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ABSTRACT
DNA methylation is an epigenetic mechanism that
orchestrates many of the abnormal gene expression
changes seen in cancer without altering the actual
genomic DNA sequences. Emerging evidence support
that aberrant DNA methylation is an archetypal
hallmark of cancer, and hypermethylation-mediated
inactivation of tumor suppressor genes as well as
hypomethylation-mediated activation of prometastatic
genes are common attributes of cancer cells. Since
methylation of DNA is reversible, targeting the
methylome may serve as a suitable anti-cancer
strategy. Several epigenetic drugs especially the ones
which target the key enzyme in DNA methylation
process, the DNA-methyltransferases (DNMTs),
have shown promising results in clinical trials. Two
DNMT inhibitors, 5-azacytidine (Vidaza®) and
5-aza-2′-deoxycytidine (Decitabine, Dacogen®), have
already been approved by the Food and Drug
Administration (FDA) for treating several types of
cancer. Nevertheless, targeting hypermethylation
through the use of DNMT inhibitors can also activate
several prometastatic genes apart from the activation
of tumor suppressor genes. This may lead to
metastasis which is the primary cause of morbidity
and mortality associated with solid tumors like breast
cancer. So the anti-cancer strategies require a
balance between the activation of tumor suppressor
genes and repression of prometastatic genes to
collectively block tumor growth and metastasis. This
review describes some of the common methylation
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abnormalities seen in promoters of cancer-associated
genes, the mechanism of action of various
hypermethylation and hypomethylation inhibitors,
the potential benefits and challenges of using them
as anti-cancer therapeutic agents in general and for
patients with breast cancer in particular as
monotherapy or in combination settings.
KEYWORDS: hypermethylation, epigenetics,
cancer, hypomethylation, anti-cancer drugs, DNMT
inhibitors, SAM
1. Epigenetics and cancer: An introduction
The identity of a cell is determined by its genetic
makeup along with the epigenetic marks which
dictate how the genetic information will eventually
be read and interpreted [1]. In tumor cells, these
genetic and epigenetic codes are often altered in such
a way that the information within the genome is
read in a completely different manner than the
normal cells so as to develop and promote various
characteristics associated with cancer. Some of the
most common forms of genetic alterations seen in
cancer include mutation, amplification, and deletion
within the genome while changes in DNA
methylation, histone modifications, and microRNAs
constitute the three main types of epigenetic
alterations found in the cancer genome (Figure 1).
Despite its first identification in the early 1980s [2],
the epigenetics of human cancer has greatly been
over-shadowed by human cancer genetics. With the
passage of time, as our understanding of the
epigenetic mechanisms and their role in regulating
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Figure 1. Common genetic and epigenetic aberrations in cancer. Genetic alterations including mutation, amplification,
and deletion within the genome as well as epigenetic alterations in DNA methylation, histone modifications and
microRNAs change the identity of the cells and a normal cell can become cancerous during the process.

gene expression patterns during the development
and progression of cancer became clear, the idea of
targeting the epigenome as an anti-cancer strategy
became apparent. In this regard, targeting the
epigenome gained a great deal of attention over the
last two decades. A plethora of epigenetic drugs
(Epi-drugs) has been shown to be effective as anticancer agents in preclinical and clinical settings
with a number of them being already approved for
treatment of several types of liquid tumors [3].
Notwithstanding the fact that all three types of
epigenetic alterations are important, this review,
however, is mainly focused on various aspects of
DNA methylation abnormalities seen in cancer and
how they are targeted by some of the well-known anticancer agents to treat solid tumors like breast cancer.

nucleotides of the genomic DNA (gDNA). In living
systems, this reaction is catalyzed by DNA
methyltransferase (DNMT) enzymes where universal
methyl group donor S-adenosylmethionine (SAM)
acts as a cofactor (Figure 2) [4, 5]. The presence
of DNA methylation was first reported by Rollin
Douglas Hotchkiss in 1948 shortly after the famous
trio of Avery–MacLeod–McCarty identified DNA
as the genetic material [6, 7]. However, it was
during the late 1970s to early 1980s, almost three
decades after its initial discovery, several groups
reported that DNA methylation is involved in cell
differentiation and gene regulation [8, 9]. Since
then, a plethora of studies on its role in gene regulation
followed and at present DNA methylation is regarded
as one of the major mechanisms of gene regulation.

2. A general overview of DNA methylation

2.1. DNA methylation is evolutionarily primitive

DNA methylation is a type of covalent modification
in which methyl (-CH3) groups are added to specific

Although DNA methylation is a widespread
modification found in bacteria, plants, and
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Figure 2. DNA methylation and its role in gene expression. The chemical reaction in the left panel shows the
process of methylation and demethylation of cytosine residues. At the molecular level, when cytosine is converted to
5-methylcytosine (5mC) by DNA methyltransferase (DNMT) two things may happen: (i) it may directly inhibit
transcription factors (TFs) binding to the CpG islands to repress transcription, or (ii) it may attract the binding of a
methyl-CpG-binding protein to methylated CpG islands which recruits other repressive proteins at the site to prevent
the access of TFs and thereby suppress transcription. When the methylation mark is removed by TET family of
proteins, demethylation takes place. This likely allows the TFs to bind to the CpG sequences and cause activation of
gene expression. Here, TET, Ten-eleven translocation (TET) family of proteins; SAM, S-adenosylmethionine; and
SAH, S-adenosylhomocysteine.

