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An important step in tumorigenesis involves loss of
sensitivity to various apoptotic signals by malignant
cells, imbuing them with an enhanced survival
phenotype. NF-kB also regulates epidermal thick-
ness, susceptibility to apoptosis, and tumor forma-
tion in skin. Keratinocytes were examined for their
susceptibility to apoptosis using cytokines produced
during an immunologic response to tumor antigens,
i.e., interferon-g and/or tumor necrosis factor-a
(TNF-a). The role for NF-kB in this response was
examined using a retroviral vector containing a
degradation-resistant form of IkBa. Whereas inter-
feron-g and TNF-a either alone or in combination
did not induce apoptosis in keratinocytes, after infec-
tion with the retrovirus to block NF-kB activation
they became susceptible to TNF-a but not Fas-
induced apoptosis. Moreover, when keratinocytes
with repressed NF-kB activity were simultaneously
treated with interferon-g, there was a synergistic
induction of apoptosis by TNF-a that was dependent
on FADD, tumor-necrosis-factor-related apoptosis-
inducing ligand (TRAIL), and caspase activation.
Molecular abnormalities accompanying repressed
NF-kB activity included failure to induce TNF-RII

receptor together with enhanced levels of TRAIL
death receptor 4. The ability of interferon-g when
combined with TNF-a to mediate keratinocyte
apoptosis included induction of TRAIL coupled with
diminished capacity of keratinocytes with repressed
NF-kB activity to increase the TRAIL decoy recep-
tor-1, as well as lower levels of several NF-kB-
dependent antiapoptotic proteins accompanied by
enhanced caspase 8 levels. These results indicate that
interferon-g and TNF-a synergistically induce kerati-
nocyte apoptosis when concomitant induction of
NF-kB is blocked. Participants in the apoptotic
response mediated by NF-kB, besides cell-survival
proteins, include modulation of TRAIL and both
death and decoy receptors. Thus, not only does NF-
kB signaling in¯uence the intrinsic survival pathway
for keratinocytes in normal skin, but it may also play
a role in determining the apoptotic response to cyto-
kines generated during an immune response
via TRAIL produced by the keratinocytes them-
selves. Key words: cell death/cytokines/death receptors/
skin cancer/transcription factor. J Invest Dermatol 117:898±
907, 2001

N
ot only does normal epidermal thickness require
proper regulation of keratinocyte apoptosis, but an
important step in cutaneous tumorigenesis involves
loss of appropriate death signaling pathways in
premalignant and malignant keratinocytes (Van

Hogerlinden et al, 1999; Thompson, 1995; Ashkenazi and Dixit,
1998). There are several examples in which resistance of
keratinocytes to apoptosis has been linked to development of skin
cancer (Pena et al, 1998; Rodriguez-Villanueva et al, 1998; Duffey

et al, 1999; Hill et al, 1999). An important family of gene regulatory
proteins that can profoundly in¯uence the induction of keratino-
cyte apoptosis involves NF-kB (Duffey et al, 1999; Hu et al, 1999;
Li et al, 1999; Qin et al, 1999; Takeda et al, 1999; Seitz et al, 2000).
NF-kB activation serves as a principal mediator for resistance to
apoptosis by induction of numerous antiapoptotic factors such as
TRAF-1, TRAF-2, c-IAP1, c-IAP2 (Wang et al, 1998), as well
as enhancing levels of the cyclin-dependent kinase inhibitor
p21Waf1/Cip1 (Javelaud et al, 2000). The ability of tumor necrosis
factor-a (TNF-a) to induce apoptosis in several cell types is
potently suppressed, despite the engagement of death receptors
(DR), because of the simultaneous activation of cell survival signals
mediated via NF-kB (Beg and Baltimore, 1996; Van Antwerp and
Verma, 1996; Wang et al, 1996). Indeed, enhanced antitumor
effects have been achieved using TNF-a when accompanied by
concomitant inhibition of NF-kB (Wang et al, 1999).

TNF-a can interact with two distinct receptors (TNF-RI,
CD120a; or TNF-RII, CD120b), which are both expressed on
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many cell types (Tartaglia and Goeddel, 1992). Whereas TNF-RI
contains a death domain and can trigger apoptosis (Feinstein et al,
1995), TNF-RII lacks a death domain and hence may be
considered as a decoy receptor (DcR) (Park et al, 1999). Thus,
these two TNF-a receptors are not homologous, and have distinct
biologic roles that can in¯uence apoptotic responses in either a
positive or a negative fashion (Horie et al, 1999; Gaeta et al, 2000).
To further explore the molecular basis determining susceptibility to
apoptosis in keratinocytes, a dominant negative (DN) retroviral-
based inhibitor of NF-kB activation was used, and the response to
TNF-a alone and in combination with interferon g (IFN-g) was
characterized.

IFN-g and TNF-a represent primary cytokines implicated in the
pathophysiology of benign and malignant skin diseases character-
ized by disordered epidermal kinetics and apoptotic responses
(Nickoloff, 1991; Wrone-Smith et al, 1995; 1997; Kothny-Wilkes
et al, 1998; Arnold et al, 1999). Moreover, IFN-g when combined
with TNF-a has shown clinical ef®cacy against some malignancies
including cutaneous melanoma (Eggermont et al, 1996). Although
we and others have previously utilized ultraviolet (UV) light as the
stimulus to trigger keratinocyte apoptosis, it has become clear that
this response involves many different DR and mediators of
apoptosis (Schwarz et al, 1995; Brash et al, 1996; Henseleit et al,
1997; Rehemtulla et al, 1997; Aragane et al, 1998; Denning et al,
1998; Gutierrez-Steil et al, 1998; Sheikh et al, 1998; Chaturvedi et
al, 1999; Leverkus et al, 2000; Qin et al, 2001). For example, UV-
light-induced apoptotic signaling has been linked to the following
molecules: TNF-a (Schwarz et al, 1995), Fas/Fas ligand
(Rehemtulla et al, 1997; Aragane et al, 1998; Gutierrez-Steil et al,
1998; Leverkus et al, 1997), TNF-RI (Sheikh et al, 1998), caspases 3
and 8 (Chaturvedi et al, 1999), PKC-delta (Denning et al, 1998), as
well as p53 (Brash et al, 1996; Henseleit et al, 1997; Tron et al,
1998). Thus, in contrast to these UV-light-related studies, this
report will focus on more direct engagement of the TNF-a
receptor family members by various ligands, and subsequent
apoptotic signaling in keratinocytes.

