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Annexin A2 Enhances the Progression of Colorectal Cancer and
Hepatocarcinoma via Cytoskeleton Structural Rearrangements
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Abstract

Annexin A2 (ANXA2) is reported to be associated with cancer development. To investigate the roles ANXA2 plays during the development
of cancer, the RNAi method was used to inhibit the ANXA2 expression in caco2 (human colorectal cancer cell line) and SMMC7721
(human hepatocarcinoma cell line) cells. The results showed that when the expression of ANXA2 was efficiently inhibited, the growth
and motility of both cell lines were significantly decreased, and the development of the motility relevant microstructures, such as pseudo-
podia, filopodia, and the polymerization of microfilaments and microtubules were obviously inhibited. The cancer cell apoptosis was
enhanced without obvious significance. The possible regulating pathway in the process was also predicted and discussed. Our results sug-
gested that ANXA2 plays important roles in maintaining the malignancy of colorectal and hepatic cancer by enhancing the cell proliferation,
motility, and development of the motility associated microstructures of cancer cells based on a possible complicated signal pathway.
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Introduction

Annexins can bind to negatively charged phospholipids in a
Ca2+-dependent manner. Annexin A2 (ANXA2), an important
member of the annexin family, has a conserved C-terminal core
domain which is the Ca2+-binding molecule. The N-terminal
domain of ANXA2 molecule mediates the regulatory interactions
with protein ligands and regulates the ANXA2-membrane associ-
ation implicated with F-actin assembly and cell motility mediated
by the actin cytoskeleton (Ling et al., 2004; Bydoun & Waisman,
2014; Lauritzen et al., 2015). ANXA2 exists as a monomer or a
heterotetramer containing a S100A10 dimer (Bydoun &
Waisman, 2014). Various physiological functions have been
assigned to the expression and distribution of ANXA2 in cells,
such as mitogenic signal transduction (Benaud et al., 2015),
DNA synthesis and cell proliferation (Chiang et al., 1993), and
membrane fusion during exocytosis and endocytosis (Fan et al.,
2011; Wang et al., 2016). The over expression of ANXA2 was
detected in the tumors of brain, liver, pancreas, cervical, lung,
and colon (Vishwanatha et al., 1992; Clifton et al., 2006; Zhai
et al., 2011; Zheng & Jaffee, 2012; Kantara et al., 2015;
Ağababaoğlu et al., 2017).

Cell motility is a key phenotype to evaluate the ability of tumor
cell metastasis and ANXA2 has been implied to regulate the

