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Overexpression of Rab25 promotes hepatocellular carcinoma cell
proliferation and invasion
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Abstract Rab25 was reported to be associated with several
human cancers and malignant biological behavior of cancer
cells. The goal of the present study was to determine its ex-
pression pattern and biological function in human hepatocel-
lular carcinoma (HCC). We examined Rab25 protein in 92
cases of HCC tissues and 3 HCC cell lines. The results
showed that Rab25 was upregulated in HCC tissues and cells
compared with normal liver tissues and cell line. Rab25 over-
expression correlated with advanced tumor stage and nodal
metastasis. Rab25 small interfering RNA (siRNA) was
employed in Bel7402 and SK-Hep-1 cell lines. Cell Counting
Kit-8 (CCK-8) assay and colony formation assay showed that
Rab25 depletion blocked cell growth rate and inhibited colony
formation ability. Transwell assay showed that Rab25 deple-
tion negatively regulated the invading ability of HCC cells. To
explore the possible mechanisms, we checked several signal-
ing pathways and found that Rab25 depletion downregulated
AKT phosphorylation. In addition, luciferase reporter assay
showed that Rab25 depletion inhibited the Wnt signaling
pathway and its target genes such as cyclin D1, c-myc, and
MMP7. In conclusion, Rab25 is overexpressed in human

HCC and contributes to cancer cell proliferation and invasion
possibly through regulation of the Wnt signaling pathway.
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Introduction

Hepatocellular carcinoma (HCC) is a commonmalignant can-
cer and the second main cause of cancer-related deaths [1–3].
Despite significant advances in therapeutic approaches during
the past decades [4, 5], the prognosis still remains poor.
High incidence of metastasis, tumor recurrence, and
chemoresistance contribute to the poor prognosis of HCC pa-
tients [6]. So it is very important to explore oncogenes regu-
lating malignant phenotype of HCC, which may contribute to
the development of new targeted therapy.

Rab25 belongs to the Rab GTPases family proteins, which
play roles in vesicular transportation [7, 8]. Rab25 controls
various aspects of membrane trafficking from the cytoplasm
to the membrane [9]. Recently, Rab family proteins including
Rab25 were recently reported to play important roles in hu-
man cancer progression [10, 11]. Rab25 was reported to en-
hance the malignant feature of human breast and ovarian can-
cers [12]. Rab25 interacts with integrin signaling and pro-
motes cancer progression [13, 14]. However, several recent
reports showed that Rab25 depletion could result in a more
aggressive phenotype in colorectal, esophageal, and breast
(triple negative) cancers [15–18]. To date, expression pattern
and biological function of Rab25 in HCC has not been ex-
plored. In this study, we examined Rab25 in 92 HCC tissues
using immunohistochemistry. We also knocked down Rab25
expression in HCC cell lines and investigated its biological
effects and potential mechanisms.
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Materials and methods

Patients and specimens

This research was approved by the review board at the
Shengjing Hospital of China Medical University.
Ninety-two cases of HCC samples were obtained form
Shengjing Hospital of China Medical University during
the period of 2010 to 2012. All patients were treated
with routine chemotherapy after the operation. The his-
tological diagnosis and tumor grade were evaluated
using H&E staining sections according to the WHO
guidelines of classification. Patient information was re-
trieved from medical records.

Immunohistochemistry

Tumor specimens were fixed with neutral formalin, and
5-μm-thick paraffin sections were made. Immunostain-
ing was previously described using the avidin–biotin–
peroxidase complex method (S-P Kit, Maixin, Fuzhou,
China). Tissue sections were incubated with Rab25 an-
tibody (1:200 dilution, Sigma, USA). Counterstaining
with hematoxylin was performed, and the sections were
dehydrated in ethanol before mounting.

