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Abstract
BACKGROUND 
O6-methylguanine-DNA methyltransferase (MGMT) is a suicide enzyme that 
repairs the mispairing base O6-methyl-guanine induced by environmental and 
experimental carcinogens. It can transfer the alkyl group to a cysteine residue in 
its active site and became inactive. The chemical carcinogen N-nitroso compounds 
(NOCs) can directly bind to the DNA and induce the O6-methylguanine adducts, 
which is an important cause of gene mutation and tumorigenesis. However, the 
underlying regulatory mechanism of MGMT involved in NOCs-induced tumori-
genesis, especially in the initiation phase, remains largely unclear.

AIM 
To investigate the molecular regulatory mechanism of MGMT in NOCs-induced 
gastric cell malignant transformation and tumorigenesis.

METHODS 
We established a gastric epithelial cell malignant transformation model induced 
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by N-methyl-N’-nitro-N-nitrosoguanidine (MNNG) or N-methyl-N-nitroso-urea (MNU) treat-
ment. Cell proliferation, colony formation, soft agar, cell migration, and xenograft assays were 
used to verify the malignant phenotype. By using quantitative real-time polymerase chain reaction 
(qPCR) and Western blot analysis, we detected the MGMT expression in malignant transformed 
cells. We also confirmed the MGMT expression in early stage gastric tumor tissues by qPCR and 
immunohistochemistry. MGMT gene promoter DNA methylation level was analyzed by 
methylation-specific PCR and bisulfite sequencing PCR. The role of MGMT in cell malignant 
transformation was analyzed by colony formation and soft agar assays.

RESULTS 
We observed a constant increase in MGMT mRNA and protein expression in gastric epithelial cell 
malignant transformation induced by MNNG or MNU treatment. Moreover, we found a reduction 
of MGMT gene promoter methylation level by methylation-specific PCR and bisulfite sequencing 
PCR in MNNG/MNU-treated cells. Inhibition of the MGMT expression by O6-benzylguanine 
promoted the MNNG/MNU-induced malignant phenotypes. Overexpression of MGMT partially 
reversed the cell malignant transformation process induced by MNNG/MNU. Clinical gastric 
tissue analysis showed that MGMT was upregulated in the precancerous lesions and metaplasia 
tissues, but downregulated in the gastric cancer tissues.

CONCLUSION 
Our finding indicated that MGMT upregulation is induced via its DNA promoter hypomethy-
lation. The highly expressed MGMT prevents the NOCs-induced cell malignant transformation 
and tumorigenesis, which suggests a potential novel approach for chemical carcinogenesis 
intervention by regulating aberrant epigenetic mechanisms.

Key Words: O6-methylguanine-DNA methyltransferase; DNA methylation; Malignant transformation; 
Gastric carcinogenesis; Epigenetic regulation

©The Author(s) 2022. Published by Baishideng Publishing Group Inc. All rights reserved.

Core Tip: This study revealed a molecular regulatory mechanism of O6-methylguanine-DNA methyltrans-
ferase (MGMT) gene upregulation in the early stage of tumor development, and improved the under-
standing of the dynamic change of MGMT expression in different stages of tumor development, providing 
a new entry point for further study of the expression mechanism of key regulatory genes in the process of 
chemical carcinogenesis.

Citation: Chen YX, He LL, Xiang XP, Shen J, Qi HY. O6-methylguanine DNA methyltransferase is upregulated in 
malignant transformation of gastric epithelial cells via its gene promoter DNA hypomethylation. World J 
Gastrointest Oncol 2022; 14(3): 664-677
URL: https://www.wjgnet.com/1948-5204/full/v14/i3/664.htm
DOI: https://dx.doi.org/10.4251/wjgo.v14.i3.664

INTRODUCTION
Gastric cancer (GC) is currently the fifth most frequently diagnosed and the third leading cause of 
cancer death worldwide with a high prevalence in many Asia countries, particularly in China, Japan, 
and South Korea[1,2]. Previous studies have reported that epigenetic alterations are widely recognized 
to be involved in the initiation and progression of gastric tumorigenesis[3,4]. DNA methylation is a 
common significant epigenetic modification and plays an important role in the development and 
prognosis of GC[5-8].

