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Abstract: 
Rhabdomyosarcoma (RMS) is a pediatric soft tissue cancer with poor prognosis in cases of metastasis. Different 
signal transduction pathways have been studied in RMS cells as to shed some light into the tumorigenesis and me-
tastasis mechanisms of this cancer in the search for new diagnostic and therapeutic strategies. The Notch pathway, 
which regulates cell survival, is widely studied in different cancers, including sarcomas and its activation has been 
known to induce cell motility. To this end, the present review explores the role of the Notch signaling pathway in the 
progression of RMS and in potential therapeutic strategies. 

Keywords: rhabdomyosarcoma  •  pediatric sarcomas  •  Notch signaling  •  signal transduction pathways

[AHEAD OF PUB]

Introduction 

Rhabdomyosarcoma (RMS) is the most frequent 
type of pediatric soft tissue cancer in the glob-
al population, accounting for approximately 7% of 
malignancies in patients under 15 years of age [1].  
Although the survival rates of patients have improved 
considerably over the past years due to advances in 
therapeutic strategies, RMS is an aggressive tumor 
with poor prognosis in case of metastasis [2-3]. RMS 
is histologically divided into two main subtypes: alve-
olar and embryonal. Although these subtypes differ 

anatomically and in terms of the clinical picture, they 
share many common molecular characteristics [4].

Different signaling pathways have been studied 
in all types of RMS cells, with the hope of shedding 
some light on the process of oncogenesis and find-
ing potential novel therapeutic targets [5-6]. The so-
called ‘pathways of embryonic development’ (e.g. the 
Notch, Hippo, Wnt and Hedgehog pathways) are wide-
ly studied in malignant neoplasms and are viewed as 
potential targets in anticancer therapy [7]. The Notch 
pathway can result in both cell survival and death, 
thus it is one of the key pathways in tumorigenesis 
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and tumor progression and is interlinked with various 
other tumorigenic signal transduction pathways [8-9].  
It is triggered by the activation of the Notch transmem-
brane receptors, namely the Notch1, Notch2, Notch3 
and Notch4 proteins encoded by four distinct genes. 
The binding of Notch proteins with transmembrane 
Delta and Jagged proteins expressed on adjacent 
cells, activates the signal transduction pathway [10].  
The pathway results in the cleavage and activation 
of the Notch intracellular domain (NotchIC) with the 
assistance of gamma-secretase. Subsequently, the 
NotchIC domain enters the nucleus and induces the 
expression of different pro-proliferative and anti-ap-
optotic genes through the RBP-J (recombination signal 
binding protein for immunoglobulin kappa J region) 
[10-11]. 

The evidence on the role of the Notch pathway in 
RMS cells is scattered in different sources. In this nar-
rative review we aimed to explore in depth the role 
of this pathway in the tumorigenesis and metastasis 
of RMS and insights into targeting its proteins as pos-
sible therapeutic strategies. 

Material and methods

A systematic search was performed in the online da-
tabases of PubMed, Scopus, and EMBASE to retrieve all 
available literature on the role of the Notch pathway in 
RMS, published from inception till July 2024. A combi-
nation of the keywords “Notch”, “Embryonic signaling 
pathways”, “Rhabdomyosarcoma” and “RMS” were 
used in combination with the Boolean operators “OR” 
and “AND.” Due to the narrative nature of the review, 
there were no specific inclusion and exclusion crite-
ria or screening protocol. Overall, all relevant original 
research and review articles, written in English were 
included in our review (total of 11 articles).

Results and discussion

The Notch pathway and oncogenesis 
of RMS

Recently, various studies have found that the Notch 
pathway plays a significant role in the tumorigenesis of 
RMS. Specifically, the Notch pathway has been found 
to induce overexpression of the transcription factor 
HES1 (hairy and enhancer of split-1) in RMS cell lines 
and consequently, promote cell proliferation and inhib-
it apoptotic pathways [12-13]. Simultaneously, studies 

have shown that RMS cells tend to express the Notch1 
and Notch3 receptors at higher levels compared to 
healthy muscle cells and that the induction of their re-
spective pathways amplifies the proliferation ability of 
these cells [14]. Moreover, RMS cells have been found 
to overexpress RBP-J and therefore activate the p38 
MAPKS and MMK3 genes that support malignant pro-
liferation through the Notch pathway [15]. The Notch 
pathway is also known to activate muscle satellite 
cells (SMCs) and thus amplify myoblast formation in  
infants [16]. In this manner, the Notch pathway activa-
tion can induce myoblast-like properties in RMS cells. 
It is also worth mentioning that SMCs are known to 
trigger the upregulation of MMPs and at the same 
time, MMPs are necessary for the regulation and pro-
liferation of SMCs [17].

