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Nociceptive information is detected and transmitted by neurons in the DRG. Recently, single-cell RNA sequencing has revealed the
molecular profile of various cell types, including fibroblasts in the DRG. However, the role of molecules in fibroblasts needs to be elu-
cidated in nociceptive regulation. Here, we found that secreted modular calcium-binding protein 2 (SMOC2) was secreted by fibro-
blasts to become a component of basement membrane and envelop the unit consisting of DRG neurons and attached satellite glial
cells. KO of Smoc2 in both sexes of mice led to increased neuronal clusters and decreased mechanical threshold, but unchanged nox-
ious thermal response. Knockdown of Smoc2 in the DRG phenocopied the behavioral performance by Smoc2 KO in both sexes of
mice. In vivo calcium imaging showed that Smoc2 KO increased coupled activation of adjacent DRG neurons induced by nociceptive
mechanical stimuli, which was reversed by DRG injection of SMOC2. Importantly, SMOC2 interacted with P2X7 receptor (P2X7R)
and suppressed ATP-induced activation in HEK293 cells expressing this receptor. Injection of A740003, an antagonist of P2X7R, to
the DRG reduced coupled activation of adjacent DRG neurons induced by nociceptive mechanical stimuli but did not further enhance
the SMOC2-inhibited effect. Furthermore, peripheral inflammation resulted in a decreased SMOC2 and increased neuronal clusters.
DRG injection of SMOC2 inhibited the neuronal coupling resulted from peripheral inflammation. This study reveals a specific role of
fibroblastic SMOC2 in suppressing mechanical nociception through inhibiting the communication of adjacent DRG neurons, which
provides an important mechanism of fibroblasts in nociceptive regulation.
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Significance Statement

The function of fibroblastic molecules is rarely noticed in the regulation of nociceptive sensation. Here, we reveal that fibroblastic
SMOC2 is secreted to be a component of basement membrane and surrounded the unit consisting of DRG neuron and attached sat-
ellite glial cells. SMOC2 is required for maintaining the basal mechanical nociceptive threshold in the DRG. Loss of SMOC2 leads to
the increased coupled activation of adjacent DRG neurons induced by noxious mechanical stimuli. Peripheral inflammation causes
decreased fibroblast cells and SMOC2, which may result in the increase of coupled activation of adjacent DRG neurons.
Mechanistically, SMOC2 interacts with and suppresses satellite glial P2X7 receptor to inhibit the coupled activation of adjacent
DRG neurons.

Introduction
DRG receives the information of various stimuli from external
environment. The major cell types with known functions in the
DRG are neurons, satellite glia cells (SGCs), and Schwann cells.
DRG neurons are pseudo-unipolar neurons that send one
branch to the periphery and the other to the spinal cord, which
detect and transmit somatosensory information to the CNS
(Hanani, 2005; Basbaum et al., 2009). Small-diameter DRG neu-
rons and medium-diameter DRG neurons are traditionally con-
sidered to be related to nociceptive transmission, and large-
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diameter DRG neurons detect innocuous mechanical stimulation.
SGCs are specialized glia cells in the PNS, and play important roles
in nourishing DRG neurons and regulating somatosensory sensa-
tion (Hanani, 2015; Fan et al., 2019). Schwann cells are also myeli-
nating glial cells of the PNS wrapped around the nerve fibers to
accelerate the transmission of electrical signal and participate in the
process of axonal regeneration of DRG neurons after injury
(Scherer and Arroyo, 2002; Bolivar et al., 2020). Most DRG neurons
cannot directly contact with each other because of the tightly envel-
oping of SGCs (Huang et al., 2013; Hanani, 2015). Therefore, the
communication of adjacent DRG neurons is mediated by the
attached SGCs (Huang et al., 2013). Increased coupled activation of
adjacent DRG neurons through SGCs contributes to nociceptive
hypersensitivity under pathologic conditions (Hanani, 2015; Kim et
al., 2016).

Recent studies report that various cell types, especially fibro-
blasts, other than neurons and glia cells are contained in the
DRG (Wang et al., 2021). Fibroblasts are the most common cells
of connective tissues with limited specific markers to define their
population (Kirk et al., 2021). Fibroblasts synthesize and secrete
proteins to form the extracellular matrix of connective tissue and
maintain structural integrity (Parsonage et al., 2003; Lynch and
Watt, 2018). In the CNS, the number of fibroblasts are increased
after spinal cord injury, and these fibroblasts secrete extracellular
matrix molecules to protect the lesion site (Kawano et al.,
2012; O’Shea et al., 2017; Dorrier et al., 2021). In the PNS,
fibroblasts in the DRG meninges participate in the regulation
of neuropathic pain. After spared nerve injury, fibroblasts
expand to increase the thickness of the DRG meninges and
secrete the protease inhibitor PI16 after nerve injury.
Fibroblast-derived PI16 is a crucial signal for establishment of
chronic neuropathic pain through promoting immune cell
infiltration (Singhmar et al., 2020). In short, fibroblasts secrete
excessive extracellular matrix proteins to play different roles
according to their organ of origin and spatial distribution
(Nash et al., 2004; Kawano et al., 2012).

Secreted modular calcium-binding protein 2 (SMOC2) is an
extracellular calcium-binding protein that belongs to the secreted
protein acidic and rich in cysteine (SPARC) family of modular
extracellular proteins. SMOC2 was first isolated from a
screen of a mouse brain cDNA library (Vannahme et al.,
2003). It is expressed in different tissues of adult mice, such
as ovary, heart, muscle, and spleen (Vannahme et al., 2003).
SMOC2 activates fibroblast-to-myofibroblast transition to
stimulate the stress fiber formation during kidney fibrosis
(Gerarduzzi et al., 2017), and upregulation of SMOC2 accel-
erates the bleomycin-induced development of pulmonary
fibrosis (Luo et al., 2018). SMOC2 participates in the regu-
lation of cell cycle and DNA synthesis via integrin-linked
kinase (Liu et al., 2008). In addition, SMOC2 contributes to
the progression of colon cancer (Shvab et al., 2016) and
modulates the activity of angiogenic growth factor (Rocnik
et al., 2006). However, the expression and function of
SMOC2 in the nervous system are still unknown.

In the present study, we show that SMOC2 is mainly
expressed in fibroblasts in the DRG. The fibroblast-secreted
SMOC2 in the DRG is specifically required for maintaining
the mechanical threshold. SMOC2 suppresses coupled acti-
vation of adjacent DRG neurons induced by noxious me-
chanical stimuli through inhibiting the function of satellite
glial P2X7 receptor (P2X7R). This study reveals a critical
role of fibroblast-secreted protein in maintaining nocicep-
tive sensation.

Materials and Methods
Animals. Experiments involving mice were performed according to

the guidelines of the Committee for Research and Ethical Issues of the
International Association for the Study of Pain, and were approved by
the Animal Care and Use Committee of the Institute of Neuroscience,
Chinese Academy of Sciences, Shanghai, China. C57BL/6J mice were
purchased from Shanghai Laboratory Animal Center, Chinese Academy
of Sciences (Shanghai, China). Smoc-2�/� mice were initially acquired
from the Mutant Mouse Resource and Research Center (049781-UCD).
Mice (2–4months old) were raised under a 12 h light/dark cycle at 22°
C–26°C (lights on at 7:00 A.M.) with food and water supply. Mice were
assigned randomly into different groups.

Plasmid construction. Mouse SMOC2 cDNA was subcloned into
pcDNA3.1A(–)-Myc-His with the following 59 and 39 primers: 59-
ATGCTGCCGCCACAGCTGTGCTGGC-39 and 59-TCCTTGTTTCCT
GGGCTGTCTATTA-39. Mouse connexin 43 (CX43) cDNA was sub-
cloned into pECMV-Flag and pcDNA3.1-mCherry with the following 59
and 39 primers: 59-ATGGGTGACTGGAGCGCCTTGGGGA-39 and 59-
AATCTCCAGGTCATCAGGCCGAGGT-39. Mouse P2X7R cDNA was
subcloned into pECMV-Flag with the following 59 and 39 primers: 59-
ATGCCGGCTTGCTGCAGCTG-39 and 59-GTAGGGATACTTGAAG
CCACTATAC-39.

Behavioral tests. Behavioral tests were performed with 2-month-old
male mice. All mice were placed in the experimental environment at
least 1 h per day for over 3 d before behavioral tests. Behavioral tests
were conducted blindly. In the von Frey test, the thresholds of nocicep-
tive mechanical stimuli of both male and female mice were measured. In
Hargreaves tests, the responses of both male and female mice to the radi-
ant heat were recorded. In the other behavioral tests, we used male mice
only. In the tail flick and hot plate tests, the response latency to noxious
thermal stimuli was recorded. The tests above were stopped at a cutoff
time or force for animal protection. In the formalin test, the duration of
nociceptive responses was recorded. In the itch test, the times of scratch
were recorded. All the behavioral tests were performed in a blinded way.

von Frey test. The mouse was habituated in a plastic chamber on
mesh floor for over 30min before the formal test. The mechanical
threshold was measured by the von Frey filaments (Ugo Basile) with
forces of increasing grades applied to the left hindpaw of mouse. One fil-
ament was applied at most 5 times with 10 s interval in a round of testing
and then switched to the next filament of either bigger force (if negative
response occurred three times) or smaller force (if positive response
occurred 3 times).

