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Multiple Myeloma

Introduction

Multiple myeloma (MM) accounts for more than 10% of
hematologic cancers.1 In MM, malignant bone marrow plas-
ma cells (BMPCs) undergo massive clonal expansion resulting
in high levels of monoclonal immunoglobulin (mIg, M-pro-
tein) in blood and/or urine. This is often accompanied by
other clinical symptoms, such as osteolytic lesions, increased
calcium level, renal insufficiency and anemia.1,2 MM evolves
from a pre-malignant condition called monoclonal gammopa-
thy of undetermined significance (MGUS) which progresses
to MM at a rate of 1% per year.3 Although there are serum
markers used for diagnosis of MGUS and MM, such as levels
of FLC or mIg,4-6 recently a lot of attention has been paid to
circulating microRNAs that could serve as new diagnostic
and/or prognostic tools.7-9

MicroRNAs (miRNAs) are a class of short, non-coding, sin-
gle stranded RNAs with regulatory function.10,11 MiRNAs play
crucial roles in a variety of basic biological processes; they
even contribute to tumor formation and development.12 In
tumors, different miRNAs expression profiles compared to

healthy tissues were described and resulting miRNAs signa-
tures correlated with patients’ survival and prognosis. Such
observations highlighted miRNAs as promising biomarkers
for diagnosis and even possible targets for therapies.13

So far, a number of studies, using BMPCs as the source of
miRNAs, found several deregulated miRNAs in MM and
MGUS, and implicated miRNAs in signaling pathways dereg-
ulated in MM pathogenesis.14-17 Some of these miRNAs have
a therapeutic potential in vitro and in vivo, such as miR-34a.18

Nevertheless, obtaining a marker from the bone marrow
(BM) is an invasive procedure for patients; therefore, there is
still a need for a minimally invasive test that can be easily
repeated. There is now a greater possibility of using miRNAs
as biomarkers after the discovery that they are present in var-
ious body fluids.19

Moreover, they are very stable, as they are protected from
degradation by association either with secreted membrane
vesicles (exosomes, apoptotic vesicles) or with RNA-binding
proteins (nucleophosmin, Argonaut 2 (Ago2)).19-21 It was
shown that the miRNAs profile of body fluids reflects physi-
ological or pathological conditions and can be used for patient
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Multiple myeloma still remains incurable in the majority of cases prompting a further search for new and better
prognostic markers. Emerging evidence has suggested that circulating microRNAs can serve as minimally invasive
biomarkers for multiple myeloma and monoclonal gammopathy of undetermined significance. In this study, a
global analysis of serum microRNAs by TaqMan Low Density Arrays was performed, followed by quantitative
real-time PCR. The analyses revealed five deregulated microRNAs: miR-744, miR-130a, miR-34a, let-7d and let-7e
in monoclonal gammopathy of undetermined significance, newly diagnosed and relapsed multiple myeloma when
compared to healthy donors. Multivariate logistical regression analysis showed that a combination of miR-34a and
let-7e can distinguish multiple myeloma from healthy donors with a sensitivity of 80.6% and a specificity of
86.7%, and monoclonal gammopathy of undetermined significance from healthy donors with a sensitivity of
91.1% and a specificity of 96.7%. Furthermore, lower levels of miR-744 and let-7e were associated with shorter
overall survival and remission of myeloma patients. One-year mortality rates for miR-744 and let-7e were 41.9%
and 34.6% for the ‘low’ expression and 3.3% and 3.9% for the ‘high’ expression groups, respectively. Median time
of remission for both miR-744 and let-7e was approximately 11 months for the ‘low’ expression and approximate-
ly 47 months for the ‘high’ expression groups of myeloma patients These data demonstrate that expression pat-
terns of circulating microRNAs are altered in multiple myeloma and monoclonal gammopathy of undetermined
significance and miR-744 with let-7e are associated with survival of myeloma patients.
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classification.22 In this study, a new serum miRNAs expres-
sion profile, potent enough to distinguish newly diag-
nosed MM and MGUS patients from healthy controls,
was created based on TaqMan Low Density Arrays
(TLDA). This profile was validated by quantitative real-
time PCR (qPCR) on a larger cohort of newly diagnosed
and relapsed MM as well as MGUS patients. Moreover,
miRNAs levels were correlated with clinical, biochemical
and cytogenetic characteristics and survival data. 

Methods

Patients and healthy donors
Peripheral blood (PB) serum samples from 103 newly diagnosed

MM patients, 18 MM patients in relapse, 57 MGUS and 30
healthy donors (HD) from the Faculty Hospital Brno, Czech
Republic, were obtained for this study. PB serum samples were
collected as follows: centrifugation 3500 rpm/15 min/20°C.
Samples were frozen as 0.5 mL aliquots, stored at -80°C and
thawed only once. For 70 MM and 36 MGUS samples, BMPCs
were obtained for routine interphase fluorescence in situ
hybridization analysis (I-FISH), as described previously.23 Patients’
and donors’ characteristics are described in Table 1 and in the
Online Supplementary Table S1. For 6 newly diagnosed MM
patients, BMPCs and exosomal and non-exosomal fraction from
PB serum were collected. All patients signed an informed consent
form approved by the hospital ethical committee before enroll-
ment into this study.

MiRNA extraction
Total RNA enriched for miRNAs was extracted from all serum

samples using miRNeasy Kit (Qiagen) modified for circulating
miRNAs according to the manufacturer’s instructions.
MiRNA/RNA quantity was assessed on a NanoDrop ND-1000
Spectrophotometer (Thermo Scientific) as measurement of each
sample 2 times with mean SD=0.292 ng/μL. All samples fit into
the Nanodrop ND-1000 validated measuring range.

