
Abstract. Compared to other bone tumors, bone osteogenic
sarcoma (BOS) continues to confer a much grimmer prognosis
as the survival benefit of traditional chemotherapy treatment
regimens is still unsatisfactory. Chemotherapy was
demonstrated to be effective in eradicating both primary tumor
and pulmonary metastases in the last century, with effective
agents used in various combination regimens having changed
the survival rate from less than 10% to 75%. The most common
primary bone cancer, BOS is conventionally a primary
intramedullary high-grade malignant tumor characterized by
malignant cells forming immature bone or osteoid. BOS is a
disease with diverse morphological presentations. The
treatment of all morphological variants seem to have been the
same for over 30 years. The introduction of antiproliferative
agents such as insulin growth factor-binding protein 3 hold
promise of a potentially veritable therapeutic target. In this
review, we highlight recent data on osteosarcoma to
consolidate a platform able to connect bench and bedside.

The modern-day approach to therapy depends on the vast
knowledge of the etiopathogenesis of the disease in question.
Thus, the remedy is designed to modulate a critical point in
disease evolution with the ultimate goal of halting the entire
process or decelerating its progression while allowing the

functional immunological mechanism of the body to continue.
The quest for the understanding of the etiopathogenesis of
diseases is the main preoccupation of medically oriented
research laboratories and endeavors. The anecdotal observation
of disease progression through the lens of morphological
changes in organs has been challenged by the advent of the
molecular basis of pathology (1). The genetic basis of such
molecules further extends the understanding of the origin of the
observed morphological changes. The above postulation is
overly naive being based on the assumption that an
understanding of the molecules involved in any particular
disease process and the morphological changes can reveal the
path to the full elucidation of the therapeutic options. The
classical testament to this is the use of human epidermal growth
factor receptor-2 antagonist (HER2) in the treatment of HER2-
positive breast cancer (2). Nevertheless, this postulate has been
shown not to be as valid as it seems in many diseases such as
in bone osteogenic sarcoma (BOS). In our opinion, the
challenge may be a lack of proper definition of the pathology
itself. A disease such as BOS with different histological variants
(3), may be a constellation of various diseases captured under
a single name based on mere morphological and anatomical
similarities with limited actual molecular/genetic
etiopathogenetic basis. This dilemma is accentuated by the
limitation in the number of cases and their heterogeneity. 

In this mini-review, we summarize the current thinking on
the epidemiology, genetic basis, and the molecular pathways
involved in the pathogenesis of BOS. We examined the
therapeutic challenges and discuss on insulin growth factor
binding protein 3 as a plausible therapeutic target.

BOS a Disease of the Growing Youth

BOS is a malignant tumor in which the neoplastic cells make
mineralized bone or osteoid matrix. It is the most common
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primary tumor of bone tissue. It represents about 20% of all
malignant primary bone tumors. It has a bimodal age
distribution; however, the majority, about 75%, occur in
children and youths (4, 5). BOS is usually associated with
exposure to suspected risk factors such as ionizing radiation
and other related diseases such as Paget’s disease and Li-
Fraumeni syndrome among others (3). Physical agents such
as radiation have been implicated in about 2% of BOS, and
it is suggested not to play a significant role in the etiology
of the disease in young patients. However, some chemicals
such as beryllium oxide, asbestos, and chromium salts have
been suggested to play a role in the etiology (6-8). The role
of biological agents in the etiology of this disease remains
controversial (6). 

The disease usually occurs in the metaphyseal region of
rapidly growing bones, especially those of the extremities.
About 50% occur around the knee, consisting of the
epiphyseal plates of the distal femur and the proximal tibia
(3). It has also been reported in the patellar bone (9). The
rapid growth spurt during puberty until young adulthood
associated with exposure to predisposing factors may be
responsible for the preponderance of the disease at this early
age. This is corroborated by the findings of Gelberg et al.,
who noted a significantly positive association of tumor with
height 1 year before diagnosis as compared with other
factors such as weight or body mass index (10). Mirabello
et al. noted that individuals with high birth-weight as well
as taller than average individuals had increased risk of BOS,
suggesting that rapid growth in the bone, especially in utero,
during puberty and early adulthood, contributes significantly
to the etiology of the tumor (11, 12). Furthermore. despite a
male:female incidence ratio of 1.5:1, the disease is said to
occur at an earlier age in females compared to males,
believed to be due to an earlier growth spurt in females
compared to males. All the preceding then suggests that
abnormalities involving growth factors and cell-cycle
regulation, as well as overall cellular proliferation, are
responsible for the manifestation of this disease entity.

