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Abstract 

Biglycan (BGN), a class I small leucine-rich proteoglycans (SLRPs), is a vital component of 

the extracellular matrix (ECM) that participates in scaffolding the collagen fibrils and 

mediates cell signaling. BGN underexpression was found in tumors of distinct origin and 

evidence suggests an association with tumorigenicity. The incapacitated immune system is a 

characteristic hallmark of solid tumors and the oncogene HER-2/neu is an essential target for 

cancer immunotherapy.  

To establish a mechanistic link between HER-2/neu-mediated immune escape and BGN 

reduction, in vitro models of HER-2/neu-overexpressing murine fibroblasts and human 

mammary and melanoma carcinoma lesions with defined HER-2/neu status were used.  

Upon BGN restoration, BGNhigh HER-2/neu+ fibroblasts were less tumorigenic in immune-

competent mice when compared to BGNlow/neg HER-2/neu+ cells, which was associated with 

enhanced immune cell responses and higher frequencies of immune effector cells in tumors 

and peripheral blood. The increased immunogenicity of BGNhigh HER-2/neu+ fibroblasts 

appears to be due to upregulated major histocompatibility complex (MHC) class I and 

reduced expression levels of the oncomir, miR-21-3p and transforming growth factor (TGF)-β 

suggesting a network among BGN, miR-21-3p, TGF-β pathway and HER-2/neu-mediated 

downregulation of MHC class I antigens. High miR-21-3p levels due to HER-2/neu 

transformation were inversely correlated to the expression of SMAD family member 2 

(SMAD2), BGN and MHC class I. These effects were due to the binding of miR-21-3p to the 

3’ untranslated region of murine SMAD2 or the human peptide transporter TAP1, 

accompanied by an impaired MHC class I expression and increased natural killer (NK) cell 

recognition. This was in accordance with in silico analyses of mRNA datasets obtained from 

breast cancer (BC) patients. The BC datasets confirmed the positive correlation between 

miR-21-3p and HER-2/neu expression and its inverse correlation to BGN, MHC class I and 

TAP1, which was associated with a reduced patients’ overall survival. It is noteworthy that, 

BGN has no mutation which is associated with increased survival in BC.  

Thus, this study reports for the first time the role of BGN in the HER-2/neu-mediated immune 

escape and identified the miR-21-TGF-β-BGN-MHC class I axis as a novel, innovative 

therapeutic concept for HER-2/neu+ cancers. 
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Referat 

Biglykan (BGN) gehört zur Familie der kleinen, Leucin-reichen Proteoglykane, small leucine-

rich proteoglycans (SLRPs), und stellt eine wichtige strukturelle und stabilisierende 

Komponente der extrazellulären Matrix dar, die vielfältige physiologische Prozesse 

beeinflusst und am Aufbau von Kollagenfibrillen sowie der Signalübertragung beteiligt ist. 

Eine verminderte BGN-Expression wurde in verschiedenen Tumoren gefunden und es gibt 

Hinweise, dass auch eine Assoziation mit Tumorigenität besteht. Das geschwächte 

Immunsystem ist ein charakteristisches Kennzeichen solider Tumore und das Onkogen 

HER-2/neu ist ein wesentliches Ziel für die Krebsimmuntherapie.  

Um eine mechanistische Verbindung zwischen den HER-2/neu-vermittelten immune escape 

und der Herunterregulation von BGN- herzustellen, wurden in vitro-Modelle von HER-2/neu-

überexprimierenden murinen Fibroblasten und humanen Mamma- und 

Melanomkarzinomzellen mit definiertem HER-2/neu-Status verwendet.  

Nach BGN-Rekonstituierung waren BGNhigh HER-2/neu+ Fibroblasten in immunkompetenten 

Mäusen im Vergleich zu BGNlow/neg HER-2/neu+ Zellen weniger tumorig, was mit einer 

Zunahme von Immuneffektorzellen in Tumoren und peripheren Blut einherging. Die erhöhte 

Immunogenität von BGNhigh HER-2/neu+ Fibroblasten war mit einer Hochregulation von 

Haupthistokompatibilitätskomplex (MHC)-Klasse-I-Antigenen und einer reduzierten 

Expression der OncomiRs, miR-21-3p und dem transformierenden Wachstumsfaktor (TGF)-

β zurückzuführen, was auf ein Netzwerk zwischen BGN, miR-21-3p, TGF-β und HER-2/neu-

vermittelter Herunterregulation von MHC-Klasse-I- Antigenen hinweist. Die starke Expression 

von miR-21-3p nach der HER-2/neu-Transformation von Zellen war invers mit der 

Expression von SMAD family member 2 (SMAD2), BGN und MHC Klasse I korreliert. Diese 

Effekte waren auf die Bindung von miR-21-3p an die 3’-untranslatierte Region von murinem 

SMAD2 oder dem humanen Peptidtransporter TAP1 zurückzuführen, was zu einer 

beeinträchtigten MHC-Klasse-I-Expression und einer erhöhten natürliche Killer (NK)-

Zellerkennung führt. Diese Resultate waren vergleichbar mit in silico Analysen von mRNA-

Datensätzen von Brustkrebspatienten. Dabei wurde die positive Korrelation zwischen miR-

21-3p- und HER-2/neu-Expression und eine Assoziation mit BGN, MHC-Klasse I und TAP1 

beschrieben, die mit einem reduzierten Gesamtüberleben der Patientinnen einherging. 

Bemerkenswert ist, dass BGN keine Mutation innerhalb der mRNA-Datensätzen von 

Brustkrebspatienten aufweist, die mit einer erhöhten Überlebenszeit verbunden ist. 

Zusammenfassend zeigen die Untersuchungen zum ersten Mal eine Rolle von BGN beim 

HER-2/neu-vermittelten immune escape und identifiziert die miR-21-TGF-β-BGN-MHC-

Klasse-I-Achse als neuartiges, innovatives Therapiekonzept. 

Subbarayan, Karthikeyan: Rolle von Biglykan auf die Immunogenität von Tumorzellen. 

Halle, Univ., Med. Fak., Diss., Seiten 41, Abbildungen – 9, Tabellen – 1, 2022. 
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1 Introduction and Objectives 

1.1 Cancer, a global threat 

Cancer has always afflicted humans, even though its relative impact was overshadowed by 

an early death from infectious diseases for centuries. Cancer ranks as a leading cause of 

death and a critical barrier to increasing life expectancy in every country of the world (1). 

1.1.1 Global cancer statistics 

Globally, an estimated 19.3 million new cancer cases and almost 10 million cancer deaths 

occurred in 2020 (2). Cancer is the first or second leading cause of premature death (ages 

30-69 years) in 134 of 183 countries. According to the statistics, one in every eight men and 

one in every ten women are likely to develop the disease during their lifetimes (3). The 

predicted global cancer burden exceeds 27 million new cancer cases per year by 2040, a 50 

% increase on the estimated 18.1 million cancers in 2018 (4). 

