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Abstract

While certain genetic changes are frequently found in
adrenocortical carcinoma cells, the molecular basis of
adrenocortical tumorigenesis remains poorly under-
stood. Given that the transcription factors GATA-4 and
GATA-6 have been implicated in gene expression and
cellular differentiation in a variety of tissues, including
endocrine organs such as testis, we have now examined
their expression in the developing adrenal gland, as well
as in adrenocortical cell lines and tumors from mice and
humans. Northern blot analysis and in situ hybridization
revealed abundant GATA-6 mRNA in the fetal and post-
natal adrenal cortex of the mouse. In contrast, little or no
GATA-4 expression was detected in adrenal tissue dur-
ing normal development. In vivo stimulation with ACTH
or suppression with dexamethasone did not affect the
expression of GATA-4 or GATA-6 in the murine adrenal
gland. To assess whether changes in the expression of
GATA-4 or GATA-6 accompany adrenocortical tumori-

genesis, we employed an established mouse model.
When gonadectomized, inhibin a/SV40 T-antigen trans-
genic mice develop adrenocortical tumors in a gonado-
tropin-dependent fashion. In striking contrast to the nor-
mal adrenal glands, GATA-6 mRNA was absent from
adrenocortical tumors or tumor-derived cell lines, while
GATA-4 mRNA and protein were abundantly expressed
in the tumors and tumor cell lines. Analogous results
were obtained with human tissue samples; GATA-4 ex-
pression was detected in human adrenocortical carcino-
mas but not in normal tissue, adenomas, or pheochro-
mocytomas. Taken together these results suggest
different roles for GATA-4 and GATA-6 in the adrenal
gland, and implicate GATA-4 in adrenal tumorigenesis.
Immunohistochemical detection of GATA-4 may serve
as a useful marker in the differential diagnosis of human
adrenal tumors.

Introduction

Adrenocortical carcinoma (ACC) is a rare tumor
affecting both children and adults. In the United

States the incidence is approximately 3 per mil-
lion children less than 16 years of age (1) and
0.5-2 per million adults (2), although a higher
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incidence has been reported in some countries
(3). The majority of pediatric patients (>95%)
exhibit virilization (3), and Cushing’s syndrome
is common (>70%) in pediatric and adult pa-
tients (3,4). Overall ACC represents 0.2% of the
causes of death from cancer (2). The mainstay of
treatment for ACC is surgery (3,5,6); when total
resection is possible, the one year survival rate in
pediatric patients is approximately 65% (3). An-
tineoplastic agents have been used with limited
success in cases of advanced disease (5,7,8).

The molecular mechanisms underlying ad-
renocortical tumorigenesis are not known. The
clonality of adrenocortical tumors has been ex-
amined using X-chromosome inactivation
analysis on human pathologic samples; most
adrenal adenomas and carcinomas are mono-
clonal in nature, whereas diffuse and nodular
adrenal hyperplasias are polyclonal (9). ACC is
found in association with the Li-Fraumeni (10)
and Beckwith-Wiedemann (11) syndromes,
suggesting that malignant transformation may
be influenced by the p53 gene (1,12,13) or
imprinted genes at the 11pl5 locus such as
p57KIP2 (14). In addition, allelic loss of the RB
gene has been noted in ACC samples, indicat-
ing that this gene may be involved in tumori-
genesis (13). Multiple endocrine neoplasia
type 1 (MEN-1) can involve the adrenal cortex
(15), and ACC cells express markers typical of
neuroendocrine cells, such as synaptophysin,
neuron specific enolase, and vimentin, imply-
ing that ACC may originate from neuroendo-
crine foci within the adrenal cortex (16).

