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Abstract

Purpose of review—Dipeptidyl peptidase 4 (DPP4, CD26] is a protease that cleaves selected

amino acids at the N-terminal penultimate position and has the potential to alter the protein

function. The regulation and roles of DPP4 activity are not well understood; therefore, the purpose

of this review is to discuss the recent literature regarding DPP4 regulation, as well as the variety of

molecules it may affect, and their potential clinical applications.

Recent findings—Recent insight into the number of proteins that have DPP4 sites, and how

DPP4 truncation may alter hematopoiesis based on the protein full length vs. truncated state, has

shown that DPP4 truncation of colony-stimulating factors (CSFs) alters their function and that the

activity of these CSFs can be enhanced when DPP4 activity is inhibited. DPP4 inhibition has

recently been used in a clinical trial to attempt to enhance the engraftment of cord blood cells, and

an endogenous DPP4 inhibitor tissue factor pathway inhibitor has been discovered, increasing our

understanding of the potential importance of DPP4.

Summary—DPP4 plays a role in regulating the activity of CSFs and other cytokines involved in

hematopoiesis. This information may be useful for enhancing hematopoietic cell transplantation,

blood cell recovery after stress, and for understanding the physiology and pathophysiology of

blood and other cell systems.
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INTRODUCTION

Hematopoiesis is a highly regulated process involving sell-renewal and proliferation of

hematopoietic stem cells (HSCs), as well as differentiation of HSCs into the various cell

lineages that form the blood and immune system. Under the control of specific cytokines or
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growth factors, such as interleukins and colony-stimulating factors (CSFs), multipotent

HSCs are capable of differentiating into hematopoietic progenitor cells (HPCs) and mature

blood cells [1–3]. As our knowledge of the regulation and functions of HSCs/HPCs rapidly

accelerates, a better understanding of how modifications of cytokines, chemokines, and

other growth factors [3] may alter HSCs/HPCs homeostasis should provide us with

innovative approaches to manipulate these proteins, and cells, for both basic research

information and clinical utility.

One modification that has recently been shown to be important in the regulation of some

hematopoietically active factors is N-terminal truncation of selected proteins by dipeptidyl

peptidase 4 (DPP4, CD26). DPP4 was discovered in 1966 and is a 110-kDa member of the

prolyl oligopeptidase family [4]. It functions as a cell surface serine protease, selectively

cleaving the N-terminal penultimate proline or alanine amino acids, though kinetic studies of

its catalytic activity suggest that other amino acids in the second position may be able to be

cleaved as well. Currently, the regulation of DPP4 is unclear, but new literature outlined in

Fig. 1a shows that the tissue factor pathway inhibitor (TFPI) acts as a biological inhibitor of

DPP4 via glypican-3 (GPC3), a heparan sulfate proteoglycan present on murine and human

HSCs/HPCs. Treatment of HSCs/HPCs with TFPI in vitro resulted in increased chemotaxis

toward CXCL12 and increased transplant homing and engraftment [5▪▪]. Bone marrow cells

from GPC3 knockout mice showed higher DPP4 activity, increased HSC/HPC proliferation,

along with lower HSC maintenance, which resulted in increased circulating HSCs/HPCs and

decreased bone marrow HSCs [5▪▪].

DPP4 is found as both a type II cell surface protein as well as a soluble form that lacks the

intracellular and transmembrane domains [6]. The soluble form of DPP4 is found in body

fluids such as serum/plasma, cerebrospinal fluid, synovial fluid, and semen [7,8]. The

transmembrane form of the protein is relatively ubiquitously expressed in many tissues

including, but not limited to, the bone marrow, the venular end of blood vessels, the lung,

spleen, pancreas, kidney, liver, intestines, and many types of epithelial cells [9,10]. Within

blood cells, DPP4 is expressed on HSCs/HPCs as well as other more mature cells and is

expressed at high levels on memory T cells [3], The enzymatic activity of DPP4 has been

shown to be important in steady-state regulation of cellular functions, as well as modulating,

and being modulated in, certain disease states and cell types [11–14]. The importance of

DPP4 in specific cell types as well as physiological and pathophysiological settings, and

most recently in hematology, is just starting to be fully realized and will be discussed in this

review.

