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The HOX Code as a “biological fingerprint” to
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Abstract Mesenchymal stem cells (MSC) have been isolated from almost every adult tissue. In cord blood (CB), different non-
hematopoietic CD45-, CD34− adherent cell populations can be generated: the cord blood derived MSC (CB-MSC), that
behave almost like MSC from bone marrow (BM-MSC), and unrestricted somatic stem cells (USSC) which show a distinct
differentiation potential into all three germ layers. However, distinguishing these populations easily by molecular markers is
still a concern. In this study we were able to present the HOX expression pattern of USSC, CB-MSC and BM-MSC, which in fact
allows a discrimination of these populations.
Briefly, RT-PCR analysis of the HOX code revealed a high similarity between BM-MSC and CB-MSC, which are both HOX-positive,
whereas USSC resembled H9 embryonic stem cells HOX-negative.Especially HOXA9, HOXB7, HOXC10 and HOXD8 are
good candidate markers to discriminate MSC from USSC. Thus, our data suggest that the "biological fingerprint" based
on the HOX code can be used to distinguish functionally distinct MSC populations derived from bone marrow and
cord blood.
© 2010 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.
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Introduction

The presence of primitive non-hematopoietic stem/progen-
itor cells in cord blood was reported by our group (Kogler
et al., 2005) and confirmed by others (Chan et al., 2007;
Chang et al., 2006; Kern et al., 2006; Kim et al., 2005). In our
lab, characterization of unrestricted somatic stem cells
(USSC) from CB that have unique proliferation capacities and
can be differentiated in vitro into mesodermal, endodermal
and ectodermal lineages was performed (Greschat et al.,
2008; Sensken et al., 2007; Kogler et al., 2004; Trapp et al.,
2008). Although USSC possess several overlapping features
with MSC derived from CB or from bone marrow (BM), such
as immunophenotype, osteogenic and chondrogenic in vitro
and in vivo differentiation potential, USSC differ from BM-
MSC with regard to their immunological behavior (van den
Berk et al., 2009; Winter et al., 2008) and their neural
differentiation potential (Greschat et al., 2008; Kogler
et al., 2004). MSC can be differentiated into osteoblasts,
adipocytes or chondrocytes in culture or in vivo (Prockop,
1997; Prockop et al., 2003). Over the last years a char-
acterization of a large number of CB-derived cell lines in
terms of their adipogenic, neural and endodermal differen-
tiation potential was achieved. Based on these results, a
classification of CB-derived cell lines regarding their adipo-
genic differentiation potential was suggested (Kogler et al.,
2009). In an actual work by Jansen et al., functional
differences between USSC, BM-MSC and AdAS were analyzed
on global transcriptome level and several differentially
expressed genes were defined (Jansen et al., 2009), but
markers capable of distinguishing between USSC and CB-
MSC are still lacking. Therefore, several questions were
addressed here: Which possible molecular markers can
distinguish between USSC and CB-MSC derived from cord
blood, and what kind of impact could these markers have on
biological functions or transplantation.
Homeobox genes encode homeodomain-containing tran-

scription factors determining the positional identity along
the anterior-posterior body axis of animal embryos (Krum-
lauf, 1994). In humans, the 39 known HOX genes are
distributed among four clusters HOXA to HOXD, located in
chromosomes 7, 17, 12 and 2, respectively. HOX genes are
expressed sequentially 3´ to 5´ along the anterior-posterior
axis during embryogenesis, termed “temporal and spacial
colinearity” (Kmita and Duboule, 2003). The typical HOX
code of a cell describes the specific expression of function-
ally active HOX genes in distinct tissues (Kessel and Gruss,
1991). Recent findings revealed that this intrinsic HOX code
of a cell reflects a continuation of embryonic patterning
(Morgan, 2006), and several studies have reported on specific
HOX gene expression in adult human tissues (Yamamoto
et al., 2003; Takahashi et al., 2004). Ackema et al. recently
described in mice that mesenchymal stroma cells from
different organs are characterized by distinct topographic
HOX codes (Ackema and Charite, 2008). Ackema et al.
reported that even if there is a broad similarity of all MSC
tested, these can be subdivided by their specific topographic
HOX code depending on the tissue of origin. Another study by
Chang et al. revealed that fibroblasts from different
anatomic sites across the human body express distinct HOX
patterns (Chang et al., 2002). In addition Chang et al.
presented data that more than 1000 genes are differentially

expressed due to the anatomical origin of the cell. Others
were able to confirm in mice that the typical HOX code can
be sufficient to indicate the positional identity of a cell and
that the position-specific HOX code is independent of the age
of the donor (Rinn et al., 2006, 2008). In an actual work by
Hwang et al., HOXC10 was defined as a potential marker for
discriminating between human amnion- and decidua-derived
mesenchymal stem cells (Hwang et al., 2009).
However, analyzing HOX expression patterns in different

cell types seems to be useful to clarify the cell origin and
subdivide similar cell types, like mesenchymal stem, cells
regarding their tissue of origin. Thus an expression analysis of
all 39 known human HOX genes in functionally distinct
adherent non-hematopoietic cell populations derived from
cord blood was performed and possible markers to distin-
guish between them were defined in this study.

Results

Analysis of Affymetrix chips revealed HOX genes as
potential molecular markers to distinguish between
USSC and CB-MSC