There are a growing number of members of the TNF receptor
family that can in¯uence apoptotic responses (Dembic et al, 1990;
Ashkenazi and Dixit, 1999). That so many different receptors are
actually present on any one cell indicates that each type of receptor
may participate with a distinctive role, and that complex regulation
of apoptosis exists to respond to various stimuli. With respect to the
TNF receptor family as mentioned earlier, one set of receptors that
possess cytoplasmic death domains can initiate intracellular signaling
events that lead to apoptosis, whereas another set of receptors ±
referred to as DcR ± can bind various ligands but are not capable of
triggering the caspase cascade due to either absent or truncated
cytoplasmic death domains (Dembic et al, 1990; Lewis et al, 1991;
Tartaglia et al, 1991; Pan et al, 1997; Sheridan et al, 1997). In this
report, the receptors of interest include those that trigger apoptosis,
such as TNF-RI, tumor-necrosis-factor-related apoptosis-inducing
ligand receptor 1 (TRAIL-R1) (DR4), TRAIL-R2 (DR5), and
Fas, whereas the receptors not effective in killing are TNF-RII and
TRAIL-R3 (DcR1, also referred to as TRID; Pan et al, 1997;
Sheridan et al, 1997). The ligands for these receptors that are used in
this study include TNF-a or TRAIL, which can induce apoptosis
depending on the overall response of either normal proliferating
keratinocytes or keratinocytes with repressed NF-kB activity. The
novel observation that NF-kB-mediated signaling can in¯uence
levels of various DcR adds a new dimension to the regulation of
apoptosis beyond death ligands and DR, which may participate in
epidermal homeostasis, particularly as the apoptosis induced by
IFN-g plus TNF-a is partially mediated by endogenously produced
TRAIL (Nickoloff and Denning, 2001).

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Keratinocyte culture Normal human keratinocytes were isolated from
neonatal foreskins and grown in a low calcium (0.07 mM), serum-free
medium (Clonetics, San Diego, CA) on plastic dishes as previously

described (Wrone-Smith et al, 1995). Primary keratinocyte cultures were
passaged when reaching approximately 50% con¯uence, and could be
maintained for 10±15 population doublings prior to the onset of
spontaneous replicative senescence (Nickoloff et al, 2000). The DN
IkBa cDNA (IkBaDN) was kindly provided by Dr. Tom Ellis (Loyola
University Medical Center) and subcloned into the BamHI and NotI of
LZRS and MGF-based retroviral expression vector as previously
described (Qin et al, 1999). The LZRS vector containing enhanced
green ¯uorescent protein (GFP) was kindly provided by Dr. Paul A.
Khavari (Stanford University School of Medicine, Stanford, CA). The
Phoenix-Ampo retroviral packaging cells were obtained from American
Type Culture Collection (Manassas, VA) with permission from Dr. Gary
P. Nolan (Stanford University Medical Center, Stanford, CA). The
packaging cells were cultured in Dulbecco's modi®ed Eagle's medium
(Life Technologies, Grand Island, NY) and transfected with LZRS±
IkBaDN vector by using CaCl2 and 2 3 Hanks' balanced salt solution.
After overnight incubation, the cells were fed with fresh medium and
incubated at 32°C for an additional 24±48 h. The supernatants were
collected for cell infection. Keratinocytes were seeded into six-well plates
and infected with 300 ml of viral supernatant in the presence of 4 mg per
ml hexadimethrine bromide (Polybrene Sigma J-9268) for 1 h at 32°C,
and then the supernatant was removed and replaced with fresh medium,
incubated at 37°C in 5% CO2 overnight. Typically, the ef®ciency of
viral infection as assessed by GFP analysis using ¯ow cytometry of
permeabilized cells is greater than 85%. The overexpression of the
IkBaDN protein was detected by western blot analysis. For some
experiments various caspase inhibitors were added 1 h before exposure to
IFN-g plus TNF-a. These inhibitors included ZVAD-fmk and DVED-
fmk, which were purchased from Enzyme Systems Products (Livermore,
CA) and used at a ®nal concentration of 10 mM as previously described
(Chaturvedi et al, 1999). In other experiments, a FADD DN retroviral
construct was produced courtesy of Dr. Vishva Dixit (Genentech, South
San Francisco, CA). Overexpression of FADD DN protein was
con®rmed by western blot analysis.

Materials Recombinant human TNF-a and IFN-g were obtained
from R&D Systems (Minneapolis, MN) and used at a ®nal concentration
of 500 U per ml for TNF-a and 103 U per ml for IFN-g. For western
blot analysis, keratinocytes were treated for 24 h, whereas for mRNA
analysis keratinocytes were treated for 6 h in all experiments. LZ-TRAIL
(100 ng per ml) was generated at Immunex (Seattle, WA) as previously
described (Walczak et al, 1997; 1999). Basically, the production and
puri®cation of human TRAIL employs a plasmid containing the
extracellular regions of the ligand (amino acids 95±281) and is linked to
an exogenous, modi®ed leucine zipper that drives trimerization and is
expressed in Chinese hamster ovary cells (Qin et al, 2001). Antibodies
used to detect IkBa (SC-371), p50 (SC-7178), p65 (SC-109), actin,
TNF-RI (SC-7895), TNF-RII (SC-7862), TRAF1 (SC-983), TRAF2
(SC-877), TRADD (SC-7868), and p21Waf1/Cip1 (SC-397) were
purchased from Santa Cruz Biotechnology (Santa Cruz, CA). Antibodies
to detect caspase 8 (66231 A, FADD (65751 A), intercellular adhesion
molecule 1 (ICAM-1, CD54), and CD3 were purchased from
PharMingen (San Diego, CA). Monoclonal antibodies to detect TRAIL-
R1 (DR4), TRAIL-R2 (DR5), and TRAIL-R3 (DcR1), as well as cell
surface detection of TRAIL (monoclonal antibody 181; Fanger et al,
1999), were obtained from Immunex, as were receptor-fusion proteins
that could neutralize TNF-a (TF:Fc), and TRAIL (TR:Fc) with
CTLA4:Ig used as a control fusion protein. A FasL:Fc reagent was
purchased from Alexis Biochemicals (San Diego, CA). To determine if
apoptosis could be induced via activation of Fas, an anti-Fas IgM
antibody was used that triggers apoptosis in Jurkat cells when used at
100 ng per ml (CH11; Upstate Biotechnology, Lake Placid, NY). In
some experiments, keratinocytes were pretreated for 2 h with 5 mg per
ml cycloheximide (CHX, Sigma Chemical, St. Louis, MO) for 6 h prior
to addition of anti-Fas antibody.

