
559

Braz J Med Biol Res 33(5) 2000

VDR expression in PMA growth arrested leukemic cell linesBrazilian Journal of Medical and Biological Research (2000) 33: 559-568
ISSN 0100-879X

Differential regulation of vitamin D
receptor expression in distinct leukemic
cell lines upon phorbol ester-induced
growth arrest

1Disciplina de Oncologia, Departamento de Radiologia, Faculdade de Medicina,
Universidade de São Paulo, São Paulo, SP, Brasil
2Departamento de Farmacologia, Faculdade de Ciências Médicas,
Universidade Estadual de Campinas, Campinas, SP, Brasil

M.A.A.K. Folgueira1,
M.H.H. Federico1,

R.A. Roela1, S. Maistro1,2,
M.L.H. Katayama1

and M.M. Brentani1

Abstract

A close correlation between vitamin D receptor (VDR) abundance and
cell proliferation rate has been shown in NIH-3T3 fibroblasts, MCF-
7 breast cancer and in HL-60 myeloblastic cells. We have now
determined if this association occurs in other leukemic cell lines,
U937 and K562, and if VDR content is related to c-myc expression,
which is also linked to cell growth state. Upon phorbol myristate
acetate (PMA) treatment, cells from the three lineages (HL-60, U937
and K562) differentiated and expressed specific surface antigens. All
cell lines analyzed were growth inhibited by PMA and the doubling
time was increased, mainly due to an increased fraction of cells in the
G0/G1 phase, as determined by flow cytometry measurements of
incorporated bromodeoxyuridine and cell DNA content. C-myc mRNA
expression was down-regulated and closely correlated to cell growth
arrest. However, VDR expression in leukemic cell lines, as deter-
mined by immunofluorescence and Northern blot assays, was not
consistently changed upon inhibition of cell proliferation since VDR
levels were down-regulated only in HL-60 cells. Our data suggest that
VDR expression cannot be explained simply as a reflection of the
leukemic cell growth state.
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Introduction

Vitamin D receptor (VDR) is a nuclear
transcription factor, a member of the steroid/
thyroid hormone receptor family, which me-
diates the physiological actions of its hor-
mone ligand, 1,25-dihydroxyvitamin D3 (1).
VDR is expressed in a large variety of mam-
malian cells from almost every tissue that
has been examined thus far. VDR is also
present in numerous fresh cancer cells and in
a variety of cancer cell lines, as well as in

various kinds of hematopoietic cells and leu-
kemic cell lines (2,3).

Regulation of VDR content is still a matter
of investigation. VDR abundance seems to be
modulated by a variety of hormones, growth
factors and developmental signals (4). High
levels of VDR expression and high cell prolif-
eration rates were reported in primary cultures
of mouse bone (5) and in cultured bovine
aortic endothelial cells (6), as well as in NIH-
3T3 mouse fibroblasts and in MCF-7 human
breast cancer cells (4). In addition, our previ-
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ous work showed that in HL-60 myeloblastic
cells, VDR expression is correlated with the
proliferation rate expressed by the fraction of
cells in the G0/G1 phase (7).

Another gene whose expression is tightly
linked to the cell growth state is c-myc. This
proto-oncogene belongs to a family of re-
lated genes involved in the control of normal
cell proliferation, induction of neoplasia and
apoptosis. C-myc protein is a transcription
factor that acts in conjunction with its part-
ner Max, sustaining a program of cell growth
through the activation of a specific set of
target genes (8). Growth inhibition and c-
myc down-regulation were reported upon
phorbol 12-myristate 13-acetate (PMA) treat-
ment of leukemic cell lines such as HL-60,
U937 (9) and K562 (10). Furthermore, cor-
relations between c-myc and VDR expres-
sion in a rat osteogenic sarcoma cell line and
mouse skin fibroblasts have been previously
demonstrated (11).

In the present work, the association be-
tween VDR expression and cell proliferation
rate was investigated in three leukemic lin-
eages representing distinct stages of hemato-
poietic cell differentiation: HL-60, U937 and
K562. K562 is an undifferentiated multipoten-
tial cell line obtained from a patient with chronic
myelogenous leukemia during a blast crisis
(12); the HL-60 cell line was established from
a patient with incompletely differentiated my-
eloblastic leukemia (13); U937 is a promono-
cytic cell line derived from a patient with
diffuse histiocytic lymphoma (14). We have
attempted to determine in these cell lines if
VDR and c-myc expression would follow the
same pattern of down-regulation upon PMA-
induced growth arrest.

