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Simple Summary: RON is a protein that sits on the surface of a cell and passes signals from the
outside-in when encountering the HGFL protein. In cancer, the RON protein is often found at high
levels leading to too many signals being passed. Given the close proximity of RON and HGFL in
the human genome, we hypothesized that the two proteins are overproduced together in cancer
cells. Other cells that interact with cancer cells, such as macrophages, also express RON and can
respond to HGFL produced by cancer cells, creating a diverse response to overly abundant RON
and HGFL. In this study, we evaluated how RON and HGFL in cancer cells affect cancer growth and
progression and their response to other cells, and examined explanations for increases in RON and
HGFL abundance in breast cancer.

Abstract: Background: Aberrant RON signaling is present in numerous cancers including breast
cancer. Evidence suggests that the ligand, hepatocyte growth factor-like (HGFL), is also overex-
pressed in breast cancer. RON (MST1R) and HGFL (MST1) genes are located on human chromosome
3 and mouse chromosome 9 respectively and are found near each other in both species. Based
on co-expression patterns, we posited that RON and HGFL are co-regulated and that coordinate
upregulation drives aggressive tumorigenesis. Methods: Mouse models were used to establish the
functional significance of RON and HGFL co-overexpression on the activation of tumor cells and
tumor-associated macrophages in breast cancer. TCGA and METABRIC gene expression and alter-
ation data were used to query the relationships between MST1R and MST1 in breast cancer. Results:
In tumor models, physiologic sources of HGFL modestly improve Arginase-1+ (M2) macrophage
recruitment to the tumor proper. Tumor-cell produced HGFL functions in autocrine to sustain tu-
mor cell RON activation and MAPK-dependent secretion of chemotactic factors and in paracrine
to activate RON on macrophages and to promote breast cancer stem cell self-renewal. In silico
analyses support that RON and HGFL are co-expressed across virtually all cancer types including
breast cancer and that common genomic alterations do not appear to be drivers of RON/HGFL
co-overexpression. Conclusions: Co-overexpression of RON and HGFL in breast cancer cells (aug-
mented by physiologic sources of HGFL) promotes tumorigenesis through autocrine-mediated RON
activation/RON-dependent secretome changes and paracrine activation of macrophage RON to
promote breast cancer stem cell self-renewal.

Keywords: receptor tyrosine kinases; macrophage activation; tumor microenvironment; breast
tumorigenesis

1. Introduction

The RON receptor tyrosine kinase is expressed at low levels in epithelial cells and
macrophages and is phenotypically responsible for signals to promote wound healing and
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the resolution of inflammation [1–3]. RON upregulation has significant oncogenic implica-
tions promoting cell growth, survival, migration, recruitment of pro-tumor immune cells,
and suppression of anti-tumor immunity [4–9]. Hepatocyte growth factor-like (HGFL) pro-
tein, the RON ligand, ligates to two RON homodimers, leading to conformational changes
that induce autophosphorylation of the tyrosine kinase (TK) domain and subsequent activa-
tion of a plethora of downstream signaling pathways [6,10,11]. RON overexpression is also
able to elicit activation through spontaneous receptor dimerization [12] which is sufficient
to induce the malignant transformation of mammary epithelial cells leading to metastatic
breast tumorigenesis in mice [4]. Targeted deletion of HGFL in mice impairs RON-driven
breast tumorigenesis, metastatic progression, and restores anti-tumor CD8 T-cell function,
supporting an important role for ligand-dependent RON signaling in oncogenic RON
activation even in the context of RON overexpression [5].

RON overexpression occurs in >50% of all human breast tumors [13] and is a predictor
of early death, metastatic progression, and recurrence in breast cancer patients [14,15].
Noteworthily, RON overexpression is predictive of outcome across all breast cancer sub-
types [14] suggesting the utility of this expression as an independent prognostic indicator
for a spectrum of breast cancer patients. In addition to human breast cancers, RON upregu-
lation is also observed in the murine autochthonous Polyoma Middle T-antigen (PyMT)
induced mammary tumor model [16]. Strikingly, whole-body loss, mammary epithelial-
specific loss, or macrophage-specific loss of the RON TK signaling domain ablate mammary
tumorigenesis and metastatic progression in the PyMT model [7,16,17]. These data show
that RON signaling in both mammary epithelial cells and macrophages serve as major
drivers of breast cancer.

Under normal physiological conditions, HGFL is primarily expressed by hepatocytes
and is secreted as a pro-hormone into the bloodstream where it acts in an endocrine fashion
to activate RON signaling [18]. A growing body of evidence suggests that HGFL, in
addition to RON, becomes overexpressed in tumor cells [5,6,19]. This raises questions
as to the functional contribution of the different sources of HGFL, namely physiologic
HGFL (primarily secreted from hepatocytes) and tumor cell-produced HGFL, on RON
activation. Noteworthily, tumor cell-produced HGFL may function in an autocrine fashion
to activate RON on the tumor cell itself or may act in a paracrine fashion to activate
RON on macrophages in the tumor microenvironment (TME) during breast tumorigenesis.
Interestingly, the RON gene (MST1R) and HGFL gene (MST1) are cytogenetic neighbors
located on chromosome 3p in humans (just over 200 kilobases apart) and chromosome
9q in mice (<200 kilobases apart). Given this association and the increased expression
in cancer, we posited that MST1R and MST1 genes may be co-regulated and that certain
genomic alterations may dually affect expression. Mechanisms underlying RON and HGFL
overexpression in cancer are unknown and recurrent genomic alterations or mutations
associated with either or both genes have not been firmly established.

