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Abstract
Green fluorescent protein (GFP) has gained widespread use as a tool to visualize spatial and temporal
patterns of gene expression in vivo. However, it is not generally accepted that GFP can also be used
as a quantitative reporter of gene expression. We report that GFP is a reliable reporter of gene
expression in individual eukaryotic cells when fluorescence is measured by flow cytometry. Two
pieces of evidence that support this conclusion are that 1. GFP fluorescence increases in direct
proportion to the GFP gene copy number delivered to cells by a replication-defective adenovirus
vector, Ad.CMV-GFP, and that 2. the intensity of GFP fluorescence is directly proportional to GFP
mRNA abundance in cells. This conclusion is further supported by the fact that the induction of GFP
gene expression from two inducible promoters (i.e., the TRE and ICP0 promoters) is readily detected
by flow cytometric measurement of GFP fluorescent intensity. Collectively, the results presented
herein indicate that GFP fluorescence is a reliable and quantitative reporter of underlying differences
in gene expression.

INTRODUCTION
The genes that encode chloramphenicol acetyltransferase (CAT; 17), β-galactosidase (β-gal;
26, 39), firefly luciferase (36,38), and Renilla luciferase (33,45) have been used extensively
as quantitative reporters of viral and cellular promoter activity. Relative to Northern or Western
blot analysis of mRNA and protein synthesis from native genes, promoter-reporter genes
provide a more efficient means to study the regulation of gene expression from a specific
promoter. However, these conventional reporter genes share two disadvantages. First, most
reporter assays provide a measure of average promoter activity over the entire cell population
sampled, but provide no measure of the variation in promoter activity that exists between
individual cells in the population. In the case of β-gal, it is technically possible to overcome
this limitation using a fluorescent substrate and flow cytometry (37), but this approach is not
widely used. The second limitation of conventional reporter genes is that kinetic analysis of
promoter activity quickly becomes unmanageable because there is no way to monitor gene
expression over time without harvesting the full complement of replicate samples at each time
point. For example, if the effect of eight treatments on luciferase expression from a viral
promoter were to be monitored at 6, 12, 18, 24, 30, and 36 h after introducing a reporter gene
into cells, this experiment would require 144 test cultures (assuming n=3 replicates per group),
as well as an additional 10 to 20 controls.

Since the cloning and enhancement of the green fluorescent protein (GFP) derived from the
jellyfish Aequorea victoria (4,7,9,27–29,41,46), GFP has been widely used as a reporter gene.
In particular, GFP has been used extensively to visualize spatial and temporal patterns of gene
expression in vivo (8,24,30) and to study intracellular patterns of protein localization and
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trafficking (1,5,13,34,35,42). Despite the power of this fluorescent reporter protein, it is not
generally accepted that GFP can be used as a quantitative reporter of promoter activity. If GFP
were in fact a quantitative reporter of promoter activity, GFP fluorescence could be measured
in individual eukaryotic cells by flow cytometry. Thus, GFP expression could be
simultaneously analyzed in a mixed population of cells (e.g., neurons and glial cells), or
analysis of reporter gene expression could be restricted to a distinct subpopulation of cells (e.g.,
only transfected cells). Moreover, the capacity to monitor GFP accumulation in living cells
prior to flow cytometry has the potential to greatly simplify kinetic analyses of reporter gene
expression.

Numerous studies suggest that GFP may be useful as a quantitative reporter of gene expression.
Lissemore et. al. (32) describe methods for measuring GFP expression in E. coli cells grown
on soft agar. Scholz et. al. (43) demonstrate that GFP and β-gal expression are equally reliable
indicators of tetA promoter activity in E. coli. Likewise, Albano et al. (2) found that GFP and
CAT provide equivalent measures of araBAD promoter activity in E. coli following arabinose-
induced expression of a GFP-CAT fusion construct. Several studies suggest that it is
possible that GFP may also be used as a quantitative reporter of gene expression in eukaryotic
cells (3,10,12,14,16,21,22,31,44,47). However, the available evidence is diffuse and does not
directly address the salient, quantitative questions about GFP’s capacity to function as a
reporter protein. The current study was initiated to determine if differences in GFP fluorescent
intensity provide a reliable measure of underlying differences in gene expression.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
Cells, adenoviruses, and plasmids

Vero cells (American Type Culture Collection, Manassas, VA) were propagated in Dulbecco’s
modified Eagle medium (DMEM) containing 0.15% bicarbonate supplemented with 5% fetal
bovine serum, penicillin G (100U/ml), streptomycin (100mg/ml), and 2mM L-glutamine,
hereafter referred to as complete DMEM. The adenovirus vectors Ad.CMV-GFP, Ad.CMV-
rtTA, Ad.TRE-VP16, and Ad.TRE-VP16 (Δ417–490) were propagated in 293 cells, as
previously described (25). Adenovirus titers were determined by plaque assay on 293 cells,
and were secondarily confirmed by limiting dilution analysis in 293 cell cultures. The
multiplicity of infection (MOI) in all experiments is expressed in terms of plaque-forming units
(pfu) per cell.

