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ABSTRACT
The triple-negative breast cancer (TNBC) is a very aggressive tumor type often
occurring in young women and is associated with a bad prognosis for the patients.
TNBC lacks established targets for breast cancer therapy, such as the estrogen
receptor (ER), progesterone receptor (PR) and the human epidermal growth factor
receptor 2 (HER2). Therefore, novel therapeutic targets and strategies are needed for
an improved treatment of this breast cancer subtype. TNBC and respective cell lines
often overexpress proteins of the urokinase plasminogen activator system (uPAS)
including uPA, its receptor uPAR and inhibitor PAI-1, which together with co-factors
contribute to the malignancy of TNBC. Here, two novel interacting partners of uPAR,
the cysteine-rich angiogenic inducer 61 (Cyr61) and the Y-box-binding protein 1 (YB-1)
were identified and their differential expression demonstrated in TNBC cells as well as
in tumors. In the TNBC cohort, both interactors significantly correlated with expression
levels of cathepsin B, c-Met and the tumor grade. In addition, expression levels of
Cyr61 significantly correlated with cathepsin D (p=0.03), insulin receptor (p≤0.001),
insulin-like growth factor receptor 1 (IGF1R, p=0.015) and also with YB-1 (p=0.0004)
levels. The interactions of uPAR with Cyr61 significantly correlated with expression
levels of tumor-promoting biomarkers including plasminogen (p=0.0014), cathepsin B
(p=0.032), c-Met (p=0.0192) as well as with the tumor grade (p=0.02). In multivariate
survival analysis, YB-1 showed independent prognostic value (p=0.01). As the novel
interacting partners, also together with uPAR, contribute to tumor progression and
metastasis, both may be potential therapeutic targets in breast cancer.

absent overexpression of the human epidermal growth
factor receptor 2 (HER2) [1]. Due to the absence of these
therapeutic targets in breast cancer, the treatment of
TNBC patients is limited to (neo) adjuvant chemo- and/
or radiotherapy that is associated with severe side effects.
Obviously, novel therapeutic approaches and targets are

INTRODUCTION
TNBC occurs in approximately 15% to 20% of
breast cancers worldwide, mostly in young women and
is clinically defined by the lack of expression of the
receptors for estrogen and progesterone (ER/PR) and the
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precipitate and significantly enriched proteins (p≤0.05)
are listed in Table 1. Based on ANOVA analysis, uPAR
was on top of the protein list, as significantly enriched
(21.1-fold, p≤0.001), which was expected and supported
the significance of the results (Table 1; PLAUR). The
already known direct interaction partners uPA (18.2-fold,
p=0.003; PLAU), PAI-1 (9.1-fold, p=0.003; SERPINE1)
and vitronectin (6.5-fold, p=0.05; VTN) were significantly
enriched in the uPAR precipitate (Table 1). Among the
significantly enriched proteins in the uPAR precipitate,
the cysteine-rich angiogenic inducer Cyr61 (19.9-fold,
p=0013; red in bold) and the Y-box-binding protein YB-1
(2.1-fold, p=0.002, red in bold) were selected as highly
interesting candidates for being direct interaction partners
of uPAR (Table 1). The selection of the novel interactors
was based on the p-value, fold change and potential tumorpromoting relevance.

necessary. The molecular and physiological mechanisms
of this heterogeneous breast cancer subgroup are not
completely understood [2]. However, the most TNBCs and
respective cell lines overexpress the major components of
the urokinase-type plasminogen activator system (uPAS):
uPA, its receptor (uPAR) and its inhibitor 1 (PAI-1) [3–
6]. The uPAS plays an important role in cell movement
during natural processes including wound healing, clot
lysis and tissue remodeling leading to activation of further
components and degradation of the extracellular matrix.
In cancer, it is associated with enhanced migration and
invasion of tumor cells and with a bad prognosis for
the patients [7]. The uPAS components with interacting
proteins and co-factors are interesting candidates as novel
molecular targets or prognostic/predictive biomarkers for
a tailored and improved therapy of TNBC. Regarding the
clinical relevance of uPAS components, elevated uPA/
PAI-1 levels have been shown being of prognostic and
predictive value in breast cancer [8, 9]. Knockdown of
uPAR was investigated in in vitro and in vivo studies, also
in combination with downregulation of several tumorpromoting markers or trastuzumab, resulting in decreased
tumorigenesis [10–12]. As uPAR is a membrane-associated
and not a transmembrane receptor, it has to cooperate with
interacting or associated partners, such as uPA, IGF1R,
epidermal growth factor receptor (EGFR), integrins and
vitronectin [13–17], to mediate intracellular signaling[11,
18]. The scope of the present study was to identify
novel interacting partners of uPAR that may be potential
therapeutic targets or of clinical relevance. Therefore,
precipitates derived from uPAR-co-immunoprecipitations
using the TNBC cell line MDA-MB-231 were subjected
to mass spectrometric analysis followed by further
supportive techniques. The cysteine-rich angiogenic
inducer 61 (Cyr61) and the Y-box-binding protein 1 (YB1) have been identified being novel interacting partners of
uPAR. Based on immunohistochemical and clinical data
of the patients, Cyr61 and YB-1 have been shown to be
of clinical relevance in breast cancer including TNBC and
may be promising therapeutic target.