The well-characterized murine PyMT breast cancer model develops multifocal mam-
mary tumors that are luminally biased but highly metastatic [20,21]. Using this PyMT
model, we previously showed reduced mammary tumor growth and metastasis in mice
with a conditional loss of RON in either mammary epithelial cells or macrophages [7,17].
We also showed that RON expression in either cell type was associated with the presence of
pro-tumorigenic macrophages in the TME [7,17]. Tumor-associated macrophages (TAMs)
exist on a spectrum of functional plasticity ranging from M1 (pro-inflammatory, anti-tumor)
to M2 (anti-inflammatory, pro-tumor) which is greatly influenced by various cues in the
TME [22,23]. Herein, we sought to understand the contributions of the different sources of
HGFL on mammary tumorigenesis. Our studies show that HGFL expression, regardless
of the source, supports mammary tumorigenesis. Further, HGFL that is upregulated in
mammary tumor cells supports breast cancer phenotypes through actions on RON in both
tumor cells and macrophages of the TME. Physiologic (primarily hepatocyte-derived and
secreted) HGFL plays a role in honing macrophages to the TME and in preventing the
recruitment of adaptive immune cells. Tumor cell-produced HGFL functions in autocrine
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to activate RON and downstream MAPK signaling in the tumor cell, which leads to the
production of cytokines/chemokines that draw Arginase-1+ macrophages into the TME.
Tumor cell-produced HGFL also acts locally in a paracrine fashion on macrophages to
elicit cytokine secretion that dampens anti-tumor immunity. Both autocrine and paracrine
mechanisms support mammosphere/breast cancer stem cell formation. We also evalu-
ated the extent and putative mechanisms underlying MST1R/MST1 co-overexpression.
Utilizing genomic approaches, we show coordinate overexpression of both proteins in
almost all human cancers. Our studies further suggest that RON and HGFL are rarely
altered in human cancers and upregulation is not associated with common breast cancer
driver mutations. Finally, we demonstrate the anti-cancer utility of RON pharmacological
inhibition in targeting breast cancer cells and the TME to limit mammary tumor growth
and progression.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Mice

Female mice were used in all experiments and all mice were in an FVB/N back-
ground. RON tyrosine kinase (TK) domain wild type (WT/TK+/+), RON TK domain
deficient (TK−/−; MMRRC #067438), HGFL deficient (HGFL−/−), Lysozyme M-Cre (Lys-
Cre+; Jackson Laboratories, Bar Harbor, ME, United States, Strain #004781), MMTV-RON
(MMRRC #067439-UNC), and PyMT mice (Jackson Laboratories; Strain #002374) have been
previously described [2,6,16,24]. Mouse genotyping primers are as follows: PyMT#1 5′-
GGAAGCAAGTACTTCACAAGGG-3′; PyMT#2 5′-GGAAAGTCACTAGGAGCAGGG-3′;
HGFL#1 5′-AATCTGGGTTGCCAGTTAACTTTGTG-3′; HGFL#2 5′-AAGTTCTCTTCCAGG
CCATTCTTTGG-3′; HGFL#3 5′- GGAAAAGCGCCTCCCCTACCCGG-3′; RON TK−/−#1
5′-TCATTTGAATCAGTCCCCTCACTTTTCTCC-3′; RON TK−/−#2 5′-GGAACCAGTACA
CAGATGAGTAAACTGAGC-3′; RON TK−/−#3 5′-TCGCTCAAGCCCAGGCAGGGCCTC
ACAGAG-3′; Lys-Cre#1 5′-TTACAGTCGGCCAGGCTGAC-3′; Lys-Cre#2 5′-CTTGGGCTG
CCAGAATTTCTC-3′; Lys-Cre#3 5′-CCCAGAAATGCCAGATTACG-3′; MMTV-RON#1 5′-
TGGGTGGTGAGGTCTGCCAACATGAGCTCC-3′; MMTV-RON#2 5′-CCGTCTTCGGGAG
TTAAAGATCAGGGCAAC-3′. RON inhibition in WT PyMT mice was performed using
50 mg/kg/day BMS777607 (Selleckchem, Houston, TX, USA) treatment via oral gavage [25],
starting at 8 weeks of age (when tumors reached a measurable size). For orthotopic trans-
plantation studies, female mice between 6–8 weeks old were anesthetized, a small incision
was made to reveal the mammary gland, and 150,000 cells in 50 µL were injected into the
gland [6,7]. Macrophage depletion in WT (HGFL+/+) or HGFL−/− mice was performed
using 200 µL clodronate encapsulated in liposomes (SKU# CLD-8901 Encapsula Nano
Sciences, Brentwood, TN, USA) injected intraperitoneally beginning 1 day prior to tumor
cell implantation and continuing with 3–4 doses weekly for the duration of the study [26].
Mammary tumors were measured using calipers and tumor volume was calculated as pre-
viously described [27]. Total tumor burden in PyMT mice, which typically develop tumors
in all mammary glands, was calculated by adding individual tumor volumes together.

2.2. Histology and Immunohistochemistry (IHC)

Harvested tissues including mammary tumors and lungs were processed as previously
described [4,5,16]. Hematoxylin and Eosin (H&E) and IHC staining for RON, HGFL, BrdU,
Ki67, TUNEL, F4/80, Arginase-1 (Arg-1), iNOS, Cleaved Caspase 3 (CC3), CD4, and
CD8a were performed as described [5,7,24]. Scoring was performed on a minimum of 3
independent fields per tumor section from at least three independent tumor samples. The
lung metastatic area was determined using a scale bar to calibrate measurements from
H&E stained lung sections and by using the freehand selection tool on ImageJ to trace and
quantify the metastatic area [28].
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2.3. Cell Cultures

The R7 murine mammary tumor cell line was derived from a mammary tumor har-
vested from an MMTV-RON+ female mouse [4] and has been extensively characterized [5–7].
R7 sgRON cells are R7 cells with RON loss via CRISPR-Cas9 technology (R7 KD cells) as de-
scribed previously [7]. Bone marrow isolation was performed as previously described [29]
with differentiation to bone marrow-derived macrophages (BMDM) via the addition of
macrophage colony-stimulating factor (MCSF). MCSF-containing media was produced
from CMG1412 cells (obtained from Dr. Yi Zheng) as previously described [30], and was
applied to bone marrow for ten days for complete BMDM differentiation. BMDMs were po-
larized to a tumor-associated macrophage (TAM)-like state by adding recombinant murine
IL-4 (Peprotech Cat#214-14) and used for experimentation as previously described [17].
Conditioned media (CM) was produced through the replacement of serum-containing
media for serum-free media (SFM) on cells seeded at an equal density (across treatment
groups). CM was collected at 24 h (tumor cells) or 48 h (BMDM). Cells were confirmed
negative for mycoplasma through PCR before experiments.