Exosomes precipitation
Exosomes were collected using ExoQuick Exosome

Precipitation Solution (System Biosciences). Serum samples were
centrifuged for 3500 rpm/10 min/4°C, 250 μL of serum was com-
bined with 63 μL of ExoQuick, incubated for 30 min/4°C and cen-
trifuged for 2 min/13000 rpm. Exosomal and non-exosomal frac-
tion was used for miRNA/RNA extraction, as described above.

TaqMan Low Density Arrays
Megaplex profiling using human TaqMan Low Density miRNA

Arrays A+B, v3.0 (TLDA) (Life Technologies) was performed to
evaluate the expression of 667 miRNA (see Online Supplementary
Methods). QPCR was performed on the ABI7900HT system; raw
data were analyzed using SDS software v.2.3, RQ Manager v1.2.1
(Life Technologies).

Candidate miRNA confirmation by qPCR and 
quantification of miRNA

Individual TaqMan miRNA assays for 6 miRNA (hsa-miR-222-
002276, hsa-miR-744-002324, hsa-miR-130a-000454, hsa-miR-
34a-000426, hsa-let-7e-002406, hsa-let-7d-002283, Life
Technologies) were used for qPCR on a 7500 Real-Time PCR
System. QPCR and reverse transcription was performed following
the manufacturer´s recommendations (see Online Supplementary
Methods). Absolute quantification to determine the copy number
of each miRNA per  1 ng of total miRNA/RNA was performed, as

described previously24 (Online Supplementary Appendix and Online
Supplementary Figure S1). For determination of assay precision see
the Online Supplementary Methods.

Interphase fluorescence in situ hybridization analysis 
Interphase fluorescence in situ hybridization analysis (I-FISH)

was performed as a part of routine diagnostic procedure on
CD138+ BMPCs, as previously described25 (Online Supplementary
Methods). 

Statistical analysis
TaqMan Low Density Arrays data were analyzed according to

the manufacturer's recommendations; multiple testing correction
was applied using Benjamini-Hochberg correction for assessment
of adjusted P values. For determination of the relative expression
levels of target miRNAs see the Online Supplementary Appendix.
Normalized expression data from the screening phase of the study
were statistically evaluated using the R statistical computing lan-
guage using the Bioconductor package and LIMMA model com-
bined with hierarchical clustering (HCL).26-28 Other statistical
methods used are described in the Online Supplementary Methods.
P<0.05 was considered statistically significant. Data were statisti-
cally analyzed with IBM SPSS Statistics, v.20 and R v.2.15.3 with
survival ROC package.

Results

Low density arrays study
Screening of 667 miRNAs using TLDA was performed

on 4 newly diagnosed MM patients, 4 HD and 5 MGUS
samples to identify differentially expressed circulating
miRNAs that could serve as putative biomarkers. Fourteen
miRNAs were significantly deregulated (all P<0.003,
adjusted P<0.05) between MM patients and HD: 7
miRNAs were up-regulated (miR-222, miR-218, miR-34a,
miR-1274A, miR-138, miR-10b*, miR-1243), 7 miRNAs
were down-regulated (miR-191, miR-130a, let-7d, miR-
103, let-7e, miR-744, miR-151-5p) in MM patients (Figure
1). Out of these, miR-222, miR-744, miR-34a, miR-130a,
let-7d and let-7e were further validated, as their position at
the top of the list, fold change and favorable expression
levels (Ct<30) were taken into account (Online
Supplementary Appendix and Online Supplementary Table
S2). However, no significant change in miRNAs expres-
sion was observed between MM and MGUS samples (data
not shown). Therefore, we used the same 6 miRNAs to look
for the difference between MGUS samples and healthy
donors.

Validation of candidate miRNAs using qPCR
Since qPCR is more sensitive and more quantitative over

a wider dynamic range than TLDA, we employed miRNA
specific assays (miR-222, miR-744, miR-130a, miR-34a,
let-7d and let-7e) on a larger cohort of 103 newly diag-
nosed MM patients and 30 HD to confirm the pattern of
candidate miRNAs expression between MM/HD samples
and also on 57 MGUS and 18 relapsed MM samples.
To accurately determine expression differences between

groups, miRNAs were normalized as amount of miRNA
copy numbers per 1 ng of total RNA/miRNA using
absolute quantification approach. Standard curves for all 6
validated miRNAs were obtained (Online Supplementary
Appendix and Online Supplementary Figure S1), and individ-
ual assays imprecision was also assessed (Online
Supplementary Appendix and Online Supplementary Figure
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S2). As the difference in miR-222 expression between MM
and HD was not significant (P=0.3022) it was excluded
from further studies. 
A significant decrease was observed in expression of

miR-744, miR-130a, let-7d and let-7e (all P<0.001) in the
MM group. However, miR-34a was significantly increased
(P<0.0001) when compared to the HD group (Online
Supplementary Appendix and Online Supplementary Table
S3). These data confirm the results of the screening phase
(for the correlation between TLDA and qPCR data, see
Online Supplementary Appendix and Online Supplementary
Figure S1). Similarly, expression of miR-744, miR-130a, let-
7d and let-7e was decreased in MGUS samples (all
P<0.0001) and the expression of miR-34a was increased in
MGUS when compared to HD (P<0.0001) (Online
Supplementary Appendix and Online Supplementary Table
S3).
Receiver operating characteristics (ROC) curve analysis

revealed that serum levels of all validated miRNAs can be
used to distinguish MM and MGUS patients from HD
(Online Supplementary Appendix and Online Supplementary
Table S4). Moreover, multivariate logistical regression
analysis showed that the combination of miR-34a and let-
7e could improve the stratification power characterized
with area under the curve (AUC) of 0.898, sensitivity of
80.6% and specificity of 86.7% for MM, and with AUC
0.976, sensitivity of 91.1% and specificity of 96.7% for
MGUS (Figure 2).

