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Abstract
BACKGROUND 
mRNA vaccines have been investigated in multiple tumors, but limited studies 
have been conducted on their use for hepatocellular carcinoma (HCC).

AIM 
To identify candidate mRNA vaccine antigens for HCC and suitable subpopu-
lations for mRNA vaccination.

METHODS 
Gene expression profiles and clinical information of HCC datasets were obtained 
from International Cancer Genome Consortium and The Cancer Genome Atlas. 
Genes with somatic mutations and copy number variations were identified by 
cBioPortal analysis. The differentially expressed genes with significant prognostic 
value were identified by Gene Expression Profiling Interactive Analysis 2 website 
analysis. The Tumor Immune Estimation Resource database was used to assess 
the correlation between candidate antigens and the abundance of antigen-
presenting cells (APCs). Tumor-associated antigens were overexpressed in tumors 
and associated with prognosis, genomic alterations, and APC infiltration. A 
consensus cluster analysis was performed with the Consensus Cluster Plus 
package to identify the immune subtypes. The weighted gene coexpression 
network analysis (WGCNA) was used to determine the candidate biomarker 
molecules for appropriate populations for mRNA vaccines.

RESULTS 
AURKA, CCNB1, CDC25C, CDK1, TRIP13, PES1, MCM3, PPM1G, NEK2, KIF2C, 
PTTG1, KPNA2, and PRC1 were identified as candidate HCC antigens for mRNA 
vaccine development. Four immune subtypes (IS1-IS4) and five immune gene 
modules of HCC were identified that were consistent in both patient cohorts. The 
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immune subtypes showed distinct cellular and clinical characteristics. The IS1 and IS3 immune subtypes were 
immunologically “cold”. The IS2 and IS4 immune subtypes were immunologically “hot”, and the immune 
checkpoint genes and immunogenic cell death genes were upregulated in these subtypes. IS1-related modules were 
identified with the WGCNA algorithm. Ultimately, five hub genes (RBP4, KNG1, METTL7A, F12, and ABAT) were 
identified, and they might be potential biomarkers for mRNA vaccines.

CONCLUSION 
AURKA, CCNB1, CDC25C, CDK1, TRIP13, PES1, MCM3, PPM1G, NEK2, KIF2C, PTTG1, KPNA2, and PRC1 have 
been identified as candidate HCC antigens for mRNA vaccine development. The IS1 and IS3 immune subtypes are 
suitable populations for mRNA vaccination. RBP4, KNG1, METTL7A, F12, and ABAT are potential biomarkers for 
mRNA vaccines.

Key Words: mRNA vaccine; Hepatocellular carcinoma; Immunotype; Antigens; Immune subtypes

©The Author(s) 2023. Published by Baishideng Publishing Group Inc. All rights reserved.

Core Tip: In this study, bioinformatics methods were used to explore novel hepatocellular carcinoma (HCC)-specific antigens 
for mRNA vaccine development and construct an immune subtype of HCC to select the appropriate vaccination population. 
Tumor-specific antigens were defined as highly expressed, genetically altered, and prognostic genes associated with antigen-
presenting cell infiltration. AURKA, CCNB1, CDC25C, CDK1, TRIP13, PES1, MCM3, PPM1G, NEK2, KIF2C, PTTG1, 
KPNA2, and PRC1 were recognized candidate HCC antigens for mRNA vaccine development. The IS1 and IS3 immune 
subtypes of HCC were suitable populations for mRNA vaccination. RBP4, KNG1, METTL7A, F12, and ABAT were potential 
biomarkers for mRNA vaccines.

Citation: Lu TL, Li CL, Gong YQ, Hou FT, Chen CW. Identification of tumor antigens and immune subtypes of hepatocellular 
carcinoma for mRNA vaccine development. World J Gastrointest Oncol 2023; 15(10): 1717-1738
URL: https://www.wjgnet.com/1948-5204/full/v15/i10/1717.htm
DOI: https://dx.doi.org/10.4251/wjgo.v15.i10.1717

INTRODUCTION
Primary liver cancer is one of the leading causes of malignant tumor death in China. According to the latest cancer report 
published in Advances in Cancer Science[1], there were 389000 new cases of liver cancer in China, ranking fourth among 
malignant tumors. With an annual death rate of 336400, liver cancer is the second leading cause of cancer deaths; thus, it 
leads to a heavy disease burden[1]. Early diagnosis and treatment of liver cancer are critical. The five-year survival rate of 
patients with early-stage liver cancer is more than 50%, and the treatment cost is low[2]. However, the five-year survival 
rate of patients with advanced liver cancer is only 0%-20%, and the treatment is expensive[2]. In the past decade, the 
surgical technique for liver cancer has developed considerably, and its treatment effect has improved, making it more 
accurate and safer. Efficient minimally invasive endoscopic and ablation procedures and perioperative management can 
significantly reduce the surgical trauma of patients, but the surgical resection rate is only 20%-30%[3]. Hepatocellular 
carcinoma (HCC) is not sensitive to conventional chemotherapy and radiotherapy[4]. However, drug therapy, 
represented by targeted therapy and immunotherapy, has progressed dramatically[5]. Immunotherapy may be an 
essential therapeutic tool to improve the clinical outcomes of HCC.