Western blot analysis Nuclear cell lysate and whole cell lysate were
prepared to detect different proteins as described previously (Qin et al,
1999). In brief, for nuclear keratinocytes cells were harvested by scraping
and washed with phosphate-buffered saline (PBS); the pellet was
resuspended in buffer A [10 mM HEPES, pH 7.9, 10 mM KCl, 1.0 mM
ethylenediamine tetraacetic acid (EDTA), 1.0 mM ethyleneglycol-bis(b-
aminoethyl ether)-N,N,N¢,N¢-tetraacetic acid (EGTA), 0.1 mM
dithiothreitol (DTT)], incubated in ice for 20 min with 10% Nonidet P-
40, and then microfuged, and the supernatant was discarded. The pellet
was resuspended in buffer C (20 mM HEPES, 0.4 M NaCl, 1 mM
EDTA, 1 mM EGTA, 1 mM DTT, 1 mM phenylmethylsulfonyl
¯uoride) for 15 min on ice. Cells were vortexed and microfuged and the
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supernatant was saved and frozen at ±80°C. For the whole cell lysate,
keratinocytes were washed with PBS and were incubated in ice for
15 min in CHAPS buffer (Chaturvedi et al, 1999). Cells were
microfuged and supernatants were saved and frozen at ±80°C. The
protein concentration of each sample was determined using Bio-Rad
protein assay as previously described (Qin et al, 1999). Thirty micrograms
of protein were loaded on 8%±12.5% sodium dodecyl sul®de
polyacrylamide gel, transferred to Immobilon-p (PVDF) membrane, and

blocked in 5% nonfat powdered milk in TBST (50 mM Tris, pH 7.5,
150 mM NaC1, 0.01% Tween-20). The membrane was incubated with
the primary antibody in 2.5% powdered milk in TBST and was washed
extensively with TBST, and then incubated with 1:1500 diluted
antirabbit or mouse horseradish peroxidase (Amersham, IL). Proteins
were visualized with enhanced chemiluminescence reagents (Amersham)
according to the manufacturer's instruction. Loading of proteins to verify
equivalent distribution of proteins in each well was con®rmed by
Ponceau-S staining and detection of actin levels.

RNase protection assay (RPA) Total cellular RNA was extracted
using Trizol Reagent (Gibco BRL, Grand Island, NY) as previously
described (Qin et al, 1999). The RPA was performed according to the
supplier's instructions (PharMingen). Brie¯y, human apoptosis template
set hAP0-5 was labeled with [a-32P] uridine triphosphate. RNA (10 mg)
and 8 3 105 cpm of labeled probes were used for hybridization, and
after RNase treatment the protected probes were resolved on a 5%
sequencing gel.

Electrophoretic mobility shift assays (EMSA) EMSA were
performed as previously described (Qin et al, 1999). In brief, 1 mg of
poly(dI-dC) (Pharmacia Biotech) and 104 cpm of 32P-labeled double
stranded oligonucleotide were incubated with 5 mg of nuclear protein on
ice for 30 min. The reaction mixture was separated on 4% native
polyacrylamide gel, dried, and autoradiographed. The NF-kB
oligonucleotide had the following sequence: 5¢-AGT TGA GGG GAC
TTT CCC AGG C-3¢.

Assessment of apoptosis and cell surface detection of DR/DcR and
TRAIL For cell cycle and apoptosis analyses, DNA content was
measured by propidium iodide (PI) staining and ¯ow cytometry (Qin et
al, 1999). After treatments, keratinocytes were trypsinized, combined
with ¯oating cells, and counted, and 106 cells were washed once in 2 ml
¯uorescence-activated cell sorter (FACS) buffer (PBS, 5% fetal bovine
serum, 0.02% sodium azide). The cell pellet was suspended in 100 ml
fetal bovine serum on ice, and 600 ml ice-cold 100% ethanol was added
with gentle vortexing. The cells were incubated for 30 min on ice and
washed once with FACS buffer. The cells were suspended in 0.5 ml
10 mg per ml RNase in PBS and incubated at 37°C for 15 min. After
5 min at room temperature, 0.5 ml of 100 mg per ml PI in PBS was

Figure 1. Overexpression of a degradation-resistant form of IkBa
in keratinocytes prevents activation of NF-kB by IFN-g and/or
TNF-a. Left side panel: Keratinocytes infected with an empty vector
(only linker). Constitutive and cytokine-induced levels of IkBa in the
cytoplasm, as well as intranuclear levels of p50 and p65 subunits of NF-
kB, are assessed (western blot) and compared to DNA binding activity
(gel shift). Note that IFN-g and/or TNF-a induced p65, and to a lesser
extent p50 levels, with enhanced DNA binding. By contrast,
keratinocytes infected with IkBaDN-containing retrovirus (right side
panel) have enhanced constitutive levels of IkBa, and fail to induce
either p50/p65 levels or DNA binding after IFN-g and/or TNF-a
exposure. Results portrayed are representative of three independent
experiments.