The Question of the Cell of Origin, 
Subtypes and Heterogeneity of BOS

All neoplastic diseases are known to develop from particular
renegade cells which acquire unique capabilities represented
in the morphological changes characterizing the disease
process. BOS is said to arise from the medullary cavity of
the metaphysis of growing long bones, and surfaces of
bones, as well as extraskeletal locations. The characteristics
of the parent cell have been postulated to determine the
biological behavior of the tumor (3). The varying
morphological manifestations seen in the different subtypes
of the tumor may be indicative of the different cells of origin
of the subtypes, or clonal expression of a mutation in the

genome of the parent stem cell. Klein and Siegal elucidated
the various morphology of the tumor (3). The subtypes
demonstrate the enormous phenotypic diversity of the tumor
in form and grade. The conventional type is itself divided
into osteoblastic, fibroblastic, chondroblastic, epithelioid,
giant cell-rich, small cell and telangiectatic subtypes, these
divisions being entirely based on morphological
manifestation (13). The biological and morphological
resemblance of some of the subtypes with other pathological
conditions makes the suspicion of different entities rife (14,
15). However, the morphological manifestation may not be
reflective of the original cell with the mutagenic alteration
that gave rise to the tumor (13). Furthermore, distinct genetic
mutations delineating the individual subtypes have not been
elucidated. The fact that the defining feature of BOS is the
production of osteoid by the tumor cells gives the impression
that the primary cell of origin is the osteoblast, a cell with
mesenchymal germline origin. It is also a known fact that the
tumor microenvironment contributes significantly to the
diagnostic definition and tumor development in each of the
subtypes (16). Thus, Mutsaers and Walkley raised important
questions about the cell of origin based on the apparent
heterogeneity of whether the disease arises from a single cell
type or different cell types. They further queried if it follows
the model of tumorigenesis (13). Nevertheless, the consensus
now, based on numerous animal models, is that
imperfections in the downstream mesenchymal stem cell
differentiation, as well as inconsistencies in the course of the
osteogenic development from the parent mesenchymal stem
cell, due to modulation by various mutagenic alterations
mainly involving tumour-suppressor genes P53 and
retinoblastoma, are heavily implicated in the development of
this tumor (17). 

Genetics of BOS

The studies of the genetic modifications leading to BOS are
limited mainly to the few cases available. However, some
studies have identified some single nucleotide polymorphisms
(SNPs) associated with the risk of development of BOS.
Some of the SNPs are presumed to be related to regulatory
elements (18, 19). The mechanism of genetic alterations in
BOS includes classical point-mutations and aneuploidy. In
addition to this, a new form of genetic modification called
chromothripsis is also involved (18) Chromothripsis is a
cellular crisis in which there are tens to hundreds of genomic
rearrangements with chromosomes crisscrossing back and
forth across particular regions, generating frequent
oscillations between two copy number states in a
phenomenon described as a cellular catastrophe (20, 21). 