DIPEPTIDYL PEPTIDASE 4 IN HEMATOPOIESIS AND CORD BLOOD

TRANSPLANTATION

Foundational studies from our laboratory, shown in Fig. 1b, demonstrated the role of DPP4

in the regulation of CXCL12 [stromal cell-derived factor 1 (SDF-1)], stem cell mobilization

with granulocyte-colony stimulating factor (G-CSF), as well as the ability of DPP4 to

modulate stem cell homing and engraftment [15–20]. Recently, the effect of DPP4 on the

hematopoietic system has been more widely investigated. Megakaryocytes influence

quiescence of HSCs directly through its receptor c-Mpl or indirectly by secreting many
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cytokines that affect the proliferation and survival of HSCs. Megakaryocyte development

was investigated in DPP4−/− mice. Although there is no major effect of DPP4 knockout on

peripheral blood counts in DPP4−/− mice, interestingly, the number of megakaryocytes

(Lin−CD41+CD61+) as well as megakaryocyte progenitor cells (Lin−CD41+CD61+c-

kit+Sca-1−) were increased in the isolated bone marrow from DPP4−/− mice (Fig. 1c). These

findings were further supported by the results suggesting that absence of negative regulation

through DPP4 cleavage may be beneficial for immature megakaryocyte progenitors,

although the mechanism remains to be determined [21]. DPP4 is expressed on mononuclear

blood cells (MNCs) from cord blood, bone marrow, and mobilized peripheral blood, and

inhibition of endogenous DPP4 using diprotin A (a tri-peptide inhibitor of DPP4 activity)

enhanced the migration of MNCs to CXCL12 from all three cell sources [22▪]. The

modulation of the CXCL12/CXCR4 axis via DPP4 for recruitment and homing of bone-

marrow-derived stem cells is not limited to HSCs and hematopoietic cell transplantation.

DPP4 has been shown to be necessary for G-CSF-induced mobilization [16,17,23], and

inhibition of DPP4 has been shown to increase the transplant efficiency [15,19,24] and

homing of stem cells to bone marrow regardless of how the stem cells were mobilized [22▪].

A recent study reported on the efficacy of diprotin A in stimulating muscle cell engraftment

by modulation of the CXCL12/CXCR4 axis [25]. Targeting the CXCL12 axis through DPP4

inhibition also benefits ischemia–reperfusion injury in mouse lung transplantation [26] and

homing of stem cells to the ischemic heart [27]. Recent studies from our laboratory [28▪▪]

have shown that DPP4 is able to cleave human and mouse growth factors, and that DPP4

acts a regulatory component in hematopoiesis (Fig. 1b). Granulocyte macrophage-colony

stimulating factor (GM-CSF), G-CSF, CXCL12, erythropoietin (EPO), and IL-3 were

shown to have an N-terminal site for DPP4 cleavage which resulted in a protein that was not

fully functional but was able to block the function of the full-length protein, similar to a

dominant negative effect. Truncated GM-CSF was shown to bind the GM-CSF receptor

(GM-CSFR) with higher affinity than full-length GM-CSF, but had blunted ability to

produce proliferative signaling, potentially because of either preventing hexamer to

dodecamer formation of the GM-CSFR complex needed for full GM-CSF activity or the

truncated GM-CSF being unable to fully signal through the dodecamer GM-CSFR complex.

Inhibition of DPP4 with sitagliptin (Januvia), or the use of DPP4−/− mice, resulted in

increased recovery of blood neutrophils, platelets, and HPCs after the treatment of mice with

chemotherapy or radiation, and increased engraftment after HSC transplant was also seen if

DPP4 was inactive or inhibited [28▪].

Although DPP4 inhibition via sitagliptin is clinically used for the treatment of type 2

diabetes, it has only recently been utilized in a clinical hematopoietic setting. Delayed

engraftment is one of the major cavets associated with cord blood transplantation because of

diminished HSC/HPC numbers; therefore, sitagliptin was recently utilized to possibly

enhance the engraftment in single-unit cord blood transplantations in adults with

hematopoietic malignancies [29▪]. This was the first clinical trial to evaluate the safety and

efficacy of DPP4 inhibition on engraftment following cord blood transplantation. Most

patients in this trial had 4 out of 6 HLA-matched grafts and active marrow disease at the

time of transplantation. Inhibition of DPP4 exhibited promising engraftment kinetics,

including a median time to neutrophil engraftment of 21 days and 94% (95% confidence
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interval 84–100%) engraftment at 50 days in patients receiving red cell depleted grafts. This

study suggests that with further optimization of inhibition of DPP4 activity with sitagliptin,

which was not optimal in this study, the inhibition of DPP4 may be a promising treatment to

decrease the time to engraftment after cord blood transplantation, even though more work is

required to definitively prove that sitagliptin enhances the time to neutrophil engraftment.

