
Abstract. Aim: To evaluate the interaction between MCF-
7 breast cancer cells and the chick embryo chorioallantoic
membrane (CAM) and the ability of bevacizumab to
modulate this process. Materials and Methods: We implanted
MCF-7 cells onto CAM and repeatedly added bevacizumab
to a subset of eggs. We then evaluated the morphological and
immunohistochemical profiles of CAM and MCF-7. Results:
MCF-7 cells entered the mesoderm and stimulated the
mesenchymal cells to acquire vasculogenic and
myofibroblastoid features. MCF-7 cells developed an
estrogen receptor-, progesterone receptor-, p53- and Ki67-
negative status and entered the epithelial–mesenchymal
transition. Bevacizumab down-regulated the expression of B-
cell lymphoma 2 protein (BCL-2), vascular endothelial
growth factor (VEGF) and E-cadherin in MCF-7 and
inhibited vasculogenesis. Conclusion: MCF-7 cells turn the
mesoderm of CAM into a surrogate tumor stroma. CAM
induces a triple-negative, non-proliferative but still anti-
apoptotic status in MCF-7 cells. Although antivasculogenic,
bevacizumab stimulates MCF-7 cells to acquire a more
aggressive status. 

In vivo angiogenesis assays, such as those performed in the
chick embryo chorioallantoic membrane (CAM), have made
important progress in elucidating the mechanisms of action
of several angiogenic factors and inhibitors (1). At the
moment, CAM is widely utilized as an in vivo system to
study angiogenesis and anti-angiogenesis (2). It has also long

been a favored system for the study of tumor angiogenesis
and metastasis, because at this stage, the chick’s
immunocompetence system is not fully developed and the
conditions for rejection have not been established (1). This
in vivo model is simple, inexpensive, experimentally
amenable, as it readily accepts and supports xenogenic
transplants (3).

Chick embryo model systems offer a number of unique
advantages for studying the complex, multistep process of
tumor cell metastasis. Different chick embryo model systems
allow comprehensive analysis of specific stages and aspects
of cancer cell dissemination, such as tumor cell intravasation
in the spontaneous metastasis model, tumor cell colonization
in the experimental metastasis model, and tumor-induced
angiogenesis in the collagen implant model (4).

MCF-7 is a commonly used breast cancer cell line, being
propagated for many years by multiple research groups (5).
Established in 1973 by Soule and colleagues at the Michigan
Cancer Foundation, MCF-7 cells were isolated from the
pleural effusion of a 69-year-old woman with metastatic
disease (6). Since its establishment, MCF-7 has become the
model of estrogen receptor (ER)-positive breast cancer (7).
In a previous review, we summarized the molecular profile
of the MCF-7 cell line, concluding that it is ER-and
progesterone receptor (PR)-positive, belongs to the luminal
A molecular subtype, is poorly aggressive and non-invasive,
with low metastatic and angiogenic potential (8).

The controversial vascular endothelial growth factor
(VEGF)-specific angiogenesis inhibitor, Avastin
(bevacizumab), is currently approved in Europe for human
epidermal growth factor receptor 2 (HER2)-negative
metastatic breast cancer in combination with paclitaxel or
capecitabine (9), but its breast cancer indication was
withdrawn in 2011 by the US Food and Drug Administration
after concluding that the drug had not been proven to be safe
and effective for the treatment of breast cancer (10).

The aim of our study was to evaluate the effects of MCF-7
breast cancer cell implantation onto CAM, through changes in
both the morphological and immunohistochemical aspects
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regarding the MCF-7 cells and CAM. In addition, we aimed
to analyze the ability of bevacizumab to influence these
changes.

Materials and Methods

MCF-7 cell culture. MCF-7 cells (CLS Cell Lines Service GmbH,
Eppelheim, Germany) were cultured at a density of 1×106 cells/T75
plate in Dulbecco’s modified Eagle’s medium (Life Technologies
Europe BV, Paisley, Scotland) containing 10% fetal bovine serum
(Life Technologies Europe BV, Bleiswijk, the Netherlands) and 1%
mixture of penicillin and streptomycin (LIife Technologies Europe
BV, Bleiswijk, the Netherlands), and incubated at 37˚C in a
humidified atmosphere containing 5% CO2. The medium was
changed twice per week and cells were passaged once a week, at a
subcultivation ratio of 1:3.

The CAM experimental model preparation. A total of 32 fertilized
chicken eggs were incubated at 37˚C. On day 3 of incubation, a
window in the eggshell was made and covered with Parafilm. The
eggs were then re-incubated for another 7 days.