The primary basis of this work was a DNA-array (Affymetrix)
including in total 5 CB-derived cell lines (USSC n=3; CB-MSC
n=2). To first assess relatedness between the CB-derived
stem cell populations, a principal component analysis (PCA)
was performed. As depicted in Fig. 1, the two independent
samples of CB-MSC (red) grouped together, while the three
USSC samples (blue) are more divergent but in one plane.
The divergency between the cell populations reflects the
biological heterogeneity of the samples. These already
preliminary data indicate that two different populations
exist in cord blood, which can be distinguished by their
diffentiation potential (Kogler et al., 2009). Further analysis
revealed 271 probesets, which are significantly differentially
expressed between UCCS and CB-MSC. Of these, 158
probesets were upregulated and 113 probesets were down-
regulated in USSC. Subsequently, the Affymetrix Ids,
according to the 271 differentially expressed probesets,
were subjected to a Functional Annotation Chart analysis
offered by the DAVID Bioinformatics Resources 2008 home-
page (http://www.david.abcc.ncifcrf.gov/) (Dennis et al.,
2003; Sherman et al., 2007; Huang da et al., 2009). The
results of this analysis are shown in Table 1. Chart Report is
an annotation-term-focused view, which lists annotation
terms and their associated genes under study. This tool is
useful to discover enriched functional-related gene groups.
Analysis outcome revealed that the detected GO terms are
mainly functionally related to transcription factors and
developmental processes. Checking the detailed gene lists
of the top 10 GO terms, it was found that the first 6
functional groups comprise 17 HOX genes, a list of which is
presented in the supplement Table S2. Consequently, an
analysis of the expression data of all 39 HOX genes in USSC
and CB-MSC followed and all hits belonging to HOX genes
from the Affymetrix chips were extracted. Fig. 2 depicts the
relative expression values taken from the Affymetrix chip of
all 39 HOX genes. The values from USSC (n=3) and CB-MSC
(n=2) were compared to each other. Again, USSC revealed
almost no expression of HOX genes, whereas CB-MSC cell
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lines showed high expression of numerous HOX genes of each
cluster. The most prominent ones in CB-MSC are HOXA9,
HOXA10, HOXB2, HOXB7, HOXC6, HOXC10 and HOXD8.
HOXC6 and HOXC10 reached the highest expression with
relative expression values at 7000 (HOXC10) and 10000

(HOXC6). These preliminary results ascertain that the
“biological fingerprint” of a specific cell type is reflected
by a typical HOX code, and, as a consequence thereof, the
HOX code can be used as a molecular marker to discriminate
USSC from CB-MSC.

Table 1 Functional Annotation Chart

Term Count % PVaIue Benjamini

GO:0043565∼ sequence-specific DNA binding 24 10,48% 6,27E-09 1,80 E-05
GO:00 03700∼transcription factor activity 31 13,54% 1,12E-07 1,61 E-04
GO:0007275∼multicellular organismal development 54 23,58% 6,16E-07 0,003227888
GO:0032502∼developmental process 64 27,95% 8,57E-06 0,022260891
GO:0030528∼ transcription regulator activity 33 14,41% 6,09E-05 0,056751315
GO:0032501∼multicellular organismal process 64 27,95% 3,95E-05 0,066772989
GO:0009653∼anatomical structure morphogenesis 29 12,66% I,09E-04 0,133539358
GO:0048856-∼anatomical structure development 44 19,21% 2,33E-04 0,217104075
GO:0009887∼organ morphogenesis 15 6,55% 4,63E-04 0,293219656
GO:0001501∼skeletal development 11 4,80% 4,14E-04 0,304147747

271 probeset IDs that were found to be significantly differentially expressed by USSC and CB MSC were further analyzed by the DAVID
Functional Annotation Chart Tool to identify GO terms with unbalanced distribution of this query list compared to a background list (here:
Affymetrix HG-U133_Plus_2 probeset list). The top 10 GO terms are shown.

Figure 1 Principal Component Analysis (PCA) of global gene expression profile of USSC and CB MSC. Red: CB-MSC, blue: USSC.
Principal Component Analysis (PCA)/ calculates the PCA scores and visually represents them in a 3D scatter plot. The first, second and
third principal component (PC) capture the sample populations´ variability respectively. The first PC separates maximally between
CB-MSC and USSC. The second and third PC separates the biological variabilities within the two different populations.
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Epigenetic status of HOX genes in USSC in
comparison to ESC

In addition to the array data, the epigenetic status of the
HOX genes in USSC, CB-MSC and H9 embryonic stem cells was
determined. Especially USSC in comparison to H9 cells, which
preserve their pluripotency by repressing their HOX genes,
was assessed (Soshnikova and Duboule, 2008). Based on the
Affymetrix data it would be expected to see methylation
ranging over all 4 clusters, which would explain as a result
the lack of HOX gene expression in USSC and H9 cells. Roche
NimbleGen provides sensitive and specific DNA methylation
microarrays that allow a precise identification of methylated
DNA regions across whole genomes or within biologically
focused regions including promoters and CpG islands (Mohn
et al., 2008; Weber et al., 2007; Zilberman et al., 2007;
Rauch et al., 2007; Yasui et al., 2007). The DNA methylation
analysis of all four HOX clusters is depicted in Fig. 3. The
methylation status of H9 embryonic stem cells in comparison
to USSC is very similar and corresponds to the expression data
deriving from affymetrix chips (Table S3). Except for some
cases, the peaks reflecting the methylation status of the
genomic region is comparable between H9 embryonal stem
cells and USSC. The HOXA cluster is highly methylated in all
populations. The CB-MSC seem to be higher methylated as
compared to USSC, which would not be expected by the
affymetrix data, because many of the HOXA genes are
detectable. The methylation of the HOXA cluster is signif-
icantly lower in USSC as compared to H9. Nevertheless,

based on affymetrix data, transcription of the HOXA genes is
rarely detectable in USSC and H9. The clusters B-D are less
methylated in all three populations and would allow, in some
cases, an expression of several HOX genes. This might explain
why CB-MSC seem to express several HOX genes of all four
clusters based on the affymetrix data whereas USSC and H9
do not. Still, non-methylated parts within the HOX gene
cluster do not directly refer to transcription with respect to
other regulative mechanisms of transcription, like posttran-
scriptional regulation by splicing, or posttranslational by
modification and ubiquitinilation. Due to the fact that the
epigenetic analysis can only serve as a prediction for the
possible expression of genes, RT-PCR analysis is mandatory
to define putative markers in order to distinguish USSC from
CB-MSC.

