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Abstract

Autophagy is an important catabolic process in which cells digest and recycle their own cytoplasmic contents for
maintaining cellular homeostasis. Interestingly, autophagy could play both pro-death and pro-survival roles in
influencing the development of cancer via various signal pathways. As radiotherapy is one of the main treatment
modalities for cancer, we reviewed the effect of autophagy modulations on radiosensitivity and radiotherapy
efficacy in various cancer types. The future development of autophagy modifications for improving radiotherapy
efficacy and cancer prognosis will also be discussed.
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Background
Autophagy, a word derived from Greek “auto” (self ) and
“phagos” (to eat), is a catabolic process in which the cells
digest and recycle their own cytoplasmic contents. This
critical process is evolutionarily conserved from unicel-
lular organisms to humans and continuously occurs at
basal level to ensure healthy cellular homeostasis by
eliminating waste and long-lived or damaged cellular
constituents. There are three types of autophagy, includ-
ing macroautophagy, microautophagy and chaperone-
mediated autophagy [1]. Macroautophagy (hereby
referred to as autophagy) is the major autophagy path-
way to be discussed in this review. The process is con-
trolled by 36 highly conserved genes which are known
as AuTophaGy genes (ATGs) and starts with double-
membrane vesicles called autophagosomes, which would
fuse with lysosomes to degrade cytoplasmic contents
back to their original constituents by hydrolytic enzymes
(Fig. 1). Different stimuli including aggregated or mis-
folded proteins, stress, pathogens, cytokines, starvation
and protein synthesis inhibition might induce autophagy.
Apart from maintaining cellular homeostasis, autophagy
(or autophagy defects), may lead to several pathological
conditions, including cancer [2–4].

Relation of autophagy to cancer
Autophagy plays an important role in cancer because of
its tumour suppressing and tumour protecting function.
For tumour suppressing function at the initiation stage,
ATG Beclin-1 (Fig. 1) was identified as a tumour sup-
pressor gene as it is mono-allelically deleted in many
cases including ovarian cancers (75%), breast cancers
(50–70%) and prostate cancers (40%) [5]. Also, Beclin-1
is allelically deleted and weakly expressed in most hu-
man breast carcinoma cell lines while the normal epithe-
lium cells demonstrated a much higher expression [6].
In addition, overexpression of Beclin-1 in human breast
carcinoma cell line MCF-7 cells could reduce tumouri-
genesis by inhibiting cell proliferation in a xenograft
model [2]. Thus, low expression of Beclin-1 could favour
the development of cancer. For colorectal and gastric
cancers, associations were found with the down-
regulation of Bif-1 and Atg2B, Atg5, Atg9B and Atg12
mutations, which led to inhibition of programmed cell
death in colon cancer (Fig. 1). Also, mutation of exon 8
of UV radiation resistance-associated gene (UVRAG) re-
duced autophagy and promoted these cancer types [2, 4].
Taken together, there is broad evidence that autophagy
and ATG type of proteins have a tumour suppressive role
and down-regulation of the latter can promote tumouri-
genesis in early stage tumours.
Apart from direct suppression of tumourigenesis, au-

tophagy could also induce cellular senescence, which is a
state of stable cell cycle arrest that protect the cells
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against a variety of cellular insults. It is a delayed stress
response with multiple effector mechanisms including
oncogene-induced senescence. Oncogene initially in-
duces a highly proliferative state in cells. However, sen-
escence will gradually replace the mitotic burst state and
this illustrates its tumour suppressing role. A past study
has demonstrated that the autophagy marker
microtubule-associated protein 1 light chain 3β
(MAP1LC3) was up-regulated in Ras oncogene-induced
senescence and resulted in the accumulation of autopha-
gosomes in these cells [7]. The lack of Atg5 or Atg7
could also diminish oncogene-induced senescence and
delay the production of senescence-associated cytokine
[4]. These pieces of evidence support the notion that
senescence may be promoted by autophagy and basal
autophagy is important in restricting proliferation during
oncogenic stress. In addition, combining autophagy acti-
vation by rapamycin and irradiation could initiate pre-
mature senescence in both in vitro and in vivo models
of radiation-resistant glioblastoma and parotid carcin-
oma cells. In the in vitro model, irradiation increases au-
tophagic flux for 72 h and the addition of rapamycin
further intensified the effect. During this period, the
senescence-associated β-galactosidase activity also
showed that premature senescence has been initiated,
caused by the inhibition of mechanistic target of rapa-
mycin (mTOR) pathway. Similar results have also been
obtained in tumour xenografts [8].
In a converse way to the pro-death roles of autophagy

in cancer cells, autophagy also has pro-survival func-
tions. As vascularisation is poor in fast growing and late
stage tumours with populations of tumour cells beyond

oxygen diffuse distance or supported by malformed ves-
sels, autophagy is stimulated by an inadequate oxygen
and nutrient supply and inefficient waste removal. In
addition, the withdrawal of growth factors, accumulation
of oxidised and aggregated proteins and intracellular cal-
cium, production of reactive oxygen species (ROS) and
ammonia might also stimulate autophagy [2]. In these
stressful conditions, autophagy helps tumour cells to
maintain homeostasis and becomes a main determent of
successful therapy, including radiotherapy. However, ex-
cessive stress could also lead to cell death due to the de-
generation of the majority of cellular contents [9]. In
this review, the role of autophagy in influencing radio-
sensitivity of various cancer types will be discussed in
detail.