The implantation of MCF-7 cells onto CAM and bevacizumab
treatment. On day 10 of incubation (day 1 of the experiment), a ring
of silicone was placed onto the CAM surface of each egg under
sterile conditions. The eggs were divided into three subsets: control:
4 eggs, subset 1: 14 eggs and subset 2: 14 eggs. MCF-7 growth
medium (5 μl) was added inside the rings of the control eggs, while
5 μl of growth medium with a suspension of MCF-7 cells (2×104)
was inserted inside the rings of the eggs of subsets 1 and 2. In
addition, each egg from subset 2 received 2μl of Avastin (25 mg/ml
bevacizumab) on days 1, 3 and 5 of the experiment (i.e. day 10, 12
and 14 of total incubation). On day 7 (day 16 of total incubation),
the experiment was stopped through the in ovo instillation of 5 ml
of 4%formalin onto the surface of the CAM. During the incubation,
the viability of the eggs was assessed daily, as a prerequisite to
completing the experiment.

Morphological evaluation of the CAM. In order to perform the
morphological evaluation, the CAM of each egg was detached and
submerged for fixation in 4% buffered formalin, for 48 hours,
thereafter placing the embedding in paraffin. Sections 5-mm-thick
were then cut by using a microtome and hematoxylin and eosin
staining was then performed.

Immunohistochemical evaluation of the CAM. Incubation for 15
minutes was carried out using the following Bond ready-to-use
primary antibodies: ER, PR, HER2, cytokeratin 5 (CK5), CK18, α
smooth muscle actin (αSMA), E-cadherin, Ki67, p53, B-cell
lymphoma protein (BCL2), β-catenin and vimentin from Leica
Biosystems (Newcastle Ltd, Newcastle upon Tyne, UK) and VEGF
from ReliaTech (Wolfenbüttel, Germany). Bond Polymer Refine
Detection System (Leica)was used for visualization. The chromogen
dihydrochloride-3,3-diamine-benzidine was applied for 10 minutes.
In the case of β-catenin/vimentin double immunostaining, Bond
Polymer Refine Red Detection System (Leica) was used as the
second visualization system. Lille’s hemotoxylin was used as
counterstain for 5 minutes. The entire procedure was performed
using a Leica Bond-Max autostainer (Leica Biosystems).

The immunoexpression was evaluated as follows: nuclear
expression for ER, PR, Ki67 and p53; cytoplasmic expression for
CK5, CK18, αSMA, vimentin, β-catenin and BCL2; membranous
for HER2 and E-cadherin. Absence of the immunostaining was
considered as negative (−), while the presence of
immunohistochemical reaction was graded according to the
interpretation protocol given by the manufacturer as low (+), or
moderately (++), or highly (+++) positive. 

Results

A total of 22 eggs survived the experiment: three in the
control group, 10 in subset 1 and nine in subset 2. The CAM
of these eggs was evaluated in order to assess the
morphology and the immunohistochemical profile.

The morphological evaluation of CAM. In subset 1 (MCF-7
cells alone), the morphological evaluation revealed a high
number of tumor cells on the CAM with a frequent tendency
for necrosis. The tumor cells adhered to each other and to the
chorionic epithelium. They also managed to cross this
epithelium and enter the mesoderm. Inside this layer, the
MCF-7 cells developed luminal structures resembling
mammary acini or ducts. The tumor cells also entered the
vessels of the mesoderm and changed their own morphology,
through the appearance of cell elongations connecting them
with each other and with the endothelium (Figure 1A). The
presence of MCF-7 cells stimulated the mesenchymal cells
from the mesoderm to acquire myofibroblastic-like features,
especially in the perivascular areas. MCF-7 also induced an
intense vasculogenic reaction in the peritumoral areas in the
mesoderm, by stimulating the mesenchymal cells to organize
into capillary-like structures (Figure 1B). The mechanism of
vasculogenesis identified in these areas was cell hollowing,
through vacuole coalescence. Inside the newly formed
capillary-like structures, hematopoietic progenitors were
identified, indicating that vasculogenesis and hematopoiesis
were simultaneous and co-localized processes.

In subset 2 (MCF-7 plus bevacizumab), in the presence of
bevacizumab, there was a lower number of tumor cells and
no tendency for necrosis compared to subset 1. In addition,
the evaluation of the mesoderm showed reduced
myofibroblastic and vasculogenic reactions.

In the control subset, no myofibroblastoid or vasculogenic
reactions were identified.

