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Abstract

Macrophages are key cell types of the innate immune system regulating host defense,

inflammation, tissue homeostasis and cancer. Within this functional spectrum diverse and

often opposing phenotypes are displayed which are dictated by environmental clues and

depend on highly plastic transcriptional programs. Among these the ‘classical’ (M1) and

‘alternative’ (M2) macrophage polarization phenotypes are the best characterized. Under-

standing macrophage polarization in humans may reveal novel therapeutic intervention pos-

sibilities for chronic inflammation, wound healing and cancer. Systematic loss of function

screening in human primary macrophages is limited due to lack of robust gene delivery

methods and limited sample availability. To overcome these hurdles we developed cell-

autonomous assays using the THP-1 cell line allowing genetic screens for human macro-

phage phenotypes. We screened 648 chromatin and signaling regulators with a pooled

shRNA library for M1 and M2 polarization modulators. Validation experiments confirmed the

primary screening results and identified OGT (O-linked N-acetylglucosamine (GlcNAc)

transferase) as a novel mediator of M2 polarization in human macrophages. Our approach

offers a possible avenue to utilize comprehensive genetic tools to identify novel candidate

genes regulating macrophage polarization in humans.

Introduction

Macrophages are the most important line of innate immune defense found in all tissues where

they contribute to immune responses, wound healing and regulation of inflammation [1–4].

These seemingly opposing functions are attributed to the high degree of macrophage tran-

scriptional plasticity as they can change their profiles depending on the microenvironment [5].

Although distinct subpopulations of macrophages with unique functional abilities have been
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described, it is believed that these are not so sharply demarcated and rather represent a spec-

trum of activated phenotypes [6–9]. Among the several activation subtypes the best character-

ized are the ‘classically activated’ (also termed M1) and ‘alternatively activated’ (also termed

M2) macrophages. M1 macrophages mediate host defense against bacteria, protozoa and

viruses and are induced by IFNγ and microbial products such as Toll-like receptor (TLR)

ligands. Alternative macrophages exhibit immune suppressive function and can be activated

e.g. by T helper (Th)2 cytokines (IL4 and IL13), immune complexes, glucocorticoids, TGFβ
and IL10 [10,11].

Macrophage subtype specialization is regulated by several transcriptional factors and chro-

matin regulators [12]. Furthermore, these factors may impose epigenetic modifications that

persist once the original environmental stimulus has ceased and thus provide a mechanism for

extending the transient signals into a sustained cellular response lasting some hours or even

days [12]. To date, several epigenetic factors such as Jmjd3, Hdac and BET family members

have been shown to affect M1 / M2 polarization in mouse in vivo and ex vivo models [13–19].

Previous approaches to identify and / or validate regulators of macrophage biology em-

ployed siRNA technology [20–22]. However, the limitation of this approach is the transient

nature of the knockdown effect which may not reveal long term epigenetic modulation. With

the advent of pooled screening approaches using shRNA- or more recently clustered regularly

interspaced short palindromic repeats (CRISPR) associated nuclease Cas9-libraries, long-term

large-scale functional identification of genes in various mammalian models became more

accessible [23–29]. Recently, this strategy has been used in a rodent model providing impor-

tant insights into the regulation of Tlr4 signaling in DCs [25,30]. Nevertheless, translating this

knowledge to humans is limited due to significant differences between mice and humans in

immune system development, activation, and response [31–34]. With respect to monocytes

and macrophages, direct use of human primary cells for genetic screens is hindered by the

poor efficiency of their genetic manipulation and limited amounts available for large-scale ex
vivo studies. To overcome these limitations we developed a cell-autonomous, physiologically

relevant assay using THP-1 cells that is compatible with lentivirus based pooled shRNA screen-

ing. Using a library against 648 genes mainly covering transcriptional and chromatin regula-

tors we identified several candidates potentially relevant for macrophage polarization in

humans. We further validated OGT with small molecule and CRISPR-Cas9 mediated gene dis-

ruption as a novel regulator of M2 polarization. In summary, we outline here a streamlined

experimental strategy that employs robust genetic tools to identify candidate modulators of

human macrophage polarization.

Materials and methods

THP-1 cell culture, macrophage differentiation and polarization

Human leukemia monocytic THP-1 cells were purchased from the Leibniz Institute DSMZ-

German Collection of Microorganisms and Cell Cultures (Cat. Nr. ACC1, Braunschweig, Ger-

many). Parental and transgenic THP-1 cells were maintained in RPMI 1640 (Gibco) supple-

mented with 10% fetal calf serum (FCS) and 2mM L-glutamine. THP-1 monocytes (Mo) were

differentiated into resting macrophages (M0) using 100 nM phorbol 12-myristate 13-acetate

(PMA, Sigma-Aldrich) for 72 h followed by 24 h in PMA-free medium (PMA-resting, PMAr).

