
Zeng et al. Molecular Biomedicine            (2022) 3:37  
https://doi.org/10.1186/s43556-022-00105-z

RESEARCH HIGHLIGHT

The anti-ferroptotic role of FSP1: current 
molecular mechanism and therapeutic 
approach
Furong Zeng1, Xiang Chen2* and Guangtong Deng2*   

© The Author(s) 2022. 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/.

A recent article by Mishima et al. in Nature demonstrated 
another mechanism of ferroptosis suppressor protein 1 
(FSP1)-mediated ferroptosis resistance [1], motivating to 
summarize the anti-ferroptotic role of FSP1.

Ferroptosis is a form of regulated cell death character-
ized by iron-dependent accumulation of harmful lipid 
peroxides. Glutathione peroxidase 4 (GPX4), the cen-
tral regulator that contracts ferroptosis, converts lipid 
hydroperoxides into non-toxic lipid alcohols in concert 
with glutathione [2]. However, GPX4 inhibition has failed 
to trigger ferroptosis in several cancer cell lines, indicat-
ing the existence of an alternative mechanism of ferrop-
tosis resistance. Using unbiased genetic screens, FSP1 
has been identified as a novel ferroptosis suppressor pro-
tein and a second mainstay of ferroptosis control after 
GPX4 [3, 4].

FSP1 was previously called flavoprotein apoptosis-
inducing factor mitochondria-associated 2 (AIFM2). 
It was renamed FSP1 for its anti-ferroptotic role. FSP1 
mainly localizes to the periphery of lipid droplets and 
to the plasma membrane. It also partly overlaps with the 
endoplasmic reticulum and Golgi. Bersuker et  al. and 
Doll et  al. independently reported that N-myristylation 
of FSP1 is essential for its anti-ferroptotic activity [3, 
4]. Bersuker et  al. demonstrated that N-myristylation-
dependent recruitment of FSP1 to the plasma mem-
brane promotes resistance to ferroptosis. Once recruited, 
FSP1 suppresses lipid hydroperoxides by catalyzing the 

reduction of ubiquinone  (CoQ10) to its hydroquinone 
form, ubiquinol  (CoQ10-H2), and the consumption of 
NAD(P)H [3]. These findings were further validated 
through co-autoxidation experiments with egg phos-
phatidylcholine and STY-BODIPY, using a lipophilic 
alkoxyl radical generator. In addition, considering the 
ready autoxidation of  CoQ10-H2, α-tocopherol could 
either be reproduced indirectly via  CoQ10-H2 or directly 
in  vitro by FSP1 to function as a reactive radical-trap-
ping antioxidant [4]. Interestingly, through inhibiting 
CoQ biosynthesis enzyme COQ2 with 4-chlorobenzoic 
acid (4-CBA) or knocking out COQ2, acute reduction 
of cellular CoQ levels exerts a lower degree of sensiti-
zation to RSL3 than FSP1 knockout [3]. This suggests 
that FSP1 mediated mechanisms other than the FSP1-
CoQ10-NAD(P)H pathway may contribute to ferroptosis 
resistance.

Dai et  al. also found that FSP1 suppresses ferroptotic 
cell death and decreases the  CoQ10 concentration follow-
ing treatment with erastin, sorafenib, and RSL3 [5]. How-
ever, exogenous  CoQ10 failed to reverse the ferroptotic 
cell death in FSP1 silencing cells. Strikingly, knockdown 
of FSP1 suppressed RSL3-induced charged multivesicu-
lar body protein 5 (CHMP5) and CHMP6 expression at 
the plasma membrane, and overexpression of CHMP5 
rescued RSL3-, erastin-, and sorafenib-, induced cell 
death in both wild-type and FSP1 silencing cells. CHMP5 
and CHMP6 are important subunits of the ESCRT-III-
dependent membrane repair machinery, which is asso-
ciated with ferroptosis resistance through membrane 
budding and fission. These results indicate that ESCRT-
III-dependent membrane repair is another mechanism 
underlying FSP1-mediated ferroptosis resistance.
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Recently, Mishima et  al. identified three types of vita-
min K (phylloquinone, menaquinone-4 (MK4), and mena-
dione) that can protect cells from GPX4 deletion-induced 
ferroptosis, in a screen of naturally available vitamin 
compounds [1]. All three types of vitamin K rescued fer-
roptosis induced by ferroptosis inducers and glutamate-
induced neuronal ferroptosis, but failed to block other 
types of cell death, including apoptosis, necroptosis, and 
proptosis. Mishima et al. further demonstrated that MK4 
could prevent ferroptosis in  vivo using two canonical 
mouse models. MK4 administration extended the survival 
time of Alb-creERT2;  GPX4fl/fl mice fed a vitamin E-defi-
cient diet, and ameliorated liver injury in a mouse liver 
ischemia-reperfusion injury model. Subsequent research 
has demonstrated that vitamin K efficiently inhibits the 
propagation of lipid peroxides through a mechanism 
independent of its iron-chelating effect.