Relation of autophagy with ionising radiation
Numerous pharmaceutical studies have tried to promote
or inhibit autophagy through various pathways in order
to improve the outcome of cancer treatment. However,
the relationship between radiotherapy and autophagy
has not been studied in depth. As apoptosis only ac-
counts for 20% or less of radiation-induced cell death,
other cell death pathways including autophagy should
also be studied [10]. It is known that radiotherapy treat-
ment is one of the stresses that induces autophagy in
both cancer and normal cells [11]. An in vitro study in-
volving the irradiation of glioblastoma multiforme
(GBM) cells has shown that cells have died through au-
tophagy without the involvement of apoptosis [12]. Al-
though the specific mechanism that links between
radiation and autophagy has not been well established,

Fig. 1 Title: An overview of the central autophagy mechanism. The ULK and Beclin 1 protein complexes initiate phagophore formation. Atg5/12/
16 and LC3-II are responsible for expansion to autophagosome. Fusion of autophagosome and lysosome produces autolysosome as the final
process. Legend: Green arrows represent activating processes for autophagy stimulation and the red arrow represents a repressing process for
autophagy inhibition
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there were some studies that linked mTOR pathway and
endoplasmic reticulum (ER) stress to radiation-induced
cell death. For the mTOR pathway, radiation could cause
decreased phosphorylation of the autophosphorylation
site of p-mTOR (decreased p-mTOR/mTOR ratio) in an
in vitro study of MCF-7 breast cancer cell line [13].
While for ER stress, radiation could cause increased pro-
tein kinase-like endoplasmic reticulum kinase (PERK)/
eukaryotic initiation factor 2α (eIF2α) expression in
caspase-3/7-deficient cells or ER stressor tunicamycin
(TM) treated MCF-7 cells, and increased endoplasmic
reticulum protein 29 (ERp29) expression in intestinal
epithelial cells IEC-6 [14, 15]. The radiation-induced ER
stress protein expression is linked to protein folding and
unfolded protein response (UPR) and thus, radiation-
induced autophagy [10].

Ionising radiation-related autophagy signalling
pathways
PI3K-Akt-mTOR
The phosphatidylinositol-3-kinase (PI3K)-protein kin-
ase B (Akt)-mTOR pathway (Fig. 2) is one of the
most important autophagy signalling pathways in can-
cer growth and progression [2]. Hormones, growth
factors, tumour suppressors and oncogenes can acti-
vate class-I PI3K to catalyse phosphatidylinositol-3
phosphate production, causing activation and phos-
phorylation of a serine/threonine kinase PI3K-Akt.
Akt will then activate mTOR through ribosomal

protein S6 kinase (RPS6KB1) and by phosphorylating
and inhibiting tuberous sclerosis complex (TSC),
which originally inhibits mTOR [2]. mTOR is a part
of two multiprotein complexes, namely mechanistic
target of rapamycin complex 1 and 2 (mTORC1 and
mTORC2). In addition, Ras homolog enriched in
brain (Rheb-GTP) can act as a substrate for TSC2
and activate mTORC1 by GTPase. Rheb has found to
be expressed in prostate cancer and could promote
tumourigenesis with PTEN haplo-insufficiency [16].
mTORC1 regulates autophagy by controlling protein
synthesis through regulation of transcriptional regula-
tors 4E binding protein 1 (4E-BP1) and p70 ribosomal
protein S6 kinase (p70S6K) while mTORC2 is inde-
pendent to nutrient availability and phosphorylates
Akt and inhibits autophagy [4, 16]. mTORC1 activa-
tion would also inhibit autophagy by inhibiting Unc-
51-like kinase 1 (ULK1) and the inhibition of
mTORC1 could trigger autophagy and be used in
cancer therapy. According to the name of mTOR, its tar-
get is rapamycin, which has been utilized for cancer ther-
apy, such as its derivative RAD001 which is used in the
treatment of renal cancer. Other mTOR inhibitors include
pp242, Torin 1 and 2, temsirolimus, could be used to acti-
vate autophagy [2]. Apart from mTOR inhibitors, the
negative regulator of the PI3K/Akt pathway AHRI, dual
PI3K/mTOR inhibitors PI-103 and NVP-BEZ235, Akt in-
hibitors and the tumour suppressor gene PTEN may also
be used to promote cell death in tumour cells [2, 4].

Fig. 2 Title: In PI3K-Akt-mTOR signaling pathway, PI3K inhibits autophagy via activation of Akt. Akt promotes mTORC1 both directly and indirectly
through inhibiting TSC complexes. mTORC1 directly inhibits autophagy as the final step. Legend: Green arrows represent activating or repressing
processes for autophagy stimulation and red arrows represent activating or repressing processes for autophagy inhibition
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UPR
Apart from the PI3K-Akt-mTOR pathway, UPR (Fig. 3)
might also regulate autophagy to relieve stress and re-
establish cell homeostasis. Different pathological condi-
tions from cancer and various cancer treatments, such
as radiotherapy, could cause an accumulation of mis-
folded proteins in the ER and result in ER stress. There-
fore, UPR may be up-regulated by some cancer types for
improving tumour growth and therapy resistance. The
pathway of UPR includes three parallel operating com-
ponents, including PERK, activating transcription factor
6 (ATF6) and inositol requiring enzyme-1 (IRE1). These
three components are affected by glucose-regulated pro-
tein 78 (GRP78), which is an ER chaperone and deacti-
vates the three components by binding them in a
normal condition. When there is an accumulation of un-
folded proteins in the ER, GRP78 would bind to the un-
folded proteins instead of the three components and
thus activate the three components. Among the three
components, the PERK-arm has been linked to
radiation-induced autophagy for improving tumour cell
survival under radiotherapy [14]. The PERK-arm con-
tributes to hypoxia tolerance and phosphorylates elF2α,
which leads to the general stop of protein synthesis in
order to lessen the protein load in the ER. On the con-
trary, some cells may have a non-phosphorylatable eIF2α
mutation and increase hypoxia sensitivity. Although
transcription has been generally stopped, some factors
are up-regulated such as NF-E2-related factor 2 (NRF2),
nuclear factor κB (NF-κB) and activating transcription
factor 4 (ATF4). NRF2 could induce transcription of
cytoprotective genes under stress and provide resistance
to anticancer therapies and aggressive tendency in cell

proliferation with NRF2 accumulation leading to poor
prognosis in non-small-cell lung cancer [17]. NF-κB acti-
vation causes the production of anti-apoptotic proteins
[18], while ATF4 allows the restoration of normal ER
function through the induction of C/EBP homologous
protein (CHOP), growth arrest and DNA damage-
inducible protein 34 (GADD34) and lysosome-associated
membrane protein 3 (LAMP3). CHOP is the pro-
apoptotic component of the UPR and mediates cell
death when the cell adaptation fails to withstand the
ER stress whereas GADD34 is able to dephosphory-
late eIF2α as a negative feedback loop. LAMP3 in-
duces fusion of autophagosome and lysosome, which
increases resistance to cancer therapies and promotes
metastasis [2].

