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Abstract: Eukaryotic elongation factor 2 kinase (eEF2K) is a highly unusual protein kinase that
negatively regulates the elongation step of protein synthesis. This step uses the vast majority of the
large amount of energy and amino acids required for protein synthesis. eEF2K activity is controlled
by an array of regulatory inputs, including inhibition by signalling through mammalian target of
rapamycin complex 1 (mTORC1). eEF2K is activated under conditions of stress, such as energy
depletion or nutrient deprivation, which can arise in poorly-vascularised tumours. In many such
stress conditions, eEF2K exerts cytoprotective effects. A growing body of data indicates eEF2K
aids the growth of solid tumours in vivo. Since eEF2K is not essential (in mice) under ‘normal’
conditions, eEF2K may be a useful target in the treatment of solid tumours. However, some reports
suggest that eEF2K may actually impair tumorigenesis in some situations. Such a dual role of
eEF2K in cancer would be analogous to the situation for other pathways involved in cell metabolism,
such as autophagy and mTORC1. Further studies are needed to define the role of eEF2K in different
tumour types and at differing stages in tumorigenesis, and to assess its utility as a therapeutic target
in oncology.
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1. Introduction to eEF2K

Eukaryotic elongation factor 2 (eEF2) kinase (eEF2K) is an atypical protein kinase that
phosphorylates and inactivates eEF2, the protein that helps ribosomes move along mRNAs during
the elongation stage of protein synthesis (mRNA translation; reviewed [1,2]). Phosphorylation of
eEF2 on Thr56 of its mature polypeptide renders it unable to interact with ribosomes [3] and thus
inactive in translation elongation. eEF2K is therefore a negative regulator of the elongation stage of
protein synthesis; this is the stage that consumes almost all (>99%) of the energy (ATP and GTP) and
amino acids used by protein synthesis. The addition of each amino acid requires two GTP molecules
(used directly in elongation and hydrolysed to GDP) and one ATP (used in attaching amino acids to
tRNAs, which is hydrolysed to AMP, i.e., the equivalent of two high energy bonds). In many cells,
protein synthesis is a major part of the cellular energy economy, using up to 30–35% of total ATP
(or equivalents).

2. The eEF2K Protein

Human eEF2K contains 725 amino acid residues; the catalytic domain lies towards the N-terminus
(Figure 1). When cDNAs for eEF2K were first cloned, it was clear that the sequence of eEF2K did not
resemble those of any other known kinase [4]. As more genomic data became available, it became
clear that eEF2K belongs to a small family of protein kinases, which are termed ‘α-kinases’ on the basis
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of their supposed preference for phosphorylating residues in α-helices (other protein kinases ‘prefer’
residues in β-turns) [5,6].

Figure 1. Structural layout and regulation of eEF2K. Shown are the known functional domains
of the eEF2K protein. The histidines in the CaM-binding domain are shown in bold, and the ‘+’
indicates their protonation aids CaM binding under low pH conditions. The proline that undergoes
hydroxylation under low oxygen conditions is underlined. Phosphorylation sites (P) and the pathways
that control them are indicated (as either inhibitory or activating inputs). ERK MAP kinase signalling
also regulates the sites at Ser359 (directly) and Ser366 (via their downstream kinases, p90 RSKs).
‘Phosn’, phosphorylation; ‘TPR’, tetratricopeptide; dotted lines indicate indirect signalling links; solid
lines indicate direct phosphorylation events.

Although no crystal structure for the catalytic domain of eEF2K is available, such data are available
for two other α-kinases [7,8]. The α-kinase domains of Dictyostelium myosin-II heavy chain kinase
A (MHCK A) and the mouse transient receptor potential ion channels, TRPM7, share substantial
similarities, in particular conservation of the spatial positions of their key catalytic residues. Indeed,
sequence alignments and superposition on these two known 3D structures suggest strong conformation
of the architecture of the kinase domain across the α-kinases. The first crystal structure of the kinase
domain of an α-kinase (for TRPM7) revealed, surprisingly given the lack of sequence similarity with
members of the main (‘classical’) protein kinase superfamily, that its overall architecture resembles
that of other protein kinases, at least in certain respects [8]. The catalytic domains of classical and
α-kinases comprise two lobes, with nucleotides being bound between them; the N-terminal lobe of
the kinase domain of TRPM7 bears striking similarities to that of classical protein kinases, while the
C-terminal one shows similarity to ATP-grasp proteins [8]. The latter include enzymes that catalyse the
ATP-assisted reaction of a nucleophile via an acyl-phosphate intermediate [9]. Interesting, the structure
of the kinase domain of MHCK A revealed just such an acyl-phosphate (acyl-aspartate [7]).

