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Abstract
Epithelial–mesenchymal transition (EMT) is involved in the pathophysiology of lung cancer (LC) and
COPD, and the latter is an important risk factor for LC. We hypothesised that the EMT gene expression
profile and signalling cascade may differ in LC patients with COPD from those with no respiratory
diseases. In lung tumour specimens obtained through video-assisted thoracoscopic surgery from LC (n=20,
control group) and LC-COPD patients (n=30), gene expression (quantitative real-time PCR amplification)
of EMT markers SMAD3, SMAD4, ZEB2, TWIST1, SNAI1, ICAM1, VIM, CDH2, MMP1 and MMP9 was
detected. In lung tumours of LC-COPD compared to LC patients, gene expression of SMAD3, SMAD4,
ZEB2 and CDH2 significantly declined, while no significant differences were detected for the other
analysed markers. A significant correlation was found between pack-years (smoking burden) and SMAD3
gene expression among LC-COPD patients. LC-COPD patients exhibited mild-to-moderate airway
obstruction and a significant reduction in diffusion capacity compared to LC patients. In lung tumour
samples of patients with COPD, several markers of EMT expression, namely SMAD3, SMAD4, ZEB2 and
CDH2, were differentially expressed suggesting that these markers are likely to play a role in the regulation
of EMT in patients with this respiratory disease. Cigarette smoke did not seem to influence the expression
of EMT markers in this study. These results have potential clinical implications in the management of
patients with LC, particularly in those with underlying respiratory diseases.

Introduction
Nowadays, lung cancer (LC) continues to be a major cause of mortality worldwide [1–3]. Despite the
progress in the diagnosis and treatment of LC that has been achieved in the last decades [2], the
pathophysiology and underlying biology remain to be fully understood. Importantly, patients with
underlying obstructive lung diseases, namely COPD, are placed at a greater risk of developing tumours in
their lungs and airways [3, 4].

Several biological mechanisms have been shown to participate in the greater risk for LC development in
COPD patients [5]. For instance, increased oxidative stress [6], inflammation including a differential
inflammatory profile [7], epigenetics abnormalities [8] and the pattern of expression of stroma markers [9]
have all been demonstrated to be differentially expressed in tumours of patients with mild-to-moderate COPD.
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In addition, overall survival was also shown to be significantly altered on the basis of the inflammatory profile
in lung tumours of patients with underlying COPD compared to LC patients without COPD [10].

Epithelial–mesenchymal transition (EMT) is a biological process characterised by the loss of polarity and
cell–cell adhesion of epithelial cells to gain invasive characteristics. The transformed epithelial cells
become mesenchymal stem cells, which can differentiate into a great variety of cell types [11, 12]. EMT is
a physiological process involved in organ development in the embryo and in wounds [11]. Recently, a role
of EMT in the pathogenesis of COPD has also been demonstrated in the literature [13]. Furthermore,
tumour development and progression also rely on the expression of EMT within the lungs of LC patients
[13–16]. Whether a differential expression profile of EMT markers can be observed in LC patients with
COPD, even in those at early stages of their disease, remains to be answered.

We hypothesised that EMT gene expression profile and signalling cascade may differ in lung tumours of
patients with COPD from those without this respiratory disease. Thus, our objectives were to explore the
following in a clinical observational study of lung tumours in patients with and without COPD: 1) gene
expression of EMT signalling markers; 2) EMT gene expression profile of specific markers such as
intracellular adhesion molecule 1 (ICAM1), cadherin 2 (CDH2) and vimentin (VIM); and 3) correlations
between clinical and biological variables. A group of LC patients with no COPD was included as a control
group for the purpose of comparisons.

Methods
See specific details in the online supplementary material.

