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Abstract: Human papillomaviruses (HPVs) are double-stranded DNA (dsDNA) tumor viruses
that are causally associated with human cancers of the anogenital tract, skin, and oral cavity.
Despite the availability of prophylactic vaccines, HPVs remain a major global health issue due
to inadequate vaccine availability and vaccination coverage. The HPV life cycle is established and
completed in the terminally differentiating stratified epithelia, and decades of research using in vitro
organotypic raft cultures and in vivo genetically engineered mouse models have contributed to our
understanding of the interactions between HPVs and the epithelium. More recently, important and
emerging roles for the underlying stroma, or microenvironment, during the HPV life cycle and
HPV-induced disease have become clear. This review discusses the current understanding of the
bidirectional communication and relationship between HPV-infected epithelia and the surrounding
microenvironment. As is the case with other human cancers, evidence suggests that the stroma
functions as a significant partner in tumorigenesis and helps facilitate the oncogenic potential of
HPVs in the stratified epithelium.

Keywords: human papillomavirus; stroma; tumor microenvironment; cervical cancer; paracrine
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1. Introduction

Viruses are the etiological agents of approximately 15% of human cancers worldwide [1].
There are currently seven identified human tumor viruses, and techniques to discover new viruses
associated with human malignancies are continuously emerging and evolving [2]. High-risk human
papillomaviruses (HPVs), a group of small DNA tumor viruses that infect the stratified squamous
epithelia (referred to hereafter as the stratified epithelium or stratified epithelia), are alone responsible
for nearly 5% of worldwide cancers [3]. There are more than 150 types of HPV, and around 40 HPV
types are considered mucosotropic in that they preferentially infect the mucosal stratified epithelia of
the anogenital tract (cervix, vagina, and anus) and the oral cavity [4,5]. HPV infections are the most
common sexually transmitted infection in the U.S., and sexually active individuals are usually infected
with HPV at least once during their lifetime [6,7].

However, not all HPV infections cause cancer. HPVs are considered low-risk or high-risk based
on their oncogenic potential [8]. Low-risk mucosotropic HPVs cause benign genital warts, whereas
those HPV types considered high-risk are causally associated with nearly all cases of cervical cancer
and other cancers of the lower female reproductive tract and anus, as well as an increasing proportion
of oropharyngeal cancers. The high-risk HPV types HPV16 and HPV18 are particularly formidable,
causing the majority of HPV-associated cervical, anal, and oral cancers [9–11]. The introduction of
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prophylactic vaccines that prevent infection by those high-risk HPVs most highly linked to cancers
(e.g., HPV16 and HPV18) was a major breakthrough in controlling HPV-associated carcinogenesis [12].
Unfortunately, suboptimal vaccine availability and lagging vaccination coverage continue to make
HPV-associated cancers a significant global health issue [13]. A more complete understanding of HPV
virus–host interactions during infection and carcinogenesis therefore remains key to identifying new
preventative and therapeutic options.

More than 90% of HPV infections in the cervix are naturally cleared [14]. Thus, the factors and
mechanisms involved in cases that do ultimately progress to cancer remain the focus of intense research.
In the absence of clearance, HPV infections can persist for years or even decades, and these persistent
high-risk HPV infections are a major risk factor for subsequent cancer development (Reviewed
in [15,16]). While the mechanisms that govern viral persistence and progression to cancer are still
unclear, both HPV type and viral load appear to be involved [17,18]. Integration of the HPV viral
genome into host DNA is a frequent event during persistent HPV infection and occurs at random
sites unique to each cancer [19,20], although a preference for chromosomal fragile sites has been
reported [21]. Viral genome integration increases and stabilizes transcription of the viral oncogenes
E6 and E7 [22,23] and provides a growth advantage to epithelial cells [24]. HPV E6 and E7 are
highly multifunctional proteins that contribute to carcinogenesis, primarily through their ability to
inactivate the p53 and retinoblastoma protein (pRb) tumor suppressor pathways [25,26]. Despite its
demonstrated role in carcinogenesis, persistent HPV infection is not sufficient for human cervical
cancer development [27,28], and thus other co-factors likely contribute to this process.

An increasingly recognized co-factor in many types of cancer is the adjacent stroma,
or ‘microenvironment’. The stroma is a supportive scaffold upon which epithelial cells reside,
and is composed of connective tissue, vasculature, and various cell types (Figure 1). The role of
the tumor microenvironment (TME) in carcinogenesis is a relatively nascent, yet growing, area of
cancer biology research. Fibroblasts are a major component of the stroma, and tumor-associated
or cancer-associated fibroblasts (TAFs or CAFs, respectively) have become a major focus of TME
research [29]. Communication between epithelial cells and the TME has been reported to affect
processes ranging from tumor initiation and neoplastic progression to metastasis and therapeutic
response [30]. HPV-associated cervical carcinogenesis is accompanied by changes in stromal
gene expression throughout neoplastic progression, which reflect the likely role of the stroma in
supporting angiogenesis and epithelial invasion [31]. However, an in-depth understanding of
the interaction between HPV-infected tissue and the surrounding microenvironment has not been
achieved. In this review, we explore the current knowledge of the interplay between HPV-positive
epithelia and the stroma during viral infection and carcinogenesis. Emerging evidence suggests
that these tissue compartments engage in bidirectional crosstalk to facilitate HPV infection and
HPV-associated cancers.
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Figure 1. The human papillomavirus (HPV) life cycle and the stroma. (A) Map of the HPV genome. 
Shown is the circular, ~7900 base pair (bp) double-stranded DNA (dsDNA) genome of HPV18. The 
boxes represent translational open reading frames that encode HPV proteins. Early (E) genes are 
shown in green and late genes (L) are shown in blue. The long control region (LCR), which regulates 
transcription and viral DNA replication, is shown by a black box. Three HPV oncogenes, E5, E6, and 
E7, are shown in red. (B) A schematic representation of the stratified epithelium, underlying stroma, 
and the HPV life cycle is shown. Basal cells, which are adjacent to the basement membrane and 
underlying stroma, are shown in dark tan. HPV virions infect the basal cells of the stratified 
epithelium, presumably through a break or wound in the epithelial layer. The virus life cycle 
proceeds throughout the epithelium and is tied to differentiation, ending with progeny virus 
production and release from the terminally differentiated cells. Labels indicating the spatiotemporal 
regulation of key events in the HPV life cycle are shown to the right of the stratified epithelium. The 
stroma, which is composed of various cell types, vasculature, and connective tissue, has been shown 
to promote epithelial cell immortalization, maintenance of episomal HPV genomes, and epithelial 
cell differentiation in support of the HPV life cycle (indicated by black arrows). Please refer to the 
legend to identify common components of the stroma, and to the text for further detail.  

