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This third edition of this special issue focused on the interre-
lationships between metabolic pathways, metabolites, and
the immune system. Chronic low-grade inflammation is a
common phenotype found in several diseases including obe-
sity, cancer, type 2 diabetes, and cardiovascular diseases,
directly participating in their development, as well as a con-
necting factor between them. Evidence accumulated over
the years has shed light on the important role of dysregulated
metabolic pathways caused by nutrient excess, lipid overload,
sedentary behaviour, and aging as promoting factors and
modulators of inflammation. Immune cells through the
secretion of cytokines and other inflammatory mediators,
on the other hand, also modulate insulin signalling, glucose,
and lipid metabolism.

This special issue received the submission of 20 manu-
scripts focused on different aspects of the intricate relation-
ship between the immune system and metabolism; among
which, 9 were accepted for publication. Three of these articles
provide insightful reviews of the literature within the scope of
this issue. Yamashita and colleagues, for example, reviewed
the molecular mechanisms by which chronic exposure to
excessive amounts of the nutrient lipids, glucose, and amino
acids regulates inflammatory pathways, with a special
emphasis in the role of the nutrient and energy sensors
mTOR, AMPK, and PPARs in this context. Belizário and

colleagues, on the other hand, reviewed the emerging role
of microbiota as a major factor in the development of chronic
inflammatory diseases. This timely review article, among
other aspects, discussed the role of dysbiosis as the trigger
of inflammation in different pathological conditions and
the possibility of management of microbiota as a nonphar-
macological intervention to counteract disease development.
Finally, Brinchmann and colleagues elegantly revisited the
role of galectins, β-galcotosid-binding lectin found in the
intra- and extracellular compartments, in the regulation of
metabolism and inflammation and as possible targets to treat
chronic diseases.

In addition to review articles, this special issue also pub-
lished 6 interesting original studies. Among them, 4
described possible beneficial effects of anti-inflammatory
strategies to counteract disease development. Lin et al., for
example, demonstrate that shock wave therapy induces mito-
chondrial delivery to lung parenchyma and, by reducing
alveolar macrophage infiltration and fibrosis, protects from
acute respiratory distress syndrome. In another original
study, Qian et al. robustly showed that osthole, a natural cou-
marin extract, reduces inflammation and the production of
proinflammatory cytokines by macrophages increasing mice
survival to septic shock. In the same direction, Samblas and
colleagues elegantly demonstrate that folic acid, a naturally
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occurring dietary component of the methionine pathway for
the synthesis of S-adenosyl methionine (SAM), the universal
methyl-donor for DNA methylation, reduces the production
and secretion of the proinflammatory cytokines TNF-α and
IL-1β induced by LPS in macrophages. Finally, Wang et al.
showed that inhibition of the histone deacetylase HDAC2
with CAY10683 protected rats from LPS-induced acute liver
failure and endotoxemia by improving the integrity of the
intestinal barrier and reducing the activation of the
LPS-TLR4-MYD-88 pathway.

Noteworthy, two original studies of this special issue have
evaluated the changes in the metabolic profile of immune
cells in different conditions. Ahmed and colleagues demon-
strate through transcriptional profile dataset that treatment
of human and mice macrophages with interferon- (IFN-) α
promotes important changes in their metabolic signature
characterized by activation of pathways involved in cellular
bioenergetics, cellular oxidant status, cAMP/AMP and
cGMP/GMP ratios, branched chain amino acid catabolism,
cell membrane composition, fatty acid synthesis, and β-oxi-
dation. Finally, Santarsiero and colleagues elegantly showed
that patients with Behçet’s syndrome (BS), a multisystemic
disorder characterized by chronic inflammation and vasculi-
tis, displayed elevated mRNA levels of the mitochondrial
citrate carrier (SLC25A1) and ATP-citrate lyase (ACLY) in
peripheral blood mononuclear cells (PBMCs) suggesting a
dysregulation of citrate metabolism that could participate
in the increased proinflammatory response displayed by
these cells.

Altogether, the studies published in this special issue
bring new insights into the intricate mechanisms driving
the inflammatory processes associated with metabolic dis-
eases. We hope that these studies will pave the way for the
development of novel efficient strategies to prevent and treat
these increasingly common conditions.
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Maintenance of healthy human metabolism depends on a symbiotic consortium among bacteria, archaea, viruses, fungi, and host
eukaryotic cells throughout the human gastrointestinal tract. Microbial communities provide the enzymatic machinery and the
metabolic pathways that contribute to food digestion, xenobiotic metabolism, and production of a variety of bioactive molecules.
These include vitamins, amino acids, short-chain fatty acids (SCFAs), and metabolites, which are essential for the
interconnected pathways of glycolysis, the tricarboxylic acid/Krebs cycle, oxidative phosphorylation (OXPHOS), and amino acid
and fatty acid metabolism. Recent studies have been elucidating how nutrients that fuel the metabolic processes impact on the
ways immune cells, in particular, macrophages, respond to different stimuli under physiological and pathological conditions and
become activated and acquire a specialized function. The two major inflammatory phenotypes of macrophages are controlled
through differential consumption of glucose, glutamine, and oxygen. M1 phenotype is triggered by polarization signal from
bacterial lipopolysaccharide (LPS) and Th1 proinflammatory cytokines such as interferon-γ, TNF-α, and IL-1β, or both,
whereas M2 phenotype is triggered by Th2 cytokines such as interleukin-4 and interleukin-13 as well as anti-inflammatory
cytokines, IL-10 and TGFβ, or glucocorticoids. Glucose utilization and production of chemical mediators including ATP,
reactive oxygen species (ROS), nitric oxide (NO), and NADPH support effector activities of M1 macrophages. Dysbiosis is an
imbalance of commensal and pathogenic bacteria and the production of microbial antigens and metabolites. It is now known
that the gut microbiota-derived products induce low-grade inflammatory activation of tissue-resident macrophages and
contribute to metabolic and degenerative diseases, including diabetes, obesity, metabolic syndrome, and cancer. Here, we update
the potential interplay of host gut microbiome dysbiosis and metabolic diseases. We also summarize on advances on fecal
therapy, probiotics, prebiotics, symbiotics, and nutrients and small molecule inhibitors of metabolic pathway enzymes as
prophylactic and therapeutic agents for metabolic diseases.