1.1.2 Cancer burden statistics in Europe 

With more than 3.7 million new cases and 1.9 million deaths each year, cancer represents 

the second most important cause of death and morbidity in Europe. Europe comprises only 

one-eighth of the total world population but has around one-quarter of the global total cancer 

cases with some 3.7 million new patients per year (5). 

1.1.3 Breast cancer (BC) statistics 

BC has become the leading cause of death from malignant tumors among women worldwide 

in the past few decades (6). BC has become a key research focus because of its high 

susceptibility and malignancy in women. According to World Health Organization (WHO) fact 

sheets 2020, there were 2.3 million women diagnosed with BC and 685,000 deaths globally. 

As of the end of 2020, there were 7.8 million women alive who were diagnosed with BC in 

the past 5 years, making it the world’s most prevalent cancer (7). The best survival pattern 

was observed among women with HR+/HER2− subtype (survival rate of 92.5 % at 4 years), 

followed by HR+/HER2+ (90.3 %), HR−/HER2+ (82.7 %), and finally worst survival for triple-

negative subtype (77.0 %) (8). 

1.2 Immunobiology of cancer 

Over the past 150 years, researchers have made significant accomplishments against 

cancer. Cancer survival rates are increasing, and cancer patients' quality of life is improving. 

Recently, cancer research focuses more on targeted and precision medicine, adapted to 

individual patients and their tumors (9). Cancer will remain an urgent priority on the global 

public health agenda. Immunotherapy has now firmly established itself as a novel pillar of 

cancer care in numerous cancer types (10). Since cancer immunotherapy was prized as a 
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breakthrough (11), immune escape has become one of the most important topics to be 

investigated. Indeed, the ability of the tumor cells to escape impairment by the immune 

system has been recognized as a novel “hallmark of cancer” (12). 

1.2.1 Different immune escape strategies of tumors 

In general, there exists interplay between immune and tumor cells, which profoundly 

influences each other. An association between host immune responses and prognosis has 

been described in a variety of tumor types, which is also influenced by the tumor 

microenvironment (TME), consisting of a heterogeneous mix of cellular and non-cellular 

components. The immune cells can recognize tumor cells, thereby leading to their apoptosis 

and tumor rejection. This activity is mainly mediated by T cells, NK cells as well as 

macrophages. During disease progression, host immune responses have been biased 

against antitumor immune responses. Tumors could not be recognized by immune cells 

resulting in tumor cell proliferation and in the induction of an immune suppressive 

microenvironment, which negatively interferes with the systemic and local adaptive immune 

responses.  

There exist different strategies how tumors evade the immune system. These include defects 

in the elucidation or maintenance of an effective antitumor responses such as insufficient 

antigen processing by dendritic cells (DC), poor recruitment of or impaired activation of 

effector cells, the secretion of immune suppressive factors, like cytokines, prostaglandine 

and growth factors, the expression of molecules of negative regulatory pathways, such as 

CD274, CD276 and VTCN1 and the non-classical HLA-G antigen, increased frequency of 

regulatory T cells (Treg) and myeloid-derived suppressor cells (MDSC), altered metabolite 

expression, modulation of the pH as well as downregulation or lack of the expression of 

classical HLA class I molecules and signal transduction molecules. Although there exists 

evidence for improved responses at earlier disease stages, not only activated effector CD8+ 

T cells, but also tumor antigen (TA)-specific T cells could be induced. For the antitumoral T 

cell responses, the interaction of the T cell receptors with their specific HLA class I complex 

is required. Therefore, the HLA class I antigen processing machinery (APM) plays a crucial 

role in mediating immune responses by the generation and expression of the trimeric HLA 

class I, β2-microglobulin (B2M) and peptide complex.  

1.2.2 Cancers often lose expression of MHC class I  

Prof. Dr. Barbara Seliger was one of the first to establish a connection between oncogene 

expression and an MHC class I-mediated immune escape phenotype. With more than 25 

years of experience in the field of immune-oncology, Prof. Dr. Barbara Seliger pioneering her 

research in MHC class I abnormalities and APM components in tumors (13–23). Currently 

there is abundant evidence that loss of MHC I antigen presentation is a frequent event in 

cancers including non-small-cell lung carcinoma, breast, prostate, colorectal, head and neck 
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squamous cell carcinoma, hepatocellular carcinoma, and melanoma (24–26) that results in 

immune evasion (12). 

1.2.3 MHC class I presentation 

The processes relying on MHC class I surface expression such as T cell development, DC-

mediated cross presentation and NK cell responses are pursued by the complex MHC class I 

antigen processing and presentation machinery, which has been well characterized during 

the last three decades (Figure 1). It consists of four major steps: (1) peptide 

generation/trimming; (2) peptide transport; (3) MHC class I assembly and (4) antigen 

presentation (27,28). MHC class I molecules are assembled in the endoplasmic reticulum 

(ER) and consist of two types of chain – a polymorphic heavy chain (HC) and B2M. The HC 

is stabilized by the chaperone calnexin (CNX), prior to association with the B2M. Without 

peptides, these molecules are stabilized by chaperone proteins: calreticulin (CALR), Protein 

disulfide-isomerase A3 (PDIA3) and tapasin (TAPBP) (18). TAPBP interacts with the 

transport protein TAP (transporter associated with antigen presentation) which translocate 

peptides an ATP-dependent manner from the cytosol into the ER. Prior to entering the ER, 

peptides are derived from the degradation of proteins, which can be of viral- or self-origin. 

Degradation of proteins is mediated by proteasomes, and the resulting peptides are 

translocated into the ER by means of TAP (Figure 1). TAP translocates peptides of 8 –16 

amino acids and they may require additional trimming in the ER before binding to MHC class 

I molecules (29). The complex of TAP, TAPBP, MHC class I, PDIA3 and CALR is called the 

peptide loading complex (PLC) (17). 

When peptides bind to MHC class I molecules, the chaperones are released and peptide–

MHC class I complexes leave the ER for presentation at the cell surface (Figure 1). In some 

cases, peptides fail to associate with MHC class I and they must be returned to the cytosol 

for degradation (17). There are different proteasomes that generate peptides for MHC class I 

presentation: 26S proteasome, which is expressed by most cells; the immunoproteasome, 

which is expressed by many immune cells; and the thymic-specific proteasome expressed by 

thymic epithelial cells (26). 
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Figure 1. Schematic diagram of MHC class I APM and steps deficient in tumors. Cellular 

proteins are hydrolyzed by the ubiquitin-proteosome pathway into oligopeptides, which are 

subsequently transported into the ER through the TAP transporter. In the ER, MHC class I 

HC and B2M, assisted by the chaperones CNX and CALR, are stabilized and associate. A 

multimeric PLC consisting of the TAP subunits, MHC class I HC, B2M, TAPBP, CALR and 

PDIA3 is yielded. Upon peptide loading, the PLC dissociates and the peptide/MHC class 

I/B2M complex is transported via the trans-Golgi to the cell surface. The red-highlighted the 

MHC class I APM components, which have been found to be dysregulated in tumor cells. 