Determination of specific HOX expression pattern
by RT-PCR

To validate the preliminary array data, primers specific for
each HOX gene (Table S1) were designed. The expression of
each known HOX gene was detected by RT-PCR (Table 2).
This analysis included USSC cell lines (n=7), CB-MSC cell lines
(n=7) and BM-MSC cell lines (n=7) to show the differences
between these populations. In addition, several common
cell lines like HEK, Hela, NHDF, H9 and nTERA-2, as well
as adipose tissue-derived MSC and some distinct tissues
like femoral muscle, brain and liver, were analyzed. After

Figure 2 Comparison of relative mRNA expression levels of 39 HOX genes in USSC and CB-MSC determined by careful data analysis of
our Affymetrix HG-U133_Plus_2 expression arrays. Relative expression values are shown for HOX Cluster A (A), B (B), C (C) and D (D). If
more than one probeset was used in the array, mean values are depicted in the graph. Raw data is available in Table S1. The mRNA
steady state levels are represented for each sample of USSC (n=3) and CB-MSC (n=2).
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Figure 3 DNAmethylation analysis of the 4 HOX loci by NimbleGen. A global overview of the DNAmethylation status of the HOX gene
clusters A, B, C and D of USSC, CB-MSC and H9 ES cells is given. Grey boxes display the localization of the HOX genes within the cluster.
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visualization on agarose gels, the band intensity was defined
either as negative -, weakly expressed (-) or as one of three
levels positively expressed (+, ++ and +++). The RT-PCR
results revealed that BM-MSC samples as well as CB-MSC
samples share a high homology regarding their HOX code.
With the exception of the CB-MSC samples 4, 5 and 7, which
express fewer HOX genes in comparison to the other CB-MSC
samples. This can reflect biological variations, or one can
hypothesize that other MSC-like population are present in
cord blood. The most highly expressed HOX genes in BM-MSC
as well as in CB-MSC are HOXA5, 9 and 10, HOXB6 and 7,
HOXC4-10 and HOXD3-4, and 8. In both MSC populations, the
5´ positioned HOX genes are barely or not expressed in all
four HOX clusters. The 3´ HOX genes are mainly expressed in
Cluster A and C, while in Cluster D they show only partial
expression. In the HOXB cluster the expression of 3´ HOX
genes is almost absent. Further detailed examination of each
single HOX gene revealed HOXD9 as a putative distinguishing
feature between CB-MSC (HOXD9+) and BM-MSC (HOXD9-).
However, both MSC populations show quite a similar
expression pattern. Compared to both MSC populations,
USSC show almost no expression of HOX genes was detected.
Only in some cases a very low expression of different HOX
genes detected. The only gene we expected to be higly
expressed was HOXB2 based on the Affymetrix data (Fig. 2).
USSC line 2 revealed no expression of HOXB2 (Table S3).
Since only one probe was used in affymetrix (205453_at), and
taking into account the possible heterogeneity of this special
gene within the USSC populations, HOXB2 expression might
be not representative in USSC. However, after testing two
different primer pairs, RT-PCR analysis revealed expression of
HOXB2 only in adipose tissue derived MSC and HEK and never
in USSC showing that the primer pair used in this analysis
worked. The USSC share the HOX-negative expression pattern
with the embryonal cell line H9 and the embryonal terato-
carcinoma cell line nTERA-2. It is well documented that
embryonic stem cells preserve their pluripotency by repres-
sing their HOX genes (Soshnikova and Duboule, 2008). The
HOX-negative status of USSC therefore might reflect the
higher immaturity of this cell type in comparison to MSC and
could explain the distinct differentiation potential. Addition-
ally, further tissue samples were tested from femoral muscle,
brain and liver where muscle possessed a HOX-positive profile
and brain and liver a HOX-negative status.
In analogy to the Affymetrix data the most prominent

genes in CB-MSC are HOXA9, HOXA10, HOXB7, HOXC6,
HOXC10 and HOXD8.

Definition of HOXA9, HOXB7, HOXC10 and HOXD8 as
molecular markers to distinguish USSC and CB-MSC
by quantitative RT-PCR

Although HOXA10 and HOXC6 revealed the highest expression
based on the Affymetrix data and the RT-PCRdata, these genes
were excluded from further analysis due to alternative splice
variants. The primers used in this experiment detect both
splice variants. The function of these splice variants has not
been elucidated yet in detail (Shimeld et al., 1993; Lawrence
et al., 1995; Benson et al., 1995), therefore HOXA9, HOXB7,
HOXC10 and HOXD8 were defined as good potential molecular
markers to discriminate between USSC and CB-MSC.

In a simple RT-PCR approach, 20 different cell lines
derived from cord blood and 3 different BM-MSC lines were
tested (data not shown). Of the 20 CB-derived cell lines
tested, 3 were classified as CB-MSC and 17 as USSC cell lines
based on their adipogenic differentiation potential, which is
tested routinely in our lab as quality control (Kogler et al.,
2009) (Fig. S1). Based on the 4 HOX genes tested, it was
possible to confirm that USSC as well as embryonic stem cells
are negative for the 4 HOXmarkers tested, whereas BM-MSC,
CB-MSC and highly differentiated adipose tissue-derived MSC
are positive for these markers. Hence the differentiation
potential of cell lines derived from cord blood can be linked
to the expression of the HOX genes. Moreover, testing the 4
molecular HOX markers facilitates the characterization of
cord blood derived cell lines in comparison to the time
consuming determination of the differentiation potential
(Sensken et al., 2007; Kogler et al., 2004, 2009).
In a next step the data was confirmed in a quantitative real

time PCR approach. As a negative control the embryonal
teratocarcinoma cell line nTERA-2 was employed, which was
negative forHOX gene expression in the RT-PCR approach. The
positive control was the HEK cell line, known to be positive for
the majority of HOX genes. All samples applied here were
normalized to the HEK cell line. Fig. 4 depicts the results of the
quantitative PCR. Comparison of the expression values of each
cell type tested showed that USSC cell lines are HOX-negative
on quantitative level, confirming the preliminary RT-PCR
results. By comparison, CB-MSC and BM-MSC expressed many
HOX genes. HOXC10 reached the highest expression of all
markers tested, in fact expressing 7-30 fold more as compared
to the HEK cell line. By contrast, HOXA9, HOXB7 and HOXD8
achieved moderate levels of gene expression, comparable to
the positive control. Nevertheless, evaluating the gene
expression of the four markers tested on quantitative level
definitively confirmed the potential of the HOX markers to
distinguish CB-MSC from USSC.

