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Background: Retinal pigment epithelial cells constitute an important component of the 

blood–retinal barrier and play a pivotal role in the development of age-related macular 

degeneration (AMD). Understanding the underlying molecular mechanisms is a prerequisite 

for developing therapeutic strategies for the treatment of this disease. This study investigated 

cytokine-induced changes of the JAK–STAT (Janus tyrosine kinase–signal transducers and 

activators of transcription) signaling pathway in the human retinal pigment epithelial cell line 

ARPE-19 and potential implications for AMD.

Methods: Electromobility shift assay, immunofluorescence staining, and flow cytometry were 

used to evaluate the JAK–STAT pathway in the ARPE-19 cell line.

Results: We examined cytokine-induced expression of STATs in the ARPE-19 cell line. Strong 

STAT1 activation determined by electromobility shift assay and flow cytometry was demon-

strated upon exposure to interferon-γ. Interferon-α upregulated STAT1, STAT2, and STAT3 in 

ARPE-19 cells, while interleukin-6 (IL-6) and IL-4 activated STAT3 and STAT6, respectively. 

Confocal microscopy identified the nuclear translocation of the STAT proteins. Flow cytometry 

analysis demonstrated the upregulation of major histocompatibility complex molecules on 

ARPE-19 cells as responses to interferon-α and interferon-γ.

Conclusion: Our data demonstrate the upregulation of members of the JAK–STAT signaling 

pathway in the ARPE-19 cells upon stimulation with interferon-α, interferon-γ, IL-4, and IL-6. 

We present a model for these signaling pathways potentially relevant for AMD, which may 

prove useful for screening of AMD therapeutics.

Keywords: retinal pigment epithelium, ARPE-19, age-related macular degeneration, 

JAK–STAT pathway

Introduction
Age-related macular degeneration (AMD) is a degenerative disease of the macula 

leading to irreversible visual impairment and blindness, affecting nearly 50 million 

people worldwide.1,2 Clinically and histologically, AMD can be classified into two major 

subtypes: dry and wet AMD. Dry AMD is characterized by macular changes consisting 

of abnormalities of the retinal pigment epithelium (RPE), drusen, and photoreceptor 

dysfunction/degeneration. The key feature of wet AMD is choroidal neovascularization 

(CNV), which is described as the growth of new blood vessels from the choroid into 

the region underlying the RPE.3

The etiology of AMD is unclear but includes hereditary components.4–7 Earlier 

stage of AMD treatment is limited to risk factor management. Major changes during 

AMD disease development occur in the outer retina, affecting the photoreceptors, the 

RPE, and the Bruch’s membrane.

In
te

rn
at

io
na

l J
ou

rn
al

 o
f I

nt
er

fe
ro

n,
 C

yt
ok

in
e 

an
d 

M
ed

ia
to

r 
R

es
ea

rc
h 

do
w

nl
oa

de
d 

fr
om

 h
ttp

s:
//w

w
w

.d
ov

ep
re

ss
.c

om
/

F
or

 p
er

so
na

l u
se

 o
nl

y.

www.dovepress.com
www.dovepress.com
www.dovepress.com
mailto:elizaveta.fasler@fhnw.ch


International Journal of Interferon, Cytokine and Mediator Research 2010:2submit your manuscript | www.dovepress.com

Dovepress 

Dovepress

128

Fasler-Kan et al

Recent studies have shown that the immune system plays 

an important role in the development of AMD.8 RPE cells 

constitute a specialized phagocytic system similar to that of 

macrophages. In addition, the RPE can modulate immune 

response through proinflammatory cytokine production, 

including interleukin-1β (IL-1β), IL-6, and tumor necro-

sis factor-α.9 RPE cells also produce pigment epithelial 

growth factor, which decreases and increases IL-12 and 

IL-10 production, respectively.10 RPE plays a critical role in 

photoreceptor renewal since defects lead to photoreceptor 

death and retinal degeneration.11–14 Although it is known that 

dysfunctions of RPE cells are the major cause of degenera-

tive diseases including AMD, exact molecular mechanisms 

of these processes remain to be elucidated.11,15

The JAK–STAT (Janus tyrosine kinase–signal transducers 

and activators of transcription) pathway has been implicated 

in the control of cell progression, cell survival, and cell 

death. STATs are a class of transcription factors activated 

upon tyrosine phosphorylation. This cytoplasmic protein 

family functions in signaling and transcription factor regula-

tion, participating in normal cellular responses to cytokines 

and growth factors.16 The JAK–STAT pathway can lead to 

angiogenesis by triggering angiogenic factor production, 

including vascular endothelial growth factor and matrix 

metalloproteinase.17–19

Our recent research has shown abnormal STAT3 

activation in choroidal neovascular membranes of AMD 

patients.20 Therefore, we chose to focus on the expression 

and regulation of the JAK–STAT pathway using the ARPE-19 

cell line (as in vitro model for RPE cells), a signaling cascade 

not extensively studied in the context of AMD pathogenesis. 