Material and Methods

Cell culture

HL-60, U937 and K562 cells (American
Type Culture Collection, Rockville, MD,
USA) were grown as previously described

(3). Cells at an initial density of 1 x 105 cells/
ml were treated with vehicle alone (control)
or exposed to 60 nM PMA for 96 h as
previously determined in dose (data not
shown) or time (7) versus response curves.

Phenotypic analysis by flow cytometry

The maturation level of HL-60, U937 and
K562 cells was evaluated with a broad panel
of monoclonal antibodies (MoAb): CD34
(IOM 34, Immunotech, Marseille-Cédex,
France), CD33 (WM-54, Dako Corp., Carpin-
teria, CA, USA), CD13 (WM-47, Dako), CD18
(IOT 18, Immunotech), CD11a (IOT 16, Im-
munotech), CD11b (2LPM 19c, Dako), CD11c
(IOM 11c, Immunotech), CD14 (My-4, Coulter
Corp., Hialeah, FL, USA), CD71 (IOA 71,
Immunotech), CD41a (IOP 41a, Immunotech)
and glycophorin A (Immunotech). Monocytes
from peripheral blood of healthy donors were
stained with specific antibodies using the
Coulter ImmunoPrep EPICSTM Leukocyte
Preparation System in a Coulter Q-PREP Work
Station, as recommended by the manufac-
turer. Cells were labeled in direct or indirect
(CD11c) immunofluorescence assays as de-
scribed (15), and analyzed with an EPICS,
Profile II (Coulter) instrument or with a
FACscan (Becton-Dickinson Immunocytom-
etry Systems, San Jose, CA, USA). Results are
presented as the percentage of cells reacting
with the specific MoAb, and positive cells are
defined as cells showing greater expression of
the antigen than that measured in 99% of cells
labeled only with the isotype control or the 2nd
antibody. Cells were also analyzed for fluores-
cence intensity. This value was obtained by
subtracting the mean fluorescence channel
value of cells exposed only to the isotype
control or the 2nd antibody from the mean
fluorescence channel value of cells stained
with the specific MoAb.

Cell kinetic assays

Cells were evaluated for DNA content
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using the DNA-intercalating agent propidium
iodide (PI) as described (16). Percentage of
cells in the G0/G1, S and G2/M phases was
evaluated using the Multicycle software
(Phoenix Flow Systems, San Diego, CA,
USA). Kinetic parameters were evaluated by
flow cytometry by correlating bromodeoxy-
uridine (BrdUrd, a halogenated thymidine
analogue, Sigma Chemical Co., St. Louis,
MO, USA) incorporation indicating DNA
synthesizing cells with DNA quantitation by
PI. Cells were processed as described by
Schutte et al. (17). Briefly, 107 cells (106

cells/ml) in the presence or absence of in-
ducers were pulse labeled by incubation with
50 µM BrdUrd for 30 min at 37oC in a
humidified atmosphere with 5% CO2. After
being washed twice in phosphate-buffered
saline (PBS), cells were returned to culture
conditions and harvested at progressive time
intervals in order to allow progression through
the cell cycle. Cells were fixed in 70% etha-
nol for at least 12 h, rinsed twice with PBS
and incubated with 2 ml pepsin, 0.4 mg/ml in
0.1 N HCl, for 30 min at room temperature
(RT) in the dark. Following two washes with
PBS, cells were treated with 2 ml 2 N HCl for
30 min at 37oC and washed twice with borax,
pH 8.5, and twice with 1% PBS/BSA. Cells
were then incubated with 20 µl fluorescein
(FITC) anti-BrdUrd conjugate (Becton-
Dickinson) in the dark for 30 min at RT,
washed in PBS and resuspended in 500 µl
PBS containing 5 µg/ml PI and RNase. The
labeling index (LI) was estimated as the
percentage of cells labeled with the mono-
clonal antibody directed to BrdUrd. Dura-
tion of the S phase (DNA synthesis time, Ts)
and potential doubling time (Tpot) were cal-
culated based on the relative movement of
cells that incorporated BrdUrd and pro-
gressed through the cell cycle (18).