Vitamin K is a redox-active naphthoquinone that 
shares similar structural properties with ubiquinone, 
prompting Mishima et  al. to evaluate whether FSP1 

could catalyze the reduction of vitamin K. When 
recombinant human FSP1, NADH, and any of the 
three vitamin K were incubated in  vitro, NADH was 
consumed and vitamin-hydroquinone was generated. 
These results demonstrated that FSP1 functions as a 
vitamin K reductase, producing its corresponding hyd-
roquinone (VK-H2) to inhibit lipid peroxidation at the 
cost of NAD(P)H. As is the case for ubiquinone and 
ubiquinol, a-tocopherol could also be reproduced from 
its a-tocopheroxyl radical by VK-H2. N-myristylation 
of FSP1 seems to be important for its anti-ferroptotic 
role, because overexpression of wild-type, but not the 
myristylation-deficient FSP1 could rescue the anti-fer-
roptotic function of vitamin K in FSP1 knockout cells. 
These results were consistent with previous findings 
and highlighted the significance of N-myristylation 
of FSP1, which could target to the plasma membrane, 
induce NADH-dependent reduction of CoQ, and finally 
suppresses lipid peroxidation, the hallmark of fer-
roptosis. Protein N-myristoylation generally occurs 

Fig. 1 Suppression of ferroptosis by FSP1. Three different mechanisms of FSP1-mediated ferroptosis resistance have been uncovered: (1) the 
FSP1-CoQ10-NAD(P)H pathway, (2) the FSP1- ESCRT-III-dependent membrane repair pathway, and (3) the FSP1-VK-NAD(P)H pathway. Peroxyl 
radicals (PLOO•) initiates lipid radical-mediated autoxidation of lipid bilayers and finally induces ferroptosis
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co-translationally following cleavage of the initiator 
methionine by methionine aminopeptidase at the ribo-
some, or post-translationally following proteolytic 
cleavage of an N-terminal glycine residue by a protease. 
The specific molecular mechanisms of N-myristoyla-
tion of FSP1 requires further investigation. In addi-
tion, N-myristoyltransferase (NMT) is necessary for 
N-myristoylation. Strikingly, there is no expression 
of NMT in prokaryotes, an isozyme of NMT in lower 
eukaryotes, and two isozymes of NMT (NMT1 and 
NMT2) in most mammals. Ferroptosis is well-known 
as an evolutionarily conserved cell death in a variety 
of species, from prokaryotes to plants to mammals. 
Therefore, NMT may play a potential evolutionary role 
in ferroptosis resistance by mediating the N-myris-
toylation of FSP1.

An effective FSP1 inhibitor (iFSP1) has been identified 
through a counter-screen of FSP1-overexpressing cells 
in a wild-type or GPX4 knockout setting, based on the 
strong protective effect of FSP1 on GPX4 knockout cells 
[4]. Interestingly, FSP1-mediated enzymatic activity could 
be abrogated by iFSP1, but was resistant to warfarin, sug-
gesting that FSP1 is the vitamin K reductase responsible 
for the warfarin-resistant alternative vitamin K reduction 
pathway in the canonical GGCX-VKOR-mediated cycle 
[1]. Consistently, MK4-treated  FSP1−/− mice converted 
MK4 to MK4 epoxide at a much lower rate and exhib-
ited an extremely longer prothrombin time than  FSP1+/− 
mice when given high doses of warfarin, indicating 
antidotal FSP1 together with high-dose vitamin K averts 
warfarin poisoning. These findings suggest that FSP1 is a 
vitamin K reductase that maintains a warfarin-resistant 
non-canonical vitamin K cycle and inhibits ferroptosis 
by producing VK-H2 via NADH consumption to prevent 
lipid peroxidation. Notably, FSP1 activity varies across 
the human population. The effectiveness of warfarin was 
dampened in people with high FSP1 activity, while more 
vitamin K was required to protect against warfarin poi-
soning in people with low FSP1 activity. Besides, iFSP1 
treatment have been proved to robustly sensitize cancer 
cells to ferroptosis [4]. The growth of ferroptosis-resist-
ant H460 lung cancer cells can only be reduced by dou-
ble knockout of GPX4 and FSP1, but not by GPX4 single 
knockout in a preclinical tumor xenograft mouse model 
[3]. Therefore, targeting FSP1 is a promising therapeutic 
strategy in these clinical backgrounds.