Hargreaves test. The mouse was habituated in a plastic chamber on
glass floor, and radiant light (Ugo Basile) was applied to its left hindpaw.
The mouse was stimulated with the radiant light when it was resting qui-
etly, and the light was stopped immediately after the hindpaw move-
ment. The cutoff time of radiant light was 20 s.

Tail flick test. The tail of mouse was immersed in a water bath at
52°C. The cutoff time was 10 s.

Hot plate test. Mouse was put on a hot plate (Ugo Basile) at a tem-
perature of 52°C, and the cutoff time was 30 s.

Rotarod test. The mouse was tested on a rotarod with the velocity
increasing from 4 to 40 rpm within 5min. The mouse was trained for
2 d before the formal test. The duration time on the rotarod before the
mouse fell off was recorded.

Open field test. The mouse was put in an open field apparatus (45 �
45 cm), and its exploratory locomotor activity within 30min was
recorded. The total moving distance and the moving velocity were meas-
ured during the whole procedure.

Formalin test. The 0.5% formalin (Sigma) diluted in saline was intra-
dermally injected into the left hindpaw of the mouse. The spontaneous
nociceptive responses were recorded for 40min, and the duration of
licking or biting behavior was counted with a 5 min interval. The first
phase of nociceptive response was during 0–10min, and the second
phase of nociceptive response was during 10–40min.

Itch test. The mouse was put in a plastic chamber on mesh floor for
30 min adaption. The mouse was intradermally injected pruritic com-
pound at the right back neck at a volume of 50ml. The time of hindlimb
scratching behavior toward the injection site was measured for 30min
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with 5 min intervals. The pruritogen was dissolved in sterile saline for
histamine (500mg/50ml), 5-hydroxytryptamine (10mg/50ml), and chlor-
oquine (200mg/50ml) (Sigma).

RNAscope assay. The probes and detection kit of RNAscope were
purchased from Advanced Cell Diagnostics. The RNAscope 2.5 HD
Detection Reagent-RED (catalog #322360) was used for the bright-field
detection. The sections from L4 and L5 DRGs were hybridized with
Smoc2 probes (catalog #318541) according to the manufacturer’s
instruction. The images were collected with Zeiss microscope (Axio
Imager M2).

In vivo siRNA injection. Before the injection, each mouse was hab-
ited in the behavior room for 3 d. The basal mechanical threshold and
heat latency were tested. Then, 0.8mg siSmoc2 or scramble siRNA was
injected to the bilateral L4 and L5 DRGs of these mice randomly. After
3 d, von Frey and Hargreaves tests were performed. Then the L4 and L5
DRGs were harvested for RNA extraction. RT-PCR was performed to
check the efficiency of Smoc2 knockdown. The siRNA sequences were as
follows: sense 59-UUCUCCGAACGUGUCACGUTT-39 and antisense
59-ACGUGACACGUUCGGAGAATT-39 for scramble siRNA, and sense
59-GCGACAUGAACAAUGACAATT-39 and antisense 59-UUGUCA
UUGUUCAUGUCGCTT-39 for siSmoc2. All the behavioral tests and
siRNA injection were performed in a blind way.

RNA extraction and qPCR. Total RNA was isolated using Trizol rea-
gent (Invitrogen), and mRNA was reverse-transcribed into cDNA with
SuperScript II reverse transcriptase (Invitrogen). qPCR was performed
with Premix Ex Taq (Takara). The expression of Smoc2 was detected
using following primers: 59-ACAGCTAGACTACATCGTCCCA-39 and
59-TCCAGTTCATAACCTTCATCCC-39.

Cell culture and transfection. HEK293 cells (National Collection of
Authenticated Cell Cultures) were cultured in MEM (Invitrogen) with
10% FBS (Ausbian). COS7 cells (National Collection of Authenticated
Cell Cultures) were cultured in DMEM (Invitrogen) with 10% FBS. The
cells were transfected 4-6mg plasmid per 60 mm dish using PEI reagent
(Millipore Sigma). The cells were used for the following experiments 24-
48 h after transfection.

The DRGs were isolated from the C57BL/6J mice and digested
as previously described (Yang et al., 2017). The dissociated cells
were naturally subsided for 15 min in a small dish at cell incubator
to acquire the non-neuronal DRG cells. The fibroblasts were incu-
bated in DMEM with 10% FBS for proliferation and then used for
the experiment of SMOC2 secretion or transferred to the 12-well
plate for siRNA transfection.

Coimmunoprecipitation and immunoblotting. The DRGs or cultured
cells were homogenized in RIPA buffer (30 mM HEPES, pH 7.5, 10 mM

NaF, 150 mM NaCl, 0.01% SDS, and 1% Triton X-100) or cell lysis buffer
(50 mM Tris-HCl, pH 7.5, 150 mM NaCl, 0.1% Triton X-100, 10% glyc-
erol, and 0.05% BSA) with protease inhibitors (1 mM PMSF, 10mg/ml
aprotinin, 1mg/ml pepstatin, and 1mg/ml leupeptin; Roche). The cell
supernatants were incubated with Flag antibody (Sigma, F7425), and the
tissue supernatants were incubated with IgG or P2X7R antibody
(Alomone Labs, APR-004) overnight at 4°C. Afterward, protein G beads
(Roche) were incubated at 4°C for 2 h. The immunoprecipitates and
total lysates were applied for immunoblotting. The samples were boiled
at 100°C for 5 min denature, loaded for SDS-PAGE, transferred,
probed with antibodies, and visualized with enhanced chemilumi-
nescence. Primary antibody was applied overnight at 4°C, and sec-
ondary antibody was applied for 1 h at room temperature. The
bands of specific protein were visualized with chemiluminescence.
The primary antibodies include that against SMOC2 (1:500; Santa
Cruz Biotechnology, sc-55 295), P2X7 (1:1000; Alomone Labs,
APR-004), actin (1:4,000,000; Chemicon, MAB1501), Flag (1:2000;
Sigma, F3165), and Myc (1:1000; Proteintech, 60003-2-lg).

Cell-surface biotinylation. The cells were treated by DMEM with 1%
FBS for 1 and 4 h. Then, the cells were cooled on ice immediately and
washed by Ca21/Mg21 PBS. Sulfo-NHS-LC-Biotin (Pierce Protein
Biology) was added into each cell culture medium at a working concen-
tration of 0.25mg/ml for 45min at 4°C. The cells were lysed with 400 ml
cell lysis buffer, 30ml lysate was used as a whole-cell sample, and the re-
mainder was precipitated with streptavidin-agarose beads (Pierce

Protein Biology) overnight at 4°C. The precipitated sample was dena-
tured and prepared for immunoblotting.

In vivo calcium imaging. To express GCaMP6s specifically in DRG
neurons, AAV2/9-CAG-GCaMP6s (Taltool) was injected into left L4/5
DRGs of adult C57/BL6 mice or Smoc2�/� mice. Mice were anesthetized
during the whole experiment with 1.5% isoflurane gas using a gas anes-
thesia apparatus (RWD, China). In vivo calcium imaging and data analy-
sis were performed in a blinded way.

The L4/5 DRGs were exposed again 1month after injection of
GCaMP6s-carrying virus. The spinal column was immobilized using a
custom-designed adapter for spinal cord (RWD) to minimize the effects
caused by breath and heartbeat. Nociceptive mechanical pinch stimuli
were applied to the left hindpaw of mice by the toothed forceps, and
strong pressure stimuli was applied by flat tweezers. Noxious heat stim-
uli were applied to the hindpaw of mice by 55°C hot water. The intensity
of calcium fluorescence was recorded in real time by an Olympus two-
photon microscope with a 2 mm working distance, 25� water immer-
sion lens (numerical aperture, 1.05). A mode-locked InSight X3-OL fem-
tosecond IR laser (Spectra-Physics) generated two-photon excitation at
960 nm, and two thermoelectric/air-cooled GaAsP photomultiplier tubes
(Hamamatsu) collected the emitted light in ranges of 495-540 and 575–
645nm. The power reaching the mouse DRG ranged from 7 to 15 mW.
Images were acquired at 66ms/frame at a resolution of 512� 512 pixels
for 4000 frames. The process of stimuli included 1min for rest, 2.5min
for stimuli, and 1min for rest. The interval between any two thermal or
nociceptive mechanical stimuli was 3-5min to avoid sensitization. The
SMOC2 protein or A740003 was injected to the recorded DRG, and
then the second record was performed at the same place of DRG after
30min. The influence of breath was filtered.