Study population
All patients were prospectively and consecutively recruited from the Lung Cancer Clinic at Hospital del
Mar (Barcelona, Spain). All the patients were part of the Lung Cancer Mar Cohort. For this observational
investigation, 50 patients with LC were consecutively recruited during the years 2018–2020. Patients were
further subdivided according to the presence or absence of COPD: n=30 patients with COPD (LC-COPD
group) and n=20 patients with no COPD (LC control group). This was a prospective controlled clinical
investigation, in which the World Medical Association guidelines for research on human beings (Seventh
revision of Declaration of Helsinki, Fortaleza, Brazil, 2013) were followed. The institutional Ethics
Committee on Human investigations (protocol #2008/3390/I, 4 February 2008, at Hospital del Mar-IMIM,
Barcelona, Spain) approved all the procedures and study protocol. All patients invited to participate in the
study signed their written informed consent.

In all cases, preoperative staging was performed using chest and upper abdominal computed tomography
scan and fluoro-deoxy-glucose positron emission tomography/computed tomography body-scan. When
there was suspected mediastinal lymph node involvement, a fiberoptic bronchoscopy with endobronchial
ultrasound and trans-tracheal biopsy of the suspected nodes were performed. In case of negative results, a
surgical exploration of the mediastinum: cervical video-assisted mediastinal lymphadenectomy and/or
anterior mediastinotomy were performed, the latter depending on the location of the suspected nodes.
Notwithstanding, in all surgical cases, intra-operative systematic hilar and mediastinal lymphadenectomy
(at least, ipsilateral paratracheal, subcarinal and ipsilateral pulmonary ligament) was performed as
previously recommended [17, 18].

Sample collection and preservation
Lung samples were obtained from tumours following standard technical procedures during video-assisted
thoracoscopic surgery in the surgery room. The fresh samples were carefully transported to the Pathology
Department, located at a very short distance (<5 min). In all patients, the expert pulmonary pathologists
selected tumour lung specimens of ∼10×10 mm2 area from the fresh samples. For all the recruited patients,
fragments of tumour specimens were immediately snap-frozen to be subsequently stored at −80°C until
further use in the laboratory experiments.

Biological experiments
Figure 1 illustrates the flow of the signalling markers analysed in the investigation. The sequence of
experiments was as follows. 1) RNA isolation: RNA was isolated from 30–50 µg frozen tumour samples
using 500 µL TRIzol reagent (Cat. 15596026; Thermo Fisher Scientific, Waltham, MA, USA). 2) RNA
reverse transcription: Invitrogen® cDNA Synthesis Kit (Cat.18018044; Thermo Fisher Scientific,
Carlsbad, CA, USA) was used to prepare cDNA templates following the manufacturer’s instructions. 3)
Quantitative real-time PCR amplification, performed using commercial gene expression assays for human
studies.
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Statistical analysis
Sample size was calculated on the basis of four target markers (CDH2, ZEB2, SMAD4 and SMAD3).
Accepting an alpha risk of 0.05 and a beta risk of 0.2 in a two-sided test, 16, 16, 13 and 16 subjects were
required in each group to identify a statistically significant difference ⩾ 0.5, 2, 1.7 and 3 units in the mean
value and a standard deviation of 0.5, 2, 1.5 and 3 in the expression of the genes CDH2, ZEB2, SMAD4
and SMAD3, respectively. As 30 and 20 patients were included in the LC-COPD and LC control group of
patients, respectively, the total number of patients was sufficient to attain an 80% power.

The normality of the study variables was examined using the Shapiro–Wilk test. For an initial descriptive
analysis of clinical parameters, qualitative variables were described as frequencies (number and percentage)
and quantitative variables as mean±SD. Potential differences between LC and LC-COPD and between
smokers and never-smokers as a whole (with no distinction between COPD and non-COPD patients) were
assessed using t-test. The Chi-squared test was used to assess differences between the two groups for the
categorical variables including the driver mutations and expression or no gene expression for the markers
SMAD3, SMAD4, ZEB2, TWIST1, SNAI1, ICAM1, VIM, CDH2, MMP1 and MMP9.

