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Abstract
Background Radiation-induced fibrosis is a long-term
adverse effect of external beam radiation therapy for
cancer treatment that can cause pain, loss of function,
and decreased quality of life. Transforming growth
factor beta (TGF-b) is believed to be critical to the de-
velopment of radiation-induced fibrosis, and TGF-b
inhibition decreases the development of fibrosis.
However, no treatment exists to prevent radiation-
induced fibrosis. Therefore, we aimed to mitigate the
development of radiation-induced fibrosis in a mouse
model by inhibiting TGF-b.

Question/purposes Does TGF-b inhibition decrease the
development of muscle fibrosis induced by external beam
radiation in a mouse model?
Methods Twenty-eight 12-week-old male C57BL/6 mice
were assigned randomly to three groups: irradiated mice
treated with TGF-bi, irradiated mice treated with placebo,
and control mice that received neither irradiation nor
treatment. The irradiated mice received one 50-Gy fraction
of radiation to the right hindlimb before treatment initia-
tion. Mice treated with TGF-c (n = 10) received daily in-
traperitoneal injections of a small-molecule inhibitor of
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TGF-b (1 mg/kg) in a dimethyl sulfoxide vehicle for
8 weeks (seven survived to histologic analysis). Mice
treated with placebo (n = 10) received daily intraperitoneal
injections of only a dimethyl sulfoxide vehicle for 8 weeks
(10 survived to histologic analysis). Control mice (n = 8)
received neither radiation nor TGF-b treatment. Control
mice were euthanized at 3 months because they were not
expected to exhibit any changes related to treatment. Mice
in the two treatment groups were euthanized 9 months after
radiation, and the quadriceps of each thigh was sampled.
Masson’s trichome stain was used to assess muscle fi-
brosis. Slides were viewed at 10 3 magnification using
bright-field microscopy, and in a blinded fashion, five
representative images per mouse were used to quantify
fibrosis. The mean 6 SD fibrosis pixel densities in the
TGF-bi and radiation-only groups were compared using
Mann-Whitney U tests. The ratio of fibrosis to muscle
was calculated using the mean fibrosis per slide in the
TGF-bi group to standardize measurements. Alpha was
set at 0.05.
Results The mean (6 SD) percentage of fibrosis per slide
was greater in the radiation-only group (1.2% 6 0.42%)
than in the TGF-bi group (0.14% 6 0.09%) (odds ratio
0.12 [95% CI 0.07 to 0.20]; p < 0.001). Among control
mice, mean fibrosis was 0.05%6 0.02% per slide. Mice in
the radiation-only group had 9.1 times the density of fi-
brosis as did mice in the TGF-bi group.
Conclusion Our study provides preliminary evidence that
the fibrosis associated with radiation therapy to a quadri-
ceps muscle can be reduced by treatment with a TGF-b
inhibitor in a mouse model.
Clinical Relevance If these observations are substantiated
by further investigation into the role of TGF-b inhibition
on the development of radiation-induced fibrosis in larger
animal models and humans, our results may aid in the
development of novel therapies to mitigate this complica-
tion of radiation treatment.

Introduction

As part of their treatment plans, patients with cancer di-
agnoses often receive external beam radiation in addition to
chemotherapy. As many as half of the approximately 14
million individuals who have been treated for cancer in the
United States likely received radiation as part of their
treatment [33]. Radiation therapy damages tumor cells, and
it may have deleterious effects on healthy tissue in the
radiation field. Adverse effects of radiation therapy include
dermatitis, edema, inflammation, necrosis [19, 30], and
radiation-induced fibrosis. Radiation-induced fibrosis
typically occurs 4 to 12 months after radiation therapy and
worsens with time. The manifestations of radiation-
induced fibrosis include skin thickening, lymphedema,

pain, muscle thickening, muscle atrophy, and limited joint
mobility, which affect patients’ quality of life [15, 16, 27].

