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Abstract
AIM: Prostate cancer is the second most common and the fifth leading cause of death by cancer in men worldwide 
now. Grading based on Gleason score is a significant prognostic factor of prostate cancer. Androgen receptor (AR) 
plays important role in the initiation and progression of prostate cancer. AR signaling pathways in prostate cancer can 
also promote MAPK/ERK signaling pathways which activate ETS-like protein1 (Elk-1).

METHODS: A total of 56 slides and paraffin blocks sampling of prostate cancer by consecutive from Department 
of Anatomical Pathology in West Sumatera. Hematoxylin and eosin (HE) stained slides were evaluated to review 
Gleason score, histopathological grading, and WHO grade group based on International Society of Urological 
Pathology (ISUP) 2014/WHO 2016. Immunohistochemistry staining of AR and Elk-1 was performed to analyze 
protein expression.

RESULTS: Prostate cancers were found in mean age 70.68 ± 7.99 years. The most proportion of prostate cancer 
was Gleason score 9 (44.64%), histopathological grading poorly differentiated/undifferentiated (76.78%), and WHO 
grade Group 5 (48.21%). The positive expression AR of tumor cells 39 (69.64%) and Elk-1 34 (60.71%). Statistically, 
these results showed significant correlations of AR (p = 0.009) and Elk-1 (p = 0.012) with Gleason score.

CONCLUSIONS: These results showed complex interactions between AR and Elk-1 initiation and progression of 
prostate cancer. Both variables indicated a significant correlation with Gleason score so that biomarkers prognostic 
potentially for prostate cancer.
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Introduction

Prostate cancer connotes as adenocarcinoma 
prostate is the malignant neoplasm [1]. It is currently the 
second most common cancer in worldwide after lung 
cancer in males based on GLOBOCAN IARC 2018. It 
is reported 1.3 million (7.1%) new cases, increasing 
from 2012 (1.1 million). Prostate cancer is the fifth 
leading cause of death by cancer in males [2], [3]. 
Cancer Registry of Indonesian Pathologist Association 
2014 reported that prostate cancer is the fourth most 
common from ten males primary tumor in Indonesia. It 
is found 80 cases in Padang city 2014 that the second 
most common from ten males primary tumor, increasing 
from past years [4].

The growth, progression, and metastases 
of prostate cancer are highly influenced by Androgen 
receptor (AR) signaling, which is critical signaling 
for prostate cancer. The AR plays important role in 

the initiation and progression of prostate cancer, but 
its mechanism is still unclear. Androgen deprivation 
therapy (ADT) is the principal therapy for prostate 
cancer with local and metastases. Over time the most 
cancer cells show AR signaling pathways activated 
during ADT which causes resistance [5], [6]. Activation 
of MAPK/ERK cascade is a primary mitogenic stimulus 
initiated by non-genomic AR signaling in prostate 
cancer observed in androgen-sensitive prostate cells. 
ETS-like protein1 (Elk-1), the transcription factor is a 
downstream target of MAPK/ERK pathways, which 
plays role in the progression of cancer. The transcription 
factor of Elk-1 is involved in various cellular functions 
such as proliferation, differentiation, invasion, and 
survival. Exaggerate activation in these pathways which 
are induced by stimulation or mutation AR and Elk-1 
promote growth, survival, and progression of prostate 
cancer [7], [8], [9].

The prostate cancer grading system according 
to the Gleason score currently used worldwide was 
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introduced by Donald F. Gleason. A new grading 
system has been proposed by The International 
Society of Urological Pathology (ISUP) in 2014 
and is integrated into the 2016 edition of the WHO 
classification of Tumor of the Urinary System and 
Male Genital [10], [11]. Gleason score is one of the 
conventional clinicopathological parameters and the 
most important prognostic factor in progression and 
metastases of prostate cancer [12]. There is no study 
on AR, Elk-1 expression, and correlation with Gleason 
score, particularly in West Sumatera, Indonesia.

