
Abstract. Background/Aim: Transient receptor potential
vanilloid 6 (TRPV6), an endothelial Ca2+-selective entry
channel, is expressed in various cancer types, and a
selective TRPV6 inhibitor is currently being investigated in
a clinical trial. However, TRPV6 expression in
hepatocellular carcinoma (HCC) has not been reported.
Materials and Methods: We evaluated TRPV6 expression in
219 cases of HCC and analyzed its association with
clinicopathological parameters and prognostic significance.
TRPV6 mRNA expression was compared between HCC and
non-tumor liver tissues using various public datasets, and
its prognostic effect was examined in The Cancer Genome
Atlas (TCGA) cohort. Results: Low TRPV6 expression was
found in 37.4% of patients, which was significantly
associated with adverse histologic features, and patients
with low TRPV6 expression had shorter recurrence-free and
disease-free survival. TRPV6 mRNA expression was
consistently lower in HCC compared to non-tumor liver
samples in public datasets, at the whole tissue level as well
as single-cell level. Patients with low TRPV6 expression in
the TCGA cohort had shorter progression-free survival.
Conclusion: TRPV6 expression is down-regulated in HCCs
and associated with a poor prognosis. TRPV6 may be a
prognostic biomarker in HCC.

Hepatocellular carcinoma (HCC) is one of the most common
cancers and a leading cause of cancer-related deaths
worldwide (1). Although surgical resection is the treatment
of choice for HCC, the prognosis of HCC patients after
surgery generally tends to be poor due to the high frequency
of tumor recurrence (2). Sorafenib chemotherapy has been
used, until now, as the most effective systemic treatment for
advanced HCC, and there is still a continuous search for a
new agent for treating advanced HCC. Novel targeted agents,
such as regorafenib and lenvatinib, and immune checkpoint
inhibitors, such as nivolumab and pembrolizumab, have been
approved by the US Food and Drug Administration (3-6).
However, owing to the limitation of applying these therapies
(4, 6), further therapeutic agents need to be developed and
reliable molecular biomarkers for predicting the response of
those agents and prognosis ought to be discovered in the era
of precision medicine (7).

Transient receptor potential vanilloid 6 (TRPV6), the major
constituent of TRP channels, is an epithelial calcium channel
located in the epithelium of organs including the digestive
tract, testis, placenta, and kidney with highly selective affinity
to divalent cations, particularly Ca2+ (8). Owing to its high
selectivity to Ca2+, it plays a critical role in Ca2+ homeostasis
in physiological conditions (8, 9). Also, it is clarified that Ca2+
signaling is central to the major cancer hallmark processes,
including uncontrolled cell proliferation, resistance to
apoptosis, tissue invasion, and angiogenesis (10, 11). Thus, it
is expected that TRPV6 functions as an oncogene in
carcinogenesis. TRPV6 expression is variable and depends on
the organ and cancer type (8), but little is known about the
exact role and mechanism through which TRPV6 contributes
to carcinogenesis. In recent days, accumulating evidence
indicates that TRPV6 expression, either over-expression or
down-regulation, is related to cancer progression. Over-
expression of TRPV6 is observed in prostate, breast, and
thyroid cancers (8, 12, 13), whereas down-regulation of
TRPV6 is observed in esophageal, non-small cell lung, and
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renal cancers (14-16). Also, a selective TRPV6 inhibitor has
been developed, and its pharmacological effect and safety
were recently shown in humans (17). However, the association
between the TRPV6 expression and clinicopathological
outcome in patients with HCC has not been studied yet. 

In this study, we evaluated TRPV6 expression in surgically
resected HCC samples using immunohistochemistry (IHC) and
analyzed its association with clinicopathological parameters
and prognostic effect. Then, we aimed to elucidate the
possibility of using TRPV6 as a promising prognostic predictor
in patients with HCC.