Conclusion
Since FSP1 was identified as an important ferropto-
sis suppressor protein, three different mechanisms of 
FSP1-mediated ferroptosis resistance have been uncov-
ered: (1) the FSP1-CoQ10-NAD(P)H pathway, (2) the 
FSP1- ESCRT-III-dependent membrane repair pathway, 

and (3) the FSP1-VK-NAD(P)H pathway (Fig. 1). Given 
the critical role of FSP1 in ferroptosis resistance, it 
would be fascinating to determine its molecular struc-
ture and regulatory mechanism, and design FSP1 acti-
vators and inhibitors for clinical use.

Acknowledgements
We would like to thank Editage (www. edita ge. cn) for English language editing.

Authors’ contributions
All authors contributed to the study conception and design. Furong Zeng and 
Guangtong Deng wrote the draft and drew the figures. Guangtong Deng and 
Xiang Chen revised and finalized the manuscript. All authors have read and 
approved the final manuscript.

Funding
This work was supported by the National Natural Science Foundation of China 
(Grant Nos. 82103183 to F. Z., 82102803 to G. D.), National Natural Science 
Foundation of Hunan Province (Grant Nos. 2022JJ40767 to F. Z., 2021JJ40976 
to G. D.), and China Postdoctoral Science Foundation (Nos. 2021T140748 to 
G.D. and 2022T150744 to F. Z.).

Availability of data and materials
The datasets generated during and/or analysed during the current study are 
available from the corresponding author on reasonable request.

Declarations

Ethics approval and consent to participate
Not applicable.

Consent for publication
Not applicable.

Competing interests
The authors have no relevant financial or non-financial interests to disclose.

Author details
1 Department of Oncology, Xiangya Hospital, Central South University, Chang-
sha, China. 2 Department of Dermatology, Xiangya Hospital, Central South 
University, Changsha, China. 

Received: 22 September 2022   Accepted: 9 November 2022

References
 1. Mishima E, Ito J, Wu Z, Nakamura T, Wahida A, Doll S, et al. A non-

canonical vitamin K cycle is a potent ferroptosis suppressor. Nature. 
2022;608(7924):778–83. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1038/ s41586- 022- 05022-3.

 2. Dixon SJ, Lemberg KM, Lamprecht MR, Skouta R, Zaitsev EM, Gleason CE, 
et al. Ferroptosis: an iron-dependent form of nonapoptotic cell death. 
Cell. 2012;149(5):1060–72. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1016/j. cell. 2012. 03. 042.

 3. Bersuker K, Hendricks JM, Li Z, Magtanong L, Ford B, Tang PH, et al. The CoQ 
oxidoreductase FSP1 acts parallel to GPX4 to inhibit ferroptosis. Nature. 
2019;575(7784):688–92. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1038/ s41586- 019- 1705-2.

 4. Doll S, Freitas FP, Shah R, Aldrovandi M, da Silva MC, Ingold I, et al. 
FSP1 is a glutathione-independent ferroptosis suppressor. Nature. 
2019;575(7784):693–8. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1038/ s41586- 019- 1707-0.

 5. Dai E, Zhang W, Cong D, Kang R, Wang J, Tang D. AIFM2 blocks ferroptosis 
independent of ubiquinol metabolism. Biochem Biophys Res Commun. 
2020;523(4):966–71. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1016/j. bbrc. 2020. 01. 066.

Publisher’s Note
Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in pub-
lished maps and institutional affiliations.

http://www.editage.cn
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41586-022-05022-3
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cell.2012.03.042
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41586-019-1705-2
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41586-019-1707-0
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bbrc.2020.01.066

	The anti-ferroptotic role of FSP1: current molecular mechanism and therapeutic approach
	Conclusion
	Acknowledgements
	References