Discussion

MSC populations can be isolated from numerous human
tissues (Kogler et al., 2004; Zuk et al., 2001; Goodwin et al.,
2001), but the relatedness of these cells remains largely
unknown. Cord blood is currently used as an alternative to
bone marrow as a source of stem cells for hematopoietic
reconstitution after ablation. It is also under intense
preclinical investigation for a variety of indications ranging
from stroke, to limb ischemia, to myocardial regeneration
(Riordan et al., 2007; Hu et al., 2006; Brzoska et al., 2006;
Leor et al., 2006; Newcomb et al., 2006). Key questions
concerning the differences between cord blood-derived cell
populations regarding their origin, differentiation potential,
tumorigenicity, and availability still need to be answered
(Buchheiser et al., 2009). Over the last years, numerous CB-
derived cell lines were generated and characterized based
on their differentiation potential in our lab. Beyond the
biological small variations between the cell lines, it was
detected that adipogenic differentiation is present in CB-
MSC, but absent in USSC (Kogler et al., 2009). In order to
distinguish easily between these two populations derived
from cord blood, it is mandatory to define cell type-specific
markers. Here, we were able to present the HOX code as a
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“biological fingerprint” to distinguish functionally distinct
MSC populations derived from cord blood. HOX gene
expression especially in BM-MSC, CB-MSC and USSC was
evaluated by RT-PCR. Several common cell lines like HEK,
Hela, NHDF, H9 and nTERA-2, as well as adipose tissue-
derived MSC and some distinct tissues like femoral muscle,
brain and liver were included in this study to complete the
analysis. Furthermore, HOXA9, HOXB7, HOXC10 and HOXD8
were defined as potential molecular markers, which are
highly differentially expressed in USSC and CB-MSC. In an
actual work by Jansen et al., functional differences between
USSC, BM-MSC and AdAS were analyzed on global transcrip-
tome level (Jansen et al., 2009). Within the top 25 genes that
are upregulated in BM-MSC compared to USSC, they found
HOXC10 four fold differentially expressed, which could also
be confirmed by the data provided here. In a recent work by
Hwang et al., HOXC10 was defined as a potential marker to
distinguish amnion- and decidua-derived mesenchymal stem
cells (Hwang et al., 2009). Our data are in agreement with
the findings of Hwang et al., therefore, determining the
function of HOXC10 in these cells is an interesting task for
future prospects. In addition, the determination of the
specific HOX codes revealed a high similarity between BM-
MSC and CB-MSC. These two cell populations could be
distinguished by only some HOX genes, namely HOXD9 and
HOXD10 as the most prominent ones in RT-PCR experiments.
Taken together with the results of the affymetrix chips
(Table S3) only HOXD9 is expressed in CB-MSC and is absent in
BM-MSC. Expression of many HOX genes was also present in
adipose tissue-derived MSC confirming the data by Lee et al.
(Lee et al., 2004), who described that the genetic expression

profiles of BM-MSC and adipose tissue-derived MSC is similar.
Whether this correlation reflects the ability of MSC to
differentiate into adipocytes remains elusive. The expres-
sion of HOX genes was mainly absent in USSC, H9 and nTERA-2
cells. In addition, brain and liver tissues were HOX-negative.
Taken together, we were able to document here that CB-MSC
resemble BM-MSC and that USSC are more similar to
embryonic stem cells based on their HOX code without
expressing the specific ES-cell markers Oct4, Sox2 and Nanog
(Kogler et al., 2009; Liedtke et al., 2007, 2008; Buchheiser
et al., 2008.
The aspect of the HOX-negative status is also an important

factor relevant for transplantation:
In a recent publication, interesting biological and func-

tional aspects of HOX genes were highlighted (Wang et al.,
2009). One is the influence of the HOX code in the process of
adult bone regeneration (Leucht et al., 2008) and wound
healing (Creuzet et al., 2002). In the work of Leucht et al.
it was documented that HOX-negative mandibular skeletal
progenitor cells adopt a HOX-positive profile when trans-
planted into a HOX-positive tibial defect. Conversely, HOX-
positive tibial skeletal progenitor cells maintain the HOX
status even when transplanted into a HOX-negative mandib-
ular defect (Leucht et al., 2008). In this context the HOX-
negative status of USSC in comparison to CB-MSC is im-
portant. In a no injury in utero sheep model it was shown that
USSC have the potential to differentiate into parenchymal
liver cells (Kogler et al., 2004). Our analysis revealed that
USSC as well as liver were HOX-negative. Taking into account
that HOX-negative stem or precursor cells can adopt the
HOX-positive status if they are transplanted in HOX-positive

Figure 4 Representative expression patterns of the new putative marker genes HOXA9, HOXB7, HOXC10 and HOXD8. Differential
expression of the four HOX genes were verified by means of real-time PCR. Relative changes in gene expression were calculated using
the ΔΔCt-method with GAPDH as internal standard and normalized to human embryonic kidney (HEK) cells.

Notes to Table 2:
Band intensities were depicted with +++ for highly expressed, ++ for strongly expressed, + for expressed, (-) for weakly expressed and – for
not expressed. Abbreviations: a. (adult), f. (fetal), HEK (human embryonic kidney), NHDF (normal human dermal fibroblasts), BM-MSC (bone
marrow mesenchymal stem cells), CB-MSC (cord blood mesenchymal stem cells), USSC (unrestricted somatic stem cells).
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tissues but not vice versa (Leucht et al., 2008; Creuzet et al.,
2002), it can be hypothesized that USSC would have a higher
regenerative potential in comparison to CB-MSC or other MSC
derived from bone marrow. As reflected by their typical HOX
code, it can be speculated that matching the HOX code of the
transplanted stem cell with the host tissue is mandatory to
achieve engraftment and regenerative healing.
Currently,HOX gene expression has beenmainly focused on

