on Earth after 6 months in space. Heatmap illustration of the log2 fold changes (Log2FC) of expression relative to pre-flight across all in-flight and post-flight time points for the 100 genes both downregulated when reaching space and upregulated when landing on Earth. The Venn diagram (A) indicates the profile of genes being displayed in the heatmap (B). Expression levels of individual genes relative to pre-flight values are expressed across in-flight and post-flight time points as log2 fold changes displayed as a heatmap (B). The color bar represents values of log2 fold changes ranging from −2 (red) to +2 (green). Gene identities are shown by their ensembl ID and corresponding HGNC symbol (if applicable) in brackets. Asterisk (*) indicates non-coding genes.







Enrichment analysis

For insight into the broader biological functions of the differentially expressed gene profiles, functional enrichment of leukocyte transcriptomes using two separate overrepresentation analyses (ORAs) (20) of gene ontology (GO) terms was performed: one is to assess the temporal effect across all time points using the differentially expressed gene clusters and the other is to assess the spaceflight phase transitions using the differentially expressed genes from the selective time-point comparisons. A custom R script was used to detect significantly overrepresented GO terms between the list of differentially expressed gene profiles and the 15,410 expressed genes used as the reference list. ORA utilized clusterProfiler 4.0’s groupGO() function (21) to map genes to their associated level 4 GO terms grouped under “Biological Processes”. A Fisher exact test was applied to test for significantly overrepresented GO terms between genes and the reference list. After adjustment for multiple comparisons using the Benjamini–Hochberg correction, GO terms with FDR p-values <0.05 were considered statistically significant.

Significant GO terms from the temporal gene clusters with >1.5 enrichment were displayed onto a dot plot. The median LFC values relative to PF for the genes mapping to a specific GO term were displayed as a heatmap across all IF and post-flight time points (Figure 2). For differentially expressed genes between specific time points, significant GO terms were summarized by cluster networks based on semantic similarity (Figures 3B) using REVIGO via a web browser (https://revigo.irb.hr) (22). The GO term cluster networks were further processed for clarity and aesthetics using Cytoscape (v3.9.1.0) (23).






Results




Temporal analysis of leukocyte transcriptomes

To report the effects of space mission to the ISS, we determined the composition of astronauts’ transcriptomes and measured differential expression over time using a GLM within the DESeq2 package. LRT of all 10 time points identified 276 genes differentially expressed between any time point of the study. In addition, we found 15,410 genes represented the expressed transcriptome of astronauts over all 10 time points and corresponded to genes with average normalized read counts >45 according to DESeq2’s independent filtering threshold.




Transcriptome changes at transition to and from space

Temporal changes for the 276 differentially expressed genes are shown in Figure 2, which plots the mean transcript level for each gene across all 10 time points of the study. Transcript levels were reported as z-scores, which centered and scaled the normalized read counts for each gene by the mean and standard deviation across the 276 genes, ensuring comparable scaling and visualization for all genes. A positive z-score was interpreted as above average gene expression, a negative z-score indicated below average gene expression, and zero corresponded to average levels. Hierarchical clustering identified two gene clusters (C) based on the similarity in z-score changes over time (Figure 2; Supplementary Figure 3). The two gene clusters consisted of 247 (C1) and 29 (C2) genes, respectively, and mirrored each other; average levels changed in opposite directions at individual time points. Both showed inverse patterns of expression changes at transition to space and at the transition back to Earth (Figure 2). Specifically, gene C1 was characterized by decreased expression after 8–12 days in space (IF2) followed by increased expression on day 1 after return to Earth (R1) (Figure 2). Conversely, gene C2 displayed increased expression transitioning to space and decreased expression at return to Earth (Figure 2). Gene expression changes in C1 were less variable than C2 as shown by the narrower spread in violin plots and smaller interquartile ranges (IQR) of box plots (Figure 2).





Protein-coding genes dominate temporal gene clusters

Bio-typing of gene RNA revealed distinct bio-type proportions of the two temporal gene clusters. C1 consisted mostly of protein-coding genes (68.8%), 19.4% long non-coding RNAs (lncRNA), and 11.7% genes coding for other various RNA biotypes (Figure 2). C2 genes consisted mostly of protein-coding genes (93.1%), zero lncRNA, and 6.9% other RNAs (Figure 2).





The two temporal gene clusters differ in biological function

Functional enrichment of the two differentially expressed gene clusters across all 10 time points produced terms describing different biological functions. Shown in a dot plot are the GO terms from each temporal gene cluster with an enrichment >1.5 (Figure 2). In C1, seven of the top eight most enriched terms described immune system and leukocyte functions. Among these, the terms “regulation of immune system”, “lymphoid organ development”, and “leukocyte and lymphocyte activation” had the largest gene counts (Figure 2). In contrast, C2 was composed of terms describing diverse biological processes including anatomical structure and development and molecular regulation such as “DNA-binding transcription factor” (Figure 2). Interestingly, the second most enriched term of C2 was “regulation of body fluid levels” (Figure 2). The heatmap in Figure 2 displays the median LFC values relative to baseline for the genes associated with a given GO term throughout IF and post-flight time points. LFC values reiterated the opposite profiles of changes characterizing the two clusters of genes: inverse pattern of expression at IF and post-flight transitions (Figure 2A).





Gene expression converges toward average levels after long-duration exposure to space

Gene expression between 2 and 6 months IF (IF3 and IF4) converged toward average levels. This pattern was observed for the 276 temporally differentially expressed genes (Figure 2) and was also evident with the profile of 15,410 genes obtained from independent filtering in DESeq2 (Supplementary Figure 4). The spread of average transcript levels for all expressed genes at IF3 and IF4 displayed the smallest IQR compared to all other time points (Supplementary Figure 4; Supplementary Table 1).






Leukocyte transcriptome at spaceflight phase transitions

To assess the effects of space transitions on astronauts’ transcriptomes, four time-point comparisons were selected on the basis of the most important changes in transcript levels displayed in the temporal profiles of clusters (Figure 2). The time-point comparisons included space phase transitions (PF vs. IF2 and IF4 vs. R1), transcriptional convergence after long-duration in space (IF3 vs. IF4), and 1 year after return from space (B vs. IF5). The differential expression results for PF vs. IF2 and IF4 vs. R1 are shown in (Figures 3A, B, respectively). All four differential expression results are summarized in Table 2.


Table 2 | Summary of selective time-point differential expression results.






Differential expression was strongest during transitions to space and return to Earth

Comparing transcriptomes at PF and IF2 time points, we identified 112 downregulated genes and eight upregulated genes (Figure 3). The return to Earth was associated with 16 downregulated genes and 135 upregulated genes differentially expressed between IF4 and R1 transcriptomes. Substantial gene expression changes at space transitions were dominated by genes downregulated during early spaceflight (IF2) and upregulated during the return to Earth (R1). These results confirm the decrease-then-increase pattern of gene C1 identified in the temporal gene cluster analysis (Figure 2). In addition, RNA bio-typing of the differentially expressed genes at space transitions (PF vs. IF2 and IF4 vs. R1) replicated results from the temporal gene clusters with protein coding as most represented RNA (Figures 3C).





Space transition responses differ in biological function

Enrichment analysis of the 112 downregulated genes between PF and IF2 and 135 upregulated genes between IF4 and R1 identified biological functions differing between the transitions to and from space. GO terms are summarized in a cluster network on the basis of semantic similarity shown in Figures 3B, E. The transition to space enriched terms is related to cellular growth such as “cell population proliferation” (most enriched), “cell differentiation”, and “cellular component organization” (Figure 3). In contrast, the return to Earth resulted in two clusters of enriched terms both describing different biological processes than the transition to space (Figure 3). One cluster consisted of terms related to cellular transport such as “intracellular transport” and “protein transport and localization” (Figure 3). The other cluster included terms describing the regulation of immune system processes such as “leukocyte activation” and “lymphoid organ development” (Figure 3).





One hundred genes were both downregulated when reaching space and upregulated when landing on Earth

Among the 112 downregulated genes when reaching space and 135 upregulated genes when returning to Earth, 100 were the same genes (Figure 4). Figure 4 lists the 100 genes along with a heatmap displaying the LFC values relative to PF for each gene. The three most represented gene families were Zinc-Finger Protein (ZNF) genes (n = 6), Cluster of Differentiation (CD) genes (n = 3), and Long Intergenic Non-Protein Coding (LINC) RNA (n = 3).






Leukocyte transcriptome in-flight and 1-year post-flight




No differential expression occurs during late in-flight

Our results found zero genes differentially expressed between 65–95 days IF and 30–1 day prior to return to Earth (IF3 vs. IF4) (Table 2). The convergence toward no changes later in flight is also evident from standardizing scaled expression to z-scores. The distribution of mean scaled expression (z-scores) for all genes at each time point are shown in Figure 2; Supplementary Figure 4. Late IF time points corresponding to IF3 and IF4 had the lowest IQRs compared to all 10 time points (0.29 and 0.32, respectively) (Supplementary Table 1).





Transcriptome 1-year post-flight is similar to pre-flight

Analysis between PF and 1-year post-flight time points (PF vs. R5) revealed zero differentially expressed genes (Table 2). From the 15,410 expressed genes, transcriptional variability between PF and 1 year after returning from space appeared similar on the basis of the spread of violin plots and IQR (Supplementary Table 1; Supplementary Figure 4). However, Figure 2 shows C1 and C2 having reversed expression 1-year post-flight when compared to PF. C1 genes had above average expression PF but had below average expression 1-year post-flight, and vice versa for C2.







Discussion

We analyzed the leukocyte transcriptome of 14 female and male astronauts before their launch to space, upon reaching the ISS, in space for 6 months, at egress to Earth, and up to 1 year after landing. Differential expression was measured using an integrated time-course analysis followed by a focused analysis of mission phase transition time points. The salient findings were as follows (1): temporal analysis identified the decrease-then-increase expression pattern at transitions to and from space as the main profile of change with immune system processes most represented; (2) phase transition analysis identified downregulated genes mainly associated with “regulation of cell population” and upregulated genes at the return to Earth associated with “regulation of immune system process”; (3) 100 genes were both downregulated when reaching space and upregulated upon returning to Earth; and (4) transcript levels converged toward average levels displaying no differential expression between ~2 and ~6 months IF.




Differential expression at mission phase transition

The first analysis of the leukocyte transcriptomes provided an overview of the relative transcriptional changes occurring at 10 time points across the three phases of a space mission: PF, IF, and R. Astronauts’ leukocyte transcriptomes showed opposite directions of gene expression changes upon reaching the space environment compared to the return on Earth. Cluster analysis grouped the differentially expressed genes into two clusters characterized by major changes in opposing directions: (C1) decrease-then-increase and (C2) increase-then-decrease.

The biological processes represented among the 247 genes from C1 were mainly specialized leukocyte functions and immune system processes. Temporal transcriptome data indicated a reduction of immune functions when transiting to space and the opposite when returning on Earth: an increase of immune function. Our findings are consistent with previous reports of decreased immunity in space including reductions in T- cell function, NK- cell function, altered plasma cytokine profiles, and persistent inflammation (7, 8, 24–26). Our analysis at both transition to a different gravitational environment revealed novel genes and pathways not previously documented in astronauts traveling to space. The decreased expression of the cell surface receptor CD3E and CD3G genes, both members of the CD3–T- cell receptor complex, is likely contributing to the reduced immunity while in space. The CD3 complex is involved in the recognition of antigens and subsequent signal transduction, leading to the activation of T lymphocytes (27, 28). The reduction of CD3 expression in response to microgravity was previously observed in vitro in a human cell line of T lymphocytes and Jurkat cells exposed to microgravity (29). Our data from astronauts’ leukocytes provide additional evidence for the CD3 complex dynamic response to microgravity and changes occurring within the first few days after transitioning to and from space. Considering the rapid changes of CD3 complex gene expression, adaptive immunity such as the response to foreign antigens is likely affected by changing microgravity environments, rather than innate immune systems (30). The impact of the differential expression on the adaptive immune system can not be excluded as both immune systems are highly interconnected and previously documented to be impacted by microgravity (31, 32). Few studies have examined the dynamic changes of markers of adaptive and innate immune response throughout ISS missions, and published data are from either short-duration missions (8–15 days) or to comparisons between pre- and post- flight (33, 34). A comprehensive study of eight astronauts sojourning ~6 months onboard of the ISS reported no or very little effects on B cell number, phenotype, and antibody output after returning on Earth (35). In this study, total B cells and immunoglobulin A increased after 90 days in flights and returned to baseline at return day. Our data on leukocytes’ transcriptome agree with the previous observations of transitional changes in immune cells while transitioning to and from space and the return toward baseline levels later after returning to Earth.

The lower number of genes in C2 (n = 29) limited the conclusions for enrichment analysis and identification of represented biological processes. Of interest, the biological term “regulation of body fluid” represented in the short list of genes in C2 displayed a pattern of upregulation when reaching space. The gene SLC4A1 associated with the term “regulation of body fluid” encodes for an anion exchanger protein localized in the plasma membrane of erythrocytes and mediates carbon dioxide transport to the lungs (36). Increased expression of SLC4A1 gene when reaching space may respond to the increase of carbon dioxide levels in conditions of low red blood cell mass, with the latter being previously documented in astronauts (10). The gene AQP3 with changes in opposite directions at both phase transitions functions as a water and urea exit mechanism of antidiuresis in collecting duct cells —a mechanism regulating body fluids (37). Therefore, reaching space promoted leukocyte gene expression related to basic housekeeping cell functionality as well as specific space adaptations like headward body fluid shifts leading to loss in plasma volume and hemoconcentration (38). Restoring blood cells concentrations to homeostatic levels requires a decrease in the number of circulating leukocytes and red blood cells whose population is decreased by ~10% in the first 10 days in space (39). Therefore, in addition to immune functions, the leukocyte transcriptome identified cellular functions and physiological systems affected by spaceflight.

The opposite directions of expression changes in the gene clusters at space transitions replicated the results obtained from participants subjected to a microgravity analogue (40). The 6° head- down tilt bedrest model replicates the microgravity component of spaceflight with many of the physiological changes happening in space including fluid shift, muscle atrophy, bone loss, and hemolysis (41–44). Transcriptome composition changed in opposite directions at transitions between ambulation and bedrest and between bedrest and re-ambulation in 20 healthy participants submitted to 60 days of bedrest (40). While the space missions were longer with an average of 6 months compared to the 60 days period in bed, the transcriptome changes at phase transition coincided. Comparable changes in the leukocyte transcriptome may, therefore, indicate a characteristic response to the negative mechanotransduction, inactivity, and fluid shift brought about by prolonged exposure to both bedrest and space. Leukocyte transcriptomes are therefore highly sensitive to changes in the gravity vector and appear to mount an adaptive response toward restoring homeostasis.

The next characteristic of leukocyte transcriptome temporal changes observed was the transcriptional convergence toward average levels displaying no differential expression after 2 months of space exposure. This is a novel finding revealed through the temporal analysis. The biological meaning is unclear but indicative of global mechanisms yet to be identified that limit variations of mRNA levels in leukocytes in space. Interestingly, the gene expression convergence of astronauts replicated the results of participants to the 60-day bedrest study (40), supporting that gene expression convergence is related to inactivity and redirected gravity isolated from other space specific stressors. In addition, this might be compatible with a generalized loss of specialized cell functions upon removal of normally oriented gravity and activity. The lack of mechanotransduction and inactivity would then focus cellular activity on core housekeeping functions.

The comparison of transcriptomes between PF and 1-year post-flight showed that the two gene clusters were reversed in expression. This may suggest that some molecular space adaptations acquired while living in space for 6 months were maintained for at least 1 year after return to life on Earth. This may bear physiological significance given the ~20% increases in hemolysis in the same astronauts 1 year after returning from space (10, 39).





Shift in biological functions at spaceflight transitions to and from microgravity

Transiting to and from microgravity was associated with the differential expression of 120 and 151 genes from the reference list of 15,410 genes expressed in leukocytes. The majority (93.3%) of the differentially expressed genes when reaching space were down regulated and 95.7% were up regulated when returning. Differential expression measured at mission transitions is consistent with the temporal profile of C1 characterized by down- and up- expression. Downregulated genes identified between PF and early IF were associated with the biological term “regulation of cellular population proliferation”. This transcriptomic response is consistent with the head ward fluid shift and subsequent hemoconcentration of blood cells occurring when entering space (38). A decrease in circulating red and white blood cells restores blood cell concentrations to maintain homeostasis, consistent with the downregulation of genes involved in cellular proliferation (10). A suppression of blood cell proliferation represents an adaptation to the reduced blood volume in space.

At transition from space to Earth, transcriptomes were characterized by an up regulation of expression, opposite to changes measured when reaching space. Enrichment analysis of the upregulated genes between late IF and return to Earth resulted in biological processes describing the regulation of immune system, leukocyte activation, and lymphoid organ development. Returning to Earth’s surface gravity after ~6 months in microgravity reversed the down regulation of genes involved in immune processes. Many immune alterations persist during long-duration spaceflight (8). Reactivation of immune- related genes in response to the re-entry to Earth is needed to reverse immune dysregulation occurring during spaceflight. The composition of the leukocytes’ transcriptome was influenced by the transition to the different gravity environments.

Of the 112 genes downregulated early IF, 100 (89.3%) of those same genes were upregulated immediately upon return to Earth. This means that the same genes responded to both transitions to and from microgravity despite the occurrence of different physiological changes. To our knowledge, this represents a novel finding. Most differentially expressed genes at space transitions coded for proteins with the second most important being long non-coding RNAs. The notable modulation of transcription factors (ZNF and CD) and lncRNAs that regulate expression of downstream target genes may explain why the same differentially expressed genes are regulating different physiological responses. Zinc Finger proteins are transcriptions factors that have a wide range of molecular functions including DNA recognition, RNA packaging, transcriptional activation, regulation of apoptosis, protein folding and assembly, and lipid binding (45). Changes in ZNF expression would potentially alter these molecular processes that would then manifest at the cellular and physiological levels. For instance, we identified Zinc-Finger Antiviral Proteins (ZAP) ZNF776, ZNF585B, and ZNF83 as downregulated during early spaceflight and upregulated upon return to Earth. ZAPs help prevent the spread of viruses by targeting viral mRNA (46). The downregulation of these genes when reaching space corresponds to reported reactivation of herpesvirus in astronauts during spaceflight (27). Whereas, the following upregulation of ZAPs when returning to Earth may be a response to suppress the replication of herpes viral particles.






Contributions and limitations

Our access to unique astronauts’ blood samples and RNA analysis of the leukocytes’ transcriptome using high- throughput sequencing technique represents the strength of this study. The finding of genes responding to both the transition to and from space with decreased and then increased profile of changes that related to immune processes represents a novel finding. Our study also identified additional expression changes at phase transitions in genes unrelated to specific immune functions, such as cell population regulation. This provides evidence of changes at the molecular level by which the body adapts to the headward fluid shift observed in microgravity environments. This study bears a number of limitations. Blood draws were taken at 10 different time points throughout astronaut missions; changes of interest to establish the onset of transcriptional convergence in space timed in-between blood draws may have been missed. Technical limitations onboard the ISS hampered sample acquisition, processing, and analysis. For instance, blood samples were collected within a window of days rather than on a specific day that introduced variability. Leukocyte and RNA isolation were not possible on the ISS and blood samples were frozen at −80°C for their journey back to Earth, leading to cell lysis and RNA degradation. This resulted in samples with inadequate RNA quality for sequencing, which were rejected, leading to an unbalanced final sample size. In addition, a potential contribution of altered leukocyte subpopulations to gene differential expression can not be excluded. RNA sequencing removed ribosomal RNA and was biased toward protein-coding genes; changes in other RNA biotypes would have been missed. The limited sample size and heterogeneous cohort of 14 astronauts with unequal sex distribution limited statistical power and prevented sex-specific comparisons.





Conclusion

The analysis of transcriptome composition identified changes during the transitions to and from space characterized mainly by a decrease and an increase of transcript levels respectively. When reaching space, the transcriptomic changes are indicative of decreased immune functions and increased basic cellular activities linked to adaptive changes. The transcriptomic changes egressing back to Earth were in opposite direction —increased expression, mainly for genes related to the immune system. These results shed light on immune modulation in space, the timing of differential expression at transition to and from space, and highlight the major adaptive changes in leukocyte activity engaged to adapt to extreme environments.
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Supplementary Figure 1 | Astronaut sample inventory. Twenty astronauts listened to an informed consent briefing session approximately one year before an astronaut’s scheduled flight. Fourteen astronauts, 11 men and 3 women consented to participating in the study. With 10 time-points () and 14 astronauts’, there were 140 potential blood samples for collection. One sample was not collected leaving 139 blood samples for RNA-sequencing. RNA quality control excluded 67 samples (RIN <8.0) and one sample was removed as an outlier (Supplementary Figure 2), leaving 71 samples for analysis in silico.


Supplementary Figure 2 | Pre-flight sample outlier. Principal component analysis (PCA) of all 72 samples passing RNA quality metrics (RIN ≥8.0). Sample principal component scores were calculated from the variance stabilizing transformation (VST) of normalized read counts for the 59,901 genes. Each point represents an astronaut RNA sample () and colors indicate the time-point for sample collection ().


Supplementary Figure 3 | Gene cluster dendrogram of the 276 differentially expressed genes identified from the temporal analysis leukocyte transcriptomes. The Euclidean distance was calculated between each of the 276 gene candidates using their z-scores scaled normalized read counts, which were then hierarchically clustered into the resulting tree dendrogram revealing two distinct gene clusters characterized by similar patterns of expression changes throughout the study. The horizontal red line represents where the static tree cut was made to separate and define the two clusters of differentially expressed genes across time. Each cluster is represented in the colored bar and identified by cluster number ().


Supplementary Figure 4 | Expression profile of 15,410 genes expressed before, during and after long-duration spaceflight. Relative gene expression levels for the profile of 15,410 expressed transcripts (genes with mean normalized read count >45) displayed as violin plots of scaled z-scores across time. Z-scores represent the average normalized read counts for the 14 astronauts scaled across the 15,410 genes at each individual time-point. Medians indicated by white squares and upper and lower quartiles indicated by black squares. Colors denote the study phase.
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Objective

Clinical triage in coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) places a heavy burden on senior clinicians during a pandemic situation. However, risk stratification based on serum biomarker bioprofiling could be implemented by a larger, nonspecialist workforce.





Method

Measures of Complement Activation and inflammation in patientS with CoronAvirus DisEase 2019 (CASCADE) patients (n = 72), (clinicaltrials.gov: NCT04453527), classified as mild, moderate, or severe (by support needed to maintain SpO2 > 93%), and healthy controls (HC, n = 20), were bioprofiled using 76 immunological biomarkers and compared using ANOVA. Spearman correlation analysis on biomarker pairs was visualised via heatmaps. Linear Discriminant Analysis (LDA) models were generated to identify patients likely to deteriorate. An X-Gradient-boost (XGB) model trained on CASCADE data to triage patients as mild, moderate, and severe was retrospectively employed to classify COROnavirus Nomacopan Emergency Treatment for covid 19 infected patients with early signs of respiratory distress (CORONET) patients (n = 7) treated with nomacopan.





Results

The LDA models distinctly discriminated between deteriorators, nondeteriorators, and HC, with IL-27, IP-10, MDC, ferritin, C5, and sC5b-9 among the key predictor variables during deterioration. C3a and C5 were elevated in all severity classes vs. HC (p < 0.05). sC5b-9 was elevated in the “moderate” and “severe” categories vs. HC (p < 0.001). Heatmap analysis shows a pairwise increase of negatively correlated pairs with IL-27. The XGB model indicated sC5b-9, IL-8, MCP1, and prothrombin F1 and F2 were key discriminators in nomacopan-treated patients (CORONET study).





Conclusion

Distinct immunological fingerprints from serum biomarkers exist within different severity classes of COVID-19, and harnessing them using machine learning enabled the development of clinically useful triage and prognostic tools. Complement-mediated lung injury plays a key role in COVID-19 pneumonia, and preliminary results hint at the usefulness of a C5 inhibitor in COVID-19 recovery.
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Introduction

The novel severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2) identified first in Wuhan, China, from human airway epithelial cells, was responsible for the coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) (1). The clinical presentation of COVID-19 is highly variable (2); severe COVID-19 pneumonia presents with acute respiratory failure, septic shock, and multiorgan failure and may result in death (3).

Initial assessment and triage of patients by senior clinicians can often accelerate treatment via judicious planning and appropriate use of investigations; however, this places a huge burden on senior clinicians in a pandemic situation (4). However, triage strategies incorporating serum biomarker profiling, are implementable by nonspecialist and allied healthcare staff, thus reducing the bottleneck of waiting for senior clinician reviews.

During the first (March 2020–May 2020) and second (September 2020–April 21) waves of the pandemic, we risk-stratified COVID-19 patients by their clinical status and oxygenation requirements. A variety of cytokines, serum biomarkers, blood components, and complement proteins were evaluated in the CASCADE study (n = 72), initially to determine if there were “immunological fingerprints”, distinct to the clinical severities and thereafter to employ these in developing two predictive algorithms: the first, to identify patients likely to deteriorate clinically, and the second, a model to risk-stratify patients as “mild”, “moderate”, and “severe”. Since these models were trained on the levels of serum immunological proteins and not on viral proteins, the future applicability of the model may not be limited to COVID-19 infections caused by viral genotypic strains of the first and second waves.

The destructive role of complement in lung injury and COVID-19 pneumonia is well documented (5–7) and was also evident from this study (8). Complement is activated by SARS-CoV-2 via the lectin and classical pathways (9), while the SARS-CoV-2 spike protein (subunits 1 and 2) directly activates the alternative pathway (10).

Intuitively, therefore, complement inhibitors may have a role in influencing outcomes in the pandemic, and nomacopan, a complement C5 and leukotriene B4 (LTB4) inhibitor previously used in the treatment of paroxysmal nocturnal haemoglobinuria (PNH) (11) and bullous pemphigoid (12), was trialled in a small group of COVID-19 patients (CORONET study, n = 7), classified as “severe” using the model developed in the CASCADE study. The results from the CASCADE and CORONET studies are presented here, together with the analysis of biomarkers and the machine-learning algorithms developed as a consequence.





Methods




Study design, participant description, and approvals

CASCADE was an observational cohort study that enrolled 52 COVID-19 quantitative polymerase chain reaction (qPCR)-positive patients admitted to the Portsmouth Hospitals University NHS Trust, and 20 qPCR-negative volunteers (CASCADE H), without comorbidities and those with stable, chronic medical conditions including diabetes and hypertension, composed of nonclinical hospital staff (Figure 1A).




Figure 1 | Outline of CASCADE and CORONET studies and description of predictive models generated. (A) Healthy controls (CASCADE H) were recruited from volunteers with stable, chronic medical conditions, including diabetes and hypertension, from nonclinical staff at Portsmouth Hospitals University NHS Trust (PHU). Participants in CASCADE A remained stable clinically throughout their hospital stay, whereas CASCADE B patients deteriorated clinically. In the event of deterioration with worsening respiratory failure, where patients transitioned to the next severity category (i.e., mild to moderate, moderate to severe) repeat blood samples were collected for biomarker analysis. Participants from the CORONET study were treated with nomacopan®. (B) The linear discriminant analysis (LDA) model was trained using an 80:20 split of the data, comprising CASCADE H participants, CASCADE A (patients who remained clinically stable throughout their hospital stay), and CASCADE B (patients who deteriorated at timepoint = 2). Admission biomarker data (timepoint 1) for CASCADE B patients were analysed initially together with the nondeteriorating group (CASCADE A) and healthy controls (CASCADE H) using LDA. Similarly, a second LDA classifier model was constructed using biomarker data from CASCADE B at point of clinical deterioration (time) compared to CASCADE A and CASCADE H participants. (C) Biomarker levels by clinical severity classes in the CASCADE study were used to train nine machine-learning and one deep-learning algorithm, the X-Gradient Boosting (XGBOOST) algorithm (trained and validated using an 80:20, train-test split) performed best (key performance metrics shown). The final XGBoost model was used to classify the CORONET patient bio-profile data retrospectively.



The CORONET USA study enrolled five qPCR-positive COVID-19 patients from the University of Cincinnati Medical Centre (UCMC) and two qPCR-positive patients from the Ohio State University Medical Centre (OSUMC). The same inclusion and exclusion criteria were used for the CASCADE and CORONET studies (Figure 1A) and Supplementary Table S1.

The CASCADE trial details are summarised at “clinical trials.gov” [NCT04453527 (13)] and approved by the South-Central Berkshire Research Ethics Committee (REC reference: 20/SC/0228 22nd May 2020). The CORONET-study patients were treated with nomacopan in an open-label trial under a nonemergency “investigational new drug” (IND) application approved as an “expanded access application” by the FDA (13). Data and Safety Management Committees (DMSC) at each site provided safety oversight for this study.

All patients in both studies and control subjects in the CASCADE study provided written informed consent to obtain additional blood samples if their respiratory failure worsened, and CORONET patients also provided written informed consent to receive nomacopan.





Nomacopan treatment

CORONET patients received a 45-mg subcutaneous dose of nomacopan on admission and two additional doses at 12-h intervals. After the initial three doses, nomacopan was administered at 45 mg every 24 h for a maximum of 12 days, unless they were discharged or passed away sooner. Patients were monitored for achieving normal 50% haemolytic complement (CH50) activity serum levels on day 3 or at discharge, similar to what has previously been reported for the C5 antibody, eculizumab (14, 15).

Patients received either a prophylactic beta-lactam or cephalosporin antibiotic (or an alternative agent if there was a penicillin or cephalosporin allergy) as terminal complement complex therapy has been linked to risk of meningococcal infection (16).





Clinical severity of patients ranking in CASCADE

COVID-19 patients admitted in respiratory failure and recruited to the CASCADE study were ranked as mild, moderate, or severe respiratory failure according to the level of support required to maintain arterial oxygen saturation (SpO2) above 93%. Respiratory distress for patients was defined as mild if requiring low-flow oxygen (fraction of inspired oxygen; FiO2 ≤ 0.4), moderate if requiring FiO2 > 0.4, with or without noninvasive ventilation support (e.g., high-flow nasal oxygen or continuous positive airway pressure), and severe if requiring invasive mechanical ventilation.

For the CASCADE study, admitted patients who remained clinically stable entered the CASCADE A group (n = 37), and those who, on admission, deteriorated (moved between categories, from mild ➔ moderate or moderate ➔ severe or mild ➔ severe) entered the CASCADE B group (n = 15), summarised in Figure 1A. If CASCADE A patients demonstrated further clinical deterioration over 4 to 10 days after admission, they were reclassified to the CASCADE B group.





Biological samples

COVID-19 qPCR nasal and throat swabs were obtained from all participants and processed according to standard published protocols (17) and as described in the Online Data Supplement. Blood samples obtained by venesection were handled using appropriate containment procedures (level 2). Serum and plasma samples were shipped on dry ice to external laboratories for biomarker analysis. Laboratory personnel were blinded to clinical information. Blood samples were obtained from 20 healthy controls (CASCADE H) and the 52 patients in the CASCADE A and CASCADE B groups for biomarkers.





Statistics and machine-learning analysis




Heatmap analysis

A total of 76 biomarkers were analyzed in the CASCADE study. Spearman correlation coefficients between pairs of mean biomarker levels within each severity class of all patients and healthy controls in CASCADE were assembled into a 76 × 76 matrix. Further agglomerative hierarchical clustering and calculation of Euclidean distances between clusters were employed to build heatmaps (Seaborn API, ver 0.11.2). The colour map approaching hues of blue represents an inverse relationship between pairs of biomarkers, as one increases, the other variable decreases, moving in opposite directions while hues approaching red indicate positive (additive) correlation, where biomarker pairs change in their values together with the same sign.





Selection of machine-learning algorithms for analysis

To select the best machine-learning algorithm to address the analyses, nine machine-learning algorithms; K-nearest neighbour, ADA-Boost, Decision Trees, Random Forest, Extra Trees, Support Vector Classifier, X-Gradient Boost, Logistic Regression, and Linear Discriminant Analysis, and one multilayer perceptron (deep neural net) algorithm were screened using an iterative grid-search method in Python, using the training-dataset at the cross-validation step. The accuracy of prediction was employed as the metric. Hyperparameters for the chosen algorithm were then further optimised, further details are provided in the Online Data Supplement.





Linear discriminant analyses model for clinical deterioration in COVID-19

Two Linear Discriminant Analysis (LDA) models (model 1 for biomarkers collected only at timepoint 1 and model 2, biomarkers collected at timepoint 2) were generated in the CASCADE study, coded in Python 3.8, using Scikit-learn (ver.0.16.1). Timepoint 1 was at the time of recruitment and admission to hospital, and timepoint 2 was at the point of clinical deterioration. The model was trained and validated using an 80:20 train-test split. Hyperparameters were optimised and determined following extensive experimentation and testing of models while employing a grid-search method (18). Class imbalances were addressed using the Synthetic Minority Over-sampling Technique (SMOTE) method (19).

LDA machine-learning models explored if serum biomarker levels could identify and discriminate between patients who remained stable clinically and those who were likely to deteriorate, as described schematically in Figure 1B. Details are provided in the Online Data Supplement.





X-Gradient Boosting model for classification of mild, moderate, and severe in COVID-19

An X-Gradient Boosting (XGBoost) model was generated and trained on biomarker levels measured on CASCADE data from patients at different clinical severity levels (Figure 1C). The data were split into 80:20, train:test ratios. Nine machine-learning algorithms and one neural-net algorithm (multi-layer perceptron) were screened using the k-means stratified cross-validation (number of splits = 5) Hyperparameters were tuned using a grid-search method, and details of these are shown in the Online Data Supplement. Mean accuracy was used to evaluate the performance of the algorithms. The final validated model was used to retrospectively classify CORONET patients (Figure 1C).





Statistical analysis

All statistical analysis was carried out with SPSS version 25 (SPSS Version 25.0. Armonk, NY: IBM Corp), SciPy module (version 1.3) for Python (version 3.7.2) and R (version 3.60). Visualisation plots were created using Excel (Microsoft), Prism (GraphPad), or scripted using Python with Matplotlib (version 3.43) or Seaborn (version 0.11.2) software. Significance values in figures and tables are displayed using American Psychological Association (APA) styles (e.g., ns if p > 0.05; *p ≤ 0.05; **p ≤ 0.01; ***p ≤ 0.001).







Results




Demographics and baseline features of CASCADE and CORONET participants

Figure 1A summarises patient recruitment details. Table 1 admission demographics compare patients in CASCADE A and CASCADE B COVID-19-positive groups with CASCADE H healthy controls. Patients in the CASCADE study were clinically triaged as mild, moderate, and severe. Patients under the mild category had an FiO2 ≤ 0.4, and those under the moderate category: FiO2 ≥ 0.4 and/or the use of noninvasive ventilation (NIV) or CPAP. Patients classified as severe were those who needed invasive/mechanical ventilation.


Table 1 | Demographics and salient features of patients enrolled within the CASCADE (A and B) study.



CASCADE A were patients who remained stable within their clinical triage status before either recovery and discharge from the hospital or succumbing to death. CASCADE B had patients transitioning between categories of clinical severities (the deteriorating group), as summarised schematically in Figure 1A.

Table 2 shows that age, gender, BMI, and length-of-stay were not statistically significant between the CASCADE A, CASCADE B, and CORONET groups by the Kruskal–Wallis test and, as such, were not considered confounding variables when comparing groups. Categorical variables such as sex, smoking status, comorbidities, and medication history were compared using crosstab and Chi-square analysis, p < 0.05 (95% confidence interval (CI)) was regarded as statistically significant. The average BMI of all participants across the three groups was in the range clinically classified as “obese” (BMI > 30). Participants in the nomacopan® treatment group (CORONET) had a significantly higher proportion of diabetics (type 2 DM), compared to CASCADE A or CASCADE B. Participants in CASCADE A and CASCADE B had a significantly larger proportion of participants on long-term anticoagulation compared to the nomacopan® treatment group. There was a higher proportion of participants on statins in the nomacopan® group (p < 0.001) compared to the CASCADE A and CASCADE B groups.