Another study observing the expression of DPP4 on human mobilized peripheral blood stem

cells harvested from cancer patients or allogeneic-related donors suggested that DPP4

expression significantly correlated with while blood cell engraftment and could serve as an

early predictor of engraftment [30]. This highlights the importance of understanding how

expression vs. activity of DPP4 may be predictive of engraftment and could potentially be

altered with different tissue sources of cells used for transplantation. The studies presented

above suggest that although more investigation into the regulation and potential clinical

applications of DPP4 and its inhibition are needed, modulating DPP4 activity may serve as a

novel therapeutic tool for transplantation. This highlights the importance of determining the

proteins that have DPP4 truncation sites and establishing how their function may be

changed, and potentially alter hematopoiesis, after protein truncation.

POTENTIAL REGULATORY ROLE FOR DIPEPTIDYL PEPTIDASE 4

THROUGH THE MICROENVIRONMENT

By searching through the NCBI database and Uniprot, our laboratory has identified a large

number of proteins that have putative truncation sites for DPP4 (Ou, O’Leary, Broxmeyer

unpublished observation), including chemokines/cytokines, growth factors, and additional

modulatory factors involved in hematopoiesis and the regulation of other tissues and cells.

Many papers have been published this year that focus on proteins that are expressed by the

microenvironment or HSCs/HSPCs that regulate hematopoiesis, thus leading us to

contemplate whether the factors being investigated are in their full length or truncated form

and how this might alter the findings and interpretations of such studies.

For example, a recent publication suggested that parathyroid hormone (PTH) stimulated

IL-6 protein levels in primary osteoblast cultures in vitro, and bone marrow in vivo, and

subsequently IL-6 induced transforming growth factor beta (TGF-β) release from

osteoblasts, resulting in increased expansion of myeloid cells in the bone marrow

microenvironment [31]. This is interesting as human and mouse PTH and TGF-β do not

have a DPP4 truncation site, but IL-6 does, suggesting the possibility that alterations in

DPP4 levels could influence IL-6 activity and subsequently alter the induction of TGF-β. A

recent study also showed that stimulation of osteoblasts or endothelial cells with fibroblast

growth factor-2 (FGF-2; both murine and human forms have putative DPP4 truncation sites)

resulted in regulation of the chemokine CXCL5 (which has a murine DPP4 site), which

induced the migration of HSCs [CD34( /low)LSK cells], suggesting that these factors may

be involved in HSC mobilization from the osteoblast niche in bone marrow to peripheral

blood [32], FGF-2 treatment in vitro has been shown to promote HSC/HPC expansion, and

recently in-vivo treatment with FGF-2 showed the expansion of stromal cells. These cell

populations included perivascular Nestin (+) supportive stromal cells and expansion of a

heterogeneous population of undifferentiated HSCs/HPCs, which the authors suggested may
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facilitate the expansion of these cells by increasing stem cell factor and reducing CXCL12

via mir-31 upregulation [33]. DPP4 has the potential to play multiple roles here as CXCL12

has shown functional alterations [18,19,28▪▪] when truncated by DPP4 and FGF-2 has a

putative DDP4 truncation site.

POTENTIAL REGULATORY ROLES FOR DIPEPTIDYL PEPTIDASE 4 IN

INFLAMMATION AND DISEASE

Proinflammatory cytokines such as IL-1 (human and murine), IL-5 (human), IL-6 (human

and murine), IL-13 (human), and IL-17 (mouse/human), which have putative DPP4

truncation sites, do not only affect the local microenvironment of HSCs, but also have a

direct role in HSC/HPC activity. A recent study suggested that IL-17 affects erythropoiesis

by promoting the development of primitive erythroid precursors, BFU-E, but suppressing

the growth of later-stage erythroid progenitors, CFU-E, and the effects might be through

MAPK signaling pathways [34]. Another study has demonstrated that IL-33 stimulates

minimal eosinophil hematopoiesis through direct interactions with mouse bone marrow

progenitors ex vivo, whereas it antagonizes IL-5-mediated eosinophil differentiation from

committed bone marrow cells. The antagonism of IL-5 was mediated in part by GM-CSF

[35], both of which have a DPP4 truncation site. Taken together, manipulation of these and

other cytokines, via DPP4 inhibition, may have potential effects on inflammatory processes

as well as hematopoietic cell development.