HEK293 cells were transfected with plasmid of P2X7R for 24 h.
Then, cells were loaded for at least 30min in the dark with 2 mM Fluo-
4AM (Invitrogen) followed by incubating with 50 nM SMOC2 protein
(R&D Systems), 100 mM A740003 (Tocris Bioscience), or vehicle at 37°C
in the extracellular solution (140 mM NaCl, 3 mM KCl, 2 mM MgCl2,
2 mM CaCl2, 10 mM HEPES, 10 mM D-glucose, pH 7.3) for 30min.
Afterward, the calcium activity of cells responding to 1 mM ATP (Sigma)
was monitored. The data were analyzed as previously described (Kim et
al., 2016).

Immunohistochemistry. The mouse was anesthetized and perfused
via the ascending aorta with warm saline (37°C) followed by warm solu-
tion composed of 4% PFA. The perfusion was then followed by the same
fixative (4°C) for another 3min, and L4/L5 DRGs were dissected and
sectioned. After blocked with PBS containing 0.05% Triton X-100 and
10% donkey serum, slices were incubated with isolectin B4 (IB4, 1:1000,
FL-1201, Vector Laboratories), or primary antibodies against calcitonin
gene-related peptide (CGRP) (1:1000; Dia Sorin, 24112), neurofilament
200 (NF200, 1:10,000; Abcam, ab4680), NEUN (1:2000; Millipore,
ABN90), fatty acid binding protein 7 (FABP7, 1:5000; Abcam, ab32423),
platelet-derived growth factor receptor a (PDGFRa, 1:1000; CST, 3174),
and Collagen IV (1:2000; Merck, AB756P) overnight at 4°C, and fol-
lowed with secondary antibodies (Invitrogen) for 40min at room tem-
perature. The slices were mounted and imaged by Leica SP8 confocal
microscope and Leica TCS SP8 STED X.

More than 3 mice were used for every single immunostaining experi-
ment, and bilateral L4 and L5 DRGs of all mice were collected for each
group. The images of whole DRGs were taken by confocal Leica SP8. To
do the quantitative analysis of cell number in single DRG, the total DRG
neurons marked by neuronal nuclei (NeuN), fibroblasts marked by
PDGFRa, and SGCs marked by FAPB7 on the three nonadjacent sec-
tions were counted. The average number of at least three DRGs
with three nonadjacent slices represents one sample. When analyz-
ing the diameter of DRG neurons, only neurons with DAPI stain-
ing were counted.

Experimental design and statistical analysis. Data are presented as
mean 6 SEM. Sample number (n) is indicated in the figure legends.
Two groups were compared by a two-tailed, paired or unpaired
Student’s t test. Comparison between two groups with multiple times
was performed by a two-way ANOVA followed by Bonferroni’s post hoc
test. Multiple groups were compared by a one-way ANOVA followed by
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Tukey’s post hoc test. Statistical analysis was performed using PRISM
(GraphPad Software). We also tested whether the data conform to the
normal distribution with the normality and log-normality tests in
GraphPad Prism before one-way or two-way ANOVA. The significant
difference was considered at p, 0.05. Three nonadjacent slices were
used for statistical analysis. All the image analyses were performed in a
blinded way.

Results
SMOC2 is expressed in DRG fibroblasts
To explore the expression of SMOC2 in the DRG, we reanalyzed
the transcriptome of single cells dissociated from lumber (L)4
and L5 DRG by 10� Genomics (Wang et al., 2021). The single-
cell RNA sequencing data of DRGs revealed that Smoc2 was
expressed neither in DRG neurons marked by NeuN, encoded
by Rbfox3 nor in SGCs marked by FABP7, encoded by Fabp7.
Surprisingly, Smoc2 in the DRG was expressed in fibroblasts la-
beled by an intracellular marker, PDGFRa, encoded by Pdgfra
(Fig. 1A). Both immunostaining with specific SMOC2 antibody
and RNAscope showed that SMOC2 was distributed in non-neu-
ronal cells surrounding DRG neurons (Fig. 1B–D). Additionally,
SMOC2 was not present in DRG neurons labeled by CGRP,
IB4, or NF200 (Fig. 1E). Indeed, SMOC2 was colocalized with
PDGFRa, a marker of fibroblasts (Fig. 1F,G), consistent with
the single-cell RNA sequencing result. The SMOC2-positive
(1)/PDGFRa1 fibroblasts in DRGs displayed a spindle shape
and had pseudopodia at both ends to surround DRG neurons
(Fig. 1G). To further identify the relationship among DRG neu-
rons, SGCs, and fibroblasts, we costained their markers, includ-
ing NeuN, FABP7, and SMOC2. Immunostaining showed that
DRG neurons were surrounded by FABP71 SGCs as previously
reported (Hanani, 2005). Importantly, SMOC21 fibroblasts
encircled a DRG neuron and its attached SGCs (Fig. 1H,I), sug-
gesting that fibroblasts could further obstruct the connection of
adjacent DRG neurons mediated by SGCs.

As a member of SPARC family, SMOC2 is considered as a se-
cretory protein. The secreted potentiality of SMOC2 was further
examined in primary cultured fibroblasts derived from adult
mouse DRGs. The protein secreted to the culture medium by the
cultured DRG fibroblasts was precipitated by trichloroacetic acid
after 1 or 4 h of serum starvation. Immunoblotting with the anti-
body against SMOC2 showed that the level of SMOC2 in the cul-
ture medium was increased as time went on (Fig. 1J), suggesting
a spontaneous secretion of SMOC2 from fibroblasts. To examine
whether the secreted SMOC2 was adhered to the cell membrane,
the cell-surface protein of cultured DRG fibroblasts was precipi-
tated by the experiment with surface biotinylation, and the exis-
tence of SMOC2 was detected by immunoblotting. The result
showed that SMOC2 tended to adhere to the plasma membrane
over time (Fig. 1K), implying that SMOC2 could be secreted
by the DRG fibroblasts to serve as an extracellular matrix.
Interestingly, immunostaining showed that SMOC2 was colocal-
ized with Collagen IV, a marker of basement membrane
(Fig. 1L), suggesting that SMOC2 secreted from fibroblasts is a
component of the basement membrane in DRGs. The basement
membrane is thin connective tissue structure and is composed of
ubiquitous extracellular protein matrices (Saikia et al., 2018).
The constituent protein of basement membrane influences cells
by interacting with receptors on the plasma membrane (Ohara et
al., 2009; Yurchenco, 2011; Pozzi et al., 2017). The basement
membrane is also regarded as a barrier for cell penetration and
provides tissue compartmentalization (Timpl, 1996). Together,

SMOC2 is expressed in fibroblasts and secreted to be a compo-
nent of the basement membrane.

SMOC2 is required for mechanical nociception
After determining the distribution of SMOC2 in the DRG, we
explored the physiological functions of fibroblastic SMOC2 in
nociceptive sensation. We obtained Smoc2 KO (Smoc2�/�) mice
and first evaluated the KO efficiency of Smoc2. The qPCR
showed that Smoc2 was almost undetectable in Smoc2�/� mice
compared with Smoc21/1 mice (1.0006 0.313 for Smoc21/1

mice and 0.0186 0.006 for Smoc2�/� mice, t= 2.689, df = 12,
p= 0.020) (Fig. 2A). Next, we detected the behavioral responses
of Smoc2�/� mice, including nociceptive responses, motor activ-
ities, and itch sensations. Surprisingly, in the von Frey test, the noci-
ceptive mechanical threshold was remarkably reduced in male
and female Smoc2�/� mice (F(1,17) = 2.429, p=0.138; male:
1.0446 0.080 for Smoc21/1 mice and 0.5566 0.029 for Smoc2�/�

mice, t=5.941, df=17, p, 0.001; female: 0.8806 0.085 for
Smoc21/1 mice and 0.4526 0.077 for Smoc2�/� mice, t=5.482,
df=17, p, 0.001) (Fig. 2B). These results indicate that SMOC2 has
a marked effect on nociceptive mechanical response under physio-
logical condition in mice of both sexes. However, the Hargreaves
results showed that the loss of SMOC2 did not affect the response
latency of Smoc2�/� mice to radiant heat stimulus compared with
Smoc21/1 mice in both sexes (F(1,15) = 3.778, p=0.071) (Fig. 2C).
We also tested the effect of SMOC2 to heat nociception with other
noxious heat stimuli. Both hot plate and tail immersion results con-
firmed that loss of SMOC2 did not affect the response of mice to
the noxious heat stimuli (Fig. 2D,E). The accelerated rotarod test
and open field test showed that Smoc2�/� mice did not exhibit
obvious defects in the motor ability (Fig. 2F–H). Moreover, we
investigated the effect of SMOC2 in an acute chemical pain model
induced by intraplantar injection of 0.5% formalin, which causes a
stereotypic two-phase phenomenon of nociceptive response. The
Smoc2�/� mice showed similar licking times in Phase I and II of
formalin test compared with Smoc21/1 mice (Fig. 2I,J). In addition,
we also tested whether loss of SMOC2 affected the itch sensation of
mice. Scratching behavior was assessed by intradermally injecting
histamine, 5-hydroxytryptamine, or chloroquine into the right side
of mouse nape, and the number of bouts in right hindpaw scratch-
ing directed toward the injection site was analyzed. The results
showed that the number of bouts induced by pruritogens in
Smoc2�/� mice was similar to that in Smoc21/1 mice (Fig. 2K–M).
Therefore, Smoc2 KO mice exhibit a selective defect in nociceptive
mechanical response.