Table 2 | Baseline demographics, co-morbidities, and relevant medication history of participants in the study.







CASCADE (mild, moderate, and severe) and CORONET patients are distinct, using ROX, NEWS2, and SOFA scores

The ROX index is a clinical assessment of the degree of a patient’s hypoxaemic respiratory failure and need for intubation. Normal ROX indices were calculated with FiO2 of 21%, respiratory rates between 12 and 18 breaths per minute, and SpO2 of 95%–98%. Patients in the severe category were intubated and received oxygen-enriched air, thus having a higher than atmospheric FiO2, this accounts for the higher mean value and the slightly elevated range of maxima and minima within the severe category compared to the moderate category.

When grouped by ROX indices, NEWS2, and mSOFA scores, participants in the clinical severity groups were significantly distinct from each other using Dunn’s multiple comparison tests (Figure 2). All seven patients in the severe category were mechanically ventilated.




Figure 2 | ROX indices of patients across various clinical severities in the CASCADE and CORONET studies. (A) The ROX index for normal, healthy individuals is shown as the grey area. The upper and lower limits shown in red bars represent the maximum and minimum data within that group. Black horizontal lines represent the average ROX index. CASCADE B comprised patients who deteriorated while in hospital, progressing either from mild to moderate or moderate to severe categories, while CASCADE A patients remained stable within that category. CORONET patients treated with nomacopan® also had ROX indices below that of normal, healthy individuals. One patient in the CORONET study (data point marked with the number sign) had late commencement of treatment due to delays in reaching the treatment centre in Ohio, required invasive mechanical ventilation, and unfortunately died 13 days following admission due to COVID-19-related complications. (B) Mild, moderate, and severe patients in CASCADE grouped by NEWS2 scores (C) and grouped by mSOFA scores. Data for NEWS2 and mSOFA were not available (n/a) for CORONET patients. ns if p > 0.05; *p ≤ 0.05; **p ≤ 0.01; ***p ≤ 0.001.







Analysis of markers of inflammation, coagulation, and complement

Markers of hyperinflammation, degree of lymphopaenia, neutrophil levels, TNF-α, INR levels, and proinflammatory cytokines (interleukin (IL)-6 and IL-8) were significantly increased in COVID-19 patients compared to healthy controls (p < 0.05, 95% CI) (Figure 3). In addition, D-dimer levels were significantly elevated in COVID-19 patients in the severe category (p < 0.05, 95% CI) above levels for normal-healthy individuals (normal reference ranges: <250 ng/ml).




Figure 3 | Markers of hyperinflammation and coagulation in healthy vs. COVID-19-infected patients. Mean values are shown as a horizontal line within the boxes; the whiskers indicate min and max ranges. (HC, healthy controls; MOD, moderate; MILD, mild; SEV, severe). ns if p > 0.05; *p ≤ 0.05; **p ≤ 0.01; ***p ≤ 0.001.



IL-5 levels were significantly raised in the mild and moderate groups when compared to the healthy controls (Figure 3); IL-13 levels, however, did not show any difference between any of the groups (Figure 3).

Figure 3 shows that patients infected with COVID-19 have deranged levels of IL-6, IL-8, IL-10, IL-12p40 (a component of IL-12 and IL-23 and a chemoattractant for macrophages to sites of inflammation), MIP-1b (responsible for macrophage chemotactic action), monocyte chemoattractant protein-1 (MCP-1, a cytokine related to thrombosis), chemokine (C-X-C motif) ligand 9 (CXCL9, a chemoattractant for activated T cells) and TNF-α (a proinflammatory cytokine, a target for immune biologics such as infliximab, adalimumab, or etanercept). INR levels in COVID-19 patients were significantly raised (normal healthy levels = 1.1). D-dimer levels were significantly raised (Figure 3), implying high circulating levels of fibrin degradation products, and concomitantly raised fibrinogen and prothrombin levels suggest a pro-coagulative state in COVID-19.

IL-27 levels appear low in healthy controls but are raised in all severity classes (Figure 3). Interestingly, the average IL-27 level appears to be lower in the severe class, compared to that in the mild and moderate classes, although the decrease does not appear to be significant (p > 0.05) (Figure 3). Interferon gamma-induced protein 10 (IP-10) appears to be raised significantly above the levels of healthy controls in all severity classes.

The complement components, C3a, C5a, and C5, were significantly elevated in all severities of COVID-19-infected patients (mild, moderate, and severe) with pneumonia compared to healthy controls (Figure 4). Of note, the C5a (p < 0.01) and sC5b-9 (p < 0.001) levels were significantly different between the moderate and severe categories compared to healthy controls.




Figure 4 | Levels of complement components and LTB4 in healthy controls compared to COVID-19-infected patients. Mean values are shown as a horizontal line within the boxes; whiskers indicate min and max ranges. Data were available for only two patients in the “severe” category for LTB4. (HC, healthy controls; MOD, moderate; MILD, mild; SEV, severe). ns if p > 0.05; *p ≤ 0.05; **p ≤ 0.01; ***p ≤ 0.001.



Levels of the terminal complement complex, sC5b-9 (the membrane-attack complex (MAC)) were significantly raised in COVID-19 patients (Figure 4). Levels of C5a and C5 were raised in COVID-19 patients, thereby offering a rationale for C5 inhibitor therapy in COVID-19; this is reported in the results of the CORONET study. Levels of C3a (an anaphylatoxin and cleavage product in the formation of the C3 convertase) were significantly raised, strongly confirming complement cascade activation in COVID-19 (Figure 4). This is also reflected in the significant rise of factor Bb levels (Figure 4), the fragment together with C3b which forms the C3 convertase, a key step in the activation of the complement cascade.

Levels of leukotriene B4 (LTB4), a member of the eicosanoid family of lipid mediators, are also shown here (Figure 4). Although not part of the complement cascade, nomacopan®, the C5-inhibitor drug used in the CORONET study, binds tightly to LTB4. Limited samples were obtained for LTB4, and although these levels were higher in severe COVID-19 patients compared to stable COVID-19 patients and healthy controls, they were not statistically significant.





Heatmap and correlation of biomarkers by disease severity

The heatmaps in Figures 5–8 demonstrate a correlation between pairs of biomarkers, with red pixels indicating a positive correlation and blue pixels indicating a negative correlation. Together, the biomarker pairs show an additive effect when they highlight a positive correlation. An additional clustering step, applied to the heatmap analysis, redistributes the biomarker pairs into clusters, where those positively correlated are clustered together while the negatively correlated are grouped together. Cluster heatmaps have an advantage over unordered heatmaps, as they reorder the matrix based on the hierarchical clustering step, thus they display and condense large amounts of rank-ordered data into a compact space. The hierarchical structure is displayed as a dendrogram on the top edge of Figures 5–8. This analysis demonstrated that the patient bio-profiles and their biomarkers changed with the severity of respiratory failure. For example, the number of blue pixels increased from Figures 5 to 8, and Figure 8 contained the greatest number of negatively correlated biomarkers (blue).




Figure 5 | Correlation and cluster analysis of biomarkers in the CASCADE study grouped by “healthy” classification. Markers of complement activation are highlighted in yellow. Alanine transaminase (ALT), lactate dehydrogenase (LDH), and D-dimer (remnant protein following fibrinolysis of a blood clot) form one cluster, representing markers of tissue damage. C3a, C5a, sC5b-9, and factor B form another cluster of strongly positively correlated markers. White blood cell count (WBC), interferon-gamma inducible protein 10 (IP-10; a cytokine related to thrombosis), and MiG/CXCL9 (a member of the CXC subfamily of chemokines important in the recruitment of activated T cells to sites of infection) form another cluster where correlation levels are related to each other. CH50 (an indicator of total complement cascade), C3, fibrinogen (coagulation cascade), C-reactive protein (CRP, marker of inflammation), and C5 form another correlation cluster. These clusters (in red hues) indicate biomarkers that increase in their serum concentration together, having an overall additive effect.






Figure 6 | Correlation and cluster analysis of biomarkers in the CASCADE study grouped by “mild” phenotype. ALT is negatively correlated when compared to LDH and D-dimers in the “mild phenotype”. C3a and C5a are also negatively correlated in the mild phenotype; this is in contrast to the trend observed in the “healthy” phenotype. Factor Bb and MiG/CXCL9 appear to share a similar upward correlation in the mild phenotype.






Figure 7 | Correlation and cluster analysis of biomarkers in the CASCADE study grouped by “moderate” phenotype. The relationship between C-reactive protein (CRP), a protein produced by the liver in response to inflammation, and the terminal complement complex, sC5b-9, changes from pale red in “mild”, pale blue in “moderate”, and dark blue in the “severe” category. The interpretation from this is that while increases in CRP may follow similar concomitant increases in sC5b-9 in the mild category, increases in CRP may not be reflected by a similar linear increase in sC5b-9 in the severe category. This may account for the consumption of components of the complement cascade in those with the severe category.






Figure 8 | Correlation and cluster analysis of biomarkers in the CASCADE study grouped by “severe” phenotype. sC5b-9 was strongly positively correlated with levels of C5a (a proteolytic fragment from cleavage of C5 by the protease C5 convertase), in the severe category, while similar relationships were seen in the mild category. The level of correlation was weaker (pale red) in the “mild” category. The correlation of C5 to the various biomarkers is grouped by biological function and displayed by the clinical categories of severity. CH50 (a test measuring the activity of all major complement proteins), for example, shows a strong positive correlation in the healthy, mild, and moderate categories but shows a drop in correlation levels in the severe category. One possible reason may be the consumption of complement components by participants within the severe category.



Neutrophil to lymphocyte ratio (NLR), a known severity predictor in COVID-19 (20), is positively correlated with Complement C5a and sC5b-9 and Complement C5 appears also to be positively correlated with levels of D-dimer (Figure 8). NLR was positively correlated with CRP levels in the moderate group (Figure 7) while the relationship between NLR and CRP is inversely correlated in the “severe” class (Figure 8). Interestingly, complement C5 levels are correlated with levels of troponin in the severe class (Figure 8).

IL-27 levels appear to have fewer blue pixels in the mild (Figure 6) (7 blue pixels out of 30 horizontal pixel pairs) and moderate (Figure 7) (6 blue pixels out of 30 horizontal pixel pairs), compared to 12 blue pixels out of 30 in the severe category (Figure 8). The negative correlation is observed since IL-27 levels appear to decrease with increasing severity; thus, in the pairwise relationship visualised by heatmap analysis, this is displayed as an increase in blue pixels between mild (Figure 6) and moderate (Figure 7) compared to the severe class (Figure 8).





Linear discriminant analysis and discrimination between non-deteriorators (CASCADE A), deteriorators (CASCADE B), and healthy volunteers (CASCADE H)

Two separate LDA models are summarised in Figure 9. One reflects the immunological landscape of COVID-19 patient predeterioration, and the other is captured from biomarker levels during deterioration. The biomarkers of importance vary between timepoint 1 and timepoint 2; however, some biomarkers appear in both timepoints, although their ranking in order of importance varies between the two (IL-27, macrophage-derived chemokine (MDC), PDGFAA, ferritin, and IP-10). The differences in the order and type of biomarkers provide a discriminative potential between the status of patients at these two time points. IL-27 emerged as the top predictor of clinical deterioration (Figure 9D). Complement C5 was among the top five biomarkers of predictive importance (for clinical deterioration) to the model (Figure 9D). The metrics for both the LDA models showed 73% accuracy, 77% specificity, and 90.9% negative-predictive value (NPV).




Figure 9 | Linear discriminant analysis (LDA) demonstrates levels of biomarkers and cell counts, providing separation of deteriorating patients (CASCADE B) from nondeteriorating (CASCADE A) and healthy participants (CASCADE H). Two LDA models were constructed: (A) the territorial map with canonical discriminant functions incorporating timepoint 1 (at admission) of markers for patients in CASCADE A, CASCADE B, and CASCADE H and (B) the territorial map with canonical discriminant functions at timepoint 2 of markers for patients in CASCADE A, CASCADE B, and CASCADE H (bloods assayed for markers on day 1 of clinical deterioration of CASCADE B patients). The territorial maps (A, B) show separation between the groups based on the ranking of biomarkers (C) at timepoint 1 and (D) at timepoint 2. There was an increased separation of deteriorating patients (CASCADE B) from clinically stable patients (CASCADE A) and healthy controls (CASCADE H) in LDA model 2 (B) without overlap of points between groups in the territorial map areas.







Biomarker thresholds derived from the LDA models

Table 3 shows critical threshold values achieving the maximum sensitivity and specificity (associated with the Youden’s index) in both the LDA models, differentiating between the clinically deteriorating subcohort from the nondeteriorating subcohort. The Youden Index is the greatest potential effectivity of a biomarker, a common measure of the ROC curve (21, 22). The threshold values identify a point when the true-positive rate (TPR) is high and the false-positive rate (FPR) is low.


Table 3 | Threshold levels of biomarkers pertinent in the LDA models.



The level of circulating terminal complement complex sC5b-9 was between 8 and 11 times higher than that reported in normal, healthy donors (23). Threshold values help discriminate between the deteriorating class of patients (CASCADE B) from those who were clinically stable (CASCADE A).





Comparison of clinical screening tools

The performance of LDA-model 2 against currently available surrogates of clinical deterioration (ROX index, mSOFA score, and NEWS2 score) was compared using ROC-AUC analysis (Table 4) using the “training data” of CASCADE A, CASCADE B, and CASCADE H. The performance of the LDA model is represented on the hold-out set as shown in Table 4 (ROC-AUC analysis using the holdout or test data (20%)).


Table 4 | Comparison of clinical screening tools with the LDA model.



The mSOFA scores performed slightly better than NEWS2 scores, while LDA model 2 gave an overall superior performance (Table 4).





Machine-learning model for classification of clinical severity by biomarker levels

As explained in Figure 1C, the XGBoost model was trained on the CASCADE immune-biological data, to help triage patients by their clinical severity. The model was validated on the hold-out set of data (20%) and gave a prediction accuracy of 83.33%, a positive predictive value of 1.0, a negative predictive value of 0.8, and a Matthew’s correlation coefficient of 0.632.

The XGBoost model was retrospectively used to determine the admission severity of patients in the CORONET study (Figure 1C). All patients receiving nomacopan in the CORONET study were classified as “severe” by the model trained on the CASCADE classification.

The terminal complement component, sC5b9, was the leading biomarker of importance in the classification of clinical severity by biomarker levels in the CASCADE study, as shown by the plot of mean SHAP values (Figure 10).




Figure 10 | CASCADE machine-learning model on clinical severity by biomarker levels. The ranking of biomarkers in terms of their importance in class prediction is shown as a summary plot of SHapley Additive exPlanation (SHAP) values. SHAP, displays the impact of each feature on the final model. Positive SHAP values mean that a variable has a positive impact on the prediction (in risk prediction, this means that the risk is predicted or present), and negative values imply the converse, meaning a negative impact on the model. The colours represent the concentration value of the biomarkers from low (blue) to high (red). The biomarkers are ordered on the y-axis according to their importance in the predictive property of the model.



IL-8, a well-studied marker with associations with ARDS and lung inflammation, ranked second highest in its predictive properties and impact on the performance of the XGBoost model (Figure 10).





Nomacopan treatment in the *CORONET study

All nomacopan patients had ROX indices (SpO2 <93%) below normal healthy individuals from CASCADE H (Figure 2). All were admitted to the ICU, and two patients required early invasive mechanical ventilation. Six out of seven patients survived and were discharged 3 to 22 days after admission with normal CH50 measurements (Table 5). One female patient who died had delayed treatment with nomacopan by 3 days.


Table 5 | Admission and treatment details of patients in the CORONET study treated with the anti-C5 inhibitor, nomacopan.








Discussion

The CASCADE study carried out in the UK was designed to determine if the separate classes (“healthy”, mild, moderate, and severe) of COVID-19 patients determined by clinical judgement and risk assessment would reveal distinct “immunological fingerprints”, by biomarker levels. Our findings have shown such fingerprints exist, and when the classification is automated via machine-learning algorithms, it would serve as a rapid risk assessment and triage tool. Secondly, distinct immunological fingerprints in COVID-19 patients were determined, allowing early identification of patients who might have the propensity to deteriorate clinically.

The CORONET study carried out in the USA applied a similar but smaller panel of biomarker assessment, but crucially, this study recruited seven patients with severe symptoms who were treated with an off-label complement C5 inhibitor, nomacopan, administered under specially procured permissions under the “compassionate-use” regulations from the FDA.

The two studies intended to determine the “immunological fingerprint” of patients categorised by their symptoms, unique to the clinical severity demonstrated during their hospital admission for COVID-19. Clinical-triage efforts during a pandemic can be a huge responsibility and burden on senior clinical physicians; however, if the risk assessment were based on bioprofiling using serum biomarker levels and aided by an artificial-intelligence-based model, this could be implemented by a wider, less specialist workforce.

The correlation coefficients displayed in the heatmaps describe the direction of the relationship between pairs of variables, where a positive correlation means that the pairs of variables are either both high or both low at the time of biomarker measurement. This is represented as red hues in the heatmap analysis. A negative correlation occurs when one variable is high and the other is low at the time of biomarker measurement; these are represented as blue hues in the heatmap analysis.

The heatmap analysis displays a “bird’s eye view” of an immunological fingerprint by comparing pairs of variables within each severity classification. Clusters with red pixels indicate variable pairs that are increasing or decreasing in their values together. The blue pixels indicate values in opposite directions to each other. The paired relationships shown here are primarily a statistical representation of the direction of the relationship in the biomarker levels; they may not necessarily reflect a biological relationship where the level of one biomarker affects the direction of the other.

An example of where the levels of one biomarker might impinge on the levels of another is illustrated in the relationship of the neutrophil-lymphocyte ratio (NLR) to CRP levels. Our analysis shows that NLR is positively correlated to CRP levels in the moderate group (Figure 7). The importance of both these biomarkers has been shown in a separate study, where the utility of these markers are excellent diagnostic predictors of COVID-19 in a binary logistic regression model (24). However, our heatmap analysis adds a very important angle to the immunological biomarker study since Figure 8 shows the NLR ratio is inversely correlated to CRP in the “severe” class. This conflicting observation (between that in the moderate vs. severe) could be explained as follows: neutrophil concentrations when high, (as in the “severe” class), restrict viral replication via degranulation, phagocytosis, and the release of neutrophil traps and subsequently reduce viral titres with a concomitant lowering of CRP values as have been reported previously (25). Thus, the “compartmentalisation” of the immunological fingerprints in COVID-19 through the mild, moderate, and severe severity classes are captured uniquely in our use of heatmaps as a visual representation. The association of specific levels or ranges of cytokines with disease severity is not a new concept and has been described before in the literature (26, 27).

The release of neutrophil elastase from highly activated neutrophils mediates lung injury in sepsis, including COVID-19 (28), and inhibitors to neutrophil elastase (sivelestat) are protective in inflammatory lung injury (29), and have been proposed to be beneficial in COVID-19-related lung injury (30). Increased levels of circulating neutrophil elastase have been shown to correlate with complement activation (31). Both neutrophils and C5a (a surrogate marker of complement activation) are raised in the severe phenotype in the CASCADE study (Figures 3, 4), and they show a positive correlation in the heatmaps (Figure 8); therefore, the severity of inflammation in COVID-19 patients due to complement activation might be attenuated by the release of neutrophil elastase in COVID-19.

Significant elevations of cardiac troponin-T, correlating with an increased risk of cardiac damage, have been reported in COVID-19 (32, 33). In mouse models of myocardial ischaemia/reperfusion injury, in the absence of viral infection, C5 levels were elevated along with increases in serum troponin levels (34). Our heatmap analysis shows elevated serum complement C5 is positively correlated with raised troponin levels. This finding could be explained by observations from other studies where the high inflammatory burden from the spectrum of cytokines and complement proteins released in the disease is thought to induce myocardial injury (35). Thus, the heatmap analysis provides a unique “aerial perspective” of the “immunological landscape”, within the boundaries of clinical severity types, to help guide the clinician and investigative scientists, of the potential trend various markers are adopting during hospitalisation and treatment of a patient with COVID-19.

IL-33, a member of the IL-1 cytokine family, has been suggested to play an important role in severe COVID-19 (36), upregulating Th-2 cytokines such as IL-5 and IL-13 (37–39). The cytokine panel used in our study did not contain assays for IL-33; however, as IL-5 and IL-13 were surrogates of IL-33 activation, there was a significant increase in IL-5 levels above normal levels, although no concomitant increase of IL-13 was observed.

LDA model 2 (Figure 9D) identified IL-27 and IP-10 as the top two predictors of clinical deterioration in COVID-19. A decrease in the levels of IL-27 has been shown in other studies as a reliable predictor of adverse clinical outcomes in COVID-19 (40). Our heatmap analysis captures the trend of IL-27, with fewer negatively correlated pairs with IL-27 in the mild and moderate categories compared to the severe category (12blue pixels/30total horizontal pixels). IP-10 has been demonstrated in a previous study as a marker associated with clinical severity in COVID-19 and correlated with disease progression (41), and it is interesting that our model identified this as a key marker in the recognition of a patient with the propensity to deteriorate clinically.

MDC was identified as third in order of importance in our LDA model (Figure 9D). MDC has been shown to inhibit the replication of CCR5-dependent HIV in macrophages (42) and play a protective role over CD4+ T cells from infection by HIV (43). Our findings show that the levels of MDC are significantly lower than that found in normal, healthy individuals (Figure 3), and this is in agreement with a previous study that reported reduced levels of the chemokine in COVID-19 patients (44).

Raised ferritin levels have been observed in a range of inflammatory diseases (45), and intracellular ferritin is thought to leak into serum from damaged intracellular stores (46). Ferritin was identified as fourth, in order of importance, in our LDA model in timepoint 2 (Figure 9D). The presence of excess iron in the internal milieu is known to favour the growth of numerous viruses (47); this might explain why the order of importance of ferritin in timepoint 2 (point of clinical deterioration) is moved up by rank compared to that in timepoint 1. The role of ferritin as an important biomarker in the progression of the disease in COVID-19 has been reviewed previously (48).

COVID-19 patient levels for CH50, sC5b-9, C5a, C5, C3a, C3, and factor B were all higher than levels in healthy individuals (Figure 4). Complement C5 and CH50 levels correlate with CRP levels in all severity classes, as shown in our heatmap analysis (Figures 6–8). Complement activation has been documented to positively correlate with CRP levels since CRP activates complement via the classical pathway, activating C1q, which then activates the rest of the complement cascade (49).

The XGBoost model highlighted that IL-8 ranked second highest as a predictive variable (Figure 10). IL-8 is a well-studied neutrophil chemotactic factor that plays a key role in numerous pathological conditions. IL-8 is expressed in neutrophils, epithelial cells, hepatocytes, fibroblasts, endothelial cells, and alveolar macrophages (50, 51). It has been proposed that the presence of IL-8 in the bronchoalveolar lavage fluid (BALF) is a useful prognostic variable in ARDS patients (50). Furthermore, IL-8 has been implicated in the recruitment of neutrophils to the lungs in acute inflammation of the lung (52). IL-8 has been associated with the development of respiratory failure following the reduction of PaO2/FiO2 (53), and the reduction in lung oxygenation levels across the severity classes has been demonstrated in this study by our analysis of ROX scores (Figure 2).

MCP-1 was ranked third in the XGBoost model (Figure 10); this is also in agreement with the findings of other groups where MCP-1 expression levels were found to be higher in patients with COVID-19, especially those admitted to intensive care units (54). Increased levels of MCP-1 have been isolated in lung tissue of COVID-19 patients (55). It has been suggested from other studies that monitoring MCP-1 levels during hospitalisation could help prevent COVID-19 from progressing from a mild to a severe presentation (56); this finding is coherent with our XGB model of stratification of risk classes and the prominent ranking of this marker in the predictive order of importance.

The CORONET study was a “compassionate use” study, allowing off-label nomacopan treatment; nomacopan is currently in phase III studies for a coagulopathic disease, thrombotic microangiopathy, in children treated with human stem cell transplants (57). COVID-19 coagulopathy has been well studied (58), and a marker associated with coagulation (prothrombin F12) has been identified as key in our XGBoost risk stratification model (Figure 10).

Six patients received nomacopan on admission, and one patient’s treatment was delayed (for nonmedical reasons) for 3 days and died from COVID-19-related complications. The remaining six CORONET patients at admission presented with ROX scores consistent with severe hypoxaemic respiratory failure (Figure 2). All surviving patients were discharged home between 3 and 22 days after admission with high circulating levels of sC5b-9 but normal CH50 values.

The terminal complement complex exists in two forms: soluble sC5b-9 and the MAC. C3 convertase cleave C5 to C5a and C5b. C5b initiates the activation of the MAC that includes C6, C7, C8, and C9 complement components important for allowing the MAC complex to penetrate the cell membrane (59). The bound membrane attack complex forms a cytolytic pore. The complement regulators, CD46, CD55, and CD59, are important for controlling complement activation and prevention of the MAC pore assembly in the cell membrane (60).

Although pre-nomacopan treatment levels of CH50 of patients in the CORONET study were not available for comparison to the day-3 levels of CH50, the pre-nomacopan treatment C5 levels (all above upper limits) hint that complement components were high in the systemic circulation at admission (Table 3). CH50, in the CORONET study, is a useful index for identifying people at risk of deteriorating respiratory failure in COVID-19 pneumonia. Hospital-discharged nomacopan-treated CORONET patients appear to be healthy and stable without any long-term or residual sequelae. While these are preliminary results on a small-sized “compassionate-use” cohort, it warrants a randomised controlled trial of nomacopan for minimising the progression of severe lung injury in COVID-19.

One drawback of clinical risk stratification in a “resource-poor” and extremely busy pandemic setting is the dependence on senior clinical reviews, whereas automated algorithms trained on serum biomarker evaluation, could be implemented by a larger portion of the nursing workforce (61), particularly in precision nursing, with less pressures on senior clinical staff (61, 62).

Thus, the LDA model, based on biomarker profiling of COVID-19 patients, could identify patients with the propensity of deteriorating clinically. The dimensionality-reduction feature of LDA allowed a minimal set of biomarkers to be used as a prognostic guide; this is both advantageous clinically (less laboratory resources) and economically, as fewer markers mean lower costs. The XGBoost model is also useful to triage patients according to the mild, moderate, and severe categories based on biomarker profiles; such models could be easily implemented by nonspecialist staff during a pandemic.

These models were generated based on biomarker profiles from patients of the first and second COVID-19 waves, and while these bioprofiles look at the downstream translational or proteomic signature, we do not know if the proteomic signature might be affected by future variants of the SARS-CoV-2 virus.

Nevertheless, there is a need to improve the management of resources during a pandemic, and several studies have proposed exploring the use of digital health solutions and artificial intelligence in management and triage situations (63). Lung diseases carry significant mortality and morbidity worldwide, and COVID-19 is a sentinel example of the need to expand the utility of biomarker diagnosis in diagnosis and triage situations (64).





Limitations of the study

The biological lability of complement components and leukotriene B4 in blood were confounding issues for assessing patient outcomes. The average age of participants in CASCADE A and CASCADE B was in their sixth decade, and it was very difficult to obtain age-matched healthy controls in their sixth decade without significant comorbidities, particularly during a pandemic period where a large proportion of the elderly were self-isolating. We recognise the effect of age and gender on the components of the immune system and acknowledge this limitation. Our studies are underrepresented by minority ethnic groups due to the population demographics of our local hospitals. Future studies in the validation of the models and trials of nomacopan should address these issues. Future studies should be undertaken with significantly larger sample sizes.
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Background

Psoriasis is a chronic immune-mediated inflammatory systemic disease with skin manifestations characterized by erythematous, scaly, itchy and/or painful plaques resulting from hyperproliferation of keratinocytes. Certolizumab pegol [CZP], a PEGylated antigen binding fragment of a humanized monoclonal antibody against TNF-alpha, is approved for the treatment of moderate-to-severe plaque psoriasis. Patients with psoriasis present clinical and molecular variability, affecting response to treatment. Herein, we utilized an in silico approach to model the effects of CZP in a virtual population (vPop) with moderate-to-severe psoriasis. Our proof-of-concept study aims to assess the performance of our model in generating a vPop and defining CZP response variability based on patient profiles.





Methods

We built a quantitative systems pharmacology (QSP) model of a clinical trial-like vPop with moderate-to-severe psoriasis treated with two dosing schemes of CZP (200 mg and 400 mg, both every two weeks for 16 weeks, starting with a loading dose of CZP 400 mg at weeks 0, 2, and 4). We applied different modelling approaches: (i) an algorithm to generate vPop according to reference population values and comorbidity frequencies in real-world populations; (ii) physiologically based pharmacokinetic (PBPK) models of CZP dosing schemes in each virtual patient; and (iii) systems biology-based models of the mechanism of action (MoA) of the drug.





Results

The combination of our different modelling approaches yielded a vPop distribution and a PBPK model that aligned with existing literature. Our systems biology and QSP models reproduced known biological and clinical activity, presenting outcomes correlating with clinical efficacy measures. We identified distinct clusters of virtual patients based on their psoriasis-related protein predicted activity when treated with CZP, which could help unravel differences in drug efficacy in diverse subpopulations. Moreover, our models revealed clusters of MoA solutions irrespective of the dosing regimen employed.





Conclusion

Our study provided patient specific QSP models that reproduced clinical and molecular efficacy features, supporting the use of computational methods as modelling strategy to explore drug response variability. This might shed light on the differences in drug efficacy in diverse subpopulations, especially useful in complex diseases such as psoriasis, through the generation of mechanistically based hypotheses.





Keywords: psoriasis, anti-TNF, certolizumab pegol, mathematical modelling, virtual population, mechanism of action




1 Introduction

Psoriasis is a chronic immune-mediated inflammatory systemic disease with skin manifestations typically characterized by erythematous, scaly, itchy and/or painful plaques. The physiopathology of psoriasis is marked by a complex molecular interplay involving dysregulated cytokines, immune cell activation, and altered keratinocyte proliferation, contributing to the development and persistence of the disease (1, 2). Psoriasis affects 1-4% of the population worldwide (3–5). Patients with psoriasis generally present a significantly reduced health-related quality of life and a high burden of disease (6–10). Psoriasis is often linked to comorbidities, especially in its moderate-to-severe forms. These can include psoriatic arthritis, cardiometabolic diseases, metabolic syndrome, obesity, and depression (5, 11–13), highlighting the systemic nature of the disease and the importance of multidisciplinary care. The molecular mechanisms underlying the relationship between psoriasis and its comorbidities are not fully elucidated, underscoring the need for additional research to unravel the interplay between these conditions at a molecular level (14). This could affect treatment efficacy, urging the need to address psoriasis’ treatment in personalized clinical setting (15, 16). Current treatment for moderate-to-severe psoriasis includes phototherapy, oral systemic immunomodulatory drugs (methotrexate, apremilast, acitretin, and cyclosporine), and biologic agents (17, 18). The latter are monoclonal antibodies often administered subcutaneously that inhibit different cytokines, including tumor necrosis factor (TNF), interleukin (IL)-12/23, IL-17s, and IL-23.

Certolizumab pegol [CZP] is a PEGylated antigen binding fragment (Fab’) of a humanized monoclonal antibody against TNF-alpha. CZP is currently approved for the treatment of moderate-to-severe psoriasis, psoriatic arthritis, axial spondylarthritis, rheumatoid arthritis, and Crohn’s disease (Crohn’s disease is only approved by the FDA) (19–21). CZP has shown a rapid and sustained reduction of psoriasis activity and improvement in patients’ quality of life in pivotal studies CIMPASI-1, CIMPASI-2 and CIMPACT (22–25), with a favorable safety profile (26–28). Due to its molecular structure without constant fragment (Fc-free), CZP has no to minimal transfer from mother to infant across the placenta and to breast milk, and is the only biologic agent with pharmacokinetic clinical data in its label supporting potential use in both pregnancy and breastfeeding for chronic inflammatory diseases (29–31). The conjugation of the Fab’ fragment to two molecules of polyethylene glycol (PEG) has been associated to increased half-life and reduced antigenicity, immunogenicity, and toxicity (32). It has also been linked to enhanced selectivity for inflamed tissue compared to non-inflamed tissue. CZP has shown more rapid tissue penetration, higher levels, and greater persistence in inflamed tissue when compared to adalimumab and infliximab (33, 34).

In Europe, the approved CZP dosing schedule for the treatment of plaque psoriasis consists of a loading dose of CZP 400 mg (given as 2 subcutaneous injections of 200 mg each) at Weeks 0, 2 and 4, and a maintenance dose of CZP 200 mg Q2W. In patients with insufficient response, a dose of 400 mg Q2W can be considered (21). In the United States, the FDA approved CZP dosing schedule consists of 400 mg Q2W (given as 2 subcutaneous injections of 200 mg each). For some patients (with body weight ≤90 kg), a dose of 400 mg initially and at Weeks 2 and 4, followed by 200 mg every other week may be considered (20). From analysis of the baseline characteristics of patients included in CIMPASI-1, CIMPASI-2 and CIMPACT, it is not possible to identify which patients would most benefit from the CZP 400 mg Q2W dose. However, for almost all measures, CZP 400 mg Q2W demonstrates numerically superior efficacy results compared to CZP 200 mg Q2W. Interpatient variability in treatment response poses challenges in managing psoriasis. Molecular heterogenicity significantly contributes to this variability, highlighting the necessity of a better understanding of the molecular factors that underlie such differences (35, 36).

Modelling and computational techniques are increasingly being used in biomedical investigation. These approaches offer valuable tools for investigating complex issues that are challenging to test in live organisms, as well as for generating mechanistic hypotheses to elucidate clinical observations. The insights gained through modeling can then be further validated and contrasted with in vitro or in vivo experimental results, enhancing our understanding of biological processes, and facilitating advancements in medical science. They can also address methodological challenges, bridging the gap between randomized clinical trials (RCTs) and observational studies (37, 38). In fact, the US and European medicines agencies have endorsed in silico strategies as valuable complementary tools for defining randomized clinical trials (RCTs), enhancing study design, and even circumventing certain studies in specific situations, such as drug repositioning (39). In this regard, over the past few decades, substantial progress has been made in collaboration with the pharmaceutical industry to develop good practice guidelines and recommendations for various computational approaches, including pharmacometrics models (e.g., for pharmacometrics models) (40, 41). However, the absence of established guidelines for modelling approaches in other disciplines, such as systems medicine, remains a notable gap (42). Nonetheless, there is a widespread consensus on the essential principles governing these approaches. For instance, the Good Practices in Model-Informed Drug Discovery and Development (MID3) describes the “quantitative framework for prediction and extrapolation, centered on knowledge and inference generated from integrated models of compound, mechanism, and disease level data and aimed at improving the quality, efficiency, and cost-effectiveness of decision making” (43). These guidelines also classify the evidence extracted from the modelling approaches in three categories based on their purposes and their impact for industry decision-making (44) or for regulatory assessment (45): “LOW” impact, when the evidence generated does not allow to make clinical or commercial decisions; “MEDIUM” impact, when the obtained data could be useful in strategic conditioning of future trial or experimental design; and “HIGH” impact, when conclusions obtained from modelling directly support decision-making without the need for additional experimental or trial studies (43).

