
Research article

Development and validation of a biomarker-based prediction 
model for metastasis in patients with colorectal cancer: 
Application of machine learning algorithms

Erfan Ayubi a, Sajjad Farashi b, Leili Tapak c,d, Saeid Afshar a,e,*

a Cancer Research Center, Institute of Cancer, Avicenna Health Research Institute, Hamadan University of Medical Sciences, Hamadan, Iran
b Neurophysiology Research Center, Institute of Neuroscience and Mental Health, Avicenna Health Research Institute, Hamadan University of 
Medical Sciences, Hamadan, Iran
c Modeling of Noncommunicable Diseases Research Center, Institute of Health Sciences andTechnologies, Avicenna Health Research Institute, 
Hamadan University of Medical Sciences, Hamadan, Iran
d Department of Biostatistics, School of Public Health, Hamadan University of Medical Sciences, Hamadan, Iran
e Department of Medical Biotechnology, School of Advanced Medical Sciences and Technologies, Hamadan University of Medical Sciences, 
Hamadan, Iran

A R T I C L E  I N F O

Keywords:
Colorectal cancer
Metastasis
Machine learning
Biomarker

A B S T R A C T

Objective: The purpose of the current study was to develop and validate a biomarker-based pre
diction model for metastasis in patients with colorectal cancer (CRC).
Methods: Two datasets, GSE68468 and GSE41568, were retrieved from the Gene Expression 
Omnibus (GEO) database. In the GSE68468 dataset, key biomarkers were identified through a 
screening process involving differential expression analysis, redundancy analysis, and recursive 
feature elimination technique. Subsequently, the prediction model was developed and internally 
validated using five machine learning (ML) algorithms including lasso and elastic-net regularized 
generalized linear model (glmnet), k-nearest neighbors (kNN), support vector machine (SVM) 
with Radial Basis Function Kernel, random forest (RF), and eXtreme Gradient Boosting (XGBoost). 
The predictive performance of the algorithm with the highest accuracy was then externally 
validated on the GSE41568 dataset.
Results: Among 22,283 registered genes in the GSE68468 dataset, the screening process identified 
16 key genes including MMP3, CCDC102B, CDH2, SCGB1A1, KRT7, CYP1B1, LAMC3, ALB, 
DIXDC1, VWF, MMP1, CYP4B1, NKX3-2, TMEM158, GADD45B, SERPINA1 and these genes were 
used to build the prediction model. On the internal validation dataset, the prediction performance 
of five ML algorithms was as follows; RF (accuracy = 0.97 and kappa = 0.91), XGBoost (0.93, 
0.81), kNN (0.93, 0.81), glmnet (0.93, 0.82) and SVM (0.92, 0.80). Top five biomarkers were 
MMP3, CCDC102B, CDH2, VWF and MMP1. The RF model exhibited an accuracy of 0.97, a kappa 
value of 0.92, and an area under the curve (AUC) of 0.99 in the external validation dataset.
Conclusion: The results of this study have identified biomarkers through ML algorithms which 
help to identify patients with CRC prone to metastasis.
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1. Introduction

An approximate incidence of 1.9 million and around 0.9 million fatalities related to colorectal cancer (CRC) were observed 
worldwide in 2020 [1]. It is also estimated that CRC incidence and mortality will increase by more than 1.5 times by 2040 [1]. The 
5-year survival rate and prognosis for individuals with metastatic CRC is exceedingly low [2]. The poor prognosis is mostly due to the 
development of metastases in vital organs (e.g., liver and lung) [3], intestinal obstruction [4], and the presence of metastases at the 
time of diagnosis [5].

In this context, identifying susceptible patients likely to progress to metastasis using risk prediction models is crucially important. It 
can lead to the early detection of metastasis-prone CRC tumors, guide the treatment modalities, and improve survival rate [6]. Previous 
risk prediction models show that CRC metastasis may be a function of histopathological and biomarker risk factors [7]. Although an 
umbrella review of all systematic reviews showed the evidence credibility of some histopathological risk factors for CRC metastasis was 
graded as highly suggestive, the credibility level of evidence for biomarkers is still weak [7].