O6-methylguanine-DNA methyltransferase (MGMT) is a suicide enzyme that efficiently removes 
alkylating lesions at the O6 position of guanine induced by DNA alkylating agents[9]. Following the 
transfer of the alkyl group to itself, MGMT becomes inactive and it is ubiquitinated and targeted for 
proteasomal degradation. MGMT is frequently regulated by epigenetic silencing mediated Fits gene 
promoter DNA methylation in gliomas[10,11]. The abnormal modifications of histone and aberrant 
expression of transcriptional activators and repressors, also contribute to the regulation of MGMT 
expression in different tumors[11]. O6-methylguanine is a potent mutagenic lesion that leads to base 
mismatching and double-strand breaks, promoting gene mutagenesis and tumor initiation. MGMT can 
restore this type of DNA damage and play an important role in maintaining genomic stability[12]. 

https://www.wjgnet.com/1948-5204/full/v14/i3/664.htm
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Inhibiting MGMT function can induce G:C to A:T mutation of the onco-suppressors p53 and PTEN to 
promote human carcinogenesis[13]. In the TCGA database, the probability of point mutation of p53 and 
PTEN was higher in MGMT promoter methylated tissues than in non-methylated tissues of glioma. In 
colon cancer, lung cancer, and GC, the reduction of MGMT expression induced by DNA methylation in 
its promoter regions was also observed[14-17]. Yet, MGMT expression can be increased by che-
motherapy with alkylating agents, such as temozolomide, which contributes to the chemotherapy 
resistance[18]. However, the role of MGMT in the early stage of tumorigenesis remains unclear.

The monofunctional alkylating agent N-methyl-N’-nitro-N-nitrosoguanidine (MNNG) and N-methyl-
N-nitroso-urea (MNU) are widely accepted model chemical carcinogens for studying the mechanisms of 
mutagenesis and carcinogenesis induced by N-nitroso compounds (NOCs). They generate adducts with 
DNA and protein, such as O6-methylguanine, which lead to point mutations, chromosomal aberrations, 
initiation and promotion of various cancer, specially increasing the risk of gastrointestinal cancers[19,
20]. Our previously studies showed that MNNG and MNU treatments can stimulate multiple cellular 
responses, including epigenetic events[21,22]. We revealed a dysregulation of histone modifications and 
DNA methylation, which contributed to numerous cancer-related gene expression changes promoting 
cell malignant transformation upon NOCs treatment[21,22]. These findings prompted us to speculate 
that the abnormal epigenetic regulation could be the critical molecular mechanism of chemical 
carcinogens-induced gastric carcinogenesis.

In the present study, we investigated the epigenetic changes of MGMT in NOCs-induced human 
gastric cell malignant transformation. And we demonstrated that DNA methylation level of MGMT 
promoter was strongly decreased, which resulted the inhibition of MGMT expression, contributing the 
malignant phenotypes during the cell malignant transformation process.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
Patient samples 
A total of 93 clinical gastric tissue samples collected by endoscopic biopsy at the Second Affiliated 
Hospital of Zhejiang University were used in this study, including 25 cases of gastritis, 18 cases of 
gastric metaplasia (used as precancerous lesion), 50 pairs of GC and adjacent normal tissues (early stage, 
19 cases; advanced stage, 31 cases). The study was approved by the ethics committee of Zhejiang 
University School of Medicine (No. 2017026). The tissue samples were formalin-fixed and paraffin-
embedded for immunohistochemistry or used for mRNA isolation to detect gene expression.

Cell culture
The human gastric normal epithelium cell line GES-1 (Cell Bank of the Chinese Academy of Science, 
Xiangya, China) was cultured in DMEM (Gibco, Grand Island, NY, United States) supplemented with 
10% fetal bovine serum (FBS; Gibco), streptomycin (100 g/mL), and penicillin (100 U/mL) at 37 °C in an 
atmosphere containing 5% CO2. And GC cell lines, including AGS, MKN45, SGC7901, KATOIII, and 
NCI-N87 (Cell Bank of the Chinese Academy of Science, Shanghai, China), were cultured in DMEM or 
PRIM-1640 supplemented with 10% FBS, streptomycin, and penicillin. The authenticity of cell lines used 
in this study had been verified by short tandem repeat profiling.

Cell transformation assays
Cells were exposed to MNNG or MNU as described in a previous study to establish the cell 
transformation model[22]. Briefly, cells were exposed to MNU (TRC, Toronto, Canada) or MNNG 
(Sigma, St. Louis, MO, United States) for 2 h in serum free medium. Then, the medium was removed 
and cells were recovered in fresh medium at 37 °C. MNU and MNNG exposure was repeated once a 
week for 4 wk. After 4 wk of treatment and 4 wk of restoration, characteristics related to malignant 
phenotype were measured.

Scratch test
Cells were plated in 6-well plates and allowed to reach 90% confluence. The monolayer was scratched 
with a 10-mL sterile pipette tip. Images of the scratches were taken using an inverted microscope at × 10 
magnification at 0, 24, and 48 h of incubation. ImageJ software was used to analyze the percentage of 
wound closure.