Our results demonstrate STAT3-specific upregulation by 

interferon-α (IFN-α) and IL-6. We also found a strong acti-

vation of STAT1 induced by IFN-γ. Furthermore, in AMD 

where multiple growth factor pathways are involved, STAT 

proteins, particularly STAT3 (because of its central regula-

tory role), represent an attractive development target for 

potentially effective AMD therapies.

Materials and methods
Chemicals and reagents
Human recombinant IFN-α (Roferon-A) was obtained 

from Roche Pharma AG (Reinach, Switzerland). Human 

recombinant IFN-γ, IL-6, and IL-4 were from R&D Systems 

(Minneapolis, MN). Antibodies against STAT1, STAT2, 

STAT3, and STAT6 were from Santa Cruz Biotechnology Inc. 

(Santa Cruz, CA). Primary rabbit polyclonal antibodies against 

phosphorylated human STAT proteins for immunofluorescence 

experiments were from Cell Signaling (Danvers, MA). 

Recognized phosphorylated tyrosines on the respective 

STAT proteins can be summarized as follows: epitope Y701 

on STAT1, epitope Y705 on STAT3, and epitope Y641 on 

STAT6. Monoclonal antibodies against human cytokeratins 8 

and 18 were from Progen Biotechnik (Heidelberg, Germany). 

Secondary antibodies conjugated with Alexa Fluor 488 (goat 

anti-mouse) and Alexa Fluor 555 (goat anti-rabbit) were from 

Invitrogen (Carlsbad, CA). Alexa Fluor 488 mouse anti-human 

phospho-STAT1 (epitope Y701), anti-phospho-STAT3 (epitope 

Y705), anti-phospho-STAT6 (epitope Y641), fluorescein iso-

thiocyanate (FITC)-conjugated mouse anti-human monoclonal 

antibodies against major histocompatibility complex (MHC) 

class I human leukocyte antigen-A,B,C (HLA-A,B,C), FITC-

conjugated mouse anti-human HLA-DR and HLA-DQ, as 

well as isotype-matched IgG for flow cytometry experiments, 

were purchased from BD Biosciences (San Jose, CA). All 

cell culture reagents were obtained from Invitrogen. All cell 

culture plasticware were purchased from TPP (Trasadingen, 

Switzerland).

Cell lines
The ARPE-19, Colo 205, Daudi, HepG2, and THP-1 cell lines 

were purchased from the American Type Culture Collection 

(ATCC, Rockville, MD) and cultivated according to the 

ATCC recommendations. Briefly, ARPE-19 cells were cul-

tured in a 1:1 mixture of Dulbecco’s modified Eagle’s medium 

and Ham F-12 supplemented with 10% heat-inactivated fetal 

calf serum, 2 mM l-glutamine, 0.1 mg/mL penicillin, and 

100 U/mL of streptomycin in 5% CO
2
/95% air at 37°C.

hLA modulation assay
Surface expression of MHC class I and class II was monitored 

by flow cytometry, using a FITC-labeled antibody for a mono-

morphic determinant of HLA-ABC heavy chain, HLA-DR, 

HLA-DQ, or control, isotype-matched reagent in cells cultured 

for 48 h in the presence or absence of IFN-α and IFN-γ. Mean 

fluorescence intensity of stained cells was measured and ana-

lyzed using a FACSCalibur analyzer and the CellQuest Pro 

Software (Becton-Dickinson, San Jose, CA).

Proliferation assay
Cell proliferation was evaluated using cultures of 10,000 cells/

well in 24-well plates in the absence or presence of 500 U/mL 

of IFN-α for the indicated time period as it was previously 

described.21,22 Cells were trypsinized, and cell numbers were 

determined by live cell counting using a hemocytometer and 

0.4% trypan blue reagent.
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electromobility shift assay
To examine the effects of cytokines on the activation of STAT 

proteins, electromobility shift assay (EMSA) was performed 

as it was previously described.23 Briefly, cytokine treated or 

untreated cells (negative control) were lysed in low salt buffer 

(20 mM HEPES, pH 7.9, 10 mM KCl, 1 mM EDTA, 1 mM 

EGTA, 0.2% NP-40, 10% glycerol, 0.1 mM Na
3
VO

4
, 1 mM 

PMSF, 1 mM DTT, 2 µg/mL aprotinin, 1 µg/mL leupeptin, 

and 1 µg/mL pepstatin) at 4°C for 10 min. After centrifuga-

tion for 1 min at full speed, the supernatant (cytoplasmic 

extract) was removed, and the pelleted nuclei were incubated 

in a high salt buffer, same as low salt, but with 420 mM NaCl 

and 20% glycerol for 30 min at 4°C. Samples were cleared 

by centrifugation at 12000× g at 4°C. The supernatant was 

designated as the nuclear extract. The protein concentration 

was determined using the Bio-Rad Protein Assay (Bio-Rad 

Laboratories, Hercules, CA) according to the manufacturer’s 

instructions. Bovine serum albumin was used as a standard. 