Cyr61 and YB-1 are differentially expressed in
breast cancer cell lines
To determine if the new identified potential
interaction partners are co-expressed with uPAR in
different breast cancer cell lines, immunohistochemical
as well as Western blot analyses were conducted. uPAR
was detected in the TNBC cell lines BT549 and even
stronger expressed in MDA-MD-231 cells, whereas it
was not detectable in the MCF7 cells (Figure 1A). The
IHC analysis revealed a membranous and cytoplasmic
expression of Cyr61, which was strongly detectable in
the MDA-MB-231 and in the BT549 cells in contrast to
the rather low expression in the MCF7 cells (Figure 1A).
YB-1 was detected in the cytoplasm and was differentially
expressed in the analyzed cell lines (Figure 1A). Those
results were supported by the Western blot analyses. In
particular, the protein expression of Cyr61 was strong in
the endogenously uPAR-overexpressing cell line MDAMB-231 (Figure 1B). The TNBC cell line BT549 showed
a protein expression of Cyr61, though not as strong as in
the MDA-MB-231 cell line (Figure 1B). The other tested
breast cancer cell lines (MCF7 and MDA-MB-361) did
not show any Cyr61 expression, which is accompanied by
a low or undetectable expression of uPAR in these cells
and may indicate an uPAR-dependent expression.
The other identified potential interaction partner
YB-1 could be detected in all used cell lines, however,
the MDA-MB-231 and the MCF7 cells showed the lowest
expression, followed by a higher expression in the BT549
cells and a strong expression in the MDA-MB-361 cells
(Figure 1B).

RESULTS
Identification of Cyr61 and YB-1 as potential
interaction partners of uPAR in MDA-MB-231
cells
To identify new interaction partners of uPAR, a
co-immunoprecipitation (co-IP) was performed and
analyzed by using liquid chromatography - tandem mass
spectrometry (LC-MS/MS) on a LTQ Orbitrap XL mass
spectrometer. The mass spectrometric analysis of the uPAR
precipitate showed that in total, 258 proteins were detected
with at least one unique peptide. Out of those, 106 proteins
were enriched in comparison to the negative control
www.impactjournals.com/oncotarget

uPAR directly interacts with Cyr61 and with
YB-1 in the MDA-MB-231 cells
To support the results obtained with mass
spectrometry analysis, the co-IP precipitates were
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Table 1: List of selected known and potential interactors of uPAR identified by MS analysis
Unique
peptides

Anova
(p-value)

Fold change
co-IP/NC

Gene name

Name of (potential)
interactor

*339328

13

0.000

21.1

PLAUR

plasminogen activator,
urokinase receptor

*345893

3

0.000

69.3

TJP2

tight junction protein 2

*248437

1

0.001

4.8

TUBA4A

tubulin, alpha 4a

*361626

2

0.002

2.1

YBX1

Y-box-binding protein 1

*365625

4

0.003

68.4

DHX16

DEAH (Asp-Glu-Ala-His)
box polypeptide 16

*361848

1

0.003

18.2

PLAU

plasminogen activator,
urokinase

*223095

3

0.003

9.1

SERPINE1

serpin peptidase inhibitor
(plasminogen activator
inhibitor type 1)

*398736

1

0.013

19.9

CYR61

cysteine-rich angiogenic
inducer 61

*339095

1

0.018

2.3

RPS7

ribosomal protein S7

*350170

1

0.026

14.8

FXR1

fragile X mental retardation,
autosomal homolog 1

*346050

1

0.029

2.4

RPS3A

ribosomal protein S3A

*340329

4

0.029

1.4

CAPRIN1

cell cycle associated protein
1

*188376

1

0.050

5.0

SLC25A3

solute carrier family 25
(mitochondrial carrier;
phosphate carrier), member 3

*226218

1

0.050

6.5

VTN

vitronectin

Protein IDs

* ENSP00000
uPAR-YB-1 interactions was also significantly reduced
(to 45%, p=0.001) following the uPAR downregulation in
comparison to the control cells (Figure 2D and 2E). To
underpin the specificity of the uPAR-Cyr61 complexes,
additional PLA analyses were conducted on cell block
sections derived from BT549 cells (differentially
expressing both interactors, Figure 1A and 1B) as well
as of MCF7 cells (expressing both interactors at very
weak levels, Figure 1A and 1B). The amount of uPARCyr61 complexes in BT549 cells was significantly
higher (p=0.003) comparing the amounts in MCF7 cells
(Supplementary Figure S1A and S1B).

examined by Western blots. The results clearly showed
that beside uPAR, the novel direct interaction partners
Cyr61 and YB-1 were enriched, whereas these proteins
were not detected in the negative control (Figure 2A). The
MDA-MB-231 cell lysates were used as positive control
for the detection of the respective proteins (Figure 2A).
In order to support that Cyr61 and YB-1 are novel direct
interaction partners of uPAR, the proximity ligation assay
was performed on FFPE cell block sections, which had
been produced out of mock control and uPAR-depleted
MDA-MB-231 cells. The proximity ligation assay was
conducted to visualize the interaction of uPAR with
either Cyr61 or YB-1 based on a co-localization of target
proteins in close proximity (30-40 nm). uPAR did interact
with each of the new identified proteins (Figure 2B and
2D). The number of the complexes of uPAR formed with
Cyr61 was significantly reduced (to 62%, p=0.023) in
uPAR-depleted cells (uPAR RNAi) in comparison to the
mock control cells (Figure 2B and 2C). The amount of
www.impactjournals.com/oncotarget

Cyr61 and YB-1 are strongly involved in tumor
progression of TNBC
To assess the relevance of the new identified
interaction partners of uPAR in the TNBC cohort (n≤174),
tumor samples were immunohistochemically analyzed
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Figure 1: Differential expressions of uPAR, Cyr61 and YB-1 in breast cancer cell lines. A. Immunohistochemical analysis
of uPAR, Cyr61 or of YB-1 in the breast cancer cell lines BT549, MCF7 and MDA-MB-231, bar: 50 μm. B. Representative Western blot
analysis of uPAR, Cyr61 and YB-1 in BT549, MCF7, MDA-MB-231 and MDA-MB-361 breast cancer cell lines. Tubulin was used as
loading control.
www.impactjournals.com/oncotarget
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for the protein expression and localization of Cyr61 and
YB-1. Both proteins were detectable in the cytoplasm
and weakly at the cell membrane and were differentially
expressed in the TNBC cohort (Figure 3A). Fifty-seven
tumor samples showed low and 117 samples a high
uPAR expression, 111 tumor specimens expressed Cyr61
in a low and 59 in a high level (Figure 3B). YB-1 was
expressed low in 68 samples and strongly in 104 samples
(Figure 3B). Following immunohistochemical analyses
and quantifications of the novel interaction partners and
of the other biomarkers in this TNBC cohort (Figure 3B),
further statistical correlations were conducted. The Cyr61
expression significantly correlated with the expression of
components of the uPA system including uPAR (p=0.04),
uPA (p≤0.001, inverse), PAI-1 (p=0.002, inverse),
plasminogen (p≤0.001), cathepsin B (p≤0.001) and
cathepsin D (p=0.0302, Table 2). The Cyr61 expression
significantly correlated with the expression of c-Met
(p=0.0002), of IGF1R (p=0.0153), of the insulin receptor
(p=0.0006), of YB-1 (p=0.0004) and with the histological
grade of the tumors (p=0.01, Table 2).
In this TNBC cohort, the expression of YB-1
significantly correlated with the expression of cathepsin B
(p=0.0011), c-Met (p=0.0008), Ki67 (p≤0.0001) and with