MiRNA expression pattern correlates with biochemical
parameters but not with PCs infiltration
To determine the correlation of miRNAs expression lev-

els with clinical parameters, stage (ISS, Durie-Salmon
(DS)) and percentage of BMPC infiltration, Spearman
bivariate correlation was performed. All studied miRNAs
significantly correlated with higher levels of hemoglobin:
miR-744, miR-130a, let-7d and let-7e positively; miR-34a
negatively. Moreover, levels of miR-744, miR-130a, let-7d
and let-7e showed a significant positive correlation with
thrombocyte count and a significant negative correlation
with levels of creatinine and beta(β)2-microglobulin.
Expressions of miR-744, let-7d, let-7e showed a significant
positive correlation and miR-34a significantly negatively
correlated with levels of albumin, and miR-744 and let-7e
a significant negative correlation with C-reactive protein
(CRP) level. Only let-7e expression showed a significant
negative correlation with level of monoclonal
immunoglobulin (Ig). 
Similar data were obtained for MGUS patients, where

levels of all studied miRNAs showed a significant positive
correlation with hemoglobin level. In addition, levels of
miR-744, miR-130a, let-7d and let-7e were significantly
associated with levels of albumin and inversely correlated
with levels of creatinine and β2-microglobulin. Also, levels
of miR-744, miR-130a and let-7d showed a significant
negative correlation with CRP levels. In contrast to MM
patients, none of the studied miRNAs in MGUS correlated

Serum microRNAs as markers of MM and MGUS

haematologica | 2014; 99(3) 513

Table 1. Patients’ and healthy donors’�base-line characteristics used for RT-PCR. 
                                                                                                         MM                                                MGUS                                          HD

N. of patients/donors                                                                                        103                                                               57                                                        30
Gender: males-females                                                                            49.5%-50.5%                                              66.7%-33.3%                                      46.7%-53.3%
Age median (min-max) [years]                                                               66 (47-83)                                                  67 (54-80)                                         55 (45-64)
ISS stage: I-II-III                                                                                        34%-28%-38%                                                     ND                                                      ND
Durie-Salmon stage: I-II-III                                                               10.9%-17.8%-71.3%                                                ND                                                      ND
Durie-Salmon substage: A-B                                                                   79.6% - 20.4%                                                     ND                                                      ND
Ig isotype: IgG-IgA-IgM-IgD-LC only-                                     52.4%-27.2%- 1.9%-2.9%-10.7%                81.8%-3.6%-12.7%-0%-1.8%-                                ND
NonSecr.-Biclonal                                                                                        -3.9%-1.0%                                                     0%-0%                                                      
Light chains: kappa-lambda                                                                     59.2%-36.9%                                              53.7%-46.3%                                              ND
N. of previous treatment lines                                                                                                                                                                                                         
None (first-line treatment)                                                                     103 (100%)                                                 57 (100%)                                                ND
First-line based treatment: thalidomide-                                            76%-18%-8%                                                      ND                                                      ND
Bortezomib -lenalidomide                                                                                                                                                       
Biochemical parameters median (min-max)                                                                                                                                                                               
Hemoglobin (g/L)                                                                                     108 (62.7-157)                                           138 (104-166)                                             ND
Thrombocytes (count x109)                                                                   215 (37.6-561)                                           233 (112-483)                                             ND
Calcium (mmol/L)                                                                                   2.41 (1.85-4.94)                                        2.34 (2.04-2.67)                                           ND
Albumin (g/L)                                                                                           39.0 (22.1-50.4)                                        43.8 (30.6-53.3)                                           ND
Creatinine (umol/L)                                                                              92.0 (48.0-884.0)                                      86.0 (50.0-779.0)                                          ND
�β2-microglobulin (mg/L)                                                                      3.82 (1.10-42.6)                                        2.11 (1.21-35.0)                                           ND
Lactate dehydrogenase (ukat/L)                                                        3.16 (1.15-18.69)                                       3.43 (1.92-7.88)                                           ND
C-reactive protein (mg/L)                                                                       4.0 (0-174.3)                                             3.1 (0-280.6)                                              ND
Monoclonal Ig (g/L)                                                                                 26.65 (0-88.5)                                             8.7 (0-26.6)                                               ND
Plasma cell infiltration of bone marrow (%)                                   27.0 (10.0-94.0)                                             2.0 (0-8.4)                                                ND
Chromosomal abnormality                                                                                                                                                                                                                
13q14 deletion                                                                                              30 (44.1%)                                                  9 (23.7%)                                                ND
17p13 deletion                                                                                               9 (13.2%)                                                    1 (2.6%)                                                 ND
Translocation t(4;14)                                                                                   9 (18.4%)                                                   3 (12.5%)                                                ND
1q21 gain                                                                                                        24 (37.5%)                                                   3 (9.4%)                                                 ND 
Hyperdiploidy                                                                                               29 (45.3%)                                                  5 (15.2%)                                                ND
ND: not determined.
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with thrombocyte count (Table 2).
In MM, expression levels of miR-744, let-7d and let-7e

were linked to advanced ISS stage; this trend was also
observed for miR-130a, although it did not reach statistical
significance. Also, only let-7e correlated with DS stage;
levels of miR-744, miR-130a, let-7d and miR-34a were
associated with DS sub-stage. However, none of the stud-
ied miRNAs in MM and MGUS correlated with percent-
age of PC infiltration in BM, which confirms previous
observed findings28 (Online Supplementary Appendix and
Online Supplementary Table S5). 