2.4. Mammosphere Formation Assays

Mammosphere formation assays were performed by plating 50,000 R7 cells in non-
adherent cultures using serum-free mammosphere media as previously described [6].
Mammospheres were either monocultured or co-cultured at a 1:1 ratio with BMDMs
from either wild type (WT, TK+/+) or RON TK deficient (TK−/−) mice [6]. Recombinant
HGFL (rHGFL; Cat# 4306-MS/CF R&D Systems) supplementation was performed by
daily addition of 50 ng rHGFL to respective cultures. After 10 days of culture, images
of mammosphere-containing wells were captured and mammospheres > 50 microns in
diameter were counted using ImageJ software [28]. Sphere size was calculated using a scale
bar-calibrated line tool to measure each sphere. The number of spheres greater than the
cutoff value was then compared between groups.

2.5. Migration Assays

Migration assays of WT BMDMs toward SFM or CM from R7 cells with or without
shRNA targeting of HGFL (1:1 dilution ratio of BMDM CM to SFM), or co-culture with R7
or R7 shHGFL cells (1:10 ratio of R7 cells to WT BMDM cells) using 4000 R7 cells and 40,000
BMDM cells were performed for up to 6 h using Boyden chambers [5]. For studies involving
inhibitors, R7 cells were pretreated with inhibitors including 20 µM Ravoxertinib (ERK1/2
inhibitor; MedChemExpress, Monmouth Junction, NJ, USA, Cat#50-187-3397), 20 µM
Afuresertib (Akt inhibitor; MedChemExpress Cat#50-187-3338), 20 µM STAT3 Inhibitor VII,
S3I-201 (Calbiochem Cat#573103), or 10 µM Bay 11-7085 (EnzoLifeSciences, Farmingdale,
NY, USA, Cat#573103) for 6 h prior to washing out and addition of fresh media, and
addition of BMDM-containing Boyden chambers. The number of BMDMs that migrated
toward SFM was used as a reference control. Following incubation, chambers containing
migrated cells were removed, and the cells were fixed and stained using 0.5% w/v Crystal
Violet (Sigma, Sofia, Bulgaria, Cat#C6158) in methanol. The upper part of the chamber
was gently wiped clean using a cotton tip applicator to remove non-migrated cells prior to
imaging and counting transmigrated cells.

2.6. Immunoblot Analyses and Cytokine Array

Lysates for western analyses were obtained by standard RIPA buffer-mediated lysis
with the use of cell scrapers to facilitate the complete removal of the cells from the culture
plate. RIPA buffer contained protease inhibitors (cOmplete Protease Inhibitor Cocktail;
Roche #11 836 153 001; Sigma, Sofia, Bulgaria) and phosphatase inhibitors (PhosSTOP;
Roche #04 906 837 001; Sigma, Sofia, Bulgaria). Antibodies for western analyses included:
RON (C-20 clone; Cat#SC322, SCBT), HGFL (Cat#SC6088, SCBT), and C4-ACTIN (Cincin-
nati Children’s Hospital Medical Center, Cincinnati, OH, USA). Secondary antibodies were
developed as described [6]. CM from R7 cells or BMDMs was assessed as per the manufac-
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turer’s instructions using the Mouse Cytokine Array XL kit (R&D Systems, Minneapolis,
MN, USA, Cat#ARY028). Densitometric analyses of the resulting signals were performed
using VisionWorks 7 software (AnalitykJena, Thuringia, Germany).

2.7. Bioinformatics

The Cancer Genome Atlas Pan-Cancer (TCGA PanCan) [31] and METABRIC [32]
human breast cancer datasets were accessed via cBioPortal (accessed on 12 July 2021) [33,34].
The tumor immune microenvironment estimation resource (TIMER) [35] was used to
query relationships between HGFL and RON gene expression with macrophage and T cell
infiltration gene signatures.

2.8. Statistics

Statistical significance was determined by performing a Student’s t-test for two-group
comparisons or an ANOVA for comparison of multiple groups; data are visualized as the
mean ± standard deviation (SD). Significance (*) was set at p < 0.05. Metastasis incidence
was analyzed using Fisher’s Exact test. Survival and other time-to-event curves were
compared using Log-Rank statistics. Statistical tests were selected based on population
distribution, data scale, and sample centrality/variability to meet the assumptions of the
tests. The variance between sample groups was found to be similar as tested by ANOVA.
TCGA Pan-Cancer data were log2 transformed prior to analysis via multiple t-tests with
the FDR procedure whereas METABRIC data were already log-transformed. Tumor growth
kinetics curves were analyzed using a two-way ANOVA with post hoc tests for each time
point using the Holm-Šídák method.

3. Results
3.1. RON and HGFL Overexpression Co-Occurs in PyMT Tumors and Global HGFL Deletion
Impairs Tumorigenesis, Metastatic Progression, and Improves T Cell Recruitment

We began with an investigation of the requirement of HGFL in the PyMT mouse model
of breast cancer. We previously employed this mammary tumor model to demonstrate
cell-type (tumor cell and macrophage) specific contributions of RON [7,16,17]. We also
observed RON upregulation in this model and showed coordinate HGFL upregulation
in tumor lysates and by immunohistochemical staining from mice as early as 25 days
old (Figure 1A,B). Full western blot images are found in Figure S1. Of note, RON and
HGFL overexpression is maintained throughout mammary tumor development in virgin
PyMT+ female mice; normal mammary gland tissue (from age-matched non-transgenic
virgin mice) was included for comparison. Similar to the coordinate upregulation of
HGFL and RON in human cancer samples, PyMT provides a comparable murine model to
examine the functional requirement of RON/HGFL co-overexpression in driving mammary
tumorigenesis. PyMT+ mice were crossed onto an HGFL−/− background to obtain PyMT
mice lacking HGFL (PyMT+ HGFL−/−). In Figure 1C, we show a significant reduction in
mammary tumor growth over time with HGFL loss, and, in examining size matched tumors,
we found a significant reduction in incidence and number of lung metastases (Figure 1D).
PyMT tumors from mice with global loss of HGFL have impaired cell proliferation (BrdU+

