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DETECTION OF OVARIAN CANCER BASED
UPON ALPHA-HAPTOGLOBIN LEVELS

CROSS REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATION

The present application claims the benefit of U.S. provi-
sional application No. 60/296,458, filed on Jun. 8, 2001.

STATEMENT OF GOVERNMENT FUNDING

The United States Government has a paid-up license in
this invention and the right in limited circumstances to
require the patent owner to license others in reasonable
terms as provided for by the terms of NIH Grant No.
UO1CA86381 awarded by the Department of Health and
Human Services.

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

The present invention is concerned with diagnostic meth-
ods that can be used in the detection of ovarian cancer. In
particular, it is concerned with the detection of ovarian
cancer by determining the levels of the alpha subunit of
haptoglobin in women.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

The identification of novel cancer biomarkers opens the
possibility for early detection, better monitoring of tumor
progression, and even targeted therapy. Such markers are
especially needed for ovarian cancer, which is often at an
advanced stage at the time of diagnosis, leaving patients
with poor prospects for survival (Mill, et al., J. Nat'l Cancer
Inst. 93:1437-39 (2001); Daly, et al., Cancer Cell 1:111-2
(2002)).

Classical approaches to cancer biomarker identification
involved immunizing animals with tumor cells and then
screening for antibodies that recognize a cell-specific anti-
gen (Bast, et al., N. Engl. J Med. 309:883-73 (1983)).
Recently, tumor mRNA has been compared with normal
tissue mRNA in an attempt to identify up-regulated genes in
cancer tissue using cDNA micro-arrays (Mok, et al, J. Nat’/
Cancer Inst. 93:1458-64.3 (2001); Kim, et al., J. Am. Med.
Assoc. 289:1671-804-5 (2002)). A limitation of the tradi-
tional approach is its high cost and labor intensity, while a
limitation of the cDNA micro-array approach is that tran-
scriptional activity in the tumor does not necessarily reflect
the proteins observed peripherally.

Since protein-protein interactions and post-translational
modifications (e.g. phosphorylation, glycosylation, and
enzymatic cleavage) may alter the protein patterns found in
a patient’s circulation, proteomic high throughput
approaches that allow for the identification of circulating
biomarkers could accelerate oncology research. In this
regard, there has been considerable interest in analyzing
surface enhanced laser desorption/ionizaton mass spectrom-
etry (SELDI-MS) spectra for markers useful for disease
detection (Petricoin, et al., Lancet 359:572-77 (2002); Vla-
hou, et al., Am. J. Pathol. 1;158:1491-02 (2001)). If these
approaches lead to a biomarker that can be used to detect
ovarian cancer in its early stages, e.g., a test analogous to the
Pap smear used for uterine cancer, survival rates could
undoubtedly be substantially improved.
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2
SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

The present invention is based upon experiments in which
SELDI-MS chip technology was combined with liquid chro-
matography and tandem mass spectrometry (LC-MS/MS),
to identify a novel serum biomarker for ovarian cancer. The
biomarker was identified as having an amino acid sequence
corresponding to the alpha chain of haptoglobin and is
consistently elevated in the serum of patients with ovarian
cancer relative to the level seen in control samples from
people that do not have the disease.

In its first aspect, the invention is directed to a method of
assaying a woman for the presence of cancer, particularly
ovarian cancer. The method involves obtaining a test bio-
logical sample, preferably a serum or plasma sample, from
the woman and then assaying it to determine the amount of
haptoglobin alpha chain or human haptoglobin alpha antigen
present. As used herein, the terms “haptoglobin alpha chain”
and “haptoglobin alpha subunit” refer to the free protein, not
bound to the haptoglobin beta chain. The requirements of the
protein are that it must produce an MS peak at between
11,600 and 11,700 (m/z) and have a sequence derived from
human haptoglobin alpha. Peaks may be comprised of
proteins that have very small differences in length due to
partial degradation by protease but these differences cannot
be so great as to result in an MS spectral peak outside of the
specified range. Unless otherwise indicated, the terms do not
refer to haptoglobin alpha chain that is part of intact hap-
toglobin. Similarly, the term “haptoglobin alpha antigen”
refers to a protein or peptide derived from the alpha chain
that has an epitope that reacts with antibody to the alpha
chain and which is not bound to the beta chain or part of
intact haptoglobin.

Although any means for carrying out this assay is com-
patible with the invention, immunological methods, particu-
larly radioimmuno or ELISA assays, are preferred. Once a
determination is made of the amount of haptoglobin alpha
chain, or haptoglobin alpha antigen, present in the test
sample, the results can be compared with those of control
samples, which are obtained in a manner similar to the test
samples but from individuals that do not have ovarian
cancer. If the level of alpha haptoglobin antigen is signifi-
cantly elevated in the test sample, it may be concluded that
there is an increased likelihood of that the woman from
which it was derived has or will develop ovarian cancer.