Level of circulating let-7e correlates with 
del(13q14) in PCs
Little is known about the origin of circulating miRNAs

and their relationship with BMPCs. Therefore, the expres-
sion levels of five miRNAs were correlated with typical
chromosomal MGUS and MM aberrations, such as gain of
1q21, 13q14 deletion, 17p13 deletion, translocation t(4;14)

and hyperdiploidy (HY) status (HY of chromosomes 5, 9
and 15). We found that presence of del(13q14) in MM
showed a significant correlation with lower levels of let-
7e, and we also observed a trend for lower levels of miR-
744 to be linked with this aberration (Online Supplementary
Appendix and Online Supplementary Table S6). 

Derivation of evaluated miRNAs
To further investigate potential derivation of all studied

miRNAs, we measured their levels in exosomal and exo-
some-depleted supernatant of 6 newly diagnosed MM
patients. Concentration of miR-744, miR-130a, let-7d and
let-7e (all P<0.05) was found to be significantly higher in
the exosome pellet compared to the exosome-depleted
supernatant. However, there was no significant difference
between these two fractions for miR-34a (Online
Supplementary Figure S4A). For the same patients, we
obtained miRNAs from BMPCs, and we observed levels of
miR-744, miR-34a, let-7d and let-7e to be significantly
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Figure 1. Hierarchical clustergram discrimi-
nating serum of MM patients and healthy
donors according to differentially
expressed miRNAs (yellow color indicates
serum samples of HD, blue MM patients;
adjusted P<0.05).

Table 2. Correlation of serum microRNAs in MM and MGUS with biochemical parameters. For correlation of the data, Spearman coefficient was
adopted; significant coefficients of correlation (P<0.05) are marked with bold .

Multiple myeloma MGUS
rS miR-744 miR-130a miR-34a let-7d let-7e miR-744 miR-130a miR-34a let-7d let-7e

Monoclonal Ig (g/L) -0.175 -0.011 0.135 -0.087 -0.199 0.059 0.062 0.116 0.000 0.051
Hemoglobin (g/L) 0.543 0.283 -0.258 0.387 0.585 0.383 0.465 0.270 0.290 0.424

Thrombocytes (count x109) 0.555 0.390 -0.190 0.427 0.515 -0.007 -0.092 -0.127 0.000 0.024
Albumin (g/L) 0.355 0.093 -0.204 0.302 0.355 0.464 0.341 0.221 0.401 0.309

Creatinine (µmol/L) -0.415 -0.354 -0.007 -0.310 -0.406 -0.369 -0.330 -0.090 -0.468 -0.367

β2-microglobulin (mg/L) -0.575 -0.236 0.170 -0.439 -0.571 -0.451 -0.279 -0.211 -0.484 -0.277
Lactate dehydrogenase (µkat/L) -0.207 -0.095 0.141 -0.202 -0.176 -0.115 -0.115 -0.180 -0.061 -0.216
C-reactive protein (mg/L) -0.221 -0.086 0.122 -0.178 -0.253 -0.331 -0.349 -0.019 -0.299 -0.224

HD MM

HD1  HD2 HD3 HD4 MM1 MM2 MM3 MM4
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higher in BMPCs than in exosomal fraction (all P<0.05)
(Online Supplementary Figure S4B). Interestingly, levels of
miR-130a were comparable in BMPCs and exosomes
(P=0.8438). However, there was no correlation found
between miRNAs from BMPCs and from exosomal frac-
tion (data not shown). 

Dynamics of miRNA levels during disease progression
As deregulated miRNAs expression in MGUS and MM

patients was observed at the time of diagnosis, the next
step was to check if this profile changes during disease
progression. For 18 MM patients, who had not undergone
PBMC transplantation, serum samples at the time of diag-
nosis and in relapse (after 2 lines of treatment) were col-
lected. All of the miRNAs in MM samples differed signifi-
cantly from HD at the P<0.0001 (miR-744: FC=0.270;
miR-130a: FC=0.487; miR-34a: FC=10.083; let-7d:
FC=0.243; let-7e: FC=0.300). Moreover, a significant
increase of miR-34a (FC=3.560; P<0.0001) and decrease of
let-7d (FC=0.460; P=0.0182) was found in relapsed sam-
ples compared to samples at the time of diagnosis. For
miR-744 and let-7e, a trend toward lower expression was
observed; however, no change in expression between
diagnostic and relapsed sample was observed for miR-
130a (Online Supplementary Appendix and Online
Supplementary Figure S5). 

Analyses of overall survival and time to progression
Furthermore, miRNAs expression was verified as a pos-

sible indicator of survival. Univariate Cox proportional
hazards survival model with one explanatory variable
showed prognostic impact for serum miR-744 (HR 0.670
[HR95%CI: 0.548; 0.819]; P<0.0001) and for let-7e (HR:
0.611 [HR95%CI: 0.450; 0.829]; P=0.002) for the MM
cohort of patients. To characterize the prognostic signifi-
cance of this miRNA, a multivariate Cox proportional haz-
ards survival model was used. The variables in the multi-
variate model were the only variables which remained sta-
tistically significant when potential predictors were com-
bined  with miRNA expression and forced into the model.
The results showed that neither miR-744 nor let-7e is inde-
pendently associated with overall survival (OS) when com-
bined with other factors (miR-744: P=0.902; let-7e:
P=0.472) (Online Supplementary Appendix and Online
Supplementary Table S7). Survival cut-off points were estab-
lished based on time-dependent ROC analysis (data not
shown), which showed suitable AUC for a 0.5-1.5 year time
period for miR-744 and a 1.5 year time point for let-7e.
To determine the prognostic impact of defined miR-744