mammalian species, there is a high degree of
phylogenetic variability in the patterns of methylation
across species [10]. In prokaryotes, methylation
can take place on adenine and cytosine residues of
the DNA and play roles in processes like the initiation
of DNA replication, DNA repair, cell cycle-coupled
transcription and protection against foreign DNA
[11]. In mammals, methylation predominantly occurs
on the carbon present at the 5th position of cytosine
residues (5-mC) within the cytosine-phosphateguanine (CpG) dinucleotides [12]. In plant and
fungal genomes, methylation commonly occurs at
the CpH and CpHpH (‘H’ stands for bases other than
‘G’) regions [12]. In eukaryotes, DNA methylation
plays a role during development, silencing of
retroviral elements, maintenance of genome integrity,
imprinting, lyonization/X-inactivation and gene
expression regulation [5, 13]. Recent evidence
suggests that the genome of the nematode worm

Caenorhabditis elegans, which was previously
considered to be devoid of methylation, is actually
methylated on the exocyclic -NH2 groups at the 6th
position of the purine ring in adenines (6-mA) [14].
Taken together, this suggests that DNA methylation
is indeed an evolutionarily ancient regulatory
mechanism [15].
2.2. DNA methylation writers, readers, and erasers:
Role in gene regulation

In mammals, there is a specific distribution pattern
of the CpG islands in the context of the whole
genome where a higher propensity of CpG-rich
regions is found near the promoters of up to 70%
of the genes [16, 17]. Non-CpG methylation is less
prevalent in mammalian species and is primarily
present in the embryonic stem cells [18]. Methylation
at the CpG islands has been causally linked to
transcription regulation, where the promoters of
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transcriptionally repressed genes are CpG-methylated
and the promoters of transcriptionally activated genes
are unmethylated at the CpG islands (Figure 2) [19].
There are three major DNMTs that catalyze the
transfer of -CH3 groups in humans which include
DNMT1, DNMT3a and DNMT3b [20-23].
S-adenosylmethionine (SAM) acts as the -CH3 group
donor for all three enzymes [4]. DNMT1 is called
‘maintenance methyltransferase’ because of its
preference for hemimethylated (newly synthesized)
DNA in vitro, and it mainly plays a role in the
methylation of the newly synthesized strand of
DNA during cell division [24]. On the other hand,
DNMT3a and DNMT3b have the ability to
transfer the methyl moiety to both unmethylated and
methylated DNA at an equal rate and are therefore
called ‘de novo methyltransferases’ [25]. The
DNMTs are called ‘writers’ of methylation as
they are the ones that copy the -CH3 group on the
cytosine residues of a CpG dinucleotide. In general,
methylation at the CpG island may either directly
interfere with the binding of transcription factors
at the regulatory site to cause transcriptional
repression [26], or attract the binding of methylCpG-binding proteins which subsequently recruits
different types of histone deacetylase (HDAC)
complexes and chromatin remodeling factors that
causes chromatin compaction ultimately leading
to gene repression (Figure 2) [27]. These proteins
can sense or read the methylation at the CpG site
and therefore they are known as the ‘readers’ of
methylation. Three families of methyl-CpG-binding
proteins are found in vertebrates. These include
methyl-CpG binding domain (MBD) proteins (MBD1;
MBD2; MBD3; MBD4; methyl-CpG binding
protein 2, MeCP2), Kaiso family proteins (Kaiso;
zinc finger and BTB domain containing 4, ZBTB4;
zinc finger and BTB domain containing 38, ZBTB38)
and SRA domain proteins (ubiquitin-like containing
PHD and ring finger domains 1, UHRF1; ubiquitinlike containing PHD and ring finger domains 2,
UHRF2) [13, 28]. There are some enzymes like
ten-eleven translocation (TET) methylcytosine
dioxygenase family, activation-induced cytidine
deaminase (AID), and thymine DNA glycosylase
(TDG) that have been shown to be involved in the
demethylation of DNA in a direct or indirect manner
[29-33]. Since these enzymes can remove the -CH3
group from the cytosine residues of a CpG
dinucleotide, they are called the ‘erasers’ of
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methylation. When the -CH3 groups are removed,
it likely allows the transcription factors to bind to
the CpG island and cause activation of gene
expression (Figure 2) [34].
3. Breast cancer heterogeneity: A challenge for
therapeutic interventions
Breast cancer is a leading cause of mortality in
women worldwide [35]. Although a great deal of
effort has been made over the years to understand
the biology of breast cancer progression and
metastasis, its etiology is still not fully understood.
One of the main hurdles in breast cancer
therapeutics is the high degree of heterogeneity of
the breast tumors. This is why the previously hailed
‘one size fits all’ treatment strategy is largely
ineffective in the case of breast cancer. For better
prognosis and therapeutic regimens, more specific
characterization of the breast tumor is warranted.
Hence the idea of using specific biomarkers that
act as signatures for different subtypes of breast
cancer came into being [36]. The most commonly
used biomarkers in the case of breast cancer
classification include estrogen receptor (ER),
progesterone receptor (PR), and human epidermal
growth factor receptor 2 (HER2) [37]. In clinical
settings, these biomarkers are commonly tested
by immunohistochemistry (IHC). Furthermore,
expression of cell proliferation marker Ki-67 is
combined with ER, PR, and HER2 scores to form
a better prognostic test called the ‘IHC4’ [38].
These tests have been proven to be more effective
for the prognosis of hormone receptor-positive breast
cancers. However, the most aggressive form of
breast cancer does not express any of the known
hormone receptor markers, and we are yet to
identify any potential biomarker for these patients
who are more commonly classified as the triplenegative breast cancer subtype. In addition to the
protein biomarkers, assays using mRNA-based
biomarkers have been developed and used for
breast cancer subtyping [39-41].
Since DNA methylation regulates many gene
expression programs, it has a profound impact on
the prognosis of breast cancer which is dependent
on molecular subtypes [42]. A specific pattern of
methylation has been correlated with different
subtypes of breast cancer [43, 44]. Notably, a
higher frequency of DNA methylation is observed
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in luminal (ER+) breast tumors compared to nonluminal (ER-) subtypes [43, 44]. These studies
suggest that DNA methylation is crucial in the
development and progression of distinct breast
cancer subtypes [42], and as such, the development
of DNA methylation-based biomarkers is gaining
interest in the recent years.
4. Aberrant DNA methylation in breast cancer
Accumulating evidence indicate that promoters of
genes implicated in critical signaling pathways (for
example, cell cycle, apoptosis, DNA repair, cell
invasion etc.) are aberrantly methylated in breast
cancer. This abnormal gene expression, in turn,
dictates the gradual progression of breast cancer cells
from less aggressive hormone-responsive phenotype
into the more aggressive hormone-independent
phenotype [45]. With the advent of high-throughput
technologies, there has been an exponential increase
in studies related to breast cancer epigenetics [46].
As a result, hundreds of abnormally methylated
genes have been identified in breast cancer. Both
hypermethylation of tumor suppressor genes and
hypomethylation of oncogenes and prometastatic
genes are seen in breast cancer [47]. A selected list of
some of the important genes frequently hyper or
hypomethylated in breast cancer is shown in Table 1.
4.1. Hypomethylation in breast cancer