2. The HPV Life Cycle and the Stroma 

HPVs are icosahedral, non-enveloped viruses approximately 50–60 nm in diameter. These 
viruses contain a double-stranded, circular or episomal DNA genome of approximately 8000 base 
pairs (Figure 1A). A temporal pattern of viral gene expression gives rise to ‘early’ and ‘late’ genes, 
which are transcribed using a complex system of promoter usage and splicing patterns [32,33]. HPVs 
exhibit tropism for the stratified epithelia, and the viral life cycle is intimately tied to the process of 
cellular differentiation in this tissue (Reviewed in [34]). HPVs infect the poorly differentiated, basal 
keratinocytes of the stratified epithelium, to which they are believed to gain access through wounds 
or breaks in the epithelial layer (Figure 1B). Naturally, the basal cells are the only cells actively 
engaged in cell division within the stratified epithelium. This characteristic of basal keratinocytes 
helps explain their being targeted by HPV for infection, as both viral genome nuclear entry and 
genome maintenance require active cell division [35]. Episomal viral genomes are then maintained 
in basal cells at a low copy number. As infected daughter cells enter the process of terminal 
differentiation, early viral genes reprogram the parabasal and suprabasal cells to re-enter the cell 
cycle. A process of viral genome amplification, which is dependent upon host DNA synthesis/repair 
machinery [36,37], is followed by late gene expression and viral progeny production in and release 
from the superficial layers of the terminally differentiated stratified epithelium.  

Figure 1. The human papillomavirus (HPV) life cycle and the stroma. (A) Map of the HPV genome.
Shown is the circular, ~7900 base pair (bp) double-stranded DNA (dsDNA) genome of HPV18.
The boxes represent translational open reading frames that encode HPV proteins. Early (E) genes are
shown in green and late genes (L) are shown in blue. The long control region (LCR), which regulates
transcription and viral DNA replication, is shown by a black box. Three HPV oncogenes, E5, E6,
and E7, are shown in red. (B) A schematic representation of the stratified epithelium, underlying
stroma, and the HPV life cycle is shown. Basal cells, which are adjacent to the basement membrane and
underlying stroma, are shown in dark tan. HPV virions infect the basal cells of the stratified epithelium,
presumably through a break or wound in the epithelial layer. The virus life cycle proceeds throughout
the epithelium and is tied to differentiation, ending with progeny virus production and release from
the terminally differentiated cells. Labels indicating the spatiotemporal regulation of key events in
the HPV life cycle are shown to the right of the stratified epithelium. The stroma, which is composed
of various cell types, vasculature, and connective tissue, has been shown to promote epithelial cell
immortalization, maintenance of episomal HPV genomes, and epithelial cell differentiation in support
of the HPV life cycle (indicated by black arrows). Please refer to the legend to identify common
components of the stroma, and to the text for further detail.

2. The HPV Life Cycle and the Stroma

HPVs are icosahedral, non-enveloped viruses approximately 50–60 nm in diameter. These viruses
contain a double-stranded, circular or episomal DNA genome of approximately 8000 base pairs
(Figure 1A). A temporal pattern of viral gene expression gives rise to ‘early’ and ‘late’ genes, which
are transcribed using a complex system of promoter usage and splicing patterns [32,33]. HPVs
exhibit tropism for the stratified epithelia, and the viral life cycle is intimately tied to the process of
cellular differentiation in this tissue (Reviewed in [34]). HPVs infect the poorly differentiated, basal
keratinocytes of the stratified epithelium, to which they are believed to gain access through wounds or
breaks in the epithelial layer (Figure 1B). Naturally, the basal cells are the only cells actively engaged
in cell division within the stratified epithelium. This characteristic of basal keratinocytes helps explain
their being targeted by HPV for infection, as both viral genome nuclear entry and genome maintenance
require active cell division [35]. Episomal viral genomes are then maintained in basal cells at a low
copy number. As infected daughter cells enter the process of terminal differentiation, early viral genes
reprogram the parabasal and suprabasal cells to re-enter the cell cycle. A process of viral genome
amplification, which is dependent upon host DNA synthesis/repair machinery [36,37], is followed
by late gene expression and viral progeny production in and release from the superficial layers of the
terminally differentiated stratified epithelium.
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The role of the stroma during initial HPV infection and the life cycle is an underexplored area
of research. There is evidence that stromal fibroblasts and/or feeder layers, which are comprised
of mitotically inactive fibroblasts, affect various stages of the HPV virus life cycle through both
direct and indirect mechanisms (Figure 1B). Rheinwald and Green first identified feeder layers as
an important component of in vitro keratinocyte culture and propagation [38]. Fibroblasts feeder
layers promote epithelial homeostasis and proliferation by providing critical soluble factors, such as
growth factors and cytokines, and extracellular matrix components that function in juxtacrine and
paracrine manners [39]. There is evidence that feeder layers are necessary for maintenance of the HPV
genome, which is replicated and maintained as an extrachromosomal circular plasmid (or episome)
in HPV-infected cells. In W12 keratinocytes, which were isolated from an HPV16-infected low-grade
cervical lesion, the HPV genome exists in extrachromosomal episomal form. Removal of co-cultured
feeder cells from several W12 clonal populations resulted in the gradual loss of HPV episomes and
promoted viral genome integration in all clones [40]. Consistent with this finding, unpublished work
from our laboratory indicates that high-risk HPV genomes are not maintained in oral keratinocytes
in the absence of a feeder layer [41]. Another role for the stroma in the HPV life cycle involves its
critical function to facilitate differentiation and stratification of the epithelium through paracrine
interactions [42,43], which is essential for completion of the HPV life cycle [44]. To study the complete
HPV life cycle, in vitro methods such as three-dimensional organotypic raft culture methods are often
used [45,46], which are composed of keratinocytes cultured at the air–liquid interface on top of a dermal
equivalent containing fibroblasts [47]. The proper architecture, differentiation, and proliferation of the
stratified epithelium in these biomimetic in vitro cultures requires the physical presence of fibroblasts,
the reciprocal exchange of diffusible factors, and crosstalk between the two compartments through
growth factors and cytokines [42,48–53]. Other stromal cell types, such as endothelial cells, also support
epithelial differentiation [50,51]. Thus, while the underlying mechanistic understanding is very limited
to date, interactions between the stroma and the epithelial compartment clearly contribute to HPV
genome maintenance and the differentiation-dependent completion of the HPV life cycle.