Radiation-induced fibrosis is characterized by fibroblast
proliferation, myofibroblast differentiation, and excess
synthesis of collagen, proteoglycans, and the extracellular
matrix [42, 43]. Radiation induces direct DNA damage
because of the formulation of reactive oxygen species and
oxidative stress [9, 34]. These injured cells release che-
moattractant molecules that stimulate inflammation
through the release of inflammatory cytokines and che-
mokines [13, 34, 40]. The first inflammatory cells that ar-
rive to the injury site are neutrophils, which release
cytokines such as tumor necrosis factor alpha and IL-1 and
IL-6 [1, 2, 42]. Monocytes and lymphocytes then interact
with damaged cells and stimulate differentiation of mon-
ocytes into two subsets of macrophages: M1 and M2 [18,
32, 36]. M2 macrophages secrete platelet-derived growth
factor, which stimulates the migration of fibroblasts to the
site of injured tissue, neoangiogenesis, and the secretion of
transforming growth factor beta (TGF-ß) from many cell
types, including macrophages [22, 23]. TGF-ß is re-
sponsible for the production and differentiation of fibro-
blasts into myofibroblasts [47] and is believed to be the
main effector in radiation-induced fibrosis [23]. In the
TGF-ß family, TGF-ß1 is predominantly upregulated in
radiation-induced fibrosis [10, 11, 20].

Over-expression of TGF-ß results in over-activation of
myofibroblasts, causing excess deposition of collagen, fi-
bronectin, and proteoglycans [8]. This upregulation is be-
lieved to cause stiffness and thickening of irradiated tissue
[21, 26]. Deposition of collagen downregulates progressive
vascularization of tissue, causing loss of cell function,
tissue atrophy, and tissue necrosis [12, 13]. Several studies
have shown that radiation-induced activation of TGF-ß1 is
rapid and more strongly activated on Day 14 after irradi-
ation than on Day 1, indicating an early tissue response
[3-5, 14, 35]. Furthermore, repeated irradiation (as is typ-
ical in radiation fractionation in cancer treatment) causes
continued autoinduction of local TGF-ß1 production,
creating a chronic cycle of TGF-ß1 over-production [6].

Although TGF-ß inhibitors (TGF-ßi) have been used
successfully as antifibrotic agents capable of neutralizing
the activity of TGF-ß in the joints, arterial wall, brain, lung,
kidney, and skin [7, 17, 25, 31, 37, 41], no studies to our
knowledge have shown the role of TGF-ß inhibition in the
mitigation of radiation-induced myofibrosis. Given the
successful use of TGF-ßi in mitigating fibrotic responses
previously in many animal models, as well as in humans [7,
17, 25, 31, 37, 41], and because derivations of TGF-ßi are
currently produced for human use for reasons other than
radiation-induced fibrosis, we chose to investigate whether
TGF-ßi would successfully mitigate the fibrotic response
seen in radiation-induced fibrosis and potentially be a
therapeutic target in the treatment of radiation-induced

Volume 479, Number 3 TGF-ß Inhibitor for Radiation Fibrosis 469

Copyright © 2020 by the Association of Bone and Joint Surgeons. Unauthorized reproduction of this article is prohibited.



fibrosis. Studies have used mouse models to address
radiation-induced fibrosis because of the similar, yet ex-
pedited, fibrotic response in mice compared with that in
humans [39, 45, 46]. We therefore investigated whether
TGF-b inhibition decreased the development of muscle
fibrosis induced by external beam radiation in a mouse
model.

Specifically, we asked: Does TGF-b inhibition decrease
the development of muscle fibrosis induced by external
beam radiation in a mouse model?

Materials and Methods

All animals were maintained in our institution’s animal
facility under a 12-hour light/dark cycle with ad libitum
access to food and water. The mice were housed according
to experimental group, with four or five mice per cage. The
experimental protocols were reviewed and approved by our
institutional animal care and use committee.

We purchased 12-week-old male C57BL/6 (wild-type)
mice from the Jackson Laboratory (Bar Harbor,ME,USA).
We chose C57BL/6 mice because of familiarity with dos-
ing of TGF-bi from the work of Zhen et al. [48]. An as-
cending radiation dose trial was first conducted to
determine at what dosage a consistent level of myofibrosis
could be achieved. Mice received irradiation to the right
hindlimb at an ascending dosage on a small-animal radia-
tion research platform, developed by the Johns Hopkins
Department of Radiation Oncology and Molecular
Radiation Sciences. The small-animal radiation research
platform was equipped with on-board cone-beam CT for
accurate positioning of the mice and localization of target
volumes.We used doses of 15 Gy, 20 Gy, 30 Gy, 40 Gy, 50
Gy, and 60 Gy. Two mice per radiation dose were tested
and subsequently euthanized at 12 weeks. Histologic as-
sessment showed that 50 Gy dosing was adequate to induce
fibrosis and allow for quantification.