There are broad genomic regions of hypomethylation
in breast tumors [78]. Fang et al. through the analysis

of cancer methylomes found an association of the
hypomethylated CpG islands with a high risk of
metastasis and death in breast cancer [79].
Promoter hypomethylation has been observed in
several important prometastatic genes (Table 1). This
implies that the tumor cells increase the expression
of growth factors, cytokines, and proteases that
promote invasion and metastasis. Our lab was the
first to show that the promoter of urokinase
plasminogen activator (uPA), a serine protease
involved in metastasis, is significantly hypomethylated
in highly invasive breast and prostate cancer [49,
50, 80]. We observed an inverse correlation between
uPA gene expression and hormone sensitivity when
primary human mammary epithelial cells (HMEC),
hormone-responsive breast cancer cells (MCF-7,
ZR-75-1, T-47D, and BT-474) and hormoneinsensitive breast cancer cells (Hs578T, BT-549,
and MDA-MB-231) were analyzed [50]. The
prometastatic uPA gene is only expressed in the
hormone-insensitive breast cancer cell lines [50].
Further analysis of methylation status revealed that
the uPA promoter in primary human mammary
epithelial cells and hormone-responsive breast cancer
cells are methylated at the CpG islands. On the
contrary, the same CpG islands were found to be
hypomethylated in the highly invasive cell lines
(Hs578T, BT-549, and MDA-MB-231). We also
observed a similar correlation between uPA expression
and tumor grade when tumor biopsy samples from

Table 1. Selected list of genes with aberrant methylation in breast cancer.
Biological function

List of genes

Invasion, metastasis
(positive modulators)
Invasion, metastasis
(negative modulators)

Methylation status

Reference

Hyper

Hypo

BCSG1, CDH3(P-cadherin),
NAT1, uPA

-

+

[48-52]

CDH1 (E-Cadherin), CDH13
(H-Cadherin), CST6, SYK, TIMP3

+

-

[53-56]

ATM, BRCA1, MGMT, MLH1

+

-

[57-60]

Cell cycle

AK5, CCND2, CDH1, FOXA2, RAD9,
SFN (14-3-3 σ; HME1)

+

-

[61-64]

Apoptosis

APC, BCL-2, DAPK, DCC, HIC1,
HOXA5, TMS1, TWIST

+

-

[55, 62,
63, 65-69]

GSTP1, HOXD11

+

-

[63, 70]

Angiogenesis inhibitors

SFRP5 (MASPIN), THBS1

+

-

[71, 72]

Hormone- and receptormediated signaling

ER, HIN-1, PR, RAR-β2, RASSF1A

+

-

[62, 73-77]

DNA repair

Cell homeostasis, detoxification
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breast cancer patients were analyzed for both
promoter methylation and gene expression [50].
We found that hypomethylation at the CpG islands
of uPA promoter is associated with advanced stage
of the disease. With the progression of the disease,
the percentage of CpG methylation at the uPA
promoter decreased. This was a proof of concept
that hypomethylation of prometastatic gene plays
a major role in breast cancer pathogenesis.
Several other genes involved in the promotion of cell
invasion and metastasis (breast cancer-specific gene
1, BCSG1; cadherin 3, CDH3; N-Acetyltransferase 1,
NAT1) have also been shown to be hypomethylated
in breast cancer [48, 51, 52]. It is known that
majority of breast cancer-related deaths occur due
to metastasis of the tumor cells, but not for the
localized primary tumors per se [81]. In this regard,
promoter hypomethylation followed by downstream
activation of genes involved in various aspects of
metastasis is crucial for better prognosis of breast
cancer.
4.2. Hypermethylation in breast cancer

Hypermethylation of hundreds of genes has been
reported in breast cancer [82]. Many of these
hypermethylated genes are involved in important
pathways like DNA damage repair, cell-cycle
regulation, apoptosis, cell invasion and metastasis,
angiogenesis and hormone signaling (Table 1).
Hypermethylation of estrogen receptor (ER) and
progesterone receptor (PR) has been observed in
breast cancer and has been proposed to be a
mechanism for the development of ER-negative
(ER-) breast tumor [83, 84]. Most of the breast
carcinomas are ER positive (ER+) in the beginning
and subsequently lose the ER to become more
aggressive ER- breast cancer. Even though the link
between ER (also called ESR1, estrogen receptor 1)
promoter hypermethylation and subsequent decrease
in ER expression is evident in the case of breast
cancer cell lines [45], similar correlation is not
always found in the clinical sample [74, 85]. Hori
et al. found no association between promoter
hypermethylation and expression of ER protein in
human breast tumors [85]. On the other hand,
Lapidus et al. found a correlation between promoter
methylation and reduced expression of ER and PR
in breast tumors [74, 86]. Another steroid receptor
called retinoic acid receptor beta 2 (RAR-β2) is

