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Multiple levels of regulation determine the role
of the receptor for AGE (RAGE) as common soil
in inflammation, immune responses and diabetes mellitus
and its complications
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Abstract The pattern recognition receptor or receptor for
AGE (RAGE) is constitutionally expressed in a few cell
types only. However in almost all cells studied so far it is
induced by reactions known to initiate inflammation. Its
biological activity seems to be mainly dependent on the
presence of its various ligands, including AGE, S100-
calcium binding protein/calgranulins, high-mobility group
protein 1, amyloid-β-peptides and the family of β-sheet
fibrils, all known to be elevated in chronic metabolic,
malignant and inflammatory diseases. The RAGE pathway
interacts with cytokine-, lipopolysaccharide-, oxidised
LDL- and glucose-triggered cellular reactions by turning a
short-lasting inflammatory response into a sustained change
of cellular function driven by perpetuated activation of the
proinflammatory transcription factor, nuclear factor kappa-
B. RAGE-mediated persistent cell activation is of pivotal
importance in various experimental and clinical settings,
including diabetes and its complications, neurodegenera-
tion, ageing, tumour growth, and autoimmune and infec-
tious inflammatory disease. Due to RAGE’s central role in
maintaining perpetuated cell activation, various therapeutic
attempts to block RAGE or its ligands are currently under
investigation. Despite broad experimental evidence for the
role of RAGE in chronic disease, knowledge of its
physiological function is still missing, limiting predictions
about safety of long-term inhibition of RAGE×ligand
interaction in chronic diseases.

Keywords AGE . Diabetes . Glycation . HMGB1 .

Inflammation . Innate immunity . NF-κB . RAGE .

Review . S100

Abbreviations
ADAM10 A disintegrin and metalloprotease 10
ALE Advanced lipoxidation end-products
AOPP Advanced oxidation protein products
CDC42 Cell division cycle 42-protein
CML N (-carboxymethyllysine
EAE Experimental autoimmune encephalomyelitis
EPC Endothelial progenitor cells
ERK Extracellular signal-regulated kinase
esRAGE Endogenous secreted RAGE
HMGB1 High-mobility group protein 1
ICAM-1 Intercellular adhesion molecule 1
MAC-1 Macrophage-1 glycoprotein (CD11B/CD18)
MRP Migration inhibitory factor-related protein
NF-κB Nuclear factor kappa-B
PRR Pattern recognition receptor
RAC-1 Ras-related C3 botulinum toxin substrate 1
RAGE Receptor for AGE
ROS Reactive oxygen species
S100 S100-calcium binding protein
sRAGE Soluble RAGE
TM Thrombomodulin
VCAM-1 Vascular cell adhesion molecule 1

Introduction

The type I transmembrane receptor RAGE (receptor for
AGEs) is an evolutionarily recent receptor belonging to the
immunoglobulin superfamily. RAGE (also known as AGER)
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is located within the gene-dense major histocompatibility
class III region on chromosome 6, which contains numerous
genes involved predominantly in inflammatory and immune
responses, such as TNFα (also known as TNF) and several
complement components [1, 2]. Although its localisation
links RAGE to genes involved in host response mechanisms
and indicates a central role of RAGE in regulating immune
responses and inflammation, it was originally described as a
receptor for advanced glycation end-products and recognised
as a cell surface receptor playing a pivotal role in diabetes
and other metabolic diseases characterised by AGE accumu-
lation [2–5]. AGE are the result of non-enzymatic glycation
and glycoxidation processes, and are formed on proteins,
lipids and nucleic acids in a pro-oxidant environment [6, 7].
Formation is enhanced with concomitant hyperglycaemia
and delayed macromolecular turnover [7]. RAGE does not
promote the uptake and removal of AGE, but AGE-ligation
to RAGE induces inflammation through persistent activation
of the proinflammatory transcription factor, nuclear factor
kappa-B (NF-κB) [8, 9]. When Rage−/− mice were generated
[10–12] and studied in different pathologies, it became
apparent that RAGE is involved in a number of diseases of
the innate immune system and RAGE was redefined as a
promiscuous pattern recognition receptor (PRR), mediating
immune and inflammatory responses, promotion and pro-
gression of cancer [13, 14], and micro- as well as macro-
vascular disease [2–5] by binding a variety of ligands
released by inflammatory, stressed and damaged cells [8,
15, 16]. Subsequently, RAGE×ligand interaction has been
associated with survival of RAGE-producing cells, produc-
tion of cellular reactive oxygen species (ROS), increased
levels of phosphorylated extracellular signal-regulated kinase
(ERK)1/2, new synthesis of p65 (also known as RelA),
NF-κB activation and sustained inflammation [8, 15, 17, 18].
RAGE activation of these cellular pathways is supposed to
contribute to diabetes as well as to its complications. Thus,
understanding the role of RAGE in inflammation, neuro-
degeneration and tumour biology (Fig. 1), as well as the
various levels of regulating, promoting and controlling
RAGE-mediated cell activation (Fig. 2) would play an
important part in (1) deciphering the mechanisms that
underlie the pathology of diabetes and its complications,
(2) defining future therapeutic strategies and (3) explaining
their potential pitfalls. In its first part, this review will
therefore focus on the different levels of regulation of the
RAGE pathway, while in the second part some examples for
specific disease states are provided.