Nuclear extracts were stored at −70°C. For the EMSA, nuclear 

extracts were incubated for 20 min at room temperature in 

20 mM HEPES, pH 7.9, 4% Ficoll, 1 mM MgCl
2
, 40 mM 

KCl, 0.1 mM EGTA, 0.5 mM DTT, 160 mg/mL Poly(dI-dC) 

× Poly(dI-dC) with 1 ng of 32P-labeled oligonucleotides. Sam-

ples were separated on a 5% nondenaturing polyacrylamide 

gel at 400 V for 4 h at 4°C. The following four oligonucle-

otides corresponding to STAT response element sequences 

were used in this work: O15: 5′-CTAGGAAAGGGAAA

CCGAAACTGAAGC-3′, binding to STAT1-STAT2-p48 

complex; βCas: 5′-ATCGATTTCTAGGAATTCAATCC-3′, 
containing the sequence of the β-casein promoter bind-

ing to STAT1, STAT5, and STAT6 homodimers; Cε: 

5′-CACTTCCCAAGAACAGA-3′, binding to STAT6 homodi-

mers; and M67: 5′-GATCCATTTCCCGTAAATCAT-3′, 
binding to STAT1, STAT1–3, STAT3, and STAT4 homo-/

heterodimers. For supershift experiments, 1 µL of antibody 

was added to the samples as indicated in figure legends and 

incubated for 20 min. For oligonucleotide competition assays, 

a 50-fold excess of unlabeled oligonucleotide was added to 

the incubation mixture.

Immunofluorescence staining
ARPE-19 cells were cultured on cover glasses in 24-well tissue 

culture dishes. Cells were left untreated (negative control) 

or incubated with appropriate cytokines for 20 min at 37°C. 

Then cells were fixed in methanol/acetone (1:1) for 20 min 

on ice and were further incubated with 10% goat serum in 

PBS for 1 h at room temperature. Anti-phospho-STAT and 

anti-cytokeratin antibodies were used as primary antibodies. 

Goat-anti-mouse Alexa Fluor 488 and goat anti-rabbit Alexa 

Fluor 555 were used as secondary antibodies, and the prepara-

tions were examined on confocal laser scanning microscope 

(Zeiss LSM 510; Carl Zeiss MicroImaging GmbH, Jena, 

Germany). Microscopic images were collected and analyzed 

using proprietary image acquisition LSM software (version 

3.2; Carl Zeiss MicroImaging GmbH).

Analysis of activated sTAT proteins  
by flow cytometry
ARPE-19 cells were incubated for 20 min with appropriate 

cytokines or left untreated as a negative control. Cells were then 

fixed with 2% paraformaldehyde for 20 min and then permea-

bilized in 90% methanol for 30 min. Then cells were stained 

for 1 h with Alexa Fluor 488-conjugated anti-phospho-STAT-1, 

anti-phospho-STAT3, or anti-phospho-STAT6 antibodies as it 

is indicated in figure legends and collected on FACSCalibur 

cytometer with CellQuest Pro software (Becton Dickinson).

Results
effect of IFn-α and IFn-γ on  
hLA modulation
We first tested the effects of IFN-α and IFN-γ on HLA-

 expression on ARPE-19 cells by flow cytometry. We found 

that untreated ARPE-19 cells express high levels of MHC 

class I (Figure 1A, B, gray histograms). When the cells 

were treated with 500 U/mL of IFN-α or with 500 U/mL 

of IFN-γ for 48 h, we observed the upregulation of MHC 

class I expression (Figure 1A, B, white histograms). More-

over, 48-h treatment with 500 U/mL of IFN-γ induced the 

expression of MHC class II molecule HLA-DR (Figure 1C, 

white histogram), whereas IL-4 and IL-6 treatments did not 

have any effect on the expression of MHC molecules on 

ARPE-19 cells (data are not shown).

Inhibition of proliferation by IFn-α
The effect of IFN-α on the proliferation of ARPE-19 cells 

was analyzed by quantitation of cell viability using trypan 

blue staining. The percentage of dead cells in cultures with 

and without IFN-α did not exceed 10%. As it is shown in 

Figure 2, exogenously added human IFN-α at a concentration 

of 500 U/mL suppressed the proliferation of ARPE-19 cells. 

In cultures without IFN-α, the cell number increased, whereas 

in the presence of IFN-α, cell proliferation was inhibited.

