
UCLA
UCLA Previously Published Works

Title
Recessive ciliopathy mutations in primary endocardial fibroelastosis: a rare neonatal 
cardiomyopathy in a case of Alstrom syndrome

Permalink
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/5kz0j003

Journal
Journal of Molecular Medicine, 99(11)

ISSN
0946-2716

Authors
Zhao, Yan
Wang, Lee-kai
Eskin, Ascia
et al.

Publication Date
2021-11-01

DOI
10.1007/s00109-021-02112-z

Copyright Information
This work is made available under the terms of a Creative Commons Attribution 
License, available at https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
 
Peer reviewed

eScholarship.org Powered by the California Digital Library
University of California

https://escholarship.org/uc/item/5kz0j003
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/5kz0j003#author
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://escholarship.org
http://www.cdlib.org/


Vol.:(0123456789)1 3

https://doi.org/10.1007/s00109-021-02112-z

ORIGINAL ARTICLE

Recessive ciliopathy mutations in primary endocardial fibroelastosis: 
a rare neonatal cardiomyopathy in a case of Alstrom syndrome

Yan Zhao1,2,3 · Lee‑kai Wang4 · Ascia Eskin5 · Xuedong Kang1,2,3 · Viviana M. Fajardo1 · Zubin Mehta1,2,3 · 
Stacy Pineles6 · Ryan J. Schmidt7 · Aaron Nagiel8,9 · Gary Satou1 · Meena Garg1 · Myke Federman1 · 
Leigh C. Reardon1,10 · Steven L. Lee1 · Reshma Biniwale1,11 · Wayne W. Grody1,12 · Nancy Halnon1 · Negar Khanlou12 · 
Fabiola Quintero‑Rivera13 · Juan C. Alejos1 · Atsushi Nakano14 · Gregory A. Fishbein12 · Glen S. Van Arsdell1,11 · 
Stanley F. Nelson1,4,5 · Marlin Touma1,2,3,14,15 

Received: 1 December 2020 / Revised: 28 June 2021 / Accepted: 5 July 2021 
© The Author(s) 2021

Abstract 
Among neonatal cardiomyopathies, primary endocardial fibroelastosis (pEFE) remains a mysterious disease of the endomyo-
cardium that is poorly genetically characterized, affecting 1/5000 live births and accounting for 25% of the entire pediatric 
dilated cardiomyopathy (DCM) with a devastating course and grave prognosis. To investigate the potential genetic contribu-
tion to pEFE, we performed integrative genomic analysis, using whole exome sequencing (WES) and RNA-seq in a female 
infant with confirmed pathological diagnosis of pEFE. Within regions of homozygosity in the proband genome, WES analysis 
revealed novel parent-transmitted homozygous mutations affecting three genes with known roles in cilia assembly or function. 
Among them, a novel homozygous variant [c.1943delA] of uncertain significance in ALMS1 was prioritized for functional 
genomic and mechanistic analysis. Loss of function mutations of ALMS1 have been implicated in Alstrom syndrome (AS) 
[OMIM 203800], a rare recessive ciliopathy that has been associated with cardiomyopathy. The variant of interest results in 
a frameshift introducing a premature stop codon. RNA-seq of the proband’s dermal fibroblasts confirmed the impact of the 
novel ALMS1 variant on RNA-seq reads and revealed dysregulated cellular signaling and function, including the induction 
of epithelial mesenchymal transition (EMT) and activation of TGFβ signaling. ALMS1 loss enhanced cellular migration 
in patient fibroblasts as well as neonatal cardiac fibroblasts, while ALMS1-depleted cardiomyocytes exhibited enhanced 
proliferation activity. Herein, we present the unique pathological features of pEFE compared to DCM and utilize integrated 
genomic analysis to elucidate the molecular impact of a novel mutation in ALMS1 gene in an AS case. Our report provides 
insights into pEFE etiology and suggests, for the first time to our knowledge, ciliopathy as a potential underlying mechanism 
for this poorly understood and incurable form of neonatal cardiomyopathy.

Key message 
• Primary endocardial fibroelastosis (pEFE) is a rare form 

of neonatal cardiomyopathy that occurs in 1/5000 live 
births with significant consequences but unknown etiol-
ogy.

• Integrated genomics analysis (whole exome sequencing 
and RNA sequencing) elucidates novel genetic contribu-
tion to pEFE etiology.

• In this case, the cardiac manifestation in Alstrom syn-
drome is pEFE. To our knowledge, this report provides 
the first evidence linking ciliopathy to pEFE etiology.

• Infants with pEFE should be examined for syndromic 
features of Alstrom syndrome.

• Our findings lead to a better understanding of the molec-
ular mechanisms of pEFE, paving the way to potential 
diagnostic and therapeutic applications.

Keywords Primary endocardial fibroelastosis · Neonatal cardiomyopathy · Alstrom syndrome · Exome sequencing · RNA 
sequencing · Fibrosis · Epithelial mesenchymal transition · Retinal dystrophy · Rare undiagnosed disease
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Background

Cardiomyopathy is a heterogenous group of disorders 
mainly characterized by abnormal ventricular hypertrophy 
or dilation leading to ventricular dysfunction [1, 2]. Inher-
ited forms of cardiomyopathy can be broadly classified into 
hypertrophic cardiomyopathy (HCM), which represents the 
most commonly inherited form, dilated cardiomyopathy 
(DCM), restrictive cardiomyopathy (RSM), and arrhythmo-
genic cardiomyopathy (ACM) [1]. Mendelian inheritance 
appears to exist in approximately 50% of pediatric DCM. 
As in other cardiomyopathy forms, mitochondrial disorders, 
metabolic disease, chromosomal defects, and dysmorphic 
syndromes may underlie the majority of cases that present 
early during infancy. Monogenic autosomal and X-linked 
inheritance have also been reported in DCM cases that 
present in children less than 18 years of age, of which a 
substantial subgroup of DCM cases has been associated 
with skeletal myopathy and/or conduction system disease. 
At present however, 43% of pediatric DCM cases remain 
with unidentified cause. Elucidating the underlying genetic 
etiology is crucial to provide early diagnosis, risk stratifi-
cation, prognostication, and follow-up of at risk relatives.

Neonatal cardiomyopathies are multifactorial disorders 
that manifest early after birth as an isolated trait or as a part 
of a syndromic picture [3]. Syndromic cardiomyopathies are 
characterized by severe, early-onset ventricular dysfunction 
accompanied by multisystem disorders. Remarkably, the 
features of different syndromes may overlap [3, 4]. Hence, 
the complexity and rarity of these disorders, together with 
delayed systemic manifestations, different expressivity, and 
early lethality, make accurate and timely diagnosis difficult. 
Although we do not fully understand the underlying etiology 
of these rare and serious disorders, genetic defects play vital 
roles and may converge on common molecular pathways to 
different degrees. Next-generation sequencing of DNA and 
RNA has proved efficient for the early detection of cardio-
myopathies allowing the discovery of many genes associ-
ated with isolated or syndromic forms, paving the way for 
elucidating the disease mechanism and identifying disease-
specific therapy [5, 6].

Primary endocardial fibroelastosis (pEFE) is a rare form 
of neonatal DCM that occurs in 1/5000 live births with 
significant consequences but unknown etiology [7–11]. It 
is one of the most challenging diseases of the endomyocar-
dium, in which the deposition of sub-endocardial fibrous 
tissue during early postnatal heart development leads to 
significant thickening of the endocardium and restriction of 
left ventricular filling and growth [7]. Patients with pEFE 
present during early infancy with progressive left ventricu-
lar (LV) dysfunction leading to congestive heart failure 
and early death in 80% of cases. A published report from 

the UCLA-pediatric heart transplant program indicates 
that pEFE accounts for approximately 25% of the entire 
pediatric DCM cohort, while comprising 80% of cardiac 
transplantation undertaken for patients with DCM before 
1 year of age [7]. In contrast to secondary EFE that occurs 
in association with structural heart malformation such as 
hypoplastic left ventricle, the anatomy of pEFE hearts is 
generally normal [7]. Compared to other DCM subtypes, 
the phenotypic features of pEFE are unique and consistent 
[7]. The LV is usually dilated with extensive thickening 
of the endocardium by diffuse elastin and collagen fibers 
that limit ventricular diastolic compliance. The thickening 
further extends to the mitral valve and chordae tendineae 
leading to upward displacement of the papillary muscles 
and mitral regurgitation. Histologically, sub-endocardial 
vacuolization of the myocytes with perinuclear clearing 
has been described [7]. At the ultrastructural level, myofi-
brillar disarray, widening Z-bands, disorganized interca-
lated disks, myofibrils’ loss, perinuclear glycogen deposits, 
and variation in mitochondrial morphology were observed 
in electron micrographs [11]. Despite being recognized as 
a distinct pathological entity, the diagnosis of pEFE is 
entirely based on post-mortem or post-transplant, patho-
logical examination of the diseased heart.