Materials and Methods

Patients and specimens. Initially, a total of 283 patients treated
with curative hepatectomy as the first line of treatment for
primary HCC between July 2000 and May 2006 at the
Samsung Medical Center, Seoul, Republic of Korea were
enrolled in this study. Sixty-four patients who presented with
insufficient tissue for tissue microarray (TMA) were excluded,
and finally 219 patients were included in the study cohort. 

Curatively resected tumors had clear resection margins
confirmed microscopically and no residual tumors confirmed
by radiological examination one month after surgery. Tumor
staging was performed according to both the American Joint
Committee on Cancer (AJCC) staging system (8th edition)
(18) and Barcelona Clinic Liver Cancer (BCLC) staging
classification (19). Intrahepatic metastasis and multicentric
occurrence were defined according to previously defined
criteria (20), and tumor necrosis or tumor-infiltrating
lymphocytes (TILs) were determined as described previously
(21). All patients were followed up every 3 months after
surgery, with three-phase dynamic computed tomography
scans or magnetic resonance imaging and serum α-
fetoprotein (AFP) level evaluations. Recurrence-free survival
(RFS) and disease-specific survival (DSS) were defined as
the difference between the date of surgery and date of
recurrence or HCC-related death, respectively (22). The
Institutional Review Board of the Samsung Medical Center
approved this study and waived the need for informed
consent (IRB No. 2021-05-036). 

IHC. IHC was performed using TMA consisting of two 2 mm
cores of HCC tissue as previously described (23). The sections
were incubated with a rabbit anti-TRPV6 antibody (ACC-036,
Alomone labs, Jerusalem, Israel) for 60 min at room
temperature, after antigen retrieval with LOW buffer (pH 6.0)
in DAKO PT Link (Agilent, Glostrup, Denmark) at 97℃ and
blocking with Agilent Protein Block, Blocking x0909
(Agilent) for 15 min. Antigen-antibody chromogenic reactions
were developed using the Agilent EnVision FLEX Systems
K8002 (Agilent) for 30 min. Prostate adenocarcinoma and
normal prostate tissues were used as positive and negative

controls, respectively, according to the manufacturer’s
recommendations. Cytoplasmic staining of TRPV6 in tumor
cells was regarded as positive, and TRPV6 staining was
analyzed by a semi-quantitative method using H-score, as
described previously (23). Briefly, H-score was generated on
a continuous scale of 0 to 300 by multiplying the percentage
of stained cells (0-100%) and 4 intensity categories (0 for
negative, 1+ for weak, 2+ for moderate, and 3+ for strong
positive) (Figure 1A-D). 