For M1 / M2 polarization M0 macrophages were further cultured in M1-polarization medium

containing 100 ng / ml LPS (Sigma-Aldrich) and 20 ng / ml IFNγ (R&D) for 24 h or in M2-

polarization medium containing 25 ng / ml IL4 (R&D) and 25 ng / ml IL13 (eBioscience) for

48 h starting on the third day of PMA treatment. Cells were cultured at 37˚C in a humidified

5% CO2 air atmosphere. OSMI-1, LMK-235 and PFI-3 were purchased from Sigma-Aldrich.
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Isolation of primary human monocytes, macrophage generation and

polarization

Human monocytes (purity > 90% CD14+) were obtained from healthy donors buffy coats

by 2-step gradient centrifugation followed by an additional step using the EasySep Human

CD14 Positive Selection kit (Stemcell Technologies). Isolated human monocytes were cul-

tured for 3 days in IMDM, 10% AB human serum, 1x NEAA, 2 mM Glutamax, 1 mM Na-

Pyruvate, 4 μg / ml human insulin, 1% Pen/Strep (all from Invitrogen) supplemented with

5 ng / ml M-CSF (R&D). M1- or M2-polarized macrophages were obtained by further addi-

tion of 10 ng / ml IFNγ or 20 ng / ml IL4 (both from R&D), respectively. Cells were cul-

tured at 37˚C in a humidified 5% CO2 air atmosphere. Blood samples for the buffy coat

preparations were obtained from the Swiss Red Cross which were collected using written

informed consent. The use of samples was approved by the Ethikkommission Nordwest-

und Zentralschweiz.

Antibodies and cell viability reagents

The following monoclonal antibodies were used for flow cytometry and immunofluores-

cence: anti-CD11b-APC (ICRF44), anti-CD11c-PerCP / Cy5.5 (3.9), anti-CD38-Alexa-

Fluor488 (HIT2), anti-CD38-V450 (HIT2), anti-CD209-AlexaFluor647 (9E9A8) along with

the corresponding isotype controls (all from BioLegend). Anti-FLAG-FITC (M2) and

IgG1-FITC isotype control (MOPC 21) (both from Sigma Aldrich). Cell viability was

assessed by Trypan Blue count (Invitrogen) and Zombie Violet staining (BioLegend). For

western blot analysis anti-OGT (ab96718, Abcam) and anti-β-ACTIN (8H10D10, Cell Sig-

naling Technology) were used.

Protein isolation and western blot analysis

THP-1 cells were lysed in RIPA buffer (Cell Signaling Technology) and proteins were

extracted by repeated freeze-thaw cycles followed by Benzonase (Novagen) treatment.

30 μg lysate was loaded per lane and the proteins were separated using Novex NuPAGE

SDS-PAGE gel system transferred to Novex Invitrolon PVDF membranes and subjected

to immunoblotting. Luminescence was acquired with the Image Reader LAS-4000 (GE

Healthcare Life Sciences).

Flow cytometry

Flow cytometry data was acquired using a CyAn ADP Analyzer (Beckman Coulter) and BD

FACSAria II (BD) flow cytometers. FcRs-unspecific binding was blocked by incubating cells in

100 μg / ml IgG from human serum (Sigma-Aldrich). Cells were suspended in Cell Staining

Buffer (BioLegend) and incubated with monoclonal antibodies. For the flow cytometric analy-

sis of Cas9-FLAG expression, THP-1 cells were fixed and permeabilized with the BD Cytofix /

Cytoperm (BD Biosciences) according to the manufacturer protocol and stained with the anti-

FLAG antibody. Fluorescence was compared to the corresponding isotype-stained controls.

All data were analyzed using the FlowJo software (Tree Star Inc.).

Cytokine and chemokine release profiling

THP-1 cells were polarized as described in the preceding paragraph. Supernatant was collected

from three independent experiments, pooled and subjected to the Proteome Profiler (ARY005,

R&D Systems) according to the manufacturer’s protocol. Luminescence was acquired with the
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Image Reader LAS-4000 (GE Healthcare Life Sciences) and densitometry done using the Ima-

geJ software.

Microarray transcriptional profiling of THP-1 and human primary

macrophages

THP-1 monocytes and human primary macrophages were cultured and differentiated as

described in the preceding paragraphs. For the microarray profiling, 2 polarizing conditions

were used in THP-1 model as follows: 1) 20 ng / ml IFNγ solely for 24 h, 2) 25 ng / ml IL4

solely for 48h. RNA was extracted using the RNeasy Mini Kit (Qiagen), DNaseI digested (Qia-

gen) and RNA quality was evaluated using the Agilent RNA 6000 Nano Kit and 2100 Bioanal-

zer (Agilent Technologies). Total RNA (8 μl at 50 ng / μl) were supplied to the Genome Array

Lab for reverse transcription, labeling and hybridization using an Affimetrix GeneChip

Human Genome U133 Plus 2.0 Array (HG-U133_Plus_2). The transcriptional profiles were

evaluated in three independent cell preparations, each derived from a different single donor

(primary monocytes) or from a separate stimulation experiments (THP-1). Microarray data

were uploaded to ArrayExpress for the primary cells and the THP-1 cells with accession num-

bers E-MTAB-5913 and E-MTAB-5917, respectively.

Microarray data analysis

Fold changes (FCs) between samples were calculated using the mean value of three independent

hybridizations and adjusted p-values. Quality control was performed in R using the Bioconduc-

tor package array QualityMetrics (http://www.bioconductor.org). RMA gene expression levels

(robust multi-array average) were calculated using the Bioconductor packages Affycoretools

and Affyio. Lists of differentially expressed probe sets were produced with FC and t-test p-value

calculation using the Bioconductor packages Limma, reshape and Plyr, using a factorial design

approach to extract the relevant comparisons. For each comparison, differentially expressed

genes were defined as those exhibiting an absolute FC� 1.5 and p-value< 0.05. Annotation

data for probes was obtained using the Bioconductor packages AnnotationDbi and hgu133-

plus2.db.

Pooled lentiviral shRNA library

A previously described, custom 12,998 element shRNA library focused on epigenetic and sig-

naling regulators targeting 648 genes was used for screening [29]. On average each gene was

covered by 20 unique shRNAs and the oligo corresponding to each shRNA was synthesized

with a unique 18 nucleotide barcode (Cellecta) for measuring representation by NGS.