The genetic model of pEFE remains unresolved. Familial 
aggregation of pEFE has been reported ranging between 8 
and 18%; however, remarkable genetic heterogeneity exists 
[12, 13]. Mutations of the TAZ gene, which encodes a mito-
chondrial targeted acyltransferase known as tafazzin, have 
been implicated in an X-linked form of pEFE in associa-
tion with features of BARTH syndrome [OMIM 300394] 
[13]. However, the genetic mechanism and the mode of 
inheritance remain unknown in the vast majority of pEFE 
cases where sporadic isolated cardiomyopathy is presented 
with negative family history. Since cardiac transplantation 
is becoming more feasible for infants with end-stage heart 
failure, establishing an early diagnosis is essential to clini-
cians in making decisions regarding transplant candidacy. 
Moreover, elucidating the disease mechanism is necessary 
to identify targeted therapies. However, this task has been 
challenging due to the multifaceted complexity of myocar-
dial disease in general, and particularly due to the critical 
gaps in our knowledge of this disease entity and the limited 
success in disease modeling necessary for in-depth mecha-
nistic interrogation.

Aiming to elucidate the genetic contribution to pEFE, 
we carried out an integrative genomic analysis, using trio 
whole exome sequencing (WES) and RNA-seq, on a female 
proband with confirmed diagnosis of pEFE and her unaf-
fected parents. We identified a novel homozygous single 
nucleotide deletion, which results in frameshift [p.val649fs] 
and introduction of a premature stop codon in ALMS1, 
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suggesting the genetic diagnosis of Alstrom syndrome (AS) 
[OMIM: 203800], an extremely rare, autosomal recessive, 
Mendelian disorder with a prevalence of less than 1 per mil-
lion in the general population [14–22]. As a ciliopathy dis-
order, AS typically manifests during infancy or childhood, 
although some features may occur later in life, typically 
associating with severe multi-organ defects. Patients develop 
progressive cone-rod dystrophy leading to blindness, neu-
ronal hearing loss, early-onset truncal obesity, hypertri-
glyceridemia, insulin resistance, type 2 diabetes, and short 
stature, among other features. Patients are also susceptible 
to multi-organ failure secondary to widespread fibrosis of 
unknown etiology. Reportedly, cardiomyopathy is an impor-
tant feature of AS and may manifest during infancy, as a 
mitogenic cardiomyopathy [18–20], or later in childhood as 
dilated cardiomyopathy [21, 22]. However, the pEFE phe-
notype was never described in association with AS. Herein, 
close clinical follow-up and integrative genomic analysis 
of WES and RNA-seq of the proband-derived fibroblasts 
confirmed the causality of the novel ALMS1 variant and elu-
cidated the molecular signature of pEFE learned from our 
index AS case. It has been well established that cilia play an 
important role in cardiac development and congenital heart 
disease [23]. To our knowledge, our report provides the first 
evidence linking AS ciliopathy to pEFE etiology.

Methods

Please refer to Supplemental Materials for detailed methods.

Human studies All human studies were conducted in 
accordance with regulation of the University of California 
Los Angeles (UCLA) Institutional Review Board (IRB). 
Subjects provided written informed consent to participate 
in this study. Electronic medical record, family pedigree, 
and specimen collection were acquired through the UCLA 
Congenital Heart Defect (CHD) BioCore [24] following 
the UCLA-IRB-approved protocols. Specimens were de-
identified and coded following acquisition. pEFE diagnosis 
was determined based on clinical pathological examination 
of the explanted heart.

Statistics Quantified results are presented as mean ± SEM. 
Student’s t test (unpaired, 2-tailed) and ANOVA with post hoc 
Kruskal–Wallis were used for comparing 2 groups and more 
than 2 groups, respectively; P value less than or equal to 0.05 
was considered significant, unless specified otherwise. The cor-
relation of gene expression for each mRNA/trait pair was cal-
culated using Pearson’s correlation and Benjamini–Hochberg 
correction methods. A Benjamini-Hochberg-adjusted correla-
tion P value less than or equal to 0.05 was considered significant.

Results

Human studies All human studies were conducted in 
accordance with regulation of the University of California 
Los Angeles (UCLA) Institutional Review Board (IRB). 
Subjects provided written informed consent to participate 
in this study. Electronic medical record, family pedigree, 
and specimen collection were acquired through the UCLA 
Congenital Heart Defect (CHD) BioCore [24] following 
the UCLA-IRB-approved protocols. Specimens were de-
identified and coded following acquisition.

Case of interest The pEFE proband is a female infant of 
healthy parents of Hispanic descent, who presented with 
profound congestive heart failure at 6 weeks of life. The 
prenatal course and delivery history were uneventful. New-
born screening, infectious work-up, and comprehensive met-
abolic panel revealed no abnormalities (Fig. 1A, B). pEFE 
diagnosis was determined based on clinical pathological 
examination of the explanted heart. No structural defect was 
identified. At the time of heart transplantation, the ejection 
fraction EF of the left ventricle was less than 20%. The clini-
cal time course of the participant is summarized in Fig. 1C.

Pathological findings Pathological examination was per-
formed by an expert anatomic pathologist. A gross image 
of the explanted pEFE heart is shown in Fig. 1D. Diffuse 
thickening of the LV endocardium with an elevation of the 
papillary muscles and thickening of the free edges of mitral 
valve leaflets were observed, giving an opaque appearance to 
the endocardial surface. Compared to an age-matched heart 
with DCM, the LV endocardial thickness is significantly 
greater in pEFE (Fig. 1E (a, b)) with dense elastic fibers 
arranged in a longitudinal pattern shown by trichrome stain-
ing (Fig. 1E (c, d)). In contrast, collagen IV deposits were 
less pronounced (Fig. 1E (e, f)). Based on these pathological 
features, a clear distinction could be made between pEFE 
heart and DCM heart.

Potential contribution of recessive ciliopathy genes to 
pEFE etiology  To investigate the genetic contribution to 
pEFE etiology, we performed WES on our pEFE proband 
and her parents combined with RNA-seq analysis of pEFE 
proband dermal fibroblasts (Supplemental Fig. 1). Parents 
received pre-test genetic counseling and were then asked 
to provide informed consent to make anonymous clini-
cal and genomic data available for research and publica-
tion. Using a custom-made primary gene list of 44 known 
cardiomyopathy genes, including TAZ (Supplemental 
Table 1), no pathogenic variants were identified. Based on 
the sporadic nature of pEFE presentation in the proband 
cohort, we expected that de novo germline mutations 
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might contribute to the genetic basis of pEFE. However, 
no de novo mutation was detected. The family pedigree 
did not reveal parental consanguinity or another affected 
family member. On the contrary, homozygosity analysis 
revealed 8 large runs of homozygosity (ROH) greater than 
5 MBs, totaling 51.8 MBs, which correspond to 1.62% of 
the proband’s genome (Supplemental Table 2), suggesting 
that both parents descend from a common, genetically iso-
lated community. Importantly, within these ROHs, three 
novel homozygous variants in cilia-related genes, DNAH8, 
DNAH17, and ALMS1, were detected, while both of the 
unaffected parents were heterozygous carriers for each of 
these variants (Fig. 2A). The detected variants have not 
been previously reported in gnomAD, ClinVar (https:// 
www. ncbi. nlm. nih. gov/ clinv ar/), the 1000 Genomes data-
base (http:// www. inter natio nalge nome. org), or ExAC 
(http:// exac. broad insti tute. org/).

DNAH8 and DNAH17 genes encode two heavy chain 
proteins of the axonemal dynein that generate force 
through ATP hydrolyzing and microtubule binding. The 
novel homozygous variant in DNAH17 [17:76,487,553 
c.6641C > G] replaces a serine residue for cysteine at 
the amino acid 2214 (p.Ser2214Cys) and is predicted to 

be deleterious. The novel homozygous single nucleotide 
deletion in DNAH8 [6:38,840,474 c.7153delT] results 
in a frame shift [p.Phe2385fs] that causes a premature 
termination of translation leading to a truncated protein. 
However, DNAH17 and DNAH8 mutations have been 
clinically implicated in spermatogenic failure [OMIM: 
618643] [25] and have never been reported in associa-
tion with cardiomyopathy. Therefore, the novel variants 
detected in these two genes are unlikely to contribute to 
pEFE phenotype.