behavior of cytoskeleton protein. In motile cells, ANXA2 is con-
centrated in dynamic actin-rich protrusions and the depletion of
ANXA by siRNA leads to the accumulation of stress fibers and
loss of protrusive and retractile activity. ANXA2 participates in
actin barbed-end capping and can reduce the rate of G-actin poly-
merization. ANXA2 may directly interact with monomeric and
polymerized actin and play an essential regulatory role in main-
taining the plasticity of the dynamic membrane-associated actin
cytoskeleton (Hayes et al., 2006). Besides, a series of evidence
shows that protein kinase A (PKA) is involved in the process of
actin cytoskeleton rearrangement. Activated PKA may phosphor-
ylate ANXA2, and then cause the dissociation of ANXA2 from
F-actin and loss of ANXA2’s F-actin bundling activity and there-
fore disassemble the cytoskeleton. A previous in vitro study
indicated that phosphorylated AIIt (ANXA2-S100A10 heterote-
tramer) could neither bind to F-actin nor bundle F-actin at the
physiological levels of Ca2+ (Borthwick et al., 2008). However,
as one of the candidates of actin-binding proteins, ANXA2 has
been reported to bind and bundle F-actin. This seems contradic-
tory to the previous experiments in which AIIt is thought to sever
F-actin filaments. It is possible that AIIt binds to the cytoskeleton,
while phosphorylation of AIIt leads to the dissociation of AIIt
from the cytoskeleton and thus disruption of the cytoskeleton
(Singh et al., 2004). ANXA2 may enhance the proliferation and
motility of tumor cells (Clifton et al., 2006; Zheng & Jaffee,
2012; Kantara et al., 2015), but its expression is reduced or lost
in dysplasia and head and neck squamous cell carcinoma and
prostate cancer cells (Pena-Alonso et al., 2008; Liu et al., 2003;
Christensen et al., 2018), while the re-expression of ANXA2 can
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inhibit prostate cancer cell migration (Liu et al., 2003). ANXA2
also engages in the suppression of the motility of Moloney sar-
coma virus-transformed Madin-Darby canine kidney cells
(Balch & Dedman, 1997). ANXA2 may play roles in the apoptosis
pathway. Under serum withdrawal or cisplatin treatment, PP2A/
GSK-3 and Omi/HtrA2 cause ANXA2 cleavage and then cell
cycle inhibition and apoptosis occurs (Wang et al., 2009). Cells
(Anip973 and AGZY83-a lung cancer cells) transfected with
Ad-p53 were observed with more apoptotic cells using both flow
cytometry and terminal deoxynucleotidyl transferase mediated
dUTP nick-end labeling assays. In all these cells, ANXA2 was down-
regulated, especially in Anip973 cells (Huang et al., 2008).
Down-regulation of ANXA2 expression using siRNA inhibited the
proliferation of BE1 cell line with highly metastatic ability
(Huang et al., 2008). However, the detailed regulations of
ANXA2 to the behaviors of different kinds of tumor cells need
to be further studied and confirmed. Our study was designed to
investigate the roles of ANXA2 in regulating the cell behaviors in
colorectal carcinoma cells (caco2) and hepatocarcinoma cells
(SMMC7721) using the RNAi method, and analyze the effects of
ANXA2 expression on the proliferation, motility and apoptosis of
both cell lines, as well as on the development of the motility rele-
vant microstructures, such as pseudopodia, filopodia, and the poly-
merization of microfilaments and microtubules. The possible
regulating pathway in the process was also predicted and discussed.

Materials and Methods

Cell Culture

The caco2 cell line was purchased from ATCC (Rockville, MD,
USA), and the SMMC7721 cell line was from our lab’s stock.
Both cell lines were cultured in RPMI1640 medium supplemented
with 10% fetal bovine serum (Invitrogen, CA, USA) at 37°C in a
humidified incubator containing 5% CO2. Cells were passaged
three times at least and five times at most before transfection.

siRNA Designation and Transfection

The siRNA (5′-TAGTATAGGCTTTGACAGACCC-3′, marked as
siANXA2) targeting ANXA2 open reading frame sequence was
designed and cloned into pU6H1-GFP plasmid by Biomics
Biotechnologies Co. Ltd (Nantong, China). A scrambled siRNA
(5′-GCATCTAAGGTATCGTTGTGGCTC-3′, marked as siRNA-
scr) was cloned as a control. In total, 2 × 105 cells per well were
seeded in six-well plates for 24 h before transfection.
Lipofectamine™ 2000 (Invitrogen, NY, USA) was used to transfect
cells following the manufacturer’s protocol. The cultured cells were
grouped as the siRNA group (transfected with siANXA2),
siRNAscr group (transfected with siRNASCR), and WT group (no
transfection). The experiments were repeated three times indepen-
dently and the transfection efficiency was evaluated by the number
of transfected cells with green fluorescent protein (GFP) expression
in three random representative fields.

Semi-Quantitative RT-PCR

Semi-quantitative reverse transcription-PCR (RT-PCR) was used
for the detection of ANXA2 mRNA level and evaluation of the
inhibition efficiency of ANXA2 expression. Cell samples were
harvested at 72 h post transfection. The Biozol Kit (BIOER,
Hangzhou, China) was used to isolate total RNA following the

manufacturer’s protocol. RNA samples were quantified by using
a bio-photometer manufactured by Eppendorf Company
(Hamburg, Germany). The first-strand cDNA was synthesized
using 1 µg of total mRNA, 1 µg Oligo dT, 1 mM dNTPs, and 5 U
avian reverse transcriptase (Ding Guo Biotech, Beijing, China) in
the final volume of 20 µL at 42°C for 1 h. In total, 1.5 µL of
cDNAwas used as the template for PCR. The primers for the semi-
quantitative RT-PCR study of ANXA2 was as follows: top:
5′-GCGTCTAATCCGACAGCA-3′, and bottom: 5′-GCCGACT-
TCCTTCACCAT-3′. GAPDH was used as an endogenous control.
The PCR was programed to 23 cycles with 48°C as annealing
temperature. The densitometric analysis of PCR products on
1.5% agarose gels was implemented using Bandscan 4.30 software.
The experiments were repeated three times independently.