Intracellular signaling
We further studied the potential effects of IFN-α, IFN-γ, IL-6, 

and IL-4 on the activation of STAT proteins in ARPE-19 cells. 
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Figure 1 Interferon-induced MhC modulation in ARPe-19 cells. A) IFn-α-induced 
MhC class I upregulation. Black histogram: isotype-matched control; gray histogram: 
MhC class I expression in ARPe-19 cells; white histogram: cells treated for 48 h with 
500 U/mL of IFn-α. B) IFn-γ-induced MhC class I upregulation. Black histogram: 
isotype-matched control; gray histogram: MhC class I expression in ARPe-19 cells; 
white histogram: cells treated for 48 h with 500 U/mL of IFn-γ. C) IFn-γ-induced 
MhC class II upregulation. Black histogram: isotype-matched control; gray histogram: 
hLA-DR expression; white histogram: cells treated for 48 h with 500 U/mL of IFn-γ. 
Black histogram (negative control) is fully hidden behind the gray histogram.
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Figure 2 IFn-α-induced inhibition of proliferation in ARPe-19 cells. Proliferation 
of cells over a 5-day period in the presence (white bars) or absence (gray bars) of 
500 U/mL of IFn-α. Values are cell number means ± seM of three independent sets 
of experiments with n = 9 (day 2), 3 (day 3), 6 (day 4), 8 (day 5) data points. 
Notes: *P = 0.025; **P  0.001 by student’s t-test comparing InF-α-treated cells 
with untreated controls.
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Toward this end, the EMSA was carried out on nuclear extracts 

and probed with four oligonucleotides, O15, M67, βCas, and 

Cε, that recognize all known STAT proteins. Untreated cells 

were used as negative controls, and for positive controls, 

Daudi, HepG2, THP-1, and Colo 205 cell lines were treated 

with the appropriate cytokines. Representative results are 

shown in Figures 3–6. Stimulation with IFN-α activated a 

STAT1-STAT2-p48 complex that binds to the O15 probe 

(Figure 3). All positive nuclear extracts of stimulated cells 

have been verified by supershift experiments using specific 

anti-STAT antibodies (Figures 3, 4, and 6). The supershift 

experiment (Figure 3) showed that the O15 band disappears 

after incubation with antibodies specific for STAT1 and 

STAT2, whereas antibodies specific for STAT3 had no 

effect. When tested on βCas probe, all nuclear extracts 

stimulated with human IL-4 showed activated STAT6 

(Figure 4). The STAT6:6 shift disappeared after addition of 

anti-STAT6 antibodies (Figure 4). The STAT6:6 homodim-

ers were also visible when the nuclear extracts were tested 

on the Cε probe derived from the immunoglobulin heavy 

chain ε gene promoter (Figure 5). To confirm the specific-

ity of the induced gel shifts, an oligonucleotide competi-

tion assay was performed. All induced complexes were 

competed by the excess of unlabelled oligonucleotides. 

One example is shown in Figure 5: the STAT6 shift bound 

to the Cε disappeared after addition of 50-fold excess of 

cold Cε probe.

The ARPE-19 nuclear extracts were also tested on M67 

probe (Figure 6). As a positive control for STAT1, we used 

IFN-γ-stimulated Colo 205 cells (Figure 6, both panels), 

and as a STAT3 positive control, we used HepG2 cells 

stimulated with IL-6 (Figure 6, both panels). A very strong 

activation of STAT1:1 homodimer shift was observed after 

IFN-γ and IFN-α stimulation (Figure 6). Furthermore, 

IL-6 activated STAT3 in the ARPE-19 cells (Figure 6, the 

upper panel). The STAT3 shift generated by ARPE-19 cells 

is comparable with the STAT3 shift generated by our 

positive control cell line HepG2. After stimulation with 

IFN-α, the STAT1:STAT3 complex appeared as a band 

of intermediate intensity migrating slightly slower than 

STAT1:1 homodimers (Figure 6, on the lower panel). After 
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Figure 3 eMsA analysis of nuclear extracts from ARPe-19 cells using the O15 probe. 
ARPe-19 cells were unstimulated (negative control) or stimulated with 500 U/mL 
IFn-α for 20 min. supershift experiment: IFn-α-treated cells were incubated with 
antisera specific for STAT1 (IFN-α + αSTAT1), with antisera specific for STAT2 
(IFn-α + αSTAT2), or with antisera specific for STAT3 (IFN-α + αsTAT3). In 
control experiment, the nuclear extracts of ARPe-19 cells were compared with 
nuclear extracts of Daudi cells (untreated and treated with 500 U/mL of IFn-α for 
20 min), which were used as a positive control for the O15 probe.
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Figure 4 eMsA analysis of nuclear extracts from ARPe-19 cells using the βCas 
probe. nuclear extracts from unstimulated ARPe-19 cells (negative control) were 
compared with nuclear extracts of ARPe-19 cells treated with IL-4. supershift 
experiment: IL-4-treated nuclear extracts were incubated with antisera specific 
for sTAT6 (IL-4 + αsTAT6). ThP-1 cells, untreated or IL-4 treated, were used as 
sTAT6 positive control. Both ARPe-19 and ThP-1 cells were treated with 10 ng/mL 
of IL-4 for 20 min.
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IFN-α stimulation, STAT3:3 homodimer shift was visible 

on overexposed films only as a faint, but reproducible band. 

Both STAT1:1 homodimers and STAT1:3 heterodimers 

could be supershifted with antibodies specific for STAT1 

(Figure 6, lower panel). STAT3:3 homodimers and STAT1:3 

heterodimers could be supershifted with antibodies specific 

for STAT3, whereas STAT2-specific antisera had no effect 

(Figure 6, lower panel). Untreated cells revealed no activa-

tion of STAT proteins (Figure 6, on both panels).