Materials and Methods

The observational study used a total of 
56 cases of prostate cancer from Department of 
Anatomical Pathology archieves in West Sumatera. 
The study was approved by the local research and 
ethical review committee. Hematoxyline and eosin (HE) 
stained slides and paraffin blocks were retrieved. Slides 
of all cases were evaluated to review Gleason score, 
histopathological grading, and WHO grade group based 
on ISUP 2014/WHO 2016. Gleason score was grouped 
into a low grade (Gleason score < 8) and high grade 
(Gleason score 8–10). Specimens included prostatic 
chips and prostatectomies. Moreover, representative 
tissue blocks of all 56 cases were selected for 
Immunohistochemistry (IHC) examination.

IHC staining has been carried out at the 
Anatomical Pathology Department of General Hospital 
Dr. Cipto Mangunkusumo Jakarta. The antibodies 
were primary mouse monoclonal anti-human AR 
antibody (clone AR441, DAKO, dilution of 1:100); 
mouse monoclonal Elk-1 antibody (clone sc-365876, 
Santa Cruz, dilution 1:100), and secondary antibody 
(Starr Trek Universal Link, Biocare Medical). Positive 
controls were benign lesions of prostate and normal 
ovarian tissue. Nuclear and cytoplasmic staining for 
AR and Elk-1 was semi-quantitatively evaluated. 
Percentage of positive cell was scored into 0, 1, 2, 
3, 4 (0, 1 = <10%, 2 = 10–50%, 3 = 51–80%, and 
4 = >80%) and staining intensity was scored 0, 1, 
2, 3 (0 = negative, 1 = weak, 2 = intermediate, and 
3 = strong). Percentage and intensity scores were 
multiplied to generate an immunoreactive score ranging 
from 0 to 12. The interpretation was 0–1 = negative, 
2–3 = mild, 4–8 = moderate, and 9–12 = strong. A 
cutoff value of 4 was used to categorized AR and Elk-1 
expression into negative and positive. AR and ELK-1 
expression was scored by pathology with clinical data 
blinded. Statistical analysis for quantitative variables 
was a mean and standard deviation. Frequency and 
percentage were evaluated for qualitative variables. 
Fisher and Chi-square test was applied to determine 
correlation. p < 0.05 was taken as significant.

Results

The mean age of patients was 70.68 ± 
7.99 years. The most prostate cancer cases were 
Gleason score 9 (44.64%) and then Gleason 
score 8 (28.57%) (Figure 1), histopathological 
grading poorly differentiated/undifferentiated 
(76.78%) and WHO grade Group 5 (48.21%).

Figure 1: Gleason system based on International Society of Urological 
Pathology 2014/WHO 2016, (a) Gleason score 8 with fusion (black 
arrow) and cribriform pattern (yellow arrow), (b) Gleason score 9 with 
comedo necrosis (Hematoxylin and eosin, 200×)

ba

Positive AR expression (Figure 2) was noted in 69.64% 
(39 cases) and positive Elk-1 expression (Figure 3) 
was seen in 60.71% (34 cases) as shown in Table 1. 

Figure 2: Androgen receptor expression of prostate cancer, (a) nuclear 
expression, (b) nuclear and cytoplasmic expression (400×)

ba

Prostate cancer with a high-grade Gleason score 
showed more positive AR expressions (87.18%), while 
low-grade Gleason scores 12.82%. Statistically, the 
Fisher test showed a significant correlation between AR 
expression and Gleason score (p = 0.009) (Table 2). 
High-grade Gleason score found more positive Elk-1 
expressions (88.24%), while low-grade Gleason 

Figure 3: ETS-like protein1 expression of prostate cancer in nuclear 
and cytoplasmic (400×)

https://oamjms.eu/index.php/mjms/index


  Putriyuni et al. Androgen Receptor, ETS-Like Protein-1 of Prostate Cancer and Gleason Score ISUP 2014/WHO 2016

Open Access Maced J Med Sci. 2021 Sep 03; 9(A):711-715. 713

scores 11.76%. Chi-square test showed a significant 
correlation between Elk-1 expression with Gleason 
score (p = 0.012) (Table 3).