VDR evaluation using a specific monoclonal
antibody

VDR expression was evaluated in indi-

rect immunofluorescence assays using a spe-
cific murine MoAb. Cells were fixed in 70%
cold ethanol and maintained at -20oC for at
least 12 h, washed twice in PBS and incu-
bated with 13 µg/ml anti-VDR (VD2F12)
(19) for 60 min. Positivity for the marker was
calculated by enumerating the cells located
above the channel where 1% of positivity
was obtained for the background stain. Fluo-
rescence intensity, which reflects the num-
ber of antigen molecules/cell, was evaluated
on the basis of the mean fluorescence chan-
nel as described in phenotypic analysis.

RNA isolation and Northern blot assays

Total RNA was prepared from 107 cells
using 5.7 M CsCl, pH 7.0, gradient centrifu-
gation (20). Twenty-microgram samples were
electrophoresed on 1% agarose-3% formal-
dehyde gels and the RNA was transferred to
Hybond N nylon filters (Amersham Interna-
tional, Little Cholfont, Buckinghamshire,
England) which were hybridized in 50%
formamide, 5X SSPE, 0.2% SDS, 5% dex-
tran sulfate, 5X Denhardt�s solution contain-
ing 100 µg/ml salmon sperm DNA, and 3 x
106 cpm/ml [a32P]dCTP (Amersham Inter-
national) oligo-labeled specific probe using
the random primer labeling technique
(Klenow fragment of E. coli DNA poly-
merase, Gibco BRL, Gaithersburg, MD,
USA) for 20 h at 42oC. The following frag-
ments were used as probes: a 1.7-kb EcoRI
fragment of human c-myc cDNA (21), and a
2.1-kb fragment of human VDR cloned at
the EcoRI site of pGEM (22). Membranes
were washed for 15 min, twice at RT in 2X
SSPE, 0.1% SDS, once in 1X SSPE, 0.1%
SDS, once in 0.2X SSPE, 0.1% SDS, and
finally for 30 min at 52oC in 0.1X SSPE and
0.1% SDS. Hybridization with the 18S ribo-
somal RNA probe (1.9-kb fragment cloned
at the SalI/EcoRI site of plasmid pBR322)
(23) was subsequently performed to check
for equivalence of RNA loading. The 4.6,
2.2 and 1.9 hybridizing bands encountered
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were consistent with RNA coding for VDR,
c-myc and 18S rRNA, respectively. Band
intensities in autoradiograms were quanti-
fied by densitometric scanning (UltroScan
XL, Pharmacia LKB Biotechnology, Uppsala,
Sweden) and data are reported as the ratio of
specific mRNA to 18S rRNA. All solutions
were prepared as previously described (24).

Statistical analysis

Statistical analysis was carried out using
the Mann-Whitney two-tailed test, with the
level of significance set at P<0.05.

Results

A broad panel of monoclonal antibodies
was used to recognize surface antigens regu-
lated during induction of cell maturation. It
comprised CD11a, CD11b, CD11c and
CD18, members of the ß2 family of leuko-
cyte integrins; CD71, or transferrin receptor,
expressed by most proliferating cells; CD14,
the lipopolysaccharide receptor; CD34, a
glycoprotein present on hematopoietic pre-
cursor cells; CD33, a marker for colony-
forming units for granulocytes, erythrocytes,
monocytes, and megakaryocytes; CD13, an
antigen present during the early phase of
myeloid commitment; CD41a which reacts
with glycoprotein IIb complexed with gpIIIa
to form the main fibrinogen receptor, ex-
pressed by megakaryocytes and platelets,
and glycophorin A, a transmembrane sialo-
glycoprotein expressed by erythroid cells (25).

The proportion of HL-60 cells express-
ing each surface marker is summarized in
Table 1. A high percentage (>50%) of HL-
60 myeloblastic cells expressed CD33, CD13,
CD18, CD11a and CD71 molecules. After a
96-h exposure to 60 nM PMA, HL-60 cells
differentiated along the monocytic/macro-
phagic pathway and the fraction of cells
expressing CD11b, CD11c and CD11a anti-
gens increased, the later becoming similar to
that observed in normal monocytes. There
was a reduction in the proportion of cells
expressing CD71 molecules, whereas we
could not detect changes in CD13, CD14,
CD33 or CD18 expression.

