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MRN complex is an essential effector of DNA damage repair
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Abstract: Genome stability can be threatened by both endogenous and exogenous agents. Organisms have evolved numerous
mechanisms to repair DNA damage, including homologous recombination (HR) and non-homologous end joining (NHEJ).
Among the factors associated with DNA repair, the MRE11-RAD50-NBS1 (MRN) complex (MRE11-RAD50-XRS2 in
Saccharomyces cerevisiae) plays important roles not only in DNA damage recognition and signaling but also in subsequent HR
or NHEJ repair. Upon detecting DNA damage, the MRN complex activates signaling molecules, such as the protein kinase
ataxia-telangiectasia mutated (ATM), to trigger a broad DNA damage response, including cell cycle arrest. The nuclease activity
of the MRN complex is responsible for DNA end resection, which guides DNA repair to HR in the presence of sister
chromatids. The MRN complex is also involved in NHEJ, and has a species-specific role in hairpin repair. This review focuses
on the structure of the MRN complex and its function in DNA damage repair.

Key words: DNA damage repair; MRE11-RADS50-NBS1 (MRN) complex; Homologous recombination; Non-homologous end joining

1 Introduction

The genome is constantly exposed to endoge-
nous (i.e., DNA replication errors and free radicals
from cellular metabolism) and exogenous (i.e., ioniz-
ing radiation and ultraviolet light) threats (Liu and
Huang, 2014; Bian et al., 2019). The most deleterious
DNA lesion affecting the DNA backbone is the
double-strand break (DSB). If left unrepaired or repaired
incorrectly, DSBs will accumulate and lead to genetic
instability, cellular senescence, chromosomal aberra-
tion, immunodeficiency, and tumorigenesis (Gao et al.,
2015; Scully et al., 2019). Therefore, the efficient
recognition and repair of DNA DSBs are extremely
important. Fortunately, organisms have evolved multi-
ple DNA repair pathways to maintain genome integri-
ty. The main components responsible for DNA repair,
including MRE11, are highly conserved from yeasts
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to mammals, revealing their importance in cell survival
(Liu and Huang, 2016).

The major repair pathways include homologous
recombination (HR) and canonical non-homologous
end joining (C-NHEJ), the latter being a fast, cell-
cycle-independent process. In this pathway, DSBs are
first recognized by Ku70/80 that recruits the DNA-
dependent protein kinase catalytic kinase subunit
(DNA-PKcs), which in turn phosphorylates other pro-
teins, like Artemis for end processing (Han and Huang,
2020). Subsequently, X-ray-cross-complementation
group 4 (XRCC4) and DNA ligase 1V, together with
other DNA ligase proteins, ligate the DSB ends
directly, regardless of DNA loss or mutation (Han and
Huang, 2020). Therefore, C-NHEJ is considered as an
error-prone pathway. By contrast, HR is a relative
slow process occurring only in the late S and G2
phases, as it requires a sister chromatid as a template
following DNA replication. HR starts after the
generation of a 3' single-stranded DNA (ssDNA)
overhang. The 3' DNA tail is coated by replication
protein A (RPA), which is in turn replaced by RADS51
to form a presynaptic filament that is responsible
for homology search and subsequent repair (Prakash
et al.,, 2015).
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The MREI11-RAD50-NBS1 (MRN) (MREI11-
RADS50-XRS2 in Saccharomyces cerevisiae) is an im-
portant complex in DNA damage response (DDR).
Mutations in either component of the complex lead to
severe diseases in humans. For example, a human
MREII gene mutation results in ataxia telangiectasia-
like disorder; mutations in the human NBSI gene
cause Nijmegen breakage syndrome, an autosomal re-
cessive disease characterized by immunodeficiency,
intellectual disability, and cancer predisposition (Dig-
weed and Sperling, 2004; Sedghi et al., 2018). The
MRN complex can detect altered DNA ends rapidly.
It can signal other proteins like ataxia-telangiectasia
mutated (ATM) in mammals to trigger other DDRs,
including cell cycle arrest (Jin and Oh, 2019). Its
nuclease activity contributes to DNA end processing
for NHEJ and end resection for HR (Rupnik et al.,
2008). HR is inhibited by B-cell lymphoma 2 (Bcl2)
in cells through the suppression of MREI11 recruitment
to DSB sites, leading to tumorigenesis (Xie et al.,
2015). In BRCAI-mutant cells, dynein light chain
LC8-type 1 (DYNLLI1) also inhibits DNA end resection
by interacting with the MRN complex, although the
underlying mechanisms are unclear (He et al., 2018).
These findings indicate that the MRN complex is
essential for DNA repair. Here, we review the structure
of the MRN complex and its functions in DNA repair
based on recent discoveries, shedding light on the
mechanisms of genome maintenance and advancing
cancer research.