With the impact of coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19), mRNA technology has entered a new fast track of 
development, and mRNA vaccines, as a future shield against COVID-19, have also attracted attention[6]. Moreover, 
mRNA vaccines have attracted much attention in cancer treatment[7-11]. Immunotherapy, which suppresses tumor 
development by altering or enhancing the immune system, is the mainstream tumor immune treatment and serves a new 
direction for tumor treatment. mRNA vaccines have become an important platform for cancer immunotherapy. At 
present, mRNA vaccine research has made progress in prostate cancer[12], non-small cell lung cancer[13], and melanoma
[8]. mRNA cancer vaccines are a promising alternative to traditional vaccine approaches due to their high efficiency, safe 
administration, rapid development potential, and low-cost production[14]. DNA vaccines, dendritic cell vaccines, and 
peptide vaccines[15-17] are currently available for patients with HCC. In a clinical trial of the tumor vaccine 
phosphatidylglycan in patients with advanced HCC, patients with high cytotoxic T-cell expression had a median 
progression-free survival (mPFS) of 12.2 mo in vivo; the mPFS of patients with low cytotoxic T-cell expression was 8.5 mo
[18]. mRNA cannot integrate into the genome and thus does not cause insertion mutations. The therapeutic HCC vaccine 
HePAVAC-101 was first tested in phase I/II clinical trials[19]. The results provided preliminary evidence for the safety 
and immunogenicity of the vaccine. Although tumor antigens have the characteristics of diversity and heterogeneity, 
with tremendous individual differences, mRNA sequences can be designed and modified to encode any pathological 
antigen. Thus, mRNA vaccines are ideally suited for targeting tumor-specific antigens[20,21]. Therefore, it is feasible and 
urgently necessary to develop and apply mRNA vaccines to improve the prognosis of HCC patients. It is also vital to 
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identify HCC patient subpopulations who are suitable for vaccination.
The antigens encoded by mRNA vaccines can be classified as tumor-associated antigens (TAAs) and tumor-specific 

antigens (TSAs)[22]. The core mechanism of mRNA cancer vaccines is to encode specific antigens based on the character-
istics of cancer, which are successfully recognized by immune cells to activate the immune response[23]. TSAs, also 
known as "tumor neoantigens", are derived from gene mutations in cancer cells, so they are theoretically not constrained 
by immune tolerance[23]. The differences in mutation profiles of different tumors provide the possibility of tailoring 
highly individualized cancer vaccines.

This study aimed to explore novel HCC-associated antigens for mRNA vaccine development and construct an immune 
subtype of HCC to select the appropriate vaccination population. TSAs were overexpressed in tumors and associated 
with prognosis, genomic alterations, and antigen-presenting cell (APC) infiltration. By integrating multiomics data, 13 
potential tumor antigens were identified for HCC mRNA vaccine development. The high expression of these antigens 
was associated with a poor prognosis and positively correlated with APC infiltration. Based on the clustering of immune-
related genes via consensus clustering analysis, we defined four robust immune subtypes of HCC and identified an 
immune subtype population with “cold” tumors suitable for vaccination, which was validated in an independent cohort. 
Furthermore, five functional modules and five potential biomarkers for mRNA vaccines were identified by weighted 
gene coexpression network analysis (WGCNA). This study will provide new insights into developing HCC mRNA 
vaccines and screening suitable patients for vaccination.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
Data collection and processing
The RNA-seq and clinicopathological data of 371 HCC patients (Supplementary Table 1) were downloaded from The 
Cancer Genome Atlas (TCGA, https://www.cancer.gov/tcga). The normalized gene expression and clinical follow-up 
data of 235 HCC patients (Supplementary Table 1) were downloaded from the International Cancer Genome Consortium 
(ICGC, https://www.icgc-argo.org). The immune subtype data of the TCGA HCC samples were obtained from Supple-
mentary material in a previously published study[24]. A total of 2108 immune-related genes (Supplementary Table 2) 
were obtained from previously published research[25]. First, samples with incomplete clinicopathological and follow-up 
data were removed. Then, genes that were not expressed in all samples were removed. In the TCGA cohort, we excluded 
377 genes and 6 samples and finally obtained the expression matrix of 20153 genes in 365 samples. In the ICGC cohort, no 
genes or samples were excluded, and an expression matrix of 22911 genes in 235 samples was obtained. The gene 
expression was converted into log2 (TPM + 1). Finally, 2012 immune-related genes expressed in both the TCGA and 
ICGC datasets were included for the subsequent analysis.

Gene differential expression and mutation analysis
Gene Expression Profiling Interactive Analysis (GEPIA) 2 (http://gepia2.cancer-pku.cn) is a free public website for gene 
differential expression analysis and prognostic analysis of TCGA using a standard processing pipeline. The differentially 
expressed genes were identified using ANOVA by |Log2FC| > 1 and q value < 0.01. A chromosome distribution map of 
differentially expressed genes in HCC was downloaded from this website. The cBioCancer Genomics Portal (cBioPortal, 
http://www.cbioportal.org) was used for gene mutation analysis of HCC patients from TCGA. The overexpressed genes 
were regarded as potential tumor antigens filtered by analyzing amplification of copy number variation categories and 
mutation counts in individual samples. P values < 0.05 were considered statistically significant.

Survival analysis and Tumor Immune Estimation Resource analysis
The R package “survival” was used to analyze the correlation between candidate tumor antigen genes and overall 
survival (OS) and recurrence-free survival (RFS) of HCC patients. The HCC patients from TCGA were divided into two 
groups according to the median cutoff. A P value < 0.05 was considered statistically significant. Tumor Immune 
Estimation Resource (https://cistrome.shinyapps.io/timer/) was used to analyze the correlation between the candidate 
tumor antigen genes and APCs (B cells, macrophages, and dendritic cells). The P value cutoff was set as 0.05.