Analysis of gene expression omnibus (GEO) databases and
The Cancer genome atlas (TCGA). The TRPV6 expression
data in microarray datasets were downloaded from the
National Center for Biotechnology Information (NCBI) GEO
database, specifically the GSE14520 (24) series on the
GPL571 platform (Affymetrix GeneChip Human Genome
U133A 2.0 Array, Santa Clara, CA, USA), GSE54236 (25)
series on the GPL6480 platform (Agilent-014850 Whole
Human Genome Microarray 4×44K G4112F, Santa Clara,
CA, USA), and GSE89377 (26) series on the GPL6947
platform (Illumina HumanHT12 V3.0 expression BeadChip,
San Diego, CA, USA). The mRNA microarray datasets from
22, 81, and 40 HCC tissue samples and 21, 80, and 67
normal liver tissue samples were obtained from GSE14520,
GSE54236, and GSE89377, respectively. In particular,
GSE89377 contained various liver tissues classified as non-
tumor, including chronic hepatitis and cirrhosis (n=45), low-
grade dysplastic nodules (n=11), high-grade dysplastic
nodules (n=11), early HCC (n=5), and HCC grade I–III
(n=35). The TRPV6 expression data of the single-cell
RNAseq dataset, GSE149614 (27) series on the GPL24676
platform [Illumina NovaSeq 6000 (Homo sapiens)], was also
downloaded from the NCBI GEO database. GSE149614
contains a total of 21 samples of the primary tumor (n=10),
portal vein tumor thrombus (n=2), metastatic lymph node
(n=1), and non-tumor liver samples (n=8) from 71,915 cells
of 10 patients with HCC. The normalized data of 20 samples
of primary tumor, portal vein tumor thrombus, and non-
tumor liver with a total of 69,072 cells was downloaded and
analyzed in this study. TRPV6 expression was compared
between normal hepatocytes and HCC tumor cells, after
summing the expression of single-cell RNAseq values for
each sample. Probes were converted into corresponding gene
symbols according to the annotation information of each
platform. In addition, the TRPV6 mRNA expression data and
relevant clinical data of 424 samples from the Liver
Hepatocellular Carcinoma (LIHC) TCGA cohort were
downloaded from the TCGA LIHC RNAseq dataset using
the Genomic Data Commons Data Portal in October 2021
(28). The LIHC TCGA cohort contained 371 primary tumor
samples, 3 recurrent tumor samples, and 50 normal samples;
survival data were provided for 366 out of 371 primary
tumor samples.
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Statistical analysis. We used the X-tile statistics software (Yale
University, New Haven, CT, USA) to determine the optimal
cut-off value of TRPV6 protein and mRNA expression with the
most significant difference in RFS or DFS (29). To analyze the
relationship between TRPV6 expression and clinicopathological
parameters, Pearson’s chi square, Fisher’s exact, or Cochran–
Armitage test was used as appropriate. Kaplan–Meier survival
curve was used to analyze survival rates, which were compared
using the log-rank test. Cox’s proportional hazard regression
model was used for assessing the association between
clinicopathological factors and survival time. Prognostic factors
with p-values less than 0.05 in the univariable analysis were
included in a multivariable analysis. Mann–Whitney U-test was
used for comparing the mRNA expression between non-tumor
tissue and HCC tissue. We examined the proportional hazard
assumption graphically. Two-sided p-values less than 0.05 were
considered statistically significant. Statistical analyses were
performed using IBM SPSS for Windows (IBM Corp., Armonk,
NY, USA) and R 4.1.1 (R Foundation for Statistical Computing,
Vienna, Austria). 

Results

Clinicopathological characteristics. Clinicopathological
characteristics of patients are presented in Table I. Among
the 219 HCC cases, there were 181 male patients (82.6%)

and 38 female patients (17.4%), with ages ranging from 17
to 74 years old (mean: 52 years) and size of tumors ranging
from 10 to 210 mm (mean: 51 mm). By preoperative
examination, 195 patients (89.0%) were hepatitis virus
carriers, of which the majority (174; 79.5%) had hepatitis B
virus followed by hepatitis C virus (19; 8.7%). Twenty-six
patients (11.9%) were hypo-albuminemic (serum albumin
level ≤3.5 g/dl), and 82 patients (37.4%) showed increased
AFP levels (>200 ng/ml). By microscopic examination, 122
(55.7%), 8 (3.7%), and 54 (24.7%) patients displayed
microvascular invasion, major portal vein invasion, and
intrahepatic metastasis, respectively. In addition, 54 cases
(24.7%) displayed tumor necrosis, and 66 cases (30.1%)
showed moderate to high numbers of TILs. The majority
(177; 80.8%) of cases were Edmonson grade II, followed by
grade I (24; 11.0%) and grade III (18; 8.2%). Regarding non-
tumor background liver, 114 cases (52.1%) showed cirrhosis.
Based on the T staging of AJCC, there were 90 (41.1%), 90
(41.1%), 34 (15.5%), and 5 (2.3%) patients with I, II, III, and
IV stage, respectively. According to follow-up after surgery,
145 patients (66.2%) recurred, and their RFS ranged from
0.33 to 149.5 months. 

TRPV6 expression in HCC tissues and its association with
clinicopathological features. TRPV6 was expressed in the
cytoplasm of HCC tumor cells (Figure 1A-D). The median
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Figure 1. Representative images of TRPV6 immunohistochemistry according to intensity score calculated using the H-score system.