Western Blotting

The methods of cell culture and transfection are the same as above.
The cell lysates were prepared from each dish at 72 h post transfec-
tion, and the total protein in each sample was quantified using a
BCA protein assay kit (Applygen, Beijing, China). In total, 40 µg
protein for each sample was subjected to a 10% sodium dodecyl
sulfate-polyacrylamide gel and transferred to nitrocellulose mem-
brane (PALL, CA, USA). The transferred membrane was incubated
with an rabbit-anti human ANXA2 antibody (1:500, Santa Cruz
Biotechnology, Inc., CA, USA) and a horseradish peroxidase
(HRP) labeled goat-anti rabbit antibody (1:3,000, Beijing
Biosynthesis Biotech, Beijing, China). GAPDH (1:1,600, Sangon
Biotechnology, China) was used as an endogenous control to stand-
ardize results in western blot assay. The membrane was developed
using an ECL Kit (Pierce, Shanghai, China) following the manufac-
ture’s instruction. The densitometric analysis of the protein bands
was implemented using Bandscan 4.30 software. The experiments
were repeated three times independently.

Immunohistochemical Staining

The cell culture, group designation, and transfection were the same
as above, but the cells were seeded on a sterilized coverglass in each
well of six-well plates. The cells were rinsed with phosphate-
buffered saline (PBS) three times at 72 h post transfection, fixed
in 4% buffered paraformaldehyde for 15 min at room temperature,
and treated with 0.3% Triton X-100 for 10 min and 3% H2O2 for
15 min to block the endogenous peroxidase activity. Afterward,
the normal goat serum (1:10, Ding Guo Biotech, Beijing, China)
was used to block the non-specific binding of immunoglobulin
for 30 min. Then the cells were incubated with a rabbit-anti
human ANXA2 antibody (1:200) at 37°C for 3 h and a goat anti-
rabbit antibody (1:2,000, Ding Guo Biotech, Beijing, China) at
room temperature for 2 h, and then treated with streptavidin/
HRP (5 µg/mL, Ding Guo Biotech, Beijing, China) at room temper-
ature for 30 min. Finally, the cells anchored to coverglasses were
displayed by treating them with diamino-benzidine (1 × working
solution, Ding Guo Biotech, Beijing, China) for 5–10 min, washed
in distilled water briefly, dehydrated in gradient alcohol solutions,
cleared with xylene, and observed under a microscope.

Wound Healing Assay

The group designation and transfection were the same as above.
The transfected cells were cultured to confluence or near conflu-
ence (>90%) in six-well plates. On the day of the assay, confluent
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monolayer cells were wounded using a 1 mL pipette tip linked to a
vacuum pump and then washed three times with PBS to clear any
cell debris and suspended cells. Then image of each circle-shaped
wound area was captured at 24, 48, 72, and 96 h at the same
wound position. The remained wound area at each time point
was compared with its initial wound area in 0 h using software
Gene tools (Syngene) and ImageJ (National Institutes of
Health). The cell migration rate was calculated based on the fol-
lowing formula: Migration Rate = (1 −At/A0) × 100%; A0: the
pixel number for the initial wound area; At: the pixel number
for the remained wound area at a time point post transfection.

Transwell Chamber Assay

Transwell chamber assay was used for the quantitative measure-
ment of cell migration. Briefly, 8,000 cells at 48 h post-
transfection resuspended in 200 µL serum-free medium were
seeded on the top chamber of a 12-well Transwell with polycar-
bonate filters with a pore size of 8 µm (Corning Costar
Incorporated, New York, USA), and cells were allowed to migrate
toward complete growth media present in the lower chamber
overnight. Non-migrated cells were removed from the upper sur-
face of the membrane by gentle scrubbing with a cotton swab and
cells that had migrated to the lower side of the membrane were
fixed with methanol, stained with 0.1% crystal violet solution,
then imaged and counted under a light microscope. Five repre-
sentative fields were counted for each Transwell filter to quantify
the migrated cells in each group.