We recently described a computational method, according to the above-mentioned guidelines, that combined different modelling approaches (virtual population [vPop] randomization through population deconvolution, physiologically based pharmacokinetic [PBPK] modelling, and systems biology [SB] modelling) to build quantitative systems pharmacology (QSP) models and simulate the mechanism of action (MoA) of a drug in a virtual patient population (46). Herein, our objective is to assess the potential of this approach in offering molecular insights into the drug’s MoA, thereby establishing mechanistic profiles through the evaluation of patient-specific archetypes. To investigate the method’s ability to explore response variability beyond a mere dose effect, we utilized psoriasis as a representative example of a complex and heterogeneous disease, along with the evaluation of two approved CZP dosing schemes. Thus, we modified and adapted this methodology to simulate the two officially approved CZP dosing regimens within a virtual population (vPop) with moderate-to-severe psoriasis. Our aim was to assess the method’s capability to accurately replicate non-standard demographic distributions (i.e., increasing body mass index [BMI]), and effectively model a non-small molecule compound at both the physiologically-based pharmacokinetic (PBPK) and quantitative systems pharmacology (QSP) levels. Subsequently, we conducted an extensive evaluation of the models using biological and clinical data, and employed clustering analyses to investigate the molecular variability captured by the models.




2 Methods

Combining several modelling approaches, we followed sequential stages to generate the QSP model set and to create the virtual patient population based on a RCT population (Figure 1). In the design phase, we compiled information and defined the population (condition and patient population characterization and sample size calculation) and intervention (drug characterization) details. In the modelling phase, we embedded a series of vPop, PBPK, and SB-based models (Therapeutic Performance Mapping System [TPMS]) to create QSP models. We exploited clinical efficacy information on drugs used in moderate-to-severe psoriasis, along with known molecular information on psoriasis severity, as prior information to generate the models. Finally, we performed SB-based analyses and examined the molecular variability among the virtual patients’ models by applying a comprehensive and robust clustering approach.




Figure 1 | In silico clinical trial protocol overview. The protocol was divided into three main stages: Phase I, study design and information compilation; Phase II, mathematical modelling; and Phase III, data analysis to obtain molecular insights on the drug’s mechanisms of action. PBPK, Physiologically based pharmacokinetic; QSP, Quantitative systems pharmacology.





2.1 Population definition



2.1.1 Demographical and clinical definition

To reflect real demographic and comorbidity parameters, we used psoriasis-related studies as a reference. We obtained population demographic information from the CIMPASI I, CIMPASI II and CIMPACT trials (23–25), while we inferred the frequency of comorbidities (diabetes, hypertension, non-alcoholic fatty liver [NAFLD], anxiety, and depression) from the prevalence and odds ratio in the population with psoriasis (47–50). For psoriatic arthritis, we used the self-reported (not diagnosed-based) frequency reported in the CIMPASI I, CIMPASI II and CIMPACT trials (23–25).




2.1.2 Molecular definition

To characterize the populations’ disease and comorbidities in detail, we carried out a manual literature curation protocol as previously described (51, 52). For psoriasis definition, we initiated an extensive and careful full-length review of relevant articles found in the PubMed database up until the moment of the start of the study (restricted from October 2013 to October 2018) obtained by the following search string: psoriasis [TITLE] AND (molecular [TITLE/ABSTRACT] AND (pathophysiology [TITLE/ABSTRACT] OR pathogenesis [TITLE/ABSTRACT])). We retrieved the list of publications identified and assessed them at the title and abstract level. When we found molecular information describing pathophysiology conditions, we thoroughly reviewed the full text to identify the main pathophysiological processes described as being involved in psoriasis (Supplementary Table A in the S2 File). We further characterized each pathophysiological process at the protein level by using the retrieved publications and saved for analysis all proteins whose activity (or lack thereof) was functionally associated with the development of the condition (Supplementary Table A in the S2 File). We characterized comorbidities with the same methodology.

Besides the bibliographical characterization, we collected additional data to further characterize moderate-to-severe psoriasis. We retrieved expression data from the Gene Expression Omnibus public repository (53) using the query [19th November 2018]: psoria* [TITLE]. We only considered studies performed in humans through expression array (Series type: Expression profiling by array) with more than 30 samples. We obtained three datasets that fitted the mentioned characteristics: GSE13355 (54, 55), GSE14905 (56), and GSE78097 (57) (which included information on severity; we considered psoriasis as moderate-to-severe when the Psoriasis Area Severity Index [PASI] >=12). We analyzed experiments using GEO2R software with the default settings. We then selected the proteins that resulted positively or negatively differential between severe and mild psoriasis lesions (GSE78097; adj. P-value< 0.01, |log2FC|>1) and between psoriatic lesions and control biopsies in at least one of the two psoriasis vs. control experiments (GSE13355, GSE14905; adj. P-value< 0.01). We detected 58 genes as representatives for the severe psoriatic state with respect to mild lesions and control biopsies (Supplementary Table B in the S2 File).




2.1.3 Sample size calculation

We calculated the minimum sample size of virtual patients to be generated as the population number for which a molecular classifier was able to discriminate between patients with psoriasis and healthy individuals while having enough statistical power. Given that TPMS models’ outcomes are based on predicted protein activity, we considered experimental measures that could relate to protein activity variability, particularly gene expression. We queried the Gene Expression Omnibus database (53) (February 2021) and obtained the following series containing the raw microarray files for skin biopsies from patients with psoriasis and controls: GSE13355, GSE14905, GSE78097 (Supplementary Table C in the S2 File). They totaled 209 patients (118 cases and 91 controls). We normalized raw data by using the CuBlock cross-platform normalization method (58) to enable analyzing experimental data from different platforms.

To identify the minimum sample size, we applied a previously described approach (46) based on a progressive sampling method (taking subsets from 10 to the maximum number of samples) proposed by Mukherjee et al. (59) and Figueroa et al. (60). This approach aims at identifying the minimum sample size needed to obtain a two-feature based classifier that achieves a determined discrimination accuracy—namely the maximum accuracy (“Max accuracy”) when considering all available samples (209 samples)—by applying a classification training procedure. We used K-fold cross-validated accuracy (k = 10) to validate the classifiers’ performance. The percentage of Max accuracy reached for each subset of samples and for the total was calculated using the classifiers obtained for that subset (Supplementary Figure S1 in the S1 File). All tested subsets with 20 or more samples reached a 90% Max accuracy when computed with statistical powers of 95% (and even 99%). Considering statistical powers of 95%, the 95% Max accuracy was achieved with around 30 patients (i.e., 15 patients per cohort) and remained above the 95% Max accuracy threshold for the evaluated increasing set sizes. To have enough representativity of all comorbidity groups (the lowest in frequency incidence, diabetes type II - 0.438 (49), would need a population of 343 individuals to reach a cohort of 15 patients), and given that our computational approach allowed us to obtain patients more easily than RCTs, we established 500 virtual patients as the sample size.




2.1.4 Virtual population simulation

For the present study, we generated a vPop resembling a real CT patient population with psoriasis since the patients with psoriasis CT populations differ from global population distributions by reason of its increased BMI and weight. We used the CIMPASI I, CIMPASI II and CIMPACT trials (23–25) to gather the reference distribution parameters. We retrieved age, weight, and BMI and constructed the vPop using an adapted version of the algorithm proposed by Allen et al. (61), as described elsewhere (46). We assumed that height was unrelated to the disease and used general distributions from European standard population values (62).

Additionally, we assigned molecular tags to the patients to account for comorbidity prevalence. Tags were distributed randomly among the virtual patients, with no co-occurrence frequency for any paired comorbidity. As an exception, we only assigned the obese molecular definition tag to patients presenting a BMI >30 kg/m2.

While demographic parameters were later used to obtain individualized PBPK models of the two CZP dosing schemes, we used comorbidity data, once translated into molecular information, as preliminary restriction information for generating the QSP models.





2.2 Intervention definition

In our model, the vPop was treated with the two approved dosing schemes of CZP. We used a two-branch scheme, one per dosage, to compare their differences, mimicking the CIMPASI I, CIMPASI II and CIMPACT trials. We used the same 500 virtual patients (i.e., same individualized PBPK models) to obtain the two study branches: subcutaneous administration of CZP 200 mg every two weeks for 16 weeks and subcutaneous administration of CZP 400 mg every two weeks for 16 weeks, with both arms receiving the loading dose of CZP 400 mg at weeks 0, 2, and 4. This resulted in two interventions, or QSP models, per patient, generating a total of 1,000 models.



2.2.1 Certolizumab pegol molecular and pharmacokinetic characterization

To characterize CZP, aside from reviewing official regulatory documentation and drug-target dedicated databases, we performed an evaluation of the currently available bibliography regarding known targets of the drug, as well as pharmacokinetic information, in PubMed (search restricted from October 2013 to October 2018). The specific search queries were the following: certolizumab [TITLE] AND (target [TITLE/ABSTRACT] OR molecular [TITLE/ABSTRACT] OR pharmacokinet* [TITLE/ABSTRACT]). We analyzed all articles at the title and abstract levels. From those selected, we reviewed the presence of molecular and pharmacokinetic information in depth to identify possible proteins/genes to be considered drug target candidates, as well as additional information for subsequent modelling (Supplementary Table D in the S2 File).




2.2.2 Physiologically based pharmacokinetic modelling

To assess the relation of each dosage with the drug’s concentration in body organs, we built a PBPK model for each virtual patient. Because antibodies primarily distribute within the blood system, with low penetration in other organs and tissues, we constructed a two-compartment model system consisting of only the skin (administration tissue) and the blood (clearance system). We applied the equations associated with blood flow rates and skin volumes described by Brochot and Quindroit (63). However, blood volume was adjusted to fit the drug’s distribution volume for optimized modelling. Since these variables depend on cardiac frequency, age, BMI, and sex, they yielded individualized models as described elsewhere (64).

The absorption constant (ka) was calculated using the following formula (65):



Where   is the absorption half-life.

When approximating   (66), we obtained:



The clearance constant parameter (kel) was calculated by fitting a general model to pharmacokinetics data points. We used European Medicine Agency’s Cmax values, and additional points were extrapolated using Cmax, half-life, and Tmax parameters (67, 68).

We implemented all PBPK compartment models in MATLAB™ (69) and integrated differential equations describing the kinetics of the compounds and the fitting procedures by using the SimBiology Toolkit.





2.3 QSP modelling – obtaining virtual patients



2.3.1 Systems biology-based modelling – TPMS

TPMS technology (51) generates mathematical models by applying supervised machine learning methods based on a human protein functional network, using known biological, medical, and pharmacological information as training data (Supplementary Table E in the S2 File). These models can be used to simulate the behavior of drugs and the pathophysiology of diseases in terms of changes in protein activity (52, 70–72).

Here, we used TPMS to build the mathematical models to simulate the behavior of CZP over psoriasis by modelling the changes in disease-related proteins’ activity (Supplementary Table A in the S2 File). Besides TPMS training data, which included specific psoriasis treating and inducing/exacerbating drugs (Supplementary Table E in the S2 File), we used additional molecular information to denote different patient types, including (i) gene expression in moderate-to-severe psoriasis (Supplementary Table B in the S2 File) and (ii) psoriasis common comorbidities (diabetes, hypertension, NAFLD, anxiety, and depression).

TPMS mechanism of action models can be defined by the predicted protein activity achieved for each protein (ranging between -1 [completely inhibited] and 1 [completely activated]) by the flow of the signal through the protein-protein interaction network (51). From the predicted protein activity of the proteins designated to define psoriasis, we calculated the previously described TPMS model-derived parameter tSignal (Equation 3) (51), which ranges between -1 and 1, and used it for the molecular definition of psoriasis (Supplementary Table A in the S2 File) in the QSP models:



Where n is the number of proteins defining the protein set with non-zero signal; vi are the protein signs (active or inactive) according to each disease/comorbidity definition; and yi are the resulting modelled signal values achieved by each protein “i” after stimulating the model with the corresponding drug.




2.3.2 Integrating PBPK and systems biology modelling – QSP models

We computed QSP models for each patient-dosage using the TPMS methodology as previously described (46). Briefly, we used two types of restrictions to generate the models: (i) quantitative dose-related data, which are related to the effectiveness of the drug-dosage, and was computed using concentration data and effectivity relation; and (ii) molecular data, which can be subdivided in patient-specific molecular information related to his/her disease and comorbidity characterizations, and protein known information from publicly available databases and Biological Effector Database (51). Consequently, the resulting models allowed evaluating the influence of the different dosing schemes.

In order to link the CZP concentration with efficacy, a proxy model-derived EC50 parameter was calculated as described previously (46). Here, a set of clinical trials evaluating moderate to severe psoriasis using different drugs were included with PASI75 as outcome measure, which were modelled using the same PBPK modelling strategy as for CZP (efficacy data, specific PK parameters and data sources in Supplementary Table D in the S2 file). Exceptionally, infliximab, however, was modelled as a single compartment, with an intravenous dosage; and for apremilast a model previously described (46) was used, with an oral dose and liver clearance.





2.4 Data analysis



2.4.1 Statistical treatment

We analyzed the generated data with MATLAB™ functions and Python or R packages. For the analysis of the population demographic and molecular parameters, we used descriptive statistics (mean and standard deviation, frequency tables, or pie charts) and applied the appropriate parametric and non-parametric tests. We used Pearson’s correlation to evaluate the fitting of tSignal to clinical and severity measures. We used Wilcoxon rank-sum test for the comparison of predicted protein activity level. In all cases, we reported the applied test and calculated the false discovery rate (FDR) according to Benjamini-Hochberg (73) multi-test correction method to control for type I errors, whenever applicable. We set the statistical significance level based on p- or q-values for each analysis, always being, at least,<0.05. We applied a data science-based approach (51) to identify classifier molecules by using cross-validated accuracy as a quality measure.

A selection and conversion methodology was applied (46) to evaluate whether the predicted protein activity of the proteins defined in the psoriasis definition were able to fit an efficacy metric, namely PASI75, as defined in available clinical trials (Supplementary Table D in the S2 file). We evaluated the tSignal on the set of drug models created as a proxy of this clinical efficacy measure. In order to link the clinical efficacy measure, PASI75, with the model-derived value, ADHD-tSignal, linear regression analysis (Pearson’s correlation) between both variables was performed to parameterize the following equation:



This process was designed to maximize the absolute value of the Pearson correlation coefficient (|ρ|) between clinical and tSignal values, maintaining molecular information from the bibliography-based characterization. Proteins within the psoriasis molecular definition distorting this relationship were identified and discarded iteratively to optimise the correlation and identify the protein set that best fitted the clinical measurements.We calculated the accuracies of SB and QSP models for each solution within each model and expressed them as the percentage of compliance of all drug-pathophysiology relationships included in the training set (51).




2.4.2 Clustering algorithms

We used an unsupervised clustering strategy to find molecular patterns in the resulting model’s output. As input data, we used the resulting signal values of psoriasis’ characterized proteins for all patient-dosage models. First, we carried out a feature (protein) normalization for each arm by subtracting the mean predicted protein activity value to minimize the potential direct impact of drug concentration per patient without compromising inter- and intra-protein variability. Then, we applied a dimensional reduction method using Principal Component Analysis (74) or Multidimensional Scaling (MDS) (75) with two, three, and five dimensions. We obtained the clusters by applying a set of different clustering algorithms: Kmeans (76), self-organizing map (77), Spectral (78), Gaussian mixture model (79), and hierarchical (80). We encapsulated all the methodology in a single clustering strategy analysis, which also computed the optimal number of clusters for each setting, defined according to Calinski Harabasz (81), Davies-Bolduin (82), Gap (83), and Silhouette (84) indexes, being the latter prioritized among the rest. We evaluated the quality of the resulting clustering analyses by three quality indicators: Hopkins statistics (to measure the clustering tendency of a data set) (85), Dunn index (to evaluate the cluster compaction) (86), and Jaccard Bootstrap Index (to measure the stability of the clustering solution in a set of bootstrap resamples) (87). Once the best model was identified, we computed the Euclidean distance between clusters to evaluate their proximity.




2.4.3 Enrichment analysis

To functionally evaluate the protein predicted activity, we carried out a hypergeometric enrichment analysis (88) over the proteins with a more characteristic behavior in each cluster compared with the complete set of model solutions. The complete list of proteins included in the models was used as protein universe. We used KEGG (89), Gene Ontology (90), and TRRUST (91, 92) as reference databases. We only selected enriched pathways with an FDR q-value< 0.01. Moreover, we excluded those containing either more than 300 genes—to keep biologically specific results—or less than 10 genes—to reduce artifacts. We used a modification of Hausdorff distance (93) between the enriched sets over the human protein network (51) as a link value between the sets to represent the results’ network. We performed all network representations with the software Cytoscape (94).





2.5 Computational resources

We executed all simulations described in this study in the Anaxomics’ cloud computing server, which integrates more than 800 computational threads in machines with 64 Gigabytes of RAM. Software, databases, and tools are the property of Anaxomics Biotech.





3 Results



3.1 Virtual population distribution matched literature patient demographics

According to statistical evaluation, the patient deconvolution and vPop simulation led to the generation of a vPop with moderate-to-severe psoriasis that reproduced the demographic characteristics of real clinical trial reference populations (no statistically significant differences with the mean values of clinical trials, Table 1). As expected, mean weight and BMI were found higher than in general populations, with high proportions of patients with overweight - BMI >= 25 - and obesity - BMI >= 30 (Figure 2C). When comparing our vPop o a European-like population (62) with the same population size, age distribution, and sex ratio to assess demographic distribution similarity, both weight and BMI were found to be significantly higher in the vPop with psoriasis than in the European population (Wilcoxon rank sum test, p< 0.001). No differences were observed for height (Wilcoxon rank sum test, p= 0.802) or for age (Wilcoxon rank sum test, p= 0.226). Additionally, the vPop was created to include comorbid patients according to real-world data (Figure 2B), achieving a population of 87% moderate-to-severe psoriasis patients suffering at least one comorbidity. The 500 virtual patients, defined by their characteristics, were submitted to PBPK and SB mechanistic modelling of the two dosage regimens of CZP (Figure 2A), obtaining two arms of models for the same patients.


Table 1 | Demographic characteristics of the generated virtual population and the reference population (23–25).






Figure 2 | (A) Study branch scheme, (B) Comorbidity frequency distribution and (C) BMI distribution by sex. CZP, Certolizumab pegol; NAFLD, Non-alcoholic fatty liver disease; PsA, Psoriatic arthritis; BMI, Body mass index.






3.2 Physiologically based pharmacokinetic models fitted literature data

Several Cmax concentration datapoints were used to fit the PBPK models: 200 mg dose Cmax, 400 mg dose Cmax (67), and 400 mg initial dose followed by 200 mg doses until achieving Cmax at the steady state (95). Additionally, clearance-related datapoints were extrapolated and used to refine the model (68). The resulting PBPK models adjusted to all reported Cmax values and extrapolated clearance data points with an R2 > 0.95 (Figure 3). The calculated Tmax, half-life, and Cmax parameters for the standard-patient (75 kg, 170 cm, 40 years old) model were similar to literature values (Supplementary Table F in the S2 file).




Figure 3 | (A) PBPK model representation. (B-D) Comparison of CZP concentration in blood between literature’s Cmax values and extrapolated datapoints and the simulated curve using the PBPK model, generated from a standard adult patient, for: (B) 200 mg single dose of CZP (67); (C) 400mg single dose of CZP (67); and (D) 3 x 400 mg loading doses + 4 x 200mg doses (95). CZP, Certolizumab pegol; PBPK, Physiologically based pharmacokinetic.






3.3 SB and QSP models were able to reproduce known biological and clinical activity

The MoA of CZP in our vPop (QSP models) presented a mean accuracy value of 91.51% with respect to the training information. These simulations took into account the whole available data on pathologies, drugs, and the populations’ characteristics. Once built, the potential of QSP models to reproduce clinical and molecular data was tested.

We evaluated the psoriasis tSignal in models developed for the different psoriasis drugs to assess the correlation between the literature-based psoriasis definition and clinical observations (i.e., PASI75 scores). We identified a list of 115 proteins out of the 124 original psoriasis protein effectors (Supplementary Table A in S2 File) that, when measured together using the tSignal, correlated with |ρ|=0.85 to PASI75 measurements of (Supplementary Figure S3 in S1 File).

We analyzed the tSignal calculated from the optimized psoriasis definition of the CZP models developed for the virtual patient population. The tSignal was then compared with the predicted protein activity of known psoriasis severity-associated proteins. The predicted protein activity of 12 proteins were identified to correlate to the TPMS-psoriasis tSignal, 9 of them presenting moderate correlation (|ρ|>0.5) for both dosing schemes (Table 2).


Table 2 | Evaluation of correlation of predicted protein activity of proteins previously shown to correlate with psoriasis clinical severity (measured according to PASI) with tSignal.



We observed a strong correlation between the optimized psoriasis tSignal measure and the original psoriasis tSignal (i.e. considering the complete response) within the CZP models in the virtual patients population (ρ>0.99 for both dosing schemes).




3.4 Patient-specific QSP mechanistic models can be clustered according to their molecular variability

To identify distinct mechanistic response patterns to CZP, we performed clustering analysis on the individualized patient models’ response to the drug using the predicted protein activity as a measure of variability. Several combinations of dimensionality reduction and clustering algorithms were applied, and the best model according to Hopkins (0.84), Dunn (0.09), and Jaccard Bootstrap (0.53) indexes was selected. The resulting model involved a hierarchical clustering algorithm with Euclidean distance and average aggregation function, using a five dimensions reduction space after MDS with Spearman coefficient as distance. This model identified three mechanistic clusters as optimal (Figure 4A) with a similar proportion of patients from both dosage arms (Figure 4B). Clusters were represented using the two main dimensions of MDS (Figure 4A), which, combined, explained the observed variability of 63.55%. According to Euclidean distance, all three clusters were at a similar distance from each other, with cluster 3 being the most distant among them (Supplementary Table G in the S2 file).




Figure 4 | Clustering analysis results. (A) Two-dimension representation of the best clustering setting result using all 1,000 patient models after MDS, and (B) the branch incidence of each obtained cluster. MDS, Multidimensional scaling.



Clustering was found to be associated with differences in the dose-normalized tSignal. Cluster 1 showed a higher signal (with respect to the mean signal for the entire population per branch) than the rest of the samples (Student’s T-test, p< 0.001), while cluster 2 presented the lowest value (Student’s T-test, p< 0.001). To further characterize the clusters, additional comparison analyses were performed to identify potential differences regarding the demographic characteristics within the clusters. When comparing each cluster against the rest, cluster 1 was found to accumulate the highest ratio of females (Chi-squared test, p< 0.001) and the lowest height and weight values (Student’s T-test p< 0.001). On the other hand, cluster 2 presented a higher percentage of males and the highest values for weight and BMI (Student’s T-test p< 0.001) (Table 3).


Table 3 | Results of the comparison analysis between demographic characteristics within the clusters.



The proportion of patients suffering from comorbidities in each cluster was also evaluated and resulted in statistically significant findings. Cluster 2 showed a higher frequency of obese patients (Fisher test p< 0.001) than the other clusters. Conversely, cluster 1 had more patients suffering from diabetes type II and NAFLD (Fisher test p< 0.001) than the remaining clusters. Finally, cluster 3 stood out by accumulating all non-comorbid patients, comprising the lowest frequency of patients with diabetes type II, hypertension, NAFLD, and obesity (Fisher test p< 0.001).

To elucidate the underlying processes contributing to the mechanistic differences between clusters, enrichment analyses were conducted for the proteins from all models that differed in their mean predicted activity value more than 0.1 from the overall value in each cluster (Wilcoxon rank-sum test, FDR q< 10E-4, Supplementary Table H in the S2 File) (Figure 5, Supplementary Table I in the S2 File). In order to consider the direction of the differences, separate enrichment analyses were conducted for proteins exhibiting higher activity (UP) and lower activity (DOWN) within in each cluster, as compared to the overall model solutions (Supplementary Table H in the S2 File). According to the distance analysis, cluster 3 shared only a few enriched processes with clusters 1 or 2, which were related to signaling by cAMP and G proteins (Figure 5A). Clusters 1 and 2 demonstrated a similar profile of processes, although with an opposite modulation tendency compared to the mean population. Within the least active processes in cluster 1 (Figure 5B), the main components were integrin and adhesion-related pathways, including processes related to early development (formation of primary germ layer, gastrulation, embryonic morphogenesis, endoderm formation, endoderm development, endodermal cell differentiation, mesodermal cell differentiation). Angiogenesis-related pathways (positive regulation of angiogenesis, positive regulation of vasculature development) were also found among the least active processes in cluster 1. On the contrary, Wnt-related pathways were the least active in cluster 2 (Figure 5C) and included epithelial formation pathways (morphogenesis of epithelium, morphogenesis of embryonic epithelium).




Figure 5 | Comparison of mechanisms of action enrichment analysis. (A) Network representation of the enrichment analysis results of the most differentially modulated proteins in each cluster (C1, C2, and C3) with respect to the population mean and their relationship. Details on the least active processes in (B) cluster 1 and (C) cluster 2.



By applying feature selection and classification algorithms, we successfully identified proteins whose predicted activity allowed the differentiation of mechanisms within each cluster with a cross-validated balanced accuracy of at least 0.8 (Table 4).


Table 4 | Psoriasis effectors that best classify the patients in each cluster.







4 Discussion

In the present study, we applied an in silico technology to build a QSP model of a clinical trial-like vPop with moderate-to-severe psoriasis treated with two dosing schemes of CZP. We successfully applied and combined different modelling approaches, namely: (i) an algorithm to generate vPop in accordance to RCT reference population values and comorbidity frequencies in real-world populations; (ii) PBPK models of the dosing schemes of CZP in each virtual patient; and (iii) SB-based models of the MoA of the drug, which provided outcomes that correlated with clinical efficacy measures and previously reported molecular markers of psoriasis severity (e.g. PASI score). Furthermore, we were able to identify clusters of virtual patients based on their psoriasis-related protein predicted activity when treated with CZP, which could help unravel differences in the drug efficacy in diverse subpopulations, classified according to the proteins involved in the disease’s MoA.

Utilizing epidemiological data, we successfully constructed a virtual population (vPop) that closely resembled a randomized clinical trial (RCT) population in terms of demographic parameters and frequencies of comorbidities (23–25, 47–50). Although the vPop compiled the anticipated demographic parameters and comorbidity frequencies, the relationship between these parameters was not taken into account. For instance, while patients were allowed to have up to two or three comorbidities, and obesity was assigned to individuals with a BMI>30, potential associations between demographic characteristics and comorbidities beyond these specific criteria were not considered. Indeed, we obtained a 13% of non-comorbid patients with psoriasis; this figure could not be verified because of the lack of epidemiological information on psoriasis and overall comorbidity. Moreover, it is possible that this percentage might be underestimated due to the scarcity of patients with multiple comorbidities in the dataset. In the same line, the number of obese patients included was based on the BMI distribution of the reference clinical trials (23–25), yielding 50% of obese patients in our study. This number was higher than the frequency reported on the clinical trials (around 40%), or the one that could be inferred from epidemiological data on obesity and psoriasis (around 29%) (12, 117). Thus, our method created a population enriched in obese patients, while underestimating or neglecting the number of extremely obese patients in real settings. The limitations associated with the algorithm used to generate virtual populations may impact the accuracy of conclusions regarding the percentage of the population. However, these limitations do not affect the validity of comparisons between different pharmacological strategies within the same population (46).

Our PBPK and SB-based models demonstrated high accuracy in reproducing known data. Through the identification of a subset of psoriasis-related proteins within the literature-based psoriasis definition, we successfully established a correlation between clinical efficacy values from clinical trials testing psoriasis drugs (i.e., PASI75) and the model-derived psoriasis activity proxy [i.e., the tSignal (51)]. This subset contained the majority of the initially identified proteins, further validating the accuracy of our approach. When considering the CZP models in the virtual population, the tSignal considering both definitions (original and optimized) strongly correlated. In addition, the predicted activity of proteins known to correlate with disease severity (measured with PASI), was also found to correlate with the tSignal, including inflammatory proteins [IL-1β (118, 119), TNFα (112, 115, 116), CRP (109–111, 120)], proteins related to skin immunological barrier and epithelial hyperplasia [S1009 (121–125), IFN-γ (124, 126, 127)], angiogenic proteins [VEGF/FLT1 (128), MMP9 (129)], adipokines [NAMPT (104, 116)], leptin (114, 130, 131), sexual hormones [prolactin, previously associated to autoimmune diseases (132)], and a glucose metabolism protein related to both keratinocyte proliferation (133, 134) and T cell activity regulation (135, 136). These results suggested that our models, and our psoriasis definition, could be useful to answer drug efficacy questions.

In this sense, our observations of the unsupervised clustering of patients regarding their predicted mechanisms match with previously published data. Both our study and existing literature consistently show that large morphometric characteristics (weight, height, BMI), particularly obesity, are associated with a poorer response to anti-TNF treatment (137–139). In line with our results, age has not been found to affect the biologics’ effectiveness in psoriasis (140). Interestingly, our models indicated a better response to CZP in women, despite conflicting evidence in the literature regarding the impact of sex on treatment efficacy for CZP and the anti-TNF class (139, 141–148). Given that most previously published data focused on adalimumab treatment, with limited CZP data included, it remains unclear whether the observed sex differences are specific to CZP, the entire anti-TNF class, or influenced by biological or gender-based factors such as hormonal levels, immunological status, age of diagnosis, or access to treatment. They might also be explained by sex differences in comorbidities. However, our population did not specifically model the association between female sex, comorbidities, and their clinical manifestations. Nevertheless, the impact of sex on the response to CZP in psoriasis may involve complexities beyond drug concentration differences, which were not captured by our QSP models. This limitation highlights the need for further investigation. Our results on the impact of comorbidities, especially regarding cluster 3 grouping all patients with psoriasis and no comorbidities, suggested that co-occurrent comorbidities could result in mechanistic differential response to treatment, supporting the current tendency towards managing patients with a multi-disciplinary approach (16). Further molecular analysis of these models, beyond the scope of this study, could uncover relevant hypotheses in this regard.

The molecular evaluation of the clusters showed that there is a molecular diversity within the model solutions and virtual patients to CZP mechanism of action, and that the processes involved in this diversity are related to psoriasis development. Our results showed that CZP treatment could regulate integrin and adhesion-related processes associated with immune cells recruitment and homing (149), as well as keratinocyte function (150–152) and tissue differentiation. While anti-TNF treatment has been related to the modulation of inflammatory cell recruitment and homing, its effect on integrin regulation has not been well established. Since the regulation of integrins and their interaction partners is key for homeostasis of the skin (151), a detailed evaluation of these results is granted for understanding whether the downregulation of this activity could be relevant to CZP mechanistic efficacy. Our models highlight that modulating the Wnt pathway, involved in psoriasis development (153) through its role in hyperproliferation of keratinocytes and angiogenesis (154–156), could be related to anti-TNF efficacy. TNFα has been reported to reduce the canonical Wnt/β-catenin pathway through DKK-1 induction (157), linking inflammation, particularly TNF, to bone pathology (158). Anti-TNF treatment in rheumatic conditions, such as psoriatic arthritis and rheumatoid arthritis, has been found to modulate this pathway (159–162). Non-canonical Wnt signalling pathways have been recently highlighted as relevant in inflammatory disorders (e.g., psoriasis and psoriatic arthritis) (163, 164). The reduced activity of these pathways in cluster 2 seemed to indicate suboptimal TNF inhibition. These findings might pinpoint the importance of effectively controlling the inflammatory component of psoriasis to prevent the development of rheumatic complications, including psoriatic arthritis. Given that the identified clusters presented different tSignal values, these results could point to different psoriasis pathophysiological mechanisms or CZP therapeutic mechanisms that could be determinants of clinical efficacy, although prospective validation is required.

Our study can be framed within the increasing tendency to leverage recently available high-performance computing technologies in the field of biomedicine. The use of these technologies, combined with regulatory frameworks, will advance precision medicine pipelines, enabling personalized healthcare while reducing, refining, and partially substituting animal and human experimentation (165). According to the MID3 guidelines definitions, this theoretical model yielded conclusions classified as MEDIUM, suggesting its potential as a reliable hypothesis-generation tool capable of providing molecular insights. However, further experimental and clinical assays are necessary before its translation into clinical practice.

In our study, we generated subject-specific models from population information deconvolution. While the use of population aggregated values solves the potential ethical issues implied in managing individualized patient data (165), it entails the limitation of the patients not being real patients, precluding a conclusion for personalized medicine. As previously discussed, potential associations between the evaluated factors, impacting population frequencies and molecular/clinical differences, were not considered in our study (e.g. co-occurrence of comorbidities, increased risk for occurrence of comorbidities depending on the patient profile, or associations between patient characteristics not occurring in general population). Other factors, such as smoking or alcohol consumption, which are challenging to define at the molecular level, were neither taken into consideration. The use of demographic data and distributions from real-world psoriasis registries can help correct biases in RCT values, including those related to inclusion and exclusion criteria (e.g. exclusion of females of childbearing age). However, it is important to note that this approach has limitations in evaluating highly specific subpopulations and relies on the assumptions made for each profile’s modeling (165). This methodology can build true patient-specific models when the necessary information is available, such as through real-world data registries. With computational power as the only limitation, our approach allows for the recruitment of a great number of patients, which can be difficult, costly, and even not feasible in a conventional clinical trial setting. Moreover, paired analysis of the same subject in relation to different interventions, akin to a cross-over study, can be conducted without requiring a washout period. This approach avoids even the slightest discrepancies in the characteristics of the populations included in each trial arm.

Finally, although we made efforts to gather extensive information on patients, disease, and treatments at the molecular and clinical level, and established benchmarks for validation, it is important to acknowledge that our approach, like any modelling technique, was constrained by the available information at the time of the study (46, 165). While our models were deemed suitable based on the available data, the presented models and conclusions are subject to updates and improvements over time as new prospective data and information are generated. The SB and QSP models were built by incorporating the whole human protein network and a wide range of drug-pathology relationships (Supplementary Table E in the S2 File) (51). This approach achieved an accuracy exceeding 90%, demonstrating the models’ ability to generalize and accommodate new information beyond the specific data compiled for psoriasis and the studied drugs.




5 Conclusion

Our study provided patient-specific QSP models of the MoA of CZP, a PEGylated Fab humanized monoclonal antibody against TNF-alpha, in a vPop of patients with moderate-to-severe psoriasis, based on PBPK and SB models. The models reproduced clinical (i.e., PASI scores from different psoriasis treatments) and molecular (i.e., known psoriasis severity markers) efficacy features, supporting the use of these approaches to build hypotheses-generating models. The models’ analyses allowed to identify clusters of MoA solutions regardless of the dosing scheme, inferring the existence of dose-independent MoA differences between virtual patients, potentially involving developmental processes, such as angiogenesis and the Wnt pathway. The presented findings highlight the potential of in silico population- and patient-specific modeling approaches in advancing the study of diverse and complex diseases like psoriasis. These approaches enable detailed investigation of distinct pathophysiology and drug mechanisms. However, it is important to recognize that the results obtained from these models should be considered as hypotheses, requiring further prospective studies for clinical applicability. Nonetheless, such modeling approaches have the potential to reduce and refine pre-clinical and clinical experimentation and provide valuable data in the post-marketing setting.
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Background

Thrombocytopenia is a known prognostic factor in sepsis, yet the relationship between platelet-related genes and sepsis outcomes remains elusive. We developed a machine learning (ML) model based on platelet-related genes to predict poor prognosis in sepsis. The model underwent rigorous evaluation on six diverse platforms, ensuring reliable and versatile findings.





Methods

A retrospective analysis of platelet data from 365 sepsis patients confirmed the predictive role of platelet count in prognosis. We employed COX analysis, Least Absolute Shrinkage and Selection Operator (LASSO) and Support Vector Machine (SVM) techniques to identify platelet-related genes from the GSE65682 dataset. Subsequently, these genes were trained and validated on six distinct platforms comprising 719 patients, and compared against the Acute Physiology and Chronic Health Evaluation II (APACHE II) and Sequential Organ-Failure Assessment (SOFA) score.





Results

A PLT count <100×109/L independently increased the risk of death in sepsis patients (OR = 2.523; 95% CI: 1.084-5.872). The ML model, based on five platelet-related genes, demonstrated impressive area under the curve (AUC) values ranging from 0.5 to 0.795 across various validation platforms. On the GPL6947 platform, our ML model outperformed the APACHE II score with an AUC of 0.795 compared to 0.761. Additionally, by incorporating age, the model’s performance was further improved to an AUC of 0.812. On the GPL4133 platform, the initial AUC of the machine learning model based on five platelet-related genes was 0.5. However, after including age, the AUC increased to 0.583. In comparison, the AUC of the APACHE II score was 0.604, and the AUC of the SOFA score was 0.542.