ALMS1 encodes the centrosome and basal body-associated 
protein 1, which functions in the formation and maintenance 
of cilia and in microtubule organization [14, 15]. The novel 
ALMS1 variant [2: 73,675,594 c.1943delA] is a single nucleo-
tide deletion, which results in a frameshift [p.Val649fs] and 
introduction of a premature stop codon. Mutations in ALMS1 
are known causal of AS [OMIM 203800] [14–17], a rare auto-
somal recessive ciliopathy, which has been associated with 
cardiomyopathy [16–20], suggesting ALMS1 as the potential 
candidate causal gene in our proband. However, since AS has 
not been associated with pEFE phenotype and our patient pre-
sented initially with isolated cardiomyopathy with no other 
features of AS, further molecular studies are essential to con-
firm the causality.

pEFE 
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Fig. 1  Primary endocardial fibroelastosis (pEFE) is a distinct patho-
logical entity. (A) Family pedigree of the pEFE proband affected with 
novel bi-allelic recessive mutations in three ciliary genes, DNAH8, 
DNAH17, and ALMS1. (B) Table summary of clinical biochemical 
testing results for the pEFE proband. (C) Clinical time course for the 
pEFE patient. Age at presentation, age at diagnosis, age at listing for 
heart transplantation, and age at heart transplantation are presented. 

(D) Gross pathology image of pEFE heart demonstrates thickened 
endocardium. (E) Microscopy images of LV sections from a DCM 
heart (left panel) and a pEFE heart (right panel) demonstrate sig-
nificant endocardial thickening contributed by deposition of elastic 
fibrous tissues, while collagen IV was less prominent in pEFE com-
pared to DCM. (a, b) H&E histochemistry; (c, d) trichrome histo-
chemistry; (e, f) collagen IV immunohistochemistry (IHC)
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Characterizing the novel ALMS1 variant for functional 
assessment Integrative Genomics Viewer (IGV) analysis 
confirmed the zygosity of the variants (Fig. 2B).

To ascertain that ALMS1 is the candidate causal 
gene, we set out first to confirm the impact of these 
variants on RNA expression. We isolated total RNAs 
from pEFE proband dermal fibroblasts derived from a 
punch skin biopsy of the pEFE proband and from hNDFs 
as a control, and performed paired-end RNA-seq as we 
previously described [26, 27]. ALMS1 was expressed 
in dermal fibroblasts with good read coverage. IGV 
confirmed the impact of the novel ALMS1 c.1943delA 
variant at the RNA level in pEFE fibroblast compared 

to control hNDF (Fig. 2C). By Sanger sequencing, we 
confirmed the newly identified homozygous variant in 
ALMS1 using gDNA obtained from dermal fibroblasts of 
the pEFE proband, with human neonatal dermal fibro-
blasts (hNDFs) used as a negative control (Fig. 2D). 
Next, we confirmed ALMS1 expression in heart tissue 
samples using our previously reported RNA-seq data of 
congenital heart defects samples obtained from infants 
with structural heart defects [24, 26] (Fig. 2E).

Given that the cardiac dysfunction of pEFE manifests 
clinically during the early postnatal period, we next exam-
ined ALMS1 expression in our previously reported RNA-
seq data derived from neonatal mouse heart left and right 

Fig. 2  Integrated genomic (WES/RNA-seq) analysis for variant pri-
oritization in pEFE. (A) Table summary of the deleterious bi-allelic 
variants in cilia-related genes detected in the pEFE proband. (B) Inte-
grative Genomics Viewer window of Trio WES for the pEFE family 
shows homozygous deletions in ALMS1. The parents are heterozy-
gous carriers for the variant. (C) IGV window of RNA-seq demon-
strates the consequence of ALMS1 variant on ALMS1 RNA reads in 
pEFE proband-derived fibroblasts compared with control human 
neonatal dermal fibroblasts (hNDFs). N = 3 biological replicates per 
group. (D) Sanger sequencing confirms the bi-allelic ALMS1 variant 

in pEFE patient-derived dermal fibroblasts, but not in control hNDFs. 
(E) RNA-seq-derived expression values of ALMS1 in human congeni-
tal heart defect specimens. RPKM: Reads per kilo base per million 
of mapping reads. (F) RNA-seq-derived expression time course of 
ALMS1 in neonatal mouse heart right ventricle (RV) and left ventricle 
(LV) at postnatal day 0 (P0), P3, and P7. (G) Expression analysis of 
ALMS1 in neonatal rat ventricular myocytes (NRVMs), neonatal rat 
cardiac fibroblasts (NRCFs), and hNDFs (qRT-PCR). Only ALMS1 
was expressed in all three cell types

1627Journal of Molecular Medicine (2021) 99:1623–1638
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ventricles at postnatal day P0, P3, and P7 [27], available in 
the NCBI’s Gene Expression Omnibus repository under the 
Neonatal Heart Maturation SuperSeries (http:// www. ncbi. 
nlm. nih. gov/ geo/ query/ acc. cgi? acc= GSE85 728). Again, we 
demonstrated that ALMS1 is expressed in both ventricular 
chambers, exhibiting dynamic regulation in neonatal heart 
during perinatal stages (Fig. 2F). To further ascertain the 
expression pattern of ALMS1 in neonatal heart at the cellular 
level, we examined its expression in primary cultured neona-
tal rat ventricular myocytes (NRVMs) and neonatal rat car-
diac fibroblasts (NRCFs) isolated from neonatal rat hearts. 
Indeed, ALMS1 was expressed in both cardiac cell types 
(Fig. 2G). Altogether, our findings indicate that ALMS1, 
which is expressed in neonatal heart, has been associated 
with cardiomyopathy, as the candidate causal gene in pEFE 
phenotype. Therefore, we focused the following studies to 
determine the molecular and cellular impact of the novel 
ALMS1 variant in pEFE.

ALMS1 protein expression is absent in pEFE proband dermal 
fibroblasts ALMS1  gene is located on chromosome 2p13.1 
spanning 23 exons. It encodes a protein of 4,169 amino 
acids (461.2 kDa), which lacks known catalytic domains 
[28, 29], but has several sequence features of unknown func-
tion, including a large tandem repeat domain (TRD), three 
short coiled-coil domains, and a stretch of ~ 130 residues 
at the C-terminus termed as the ALMS motif [aa: 4032–
4164 (Ensembl)] (Fig. 3A). The ALMS1 protein is widely 
expressed and co-localizes with the centrosomes and basal 
bodies of ciliated cells in different tissues and organs, where 
ALMS1 has been shown to play important roles in ciliary 
function and intracellular trafficking [28]. Deletion analy-
sis suggests that the ALMS motif may play a key role in 
centrosome-targeting [29]. Importantly, the variant of inter-
est [c.1943delA] is predicted to result in a severely trun-
cated ALMS1 protein [p.Val649fs], missing most of the 
tandem repeats and the highly conserved ALMS motif at 
the C-terminus. Based on these previously reported obser-
vations, we predicted the ALMS1 protein expression and/or 
stability in the centrioles to be affected by the novel ALMS1 
variant in pEFE cells. Indeed, immunocytochemistry (ICC) 
assay using anti-ALMS1 antibodies confirmed ALMS1 pro-
tein localization to the centrioles in control hNDFs, while 
ALMS1 protein was completely absent in the proband pEFE-
derived dermal fibroblasts, indicating a null effect (Fig. 3B).

Novel ALMS1 variant alters the functional phenotype of pEFE 
fibroblasts To examine the functional impact of the novel 
ALMS1 variant at the cellular level, we first examined cilia 
morphology in pEFE dermal fibroblasts compared to con-
trol hNDFs using electron microscopy (EM). We observed 
a unipolar organization of thin, over-branched, microvilli, 
nonmotile finger-like protrusions from the surface of cells 

that function to increase the adhesion, the cell surface area, 
and the efficiency of absorption, which was more promi-
nent in pEFE cells compared to control hNDFs (Fig. 3C). 
Next, we examined the impact on cellular proliferation over 
time using an automated proliferation assay performed on an 
xCELLigence RTCA SP instrument. We observed decreased 
proliferation index in pEFE fibroblasts, compared to hNDFs 
(Fig. 3D, E). FACS analysis revealed no change in G2/M 
phase in pEFE fibroblast compared to control (Supplemental 
Fig. 2). Then, we examined the impact on cellular migration 
over time using the xCELLigence RTCA DP instrument and 
observed increased migration activity in pEFE fibroblasts 
compared to the control hNDFs (Fig. 3F, G). Together, the 
novel ALMS1 variant altered the functional phenotype and 
cellular physiology of pEFE fibroblasts.