MTT Assay

Cell growth was detected by 3-[4,5-dimethylthiazol-2-yl]-2,5-diphe-
nyltetrazolium bromide (MTT) assay. The logarithm growing cells
were seeded in 96-well plates (4 × 103 cells per well). The group desig-
nation was the same as mentioned above and each group included six
wells. Each well was transfected using 0.5 µg plasmid DNA. In total,
20 µL MTT (5 mg/mL, Sigma, USA) was added into each well at 24,
48, 72, and 96 h post transfection, then the cells were incubated in
an incubator at 37°C and 5% CO2 for 5 h. dimethyl sulfoxide
(150 µL per well) was added and the plate was gently shaken on a
shaker for 10 min. The absorbance at 562 nm (OD562) was read on
a ELX800 ELISA reader (Bio-Tek, USA).

Coomassie Brilliant Blue Staining

The group designation and transfection were the same as above, and
cells were cultured in a six-well plate containing small coverglass slips
in each well for 24 h before transfection. The cell covered slips were
rinsed with PBS at 72 h post transfection, then fixed in 4% parafor-
maldehyde for 10 min, transparentized with 0.1% Triton X-100 for
5 min. After washing with PBS again, coomassie brilliant blue
R-250 (Sigma) was added and incubated at room temperature for
45 min. The cells were imaged under an inverted optical microscope.

Scanning Electron Microscope (SEM)

The methods of cell culture and transfection are the same as
above. Cells were fixed in 2.5% glutaraldehyde (Sigma) at 4°C
for 1 h, then dehydrated in gradient diluted ethanol. Finally, the
cell-covered slips were imaged under a scanning electron micro-
scope (Quanta200, Philips-FEI, Netherlands) following the
manufacturer’s protocol.

Immunofluorescence Assay

Themethods of cell culture and transfection are the same as above.At
72 h post transfection, the cells cultured on a small glass cover slip in
serum-starved medium (for cell synchronization) were washed once
with PBS and then fixed with 4% paraformaldehyde for 15 min fol-
lowed by four PBS washes. The fixed cells were transparentized in
0.3% TritonX-100 for 5 min and blocked for 45 min in blocking
buffer (1% BSA), the slips were incubated with a rabbit anti-human
F-actin polyclonal antibody (1:200, Santa Cruz Biotechnology, Inc.,
CA, USA) or rabbit anti-human β-tubulin polyclonal antibody
(1:200, Santa Cruz Biotechnology, Inc., CA, USA) for 1 h at 37°C,
then the cells were visualized using an Alexa-fluor 488 or 594
conjugated antibody, and the nuclei were displayed using
4′,6-diamidino-2-phenylindole (DAPI) staining. Finally, the slips
were imaged under a laser scanning confocal microscope (LSCM)
(Leica TCS SP5, Germany).

Apoptosis Assay

The methods for cell culture and transfection are the same as
above. The cells were stained using the Hoechst33258 staining
kit (KeyGEN Biotech, Beijing, China) following the manufactur-
er’s instruction.

Statistical Analysis

Data are expressed as mean ± SD and analyzed using Student’s
t-test by GraphPad Prism 5. p < 0.05 was considered significant.
All experiments were independently repeated for at least three
times.