Figure 2. Enhanced susceptibility of
keratinocytes with repressed NF-kB activity
to apoptosis induced by TNF-a, but not by
anti-Fas antibody; IFN-g plus TNFa; and
TRAIL. (a) Keratinocytes were infected with
either empty retrovirus (vector) or IkBaDN-
containing retroviruses and then exposed to
various treatments including the following stimuli:
IFN-g (103 U per ml), TNF-a (500 U per ml),
anti-Fas antibody (100 ng per ml), or TRAIL
(100 ng per ml), for 18 h followed by PI staining
and FACS analysis. As indicated, some cultures
were exposed to IFN-g plus anti-Fas antibody,
CHX pretreatment (5 mg per ml, 2 h) followed
by anti-Fas antibody, or IFN-g plus TNF-a.
(b) Dependence of IFN-g plus TNF-a induced
apoptosis on caspase activation demonstrated by
using protease inhibitors, DVED-fmk and ZVAD-
fmk. Results portrayed represent the relative mean
number of apoptotic cells (% cells with sub-G0

DNA content, y axis) 6 SEM for three
independent experiments.
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added to each sample, mixed gently, and incubated at 4°C for at least 1
h. PI staining was quantitated by running the samples on a Coulter Epics
XL-MCL ¯ow cytometer. Cells with DNA content less than the G0/G1

amount of untreated cells were considered apoptotic. In some assays,
apoptosis was measured using Annexin-V/PI staining by following the
manufacturer's instructions (Beckman-Coulter, Hialeah, FL), and then
the cells analysed using the aforementioned ¯ow cytometer. Results
portrayed represent mean values for three independent experiments, and
in the apoptotic assays results are provided plus/minus standard errors
under the indicated conditions. To identify cell surface expression,
keratinocytes were incubated with the indicated primary monoclonal
antibodies, washed, and resuspended in PBS containing 2% fetal bovine
serum. Fluorescein isothiocyanate (FITC) conjugated secondary antibody
(Biosource International, Hopkinton, MA) was added, and after washing
cells were analyzed by ¯ow cytometry as previously described (Qin et al,
1999). Statistical analysis was performed and differences were considered
signi®cant using Student's t test when p < 0.05.

RESULTS

Overexpression of IkBaDN blocks cytokine-induced NF-kB
activation As several different cytokines can activate NF-kB in
various cell types, normal human keratinocytes were examined for
the intranuclear levels of p50 and p65 subunits of NF-kB, as well as
DNA binding, before and after exposure (60 min) to IFN-g (103 U
per ml) and/or TNF-a (500 U per ml). Keratinocytes infected
with a vector control (retrovirus containing only linker) had
detectable constitutive levels of IkBa, but there was no detectable
p50, p65, or signi®cant DNA binding (Fig 1, left side). Exposure to
either IFN-g alone or TNF-a alone, however, produced increased
nuclear levels of p65 and p50, as well as enhanced DNA binding.
Combining IFN-g and TNF-a further enhanced these responses.
By contrast, keratinocytes infected with the IkBaDN-containing
retrovirus had higher constitutive levels of IkBa (re¯ecting the
resistance to degradation), but there was no constitutive or
inducible levels for either of the p65 and p50 subunits of NF-kB
or DNA binding activity in these cultured keratinocytes with
repressed NF-kB activity (Fig 1, right side). Taken together, these

results con®rm the ef®cacy of using this retroviral-based protocol to
generate keratinocytes with dysfunctional NF-kB-mediated
signaling. As such, these IkBaDN-infected keratinocytes can
serve as model target cells to simulate the types of epidermal cells
involved in cutaneous carcinogenesis (Van Hogerlinden et al,
1999).

Repression of NF-kB activation renders keratinocytes
susceptible to apoptosis To extend earlier studies (Qin et al,
1999; Seitz et al, 2000) demonstrating an enhanced susceptibility of
keratinocytes with repressed NF-kB activity to UV-induced
apoptosis, the response to cytokines and death ligands was
explored. Under normal culture conditions, addition of IFN-g or
TNF-a either alone or in combination only induces growth arrest,
but not signi®cant levels of apoptosis in proliferating keratinocytes
(Fig 2). Cell cycle analysis revealed similar patterns of growth arrest
for both normal keratinocytes and those with repressed NF-kB
activity following exposure to IFN-g or TNF-a. The G1:S ratios
for a representative experiment are as follows: control keratinocytes
(linker only), untreated 2.9, after IFN-g treatment 5.9, after TNF-a
alone 4.6; IkBaDN-infected keratinocytes, untreated 2.6, after
IFN-g 5.4, after TNF-a treatment 4.6. There is less than 2%
apoptosis amongst keratinocytes either before or 18 h after addition
of these cytokines containing sub-G0 DNA content after PI
staining and ¯ow cytometry. By phase contrast microscopy these
keratinocyte cultures also displayed no visual evidence of any
cytopathic effects following addition of IFN-g and/or TNF-a (data
not shown). In keratinocytes infected with the IkBaDN-
containing retrovirus, however, whereas there is no spontaneous
apoptosis, addition of TNF-a but not IFN-g triggered apoptosis as
the cells become rounded-up and detached from the surface with
membrane blebbing (data not shown), and increased sub-G0 DNA
content after PI-FACS analysis (Fig 2). Eight percent of
keratinocytes in the IkBaDN cultures become apoptotic after
TNF-a exposure, which is an approximately 4-fold increase (p
< 0.05) compared to untreated cells. Moreover, when IFN-g is
combined with TNF-a in these keratinocytes with de®cient NF-
kB signaling, there was clearly more cytopathic effect visible by
phase contrast microscopy in the culture, and an approximately 12-
fold increase (p < 0.05) in cells with sub-G0 DNA content (mean
value 24%).

To determine if this enhanced susceptibility based on IFN-g
pretreatment was speci®c for the TNF-a-receptor mediated death
pathway, keratinocyte cultures were also exposed to an agonistic
anti-Fas antibody (100 ng per ml) or TRAIL (100 ng per ml).
Figure 2(a) reveals that no increased apoptosis was triggered in
either proliferating keratinocytes with linker or IkBaDN-infected
keratinocytes to either anti-Fas antibody or IFN-g (103 U per ml)
with anti-Fas antibody. To verify the agonistic functional activity of
the CH11 antibody, keratinocytes were pretreated with CHX
(which by itself does not induce apoptosis ± data not shown) which
did enhance sensitivity to pro-apoptotic effects of anti-Fas
antibody. By contrast to these anti-Fas results, 18% of normal
keratinocytes underwent apoptosis after exposure to TRAIL, and
keratinocytes with repressed NF-kB activity displayed an even
greater enhanced apoptotic response (p < 0.05) to TRAIL
(increased to 38% of keratinocytes with sub-G0 DNA content).