The multiple levels of regulation of the RAGE pathway

Regulation by ligand recognition RAGE consists of a large
extracellular part, a transmembrane domain and a 43 amino
acid long cytoplasmic tail. The extracellular region is
composed of three Ig-like domains: one V-type domain
(V) and two C-type domains (C1, C2). The V and C1
domains seem to form an integrated unit, while C2 is
attached to VC1 by a flexible linker and is fully
independent [19]. The latter is likely to enable the receptor
to bind to a wide spectrum of ligands, explaining its
involvement in many pathophysiological settings. N-glyco-
sylation of RAGE further modulates and enhances ligand
recognition in two ways. While deglycosylation seems to
sensitise RAGE to bind experimental AGE-modified
proteins with an extremely high degree of modification by
AGE (76–89% lysine residues modified) [20], carboxylated
glycans on RAGE increase the affinity for S100-calcium
binding protein (S100) and high-mobility group protein 1
(HMGB1) proteins [21, 22]. The quaternary structure of the
RAGE extracellular domain, but also post-translational
modifications of its primary structure, might account for
the diversity of ligand recognition. It remains unknown
whether differences in splice variants between humans and
mice [23] might also influence ligand specificity in
different diseases. Thus, the postulated promiscuity of
RAGE, which would make it potentially able to bind
almost damage-associated molecular patterns [24], does not
in fact exist, since post-translational modifications affect the
relative specificity of a given ligand in a given situation of
cellular activation.

Regulation by ligand×RAGE interaction Local and sys-
temic inflammation induces the formation of ROS, oxida-
tive and carbonyl stress, and glycooxidation, which in turn
results in enhanced formation of AGE, advanced lip-
oxidation end-products (ALEs) and advanced oxidation
protein products (AOPPs) [25–30]. When proteins were
modified experimentally by similar processes to extreme,
high extents, they were found to bind RAGE in vitro [26].
Thus, it remains to be studied whether AGE×RAGE
interaction plays a significant role in vivo. Under hyper-
glycaemic conditions, AGE (but also ALE and AOPP)
formation is increased and facilitates cellular activation [7],
since any transient NF-κB activation by increased oxidative
stress, high glucose, NEFA, oxidised LDL or other
inflammatory stimuli upregulates RAGE expression [8].

In the late 1990s, S100A12 (EN-RAGE) was recognised
to be another RAGE-binding protein [31], stimulating the
field to study S100/calgranulin interaction with the recep-
tor. So far S100A4, S100A6, S100A7, S100A8/9,
S100A12, S100B and S100P have been identified to bind
RAGE [32]. Ligands identified for RAGE also include

RAGE is a PRR, which binds a variety of ligands 
actively participating in chronic inflammatory and 
immune responses 
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amyloid-beta-peptides [33], HMGB1 (formerly known as
amphoterin) [34] and surface molecules on bacteria and
prions [8]. RAGE also binds to CD11b/CD18 (MAC-1) and
promotes leucocyte extravasation into inflamed tissue [35],
further putting RAGE in the context of innate immune
responses.

In contrast to the long known role of AGE in late
diabetic complications [36], these RAGE ligands have only
recently been recognised to accumulate in diabetes and to
contribute to its pathology. First evidence was provided by
increased serum levels of S100A8/9 (migration inhibitory
factor-related protein-8/14) in type 1 diabetic patients [37],
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as well as by elevated S100A12 plasma levels in type 2
diabetes [38]. In addition, increased serum levels of
HMGB1 were associated with coronary artery disease in
type 2 diabetes [39]. These findings were emphasised by
the increased levels of circulating S100A8/A9 and in-
creased accumulation of AGE, S100A8/A9 and HMGB1
observed in aortic lesions of diabetic Apoe−/− mice in a
model of diabetes-accelerated atherosclerosis [40]. Thus,
different members of the S100-protein family, HMGB1 and
other ligands are providing a rationale for understanding
disease-specific patterns of RAGE ligand-mediated cellular
dysfunction. Experiments in streptozotocin-induced diabet-
ic rats further demonstrated that diabetes increased
amyloid-beta-peptide (1–40) levels in the brain, at least in
part due to a decline in the brain-to-blood efflux of
amyloid-beta-peptide (1–40) [41], extending the concept
of ligand specificity to a local tissue specificity for RAGE×
ligand interaction.

