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Scaffold proteins play a crucial role in facilitating signal transduction in eukaryotes by bringing together multiple signaling components. In this study, we performed a systematic analysis of scaffold proteins in signal transduction by integrating protein-protein interaction and
kinase-substrate relationship networks. We predicted 212 scaffold proteins that are
involved in 605 distinct signaling pathways. The computational prediction was validated
using a protein microarray-based approach. The predicted scaffold proteins showed several
interesting characteristics, as we expected from the functionality of scaffold proteins. We
found that the scaffold proteins are likely to interact with each other, which is consistent with
previous finding that scaffold proteins tend to form homodimers and heterodimers. Interestingly, a single scaffold protein can be involved in multiple signaling pathways by interacting
with other scaffold protein partners. Furthermore, we propose two possible regulatory
mechanisms by which the activity of scaffold proteins is coordinated with their associated
pathways through phosphorylation process.

Author Summary
Despite their importance in the signaling transduction, there is no systematic effort in identifying and characterizing the scaffold proteins in humans. In this work, we predicted scaffold proteins by integrating the available protein-protein interactions and kinase-substrate
relationships. The predicted scaffold proteins showed characteristics for known scaffold
proteins, suggesting the fidelity of our prediction. More importantly, the systematic prediction of scaffold proteins provides biological insights in the scaffold-mediated signal transduction. We found that scaffold proteins are likely to form complexes, suggesting that
scaffold proteins could participate in diverse signaling pathways through the combinatorial
interactions among scaffold proteins. Furthermore, the regulation of scaffold proteins’
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activities has not been extensively studied. Our bioinformatics analysis proposed that scaffold proteins themselves might be regulated through phosphorylation process.

Introduction
Protein phosphorylation and dephosphorylation is an important means of protein regulation
that occur in both prokaryotic and eukaryotic organisms [1–5]. Phosphorylation of a protein
may result in a conformational change in its structure, recruitment of binding partners or
change of localization, leading to its activation or deactivation [6,7]. In the context of a signaling pathway, a relay of phosphorylation events could allow the transmission of extracellular
signals to intracellular targets. One well-known example is the RAS-ERK pathway, in which a
small G-protein RAS activates MAP3K RAF, which then phosphorylates and activates MAP2K
MEK1 (MAPKK1). MEK1 then phosphorylates and activates MAPK ERK1/2[8]. Biological
systems contain a large number of phosphorylation-related signaling pathways. Many of these
signaling pathways share common signaling components and are subject to extensive crossregulation. The emergence of complex signaling networks prompts the question of specificity,
and understanding how individual signals are transduced to arrive at specific outputs is of
great importance to the biological community. It is believed that the answer may partially lie in
the existence of scaffold proteins.
Scaffold proteins act as “molecular glue”, linking multiple components in a phosphorylation-dependent signaling pathway together to facilitate signal transduction, and as such play a
crucial role in the regulation of signaling cascades [8–13]. The scaffold proteins exert their
effects through simple tethering of signaling proteins, properly orienting target proteins, or
allosteric assembly of pathway components. They can enhance signaling specificity by sequestering proteins, preventing unwanted cross-influence between proteins in different signaling
pathways. They can also increase the signaling efficiency by increasing the local concentration
of each signaling component. Thus, the knowledge of scaffold proteins can help improve our
understanding of the regulation of subcellular signal transduction [14].
Traditional biochemistry approach to identifying scaffold proteins requires multiple steps
[15,16], including 1) selection of a candidate as a scaffold protein and the corresponding signaling pathway; 2) testing the protein-protein interactions between the scaffold candidate and the
protein members of the selected pathway; and 3) assessment of the enhanced signaling readout
of the signaling pathway in the presence of the scaffold candidate [12]. To date, there is no
report on a systematic effort to comprehensively identify scaffold proteins. In this work, by taking advantage of the existing extensive datasets of protein-protein interactions (PPIs) and
kinase-substrate relationships (KSRs), we developed a statistical approach to predict scaffold
proteins. We predicted a large number of potential scaffold proteins, which share many similar
characteristics with known scaffold proteins. Interestingly, we discovered that these predicted
scaffold proteins are likely to form scaffold complexes and contain more phosphorylation sites
than other proteins in human proteome, suggesting that the functionality of the scaffold proteins might be regulated by phosphorylation process.

Results
Protein mediators are widespread in signaling networks
We first construct a composite network, which includes 55,048 protein-protein interactions
(PPIs) and 1103 kinase-substrate relationship (KSR) in human [3,5,17]. For a given protein
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pair, we calculated the shortest distances connecting them in the PPI network (see Methods). A
distance of 1 indicates that two proteins directly interact with each other, while a distance of 2
indicates that they do not interact directly with each other, but both interact with a third protein (Fig 1A). Among 1,103 protein pairs with known KSRs, 24.9% of them have a distance of 2
in the PPI network, suggesting that these signaling proteins are likely to interact with a shared
protein mediator. In contrast, of the 6.4×107 human protein pairs in the PPI network, only
2.7% have a distance of 2 (Fig 1A). The shortest distance analysis suggested that protein mediators might be widespread among signaling proteins in the phosphorylation networks.
We next examined the network motifs in the composite network, which represent the basic
building blocks in a network [18]. The network motif relevant to scaffold proteins is singleinput module (SIM), where a single regulator regulates a set of proteins [19]. Here, the single
regulator corresponds to a scaffold protein, while the set of proteins are the protein members
in a signaling pathway. In our analysis, a SIM is identified if one protein shows PPIs with a set
of proteins and the set of proteins form a linear cascade through KSRs (Fig 1B). We observed
that the occurrences of the SIMs are significantly enriched as compared to their expected
occurrences in the networks, where the PPIs were randomly permutated (Fig 1B). For example,
the SIM motif with a cascade length of 5 occurs 47 times; whereas only 2 times is expected in a
randomized network (Fig 1B). Both shortest distance and network motif analyses suggest that
a scaffold mediator is likely a widely-used mechanism in phosphorylation signaling cascades.