To determine if caspase activation was necessary for induction of
IFN-g plus TNF-a mediated apoptosis under these conditions, two
different protease inhibitors were used. Addition of either DVED-
fmk or ZVAD-fmk blocked the ability of IFN-g plus TNF-a to
induce apoptosis in the NF-kB-repressed keratinocyte cultures
(Fig 2b).

In¯uence of NF-kB activity on cell survival pathway To
begin to explore molecular mechanisms underlying the enhanced
apoptotic susceptibility to IFN-g plus TNF-a in NF-kB-repressed
keratinocytes, the relative levels of proteins contributing to cell
survival were analyzed. Figure 3 depicts protein (western blot,
upper panel) and mRNA (RPA, lower panel) levels in keratinocytes
with intact (vector control) or repressed (IkBaDN) NF-kB

Figure 3. Inhibition of NF-kB signaling in keratinocytes results
in diminished or absent induction by IFN-g and/or TNF-a for
molecular mediators involved in apoptosis. Keratinocytes with
either normal (vector) or NF-kB-repressed (IkBaDN) activity
differentially respond to cytokine stimulation as assessed by Western blot
analysis (upper panels) and RPA (lower panels). Note that whereas normal
keratinocytes (left side panel) upregulate protein and mRNA levels for cell
survival mediators (i.e., TRAF1, c-IAP1, c-IAP2, and p21Waf1/Cip1),
keratinocytes with repressed NF-kB activity fail to induce these
molecules to the same extent. Results portrayed are representative of one
of two independent experiments. Equivalent loading was con®rmed by
using actin for immunoblots and glyceraldehyde-3-phosphate
dehydrogenase (GAPDH) mRNA for RPA.
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activity, before and after exposure to cytokines (24 h treatment for
protein analysis, and 6 h treatment for mRNA analysis). The ability
of IFN-g and/or TNF-a to induce TRAF1 was completely
blocked by IkBaDN-infected keratinocytes, with a lesser degree of
inhibition of TRAF2. Similarly, there was almost complete
inhibition of the IFN-g and/or TNF-a induced levels of
C-IAP2, and to a lesser extent C-IAP1. As TRAF1 and TRAF2
are both required for optimal NF-kB signaling, these reduced levels
may contribute not only to the failure to activate NF-kB in
response to the cytokines in Fig 1, but also to the absent or low
levels of the antiapoptotic C-IAP proteins depicted in the lower
portion of Fig 3. Levels of p21Waf1/Cip1 were also examined
because induction of p21Waf1/Cip1 can protect against apoptosis, and
is dependent on NF-kB activation (Javelaud et al, 2000). Figure 3
(upper panel) reveals that, whereas p21Waf1/Cip1 can be induced by
cytokine treatment in vector-control-infected keratinocytes, there
is complete inhibition of p21Waf1/Cip1 induction in keratinocytes
infected with the IkBaDN-containing retrovirus. In the next
section we move from cell survival pathways to the death effector
pathways.

Modulation of death effector and related molecules Many
molecular mediators involved in apoptotic signaling have been
discovered that are either directly/indirectly related to TNF
receptor family members or participate in the apoptotic response.
Figure 4 represents an analysis (protein and mRNA levels) for
some of these molecular mediators in normal keratinocytes (vector,
left side) or NF-kB-repressed keratinocytes (IkBaDN, right side).
IFN-g and/or TNF-a slightly increased TRADD in control
cultures, which was further enhanced in the NF-kB-repressed
cultures at the protein level, with less change in mRNA levels.
FADD protein levels were signi®cantly increased in NF-kB-
repressed cultures after exposure to IFN-g and/or TNF-a. IFN-g
exposure consistently enhanced mRNA and protein levels of
caspase 8. This induction of caspase 8 was not dependent on NF-
kB activation, as the IkBaDN-infected cells had a fairly similar
response to the empty-vector-infected cells. As the markedly
enhanced apoptotic susceptibility of the NF-kB-repressed
keratinocytes to IFN-g and TNF-a may have involved an
additional set of molecular mediators, attention was directed at
the relative levels of DR expression by the keratinocytes.

NF-kB activity and cytokine exposure in¯uences levels of
TNF receptor family members As TNF-a exposure alone
induced a greater apoptosis when NF-kB activation was blocked
(Fig 1), the initial experiments examined the in¯uence of cytokines
on TNF-RI and TNF-RII levels, with particular focus on

comparisons/contrasts between normal and NF-kB-repressed
keratinocytes. Figure 5 reveals that TNF-RI levels were not
signi®cantly in¯uenced by the cytokines in all keratinocytes
examined, irrespective of their NF-kB status. TNF-RII (which
lacks the capacity to trigger apoptosis and hence may serve as a
DcR) was only induced in the normal keratinocytes by IFN-g and
TNF-a, however; such induction of TNF-RII was blocked in the
NF-kB-repressed keratinocytes.

To more completely characterize other members of the TNF
receptor family, as well as related DcR, additional studies were
conducted. Western blot analysis revealed that TRAIL-R1 (DR4)
was signi®cantly induced only in the NF-kB-repressed keratino-
cytes by cytokine treatment, being particularly prominent after
treatment with IFN-g + TNF-a (Fig 6, upper panel). By contrast
TRAIL-R2 (DR5) levels were constitutively prominent and did
not change after cytokine exposure; and were not in¯uenced by the

Figure 4. Modulation of death effector molecules in normal and NF-kB-repressed keratinocytes in response to IFN-g and/or TNF-a.
Analysis by both Western blot (left side) and RPA (right side) reveals that, in NF-kB-repressed keratinocytes, the indicated cytokines induced higher
levels of pro-apoptotic mediators such as TRADD and FADD, but not caspase 8. Results portrayed are representative of two independent experiments.
Equivalent loading was con®rmed by using actin for immunoblots and GAPDH mRNA for RPA.