staining) and increased cell death (TUNEL staining; Figure 1E). Similar to RON loss in this
model [16], mammary tumors from PyMT mice with a loss of HGFL show increases in the
recruitment of F4/80+ macrophages with increased M1 macrophages marked by iNOS+

staining and a reduction in M2 macrophages marked by Arginase-1+ staining (Figure 1F).
HGFL loss also leads to an increase in T cell recruitment in the TME with more CD8a+ T
cells and CD4+ T cells compared to HGFL+/+ PyMT tumors (Figure 1G). Together, these
data show that HGFL loss impairs mammary tumorigenesis and alters the TME similar to
RON loss in the PyMT model.
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Figure 1. RON and HGFL overexpression co-occur in the murine MMTV-PyMT model of breast
cancer and global HGFL deletion impairs tumor growth and metastasis and improves immune cell
recruitment. (A) Representative western blot for RON and HGFL on lysates from normal mammary
glands or PyMT tumor-bearing mammary glands of FVB mice (n = 2). (B) Immunohistochemistry
staining for RON or HGFL on PyMT tumor-bearing mammary glands or mammary glands of non-
transgenic (normal) FVB mice at specified ages (n = 4). (C) Tumor growth kinetics of HGFL proficient
(+/+; n = 12) or HGFL deficient (−/−; n = 10) PyMT mice and (D) respective metastatic incidence and
number of metastases in the lungs taken at 90 days of age. (E) Representative images and quantitation
of specified staining for BrdU and TUNEL, (F) F4/80, iNOS, and Arginase-1, and (G) CD8a and
CD4 in the mammary glands of PyMT (HGFL+/+ or HGFL−/−) mice at 90 days. Comparisons of
histological samples between groups were analyzed using Student’s t-tests. * p < 0.05; *** p < 0.001;
**** p < 0.0001.
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3.2. Conditional RON Loss in the Myeloid Compartment Phenocopies Global HGFL Loss in the
RON-Driven Mammary Tumorigenesis Model, MMTV-RON

HGFL loss in the PyMT model provided valuable information on the role of coordi-
nate overexpression of RON/HGFL in mammary tumorigenesis [5] but was constrained
by the lack of specificity in cell types that may be responding to HGFL either provided
directly from the tumor or physiologic sources. Given our previous work demonstrating
the consequences of global HGFL loss in the RON-driven MMTV-RON mouse model of
breast cancer, we devised a study to examine the macrophage response to HGFL and
its contributions to mammary tumorigenesis and metastatic progression. To do this, we
crossed MMTV-RON+ (transgene), RON floxed (FL/FL; endogenous RON gene) mice with
Lysozyme M-Cre (Lys-Cre) mice (a Cre driver that was previously used to delete RON
in the myeloid compartment [17,36,37]). These crosses generated mice with a conditional
deletion of RON in the myeloid compartment (MMTV-RON∆Myeloid). The resultant mice
develop mammary tumors driven by transgenic RON overexpression and display HGFL
overexpression [5], but myeloid cells in these animals lack RON expression and do not
respond to HGFL. MMTV-RON∆Myeloid mice have extended time to mammary gland hyper-
plasia (Figure 2A), extended time to tumor development (Figure 2B), and overall impaired
mammary tumor growth kinetics (Figure 2C). The incidence of lung metastases (Figure 2D)
and lung metastatic area (Figure 2E) is also reduced in MMTV-RON∆Myeloid mice when
compared with control mice containing a similar tumor burden. MMTV-RON∆Myeloid

tumors have decreased cell proliferation (Ki67+ staining) and increased apoptosis (Cleaved
Caspase-3+ [CC3+] staining; Figure 2F). MMTV-RON∆Myeloid tumors, compared with con-
trols, have increased overall macrophage recruitment based on F4/80+ staining, increased
M1 macrophage numbers based on iNOS+ staining, and decreased M2 macrophages based
on Arginase-1+ staining (Figure 2G). Further, MMTV-RON∆Myeloid mammary tumors com-
pared with controls show increased numbers of CD8a+ T cells and CD4+ T cells (Figure 2H).
Taken together, conditional loss of RON in the myeloid compartment results in impaired
tumorigenesis, impaired metastatic progression, and enhanced recruitment of immune cell
populations similar to mice with a global HGFL deletion in the MMTV-RON model [5].
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Figure 2. Conditional RON deletion in the myeloid compartment phenocopies global HGFL loss in
a RON-driven mammary tumorigenesis model. Kaplan-Meier analysis with Log-Rank statistics of
mice for (A) time to onset of mammary ductal hyperplasia (MMTV-RON, n = 9; ∆Myeloid, n = 8) and
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(B) time to tumor palpability of MMTV-RON+ mice with or without conditional deletion of RON in
the myeloid compartment (∆Myeloid; MMTV-RON, n = 16; ∆Myeloid, n = 10). (C) Tumor growth
kinetics of MMTV-RON+ or MMTV-RON ∆Myeloid mice (MMTV-RON, n = 9; ∆Myeloid, n = 9) and
(D) respective gross metastatic incidence at 90 days of age. (E) Micro-metastatic area measured on
H&E stained sections from mice of both genotypes taken from mammary tumors with comparable
tumor volume (MMTV-RON, n = 6; ∆Myeloid, n = 5). (F) Quantitated histological analysis of
MMTV-RON and ∆Myeloid mammary tumor sections stained with Ki67, CC3, (G) F4/80, iNOS,
Arginase-1, (H) CD8a, or CD4. Comparisons of histological samples between groups were analyzed
using Student’s t-tests. * p < 0.05; *** p < 0.001; **** p < 0.0001.