Two independent pathologists examined all tumor
slides. At least five random fields were examined in
each slide, and 100 cells were observed per view. Stain-
ing of Rab25 was scored following a semi-quantitative
scale by evaluating in representative tumor areas the
intensity and percentage of cells. Cytoplasmic and mem-
brane staining was considered as positive. The intensity
was also scored as 0 (none), 1 (weak), and 2 (strong).
Percentage scores were designated as 1 (1–25 %), 2
(26–50 %), 3 (51–75 %), and 4 (76–100 %). The two
scores were multiplied to get the final score from 0 to
8. Rab25 was determined as low expression, score <4,
and overexpression (+), score ≥4.

Cell culture, transfection, and small interfering RNA
treatment

LO2, Bel-7402, SK-Hep-1, and HepG2 cell lines were
obtained from the American Type Culture Collection
(Manassas, VA, USA). The cells were cultured in
DMEM (Invitrogen, Carlsbad, CA, USA) containing
10 % fetal calf serum. siGENOME, SMARTpool,
Rab25 small interfering RNAs (siRNAs) and non-
targeting control were obtained from Dharmacon
(ThermoFisher, USA). siRNA was transfected using
DharmaFECT 1.

CCK-8 cell proliferation assay

Cell proliferation assay was performed using the Cell
Counting Kit-8 (CCK-8) solution (Dojindo, Gaithers-
burg, MD, USA) according to the manufacturer’s proto-
col. Briefly, cells were seeded at a concentration of
3 × 103 cells each well in 96-well culture plates and
treated with 10 μl CCK-8 solution during the last 4 h
of the culture. Optical density of the wells was mea-
sured at 450 nm using a microplate reader.

Colony formation assay

Forty-eight hours after transfection, cells were plated
into 6-cm culture dishes (about 1000 per dish). After
2 weeks, plates were washed with PBS and Giemsa
staining was performed to visualize colony. The colo-
nies with more than 50 cells were counted using a
microscope.

Western blot analysis

Total proteins from cells were extracted in cell lysis
buffer and quantified using the Bradford method. Forty
micrograms of protein was separated by SDS-PAGE.
Samples were transferred to PVDF membranes
(Millipore, MA, USA) and incubated overnight at
4 °C with antibody against Rab25 (1:500; Sigma,
USA), p-AKT, AKT, c-myc, cyclin D1, MMP7 (1:900,
Cell Signaling Technology, Boston, USA), and GAPDH
(1:2000; Santa Cruz, USA). After incubation with
peroxidase-coupled anti-mouse or rabbit IgG antibody
(1:2000 dilution, Cell Signaling Technology, USA) at
37 °C for 2 h, proteins on a membrane were visualized
using the ECL kit and figures were captured using the
DNR BioImaging System (DNR, Jerusalem, Israel).

Matrigel invasion assay

Matrigel invasion assay was performed using a 24-well
Transwell chamber (Costar, MA, USA). The inserts
were coated with 20 μl Matrigel (1:5 dilution, BD Bio-
science, CA, USA). Forty-eight hours after the transfec-
tion, cells were trypsinized and suspended in 100 μl of
serum-free medium and were transferred to the upper
chamber. A medium supplemented with 10 % FBS
was added to the lower chamber. After 16 h of incuba-
tion, the non-invaded cells on the upper membrane sur-
face were removed with a cotton tip, and the cells that
passed through the filter were stained using hematoxy-
lin. The invading cell number was counted under the
microscope.
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Luciferase reporter assay

Luciferase activity assay was performed as follows:
cells in a 24-well plate were co-transfected with
pGL3-OT luciferase reporter (0.2 μg) along with the
Renilla luciferase reporter (Promega Co) (0.02 μg) for
12 h using Attractene reagent and the reporter plasmids
of TOP-Flash. The luciferase activity was measured
using a Dual-Luciferase Assay System (Promega, CA,
USA).

Wnt activity/TCF-mediated gene transcription activity was
determined by using pGL3-OT activity normalized to Renilla
luciferase activity.

Statistical analysis

SPSS version 12 for Windows was used for all analy-
ses. The chi-squared test was used to examine possible
correlations between Rab25 overexpression and clinico-
pathologic factors. Student’s t test was used to compare
other data. p < 0.05 was considered to be statistically
significant.