In an alternative embodiment, the invention is directed to
a method of determining the likelihood of a woman having
or developing ovarian cancer using SELDI mass spectra
profiles. The procedure involves adsorbing the protein,
preferably in a sample of plasma or serum, on to an
immobilized metal affinity capture protein chip prior to
desorption and mass spectrometry. The chip is preferably
activated using Cu**, although other metals such as zinc or
nickel may also be used. The presence of a protein peak in
the spectra at between 11,600 and 11,700 (nm/z) (with a 0.5%
mass accuracy) is an indication that the serum sample was
derived from an individual with ovarian cancer. The protein
material corresponding to these peaks may be used to
develop antibodies that can be used diagnostically in immu-
noassays.

The assays described above may be used as a screening
tool or in helping to confirm a diagnosis. Thus, it is expected
that the assays may be used in conjunction with clinical
examinations and other tests for determining the presence of
cancer. The assays may also be used in patients that have
been diagnosed as having ovarian cancer to monitor the
disease and the effectiveness of therapy. For example, one



US 7,112,408 B2

3

would expect to see a decrease in serum haptoglobin alpha
chain, or antigen, levels in patients after surgery or other
treatment and an increase in levels if there is a recurrence or
worsening of the disease. In instances where a cancer patient
is being monitored, multiple assays would be conducted
over a period of months or years with the results of each new
assay being compared to those from previous assays in the
same patient to determine whether levels have increased or
decreased. An increase in haptoglobin alpha chain would be
an indication that the disease is progressing (i.e., cancer cells
in the patient are growing or not adequately responding to
therapy).

The invention also encompasses an antibody made by
obtaining a serum or plasma sample from a patient with
ovarian cancer; isolating a protein that produces a peak at
between 11,600 and 11,700 (m/z) by SELDI mass spectros-
copy and which has an amino sequence corresponding to a
sequence of the alpha subunit of human haptoglobin; and
injecting the isolated peptide into an animal capable of
making said antibody. Antibodies may also be made by
injecting peptides derived from the human haptoglobin
alpha subunit with the peptidle NNKKQWINKAVGD-
KLPEC (SEQ ID NO:1) being most preferred. More gen-
erally, polyclonal or monoclonal antibodies made to these
peptides by any standard method known in the art are part
of the invention.

The inventors have also developed a unique ELISA assay
for the human haptoglobin alpha antigen which is capable of
distinguishing between the free alpha subunit and subunit
that is part of intact haptoglobin. The first step in the method
is to immobilize the human haptoglobin alpha antigen from
a serum or plasma sample by incubating the sample on a
microtiter, e.g., 96 well, plate. The antigen is then contacted
with a first, preferably monoclonal, antibody that binds to
intact human haptoglobin. In the next step, the plate is
exposed to a second, preferably polyclonal, antibody. The
second antibody binds with specificity to an epitope on the
human haptoglobin alpha chain but does not bind to intact
human haptoglobin after it has been bound by the first
antibody. Thus, the first antibody serves to block the binding
of the second to intact haptoglobin but not to free hapto-
globin alpha subunit. Finally, a third antibody that is con-
jugated to an enzyme, e.g., horseradish peroxidase, is used
for quantitating binding. The third antibody recognizes and
binds to the second antibody but not to the first antibody.
This may be accomplished, for example, by using a first
antibody made in mouse, a second antibody made in rabbit
and then a third antibody that recognizes rabbit but not
mouse IgG. The reaction catalyzed by the conjugated
enzyme may be then be used to quantitate binding using
methods well known in the art. For example, a standard
curve may be constructed using known amounts of the
human haptoglobin alpha chain. A known amount of intact
human haptoglobin may also be used in assays as a control.

The invention also encompasses an ELISA kit that has
components needed for carrying out the assay described
above. Thus, the kit contains a first antibody that binds to
intact human haptoglobin and a second antibody that binds
with specificity to an epitope on the human haptoglobin
alpha chain but which does not bind to intact human
haptoglobin that has been bound by the first antibody.
Ordinarily these antibodies should be separately packaged,
e.g., they should be in separate containers within the kit. The
antibodies, and any other components in the kit may be
lyophilized or may be in a solution optionally containing
buffer, salts, stabilizing agents etc. The kit may also include
components for standardizing assays and which can serves
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as controls. For, example the kit may include intact human
haptoglobin or human haptoglobin beta chain and/or human
haptoglobin alpha subunit or a peptide having at least 10
consecutive amino acids corresponding to a sequence found
within that of the human haptoglobin alpha chain. These
components should be in containers separate from antibody
and separate from one another.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE
INVENTION

The present invention is based upon the results of a study
aimed at identifying potential biomarkers in the serum and
plasma of women using the technique of Surface Enhanced
Laser Desorption-lonization (SELDI)-Mass Spectroscopy
(MS) for the early detection of ovarian cancer. Five different
types of surface specific protein chip arrays were applied to
screen for potential protein markers having a molecular
weight of less than 100 kDa. A total of 74 age-matched
serum samples (24 cases and 50 controls) and 33 age-
matched plasma samples (22 cases and 11 controls) were
used. Comparing mass spectra profiles generated from the
samples, several protein peaks were identified that consis-
tently appeared in cases but not in the controls. One protein
peak appeared in all subtypes of ovarian cancer cases and
was further purified by affinity chromatography. Protein
sequence data showed that the protein belonged to the alpha
chain of haptoglobin.