Cell proliferation analysis
Cells (1.2 × 104 cells/well) were seeded in 24-well plates and cultured for 24, 48, 72, 96, and 120 h. Cells 
were digested by trypsin every 24 h and then re-suspended in fresh medium and counted.

Soft agar and colony formation assays
For soft agar assay, cells (1000 cells/well) were suspended in a culture medium containing 0.4% agarose 
(A9045-5G) (Sigma) and seeded onto a base layer of 0.7% agar bed in 12-well plates. The culture 
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medium was changed every 3 d. After 2 wk, colonies were stained with crystal violet and photo-
graphed. Colonies ≥ 0.05 mm in diameter were counted.

For colony formation assay, cells (1000 cells/well) were seeded in 6-well plates and cultured. The 
culture medium was changed every 3 d. After 2 wk, colonies were stained with crystal violet and 
photographed. Colonies ≥ 0.05 mm in diameter were counted.

Dual-luciferase reporter assay
The MGMT promoter sequence (-954/+24) was amplified from the extracted genomic DNA and cloned 
into pGL3-promoter vector (Promega, Madison, WI, United States). After seeding MNNG/MNU-
transformed cells for 24 h, the cells were co-transfected with 0.5 μg of pGL3-MGMT-promoter and 0.02 
μg of pRL-SV40 renilla luciferase reporter plasmid using X-treme GENE HP (Roche, Basel, Switzerland). 
Dual-Luciferase Reporter Assay System was used for testing relative luciferase activity after transfection 
for 24 h (Promega).

DNA methylation specific polymerase chain reaction and bisulfite genomic sequence assay
Total DNA (5 × 106 cells) was isolated from the MNNG/MNU-transformed cells with the Qiagen DNA 
Isolation Kit. Then, bisulfite conversion was performed with 500 ng of genomic DNA using the EZ DNA 
Methylation Kit (Zymo Research, Irvine, CA, United States). The converted DNA was eluted in 100 mL 
of nuclease-free water. Methylation specific polymerase chain reaction (PCR) (MSP) analysis was 
performed in a 25-μL reaction system that consisted of 50 ng of sodium bisulfite-treated DNA, 12.5 μL of 
2 × Master Mix (Qiagen, Germany), ddH2O, and 3 μL of isometric mixture of MGMT gene methylated 
and un-methylated primers. MGMT methylated and un-methylated primers used are: Forward 5’-
TTTCGACGTTCGTAGGTTTTCGC-3’ and reverse, 5’-GCACTCTTCCGAAAACGAAACG-3’; forward, 
5’-TTTGTGTTTTGATGTTTGTAGGTTTTTGT-3’ and reverse, 5’-ACTCCACACTCTTCCAAAAAC 
AAAACA-3’. Bisulfite genomic sequence (BSP) analysis was performed by Xiangyin Biological 
Corporation. Bisulfite treatments of the genomic DNA samples were carried out with the Qiagen 
EpiTect kit according to the manufacturer’s instructions, followed by the PCR amplification procedure 
(30 cycles of 94 °C for 30 s, 55 °C for 30 s, and 72 °C for 60 s; 72 °C for 30 min; and held at 4 °C) using 
KAPA2G Fast Multiplex Mix and KAPA 2G Robust HS. The PCR products were identified by electro-
phoresis and gel-purified with the Gel and PCR Clean-up System (Promega). The purified PCR 
products were inserted into PMD-18T Vector and sequenced by Sanger sequencing.

Chromatin immunoprecipitation assay
For chromatin immunoprecipitation (ChIP) assay, the malignant transformed cells were cross-linked 
with 1% formaldehyde for 10 min at 37 °C. Then, cells were isolated and lysed for preparation of 
sheared chromatin. The cell lysates were sonicated for 1 min and repeated ten times at 1-min intervals. 
After centrifugation at 13000 g at 4 °C for 30 min, the cell lysates were diluted with IP buffer and 
incubated with anti-DNMT1, anti-H3K9Me3, and anti-H3K4Me2 antibodies (CST, Massachusetts, 
United States) overnight, respectively. For collecting the bound DNA, the coated beads were added in 
the samples and incubated for 4 h at 4 °C. The beads were collected, washed, and eluted with elution 
buffer. Then, the bound DNA was extracted with a DNA extraction kit (Qiagen) for quantification by 
qPCR. Primers used for detecting the binding sites in MGMT promoter are: Forward, 5’-GCCCCTA-
GAACGCTTTGC-3’ and reverse, 5’-CAACACCTGGGAGGCACTT-3’.