2 Structure of the MRN complex

The MRN/X complex is one of the earliest ef-
fectors binding to DSB sites. MRE11 core is essential
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for MRN complex formation, DNA binding, and en-
zymatic processes (Lamarche et al., 2010). The
C-terminal of MRE11 has a RADS50-binding do-
main between two DNA-binding domains, while
the N-terminal contains NBS1-binding sites (Fig. 1)
(Lafrance-Vanasse et al., 2015). It can associate with
RADS50 and NBSI, which do not interact directly
with each other, to form the complex. The MRE11
unit is dimerized through its N-terminal core do-
mains, contributing to the assembly and stabilization
of the MRN complex (Williams et al., 2008). Its N-
terminal phosphoesterase domain has ssDNA endo-
nuclease and Mn*'-dependent double-stranded DNA
(dsDNA) 3'-5' exonuclease activity, which are impor-
tant in end resection (Buis et al., 2008). There is a
capping domain near the core domain, that can rotate
to induce dsDNA unwinding and to orientate the
DNA helices for end processing (Rupnik et al., 2008;
Lafrance-Vanasse et al., 2015; Gobbini et al., 2018).

The largest component of the MRN complex is
the ATP-binding cassette (ABC)-type ATPase RADSO0,
which belongs to the structural maintenance of
chromosomes (SMC) protein family (Liu and Huang,
2014; Lafrance-Vanasse et al., 2015). It contains
Walker A and B nucleotide-binding motifs at its
N-terminal and C-terminal ends, respectively
(Rojowska et al., 2014). The RAD50 ATPase heads
are connected by an anti-parallel coiled-coil domain
extending toward the Zn*-chelating CXXC motif
(zinc-hook) (Fig. 1). The zinc-hook of RADS50 is
interchangeable with the SMC hinge, indicating its
role as a dimerization interface (Tatebe et al., 2020).
The dimerization of RADS50 via the coiled-coil
domain helps in MRN complex formation and DNA
end tethering (Lamarche et al., 2010; Lafrance-Vanasse
etal., 2015).

RAD50
DBD pjinging DB c

B Coiled-coil MRE1T VS C
binding B
SQ MRE11 c
motifs binding

Major domain structure of the MRN complex. The domains involved in MRN complex formation are shown in

orange. MRN, MRE11-RAD50-NBS1; DBD, DNA-binding domain; FHA, Forkhead-associated; BRCT, BRCA C-terminal;
SQ motifs, Ser-Gln motifs; ATM, ataxia-telangiectasia mutated.



The NBS1 (XRS2 in S. cerevisiae) subunit is
responsible for protein—protein and protein—DNA
interactions (Zhang et al., 2020). The NBS1 N-terminus
has one Forkhead-associated (FHA) domain and
two BRCA C-terminal (BRCT) domains, which
bind to phosphorylated proteins (Fig. 1). For example,
the FHA domain can bind to phosphorylated
threonine residues in the Ser-X-Thr motifs of DDR
proteins such as Ctpl (Schiller et al., 2014). Moreover,
it can recruit DNA damage checkpoint kinases such
as Tell and ATM, to DNA damage site in order to
pause the cell cycle (Nakada et al., 2003). The
NBS1 C-terminus region contains an ATM-binding
domain, which helps ATM activation and signaling
via the adjacent MRE11-interaction domain (Liu
and Huang, 2016). The NBS1 protein can be
phosphorylated by ATM in turn through Ser-Gln
(SQ) motifs in its central part (Lamarche et al.,
2010). It also serves as a regulator in the MRN
complex, since it can recruit various protein part-
ners to modulate the complex (Williams et al.,
2009).

3 Detection of DSBs and signals to other
DNA damage proteins by MRN complex

Following DNA damage, the MRN complex rec-
ognizes and binds to DSBs rapidly. It is recruited to
DNA damage sites by y-H2AX and RAD17 (Bian
et al., 2019). The former interacts with the FHA/BRCT
domain of NBS1 after DNA damage with the help of
MDCI to facilitate NBS1 foci formation (Sharma
et al., 2012). Unlike y-H2AX, RAD17 is independent
of MDCI and is phosphorylated by ATM at T622
sites, which then interacts with NBS1 and helps MRN
recruitment (Wang et al., 2014). It also interacts with
ATM and forms a positive feedback loop enhancing
ATM-related signaling.

Furthermore, the localization of the MRN com-
plex to DNA damage sites requires the MCM8-9
complex. The homozygous depletion of MCMY9
makes cells hypersensitive to interstrand-crosslinking
agents (Lee et al., 2015). The association of MRE11
with the MCMS8-9 complex at damage sites depends
on ATP binding and hydrolysis via ATPase motifs.
Moreover, depletion of either MCM8-9 or MRE11
had similar negative effects on RPA foci formation,
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implying that MCM8-9 also participates in end
resection (Lee et al., 2015).