Identification and validation of immune subtypes
The 33 significant immune-related survival genes were identified via univariate Cox hazard analysis in TCGA datasets 
with a P value less than 0.05. Then, the R package “ConsensusClusterPlus”[26] was used to determine the immune 
subtypes of HCC in the TCGA datasets (training sets) and ICGC datasets (validation sets). The distance parameter was set 
to “Pearson”, and the reps and pItem parameters were set to 1000 and 0.8, respectively. The maxk was set to 10, and the 
optimal k was defined by evaluating the consensus matrix and the consensus cumulative distribution function.

Estimation of clinicopathological characteristics and prognosis of immune subtypes
The clinical characteristics of patients with different immune subtypes, such as age, sex, grade, p stage, T stage, N stage, 
and M stage, were explored. The log-rank test was used to estimate the prognostic value of different immune subtypes. 
The tumor mutational burden (TMB) of each patient was obtained from the cBioPortal database. The differences in TMB, 
mutation count, and fraction genome altered between immune subtypes were tested by the Kruskal-Wallis test. A P value 
less than 0.05 was considered statistically significant.

https://f6publishing.blob.core.windows.net/d0e2ad4d-bc88-4061-92d0-9dfeb17be2c4/WJGO-15-1717-supplementary-material.pdf
https://www.cancer.gov/tcga
https://f6publishing.blob.core.windows.net/d0e2ad4d-bc88-4061-92d0-9dfeb17be2c4/WJGO-15-1717-supplementary-material.pdf
https://www.icgc-argo.org
https://f6publishing.blob.core.windows.net/d0e2ad4d-bc88-4061-92d0-9dfeb17be2c4/WJGO-15-1717-supplementary-material.pdf
https://f6publishing.blob.core.windows.net/d0e2ad4d-bc88-4061-92d0-9dfeb17be2c4/WJGO-15-1717-supplementary-material.pdf
https://f6publishing.blob.core.windows.net/d0e2ad4d-bc88-4061-92d0-9dfeb17be2c4/WJGO-15-1717-supplementary-material.pdf
http://gepia2.cancer-pku.cn
http://www.cbioportal.org
https://cistrome.shinyapps.io/timer/
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Figure 1 Workflow of this study. APCs: Antigen-presenting cells; CNV: Copy number variation; HCC: Hepatocellular carcinoma; ICGC: International Cancer 
Genome Consortium; ICPs: Immune checkpoints; ICDs: Immune cell death modulators; TCGA: The Cancer Genome Atlas; WGVNA: Weighted gene coexpression 
network analysis.

Immune microenvironment and molecular characteristics of different immune subtypes
ssGSEA[27] was used to calculate the immune enrichment scores of 28 immune cells for TCGA and ICGC HCC samples. 
The 28 immune signatures were obtained from a previously published study[28]. The R package “estimate” was used to 
calculate the immune score, stromal score, and estimate score of each sample. Immune cell death modulator (ICD)- and 
immune checkpoint (ICP)-related genes (Supplementary Tables 3 and 4) were obtained from previous studies[29]. The t 
test was used to determine the differences between the scores and the molecular characteristics of immune subtypes.

WGCNA
WGCNA[30] was used to find modules associated with immune subtypes and identify the hub genes of these modules. 
These hub genes may be potential mRNA vaccine biomarkers. The TCGA dataset was used for WGCNA, and eight gene 
modules were identified. Univariate Cox regression analysis was performed to assess the prognostic value of different 
gene modules. The GO and KEGG enrichment analysis of interesting module genes was performed via the R package 
“clusterProfiler”[31].

RESULTS
Screening of candidate tumor antigen genes in HCC
The workflow of this study is shown in Figure 1. A total of 1482 overexpressed genes in HCC were identified by the 
GEPIA database (Figure 2A, Supplementary Table 5), and these genes were considered potential tumor antigens. Then, a 
total of 13678 mutant genes and 11519 amplified genes were identified in individual samples by the cBioPortal website 
(Figure 2B and C). Tenascin N, tumor protein p53, catenin beta 1, cub and sushi multiple domains 3, pkdh1-like 1, and 
transcriptional repressor GATA binding 1 were found to be the top frequently mutated genes in terms of both altered 
genome fraction and mutation counts (Figure 2D and E). In addition, thyroglobulin, TBC1 domain family member 31, 
CUB and sushi multiple domains 1, and fer-1-like family member 6 were among the top 10 genes with altered genome 
fractions (Figure 2D). High mutation counts were also observed in t-SNARE domain containing 1, thyrotropin releasing 
hormone receptor, annexin A13, and ryanodine receptor 2 (Figure 2E). Altogether, 472 genes were identified as candidate 
tumor antigen genes.