Haptoglobin is a tetramer generally secreted by the liver
and involved in binding free hemoglobin and preventing the
loss of iron from the body. It also has peroxidase activity
when it is associated with hemoglobin. The present studies
have led to the concept that assays specifically directed at the
alpha subunit of this protein, as opposed, for example, to the
intact protein, are especially useful in the detection of
ovarian cancer.

At least two types of assays may be used in the detection
of ovarian cancer based upon the results described above.
First, immunoassays may be used to detect the amount of
haptoglobin alpha antigen in biological samples. Alterna-
tively, mass spectroscopy may be used directly to determine
whether a peak in the 11,600-11,700 (m/z) region of spectra
characteristic of ovarian cancer is present. The protein
material from this region may also be isolated and used in
the production of antibodies that bind to it with specificity.
Specificity of binding in this sense indicates an antibody that
has at least a 100-fold greater affinity for an epitope on the
isolated protein material than for any epitope derived from
another, different, protein. The process for producing such
antibodies may involve either injecting the full length pro-
tein material into an appropriate animal, or, alternatively,
injecting short peptides made to correspond to different
regions within a protein. The peptides should be at least five
amino acids in length and should be selected from regions
believed to be unique. Thus, highly conserved regions
should generally be avoided in selecting peptides for the
generation of antibodies. Methods for making and detecting
antibodies are well known to those of skill in the art as
evidenced by standard reference works such as: Harlow, et
al., Antibodies, A Laboratory Manual, Cold Spring Harbor
Laboratory, NY (1988); Klein, Immunology: The Science of
Self-Nonself Discrimination (1982); Kennett, et al., Mono-
clonal Antibodies and Hybridomas: A New Dimension in
Biological Analyses (1980); and Campbell “Monoclonal
Antibody Technology,” in Laboratory Iechniques in Bio-
chemistry and Molecular Biology (1984).
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“Antibody” as used herein is meant to include intact
molecules as well as fragments which retain their ability to
bind to antigen (e.g., Fab and F(ab'), fragments). These
fragments are typically produced by proteolytically cleaving
intact antibodies using enzymes such as papain (to produce
Fab fragments) or pepsin (to produce F(ab'), fragments).
The term “antibody” also refers to both monoclonal anti-
bodies and polyclonal antibodies. Polyclonal antibodies are
derived from the sera of animals immunized with the
antigen. Monoclonal antibodies can be prepared using hybri-
doma technology (Kohler, et al., Nature 256:495 (1975);
Hammerling, et al., in Monoclonal Antibodies and T-Cell
Hybridomas, Elsevier N.Y., pp. 563-681 (1981)). In general,
this technology involves immunizing an animal, usually a
mouse, with either intact antigen or a fragment derived from
the antigen. The splenocytes of the immunized animals are
extracted and fused with suitable myeloma cells, e.g., SP,
cells. After fusion, the resulting hybridoma cells are selec-
tively maintained in HAT medium and then cloned by
limiting dilution (Wands, et al., Gastroenterology 80:225-
232 (1981)). The cells obtained through such selection are
then assayed to identify clones which secrete antibodies
capable of binding specifically to antigen.

The antibodies or fragments of antibodies of the present
invention may be used to detect the alpha subunits of human
haptoglobin, or degradation products thereof, in radioimmu-
noassays or immunometric assays, also known as “two-site”
or “sandwich” assays as discussed above. (See Chard, “An
Introduction to Radioimmune Assay and Related Tech-
niques,” in Laboratory Techniques in Biochemistry and
Molecular Biology, North Holland Publishing Co., NY.
(1978)). In a typical immunometric assay, a quantity of
unlabeled antibody is bound to a solid support that is
insoluble in the fluid being tested, e.g. serum or plasma.
After the initial binding of antigen to immobilized antibody,
a quantity of detectably labeled second antibody (which may
or may not be the same as the first) is added to permit
detection and/or quantitation of bound antigen (see e.g.,
Radioimmune Assay Method, Kirkham, et al. ed., pp.
199-206, E & S Livingstone, Edinburgh (1970)). Many
variations of these types of assays are know in the art and
may be employed for the detection of the proteins or
peptides associated with ovarian cancer.

Other types of assays for measuring the concentration of
the alpha subunit of haptoglobin are also compatible with
the present invention. These procedures should be distin-
guished from assays which measure only the intact hapto-
globin protein, as it is believed that it is the alpha subunit
that is particularly diagnostic of ovarian cancer, i.e., it is
expected that, in general, the alpha subunits of haptoglobin
will be raised in concentration to a greater extent than the
beta subunits. Thus, one variation of the present invention
would be to measure ratios of subunits in test patients and
compare these ratios to those obtained using a control
population. Control samples could be derived from the
general population or, preferably, from particular individuals
known to be free of ovarian cancer. Standard scientific
procedures for choosing appropriate controls have been well
established and may be applied in connection with the
assays of the present invention.