Furthermore, RAGE×ligand interaction is not only
controlled by spatial and temporal patterns of ligand
availability, but also on the level of affinity for the receptor.
Carboxylated N-glycans on RAGE facilitate binding of
HMGB1 [21] and mediate binding of S100A8/A9 to
subpopulation of RAGE on colon cancer cells [22], but
increased ligand binding to RAGE can also be observed
upon glycation of its ligands [42]. N (-carboxymethyllysine
(CML)-modifications of S100A8 and S100A9 occur in
inflammatory bowel disease and enhance RAGE-mediated
sustained inflammation [42]. While the role of CML as a
RAGE ligand is still being controversially discussed [43,
44] and some investigators have not been able to confirm
that CML residues are ligands of RAGE [43], CML-
modified S100-proteins may be important contributors in
the progression of inflammation. This further supports the
idea that an AGE-rich environment promotes complex
ligand structures that enhance and amplify inflammation.
However, it remains to be deciphered whether AGE
modifications of RAGE ligands [42] or AGE formed by
inflammatory cells via the myeloperoxidase system [45] are
more important in maintaining inflammation.

Regulation by inducible RAGE expression The functional
role of RAGE is not only controlled by the presence and
modifications of its ligands, but also at the level of RAGE
gene expression itself. RAGE is constitutively produced
during embryonic development, while its levels are down-
regulated in adult life. The only exception is the lung, in
which RAGE is abundant throughout life. In other cells,
however, RAGE expression is low under physiological
conditions. RAGE is induced by inflammatory settings,
since its transcription is controlled by several proinflamma-
tory transcription factors, including SP-1, AP-2, NF-IL6
and NF-κB [8, 15, 16, 46]. Thus, a positive autoregulatory

loop evolves, in which cytokines or other proinflammatory
stimuli initiate NF-κB-activation, which in turn induces
RAGE expression and subsequent RAGE-mediated perpet-
uated NF-κB activation [8, 9]. Ligation of RAGE results in
a constantly growing and renewable pool of de novo
synthesised, transcriptionally active p65, thereby amplify-
ing the host response [9]. This feed-forward loop has been
demonstrated in vitro and in vivo [9, 11] (Fig. 3).
Consistently, endothelial cells cultured in the presence of
highly glycated albumin (1 µg/ml) upregulate RAGE
expression and activate proinflammatory gene expression
upon induction with S100A8/A9 heterodimers (1 µmol/l),
while the same concentration of S100A8/A9 does not alter
gene expression in cells cultivated in the absence of
glycated albumin [47]. It remains unknown whether
alternate splicing of RAGE or shedding of RAGE contrib-
utes to the downregulation of this self-amplifying cell
response. Remarkably, recent data indicate that soluble
RAGE (sRAGE) binds to MAC-1 and thereby forms potent
inflammatory complexes instead of limiting inflammation
[48]. Another as yet unsolved mystery is the fact that
pulmonary cells constitutively express RAGE without
concomitant pulmonary inflammation.

Regulation by RAGE shedding and splicing Cell activation
stimulates inflammatory cells to release endogenous alar-
mins such as S100-proteins, HMGB1, heat shock proteins
and IL1α via non-conventional secretory pathways. Bind-
ing of HMGB1 to RAGE induces RAGE shedding by A
disintegrin and metalloprotease 10 (ADAM10) [49] and thus
might represent one pathway for downregulating RAGE-
mediated cell activation. So far, however, it is not known
whether ADAM10-induced shedding of cellular RAGE is
instrumental in downregulating surface RAGE and limiting
RAGE-mediated inflammation or whether it only generates
a biomarker for RAGE-dependent cell activation. It is also
not known whether binding of other RAGE ligands also
results in ADAM10-mediated RAGE shedding. However,
proteolytic conversion of full-length RAGE into shedded
RAGE is likely to account to a large extent for the sRAGE
levels determined in plasma and serum of patients. In this
context, it is most important to better understand sRAGE

RAGE sustains NF-κB activation through de novo 
synthesis of p65 (also known as RelA) mRNA 
and generates a constantly growing and renewable 
pool of transcriptionally active NF-κB that is able to 
neutralise negative autoregulatory loops. Thus, RAGE 
can function as a master-switch, converting a transient 
proinflammatory response into perpetuated cellular 
dysfunction
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and its physiological function, since misinterpretations have
hitherto contributed to a significant confusion in the
literature.