This level of evidence conveys that multiple and larger studies are needed to explore the statistically significant effect of biomarker- 
based predictive models for CRC metastasis. Advancements in bioinformatics methods enable researchers to study the role of mo
lecular markers in predicting and diagnosing CRC cancer outcomes [8,9]. Although numerous studies have identified single gene 
biomarkers for CRC metastases with sufficient prediction and diagnosis performance metrics [10–13], there is an argument that efforts 
should be directed towards working with multi-omics and high-dimensional dataset to identify multiple gene markers [14]. Some 
studies have presented polygenic risk prediction models for CRC outcomes using the high-dimensional datasets available in the Cancer 
Genome Atlas (TCGA) and the Gene Expression Omnibus (GEO) databases [15–17]. Although the aforementioned studies provide 
valuable information on multi-gene models for predicting the outcomes in patients with CRC, however, some of them have pointed to 
the limited number of metabolic genes to evaluate the prognostic model and also the small size of validation datasets as limitations [16,
17]. Another important note that should considered is that although using narrow-down approaches to a small subset of biomarkers by 
using stringent thresholds will always yield a panel of biomarkers, having multiple genes prediction models with a large number of 
biomarkers may still lead to complexity in the model. Here, there is a need to make a trade-off between simplicity and complexity and 
to prioritize the biomarkers in the model in terms of importance.

Identifying important differentially expressed genes (DEGs) based on multi-omics big data requires powerful tools that can 
accurately analyze the importance of biomarkers, predict the outcomes, and also classify groups. Machine learning (ML) algorithms 
can handle multi-omics big data and discover robust and reproducible predictive biomarkers [18].

In previous studies [19–21], the performance of linear, non-linear, and boosting ML algorithms considering demographic and 
clinical data as predictors for diagnosis and prediction of outcomes in CRC patients have been investigated, yielding a high accuracy 
rate in clinical practice. It has been argued that the gradient boosting machine (GBM) algorithms (e.g., eXtreme Gradient Boosting, 
XGBoost) outperform other classical algorithms such as random forest (RF), support vector machine (SVM) and k-nearest neighbors 
(kNN) in cancer prediction and prognosis [22,23].

Although the evidence about developing and validating the prediction models utilizing demographic and clinical data as predictors 
is sufficient and credible in CRC research, further studies are needed to assess the ability of gene signatures for metastasis prediction 
from primary cancer tissues [24]. Furthermore, the accuracy and interpretability of ML-based models for metastasis prediction are 
highly sensitive to the selection of the most important features. In the context of cancer diagnosis and prediction, Fold-change (FC) 
cut-off, student’s t-test, or ANOVA are common methods for selecting DEGs from microarray data [25]. These commonly used feature 
selection methods may be associated with inherent problems and limit confidence in the results of prediction models [25,26]. A 
popular automatic method for feature selection is traditional Recursive Feature Elimination (RFE). It is a backward selection approach 
and is based on the learned model and classification accuracy. The new RFE technique can be coupled with other classification models 
such as SVM, RF, and GBM [27].

It is hypothesized that ML algorithms based on a hierarchical feature selection process which consists of FC cut-off, redundancy 
analysis, and RFE algorithm could provide accurate predictions. Considering the aforementioned issues, the current study aimed to 
develop a biomarker-based predictive model for metastasis prediction in patients with CRC utilizing classic ML algorithms and a 
variant of GBM based on a hierarchical feature selection process. To assess the generalizability of the model, an internal-external 
validation analysis was also performed.

