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rug arsenic trioxide targets XIAP
and overcomes apoptosis resistance in an
organoid-based preclinical cancer model†

Liwa Shi,‡ab Jing Lu,‡abc Xin Xia,‡ab Xue Liu,ab Hongyan Li,d Xinghua Li,e Jun Zhu, ab

Xiaofeng Li,*c Hongzhe Sun *d and Xinming Yang *ab

Drug resistance in tumor cells remains a persistent clinical challenge in the pursuit of effective anticancer

therapy. XIAP, a member of the inhibitor of apoptosis protein (IAP) family, suppresses apoptosis via its

Baculovirus IAP Repeat (BIR) domains and is responsible for drug resistance in various human cancers.

Therefore, XIAP has attracted significant attention as a potential therapeutic target. However, no XIAP

inhibitor is available for clinical use to date. In this study, we surprisingly observed that arsenic trioxide

(ATO) induced a rapid depletion of XIAP in different cancer cells. Mechanistic studies revealed that

arsenic attacked the cysteine residues of BIR domains and directly bound to XIAP, resulting in the release

of zinc ions from this protein. Arsenic-XIAP binding suppressed the normal anti-apoptosis functions of

BIR domains, and led to the ubiquitination-dependent degradation of XIAP. Importantly, we further

demonstrate that arsenic sensitized a variety of apoptosis-resistant cancer cells, including patient-

derived colon cancer organoids, to the chemotherapy drug using cisplatin as a showcase. These findings

suggest that targeting XIAP with ATO offers an attractive strategy for combating apoptosis-resistant

cancers in clinical practice.
Introduction

The drug resistance of cancer cells to apoptosis is a major
problem for efficient anticancer therapy. The versatile inhibitor
of apoptosis proteins (IAPs) play a critical role in the regulation
of a cell's decision to live or die in response to anticancer agents
in cancer cells.1 Eight IAP family members have been identied
in humans, including XIAP, cIAP1, cIAP2, ML-IAP, NAIP, ILP2,
Survivin and Bruce that are characterized by the presence of the
conserved Baculoviral IAP Repeat (BIR) domain with a zinc
nger (ZF) structure.2,3 The best-known function of IAPs, just as
their names imply, is anti-apoptosis via caspase inhibition.4
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Furthermore, IAPs are also recognized as multifunctional
proteins that are involved in various physiological processes,
such as receptor signaling, metal ion homeostasis and ubiq-
uitination to guide protein degradation.5–9 Dysregulated
expression of IAPs is believed to have important consequences
with respect to resistance of tumor cells to apoptosis.10 There-
fore, IAP family members, especially XIAP, which is the most
intensively studied member of this family, have been heavily
pursued as potential therapeutic targets.11–13

XIAP, the most potent caspase inhibitor in the IAP family, is
a promising target for cancer drug development.12,14,15 Up-
regulation of XIAP has been observed in a variety of human
cancers16 and is responsible for resistance to chemotherapy-
induced cell death.17 Indeed, siRNA or antisense oligonucleo-
tides that down regulate XIAP could enhance sensitivity of
various malignant cell lines to chemotherapy.18,19 Currently,
there are two main strategies to develop XIAP inhibitors: (a)
antisense oligonucleotides to down-regulate the XIAP level,
which is advantageous as they target the whole XIAP protein; (b)
small molecular antagonist mimicking Smac peptide to block
the caspase inhibition ability of BIR domains, which offers
a more rapid suppression potential for their targets.3 Although
some of these inhibitors have been evaluated in clinical trials or
in preclinical development, they are still not clinically available,
either due to the limited efficacy or safety issues.3,8 Further
effort is still urgently needed to develop XIAP antagonists.
Chem. Sci., 2024, 15, 8311–8322 | 8311
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Fig. 1 Arsenic trioxide induces depletion of XIAP in different cancer
cells. (A) Arsenic induces depletion of XIAP protein in a dose-depen-
dent manner. Gradient arsenic trioxide was added into the cell
cultured medium for 48 h. (B) Arsenic induces depletion of XIAP
protein in a time-dependent manner. In the case of HCT116, it is
noteworthy that approximately 30% of XIAP expression was still
observable after 12 h of arsenic treatment. This observation could
potentially be attributed to the inherent resistance of the HCT116 cell
line to arsenic. XIAP levels were revealed by immunoblotting with anti-
XIAP antibody. (C) Arsenic induces ubiquitination of XIAP in a dose-
dependent manner. (D) Arsenic induces ubiquitination of XIAP in
a time-dependent manner.
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Arsenic and its derivatives have been used in traditional
Chinese medicine for centuries.20 In modern times, arsenic-
based drugs have attracted great interest due to their prom-
ising broad efficacy in inducing apoptosis across various types
of cancers.21–23 To date, arsenic trioxide (As2O3, ATO) combined
with all-trans retinoic acid, has been clinically used to treat
acute promyelocytic leukemia (APL) by promoting the degra-
dation of the PML-RARa fusion protein and demonstrated
a remarkable 5 year survival rate of ca. 90%.20,24–26 Moreover,
arsenic has shown promising effects for chronic myelocytic
leukemia,27 and is under clinical study for a variety of hemato-
logic malignancies and solid tumors.22,28,29 The broad anti-
cancer activity of arsenic has attracted signicant attention, and
great efforts have been made to explore the underlying mech-
anisms for arsenic in different contexts.28–31 However, the
precise mechanisms underlying the diverse mode of action of
arsenic to induce apoptosis are still not fully understood.28,29,32

Previous drug screening and assessment have faced chal-
lenges due to the high heterogeneity of cancer cells. Conven-
tional models, such as cancer cell line-based models, have
notable limitations in accurately representing the clinical
response observed in patients. In contrast, cancer patient-
derived organoids preserve the phenotypic and genetic diver-
sity of the original tumor from patients. Therefore, patient-
derived organoids offer a more precise testing platform to
establish correlations between organoid responses and patient
responses to cancer treatments. They have emerged as
a powerful tool for drug testing, providing enhanced accuracy
and reliability.33

In this study, we surprisingly observed an arsenic-induced
rapid depletion of XIAP in different cancer cells. We found
that arsenic targeted the cysteine residues of BIR domains and
replaced zinc ions from XIAP, which induced a signicant
conformational change of the protein. Arsenic showed a dual-
action inhibitory effect on XIAP by suppressing the normal anti-
apoptosis functions of the BIR domains, and inducing the
ubiquitination-mediated degradation of the whole protein.
Furthermore, using cisplatin as a showcase, we showed that
arsenic sensitized a variety of apoptosis-resistant cancer cells, as
well as patient-derived colon cancer organoids, to the chemo-
therapy drug. These ndings suggest that targeting XIAP by ATO
offers an attractive strategy to combat apoptosis-resistant
cancers.