BOS is a tumor with extensive morphological
heterogeneity. The underlying genetic alterations leading to
the tumor are also believed to be highly heterogeneous, thus
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making the understanding of the molecular pathogenesis of
the disease difficult. BOS is associated with chromosomal
instability, which results in the malfunction of the cell-cycle
checkpoints and DNA-repair mechanisms. The tumor is also
associated with numerous aneuploidy multiple chromosomal
losses or gains. It is said that chromosome 1 is the most
gained, while chromosomes 9, 10, 13, and 17 are the most
lost. Furthermore, the deletions of portions of chromosomes
3, 6, 9, 10, 13, 17 and 18 with amplifications of parts of
chromosomes 1, 6, 8, and 17 are the major alterations noted
in this tumor. These chromosomal changes are said to encode
the tumor suppressors and oncogenes (18). BOS is associated
with some genetic syndromes, that are listed in Figure 1 (22).
In this figure, chromosomal loci and some components of the
cell-cycle pathway and regulators in the development of this
tumor are noted. Thus transcription factors such as c-MYC
and c-FOS play significant roles in the etiopathogenesis (18,
23). The other oncogenes associated with amplifications in
BOS include CDC5L, MAPK7, MET, PIM1, PMP22, PRIM1,
RUNX2, and VEGFA (13).

In addition to the direct genetic alterations underlying the
development of BOS, epigenetic changes have also been
shown to play a role. Epigenetic modifications are those
alterations in gene expression or phenotypic manifestation
that are not due to direct changes in the DNA sequence.
These involve processes such as DNA methylation, histone
modification, nucleosome remodeling, and RNA-mediated
events (18, 24, 25). p16 is a tumor-suppressor protein that
plays an important role in cell-cycle regulation by

decelerating cells progression. In mammals, methylating the
cytosine within a gene can change its expression. This
usually occurs in cytosine-phosphate-guanine (CpG) islands
or DNA sites with ≥200 bp, GC rate >50%, and an observed-
to-expected CpG ratio >60%. Methylation of CpG islands in
promoter regions is often associated with gene silencing.
Aberrant methylation of DNA occurs in most cancers,
leading to silencing of several tumor-suppressor genes.
Hypermethylation has been cited to reduce gene expression
at the p16INK4 locus (18). Lysine-specific demethylase 1
(LSD1), a histone demethylase, has been shown to be
overexpressed in BOS and cell lines treated with the
inhibitor of LSD1 show reduced cell growth (18, 26).
Demethylation of the promoter regions of TSSC3, a pro-
apoptotic gene, resulted in overexpression of the gene
thereby suppressing the growth of BOS cell lines (27). Mu
et al. reported that demethylation of tumor-suppressor genes
in BOS may reduce the metastatic capability of the tumor
(28, 29). Some microRNAs (miRNAs) are also suggested to
be markers of prognosis (30). 

Transcription Factors in BOS

Transcription factors facilitate the process of transcribing
information from the DNA to single-stranded RNA by binding
to promoter sequences on the gene. This process is carefully
monitored in cells. The regulatory mechanism is, however,
deranged in BOS cells. c-FOS and c-JUN proto-oncogenes,
and their proteins FOS and JUN, which are components of the
activator protein 1 complex, are significantly upregulated in
BOS. This protein complex is a transcription factor that
regulates cell proliferation, differentiation, and bone
metabolism. The protein complex has also been implicated in
the propensity of these tumors for invasion and metastasis (6,
31, 32). Intranuclear transcription factor MYC, which
promotes cells growth and proliferation, is also overexpressed
in BOS, and it is associated with resistance to conventional
chemotherapy (23, 33, 34). It was, recently, reported that the
antihelmintic drug niclosamide has anticancer potential in
humans: it inhibits cell migration and wound closure and
induces apoptosis and inhibits cell-cycle progression in BOS
cells. Niclosamide is said to significantly inhibit the
transcription factors E2F1, AP1, and c-MYC-responsive
reporters, and it mildly inhibits the HIF1α, TCF/LEF, CREB,
NFĸB, SMAD/TGFβ, and RBPJ/NOTCH pathway reporters
(35). This further underscores the significant role of
transcription factors in the pathogenesis of BOS.