Niaz Mahmood & Shafaat A. Rabbani
hypermethylated in breast cancer [75]. Binding of
RAR-β2 with retinoic acid may trigger antiproliferative signals which can be skipped by the
hypermethylation-mediated inactivation of the
RAR-β2 gene [47]. Hypermethylation has also been
shown to inhibit tumor suppressors like Rasassociation domain family 1 isoform A (RASSF1A)
[77].
Several genes involved in DNA repair mechanisms
are hypermethylated in breast cancer. The loss of
DNA repair genes results in genomic instability in
the breast cancer genome. Methylation of the CpG
islands at the promoter of O-6-methylguanine-DNA
methyltransferase (MGMT) gene is unique for the
tumor tissues and is a predictor of overall survival
in cancer [87, 88]. Tserga and colleagues found that
aberrant methylation of the promoter of MGMT
gene has an association with advanced breast
tumor grade [58]. Spitzwieser et al. found more
frequent MGMT promoter methylation in patients
with breast tumor grade 3 compared to those having
tumor grade 2 [89]. MutL homolog 1 (MLH1)
promoter methylation results in the production of
a non-functional protein which impairs the ability
of the cells to repair the mismatches occurring during
proliferation [90]. Interestingly, pharmacological
reversal of methylation using 5-aza-2’deoxycytidine
(5-azadC) has been shown to restore the expression
of the protein as well as the DNA mismatch repair
capacity of the cells in colorectal cancer [91]. Other
important DNA-repair genes that are hypermethylated
in breast cancer include breast cancer 1 (BRCA1)
[55] and ataxia-telangiectasia mutated (ATM) gene
[60].
One of the typical characteristics of tumor cells is
to manipulate the cell cycle genes to aid rapid cell
growth, proliferation as well to evade cell death.
Inactivation of several critical cell cycle regulators
and genes involved in apoptosis through
hypermethylation is common for the breast cancer
cells. In addition, hypermethylation is seen at the
promoters of several genes like cadherin 1 (CDH1),
cadherin 13 (CDH13), cystatin 6 (CST6), spleen
tyrosine kinase (SYK), and tissue inhibitor of
metalloproteinase 3 (TIMP3) that directly or
indirectly inhibit tumor cell invasion and metastasis
[53-56]. Inactivation of these genes promotes
invasion and metastasis of tumor cells.

DNA methylation and breast cancer
5. Targeting abnormal DNA methylation as an
anti-cancer strategy
In contrast to the genetic changes, DNA methylation
changes are potentially reversible by either therapeutic
strategies or dietary interventions [92]. This makes
DNA methylation an excellent target for anti-cancer
therapeutics [93].
5.1. Targeting hypermethylation using DNMT
inhibitors

The primary focus of attention for the past two
decades has been on the activation of tumor
suppressor genes by blocking DNA hypermethylation
using DNMT inhibitors. Over the years, many
DNMT inhibitors have been developed, and table 2
contains a list of DNMT inhibitors that have been
used in many preclinical and clinical studies. Two
cytidine analogs 5-azacytidine (Vidaza®) and 5-aza2’deoxycytidine (Decitabine, Dacogen®) have been
approved by the Food and Drug Administration
(FDA) as well as the European Medicines Agency
(EMA). This review will explain these two
hypomethylating agents in detail.
5.1.1. 5-azacytidine and 5-aza-2’deoxycytidine:
A historical timeline

5-azacytidine (5-azaC) and 5-aza-2’deoxycytidine
(5-azadC) are both hypomethylating agents that are
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currently approved for treating several specific forms
of myelodysplastic syndromes (MDS), acute myeloid
leukemia (AML), and chronic myelomonocytic
leukemia (CMML) (Figure 3) [94]. These two
compounds were first synthesized in Czechoslovakia
by Sorm et al. in 1964 for use as cytostatic agents
[95]. The initial clinical trials to examine their
role as anti-cancer agents for liquid cancers started
as early as 1967 in Europe followed by 1970 in the
United States of America [96].
During the 1970s it was demonstrated that both of
these drugs could be incorporated into the DNA,
but only 5-azaC could be incorporated into the RNA
to cause its disruption and subsequent blockade of
protein synthesis [97, 98]. Later on, it was
demonstrated that the deoxy derivative 5-azadC is
more cytotoxic as well as more potent than 5-azaC
[99, 100].
The first clinical trials that used 5-azaC as
monotherapy for phase I and II studies in solid
tumors commenced during the 1970s [101, 102].
A phase II clinical trial by Weiss et al. used a
dose of 1.6 mg/kg of 5-azaC daily for a period of
ten days and demonstrated an anti-cancer effect in
17% of the breast cancer patients and 21% of the
patients having malignant lymphomas [102]. There
was a minimal effect of 5-azaC on the other types

Table 2. List of DNMT inhibitors used in cancer.
Class of inhibitors

Compound

Nucleoside analogs

5-azacytidine (Vidaza®)
5-aza-2′deoxycytidine (Decitabine, Dacogen®)
Zebularine (dZTP)
Guadecitabine (SGI-110)
5-fluoro-2′-deoxycytidine (FdCyd, NSC-48006)
5-azacytidine-5'-elaidate (CP-4200)
2'-Deoxy-N4-[2-(4-nitrophenyl) ethoxycarbonyl]-5-azacytidine (NPEOC-DAC)
Fazarabine (Arabinofuranosyl-5-azacytosine)
5,6-Dihydro-5-azacytidine (DHAC; NSC 264880)