Identification of tumor antigens associated with HCC prognosis and antigen presentation
The prognostic value of the candidate tumor antigen genes was estimated to identify the candidate genes for developing 
mRNA vaccines. Thirteen genes were closely related to OS and RFS in HCC (Figure 3A). High expression levels of 

https://f6publishing.blob.core.windows.net/d0e2ad4d-bc88-4061-92d0-9dfeb17be2c4/WJGO-15-1717-supplementary-material.pdf
https://f6publishing.blob.core.windows.net/d0e2ad4d-bc88-4061-92d0-9dfeb17be2c4/WJGO-15-1717-supplementary-material.pdf
https://f6publishing.blob.core.windows.net/d0e2ad4d-bc88-4061-92d0-9dfeb17be2c4/WJGO-15-1717-supplementary-material.pdf
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Figure 2 Screening of candidate tumor antigen genes in hepatocellular carcinoma. A: Chromosome distribution of differentially expressed genes; B: 
Overlapping samples in altered genome fraction groups; C: Overlapping samples in mutation count groups; D: Genes with the highest frequency in altered genome 
fraction groups; E: Genes with the highest frequency in mutation count groups.

AURKA, CCNB1, CDC25C, CDK1, TRIP13, PES1, MCM3, PPM1G, NEK2, KIF2C, PTTG1, KPNA2, and PRC1 were found to 
be associated with a poor OS and RFS (Figure 3B-N, Supplementary Figure 1). mRNA vaccines should be recognized by 
APCs, which include B cells, dendritic cells, and macrophages. Therefore, we further evaluated the correlation between 
tumor antigens and these APCs. The results showed that all the 13 genes positively correlated with the abundance of 
macrophages, dendritic cells, and B cells (Supplementary Figure 2). These results implied that these 13 genes were 
promising candidates for developing mRNA vaccines against HCC.

Identification of immune subtypes of HCC
Immunotyping could help screen suitable patients for immunotherapy and vaccination. The TCGA datasets were chosen 
as the training set. Thirty-three out of 2012 immune-related genes were identified as associated with the prognosis of 
HCC patients via univariate Cox regression analysis and were selected for subsequent cluster analysis. The results 
showed that 365 samples in the TCGA datasets could be clustered into four groups (Figure 4A-C). The survival analysis 
showed that the OS significantly differed among the four subtypes (IS1, IS2, IS3, and IS4) (Figure 4D). IS4 and IS1 were 
associated with a better prognosis, whereas IS2 had the poorest survival probability. Next, we used the ICGC datasets as 
the validation set to verify the clustering stability. Consistent with the results obtained with the TCGA cohort (Figure 4E-
G), the immune subtype was prognostically relevant in the ICGC cohort as well (Figure 4H). The clinicopathological 
characteristics of the immune subtypes were analyzed. As shown in the heatmap (Figure 5A and B), the candidate mRNA 
vaccine genes were highly expressed in the immune subtypes with a worse prognosis in both the TCGA and ICGA 
cohorts. In addition, the distribution of immune subtypes in different pathological stages of patients was similar in both 
the TCGA and ICGC cohorts (Figure 5C and D). Altogether, these data showed that HCC samples could be classified into 
four distinct immune subtypes, which could be used to predict the prognosis of HCC patients.

Correlation between immune subtypes and tumor mutational landscape
Studies have shown that a high TMB is correlated with tumor immunotherapy and mRNA vaccine therapy. Therefore, 
we next analyzed the correlation between immune subtypes and genomic heterogeneity in HCC. There were no 
significant differences in the mutational landscape among the four immune subtypes (Figure 6A), and consistently, there 
were no differences in TMB or the number of mutations (Figure 6B and C). However, the frequency of altered genome 
fractions was higher in IS2 and IS3 than in IS1 and IS4 (Figure 6D). These results suggest that TMB may not predict the 
immune response to mRNA vaccines.

Immune microenvironment characteristics of immune subtypes
The immune microenvironment of HCC affects the immunotherapy response rate, including the mRNA vaccine effect. 
First, we calculated the immune and stromal scores for the immune subtypes of the TCGA and ICGC cohorts using the R 
package “estimate”. The results showed that in the TCGA cohort, the IS2 and IS4 subtypes had higher immune scores 
(Figure 7A-C). Similarly, in the ICGC cohort, immune scores were higher in the IS2 and IS4 subtypes (Figure 7D-F). 
Second, we evaluated the infiltrating abundance of 28 immune cells in both TCGA and ICGC cohort samples using the 
ssGSEA algorithm with the 28 previously reported immune cell signatures. In the TCGA cohort, the abundance of 
immune cell infiltration was consistently higher in the IS2 and IS4 subtypes than in the IS1 and IS3 subtypes (Figure 7G). 
Consistent results were also observed in the ICGC cohort. The abundance of immune cell infiltration was higher in the IS2 
and IS4 subtypes in ICGC than in the IS1 and IS3 subtypes (Figure 7H). Therefore, the IS2 and IS4 subtypes belong to the 
immunological “hot” phenotypes, while the IS1 and IS3 subtypes belong to the immunological “cold” phenotypes. These 
results suggested that our immunotyping could reflect the immune status of HCC patients. Now that antigen stimulation 
by mRNA vaccines can remodel the tumor immune microenvironment, subtypes with lower immune infiltration, 
referred to as “cold” tumors, may be suitable for mRNA vaccines.

https://f6publishing.blob.core.windows.net/d0e2ad4d-bc88-4061-92d0-9dfeb17be2c4/WJGO-15-1717-supplementary-material.pdf
https://f6publishing.blob.core.windows.net/d0e2ad4d-bc88-4061-92d0-9dfeb17be2c4/WJGO-15-1717-supplementary-material.pdf
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Figure 3 Identification of tumor antigens associated with hepatocellular carcinoma prognosis. A: Venn diagram of mutated genes, amplified 
genes, highly expressed genes, and prognostic genes; B-N: Kaplan-Meier curves showing that high expression of AURKA (B), CCNB1 (C), CDC25C (D), CDK1 (E), 
KIF2C (F), KPNA2 (G), MCM3 (H), NEK2 (I), PES1 (J), PPM1G (K), PRC1 (L), PTTG1 (M), and TRIP13 (N) indicates a worse overall survival in hepatocellular 
carcinoma patients. AMP: Amplification; HR: Hazard ratio; RFS: Recurrence-free survival.