A transgenic mouse model of adrenal tumor-
igenesis has been recently described; mice bear-
ing an inhibin a-subunit promoter/Simian Virus
40 T-antigen fusion gene develop gonadal tu-
mors originating from granulosa or Leydig cells
(17-19). When these transgenic mice are gonad-
ectomized before puberty, they develop malig-
nant adenocorticortical carcinomas (20). These
adrenal tumors do not appear in non-gonadec-
tomized animals. If functional gonadectomy is
induced by administration of a GnRH antagonist
or by cross-breeding the transgenic mice into the
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hypogonadotropic s#pg genetic background, nei-
ther gonadal nor adrenal tumors appear (21).
This led to the hypothesis that tumor develop-
ment is related to elevated gonadotropin secre-
tion, which is the most obvious difference be-
tween the surgical and functional gonadectomy
models (22). The adrenal tumors and a cell line
(Cal) derived from them were found to express
functional LH receptors, and hCG treatment of
the cells stimulated their proliferation and ste-
roid production (22). On the basis of this and
other data it has been proposed that expression
of the potent oncogene, T-antigen, in adrenocor-
tical cells allows a trophic hormone to function
as a tumor promoter. While obvious differences
exist between this mouse model and ACC in
humans, certain similarities are noteworthy. Ad-
renal carcinomas in humans and the transgenic
mice express a number of common markers, in-
cluding neuroectodermal markers and steroido-
genic enzymes (16,20,22). Moreover, human ad-
renocortical tumors responsive to gonadotropins
have been described (23,24). These conserved
features make this transgenic model potentially
useful for identifying factors critical for adreno-
cortical tumorigenesis in humans.

GATA-4 and GATA-6 belong to a family of
zinc finger transcription factors termed the
GATA-binding proteins, which regulate gene ex-
pression, differentiation, and cell proliferation in
a variety of tissues (25,26). Within the endocrine
system, GATA-4 and/or GATA-6 are expressed in
the female and male gonad (27-33), and devel-
oping hypothalamus (34,35). In ovary, GATA-4
expression localizes to granulosa cells of primary
and early antral follicles, whereas GATA-6 is
present in late antral follicular cells and luteal
glands (31). In addition, the expression of
GATA-4, but not GATA-6, is stimulated by exog-
enous gonadotropins in cultured gonadal cell
lines (31,33). Furthermore, downregulation of
GATA-4 expression accompanies follicular atre-
sia caused by the mechanism of programmed cell
death. In testis, GATA-4 and GATA-6 expression
are most abundant at the proliferative stage of
Sertoli cells, suggesting a role in the expansion of
these cells (32,33). Taken together, these studies
imply overlapping but distinct functions for
GATA-4 and GATA-6 in the hypothalamic—pitu-
itary—gonadal axis, and suggest that the relative
expression of these factors within these tissues
may regulate hormonal signaling or cell prolifer-
ation.

Given the expression and regulation of
GATA-4 and GATA-6 in the gonads, it was of



492 Molecular Medicine, Volume 5, Number 7, July 1999

interest to explore their expression in the adre-
nals, which share expression of many develop-
mentally and functionally important genes, in-
cluding inhibin, SF-1 and DAX-1 (36 and
references therein) with the gonads. We have
also utilized the transgenic mouse model de-
scribed above, and human pathological sam-
ples to explore the role of GATA-4 and
GATA-6, in adrenocortical tumorigenesis.
Abundant GATA-6 mRNA was found in adre-
nal cortex during mouse development,
whereas GATA-4 mRNA was undetectable. In
striking contrast to the findings in normal ad-
renal gland, GATA-6 was absent from murine
adrenocortical tumors, while GATA-4 mRNA
expression was dramatically upregulated in
these mouse tumors as well as in human adre-
nocortical carcinomas.

Materials and Methods
Mouse Stocks

Normal adrenal glands were obtained from
7-week-old male C57BL/6J mice (Jackson Labs,
Bar Harbor, ME). Mouse embryos were obtained
by mating male and female B6DJLF1/J mice. For
estimating embryonal age, noon of the day on
which the copulation plug was found was con-
sidered as 0.5 days p.c. Precise staging of dis-
sected embryos was performed using The Atlas of
Mouse Development (37). The inhibin a-subunit
promoter/SV40 T-antigen transgenic mice have
been described previously (17,18,20).

In Vivo Manipulations of Adrenal Function

To study the hormonal regulation of GATA-4
and GATA-6 in the adrenal gland we treated
mice (three animals in each group) with intra-
peritoneal injection of the following agents:
ACTH 10 pg/kg body weight in one dose 2 hours
prior to organ harvest, and dexamethasone 0.03
mg/kg body weight daily for either 2 days (acute
suppression) or 5 days (chronic suppression)
starting 3 or 6 days prior to organ harvest, re-
spectively. Adrenal glands were harvested also
from a group of animals at evening to assess
possible diurnal variation in GATA-4/-6 expres-
sion. The RNA isolated from the adrenals of these
animals was studied for GATA-4 and GATA-6
expression by RNase protection.