Immunohistochemistry
Immunohistochemistry was performed using an Envision Detection System (DAKO, Carpinteria, CA, 
United States) according to the manufacturer's instructions. Mouse monoclonal anti-human MGMT 
antibody (dilution, 1:150) was purchased from Santa Cruz Biotechnology (Santa Cruz, CA, United 
States) and used for immunohistochemistry. The staining results were assessed and confirmed by two 
independent investigators blinded to the clinical data.

qPCR
Total RNA was extracted from cell lines and tissue samples with TRIzol reagent (Invitrogen). For gene 
expression, mRNA was reverse transcribed using a Prime-Script RT reagent Kit (TaKaRa). qPCR was 
carried out with SYBR Premix Ex Taq (TaKaRa). Experiments were performed in triplicate and values 
were normalized to glyceraldehyde-3-phosphate dehydrogenase (GAPDH) using the 2−ΔΔCt method for 
gene expression analysis. The primers used for MGMT and GAPDH amplification are: Forward, 5’-
AACGCTGCCCTTGCTCTATT-3’ and reverse, 5’-AGCTTTCTAGTGTGGACGGC-3’ for MGMT; 
forward, 5’-ATGGGGAAGGTGAAGGTCGGAGT-3’ and reverse, 5’-TGACAAGCTTCCCGTTCTCA 
GCC-3’ for GAPDH.

Immunoblot analysis
Cells were lysed with RIPA buffer, and the total protein was quantified by Bradford assay. Cell lysates 
(50 mg) were separated on a 10% SDS-PAGE gel and then transferred onto a nitrocellulose membrane 
(Whatman, Maidstone, United Kingdom). The membrane was blocked with 5% skim milk solution for 2 
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h and incubated overnight with diluted primary antibody at 4 °C. Then, the membrane was incubated 
with IRDye 800- or IRDye 680-conjugated secondary antibody (LI-COR Biosciences, Lincoln, NE, United 
States) and detected with an Odyssey infrared imaging system. Mouse monoclonal anti-human MGMT 
antibody (dilution, 1:1000) and mouse monoclonal anti-human GADPH antibody (dilution, 1:2000) were 
purchased from Santa Cruz Biotechnology.

Xenograft assay
Balb/c nude mice (4 wk) were purchased from Shanghai Slac Laboratory Animal Co. LTD. Thirty-six 
Balb/c nude mice were randomly divided into three groups: Control group, MNNG-induced subclone 
injected group, and MNU-induced subclone injected group. The mice were subcutaneously injected 
with 1 × 106 MNNG/MNU-transformed cells (100 μL). Three days after injection, the long diameter (a) 
and short diameter (b) of the tumors were measured, after which the volume (V) was calculated using 
the formula V = 1/2 × a × b2. Mice were sacrificed, and the tumor tissues were obtained and weighed. 
The animal experiments were conducted in accordance with the NIH Guidelines for the Care and Use of 
Laboratory Animals. The Committee on the Use of Animals of Zhejiang University, China approved the 
study protocol of our experiments.

Cell transfection and RNA interference
The MGMT protein coding sequences was subcloned into PCDNA3.1 vector. The transformed cells were 
transfected with the MGMT overexpression plasmid and PCDNA3.1 empty vector (EV), respectively. 
Then, the proliferative activity of cells was analyzed by colony formation and soft agar assays.

SiRNAs targeting human MGMT (GenePharma, Shanghai, China) were transfected into cells using 
Lipofectamine RNAiMAX (Invitrogen) according to the manufacturer's instructions. A siRNA negative 
control (siRNA NC) was also used.

Statistical analysis
The two-tailed Student's t test and one-way analysis of variance were used for statistical analyses. The 
data are expressed as the mean ± SD from three separate experiments. P ≤ 0.05 was considered statist-
ically significant.

RESULTS
MGMT expression is upregulated in early stage GC
To study the role of MGMT in GC development, especially in the early events and tumor initiation, we 
detected the expression of MGMT in 19 clinical early stage GC tissues. The immunohistochemistry 
analysis showed that MGMT expression was increased in early stage cancer tissues compared with the 
normal tissue, though there was an individual difference (Figure 1A). qPCR analysis of endoscopic 
biopsy samples confirmed the upregulation of MGMT mRNA expression in early stage cancer tissues 
compared with adjacent normal tissues (Figure 1B). Moreover, MGMT expression was also enhanced in 
the GC cell lines at both the mRNA and protein levels (Figure 1C). Collectively, these results suggest 
that MGMT expression is upregulated in early stage GC.