Since SMOC2 was also detected to be expressed in several
other tissues (Vannahme et al., 2003), we further explored
whether the decrease of nociceptive mechanical threshold in
Smoc2�/� mice was caused by a specific loss of SMOC2 in the
DRG. In vivo knockdown of Smoc2 in the DRG was adopted by
directly injecting Smoc2 siRNA into the L4 and L5 DRGs. qPCR
showed that the expression of Smoc2 was decreased to
41.46 6.0% in primary cultured DRG fibroblasts after applica-
tion of Smoc2 siRNA compared with scramble siRNA (t= 9.830,
df = 2, p=0.010) (Fig. 3A). We then injected Smoc2 siRNA or
scramble siRNA into the ipsilateral or contralateral L4 and L5
DRGs of the same mouse, respectively (Fig. 3B). After 3 d of
injection, we measured the nociceptive mechanical threshold
and response latency to noxious thermal stimuli. As expected,
the von Frey test showed that, after knockdown of Smoc2 in ipsi-
lateral L4 and L5 DRGs, the mechanical thresholds of hindpaws
of both male and female mice were significantly decreased com-
pared with the contralateral hindpaws innervated by L4 and L5
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Figure 1. SMOC2 is expressed in fibroblasts in the DRG. A, Single-cell RNA sequencing showing the expression profile of Rbfox3, Fabp7, Pdgfra, and Smoc2 in the DRG. B, C, Immunostaining
showing the specificity of SMOC2 antibody in HEK293 cells expressing SMOC2-Myc (B) and the DRG of Smoc2�/� mice (C). D, RNAscope showing Smoc2-positive puncta expressed around DRG
neurons. E, Immunostaining showing that SMOC2 (green) was not coexpressed with IB4, CGRP, or NF200 (red) in DRG neurons. F, G, Immunostaining showing that SMOC2 (green) was colocal-
ized with PDGFRa (red) in DRG fibroblasts. The image within white dotted line was magnified (G). H, Immunostaining showing that the expression of SMOC2 (green) was around DRG neurons
and its attached SGCs. I, Diagram represents the distribution of fibroblast, SGC, and neuron in the DRG. J, Immunoblotting showing that the SMOC2 level was increased with incubation time in
the culture medium of mouse DRG fibroblasts. K, Immunoblotting showing that the secreted SMOC2 tended to adhere to the cell membrane. L, Immunostaining showing that SMOC2 (green)
was colocalized with Collagen IV (red) in the DRG. Scale bar, 20mm.
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DRGs injected with scramble siRNA (male: F(1,24) = 5.124,
p=0.032; siSmoc2: 0.9086 0.066 to 0.4626 0.027, t=6.624,
df = 24, p, 0.001; female: F(1,8) = 20.630, p=0.002; siSmoc2:
1.0806 0.080 to 0.4806 0.049, t= 5.071, df = 8, p= 0.002)
(Fig. 3C,D). Immediately after behavioral tests, bilateral L4 and
L5 DRGs were separately collected and reverse transcription was
then performed to examine the knockdown efficiency of Smoc2
in DRGs. qPCR showed that Smoc2 in the ipsilateral DRGs was
decreased to 42.76 5.8% in male mice and to 38.96 7.7% in
female mice of von Frey test (F(1,16) = 0.1304, p=0.723; male:
t=10.260, df = 16, p, 0.001; female: t=6.788, df = 16, p, 0.001)
(Fig. 3E). Meanwhile, the response latency to noxious heat stim-
uli was not changed after the siSmoc2 injection in mouse DRGs
of both sexes, suggesting that knockdown of Smoc2 in the DRG
did not affect the noxious thermal sensation (Fig. 3F–H). The
effect of in vivo Smoc2 knockdown in the DRG was similar to
that of genetic KO, indicating that the increased mechanical sen-
sitivity of Smoc2�/� mice is because of loss of SMOC2 in the

DRG. Together, fibroblast-secreted SMOC2 in the DRG specifi-
cally contributes to the nociceptive mechanical sensation.

Loss of SMOC2 leads to an increase of clustered neurons in
the DRG
Since Smoc2�/� mice showed mechanical hypersensitivity under
normal condition, we examined the morphologic change of
DRGs induced by loss of SMOC2. Immunostaining showed that
the number of PDGFRa1 fibroblasts was not changed in the
DRG of Smoc2�/� mice compared with that of control mice (Fig.
4A,B). Using dual-fluorescence immunostaining, the colocaliza-
tion of SMOC2 with Collagen IV was detected in the DRG.
Although most neurons were surrounded by Collagen IV1 base-
ment membrane in Smoc21/1 mice,;24.46 2.2% neurons were
clustered together with several adjacent neurons whose Collagen
IV1 basement membrane were lost (Fig. 4C,D). The clustered
neurons were first defined as two or more of DRG neurons sur-
rounded by a common connective envelope (Pannese et al.,

Figure 2. KO of Smoc2 leads to the decreased nociceptive mechanical threshold of mice. A, qPCR showing that Smoc2 was not detected in the DRG of Smoc2�/� mice (n= 8). B, The me-
chanical threshold of Smoc2�/� mice was decreased compared with that of Smoc21/1 mice in von Frey test in both sexes (male: n= 9; female: n= 10). C, The noxious thermal latency of
Smoc2�/� mice was not altered compared with that of Smoc21/1 mice in Hargreaves test in both sexes (male: n= 9; female: n= 8). D, E, The latency to noxious thermal stimuli was
unchanged between Smoc21/1 and Smoc2�/� mice (n= 8) in both hot plate and tail flick tests. F, The drop latency of Smoc2�/� mice was unchanged compared with that of Smoc21/1

mice (n= 9) in rotarod test. G, H, Smoc2�/� mice had no defects in the motor ability in open field test (n= 4 for Smoc21/1 mice; and n= 3 for Smoc2�/� mice). I, J, Smoc2�/� mice did
not show any apparent changes in the flinch number of either the first phase or the second phase in formalin test (n= 4 for Smoc21/1 mice; and n= 3 for Smoc2�/� mice). K-M, The scratch-
ing number induced by histamine, 5-hydroxytryptamine, and chloroquine in Smoc2�/� mice (n= 6) was similar to that in Smoc21/1 mice (n= 7). Data are mean 6 SEM. *p, 0.05,
***p, 0.001 versus Smoc21/1 mice: (A,D-H,K-M) two-tailed unpaired t test; (B,C,I,J) two-way ANOVA with Bonferroni correction.
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1991, 1993). Since the basement membrane is a structure with
thin connective tissue, here we used the notion of clustered neu-
rons to refer two or more of DRG neurons surrounded by the
basement membrane containing SMOC2 and Collagen IV.
Notably, the percentage of clustered DRG neurons was increased
to 43.96 0.9% in Smoc2�/� mice (t=17.970, df = 4, p, 0.001)
(Fig. 4C,D), suggesting that SMOC2 is required for the formation
of basement membrane impeding clustered neurons in the DRG.
We also quantified the diameter of these clustered neurons. The
statistic results showed that most clustered neurons were small
neurons to small or medium neurons in the DRG of both
Smoc2�/� mice and control mice (Fig. 4E). Meanwhile, the dis-
tribution of SGCs was checked in clustered DRG neurons of
Smoc2�/� mice. Immunostaining showed that both clustered
DRG neurons and nonclustered DRG neurons were tightly sur-
rounded by FABP71 SGCs (Fig. 4F). These results suggest that
loss of SMOC2 increases the number of clustered neurons in the
DRG.

Loss of SMOC2 increases coupled activation of adjacent
neurons in the DRG
In the DRG, adjacent neurons tend to be activated together
through increased cell communication after peripheral inflam-
mation or nerve injury (Dublin and Hanani, 2007; Song et al.,
2014). Inhibiting the coupled activation of adjacent DRG neu-
rons attenuates the mechanical hypersensitivity induced by
inflammation (Kim et al., 2016). Since SMOC2 deficiency
increased the percentage of clustered neurons in the DRG, we

considered the possibility that fibroblast-secreted SMOC2 could
obstruct the coupled activation of adjacent neurons to maintain
normal nociceptive mechanical threshold. To this end, the neu-
ronal activity was monitored by in vivo DRG calcium imaging
with the application of nociceptive mechanical or noxious
heat stimulation to the left hindpaw of anesthetic male and
female mice (Fig. 5A). Neuronal coupling was defined as in a
previous report, in which two or more adjacent DRG neurons
were synchronously activated by the same stimulus (Kim et
al., 2016). We injected recombination adeno-associated virus-
expressing GCaMP6s, a genetically encoded fluorescent cal-
cium indicator, into the left L4 and L5 DRGs of mice. First, we
studied the effect of SMOC2 on the activation of DRG neu-
rons induced by nociceptive mechanical stimulus. The cal-
cium imaging of DRG neurons showed that the majority of
DRG neurons in response to pinch were activated individually
in Smoc21/1 mice (Fig. 5B), which was consistent with a pre-
vious report (Kim et al., 2016). Only 18.86 1.2% of responsive
neurons displayed a coupled activation in male Smoc21/1

mice (Fig. 5C). Notably, 42.36 2.5% of activated neurons
were coupled in male Smoc2�/� mice, which was remarkably
higher than that in Smoc21/1 mice (t = 5.709, df = 22, p,
0.001) (Fig. 5C). In total, 29.66 2.5% of virus-infected neu-
rons were coupled activated in male Smoc2�/� mice, while
only 10.46 0.6% of these neurons displayed similar phenom-
ena in male Smoc21/1 mice (t = 5.941, df = 22, p, 0.001) (Fig.
5D). Moreover, the number of total activated neurons was
also increased in male Smoc2�/� mice compared with male