and let-7e expression cut-off values, we compared OS
between the ‘low’ and the ‘high’ expression subgroups
(Figure 3A and B). For miR-744, worse 1-year OS was indi-
cated in the ‘low’ expression subgroup of patients (43 of
103) in comparison with the ‘high’ expression group (60 of
103) (P<0.0001). One-year mortality rate for the ‘low’ miR-
744 expression group was 41.9% (95%CI: 28.8%; 57.9%),
and for the ‘high’ expression group it was 3.3% (95%CI:
0.8%; 12.7%), respectively. Similarly for let-7e, worse 1-
year OS was indicated in the ‘low’ expression subgroup of
patients (52 of 103) in comparison with the ‘high’ expres-
sion group (51 of 103) (P=0.001). One-year mortality rate
for the ‘low’ let-7e expression group was 34.6% (95%CI:
23.4%; 49.2%) and for the ‘high’ expression group 3.9%
(95%CI: 1.0%; 14.8%). In the same way, the Cox model
showed prognostic impact for serum miR-744 (HR: 0.690

[HR95%CI: 0.584; 0.817]; P<0.0001) and let-7e (HR: 0.552
[HR95%CI: 0.424; 0.718]; P<0.0001) in time to progression
(TTP) for the MM patient cohort. Only MM patients who
had an event after first-line of therapy were taken into
account (86 of 103). We compared TTP between miR-744
‘low’ and ‘high’ expression subgroups and between let-7e
‘low’ and ‘high’ expression subgroups using the cut-off
value defined by time-dependent ROC analysis. The
analysis showed suitable AUC for a 1-2 year time period
for miR-744 and a 1-year time point for let-7e (Figure 3C
and D). Shorter TTP was indicated in patients in the ‘low’
miR-744 expression subgroup (37 of 86) in comparison
with the ‘high’ expression group of patients (49 of 86)
(P<0.0001), and median time of remission was approxi-
mately 11.5 months (95%CI: 6.49; 16.50) for the ‘low’
expression and approximately 47.5 months (95%CI: 24.63;
70.37) for the ‘high’ expression groups, respectively. For let-
7e, shorter TTP was indicated in the ‘low’ expression sub-
group of patients (43 of 86) in comparison with the ‘high’
expression subgroup of patients (43 of 86) (P<0.0001), and
median time of remission was approximately 11.5 months
(95%CI: 7.17; 15.83) for the ‘low’ expression and approxi-
mately 47.5 months (95%CI: 31.61; 63.39) for the ‘high’
expression groups, respectively.

Serum microRNAs as markers of MM and MGUS
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Figure 2. ROC curves curves for combination of serum miR-34a and
let-7e yielded in (A) AUC of 0.898, sensitivity 80.6% and specificity
86.7% in discriminating MM from HD and in (B) AUC of 0.976, sensi-
tivity 91.1% and specificity 96.7% in discriminating MGUS from HD.
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Biochemical and stage characteristics (ISS, DS, DS sub-
stage) of presented groups of MM patients and P-values
are provided in the Online Supplementary Appendix for both
the ‘high’ and the ‘low’ miR-744 and let-7e expression
groups (Online Supplementary Appendix and Online
Supplementary Tables S8A and B, S9A and B). The miR-744
and let-7e ’low/high’ expression groups were significantly
different in levels of hemoglobin, thrombocytes, albumin,
creatinine, β2-microglobulin and lactate dehydrogenase
(P<0.05). Significant differences between groups in ISS
and DS sub-stage distribution (P<0.05) were also
observed.
Interestingly, a significant association between group of

patients with lower expression of let-7e and occurrence of
del(13q14) (P=0.031) was found. There was no difference
between the ‘high’ and the ‘low’ miR-744 and let-7e
expression groups in terms of the occurrence of the other
analyzed cytogenetic abnormalities (data not shown).

Discussion

It has been shown that miRNAs are present as circulat-
ing molecules in human body fluids and thus may serve as
a new class of powerful and minimally invasive biomark-
ers.7,8,29-31 However, the studies differ regarding deregulated
miRNAs, the array platforms used and the normalization
methods adopted. The origin of circulating miRNAs and
their function is still unclear as circulating miRNAs may
not always be directly associated with malignant cells but
may also reflect indirect effects, could be secreted by non-
malignant cells, or actively taken up by malignant cells.32,33
In this study, TLDAs were used to identify circulating

miRNAs that are differently expressed in MM serum sam-
ples and could reflect this pathological condition. Fourteen
differently expressed miRNAs between MM and HD
serum samples were identified. Out of these, five miRNAs
(miR-744, miR-130a, let-7d, let-7e and miR-34a) were cho-
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Figure 3. Kaplan-Meier curves of miR-744 and let-7e and their association to (A) (B) OS (C) (D) TTP. The thresholds of cut-off points were deter-
mined using a time-dependent ROC analysis. For miR-744 OS, the cut-off value was derived from 0.5-1.5 years survival, for let-7e it was
derived from 1.5 years survival. Similarly for TTP, the cut-off values were derived for miR-744 from 1-2 years progression, for let-7e from 1
year progression. Log2 scale of amount of copies/1ng of miRNA/RNA was used for miRNA expression in this analysis. The Y axis represents
survival probability and the X axis represents time of follow up in days.
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sen and confirmed as significantly deregulated on a bigger
cohort of MM and MGUS patients using an absolute quan-
tification approach. At this point, since no miRNA is
accepted as a standard for serum samples, this is probably
the most accurate method of quantification of serum
miRNAs in MM. Therefore, to accurately determine the
expression differences between groups, miRNA levels
were normalized to amount of miRNAs copy numbers per
1 ng of total RNA/miRNA. 
Analytical characteristics of the five miRNAs (miR-744,