Mitogen-activated protein kinases (MAPK)
MAPK (Fig. 3) regulate cell proliferation and survival by
autophagy, which includes c-Jun N-terminal kinase
(JNK) and extracellular signal-regulated kinase (ERK).
JNK is activated by various stresses and it mediates au-
tophagy both directly and indirectly. Directly, JNK can
promote cell death in cancer cells by inducing p53 and
Atg5. Indirectly, JNK inhibits the association of Bcl-2
with Beclin-1 and upregulates Beclin-1 expression by c-
Jun phosphorylation. JNK could be inhibited by
SP600125 which in turn inhibits Beclin-1 expression and
autophagy [2]. Whereas ERK is activated by active cell
proliferation signals and significantly overexpressed in
cancer cells. ERK is a component of the proto-oncogene
c-RAF (Raf)- mitogen-activated protein kinase kinase
(MEK)-ERK pathway of the Ras small GTPase. The Ras
family has frequent mutations in cancer cells, which

Fig. 3 Title: For UPR signaling pathway, PERK and IRE1 activate autophagy through endoplasmatic reticulum stress. PERK promotes ATF4 and
CHOP, which results in the promotion of ATG gene expression. IRE1 activates JNK, which belongs to the MAPK pathway. JNK promotes
autophagy through the inhibition of Bcl-2 and activation of Beclin-1. Legend: Green arrows represent activating or repressing processes
for autophagy stimulation and the red arrow represent a repressing process for autophagy inhibition
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creates a high level of basal autophagy in cancer cells
even if there is a good supply of nutrients. Ras is an up-
regulator of Raf-MEK-ERK pathway by binding and
activating Raf. Raf then activates MEK and MEK can ac-
tivate and phosphorylate ERK1 (p44) and ERK2 (p42),
which can promote autophagy without other stimuli.
Apart from promoting Raf-MEK-ERK pathway, Ras can
also activate the PI3K pathway for repressing autophagy
and thus Ras has a regulatory role in autophagy [4].

Effect of autophagy modulation on radiotherapy
efficacy in different cancer types
Since autophagy can sustainably affect cell proliferation
and survival, various trials have been conducted to
modulate autophagy for improving the outcome of can-
cer treatment in combination with currently used treat-
ment modalities such as radiotherapy in different cancer
types. Table 1 summarises the effects of autophagy
modification in improving radiosensitivity or radiother-
apy efficacy through various autophagy signalling path-
ways in different cancer types.

Glioblastoma
Glioblastoma is an aggressive brain cancer with a poor
prognosis despite the use of a multimodality treatment
such as radiotherapy combined with Temozolomide
(TMZ) [19]. Past studies have been performed to investi-
gate the possible adjuvant therapy by controlling cell death.
In an in vitro study, the difference between high radiosen-
sitivity glioblastoma cell line T98G and low radiosensitivity

cell line U373MG in autophagy has been studied and it
was found that autophagy activation after radiotherapy was
more prominent in T98G than U373MG from the assess-
ment of Beclin-1 and Atg5 expressions. After adding the
mTOR inhibitor rapamycin in the two cell lines, autophagy
inductions were observed and radiosensitivities were en-
hanced in both cell lines [19]. A similar result was obtained
by Wang et al. (2013) [20], who used a dual PI3K/mTOR
inhibitor NVP-BEZ235 in glioblastoma cell line SU2 and
demonstrated that NVP-BEZ235 could radiosensitise SU2
by activating autophagy. While another study focussed on
UPR and hypoxia, the results showed that hypoxia was able
to stimulate autophagy in U373MG cells from increased
expression of MAP1LC3B and Atg5 [21]. MAP1L3B is ac-
tivated by transferring from cytosolic MAP1LC3B-I to lapi-
dated membrane-bound form of MAP1LC3B-II, and this is
strictly dependent on Atg5. Also, these two autophagy
genes are regulated by the PERK-arm of UPR and
PERK is able to activate elF2α, which in turn activates
ATF4 and CHOP. Further analyses in the study
showed that ATF4 and CHOP activate MAP1LC3B
and Atg5 respectively. The adding of the lysosomo-
trophic agent chloroquine (CQ) blocked the final step
of autophagy, causing further accumulation of
MAP1LC3B apart from hypoxic stress and this
addition of CQ has been found to increase the radio-
sensitivity of xenograft from U373MG cells [21]. The
positive results from these studies may be considered
for the development of new treatment strategies and
improve the prognosis of this deadly cancer type.

Table 1 Effects of autophagy modifications on improving radiosensitivity or radiotherapy efficacy

Cancer type Cell line Autophagy agent (Induction
(+)/ Inhibition (−))

Autophagy pathway affected Animal study
(Yes (+)/ No (−))

Reference

Glioblastoma T98G + U373MG Rapamycin (+) PI3K-Akt-mTOR (mTOR inhibitor) - Palumbo et al. [19]

SU2 NVP-BEZ235 (+) PI3K-Akt-mTOR (PI3K/mTOR inhibitor) - Wang et al. [20]

U373MG Chloroquine (−) UPR (PERK) + Rouschop et al. [21]

Oral cancer OC3 + SAS Rapamycin (+) PI3K-Akt-mTOR (mTOR inhibitor) - Wu et al. [24]

Lung cancer H460 RAD001 (+) PI3K-Akt-mTOR (mTOR inhibitor) + Kim et al. [25]

H460 Rapamycin (+) PI3K-Akt-mTOR (mTOR inhibitor) + Kim et al. [26]