Novel ALMS1 variant impact on pEFE proband heart As 
previously stated, few reports have implicated homozygous 
ALMS1 mutations in an extremely rare form of neonatal 
cardiomyopathy associated with AS and characterized by 
prolonged mitotic window of postnatal cardiomyocytes, 
hence termed “mitogenic cardiomyopathy” [18, 19]. Fur-
thermore, mice with Alms1 mutations exhibit delayed exit 
from active cell cycle progression [20], supporting a func-
tional role for ALMS1 in regulating postnatal cardiomyo-
cyte maturation. Based on these reported observations, we 
sought to determine the pathogenic impact of the mutant 
ALMS1 in pEFE heart. First, we determined that ALMS1 
protein is also localized at the centrosomic poles (centri-
oles) in neonatal cardiomyocytes by using primary cultured 
neonatal rat ventricular myocytes (NRVMs) isolated from 
the neonatal rat heart (Fig. 4A). Next, we confirmed that 
ALMS1 loss is sufficient to extend the proliferative activity 
of postnatal cardiomyocytes by using small interfering RNA 
(siRNA)-mediated inhibition of Alms1 in primary cultured 
NRVMs. We observed increased mitotic activity in Alms1-
deficient myocytes, as indicated by increased number of 
phospho-Histone H3 (pH3)-positive cardiomyocytes and 
upregulation of the mitotic marker genes, including Ki67 
and Cdc25c, compared to control scramble (Fig. 4B, C). 
These results are consistent with previous studies [18–20], 
indicating that ALMS1 regulates neonatal cardiomyocyte 
proliferation. Then, we confirmed that ALMS1 expression 
at the centrosomes was absent in histopathological sections 
obtained from the proband pEFE heart, but appeared normal 
in the age-matched DCM heart with a pathogenic mutation 
in TNNT2 (Fig. 4D). Finally, we evaluated cardiomyocyte 
proliferation activity in proband pEFE heart sections, using 
pH3 immunohistochemistry (IHC) analysis, and revealed 
increased pH3-positive cardiomyocytes in pEFE heart com-
pared to the age-matched DCM heart (Fig. 4E, F). Together, 
in agreement with other reported cases of AS-associated 
mitogenic cardiomyopathy, the novel ALMS1 variant 
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abolished ALMS1 protein expression and localization at the 
centrioles and delayed cardiomyocyte proliferation arrest in 
pEFE heart. However, how the novel ALMS1 variant leads 
to pEFE phenotype remains unclear.

Novel ALMS1 variant alters global transcriptome signature in 
pEFE fibroblasts Having established the causal role of the novel 
ALMS1 variant [c.1943delA] in pEFE, we aimed to gain further 
insights into the mechanisms that underlie ALMS1 function in 
endocardial fibroelastosis process by evaluating the global impact 
of ALMS1 loss on transcriptome programming of proband pEFE 

cells that carry the mutation. We systematically analyzed pEFE 
dermal fibroblast-derived RNA-seq datasets using total RNA 
obtained from three independent biological replicates. In addi-
tion, three independent hNDF replicates were subjected to the 
same RNA-seq protocol as we previously described [26, 27].

Principal component analyses of the top 1000 varied genes 
showed that transcripts from pEFE and control fibroblasts 
formed distinct clusters (Fig. 5A). Likewise, expression 
heatmap across the entire transcriptome revealed distinct 
molecular signatures for pEFE and control samples (Fig. 5B), 

Fig. 3  The novel ALMS1 variant impedes ALMS1 protein expression 
and alters the functional phenotype of pEFE fibroblasts. (A) Sche-
matic representation of ALMS1 gene (upper) and protein with known 
structural motifs (lower). (B) Representative fluorescence microscopy 
images of ALMS1 immunocytochemistry (ICC) in pEFE-derived 
fibroblast (upper panel) and hNDF (lower panel). (C) Representa-
tive electron microscopy (EM) images of pEFE proband and hNDF 
fibroblasts show unipolar localization of thin branched microvilli was 
observed in pEFE proband fibroblasts compared to hNDFs (black 
arrows). Increased intracellular vacuolization was also observed (yel-
low double-headed arrow). (D) Proliferation assay of pEFE dermal 
fibroblasts and control hNDFs. pEFE proband fibroblasts exhibited 
lower proliferation activity as demonstrated by lower cellular index 

over time. The proliferation assay was performed using an xCELLi-
gence RTCA SP instrument over an 85-h period. 2500 cells per well 
were seeded into the 96-well RTCA E-plate. N = 6 biological repli-
cates per group. (E) Quantitative analysis of fibroblast proliferation 
assay shown in (D). (F) Migration assay of pEFE proband fibroblasts 
and control hNDFs. pEFE proband fibroblasts exhibited enhanced 
migration activity as demonstrated by higher cellular index over time. 
The migration assay was performed using an xCELLigence RTCA 
DP instrument over a 25-h period. 10,000 cells per well were seeded 
into the upper chamber of CIM-Plate16 . N = 3 biological replicates 
per group. (G) Quantitative analysis of fibroblast migration assay 
shown in (F)
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indicating that the variation pattern was consistent across 
the two methods. In total, 8970 protein coding genes were 
expressed at ≥ 3 RPKM in at least three samples (3 biological 
replicates) with coefficient of variation (CV) exceeding 0.2. 
Of these expressed genes, 3910 genes exhibited significant 
differential gene expression (DGE) in pEFE versus control at 
Benjamini-Hochberg (B-H)-adjusted P value less than 0.05 
(Fig. 5C). Together, these findings indicate significant impact 
of ALMS1 perturbation on global transcriptome signature in 
pEFE fibroblasts compared to the control hNDF cells.

Novel ALMS1 variant activates epithelial mesenchymal tran-
sition (EMT) and induces TGFβ signaling Gene ontology 
analysis of the differentially expressed genes was performed 
using Gene Set Enrichment Analysis (GSEA) [30]. EMT, a 

process that converts epithelial cells to mobile mesenchy-
mal cells and plays an important role in cardiac develop-
ment [31], was predominantly enriched in the upregulated 
genes. Altogether, 175 EMT-related genes exhibited sig-
nificant induction (Supplemental Tables 3–5), including 
myofibroblast cell surface marker genes (EDA, POSTN), 
key transcription regulators of EMT (ID1, ID2, SNAIL), 
and major signaling players of EMT (FZD8, TGFβ). Addi-
tional features of EMT were also reflected by upregulated 
genes involved in ECM degradation (MMP14, LOXL1) 
and increased cell motility and migration ability (FGFR2, 
PRKG2), and downregulated genes involved in apical junc-
tion assembly (JUP, CDSN) and P53 signaling (PIDD1, 
CASP1). In contrast, cell cycle genes were downregulated 
in pEFE fibroblast compared to control. Together, the 

Fig. 4  The novel ALMS1 variant abolishes ALMS1 protein expres-
sion and induces cardiomyocyte proliferation in pEFE heart. (A) Rep-
resentative fluorescence microscopy images of neonatal rat ventricu-
lar myocytes (NRVMs) show ALMS1 localization at the centromeric 
poles of the mitotic spindle. (B) Representative fluorescence micros-
copy images of phospho-Histone 3 (pH3)-stained NRVMs depict 
enhanced proliferation activity in Alms1-depleted neonatal cardiomy-
ocytes. (C) qRT-PCR analysis of Alms1-depleted NRVMs. N = 3 bio-
logical replicates per condition. *p value < 0.05, ***p value < 0.005, 

****p value < 0.001. (D) Representative fluorescence microscopy 
images of ALMS1 IHC in pEFE heart tissue and an age-matched 
proband with DCM. (E) Representative fluorescence microscopy 
images of pH3-stained heart sections demonstrate increased prolifera-
tion activity (arrows) in pEFE heart compared to age-matched DCM 
heart. (F) Quantitative analysis of pH3-positive cardiomyocytes in 
pEFE heart compared to DCM heart (n = 3 sections per heart, 5 sur-
face areas per section)
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molecular signature of pEFE fibroblasts is consistent with 
an EMT state and a migratory, non-proliferative, cellular 
phenotype.

To annotate the signaling pathways enriched in the dif-
ferentially expressed genes, we used Kyoto Encyclopedia 
of Genes and Genomes (KEGG) pathway enrichment 
analysis and found cellular adhesion, exon guidance, and 
TGFβ and RAP1 signaling as the top enriched functional 
pathways that were also interconnected by sharing sev-
eral overlapping genes based on the DGE-KEGG network 

relation analysis (Fig. 5D, E). For example, genes involved 
in EMT significantly overlapped with cell adhesion mol-
ecule and TGFβ pathways. In particular, we identified 
BMPR1B, a known member of the bone morphogenetic 
protein (BMP) family of transmembrane serine/threo-
nine kinases that has been associated with left ventricular 
mass [32]. The ligands of this receptor are members of 
the BMPs and TGF-β superfamily. Consistently, by per-
forming upstream analysis using IPA (Ingenuity Pathway 
Analysis) of all genes within the connected networks, 
we revealed TGFβ as the top upstream regulator with 

Fig. 5  The novel ALMS1 variant alters the molecular signature of 
pEFE fibroblast. (A) Principal component analysis of top 1000 var-
ied genes in RNA-seq-derived data from pEFE fibroblasts com-
pared to control (hNDFs). N = 3 biological replicates per group. (B) 
Transcriptome landscape of pEFE fibroblasts compared to control 
(hNDFs). N = 3 biological replicates per group. X axis represents the 
sample. Y axis represents the differentially expressed genes (DEGs). 
The color represents the log10 transformed gene expression level. 
Dark color means high expression level while light color means low 
expression level. (C) Volcano plot of significant DEGs in pEFE fibro-
blasts vs control (hNDFs) using DEseq2 method. Red: upregulated, 
blue: downregulated. (D) KEGG pathway analysis of DEGs in pEFE 

proband fibroblasts vs control (hNDFs). X axis represents enrich-
ment factor. Y axis presents pathway name. The color indicates the 
q-value (high: white, low: blue). Lower q-value indicates more signif-
icant enrichment. Size of the dot indicates DEG number. Rich Factor 
refers to the value of enrichment factor. Larger value indicates more 
significant enrichment. (E) KEGG-DEGs in pEFE fibroblasts vs con-
trol (hNDFs) relationship network. Purple balls represent the top ten 
enriched pathways. The dark color indicates a significant enrichment 
(Q value < 0.01), while the light color indicates enrichment that is not 
significant. Larger ball indicates higher degree of enrichment. The red 
and blue dots in each network represent the upregulated and down-
regulated genes, respectively
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remarkable induction of TGFβ downstream signaling 
mediators, including BMPR1B, ID1-4, SMAD9, INHBB, 
CHRD, and BMP6, many of which are key players of EMT 
during embryonic development and cardiogenesis [31] 
(Supplemental Tables 3–5). Together, our findings sug-
gested TGFβ-mediated activation of EMT program in the 
proband pEFE fibroblasts.