In summary, our gel shift data showed that the intrac-

ellular STAT pathways are activated in ARPE-19 cells in 

response to cytokine treatment, with IFN-γ activating STAT1 

and IFN-α activating STAT1, STAT2, and STAT3. Similarly, 

IL-6 activated STAT3, and IL-4 activated STAT6.

Immunofluorescence staining
In the next set of experiments, we confirmed activated 

STAT protein nuclear localization by immunofluores-

cence. The ARPE-19 cells were cultured on cover glasses. 

After stimulation with appropriate cytokines, methanol/

acetone fixed cells were probed with antibodies that react 

only with phosphorylated STAT1, STAT3, or STAT6 

proteins. The immunofluorescence assay confirmed the 

data obtained from the gel shift experiments. Representa-

tive results of the nuclear expression of STAT1 and STAT3 

proteins are shown in Figure 7. ARPE-19 cells were left 

untreated (left panel) or were treated with IFN-γ (500 U/

mL) for 20 min (Figure 7A, right panel). Strong nuclear 

localization of STAT1 was observed in the cells after 

treatment with IFN-γ. The cytoplasm was stained with 

anti-cytokeratin 8 antibodies (Figure 7A). Nuclear trans-

location of phosphorylated STAT3 protein was observed 

after incubation of ARPE-19 cells with 10 ng/mL of IL-6. 

The cytoplasm was stained with anti-cytokeratin 18 anti-

bodies (Figure 7B). Strong phospho-STAT6 translocation 

was observed after incubation with IL-4. (Data are not 

shown.) IFN-α induced the nuclear translocation of both 

STAT1 and STAT3 proteins. (Data are not shown.)

expression of sTAT molecules  
on ARPe cells
To further confirm the above observations, the expression 

of phosphorylated STAT proteins was measured by flow 
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cytometry after incubation with IFN-α, IFNγ, IL-4, or IL-6. 

After 20-min incubation with the appropriate cytokines, the 

ARPE-19 cells were fixed with 2% paraformaldehyde and 

treated with 90% methanol. The samples were incubated 

with anti-phospho-STAT1, STAT3, or STAT6 antibodies 

(Figure 8). A very strong anti-phospho-STAT1 shift was 

observed in response to IFN-γ (Figure 8A). Representative 

results of INF-α-induced activation of STAT1 and STAT3 are 

shown in Figure 8B, C. IFN-α induced a strong anti-phospho-

STAT1 (Figure 8B) and anti-phospho-STAT3 (Figure 8C) 

shift. When the cells were probed with anti-phospho-STAT3 

antibody after incubation with IL-6 (Figure 8D), the shift was 

less strong, but still significant (mean fluorescence values of 

untreated and treated cells were 3.4 and 13.5, respectively). 

The treatment with IL-4 induced a very strong STAT6 shift 

as shown in Figure 8E.

Discussion
AMD is a leading cause of severe visual impairment and 

blindness. The immune system can play an important 

role in AMD pathogenesis.8,24–31 Although the eye is an 

immunologically privileged organ, induction of cytokines 

in RPE cells could be an early trigger of the inflammatory 

response, such as is known to occur after viral or bacte-

rial infection.32 RPE cells have been shown to secrete 

inflammatory and chemoattractant cytokines, including 

IL-6, IL-8, monocyte chemotactic protein, IFN-γ, and 

tumor necrosis factor alpha.33–38 The biological effects of 

type I and type 2 IFNs are known to be mediated through 

activation of JAK–STAT pathways, specifically JAK1, 

STAT1, and STAT2.39
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In our previous study,20 we demonstrated the presence 

of activated STAT3 proteins in CNV membranes of AMD 

patients. Our interest in STAT3 is explained by the fact that 

STAT3 is a key signaling molecule for multiple cytokines 

and growth factor receptors (eg, members of IFN, IL-2, and 

gp130 family). Consistently, the pharmacological blockade 

of the STAT3 pathway has suppressed CNV.40

In this study, we investigated the activation of JAK–STAT 

signaling pathway in the ARPE-19 cell model and demon-

strated that not only the STAT3 protein, but also other STAT 

molecules including STAT1, STAT2, and STAT6 are activated 

in ARPE-19 cells in response to IFN-α, IFN-γ, IL-6, and IL-4. 