Results
Arsenic induces XIAP depletion in cancer cells

We collected tumor tissue samples from patients diagnosed
with colon cancer and evaluated XIAP levels using RT-qPCR,
and found that approximately 60% of the patients' tumors (6
out of 10 patients) exhibited higher expression levels of XIAP
(Fig. S1†). We also studied the expression patterns of XIAP in
different tumors by referring to the recently published OncoDB
database,34 which revealed that there are high expression levels
of XIAP in a variety of human cancers (Fig. S2†). The highly
effective apoptosis-inducing activity of ATO for different cancers
has been well documented; however, this broad anticancer
8312 | Chem. Sci., 2024, 15, 8311–8322
mode of action is still not fully understood.28–31 In view of the
master role of XIAP in the resistance to apoptosis,16,17 we
wondered whether ATO potentially affects XIAP functionality.
To address this issue, we rst incubated AGS gastric adeno-
carcinoma cells with a gradient concentration of ATO, and the
protein level of endogenous XIAP was examined by western blot
analysis. We found that arsenic induced the depletion of XIAP
in AGS cells in a dose-dependent manner (Fig. 1A and S3†).
Notably, a signicantly reduced level of XIAP was observed even
with the treatment of 1–2 mM arsenic (Fig. 1A and S3†)
concentrations that could be safely achieved in patients
according to a previous clinical study.35 We further incubated 2
mM arsenic with AGS and examined the protein level of
endogenous XIAP at the indicated time point, and found a time-
dependent reduction of XIAP (Fig. 1B and S3†). The treatment
with arsenic induced an obvious decrease in the level of XIAP at
4 h and almost complete depletion of endogenous XIAP in AGS
aer 8 h (Fig. 1B and S3†).

To exclude cell type specicity, we also performed similar
experiments using various cancer cell lines, including the
cervical carcinoma cell line HeLa and colorectal carcinoma cell
line HCT116. Western blot analysis showed that arsenic treat-
ment led to both dose- and time-dependent reduction in the
level of XIAP in all tested cancer cell lines (Fig. 1A, B and S3†).

We further investigated whether the arsenic-induced XIAP
depletion depends on ubiquitination modication. HEK293t
cells expressing HA-labeled ubiquitin and Flag-labeled XIAP
were treated with arsenic for 16 h, and the ubiquitination levels
of XIAP were examined by western blot analysis. As shown in
Fig. 1C, arsenic treatment resulted in XIAP ubiquitination in
© 2024 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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a dose-dependent manner (Fig. 1C and S3†). In the time-
dependent experiment, 2 mM arsenic resulted in the apparent
ubiquitination of XIAP as early as 2 h, and the ubiquitin
conjugation to XIAP was further enhanced with the incubation
time, correlated with the reduced level of XIAP in cells (Fig. 1D
and S3†), implying that arsenic sufficiently promotes XIAP in
the ubiquitin-proteasome system.
Arsenic binds to BIR domains of XIAP directly

We next investigated the underlying mechanism of arsenic-
induced XIAP depletion. We rst examined whether arsenic
binds to XIAP in cells by cellular thermal shi assay (CETSA).36

The treatment of cells with arsenic resulted in the melting
points of XIAP shiing from ca. 47 °C to ca. 45 °C with DTm= 2 °
C, indicating that the binding of arsenic destabilized XIAP
(Fig. 2A), and XIAP is a potential target of arsenic in cells.
Similar to full-length XIAP, BIR1–BIR2–BIR3 protein was less
Fig. 2 Arsenic binds to BIR domains of XIAP directly. (A) Representa-
tive CETSA blot for arsenic–XIAP binding in cell. HEK293t cells
expressing XIAP–Flag were pretreated with arsenic for 4 h following
indicated heat shocks. Soluble Flag-fused XIAP full-length protein in
the sample supernatant was revealed by immunoblotting with anti-
Flag antibody. The melting temperature shift (DTm) between treated
and control samples was measured based on CETSA melt curves. (B)
Representative CETSA blot for arsenic–BIR1–BIR2–BIR3 binding in
cells. HEK293t cells expressing BIR1–BIR2–BIR3–Flag were pretreated
with arsenic for 4 h following indicated heat shocks. Soluble Flag-
fused XIAP truncated protein (BIR1–BIR2–BIR3) in the sample super-
natant was revealed by immunoblotting with anti-Flag antibody. (C–E)
MALDI-TOF mass spectrometry for monitoring the interaction
between arsenic and BIR domains of XIAP. Apo-form BIR1 (20–99),
BIR2 (120–240) and BIR3 (241–356) were pre-incubated with or
without the gradient arsenic trioxide. The molar ratios of binding
between As3+ and BIR domains were determined to be 1 : 1. (F) UV
absorption spectra of apo-BIR3 upon addition of gradient arsenic as
indicated.

© 2024 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
thermally stable upon arsenic treatment with a remarkable DTm
of ca. 20 °C (Fig. 2B). The solo BIR domains of XIAP i.e., BIR1,
BIR2 and BIR3 also showed less thermal stability upon arsenic
binding (Fig. S5†), conrming that arsenic interacts with the
BIR domains of XIAP in cells. To further conrm that the low
thermal stability of XIAP protein is a result of direct arsenic
binding, we prepared recombinant apo-BIR domain proteins of
XIAP and blocked the free Cys residues with the N-ethyl-
maleimide (NEM) agent. We found that arsenic could not
induce a melting point change in BIR proteins without free Cys
(Fig. S5†).