1. Introduction

Human microbiomes refer to collective genomes of bacteria,
archaea, viruses, protozoans, and fungi that coinhabit
multiple ecosystems in the human body (Bäckhed et al. [1],
Belizario and Napolitano [2]). An adult man of 70 kg might
contain up to 3.8× 1013 bacteria, which is equal to the
number of cells of an adult human body (Sender et al. [3]).
Bacteria are morphologically and biochemically classified
based on various properties including wall type, shape,
requirement of oxygen (anaerobic or aerobic), endospore

production, motility, and their metabolism. Bacteria are also
classified by phylogenetic diversity of variable nucleotide
sequences of small subunit ribosomal RNA operons or 16S
and 18S rRNA genes [1, 2].

The Human Microbiome Project (HMP) have been
defining criteria for high-quality and comprehensive meta-
genomic analysis of genetic material recovered directly
from distinct sites on the human body to determine the
microbial relative abundance of multiple strains and species
of different phyla at physiological conditions [4–6]. Advances
on computational techniques have allowed studies of public
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human metagenomes based on the phylogenetic clustering
and assembly of bacterial genomes into taxonomic domain,
kingdom, phylum, class, order, family, genus, and species
[4–8]. The analyses of various human microbiome datasets
revealed the immense diversity at both populations and
individuals over evolutionary and lifetime [7–9]. The gut
microbiota of healthy individuals is composed of permanent
and transitory microbial species and subspecies of over 17
candidate bacterial phyla belonging to Firmicutes (>70%),
Bacteroidetes (>30%), Proteobacteria (<5%), Actinobacteria
(<2%), Fusobacteria and Verrucomicrobia (<1%), and other
phyla. The novel bacterial genome assembly and taxonomic
profiling based on 1550 metagenome-assembled genomes
(MAGs) have revealed nearly 70,000 bacterial and archaeal
genomes and new species that are under deep investigation
[6–8]. A common set of prevalent microbial species found
in normal human stools includes the Clostridiales species
such as Coprococcus, Ruminococcus, Eubacterium, Bacter-
oides dorei and fragilis, and Alistipes finegoldii and onderdon-
kii [7, 8]. The fully broad taxonomic distribution, microbial
evolution, and metabolism of bacterial species regarding
caloric load and nutrient absorption have served to cluster
species-level phylotypes into major human enterotypes
[9–12]. The prevalent human enterotype type 1 is character-
ized by high levels of Bacteroides and type 2 by few Bacter-
oides but high levels of Prevotella. They are, respectively,
associated with individuals that ingest either high content
of animal protein (type 1) or carbohydrates (type 2).

The gastrointestinal (GI) tract possesses its own nervous
system known as the enteric nervous system. This system
communicates with the central nervous system through
nerves, such as the vagus, neuromodulators, and neurotrans-
mitters of sympathetic and parasympathetic branches of the
autonomic nervous system [1]. Bacterial richness and diver-
sity in the GI microbiota occupy a central role in normal
metabolic and immunological functions of tissues and organs
[1, 2]. Here, we will update on diverse studies exploring the
roles of microbiomes, nutrients, and metabolites on immune
cell function, etiology of inflammatory, and metabolic dis-
eases, including their wide range of mechanisms. We also
describe why and how novel dietary and pharmacological
strategies including fecal transplantation, probiotics, prebi-
otics, and small molecules may help to treat and modulate
species-level phyla types and promote the restoration of
microbiomes causing metabolic syndromes.

2. Gut Microbiota Controls the Host’s Metabolic
Physiological States

Microorganisms in the gut perform their functions largely
through enzyme pathways, in order to digest complex dietary
carbohydrates and proteins [13, 14]. Gut microbiota provides
the branched-chain amino acids leucine, isoleucine, and
valine, and particularly glycine, which is required for the
synthesis of glutathione—the main intracellular antioxidant
and detoxifying agent necessary for many biological func-
tions of the host. Bacteria of the gut synthesize a large variety
of signaling molecules of low molecular weight that include
methane, hydrogen sulfide, and nongaseous metabolites

[13, 14]. Those products are able turn on or off both host
genes and microbe virulence and metabolism genes. Micro-
organisms also sense diverse environmental signals, includ-
ing host hormones and nutrients, and respond to them by
differential gene regulation and niche adaptation [13, 14].

The maintenance of a stable, fermentative gut microbiota
requires diets rich in whole plant foods, particularly rich in
fibers [13, 14]. These substrates are processed by the intesti-
nal microbiota enzymes, such as glycoside hydrolases and
polysaccharide lyases to produce polyamines, polyphenols,
and vitamins B and K. Under anaerobic conditions, species
belonging to the Bacteroides genus, and to the Clostridiaceae
and Lactobacillaceae families, in special, Citrobacter and
Serratia strains, produce short-chain fatty acids (SCFAs)
which are volatile fat acids able to cross the blood-brain bar-
rier via monocarboxylate transporters. SCFAs produced by
intestinal bacteria are acetate (2 carbon atoms), propionate
(3 carbon atoms), and butyrate (4 carbon atoms), and their
molar ratios vary from 3 : 1 : 1 to 10 : 2 : 1, respectively. Most
of SCFAs are metabolized to CO2. Butyrate acts on colono-
cytes, goblet cells, and Paneth cells and provides energy for
cellular metabolism and regulates apoptosis, cellular differen-
tiation, and chemical modification of nuclear proteins and
nucleic acid. Acetate and propionate pass into the blood-
stream and are taken up by the liver and peripheral organs,
where they can act as substrates for gluconeogenesis
and lipogenesis [14, 15]. The G-protein-coupled receptors
(GPRs), GPR41 and GPR43, also named free fatty acid recep-
tors 2 and 3 (FFARs 2/3) present in many tissues, including
adipose, gut enteroendocrine cells, and inflammatory cells
act as major receptors of SCFAs [14, 15]. Under certain
physiological conditions, SCFAs can induce the secretion of
glucagon-like peptides (GLP-1 and GLP-2) and peptide YY
(PYY). GLP1 stimulates β cells of the pancreas to produce
insulin, whereas PYY inhibits nutrient absorption in the
intestinal lumen as well as control the appetite. The gut
microbiota contributes to fat deposition through the regula-
tion of the nuclear farnesoid X receptor (FXR), the bile acid
receptor that is responsible for the regulation of bile acid
synthesis, and hepatic triglyceride accumulation [16]. Bile
acids, for example, deoxycholic acid, have antimicrobial
effects on microbes of the gut and also induce the synthesis
of antimicrobial peptides by gut epithelial tissue [17]. More-
over, microbiota converts carnitin and choline to trimethy-
lamine and thus regulates directly the bioavailability of
choline and indirectly the accumulation of triglycerides
in the liver. The gut microbiota also helps the absorption
of calcium, magnesium, and iron. High or low productions
of SCFAs, tryptophan metabolites, GABA, noradrenaline,
dopamine, acetylcholine, and 5-hydroxytryptamine (seroto-
nin) are associated with various inflammatory and metabolic
diseases and neuropsychiatric disorders [18]. Some of these
factors act as major neurotransmitters and modulators of
the brain-gut axis, and serotonin has central roles in sex-
uality, substance addiction, appetite, emotions, and stress
response [18].