Growth Factors in BOS

Growth factors such as IGF, connective tissue growth factor
(CTGF) and TGF lead to accelerated proliferation of cells.
The receptors for these growth factors are also overexpressed
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Figure 1. Osteosarcoma predisposing syndromes and their associated
genes (the background of the figure is a normal female karyotype 46,
XX). 17p13.1 (TP53): Li-Fraumeni syndrome; 13q14.2 (RB1):
retinoblastoma; 8q24.3 (REQ4): Rothmund Thomson syndrome; 8q24.3
(REQ4): Rapadilino syndrome; 8p12 (WRN): Werner syndrome; 15q26.1
(BLM): Bloom syndrome; multiple loci (RPS19, RPL5, RPL11, RPL35A,
RPS24, RPS17, RPS7, RPS10, RPS26): Diamond-Blackfan syndrome. 



and activated in BOS. Moreover, the signals responsible for
the downstream phenotypic manifestations of these receptors
are said to be accentuated in BOS (23).

Bianchi et al. showed by immunohistochemical studies
that BOS expresses growth factors such as NGF, TrKA,
NT3, TrKC and VEGF in the cytoplasm of neoplastic cells
and strongly expresses NT4 in the nuclear compartment.
BDNF and TrKB showed strong expression predominantly
in the extracellular matrix. They also found that TGFβ was
strongly expressed in the extracellular matrix and vascular
endothelium where it induced tumor growth through its
receptor ALK5 and downstream activation of the
transcription factor c-MYC (36, 37). BOS cells are said to
induce endothelial cell proliferation thereby promoting
neoangiogenesis (38). There is also the suggestion that
HER2 might play a role in BOS pathogenesis and may be a
therapeutic target based on the success recorded in breast
cancer (39). Furthermore, IGFBP3 attenuated TGFβ1
activation of ERK1/2 and AKT in MG-63 cells and inhibited
TGFβ1-induced cell-cycle progression and proliferation by
mediating a signal cross-talk between TGF-β and IGF
signaling pathways in MG-63 BOS cells (40, 41). This is
suggestive of a role for IGFBP3 as a potential therapeutic
target for BOS.

Role of Autophagy in BOS 

Autophagy is the process by which cells recycle cytoplasm
and dispose of excess or defective organelles. This process is
usually found in a state of inadequate nutrient supply to the
cell from the extracellular environment. In the process of
autophagy, internal proteins and some organelles are degraded
and reused in the production of new cellular elements. The
component to be cannibalized is enclosed by a double-
membrane structure known as the autophagosome which will
fuse with the lysosome for the eventual enzymatic degradation
of the besmirched organelle or cellular component (42).
Autophagy can be both beneficial or detrimental to the
neoplastic cell: it may act as a tumor suppressor, by being
involved in type II programed cell death in cancer cells, and
can limit cell size or may remove damaged organelles that
could generate free radicals and increase mutations. On the
other hand, it may allow survival of cancer cells within the
nutrient-poor environment of a tumor, prevent cell death, and
may protect against some cancer treatments (43). 

Autophagy has been shown to play a role in the outcome
of BOS. It has been demonstrated to confer radioresistance
to BOS cells due to hypoxia induction (44). Prevention of
autophagy has been shown to enhance the sensitivity of BOS
cell lines to cannabinoid receptor agonist through the
induction of apoptosis (45). It has also been shown to
enhance type 2 programmed cell death in BOS following
induction by some agents (46, 47). 

A Role for Apoptosis

Healthy tissue integrity is maintained by a careful balance
between cell growth and anti-proliferation through apoptosis,
which is a form of programmed cell death. Therefore,
inhibition of apoptosis and unregulated growth and
development of mesenchymal tissue during bone
development in children and young adults, as well as
mutagenic induction of the bone tissues in some adults, are
probably the primary etiological backgrounds for BOS. A
therapeutic agent that can induce apoptosis and attenuate the
activities of growth signals in the developing bones may be
the key to the cure of this disease (46). The resistance of
BOS to conventional therapy can be attributed to anti-
apoptotic factors in the tumor (47). Lin et al. found that
inhibitory targeting of PDCD4 a pro-apoptotic tumor
suppressor by miR-202 transfection of BOS cell lines
significantly promoted chemotherapy resistance, while
inhibition of miR-202 increased apoptosis, consequently
enhancing drug sensitivity (48). Furthermore, it is pertinent
to note that both mitochondrial and non-mitochondrial
pathways of apoptotic induction have been shown to reduce
the proliferative potential of BOS cell lines, in both the
primary and the metastatic state (49-52). The apoptotic
pathway, therefore, may hold the secret to adequately
combating this disease and indeed other cancer types.

