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Abstract
Genome-wide association studies (GWASs) have revealed the worldwide heterogeneity of genetic factors in tuberculosis (TB)
susceptibility. Despite having the third highest global TB burden, no TB-related GWAS has been performed in China. Here, we
performed the first three-stage GWAS on TB in the Han Chinese population. In the stage 1 (discovery stage), after quality con-
trol, 691 388 SNPs present in 972 TB patients and 1537 controls were retained. After replication on an additional 3460 TB pa-
tients and 4862 controls (stages 2 and 3), we identified three significant loci associated with TB, the most significant of which
was rs4240897 (logistic regression P¼1.41�10�11, odds ratio¼0.79). The aforementioned three SNPs were harbored by MFN2,
RGS12 and human leukocyte antigen class II beta chain paralogue encoding genes, all of which are candidate immune genes
associated with TB. Our findings provide new insight into the genetic background of TB in the Han Chinese population.

Introduction
Tuberculosis (TB), a disease caused by infection with
Mycobacterium tuberculosis (MTB), is a major global health problem

and a leading cause of death worldwide. The World Health
Organization estimated that there were 10.4 million new cases of
TB and 1.4 million deaths from TB in 2015 (1). However, TB

†These authors contributed equally to this work.
Received: April 2, 2017. Revised: September 12, 2017. Accepted: September 19, 2017

VC The Author 2017. Published by Oxford University Press. All rights reserved. For Permissions, please email: journals.permissions@oup.com

4752

Human Molecular Genetics, 2017, Vol. 26, No. 23 4752–4763

doi: 10.1093/hmg/ddx365
Advance Access Publication Date: 26 September 2017
Association Studies Article

Downloaded from https://academic.oup.com/hmg/article-abstract/26/23/4752/4237428

https://academic.oup.com/


patients are far fewer in number than people infected with MTB
worldwide, as evidenced by the fact that only 10% of the MTB-
infected population develop clinical TB (2). Many factors, includ-
ing the differential virulence of MTB strains, and host factors
such as malnutrition, HIV infection and immunosuppression can
all affect the development of TB (3). Case observations, twin stud-
ies and mouse infection models have indicated that host genetic
factors are important in determining susceptibility to TB (4,5).

The molecular nature of genetic susceptibility to TB has
been explored by genome-wide association studies (GWASs) and
candidate gene association studies. GWASs on TB have been
conducted among African populations including Ghanaians,
Gambians, Ugandans and Tanzanians (6–8), among European
populations including Russians and Icelanders (9,10), and among
Asian populations including Thais, Japanese and Indonesians
(11,12). Among African populations, three independent GWASs
identified TB-associated single-nucleotide polymorphisms
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were associated with leprosy in Indians and Chinese (19–21).
Despite the LR P-values for rs955263, rs4236914 and rs4574921
being less than 0.05 in our research, the published risk alleles
for these loci (rs955263-C, rs4236914-C and rs4574921-A) were
not consistent with the risk alleles identified in our study
(rs955263-T, rs4236914-T and rs4574921-G).

Meta-analysis

Using the imputed data from the Gambian (whole genome) and
Indonesian (200-kb genomic regions of leading SNPs) popula-
tions, we performed genome-wide meta-analysis on the
Chinese and Gambian populations and meta-analysis on all
three populations (Chinese, Gambians and Indonesians) for the
leading SNPs.

Initially, we carried out an imputation-based meta-analysis
of TB for the Chinese and Gambian populations (6). Two hun-
dred and twenty-two loci located in 56 continuous regions
that possessed meta P-values of<1� 10�4 and P-het of>0.05
were found in both populations (Chinese and Gambians)
(Supplementary Material, Data S3, Fig. S1). As shown in
Supplementary Material, Figure S1, in the 222 TB-associated
loci, 92 loci were harbored by immune genes such as SKAP2,
LCP1, TAF4B and the genes encoding the HLA class II region. In
addition, we conducted another imputation-based meta-analy-
sis for our lead SNPs of TB in the Chinese, Gambian (6) and
Indonesian (12) populations. These three SNPs gave meta P-val-
ues in at least two of the populations. Among the three SNPs,
rs4240897 and rs41553512 became more significant in meta-
analysis than in the Chinese population alone. Significant het-
erogeneity was found for rs4240897 (P-het¼ 2.36� 10�2) and
rs2269497 (P-het¼ 1.43� 10�3), but no significant heterogeneity
was found for rs41553512 and rs2269497 (P-het¼ 2.08� 10�1)
(Supplementary Material, Data S4).