CANCER GENOMICS & PROTEOMICS 19: 259-269 (2022)

262

Table I. Association between TRPV6 expression and clinicopathological variables.

Variables                                                                     Total                                                  TRPV6 IHC H-score

                                                                                                                             <100 (n=82)                            ≥100 (n=137)                             p-Value

Gender                                                                                                                                                                                                                       0.307
  Female                                                                       38                                     17 (44.7%)                                21 (55.3%)                                   
  Male                                                                         181                                    65 (35.9%)                              116 (64.1%)                                   
Age                                                                                                                                                                                                                            0.067
  <40                                                                             23                                     13 (56.5%)                                10 (43.5%)                                   
  ≥40                                                                           196                                    69 (35.2%)                              127 (64.8%)                                   
Tumor size                                                                                                                                                                                                                 0.014
  <5 cm                                                                      130                                    40 (30.8%)                                90 (69.2%)                                   
  ≥5 cm                                                                        89                                     42 (47.2%)                                47 (52.8%)                                   
Edmondson grade                                                                                                                                                                                                      0.016
  I                                                                                  24                                       6 (25.0%)                                18 (75.0%)                                   
  II                                                                              177                                    64 (36.2%)                              113 (63.8%)                                   
  III                                                                               18                                     12 (66.7%)                                  6 (33.3%)                                   
Microvascular invasion                                                                                                                                                                                          <0.001
  (–)                                                                              97                                     21 (21.6%)                                76 (78.4%)                                   
  (+)                                                                            122                                    61 (50.0%)                                61 (50.0%)                                   
Major portal vein invasion                                                                                                                                                                                     <0.001
  (–)                                                                            211                                    74 (35.1%)                              137 (64.9%)                                   
  (+)                                                                                8                                       8 (100.0%)                                0 (0.0%)                                     
Intrahepatic metastasis                                                                                                                                                                                              0.002
  (–)                                                                            165                                    52 (31.5%)                              113 (68.5%)                                   
  (+)                                                                              54                                     30 (55.6%)                                24 (44.4%)                                   
Multicentric occurrence                                                                                                                                                                                            0.938
  (–)                                                                            206                                    77 (37.4%)                              129 (62.6%)                                   
  (+)                                                                              13                                       5 (38.5%)                                  8 (61.5%)                                   
AJCC T stage 8th                                                                                                                                                                                                    <0.001
  1                                                                                 90                                     19 (21.1%)                                71 (78.9%)                                   
  2                                                                                 90                                     41 (45.6%)                                49 (54.4%)                                   
  3                                                                                 34                                     21 (61.8%)                                13 (38.2%)                                   
  4                                                                                   5                                       1 (20.0%)                                  4 (80.0%)                                   
BCLC stage                                                                                                                                                                                                               0.002
  0, A                                                                         117                                    34 (29.1%)                                83 (70.9%)                                   
  B                                                                                92                                     40 (43.5%)                                52 (56.5%)                                   
  C                                                                                10                                       8 (80.0%)                                  2 (20.0%)                                   
Albumin level, g/dl                                                                                                                                                                                                   0.585
  >3.5                                                                         193                                    71 (36.8%)                              122 (63.2%)                                   
  ≤ 3.5                                                                          26                                     11 (42.3%)                                15 (57.7%)                                   
AFP level, ng/mla                                                                                                                                                                                                      0.015
  ≤200                                                                         129                                    40 (31.0%)                                89 (69.0%)                                   
  >200                                                                           82                                     39 (47.6%)                                43 (52.4%)                                   
Etiology                                                                                                                                                                                                                    0.127
  Non-viral                                                                   24                                     10 (41.7%)                                14 (58.3%)                                   
  HBV                                                                        174                                    69 (39.7%)                              105 (60.3%)                                   
  HBV and HCV                                                            2                                       0 (0.0%)                                    2 (100.0%)                                 
  HCV                                                                          19                                       3 (15.8%)                                16 (84.2%)                                   
Liver cirrhosis                                                                                                                                                                                                           0.930
  (–)                                                                            105                                    39 (37.1%)                                66 (62.9%)                                   
  (+)                                                                            114                                    43 (37.7%)                                71 (62.3%)                                   
Tumor necrosis                                                                                                                                                                                                          0.002
  (–)                                                                            165                                    52 (31.5%)                              113 (68.5%)                                   
  (+)                                                                              54                                     30 (55.6%)                                24 (44.4%)                                   
Tumor infiltrating lymphocytes                                                                                                                                                                               0.930
  (–)                                                                            153                                    57 (37.3%)                                96 (62.7%)                                   
  (+)                                                                              44                                     16 (36.4%)                                28 (63.6%)                                   
  (++)                                                                            22                                       9 (40.9%)                                13 (59.1%)                                   