embryonic patterning in drosophila (Akam, 1998). In the
murine and human system, the literature comprises a lot of
information about the association of HOX gene expression and
cancer development, but the identification of critical HOX
subsets and their functional role in cancer onset and
maintenance requires further investigation (McGonigle et
al., 2008). In some recent publications, the HOX code was
mainly used as a “biological fingerprint” of different cell types
(Ackema and Charite, 2008; Rinn et al., 2008; Hwang et al.,
2009). In 2004 Takahashi et al. (Takahashi et al., 2004)
presented expression profiles of HOX genes in human adult
organs and anaplastic thyroid cancer cell lines by quantitative
real-time RT-PCR. Their results showed that HOX genes are
organ-specifically expressed. However, as presented here, the
“biological fingerprint” can be applied to define functionally
distinct MSC populations derived from cord blood and other
tissues. Regarding the fact that cord blood stem cells are a
valuable source of neonatal cells, the definition of the HOX
status might be important for transplantations.
The 4 markers defined in this study are now used routinely

in our lab to prospectively define the cell lines generated.
We hope that our findings will support the idea that the
HOX code is the “biological fingerprint” of a cell useful to
determine and distinguish different cell types, and in the
case of adult stem cells as demonstrated here can provide
additional information about a putative regenerative poten-
tial important for transplantations.

Materials & Methods

Generation and Expansion of CB-derived cells

USSC and CB-MSC were generated by the same method.
Classification of the adherent cells into USSC and CB-MSC was
only possible after generation by determining the adipogenic
differentiation potential (Fig. S1). CB was collected from
umbilical cord vein with informed consent of the mother.
MNC were obtained by ficoll (Biochrom, density 1.077 g/cm3)
gradient separation followed by ammonium chloride lysis of
RBCs. 5–7 106 CB MNC /ml were cultured in T75 culture flasks
(Corning) in DMEM low glucose (Cambrex) with 30% FCS
(Perbio), 10–7 M dexamethasone (Sigma-Aldrich), penicillin /
streptomycin and L-glutamine (PSG;Cambrex). When colo-
nies were detected, cells were expanded without dexa-
methasone in a closed system applying cell stacks (Corning).
Cord blood derived stem cells (USSC and CB-MSC) were
incubated at 37 °C in 5% CO2 in a humidified atmosphere.
Reaching 80% confluence, cells were detached with 0.25%
trypsin (Cambrex) and replated 1:3. Each cell line generated
was obtained from an individual cord blood sample since the
frequency of the cells is very low (Kogler et al., 2006).

Total RNA extraction and Reverse Transcription

Total RNA was extracted from cell lines and cell samples in a
40 µl volume applying the Rneasy Kit (Qiagen) according to the
manufacturer's instructions. Determination of RNA concentra-
tionswas carried out by applying a Nanodrop device (NanoDrop
Technologies). Reverse transcription was performed for 1 h at
50 °C using the First-strand cDNA Synthesis Kit (Invitrogen) and
the enclosed oligo(dT)20 Primer. About 500 ng total RNA was
converted into first-strand cDNA in a 20 µl reaction. All control
reactions provided with this system were carried out to
monitor the efficiency of cDNA-synthesis. Prior to PCR, the
completed first-strand reaction was heat-inactivated at 85 °C
for at least 10 min. Finally, cDNA was treated with RNAseH
according to the manufacturer´s protocol.

RT-PCR and real time PCR

RT-PCR was carried out by designing intron-spanning primers
specific for each HOX gene (Thermo Scientific). GAPDH was
used as reference gene for normalization in all experiments.
Approximately 15 ng of cDNA was used for subsequent RT-
PCR-analysis in a total volume of 25 µl containing 1x PCR-
buffer, 0.2 µM of each primer, 1.5 mM MgCl2, 0.2 mM each
dNTP and 1 U Taq DNA Polymerase (Invitrogen) at the
following conditions: (1) 2 min at 95 °C for initial Denatur-
ation and Taq Polymerase activation, (2) 30 sec at 95 °C,
30 sec at 56 °C, (3) 30 sec at 72 °C for 35 cycles, 5 min at
72 °C for final extension of PCR products. PCR was performed
on a Mastercycler ep gradient S (Eppendorf). Subsequently,
aliquots of the RT-PCR products and related controls were
analyzed on 2% agarose gel electrophoresis.
Real time PCR was carried out with SYBR® Green PCR

Mastermix (Applied Biosystems) using 50 ng template cDNA. All
reactionswere run in duplicates/triplicates, respectively, on an
ABI 7700 Detection System (Applied Biosystems). The sequences
for the primers were carefully examined and checked for their
specificity (a list of primers used is shown in the supplementary
data (Table S1)). Evaluation of Taq Man Gene Expression Assays
(Applied Biosystems) was performed with the SDS 2.3 software.
Relative changes in gene expression were calculated following
the ΔΔCt-method with glyceraldehyde-3-phosphate dehydro-
genase (GAPDH) as internal standard and normalized to human
embryonic kidney (HEK) cells. Relative gene expression was
illustrated as mean values.

Analysis of microarrays

Cell lines used for affymetrix chips were cultured for 4 days.
On day 4 RNA was extracted according to the Rneasy Kit
protocol (Qiagen). Approx. 5 µg of total RNA of each
preparation were converted into labeled cRNA according to
the manufacturer´s Expression manual Version 2 (Affyme-
trix, Santa Clara CA, USA). Aliquots of the labelled and
subsequently fragmented cRNA were hybridized to Gene-
Chip® HG-U133_Plus_2 microarrays (Affymetrix, Santa Clara
CA, USA). Following several washing steps the hybridized
microarrays were scanned on a GC Scanner 3000 with G7
update. Digitized signal intensities were determined and raw
data quality was independently evaluated. The data were
further analyzed using Genespring 10.1 Software (Agilent).
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Probesets were filtered for fold-changes of ≥2.0 between
groups (USSC vs. CB-MSC) and significant regulations were
identified by an unpaired T-test with FDR-correction for
multiple testing (Benjamini-Hochberg, α=10%).