2. Methods

2.1. Dataset and patients

We utilized two gene expression datasets, i.e. GSE68468 (with the platform GPL96) and GSE41568 (with the platform GPL570) 
available from the international and public-use functional genomics data repository, GEO database [28]. The two datasets are 
accessible through NCBI GEO (https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/geo). The main criteria for selecting datasets from the GEO database 
were: The dataset should include both groups of patients with metastatic and primary CRC tumors, the number of samples in both 
groups (at least 50 subjects), and also overlapping of the two datasets in terms of genes.

The GSE68468 involves 390 samples. After excluding non-CRC samples (n = 128), the GSE68468 dataset comprised 262 samples 
with CRC, including 67 metastatic samples and 195 non-metastatic samples according to histology. Similarly, the GSE41568 dataset 
included 133 samples with CRC, with 94 metastatic cases and 39 non-metastatic cases.

A biomarker-based predictive model was trained and tested using the GSE68468 dataset. The external validity of the developed 
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model was evaluated in the GSE41568 dataset. Details of the number of subjects studied in two datasets, GSE68468 and GSE41568, 
including the number of patients with CRC, those without CRC, and also a number of malignant and non-malignant cases, are shown in 
the Supplementary file (Fig. S1).

2.2. Differential expression analysis, redundancy and importance analyses and feature selection

The GEO2R online tool was applied to identify potential important DEGs between non-metastatic and metastatic samples. The 
threshold was |log(FC)| > 1 (base 2 logarithm of FC) and Benjamini-Hochberg adjusted P-value less than 0.05. The conservative log FC 
cutoff of >1 was used to preserve all potentially significant genes for further analysis. The performance and generalizability of ML 
algorithms could be improved if highly correlated features are not present in the model [29]. The correlation matrix using the find
Correlation function in the Classification And REgression Training (caret) package in R was created to identify duplicate or highly 
correlated genes. If two genes are highly correlated, the function takes into account the mean absolute correlation of each gene and 
removes the one with the largest mean absolute correlation. The genes with an absolute pair-wise correlation of 0.70 or higher were 
removed. With doing this, it is expected that among two highly correlated genes that shared substantial variance (e.g., 50 %), one 
representative gene will be for further analysis and also the size of the dataset has effectively reduced for downstream analyses [29]. 
After discarding redundant genes, the RFE algorithm was applied for gene selection. The RFE works in several steps. At first, the genes 
are ranked based on their importance, and less important genes are removed, and a model is built with the remaining genes. These 
steps continue until the optimal number of genes is reached [30,31].

The RFE algorithm can be used with any of the ML algorithms. There are several algorithms for RFE through caret package of R 
software. The random forest (RF) algorithm called rfFuncs was accordingly used. Furthermore, a 10-fold cross-validation with 3 re
peats was used to evaluate the generalizability of the RFE algorithm for feature selection. Due to the randomness of the results, al
gorithm RFE was repeated 10 times. In each repetition, genes with higher ranks in terms of influence on the accuracy were identified. 
After the 10 repetitions, those that appeared most frequently in the collection of influential genes were considered predictors in ML 
algorithms.

2.3. Data Pre-Processing, machine learning algorithms and hyperparameter optimization

We transformed the data to enhance the ability of ML algorithms to improve the numerical stability and yield the best results. We 
used the basic data transforms of center and scale using the caret package. In this transformation, each gene is distributed with a mean 
of 0 and a standard deviation of 1. Five different ML algorithms were used, including lasso and elastic-net regularized generalized 
linear model (glmnet), kNN, SVM with Radial Basis Function Kernel, RF, and XGBoost, using key identified important genes from the 
RFE algorithm.

The important parameters with a substantial effect on ML algorithms were tuned using a grid search, which involves exploring a 
grid of parameters to find the optimal values for each model parameter. The optimization was performed for RF by tuning the number 
of features randomly sampled at each split (mtry), glmnet with the elasticnet mixing parameter and lambda sequence, kNN with the 
number of neighbors, SVM with regularization parameter and the distance a single training example reaches, and finally XGboost with 
number of trees, maximum tree depth, learning rate, regularization parameter, percentage of columns to build each tree, the minimum 
weight required to create a new node in the tree, and subsampling proportion of training instances.