Soluble RAGE, comprising the extracellular domain, but
leaking from the transmembrane and cytoplasmic domain
of RAGE, has been described in the plasma of men.
Circulating sRAGE is either produced by receptor ectodo-
main shedding [49, 50] or represents splice variants of
RAGE such as endogenous secreted RAGE (esRAGE)
[51]. Comparison of splice variants between humans and
mice revealed homologous and species-specific mecha-
nisms for splicing of the RAGE gene, but also tissue-
specific splice variant distribution and the absence of
plasma sRAGE in mice [23, 52]. While diabetic mice
demonstrated a significant increase in RAGE splice var-
iants, the latter was not associated with any detectable level
of sRAGE protein in murine plasma [23]. Since sRAGE
can be readily detected in human plasma, this observation
not only indicates important differences between human
and murine RAGE [23], but further implies that sRAGE
observed in humans is, in the main, produced by shedding
mechanisms [49]. Since in vitro and experimental animal
models have demonstrated that exogenous sRAGE func-
tions as a decoy by preventing ligands from interacting with
cellular RAGE, it was supposed that sRAGE might

counteract RAGE-mediated cell activation [53]. However,
the concentration of sRAGE found in diabetic patients with
renal disease is ~1,200 pg/ml (<0.1 nmol/l). It seems
questionable whether this is sufficient to scavenge accu-
mulating ligands [42, 54], in particular, since sRAGE was
previously shown to bind highly CML-modified AGE
albumin prepared in vitro in a saturable and dose-
dependent manner only at a Kd of ~75 nmol/l [44]. Thus,
the sRAGE concentration found in patients is approximate-
ly 750-fold lower than required to efficiently keep ligands
away from cellular RAGE. Furthermore, in vitro studies
have shown that only a minor part (~10%) of CML is
capable of binding to RAGE, making sRAGE×CML
interaction unlikely to be of physiological impact. Consis-
tently, studies addressing the association between soluble
forms of RAGE and disease are contradictory with regard
to negative and positive correlations. In this context,
sRAGE was shown to be associated with a greater
prevalence of cardiovascular disease in type 1 and type 2
diabetic individuals [55] and with increased severity of
renal disease in type 2 diabetic patients [56]. Hence sRAGE
is an activation marker likely to reflect increased RAGE
expression and shedding. Yet in the few studies in which
sRAGE and esRAGE levels were determined in parallel,
only sRAGE showed a significant correlation with albu-
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minuria [56], while studies looking at the effects of various
drugs such as thiazolidinediones, statins and ACE inhibitors
on sRAGE levels revealed contradictory results [53, 57–
60]. Since vascular disease is a local event and the RAGE
pathway is controlled at several and, at least in part, tissue-
specific levels, we believe that determining circulating
sRAGE, which is influenced by shedding, splicing, degra-
dation and the assay method employed, will not add to a
better understanding of the molecular events promoting and
perpetuating late diabetic complications.

Regulation at the level of downstream signalling Although
there is evidence that different ligands activate RAGE through
different signal transduction cascades [61], the proximate
mechanisms by which engagement of RAGE induces
intracellular signalling have yet to be identified. While the
cytoplasmic domain of RAGE lacks endogenous kinase
activity or any other known motif involved in receptor
signalling [62], in vitro and in vivo experiments using
dominant negative RAGE devoid of the cytoplasmic tail
indicate that the cytoplasmic domain is essential for
intracellular signalling [15]. Experiments using in vitro
produced, highly modified AGE albumin provide evidence
that the cytoplasmic domain possibly interacts with
diaphanous-1 and transduces the extracellular signals evoked
into cellular signalling through activation the rho-GTPases
RAC-1 and CDC42, reorganisation of the actin cytoskeleton,
regulation of cell motility and migration [62]. Future studies,
however, should show whether physiological ligand activa-
tion and/or cell-specific regulation mechanisms exist for the
proposed RAGE-mediated multiple cellular signalling cas-
cades, including RAC-1 and CDC42, NADPH-oxidase,
ERK1/2(p44/p42)-, p38- and SAPK/JNK-MAP-kinases,
phosphoinositol-3-kinase and the JAK/STAT pathway [8,
15, 17, 63]. A critical review of published data defining
RAGE-dependent signalling pathways reveals that only a
few approaches have studied those time points (e.g. >5 days)
that would be most interesting for RAGE action [9].