The adenovirus Ad.TRE-GFP was constructed by 1. subcloning the eGFP coding sequence
from the plasmid eGFP-N1 (Clontech Laboratories, Palo Alto, CA) into the plasmid
pBHad.TRE (25), 2. co-transfecting pBHad.TRE-GFP and purified Ad.CMV-GFP DNA into
293 cells, and 3. selecting weak GFP-expressing adenovirus plaques, as previously described
(11,25). The identity of Ad.TRE-GFP was confirmed by Southern blot analysis and PCR.

The ICP0 promoter-GFP reporter plasmid p0-GFP was constructed using pCRII: HSV-1 118.0
- 125.3, a plasmid which contains the LAT-ICP0 locus of HSV-1 strain KOS (nucleotides
118,001 – 125,300; Dra I to AscI fragment). Within this plasmid, a Xho I site occurs at the 5’
end of exon 2 of the ICP0 gene (nucleotide 123,028). The eGFP coding sequence of eGFP-N1
was inserted into the Xho I site of pCRII: HSV-1 118.0-125.3, and the resulting intermediate
plasmid was then linearized by digestion with Age I, filled in with T4 DNA polymerase +
dNTPs, and re-ligated in order to place the GFP coding sequence in frame with the ICP0 coding
sequence. The accuracy of these manipulations was verified by DNA sequencing. The resulting
plasmid, p0-GFP, encodes a fusion of the N-terminal 118 amino acids of ICP0 followed by the
239 amino acids of GFP. This chimeric protein is under the regulation of the primary ICP0
promoter (~800 bp), as well as the ~750 bp of potential regulatory elements in the 1st intron
of the ICP0 gene (20).
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Fluorescent microscopy and flow cytometry of Vero cells—Vero cells were seeded
in 12-well plates at a density of 2 x 105 cells per well, and were inoculated 18 hours later with
a 2.15-fold (i.e., 1/3 of a logarithm) dilution series of Ad.CMV-GFP or Ad.TRE-GFP (e.g.,
MOI=1.0, 2.2, 4.6, 10, etc.). After allowing one hour for viral adsorption and entry, the
inoculum was replaced with complete DMEM. In experiments with Ad.TRE-GFP, cells were
co-inoculated with Ad.CMV-rtTA (MOI=10) and the inoculum was replaced with complete
DMEM containing either nothing or 10 μM doxycycline, which serves as an inducer of the
TRE promoter. Vero cell cultures were analyzed under a fluorescent microscope or dissociated
for flow cytometry 24 hours after inoculation, as described below. GFP fluorescence in Vero
cell monolayers was observed under illumination with the 360–400 nm spectrum of light that
excites GFP fluorescence. Fluorescent images of cells were obtained under 10x or 20x
magnification on a Nikon TE 300 microscope (Nikon Instruments, Lewisville, TX) using a
DXC-970MD CCD camera (Sony Corporation, New York, NY) and Metavue software
(Universal Imaging Corporation, Downingtown, PA).

For flow cytometry, cell monolayers were washed in phosphate-buffered saline (PBS),
dissociated with 200μl of 0.25% trypsin, resuspended in a total volume of 1 ml following the
addition of 800 μl PBS containing 10% FBS, and then stored on ice until cells were analyzed
in a flow cytometer. The time between dissociation of cells and flow cytometry was minimized
in the current study, and no more than three hours elapsed between cell harvest and the
completion of flow cytometry. However, we have performed flow cytometry on dissociated
cells stored overnight at 4°C, as well. Although the GFP signal is still robust, the cell population
appears to deteriorate in quality after overnight storage based on increased heterogeneity in
forward scatter and side scatter. A Becton Dickinson FACSCalibur and CellQuest Pro software
(BD Biosciences, San Jose, CA) were used to measure the fluorescent intensity of cells. Of the
25,000 events evaluated per sample, only cells with the forward-scatter and side-scatter
properties of single Vero cells were used in measurements of GFP fluorescence. The threshold
between fluorescence-positive and fluorescence-negative was set such that >99.5% of
uninoculated Vero cells were considered fluorescence-negative.

Northern blot and dot blot analysis of GFP mRNA yield
For experiments that included Northern blot or dot blot analysis of GFP mRNA, 1.8 x 106 Vero
cells were seeded per 60 mm dish, and were inoculated 18 hours later with a 2.15-fold (i.e.,
1/3 of a logarithm) dilution series of Ad.CMV-GFP or Ad.TRE-GFP (e.g., MOI=1.0, 2.2, 4,6,
10, etc.). After allowing one hour for viral adsorption and entry, the inoculum was replaced
with complete DMEM. In experiments with Ad.TRE-GFP, cells were co-inoculated with
Ad.CMV-rtTA (MOI=10) and the inoculum was replaced with complete DMEM containing
either nothing or 10 μM doxycycline, which serves as an inducer of the TRE promoter. Total
RNA was isolated from Vero cells at 24 hours p.i. using Ultraspec RNA isolation reagent
(Biotecx Inc., Houston, TX).