Next, 20 12-week-old mice received 50 Gy of external
beam radiation to the right hindlimb in one dose using the
small-animal radiation research platform. They were then
randomized into two groups. The TGF-bi group (n = 10)
received daily intraperitoneal injections of 1 mg/kg of a
TGF-b inhibitor (SB-505124 hydrochloride hydrate,
Millipore Sigma, St. Louis, MO, USA) in a dimethyl
sulfoxide and phosphate-buffered saline solution vehicle
(per the dosing protocol proposed by Zhen et al. [48]) be-
ginning on the day of irradiation. Daily injections were
delivered for 8 weeks under our laboratory’s fume hood.
The radiation-only group (n = 10) received a placebo
consisting of a daily injection of a dimethyl sulfoxide and
phosphate-buffered saline (vehicle only without TGF-ßi)
for 8 weeks. Injections were given daily between 10:00 AM

and 12:00 PM using light isoflurane sedation administered

in a gas chamber before injection. A separate group of eight
mice that did not receive radiation or TGF-ßi was used as a
control group (Fig. 1).

Of the 10 mice in the TGF-ßi group, three died during
anesthesia before the injection and thus were excluded
from further analysis. The remaining seven mice com-
pleted the 8-week course of TGF-ßi injections and were
subsequently euthanized 9 months after radiation. All 10
mice in the radiation-only group survived until euthanasia
was administered at 9 months after radiation. The control
group of eight non-irradiated, non-injected mice all sur-
vived until they were euthanized at 3 months. We chose to
euthanize the control mice at an earlier point because of
budgetary constraints. The control mice were not expected
to exhibit any changes related to treatment. All mice were
euthanized by CO2 inhalation.

Histologic Assessment

The quadriceps of each thigh was sampled. Muscle sam-
ples were washed in phosphate-buffered saline and pre-
served using the fresh-frozen technique. For each mouse,
three representative samples in the center of the irradiated
field were sectioned to obtain samples at a 6-mm thickness
at 60-mm intervals. All slides were stained using Masson’s
trichrome stain to assess for muscle fibrosis. Masson’s
trichrome staining showed muscle in red and collagen
(indicating fibrosis) in blue. Two reviewers (AWJ, JMEA)
blinded to the treatment group viewed the slides at 10 3
magnification using bright-field microscopy on a Leica
DM6 microscope (Leica, Wetzlar, Germany), and five
representative images were captured per mouse using
Application Suite X, version 3.4.2, software (Leica). We
did not do intra- and/or interobserver reliability testing.
One reviewer (JMEA) quantified the slides. Fibrosis was

Fig. 1 This flow chart shows mouse allocation to each of the
groups. Twenty-eight mice were assigned to three groups:
a control group, a TGF-ßi, group (irradiated and treated with
intraperitoneal injections of a small-molecule inhibitor of TGF-
b in a dimethyl sulfoxide vehicle), and a radiation-only group
(irradiated and injected with vehicle only); WT = wild type.
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quantified using Photoshop CC 2019 software (Adobe, San
Jose, CA, USA) using the Magic Wand tool to quantify
pixel density in the red spectrum (muscle) and blue spec-
trum (fibrosis).

Statistical Analysis

Data are presented as the mean 6 SD. We compared the
mean percentages of fibrosis pixel density among the TGF-
bi, radiation-only, and control groups using Mann-
Whitney U tests. We calculated the ratio of fibrosis be-
tween the TGF-ßi and radiation-only mice using the mean
fibrosis in the TGF-ßi group as a referent. Similarly, the
ratio of fibrosis between the TGF-ßi and control mice was
calculated using the mean fibrosis in the control group as a
referent. Significance was set at p < 0.05. All analyses were
performed using SPSS, version 15.0, software (IBM Corp,
Armonk, NY, USA).

Results

The mean (6 SD) percentage of fibrosis per slide was
greater in the radiation-only group (1.2%6 0.42%) (Fig. 2)
than in the TGF- bi group (0.14%6 0.09%) (Fig. 3) (odds
ratio 0.12 [95% CI 0.07 to 0.20]; p < 0.001). Mean fibrosis
in the control group was 0.05% 6 0.02% (range 0.02 to
0.06) (Fig. 4). Most of the fibrosis was located in the per-
ivascular space, although there was interstitial myofibrosis,
as well. Additionally, the TGF-ßi group had a greater rate
of fibrosis than the control group did (OR 24 [95%CI 9.9 to
59]; p = 0.009) (Table 1).