Individual shRNA and sgRNA constructs

Individual shRNA constructs were cloned into pRSI16 lentiviral plasmid (Cellecta) as described

previously [23] with unique sequences corresponding to the target: 5’-GACGCAACCGAACTT
TGCAGT-3’ (shRNA-OGT_v1), 5’-CCAAACTTTCTGGATGCTTAT-3’ (shRNA-OGT_v2),

5’-TGTTGCAGATGGGTGATATAT-3’ (shRNA-OGT_v3) and 5’-CAAATCACAGAATCGT
CGTAT-3’ (shRNA-Luc). Individual sgRNA constructs were cloned into pNGx_LV_g003 [27]

with unique sequences corresponding to the target: 5’-GGAAAGAGGGCAGTTGCAGG-3’
(sgRNA-OGT_v1), 5’-GGGTCGCTTGGAAGAAGCCA-3’ (sgRNA-OGT_v2), 5’-TAATGGG
CACACCACAGGGA-3’(sgRNA-OGT_v3) and 5’- GTAGCGAACGTGTCCGGCGT-3’ (sgRNA-

CTRL).
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Lentivirus production, cell transduction and pooled screening

Viral packaging was performed as described before [23]. To perform large-scale transduction,

8.5 x 107 of THP-1 cells were transduced at MOI of 0.3 to ensure single shRNA integration per

cell. The optimal puromycin (Invitrogen) dose required to achieve> 95% cell killing in 72h

was determined by measuring cell viability with a Cell Titer Glo assay (Promega) for a dose

response ranging from 0 to 4 μg puromycin. The volume of virus required to give an MOI of

0.3 was determined using a 10 point dose response ranging from 0 to 300 μL of viral superna-

tant in the presence of 5 μg / mL polybrene (Millipore). Infectivity was determined as the %

RFP+ cells as measured by flow cytometry. A spin infection was performed in the presence of

5 μg / ml polybrene by centrifugation at 2000 rpm for 1 h at 32˚C. 48h post-transduction cells

were washed with PBS (Gibco) and 1 μg / ml puromycin was added. 72 h following puromycin

addition (5 days post-transduction), an aliquot of cells was used to measure transduction effi-

ciency determined by measuring the % RFP+ cells and was typically > 90%. Simultaneously, 2

x 107 cells serving as an input sample were collected and stored at -80˚C for genomic DNA

(gDNA) isolation and NGS. The rest of the cells were subjected to the following treatments: no

treatment, M1 polarization or M2 polarization. After 4 days of incubation (9 days post-trans-

duction) cells were collected, stained with monoclonal antibodies and subjected to the prepar-

ative FACS of RFP+ cells expressing a desired phenotype. Sorted cell fractions (positive and

negative) were collected and subjected to the gDNA isolation and NGS along with the input

sample. To elucidate essential genes THP-1 cells stably expressing the epigenetic library were

left untreated (“viable Mo”) and subjected to the NGS along with the input sample (S1 Fig).

Comparing “viable Mo” and input sample identified essential genes. Sorting was performed

with two biological replicates (R2� 0.97, see S2 Fig) except for the M1 negative fraction for

which one biological replica was used. Screens were run in biological duplicates. Lentiviral par-

ticle containing individual shRNAs or sgRNAs were produced in 6-well plates by adjusting the

above protocol. For single shRNA-mediated knockdown, THP-1 cells were transduced and

analyzed following the pooled shRNA screening protocol. For generating Cas9 expressing

cells lentiviruses packaged with pLenti6_CMV_3xFLAG_nls-SPyCas9_nls_T2a_Blast [28]

were transduced into THP-1 cells and selected with 5 μg / ml Blasticidin for stable integration.

For single CRISPR / sgRNA-mediated knockdown, THP-1 cells stably expressing Cas9 were

transduced according to the pooled shRNA screening protocol, but analyzed 11 days post-

transduction.

Purification of genomic DNA, library production and next generation

sequencing

Cells in a range from 0.7 up to 20 million cells were resuspended in PBS according to the

DNeasy protocol (Qiagen). Resuspension was then aliquoted, treated with ProteinaseK, RNa-

seA and Buffer AL and incubated for lysis and processed for gDNA isolation. The final DNA

concentration was assayed using Picogreen reagent.

For NGS library generation, the barcodes were amplified in 8 independent 50 μL PCR reac-

tions using 1 μg of gDNA per reaction with Titanium Taq and Primers #3323 (PEFwdGEX),

#3324 (PECellectaA), and #3197–3223 (one of 27 indexing oligos) for 28 cycles. The product

was analyzed by agarose gel electrophoresis to check for the expected ~120bp product and

purified using the Agencourt. AMPure XP PCR cleanup kit (Beckman Coulter) and the

amount of purified product quantified using a Picogreen DNA concentration assay. Barcode

representation of each barcode in the 12,998 element shRNA library (Cellecta) was measured

by NGS on an Illumina GA2X system. For good representation of each shRNA in the NGS

data 12 million raw Illumina sequence reads were required per sample, which averages 2000
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reads per shRNA. The deep coverage shRNA libraries used in this work enable high confidence

hit calling at the gene level, rather than analysis of individual shRNAs in the data set.