Northern blot measurement of GFP mRNA yield was performed, as follows. Equal amounts
of total RNA (10 μg) were electrophoretically separated on 1.2% formaldehyde agarose gels.
Following electrophoresis, RNA was vaccum blotted onto Zeta Probe GT nylon membranes
(Biorad Laboratories, Hercules, CA) using 10x standard saline citrate (SSC) as transfer buffer,
and blots were irradiated with 0.2 J/cm2 in a Spectroline UV crosslinker (Spectronics
Corporation, Westbury, NY). An oligonucleotide probe specific for GFP (5′-
atagacgttgtggctgttgtagttgtactccagcttgtgc-3′) was 3’ end-labeled with terminal
deoxynucleotidyl transferase (Promega Corporation, Madison, WI) and [α-32P] dATP.
Hybridization of radiolabeled probe was carried out at 42° C overnight in a solution containing
2 ng labeled probe per ml, 7% sodium dodecyl sulfate (SDS), 120 mM NaH2P04, and 250 mM
NaCl. Excess probe was removed by washing the membrane in 0.1x SSC containing 0.1%
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SDS. Visualization and quantitation of hybridized probe was achieved by exposing the
radiolabeled membrane to a phosphorimager screen, which was analyzed after an 18-hour
exposure in a Cyclone phoshorimager using OptiQuant software (PerkinElmer Biosciences,
Boston, MA).

Dotblot measurement of GFP mRNA yield was achieved by diluting 10 μg total RNA into 0.5
ml ice-cold 10mM NaOH, holding diluted RNA samples on ice until all samples were prepared,
and then blotting the RNA samples onto Zeta Probe GT nylon membrane (Biorad Laboratories)
using a Convertible filtration manifold with a 96-well dotblot template (Whatman Biometra,
Goettingen, Germany). Once the RNA samples were immobilized on the nylon membrane, all
subsequent manipulations were the same as described above for Northern blots.

Transient transfection of Vero cells with p0-GFP
Vero cells were seeded in 12-well plates at a density of 2 x 105 cells per well, and 18 hours
later Vero cells were co-inoculated with Ad.CMV-rtTA (MOI=10) and an MOI of 0.1, 0.3,
1.0, 3.2, 10, 32, or 100 pfu per cell of Ad.TRE-VP16 or Ad.TRE-VP16 (Δ417-490). One hour
later, the inoculum was replaced with complete DMEM containing 10 μM doxycycline. At 24
hours p.i., Vero cells were transfected with 3 μg of the plasmid p0-GFP using Lipofectamine
2000 according to the manufacturer’s instructions (Invitrogen Corporation, Carlsbad, CA).
Five hours after initiating the transfection, the medium was replaced with complete DMEM
containing 10 μM doxycycline. Cell monolayers were dissociated with trypsin 42 hours after
initiating the transfection, and GFP fluorescence was measured in single cell suspensions by
flow cytometry, as described above.

Numerical and statistical analysis
Analysis of numerical data and statistical analyses were performed with the software package
Microsoft Excel. Unless otherwise indicated, all data are presented as the mean ± standard
error of the mean (SEM). Regression analysis was performed by the method of least squares,
and was used to determine the goodness of fit (r2) of increases in GFP fluorescence in relation
to increases in MOI or increases in GFP mRNA yield. The term “average GFP fluorescence”
refers to the average fluorescent intensity observed across the entire sample population of cells.
The term “fluorescent volume” represents a summation of GFP fluorescence within the sub-
population of cells that were GFP-positive (GFP+), and this was calculated to be equal to the
‘fraction of GFP+ cells in the sample population’ times the ‘mean fluorescent intensity of these
GFP+ cells.’ The coefficient of variation within groups of replicates was calculated to be 100%
times the standard deviation of measurements divided by the mean of the measurements.