Annotation

Lists containing the differentially expressed probeset IDs
were subjected to the “Functional Annotation Chart Tool”
provided by DAVID Bioinformatics Resources (http://www.
david.abcc.ncifcrf.gov/) (Dennis et al., 2003; Sherman et al.,
2007; Huang da et al., 2009).

DNA methylation analysis by NimbleGen

1 µg genomic DNA from each cell line, the USSC, CB-MSC and
the ES cell line were sonicated to 300-1000 fragment size by
the Vibra Cell 75022 Ultrasonic Processor. These DNA sam-
ples then underwent immunoprecipitation of methylated
DNA employing the Diagenode´s MeDIP kit in accordance to
manufacturer´s instructions. Amplification of input and out-
put samples occurred applying the Genome Plex® Complete
WGA Kit ( Sigma Aldrich ) as described in the user´s guide.
Hybridization of 1 µg of each amplified DNA sample was
performed on NimbleGen 385 K RefSeq Promoter Arrays
HG18 containing all known RefSeq genes (Roche). The pro-
moter regions on these arrays are covered by 50-mer probes
with approximately 100 bp spacing. The hybridization pro-
cedure was applied as suggested by the manufacturer. The
hybridized arrays were scanned on an Axon 4000B microarray
scanner (Molecular Devices, Sunnyvale CA), and the images
were analyzed with Axon GenePix software version 4.1.
Image and data analyses were done by NimbleScan version
2.5 and SignalMap version 1.9 software.
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Supplementary material 
 
 
In Vitro Differentiation into Adipocytes 
To induce differentiation into adipocytes, cells were plated at 1,000 cells/cm2 in 24-

well plates in DMEM high glucose with 10% FCS (Gibco), 10IU/ml penicillin, 

streptomycin (Cambrex), 2mM L-glutamine (Cambrex), 10-6 M dexamethasone 

(Sigma-Aldrich), 0.2mM indomethacine (Fluka), 0.1mg/ml insulin (Sigma-Aldrich), 

1mM 3-Isobutyl-methylxanthin (IBMX) (Fluka). The medium was changed twice a 

week. After 21 days of adipogenic stimulation, cells were washed twice with PBS, 

fixed in 5% PFA for 30 min and incubated with Oil Red-O for 20 min to stain lipid 

vacuoles.  

 

RNA Isolation and reverse transcription polymerase chain reaction (RT-PCR) 
Total RNA of undifferentiated cells was isolated using the RNeasy Mini Kit (QIAGEN) 

following the product instructions. A DNAse digestion was performed using 1 U/µl 

DNAse (Invitrogen) for 20min at room temperature. Total RNA of adipo-differentiated 

USSCs and CB-MSCs was isolated using TRI Reagent® (Sigma-Aldrich). Therefore, 

the instruction protocol was followed. RT reactions were performed at 50°C using the 

SuperScriptIII (Invitrogen) according the manufacturer´s instructions using 1µg of 

total RNA. 

 

Detection of adipogenic markers by RT-PCR 
RT-PCR was performed using Taq DNA Polymerase Rekombinant (Invitrogen) to 

determine differentiation grade of the induced cells, looking at 4 adipogenic specific 

genes, using primers detecting human PPARγ2 (5´ GCT GTT ATG GGT GAA ACT 

CTG 3´), (3´ ATA AGG TGG AGA TGC AGG CTC 5´), human PLIN (5´ CTC ACC 

TTG CTG GAT GGA GA 3´), (3´ CGA GTG TTG GCA GCA AAT TC 5´), human 

FABP4 (5´ GCT TTG CCA CCA GGA AAG TG 3´), (3´ ATG ACG CAT TCC ACC 

ACC AG 5´), human ADIPOQ (5´  TTC TGA TTC CAT ACC AGA GG 3´), (3´ GGT 

ATA CAT AGG CAC CTT CTC 5`) as well as human GAPDH (5´ GAG TCA ACG 

GAT TTG GTC GT 3`), (3´ TTG ATT TTG GAG GGA TCT CG 5´). 

 

 
 



Figure S1: In vitro adipogenic differentiation as a distinguishing feature between 
USSC and CB-MSC.  (A) Expression of adipogenic markers in USSC, CB-MSC, 
BM-MSC and human adipocytes. Representative RT-PCR analysis revealed 
expression of adipogenic markers in CB-MSC and BM-MSC after 21 days of 
induction. Adipogenic markers are absent in USSC. (B) Adipogenic differentiation 
was conirmed by Oil red O staining 21 days after adipogenic induction. A high 
adipogenic differentiation potential could be shown for CB-MSC by formation of 
lipid vacuoles (5 times enlarged section), whereas USSC do not show the 
adipogenic phenotype.  
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Table S1: Primer sequences used in RT-PCR experiments. Abbreviations: RT=
reverse transcriptase conventional PCR; Q= quantitative real-time PCR. 

 
 
 
Gene PCR NCBI GeneID Primer_F 5´-3´ Primer_R 5´-3´ 
HOXA1 RT NM_005522.4, NM_153620.2 ATCGGAGACATCTTCTCCA CAGGTACTTGTTGAAGTGG 
HOXA2 RT NM_006735.3 TCAGCCACAAAGAATCCCT CTCTCAGTCAAATCCAGCA 