EXAMPLES

A. Summary

The present Example describes experiments in which sera
from 58 cancer patients and 50 healthy women were
screened using surface enhanced laser desorption ionization
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(SELDI)-mass based protein chips. A candidate protein
biomarker was isolated by metal affinity chromatography
and sequenced by tandem mass spectrometry. An antibody
was generated from a polypeptide made using the sequence
data and applied for validation with Western blot and
enzyme-linked immunosorbent assay (ELISA) in 80 cases,
51 benign ovarian tumors, 52 other gynecological cancers
and 120 normal controls.

A protein biomarker at about 11,600 Da was identified
from the serum protein profiles and showed 72% sensitivity
and 90% specificity in the initial screening. The amino acid
sequence showed the identity of the marker to be the alpha
chain of haptoglobin (Hp-a). Western blot and ELISA data
established that Hp-o was elevated up to 1.8-fold in sera of
cancer patients compared to normal controls, benign tumor
and other gynecological cancers (P<0.0001). This marker is
especially useful for detecting early stage ovarian cancer
(79% sensitivity). Complementary studies suggested that
elevated Hp-o. may result from cleavage of native protein
rather than tumor production.

B. Materials and Methods

Biological Specimens

All patient-related biologic specimens were collected and
archived under protocols approved by the Human Subjects
Committees of the Partners HealthCare System, Boston,
Mass. and the IRB for The University of Texas, Southwest-
ern Medical Center at Dallas (UTSW). Serum was collected
pre-operatively from women requiring surgery for a “pelvic
mass,” at Brigham and Women’s Hospital (BWH), Massa-
chusetts General Hospital (MGH), and UTSW. We collected
serum specimens from 183 women before surgery; 80 of
them proved to have epithelial ovarian cancer, 51 had benign
gynecologic tumor, and 52 had other types of gynecologic
cancer. A total of 120 serum specimens were also available
from normal women selected from the general population
and collected as part of a population-based case-control
study of ovarian cancer. All specimens were aliquoted and
frozen at —80° C. prior to analysis.

Serum Protein Mass Profiling

Unfractionated serum samples were thawed and mixed
with an equal volume of PBS (phosphate-buffered saline)
buffer (5 pl) containing 1.0% CHAPS and 8 M urea. The
mixture was spun for 30-seconds before being used for
protein chip binding. The protein chip IMAC3 (immobilized
metal affinity capture) was activated by a metal (50 mM
Cu**) for 10 min and followed by two washes with HPLC
grade water. Serum samples were added to the surface of
IMAC3 array and incubated with 40 pl binding buffer (0.1
M sodium phosphate, 0.5 M sodium chloride, 10 mM of
imidazole) for 30 min. After two washes with binding buffer
and water, the air-dried arrays were then treated with satu-
rated sinapinic acid in 0.5% TFA (trifluoroacetic acid) and
50% acetonitrile before applied on SELDI-MS (Protein
Biology System II, Ciphergen, Biosystems, Freemont,
Calif., USA). Mass resolution and accuracy was assessed by
routine calibration with 5733.58 and 12230.92 Da polypep-
tides. The chips were read and analyzed under the following
settings: laser intensity 250, detector sensitivity 10, 50-shots
per sample, auto identify peaks from 3000 to 50,000 Da. A
mass accuracy of 0.1% for protein and polypeptide of
3000-30,000 mass/charge (m/z) has been obtained in this
system.

Protein Purification and Identification

A serum sample of 0.5 ml from a cancer case with the
pattern of interest was mixed with equal volume of PBS
buffer containing 1.0% 3-[(3-cholamidopropyl) dimethy-
lammonio]-1-propanesulfonate (CHAPS), and 8 M urea.
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Then the sample was applied on a Sephadex G-25 column
for desalting and removing insoluble fractions from the
serum. Metal affinity column HiTrap™ chelating HP (1 ml,
Amersham Pharmacia Biotech AB, Uppsala, Sweden) was
applied for the metal affinity purification according to the
provided protocol. Elution buffers containing 20 mM
sodium phosphate, 0.5 M NaCl, pH 4.5-6.5 were applied.
The eluted fractions of interest were first applied on the
SELDI-MS to confirm the polypeptide peak and then sepa-
rated by 10-20% gradient SDS-PAGE. The separated pro-
teins were visualized by Coomassie staining. The band of
interest was excised from the gel and subjected to in-gel
digestion with trypsin (Shevchenko, et al., Aral Chem.
68:850-58 (1996)). The resultant polypeptides were further
separated by liquid chromatography with online sequence
analysis by tandem mass spectrometry (LC-MS/MS) (Peng,
et al., J. Mass Spectrom. 36:1083-91; Mann, et al., Annu.
Rev. Biochem. 70:437-73 (2001)). The fragmentation lad-
ders (the b and y ion series) from the lowest mass to the
highest mass were used to identify the amino acid residues
of the peptides.