Pooled shRNA screen data analysis

Sequencing and data analysis were carried out as described previously [23,35]. Counts from

each sample were normalized to 12 million reads. In brief, the number of reads observed for

each barcode was divided by the number of reads for the corresponding barcode in the original

plasmid pool to give the fold change in representation during the experiment. The fold

changes for a set of reagents / barcodes targeting a gene were analyzed by means of the RSA

(redundant siRNA activity) algorithm. A gene gets a better score, i.e. lower p-value, if the

shRNAs against it are unusually distributed toward one of the extremities in a list of all the

shRNAs sorted by fold change. Such sorted lists were generated from differential shRNA

counts for (i) M1+ vs. input or vs. M1-, (ii) M2+ vs. input or vs. M2-, and (iii) M2+ vs. M1+ as

described in the results section. p-values were calculated using a hypergeometric enrichment

focusing only on shRNA depletion.

Quantitative real-time reverse-transcription PCR

RNA was extracted using the RNeasy Mini Kit (Qiagen). cDNA synthesis (Applied Biosys-

tems) was performed with DNaseI-digested RNA (Qiagen) and subjected to Human Cytokines

& Chemokines RT2 Profiler PCR Array (Qiagen) following the manufacturer’s protocol. Real-

time PCR was performed using ABI ViiA 7 cycler (Applied Biosystems). Data was analyzed

following the manufacturer’s protocol and as described previously [36].

High content imaging experiments and data analysis

For high content imaging experiments THP-1 cells were seeded into Microclear bottom

384-well plates (Greiner) at a density of 5000 cells / well and treated with 100 nM PMA for 24

h after which compounds were added at concentrations indicated in the corresponding sec-

tion. On the third day PMA / compound medium was washed out and cells were cultured in

compound-supplemented medium and stimulated with a combination of IL13 and IL4 at 25

ng / ml each for 48 h to induce M2 polarization. Afterwards, the FcRs-unspecific binding was

blocked using 100 μg / ml IgG from human serum (Sigma-Aldrich), and M2 cells were stained

with CD209-AlexaFluor647 (9E9A8). Subsequently, cells were fixed with FluoroFix buffer

(Biolegend) and ultimately stained with Hoechst (Life Technologies). Images were obtained

with the IN Cell Analyzer 2000 (GE Healthcare Life Sciences) and analyzed with Cell Profiler

version 2.1.1 [37]. The median cell number analyzed in each well was 584. The signal was nor-

malized to the corresponding isotype-stained DMSO controls and an intensity threshold

was determined to bin CD209 positive and negative cells. The raw data obtained after image

analysis is in S1 Table. Representative images shown were processed with FIJI [38] and the

CD209-AlexaFluor647 staining was pseudo-colored yellow for better visualization.

Results

THP-1 myeloid cell line represents a model for human primary

macrophages

shRNA based genetic screens require a suitable model available at large scale and compatible

with lentiviral delivery of the library in order to reach the needed deep coverage. To screen for

human macrophage polarization regulators we evaluated the well-established THP-1 model

for these criteria [39,40].

shRNA screens for human macrophage polarization

PLOS ONE | https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0183679 August 24, 2017 6 / 20

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0183679


Treatment of THP-1 monocytes with PMA ceased cell proliferation and induced differenti-

ation into adherent CD11b and CD11c double positive resting macrophages referred to as M0

(Fig 1A and 1B). Furthermore, we established a polarization protocol yielding M1 and M2

cells induced by IFNγ / LPS or IL4 / IL13, respectively (Fig 1A and 1C). After testing a panel of

cell surface markers we identified CD38 and CD209 (DC-SIGN) as unique for M1 or M2,

respectively. Importantly, specificity of selected markers allowed subsequent fluorescence acti-

vated cell sorting (FACS) of M1 and M2 phenotypes.

One of the major roles of activated macrophages is the production of soluble mediators in

response to environmental cues. To validate the biological relevance of the THP-1 model we

measured cytokine and chemokine release profiles of THP-1 derived M1 and M2 macrophages

(Fig 1D) [11,41]. We found that classically activated THP-1 macrophages release a wide spec-

trum of pro-inflammatory mediators such as IFNγ, TNFα, IL1β, IL6, IL23, CCL2, CCL3,

CCL4, CXCL1, CXCL8, CXCL10, CXCL11 and the complement component C5 / C5a. On the

contrary, in M2 polarized THP-1 supernatants we detected anti-inflammatory IL1RA, pro-

fibrotic PAI1 (SERPINE1) produced by the cells, whereas release of M1-specific cytokines /

chemokines was not detected. Since the M2 polarization medium contained exogenous IL4

and IL13 it was not possible to quantify intrinsic release of IL4 and IL13.

Next we compared the transcriptional changes between M1 or M2 polarized THP-1 and human

primary macrophages (Fig 1E). We correlated fold change of gene expression from monocytes to

M1 (IFNγ) or M2 (IL4) macrophage polarization in the corresponding THP-1 or human primary

cells using whole genome microarray gene expression analysis. We observed comparable expres-

sion changes of well-established markers for both M1 (CD38,CD40,CXCL9, CXCL10, GBP1, IDO1,

IRF1, STAT1 and TNFSF10) and M2 (ALOX15, CCL13,CCL18,CCL22,CCL26,CD209,F13A1,

FN1, IL17RB,MRC1, PTGS1, SOCS1and TGM2) when comparing the THP-1 macrophages to the

corresponding human primary macrophages [32,31,41,42]. Extended expression data on other

markers are shown in Fig 1E and the full data set can be accessed through ArrayExpress under

accession numbers E-MTAB-5913 and E-MTAB-5917.

Taken together, our comprehensive data on gene expression signature and cytokine / che-

mokine release argue that the THP-1 model mimics human primary M1 / M2 macrophage

subsets thus allowing identification of biologically relevant target genes.