HOXA3 RT NM_030661.4, NM_153631.2, 
NM_153632.2 TCAGAATGCCAGCAACAAC AGTGAGGTTCAGCAGATTG 

HOXA4 RT NM_002141.4 TGGATGAAGAAGATCCATG TGGTCTTTCTTCCACTTCA 
HOXA5 RT NM_019102.2 TAAGTCATGACAACATAGGC TTAAACGCTCAGATACTCAG 
HOXA6 RT NM_024014.2 ACTACCTGCACTTTTCTCC CGTGGAATTGATGAGCTTG 
HOXA7 RT NM_006896.3 TCCTACGACCAAAACATCC GTCCTTATGCTCTTTCTTCC 
HOXA9 RT, Q NM_152739 AATGCTGAGAATGAGAGCGG TCTCGGTGAGGTTGAGCAG 
HOXA10 RT NM_018951, NM_153715.3 GATTCCCTGGGCAATTCC ACTTGTCTGTCCGTGAGG 
HOXA11 RT NM_005523.5 AACTTCAAGTTCGGACAGC AGACGCTGAAGAAGAACTC 
HOXA13 RT NM_000522.4 TACCTGGATATGCCAGTG GTATTCCCGTTCAAGTTC 
HOXB1 RT NM_002144.3 CAAGACAGCGAAGGTGTCA CTTCTGCTTCATTCGTCGG 
HOXB2 RT NM_002145 TCCACCCTTCAGAGACCCA GCGGGTGACAGCAGGCTT 
HOXB3 RT NM_002146.4 TCATGAATGGGATCTGCAG TAGTAGGTGGCTTTCTGCA 
HOXB4 RT NM_024015.4 GCAAAGTTCACGTGAGCA TTGGGCAACTTGTGGTCT 
HOXB5 RT NM_002147.3 ATCAGCCATGATATGACCG GTTGTCCTTCTTCCACTTC 
HOXB6 RT NM_018952.4 GAATTCGTGCAACAGTTCC TATCTTGATCTGCCTCTCC 
HOXB7 RT, Q NM_004502 GAGTAACTTCCGGATCTACC TGATCTGTCTTTCCGTGAGG 
HOXB8 RT NM_024016.3 TACGCAGACTGCAAGCTTG TTTGCTGCTGGGGAACTTG 
HOXB9 RT NM_024017.4 TGCTGTCTAATCAAAGACC AGAAACTCCTTCTCTAGCT 
HOXB13 RT NM_006361.5 AGCATTTGCAGACTCCAGC TGTTCTTCACCTTGGCGAG 
HOXC4 RT NM_014620.4, NM_153633.2 AATTCACGTTAGCACGGTG AGTGGTCTTCAGAAGTACC 
HOXC5 RT NM_018953.2 TGACCAAACTGCACATGAG TTCTTCCACTTCATCCTGC 
HOXC6 RT NM_004503, NM_153693 ATGCAGCGAATGAATTCGC GTGGATGTGAGATTAGATTC 
HOXC8 RT NM_022658.3 CCAACACTAACAGTAGCGA GATCTTCACTTGTCTCTCG 
HOXC9 RT NM_006897.1 AAGCACAAAGAGGAGAAGG GTTTAGGACTGCTCCTTGT 
HOXC10 RT, Q NM_017409 AGACACCTCGGATAACGAAG AATGGTCTTGCTAATCTCCAG 
HOXC11 RT NM_014212.3 TTTCTTCGACAACGCCTAC TCCGTCAGGTTCAGCATC 
HOXC12 RT NM_173860.1 AATCCGACTCCAGTTCGTC TCTGCCAGTTGCAACTTCG 
HOXC13 RT NM_017410.2 TGTACTGCTCCAAGGAGCA CTTCTCTAGCTCCTTCAGC 
HOXD1 RT NM_024501.1 TCTAAGAAAGGCAAACTCGC GTGTCATTCAGGTGCAAGC 
HOXD3 RT NM_006898.4 AGCAGAAGAACAGCTGTGC GTGAGATTCAGCAGGTTGG 
HOXD4 RT NM_014621.2 ATGAAGAAGGTGCACGTGA TGTGAGCGATTTCAATCCG 
HOXD8 Q NM_019558                 TGAGACCACAAGCAGCTCC CTTTTCCTGGTCAGATAGGGG 
HOXD8 RT NM_019558 TGAGACCACAAGCAGCTCC GTCTTCCTCCAGCTCTTGG 
HOXD9 RT NM_014213.3 CAACTTGACCCAAACAACC ACCTGTCTCTCTGTTAGGT 
HOXD10 RT NM_002148.3 CAAGAGTACAATAATAGCCC GGTGTATCAGACTTGATTTC 
HOXD11 RT NM_021192.2 AATGGCATCTTGCCACAGG AAACTCGCGTTCCAGTTCG 
HOXD12 RT NM_021193.3 AACTTGAACATGACAGTGC TATTGGACAATTCCTTGCG 
HOXD13 RT NM_000523.3 ATATCGACATGGTGTCCAC CCGCTTGTCCTTGTTAATG 
GAPDH RT, Q NM_002046 GAGTCAACGGATTTGGTCGT TTGATTTTGGAGGGATCTCG 



Table S2: Table of the HOX genes mostly differentially expressed in USSC versus 
CB-MSC 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

AFFY_ID DAVID Gene Name 
213150_at, 213147_at HOMEOBOX A10 
208493_at, 213823_at HOMEOBOX A11 
235521_at HOMEOBOX A3 
206289_at HOMEOBOX A4 
213844_at HOMEOBOX A5 
206847_s_at HOMEOBOX A7 
214651_s_at, 209905_at HOMEOBOX A9 
205600_x_at, 205601_s_at HOMEOBOX B5 
205366_s_at HOMEOBOX B6 
216973_s_at, 204779_s_at HOMEOBOX B7 
216417_x_at HOMEOBOX B9 
218959_at HOMEOBOX C10 
206745_at HOMEOBOX C11 
206194_at HOMEOBOX C4 
206858_s_at HOMEOBOX C6 
231936_at HOMEOBOX C9 
231906_at HOMEOBOX D8 



Table S3: Hox expression data (Affymetrix HG-U133_Plus_2). This table displays 
the relative expression values deriving from two affymetrix chips. USSC 1-3 and CB-
MSC 1-2 were located on the same chip. Additional data for H9 and BM-MSC was 
extracted from a second affymetrix chip and linked to the first chip. 
 