Conclusion

Our findings highlight the broad applicability of this ML model, based on platelet-related genes, in facilitating early treatment decisions for sepsis patients with poor outcomes. Our study paves the way for advancements in personalized medicine and improved patient care.
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Introduction

Sepsis is a serious condition that arises from a systemic inflammatory reaction in the host, leading to immunological dysregulation and potentially life-threatening organ failure (1). In 2017, sepsis infected 48·9 million individuals worldwide, resulting in 11 million deaths, which accounted for 19·7% of all global deaths (2). Severe sepsis is estimated to occur in at least 20·16 million cases, resulting in a minimum of 190,000 deaths (3, 4). In China, sepsis affects one in every five ICU patients, with a 30-day mortality rate of 29·5% and a 90-day mortality rate of 35·5% (5, 6). In contrast, the average 30-day mortality rate in Europe and North America is 24·4% (7). These statistics highlight the higher sepsis mortality rates in China compared to Europe and North America.

Early detection and treatment play a pivotal role in improving the survival rate of patients with poor prognoses. Various scoring systems, such as the Acute Physiology and Chronic Health Evaluation II (APACHE II), Sequential Organ-Failure Assessment (SOFA), and others, have been developed to aid in determining the prognosis of sepsis patients. However, these systems are limited in their clinical usefulness due to their complexity. Some researchers have developed machine learning models for sepsis prognosis using genes (8, 9), but the lack of extensive validation across different microarray platforms hinders the assurance of their reliability and universality. Consequently, there is an urgent and pressing need to develop a simplified and universally applicable prognosis prediction system for clinical applications.

A low platelet count is an independent risk factor for poor outcomes in patients with sepsis (10–12). Thrombocytopenia, defined as a low platelet count, is prevalent in individuals with severe sepsis, occurring in 15-50% of patients with sepsis and septic shock (11, 13, 14). Clausius et al. divided 931 sepsis patients into four groups based on their platelet count at admission and found that those with a platelet count <100×109/L had a greater risk of mortality, and a low platelet count was strongly associated with an increase in 1-year mortality (13). Additionally, the platelet count of non-survivors recovers at a slower rate or not at all compared to survivors after acute sickness (15). These findings suggest a strong association between platelets and sepsis outcomes.

Platelet-related gene loci are involved in regulating platelet production (16), and their mRNA expression in illnesses reflects platelet condition (17). Lydia et al. analyzed the transcriptomes of 180 patients with sepsis whose primary disease was community pneumonia and found that platelet mRNA expression increased in patients with less severe sepsis but decreased as the disease progressed (18). Kim et al. investigated six GEO datasets and found that the platelet pathway was activated in sepsis survivors but not in non-survivors (19). These findings suggest that platelet-related gene expression is associated with sepsis prognosis. Gene expression profiling can provide extensive information on gene expression, and machine learning can be used to extract hidden information from large amounts of data. However, few studies have applied machine learning techniques to investigate whether platelet-related genes can predict sepsis prognosis.

This study aimed to develop a simplified machine learning model based on platelet-related genes to predict sepsis prognosis. For the first time, data from six different microarray platforms were used to validate the model, demonstrating its universality and robustness. Moreover, by comparing the model to the APACHE II and SOFA scores, it was shown to have strong prognostic efficacy in sepsis prognosis. Finally, predicting the molecular interactions between platelet-related genes and antiplatelet drug (aspirin, clopidogrel and indobufen) provided a foundation for future treatment strategies.





Methods




Clinical data collection

We conducted a retrospective cohort study and collected clinical information on 365 patients with positive blood cultures from the microbiological database of the First Affiliated Hospital of China Medical University between January 2017 and June 2019. The inclusion criteria were based on documented or suspected infection, the presence of systemic signs and symptoms of inflammation, and positive blood culture results (20). Exclusion criteria were patients under the age of 18 and those with complex bacterial infections. The study was approved by the Ethics Committee of the First Affiliated Hospital of China Medical University. The 365 patients were divided into two groups based on different laboratory data: white blood cell (WBC) count > 9·5×109/L, hemoglobin <100 g/L, platelet count < 100×109/L, C-reactive protein (CRP) > 8 mg/L, and procalcitonin > 0·5μg/L. The elderly group was divided based on age, with those aged ≥60 years considered as elderly.





Ethics

A retrospective analysis was conducted on data from the First Affiliated Hospital of China Medical University. The Institutional Review Board of the hospital granted an exemption for this study.





Platelet genetic data collection

The mRNA expression data and associated clinical data for platelet genetics were collected from the GEO and ArrayExpress databases using the search term “sepsis”. The datasets were selected based on the following criteria: (1) research conducted on “Homo sapiens” using array expression profiling, (2) whole blood or white blood cells used as tissue sources, (3) clinical data on death and survival, and (4) at least ten samples included in each dataset. We selected 11 datasets (Table 1), with the GSE65682 dataset serving as the training set and the remaining datasets serving as the testing set. The annotation file provided by the microarray manufacturer was used to match each probe to a gene symbol. The Robust Multiple Array (RMA) algorithm was used to background-correct and standardize the microarray raw data (21).


Table 1 | Filtered public datasets.







Platelet signature gene selection

We conducted a stepwise regression analysis on platelet-related genes, using a significance threshold of α=0·05 and discarding non-significant genes at each step (18), to identify genes associated with sepsis-related mortality. The selected genes were further screened using two machine learning techniques, Least Absolute Shrinkage and Selection Operator (LASSO) and Support Vector Machine (SVM), to reduce the dimensionality of the dataset. LASSO uses a parameter reduction method to select features, and we used the glmnet program with 10-fold cross-validation to identify the most relevant genes (22). The random forest algorithm’s recursive feature elimination (RFE) is a supervised machine learning method that iteratively removes the least important features based on model performance until the required features are selected (23).





Analysis of gene set enrichment

Gene Set Enrichment Analysis (GSEA) is a powerful tool that can rank all genes to predict changes in gene expression between two groups (24). We retrieved canonical pathways containing 3090 gene sets from the MSigDB website at https://www.gsea-msigdb.org/gsea/msigdb/. We used the “limma” package in R to identify differentially expressed genes between the survivor and non-survivor groups, or between high and low expression groups, and then used GSEA to compare the differences in canonical pathways. A significance threshold of P<0·05 and a false discovery rate (FDR) of 25% were used to identify significantly enriched pathways.





Construction of a model of prognosis for individuals with sepsis based on platelet genes

We used the mlr3 package to evaluate three machine learning models: logistic regression (LR), decision tree (DT), and random forest (RF). LR is a well-established linear prediction technique that has been widely used in recent years for classification problems in medicine (25). DT is a supervised learning algorithm that can effectively handle large amounts of medical data by selecting the most informative attributes to make predictions (26). RF is a popular machine learning method that generates multiple decision trees by randomly selecting features and training samples, and then combines the results of these trees to make final predictions. It is often used for building classification models (27). In this study, we used sepsis-related mortality as the response variable and platelet-related signature genes as the explanatory variables. We randomly divided all samples with clinical outcomes from the GSE65682 dataset into training (70%) and validation (30%) sets for 5-fold cross-validation. We measured the predictive performance of the machine learning models using the area under the receiver operating characteristic (ROC) curve.





Validated on a wide range of microarray platforms

We obtained external datasets from the GEO (https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/geo/) and ArrayExpress (https://www.ebi.ac.uk/arrayexpress/) databases. The GEO dataset consisted of platforms GPL4133 (GSE48080), GPL17586 (GSE134347), GPL570 (GSE95233/GSE33118/GSE33119), GPL10295 (GSE106878), and GPL6947 (GSE54514). The ArrayExpress dataset was based on platform GPL10558 (E-MTAB-4451/E-MTAB-5273/E-MTAB-5274). Prior to model verification, datasets from the same platform were normalized using the “sva” R package.





Molecular docking

To evaluate the binding capacity of antiplatelet drug (aspirin, clopidogrel and indobufen) and associated proteins, molecular docking was performed using AutoDock4 (v 4·2·6). Molecular dynamics simulation was not included in this study, which focused solely on molecular docking. The reliability of docking and accuracy of ligand placement were assessed using the binding energy (BE). The 3D docking visualization was done using PyMOL (v 2·2·0).





Other statistical analysis

All statistical analyses were performed using R software (version 4·2·3). The Chi-square test, t-test, or Mann-Whitney test were used to examine statistical demographic characteristics and laboratory test results. Univariate and multivariate Cox regression analyses were used to identify independent risk factors that influence the prognosis of sepsis patients. A p-value of less than 0·05 was considered statistically significant.






Results




Thrombocytopenia as a risk factor for mortality

Out of the 365 patients with sepsis, 58 (15·9%) died during hospitalization, while 307 were discharged. Of the total patients, 248 were men and 117 were women. Table 2 shows that among the patients, 2·7% had malignant tumors (excluding blood tumors), 9% had blood diseases (including blood tumors), and 35·3% were surgical patients with sepsis. While it is established that individuals with diabetes face an increased risk of infection, the impact of diabetes on sepsis outcomes and the underlying mechanisms involved remain subjects of ongoing debate (28). This study, however, did not find any evidence of a detrimental effect of diabetes on sepsis outcomes. Nonetheless, our analysis did reveal that hypertension was associated with a higher proportion of non-surviving patients compared to the surviving group.


Table 2 | 365 patients’ clinical characteristics and laboratory findings.



Univariate logistic analysis was performed to examine the demographic factors and laboratory test results, as presented in Table 3. Male sex (OR = 2·568), lower hemoglobin (OR = 2·577), lower platelets (OR = 3·147), and higher procalcitonin (OR = 2·507) were all found to increase the likelihood of mortality. Further, when these four significant predictors of mortality were included in the multivariate logistic regression model, it was revealed that sepsis patients with PLT<100x109/L had a higher risk of death (OR = 2·523; 95% CI: 1·084-5·872), which is an independent risk factor for death in sepsis patients.


Table 3 | Analysis of sepsis prognostic factors.







Identification of five platelet-related genes as potential prognostic indicators for sepsis

To develop a machine model that is compatible with multiple microarray platforms, we initially merged data from seven microarray platforms, comprising a total of eleven datasets. This consolidation allowed us to acquire 5767 gene expression values that were collectively expressed across seven microarray platforms. 480 platelet-related genes were collected from the GSEA (29). Through Venn analysis of the 5767 co-expressed genes and the 480 platelet-related genes, we identified a total of 207 genes that were both platelet-related and co-expressed (Figure 1A).




Figure 1 | Screening for platelet-related genes linked to sepsis prognosis. (A) Platelet-related genes expressed in the training set GSE65682. (B) In the training set, a forest plot of platelet-related genes correlated with prognosis. (C, D) LASSO-screened feature genes. (E) LASSO and SVM-RFE search for platelet-related genes that are shared.



In the training set GSE65682, a Cox model was fitted to the initial set of 207 genes, gradually eliminating less significant genes. Eventually, 91 genes were strongly correlated with mortality, as depicted in Figure 1B. To further reduce the dimensionality of the data, LASSO and SVM-RFE algorithms were employed to identify additional crucial genes associated with mortality. LASSO employed 10-fold cross-validation to adjust penalized parameters and selected 38 distinct genes from the pool of 91 genes (Figures 1C, D). Meanwhile, SVM-RF identified eight genes. By performing a Venn analysis on the co-expressed genes identified by both approaches (Figure 1E), a total of five important genes were identified: GTPBP2, ALDOA, PRKAR2A, KIF2C, and NHLRC2.





Implication of five genes in platelet signaling pathway regulation

By conducting GSEA on samples with clinical outcomes from the GSE65682 dataset, we identified a total of six platelet signal pathways that were enriched in the survival group. These pathways encompassed various aspects of platelet biology, including platelet activation, signal transduction, and aggregation pathways, as well as platelet-mediated interactions with blood vessels and circulating cells. Additionally, we found that the platelet aggregation (thrombosis) pathway, RUNX1-regulating genes involved in megakaryocyte differentiation, platelet function pathway, platelet calcium homeostasis pathway, and platelet homeostasis pathway were also enriched (Figure 2A).




Figure 2 | The connection between 5 genes and the platelet classical pathway. (A) Platelet pathways differ between non-survivors and survivors. (B) Platelet pathway differences between GTPBP2 high and low expression groups. (C) Platelet pathway differences between the ALDOA high expression and low expression groups. (D) Differences in platelet pathways between the PRKAR2A high and low expression groups. (E) Platelet pathway differences between KIF2C high and low expression groups. (F) Platelet pathway differences between NHLRC2 high and low expression groups.



To investigate whether the five identified genes are involved in the regulation of aforementioned pathways, we divided all sepsis samples with clinical outcomes into high and low expression groups based on the median expression levels of the five genes: GTPBP2, ALDOA, PRKAR2A, KIF2C, and NHLRC2. The GTPBP2 overexpression group exhibited enrichment in the platelet activation, signal transduction, and aggregation pathways (Figure 2B). In the ALDOA high expression group, we found enrichment in four pathways: platelet activation, signal transduction, and aggregation pathways, platelet aggregation (thrombosis) pathway, platelet calcium homeostasis pathway, and platelet homeostasis pathway (Figure 2C). Similarly, the PRKAR2A high expression group showed enrichment in three pathways: platelet activation, signal transduction, and aggregation pathways, platelet calcium homeostasis pathway, and platelet homeostasis pathway (Figure 2D). On the other hand, the KIF2C low expression group exhibited enrichment specifically in the platelet-mediated interactions with blood vessels and circulating cells pathway (Figure 2E). And the NHLRC2 low expression group displayed enrichment in the platelet calcium homeostasis pathway and platelet homeostasis pathway (Figure 2F).

In addition to the pathways mentioned above for the survivor and non-survivor groups, the GTPBP2 high expression group showed enrichment in the response to elevated platelet cytosolic Ca2+ pathway. The ALDOA high expression group exhibited enrichment in the response to elevated platelet cytosolic Ca2+ and platelet sensitization by low-density lipoprotein (LDL) pathways. Similarly, the PRKAR2A high expression group showed enrichment in the response to elevated platelet cytosolic Ca2+ and platelet sensitization by LDL pathways (Figure S1).





Development and cross-platform validation of machine learning models for five platelet-related genes

We utilized GSE65682 as the training set and used the normalized mRNA expression of the five genes as the input variable and the death of sepsis patients as the outcome event to build a prognosis model. Figure 3 shows the area under the curve (AUC) obtained when using 5-fold cross-validation to compare the training effects of LR (AUC=0·600), DT (AUC=0·664), and RF (AUC=0·858) models in the training set. Finally, RF was chosen to perform prognostic classification on the data.




Figure 3 | Machine learning model selection and verification. (A) LR, DT, and RF models’ training effects in the training set. (B) GPL4133 platform’s AUC. (C) GPL10558 platform’s AUC. (D) GPL17586 platform’s AUC. (E) GPL570 platform’s AUC. (F) GPL10295 platform’s AUC. (G) GPL6947 platform’s AUC.



We examined the predicted effect of the machine learning model across platforms by using prognostic classification on data from the corresponding platforms. To minimize analytical errors, datasets from the same platform were first removed from batch effects. The datasets from six platforms were then standardized and processed for validation using Z-Score. The AUCs of GPL4133 (GSE48080), GPL10558 (E-MTAB-4451/E-MTAB-5273/E-MTAB-5274), GPL17586 (GSE134347), GPL570 (GSE95233/GSE33118/GSE33119), GPL10295 (GSE106878), and GPL6947 (GSE54514) were 0·5, 0·557, 0·620, 0·672, 0·752, and 0·795, respectively (Figure 3).

A study has provided evidence that randomly selected genes from the human genome occasionally demonstrate superior prognosis prediction abilities compared to selected gene features (30). To evaluate the performance of the model we constructed, a validation process was conducted. We randomly selected 500 genes and organized them into 100 genomes, with each genome comprising 5 genes. These randomly generated genomes were then employed to develop 100 new machine models, utilizing GSE65682 as the training set. Subsequently, these models were validated on six distinct platforms, allowing us to assess their effectiveness and robustness.

By comparing the area under the curve (AUC) between the model constructed with non-random platelet-related genes and the model constructed with random genes, we observed that, on the majority of platforms, the non-random platelet-related gene model exhibited superior performance compared to 95% of the random gene model, as indicated by a higher area under the curve (AUC). However, it is worth noting that the GPL4133 platform showed different results, as illustrated in Figure S2.





Comparison of sepsis prognosis accuracy between the machine learning model and the APACHE II or SOFA score

To assess the predictive efficacy of the five platelet-related gene models in sepsis patient prognosis, we conducted a comparative analysis with the APACHE II score on the GSE54514 dataset (GPL6947), the APACHE II and the SOFA scores on the GSE48080 dataset (GPL4133). This evaluation aimed to determine the relative performance and effectiveness of the model in predicting outcomes in sepsis patients.

On the GPL6947 platform, the machine learning model based on five platelet-related genes achieved an AUC of 0.795 (Figure 3G). By incorporating age into the model, further training resulted in an improved AUC of 0.812 (Figure 4A). In comparison, the AUC of the APACHE II score was 0.761 (Figure 4B). Notably, on this platform, the machine learning models demonstrated significantly superior performance in predicting the prognosis of sepsis compared to the APACHE II score.




Figure 4 | The AUC of the machine learning model and the APACHE II score. (A) GPL6947 Age+5-Gene AUC. (B) GPL6947 APACHE II AUC. (C) GPL4133 Age+5-Gene AUC. (D) GPL4133 APACHE II AUC. (E) GPL4133 SOFA AUC.



On the GPL4133 platform, the machine learning model based on five platelet-related genes achieved an AUC of 0.5 (Figure 3B). However, by incorporating age into the model, the AUC improved to 0.583 (Figure 4C). In comparison, the AUC of the APACHE II score was 0.604 (Figure 4D), and the AUC of the SOFA score was 0.542 (Figure 4E). Remarkably, on the GPL4133 platform, the predictive performance of the machine learning model developed for five platelet-related genes and age aligns closely with the performance of the APACHE II score and SOFA score.





Platelet related protein and antiplatelet drug interaction

According to the findings, the major genes influencing sepsis prognosis were GTPBP2, ALDOA, PRKAR2A, KIF2C, and NHLRC2. Since antiplatelet drug (aspirin, clopidogrel and indobufen) possesses antiplatelet and antiaggregation properties, we performed molecular docking of these genes with aspirin using Autodock to confirm their interaction. The 2D structures of antiplatelet drug (aspirin, clopidogrel and indobufen) were available for download on PubChem, while the 3D structures of ALDOA (PDB: 6XML), PRKAR2A (PDB: 5H78), NHLRC2 (PDB: 6GC1), and KIF2C (PDB: 2HEH) were downloaded from the PDB website. As PDB does not provide a 3D structure for GTPBP2, we downloaded the confirmed alpha-fold structure (UNIprotKB identifier: AF-Q9BX10-F1).

Aspirin had binding energies of -3·91, -4·13, -4·32, -3·1, and -3·92 kcal/mol to GTPBP2, ALDOA, PRKAR2A, KIF2C, and NHLRC2, respectively. Clopidogrel (plavix) had binding energies of -3·78, -1·75, -5·43, -0·74, and -4·12 kcal/mol to GTPBP2, ALDOA, PRKAR2A, KIF2C, and NHLRC2, respectively. Indobufen had binding energies of -3·29 -5·47, -4·41, -4·56, and -4·15 kcal/mol to GTPBP2, ALDOA, PRKAR2A, KIF2C, and NHLRC2, respectively. Figure 5 depicts additional information, such as atomic distances and binding site data. From the above results, Apart from ALDOA and KIF2C, which exhibit slightly weaker binding ability to Clopidogrel, the remaining antiplatelet drugs demonstrate stable binding to these proteins.




Figure 5 | Simulations of protein-ligand interactions for molecular docking. (A) Aspirin - GTPBP2. (B) Aspirin - ALDOA. (C) Aspirin - PRKAR2A. (D) Aspirin - KIF2C. (E) Aspirin - NHLRC2. (F) Clopidogrel -GTPBP2. (G) Clopidogrel - ALDOA. (H) Clopidogrel - PRKAR2A. (I) Clopidogrel - KIF2C. (J) Clopidogrel - NHLRC2. (K) Indobufen-GTPBP2. (L) Indobufen- ALDOA. (M) Indobufen - PRKAR2A. (N) Indobufen - KIF2C. (O) Indobufen - NHLRC2.








Discussion

The timely diagnosis of sepsis patients with poor prognosis is critical to improve clinical outcomes. In our study, we constructed a machine learning model using five genes, including GTPBP2, ALDOA, PRKAR2A, KIF2C, and NHLRC2, to identify sepsis patients with a poor prognosis. To the best of our knowledge, this is the first machine learning model to demonstrate its applicability in predicting sepsis prognosis across various microarray platforms, thereby filling a critical research gap. And, the results showed that this model performed more reliably in predicting prognosis compared to the APACHE II or SOFA score. Additionally, molecular docking confirmed that aspirin can stably bind to the proteins associated with these genes, providing a foundation for future treatment.

Since the introduction of the Sepsis-3 standard (1), the predictive importance of platelet count in the prognosis of sepsis patients has been increasingly recognized. Jiang et al. investigated the survival of 120 sepsis patients with urinary tract infections and found that a continuous decrease in platelet count was associated with a poor prognosis in urosepsis patients (31). Similarly, Sinha et al. discovered that platelet count on the first day of admission could predict 28-day mortality in sepsis patients (32). However, these studies were limited to specific sepsis infections or excluded conditions such as hematological disorders and cancer, which are common complications of cancer treatment (33). Excluding cancer patients may introduce bias in the research. To address this issue, Schupp et al. investigated the relationship between platelet count and prognosis in 358 sepsis patients, including those with cancer, and found that a continuous decrease in platelet count was associated with increased 30-day mortality in sepsis and septic shock patients (34). However, this study excluded patients who acquired sepsis following surgery, which accounts for around 30% of sepsis cases (35). Our study focused on a cohort of sepsis patients hospitalized with hematological diseases, cancers other than hematological cancers, postoperative complications, and other diseases. We found that a platelet count <100 x 109/L was an independent risk factor for death in sepsis patients, which is consistent with previous studies.

Although recent studies have highlighted the crucial role of platelet count in determining sepsis prognosis, there is a scarcity of research on the relationship between platelet-related genes and mortality. In our investigation, we identified GTPBP2, ALDOA, PRKAR2A, NHLRC2, and KIF2C as genes related to sepsis death using three distinct techniques. GTPBP2 is involved in signal transduction via small GTPases and influences platelet activation (36). Our study revealed that sepsis patients with high GTPBP2 expression had increased platelet activation, aggregation, and thrombosis, as well as higher levels of intracytoplasmic calcium ions in platelets. ALDOA is a platelet activation and degranulation aldolase isoenzyme (37). In our study, ALDOA was implicated in platelet activation, aggregation, and thrombus formation, as well as other platelet activation activities. PRKAR2A encodes protein kinase A (PKA), and PKA inhibition can cause platelet death and acute platelet depletion, whereas PKA activation can protect platelets from apoptosis and allow them to be removed (38). Our study showed that the PRKAR2A high expression group was enriched in platelet activation, aggregation, and thrombus formation, as well as platelet and calcium ion expression in platelets, indicating that PRKAR2A is involved in the platelet activation process. KIF2C is involved in the development of megakaryocytes and the generation of platelets (39), while the connection between NHLRC2 and platelets is unknown. Our study revealed that KIF2C is also involved in platelet-mediated interactions with blood vessels or circulating cells in sepsis patients, and NHLRC2 is involved in platelet homeostasis and calcium homeostasis in platelet cytoplasm, although the specific mechanism of these two genes remains unknown.

These five genes are involved in platelet activation, thrombus formation, and platelet interaction with endothelial cells and immune cells. Platelet activation reduces platelet survival, which contributes to the decline in platelet count (40). Therefore, we hypothesize that these five genes influence platelet number by modulating platelet activation and other processes. It has been shown that nonsurvivors of sepsis have various immunosuppressive innate and adaptive immune systems (41). Our study showed that platelet activation, aggregation, and thrombus formation in non-survivors, as well as platelet interaction with circulating endothelial and immune cells, regulation of megakaryocytes by RUNX1 and its partner CBFB, platelet homeostasis, and cytoplasmic calcium homeostasis were all inhibited, consistent with previous research. These findings suggest that these five genes may influence the immunological state and prognosis of sepsis patients by regulating platelet-related pathways. However, further research is necessary to fully understand the mechanisms involved.

Several studies have utilized genomic expression profiles to develop diagnostic and prognostic models for sepsis (42–45). However, as these investigations involve tens or hundreds of genes, they are challenging to apply in clinical practice. Some researchers have developed sepsis prognostic models incorporating only a few genes (8, 9), but the application of various microarray technologies has not been established. Different microarray platforms utilize different materials and methodologies, which may lead to contradictory results and reduce the generalizability of machine learning models.

In this study, we developed a machine learning model based on platelet-related genes and validated it using data from six different platforms. To our knowledge, this is the first time that a machine learning model has been constructed and validated using platelet-related genes across multiple microarray platforms. To further validate the prognostic predictive capability of our model constructed using screened genes, we established a machine model based on random genes. Across all validation platforms, the AUC of most machine models utilizing random genes remained below 0.6. However, machine models based on platelet-related genes, with the exception of the GPL4133 and GPL10558 platforms, achieved an AUC above 0.6 for all validation platforms. Notably, a recent study revealed that even widely used and authoritative critical illness evaluation systems such as APACHE II and SOFA in clinical practice failed to attain an AUC of 0.7 for predicting mortality rates at various time points in sepsis (46). Consequently, the machine model established in this study demonstrates commendable prognostic prediction performance. The low verification effect observed in the GPL4133 platform may be attributed to the small sample size, consisting of only 5 survivors and 5 non-survivors. GPL10558 platform combines multiple standardized datasets. Although these datasets are tested on the same platform, batch effects can still occur, which may introduce bias in the merged data (47). Additionally, the use of different experimental instruments and reagents based on physical and chemical principles, due to different platforms in the training set, can result in poor compatibility of the obtained expression spectra (48). Consequently, the data testing on this platform may yield lower AUC. To address these challenges, recent studies have proposed methods such as quantile normalization and cross platform normalization to mitigate cross-platform bias and batch effects (49) Future studies can employ these methods to further validate the conclusions of this study. Furthermore, we compared AUC of this model with the APACHE II and SOFA scores to evaluate its prognostic predictive effect. A high APACHE II or SOFA score indicates a worsening illness, a poor prognosis, and an increased risk of death (50, 51). In this study, we made an intriguing discovery regarding the prognostic performance of the machine learning model based on five platelet-related genes. Whether on the GPL6947 platform with the highest prediction effectiveness or the GPL4133 platform with the lowest prediction effectiveness, our model consistently demonstrated robust prognostic performance when age was incorporated. Remarkably, the model’s performance was not only comparable to the conventional APACHE II score or SOFA score but even surpassed them in certain cases. Moreover, our model offers the distinct advantage of being more efficient and convenient for implementation in clinical practice.

Lastly, we used molecular docking to assess the interaction capabilities of five major target proteins (GTPBP2, ALDOA, PRKAR2A, NHLRC2, KIF2C) and antiplatelet drug (aspirin, clopidogrel and indobufen). The binding energy range for these five proteins with aspirin, clopidogrel, and indobufen are as follows: -4.32 to -3.1 kcal/mol, -5.43 to -0.74 kcal/mol, and -5.47 to -3.29 kcal/mol, respectively. With the exception of ALDOA and KIF2C, which exhibit slightly weaker binding to Clopidogrel, all other platelet-related target proteins demonstrate stable docking ability with antiplatelet drugs.

Our study has several limitations that must be acknowledged. Firstly, merging the datasets resulted in the exclusion of many genes, potentially resulting in the loss of some significant genes. Further research is required to confirm these findings across multiple microarray platforms. Secondly, to address the low validation effects observed on certain platforms, it is necessary to expand the sample size or validate the machine models using the same batch of results. This will help ensure the reliability and accuracy of the findings. Finally, while data mining tools were utilized to confirm our findings, they must be validated through clinical studies or animal tests.

In conclusion, this study is the first to investigate the prognostic effect of platelet-related genes on sepsis prognosis and validate it across six microarray platforms, comprising a total of 10 datasets. Our research findings demonstrate that our model exhibits prognostic performance that is at least comparable to the classic APACHE II or SOFA scores. However, our model offers the advantage of being more efficient and convenient for application in clinical practice. Additionally, molecular docking studies confirmed that antiplatelet drug can effectively bind to the proteins associated with these genes, providing a promising foundation for future treatment strategies.
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Background

Circadian rhythm disruption and immune infiltration are both closely associated with the development of Obstructive sleep apnea (OSA) disease and a variety of cardiovascular and neurological complications, but their interactions with OSA disease are not clear. In this study, we used bioinformatics to investigate the roles of circadian rhythm disruption and immune microenvironments in OSA.





Methods

We analyzed differential genes and their associated functional pathways in the circadian rhythm-associated OSA dataset, then regrouped OSA samples using the differential genes and explored differences in immune cell infiltration between the two different subgroups. Meanwhile, we used two machine learning algorithms to further define circadian rhythm-related signature genes and to explore the relationship between key genes and immune cell infiltration. Finally, we searched for the transcription factors of the key differential gene JUN.





Results

We screened 15 circadian rhythm-related differential genes in the OSA-related dataset and further defined 3 signature genes by machine learning algorithms. Immunoassays showed a significant increase in resting mast cell infiltration and a decrease in monocyte infiltration in the OSA group. The results of our animal experiments also confirmed that the expression of these 3 key genes, as well as the immune cell infiltration, showed a trend consistent with the results of the bioinformatics analysis.





Conclusions

In conclusion, this study reveals the interaction between circadian rhythm disruption and immune infiltration in OSA, providing new insights into the potential pathogenesis of OSA.





Keywords: obstructive sleep apnea, circadian rhythm, immune infiltration, machine learning, bioinformatics analysis




1 Introduction

Obstructive sleep apnea (OSA) is a common sleep disorder characterized by recurrent upper airway obstruction during sleep, which leads to the development of intermittent hypoxemia and hypercapnia, ultimately resulting in systemic inflammation, sympathetic activation, and endothelial dysfunction (1). OSA is known to be an independent risk factor for the development of several diseases, including cardiovascular disease, metabolic disorders, and neurocognitive dysfunction (2). The basic pathophysiologic mechanisms underlying the development of OSA are not clearly understood, which creates a very significant impediment to the development of new therapies for OSA disease.

OSA is known to disrupt normal sleep patterns and negatively affect people’s physiological processes (3). Therefore, more and more researchers are interested in the relationship between OSA and circadian rhythms. Circadian rhythms are 24-hour biological clock systems within the human body that regulate a range of physiological processes, including the sleep-wake cycle, hormone secretion, appetite, and metabolism (4). The interactions between OSA and circadian rhythms are complex and most likely bi-directional, with each contributing to the pathophysiology of the other (5). Studies have shown that symptoms associated with circadian rhythm disruption such as fatigue, lethargy, and poor concentration are very common in patients with OSA (6). In addition, common risk factors such as obesity may increase the occurrence of both OSA and circadian rhythm disorders (7). However, the exact relationship between OSA and circadian rhythm disruption remains poorly understood, and future studies could further explore the effects of OSA on circadian rhythms and how to optimize sleep-wake rhythm regulation in patients with OSA.

Circadian rhythms are a fundamental biological process that regulates a variety of physiological functions, including the immune response (8, 9). Many components of the immune system exhibit circadian rhythms, including the expression of multiple cytokines, lymphocyte populations, and phagocytic activity (10–12). The molecular mechanisms underlying the interactions between circadian rhythms and the immune system involve clock genes and clock-control genes, which regulate immune cell function and cytokine release (13). Therefore, understanding the relationship between circadian rhythms and the immune system is important for developing new therapies for OSA diseases.

In this study, we analyzed the differential genes and their associated functional pathways in the circadian rhythm-associated OSA dataset, and then regrouped the OSA samples using the differential genes, and explored the differences in immune cell infiltration between the two different subgroups. Meanwhile, we used two machine learning algorithms to further define circadian rhythm-related signature genes. Next, given that IH is one of the most important pathophysiology of OSA disease as well as most of the basic studies of OSA disease currently use the IH model (14, 15), we chose to use IH rats to simulate OSA disease.  qPCR experiments verified the expression of key genes in OSA, which were all of good value for the diagnosis of OSA and closely associated with immune cell infiltration in OSA. Finally, we searched for the transcription factors of the key differential gene JUN.




2 Methods



2.1 Data download

We downloaded the OSA-related microarray datasets GSE38792 and GSE135917 from the GEO database (http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/GEO/). where GSE38792 included 10 OSA samples and 8 normal control group samples with sample tissue originating from subjects’ visceral adipose tissue; GSE135917 consists of 34 OSA samples and 8 normal control samples with sample tissue derived from the subjects’ subcutaneous adipose tissue. We de-batched the datasets using the “sva” package and merged datasets GSE38792 and GSE135917. In addition, 2091 circadian rhythm-related genes were obtained from CircaDB (https://circadb.org) and MSigDB (https://www.gsea-msigdb.org/gsea/msigdb) (Supplementary Table 1).




2.2 Differentially expressed genes (DEGs) analysis

We extracted the expression of 2091 circadian rhythm-related genes in the integrated datasets GSE38792 and GSE135917, and analyzed the differential expression of these genes in OSA and normal control samples using the R package “limma” with the parameters |IogFC|>0. 585, P<0. 05 and plotting heatmaps and volcano maps of DEGs (R packages “ pheatmap”, “ggplot2”).




2.3 Functional enrichment analysis

To further investigate the functions of these DEGs, we performed Gene Ontology (GO) enrichment analysis and Kyoto Encyclopedia of Genes and Genomes (KEGG) enrichment analysis on DEGs. We used the R packages “clusterProfiler”, “ggplot2” and “org. Hs. eg. db” to plot the related histograms. Meanwhile, we used the “c2. cp. kegg. v11. 0. symbols” gene set in the molecular signature dataset (MSigDB, https://software.broadinstitute.org/gsea/msigdb) as a reference set to perform GSEA analysis on the OSA group and the normal group in order to explore the two groups between the different biological significance and function.




2.4 Consensus clustering analysis

Consensus cluster analysis of circadian rhythm-related DEGs was performed using the R package “ConsensusClusterPlus”, and the samples were categorized into 2 different clusters. Principal component analysis was performed on the two clusters, and the circadian rhythm-related gene scores of the two clusters were compared. In addition, we further analyzed the expression of DEGs in different clusters. Finally, we compared the differences in immune cells between the 2 subclusters.




2.5 Machine learning algorithms

To screen for disease-critical genes associated with circadian rhythms, we used DEGs to screen for critical genes associated with circadian rhythms in OSA using a support vector machine (SVM) operator and random forest algorithm (RF). The SVM-RFE algorithm screens for important genes using the “e1071” and “ svmRadial” packages to screen for important genes. Finding the point with the smallest error in the random forest model and then constructing the model to get the importance of the genes, based on the score we chose the top three ranked genes that were greater than 2.5 for subsequent analysis. Finally, the important genes calculated by the two algorithms were intersected to obtain 3 key genes, and we further analyzed the efficay of the 3 key genes in diagnosing OSA and calculated the AUC of the diagnostic ROC for each gene using the “pROC” package to determine the accuracy of the assessment. We screened the key genes by two machine learning methods, and the key gene expression prediction OSA is the correlation probability obtained by calculating the sum of the expression of these genes and the corresponding correlation scores.