CDDP-Resistant H460 NVP-BEZ235 (+) PI3K-Akt-mTOR (PI3K/mTOR inhibitor) - Kim et al. [27]

Breast
cancer

MDA-MB-23 +MCF-7 RAD001 (+) PI3K-Akt-mTOR (mTOR inhibitor) - Albert et al. [29]

MCF-7 Rapamycin (+) PI3K-Akt-mTOR (mTOR inhibitor) - Paglin et al. [13]

Oesophageal
cancer

EC109 Tunicamycin (+) PI3K-Akt-mTOR (ER stressor) + Pang et al. [30]

Pancreatic
cancer

MIA PaCa-2 + PANC-1 MG132 (+) MAPK (JNK) (Proteasome inhibitor/
ER stressor)

+ Chiu et al. [32]

Colorectal
cancer

HCT-116 BCG/CWS (+) MAPK (JNK/ERK) + Yuk et al. [33]

HCT-116 + HT-29 Chloroquine (−) UPR (PERK) + Rouschop et al. [21]

Prostate
cancer

Biopsy specimens MG132 (+) MAPK (JNK) (Proteasome inhibitor/
ER stressor)

- Koukourakis et al. [34]

DU145 + PC3 RAD001 (+) PI3K-Akt-mTOR (mTOR inhibitor) - Cao et al. [35]
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Oral cancer
Oral cancer comprises about 85% of all head and neck
cancers and the 5-year survival has shown little improve-
ment for decades [22, 23]. The main treatment modal-
ities include surgery and radiotherapy and squamous cell
carcinoma is the most common neoplasia of oral cancer.
Thus, Wu et al. (2014) [24] investigated the relationship
between radiation and autophagy in human oral squa-
mous cell carcinoma cell lines OC3 (Derived from betel
quid chewing patients) and SAS (Derived from non-
betel quid chewing patients) in an in vitro experiment.
The results showed irradiation was able to induce au-
tophagy in both OC3 and SAS cells with OC3 having a
greater increase in the rate of autophagy. Further ana-
lysis showed the involvement of the mTOR pathway in
both cell lines but the upstream autophagy pathways in-
volved were different for the two cell lines. Autophagic
degradation occurred in irradiated OC3 cells while
autophagosome accumulation occurred in irradiatied
SAS cells. Therefore, irradiation-mediated cell death oc-
curred only in OC3 cells and irradiation did not reduce
cell viability in SAS cells. Treatment of rapamycin (au-
tophagy inducer) in combination with irradiation in
OC3 cells resulted in a further reduction in cell viability,
suggesting the synergistic effects of irradiation and au-
tophagy incuction in OC3 cells [24]. The difference in
irradiation-induced growth inhibition between the two
cell lines requires further investigation in order to de-
cipher the actual mechanisms of irradiation-mediated
autophagic degradation.

Lung cancer
As lung cancer is one of the most common cancers and
current treatment modalities of radiotherapy and
chemotherapy are only able to yield moderate survival
benefits with significant side-effects. Research has been
conducted on autophagy to improve the treatment out-
come, especially for advanced non-small cell lung cancer
(NSCLC) [25]. The main focus is mTOR inhibition com-
bined with apoptosis induction or inhibition. In a study
conducted by Kim et al. (2008) [25], mTOR inhibitor
(autophagy inducer) RAD001 and caspase-3 inhibitor
(apoptosis inhibitor) Z-DEVD were injected into H460
lung cancer xenografts in vivo. The results showed that
the combined use of RAD001 and Z-DEVD followed by
radiotherapy treatment caused the greatest delay in
tumour growth, for 9 days, when compared with radio-
therapy alone. Also, there were the greatest reductions
in cellular proliferation by Ki67 staining and angiogen-
esis by von Willebrand Factor (vWF) staining in the tri-
modality treatment group. Moreover, in a further
research study by Kim et al. (2009) [26], the combined
use of mTOR inhibitor (rapamycin) and apoptosis in-
ducer (Bcl-2 inhibitor) ABT-737 with radiotherapy led to

further tumour control in the H460 lung cancer mouse
xenograft model. Their results include increase in
tumour growth delay by 7 days, decrease in cell prolifer-
ation by 77% and vascular density by 67.5% when com-
pared with radiotherapy alone [26]. Another study
demonstrated the enhancement of radiosensivity by
using NVP-BEZ235 to block the PI3K/mTOR pathway
in cisplatin-resistant NSCLC tumour cells both in vitro
(reduced survival fraction after irradiation) and in vivo
(increase in tumour growth delay) settings [27]. These
research studies show the importance of autophagy in
the control of lung cancer through autophagy mechan-
ism. Combined with irradiation and autophagy promo-
tion, the first two studies demostrated the most
prominent cell death effect during apoptosis inhibition
and promotion respectively [25, 26]. This conflicting re-
sults warrant further research in respect of the inter-
action between autophagy and apoptosis, particularly for
the quantification of both autophagy and apoptosis
levels.

Breast cancer
The relationship between irradiation and autophagy was
also studied in breast cancer cells. In an in vitro study,
radiotherapy was found to induce autophagy in the
MDA-MB-23 breast cancer cell line through PI3K-Akt-
mTOR pathway, in which the rate of autophagy was in-
creased to improve tumour cell survival [28]. Another
study also confirmed the role of autophagy in MCF-7
and MDA-MB-231 breast cancer cell lines. The addition
of mTOR inhibitor RAD001 promotes autophagy and
increases the radiosensitivity of tumour cells in an in
vitro model [29]. The action of mTOR inhibitor in
radiotherapy treatment of breast cancer was further
studied by Paglin et al. (2005) [13]. In addition to in-
creased cell death, the combination of autophagy induc-
tion and radiotherapy showed an increase in mitochondria
hyperpolarization. The results were confirmed by the
decrease in mitochondrial membrane potential, signalling
mitochondria dysfunction and increase in phosphorylation
of p53 at Ser15, which is a regulator of apoptosis and
tumour suppressor mutated in 50% of all tumours [13].
These results showed that autophagy might help breast
tumour cells to survive under treatment stress and the
suitable control of autophagy might improve the treat-
ment outcome of radiotherapy.