To validate these findings, we examined the impact 
of the novel ALMS1 variant on selected EMT marker 
genes in primary cultured pEFE fibroblasts compared 
to control hNDFs using qRT-PCR. Indeed, TGFβ was 
induced along with the transcription factor SNAIL, the 
ECM marker ELN as well as the myofibroblast marker 

gene aSMA. Consistently, CDH1, a key signaling media-
tor for the induction of EMT cascade, was significantly 
upregulated, while CDH2 was downregulated. Finally, 
cell cycle markers (Ki67 and Plk1) were suppressed 
(Fig. 6A). Together, the data support that ALMS1 loss 
leads to EMT induction, potentially via the activation 
of TGFβ signaling. To futher confirm the impact of 
ALMS1 loss, we treated primary cultured hNDF cells 
with ALMS1-targeting small interfering RNAs (siRNAs). 
Indeed, ALMS1-depleted hNDFs exhibited significantly 
enhanced migration and upregulation of EMT marker 
genes, replicating the changes seen in pEFE fibroblasts 
(Fig. 6B–D).

Fig. 6  ALMS1 loss induces migration and activates epithelial to 
mesenchymal transition (EMT) program in neonatal dermal fibro-
blasts and neonatal cardiac fibroblasts. (A) qRT-PCR analysis of 
EMT and proliferation marker genes in pEFE proband fibroblasts 
compared to control (hNDFs). N = 3 biological replicates per group. 
*p value < 0.05, **p value < 0.01, ***p value < 0.005. (B) Migration 
assay of ALMS1 siRNA-treated vs scramble-treated hNDFs exhib-
ited enhanced migration activity as demonstrated by higher cellular 
index over time. The migration assay was performed using an xCEL-
Ligence RTCA DP instrument over a 25-h period. 10,000 cells per 
well were seeded into the upper chamber of CIM-Plate16 . N = 5 bio-
logical replicates per group. (C) Quantitative analysis of fibroblast 
migration assay shown in (B). (D) qRT-PCR analysis of EMT and 
proliferation marker genes in ALMS1-depleted hNDF compared to 
control scramble. Inhibition of ALMS1 expression in ALMS1 siRNA-

treated hNDF was confirmed as well. N = 5 biological replicates per 
condition. *p value < 0.05, **p value < 0.01. ***p value < 0.005. 
****p value < 0.001. #p value < 2e-07. (E) Migration assay of Alms1-
depleted NRCFs compared to scramble control. Alms1-depleted 
NRCFs exhibited enhanced migration activity as demonstrated by 
higher cellular index over time. The migration assay was performed 
using an xCELLigence RTCA DP instrument over a 25-h period. 
20,000 cells per well were seeded into the upper chamber of CIM-
Plate16 . N = 3 biological replicates per condition. (F) Quantitative 
assessment of NRCF migration assay shown in (E). **p value < 0.01. 
(G) qRT-PCR analysis of EMT and proliferation marker genes in 
Alms1-depleted NRCFs compared to control scramble. Inhibition of 
Alms1 expression in Alms1 siRNA-treated NRCFs was confirmed as 
well. N = 3 biological replicates per condition. *p value < 0.05, **p 
value < 0.01
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Novel ALMS1 mutation induces EMT in neonatal cardiac 
fibroblasts Current evidence suggests a role for EMT in 
EFE [33, 34]. Our transcriptome analysis suggested that 
ALMS1 loss altered the physiological proprieties (enhanced 
migration) and induced EMT in pEFE fibroblasts poten-
tially via activating TGFβ signaling. We sought next to 
determine whether ALMS1 regulates EMT in cardiac fibro-
blasts by performing siRNA-mediated knockdown of Alms1 
in primary cultured NRCFs. Remarkably, the cells exhib-
ited enhanced migration and induced EMT marker genes, 
including the Snail1, Tgfb, and Cdh1 (Fig. 6E–G). Impor-
tantly, unlike neonatal cardiomyocytes, NRCFs remained 
quiescent and did not exhibit increased proliferation activity 
as demonstrated by proliferation marker genes (Plk1 and 
Ki67) expression (Fig. 6G). Together, the data demonstrate 

EMT induction and Tgfb activation in Alms1-deficient 
neonatal cardiac fibroblasts. These findings replicate the 
changes observed in the proband pEFE dermal fibroblasts 
and ALMS1-deficient hNDFs, and correspond to a known 
role of cilia-mediated signaling in driving EMT process 
in cardiac development and fibrosis in response to cardiac 
injury [35].

Further surveillance for Alstrom syndrome and patient 
care According to the diagnostic criteria from Marshall et al. 
[15], detection of the novel ALMS1 variant [c.1943delA] sug-
gested the genetic diagnosis of AS. We provided detailed 
genetic consultation about AS to the family and monitored 
our pEFE proband closely for potential multisystem involve-
ment, in addition to the regular monitoring and management 

Fig. 7  The pEFE proband develops other manifestations of Alstrom 
syndrome. (A) Electroretinography (ERG) results of the pEFE proband 
at 7  years of age indicate visual impairment. (B) Retinal findings in 
the pEFE proband. (a, b) Optos widefield pseudocolor fundus images 
show mild pigmentary changes in the retinal periphery of the right (a) 
and left (b) eyes. (c, d) Fundus autofluorescence imaging highlights the 
findings associated with ALMS1-associated retinal dystrophy including 
central hypoautofluorescence, perifoveal and perimacular hyperauto-

fluorescent rings, and peripheral mottled hyper/hypoautofluorescence 
in the right (c) and left (d) eyes. (e, f) Spectral-domain optical coher-
ence tomography shows ellipsoid zone attenuation with more pro-
nounced loss in the perifoveal region in the right (e) and left (f) eyes. 
(C) Growth charts of the pEFE proband indicate short stature and early 
onset of obesity (rapid increase of BMI at 2–4 years of age). (D) The 
pEFE proband presents increased hemoglobin A1C. (E) The pEFE 
proband presents increased serum triglyceride levels
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by the primary cardiologist and heart transplantation clinic. 
Bilateral nystagmus, ptosis, and photophobia were docu-
mented at 6–12 months of age. Visual impairment was diag-
nosed at 1 year of age. Standard electroretinography (ERG) 
at 7 years of age showed absence of scotopic, photopic, max-
imal-combined, and flicker responses, consistent with severe 
pan-retinal abnormalities of both rod- and cone-mediated ret-
inal functions (Fig. 7A). Retinal imaging revealed bilateral 
retinal dystrophy (Fig. 7B). Short stature, increased weight 
gain, and early-onset obesity were observed at 2–3 years of 
age associated with elevated triglycerids, acanthosis nigri-
cans, and increased hemoglobin A1C (HbA1C) suggesting 
insulin resistance (Fig. 7C–E). Hearing evaluation, thyroid 
function tests, blood sugar levels, serum lipid profile, liver 
function tests, serum creatinine, abdominal ultrasound, and 
blood chemistry remained normal. The patient maintained 
normal bilateral audiology and psychomotor functions.

Discussion

In this report, we describe the unique pathological find-
ing of pEFE compared to DCM. We also elucidate novel 
genetic contribution to pEFE etiology involving a known 
ciliopathy gene. By complementing trio-based WES with 
RNA-seq of patient-derived fibroblasts, our integrative 
genomic analysis allowed the identification of a novel 
pathogenic variant. Herein, we report our novel discovery 
of ALMS1 as a causal gene underlying pEFE pathogenesis. 
To our knowledge, this is the first case of pEFE associated 
with Alstrom syndrome (AS), a rare recessive ciliopathy.