There are five further α-kinases in the human and mouse genomes, although none is as well
characterised in terms of function and regulation as eEF2K. α-kinases are also found in other vertebrates
(birds, amphibians, reptiles and fish), but no orthologue has been found in arthropods. Nonetheless,
α-kinases are found in lower organisms such as slime moulds and nematode worms (though none is
similar to eEF2K outside their catalytic domains).

Immediately N-terminal to the catalytic domain is a region that binds the Ca-sensing protein
calmodulin (CaM; [10,11]) (Figure 1). Under almost all circumstances, the activity of eEF2K is
dependent on Ca2+-ions [12,13]. The sequence of the CaM-binding motif in eEF2K does not show close
similarity to the CaM-binding regions of many other proteins.

The C-terminal part of eEF2K contains four predicted SEL1-like α-helical motifs; such motifs are
often involved in protein–protein interactions [14] (Figure 1). Although this C-terminal region and
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the extreme C-terminal end of eEF2K are required for it to phosphorylate eEF2, structural studies
suggest that at least the last 99 amino acids do not provide a primary binding site for eEF2 [15]. At the
extreme C-terminus is a short, highly conserved sequence that is critical for the ability of eEF2k to
phosphorylate eEF2 [16].

The catalytic and SEL1 regions are connected by a region with little predicted secondary structure
(that we therefore refer to as a ‘linker’) but that contains several phosphorylation sites that can regulate
the activity of eEF2K.

3. Regulation of eEF2K

Cells suffer a range of insults, and eEF2K is regulated under a number of them, including nutrient
deprivation, energy depletion, inadequate growth factor signalling and hypoxia, as well as DNA
damage (reviewed in [2]).

A key initial step in the activation of eEF2K involves its autophosphorylation, which occurs
on Thr348 of the human protein [17], a feature that is also known to occur in some other α-kinases
including MHCK A [18]. The phosphorylated threonine is thought to slot into a binding pocket in
MHCK A [18] and probably also in eEF2K [19], thereby inducing or stabilising a conformation that
can phosphorylate substrates (for eEF2K, eEF2) in trans. It is notable that eEF2K seems to be able to
undergo this activating autophosphorylation even in its initial, non-phosphorylated state, and that
this can occur (slowly) even in the absence of CaM (e.g., when the protein is expressed in bacteria,
which lack CaM.

On its own, the N-terminal part containing the CaM-binding site and catalytic domain cannot
phosphorylate either eEF2 or a peptide substrate termed MH-1 (based on the sequence of a site for
MHCK A in a myosin heavy chain [10]). When combined with a fragment containing the C-terminal
SEL1 domain and when the tail is combined with the N-terminal part, activity is restored [16]. Thus the
two domains work together, even in trans, to create functional enzyme (Figure 1), and can indeed form
a stable complex [16].

In addition to its direct role in binding CaM, allowing eEF2K to be activated, the CaM binding
motif provides two further unusual features that modulate eEF2K activity. First, it contains three
histidine residues (Figure 1); histidines are the only surface residues that ionise around physiological
pH, gaining protons and thus positive charge at acidic pH values (e.g., around 6.7 rather the normal
pH of 7.4). eEF2K activity rises at such pH values and these histidines play a key role in this effect [20].
This is likely because the positive charge in CaM-binding domains enhances CaM binding, although the
charged histidines may also take part more directly in the (unknown) events by which CaM switches
on eEF2K activity.

Activation of eEF2K may be important in tissues such as muscle to slow down protein synthesis
when tissue is subject to major demands for ATP and increased anaerobic glycolysis leads to acidosis,
or in the tumour microenvironment [21,22].