Antibody Generation and Western Blotting

The amino acid sequence, NNKKQWINKAVGDKLPEC
(SEQ ID NO:1), from the identified Hp-o. fragment was
selected for peptide synthesis based on predicted antigenic-
ity and used for generating a polyclonal antibody from
rabbits (BioSource International, Hopkinton Division,
Mass., USA). The affinity-purified antibody was used for the
western blot and ELISA. A total of 0.5 pg of human Hp
protein (98-100% purity, Sigma) was incubated with 10 pl
of Hp cleavage solution (50% urea and 2% f}-mercaptoet-
hanol) (Shindo, et al., Electrophoresis 11:483-88 (1990)) to
generate both o and f§ chains as positive controls. Aliquot
sera (0.5 pug) samples were mixed with PBS buffer contain-
ing 1.0% CHAPS and 8 M urea before loading on the 15%
SDS-PAGE. After the proteins were transferred to PVDF
membrane, 5% of fat-free milk in 10 mM Tris. HCI/100 mM
NaCl/0.1% (v/v) Tween-20, pH 7.5 (Tris buffer contains
sodium salt and Tween-20, TBST) was used for blocking. A
monoclonal antibody (1:5000) against human Hp (Sigma)
was also applied for blocking the cross-reaction between
Hp-o and intact Hp protein. The purified primary antibody
against Hp-o was used at 1:5000 dilution in TBST with 5%
milk (w/v) for 2 h. The membrane was then washed three
times with TBST for 10 min per wash. The serum Hp-a
peptides were detected by the second antibody conjugated to
horseradish peroxidase and visualized by the enhanced
chemiluminescent (ECL, Pierce) detection system.

Quantitative Validation by Enzyme-linked Immunosor-
bent Assay

The total Hp-a level was quantified using direct ELISA
with the purified polyclonal antibody against Hp-o. and the
monoclonal antibody against intact Hp protein. Individual
serum samples (1 pl) were mixed with 2 ul of PBS buffer
containing 1.0% CHAPS and 8 M urea. The mixture was
then diluted (1:1000) in coating buffer (0.1 M carbonate, pH
9.8). The diluted mixture of 200 pl was added onto a 96-well
plate and incubated overnight at 4° C. for antigen coating.
Antigen of the synthetic Hp-a peptide fragment was used for
standard calibration in each assay. After 6 washes with
buffer (5 mM Tris.HCI, 0.15M NaCl and 0.05% Tween-20),
the antigen was blocked by incubation at 37° C. for 2 hours,
with 1% BSA and 2-3 pg (1:5000) monoclonal antibody
against human Hp protein, in the buffer containing 50 mM
Tris. HCI, pH 7.5 and 0.05% NaN,. After 3 washes, the
polyclonal Hp-a antibody (1:3000) in 50 mM Tris. HCI, pH
7.5 with 6% BSA was added and incubated for 1 h at 37° C.
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After 7 washes, the second antibody conjugated with horse-
radish peroxidase diluted (1:5000) in 50 mM Tris.HCI, pH
7.5 with 6% BSA was applied and incubated at 37° C. for 30
min. After 9 washes, the antigen concentration was recov-
ered by the Turbo-TMB (Pierce) initiated chemifluorescent
reaction and measured at A ,5, nm according to the protocol.

Real-Time Quantitative Reverse Transcription-poly-
merase Chain Reaction

Real-time reverse transcription-polymerase chain reac-
tion (RT-PCR) was performed in duplicate using primer sets
specific for Hp-a (forward primer: 5'CTGCGCACA-
GAAGG AGATGGAGTA-3'(SEQ ID NO:2); reverse
primer: 5'-GCGGACCGAGTGCTCCACATA GCC-3'(SEQ
ID NO:3)). A housekeeping gene, GADPH also amplified
for normalization. PCR products were detected in an ABI
PRISM 5700 Sequence Detector (PE Applied Biosystems,
Foster City, Calif.). RNA was extracted from normal ovarian
epithelial cell cultures (HOSE 730, HOSE 854, HOSE 726)
and from 8 ovarian carcinoma cell lines (MACS, OV 420,
OV 2008, OVCA 429, ALST, OVCA 432, TOV 21G,
RMG-1). The detailed methods for cDNA generation and
PCR reaction and quantification have been previously
described (Mok, et al., J. Nat’l Cancer Inst. 93:1458-64.3
(2001)).

Biotin Labeling Hp and Serum Enzymatic Reaction

Intact Hp protein (mixture of 1-1, 2-1 forms, Sigma) was
labeled with NHS-LC-Biotin (Pierce) as previously
described (Altin, et al., Aral. Biochem. 224:382-89 (1995)).
A total of about 200 pg Hp in 200 pl PBS buffer was added
with 20 times mole excess of fresh prepared NHS-LC-Biotin
and incubated for 1 h at room temperature. The unlabeled
free NHS-LC-Biotin was removed by micro-centrifugation.
Biotin-labeled Hp (biotin-Hp, 0.4 ng) was incubated with
serum samples (2 ul) at room temperature for 30 min to 6
hours. The reaction samples were applied on Western blot
under non-reducing conditions. Biotin-Hp-o and -f3 chains
were detected by enhanced chemiluminescence. The total of
amount of biotin-Hp-a.; and biotin-Hp-a, on the membrane
relative to controls was quantified by densitometry and
normalized with the same control sample in each blot.