miR-130a, miR-34a, let-7d and let-7e) showed that they
can all discriminate MGUS and MM from HD. However,
the combination of serum miR-34a and let-7e (the highest
sensitivity of 91.1% and specificity of 96.7% for MGUS,
and 80.6% sensitivity and 86.7% specificity for MM)
proved to be an even more powerful discriminating tool.
In the group of MM patients, most of the five miRNAs

were observed to be associated with some of the clinical
parameters, ISS or DS sub-stage. Particularly in the cases of
miR-744, let-7d and let-7e, lower levels were associated
with advanced ISS stage. As lower levels of miR-744, miR-
130a and let-7d are related to the advanced DS sub-stage,
they might reflect the renal impairment that often devel-
ops in MM patients. This observation is further supported
by the relation of lower miRNA levels to higher creatinine
and β2-microglobulin levels. Lactate dehydrogenase (LDH)
level helps to assess tumor burden, and the level of β2-
microglobulin reflects the tumor mass.6,34 Furthermore,
anemia associated with MM is caused by inadequate ery-
thropoietin levels consequent to renal impairment and the
effect of inflammatory cytokines.35 C-reactive protein
(CRP) as well as albumin levels are known to be  hallmarks
of tumor activity.36,37 Taking all these facts into considera-
tion, we can anticipate that serum miRNA levels are asso-
ciated with tumor mass and disease activity. Interestingly,
such correlation pattern with biochemical parameters was
observed also for MGUS. 
However; as no correlation with infiltration of BMPCs in

MM and MGUS was observed, which is in concordance
with previously presented data from another group,29 our
observations further suggest that circulating miRNAs reflect
other MM pathological effects as well. To further investi-
gate potential derivation of all studied miRNAs, we estimat-
ed their levels in exosomal and exosome-depleted fractions
and in BMPCs. Four miRNAs were observed to be present
primarily in exosomes, which is consistent with previous
observations that exosome fraction is highly enriched in
miRNAs.38 Moreover, all of the studied miRNAs were found
to be abundantly present in BMPCs when compared to lev-
els in exosomes. Interestingly, levels of miR-130a were
comparable in exosomal fraction and in BMPCs, suggesting
their involvement in intercellular communication.
However, as we did not find any linear dependence
between miRNA levels in exosomal fraction/exosome-
depleted fraction and miRNA levels in BMPCs, it is not clear
whether they originate from BMPCs.
Different miRNAs expression was confirmed also in 18

paired MM samples taken at diagnosis and at relapse with
higher levels of miR-34a and lower levels of let-7d, sug-
gesting that deregulated levels of miRNAs reflect patient
condition and are associated with more advanced disease.
To the best of our knowledge, the possibility of a prog-

nostic serum miRNAs marker in MM has not yet been
investigated. In this study, lower levels of miR-744 and let-
7e were found to be significantly associated with the

worse OS and TTP of MM patients. It should be men-
tioned that this is related to a short-time period (1-2 years).
For-miR-744, the observation could be partially explained
by the fact that the gene for miR-744 lies in the 17p12
region, close to the TP53 gene (17p13). Deletions at chro-
mosome 17p13.1-17p12 were previously found to be asso-
ciated with poor survival.39 Also, low TP53 gene expres-
sion, which is highly correlated with loss of heterozygosi-
ty of the TP53 locus, was associated with shorter event-
free survival and OS.40
However, we were not able to prove the relationship

between low levels of miR-744 and deletion of TP53, and
thus we cannot say that absence of the 17p13.1-17p12
region can fully explain the lower levels of miR-744.
As patients were not equally distributed across ISS stage,

we assume that miR-744 and let-7e impact on OS and TTP
could be explained by ISS heterogeneity. However, no dif-
ferences in DS stage between groups with low/high
expression of miR-744 were observed, but they were
observed between groups with ‘low/high’ expression of
let-7e. Interestingly, the miR-744 ‘low’ expression group of
patients was associated with presence of 1q21 amplifica-
tion or t(4;14), which have been previously described as
unfavorable prognostic factors for MM.41,42
The ‘low/high’ miR-744 and let-7e groups of MM

patients were also observed to be clinically heterogeneous,
which was demonstrated by different levels of albumin,
creatinine, β2-microglobulin, LDH, hemoglobin and
thrombocyte count between groups. As mentioned above,
all listed parameters are known to be markers of tumor
mass and disease activity.34,35,43 Although our initial findings
concerning clinical data, such as OS and TTP, show that
these miRNAs are not an independent factor, but rather a
hallmark of a complex pathological process that accompa-
nies MM, they both reflect disease status and thus can
serve as new auxiliary peripheral blood prognostic markers
for MM.
In conclusion, we have identified for the first time a pro-

file of five serum miRNAs which are deregulated in MM
and MGUS sera. Levels of miR-744, miR-130a, let-7d and
let-7e were significantly decreased whereas miR-34a was
increased in MM and MGUS. Deregulated levels of
miRNAs were observed in advanced MM suggesting that
they are stable markers of MM. Moreover, levels of miR-
744 and let-7e might be useful as a marker of patients’ sur-
vival. Even though additional larger-scale studies are need-
ed to address other biological characteristics of these
miRNAs, it is obvious that circulating serum miRNAs have
diagnostic and prognostic implications for MGUS and MM
patients. 