Regulation by protein×protein interaction Unstimulated
endothelial cells are characterised by the expression of
thrombomodulin (TM). The lectin domain of TM can bind
HMGB1 and thereby prevent its interaction with RAGE [64].
Thus, binding of HMGB1 by TM might be a mechanism for
terminating RAGE-mediated sustained inflammatory
responses. In diabetes, TM production is reduced [65],

which results in loss of this counter-regulatory pathway that
is dependent on protein×protein interaction. Future studies
need to show whether reconstitution of TM in experimental
diabetes can reduce late diabetic complications by specifi-
cally interfering with the RAGE pathway.

Regulation by cell×cell interaction The quaternary struc-
ture of RAGE further allows interaction with surface
receptors integrated on to neighbouring cells, thus mediat-
ing cell×cell interaction as demonstrated for RAGE binding
to the macrophage-1-glycoprotein (MAC-1; CD11b/CD18)
[35]. During firm leucocyte arrest, the β2-integrins
lymphocyte-function-associated-antigen-1 (LFA-1; αLβ;

CD11a/CD18) and MAC-1 are expressed on the leucocyte
surface and interact with their endothelial counter-
receptors such as intercellular adhesion molecule 1
(ICAM-1) and RAGE. Besides its role as MAC-1 ligand,
RAGE-mediated NF-κB activation regulates the gene
expression of ICAM-1 and VCAM-1 [12]. In a model of
type 2 diabetes, Apoe−/− db/db mice displayed RAGE-
dependent enhanced production of VCAM-1 and tissue
factor and matrix metalloproteinase-9 antigen/activity in
aortic tissue, supporting a role of RAGE and its ligands in
regulating leucocyte recruitment and adhesion in inflam-
matory processes. HMGB1-dependent mechanisms, which
require the presence of neutrophil-expressed RAGE and
MAC-1, further promote the recruitment of neutrophils at
sites of inflammation [66]. These findings emphasise a
growing role of RAGE in inflammatory processes and
indicate that induction of RAGE in one cell is sufficient to
induce inflammation in the neighbouring cells via ligand×
RAGE interaction.

Regulation through inhibition of cellular defence mecha-
nisms In addition, the RAGE pathway is under control of a
positive feed-forward loop due to a RAGE-mediated loss of
cellular defence mechanisms, thus further enhancing perpet-
uated cell activation. Engagement of RAGE by highly
modified AGE prepared in vitro results in the suppression of
reduced glutathione and ascorbic acid levels [67]. Inhibition
of glutathione is critical in maintaining activity of glyoxalase-
1 (Glo1), the major cellular defence enzyme in the
detoxification of precursors of AGE such as methylglyoxal,
glyoxal and other alpha-oxoaldehydes [68–70]. Since alpha-

The RAGE pathway is controlled at several and, at 
least in part, tissue-specific levels. Therefore, 
sRAGE plasma levels are probably insufficient 
to explain RAGE-mediated pathologies

Besides binding ligands actively participating in 
inflammatory and immune responses, RAGE is a
counter-receptor for MAC-1. Thus, upregulation of 
RAGE in one cell is sufficient to induce inflammation 
in the neighbouring cells via ligand × RAGE interaction
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oxoaldehydes represent the largest pool of reactive intracel-
lular AGE, glyoxalase-1 has an important role in reducing
the cellular AGE load [68]. Studies in the model organism
Caenorhabditis elegans (C. elegans) have confirmed that
overexpression of glyoxalase-1 not only prevents AGE
formation, but also protects the animals from deleterious
effects of oxidant stress as evidenced by increased longevity
[70]. Hyperglycaemia, methylglyoxal, AGE and other
RAGE ligands significantly reduce glyoxalase-1 expression
and activity in cultured fibroblasts, endothelial cells and
dorsal root ganglia cells, while inhibition or deletion of
RAGE restored glyoxalase-1 in these cells [8]. This implies
that engagement of RAGE not only results in increased
cellular activation, but also in reduction of AGE-detoxifying
mechanisms (Fig. 4). Impairment of these detoxifying
mechanisms results in enhanced and perpetuated cell
activation, ultimately limiting life span [70].