The individual activation patterns were cytokine-specific 

(Table 1). Taken together, our data indicate that IFN-γ activated 

STAT1, IFN-α activated STAT1, STAT2, and STAT3. IL-6 

and IL-4 activated STAT3 and STAT6, respectively. IFN-α 

induced a strong activation of STAT1, which was measured 

by EMSA and FACS. Interestingly, the activation of STAT3 

after incubation with IFN-α was weak in EMSA, but strong in 

FACS experiments (Figures 6 and 8). In contrast, IL-6 induced 

Figure 7 Confocal immunofluorescence analysis of phospho-STAT proteins in ARPE-19 cells. A) Phospho-sTAT1 staining. ARPe-19 cells were untreated (left panel) or 
treated with 500 U/mL of IFn-γ for 20 min (right panel). Both untreated and IFn-γ-treated cells were incubated with anti-cytokeratin 8 (green) and anti-phospho-sTAT1 
(red) antibodies. When ARPe-19 cells were stimulated with IFn-γ, there was intense nuclear immunostaining of phospho-STAT1 (right panel). Magnification 40×. scale bar 
50 µm. B) Phosho-sTAT3 staining ARPe-19 cells were untreated (left panel) or treated with 10 ng/mL of IL-6 for 20 min (right panel). The cells were incubated with anti-
cytokeratin 18 (green) and anti-phospho-sTAT3 (red) antibodies. In cells stimulated with IL-6, intense nuclear immunostaining of phospho-sTAT3 was observed (right panel). 
Magnification 40×. scale bar 50 µm.
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a strong activation of STAT3 in EMSA experiments, but weak 

activation of STAT3 in FACS experiments (Figures 6 and 8). 

Activation of STAT1 upon stimulation with IFN-γ was very 

strong in all assays, whereas IL-4 induced a very strong activa-

tion of STAT6 in all tests (Table 1).

Based on these findings, we hypothesize that upregula-

tion of IFNs and other cytokines in AMD can lead to activa-

tion of JAK–STAT pathways and, furthermore, that STATs 

can contribute to the pathogenesis of AMD (Figure 9). The 

JAK–STAT signaling pathway (specifically the STAT1 

and STAT3 proteins) has been already implicated in 

neurodegenerative and chronic inflammatory pathogenetic 

mechanisms.41–44

One protein family that appears to be highly susceptible 

to modulation by inflammatory cytokines is the MHC. RPE 
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Figure 8 Flow cytometric analysis of phospho-sTAT translocation in ARPe-19 cells. 
Unstimulated cells (gray histograms) are compared to cells stimulated for 20 min 
with different cytokines (white histograms). A) stimulation with 500 U/mL of IFn-γ 
and analysis of phospho-sTAT1. B) stimulation with 500 U/mL of IFn-α and analysis 
of phospho-sTAT1. C) stimulation with 500 U/mL of IFn-α and analysis of phospho-
sTAT3. D) stimulation with 10 ng/mL of IL-6 and analysis of phospho-sTAT3. 
E) stimulation with10 ng/mL of IL-4 and analysis of phospho-sTAT6.

Table 1 Summary of cytokine specific activation patterns in 
ARPe-19 cells

Cytokine Protein EMSA IF FC

IFn-α sTAT1 ++ ++ ++
IFn-α sTAT2 ++ nd nd

IFn-α sTAT3 + +++ ++
IFn-γ sTAT1 +++ +++ +++
IL-6 sTAT3 ++ +++ +
IL-4 sTAT6 +++ +++ +++

Notes: +++ = strong expression; + = weak expression; nd = not determined.
Abbreviations: EMSA, electromobility shift assay; IF, immunofluorescence staining; 
FC, flow cytometry.

Multiple factors

Pathogenesis of AMD

Retinal pigment
epithelium

Inflammation

Interleukins
interferons

Cytokine signal
transduction

(JAKs / STATs)
STAT3 VEGF

Therapy of AMD

Figure 9 schematic representation of AMD pathogenesis. Current AMD therapy is 
based on vascular endothelial growth factor inhibition. novel approaches for AMD 
therapy should also consider JAK–sTAT signaling as a target. The term ‘multiple 
factors’ may include genetic or environmental factors or aging.
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cells phagocytose and recycle autoantigen-rich retinal rod 

outer segments and coexpress HLA-DR and HLA-DQ 

antigens in response to IFN-γ stimulation. An immuno-

regulatory role is postulated for RPE cells under conditions 

implicated in retinal autoimmunity, such as chronic idio-

pathic posterior uveitis and retinal vasculitis.45 In our pres-

ent study, IFN-γ stimulated HLA-DR antigen expression in 

ARPE-19 cells (Figure 1C). This observation is consistent 

with those of Gabrielian et al46 and Farrokh-Siar et al47 

where HLA-DR has been shown to be upregulated in 

response to IFN-γ on RPE cells. The important role of 

MHC class II antigen expression in inflammatory eye 

diseases was emphasized by studies demonstrating that 

administration of anti-IFN-α antibodies signif icantly 

delayed the onset of experimental autoimmune uveitis in 

rats.48 Upregulation of MHC II after stimulation with IFNs 

further confirms that RPE cells have antigen-presenting 

capabilities and may be involved in the development of 

abnormal immune response during AMD. Recent study has 

shown that proangiogenic effect of IFN-γ is dependent on 

the PI3 K/mTOR translational pathway.49

We speculate that deregulated activation of STAT pro-

teins may lead to elevated angiogenic and apoptotic pheno-

types, vascular endothelial growth factor deregulation,50,51 

and later even lead to retina degeneration (Figure 9). 