Funding
This work was supported by a grant of The Ministry of

Education, Youth and Sports: MSM0021622434 and IGA
grants of The Ministry of Health: NT12130, NT13190,
NT14575, grant of the Ministry of Health, Czech Republic -
conceptual development of research organization (FNBr,
65269705), grant MUNI/11/InGA17/2012 and by the
European Union Seventh Framework Programme (FP7/2007-
2013) under grant agreement n. 278570.

Acknowledgments
The authors would like to thank all the patients and their care-

givers for participating in this work as well as lab technicians
from the Faculty Hospital Brno. 

Serum microRNAs as markers of MM and MGUS

haematologica | 2014; 99(3) 517

© Ferr
ata

 S
tor

ti F
ou

nd
ati

on



Authorship and Disclosures
Information on authorship, contributions, and financial & other

disclosures was provided by the authors and is available with the
online version of this article at www.haematologica.org.

L. Kubiczkova et al.

518 haematologica | 2014; 99(3)

Referenes

1. Kyle RA, Rajkumar SV. Multiple myeloma.
Blood. 2008;111(6):2962-72.

2. Hájek R, Krejcí M, Pour L, Adam Z.
Multiple myeloma. Klin Onkol. 2011;24
Suppl:S10-3.

3. Kyle RA, Rajkumar SV. Monoclonal gam-
mopathy of undetermined significance and
smouldering multiple myeloma: emphasis
on risk factors for progression. Br J
Haematol. 2007;139(5):730-43.

4. Snozek CL, Katzmann JA, Kyle RA,
Dispenzieri A, Larson DR, Therneau TM, et
al. Prognostic value of the serum free light
chain ratio in newly diagnosed myeloma:
proposed incorporation into the interna-
tional staging system. Leukemia.
2008;22(10):1933-7.

5. Rajkumar SV, Kyle RA, Therneau TM,
Melton LJ, Bradwell AR, Clark RJ, et al.
Serum free light chain ratio is an independ-
ent risk factor for progression in monoclon-
al gammopathy of undetermined signifi-
cance. Blood. 2005;106(3):812-7.

6. Anderson KC, Alsina M, Bensinger W,
Biermann JS, Chanan-Khan A, Cohen AD,
et al. NCCN clinical practice guidelines in
oncology: multiple myeloma. J Natl Compr
Canc Netw. 2009;7(9):908-42.

7. Jones CI, Zabolotskaya MV, King AJ,
Stewart HJ, Horne GA, Chevassut TJ, et al.
Identification of circulating microRNAs as
diagnostic biomarkers for use in multiple
myeloma. Br J Cancer. 2012;107(12):1987-
96.

8. Yyusnita, Norsiah, Zakiah I, Chang KM,
Purushotaman VS, Zubaidah Z, et al.
MicroRNA (miRNA) expression profiling of
peripheral blood samples in multiple
myeloma patients using microarray. Malays
J Pathol. 2012;34(2):133-43.

9. Sevcikova S, Kubiczkova L, Sedlarikova L,
Slaby O, Hajek R. Serum miR-29a as a
marker of multiple myeloma. Leuk
Lymphoma. 2013;54(1):189-91.

10. Doench JG, Sharp PA. Specificity of
microRNA target selection in translational
repression. Genes Dev. 2004;18(5):504-11.

11. Wu L, Fan J, Belasco JG. MicroRNAs direct
rapid deadenylation of mRNA. Proc Natl
Acad Sci USA. 2006;103(11):4034-9.

12. Esquela-Kerscher A, Slack FJ. Oncomirs -
microRNAs with a role in cancer. Nat Rev
Cancer. 2006;6(4):259-69.

13. Corsini LR, Bronte G, Terrasi M, Amodeo
V, Fanale D, Fiorentino E, et al. The role of
microRNAs in cancer: diagnostic and prog-
nostic biomarkers and targets of therapies.
Expert Opin Ther Targets. 2012;16 Suppl 2:
S103-9.

14. Pichiorri F, Suh SS, Ladetto M, Kuehl M,
Palumbo T, Drandi D, et al. MicroRNAs
regulate critical genes associated with mul-
tiple myeloma pathogenesis. Proc Natl
Acad Sci USA. 2008;105(35):12885-90.

15. Lionetti M Biasiolo M, Agnelli L, Todoerti
K, Mosca L, Fabris S, et al. Identification of
microRNA expression patterns and defini-
tion of a microRNA/mRNA regulatory net-
work in distinct molecular groups of multi-

ple myeloma. Blood. 2009;114(25):e20-6.
16. Corthals SL, Sun SM, Kuiper R, de Knegt Y,

Broyl A, van der Holt B, et al. MicroRNA
signatures characterize multiple myeloma
patients. Leukemia. 2011;25(11):1784-9.

17. Gutiérrez NC, Sarasquete ME, Misiewicz-
Krzeminska I, Delgado M, De Las Rivas J,
Ticona FV, et al. Deregulation of microRNA
expression in the different genetic subtypes
of multiple myeloma and correlation with
gene expression profiling. Leukemia.
2010;24(3):629-37.

18. Di Martino MT, Leone E, Amodio N,
Foresta U, Lionetti M, Pitari MR, et al.
Synthetic miR-34a mimics as a novel thera-
peutic agent for multiple myeloma: in vitro
and in vivo evidence. Clin Cancer Res.
2012;18(22):6260-70.

19. Reid G, Kirschner MB, van Zandwijk N.
Circulating microRNAs: Association with
disease and potential use as biomarkers. Crit
Rev Oncol Hematol. 2011;80(2):193-208.

20. Chen X, Liang H, Zhang J, Zen K, Zhang
CY. Secreted microRNAs: a new form of
intercellular communication. Trends Cell
Biol. 2012;22(3):125-32.