3. HPV and the Stroma: Bidirectional Paracrine Effects

The stromal microenvironment is a critical, if not wholly essential, participant in several facets
of both normal and cancer epithelial tissue biology [29,42]. In the previous section, we discussed
the limited knowledge about how stromal cells contribute to HPV infection and the viral life cycle.
In the following sections, we will review our current understanding of how HPV-positive epithelia and
the stromal microenvironment communicate with and influence one another during HPV-associated
disease and cancer development. While, below, we describe the epithelial-to-stromal communication
separately from stromal-to-epithelial communication, it should be kept in mind that there likely are
complex feedback loops in which signals emanating from one compartment inform on how the other
compartment responds back, and that this bidirectional cross talk is likely key to how the viruses
manipulate their environment, and in the case of tumor-associated viruses, contribute to carcinogenesis.

3.1. Effects of the HPV-Positive Epithelium on the Stromal Microenvironment

It is increasingly clear that virus-infected cells communicate with the surrounding
microenvironment [54]. In the section below, we describe key examples of effects of HPV-positive
epithelial cells on stromal architecture, angiogenesis, inflammation, and immune cell recruitment
(Figure 2). This epithelial-to-stromal communication likely initiates a process of bidirectional crosstalk
and interdependent signaling pathways that persists during HPV-associated disease progression.
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Figure 2. Effects of the HPV-positive epithelium on the stroma. The HPV-infected epithelium 
undergoes neoplastic progression from low-grade to high-grade dysplasia and eventually invasive 
carcinoma. Key epithelial-to-stromal communication events between the HPV-positive epithelium 
and the stroma, as well as the reported paracrine factors involved in these processes, are depicted. 
Large black arrows indicate events in the HPV-positive epithelium that affect the underlying stroma. 
Small black arrows represent an increase (up arrow) or decrease (down arrow) in the indicated 
factor. The location of signaling events within the process of neoplastic progression is not necessarily 
reflective of their temporal activities. ECM: extracellular matrix; CCL20: C-C Motif Chemokine 
Ligand 20; CXCLs: C-X-C Motif Chemokine Ligands; FGFs: Fibroblast growth factors; IL-1: 
Interleukin-1; IL-1B: Interleukin-1B; IL-8: Interleukin-8; miR-126: microRNA-126; MMP: matrix 
metalloproteinase; Th17: T helper 17 cells; VEGF: vascular endothelial growth factor. 

3.1.1. HPV Effects on Stromal Architecture 

HPV-positive epithelial cells influence the composition and organization of the 
microenvironment in both in vitro and in vivo models. This paracrine effect of HPV on the 
underlying stroma may, in part, be due to the ability of E6 and E7 to alter the secretory profile of 
epithelial cells, which has been shown to regulate the invasive potential of in vitro organotypic raft 
epithelial cells via signaling between the epithelium and stroma [55]. For instance, HPV16-positive 
CSCC27 cervical cancer cells promote changes in co-cultured cervical fibroblasts, including the 
production of a laminin-rich matrix and reduced fibronectin and collagen [56]. Mechanistically, 
these changes were attributed to reciprocal actions between the HPV-positive epithelial cells and 
fibroblasts involving matrix metalloproteinases (MMPs): the presence of fibroblasts promoted 

Figure 2. Effects of the HPV-positive epithelium on the stroma. The HPV-infected epithelium undergoes
neoplastic progression from low-grade to high-grade dysplasia and eventually invasive carcinoma.
Key epithelial-to-stromal communication events between the HPV-positive epithelium and the stroma,
as well as the reported paracrine factors involved in these processes, are depicted. Large black arrows
indicate events in the HPV-positive epithelium that affect the underlying stroma. Small black arrows
represent an increase (up arrow) or decrease (down arrow) in the indicated factor. The location of
signaling events within the process of neoplastic progression is not necessarily reflective of their
temporal activities. ECM: extracellular matrix; CCL20: C-C Motif Chemokine Ligand 20; CXCLs: C-X-C
Motif Chemokine Ligands; FGFs: Fibroblast growth factors; IL-1: Interleukin-1; IL-1B: Interleukin-1B;
IL-8: Interleukin-8; miR-126: microRNA-126; MMP: matrix metalloproteinase; Th17: T helper 17 cells;
VEGF: vascular endothelial growth factor.

3.1.1. HPV Effects on Stromal Architecture

HPV-positive epithelial cells influence the composition and organization of the microenvironment
in both in vitro and in vivo models. This paracrine effect of HPV on the underlying stroma
may, in part, be due to the ability of E6 and E7 to alter the secretory profile of epithelial cells,
which has been shown to regulate the invasive potential of in vitro organotypic raft epithelial
cells via signaling between the epithelium and stroma [55]. For instance, HPV16-positive CSCC27
cervical cancer cells promote changes in co-cultured cervical fibroblasts, including the production of
a laminin-rich matrix and reduced fibronectin and collagen [56]. Mechanistically, these changes were
attributed to reciprocal actions between the HPV-positive epithelial cells and fibroblasts involving
matrix metalloproteinases (MMPs): the presence of fibroblasts promoted MMP-7 expression in
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the epithelial cells, whereas CSCC27 epithelial cells induced MMP-2 expression in the fibroblasts.
MMPs are extracellular proteinases with well-known functions in modifying TME architecture,
and their enzymatic activities can directly contribute to carcinogenesis by affecting processes such
as extracellular matrix reorganization, angiogenesis, and inflammation [57]. Several additional lines
of evidence support a role for HPVs in modulating MMP expression. In another in vitro study,
HPV18-positive SKG-II cells increased pro-MMP-1 and pro-MMP-3 in co-cultured cervical fibroblasts,
presumably through tumor-cell derived soluble factors [58]. Similar findings were reported for
HPV16- and HPV18-immortalized cells and HPV-positive cervical cancer cells, where an increase in
the membrane-type 1 MMP (MT-1 MMP) as well as MMP-2 was observed, and some evidence suggests
that this is a unique function of E7 proteins from high-risk HPV types [59]. Other groups showed that
E6 cooperates with E7 to increase MT-1 MMP, MMP-2 and MMP-9 expression in order to enhance
epithelial cell stromal invasion and migration [60,61]. Therefore, HPV-positive epithelial cells increase
MMP expression, which can contribute to stromal reorganization.