Statistical Analysis

For comparison of the difference between the means of
the protein marker peak intensity from SELDI-MS profiles
between cancer and normal sera, Student’s t test was applied
on the logarithmic scale. The total Hp-a concentration in
serum quantitatively measured by ELISA and biotin Hp-c,
transformed to the logarithmic scale was analyzed by
ANOVA to compare the difference between serum popula-
tions of ovarian cancer, benign tumor, other gynecological
cancers and the normal controls.

C. Results

The SELDI-MS profile patterns of the metal binding
polypeptides were displayed according to their mass-to-
charge ratio (m/z) and analyzed with the biomarker software
(Ciphergen) that distinguishes differences in polypeptide
peaks between subject groups based on their mass intensity.
One candidate marker was identifiable both by visually
comparing mass spectrum profiles and by using the protein
peak discriminator software. A polypeptide at approximately
11,600-11,700 Da was frequently found in cancer patients at
high intensity, but less so in controls. Using 0.21 of peak
intensity as a cut off (Cramer, etal., Int. J. Cancer 94:128-34
(2001)), this biomarker was present in 58 of the 80 cases
(72%) and absent in 82 of 91 controls (90%) in the initial
screening (p=0.002).

Since the profiles showing the 11,600-11,700 Da
polypeptide peaks were generated from the Cu®* surface
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(IMAC3) array, this indicated that the candidate polypeptide
had a metal binding affinity. Thus, a case serum was applied
to a Cu** activated chelating column for purification. The
eluted protein fraction from the column was separated on a
10-20% gradient SDS-PAGE. The purified candidate pro-
tein from the cancer case was analyzed by SELDI-MS to
confirm that it corresponded with the 11,600 Da peak. The
corresponding polypeptide was unable to be purified from
normal control serum.

We determined the precise amino acid sequence of the
polypeptide by liquid chromatography with online sequence
analysis by tandem mass spectrometry (LC-MS/MS). The
sequence data showed that five different polypeptides from
pro-haptoglobin-1 (Hp-1) were detected. Two of these pep-
tides were partially tryptic peptides, which corresponded to
the N and C terminus of the polypeptide biomarker. The
fragmentation ladders of first polypeptide (964.5 MH™, the
b and y ion series) were displayed as an example for
identification of the amino acid residues of PKNPANPV
(SEQ ID NO:4) Q peptide. Considering all peptides
detected, the amino acid sequence of the biomarker corre-
sponded to Hp-a, polypeptide.

To further explore and validate Hp-o, as an ovarian
cancer marker, we performed Western blot analysis using a
specific polyclonal antibody against the epitope peptide to
detect the Hp-o in serum samples. Because the peptide
sequence of Hp-a, is derived from gene duplication of
Hp-c,, the polyclonal antibodies reacted with both Hp-a,
and Hp-a.,, but not with § chain as shown with Coomassie
staining. Western blotting revealed that Hp-a,, is elevated in
cancer sera but not in controls. The level of Hp-a., is also
increased in cancer sera. Hp o subunit polymorphism was
also observed.

To quantify the total Hp-o. amount in case and control
sera, we developed an enzyme-linked immunosorbent assay
(ELISA). A competitive monoclonal antibody against
human Hp protein was used to specifically block the cross-
reaction of Hp-a antibody with intact Hp protein. The assay,
which requires 0.2 pL of serum for each, was used to screen
a population of 80 patients with ovarian cancers, 51 with
benign ovarian tumor, 52 with other gynecological cancers
and 120 normal controls. The mean *standard error of total
Hp-o unit (ug/ml) in sera of ovarian cancer patients was
74.4+5.6 and significantly different (p<0.0001) from
40.7£2.1, 46+5.9 and 46+4.3 for the normal controls, benign
ovarian tumor and other gynecological cancers, respectively.
This preliminary assay provided the cut off value of 61
(ug/ml), which represented the mean plus one standard
deviation in normal subjects, detected 67 of 80 cases
(83.8%), and ruled out 99 of 120 normal controls (82.5%) as
shown in Table 1. It also demonstrated that among the 19
earlier stages (I, II) cases, this marker detected 15 cases and
with 79% sensitivity.