Figure was prepared with Biorender. 

1.3 Immune escape and oncogenic transformation 

In murine in vitro models of oncogenic transformation, a reduced surface expression of MHC 

class I antigens was demonstrated, which is based on a transcriptional downregulation of 

components of the MHC class I-APM (17–19,22,23,30–32). This was associated with 

reduced T-cell recognition, a poor prognosis, and lower patient survival rates, as well as the 

development of resistance to T-cell-based immunotherapies (33–37). The reduced 

expression of MHC class I APM components is rarely due to structural changes, but is often 

due to complex regulatory mechanisms, which include transcriptional, epigenetic, post-

transcriptional and / or post-translational control (15,38,39). 
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1.3.1 The proto-oncogene, HER-2/neu and its clinical significance 

ERBB2 (HER-2/neu), a known proto-oncogene, is located at human chromosome 17 

(17q12). The ErbB family consists of four plasma membrane-bound receptor tyrosine 

kinases. One is ERBB2, and the other members are epidermal growth factor receptor 

(EGFR), ERBB3 (HER-3, which is neuregulin-binding and lacks kinase domain), and ERBB4 

(HER-4). When the human epidermal growth factor receptor 2 (HER-2) is activated, the cells 

to grow and reproduce. Normal breast cells have two copies of the gene that makes HER-2. 

Overexpression of HER-2 leads to increased breast cell production or cancer. Molecular 

cloning of the gene showed that HER-2, Neu, and ERBB2 are all encoded by the same 

orthologs (40).  

Uncontrolled growth is a common feature of tumors and is often based on amplification, 

overexpression, or increased stimulation of growth factor receptors. Amplification, also 

known as the overexpression of the ERBB2 gene, occurs in approximately 15-30 % of BC 

(41,42). It is strongly associated with increased disease recurrence and a poor prognosis; 

however, drugs targeting HER-2 in BC have significantly improved (43). Overexpression is 

also known to occur in ovarian, stomach, adenocarcinoma of the lung (44) and aggressive 

forms of uterine cancer, such as uterine serous endometrial carcinoma (45,46), e.g., HER-2 

is over-expressed in approximately 7-34 % of patients with gastric cancer (47,48) and in 30 

% of salivary duct carcinomas (49). HER-2 proteins have been shown to form clusters in cell 

membranes that may play a role in tumorigenesis (50). 

1.3.2 HER-2/neu-mediated signal transduction and TGF-β 

The truncated epidermal growth factor HER-2/neu induces various oncogenic signaling 

pathways like TGF-β signaling. Increased expression of TGF-β receptors and TGF-β, as well 

as secretion of TGF-β by HER-2/neu overexpressing tumor cells, is associated with 

increased migration, proliferation, invasion, metastasis and epithelial–mesenchymal 

transition (EMT) as well as decreased survival of patients with HER-2/neu-overexpressing 

tumors associated (51). TGF-β also suppresses the activation, maturation and differentiation 

of immune cells and inhibits the anti-tumor function of CD8+ T cells by inducing Treg (52,53). 

Synergistic effects of HER-2/neu and TGF-β on tumor progression have been described and 

are based on functional alterations of anti-mitogenic effects of SMAD (small mothers against 

decapentaplegic)-mediated transcription and induction of anti-apoptotic and pro-migratory 

functions by HER-2/neu-dependent mechanisms (54), while the influence on the anti-tumor 

immune response was not investigated. 

1.4 Extracellular Matrix (ECM) in tumor microenvironment (TME) 

Indeed, all tumors independently of etiology are distinguished by an early inflammatory milieu 

and characterized by discrete interactions with the immune system at all stages of disease 
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progression (55). During malignant transformation, cells obtain complex biological 

characteristics correlated with more efficient survival, invasion, metastasis, and evading the 

immune response. The transformed cells, through continuously evolving interactions, 

communicate with and alter the surrounding microenvironment consisting of ECM 

components, cytokines embedded in the ECM, and the stromal cells (e.g., fibroblasts, 

endothelial cells, adipocytes, and immune cells) (56,57). The resulting ECM remodeling 

crucially contributes to the abnormal tumor inflammatory pattern (12,57).  

1.4.1 Proteoglycans (PGs) and glycosaminoglycans (GAGs)  

The ECM is a complex network of macromolecules comprised of PGs and fibrous proteins. 

The composition is tissue-specific and plays a critical role in modulating cellular functions 

(58,59). Because multicellularity evolved independently in different multicellular lineages, the 

composition of ECM varies between multicellular structures; however, cell adhesion, cell-to-

cell communication and differentiation are common functions of the ECM (60). 

The ECM is composed of an interlocking mesh of fibrous proteins and GAGs (61). GAGs are 

carbohydrate polymers and mostly attached to ECM proteins to form PGs (hyaluronic acid is 

a notable exception). PGs have a net negative charge that attracts positively charged sodium 

ions (Na+), which attracts water molecules via osmosis, keeping the ECM and resident cells 

hydrated (62).  

PGs are complex molecules consisting of a protein core into which one or more GAG chains 

are covalently tethered. The bound GAGs can be heparan sulfate (HS), chondroitin sulfate 

(CS), dermatan sulfate (DS), or keratan sulfate (KS) type. In mammalian cells, PGs are 

associated with the plasma membranes, released into the ECM, or intracellularly localized. 

Presently, 45 PGs have been identified with each member characterized by alterability 

attributed to the protein core modifications and the type and different stoichiometry of the 

GAG chain substitutions (63). Thus, PGs have particular and multifaceted biological roles, 

including: (i) contributing to ECM superstructure (64); (ii) defining biochemical and 

physicochemical properties (64); (iii) acting as receptors of diverse responsiveness as well 

as a pool of various biologic effectors such as growth factors (65,66). 

1.4.2 Small Leucine Rich Proteoglycans (SLRPs)  

SLRPs, a diverse sub-group of PGs, are involved in matrix organization and regulation of cell 

growth and signaling. SLRPs are ubiquitously distributed in the ECM. It consists of 17 

members (Table 1) which are further categorized into five distinct classes based on their 

evolutionary protein conservation, leucine rich repeats (LRR), N-terminal cysteine rich 

clusters and chromosomal organization (67,68). The N-terminal Cysteine rich cluster consists 

of four characteristic cysteine residues with intervening short amino acid consensus 

sequences (67) (Table 1). SLRPs are synthesised and secreted into the pericellular spaces 

which then gets incorporated into the tissue ECM (69). A characteristic feature of SLRPs is 
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their ability to interact with extracellular receptors, such as tyrosine kinase receptors and toll-

like receptors (TLR), facilitated by the bare β-sheets present on the concave surface of their 

LRR.  

 

Table 1. Classification of SLRP with respective gene symbol. This classification is adapted 

from Schaefer et al. (67) and Appunni et al. (70). 