The influence of HPV on the stroma in vivo has been largely investigated through the study
of genetically engineered HPV transgenic mice. These in vivo models allow observations within
a complete biological system, and are therefore especially critical to understanding the interplay
between the epithelium and tumor microenvironment. There are two main HPV transgenic murine
models, both of which target HPV genes to the basal cells of the stratified epithelium using the basal
keratinocyte-specific keratin 14 (K14) promoter. One model is the K14-HPV16 model in which the
entire HPV16 early region is expressed [62]. In the other model, transgenic mice singly expressing
the HPV16 E6 or E7 oncogenes, K14E6 [63] and K14E7 [64] mice, which can be crossed to generate
bitransgenic K14E6/E7 mice. In addition to studying cervical cancer, K14E6, K14E7, and K14E6/E7
transgenic mice have been used to study HPV-associated cancers at other anatomical sites, including
the skin [65], oral cavity [66], and anus [67].

In the skin of K14HPV16 transgenic mice, the underlying stromal architecture was extensively
remodeled during the course of neoplastic progression [68,69]. Architectural changes arose even
in premalignant lesions, in the absence of epithelial dysplasia and malignancy, indicating that
HPV-positive epithelia can induce reorganization of the microenvironment beginning during the
early stages of neoplastic progression. These structural changes included thinning of the basement
membrane, apparent degradation and disruption of the collagen fibril network, and additional
disintegration of the extracellular matrix [68]. Much of this reorganization was attributed to
an infiltration of inflammatory cells, primarily mast cells, and their associated protease activities [69].
Thus, data support a role for HPV in facilitating epithelial-to-stromal signals that result in extracellular
matrix reorganization at least in part through HPV-induced MMP expression.

3.1.2. HPV Effects on Angiogenesis in the Stroma

In both the human cervix and the murine cervix of K14HPV16 mice, angiogenesis and vascular
density increases during progression to cancer [70]. Increased vascularity is observed even in early
cervical lesions, which implies that HPV infection itself or early consequences of infection promote
angiogenesis [71]. HPV-mediated angiogenesis has been directly linked to the functions of the HPV
oncoproteins in a variety of in vitro and in vivo studies. In work by Chen et al. [72], conditioned
media was collected from human foreskin keratinocytes (HFKs) either transduced with HPV16
E6/E7 or stably transfected with the entire HPV16 genome, or media from the HPV31-positive,
cervical intraepithelial neoplasia (CIN) derived cell line, CIN612. Application of conditioned media
from these HPV positive cells to endothelial cells in vitro increased their proliferation and migration.
This conditioned media was also analyzed in an in vivo Matrigel plug assay, which showed remarkably
enhanced vascularization at seven days post-implantation in those plugs composed of HPV-positive
media compared to HPV-negative controls. Interestingly, there was a much greater response in vivo,
leading the authors to speculate that multiple stromal cell types contribute to this HPV-dependent
angiogenic response. Analysis of conditioned media from cells expressing HPV16 E6 identified
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a significant increase in the pro-angiogenic factors vascular endothelial growth factor (VEGF) compared
to that of parental cells [73]. Others observed an increase in VEGF and interleukin (IL)-8 along with
reduced expression of angiogenesis inhibitors, thrombospondin-1 and maspin, in human keratinocytes
expressing both HPV16 E6 and E7 [72,74] and that expression of both HPV16 E6 and E7 together was
necessary to induce angiogenesis [75].

In addition to the secretion of pro-angiogenic factors from HPV-positive epithelial cells that
function in a paracrine manner, there is also evidence that HPV-positive cells can stimulate
pro-angiogenic gene expression in cells within the adjacent stroma. For instance, CAFs isolated
from the stroma of a cervical cancer secreted more VEGF than cervical cancer epithelial cells under
both normal and hypoxic conditions [76]. More recently, an intriguing mechanism was reported in
which HPV16-positive CaSki cells were found to reduce expression of a micro-RNA (miRNA), miR-126,
in endothelial cells [77]. This observation was made using an in vitro tri-culture system composed of
CaSki cancer epithelial cells, endothelial cells, and fibroblasts. The reduction of miR-126 in endothelial
cells required the presence of both epithelial cells and fibroblasts in the tri-culture, suggesting that
a complex network of paracrine interactions is involved in miR-126 regulation. Interestingly, miR-126
was previously identified as a miRNA downregulated in HPV16-positive cervical epithelial cells
compared to normal epithelial cells [78], perhaps suggesting that this miRNA is specifically targeted
by HPVs. The effect of this miRNA was then investigated using xenografts, which are cells injected
subcutaneously into live mice and allowed to generate tumors in vivo. Increased microvasculature
density and tube formation was observed in xenografts composed of CaSki cells and CAFs, and this
effect was associated with a decrease in miR-126 in host-derived endothelial cells recruited to the tumor.
The pro-angiogenic gene for adrenomedullin (ADM) and several other pro-angiogenic genes are targets
of miR-126 [79]. Adrenomedullin expression was highly increased in the cervical cancer stroma, and
its increased expression correlated with miR-126 downregulation in the tri-culture system. Therefore,
this fascinating study reveals a cell non-autonomous role of HPV-positive cervical cancer epithelial
cells in promoting angiogenesis in the stroma through the regulation of expression of a miRNA in
endothelial cells. Exploration of the role of epithelial–stromal crosstalk and the influence of HPV in
regulating miRNA expression is only now beginning, but promises to reveal important mechanisms
involved in HPV-associated carcinogenesis.

