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The efficacy of allogeneic hematopoietic stem cell transplantation for hematologic malignancies is limited by the difficulty
in suppressing graft-versus-host disease (GVHD) without compromising graft-versus-tumor (GVT) effects. We previously
showed that RAS/MEK/ERK signaling depends on memory differentiation in human T cells, which confers susceptibility to
selective inhibition of naive T cells. Actually, antineoplastic MEK inhibitors selectively suppress alloreactive T cells,
sparing virus-specific T cells in vitro. Here, we show that trametinib, a MEK inhibitor clinically approved for melanoma,
suppresses GVHD safely without affecting GVT effects in vivo. Trametinib prolonged survival of GVHD mice and
attenuated GVHD symptoms and pathology in the gut and skin. It inhibited ERK1/2 phosphorylation and expansion of
donor T cells, sparing Tregs and B cells. Although high-dose trametinib inhibited myeloid cell engraftment, low-dose
trametinib suppressed GVHD without severe adverse events. Notably, trametinib facilitated the survival of mice
transplanted with allogeneic T cells and P815 tumor cells with no residual P815 cells observed in the livers and spleens,
whereas tacrolimus resulted in P815 expansion. These results confirm that trametinib selectively suppresses GVHD-
inducing T cells while sparing antitumor T cells in vivo, which makes it a promising candidate for translational studies
aimed at preventing or treating GVHD.
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Introduction
Allogeneic hematopoietic stem cell transplantation is a curative treatment capable of  inducing long-
term remission in patients with therapy-resistant hematopoietic malignancies; however, graft-versus-host 
disease (GVHD) limits its indication and success (1). The pathophysiology of  GVHD involves several 
factors, such as inflammatory cytokines, chemokines, thymic function, and humoral immunity, although 
the primary trigger is thought to be alloreactivity of  donor T cells against host antigens (2). On the other 
hand, donor T cells are important for maintaining antiviral immunity and graft-versus-tumor (GVT) 
effects against residual host tumor cells (2). Transplants with T cell-depleted BM (TCD-BM) result in 
increased infection, and recipients without GVHD have a higher incidence of  relapses of  the underlying 
malignancies (3, 4). Furthermore, calcineurin inhibitors and corticosteroids that are used to prevent 
GVHD suppress T cell immunity nonspecifically and limit protective immunity and GVT effects. There-
fore, the selective inhibition of  GVHD without compromising GVT effects is desirable. However, a reli-
able method to achieve these goals has proved elusive, in part, due to an incomplete understanding of  T 
cell alloreactivity and immune recovery in human hematopoietic stem cell transplantation.

T cells are classified into naive T cells that have not yet encountered antigen and central/effector mem-
ory T cells with antigenic memory (5). They may be phenotypically defined according to the surface expres-
sion of  CD45RA, CCR7, CD27, and CD62L in humans (6) and CD44 and CD62L in mice (7). In mice, 
the transfer of  naive T cells results in GVHD, whereas that of  memory T cells does not (8–10), but still 
preserves GVT effects (11). In humans, selective depletion of  naive T cells suppresses alloreactivity in vitro 
(12, 13), while memory T cells are involved in antimicrobial immunity (14). Thus, selective suppression of  
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naive T cells while sparing memory T cells may enable the selective inhibition of  GVHD without affecting 
GVT effects in human hematopoietic stem cell transplantation.

As the RAS/MEK/ERK pathway is activated in many types of  cancers, many MEK inhibitors that 
target this pathway have been developed (15). In a mouse model of  GVHD, this pathway was activated in 
T cells (16). We previously investigated the phosphorylation status of  ERK1/2 during the activation of  
human T cells and found that the RAS/MEK/ERK pathway is preferentially activated in naive and central 
memory T cells but not in effector memory T cells (17). We then confirmed that MEK inhibitors selectively 
suppressed alloreactivity of  T cells while sparing herpesvirus-specific T cells and showed that the MEK 
inhibitor selumetinib delayed the onset of  murine GVHD (17).

While GVHD-induced lethality was delayed, selumetinib did not prevent the occurrence of  GVHD; 
whether long-term administration of  MEK inhibitors is feasible and ameliorates GVHD manifestations is 
still unclear. Furthermore, how MEK inhibition modulates immunity in vivo and whether it spares GVT 
effects remain to be elucidated. In this report, we show that a new MEK inhibitor trametinib (GSK1120212) 
selectively suppressed GVHD without abrogating GVT effects in several murine BM transplant (BMT) 
models. We also show that long-term administration of  low-dose trametinib was safe and did not affect 
BM engraftment. Trametinib prolonged the survival of  relapsing malignant melanoma patients (18) and 
gained FDA approval for clinical use in 2013. To date, few adverse effects have been reported except for 
mild diarrhea and skin rashes (18–21). Current data support that MEK inhibition by trametinib may be 
a promising strategy for translational studies aimed at preventing or treating GVHD while sparing GVT 
effects in humans.

Results
Trametinib suppresses gut GVHD after haploidentical murine transplantation. The effects of  trametinib were first 
examined in an MHC-haploidentical GVHD model. (C57BL/6 × DBA/2) F1 hybrid (B6D2F1; H-2b/d) 
mice were transfused with C57BL/6 (B6; H-2b/b) BM and T cells after total body irradiation (TBI) (10.5 
Gy). Control BMT mice received BM alone after TBI. Vehicle-treated mice in the GVHD group developed 
gut GVHD symptoms due to MHC mismatch within 1 month, following a clinical syndrome characterized 
by continuous diarrhea and severe body weight loss; these mice died after 2 months (Figure 1, A and B: 
BM+T, vehicle).

Vehicle or trametinib was administered by oral gavage in 2 doses of  0.1 and 0.3 mg/kg/d from day 
0 through day 30. Both trametinib dosing groups showed significantly prolonged survival (Figure 1A, 
P < 0.01 [0.1 mg/kg] and P < 0.001 [0.3 mg/kg]), decreased body weight loss (Figure 1B, P < 0.01 and 
P < 0.001), and decreased clinical GVHD score (Figure 1C, P < 0.01 and P < 0.001).