Values are presented as number (%); AJCC: American Joint Committee on Cancer; BCLC: Barcelona Clinic Liver Cancer; AFP: α-fetoprotein;
HBV: hepatitis B virus; HCV: hepatitis C virus. aAFP evaluation was not applicable in 8 cases.



H-score of TRPV6 IHC was 112.5 (range=5–285) and the
mean was 116.85 (standard deviation: 60.84). The non-tumor
background liver tissue showed weak granular cytoplasmic
staining (Figure 1E). The optimal cutoff value of TRPV6
expression in IHC analysis, determined using the X-Tile
program with the highest statistical significance for RFS,
was 100. Among the 219 patients, 82 (37.4%) were classified
into the low expression group, while 137 (62.6%) were
classified into the high expression group. The association
between TRPV6 expression and clinicopathological
parameters is summarized in Table I. Low TRPV6
expression was more frequently found in patients with large
tumor size (p=0.014), intrahepatic metastasis (p=0.002), and

high serum AFP levels (p=0.015). Furthermore, it was
significantly associated with adverse histologic features
known to predict adverse prognosis, including high
Edmonson grade (p=0.016), microvascular invasion
(p<0.001), and major portal vein invasion (p<0.001) (Figure
2). The patients in the low expression group tended to have
higher AJCC T or BCLC stage.

Impact of TRPV6 expression on the survival of patients
with HCC. Patients with low TRPV6 expression showed
significantly short RFS (p=0.015) and DSS (p=0.010)
(Figure 3). In multivariable analysis, necrosis and
intrahepatic metastasis were independent adverse
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Figure 2. Boxplot comparing TRPV6 H-score according to clinicopathological variables. (A) Edmonson grade, (B) microvascular invasion, (C)
major portal vein invasion, (D) intrahepatic metastasis.



prognostic factors for RFS (p=0.013 and <0.001,
respectively) and DSS (p=0.001 and <0.001, respectively)
(Table II). Low serum albumin level was observed to be an
independent adverse prognostic factor for only RFS
(p=0.033). TRPV6 expression fails to show an independent
prognostic effect.

TRPV6 mRNA expression in public data. We compared the
expression of TRPV6 mRNA in non-tumor liver and HCC
tissues from five public gene expression datasets
GSE14520, GSE54236, GSE89377, GSE149614, and
TCGA HCC cohorts. The mean TRPV6 mRNA expression
in HCC tissue was significantly lower than that in non-
tumor liver tissue in all GEO datasets, not only at the whole
tissue level (GSE14520, p=0.006; GSE89377, p<0.001;