 Class 

Cys-rich 

cluster 

consensus 

SLRP 

Chromosome Binding partners 

I CX3CXCX6C 

Decorin (DCN) 

12 

MET (71), EGFR (72), 

VEGFR2 (73), TGF-β1 (74), 

TLR2/TLR4 (75,76) 

BGN 

X 

TLR2/TLR4 (77,78), 

P2X4/P2X7 (79), TGF-β1 

(21,80), LRP6 (81) 

Asporin (ASPN) 
9 

EGFR (82), CD44 (83), TGF-

β1 (84–86) 

ECM2 9   

II CX3CXCX9C 

Fibromodulin (FMOD) 
1 

EGFR (87), CD44, TGF-β1 

(88) 

Lumican (LUM) 
12 

ITGB1/ITGB2 (89), MMP14 

(90), EGFR (91) 

PRELP 1   

Keratocan (KERA) 12   

Osteomodulin (OMD) 9 BMP2 (92) 

III CX2CXCX6C 

Epiphycan (EPYC) 12   

Opticin (OPTC) 1   

Osteoglycin (OGN) 9   

IV 
CX3CXCX6-

17C 

Chondroadherin 

(CHAD) 17   

Nyctalopin (NYX) X   

Tsukushi (TSKU) 11 BMP4, BMP7 (93), CHRD (94) 

V 
CX3-

4CXCX9C 

Podocan (PODN) 1 CDKN1A (95) 

Podocan-like protein 1 

(PODNL1) 19   
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The gene expression of all these SLRPs were studied in HER-2/neu transformed NIH3T3 

cells and their expression profile is displayed in Figure 2. 

 

Figure 2: SLRP transcriptomic data of RNA-seq analysis from HER-2/neu overexpression in 

NIH3T3 mouse fibroblast cells. The heatmap projected that 14 were downregulated out of 16 

listed SLRPs upon the HER-2/neu overexpression. 

 

Among the downregulated SLRPs in the HER-2/neu transformed NIH3T3 cells, BGN 

expression was the lowest (log fold change of -15.89; unpublished data). Similar data were 

reported using a comparative proteomic approach of Ki-ras-transformed mouse fibroblasts 

and respective controls: BGN expression was downregulated when compared to parental 

NIH3T3 cells or mock transfectants (96). 

1.4.3 Structure and function of BGN 

BGN, a member of the SLRPs, is differentially expressed in tumors (70) and modulates 

molecular events relevant to either tumor progression (97–99) or suppression depending on 

the cancer type analyzed (21,77,100). The ubiquitously expressed BGN is one important 

structural and stabilizing component of the ECM. BGN is located on the X chromosome that 

is found in a variety of ECM tissues, including bone, cartilage and tendon (101).  

BGN consists of a protein core containing leucine-rich repeat regions and two GAG chains 

consisting of either CS or DS, with DS being more abundant in most connective tissues 

(Figure 3). The CS/DS chains are attached at amino acids 5 and 10 in human BGN (102). 

The composition of the GAG chains has been reported as varying according to the tissue of 

origin (103).  
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Figure 3: Basic structure of BGN (70) (A) and PyMOL rendering of PDB 2ft3 (B). BGN 

possess a curved solenoid shaped core protein comprising of 10–12 LRR motifs that are 

flanked on either side by cysteine rich clusters. BGN consist of two CS/DS residues along 

the N-terminal domains (N: Amino terminal; C: Carboxyl terminal). 

 

The structure of the BGN core protein is highly conserved across species; over 90% 

homology has been reported for rat, mouse, bovine and human BGN core proteins (104). 

DCN is a small cellular or pericellular matrix PG and shares homology (55 % of amino acids 

are identical) with BGN in mouse and human (105).  

BGN is believed to play a role in the mineralization of bone. Knock-out mice that have had 

the gene for BGN suppressed (Bgn-/-) have an osteoporosis-like phenotype with reduced 

growth rate and lower bone mass than mice that can express BGN (106). By interacting with 

different types of collagens and elastin, BGN is involved in the assembly of collagen fibrils 

and the bone matrix. BGN regulates complex cellular processes such as growth, 

differentiation, adhesion, migration, inflammatory reactions and angiogenesis. Soluble BGN 

can interact with the TLR2 and TLR4 on macrophages and thus for the activation of NF-κB, 

mitogen-activated protein kinase (MAPK), extracellular signal-regulated kinases (ERK), 

stress-activated protein kinase (SAPK) and p38 signaling pathways and the synthesis and 

secretion of proinflammatory cytokines such as IL-1, CCL2, CXCL1, CCL5, TNF-α and 

IL12B (78,107). BGN core protein binds to the growth factors BMP4 and influences its 

bioactivity (108). It has also been reported that the presence of BGN is necessary for BMP4 

to exert its effects on osteoblasts. Like DCN, there is also evidence that BGN binds to 

TGFB1 (109). 

1.4.4 Differential expression and genetic alterations of BGN in tumors 

BGN expression was reduced or lost in breast, colon, ovarian and uterine corpus endometrial 

carcinoma (UCEC) compared to their normal counterparts (Figure 4) (110). In contrast, 

literature reports overexpression of BGN compared to corresponding normal tissue has been 
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demonstrated in pancreatic, colon, ovarian, cholangial, prostate, esophageal and 

endometrial carcinomas and melanoma (111). 

 

 

Figure 4: Expression of BGN across cancers (with tumor and normal samples) 

UALCAN (110)-based proteogenomic analysis for BGN expression in different cancer 

samples from the CPTAC (Clinical Proteomic Tumor Analysis Consortium) dataset was 

performed. The protein expression of BGN from normal and primary tumors was compared. 

The z-values represent standard deviations from the median across the samples. Log2 

spectral count ratio values from CPTAC were first normalized within each sample profile 

followed by normalization across samples.  

 

 

Figure 5: Cancer hallmarks and BGN. The therapeutic connection between BGN and key 

cancer hallmark genes. Based on TCGA data sets (https://www.cancer.gov/tcga; 

https://www.cancer.gov/tcga
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http://r2.amc.nl) of 11003 mixed cancer samples, the expression data of the BGN and key 

cancer hallmark genes that were negatively correlated were plotted. 