Flow cytometric analyses of  peripheral blood on day 10 revealed highly phosphorylated ERK1/2 in 
CD4+ and CD8+ T cells in vehicle-treated mice, which was suppressed in trametinib-treated mice in a 
dose-dependent manner (Figure 1D). Flow cytometric analyses of  T cell subsets in the spleen showed that, 
in the GVHD mice (BM+T, vehicle), CD8+ T cells expanded and dominated over CD4+ T cells, whereas 
trametinib treatment at 0.3 mg/kg/d suppressed the expansion of  CD8+ T cells (Figure 1E). Notably, while 
most CD4+ and CD8+ T cells had an effector memory T cell phenotype (CD62L– cells) and naive T cells 
(CD62L+ cells) were reduced in the GVHD mice, substantial populations of  naive T cells were still detected 
in the trametinib-treated mice.

On day 35, H&E staining of  the colonic mucosa in the vehicle group demonstrated alterations in the 
mucous membrane, lymphocyte infiltration in the submucosal layer, loss of  polarity, and apoptotic bod-
ies, whereas trametinib attenuated these effects (Figure 1, F and G). These findings show that trametinib 
suppressed gut GVHD by inhibiting the activation of  the RAS/MEK/ERK pathway and suggest that it 
suppressed the functional differentiation of  naive T cells into memory T cells in vivo.

Trametinib suppresses cutaneous GVHD. BALB/c mice transplanted with B10.D2 BM and T cells are mis-
matched at minor antigens from donors, leading recipients to develop cutaneous GVHD, characterized by 
skin sclerosis and alopecia. Though the effect of  trametinib from day 0 through day 35 was marginal in terms 
of  survival (Figure 2A), it limited body weight loss (Figure 2B) and reduced the clinical GVHD score (Figure 
2C, P < 0.05). Vehicle-treated mice developed sclerotic skin, alopecia, and cutaneous erosion around the 
anus, which was suppressed by trametinib (Figure 2D). H&E staining of  skin samples showed that trametinib 
suppressed the thickening of  collagen layers, the disturbance of  the subcutaneous architecture, and small 
lymphocyte infiltration in the dermis (Figure 2E). Flow cytometric analyses of  peripheral blood on day 21 
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Figure 1. Trametinib suppressed gut graft-versus-host disease and spared naive T cells. B6D2F1 recipients were irradiated (10.5 Gy) on day –1 and infused 
(on day 0) with 5 × 106 B6 BM cells and 2 × 106 B6 T cells. Recipients were administered vehicle or trametinib (0.1 or 0.3 mg/kg) once daily via oral gavage 
from day 0 through day 30. Combined data of 2 independent experiments (n = 11 in total) are shown for survival (with the log-rank test) (A), percentage 
body weight (BW) (with the 2-tailed Student’s t test at day 60) (B), and clinical graft-versus-host disease (GVHD) score (with the 2-tailed Student’s t 
test at day 58) (C). (D) Phosphorylation of ERK1/2 within CD4+ and CD8+ T cells in the recipient peripheral blood was assessed by flow cytometry on day 
10. Dashed lines represent the results of the recipients of BM cells only, and percentages represent the frequencies of positive cells calculated by the 
Overton cumulative histogram subtracting algorithm. Data are representative of 3 independent experiments. (E) CD4/CD8 and naive/memory T cell 
subsets of splenocytes from the recipients on day 28 were analyzed by flow cytometry. The percentages represent the frequencies of CD4+, CD8+, naive 
(CD62L+CD44–), and memory (CD62L–CD44+) cells, respectively. Data are representative of 2 independent analyses. (F) H&E staining of the colonic mucosa 
of each group. Representative images from 2 independent experiments are shown. Original magnification, ×100. (G) Individual histopathological scores 
obtained from 3 mice are shown along with the means (2-tailed Student’s t test with Bonferroni correction). *P < 0.05, **P < 0.01, ***P < 0.001.
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showed that the number of  CD19+ B cells was reduced due to inflammation in the BM of GVHD mice. How-
ever, substantial numbers of  B cells were detected in a trametinib dose-dependent manner (Figure 2, F and G,  
P < 0.05), suggesting that trametinib suppressed inflammation in BM and facilitated B cell engraftment.

High-dose, but not low-dose, trametinib suppresses myeloid cell engraftment. In nude mice, daily administration 
of  10–30 mg/kg trametinib is well tolerated, with only mild body weight loss (22). However, inhibition of  
the RAS/MEK/ERK pathway was suggested to suppress erythropoiesis (23). Therefore, the possibility that 

Figure 2. Trametinib suppressed cutaneous graft-versus-host disease. BALB/c recipients were irradiated (7.5 Gy) on day –1 and infused (on day 0) with 
5 × 106 B10.D2 T cell-depleted BM cells (TCD-BM) and 1 × 106 T cells (BM only, vehicle: n = 11, trametinib, 0.1 mg/kg: n = 15). Recipients were administered 
vehicle or trametinib (0.1 or 0.3 mg/kg) once daily via oral gavage from day 0 through 30. Aggregated data of 2 independent experiments are shown for 
percentage survival (log-rank test) (A), percentage body weight (BW) (2-tailed Student’s t test at day 41) (B), and clinical graft-versus-host disease (GVHD) 
score (2-tailed Student’s t test at day 38) (C). Representative images of fur texture and alopecia (D) and H&E staining of the skin (E) of the recipients on 
day 70 are shown. Original magnification, ×100. The percentage and number of CD19+ B cells gating on 1.5 × 104 lymphocytes in the BM cell population on 
day 21 are shown as representative histograms along with the cell numbers (F) and individual plots ± SEM (G) from 3 independent experiments (2-tailed 
Student’s t test with Bonferroni correction) (G). *P < 0.05, **P < 0.01.
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trametinib may suppress the engraftment of  donor hematopoietic stem cells is an issue of  concern. In the 
present study, trametinib was administered to the B6D2F1 model at low (0.1 mg/kg) and high (2.0 mg/kg) 
doses. Mice treated with high-dose trametinib had severe body weight loss early after transplantation, and 
many of  them succumbed (Figure 3, A and B, P < 0.01). Though diarrhea and gastrointestinal discomfort 
are potential adverse effects of  trametinib therapy (19, 20), none of  the mice experienced severe diarrhea. 