GSE54236, p<0.001) (Figure 4A-C), but also at the
individual cell level at single-cell sequencing dataset
(GSE149614, p=0.02) (Figure 4D). Particularly, GSE89377
contained various liver tissues classified as non-tumor, low-
grade dysplastic nodule, high-grade dysplastic nodule, early
HCC, and HCC grade I-III. The boxplot of GSE89377 data
demonstrates that the mRNA expression levels notably
changed between low- and high-grade dysplastic nodules
during carcinogenesis (Figure 4C). In the TCGA dataset,
TRPV6 mRNA expression was lower in HCC tissue than in
non-tumor liver tissue (p<0.001, Figure 4E), and the group
with low TRPV6 mRNA expression in the TCGA HCC
cohort showed shorter progression-free survival than the
high expression group (p=0.019, Figure 4F), but not a
significant difference in DSS (p=0.81, Figure 4G). 
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Table II. Univariable and multivariable analysis for recurrence-free survival (RFS) and disease-specific survival (DSS).

Univariable analysis                                                                                                     RFS                                                                DSS

Variables                                                                                             HR                  95%CI              p-Value           HR                 95%CI              p-Value

Age                                                    <40 years vs. ≥40 years       1.466             0.904-2.378            0.121           1.598           0.845-3.025             0.150
Tumor size                                        >5 cm vs. ≤5 cm                   1.565             1.127-2.172            0.007           2.887           1.833-4.548          <0.001
Edmonson grade                               III vs. I+II                             1.851             1.083-3.166            0.024           2.725           1.437-5.166             0.002
Microvascular invasion                    Yes vs. No                             2.316             1.645-3.259         <0.001           3.918           2.286-6.716          <0.001
Major portal vein invasion               Yes vs. No                             2.827             1.319-6.06              0.008           5.732           2.613-12.574        <0.001
Intrahepatic metastasis                     Yes vs. No                             4.666             3.254-6.69            <0.001           6.167           3.917-9.71            <0.001
Multicentric occurrence                    Yes vs. No                             1.297             0.605-2.783            0.504           0.896           0.328-2.452             0.831
Albumin level, g/dl                           ≤3.5 vs. >3.5                         1.791             1.115-2.876            0.016           2.109           1.159-3.837             0.015
AFP level, ng/ml                               >200 vs. ≤200                       1.861             1.333-2.598         <0.001           1.871           1.186-2.953             0.007
Etiology                                             Viral vs. non-viral                 2.016             1.061-3.834            0.032           1.986           0.803-4.916             0.138
Liver cirrhosis                                   Yes vs. No                             1.400             1.007-1.947            0.046           1.070           0.686-1.669             0.765
Necrosis                                             Yes vs. No                             2.404             1.678-3.444         <0.001           4.176           2.664-6.546          <0.001
Tumor infiltrating lymphocytes       Yes vs. No                             0.712             0.493-1.029            0.070           0.385           0.212-0.699             0.002
TRPV6 IHC H-score                        ≥100 vs. <100                       0.664             0.477-0.925            0.015           0.559           0.358-0.874             0.011

Multivariable analysis                                                                                                  RFS                                                                DSS

Variables                                                                                             HR                  95%CI              p-Value           HR                 95%CI              p-Value

Age                                                    <40 years vs. ≥40 years                                                                                                                                       
Tumor size                                        >5 cm vs. ≤ 5 cm                  1.059             0.703-1.596            0.784           1.525           0.904-2.573             0.114
Edmonson grade                               III vs. I+II                             1.054             0.571-1.946            0.866           1.310           0.627-2.736             0.472
Microvascular invasion                    Yes vs. No                             1.014             0.606-1.697            0.958           0.799           0.357-1.789             0.585
Major portal vein invasion               Yes vs. No                             0.586             0.242-1.42              0.237           1.365           0.527-3.536             0.522
Intrahepatic metastasis                     Yes vs. No                             4.402             2.721-7.121         <0.001           6.307           3.309-12.022        <0.001
Multicentric occurrence                    Yes vs. No                                                                                                                                                             
Albumin level, g/dl                           ≤3.5 vs. >3.5                         1.789             1.048-3.054            0.033           1.634           0.798-3.346             0.180
AFP level, ng/ml                               >200 vs. ≤200                       1.370             0.958-1.961            0.085           0.918           0.537-1.569             0.754
Etiology                                             Viral vs. non-viral                 1.399             0.696-2.812            0.346                                                                 
Liver cirrhosis                                   Yes vs. No                             1.418             0.979-2.054            0.064                                                                 
Necrosis                                             Yes vs. No                             1.791             1.132-2.833            0.013           3.212           1.781-5.793          <0.001
Tumor infiltrating lymphocytes       Yes vs. No                                                                                                      0.446           0.228-0.872             0.018
TRPV6 IHC H-score                        ≥100 vs. <100                       0.856             0.586-1.251            0.422           0.890           0.528-1.5                 0.663