RESULTS
GFP fluorescence and GFP mRNA increase in proportion to GFP gene copy number

Vero cells were inoculated with 0 to 1000 pfu per cell of Ad.CMV-GFP, a replication-defective
adenovirus that expresses GFP under the control of the cytomegalovirus (CMV) major
immediate-early promoter. At 24 hours post inoculation (p.i.), GFP expression in Vero cells
was photographed under a fluorescent microscope, and the results suggested that GFP
fluorescence increased in intensity as the multiplicity of infection (MOI) of Ad.CMV-GFP was
increased (Fig. 1A). This conclusion was subsequently corroborated by flow cytometry, which
indicated that between 0.5 and 46 pfu per cell, the average GFP fluorescence increased in direct
proportion to the MOI of Ad.CMV-GFP (Fig. 1B; r2 = 0.99, as determined by regression
analysis). Above an MOI of 100, however, increases in fluorescence deviated from linearity
and did not increase in direct proportion to MOI (Fig. 1B). The average GFP fluorescence was
statistically different between each group of cells inoculated with 0.5, 1.0, 2.2, 4.6, 10, 22, or
46 pfu per cell of Ad.CMV-GFP, as determined by comparing GFP fluorescence at one MOI
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to the next lower MOI (p = 0.001 to 0.02 by one-way t-tests). Thus, a single 2.15-fold dilution
of Ad.CMV-GFP produced a significant change in GFP fluorescence. The results of two other
independent experiments produced equivalent results, and demonstrated that log (GFP
fluorescence) increased in direct proportion to log (MOI) between 0.5 and 46 pfu per cell (r2

= 0.98 ± 0.01; mean ± sem of the goodness of fit of three experiments).

A similar dose-response design was used to determine the extent to which GFP mRNA yield
changes in Vero cells as a function of the MOI of Ad.CMV-GFP. At 24 hours p.i., Northern
blot analysis was performed on Vero cell monolayers inoculated with 0 to 215 pfu per cell of
Ad.CMV-GFP. At MOIs of 0.5, 1.0, or 2.2 pfu per cell, GFP mRNA yields were not clearly
above the background of the Northern blot assay (Fig. 2A). Between MOIs of 4.6 and 100,
GFP mRNA yields increased in direct proportion to the MOI of Ad.CMV-GFP added to Vero
cells (Fig. 2A, 2B). Beyond an MOI of 100, GFP mRNA yield did not increase in direct
proportion to MOI (Fig. 2B). While measurements of GFP mRNA yield and GFP fluorescence
both increased in proportion to the MOI of Ad.CMV-GFP, measurements of GFP fluorescence
were more sensitive, had a lower coefficient of variability, and had a wider range of linear
increase relative to MOI.

GFP fluorescence is directly proportional to GFP mRNA abundance
To determine if changes in GFP fluorescence accurately reflect underlying changes in GFP
mRNA abundance, Vero cells were inoculated with an MOI of 2.2, 4.6, 10, 22, 46, 100, 215,
or 464 pfu per cell of Ad.CMV-GFP. At 24 hours p.i., cell monolayers were dissociated with
trypsin, and 10% of the cells were analyzed for GFP fluorescence via flow cytometry while
total RNA was extracted from the remaining cells for Northern blot analysis. The resulting
measurements of GFP fluorescence and GFP mRNA yield were normalized to the maximum
signal obtained in each group, and were plotted relative to one another (Fig. 3). Regression
analysis indicated that the relative level of GFP fluorescence observed in each Ad.CMV-GFP
infected culture was strongly correlated with the relative abundance of GFP mRNA observed
in the same culture (Fig. 3). Therefore, measurements of GFP fluorescent intensity and GFP
mRNA abundance provided equivalent measures of GFP gene expression.

Doxycycline-induced expression of a TRE promoter-GFP reporter gene
In cells expressing the rtTA transactivator, treatment with doxycycline induces a
conformational change in rtTA that stimulates DNA binding and the consequent transactivation
of the TRE promoter (18). Therefore, cells were co-inoculated with the adenoviruses Ad.CMV-
rtTA (25) and Ad.TRE-GFP in order to determine if doxycycline-imduced transactivation of
a TRE promoter-GFP reporter could be measured by flow cytometry.

Ad.TRE-GFP-infected Vero cells were co-inoculated with 10 pfu per cell of Ad.CMV-rtTA
and variable MOIs of Ad.TRE-GFP (MOI= 1.0, 2.2, 4.6, 10, 22, 46, 100, or 215). At 24 hours
p.i., GFP fluorescence was measured in 10% of cells and total RNA was harvested for dotblot
analysis from the remaining cells. In the absence of doxycycline, GFP mRNA yield in Ad.TRE-
GFP-infected Vero cells was not significantly greater than the background of the dot blot assay
(Fig. 4A and 4B; no DOX). Likewise, in the absence of doxycycline, GFP fluorescence was
barely detectable in Vero cells inoculated with as much as 215 pfu per cell of Ad.TRE-GFP
(Fig. 4C). However, in the presence of 10 μM doxycycline, GFP mRNA yield (Fig. 4A, 4B)
and GFP fluorescence (Fig. 4C) both increased in a dose-dependent manner as the MOI of
Ad.TRE-GFP was increased from 4.6 to 215 pfu per cell. Measurements of GFP mRNA yield
were too close to background to reliably measure the degree to which doxycycline treatment
induced GFP gene expression from the TRE promoter (Fig. 4A, 4B). However, between MOIs
of 10 and 215 pfu per cell of Ad.TRE-GFP, measurements of GFP fluorescence indicated that
doxycycline treatment induced a 15- to 25-fold increase in GFP expression from the TRE
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promoter (Fig. 4C). As a positive control, Vero cells were inoculated with the same MOIs of
Ad.CMV-GFP. At all MOIs tested, GFP gene expression from the CMV promoter was
approximately 5- to 10-fold greater than the level of GFP gene expression achieved when the
TRE promoter was induced by treatment with 10 μM doxycycline (Fig. 4).