the histological grade of the tumors (p=0.002, Table 2). In
multivariate analyses for distant metastases-free survival
of patients, YB-1 showed independent prognostic value
(p=0.01) in addition to the lymph node status (p=0.002).

Cyr61 and uPAR interaction significantly
correlates with a malignant potential in TNBC
Since in this TNBC cohort, the Cyr61 expression
significantly correlated with several tumor-promoting
biomarkers, here, the clinical relevance of the new
identified uPAR-Cyr61 interaction was analyzed in
more detail by a proximity ligation assay. Apart from
the expected correlations of these interactions with
each of the interacting partners, the uPAR-Cyr61
complexes significantly correlated with plasminogen
(p=0.0014), cathepsin B (p=0.032), c-Met (0.0192), uPA
(0.0013, inverse), PAI-1 (p=0.008, inverse) and with the
histological grade of the tumors (p=0.02, Table 3). The
specimens, which differentially expressed uPAR and
Cyr61 with either tumor grade 2 or 3 (Figure 4A) were
further analyzed with regard to associations with tumor
grading. Low amounts of the uPAR-Cyr61 complexes
were detected in tumor samples with grade 2, whereas

Figure 2: Cyr61 and YB-1 are novel and direct interacting partners of uPAR in MDA-MB-231 cells. A. Detection of

the novel interacting partners Cyr61 and YB-1 in the co-immunoprecipitates (co-IP) of uPAR. The polyclonal goat isotype antibody was
used as negative control and MDA-MB-231 cell lysates as positive control. B. PLA analysis of the interactions of uPAR with Cyr61 and
C. quantifications of respective PLA signals as well as D. of the interactions of uPAR with YB-1 and E. quantifications of respective PLA
signals on FFPE cell block sections derived from mock control and uPAR-depleted (uPAR RNAi) cells; bar: 50 μm. Standard deviations
and p-values are shown.

www.impactjournals.com/oncotarget

44066

Oncotarget

Figure 3: uPAR, Cyr61 and YB-1 are differentially expressed in TNBC. A. Representative examples of immunohistochemical
analysis of TNBC specimens showing differential expression (1+ to 3+) of uPAR, Cyr61 or of YB-1, bar: 50 μm. B. Quantification of
biomarkers’ protein expression with high (2+ and 3+) or low (0 and 1+) protein expression levels in the TNBC cohort (n≤174) determined
by IHC analysis.
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Table 2: Statistically significant correlations of expressions of Cyr61 or of YB-1 with further biomarkers and
clinical data
Interactor

Cyr61

Biomarker

p-value

Spearman’s correlation coefficient

uPAR

=0.0399

0.17

uPA

=0.0013

-0.25

PAI-1

=0.002

-0.25

Plasminogen

≤0.0001

0.32

Cathepsin B

≤0.0001

0.32

Cathepsin D

=0.0302

0.17

IGF1R

=0.0153

0.19

Insulin Receptor

=0.0006

0.26

c-Met

=0.0002

0.28

YB-1

=0.0004

0.27

=0.01

0.20

Cathepsin B

=0.0011

0.25

c-Met

=0.0008

0.26

Ki67

≤0.0001

0.47

Histological grade

=0.002

0.25

Histological grade

YB-1

Table 3: Statistically significant correlations of uPAR-Cyr61 protein complexes with further biomarkers and
clinical data
Protein complex Biomarker

uPAR-Cyr61

p-value

Spearman’s correlation coefficient

uPA

=0.0013

-0.33

PAI-1

=0.008

-0.28

Plasminogen

=0.0014

0.34

Cathepsin B

=0.032

0.22

c-Met

=0.0192

0.25

=0.02

0.25

Histological grade

higher amounts of uPAR-Cyr61 complexes were mostly
detected in samples with tumor grade 3 (Figure 4B) and
the correlation was statistically significant (p=0.0081,
Figure 4C).

potential therapeutic target system and associated proteins,
here, Cyr61 and YB-1 were identified as novel interaction
partners based on analyzing an uPAR-co-IP-precipitate
using mass spectrometry. The protein expressions as
well as the localization of both candidates were shown in
appropriate cell lines and tumor samples. Interestingly, the
expression of Cyr61 seemed to be associated with uPAR
expression. The matricellular protein Cyr61, which in vivo
is highly relevant for the induction of angiogenesis [19],
one of the key factors for tumor growth and metastasis
[20], binds to proteins in the extracellular matrix [21, 22]
and is shown here being expressed in the TNBC cell lines