Results

ANXA2 Expression was Significantly Inhibited in caco2 and
SMMC7721 Cells

pU6H1-GFP vector was used to express sequences of siRNAs
under a cytomegalovirus (CMV) promoter and GFP under a
CMV promoter. GFP sequence was cloned downstream of
siRNA and was co-expressed with siRNA (Fig. 1a). The optimal
Lipofectamine™ 2000 transfection condition for cells was con-
ducted according to the manufacturer’s protocol. siRNA transfec-
tion efficiency was evaluated at 72 h post transfection to be over
than 80% by counting the GFP-expressed cells (Fig. 1b).
Semi-quantitative RT-PCR and western blotting were used here
to detect ANXA2 expression levels in the transfected cells. The
results from semi-quantitative RT-PCR showed that the ANXA2
mRNA levels in the siANXA2 groups for both cell lines were sig-
nificantly inhibited at 72 h post transfection (Figs. 2a, 2b). The
results from western blotting demonstrated that the ANXA2 pro-
tein levels in the siANXA2 groups for both cell lines were remark-
ably decreased at 72 h post transfection (Figs. 2c, 2d). The
immunocytochemical staining results revealed that ANXA2 was
expressed in both nucleus and cytoplasm in WT and siRNASCR

groups at 72 h post transfection, but in siANXA2 groups,
ANXA2 expression was dramatically inhibited (Fig. 2e). Taken
together, the results above confirmed that the ANXA2 expression
can be significantly inhibited by the ANXA2 targeting siRNA
transfection in both caco2 and SMMC7721 cell lines.

ANXA2 Inhibition Reduced the Cell Motility Significantly

The effect of ANXA2 on the migrative ability on the both cell
lines was investigated by the wound healing assay and transwell
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chambers assay. To exclude the interference of the cell prolifera-
tion to the results, cycloheximide (Sigma, USA) was added into
each of the wells at 24 h post transfection (working concentration:
10 µM). In both two cell lines the downregulation of ANXA2
expression significantly slowed the rate of wound closure, the
migration rate of siANXA2-transfected cells was significantly
decreased at 48, 72, and 96 h post transfection, especially compar-
ing with the WT and siRNASCR groups at 72 and 96 h post trans-
fection (Figs. 3a, 3b). These results indicated that the cell
motilities of both transfected cell lines were apparently inhibited
because of the reduction of the ANXA2 expression level. The
result of the transwell chambers assay at 48 h post transfection
consistently showed lower migration ability in ANXA2
inhibited cells (Figs. 3c, 3d). Therefore, the inhibition of
ANXA2 causes a decreased cell migration in both caco2 and
SMMC7721 cell lines.

ANXA2 Inhibition Decreased the Cell Growth Significantly

MTT assay was used to evaluate the cell proliferation. At 24 to 96 h
post transfection, the absorbency of the siANXA2 group was
reduced time-dependently, especially at 72 and 96 h post transfec-
tion. The downregulation of ANXA2 expression significantly
inhibited the cell proliferation, the inhibitory rate of siANXA2
transfected cells was significantly increased in both two cell lines
when comparing with the siRNASCR group (Figs. 3e, 3f). These
results indicated that the ANXA2 expression reduction in both
caco2 and SMMC7721 cells causes the cell proliferation inhibition.

ANXA2 Inhibition Suppressed the Development of Motility
Relevant Microstructures

Recent studies raised the notion that motility relevant microstruc-
tures are closely associated with cell malignancy (Ribatti, 2017).
We speculated that ANXA2 inhibition may cause the changes
of motility relevant microstructures, especially the polymeriza-
tion/depolymerization of microfilaments and microtubules in
the pseudopodia and filopodia of cancer cells.

To investigate the effect of ANXA2 inhibition on cell micro-
structure regulation objectively, cell morphological changes were
detected by coomassie brilliant blue staining and SEM micros-
copy. Images under an optic microscope show that
ANXA2-inhibited cells exhibited a depleted development of pseu-
dopodia/filopodia as determined by coomassie brilliant blue
staining (Fig. 4a) and SEM microscopy (Fig. 4b), which might fur-
ther disrupt the development of filopodia and pseudopodia in
caco2 and SMMC7721 cells, suggesting a role of ANXA2 in the
reorganization of the cytoskeleton. Cell contact inhibition, an
important phenotype to evaluate the cancer cell malignancy dis-
played by SEM and coomassie brilliant blue staining, was
re-induced in the ANXA2 inhibited group (Figs. 4a, 4b).
Combining the results with the results from the transwell cham-
ber assay and wound healing assay together, it is strongly indi-
cated that ANXA2 enhances the cancer cell motility by
remolding the motility relevant microstructures of cancer cells.
The motility relevant microstructures were composed by actin
and tubulin, and the level of polymerization/depolymerization
of the both proteins is closely associated with cancer cell’s motility
(Pathak & Kumar, 2011; Gabel et al., 2019). Immunofluorescent
staining images show depolymerized changes for microfilament
(Figs. 5a, 5b) and microtubule (Figs. 6a, 6b) assembly in
ANXA2 inhibited cells in both cell lines. These results suggest
that the cytoskeleton undergoes reorganization in both caco2
and SMMC7721 cell lines after ANXA2 inhibition, suggesting
an involvement of ANXA2 in the organization of cytoskeleton.

