
Abstract. Death receptor 4 (DR4) is a receptor of the anti-
tumor death ligand, TNF-related apoptosis-inducing ligand
(TRAIL), and is considered a promising molecular target for
cancer therapy. Here, we show a novel regulation of DR4
protein. Tunicamycin treatment, which is an inducer of
endoplasmic reticulum (ER)-stress, generated a lower
molecular-weight pattern of DR4, but not DR5 protein in
prostate cancer DU145 and PC3 cells. Thus, we termed the
small form of DR4 protein, DR4-Small (DR4-S) and the
large form, DR4-Large (DR4-L). Using DR4 siRNA, we
confirmed that DR4-S also stands for DR4 protein. Other
ER-stress inducers, brefeldin A and thapsigargin did not
generate DR4-S. On the other hand, these ER-stress inducers
increased DR5 protein. Tunicamycin induces ER-stress
following the inhibition of N-linked glycosylation. Thus, we
examined DR4 protein in cell lysates treated with glycosydase.
Glycosydase treatments generated DR4-S protein, similar to
tunicamycin. These results indicate that tunicamycin regulates
DR4 protein size via inhibition of glycosylation. 

Introduction

TNF-related apoptosis-inducing ligand (TRAIL) (1,2) induces
apoptosis selectively in cancer cells in vitro and in vivo,
with little or no toxicity in normal cells (3-5); therefore,
TRAIL is one of the most promising new candidates for
cancer therapeutics and has been applied to a phase I clinical
trial. TRAIL has two specific pro-apoptotic receptors, death
receptor 4 and 5 (DR 4 and 5 also called TRAIL-R1 and -R2,

respectively) (6-10). TRAIL binding to DRs results in the
formation of death-inducing signaling complex (DISC),
containing Fas-associated death domain (FADD) and pro-
caspase-8, which leads to the cleavage and activation of pro-
caspase-8 (9,10). Consequently, activated caspase-8 triggers
apoptosis via the activation of effector caspase-3 and -7.

Recently, agonistic antibodies against DR4 and 5, which
can substitute for the TRAIL function, have been developed
(11,12). In particular, phase I and II clinical studies have
been initiated with the DR4 antibody, HGS-ETRI, against
solid tumors (13). Thus, DR4 is a promising molecular target
for cancer therapy; however, the regulation of DR4 has not
been fully elucidated.

N-linked oligosaccharides are added cotranslationally to
newly synthesized polypeptides in the endoplasmic reticulum
(ER) (14). These glycans are subjected to extensive modi-
fication as mature glycoproteins through the ER via the Golgi
complex. N-linked glycosylation plays a role in the essential
function of matured glycoproteins. A member of ecto-
nucleoside triphosphate diphosphohydrolase 1, CD39, is
inactive in intracells; however, glycosylated CD39 is localized
at the cell surface and has activity (15). N-glycosylation in
the granulocyte-macrophage colony-stimulating factor
receptor α subunit is essential for ligand binding and signaling
(16). Moreover, a lack of fucose of N-linked oligosaccharide
on human IgG1 improves binding to Fc receptor III and
antibody-dependent cellular toxicity (17).

We previously reported that tunicamycin, which is an
antibiotic and an inducer of ER-stress following the inhibition
of N-linked glycosylation (18), up-regulated DR5 expression
and sensitized cancer cells to TRAIL-induced apoptosis (19).
Here, we examined the effect of tunicamycin on DR4 and
found that tunicamycin caused a lower-molecular weight
pattern of DR4 protein. In addition, we demonstrated that the
modulation depended on the inhibition of glycosylation. In
this study, we report a novel regulation of DR4 protein
related to glycosylation. 

Materials and methods

Reagents. Tunicamycin, brefeldin A and thapsigargin were
purchased from Sigma Chemical Co. (St. Louis, MO) and
dissolved in DMSO. 
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Cell culture. Human prostate cancer DU145 and PC3 cells
were maintained in RPMI-1640 medium supplemented with
10% fetal bovine serum, 100 U/ml penicillin and 100 μg/ml
streptomycin, and incubated at 37˚C in a humidified atmo-
sphere of 5% CO2.