DISCUSSION
Since there is still a lack of targeted therapies
in TNBC, the uPA system as well as novel interacting
partners of uPAR or associated proteins are of great
interest as candidates for therapeutic biomarkers in this
aggressive tumor entity. To explore the uPA system as a

www.impactjournals.com/oncotarget
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Figure 4: The uPAR and Cyr61 complexes correlate with the tumor grade in TNBC. A. Representative examples of
immunohistochemical analysis of uPAR and Cyr61 in specimens showing tumor grade II or tumor grade III, bar: 50 μm. B. Visualisation
of uPAR-Cyr61 complexes in a tumor grade II or tumor grade III specimen, bar: 50 μm. C. For the statistical analysis of the uPAR-Cyr61
complexes (n=97) vs the tumor grade II (n=10) and grade III (n=76) the Wilcoxon rank test was conducted. The medians and the p-value
are shown.
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MDA-MB-231 and BT549. A direct connection of Cyr61
with the uPA system was shown through Cyr61 cleavage
by plasmin [23]. A siRNA-based transient knockdown
and the antibody-based inhibition of Cyr61 in MDAMB-231 cells led to a reduced cell invasion and migration
[24]. In osteosarcoma, the silencing of Cyr61 led to a
reduced vascularization in vivo [25]. Cyr61 binds to the
somatomedin B(1-44)-domain of vitronectin [26], which is
one of the already described direct interaction partners
of uPAR [27]. Moreover, Francischetti and colleagues
showed that after the incubation of immobilized
vitronectin with Cyr61, the added uPAR-positive cells
attached less frequently to vitronectin than in the untreated
controls [26]. Cyr61 also bound to integrin αvβ3 [28],
through which uPAR induced intracellular signaling [18].
Here, we precipitated Cyr61 with uPAR in the
TNBC cell line MDA-MB-231. We also demonstrated
complexes of these two proteins in tumor cells and
tumor samples by PLA, which were significantly reduced
following uPAR knockdown and underpinned a direct
interaction of these proteins. However, it remains unclear
if Cyr61 formed a complex with uPAR alone or in
combination with the integrin αvβ3 or possibly vitronectin.
Further analyses are needed to clarify this. The analyses
of Cyr61 expression in our TNBC cohort revealed that
about two third of the specimens were Cyr61-positive (1+
to 3+) and significantly correlated with uPAR expression
levels and inversely with uPA and PAI-1 expression levels,
which might be due to a common upstream regulation by
for example plasmin. Also possible is that uPA and Cyr61
might be competitors for binding uPAR. In our study,
the Cyr61 expression significantly correlated with the
expression of the cathepsins B and D, which have been
described to be associated with invasion and metastasis
of cancer [29, 30]. Furthermore, a significant correlation
of Cyr61 with the receptor tyrosine kinases insulin
receptor (IR), insulin-like growth factor receptor (IGF1R)
and c-Met was shown here. This is in agreement with a
previous study showing that Cyr61 expression in MCF7
cells was significantly increased following stimulation
with IGF-1 [31].
In our TNBC cohort, the Cyr61 expression also
significantly correlated with the histological grade
of tumors. This outcome supported the hypothesis
that Cyr61 expression may be associated with a more
aggressive phenotype. To date, Cyr61 expression was
shown to significantly correlate with the histological
grade in a tumor cohort of 61 DCIS (ductal carcinoma
in situ) specimens, however, the analyzed samples were
not specifically triple-negative [32]. Our present study
revealed a statistically significant correlation of the tumor
grade with Cyr61 expression and with the uPAR-Cyr61
complexes. In detail, we have demonstrated that higher
number of uPAR-Cyr61 complexes significantly correlated
with a higher tumor grade indicating higher metastatic
potential of uPAR together with Cyr61 in TNBC.
www.impactjournals.com/oncotarget

In addition to Cyr61, YB-1 was identified as a
new interaction partner of uPAR. YB-1, a member of
the cold-shock protein family, seems to be part of the
regulation of several signaling cascades affecting cellular
proliferation, survival and invasion [33]. It is frequently
expressed in various tumors including the non-small cell
lung carcinoma [34] or the mammary carcinoma, where
it might have prognostic value [35]. Its nuclear as well as
cytoplasmic expression in breast cancer was previously
reported [36, 37]. Depending on the specificity of the used
antibody, YB-1 could be detected in the nucleus or in the
cytoplasm. For this study, we have applied an antibody,
which is directed against the carboxy terminus of YB-1
detecting its cytoplasmic expression [38]. With regard to
its relevance for cellular invasion, YB-1 was also analyzed
in connection to the uPA system. Downregulation of YB-1
led to an inhibition of uPA and overexpression of YB-1
led to an induced uPA expression [39]. In our present
study, we showed that YB-1 was precipitated and formed
protein complexes with uPAR, which were significantly
reduced in uPAR-depleted cells. However, in our TNBC
cohort, no correlation of YB-1 with the components of the
uPAS was observed. This outcome is in agreement with a
previous study [37] indicating that it is not always possible
to directly compare the results derived from cell lines and
tumors, in particular when the analyses were conducted
with different techniques. Further analyses of the YB-1
expression in our TNBC cohort, revealed a significant
correlation with the histological grade of the tumors. Wang
and colleagues found no statistical association with the
histological grade but an association of YB-1 expression
and a bad prognosis for a 5-year-overall survival [35].
Such an association of YB-1 expression and bad prognosis
for 5-year-survival was shown previously in a smaller
cohort suggesting a prognostic and predictive role for
YB-1 in breast cancer [35, 37]; however, the relevance
of YB-1 for TNBC was not explicitly analyzed. We have
shown YB-1 to be differentially expressed also in nonTNBC cell lines and its independent prognostic value in
survival analysis. Thus, it could be possible that YB-1 is
not especially relevant for TNBC but might be relevant
for the malignancy as well as a potential therapeutic
target in several breast cancer entities and needs further
clarification.
Taken together, to the best of our knowledge, we
are the first who have identified Cyr61 and YB-1 as
new interaction partners of uPAR and showed that their
expression correlated significantly with the expression
of tumor-promoting biomarkers and the tumor grade in
TNBC specimens. Our results point out the potential
of uPA system and associated proteins, such as Cyr61
and YB-1 as promising and novel direct targets for a
tailored therapy of breast cancer including TNBC. The
generation of specific inhibitors e.g. small molecules or
RNAi-based technologies targeting overexpressed uPARinteractors, such as Cyr61 or YB-1, are thinkable as future
44070

Oncotarget

anti-cancer treatments. Thus, the uPA system- or uPARmediated migration and invasion of tumor cells could
be diminished. Considering the impact of Cyr61 also in
angiogenesis, which is important for tumor progression
[19], its inhibition may improve breast cancer therapy by
impeding induction of angiogenesis.

are listed in the Supplementary Table S1) as described
previously [43].