Second, under normoxic conditions, a proline immediately C-terminal to the CaM-binding domain
undergoes stoichiometric hydroxylation, which impairs the ability of CaM to activate eEF2K [23]
(Figure 1). As prolyl hydroxylases require oxygen for function, this modification is impaired during
hypoxia. As proline hydroxylation cannot be reversed, existing eEF2K retains the modification,
but newly-made eEF2K will not be hydroxylated and will be more strongly activated by CaM.
This would allow eEF2K to slow down protein synthesis and the accompanying saving of ATP,
etc. under conditions where oxygen is scarce and oxidative metabolism may not be able to keep pace
with cellular energy demands.

eEF2K is also extensively regulated by phosphorylation [1,2] (Figure 1). Signalling through
the anabolic mammalian target of rapamycin complex 1 (mTORC1) pathway negatively regulates
eEF2K activity, thereby disinhibiting eEF2. mTORC1 is a key cellular sensor of the nutrient or
energy status of the cell [24]; mTORC1 function depends on the availability of essential amino acids,
such as leucine and arginine, thus providing a mechanism to couple amino acid availability to control
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of translation elongation (and also translation initiation and ribosome production, which are also
positively controlled by mTORC1 [24]).

There are several known links to eEF2K from mTORC1; for example, S6 kinase, which is
activated by mTORC1, phosphorylates eEF2K on Ser366 and impairs its activation by Ca2+/CaM [25].
Immunoprecipitated mTORC1 directly phosphorylates Ser78/Ser396 in vitro [26], and this is inhibited
by a specific inhibitor of mTOR, AZD8055. Phosphorylation of Ser78 [27] is sensitive to mTORC1
inhibition in vivo; it is less clear what contribution mTOR signalling makes to Ser396 in cells. Thirdly,
several other sites are indirectly controlled by mTORC1, through mechanisms that are not well
understood [26].

Oncogenic ERK (extracellular signal-regulated kinase) signalling regulates eEF2K in two main
ways; (i) p90RSK (p90 ribosomal protein S6 kinase), which is activated by ERK, also phosphorylates
Ser366 [25] and (ii) purified ERK can directly phosphorylate Ser359 in vitro, an event that inhibits
eEF2K activity [26]. Inhibition of MEK/ERK signalling impairs insulin-induced phosphorylation of
this site in cells [26]. (These phosphosites are shown in Figure 1 as targets for control by mTORC1 but
are also regulated by ERK signalling). Several other protein kinases are also linked to control of eEF2K,
including other MAPK (mitogen-activated protein kinase) family members [28,29].

The AMP-activated protein kinase (AMPK) acts as a ‘master regulator’ linking cellular energy
levels to the control of processes that use or consume metabolic energy [30]. When ATP levels
fall, even slightly, there is a much greater rise in AMP (due to the action of adenylate kinase),
and higher AMP concentrations cause the activation of AMPK. Agents that activate AMPK induce
the phosphorylation of eEF2 [31–33] and inhibit protein synthesis, thus potentially saving energy.
AMPK can phosphorylate eEF2K [32]; while an earlier report identified Ser398 as the target for
AMPK [32], recent data show that AMPK phosphorylates eEF2K at Ser491/2 in vitro [34]. AMPK also
impairs mTORC1 signalling [35,36], providing a further way in which lower cellular energy levels can
turn on eEF2K.

4. eEF2K in Cytoprotection

As discussed below, several studies have shown that eEF2K helps to promote the survival of
cancer cells in vitro, especially under nutrient-deprived conditions (reviewed [37–39]) or during
acidosis [22]. There are also data indicating that eEF2K promotes tumour growth in vivo. In contrast,
one study showed that inhibition of eEF2K actually promotes the development of intestinal cancer
in a mouse model [40]. Rapidly-growing cancer cells need high rates of protein synthesis to allow
the cells to proliferate. However, this creates a high demand for amino acids and metabolic energy,
whereas tumours often have only a limited nutrient supply. Cells therefore need to adapt to nutrient
deprivation to survive. eEF2K is activated and overexpressed in many tumours/cancers. It seems
paradoxical that proliferating cells should express high levels of a negative regulator of protein
synthesis, and may suggest that eEF2K has a beneficial effect in cancer cells.