Association between immune subtypes and ICP/ICD-related genes
Antitumor immunity is closely related to regulating ICPs and ICDs. Hence, we further analyzed the correlation between 
immunophenotypes and the expression levels of ICPs and ICD regulators. Sixty ICP regulatory genes and 34 ICD 
regulatory genes were included in the TCGA and ICGC cohorts for differential expression analysis between immune 
subtypes. Figure 8A and B shows that the expression of most ICP genes was different among the immune subtypes. 
Moreover, in the TCGA cohort, most ICP genes were highly expressed in IS2 and IS4. Similarly, in the ICGC cohort, most 
ICP genes were also highly expressed in IS2 and IS4. In addition, the differential expression trend of ICD genes in the 
TCGA and ICGC cohorts was similar to that of ICP genes (Figure 8C and D). Therefore, immunotyping correlated with 
the expression levels of ICPs and ICD modulators, indicating that they might be used as potential therapeutic biomarkers 
for mRNA vaccines.

Identification of immune gene co-expression modules
We identified the coexpression modules of immune-related genes by clustering the samples using the WGCNA algorithm 
(Supplementary Figure 3A). The soft threshold was set at 3 for a scale-free network (Supplementary Figure 3B). After 
selecting the soft threshold, the adjacency matrix and topological overlap matrix were constructed based on the gene 
matrix using the adjacency function and TOMsimilarity function. Each gene module contained at least 30 genes, and five 
coexpressed gene modules were obtained (the gray module was not counted) (Supplementary Figure 3C and D). We 
further analyzed the relationship between each module and the prognosis of gastric cancer patients by univariate Cox 
regression analysis. The yellow and green modules were significantly associated with the prognosis of HCC (P < 0.01) 
(Supplementary Figure 3E). Next, we analyzed the distribution of the two immune subtypes in eigengenes of five 
modules and found that only four modules were significantly different (Figure 9A). The IS1 subtype showed the highest 
eigengenes in yellow and the lowest eigengenes in the green module. In contrast, IS2 showed the highest eigengenes in 
the green module and the lowest eigengenes in the yellow module (Figure 9A). Moreover, we analyzed the relationship 
between the modules and the clinical traits of HCC samples. We found that the yellow and green modules were the most 
significantly associated with the IS1 and IS2 subtypes (Figure 9B). We extracted genes from the yellow module and 
performed GO and KEGG enrichment analyses. The results showed that these genes were involved in multiple immune-
related functions and cell adhesion functions, such as T-cell activation, leukocyte proliferation, lymphocyte proliferation, 
the JAK-STAT signaling pathway, antigen processing and presentation, Th17 cell differentiation, and the regulation of 
leukocyte cell-cell adhesion (Figure 9C and D). However, the hub genes extracted from the green module were mainly 
associated with the cell cycle. Therefore, we further analyzed the prognosis-relevant genes of the yellow module. The 
results showed that higher expression scores were associated with a better prognosis in the TCGA cohorts (Figure 9E and 
F). The six previously reported pancancer immune subtypes showed that the C4 subtype was lymphocyte depleted. We 
compared the immune subtypes with the former immune cluster and found that IS1 was associated with C4 (Figure 9G). 
Accordingly, patients in the IS1 subtype with high expression of genes clustered into the yellow module might be 
candidates for mRNA vaccines. Five hub genes (RBP4, KNG1, METTL7A, F12, and ABAT) with a more than 80% 
correlation with the yellow module were identified, and these genes might be potential biomarkers for mRNA vaccines.

DISCUSSION
HCC is a malignant tumor with a high mortality rate due to its unique blood supply, nerve distribution, and functional 
characteristics. Traditional surgery and medical treatment are not ideal for treating advanced HCC. Immunotherapy can 

https://f6publishing.blob.core.windows.net/d0e2ad4d-bc88-4061-92d0-9dfeb17be2c4/WJGO-15-1717-supplementary-material.pdf
https://f6publishing.blob.core.windows.net/d0e2ad4d-bc88-4061-92d0-9dfeb17be2c4/WJGO-15-1717-supplementary-material.pdf
https://f6publishing.blob.core.windows.net/d0e2ad4d-bc88-4061-92d0-9dfeb17be2c4/WJGO-15-1717-supplementary-material.pdf
https://f6publishing.blob.core.windows.net/d0e2ad4d-bc88-4061-92d0-9dfeb17be2c4/WJGO-15-1717-supplementary-material.pdf
https://f6publishing.blob.core.windows.net/d0e2ad4d-bc88-4061-92d0-9dfeb17be2c4/WJGO-15-1717-supplementary-material.pdf
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Figure 4 Identification of immune subtypes of hepatocellular carcinoma. A: Cumulative distribution function curve of immune-related genes in the The 
Cancer Genome Atlas (TCGA) cohort; B: Delta area of immune-related genes in the TCGA cohort; C: Sample clustering heatmap in the TCGA cohort; D: Kaplan-
Meier curves showing the overall survival of the hepatocellular carcinoma immune subtypes in the TCGA cohort; E: Cumulative distribution function curve of immune-
related genes in the International Cancer Genome Consortium (ICGC) cohort; F: Delta area of immune-related genes in the ICGC cohort; G: Sample clustering 
heatmap in the ICGC cohort; H: Kaplan-Meier curves showing the overall survival of the hepatocellular carcinoma immune subtypes in the ICGC cohort. CDF: 
Cumulative Distribution Function.