Functional annotation

Functional noncoding variants within gene regulatory elements
may play roles in disease phenotypes by modulating gene
expression levels. To predict the effects of variants on gene
expression, we analysed all variants (284) with P-values
of<1� 10�4 within the flanking regions of the three significant

loci using the software SeattleSeq (v138) (26) and HaploReg (v2)
(27).

Of the SNP variants annotated using SeattleSeq, four were
located in known transcription factor binding sites: one, a mis-
sense mutation (rs41542812) in HLA-DQB1, was classified as be-
nign (PolyPhen score<0.15; Supplementary Material, Table S2),
rs41553512 and rs1136744 were missense mutations in HLA-
DRB5, and rs41552812 was a missense mutation in HLA-DQB1.
These latter three SNPs were classified as probably damaging
(PolyPhen score>0.85) (Supplementary Material, Table S2).

More than half of the SNPs were located in the gene expression
regulatory motifs of enhancers and promoters, as determined us-
ing HaploReg, while 98 of the SNPs had a recorded effect on gene
expression in the Genotype-Tissue Expression (GTEx) pilot (28)
and the Genome-Wide Repository of Associations Between SNPs
and Phenotypes databases (29) (Supplementary Material, Data S5).
For the cell type-specific enhancer enrichment analyses, we con-
ducted queries in HaploReg with the 284 SNPs and their linked
SNPs (r2¼ 1), based on the epigenomic data from the Roadmap
Epigenomics (30) and ENCyclopedia of DNA Elements (ENCODE)
projects (31), and found that immune-related cell lines were en-
riched significantly, including T helper cells, monocytes and B cells
(Chi-square test P<2� 10�6) (Supplementary Material, Table S3).

Chip-based gene expression profiling, RT-PCR
verification and eQTL analysis

To investigate differences in the gene expression profiles be-
tween the TB and control groups, we used a human gene expres-
sion array on 15 additional peripheral blood mononuclear cell
(PBMC) cases and 14 controls. We focused on 26 genes within the
400-kb flanking regions of the three significant SNPs (Table 1).
The expression levels of the 26 genes are shown in Figure 3 and
Supplementary Material, Data S6. Genes with significantly differ-
ent expression levels were filtered according to a fold change (FC)
(linear) of�0.67 (downregulated) or�1.5 (upregulated), and a
Student’s t-test P-value of<0.05. The expression level of CLCN6
(P¼ 5.28� 10�8, FC¼ 1.66) was significantly higher in the TB group
than in the control group. In addition, the expression level of
MFN2 (P¼ 2.81� 10�2, FC¼ 1.43) was nominally higher in the TB
group than in the control group. The expression levels of DOK7
(P¼ 7.1� 10�4, FC¼ 0.54), KIAA2013 (P¼ 9.05� 10�7, FC¼ 0.47) and

Figure 1. Distribution of candidate genes harboring SNPs that were selected after replication on the human genome. Manhattan plot of the LR P-values calculated from

the genome-wide association study for the discovery stage. Data on 691, 388 SNPs that passed quality control steps were collected from 972 cases with TB and 1537

controls. The�log10 (LR P-value) of each SNP is shown as a function of its genomic position on autosomes (hg19). Each dot represents a SNP; and different colors are

used for distinguishing chromosomes from 1 to 22. The solid blue line denotes a significance level of LR P¼1�10�4. Candidate genes harboring SNPs that were selected

after replication are indicated.
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in all of the six clusters. Additionally, MFN2 and TNFRSF8 were
enriched in the cellular response to stimulus and signal trans-
duction. Therefore, genes within the 400-kb flanking regions of
the three significant SNPs may participate in the pathogenesis
of TB mainly through activation of immune cells and signal
transduction.