MGMT is upregulated in NOCs-induced gastric epithelial cell malignant transformation
To investigate the molecular mechanism of MGMT upregulation, we established a gastric epithelial cell 
(GES-1) malignant transformation model following MNNG and MNU exposure. MNNG/MNU-treated 
cells showed an increase of cell proliferation, anchorage-independent growth capability, and colony 
formation ability, as demonstrated by cell proliferative assay, soft agar assay, and colony formation 
assays, respectively (Figure 2A-C). We also observed that the cell migration was enhanced upon 
MNNG/MNU treatment by wound healing assay (Figure 2D). Xenograft assay showed that MNNG/ 
MNU-induced transformed cells demonstrated increased tumor growth (Figure 2E and F), further 
confirming the malignant phenotypes of NOCs-induced transformed GES-1 cells. Then, we detected the 
MGMT expression in MNNG/MNU-transformed cells. MGMT expression was persistently increased 
during the malignant transformation process (Figure 3A and B). But the extent of MGMT upregulation 
was decreased after removal of MNNG/MNU exposure for 12 wk (data not shown), suggesting that 
MGMT expression demonstrated a dynamic change in MNNG/MNU-induced cell malignant trans-
formation process. In particular, the augmentation of MGMT expression was negatively correlated with 
the colony-forming ability of the MNNG/MNU-transformed cell subclones (Figure 3C), but it was 
positively correlated with the anti-apoptotic effect of malignant transformed cell subclones (Figure 3D).

DNA hypomethylation is responsible for MGMT upregulation in cell malignant transformation
To further investigate the regulatory mechanism underlying the MGMT upregulation upon 
MNNG/MNU treatment, we constructed a MGMT gene promoter luciferase reporter. We did not find 
an increase of the MGMT gene promoter in MNNG/MNU-induced cells by dual-luciferase reporter 
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Figure 1 O6-methylguanine-DNA methyltransferase expression is enhanced in early stage gastric cancer. A: Representative images of 
immunohistochemistry staining for O6-methylguanine-DNA methyltransferase (MGMT) in early stage gastric tumor and normal tissues (n = 19); B: The mRNA level of 
MGMT in early stage gastric tumor and adjacent normal tissues (n = 19). The mRNA expression was normalized by glyceraldehyde-3-phosphate dehydrogenase 
(GAPDH); C: MGMT mRNA and protein expression in normal gastric epithelial cells and cancer cells by quantitative real-time polymerase chain reaction and 
immunoblot assays. GAPDH was used to normalize MGMT expression. The analyses were repeated three times, and the results are expressed as the mean ± SD. 
aP < 0.05; bP < 0.01. MG-C: MNNG-induced malignant transformed cell; MU-C: MNU-induced malignant transformed cell; GAPDH: Glyceraldehyde-3-phosphate 
dehydrogenase.

assay. We used p53 and JunD as the positive controls, since it was reported that they are the transcrip-
tional activators of the MGMT promoter (Figure 4A). It is known that MGMT expression was closely 
related with its promoter DNA methylation in different cancers. We preformed MSP to detect the DNA 
methylation level in the MGMT promoter, which showed that in MNNG/MNU-transformed 
subcolones, unmethylated DNA was accumulated, indicating a reduction of DNA methylation level in 
the MGMT gene promoter (Figure 4B). Since it is known that HeLa cells exhibit high expression of 
MGMT with a low DNA methylation level in the promoter region, they were used as a positive control. 
M. SssI (CpG methyltransferase) treated cell was used as a negative control. As shown by BSP analysis, 
MNNG/MNU-transformed subcolones showed few DNA methylation sites compared with the 
controls, confirming the reduction of DNA methylation level in the MGMT gene promoter (Figure 4C). 
Furthermore, we used 5-aza, a DNMT specific inhibitor, to treat CES-1 cells. After 48 and 72 h, MGMT 
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Figure 2 N-nitroso compound treatment induces gastric epithelial cell malignant transformation. A: Cell proliferation monitored by cell counting in 
N-methyl-N’-nitro-N-nitrosoguanidine (MNNG)/N-methyl-N-nitroso-urea (MNU)-treated and control cells; B and C: Cell anchorage-independent growth on soft agar 
and cell colony formation. Top, representative images; bottom, quantitative results of cell colony per field; D: Wound healing assay. Top, representative images of 
wound healing assay; right, relative percentage of wound closure after treatment; E and F: Tumor growth curve and tumor weight in nude mice injected 
subcutaneously with the transformed cells induced by MNNG/MNU and control cells. The analyses were repeated three times, and the results are expressed as the 
mean ± SD. aP < 0.05; bP < 0.01.

expression was increased upon 5-aza treatment (Supplementary Figure 1). Moreover, based on the 
CCLE database, we found that MGMT expression was negatively related with DNA methylation levels 
(Figure 4D), indicating that the DNA methylation level is involved in the upregulation of MGMT.