Figure 5. Differential regulation of TNF-RI versus TNF-RII
expression in normal and NF-kB-repressed keratinocytes in
response to IFN-g and/or TNF-a. Left side panels portray
keratinocytes infected with empty vector (control) virus, whereas the
right side panel portrays keratinocytes infected with IkBaDN-containing
retrovirus, before and after exposure to IFN-g and/or TNF-a. Cells
were analyzed by western blot (upper panels) and RPA (lower panels) to
detect TNF-RII and TNF-RI protein and mRNA levels, revealing
constitutive presence of TNF-RI but not TNF-RII. Note that NF-kB-
repressed keratinocytes were unable to induce TNF-RII after exposure
to IFN-g plus TNF-a. Equivalent loading was con®rmed by using actin
for immunoblots and GAPDH mRNA for RPA.
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NF-kB activity in cultured keratinocytes. In addition to these
protein levels, mRNA levels were assessed using RPA. Beginning
with Fas (i.e., CD95), IFN-g, but not TNF-a, induced CD95
mRNA levels, and the presence of the IkBaDN did not in¯uence
this induction (Fig 6, lower panel). Under no conditions was
CD95L mRNA detected in the keratinocyte cultures. This,
together with the lack of response of either normal or NF-kB-
repressed keratinocytes to anti-Fas antibody (either with or without
IFN-g), indicates that it is unlikely for either CD95 or CD95L to
participate in this experimental system (also see Fig 9).

The DR3 (receptor for Apo 3 L/TWEAK), TRAIL-R1 (DR4),
and TRAIL-R2 (DR5) mRNA levels were constitutively present
in both normal and NF-kB-repressed keratinocytes, but there was
no signi®cant change after exposure to the cytokines (Fig 6). The
differences between the protein and mRNA levels for TRAIL-R1
(DR4) suggest that this DR expression is regulated primarily by
post-transcriptional events. IFN-g induced TRAIL mRNA, either
with or without concomitant TNF-a, in both normal and NF-kB-
repressed keratinocytes. Interestingly, whereas normal keratinocytes
constitutively expressed TRAIL-R3 (DcR1), which is a DcR for
TRAIL (i.e., TRID) that lacks an intracellular death domain, the
NF-kB-repressed keratinocytes had no detectable transcripts using
RPA (Fig 6). Moreover, whereas IFN-g either with or without
concomitant TNF-a could induce DcR1 in normal keratinocytes,
only a slight induction of TRAIL-R3 (DcR1) was observed in the
NF-kB-repressed keratinocytes following IFN-g or IFN-g plus
TNF-a exposure. To explore the actual cell surface levels of
TRAIL, keratinocytes before and then 24 h after exposure to IFN-
g (103 U per ml) were examined by ¯ow cytometry (FACS).
Figure 7 reveals constitutive detection of TRAIL on approxi-
mately 30% of normal keratinocytes. After IFN-g treatment, 75% of
keratinocytes were positive for TRAIL, with a 2-fold increase in
the mean channel ¯uorescence. The induction of ICAM-1 by IFN-
g served as a positive control, with CD3 staining a negative
(isotype) control.

Determination of cell surface levels of TNF receptor family
members By FACS analysis, both normal and NF-kB-repressed

keratinocytes were found to express identical cell surface levels of
TNF-RI, but no detectable TNF-RII. Figure 8(A) reveals a
representative FACS pro®le for normal keratinocytes. Figure 8(B)
illustrates the expression of various TRAIL-related DR and DcR as
indicated for keratinocytes infected with empty retroviral vector
(linker, left side panels) and for keratinocytes infected with IkBaDN
retroviral vector (right side panels). Normal keratinocytes express
both DR (TRAIL-R1, DR4, and TRAIL-R2, DR5) as previously
described (Leverkus et al, 2000). Compared to control keratinocytes
(linker), keratinocytes with repressed NF-kB activity display
enhanced expression of TRAIL-R2 (DR4) levels, whereas the
repressed NF-kB keratinocytes express either low or undetectable
levels of DcR (DcR1, DcR2).

Delineation of functional role for FADD and TRAIL in IFN-
g plus TNF-a mediated apoptotic response in NF-kB-
repressed keratinocytes To establish that the IFN-g plus TNF-
a mediated apoptotic response of NF-kB-repressed keratinocytes
was mediated by speci®c cell surface DR, several experimental
approaches were undertaken. First, keratinocytes initially infected
with the IkBaDN retroviral vector were secondarily infected with
an additional retroviral vector containing a FADD-DN-bearing
construct. Figure 9(A) (upper panel) reveals a western blot analysis
con®rming the overproduction of the FADD DN protein in
keratinocytes infected by the relevant retroviral construct. Whereas
addition of IFN-g plus TNF-a induced apoptosis in the NF-kB-
repressed keratinocytes (IkBaDN, Fig 9A, lower panel), infection
by the FADD DN in either linker cells or cells previously infected
with IkBaDN signi®cantly reduced the apoptotic response from
30% to 8% for the double infected cells.

To further probe the speci®c DR involved, several receptor
fusion proteins with inhibitory activity were utilized. Figure 9(B)
(left side) reveals the ability of the TRAIL-DR5 receptor fusion
protein (TR:Fc) to completely inhibit the apoptotic response to
TRAIL in NF-kB-repressed keratinocytes, whereas no inhibition
was seen using the TNF-RI receptor fusion protein (TF:Fc), or the
FasL:Fc fusion protein, or the control CTLA4:Ig fusion protein.
When NF-kB-repressed keratinocytes were preincubated for 2 h
with either TR:Fc or TF:Fc, but not CTLA4:Ig, the apoptotic
response as assessed at 24 h (mid panel) or 48 h (right side) was
signi®cantly reduced, as shown in Fig 9(B). Combining the TR:Fc
and TF:Fc returned the IFN-g plus TNF-a apoptotic response to

Figure 6. IFN-g induces TRAIL mRNA levels independent of
NF-kB activation, but NF-kB-repressed keratinocytes fail to
constitutively express the TRAIL DcR1 but enhance their
expression of TRAIL-R1 (DR4) after IFN-g plus TNF-a
exposure. Left side panel represents vector-control-infected keratinocytes,
and right side panel represents keratinocytes infected with IkBaDN-
containing retrovirus. Note increased protein levels for TRAIL-RI
(DR4) in the NF-kB-repressed keratinocytes after exposure to IFN-g
plus TNF-a, which is not induced in normal keratinocytes. Also, RPA
demonstrates the lower cytokine-inducible mRNA level for TRAIL-R3
(DcR1) in the NF-kB-repressed keratinocytes. Many other pro-
apoptotic mediators such as Fas, DR3 (receptor for Apo 3 L), TRAIL-
R1 (DR4), and TRAIL-R2 (DR5) are constitutively present and not
signi®cantly changed by cytokine exposure or status of NF-kB activity.