Figure 3. SMOC2 in the DRG is required for maintaining nociceptive mechanical threshold. A, qPCR showing that the expression of Smoc2 was reduced in the cultured DRG fibroblasts after
siSmoc2 treatment (n= 3). B, Flowchart represents the process of behavioral tests and siSmoc2 injection in mice. The L4 and L5 DRGs were injected with siSmoc2. The von Frey and Hargreaves
tests were performed before and 3 d after siSmoc2 injection, respectively. The knockdown efficiency of siSmoc2 in the L4 and L5 DRGs of mice was detected after behavioral tests. C, The noci-
ceptive mechanical threshold of male mice was reduced after the knockdown of Smoc2 in L4 and L5 DRGs (n= 13). D, The nociceptive mechanical threshold of female mice was reduced after
the knockdown of Smoc2 in L4 and L5 DRGs (n= 5). E, qPCR showing that the expression of Smoc2 was reduced in L4 and L5 DRGs of both sexes of mice after siSmoc2 injection and von Frey
test. F, The noxious thermal latency of male mice was not changed after knockdown of Smoc2 in L4 and L5 DRGs (n= 9). G, The noxious thermal latency of female mice was not changed after
knockdown of Smoc2 in L4 and L5 DRGs (n= 6). H, qPCR showing that the expression of Smoc2 was reduced in L4 and L5 DRGs of both sexes of mice after siSmoc2 injection and Hargreaves.
Data are mean6 SEM. **p, 0.01, ***p, 0.001 versus scramble siRNA: (A) two-tailed paired t test; (C-H) two-way ANOVA with Bonferroni correction.

Zhang et al. · SMOC2 Suppresses Mechanical Nociception J. Neurosci., May 18, 2022 • 42(20):4069–4086 • 4075



Smoc21/1 mice (55.66 1.3% for Smoc21/1 mice and 69.86
3.2% for Smoc2�/� mice, t = 3.840, df = 22, p = 0.002) (Fig.
5E), implying that some neurons hijacked their adjacent neu-
rons to simultaneously respond to pinch because of loss of
SMOC2 in the DRG. The coupled activation of DRG neurons
in female Smoc2�/� and Smoc21/1 mice was similar to that of
male mice (Fig. 5C, F(1,22) = 0.075, p = 0.787; Fig. 5D, F(1,22) =
0.185, p = 0.671; Fig. 5E, F(1,22) = 0.310, p = 0.583), indicating
that the increased coupled activation of DRG neurons in
Smoc2�/� mice induced by pinch was present in mice of both
sexes. To study whether other nociceptive mechanical stimuli
also could induce the coupled activation of DRG neurons, we

applied the strong press stimuli to the hindpaw of Smoc2�/�

and Smoc21/1 mice of both sexes. The calcium imaging results
showed that loss of SMOC2 also led to the increased number
of coupled activated DRG neurons and total activated DRG
neurons in mice of both sexes which responded to strong
press stimuli (Fig. 5F, F(1,9) = 0.356, p = 0.566; male: 17.96
0.5% for Smoc21/1 mice and 37.36 4.6% for Smoc2�/� mice;
female: 18.76 1.7% for Smoc21/1 mice and 32.86 1.0% for
Smoc2�/� mice; Fig. 5G, F(1,9) = 0.218, p = 0.651; male: 9.16
0.3% for Smoc21/1 mice and 23.86 3.8% for Smoc2�/� mice;
female: 9.66 0.8% for Smoc21/1 mice and 21.06 1.4% for
Smoc2�/� mice; Fig. 5H, F(1,9) = 0.063, p = 0.807; male:

Figure 4. Loss of SMOC2 increases clustered neurons in the DRG. A, Immunostaining showing the expression of PDGFRa1 fibroblasts in the DRG of Smoc21/1 and Smoc2�/� mice. B, The
quantitative data showed that the number of PDGFRa1 fibroblasts per square millimeter of DRG soma was not changed in Smoc21/1 and Smoc2�/� mice (n= 3). C, Immunostaining show-
ing the expression of Collagen IV (red) in the DRG of Smoc21/1 and Smoc2�/� mice. White arrow indicates the clustered DRG neurons. D, The quantitative data showed that the percentage
of clustered DRG neurons surrounded by Collagen IV was increased in the DRG of Smoc2�/� mice compared with that of Smoc21/1 mice. E, Percentage of clustered neuron was not changed
according to the size of each member of the pair in the DRG of both Smoc21/1 mice and Smoc2�/� mice. S, Small-diameter DRG neurons (,20mm); M, medium (20-30mm); L, large
(.30mm). C-E, n= 5 for Smoc21/1 mice and n= 6 for Smoc2�/� mice. F, The expression of FABP71 SGCs was not changed in the DRG of Smoc2�/� mice compared with that of Smoc21/1

mice. Right, Chart represents the fluorescent intensity (F.I.) of FABP7 around the DRG neuron. Scale bar, 20mm. Data are mean6 SEM. ***p, 0.001 versus Smoc21/1 mice: (B,D) two-tailed
unpaired t test; (E) two-way ANOVA with Bonferroni correction.
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51.16 0.5% for Smoc21/1 mice and
63.06 2.5% for Smoc2�/� mice;
female: 51.66 4.2% for Smoc21/1

mice and 63.96 3.5% for Smoc2�/�

mice) (Fig. 5F–H). As a control, the
percentage of coupled neurons in
respond to 55°C hot water in the DRG
of Smoc2�/� mice was similar to that
of Smoc21/1 mice in both sexes (Fig.
5I–K). Thus, loss of SMOC2 causes an
increased coupled activation of adja-
cent DRG neurons responding to
nociceptive mechanical stimuli other
than noxious heat stimuli in the DRG.

To further determine the vital role of
SMOC2 in coupled neuronal activation
induced by peripheral nociceptive me-
chanical stimuli, we injected SMOC2
protein into the DRG of Smoc2�/� mice
and examined the effect of exogenous
SMOC2 (Fig. 6A). In vivo calcium imag-
ing showed that many simultaneously
activated neurons adjacent to each other
were decoupled 30min after the injection
of SMOC2 (Fig. 6B). Quantitative data
showed that ;60% of coupled activated
neurons were decoupled in Smoc2�/�

mice after SMOC2 application (43.7 6
2.6% and 17.56 2.0% for before and af-
ter SMOC2 injection, t=10.77, df = 8,
p, 0.001) (Fig. 6C). The percentage of
total virus-infected neurons with coupled
activation in Smoc2�/� mice decreased
from 30.56 2.6% to 8.26 1.8% after
SMOC2 application (t = 20.64, df = 8,
p, 0.001) (Fig. 6D). Moreover, the
percentage of total activated neurons
responding to nociceptive mechanical
stimuli was also decreased significantly

Figure 5. Loss of SMOC2 results in an increased coupled activation of adjacent DRG neurons induced by nociceptive mechan-
ical stimuli. A, Flowchart represents the procedure of in vivo DRG imaging. B, Representative in vivo calcium images of L4 DRG
neurons in Smoc21/1 mice and Smoc2�/� mice. The standard color palette varies from blue (minimal intensity of fluores-
cence) to red (maximum intensity of fluorescence). The time courses are shown for calcium transient evoked by pinch at the
hindpaw of Smoc21/1 mice and Smoc2�/� mice. Each trace represents a single DRG neuron activated by pinch stimuli. All
data of calcium transient are expressed as the percentage of baseline calcium transient (DF/F0). Scale bar, 50mm. C,
Quantification of coupled neurons activated by pinch, normalized by total number of activated neurons by pinch in Smoc21/1

and Smoc2�/� mice. D, Quantification of coupled neurons activated by pinch, normalized by total number of virus-infected
DRG neurons in Smoc21/1 and Smoc2�/� mice. E, Quantification of activated neurons by pinch, normalized by total number
of virus-infected DRG neurons in Smoc21/1 and Smoc2�/� mice. n= 7 for male Smoc21/1 mice and n= 6 for male
Smoc2�/� mice in C-E. n= 6 for female Smoc21/1 mice and n= 7 for female Smoc2�/� mice in C-E. F, Quantification of