3.3. Tumor Cell-Secreted and Physiologic Sources of HGFL Each Support Mammary Tumor Growth

The use of conditional RON deletion models has provided valuable insight into cell-
type-specific responses to HGFL and ensuing effects on mammary tumor growth. Further,
HGFL global deletion demonstrated the pro-tumorigenic role of HGFL-mediated RON
activation [5]. However, the pro-tumorigenic potential of individual sources of HGFL
(physiologic versus tumor cell-produced) has not been evaluated. To test this, we em-
ployed the murine R7 breast cancer cell line which expresses both RON and HGFL [4,7].
The R7 cells were modified with a non-targeting and HGFL targeting shRNA to generate
isogenic R7 cell lines with (R7 shNT) and without HGFL (R7 shHGFL) (Figure 3A). Next,
we performed syngeneic orthotopic mammary gland transplantation studies whereby
R7 control (shNT) and R7 shHGFL cells were placed into the mammary glands of either
wild-type (WT) or HGFL deficient (HGFL−/−) syngeneic hosts. Control R7 shNT cells
efficiently grew mammary tumors in WT mice and showed the greatest extent of mammary
tumor growth over time compared to the R7 shHGFL cells transplanted into HGFL−/−

hosts which showed virtually no tumor growth (Figure 3B). Moreover, R7 shHGFL cells
exhibited limited growth in WT mice and only marginally improved tumor growth over
R7 shHGFL cells in HGFL−/− mice. The R7 shHGFL cells grew significantly less com-
pared with R7 shNT cells in HGFL−/− mice. Importantly, these studies show a pivotal
functional role for tumor cell-produced HGFL that cannot be compensated by systemic
(physiologic) host HGFL expression. These studies suggest that local tumor cell-produced
HGFL plays a key role in mammary tumorigenesis (acting on tumor cells and immune
cells in the TME) while physiologic sources of HGFL (primarily hepatocyte-derived) are
permissive for tumor growth and may sustain the tumor prior to HGFL upregulation
in the tumor proper.

As mammary tumor growth for IHC analysis was limited in the R7 shHGFL groups,
we examined the contributions of host-produced HGFL to tumor characteristics. Tumor
cell proliferation (BrdU+ staining) was reduced in R7 shNT tumor-bearing HGFL−/− mice
compared with R7 shNT tumor-bearing WT mice complemented by elevated cell death
(TUNEL+ staining) as depicted in Figure 3C. These data demonstrate that even while tumor
cell-produced HGFL is present, loss of physiologic HGFL reduces tumor cell proliferation
and enhances cell death. Examination of macrophage recruitment (by F4/80+ staining)
into the tumor microenvironment showed no differences between groups at the tumor
edge (bottom panels, Figure 3D). However, significantly more F4/80+ macrophages were
found within the mammary tumor centers in R7 shNT cells implanted into HGFL−/−

mice compared to cells implanted into HGFL replete mice (Figure 3D). Importantly, M1
iNOS+ (M1 macrophage marker) staining was elevated while Arginase-1+ staining (M2
macrophage marker) was diminished in the mammary tumors from R7 shNT cells injected
into HGFL−/− mice compared to cells transplanted into WT mice (Figure 3D). These data
suggest that physiologic HGFL production helps support Arginase-1+ macrophages in
the TME, and that loss of physiologic produced HGFL leads to a bias towards iNOS+

macrophages. Examination of CD4+ and CD8a+ T cell recruitment showed consistently
increased CD4+ and CD8a+ T cells in tumors with R7 shNT cells transplanted into HGFL−/−

mice compared with numbers in WT mice (Figure 3E), suggesting physiologic HGFL
suppresses T cell recruitment to tumors.
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Figure 3. Loss of tumor cell-produced HGFL or systemic (physiologic) HGFL alters mammary tu-
morigenesis and immune cell recruitment. (A) Western blot analysis of lysates from R7 shNT and
R7 shHGFL cells for HGFL and Actin (loading control). (B) Mammary tumor growth kinetics of
R7 shNT and R7 shHGFL cells following orthotopic implantation into syngeneic HGFL deficient
(FVB HGFL−/−) or HGFL proficient FVB (FVB WT; HGFL+/+) mice (n = 5 mice/group) and re-
sults were compared with a repeated-measures two-way ANOVA with Holm-Šídák post hoc tests.
(C) Tumor characterization through histological analyses for Ki67, CC3, (D) F4/80, iNOS, Arginase-1,
and (E) CD8a and CD4. (F) Tumor growth kinetics of mammary tumors generated from R7 cells in
either WT or HGFL−/− mice with or without liposomal clodronate treatment to deplete macrophages
(n = 6 mice/group). Groups were compared using a two-way ANOVA with Holm-Šídák post hoc
tests. ** p < 0.01; **** p < 0.0001; ns, not significant.

To determine the functional contribution of macrophages in the context of HGFL, we
examined the growth of orthotopically transplanted R7 control cells into WT or HGFL+/+

mice and treated the mice with or without clodronate to deplete macrophages (Figure 3F).
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Mice with HGFL expression (tumor produced and physiologic HGFL) showed the great-
est extent of tumor growth whereas HGFL physiologic loss or macrophage depletion
showed similarly reduced tumor growth that was indistinguishable from the combined
systemic HGFL loss and macrophage depletion. Taken together, these studies suggest that
physiologic sources of HGFL support mammary tumorigenesis by promoting tumor cell
proliferation, limiting tumor cell death, recruiting M2 (Arginase-1+) macrophages, and
suppressing CD4+ and CD8a+ T cell recruitment. These studies also show that macrophages
are a key effector of the physiologic sources of HGFL during tumorigenesis as macrophage
loss in WT mice phenocopies the growth of mammary tumors in HGFL deficient animals.