Our report expands the phenotypic and genetic features 
of pEFE and AS. The patient reported here initially pre-
sented with a unique form of isolated neonatal cardiomyo-
pathy that could lead to early death [7]. Subsequent WES 
analysis revealed the genetic diagnosis of AS. Having 
survived heart transplantation at 1 year of age, surveil-
lance for multi-organ involvement and targeted interven-
tions can help improve long-term outcomes for this patient 
[21]. Since ALMS1 is the only gene in which recessive 
mutations are known to cause AS manifestations, includ-
ing cardiomyopathy [14–22], we ascertained the inherit-
ance pattern, leading to appropriate counseling. Therefore, 
we propose utilizing WES as the first diagnostic tool to 
establish an early diagnosis for neonatal cardiomyopa-
thies, ALMS1 should be added to the cardiomyopathy gene 
panel. Since the cardiomyopathy in Alstrom syndrome, in 
this case at least, is pEFE, patients with infantile cardio-
myopathy/pEFE should be monitored closely for develop-
ing features of AS.

The giant ALMS1 protein, predicted to comprise 4,169 
amino acids, is widely expressed and localized to the cen-
trosomes and basal bodies of ciliated cells of different 

organs [28, 29]. ALMS1 loss of function has been linked 
to defects in primary cilium formation, positioning, and 
maintenance, leading to AS being classified as a ciliopathy 
[14, 15]. Reportedly, the ALMS motif is the only region 
that shares obvious sequence similarity with other human 
proteins and confers an evolutionarily conserved function 
in targeting ALMS1 protein to the centrioles [29]. Consist-
ent with previous reports, the ALMS1 protein was absent 
in the centrioles of the proband pEFE fibroblasts and heart 
tissue sections, confirming a deleterious effect of the novel 
ALMS1 variant on ALMS1 protein translation and localiza-
tion. Although the exact functions of the ALMS1 protein 
are yet to be fully revealed, it has been demonstrated to 
play a role in cell cycle regulation [18–20]. Consistently, 
proliferation activity was enhanced in pEFE heart tissue 
compared to DCM. Likewise, Alms1-depleted cardiomyo-
cytes exhibited a modest increase in their mitotic activity. 
On the contrary, Alms1-depleted NRCFs, ALMS1-depleted 
hNDFs, and dermal fibroblasts from pEFE proband exhib-
ited reduced proliferative capacity. However, they dem-
onstrated enhanced migration abilities when compared 
to their control counterparts. Together, these conflicting 
phenotypic properties in ALMS1-depleted fibroblasts, in 
contrast to cardiomyocytes, may suggest cell type-specific 
role for ALMS1 protein in the heart and potentially other 
organs.

Alms1-deficient mice have been studied and the initial 
formation of primary cilia appeared normal in all three 
mouse models reported to date. However, age-dependent 
loss of primary cilia was observed in two of these mouse 
models  [Alms1L2131X/L2131X and  Alms1foz/foz] [17]. Like-
wise, the primary cilia formation seems to be unaffected 
in reported AS patient fibroblasts in vitro [36]. Consistent 
with these reports, primary cilia formation appeared nor-
mal in our pEFE proband fibroblasts. The observed unipolar 
localization and confluent networking of branching cilia are 
potentially consistent, in part, with the observed enhanced 
cellular motility and migration properties. Whether these 
differences in the cilia-loss occurrence/timing, seen in previ-
ous murine studies, are mutation specific or cell type specific 
remains to be interrogated.

Cilia play essential roles throughout cardiac develop-
ment. During cardiogenesis, primary cilia are present on the 
majority of heart cell types acting as cellular sensors for sig-
nal transduction that control cardiac myocytes and fibroblast 
differentiation [37–39]. Deletions in cilia-related genes have 
been implicated in congenital heart defects such as hetero-
taxy, which may manifest clinically as an isolated disorder or 
associated with other features of situs inverses [23, 37, 38]. 
In the case of AS, dilated cardiomyopathy during childhood 
is a common feature [21, 22]. Meanwhile, only few reports 
have described an extremely rare feature of AS called “mito-
genic cardiomyopathy” that is characterized by persistent 
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mitotic activity in neonatal cardiomyocytes [18–20]. Impor-
tantly, like pEFE, AS-associated mitogenic cardiomyopathy 
can be lethal during infancy, before other clinical features of 
AS normally manifest. However, in contrast to the unique 
pEFE phenotype, no abnormalities in the endocardium have 
been described in mitogenic cardiomyopathy cases that are 
reported thus far. Indeed, our report provides the first link 
between ciliopathy and pEFE.

How ALMS1 contributes to pEFE remains to be fully 
revealed. The involvement of the endocardium is a distinct, 
yet mysterious, phenomenon in pEFE hearts. Unlike second-
ary EFE that associates with hypoplastic left heart or myo-
carditis, no structural defect is seen in pEFE cases, meriting 
further investigations. Hence, unusual human phenotypes 
offer the opportunity to understand disease pathogenesis, 
if the cause can be determined. Having identified a causal 
homozygous ALMS1 variant in pEFE, the availability of der-
mal fibroblasts derived from the pEFE proband allowed us 
to examine the broader impact at the molecular and cellular 
levels by performing unbiased transcriptome analysis of the 
patient cells that harbor the ALMS1 [c.1943delA] mutation, 
using hNDFs as control. EFE is a specialized form of cardiac 
fibrosis that involves excessive fibroblast-mediated deposi-
tion of elastin (ELN) and collagen fibers, predominantly, 
in the subendocardium layer of the left ventricle [8–11]. 
Consistently, ALMS1-deficient fibroblasts from the pEFE 
proband exhibited significant upregulation of several ECM 
constituents compared to hNDF (Supplemental Table 5).

Different cardiac lineages arise from one or more EMT 
waves during cardiogenesis. Errors of the EMT process, 
including ciliopathies, may lead to cardiac defects and fibrosis 
[31, 32]. An epithelial cell must lose epithelial cell polarity 
and acquire a motile phenotype to undergo EMT. The Snail 
proteins are key EMT-inducing transcription factors acti-
vated by EMT-inducing stimuli such as TGFβ. In turn, Snail 
suppresses adhesion protein genes such as E-cadherin and 
upregulates the cytoskeletal proteins leading to cytoskeletal 
reorganization. Furthermore, it stimulates the expression of 
matrix metalloproteases (MMPs) that break down the ECM 
and facilitate cellular migration. In agreement, pEFE fibro-
blast transcriptome profile uncovered clear activation of EMT 
including reprogramming of fibroblasts to migratory cells 
exhibiting myofibroblasts marker genes, along with the upreg-
ulation of MMPs and suppression of apical junction genes, 
likely triggered by TGFβ signaling activation. However, the 
cellular origin of pEFE fibrosis remains unclear. It was previ-
ously suggested that the EFE fibroblasts arise from postnatal 
endocardial cells that undergo an aberrant endothelial-to-
mesenchymal transition (End-MT) [33]. However, using an 
EFE-like mouse model with hemodynamically unloaded heart 
and multiple genetic lineages tracing approach, a more recent 
study showed that the epicardium-derived mesenchymal cells 
(Epi-MCs) serve as the major source for EFE fibroblasts [34]. 

Further investigations to determine the cellular origins of EFE 
fibroblasts are essential to delineate EFE pathogenesis. More-
over, the role of cilia signaling pathways that govern Epi-MCs 
expansion needs to be fully addressed.

Finally, consistent with the previous transcriptomic 
analysis of ALMS1 mutants in other species [40, 41], RNA-
seq data derived from pEFE fibroblasts revealed induced 
axon guidance and increased secretory activity, endosomal 
transport, and cellular trafficking. Furthermore, retinol, lep-
tin, and insulin-related pathways were dysregulated (Sup-
plemental Table 6). Since obesity, insulin resistance, and 
related metabolic defects are cardinal characteristics of AS 
[42], it is quite interesting to observe that the insights gained 
from transcriptome analysis of pEFE fibroblasts recapitulate 
physiological defects of AS patients and AS animal models. 
These conserved effects underscore the utility of integrated 
genomics analysis (exome/transcriptome) in patient-derived 
cells to interpret human phenotypes.

Several limitations need to be acknowledged in our study. 
Our functional studies are limited to in vitro analysis. Fur-
ther mechanistic studies of Alms1-mediated ciliary signal-
ing in Alms1 mouse models are necessary to fully elucidate 
the mechanisms that underlie pEFE fibrosis and neonatal 
cardiomyocyte proliferation in AS. It would be essential to 
characterize ALMS1 function and potential downstream 
mediators that might impact neonatal heart maturation and 
to identify disease-specific therapeutic targets.

Abbreviations pEFE:  Primary endocardial f ibroelastosis; 
DCM: Dilated cardiomyopathy; WES: Whole exome sequencing; 
RNA-seq: RNA sequencing; EMT: Epithelial mesenchymal transition; 
EM: Electron microscopy; AS: Alstrom syndrome; NRVM: Neona-
tal rat ventricular myocyte; NRCF: Neonatal rat cardiac fibroblast; 
hNDF: Human neonatal dermal fibroblast

Supplementary information The online version contains supplemen-
tary material available at https:// doi. org/ 10. 1007/ s00109- 021- 02112-z.