Thousands of microbiota-derived metabolites with known
and unknown functions have been identified as components
of the human metabolome [19–21]. GI microbiota produces
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large quantities of epigenetically active metabolites, such as
folate and A and B vitamins (including riboflavin (B2),
niacin (B3), pantothenic acid (B5), pyridoxine (B6), folate
(B9), and cobalamin (B12)) that regulate the activity of host
chromatin-modulating enzymes and genetic responses to
environmental signals [22]. Acetyl-CoA produced by a
number of metabolic processes is the acetyl donor for his-
tone modification (acetylation and deacetylation) catalyzed
by histone acetyltransferases. Glycine, serine, and methio-
nine are substrates for DNAmethylation and demethylation
enzymes. Therefore, changes in gut microbiota can result in
epigenomic changes not only directly in adjacent intestinal
cells but also in distant cell lineages, such as hepatocytes
and adipocytes [22]. Finally, bacteria can inhibit the growth
of their competitors by long distance microbial commu-
nication, via release of metabolites and quorum sensing
peptides, which are considered a biological strategy for
maintenance of density of commensal species, and elimi-
nation of pathogenic bacteria [23, 24].

3. Gut Microbiota Drives Host
Immunological Functions

A collection of 100-400× 1012 of bacteria inhabits and lives in
mutualistic relationships in the human GI tract [3]. The GI
double mucus layer is formed by heavily O-glycosylated
mucin proteins encoded by MUC2 gene of the mucin protein
family. Most of the bacteria of the colon are tightly attached
to the outer mucus layer, and the inner layer forms a physical
barrier that limits bacterial contact with the epithelium. Most
of microbial species in GI tract are transmitted at early life to
babies throughmother’s milk, which contains predominantly
Bifidobacteria and Lactobacillus species [25, 26]. Along the
transition of infancy to adult life, increase in food sources
drives the complexity and diversity of bacterial communities
of the genera Bacteroides, Parabacteroides (Bacteroidetes),
and Clostridium (Firmicutes) [1, 2, 25, 26]. Bacterial density
in the jejunum/ileum (<105) and in the large intestine
progressively increases in comparison with the stomach and
duodenum, and the highest taxa and cell density are present
in the colon, which contains 109-1012 colony-forming units
per ml (99% of total GI population). They are anaerobes such
Bacteroides, Porphyromonas, Bifidobacterium, Lactobacillus,
and Clostridium. Anaerobic bacteria and oxygen-sensitive
microbes are capable of producing of short-chain fatty acids
than facultative aerobic bacteria such as E. coli, by a factor
of 1000. Disruption of the dynamic interrelation between
the host and the microbial communities causes dysbiosis,
which is a bacterial imbalance between aerobic and faculta-
tive anaerobic bacteria ratios [1, 2]. Hypoxia prevents the
growth of pathogenic facultative anaerobes such as E. coli
and Salmonella. The rupture of gut barrier provoked by dys-
biosis leads to local and systemic inflammation [1, 2, 27]. A
study by Byndloss et al. unequivocally demonstrated that
dysbiosis could be caused by high levels of oxygen and
nitrates, which are compounds that contribute to the growth
of Escherichia and Salmonella species [28]. Many diseases,
including inflammatory bowel diseases (IBDs), irritable
bowel syndrome (IBS), diabetes, obesity, and cancer, have

been associated with specific bacterial dysbiosis [29–31].
The potential temporary shifts of microbiota species, for
example, by the reduction of anti-inflammatory species, such
as Faecalibacterium prausnitzii and Akkermansia mucini-
phila which predominate in healthy individuals, or by the
proliferation of potentially proinflammatory bacteria such
as Bacteroides and Ruminococcus gnavus, can promote the
disease progression and chronicity [29–32]. Comparative
studies in lean and obese animal models have indicated
that low Bacteroidetes/Firmicutes ratio is a hallmark of
obesity [33]. Firmicutes rely heavily on dietary carbohy-
drates, whereas Proteobacteria rely on proteins as carbon
source. For instance, Akkermansia muciniphila is a mucin-
degrading bacterium in the phylum of Verrucomicrobia that
is present in great abundance in healthy humans, but is pres-
ent in reduced number in patients with inflammatory and
gastrointestinal diseases, obesity, and type 2 diabetes (T2D)
[34]. In fact, distinct microbial communities and mecha-
nisms can drive host’s susceptibility to diseases and influence
on clinical outcomes [35].