be combined with surgery and medical treatment in the future because of its high specificity and minor side effects to 
achieve the ideal treatment goal of advanced HCC. mRNA tumor vaccines target TSAs and are innovative immuno-
therapies[21]. The mRNA cannot be integrated into the genome and can be degraded by cellular RNases. mRNA has a 
short and controllable half-life in vivo and has good safety[32,33]. However, only DNA vaccines, dendritic cell vaccines, 
and peptide vaccines are currently available for liver cancer. Studies on mRNA vaccines for HCC are limited.

In this study, we integrated the mutational and mRNA sequencing data of the TCGA-LICH cohort and identified a 
series of targeted antigens, of which AURKA, CCNB1, CDC25C, CDK1, TRIP13, PES1, MCM3, PPM1G, NEK2, KIF2C, 
PTTG1, KPNA2, and PRC1 are promising candidates for mRNA vaccines. The overexpression of these genes was not only 
associated with a poor OS and RFS but also positively correlated with the abundance of macrophages, dendritic cells, and 
infiltrating B cells. Therefore, these antigens play a crucial role in the development of HCC and can be recognized by 
APCs and presented to B cells to promote lymphocyte infiltration in the tumor microenvironment and induce an immune 
attack. Previous studies have shown that AURKA is upregulated in HCC tissues and is associated with distant metastasis
[34]. It can regulate the epithelial-mesenchymal transition and cancer stemness through the PI3K/AKT pathway[35]. 
High expression of CCNB1 is closely related to the poor prognosis of HCC patients[36,37]. CDK1 encodes a Ser/Thr 
protein kinase essential for cellular G1/S and G2/M phase transitions. CDK1 may play an important oncogenic role in 
HCC progression[38]. CDC25C is a novel TAA that is overexpressed in several cancers, including lung cancer[39], 
stomach cancer[40], bladder cancer[41], prostate cancer[42], esophageal squamous cell carcinoma[43], breast cancer[44], 
acute myeloid leukemia[45], and colon cancer[46]. TRIP13 is highly expressed in multiple tumors and is associated with a 
poor prognosis[47]. The abnormal expression of TRIP13 can lead to chromosomal instability and aneuploidy, which may 
promote tumorigenesis[47]. PES1, also known as Pescadillo or NOP7, encodes a protein involved in DNA replication and 
ribosome biogenesis[48]. Studies have found that PES1 is involved in the regulation of cell proliferation, and its abnormal 
expression can lead to tumorigenic transformation and tumor progression[48]. A series of studies have shown that PES1 
is highly expressed in various tumors and is associated with a poor prognosis. Thus, it may play a role in promoting 
tumor development[49-51]. This implies that PES1 may serve as a molecular target for cancer therapy. Previous studies 
have shown that MCM3 is highly expressed in medulloblastoma[52], melanoma[53], and prostate cancer[54] and is 
associated with nonanchored cell growth, cell migration, and invasion ability. High MCM3 expression was associated 
with high AFP levels and a poor OS and RFS[55]. PPM1G is highly expressed in HCC and is associated with a poor 
prognosis[56]. PPM1G can promote the progression of HCC by phosphorylating and regulating the alternative splicing 
protein SRSF3[56]. NEK2 encodes a serine/threonine kinase that is highly expressed in multiple tumors and promotes 
tumorigenesis through abnormal cell cycle regulation. NEK2 can affect the expression of PD-L1, thereby mediating tumor 
immune escape[57]. KIF2C encodes an important cell cycle regulator that is highly expressed in multiple tumors and is 
associated with a poor prognosis. Its abnormal expression can promote tumor progression[58]. PTTG1 is a proto-
oncogene involved in proliferation, metabolism, cell cycle progression, DNA damage/repair, and apoptosis[59]. Previous 
studies have shown that PTTG1 is overexpressed in HCC cell lines and HCC tissues[60]. KPNA2 encodes a member of the 
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Figure 5 Clinicopathological characteristics of immune subtypes of hepatocellular carcinoma. A and B: Complex heatmap of clinicopathological 
characteristics of immune subtypes of hepatocellular carcinoma (HCC) patients in the The Cancer Genome Atlas (TCGA) (A) and International Cancer Genome 
Consortium (ICGC) (B) cohorts; C and D: Distribution of immune subtypes across HCC pStage in the TCGA (C) and ICGC (D) cohorts.

nuclear transporter family also known as importin α1. Recent studies have shown that KPNA2 is highly expressed in 
various cancers and is a poor prognostic marker[61]. PRC1 is associated with tumor proliferation, metastasis, and tumori-
genesis. It is highly expressed in multiple tumors and is regulated by nuclear β-catenin and WNT expression[62]. 
Additionally, some studies have reported that PRC1 controls chromatin structure mainly through posttranslational 
histone modifications. Taken together, reports from previous studies of these genes support their potential for the 
development of mRNA vaccines.