2.4. Training and testing

The GSE68468 dataset was split into two parts, with 70 % used for training the models, and the remaining 30 % for internal 
validation. The 10-fold cross-validation (CV) was used to estimate the accuracy of the ML algorithm on the first part of the dataset. In 
other words, the training dataset is split into 10 parts, train in 9, and test on 1. In this method, during 10 iterations, each time one of the 
10 parts is considered as the test set, and the remaining 9 parts are considered as the training set. Finally, the mean of the results in the 
iterations is considered an overall accuracy estimate. The process of splitting the dataset into 10-fold CV is repeated 3 times. The mean 
of 3 repeats was considered as the final model accuracy.

2.5. Model Evaluation metrics and importance score normalization

The power of ML algorithms to predict CRC metastasis in the training dataset was evaluated
using accuracy, kappa, and the area under the curve (AUC) metrics. Accuracy represents the percentage of correctly classified 

patients out of all patients, while kappa is similar to accuracy but accounts for random chance. AUC provides an overall measure of the 
performance of the model for classification and discrimination.

In the internal and external validation datasets, ML performance was evaluated using the following measures: accuracy, kappa, 
specificity, precision, recall, and F1 score. The degree of usefulness of each gene in the model prediction was determined using 
estimation of importance score. The importance score of biomarkers from best ML algorithm have been rescaled using min-max 
normalization. This normalization is a linear transformation on the dataset so that the relationship among data values is also pre
served. With doing normalization, the minimum importance score have been subtracted from each importance score and then divide 
the result by the difference between the maximum importance score and the minimum importance score. Thus, the rescaled scores fall 
between 0 and 1.
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Due to the expected randomness of ML results, all ML algorithms were repeated 10 times to reduce the variability introduced by 
random splitting, and then a summary of the distribution of performance metrics (mean and standard deviation) was reported.

The ML algorithms were implemented using the caret, glmnet, and xgboost packages in R version 4.1.3. The Mann-Whitney U Test 
was used to compare differences in the median of genes between metastatic and non-metastatic CRC patients. The P-value<0.05 was 
considered as statistical significance. R-codes used for analysis is provided in the supplementary file (Source code).

3. Results

3.1. Identification of important metastasis-associated genes

As shown in Fig. 1, the GSE68468 dataset initially involved 22,283 genes, of which 21,948 were removed using the statistical 
criteria i.e. |log(FC)| > 1, and adjusted P-value <0.05. From the remaining 335 genes, 14 were without an identifiable symbol and 
were discarded. Applying a cutoff of ≥|0.70| for the correlation coefficient, 197 genes were suspected of being redundant and were 
subsequently discarded. Out of the remaining 124 genes, the RFE algorithm demonstrated high accuracy and kappa up to the number 
of 16 genes. Beyond this gene number, there was no noticeable change in accuracy and kappa. The genes that appeared most frequently 
in the collection of the top 16 genes in the 10 repetitions of algorithm RFE were as follows; MMP3, CCDC102B, CDH2, SCGB1A1, KRT7, 
CYP1B1, LAMC3, ALB, DIXDC1, VWF, MMP1, CYP4B1, NKX3-2, TMEM158, GADD45B, SERPINA1. These 16 genes were considered 
predictors for ML algorithms.