The role of RAGE in various pathological settings

RAGE in innate immune responses In order to further
define a potential role of RAGE in immunity and
inflammation, interaction of ligands with cell surface
RAGE was intercepted using recombinant sRAGE,
RAGE-neutralising antibodies and/or transfection with
plasmids overexpressing dominant negative RAGE. In
addition, homozygous RAGE-deficient mice (Rage−/−

mice) were generated [10]. Consistent with the proposed
central role of RAGE in the immune response, it was
demonstrated that RAGE inhibition or deletion protected
mice from the lethal effects of septic shock caused by
caecal ligation and puncture. Rage−/− mice further dis-
played reduced NF-κB activation in key target organs of
septic shock, as well as a significant reduction of
inflammatory cells migrating into the peritoneum [12]. In
contrast, injection of exogenous AGE increased lethality
and NF-κB activation in RAGE-bearing mice, but not in
RAGE-deficient mice [71], further pointing to a causal
relationship between RAGE ligands, RAGE signalling,
NF-κB activation and lethality in septicaemia.

Rage−/− mice were also protected in colitis models [31,
42]. Members of the S100/calgranulin family released by
inflammatory cells interact with cellular RAGE on
endothelium, mononuclear phagocytes and lymphocytes,
thereby inducing and sustaining cellular activation via
RAGE [31]. Subsequent studies revealed that S100-
proteins isolated from inflamed tissue of biopsies from
patients with colitis were post-translationally modified by
the defined AGE adduct CML [42]. These CML-modified
S100 proteins, which by virtue of their proposed
interaction with RAGE might have the capacity to drive

and sustain the inflammatory response, seem to be
primed for an exaggerated response to inflammatory
stimuli [42]. Thus, inflammation is pronounced in
situations where a tissue bed enriched with CML-mps
and post-translational modifications is infiltrated by cells
bearing RAGE. Besides AGE and S100-proteins,
HMGB1 released from necrotic and activated inflamma-
tory cells can exaggerate the innate immune response,
particularly since HMGB1×RAGE interaction has been
shown to induce a proinflammatory phenotype in macro-
phages [15, 35, 46, 72, 73].

RAGE in adaptive immune responses HMGB1 interaction
with RAGE activates plasmacytoid dendritic cells and B cells
in response to DNA-containing immune complexes and thus
contributes to autoimmune pathogenesis [74]. Activation of
innate immune responses may alter the way in which
antigens are presented to T and other cells of the adaptive
immune response. Consistent with this paradigm, blockade
of RAGE, either by sRAGE, anti-RAGE F(ab′)2 fragments
or the selective expression of dominant negative RAGE in
CD4+ T cells, suppressed experimental autoimmune enceph-
alomyelitis (EAE) induced by myelin basic protein peptide
and encephalitogenic T cells [75]. When Pasteurella pneu-
motropica-mediated EAE was induced in Rage−/− mice, they
developed typical EAE symptoms and no significant
protection was found compared with wild-type mice [12].
In models of delayed type hypersensitivity, Rage−/− mice
elicited a normal inflammatory response [12]. Unexpectedly,
treatment of Rage−/− mice with sRAGE blocked the
inflammatory response to the same extent as in RAGE-
bearing wild-type mice [12]. The finding that Rage−/− mice
were capable of evoking a normal adaptive immune response
contrasted with the efficacy with which sRAGE suppressed
inflammation in Rage−/− and wild-type mice. The explana-
tion is that sRAGE functions as a decoy, which prevents
RAGE ligands from sequestering to other surface receptors
such as the toll-like receptors 2 and 4, CD36, α7-nicotinic
acetylcholine receptors and proteoglycans, all of which have
been shown to bind to various RAGE ligands [8, 15, 76–78].

Other studies, however, indicate a direct effect of RAGE
on mobilisation of dendritic cells [79] and T cell migration,
localisation, activation and differentiation [35, 75, 80],
whereas HMGB1 signalling through RAGE seems to be
required for clonal expansion, survival and functional
polarisation of naive T cells [81]. Furthermore, clonal
populations of Rage−/− mice-derived T cells adoptively

Monocytes and macrophages seem to be central to the 
initiation and propagation of RAGE-dependent 
inflammation
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transferred into wild-type recipients showed reduced
responses [82]. Syngeneic islet graft and islet allograft
rejection were reduced in diabetic mice treated with small
molecule RAGE inhibitors and in diabetic Rage−/− mice
[80], suggesting a close link between RAGE and the
pathogenesis of type 1 diabetes [15]. It is not known why
RAGE participates in some, but not all adaptive immune
responses. One might speculate that adaptive immune
responses in different tissues induce different ligand and
receptor expression patterns and therefore might activate
RAGE-dependent and RAGE-independent cellular
responses. Furthermore, there might be differences in the
crosstalk between the adaptive and innate immune response
depending on the model tested.