Discussion

Radiation-induced fibrosis may cause thickening of the
skin and muscle, muscle atrophy, and limitation of joint
mobility, decreasing quality of life in patients receiving
life-saving radiation treatment [15, 16, 27]. This fibrosis
may, in part, be regulated by TGF-ß overexpression,
resulting in stiffness and thickening of the irradiated tissue
caused by overexpression of chemokines inducing a fi-
brotic response [8]. Because of the involvement of TGF-ß
in the fibrotic pathway, we aimed to determine whether
inhibition of TGF-ß would limit the fibrotic response

Fig. 2 This histologic image (at 10 3 magnification) is of the
quadriceps muscle of a mouse 9 months after irradiation,
treated with the dimethyl sulfoxide vehicle only (no TGF-ß
inhibitor). Fresh-frozen tissue was stained with Masson’s tri-
chrome (red indicates muscle; blue indicates fibrosis).

Fig. 3 This histologic image (at 10 3 magnification) is of the
quadriceps muscle of a mouse 9 months after irradiation,
treated with the TGF-ß inhibitor (1 mg/kg daily for 8 weeks)
after radiation. Fresh-frozen tissue was stained with Masson’s
trichrome (red indicates muscle; blue indicates fibrosis).

Fig. 4 This histologic image (at 10 3 magnification) is of the
quadriceps muscle of a control mouse, neither irradiated nor
treated with a TGF-ß inhibitor. Fresh-frozen tissue was stained
with Masson’s trichrome (red indicates muscle; blue indicates
fibrosis).
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induced by radiation exposure in a mouse model. In our
study, mice treated with radiation demonstrated more fi-
brosis in the quadriceps muscle than did control mice. In
irradiated mice, the administration of TGF-ßi was associ-
ated with less fibrosis than use of placebo.

We acknowledge several limitations of our study that
may be addressed in future studies. In our model, no tumor
was present in the irradiated field. It is unclear how myo-
fibrosis would react to treatment with TGF-ßi in the setting
of a tumor or whether the tumor was excised surgically
before or after radiation. We also cannot predict how ad-
ministration of TGF-ßi would affect wound healing if a
tumor bed were resected before irradiation and adminis-
tration of TGF-ßi therapy. Future studies should investigate
the role of inhibition TGF-ß on the fibrotic response to
surgically altered tissue or tumor bed resection in irradiated
tissue. In our study, we used a male mouse model. It is
possible that these findings would differ in a female model
because of hormonal differences. However, given the
pivotal role of expression of TGF-ß in the fibrotic pathway,
we believe these findings would likely occur in a female
model, as well.

TGF-ß causes systemic immune suppression and inhibits
host immunosurveillance, which can promote tumor for-
mation. Inhibition of TGF-ß enhances the CD8+ T-cell and
natural killer cell–mediated antitumor immune response
[44]; therefore, future studies should investigate whether
TGF-ß inhibition has a dual role in the treatment of tumors
treated with radiation by promoting the innate and adaptive
immune response, as well as mitigating radiation-induced
fibrosis. Further investigation should focus on the inter-
actions of TGF-ßi, chemotherapy, and radiation in treatment
response of a malignant tumor. Although our sample size
was small, a post-hoc power analysis revealed adequate
statistical power. Additionally, multiple sections from each
quadriceps sample were analyzed to increase the amount of
objective data acquired.

There are concerns regarding systemic use of TGF-ßi.
Given the ubiquitous nature of the TGF-ß cytokine, sys-
temic inhibition in humans may have deleterious effects if
continued for a prolonged period. Previous studies using
systemic TGF-ß antisense tumor vaccination resulted in a
10% rate of adverse events, including pain, fatigue, nausea,
headache, cough, and weakness [28]. However, several
treatment regimens using inhibition of TGF-ß are currently

used in humans. The mice in our study received one 50-Gy
fraction of radiation at a single point. In human treatment,
this radiation is typically fractionated into smaller doses to
avoid adverse events; however, we were able to limit the
adverse effects of high-dose radiation while using a single-
dose radiation fractionation as determined by an ascending
dose trial before initiation of our study. It is possible,
however, that the high dose of radiation caused functional
limitations in our mice that reduced their activity level and
altered fibrosis development. Such alteration in activity
would be analogous to changes in activity and limb use
seen in human patients who develop radiation-induced fi-
brosis after high-dose radiation treatment.