Gene Symbol Probeset USSC 1 USSC 2 USSC 3 H 9 CB-MSC 1 CB-MSC 2 BM-MSC 
HOXA1 214639_s_at 5,8 5,6 73,1 113,4 365,6 304,5 434,3 
HOXA10 213150_at 5,6 30,2 3,2 145,4 2951,1 2962,7 4593,1 
HOXA10 213147_at 36,2 41,5 44,2 47,3 1543,2 1850 1486,1 
HOXA11 208493_at 7 8,1 5,3 10,4 196,9 189,7 155,9 
HOXA11 213823_at 32,3 44,8 28,2 54 860,5 799,4 324,7 
HOXA13 231786_at 3,4 2,6 2,9 5,6 4,3 2,5 81,7 
HOXA2 228642_at 84,8 98,9 306,4 110,6 1323,2 1299,8 1289,4 
HOXA2 1557051_s_at 74,2 16,7 251 52 737,3 586,8 760,3 
HOXA2 214457_at 41,4 46,4 86,8 86,9 172,5 205,1 210,2 
HOXA3 235521_at 8,6 41,8 77,2 38,5 1780,1 2399,2 1837,9 
HOXA3 208604_s_at 149,6 125,2 182,1 118,1 276,5 283,2 15,3 
HOXA4 206289_at 10,1 10 15,9 12,9 445,5 500 170,5 
HOXA5 213844_at 59 17,3 66,4 125 1498,8 1173,6 3485,9 
HOXA6 208557_at 106,1 109,8 188,3 255,8 144,5 188 244,9 
HOXA7 235753_at 28,2 34,8 66,2 112,4 1225,7 1387 1142,5 
HOXA7 206847_s_at 69 113,8 115,2 153,2 527 465,2 370,5 
HOXA7 206848_at 396,9 258,6 330,7 769,4 400,2 331 632 
HOXA9 209905_at 8,2 6,4 5,8 53,9 3294,4 3146 2583,5 
HOXA9 214651_s_at 6,3 16,9 38,5 43,5 6439,6 6943 4828,5 
HOXB1 208224_at 214,1 134,4 168 92,5 127,8 36,9 178,5 
HOXB13 209844_at 14,5 5,1 15,2 28,3 11,3 14 34,8 
HOXB13 230105_at 35,5 40,5 31,2 15 28,1 38,2 37,7 
HOXB2 205453_at 4096,7 33,5 2874,7 111,9 4303,8 3868,5 2631,8 
HOXB3 228904_at 1947,6 23,8 110,8 97,2 2173,1 1541,9 2116,2 
HOXB3 208414_s_at 138,9 108,7 21,4 62,7 131 159,8 241,9 
HOXB4 231767_at 426,2 113,3 309,7 34 452,6 282,3 566,4 
HOXB5 205600_x_at 323,6 276,2 337,7 134 1190,6 790,3 502,2 
HOXB5 205601_s_at 217,2 214 225,9 93,9 651,9 483,7 363,6 
HOXB6 205366_s_at 25,8 13,3 11,7 343,8 1795,9 1795,9 613,6 
HOXB6 205365_at 22,8 11,1 31,6 55,6 73,1 128,9 76,9 
HOXB7 204779_s_at 53,9 52,9 28,5 187,1 4586,3 4773,6 3306,4 
HOXB7 216973_s_at 86,1 125,5 107,2 167,2 4113,7 4295 3005,6 
HOXB7 204778_x_at 128,7 25,7 224,7 157,7 1428,1 1170,5 998,7 
HOXB8 229667_s_at 75,3 17,9 32,7 151,9 180,7 242,7 85,2 
HOXB8 221278_at 39 8,5 17,9 23,7 9,3 66,4 60,1 
HOXB8 230114_at 18,2 11,8 54,1 16,7 4 66,6 23,9 
HOXB9 216417_x_at 100,2 162,6 208,2 301,7 659,4 661 532,9 
HOXB9 226461_at 163,9 96 206,3 272,7 421,9 295,9 136,8 
HOXC10 218959_at 125,6 69 90,1 150,8 6734,3 7584,7 2732,8 
HOXC11 206745_at 256,5 144,6 213,2 213 885,1 997,1 405,3 
HOXC12 1553512_at 91,5 82,9 77,5 114,4 92,1 45,5 26,6 
HOXC13 219832_s_at 18,5 26,8 32,2 29,6 25,5 27,3 71,7 
HOXC4 206194_at 185,8 153,5 135,9 221,9 1484,2 1605,5 1345,5 
HOXC5 206739_at 96,6 47,6 68,6 58,3 621,6 536,9 613,8 
HOXC6 206858_s_at 19,5 16 35,1 2442,5 9587,5 10215,9 6970,5 
HOXC8 221350_at 47,8 110 74,9 158,2 374,1 356,4 213 
HOXC9 231936_at 65,8 14,9 15,9 122,7 1642,5 1424,4 1054,6 
HOXD1 205974_at 20,5 15,6 70 19,5 74,5 36,6 40,7 
HOXD1 205975_s_at 100 119 139,3 193,4 233,5 120,3 54,3 
HOXD10 229400_at 62,1 6,3 55,6 71,8 263,9 217,6 78,8 
HOXD10 207373_at 5,7 38,8 3,4 9,9 10,3 18 11,6 
HOXD11 214604_at 5,9 22,9 10,2 117,4 5,7 67,7 9,7 



Gene Symbol Probeset USSC 1 USSC 2 USSC 3 H 9 CB-MSC 1 CB-MSC 2 BM-MSC 
HOXD12 221411_at 4,3 4,4 4,3 6,5 3,5 3,5 4,4 
HOXD13 207398_at 7,6 9,5 20,9 70,1 13,4 13,6 23,9 
HOXD13 207397_s_at 15,6 3,4 4 3,5 4,2 4,6 9,8 
HOXD13 236681_at 113,3 78,7 145 24,3 26,9 80 104,2 
HOXD3 206601_s_at 12,3 34,1 22,1 68 310,5 250,5 64,7 
HOXD3 206602_s_at 11,3 4,3 36,5 11,5 53,2 10,7 5,7 
HOXD4 205522_at 29,7 91,2 114,7 47,8 527,5 293,1 288,7 
HOXD4 1552337_s_at 49 49,6 16,4 50,9 182,5 159 207,4 
HOXD8 231906_at 113,1 102,4 106,7 186,1 2048,1 1935,2 1168,3 
HOXD9 205604_at 136,7 97,8 117,7 174,1 1459,5 1329,2 175,1 
HOXD9 205605_at 63,4 19,6 16,6 34,4 111,5 130,9 51,2 
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