Co-immunoprecipitations
Based on the method described before [44], a coimmunoprecipitation for uPAR and interaction partners
was established. The polyclonal anti-uPAR antibody
(AF807, R&D Systems, Minneapolis, MN, USA) as
well as the polyclonal goat isotype antibody (026202,
Invitrogen, Carlsbad, CA, USA) as negative control was
incubated for 60 min at 4°C in the lysate and afterwards
incubated with A/G PLUS beads (sc2003, Santa Cruz
Biotechnology, Heidelberg, DE) for 15 h at 4°C. The
precipitated proteins were eluted with 2x Laemmli buffer
and analyzed by mass spectrometry and Western blot.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
Cell culture and stable downregulation of uPAR
The human breast cancer cell line MDA-MB-361
(HTB-27) was purchased from American Type Culture
Collection (ATCC) and the MCF7 cell line was obtained
from the German Collection of Microorganisms and
Cell Culture (DSMZ). The MDA-MB-231 cells and
the BT549 cells were a kind gift by Prof. M. Schmitt
(Clinical Research Unit, Department of Obstetrics and
Gynecology, Technische Universität München). The
DMEM GlutaMAX Medium (Dulbecco’s Modified
Eagle’s Medium) (Life Technologies, Darmstadt, DE)
was used for culturing MDA-MB-361 cells and for the
MDA-MB-231 cell culture 1% MEM Non-essential
amino acids (Life Technologies, Darmstadt, DE) were
added. The MCF7 and the BT549 cells were maintained in
RPMI 1640 GlutaMAX Medium (Roswell Park Memorial
Institute Medium) (Life Technologies, Darmstadt, DE)
supplemented with 10 μg/ml bovine insulin (Sigma, St.
Louis, MO, USA). To both media 10% FCS (fetal calf
serum) (Invitrogen, Carlsbad, CA, USA) and 0.25% of
each penicillin and streptomycin (Life Technologies,
Darmstadt, DE) were added. The cells were cultured at
37°C and 5% CO2. The last cell line authentication was
conducted before starting the experiments as described
previously [40].
For stably downregulating uPAR in the MDAMB-231 cells, a combination of three SMARTchoice™
lentiviral shRNA vectors (GE Healthcare Lafayette,
CO, USA) each with a multiplicity of infection (MOI)
of 30, were used (VSH6063, SH-006388-01, -02, -03).
All viral particles were tested for knockdown specificity
and efficiency before starting the RNAi experiments. A
total of 3.0 x 104 MDA-MB-231 cells were seeded into
each well of a 12-well plate and after 42 h infected with
the lentiviral vectors for the knockdown of uPAR (uPAR
RNAi). The infection was repeated based on the method
described [41]. For enhancing the infection, 2 μg/ml
polybrene (Invitrogen, Carlsbad, CA, USA) was added
to each approach as described [40]. All infections were
conducted in triplicates.

Mass spectrometry analysis
Laemmli eluates were proteolyzed with trypsin
using a modified Filter Aided Sample Preparation (FASP)
[45] protocol as described [46]. Resulting peptides were
acidified (trifluoracetic acid to final pH 2) and directly
used for analysis on a LTQ-OrbitrapXL connected with an
Ultimate3000 nano HPLC system as described [46, 47].
The full-scan MS spectra were acquired in the Orbitrap
with a resolution of 60.000 and up to 10 most abundant
peptide ions were selected for fragmentation in the linear
ion trap. Peptides were identified and quantified using
the Progenesis QI software (Nonlinear, Waters) and the
Mascot search algorithm with the Ensembl Human public
database as described [48].

Preparation of FFPE cell line blocks
For the analyses of protein-protein interactions and
single protein expression, formalin-fixed and paraffin
embedded (FFPE) blocks were generated out of the cell
lines MDA-MB-231 (mock control and uPAR-depleted),
BT549 and MCF7 as described [49].

Patients and tumor specimens
Formalin-fixed, paraffin-embedded breast cancer
tissues of the TNBC type from female patients (n≤174)
were collected at the Department of Gynecology and
Obstetrics, Klinikum Rechts der Isar, Technische
Universität München, Germany. Written informed consent
for the use of tissue samples for research purposes was
obtained from all the patients and approval for the use of
the tumor samples was given from the Ethics Committee
of the Medical Faculty of the Technische Universität
München, Germany. By immunohistochemical analysis,
the low or negative expression of HER2, estrogen and
progesterone receptor was verified. Ninety tumors were
classified as node-negative, 52 tumors were less than 2

Western blot analysis
Protein expression of uPAR [42], Cyr61, YB-1 and
α-Tubulin were analyzed by Western Blot (the antibodies
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Statistical analysis

cm in size, 93 were between 2 to 5 cm and 29 tumors
were larger than 5 cm. Most of the tumors (n=150) were
classified as grade 3, 21 cases were grade 2 and 3 tumors
were grade 1 [50]. All patients were treated with surgery
and 108 patients received adjuvant chemotherapy. The
median follow-up of the patients was 57 months (max.
244 months) and 30% of the patients (n=52) suffered from
distant metastases within this time of clinical follow up.

For correlating the experimental parameters with the
histopathological parameters (lymph node status, tumor
size, histological grade) and the clinical course of the
disease (age, local and distant metastases-free survival),
the Spearman’s rank correlation test or the Wilcoxon rank
test were used. Results were considered as statistically
significant when p≤0.05. In multivariate analysis, all
parameters with univariate significance of at least p≤0.15
were offered to the analysis.