Once bound to DSBs, the MRN complex can
recruit and activate various DDR proteins, including
ATM (Chen et al., 2013). Following its recruitment
to DSB sites by NBS1, ATM is activated by
monomerization and autophosphorylation (Jin and
Oh, 2019). The UFMylation of MREI1 at K282 is
needed for MRN complex formation and ATM
activation in HR repair (Wang et al., 2019). In turn,
the activated ATM phosphorylates targets that include
the three subunits of the MRN complex to activate
downstream signaling pathways. For example, ATM
phosphorylates NBS1 at S278 and S343 to regulate
the S-phase checkpoint (Lavin et al., 2015). A recent
study found that ATM also phosphorylated Pellinol to
mediate NBS1 ubiquitination (Ha et al., 2019). This
positive feedback loop between the MRN complex
and ATM is essential for DNA repair.

In addition to ATM, the recruitment of the
Bloom syndrome protein (BLM) to DNA damage
sites in vivo is also dependent on the MRN complex
(Tripathi et al., 2018). In fact, BLM is a tumor sup-
pressor with multiple functions in DNA damage re-
pair. Its helicase activity contributes to recruiting HR-
and NHEJ-related proteins in the S and G1 phases, re-
spectively (Bugreev et al., 2007). In the repair phase,
however, BLM inhibits HR in the S phase, possibly
by counteracting RADS51 localization to DNA damage
sites, whereas it inhibits NHEJ in both the S and G1
phases (Patel et al., 2017). The recruitment of BLM in
its early phase requires ATM and ssDNA generated
by the MRN complex (Tikoo et al., 2013). In the
late recruitment phase, the ubiquitylated BLM asso-
ciates directly with NBS1 and interacts further with
MREI11, whose exonuclease activity optimizes BLM
recruitment (Tripathi et al., 2018). In conclusion, the
MRN complex contributes to DNA repair by sensing
DSB and recruiting multiple effectors to DSB sites
to perform DDR.

4 Initiation of DNA end resection and
direction of the repair pathway toward HR
by MRN complex

Many factors influence the choice of DSB repair
pathway, such as the actual cell cycle phase. The
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process of NHEJ is available throughout the entire
cell cycle, while HR functions only during the S and
G2 phases due to the requirement of sister chromatids
(Scully et al., 2019). Additionally, the structure of
DSBs is also important. Replication-related one-ended
DSBs are repaired mainly by HR, since they lack an-
other end for joining (Han and Huang, 2020). A fur-
ther factor affecting DNA repair choice is DNA end
resection, where the MRN complex plays an essential
role (Panier and Boulton, 2014). The incision made
by MRE11 endonuclease was thought to direct DNA
repair to HR. However, failure to extend the initial
nick due to the inhibition of both MRE11 and EXO1/
BLM exonuclease activity directs the repair toward
NHEJ (Shibata et al., 2014). This indicates that the
ssDNA region, rather than the initial nick, suppresses
NHEJ and commits cells to perform HR (Shibata
etal., 2014).

The prerequisite for HR is 3' ssDNA overhangs
generated by end resection because an ssDNA over-
hang can serve as platform for the recruitment of HR
repair proteins (i.e., RADS51 recombinase) (Kowalc-
zykowski, 2015). The MRE11 protein is involved in
5' DNA strand degradation (Zhu et al., 2008). Never-
theless, ssDNA tails are generated by 5'-3' exonuclease,
while the exonuclease polarity of MREI11 is the
opposite (Stracker and Petrini, 2011). A two-step model
has been proposed to explain this phenomenon. In the
first step, MRE11 endonuclease and C-terminal binding
protein (CtBP)-interacting protein (CtIP) generate an
initial resection nick. In the second step, MRE11
exonuclease degrades DNA fragments in a 3'-5' di-
rection toward DSB ends (Liu and Huang, 2016).
However, this model is unable to explain why the 3'
ssDNA ends are not degraded by MREI11 exonuclease.
A recent study found that MRE11 nuclease activity
is regulated by RADS50 through ATP binding and
hydrolysis (Cannavo et al., 2019). The RADS50 protein
limits MRE11 exonuclease activity in the ATP-bound
state to protect 3' ends from degradation. In turn, ATP
hydrolysis by RADS50 promotes phosphorylated
Sae2 to relieve this restriction and facilitate MRE11
endonuclease activity (Cannavo et al., 2019). In
summary, the MRE11 endonuclease is promoted first
by Sae2 to generate an ssDNA nick. Next, the 3'-5'
MREI11 exonuclease, regulated by RADS50 and Sae2,
digests short DNA segments between endonucleolytic
sites. Finally, the long-range nucleases Exol and

Dna2 are recruited for long resection (Huertas, 2010).
The release of MRN and Ku complexes from DNA
ends is also dependent on MREI1I nuclease activity
and Ctpl (Langerak et al., 2011). This is important for
RPA localization on resected DNA ends, and furthering
DSB repair processes.