Figure 7. Flow cytometric analysis to detect cell surface levels of
TRAIL. FACS analysis reveals low but detectable constitutive surface
levels of TRAIL, which are increased 2-fold after keratinocytes are
treated with IFN-g (24 h, 103 U per ml). Note the lack of staining for
CD3 (negative isotype control monoclonal antibody) and higher surface
levels of ICAM-1 induced by IFN-g treatment.
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near baseline levels. Taken together, these functional results
indicate that the apoptosis induced by IFN-g plus TNF-a in NF-
kB-repressed keratinocytes is related to the TRAIL and TNF-a
mediated death pathways.

DISCUSSION

Many members of the TNF receptor family (Ashkenazi and Dixit,
1998; 1999) are involved in regulating the apoptotic response of

keratinocytes to various stimuli (reviewed in Kothny-Wilkes et al,
1999; Teraki and Shiohara, 1999; Wehrli et al, 2000). In this study,
we focused on the ability of two different primary cytokines
implicated in many benign and malignant skin diseases (i.e., IFN-g
and TNF-a) to trigger apoptosis. This experimental system
featured normal proliferating keratinocytes, as well as proliferating
keratinocytes with dysfunctional NF-kB signaling created by a
mutant IkBa molecule that could resist degradation and hence
sequester p65 and p50 in the cytoplasm, thereby preventing

Figure 8. Flow cytometric analysis to detect cell surface levels of TNF family members. (A) Upper panel reveals prominent surface expression
for TNF-RI but not TNF-RII on cultured keratinocytes (CD3 represents isotype control staining). (B) Lower panel reveals surface staining pro®le for
keratinocytes infected with empty retroviral vector (linker) (left side) compared to keratinocytes infected with IkBaDN retroviral vector (right side).
Note the enhanced expression of TRAIL-R1 (DR4) and absent DcR1 and DcR2 on the NF-kB-repressed keratinocytes compared to normal
keratinocytes.
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translocation to the nucleus (Fig 1). The most important functional
result in this report is the enhanced susceptibility of keratinocytes
with repressed NF-kB activity to induction of apoptosis by TNF-a
(Fig 2). Moreover, when IFN-g, which by itself did not induce
apoptosis, was combined with TNF-a, only the NF-kB-repressed
keratinocytes were synergistically triggered to rapidly become
apoptotic (within 18 h; Fig 2). Similarly, the NF-kB-repressed
keratinocytes were also more susceptible to TRAIL-induced
apoptosis compared to normal keratinocytes (Fig 2). By using
receptor fusion proteins, we could demonstrate that the IFN-g plus
TNF-a mediated apoptosis in NF-kB-repressed keratinocytes was
dependent on endogenously produced TRAIL with no participa-
tion of the Fas/FasL apoptotic pathway (Fig 9).

These results con®rm and extend earlier studies in which
keratinocytes that were either pharmacologically or genetically
altered to repress NF-kB activity had increased sensitivity to UV-
light-induced apoptosis (Qin et al, 1999), as had immortalized
HaCaT cells with disrupted NF-kB signaling (Chaturvedi et al,
2001). An important role for caspase participation was demon-
strated by use of various caspase inhibitors (Fig 2), and by the
ability of IFN-g to increase caspase 8 levels (Fig 4). Recently, an

independent group also observed that IFN-g can enhance caspase 8
levels and thereby sensitize tumor cells to a DR apoptotic program
(Ruiz-Ruiz et al, 2000). The inability of IFN-g by itself to induce
apoptosis in normal keratinocytes despite increasing TRAIL may
re¯ect the concomitant expression of DcR.

From a mechanistic viewpoint, several results revealed a
potential role for the modulation of various DR and DcR, as
well as NF-kB-dependent cell survival gene products, in this
experimental system. Beginning with NF-kB-dependent anti-
apoptotic proteins, it was clearly demonstrated by using the
degradation-resistant IkBa-containing retroviral vector, that
keratinocytes with repressed NF-kB activity failed to induce
their C-IAP2 levels after IFN-g plus TNF-a exposure (Fig 3).
In addition, the inability of NF-kB-repressed keratinocytes to
induce p21Waf1/Cip1 is similar to an earlier report demonstrating
the importance of p21Waf1/Cip1 in antagonizing the apoptotic
effect of TNF-a in an NF-kB-dependent fashion (Javelaud et
al, 2000). Furthermore, the inability of the NF-kB-repressed
keratinocytes to signi®cantly enhance their TRAF1 levels could
create a vicious cycle as optimal NF-kB activation via TNF-RI
requires TRAF1 and TRAF2 (Wang et al, 1998).