Several possible mechanisms have been proposed to explain how eEF2K may promote cancer
cell survival and tumour development; these are summarised in Figure 2A. First, given that protein
synthesis accounts for a high proportion of cellular energy and most of their amino acid usage,
eEF2K may help cells to conserve such resources, especially under conditions of nutrient starvation.
Second, because regulating elongation can affect the rates of synthesis of specific proteins, activation of
eEF2K might favour the synthesis of proteins important in cell survival. Third, several reports indicate
that eEF2K may positively regulate autophagy (e.g., [41–45]), a catabolic process that, by breaking
down macromolecules, may increase the available supply of amino acids, for example. Of course,
additional, yet-to-be-identified mechanisms might also play a role.
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Figure 2. Roles of eEF2K in cancer cells. (A) In many types of tumour cells, and likely in more advanced
solid tumours, eEF2K helps protect cells against nutrient depletion and other stresses by slowing down
protein synthesis (thereby conserving resources) and/or altering the translation rates of specific mRNAs
and thus the levels of the corresponding proteins. Some studies also suggest that eEF2K can promote
autophagy, but this is not a general effect (dashed line). (B) eEF2K may also restrain tumour initiation,
e.g., in colorectal cancer, by inhibiting general protein synthesis and/or the translation of specific
mRNAs. Also, by maintaining ATP levels (through inhibition of protein synthesis), eEF2K may also
indirectly inhibit the activation of autophagy.

An interesting study on the role of eEF2K in oocytes [46] revealed that knocking out eEF2K actually
decreased the level of cell death (apoptosis) in mouse oocytes, allowing survival of poor-quality oocytes.
A similar effect was seen in the nematode C. elegans. This is the converse of the type of effects seen in
many cancer cells, where loss of eEF2K promotes cell death (generally under stressful conditions).

Hypoxia occurs in poorly-vascularised regions of solid tumours, where, together with the more
limited supply of nutrients, it poses a metabolic challenge for cancer cells. eEF2K contributes to the
inhibition of protein synthesis that occurs during hypoxia in MCF10A breast epithelial cells [47], and to
the energy-sparing devices used by mammalian cells to cope with hypoxia [48]. eEF2K also contributes
to the survival of primary neurons during hypoxia [23].

Cancer cells are typically characterized by their accelerated growth, which requires a robust
increase in the rate of protein synthesis. However, even though it is a negative regulator of protein
synthesis, eEF2K is activated and overexpressed in many cancers, suggesting a protective role of eEF2K
in cancer cell survival.

In breast cancer cells (MCF-7 and MDA-MB-468), during nutrient deprivation or treatment with
inhibitors of growth factor receptors, eEF2K is activated due to inhibition of the mTORC1/S6 kinase
pathway. The authors’ data were interpreted as indicating that eEF2K positively regulates autophagy
to help cells survive nutrient deprivation or insufficient growth factor signalling [39].

In neuroblastoma cells in which the oncogene MYCN is amplified, eEF2K is also activated and
is required for these cells to survive nutrient withdrawal, as shown by the observation that they
are very sensitive to the eEF2K inhibitor A-484954 [49]. Depletion of eEF2K (by siRNA) impairs
MYCN-amplified neuroblastoma xenograft growth under conditions of caloric restriction. There is
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a strong correlation between p-eEF2 levels and poor prognosis in neuroblastoma [49]. However, it is
not clear which mechanism accounts for the activation of eEF2K in this type of cancer.

5. eEF2K in Cancer Cell Survival: How Does eEF2K Promote Survival?

5.1. eEF2K and Cellular Nutrient Levels

Xie et al. [20] showed that silencing eEF2K caused a fall in ATP levels and phosphorylation
(i.e., presumably activation) of AMPK in HT-29 and HCT116 cells, even without nutrient depletion
(Figure 2B). Similarly, Xie et al. [22] and Moore et al. [23] also showed that disabling eEF2K led to
a fall in ATP levels under conditions of acidosis and hypoxia, respectively. In contrast, in their very
detailed studies, Leprivier et al. [50] noticed that, although transformed cells are more sensitive than
non-transformed ones to nutrient deprivation, they were able to maintain ATP levels under this stress
condition. Adaptation of transformed cells to withstand nutrient withdrawal involved, and required,
eEF2K. Inability of cells to engage eEF2K or its upstream activator, AMPK, rendered them sensitive to
a lack of nutrients. One way in which transformation might prevent activation of eEF2K is provided
by the inhibitory inputs into eEF2K from the mTORC1 and ERK mitogen-activated protein (MAP)
kinase pathways, which are often activated in tumour cells (e.g., cells expressing mutant (V12) Ras;
Figure 1 and discussion above).

There is currently little other evidence concerning whether inhibition of elongation (achieved by
activating eEF2K) does help to preserve cellular ATP levels.