In each group of patients, potential correlations between clinical and biological variables were explored
using the Pearson’s correlation coefficient. All the statistical analyses were performed using the Statistical
Package for the Social Sciences (Portable SPSS, PASW statistics 22.0 version for Windows, SPSS Inc.,
Chicago, IL, USA). Correlations are displayed in graphical correlation matrices, obtained from R package
corrplot (https://cran.r-project.org/web/packages/corrplot/index.html), in two different colours: blue for
positive correlations and red for negative ones. Statistical significance was established at p⩽0.05 for all the
comparisons.

Results
Clinical characteristics of the study patients
Clinical and functional characteristics of all the study patients are expressed in table 1. Age and sex did not
significantly differ between the two study groups, while body mass index was greater in the LC-COPD
patients than in LC patients (table 1). The number of ex-smokers and pack-year variables were
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FIGURE 1 Epithelial–mesenchymal transition (EMT) pathway schematic diagram. SMAD: mothers against
decapentaplegic homolog; TF: transcription factors; P: phosphate group; ZEB: zinc finger E-box binding
homeobox; CDH: cadherin; ICAM: intercellular adhesion molecule; MMP: matrix metalloproteinase.
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significantly higher in the LC-COPD patients than in the LC patients (table 1). LC-COPD patients
exhibited mild-to-moderate airway obstruction along with a significant reduction in diffusion capacity
compared to LC patients (table 1). As expected, the majority of the COPD patients were in Global
Initiative for Chronic Obstructive Lung Disease (GOLD) stages I and II (96.6%). Tumour, nodes,
metastasis (TNM) staging or histological subtypes did not significantly differ between the study groups.
Adenocarcinoma was the predominant histopathological subtype in both groups of patients (table 1). The
levels of blood parameters such as total leukocytes, neutrophils, lymphocytes, albumin, total proteins and
body weight loss did not significantly differ between the two study groups of patients.

The proportions of tumour driver mutations of the genes Kirsten rat sarcoma virus (KRAS), epidermal
growth factor receptor (EGFR) and anaplastic lymphoma kinase (ALK) did not significantly differ between
the two groups of patients (table 2).

TABLE 1 Clinical characteristics of the study groups of patients

Anthropometric variables LC control LC-COPD

Subjects n 20 30
Age years 65±7 69±8
Male/female n 13/7 26/4
BMI kg·m−2 25.6±4 27.9±4*
Smoking history n (%)
Current 6 (30) 6 (20)
Ex-smoker 6 (30) 24 (80)*
Never-smoker 8 (40) 0 (0)*

Smoking pack-years 37±37 61±18*
Lung function parameters
FEV1 83±17 68±14***
FEV1/FVC % 75±6 59±9***
DLCO % 82±16 60±12***
KCO % 83±14 63±15***

GOLD stage n (%)
GOLD stage I NA 4 (13)
GOLD stage II NA 25 (83)
GOLD stage III NA 1 (3)
GOLD stage IV NA 0 (0)

TNM staging n (%)
Stage I 8 (40) 10 (33)
Stage II 5 (25) 14 (47)
Stage III 7 (35) 5 (17)
Stage IV 0 (0) 1 (3)

Histological diagnosis n (%)
Squamous cell carcinoma 4 (20) 8 (27)
Adenocarcinoma 11 (55) 21 (70)
Others 5 (25) 1 (3)

Blood parameters
Total leukocytes per μL 8.53±2.8×103 8.85±2.4×103

Total neutrophils per μL 5.48±2.6×103 5.51±2×103

Total lymphocytes per μL 2.24±0.6×103 2.15±0.8×103

Albumin g·dL−1 4.39±0.4 4.28±0.4
Total proteins g·dL−1 7.22±0.5 7.05±0.4

Body weight loss kg, n (%)
0 18 (90) 29 (97)
1–5 1 (5) 0 (0)
6–10 1 (5) 1 (3)