The gut microbiota plays a critical role in the immune
system by controlling the development and functionality of
gut-associated lymphoid tissues (GALT), including Peyer’s
patches, isolated lymphoid follicles, and mesenteric lymph
nodes [30, 31, 36, 37]. Microbes and their products are
necessary for the immune system to distinguish self from
nonself (invaders) at early life and activation and mainte-
nance of innate hematolymphoid cells (ILC1, 2, and 3),
natural killer (NK) cells, and cytotoxic and noncytotoxic
and helper lymphoid cells [36–39]. NK cells and ILC1
produce large amounts of IFN-γ, antimicrobial peptides
(AMPs), granulysin, defensins, lysozyme, and Reg IIIγ,
which together play critical functions on the regulation of
microbial ecology and immune surveillance [24, 31, 39, 40].
For instance, polysaccharide A, α-galactosylceramide, and
tryptophan metabolites produce by microbial communities
stimulate immune cells to produce interleukin-22, Reg3γ,
IgA, and interleukin-17 [37]. IgA is one important compo-
nent of innate response to prevent invasion of the microor-
ganisms into circulation [30]. T helper (Th) 17 cells and
regulatory T cells (Treg) are antigen-specific populations
that respond to transforming growth factor-β and retinoic
acid and control immune tolerance [38, 39]. This control
of whole body immune system by gut bacteria appears to
be a delicate framework since loss of a specific species can
lead to overreaction or suppression of the innate immune
response [27, 35, 36].

A variety of membrane and intracellular receptors named
“pattern recognition receptors” or PRRs expressed on the
epithelial and immune cells act as sensors of bacterial and
cellular products, which are named the pathogen-associated
molecular patterns (PAMPs) and damaged-associated
molecular patterns (DAMPs) [41, 42]. PAMPs and DAMPs
such as lipopolysaccharides (LPS), lipid A, peptidoglycans,
flagellin, microbial RNA/DNA, as well as host cell constitu-
ents, such as uric acid, HMGB1 (high-mobility group box 1
protein), double-stranded DNA, and mitochondrial, are
recognized by the members of the Toll-like receptor (TLR)
family and nuclear oligomerization domain-like receptor of
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NOD/NLR family [41, 42]. Extracellular and intracellular
complexes formed by DAMPs and PAMPs and NOD/
NLR receptors constitute the inflammasomes [43]. These
cytosolic complexes associate with the adapter protein ASC
(apoptosis-associated speck-like protein) and proinflamma-
tory proteases of caspase family caspase 1, caspase 11, caspase
4, and caspase 5 [43]. Following the inflammasome activation
occurs the production of interleukins IL-1β and IL-18. These
cytokines increase the synthesis of other cytokines such as
TNF-α, IL-6, IL-17, IL-22, and IL-23 and several active
chemical inflammatory mediators [43].

Various studies using gene-deficient mice models have
defined the direct and complex interplay of bacterial dys-
biosis and genetic and environmental factors [35, 36, 44].
Many inflammatory diseases are caused by mutations or
loss of some innate response genes in lymphoid tissues
and smaller Peyer’s patches and mesenteric lymph nodes
[38, 39]. The components of inflammasomes such as

MyD88, TLRs, NODs, NLrp3/6, ASC, and caspase 1 and cas-
pase 11 are known to play a control of the intestinal dysbiosis
[29, 38, 39, 45, 46]. For instance, NOD1−/− and NOD2−/−

transgenic mice have increased susceptibility not only to
inflammatory bowel disease but also to type 1 diabetes and
cancer [38, 39, 45, 46]. The animal housing conditions and
diet-induced microbiota composition are some examples
that may be responsible for strain phenotypic differences in
transgenic animals [47, 48]. Germ-free (GF) mice display
underdeveloped lymphoid tissues, impairment of T and B
cell function, and decreased CD4+ T cells and antibody pro-
duction. Their Th17 and Treg cells are less efficient in the
control of infection. Colonization of GF mice with limited
number of bacterial species (gnotobiotic mouse models)
can restore immunological functions [47, 48]. The pheno-
types observed in these mice models are not always observed
in human studies. It is important to mention that 85% of the
murine microbiome species have not been detected in human
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Figure 1: Interplay of gut microbiome-intestinal epithelial cells (enterocytes, goblet cells and paneth cells) and host metabolism and
immunity. The commensal, symbiotic, and pathogenic microorganisms provide a great variety of nutrients and metabolites for host
metabolism, for energy homeostasis of organs and tissues, and for the innate and adaptive immune cell activation and function. A shift
toward dysbiosis results from a decrease in symbiont and/or an increase in pathobiont bacteria in intestinal lumen. Increases in nitrate
and oxygen (O2) allow the growth of facultative anaerobic bacteria. Increase in the gut permeability and release of PAMPs, such as
peptidoglycan and LPS, and DAMPs, such as double-stranded RNA, mtDNA, and ATP. Increase in the production of cytokines, chemokines,
nitric oxide (NO), and reactive oxygen species (ROS) by dendritic cells and macrophages causes local and systemic inflammation. Chronic,
low-grade systemic inflammation leads to impaired insulin action, insulin resistance, obesity, hypertension, and metabolic syndrome.
Probiotics, prebiotics, fecal therapy, and small molecules targeting host genes and specific bacterial species or phylum/class may help to
reestablish tissue homeostasis and microbiome healthy. SCFAs: short-chain fatty acids; PAMPs: pathogen-associated molecular patterns;
DAMPs: damage-associated molecular patterns; LPS: lipopolysaccharide; AMPs: antimicrobial peptides; IgA: immunoglobulin A.
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microbiomes [49, 50]. Furthermore, the humanization of
mouse models with human cells or human microbiota
cannot adequately display the whole spectrum of relevant
human disease phenotypes [47, 48].

Figure 1 displays major classes of molecules, metabolites,
and nutrients produced by bacterial species, immune cells,
tissues, and organs that regulate the dynamic interplay
between host cells and gut microbiome, as well as therapeutic
strategies for controlling dysbiosis and diseases.