RAGE in non-diabetic atherosclerosis and ischaemia Pro-
longed inflammation is suspected to promote arterial remod-
elling. Studies of human vascular tissue have shown increased
endothelial RAGE expression at the mRNA and antigen level
in non-diabetic patients with peripheral occlusive vascular
diseases [83]. Besides, smooth muscle cells and nerves in the
vessel wall showed constitutively high levels of RAGE
expression that were unchanged with ageing or by the
presence of vascular disease [83]. Consistent with a
pathogenic role for ligand×RAGE interaction in non-
diabetic atherosclerosis, sRAGE reduced atherosclerotic
lesions and inflammation in normoglycaemic Apoe−/− mice
without affecting plasma cholesterol and triacylglycerol
levels [84–87]. Wild-type mice treated with sRAGE and
Rage−/− mice also showed significantly reduced neointima
expansion in femoral artery denudation-induced arterial injury

models, whereas protection conferred by sRAGE was more
prominent than that due to RAGE deletion [40, 88].

Pathophysiologically relevant concentrations of C-reactive
protein have recently been shown to impair the antioxidant
defence in endothelial progenitor cells (EPC) [89] and to
promote EPC sensitivity toward oxidant-mediated apoptosis
and telomerase inactivation via a RAGE-dependent mecha-
nism [90, 91]. In contrast, HMGB1×RAGE interaction can
stimulate EPC migration, which is consistent with previous
reports where low concentrations of exogenously adminis-
trated HMGB1 led, in a murine model of myocardial
infarction, to recovery through regeneration of cardiomyo-
cytes from resident cardiac c-KIT+ progenitor cells [92].
However, in patients with ST-segment elevation myocardial
infarction, elevated serum HMGB1 levels were associated
with adverse clinical outcomes [93]. In line with the latter
observation, a recent study comparing ischaemia/reperfusion
injury of the heart in healthy wild-type and Rage−/− mice
demonstrated that infarct size and severity of tissue damage
was dependent on HMGB1×RAGE interaction, indicating
that RAGE links necrotic cell death to sustained inflamma-
tion and tissue damage [94]. Interestingly, HMGB1/RAGE-
mediated myocardial injury was even more pronounced
under diabetic conditions [95]. Similarly, HMGB1-RAGE
signalling has been shown to contribute to ischaemic brain
damage [96]. Tissue damage in RAGE-bearing mice was
reduced by HMGB1 box A, an antagonist of HMGB1
interaction with RAGE [94, 96]. These data indicate that the
availability of RAGE binding sites, the concentration of
HMGB1 and its binding affinity for RAGE dictate whether
HMGB1 has a repairing or damaging function; they also
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imply that situations in which high concentrations of
HMGB1 can sufficiently bind to RAGE counteract the
regenerating potential of HMGB1.

RAGE in late diabetic complications The RAGE-dependent
mechanisms described in the various models of immune and
inflammatory cellular responses also seem to be present in
diabetes [2, 15]. Induction of diabetes in RAGE-transgenic
and Rage−/− mice confirmed that RAGE contributes, at least
in part, to the development of macro- and microvascular
complications. In diabetes-associated enhanced atherosclero-
sis models, RAGE overexpression in transgenic mice was
associated with increased vascular injury, while RAGE
deletion conferred partial vascular protection [40]. Diabetic
nephropathy, characterised by renal enlargement, glomerular
hypertrophy, albuminuria and mesangial expansion, was
significantly increased in diabetic RAGE transgenic mice
and prevented by the putative AGE inhibitor (+/−)-2-isopro-
pylidenehydrazono-4-oxo-thiazolidin-5-ylacetanilide (OPB-
9195) [97]. In contrast, Rage−/− mice were largely protected
from diabetic nephropathy [98, 99]. Similar changes were
observed in diabetic neuropathy. Whereas RAGE-transgenic
diabetic mice showed an increase in functional deficits such as
delayed motor nerve conduction velocity, Rage−/− mice were
partially protected from the diabetes-induced loss of neuronal
function [11, 100]. In the diabetic retina, RAGE is predom-
inantly upregulated in glia cells [101]. While the understand-
ing of RAGE and its role in retinal dysfunction in diabetes
and/or activation of pro-inflammatory pathways is less
complete than in other organ systems, increasing evidence
indicates that RAGE contributes to cellular perturbations in
the retina [102–104]. Remarkably, in each of these models,
protection from development of the pathological features
was more profound in wild-type mice treated with sRAGE
than in Rage−/− mice. In diabetic neuropathy for example,
diabetic Rage−/− mice were only partly protected from a loss
of pain perception, while administration of sRAGE to
diabetic wild-type mice completely restored pain perception
[11]. These observations further suggest that ligands seques-
tered by sRAGE are likely to interact with cellular structures
different from RAGE and restrict its role inasmuch as RAGE
seems to be only one of many receptors contributing to
diabetes and its complications.