IHC: Immunohistochemistry; AFP: α-fetoprotein; HR: hazard ratio.



Discussion

In this study, we found that low TRPV6 expression predicted
adverse prognosis after curative HCC resection and was
closely associated with aggressive clinicopathological
parameters, such as large tumor size, high Edmonson grade,
microvascular invasion, major portal vein invasion, tumor
necrosis, intrahepatic metastasis, advanced AJCC or BCLC
stage, and high serum AFP. We also found a lower expression
of TRPV6 mRNA in HCC tissue than in non-tumor liver tissue
in the various public datasets and confirmed its adverse
prognostic value for progression-free survival in the TCGA
dataset. These results suggest that down-regulation of TRPV6
could contribute to HCC progression. 

TRPV6, an epithelial Ca2+ channel, has received attention
because of its potential role in carcinogenesis due to its high
Ca2+ selectivity. Ca2+ is a key messenger that regulates many
signaling pathways involved in cellular processes, and the
calcium signaling machinery is known to be widely involved
in the control of cell proliferation and apoptosis, and
accounts for a large part of the hallmark processes of cancer
during progression (10, 30, 31). The role of TRPV6 in cancer
progression needs to be further elucidated, but inducing the
accumulation of intracellular calcium might promote tumor
cell survival. Briefly, elevated cytosolic calcium can bind to
calmodulin, which activates calcineurin, and subsequently
dephosphorylates the nuclear factor of activated T-cells
(NFAT) transcription factor, becoming the active form. NFAT
is known to mediate the transcription of some genes involved
in cell proliferation and migration (31, 32).

It has been reported that TRPV6 is up-regulated in tissue
samples of several human malignancies, including prostate,
breast, thyroid, colon, and ovarian carcinomas, relative to its
expression in normal tissues (8, 33, 34). Wissenbach et al.

first suggested that TRPV6 mRNA may be up-regulated in
prostate cancer (34), and later studies demonstrated that
TRPV6 mRNA expression increased with Gleason score and
the degree of metastasis (35, 36). In breast cancer tissue,
TRPV6 mRNA was also up-regulated, and it can be regulated
by hormones such as estrogen and progesterone. Likewise,
tamoxifen down-regulates TRPV6 mRNA expression and
directly inhibits calcium channel activity, suggesting that
TRPV6 is involved in the anti-proliferative activity of
tamoxifen. As the pharmacologic activity of tamoxifen was
enhanced in the TRPV6-silenced state, TRPV6 could be a
promising therapeutic target for estrogen or progesterone
receptor-negative breast cancer (37). Moreover, in colon
cancer, it was demonstrated that over-expression of TRPV6
was related to early-stage disease, and inhibition of TRPV6
expression led to the suppression of growth and induction of
apoptosis in tumor cells (38). However, down-regulation of
TRPV6 has been also reported in renal, esophageal, and non-
small cell lung cancer (14-16). Wu et al. also found that
vitamin D receptor mRNA expression is significantly
associated with that of TRPV6 in renal cell carcinoma,
suggesting that altered vitamin D receptor expression is
associated with carcinogenesis via TRPV6 (16). Furthermore,
TRPV6 was down-regulated in patients with esophageal
squamous cell carcinoma in a study by Zhang et al. (14).
Interestingly, stratified survival analysis showed opposite
results according to sex; decreased expression correlated
with unfavorable DSS in male patients and favorable DSS in
female patients (14). Collectively, the overexpression of
TRPV6 in cancers suggests that it might be a probable
oncogene, while decreased TRPV6 expression in some
cancers and the association between decreased expression
and adverse outcomes suggest that it might also act as a
tumor suppressor. Although the pathologic mechanism of
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Figure 3. Kaplan–Meier survival curves for (A) RFS and (B) DSS according to TRPV6 H-score in our cohort. RFS: Recurrence-free survival; DSS:
disease-specific survival.
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Figure 4. TRPV6 mRNA expression in public datasets. (A-E) Boxplot comparing TRPV6 mRNA expression between non-tumor tissue and HCC tumor
tissue from public data. (A) In GSE14520, (B) in GSE54236, (C) in GSE 89377 (specifically, graded as non-tumor liver, LDN, HDN, early HCC,
progressed HCC), (D) in GSE146914, and (E) in TCGA data. (F-G) Kaplan–Meier survival curves for PFS and DSS according to TRPV6 mRNA
expression in TCGA cohort. LDN: Low-grade dysplastic nodule; HDN: high-grade dysplastic nodule; HCC: hepatocellular carcinoma; TCGA: The
Cancer Genome Atlas; PFS: progression-free survival; DSS: disease-specific survival.