Inherent to most methods of measuring gene expression is the averaging of measurements (i.e.,
GFP mRNA yield) across an entire cell population. Measurement of the MOI-dependent
increase in average GFP mRNA yield and average fluorescent intensity in Vero cells inoculated
with Ad.TRE-GFP or Ad.CMV-GFP suggested that GFP expression increased uniformly
throughout the cell population as a function of gene copy number (Fig. 4). However, fluorescent
microscopy and flow cytometry revealed that induction of GFP expression from the TRE
promoter was not uniformly distributed through the cell population (Fig. 5). In the absence of
doxycycline, GFP expression was not detectable in Vero cell inoculated with Ad.TRE-GFP
and Ad.CMV-rtTA (Fig. 5A, 5D). Conversely, high levels of GFP expression were uniformly
observed in Vero cells inoculated with Ad.CMV-GFP (Fig. 5C, 5F). However, 10 μM
doxycycline failed to induce uniform expression of GFP from the TRE promoter, and thus GFP
expression was only detectable in 20% of Ad.TRE-GFP-infected Vero cells (Fig. 5B, 5E). The
efficiency of GFP expression from Ad.TRE-GFP could be increased through the use of higher
MOIs or a longer incubation period between infection and flow cytometry, such that 80% of
cells were GFP+. However, regardless of the specific conditions chosen, GFP expression from
Ad.TRE-GFP was highly heterogenous and the fluorescent intensities of GFP+ cells varied by
more than a factor of 100. Therefore, although GFP expression is normally distributed amongst
cells inoculated with Ad.CMV-GFP, doxycycline-treatment does not induce a uniform pattern
of GFP expression within populations of Ad.TRE-GFP infected Vero cells.

VP16- induced expression of an ICP0 promoter-GFP reporter gene
At the onset of herpes simplex virus type 1 (HSV-1) infection, transcription of the HSV-1 ICP0
gene is upregulated by a virion-associated protein, VP16, via four consensus VP16-binding
sequences in the ICP0 promoter (6,15). Therefore, the following experiment was performed
to determine if VP16-mediated transactivation of an ICP0 promoter-GFP reporter gene could
be measured by flow cytometry.

Vero cell monolayers were treated with 1. Ad.CMV-rtTA (MOI=10), 2. 10 μM doxycycline,
and 3. 0.1 to 100 pfu per cell of Ad.TRE-VP16 (wt) or Ad.TRE-VP16 (Δ417-490). While the
wild-type VP16-expressing adenovirus encodes all 490 amino acids of VP16, the mutant
control encodes a truncated form of VP16 that lacks the C-terminal transactivation domain
(19,40,48). After allowing 24 hours for expression of wild-type VP16 or VP16 (Δ417–490),
plasmid p0-GFP was transfected into Vero cell monolayers. Forty two hours later, flow
cytometry revealed that wild-type VP16 induced an ~20-fold increase in the volume of GFP
fluorescence in cells transfected with p0-GFP, and that the degree of induction was proportional
to the MOI of Ad.TRE-VP16 (Fig. 6). More specifically, the addition of 10 or more pfu per
cell of Ad.TRE-VP16 in p0-GFP-transfected cells resulted in a 1. three-fold increase in the
frequency of GFP+ cells (i.e., 2% to 7%) and a 2. nearly ten-fold increase in the average
fluorescent intensity of GFP+ cells (i.e., from 1.5 to 14 times the lower limit of detection). The
reported volume of fluorescence in each culture is the product of these two measurements.

In contrast to the wild-type transactivator, Ad.TRE-VP16 (Δ417–490) failed to induce GFP
expression from the ICP0 promoter (Fig. 6). Infection with Ad.TRE-VP16 (Δ417–490) actually
caused GFP fluorescent intensity to decrease below the basal level of GFP expression observed
in cells that received p0-GFP only (Fig. 6). Thus, wild-type VP16 induces the ICP0 promoter
in a dose-dependent manner, and this induction is dependent on the presence of the C-terminal
transactivation domain of VP16.
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DISCUSSION
In the current study, the GFP gene was evaluated for its capacity to function as a quantitative
reporter of gene expression. For this purpose, the GFP gene was placed under the control of
three different eukaryotic promoters, a 1. constitutive and highly active CMV immediate-early
promoter, a 2. doxycycline-inducible TRE promoter, and a 3. VP16-inducible HSV-1
immediate-early promoter. In the case of Ad.CMV-GFP-infected cells, levels of GFP
fluorescence increased in direct proportion to the copy number of GFP genes introduced into
Vero cells (Fig. 1). In the case of Ad.TRE-GFP-infected Vero cells (co-inoculated with
Ad.CMV-rtTA), addition of doxycycline to cultures caused an ~20-fold increase in GFP
fluorescence relative to Ad.TRE-GFP-infected Vero cells that received no doxycycline (Fig.
4). Finally, in the case of Vero cells transfected with a plasmid that carries an HSV-1
immediate-early promoter-GFP reporter gene, increasing MOIs of Ad.TRE-VP16 caused a
dose-dependent increase in GFP fluorescence (Fig. 6). Therefore, the outcomes of this study
strongly suggest that GFP fluorescence can be used as a reliable and quantitative reporter of
underlying changes in gene expression. The considerations that substantiate this conclusion
are further discussed.