Non-nucleoside
analogs

RG108
Procaine
Procainamide
Epigallocatechin-3-Gallate (EGCG)
Hydralazine
Psammaplin A
Mitozantrone
Mithramycin A (Plicamycin)

SiRNA

MG98 (antisense oligonucleotide against DNMT1)
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Figure 3. A. Chemical structures of cytidine nucleoside, its analogs 5-azacytidine (5-azaC) and 5-aza-2′deoxycytidine
(5-azadC). B. A timeline from the discovery until the approval of two well-known azacytidines (5-azaC and 5-azadC).

of solid tumors [102]. Moreover, 5-azaC induced
toxic effects like leukopenia, thrombocytopenia,
sepsis, and cerebral hemorrhage in patients [101].
These studies demonstrated that these drugs might
not be suitable for the treatment of solid tumors as
a monotherapy [32]. It should be noted that the
dose at which these drugs were used in these studies
was too high. So the therapeutic window was smaller.
In a landmark study published in 1980, Jones and
Taylor demonstrated that 5-azaC could inhibit DNMT
activity [103]. This study also showed the first link
between DNA methylation and cellular differentiation
and thereby opened the avenue for targeting DNMTs
for cancer treatment. They found that prolonged
exposure to lower concentrations of the drug led
to optimal DNA demethylation and inhibited cell
differentiation. On the other hand, the DNMT
inhibitors decreased DNA demethylation as well
as differentiation when used at higher concentrations
[103, 104]. Taken together, these observations
renewed the interest in 5-azaC and 5-azadC as anticancer therapeutic agents and provided a basis for
designing the subsequent clinical trials. The first
successful clinical trial of 5-azaC used a low
dose (75 mg/m2) of the drug in patients with

myelodysplastic syndromes (MDS) and showed
better response over the best available supportive
care [105]. This led to the FDA approval of using
5-azaC for the treatment of patients having MDS
in 2004. Similarly, a low dose of 5-azadC
(15 mg/m2) given every 8 hours for 3-5 days was
effective in MDS patients [106, 107]. In 2006,
5-azadC (Decitabine) was also given the FDA
approval for the treatment of patients with MDS.
Currently, many clinical trials are going on using
these drugs to treat solid tumors.
5.1.2. Mechanism of action of 5-azacytidine and
5-aza-2′deoxycytidine

Two major mechanisms of anti-cancer activity of
5-azaC and 5-azadC have been shown so far. These
include (i) demethylation of DNA upon the inhibition
of DNMT enzyme which enables the activation of
tumor suppressor genes and (ii) cellular cytotoxicity
due to the incorporation into DNA (both 5-azaC
and 5-azadC) and RNA (5-azaC only) leading to
the initiation of DNA damage response [108].
Both 5-azaC and 5-azadC, in their native forms, are
prodrugs. Upon cellular uptake by human equilibrative
(hENT, SLC29A family) and concentrative nucleoside
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Figure 4. Cellular uptake, metabolism, and mechanism of action of 5-azaC and 5-azadC. Upon cellular uptake
by human equilibrative (hENT) and concentrative nucleoside transporters (hCNT) these drugs are activated through
a three-step phosphorylation process. The first step is catalyzed by uridine-cytidine kinase (UCK) and deoxycytidine
kinase (DCK) for 5-azaC and 5-azadC, respectively. The second step is catalyzed by nucleoside monophosphate
kinase (NMPK) for both of these drugs and then a small portion (~10-20%) of 5-azaCDP is converted into 5-azadCDP by
the action of ribonucleotide reductase (RNR). The third step is catalyzed by nucleoside diphosphate kinase (NDPK)
after which 5-azaCTP and 5-azadCTP are incorporated into the RNA and DNA, respectively. Once incorporated into
the nucleic acid strands, these drugs can subsequently mediate the demethylation and cytotoxic effects depending on
the dose being administered. ABC transporters play a role in the excretion of these drugs out of the cells.

transporters (hCNT, SLCA28 family), three ATPdependent phosphorylation steps are needed to convert
them to their active forms that can be subsequently
incorporated into the DNA and RNA (Figure 4)
[108, 109]. The first phosphorylation step to transform
the drugs to a monophosphorylated form is catalyzed
by the action of uridine-cytidine kinase (UCK) enzyme
for 5-azaC and deoxycytidine kinase (DCK) for
5-azadC [97, 108]. The enzymes catalyzing the
second and third phosphorylation steps are same
for both the drugs. Nucleoside monophosphate kinase
(NMPK) and nucleoside diphosphate kinase (NDPK)
are the enzymes that catalyze the incorporation of
the second and third phosphate groups, respectively
to yield active forms of the drugs (5-aza-CTP and
5-aza-dCTP) [108]. Afterward, 5-aza-dCTP is
incorporated into the newly synthesized strand of

DNA during replication to inhibit DNMT enzyme
and cause subsequent DNA damage and apoptosis.
However, in the case of 5-azaC, 80-90% are
incorporated into the RNA in the form of 5-azaCTP to cause inhibition of RNA and protein
synthesis. Therefore, only 10-20% is available for
incorporation into the DNA after the conversion
from 5-aza-CDP to 5-aza-dCDP by ribonucleotide
reductase (RNR) enzyme (Figure 4) [108]. ATPbinding cassette transporters (ABC family) play a
role in transporting both these drugs out of the cells.
5.1.3. Effects of 5-azaC and 5-azadC on breast cancer

As mentioned earlier, both 5-azaC and 5-azadC have
been approved for specific types of liquid tumors in
the early 2000s. At present, the focus of attention is
towards the possibility of using them in solid tumors.
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inhibitors with other types of therapeutic agents
are now in various phases of clinical trials for
breast and other types of solid tumors (source:
www.clinicaltrials.gov). A phase II clinical trial
of 5-azaC (Vidaza) in combination with a
chemotherapeutic agent called Nab-paclitaxel
(Abraxane) is ongoing for breast cancer patients.
Other types of therapeutic strategies like 5-azadC
(Decitabine) in combination with anti-PD-1
antibody, neoadjuvant therapy using pembrolizumab
and 5-azadC (Decitabine) before surgery followed
by standard chemotherapy are currently in the initial
phases of clinical trials with breast cancer patients.