A high proportion (>90%) of U937
myelomonoblastic uninduced cells exhib-
ited CD13, CD11a and CD18 antigens and
24% expressed CD14 antigen (Table 1). Upon
96 h of PMA treatment, the percentage of

Table 1 - Phenotypic analysis of HL-60 and U937 cells in the absence (C, control) or
presence of phorbol 12-myristate 13-acetate (PMA) for 96 h and normal monocytes
(Mono).

MoAb-stained cells were analyzed as percent of cells expressing the antigen. Immu-
nophenotyping of monocytes obtained from peripheral blood samples from normal
donors is also presented. Results are reported as means ± SD. *P<0.05 compared to
control uninduced cells (Mann-Whitney test).

HL-60 cells U937 cells Mono

C PMA C PMA
N = 11 N = 4 N = 6 N = 3 N = 3

CD33 52.7 ± 21.7 23.7 ± 18.3 47.1 ± 17.9 40.9 ± 5.8 37.1 ± 31.6
CD13 99.6 ± 0.60 98.9 ± 1.60 99.8 ± 0.10 99.9 ± 0.2 61.6 ± 17.1
CD18 86.7 ± 11.3 98.7 ± 0.70 99.7 ± 0.30 99.9 ± 0.0 98.2 ± 0.60
CD11a 77.7 ± 15.9 97.8 ± 2.30* 99.2 ± 0.80 99.8 ± 0.1 97.9 ± 1.20
CD11b 4.90 ± 4.20 41.3 ± 12.1* 37.0 ± 10.4 94.5 ± 4.7* 93.8 ± 0.90
CD11c 12.0 ± 8.10 61.6 ± 11.3* 13.5 ± 8.30 31.8 ± 8.4* 78.3 ± 10.3
CD14 0.41 ± 0.30 3.80 ± 1.20 24.7 ± 15.9 20.4 ± 7.5 82.2 ± 5.90
CD71 67.0 ± 21.8 21.4 ± 10.9* 69.5 ± 23.7 33.2 ± 1.9* 48.8 ± 18.5

Table 2 - Surface antigen expression in K562 cells
uninduced (C, control) or exposed for 96 h to
phorbol 12-myristate 13-acetate (PMA).

Results are reported as mean ± SD percentage of
positive cells. *P<0.05 compared to K562 control
cells (Mann-Whitney test). Glyc-A, Glycophorin A.

C PMA
N = 6 N = 6

CD34 5.4 ± 3.9 1.3 ± 0.8

CD33 0.8 ± 0.5 5.5 ± 5.0

CD13 1.2 ± 0.8 11.4 ± 10.1

CD18 1.1 ± 0.1 7.5 ± 2.6*

CD11a 2.0 ± 0.6 10.1 ± 3.7*

CD11b 1.8 ± 1.1 0.5 ± 0.3

CD11c 4.2 ± 5.7 1.8 ± 1.1

CD41a 0.8 ± 0.5 11.1 ± 4.7*

Glyc-A 25.3 ± 11.8 2.2 ± 1.2*

CD71 71.4 ± 13.4 6.0 ± 1.5*
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cells presenting CD11b and CD11c mol-
ecules was enhanced and reached 94 and
31%, respectively, whereas expression of
CD14 was unaffected. Since a high fraction
of U937 cells already expressed the CD11a
antigen, we observed that the number of
molecules per cell, evaluated by fluores-
cence intensity, was increased and reached
twice the value of uninduced cells. After this
period, PMA also induced a decrease in the
proportion of cells expressing the CD71
antigen from 69 to 33%.

As shown in Table 2, 25% of K562 cells
expressed glycophorin A and 71% presented
CD71. Both surface antigens were dimin-
ished upon exposure to PMA for 96 h. There
was a weak induction of CD41a, CD11a and
CD18 molecules, which were absent in con-
trol cells.

Proliferation was evaluated by the frac-
tion of cells with typical G0/G1 phase DNA
content following PI staining. To better un-
derstand the effects of inducers on these cell
lines, a more specific analysis of cell cycle
kinetics was performed using BrdUrd. By
competing with thymidine, BrdUrd is incor-
porated into newly synthesized DNA and
can be detected by flow cytometry after flu-
orescein-labeled anti-BrdUrd antibody ap-
plication. The cohort of BrdUrd-labeled cells
(LI) may be followed at various time points
in the cell cycle, providing kinetic estimates
of DNA Ts and cellular Tpot, as demon-
strated in Figure 1.