The immunohistochemical profile of MCF-7 and CAM. After
implantation onto CAM, MCF-7 cells lost their expression
of ER, PR and Ki67 and p53, developed a moderately
positive VEGF status, associated with a low expression of
BCL2, acquired a phenotype suggestive of the epithelial–
mesenchymal transition: vimentin-positive, heterogeneous as
distribution and intensity for β-catenin and CK18 expression
(Table I, Figure 1C).
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αSMA expression was positive in all zones with
morphological myofibroblastic reaction but also in the
mesenchymal tissue of the mesodermal layer, especially in
the perivascular areas. When exposed to bevacizumab, MCF-
7 cells lost the expression of BCL2, suffered down-
regulation of VEGF and E-cadherin expression, with the
consequent inhibition of vasculogenesis. In the control
subset, ER, PR, HER2, CK5, CK18, VEGF, E-cadherin, β-
catenin, vimentin, Ki67, p53 and BCL2 were not expressed.

Discussion

Our work provides a consistent analysis of the interaction
between MCF-7 cells and CAM through the description of
their morphological and molecular changes, allowing for
establishment of an in vivo experimental model involving

MCF-7 breast cancer cells and CAM. Furthermore, using this
established experimental model, we evaluated the ability of
bevacizumab to modulate the tumorigenic processes in MCF-
7 cells developing on CAM.

On CAM, the tumor cells seem to have had a more
favorable environment for survival in the absence of
bevacizumab, such that it is clear that the drug led to the
apoptosis of a significant number of tumor cells. Although it
is well known that the CAM represents an appropriate
medium for tumor cell survival, as long as the cells rest on
the chorionic epithelium and do not enter the mesoderm, the
nutrient supply is limited and cannot support more than a
limited number of cells. This is why, in the absence of
bevacizumab, the high number of tumor cells residing onto
the chorionic epithelium presented a great percentage of
necrosis.
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Figure 1. A: MCF-7 cells enter the mesodermal vessels and develop cell elongations connecting them with each other and with endothelium cell
elongations. Hematoxylin-eosin staining, magnification ×400. B: Chick embryo chorioallantoic membrane (CAM) mesoderm after MCF-7 cell
implantation. Vasculogenic reaction: cell hollowing and vacuole coalescence; simultaneous and co-localized vasculogenesis and hematopoiesis.
Hematoxylin-eosin staining, magnification ×400. MCF-7 cells on CAM. C: Epithelial–mesenchymal transition is demonstrated by the loss of E-
cadherin expression (brown) and the low expression of vimentin (red). Immunohistochemistry, magnification ×400. 

Table I. The immunohistochemical profile of MCF-7cells cultured on chick embryo chorioallantoic membrane (CAM). Comparison with the profile
of the MCF-7 parental line, as described in literature. The expression of the parental line markers was evaluated either immunohistochemically
(including Allred score), by western blot (WB) or by enzyme-linked immunosorbent assay (ELISA).

Marker                                                    Protein                                                        MCF-7                                               MCF-7/CAM

                                                                                                                         Parental line (Ref)                        Subset 1                   Subset 2 (+Avastin)

ER                                                  Estrogen receptor                                         6 – Allred (11)                                 −                                        −
PR                                               Progesterone receptor                                     6 – Allred (11)                                 −                                        −
HER2                        Human epidermal growth factor receptor 2                         −/+ (11)                                      −                                        −
VEGF                              Vascular endothelial growth factor                        Low (ELISA) (12)                            ++                                       +
p53                                                Tumor protein p53                                            60% (13)                                     −                                        −
Ki67                                                   Ki67 protein                                                 40% (13)                                     −                                        −
BCL2                                     B-Cell lymphoma 2 protein                                     60% (13)                                     +                                        −
E-Cadherin                                   Epithelial-cadherin                                            90% (13)                                    ++                                       +
CK5                                                   Cytokeratin 5                                             Negative (11)                                 −                                        −
β-Catenin                                             β-Catenin                                           Positive (WB) (14)                         +++/−                                +++/−
Vimentin                                               Vimentin                                           Negative (WB) (14)                          +/−                                     +/−
CK18                                                   Keratin 18                                           Positive (WB) (14)                           +/−                                     +/−



We reported that the tumor cells managed to cross the
chorionic epithelium and entered not only the mesoderm, but
also its vessels. This behavior reflects the aggressiveness and
invasiveness of this cell line in this model, although the
parental cell line is poorly aggressive and non-invasive, with
a low metastatic potential (15). The CAM environment is
responsible for this behavioral switch and, as mesenchymal
stem cells seem to be able to stimulate MCF-7 migration
(16), mesenchymal cells from the mesoderm might be the
key factors in this process. MCF-7 migration might be
related to the observed decrease in E-cadherin, as this
molecule is the major protein mediating MCF-7 cell–cell
adhesion in spheroids (16).