Table 1: The subject characteristics of study
Characteristics F (n = 56) %
Age (years)

Mean ± SD 70.68 ± 7.99
Gleason score

6 1 1.79
7 12 21.43
8 16 28.57
9 25 44.64
10 2 3.57

Histopathological grading
Well diff (GS ≤6) 1 1.79
Moderately diff (GS 7) 12 21.43
Poorly diff/undiff (GS 8-10) 43 76.78

WHO grade group
Grade 1 1 1.79
Grade 2 8 14.29
Grade 3 4 7.14
Grade 4 16 28.57
Grade 5 27 48.21

AR expression
Negative 17 30.36
Positive 39 69.64

Elk-1 expression
Negative 22 39.29
Positive 34 60.71

AR: Androgen receptor, Elk-1: ETS-like protein1.

Discussion

AR, the biomarker which is important in many 
human cancer especially genital tract, including prostate 
cancer. One of the studies stated that the most positive 
AR expression (95%) was reported in prostate cancer 
rather than other urogenital cancer, with sensitivity 
94.8%, specificity 81.4%, and 73% strongly positive [13]. 
Table 2: Correlation between AR expression with Gleason score

AR expression Gleason score Total f (%) p-value
Low grade f (%) High grade f (%)

Negative 8 (47.06) 9 (52.94) 17 (100) 0.009
Positive 5 (12.82) 34 (87.18) 39 (100)
Total 13 (23.21) 43 (76.79) 56 (100)
AR: Androgen receptor.

Our study found AR-positive expressions in 69.64% 
of prostate cancer cases. This result similar to 
Hashmi et al. that reported the most prostate 
cancer with high AR expression in 56.2% (68 cases) 
[14], as well as Lekshmy and Prema, reported AR 
expression in almost all prostate cancer cases [15]. 
Table 3: Correlation between Elk-1 expression with Gleason 
score
Elk-1 expression Gleason score Total f (%) p-value

Low grade f (%) High grade f (%)
Negative 9 (40.91) 13 (59.09) 22 (100) 0.012
Positive 4 (11.76) 30 (88.24) 34 (100)
Total 13 (23.21) 43 (76.79) 56 (100)
Elk-1: ETS-like protein1.

AR signaling pathway is very important in the initiation 
and progression of prostate cancer. High AR expression 
is a significantly prognostic factor for prostate cancer 
in many studies. A few studies reported high AR 
expression as the result of gene amplification. It 
caused a lost of growth control with activated tumor 
cells more sensitive to the androgen castration level 

of the prostate. Besides, high AR expression can also 
increase response to ADT so that increasing survival 
rate [14], [15], [16].

The higher proliferation and progression of 
tumor cells, the worse differentiation grading based 
on histopathology. High proliferation and progression 
indicate poor biological behavior, affect histopathologic 
as the worse prognostic at the end. The study found that 
high-grade Gleason score (Gleason score 8–10) had 
more positive AR expression in tumor cells rather than 
a low grade (Gleason score 2–7). There is a significant 
correlation between AR expression and Gleason score 
(p = 0.009). Hashmi et al. also found a significant 
correlation between AR expression and Gleason score 
in tumor cells. Gleason score and grade group are the 
crucial marker in determining the progression of prostate 
cancer. This shows that high AR expression correlates 
with progression of prostate cancer [14]. The study by 
Chen et al. reported a significant correlation high AR 
expression with bone metastases of prostate cancer 
cases rather than without metastases (p < 0.001) [17]. 
Therefore, AR expression examination can be used 
as a prognostic predictor for prostate cancer [14]. 
However, some studies reported different results as 
Park et al. [16] and Husain et al. [18] which found a 
statistically insignificant correlation with Gleason score. 
High AR expression correlates with well-differentiated 
tumor cells (low-grade Gleason score). Loss or low 
AR expression in some tumor cells may be caused by 
several things as loss of X-chromosome or epigenetic 
gene silencing [14]. This variation of results may also 
be caused by heterogeneous AR expression in prostate 
cancer cells, the difference in antibodies used to detect 
AR receptors, and the difference in counting positively 
tumor cells [15].