2.6 Column line diagram of key gene diagnostics

To further apply to clinical work, we use the R package “rmda” to plot nomograms, calibration curves, decision curves, and clinical impact curves for the scoring of characterized genes.




2.7 Immune cell infiltration

The relative proportions of 22 types of immune cells were calculated using the CIBERSORT (https://cibersortx.stanford.edu) algorithm, and the immunological scores of each sample were counted using the “ESTIMATE” algorithm. In addition, we further explored the correlation between key genes and immune cell infiltration and demonstrated the correlation by drawing lollipop plots using the “Spearman” and “ggplot2” packages in R software.




2.8 Transcription factors (TFs) prediction

TFs are proteins that can bind to specific DNA sequences and regulate gene expression. TRRUST (https://www.grnpedia.org/trrust/) is a manually annotated database of transcriptional regulatory networks. TRRUST contains not only the target genes corresponding to the transcription factors but also the regulatory relationships among the transcription factors. We used this database to obtain key gene-related regulatory relationships and performed the construction of TF-gene regulatory networks by Cytoscape software. Subsequently, we verified the expression levels of these TFs in the integrated datasets GSE38792 and GSE135917 using a t-test.




2.9 Animal models

Six- to eight-week-old male SD rats from the Animal Experiment Center of Wuhan University were subjected to a 12-h light/12-h dark cycle for 2 weeks before the start of the experiment, and then were randomly divided into the Sham group or the IH group. In the IH group, rats were exposed to a designed chamber in which the flow rates of nitrogen and oxygen were controlled by a timed solenoid control system. During each 80-s period of the IH cycle, nitrogen was dispensed into the cage for 40 s at a flow rate that reduced the fraction of inspired oxygen (FiO2) to <10% for the first 10 s and then averaged 6-8% FiO2 throughout hypoxia. air was then introduced at a rate that allowed for 21% FiO2 over a 40-s period. These rats were placed in cages for 8 hours per day for 2 weeks. For control exposures, the inflow gas was always room air.




2.10 RNA extraction and qRT-PCR

Total RNA from lung tissues was extracted using Trizol according to the manufacturer’s instructions and reverse-transcribed into cDNA using a reverse-transcription kit. qRT-PCR was performed using 2× SYBR Green qPCR ProMix in a real-time PCR detection system (Bio-Rad, USA). The reaction mixture in a 96-well plate was incubated at 95°C for 3 min, followed by 40 cycles at 95°C for 5 s and at 60°C for 30 s. The primer sequences are as follows:

CSRNP1 F:5’-CGAAGGATTGACCGAGAGGAGAAG-3’, R:5’-AGACGCCATCACAGTGACAACC-3’;

JUN F:5’-CGCACCTCCGAGCCAAGAAC-3’, R:5’-GGGTCGGTGTAGTGGTGATGTG-3’;

FAM185A F:5’-AGGTGATGTGGTCTGTCTTGGAAC-3’, R:5’-TGAAGCAAACCATCCTCCGTAGAG-3’.




2.11 Immunofluorescence

Fresh lung tissues were paraffin-embedded, and then the tissue sections were incubated with rabbit anti-CD14 antibody (Proteintech, Wuhan, China) and rabbit anti-c-kit antibody (ABclonal, Wuhan, China) primary antibodies at 4°C overnight. Then, they were mixed with secondary antibodies and incubated at room temperature for 50 min away from light. Finally, the nuclei were restained with DAPI and the sections were imaged under a C2t Nikon fluorescence microscope.




2.12 Statistical analysis

Data are expressed as mean ± standard deviation (SD) of three independent experiments and were analyzed using GraphPad Prism 9. 0 (GraphPad Inc, San Diego, USA). Student’s t-test was used to assess the differences between the two groups, and a P value <0. 05 was considered statistically significant.





3 Results



3.1 DEGs analysis

We analyzed the differential expression of circadian rhythm-related genes between the OSA and normal control groups and showed that there were 15 DEGs between the 44 OSA and 16 normal groups, of which 3 were up-regulated in the OSA group and 12 were down-regulated in the OSA group (Figures 1A, B, Table 1).




Figure 1 | DEGs and functional enrichment analysis in OSA. (A) Heat map of DEGs; (B) Volcano map of DEGs; (C) GO enrichment analysis; (D) KEGG enrichment analysis; (E) GSEA enrichment analysis in the normal group; (F) GSEA enrichment analysis in the OSA group.




Table 1 | Circadian rhythm related DEGs.






3.2 Functional enrichment analysis

To further investigate the functions of these DEGs, we performed an enrichment analysis. The most enriched GOs were categorized into biological processes (BP), cellular components (CC), and molecular functions (MF), which mainly included cell growth, proliferation, differentiation, apoptosis, stress response, and activation of genes involved in gene transcription (Figure 1C). Apoptosis and stress response lead to infiltration of immune cells in the body (16). And cell growth, proliferation and apoptosis all exhibit circadian rhythms (17). Also, the progression of OSA disease involves apoptosis and stress response (18, 19); KEGG analysis showed that these DEGs were mainly enriched in cell growth, proliferation, cellular stress response, and adaptive response as well as miRNA biosynthesis and gene regulation (Figure 1D). Finally, we compared the GSEA pathway enrichment in the gene sets of the OSA and normal groups, and showed that the OSA group was mainly involved in genes related to inflammatory response, immune cell subpopulations, tularemia infections, PPARγ, and monocytes; whereas the normal group was mainly involved in genes related to LPS-stimulated macrophages, DP-type thymocytes, superficial zones in the lymph nodes with inactivated B cells, and PolyIC-stimulated of abdominal macrophages and other related genes (Figures 1E, F).




3.3 Consensus cluster analysis

Clustering of DEGs based on their expression differences between groups allows for more isotropically expressed genes inside the clusters to be in the same cluster. As shown in the Figure 2A, 3 or more clusters were not good enough to distinguish subgroups, so we chose to cluster the OSA samples into 2 subgroups using 15 DEGs associated with circadian rhythms, and to test the clustering effect, we utilized principal component analysis and found that the 2 subgroups could be well distinguished (Figure 2B). Meanwhile, it is worth noting that we constructed a scoring system using circadian rhythm genes, and the scores between subgroups A and B were similarly different (Figure 2C). To further understand the expression of these 15 circadian rhythm-related genes between the two subpopulations, we performed a difference analysis, which showed that LYPLAL1 and FAM185A did not differ between the 2 subpopulations, whereas all of the genes were down-regulated in cluster B except for CHI3L1, which was up-regulated in cluster B (Figure 2D). Finally, we analyzed the expression of immune cells between the 2 subpopulations. CD56bright. natural. killer. cell and CD56dim. natural. killer. cell had increased infiltration in cluster B, whereas Activated. CD4. T. cell, Mast. cell, Eosinophil and Type. 2. T. helper. cell were infiltrated less in cluster B (Figure 2E).




Figure 2 | Cluster analysis of circadian rhythm-related genes. (A) Heatmap of cluster analysis; (B) PCA analysis; (C) Box line plots of circadian rhythm gene scores in the 2 subpopulations; (D) Expression of DEGs in the 2 subpopulations; (E) Differences in immune cells in the 2 subpopulations. *P < 0.05, **P < 0.01, ***P < 0.001.






3.4 Screening of key genes

To further identify the key genes of OSA associated with circadian rhythms, we screened the DEGs using two algorithms, SVM-RFE and RF. Although the RMSE values of N=4 and N=8 were somewhat close to each other as can be seen in Figure 3A, the RMSE value of N=4 is actually still lower than that of N=8. Therefore, we finally chose the RMSE value of N=4 for our study, and the four characterized genes obtained were LYPLAL1, CSRNP1, JUN, and FAM185A; We use the permutation importance (mean decrease accuracy) to calculate the importance of features. meanwhile, the RF method screened for the genes with significance greater than 2. 5, and finally CSRNP1, JUN and FAM185A were obtained (Figures 3B, C). We integrated the results of the two algorithms and finally took the intersection to obtain the 3 key circadian genes in OSA (CSRNP1, JUN, and FAM185A). Meanwhile, to better test the efficacy of these 3 key genes in diagnosing OSA, we plotted the ROC curves of the diagnosis of these 3 genes, and the results showed that the AUC of the 3 genes in diagnosing OSA was greater than 0. 70, which indicated that all of them were of good value for the diagnosis of OSA (Figures 3D–F).




Figure 3 | Screening and evaluation of key genes. (A) Filtering of 15 DEGs with SVM-RFE algorithm to identify key genes; (B, C) Filtering of 15 DEGs with RF algorithm to identify key genes; (D–F) ROC curves of key gene diagnosis.



To get a more clinically applicable diagnostic model, we constructed a nomogram of these 3 characterized genes (Figure 4A), and based on the scoring of each gene expression, we can get the risk percentage of the patient, and of course, we calibrated the reliability of the nomogram, and the results were good. The calibration curve for the clinical model shows a good fit for the model and the decision curve shows a higher degree of benefit from the model in diagnostic situations and a higher probability of diagnosing a positive patient (Figures 4B–D).




Figure 4 | Key genes nomogram model. (A) nomogram of characterized genes; (B) calibration curves of the model; (C) clinical decision curves; (D) clinical impact curves (the red curve (Number high risk) indicates the number of people classified as positive (high risk) by the model at each threshold probability; the blue curve (Number high risk with the event) is the number of true positives at each threshold probability).






3.5 Immune cell infiltration analysis

Immune cell infiltration plays a pivotal role in various diseases. In our study, we delved into the disparities in immune cell infiltration between the OSA group and the normal control group. Our findings illustrated that Monocytes demonstrated a pronounced infiltration in the control group, whereas the proportion of Mast cells resting in the infiltration was significantly higher in the OSA group, and the rest of the immune cells were not found to be different between the two groups (Figures 5A, B). We further explored the relationship between the expression of key genes and immune cell infiltration. We observed that CSRNP1 expression exhibited a positive association with Plasma cells, Eosinophils, T cells follicular helper, NK cells activated, T cells CD4 memory resting and Dendritic cells activated, but it shared a negative relation with Macrophages M0 (Figure 5C); The expression of FAM185A was found to be directly related to the infiltration of Mast cells resting (Figure 5D); JUN showed a positive linkage with several immune cells, including NK cells activated, Macrophages M2, Plasma cells, T cells CD4 memory resting, T cells follicular helper, Eosinophils, and Dendritic cells activated. However, an inverse relationship was observed with Macrophages M0, B cells memory, and NK cells resting (Figure 5E).




Figure 5 | Immune cell infiltration analysis. (A, B) The difference in immune cell infiltration between OSA and normal groups; (C–E) Lollipop plot of correlation between key genes and immune cell infiltration.






3.6 TFs prediction

We further investigated the TFs associated with the 3 key genes and found that no corresponding TFs were found for FAM185A and CSRNP1. There were a total of 28 TFs associated with JUN, including ABL1, AR, ARNT, ATF2, CREB1, CTNNB1, ESR1, ESR2, GLI1, GLI2, HDAC3, HDAC4, HSF1, MEF2A, MEF2C, MEF2D, NFIC NFRKB, PARP1, PITX1, RUNX1, SMAD3, SMAD4, TCF4, TNFAIP3, WT1, ZNF382, and ZNF383 (Figure 6A). We compared the differences in the expression of these TFs between the OSA and control groups and showed that ABL1, ESR1, GLI1, and WT1 were down-regulated in the OSA group, whereas HDAC3, PARP1, ZNF382, and ZNF383 were up-regulated in the OSA group (Figures 6B–I).




Figure 6 | JUN-associated TFs. (A) Regulatory network of JUN-associated TFs; (B–I) JUN-associated TFs that differed between OSA and controls. *P < 0.05, **P < 0.01.






3.7 Expression of characterized genes and immune cell infiltration in animal experiments

The mRNA expression of the three characterized genes (CSRNP1, JUN, and FAM185A) was verified by qPCR in rat lung tissues. As shown in Figure 7A, the mRNA expression of both CSRNP1 and JUN was significantly lower (P < 0. 05) in the IH group compared with the Sham group, whereas the mRNA expression of FAM185A was significantly higher (P < 0. 05) in the IH group. Next, we verified the immune cell infiltration between the Sham and IH groups by double immunofluorescence staining (Figures 7B, C), which showed that the Monocytes marker CD14 was significantly infiltrated in the Sham group (P < 0. 05), whereas c-kit, which marks the Mast cells resting, was infiltrated in a significantly higher proportion in the IH group (P < 0. 05).




Figure 7 | Characteristic gene expression and immune cell infiltration. (A) mRNA expression of CSRNP1, JUN, and FAM185A in the lungs of two groups of rats; (B) Double immunofluorescence showing CD14 (red light) and c-kit (green light) expression; (C) Relative fluorescence intensity of CD14 and c-kit. *P < 0.05.







4 Discussion

OSA is a sleep disorder characterized by the occurrence of upper airway obstruction and apnea during sleep, and it may share risk factors with circadian rhythm disorders and immune-related diseases, such as obesity and metabolic syndrome (20, 21). However, considering that the exact roles of circadian rhythm disruption and immune cell infiltration in OSA disease and their underlying mechanisms are still unclear, we utilized a combined analysis of machine learning algorithms and bioinformatics to obtain 15 DEGs associated with circadian rhythms from an OSA-associated microarray dataset. Based on this study, our study was aimed at analyzing the role of circadian rhythm disruption and immune dysregulation in OSA disease development.

IH is a hallmark manifestation of OSA, and IH is closely related to circadian rhythm disruption. Adamovich et al. studied the rhythmic changes of oxygen and carbon dioxide in mice and found that the oxygen and carbon dioxide levels in mice changed during the dark phase, and at the same time, the expression of clock genes in their body was also altered (22). Some studies have also confirmed that hypoxia interferes with the expression of circadian genes (23). Considering the interconnectedness of OSA and circadian rhythms, we performed GO, KEGG, and GSEA enrichment analyses on these 15 differential genes, and the results showed that these genes were mainly associated with immunity, inflammation, and cell growth. To further screen the disease signature genes, we used two machine learning algorithms, SVM-RFE and RF, to finally obtain three signature genes, CSRNP1, JUN, and FAM185A. Because of the limited datasets related to OSA, we did not find other suitable datasets for validation, so we further validated this result by animal experiments. Next, we verified the expression of these three signature genes by qPCR, and the results showed that the expression trend was consistent with the previous bioinformatics analysis. These three circadian rhythm-related genes have good diagnostic value in OSA disease, and how they specifically regulate the development of OSA disease deserves further investigation. CSRNP1 is a nuclear protein involved in various biological processes such as transcriptional regulation, DNA repair, and cell proliferation, while its expression was down-regulated in microarray studies of various tumors, suggesting that this gene is a potential tumor suppressor gene (24, 25). JUN is a type of TFs involved in the regulation of various biological processes such as cell proliferation, differentiation, and inflammatory responses, and studies have shown that JUN is involved in the multiple immune cell functions and regulation of immune responses (26). We also compared the differences in the expression of JUN-related TFs between the OSA and control groups and showed that ABL1, ESR1, GLI1, and WT1 were downregulated in the OSA group, whereas HDAC3, PARP1, ZNF382, and ZNF383 were upregulated in the OSA group. To date, there are limited studies on the FAM185A gene, which has been suggested to be associated with plexus-forming angiogenesis in fetal lung tissue (27). There is still uncertainty about the exact mechanism of these three characterized genes in OSA disease, and we hope that this study will provide new targets for future basic experimental studies to develop new therapies for OSA.

Based on these 15 circadian rhythm-related DEGs, we conducted an unsupervised consistency clustering study on OSA patients. 44 OSA patients were classified into two subtypes, and principal component analysis revealed that the 2 clusters could be well differentiated. Meanwhile, it is worth noting that we constructed a scoring system using circadian genes, and scores between clusters A and B were also different. To further understand the expression of the 15 DEGs between the two clusters, we performed a difference analysis, which showed that LYPLAL1 and FAM185A did not differ between the 2 groups and all other DEGs were significantly different. In addition, these two subtypes showed different immune cell infiltration in the immune microenvironment. The majority of immune cells express circadian genes and show 24 h rhythmic changes. Numerous studies have emphasized the important link between circadian regulation and the immune system, such as lymphocyte development, leukocyte counts, and cytokine secretion (8). Due to the rhythmic oscillatory changes of endogenous biological clock genes in immune cells, the type of immune response produced by the body is closely related to the time state in which it is located (28). Thus, circadian regulation plays a crucial role in physiology, and it may serve as a key regulator of specific immune functions.

There is a close relationship between immune cell infiltration and OSA disease. OSA may cause enhanced inflammatory response as well as immune cell activation, which adversely affects the body’s immune system, thus contributing to the development of multi-systemic diseases (1, 29). We explored the differences in immune cell infiltration between the OSA group and the normal control group and showed that Monocytes were significantly infiltrated in the control group, while Mast cells resting had a significantly higher percentage of infiltration in the OSA group. A 2018 study found that intermittent hypoxia increased monocyte adhesion and chemotaxis (30). In addition, monocytes may be involved in the increased oxidative stress response and the release of inflammatory cytokines and adhesion molecules in patients with OSA (31). Few studies have reported the relationship between resting mast cells and OSA, and the activation of resting mast cells promotes an increased inflammatory response, which may be involved in the pathophysiologic processes associated with OSA (32).

In conclusion, both circadian rhythm disruption and immune cell infiltration can severely affect OSA disease progression, and their relationship remains an active area of research. Meanwhile, IH is an important factor contributing to the development of OSA disease, which can also further aggravate circadian rhythm disruption and immune cell infiltration. The use of IH model is the most common way to study OSA disease (33). Since most immune cells exhibit circadian rhythms, whether regulating circadian rhythm-related genes could further manage disease progression in OSA by improving the immune response deserves further investigation.





Data availability statement

The original contributions presented in the study are included in the article/Supplementary Material. Further inquiries can be directed to the corresponding author.





Ethics statement

The animal studies were approved by the Institutional Animal Care and Use Ethics Committee of Renmin Hospital of Wuhan University. The studies were conducted in accordance with the local legislation and institutional requirements. Written informed consent was obtained from the owners for the participation of their animals in this study.





Author contributions

XZ: Conceptualization, Investigation, Writing – original draft. YW: Methodology, Visualization, Writing – original draft. ZP: Data curation, Resources, Writing – original draft. KH: Funding acquisition, Supervision, Writing – review & editing.





Funding

The author(s) declare financial support was received for the research, authorship, and/or publication of this article. This work was supported by the National Natural Science Foundation of China (81970082).





Conflict of interest

The authors declare that the research was conducted in the absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be construed as a potential conflict of interest.





Supplementary material

The Supplementary Material for this article can be found online at: https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fimmu.2023.1273114/full#supplementary-material




References

1. Orru, G, Storari, M, Scano, A, Piras, V, Taibi, R, and Viscuso, D. Obstructive Sleep Apnea, oxidative stress, inflammation and endothelial dysfunction-An overview of predictive laboratory biomarkers. Eur Rev Med Pharmacol Sci (2020) 24(12):6939–48. doi: 10.26355/eurrev_202006_21685

2. McNicholas, WT. Obstructive sleep apnoea and comorbidity - an overview of the association and impact of continuous positive airway pressure therapy. Expert Rev Respir Med (2019) 13(3):251–61. doi: 10.1080/17476348.2019.1575204

3. Soreca, I. The role of circadian rhythms in Obstructive Sleep Apnea symptoms and novel targets for treatment. Chronobiol Int (2021) 38(9):1274–82. doi: 10.1080/07420528.2021.1929281

4. Becker-Krail, D, and McClung, C. Implications of circadian rhythm and stress in addiction vulnerability. F1000Res (2016) 5 7608:1. doi: 10.12688/f1000research

5. Gabryelska, A, Turkiewicz, S, Karuga, FF, Sochal, M, Strzelecki, D, and Bialasiewicz, P. Disruption of circadian rhythm genes in obstructive sleep apnea patients-possible mechanisms involved and clinical implication. Int J Mol Sci (2022) 23(2):709. doi: 10.3390/ijms23020709

6. Paim, SL, Pires, ML, Bittencourt, LR, Silva, RS, Santos, RF, Esteves, AM, et al. Sleep complaints and polysomnographic findings: a study of nuclear power plant shift workers. Chronobiol Int (2008) 25(2):321–31. doi: 10.1080/07420520802107197

7. Lee, JH, and Cho, J. Sleep and obesity. Sleep Med Clin (2022) 17(1):111–6. doi: 10.1016/j.jsmc.2021.10.009

8. Wang, C, Lutes, LK, Barnoud, C, and Scheiermann, C. The circadian immune system. Sci Immunol (2022) 7(72):eabm2465. doi: 10.1126/sciimmunol.abm2465

9. Narasimamurthy, R, Hatori, M, Nayak, SK, Liu, F, Panda, S, and Verma, IM. Circadian clock protein cryptochrome regulates the expression of proinflammatory cytokines. Proc Natl Acad Sci U.S.A. (2012) 109(31):12662–7. doi: 10.1073/pnas.1209965109

10. Arjona, A, and Sarkar, DK. Circadian oscillations of clock genes, cytolytic factors, and cytokines in rat NK cells. J Immunol (2005) 174(12):7618–24. doi: 10.4049/jimmunol.174.12.7618

11. Hayashi, M, Shimba, S, and Tezuka, M. Characterization of the molecular clock in mouse peritoneal macrophages. Biol Pharm Bull (2007) 30(4):621–6. doi: 10.1248/bpb.30.621

12. Keller, M, Mazuch, J, Abraham, U, Eom, GD, Herzog, ED, Volk, HD, et al. A circadian clock in macrophages controls inflammatory immune responses. Proc Natl Acad Sci U.S.A. (2009) 106(50):21407–12. doi: 10.1073/pnas.0906361106

13. Gibbs, JE, Blaikley, J, Beesley, S, Matthews, L, Simpson, KD, Boyce, SH, et al. The nuclear receptor REV-ERBalpha mediates circadian regulation of innate immunity through selective regulation of inflammatory cytokines. Proc Natl Acad Sci U.S.A. (2012) 109(2):582–7. doi: 10.1073/pnas.1106750109

14. Zhang, X, Pan, Z, Wang, Y, Liu, P, and Hu, K. Taraxacum officinale-derived exosome-like nanovesicles modulate gut metabolites to prevent intermittent hypoxia-induced hypertension. BioMed Pharmacother (2023) 161:114572. doi: 10.1016/j.biopha2023.114572

15. Fu, C, Hao, S, Liu, Z, Xie, L, Wu, X, Wu, X, et al. SOD2 ameliorates pulmonary hypertension in a murine model of sleep apnea via suppressing expression of NLRP3 in CD11b(+) cells. Respir Res (2020) 21(1):9. doi: 10.1186/s12931-019-1270-0

16. Awad, MA, Ahmed, ZSO, AbuBakr, HO, Elbargeesy, G, and Moussa, MHG. Oxidative stress, apoptosis and histopathological alterations in brain stem and diencephalon induced by subacute exposure to fipronil in albino rats. Environ Sci pollut Res Int (2022) 29(1):936–48. doi: 10.1007/s11356-021-15537-3

17. Xuan, W, Khan, F, James, CD, Heimberger, AB, Lesniak, MS, and Chen, P. Circadian regulation of cancer cell and tumor microenvironment crosstalk. Trends Cell Biol (2021) 31(11):940–50. doi: 10.1016/j.tcb.2021.06.008

18. Zhang, XB, Cai, JH, Yang, YY, Zeng, YM, Zeng, HQ, Wang, M, et al. Telmisartan attenuates kidney apoptosis and autophagy-related protein expression levels in an intermittent hypoxia mouse model. Sleep Breath (2019) 23(1):341–8. doi: 10.1007/s11325-018-1720-9

19. Tobaldini, E, Costantino, G, Solbiati, M, Cogliati, C, Kara, T, Nobili, L, et al. Sleep, sleep deprivation, autonomic nervous system and cardiovascular diseases. Neurosci Biobehav Rev (2017) 74(Pt B):321–9. doi: 10.1016/j.neubiorev.2016.07.004

20. Mukherjee, S, Saxena, R, and Palmer, LJ. The genetics of obstructive sleep apnoea. Respirology (2018) 23(1):18–27. doi: 10.1111/resp.13212

21. Li, X, Liu, X, Meng, Q, Wu, X, Bing, X, Guo, N, et al. Circadian clock disruptions link oxidative stress and systemic inflammation to metabolic syndrome in obstructive sleep apnea patients. Front Physiol (2022) 13:932596. doi: 10.3389/fphys.2022.932596

22. Adamovich, Y, Ladeuix, B, Sobel, J, Manella, G, Neufeld-Cohen, A, Assadi, MH, et al. Oxygen and carbon dioxide rhythms are circadian clock controlled and differentially directed by behavioral signals. Cell Metab (2019) 29(5):1092–1103.e3. doi: 10.1016/j.cmet.2019.01.007

23. Yu, C, Yang, SL, Fang, X, Jiang, JX, Sun, CY, and Huang, T. Hypoxia disrupts the expression levels of circadian rhythm genes in hepatocellular carcinoma. Mol Med Rep (2015) 11(5):4002–8. doi: 10.3892/mmr.2015.3199

24. Obama, K, Ura, K, Li, M, Katagiri, T, Tsunoda, T, Nomura, A, et al. Genome-wide analysis of gene expression in human intrahepatic cholangiocarcinoma. Hepatology (2005) 41(6):1339–48. doi: 10.1002/hep.20718

25. Ishiguro, H, Tsunoda, T, Tanaka, T, Fujii, Y, Nakamura, Y, and Furukawa, Y. Identification of AXUD1, a novel human gene induced by AXIN1 and its reduced expression in human carcinomas of the lung, liver, colon and kidney. Oncogene (2001) 20(36):5062–6. doi: 10.1038/sj.onc.1204603

26. Papavassiliou, AG, and Musti, AM. The Multifaceted Output of c-Jun Biological Activity: Focus at the Junction of CD8 T Cell Activation and Exhaustion. Cells (2020) 9(11):2470. doi: 10.3390/cells9112470

27. De Paepe, ME, Chu, S, Hall, SJ, McDonnell-Clark, E, Heger, NE, Schorl, C, et al. Intussusceptive-like angiogenesis in human fetal lung xenografts: Link with bronchopulmonary dysplasia-associated microvascular dysangiogenesis? Exp Lung Res (2015) 41(9):477–88. doi: 10.3109/01902148.2015.1080321

28. Scheiermann, C, Gibbs, J, Ince, L, and Loudon, A. Clocking in to immunity. Nat Rev Immunol (2018) 18(7):423–37. doi: 10.1038/s41577-018-0008-4

29. Ludwig, K, Huppertz, T, Radsak, M, and Gouveris, H. Cellular immune dysfunction in obstructive sleep apnea. Front Surg (2022) 9:890377(890377). doi: 10.3389/fsurg.2022.890377

30. Zhou, J, Bai, W, Liu, Q, Cui, J, and Zhang, W. Intermittent hypoxia enhances THP-1 monocyte adhesion and chemotaxis and promotes M1 macrophage polarization via RAGE. BioMed Res Int (2018) 2018:1650456. doi: 10.1155/2018/1650456

31. Polasky, C, Steffen, A, Loyal, K, Lange, C, Bruchhage, KL, and Pries, R. Redistribution of monocyte subsets in obstructive sleep apnea syndrome patients leads to an imbalanced PD-1/PD-L1 cross-talk with CD4/CD8 T cells. J Immunol (2021) 206(1):51–8. doi: 10.4049/jimmunol.2001047

32. Maldonado, MD, Mora-Santos, M, Naji, L, Carrascosa-Salmoral, MP, Naranjo, MC, and Calvo, JR. Evidence of melatonin synthesis and release by mast cells. Possible modulatory role on inflammation. Pharmacol Res (2010) 62(3):282–7. doi: 10.1016/j.phrs.2009.11.014

33. Pan, Z, Wu, X, Zhang, X, and Hu, K. Phosphodiesterase 4B activation exacerbates pulmonary hypertension induced by intermittent hypoxia by regulating mitochondrial injury and cAMP/PKA/p-CREB/PGC-1alpha signaling. BioMed Pharmacother (2023) 158:114095. doi: 10.1016/j.biopha.2022.114095




Publisher’s note: All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the authors and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated organizations, or those of the publisher, the editors and the reviewers. Any product that may be evaluated in this article, or claim that may be made by its manufacturer, is not guaranteed or endorsed by the publisher.


Copyright © 2023 Zhang, Wang, Pan and Hu. This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (CC BY). The use, distribution or reproduction in other forums is permitted, provided the original author(s) and the copyright owner(s) are credited and that the original publication in this journal is cited, in accordance with accepted academic practice. No use, distribution or reproduction is permitted which does not comply with these terms.




ORIGINAL RESEARCH

published: 04 January 2024

doi: 10.3389/fimmu.2023.1336393

[image: image2]


Prediction of six macrophage phenotypes and their IL-10 content based on single-cell morphology using artificial intelligence


Mischa Selig 1, Logan Poehlman 1, Nils C. Lang 1,2, Marita Völker 1, Bernd Rolauffs 1† and Melanie L. Hart 1*†


1 G.E.R.N. Research Center for Tissue Replacement, Regeneration & Neogenesis, Department of Orthopedics and Trauma Surgery, Faculty of Medicine, Medical Center—Albert-Ludwigs-University of Freiburg, Freiburg im Breisgau, Germany, 2 Department of Biosystems Science and Engineering, ETH Zürich, Basel, Switzerland




Edited by: 

Andres Contreras, Michigan State University, United States

Reviewed by: 

Rance Nault, Michigan State University, United States

Liwu Li, Virginia Tech, United States

*Correspondence: 

Melanie L. Hart
 melanie.lynn.hart@uniklinik-freiburg.de










†These authors share last authorship



Received: 10 November 2023

Accepted: 14 December 2023

Published: 04 January 2024

Citation:
Selig M, Poehlman L, Lang NC, Völker M, Rolauffs B and Hart ML (2024) Prediction of six macrophage phenotypes and their IL-10 content based on single-cell morphology using artificial intelligence. Front. Immunol. 14:1336393. doi: 10.3389/fimmu.2023.1336393






Introduction

The last decade has led to rapid developments and increased usage of computational tools at the single-cell level. However, our knowledge remains limited in how extracellular cues alter quantitative macrophage morphology and how such morphological changes can be used to predict macrophage phenotype as well as cytokine content at the single-cell level.





Methods

Using an artificial intelligence (AI) based approach, this study determined whether (i) accurate macrophage classification and (ii) prediction of intracellular IL-10 at the single-cell level was possible, using only morphological features as predictors for AI. Using a quantitative panel of shape descriptors, our study assessed image-based original and synthetic single-cell data in two different datasets in which CD14+ monocyte-derived macrophages generated from human peripheral blood monocytes were initially primed with GM-CSF or M-CSF followed by polarization with specific stimuli in the presence/absence of continuous GM-CSF or M-CSF. Specifically, M0, M1 (GM-CSF-M1, TNFα/IFNγ-M1, GM-CSF/TNFα/IFNγ-M1) and M2 (M-CSF-M2, IL-4-M2a, M-CSF/IL-4-M2a, IL-10-M2c, M-CSF/IL-10-M2c) macrophages were examined.





Results

Phenotypes were confirmed by ELISA and immunostaining of CD markers. Variations of polarization techniques significantly changed multiple macrophage morphological features, demonstrating that macrophage morphology is a highly sensitive, dynamic marker of phenotype. Using original and synthetic single-cell data, cell morphology alone yielded an accuracy of 93% for the classification of 6 different human macrophage phenotypes (with continuous GM-CSF or M-CSF). A similarly high phenotype classification accuracy of 95% was reached with data generated with different stimuli (discontinuous GM-CSF or M-CSF) and measured at a different time point. These comparably high accuracies clearly validated the here chosen AI-based approach. Quantitative morphology also allowed prediction of intracellular IL-10 with 95% accuracy using only original data.





Discussion

Thus, image-based machine learning using morphology-based features not only (i) classified M0, M1 and M2 macrophages but also (ii) classified M2a and M2c subtypes and (iii) predicted intracellular IL-10 at the single-cell level among six phenotypes. This simple approach can be used as a general strategy not only for macrophage phenotyping but also for prediction of IL-10 content of any IL-10 producing cell, which can help improve our understanding of cytokine biology at the single-cell level.
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1 Introduction

Macrophages are heterogeneous populations of cells and, in response to microenvironmental cues, exhibit a broad spectrum of polarized phenotypes. Simplified, two extremes of polarized macrophages include the classically activated pro-inflammatory M1 macrophages and the alternatively activated anti-inflammatory M2 macrophages. However, it is now appreciated that macrophage polarization is more complex and this oversimplified approach does not adequately describe the broad phenotype spectrum of macrophages. Depending on the microenvironmental stimuli and activation state, macrophages can be further divided into subsets such as M0, M1, M2a, M2b, M2c, and M2d that reflect functional differences ranging from homeostatic, anti-/pro-inflammatory to anti-fibrotic/fibrotic and tissue repair phenotypes (1–5).

Macrophage phenotypic characterization is typically assessed by standard techniques such as flow cytometry, ELISA, RT-PCR, and western blot. Another method of investigating macrophage properties is via quantification of cell morphology (6–11). Several studies have shown a correlation between cell shape and macrophage activation (7–11). Once activated, cells in general, including macrophages, adapt not only phenotypically but also morphologically to their microenvironment due to changes in cytoskeletal dynamics, which in turn can affect the shape and the function of a given cell (6, 8, 12, 13). Thus, morphological profiling offers a high-throughput, low cost, and high-dimensional method of biological readouts that can potentially be used to understand phenotypic responses of macrophages to microenvironmental cues.

As of recent, a few studies have used artificial intelligence (AI)-based approaches to classify the macrophage activation state and phenotype at the single-cell level (9, 11, 14–16). Nonetheless, the majority of AI-based models were assembled using the RAW264.7 murine immortalized macrophage cell line (11, 15, 16), which considerably differs from human cells in morphology, gene and protein regulation and expression, immunometabolism and immunological responses to TLR4 signaling (17–21). Because AI models are data-driven, it is imperative in human medicine to perform predictive investigations on human cells to not only assess the accuracy of predictions in human cell-based experiments but more importantly, for possible application in clinically relevant situations. Whereas image-based AI using morphological features for differentiating between M1 vs. M2 macrophages has been investigated in one study using human peripheral blood monocytes (9), it was not applied to M2 macrophage subsets. While often broadly referenced as having an anti-inflammatory functions, there are prominent functional distinctions between M2a and M2c subtypes (3, 22). Using morphological assessments to accurately classify not only M1 vs. M2 but also M2a vs. M2c activations states could be useful in many settings.

IL-10 is a pleiotropic cytokine that has a fundamental role in modulating inflammation and maintaining cell and tissue homeostasis (23). Flow cytometry is typically used to measure the intracellular expression of IL-10 and studies have indeed used flow cytometry to investigate the intracellular expression of IL-10 in monocytes and polarized macrophages as well as other cell types (24–28). However, automated high-throughput image analysis of single-cell morphology has not been used for intracellular cytokine detection or for prediction of intracellular IL-10 at the single-cell level via AI, e.g. by using morphology as a predictor.

By combining cell imaging with a computational image analysis pipeline, here we tailor an automated high-throughput approach (13, 29–33) for single-cell morphological profiling of various human macrophage populations. Specifically, we focus on imaging cell morphology and intracellular IL-10 to assess the responsiveness and effector potential of these cells under different polarizing conditions. Using a novel high throughput approach that combines the use of both image-based original and synthetic single-cell data, we determined that cell shape can distinguish M0, M1, M2a, and M2c macrophage subtypes and accurately classify a cell’s immunogenic profile by classifying intracellular IL-10 content. Our findings demonstrate a new image-based macrophage feature classification method on the single-cell level for the accurate classification of phenotype and IL-10 production, which could be widely used to predict both macrophage phenotypes and, more generally, the functional response of any IL-10-producing cell type in response to microenvironmental cues.