While interferons and cytokines upregulate the expression 

of MHC molecules and activate the JAK–STAT signaling 

pathway, activated STAT members, in turn, may lead to the 

activation of additional growth factors and chemokines. 

Novel approaches for AMD therapy should therefore 

consider STAT signaling as a target. Further studies 

including tissues from patients suffering from AMD are 

necessary to clarify the precise mechanisms underlying 

AMD progression and for the further development of new 

therapies for AMD treatment.

Conclusion
In the present study, JAK–STAT pathway activation in 

ARPE-19 cells was demonstrated with various cytokines 

using the techniques of EMSA, flow cytometry, and immu-

nofluorescence. Our current data showed that multiple STAT 

proteins (STAT1, STAT2, STAT3, and STAT6) are activated 

in ARPE-19 cells upon stimulation with cytokines.

The individual STAT activation patterns were obviously 

cytokine-specific. We foresee the ARPE-19 cell line as a 

model for screening of novel drugs through interference with 

JAK–STAT signaling pathway and for future research using 

primary RPE culture.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

www.dovepress.com
www.dovepress.com
www.dovepress.com


International Journal of Interferon, Cytokine and Mediator Research

Publish your work in this journal

Submit your manuscript here: http://www.dovepress.com/international-journal-of-interferon-cytokine-and-mediator-research-journal

The International Journal of Interferon, Cytokine and Mediator 
Research is an international, peer-reviewed, open-access, online 
journal. The focus of the journal is to publish original research, 
reports, editorials, reviews and commentaries on all aspects of 
interferon, cytokine and mediators of inflammation from labora-

tory science to therapeutic indications and clinical studies. The 
manuscript management system is completely online and includes 
a very quick and fair peer-review system, which is all easy to use. 
Visit http://www.dovepress.com/testimonials.php to read real quotes 
from published authors.

International Journal of Interferon, Cytokine and Mediator Research 2010:2submit your manuscript | www.dovepress.com

Dovepress 

Dovepress

Dovepress

136

Fasler-Kan et al

 20. Fasler-Kan E, Wunderlich K, Hildebrand P, Flammer J, Meyer P. Acti-
vated STAT3 in choroidal neovascular membranes of patients with 
age-related macular degeneration. Ophthalmologica. 2005;219(4): 
214–221.

 21. Fasler-Kan E, Suenderhauf C, Barteneva N, et al. Cytokine signaling 
in the human brain capillary endothelial cell line hCMEC/D3. Brain 
Res. 2010;1354:15–22.

 22. Pansky A, Hildebrand P, Fasler-Kan E, et al. Defective Jak-STAT signal 
transduction pathway in melanoma cells resistant to growth inhibition 
by interferon-alpha. Int J Cancer. 2000;85:720–725.

 23. Fasler-Kan E, Pansky A, Wiederkehr M, Battegay M, Heim M. 
Interferon-alpha activates signal transducers and activators of transcrip-
tion 5 and 6 in Daudi cells. Eur J Biochem. 1998;254(3):514–519.

 24. Sakurai E, Anand A, Ambati BK, van Roojnen N, Ambati J. Macrophage 
depletion inhibits experimental choroidal neovascularization. Invest 
Ophthalmol Vis Sci. 2003;44(8):3578–3585.

 25. Espinosa-Heidemann DG, Suner IJ, Hernandez EP, Monroy D, 
Csaky KG, Cousins SW. Macrophage depletion diminishes lesion size 
and severity in experimental neovascularization. Invest Ophthalmol Vis 
Sci. 2003;44(8):3586–3592.

 26. Ambati J, Anand A, Fernandez S, et al. An animal model of age-related 
macular degeneration in senescent Ccl-2 or Ccr-2-deficient mice. 
Nat Med. 2003;9(11):1390–1397.

 27. Apte RS, Richter J, Herndon J, Ferguson TA. Macrophages inhibit neo-
vascularization in a murine model of age-related macular degeneration. 
PLoS Med. 2006;3(8):e310.

 28. Johnson LV, Ozaki S, Staples MK, Erickson PA, Anderson DH. 
A potential role for immune complex pathogenesis in drusen formation. 
Exp Eye Res. 2000;70(4):441–449.

 29. Haines JL, Hauser MA, Schmidt S, et al. Complement factor H vari-
ant increases the risk of age-related macular degeneration. Science. 
2005;308(5720):385–389.

 30. Yates JR, Sepp T, Matharu BK, et al. Genetic factors in AMD study 
group. Complement C3 variant and the risk of age-related macular 
degeneration. N Engl J Med. 2007;357(6):553–561.

 31. Bora PS, Hu Z, Tezel TH, et al. Immunotherapy for choroidal neo-
vascularization in a laser-induced mouse model simulating exudative 
(wet) macular degeneration. Proc Natl Acad Sci U S A. 2003;100(5): 
2679–2684.

 32. Cai S, Brandt C. Induction of interleukin-6 in human retinal epi-
thelial cells by an attenuated Herpes simplex virus vector requires 
viral replication and NFkB activation. Exp Eye Res. 2008;86(2): 
178–188.