The pro-angiogenic effects of HPV-positive epithelial cells on the stroma have also been observed
using in vivo murine models. One such example involves the release of platelet-derived growth
factor (PDGF) from the K14HPV16 cervical epithelium, which leads to expression of fibroblast
growth factors 2 and 7 (FGF-2 and FGF-7) in the stroma to promote angiogenesis and tumor cell
growth [80]. Fibroblasts isolated from the dermis adjacent to K14HPV16 murine skin produce several
pro-inflammatory cytokines with well-known roles in angiogenesis [81]. When these pro-inflammatory
fibroblasts were mixed and co-injected with PDSC5 HPV16-positive skin carcinoma epithelial cells,
there was a higher level of vascularization and microvasculature density compared to xenografts with
normal fibroblasts. Similar results were observed using an in vivo Matrigel plug assay. Interestingly,
this study also found that HPV-positive epithelial cells could ‘educate’ normal fibroblasts in vitro to
become pro-inflammatory, and found that this paracrine education is mediated by epithelial-derived
interleukin-1β (IL-1B). In a detailed and descriptive study by Coussens et al., important insight is
provided into how pro-inflammatory stromal cells function as ‘co-conspirators’ in angiogenesis in the
K14HPV16 epidermis [69]. Beginning early in neoplastic progression, the stroma is characterized by
increased capillary density, corroborating other reports that HPV may promote angiogenesis prior
to malignant conversion [71]. Throughout neoplastic progression, dermal capillaries become more
dilated and enlarged, their density increases, and they become increasingly localized adjacent to the
basement membrane. These changes are associated with an increasing pro-inflammatory environment
and infiltration of mast cells [69] and macrophages [81]. The mast-cell protease monocyte chemotactic
protein-4 (MCP-4), or chymase, was found to be key in promoting an angiogenic switch, as angiogenesis
was severely reduced in mast-cell deficient K14HPV16 mice. Therefore, there are several mechanisms
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by which the HPV-positive epithelium can instruct changes in fibroblasts, endothelial cells, and other
stromal cells that enhance angiogenesis and cancer progression.

3.1.3. HPV Effects on Inflammation and Immune Cell Recruitment in the Stroma

HPVs are notorious for their ability to evade the host immune response during infection, mainly
due to the nature of their intraepithelial life cycle that provides ample cover from host detection [82,83].
However, during the course of progression, the microenvironment becomes increasingly associated
with an immune or inflammatory infiltrate [71]. Inflammation is involved in several stages of
HPV-associated carcinogenesis [84]. While the mechanisms are not completely clear, several studies
indicate that HPV-positive epithelial cells direct pro-inflammatory gene expression in fibroblasts or
other stromal cell types, which results in immune cell recruitment. For a more comprehensive review
of the interaction between HPVs, the immune system, and the stroma, please refer to the review by
Woodby et al. [85].

As described in previous sections, a strong pro-inflammatory gene expression signature was
measured in fibroblasts isolated from dysplastic skin of K14HPV16 transgenic mice and was induced
by epithelial cell-secreted IL-1B [81]. A prominently represented group of genes within this
inflammatory signature included several ELR+ C-X-C family of chemokines (CXCL1, CXCL2, CXCL5),
interleukins (IL-1B, IL-6), the cyclooxygenase-2 gene COX2, and several other genes with well-known
pro-inflammatory roles. This group of C-X-C motif ligand chemokines (CXCLs), which are all ligands
for the CXCR2 receptor, are considered pro-angiogenic and also function as chemoattractants for
neutrophils and macrophages [86,87]. Indeed, there was an increase in macrophage recruitment
to xenografts and Matrigel plugs containing these pro-inflammatory fibroblasts [81]. A similar
pro-inflammatory signature was observed in fibroblasts isolated from human cervical cancers,
and antiestrogen treatment of these cervical CAFs revealed that the inflammation-associated gene
expression is partially mediated by estrogen [88]. Our own unpublished results have identified a strong
pro-inflammatory signature in the cervical stroma of estrogen-treated K14E6/E7 mice [89]. It will be
important to further define the role of the HPV-positive epithelia in inducing pro-inflammatory
cytokines and chemokines, as well as their role in the stroma during HPV infection and carcinogenesis.

In addition to epithelial-derived IL-1B as described above [81], several other mechanisms have
been proposed for induction of inflammation and immune cell recruitment by HPV-positive epithelial
cells. For instance, it was reported that HPV-positive epithelial cells create a pro-tumorigenic and
inflammatory microenvironment by secreting IL-6 [90,91]. The IL-6 secreted from HPV-positive
epithelial cells induces expression of the chemokine C-C motif chemokine ligand 20 (CCL20) in stromal
fibroblasts to attract pro-inflammatory T helper 17 (Th17) cells [92]. Xenograft studies comparing
cervical cell lines concluded that the HPV-positive HeLa and SiHa cell xenografts recruited significantly
more inflammatory cells, particularly macrophages, than the HPV-negative C33A cell xenografts
in vivo, and this was due to increased IL-6 and IL-8 secretion from HPV-positive epithelial cells [93].
Tumor-associated macrophages in the stroma of HPV-positive tumors have been shown to secrete IL-10
in order to suppress antitumor T cell responses and create a pro-tumorigenic microenvironment [94,95].

Inflammatory cell recruitment by the HPV-positive epithelium was also observed in HPV
transgenic mice. In K14HPV16 mice, a significant influx of mast cells that secrete MMP-9 was
observed in the microenvironment, which was necessary for promoting angiogenesis and epithelial
proliferation in the skin [69,96]: Interestingly, the MMP-9 appeared to be mainly supplied by infiltrating
immune cells, including mast cells, neutrophils, and macrophages, and not the epithelial cells [96].
While the individual contributions of the HPV viral proteins to inflammation and immune cell
recruitment have not been fully elucidated, the HPV16 E7 protein alone in K14E7 mice is sufficient
for leukocyte trafficking to the skin and this function depends on its interaction with the pRb tumor
suppressor [97,98]. An independent study found that the HPV16 E7 expressed in K14E7 mouse skin
is sufficient to recruit mast cells through elicitation of CCL cytokines, CCL2 and CCL5, and that this
contributes to the oncogene driving establishment of an immunosuppressive environment within
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the skin, in a manner that is dependent upon the induction of epithelial hyperplasia by E7 [97].
Therefore, HPV-positive cells coordinate with the surrounding stroma to elicit a pro-inflammatory
microenvironment, which in turn facilitates the immune and inflammatory infiltrate observed in
the stroma of HPV-associated lesions and cancers [71]. Further elucidation of the role of HPV
in promoting epithelial-to-stromal crosstalk in these processes will enhance our understanding of
HPV-driven carcinogenesis.