3.4. Tumor Cell-Secreted HGFL Promotes Macrophage Migration and Mammosphere Formation
through Autocrine and Paracrine Mechanisms

To examine cell-type-specific consequences of tumor cell-secreted HGFL on macrophages,
we first evaluated the migration of bone marrow-derived macrophages (BMDMs) toward R7
cells with and without HGFL expression or conditioned media (CM) from R7 cells with
and without HGFL expression (Figure 4A). As controls, we used macrophage migration
toward serum-free media (SFM) alone or recombinant HGFL (rHGFL) in SFM. As shown in
Figure 4A, macrophages migrated significantly toward either R7 control cells or CM from
R7 control cells compared to migration toward R7 shHGFL. Interestingly, macrophages did
not migrate significantly toward HGFL alone. These data suggest that paracrine HGFL ac-
tion on macrophage RON is likely not responsible for macrophage recruitment/migration.
Rather, autocrine RON activation by tumor cell-produced HGFL leads to the production
of tumor cell-secreted factors that then function in paracrine on macrophages to promote
macrophage migration. To interrogate intracellular signaling pathway(s) that are important
downstream of HGFL-RON signaling in tumor cells that elicit macrophage migration,
we repeated the migration assay using R7 cells with and without Akt inhibition (AKTi),
ERK1/2 inhibition (MAPKi), Stat3 inhibition (STAT3i) or NFkB inhibition (NFKBi); these
pathways are all known targets of HGFL-RON signaling [10]. R7 control cells showed
significant induction of macrophage migration over SFM controls. NFKBi showed no signif-
icant difference from R7 controls whereas AKTi and STAT3i showed significant reductions;
however, MAPKi migration resembled that of SFM (Figure 4B). Taken together, autocrine
HGFL-RON signaling in tumor cells leads to the activation of pathways (including MAPK,
and partially Akt/Stat3), which support macrophage migration.

We previously showed a role for HGFL-RON signaling in tumor cells and macrophages
to promote mammosphere formation/breast cancer stem cells [6,17]. To evaluate the cell
type-specific roles of tumor cell-secreted HGFL on mammosphere/breast cancer stem
cell formation, we co-cultured HGFL proficient and deficient R7 cells with WT (TK+/+)
or with RON deficient (TK−/−) BMDMs, with or without rHGFL rescue (Figure 4C).
HGFL knockdown in R7 cells impaired mammosphere formation compared to R7 controls
cells which could be rescued by the addition of HGFL. Addition of TK+/+ BMDM but
not TK−/− BMDM improved mammosphere formation. Moreover, supplementing with
rHGFL improved mammosphere formation of R7 HGFL knockdown cells co-cultured with
TK+/+ BMDM. These data support a model wherein tumor cell-secreted HGFL activates
RON in both tumor cells (autocrine activation) and macrophages (paracrine activation),
which each promote mammosphere formation.
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(CM) from R7 control or R7shHGFL cells, or cultured R7 control or R7shHGFL cells. Groups were
compared using one-way ANOVA with Holm-Šídák post hoc tests. (B) Macrophage migration as
in (A) toward R7 cells pretreated with vehicle, an Akt inhibitor (AKTi), a MAPK inhibitor (MAPKi),
a Stat3 inhibitor (STAT3i), or an NFkB inhibitor (NFKBi). Following inhibitor treatment for 6 h, R7
cells were washed, placed in SFM, and used as a chemoattractant. (C) Mammosphere formation of
R7 cells with and without HGFL knockdown (shHGFL), monoculture or co-culture with RON TK+/+

BMDM, RON TK−/− BMDM, and with and without supplementation with 50 ng/mL recombinant
HGFL (rHGFL). Groups were compared using a one-way ANOVA with Holm-Šídák post hoc tests.
(D,E) Heatmaps of secreted proteins detected by Mouse XL Cytokine Arrays incubated with con-
ditioned media from (D) R7 cells and R7 sgRON cells (R7 cells with RON loss via CRISPR-Cas9
technology, R7 KD cells from [7]) or (E) with conditioned media from WT (RON TK+/+) or RON
deficient TK−/− BMDM. * p < 0.05; *** p < 0.001; **** p < 0.0001; ns, not significant.

3.5. RON Signaling Induces Changes to the Secretome of Tumor Cells and Macrophages

Functional analyses suggest changes in secreted factors from both tumor cells (to
alter macrophage migration) and from macrophages (to alter mammosphere formation).
Next, we utilized an unbiased approach to characterize secretome changes in both cell
types using CM from R7 cells or R7 RON-targeted CRISPR clone, R7 sgRON (previously
characterized [7]; Figure 4D) or CM from TK+/+ BMDM or TK−/− BMDM (results are
summarized in heatmap form in Figure 4D,E). Numerous changes based on HGFL-RON
signaling are downregulated (e.g., lipocalin-2 [LCN2]) and a few upregulated (regenerating
family member 3 gammas [Reg3G]) in tumor cells. In macrophages, numerous chemokines
(CXCL family) and cytokines (interleukin family) are upregulated by HGFL-RON signaling,
with some downregulated (complement proteins). Taken together, HGFL-RON signaling
in both tumor cells and macrophages alters the secretome in a manner to support tumor
growth and progression.

3.6. Inhibiting HGFL-RON Signaling in Tumor Cells and Macrophages via BMS777607 Impairs
Tumor Growth, Metastasis, and Tumoral Macrophage Recruitment

Our data demonstrates a strong role for HGFL-RON signaling in both tumor cells and
macrophages to support breast cancer growth and progression. To examine the pharma-
cological effects of HGFL-RON signaling inhibition in vivo, we utilized the PyMT model
and the RON inhibitor, BMS777607. Tumor growth kinetics showed a significant reduction
and plateau of tumor growth in BMS777607 treated mice relative to vehicle-treated controls
(Figure 5A). BMS777607 treated mice showed no discernable metastasis, whereas all vehicle-
treated mice had metastasis (Figure 5B). Furthermore, tumors from BMS777607 treated
mice show a significant reduction in cell proliferation (Ki67+) and induction of apoptosis
(CC3+) relative to tumors from vehicle-treated mice (Figure 5C). HGFL-RON inhibition
showed a consistent macrophage recruitment pattern to our previous models wherein
total macrophage numbers (F4/80+) and iNOS+ staining (M1 macrophages) is increased
in tumors from BMS777607 treated mice while Arginase-1+ staining M2 macrophages are
reduced relative to tumors from the vehicle-treated mice (Figure 5D). T cell recruitment
patterns also match our previous models wherein CD8a+ T cell recruitment is enhanced in
tumors from BMS777607 treated mice compared with tumors from vehicle-treated mice
(Figure 5E). Taken together, the use of BMS777607 to inhibit HGFL-RON signaling shows
consistent results with our genetic targeting approaches in clinically relevant models, thus
providing preclinical evidence of BMS777607 as a RON-targeted therapeutic. Figure 5F
contains a model summarizing our findings.
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Figure 5. Pharmacological inhibition of HGFL-RON signaling via BMS777607 treatment abrogates
PyMT-driven tumorigenesis and metastasis. (A) Tumor growth kinetics of mammary tumors
in PyMT+ mice treated with 50 mg/kg/day BMS777607 versus vehicle control (Vehicle: n = 6;
BMS777607: n = 7). Data was analyzed with a two-way ANOVA with Holm-Šídák post hoc tests.
(B) Metastatic incidence in PyMT+ mice from (A) with BMS777607 treatment versus vehicle control.
Data was analyzed using Fisher’s exact test. (C) Histological analysis of BMS777607 treated and
vehicle-treated PyMT tumor sections stained with Ki67, CC3, (D) F4/80, iNOS, Arginase 1, (E) CD8a,
or CD4. (F) Working model of our experimental findings summarized (generated using BioRender).
*** p < 0.001; **** p < 0.0001; ns, not significant.