Figure 3. High-dose trametinib delayed myeloid cell engraftment, while long-term administration of low-dose trametinib was well tolerated. Irradiated 
B6D2F1 recipients were infused with C57BL/6 TCD-BM with or without T cells, and vehicle or trametinib at 0.1 or 2.0 mg/kg was administered from day 0 
through day 30. Combined data of 2 independent experiments (n = 12 in each group) are shown for survival (log-rank test) (A) and percentage body weight 
(BW) (2-tailed Student’s t test at day 37) (B). (C) The percentages of CD11b+ and Gr-1+ cells among BM cells were assessed on day 14 by flow cytometry. 
Data are representative of 3 independent experiments. (D) The percentages of Ly6G+Ly6Clo granulocytic myeloid-derived suppressor cells among CD11b+ 
cells on day 19 and day 35. (E) The numbers of colonies formed with trametinib at different concentrations were counted. Ratios were obtained by dividing 
the number of colonies formed with trametinib by the number of colonies formed with DMSO, and 4 individual plots are shown (mean ± SEM) (2-tailed 
Student’s t test with Bonferroni correction). *P < 0.05, **P < 0.01, ***P < 0.001.
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Flow cytometric analyses showed that the number of  Gr-1- and CD11b-positive myeloid cells decreased in 
high-dose trametinib-treated mice (Figure 3C). Trametinib did not alter the phenotypes and frequencies of  
hematopoietic stem cell subsets by flow cytometry (data not shown), indicating that MEK inhibition did 
not specifically eliminate stem cells, but rather delayed their engraftment. Furthermore, we analyzed sub-
populations of  myeloid-derived suppressor cells (MDSCs) that were positive for Gr-1 and CD11b. These 
cells inhibit alloreactions and expand to achieve hematopoietic chimerism after BMT (24, 25); this suggests 
that they contribute to smooth engraftment. In particular, the population of  granulocytic MDSCs with a 
CD11b+Ly6G+Ly6Clo phenotype was transiently reduced by high-dose (2.0 mg/kg) trametinib, while low-
dose (0.1 mg/kg) trametinib spared the CD11b+Ly6G+Ly6Clo population (Figure 3D). Finally, in vitro col-
ony assays showed that colony formation was suppressed by high-dose trametinib (Figure 3E, P < 0.01 and 
P < 0.001). These findings suggest that high-dose trametinib might delay engraftment of  donor BM cells by 
suppressing granulocytic MDSCs, whereas low-dose trametinib is well tolerated.

Trametinib does not increase depletion of  Foxp3+ Tregs. The importance of Tregs in transplant immunolo-
gy has been increasingly recognized, and depletion of Tregs is thought to result in severe GVHD and fatal 
complications. Therefore, whether MEK inhibition suppresses Tregs is an important question. To this 
end, we performed flow cytometric analyses with splenocytes of B6→B6D2F1 model mice. As shown 
in Figure 4, A and B, compared with the non-GVHD mice transplanted with TCD-BM only (group a), 
the GVHD mice transplanted with TCD-BM and T cells (groups b–d) showed decreased CD4+CD25+-

Foxp3+ Tregs when assessed by both frequencies and absolute numbers. However, among the GVHD mice,  

Figure 4. Trametinib did not enhance deletion of CD4+CD25+Foxp3+ Tregs. Irradiated B6D2F1 recipients were infused with C57BL/6 TCD-BM with or 
without T cells. Flow cytometric analyses detected CD4+CD25+Foxp3+ Tregs and the percentages of CD4+CD25+Foxp3+ Tregs gating on CD4+ T cells in the 
spleens in a representative analysis (A), and the aggregated absolute numbers among 1 × 104 lymphocytes are shown (mean ± SEM) (B) in 3 indepen-
dent experiments. (C and D) Irradiated B6D2F1 recipients were infused with C57BL/6 TCD-BM with or without T cells, and the expression of PD-1 on 
CD4+CD25hi Tregs was analyzed by flow cytometry. Representative data from 3 analyses are shown (C), and the percentages of PD-1-positive cells are 
plotted (mean ± SEM) (D). Statistical analyses were performed with the 2-tailed Student’s t test with Bonferroni correction in B and D, and no signifi-
cant differences were detected.
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trametinib-treated mice (groups 
c and d) still contained some 
Tregs compared with vehicle- 
treated mice (group b). Thus, 
trametinib did not enhance 
depletion of Tregs.

Besides cell numbers, we 
also investigated whether tra-
metinib modulates exhaus-
tion markers (i.e., PD-1,  
Tim-3, and Lag-3) expressed 
by CD4+CD25hi Tregs. Trame-
tinib did not modulate PD-1 
in vivo (Figure 4, C and D), 
although it downregulated 
expression of  Tim-3 and Lag-3 

Figure 5. Trametinib spared 
graft-versus-tumor effects. 
Irradiated B6D2F1 recipients were 
infused with C57BL/6 TCD-BM 
with or without T cells, with or 
without P815 tumor cells. Vehicle 
or trametinib at 0.1 mg/kg was 
administered from day 0 through 
day 30. Combined data of 2 inde-
pendent experiments (group a: n 
= 10, groups b–f: n = 18) are shown 
for survival (A) and percentage 
body weight (BW) (B). Statistical 
analyses were performed with the 
log-rank test (A) and the 2-tailed 
Student’s t test at day 42 (B), and 
no significant differences were 
detected. (C) H&E (left) and GFP 
(right) staining of the livers on 
day 9. Representative images of 
3 analyses are shown. Original 
magnification, ×100. (D) P815 
cells in the spleens on day 10 were 
detected as GFP+ cells by flow 
cytometry. Data are expressed as 
the percentages from 2 indepen-
dent experiments, along with 
the mean value. (E and F) The 
spleens were harvested from 3 
mice per group on day 33 (E), and 
cell numbers are expressed as the 
mean ± SEM (2-tailed Student’s 
t test with Bonferroni correction) 
(F). (G and H) T cells (G) or NK 
cells (H) from C57BL/6 (alloge-
neic; solid lines: n = 6) or DBA/2 
(syngeneic; dashed lines: n = 3) 
mice were cocultured with P815 
cells at different ratios. DMSO or 
trametinib at various concentra-
tions was added to the media, 
and the percentage lysis of P815 
cells was calculated by detecting 
PI-positive cells among CFSE- 
labeled cells. *P < 0.05.
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Figure 6. Trametinib suppressed graft-versus-host disease sparing graft-versus-tumor effects, whereas tacrolimus abrogated graft-versus-tumor 
effects. B6D2F1 recipients were infused with C57BL/6 TCD-BM with or without T cells with P815 tumor cells after irradiation, and vehicle, tacrolimus at 1.0 
or 10 mg/kg, or trametinib at 0.1 mg/kg was administered from day 0 through day 50. Combined data of 2 independent experiments (group a: n = 8, groups 
b–e: n = 15) are shown as for survival (log-rank test) (A) and percentage body weight (BW) (2-tailed Student’s t test at day 65) (B). (C) Flow cytometric 
analysis was performed to detect GFP+-P815 cells in the spleen on day 37. (D) H&E and GFP staining of the livers on day 37 is shown. (C and D) Data are 
representative of 2 independent analyses. **P < 0.01, ****P < 0.0001.
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compared with that in vehicle-treated GVHD mice; however, the differences were not significant (Sup-
plemental Figure 1, A and B; supplemental material available online with this article; doi:10.1172/jci.
insight.86331DS1). Although these data should be verified and their meaning should be clarified, it is pos-
sible that trametinib not only spares some Tregs, but also avoids exhausting Tregs.