Most of the positive AR expression of tumor 
cells showed in nuclear, some of them in nuclear 
and cytoplasmic of tumor cells. Many studies of 
prostate cancer evaluate positive AR expression in 
nuclear tumor cells only. Diallo et al. reported that 
positive cytoplasmic AR expression was higher in 
androgen/ligand-independent AR and markedly 
more than in hormone-sensitive prostate cancer, but 
AR expression both in nuclear and cytoplasmic was 
significantly greater in hormone-sensitive rather than 
androgen/ligand-independent AR of prostate cancer. 
It is suspected that ADT might lead to increased 
cytoplasmic AR and decreased nuclear AR so that 
cytoplasmic AR fluctuates much more than nuclear 
AR in response to ADT. The remarkable increase in 
cytoplasmic AR could have results on the androgen/
ligand-independent AR phenotype. Umerous potential 
AR binding partners that either particularly remains 
in the cytoplasm or shuttle between the nucleus and 
cytoplasm have also been implicated in the progression 
of prostate cancer, including epidermal growth factor 
(EGF) receptor, Akt and NF-kB [19]. Other literature 
explains that ADT induces Src in non-DNA-binding AR 



A - Basic Sciences Pathology

714 https://oamjms.eu/index.php/mjms/index

signal pathway depends on androgen concentration. 
The pathway will be activated at low to physiological 
androgen level (0.1–10 nM) and inhibited by higher 
level (1–100 nM). This mirrors the biphasic effect of 
androgen, where low levels of androgens promote 
and high levels of androgens inhibit the growth of 
prostate cancer. Aberrant Src activity is presumably 
dependent on increased Src stimulation by growth 
factors and interleukins (IL) abundant in the tumor 
microenvironment, including EGF, insulin-like growth 
factor, IL-6, and IL-8 [9].

Positive expression Ek-1 in cytoplasmic 
and nuclear of tumor cells found 60.71%, while 
negative expression 39.29%. Kawahara et al. 
reported phospho-Elk-1 (p-Elk-1) predominantly in 
cytoplasmic tumor cells more than a high-grade PIN 
(91.8%) and benign (64.7%) [20]. Literature review 
about oncogenic transcription factor ETS family 
in solid tumor stated that overexpression Elk-1 of 
prostate cancer [21]. Elk-1 is a downstream effector 
of the MAPK/ERK signaling pathway and belongs to 
the ternary complex factor (TCF) subfamily of the 
ETS family transcription factors. Phosphorylation 
of Elk-1 through MAPK/ERK signaling pathways 
activate TCF with serum response factor (SRF) and 
serum response elements to induce target gene 
transcription. Various studies showed that prostate 
cancer was influenced by Elk-1, before and after 
castration therapy [22], [23], [24]. The study of Patki 
et al. reported that cooperative action of Elk-1 and 
AR did not involve phosphorylation of Elk-1, did not 
require SRF, and did not activate TCF. Instead, Elk-1 
enabled sustained activation by AR of a distinct set of 
primarily cell growth-supporting genes. It is indicated 
that the underlying mechanism for the synergy 
between Elk-1 and AR is the recruitment of AR to the 
target genes as co-activator by Elk-1 [22].

The study found that statistically significant 
correlation between Elk-1 expression and Gleason 
score (p = 0.012). Most of the positive Elk-1 expression 
was high-grade Gleason score (88.2%) rather than 
low grade (11.8%). Pardy et al. reported a significant 
correlation between Elk-1 and Gleason score. Elk-1 was 
an independent risk factor for recurrence of prostate 
cancer along with clinical T-stage and prognostic grade. 
It warrants further detailed studies of the clinical utility 
of including Elk-1 with the currently used predictive 
signature of disease recurrence in prostate cancer [24]. 
Kawahara et al. found the different result that no 
statistically significant correlation between p-Elk-1 
expression and tumor grade (p = 0.810), but there was 
a trend toward significance between moderate-strong 
p-Elk-1 expression and worse patients outcomes [20]. 
Most the studies demonstrated that Elk-1 was activated 
in prostate cancer and support the growth of tumor. 
Elk-1 also plays important roles in AR activation. 
Positive Elk-1 expressions were also found in most of 
the positive AR expression in this study. Following the 

results of other studies have been published previously 
regarding the correlation Elk-1 with AR.

Conclusion

The results support previous studies that 
showed complex interactions between AR and Elk-1 
in the initiation and progression of prostate cancer. 
All variables indicated a significant correlation with 
Gleason score so that biomarkers prognostic potentially 
for prostate cancer.
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