Prediction of scaffold proteins
In order to predict potential scaffold proteins in phosphorylation signaling cascades, we
searched in the composite networks for proteins that show protein-protein interactions with
multiple components in KSR networks (Fig 2). Note that in this work we do not distinguish
scaffold proteins and adaptors, which are smaller proteins binding only two signaling proteins
[20]. The scaffold proteins in this work are simply defined as the protein hubs that interact
with multiple members in a signaling pathway.
A stringent requirement was made in predicting potential scaffold proteins by examining
whether a given candidate interacts with all components in a particular pathway. Here, the
pathway is defined as a set of proteins with linear KSRs. For example, if Kinase A phosphorylates Kinase B, and Kinase B phosphorylates Protein C, we constructed a pathway of A ! B !
C. Some proteins might interact with subset of proteins in the pathway, such as proteins A and
B (or proteins B and C) in the pathway. Continuous sub-paths within a long pathway are also
considered as separate pathways (such as A ! B and B ! C). Note that such defined pathways
are not necessary to be the same biological pathway as those defined in other databases (e.g.,
KEGG database)[21].
To assess the statistical significance for predicting scaffold proteins, simulations were performed by permutation of the PPIs, while keeping the interaction degree (i.e., number of interacting partners) for each protein unchanged. For a protein with a PPI degree of n and a
targeted signaling pathway with length of l, we calculated in the permutated networks the
chance that a protein with the same PPI degree is predicted as a scaffold protein.
Using 1000 random PPI data to calculate the false discovery rate and choosing 0.01 as the cutoff of false discovery rate, 212 proteins were predicted as scaffold proteins, which are associated
with 605 non-redundant phosphorylation pathways. Among the 1,103 known KSRs, 359 of them
(33%) are associated with at least one predicted scaffold protein. The resulting network is shown
in S1 Fig. The predicted scaffold proteins and their associated pathways are listed in S1 Table.
We then examined whether these scaffold proteins are chosen simply because of their high
interaction degrees. Based on the PPI degree distribution, we found that the peak of the
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Fig 1. Scaffold proteins are widespread in signaling networks. (A) PPI distance of KSR pairs and all human protein pairs. The PPI distance of a protein
pair is defined as the shortest distance of the two proteins in PPI network. KSR pairs are significantly enriched in PPI distance = 2. In fact, 24.9% of KSR pairs
have PPI distance of 2, while only 2.7% of all human protein pairs have the same PPI distance. (B) Network motifs in which one protein interacts with a series
of proteins and these proteins form a cascade via KSRs. These network motifs are enriched, suggesting that scaffold proteins are widespread in signaling
pathways.
doi:10.1371/journal.pcbi.1004508.g001

distribution locates around 10 (S2 Fig). This distribution is similar to that of known scaffold
proteins. This result indicates the prediction of scaffold proteins is unlikely to be an artifact
due to their high PPI degrees; whereas we did observed that proteins with high PPI degrees
have high possibilities to be scaffold proteins (S3 Fig).
We collected 78 known scaffold proteins for kinase signaling pathways through literature
curation (S2 Table). Our prediction recovered 18 of them, yielding a sensitivity of 23%. In
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Fig 2. Strategy to predict scaffold proteins. For each potential scaffold protein, we corrected the effect of interaction degree of the protein and the length of
associated pathways. We utilized the randomized PPI to assess the significance of a predicted scaffold protein. The random PPI keep the same PPI degree
for each protein by randomly selecting two PPI pairs and changing their partners.
doi:10.1371/journal.pcbi.1004508.g002

contrast, when 212 proteins were selected randomly among the whole human proteome
(~24,000 proteins), it is only expected to recover 0.69 known scaffold protein. Therefore, our
prediction of scaffold proteins is of > 26-fold enrichment (p<6.9×10−21, hypergeometric
distribution).

Validation of scaffold proteins using protein microarrays
To experimentally evaluate the quality of our prediction, we performed kinase reactions on a
human proteome array (HuProt), which contains over 17,000 full-length human proteins, in
order to comprehensively examine the effects of predicted scaffold proteins [3,22]. The kinase
assays were performed by incubating each array with a purified kinase in the presence or
absence of its predicted scaffold protein (see methods). Two newly predicted scaffold proteins,
activating transcription factor 2 (ATF2) and peptidylprolylcis/trans isomerase, NIMA-interacting 1 (PIN1), were selected for validation. Note that these two scaffold proteins do not contain
kinase domain so that they themselves will not directly enhance the phosphorylation activity
on the substrates. ATF2 is highly conserved in vertebrates and it is comprised of a C-terminal
basic leucine zipper (bZIP) domain and an N-terminal GCN4 central activation domain-like
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acidic activation domain. This protein can specifically bind the CRE DNA motif to activate
downstream transcription. As a peptidyl-prolylcis/trans isomerase, PIN1 catalyzes the cis/trans
isomerization of peptidyl-prolyl peptide bonds. It specifically binds to phosphorylated pS/TP
motifs to catalytically regulate the post-phosphorylation conformation of its substrates and has
a profound impact on key proteins involved in the regulation of cell growth, genotoxic and
other stress responses, the immune response, germ cell development, neuronal differentiation,
to name a few.
In our dataset, ATF2 was predicted to act as a scaffold protein for kinases of CKII
(CSNK2A1) and MAP kinase JNK2 (MAPK9), while PIN1 was predicted to act as a potential
scaffold for CKII (S3 Table). We tested whether the predicted scaffold proteins will enhance
the phosphorylation signals on the substrates presented on the HuProt array. In order to determine the activity of the purified kinases, a standard dot blot assay was first performed for CKII
and JNK2, and both were found to have good activity (S4 Fig). Each HuProt array was incubated with the purified kinase in a standard phosphorylation reaction buffer using 33P-γ-ATP
as a labeling reagent in the presence or absence of its candidate scaffold protein. To ensure
reproducibility, all the kinase reactions were performed in duplicate. Phosphorylation array
images were compared side-by-side and each positive hit was identified with the GenePix software and validated by visual inspection. A scaffold protein-dependent substrate was identified
with following criteria. First, a true phosphorylated substrate must have a signal intensity
greater than 1.5 (see Methods). Second, a positive must be reproducible in the duplicate. Third,
a true positive should be found phosphorylated only in the presence of the scaffold protein but
not in the absence of the scaffold.
Using these criteria, 28 scaffold protein-dependent phosphorylation events were discovered
between JNK2 and CKII (S4 Table). For example, JNK2 could only phosphorylate FLJ22639,
CENPB, and MRPL18 in the presence of its predicted scaffold protein ATF2, suggesting that
ATF2 facilitates JNK2 phosphorylation of these substrates (Fig 3). Interestingly, both PIN1 and
ATF2 can act as scaffold proteins for the pathway of CKII !C2orf13. However, PIN2 and
ATF2 can also act specifically on pathways of CKII ! C3orf37 and CKII ! ZNF554, respectively. In summary, the successful identification of novel scaffold proteins and scaffold-dependent KSRs strengthens our initial predictions.