Continuous variables are reported as mean±SD, categorical variables are expressed as the number of patients
per group and the respective percentage in each group with respect to the total population. LC: lung cancer;
BMI: body mass index; FEV1: forced expiratory volume in 1 s; FVC: forced vital capacity; DLCO: diffusing capacity
of the lung for carbon monoxide; KCO: Krogh transfer factor; GOLD: Global Initiative for Chronic Obstructive
Lung Disease; NA: not applicable; TNM: tumour, nodes, metastasis. Statistical significance: *: p<0.05;
***: p<0.001 between LC-COPD and LC patients.
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EMT signalling markers
The gene expression profile of all the analysed genes is depicted in figure 2. LC-COPD patients are
represented in green colour, while LC patients are shown in red colour (figure 2). In tumours of LC-COPD
patients, SMAD3 gene expression was significantly reduced compared to tumours in LC patients (figure 3a).
The number of patients who did not show any expression of SMAD3 in their tumours did not significantly
differ between the two study groups (figure 3a). SMAD4 gene expression was also significantly lower in
tumours of LC-COPD than in LC patients (figure 3b). The number of patients who did not show any
expression of SMAD4 in their tumours did not significantly differ between the two study groups (figure 3b).
ZEB2 gene expression levels significantly declined in tumours of LC-COPD patients compared to the LC
patients (figure 3c). The number of patients who did not show any expression of ZEB2 in their tumours
did not significantly differ between LC-COPD and LC patients (figure 3c). No significant differences were
seen in TWIST1 gene expression between LC and LC-COPD patients (figure 3d). SNAI1 gene expression
did not show any significant differences between LC and LC-COPD patients (figure 3e). When all the
patients (n=50) were analysed according to smoking history, no significant differences were detected in the
expression of these genes, except for ZEB2 between smokers (current and ex-smokers) and never-smokers
(supplementary figure S1).

Expression of markers of EMT
Gene expression levels of ICAM1 in tumours did not significantly differ between the two study groups
(figure 3f). No significant differences in tumour VIM gene expression were observed between LC and
LC-COPD patients (figure 3g). VIM gene expression was detected in all the tumour samples from both
groups (figure 3g). In tumours of LC-COPD patients, CDH2 gene expression was significantly reduced
compared to tumours of LC patients (figure 3h). The number of patients who did not show any expression
of CDH2 in their tumours did not significantly differ between the two patient groups (figure 3h). MMP1
and MMP9 gene expression in tumours did not significantly differ between the two study patient groups
(figure 3i and j, respectively). The number of patients who did not show any expression of MMP1 or
MMP9 in their tumours did not significantly differ between LC and LC-COPD patients (figure 3i and j,
respectively). When all patients (n=50) were analysed according to smoking history, no significant
differences were detected in the expression of these genes between smokers (current and ex-smokers) and
never-smokers (supplementary figure S2). Among LC patients, significant positive correlations were found
between VIM and lung function parameters (forced expiratory volume in 1 s/forced vital capacity, diffusing
capacity of the lung for carbon monoxide (DLCO) and Krogh transfer factor (KCO), respectively, figure 4).
In LC-COPD patients, the number of pack-years positively correlated with SMAD3 gene expression
(figure 4 and supplementary figure S2). Moreover, among the same group of patients, CDH2 gene
expression positively correlated with blood neutrophil and leukocyte counts (figure 4).

Discussion
In the current investigation, the main findings were that gene expression of the EMT signalling markers
SMAD3, SMAD4 and ZEB2 was significantly lower in the tumours of patients with LC-COPD than in LC
control patients. In addition, a significant decline in the EMT marker CDH2 was also observed in the

TABLE 2 Driver mutation status of the study groups of patients

Mutation status LC control LC-COPD

Subjects n 20 30
KRAS, n (%)
No mutation 10 (76.9) 12 (75.0)
Mutation 3 (23.1) 4 (25.0)

EGFR, n (%)
No mutation 11 (84.6) 14 (87.5)
Mutation 2 (15.4) 2 (12.5)