The behavior of neoplastic cells cannot be understood
without taking into account their active and reciprocal dialogue
with their microenviroment (17). It has been demonstrated that
myofibroblasts are a major component of the breast cancer
mass and key effectors of tumor progression (18). In addition,
MCF-7-derived exosomes have proven ability to convert
mesenchymal stem cells within tumor stroma into tumor-
associated myofibroblasts (19). Our results therefore clarify
these issues in the current experimental model, showing that
although the MCF-7 cells are human and the mesenchymal
cells of chick origin, the tumor cells have a strong influence on
the mesenchymal cells of the mesoderm, as they stimulate
them to acquire a myofibroblastoid phenotype. Interestingly,
αSMA expression was not limited to cells with morphological
myofibroblastic features, but was also found in mesenchymal
cells with classical morphology, suggesting that this marker is
activated early in the phenotype-changing process, even before
the initiation of the morphological changes.

Although MCF-7 cells usually have a poor angiogenic
potential (20) and secrete immunodetectable but low levels of
VEGFA (12), our results demonstrated that MCF-7 cells
develop a highly vasculogenic potential on CAM and present
a moderate immunohistochemical expression of VEGF. We
previously showed that mesenchymal stem cells have a clear
tendency to organize into clusters and to form capillary-like
structures in Matrigel, in the presence of MCF-7 cells (21),
but it is interesting to note that similar structures were
identified in the current in vivo model, through the stimulation
of MCF-7 cells and the involvement of the mesenchymal cells
from the mesoderm. The mechanism of vasculogenesis we
identified was cell hollowing, through vacuole coalescence.
This model has been proposed by important names in the
field, although, lately, cord hollowing has been considered
more likely to be the common mechanism of vascular lumen
formation in the majority of blood vessels (22). 

It is important to mention that Ribatti et al. clearly noted
that immature blood vessels (lacking a complete basal lamina
and smooth muscle cells), scattered in the mesoderm, grow
very rapidly until day 8 of incubation (1), while our
vasculogenic reactions were identified on day 17 of

incubation. We propose that MCF-7 cells somehow reset the
evolution of the CAM, setting it into an early, immature stage. 

Witkiewicz et al. demonstrated that not only vessels but
also blood formed de novo at the location of growing tissue,
not just in bone marrow and spleen (23). We confirmed this
process in the MCF-7/CAM model, by demonstrating that
inside the newly formed capillary-like structures,
hematopoietic progenitors were identified.

After implantation onto CAM, MCF-7 cells changed their
molecular profile and became triple-negative, suggesting the
acquisition of a more aggressive status. Selection of triple-
negative sublines from the ER-positive MCF-7 cell line has
been previously achieved using the anti-estrogen fulvestrant,
a complete ER antagonist (24). It remains to be studied
whether the CAM environment exerts inhibitory ER effects,
through a specific factor.

Generally, the more aggressive types of breast tumors, which
are hormone-independent, are BCL2-negative. On the other
hand, an inverse relationship usually exists between p53 and
BCL2 status (25). Although the tumor cells we implanted onto
CAM became ER- and PR-negative, BCL2 expression decreased
and was lost only in the presence of bevacizumab. Regarding the
p53 and BCL2 status, there was no inverse relationship, as
reported before, possibly because of an unidentified
overexpression of mutant p53 in the MCF-7 cells which could
down-regulate BCL2 (25), as our immunohistochemical
evaluation was focused on wild-type p53.

Among other features suggestive of a more aggressive
status, the MCF-7 cells implanted onto CAM also entered
the process of epithelial–mesenchymal transition. It is
important to underline that the mechanisms through which
MCF-7 cells become more aggressive on CAM might be
related to each other. A good example is the confirmation
from a previous study that in luminal invasive breast cancer,
the epithelial–mesenchymal transition and the loss of ERα
expression were linked (26).

Although efficient in reducing VEGF expression and the
vasculogenic process, bevacizumab stimulated the process of
epithelial–mesenchymal transition in our study, as it
augmented the E-cadherin decrease in MCF-7 cells. Others
have shown that bevacizumab activates alternate
angiogenesis pathways, such as through pleiotrophin up-
regulation. Pleiotrophin functions as an angiogenic factor
and promotes remodeling of the tumor microenvironment, as
well as epithelial–mesenchymal transition (27).

Conclusion

MCF-7 cells recruit mesenchymal cells and most probably
induce their differentiation through myofibroblast-like
lineage or cells with a high vasculogenic potential, turning
the mesoderm of CAM into a surrogate tumor stroma. The
CAM environment changes the molecular profile of MCF-7
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cells and induces an aggressive, non-proliferative, but still
anti-apoptotic state. CAM stimulates the epithelial–
mesenchymal transition in MCF-7 cells; although anti-
angiogenic, bevacizumab might stimulate this process,
together with the loss of BCL2 expression, suggesting the
acquisition of a more aggressive status. 
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