2 Methods



2.1 Isolation of monocytes using CD14

Peripheral blood mononuclear cells (PBMCs) were collected from three to five (indicated in each figure legend) healthy human blood donors by venipuncture in EDTA-coated vacutainer tubes (Sarstedt). Due to the fact that blood was only obtained from the authors, according to our local ethics committee (University of Freiburg Ethics Committee), under the relevant national and local regulations, ethical approval and informed consent was not needed. PBMCs were separated from other blood components by Ficoll-Plaque (GE Healthcare Life Sciences) density gradient centrifugation and resuspended in MACs buffer containing anti-CD14 microbeads (Miltenyi Biotec). The isolation was performed via positive selection using the MS MACs Column (Miltenyi Biotec) and the MiniMACs magnet (Miltenyi Biotec) according to the manufacturer’s protocol. The CD14+ monocytes were counted and seeded at a density of 50,000 cells/ml in RPMI-1640 cell medium (Sigma Aldrich) containing 10% FBS (Bio Chrome) and PenStrep (Life Technologies Corporation). The CD14+ monocytes were treated with maturation factors GM-CSF (10 ng/mL, Peprotech) or M-CSF (25 ng/mL, Peprotech) to induce M1 or M2 macrophages, while M0 macrophages were left untreated. The cell suspensions were placed in T25 flasks (Greiner Bio-One) for two days.




2.2 CD14 staining for FACS purity and vitality assessment

After MACs isolation, a portion of the monocyte suspension was used for FACS assessment. Monocytes were pelleted and resuspended in the cold (4°C) FACS buffer, PBS (Sigma Aldrich) containing 0.5% BSA (Sigma Aldrich), and 0.1% Sodium Azide (Sigma Aldrich). To assess the purity of CD14-positive cells, 100 μl of the cell suspension was stained with 5 μl APC-Cy7 mouse anti-human CD14 (BD Pharmingen). For cell vitality, 1 μl of Ghost Dye Blue 516 (Tonbo) was added to the cell suspension. The cell suspension was then incubated in the dark at 4°C for 30 minutes. After incubation, the cell suspension was centrifuged at 400 g for 5 minutes and washed with 500 μl of FACs buffer. This was repeated three times before being resuspended in 200μL of FACS Buffer, transferred to FACs tubes, and kept on ice. FACS samples were analyzed using the BD LSR Fortessa (BD Biosciences) flow cytometer. APC-Cy7 was excited at 650 nm and emission measured at 785 nm, Blue 516 was excited at 488 nm with emission measured at 516 nm. Compensation was unnecessary because the chosen staining APC-Cy7 and Ghost dye blue had minimal spectra overlap. Data was processed using FlowJo 9.9.6 (FlowJo, LLC, Ashland, OR).




2.3 Monocyte activation for macrophage phenotype differentiation

Established cytokines were used to generate distinct phenotypic macrophage states to mimic different in vivo situations (3, 5, 34–37). CD14+ monocytes were maintained in media to serve as a non-treatment M0 control group, whereas the other cells were first matured in either GM-CSF or M-CSF and then polarized with specific polarizing agents in the presence of continuous GM-CSF or M-CSF (Dataset 1) or absence of continuous GM-CSF or M-CSF (Dataset 2). Figure 1 gives an overview of the differences in stimuli and time points between Datasets 1 and 2. Thus, for Dataset 1, the following groups were assessed at day 4: M0, GM-CSF-M1, GM-CSF/TNFα/IFNγ-M1, M-CSF-M2, M-CSF/IL-4-M2a, and M-CSF/IL-10-M2c. For Dataset 2, which was used for validation of the here used AI approach, the following groups were assessed at day 7: M0, GM-CSF-M1, TNFα/IFNγ-M1, M-CSF-M2, IL-4-M2a, and IL-10-M2c.




Figure 1 | Macrophage phenotype differentiation protocols for dataset 1 and dataset 2. CD14+ monocytes were isolated using MACs and maintained in media to serve as a non-treatment M0 control group, whereas the other cells were polarized in the presence of specific polarizing agents in the presence of either continuous GM-CSF or M-CSF (Dataset 1) or, with the exception of M0, absence of GM-CSF or M-CSF (Dataset 2; validation of RF machine learning model).



In detail, the CD14+ monocytes were seeded at 1x106 cells/mL cell density in a 96-well plate (Greiner Bio One). M0 cells were maintained in media containing RPMI-1640 cell medium (Sigma Aldrich) containing 10% FBS (Bio Chrome) and PenStrep (Life Technologies Corporation), which served as a control in both datasets. After maturation with either GM-CSF (10 ng/ml, Peprotech) or M-CSF (25 ng/ml, Peprotech), cells were polarized into M1 or M2 phenotypes using the same concentrations of GM-CSF or M-CSF (referred to GM-CSF-M1 or M-CSF-M2, in both datasets). Media was then supplemented with standard cytokines to prompt activation into divergent macrophage phenotypes. Activated M1 macrophages were generated through supplementing RPMI media with 10 ng/mL TNF-α (R&D) and 10 ng/mL IFN-γ (Peprotech) in the presence of continuous GM-CSF (GM-CSF/TNFα/IFNγ-M1, Dataset 1) or discontinuous GM-CSF (TNFα/IFNγ-M1, Dataset 2) to obtain pro-inflammatory M1 macrophage populations. Distinct M2 subtypes were generated through the addition of IL-4 (10 ng/mL, Peprotech) for M2a macrophages or IL-10 (10 ng/ml, Peprotech) for M2c cells in the presence of continuous M-CSF (M-CSF/IL-4-M2a; M-CSF/IL-10-M2c; Dataset 1) or discontinuous M-CSF (IL-4-M2a; IL-10-M2c; Dataset 2).




2.4 ELISA for IL-6, IL-10 and TNF-α protein quantification

ELISA for targets human IL-6, IL-10, and TNF-α (R&D Systems Europe Ltd) was performed according to the manufacturer’s protocol using 100 µl medium supernatant. Optical density was measured at 450 nm with a NANOstar Spectrometer (Thermo Fisher Scientific).




2.5 Cell staining and microscopy

Cells were first fixed using 4% paraformaldehyde (PFA). This was followed by a wash and permeabilization step using 1% Triton X-100 (Carl Roth) for 30 min at room temperature. Possible unspecific antibody binding sites were blocked using 2% BSA (Sigma Aldrich). CD163 and CD80 staining was used to validate the macrophage polarized phenotypes. For CD163, CD80, and IL-10 staining, the cells were incubated with specific primary antibodies (rabbit anti-human CD163 mAb, Abcam ab182422; mouse anti-human CD80 mAb, Invitrogen, 16080985; and rabbit anti-human IL-10 mAb, Abcam ab215975) overnight at 4°C. The following day, the wells were washed and a staining solution, which included secondary antibodies (goat anti-mouse IgG (H+L) cross-adsorbed secondary antibody AlexaFluor 568 (A-11004, 1:1000, Thermo Fisher) for CD80; goat-anti rabbit IgG (H+L) cross-adsorbed secondary antibody AlexaFluor 488 (A-11008, 1:500, Thermo Fisher) for CD163, phalloidin (to visualize F-actin; A-30105, 1:400), and DAPI (0.1 µg/ml, D8417-5mg, Sigma-Aldrich) was applied in DPBS for two hours. Then, fresh DPBS was supplied, and microscopical images, captured from random fields of view within each well, with a 10x magnification were taken with the Axio Observer Z1 microscope (Zeiss Oberkochen, Germany).




2.6 High-throughput quantitative measurements of single-cell macrophage morphology, CD163, CD80 and IL-10 protein expression

Single macrophage analysis was performed using a Fiji-based (38) single-cell shape analysis algorithm that we previously used to phenotype differentiated mesenchymal stromal cells (MSCs) (6, 30–33) and healthy vs. inflamed and degenerating chondrocytes (13, 29–33). The fluorescent staining with DAPI and phalloidin visualized the cell’s nucleus and body (F-actin). After staining, the image analysis algorithm segmented and separated individual cells from the image background by assigning pixels in the image to either the cell or the image background based on their intensity values and calculated watershed distance maps based on the distance between cell nuclei. The segmentation created binary image maps, with the cells represented in white and the image background in black. Upon successful segmentation and cell separation, the algorithm proceeded to identify and detect single cells within these binary image maps and, from that, calculate individual shape descriptor values.

Single-cell morphology was assessed by calculating the following panel of shape descriptors: area of the single cells (μm2), length (major axis [μm]), width (minor axis [μm]), circularity (4*π(area/perimeter2), aspect ratio (ratio of major to the minor axis, used an indicator of cell elongation), roundness (4*area/(π*major axis length2) and solidity (are/convex area(cell)). To clarify, length is different from aspect ratio, which is the ratio between the length and width of a cell. It increases if the length continuously increases while the width decreases or remains stagnant. The descriptors circularity and roundness are relatively insensitive to irregular boundaries, unlike solidity, which is quantified as the ratio of the cell area to the area of a convex hull of the cell. A solidity value of 1 indicates a solid cell, and less than 1 indicates a cell with an irregular boundary or containing holes. Single-cell protein expression was measured as the cellular raw integrated intensity of background-subtracted images, which is the pixel sum of the values of the detected fluorescent intensity. To allow for different exposure times during image acquisition, the intensity values for single-cell CD163, CD80, and IL-10 were normalized to fluorescent bead intensity standard curves (linear calibration curves) that were calculated from the emission of fluorescent beads at specific exposure times.




2.7 Synthetic dataset generation with the ‘SuperTiles’ algorithm

We recently introduced the ‘SuperTiles’ algorithm to generate synthetic data from image tile data (39). Here, we used the algorithm to generate a synthetic data set on morphology and protein-based cell features with the goal of improving the classification accuracy of macrophage phenotypes through increased data set size. The algorithm was implemented in Python 3.9 and iteratively selected random data subsets (entire data rows) from the same macrophage class. Each of the parameters of the selected subsets was averaged (aggregated) into a single synthetic data point and the newly calculated synthetic data points together built a new synthetic data row. In more simple terms, the algorithm randomly selected single cells and their features and averaged these selected single cells into one aggregated SuperTile. This means the number of generated synthetic cells increased with the randomly selected number of cells and their sample time per iteration of the SuperTiles algorithm to enhance the synthetic dataset. The algorithm used two key parameters: the amount of sampled data rows (t) of each individual cell and its attributed features (i.e, all metrics (image-based features) for all cells), whereas the sample time (s) described how often a given number of random data rows was sampled. In this study, ‘t’ was set from 2 to 40 (for morphology and protein features) and from 2 to 100 (for morphology features alone). A value for ‘s’ >1 indicated dataset bootstrapping with data replacement. During bootstrapping, selected data points were aggregated. Here, ‘s’ was set from 5 to 40. Balanced synthetic datasets were generated using the formula nSuperTiles=nclass_size (minority class) ∗ s/t. Therefore, the size of the synthetic dataset generated was dependent on the original dataset (i.e., original total cell number). For example, in the present study, there were less M0 cells vs. M1 control cells. Hence, the algorithm created more synthetic M0 cell data to balance the final numbers of all classes in the final dataset used for training the random forest algorithm. The newly calculated synthetic dataset was then split into training and test sets (70/30) for predictive modeling, as described below.




2.8 Random forest classification of macrophage phenotype

We used a random forest (RF) algorithm (40) as described in our prior study (41) to classify macrophage phenotype (class) using cell morphology alone vs. cell morphology and protein intensity levels as predictor variables. RF model training and testing were implemented in Python 3.9 via the “pycaret” (42) package. The data was normalized for algorithm training, and all parameters were considered equally weighted model features. Each RF model was trained with 10-fold cross-validation, for which the dataset was split into training and test subsets (70/30).

We used the following RF modelling performance indicators: (i) accuracy, which indicates the number of correct predictions/total number of predictions; (ii) AUC (Area Under the Curve), which measures the area underneath the ROC (Receiver Operating Characteristics) curve of TPR (true positive rate) against FPR (false positive rate (sensitivity)) with an AUC=1 indicating the correct classification of all samples; (iii) recall, which equals TPR; (iv) precision=TP (True Positive)/(TP + FP (False Positive)); (v) F1 score, which is the harmonic mean of precision and recall (TPR) with F1=(precision ∗ recall)/(precision + recall); (vi) the kappa score for quantifying model prediction with a lower score indicating better model performance (score = (probability of agreement – the probability of random agreement)/(1 – the probability of random agreement); (vii) the Matthews Correlation Coefficient (MCC), which quantifies the quality of binary or multiclass classification by calculating the correlation between true and predicted values, and which we used in a prior study (41).




2.9 Statistical analysis

The data was analyzed using SigmaPlot v.14.0 (Systat, Chicago) and Microsoft Excel (v. 2020). First, the normality of the data was tested (Kolmogorov-Smirnov-test). For comparing two groups, normally distributed data was subjected to the Student’s t-test and non-normal distributed data was analyzed using the Mann-Whitney-Rank-Sum-test. An ANOVA on Ranks test was performed to compare more than two statistical groups with non-normal distributed data. If the ANOVA revealed significant differences between the groups, a post-hoc test (Dunn’s Method) was used for multiple comparisons between two groups because the Dunn’s test allowed comparing groups with unequal sample size. Correlation analyses were performed using the “R” (43) packages “Hmisc” (44) and “corrplot” (45). The Spearman Rank Order correlation method was used if one or more variables were categorical. The Pearson product moment correlation test was used when variables were numerical. For correlation analyses, the M0 class was coded as 0, the M1 control as 1, the M1 Stim as 2, the M2 control as 3, the M2a class as 4, and the M2c type as 5. To visualize data covariance between macrophage morphology and protein expression, a clustered image map (CIM) was generated. This map visualizes scaled and centered data with a color code whose key indicates the standard deviations away from the mean of each feature, whereas dendrograms indicate Euclidian distance-based hierarchical clustering. We performed multivariate projection-based modeling (PLS) on the dataset, specifically PLS-DA, which is an adaptation developed to classify categorical data. The CIM and PLS-DA analyses were performed with the “mixOmics” (46) package in “R”. Statistical differences were considered significant for p<0.05.





3 Results

An overview of the methods, which allowed classification of the macrophage phenotypes and their IL-10-producing potential, based on single-cell morphology using machine learning, is provided in Figure 2.




Figure 2 | Illustration of the workflow for prediction of macrophage phenotypes and intracellular IL-10 based on single-cell morphology alone or in combination with protein intensities using artificial intelligence. This approach is applicable for profiling monocyte/macrophage phenotypes under other conditions and, in the case of IL-10, may be applied to other IL-10 producing cell types.





3.1 Isolation of pure CD14+ positive cells from human PBMCs

As a first step, human CD14+ blood-derived monocytes isolated from PBMCs were assessed by flow cytometry for purity and cell vitality. Staining with ghost dye confirmed a vital cell population. Monocyte population purity was over 95% (Figure 3), consistent with data in the literature using similar MACs techniques (9, 47).




Figure 3 | FACS results show highly pure and vital CD14+ cells isolated from human PBMCs. (A) Dot plot shows the dispersion of measurements of CD14 staining intensity, and the histogram showing of CD14 staining intensity, indicating a high purity of CD14 positive cells. (B) Dot plot shows the dispersion of measurements of Ghost dye staining intensity, and the histogram shows Ghost dye intensity, indicating highly viable cells. Data representative of n=3 different donors.






3.2 Protein expression profiles following polarization of monocyte-derived macrophages

First, we performed ELISA to quantify the extracellular protein production of IL-10, IL-6, and TNF-α to validate the phenotypic profile of the cells after polarization. After 4 days of maturation and polarization, the culture supernatant was used for quantification of IL-6, TNF-α and IL-10 (Figures 4A–C) and the cells were fluorescently stained to analyze their CD163, CD80, and IL-10 intracellular protein expression (Figures 4D–F). The profiles of the different types of macrophages confirmed that cells were polarized into the corresponding macrophage states. As expected, GM-CSF-M1 and GM-CSF/TNFα/IFNγ-M1 polarized cells resulted in a M1‐like pro‐inflammatory phenotype with increased secretion of TNF-α and IL‐6 and increased CD80 expression. Stimulation with IL‐10 resulted in an M2c‐like phenotype with increased anti-inflammatory CD163 expression and the highest IL-10 secretion compared to all other groups. This data is consistent with the secretion (47–49) and flow cytometry CD marker expression profiles (47, 50–53) from other studies using similar polarization protocols.




Figure 4 | Cytokine secretion and protein expression profiles of the different monocyte-derived macrophages. (A) TNF‐α, (B) IL-6, and (C) IL-10 secretion, and (D) CD163, (E) CD80, and (F) IL-10 intensity in the presence of continuous GM-CSF or M-CSF. (A–C) n=5 per group from 5 different donors on day 4 after maturation and polarization. Data is representative of the mean protein secretion +/- SEM. (D–F) expression profiles (protein intensity) of surface receptor proteins CD80, CD163, and intracellular IL-10 were quantified using fluorescent microscopy image-based analysis; data is based on n = 353 (M0), 3078 (GM-CSF-M1 control), 1891 (GM-CSF/TNFα/IFNγ-M1), 1321 (M-CSF-M2 Control), 1077 (M-CSF/IL-4-M2a), and 1584 (M-CSF/IL-10-M2c) individual cells analyzed of n = 3 experiments per group, using 3 different donors. Boxplots: the boxes define the 25th and 75th percentiles, the central line indicates the median, and error bars define the 10th and 90th percentiles. *p<0.05. Red-green tables indicate significant differences calculated with ANOVA on Ranks tests and post-hoc pairwise comparisons (Dunn’s Method).



Since we aimed to determine if cell morphology could predict macrophage phenotypes and intracellular IL-10, we additionally quantified intracellular IL-10 intensities. M0 and GM-CSF/TNFα/IFNγ-M1 cells expressed the highest intracellular IL-10 protein intensities, followed by M-CSF/IL-10-M2c macrophages. Conversely, M-CSF/IL-4-M2a macrophages exhibited the lowest IL-10 intensity (Figure 4F). When comparing secreted IL-10 (Figure 4C) vs. intracellular IL-10 expression (Figure 4F), differences were noted, suggesting that the cells with the highest intracellular IL-10 protein expression were not the cells that secreted the most IL-10.




3.3 Morphological differences between polarized macrophages

To determine if there were quantitative significant differences in shape descriptors (area, length, width, circularity, aspect ratio, roundness, and solidity), single-cell macrophage analysis was performed using a Fiji-based analysis algorithm (13, 29). When comparing different groups of macrophages, the violin box plots (Figure 5) revealed that the GM-CSF/TNFα/IFNγ-M1 (largest) and GM-CSF-M1 macrophages were larger in cell area than the other groups. The M0 control group had the smallest cell area, followed by M-CSF-M2, M-CSF/IL-4-M2a, and M-CSF/IL-10-M2c. The M1 (both GM-CSF/TNFα/IFNγ-M1 and GM-CSF-M1) macrophages were similar in shape, except for their cell width and aspect ratio. The M2 macrophages had a similar area and length, with M-CSF/IL-4-M2a’s being wider, more circular, elongated, rounder, and solid than M-CSF-M2 and M-CSF/IL-10-M2c cells. The M-CSF/IL-10-M2c cells were similar in shape to the M-CSF-M2 macrophages. These cell morphometric results are in line with previous studies showing that M1 macrophages are larger and more round and M2 macrophages are more elongated (7, 10). Overall, these results demonstrated that macrophage phenotypes differed in morphology, suggesting that a quantitative analysis of single macrophage morphology via high-throughput and automated image analysis algorithms may be a useful method for identifying shape differences between the different phenotype classes of macrophages.




Figure 5 | Single-cell macrophage morphology differs significantly between macrophage phenotypes. Cell morphometric measurements of (A) area, (B) length, (C) width, (D) circularity, (E) aspect ratio, (F) roundness, and (G) solidity of n=3 different donors with n = 353 (M0), 3078 (GM-CSF-M1), 1891 (GM-CSF/TNFα/IFNγ-M1), 1321 (M-CSF-M2), 1077 (M-CSF/IL-4-M2a), and 1583 (M-CSF/IL-10-M2c) individual cells measured. Violin plots visualize data distribution. Outliers are visualized as black dots above the 95th or below the 5th percentiles. *p<0.05. Boxplots within the violin plots: the boxes define the 25th and 75th percentiles, the central line indicates the median, and error bars define the 10th and 90th percentiles. *p<0.05. Red-green tables indicate significant differences calculated with ANOVA on Ranks tests and post-hoc pairwise comparisons (Dunn’s Method).






3.4 A clustered image map showing individual response patterns of macrophage subtypes in cell morphology descriptors and protein intensities

To explore co-variation among macrophage morphology and protein intensities related to the induced macrophage classes, we created CIMs on the single-cell level showing the individual cell’s response patterns in cell morphology descriptors and CD163 intensity (Figure 6A) and in cell morphology and CD80 and IL-10 intensities (Figure 6B) and another CIM with feature averages calculated for each macrophage class (Figure 6C). The single-cell CIM indicated the size of the generated data set was very large and was not helpful for identifying specific patterns or clusters relative to the induced macrophage classes. This was important because it revealed the complexity of the data set (Figures 6A, B), which we, in turn, used as motivation for the subsequent use of AI for classification. The horizontal dendrogram of the CIM depicting average values for each macrophage class (Figure 6C) revealed a clear hierarchical clustering for the feature averages: the two induced M1 classes (GM-CSF-M1 and GM-CSF/TNFα/IFNγ-M1) clustered together, as did the M0 and the M2a (M-CSF/IL-4-M2a) classes and also the M-CSF-M2 and M-CSF/IL-10-M2c classes. Moreover, the two induced M1 classes were clustered into one class and the M0, M2, M2a, and M2c classes were clustered into a second class. These hierarchical clustering results indicate how the feature values of macrophage classes contributed to overall similarities and dissimilarities between classes. Thus, the average value CIM demonstrated feature response patterns for the macrophage classes and a clear hierarchical clustering for the feature averages but not on the single-cell level, which motivated us to use AI for subsequent classification.




Figure 6 | Clustered image maps (CIMs) for visualizing data co-variation of morphology and protein intensities as a function of macrophage class. (A, B) Two CIMs were calculated on the single-cell level, which differed in the depicted protein features because our setup allowed determining 4 microscope channels in parallel. The top CIM depicts cell morphological features calculated with phalloidin and DAPI channels as well as channels for CD80 and CD163, whereas the lower CIM depicts IL-10 and CD80 in addition to cell morphological features (phalloidin, DAPI). The two CIMs on the individual cell level revealed the complexity of the data set and demonstrated that the cell features depicted no easily recognizable response pattern relative to the induced macrophage classes. This was in contrast to the average value CIM (C), which demonstrated distinct macrophage feature clustering according to the induced phenotype: M0, GM-CSF-M1, GM-CSF/TNFα/IFNγ-M1, M-CSF-M2, M-CSF/IL-4-M2a, and M-CSF/IL-10-M2c. A CIM visualizes scaled and centered data with a color code indicates the standard deviations away from the mean of each feature, whereas the dendrograms indicate clustering. The level of the parameters of a given category and their intensity of the red color denotes the number of standard deviations above the overall mean across all samples, and the intensity of the blue color denotes the number of standard deviations below the overall mean.






3.5 RF classification of macrophage classes solely based on cell morphology vs. cell morphology combined with protein intensities

To discriminate macrophage classes based on image-based cell features, we employed RF machine learning classification. Here, we utilized RF modeling with cell morphology features alone or combined with protein intensities as predictors to classify macrophage class (phenotypes) as shown in Figure 7A, for which the original data set was split into training and test sets. To test the resulting RF model accuracy as a function of data set size, we also used synthetic data that we generated from the original data (Dataset 1) with our ‘SuperTiles’ algorithm (39).




Figure 7 | Quantitative single macrophage phenotyping. (A) Quantitative image analysis of macrophages was performed to quantify single macrophage morphology descriptors, as well as CD80 and IL-10 protein intensities. These features were used to train a RF prediction model for classifying the macrophage subtype. The original RF result was generated using 9304 cells in total consisting of n = 353 (M0), 3078 (GM-CSF-M1), 1891 (GM-CSF/TNFα/IFNγ-M1), 1321 (M-CSF-M2), 1077 (M-CSF/IL-4-M2a), and 1584 (M-CSF/IL-10-M2c) individual cells analyzed of n = 3 experiments per group, using 3 different donors. (B) Synthetic data was created to increase the original training set and test the resulting accuracy. For the first dataset (Dataset 1), this approach led to a final accuracy of 93%. This synthetic dataset consisted of 936221 SuperTiles in total with n = 155950 (M0), 155985 (GM-CSF-M1), 156020 (GM-CSF/TNFα/IFNγ-M1), 156055 (M-CSF-M2), 156090 (M-CSF/IL-4-M2a), and 156121 (M-CSF/IL-10-M2c) SuperTiles. (C) The approach to classify phenotype class with macrophage morphology features alone and in conjunction with synthetic data was validated with a second dataset (Dataset 2) that was generated using different stimuli and time points. This dataset yielded a 95% final accuracy, which indicated validation. The second synthetic dataset consisted of 1174248 SuperTiles in total with n = 195373 (M0), 195507 (GM-CSF-M1), 195641 (GM-CSF/TNFα/IFNγ-M1), 195775 (M-CSF-M2), 195909 (M-CSF/IL-4-M2a), and 196043 (M-CSF/IL-10-M2c) SuperTiles. *p<0.05, indicating a signifcant increase in classification accuracy with increased synthetic dataset size (i.e., 2 vs. 40 tiles).



Using only macrophage morphological features of the original data (Dataset 1), RF classified the M1 (GM-CSF-M1) vs. M2 (M-CSF-M2) control classes with 92% accuracy (Table 1). Using only macrophage morphological features from the original data (Dataset 1) for classifying the M-CSF/IL-4-M2a vs. M-CSF/IL-10-M2c phenotype led to 63% accuracy; adding the CD80 and CD163 intensities increased the accuracy to 72% (Table 1). However, at this point of the study, when using only the original data (Dataset 1), we achieved for the classification of all six macrophage phenotypes low accuracies of 30% with only morphology features as predictors and 37% with morphology and protein intensity features as predictors (Figures 7B, C). A summary of all RF model classification accuracies and performance indicators is given in Table 1.


Table 1 | Summary of RF classification model performance to classify macrophage phenotypes using original and synthetic datasets.



As a next step, we created synthetic data using our SuperTiles algorithm to increase the training dataset size. This allowed testing whether the increase in dataset size would increase classification accuracy. This step was important because an increase of dataset-size dependent accuracy would indicate in turn that the original dataset used for generating the synthetic dataset was phenotype class-specific but simply not large enough. Alternatively, if an increase in dataset size would not result in increased accuracy, this would indicate that the original dataset used for generating the synthetic dataset was not phenotype class-specific, and, in brief, not good enough. Interestingly, the increase in training data size resulted in a significant increase in RF classification accuracy: with only morphology features as predictors, we achieved with synthetic data a classification accuracy of 93% for classifying all 6 macrophage phenotypes (Figure 7B), which was a pronounced improvement of the 30% classification accuracy that was achieved by using the original data (Dataset 1) on morphology features. Thus, the original dataset (Dataset 1) used for generating the synthetic dataset was phenotype class-specific but simply not large enough, and increasing dataset size via generating synthetic data improved the classification accuracy of six phenotype classes by 63% to 93%. Importantly, this was achieved by training with synthetic data for classifying original data. The increase in classification accuracy of synthetic data with increased synthetic dataset size was significant when we compared the accuracies at 2 vs. 40 tiles in synthetic data (p<0.05). Overall, this is the first study to show that six macrophage phenotypes including M2 macrophages, particularly M-CSF-M2, M-CSF/IL-4-M2a, and M-CSF/IL-10-M2c subtypes, can accurately be distinguished from one another by their morphology.




3.6 Validation of the RF approach to classify macrophage classes based on cell morphology alone

To validate the RF classification approach, we used a second, independent dataset (Dataset 2), which we generated using different stimulation conditions that were assessed on different days as opposed to the protocol of the first dataset (Figure 1). Macrophages were polarized in this second dataset in the absence of GM-CSF or M-CSF. Figure 8 shows the resulting cell morphology of the different macrophage subtypes compared to the above-reported first dataset. Specifically, this change in stimulation protocol led to significant differences in the morphological features, including area, length, width, circularity, and solidity, whereas the cell aspect ratio and roundness remained constant, except for M-CSF-M2 cells. Notably, the morphology of M2a macrophages was mostly unchanged, except for their circularity. These data confirm that slight changes in the maturation or polarization conditions significantly changed macrophage morphological features, which indicated, in turn, that macrophage morphology is highly sensitive to both phenotype and stimulation protocol.




Figure 8 | Single-cell macrophage morphology differs significantly between stimulation protocols/time points. Cell morphometric measurements of (A) area, (B) length, (C) width, (D) circularity, (E) aspect ratio, (F) roundness, and (G) solidity. The box plots present the shape descriptors of individually analyzed macrophages as a function of (i) the macrophage class and (ii) the stimulation protocol that was used. For each macrophage class, the left box plots are from Dataset 1 data, whereas the right box plots are from Dataset 2 data. Overall, the results confirmed that changes in the stimulation protocol significantly changed a range of single macrophage morphological features. *p<0.05. Boxplots: the boxes define the 25th and 75th percentiles, the central line indicates the median, and error bars define the 10th and 90th percentiles. *p<0.05. Dataset 1 consisted of 9304 cells in total, with n = 353 (M0), 3078 (GM-CSF-M1 control), 1891 (GM-CSF/TNFα/IFNγ-M1), 1321 (M-CSF-M2 Control), 1077 (M-CSF/IL-4-M2a), and 1584 (M-CSF/IL-10-M2c) individual cells analyzed of n=3 experiments per group, using 3 different donors. Dataset 2 consisted of 6072 cells in total with n = 279 (M0), 1768 (GM-CSF-M1 control), 1771 (GM-CSF/TNFα/IFNγ-M1), 903 (M-CSF-M2 Control), 922 (M-CSF/IL-4-M2a), and 399 (M-CSF/IL-10-M2c) individual cells analyzed of n = 3 experiments per group, using 3 different donors.



Next, this second original dataset was used to validate the chosen AI approach by generating synthetic data from this second original dataset. Subsequent RF modeling led to an accuracy of 95% for classifying all 6 macrophage phenotypes (Figure 7C, Table 1), which clearly demonstrated that the here chosen approach to classify macrophage phenotype, namely, using a large synthetic data set generated from experimentally measured cell morphological features as predictors, was able to reliably deliver high accuracy.




3.7 Assessment of the immunogenic potential of macrophages by predicting their intracellular IL-10 expression from morphology alone or from combined morphology and CD80 protein intensity

IL-10 is a strong anti-inflammatory cytokine [26]. Here, intracellular IL-10 was expressed in all macrophage phenotypes to a greater or lesser extent, with high expression in M0, GM-CSF/TNFα/IFNγ-M1 and M-CSF/IL-10-M2c macrophages (Figures 4F, 6). Because we achieved high macrophage phenotype classification accuracies based on macrophage morphological features (above), we further investigated the predictability of the IL-10 protein intensity (intracellular content) and, thus, the immunogenic potential of individual macrophages as a function of their phenotype class in a RF regression model; importantly, this has not been demonstrated before. In a first RF regression model, using single-cell shape descriptors combined with CD80 intensity data, we predicted the IL-10 intensity of all 6 macrophage phenotypes with a high R2 value of 94% (Figure 9A, Table 2). Further RF regression analyses of the individual stimulated classes revealed R2 values of 95% (M-CSF/IL-10-M2c), 93% (M-CSF-M2), 92% (M-CSF/IL-4-M2a), 85% (M0), 63% (GM-CSF/TNFα/IFNγ-M1), and 62% (GM-CSF-M1) classes, respectively.




Figure 9 | RF prediction of intracellular IL-10 protein expression of macrophages. (A) RF regression model based on morphology and CD80 protein intensity for predicting IL-10 protein intensity in all macrophage classes. (B) A second RF regression model using only morphology features as training input showed that cell morphology alone (without CD80 protein intensity) was able to predict IL-10 protein intensity in all macrophage classes with a high accuracy (C) RF regression model showing that the intracellular IL-10 content in M-CSF/IL-10-M2c macrophages can be predicted with a 98% accuracy using quantitative single-cell morphology features and AI.




Table 2 | Summary of RF regression model performance to predict the single-cell IL-10 content (intensity).



After obtaining these excellent prediction results for IL-10 protein intensity using single-cell morphology and CD80 features, we investigated whether morphology alone could predict the macrophage IL-10 content. Importantly, the RF regression model predicted the IL-10 protein content of individual macrophages as a function of their six phenotype classes with a R2 value of 95% (Figure 9B). This was interesting because (i) here no synthetic data for increasing data set size was needed, and (ii) the IL-10 content prediction based only on morphology descriptors performed better than when CD80 co-staining data was included. The SHAP analysis, which informs the model user on the relative contribution of each feature to the overall model performance (i.e., indicates feature importance), demonstrated that cell area, length, and aspect ratio had the biggest impact. A further regression analysis of only the stimulated macrophage classes revealed R2 values of 95% for all 6 macrophage phenotypes, 98% (M-CSF/IL-10-M2c, Figure 9C), 95% (M-CSF/IL-4-M2a), 88% (M-CSF-M2), 86% (M0), 78% for GM-CSF/TNFα/IFNγ-M1, and 79% GM-CSF-M1 respectively. Therefore, these data show for the first time that by using only macrophage morphological features as predictors, successful prediction of single-cell intracellular IL-10 protein content with high R2 values is possible.





4 Discussion

Our study assessed the automatic classification of six distinct macrophage phenotypes, using image-based single-cell macrophage morphological features in two different datasets and both original and synthetic data. The datasets contained different phenotype morphologies induced by different stimuli. The first dataset was measured at day 4 and contained continuous presence of GM-CSF or M-CSF in combination with specific M1, M2a, and M2c polarizing stimuli. Validation was performed with data obtained on a different day (day 7) and using different conditions (polarizing stimuli alone without continuous M-CSF or GM-CSF) to test the model’s performance where conditions and, thus, resulting cell shapes and phenotypes can vary, as we proved by quantifying the differences in cell morphology. In both cases, high accuracies of 93% and 95% were achieved with synthetic training data for classifying macrophage phenotype original data. This confirmed that macrophage morphology is a highly sensitive dynamic marker that we used here for accurately classifying phenotype among six different phenotypes. Notably, single-cell morphometric features were also usable for accurately predicting intracellular IL-10 expression (R2 = 0.95) and this was achieved without synthetic training data, indicating that macrophage morphological features are IL-10 content-specific, enabling successful prediction. Overall, this approach could potentially be used to discriminate, classify, and predict many more macrophage-related characteristics or expression profiles of any IL-10 producing cell.

The use of image-based machine learning using morphology-based features to accurately classify M0, M1, and M2 macrophages is in agreement with a previous study that showed a 90% accuracy using RF models to classify M0, M1, and M2 macrophages (9). However, our study extends this work and showed, for the first time, that image-based machine learning using morphology-based features could not only (i) classify M0, M1, and M2 macrophages but, more importantly, can additionally be used to (ii) classify M2a and M2c subtypes among six different phenotypes and (iii) additionally predict intracellular IL-10 at the single-cell level. That study (9) used a range of descriptors, measuring some of the same descriptors used in our study but also others. Here, we focused on seven cell-related cell shape descriptors without the need to include additional nucleus shape-related descriptors. In the present study, higher accuracies were achieved by increasing the dataset size through using synthetic data that was generated from the originally quantified data. This in turn suggested that the original dataset used to create the synthetic dataset was phenotype class-specific and, in short, “good enough”, otherwise the accuracy would not have increased despite increasing dataset size.