3.2. Effects of the Stromal Microenvironment on HPV-Positive Epithelia

Upon HPV infection, it is clear that the stratified epithelium initiates communication with the
underlying stroma. Presumably in response to this communication, the microenvironment reciprocates
contact through various stromal-to-epithelial signaling events. While these processes are still not well
understood, there is evidence that the stroma plays a role in HPV-positive epithelial cell growth and
disease initiation and maintenance.

3.2.1. Stromal Effects on Growth and Differentiation of HPV-Positive Epithelia

Given its role in normal epithelial cell biology, it is not surprising that the stromal compartment
also affects the growth and differentiation of HPV-infected epithelial cells (Figure 3). One such effect
is HPV-induced cellular immortalization. High-risk HPVs can extend the life span of epithelial cells
and ultimately induce cell immortalization via the functions of the E6 and E7 oncoproteins (Reviewed
in [99]), and fibroblasts appear to cooperate in epithelial cell immortalization. For instance, feeder
layers of growth-arrested murine 3T3 fibroblasts were required for epithelial cell immortalization by
Rho kinase (ROCK) inhibitors [100,101]. Moreover, the presence of a feeder layer greatly enhanced the
ability of the HPV E6/E7 proteins to immortalize cells in vitro [102]. Stromal cells also affect the growth
properties of HPV-positive epithelial cells. Dermal fibroblasts induced anchorage-independent growth
of HPV16-immortalized cervical epithelial cells, and this likely involved paracrine-acting factors since
the effect did not require direct cell-to-cell contact [103]. In this same set of experiments, the presence of
fibroblasts enhanced epithelial cell growth in organotypic rafts and increased expression of IL-1 in the
co-cultured HPV16-positive epithelia. IL-1 is a cytokine implicated in epithelial–stromal interactions.
In an illuminating body of work using organotypic rafts, Maas-Szabowski and colleagues defined
a ‘double-paracrine’ epithelial–stromal signaling mechanism involving the IL-1 proteins, IL-1α (IL-1A)
and IL-1B, that regulates epithelial differentiation and growth [43,49,104]. This work demonstrates
that release of IL-1 by epithelial cells causes increased expression of keratinocyte growth factor (KGF;
also known as FGF-7) in co-cultured fibroblasts, which subsequently feeds back in a paracrine manner
to increase epithelial proliferation and tissue formation. Interestingly, IL-1A was reported to provide
a selective growth advantage specifically to HPV16- and HPV18-positive cervical epithelial cells,
and inhibited the growth of normal epithelial cells [105]. This paracrine signaling loop was further
implicated in stromal regulation of growth and differentiation of HPV-positive epithelia in a series of
studies by the McCance laboratory. In organotypic raft cultures composed of primary human foreskin
keratinocytes immortalized with HPV16 E6 and E7 proteins and primary human foreskin fibroblasts,
fibroblast-specific depletion of pRb increased KGF expression to facilitate epithelial invasion [106,107].
They also found that AKT kinase activation in the stromal fibroblasts increases the invasiveness of
HPV-positive epithelia in a KGF-dependent manner [108]. These in vitro experiments indicate that both
pRb and AKT in fibroblasts regulate the invasion of HPV-positive epithelia in a cell non-autonomous
manner, and provide direct experimental evidence that the stroma regulates growth properties of the
HPV-infected stratified epithelia.
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these studies, the authors concluded that the paracrine effects mediated by fibroblasts were due to 

Figure 3. Effects of the stroma on HPV-positive epithelium. The HPV-infected epithelium undergoes
neoplastic progression from low-grade to high-grade dysplasia and eventually invasive carcinoma.
Key stromal-to-epithelial communication events between the stroma and the HPV-positive epithelium,
as well as the reported paracrine factors involved in these processes, are depicted (large black arrows).
The location of signaling events within the process of neoplastic progression is not necessarily reflective
of their temporal activities. ERα: estrogen receptor α; HBEGF: heparin-binding epidermal growth
factor-like growth factor; pRb: retinoblastoma protein.

Fibroblast growth factors are a family of secreted factors that are significant players in
communication between the stroma and epithelium and are involved in processes ranging from
development to cancer [109]. There is evidence that FGFs and their receptors may facilitate
HPV-mediated carcinogenesis through a variety of mechanisms involving stromal-to-epithelial
crosstalk [110]. As outlined above, FGF-7 (or KGF) has been implicated in stromal regulation
of HPV-positive epithelial invasion. There is also evidence that another FGF, FGF-2 (or bFGF)
correlates with the invasive potential of HPV-positive epithelial cells. The effects of primary human
fibroblasts isolated from cervical normal or cancer tissue on the invasive properties of normal
keratinocytes or HPV16-immortalized keratinocytes were analyzed using an in vitro Matrigel invasion
assay [111]. In this study, conditioned media from CAFs stimulated invasivity of epithelial cells and
this was associated with increased expression of FGF-2. Interestingly, the pro-invasion effect of the
CAF-conditioned media and more specifically FGF-2 was only observed with HPV-positive epithelial
cells. Conversely, conditioned media from normal fibroblasts inhibited penetration, and this inhibitory
effect was mediated by transforming growth factor-β (TGF-β). From these studies, the authors
concluded that the paracrine effects mediated by fibroblasts were due to an increased sensitivity
of HPV-positive epithelial cells to FGF-2 and TGF-β, thus increasing their mobility and invasive
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phenotype. Other factors besides FGFs are also implicated. Human cervical fibroblasts also increased
the invasiveness of the HPV18-postive cervical cancer cell line SKG-II by increasing MMP expression
in in vitro Matrigel invasion assays [58]. Another group has also reported that CAFs induce migration
of HPV-positive cervical cancer cells more than normal fibroblasts, and attributed this effect to
differences in extracellular matrix remodeling [56]. Co-culture of HPV+ cervical ME180 and CaSki
cancer epithelial cells with CAFs in vitro also enhanced epithelial cell proliferation, and this was
dependent on production of an epidermal growth factor receptor (EGFR) ligand, the heparin-binding
epidermal growth factor-like growth factor (HBEGF) [112]. Therefore, while a complete understanding
of the specific interactions between the stroma and HPV-positive cells is still lacking, it is clear that the
microenvironment and cells contained within can have a unique effect on the growth and proliferation
of the epithelium when HPV or HPV oncogenes are present.