4. Immunometabolism and Mitochondrion
Reprogramming Pathways

Mitochondria serve as the powerhouse of the cell by produc-
ing and releasing critical signals to the environment and
synthesizing ATP, the body’s energy required for metabolic
processes [51]. The bioenergetic pathways of glycolysis, the
tricarboxylic acid (TCA) cycle (also known as Krebs cycle
and the citric acid cycle), and fatty acid and amino acid
metabolism are central metabolic processes for complete
oxidation of all nutrients in the mitochondria [51, 52]. Cells
use aerobic glycolysis to produce glucose-derived pyruvate
that is converted into acetyl coenzyme A (acetyl-CoA).
Acetyl-CoA molecules derived from glucose, glutamine, or
fatty acid metabolism enter in the TCA cycle and are
converted into CO2, NADH, and FADH2 during oxidative
phosphorylation (OXPHOS) OXPHOS occurs through pass-
ing electrons along a series of carrier molecules, called the
electron transport chain, with the help of electron carriers,
such as NAD(P)H and FADH2, that serve as substrate to
generate adenosine triphosphate (ATP) in the mitochon-
drial matrix [51, 52]. The electrons are transferred from
NADH to O2 through three protein complexes: NADH
dehydrogenase, cytochrome reductase, and cytochrome oxi-
dase. Electron transport between the complexes occurs
through other mobile electron carriers, ubiquinone and cyto-
chrome c. The newly synthesized ATP is transported to the
cytosol by adenine nucleotide translocase in exchange for
ADP. Acetyl-CoA is the precursor for the synthesis of choles-
terol and fatty acids, which are incorporated in the cellular
plasma membranes.

Immunometabolism comprehends the hub of biochemi-
cal activities carry out by immune cells to modulate gene
expression profile and switching metabolic pathways and
their key enzymes [53]. After a stimulatory signal, various
immune cells, in particular, macrophages, DCs, and T cells,
exhibit distinct reprogramming metabolic pathways to pro-
mote their activation, survival, and lineage generation [53].
This reprogramming in the metabolic pathways is best char-
acterized in macrophages and is illustrated in Figure 2. A
seminal study by Newsholme et al. led to the discovery that
the consumption rate of glucose, glutamine, and fatty acids
and the enzymatic activities of glucose-6-phosphate dehy-
drogenase, 6-phosphogluconate dehydrogenase, citrate syn-
thase, oxoglutarate dehydrogenase, and glutaminase differ
in resting and elicited (inflammatory) macrophages [54].
Their study demonstrated that all glucose utilized by inflam-
matory macrophages was converted into lactate and very
little of it was oxidized [54, 55]. Since then, the shift from

oxidative phosphorylation (OXPHOS) toward glycolysis
and glutaminolysis has been considered as a metabolic repro-
gramming pathway of the inflammatory cells. Remarkably,
macrophages, T cells, and among other immune cells use
glycolysis for rapid production of radical oxygen species
(ROS) used for limiting infection. Glycolysis also provides
rapid production of ATP and metabolic intermediates for
the synthesis of ribose for nucleotides and amino acids for
the biosynthesis by RNA and DNA of proteins by macro-
phages. Glycolysis is a preferential pathway for the activation
of dendritic cells, CD4+ T helper 1 (Th1), Th2, and Th17
cells, NK cells, and cytotoxic CD8+ cells [51, 52]. Interesting,
this metabolic adaptation to aerobic glycolysis (in the
presence of oxygen) was first described as a hallmark of
tumor cells by Warburg et al. in a seminal report published
60 years ago [56].

Unstimulated macrophages displaying M0 phenotype
and exhibiting the differentiation surface markers CD68+/
CD80/low/CD206high acquire and display the M1 phenotype
(CD68+/CD80/low/CD206low) or M2 phenotype (CD68+/
CD80high/CD206/low) after switching their metabolism and
function in response to stimuli or polarization signals that
initiate a pro- or anti-inflammatory response [57]. M1 cells
display Th1-oriented proinflammatory effector properties
and promote tissue damage and antimicrobial and antitumor
resistance, whereas M2 cells exhibit tissue remodeling and
repair functions, promote wound healing, angiogenesis, and
resistance to parasites, and favor tumor growth. The repro-
gramming metabolic pathways in M1/M2 macrophages alter
their functions, including cytokine production, phagocytosis,
and antigen presentation [58–60]. The classical activation
pathway or reprogramming pathway in M1 macrophages
promotes the accumulation of citrate and high production
of NO, ROS, cytokines, and prostaglandins [60, 61]. M1
macrophages release ROS and NO in phagosomes where they
promote the killing of pathogens. Th2 cytokines, such as IL-4
and IL-13, regulate macrophage alternative pathway or M2
reprogramming pathway. The major feature of M2 repro-
graming pathways is that TCA cycle occurs coupled to
oxidative phosphorylation, β-oxidation of fatty acids, and
mitochondrial biogenesis. In addition, M2 macrophages do
not produce NO. It is important to consider that M2 mac-
rophages display various distinct forms (M2a, b, and c)
depending on the local tissue environment and exposure
to stimuli [57].

The generation of UDP-GlcNAc intermediates promotes
the glycosylation of M2-associated receptors, such as the
mannose receptor [60]. Thus, both macrophage M1 and
M2 phenotypes can be controlled by either oxygen and nutri-
ents or cytokines and damage- and pathogen-associated
molecular pattern- (DAMP- and PAMP-) mediated signals
[60]. These events are controlled by the signaling and
transcriptional pathways induced by canonical regulators
of cellular metabolism, such as C-myc transcription fac-
tor, coactivator proteins such as PPARγ and PGC-1β
(peroxisome proliferative-activated receptor γ, coactivator
1β), and signaling pathways driven by AMPK (5′-aden-
osine monophosphate-activated protein kinase), mTORC1/
2 (mammalian target of rapamycin complexes), and STAT6
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(signal transducer and activator of transcription) [51, 52]. A
deep overview of macrophage metabolic pathways and phe-
notypic and functional outcomes is described elsewhere [62].

In 2013, Tannahil et al. reported that expression of IL-1β
mRNA in M1 macrophages stimulated with LPS leads to
activation of the transcription factor hypoxia-induced factor
1α (HIF1α), in a glycolysis-dependent manner [63]. HIF1α
interacts with pyruvate kinase isoenzyme M2 (PKM2) and
promotes the expression of HIF1α-induced genes required
for glycolysis [64]. The activation of the Warburg effect
(glycolysis) in LPS-stimulated macrophages causes an accu-
mulation of intermediates of the TCA cycle, in particular,
succinate, malate, and fumarate due to a flux deviation or a
“break point” of the Krebs cycle pathway (see Figure 2).
Succinate exerts multiple immunological functions [52, 53,
63]. Oxidation of succinate by the enzyme succinate

dehydrogenase (SHD), which converts succinate to fuma-
rate, drives the production of ROS from complex II in
the mitochondrion, a process named reverse electron
transport (RET). Macrophages respond to activation of
HIF-1α via ROS and increasing the expression of IL-1β
[58]. Inhibition of SDH with dimethylmalonate inhibits
IL-1β expression, while increasing the production of
immunosuppressive cytokine IL-10 [52, 63].