Fig. 1. Flow diagram of the biomarker screening and identification workflow.
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3.2. Development and validation of the model using the internal dataset

The model performance of the five ML algorithms in the internal training dataset is presented in Table 1. From the mean accuracy 
measure viewpoint, ML algorithms can be arranged as, RF, kNN, SVM, glmnet, and XGBoost respectively. The negligible standard 
deviation of reported values for different runs of algorithms indicated the robustness of these results. The RF model (mean accuracy =
0.97 and mean kappa = 0.91) outperformed other models. Additionally, RF achieved a 99 % AUC. Characteristics of 16 important 
genes, as well as their expression patterns according to metastatic and non-metastatic CRC, are presented in Table 2. MMP1 and 
SCGB1A1 had the highest and lowest |log(FC)| values, respectively. The median expression pattern of the identified genes was sta
tistically different between non-metastatic and metastatic CRC (p-value <0.05). After normalizing importance scores from the RF 
model as the algorithm with the best performance to the 0–1 range, MMP3 (importance score = 1), CCDC102B (0.80), CDH2 (0.49), 
VWF (0.31), and MMP1 (0.27) were the top five biomarkers for predicting CRC metastasis. According to Table 2, for the first 5 
important biomarkers (based on importance score), the expression of MMP3, VWF and MMP1 in the non-metastatic CRC group was 
significantly higher as compared with metastatic samples. While for CCDC102B and CDH2 biomarkers, the expression was significantly 
higher in metastatic CRC samples.

The 2D scatter plot of the top five biomarkers to differentiate non-metastatic and metastatic CRC in all subjects of the GSE68468 
dataset is shown in Fig. 2. Since the distribution of the biomarkers deviates from the normal distribution, each biomarker data value is 
replaced with logarithm base 10. The compact and well-separated clouds in the feature space with a minimal overlap indicated the 
discriminant capability of these genes. As is intuitively clear, the pairs of logMMP3 and the other four biomarkers including 
logCCDC102B, logCDH2, logVWF, and logMMP1 have better discrimination to differentiate non-metastatic and metastatic CRC 
compared with other pairs. In the internal testing dataset, the RF model showed the best performance among other algorithms (ac
curacy = 0.97, kappa = 0.91, specificity = 0.98, precision = 0.95, recall = 0.92, and F1 score = 0.93). (Table 3).

3.3. Validation using external independent dataset

The performance of the proposed prediction model based on the RF algorithm in the GSE41568 dataset is depicted as a fourfold plot 
(Fig. 3). Ninety-seven percent of patients were correctly classified (mean accuracy = 0.97). Other performance measures were as 
follows: kappa = 0.92, specificity = 0.97, recall = 0.97, precision = 0.99, and F1 score = 0.98. Moreover, the average AUCs over 10 
repetitions was 0.99.

4. Discussion

The purpose of our study was to develop and validate an ML-based biomarker predictive model for metastasis in patients with CRC 
using GEO data. The training and testing of ML algorithms revealed that the RF model had the best performance compared to other 
algorithms, achieving high accuracy rates of 0.98 and 0.96 in the internal and external validation datasets, respectively. Important 
biomarkers for the prediction of metastases were MMP3, CCDC102B, VWF, MMP1, and CDH2, respectively.

MMP3, as a member of the zinc-dependent endopeptidases family, plays an essential role in tumor progression and metastasis [32]. 
The protein encoded by this gene regulates cell invasion and angiogenesis by proteolysis of different proteins such as other MMPs, 
different types of collagens, fibronectin, elastin, proteoglycans, and adhesion molecules [33]. Liang et al. [34], in their study, 
demonstrated that MMP3 is upregulated in several tumors and associated with tumor growth and metastasis. Despite the potential role 

Table 1 
Model performance of five ML algorithms in the internal training dataset.