 

As per the TCGA data sets of 11003 mixed cancer samples, BGN play a crucial role in 

suppressing tumorigenesis, displayed a wide range of interactions with different key cancer 

hallmark genes (Figure 5). BGN controls tumorigenicity directly via the TLR2/4-NF-κB 

cascade or the P2X7-NLRP3-caspase-1 signaling pathway or indirectly via downstream 

mediators (77,78). This process is coupled with apoptosis resistance and increased 

production of growth factors and proinflammatory cytokines, which influences the TME and 

facilitates the migration of leukocytes into the peritumoral zone. The interaction of BGN with 

TLR2 stabilizes and increases HIF-2α (112), which influences tumor progression. In 

gastrointestinal tumors, BGN increases the migration and invasion of tumor cells by 

activating the focal adhesion kinase and inhibits apoptosis by regulating the p38 MAPK 

signaling pathway (97), while the depletion of BGN in endometrial and colorectal tumor cells 

resulted in reduced growth and a p21-mediated cell cycle arrest as well as reduced migration 

and invasion (113). The upregulation of BGN induced by TGF-β via p38 MAPK, indicating a 

connection between BGN and metastasis (114). In addition to altering signaling pathways, 

BGN also influences the biophysical properties of the matrix. Furthermore, BGN 

overexpression increases the rigidity of the matrix, which facilitates the migration of tumor 

cells and thus metastasis. Thus, at least in these tumor entities, BGN is involved in tumor 

progression, a prognostic marker as well as a potential therapeutic target. Due to the 

induction of a proinflammatory microenvironment and the interference with central signaling 

pathways in tumor cells, BGN was assigned a regulatory role in tumorigenesis (115). 

However, BGN has not only pro-tumorigenic functions but also a tumor-suppressive potential 

(Figure 6). Lack of BGN expression or blocking of BGN expression leads to increased 

proliferation and/or tumor progression in pancreatic carcinomas (113), while BGN expression 

in the bladder and pancreatic carcinoma cells is anti-proliferative works. Although high BGN 

expression levels in bladder cancer correlate with increased tumor grading and invasiveness, 

BGN expression is associated with better survival (100). In diffuse large B-cell lymphomas, 

BGN induces an intra-tumor inflammatory reaction and an increased autologous tumor 

response by establishing a TLR2/4-mediated, proinflammatory microenvironment, which is 

associated with a better prognosis and treatment response (116). 

Based on the discrepant results described a tumor cell type-specific and differentiation stage-

dependent role of BGN is postulated, caused by alterations of various signaling pathways. A 

BGN-mediated chronic inflammatory microenvironment can promote tumor growth. At the 

same time, acute inflammation inhibits malignant growth by administering BGN in 

established tumors, analogous to the effects of the DCN on TLR2/4 signal transduction 

http://r2.amc.nl/
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(117). Although BGN expression has essentially been detected in tumors, BGN can be 

secreted by tumor and stromal cells or released proteolytically from the host and tumor-

derived ECM (118).  

Cancer development and progression is associated with genetic alterations. Although many 

genomic events with direct phenotypic impact have been identified (119), the role of well-

known glycosylation-associated genes, like PG and GAG has not yet been studied in detail in 

cancers. On the other hand, the discrepant function of BGN in tumor development and 

progression depends on the tumor entity and is caused by alterations in the activity of 

various signaling pathways and immunogenicity (Figure 6). A multitude of mechanisms can 

contribute to the aberrant expression of PGs including oncogenic microRNA (miRNA) 

signatures (120). 

 

Figure 6: Dual function of BGN on tumorigenesis. 

1.5 miRNA mediated post-transcriptional regulation 

Post-transcriptional regulation controls are critical for the regulation of numerous genes in 

human tissues (121). It also plays a big role in cell physiology, being implicated in 

pathologies such as cancer and neurodegenerative diseases (122). miRNAs appear to 

regulate the expression of more than 60% of protein coding genes of the human genome 

(123). If a miRNA is abundant it can behave as a "switch", turning certain genes on or off 

(124). A miRNA is a small single-stranded non-coding RNA molecule (containing about 22 

nucleotides) found in plants, animals and some viruses (125). Several hundred target genes 
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are often repressed by a single miRNA (123,126). Repression usually occurs either through 

translational silencing of the mRNA or through degradation of the mRNA, via complementary 

binding, mostly to specific sequences in the 3' UTR of the target gene's mRNA (127).  

1.5.1 Role of the oncomir, miR-21 in TME 

The dysregulation of certain miRNAs has been associated with oncogenic events. Oncomir is 

a portmanteau, derived from "oncogenic" + "miRNA", coined by Scott M. Hammond in a 2006 

publication characterizing OncomiR-1 (128). Many different oncomirs have been identified in 

many types of human cancers (128). Oncomirs are associated with carcinogenesis, 

malignant transformation, and metastasis (128,129). In 2002, a down-regulation of miR-15a 

and miR-16-1 in B-cell chronic lymphocytic leukemia patients was reported as the first link 

between miRNA and cancer progression (130).  

The miRNA miR-21, the prototype of oncogenic miRNAs, is encoded on chromosome 

17q23.2, where it overlaps with the protein‐coding gene VMP1 (131,132). It is involved in 

mammary gland development and epithelial cell proliferation (133), but also in the initiation 

and progression of numerous tumor types (134). Significantly increased miR-21 expression 

levels were found in e.g., cervical cancer, laryngeal squamous cell carcinoma, colorectal 

cancer (CRC) and BC when compared to adjacent normal tissues (135–137), which was 

associated with an increased proliferation, migration, invasiveness and cisplatin resistance 

by targeting RBPMS, RCBTB1, ZNF608, and NAV3 genes (138,139).  

1.6 Declaration on the contribution to the publications 

I, Karthikeyan Subbarayan, was bringing the data sets together, planning the evaluations and 

performing all statistical analyses. In addition, I collaborated with Dr. Sandra Leisz, Dr. 

Chiara Massa and Dr. André Steven to plan basic molecular research and animal studies. 

Under Prof. Dr. Barbara Seliger’s correspondence and supervision, I contributed as a ‘First 

author’ to all three manuscripts. 
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1.7 Aims and objectives 

A relationship between the overexpression of miR-21-3p, impaired BGN and MHC class I 

expression and increased TGF-β signaling in HER-2/neu+ cells has not yet been analyzed. 

This dissertation discusses for the important role of BGN and miR-21-3p in the immune 

escape of murine and human HER-2/neu-overexpressing cells by modulating the MHC class 

I and TGF-β network. 

1. Investigating BGN-mediated modulation of MHC class I expression in murine and 

human HER-2/neu-overexpressing cells. 

2. Studying a link between the lack of BGN expression and impaired MHC class I 

expression in HER-2/neu+ cells. 

3. Identification of miR-21-3p/TGF-β signaling-driven immune escape via the MHC class 

I/BGN axis in tumor cells. 

4. Exploring the machinery behind the dual role of BGN by analyzing the influence of 

genetic alterations of BGN and its association with GAG synthesizing enzymes using 

computational models. 
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2 Discussion 

2.1. BGN-mediated upregulation of MHC class I expression in HER-2/neu cells 

HER-2/neu amplification and/or overexpression has been shown to be associated with 

altered growth properties and a reduced immunogenicity of tumors, which might be at least 

partially mediated by a HER-2/neu-induced downregulation of MHC class I surface 

expression due to transcriptional suppression of major APM components leading to escape 

from immune surveillance (140,141). Furthermore, the TME is accompanied by a reduced 

activation, migration and cytotoxic activity of T cells, while the frequency of immune 

suppressive cells, e.g., Treg, M2 macrophages and myeloid suppressor cells, is increased 

(142). Thus, there is an urgent need to recover the immune escape phenotype of tumors to 

enhance the efficacy of T cell-based immunotherapies (143). 