Quantitative reliability of GFP as a reporter protein
A quantitative and reliable reporter assay provides i. an accurate measure of changes in gene
expression over a wide range, and is also ii. sensitive and iii. reproducible. The proposed use
of GFP fluorescence as a quantitative reporter of gene expression is discussed in light of these
parameters.

i. Accuracy and range—Our results indicate that GFP fluorescence varies in direct
proportion to GFP mRNA abundance in Vero cells infected with Ad.CMV-GFP or Ad.TRE-
GFP (Figs. 3 and 4). It has already been established that GFP fluorescence increases in direct
proportion to GFP protein concentration (14,23). Given that GFP fluorescence increases in
direct proportion to GFP mRNA and protein levels, we conclude that GFP fluorescence
provides an accurate measure of underlying changes in GFP gene expression.

Our results indicate that between MOIs of 0.5 and 46 pfu per cell of Ad.CMV-GFP, there is a
strict linear relationship between average GFP fluorescence and the copy number of GFP genes
introduced into Vero cells (Fig. 1). Thus, differences in GFP fluorescent intensity can provide
a valid measure of differences in reporter gene expression over an ~100-fold range. However,
a flow cytometer not only measures differences in fluorescent intensity per GFP+ cell, but also
measures the frequency of GFP+ cells (i.e, 1 to 100%). Because these two multiplicative terms
are simultaneously measured, we suspect that changes in GFP fluorescence can provide a
reliable measure of changes in GFP gene expression over as much as a 1000-fold range.

ii. Sensitivity—Regarding the sensitivity of GFP as a reporter protein, the lower limit of
detection of GFP fluorescence was not directly compared to conventional enzymatic reporters
such as CAT, β-gal, or luciferase. However, unlike most reporter assays, even if only 1% of
the cells in a population express a GFP reporter gene, the quantity of GFP fluorescence in this
subset of cells is not diluted into the 99% of cells that are GFP-negative. Thus, we suspect that
flow cytometric measurement of GFP fluorescence should be an especially sensitive means to
measure reporter gene expression in experiments in which only a small fraction of cells are
expected to express the reporter gene (e.g., transient transfection of primary cells). However,
direct side-by-side comparisons of the sensitivity of GFP versus other reporter proteins remain
to be performed.
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iii. Reproducibility—The coefficient of variation of GFP fluorescence within replicate
samples typically ranged from 5 to 20%. A single 2.15-fold increase in the amount of Ad.CMV-
GFP added to Vero cells consistently produced significant increases in GFP fluorescence.
Unlike most reporter assays, each datum point of “average GFP fluorescence” was not based
on a single measurement, but was in fact an average of ~24,000 measurements taken from
individual cells in the sample population. Moreover, the simplicity of the manipulations
required to measure GFP fluorescence (i.e., dissociation of live cells into a suspension) greatly
reduces the opportunity to introduce user-error into the measurements. Thus, we believe that
flow cytometric measurement of GFP fluorescence provides an exceptionally robust and
reproducible method to measure changes in reporter gene expression in a population of cells.

Practical advantages of GFP as a reporter protein
Two advantages of GFP as a reporter of gene expression are that i. protein accumulation can
be directly observed in living cells prior to quantitative analysis, and ii. GFP gene expression
can be measured on a cell-by-cell basis. These advantages are discussed, as follows.

i. Real-time observation of reporter gene expression—A major advantage of GFP is
that intracellular accumulation of the protein can be directly observed in living cells over time.
Digital photographs of GFP-expressing cells provide a reasonable approximation of the
quantitative results that will be obtained upon flow cytometric analysis of the cells, provided
that all microscope and camera settings such as objective, aperture, and exposure time are held
constant (e.g., Figs. 1 and 5). Moreover, the capacity to directly observe GFP accumulation in
cells allows one to empirically verify that adequate GFP expression has occurred in test cultures
prior to dissociating cells for flow cytometric analysis. Finally, we note that although
fluorescent microscopy provides a useful tool for monitoring GFP expression, detection of
GFP fluorescence by the flow cytometer was approximately ten times more sensitive than what
we were able to perceive under a fluorescent microscope.