Human Samples

Paraffin-embedded tissue samples originally col-
lected for diagnostic purposes were analyzed for
their expression of GATA-4 protein. These sam-
ples originated from 3 cases of ACC (2 females, 1
male, aged 35-78 yr), 5 cases of benign adrenal
adenomas (3 females, 2 males, aged 48-73 yr)
and 4 cases of pheochromocytomas (3 females, 1
male, aged 12-68 yr).

Adrenal Cell Cultures and Hormonal Stimulation of
the Cell Lines

An immortalized cell line, termed Cal, derived
from an adrenocortical tumor in a transgenic
mouse line bearing the mouse inhibin a-subunit
promoter/Simian virus 40 T-antigen fusion gene,
has been described elsewhere (20). The cells
were cultured on plastic dishes in HEPES (20
mmol/l) buffered Dulbecco’s Modified Essential
Media (DMEM) with GlutaMAX®/F12 1:1
(Gibco BRL, Paisley, Scotland) supplemented
with 10% heat-inactivated fetal calf serum (FCS,
Biochlear, Berks, U.K.), glucose (4.5 g/l) and
gentamicin (100 mg/l). Cells were used in im-
munohistochemistry after 2-3 days in culture.
Untreated Cal cells or cells treated with ACTH
(50 ng/ml) were collected for RNA isolation and
Northern hybridization performed as described
later.

In Situ Hybridization

Mouse embryos or adrenal glands were washed
briefly in PBS and then frozen in O.C.T. cryo-
preservation solution (Tissue Tek®, Miles Inc.,
Elkhart, IN). Mouse adrenal tumors were fixed
with 4% paraformaldehyde and embedded in
paraffin. Frozen sections (10 um) were fixed in
4% paraformaldehyde in PBS, or sections (10
pm) from paraffin embedded tissues were sub-
jected to in situ hybridization as described (38).
Tissue sections were incubated with 1 X 10°
CPM of [*?>P]-labeled (1000-3000 Ci/mmol, Am-
ersham, Life Technologies, Arlington Heights, IL)
antisense or sense riboprobe in a total volume of
80 ul. Antisense and sense riboprobes for
GATA-4 and GATA-6 were prepared as described
elsewhere (27,31,39).

Northern Hybridization

Total RNA was isolated using guanidinium thio-
cyanate-phenol-chloroform extraction and ana-
lyzed for expression of GATA-4 or GATA-6 mes-
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sage using Northern hybridization (27). Twenty
micrograms of denaturated total RNA was sub-
jected to electrophoresis on 1% denaturing aga-
rose gel and then transferred onto nylon mem-
branes (Hybond N, Amersham, Arlington
Heights, IL). The membranes were hybridized
with [>?P]labeled RNA probes for GATA-4 (27)
or GATA-6 (29). Hybridization and washing of
the membranes were performed as previously
described (27).

Hybridization signals were detected by auto-
radiography using Kodak X-Omat AR Diagnostic
film XARS5. Autoradiograms were scanned by the
Microcomputer Imaging device (MCID, version
1.2, from Imaging Research, Inc., St. Catherines,
Ontario, Canada) to quantify messenger RNA
(mRNA) species. The intensities of specific bands
were quantified using Tina software (Raytest,
Straubenhardt, Germany). The results were ex-
pressed in arbitrary densitometric units (percent
of the control value) corrected according to the
intensity of 28S ribosomal subunit in the gel
stained with ethidium bromide. Statistical anal-
yses were performed on the basis of three inde-
pendent experiments. The data were analyzed by
one-way ANOVA, using a Macintosh version of
the SuperANOVA program (Abacus Concepts,
Inc., Berkeley, CA), followed by Duncan’s new
multiple range and Fisher’s protected last signif-
icant differences post-hoc tests. P < 0.05 was
considered statistically significant. The results
shown in the figures represent the mean + SEM.