Multidimensional genetic screens in the human macrophage polarization

model

Using the THP-1 model we performed two independent pooled genetic screens. We used a

library of lentiviruses targeting 648 genes mainly involved in epigenetic regulation [29]. Each

gene was targeted by 20 independent shRNAs each labeled with a unique barcode for subse-

quent identification by next generation sequencing (NGS).

THP-1 monocytes were transduced at low MOI to ensure single shRNA integration per cell

(Fig 2A). After puromycin selection, an aliquot was collected to determine library coverage,

referred to hereafter as ‘input’ sample. The cells were then subjected to two different pheno-

typic screening paradigms from which additional fractions were sorted.

To decipher modifiers of M1 and M2 polarization we divided PMA-differentiated macro-

phages into two fractions and treated them with either IFNγ + LPS or with IL4 + IL13 to induce

M1 or M2 subtypes, respectively. Next, M1+ (CD38+ / CD209-), M1- (CD38- / CD209-), as

well as M2+ (CD38- / CD209+), and M2- (CD38- / CD209-) cells were sorted.

For NGS library generation, barcodes from the aforementioned conditions were amplified

from genomic DNA extracted from cell pellets for each experimental condition. Subsequently,

the count data obtained after sequencing were analyzed by means of the redundant siRNA
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Fig 1. THP-1 monocyte to macrophage differentiation and M1 / M2 polarization. (A) Schematic representation of treatments to differentiate THP-1

monocytes (Mo) into macrophages (M0) or polarized macrophages (M1, M2). (B) Morphological and cell surface marker expression (CD11c, CD11b) changes

observed by microscopic and flow cytometric analysis of PMA (phorbol 12-myrisate 13-acetate) differentiated M0. FCS: forward-scatter; SSC: side-scatter. (C)

Resting CD38- / CD209- M0 macrophages (top panel) are polarized in CD38+ / CD209- M1 fraction upon LPS / IFNγ treatment (middle panel) and in CD38- /

CD209+ M2 fraction upon IL4 / IL13 treatment (bottom panel). (D) Cytokine and chemokine release profiling of THP-1 M1 and M2 macrophages detecting M1

(black) and M2 (grey) specific soluble mediators, respectively. Supernatants were collected from three independent experiments and then pooled for the
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activity (RSA) algorithm and quartile distribution allowing hit calling at the level of genes

rather than individual shRNA hits (Fig 2B, S2 Table). In addition we checked reproducibility

between biological replicas and identify genes affecting cell viability in our library with drop

out screens (S1 Fig and S2 Fig).

Identification of novel candidate genes regulating M1 / M2 macrophage

polarization

Using the screening protocol described above we aimed to identify mediators and suppressors

of macrophage polarization (Fig 2, Table 1 and S3 Table). To call hits regulating M1 polariza-

tion we compared M1+ (CD38+ / CD209-) to M1- (CD38- / CD209-), M2+ (CD38- / CD209

+), or input (Fig 2B). We categorized the genes based on their putative normal function

inferred from the knock down phenotype. Hence, genes for which the shRNAs were overrep-

resented in M1+ in any of the above comparisons were categorized as M1 suppressors. Genes

for which shRNAs were underrepresented in the same comparisons were categorized as M1

mediators. Similarly, we compared M2+ (CD38- / CD209+) to M2- (CD38- / CD209-), M1+

(CD38+ / CD209-), or input to uncover M2 subtype suppressors (shRNAs overrepresented in

M2+) and mediators (shRNAs underrepresented in M2+) (Fig 2B, Table 1 and S3 Table).

Since RSA scores are not absolute but simply rank genes in a given experiment, we arbitrary

took the top 10 ranking genes from each comparison as hits (Fig 2B and S3 Table). We argued

that this cutoff, corresponding to 1.5% of the genes tested, should be stringent enough to

enrich for true hits that can be later validated with orthogonal approaches. To further rank the

top 10 hits, they were visualized in a contingency table based on the predicted function and the

number of comparison they scored in (Table 1). Some genes fell into the same category in mul-

tiple comparisons (e.g. BRD4), while others scored in one comparison only (e.g. ATAT1)

(Table 1). The latter were considered lower confidence hits. Furthermore, we observed that

most of the candidate genes that modulated both M1 and M2 phenotypes suppressed one of

the polarization states while mediated the other. For example CARM1 scored as a suppressor

of M2 and a mediator of M1. In contrast, some other genes that regulated both M1 and M2

were either suppressors of both polarization states, or mediators of both polarization states.

For example MYC scored as a suppressor of M1 as well as suppressor of M2 polarization

(Table 1). Our approach also identified genes which were previously shown by genetic manip-

ulation of mice to regulate macrophage polarization such as BRD2, RELA, REL and MYD88
[13,43–47]. Overall, our approach identified already known regulators but also nominated

new candidate genes involved in M1 / M2 polarization of human macrophages.

Pharmacological validation of selected candidate M2 mediators

Next we strived to validate candidate M2 mediators focusing on genes which scored in more

than one contrast, were not identified as essential genes (S1 Fig) and for which tool com-

pounds active in cellular assays have been reported. We converted our flow cytometric assay to

an imaging assay to determine the percent of CD209+ cells after M2 polarization (Fig 3A and

3B and Materials and Methods). In this setup the average percent of CD209+ cells was 11%,

analysis. *Exogenously added to the M2 polarization medium. (E) Correlation analysis of transcriptional fold change (FC) during Mo to M1 (top panel) or M2

(bottom panel) polarization comparing THP-1 and human primary cells. For macrophage polarization MCSF (human primary cells) or PMA (THP-1)

differentiated macrophages were treated with IFNγ (M1) or IL4 (M2). Whole genome microarray measurements were used from three independent

experiments and each dot corresponds to a probe on the array. Highlighted genes are previously reported human markers relevant for the M1 or M2

polarization [32,31] (additional references listed in the main text). Highlighting was limited to genes which at least in one of the cellular models had at least one

probe with 1 < or– 1 > FC. Dashed line is the y = x reference, solid line is fitted on the experimental data y = a + b * x (a = interception of y, b = slope).