The SLRP BGN has a broad range of functions. It links soluble matrix with innate immune 

responses via TLR 2 and 4 thereby inducing “danger” signals (77,144). Furthermore, BGN 

has been shown to promote angiogenesis via VEGF signaling (145) and tumorigenesis via 

the wnt/β-catenin pathway (146). In contrast, HER-2/neu-transformed cells with high 

angiogenic activity expressed decreased levels of BGN in a PKI/CREB-dependent manner 

(147). This dissertation demonstrated that the lack of BGN expression in HER-2/neu 

transformants was associated with reduced MHC class I surface expression, which could be 

reverted by BGN overexpression or by the addition of exogenous BGN. In vivo, BGN 

overexpression in HER-2/neu+ cells resulted in reduced tumorigenicity of these cells in 

immune competent mice when compared to BGNlow/neg HER-2/neu+ cells suggesting that 

BGN acts as a tumor suppressor and enhances immunogenicity. This might be explained by 

a stronger immune cell infiltration as shown by an increased frequency of CD3+ cells and 

higher mRNA expression levels of CD3 and CD8 in BGNhigh vs BGNlow/neg HER-2/neu+ 

tumors. Particularly the presence of T cells (CD3+) and T cell subpopulations (CD8+) are 

indicators for a better prognosis (148), strongly suggesting that the anti-tumoral immune 

responses could be exploited as a therapeutic option. It is noteworthy that CD4 transcription 

was low in BGNhigh HER-2/neu+ cells. These data suggest that the reduced frequency and 

size of BGNhigh HER-2/neu+ tumors might be due to an increased immunogenicity of these 

cells accompanied by a strong infiltration of effector T cells when compared to BGNlow/neg 

HER-2/neu+ tumors. Since CD4 transcription was reduced in BGNhigh HER-2/neu+ tumors, 

one might speculate that BGN restoration downregulates the frequency of immune 

suppressive CD4+ FoxP3+ Treg. In addition, overexpression of BGN in HER-2/neu+ cells was 

accompanied by an upregulation of DCN expression suggesting a link between BGN and 

DCN expression. Treatment of BGNlow/neg HER-2/neu+ cells with recombinant BGN or DCN 

resulted in an upregulation of MHC class I surface antigens due to increased expression of 



16 
 

major APM components including TAP1 and TAP2 demonstrating that both SLRPs have an 

immune modulatory potential. 

Neoplastic malignancies often overexpress TGF-β and its receptor (149). In a murine neu-

driven BC model, TGF-β can accelerate metastasis formation possibly through the 

synergistic activation of PI3K/AKT and Ras/MAPK pathways with neu-dependent signaling 

(150). Furthermore, TGF-β signaling is activated in HER-2/neu-overexpressing BC cells 

(151), which is accompanied by increased tumor cell motility and metastatic progression. The 

crosstalk between HER-2 and TGF-β not only alters intracellular signaling in cancer cells, but 

also influences components of the TME through the induction of several pro-invasive growth 

factors. In BGNlow/neg HER-2/neu+ cells high transcript levels of TGF-β and of the TGF-β 

receptor were detected, while BGN expression in HER-2/neu+ cells reduced their expression. 

This is in line with the regulation of BGN by the ALK5-Smad2/3 TGF-β1 signaling pathway 

(152) and its function as a TGF-β repressor (153). Thus, BGN expression could be linked to 

changes in the TGF-β pathway known to negatively interfere with MHC class I surface 

expression (154) and anti-tumoral immune responses (155). These data confirm the TGF-β-

mediated escape from immune surveillance due to the downregulation of MHC class I 

expression (156) and an induction of the epithelial mesenchymal transition (156) as 

demonstrated by increased SNAIL expression and activation of MMP9 (157). Interestingly, 

TGF-β inhibition induced MHC class I expression in BGNlow/neg HER-2/neu+ cells. Such data 

highlight the important the role of microenvironmental TGF-β signaling on escape of tumor 

cells from immune surveillance leading to progression. 

On the other hand, DCN has also been shown to block TGF-β transcription and protein 

expression in glioblastoma cells, which was accompanied by a strong inhibition of tumor 

formation in vivo (158). DCN-expressing glioblastoma showed an altered TME characterized 

by an increased frequency of infiltrating T and B cells. Furthermore, the DCN-induced 

inhibition of TGF-β was accompanied by significantly enhanced anti-glioblastoma immune 

responses in tumor necrosis factor-α-converting enzyme signaling (158). These data are in 

line with our BGNhigh HER-2/neu model demonstrating an increased DCN expression in these 

cells. Thus, a better understanding of the contextual networks of BGN and DCN in tumors is 

required to modulate immunogenicity by targeting the MHC class I surface expression. 

TGF-β1 binds to its receptors (TGF-βRI and TGF-βR2) and induces the phosphorylation of 

the tumor necrosis factor-α-converting enzyme (TACE) (Figure 7), which resulted in its 

translocation to the cell surface, where TACE induces integrins and cleaves the EGFR pro-

ligands (159). EGFR ligands will initiate an autocrine and paracrine EGFR signaling, which is 

amplified in HER-2/neu-overexpressing cells (BGNlow/neg HER-2/neu+ cells). In BGNhigh HER-

2/neu+ cells, BGN and DCN bind to TGF-β1 and restrict HER-2/neu signaling, which might 

induce tumor suppression (Figure 7). It can be suggested that TGF-β by signaling via the 
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TGF-β receptor enhances the HER-2/neu-initiated signal transduction by increasing HER-

2/neu ligand shedding, HER-2/neu-containing heterodimers, and their cross talk with 

integrins (151).  

 

Figure 7. Schematic representation of BGN- and DCN-mediated inhibition of the TGF-β 

pathway and restriction of HER-2/neu signaling. TGF-β1 binds to its receptors (TGF-βRI and 

TGF-βR2) and induces phosphorylation of TACE, resulting in its translocation to the cell 

surface, where TACE induces integrins and cleaves EGFR pro-ligands. EGFR ligands will 

initiate autocrine and paracrine EGFR signaling, which is amplified in HER2-overexpressing 

cells (BGNlow/neg HER-2/neu+ cells). In BGNhigh HER-2/neu+ cells, BGN and DCN bind to TGF-

β1 and restricts HER-2/neu signaling, thus allowing tumor suppression to occur. 

 

In our study, an enhanced expression of TGF-β1 and its receptor TGF-βR1 was found in 

BGNlow HER-2/neu, which could be reverted to normal levels by BGN overexpression. Both 

BGN and DCN regulate the TGF-β availability in BGNhigh HER-2/neu cells. In BGNhigh HER-

2/neu+ cells, the amount of BGN and DCN in the ECM increases and both PGs bind to TGF-

β and sequester it to the ECM. In this way both DCN and BGN translocate TGF-β from the 

membrane thereby reducing the binding to its receptor resulting in a decreased TGF-β 

signaling and restricting HER-2/neu-mediated carcinogenic effects.  