/

coupled neurons activated by strong pressure, normalized
by total number of activated neurons by strong pressure in
Smoc21/1 and Smoc2�/� mice of both sexes. G,
Quantification of coupled neurons activated by strong pres-
sure, normalized by total number of virus-infected DRG
neurons in Smoc21/1 and Smoc2�/� mice of both sexes.
H, Quantification of activated neurons by strong pressure,
normalized by total number of virus-infected DRG neurons
in Smoc21/1 and Smoc2�/� mice of both sexes. n= 3
for male Smoc21/1 mice and n= 4 for male Smoc2�/�

mice in F-H. n= 3 for both female Smoc21/1 mice and
Smoc2�/� mice in F-H. I, Quantification of coupled neu-
rons activated by hot water (55°C), normalized by total
number of activated neurons by hot water in Smoc21/1

and Smoc2�/� mice. J, K, Quantification of coupled neu-
rons (J) and activated neurons (K) activated by hot water,
normalized by total number of virus-infected DRG neurons
in Smoc21/1 and Smoc2�/� mice. n= 5 for both male
Smoc21/1 mice and Smoc2�/� mice in F-H. n= 4 for
female Smoc21/1 mice and n= 6 for female Smoc2�/�

mice in I-K. Data are mean 6 SEM. *p, 0.05,
**p, 0.01, ***p, 0.001 versus Smoc21/1 mice (two-
way ANOVA with Bonferroni correction).
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after SMOC2 application (69.56 2.6% and 41.66 2.4% for
before and after SMOC2 injection, t=9.611, df = 8, p, 0.001)
(Fig. 6E). However, injection of boiled SMOC2 into the DRG of
Smoc2�/� mice had no effect on the percentage of both coupled
activated neurons and total activated neurons (Fig. 6C, F(1,8) =
6.109, p=0.039; Fig. 6D, F(1,8) = 7.679, p= 0.024; Fig. 6E, F(1,8) =
6.495, p= 0.034) (Fig. 6C–E). Notably, an increase of coupled
neuronal activation in the DRG induced by nociceptive mechani-
cal stimuli was because of loss of SMOC2. Together, these data
suggest that fibroblast-secreted SMOC2 is required for inhibiting

coupled activation of adjacent DRG neurons induced by noci-
ceptive mechanical stimuli.

SMOC2 interacts with satellite glial P2X7R and inhibits the
ATP-induced activation of P2X7R
We further explored the mechanism underlying the regulation of
SMOC2 on coupled activation of DRG neurons. Previous studies
showed that SGCs communicate with other cells or their envel-
oped neurons through gap junction or chemicals (Huang et al.,
2013; Fan et al., 2019; Spray and Hanani, 2019). At first, we

Figure 6. Application of SMOC2 suppresses the increased coupling of activated neurons by nociceptive mechanical stimuli in Smoc2�/� mice. A, Flowchart represents the procedure of in
vivo DRG imaging for protein injection. B, Representative in vivo calcium images of L4 DRG neurons and calcium transient traces of the same two adjacent DRG neurons evoked by pinch at the
hindpaw of Smoc2�/� mice before (Basal) and after injection of 20mM SMOC2 protein. The standard color palette varies from blue (minimal intensity of fluorescence) to red (maximum inten-
sity of fluorescence). All data of calcium transient are expressed as the percentage of baseline calcium transient (DF/F0). Scale bar, 50mm. C, Quantification of coupled neurons activated by
pinch, normalized by total number of neurons activated by pinch in Smoc2�/� mice before (Basal) and after injection of SMOC2 or boiled SMOC2 protein. D, E, Quantification of coupled neu-
rons (D) and activated neurons (E) activated by pinch, normalized by total number of virus-infected DRG neurons in Smoc2�/� mice before (Basal) and after injection of SMOC2 or boiled
SMOC2 protein. n= 5 for two groups in C-E. Data are mean6 SEM. ***p, 0.001 versus basal (two-way ANOVA with Bonferroni correction).
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examined whether SMOC2 could interact with CX43, an impor-
tant component of gap junction in SGCs (Garrett and Durham,
2008; Kim et al., 2016). Coimmunoprecipitation showed that
SMOC2 did not interact with CX43 in COS7 cells (Fig. 7A),
implying that the gap junction formed by CX43 in SGCs does
not mediate the effect of SMOC2. As previous work reported,

the activation of purinergic receptors
through transmitters, most notably ATP,
is a common way for neurons to commu-
nicate with other cells or neurons
(Huang et al., 2013; Diezmos et al.,
2016). Purinergic receptor P2X7 is
known to be exclusively expressed in
SGCs (Y. Chen et al., 2008; L. Chen et al.,
2016), and activation of this receptor
contributes to nociceptive behaviors,
especially mechanical allodynia after pe-
ripheral inflammation, by regulating the
communication between DRG neurons
and their attached SGCs (Chessell et al.,
2005; Sorge et al., 2012). Therefore, we
examined the possibility that SMOC2
regulated the communication among adja-
cent DRG neurons by interacting with sat-
ellite glial P2X7R. Coimmunoprecipitation
detected the interaction between SMOC2
and P2X7R both in COS7 cells exoge-
nously coexpressing SMOC2-Myc and
P2X7R-Flag (Fig. 7B) and in the lysate of
mouse DRGs (Fig. 7C), providing a molec-
ular basis for the SMOC2/P2X7R interac-
tion. Further, calcium imaging in HEK293
cells expressing P2X7R-mCherry showed
that the inward Ca21 current induced by
ATP was significantly inhibited by SMOC2
(F(2,6) = 37.590, p=0.003; ATP: 77.76 4.1%,
SMOC2: 19.96 8.0%, wash ATP: 69.76
6.2%, 103 cells) (Fig. 7D–F). Similar effects
were observed by application of A740003, a
specific antagonist of P2X7R (F(2,4) = 34.96,
p = 0.003; ATP: 72.86 6.3%, SMOC2:
19.2 6 3.9%, wash ATP: 73.96 4.3%,
126 cells) (Fig. 7G,H). These results
indicate that SMOC2 inhibits the acti-
vation of P2X7R evoked by ATP.

SMOC2 regulates the coupling of
activated neurons by inhibiting satellite
glial P2X7R
We then investigated whether SMOC2
participated in the P2X7R-mediated regu-
lation of neuronal coupling. We directly
injected A740003 into the L4 DRG of
Smoc2�/� mice (Fig. 8A). The calcium
imaging showed that inhibition of P2X7R
with A740003 attenuated the coupling of
activated neurons in Smoc2�/� mice (Fig.
8B). The coupled percentage of activated
neurons induced by nociceptive mechani-
cal stimuli were dropped from 38.96 1.4%
to 17.96 3.2% after the injection of
A740003 to the DRG (F(1, 7) = 23.260,
p = 0.002; A740003 injection: t = 6.122,
df = 7, p = 0.001) (Fig. 8C). Meanwhile,

the percentage of total virus-infected neurons with coupled
activation was dropped from 26.46 2.3% to 6.86 1.3% after
the injection of A740003 to the DRG (F(1, 7) = 13.61,
p = 0.008; A740003 injection: t = 10.14, df = 7, p, 0.001)
(Fig. 8D). The total activated neurons were also decreased

Figure 7. SMOC2 interacts with P2X7R receptor in the DRG and inhibits the activity of P2X7R. A, Coimmunoprecipitation
showing that SMOC2 did not interact with CX43 in COS7 cells coexpressing CX43-Flag and SMOC2-Myc (n= 3). B,
Coimmunoprecipitation showing that SMOC2 interacted with P2X7R in COS7 cells coexpressing P2X7R-Flag and SMOC2-Myc
(n= 3). C, Coimmunoprecipitation showing that SMOC2 interacted with P2X7R in DRGs (n= 3). D, Flowchart represents the
procedure of calcium imaging for ATP-induced activity in HEK293 cells expressing P2X7R after incubation with 25 mM

A740003 or 50 nM SMOC2 protein for 30min. E, F, Representative calcium images (E) and quantitative data (F) (n= 3) of
ATP-induced activity in HEK293 cells expressing P2X7R before and after incubation with 50 nM SMOC2 protein. G, H,
Representative calcium images (G) and quantitative data (H) (n= 3) of ATP-induced activity in HEK293 cells expressing
P2X7R before and after incubation with 25 mM A740003. The standard color palette varies from blue (minimal intensity of
fluorescence) to red (maximum intensity of fluorescence). All data of calcium transient are expressed as the percentage of
baseline calcium transient (DF/F0). Scale bar, 20mm. Data are mean6 SEM. **p, 0.01 versus ATP (one-way ANOVA with
Dunnett correction).
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Figure 8. SMOC2 regulates coupled activation of DRG neurons through P2X7R. A, Flowchart represents the procedure of in vivo DRG imaging for A740003 injection or the coinjection of
A740003 and SMOC2 protein. B, Representative in vivo calcium images of L4 DRG neurons and calcium transient traces of the same two adjacent DRG neurons evoked by pinch at the hindpaw
of Smoc2�/� mice before (Basal) and after 100 mM A740003 injection. The standard color palette varies from blue (minimal intensity of fluorescence) to red (maximum intensity of fluores-
cence). All data of calcium transient are expressed as the percentage of baseline calcium transient (DF/F0). Scale bar, 50mm. C, Quantification of coupled neurons activated by pinch, normal-
ized by total number of neurons activated by pinch in Smoc2�/� mice before (Basal) and after injection of 100 mM A740003 or vehicle. D, E, Quantification of coupled neurons (D) and
activated neurons (E) activated by pinch, normalized by total number of virus-infected DRG neurons in Smoc2�/� mice before (Basal) and after injection of 100 mM A740003 or vehicle. n= 4
for A740003 injection and n= 3 for vehicle injection in C-E. F, Quantification of coupled neurons activated by pinch, normalized by total number of neurons activated by pinch in Smoc2�/�

mice before (Basal) and after injection of 10mM SMOC2 protein, 40mM A740003, or coinjection of 10mM SMOC2 protein and 40mM A740003. G, H, Quantification of coupled neurons (G) and
activated neurons (H) activated by pinch, normalized by total number of virus-infected DRG neurons in Smoc2�/� mice before (Basal) and after injection of 10 mM SMOC2 protein, 40 mM