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0183679.g001
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allowing detection of both inhibitory and enhancing effects. We used OSMI-1, LMK-235 and

PFI-3 to inhibit enzymatic activities of OGT, HDAC4/5 or the bromo-domain of SMARC4/5,

respectively, using previously reported concentration ranges to achieve cellular activity [48–

51]. We used concentrations that correspond to the previously reported ranges to achieve cel-

lular activity for these compounds. We plotted the percentage of CD209+ cells corresponding

to various concentrations of compound treatments. At concentrations above 1.32 μM LMK-

235 decreased the ratio of CD209+ cells consistent with the shRNA results, but surprisingly we

observed the opposite effect at concentrations below 0.9 μM. We did not further explore the

minimal concentration at which the enhancing effect would be still observed. The SMARCA2/

4 bromo-domain inhibitor PFI-3 had a mild but statistically significant effect at higher

Fig 2. Pooled shRNA screening identifies candidate modulators of macrophage polarization in THP-1 cells. (A) Screening workflow for the

phenotypic pooled shRNA screens to identify genes influencing macrophage differentiation and M1 / M2 polarization. Below, schematic representation

of the analysis set up comprising different comparisons in two analysis modes (phenotype suppressor or mediator). (B) Analysis of screening results

using the five comparisons and two analysis modes described in panel A. Top 10 hits are highlighted. Gene level scores were derived from shRNA

reagents by calculating both the Redundant siRNA Activity (RSA) p-values as well as upper / lower quartiles. These two quantities describe

significance and effect size, respectively, of a gene’s knockdown by all reagents targeting this gene. Each sample was scaled to a total 12 million

reads.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0183679.g002

Table 1. Contingency table showing gene-centric representation of top 10 ranked hits from the M1 / M2 screens.

M2 modulation

number of screening comparisons in which a given gene was within the top 10 ranking hits as M2

suppressor mediator

3 2 1 1 2 3

M1 modulation

number of screening

comparisons in

which a given gene

was within the top 10

ranking hits as M1

suppressor 3 TICAM1 3

2 NFKB2 2

1 MYC,

TNFRSF1A

ATAT1, CTBP1,

FOXC2, HACE1, IDH1,

JADE1, MTOR, NRAS,

PRDM4, PWWP2A,

RUNX1, SCML1,

SMAD2, SMARCB1,

TDRD7

NSD1,

ZEB2

OGT,

SMARCA4

BRD4,

EP300,

HDAC5,

KDM3B

1

ARID3A BAZ1B, EGFR,

EIF4E, PHF1,

PHF12,

PRDM11,

SETD3, SETD5,

SMYD3

CHD4,

STK4,

TET2,

TRRAP

SIN3A 0

mediator 1 CARM1,

HCFC1

RBBP7 ATF2, KAT6A,

MYD88*,

TDRD12

ARID1A, CECR2,

HIST1H1E, JMJD1C,

JMJD6, PRDM2,

PRKDC, RUVBL2,

SUV420H1, TAF1,

TRADD, UBE2E1

BRD2* 1

2 REL* PSMA3 2

3 CDC42, RELA* 3

3 2 1 0 1 2 3

Numbers indicate the number of screening comparisons in which a given gene was within the top 10 ranked hits.

“Mediator” and “suppressor” refer to the normal gene function inferred from the knock down phenotypes, respectively.

The central area demarcated by bold line contains genes which scored in only one comparison and were considered as lower confidence. The genes

outside this area also highlighted by larger font size scored more than once, and were considered higher confidence.

*Known mediator of M1 polarization based on genetic data in mouse model.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0183679.t001
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concentrations to reduce CD209 expression. OGT inhibitor OSMI-1 showed a statistically sig-

nificant inhibition of CD209 above 20 μM concentrations. In summary, the compound treat-

ment experiments confirmed the shRNA results for OGT, SMARCA4 and HDAC5.

OGT modulates the transcription of several M2 polarization genes

To our knowledge previous studies on OGTs function in macrophage biology were limited to

M1 activation and did not use loss of function genetic approaches or human cell models for

the experiments [52,53]

To confirm the validity of OGT as a modulator of macrophage polarization we carried out

validation experiments using orthogonal approaches.

First the high content assay results were confirmed with flow cytometric analysis of THP-1

macrophages pre-treated with 60 μM OSMI-1 and stimulated with IL4 / IL13 (Fig 4A top

panel). DMSO treatment served as control and flow cytometric analysis of CD209 expression

was used as readout. In line with the results from the high content readout we observed that

pharmacological inhibition of OGT phenocopied the effect of shRNA knock down in THP-1

M2 macrophages.