3.7. MST1R (RON) and MST1 (HGFL) Show Correlated Gene Expression in Virtually All Tumor
Types including Breast Cancer

We analyzed data from The Cancer Genome Atlas (TCGA) Pan-Cancer (PanCan)
datasets and found a significant positive correlation between MST1R and MST1 expression
in all available cancer type datasets except liver hepatocellular carcinoma (LIHC), where
MST1R/MST1 are negatively correlated (Figure 6A). These data include breast cancer
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samples whereby the coordinate expression of MST1R and HGFL is represented in the
heatmap in Figure 6B.
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Figure 6. RON (MST1R) and HGFL (MST1) expression are correlated in virtually all tumor types
and expression is not associated with recurrent breast cancer driver mutations. (A) MST1R and
MST1 gene expression are coordinately upregulated across specified cancer types from The Cancer
Genome Atlas (TCGA) evaluated with Spearman’s correlation. (B) MST1R and MST1 RNA expression
from TCGA showing coordinate expression in heatmap form. Volcano plots of (C) MST1R and
(D) MST1 RNA expression stratified between Altered and Unaltered samples of listed recurrent
breast cancer driver mutations from TCGA Pan-Cancer and METABRIC datasets were evaluated
using Multiple t-tests on log-transformed expression values. Significant correlations of specified
immune cell infiltration signatures with (E) MST1R and (F) MST1 gene expression using the tumor
immune microenvironment estimation resource (TIMER) in breast cancer data from TCGA.
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3.8. MST1R and MST1 Genes Are Virtually Never Altered/Mutated in Breast Cancer, and
MST1R/MST1 Expression Is Not Associated with Any Recurrent Breast Cancer Driver
Alterations/Mutations

Neither MST1R nor MST1 mutational drivers, amplification events, or other genomic
alterations have been extensively reported. To ascertain the frequency of such alterations,
we gathered data from numerous publicly available datasets which showed coordinate
alterations of MST1R/MST1 in 0.7% of breast tumors analyzed, 0.5% with MST1R alone,
0.3% with MST1 alone, and 98.5% with neither altered; Chi-square analysis supports that
MST1R/MST1 alterations tend to co-occur in the rare event that they do occur (Table 1).
We next asked whether genomic alterations known to drive breast cancer have associations
with increased MST1R/MST1 expression. A recent publication identified driver gene
mutations/alterations associated with metastatic breast cancer [38]. We used nine driver
genes identified in this study (TP53, ESR1, GATA3, KMT2C, NCOR1, AKT1, NF1, RIC8A,
RB1) as well as additional genes frequently altered in breast cancer (PTEN, PIK3CA, BRCA1,
BRCA2, ERBB2, EGFR). Driver gene alteration status (Altered or Unaltered) was used
to stratify tumor samples, and the difference in means of MST1R (Figure 6C) and MST1
(Figure 6D) expression individually were compared across Altered/Unaltered status using
samples from the TCGA PanCan and METABRIC datasets. There were no hits consistent
across both genes and both datasets. However, GATA3 alterations were identified between
MST1R and MST1 in the METABRIC dataset. KMT2C was a consistent hit between both
datasets for MST1R but not MST1, and PIK3CA was an MST1R hit in TCGA PanCan and
an MST1 hit in the METABRIC data. Interestingly, TP53, ERBB2, and RB1 were consistent
hits where the Unaltered (or wild-type) gene shows higher MST1 expression, implying
that alteration in these genes is associated with reduced MST1 expression relative to the
wild-type. Taken together, no hits were consistent across both MST1R and MST1 within a
single dataset.

Table 1. Genetic/genomic alterations affecting MST1R and MST1 are rare but co-occur. Specified
datasets available on cBioPortal were queried for MST1R and MST1 mutations/alterations.

Queried
Datasets

Number of Samples with Alterations in
Specified Gene(s) Statistics

MST1R MST1 Both Neither p-Value Q-Value Log2 Odds Ratio Tendency

TCGA PanCan,
MBC Provisional,

MBC INSERM
7 5 10 1483 <0.001 <0.001 >3 Co-occurrence

3.9. MST1R and MST1 Genes Are Correlated with M2 Macrophage Infiltration Gene Signatures
and Anti-Correlated with CD8+ T Cell Infiltration Gene Signatures in Human Breast Cancer
Patient Samples

A significant positive correlation of MST1R and MST1 with M2 macrophage infiltration
and naïve T cell responses was identified by examining the tumor immune microenvi-
ronment estimation resource (TIMER) from breast cancer data from TCGA with MST1R
(Figure 6E) and MST1 (Figure 6F) expression. A significant negative correlation of MST1
with M1 macrophage infiltration and activated T cell responses were also observed. This
correlation of MST1R and MST1 with M2 polarized macrophages is further supported by
data in Figure 1F.