Discussion
Genetic factors play an important role in the outcome of infec-
tion with MTB. Previous GWAS have investigated genetic sus-
ceptibility to TB in African (6–8), European (9,10) and Asian
populations (11,12). Although one previous candidate associa-
tion study revealed one suggestive associated locus (rs2057178)
with Chinese TB (33), GWAS is still needed to investigate the ge-
netic characteristics of TB in the Chinese population. In our
study, we found that the candidate genes harboring the three
identified significant loci were associated with the etiology of
TB. First, TB-associated SNPs were located within the flanking
regions of the three significant loci enriched in the enhancers of
immune-related cell lines, which may be involved in the im-
mune response to TB. Second, gene expression profiling re-
vealed that many of the candidate genes, such as TNFRSF8 and
MFN2, were differently expressed in the TB and control groups.
Third, gene-annotation enrichment analyses and functional an-
notation clustering of the 26 genes within the 400-kb flanking
regions of three significant SNPs indicated that the genes were
enriched in the activation of immune cells and signal transduc-
tion. Thus, our data indicate that an association exists between
the aforementioned candidate genes and TB at different levels.

The candidate genes harboring SNPs that were significantly
associated with TB were MFN2, RGS12 and HLA class II beta
chain paralogue encoding genes (HLA-DQA1, HLA-DQB1, HLA-
DRA, HLA-DRB1, HLA-DRB5 and HLA-DRB6). These genes partici-
pate in many steps of the immune response to TB as discussed
below.

The MFN2 protein is a key factor in mitochondrial fusion
and mitochondrial metabolism. In a meta-analysis of GWASs,
rs2336384 of MFN2 was identified to be significantly associated
with the platelet count and mean platelet volume in European
populations (34). Additionally, researchers found that platelets
drove macrophage differentiation into epithelioid-like multi-
nucleated giant foam cells in tuberculosis granulomas (35). In
our study, rs4240897, an intron mutation in MFN2, was found to
significantly influence the expression of MFN2 by GTEx.
Moreover, the expression level of MFN2 was significantly higher
in the TB group than in the control group. Thus, it is possible
that rs4240897 may affect platelet count and macrophage differ-
entiation by moderating the expression and function of MFN2.

In the 80 kD downstream of rs4240897, TNFRSF8 is another
important immune gene that has been reported to be involved
in the immune response to TB. TNFSF8/TNFRSF8 signaling plays
an augmentative role in the production of IFN-c in Th1 cells in
response to Mycobacterium bovis bacillus Calmette–Guerin (BCG)
infection (36). During genetic research into leprosy, 18 cis-
expression gene quantitative trait loci of TNFSF8 were found to
be associated with Type 1 reactions (T1R) in Vietnamese and
Brazilian populations, which are pathological inflammatory re-
sponses that are the main cause of nerve damage for leprosy
patients (37). In addition, the association of rs6478108, one of 18
loci, with T1R was more pronounced in younger leprosy pa-
tients (<30 years old) (38). Consequently, variants of TNFSF8/
TNFRSF8 may be important for susceptibility to mycobacterial
diseases. In our study, as rs4240897 locates near TNFRSF8 and
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the expression level of TNFRSF8 is significantly lower in the TB
group than in the control group, we cannot rule out the possibil-
ity that rs4240897 may affect the function or expression of
TNFRSF8 in TB.