Trametinib spares GVT effects. Inoculation of  P815 cells, a mastocytoma cell line, with B6 TCD-BM and 
T cells to B6D2F1 mice enables the comparison of  the GVT effects of  B6 T cells against P815 cells. As 
shown in Figure 5, A and B, mice transplanted with TCD-BM and P815 cells died early (i.e., by day 15; 
group b), whereas simultaneous transplantation of  B6 T cells prolonged survival (group e). Compared with 
group d (transplanted with TCD-BM and T cells, vehicle-treated), simultaneous transfusion of  P815 cells 
resulted in impaired survival (group e), which may be due to worsening of  GVHD due to cytokine storm 
associated with tumor cell infusion (26). Notably, trametinib treatment of  the recipients that received TCD-
BM and P815 and B6 T cells (group f) showed similar or even longer survival compared with that of  the 
vehicle-treated recipients (group e). On the other hand, after trametinib treatment, the mice that received 
P815 cells without B6 T cells succumbed early due to tumor expansion (group c), implying that trametinib 
had no direct antitumor effects at a dose of  0.1 mg/kg/d, whereas it spared GVT effects. As shown in Fig-
ure 5C, H&E and GFP staining of  the liver on day 9 revealed P815 cell infiltration and nodule formation 
in mice receiving P815 cells (groups b and c), but not in those receiving P815 and T cells (groups e and f), 
independently of  trametinib treatment. Flow cytometric analyses of  the spleen on day 10 detected substan-
tial amounts of  P815 cells in the recipients of  P815 cells without T cells (Figure 5D). On the other hand, 
P815 cells were cleared in the recipients of  P815 and T cells, regardless of  the administration of  vehicle or 
trametinib, indicating that trametinib did not weaken GVT effects. Furthermore, assessment of  the spleens 
harvested on day 33 showed the highest exhaustion of  splenocytes in group e, which received T cells and 
P815 cells, implying GVHD deterioration associated with tumor transfusion (26, 27). Trametinib treatment 
reversed this exhaustion, suggesting that it suppressed inflammation resulting from tumor injection and 
GVHD (Figure 5, E and F, P < 0.05).

Our findings indicate that low-dose trametinib (0.1 mg/kg) selectively suppresses GVHD while sparing 
GVT effects. This notion was supported by cytotoxicity assays, in which trametinib did not decrease cyto-
toxicity against P815 cells by T cells (Figure 5G) and NK cells (Figure 5H).

Trametinib separates GVT effects from GVHD, whereas tacrolimus abrogates GVT effects. Finally, we com-
pared trametinib with tacrolimus, the calcineurin inhibitor commonly employed for GVHD prophylaxis in 
humans, assessing both GVHD and GVT effects. B6 TCD-BM was transplanted with B6 T cells and P815 
cells to B6D2F1 mice; in addition, vehicle, trametinib (0.1 mg/kg), or tacrolimus (1.0 or 10 mg/kg) was 
administered daily from day 0 through day 50. Similarly as in Figure 5, A and B, the mice transplanted 
with TCD-BM, T cells, and P815 cells (group b) experienced severe diarrhea and body weight loss by day 
40 and succumbed (Figure 6, A and B) but were not found to have P815 tumor cell expansion in the spleen 
(Figure 6C) or the liver (Figure 6D). Thus, B6 T cells exerted GVT effects, though the mice developed 
GVHD. Treatment with 1.0 mg/kg tacrolimus marginally prolonged survival, but these mice succumbed 
by day 80 with diarrhea (group d). Mice treated with 10 mg/kg tacrolimus had shortened survival, and 
substantial amounts of  GFP+-P815 cells infiltrated the spleen (Figure 6C) and perivascular area in the liver 
(Figure 6D). Interestingly, some of  those mice experienced paraplegia, the likely result of  invasion of  P815 
cells into the CNS (data not shown). On the other hand, 0.1 mg/kg trametinib-treated mice demonstrated 
significantly prolonged survival without expansion of  P815 cells in peripheral blood and the liver (P < 0.01, 
P < 0.0001). Though some mice succumbed, surviving mice still gained body weight by day 60 (Figure 6B), 
a result of  resolution of  GVHD. Collectively, these results demonstrate that optimal dosing of  tacrolimus 
impairs GVT effects, while low-dose trametinib spares GVT effects but suppresses GVHD better than sub-
optimal tacrolimus dosing.