The panel of morphological descriptors that we used here was successfully used by our group to phenotype differentiated human mesenchymal stromal cells (MSCs) (30–33) and healthy vs. inflamed and degenerating diseased human chondrocytes (13). Moreover, using this panel as a phenotypic marker, combined with multivariate data analysis, we showed that the cell morphology and phenotype, i.e., the “biological fingerprint” of those inflamed and degenerated diseased human cells could be reverted to a healthier cell shape via therapeutic modulation and their healthier cell shape correlated with positive changes in major fibrosis- and inflammatory-regulating genes (29). Thus, our method provides a simple and cost-effective means of capturing cellular responses by quantitating cell morphology. In the present study, we used our recently introduced “SuperTiles” algorithm (39) to calculate synthetic data, including class-specific (aggregated) averages and (data enhancing) standard deviations with preserved inter-parameter correlations from randomly sampled and original datasets. The present study demonstrated that using this algorithm and the resulting synthetic training data increased the classification accuracy by 63% from 30% to 93%, which makes using synthetic training data for classifying original (measured) data a highly promising approach. Yet, even more encouraging was the successful use of a RF regression model to predict the intracellular levels of the anti-inflammatory cytokine IL-10 with original data only. Thus, we clearly demonstrated that a panel of cell shape descriptors was successfully used to reliably predict IL-10 content at a single-cell level (R2: 94%). In fact, the regression models trained on combined cell shape and CD80 expression were able to consistently predict IL-10 intensity with R2 values > 90%, but the inclusion of CD80 intensity data decreased the model performance, which was surprising. This could be due to marker variability, which is highlighted by the SHAP values for the M1 prediction model, whereby CD80 intensity contributed to both the model’s over-prediction and under-prediction. Importantly, the regression model produced and tested showed a strong potential to determine a macrophage’s inflammatory characteristics at the single-cell level based on cell shape alone. This might suggest a link between a cell’s morphology and some of its immunological functions.

Our study used standard conditions commonly used to generate distinct phenotypic macrophage states as they mimic different in vivo situations. In our first dataset, CD14+ monocyte-derived macrophages generated from peripheral blood monocytes were initially primed with GM-CSF (M1) or M-CSF (M2) followed by GM-CSF/TNF-α/IFN-γ (M1 macrophages), M-CSF/IL-4 (M2a macrophages) or M-CSF/IL-10 (M2c macrophages). These conditions were chosen for the following reasons. GM-CSF is produced under inflammatory conditions by a variety of leukocytes and other cells due to infection or injury and induces M1-like cells (34). GM-CSF alone can also induce differentiation of into dendritic cells (54, 55), which has not been examined here. Classically activated pro-inflammatory M1 macrophages have been known for some time to be induced by IFN-γ alone or in combination with TNF-α and GM-CSF (3, 5, 37). M-CSF is a homeostatic cytokine that is constitutively produced under homeostatic conditions and has been reported to induce M2-like properties (35, 36). But it is important to note that treatment with M-CSF alone may induce cells that stay at the monocyte stage if not additionally challenged with e.g., IL-4 or IL-10. In fact, an independent recent study using scRNAseq revealed that murine bone marrow monocytes cultured with M-CSF alone for five days remained at the monocyte stage with no or low expression of macrophage markers such as CD71 and F4/80 (56). Whereas our CIM results (Figure 6) showed that M-CSF-M2 cells are related and shared morphological features with M-CSF/IL-10 cells (M2c macrophages), suggesting M2-like properties, morphological assessment showed that the M-CSF-M2 cells were overall smaller, shorter, and rounder. Combining morphological assessment with immunological and/or biochemical validation could help clarify whether human peripheral blood-derived monocytes treated solely with M-CSF are more monocyte-like or partially or fully differentiated macrophages. Conversely, the alternative M2a macrophages, which have anti-inflammatory, wound healing, and pro-fibrotic properties, are induced by exposure to IL-4, whereas M2c macrophages, which have anti-inflammatory and tissue remodeling properties, are induced by exposure to IL-10 (M-CSF/IL-10-M2c) (3, 5, 37). The CIM plot revealed the complexity of data from these different phenotypes. Due to the size of the single-cell generated data, it was extremely difficult to identify specific patterns or clusters relative to the macrophage classes using single-cell data alone, which is why CIM with feature averages for each of the macrophage classes were additionally generated. This data revealed some interesting points, which have never been shown. For example, it clearly showed, based on hierarchical clustering, that both M1 macrophages, namely GM-CSF/TNFα/IFNγ-M1 and GM-CSF-M1 macrophages are related in both cell morphology and marker expression. This was supported by basic statistical analyses, which demonstrated that, for example, the M1 (both GM-CSF/TNFα/IFNγ-M1 and GM-CSF-M1) macrophages were similar in shape, except for their cell width and aspect ratio. The CIM results also showed that M-CSF-M2 and M-CSF/IL-10 (M2c macrophages) are related and share morphological features. Thus, the CIM with feature averages and, specifically, the associated hierarchical clustering revealed why AI was able to successfully and reliably classify six phenotypes with high accuracy, namely, because related macrophage classes, e.g. both M1 macrophages (GM-CSF/TNFα/IFNγ-M1, GM-CSF-M1), are related in their cell morphology.

Importantly, functional cytokine release of IL-6, TNF-α, and IL-10 into the culture supernatant (ELISA data) in combination with marker staining confirmed that the desired phenotypes were obtained and were similar to data reported in other studies (47–53, 57). However, when comparing secreted IL-10 vs. intracellular IL-10 expression, differences were noted. Results from our study showed that both intracellular IL-10 and secreted IL-10 were induced in M-CSF/IL-10-M2c macrophages in parallel with decreased TNFα production and increased CD163 expression. This is in agreement with other studies that have measured CD163 by other methods (i.e., flow cytometry) and protein secretion by ELISA (47–49, 57) in M2c macrophages. However, when intracellular IL-10 staining data (protein content) was assessed, significant levels of expression were also found in M1 polarized macrophages (GM-CSF/TNFα/IFNγ-M1) along with high CD80 expression as expected (47, 50–52) but, unexpectedly, these cells had secreted very little IL-10. While this initially appears contradictory to the expected results, M1 macrophages are known to stimulate IL-10 production in the presence of TNF-α (58, 59). Similar effects are seen in monocytes exposed to the bacterial endotoxin LPS (28, 58, 60, 61). This effect is specific to TNF-α and LPS and not induced by GM-CSF or other cytokines such as IFN, IL-1α, IL-1β, or IL-6 (58). This is in line with our results showing that the GM-CSF/TNFα/IFNγ-M1 macrophages but not GM-CSF-M1 macrophages expressed high intracellular IL-10. The results also showed that M0 cells (monocytes) also expressed relatively high intracellular IL-10, which is in agreement with flow cytometry studies measuring intracellular IL-10 or the gene expression of IL-10 in these cells (60, 61). Whereas the M-CSF/IL-10-M2c cells secreted high levels of IL-10, the M0 and GM-CSF/TNFα/IFNγ-M1 macrophages secreted extremely low levels of IL-10. This suggests that either we may have missed detection in M0 and GM-CSF/TNFα/IFNγ-M1 macrophages due to the timing when we measured IL-10 secretion, which was potentially too late since it was measured 2 days after polarization (half-life of IL-10: less than 1h (58)) or that the IL-10 protein reservoir was available but not yet secreted in these cells. Supporting the latter, it is important to note that the M1 macrophages used in our study were treated with IFN-γ, which was previously shown to suppress IL-10-induced secretion of IL-10 in RAW264.7 cells and bone marrow-derived macrophages (62), similar to what we observed in CD14+ monocyte-derived macrophages generated from peripheral blood monocytes.

Much of our understanding of how microenvironmental cues drive IL-10 production is based on ELISA or flow cytometry studies (24–28, 57) and very little has been reported on transcription to translation in relation to cell morphology. Whereas flow cytometry has been used to characterize intracellular IL-10 (24–28, 57), this is the first study to show that quantification of intracellular IL-10 can also be used to characterize polarized macrophages at the single-cell level and that morphological features can be used in turn to predict intracellular IL-10 protein content on the single-cell level. This new tactic may give rise to a novel way of assessing IL-10. Overall, this study adds to our understanding of morphology-related intracellular IL-10 expression in monocytes and macrophages and can help improve our understanding of cytokine biology at the single-cell level. Besides monocytes and macrophages, IL-10 is produced by almost all activated immune cells, including multiple T cell subsets, B cells, granulocytes (e.g., neutrophils, basophils, eosinophils), mast cells, dendritic cells as well as infiltrating and tissue-resident macrophages during disease or infection (23, 63, 64). Future studies will determine if this can be applied to these cells and possibly in more complex situations, such as in tissues and/or human disease.

In conclusion, our findings demonstrate a new image-based single macrophage classification method for macrophage phenotyping and characterizing intracellular IL-10, using solely cell shape as model input. Based on this simplicity, when paired with large enough datasets, this approach could become relevant for cell profiling in the context of in vitro studies or diseases known to involve macrophages and, in the case of IL-10, cell profiling of other cell types under inflammatory conditions or disease.
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Background

Increasing evidence indicating that coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) increased the incidence and related risks of pericarditis and whether COVID-19 vaccine is related to pericarditis has triggered research and discussion. However, mechanisms behind the link between COVID-19 and pericarditis are still unknown. The objective of this study was to further elucidate the molecular mechanisms of COVID-19 with pericarditis at the gene level using bioinformatics analysis.





Methods

Genes associated with COVID-19 and pericarditis were collected from databases using limited screening criteria and intersected to identify the common genes of COVID-19 and pericarditis. Subsequently, gene ontology, pathway enrichment, protein–protein interaction, and immune infiltration analyses were conducted. Finally, TF–gene, gene–miRNA, gene–disease, protein–chemical, and protein–drug interaction networks were constructed based on hub gene identification.





Results

A total of 313 common genes were selected, and enrichment analyses were performed to determine their biological functions and signaling pathways. Eight hub genes (IL-1β, CD8A, IL-10, CD4, IL-6, TLR4, CCL2, and PTPRC) were identified using the protein–protein interaction network, and immune infiltration analysis was then carried out to examine the functional relationship between the eight hub genes and immune cells as well as changes in immune cells in disease. Transcription factors, miRNAs, diseases, chemicals, and drugs with high correlation with hub genes were predicted using bioinformatics analysis.





Conclusions

This study revealed a common gene interaction network between COVID-19 and pericarditis. The screened functional pathways, hub genes, potential compounds, and drugs provided new insights for further research on COVID-19 associated with pericarditis.
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1 Introduction

COVID-19 is an atypical respiratory disease caused by the severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2), which has triggered a global pandemic and caused significant loss of life and property (1). Globally, as of 21 January, there were 774,395,593 confirmed cases of COVID-19, including 7,023,271 deaths, reported by the World Health Organization (WHO) (https://covid19.who.int/). Although more than 80% of patients with COVID-19 present with asymptomatic infection or mild to moderate self-resolving symptoms, more than 15% of patients still develop into severe cases, manifested as severe pneumonia or acute respiratory distress syndrome, and even multiple organ failure (2, 3). In addition to respiratory diseases, cardiovascular complications have gradually become a major threat for patients with COVID-19. Pericarditis is the most common pericardial disease worldwide; the pericardium provides fixation and physical protection for the heart, such as slowing down the impact of heart contraction on the surrounding blood vessels and preventing the spread of pulmonary and thoracic infections (4). The etiology of pericarditis may be infectious (bacterial or viral) or noninfectious (systemic inflammatory disease or post-cardiac injury syndrome) (5). Viral infection is an important cause of pericarditis and studies have shown that it can be an early complication of COVID-19. Notably, the incidence rate of pericarditis has increased by at least 15 times after SARS-CoV-2 infection than before COVID-19, and estimates of excess cases associated with vaccination also indicate a burden associated with pericarditis (6, 7). Over 13 billion doses of COVID-19 vaccines have been administered; furthermore, several passive surveillance systems have indicated that the risk of pericarditis increased after COVID-19 vaccination, especially in young men, but authoritative research claimed that the incidence was rare (8). Considering benefits and risks, vaccination should be firmly supported, but strengthening the surveillance of adverse events following vaccination and continuing to study the mechanistic relationship between COVID-19 and pericarditis are still essential.

Increasing evidence suggests that immune responses and potential immune markers may be associated with COVID-19 severity. Differences in innate immune system components lead to heterogeneity in the COVID-19 disease spectrum (9). An imbalanced immune response during viral invasion is an important immunopathological mechanism in severe diseases (10). After SARS-CoV-2 infection, immune effector cells release a large number of pro-inflammatory cytokines, triggering a cytokine storm that causes important immunopathological events, such as ARDS and multiple organ failure (11). In recent years, immune checkpoints have led to breakthroughs and progress in cancer treatment; however, their application is still limited due to immune-related adverse events, such as cardiotoxicity. The onset and progression of pericarditis in the cardiotoxicity brought on by immunotherapy are intimately tied to the unrestricted regulation of the immune system (12). The predisposing factors and pathogenesis of pericarditis remain unclear, and may be related to viral infections or autoimmune-inflammatory diseases. Under the influence of exogenous triggers, infections may lead to an autoimmune response in susceptible hosts by activating innate immunity (13, 14). Therefore, gaining a comprehensive and in-depth understanding of interactions between viruses and the human immune system is necessary. Furthermore, studying the impact and mechanism of the clinical outcomes of COVID-19 and pericarditis is crucial to promote the research and development of vaccines with reduced side effects.

In recent years, with the rapid development of high-throughput biotechnology, the use of gene interaction networks in bioinformatics research has become increasingly convenient. The construction of gene interaction network not only helps to further understand various biological processes from the perspective of systems, but also can be widely applied to explore the pathogenesis of diseases. However, massive data cannot be verified one by one to explain the mechanism, so gene enrichment studies are needed to classify differential genes, so as to filter redundant data and screen out more valuable functional information (15). Based on data sources and algorithms, methods for gene functional enrichment analysis can be roughly divided into four categories: over-representative analysis (ORA), function set scoring (FCS), pathway topology (PT), and network topology (NT). Enrichment analyses commonly used include GO enrichment analysis, KEGG enrichment analysis and gene set enrichment analysis (GSEA). GSEA consists of three key elements: calculating enrichment scores, evaluating significance, and adjusting for multiple hypothesis tests. Weighted Kolmogorov Smirnov (WKS) test was used in GSEA to obtain the statistical value of the functional set of the tested gene, and there are other statistical algorithms, such as χ2-test, Mean test, Median test, Wilcoxon rank sum test, etc. (16, 17). The schematic overview for GSEA can be found in Supplementary Figure 1 (https://www.gsea-msigdb.org/gsea/) (16).

In this study, we employed a wide range of bioinformatics techniques to identify the common genes of COVID-19 and pericarditis and analyzed their enrichment pathways and functions. Protein–protein interaction (PPI) networks were constructed to identify hub genes and further analyze the interaction networks of transcription factors (TFs), microRNAs (miRNAs), chemicals, and drugs. The immune response can serve as a resection point for studying the common pathogenesis of comorbidities. To uncover molecular regulatory networks and investigate the relationship between hub genes and immune cells, immune infiltration analysis was employed. This study provides new insights for exploring the pathophysiological connections and immune mechanisms and excavating the potential biomarkers and therapeutic targets for COVID-19 and pericarditis. The overall flowchart of the study is shown in Figure 1.




Figure 1 | Workflow diagram of the study.






2 Materials and methods



2.1 Dataset preparation

By searching the DisGeNET (https://www.disgenet.org/) (18), comparative toxicogenomics database (CTD) (http://ctdbase.org/) (19) and GeneCards (https://www.genecards.org/) (20) databases, we identified genes related to pericarditis and COVID-19. We selected supplementary datasets from Gene Expression Omnibus (GEO) of the National Center for Biotechnology Information (https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/geo/) (21). GSE164805, platform number GPL26963, the whole genome transcriptome of peripheral blood mononuclear cells was analyzed on five healthy controls and ten COVID-19 patients (22).




2.2 Identification of the common genes of COVID-19 and pericarditis

Based on the scoring standards of the different databases, we collected the top 500 genes from the DisGeNET, CTD, and GeneCards databases when the number was greater than 500. Online GEO analysis tool GEO2R (www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/geo/geo2r/) was used to analyze sample data for differential gene expression (21). We utilized GEO2R to identify the differentially expressed genes (DEGs) with a false discovery rate (FDR) < 0.00001 and |log fold-change| > 1 for GSE164805. Subsequently, we integrated these two parts of genes related to COVID-19 and then took the intersection of COVID-19 and pericarditis to obtain common genes using an online Venn tool (http://jvenn.toulouse.inra.fr/app/example.html) (23).




2.3 GO and KEGG pathway enrichment analyses

In order to investigate the probable biological connection between COVID-19 and pericarditis, the clusterProfiler software (version 3.14.3) was used to conduct Gene Ontology (GO) and Kyoto Encyclopedia of Genes and Genomes (KEGG) enrichment analysis for the common genes (24). Biological processes (BP), cellular elements (CC), and molecular functions (MF) were all included in the GO analysis. The top 10 GO and top 20 in KEGG items with the lowest p-values were shown as bubble diagrams using an online platform (http://www.bioinformatics.com.cn) for data processing and visualization.




2.4 PPI network analysis and hub genes screening

Identifying unknown protein functional modules from PPI networks is crucial for understanding protein function and interpreting key data in cell biology. PPI network analysis is a promising strategy that can provide a deeper and more comprehensive insight into the relationships between various diseases from the standpoint of protein interactions (25, 26). The online analytical tool STRING (https://string-db.org/) was to study protein interactions, systematically collect and integrate physical regulatory interactions and functional relationships between proteins (27). We constructed a PPI network based on the score greater than 0.4 and analyzed and visualized the results using Cytoscape 3.9.1, which is an open-source project designed to integrate high-throughput data and molecular interaction networks into a unitive framework (28). CytoHubba (https://apps.cytoscape.org/apps/cytohubba), an important Cytoscape plugin for network topology analysis, uses 11 methods for studying key genes from different perspectives.




2.5 Immune infiltration analysis

Immune cells exhibit specific patterns of infiltration and residence. Studying the infiltration status can provide a better understanding of their role and mechanism in disease pathogenesis and can thus be applied to the discovery of new treatment strategies for many diseases (29). The CIBERSORT tool, based on the linear support vector regression, decomposes the expression matrix of subtypes of human immune cells for immune-immersion analysis (30). The proportion of immune cells in GSE164805 was calculated, along with the relevance between immune cells and hub genes, as well as each immune cell.




2.6 Identification of TFs and miRNAs

TFs are proteins to recognize special DNA sequences and are key cellular components forming complex regulatory systems to control gene expression (31). NetworkAnalyst (http://www.networkanalyst.ca) is to conduct complex meta-analyses for gene expression and is suitable for data processing and analysis in the context of PPI networks (32). The construction of the TF–genes was based on the JASPAR database (http://jaspar.genereg.net), which includes TF-binding profiles of multiple species from six taxonomic groups (33). MiRNAs regulate protein expression by binding to TF; research on the interaction network of TF-miRNAs was conducted using the RegNetwork database (http://www.regnetworkweb.org/) (34). In addition to studying the role of target genes and miRNAs with TF, we carried out topology analysis and construction of gene–miRNA networks based on miRTarBase v8.0 (https://miRTarBase.cuhk.edu.cn/) (35).




2.7 Analysis of gene–disease interaction networks

DisGeNET integrates and standardizes disease-related genes and variant data, covering the whole spectrum of human diseases as well as normal and abnormal features (36). Gene–disease network was established was to study diseases related to COVID-19 and pericarditis using the NetworkAnalyst platform.




2.8 Analysis of protein–chemical and protein–drug interaction networks

Constructing protein–chemical and protein–drug networks is conducive to predicting the target information of drugs and chemicals relevant to COVID-19 and pericarditis. In the NetworkAnalyst platform, the corresponding compounds and drugs were identified and obtained using the CTD and DrugBank database.





3 Results



3.1 Identification of common genes of COVID-19 and pericarditis

By searching the DisGeNET, CTD, and GeneCards databases, we identified genes related to COVID-19 and pericarditis. To improve the integration and standardization of the data, we summarized the top 500 genes in each database according to their scoring standards. If the original data were less than 500, all retrieved data were included. Using this rule, we obtained 51, 500, and 500 pericarditis-related genes from the DisGeNET, CTD, and GeneCards databases, respectively. Subsequently, 930 pericarditis-related genes were identified by merging and de-duplicating the results from the three databases.

Using the same method, we obtained 1236 COVID-19-related genes from DisGeNET, CTD, and GeneCards. In addition, we gained 494 COVID-related genes under the settings: FDR < 0.00001 and log fold-change > 1. By merging and deduplicating the results from the three databases and the GEO dataset, we obtained 1711 COVID-related genes. Finally, 313 common genes between COVID-19 and pericarditis were identified through intersections (Figure 2) (Table 1; Supplementary Tables 1–3).




Figure 2 | Common genes of COVID-19 and pericarditis displayed through Venn diagram.




Table 1 | Collection of COVID-19 and pericarditis-related genes.






3.2 GO and KEGG pathway enrichment analyses

Based on common genes, GO and KEGG enrichment were carried out to examine their biological roles and signal pathways. Figure 3 displayed the top 10 terms in the BP, CC, and MF categories with the lowest p-values. BP terms mainly involved the regulation of cytokine production and inflammatory response and were associated with the proliferation of immune cells, involving in lymphocytes, leukocytes, and mononuclear cells (Figure 3A). CC terms mainly revealed the external side of the plasma membrane and some lumens, such as secretory granules, cytoplasmic vesicles, and the endoplasmic reticulum (Figure 3B). MF terms mainly demonstrated the activity of signaling receptors and immune receptors which are crucial for the binding of various factors, including proteases, cytokines, and chemokines (Figure 3C). Furthermore, KEGG analysis showed that most pathways were involved in immune- and infection-related diseases, such as COVID-19, influenza, measles, tuberculosis, rheumatoid arthritis, hepatitis and inflammatory bowel disease. Notably, multiple immune-related pathways were also enriched, including cytokine receptor interaction, T helper 17 (Th17) cell differentiation, interleukin 17 (IL-17), tumor necrosis factor (TNF), and Toll-like receptor signaling pathways (Figures 3D, E). All results were visualized using bubble plots, which manifested that common genes might be involved in immune-related functions and pathways, thereby affecting the progression of COVID-19 and pericarditis (Tables 2, 3).




Figure 3 | GO and KEGG enrichment analysis of the common genes. (A) Biological processes in bubble chart. (B) Cellular component in bubble chart. (C) Molecular function in bubble chart. (D) The top 20 signaling pathways of KEGG in bubble chart. (E) The top 20 signaling pathways of KEGG in bar graph. The color of the dots reflects the size of the p-values, and the size of the dots reflects the number of annotated genes in the bubble charts. Different colors represent different pathway classifications, and the horizontal axis represents the number of genes per pathway in a bar graph.




Table 2 | The top 10 items of GO enrichment of the common genes.




Table 3 | The top 20 items of KEGG enrichment of the common genes.






3.3 PPI network and hub gene analyses

The common genes of COVID-19 and pericarditis were imported to STRING to create a PPI network, and then were uploaded into Cytoscape for comprehensive analysis to forecast gene interactions and associated pathways. CytoHubba is a plugin that identifies hub nodes and provides 11 analysis algorithms to calculate and sort nodes in the network. We use seven algorithms to calculate the top 20 and then take intersections to screen hub genes: Maximal Clique Centrality (MCC), Maximum Neighborhood Component (MNC), Degree, Closeness, Radiality, Stress and Edge Percolated Component (EPC) (Figure 4A) (Table 4). Interleukin 1 beta (IL-1β), cluster of differentiation 8 antigen (CD8A), interleukin 10 (IL-10), cluster of differentiation 4 (CD4), interleukin 6 (IL-6), Toll-like receptor 4 (TLR4), chemokine ligand 2 (CCL2), and Protein Tyrosine Phosphatase Receptor Type C (PTPRC) were among the top 20 genes identified from the seven algorithm scores. The area under the curve (AUC) results were to assess the specificity and sensitivity of the eight hub genes to COVID-19 using receiver operating characteristic (ROC) curve analysis. The AUC values of the hub genes were greater than 0.75, except for IL-10, indicating that these genes may be potential biomarkers and have a high diagnostic value for disease (Figures 4B–I).




Figure 4 | Screening and validation of hub genes. (A) The Venn diagram shows eight overlapping hub genes screened via the six algorithms. (B–I) Results of the ROC curve analysis and AUC values of hub genes in the COVID-19 dataset.




Table 4 | Top 20 hub genes in seven algorithms.






3.4 Immune infiltration analysis

Investigating immune cell infiltration patterns in COVID-19 patients was using the CIBERSORT algorithm. The proportions of 22 immune cells with COVID-19 are shown in Figure 5A. Figure 5B illustrates the distribution of 22 immune cells in COVID-19, and the infiltration of plasma cells, memory resting CD4 T cells, monocytes, M0 macrophages, resting mast cells and neutrophils in tissues from patients with COVID-19 is considerably higher than that in normal tissue (p < 0.05). Compared to the normal group, the proportion of activated CD8 T cells and natural killer (NK) cells in patients with COVID-19 is lower. Moreover, Figure 6 depicts the relationships between the 22 immune cells. Neutrophils, naive CD4 T cells, memory B cells, M0 macrophages, and monocytes all showed negative correlations with CD8 T cells. NK cell activation was negatively correlated with M0 macrophage, monocyte, and dendritic cell activation. The relevance between neutrophils, memory B cells, and M0 macrophages was positive. Naïve CD4 T cells were positively related to gamma delta T cells, memory B cells, and M0 macrophages. Resting memory CD4 T cells and plasma cells showed the positive correlation with resting NK cells.




Figure 5 | Immune infiltration analysis. (A) The ratio of 22 immune cells in COVID-19 and control. (B) The proportion and comparison of immune cells in COVID-19 and control.






Figure 6 | The correlation between the 22 immune cells in COVID-19.



The relationship between immune cells and hub genes is depicted in Figures 7, 8. CCL2 exhibited a positive correlation with naive B cells and resting mast cells but a negative correlation with eosinophils. CD4 was statistically positively correlated with CD8 T cells, activated NK cells and resting dendritic cells, but negatively connected with naïve CD4 T cells, monocytes and M0 macrophages. CD8A was statistically positively relevant to CD8 T cells, activated NK cells and resting dendritic cells, but negatively connected with gamma delta T cells, naïve CD4 T cells and activated dendritic cells. Activated NK cells and eosinophils statistically linked positively with IL-1β, but resting NK and resting mast cells statistically related negatively with IL-1β. Statistically, there was a positive correlation between IL-6 and M0 macrophages but a negative association with activated NK cells. IL-10 was statistically positively relevant to activated memory CD4 T cells and plasma cells. PTPRC was statistically positively associated with activated NK cells but, negatively correlated to plasma and activated dendritic cells. While CD8 T cells and active NK cells were inversely connected with TLR4, resting memory CD4 T cells, monocytes, resting mast cells, and M0 macrophages were positively related to TLR4.




Figure 7 | The correlation between hub genes and immune cells. The correlations of hub genes (CCL2, CD4, CD8A and IL-1β) with 22 immune cells were determined using p < 0.05 as the screening criterion.






Figure 8 | The correlation between hub genes and immune cells. The correlations of hub genes (IL-6, IL-10, PTPRC and TLR4) with 22 immune cells were determined using p < 0.05 as the screening criterion.






3.5 Construction of gene regulatory networks

To identify the main variations at the transcriptional level and further study key protein regulatory molecules, we employed a network-based approach to decipher the regulatory TFs and miRNAs. 38 TFs were connected with the eight hub genes; these TFs included MEF2A, POU2F2, CREB1, PPARG, YY1, NR2F1, JUN, FOXC1, NR3C1, and RELA (Figure 9A). Six hub genes corresponded to 35 miRNAs; the miRNAs binding to multiple hub genes were hsa-mir-21-5p, hsa-mir-26b-5p, hsa-mir-24-3p, hsa-mir-335-5p, hsa-mir-1-3p, hsa-mir-146a-5p, hsa-mir-146b-5p, hsa-mir-124-3p, hsa-mir-106a-5p, hsa-mir-155-5p, hsa-mir-98-5p, and hsa-let-7c-5p (Figure 9B).




Figure 9 | (A) TF–gene interaction network analysis. Dots represent hub genes; square dots represent transcription factors. Darker colors indicate stronger associations. (B) Gene–miRNA interaction network analysis. Dots represent hub genes; square dots represent miRNAs. Darker colors indicate stronger associations.






3.6 Gene–disease interaction network

The development of technology and solutions for disease treatment begins with studying the links between diseases and genes; the interrelationships between different diseases usually require one or more similar genes (37). Based on DisGeNET, the results showed that the gene–disease network was linked to at least three hub genes. The following diseases had the strongest coordination with the hub genes studied: rheumatoid arthritis, glomerulonephritis, hyperalgesia, inflammation, liver cirrhosis, reperfusion injury, schizophrenia, and major depressive disorder (Figure 10). Notably, these diseases are mostly related to inflammation or immune responses, which have implications for the development of mechanisms and treatment methods for COVID-19 and pericarditis.




Figure 10 | Gene–disease interaction network analysis. Dots represent hub genes; square dots represent diseases related to hub genes.






3.7 Protein–chemical and protein–drug Interaction networks

Constructing protein–chemical and protein–drug interaction networks contributes to the exploration of the biological functions of proteins in cells and the research of potential drugs. Only the chemicals linked to at least four hub genes are displayed in Figure 9. The top eight chemicals were methotrexate, antirheumatic agents, nickel, tretinoin, arsenic, benzo(a)pyrene, cadmium, and dexamethasone, demonstrating their tight association with COVID-19 and pericarditis (Figure 11A). Protein–drug network indicates that drugs related to IL-1β and IL-10 may have broader scope for study, with AV411 having potential associations with two genes (Figure 11B).




Figure 11 | Protein–chemical and protein–drug interaction network analyses. (A) The interaction between hub genes and potential chemicals. (B) The interaction between hub genes and potential drugs. Dots represent hub genes; square dots represent chemicals or drugs.







4 Discussion

Increasing evidence has linked cardiovascular disease to increased morbidity and mortality from COVID-19, and the burden is evident even among patients who are not hospitalized (38, 39). COVID-19 is a real-time global pandemic, and this virus infection is also a pathogenic factor of pericarditis. COVID-19 has significantly increased the risk of pericarditis, and because multiple monitoring reports suggest that the COVID-19 vaccine may also increase the likelihood of people suffering from pericarditis, many studies on vaccines and pericarditis have been conducted in different countries and regions (40, 41). Currently, most reports on COVID-19 and pericarditis focus on the epidemiology and vaccines; however, research on the potential mechanisms of comorbidity remains lacking. Therefore, our research aimed to reveal the etiology and mechanism of COVID-19 and pericarditis from the perspective of molecular regulation, based on network data mining and bioinformatics analysis.

GO is a bioinformatics resource that provides gene product functions and uses ontology to represent biological knowledge and it can identify the biological process of shared genes in this study (42). The enrichment results in the BP and CC were associated with immune cell proliferation, including that of white blood cells, lymphocytes, and monocytes, suggesting their involvement in regulating cytokine production and inflammatory responses. Lymphocyte count and cytokine levels are closely correlated with disease severity, which is of great significance for the early diagnosis, treatment, and prognosis of COVID-19 (43). Gerd et al. examined the immune cell spectrum in the cerebrospinal fluid with COVID-19 and the results indicated an expansion of dedifferentiated monocytes and interferon signature of leukocytes (44). Anti-inflammatory treatment can reduce the thickness of pericardial late gadolinium enhancement, alleviate pericardial and systemic inflammation, and improve the physiological status and symptoms of pericarditis (45). Studies have focused on the prognostic value of inflammatory markers in active pericarditis, suggesting that high-sensitivity C-reactive protein may affect the intensity and duration of pericarditis (46). MF results mainly involve the binding of proteases and chemokines as well as the activity of signaling and immune receptors. Assessing the chemokine status after SARS-CoV-2 infection and detecting the “immune signature” is crucial for individual risk stratification (47). Studying the extensive cytokine releasing syndrome in COVID-19 may be helpful for targeting chemokines and growth factors as therapeutic drugs; furthermore, autoantibodies targeting chemokines may inhibit the potentially harmful immune response observed in patients with COVID-19 (48, 49). KEGG connects genomic and higher-order functional information from the perspective of genes and molecular networks and annotates up-to-date gene catalogs and functions (50). The top 20 pathways in KEGG involved immune-related pathways such as COVID-19, influenza, hepatitis, rheumatoid arthritis, and inflammatory bowel disease, and involved in immune pathways such as Th17 cell differentiation, IL-17, TNF, and Toll-like receptors. TNF-α blockers have made important progress in the treatment of idiopathic recurrent pericarditis (51). Christian et al. found that after virus clearance, clonally expanded Th17 cells remained in the lungs, which was associated with the potentially pathogenic cytokine expression profile of IL-17, and interacted with cytotoxic CD8 T cells and macrophages (52). As key regulatory factors of the innate immune system, Toll-like receptors recognize viral particles and induce the secretion of pro-inflammatory cytokines, which may also be potential targets for vaccine production (53). In this study, we constructed the gene network to obtain the common differential genes of COVID-19 and pericarditis, so as to obtain the hub gene and explore the potential mechanism correlation between them. GO term functional enrichment and KEGG pathway enrichment were applied to identify functional changes caused by differential genes and their effects in the pathway. However, due to the need for a clear threshold for GO/KEGG enrichment of the common genes, it is possible to miss genes with significant biological significance. GSEA, which may not require the clear threshold and is based on overall trend analysis, can be implemented in the future. Meanwhile, Weighted correlation network analysis (WGCNA) can serve as a supplement to gene network studies and can analyze gene modules that coordinate expression.

Immune cell infiltration showed that patients with COVID-19 had significantly higher levels of plasma cells, resting memory CD4 rest cells, monocytes, M0 macrophages, resting mast cells, and neutrophils than the healthy population. Persistent antibody protection, produced by memory B cells and long-lived plasma cells, is the pillar of the “arms race” between vaccines immunity and the constantly mutating SARS-CoV-2 virus infection, and long-lived plasma cells in bone marrow tissue are the source of these persistent “memory” antibodies during acute infection (54). Some studies have evaluated whether pre-existing cross-reactive memory T cells affect vaccine immunity, and the results displayed that subjects with memory CD4 T cells have stronger antibody responses to vaccines (55). Notably, long-lasting memory T cells responded to SARS-CoV-2 and exhibited substantial cross-reactivity with the N protein of SARS-CoV-2 in patients recovering from SARS-CoV-2 in 2003 (56). Excessive infiltration of macrophages and monocytes into organs is a critical driver of severe COVID-19, and the activation of pulmonary macrophages from infiltrating monocytes results in the recruitment of cytotoxic effector cells and the release of pro-inflammatory cytokines (57). Macrophages activate inflammasomes, which oppose host infection and promote tissue repair by releasing interleukin and inducing pyroptosis; however, it should be noted that macrophage activation syndrome induced by macrophage dysfunction may cause damage to the host (58, 59). The high density of mast cells is related to the activation and release of proteases, which are affected by soluble factors released by T cells with the help of stem cell factors. The proliferation and activation of mast cells are manifestations of inflammatory cell changes in severe and lethal SARS-CoV-2 infection; thus, regulating mast cells and their pro-inflammatory mediators may be a potentially effective treatment for COVID-19 (60, 61). The characteristics of neutrophils in severe COVID-19 include the formation and degradation of neutrophil extracellular traps, expansion and infiltration of neutrophils into the lungs, and activation and immune suppression of neutrophil subsets in the circulatory system (62). The abnormal response of neutrophils after infection with SARS-CoV-2 may be related to uncontrolled viral replication and exacerbated inflammation. Assessing the number, function, and status of neutrophils are crucial for distinguishing the disease severity and identifying the clinical deterioration risk (63). Many studies have been conducted on the progression of immune cells in pericarditis. Neutrophils and macrophages produce a large number of cytokines through the activation of inflammasomes, which contribute to the immune pathogenesis of recurrent pericarditis (64). Interference with neutrophil chemotaxis and adhesion, reduction of recruitment to damaged tissues, and superoxide production are effective strategies and mechanisms for the anti-inflammatory treatment of pericarditis (65). The pericardial interstitial cells of patients with pericarditis exhibit senescent features that induce structural remodeling of the pericardium, such as increased collagen matrix secretion and calcium deposition, promotion of chemotaxis of monocytes/lymphocytes, and recruitment of inflammatory factors (66). Moreover, many clinical samples have been collected from patients with pericarditis. Pleural biopsy revealed pleural pericarditis accompanied by lymphoplasmacytic inflammation, such as IgG4-positive plasma cells, and detection of pericardial fluid indicated that the histamine receptor depended on mast cells to infiltrate the pericardial tissue and was involved in the inflammatory reaction (67, 68). Notably, this study analyzed the difference of immune infiltration in COVID-19 and identified the types of immune cells associated with hub gene. With the accumulation of research data related to pericarditis, immune infiltration analysis of pericarditis can be carried out in this study.

