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”Defining the role of stem and progenitor cells
during tumour initiation”
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Many cancers arise from tissues maintained by stem and progenitor cells that ultimately give rise to non-
dividing terminally differentiated cells. However, little is known about the contribution of stem cells and
committed progenitors to cancer initiation.
In this study we assess the role of stem cells and progenitor cells in cancer initiation. Using skin epidermis
as a model, we studied the impact of oncogenic hedgehog signalling in stem cells and progenitor cell pop-
ulations and their capacity to induce basal cell carcinoma (BCC), the most frequent cancer in humans. We
found that only stem cells, and not progenitors, were competent to initiate tumour formation upon onco-
genic hedgehog signalling. Interestingly, this difference was due to the hierarchical organization of tumour
growth in oncogene-targeted stem cells, characterized by an increase of symmetric self-renewing divisions
and a higher p53-dependent resistance to apoptosis, leading to rapid clonal expansion and progression into
invasive tumours.
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