5.2. eEF2K and the Control of the Synthesis of Specific Proteins

Early studies indicated that modulating the rate of translation elongation can exert differential
effects on the synthesis of specific proteins [51]. In neurons, eEF2K can regulate the synthesis of specific
proteins [52,53].

In breast cancer cells in vitro, depletion of eEF2K by RNA-mediated interference was associated
with decreased levels of the ‘pro-oncogenic’ proteins c-Myc and cyclin D1 [54], and higher levels of the
cell cycle inhibitory protein p27Kip1. It is not clear whether this reflects their altered synthesis or other
effects. Bayraktar [55] showed that knockdown of eEF2K reduced the levels of cyclin D1, as well as
impairing signalling pathways involved in cell migration, invasion and survival, i.e., p-Src (Tyr416),
p-focal adhesion kinase (FAK) (Tyr397) and p-protein kinase B (PKB, also called AKT (Ser473)).

In glioma cells, disabling eEF2K (siRNA-mediated depletion of eEF2K or the inhibitor NH125)
sensitized cells to TNF-related apoptosis-inducing ligand (TRAIL), i.e., increased apoptosis, and reduced
expression of the anti-apoptotic protein B-cell lymphoma-extra large (Bcl-xL), but not other
anti-apoptotic proteins like myeloid cell leukemia-1 (Mcl-1), X-linked inhibitor of apoptosis (XIAP)
or survivin, although this effect was only apparent at the highest doses of TRAIL. They also showed
that overexpression of Bcl-xL blocked TRAIL-induced death of cells depleted for eEF2K. Thus Bcl-xl
plays an important role in inhibiting TRAIL-induced apoptosis in this setting, while eEF2K coordinates
TRAIL-modulated Bcl-xL expression in glioma cells [56]. So a combination of TRAIL and an eEF2K
inhibitor could be an effective therapy for malignant glioma.

In oocytes, levels of two rapidly-degraded anti-apoptotic proteins, cellular Fas-associating protein
with death domain-like interleukin-1-converting enzyme-like inhibitory protein long form (c-FLIPL)
and XIAP, were decreased in wild-type cells treated in such a way as to activate eEF2K (doxorubicin,
an anti-cancer agent [46]). In contrast, their levels were maintained in eEF2K knockout cells. Thus,
eEF2k may affect the levels of specific proteins either in a transcript-selective manner, by regulating
the translation of their mRNAs, or through the global impairment of protein synthesis, which will
cause greater and more rapid depletion of short-lived polypeptides.

It has been suggested that eEF2K and eEF2 might influence the efficiency of translation of mRNAs
that contain regulatory elements in their 5′-untralsated regions, such as internal ribosome entry sites
(IRESs) or upstream open-reading frames (uORFs). Interestingly, the mRNAs for the pro-survival
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proteins XIAP [57] and Bcl-2 [58,59] each contain an IRES, so if the activity of eEF2 impairs the
translation of such mRNAs, this could provide a mechanism by which eEF2K could favour survival.
However, there is so far no evidence that eEF2 does affect IRES-driven translation ot translation of
mRNAs that contain uORFs, and some pro-death proteins are also encoded by mRNAs that contain an
IRES (e.g., Apaf-1 [60]).

5.3. eEF2K and Autophagy

A number of studies have reported a role for eEF2K in activating autophagy, largely using glioma
cells, and also in breast cancer cell lines treated to induce endoplasmic reticulum stress [41,43,45,61,62].
This possibility ‘makes sense’ at several levels: eEF2K and autophagy are both negatively regulated
by mTORC1; protein synthesis is a major user of amino acids that can be generated by autophagy;
and eEF2K negatively regulates an anabolic process, so it would be logical that it positively regulates
a catabolic one. Two main approaches were adopted to study the role of eEF2K, siRNA-mediated
knock down or inhibition by NH125, a compound with off-target or protein-aggregating effects [63,64].

A number of the earlier studies on eEF2K and autophagy relied largely or exclusively on
monitoring LC-3 (microtubule-associated protein 1A/1B-light chain 3), an upstream component
of the process of autophagy, which undergoes post-translational modification (addition of
phosphatidylethanolamine). This alters its electrophoretic mobility. However, LC-3 is a notoriously
unreliable guide to the activation status of the autophagic machinery, as it is a component of the process,
rather than purely a substrate or an end-point read-out [65]. Later studies did employ alternative
readouts such as a fusion between LC3 and the green fluorescent protein, GFP (see, e.g., [41,62]).
To date, no molecular mechanism has been demonstrated that would account for the proposed link
between eEF2K and autophagy.