ALK, n (%)
No mutation 13 (100.0) 16 (100.0)
Mutation 0 (0) 0 (0)

Categorical variables are expressed as the number of patients per group and the respective percentage in each
group with respect to the total population. LC: lung cancer; KRAS: Kirsten rat sarcoma virus; EGFR: epidermal
growth factor receptor; ALK: anaplastic lymphoma kinase. Statistical significance: no statistically significant
differences were found between LC-COPD and LC patients.
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tumours of patients with underlying COPD compared to non-COPD patients. Driver mutations were
similarly distributed across the two study groups. A differential profile of gene expression of EMT
signalling markers was observed among the patients with underlying COPD in this study.

During EMT, polarised epithelial cells transform into fibroblast-like mesenchymal cells in a process in
which the cells can move and invade tissues [19]. Several growth factors initiate and maintain EMT within
tissues, particularly transforming growth factor (TGF)-β [20, 21]. TGF-β has been consistently shown to
increase in the systemic compartment and lungs of patients with LC, particularly in those with COPD
[9, 22]. In a previous investigation [23], we clearly demonstrated that TGF-β expression levels were
significantly greater in lung tumours compared to non-tumour control tissues, and in patients with COPD
those levels were, indeed, significantly higher than in tumour specimens of non-COPD patients.

TGF-β signalling involves several ligands and SMAD2/3 protein expression, which subsequently activate
SMAD4 to translocate to the nucleus to activate or repress gene expression [24]. Disruptions in the
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expression of the SMAD signalling pathway may impact on the functions of TGF-β cytokine as was
shown to occur in bronchial epithelial cells of COPD patients that were also exposed to cigarette smoke
[25] and in myofibroblasts of the airway remodelling process in healthy smokers and COPD patients [26].
Similarly, in the current investigation, gene expression of SMAD3 and SMAD4 was significantly reduced in
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the tumours of the patients with underlying COPD. This signalling pathway may play an important role in
the initiation of a profibrogenic effect through TGF-β signalling in patients with COPD, thus favouring
lung carcinogenesis [12, 27]. As such the downregulation of the EMT repressor SMAD pathway may
favour a pro-tumoural micro-environment in patients with chronic airways diseases, namely COPD, which
could be targeted therapeutically. On the other hand, EMT-related protein expression increased in the
peripheral leading edge of nonsmall cell lung cancer (NSCLC) and was related to the tumour
characteristics that were associated with a poor prognosis in the patients [28]. Furthermore, cigarette smoke
also downregulates SMAD gene expression [25], which may also enhance the profibrogenic status reported
in patients with COPD. Importantly, the expression of SMAD3 was higher in LC-COPD patients with a
greater burden of cigarette smoke exposure (positive correlation). These are relevant findings that are
consistent with previous knowledge on the persistent increase in SMAD3 expression induced by cigarette
smoke [29]. Nonetheless, the analysis between smokers and never-smokers of the entire population of
patients did not yield any relevant results in the current study.

CDH2 is a transmembrane protein involved in cell adhesion with multiple biological roles including its
contribution to cancer development and metastasis [30]. In the present study, CDH2 gene expression levels
were significantly lower in tumours of patients with underlying COPD than in those without this
respiratory disease. In a previous investigation that was based exclusively on patients with COPD, gene
expression of CDH2 was increased in the bronchial epithelial cells compared to cells obtained from
healthy subjects [31]. Differences in the methodologies employed (laboratory techniques and sample types,
cells versus tumour biopsies) to identify levels of CDH2 gene expression as well as the number of patients
(greater in the current study) analysed in each investigation are likely to account for the discrepancies
encountered between the two studies [31].