In our study, we analyzed myofibrosis 9 months after
radiation, whereas previous studies have analyzed shorter-
term effects on tissue after irradiation, from days to weeks,
rather than the long-term consequences that we aimed to
study [38, 39, 45]. Our model of myofibrosis may provide
an opportunity to examine the effects of early TGF-ßi
therapy on later stages of myofibrosis. Finally, we recog-
nize that the amount of radiation fibrosis produced in our
model was modest. Nonetheless, fibrosis was seen in the
perivascular and interstitial spaces, which is coincident
with a previous study of radiation-induced fibrosis [39].
The percentage of radiation-induced fibrosis needed to
create a clinically relevant manifestation is unclear.

We found that, at 9 months after irradiation, the early
use of TGF-ßi resulted in decreased fibrosis. Previous work
using a cytokine analysis showed that radiation causes a
substantial increase in TGF-ß expression compared with
nonirradiated muscle [46]. A study by Park et al. [29] in-
vestigated the role of SKI2162, a small-molecule inhibitor
of TGF-ß1 phosphorylation and nuclear transcription of
Smad2 and Smad3, in the mitigation of radiation-induced
fibrosis in mice. In vitro, SKI2162 decreased the tran-
scription of radiation-induced transcriptional expression of
fibrosis genes, includingMMP2,MMP8, SERPINE1, LOX,
and PLAU. In vivo, using a leg contraction assay, the
authors found that the mean length of the irradiated limb
was much greater in mice treated with SKI2162 than in
mice that did not receive the treatment between 6 and
16 weeks after irradiation. Real-time polymerase chain
reaction analysis using mRNA from the legs of irradiated
mice with or without SKI2162 treatment at 16 weeks
after irradiation showed a reduction in fibrosis genes
SERPINE1 and SMN1. Although they showed mitigation
of early fibrosis at up to 4 months after radiation as a
result of inhibition of TGF-ß1 via SK12162, the later
effects of TGF-ß1 inhibition on mitigation of fibrosis
were not considered. Because of the rapid maturation of
mice, we believe that observing the effects of radiation-
induced fibrosis 9 months after radiation may better re-
flect the clinical manifestations of radiation-induced fi-
brosis in humans.

Table 1. Mean radiation-induced fibrosis and SD per
representative high-power field in a C57Bl/6 mouse model

Group Mean fibrosis SD

Control 0.05% 0.02%

Radiation + placebo 0.14% 0.09%

Radiation + TGF-ßi 1.20% 0.42%
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The role of TGF-ß inhibition in the mitigation of fibrosis
in other systems has been well-established. In a rat model,
antibodies against TGF-ß reduced the size of intimal hy-
perplasia after carotid balloon injury and down-regulator
expression of extracellular matrix components integral in
the fibrosis pathway, including extradomain-A, viscerin,
and fibronectin [41]. Additionally, in the central nervous
system, TGF-ß inhibition has been shown to attenuate the
deposition of fibrous scar tissue and formation of a limiting
glial membrane in the brains of injured rats [24, 25]. Others
have investigated the role of TGF-ß in radiation-induced
skin fibrosis. Inhibition of TGF-ß1 phosphorylation, via
SKI2162, ameliorated radiation-induced skin damage, in-
cluding skin necrosis and aberrant collagen accumulation
in the dermis and epidermis [29]. However, we believe a
reduction in myofibrosis with the administration of TGF-ßi
therapy has not been previously reported.

In conclusion, TGF-b inhibition was associated with a
lower percentage of myofibrosis in radiated mouse muscle
than in an irradiated placebo group. The hindlimb muscles
of mice in the placebo group had nine times the radiation-
induced fibrosis as those treated with TGF-b inhibition.
The clinical importance of these findings remains to be
shown because we have not examined the functional
aspects of these radiated mice with and without TGFßi and
have not studied the relationship to fibrosis in mice with
tumor and/or major resections. Future studies should in-
vestigate the potential role of TGF-ß inhibition in models
with a tumor in the radiation field. Of interest would be
whether perioperative administration of TGF-ßi, either
before or after surgical tumor resection, mitigates radiation
effects. Before considering clinical trials, work would need
to be done on the administration of TGF-ßi in humans to
determine the implications they may have on a tumor or
other clinical effects, but we think this preliminary obser-
vation provides avenues for further investigation in animal
models and potentially humans.
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