Acknowledgements We acknowledge the support of the UCLA 
Children’s Discovery and Innovation Institute, California Center for 
Rare Disease (CCRD) at the UCLA Institute for Precision Health, the 
Clinical Genomics Center, the UCLA Animal Physiology Core, and 
the UCLA Congenital Heart Defects BioCore. The UCLA Congeni-
tal Heart Defect BioCore Faculty: Marlin Touma, Glen Van Arsdell, 
Nancy Halnon, Juan Alejos, Leigh Reardon, Amy Speirs, Meena 
Garg, Myke Federman, Paul Finn, Fabiola Quintero-Rivera, Wayne 
W. Grody, Stanley F. Nelson, Yibin Wang

Author contribution MT conceived the project, designed and per-
formed the research, analyzed most of the data, obtained funding, and 
wrote the manuscript. YZ, XK, VF, and ZM performed experiments 
and participated in data analysis and manuscript writing. LW and AE 
assisted in bioinformatics analysis. GF, MF, and KN performed patho-
logical studies. RB and GVA contributed human specimens. NH, JA, 
MF, GS, and LR participated in patient enrollment and provided clini-
cal insights. SP and AN contributed retina evaluation. FQR, RS, WWG, 
and SFN participated in genetic studies. All authors contributed to 
manuscript reviewing and editing.

1635Journal of Molecular Medicine (2021) 99:1623–1638

https://doi.org/10.1007/s00109-021-02112-z


1 3

Funding This work was supported by grants from NIH/NHLBI 
1R01 HL153853-01 (MT), the American Heart Association Career 
Development Award 18CDA34110414 (MT), the Department of 
Defense-Congressionally Directed Medical Research Programs 
W81XWH-18–1-0164 (MT), and the David Geffen School of Medicine 
Cardiovascular Theme Research Innovation Seed Grant, and the UCLA 
Center for Clinical Translational Science Institute Research Grant NIH/
UL1TR000124 (MT), Unrestricted grant to the Department of Ophthal-
mology at the USC Keck School of Medicine from Research to Prevent 
Blindness, New York, NY (AN), and the Las Madrinas Endowment in 
Experimental Therapeutics for Ophthalmology (AN).

Availability of data and materials The datasets used and analyzed 
during the current study are available from the corresponding author 
upon reasonable request. Upon acceptance of this manuscript, WES 
and RNA-seq datasets will be deposited in the NCBI’s Gene Expres-
sion Omnibus repository under Neonatal Heart Maturation SuperSer-
ies GSE85728 (http:// www. ncbi. nlm. nih. gov/ geo/ query/ acc. cgi? acc= 
GSE85 728/) or according to the journal instruction.

Declarations 

Ethics approval and consent to participate All human studies were 
conducted in accordance with the regulation of the University of Cali-
fornia Los Angeles Institutional Review Board (IRB). All subjects 
provided written informed consent to participate in this study. Elec-
tronic medical records, 3-generation family pedigree, and specimen 
collection were acquired through the UCLA Congenital Heart Defect 
(CHD) BioCore following the UCLA-IRB-approved protocols. All 
specimens were de-identified following acquisition.

Consent for publication Informed consent for participation in research 
study, reporting, and publication was obtained for all subjects upon 
enrollment according to the UCLA-IRB-approved protocol.

Conflict of interest The authors declare no competing interests.

Open Access  This article is licensed under a Creative Commons 
Attribution 4.0 International License, which permits use, sharing, 
adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, 
as long as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the 
source, provide a link to the Creative Commons licence, and indicate 
if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this 
article are included in the article's Creative Commons licence, unless 
indicated otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material is not 
included in the article's Creative Commons licence and your intended 
use is not permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted 
use, you will need to obtain permission directly from the copyright 
holder. To view a copy of this licence, visit http:// creat iveco mmons. 
org/ licen ses/ by/4. 0/.

References

 1. Maron BJ, Towbin JA, Thiene G, Antzelevitch C, Corrado D, 
Arnett D et al (2006) Contemporary definitions and classifica-
tion of the cardiomyopathies: an American Heart Association 
scientific statement from the council on clinical cardiology, 
heart failure and transplantation committee; quality of care and 
outcomes research and functional genomics and translational 
biology interdisciplinary working groups; and council on epi-
demiology and prevention. Circulation 11;113(14):1807–16

 2. My I, Di Pasquale E (2021) Genetic cardiomyopathies: the les-
son learned from hiPSCs. J Clin Med 10:1149

 3. Soares P, Rocha G, Pissarra S, Soares H, Flôr-de-Lima F, Costa 
S et al (2017) Neonatal dilated cardiomyopathy. Rev Port Cardiol 
36:201–214

 4. Rodriguez-Fanjul J, Tubio-Gomez S, Carretero Bellón JM, 
Bautista-Rodriguez C, Sanchez-de-Toledo J (2020) Neonatal 
non-compacted cardiomyopathy: predictors of poor outcome. 
Pediatr Cardiol 41:175–180

 5. Kalayinia S, Goodarzynejad H, Maleki M, Mahdieh N (2018) 
Next generation sequencing applications for cardiovascular dis-
ease. Ann Med 50:91–109

 6. Herkert JC, Abbott KM, Birnie E, Meems-Veldhuis MT, Boven 
LG, Benjamins M et al (2018) Toward an effective exome-based 
genetic testing strategy in pediatric dilated cardiomyopathy. 
Genet Med 20:1374–1386

 7. Seki A, Patel S, Ashraf S, Perens G, Fishbein MC (2013) Pri-
mary endocardial fibroelastosis: an underappreciated cause of 
cardiomyopathy. Cardiovasc Pathol 22:345–350

 8. Sellers FJ, Keith JD, Manning JA (1964) The diagnosis of pri-
mary endocardial fibroelastosis. Circulation 29:49–59

 9. Matsukura H, Miyazaki A, Ichida F, Suzuki Y, Okada T, Nishiya 
Y et al (1986) Endocardial fibroelastosis in two siblings with the 
infantile type and the childhood type. Eur J Pediatr 145:583–594

 10. Aoki H, Inamura N, Kawazu Y, Nakayama M, Lurie PR (1988) 
Endocardial fibroelastosis is not a disease. Am J Cardiol 
62:468–470

 11. Fishbein MC, Ferrans VJ, Roberts WC (1977) Histologic and 
ultrastructural features of primary and secondary endocardial 
fibroelastosis. Arch Pathol Lab Med 101:49–54

 12. Westwood M, Harris R, Burn JL, Barson AJ (1975) Heredity in 
primary endocardial fibroelastosis. Br Heart J 37:1077–1084

 13. Brady AN, Shehata BM, Fernhoff PM (2006) X-linked fetal 
cardiomyopathy caused by a novel mutation in the TAZ gene. 
Prenat Diagn 26:462–465

 14. Collin GB, Marshall JD, Ikeda A, So VW, Russell-Eggitt I, Maffei 
P et al (2002) Mutations in ALMS1 cause obesity, type 2 diabetes 
and neurosensory degeneration in Alström syndrome. Nat Genet 
31:74–8

 15. Marshall JD, Beck S, Maffei P, Naggert JK (2007) Alstro¨m 
syndrome. Eur J Hum Genet 15:1193–1202

 16. Alstrom CH, Hallgren B, Nilsson LB, Asander H (1959) Retinal 
degeneration combined with obesity, diabetes mellitus and neu-
rogenous deafness: a specific syndrome (not hitherto described) 
distinct from the Laurence-Moon-Bardet-Biedl syndrome: a 
clinical, endocrinological and genetic examination based on a 
large pedigree. Acta Psychiatr Neurol Scand Suppl 129:1–35

 17. Hearn T (2019) ALMS1 and Alström syndrome: a recessive 
form of metabolic, neurosensory and cardiac deficits. J Mol 
Med 97:1–17

 18. Louwa JJ, Corveleyn A, Jia Y, Iqbal S, Boshoff D, Gewillig M 
et al (2014) Homozygous loss-of-function mutation in ALMS1 
causes the lethal disorder mitogenic cardiomyopathy in two sib-
lings. Eur J Med Genet 57:532–535

 19. Chang KTE, Taylor GP, Meschino WS, Kantor PF, Cutz E 
(2010) Mitogenic cardiomyopathy: a lethal neonatal familial 
dilated cardiomyopathy characterized by myocyte hyperplasia 
and proliferation. Hum Pathol 41:1002–1008

 20. Shenje LT, Andersen P, Halushka MK, Lui C, Fernandez L, 
Collin GB et al (2014) Mutations in Alstro¨m protein impair 
terminal differentiation of cardiomyocytes. Nat Commun 5:3416

 21. Paisey RB, Steeds R, Barrett T, Williams D, Geberhiwot T, 
Gunay-Aygun M et al (2003) Alström Syndrome. In: GeneR-
eviews. Seattle (WA): University of Washington, Seattle