RNase Protection Assay

RNA from adrenal and ovarian tissue was used
for RNase protection assays performed with a
commercially available kit (Ambion, Austin, TX)
using 10 pg of total RNA. [*?P]labeled (800 Ci/
mmol, Amersham Life Technologies, Arlington
Heights, IL) antisense riboprobe recognizing
transcripts arising from exons II and III of the
Gata4 gene was prepared by in vitro transcription
of Notl linearized G14A plasmid (27) using T7
RNA polymerase and [a->?P]CTP (650 Ci/mmol,
ICN Pharmaceuticals Inc., Costa Mesa, CA). An-
tisense GATA-6 riboprobe was prepared from
PCR II mGATA-6 plasmid (29) linearizing with
Pstl and using SP6 RNA polymerase. Antisense
B-actin probe was prepared according to the
manufacturer’s recommendations (Ambion,
Austin, TX). The sizes of full-length and pro-
tected RNA probes were as follows: GATA-4, 491
and 430 nucleotides, GATA-6 140 and 100 nu-

cleotides, and B-actin 300 and 250 nucleotides,
respectively.

Immunohistochemistry and Immunocytochemistry

Frozen tissue sections from mouse adrenals and
adrenal tumors, cultured mouse adrenocortical
tumor cells (line Cal), and paraffin-embedded
human tissue samples were fixed in 4% parafor-
maldehyde and subjected to immunohistochem-
istry using either affinity purified polyclonal rab-
bit anti-mouse GATA-4 (27,39) or commercial
goat polyclonal anti-mouse GATA-4 IgG (Santa
Cruz Biotechnology, Santa Cruz, CA) or non-
immune IgG as the primary antibody. A com-
mercially available avidin-biotin immunoperox-
idase system was used to visualize bound
antibody (Vectastain Elite ABC Kit, Vector Lab-
oratories, Burlingame, CA). 3-amino-9-ethylcar-
bazole (Sigma Chemicals, St. Louis, MO) was
used as the chromogen and the development
reaction occurred in the presence of 0.03%
H,0,. T-antigen was stained with rabbit poly-
clonal anti-Tag antibody, kindly provided by
DR. D. Hanahan, University of California, San
Francisco, CA (40), as described (22).

Results

GATA-6, but Not GATA-4, Transcripts Are
Expressed in Normal Mouse Adrenal Gland

We first wanted to address the normal devel-
opmental pattern of GATA-4 and GATA-6 ex-
pression in the adrenal gland. In initial exper-
iments, we examined the expression of
GATA-4 and GATA-6 in normal mouse adrenal
gland using RNA analysis. In situ hybridization
revealed abundant expression of GATA-6 mes-
sage in postnatal adrenal cortex (Fig. 1A, B).
GATA-6 mRNA was uniformly distributed
throughout the zones of the adrenal cortex,
but no GATA-6 message was evident in the
adrenal medulla. When in situ hybridization
for GATA-4 was performed on adjacent tissue
sections through normal adrenal gland, no
GATA-4 message was detected (Fig. 1C, D).
Similar results were obtained in in situ hybrid-
izations performed on fetal (day 18 p.c.) adre-
nals; abundant GATA-6 message was present
in the cortex, but it was devoid of GATA-4
mRNA (data not shown). RNase protection as-
says confirmed these findings; abundant
GATA-6 but no GATA-4 mRNA was detected in
normal postnatal adrenal gland (Fig. 1E).
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Fig. 1. Expression of GATA-4 and GATA-6
mRNA during adrenal development and in
vivo manipulation of adrenal function. H&E (A,
C) and dark field views (B, D) of in situ hybridiza-
tion demonstrating expression of GATA-6 mRNA in
the adrenal cortex at postnatal day 25 (A, B) but not
of GATA-4 mRNA (C, D). ¢, adrenal cortex; m, adre-
nal medulla. Original magnification (X200), bar =

Effect of In Vivo Manipulation of Adrenal Function
on the Expression of GATA-4 and GATA-6 mRNA

In vivo stimulation with ACTH for 2 hours (10
ug/kg) or suppression with dexamethasone
(0.03 mg/kg/day for 2 or 5 days) did not result in
any marked change in the steady state levels of
GATA-6 mRNA in the adrenal gland, as mea-
sured by RNase protection assay (Fig. 1E). Nei-
ther ACTH nor dexamethasone had any effect on
GATA-4 mRNA levels, which remained unde-
tectable (Fig. 1E). No diurnal variation was noted
in the expression of GATA-6 in the adrenals as
adrenals harvested in the evening were studied
(data not shown); GATA-4 mRNA remained un-
detected.