Generation of tissue microarrays (TMAs)
Using the tissue-arraying instrument (Beecher
Instruments Inc., Silver Spring, MD, USA) TMAs were
generated as described [51]. Three micrometers thick
sections were cut from both, the TMA block and from the
primary tumor blocks and Hematoxylin-Eosin stained to
re-examine and validate representative sampling. The 3
μm thick TMA sections were cut for immunohistochemical
and PLA analyses.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
The authors thank David Mörzl and Katrin Lindner
for their excellent technical support and Viktor Magdolen
for providing with the uPAR antibody.

CONFLICTS OF INTEREST
The authors declare that there is no conflicts of
interest.

Immunohistochemical (IHC) analysis
To determine the expression and localization of
proteins in cells and tumor specimens, IHC analysis was
performed using an automated stainer (Discovery XT,
Ventana Medical Systems, Tucson, AZ, USA) with a DAB
Map kit (Ventana Medical Systems, Tucson, AZ, USA)
as described [51]. The used antibodies are listed in the
Supplementary Table S1. The stained TMA samples were
scored by two independent observers using a 4-point scale
(0-3+) [51] and the cut-off for positivity was ≥1+.

GRANT SUPPORT
This project was supported by the Wilhelm SanderStiftung, Munich, Germany, contract number 2012.028.1.
to MA and MS.

REFERENCES
1. Carey LA, Perou CM, Livasy CA, Dressler LG, Cowan
D, Conway K, Karaca G, Troester MA, Tse CK, Edmiston
S, Deming SL, Geradts J, Cheang MC, et al. Race, breast
cancer subtypes, and survival in the Carolina Breast Cancer
Study. JAMA. 2006; 295:2492-2502.

Proximity ligation assay (PLA)
To visualize and quantify the complex formation
of uPAR with interactors, the PLA was performed on
sections of cell line blocks and of the TMA blocks using
the DUOLink™ kit (OLINK Bioscience, Uppsala, S)
according to the manufacturer’s instruction as described
[40, 52]. The primary antibodies against uPAR (1:200)
and Cyr61 (1:1200), which were used for IHC analysis
(Supplementary Table S1), were applied. The cell lines
MCF7 or BT549 showing no or low expression levels
of the target proteins were used as controls. The PLA
signals were detected using a confocal laser scanning
microscope (AxioImager, Zeiss, Jena, DE) and three
visual fields per sample were captured, followed by
three-dimensional image projection and conversion to
TIF format [52]. The PLA signals were analyzed using
the Definiens software (Definiens Enterprise Image
Intelligence Suite software, Munich, DE). The mean
number of protein complexes was calculated per 1000
pixels of tissue area followed by statistical analysis of
signal frequencies as described [52].

www.impactjournals.com/oncotarget

2. Lehmann BD, Bauer JA, Chen X, Sanders ME,
Chakravarthy AB, Shyr Y, Pietenpol JA. Identification
of human triple-negative breast cancer subtypes and
preclinical models for selection of targeted therapies. J Clin
Invest. 2011; 121:2750-2767.
3. Foekens JA, Peters HA, Look MP, Portengen H, Schmitt
M, Kramer MD, Brunner N, Janicke F, Meijer-van
Gelder ME, Henzen-Logmans SC, van Putten WL, Klijn
JG. The urokinase system of plasminogen activation and
prognosis in 2780 breast cancer patients. Cancer Res. 2000;
60:636-643.
4. Ma Z, Webb DJ, Jo M, Gonias SL. Endogenously
produced urokinase-type plasminogen activator is a major
determinant of the basal level of activated ERK/MAP
kinase and prevents apoptosis in MDA-MB-231 breast
cancer cells. J Cell Sci. 2001; 114:3387-3396.
5. Morris GJ, Naidu S, Topham AK, Guiles F, Xu Y, McCue
P, Schwartz GF, Park PK, Rosenberg AL, Brill K, Mitchell

44072

Oncotarget

EP. Differences in breast carcinoma characteristics in newly
diagnosed African-American and Caucasian patients: a
single-institution compilation compared with the National
Cancer Institute’s Surveillance, Epidemiology, and End
Results database. Cancer. 2007; 110:876-884.

15. Liu D, Aguirre Ghiso J, Estrada Y, Ossowski L. EGFR is a
transducer of the urokinase receptor initiated signal that is
required for in vivo growth of a human carcinoma. Cancer
Cell. 2002; 1:445-457.
16. Wei Y, Lukashev M, Simon DI, Bodary SC, Rosenberg
S, Doyle MV, Chapman HA. Regulation of integrin
function by the urokinase receptor. Science. 1996;
273:1551-1555.

6. Jo M, Lester RD, Montel V, Eastman B, Takimoto S,
Gonias SL. Reversibility of epithelial-mesenchymal
transition (EMT) induced in breast cancer cells by
activation of urokinase receptor-dependent cell signaling.
J Biol Chem. 2009; 284:22825-22833.

17. Sidenius N, Andolfo A, Fesce R, Blasi F. Urokinase
regulates vitronectin binding by controlling urokinase
receptor oligomerization. J Biol Chem. 2002;
277:27982-27990.

7. Mengele K, Napieralski R, Magdolen V, Reuning U,
Gkazepis A, Sweep F, Brunner N, Foekens J, Harbeck
N, Schmitt M. Characteristics of the level-of-evidence-1
disease forecast cancer biomarkers uPA and its inhibitor
PAI-1. Expert Rev Mol Diagn. 2010; 10:947-962.

18. Tarui T, Akakura N, Majumdar M, Andronicos N, Takagi J,
Mazar AP, Bdeir K, Kuo A, Yarovoi SV, Cines DB, Takada
Y. Direct interaction of the kringle domain of urokinasetype plasminogen activator (uPA) and integrin alpha v beta
3 induces signal transduction and enhances plasminogen
activation. Thromb Haemost. 2006; 95:524-534.