The Notch pathway and metastatic po-
tential of RMS

The activation of the Notch pathway has been 
found to enhance the metastatic potential of RMS 
cells. More specifically, Roma et al. showed that the 
Notch receptor and the transcription factor HEY 1 
(hairy/enhancer-of-split related with YRPW motif pro-
tein 1) are overexpressed in RMS patients and that the 
Notch pathway inhibition decreases invasiveness and 
motility of RMS cells [18]. Furthermore, the induc-
tion of the Notch pathway, triggered by the Notch1 
receptor has been found to increase the invasiveness 
of RMS cells through the induction of the N-cadherin 
and alpha-integrin proteins [19]. It is also worth not-
ing that the Notch pathway is generally known to in-
duce the expression of matrix metalloproteinases in 
the microenvironment of different tumors including 
sarcomas. The aforementioned enzymes can assist 
the process of metastasis by degrading components of 
the extracellular matrix [20-22]. Overall, by regulating 
the expression of different proteins and enzymes, the 
Notch pathway assists RMS cells to overcome barriers 
of their progression and in turn migrate to other sites. 
Figure 1 summarizes the pathways through which 
Notch signaling can contribute to the progression and 
metastasis of RMS.

The Notch pathway as a potential thera-
peutic target in RMS

Due to the role of Notch signaling in the prolifera-
tion and motility of RMS cells, different studies have 
been conducted to investigate the effect of inhibiting 
the aforementioned pathway as a way of controlling 

[AHEAD OF PUB]



00 Eur J Transl Clin Med 2025;8(1):00-00

[AHEAD OF PUB]
Figure 1. Notch signaling in RMS 
HES1 – hairy and enhancer of split-1, HEY1 – hairy/enhancer-of-split related with YRPW motif protein 1, MMPs – matrix metalloprote-
inases, RBP-J – recombination signal binding protein for immunoglobulin kappa J region, SMCs – satellite muscle cells

the disease. Nagao et al. showed that the knockdown 
of RBP-J by RNA interference significantly reduced 
the growth of RMS cells and induced cell cycle arrest, 
indicating that the inhibition of the Notch pathway 
through silencing RBP-J can be a potential therapeutic 
strategy for RMS [15]. Moreover, inhibition of Notch3 
signaling using an inhibitor of gamma-secretase has 
been shown to amplify p21 expression and induce p38 
phosphorylation, hence inhibiting cell proliferation 
and activating apoptotic pathways in RMS cells [12].  
Likewise, the use of gamma-secretase inhibitors 
alongside Notch1 silencing through RNA interference 
has been shown to exert antiproliferative effects on 
RMS cells and at the same time, downregulate HEY1 
expression, hence decreasing invasiveness in vitro 
and in vivo [23]. It has been shown that inhibiting the 
hepatocyte growth factor receptor (HGF receptor), 
can make RMS cells respond more sensitively to gam-
ma-secretase inhibitors [24]. 

Furthermore, it is worth mentioning that many 
clinical trials have been undertaken for potential 
therapeutic drugs that inhibit the Notch pathway in 
other types of malignancies [25]. Specifically, phase 
I  clinical trials on anti-Notch1 monoclonal antibody 

brontictuzumab have shown promising results in pa-
tients with lymphomas and refractory solid tumors, 
with the main toxicity being the induction of diarrhea 
[26-27]. Moreover, a phase I clinical trial on the mono-
clonal antibody tarextumab which targets Notch2 and 
Notch3 simultaneously, presented encouraging results 
in patients with solid tumors [28]. Gamma-secretase 
inhibitors were not shown to be effective in the treat-
ment of other advanced solid tumors, although they 
presented few adverse effects (diarrhea, nausea and 
vomiting) [29-30]. Table 1 summarizes the potential 
targets for the Notch pathway inhibition and thus con-
trol of RMS cells.

Conclusions

RMS research has been focused on discovering the 
mechanisms through which the neoplasm progress-
es, and the ways of inhibiting them [31]. Also, in the 
last three years, several promising therapeutics have 
been investigated, but the exact mechanisms through 
which they act are still unknown [32-33]. As seen in 
the present review, in vitro and in vivo research has 
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demonstrated a significant role of the Notch signaling 
pathway in the development of RMS. Hence, it can be 
viewed as a potential target for developing new tar-
geted therapy drugs for this type of cancer. Combining 
potential monoclonal antibodies or small molecule in-
hibitors targeting the Notch pathway with other exist-
ing drugs may help reduce the chances of developing 
drug resistance. Nonetheless, the exact mechanisms 
through which the Notch pathway promotes prolif-
eration and migration in RMS cells remain unknown. 
Therefore, more research should be conducted to 

assess the different biological effects of the Notch 
pathway activity in RMS. 
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Table 1. Potential therapeutic targets inhibiting Notch in RMS

Therapeutic 
target

Method of 
targeting Biological effect Studied 

in vitro
Studied 
in vivo Reference

RBP-J RNA 
interference Cell cycle arrest   [15]

gamma-secretase Small molecule 
inhibitor

Notch 3 inhibition, upregulation 
of p21, phosphorylation of p38, 
cell cycle arrest 

  [12]

Notch-1 receptor RNA 
interference

Enhancement of gamma-
-secretase inhibition effect, 
downregulation of HEY1, 
inhibition of cell motility

  [23]

HGF receptor Small molecule 
inhibitor

Enhancement of gamma-
‑secretase inhibition effect   [24]
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