Results

The clinical significance of Rab25 in hepatocellular
carcinoma

We examined Rab25 protein in 92 HCC specimens and
corresponding normal tissues by immunohistochemistry.
Rab25 expression was weak in normal tissues (Fig. 1a)

and overexpressed in HCC tissues, which was localized
in the cytoplasmic compartment of tumor cells (Fig. 1b–
d). Overexpression of Rab25 was found in 50 out of
92 (54.3 %) HCC specimens. We analyzed the rela-
tionship between the Rab25 overexpression and clini-
copathological parameters. As shown in Table 1,
Rab25 overexpression significantly correlated with ad-
vanced TNM stage (I + II vs III + IV, p= 0.0261), T stage
(T1-T2 vs T3-T4, p= 0.0243), and positive nodal status
(p= 0.0285).

Rab25 depletion in HCC cells inhibits proliferation
and invasion

We examined Rab25 protein expression in three HCC
cell lines (SK-Hep-1, Bel7402, HepG2) and normal liver
cell line LO2 by western blot. Relatively high Rab25
protein was found in SK-Hep-1 and Bel7402 cell lines,
and low Rab25 expression was observed in HepG2 and
LO2 cell lines (Fig. 2a). Then, we employed Rab25
siRNA in the SK-Hep-1 and Bel7402 cell lines. Rab25
knockdown efficiency was determined by western blot
analysis (Fig. 2b). We examined the effect of Rab25
depletion on HCC cell proliferation and colony forma-
tion by CCK-8 assay and colony formation assay
(Fig. 3a, b). Rab25 depletion by siRNA inhibited cell
growth rate and colony formation ability in both the
Bel7402 and SK-Hep-1 cell lines.

We also performed Matrigel invasion assay to find
out if Rab25 regulates HCC invading ability (Fig. 3c).
The results showed Rab25 depletion inhibited cell inva-
sion in both HCC cell lines.

Fig. 1 Expression of Rab25 in
hepatocellular carcinoma. a
Negative Rab25 expression in
normal liver tissue. b Negative
Rab25 expression in a case of
well-differentiated, stage II
hepatocelluar carcinoma. c
Positive cytoplasmic Rab25
expression in a case of moderate-
differentiated, stage III
hepatocelluar carcinoma. d
StrongRab25 expression in a case
of well-differentiated, stage III
hepatocelluar carcinoma
(magnification ×400)
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Rab25 upregulates AKT and Wnt signaling in HCC cells

To investigate the possible mechanism of Rab25 on cell pro-
liferation and invasion, we examined the effects of Rab25
depletion on several signaling pathways (Fig. 4a). Western
blot revealed that knockdown of Rab25 reduced the expres-
sion of p-AKT (ser473) in both Bel7402 and SK-Hep-1 cell
lines, indicating the involvement of AKT signaling in the

biological function of Rab25. Wnt signaling plays an impor-
tant role in carcinogensis of HCC. We examined the level of
Wnt activation in Rab25-depleted cells using luciferase re-
porter assay (TOP-Flash) and found that Rab25 depletion
could downregulate Wnt/TOP-Flash activity in both cell lines
(Fig. 4b). In addition, western blot was carried out to examine
Wnt target genes including cyclin D1, c-myc, and MMP7. As
shown in Fig. 4a, Rab25 depletion decreased the levels of
cyclin D1, c-myc, and MMP7 in both cell lines, suggesting

Fig. 2 Expression of Rab25 in hepatocellular carcinoma cell lines and its
knockdown efficiency. a Rab25 protein expression in 3 HCC cell lines
(SK-Hep-1, Bel7402, HepG2) and normal cell line LO2. b Western blot
analysis showed that Rab25 siRNA decreased its expression in Bel7402
and SK-Hep-1 cell lines

Fig. 3 Rab25 regulates HCC cell proliferation, colony formation and
invasion. a CCK-8 assay showed that Rab25 siRNA inhibited cell
proliferation rate in both Bel7402 and SK-Hep-1 cell lines. b Colony
formation assay showed that Rab25 siRNA inhibited colony formation
number in both Bel7402 and SK-Hep-1 cell lines. c Matrigel invasion
assay showed that Rab25 siRNA inhibited the invading ability in both cell
lines. * p< 0.05