Most scaffold proteins are specific to pathways
Of the 605 scaffold-mediated phosphorylation pathways, 408 (67%) are associated with only
one scaffold protein, suggesting that the signaling pathways are likely to be specifically regulated by a single scaffold protein (Fig 4A). On the other hand, 61% of scaffold proteins are associated with more than one pathway, suggesting that these scaffold proteins can participate in
multiple pathways (Fig 4B).
Some partially overlapped pathways are involved in different biological processes and can
be regulated by different scaffold proteins. For example, one signaling pathway, namely
PLK1!WEE1!CDC2!CDC25C, is associated with a scaffold protein PIN1. The pathway is
partially overlapped with the pathway of CDC2!CSNK2A1!AKT1, which is associated with
scaffold protein Tyrosine-protein phosphatase non-receptor type 1 (PTPN1). Although CDC2
participates in both pathways, the two scaffold proteins might provide specificity to the signaling pathways and prevent possible undesired crosstalk between pathways.

Characterization of scaffold proteins
To further our understanding of the biological process that these scaffold proteins might be
involved, we examined the gene ontology (GO) annotation associated with the predicted
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Fig 3. Experimental validations for CSNK2A1 and MAPK9. A human proteome microarray, comprised of
17,000 individually purified human proteins in full-length, was used to perform phosphorylation reactions with
CKII (CSNK2A1) and JNK2 (MAPK9) in the presence or absence of their predicted scaffold proteins, ATF2
and PIN1. Phosphorylation signals were detected by exposure of the human proteome microarrays to X-ray
film. Positive hits in red boxes were identified by visual inspection.
doi:10.1371/journal.pcbi.1004508.g003

scaffold proteins. The GO biological process analysis indicates that 106 of the 212 predicted
scaffold proteins are associated with the GO term “signal transduction” (p<1×10−28, hypergeometric distribution), and that 75 of them are annotated to be related to “intracellular signaling
cascade” (p<1×10−32, hypergeometric distribution), both over three-fold enrichment than
expected (Fig 5A). Furthermore, 38 of predicted scaffold proteins are associated with the GO
term “regulation of phosphorylation,” and 36 with “protein kinase cascade.”
To gain molecular insights into how these predicted scaffold proteins might function in signaling cascades, we examined the protein domains encoded by these proteins as defined in
Pfam [23]. Compared to the expected occurrence of the corresponding domains, we found several enriched protein domains in these predicted scaffold proteins (Fig 5B). Many of them are
known to interact with phosphorylation sites and play a role in signaling cascades, including
SH2, SH3, and PH, suggesting that many predicted scaffold proteins are directly involved in
kinase signaling. For example, SH2 domains are known to interact with phosphorylated tyrosine sites and regulate the signaling pathways [24,25]. Interestingly, kinase domains are also
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Fig 4. Specificity of scaffold proteins and pathways. (A) Number of pathways related to scaffold proteins. 408 pathways (67.4%) are found to be
associated with only one scaffold protein. (B) Number of scaffold proteins related to pathways. Specifically, 83 scaffold proteins are associated with only one
pathways, while 28 scaffold proteins are related to >10 pathways.
doi:10.1371/journal.pcbi.1004508.g004

enriched, such as Pkinase and Pkinase_Tyr, suggesting that some scaffold proteins are kinase
themselves. In fact, 18.9% (40/212) of predicted scaffold proteins are kinases, which is consistent to the previous finding that some kinases can act as scaffold proteins [26,27]. However,
only 8% (40/518) of kinases in our dataset were predicted as scaffold proteins.
Furthermore, we examined the size of the predicted scaffold proteins. Scaffold proteins are
generally large proteins because they need to interact with multiple proteins simultaneously,
although some known and predicted scaffold proteins are small proteins as they can form large
complexes of polymer, such as ISCU [28]. The comparison between predicted scaffold proteins
and the human proteome shows the predicted scaffold proteins are significantly larger than
that of background (average 670 residues for scaffold proteins vs. 200 residues for all human
proteins) (Fig 5C). This property is partially due to the higher interaction degree of scaffold
proteins. If we compared the protein sizes between scaffold proteins and the proteins with similar interaction degrees, their protein sizes showed no significant difference (S5 Fig).
If scaffold proteins are essential for signaling pathways, it is expected that these proteins
should be under evolutionary constraint. By comparing the human protein sequences with
their mouse counterparts, we calculated the conservation score for each human protein. On
average, the predicted scaffold proteins have a very high conservation score of 0.90, while the
average conservation score for all human proteins is 0.68 (Fig 5D). In fact, 92% of predicted
scaffold proteins have conservation scores larger than 0.8, while we only expect that 47% of
human proteins have that level of conservation.
Finally, we examined whether the predicted scaffold proteins were co-expressed with the
proteins in their associated pathways. Based on the gene expression data across 18 different
biological conditions [29], we calculated the gene expression correlation coefficient between
scaffold proteins and all members in the pathways, and found that the correlation coefficients
were higher than expected from two randomly selected genes (S6 Fig).
In summary, the above analyses of gene ontology, protein domains, protein sizes, evolutionary conservation, and co-expression clearly set apart the predicted scaffold proteins from the
rest of the human proteome by showing the characteristics for the functionality of the scaffold
proteins.
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Fig 5. Characterization of scaffold proteins. (A) Enriched GO terms for scaffold proteins. (B) Enriched protein domains defined by Pfam in scaffold
proteins. The GO and Pfam terms are sorted increasingly from left to right by p-value. (C) Distribution of protein lengths. (D) Distribution of evolutionary
conservation.
doi:10.1371/journal.pcbi.1004508.g005