In contrast, a study using human lung carcinoma (A549) cells and embryonic fibroblasts from
eEF2K knockout or control mice failed to confirm a role for eEF2K in regulating autophagy [66],
although eEF2K did display the expected cytoprotective effect in the face of nutrient deprivation.
The data indicated that eEF2K exerted this effect by inhibiting protein synthesis (presumably through
phosphorylation of eEF2) rather than by switching on autophagy, since the effect of disabling eEF2K
was counteracted by inhibiting protein synthesis with cycloheximide.

A further study [20], using colon cancer cells, indicated that, rather than activating autophagy,
knockdown of eEF2K actually promoted autophagy. The authors observed that knocking down
eEF2K led to a fall in cellular ATP levels and a rise in AMP, with concomitant phosphorylation
(and presumably activation) of AMPK. AMPK promotes autophagy by phosphorylating the protein
kinase uncoordinated-51-like kinase 1 (ULK1; reviewed [67]), and these authors’ data are consistent
with the increased autophagy associated with knock down of eEF2K being dependent upon this
AMPK/ULK1 link. Lastly, the effect of eEF2K knockdown was also countered by treating cells
with cycloheximide, indicating that its effects are very likely due to disinhibition of eEF2 and thus
translation elongation.

5.4. Other Roles of eEF2K in Cancer Cells

Metabolism of glucose generates pyruvate, which can then be further oxidised after entry into the
Krebs cycle to generate much larger amounts of ATP than are produced by glycolysis itself. However,
in many cancer cells, carbons derived from glucose are not oxidised in this way, but used to support
anabolic processes. This phenomenon, whereby cancer cells rely largely on glycolysis to generate ATP,
is termed the Warburg effect [68]. This metabolic switch involves a specific low-activity isoform of
pyruvate kinase, PK-M2 [69], which is expressed in many tumour cells (but not generally in adult
cell types). Cheng et al. [70] have reported that eEF2K promotes the expression of the M2 isoform of
PK, thereby favouring Warburg metabolism. The proposed mechanism involves reduced synthesis of
protein phosphatase 2A, leading to upregulation of the transcription factor Myc and hence of PK-M2.
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Since Myc controls the transcription of a very large number of genes, eEF2K would be positioned to
exert widespread effects on gene expression, but this has not been reported.

This role of eEF2K is also surprising given that other works show PK-M2 is upregulated by
signalling through mTORC1, which, as described above, is a potent negative regulator of eEF2K [71].

6. eEF2K in Tumour Growth

In an orthotopic model of breast cancer, siRNA-mediated knockdown of eEF2K slowed tumour
growth [54]. In another murine breast cancer model [72] of triple-negative disease, mutations in the
tumour suppressors phosphatase and tensin homolog (PTEN) and p53 accelerates tumorigenesis;
notably, PTEN and p53 are frequently mutated in breast cancer. A screen utilising a panel of kinase
inhibitors revealed that survival of cells derived from primary tumours from this model growth was
impaired by either of two compounds that inhibit eEF2K (TX-1718 and NH125; please refer to comment
above about this latter compound). NH125 also blocked the growth of xenografted tumours.

Caloric restriction increased cell death (apoptosis) in tumour xenografts from RasV12-transformed
NIH3T3 cells [50], and eEF2K overexpression protected against this effect. Thus, eEF2K is required
for the resistance of tumours to caloric restriction–induced cell death [50]. Loss of eEF2K reduced the
growth of RasV12-transformed NIH3T3 xenografts under caloric restriction, again, indicating that
eEF2K protects tumours against caloric-restriction induced cell death in vivo.

7. eEF2K Promotes the Efficacy of Other Anticancer Agents

Combination therapy with two or more anti-cancer agents is an attractive way to increase the
efficacy of such agents and to help prevent the emergence of drug resistance. Disabling eEF2K, either by
siRNA or using NH125, was found to sensitise glioma cells to the pro-apoptotic stimulus TRAIL [56].
As noted above, in these studies, eEF2K knockdown reduced the levels of the pro-survival protein,
Bcl-xL; overexpression of this protein overcame the sensitizing effect of inhibiting or knocking down
eEF2K, providing a potential mechanism for this interesting effect.