To further study the potential arsenic–BIR interaction in
vitro, we studied the arsenic binding by matrix-assisted laser
desorption/ionization-time-of-ight mass spectrometry
(MALDI-TOF-MS). Incubation of gradient amounts of ATO with
apo-BIR domain proteins resulted in the decreased intensities
of the peaks at m/z ratios of 9421.4, 14 515.0 and 10 990.7
assignable to apo-BIR1, apo-BIR2 and apo-BIR3, accompanied
by the increase in the peaks atm/z ratios of 9492.7, 14 596.0 and
11 059.5 (calcd m/z of 9496.4, 14 590.0 and 11 065.7) respec-
tively; the increase in the m/z ratios ca. 75 (atomic mass of
arsenic) indicates that BIR1, BIR2 and BIR3 bound to one
arsenic ion (As3+) respectively (Fig. 2C–E).

It is known that arsenic preferentially binds to the sulydryl
group of cysteine residues29,32 and all three BIR domains of XIAP
contain a 3Cys–His motif in the ZF structures. We therefore
hypothesize that arsenic ions (As3+) may target the cysteine
residues in the BIR domains of XIAP. In the optical absorption
experiment, titration of arsenic solution into the apo-form BIR3
protein resulted in the appearance of a new absorption peak in
the range of 250 to 340 nm (Fig. 2F), which results from the
ligand-to-metal charge transfer (LMCT).20 In contrast, no
absorption peak could be observed when arsenic was titrated
into BIR3 protein with the blocking of Cys by NEM (Fig. S6†).
Arsenic induces zinc release from BIR domains and
conformational changes in XIAP

Our UV absorption data suggest that arsenic attacked the sulf-
hydryl group of cysteine residues in BIR domains (Fig. 2F),
which are critical for Zn2+ binding in zinc nger proteins,37 and
we therefore hypothesized that arsenic may replace Zn2+ from
BIR domains. The complexation of the chromophoric chelator
4-(2-pyridylazo)resorcinol (PAR) with Zn2+ results in the visible
absorption spectra at ca. 480 nm, which can be used to assess
Zn2+ content. We thus prepared Zn-bound BIR1, BIR2 and BIR3
in HEPES buffer and monitored the potential Zn2+ release from
BIR domains upon arsenic treatment by PAR Zn-chelating assay.
Surprisingly, no Zn2+ release could be observed upon addition
of ATO into the Zn-BIR protein solution. Considering that there
is a high level of GSH in cells38 and GSH has been reported to
enhance the anti-cancer activity of arsenic,39 we performed the
arsenic competition experiment in PAR Zn-chelating assay in
the presence of 5 mM GSH to mimic physiological conditions.
Interestingly, we observed the appearance of new peaks at ca.
480 nm, assignable to the Zn(PAR)2 complex in all BIR proteins,
suggesting that arsenic induces Zn2+ release from BIR domains
Chem. Sci., 2024, 15, 8311–8322 | 8313
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Fig. 3 Arsenic induces Zn2+ release from BIR domains and a confor-
mational change in XIAP. (A) UV-vis absorption spectra of 100 mM PAR
and Zn-bound BIR1, BIR2 and BIR3 protein mixture with or without
addition of arsenic trioxide in the presence of 5 mM GSH; (B) CD
spectra of the Zn- and As-bound BIR1/BIR2/BIR3 domain of XIAP. (C)
Analytical gel filtration analysis of the apo-, Zn- and As-bound BIR3
domain of XIAP. The indicated apo-BIR3 at a concentration of 20 mM
was incubated with zinc or arsenic and applied to a Superdex 200 gel
filtration column. *Impurity or fluctuation of the absorbance due to
buffer.

Fig. 4 Arsenic inhibits the anti-apoptosis activity of all three BIR
domains. (A) Flag pull down assay to assess XIAP-caspase-3/-9 inter-
action. (B) Western blot analysis of pro-caspase-3 and cleaved cas-
pase-3 in cell lysates. b-Actin served as the loading control. Zn-BIR2 or
As-BIR2 was added to the reactions. Cytochrome c and dATP were
used to induce the processing of pro-caspase-3 in vitro. Reactions
were stopped by using additional 5× SDS loading buffer. (C) Western
blot analysis of pro-caspase-9 and cleaved caspase-9 in cell lysates. b-
Actin served as the loading control. Zn-BIR3 or As-BIR3 was added to
the reactions. Cytochrome c and dATP were used to induce the
processing of pro-caspase-9 in vitro. Reactions were stopped by using
additional 5× SDS loading buffer. (D) Representative immunoblots of
AGS cells showing the effect of arsenic on the TGFb-induced NF-kB
activation. XIAP-mediated NF-kB signaling in AGS cells was initiated by
addition of TGFb into the cultured medium. Phosphorated and total
p65 were revealed by immunoblotting with anti-p-p65 and anti-p65
antibodies, respectively.
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in the presence of GSH (Fig. 3A). Thus, ATO could target BIR
domains and induce Zn2+ release from XIAP under near physi-
ological conditions.