HLA-restricted CD4þ and CD8þ T cells recognize many MTB-
derived epitopes in MTB-infected populations (39). HLA-DQA1,
HLA-DQB1, HLA-DRA, HLA-DRB1, HLA-DRB5 and HLA-DRB6 are
HLA class II beta chain paralogues (10). Polymorphisms in HLA-
DRB1 and HLA-DQB1 are associated with TB, not only in
Europeans, but also in Africans and South Americans (10,40,41).
In our study, rs41553512, a missense mutation in HLA-DRB5,
was significantly associated with TB and was classified as dam-



contribute to the unsatisfactory results of stage 3. In addition,
about 70% of samples for stage 3 originated from southern
China, whereas most of the samples (>80%) for stages 1 and 2
were from northern China. The significant heterogeneity of
rs4240897 was likely due to the fact that samples of stage 3 com-
prised different Chinese ethnic background in comparison with
samples of stage 1 and 2. The nominal association of stage 3
replication suggested that more samples should be investigated
to depict the possible differences in pathogenesis between TB
patients from northern and southern China. Second, in addition
to the Gambian and Indonesian populations, meta-analysis of
worldwide TB data is needed to validate the associated loci.
Third, a larger independent sample of the Han Chinese popula-
tion should be employed to replicate the present GWAS.
Fourthly, as a genetic study of infectious disease, research into
human genomics and pathogen genomics should be conducted
concurrently to analyse the interaction between pathogen and
host. Despite these limitations, our findings not only present
new risk loci for TB, but also reveal the complexity and specific-
ity of the genetic characteristics of TB susceptibility.

Materials and Methods
Samples

All the individuals in our study were Han Chinese. The diagno-
sis of TB cases was consistent with previously published criteria
(49–51).The diagnosis of TB is based on a the following factors:
(i) etiology or pathology results (Acid-Fast Bacilli Stain or cul-
ture); (ii) clinical presentation (symptoms or signs); (iii) imaging

https://academic.oup.com/hmg/article-lookup/doi/10.1093/hmg/ddx365#supplementary-data
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To obtain high-quality data for the GWAS, we pruned the
discovery stage data set using the following criteria: sample call
rate>99%; SNP call rate>95%; and a threshold for Hardy–
Weinberg equilibrium (HWE) P value of 0.001 in the control co-
hort. We also calculated genome-wide identity by descent (IBD)
for each pair of samples so that closely related individuals could
be excluded. We found one pair in the case cohort and one pair
in the control cohort with an IBD>0.05, and randomly removed
one individual from each pair from the cohorts. We retained
SNPs with minor allele frequencies>0.01 due to the limited
power for rare variants in this association study. In addition, we
extracted genotype data for the YRI, CEU, JPT, CHB and CHS pop-
ulations from the 1000 Genomes Project (17) and performed
principal components analysis on these samples along with our
genotyped samples using the smart PCA package (56). We clus-
tered together the Asian populations (i.e. CHB, CHS, JPT and our
samples) and found that the Chinese samples were well sepa-
rated from the Japanese samples (Supplementary Material, Fig.
S4).Three outliers within the TB cohort (based on genome-wide
identity-by-state) were removed from subsequent analyses. The
final data set used for GWAS analyses included 972 cases and
1537 controls, with 691 388 SNPs. In addition, we have submit-
ted our microarray data to the GEO (http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.
gov/geo/query/acc.cgi? acc¼GSE83397).

Genotype imputing

We used PLINK software to flip SNPs from the reverse strand to
the forward strand and pre-phased the haplotypes in each chro-
mosome using the SHAPEIT algorithm (57). Untyped SNPs of
Gambian, Indonesian (200-kb flanking regions of the lead SNPs)
and our GWAS data, were imputed based on the 1000 Genomes
Project phase I integrated variant set (b37; October 2014) using
IMPUTE2 (58). A strict cutoff (info>0.85, Fisher’s exact test
P>0.001 for HWE) was set for post-imputation SNP filtering to
remove poorly imputed SNPs.

Selection of genomic loci for replication

To select genomic loci for replication, the genomic distribution
of genotyped SNPs that were suggestively associated with TB
(LR P<7� 10�5) was examined. As SNPs within the same contig-
uous genomic region tend to form ‘association peaks’ due to
strong linkage disequilibrium (LD), the most significant SNP in
each region was selected to represent the rest of the selected
SNPs. In addition, we checked whether other ‘isolated TB-
associated SNPs’ scattered on the chromosome were in strong
LD (r2 >0.8) with surrounding SNPs (400-Kb window) in the Han
Chinese from the 1000 Genomes Project. If there were no other
genotyped SNPs in strong LD with the ‘isolated TB-associated
SNP’, the SNP was retained as a potentially true TB-associated
SNP. In the end, 45 SNPs were selected in this manner for the
replication study.