Table 1 Distribution of Rab25 in HCC according to clinicopathological
characteristics

Characteristics Number Rab25
negative

Rab25
overexpression

p

Gender

Female 21 8 13 0.4287

Male 71 34 37

Age

≤50 42 21 21 0.4429

>50 50 21 29

TNM stage

I + II 41 24 17 0.0261

III + IV 51 18 33

T stage

T1-T2 43 25 18 0.0243

T3-T4 49 17 32

Nodal status

Negative 83 41 42 0.0285

Positive 9 1 8

Differentiation

Well-moderate 45 23 22 0.3037

Poor 47 19 28
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Rab25 regulates biological behaviors of HCC cells possibly
through the Wnt signaling pathway.

Discussion

Accumulating evidence has shown that Rab25 is involved in
human cancer progression. Thus, we aimed to explore its
function in human HCC. For the first time, we found that
Rab25 expression was elevated in HCC, which was associated
with advanced TNM stage. In addition, our study showed that
Rab25 depletion inhibited proliferation, invasion, and sup-
pressed the AKT and Wnt signaling pathway, suggesting that
Rab25 is an oncoprotein in HCC.

In this study, we examined Rab25 protein in HCC samples
by immunohistochemistry and found that the positive staining
of Rab25 protein, which is located in the cyctoplasm of tumor
cells, was upregulated in 54.3 % HCC tissues and correlated
with advanced TNM stage. These data was in accord with
former reports, which provide evidence that Rab25 overex-
pression is an important step during HCC development and
facilitate malignant phenotype of HCC cells.

To explore the biological roles of Rab25 in HCC cell
lines, we examined the effect of Rab25 depletion on the
biological behavior of HCC and we demonstrated that
Rab25 depletion inhibited cancer cell proliferation and
invasion. These results were consistent with the immu-
nohistochemical results and previous reports, implying
Rab25 might serve as a biomarker for malignant biolog-
ical behavior. Activation of Wnt signaling cascade plays

an important role during HCC progression [19, 20]. In
this study, we reported, for the first time, that Rab25
was able to regulate Wnt signaling and its downstream
target genes such as cyclin D1, c-myc, and MMP7.
cyclin D1 and c-myc are two important regulators of
HCC malignant proliferation, which were reported to
correlate with poor patient prognosis [21–23]. Thus,
our results showed that Rab25 regulates HCC cell pro-
liferation possibly through regulation of Wnt signaling
cascade. Rab25 was reported to play an important role
in vesicular traffic between the cytoplasm and mem-
brane. Vesicular trafficking also influences Wnt signal-
ing in both ligand-producing and ligand-receiving cells
[24–26]. Thus, it is possible that Rab25 depletion im-
paired vesicular trafficking ability, which in turn re-
duced canonical Wnt activity. The precise mechanism
needs further investigation. In addition, we found that
the level of AKT and phosphorylation were also
inhibited after Rab25 depletion, which was reported in
several other cancers [27, 28].

The role of Rab25 as a tumor suppressor has been reported
in colorectal cancer, triple-negative breast cancer, and esoph-
ageal cancer [15, 17, 18]. Since Rab25 mainly regulates intra-
cellular trafficking, the characteristic of intracellular vesicle
and signaling could determine the effect of Rab25. Thus, we
believe that the biological role of Rab25 on human cancers
may be tissue specific.

In conclusion, this study demonstrated that Rab25
was overexpressed in human hepatocellular carcinoma
and correlated with advanced stage. Rab25 promotes

Fig. 4 Rab25 regulates Wnt and
AKT signaling. a siRNA
knockdown of Rab25 reduced
protein expression of Wnt target
genes cyclin D1, c-Myc, and
MMP7. Rab25 depletion also
reduced AKT phosphorylation in
both Bel7402 and SK-Hep-1 cell
lines. b Rab25 siRNA treatment
inhibited TOP-Flash activity in
both cell lines
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cell proliferation and invasion, possibly through the
AKT/Wnt signaling pathway.
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