Discussion
Immunosuppression is critical to safely achieving donor cell engraftment after hematopoietic stem cell 
transplantation; however, separation of  GVHD and GVT effects is difficult. Based on our previous find-
ings on the effects of  U0126 and selumetinib, mainly with human cells (17), we investigated whether the 
MEK inhibitor trametinib selectively suppresses GVHD while sparing GVT effects in murine BMT mod-
els. Trametinib selectively suppresses ERK1/2 phosphorylation through the RAF-dependent activation of  
MEK1/2 (22, 28, 29). It was selected because of  its low IC50 (22, 28) and the fact that once daily adminis-
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tration sufficiently suppresses ERK1/2 phosphorylation in vivo (29).
Our previous work did not examine the feasibility of  long-term administration of  MEK and whether 

such dosing could significantly suppress (rather than delay onset of) GVHD manifestations. In the present 
study, we demonstrate conclusively that treatment with low-dose trametinib for 30 days significantly sup-
presses GVHD in multiple murine BMT models (Figures 1 and 2). Trametinib inhibited the differentiation 
of  T cells and expansion of  CD8+ T cells (Figure 1), while sparing B cell engraftment and reconstitution 
of  Tregs (Figures 2 and 4). High-dose trametinib disrupted myeloid cell engraftment, though this was not 
observed with administration of  lower doses, which still suppressed GVHD (Figure 3). Finally, trametinib 
treatment allowed the retention of  GVT effects (Figure 5), whereas tacrolimus abrogated GVT effects (Fig-
ure 6). As the inhibitory effects of  trametinib are exclusively specific for MEK1/2 (28), it is unlikely that 
these effects derive from other off-target interactions. Our report paves a path to selectively suppress GVHD 
while preserving GVT effects pharmacologically.

The RAS/MEK/ERK pathway is activated in T cells in a murine model of  GVHD (16), which we 
confirmed (Figure 1D). Our results indicate that pharmacological MEK inhibition suppresses major and 
minor antigen mismatched murine GVHD. And it is interesting that trametinib reduced early deaths by day 
10 after BMT, though clinical GVHD scores were still minimal (Figure 1, A and C). It is possible that MEK 
inhibition suppresses cytokine-releasing syndrome right after BMT, which is consistent with our previous 
results (17) and would be beneficial in the clinic.

The RAS/MEK/ERK pathway is constitutively activated in many hematologic malignancies, and 
MEK inhibitors have shown antitumor potency against leukemia and lymphoma (30–32). In contrast to 
calcineurin inhibitors (33) or corticosteroids, MEK inhibitors may be less likely to increase the relapse of  
underlying malignancies after hematopoietic stem cell transplantation. Furthermore, another limitation of  
calcineurin inhibitors is that they reduce GVT effects, increasing the risk of  relapse of  underlying malig-
nancies (Figure 6). Trametinib preserves GVT effects in the same settings, which makes it an attractive 
alternative (or adjunct) to currently available immunosuppressive agents.

MEK inhibitors affect human T cells in a memory stage-dependent manner, i.e., they selectively inhibit 
naive and central memory T cells while sparing effector memory T cells (17). In our murine GVHD mod-
els, most T cells had differentiated into effector memory T cells; however, some naive T cells were still 
detected in the spleens of  trametinib-treated mice (Figure 1D), implying that trametinib suppressed the 
functional differentiation of  naive T cells into effector memory T cells. These findings are consistent with 
our observations in human T cells in vitro and suggest that memory stage-dependent suppression of  MEK 
inhibition occurs in vivo.

Studies have shown that MEK inhibition induces Foxp3+ Tregs (34, 35). These findings were not con-
firmed (Figure 4), which could be attributed to the complexity of  the murine BMT models. However, the 
fact that MEK inhibition still preserves some Foxp3+ Tregs may be beneficial in hematopoietic stem cell 
transplantation, given the established importance of  Tregs in limiting GVHD and support stem cell engraft-
ment (36).

Nonspecific T cell depletion in the setting of  hematopoietic stem cell transplantation increases the rate 
of  infection and the risk of  relapse of  underlying hematologic malignancies (4, 37). Therefore, methods 
to selectively deplete CD45RA+ naive T cells from the graft to reduce acute and chronic GVHD are being 
developed (12, 13). However, the cost of  ex vivo selective depletion is high, and it is unclear whether this 
method can reduce chronic GVHD because chronic GVHD is assumed to originate from T cells that differ-
entiate from graft-derived hematopoietic stem cells. Our strategy with trametinib is unique in that GVHD 
could be selectively suppressed pharmacologically.

In addition to T cell activation, inflammatory factors and humoral immunity are involved in GVHD. 
The MAPK pathway plays important roles in the production of  several inflammatory cytokines, such as 
TNF-α, IL-1β, and IL-6, and MEK inhibition downregulates these cytokines (38–41). Furthermore, MEK 
inhibition is also involved in B cell activation (42, 43). Therefore, it is reasonable to assume that MEK inhi-
bition suppresses pathological processes, such as fibrosis and sclerosis, that are specific to chronic GVHD.

Geest et al. analyzed genetic signatures of  CD34+ neutrophil progenitors using microarray technology 
and found that activation of  the MEK/ERK pathway is important for their expansion and survival (44). 
Sui and colleagues also reported that MEK inhibition suppresses erythropoiesis (23). These findings raise 
concerns regarding the potential for MEK inhibition to interfere with stem cell engraftment and hemato-
poiesis after BMT. In our model, high-dose trametinib interfered with myeloid engraftment and transiently 
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reduced the population of  granulocytic MDSCs, whereas low-dose trametinib had no such effect (Figure 
3). This suggests that, at low doses, MEK inhibitors do not affect engraftment and hematopoiesis after 
transplantation. However, close attention should be paid to dosing schedules and serum concentrations to 
avoid adverse events in the design of  clinical trials with MEK inhibitors.

Taken together, our results indicate that MEK inhibition with trametinib is an attractive therapeutic 
option to prevent or reduce GVHD but still suppress the relapse of  underlying hematologic malignancies. 
Though it is not clear whether the in vivo results derived from murine BMT models can be directly trans-
lated into human hematopoietic stem cell transplantation, our results are consistent with the in vitro results 
with human lymphocytes (17). As trametinib has already been approved for clinical use in the treatment of  
therapy-resistant melanoma and the safety of  trametinib has been confirmed, we believe that our findings 
justify the use of  trametinib to prevent and/or treat GVHD in clinical trials.

Methods
Mice. C57BL/6J (B6; H-2b/b) and [C57BL/6J (NCrl) × DBA/2 (NCrl)] F1 (B6D2F1; H-2b/d) mice were 
purchased from Charles River Laboratories Japan. DBA/2 (H-2d/d), B10.D2 (H-2d/d, Thy1.2), and BALB/c 
(H-2d/d) mice were purchased from Japan SLC. Mice were 10–14 weeks old and were housed in a specific 
pathogen-free barrier facility.