Figure 9. Immunoblot analysis and
functional studies demonstrating FADD and
TRAIL dependence of the apoptotic
response of NF-kB-repressed keratinocytes
to IFN-g plus TNF-a. (A) Upper panel reveals
western blot demonstrating enhanced expression
of FADD in keratinocytes infected with FADD-
DN-containing retrovirus compared to linker
control. (A) Lower panel reveals functional
apoptosis assay (PI/sub-G0) in which the IFN-g
plus TNF-a induced apoptosis of NF-kB-
repressed keratinocytes is dependent on intact
FADD. (B) Functional studies (Annexin/PI) in
which NF-kB-repressed keratinocytes are
pretreated with medium alone, TR:Fc, TF:Fc,
TR:Fc plus TF:Fc, FasL:Fc, or CTLA4:Ig for 2 h
at 5 mg per ml, followed by addition of LZ
TRAIL (left side), or IFN-g plus TNF-a for 24 h
(middle), or IFN-g plus TNF-a for 48 h (right
side).
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Whereas IFN-g plus TNF-a strongly induced DcR TNF-RII in
normal keratinocytes but not in NF-kB-repressed keratinocytes
(Fig 5), we were unable to detect any surface expression for TNF-
RII (despite easily detected TNF-RI) on these cultured keratino-
cytes (Fig 7). Several other previous investigators have also failed to
detect TNF-RII on the surface of keratinocytes (Kristensen et al,
1993; Trefzer et al, 1993; Tobin et al, 1998). Thus, the functional
signi®cance of the presumed induction of intracellular levels is
unknown at this time, although Gaeta et al (2000) have observed in
endothelial cells that intracellular TNF receptors may in¯uence
receptor desensitization. Given the presence of an NF-kB binding
site in the TNF-RII promoter (Santee and Owen-Schaub, 1996),
our ®ndings using keratinocytes (Fig 5) were not entirely unex-
pected. In a different experimental system it was previously
observed that IFN-g could rescue a malignant cell line from TNF-
a-induced apoptosis by upregulation of TNF-RII (Horie et al,
1999).

Another contributing molecular mechanism to be considered is
the TRAIL-mediated pathway, rather than the TNF-a-mediated
pathway. As seen in Fig 6, IFN-g could induced markedly elevated
levels of TRAIL mRNA in a non-NF-kB dependent fashion, but
the NF-kB-repressed keratinocytes were distinguished from nor-
mal keratinocytes by their failure to constitutively express TRAIL
DcR1. Indeed, the levels of TRAIL-R3 (DcR1) mRNA 6 h after
exposure to IFN-g plus TNF-a in the NF-kB-repressed
keratinocytes revealed that they barely reached the constitutive
levels in normal keratinocytes. By ¯ow cytometry, the NF-kB-
repressed keratinocytes were characterized by relatively higher
levels of DR, without detectable concomitant DcR (Fig 8),
con®rming and extending the RPA and western blot analyses
(Fig 6). The ability of IFN-g to enhance cell surface levels of
TRAIL was observed by ¯ow cytometry (Fig 7). Studies are under
way to characterize the biologic properties of TRAIL produced by
keratinocytes (i.e., in the absence and presence of TNF-a), because
we recently observed highly distinctive apoptotic responses of
keratinocytes to various preparations of TRAIL (Qin et al, 2001).
Another group has also demonstrated that TRAIL expressed by
epidermal keratinocytes is biologically active and can trigger
apoptosis of indicator cell lines (Bachmann et al, 2001).

Taken together, these quantitative RNA and protein levels
combined with functional studies suggest the following scenario.
When normal keratinocytes are infected by a retrovirus containing
mutant IkBa cDNA, the infected keratinocytes with repressed NF-
kB activity undergo several phenotypic and molecular changes,
including the following. (i) Constitutive and cytokine-inducible
NF-kB levels are decreased, resulting in decreased antiapoptotic
gene products. (ii) A vicious cycle is created such that subsequent
NF-kB signaling is further disrupted by inadequate levels of
TRAF-1/TRAF-2. (iii) Important TRAIL DcR such as DcR-1
and DcR-2 disappear, whereas TRAIL DR are upregulated
(Ashkenazi and Dixit, 1999). Hence, when various pro-apoptotic
stimuli are present, such as delivered by IFN-g (which can enhance
TRAIL) coupled with TNF-a, the repressed NF-kB cells are
unable to mobilize the antiapoptotic constituents and succumb to
the pro-apoptotic signals delivered through the DR, including
TNF-RI and TRAIL DR4/DR5, in the setting of enhanced
FADD and caspase 8 levels (Kuang et al, 2000; Sprick et al, 2000).
The enhanced susceptibility induced by IFN-g did not appear to be
a generalized phenomenon, because pretreatment with IFN-g did
not create any apoptotic response triggered through the Fas
receptor.

Based on these results, it may be possible to devise new
treatments for skin cancer to take advantage of the enhanced
susceptibility of NF-kB-repressed keratinocytes to apoptosis
induced by IFN-g plus TNF-a. For example, if delivery of agents
that could interfere with NF-kB signaling could be introduced into
tumor cells (Duffey et al, 1999), the local immune response that
features production of IFN-g and TNF-a could be more effective
at triggering apoptosis in the tumor cells. Such an approach has
been successfully developed in animal models using TNF-a to

overcome the NF-kB activation mediated resistance to apoptosis
following conventional chemotherapy (Wang et al, 1999).

Progress in this area may be impeded by the complexity of the
system. In normal keratinocytes, activation of NF-kB is associated
with growth arrest; thus keratinocytes with impaired NF-kB
signaling would be expected to display an enhanced proliferative
response, but at the same time be rendered more susceptible to
apoptosis (Seitz et al, 1998; 2000). It has been demonstrated that
transgenic mice engineered to have selective inhibition of NF-kB
signaling (using a mutant IkBa cDNA) in epidermal keratinocytes
not only have the predicted enhanced susceptibility of keratinocytes
to apoptosis, but surprisingly are prone to develop squamous cell
carcinoma (Van Hogerlinden et al, 1999). Of interest, whereas
TNF-a levels were also unexpectedly elevated in the skin of these
mice, Van Hogerlinden et al (1999) suggest that there may be a
concomitant impaired immune response. It will be intriguing to
determine if such an altered immune response includes defective
IFN-g levels, which could explain why the tumor cells with
repressed NF-kB activity could ¯ourish, rather than be susceptible
to the synergistic pro-apoptotic response of the combination of
IFN-g plus TNF-a as documented in our report. In any event,
these in vivo results warrant caution in extrapolating in vitro data,
and there may be other surprises that emerge during attempts to
unravel the molecular mechanisms that underlie the role of
apoptotic signaling during cutaneous carcinogenesis, and the use
of TRAIL or IFN-g plus TNF-a in therapeutic settings to combat
skin cancer.
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