3.2.2. Stromal Effects on Disease in HPV-Associated Cancer Models

Virus-associated carcinogenesis can be studied in vivo using xenografts as well as genetically
engineered murine models [113]. As introduced in previous sections, there are two main HPV
transgenic mouse models in which expression of HPV genes; primarily, the E6 and E7 oncogenes
are directed specifically to epithelial cells by placing the viral genes under the transcriptional control
of K14 transcriptional promoter. Initial studies of HPV transgenic mice revealed that expression of
HPV16 E6 and E7 in the cervical epithelium is necessary but not sufficient to cause cervical cancer,
which mirrors human data. Subsequent studies identified the female hormone estrogen (17β-estradiol)
as a necessary co-factor for HPV-associated cervical carcinogenesis in both murine models [114,115].
In transgenic mice, treatment with 17-β-estradiol and expression of its receptor ERα are required for
the onset, maintenance, and progression of neoplastic disease [114–117]. Furthermore, continuous
treatment with estrogen signaling inhibitors promotes regression of cervical cancer and precancerous
lesions, and prevents their recurrence, in HPV transgenic mice [118–121]. Human epidemiological
data also correlate higher estrogen levels and an increased risk factor for cervical cancer [122,123].
The following section focuses on observations of stroma-to-epithelium interactions in vivo using both
HPV-positive cervical cancer xenografts and the above referenced animal models of HPV-associated
cancers. Emerging evidence linking the requirement for estrogen in cervical carcinogenesis to the
stromal compartment will also be discussed.

Several experiments using xenografts have identified positive effects of fibroblasts on
HPV-positive epithelial cells. In one set of experiments, xenografts of the HPV-positive cervical cancer
cell line ME180 were significantly larger when the epithelial cells were co-inoculated with cervical
cancer CAFs or mouse embryonic fibroblasts compared to epithelial cells alone [112]. The positive
effect of fibroblasts on epithelial cell growth was mediated by the EGFR ligand, HB-EGF, expressed
by the fibroblasts in response to PDGF secreted by HPV-positive epithelial cells [80]. Validating the
HB-EGF-dependent mechanism, fibroblasts isolated from HB-EGF-null mice failed to positively affect
ME180 xenograft growth. Notably, ME180 xenografts in nude mice rarely metastasize. However,
lymph node metastases were observed in mice injected with xenografts composed of both ME180 cells
and cervical cancer CAFs [124], suggesting that the fibroblasts provided a microenvironment favorable
to HPV-positive epithelial cell migration and metastasis.

Another set of xenograft experiments analyzed the effect of stromal cells on the growth of PDSC5
cells, which are a murine HPV16-positive squamous cell carcinoma cell line derived from the skin
of K14HPV16 mice. In a study by Erez and colleagues, dermal fibroblasts were isolated from areas
adjacent to normal skin in non-transgenic mice and dysplastic skin lesions spontaneously arising
in K14HPV16 transgenic mice, and their gene expression transcriptomes compared [81]. The CAFs
isolated from the stroma adjacent to HPV-transgenic skin exhibited a significant pro-inflammatory
signature composed of several pro-angiogenic cytokines and chemokines. Xenografts containing
PDSC5 cells and CAFs or normal dermal fibroblasts were generated in mice. Similar to the results
in ME180 cervical cancer cell xenografts, the presence of the pro-inflammatory CAFs increased the
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growth rate, size, and vascularization of PDSC5 skin cancer cell xenografts. In the PDSC5 xenograft
model, expression of the cysteine protease cathepsin C by fibroblasts and leukocytes in the stromal
compartment was necessary for tumor growth and angiogenesis [125]. Collectively, these results
suggest that stromal cells can actively influence the in vivo growth of HPV-positive epithelial cells
derived from various anatomical sites.

There is also evidence that the stroma influences de novo cervical cancers in transgenic mouse
models of HPV-associated cervical cancer. In estrogen-treated K14HPV16 mice, a paracrine loop
between the epithelia and stroma involving PDGF and FGFs was identified [80]. In this study,
both FGF-2 and FGF-7 were expressed by fibroblasts in response to PDGF secreted by the HPV-positive
epithelia. When estrogen-treated K14HPV16 mice were treated with imatinib to inhibit PDGF
signaling, FGF-2 and FGF-7 expression was decreased in the stroma. Imatinib treatment reduced
proliferation and increased apoptosis in the epithelium and effectively delayed progression and
reduced in vivo cervical cancer growth. These effects were linked to a reduction in angiogenesis driven
by fibroblast-derived FGFs. Expression of FGF-2 was similarly increased in the stroma of human
cervical cancers. These experiments clearly define a role for the microenvironment in promoting
HPV-associated cervical cancer growth through paracrine mechanisms.

In our own studies, we have made the important observation that estrogen contributes to cervical
carcinogenesis by signaling through the underlying stroma. An extensive body of work by Cunha
and colleagues had previously established that stromal–epithelial interactions mediate the effects of
estrogen on morphogenesis of the female reproductive tract, and more specifically that stromal estrogen
receptor α (ERα) facilitates the proliferative effects of estrogen on the epithelium [126–129]. In line with
these observations, we found that neoplastic cervical disease in K14E7 mice requires the continuous
expression of ERα in the cervical stroma [130]. Stroma-specific deletion of ERα in the cervices of
estrogen-treated HPV transgenic mice resulted in a hypoplastic epithelium with significantly reduced
proliferation, despite the continued expression of ERα in the epithelial compartment. Moreover,
the status of stromal ERα highly correlated with cervical disease, and ERα ablation in the stroma of
estrogen-treated HPV transgenic mice significantly reduced cervical disease in the epithelia, and most
mice had no signs of disease. These results revealed that the ability of estrogen to induce cervical
disease in the HPV-positive epithelium involves estrogen signaling through the stromal compartment.