ii. Measurement of reporter gene expression in individual cells—Most methods of
quantifying gene expression measure only the average level of gene expression in a population
of cells. When reporter gene expression is normally distributed in a bell curve around the
average (e.g., Ad.CMV-GFP-infected Vero cells), average reporter activity provides a concise
and accurate measure of gene expression in the cell population (Fig. 5C, 5F). However, in the
current study, 1. Ad.TRE-GFP infection and 2. transient transfection with p0-GFP both
illustrate circumstances in which reporter gene expression was not uniformly detected
throughout the population (i.e., one subset of cells was GFP+ and the remainder were GFP-
negative). In such circumstances, analysis of gene expression on a cell-by-cell basis provides
a more accurate picture of promoter activity in the cell population than measurements which
simply average promoter activity across the entire cell population (e.g., Fig. 4 vs. Fig. 5). In
this regard, GFP is unique as a reporter protein because at a flow rate of 1000 cells per second,
the mean and standard deviation of GFP reporter gene expression can be quickly and accurately
determined in a flow cytometer. Given that hypothesis testing is not only dependent on the
measurement of group averages, but is also dependent on the accurate measurement of variation
within groups, we conclude that flow cytometric measurement of GFP fluorescence provides
an especially powerful tool to compare reporter gene expression between different populations
of cells.

The capacity of a flow cytometer to measure GFP reporter gene expression in individual cells
may have other applications as well. First, differences in GFP reporter gene expression in a
mixed population of cells (e.g., neurons and glial cells) can be accurately measured provided
that cell-specific antibodies or differences in light scatter properties (e.g, forward scatter) can
be used to distinguish one cell type from the other. Second, GFP fluorescence could be
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compared in propidium iodide-stained cells if one wished to compare GFP reporter gene
expression as a function of different phases of the cell cycle. Finally, we predict that many
useful applications can be devised that couple a flow cytometer's capacity to quantitatively
measure GFP reporter gene expression to its capacity to efficiently sort cells into distinct
subpopulations.