In view of the critical role of zinc ions in maintaining the
overall structure of ZF,40 we next investigated the effect of
arsenic-binding on the secondary structure of BIR domains by
CD spectroscopy. Surprisingly, we found that arsenic binding
had a limited effect on the structure of BIR1 (Fig. 3B and S7A†).
However, we observed a signicant change in the CD spectra of
BIR2 and BIR3 upon arsenic binding as compared to those of
Zn-bound forms (Fig. 3B). Furthermore, deconvolution analysis
of CD spectra41 revealed that arsenic-binding led to a signicant
reduction of helix content from 26.9% to 18.3% in BIR2 and
54.4% to 19.5% in BIR3, respectively (Fig. S8†), indicating the
structure changes induced by arsenic. Additionally, we observed
that ATO mediated disruption of Zn-dependent dimerization of
BIR3 by size-exclusion chromatography (Fig. 3C). These data
collectively demonstrate that arsenic binding disrupts the ZF
structure of XIAP, particularly in BIR2 and BIR3 domains.
Arsenic inhibits the anti-apoptosis functions of BIR domains

The integrity of the ZF structure is critical to its normal func-
tion.42,43 It is well known that XIAP targets caspase-3 and
caspase-9 directly for inhibition.44,45 In view of that arsenic
binding induces a conformational change in XIAP (Fig. 3), we
8314 | Chem. Sci., 2024, 15, 8311–8322
therefore reasoned that arsenic might disrupt XIAP-caspase-3 or
-caspase-9 interaction. To validate this, we accessed the inter-
action between XIAP and caspase-3/caspase-9 by Flag pull-down
experiments, where both active caspase-3 and caspase-9 co-
precipitated with recombinant XIAP-Flag protein (Fig. 4A and
S9†). Strikingly, when XIAP-Flag was pre-loaded with arsenic,
less XIAP-caspase-3/-9 binding occurred (Fig. 4A and S9†),
conrming that arsenic disrupts XIAP binding to caspase-3/-9.

The BIR2 domain of XIAP directly blocks the activation of
caspase-3,46 while the BIR3 domain inhibits caspase-9 activa-
tion;47,48 we next investigated whether arsenic relieves XIAP-
mediated caspase inhibition by an in vitro caspase activation
assay. Cytochrome c was used to initiate the cleavage of caspase-
3 and caspase-9 in cell lysates, as indicated by the increased
level of cleaved caspase 3 or 9 (Fig. 4B and C, lane 2; Fig. S9†).
Supplementation of recombination Zn-bound BIR2 or BIR3
protein attenuated the processing of caspase-3 and caspase-9
respectively (Fig. 4B and C, lane 3; Fig. S9†). However, the
presence of arsenic resulted in an increased cleaved caspase
level compared to that of the control group, indicative of the
restored activation of caspase-3 and -9 by arsenic (Fig. 4B and C,
lane 4; Fig. S9†). These results collectively suggest that arsenic
binding is able to suppress the function of BIR2 and BIR3 of
XIAP, similar to the Smac peptide-like inhibitor.1

The BIR1 domain of XIAP is involved in survival signaling in
various cancer cells by mediating NF-kB activation during TGFb
© 2024 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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Fig. 5 Arsenic sensitizes cancer cells with intrinsic drug resistance to
cisplatin via XIAP targeting. (A) Cell viability of cancer cells upon the
treatment of cisplatin with or without arsenic. Cancer cells AGS, HeLa
and HCT116 were cultured for 48 h with various concentrations of
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receptor signaling conduction.7 A previous study showed that
the BIR1-mediated NF-kB activation depends on its interaction
with TAB1.7 Although, unlike our expectation, arsenic did not
disrupt BIR1-TAB1 interaction in vitro as shown by size-
exclusion chromatography using recombination BIR1 and
TAB1 proteins (Fig. S10†), we did observe that arsenic targeted
BIR1 in cells (Fig. S5A†) and induced Zn release from BIR1
(Fig. 3A). We therefore further investigated whether arsenic
blocks BIR1-dependent NF-kB activation in cells. We rst
stimulated the BIR1-dependent NF-kB activation in AGS cells
with TGFb treatment. We observed the increased p-p65 level
upon addition of TGFb into the culture medium by western blot
analysis, indicating the activation of the NF-kB pathway
(Fig. 4D, lane 2; Fig. S9†), whereas the addition of arsenic
almost completely abolished the phosphorylation of p65 in
a dose-dependent manner, suggesting that arsenic prevents the
BIR1-mediated NF-kB signaling in cells (Fig. 4D, lane 3–5;
Fig. S9†). Collectively, we demonstrate that arsenic blocks the
anti-apoptosis activity of all three BIR domains.
cisplatin (500, 100, 20, 4, 0.8, 0.16, 0.032, and 0 mM) with or without
arsenic. The percentage of viable cells relative to the control was
examined by MTT assay (mean + SE, n = 3). (B) Representative
immunoblots showing the protein level of endogenous caspase-3,
caspase-9 and XIAP in AGS, HeLa and HCT116 upon the treatment with
cisplatin and arsenic. (C) The Bliss independence model indicates
a synergistic effect of the arsenic (2 mM) and cisplatin (20 mM)
combination. The Bliss independence threshold was labelled and is
shown as a dotted line.
Arsenic overcomes drug resistance in cancer cells and patient-
derived colon cancer organoids

Given the critical role in regulation of cell apoptosis, XIAP has
been an attractive target in anticancer therapy to overcome the
resistance to chemotherapy-induced cell death.3 We show that
arsenic acts as an effective XIAP antagonist by functionally
blocking the BIR domains (Fig. 4), and degrading the whole
XIAP protein (Fig. 1). We next evaluated the potential of ATO to
overcome drug resistance in cancer cells using cisplatin (CDDP)
as a showcase. CDDP is an important chemotherapy drug for
the treatment of many advanced cancers via mediating DNA
damage.49 However, the occurrence and rapid progression of
cisplatin resistance has been a challenge for therapeutic
success.49 We examined the dose–response of arsenic, cisplatin
and their combination in AGS, HeLa and HCT116 cell lines.
These cell lines responded to arsenic treatment (48 h) differ-
ently with IC50 values of ca. 6.3, 2.2 and 9.1 mM (Table 1,
Fig. S4†), and showed a relatively high intrinsic resistance to
cisplatin (48 h) with IC50 values of 55.7, 22.3 and 142.6 mM,
respectively (Table 1). We examined the effect of arsenic on the
anticancer activity of cisplatin in these cancer cells. As shown in
Fig. 5, arsenic at 2 mM, a concentration that could be safely
achieved in patients,35 signicantly increased the sensitivity of
AGS to cisplatin with an IC50 value of 2.5 mM (Table 1, Fig. 5A-
le panel). Simultaneously, a reduction of the XIAP level by
more than 90%, and increased cleaved caspase-3/caspase-9
could be observed in AGS cells (Fig. 5B-le panel; Fig. S11†).
Similar phenomena could be observed in HeLa cells (Fig. 5A,
Table 1 Drug response of cancer cells (IC50, mM)