4. Discussion

Our preclinical experiments began with the observation that RON and HGFL become
overexpressed in the PyMT murine autochthonous tumor model, thus making it a good
model to study the contribution of HGFL to tumorigenesis. The resulting cross of HGFL−/−

mice into the PyMT model showed a significant impairment of tumor growth, metastasis,
and tumor characteristics that were repeatedly observed in several in vivo experiments
upon loss of HGFL including reduced tumor cell proliferation, increased tumor cell death,
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elevated M1 (iNOS+) macrophage recruitment, diminished M2 (Arginase-1+) macrophage
recruitment, and increased CD8a+ and CD4+ T cell recruitment. Our previous study using
the RON-driven MMTV-RON breast tumor model crossed with HGFL−/− mice yielded
nearly identical results to the myeloid RON deletion in MMTV-RON+ mice employed
herein [5]. Similar studies evaluating myeloid and macrophage-specific RON deletion in
the PyMT model strongly suggest that macrophages are the most logical paracrine effector
cells to tumor cell-secreted HGFL. While important, models with global HGFL loss did not
provide insight into the functional contribution of different HGFL sources.

The use of HGFL-modulated tumor cells in HGFL-modulated mice revealed the pheno-
typic contributions of the different sources (tumor cell-secreted and physiologic) of HGFL,
where complete ablation of HGFL has the strongest anti-tumor response, followed by loss of
HGFL in tumor cells, loss of physiologic HGFL, and robust tumor growth when both HGFL
sources are intact. While tumor growth of HGFL-proficient tumors in HGFL-deficient mice
was only modestly reduced, tumor characteristics including alterations to total/M1/M2
macrophage recruitment resembled our genetically engineered mouse models. This sug-
gests that physiologic sources of HGFL play a role in altering the macrophage composition
in the tumor microenvironment (TME). To further test the functional requirement of these
macrophages in the TME, macrophage depletion (via clodronate) was overlayed upon the
orthotopic model testing physiologic HGFL, and the results of this experiment suggest
physiologic HGFL and ensuing alterations to macrophage composition in the TME indeed
supports tumor growth.

Given the large effect that loss of tumor cell-secreted HGFL has on tumor growth, we
used in vitro systems to examine the interaction of tumor cells producing HGFL, ensuing ef-
fects on macrophages, and how these macrophages support the tumor cell. The data herein,
and supported by prior studies [5,7,17], demonstrate that HGFL itself does not promote
macrophage migration but that HGFL-dependent alterations to the tumor cell secretome
promote macrophage migration, and that these alterations are MAPK-dependent, with pos-
sible Akt/Stat3 roles. These data are supported by a screen of inhibitors targeting known
pathways activated by RON. Mammosphere formation assays including both monoculture
and co-culture with RON proficient or RON deficient bone marrow-derived macrophages
(BMDM) recapitulated several points, including that loss of HGFL in tumor cells impairs
mammosphere formation [6], and that addition of RON proficient, but not RON deficient
BMDM augments mammosphere formation [17]. Additionally, we showed that HGFL
deficient tumor cell phenotypes can be rescued by exogenous HGFL supplementation, and
that augmented mammosphere formation when co-cultured with RON proficient BMDM
requires HGFL stimulation. Given that the various in vivo models demonstrate a role for
RON in the myeloid compartment (largely attributable to macrophages), the in vitro data
support this, as RON/HGFL overexpressing tumor cells co-cultured with RON deficient
macrophages do not show a boost to mammosphere formation even when exogenous
HGFL is provided. Conversely, RON proficient macrophages promote mammosphere
formation, and when HGFL deficient tumor cells are provided exogenous HGFL in co-
culture with macrophages, enhanced mammosphere formation is also seen. Thus, tumor
cell produced HGFL acts in an autocrine fashion to promote macrophage recruitment to
the tumor via MAPK-dependent alterations to the secretome (and autonomously promote
mammosphere formation), and in a paracrine fashion to elicit HGFL-RON-dependent alter-
ations to the macrophage secretome that promote mammosphere formation of RON/HGFL
expressing tumor cells.

These preclinical models have allowed for deeper dissection of cell-type-specific
contributions of HGFL-RON signaling from physiologic and tumor cell sources, with a
demonstrable pro-tumor function for each component. Finally, we tested the use of the
HGFL-RON signaling inhibitor, BMS777607 in the PyMT model. BMS777607 has completed
Phase I testing showing safe dosing and oral bioavailability [39]. BMS777607 treatment
led to a plateau of tumor volume two weeks after the first dose was administered and
abrogated metastasis in treated mice. Alterations of tumor characteristics matched our
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other models except for a lack of change in CD4+ T cell recruitment. Nonetheless, our data
suggest the use of BMS777607 strongly affects tumorigenesis and metastasis in a model
exhibiting RON and HGFL overexpression.

Studies herein are the first to report correlated co-expression of MST1R and MST1
across nearly all cancer types and are consistent with a previous study that reported a lack
of alterations using polymerase chain reaction-single strand conformational polymorphism
(PCR-SSCP) analysis [40]. MST1R/MST1 alterations were observed in an extreme minority
of samples and Chi-square analysis supported that those alterations in MST1R/MST1
typically co-occur. Moreover, out of a panel of known mutational drivers of breast cancer,
there were no hits consistent in both TCGA PanCan and METABRIC datasets for both
genes. KMT2C was a consistent hit across TCGA PanCan and METABRIC datasets but for
MST1R only, thus potentially representing a mechanism by which MST1R alone becomes
overexpressed in breast cancer. There were no hits in this manner for MST1 alone.

5. Conclusions

We conclude that RON and HGFL co-overexpression within tumor cells drives aggres-
sive breast tumorigenesis through autocrine and paracrine mechanisms affecting both the
tumor cells and tumor-associated macrophages and HGFL-RON signaling activation alters
the secretome in both tumor cells and macrophages. In addition to tumor cell-produced
HGFL, physiologic sources of HGFL support aggressive breast tumorigenesis. Finally, RON
inhibition using the pharmacologic inhibitor, BMS777607, abrogates tumor growth and
progression of RON/HGFL overexpressing tumors.

Supplementary Materials: The following are available online at https://www.mdpi.com/article/10
.3390/cancers14102493/s1, Figure S1: Full Western blot images.
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