We and others have shown that 5-azaC and 5-azadC
can reduce breast cancer growth in both cell lines
and mouse models [110, 111]. Treatment with
5-azadC was able to transform the less invasive
breast cancer cell lines like MCF-7 and ZR-75-1 into
more invasive cells both in vitro and in vivo [111].
We found that inoculation of MCF-7 cells pretreated
with 5-azadC showed significantly reduced tumor
growth in mice compared to the control mice
inoculated with vehicle-treated MCF-7 cells
(Figure 5A) [111]. However, pharmacological
inhibition of methylation by 5-azadC also induced
the expression of previously quiescent prometastatic
(uPA, Heparanase, C-X-C motif chemokine receptor
4, CXCR4 and synuclein gamma, SNCG) genes
involved in tumor cell invasion and metastasis
(Figure 5B) [111]. A similar increase in invasiveness
and metastasis has also been demonstrated in other
types of cancers [112-114]. So careful considerations
should be given prior to the use of these drugs for
the treatment of cancer.

More recently, the combination of DNMT inhibitors
with other types of epigenetic drugs like the histone
deacetylase (HDAC) inhibitors have gained much
interest. It has been demonstrated that a crosstalk exists
between DNA methylation and histone acetylation
in terms of gene expression [115]. Therefore, the
effect of 5-azaC and 5-azadC in combination with
different types of HDAC inhibitors has been tested
in several studies [116, 117]. Cameron et al. first
demonstrated the synergistic anti-cancer effect of
a combination of DNMT and HDAC inhibitors
[116]. Elangovan et al. have shown that sodium
butyrate (an inhibitor of HDAC) in combination
with 5-azadC inhibits tumorigenesis in a mouse model
of breast cancer [117].

5.1.4. Combination of 5-azaC and 5-azadC with
other therapeutic agents

Both 5-azaC and 5-azadC showed a modest
therapeutic effect in solid tumors compared to liquid
tumors. However, these drugs can reduce solid tumor
growth [111]. Hence, combinations of the DNMT
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Figure 5. Effect of 5-azadC on tumor growth and metastasis in a xenograft model of breast cancer. A. For this
purpose, female Balb C nu/nu mice were inoculated with control MCF-7 cells or MCF-7 cells pretreated with 5 μM
5-azadC and tumor volume was measured weekly for up to six weeks when all the mice were sacrificed. Result
shown here represents the mean ± SEM of eight animals in each group and statistical significance is represented by
an asterisk (*P < .05). B. Gene expression analysis of several prometastatic genes (uPA, HEPARANASE, CXCR4 and
SNCG) were done from the RNA isolated from the primary tumors. The bar diagram shown in the figure represents
the mean ± SEM of tumors from three animals in each group, and statistical significance is represented by an asterisk
(*P < .05). (Adapted and modified from Ateeq et al.; Ref. [111])
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Abnormal DNA methylation
in cancer

Demethylation inhibitors:
SAM

Hypermethylation
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Reduction/inhibition of tumorigenesis
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Figure 6. Possible anti-cancer mechanism of the combination therapy using hypomethylating and hypermethylating
agents. In cancer genome, hypermethylation and hypomethylation causes the inactivation of tumor suppressor genes
and activation of oncogenes, respectively. DNMT inhibitors block hypermethylation and thereby decrease the promoter
methylation of tumor suppressor genes seen in cancer to upregulate their expression. Some prometastatic genes have
been reported to be upregulated by the action of DNMT inhibitors. On the other hand, SAM can block the activation
of oncogenes and proto-oncogenes. Taken together, the combination of these two agents is likely to combat the DNA
abnormalities of gene expression seen in cancer.

5.2. Targeting hypomethylation

As shown in table 1, promoters of many
prometastatic genes are hypomethylated, and the
two approved DNMT inhibitors can reduce tumor
growth but also promote the expression of genes
involved in metastasis in both cell lines and animal
models [111]. Therefore, it stands to reason that
targeting of hypomethylation would block tumor
cell invasion and metastasis. However, such
targeting of hypomethylation is still largely ignored.
Currently, there is no approved agent that can be
used to block hypomethylation in cancer.
Currently, two approaches have been proposed and
used for inhibiting hypomethylation/ demethylation
in cancer. The first approach involves the use of
universal methyl group donor S-Adenosylmethionine
(SAM, also abbreviated as AdoMet) and the second
one involves the use of antisense oligonucleotides
to block the genes that encode proteins having
demethylation activities which mainly provided
support for the development of methylating agents
as anti-cancer agents [118].
5.2.1. S-Adenosylmethionine (SAM) as an inhibitor
of hypomethylation/demethylation