8. Janicke F, Prechtl A, Thomssen C, Harbeck N, Meisner C,
Untch M, Sweep CG, Selbmann HK, Graeff H, Schmitt M,
German NSG. Randomized adjuvant chemotherapy trial
in high-risk, lymph node-negative breast cancer patients
identified by urokinase-type plasminogen activator and
plasminogen activator inhibitor type 1. J Natl Cancer Inst.
2001; 93:913-920.

19. Babic AM, Kireeva ML, Kolesnikova TV, Lau LF. CYR61,
a product of a growth factor-inducible immediate early
gene, promotes angiogenesis and tumor growth. Proc Natl
Acad Sci U S A. 1998; 95:6355-6360.

9. Kolben T, Augustin D, Armbrust R, Kolben TM,
Degenhardt T, Burgmann M, Goess C, Ditsch N, Kates R,
Harbeck N, Wuerstlein R. Impact of guideline-based use of
uPA/PAI-1 on patient outcome in intermediate-risk early
breast cancer. Breast Cancer Res Treat. 2016; 155:109-115.

20. Weis SM, Cheresh DA. Tumor angiogenesis: molecular
pathways and therapeutic targets. Nat Med. 2011;
17:1359-1370.
21. Bornstein P. Diversity of function is inherent in
matricellular proteins: an appraisal of thrombospondin 1. J
Cell Biol. 1995; 130:503-506.

10. Subramanian R, Gondi CS, Lakka SS, Jutla A, Rao JS.
siRNA-mediated simultaneous downregulation of uPA
and its receptor inhibits angiogenesis and invasiveness
triggering apoptosis in breast cancer cells. Int J Oncol.
2006; 28:831-839.

22. Yang GP, Lau LF. Cyr61, product of a growth factorinducible immediate early gene, is associated with the
extracellular matrix and the cell surface. Cell Growth
Differ. 1991; 2:351-357.

11. Li C, Cao S, Liu Z, Ye X, Chen L, Meng S. RNAi-mediated
downregulation of uPAR synergizes with targeting of
HER2 through the ERK pathway in breast cancer cells. Int
J Cancer. 2010; 127:1507-1516.

23. Pendurthi UR, Tran TT, Post M, Rao LV. Proteolysis of
CCN1 by plasmin: functional implications. Cancer Res.
2005; 65:9705-9711.
24. Sanchez-Bailon MP, Calcabrini A, Mayoral-Varo V,
Molinari A, Wagner KU, Losada JP, Ciordia S, Albar JP,
Martin-Perez J. Cyr61 as mediator of Src signaling in triple
negative breast cancer cells. Oncotarget. 2015; 6:1352013538. doi: 10.18632/oncotarget.3760.

12. Kunigal S, Lakka SS, Gondi CS, Estes N, Rao JS. RNAimediated downregulation of urokinase plasminogen
activator receptor and matrix metalloprotease-9 in
human breast cancer cells results in decreased tumor
invasion, angiogenesis and growth. Int J Cancer. 2007;
121:2307-2316.

25. Habel N, Vilalta M, Bawa O, Opolon P, Blanco J,
Fromigue O. Cyr61 silencing reduces vascularization and
dissemination of osteosarcoma tumors. Oncogene. 2015;
34:3207-3213.

13. Ploug M. Identification of specific sites involved in ligand
binding by photoaffinity labeling of the receptor for the
urokinase-type plasminogen activator. Residues located at
equivalent positions in uPAR domains I and III participate
in the assembly of a composite ligand-binding site.
Biochemistry. 1998; 37:16494-16505.

26. Francischetti IM, Kotsyfakis M, Andersen JF, Lukszo
J. Cyr61/CCN1 displays high-affinity binding to the
somatomedin B(1-44) domain of vitronectin. PLoS One.
2010; 5:e9356.

14. Gallicchio MA, Kaun C, Wojta J, Binder B, Bach
LA. Urokinase type plasminogen activator receptor is
involved in insulin-like growth factor-induced migration
of rhabdomyosarcoma cells in vitro. J Cell Physiol. 2003;
197:131-138.

www.impactjournals.com/oncotarget

27. Ciambrone GJ, McKeown-Longo PJ. Vitronectin
regulates the synthesis and localization of urokinase-type
plasminogen activator in HT-1080 cells. J Biol Chem. 1992;
267:13617-13622.

44073

Oncotarget

28. Kireeva ML, Lam SC, Lau LF. Adhesion of human
umbilical vein endothelial cells to the immediate-early gene
product Cyr61 is mediated through integrin alphavbeta3. J
Biol Chem. 1998; 273:3090-3096.

40. Falkenberg N, Anastasov N, Hofig I, Bashkueva K, Lindner
K, Hofler H, Rosemann M, Aubele M. Additive impact of
HER2-/PTK6-RNAi on interactions with HER3 or IGF-1R
leads to reduced breast cancer progression in vivo. Mol
Oncol. 2015; 9:282-294.

29. Gondi CS, Rao JS. Cathepsin B as a cancer target. Expert
opinion on therapeutic targets. 2013; 17:281-291.

41. D’Alessio S, Gerasi L, Blasi F. uPAR-deficient mouse
keratinocytes fail to produce EGFR-dependent laminin-5,
affecting migration in vivo and in vitro. J Cell Sci. 2008;
121:3922-3932.

30. Garcia M, Platet N, Liaudet E, Laurent V, Derocq
D, Brouillet JP, Rochefort H. Biological and clinical
significance of cathepsin D in breast cancer metastasis.
Stem cells. 1996; 14:642-650.

42. Luther T, Magdolen V, Albrecht S, Kasper M, Riemer
C, Kessler H, Graeff H, Muller M, Schmitt M. Epitopemapped monoclonal antibodies as tools for functional and
morphological analyses of the human urokinase receptor in
tumor tissue. Am J Pathol. 1997; 150:1231-1244.