TABLE 1

Preoperative Hp-a level by selected subtypes with ovarian cancer
and control subjects without ovarian cancer

Hp-a level, pg/ml

Characteristic No. Mean (S.D.) Positive (>61)
Normal control 120 41 (20) 17.5%
Benign conditions 51 46 (37) 21.5%
Other GYN cancer 52 46 (30) 46%
Cervical carcinoma 31 41 (16) 55%
Endometrial carcinoma 15 61.5 (30) 20%
Other! 6 87 (54) 66%
Total 223 47.5 (30) 25%
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TABLE 1-continued

Preoperative Hp-a level by selected subtypes with ovarian cancer
and control subjects without ovarian cancer

Hp-a level, pg/ml

Characteristic No. Mean (S.D.) Positive (>61)
Ovarian cancer

Stage I 13 60.5 (22) 69%
Stage II 6 80.5 (34) 100%
Stage III 56 85.5 (53) 86%
Stage IV 5 76 (11) 100%
Total 80 74 (50) 83.5%

"Includes 1 vulva, 2 vaginal, 3 cancers of uterine body

To test whether the elevated level of Hp-a in the sera of
ovarian cancer patients resulted from over-expression by
tumor cells, quantitative RT-PCR and Western blot analysis
were performed using normal and malignant ovarian epi-
thelial cell lines. Neither the mRNA coding for Hp-o nor the
peptide was detected. To test the hypothesis that dissociation
of Hp into Hp-o and [} subunits may be due to the presence
of specific enzymes such as proteases in the sera from cancer
patients, the biotin labeled Hp (biotin-Hp) was incubated
with sera from cancer patients and controls. Western blotting
showed that biotin-labeled a,, o, and [ fragments were
detected in biotin-Hp samples incubated with cancer sera,
and the intensity of the Hp-o, increased with the time of
incubation. However, only a trace of Hp-f fragment was
detected when biotin-Hp was incubated with the normal
serum. With the same amount of biotin-Hp incubation, the
cleaved Hp-a fragments were about 2-fold higher in sera
from ovarian cancer patients than in sera from normal
women, benign ovarian tumors, or other gynecological
cancers. This is consistent with the ELISA data that total
Hp-o is about two times higher than controls. Pretreatment
of cancer sera by boiling for 10 min eliminated detectable
Hp-a,, -a.,, or ( subunits. This indicates that Hp-c disso-
ciation from intact Hp is likely due to a specific enzymatic
cleavage.

D. Discussion

Time of flight (TOF) mass spectrometry technology offers
a powerful and sensitive tool for studying post-translational
protein profiles in blood obtained from cancer and normal
subjects. Recently, there has been considerable interest in
analyzing the SELDI-MS spectral “proteomic patterns”
(Petricoin, et al., Lancet 359:572-77 (2002). As the distinct
pattern of proteins creates the discriminatory power, it may
become very useful in the future for disease detection.
However, validation of the methodology requires demon-
stration that the technique is reproducible among different
laboratories and different sites of case-control specimens.
Furthermore, it would be desirable to know the identity of
the biomarkers in the pattern to understand their significance
in disease pathogenesis. With protein identification, more
standard approaches such as ELISA can then be applied for
diagnostic and mechanistic studies. In fact, with mass spec-
trometry, a number of polypeptides have been identified that
are potentially useful for diagnosis and therapy, i.e., amy-
loid-p peptide as a diagnostic marker for Alzheimer’s dis-
ease (Schrader, et al., Trends Biotechnol. 19:S55-60 (2001);
Knopman, et al., Arch. Neurol. 58:373-379 (2001)).

Hp-a, and o, subunits are normally linked to the {3 chain
via disulfide bonds to form different Hp biotypes, which are
secreted mainly from liver cells and function primarily as
hemoglobin (Hb) scavengers by binding free Hb and recy-
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cling the iron. However, Hp is also recognized as an acute
phase serum glycoprotein that responds to a variety of
stimuli. Cells and tissues other than liver including cancer
cells (Harvey, et al., Arch. Biochem. Biophys. 345:289-98
(1997)), intestinal, seminiferous, and endometriotic epithe-
lium may also produce Hp (Piva, et al., J. Clin. Endocrinol
Metab. 86:2553-61 (2001)). Besides its scavenging and
inflammatory response functions, Hp has been shown to be
involved in the regulation of epidermal cell transformation,
immune suppression in cancer and angiogenesis. Interest-
ingly, intact Hp has been previously found to be increased in
sera from ovarian cancer patients, specifically in the glyco-
sylated forms (Fish, et al., Eur J Cancer Clin. Oncol.
20:625-30 (1984); Thompson, et al., Cancer Lett. 66: 43—48
(1992)), but neither of these studies suggested any intrinsic
changes in the content of Hp-a subunit.

Here we provide evidence that the Hp-o subunit is
specifically elevated in sera of ovarian cancer patients.
Although it is not yet clear the cause and consequence of the
specific elevation of Hp-o in ovarian cancer, it is possible
that the proportional dissociation of Hp-a chains from intact
Hp leads to the abolition of the native Hp-Hb complex
function and activation of immune suppression in cancer
patients.
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In conclusion, we have used MS-based protein chip
technology combined with liquid chromatography and tan-
dem mass spectrometry (LC-MS/MS) to identify Hp-a as a
novel ovarian cancer serum biomarker. We have validated
this biomarker by Western blot analysis and quantitative
ELISA using a specific antibody. The elevated Hp-o in
ovarian cancer sera is likely due to abnormal a-f3 cleavage
in the circulation rather than tumor cell over-production. The
biomarkers which resulted from the cancer-associated pro-
tein networking and metabolism, would not otherwise be
detected using either the classical approach or newer ones
with DNA microarrays at gene expression level. The iden-
tification of the phenotype-linked serum protein biomarkers,
or the specific polypeptide markers using proteomic
approaches should profoundly affect cancer diagnosis and
broaden our understanding of molecular mechanisms in
cancer biology.