SAM is a naturally occurring molecule mainly
synthesized in the liver from the reaction between

an essential amino acid called methionine and ATP
in the presence of methionine adenosyltransferase
(MAT) enzyme [119]. It is ubiquitous in all living
cells and plays a role in three important metabolic
pathways
that
include
transmethylation,
transsulfuration and aminopropylation [120]. SAM
is the second most common cofactor in the cells after
adenosine triphosphate (ATP) [121], and therefore
it has been studied extensively ever since Cantoni
first described its chemical structure in 1952 [122].
Research spanning over a few decades provided
the rationale for using SAM in clinical conditions
like depression, osteoarthritis, fibromyalgia and liver
diseases [120], and it is now used as an approved
dietary supplement in the USA, Canada, and Europe.
SAM is the major methyl group donor in the
cytosol of almost every cell [119] and as such is
of immense importance in mediating the DNA
methylation reaction (Figure 2).
SAM is extremely labile in its native form and
degrades rapidly, and therefore stable salts of SAM
have been developed over the years. It was not
until 1973 that the first commercially available
p-toluene sulfate salt of SAM was tested in clinical
trials [120]. The pharmacokinetics of exogenously
given SAM has been studied by several groups
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during the 1970s and 1980s [123-125]. Experimental
evidence suggests that exogenous SAM given in
rats through oral route can pass the intestinal wall
and subsequently increase the level of SAM in the
plasma [123]. In humans, a phase I clinical trial
aimed to study the antidepressant effect of SAM
found its dose-dependent elevation (to a magnitude
of 30-50 times higher than the basal levels) in the
plasma of males supplemented with 400, 600 and
1000 mg of enteric-coated SAM [126]. Despite
such elevation of SAM in plasma, the systemic
bioavailability following administration through the
oral route remained low. Using Caco-2 cell culture
model for enterocyte absorption, McMillan et al.
found that SAM follows a paracellular transport to
move across the intestinal epithelium [127]. They
have further inferred that paracellular transportation
mode might be a reason for lower systemic
bioavailability of SAM. One may still argue that
these experiments were done in vitro using cultured
cells and normal human intestine may have additional
membrane transporters that may play some role in
the transport of SAM. This is an area that needs to
be explored in detail in future. Other studies using
radioactive form of SAM found incorporation
of ~60% of the radioactivity into the stable
pools following excretion through urine and feces
[120, 128].
SAM has been effective in treating mood disorders,
joint pains, and many other disease conditions. But
the therapeutic potential of SAM in cancer was not
tested in the first 50 years from its initial discovery
by Cantoni.
We were the first to verify that blocking
hypomethylation by using SAM would inhibit the
expression of prometastatic genes [49]. Through
the use of Boyden chamber invasion assay, we found
that SAM treatment reduced the invasive capacity
of human breast cancer cells MDA-MB-231 [49].
We also showed that SAM treatment caused a dosedependent reduction in uPA gene expression. By
using methylation-specific polymerase chain reaction,
it was determined that hypomethylated region at
the uPA promoter in the control MDA-MB-231 cells
become methylated in case of the SAM-treated cells.
Moreover, immunocompromised mice inoculated
with MDA-MB-231 cells pretreated with SAM
showed a reduced number of metastatic foci in lung,
liver, kidney, and spleen compared to controls
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suggesting that SAM treatment reduced metastasis
in vivo. In addition, mice injected with SAM-treated
cells also showed a significant reduction in breast
tumor growth. This was the first proof of concept
study that revealed that SAM-treatment could block
breast tumor growth and metastasis. Later studies
have demonstrated that SAM can also inhibit
metastasis in several other types of cancers [129-131].
When used in combination with 5-azadC in vitro,
SAM was able to reduce expression of the prometastatic genes (uPA, MMP2) that were upregulated
by 5-azadC [132].
SAM, as an anti-cancer agent, can act on DNA
hypomethylation at several levels. First, it promotes
hypermethylation of prometastatic genes by DNMTs
and thereby suppresses their expression [49, 129,
130]. Secondly, it reduces the expression and
demethylase activity of Methyl-CpG Binding Domain
Protein 2 (MBD2) [49]. SAM plays a role in
chemoprevention of liver cancer in rat [133]. It was
also found that SAM could specifically increase the
anti-cancer effect of 5-fluorouracil (5-FU) [134].
Taken together these observations suggest that SAM
has the potential to serve as a chemopreventive as
well as an anti-cancer and anti-metastatic agent.
In this regard, we propose that combining the
demethylation activity of DNMT inhibitors like
5-azaC and 5-azadC with hypermethylating agents
like SAM may serve as a true DNA methylationbased anti-cancer therapy to inhibit tumor growth
as well as metastasis. This is likely to block the
activation of prometastatic genes by the DNMT
inhibitors as well as inhibit any possible inactivation
of tumor suppressor genes by the hypomethylating
agent (Figure 6).
5.2.2. Antisense oligonucleotides as an inhibitor of
hypomethylation/demethylation