GATA-4 is Upregulated and GATA-6
Downregulated in Mouse Adrenocortical Tumors

To assess whether changes in GATA-4 or
GATA-6 expression accompany adrenocortical
tumorigenesis, we analyzed inhibin a promoter/

50 um. (E) RNase protection assay showing expres-
sion of GATA-6 mRNA in normal adrenal cortex
(Co). No change in the expression level was noted
in animals treated with ACTH or short or long treat-
ment with dexamethasone (short- and long dexam.,
respectively). No GATA-4 mRNA could be detected
in the adrenals of control or treated animals. Mouse
testis RNA was used as a positive control.

SV40 Tag transgenic mice, developing adreno-
cortical tumors after gonadectomy (20). In intact
and gonadectomized control mice, and in intact
transgenic mice, there was no GATA-4 mRNA
expression in the adrenal glands (Fig. 2C). With
subsequent tumor formation of the gonadecto-
mized transgenic mice there was abundant
GATA-4 mRNA in the adrenal tumors (Fig. 2A).
In contrast, GATA-6 mRNA was present in the
normal and non-tumorous transgenic adrenal
glands, but totally absent in the adrenal tumors
(Fig. 2B, C).

In addition to the RNA analysis, we per-
formed immunohistochemistry on adrenal tu-
mors from the transgenic mice. The immuno-
peroxidase staining revealed uniform staining
for GATA-4 protein in the tumor cells, but not
in the adjacent normal adrenal tissue (Fig. 2E,
F). In keeping with these results, in situ hy-
bridization demonstrates GATA-4, but not
GATA-6, mRNA in adrenal tumor tissue
(Fig. 2H, I).
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Fig. 1. Continued

GATA-4, but Not GATA-6, Is Expressed in Mouse
Adrenocortical Tumor Cell Lines

In addition to examining adrenal tumors of the
transgenic mice, we analyzed the adrenocortical
cell line Cal derived from one of the tumors.
Consistent with the observations made on pri-
mary tumors, the tumor cell line expressed
abundant amounts of GATA-4 mRNA (Fig. 2A)
and protein (Fig. 3), but not the GATA-6 mes-
sage (Fig. 2B). In keeping with the in vivo find-
ings, no change in GATA-4 or GATA-6 mRNA
levels was observed when the tumor cell lines
were treated with ACTH (data not shown).

GATA-4 Is Present in Human Adrenocortical
Carcinomas

To assess whether the observations made on nor-
mal and transgenic mice were relevant to human
adrenocortical carcinogenesis, we performed im-
munohistochemistry for GATA-4 in ACC, adre-
nal adenomas and pheochromocytomas. We de-
tected nuclear staining for GATA-4 in the tumor
tissue from all the three ACC samples examined
(Fig. 4A, B), but not in normal adrenal cortex
(Fig. 4D, E) nor five adenomas (Fig. 4F, G), nor
four pheochromocytomas (Fig. 4H, I). We were
unable to assess the presence of GATA-6 protein

in these samples, since no suitable anti-GATA-6
antibodies were available.

Discussion

This study demonstrates that GATA-4 and
GATA-6 are differentially regulated in normal
versus malignant adrenal glands. Whereas
GATA-6 expression is related to normal adrenal
organogenesis, GATA-4 is expressed in this organ
only during tumorigenesis implicating a possible
role for this transcription factor in adrenocortical
carcinogenesis. This is the first evidence of a link
between any GATA binding protein and solid
tumors in mammals. Observations of the trans-
genic adrenals at different stages of the transfor-
mation process indicate that GATA-4 expression
is specific for the malignant adrenocortical cells,
but not for the transgenic T-antigen expression
in normal tissue.

Earlier studies on gonadal GATA-4 expres-
sion have revealed that abundant expression of
this transcription factor is associated with the
proliferative phase of ovarian granulosa and tes-
ticular Sertoli cells (31-33). The high level of
expression in the tumor cells with high prolifer-
ative capacity is consistent with this finding.
Moreover, studies on ovarian follicular atresia,



496 Molecular Medicine, Volume 5, Number 7, July 1999

EtBr gel .