Itaconate is one important metabolite formed in the
second flux deviation or “break point’ of the Krebs cycle
pathway during macrophage transition from inactive to
proinflammatory state [65]. Itaconate is an unsaturated
dicarboxylic acid produced by extra mitochondrial enzyme
cys-aconitate decarboxylase encoded by immune-responsive
gene 1 (Irg1). This enzyme converts cys-aconitate (derived
from citrate) to itaconic acid. One of remarkable effect
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observed after itaconate treatment is the reduction of the
expression of cytokines IL-1β, IL-6, and iNOS [65]. Studies
using murine bone marrow-derived macrophages (BMDMs)
and RAW-264.7 cells, stimulated with LPS and cytokines,
showed that the absence (knockdown) of Irg gene leads to
impairment in substrate-level phosphorylation (SLP) of
mitochondria [66]. SLP is a metabolic reaction that results
in the formation of ATP or GTP by the direct transfer of
phosphate group to ADP or GDP from another phosphory-
lated compound. Administration of itaconate (0.5-2mM)
reverses this reaction [66]. Studies using transgenic mice
and immune cells deficient of Irg 1 gene demonstrated that
itaconate acts as an endogenous succinate dehydrogenase
inhibitor and that such inhibition causes the accumulation
of succinate [67]. Together, these studies confirmed that ita-
conate regulates succinate levels, mitochondrial respiration,
and inflammatory cytokine production and, therefore, acts
as an important regulator of macrophage activation. Further-
more, itaconic acid has antimicrobial activity and kills
directly intracellular Salmonella typhimurium, Legionella
pneumophila, and Mycobacterium tuberculosis; thus, it pro-
tects against infection. The cytotoxic effect is associated with
the inhibition of the enzyme isocitrate lyase [68]. Isocitrate
lyase regulates a bacterial specific metabolic pathway
known as the glyoxylate shunt, in which acetyl-CoA is
converted to succinate for the synthesis of carbohydrates.
In this pathway, isocitrate is cleaved by the enzyme ICL
(encoded by aceA) yielding glyoxylate and succinate,
which reenter into TCA cycle following the oxidative
decarboxylation steps. Thus, the glyoxylate shunt acts as
microbial survival pathway [66–68].

5. Gut Dysbiosis Associated with
Metabolic Diseases

Studies on the relationship among gut microbes, obesity,
insulin resistance, and metabolic syndrome have shown an
intricate interplay between host diet, genetics, and micro-
biome compositional dynamics [49, 69, 70]. A series of
experiments have shown that a chronic inflammatory pro-
cess through translocation of gut bacterial LPS into the
bloodstream initiates a silent metabolic endotoxemia and
ultimately obesity-related disorders [71–73]. The hallmarks
of clinical manifestations of metabolic syndrome include
central obesity, high blood pressure, and high levels of blood
sugar and serum triglycerides, which are most significant
drifts to the development of insulin resistance, type 2 dia-
betes, hypertension, and fatty liver disease. Individuals
robustly colonized by bacteria and archeae of the genera
Faecalibacterium, Bifidobacterium, Lactobacillus, Coprococ-
cus, and Methanobrevibacter have significantly less tendency
to develop metabolic disturbances and inflammation and, in
turn, type 2 diabetes and ischemic cardiovascular disorders
[49, 73]. These species are higher producers of SCFAs and
hydrogen peroxides, which are compounds known to inhibit
biofilm formation by pathogenic species, including Staphylo-
coccus aureus and E. coli [73].

Obesity is associated with behavioral and environmental
factors, such as excessive consumption of energy-dense foods

and sedentary lifestyle [49, 73–75]. Initial clues for the role of
microorganisms in energy homeostasis and obesity appeared
from the studies using germ-free animals [76]. Several
important questions on the complex interaction between
host and microbes in pathophysiology of obesity remain
answered [49, 74, 75]. Studies in genetic and diet-induced
mouse models of obesity confirmed that the ratio of
Firmicutes to Bacteroidetes is increased in obese animals, as
compared to nonobese control animals [33, 49, 77]. The
higher ratio of Firmicutes to Bacteroidetes was also found
in clinical studies that evaluated overweight and obese
healthy volunteers [33], in high total amount of fecal SCFAs
was detected [78]. Mouse and human models have demon-
strated inverse relationships between A. muciniphila coloni-
zation and inflammatory conditions. In fact, A. muciniphila
is present in low levels in people suffering from morbid
obesity, diabetes, and cardiometabolic diseases supporting
their role as antiobesity strain [79].

The contribution of GI hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal
axis for predisposition to obesity is still incompletely under-
stood [18, 70]. Recently, one study described the relationship
of high-fat diet and the levels of acetate produced by intesti-
nal microbiota in a rat model [80]. The authors concluded
that chronic acetate turnover activates the parasympathetic
nervous system, which coordinates the secretion of glucose-
stimulated insulin, ghrelin, and hyperphagia. They conclude
that together these factors cooperate in the promotion of
obesity [80]. High-fat diet-induced obesity leads also to
chronic low-grade hypothalamic inflammation and activa-
tion of both microglia and astrocytes [81]. A study using
mice model suggests that acetate accumulated in the hypo-
thalamus. This compound plays a central role in prevention
of weight gain through an anorectic effect [82]. The neuro-
immuno-endocrine pathway is crucial for glucose homeosta-
sis and control of adiposity in obese people recovering from
bariatric surgery [80]. After bariatric surgery by Roux-en-Y
gastric bypass (RYGB) methods, human and animal models
change food preference [83, 84]. Normally, a fatty acid
derivative named oleoylethanolamide (OEA) is produced
after ingesting a fat meal. OEA can directly activate PPAR-
α receptors, which are responsible for promoting satiety via
vagus nerve and dopamine release in the brain [84].
Dopamine-suppressed obese animals display low levels of
OEA in the brain. After RYGB surgery, these animals
increase the levels of OEA and dopamine 1 receptor (D1R)
expression, which promote a shift in GI-brain axis signal-
ing. This leads to dramatic change in animal feeding
behavior which includes the preference for low-fat food
[84]. RYGB is also known to profoundly affect the secre-
tion of many gastrointestinal hormones, including ghrelin
and GLP-1 [83]. Administration of exogenous GLP-1 or
GLP-1 analog promotes weight loss and glucose regula-
tion in T2DM patients. Remarkably, metformin, a drug
used to treat T2DM, can increase butyrate-producing
bacteria and thereby promote the restoration of the
healthy microbiome [85]. Together, these discoveries have
opened new perspectives for future therapies to improve
health by targeting pivotal host cells, microbes, and
microbiome-derived metabolites.
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6. Targeting Gut Microbiota Dysbiosis and
Metabolic Pathways