Based on the PPI network and topological analysis, IL-1β, CD8A, IL-10, CD4, IL-6, TLR4, CCL2, and PTPRC were identified as hub genes. Since the COVID-19 pandemic, many trials have found that the COVID-19 group had higher levels of IL-1, IL-6, and IL-10 than the control group. Logistic regression and ROC analyses have revealed that these cytokines have a predictive effect on disease severity (69, 70). A genome-wide association study showed that patients with critical COVID-19 had significantly greater blood IL-6 expression levels than patients without symptoms and that an allele change at the rs2069837 site can reduce IL-6 levels to prevent critical conditions (71). Anti-interleukin (IL)-1 drugs have been developed and used to treat autoimmune and rheumatic immune diseases. As one of the family members with the strongest pro-inflammatory effects, IL-1β is considered the therapeutic target for recurrent idiopathic pericarditis (72). Research has been conducted on the etiology, immune mechanisms, and treatment of tuberculous pericarditis, and showed that IL-10 levels are elevated in the pericardium and blood (73). Myocardial fibrosis is considered a non-negligible feature of constrictive pericarditis. IL-6 mediates abnormal Ca2+ handling and induces atrial fibrosis in sterile pericarditis rats (74). Patients with severe COVID-19 exhibit less pronounced increases in TLR4 expression on CD14 monocytes than those with mild COVID-19, which is related to activation of TLR4/NF-κB axis after lipopolysaccharide stimulation (75). TLR4 signaling pathway also regulates myocardial fibrosis by inhibiting its target genes (76). The detection of specific chemokines in the plasma at the mRNA and protein levels suggests that higher concentrations of CCL2 are associated with the severity of COVID-19, which has potential as a prognostic factor (77). The immunopathological changes in the spleen of patients with COVID-19 are also worthy of attention as they involve the functions of plasma cells and monocytes/macrophages and a decrease in CD8A abundance (78). Through the analysis of transcriptome data, PTPRC was shown to be an important inflammatory and immunomodulatory signature in COVID-19, and that it has high binding efficiency with related drugs in clinical transformation research (79). There have been some studies on CCL2, CD8A, and PTPRC in cardiovascular diseases; however, their roles in pericarditis require further research. Overall, these hub genes may be potential immune regulatory pivots in COVID-19 and pericarditis. In addition, there is a very interesting issue worth discussing. The expression of pro-inflammatory cytokines such as IL-1β and IL-6 may change over time, and their dynamics may be potential predictors of disease (80). Currently, database-based research considers gene expression at different time points as a whole, and more in-depth studies in the future will focus on dynamic changes in gene expression to achieve precise intervention for diseases.

We constructed TF-gene and gene-miRNA interaction networks to better understand the molecular regulation between COVID-19 and pericarditis. CREB1, YY1, FOXC1, and NR3C1 were the TFs having the strongest correlation to the hub genes. We analyzed the transcriptome RNA-seq data related to COVID-19 and used bioinformatics to decode the molecular tags and pathways of the host cell response to SARS CoV-2. The genes YY1 and CREB1 may co-regulate autophagy to affect severe conditions. FOXC1 and YY1 may have good binding affinities to candidate drugs. The NR3C1-CXCL8-neutrophil axis may determine the severity of COVID-19 (81–83). The miRNAs that strongly interacted with the hub genes were hsa-mir-335-5p, hsa-mir-1-3p, hsa-mir-106a-5p, and hsa-mir-98-5p. In different studies, peripheral blood mononuclear cells, serum samples, and bronchial aspirates from patents with COVID-19 and healthy individuals were collected. Sequencing analysis has shown that miR-1-3p is involved in the regulation of autophagy and has high specificity and sensitivity for predicting mortality (84, 85). MiR-335-5p is regulated by angiotensin-converting enzyme and histone deacetylase and is involved in drug development to interfere with host-virus interactions (86). TMPRSS2 is a potential therapeutic target for COVID-19, and miR-98-5p is a regulatory factor of TMPRSS2 that originates from two types of endothelial cells in the lungs and umbilical vein (87). Due to the lack of transcriptome sequencing and network information analysis of pericarditis, the regulatory roles of these TFs and miRNAs in pericarditis need to be further elucidated.

According to the gene-disease interaction network, COVID-19 combined with pericarditis can damage the heart, liver, kidney, and other organs; trigger inflammation and rheumatism; and cause neurological and psychiatric diseases. Several cases have reported that simultaneous onset of glomerulonephritis and pericarditis in patients with rheumatic immunity and viral infection (88, 89), and many studies have focused on COVID-19 vaccine that may increase the risk of glomerulonephritis similar to pericarditis (90, 91). The humoral immune response of patients with liver cirrhosis after COVID-19 vaccination is being explored, and case suggest that constrictive pericarditis may appear as a comorbidity in patients with liver cirrhosis (92, 93). The increased incidence of rheumatoid arthritis in patients with COVID-19 may be due to the impaired function of the autoimmune system and the iatrogenic effect of immunosuppressants, and genome-wide cross-trait analysis shows that higher genetic susceptibility to rheumatoid arthritis also increases the risk of COVID-19 (94, 95). A similar mechanism reveals the possibility of antirheumatic drugs as a potential treatment for COVID-19. The effects of drugs on pericardial contractions secondary to rheumatoid arthritis have also been studied in patients with pericarditis (96, 97). Globally, major depressive disorder and anxiety disorder cases have increased by 27.6% and 25.6%, respectively, as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, resulting in 49.4 million and 44.5 million DALYs (disability-adjusted life years) (98). Immune dysfunction caused by infection can aggravate mental sequelae, and studies on the influence of COVID-19 on mental health have found that the levels of inflammatory markers are directly proportional to depression severity of depression (99). Tryptophan metabolism may be correlated with the potential susceptibility to depression, and tryptophan supplementation may improve depressive symptoms in patients with COVID-19 treated with drugs that can affect tryptophan metabolism (100). Numerous investigations have shown that COVID-19 increases the risk of schizophrenia, and willingness to be vaccinated is related to the severity of psychiatric symptoms (101, 102). A case report of clozapine-related pericarditis in a patient with refractory schizophrenia during the drug titration phase suggested that great attention should be paid to the side effects of antipsychotics and antidepressants in patients with COVID-19 and pericarditis (103).

Protein–chemical interaction networks indicated that methotrexate, antirheumatic agents, nickel, tretinoin, arsenic, benzo(a)pyrene, cadmium, and dexamethasone have a high correlation with hub genes. As a specific immunosuppressive drug, methotrexate impairs immunogenicity and raises the risk of infection and poor prognosis (104). Interruption of methotrexate for two weeks enhances antibody responses in patients with immune-mediated inflammatory diseases after vaccination (105). IL-6 and IL-1β are pivotal targets of antirheumatic agents, and there is evidence that blocking the IL-6 receptor can reduce lung involvement and acute cardiovascular complications in patients with COVID-19 by inhibiting the systemic inflammatory response (106). Several clinical trials have been conducted to evaluate the long-term prognosis of COVID-19 with different doses of dexamethasone and whether the clinical benefits are related to different respiratory support modes (107, 108). Methotrexate has previously been used for the treatment of purulent pericarditis in rheumatoid arthritis; however, methotrexate-induced pericarditis and pericardial effusion should be considered (109, 110). In addition, clinical guidelines indicate that non-steroidal anti-inflammatory drugs (NSAIDs) such as aspirin are recommended as effective drugs for the first-line treatment of pericarditis (111). Notably, when the screening scope of the interaction network is expanded, NSAIDs such as aspirin and ibuprofen can also be searched. Protein–drug interaction networks revealed that some drugs, such as AV411, minocycline, rilonacept, canakinumab, XOMA 052, and VX-765, exert therapeutic effects by targeting hub genes. AV411 reduces opioid withdrawal by inhibiting glial pro-inflammatory responses, whereas minocycline prevents potentially fatal arrhythmias by inhibiting pro-inflammatory cytokines and poly (ADP-ribose) polymerase-1 associated with SARS-CoV-2 replication (112, 113). Rilonacept is a trap for IL-1β and has been shown in clinical trials to inhibit recurrent pericarditis episodes and prevent the recurrence of pericarditis (114). Canakinumab, a human monoclonal antibody targeting IL-1β, is associated with the reduction of serum C-reactive protein level and the improvement of overall mortality in COVID-19; case reports showed that canakinumab can reduce the risk of recurrence of systemic disease-related pericarditis (115, 116). As the neutralizing antibody to IL-1β, XOMA 052 has a rapid onset and sustained control of intraocular inflammation, and VX-765 ameliorates myocardial reperfusion injury by inhibiting caspase-1 activity and reducing lactate dehydrogenase release (117, 118). In summary, some chemicals and drugs predicted based on hub genes have been proven in clinical trials and experimental studies of COVID-19 and pericarditis, whereas others deserve further exploration.

This study had several limitations. There are currently no suitable microarray or RNA sequencing data for pericarditis, resulting in a lack of available datasets that may prevent the acquisition and identification of sufficient DEGs. In addition, our study was purely based on bioinformatics analysis and requires subsequent in vivo and in vitro to confirm the validity of the results, as well as to fully evaluate the biological function of the hub gene and the clinical value of the drug.




5 Conclusion

In recent years, the topic of increased risk of pericarditis caused by COVID-19 has triggered a large number of studies and heated discussions, but there is still a lack of exploration and research on the mechanism of COVID-19 and pericarditis. The immunological mechanisms and common genes linked to COVID-19 and pericarditis were identified in this investigation. The eight hub genes (IL-1β, CD8A, IL-10, CD4, IL-6, TLR4, CCL2, and PTPRC) are relatively mature and have been extensively studied in immune regulation, and some also have the potential to affect immune functions. Thus, COVID-19 and pericarditis exhibit complex interactions. The enrichment analysis and various interaction networks constructed and analyzed in this study revealed the molecular mechanisms of COVID-19 and pericarditis from multiple perspectives. Based on the analysis, some potential compounds and drugs were predicted. However, further research on their functions and mechanisms is required to provide new ideas for identify potential biomarkers and explore appropriate treatment methods.
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Differentially expressed genes (DEGs)

Total Upregulated? Downregulated®

PF vs. IF2 120 8 112

PF vs. R5 0 0 0

1F3 vs. IF4 0 0 0

IF4 vs. R1 151 135 16
!Pairwise time-point significance testing using the Wald’s test and ashr log,fold change (LEC)
shrinkage.
LEC > 05

3LEC < -0.5
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Patient Admission O, flow rate/min for  Outcome Number of Highest  Highest | Status at

ID. (month/ SpO, >93% [mode of (alive/dead) days to C5 (U/ CRP discharge
year) delivery] recovery mi) (mg/ml)
UL=40U/ UL =10
ml mg/ml
1 5 Male +ve September/ 8L [NC] Alive 11 <17.0 390 40.5 Normoxia on
2020 air
2 4 Male +ve November/ 2L [NC] Alive 3 220 400 199.0 Normoxia on
2020 air
3 3 Male +ve January/ 6L [NC] Alive 5 210 260 116.0 Normoxia on
2021 air
4 3 Male +ve February/ 6L [IMV 4 days, then Alive 22 20.0 54.0 193.0 4L O, at rest,
2021 NC] 8-10 Lon
exertion
5 3 Male +ve April/2021 4L [NC] Alive 5 150 36.0 109.0 Normoxia on
air
6 5 Male +ve July/2020 4L [NC] Alive 6 <100 222 154.18 Normoxia on
air
7 1 Female (delayed +ve July/2020 [IMV 7 days Dead 14 days | N/A >600 prior | 243 274.65 Dead 14 days
Tx nomacopan postadmission] postadmission to postadmission
for 3 days) nomacopan
Tx

IMV, intubated and mechanically ventilated; UL, upper limit; NC, nasal cannulae; N/A, not applicable; qPCR, quantitative polymerase chain reaction; Tx, treatment. Age bins: 20-29 = 1, 30—
39 =2,40-49 = 3,50-59 = 4,60-69 = 5, 7079 = 6. The primary endpoint was full respiratory recovery, defined as nondependence on mechanical ventilation and SpO; of >93% by pulse oximetry,
breathing air without the need for supplementary oxygen. Secondary endpoints included treatment-related adverse events, time to SpO, >93% with no oxygen supplementation, ventilator-free
days between Day 0 and discharge, and duration from hospital admission to discharge and recovery. Treatment lasted for a maximum of 14 days.
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Model or screening tool

ROC-AUC analysis on the training data (80%)

confidence interval

LDA model 1.000 + 0.000 1.000-1.000
ROX index 0.433 £ 0.106 0.225-0.641
mSOFA score 0.667 % 0.101 0.469-0.865
NEWS2 score 0.633 £ 0.103 0.431-0.836
ROC-AUC analysis using the holdout or test data (20%)

LDA model 0.940 £ 0.051 0.862-1.000
ROX index 0.192 £ 0.109 0.000-0.406
mSOFA score 0.827 £ 0.107 0.617-1.000
NEWS2 score 0.654 £ 0.176 0.309-0.999
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Biomarker Threshold value

Deteriorator timepoint 1

LDH 460 (Units/L)
1L-27 551.15 (pg/ml)
RANTES 338.13 (pg/ml)
MDC 235.44 (pg/ml)
Platelets 200 (x10°/L)
PDGFAA 62.92 (pg/ml)
MIGCXCL9 4,453.95 (pg/ml)
Ferritin 80 (mg/L)

IP-10 781.86 (pg/ml)
PDFGABBB 6,154.8 (pg/ml)

Deteriorator timepoint 2

L-27 547.27 (pg/ml)
1P-10 599.45 (pg/ml)
MDC 201.52 (pg/ml)
Ferritin 80 (mg/L)
Complement C5 247 (mg/L)
MCSF 7.55 (pg/ml)
CRP 9 (mg/L)

MCP1 24.21 (pg/ml)
sC5b9 1,434.18 (ng/ml)
PDGFAA 72.06 (pg/ml)
PDGFABBB 3,867.24 (pg/ml)

Complement C3a 238.85 (ng/ml)
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(CASCADE A) nondeteriorating

COVID-19 patients (n = 37)

(CASCADE B) deteriorating
COVID-19 patients (n = 15)

(CORONET) patients on
nomacopan (n = 6)

Sex (M:F) 25 (67.6%):12 (32.4%) 10 (66.7%):5 (33.3%) 6 (100%):0 (0%) 0.249
Age 65.25 + 16.69 63.27 £17.32 500 +£11.3 0.120
BMI 326+77 319+£52 320+38 0.856
Average length of 110 £74 133£59 6.0 £ 7.0 0.137
stay (days)
‘ Smoking status
Never smoked = 20 (54.1%) 10 (66.7%) 4 (66.7%) 0.645
Ex-smoker 17 (45.9%) 5(33.3%) 2(33.3%)
Current smoker 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%)
‘ Comorbidities
Diabetes 8 (21.6%) 3 (20.0%) 5(83.3%) 0.005
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Medication history
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anticoagulation
ACE inh/ARB = 8 (21.6%) 4(26.7%) 3 (50.0%) 0.337
Statins 12 (32.4%) 5(33.3%) 3 (50%) <0.001
Inhaled = 3 (8.1%) 5 (33.3%) 1 (50%) 0.740

corticosteroids
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Univariate Cox analysis

Multivariate Cox analysis

patients
HR (95% Cl for HR)  Pvalue  HR (95% Cl for HR) = P value
Sex 0010 0-104
Female 117 321 1.00 1.00
Male 248 679 257 (1-25-528) 226 (0-85-601)
Age 0178
260 202 553 1-00
<60 163 447 068 (0-39-1-19)
‘ WBC 0817
>9:5 183 501 1.00
<95 182 199 094 (0-53-164)
Hemoglobin 0001 0-366
>90 255 699 1.00 1.00
<90 110 301 2:56 (1-44-4:55) 1-47 (0-64-3-36)
Platelet <0-0001 0032
>100 276 756 1.00 1.00
<100 89 244 315 (1.75-566) 252 (1.08-5:87)
CRP 0812
>8 184 953 1-00
<8 9 47 0-82 (0-16-4-13)
‘ PCT 0042 0-147
>05 127 638 2:51 (1.03-6:09) 1:99 (0-79-5-05)
<05 72 362 1.00 1.00
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Variable P value

Discharged

Clinical characteristics
Age, yrs 61:0 (50-0-69-5) 59:5 (52:5-72:5) 61:0 (50-0-69-0) 0767
Male 248/365 (67-9) 48/58 (82:8) 200/307 (65-1) 0008

Prior medical history

Diabetes 70/365 (19-2) 12/58 (20-7) 58/307 (18:9) 0.436

Hypertension 82/365 (225) 19/58 (32:8) 63/307 (20:5) 0.033
Malignancy 15/365 (2:7) 1/58 (1.7) 14/307 (4-6) 0318
Hematological disease 33/365 (9-0) 10/58 (17-2) 23/307 (7-5) 0018
Surgical complications 129/365 (35-3) 14/58(24-1) 115/307 (37-5) 0052
Others 188/365 (51-5) 33/58 (56:9) 155/307 (50-5) 0-371
Laboratory findings

WBC count, x10°/L 96 (56-13-9) 85 (3-2-14-0) 97 (5:9-13-9) 0285
Hemoglobin, g/L 106 (86-125) 93 (67-115) 108 (89-127) <0:0001
Platelet count, x10°/L 166:0 (102:0-260-0) 106:0 (34-8-189-3) 176:0 (114:0-270-0) <0:0001
CRP, mg/L 997 (50-9-166:1) 997 (58:3-210:6) 97-9 (49-4-162-3) 0-226
PCTug/L 1.22 (0-3-14-4) 34 (08-16-4) 0-9 (0:3-12:4) 0-156

Data are presented as median (IOR) or n/total(%). P value means the comparison between dead group and discharged group of sepsis; WBC, white blood cell; CRP, C-reactive protein; PCT
procalcitonin.
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ITGB7 P26010 0.974 0.623 0.877
ERAP1 QINZ08 0.510 0.958 0.959
1L4 P05112 0.667 0.885 0.809
DEFB4A 015263 0.526 0.902 0.919
FLT4 P35916 -0.01 0.01 -0.01 0.897 0.587 0.840
CXCL8 P10145 0.03 0.811 0.868 0.645
FLT1 P17948 -0.03 0.04 -0.01 0.890 0.620 0.798
IL18 Q14116 0.02 0.08 0.599 0.834 0.869
CCL20 P78556 0.04 0.06 0.543 0.854 0.892
ICAM1 P05362 _7 -0.05 0.633 0.838 0.799
PPARD Q03181 -0.03 -0.03 0.07 0.561 0.823 0.832
IFNA2 P01563 -0.01 -0.01 0.03 0.526 0.844 0.837
DEFB103A P81534 -0.02 -0.02 0.04 0.523 0.837 0.823
THBS1 P07996 0.02 0.02 -0.05 0.520 0.810 0.829
EFNA1 P20827 -0.02 -0.03 0.06 0.507 0.819 0.819

Only proteins showing a BACC> 0.8 (highlighted in bold font, cross-validated p< 0.001) to classify between, at least, two of the clusters are included. The mean normalized predicted protein
activity value for each cluster is provided, and values with a difference of more than 0.1 in absolute value with respect to the population mean are highlighted. Values above the mean of the

remaining solutions are shaded in green and those below in red.
BACC, Cross-validated balanced accuracy; C1, C2, and C3: Cluster 1, Cluster 2, and Cluster 3.
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Age, years Height, cm Weight, kg BMI, kg/m? 5

M:F ratio
1 46.46 + 15.25 (0.537) 161.63 + 10.85 (<0.001) 78.00 + 2323 (<0.001) 3041+ 1037 (0.165) 039 (<0.001)
2 45.88 + 14.18 (0.814) 177.45 £ 9.59 (<0.001) 101.83 + 20.36 (<0.001) 32.61 £ 7.42 (<0.001) 0.83 (<0.001)
3 45.79 + 14.79 (0.717) 17151 + 11.78 (0.131) 86.80 + 21.75 (0.009) 29.75 + 7.96 (0.001) (&7208)

Figures are mean + standard deviation (and p-values*).
*Student’s T-test: each cluster vs. rest of clusters.

BMI, Body mass index; ID, Cluster ID; M:F ratio, Male to female ratio. p-values in bold are those considered statistically significant (p< 0.05).
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CZP 200 mg CZP 400 mg

Gene name UniProt code Reference to psoriasis severity
Rho (p)? FDR q value® Rho (p)? FDR q value®

IFNG P01579 -0.77 4.80E-97 -0.75 8.06E-90 (96)
S100A9 P06702 -0.76 1.50E-92 -0.75 7.88E-93 (97-99)
FLT1 P17948 -0.68 1.07E-67 -0.70 8.54E-74 (100)
VEGFA P15692 . -0.66 5.82E-64 -0.63 1.46E-57 (100-103)

NAMPT P43490 -0.65 1.82E-59 -0.63 1.16E-55 (104)

SLC2A1 P11166 -0.64 3.11E-58 -0.56 3.83E-42 (105)
PRL P01236 -0.57 4.28E-43 -0.56 3.20E-42 (106)

MMP9 P14780 -0.54 1.47E-38 -0.66 4.75E-65 (107)
CRP P02741 -0.53 1.06E-36 [ -0.55 4.06E-40 (108-111)
ILIB P01584 -0.47 1.36E-28 -0.51 9.23E-34 (112, 113)
LEP P41159 -0.43 8.75E-24 -0.36 3.55E-17 (114)
TNF P01375 -0.33 5.79E-14 -0.64 6.52E-59 (112, 115, 116)

Calculated for the two dosing schemes (CZP 200 mg and 400 mg).
CZP, Certolizumab pegol; FDR, False Discovery Rate; PASI, Psoriasis Area Severity Index.

“Pearson’s correlation Rho and the respective adjusted p-value are indicated. Only results with non-negligible correlation are presented (|[Rho|>0.3).

Grey-shaded genes show strong or moderate correlation to tSignal for both dosing schemes. Correlation strength: strong — [rho|>0.8; moderate ~ 0.8>|rho[>0.5; low - 0.5>|rho|>0.3; negligible
- |rho[<0.3.
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Virtual population Reference population®

(N=500) (N=1,020)
Sex (% females) 344 344
Age (years) 46.03 + 14.76 45.53 + 13.23
Height (cm) 17067 + 12.54 £
Weight (kg) 89.58 + 23.87 90.73 + 22.71
BMI (kg/m?) 3099 + 8.68 3048 +7.07

Values are mean (+ standard deviation) unless otherwise stated. Boxplot representations can be found in Supplementary Figure S2 in S1 File.
BMI, Body mass index; NA, Not applicable.

“Values taken from the CIMPASI I, CIMPASI 1l and CIMPACT clinical trials.

®Calculated with the unpaired two-tailed Student’s T-test.

“For demographic data not provided in the clinical trials, European mean values were used for modelling.

NA
0.40
NA®
0.26

0.11
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Clinical efficacy measure = As=model - derived efficacy + B (Equation 4)
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Signal = (Equation 3)
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(Equation 2)
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RF Regressi

All macrophage phenotypes
GM-CSF-M1
GM-CSF/TNFo/IFNy-M1
M-CSF/IL-4-M2a
M-CSF/IL-10-M2c

Mo

M-CSF-M2

All macrophage phenotypes
GM-CSF-M1
GM-CSF/TNFo/IFNy-M1
M-CSF/IL-4-M2a
M-CSF/IL-10-M2¢

Mo

M-CSF-M2

Predictors

Morphology + CD80 intensity

Morphology alone

Note that the R* values indicate the accuracy of regression.
Predictors are indicated in bold. This data highlights that quantitative single-cell morphology alone can predict intracellular IL-10 content in human monocytes (MO cells) and five different

macrophage phenotypes with a high accuracy (95% accuracy as indicated in bold).
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Original data (Dataset 1)

RF Classification Predictors Accuracy Precision

All macrophage phenotypes 03725 07143 0.3725 0.4042 03816 = 0.2241 0.2258
GM-CSF-MI vs. M-CSE-M2 09219 09676 0.8839 0.9514 09164 0.8433 0.8453
g;?f:?g?};’;’CM'CSF/ILA'MZQ vs. M- 1::‘:'::::?: CD80 +I1- 04611 06546 | 04611 | 0.4608 04599  0.1876  0.1888
GM-CSF-M vs. GM-CSF/TNFo/IFNy-M1 0.6211 06619 0.5608 0.5016 05296 0214 02149
M-CSF/IL-4-M2a vs. M-CSF/IL-10-M2¢ 07184 0794 0.7269 0.7846 07546 0.4254 04271
All macrophage phenotypes 02951 0.6468  0.2951 0.3306 03078 0.1294 0.1305
M-CSF-M2 vs. M2a vs. M-CSF/IL-10-M2c 0.4067 05887 0.4067 0.4152 04092 0.1077 0.1082

Morphology alone
GM-CSF-M vs. GM-CSF/TNFo/IFNy-M1 05667 05673 0.4815 0.4368 04581 0.0986 0.0989

M-CSF/IL-4-M2a vs. M-CSF/IL-10-M2¢c 06333 0.6861  0.6282 0.7205 06712 02611 02642
Synthetic data (from original Dataset 1)

All hage ph
macrophiage phenotypes Morphology alone 09313 09451 | 09313 | 09276 09288 | 06772 | 06774
(validation dataset)

Synthetic data for validation (from original Dataset 2)

All hage ph
BHICTOphage phenotypes Morphology alone 0.9585 09541 09785 | 0.9565 09572 0.7103 07104

(original dataset)

Predictors are indicated in bold. This data highlights that quantitative single-cell morphology alone can predict 6 different human macrophage phenotypes with a high accuracy in two different

datasets (as shown in bold, Dataset 1: 93% accuracy; Dataset 2: 96% accuracy), generated with different stimuli and assessed at a different time point.
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RF prediction of the intracellular IL-10 protein and immunogenic potential of macrophages

A Morphology and CD8O0 protein features as RF training input
Residuals for Random Forest Regressor Model

0.10 - wmTrain R2 = 0.985 0.10
e Test R2 = 0.936
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E=— 000
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= 0.0 0.1 02 03 0.4 05 o 2000
£ h Rictrihntinn
A\ J Class Model MAE MSE RMSE R2 RMSLE MAPE
et All RF

0.0057 | 0.0001 | 0.0106 | 0.9357 0.008 1.0044

classes | Regression

B Morphology descriptors as RF training input

Residuals for Random Forest Regressor Model

0.05

S— 0,00
=

3 0.05
&

e
0.10 0.10
L]
-0.15 e Train R2=0.988 0.15
e TestR2=0.946
Class | Model | MAE | MsE | RmsE R2 | RMSLE | MAPE

All RF

0.0045 0.0001 0.0097 0.9461 0.059 0.9537
classes | Regression

¢ Cell morphology predicts IL-10 at the single cell level

1L-10 in M-CSF/IL-10-M2c

Residuals for RandomForestRegressor Model

0.0 = 0.02
0.01 - 3 v 0.01
0.00 ~y 2 P'— 0.00
2 -001 o35 e -0.01
2 -0.02 0,02
g -0.03 -0.03
&
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008 T TestR2-0979 & 006
000 005 010 015 020 025 030 0 50
Predicted Value Distribution
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M2c RFR 0.0061 0.0001 0.0081 | 0.9785 0.0076 0.187






OPS/images/fimmu.2023.1336393/fimmu-14-1336393-g008.jpg
s
S | . - —— >
m . = — E g
58 2
12,9
. ] . = Exdz
—A— o [ S m w &
EGas
s T TEHHE
- | o | :
- - w
T o — - =23
U N
S=SY2
[CRCI
B S [u=] — i
—— |—H—— 1
I | [ pragra
i 0o 88
2 § =& 8 = g & 3 3§ 3§ 3 3 3 3 == 22
[wrl] y18uaq Ayuenoan ssaupunoy L
. =
i e 1 S
=7l — [ — ———
o
. - B — -
. 11 —
J— -
—- | B () i
| — R ==
J—
— e | —mm—— — —
. mm =
T —— . —l— B |
| — . — R —
| mm - e — i
— I+ — . — —
g 2 8 § & =& & =° H E 3 3 3 3 3
H m [zwr] mme [wr] ypim oney padsy Aupiios

ZN-0T-T1-4SO-IN
IZN-0T-TI

BZN-7-11-4S0-N
BZN-P-1I

CIN-4SD-N
CTIN-4SD-N

TIN-ANH1/0INL-4SD-ND
TIN-ANSI/0INL

TIN-4S0-ND
TIN-4SD-ND

on
on





OPS/images/fimmu.2023.1336393/fimmu-14-1336393-g007.jpg
A Quantitative single cell analysis - RF classification
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Quantitative single macrophage morphology
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(a) Respiratory membrane structure (b) Alveolar cells arrangement (c) Breathing movement (d) Air-liquid interface

Epithelial cells

I
I
Stretching |

———————————— 7 .
Endothelial cells ‘ Blood side ’

I

i
T [T

Endothelial cells  Fibroblasts Alveolar cells

Air duct

Polymer membrane

Viruses/ bacteria

Immune cells

3D printing membrane






OPS/images/fimmu.2023.1093460/table1.jpg
Number of Cell types ECM Physiological read-outs Advantages
compartment materials
Intracellular kinetics 1 Type I alveolar Atelocollagen | The stylus surface profiler and histological recapitulating the extremely (20)
of viral infection and cells (NCI- images confirmed intricate thin and layered architecture
the antiviral H1703) microarchitecture and morphologies as and to control cell-cell and
responses against it Type II alveolar well as its major functions histological and cell-extracellular matrix
cells (NCI-H441) immunohistochemical analysis validate the communication interactions
Lung fibroblasts epithelial and endothelial cells by spatial arrangements of
(MRC5) arrangement multiple cell types
Lung
microvascular
endothelial cells
(HULEC-5a)
The 3 Human / Quantitative analyzed lung cancer growth, “multi-organs-on-a-chip” to [e3)]
pathophysiological bronchial invasion and metastasis processes to the explore lung cancer
process of metastasis epithelial cells brain, bone, and liver to analyze the cell metastasis to the brain, bone,
for lung cancer (HBE) physiology and cell-cell interactions to and liver, and to analyze the
Human umbilical validate the performance of metastasis cell physiology and cellcell
vein endothelial interactions in a more
cells (HUVECs) physiologically relevant
Human lung context.
fibroblast cells
(HLFs)
Mononuclear
cells
Astrocytes
Osteoblasts
Hepatocytes
Cellular alterations 2 Human primary / A bacterial co-infection with bacteria and A human in vitro alveolus (22)
associated with epithelial cells viruses induced the highest immune model composed of vascular
bacterial and viral (NHBE) response regarding cytokine expression and epithelial cell structures
infections of the Human umbilical and barrier function loss with cocultured macrophages
lung vein endothelial
cells (HUVECs)
Monocyte-
derived
macrophages
Lung-on-a-chip with 3 Human primary Bovine type Quantitative characterization of the spatial a novel approach to recreate (23)
mechanical stretch alveolar epithelial collagen and temporal distribution of the recruited the epithelium-stroma-
and fluidic shear Cells immune cells; recapitulate in vivo relevant endothelial interactions and
stress resembling the Lung fibroblasts aspects of tissue functionality recreate the control the
human alveolus Normal human epithelium-stroma-endothelial interactions microenvironment, as
architecture and lung smooth and control the microenvironment required to recapitulate in
functions muscle cells vivo relevant aspects of tissue
Normal human functionality
lung fibroblasts
Primary lung
microvascular
endothelial cells
Human lung
microvascular
endothelial cells
Human disease 2 African green collagen real-time quantitative PCR assess the recapitulate the lung injury (24
model of SARS- monkey kidney potential therapeutics against SARS-CoV-2 and immune response to
CoV-2-induced lung epithelial Vero tested the antiviral efficacy of remdesivir  viral infection in vitro and in
injury and immune E6 cells in the infected chip model with the in real time simultaneously
responses Immortalized addition of PBMCs in the vascular
human alveolar channel
epithelial cells
(HPAEpiC)
Human lung
microvasculature
cell line
(HULEC-5a)
Human
peripheral blood
mononuclear
cells
human airway-on-a- 2 Primary human | collagen type Quantitative analyzed cellular gene- Providing a fast track to (19)
chip identification of lung bronchial 1V from expression level; immune response for identify potential treatments
new potential airway epithelial human infection with multiple influenza strains; for the current COVID-19.
treatment strategies basal stem cells placenta inhibitory effects of FDA-approved drugs.

for SARS-CoV-2 Primary human
pulmonary
microvascular

endothelial cells
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Ontology ID Descrip GeneRatio P value Co
BP GO:0001819 positive regulation of cytokine production 0.28 7.0409E-62 86
BP GO:0002237 response to molecule of bacterial origin 024 1.85963E-57 74
BP GO:0032496 response to lipopolysaccharide 023 4.72483E-57 72
BP GO:0019221 cytokine-mediated signaling pathway 027 1.08708E-56 82
BP GO:0050727 regulation of inflammatory response 022 4.33984E-48 69
BP GO:0070661 leukocyte proliferation 021 2.68703E-47 64
BP GO:0032943 mononuclear cell proliferation 0.19 5.28806E-45 60
BP GO:0070663 regulation of leukocyte proliferation 0.18 5.02574E-43 55
BP GO:0032103 positive regulation of response to external stimulus 0.22 1.41146E-42 67
BP GO:0046651 lymphocyte proliferation 0.18 9.36141E-42 57
cc GO:0009897 external side of plasma membrane 0.19 2.5535E-35 60
cc GO:0060205 cytoplasmic vesicle lumen 0.12 5.3354E-20 38
cc GO:0031983 vesicle lumen 0.12 5.3354E-20 38
(¢ GO:0034774 secretory granule lumen 0.12 2.15233E-19 37
cC GO:0005788 endoplasmic reticulum lumen 0.10 2.08021E-14 31
cC GO:0062023 collagen-containing extracellular matrix 0.11 5.89812E-13 34
cc GO:0030139 endocytic vesicle 0.10 1.43902E-12 30
cc GO:0045121 membrane raft 0.09 2.32352E-12 29
cc GO:0098857 membrane microdomain 0.09 2.32352E-12 29
cCc GO:0031093 platelet alpha granule lumen 0.04 1.18011E-09 13
MF GO:0005126 cytokine receptor binding 0.16 9.19346E-35 50
MF GO:0005125 cytokine activity 0.14 1.41623E-28 42
MF GO:0048018 receptor ligand activity 0.18 1.51612E-26 54
MF GO:0030546 signaling receptor activator activity 018 2.32268E-26 54
MF G0:0002020 protease binding 0.07 8.36225E-15 23
MF GO:0019955 cytokine binding 0.07 2.25206E-12 21
MF GO:0004896 cytokine receptor activity 0.06 2.77929E-12 18
MF GO:0140375 immune receptor activity 0.07 4.54612E-12 21
MF GO:0042379 chemokine receptor binding 0.05 6.76235E-10 14

MF GO:0003953 NAD+ nucleosidase activity 0.03 8.86876E-10 10
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