The shRNA and small molecule experiments validated OGT function in M2 polarization by

two methods representing different modes of action. To further strengthen our findings OGT

was validated with the CRISPR-Cas9 system. Three sgRNAs targeting OGTwere tested for their

ability to reduce OGT protein level by western blot (S3 Fig). Two sgRNAs against OGT showed

strong reduction of OGT protein level and these were further evaluated for their effect on mac-

rophage polarization by flow cytometry (Fig 4A, lower panel). In line with the orthogonal

approaches, we measured reduced M2 marker (CD209) expression in OGT targeted THP-1

after IL4 / IL13 stimulation. The results were comparable to OGT knock down with individual

Fig 3. Validation of selected M2 polarization modulators with small molecule inhibitors. (A) Representative images of indirect

immunofluorescence staining for CD209 positive M2 macrophages. Cells were treated with OSMI-1, PFI-3 and LMK-235 targeting OGT,

SMARCA2/4 and HDAC4/5, respectively, and compared to DMSO control. From the treatments a lower and the highest concentrations are

shown. The representative images shown were processed with Fiji and CD209 signal was pseudo-colored yellow. (B) Dose response curves

representing percent of CD209 positive cells at different concentrations of compound treatment. Values from 4 independent wells for each

condition were averaged and plotted as data points. Error bars indicate the standard deviation. Dashed horizontal lines mark the average

percent (11%) of positive cells in DMSO controls (n = 48 wells; standard deviation = 2.25). **The lowest or highest concentration with a

significant effect (unpaired Student’s t-test, p < 0.01) compared to the DMSO control.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0183679.g003

shRNA screens for human macrophage polarization

PLOS ONE | https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0183679 August 24, 2017 12 / 20

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0183679.g003
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0183679


shRNA screens for human macrophage polarization

PLOS ONE | https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0183679 August 24, 2017 13 / 20

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0183679


shRNAs (S3 Fig). To evaluate whether this effect was specific for the CD209 marker, or the M2

gene expression signature was affected more broadly, we analyzed mRNA expression levels of

genes relevant for innate immune response (Fig 4B and S4 Table). The analysis revealed that

depletion of OGT had negative effect on M2-specific gene expression (CCL13,CCL18 and

CCL24) in response to IL4 / IL13, whereas M1-specific genes such as CCL2,CCL3, IL1B and

TNF were upregulated. Interestingly, three M2 subtype associated markers (CCL22,CXCL16
and IL10) were upregulated in the targeted cells. Taken together, these results establish OGT as

a mediator of IL4 / IL13 induced M2 polarization in human macrophages.

Discussion

The advents of pooled lentiviral shRNA and CRISPR libraries have enabled large scale system-

atic genetic screens to assess stable loss of function phenotypes in mammalian cells [23–25,27–

29]. The possibility to interfere with gene function for an extended period is particularly

important to study epigenetic regulation which may require prolonged perturbation to trigger

changes in chromatin states. However, lack of efficient gene transfer or availability of certain

cell types may limit the use of these powerful approaches. Human primary macrophages repre-

sent such an example, where systematic identification of regulators of M1 and M2 polarization

could significantly contribute to our understanding of host immune response, inflammation

and maintenance of tissue homeostasis. To overcome the above-mentioned limitations we

used the human THP-1 model allowing cell autonomous readouts of innate immune activa-

tion and we devised multidimensional genetic screens addressing human M1 / M2 polariza-

tion phenomenon.

The application of appropriate macrophage activation stimuli ensured gene expression

patterns which are characteristic of the respective macrophage subtype function (Fig 1). It

should be noted that there can be significant differences in the response of polarization mark-

ers depending on the species (mouse vs. human), the applied stimuli and source of cells [31,32,

39,54–56]. These should be considered when extrapolating from these results. According to

our own data as well as published reports, the THP-1 model recapitulated key aspects of

human macrophage polarization when compared to respective primary cells [32,40] (Fig 1).

Importantly, we observed similar gene expression changes of well-established markers for

both M1 and M2 phenotypes in THP-1 and human primary macrophages [32,40,42] (Fig 1E).

Likewise, the cytokine / chemokine repertoires of THP-1 macrophages were similar to corre-

sponding primary human macrophage subtypes (Fig 1D). Collectively, THP-1 cells serve as a

well suited model system to study human-related aspects of macrophage polarization, with

some limitations deriving from its leukemic cell line nature [32].

Notably, M1 and M2 polarized THP-1 were positive for CD38 and CD209, respectively,

thus allowing sorting of specific macrophage phenotypes from the pool of cells. This was fur-

ther exploited in the subsequent screening experiments with a pooled shRNA library yielding

identification of novel regulators of the M1 and M2 phenotypes (Fig 2). In M1 / M2 polariza-

tion screens we collected five phenotypically and functionally distinct fractions, thus allowing

extensive analysis of pro- and anti-inflammatory responses. Importantly, use of a 20 shRNA

Fig 4. Validation of OGT as a modulator of M2 polarization. (A) Flow cytometric analysis of the M2

(CD209) cell surface marker after inducing M2 polarization in OGT targeted or control cells. OGT was

targeted with the small molecule OSMI-1 or CRISPR with two independent sgRNA constructs, and compared

to the corresponding DMSO or scrambled controls. (B) The 25 OGT regulated genes identified from 84

probed cytokines and chemokines are shown. mRNA levels were quantified by qPCR on control and OGT

targeted THP-1 M2 macrophages (n = 3). Data are presented as mean ± SD; unpaired Student’s t test:

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0183679.g004
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deep pooled lentiviral library ensured robust statistical power to call hits from the 648 genes

targeted. The applied analysis pipeline compared all sorted macrophage fractions in different

screening modes (suppressor and mediator) giving rise to 10 different analysis modules (Fig 2,

Table 1 and S3 Table). The RSA method ranks genes but an arbitrary cutoff to call hits is neces-

sary. We prioritized the top 10 (1.5% of genes in our experiments) hits from each analysis as a

pragmatic compromise between sensitivity and confidence in calling hits. Since we had 10 dif-

ferent analysis modules, the hits could be further prioritized based on the number of compari-

sons they scored in as mediator or suppressor (Table 1 and S3 Table). Importantly, the pattern

in which a given gene scored in the different comparisons may reflect functional differences.