GATA-4
w
e 0]
Nor 5904 i -
o =
TS 400- .
i *
£ o 300-
o
< £ 2004
x 3
€8 100
<
< 9 | 1 | | '
O Sp Te Adr. Co.' Adr. Tumor Calpha1

M M e cells

o

EtBr gel EE=. -y
-28S

GATA-6

500 A Yk

400 -

Hi X

300 -

200 +

100+

Ribosome (% of Control)

T ; !
Sp ' Te ' Adr.Co! Adr.Tumor ' Calphaf
M e e

0- ]

() GATA-6 mRNA Corrected for 28S

EtBrgel

GATA-4

GATA-6 Wi S S SN0 0 SN0 o ot
! I |

©

9L~

0 O

£ E 4001

83

<5 ’

§ 2 300

€ o

© E 2001

=8

(_r)§ 1004

it

xR | -
S Control Adrenals TG Adrenals

© s F M F M P
Gonadectomy — * + = = *

Fig. 2. Northern analysis,
immunohistochemistry, and
in situ hybridization of adre-
nal tissue from normal and
transgenic animals. (A) Nor-
mal adrenals are devoid of
GATA-4 mRNA, but adrenal
tumor tissue from transgenic
animals expresses abundant
GATA-4 mRNA; GATA-4 mRNA
is strongly upregulated also in
the cell line originating from
these tumors. (B) In contrast,
GATA-6 mRNA is detected in
normal adrenals but not in ad-
renal tumors or adrenal tumor
cell line. (A, B) Normal mouse
testis was used as a positive
control and spleen as a negative
control for GATA-4 mRNA ex-
pression. EtBr, ethidium bro-
mide, Sp, spleen; Te, testis; Adr.
Co., normal adrenal; Calphal
cells, murine adrenal tumor
cells; M, male; F, female. The
bars in A&B show the mean =*
SEM calculated from three in-
dependent experiments per-
formed in duplicate. *, p <
0.05; **, p < 0.001 for GATA-4
and GATA-6 mRNA expression
after the indicated treatment vs.
that in the spleen (control). (C)
GATA-4 mRNA (white column)
is absent and GATA-6 (black
column) present in the adrenals
of normal animals, of normal
gonadectomized animals, and of
transgenic animals. Whereas
GATA-4 is present and GATA-6
absent in the adrenals of gonad-
ectomized transgenic animals,
i.e. in adrenal tumors. The up-
per panel shows representative
28S ribosomal RNA band in the
gel stained with EtBr, and
Northern blots for GATA-4 and
GATA-6. TG Adrenals, the adre-
nals of the transgenic mice; F,
female; M, male.
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Fig. 2. Continued (D-F) Immunoperoxidase staining
shows the presence of GATA-4 protein in the adre-
nal tumor tissue (tu, arrowheads). A small area of
normal adrenal tissue can be seen on the edge of the
tissue sample (nl, arrows); (D) H&E staining of the
tumor; (E) immunoperoxidase staining for GATA-4;
(F) control staining with nonimmune serum. Origi-

nal magnification (X100), bar = 100 um. (G-I) In
situ hybridization demonstrates the presence of
GATA-4 mRNA (H) in adrenal tumor tissue, whereas
it is essentially devoid of GATA-6 mRNA (I); (G)
HE&E staining of adjacent section. Original magnifica-
tion (X100), bar = 100 um.
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Fig. 3. Immunohistochemistry for GATA-4 in
adrenal tumor cells from transgenic animals.
Immunohistochemistry of cultured mouse adrenal
cell line reveals strong nuclear staining with anti-
GATA-4 antibodies, but not with preimmune serum
(inset). Original magnification (X400), bar = 20
pm.

occurring through apoptosis, demonstrated
downregulation of GATA-4 mRNA in association
with programmed cell death (31). It is tempting
to speculate that GATA-4 could act as a cell sur-
vival factor during the transformation so that the
maintenance of expression of this transcription
factor could enhance tumor progression and
growth.