Scaffold proteins tend to form complexes
Since some scaffold proteins are known to form dimers [30,31], we systematically examined
the connectivity among the predicted scaffold proteins in PPI networks (Fig 6A). Among the
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Fig 6. Interactions between scaffold proteins. (A) Overall PPI interaction networks between scaffold proteins. (B) Number of homotypic interactions
among scaffold proteins. (C) Number of heterotypic interactions among scaffold proteins. (D) Number of heterotypic interactions that are associated with the
same pathways. (E) Examples of scaffold protein complexes that are associated with signaling pathways. The scaffold proteins in a complex interact each
other, and all of them interact with each member in the associated pathway.
doi:10.1371/journal.pcbi.1004508.g006

212 scaffold proteins, 72 of them (33.9%) have homotypic interactions, suggesting that scaffold
proteins tend to form homodimers (Fig 6B). In contrast, only 20.7% of proteins (2423/11696)
are found to interact with themselves for all proteins in human PPI network. The enrichment
for homotypic interactions among scaffold proteins is statistically significant (p = 4.19×10−6,
hypergeometric distribution).
Because it is also possible that two different scaffold proteins might form a heterodimer, we
next examined the heterotypic interactions among the scaffold proteins. Among the 212 scaffold proteins, we identified total 725 PPIs (Fig 6A). As a control, we randomly selected 212
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proteins with PPI degrees similar to the 212 scaffold proteins so that the effect of interactions
degree was excluded. The expected number of PPIs among the 212 randomly selected proteins
was only 145, suggesting that the scaffold proteins are also likely to form heterodimers (Fig
6C).
Interestingly, if we focused on the scaffold proteins associated with the same signaling pathways, we found these scaffold proteins are more likely to have heterotypic interactions. Indeed,
456 pairs of scaffold proteins share the same pathways. Among them, 118 scaffold protein
pairs have direct PPIs. As a control, we randomly selected 456 pairs of protein with similar PPI
degrees, and calculated the number of pairs with PPIs. We repeated the simulation 10,000
times, and the expected number of pairs with direct PPI among 456 pairs of proteins is only 10
(Fig 6D).
Our finding suggests that scaffold proteins might form scaffold protein complexes to regulate signaling pathways. For example, scaffold proteins CBL and SHC1 interact with each
other; both of them are found to be associated with pathway of CSK! LYN!STAT5A, a tyrosine kinase medicated pathway that is involved in regulation of the immune response[32]. Similarly, scaffold proteins GRB2, CBL and PIK3R1 are likely to form a scaffold complex due to
the high interaction degree among them. All three proteins are predicted to be the scaffold proteins of pathway of PDGFRA!SRC!ABL1!CRK (Fig 6E), which is mediated by plateletderived growth factor receptor and play an important role in organ development and tumor
progression[33–35]. Interestingly, in this example, the scaffold protein CBL is associated with
two pathways by interacting with different scaffold proteins (SHC1 vs. GRB2 and PIK3R1),
suggesting that formation of scaffold protein complexes is a potential mechanism for multiplexing the function of scaffold proteins.

Scaffold proteins themselves are likely regulated through
phosphorylation
Scaffold proteins are traditionally thought to act as “molecular glue”, bringing different protein
components into proximity in a static way. It remains elusive whether and how the activity of
scaffold proteins is regulated so that the scaffold proteins and the signaling pathways work in
concert to respond to the environmental cue. We hypothesize that scaffold proteins within the
phosphorylation network are phosphorylated themselves. To test this hypothesis, we first
examined the phosphorylation sites on the predicted scaffold proteins. After collecting 70,422
known phosphorylation sites obtained from mass spectrometry experiments [3–5], we mapped
these sites on the proteins. We found that the majority (98%) of predicted scaffold proteins
carry at least one known phosphorylation site, and that 79% of them contain at least five
known phosphorylation sites. In contrast, only 42% of proteins in the entire human proteome
contain any known phosphorylation sites, and only 12.4% of them contain at least five known
phosphorylation sites (Fig 7A). It is worthy to note that the property is not because of the relatively large size of scaffold proteins. If we compared the number of phosphorylation sites
between scaffold proteins and the proteins with similar sizes, the scaffold proteins still have significantly more phosphorylation sites (Fig 7B). Furthermore, if we excluded kinases from the
scaffold protein list, the same observation was also made (S7 Fig).
Given the possibility that scaffold proteins might be regulated through phosphorylation
process, we attempted to identify the possible mechanism in which scaffold proteins and their
associated pathways cooperate with each other and respond to the environment. We speculate
two possible mechanisms for regulation of scaffold proteins via phosphorylation. First, we
expect one kinase member in the signaling pathway phosphorylates the scaffold protein and
activates it. We term such cases as intrinsic regulation. In fact, 172 cases were found in which a
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Fig 7. Possible regulatory mechanisms of scaffold proteins. (A) Distribution of MS/MS determined phosphorylation site numbers per protein. Predicted
scaffold proteins have 12 sites on average. As a contrast, proteins in human proteome only have 2 sites on average. (B) The high number of phosphorylation
sites in scaffold proteins is not due to larger protein sizes. If we compared the number of sites between scaffold proteins and the proteins with similar sizes,
the similar observation was made. One possible regulatory mechanism for scaffold proteins is that one kinase member in the pathway phosphorylates the
scaffold protein. The number of such cases is shown in (C). The examples are shown in (E). The second possible mechanism is that one upstream kinase
phosphorylates both scaffold protein and one member in the pathways. The number of such cases is shown in (D). The examples are shown in (F).
doi:10.1371/journal.pcbi.1004508.g007
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member in the signaling pathways phosphorylates the associated scaffold proteins, while only
20 cases were expected if we randomly selected proteins from entire human proteome as scaffold proteins (Fig 7C). For example, scaffold protein DAPP was predicted to be associated with
pathway of LCK!PLCG2. Interestingly, kinase LCK in the pathway is known to phosphorylate scaffold protein DAPP [36] (Fig 7E).
The second possible mechanism is that a scaffold protein is regulated by a kinase(s) that is
not a member of the scaffold protein-associated signaling pathway, which we term extrinsic
regulation. Since the activity of scaffold proteins and their associated pathways are coordinated,
we required that the upstream kinases regulating scaffold proteins also regulate one member in
the pathway. In fact, we found 39 such cases while only 10 cases were expected (Fig 7D). For
example, kinase FYN is known to phosphorylate scaffold protein CAV1, which is associated
with pathway CSK!SRC!CTNNB1. In the meantime, FYN is also known to phosphorylate
CTNNB1 in the pathway (Fig 7F). In summary, our study marks a promising start in identifying the regulatory mechanism of scaffold-mediated protein phosphorylation and further in
vivo studies will determine the functional importance of our observations.