Protein kinase B, also termed AKT, promotes cell survival, and therefore its inhibition favours
cell death (apoptosis). In glioma (TG098 or LN229) cells, silencing of eEF2K augmented the pro-death
effects of the PKB inhibitor MK-2206 [41]. The authors’ data suggest that this is because impairing
eEF2K function blunts the ability of MK-2006 to activate autophagy, a pro-survival process.

Doxorubicin (also termed Adriamycin) is used in the treatment of a number of cancers,
including of the breast. In an orthotopic mouse model of breast cancer, siRNA-mediated silencing of
eEF2K sensitised cells to the pro-apoptotic effect of doxorubicin [54].

Nelfinavir (NFR) was initially developed as an anti-HIV (human immunodeficiency virus) agent
(it inhibits HIV aspartyl proteases); it also shows activity against tumours. Surprisingly, NFR induces
the phosphorylation of eEF2K and this leads to inhibition of protein synthesis [73]. In cells that are
resistant to the toxic effects of NFR, it no longer increases p-eEF2 levels. Moreover, and most relevant
for this review, cells lacking eEF2K show decreased sensitivity to NFR and NFR’s ability to block
tumour growth in vivo is markedly reduced when eEF2K is knocked out. While the link between NFR
and control of eEF2 phosphorylation is unclear, the data clearly point to a role for activation of eEF2K
(i.e., inhibition of eEF2) in this setting.

eEF2K plays a role in protecting breast cancer cells against endoplasmic reticulum (ER) stress,
apparently by activating autophagy [62]. Thus, a combination of ER-stress inducer and eEF2K
inhibition may have potential as a therapeutic strategy. However, eEF2K is reported to promote
cell death in response to ER in (non-cancerous) fibroblasts [74], substantially complicating the picture.

8. eEF2K in Migration and Metastasis

Several recent studies have suggested that eEF2K aids cell migration [54,55,75–78] and may
thereby play important roles in promoting cancer progression. For instance, Forkhead box
M1 (FOXM1; [76]), miR-603 [55] and miR-877 [78] were found to play roles in tumorigenesis
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concomitantly with changes in the expression levels of eEF2K. In these studies, either suppression
of eEF2K activity by its inhibitors, or genetic ablation of eEF2K, effectively slowed down cancer cell
migration or invasion [55,76,77] and/or significantly prevented tumour growth in xenograft animal
models [54,55,77].

The mechanism by which eEF2K promotes cancer cell migration and invasion remains to be
determined; however, it was noted that, in MDA-MB-231 breast cancer cells, knocking down eEF2K
reduced the phosphorylation (activation state) of focal adhesion kinase (FAK) [54], which plays a key
role in cell migration and invasion. Interestingly, phosphorylation of FAK’s upstream kinase, c-Src,
was also reduced. It is unclear how eEF2K influences the c-Src/FAK signalling axis.

Another recent report also showed that the eEF2K inhibitor A-484954 prevented PDGF-BB
(platelet-derived growth factor subunit B homodimer)-induced vascular smooth muscle cell (VSMC)
migration, although concomitantly with a drastic reduction in the rates of cell proliferation as a result
of A-484954-treatment [75]. Thus, the reported effect of A-484954 on VSMC migration largely reflected
inhibition of cell proliferation.

9. Can eEF2K Inhibition Promote Cancer?

In contrast to the great majority of the literature, Faller et al. [40] report that eEF2K actually
impedes the initiation and growth of intestinal tumours, using a mouse model that mimics the effect of
deletion of the adenomatous polyposis coli (Apc) gene. Inactivation of APC is an important factor that
predisposes towards colorectal cancer and is associated with enhanced mTORC1 signalling. They show
that rapamycin impairs intestinal regeneration and also intestinal tumorigenesis in the Apc deletion
model, although the effect is reversed after discontinuation of rapamycin treatment [40]. Cells in
which Apc had been deleted show faster protein synthesis but fewer polysomes; these features are
characteristic of faster elongation rates (more rapid ‘run-off’ of ribosomes). Further, they show that
eEF2K rather than other targets downstream of mTORC1 (especially eukaryotic translation initiation
factor 4E-binding protein 1 (4E-BP1)) is the component that confers sensitivity to rapamycin in this
model (using, for example, mice in which eEF2K has been genetically knocked out).