BM transplantation. Recipient B6D2F1 mice received 10.5 Gy of  lethal TBI with a GammaCell 40 unit 
(33 cGy/min) 1 day prior to transplant and were intravenously injected with 5 × 106 BM cells or TCD-BM 
cells with or without 2 × 106 T cells from B6 mice. In some experiments, recipient BALB/c mice received 
7.5 Gy TBI and were injected with 5 × 106 TCD BM cells and 1 × 106 T cells from B10.D2 mice. Donor BM 
cells were obtained from the femurs and the tibias. When required, BM cells were depleted of  T cells with 
CD90.2 T Cell Isolation Kit Microbeads (Miltenyi Biotec) according to the manufacturer’s instructions, 
and T cell depletion was routinely >97%. T cells from the spleens of  donors were enriched with Pan T Cell 
Isolation Kit II Microbeads (Miltenyi Biotec) or the EasySep T Cell Enrichment Kit (STEMCELL Tech-
nologies) and were stained for T cells (anti-CD4, clone GK1.5; anti-CD8, clone 53-6-7) in order to adjust 
them to the appropriate density for injection. Recipient mice harvested at day 28 or after showed >90% 
donor cell engraftment in the spleen and BM (data not shown).

Reagents. Trametinib (GSK1120212) and tacrolimus (FK506) were purchased from Selleck Chemicals. 
Reagents were reconstituted in DMSO (Sigma-Aldrich) at 10 mM for in vitro experiments and stored at 
–20°C before being added to culture media. For in vivo experiments, reagents were reconstituted in 200 
μl vehicle (methocel/polysorbate buffer) and orally administered to the mice once a day. Tacrolimus was 
reconstituted in the saline and intraperitoneally injected to the mice once a day.

Assessment of  GVHD. The severity of  GVHD was assessed using a clinical GVHD scoring system based 
on the reports of  Cooke (45) and Schutt (46), with minor modifications. Briefly, mice were individually 
scored for the following 6 clinical parameters twice a week on a scale from 0 to 2: posture, activity, fur, 
alopecia, skin indentation (0, normal; 1, a small number of  indentations on the back; 2, indentations over 
the whole body), and diarrhea (0, no diarrhea; 1, intermittent diarrhea; 2, continuous diarrhea). A clinical 
GVHD index was generated by summation of  the 6 criteria scores, 0–12. Survival was monitored daily. For 
histopathological analyses of  GVHD, target organs, colon, and skin tissues were formalin-preserved, paraf-
fin-embedded, sectioned, and subjected to H&E or GFP staining. In particular, semiquantitative scoring for 
the intestine was performed by assessing the following findings (47): villous blunting, crypt regeneration, 
surface erosion, ulceration, loss of  the enterocyte brush border, crypt cell apoptosis, luminal sloughing of  
cellular debris, cell vacuolization, surface cell attenuation, lamina propria lymphocytic, and neutrocytic 
infiltration. Each score was defined as follows: 0, normal; 1, focal and mild; and 2, diffuse and severe. 
Scores were summed to yield an overall score.

Analysis of  GVT effects in vivo. In the B6D2F1 GVHD model, 5 × 104 GFP+-P815 cells were injected into 
B6D2F1 (H-2b/d) recipient mice on day 0 simultaneously with B6 (H-2b/b) TCD-BM with or without T cells. 
P815 cells are a mastocytoma cell line (H-2d/d; RIKEN) derived from a DBA/2 mouse (H-2d/d), and GFP 
was transfected in our laboratory. Tumor cell growth was analyzed by flow cytometry of  peripheral blood 
and the spleens on day 10, and histopathologic analyses of  the livers on day 9. In this model, P815 cells 
initially infiltrate the spleen and then the liver, BM, and spinal cord (33).

Flow cytometry. Single-cell suspensions of  the peripheral blood, BM, and spleens were subjected to 
6-color flow cytometry to detect surface antigens and intracellular phosphorylated ERK1/2. The antibod-
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ies used for recognition of  the specific antigens were anti-CD4 (GK1.5), anti-CD8α (53-6.7), anti-CD19 
(1D3), anti-CD11b (M1/70), anti-Gr-1 (RB6-8C5), anti-CD44 (IM7), anti-CD62L (MEL14), anti-H-2kd 
(SF-1.1), anti-PD-1 (J43.1), anti-Lag-3 (C9B7W), and anti-Foxp3 (MF23) (Becton Dickinson); anti-Ly6G 
(1A8), anti-Ly6C (HK1.4), and anti-Tim-3 (RMT3-23) (BioLegend); anti-CD25 (PC61.5; eBiosciences); 
and anti-phospho-p44/42 MAPK (ERK1/2, 197G2) (Cell Signaling Technology). For staining phosphor-
ylated ERK1/2 and Foxp3, fixation and permeabilization buffer sets (Life Technologies and Affymetrics) 
were used. Stained samples were assessed on a MACSQuant (Miltenyi Biotec) or a FACSVerse (Becton 
Dickinson) cytometer and analyzed using FlowJo Software (Tree Star).

Colony assay. BM cells from C57BL/6 mice were plated in MethoCult media (STEMCELL Technol-
ogies) at 37°C. DMSO or trametinib at 0.1 nM to 10 μM was added, and the colony numbers of  granulo-
cytes, erythrocytes, and macrophages were counted on day 6. This experiment was performed in triplicate.

Cytotoxicity assay. Effector T cells (isolated with the MACS Pan T Cell Isolation Kit, Miltenyi Biotec) 
or NK cells (enriched with the NK Cell Isolation Kit, MACS; Miltenyi Biotec) from B6 (allogeneic) or 
DBA/2 (syngeneic) splenocytes were added to target CFSE-labeled P815 cells at various effector/target 
ratios in RPMI-1640 media (Sigma-Aldrich) supplemented with 10% fetal bovine serum (Nichirei Biosci-
ences Inc.). Plates were incubated for 4 hours with DMSO or 0.1 nM, 10 nM, or 1 μM trametinib. Flow 
cytometric analyses were performed, and percentage lysis was calculated by dividing PI+CFSE+ cells by 
total CFSE+ cells.