 33. Elner VM, Scales W, Elner SG, Danforth J, Kunkel SL, Strieter RM. 
Interleukin-6 gene expression and secretion by cytokine-stimulated human 
retinal pigment epithelial cells. Exp Eye Res. 1992;54(3):361–368.

 34. Jaffe GJ, Roberts WL, Wong HL, Yurochko AD, Cianciolo GJ. Mono-
cyte-induced cytokine expression in cultured human retinal pigment 
epithelial cells. Exp Eye Res. 1995;60(5):533–543.

 35. Nagineni CN, Pardhasaradhi K, Martins MC, Detrick B, Hooks JJ. 
Mechanisms of interferon-induced inhibition of Toxoplasma gondii 
replication in human retinal pigment epithelial cells. Infect Immun. 
1996;64(10):4188–4196.

 36. Holtkamp GM, van Rossem M, de Vos AF, Willekens B, Peek R, 
Kijlstra A. Polarized secretion of IL-6 and IL-8 by human retinal pig-
ment epithelial cells. Clin Exp Immunol. 1998;112(1):34–43.

 37. Bodaghi B, Goureau O, Zipeto D, Laurent L, Virelizier JL, Michelson S. 
Role of IFN-γ-induced indoleamine 2,3-dioxygenase and inducible nitric 
oxide synthase in the replication of human cytomegalovirus in retinal 
pigment epithelial cells. J Immunol. 1999;162(2):957–964.

 38. An E, Gordish-Dressman H, Hathout Y. Effect of TNFα on human 
ARPE-19 secreted proteins. Mol Vis. 2008;14:2292–2303.

 39. Maher SG, Romero-Weaver AL, Scarzello AJ, Gamero AM. Interferon: 
cellular executioner or white knight? Curr Med Chem. 2007;14(12): 
1279–1289.

 40. Izumi-Nagai K, Nagai N, Ozawa Y, et al. Interleukin-6 receptor-mediated 
activation of STAT3 promotes choroidal neovascularization. Am J 
Pathol. 2007;170(6):2149–2158.

 41. Battle TE, Frank DA. The role of STATs in apoptosis. Curr Mol Med. 
2002;2(4):381–392.

 42. Boyd ZS, Kriatchko A, Yang J, Agarwal N, Wax MB, Patil RV. Inter-
leukin-10 receptor signaling through STAT-3 regulates the apoptosis of 
retinal ganglion cells in response to stress. Invest Ophthalmol Vis Sci. 
2003;44(12):5206–5211.

 43. Samardzija M, Wenzel A, Aufenberg S, Thiersch M, Reme C, 
Grimm C. Differential role of Jak-STAT signaling in retinal degenera-
tions. FASEB J. 2006;20(13):E1790–E1801.

 44. Egwuagu CE. STAT3 in CD4(+)T helper differentiation and inflamma-
tory diseases. Cytokine. 2009;47(3):149–156.

 45. Liversidge JM, Sewell HF, Forrester JV. Human retinal pigment epithe-
lial cells differentially express MHC class II (HLA, DP, DR and DQ) 
antigens in response to in vitro stimulation with lymphokine or purified 
IFN-gamma. Clin Exp Immunol. 1988;73(3):489–494.

 46. Gabrielian K, Osusky R, Sippy BD, Ryan SJ, Hinton DR. Effect of 
TGF beta on interferon gamma induced HLA-DR expression in human 
retinal pigment epithelial cells. Invest Ophthalmol Vis Sci. 1994;35(13): 
4253–4259.

 47. Farrokh-Siar L, Rezai KA, Palmer EM, Patel SC, Ernest TJ, van Seventer GA. 
Cytokine modulation of costimulatory molecules on human fetal retinal 
pigment epithelial cells. Curr Eye Res. 2001;23(4): 285–290.

 48. Wetzig R, Hooks JJ, Percopo CM, Nussenblatt R, Chan CC, Detrick B. 
Anti-Ia antibody diminishes ocular inflammation in experimental auto-
immune uveitis. Curr Eye Res. 1988;7(8):809–818.

 49. Liu B, Faia L, Hu M, Nussenblatt RB. Pro-angiogenic effect of IFNγ is 
dependent on the PI3 K/mTOR/translational pathway in human retinal 
pigmented epithelial cells. Mol Vis. 2010;16:184–193.

 50. Wei D, Le X, Zheng L, et al. Stat3 activation regulates the expression 
of vascular endothelial growth factor and human pancreatic cancer 
angiogenesis and metastasis. Oncogene. 2003;22(3):319–329.

 51. Simon AR, Rai U, Fanburg L, Cochran BH. Activation of the JAK-
STAT pathway by reactive oxygen species. Am J Physiol. 1998;275 
(6 Pt 1):1640–1652.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

http://www.dovepress.com/international-journal-of-interferon-cytokine-and-mediator-research-journal
www.dovepress.com
www.dovepress.com
www.dovepress.com
www.dovepress.com

	Publication Info 2: 
	Nimber of times reviewed: 