Discussion
Signal transduction by phosphorylation is the most universal and well-studied mechanism that
cells employ to mediate signal transduction, although many kinase-substrate relationships
remain to be discovered. Kinase substrates have long been recognized using their known consensus sequence motifs, an amino acid sequence uniquely recognized by a particular kinase.
However, with the accumulation of experimental data many kinases break this long-held rule
and have been found to share similar phosphorylation motifs with other kinases, although they
phosphorylate totally different sets of substrates [3]. This phenomenon has plagued the paradigm and one possible explanation is scaffold proteins. Scaffold proteins can facilitate the
kinase-substrate interactions and thus, can be employed to specify and stabilize the weak and
transient interactions between the members in a signaling pathway. Therefore, identification of
scaffold proteins will help us make a better prediction of kinase-substrate relationships and
provide us new insights into the molecular mechanisms of signal transduction. The traditional
approaches to identifying the scaffold proteins are often tedious and involved in many steps
[15,16]. Recently, an analysis of MAPK signaling pathways identified 10 scaffold proteins [37].
This study represents the first attempt at a large-scale projection of potential scaffold proteins. Several lines of evidences suggested the high quality of our predictions. First, comparing
with other proteins, the predicted scaffold proteins showed many unique properties that are
expected for scaffold proteins. For example, they are likely to contain protein domains that are
known to interact with signaling proteins. Second, our protein microarray-based validations
have provided a first start in validating this method. Twenty-eight protein substrates could be
phosphorylated only in the presence of a predicted scaffold protein. Third, many known scaffold proteins were recovered by our predictions even if we used a very stringent cutoff of
FDR = 1%. On the other hand, we are also fully aware of the limitation of our prediction. For
example, we currently have only 78 known scaffold proteins. The small number will probably
introduce bias in our estimation of sensitivity. Furthermore, the PPI and KSR datasets are
incomplete. We believe that we will be able to improve our prediction when the known scaffold
proteins, PPI and KSR datasets become more complete and accurate. More important, a better
prediction could be made if we could obtain the cell type-specific PPI and KSR data in the
future, because the signaling pathways are largely cell type specific.
There is one caveat of using existing protein-protein interaction (PPI) datasets for our prediction. The PPI datasets we used indeed includes both direct interactions, which were
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generated from yeast-two-hybrid technique, and indirect interactions, which were generated
from affinity purification coupled to mass spectrometry. However, the direct interactions dominate our PPI dataset. By comparing MIPS corum database, which includes 1846 human protein complexes, only 5.9% (3243/55048) PPI interactions are from the human protein
complexes. Furthermore, among the 1167 pairs of scaffold proteins and associated signaling
proteins, only 88 of them (7.5%) belong to the same complexes. Therefore, we do not expect
our results would be significantly affected by the inclusion of a small portion of interactions
from protein complexes.
The scaffold proteins predicted in this study may only reflect a small fraction of the entire
set of scaffold proteins, because we used a very stringent requirement for our prediction. In our
prediction, only the proteins that interact all members in a pathway were considered as the
candidates for the scaffold proteins, while some scaffold proteins might only interact with
some members in a signaling pathway. Furthermore, we used 1% of FDR as cutoff, which is
very stringent. These factors could partially explain the relatively low sensitivity of our
prediction.
The systematic identification of scaffold proteins provides us the opportunity to examine
the design principle of scaffold-medicated signaling pathways. Although several cases have
been discovered that scaffold proteins tend to form homodimers or heterodimer [30,31], our
study demonstrates that scaffold complexes are a widespread phenomenon. The statistical significance of our observation indicates that formation of complexes is a general rule of scaffold
proteins. More importantly, by interacting with different partners, one scaffold protein could
be involved in different signaling pathways. Therefore, formation of scaffold complexes provides a means of encoding multiplexed specificity, generating diversity and exerting additional
regulatory controls in the complex signaling networks.
Despite the large body of work on scaffold proteins, little is known about whether and how
scaffold proteins themselves are regulated. A few studies have showed that scaffold proteins
could be regulated through phosphorylation. For example, yeast scaffold protein Ste5 was
phosphorylated by Fus3, which is a member of the Ste5-associated signaling pathways [15].
However, the general regulatory mechanisms for scaffold proteins have not been extensively
explored. Inspired by our finding that scaffold proteins contain many phosphorylation sites,
we propose two possible mechanisms by which the scaffold proteins themselves are also subjected to phosphorylation regulation. If a scaffold protein is activated by a kinase in its associated pathway, the simultaneous activation of the scaffold protein and the associated pathway
could be achieved (i.e., intrinsic regulation). Coordination can also be achieved when a scaffold
protein and at least one member in its associated pathways are regulated by a kinase that is not
associated with this pathway, and thereby co-activated in a concerted manner (i.e., extrinsic
regulation). In both mechanisms, phosphorylation of the scaffold proteins serves as a reinforcement to ensure proper signals to be passed downstream. Future studies will further dissect the
molecular mechanisms underlying the regulation of scaffold proteins. Nonetheless, our findings suggest that such regulatory mechanism might be a design principle of scaffold-mediated
signal transduction.

Materials and Methods
Protein-protein interactions
Human protein-protein interaction (PPI) data were collected from five databases: DIP (Database of Interacting Proteins, http://dip.doe-mbi.ucla.edu), MIPS (Mammalian PPI database,
http://mips.gsf.de/proj/ppi/), IntAct (ftp://ftp.ebi.ac.uk/pub/databases/intact/current/), HPRD
(HPRD_Release_7_09012007, http://www.hprd.org/) and BioGRID (biogrid-all-2.0.45.tab,
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http://www.thebiogrid.org/downloads.php). These data were then formatted and reorganized
to remove redundancies. In total, we obtained 55,048 human PPIs [17].

KSR networks
1103 experimentally validated kinase substrate relations were collected from literature and the
PhosphoELM database (phosphor.elm.eu.org) [3].