AGS HeLa HCT116

As 6.3 � 2.7 2.2 � 0.4 9.1 � 1.2
CDDP 55.7 � 13.5 22.3 � 3.8 142.6 � 43.3
CDDP (+As) 2.5 � 0.4 16.8 � 5.8 88.8 � 22.3

© 2024 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
5B-middle panel). Arsenic signicantly reduced the IC50 values
of cisplatin from 22.3 to 16.8 mM (Table 1) in HeLa cells. In the
case of HCT116 cells, consistent with the ndings depicted in
Fig. 1, relatively high levels of XIAP (30–50%) were still detect-
able even aer arsenic treatment (Fig. 5B-right panel; Fig. S11†).
This observation aligns with the inherent higher resistance of
the HCT116 cell line to arsenic when compared to the other two
cancer cell lines used in this study (Table 1, Fig. S4†). However,
it is worth noting that despite this resistance, arsenic still
signicantly reduced the IC50 value of cisplatin from 142.6 mM
to 88.8 mM for the HCT116 cell line (Table 1, Fig. 5A-right panel).

Furthermore, we examined the potential synergy between
arsenic and cisplatin by using the Bliss independence model.
The arsenic (2 mM) and cisplatin (20 mM) combination showed
an inhibitory effect of 72.5% on AGS cells, 82.6% on HeLa cells
and 39.2% on HCT116 cells, which all exceed the synergy
threshold of 43.6%, 64.1% and 32.6% respectively, demon-
strating a strong synergistic action between these two drugs
(Fig. 5C). Collectively, these results indicate that arsenic is able
to sensitize cancer cells with intrinsic resistance to cisplatin-
induced apoptosis via XIAP depletion.

To further validate the potential of arsenic in overcoming
acquired apoptosis resistance of cancer cells, we generated and
characterized the cisplatin resistant Hep 3B hepatocellular
carcinoma cell line (named H3B-R). Interestingly, we observed
that the XIAP protein level is low in original Hep 3B (H3B) cells,
whereas a signicantly higher XIAP level could be detected in
H3B-R cells in western blot analysis (Fig. 6A and S12†).
Consistently, H3B-R cells showed almost 2-fold higher XIAP in
Chem. Sci., 2024, 15, 8311–8322 | 8315
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mRNA level (Fig. 6B), in line with the previous report that XIAP
overexpression contributes to drug resistance in cancer cells.17

H3B showed a relatively low resistance to cisplatin with an IC50

value of ca. 7.6 mM, compared to H3B-R with an IC50 value of ca.
298.5 mM (Table 2, Fig. 6E and S14†). Both H3B and H3B-R
showed a high resistance to the arsenic treatment with IC50

values of ca. 28.9 mM and 14.9 mM respectively. No apparent cell
death could be observed at the concentrations of 2 mM (Table 2,
Fig. S13†), whereas arsenic treatment led to both dose- and
time-dependent reduction in the level of XIAP in H3B-R (Fig. 6C,
D and S12†). Remarkably, similar to cells with intrinsic resis-
tance to cisplatin, arsenic also signicantly reduced the IC50

values of cisplatin from almost 300 to 30.8 mM (Table 2) in H3B-
R. The arsenic (2 mM) and cisplatin (64 mM) combination
showed an inhibitory effect of 53.7%, which exceeds the synergy
threshold of 6.83% (Fig. 6F). Collectively, these data demon-
strate the high potential of arsenic in overcoming acquired
apoptosis resistance of cancer cells.
Fig. 6 Arsenic sensitizes cancer cells with acquired drug resistance to
cisplatin targeting via XIAP targeting. (A) Representative immunoblots
showing the protein level of endogenous XIAP in H3B and H3B-R cells.
(B) Quantitative real-time PCR analysis of XIAP expression in H3B and
H3B-R cells. (C) Arsenic induces depletion of XIAP protein in a dose-
dependent manner in H3B-R cells. (D) Arsenic induces depletion of
XIAP protein in a time-dependent manner in H3B-R cells. XIAP levels
were revealed by immunoblotting with anti-XIAP antibody. (E) Cell
viability of H3B-R cells upon the treatment with cisplatin with or
without arsenic (mean + SE, n = 3). (F) The Bliss independence model
indicates a synergistic effect of the arsenic (2 mM) and cisplatin (64 mM)
combination. The Bliss independence threshold was labelled and is
shown as a dotted line.

Table 2 Drug response of H3B/H3B-R cells (IC50, mM)