31. Sarkissyan S, Sarkissyan M, Wu Y, Cardenas J, Koeffler
HP, Vadgama JV. IGF-1 regulates Cyr61 induced breast
cancer cell proliferation and invasion. PLoS One. 2014;
9:e103534.

43. Ludyga N, Anastasov N, Gonzalez-Vasconcellos I, Ram
M, Hofler H, Aubele M. Impact of protein tyrosine kinase
6 (PTK6) on human epidermal growth factor receptor
(HER) signalling in breast cancer. Mol Biosyst. 2011;
7:1603-1612.

32. Saglam O, Dai F, Husain S, Zhan Y, Toruner G, Haines
GK, 3rd. Matricellular protein CCN1 (CYR61) expression
is associated with high-grade ductal carcinoma in situ. Hum
Pathol. 2014; 45:1269-1275.
33. Lasham A, Moloney S, Hale T, Homer C, Zhang YF,
Murison JG, Braithwaite AW, Watson J. The Y-box-binding
protein, YB1, is a potential negative regulator of the p53
tumor suppressor. J Biol Chem. 2003; 278:35516-35523.

44. Molatore S, Kiermaier E, Jung CB, Lee M, Pulz E, Hofler
H, Atkinson MJ, Pellegata NS. Characterization of a
naturally-occurring p27 mutation predisposing to multiple
endocrine tumors. Mol Cancer. 2010; 9:116.

34. Gessner C, Woischwill C, Schumacher A, Liebers U,
Kuhn H, Stiehl P, Jurchott K, Royer HD, Witt C, Wolff G.
Nuclear YB-1 expression as a negative prognostic marker
in nonsmall cell lung cancer. Eur Respir J. 2004; 23:14-19.

45. Wisniewski JR, Zougman A, Nagaraj N, Mann M.
Universal sample preparation method for proteome analysis.
Nature methods. 2009; 6:359-362.

35. Wang X, Guo XB, Shen XC, Zhou H, Wan DW, Xue XF,
Han Y, Yuan B, Zhou J, Zhao H, Zhi QM, Kuang YT.
Prognostic role of YB-1 expression in breast cancer: a metaanalysis. Int J Clin Exp Med. 2015; 8:1780-1791.

46. Grosche A, Hauser A, Lepper MF, Mayo R, von Toerne
C, Merl-Pham J, Hauck SM. The proteome of native adult
Muller glial cells from murine retina. Molecular & cellular
proteomics: MCP. 2015.

36. Fujii T, Kawahara A, Basaki Y, Hattori S, Nakashima K,
Nakano K, Shirouzu K, Kohno K, Yanagawa T, Yamana
H, Nishio K, Ono M, Kuwano M, et al. Expression of
HER2 and estrogen receptor alpha depends upon nuclear
localization of Y-box binding protein-1 in human breast
cancers. Cancer Res. 2008; 68:1504-1512.

47. Hauck SM, Dietter J, Kramer RL, Hofmaier F, Zipplies
JK, Amann B, Feuchtinger A, Deeg CA, Ueffing M.
Deciphering membrane-associated molecular processes
in target tissue of autoimmune uveitis by label-free
quantitative mass spectrometry. Molecular & cellular
proteomics: MCP. 2010; 9:2292-2305.

37. Janz M, Harbeck N, Dettmar P, Berger U, Schmidt A,
Jurchott K, Schmitt M, Royer HD. Y-box factor YB-1
predicts drug resistance and patient outcome in breast
cancer independent of clinically relevant tumor biologic
factors HER2, uPA and PAI-1. Int J Cancer. 2002;
97:278-282.

48. Graessel A, Hauck SM, von Toerne C, Kloppmann E,
Goldberg T, Koppensteiner H, Schindler M, Knapp B,
Krause L, Dietz K, Schmidt-Weber CB, Suttner K. A
Combined Omics Approach to Generate the Surface
Atlas of Human Naive CD4+ T Cells during Early T-Cell
Receptor Activation. Molecular & cellular proteomics:
MCP. 2015; 14:2085-2102.

38. Woolley AG, Algie M, Samuel W, Harfoot R, Wiles A,
Hung NA, Tan PH, Hains P, Valova VA, Huschtscha L,
Royds JA, Perez D, Yoon HS, et al. Prognostic association
of YB-1 expression in breast cancers: a matter of antibody.
PLoS One. 2011; 6:e20603.

49. Ludyga N, Grunwald B, Azimzadeh O, Englert S, Hofler H,
Tapio S, Aubele M. Nucleic acids from long-term preserved
FFPE tissues are suitable for downstream analyses.
Virchows Arch. 2012; 460:131-140.
50. Elston CW, Ellis IO. Pathological prognostic factors in
breast cancer. I. The value of histological grade in breast
cancer: experience from a large study with long-term
follow-up. Histopathology. 1991; 19:403-410.

39. Astanehe A, Finkbeiner MR, Hojabrpour P, To K, Fotovati
A, Shadeo A, Stratford AL, Lam WL, Berquin IM, Duronio
V, Dunn SE. The transcriptional induction of PIK3CA in
tumor cells is dependent on the oncoprotein Y-box binding
protein-1. Oncogene. 2009; 28:2406-2418.

www.impactjournals.com/oncotarget

44074

Oncotarget

51. Aubele M, Auer G, Walch AK, Munro A, Atkinson MJ,
Braselmann H, Fornander T, Bartlett JM. PTK (protein
tyrosine kinase)-6 and HER2 and 4, but not HER1 and
3 predict long-term survival in breast carcinomas. Br J
Cancer. 2007; 96:801-807.

Hofler H, Schmitt M, Bartlett JM. In situ quantification of
HER2-protein tyrosine kinase 6 (PTK6) protein-protein
complexes in paraffin sections from breast cancer tissues.
Br J Cancer. 2010; 103:663-667.

52. Aubele M, Spears M, Ludyga N, Braselmann H,
Feuchtinger A, Taylor KJ, Lindner K, Auer G, Stering K,

www.impactjournals.com/oncotarget

44075

Oncotarget