The second strategy that has been proposed and
used to block hypomethylation of metastatic genes
involves the inhibition of proteins that cause
demethylation. MBD2 is one such protein that has
been targeted in this regard. MBD2 is a dualfunction protein known to be involved in silencing
of methylated genes and also cause demethylation
[135], even though the role of MBD2 as a demethylase
is controversial [136, 137]. Considering that MBD2
plays a role in demethylation, we have previously
targeted it as a means to block hypomethylation/
demethylation of prometastatic genes. We found that
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antisense oligonucleotides against MBD2 reduced
tumorigenesis and metastasis in breast and prostate
cancer in vivo [49, 129]. MBD2 depletion has also
been shown to reduce intestinal tumorigenesis [138].
6. Conclusion and future perspectives
It is now clear that DNA methylation has important
implications in breast cancer diagnosis, prognosis
as well as therapy. More recently, the role of bloodbased DNA methylation markers in the early
detection of solid cancer gained much attention even
though the evidence is still very limited [139]. This
is important because patients diagnosed with breast
cancer earlier have a higher survival rate than the
patients who are diagnosed at the advanced stage
of breast disease [140, 141]. The use of blood-based
DNA methylation markers has the potential to
change the diagnostics of solid tumors in future
allowing early intervention and would, thereby,
greatly aid in personalized therapies.
From a therapeutic perspective, there are still lots
of challenges in using the two approved DNMT
inhibitors 5-azaC and 5-azadC as monotherapy for
solid tumors. These drugs are able to reverse the
inactivation of tumor suppressor genes seen in cancer
and thereby reduce the anticipated tumor growth.
But they also induce the expression of prometastatic
genes, are less bioavailable and shows toxicity in
the cells. Therefore, it stands to reason that other
types of DNA-methylation inhibitors are needed
to be developed. Zebualrine, another DNMT inhibitor,
is showing a promising anti-cancer effect in the
case of breast cancer [142]. Zebularine is more
stable, has better oral bioavailability and is less
toxic than 5-azaC and 5-azadC. Nevertheless, this
drug also belongs to the same class of nucleoside
analogs and has the potential to raise similar issues
as seen with 5-azaC and 5-azadC [118]. The second
generation DNMT inhibitors like Guadecitabine
(SGI-110) may provide better response in that regard
since their chemical structures are quite different
from the first generation DNMT inhibitors. However,
the new generation DNMT inhibitors need to be
tested in case of breast and other solid cancers
before coming to any definite conclusion.
The studies related to the anti-cancer effect of SAM
in breast cancers are either done in vitro or by using
pretreated cells implanted into immunocompromised
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mice. As such, the potential of using SAM as an
anti-cancer and anti-metastatic agent has not been
demonstrated in a therapeutic setting. We are
currently doing preclinical studies using different
mouse models to assess the therapeutic potential
of using SAM. The results from these studies will
provide a rationale for starting clinical trials using
SAM as a therapeutic agent in breast and other
cancers. It should also be noted that SAM is a
pleiotropic molecule [120], and therefore development
of target-specific inhibitors of hypomethylation/
demethylation having better stability and
bioavailability than SAM is also warranted in future.
Combination treatments of DNMT inhibitors with
monoclonal antibodies or chemotherapeutic agents
have shown great promise, and therefore they are
currently in different phases of clinical trials. We
are proposing a combination of DNMT inhibitors
with SAM which can be effective against both hyper
and hypomethylation. It would also be important
to elucidate the possible mechanisms of sensitivity
and resistance of these drugs as monotherapy or
combination therapy. This, in turn, will pave the
way for the development of response-predicting
biomarkers.
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ABBREVIATIONS
5-azaC
5-azadC
ABC
AID
AK5
APC
ATM
ATP
BCL-2
BCSG1
BRCA1
CCND2
CDH1
CDH3

:
:
:
:
:
:
:
:
:
:
:
:
:
:

5-azacytidine
5-aza-2′-deoxycytidine
ATP-binding cassette transporters
Activation-induced cytidine deaminase
Adenylate kinase 5
Adenomatous polyposis coli
Ataxia-telangiectasia mutated
Adenosine triphosphate
B-cell lymphoma 2
Breast cancer-specific gene 1
Breast cancer 1
Cyclin D2
Cadherin 1
Cadherin 3

14

Niaz Mahmood & Shafaat A. Rabbani

CDH13
CST6
CXCR4
DAPK
DCC
DCK
DNMT
ER
FOXA2
GSTP1
hCNT

:
:
:
:
:
:
:
:
:
:
:

HDAC
hENT

:
:

HER2

:

HIC1
HOXA5
HOXD11
MBD
MBD1
MBD2
MBD3
MBD4
MeCP2
MGMT

:
:
:
:
:
:
:
:
:
:

MLH1
:
NAT1
:
NDPK
:
NMPK :
PR
:
RAR-β2 :
RASSF1A :
RNR
SAM
SFN
SFRP5
SNCG
SYK
TDG
TET
THBS1
TIMP3
TMS1

:
:
:
:
:
:
:
:
:
:
:

UCK

:

Cadherin 13
Cystatin 6
C-X-C motif chemokine receptor 4
Death associated protein kinase
Deleted in colorectal carcinoma
Deoxycytidine kinase
DNA-methyltransferases
Estrogen receptor
Forkhead box A2
Glutathione S-transferase pi 1
Human concentrative nucleoside
transporter
Histone deacetylase
Human equilibrative nucleoside
transporter
Human epidermal growth factor
receptor 2
Hypermethylated in cancer 1
Homeobox A5
Homeobox D11
Methyl-CpG binding domain
Methyl-CpG binding domain 1
Methyl-CpG binding domain 2
Methyl-CpG binding domain 3
Methyl-CpG binding domain 4
Methyl-CpG binding protein 2
O-6-methylguanine-DNA
methyltransferase
MutL homolog 1
N-Acetyltransferase 1
Nucleoside diphosphate kinase
Nucleoside monophosphate kinase
Progesterone receptor
Retinoic acid receptor beta 2
Ras-association domain family 1
isoform A
Ribonucleotide reductase
S-Adenosylmethionine
Stratifin
Secreted frizzled related protein 5
Synuclein gamma
Spleen tyrosine kinase
Thymine DNA glycosylase
Ten-eleven translocation
Thrombospondin 1
Tissue inhibitor of metalloproteinase 3
Target of methylation-induced
silencing 1
Uridine-cytidine kinase

UHRF1

: Ubiquitin-like containing PHD and
ring finger domains 1
UHRF2 : Ubiquitin-like containing PHD and
ring finger domains 2
uPA
: Urokinase plasminogen activator
ZBTB4 : Zinc finger and BTB domain
containing 4
ZBTB38 : Zinc finger and BTB domain
containing 38
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