HL-60 cells were growth inhibited after
PMA treatment as verified by an accumula-
tion of cells in the G0/G1 phase of the cell
cycle (Table 3) that increased from 52%
(control cells) to 87% (PMA-treated cells).
PMA induction was associated with an in-
crease in Tpot, which doubled compared to
unexposed cells and reached 50 h, basically
due to a decrease in LI from 49% (control
cells) to 26%.

U937 cells were growth arrested upon
PMA treatment, so that it was not possible to
calculate the Tpot, as cells were no longer

synthesizing DNA. K562 cells showed the
shortest Tpot (12 h) among the three cell
lines analyzed, mainly due to their shorter
DNA synthesis time. Upon PMA induction,
Tpot was enhanced to 18 h. However, only

Figure 1 - Kinetic parameters of leukemic cell lines. HL-60 (1st line), U937 (2nd line) and
K562 (3rd line) uninduced cells were exposed to BrdUrd for 30 min and harvested immedi-
ately after incubation (time 0 h, on the left) or after a 6-h exposure (on the right). In the
histograms, BrdUrd incorporation analyzed as LFL1 is represented on the y-axis, and DNA
content evaluated with the intercalating agent PI appears on the x-axis as FL3. Bitmaps 1
and 3 show BrdUrd-negative cells in the G0/G1 or G2/M phase, respectively. Cells that have
incorporated BrdUrd appear on bitmap 2 in the histograms on the left and on bitmaps 2 and
4 in the histograms on the right. The histograms shown are representative of one of three
experiments performed.
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Table 3 - Kinetic parameters of 96-h uninduced (C, control) or PMA-exposed (P) HL-60,
U937 or K562 cells.

Cells were analyzed for the fraction of cells in the G0/G1 phase as described in
Methods. The fraction of cells in the G0/G1 phase at the beginning of time culture did
not differ from the fraction of cells maintained for 96 h in the absence of inducer.
Kinetic parameters were evaluated by flow cytometry using the bivariate method of
BrdUrd incorporation and cellular DNA content. Labeling index (LI) was estimated by
the percentage of cells synthesizing DNA which incorporated BrdUrd and were labeled
with a monoclonal antibody. Duration of S phase (DNA synthesis time, Ts) and
potential doubling time (Tpot) were calculated based on the relative movement of cells
that incorporated BrdUrd and progressed through the cell cycle. Results are reported
as means ± SD of three representative assays. *P<0.05 compared to control (Mann-
Whitney test). ND, Not determined.

G0/G1 (%) LI (%) Ts (h) Tpot (h)

HL-60 C 52.5 ± 6.4 49.4 ± 6.3 12.1 ± 0.6 24.7 ± 2.5
HL-60 P 87.6 ± 2.5* 26.2 ± 0.4* 13.1 ± 1.5 50.6 ± 6.4*
U937 C 52.4 ± 7.3 43.2 ± 6.2 16.3 ± 4.0 37.5 ± 5.3
U937 P 88.7 ± 6.9* 4.90 ± 2.9* ND ND
K562 C 32.6 ± 1.6 55.8 ± 8.1 6.8 ± 0.5 12.2 ± 1.4
K562 P 48.5 ± 4.7* 44.5 ± 4.4 8.5 ± 1.6 18.9 ± 1.8*

Figure 3 - Vitamin D receptor (VDR) protein expression in U937 (A,B) or K562 (C,D) cells
uninduced (A,C) or treated for 96 h with PMA (B,D). VDR content was evaluated with a
monoclonal antibody in flow cytometry analysis. In the histograms, the cell number is
shown on the y-axis and the fluorescence channel number on the x-axis. The open area
represents the nonspecific staining and the filled area represents cells specifically labeled
with anti-VDR antibody. These experiments were performed on 6 different occasions with
similar results.

Figure 2 - Vitamin D receptor (VDR) mRNA expression
in HL-60, K562 and U937 cells. Twenty micrograms of
total RNA obtained from uninduced cells was used for
Northern blot analysis of VDR as described in Material
and Methods. Blots were simultaneously probed for
the expression of 18S rRNA as a control for RNA
loading. The 4.6 and 1.9 hybridizing bands are consist-
ent with RNA coding for VDR and 18S rRNA, respec-
tively.
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small variations were observed in LI and Ts
(Table 3).