Next, we preformed ChIP-PCR with anti-DNMT1 and anti-H3K9Met3 and anti-H3K4Met2 (against 
specific methylation sites) antibodies. H3K9Met3 was known as a transcriptional inhibition signal and 
H3K4Met2 was reported as a transcriptional activation signal. The results showed that the DMNT1 
recruitment was significantly decreased to the promoter region of MGMT. We also detected the 
reduction of H3K9Met3 and the augment of H3K4Met2 located in the promoter region of MGMT, as 
well as a reduction of DNMT1 binding to the MGMT promoter (Figure 4E). The results suggested that 
the upregulation of MGMT expression was dependent on the DNA hypomethylation in its promoter. 

https://f6publishing.blob.core.windows.net/f73e2d11-638e-4bf5-b7a6-4346cbc3997a/WJGO-14-664-supplementary-material.pdf
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Figure 3 O6-methylguanine-DNA methyltransferase is downregulated in N-nitroso compound-induced gastric epithelial cell malignant 
transformation. A and B: O6-methylguanine-DNA methyltransferase (MGMT) mRNA and protein expression in transformed gastric epithelial cells induced by N-
methyl-N’-nitro-N-nitrosoguanidine (MNNG)/N-methyl-N-nitroso-urea (MNU) for 1, 4, and 8 wk; C: Cell anchorage-independent growth on soft agar for subcolones of 
MNNG/MNU-induced cells. C1-28: Different subcolones of MNNG/MNU-induced cells; MGMT(+): MGMT expression is upregulated in these subcolones; MGMT(-): 
MGMT expression is downregulated or no-changed in these subcolones; D: Apoptosis assay of MNNG/MNU-transformed subcolones after doxycycline treatment. 
The analyses were repeated three times, and the results are expressed as the mean ± SD. aP < 0.05; bP < 0.01. GAPDH: Glyceraldehyde-3-phosphate 
dehydrogenase.

Interestingly, after removal of NOCs exposure for 12 wk, the binding of DNMT1 to the MGMT gene 
promoter returned to the baseline level. The same changes of H3K9Met3 and H3K4Met2 levels in the 
MGMT gene promoter were also observed. These data suggest that the binding of DNMT1 to the 
MGMT gene promoter changes dynamically, which could help us to understand the dynamic changes 
of MGMT expression regulated by DNA methylation in NOCs-induced malignant transformation.

Inhibition of MGMT contributes to the NOCs-induced cell malignant phenotype
To evaluate the role of MGMT in NOCs-induced cell malignant transformation, we used O6-benzyl-
guanine (O6-BG), a specific inhibitor of MGMT, to inhibit the activity of MGMT. After treatment with O6

-BG at different concentrations, we found a reduction of MGMT expression (Supplementary Figure 1). 
MTT assay showed that treatment with O6-BG at low doses did not induce a decrease of cell viability 
(Supplementary Figure 1). Therefore, we used 2 μM O6-BG in the subsequent experiments. O6-BG 
exposure increased the proliferative activity and anchorage-independent growth capability of 
MNNG/MNU-induced cells (Figure 5A and B). Knock-down of MGMT in MNNG/MNU-transformed 
cells also resulted in the increase of cell reproductive activity (Figure 5C and D). Moreover, overex-
pressed MGMT resulted in the decrease of cell proliferative activity in MNNG/MNU-transformed cells 
(Figure 5E and F). In addition, MGMT was upregulated in precancerous lesions (gastric metaplasia) and 
early stage GC compared with non-cancerous lesions (gastritis), but the MGMT level was reduced in the 
advanced GC tissues compared with the precancerous lesion and early tumor tissues (Figure 5G), 
indicating a protective role of MGMT in GC progression.