21. Turchinovich A, Weiz L, Langheinz A,
Burwinkel B. Characterization of extracel-
lular circulating microRNA. Nucleic Acids
Res. 2011;39(16):7223-33.

22. Gilad S, Meiri E, Yogev Y, Benjamin S,
Lebanony D, Yerushalmi N, et al. Serum
microRNAs are promising novel biomark-
ers. PLoS One. 2008;3(9):e3148.

23. Buresova I, Cumova J, Kovarova L,
Stossova J, Dementyeva E, Kryukov F, et al.
Bone marrow plasma cell separation - vali-
dation of separation algorithm. Clin Chem
Lab Med. 2012;50(6):1139-40.

24. Zhang C, Wang C, Chen X, Yang C, Li K,
Wang J, et al. Expression profile of
microRNAs in serum: a fingerprint for
esophageal squamous cell carcinoma. Clin
Chem. 2010;56(12):1871-9.

25. Nemec P, Zemanova Z, Kuglik P, Michalova
K, Tajtlova J, Kaisarova P, et al. Complex
karyotype and translocation t(4;14) define
patients with high-risk newly diagnosed
multiple myeloma: results of CMG2002
trial. Leuk Lymphoma. 2012;53(5):920-7.

26. Reimers M, Carey VJ. Bioconductor: an
open source framework for bioinformatics
and computational biology. Methods
Enzymol. 2006;411:119-34.

27 R Core Team. R: A language and environ-
ment for statistical computing. R
Foundation for Statistical Computing,
Vienna, Austria. 2013. Available from: URL
http://www.R-project.org/.

28 Smyth, GK. Limma: linear models for
microarray data. In:'Bioinformatics and
Computational Biology Solutions using R
and Bioconductor'. Gentleman R, Carey V,
S. Dudoit S, Irizarry R, Huber W (eds),
Springer. New York. 2005. p. 397-420.

29. Rocci A, Hofmeister C, Omede P, Geyer S,
Bringhen S, Cascione L, et al. Circulating
microRNA in multiple myeloma:
Differences in healthy subjects and correla-
tion with biological parameters.  17th
Congress of the European Hematology
Association. 2012.

30. Yoshizawa S, Ohyashiki JH, Ohyashiki M,
Umezu T, Suzuki K, Inagaki A, et al.
Downregulated plasma miR-92a levels
have clinical impact on multiple myeloma
and related disorders. Blood Cancer J.
2012;2(1):e53.

31. Huang JJ, Yu J, Li JY, Liu YT, Zhong RQ.
Circulating microRNA expression is associ-
ated with genetic subtype and survival of
multiple myeloma. Med Oncol.
2012;29(4):2402-8.

32. Turchinovich A, Weiz L, Burwinkel B.
Extracellular miRNAs: the mystery of their
origin and function. Trends Biochem Sci.
2012;37(11):460-5.

33. Ohshima K, Inoue K, Fujiwara A,
Hatakeyama K, Kanto K, Watanabe Y, et al.
Let-7 microRNA family is selectively secret-
ed into the extracellular environment via
exosomes in a metastatic gastric cancer cell
line. PLoS One. 2010;5(10):e13247.

34. Dimopoulos MA, Barlogie B, Smith TL,
Alexanian R. High serum lactate dehydro-
genase level as a marker for drug resistance
and short survival in multiple myeloma.
Ann Intern Med. 1991;115(12):931-5.

35. Littlewood T, Mandelli F. The effects of
anemia in hematologic malignancies: more
than a symptom. Semin Oncol. 2002;29(3
Suppl 8):40-4.

36. Kim JE, Yoo C, Lee DH, Kim SW, Lee JS,
Suh C. Serum albumin level is a significant
prognostic factor reflecting disease severity
in symptomatic multiple myeloma. Ann
Hematol. 2010;89(4):391-7.

37. Yang J, Wezeman M, Zhang X, Lin P, Wang
M, Qian J, et al. Human C-reactive protein
binds activating Fcgamma receptors and
protects myeloma tumor cells from apopto-
sis. Cancer Cell. 2007;12(3):252-65.

38. Gallo A, Tandon M., Alevizos I, Illei G. The
majority of microRNAs derectable in serum
and saliva is concentrated in exosomes.
PlosOne. 2012;7(3):e30679

39. Carrasco DR, Tonon G, Huang Y, Zhang Y,
Sinha R, Feng B, et al. High-resolution
genomic profiles define distinct clinico-
pathogenetic subgroups of multiple myelo-
ma patients. Cancer Cell. 2006;9(4):313-25.

40. Xiong W, Wu X, Starnes S, Johnson SK,
Haessler J, Wang S, et al. An analysis of the
clinical and biologic significance of TP53
loss and the identification of potential novel
transcriptional targets of TP53 in multiple
myeloma. Blood. 2008;112(10):4235-46.

41. Nemec P, Zemanova Z, Greslikova H,
Michalova K, Filkova H, Tajtlova J, et al.
Gain of 1q21 is an unfavorable genetic
prognostic factor for multiple myeloma
patients treated with high-dose chemother-
apy. Biol Blood Marrow Transplant. 2010;
16(4):548-54.

42. Keats JJ, Reiman T, Maxwell CA, Taylor BJ,
Larratt LM, Mant MJ, et al. In multiple
myeloma, t(4;14)(p16;q32) is an adverse
prognostic factor irrespective of FGFR3
expression. Blood. 2003;101(4):1520-9.

43. Tichý M, Maisnar V, Palicka V, Friedecký B,
Vávrová J, Novotná H, et al. International
Staging System required standardization of
biochemical laboratory testing in multiple
myeloma. Neoplasma. 2006;53(6):492-4.

© Ferr
ata

 S
tor

ti F
ou

nd
ati

on