1636 Journal of Molecular Medicine (2021) 99:1623–1638

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/geo/query/acc.cgi?acc=GSE85728/
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/geo/query/acc.cgi?acc=GSE85728/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


1 3

 22. Marshall JD, Muller J, Collin GB, Milan G, Kingsmore SF, 
Dinwiddie D et al (2015) Alström syndrome: mutation spectrum 
of ALMS1. Hum Mutat 36:660–668

 23. Li Y, Klena NT, Gabriel GC, Liu X, Kim AJ, Lemke K et al 
(2015) Global genetic analysis in mice unveils central role for 
cilia in congenital heart disease. Nature 28;521(7553):520–4

 24. Touma M, Reemtsen B, Halnon N, Alejos J, Finn JP, Nelson SF 
et al (2017) A path to implement precision child health cardiovas-
cular medicine. Front Cardiovasc Med 4:36

 25. Whitfield M, Thomas M, Bequignon E, Schmitt A, Stouvenel 
L, Montantin G et al (2019) Mutations in DNAH17, encoding 
a sperm-specific axonemal outer dynein arm heavy chain, cause 
isolated male infertility due to asthenozoospermia. Am J Hum 
Genet 105:198–212

 26. Touma M , Kang X, Gao F, Zhao Y, Cass AA, Biniwale R et al 
(2017) Wnt11 regulates cardiac chamber development and disease 
during perinatal maturation. JCI Insight 2:e94904

 27. Touma M, Kang X, Zhao Y, Cass AA, Gao F, Biniwale R et al (2016) 
Decoding the long noncoding RNA during cardiac maturation: a 
roadmap for functional discovery. Circ Cardiovasc Genet 9:395–407

 28. Hearn T, Renforth GL, Spalluto C, Hanley NA, Piper K, Brickwood 
S et al (2002) Mutation of ALMS1, a large gene with a tandem 
repeat encoding 47 amino acids, causes Alström syndrome. Nat 
Genet 31:79–83

 29. Knorz VJ, Spalluto C, Lessard M, Purvis TL, Adigun FF, Collin 
GB et al (2010) Centriolar association of ALMS1 and likely centro-
somal functions of the ALMS motif–containing proteins C10orf90 
and KIAA1731. Mol Bio Cell 2:3617–3629

 30. Gene Set Enrichment Analysis (2020) https:// www. gsea- msigdb. 
org/ gsea/ index. jsp

 31. Von Gise A, Pu WT (2012) Endocardial and epicardial epithelial 
to mesenchymal transitions in heart development and disease. Circ 
Res 110:1628–1645

 32. Gorący I, Safranow K, Dawid G, Skonieczna-Żydecka K, 
Kaczmarczyk M, Gorący J et al (2012) Common genetic vari-
ants of the BMP4, BMPR1A, BMPR1B, and ACVR1 genes, 
left ventricular mass, and other parameters of the heart in 
newborns. Genet Test Mol Biomarkers 16:1309–1316

 33. Xu X, Friehs I, Zhong HuT, Melnychenko I, Tampe B, Alnour 
F et al (2015) Endocardial fibroelastosis is caused by aberrant 
endothelial to mesenchymal transition. Circ Res 116:857–866

 34. Zhang H, Huang X, Liu K, Tang J, He L, Pu W et al (2017) 
Fibroblasts in an endocardial fibroelastosis disease model mainly 
originate from mesenchymal derivatives of epicardium. Cell Res 
27:1157–1177

 35. Villalobos E, Criollo A, Schiattarella GG, Altamirano F, French 
KM, May HI et al (2019) Fibroblast primary cilia are required for 
cardiac fibrosis. Circulation 139:2342–2357

 36. Hearn T, Spalluto C, Phillips VJ, Renforth GL, Copin N, Hanley NA 
et al (2005) Subcellular localization of ALMS1 supports involve-
ment of centrosome and basal body dysfunction in the pathogen-
esis of obesity, insulin resistance, and type 2 diabetes. Diabetes 
54:1581–1587

 37. Klena NT, Gibbs BC, Lo CW (2017) Cilia and ciliopathies in con-
genital heart disease. Cold Spring Harb Perspect Biol 9:a028266

 38. Pierpont ME, Brueckner M, Chung WK, Garg V, Lacro RV, 
McGuire AL et al (2018) Genetic basis for congenital heart dis-
ease: revisited: a scientific statement From the American Heart 
Association. Circulation 138:e653-711

 39. Chaudhry B, Henderson DJ (2019) Cilia, mitochondria, and car-
diac development. J Clin Invest 129:2666–2668

 40. Nesmith JE, Hostelley TL, Leitch CC, Matern MS, Sethna S, 
McFarland R et al (2019) Genomic knockout of alms1 in zebrafish 
recapitulates Alström syndrome and provides insight into meta-
bolic phenotypes. Hum Mol Genet 28:2212–2223

 41. Hostelley TL, Lodh S, Zaghloul NA (2016) Whole organism tran-
scriptome analysis of zebrafish models of Bardet-Biedl syndrome 
and Alström syndrome provides mechanistic insight into shared 
and divergent phenotypes. BMC Genomics 17:318

 42. Vaisse C, Reiter JF, Berbari NF (2017) Cilia and obesity. Cold 
Spring Harb Perspect Biol9:a028217

Publisher's Note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to 
jurisdictional claims in published maps and institutional affiliations.

1637Journal of Molecular Medicine (2021) 99:1623–1638

https://www.gsea-msigdb.org/gsea/index.jsp
https://www.gsea-msigdb.org/gsea/index.jsp


1 3

Authors and Affiliations

Yan Zhao1,2,3 · Lee‑kai Wang4 · Ascia Eskin5 · Xuedong Kang1,2,3 · Viviana M. Fajardo1 · Zubin Mehta1,2,3 · 
Stacy Pineles6 · Ryan J. Schmidt7 · Aaron Nagiel8,9 · Gary Satou1 · Meena Garg1 · Myke Federman1 · 
Leigh C. Reardon1,10 · Steven L. Lee1 · Reshma Biniwale1,11 · Wayne W. Grody1,12 · Nancy Halnon1 · Negar Khanlou12 · 
Fabiola Quintero‑Rivera13 · Juan C. Alejos1 · Atsushi Nakano14 · Gregory A. Fishbein12 · Glen S. Van Arsdell1,11 · 
Stanley F. Nelson1,4,5 · Marlin Touma1,2,3,14,15 

 * Marlin Touma 
 mtouma@mednet.ucla.edu

1 Department of Pediatrics, 3762 MacDonald Research 
Laboratories, David Geffen School of Medicine, University 
of California Los Angeles, 675 Charles E. Young Dr S, 
CA 90095 Los Angeles, USA

2 Neonatal/Congenital Heart Laboratory, Cardiovascular 
Research Laboratory, University of California Los Angeles, 
Los Angeles, CA, USA

3 Department of Pediatrics, Children’s Discovery 
and Innovation Institute, David Geffen School of Medicine, 
University of California Los Angeles, Los Angeles, CA, USA

4 Institute for Precision Health, David Geffen School 
of Medicine, University of California Los Angeles, 
Los Angeles, CA, USA

5 Department of Human Genetics, David Geffen School 
of Medicine, University of California Los Angeles, 
Los Angeles, CA, USA

6 Department of Ophthalmology, David Geffen School 
of Medicine, University of California Los Angeles, 
Los Angeles, CA, USA

7 Department of Pathology and Laboratory Medicine, 
Children’s Hospital Los Angeles, Los Angeles, CA, USA

8 The Vision Center, Department of Surgery, Children’s 
Hospital Los Angeles, Los Angeles, CA, USA

9 Department of Ophthalmology, Roski Eye Institute, 
University of Southern California, Los Angeles, CA, USA

10 Ahmanson/UCLA Adult Congenital Heart Disease Center, 
Department of Medicine, David Geffen School of Medicine, 
University of California Los Angeles, Los Angeles, CA, USA

11 Department of Cardiothoracic Surgery, David Geffen 
School of Medicine, University of California Los Angeles, 
Los Angeles, CA, USA

12 Department of Pathology and Laboratory Medicine, David 
Geffen School of Medicine, University of California Los 
Angeles, Los Angeles, CA, USA

13 Department of Pathology and Laboratory Medicine 
and Department of Pediatrics,  University of California 
Irvine, CA, Irvine, USA

14 Eli and Edythe Broad Stem Cell Research Center, David 
Geffen School of Medicine, University of California Los 
Angeles, Los Angeles, CA, USA

15 The Molecular Biology Institute, David Geffen School 
of Medicine, University of California Los Angeles, 
Los Angeles, CA, USA

1638 Journal of Molecular Medicine (2021) 99:1623–1638

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-2827-4068

	Recessive ciliopathy mutations in primary endocardial fibroelastosis: a rare neonatal cardiomyopathy in a case of Alstrom syndrome
	Abstract 
	Key message 
	Background
	Methods
	Results
	Discussion
	Acknowledgements 
	References