Statistics. Statistical analyses and data presentation were performed using Prism software (GraphPad) 
on Mac computers (Apple). Data are expressed as mean ± SEM. Statistical significance was defined as P < 
0.05 using the 2-tailed unpaired Student’s t test with or without Bonferroni correction or the log-rank test.

Study approval. The study was approved by the Saga University Institutional Animal Care and Use 
Committee as required.

Author contributions
HI performed the primary experiments, analyzed the data, and wrote the manuscript; TS designed the 
research, analyzed the data, and wrote the manuscript; IT contributed to the experimental design and 
manuscript editing; YK, RK, and SO helped to establish the experimental settings; KVK conceived the 
primary hypothesis and contributed to manuscript editing; and SK contributed to the research design and 
manuscript editing.

Acknowledgments
The authors thank Atsushi Kawaguchi (Saga University School of  Medicine) for insightful suggestions in 
the statistical analyses and Masako Yokoo (Saga University School of  Medicine) for the excellent technical 
assistance. This work was supported by research grants from JSPS KAKENHI (26461451, to T. Shindo), 
SENSHIN Medical Research Foundation (T. Shindo), and Friends of  Leukemia Research Fund (T. Shindo).

Address correspondence to: Takero Shindo, Department of  Hematology, Respiratory Medicine and 
Oncology, Saga University School of  Medicine, 5-1-1 Nabeshima, Saga 849-8501, Japan. Phone: 81-952-
34-2366; E-mail: takeros@cc.saga-u.ac.jp.

	 1.	Deeg HJ. How I treat refractory acute GVHD. Blood. 2007;109(10):4119–4126.
	 2.	Blazar BR, Murphy WJ, Abedi M. Advances in graft-versus-host disease biology and therapy. Nat Rev Immunol. 2012;12(6):443–

458.
	 3.	Weiden PL, et al. Antileukemic effect of  graft-versus-host disease in human recipients of  allogeneic-marrow grafts. N Engl J 

Med. 1979;300(19):1068–1073.
	 4.	Appelbaum FR. Haematopoietic cell transplantation as immunotherapy. Nature. 2001;411(6835):385–389.
	 5.	Sprent J, Surh CD. T cell memory. Annu Rev Immunol. 2002;20:551–579.
	 6.	Sallusto F, Lenig D, Forster R, Lipp M, Lanzavecchia A. Two subsets of  memory T lymphocytes with distinct homing poten-

tials and effector functions. Nature. 1999;401(6754):708–712.
	 7.	Williams MA, Bevan MJ. Effector and memory CTL differentiation. Annu Rev Immunol. 2007;25:171–192.
	 8.	Anderson BE, et al. Memory CD4+ T cells do not induce graft-versus-host disease. J Clin Invest. 2003;112(1):101–108.
	 9.	Chen BJ, Cui X, Sempowski GD, Liu C, Chao NJ. Transfer of  allogeneic CD62L- memory T cells without graft-versus-host 

disease. Blood. 2004;103(4):1534–1541.
	10.	Chen BJ, et al. Inability of  memory T cells to induce graft-versus-host disease is a result of  an abortive alloresponse. Blood. 

2007;109(7):3115–3123.



1 3insight.jci.org      doi:10.1172/jci.insight.86331

R E S E A R C H  A R T I C L E

	11.	Zheng H, et al. Effector memory CD4+ T cells mediate graft-versus-leukemia without inducing graft-versus-host disease. Blood. 
2008;111(4):2476–2484.

	12.	Bleakley M, et al. Engineering human peripheral blood stem cell grafts that are depleted of  naïve T cells and retain functional 
pathogen-specific memory T cells. Biol Blood Marrow Transplant. 2014;20(5):705–716.

	13.	Teschner D, et al. Depletion of  naive T cells using clinical grade magnetic CD45RA beads: a new approach for GVHD prophy-
laxis. Bone Marrow Transplant. 2014;49(1):138–144.

	14.	Ozdemir E, et al. Cytomegalovirus reactivation following allogeneic stem cell transplantation is associated with the presence of  
dysfunctional antigen-specific CD8+ T cells. Blood. 2002;100(10):3690–3697.

	15.	Zhao Y, Adjei AA. The clinical development of  MEK inhibitors. Nat Rev Clin Oncol. 2014;11(7):385–400.
	16.	Lu SX, et al. STAT-3 and ERK 1/2 phosphorylation are critical for T-cell alloactivation and graft-versus-host disease. Blood. 

2008;112(13):5254–5258.
	17.	Shindo T, Kim TK, Benjamin CL, Wieder ED, Levy RB, Komanduri KV. MEK inhibitors selectively suppress alloreactivity and 

graft-versus-host disease in a memory stage-dependent manner. Blood. 2013;121(23):4617–4626.
	18.	Flaherty KT, et al. Combined BRAF and MEK inhibition in melanoma with BRAF V600 mutations. N Engl J Med. 

2012;367(18):1694–1703.
	19.	Falchook GS, et al. Activity of  the oral MEK inhibitor trametinib in patients with advanced melanoma: a phase 1 dose-escala-

tion trial. Lancet Oncol. 2012;13(8):782–789.
	20.	Infante JR, et al. Safety, pharmacokinetic, pharmacodynamic, and efficacy data for the oral MEK inhibitor trametinib: a phase 

1 dose-escalation trial. Lancet Oncol. 2012;13(8):773–781.
	21.	Kim KB, et al. Phase II study of  the MEK1/MEK2 inhibitor Trametinib in patients with metastatic BRAF-mutant cutaneous 

melanoma previously treated with or without a BRAF inhibitor. J Clin Oncol. 2013;31(4):482–489.
	22.	Yamaguchi T, et al. Identification of  JTP-70902, a p15(INK4b)-inductive compound, as a novel MEK1/2 inhibitor. Cancer Sci. 

2007;98(11):1809–1816.
	23.	Sui X, Krantz SB, You M, Zhao Z. Synergistic activation of  MAP kinase (ERK1/2) by erythropoietin and stem cell factor is 

essential for expanded erythropoiesis. Blood. 1998;92(4):1142–1149.
	24.	Billiau AD, Fevery S, Rutgeerts O, Landuyt W, Waer M. Transient expansion of  Mac1+Ly6-G+Ly6-C+ early myeloid cells with 

suppressor activity in spleens of  murine radiation marrow chimeras: possible implications for the graft-versus-host and graft-ver-
sus-leukemia reactivity of  donor lymphocyte infusions. Blood. 2003;102(2):740–748.