https://f6publishing.blob.core.windows.net/f73e2d11-638e-4bf5-b7a6-4346cbc3997a/WJGO-14-664-supplementary-material.pdf
https://f6publishing.blob.core.windows.net/f73e2d11-638e-4bf5-b7a6-4346cbc3997a/WJGO-14-664-supplementary-material.pdf
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Figure 4 DNA hypomethylation contributes to O6-methylguanine-DNA methyltransferase upregulation in cell malignant transformation. A: 
Luciferase reporter assay in control and N-nitroso compound-transformed cells using PGL3-O6-methylguanine-DNA methyltransferase (MGMT) promoter; B and C: 
Methylation specific polymerase chain reaction and bisulfite genomic sequence analysis of the DNA methylation level of N-methyl-N’-nitro-N-nitrosoguanidine/N-
methyl-N-nitroso-urea-induced transformed cells compared with control cells; D: Correlation of MGMT expression and DNA methylation level of MGMT promoter 
based on the CCLE database; E: ChIP assay with anti-DNMT1 and anti-H3K9Me3 and H3K4Me2 antibodies for analyzing the DNMT1 binding to the MGMT promoter 
and the H3K9Me3 and H3K4Me2 levels in the MGMT promoter. The analyses were repeated three times, and the results are expressed as the mean ± SD. aP < 
0.05; bP < 0.01. M: Methylated; U: Unmethylated; IgG: Immunoglobulin G.
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DISCUSSION
By causing DNA damages and activating downstream pathways that promote cancer initiation and 
development, NOCs can directly induce cell malignant transformation, thus contributing to gastric 
carcinogenesis[23,24]. The formation of DNA adducts induced by NOCs has been studied in different 
studies[19,20,25,26]. The present study focused on early events and the molecular mechanisms of 
MGMT gene dysregulation in cell malignant transformation and gastric tumorigenesis following 
MNNG/MNU exposure. Our data showed persistent upregulation of MGMT expression in gastric 
epithelial cell malignant transformation induced by NOCs. The reduction of MGMT gene promoter 
DNA methylation level was responsible for the increase of MGMT expression in MNNG/MNU-treated 
cells. Inhibited MGMT expression promoted the MNNG/MNU-induced malignant phenotype, while 
overexpression of MGMT partially reversed the cell malignant transformation phenotype, suggesting 
that stable MGMT upregulation induced by its promoter DNA hypomethylation prevented the NOCs-
induced cell malignant transformation and tumorigenesis.

Studies have reported that NOCs can directly act on DNA, mainly cause O6-methylguanine damage, 
and subsequently induce DNA mutation and double strand breaks, participating in cancer formation 
and progression[19,20]. The administration of MNNG can cause the destruction of pyloric mucosal 
structure and the occurrence of gastric adenocarcinoma in rats[24]. MNNG exposure can also induce the 
mutation and amplification of oncogenes participating in the occurrence of GC[26]. Moreover, the 
chromatin-based epigenetics regulation induced by NOCs, especially DNA methylation and histone 
modifications, has an essential role in cancer biology[27]. In the current study, we demonstrated that 
MGMT gene expression was rapidly increased after MNNG/MNU exposure, and the upregulation was 
continuously maintained during the early phase of cell malignant transformation. However, the extent 
of increased MGMT expression level was reduced progressively, leading us to speculate that the 
dynamic changes of MGMT expression could be involved in different steps of chemical carcinogens-
induced gastric cell malignant transformation and tumorigenesis.

MGMT can remove O6-guanosine alkylation adducts caused by alkylation agents from DNA 
sequence in one-step reaction that restores the O6-guanosine residue to itself, consequently forming an 
inactive form[28]. Hence, the expression level of MGMT is fundamental for accurate DNA repair. It has 
been known that the transcriptional mechanism and epigenetic regulation are important to regulate the 
MGMT expression[1,29]. Hypoxia inducible factor 1-α can upregulate the expression level of MGMT 
and increase the drug resistance of glioma stem cells to temozolomide[30]. In addition, microRNAs can 
also bind to the 3'-untranslated region of MGMT, reduce the stability of the mRNA, and affect protein 
translation[31,32]. Moreover, MGMT gene promoter region lacks TATA box and CAAT box, but has rich 
GC sequence, which is prone to be methylated and closely related to transcriptional regulation[33]. 
DNA methylation in the MGMT gene has been reported in various human cancers, which can increase 
the sensitivity to alkylating agents in chemotherapy, influencing the tumor prognosis. However, the 
high level of gene methylation is usually associated with the low expression of protein level. Inhibition 
of MGMT protein level decreases its ability of removing O6-guanosine from the damaged DNA sites, 
resulting in an increase of mutation frequency and easily leading to the occurrence of tumor[34-36]. We 
found that MGMT upregulation was regulated by DNA hypomethylation in its gene promoter. And the 
subclones with high a level of MGMT showed a weak malignant proliferative activity, but with a strong 
anti-apoptotic effect upon exposure to DNA damage agents. This result suggested a protective effect of 
MGMT against NOCs-induced cell malignant transformation. Using O6-BG and by knocking MGMT 
down with siRNA, we showed an increased malignant proliferative ability of the transformed cells. 
Overexpressed MGMT decreased this effect, confirming the protected role of MGMT following chemical 
carcinogen exposure. In particular, the ChIP assay showed that DNMT1 was responsible for the MGMT 
gene promoter methylation. After 12 wk of cell transformation, the MGMT expression level was 
restored by recovering DNMT1 binding to the MGMT promoter region. This result suggested dynamic 
changes of MGMT expression, which is regulated by DNA methylation. Analysis of clinical gastric 
tissue samples also confirmed the dynamic changes of MGMT expression in gastric carcinogenesis. 
Taken together, we hypothesize that MGMT expression shows dynamic changes in gastric tumori-
genesis induced by chemical carcinogens. It can be upregulated in the initiation phase for repairing the 
DNA damage and helping cells survive upon NOCs exposure; but in the progressive stage, it can be 
restored to the normal level to facilitate GC development. Hence, revealing the molecular mechanism of 
dynamic regulation of MGMT expression is important to help us understand the role of MGMT in GC 
formation and progression. However, the exact regulatory mechanisms of the dynamic changes on 
MGMT expression in different stages of cancer progression need to be further investigated 
(Supplementary Table 1).