The MRN complex also influences the DSB
repair pathway choice by interacting with DNA-
dependent protein kinase (DNA-PK) (Deshpande
et al., 2020). The latter is composed of a DNA-PKcs
and the DNA end-binding Ku70/80 heterodimer. Due
to the high affinity of Ku70/80 to DNA ends, DNA-PK
responds rapidly to DSBs and binds to damage sites
within seconds. The DNA-PK then stimulates NHEJ,
ligating DNA ends by ligase IV together with other
proteins. Therefore, DNA-PK seems to compete with
the MRN complex over DSB repair choice. However,
a recent study showed that DNA-PK promotes DNA
end resection by stimulating MRE11 endonuclease
activity (Deshpande et al., 2020). In situations where
NHEJ failed due to incompatible DNA ends, the
stably retained DNA-PK complex on DNA ends works
together with phosphorylated CtIP-stimulated MREI11
endonuclease to remove the complex (Deshpande
et al., 2020). This reaction triggers further DNA end
resection and directs repair toward HR. Once DNA
ends have undergone end joining successfully, DNA-PK
dissociates and MRN endonuclease activity is not
activated (Jette and Lees-Miller, 2015).

5 Function of the MRN complex in both C-
NHEJ and A-NHEJ

In contrast to HR, the function of the MRN com-
plex in NHEJ remains unclear. The process of C-
NHEJ requires factors including XRCC4 and the
Ku70/80 complex (Davis and Chen, 2013). In the ab-
sence of these factors, alternative non-homologous
end joining (A-NHEJ) occurs. Short DNA end resec-
tion (<100 nucleotides) is the first step of A-NHEJ,
followed by microhomology pairing and end ligation
(Sallmyr and Tomkinson, 2018). The knockdown of
MREI] in mammalian cells significantly decreased
the end-joining efficacy in both the absence and pres-
ence of XRCC4, emphasizing the role of MRE11 in
both C-NHEJ and A-NHEJ (Rass et al., 2009). One
explanation is that the MREI11 nuclease activity



contributes to the initial short end resection in
A-NHEJ (Lamarche et al., 2010). Alternatively, the
MRN/X complex may affect some early processes
common to both NHEJ pathways. For example, the
MRN/X complex might influence NHEJ via ATM sig-
naling pathways, since the inhibition of ATM reduces
NHE]J efficiency (Xie et al., 2009). Based on the ob-
servation that end-joining defects in MRE1I-deleted S.
cerevisiae cells were partially rescued by nuclease-
deprived MREI11, MRN/X might have structural
functions (Lamarche et al., 2010).

Recent studies revealed that the MRN complex
is also involved in the repair of DSBs capped with a
hairpin end (Li et al., 2017; Runge and Li, 2018). A
DNA hairpin, formed from structures such as palin-
dromes and trinucleotide repeats, can cause chromo-
somal translocation and genome instability (Deng et al.,
2015). The first step in repairing a DSB with a hairpin
end is hairpin opening. This requires MRN/X and its
associated nuclease Sae2 in S. cerevisiae, but not in
Schizosaccharomyces pombe or mammals, in which
the exact mechanism is unclear. S. pombe cells lack-
ing the Ku complex, DNA ligase IV, and MRN sub-
units showed a decreased NHEJ efficiency (Runge
and Li, 2018). It is reasonable to think that the enzy-
matic activity of the MRN complex contributes to
NHEJ. However, mutations in MRE11 endonuclease
did not cause a significant difference in NHEJ repair
compared to a wild-type group (Li et al., 2017). In an-
other study, mutations in the MRN dimerization re-
gion impaired NHEJ repair, suggesting that MRN pro-
vides structural support in NHEJ (Li et al., 2017).
Thus, the MRN complex affected NHEJ by recruit-
ing other nucleases to open the hairpin rather than
via its own enzymatic activity in S. pombe. Further
research is needed to identify specific nucleases re-
sponsible for this pathway.

6 Summary

The MRN complex contributes to the detection
and repair of DNA damage, which is essential for ge-
nome stability and cell survival. This complex can
sense damaged proteins through its NBS1 N-terminal
domains and signal other molecules to trigger DDR.
An important DDR protein is ATM activated by
MRN, which in turn phosphorylates the MRN com-
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plex, thereby producing positive feedback. The
endonuclease activity of MREI1 helps the initial
end resection, whereas its exonuclease activity
facilitates the degradation of DNA segments between
endonucleolytic sites. The MRN complex, together
with other nucleases, generates ssDNA overhangs,
directing DNA repair toward HR. The MRN complex
is also involved in NHEJ and hairpin repair, although
the underlying mechanism of this involvement
requires further research.
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