H3B H3B-R

As 28.9 � 9.2 14.9 � 5.1
CDDP 7.6 � 2.4 298.5 � 93.4
CDDP (+As) 7.2 � 1.1 30.8 � 9.2

8316 | Chem. Sci., 2024, 15, 8311–8322
Moreover, we validated the potential of arsenic in over-
coming drug resistance of cancer cells in a scenario with more
clinical relevance; we established patient-derived colon cancer
primary cultures based on the clinical biopsies obtained from
gastrointestinal endoscopy (Fig. 7A). We also observed the
reduction of XIAP in colorectal cancer organoids upon arsenic
treatment (Fig. S15†). We then treated colorectal cancer orga-
noids with cisplatin (0, 6.25, and 12.5 mM) with or without 1 mM
of arsenic and found that, similar to the results obtained from
cancer cell lines, arsenic signicantly increased the cytotoxicity
of cisplatin to primary colon cancer organoids (Fig. 7B). In the
case of donor 1, the colorectal cancer cells showed a high
resistance to the cisplatin treatment, with no apparent cell
death observed even at concentrations of 6.25 and 12.5 mM,
compared with untreated controls. Nonetheless, the combina-
tion of arsenic and cisplatin resulted in a signicant cell death
of almost 50% (Fig. 7B) and showed a remarkable synergy with
Fig. 7 Arsenic overcomes apoptosis resistance in patient-derived
colon cancer organoids. (A) Schematic overview for the assessment of
drug sensitivity in a patient-derived colon cancer organoid model. (B)
Cell viability of patient-derived colon cancer organoids from four
donors. Patient-derived cancer organoids were cultured with various
concentrations of cisplatin as indicated, with or without 1 mM arsenic.
The cell viability relative to that of the control was examined by using
a 3D cell viability assay kit (mean + SE, n = 3). (C) The Bliss indepen-
dence model indicates a synergistic effect for the arsenic (1 mM) and
cisplatin (12.5 mM) combination. The Bliss independence threshold was
labeled and is shown as a dotted line. (D) Representative images for the
formation of colon cancer organoids with or without the treatment
with arsenic, cisplatin and their combination.

© 2024 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/d4sc01294a


Edge Article Chemical Science

O
pe

n 
A

cc
es

s 
A

rt
ic

le
. P

ub
lis

he
d 

on
 0

3 
M

ay
 2

02
4.

 D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

on
 1

2/
9/

20
25

 9
:0

7:
44

 A
M

. 
 T

hi
s 

ar
tic

le
 is

 li
ce

ns
ed

 u
nd

er
 a

 C
re

at
iv

e 
C

om
m

on
s 

A
ttr

ib
ut

io
n-

N
on

C
om

m
er

ci
al

 3
.0

 U
np

or
te

d 
L

ic
en

ce
.

View Article Online
effect values of ca. 45.5% (vs. 19.4% threshold) (Fig. 7C and
S16†). Similar phenomena were also observed in other donors.
Additionally, in the organoid formation assay, the combination
of arsenic and cisplatin led to signicantly poorer organoid
formation, compared to arsenic or cisplatin alone (Fig. 7D).
Collectively, our results demonstrate that the combination of an
arsenic drug (ATO) in cancer therapy represents an attractive
option for overcoming apoptosis-resistance in cancer cells.

Discussion and conclusion

Acquired apoptosis resistance due to tumor cell adaptation to
persistent therapeutic stress is an unmet challenge in clinical
settings. Overexpression of XIAP has been suggested to be
accountable for the resistance to apoptosis in a variety of cancer
cells.10 We report here that arsenic targets the BIR domains of
XIAP, and enhances the sensitivity of cancer cells, including
patient-derived colon cancer organoids, to the chemotherapy
drug (Fig. 8). This study provides solid evidence for the arsenic-
based drug ATO as an attractive agent for combination therapy
against apoptosis-resistance in cancer.

Great efforts have been made to develop XIAP antagonists,
either to reduce the whole protein level or to block BIR action,
for therapeutic purposes. Many of these inhibitors show great
efficiency in preclinical development.3 Whereas, unfortunately,
up to now, no XIAP antagonist has been approved for clinical
use. Interestingly, in the present study, we found that arsenic
targets XIAP via binding to the Cys residues in the ZF structure
of BIR domains. Although XIAP contains a C-terminal RING
domain with a ZF structure, based on a previous study,50 XIAP
lacking RING was even more effective at limiting apoptosis than
wild-type XIAP. Thus, we only focused on arsenic-BIR interac-
tion in this study, considering that the anti-apoptosis function
of XIAP heavily depends on its BIR domains. We further showed
that the arsenic-BIR binding inhibits XIAP through two distinct
actions by the direct and rapid blocking of BIR domains func-
tionally, similar to the Smac peptide (Fig. 4), and by depleting
Fig. 8 Proposed mechanism by which the arsenic-based drug over-
comes apoptosis resistance in cancer cells via targeting XIAP. Arsenic
(As3+) replaces Zn2+ from the BIR domains and disrupts XIAP anti-
apoptosis functions via a dual-actionmechanism, (a) blocking the anti-
apoptosis functions of solo BIR domains and (b) inducing the ubiq-
uitination-mediated degradation of XIAP whole protein.

© 2024 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
the XIAP whole protein via promoting the ubiquitination-
mediated degradation (Fig. 1). This dual-action mechanism of
arsenic against XIAP may be an advantage of arsenic to induce
cytotoxicity in cancer cells.

Arsenic trioxide (ATO), which transforms into As(OH)3 in
aqueous solution,39 is highly toxic. However, despite its high
cytotoxicity, it has shown great potential in treating cancer.
Previous reports have demonstrated that arsenic is more toxic to
cancer cells than normal cells.51,52 In line with these reports, we
also observed greater cytotoxicity of arsenic in cancer cells
compared to normal cells (Fig. S17†). The underlying mecha-
nism for the promising anti-cancer activity of arsenic is still not
fully understood. Nevertheless, the trivalent arsenic ion (As3+)
from ATO was reported to alter different pathways or bind to
different targets depending on the type of malignancy
studied.23,29 In breast cancer, arsenic has been reported to target
the active site of Pin1.31 Moreover, the glycolysis pathway was
found to be a key target of arsenic in HK2-overexpressing cancer
cells.28 Interestingly, arsenic has been found to restore the
response of drug-resistance leukemia cells to the anti-cancer
drug dexamethasone, at least in part (as the authors claimed),
through reducing Akt signaling to downregulate the Akt-
dependent XIAP level.53 However, in our study on solid tumor
cells, we didn't observe a correlation between Akt signaling
suppression and XIAP depletion (Fig. S18†). In contrast, we
found that arsenic at subtoxic levels resulted in the activation of
the Akt pathway (Fig. S18†). Alternatively, we found that arsenic
targeted XIAP in cells directly (Fig. 2) and showed a dual
inhibitory effect on XIAP in solid tumor cells. Consistent with
our nding, a previous study reported that a small molecule
that chelates zinc ions from BIR domains induced a rapid
depletion of XIAP.54 Nevertheless, the potential of arsenic to
affect different pathways via various targets may reect context-
dependent diversity in key pathways/proteins relied on by
cancer cells, and suggests the potential advantage of arsenic-
based drugs with such a broad target range.