Accuracy Min 1st Q Median Mean 3rd Q Max

glmnet 0.81 (0.05) 0.93 (0.02) 0.96 (0.02) 0.95 (0.01) 0.98 (0.03) 1.00 (0.00)
kNN 0.85 (0.05) 0.93 (0.02) 0.95 (0.00) 0.95 (0.01) 1.00 (0.00) 1.00 (0.00)
RF 0.88 (0.04) 0.95 (0.00) 0.97 (0.03) 0.97 (0.01) 1.00 (0.00) 1.00 (0.00)
SVM 0.84 (0.04) 0.94 (0.02) 0.95 (0.01) 0.95 (0.01) 1.00 (0.00) 1.00 (0.00)
XGBoost 0.81 (0.04) 0.91 (0.02) 0.95 (0.01) 0.94 (0.01) 0.98 (0.03) 1.00 (0.00)
Kappa
glmnet 0.48 (0.14) 0.81 (0.05) 0.88 (0.06) 0.86 (0.03) 0.96 (0.06) 1.00 (0.00)
kNN 0.54 (0.11) 0.81 (0.06) 0.86 (0.00) 0.87 (0.02) 1.00 (0.01) 1.00 (0.00)
RF 0.65 (0.13) 0.85 (0.00) 0.93 (0.07) 0.91 (0.02) 1.00 (0.00) 1.00 (0.00)
SVM 0.55 (0.09) 0.82 (0.04) 0.87 (0.02) 0.87 (0.03) 1.00 (0.01) 1.00 (0.00)
XGBoost 0.42 (0.11) 0.74 (0.05) 0.86 (0.03) 0.83 (0.02) 0.95 (0.07) 1.00 (0.00)
AUC
glmnet
kNN 0.86 (0.03) 0.98 (0.01) 1.00 (0.00) 0.98 (0.01) 1.00 (0.00) 1.00 (0.00)
RF 0.95 (0.02) 1.00 (0.01) 1.00 (0.00) 0.99 (0.00) 1.00 (0.00) 1.00 (0.00)
SVM 0.92 (0.03) 0.98 (0.01) 1.00 (0.00) 0.99 (0.00) 1.00 (0.00) 1.00 (0.00)
XGBoost 0.94 (0.03) 1.00 (0.01) 1.00 (0.00) 0.99 (0.00) 1.00 (0.00) 1.00 (0.00)

The values in the cells are Mean (SD) of results of each ML algorithm after 10 repetitions of 10-fold cross-validation.
glmnet: lasso and elastic-net regularized generalized linear model; kNN: k-Nearest Neighbors; RF: random forest; SVM: support vector machine; 
XGBoost: eXtreme Gradient Boosting.
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of MMP3 in the metastasis of CRC, some studies have indicated that the expression level of this gene decreased in metastatic tumors 
compared to primary tumors [35]. For example, Maiti et al. [36], in their study, showed that the expression level of this gene has a 
reverse correlation with the stage of the tumor.

Results of the current study indicated that MMP1 same as MMP3 downregulated in metastatic samples compared with primary 

Table 2 
Characteristics of important genes as well as expression patterns according to metastatic and non-metastatic samples CRC.

Biomarker Log FC adj.P-value Importance score (scaled score)a Non-metastatic CRCb (N = 195) Metastatic CRCb (N = 67)

MMP3 − 2.67 3.15E-26 7.39 (1.00) 248.31 (274.52) 31.48 (24.91)
CCDC102B 1.91 4.98E-13 6.56 (0.80) 9.61 (12.74) 30.13 (22.60)
CDH2 1.65 1.29E-12 5.21 (0.49) 17.36 (21.45) 55.42 (61.83)
VWF − 1.45 2.82E-10 4.48 (0.31) 236.03 (156.13) 79.52 (222.18)
MMP1 − 2.79 6.15E-12 4.28 (0.27) 291.50 (557.26) 20.10 (97.76)
CYP1B1 1.7 3.25E-11 4.27 (0.26) 27.10 (47.13) 89.30 (112.83)
DIXDC1 − 1.34 7.62E-16 4.25 (0.26) 71.21 (45.37) 32.93 (44.20)
LAMC3 1.15 5.64E-09 4.09 (0.22) 19.45 (26.04) 45.54 (44.68)
SERPINA1 1.69 1.14E-11 3.99 (0.20) 581.12 (990.25) 1626.12 (3186.58)
NKX3-2 − 1.33 6.63E-12 3.89 (0.17) 15.45 (25.86) 7.45 (4.01)
ALB 1.61 3.48E-11 3.76 (0.14) 9.16 (16.04) 27.84 (68.38)
KRT7 1.13 3.99E-07 3.65 (0.12) 22.77 (19.85) 42.57 (55.35)
TMEM158 − 1.59 2.69E-13 3.61 (0.11) 183.11 (153.64) 67.26 (103.20)
GADD45B 1.04 6.26E-09 3.36 (0.05) 10.14 (14.23) 25.79 (39.43)
CYP4B1 1.21 6.95E-07 3.33 (0.04) 3.47 (7.63) 8.99 (22.39)
SCGB1A1 1.03 2.45E-06 3.15 (0.00) 23.06 (19.41) 20.10 (97.76)