Indeed, the data suggested OGT to be a mediator of M2 polarization, but also a suppressor of

the M1 phenotype, indicating involvement in regulating macrophage polarization. On the

contrary, MYC scored as a suppressor of both M1 and M2, which may reflect its function in

promoting cell cycle progression while counteracting differentiation programs.

To demonstrate the value of our approach in discovering regulators of human macrophage

biology with yet unappreciated functions we focused the validation experiments on M2 regula-

tion by OGT, HDAC5 and SMARCA4 (Figs 3 and 4A). We used high content imaging to

quantify the percent of M2 (CD209+) cells in response to pharmacological inhibition with

OSMI-1 (OGT), LMK-235 (HDAC4/5) and PFI-3 (SMARCA2/4 bromo-domain) [48–51].

Applying these small molecule inhibitors confirmed the shRNA results, and supports the

hypothesis that these factors would be required for M2 polarization. Surprisingly, lower con-

centrations of LMK-235 increased CD209 expression. This could reflect differences in sensitiv-

ity of various loci to HDAC5 inhibition resulting in diverging concentration dependent

outcomes. Since LMK-235 also inhibits HDAC4, we cannot exclude the possibility that this

effect is independent of HDAC5 [51]. However, only HDAC5 scored in our shRNA screen as

an M2 mediator, and HDAC4 was not detected as an M2 suppressor arguing for HDAC5 spe-

cific effects. In addition HDAC5 has been linked to the inflammatory response of macrophages

by a previous study, supporting the idea that it has a multi-facetted role in regulating polariza-

tion [57]. The SMARCA2/4 bromo-domain inhibitor PFI-3 showed partial but statistically sig-

nificant inhibition of CD209. Importantly, PFI-3 inhibition does not affect the enzymatic

activity of SMARCA2/4 and the bromo-domain seems dispensable for SMARCA2/4 function

in previously reported proliferation assays including THP-1 monocytes [49]. Thus, our obser-

vation that PFI-3 modulates the M2 phenotype in THP-1 could indicate that SMARCA4

bromo-domain function is more relevant in post mitotic cells. Interestingly, a phosphoproteo-

mic study linked SMARCA4 to macrophage multinucleation and testing if the two phenomena

are linked could be an interesting question for future studies [58]. Finally, since PFI-3 also

inhibits the bromo-domain of SMARCA2, we cannot exclude the possibility that this effect is

independent of SMARCA4 [49]. However, SMARCA2 did not score in our shRNA screens

arguing for SMARCA4 specific effects. Additionally, OGT was also validated in the high con-

tent assay with the small molecule inhibitor OSMI-1, which was further confirmed in flow

cytometry experiments (Figs 3 and 4A) [48]. Both pharmacological inhibition and sgRNA tar-

geting of OGT phenocopied the inhibitory effect on M2 polarization observed with shRNA

knock down (Fig 4A). Taken together, three different approaches (shRNA, small molecule

inhibition and CRISPR) consistently validated OGT as a gene required for IL4 / IL13 induced

M2 polarization in THP-1 macrophages.

As part of our validation experiments for OGTwe measured the mRNA levels of a subset of

innate immune response relevant genes (Fig 4B). This approach did not interrogate the whole

transcriptome, but still allowed testing if OGT controls a broader set of M2 relevant genes or

only a subset. The expression of several macrophage subtype markers changed consistently

with the proposed function of OGT to mediate M2 polarization [31]. We also noted three
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markers linked to the M2 state (CCL22, CXCL16 and IL10) that increased expression upon

OGT targeting. Interestingly, a recent study showed that siRNA inhibition of Ogt resulted in

increased IL10 expression in mouse intestinal macrophages which would be in line with our

results [53]. Another report suggested that Ogt dampened M1 activation in mouse RAW264.7

macrophages involving NF-κB, Sin3a and Ep300 [52]. Effects on M2 polarization were not

investigated and loss of function genetic evidence was not shown in that study. These results

suggest, as expected, that OGT controls parts of the response to IL4 / IL13 in THP-1 cells and

orthogonal pathways obviously exist that account for the full M2 polarization program. These

gene specific effects could be mediated by locus specific recruitment of OGT to chromatin and

by the O-GlcNAcylation of various target proteins. Indeed, OGT fulfills its multiple roles as a

key regulator of signaling and transcription as well as an integrator of metabolic signaling via
numerous interaction partners [59]. Based on our results with small molecule OGT inhibition

we hypothesize that the enzymatic activity of OGT is required to exert its function as an M2

regulator (Figs 3 and 4A). Our results add to the understanding of OGT function in macro-

phages and suggest an important role in regulating M2 polarization in humans.

Collectively, we provide an effective approach for large scale genetic screens uncovering

genes involved in human macrophage polarization. The use of a lentiviral library combined

with a phenotypic readout allowed investigating complex phenotypes requiring extended time

to develop. Our approach can be easily scaled up using genome-wide CRISPR / shRNA librar-

ies and could potentially decipher near-complete pathways relevant for macrophage biology in

humans.
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genes knock-down of which facilitates cell death. (B) Identified essential genes.

(EPS)

S2 Fig. Reproducibility of the shRNA barcode counts in replicas.

(EPS)
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of the M2 (CD209) cell surface marker in M2 polarization induced THP-1 cells after transduc-

tion with lentiviral shRNA constructs targeting OGT or luciferase-control. Individual con-

structs correspond to the top 3 shRNAs from the pooled library targeting OGT. (B) Western
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duced with control (CTRL), or OGT targeting sgRNAs, respectively. ACTB was used as a load-

ing control.
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