Oesophageal cancer
Oesophageal cancer is also a cancer with a poor progno-
sis which is treated by radiotherapy combined with other
treatments. However, different tumours of the same
grade have differential radiosensitivities and this limits
the effectiveness of radiotherapy. Thus, a recent study
investigated ER stress and autophagy in oesophageal
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cancer. An ER stress inducer, TM was applied to the
oesophageal cancer cell line EC109 followed by irradi-
ation [30]. An increase in acute cell death and decrease
in colony survival were observed, showing the radiosen-
sitising property of TM. Also, enhanced apoptosis result-
ing from an increase in cleaved caspase-3, and increased
autophagy from increased LC3-I/LC3-II ratio in Western
blotting analysis were noted. Moreover, mTORC1 was
significantly up-regulated and PI3K and phosphorylated
Akt reduced after TM treatment, suggesting the involve-
ment of PI3K-Akt-mTOR pathway in radiosensitising
EC109 cells. However, the inhibition of autophagy by
Beclin-1 knockdown showed an increase in apoptosis
and decrease in cell viability, thus autophagy could also
have cytoprotective roles in stressed tumour cells [30].
The experiment was repeated using a mouse model and
the observation of delay in tumour growth and involve-
ment of PI3K-Akt-mTOR pathway validated the in vitro
findings. The findings are controversial as autophagy
causes both cell death or provides cytoprotection, which
could be due to the influence of tumour stages on the
character of autophagy as autophagy usually acts as a
tumour suppressor in the early stages and provides
tumour protective functions in developed tumours [31].

Pancreatic cancer
Pancreatic cancer also has a poor prognosis under
current combined treatment. Chiu et al. (2015) [32] in-
vestigated the action of a proteasome inhibitor MG132
and radiotherapy in two pancreatic cancer cell lines
MIA PaCa-2 and PANC-1 in vitro and in vivo. Results
showed that the combined modalities increased ER
stress, increased IRE1α protein level, promoted autoph-
agy induction, increased detection of early apoptosis and
cell death and increased MAP1LC3 level. The results
were cross validated by adding the autophagy inhibitor
3-methyladenine (3-MA). The experiment was also re-
peated with an animal model and it was found that the
combined treatment was able to increase tumour growth
delay when compared with the MG132 or radiotherapy
alone group [32]. This study also showed the down-
regulation of TRAF6 though the combination of MG132
and irradiation. As TRAF6 represents a potential target
for tumourigenesis in pancreatic cancer, further investi-
gation is suggested for employing autophagy modulation
in improving prognosis.

Colorectal cancer
Colorectal cancer is the third most common cancer in
men and the second most common cancer in women
worldwide with surgery as the primary treatment.
Whereas radiotherapy is widely used for rectal cancer as
preoperative or postoperative adjuvant therapy [22]. Ef-
forts have been made to investigate the modification of

autophagy in improving treatment effectiveness. Yuk
et al. (2010) [33] used Mycobacterium bovis Bacillus
Calmette-Guerin (BCG/CWS) as an inducer of cell
death in both in vitro and in vivo models. It is found that
BCG/CWS could radiosensitise HCT-116 colorectal can-
cer cells via autophagy. Further investigation of the signal-
ling pathway showed the generation of ROS due to
up-regulation of JNK and ERK. Thus, the MAPK path-
way was involved in the autophagy process. The efficacy
of radiotherapy treatment of HCT-116 tumours in the
mouse model was found to be significantly improved
when combined with BCG/CWS [33]. Another study
done by Rouschop et al. (2010) [21] focussed on hypoxia
and the effect of autophagy in radiosensitivity. Their re-
sults showed that hypoxia could stimulate autophagy in
HCT-116 and HT-29 colorectal cell lines and decreased
radiosensitivities in vitro. Also, MAP1LC3B and Atg5
were found to be involved and regulated by the PERK-
arm of UPR. Inhibition of autophagy by adding CQ
caused the increase of radiosensitivity. Verification of ex-
perimental results was done in xenograft of HCT-116
tumour in mouse and the use of CQ in blocking autoph-
agy and increasing radiotherapy efficacy was validated
[21]. Although the two studies employed different strat-
egies in autophagy modulation for improving radiosensi-
tivity, both measures tried to perturb autophagy from
basal levels to improve treatment results.

Prostate cancer
Prostate cancer is a common cancer in men and is usu-
ally treated by radiotherapy and radical prostatectomy.
Although the current treatment has a high therapeutic
efficacy, relapses are common among high risk patients
and thus radiosensitisation is studied to improve treat-
ment effectiveness [34]. In a study comparing 54 biopsy
specimens of prostate cancer with normal prostate tis-
sue, it was found that prostate cancer cells had a higher
level of light chain 3A (LC3A) and lower level of
lysosome-associated membrane protein 2 (LAMP2a),
which are markers of autophagosome and lysosome cel-
lular content respectively. Moreover, the study used two
cell lines DU145 (radiosensitive) and PC3 (radioresis-
tant) to study the level of autophagy after irradiation.
Results showed that PC3 has a greater autophagic flux
after irradiation than DU145 with a higher level of LC3A
and a lower level of LAMP2a. Adding MG132 (blocker
of proteasome pathway) caused a decrease in LC3A and
an increase in p62 and LAMP2a, showing the halt of au-
tophagy and this radiosensitised both cell lines. There-
fore, this study concluded that a high level of autophagy
could compromise the treatment efficiency of radiother-
apy [34]. Another study investigated the use of mTOR
inhibitor RAD001 for radiosensitising prostate cancer
cell lines DU145 and PC3. Also, the additional use of Z-
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VAD, the inhibitor of caspase-dependent apoptosis, was
found to further enhance autophagy and the cytotoxic
effects of radiation. Finally, PTEN (common mutation of
the suppressor of PI3K-Akt pathway) deficient cell lines
could offer some further improvement of radiosensitisa-
tion. Thus, the promotion of autophagy by mTOR inhib-
ition may improve radiotherapy efficacy in prostate
cancer [35]. These two studies provided opposing views
on the promotion of autophagy to improve the radiosen-
sitivities of prostate cancer cells. The discrepancy could
be due to the different autophagy levels attained by dif-
ferent autophagy promoters. Thus, accurate quantifica-
tion of autophagy level should be developed for
understanding the influence of autophagy in prostate
cancer treatment.