CRC: colorectal cancer.
a Based on random forest algorithm.
b Presented data are median (interquartile range) of gene expression. The median difference of all biomarkers were significant based on Mann- 

Whitney U test (p-value<0.001).

Fig. 2. Discrimination power of top five important genes to differentiate non-metastatic and metastatic colorectal cancer.
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tumors. Results of several studies indicated that the upregulation of MMP1 as another important member of the MMP family has an 
essential role in the migration, progression, and metastasis of different tumors and is also associated with the prognosis of several 
cancers [37,38]. Considering these controversial results, the expression level of MMP1 with metastasis of CRC and the molecular 
mechanism of its role should be evaluated in biological experiments.

The protein encoded by CCDC102B, located on chromosome 18, plays an essential role in centrosome cohesion, and mutations in 
this gene are common in several tumors [39,40]. Recent studies have indicated that CCDC102B plays an essential role in breast cancer 
metastasis through controlling the RACK1 expression level, NF-κB pathway, and epithelial-mesenchymal transition (EMT) [41–43].

VWF encodes the blood clotting glycoprotein, which plays a role in primary hemostasis after vascular injury. Evaluating VWF levels 
in plasma has indicated that in colorectal patients, the level of this factor increases [44]. On the other hand, VWF can the regulate 
invasion and migration of tumor cells due to its interaction with adhesion molecules of tumor cells such as integrins and extracellular 
matrix proteins [45]. Recent studies have shown that VWF promotes the progression and metastasis of tumors by regulating angio
genesis, vascular permeability, and inflammation [46]. Controversially, Terraube et al. in their study showed that VWF suppression is 
associated with tumor metastasis of melanoma and lung carcinoma [47].

Dysregulation of CDH2, also known as N-cadherin, a transmembrane protein, has been observed in several tumors. Several Studies 
indicated that CDH2 leads to metastasis by controlling the expression level of MMPs, affecting the EGFR signaling pathway, and 
controlling the heterotypic cell adhesion [48,49]. This gene plays an essential role in controlling biological processes such as prolif
eration, metastasis, and response to treatment. Furthermore, the upregulation of CDH2 is related to poor prognosis in different cancers, 
including CRC [50,51].

Several limitations should be considered when interpreting the results. First, there was an imbalance distribution of the outcome 
levels in the training dataset that may affect the results. In such situations, classic classifiers (e.g., RF and SVM) tend to be overwhelmed 
by large classes while ignoring small classes. However, since there was not much difference in the results between the classic classifiers 

Table 3 
Model performance of five machine learning algorithms in the internal validation dataset.

Performance measure ML algorithm

glmnet kNN RF SVM XGBoost

Accuracy 0.93 (0.03) 0.93 (0.03) 0.97 (0.02) 0.92 (0.02) 0.93 (0.02)
Kappa 0.82 (0.10) 0.81 (0.07) 0.91 (0.05) 0.80 (0.06) 0.81 (0.07)
Specificity 0.96 (0.03) 0.96 (0.02) 0.98 (0.01) 0.96 (0.03) 0.97 (0.02)
Precision 0.88 (0.08) 0.88 (0.05) 0.95 (0.03) 0.89 (0.07) 0.91 (0.06)
Recall 0.85 (0.10) 0.84 (0.08) 0.92 (0.05) 0.81 (0.07) 0.82 (0.09)
F1 score 0.86 (0.07) 0.86 (0.05) 0.93 (0.03) 0.85 (0.04) 0.85 (0.05)

The values in the cells are Mean (SD) of results of each ML algorithm after 10 repetitions of 10 -fold cross-validation.
ML: machine learning; glmnet: lasso and elastic-net regularized generalized linear model; kNN: k-Nearest Neighbors; RF: random forest; SVM: support 
vector machine; XGBoost: eXtreme Gradient Boosting.