In stage 2, these 45SNPs were then genotyped in the addi-
tional 2304 cases and 2108 controls in the replication set by Bio
Miao Biological Technology (Beijing, China) using a MassARRAY
system (Sequenom, CA, USA). The investigators were blinded to
the group allocation during the genotyping in MassARRAY.
Twenty-six case and 11 control samples that had more than 5%
missing genotypes were removed from the data analysis. Of the
45 SNPs, 41 had less than 5% missing genotypes and showed no
deviation from HWE (Fisher’s exact test P>0.001) in the control
samples.

In stage 3, we genotyped nine most significant loci which
were replicated by stage 2 in 1156 cases and 2754 controls with
the same method and platform of stage 2. Ninety-six case and
two control samples that had more than 5% missing genotypes
were removed from the data analysis. All of these nine SNPs
had less than 5% missing genotypes and showed no deviation
from HWE (Fisher’s exact test P>0.001) in the control samples.

Association testing

The associations between SNP genotypes and the TB trait were
estimated by applying a LR algorithm in PLINK (v1.9) (57). To han-
dle the population stratification of the samples, LR was per-
formed on all the SNPs with covariates of the first five principal
components from the principal components analysis. A quantile-
quantile (Q-Q) plot of this test is shown in Supplementary
Material, Fig. S5, where kGC was 1.017 (based on median Chi-
square). We constructed Manhattan plots using qqman (59).
Bonferroni correction was used for multiple comparisons,
and the threshold for genome-wide significance was set at LR
P-value<5� 10�8 (14–16). We visualized regional association and
linkage disequilibrium using LocusZoom (60). For the replication
study, to avoid spurious associations caused by population strati-
fication, we categorized the samples into northern and southern
Chinese groups and included groups as a covariate in the LR asso-
ciation test. Combined analyses on the discovery and replication
data were carried out using METAL (61) with the following param-
eters: EFFECT, Beta; Weights in P-value Based Analysis, sample
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Based Analysis, sample size; and heterogeneity, Cochran’s Q-
test. Variants with meta P-values<1� 10�4and P-het> 0.05 in
meta-analysis were given in Supplementary Material, Data S3.
In addition, we conducted another imputation-based meta-
analysis for our nine lead SNPs of TB in Chinese, Gambians (6)
and Indonesians (12) in the same way. The heterogeneity signif-
icance threshold was set at 0.05. The meta-analysis results of
three significant SNPs were given in Supplementary Material,
Data S4.

Functional annotation

TB-associated variants (GWAS P<1� 10�4 of typed and imputed
variants) in the flanking regions of the 9 associated loci were an-
notated using SeattleSeq (v138, http://snp.gs.washington.edu/
SeattleSeqAnnotation138/) (26) and HaploReg (v2, http://www.
broadinstitute.org/mammals/haploreg/haploreg_v2.php) (27).
For SeattleSeq, variants that might have functional effects
(Supplementary Material, Table S2) were retained. For
HaploReg, the LD calculation was based on the Asian (ASN) pop-
ulations from the 1000 Genomes Project (phase I), and the LD
threshold (r2) was set at 1.0. We performed enrichment analyses
on cell type-specific enhancers based on the ENCODE database
with the 1000 Genomes Project ASN data as the background set
(Supplementary Material, Table S3). The Chi-square test was ap-
plied to calculate the significance level of enhancer-enriched
immune-related cells.

Estimation of variance in TB susceptibility explained by
associated SNPs

The GCTA package (65) was used to estimate the variance in TB
susceptibility that could be explained by either the associated
SNPs or all genotyped SNPs, with the prevalence of bacteriologi-
cally confirmed TB cases in China was 11.9 per 10 000 (1). For
each associated locus, an SNP set composed of SNPs with P-val-
ues<0.05 flanking the 400-kb region of the lead SNP was used to
estimate the phenotypic variance that could be explained.