CONCLUSION
In summary, our current study revealed the molecular mechanism of MGMT upregulation mediated by 
DNA hypomethylation of its gene promoter in NOCs-induced gastric cell malignant transformation, 

https://f6publishing.blob.core.windows.net/f73e2d11-638e-4bf5-b7a6-4346cbc3997a/WJGO-14-664-supplementary-material.pdf
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Figure 5 Inhibition of O6-methylguanine-DNA methyltransferase contributes to the N-nitroso compound-induced cell malignant 
phenotype. A and B: Cell anchorage-independent growth on soft agar and cell colony formation of N-methyl-N’-nitro-N-nitrosoguanidine/N-methyl-N-nitroso-urea-
induced cells after O6-BG treatment; C: Cell anchorage-independent growth on soft agar of cells with O6-methylguanine-DNA methyltransferase (MGMT) knock-down; 
D: Knock-down efficiency of MGMT detected by Western blot; E and F: Cell anchorage-independent growth on soft agar and cell colony formation of MGMT 
overexpressing cells; G: The mRNA expression of MGMT in gastric endoscopic biopsy samples. The analyses were repeated three times, and the results are 
expressed as the mean ± SD. a,cP < 0.05. cP < 0.05, precancerous lesion and early cancer vs advanced cancer. EV: Empty vector; MGMT: MGMT overexpression; 
MGMT: O6-methylguanine-DNA methyltransferase.

and showed the dual effects of MGMT by regulating its expression level in chemical carcinogen-induced 
tumorigenesis. Our findings provide a dynamic regulatory mechanism by which MGMT is implicated 
in cell malignant transformation and tumorigenesis induced by NOCs, and shed new light on MGMT as 
a potential diagnostic and therapeutic target for gastric carcinogenesis intervention by regulating 
aberrant epigenetic mechanisms.

ARTICLE HIGHLIGHTS
Research background
O6-methylguanine-DNA methyltransferase (MGMT) is a specific enzyme that repairs the mispairing 
base O6-methyl-guanine induced by methylating environmental and experimental carcinogens. The N-
nitroso compounds (NOCs) N-methyl-N’-nitro-N-nitrosoguanidine (MNNG) and N-methyl-N-nitroso-
urea (MNU) are monofunctional alkylating agents which can directly bind to the DNA and induce the 
formation of O6-methylguanine adducts to promote gene mutation and tumorigenesis. They are widely 
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accepted chemical carcinogens for studying the mechanisms of mutagenesis and carcinogenesis induced 
by NOCs.

Research motivation
The underlying regulatory mechanism of MGMT involved in NOCs-induced tumorigenesis, especially 
in the initiation phase, remains largely unclear.

Research objectives
To investigate the molecular regulatory mechanism of MGMT in NOCs-induced gastric cell malignant 
transformation and tumorigenesis.

Research methods
We established a gastric epithelial cell malignant transformation model induced by MNNG or MNU 
treatment. Cell proliferation, colony formation, soft agar, cell migration, and xenograft assays were used 
to verify the malignant phenotype. By using quantitative real-time polymerase chain reaction (qPCR) 
and Western blot analysis, we detected the MGMT expression in malignant transformed cells. We also 
confirmed the MGMT expression in clinical early stage gastric tumor tissues by qPCR and immunohis-
tochemistry. MGMT gene promoter DNA methylation level was analyzed by methylation-specific PCR 
and bisulfite sequencing PCR. The effect of MGMT in cell malignant transformation was analyzed by 
colony formation and soft agar assays.

Research results
MGMT expression was upregulated in NOCs-induced gastric cell malignant transformation and in 
clinical early stage gastric cancer tissues. The upregulation of MGMT was regulated by the hypo-
methylation of its DNA promoter.

Research conclusions
The upregulation of MGMT expression is mediated by the hypomethylation of its DNA promoter in 
NOCs-induced gastric cell malignant transformation.

Research perspectives
The findings provide a dynamic regulatory mechanism of MGMT expression in cell malignant 
transformation and tumorigenesis induced by NOCs, supporting that MGMT might be a potential 
diagnostic and therapeutic target for gastric carcinogenesis.
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