 

2.2 miR-21-3p/TGF-β signaling-driven immune escape via the MHC class I/BGN axis 

The oncogenic miR-21 is overexpressed in many cancers, including BCs (160) and has often 

a prognostic value (139,161–169). It plays an important role by affecting the expression of 

cancer relevant genes involved in proliferation, migration and cell death (169–172) as well as 

in angiogenic activity, inflammatory responses and T cell activation (173–178). For example, 

miR-21 can be dynamically regulated after T cell activation by controlling the sustained 

activation of the MAPK and AKT-mTOR signaling pathways (179) and the PTEN/Akt pathway 

in response to T cell stimulation (180). However, miR-21 expression can be also increased in 

tumor suppressive immune cells, like tumor associated macrophages, known to be partially 
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responsible for promoting tumor growth, while its absence is accompanied by a decreased 

tumor growth (177). In addition, miR-21 is involved in the COX-2 inflammatory pathway, 

which promotes CRC progression and downregulates the tumor suppressor gene PDCD4 

(181). Thus, miR-21 expression and activity have a dual role and affects multiple physiologic 

and pathophysiologic functions in a context-dependent manner (178). This dissertation 

postulates that miR-21 induced by HER-2/neu transformation might emerge as a key player 

in immune evasion as postulated for other miRs (182–184). 

Therefore, the link between the immune modulatory role of BGN in HER-2/neu+ cells and 

miR-21-3p was explored in vitro and on tumor samples in vivo based on our previous work 

demonstrating a reduced tumorigenicity of BGNhigh HER-2/neu+ cells in DBA-1 mice (21). A 

downregulated miR-21-3p expression and a reduced TGF-β signaling was not only found in 

vitro, but also in tumor lesions of BGNhigh HER-2/neu+ cells suggesting that the enhanced 

immunogenicity of these cells might be mediated by a decline of miR-21-3p expression, 

which was further strengthened by a strong tumor infiltration of effector CD8+ T cells when 

compared to BGNlow/neg HER-2/neu+ tumors (21). This study therefore extended the 

oncogenic function of miR-21-3p to immune modulatory properties and showed for the first 

time a miR-21-3p-mediated downregulation of MHC class I surface antigens in different 

model systems, which is linked to an altered BGN expression and TGF-β signaling in HER-

2/neu+ cells. Our results suggest that HER-2/neu transformation induces the expression of 

miR-21-3p, which interferes with the expression of immune modulatory molecules thereby 

accelerating immune suppression and reducing tumor immunogenicity (Figure 8). 

 

Figure 8: miR-21-3p/TGF-β signaling-driven immune escape via the MHC class I/BGN axis 

 

MiR-21 targets important tumor suppressor genes as well as genes involved in 

carcinogenesis, such as SPRY2 (185), PTEN (186), RECK (187), TIMP3 (188), BCL2 (189) 
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and PDCD4 (190). For example, the knock down of miR-21-3p overexpression caused an 

increased PTEN expression associated with an increased apoptosis (191), while miR-21-3p 

inhibited the tumor suppressive function of the p53 dimer (192). Moreover, an immune 

suppressive effect of miR-21 was described by inhibiting e.g., the IFN-γ-induced STAT1 

signaling pathway (183,193). This dissertation reports for the first time that miR-21-3p targets 

a MHC class I APM component and an inhibitor of the TGF-β pathway thereby interfering 

with the MHC class I antigen expression (21): Targeting of the 3’ UTR of SMAD2 by murine 

miR-21-3p enhances the TGF-β signaling, which is accompanied by a reduced MHC class I 

surface expression (Figure 8). In human cells, hsa-miR-21-3p binds to the 3’UTR of the 

TAP1 subunit thereby restricting the peptide transport into the ER leading to an impaired 

peptide loading of MHC class I antigens. The oncogenic miR-21-3p is increased by HER-

2/neu transformation and linked to altered growth properties and a reduced immunogenicity 

of HER-2/neu+ tumors (140). Interestingly, the BGN-mediated overexpression in BGNlow/neg 

HER-2/neu+ cells induced MHC class I expression and reduced miR-21-3p thereby 

highlighting the critical role of miR-21-3p on the immune escape of tumor cells (Figure 8). 

These results were confirmed by TCGA data analysis demonstrating a significant correlation 

of miR-21-3p with HER-2/neu (ERBB2) expression with a reduced patients’ survival. The 

crosstalk between HER-2/neu and miR-21-3p alters the intracellular signaling in cancer cells 

by enhancing pro-invasive growth factors, like TGF-β, or inhibiting immune stimulatory 

factors, like BGN. In BGNlow/neg HER-2/neu+ cells high miR-21-3p transcript levels were 

detected, while BGN transfection into BGNlow/neg HER-2/neu+ cells reduced miR-21-3p 

expression. This is in line with the reduced expression of SMAD2 upon miR-21-3p 

overexpression and the promotion of the cell viability and proliferation of bovine mammary 

gland epithelial cells (133). Despite further in vitro and in vivo studies are required to 

elucidate the precise underlying molecular mechanisms of miR-21-3p in the tumor 

development, pharmacological targeting of the miRNA-PG-MHC class I axis as a novel 

innovative therapeutic concept for HER-2/neu+ cancers is suggested. 

In cancer, contradicting data exist regarding the clinical significance of BGN expression. In 

some tumors an increased BGN expression was linked to poor prognosis (194), whereas in 

others its overexpression was associated with inhibition of cancer cell growth and a good 

prognosis (113,195). The expression of BGN was increased in liver, ovarian, endometrial, 

pancreatic and gastric cancer (196) suggesting an important role of BGN in the pathogenesis 

of these malignancies. In contrast, several other studies demonstrated an anti-tumoral 

activity of BGN associated with anti-proliferative capacity. Similar results were obtained in 

our HER-2/neu model system suggesting that BGN has tumor suppressive activity, which 

might be associated with an increased immunogenicity. In silico analysis of TCGA data from 

BC patients demonstrated a prognostic value of BGN and DCN, which is in line with our in 
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vitro results. Based on these reports BGN displays very contradicting roles, which might 

depend on the cellular context.  

2.3 Prognostic associations of mutations in BGN and co-occurred GAG genes 

In the era of individualized therapies, grouping patients based on their co-association pattern 

of genetic alterations is the first step towards the implementation of genomics-based 

personalized medicine. Our report describes how the genetic alterations co-occur between 

PGs and CS/DS modification enzymes in every individual BC patient. 

Tumor cells display a wide range of glycosylation alterations compared to their non-

transformed counterparts and have already been described (197,198). Changes in the 

connective tissue within and around tumors are increasingly recognized as important 

contributors to tumor development and progression (199). A central role for PGs, containing 

at least one GAG chain, such as HS, DS, CS, or KS covalently attached to the protein core, 

has been described in tumors (200). Among PG family members, the expression profiles of 

DCN and/or BGN are well-studied in different cancers and have been associated with the 

clinical outcome of tumor patients (99,201,202). However, their tumor-suppressive or tumor-

promoting potential is controversially discussed. 