Due to the potential of XIAP antagonists to overcome drug-
resistance, these small molecules have been heavily explored
by combination with standard chemotherapy.10 Smac peptides
combined with cisplatin or the tumor necrosis factor-alpha-
related apoptosis inducing ligand (TRAIL) have been found to
suppress lung cancer cells and glioma xenogras, respec-
tively.55,56 In our study, we found that arsenic, as an efficient
XIAP inhibitor, greatly enhanced the sensitivity of a variety of
cancer cells to anticancer drugs using cisplatin as a showcase
(Fig. 5 and 6). Most importantly, the combination of arsenic–
cisplatin showed promising anti-cancer effect in a drug test
model based on the patient-derived colon cancer organoid
(Fig. 7). Patient-derived organoids have emerged as a powerful
tool for drug discovery, due to their great advantage of providing
a more accurate test platform which correlates organoid
responses and patient responses to cancer treatments.33 In this
study, the promising action of arsenic to overcome apoptosis-
resistance in cancers by targeting XIAP in the organoid model
demonstrates the great potential of the ATO-based therapeutic
strategy in clinical practice.
Chem. Sci., 2024, 15, 8311–8322 | 8317
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Materials and methods
Chemical reagents

Cisplatin was purchased from Beyotime. Kanamycin sulfate and
ampicillin were obtained from MDbio, Luria–Bertani (LB) broth
powder and LB agar were purchased from Invitrogen, and all
other chemicals were sourced from Thermo Scientic, unless
otherwise stated. Arsenic stocks were prepared in accordance
with safety standards in an aqueous buffer containing 20mMTris
at pH 7.4.

Cancer cell line culture and maintenance

AGS (Purchased from Pricella Biotech.) was cultured in the
RPMI 1640 medium (ThermoFisher) and HEK293t/HCT116/
HeLa cells were cultured in the DMEM high-sugar medium
(Corning) plus 10% of fetal bovine serum (WISENT) and peni-
cillin-streptomycin (ThermoFisher). HeLa and HCT116 cells
were obtained from the National Collection of Authenticated
Cell Cultures, and HEK293t and Hep 3B cells were gis from
Prof. Fei XIAO (Sun Yat-sen University). All cells were main-
tained in a humidied cell culture incubator with a 5% CO2 gas
level at 37 °C.

Organoid model for drug sensitivity assay

Colon cancer organoids were established according to
a previous report (37). Donors 1–4 represent four different
patients. Cultured organoids were spliced into single cells and
suspended in Matrigel (Corning). For cisplatin sensitivity assay,
organoids were seeded with the appropriate culture medium for
2 days before the drug treatment, to allow the organoids to
establish themselves, ensuring a uniform growth environment.
Cisplatin was added into the culture medium to reach nal
concentrations of 6.25 or 12.5 mM, which are achievable in
patients following cisplatin dosing,57 with or without arsenic (1
mM). According to a previous report, the serum concentration of
arsenic could reach 1–2 mM when administering ATO at
a dosage of 0.15 mg kg−1 per day through a 3 hour intravenous
infusion during their study.35 For donors 3 and 4, 2 mM arsenic
alone caused a signicant reduction in cell viability of almost
50%. Therefore, with the aim to observe the potential synergy
between arsenic and CDDP, we chose 1 mM arsenic for all four
donors. The formation of organoids was recorded with
microscopy (Leica). The organoid viability was determined by
using a CellTiter-Lumi™ luminescent 3D II cell viability assay
kit (Beyotime). The Bliss independence approach was used to
examine the potential synergy between arsenic and cisplatin.
The drug effects from single and combination treatments were
identied in the form of probability (0 # E # 1), and the ex-
pected combined effect (Threshold value) was dened as
ECDDP+As = ECDDP + EAs(1 − ECDDP), where EAs and ECDDP repre-
sent the observed effects of arsenic and cisplatin, respectively,
and ECDDP+As the effect of cisplatin combined with arsenic.58

Colon cancer tissues were obtained from patients through
colonoscopy at the Department of Gastroenterology (The Fih
Affiliated Hospital, Sun Yat-sen University). Prior donor consent
was obtained from all patients. Approval from the Research
8318 | Chem. Sci., 2024, 15, 8311–8322
Ethics Committee (The Fih Affiliated Hospital, Sun Yat-sen
University) was obtained for this study.

Western blot analysis

Total protein samples from cancer cell lysates were separated by
SDS-PAGE, transferred to a PVDF membrane (Bio-Rad), and
probed with antibodies against XIAP, p-65, and p65 (cell
signaling technology), or antibodies against Flag, HA, caspase-3,
caspase-9, and b-actin (Abmart) respectively. The membranes
were incubated in ECL solution (GeneSion) and the results were
recorded with a ChemiDoc MP imaging system (Bio-Rad). The
intensity of target bands was analyzed with ImageJ.

Recombination protein preparation

To prepare BIR1, BIR2 and BIR3 recombination proteins, E. coli
BL21(DE3) harboring pET28a-GST-BIR1, pET28a-GST-BIR2 or
pET28a-GST-BIR3 (home-made, pET28a derivatives) was inocu-
lated into an LB medium supplied with 50 mg ml−1 kanamycin
and grown at 37 °C. Protein expression was induced by the
addition of 0.2 mM isopropyl b-D-1-thiogalactopyranoside (IPTG)
at 20 °C overnight (∼16 h) aer OD600 of the bacterial culture
reached ca. 0.8. Targeted proteins with Hisx6-GST tag were puri-
ed by using a Ni(II)-loaded HiTrap column (GE Healthcare)
according to the manufacturer's protocol. The Hisx6-GST-tag was
cleaved by adding 20NIH units of thrombin (ThermoFisher) at 4 °
C for 4 h with mild shaking and removed by passing through the
Ni(II)-NTA column again. The collected targeted proteins were
further puried using a HiLoad 16/60 Superdex 200 pg gel
ltration column. To prepare apo-BIR1, BIR2 and BIR3, protein
samples were incubated with 20 mM EDTA in the presence of 1
mM TCEP at 4 °C overnight (∼16 h) to remove the metal ions
from protein. A 5 ml Hitrap desalting column (GE Healthcare)
was employed to further purify the apo-form protein. The metal
content of protein samples was determined via ICP-MS. All
protein samples were kept in reduced buffer containing TCEP to
protect cysteine residues of the apo-BIR proteins.