Summary of autophagy modulation on improving
radiotherapy efficacy in different cancer types
The strategies used in the major studies on different
cancer types can be divided into three main categories.
The most common direction is the induction of autoph-
agy through promoting the PI3K-Akt-mTOR pathway,
mainly by using mTOR inhibitors. This strategy has
been adopted among glioblastoma, oral, lung, breast,
oesophageal and prostate cancers. The second direction
is the induction of autophagy through promoting the
MAPK pathway by inducing ER stress. This has been
employed in pancreatic, colorectal and prostate cancers.
The third category is the inhibition of autophagy
through the UPR pathway, which is achieved by the
addition of chloroquine as exemplified in the glioblast-
oma and colorectal cancer studies. All strategies are
aimed at adjusting the autophagy level of tumour cells
to improve treatment efficacy.

Future development
As summarised above, there were conflicting results re-
garding the effect of autophagy in radiosensitising tu-
mours for improving radiotherapy efficacy. Therefore,
more investigation is needed before implementing
modulation of autophagy in clinical settings [36]. There
are two aspects which have been identified for further
development. The first aspect is the establishment of au-
tophagy level for individual tumours. It is difficult as au-
tophagy is hard to quantify, for example, the number of
autophagosomes is not directly related to the level of au-
tophagy as an increased number of autophagosomes
could represent a reduced rate of turnover apart from an
increased rate, and a reduced number of autophago-
somes may represent an increase of autophagic flux [2].
Moreover, tissue biopsy experiments would have to be
performed for individual patients instead of relying on
established cancer cell line results because different
tumour samples may have varied basal autophagy levels

and tumour microenvironments. Also, personalised
treatments by modifications of tumour microenviron-
ment and treatment modalities schemes would need to
be investigated. In particular, hypoxia and the varied
radiotherapy dose scheme, and differences in autophagy
pathways between preclinical and clinical studies need
to be investigated as the cellular pathways have multiple
feedback loops and backup mechanisms. This way, the
full picture of autophagy mechanism may be obtained
and its relationship with current cancer treatment mo-
dalities such as radiotherapy may be used with higher
precision. The second aspect is the specialisation of au-
tophagy induction or inhibition drugs. Currently,
autophagy inducers or inhibitors used in preclinical
studies mostly have different primary usages, such as
CQ, which is a drug used for the treatment of malaria
[2]. These drugs have systemic effects and are not specif-
ically targeted at tumour cells. It is possible that the ra-
diosensitivity of normal tissue is also increased, leading
to an increase in radiation injuries [37]. Moreover, the
mTOR inhibitor rapamycin has been used in early clin-
ical trials and was found to cause proteinuria as podo-
cytes depend on the mTOR pathway to control
autophagic flux for proper functioning [38]. Therefore,
specialised autophagy induction or inhibition agents
with tumour specific uptake and accumulation are
needed to enable modification of autophagy and redu-
cing side effects at the clinical stage.

Conclusion
Autophagy, a vitally important cellular mechanism that
affects tumour survival and proliferation, provides a
valuable target for enhancing cancer treatment efficacy
apart from current modalities such as radiotherapy.
However, as autophagy is a two-edged sword that may
promote the destruction or protection oftumour cells,
based on the different tumour type and stage, and may
interact with current treatment modalities, resulting in
an improved or worsened prognosis. More extensive re-
search and development is needed to successfully modify
autophagy for clinical gains, especially for establishing a
quantified autophagy level with an individual tumour
microenvironment and treatment scheme consider-
ations, and the specialisation of autophagy agents for
overcoming the systemic effect of autophagy agents on
patients.

Abbreviations
3-MA: 3-methyladenine; 4E-BP1: 4E binding protein 1; Akt: Protein kinase B;
ATF4: Activating transcription factor 4; ATF6: Activating transcription factor 6;
ATG: Autophagy gene; BCG/CWS: Mycobacterium bovis Bacillus Calmette-
Guerin; Bif-1: Bax interacting factor 1; CHOP: C/EBP homologous protein;
CQ: Chloroquine; eIF2α: Eukaryotic initiation factor 2α; ER: Endoplasmic
reticulum; ERK: Extracellular signal-regulated kinase; ERp29: Endoplasmic
reticulum protein 29; GADD34: Growth arrest and DNA damage-inducible
protein 34; GBM: Glioblastoma Multiforme; GRP78: Glucose-regulated protein

Tam et al. Radiation Oncology  (2017) 12:57 Page 8 of 10



78; IRE1: Inositol requiring enzyme-1; JNK: c-Jun N-terminal kinase;
LAMP2a: Lysosome-associated membrane protein 2; LAMP3: Lysosome-
associated membrane protein 3; LC3A: Light chain 3A;
MAP1LC3: Microtubule-associated protein 1 light chain 3β; MAPK: Mitogen-
activated protein kinases; MEK: Mitogen-activated protein kinase kinase;
mTOR: Mechanistic target of rapamycin; mTORC1: Mechanistic target of
rapamycin complex 1; mTORC2: Mechanistic target of rapamycin complex 2;
NF-κB: Nuclear factor κB; NRF2: NF-E2-related factor 2; NSCLC: Non-small cell
lung cancer; p70S6K: p70 ribosomal protein S6 kinase; PERK: Protein kinase-
like endoplasmic reticulum kinase; PI3K: Phosphatidylinositol-3-kinase;
Raf: Proto-oncogene c-RAF; Rheb-GTP: Ras homolog enriched in brain;
ROS: Reactive oxygen species; RPS6KB1: Ribosomal protein S6 kinase;
TM: Tunicamycin; TMZ: Temozolomide; TSC: Tuberous sclerosis complex;
ULK1: Unc-51-like kinase 1; UPR: Unfolded protein response; UVRAG: UV
radiation resistance-associated gene; vWF: Von Willebrand Factor

Acknowledgements
Not applicable.