A740003, or coinjection of 10mM SMOC2 protein and 40mM A740003. n= 4 for SMOC2 injection, n= 5 for A740003 injection, and n= 3 for coinjection of SMOC2 protein and A740003 in F-H.
Data are mean6 SEM. *p, 0.05, **p, 0.01 versus basal (two-way ANOVA with Bonferroni correction).
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after A740003 injection (67.66 4.4% for before and 33.46
4.1% for after; F(1, 7) = 7.984, p = 0.023; A740003 injection:
t = 30.13, df = 7, p, 0.001) (Fig. 8E). Moreover, we exam-
ined whether SMOC2 could further affect the A740003-
inhibited coupling of activated neurons. We coinjected
SMOC2 and A740003 both in a much lower concentration.
The inhibition of activated coupling neurons induced by
nociceptive mechanical stimuli was not enhanced by coin-
jection of SMOC2 and A740003 compared with application
of SMOC2 or A740003 alone (F(2, 9) = 0.908, p = 0.438;
SMOC2, 37.36 3.1% for before and 26.46 1.6% for after,
t =3.962, df = 9, p = 0.01; A740003, 43.16 2.0% for before
and 25.86 2.0% for after, t = 7.013. df = 9, p, 0.001; coin-
jection, 42.26 4.2% for before and 30.26 3.2% for after,
t = 3.766, df = 9, p = 0.013) (Fig. 8F). The effect on inhibiting
the coupled activation of total virus-infected neurons by
coinjection of SMOC2 and A740003 was similar to that by
application of SMOC2 or A740003 alone (F(2, 9) = 2.375,
p = 0.149. SMOC2, 24.36 1.7% for before and 13.56 0.7%
for after, t = 4.850, df = 9, p = 0.003; A740003: 29.86 1.5%
for before and 13.86 1.6% for after, t = 8.046, df = 9,
p, 0.001; coinjection: 30.06 3.1% for before and 15.86
1.3% for after, t = 5.562, df = 9, p = 0.001) (Fig. 8G). The per-
centage of total activated neurons was not different among
application of SMOC2 or A740003 alone, and coinjection
(F(2, 9) = 1.126, p = 0.366; SMOC2, 65.36 1.5% for before
and 51.46 0.6% for after, t=4.020, df = 9, p=0.009; A740003,
70.06 3.6% for before and 52.76 2.5% for after, t= 5.574, df = 9,
p=0.001; coinjection, 71.66 1.9% for before and 52.66 1.4% for
after, t= 4.743, df = 9, p=0.003) (Fig. 8H). These results imply
that SMOC2 and P2X7R are in the same pathway of regulating
neuronal coupling. Since SMOC2 interacted with P2X7R and
inhibited the ATP-induced activation of P2X7R, we speculated
that satellite glial P2X7R was the downstream target of fibroblas-
tic SMOC2 in the regulation of neuronal coupling in the DRG.
Together, these data suggest that fibroblast-secreted SMOC2 reg-
ulates the coupled activation of adjacent DRG neurons
responded to nociceptive mechanical stimuli by affecting satellite
glial P2X7R.

Peripheral inflammation results in a decrease of SMOC2 and
an increase of neuronal coupling
The communication of adjacent DRG neurons is increased fol-
lowing peripheral tissue injury (Song et al., 2014; Kim et al.,
2016). Since loss of SMOC2 led to the increased coupled activa-
tion of adjacent DRG neurons, we examined the change of
SMOC2 expression under pathologic conditions, which may
contribute to the changed communication of adjacent neurons.
We first examined the expression of SMOC2 in mouse DRGs af-
ter peripheral inflammation induced by complete Freund’s adju-
vant (CFA). RNAscope showed that the number of Smoc21

puncta around DRG neurons was decreased in the CFA model
(F(4, 10) = 29.77, p, 0.001) (Fig. 9A,B). qPCR detected that the
level of Smoc2 mRNA in the DRG was also decreased after pe-
ripheral inflammation (F(4, 20) = 4.535, p= 0.009) (Fig. 9C).
Then, we further investigated the change of SMOC2 protein
in mouse DRG after CFA plantar injection. Consistently, immuno-
blotting result showed that CFA-induced reduction in Smoc2
mRNA resulted in a decrease in the SMOC2 protein level (F(4, 20) =
8.273, p, 0.001) (Fig. 9D).

Double immunostaining with SMOC2 and FABP7 showed
that the expression of SMOC2 among the adjacent clustered
DRG neurons was decreased after inflammation, while as a con-
trol, the expression of FABP7 was unchanged (Fig. 10A). The sta-
tistical result showed that the fluorescence intensity of SMOC2
in the DRG was decreased after inflammation and that of FABP7
was not changed (FABP7: F(2, 30) = 0.153, p= 0.861; SMOC2:
F(2, 6) = 171.000, p, 0.001) (Fig. 10B). Moreover, we want to
know whether the decrease of SMOC2 led to the increased clus-
tered neurons in the CFA model. Double immunostaining with
SMOC2 and Collagen IV showed that the percentage of clustered
neurons in the DRG after inflammation was increased compared
with control mice (F(4, 13) = 66.570, p, 0.001) (Fig. 10B,C),
implying that the decreased expression of SMOC2 may contribute
to the increased clustered neurons. Since SMOC2 was expressed
and secreted by fibroblasts in the DRG, we examined the change
of fibroblasts in the DRG after peripheral inflammation. Double
immunostaining with PDGFRa and SMOC2 showed that adja-
cent DRG neurons were obstructed by PDGFRa1 fibroblasts and

Figure 9. Peripheral inflammation causes the decreased expression of SMOC2 in the DRG. A, B, Representative images (A) and quantitative data (B) of RNAscope showing that the expression
of Smoc2 in the DRG was decreased in mice after peripheral CFA injection (n= 3). C, qPCR showing that the expression of Smoc2 was reduced in the DRG of mice after peripheral CFA injection
(n= 5). D, Immunoblotting showing that the expression of SMOC2 was reduced in the DRG of mice after peripheral CFA injection (n= 5). Scale bar, 20mm. Data are mean 6 SEM.
*p, 0.05, **p, 0.01, ***p, 0.001 versus day 0 (one-way ANOVA with Dunnett correction).
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SMOC2 in control mice. However, in CFA-injected mice, the
number of PDGFRa1 fibroblasts in the DRG neurons was
decreased (F(4, 14) = 6.058, p=0.005) (Fig. 10D,E). Therefore, pe-
ripheral inflammation causes a decrease of fibroblast-derived
SMOC2, and an increase of neuronal clusters in the DRG.

Considering the increased clusters of DRG neurons in CFA-
induced mice and the regulation of SMOC2 to coupled activation
of neurons, we hypothesized that application of exogenous

SMOC2 could reverse the increased coupled activation of adja-
cent DRG neurons after peripheral inflammation. With the
application of nociceptive mechanical stimuli to the hindpaw of
mice 7 d after CFA injection, the coupled percentage of activated
neurons was largely increased compared with the control mice
(Figs. 5C and 11A,B), which was consistent with the previous
report (Kim et al., 2016). After injection of SMOC2 into L4 and
L5 DRGs for 30min, the coupling of neuronal activation was

Figure 10. Peripheral inflammation causes a decrease of fibroblasts and an increase of neuronal clusters. A, Representative images of immunostaining (left) and the corresponding quantita-
tive data showing that the expression of SMOC2 was decreased (middle, green; right bottom) and the presence of FABP71 SGCs was not changed (middle, red; right top) among adjacent DRG
neurons in mice after CFA injection (n= 3). B, C, Representative images of immunostaining (B) and quantitative data (C) showing that the expression of both SMOC2 (green) and Collagen IV
(red) among adjacent DRG neurons was decreased, and the percentage of clustered neurons in the DRG was increased in mice after CFA injection (n= 3). D, E, Representative images of immu-
nostaining (D) and quantitative data (E) showing that the number of PDGFRa1 fibroblasts per square millimeter of DRG soma was decreased in mice after CFA injection (n= 3). Scale bar,
20mm. Data are mean6 SEM. *p, 0.05, **p, 0.01, ***p, 0.001 versus day 0, two-way ANOVA with Bonferroni correction (A) and one-way ANOVA with Dunnett correction (C,E).