Computation of PPI distance
The PPI distances of a protein pair is defined as the shortest distance of the protein pair in the
PPI network, and can be computed using Breadth-First Search (BFS) algorithm [38]. We took
each protein with PPI information as a root, and defined it as the first level of a tree. We then
extended the root to take all its neighbors as the nodes at the second level of the tree. We next
took the neighbors of all nodes at second level as the nodes at the third level of the tree, and all
nodes that had appeared in previous levels would be deleted in this level. We repeated this procedure till no further level could be added to the tree. This resulted in the PPI distances between
root node and all other nodes in the tree being the difference of their levels. For example, the
PPI distance between root node (first level) and a node at the fourth level is 3. This allowed us
to obtain the shortest distance of each protein pair.

Identification of phosphorylation-related scaffold proteins
We first extracted all pathways from a KSR network. We took each kinase as root, and
extended its substrates using a Depth-First Search (DFS) algorithm [39]. Each path starting
from a root in the tree represents a possible phosphorylation pathway. Here, we require the
path must start from a root node, but does not need to end at a leaf node. The minimum length
of a pathway was set as 2. To speed up the program, only KSR with PPI distance of one or two
are considered to build the pathways since KSR with PPI distance larger than two don’t share
neighbors in PPI network thus it is impossible for them to have a related scaffold protein. We
also included the continuous sub-pathways of long pathways because the longer pathways may
not have corresponding scaffold proteins, while its continuous substrings do. By doing it this
way, we can list all possible pathways and remove any redundancies.
For each possible pathway, we checked whether all protein in the pathway had a common
interacting partner in PPI network. If so, the common interacting partner is predicted as candidate scaffold protein related to that pathway.

False discovery rate (FDR) control
FDR is a statistical method to control the false positive rate in predicted result, which is especially useful in multiple-hypothesis testing to correct for multiple comparisons [40]. In practice, FDR can be defined as the expected false positive rate. Supposing there are n independent
tests, each test contains mi predicted results with FDR qi (qi q for i = 1,. . .,n), then the integral FDR q satisfies the following formula,
n
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In our case, each candidate scaffold protein corresponds to one independent test, thus we
can control the integral FDR by controlling the FDR of each individual scaffold protein.
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Suppose l is the pathway length cutoff and SP is a scaffold protein, SP corresponds to N pathways with length ≧l based on real PPI data, and corresponds to M pathways with length ≧l
based on random PPI data, then the FDR of SP as well as its related pathways under pathway
length cutoff l can be estimated as M/N.
The random PPI data was produced by the random shuffle of real human PPI data. We randomly selected two human PPI pairs, such as A-B and C-D, and then exchange their partners
to create two new pairs, A-D and B-C. These two pairs will replace A-B and C-D if both of
them are not included in real human PPI data. We repeated this procedure as many times as
that of the total number of PPI pairs to create the random PPI data and each pair has been
shuffled about two times on average. The final random PPI data also contain exactly 55,048
PPI pairs. This kind of shuffle breaks the biological relationship between a protein and its PPI
partners, but does not change its PPI degree or the number of its PPI partners, thus keeps its
major characters of statistics. Based on the shuffled random PPI data, we can compute the
pathways related to a candidate scaffold protein. For accuracy, we created 1000 random PPI
data and use them to calculate the average length cutoff under false discovery rate of 0.01.

Extracting known scaffold proteins
We use “scaffold protein” as keyword to search papers in google scholar and pubmed to find all
papers containing this keyword. We then manually collected the known scaffold proteins (S2
Table).

Protein purification
Proteins for the microarrays were purified, printed, and analyzed as described previously
(Jeong et al, 2012). Kinases and scaffolds ORFs were expressed as GST-fusion proteins in yeast.
Cultures (50 mL) were grown at 30°C to OD600 1.0–1.2 and induced with 2% galactose for 4–6
hours. Harvested cells were lysed with glass beads in lysis buffer (100 mMTris-HCl [pH 7.4],
100 mMNaCl, 1 mM EGTA, 0.1% 2-mercaptoethanol, 0.5 mM PMSF, 0.1% Triton X-100, protease inhibitor cocktail [Roche], and phosphatase inhibitor cocktails 2 and 3 [Sigma]). GSTproteins were bound to glutathione beads (GE healthcare) for 40 minutes at 4°C and washed 3
times with Wash Buffer I (50 mMTris-HCl [pH 7.4], 500 mMNaCl, 1 mM EGTA, 10% glycerol, 0.1% Triton X-100, 0.1% 2-mercaptoethanol, and 0.5 mM PMSF) and 3 times with Wash
Buffer II (50 mM HEPES [pH 7.4], 100 mMNaCl, 1 mM EGTA, 10% glycerol, 0.1% 2-mercaptoethanol, and 0.5 mM PMSF) before 2 30 minute elutions in elution buffer (100 mMTris-HCl
[pH 8.0], 100 mMNaCl, 10 mM MgCl2, 30 mM glutathione, and 20% glycerol). Eluate was collected and concentrations were determined through BSA standard.

Dot blot assay
Purified kinase activity was assessed using a simple dot blot assay by incubating each kinase
with a generic substrate mix in the presence of 32P-γ-ATP. 2 μL purified kinases were mixed
with 1 μL substrate mix (1:1:1 casein:MBP:Histone H3 100 ng/μL dissolved in TBS) and 2μL
2.5x reaction buffer (90 mMTris-HCl, pH 7.5, 180 mMNaCl, 9 mM MgCl2, 0.9 mM MnCl2, 0.9
mM DTT, 9μM cold ATP, 2.5 mM EGTA, 20 mM HEPES-KOH, pH 7.5, 0.9 mMNaF, 0.9 mM
Na3VO4, and 5.954E-05 mM32P-γ-ATP [Perkin Elmer; 0.2 μL/5.6μL reaction mix]) and incubated at 30°C for 30 minutes. Reactions were quenched by spotting entire mix onto nitrocellulose paper and drying for 15 minutes. Membrane was then washed 3 times for 10 minutes with
PBS and dried again for 15 minutes. Blots were exposed to film overnight.
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Protein microarray assay
In order to assess whether predicted scaffolds could alter kinase substrate specificity, protein
microarray assays were performed. In these assays, the protein microarrays were treated with
purified, active kinase both in the absence and presence of predicted scaffold. Microarrays were
briefly dipped in TBS to remove excess glycerol from printing procedure before blocking in 3
mL of blocking buffer (3% BSA in TBST) for 1 hour. Arrays were washed 3 times in TBST
before the addition of 125 uL of kinase buffer containing 3:1 scaffold:kinase in kinase buffer
(50 mMTris-HCl [pH 7.5], 100 mMNaCl, 10mM MgCl2, 1 mM MnCl2, 1 mM DTT, 1 mM
EGTA, 25 mM HEPES-KOH [pH 7.5], 1 mM NaVO4, 1 mMNaF, 0.1% NP-40, 0.0000556
mM33P-γ-ATP [Perkin Elmer; 2 μL/array]). Arrays were placed in a humidity chamber and
incubated for 30 minutes at 30°C. Following the reaction, arrays were quickly immersed in two
separate beakers of TBST and washed 3 times in TBST for 10 minutes followed by 3 washes in
0.5% SDS for 10 minutes. Arrays were then quickly dunked in water heated to 37°C and dried
by centrifugation before being arranged in a standard film cassette and exposed to film (Kodak
BioMax MR) for 30 days at -80°C. After 30 days, the film was developed and scanned before
analysis with GenePix software.