Funding
This study is partially supported by The Hong Kong Polytechnic University
Postgraduate Studentship (S.Y. Tam).

Availability of data and materials
Not applicable.

Authors’ contributions
SYT drafted the manuscript. SYT, VWCW and HKWL revised the manuscript.
All authors read and approved the final manuscript.

Competing interests
The authors declare that they have no competing interests.

Consent for publication
Not applicable.

Ethics approval and consent to participate
Not applicable.

Publisher’s Note
Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in
published maps and institutional affiliations.

Received: 28 December 2016 Accepted: 2 March 2017

References
1. Klionsky DJ, Abdelmohsen K, Abe A, Abedin MJ, Abeliovich H, Acevedo

Arozena A, et al. Guidelines for the use and interpretation of assays for
monitoring autophagy (3rd edition). Autophagy. 2016;12(1):1–222.

2. Nagelkerke A, Bussink J, Geurts-Moespot A, Sweep FC, Span PN. Therapeutic
targeting of autophagy in cancer. Part II: pharmacological modulation of
treatment-induced autophagy. Semin Cancer Biol. 2015;31:99–105.

3. Ozpolat B, Benbrook DM. Targeting autophagy in cancer management -
strategies and developments. Cancer Manag Res. 2015;7:291–9.

4. Panda PK, Mukhopadhyay S, Das DN, Sinha N, Naik PP, Bhutia SK.
Mechanism of autophagic regulation in carcinogenesis and cancer
therapeutics. Semin Cell Dev Biol. 2015;39:43–55.

5. Liang XH, Jackson S, Seaman M, Brown K, Kempkes B, Hibshoosh H, et al.
Induction of autophagy and inhibition of tumorigenesis by beclin 1. Nature.
1999;402(6762):672–6.

6. Aita VM, Liang XH, Murty VV, Pincus DL, Yu W, Cayanis E, et al. Cloning and
genomic organization of beclin 1, a candidate tumor suppressor gene on
chromosome 17q21. Genomics. 1999;59(1):59–65.

7. Young AR, Narita M, Ferreira M, Kirschner K, Sadaie M, Darot JF, et al.
Autophagy mediates the mitotic senescence transition. Genes Dev. 2009;
23(7):798–803.

8. Nam HY, Han MW, Chang HW, Lee YS, Lee M, Lee HJ, et al. Radioresistant
cancer cells can be conditioned to enter senescence by mTOR inhibition.
Cancer Res. 2013;73(14):4267–77.

9. Mizushima N, Ohsumi Y, Yoshimori T. Autophagosome formation in
mammalian cells. Cell Struct Funct. 2002;27(6):421–9.

10. Schleicher SM, Moretti L, Varki V, Lu B. Progress in the unraveling of the
endoplasmic reticulum stress/autophagy pathway and cancer: implications
for future therapeutic approaches. Drug Resist Updat. 2010;13(3):79–86.

11. Kim BM, Hong Y, Lee S, Liu P, Lim JH, Lee YH, et al. Therapeutic Implications
for Overcoming Radiation Resistance in Cancer Therapy. Int J Mol Sci. 2015;
16(11):26880–913.

12. Daido S, Yamamoto A, Fujiwara K, Sawaya R, Kondo S, Kondo Y. Inhibition
of the DNA-dependent protein kinase catalytic subunit radiosensitizes
malignant glioma cells by inducing autophagy. Cancer Res. 2005;65(10):
4368–75.

13. Paglin S, Lee NY, Nakar C, Fitzgerald M, Plotkin J, Deuel B, et al. Rapamycin-
sensitive pathway regulates mitochondrial membrane potential, autophagy,
and survival in irradiated MCF-7 cells. Cancer Res. 2005;65(23):11061–70.

14. Kim KW, Moretti L, Mitchell LR, Jung DK, Lu B. Endoplasmic reticulum stress
mediates radiation-induced autophagy by perk-eIF2alpha in caspase-3/7-
deficient cells. Oncogene. 2010;29(22):3241–51.

15. Zhang B, Wang M, Yang Y, Wang Y, Pang X, Su Y, et al. ERp29 is a radiation-
responsive Gene in IEC-6 cell. J Radiat Res. 2008;49(6):587–96.

16. Nardella C, Chen Z, Salmena L, Carracedo A, Alimonti A, Egia A, et al.
Aberrant Rheb-mediated mTORC1 activation and Pten haploinsufficiency
are cooperative oncogenic events. Genes Dev. 2008;22(16):2172–7.

17. Inoue D, Suzuki T, Mitsuishi Y, Miki Y, Suzuki S, Sugawara S, et al.
Accumulation of p62/SQSTM1 is associated with poor prognosis in patients
with lung adenocarcinoma. Cancer Sci. 2012;103(4):760–6.

18. Koong AC, Chen EY, Giaccia AJ. Hypoxia causes the activation of nuclear
factor kappa B through the phosphorylation of I kappa B alpha on tyrosine
residues. Cancer Res. 1994;54(6):1425–30.

19. Palumbo S, Pirtoli L, Tini P, Cevenini G, Calderaro F, Toscano M, et al.
Different involvement of autophagy in human malignant glioma cell lines
undergoing irradiation and temozolomide combined treatments. J Cell
Biochem. 2012;113(7):2308–18.

20. Wang WJ, Long LM, Yang N, Zhang QQ, Zhao JH, Qin ZH, et al. NVP-
BEZ235, a novel dual PI3K/mTOR inhibitor, enhances the radiosensitivity of
human glioma stem cells in vitro. Acta Pharmacol Sin. 2013;34(5):681–90.