4082 • J. Neurosci., May 18, 2022 • 42(20):4069–4086 Zhang et al. · SMOC2 Suppresses Mechanical Nociception



significantly inhibited. Only 20.56 3.2% of activated neurons
were coupled after SMOC2 injection compared with 43.86 4.1%
in basal condition (F(1, 6) = 11.170, p=0.016; SMOC2 injection:
t=11.470, df = 6, p, 0.001) (Fig. 11B). The percentage of total
virus-infected neurons with coupled activation was dropped
from 28.26 0.9% to 7.96 0.9% after SMOC2 injection (F(1, 6) =
74.250, p, 0.001; SMOC2 injection: t=20.740, df=6, p, 0.001)
(Fig. 11C). The percentage of total activated neurons induced by
nociceptive mechanical stimuli was also dropped from
63.06 3.5% to 39.56 2.4% after the application of SMOC2
to the DRG of CFA mice (F(1, 6) = 7.975, p = 0.030; SMOC2
injection: t = 12.170, df = 6, p, 0.001) (Fig. 11D). These
results suggest that SMOC2 regulates the coupled activation
of DRG neurons induced by noxious mechanical stimuli af-
ter peripheral inflammation.

Discussion
DRG neurons detect peripheral somatosensory stimuli, and their
soma is surrounded by SGCs and fibroblasts. In the present
study, we reveal that SMOC2 is specifically expressed in fibro-
blasts, and secreted to become a component of the basement
membrane and inhibit satellite glial P2X7R in the DRG. SMOC2
deficiency increases neuronal clusters and further enhances
coupled activation of adjacent DRG neurons through the disinhi-
bition of P2X7R, which leads to mechanical allodynia other than
heat hyperalgesia (Fig. 12). This study uncovers non-neuronal
fibroblasts and their secreted molecules as critical modulators in
pain sensation.

Fibroblast-secreted SMOC2 regulates mechanical
nociception
In the present study, SMOC2 has been detected to be spontane-
ously secreted from cultured fibroblasts and tend to adhere to
the cell membrane. In general, single DRG neuron is tightly
enveloped by SGCs to form an independent functional unit. This
unit consisted of a DRG neuron, and its attached SGCs are fur-
ther surrounded by the basement membrane and fibroblasts.
Fibroblast-derived SMOC2 is distributed within the basement
membrane. Loss of SMOC2 disrupts the integrity of basement
membrane and increases the number of neuronal clusters, which
provides a possibility to affect the communication of adja-
cent neurons in the DRG. We noticed that most clustered
DRG neurons are small or medium neurons in the DRG of
both Smoc21/1 and Smoc2�/� mice. Traditionally, small or
medium DRG neurons are related to the nociceptive trans-
mission. However, the reason why loss of SMOC2 mainly
leads to the disruption of basement membrane around
small and medium DRGs neurons needs further study.

Previous reports highlight the role of DRG neurons and
SGCs in nociceptive sensation (Li et al., 2011; Oliveira et al.,
2017; Shin et al., 2020; Xie et al., 2020). Small DRG neurons
expressing different ion channels and receptors are considered as
sensors for noxious stimuli (Dhaka et al., 2006). SGCs regulate
neuronal excitability and nociception through their receptors,
ion channels, and gap junction (Huang et al., 2013). The
present study provides functional evidences for the notion
that fibroblast-secreted molecules in the DRG are involved
in pain sensation. Fibroblast-secreted SMOC2 specifically

Figure 11. Application of SMOC2 inhibits the coupled activation of DRG neurons after peripheral inflammation. A, Representative in vivo calcium images of L4 DRG neurons
and calcium transient traces of the same two adjacent DRG neurons evoked by pinch at the hindpaw of mice 7 d after peripheral CFA injection. The standard color palette
varies from blue (minimal intensity of fluorescence) to red (maximum intensity of fluorescence). All data of calcium transient are expressed as the percentage of baseline cal-
cium transient (DF/F0). Scale bar, 50mm. B, Quantification of coupled neurons activated by pinch, normalized by total number of neurons activated by pinch in mice 7 d af-
ter CFA injection before (Basal) and after injection of SMOC2 or boiled SMOC2 protein. C, D, Quantification of coupled neurons (C) and activated neurons (D) activated by
pinch, normalized by total number of virus-infected DRG neurons in mice 7 d after CFA injection before (Basal) and after injection of SMOC2 or boiled SMOC2 protein. Data
are mean 6 SEM; n = 4. ***p, 0.001 versus basal (two-way ANOVA with Bonferroni correction).
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affects the mechanical nociception. Loss of SMOC2 reduces
the nociceptive mechanical threshold but does not affect
other sensations, such as heat, chemical nociception, and
itch. Fibroblasts are a kind of heterogeneous cell and play
different roles according to their position under physiologi-
cal and pathologic conditions. For example, the previous
study reported that fibroblastic PI16 was expressed in the
meninges of DRG other than within the DRG. The expres-
sion of PI16 in the meninges of DRG was increased and
PI16 promoted neuropathic pain after nerve injury of mice
(Singhmar et al., 2020). Our results showed that SMOC2
expressed in the fibroblasts within the DRG inhibits the me-
chanical nociception by inhibiting coupled activation of
primary sensory neurons. Considering the exuberant secre-
tion of fibroblasts, the molecules secreted by fibroblasts in
the DRG may play vital roles in the regulation of multiple
sensations, which is ignored before and needs to be further
investigated.

SMOC2 suppresses coupled activation of adjacent DRG
neurons through inhibiting P2X7R
Neuronal coupling in the DRG has been observed in the struc-
ture through dye injection of the individual DRG neuron
(Huang et al., 2010; Blum et al., 2014; Hanani, 2015). A previous
study reports that the coupled activation of adjacent DRG

neurons contributes to the mechanical allodynia under patho-
logic pain condition through in vivo DRG calcium imaging (Kim
et al., 2016). In the present study, immunostaining shows that
the number of clustered DRG neurons is increased in Smoc2�/�

mice. In vivo calcium imaging detects that loss of SMOC2 leads
to an increased coupled activation of adjacent DRG neurons
responded to nociceptive mechanical stimuli, which can be
reversed by injection of SMOC2 into the DRG. These phenom-
ena provide a mechanism that the molecule secreted from fibro-
blasts regulates coupled activation of adjacent DRG neurons.

Previous study reveals that adjacently neuronal communica-
tion in the DRG is mediated by the gap junction through CX43
(Huang et al., 2013). A direct effect on gap junction is excluded
because SMOC2 does not interact with CX43 in the DRG in the
present study. It is also known that satellite glial P2X7R mediates
the communication between SGCs and DRG neurons (Chessell
et al., 2005; Neves et al., 2020). The role of satellite glial P2X7R in
neuronal coupling is proved by in vivo calcium imaging in
Smoc2�/� mice, and SMOC2 is able to interact with P2X7 and
block the ATP-induced Ca21 transient of P2X7R. Coinjection of
A740003 with SMOC2 to the DRG in Smoc2�/� mice does not
display enhanced effect on the SMOC2-induced inhibition of
neuronal coupling. These results imply that P2X7R is the down-
stream target of SMOC2. Since the instantaneous injection of
SMOC2 into the DRG is not able to reconstitute the basement

Figure 12. Proposed model for SMOC2 in regulating coupled activation of adjacent DRG neurons induced by noxious mechanical stimulation. SMOC2 is expressed and secreted in fibroblasts
of the DRG. Fibroblastic SMOC2 prevents the communication of adjacent DRG neurons by inhibiting P2X7R in SGCs. The deficiency of SMOC2 increases the number of clustered neurons in the
DRG, and elevates coupled activation of adjacent neurons induced by nociceptive mechanical stimuli through the disinhibition of satellite glial P2X7R.
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membrane by loss of SMOC2, a direct inhibition of SMOC2 on
satellite glial P2X7R may serve as a key linker to suppress the
neuronal coupling.

SMOC2 is involved in mechanical allodynia after peripheral
inflammation
The sensitization of DRG neurons under pathologic condi-
tion, such as peripheral inflammation, often leads to
chronic pain (Li et al., 2011; Luo et al., 2018). The altered
communication of neurons and SGCs in the DRG has been
reported after peripheral inflammation (Blum et al., 2014;
Hanani, 2015; Neves et al., 2020). In the present study,
RNAscope, qPCR, and immunostaining show that SMOC2
is decreased in the DRG after peripheral inflammation with
CFA injection. The anomaly of extracellular matrix is
related to abnormal neuronal functions (Previtali et al.,
2008). Peripheral inflammation also results in an increased
number of clustered neurons. In vivo calcium imaging
detects that application of SMOC2 to the DRG reverses the
increased neuronal coupling induced by nociceptive me-
chanical stimuli after periphery inflammation. All this evi-
dence supports that downregulation of SMOC2 in the DRG
after peripheral inflammation may be an important mecha-
nism to disinhibit neuronal coupling and induce persistent
mechanical allodynia.
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