Fig. 3. Performance of the developed biomarker predictive RF model in external and independent dataset. TP: true positive; FP: false positive; FN: 
false negative; TN: true negative.
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and optimized distributed gradient boosting (e.g., XGBoost), it seems the class imbalance does not seriously threaten the reliability and 
robustness of the results. The ability of XGBoost to handle label-imbalanced data has been demonstrated previously [52]. It would have 
been ideal for the results to be stratified according to the type of metastases; however, in the case of stratification into liver and lung 
metastases, the imbalance problem would be severe, with 82 % and 92 % of the internal dataset representing the majority class, 
respectively. In such scenarios, ML algorithms may struggle to identify metastases as minor class data points. Second, although we 
attempted to determine the external validity of the biomarker predictive model, causal inference and the predictive power of the 
developed model still require further extensive external validations. Third, it is expected that predictions would be influenced by 
factors such as age, sex, T stage, N stage, family history of cancer, etc. However, factors affecting metastasis in patients with CRC were 
not available for inclusion in the analysis. Finally, our work has an exploratory manner that dives deep into identifying a panel of 
biomarkers through stringent thresholds that may affect the results. For example, the performance of ML algorithms can be a function 
of the type of hyperparameters for tuning and the search space for hyperparameters. On the other hand, instead of using a 
narrow-down approach to identify a small subset of biomarkers, a comprehensive approach like a systematic review can be used to 
identify biomarkers that have already been shown to play a role in predicting metastasis, and then compare their importance in 
predicting metastasis using databases like GEO database.

In conclusion, we developed a multi-biomarker model for the prediction of CRC metastasis. The ML algorithms, particularly the RF 
model, demonstrated accurate predictions of metastasis in CRC patients. The decreased expression of MMP3, VWF, and MMP1, coupled 
with the increased expression of CDH2 and CCDC102B, may play a pivotal role in the prediction of metastasis among CRC patients. 
More wet-lab experiments and large-scale external validation studies still are needed to confirm the role of the biomarkers including 
MMP3, CCDC102B, VWF, MMP1, and CDH2 for predicting metastasis among CRC patients.
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Abbreviation

CRC Colorectal cancer
GEO Gene Expression Omnibus
ML Machine learning
kNN k-Nearest neighbors
SVM Support vector machine
RF Random forest
GBM gradient boosting machine
XGBoost eXtreme Gradient Boosting
AUC area under the curve
DEGs Differentially expressed genes
RFE Recursive Feature Elimination
FC Fold-change
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Caret Classification And REgression Training
CV cross-validation
MMP3 matrix metalloproteinase-3
CCDC102B Coiled-Coil Domain Containing 102B
CDH2 cadherin 2
SCGB1A1 secretoglobin family 1A member 1
KRT7 Keratin 7
CYP1B1 Cytochrome P450 1B1
LAMC3 Laminin Subunit Gamma 3
ALB Albumin
MMP1 Matrix Metallopeptidase-1
DIXDC1 DIX Domain Containing 1
VWF Von Willebrand Factor
CYP4B1 Cytochrome P450 4B1
NKX3-2 NK3 Homeobox 2
TMEM158 Transmembrane Protein 158
SERPINA1 serpin family A member 1
GADD45B Growth Arrest And DNA Damage Inducible Beta

Appendix A. Supplementary data

Supplementary data to this article can be found online at https://doi.org/10.1016/j.heliyon.2024.e41443.
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