Conclusion
In the past decade, the qualitative use of fluorescent reporter proteins has fundamentally
changed our understanding of many biological processes. However, the quantitative capacity
of these proteins has generally gone unnoticed. Based on the results presented herein, we
conclude that GFP has all of the essential properties of a quantitative reporter protein. Whether
GFP genes are delivered to cells through transfection, viral infection, or the generation of stable
cell lines or transgenic mice, we envision that flow cytometry can be used as a simple, rapid,
and robust means of quantitatively measuring GFP reporter gene expression in individual cells
derived from these systems. Moreover, given that functional chimeric proteins can be made
that bear GFP at the amino or carboxy terminus, GFP-tagged proteins may also prove to be
useful as a means to quantitatively measure the expression of a specific protein in single cells.
In summary, we conclude that GFP’s capacity to function as a quantitative reporter provides
a powerful, new tool to address questions about gene regulation that are best addressed at the
single cell level (e.g., reactivation of HSV-1 in latently infected neurons).
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Figure 1. GFP fluorescence increases in proportion to the MOI of Ad.CMV-GFP
A. Vero cell monolayers as seen 24 hours after inoculation with 4.6, 10, 22, 46, 100, or 216
pfu per cell of Ad.CMV-GFP under illumination with 360–400 nm light that excites GFP
fluorescence (20x magnification). B. Average GFP fluorescent intensity of Vero cells 24 hours
after inoculation with Ad.CMV-GFP is plotted as a function of MOI (n=3 per group; each
datum point represents the mean ± SEM). Values of GFP fluorescence are scaled relative to
the lower limit of detection of the assay, which was estimated to be three times the average
background fluorescence of uninoculated Vero cells. The gray line represents the regression
line between average GFP fluorescence and the MOI of Ad.CMV-GFP in the linear range of
fluorescence increase between 0.5 and 46 pfu per cell (r2=0.99, as determined by regression
analysis).
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Figure 2. GFP mRNA yield increases in proportion to the MOI of Ad.CMV-GFP
A. Northern blot of GFP mRNA from uninoculated (UI) Vero cells or Vero cells inoculated
with MOIs of 0.5, 1.0, 2.2, 4.6, 10, 22, 46, 100, or 215 pfu per cell of Ad.CMV-GFP. Total
RNA samples (10 μg per lane) were harvested 24 hours p.i., electrophoretically separated,
blotted, and probed with a 32P-labeled GFP-specific probe. B. GFP mRNA yield observed in
three independent Northern blots, including the blot shown in panel A, is plotted as a function
of the MOI of Ad.CMV-GFP (each datum point represents the mean ± SEM). For each of the
three blots, GFP mRNA yield was normalized to the maximum GFP mRNA yield (i.e.,
MOI=215), such that the highest yield on each blot was assigned a value of 100% and the other
yields were scaled proportionally.
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Figure 3. GFP fluorescence is proportional to GFP mRNA yield
The relative level of GFP fluorescence in Ad.CMV-GFP-infected Vero cell cultures is graphed
as a function of the relative GFP mRNA yields obtained from the same cultures. Vero cells
were inoculated with 2.2, 4.6, 10, 22, 46, 100, 215, or 464 pfu per cell of Ad.CMV-GFP (n=3
replicates per MOI). At 24 hours p.i., 10% of the cells in each culture were used to measure
GFP fluorescence via flow cytometry. The remaining 90% of the cells were used to measure
GFP mRNA yield via Northern blot analysis. GFP fluorescence and GFP mRNA yields are
scaled relative to their respective observed maximums (i.e., MOI = 464), which were assigned
a value of 100%. The relative amounts of GFP fluorescence derived from cultures inoculated
with MOIs of 2.2 to 215 pfu per cell of Ad.CMV-GFP are plotted as a function of the relative
GFP mRNA yield of the same culture. The gray line represents the regression line between
normalized measurements of GFP fluorescence and GFP mRNA yield (r2=0.96, as determined
by regression analysis).
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Figure 4. Doxycycline-induced expression of a TRE promoter-GFP reporter gene
Vero cells were co-inoculated with Ad.CMV-rtTA (MOI=10) and Ad.TRE-GFP (MOI= 1.0,
2.2, 4.6, 10, 22, 46, 100, or 215), and were treated 1 hour later with either nothing (no DOX)
or 10 μM doxycycline (+ DOX). As a positive control for GFP expression, Vero cells were
inoculated with the same MOIs of Ad.CMV-GFP. At 24 hours p.i., flow cytometric
measurement of GFP fluorescence was performed on 10% of the cells in each culture, and the
remainder were used to measure GFP mRNA yield via dot blot analysis. A. Hybridization of
GFP mRNA-specific probe to dotblots of total RNA (10 μg per well) isolated from Vero cells
that were uninoculated (UI), inoculated with Ad.TRE-GFP under non-inducing conditions (no
DOX) or inducing conditons (+ DOX), or inoculated with Ad.CMV-GFP. B. GFP mRNA yield
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and C. GFP fluorescence are plotted as a function of the MOI of Ad.CMV-GFP or Ad.TRE-
GFP added to Vero cells. The values of GFP mRNA yield and average GFP fluorescence are
scaled in proportion to the lower limit of detection of each assay, which is denoted by a dashed
line.
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Figure 5. GFP is not uniformly expressed to detectable levels in Vero cells infected with Ad.TRE-
GFP
(A – C) Monolayers of adenovirus-infected Vero cells as seen 24 hours p.i. under illumination
with 360–400 nm light which excites GFP fluorescence (10x magnification). Vero cells were
inoculated with Ad.TRE-GFP (MOI=100) and Ad.CMV-rtTA (MOI=10) and treated with
A. no doxycycline or B. 10 μM doxycycline, or C. were inoculated with Ad.CMV-GFP
(MOI=100). (D – F) Flow cytometric analysis of Vero cells 24 hours after inoculation with
Ad.TRE-GFP and Ad.CMV-rtTA in the D. absence or E. presence of 10 μM doxycycline, or
24 hours after inoculation with F. Ad.CMV-GFP. For each histogram, the threshold between
GFP-negative and GFP-positive is indicated, as is the percent of GFP-positive cells in the
sample population.
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Figure 6. VP16-induced expression of a viral IE promoter-GFP reporter gene
Vero cell monolayers were treated with 10 μM doxycycline following co-inoculation with
Ad.CMV-rtTA (MOI=10) and 0.1, 0.3, 1.0, 3.2, 10, 32, or 100 pfu per cell of Ad.TRE-VP16
(wild-type) or Ad.TRE-VP16 (Δ417–490). Vero cells were transfected 24 hours later with 3
μg of p0-GFP, which contains an HSV-1 ICP0 promoter-GFP reporter gene, and Vero cells
were harvested 42 hours later for flow cytometric analysis. The GFP fluorescent volume of
p0-GFP-transfected cells is plotted as a function of adenovirus MOI (n=3 cultures per MOI;
each datum point represents the mean ± SEM). The fluorescent volume of each culture was
calculated to be the ‘fraction of GFP+ cells’ times the ‘mean fluorescence of GFP+ cells.’
Fluorescent volumes are normalized to the basal level of GFP expression (i.e., assigned a
volume of 1), which was observed in cells transfected with p0-GFP only. The basal level of
GFP expression in these cultures that received no adenovirus is shown on the left-hand side of
the graph (i.e., MOI=0). The lower limit of detection of the assay, denoted by the dashed line,
was estimated to be three times the background fluorescent volume associated with
uninoculated Vero cells.
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