Western blot analysis. Cell lysate was prepared as described
previously (20). Cell lysate containing 50 μg protein was
separated on 10% SDS-polyacrylamide gel for electrophoresis,
and blotted onto polyvinylidene difluoride (PVDF) membranes
(Millipore, Bedford, MA). Rabbit polyclonal anti-DR5
(Cayman Chemical, Ann Arbor, MI) and anti-DR4 antibodies
(ProSci, Poway, CA) and mouse monoclonal anti-ß-actin
antibody (Sigma Chemical, St Louis, MO) were used as the
primary antibodies. The signal was detected with an ECL
Western blot analysis system (Amersham Pharmacia Biotech,
Piscataway, NJ). Prestained protein marker was purchased
from New England Biolabs (Beverly, MA). 

Small interfering RNA. The DR4 and control LacZ siRNA
sequences used were previously described (21,22). One day
prior to transfection, cells were seeded without antibiotics to
a density of 1x105 cells/well on 6-well plates. DR4 and LacZ
siRNA (20 nM) were transfected into cells using a modified
oligofectamine protocol (Invitrogen, Carlsbad, CA), for which
the volume of oligofectamine was reduced to one-third the
recommended volume to limit toxic effects. 

Glycosydase treatment. PNGase F and Endo Hf were purchased
from New England Biolabs. Whole cell lysates prepared
from DU145 or PC3 cells were treated with PNGase F or
Endo Hf, following the protocols by the manufacturer. 

Results

Tunicamycin generates a lower-molecular weight band pattern
of DR4 protein. We previously reported that tunicamycin
treatment induces DR5 expression in human prostate cancer
DU145 cells (19). Next, we examined the effect of tunicamycin
on DR4 protein. As shown in Fig. 1A, DR4 protein migrated
toward a lower-molecular weight position by tunicamycin
treatment in a dose-dependent manner. On the other hand,
another TRAIL receptor DR5 protein did not change, but
increased by tunicamycin treatment as we reported previously
(19). We termed the small form of DR4 protein DR4-Small
(DR4-S) and the large form DR4-Large (DR4-L). DR4-S
caused by tunicamycin was observed in other prostate
cancer PC3 cells as well as DU145 cells, indicating that the
modulation of DR4 protein is not cell line-specific. To
examine whether DR4-S includes DR4 protein, we employed
DR4 siRNA. Knockdown of DR4 expression by siRNA
reduced both DR4-L and DR4-S detected with anti-DR4
antibody (Fig. 1B). DR4 siRNA did not change DR5 and
ß-actin proteins, indicating that siRNA specifically reduced
DR4 expression. These results indicate that DR4-S is also
DR4 protein. 

Thapsigargin and brefeldin A do not generate DR4-S protein. 
As tunicamycin is an inducer of ER-stress (18), we hypothe-
sized that ER-stress might generate DR4-S protein. We

investigated the effects of other ER-stress inducers, thapsi-
gargin (23) and brefeldin A (24) on DR4 protein. As shown
in Fig. 2, neither agent modulated DR4 protein. On the other
hand, both agents increased DR5 protein in a dose-dependent
manner.

DR4-S is caused by inhibition of glycosylation. Tunicamycin,
thapsigargin and brefeldin A are inducers of ER-stress;
however, the mechanisms of ER-stress induction are different.
Tunicamycin inhibits N-linked glycosylation of proteins
followed by ER-stress (18). Thapsigargin releases intracellular
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Figure 1. (A) Tunicamycin shifts DR4 protein to lower-molecular weight band
position. DU145 and PC3 cells were treated with indicated concentrations of
tunicamycin for 24 h. Whole cell extracts were resolved by Western blotting
with anti-DR4, DR5 and ß-actin antibodies. ß-actin is a loading control.
CT, treated with medium only. DMSO, treated with medium containing
solvent. Molecular weight markers are indicated. (B) DR4-S protein caused
by tunicamycin is reduced by DR4 siRNA. After transfection of DR4
siRNA, DU145 cells were treated with 2 μg/ml tunicamycin for 24 h.
Western blotting was carried out with anti-DR4, DR5 and ß-actin antibodies.
-, treated with solvent DMSO. OF, treated with transfection reagent
oligofectamin only. LacZ, transfected with control LacZ siRNA.
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calcium and consequently induces ER-stress (23). Brefeldin A
induces ER-stress following disruption of the structure and
function of the Golgi apparatus (24). Thus, we considered
that the modulation of DR4 protein by tunicamycin might be
caused by the inhibition of glycosylation rather than ER-stress.
Next, we carried out Western blotting of DR4 using cell lysates
treated with glycosydases, PNGase F and Endo Hf. Both
PNGase F and Endo Hf generated DR4-S protein of the same

size as that treated with tunicamycin (Fig. 3), whereas neither
glycosydases changed DR5 protein. These results indicate
that the modulation of DR4 protein by tunicamycin is due to
the function of glycosylation inhibition. 