Individual differences in the tumor microenvironment affect the efficacy of immunotherapy and vaccine response for 
liver cancer. To screen the appropriate population for mRNA vaccines, we used consensus cluster analysis to classify 
HCC patients into four immune subtypes based on the expression of immune-related genes. The ICGC cohort was also 
used to verify the robustness of the immune subtypes. There were significant survival differences among patients with 
different immune subtypes. Subtypes with better prognoses had lower expression levels of candidate mRNA vaccine 
antigens. This is consistent with the results of our analysis mentioned earlier. In the TCGA cohort, IS1 and IS4 had better 
prognoses and contained more stage I HCC patients. IS2 had the worst prognosis and contained more stage IV HCC 
patients. The same results were observed in the ICGC cohort. This indicates that immunophenotyping can predict the 
prognosis of HCC patients and is more accurate than traditional staging. Interestingly, there were no significant 
differences in the mutation landscape, TMB, or mutation counts among the four immune subtypes. This may be related to 
the fact that the threshold for high TMB should differ in different cancers[63]. TMB may not predict the immune response 
to mRNA vaccines in HCC. Published literature has reported that the tumor immune microenvironment varies among 
different individuals, including the “cold” and “hot” types of microenvironment[24]. Patients with a “cold” tumor 
immune microenvironment respond poorly to immunotherapy. In the TCGA cohort, the immune scores and the 
abundance of immune cell infiltration were higher in IS2 and IS4 subtypes than in IS1 and IS3 subtypes. Hence, IS2 and 
IS4 are immunologically “hot” phenotypes, while IS1 and IS3 are immunologically “cold” phenotypes. Consistent results 
were also observed in the ICGC cohort. ICD is vital in transforming tumors from “cold” to “hot”. However, high 
expression of ICP-related genes represents an immunosuppressive tumor microenvironment, which may suppress the 
immune response to mRNA vaccines. Therefore, we further evaluated the differential expression of ICPs and ICDs 
among the four immune subtypes. The results showed that ICPs were highly expressed in the IS2 and IS4 subtypes. 
Similarly, high ICD expression was observed in the IS2 and IS4 subtypes in both the TCGA cohort and ICGC cohort. To 
verify the robustness of immunotyping, we compared the immune subtypes with the former immune cluster. We found 
that IS1 in the TCGA cohort was associated with the C4 subtype, which was lymphocyte depleted. This further shows 
that IS1 is suitable for mRNA vaccines. We also found that IS4 in the TCGA cohort was associated with C3, which was 
associated with superior prognoses. These results were consistent with a better survival probability of IS4. In conclusion, 
IS1 in the TCGA cohort and IS2 in the ICGC cohort may be suitable populations for mRNA vaccination.

To further explore the marker molecules for predicting the appropriate population for mRNA vaccines, we used the 
WGCNA algorithm to identify five coexpression modules of immune-related genes. The yellow module was associated 
with prognosis and positively associated with IS1. The genes extracted from the yellow module were involved in multiple 
immune-related functions and cell adhesion functions, such as T-cell activation, leukocyte proliferation, lymphocyte 
proliferation, the JAK-STAT signaling pathway, antigen processing and presentation, Th17 cell differentiation, and 
regulation of leukocyte cell-cell adhesion. Ultimately, five hub genes (RBP4, KNG1, METTL7A, F12, and ABAT) with a 
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Figure 6 Mutational landscape of distinct immune subtypes. A: Mutational landscape oncoplot of the top 20 mutated genes in the hepatocellular 
carcinoma (HCC) immune subtypes; B to D: Tumor mutational burden (B), mutation number (C), and altered genome fractions (D) in HCC IS1-IS4. aP value < 0.05; 
bP value < 0.01; cP value < 0.001; TMB: Tumor mutational burden; NS: Not significant.

more than 80% correlation with the yellow module were identified, which might be potential biomarkers for mRNA 
vaccines. RBP4 encodes a protein that belongs to the lipoprotein family and is the main transport protein of hydrophobic 
retinol[64]. Previous studies have shown that RBP4 plays a crucial role in maintaining the self-renewing ability of colon 
cancer and promoting tumorigenesis[65]. Studies have found that RBP4 is overexpressed in ovarian cancer and promotes 
the proliferation and metastasis of ovarian cancer cells by regulating the RhoA/Rock1 pathway[66]. The protein encoded 
by KNG1 is degraded to kinin in malignant gliomas, which further activates TH-1 immunity. Thus, it may become a 
therapeutic target for malignant gliomas[67]. KNG1 has been identified as a biomarker for advanced colorectal cancer
[68], lung squamous cell carcinoma[69], and multiple myeloma[70]. The role of METTL7A in cancers has rarely been 
investigated. Previous studies have shown that METTL7A may be involved in the development of thyroid cancer[71]. 
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Figure 7 Immune microenvironment characteristics of immune subtypes. A to C: Estimate scores (A), immune scores (B), and stromal scores (C) of 
hepatocellular carcinoma (HCC) immune subtypes in The Cancer Genome Atlas (TCGA) cohort; D to F: Estimate scores (D), immune scores (E), and stromal scores 
(F) of HCC immune subtypes in International Cancer Genome Consortium (ICGC) cohort; G and H: Heatmap of enrichment scores of 28 immune cell signatures 
among HCC immune subtypes in the (G) TCGA and (H) ICGC cohorts. aP value < 0.05; bP value < 0.01; cP value < 0.001; NS: Not significant.