 

Figure 9: Using computational tools, this dissertation demonstrates a distinct association of 

BGN and DCN with sulfate modification enzymes in BC and glioma. The unique pattern of 

structural alterations and expression with clinical relevance was found for PGs and sulfate 
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modification enzymes in BC and glioma, which might help to identify high risk patients and to 

develop personalized therapeutics (203).  

 

In this study, the structural alterations of the ECM components BGN and DCN in BC with 

special emphasis on their GAG chains focusing on CHST and CS/DS modification enzymes 

were investigated. It is well-known that mutations and aberrant glycosylation occur in all 

major human cancers (198–200). BC was selected to unravel the distinct roles of BGN, DCN, 

CHST and CS/DS modification enzymes as the cancer entities have already been shown for 

the RNA-binding protein Musashi-1 (204) and STAT3 inhibitors (205). We have addressed 

the frequency of glycosylation modifications and structural abnormalities of CS/DS chains, 

BGN and DCN and their associations between genomic, transcriptomic and clinical features. 

Computational approaches allow to correlate gene expression with mutation rates in order to 

identify frequently mutated genes while eliminating many false-positive cells made in several 

single-tumor-type projects (206). A better understanding of the relevant alterations will help 

to identify glycan-based biomarkers with prognostic and diagnostic value. 

Using network analyses, the mechanisms of interaction among the different genes could be 

determined. For example, mutual exclusivity analyses have been published for K-RAS and 

p53 and co-occurred in pancreatic adenocarcinoma (log odds ratio = 1.599, p=0.006), where 

K-RAS and p53 were not neighboring genes (207). In our investigation, BGN and DCN were 

not neighboring genes; but many CS, DS and carbohydrate sulfotransferases enzymes were 

reported as neighboring genes of BGN and DCN. BGN was associated with CS modifying 

enzymes, CHSY3 and carbohydrate sulfotransferases, CHST15. Except for CHST4, all these 

CHST and CS/DS modification enzymes were directly interacting with BGN and DCN 

suggesting that the CHST and CS/DS modification enzymes influence and control the 

expression of BGN and DCN. BGN and DCN showed differential co-occurrence, while DCN 

co-occurs with DSE (Figure 9).  

Since we hypothesized that the prognostic effects may be influenced by mutations, the 

mutation rates of BGN, DCN and modification enzyme genes and their survival analyses 

were correlated with the patients’ survival by R2 Genomics. There is an association between 

the occurrence of mutations and poor patients’ outcome. No mutations were found in 

BGN/DCN and their co-occurred CHST and CS/DS modification enzymes in BC, which were 

linked with good clinical outcome of patients (Figure 9). Germ-line mutations in DCN and p53 

have been reported to cooperate in the transformation of lymphocytes and ultimately lead to 

a more aggressive phenotype by shortening the latency of lymphoma (208). BGN and their 

associated CHSY1 and CHST4 were also mutated in glioma (203), which was also in line 

with a statistically significant increase in variant allele frequency in melanoma and bladder 

cancer (209,210). The specificities of glycosylation and mutation depend on various intrinsic 
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factors of the glycosylation process within a given cell or tissue type (211). Cancer drivers 

identified only by integrating less frequent events across tumor types with mutations and 

copy number alterations (CNA) and aggregating genes using gene network and pathway 

analyses (212). 

BGN and their associated CHST and CS/DS modification enzymes were over-expressed in 

BC. However, overexpression of BGN in BC was correlated with higher patients’ survival. 

Many studies have already shown an association of BGN and DCN with cancer in the 

context of oncogenic (113,213) and anti-tumor properties (100,118,214). The changes in the 

glycosylation pattern of BGN and DCN will increase the molecular heterogeneity as well as 

the functional diversity (203,215). 

Targeting altered glycosylation as an immunotherapeutic strategy provides an appealing 

option for cancer treatment (216,217). While the HA-CD44 was the most studied GAG 

associations in cancer leading to an altered signal transduction (218,219), this dissertation 

reports here the first evidence of BGN and DCN interacting with different CHST and CS/DS 

modification enzymes. Understanding of the structure and specific biological roles of GAGs 

might lead to the development of novel therapeutic approaches, including the development of 

mimics as well as delivery systems for anti-cancer drugs targeting over-expressed BGN/DCN 

and their associated enzymes in the TME. Therefore, an increased knowledge of BGN/DCN 

and GAG chains in tumors of distinct origin is important for diagnosis, prognosis, drug 

delivery and design of novel treatment of tumor patients. 
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4 Theses 

1. The declining BGN expression in HER-2/neu transformants was associated with 

reduced MHC class I surface expression, which could be reverted by BGN 

overexpression or by the addition of exogenous BGN. 

2. The reduced frequency of tumor formation and tumor size of BGNhigh HER-2/neu+ 

tumors might be due to increased immunogenicity of these cells accompanied by a 

strong infiltration of effector T cells compared to BGNlow/neg HER-2/neu+ tumors. 

3. Overexpression of BGN in HER-2/neu+ cells was accompanied by an upregulation of 

the PG DCN expression suggesting a link between BGN and DCN expression. Since 

recombinant DCN also elevated MHC class I surface expression in BGNlow/neg HER-

2/neu+ cells, both PGs might act synergistically. 

4. TGF-β inhibition induced MHC class I expression in BGNlow/neg HER-2/neu+ cells. Like 

other neoplastic malignancies, BGNlow/neg HER-2/neu+ cells expressed high transcript 

levels of TGF-β, while BGN expression in HER-2/neu+ cells reduced their expression.  

5. The miR‐21‐3p enhances TGF‐β signaling by binding to the 3′UTR of SMAD2, 

resulting in a reduced MHC class I surface expression, while hsa‐miR‐21‐3p binds to 

the human TAP1 3′UTR, thereby restricting the peptide transport and loading of MHC 

class I antigens. Hence, the miR-21-3p targets a MHC class I APM component and 

an inhibitor of the TGF-β pathway, thus interfering with the MHC class I antigen 

expression. Interestingly, the BGN-mediated overexpression in BGNlow/neg HER-

2/neu+ cells reduced miR-21-3p.  

6. The miRNA-BGN-MHC class I axis along with the unique pattern of structural 

alterations and expression of BGN, which has clinical relevance in BC dataset, which 

might help to identify high-risk patients and to develop personalized therapeutics. 

7. BGN exhibits tumor-suppressive or oncogenic potentials depending on the cellular 

context, mutation status and association with GAGs. The lack of mutations and CNA 

in BGN, and their associated CS polymerizing enzyme, CHSY3 and carbohydrate 

sulfotransferase, CHST15 accompanied with increased survival in the BC patients’ 

dataset. Therefore, further experimental and clinical studies are warranted. 
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