Supporting Information
S1 Fig. Network of predicted scaffold proteins and proteins in their associated pathways.
Scaffold proteins were colored as red and proteins in pathways were colored as green. Scaffold
proteins were colored as blue if they were also proteins in pathways. Dashed arrows represent
the relationships from scaffold proteins to proteins in the related pathways. Note that the relationships represented by dashed arrows are different to the solid arrows in the manuscript,
which represent the KSRs.
(TIFF)
S2 Fig. The PPI degreee distribution for predicted scaffold proteins.
(TIFF)
S3 Fig. The percentage of scaffold proteins of human proteins with PPI degrees. The larger
the PPI degrees, the more possible a protein to be a scaffold protein, but not all high-degree
proteins are predicted as scaffold proteins. For example, only 20% of proteins with degree
greater than 140 are predicted as scaffold proteins.
(TIFF)
S4 Fig. Coomassie stain of scaffold proteins and kinases shows high quality of purification.
Dot blot using generic substrate mix indicates that kinases are very active against generic substrates.
(TIFF)
S5 Fig. Comparison of protein sizes between scaffold proteins and other proteins with similar PPI degree.
(TIFF)
S6 Fig. Correlation coefficient of gene expression between scaffold proteins and their associated pathway members (red line). The background distribution (blue line) represents the
same correlation coefficients between two randomly selected genes. The difference between the
two distributions is statistically significant.
(TIFF)
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S7 Fig. Comparison of the numbers of phosphorylation sites between non-kinase scaffold
proteins and other human proteins with similar protein sizes.
(TIFF)
S1 Table. Predicted scaffold proteins and their associated pathways.
(XLS)
S2 Table. List of 78 known scaffold proteins. (Proteins recovered by our prediction are in
bold; the corresponding references of the scaffold proteins are also listed.)
(DOCX)
S3 Table. Validation hit list of predicted scaffold proteins.
(DOCX)
S4 Table. List of PIN1and ATF2 meditated phosphorylation events. Each array was manually aligned and scored. Final hits that were identified were replicated, not present in control
arrays, and had F/B ratios >1.5. Proteins in bold were hit with both ATF2 and PIN1.
(DOCX)

Author Contributions
Conceived and designed the experiments: JH JQ. Performed the experiments: JN. Analyzed the
data: JH JN JZ HZ JQ. Wrote the paper: JH JN JZ HZ JQ.

References
1.

Linding R, Jensen LJ, Ostheimer GJ, van Vugt MA, Jorgensen C, et al. (2007) Systematic discovery of
in vivo phosphorylation networks. Cell 129: 1415–1426. PMID: 17570479

2.

Fiedler D, Braberg H, Mehta M, Chechik G, Cagney G, et al. (2009) Functional organization of the S.
cerevisiae phosphorylation network. Cell 136: 952–963. doi: 10.1016/j.cell.2008.12.039 PMID:
19269370

3.

Newman RH, Hu J, Rho HS, Xie Z, Woodard C, et al. (2013) Construction of human activity-based
phosphorylation networks. Mol Syst Biol 9: 655. doi: 10.1038/msb.2013.12 PMID: 23549483

4.

Hu J, Rho HS, Newman RH, Hwang W, Neiswinger J, et al. (2014) Global analysis of phosphorylation
networks in humans. Biochim Biophys Acta 1844: 224–231. doi: 10.1016/j.bbapap.2013.03.009 PMID:
23524292

5.

Hu J, Rho HS, Newman RH, Zhang J, Zhu H, et al. (2014) PhosphoNetworks: a database for human
phosphorylation networks. Bioinformatics 30: 141–142. doi: 10.1093/bioinformatics/btt627 PMID:
24227675

6.

Barford D, Das AK, Egloff MP (1998) The structure and mechanism of protein phosphatases: insights
into catalysis and regulation. Annu Rev Biophys Biomol Struct 27: 133–164. PMID: 9646865

7.

Cole PA, Shen K, Qiao Y, Wang D (2003) Protein tyrosine kinases Src and Csk: a tail's tale. Curr Opin
Chem Biol 7: 580–585. PMID: 14580561

8.

Shaw AS, Filbert EL (2009) Scaffold proteins and immune-cell signalling. Nat Rev Immunol 9: 47–56.
doi: 10.1038/nri2473 PMID: 19104498

9.

Bhattacharyya RP, Remenyi A, Yeh BJ, Lim WA (2006) Domains, motifs, and scaffolds: the role of
modular interactions in the evolution and wiring of cell signaling circuits. Annu Rev Biochem 75: 655–
680. PMID: 16756506

10.

Burack WR, Shaw AS (2000) Signal transduction: hanging on a scaffold. Curr Opin Cell Biol 12: 211–
216. PMID: 10712921

11.

Ferrell JE Jr. (2000) What do scaffold proteins really do? Sci STKE 2000: pe1.

12.

Good MC, Zalatan JG, Lim WA (2011) Scaffold proteins: hubs for controlling the flow of cellular information. Science 332: 680–686. doi: 10.1126/science.1198701 PMID: 21551057

13.

Zeke A, Lukacs M, Lim WA, Remenyi A (2009) Scaffolds: interaction platforms for cellular signalling circuits. Trends Cell Biol 19: 364–374. doi: 10.1016/j.tcb.2009.05.007 PMID: 19651513

PLOS Computational Biology | DOI:10.1371/journal.pcbi.1004508 September 22, 2015

18 / 20

Systematic Prediction and Characterization of Scaffold Proteins

14.