One important question these data raise is ‘how does eEF2K affect tumorigenesis and tumour
growth’? Is it by affecting the synthesis of certain proteins? Their data show that levels of proteins
involved in cell cycle control (cyclins, and the cyclin-dependent kinases CDK4 and CDK6) are elevated;
in most cases, their mRNA levels were also higher (Figure 2B). However, for cyclin D3 the higher
protein levels were not matched by increased mRNA, and their data imply that a loss of Apc accelerates
elongation on the cyclin D3 mRNA, but not other mRNAs tested [40]. It is not clear why this effect on
elongation rates should be specific to the cyclin D3 mRNA (what special features does it possess?),
or how great the contribution of this effect to tumour initiation is.

These data are important because they indicate that inhibition of eEF2K could promote tumour
initiation or growth in some cases. It remains to be clarified why this effect is observed for Apc-deficient
colorectal cancer, whereas eEF2K promotes tumour growth in other settings.

It may well be that, as is the case for mTORC1 signalling and autophagy, eEF2K inhibition may
be a ‘double-edged sword’, to use the cliché applied to the fact that agents such as rapamycin can
impair tumour growth in some settings but enhance cancer proliferation in others [79]. Is this type of
intestinal cancer a special case? In this regard, it is interesting to note that the study by Xie et al. [49],
which concluded that eEF2K actually operated to repress autophagy, so that its silencing aided cell
survival, was also performed using two distinct colon cancer cells (see also Section 5.1). Interestingly,
one of these lines (HT29) expresses a truncated form of APC, while the other has wild-type Apc.
Thus the (indirect) effect of eEF2K on autophagy is not restricted to Apc-deficient cells.

10. Inhibitors of eEF2K

eEF2K is not inhibited by staurosporine, which inhibits many of the almost 500 members of
the main protein kinase superfamily, presumably because it is not a member of that family, and its
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active-site geometry is therefore different [80]. On one hand, this makes it harder to identify chemical
entities from among existing compounds that can inhibit eEF2K; on the other, it means that compounds
that do inhibit eEF2K are unlikely to affect other kinases. Several inhibitors of eEF2K have been
reported (see Table in [1]).

Rottlerin [80] inhibits eEF2K but also affects various other protein kinases at lower
concentrations [81]. NH125, mentioned above, was reported to inhibit eEF2K [82]. However, further
detailed work revealed that it can enhance eEF2 phosphorylation in cells, probably by causing proteins
to aggregate [63,64]. The compound A-484954 is reported as a specific inhibitor of eEF2K, but high
micromolar concentrations are required to inhibit eEF2K within cells [64].

Two pyrido[2,3-b]pyrimidine-2,4-dione derivatives were found to inhibit eEF2K activity in vitro
with submicromolar IC50s [83], but neither is more potent than A-484954. TX-1918 [84], originally
reported as a tyrosine kinase inhibitor, also inhibits eEF2K, but its properties preclude use in vivo.

To assess the efficacy of inhibiting eEF2K as a therapy for cancer, it will be important to identify
and develop better inhibitors of eEF2K, for initial validation in animal models.

11. Conclusions and Perspective

Despite increasing focus on the role of eEF2K in cancer, key questions remain. Although it seems
clear that eEF2K generally acts to protect cancer cells against stresses such as nutrient deprivation,
it is still unclear how it does this. Does it alter the translation of specific mRNAs, and thus the
proteome, to tip the balance in favour of cell survival? If so, which mRNAs are these and why is their
translation sensitive to changes in the activity of eEF2? Or does eEF2K simply help conserve resources
(amino acids, ATP/GTP) by decreasing their consumption in protein synthesis?

Furthermore, some data suggest that the role of eEF2K in cancer may be more nuanced than simply
exerting a cytoprotective effect. In particular, Faller et al. [37] report that eEF2K actually impedes
tumorigenesis in intestinal cancer. Thus, eEF2K—like mTORC1 signalling and autophagy—may
impact in opposing ways on tumours depending on the stage and probably the type of tumour. It is
clearly crucial to know what effect eEF2K exerts at different stages in different types of cancer, and more
about the underlying mechanisms.

Lastly, to learn more about the role of eEF2K in oncology—and in other disease settings—it is
crucial to develop small molecule inhibitors of eEF2K that are more specific and potent than the
compounds that are currently available. Given that eEF2K belongs to a small and quite distinct family
of protein kinases, it should be possible to generate compounds that inhibit eEF2K without affecting
members of the main kinase superfamily of around 500 enzymes.
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