METTL7A can participate in adipocyte-induced myeloma drug resistance by regulating lncRNA m6A methylation[72]. 
F12, produced by hepatocytes, is underexpressed in colorectal[73], gastric[74], and lung cancers[75] and is involved in 
antigen processing and presentation and glutathione metabolism. Studies have shown that ABAT expression is downreg-
ulated in HCC, and low ABAT expression is associated with a poor prognosis, which is an independent risk factor for 
HCC patients[76]. These data suggest that these hub genes may play a key role in HCC tumorigenesis and progression.

CONCLUSION
In conclusion, AURKA, CCNB1, CDC25C, CDK1, TRIP13, PES1, MCM3, PPM1G, NEK2, KIF2C, PTTG1, KPNA2, and PRC1 
have been identified as candidate HCC antigens for mRNA vaccine development. The IS1 and IS3 immune subtypes are 
suitable populations for mRNA vaccination. RBP4, KNG1, METTL7A, F12, and ABAT are potential biomarkers for mRNA 
vaccines.
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Figure 8 Association between immune subtypes and immune checkpoint/immune cell death modulator-related genes. A and B: Box plot of 
differential expression of immune checkpoint genes among immune subtypes in the The Cancer Genome Atlas (TCGA) (A) and International Cancer Genome 
Consortium (ICGC) (B) cohorts; C and D: Box plot of differential expression of immune cell death modulator genes among immune subtypes in the TCGA (C) and 
ICGC (D) cohorts. aP value < 0.05; bP value < 0.01; cP value < 0.001; dP value < 0.0001; NS: Not significant.
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Figure 9 Identification of potential biomarkers for mRNA vaccines. A: Differential distribution of module eigengenes among distinct hepatocellular 
carcinoma immune subtypes; B: Heatmap of module trait relationships; C: Dot plot showing the top 10 GO terms in the yellow module; D: Dot plot showing the top 10 
KEGG terms in the yellow module; E and F: Kaplan-Meier plots showing overall survival (E) and recurrence-free survival (F) of the yellow module prognostic gene 
expression score; G: Distribution of six previously reported pancancer immune subtypes among IS1-IS4. dP value < 0.0001; NS: Not significant; HR: Hazard ratio.

ARTICLE HIGHLIGHTS
Research background
Primary liver cancer is one of the leading causes of malignant tumor death in China. Hepatocellular carcinoma (HCC) is 
not sensitive to conventional chemotherapy and radiotherapy. However, drug therapy, represented by targeted therapy 
and immunotherapy, has progressed dramatically. mRNA vaccines have become an important platform for cancer 
immunotherapy. mRNA vaccines have been investigated in multiple tumors, but limited studies have been conducted on 
their use for HCC.

Research motivation
mRNA vaccines are ideally suited for targeting tumor-specific antigens. It is feasible and urgently necessary to develop 
and apply mRNA vaccines to improve the prognosis of HCC patients. It is also vital to identify HCC patient subpopu-
lations who are suitable for vaccination.

Research objectives
The present study aimed to identify candidate mRNA vaccine antigens for HCC and suitable subpopulations for mRNA 
vaccination in order to provide new insights into developing HCC mRNA vaccines and screening suitable patients for 
vaccination.

Research methods
Gene expression profiles and clinical information of HCC datasets were obtained from International Cancer Genome 
Consortium and The Cancer Genome Atlas. Genes with somatic mutations and copy number variations were identified 
by cBioPortal analysis. The differentially expressed genes with significant prognostic value were identified by Gene 
Expression Profiling Interactive Analysis 2 website analysis. The Tumor Immune Estimation Resource database was used 
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to assess the correlation between candidate antigens and the abundance of antigen-presenting cells (APCs). Tumor-
associated antigens were overexpressed in tumors and associated with prognosis, genomic alterations, and APC infilt-
ration. A consensus cluster analysis was performed with the Consensus Cluster Plus package to identify the immune 
subtypes. The weighted gene coexpression network analysis (WGCNA) was used to determine the candidate biomarker 
molecules for appropriate populations for mRNA vaccines.

Research results
AURKA, CCNB1, CDC25C, CDK1, TRIP13, PES1, MCM3, PPM1G, NEK2, KIF2C, PTTG1, KPNA2, and PRC1 were 
identified as candidate HCC antigens for mRNA vaccine development. Four immune subtypes (IS1-IS4) and five immune 
gene modules of HCC were identified that were consistent in both patient cohorts. The immune subtypes showed distinct 
cellular and clinical characteristics. The IS1 and IS3 immune subtypes were immunologically “cold”. The IS2 and IS4 
immune subtypes were immunologically “hot”, and the immune checkpoint genes and immunogenic cell death genes 
were upregulated in these subtypes. IS1-related modules were identified with the WGCNA algorithm. Ultimately, five 
hub genes (RBP4, KNG1, METTL7A, F12, and ABAT) were identified, and they might be potential biomarkers for mRNA 
vaccines.

Research conclusions
AURKA, CCNB1, CDC25C, CDK1, TRIP13, PES1, MCM3, PPM1G, NEK2, KIF2C, PTTG1, KPNA2, and PRC1 have been 
identified as candidate HCC antigens for mRNA vaccine development. The IS1 and IS3 immune subtypes are suitable 
populations for mRNA vaccination. RBP4, KNG1, METTL7A, F12, and ABAT are potential biomarkers for mRNA 
vaccines.

Research perspectives
Immunotherapy may be an essential therapeutic tool to improve the clinical outcomes of HCC. The immunotherapy of 
HCC should be studied in more dimensions.
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