6.1. Probiotics and Prebiotics. The immunologist Elie Metch-
nikoff was the first to defend that the ingestion of fermented
milk (i.e., yogurt) prepared with Bacillus bulgaricus increases
health and prolong life span. He anticipated the rational
use of probiotic made of live microorganisms with a
health benefit through altering the gut microbiome [86].
Lactobacillus plantaram and Bifidobacterium are probiotic
bacteria capable of modulating negative effects of high-fat
diets and even managing immunological reactions mediated
by inflammatory diseases [25, 38, 45]. Bifidobacterium and
Lactobacillus are producers of folate in the gut. Lactobacillus
rhamnosus in combination with Lactobacillus gasseri and
Bifidobacterium lactis may reduce weight gain, in particular,
fat tissue mass adiposity, in humans [87]. Studies on the
effects of A. muciniphila alive or pasteurized, in high-fat
diet-fed mice, revealed that a small 30 kDa Amuc_1100
protein activates TLR2, allowing the development of an
intestinal health immune response [79].

Dietary prebiotics are known to provide immune and
metabolic benefits to the host [14, 86]. The poorly digestible
carbohydrates, such as nonstarch polysaccharides, resistant
starch, nondigestible oligosaccharides (NDOs), and poly-
phenols, are source of various sugars including glucose,
galactose, rhamnose, and rutinose. The carbohydrate-
hydrolyzing enzymes of colonic microbiota promote the
fermentation of prebiotics, and these produce hydrogen,
methane, carbon dioxide, and SCFAs. When associated, the
probiotic and prebiotic can selectively stimulate growth and
activity of health-promoting bacteria [14, 86]. In this way,
probiotic and prebiotics have potential to modulate meta-
bolic processes involved in T2DM and obesity-related disor-
ders [14, 86]. Ingestion of inulin or oligofructose improves
metabolic disorders associated with obesity, including insulin
resistance and metabolic endotoxemia [34, 71, 79]. These
effects may be associated with restoration of gut barrier
integrity and reduction of LPS release from Gram-negative
bacteria [25, 88].

6.2. Fecal Microbial Transplant (FMT). The use of antibiotics
permanently modifies gut microbial community [89]. High
doses and frequency of antibiotics, particularly against anaer-
obes, such as vancomycin, can disrupt and destabilize normal
gut microbiome. Extended spectrum antibiotic causes the
overgrowth of Clostridium difficile and chronic recurrent
colitis [89]. Fecal bacteriotherapy is a clinical procedure, in
which a liquid suspension of stool from a human donor
(a family member or a disease-free screened donor) is
inoculated into gut’s patients to restore gut microbiota in
refractory cases of Clostridium difficile colorectal infection
after antibiotic therapy [90, 91]. These fecal preparations
may contain from 3.0% to 10% of viable, dead bacteria
and colonic cells and other components that impact on
transplant outcomes, by enhancing or inhibiting immune
function of innate lymphoid cells (ILCs) [92]. Today, more
than 150 clinical trials involving FMT are being conducted,
mostly in the USA to treat a large array of metabolic,

infectious, and immunological diseases and complications,
including kidney- and liver-transplanted patients, especially
with antibiotic-resistant bacterial colonization or infection
(ClinicalTrials.gov).

Studies have shown that around 90% of the patients
that received FMT for Clostridium difficile infection were
cured, as compared to 31% of those receiving only vanco-
mycin (van Nood et al. [93]). Lactobacillus, Enterococcus,
Bifidobacterium, and Bacteroides are known to exert an
inhibitory activity against C. difficile growth. For instance,
a variety of viruses, archaea, fungi, parasitic species, and
metabolites are transferred together with FMT [92]. Thus,
further studies are needed to confirm their ability to poten-
tially promote host intestinal immunity while optimizing
microbiome diversity.

A series of animal model studies have shown that the gut
microbiome plays a crucial role in weight gain and obesity
[49, 50, 70]. Studies on lean and genetically obese (ob/ob)
mice and rats have revealed great difference in their intestinal
absorption and microbiome composition, which are related
to 50% reduction in Bacteroidetes and proportional increases
in Firmicutes and Archaea species [74, 75]. Transferring the
microbiota from fat mice to germ-free mice hosts induces
greater weight gain than in those receiving the microbiota
from lean donors [49, 50]. High-fat intake increases intestinal
permeability and diffusion of LPS associated with obesity. In
contrast, the administration of Bifidobaterium infantis in
mice reduces the production of proinflammatory cytokines
while promoting white adipose tissue gain [68, 71]. Results
of FMT treatment of people with diverse metabolic disorders
have not been conclusive. Transfer of intestinal microbiota
from lean donors mildly increased insulin sensitivity in
subjects with metabolic syndrome [94]. Short exposure to
antibiotics may improve peripheral insulin sensitivity in a
small number of obese subjects [94]. Furthermore, in a study
with 75 obese and prediabetic volunteers that underwent an
8-day antibiotic treatment (amoxicillin and vancomycin),
the antibiotic-driven dysbiosis did not alter gut permeability,
as confirmed by variation in LPS levels and expression of
lipid metabolic enzymes [95]. Such heterogeneity may reflect
complex interactions between genetic, lifestyle, and environ-
mental factors derived from different model systems.