ANXA2 Inhibition Affected the Cell Apoptosis Without
Significance

Hoechst33258 staining is the method to evaluate cell apoptosis by
identifying nuclear pyknosis. The results suggested that cell apo-
ptosis remain unchanged after ANXA2 inhibition (Fig. 7).
However, heteropythosis in ANXA2 inhibited cells was increased
and similarly in both caco2 and SMMC7721 cell lines, which sug-
gests that the cell apoptosis in the siANXA2 group was higher
than that in other groups without significance at 72 h post
transfection.

Fig. 1. Evaluation of siRNA transfection efficiency. a: Schematic map of plasmid pU6H1-GFP. b: Morphology of siRNA transfected caco2 and SMMC7721 cells. All

light and fluorescent microscope images were taken following 72 h of transfection (×10).
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Discussion

ANXA2 is a calcium-dependent phospholipid binding protein
(Siever & Erickson, 1997) and a primer recognition protein
(PRP) (Vishwanatha et al., 1992) that has been abundantly pre-
sented at several malignances with various functional implica-
tions, many of which relevant to membrane trafficking and
fusion (Gerke & Moss, 2002), fibrinolysis (Ling et al., 2004),

inflammation (Defour et al., 2017), differentiation

(Guzmán-Aránguez et al., 2005), metastatic ability (Kpetemey

et al., 2015), and malignancy relevant microstructures (Jaiswal

et al., 2014). ANXA2 activates DNA polymerase in lagging strand

DNA synthesis (Chiang et al., 1993) and enhances DNA replica-

tion (Zheng & Jaffee, 2012). Interactions between tyrosine kinase

receptors and cell-surface ANXA2 play an important role in the

Fig. 2. Inhibition of ANXA2 generate attenuated mRNA and protein expression with significant in both caco2 and SMMC7721 cells. a: Changes of ANXA2 mRNA

expression determined by semi-quantitative RT-PCR at 72 h post transfection. b: The quantification of ANXA2 expression at the mRNA level based on (a). c:

Changes of ANXA2 protein expression determined by western blotting at 72 h post transfection. Total ANXA2 expression level was detected by an ANXA2 specific

antibody that recognized the C-terminus of ANXA2. GAPDH is used for normalization. d: The quantification of ANXA2 expression at the protein level based on (c). e:

ANXA2 (brown) expression measured by immunocytochemical staining at 72 h post transfection and the light microscope images were taken (×20). Double and

triple asterisks denote p value <0.01 and p value <0.001, respectively.
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Fig. 3. Inhibition of ANXA2 depletes the cell motility and growth in caco2 and SMMC7721 cells. a: Measurement of cell motility by wound healing assay at different

time points (24, 48, 72, and 96 h) in caco2 after cell transfection. b: Measurement of cell motility by wound healing assay at different time points (24, 48, 72, and

96 h) in SMMC7721 after cell transfection. c: Detection of cell migration by transwell chamber assay. Representative optical images were taken after crystal violet

staining (×10). d: Quantification of migrated cells was evaluated by counting the number of cells in three random representative fields of the optical images. e:

Evaluation of cell growth by MTT assay at different time points (24, 48, 72, and 96 h) in caco2 after cell transfection. f: Evaluation of cell growth by MTT assay at

different time points (24, 48, 72, and 96 h) in SMMC7721 after cell transfection. Three biological replicates were performed in each experiment. The values were

plotted as means ± SD (n = 3). Double and triple asterisks denote p value <0.01 and p value <0.001, respectively.
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tumor microenvironment and act together to enhance tumor
growth (Siever & Erickson, 1997). ANXA2 bridge disparate mem-
branes and promote fusion in association with its binding part-
ners (S100A10 and S100A11) (Chaudhary et al., 2014), which
helps reseal the plasma membrane by facilitating polymerization
of cortical F-actin and excision of the damaged part of the plasma
membrane (Valapala & Vishwanatha, 2011; Demonbreun et al.,
2016). Previous literature reported that ANXA2 is ubiquitously
expressed in lung cancer (Jia et al., 2013), breast cancer (Jaiswal
et al., 2014), pancreatic cancer (Maji et al., 2017), acute

promyelocytic leukemia (Kwaan & Rego, 2010), colorectal carci-
noma (Yamamoto et al., 2016), and hepatocarcinoma
(El-Abd N et al., 2016), the up-regulation of ANXA2 is related
to mitogenic signal transduction associated with several biolog-
ical functions during the pathogenesis of cancers and the devel-
opment of these malignancies (Christensen et al., 2018). Based
on the description above, the up-regulated S100 and annexins
in metastatic cancers and plasma membrane repair (PMR)
(Jaiswal & Nylandsted, 2015) can be identified as the markers
of metastatic cancers.

Fig. 4. Inhibition of ANXA2 regulates the cytoskeletal networks in caco2 and SMMC7721 cells. a: Representative light microscope images for coomassie brilliant blue

staining at 72 h post transfection (×20). b: SEM observation of cytoskeletal networks at 72 h post transfection. Scale bars, 20 µm.
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In an attempt to explore and confirm the roles ANXA2 plays
in the development of colorectal carcinoma and hepatocarcinoma,
we analyzed the cell proliferation, motility, and apoptosis of the
caco2 and SMMC7721 cells when ANXA2 expression was inhib-
ited via RNAi. Our results revealed that the inhibition of ANXA2
caused dramatic attenuation of cell proliferation (Figs. 3e, 3f) and
motility (Figs. 3a–3d) in both cell lines, and indicated that
enhanced expression of ANXA2 and its binding partner may be
needed during the PRP (Vishwanatha et al., 1992) and PMR
(Jaiswal & Nylandsted, 2015) for the high invasive ability in met-
astatic cancers. However, inhibition of ANXA2 failed to cause a

significant cell apoptosis change (Fig. 7), and suggested that the
inhibition just lead cells more susceptible to apoptotic stimuli
only, such as serum withdrawal-induced cell cycle inhibition,
cisplatin-induced apoptosis (Wang et al., 2009), or disrupted
the construction of PRP (Vishwanatha et al., 1992), in spite of
the fact that ANXA2 was reported to mildly enhance cell apopto-
sis and a weak heteropyknosis in ANXA2 inhibited cells was
slightly presented in our results (Fig. 7). The findings above indi-
cate that ANXA2 high expression is necessary to maintain the
enhanced cell growth and motility for the high-metastatic poten-
tial of colorectal carcinoma and hepatocarcinoma.

Fig. 5. Inhibition of ANXA2 induces F-actin rearrangements and presents a diffuse

pattern of cytosolic localization in caco2 and SMMC7721 cells. a: Panels show

F-actin (green) and DAPI (blue) immunofluorescent staining of caco2 at 72 h post

transfection with siANXA2 or siRNAscr, or no transfection (WT). Scale bars, 25 µm.

b: Panels show F-actin (green) and DAPI (blue) immunofluorescent staining of

SMMC7721 at 72 h post transfection with siANXA2 or siRNAscr, or no transfection

(WT). Scale bars, 25 µm.

Fig. 6. Inhibition of ANXA2 modulates the formation and organization of β-tubulin in

caco2 and SMMC7721 cells. a: Panels show β-tubulin (red) and DAPI (blue) immuno-

fluorescent staining of caco2 at 72 h post transfection with siANXA2 or siRNAscr, or

no transfection (WT). Scale bars, 100 µm. b: Panels showβ-tubulin (red) and DAPI

(blue) immunofluorescent staining of SMMC7721 at 72 h post transfection with

siANXA2 or siRNAscr, or no transfection (WT). Scale bars, 100 µm.