	25.	Luyckx A, et al. Subset characterization of  myeloid-derived suppressor cells arising during induction of  BM chimerism in mice. 
Bone Marrow Transplant. 2012;47(7):985–992.

	26.	Clouthier SG, et al. Repifermin (keratinocyte growth factor-2) reduces the severity of  graft-versus-host disease while preserving 
a graft-versus-leukemia effect. Biol Blood Marrow Transplant. 2003;9(9):592–603.

	27.	Dulude G, Roy DC, Perreault C. The effect of  graft-versus-host disease on T cell production and homeostasis. J Exp Med. 
1999;189(8):1329–1342.

	28.	Yamaguchi T, Kakefuda R, Tajima N, Sowa Y, Sakai T. Antitumor activities of  JTP-74057 (GSK1120212), a novel MEK1/2 
inhibitor, on colorectal cancer cell lines in vitro and in vivo. Int J Oncol. 2011;39(1):23–31.

	29.	Gilmartin AG, et al. GSK1120212 (JTP-74057) is an inhibitor of  MEK activity and activation with favorable pharmacokinetic 
properties for sustained in vivo pathway inhibition. Clin Cancer Res. 2011;17(5):989–1000.

	30.	Milella M, et al. Therapeutic targeting of  the MEK/MAPK signal transduction module in acute myeloid leukemia. J Clin Invest. 
2001;108(6):851–859.

	31.	Ricciardi MR, et al. Quantitative single cell determination of  ERK phosphorylation and regulation in relapsed and refractory 
primary acute myeloid leukemia. Leukemia. 2005;19(9):1543–1549.

	32.	Bhalla S, Evens AM, Dai B, Prachand S, Gordon LI, Gartenhaus RB. The novel anti-MEK small molecule AZD6244 induces 
BIM-dependent and AKT-independent apoptosis in diffuse large B-cell lymphoma. Blood. 2011;118(4):1052–1061.

	33.	Imado T, Iwasaki T, Kuroiwa T, Sano H, Hara H. Effect of  FK506 on donor T-cell functions that are responsible for graft-ver-
sus-host disease and graft-versus-leukemia effect. Transplantation. 2004;77(3):391–398.

	34.	Luo X, Zhang Q, Liu V, Xia Z, Pothoven KL, Lee C. Cutting edge: TGF-beta-induced expression of  Foxp3 in T cells is mediat-
ed through inactivation of  ERK. J Immunol. 2008;180(5):2757–2761.

	35.	Gabryšová L, Christensen JR, Wu X, Kissenpfennig A, Malissen B, O’Garra A. Integrated T-cell receptor and costimu-
latory signals determine TGF-β-dependent differentiation and maintenance of  Foxp3+ regulatory T cells. Eur J Immunol. 
2011;41(5):1242–1248.

	36.	Edinger M, et al. CD4+CD25+ regulatory T cells preserve graft-versus-tumor activity while inhibiting graft-versus-host disease 
after bone marrow transplantation. Nat Med. 2003;9(9):1144–1150.

	37.	Wagner JE, Thompson JS, Carter SL, Kernan NA, Unrelated Donor Marrow Transplantation Trial. Effect of  graft-versus-host 
disease prophylaxis on 3-year disease-free survival in recipients of  unrelated donor bone marrow (T-cell Depletion Trial): a 
multi-centre, randomised phase II-III trial. Lancet. 2005;366(9487):733–741.

	38.	Scherle PA, et al. Inhibition of  MAP kinase kinase prevents cytokine and prostaglandin E2 production in lipopolysaccha-
ride-stimulated monocytes. J Immunol. 1998;161(10):5681–5686.

	39.	Tuyt LM, et al. Extracellular-regulated kinase 1/2, Jun N-terminal kinase, and c-Jun are involved in NF-kappa B-dependent 
IL-6 expression in human monocytes. J Immunol. 1999;162(8):4893–4902.

	40.	Dumitru CD, et al. TNF-alpha induction by LPS is regulated posttranscriptionally via a Tpl2/ERK-dependent pathway. Cell. 
2000;103(7):1071–1083.

	41.	Yamaguchi T, Kakefuda R, Tanimoto A, Watanabe Y, Tajima N. Suppressive effect of  an orally active MEK1/2 inhibitor in two 
different animal models for rheumatoid arthritis: a comparison with leflunomide. Inflamm Res. 2012;61(5):445–454.

	42.	Duan W, Chan JH, Wong CH, Leung BP, Wong WS. Anti-inflammatory effects of  mitogen-activated protein kinase kinase 
inhibitor U0126 in an asthma mouse model. J Immunol. 2004;172(11):7053–7059.

	43.	Richards JD, Davé SH, Chou CH, Mamchak AA, DeFranco AL. Inhibition of  the MEK/ERK signaling pathway blocks a sub-
set of  B cell responses to antigen. J Immunol. 2001;166(6):3855–3864.



1 4insight.jci.org      doi:10.1172/jci.insight.86331

R E S E A R C H  A R T I C L E

	44.	Geest CR, Buitenhuis M, Groot Koerkamp MJ, Holstege FC, Vellenga E, Coffer PJ. Tight control of  MEK-ERK activation 
is essential in regulating proliferation, survival, and cytokine production of  CD34+-derived neutrophil progenitors. Blood. 
2009;114(16):3402–3412.

	45.	Cooke KR, et al. An experimental model of  idiopathic pneumonia syndrome after bone marrow transplantation: I. The roles of  
minor H antigens and endotoxin. Blood. 1996;88(8):3230–3239.

	46.	Schutt SD, et al. Inhibition of  BTK and ITK with ibrutinib is effective in the prevention of  chronic graft-versus-host disease in 
mice. PLoS ONE. 2015;10(9):e0137641.

	47.	Reddy P, et al. Interleukin-18 regulates acute graft-versus-host disease by enhancing Fas-mediated donor T cell apoptosis. J Exp 
Med. 2001;194(10):1433–1440.