In addition to hematopoiesis in normal physiological states, pathophysiological conditions

such as obesity that alter hematopoiesis at baseline could be influenced by DPP4

modification of proteins that have truncation sites. For example, recent studies using high-

fat diet (HFD) models have shown an increase in leptin (which has a putative DPP4 site in

both its human and mouse forms) as well as an increase in myelopoiesis and lymphopoiesis

[36]. Specifically, they found a continued escalation in the numbers of cells found in bone

marrow and thymus of HFD mice from day 90 to day 180, The numbers of monocytes,

granulocytes, erythrocytes, and mixed progenitor lineages remained normal in the marrow,

but the percentage of lymphocytes increased [36]. However, DPP4 may be more relevant

during stress compared to homeostatic conditions, as we have shown for hematopoiesis

[28▪▪]. Another HFD model recently suggested that HFD rats had increased IL-1, IL-6, and

TNF-α production by bone marrow mesenchymal stem cells [37]. IL-1 and IL-6, which have

DPP4 truncation sites for human, mouse, and rat (as well as TNF-α which does not have a

DPP4 site), are commonly increased in inflammation and have been implicated in the

negative regulation of lymphopoiesis, making it tempting to speculate that alterations in

DPP4 activity may play a role in the microenvironmental regulation of hematopoiesis at

multiple levels.

CONCLUSION

We have discussed the aspects of the recently published work on DPP4 and its recently

published, and potential, involvement in hematopoiesis, affecting HSCs/HPCs as well as the

supportive cells of the bone marrow microenvironment. A large number of factors with

putative DPP4 truncation sites have been identified (of which a very limited list of proteins
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are shown in Fig. 1d) which present an important and emerging facet of the potential roles

for DPP4 in cellular regulation through modification of certain proteins. Because of the

complexity of DPP4, the overall effects may be altered by localized or tissue-specific

expression of DPP4/CD26 and chemokines/cytokines/growth factors, and the presence of a

disease state or modified physiological homeostasis. Biochemical and biological (in vitro

and in vivo) studies are needed to verify, for each protein identified as having a putative

DPP4 truncation site, whether the putative truncation sites are real, especially with regard to

differing alanine/proline vs. other penultimate amino acids at the N-terminus of each

molecule. Most importantly, it must be determined whether the truncated form has modified

activity (up or down), compared to its full-length form, and whether the truncated form can

modulate the activity of the full length form, and if so, how. Another point to note is that the

relevance of DPP4 and the applicability of rodent models in translating to human disease

states need to be carefully evaluated. Not all responses are the same in the mouse/rat as in

the human and we have found that not all human proteins that have the truncation site also

have the site in mouse, and vice versa, further highlighting the importance of discriminating

between putative and validated DPP4 truncation sites.
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KEY POINTS

• DPP4 can cleave hematopoietic factors and modulate their function.

• Inhibition of DPP4 may increase cord blood transplantation efficiency.

• Many proteins have putative DPP4 truncation sites that are thus far unstudied

with regard to functional alterations.
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FIGURE 1.
Dipeptidyl peptidase 4 (DPP4) can modulate a variety of factors that alter stem and

progenitor cell maturation and function. (a) Tissue factor protein inhibitor (TFPI), primarily

from endothelial cells, acts as a biological inhibitor of DPP4 via glypican-3 (GPC3). HSC,

hematopoietic stem cell; HPC, hematopoietic progenitor cell, (b) Overview of factors shown

to be influenced by activity or inhibition of DPP4. (c) DPP4 acts as a negative regulator of

megakaryocytes (Lin CD41 +CD61 +] as well as megakaryocyte progenitor cells (Lin

CD41 +CD61 +c-kit+Sca-1). (d) Proteins with putative DPP4 truncation sites whose function

may be altered by truncation.
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