The Challenges of Treatment 

The ultimate goal of any therapeutic effort is to return the
patient to as near normal a life as possible. Patients
undergoing treatment for BOS have had to come to terms
with the significant modification of their social life (53).
These alterations are the consequences of the available
therapeutic options for the disease. In the addition to the
desire to preserve the lives of patients, there is also need to
develop therapeutic options that will reduce or eliminate the
social and psychological burden imposed by the disease. The
current therapy of BOS is a success story of the early 1970s.
Before this time, the mainstay of the treatment of BOS was
amputation. However, with the discovery of combination
chemotherapy in addition to surgery, the outcome of
localized tumor improved significantly. The survival rate
increased from less than 20% to over 70%. Patients were
also able to have limb-sparing surgeries compared to outright
amputation of the past (54, 55). 

Nevertheless, the principal basis for the dismal morbidity
and mortality of BOS is metastasis which has been reported
to occur in over 80% of patients despite chemotherapy and
surgical resection of the primary tumor. The main site of
metastatic deposits of the tumor are the lungs. Tumour
metastasis is primarily responsible for the stagnation in the
development of new therapeutic targets for BOS in over 30
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years (56). The mainstay of the chemotherapeutic strategy of
treating the disease has been the various preoperative and
postoperative combination protocols of methotrexate,
doxorubicin, cisplatin, cyclophosphamide, and ifosfamide.
The advancements in the surgical therapies have been
focused on total removal of the neoplastic tissue both at the
primary site and metastatic locations while preserving the
uninvolved tissue; this has reduced the propensity for
amputation (57).

Radiotherapy has had little effect on the outcome of
patients with BOS, the tumor has been labeled radioresistant.
Some authors have attributed hypoxic changes as the main
reason for resistance of BOS to radiotherapy (44).
Nevertheless, the combination of radiation and chemotherapy
has been shown to have considerable therapeutic effect in
some patients (58). 

The main pursuit of a new therapeutic target is the
development of a 'magic molecule' that can inhibit the growth
of tumor cells at the primary site and the distant metastatic
site. The ideal molecule must be able to annihilate the
neoplastic cell without collateral damage to the adjoining
normal uninvolved tissue. There have been numerous attempts
at identifying that novel therapeutic target. Nevertheless, the
lack of full elucidation of the exact pathogenetic pathways in
the etiology of the disease remains the Achilles tendon of
identification of active therapeutic targets.

IGFBP3: An Antiproliferative Agent

IGFBP3 is a member of a six-membered protein family
(IGFBP1 to IGFBP6) with multifunctional abilities. They
have highly conserved structures and bind the factors IGF1
and IGF2 with high affinity. The IGFBP3 gene encodes this
protein on human chromosome 7; it has four protein-coding
exons with a fifth exon in the 3' untranslated region (59).
IGFBP3 is the most abundant of the IGFBPs and is
principally known for the transportation and stabilization of
IGF in the circulation. IGFBPs also control the cellular
activities of IGF thereby regulating the mitogenic activity of
IGF in the extracellular environment. IGFBP3 is also known
to exert cellular functions independent of IGF pathways (60).
Several studies have elucidated the role IGF-independent
actions of IGFBP3 (antiproliferative and proapoptotic
properties) in many human diseases such as cancer and
diabetes. Some of the studies highlighted the interaction of
IGFBP3 with some protein pathways involved in cell-cycle
control and apoptosis. 

The IGFBP pathway has been shown to promote the
proliferation and survival of BOS and other tumors, such as
breast and prostate cancer (61, 62). Increased expression of
IGFBP3 has been shown to contribute significantly to p53-
dependent apoptosis (63). p53 initiates the IGFBP3
antiproliferative activities in response to DNA-damage

stimuli, such as ionizing radiation. It has also been shown
that IGFBP3 mediates antiproliferative activities
independently of p53. β Importin has been reported to be
necessary for the nuclear transportation of IGFBP3 (64).
Nevertheless, the plasma membrane is suspected to be a
significant barrier in the transportation from the extracellular
compartment. A nuclear retinoid X receptor α has been
shown to be necessary for IGFBP3 induced apoptosis, and
RXR ligands were additive with IGFBP3 in inducing
apoptosis (65).