21. Rouschop KM, Beucken TVD, Dubois L, Niessen H, Bussink J, Savelkouls K,
et al. The unfolded protein response protects human tumor cells during
hypoxia through regulation of the autophagy genes MAP1LC3B and ATG5.
J Clin Invest. 2010;120(1):127–41.

22. Ferlay J, Soerjomataram I, Dikshit R, Eser S, Mathers C, Rebelo M, et al.
Cancer incidence and mortality worldwide: sources, methods and major
patterns in GLOBOCAN 2012. Int J Cancer. 2015;136(5):E359–86.

23. van Dijk BA, Brands MT, Geurts SM, Merkx MA, Roodenburg JL. Trends in
oral cavity cancer incidence, mortality, survival and treatment in the
Netherlands. Int J Cancer. 2016;139(3):574–83.

24. Wu SY, Liu YW, Wang YK, Lin TH, Li YZ, Chen SH, et al. Ionizing radiation
induces autophagy in human oral squamous cell carcinoma. J BUON. 2014;
19(1):137–44.

25. Kim KW, Hwang M, Moretti L, Jaboin JJ, Cha YI, Lu B. Autophagy
upregulation by inhibitors of caspase-3 and mTOR enhances radiotherapy in
a mouse model of lung cancer. Autophagy. 2008;4(5):659–68.

26. Kim KW, Moretti L, Mitchell LR, Jung DK, Lu B. Combined Bcl-2/mammalian
target of rapamycin inhibition leads to enhanced radiosensitization via
induction of apoptosis and autophagy in non-small cell lung tumor
xenograft model. Clin Cancer Res. 2009;15(19):6096–105.

27. Kim KW, Myers CJ, Jung DK, Lu B. NVP-BEZ-235 enhances radiosensitization
via blockade of the PI3K/mTOR pathway in cisplatin-resistant non-small cell
lung carcinoma. Genes Cancer. 2014;5(7–8):293–302.

28. Apel A, Herr I, Schwarz H, Rodemann HP, Mayer A. Blocked autophagy
sensitizes resistant carcinoma cells to radiation therapy. Cancer Res. 2008;
68(5):1485–94.

29. Albert JM, Kim KW, Cao C, Lu B. Targeting the Akt/mammalian target of
rapamycin pathway for radiosensitization of breast cancer. Mol Cancer Ther.
2006;5(5):1183–9.

30. Pang XL, He G, Liu YB, Wang Y, Zhang B. Endoplasmic reticulum stress
sensitizes human esophageal cancer cell to radiation. World J Gastroenterol.
2013;19(11):1736–48.

31. Ondrej M, Cechakova L, Durisova K, Jaroslav P. To live or let die: Unclear
task of autophagy in the radiosensitization battle. Radiat Oncol. 2016;119:
265–75.

Tam et al. Radiation Oncology  (2017) 12:57 Page 9 of 10



32. Chiu HW, Lin SW, Lin LC, Hsu YH, Lin YF, Ho SY, et al. Synergistic antitumor
effects of radiation and proteasome inhibitor treatment in pancreatic cancer
through the induction of autophagy and the downregulation of TRAF6.
Cancer Lett. 2015;365(2):229–39.

33. Yuk JM, Shin DM, Song KS, Lim K, Kim KH, Lee SH, et al. Bacillus calmette-
guerin cell wall cytoskeleton enhances colon cancer radiosensitivity through
autophagy. Autophagy. 2010;6(1):46–60.

34. Koukourakis MI, Kalamida D, Mitrakas A, Pouliliou S, Kalamida S, Sivridis E,
et al. Intensified autophagy compromises the efficacy of radiotherapy
against prostate cancer. Biochem Biophys Res Commun. 2015;461(2):268–74.

35. Cao C, Subhawong T, Albert JM, Kim KW, Geng L, Sekhar KR, et al. Inhibition
of mammalian target of rapamycin or apoptotic pathway induces
autophagy and radiosensitizes PTEN null prostate cancer cells. Cancer Res.
2006;66(20):10040–7.

36. Azad MB, Gibson SB. Role of BNIP3 in proliferation and hypoxia-induced
autophagy: implications for personalized cancer therapies. Ann N Y Acad
Sci. 2010;1210:8–16.

37. Zois CE, Koukourakis MI. Radiation-induced autophagy in normal and cancer
cells: towards novel cytoprotection and radio-sensitization policies?
Autophagy. 2009;5(4):442–50.

38. Cinà DP, Onay T, Paltoo A, Li C, Maezawa Y, Arteaga JD, et al. Inhibition of
MTPR disrupts autophagic flux in podocytes. J Am Soc Nephrol. 2012;23(3):
412–20.

•  We accept pre-submission inquiries 

•  Our selector tool helps you to find the most relevant journal

•  We provide round the clock customer support 

•  Convenient online submission

•  Thorough peer review

•  Inclusion in PubMed and all major indexing services 

•  Maximum visibility for your research

Submit your manuscript at
www.biomedcentral.com/submit

Submit your next manuscript to BioMed Central 
and we will help you at every step:

Tam et al. Radiation Oncology  (2017) 12:57 Page 10 of 10


	Abstract
	Background
	Relation of autophagy to cancer
	Relation of autophagy with ionising radiation
	Ionising radiation-related autophagy signalling pathways
	PI3K-Akt-mTOR
	UPR
	Mitogen-activated protein kinases (MAPK)

	Effect of autophagy modulation on radiotherapy efficacy in different cancer types
	Glioblastoma
	Oral cancer
	Lung cancer
	Breast cancer
	Oesophageal cancer
	Pancreatic cancer
	Colorectal cancer
	Prostate cancer

	Summary of autophagy modulation on improving radiotherapy efficacy in different cancer types
	Future development
	Conclusion
	Abbreviations
	Acknowledgements
	Funding
	Availability of data and materials
	Authors’ contributions
	Competing interests
	Consent for publication
	Ethics approval and consent to participate
	Publisher’s Note
	References