ZEB2 transcription factor is involved in the process of human carcinogenesis and correlates well with
invasiveness and metastasis [32]. In mammary epithelial cells, ZEB2 favoured EMT expression, while
repressing E-cadherin expression [33]. It has also been demonstrated that the targeting of ZEB2 expression
avoided the migration and invasion of LC cells [34]. Moreover, ZEB2 has also been involved in the
response to therapy in LC patients [35]. Importantly, gene expression of ZEB2 also decreased in bronchial
epithelial cells from patients with COPD compared to control cells [31]. The authors demonstrated that
bronchial epithelial cells from COPD patients underwent EMT during normal baseline conditions, and this
may have favoured other biological processes in those patients [31]. In the present investigation, a
significant decline in ZEB2 gene expression was also detected in the tumours of patients with underlying
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FIGURE 4 Clinical correlations in each group of patients. a) Correlation matrix of the clinical and analytical
variables in lung cancer (LC) patients. b) Correlation matrix of the clinical and analytical variables in LC-COPD
patients. In the matrices, positive correlations are represented as blue dots, while negative correlations are
represented as red dots. Black dots within the circles represent p-values >0.05. Colour intensity and the size of
the circle are proportional to the correlation coefficients, as indicated on the y-axis on the right-hand side of
the graphs. FEV1: forced expiratory volume in 1 s; FVC: forced vital capacity; DLCO: diffusing capacity of the lung
for carbon monoxide; KCO: Krogh transfer factor; SMAD: mothers against decapentaplegic homolog;
VIM: vimentin; CDH: cadherin.
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COPD. The results obtained in the present study are very consistent with those previously reported by our
group and others [34, 36], and should be the focus of future research to better identify LC development in
patients with chronic respiratory diseases, with a special emphasis on COPD due to its high prevalence
worldwide.

SNAI1 is a transcription factor that represses the transcription of membrane adhesion molecules and
interacts with SMADs to induce EMT [37]. TWIST1 is another transcription factor that along with SNAI1
downregulates epithelial gene expression to activate EMT [38]. In patients with moderate-to-severe COPD,
the expression of SNAI1 and TWIST1 was higher in the bronchial epithelium specimens than in those of
the healthy subjects [39]. VIM, an intermediate filament, is expressed in mesenchymal cells. In the airways
of patients with COPD, expression levels of VIM were increased compared to samples obtained from the
healthy controls [40]. Collectively, these findings imply that differences exist in the expression of EMT
markers such as TWIST1, SNAI1 and VIM in the airways of patients with COPD compared to a group of
healthy subjects. In the current investigation, however, no significant differences were detected in the gene
expression levels of these markers between the two groups of LC patients. These results imply that COPD
per se may not have influenced EMT expression in this cohort of patients. The specific localisation of the
samples analysed across the different investigations [24] and the degree of the COPD itself may explain the
discrepancies encountered across studies in the gene expression profile of the target EMT markers.

Study limitations
A limitation is related to the lack of expression of some of the analysed markers in the tumours of the two
study groups of patients. In spite of the fact that samples were always run in duplicate and two identical
gene expression experiments were performed, no expression could be detected in the tumour samples of a
few patients in both groups. Assessment of protein expression levels of EMT signalling or of additional
markers (e.g. inhibitor SMAD) would have been of interest and could be the subject of research in future
investigations. The fact that non-tumour lung specimens from patients with no COPD were not available in
the study might be another limitation. However, for ethical reasons those samples could not be obtained.
Whether different results might have been obtained in patients with more advanced COPD should be
assessed in future investigations using other approaches (e.g. lung volume reduction surgery). Another
limitation may be related to the assessment of the potential influence of cigarette smoking on the
expression of EMT, which should be investigated in a larger cohort of patients, particularly in follow-up
investigations. As not all smokers develop COPD, monitoring of smokers through time would be of
interest.

Conclusions
In lung tumour samples of patients with COPD, several markers of EMT expression, namely SMAD3,
SMAD4, ZEB2 and CDH2, were differentially expressed suggesting that these markers are likely to play a
role in the regulation of EMT in patients with this respiratory disease. Cigarette smoke did not seem to
influence the expression of EMT markers in this study. These results have potential clinical implications in
the management of patients with LC, particularly in those with underlying respiratory diseases.
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