Some studies have suggested that there are specific cell-
surface receptors for IGFBP3 (66). Nevertheless, the only
receptor that has demonstrated receptor ligand activity with
IGFBP is the type 2 TGFβ receptor with subsequent SMAD
signal transduction pathway.

IGFBP3 and Bone

IGF increases bone formation by regulating the proliferation,
differentiation, and apoptosis of osteoblasts by binding IGF
receptor type I. The IGFBPs regulate the IGFs by preventing
their binding to the receptor and by controlling the amount
of IGFs in the circulation that is available to local tissues
(67). IGFBP3 is expressed in human osteoblasts. There is an
inhibition of IGF receptor type I action and bone resorption,
which may be a result of IGF receptor type I inhibition due
to over sequestration by the excess IGFBP3 (68). 

The work of Ressler et al. revealed the localization of
IGFBP3 in the cytoplasm of BOS cells compared to its
nuclear localization in osteocytes of healthy bone (69).
Micutcova et al. by visual observation, using both confocal
and electron microscopy, also noted accumulation of
IGFBP3 vesicles in the cytoplasm, with few vesicles within
the nucleus, despite confirming successful delivery of the
vesicles into the nucleoplasm. They observed that although
there was transportation of the protein into the nucleus, it
seemed to be a rapidly degraded within the nucleus, thus
suggesting ubiquitin/proteasome-dependent proteolysis (70).
Santer et al. demonstrated that ubiquitin/proteasome-
dependent proteolysis directly regulates nuclear IGFBP3.
They observed that IGFBP3 degradation depended on an
active ubiquitin-E1 ligase. They reported that specific 26S
proteasome inhibitor efficiently stabilized nuclear IGFBP3,
and the metabolic half-life of nuclear IGFBP3 was sharply
reduced relative to cytoplasmic IGFBP3. They further noted
that nuclear IGFBP3 was maintained through mutation of
two COOH-terminal lysine residues. They, therefore,
suggested that if IGFBP3 is expressed in the nucleus,
apoptotic cell death will ensue (71). This may suggest a
defect in one of the nuclear proteins involved in IGFBP3
activities within the nucleus. A study of the reason for the
increase of ubiquitin/proteasome-dependent proteolysis in
BOS as compared to normal osteocytes will be necessary to
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unravel the cause of the rapid degradation of IGFBP3 in the
nucleus. Exogenous IGFBP3 has been noted to inhibit the
growth of Ewing sarcoma cells significantly both in
monolayer and anchorage-independent conditions; it
diminishes cell motility, and inhibits the metastatic potential
of sarcoma cells through an IGF-dependent pathway (72).
This is suggestive that intranuclear IGFBP3 may be an active
therapeutic target lacking in the therapy of BOS

Conclusion

The past four decades have seen a depressing stagnation in the
effort at treating BOS. This is a malignant tumor of the bone
with poor outcome, especially with metastasis. The diverse
morphological presentation of the disease gives an impression
of different entities with a common nomenclature. The
pathogenetic pathway has been related to abnormalities in cell-
cycle control, along with other genetic and epigenetic
abnormalities. Some molecular abnormalities are also
associated with the disease. They all have a common
denominator of encouraging cellular proliferation and
inhibiting cell death. IGFBP3, which is related to increased
apoptosis, is noticed to be lacking in the nucleus of malignant
cells while it is present in the healthy cells. Thus, this
molecule may be a veritable therapeutic target in the treatment
of this disease. The lack of knowledge of the pathogenesis of
the disease is the main reason for the stagnation in therapeutic
efforts. The few cases available for study may also contribute
to ignorance of the disease. More collaborative efforts will be
needed to explore this disease in greater detail. 
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