Discussion

We show a novel regulation of DR4 protein in this study.
Furthermore, we provide different regulations by one agent
against two pro-apoptotic receptors for TRAIL, DR4 and 5
(Fig. 4). As for DR5, tunicamycin increased protein via
transcription as we described previously (19). It is considered
that this effect of tunicamycin is due to the induction of
ER-stress, because other ER-stress inducers, thapsigargin and
brefeldin A, also increased DR5 protein. On the other hand,
for DR4, tunicamycin modulated the protein size without
marked increase of DR4 protein. Our observations indicate
that this effect depends on the inhibition of glycosylation but
not on ER-stress, because the cleavage of glycoprotein by
glycosydases caused the same change of DR4 protein and
other ER-stress inducers did not change the size of DR4
protein. We also detected DR4-S protein in colon cancer
cells treated with tunicamycin (data not shown), suggesting
that this phenomenon is not specific to prostate cancer cells.
Since a putative glycosylation site in amino acid sequences
of DR4 protein has been reported (6), DR4 protein is probably
directly glycosylated rather than processed by other glyco-
proteins.

Previously, we cloned the upstream promoter region of
the DR5 gene (25) and demonstrated low similarity between
DR4 and 5 promoter sequences (26), suggesting that the two
gene expressions are regulated differently at the transcriptional
level. Indeed, our and other groups reported agents which up-
regulated DR5 expression but did not change DR4 expression
(20,27). In the present study, we indicated that the regulation
of DR4 and 5 is different at the protein level as well as the
transcriptional level. 
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Figure 2. Other ER-stress inducers, thapsigargin and brefeldin A, do not
change DR4 protein. DU145 cells were treated with indicated concentrations
of thapsigargin or brefeldin A for 24 h. Western blotting was carried out
with indicated antibodies. ß-actin is a loading control. CT, medium change
only. THG, thapsigargin.

Figure 3. Inhibition of glycosylation causes DR4-S protein. Whole cell
lysates of DU145 and PC3 cells were treated with PNGaseF and Endo Hf.
After treatment, the cell lysates were resolved by Western blotting with
indicated antibodies. ß-actin is a loading control. CT, medium change only.
-, treated with recommended buffer without enzyme.

Figure 4. Tunicamycin differently regulates two pro-apoptotic receptors for
TRAIL. Tunicamycin induces ER-stress following the inhibition of N-linked
glycosylation. Tunicamycin increases DR5 protein via the regulation of
transcription due to ER-stress. Furthermore, tunicamycin modulates the DR4
protein size from DR4-L to DR4-S due to inhibition of N-linked glycosylation. 
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N-glycosylation regulates the functions of proteins, which
are, for example, ligand binding against its receptor and
enzyme activity (15,16,28). We previously showed that DR5
up-regulation by tunicamycin sensitizes prostate cancer cells
to TRAIL-induced apoptosis (19). Moreover, DR5 siRNA
blocked this sensitization; however, DR4 siRNA did not
block the sensitizing effect of tunicamycin on TRAIL-induced
apoptosis (data not shown). In other cell lines, the
modulation of DR4 protein by tunicamycin may affect the
sensitivity against TRAIL. Recently, agonistic antibodies
for DR4 and DR5 were developed to treat cancer patients
(11,12). DR4 antibody is involved in an on-going phase II
trial (13). It could be of interest to examine whether DR4-L
or -S protein influences the effect of the agonistic antibody. 

It remains unclear how two different patterns of DR4
proteins affect the function of DR4. Further studies are
needed to clarify this issue; however, we show here a novel
mechanism regulating DR4 protein, and our observations in
the present study may provide useful information for the
elucidation of the full function of DR4 and for the clinical
use of DR4 as a molecular target in cancer therapy. 
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