RNA extraction and purification

We enrolled 37 TB blood samples and 28 control blood samples,
and used Ficoll-Hypaque Solution (Hao Yang, Shanghai, China)
to distinguish PBMCs from granulocytes.15 TB PBMCs and 14
control PBMCs were used in gene expression chips, while the
other 22 TB PBMCs and 14 control PBMCs were used in RT-PCR
verification. The criteria used for inclusion of the PBMC samples
from TB patients were as follows: (i) the patients were the initial
untreated cases and, (ii) the samples were collected on the day
of diagnosis. Total RNA was extracted and purified using a
miRNeasy Mini Kit (Cat#217004, Qiagen) following the manufac-
turer‘s instructions. The RNA integrity number was checked us-
ing an Agilent Bioanalyzer 2100 (Agilent Technologies, CA, US).

RNA profiling and data analysis

Gene expression profiling of 26 genes within the 400-kb regions
of three significant SNPs was conducted using gene expression
chips (SBC human 4� 180k lncRNA Microarray v6, ID: 074348,
Agilent) in Shanghai Biotechnology Corporation according to
the manufacturer‘s instructions. The RNA samples were ex-
tracted from PBMCs of TB patients and healthy controls and

then amplified, labeled, hybridized and scanned according to
the manufacturer‘s protocols.

Data were extracted using Feature Extraction software 10.7
(Agilent Technologies). Raw data were normalized using the
quantile algorithm in the GeneSpring Software 11.0 (Agilent
Technologies). Criteria used to identify genes significantly ex-
pressed genes were: fold change (FC) (linear)�0.67 (downregula-
tion) or�1.5 (upregulation) and student’s t-test P-value<0.05.

RT-PCR verification

After RNA extraction, 500 ng of the RNA was reverse transcribed
into cDNA using ReverTra Ace qPCR RT Kit (TOYOBO, Osaka,
Japan), and then quantitative real-time PCR was carried out in
an7900 HT Sequence Detection System (ABI, Massachusetts,
USA) using the ABI Power SYBR Green PCR Master Mix (ABI,
Massachusetts, USA)in accordance with the manufacturer‘s in-
structions. The thermal cycling conditions were: 2 min at 95 �C
for initial denaturation, followed by 40 cycles of 15 s at 95 �C,
60 s at 60 �C for amplification, and 15 s at 95 �C, 15 s at 60 �C and
15 s at 95 �C for melting curve analysis. The primers of CLCN6,
DOK7, KIAA2013, TNFRSF8, MFN2 and GAPDH were listed in
Supplementary Material, Table S7.

eQTL analysis

We queried all genes within the flanking regions of the three sig-
nificant loci to GTEx portal (https://gtexportal.org/home/) and ob-
tained all cis-eQTLs of them (66). We just kept those cis-eQTLs as
potential candidates if their GWAS P-value less than 1� 10�4 in
stage 1 of our study (Supplementary Material, Table S4).

Gene set enrichment analysis

The pathway enrichment analysis was analysed by DAVID v6.7
(https://david.ncifcrf.gov/) (32). In the functional annotation
analysis, modified Fisher’s exact test was used to determine the
significance of gene-term enrichment with a cutoff value at
P¼ 0.05. In the clustering of functional annotations, the
Enrichment Score (ES) was used to rank the overall enrichment
of the annotation groups. ES is a modified Fisher Exact P-value.
When members of two independent groups can fall into one of
two mutually exclusive categories, Fisher Exact test is used to
determine whether the proportions of those falling into each
category differ by group. In DAVID annotation system, Fisher
Exact is adopted to measure the gene-enrichment in annotation
terms. The value is defined as minus log transformation on the
average P-values of each annotation term and was set at 1.3
(non-log scale 0.05) for significance. Additionally, a classification
stringency parameter was used in the functional annotation
clustering to control the fuzzy clustering of DAVID, and we used
the high stringency for tight, clean and smaller numbers of
clusters.

Supplementary Material
Supplementary Material is available at HMG online.
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