To fully understand the roles of GATA-4 and
GATA-6 in normal and malignant adrenal devel-
opment, it will be necessary to define the regu-
lation and target genes for these transcription
factors in this organ. The combined evidence
from this study and earlier observations in the
gonad shows that these transcription factors are
present at the sites of steroidogenesis, and more
importantly also at the time of active steroido-
genesis in these organs, in particular in fetal and
adult testis and adrenal. These findings suggest a
role for GATA-4 and/or GATA-6 in steroidogen-
esis. Some genes for the steroidogenic enzymes,
for example that of aromatase, harbor putative
GATA-binding sites in the regulatory elements of
their genes (41), and are thus candidate targets
for GATA proteins expressed in endocrine or-
gans. Several other genes, such as anti-Miillerian
hormone, inhibin «, and brain type natriuretic
peptide have been proposed as potential target
genes for GATA-4 or GATA-6 in ovary and testes
(32,33,42,43). In hypothalamus, GATA-4 has
been implicated in the regulation of GnRH gene
(34,35,44). Rigorous genetic studies would,
however, be required to establish the in vivo

target genes for GATA-4 and GATA-6 in the
endocrine system. Unfortunately, the published
models of homozygous null mutations in GATA4
(45,46) and GATA6 (47) gene cause early embry-
onic lethality, which precludes analysis of the
role of these transcription factors in adrenal de-
velopment.

The regulatory mechanisms in the adrenal
tumorigenesis of the transgenic mouse model are
still unknown, but recent evidence shows that
suppression of gonadotropins in these animals
inhibits tumor formation (21). Although gonad-
otropin receptors are not present in normal ad-
renal gland, LH receptors were expressed in the
adrenal tumors (22). Of interest, our results in
gonadal tumor cell lines showed that gonadotro-
pins upregulate GATA-4 mRNA (31,33). Specif-
ically these studies showed upregulation of
GATA-4, but not GATA-6, in Sertoli and granu-
losa cell lines by FSH and in Leydig cell lines by
hCG. It is thus possible that the signal triggered
by LH in the LHR-bearing adrenal tumor cells
acts through GATA-4, which may then partici-
pate in the events leading to malignant pheno-
type in these cells. Our preliminary data supports
the association of LH receptor and GATA-4 ex-
pression in the tumorous adrenals.

The reciprocal changes in GATA-4 and
GATA-6 expression associated with adrenocorti-
cal tumorigenesis are consistent with earlier
studies showing that GATA-4 can influence ex-
pression of GATA-6 and vice versa. In GATA4-/-
embryos (45,46) and cell lines (48) there is up-
regulation of GATA-6 mRNA expression, while
in GATA6-/- embryos (47) there is decreased ex-
pression of GATA-4 mRNA. The molecular
mechanisms for this cross-regulation are not
known.

The current findings, in particular those on
the human tumors, may also offer new tools
for the diagnosis of adrenal tumors. There are
no reliable cytologic criteria for distinguishing
adrenocortical carcinomas from adenomas or
renal cell carcinomas by light microscopy (49),
although certain morphological features have
been suggested to be typical for ACC (50). In
addition, adrenocortical carcinoma can mimic
benign lesions histologically (51). Immunocy-
tochemistry of 3-beta-hydroxysteroid dehy-
drogenase and adrenal-4-binding protein (SE-
1), a transcription factor implicated in the
regulation of steroidogenesis, may be useful in
the differential diagnosis between adrenocorti-
cal and renal cell carcinomas by identifying
adrenocortical parenchymal cells (49). Nuclear
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Fig. 4. Immunohistochemistry for GATA-4 in
human adrenal tissue. H&E staining and immu-
noperoxidase staining for GATA-4 from consecutive
sections of adrenocortical carcinomas (A, B), normal
adrenal cortex (D, E), adenomas (F, G) and pheo-
chromocytomas (H, I); (C) control staining with

staining with the D11 monoclonal antibody
has also been shown to be useful for discrimi-
nating ACC from intraadrenal metastases and
adrenomedullary tumors (52). We are now in
the process of further evaluating the roles of
GATA transcription factors in human adrenal
neoplasia. Based on the present findings in the
normal and malignant human adrenal tissue,
we propose that immunohistochemical detec-
tion of GATA-4 might serve as a new nuclear
marker to discriminate between malignant and
benign adrenal tumors.

nonimmune serum (ACC). GATA-4 protein is abun-
dantly present in the nuclei of carcinoma cells (A-C,
arrowheads), but absent from normal cortex, adeno-
mas, and pheochromocytomas. Original magnifica-
tions (X200) for (A-C), bar = 50 um; (X100) for
(D-I), bar = 100 pm.
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