To determine whether there were changes
in VDR expression during induction of dif-
ferentiation of U937 and K562 cell lines,
immunofluorescence and Northern blot as-
says were performed. U937 cells expressed
a higher amount of VDR mRNA than HL-60
cells, whereas VDR message could scarcely
be detected in K562 cells (Figure 2). VDR
protein expression was detected in 78.2% (±
18.1; N = 6) of U937 control cells and this
proportion was maintained in PMA-treated
cells (76.3 ± 8.4%; N = 6), as determined in
immunofluorescence assays (Figure 3). Ac-
cordingly, VDR mRNA steady state levels
did not show major changes in PMA-ex-
posed U937 cells as compared to untreated
cells (Figure 4). Although the percentage of
PMA-treated K562 cells labeled with anti-
VDR monoclonal antibody (60.1 ± 16.3%;
N = 6) remained unchanged as compared to
control cells (55.3 ± 21.1%; N = 6) (Figure
3), VDR mRNA was enhanced two-fold upon
PMA induction (Figure 4).

Expression of c-myc mRNA was com-
pared to VDR mRNA expression upon in-
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duction of differentiation of the three cell
lines (Figure 4). Cells of all three lineages
presented c-myc in Northern blot assays that
followed a similar pattern of modulation
upon PMA induction, as the transcripts were
down-regulated when compared to unin-
duced cells. Specifically in HL-60 cells, c-
myc mRNA levels almost disappeared after
a 96-h PMA exposure, and in K562, PMA
treatment did not cause such an intense re-
duction as that observed on the other two cell
lines.

Discussion

After phorbol ester treatment, HL-60 and
U937 cells did not achieve a phenotype simi-
lar to that observed on monocytes obtained
from peripheral blood of normal donors. We
observed an enhancement in CD11a, CD11b
and CD11c antigen expression consistent
with the increased steady state levels of each
respective message, as also shown by other
authors (26-28). However, the CD14 mole-
cule, which is the endotoxin receptor highly
expressed in human monocytes (29), was

not induced upon PMA exposure of both
cells. These data agree with those reported
by some authors (30,31) but not with those
reported by others (32). Various factors might
be involved in these different responses such
as source of serum and inducer concentra-
tion, in addition to differences occurring in
cells during repeated passages. As a matter
of fact, we observed that a slight proportion
of U937-uninduced cells already expressed
the CD14 antigen as reported by Hewison et
al. (31), but not by Gidlund et al. (33).

Phorbol ester induction of K562 cells led
to the appearance of both megakaryocytic
and myelomonocytic markers, as already re-
ported (34). According to Silver et al. (35),
PMA stimulates K562 cells to synthesize the
ß integrin subunit gpIIIa. Our cells, how-
ever, did not reach the previously reported
values. The antibody we used, which recog-
nizes the glycoprotein IIb/IIIa complex and
is not specific for glycoprotein gpIIIa, could
explain this fact. The strong reduction of cell
surface transferrin receptors observed in
PMA-treated K562 cells as compared to a
small reduction in kinetic parameters could

Figure 4 - Vitamin D receptor
(VDR) and c-myc mRNA expres-
sion in uninduced (C, control) or
96-h PMA-treated (P) HL-60,
U937 and K562 cells. Total RNA
was subjected to Northern blot
analysis and filters were sequen-
tially hybridized with 32P-labeled
probes for VDR, c-myc and for
reference 18S rRNA. The auto-
radiograms shown above were
quantified by densitometric
scanning and data are reported
as ratio of the amount of specif-
ic mRNA to 18S rRNA, as illus-
trated in graphs below the auto-
radiograms. A value of 100%
was assigned to unexposed
cells. Similar results were ob-
tained in two separate experi-
ments.
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be attributed to an immediate PMA action
leading to receptor endocytosis, followed by
decreased synthesis upon prolonged expo-
sure. These effects might be regulated by
protein kinase C (PKC), having no associa-
tion with the acquisition of the differentiated
phenotype or growth arrest (36).