In a parallel study analyzing human cervical tissue samples spanning neoplastic disease
progression from normal cervix to cervical cancers, ERα expression became progressively confined to
the stromal compartment but was lost in epithelial cancer cells [131]. Fibroblasts were subsequently
identified as being the predominant ERα-positive cell type in the stroma of human cervical cancers,
a finding validated by other studies [88]. Similar to previous observations reporting a pro-inflammatory
signature in fibroblasts adjacent to K14HPV16 skin [81], human cervical cancer-associated fibroblasts
likewise showed increased pro-tumorigenic and inflammation-associated gene expression [88].
Interestingly, the expression of several pro-tumorigenic genes in ex vivo cultured cervical CAFs was
decreased upon treatment antiestrogen drugs, suggesting that stromal fibroblasts can indeed mediate
estrogen-dependent signaling in the human cervix [88]. Collectively, these in vivo studies highlight
that estrogen signaling in the cervical stroma drives cervical carcinogenesis in the HPV-positive cervical
epithelium. We hypothesize that a unique repertoire of paracrine-acting factors is elicited by estrogen
in the stroma of HPV transgenic mice that promote cervical cancer development in the adjacent
epithelium, and current studies are underway to identify these factors. Nonetheless, there is increasing
evidence that the stroma plays a pivotal role in the dynamics and progression of HPV-driven cervical
cancer development.

4. Potential Mechanisms of Bidirectional Crosstalk

The functional consequences of HPV-induced epithelial–stromal crosstalk have been discussed
throughout this review, and include influences on the HPV life cycle and virus-induced disease.
Many of the factors implicated in the crosstalk are proteins secreted into the extracellular space
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(e.g., growth factors, cytokines/chemokines, proteases). In many cases, however, the mechanism
for crosstalk has not been elucidated. One emerging mechanism to explain the communication
between tissue compartments is the reciprocal secretion and uptake of extracellular vesicles by
epithelial and stromal cells. Exosomes are one particular type of vesicle that has been extensively
studied in the context of cancer biology [132]. Exosomes are 40–150 nm-sized vesicles composed of
a lipid bilayer and containing intracellular cargo such as proteins, RNA, and/or DNA, all of which
can be delivered to recipient cells. The exchange of genetic material, in the form of mRNA and
miRNAs, is a particularly potent mechanism to modulate gene expression and function in recipient
cells [133]. Importantly, viruses can modulate the vesicle profile of infected cells [54]. For instance,
nasopharyngeal carcinoma cells harboring the oncogenic gammaherpesvirus Epstein–Barr virus (EBV)
release exosomes that contain viral proteins and miRNAs, as well as signal transduction molecules,
and were shown to activate pro-tumorigenic signaling pathways in recipient cells [134]. Several
recent reports indicate that HPVs modulate exosome secretion and content. Exosomes secreted from
keratinocytes expressing HPV E6 and E7 oncogenes contained several antiapoptotic proteins [135]
and unique miRNA expression patterns [136–138]. While one report did not find evidence for E6 or
E7 protein in exosomes [135], both E6 and E7 transcripts were detected in exosomes secreted from
HPV-positive keratinocytes and cervical cancer cells in a more recent study [136]. The possibility that
E6 and E7 transcripts and/or proteins may be transferred to cells via microvesicles would not only
provide a potential mechanistic basis for epithelial–stromal crosstalk, but would also represent a major
paradigm shift in our understanding of HPV-associated disease. In this regard, reports from one lab
that E6 and E7 can be detected in the extracellular space and purified protein can be internalized by
endothelial cells is particularly intriguing [139–141]. Furthermore, our own recent unpublished studies
indicate that in vivo expression of the HPV oncogenes in the cervical epithelium has a profound,
cell non-autonomous effect on global gene expression in nearby stromal cells [89]. It is not currently
known whether or how microvesicles secreted from HPV-positive epithelial cells affect the function of
surrounding cells, and such experiments will be crucial to dissecting their role in epithelial–stromal
communication. A complete dissection of the mechanisms that underlie HPV-induced crosstalk
between the stratified epithelium and the stroma will be important in fully understanding how HPV
contributes to disease.

5. Conclusions and Future Perspectives

In this review, we have outlined the current knowledge of key interactions between human
papillomaviruses and the underlying stroma. Established and emerging evidence indicate that
bidirectional crosstalk between HPV-infected epithelial cells and the microenvironment contribute
to the HPV life cycle (Figure 1), stromal architecture, angiogenesis, and inflammation (Figure 2),
as well as growth of the epithelium and disease progression (Figure 3). While the role of the stroma
in HPV infection and disease is increasingly appreciated, future studies are necessary to provide
a complete picture of the reciprocal interactions between the two tissue compartments and the
role of HPV in these processes. Organotypic cultures have historically been an important tool to
study epithelial–stromal interactions and HPV infection in vitro [45,46,104] and will continue to
provide a relevant experimental platform for future studies. Likewise, genetically engineered mouse
models of HPV-associated disease [113] will allow interrogation of compartment-specific cell types
and signaling pathways and their role in carcinogenesis in various anatomical sites. In addition to
the animal model in which the rodent Mastomys coucha is naturally infected with Mastomys natalensis
papillomavirus (MnPV) [142], the exciting discovery of a murine papillomavirus (MmuPV1) [143]
will allow the ability to study the natural course of papillomavirus infections and disease progression
in tractable and genetically modifiable hosts, a traditionally and historically elusive endeavor in the
field. Our laboratory has already used the murine MmuPV1 model to study papillomavirus-associated
skin disease [144], and future studies are underway to study cervical and oral disease induced by
MmuPV1. The MmuPV1-based infection models, together with pre-existing HPV transgenic mouse
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models, will allow future studies necessary to understanding in vivo mechanisms of epithelial–stromal
crosstalk during papillomavirus-induced disease.
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