Microscopy and Microanalysis 957

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1431927619000679 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1431927619000679


The change of microstructure and morphology is one of core
major features of tumor malignancy, and it includes dramatic
rearrangement of cytoskeletal networks, polymerized actin/acto-
myosin contractility, they both contribute to the enhanced motil-
ity of cancer cells (Sanz-Moreno & Marshall, 2010). However,
these remain elusive in caco2 and SMMC7721 cells. Our results
showed that the inhibition of ANXA2 caused the significant sup-
pression of cell motility and recovery of cell contact inhibition in
both cell lines (Fig. 4) based on the inhibition for the F-actin/
tubulin expression and polymerization (Figs. 5, 6). These findings
uncovered a critical role ANXA2 played in the coordination of cell
motility relevant microstructures by enhancing the bind and bun-
dle of F-actin (Filipenko & Waisman, 2001; Singh et al., 2004).
Also its inhibition caused a weak F-actin polymerization and dis-
assembly of cytoskeleton, that suggests the importance of ANXA2
to reorganize the cytoskeleton and enhance the motility in high-
metastatic cancers. Tubulin is an important microtubule protein

Fig. 7. Inhibition of ANXA2 had no significant influence on the apoptosis of caco2 and

SMMC7721 cells. a: Detection of cell apoptosis by Hoechst33258 staining at 72 h post

transfection in caco2 (×20). b: Detection of cell apoptosis by Hoechst33258 staining at

72 h post transfection in SMMC7721 (×20).

Fig. 8. A schematic diagram depicting a proposed signal pathway for ANXA2.
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to maintain the cytoskeleton-based cell motility (Pathak &
Kumar, 2011; Gabel et al., 2019). Our results showed that
ANXA2 inhibition suppressed the development of pseudopodia/
filopodia and ceased the restoration of contact inhibition in
both cell lines (Figs. 5, 6). These findings support that high
ANXA2 expression enhances tubulin polymerization is also
important to maintain the motility in high-metastatic cancers,
and the lack of actin/tubulin polymerization is closely relevant
to attenuation of extracellular matrix depended motility.

Based on the findings above, the regulation pathways for
ANXA2 relevance to cancer cell malignancy may mediated by
PKA (Borthwick et al., 2008), Src (Ma et al., 2018), Rho (Jolly
et al., 2014), tenascin-C (Esposito et al., 2006), and procathepsin
B (Mai et al., 2000) signals. ANXA2 can be activated by insulin
receptor activation relevant to the actin accumulation and subse-
quent cell detachment (Rescher et al., 2008) associated with can-
cer metastasis. In this study, the morphological changes of
cytoskeleton, especially the alternations of cell motility relevant
microstructures induced by ANXA2 inhibition were investigated
by LSCM and SEM microscopy. The results implied that the inhi-
bition of ANXA2 expression could rearrange the cytoskeleton
through the depletion of pseudopodia/filopodia and the disrup-
tion of F-actin and β-tubulin, and further affects the cancer malig-
nancy via recovery of the cell contact inhibition. Combining our
results and the references above, we proposed a possible signal
regulation illustration in colorectal carcinoma or hepatocarci-
noma in Figure 8.

Conclusions

In summary, our findings support that elevated ANXA2 expression
enhances the malignancy of caco2 and SMMC7721 cells by remod-
eling the cytoskeleton and motility associated microstructures, and
maintaining cell proliferation at high level. The signals by which
ANXA2 enhances the cancer malignancy may be merged to the
pathways ofmitogen-activated protein kinase, phosphatidylinositol
3-kinase, insulin, and nuclear factor-κB. Taken together, ANXA2
plays important role in enhancing the malignancy of colorectal car-
cinoma and hepatocarcinoma, and it has the potential to be used as
amarker for the diagnosis or clinical evaluation to the both cancers,
and also as a target for the gene target therapy of the both cancers.
However, the detailed information about ANXA2 merged signal
pathways during oncogenesis and cancer development should be
subjected to further investigation.
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