The kinetic properties of HL-60-unin-
duced cells determined by us are similar to
those described by Mehdi et al. (37). The
potential doubling time of U937 cells result-
ing from the double label technique con-
firms previous data obtained by analysis of
growth curves (38). However, in K562 cells,
the potential doubling time we obtained by
bivariate distributions of BrdUrd labeling
versus DNA content was lower than that
determined before by growth curve experi-
ments (39). Discrepancies in cell behavior
could be a consequence of differences oc-
curring during progressive cell passages. In
PMA-treated K562 cells, we did not observe
the polyploidization reported by Yen et al.
(39). This fact could be explained by the
lower rate of differentiation attained by our
cells upon PMA exposure. The present data
indicate that growth inhibition induced by
PMA in the three cell lines analyzed is mainly
a consequence of the accumulation of cells
in the G0/G1 phase as DNA synthesis time
was not prolonged. To our knowledge, this is
the first report of the kinetic parameters of
the three leukemia cell lines upon PMA in-
duction.

VDR and c-myc mRNA expression is
regulated differently in the three cell lines
studied and only the decrease in c-myc tran-
scripts paralleled cell growth inhibition, in
accordance with previous studies describing
c-myc down-regulation upon PMA stimula-
tion of K562 (10), HL-60 and U937 cells (9).

We have already shown that in HL-60
cells VDR expression is transcriptionally
regulated and decreases as cell growth is
inhibited by PMA (7). In the present study,
we found that in this cell line both VDR and
c-myc mRNA expression seem to be directly

related to cell proliferation, in agreement
with the findings of Manolagas et al. (11),
who reported that VDR and c-myc expres-
sion varies in a parallel fashion in mouse
skin fibroblasts.

In U937 cells, the effects of PMA appear
to be more complex, since PMA causes a
decrease in c-myc mRNA steady state level
without a parallel reduction in VDR expres-
sion. The reason for this observation is not
clear since PMA-exposed U937 cells were
growth arrested and differentiated along the
monocytic/macrophagic pathway in a simi-
lar pattern as HL-60 cells. Hewison et al.
(31) showed that PMA treatment of U937
cells can increase 1,25-dihydroxyvitamin D3

levels as a result of enhanced 1a hydroxy-
lase activity. Vitamin D could, in turn, in-
crease its own receptor stability, as previ-
ously reported (40). Hence, such discrepan-
cies might be attributed in part to homolo-
gous VDR up-regulation.

K562 cells contained the lowest amount
of VDR mRNA among the three cell lines
analyzed, as previously demonstrated (2). In
this cell line, VDR and c-myc mRNA expres-
sion was modulated in an opposite fashion,
similar to the data reported by Hulla et al.
(41) for colon adenocarcinoma cells. VDR
mRNA and protein results were poorly cor-
related, suggesting that at least partial regu-
lation of VDR levels occurs post-transcrip-
tionally. We speculate that the up-regulated
mRNA was not translated into protein, or the
protein was rapidly degraded, or yet again a
defective protein was translated, probably at
the DNA binding site, preventing recogni-
tion by the site-specific monoclonal anti-
body we used (19). On the other hand, even
though the proliferation rate was diminished
upon PMA treatment of K562 cells, only
48.5% of cells were in the G0/G1 phase,
which contains the least amount of VDR as
observed in HL-60 cells (7).

Moreover, the VDR gene promoter was
characterized and found to include potential
binding sites for specific transcriptional regu-
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lators such as AP-1 and NFkB, which could
mediate phorbol ester inducibility (42).
Phorbol esters are a group of compounds
whose actions are mediated in part by PKC.
At present, 11 isotypes of PKC are known to
feature different cell type pattern of expres-
sion, suggesting characteristic functions for
each PKC isoform (43). We have found that
PKCg isoform mRNA is only expressed by
K562 cells and is absent in the other two cell
lines (data not shown). This variability could
also account for the different responses of
VDR expression elicited by PMA in these
leukemic cell lines.

Either differences in the origin of these
cell lines or differential VDR content consti-
tutively expressed by each cell lineage could
be involved in subtle signal pathways that
take place during PMA induction. We also
speculate that the differential oncogene ex-
pression occurring in these cell lines induces
distinct pathways, which blunt the effect of
growth arrest on VDR levels. We have re-
cently described that VDR expression and
modulation can be altered by oncogenic trans-
fection (44).

In conclusion, our data suggest that VDR
expression cannot be explained simply as a
reflection of the growth state of leukemic
cells.
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