TRPV6 in cancer tissue is not fully understood, it might play
opposite and complicated roles in different cancer types;
hence, further studies with large cohorts in various cancer
types are required. 

The association between TRPV6 expression at the protein
or mRNA level and clinicopathological features of HCC
have not yet been studied. However, previous studies have
analyzed the clinical significance of TRPV1 and TRPV2
expression in patients with HCC. The expression of TRPV1
and TRPV2 at both mRNA and protein levels was lower in
cancer tissue than in normal tissue, and it was also more
likely in poorly-differentiated HCC than in well-
differentiated HCC. In particular, the high TRPV1 expression
group had significantly better DFS than the low expression
group (39, 40). These findings suggest that TRPV1 and
TRPV2 play an important role in HCC carcinogenesis and
could be potentially used as prognostic predictors of HCC. 

Although HCC is one of the most common causes of
cancer-related deaths worldwide, there is a lack of diversity
in treatment, particularly for recurrent disease; therefore, new
target agents are required for the treatment of HCC. Since
recent studies asserting the role of TRP channels in cancer
progression have emerged, efforts have been made to
develop agents targeting TRP channels. Anand et al. reported
that the venom peptide Tv1 from predatory marine snails has
anticancer and anti-tumorigenic properties in vitro in liver
cancer cells and in vivo in allograft tumor mouse models.
They suggested that its mechanism is the inhibition of the
COX-2 pathway via the NFAT signaling pathway following
TRPV6 channel activity (41). In addition, inhibitory TRPV6-
binding peptides (SOR-C13 and SOR-C27) derived from
soricidin, a paralytic peptide from the saliva of the northern
short-tailed shrew, have been developed, and their antitumor
activity has been proven in preclinical animal studies (42,
43). In a phase I clinical trial testing the safety and
tolerability of SOR-C13 in 23 patients with advanced solid
tumors of epithelial origin, the results of the “first-in-human”
study revealed no drug-related adverse events, and the best
response of 27% reduction in pancreatic tumor volume was
observed (17). However, the application of these therapeutic
agents against TRPV6 could be limited in HCC based on our
study using real-world patient samples and clinical data,
which showed weak expression of TRPV6 protein in non-
tumor liver tissue, the favorable prognostic effect of high
TRPV6 expression, and lower mRNA expression of TRPV6
in the tumor than in the non-tumor liver. 

Conclusion

To the best of our knowledge, this is the first study to
investigate TRPV6 expression in HCC and its association
with clinical outcomes. TRPV6 might be used as a
prognostic biomarker in surgically resected HCC.
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