Open questions and future perspectives

The results from in vitro observations and experimental rodent
models provide firm evidence that RAGE and its ligands are
central to the onset and progression of diabetes and its
complications. In line with this, Yan et al. recently proposed a
model which places RAGE at multiple points in the
pathogenesis of type 1 diabetes [15]. They speculate that
(auto)-immune attacks on pancreatic beta cells lead to
infiltration of inflammatory cells and increased expression
and secretion of S100 proteins and HMGB1 by inflamma-
tory cells. These are likely to damage islets, which
consequently results in the development of hyperglycaemia,
subsequent accumulation of AGE, AGE-dependent recruit-
ment of RAGE to target organs and finally in micro- and
macrovascular complications [15]. A comparable situation is
conceivable in type 2 diabetes, in which various metabolic
disturbances induce inflammatory cells to secrete RAGE
ligands, resulting in low-grade inflammation and increased
oxidative and carbonyl stress, all of which promote AGE
formation and induction of RAGE expression in the
respective organs [8]. However, clinical observations do not
yet convincingly support the proposed central role of RAGE
in experimental diabetes and raise the question of whether
studies performed in rodents, particularly in monogenetic
mouse models, can be readily translated to human disease.
Association studies aiming to link diabetes and its compli-
cations with sRAGE and esRAGE plasma and serum levels
are far from conclusive due to over- or misinterpretation of
associations and supposed correlations. Immunhistochemical
characterisation of human inflammatory cells, vascular
tissues, kidneys, nerves and retina has clearly demonstrated
the accumulation of AGE in human diabetic tissue and its
correlation with the severity of disease [6, 7]. So far,
however, only a few studies have provided firm evidence
of colocalisation of AGE with RAGE, its effector NF-κB
and NF-κB-controlled gene expression, as recently demon-
strated in human sural nerve biopsies from diabetes patients
[11]. In any case, these studies can only provide evidence of
association, but do not prove a cause-to-consequence
relation. Therefore, multiple approaches to identify poly-
morphisms of the RAGE gene have been studied in relation
to diabetic complications. While some polymorphisms
correlate with insulin resistance and early- or late-onset of
diabetic complications [105–108], none have so far pointed
to the possibility that RAGE is the most important factor in
the pathology of human diabetes. Although mutations
deleting RAGE function may not be compatible with life
and therefore not found in cohort studies, the fact that
Rage−/− mice are viable and do not show an overt phenotype
contradict this hypothesis or point to important differences
between mice (kept in a sterile environment) and human
diabetes.

Protection from late diabetic complications in wild-
type mice treated with sRAGE is more pronounced 
than that seen in Rage–/–  mice. This suggests that 
ligands sequestered by exogenous sRAGE also 
interact with other cellular receptors and that RAGE 
is only one of many receptors contributing to diabetes 
and its complications
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Since RAGE ligands also bind to other receptors and might
additionally act via receptor-independent mechanisms, it
seems more likely that the extent of hyperglycaemia-induced
cellular dysfunction and subsequent tissue damage are
determined by the combination of various proinflammatory
ligands, PRRs and differentially activated cellular pathways.
This might be further modulated by the local distribution of
the different ligands and receptors, as well as by the ligand-
binding affinities for RAGE and RAGE-related receptors.
This view is emphasised by the observation that in rodent
models sRAGE protects more efficiently from late diabetic
complications than RAGE deletion [8]. The observation that
AGE are sufficient to induce neuronal damage in the model
organism C. elegans (which neither possesses a known
RAGE homologue, nor NF-κB) and that this damage can be
ameliorated by overexpression of glyoxalase-1 further sup-
ports this notion [70]. First clinical trials using small RAGE
inhibitors for short-term intervention have recently been
initiated and are likely to provide some answers to these
questions in the near future [15]. However, until the
physiological function of RAGE has been clearly defined,
it seems wise to adopt a cautious approach to future
therapeutic strategies involving long-term blockade of
RAGE or its ligands.
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