Levchenko A, Bruck J, Sternberg PW (2000) Scaffold proteins may biphasically affect the levels of mitogen-activated protein kinase signaling and reduce its threshold properties. Proc Natl Acad Sci U S A
97: 5818–5823. PMID: 10823939

15.

Bhattacharyya RP, Remenyi A, Good MC, Bashor CJ, Falick AM, et al. (2006) The Ste5 scaffold allosterically modulates signaling output of the yeast mating pathway. Science 311: 822–826. PMID:
16424299

16.

Choi KY, Satterberg B, Lyons DM, Elion EA (1994) Ste5 tethers multiple protein kinases in the MAP
kinase cascade required for mating in S. cerevisiae. Cell 78: 499–512. PMID: 8062390

17.

Hu J, Wan J, Hackler L Jr, Zack DJ, Qian J (2010) Computational analysis of tissue-specific gene networks: application to murine retinal functional studies. Bioinformatics 26: 2289–2297. doi: 10.1093/
bioinformatics/btq408 PMID: 20616386

18.

Milo R, Shen-Orr S, Itzkovitz S, Kashtan N, Chklovskii D, et al. (2002) Network motifs: simple building
blocks of complex networks. Science 298: 824–827. PMID: 12399590

19.

Alon U (2007) Network motifs: theory and experimental approaches. Nat Rev Genet 8: 450–461.
PMID: 17510665

20.

Buday L, Tompa P (2010) Functional classification of scaffold proteins and related molecules. FEBS J
277: 4348–4355. doi: 10.1111/j.1742-4658.2010.07864.x PMID: 20883491

21.

Okuda S, Yamada T, Hamajima M, Itoh M, Katayama T, et al. (2008) KEGG Atlas mapping for global
analysis of metabolic pathways. Nucleic Acids Res 36: W423–426. doi: 10.1093/nar/gkn282 PMID:
18477636

22.

Jeong JS, Jiang L, Albino E, Marrero J, Rho HS, et al. (2012) Rapid identification of monospecific
monoclonal antibodies using a human proteome microarray. Mol Cell Proteomics 11: O111 016253.
doi: 10.1074/mcp.O111.016253 PMID: 22307071

23.

Finn RD, Bateman A, Clements J, Coggill P, Eberhardt RY, et al. (2014) Pfam: the protein families database. Nucleic Acids Res 42: D222–230. doi: 10.1093/nar/gkt1223 PMID: 24288371

24.

Songyang Z, Shoelson SE, Chaudhuri M, Gish G, Pawson T, et al. (1993) SH2 domains recognize specific phosphopeptide sequences. Cell 72: 767–778. PMID: 7680959

25.

Marshall CJ (1995) Specificity of receptor tyrosine kinase signaling: transient versus sustained extracellular signal-regulated kinase activation. Cell 80: 179–185. PMID: 7834738

26.

Posas F, Takekawa M, Saito H (1998) Signal transduction by MAP kinase cascades in budding yeast.
Curr Opin Microbiol 1: 175–182. PMID: 10066475

27.

Karandikar M, Xu S, Cobb MH (2000) MEKK1 binds raf-1 and the ERK2 cascade components. J Biol
Chem 275: 40120–40127. PMID: 10969079

28.

Chandramouli K, Unciuleac MC, Naik S, Dean DR, Huynh BH, et al. (2007) Formation and properties of
[4Fe-4S] clusters on the IscU scaffold protein. Biochemistry 46: 6804–6811. PMID: 17506525

29.

Djebali S, Davis CA, Merkel A, Dobin A, Lassmann T, et al. (2012) Landscape of transcription in human
cells. Nature 489: 101–108. doi: 10.1038/nature11233 PMID: 22955620

30.

Jones DH, Ley S, Aitken A (1995) Isoforms of 14-3-3 protein can form homo- and heterodimers in vivo
and in vitro: implications for function as adapter proteins. FEBS Lett 368: 55–58. PMID: 7615088

31.

Yablonski D, Marbach I, Levitzki A (1996) Dimerization of Ste5, a mitogen-activated protein kinase cascade scaffold protein, is required for signal transduction. Proc Natl Acad Sci U S A 93: 13864–13869.
PMID: 8943027

32.

Latour S, Veillette A (2001) Proximal protein tyrosine kinases in immunoreceptor signaling. Curr Opin
Immunol 13: 299–306. PMID: 11406361

33.

Soriano P (1994) Abnormal kidney development and hematological disorders in PDGF beta-receptor
mutant mice. Genes Dev 8: 1888–1896. PMID: 7958864

34.

Heinrich MC, Corless CL, Duensing A, McGreevey L, Chen CJ, et al. (2003) PDGFRA activating mutations in gastrointestinal stromal tumors. Science 299: 708–710. PMID: 12522257

35.

Hoch RV, Soriano P (2003) Roles of PDGF in animal development. Development 130: 4769–4784.
PMID: 12952899

36.

Dowler S, Montalvo L, Cantrell D, Morrice N, Alessi DR (2000) Phosphoinositide 3-kinase-dependent
phosphorylation of the dual adaptor for phosphotyrosine and 3-phosphoinositides by the Src family of
tyrosine kinase. Biochem J 349: 605–610. PMID: 10880360

37.

Bandyopadhyay S, Chiang CY, Srivastava J, Gersten M, White S, et al. (2010) A human MAP kinase
interactome. Nat Methods 7: 801–805. PMID: 20936779

38.

Franciosa PG, Frigioni D, Giaccio R (2001) Semi-dynamic breadth-first search in digraphs. Theoretical
Computer Science 250: 201–217.

PLOS Computational Biology | DOI:10.1371/journal.pcbi.1004508 September 22, 2015

19 / 20

Systematic Prediction and Characterization of Scaffold Proteins

39.

Robert T (1972) Depth-First Search and Linear Graph Algorithms. SIAM Journal on Computing 1: 146–
160.

40.

Benjamini Y, Hochberg Y (1995) Controlling the False Discovery Rate: a Practical and Powerful
Approach to Multiple Testing. JR Statist Soc B 57: 289–300.

PLOS Computational Biology | DOI:10.1371/journal.pcbi.1004508 September 22, 2015

20 / 20