All references cited herein are fully incorporated by
reference. Having now fully described the invention, it will
be understood by those of skill in the art that the invention
may be performed within a wide and equivalent range of
conditions, parameters and the like, without affecting the
spirit or scope of the invention or any embodiment thereof.

SEQUENCE LISTING

<160> NUMBER OF SEQ ID NOS: 4
<210> SEQ ID NO 1

<211> LENGTH: 18

<212> TYPE: PRT

<213> ORGANISM: Homo sapiens

<400> SEQUENCE: 1

Asn Asn Lys Lys Gln Trp Ile Asn Lys Ala Val Gly Asp Lys Leu Pro

1 5 10

Glu Cys

<210>
<211>
<212>
<213>

SEQ ID NO 2

LENGTH: 24

TYPE: DNA

ORGANISM: Homo sapiens

<400> SEQUENCE: 2

ctgcgcacag aaggagatgg agta

<210>
<211>
<212>
<213>

SEQ ID NO 3

LENGTH: 24

TYPE: DNA

ORGANISM: Homo sapiens

<400> SEQUENCE: 3

gcggaccgag tgctccacat agcce

<210>
<211>
<212>
<213>

SEQ ID NO 4

LENGTH: 8

TYPE: PRT

ORGANISM: Homo sapiens
<400> SEQUENCE: 4

Pro Lys Asn Pro Ala Asn Pro Val
1 5

15

24

24
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What is claimed is:

1. A method of assaying a woman for ovarian cancer,
comprising:

a) obtaining a test sample of serum, plasma, or whole

blood from said woman;
b) assaying said test sample to determine the amount of
free human haptoglobin alpha subunit that is present;

¢) comparing the amount of free human haptoglobin alpha
subunit determined in step b) with the amount of free
human haptoglobin alpha subunit in a control sample of
serum, plasma or whole blood; and

d) determining if said woman is at increased risk of

having ovarian cancer based upon the comparison of
step c).

2. The method of claim 1, wherein the amount of free
human haptoglobin alpha subunit present in said test sample
is determined using an immunoassay.

3. The method of claim 2, wherein said immunoassay is
a radioimmunoassay.

4. The method of claim 2, wherein said immunoassay is
an ELISA.

5. The method of any one of claims 2-4, wherein said
immunoassay, radioimmunoassay or ELISA is performed
using an antibody that only recognizes the free human
haptoglobin alpha subunit and which does not recognize this
subunit when joined to the haptoglobin beta chain.

6. The method of claim 5, wherein said antibody is a
monoclonal antibody.

7. The method of any one of claims 1-4, wherein said test
sample is serum.

8. The method of any one of claims 1-4, wherein said test
sample is plasma.

9. The method of any one of claims 1-4, wherein said test
sample is whole blood.

10. A method of assaying a woman for the effectiveness
of ovarian cancer therapy, comprising:

5
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a) obtaining a test sample of serum, plasma, or whole

blood from said woman;
b) assaying said test sample to determine the amount of
free human haptoglobin alpha subunit that is present;

¢) comparing the amount of free human haptoglobin alpha
subunit determined in step b) with the amount of free
human haptoglobin alpha subunit determined in an
assay previously performed on a sample of serum,
oplasma or wholeblood from said woman of serum,
plasma or whole blood; and

d) determining if said woman is at increased risk of

having ovarian cancer based upon the comparison of
step ¢).

11. The method of claim 10, wherein the amount of free
human haptoglobin alpha subunit present in said test sample
is determined using an immunoassay.

12. The method of claim 11, wherein said immunoassay
is a radioimmunoassay.

13. The method of claim 12, wherein said immunoassay
is an ELISA.

14. The method of any one of claims 11-13, wherein said
immunoassay, radioimmunoassay or ELISA is performed
using an antibody that only recognizes free human hapto-
globin alpha subunit and which does not recognize this
subunit when joined to the human haptoglobin beta chain.

15. The method of claim 14, wherein said antibody is a
monoclonal antibody.

16. The method of any one of claim 10-13, wherein said
test sample is serum.

17. The method of any one of claims 10-13, wherein said
test sample is plasma.

18. The method of any one of claims 10-13, wherein said
test sample is whole blood.
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TABLE 1
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Preoperative Hp-au level by selected subtypes with ovarian cancer
and control subjects without ovarian cancer

Hp-a level, ugml

Characteristic No. Mean (S.D.] Positive (>61)
Normal control 120 41 (20 17.5%
Benign conditions 51 46 (37) 21.5%
Other GYN cancer 52 46 (30) 46%
Cervical carcinoma 31 41 (16) 55%
Endometrial carcinoma 15 61.5 (30) 20%
Other! _6 87 (54) 66%
Total 223 475 (30) 25%
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