MALDI-TOF-mass spectrometry

The binding of arsenic to BIR1, BIR2, and BIR3 was examined by
matrix assisted laser ionization time of ight mass spectrometry
(MALDI-TOF-MS) (ABI 4800). Apo-form BIR1 (20–99), BIR2 (120–
240), and BIR3 (241–365) proteins (30 mM) were incubated with
different molar equivalents of arsenic trioxide at 4 °C for 2 h.
For MALDI-TOF-MS analysis, protein samples were co-
crystallized with sinapinic acid (SA) as the matrix. 1 ml of the
protein sample was mounted on a modied stainless-steel
sample plate. The plate was then introduced into the mass
spectrometer. The mass resolution of ion peaks was determined
in a TOF mass analyzer.

Cellular thermal shi assay (CETSA)

Home-made vectors pcDNA3.1-XIAP-Flag, pCMV-N-Flag-pur-
BIR1-2-3, pCMV-N-Flag-pur-BIR1, pCMV-N-Flag-pur-BIR2 and
pCMV-N-Flag-pur-BIR3 are derivatives of pCDNA3.1-Flag-C
(Miaoling) or pCMV-N-Flag-pur (beyotime). HEK293t cells
© 2024 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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expressing full length XIAP-Flag, truncated XIAP-Flag or solo BIR
domain-Flag were treated with or without arsenic in the culture
medium for 4 h and harvested. Equal volumes of cell suspensions
from control and arsenic-treated groups were aliquoted into PCR
strip-tubes. The heating procedure was carried out in a PCR cycler
(BioRad) with a gradient-temperature program (35–80 °C) for
3 min followed by immediate cooling on ice. Aer three freeze–
thaw cycles using liquid nitrogen, the samples were centrifuged at
20 000×g for 30 min at 4 °C to pellet the denatured protein
precipitate. The soluble XIAP proteins in the supernatant were
analyzed by following western blot analysis using anti-Flag anti-
body (Abmart) or Coomassie blue staining.

UV-vis analysis

UV-vis spectra were collected at room temperature on a Nano-
drop spectrometer (Thermo Scientic). To study arsenic-BIR
domain interaction, aliquots of arsenic trioxide were added to
100 mM apo-BIR3 in HEPES buffer (50 mM HEPES, 0.1 M NaCl,
pH 7.4). Spectra were recorded between 200 and 400 nm aer
equilibrium at 4 °C. We failed to obtain the UV absorption
spectra for arsenic-BIR1 and -BIR2 binding, due to the serious
protein precipitation during arsenic titration. For Zn release
assay, Zn-BIR1/2/3 samples were premixed with PAR solution in
the presence of 5 mMGSH, arsenic trioxide was titrated into Zn-
BIR1/2/3-PAR solution with gentle mixing, and the UV-vis
spectra (250–650 nm) were recorded aer a 20 min incubation.

In vitro caspase assay

HeLa cell extracts were prepared in HEPES buffer. Recombina-
tion Zn-bound GST-BIR2 or GST-BIR3 protein (0.2 mM) with or
without arsenic treatment was added into the cell lysate to
inhibit potential caspase activation. Cytochrome c (20 mg ml−1)
and dATP (1 mM) were used to initiate the activation of caspase-
3 and caspase-9 in cell lysates, in which the level of cleaved
caspase 3 or 9 was used as an indicator for caspase activation.
The reaction was terminated by the addition of 5× SDS loading
buffer. The samples were subjected to western blot analysis
using active/pro-caspase-3 or caspase-9 antibody (Abmart).

Flag-tag pull-down experiments

Cytochrome c (20 mg ml−1) and dATP (1 mM) were used to induce
the activation of caspase-3 and caspase-9 in HeLa cell lysates.
Recombinant Flag-fused XIAP protein was extracted fromHEK293t
cells and treated with or without arsenic (in the presence of 5 mM
GSH). XIAP-Flag (Zn-bound or As-bound form) and cell lysate
containing excess active caspase-3 and caspase-9 were incubated
with Flag-beads followed by three washes. The bound proteins
were eluted and were subjected to western blot analysis using
active-caspase-3 or caspase-9 antibody (Cell Signaling Technology).

Circular dichroism spectroscopy

Circular dichroism (CD) spectra of BIR1, BIR2 and BIR3 were
collected on a Jasco-810 spectrophotometer. Approximately 10
mM apo or metal-bound protein samples were prepared in
20 mM HEPES buffer. CD spectra were recorded from 200 to
© 2024 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
650 nm at a scan rate of 50 nmmin−1 in a 0.1 cm quartz cuvette
at room temperature. Four scans were averaged for each spec-
trum, and the reference spectrum of the buffer was subtracted.
The secondary structure contents of BIR proteins were calcu-
lated according to a previous report.41
Size-exclusion chromatography

Size-exclusion chromatography (SEC) was performed with
a Tricorn Superdex 75 10/300 GL analytical column (GE
Healthcare) at 4 °C. The column was pre-equilibrated with Tris–
HCl buffer (20 mM Tris–HCl, 150 mM NaCl, pH 7.4). The
protein samples were prepared in the same buffer supple-
mented with 0.1 mM TCEP. Protein samples were preincubated
with zinc or arsenic for 2 h at 4 °C before loading to the column
at a ow rate of 0.5 ml min−1.
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