6.3. Small Molecules. Acetate, propionate, and butyrate are
the most important SCFAs that eventually are given as oral
dietary supplementation. SCFAs acting as signaling mole-
cules produce various physiological effects in humans [96].
They bind to GPR41 and GPR43 receptors (free fatty acid
receptors 2 and 3, FFARs 2/3) in intestinal L cells signaling
the release of GLP-1 and peptide YY [78]. Notably, injection
of GLP-1 peptides stimulates insulin signaling in white
adipose tissues, therefore reducing adiposity. SCFAs also
increase leptin secretion and adipogenesis while inhibiting
lipolysis of adipose tissues. In the liver, propionate acts as a
gluconeogenic factor while acetate and butyrate act as
lipogenic factors [96]. SCFAs, particularly, propionic and
butyric acids, may directly prevent low-grade inflammatory
response in obesity by controlling gut microbiota [88]. Buty-
rate acting on human monocyte, marrow-derived DCs, and
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macrophages inhibits IL-12 production, decreases costimu-
latory molecule expression, and blocks NF-κB translocation
[37]. Butyrate and structural analog and ketone body β-
hydroxybutyrate (also known as 3-hydroxybutyrate) supple-
mentation can inhibit the activity of histone deacetylases
(HDACs). HDACS promote specific histone modifications
to regulate transcription and DNA replication and repair.
It also exerts anti-inflammatory activity by suppressing
NF-κB and STAT1 activation [22–95]. Succinate is a
well-known inhibitor of the histone demethylases (DNMTs)
and the eleven translocation (TET) methylcytosine dioxy-
genases, which oxidize 5-methylcytosines to promote DNA
demethylation [22].

Several small molecule inhibitors of metabolic pathways
such as 2-deoxy-glucose, dichroacetate, BPTES (bis-2-(5-phe-
nylacetamido-1,3,4-thiadiazol-2-yl)ethyl sulfide), dimethyl-
malonate (DMM), rotenone, and metformin have identified
as promise therapeutics [51, 52, 60]. Metformin is a first-
line medication for the treatment of T2D that significantly
improves metabolic parameters such as body weight, insulin,
glucose, leptin, and C-reactive protein plasma levels [96]. By
inhibiting complex I in mitochondrial respiration chain,
metformin elevates the plasma levels of lactate. Lactic acido-
sis is a critical problem in clinical practice. Metformin causes
a switch from OXPHOS to aerobic glycolysis [97]. Thus,
users of metformin have a higher risk of metformin-
associated lactic acidosis. Metformin treatment increases
significantly the relative abundance of A. muciniphila in the
fecal microbiota in obese mice [34]. A. muciniphila is a
producer of acetate and propionate, through mucin degra-
dation, and T2D patients treated with metformin increase
their butyrate- and propionate-producing bacteria, which
may in turn contribute to the beneficial effect of metfor-
min [85]. It is interesting to ask if metformin effects are
also associated with M1/M2 macrophage metabolic repro-
gramming pathways.

Succinate is a strong proinflammatory mediator [51, 63].
DMM inhibits mitochondrial ROS production through
inhibition of succinate dehydrogenase (SDA), which con-
verts succinate to fumarate. This metabolic alteration limits
the production IL-1β, while increasing the synthesis of
immunosuppressive IL-10 [67]. TEPP-46 and DASA-58,
two small molecule inhibitors of PKM2 (pyruvate kinase
isozyme 2), inhibit LPS-induced HIF-1α and IL-1β, thereby
promoting the reprogramming of M1 macrophages to M2
[63, 98]. Thus, further studies are required to confirm these
pharmacological targets and approaches to control meta-
bolic disorders.

7. Conclusions and Perspectives

Over the last decade, the sequencing and analyses of a large
number of human microbiomes and assembly of their
metabolic pathways have expanded our understanding of
how bacterial metabolites participate in the microbe-host
interactions in health and diseases. The functional variations
of gut microbiomes among individuals have indicated the
anabolic and catabolic pathways of essential importance in
maintaining core community structures for whole body

homeostasis. Emerging new biomarkers are promising spe-
cific discrimination of phyla and species to confirm evidences
for direct participation of microbes in type II diabetes,
obesity, metabolic disorders, inflammatory bowel diseases,
and even certain cancers.

There is no doubt that dysbiosis, by altering microbiome
metabolism and consequently host metabolism, not only
affects inflammatory responses and adaptive immunity but
also contributes to metabolic disorders. The use of innovative
pharmaceutical and nutraceutical products to manage micro-
bial colonization and development of a healthy gut microbial
community at early childhood and adult life may prevent
the occurrence of common inflammatory and metabolic
pathologies. Finally, the discovery and development of
drugs that target enzymes of metabolic pathways, and also
drive pro- and anti-inflammatory responses of immune
cells, will provide the next frontier medicine for metabolic
therapies in near future.
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This study tested the hypothesis that shock wave therapy (SW) enhances mitochondrial uptake into the lung epithelial and
parenchymal cells to attenuate lung injury from acute respiratory distress syndrome (ARDS). ARDS was induced in rats through
continuous inhalation of 100% oxygen for 48 h, while SW entailed application 0.15mJ/mm2 for 200 impulses at 6Hz per left/
right lung field. In vitro and ex vivo studies showed that SW enhances mitochondrial uptake into lung epithelial and
parenchyma cells (all p < 0 001). Flow cytometry demonstrated that albumin levels and numbers of inflammatory cells (Ly6G
+/CD14+/CD68+/CD11b/c+) in bronchoalveolar lavage fluid were the highest in untreated ARDS, were progressively reduced
across SW, Mito, and SW+Mito (all p < 0 0001), and were the lowest in sham controls. The same profile was also seen for
fibrosis/collagen deposition, levels of biomarkers of oxidative stress (NOX-1/NOX-2/oxidized protein), inflammation (MMP-9/
TNF-α/NF-κB/IL-1β/ICAM-1), apoptosis (cleaved caspase 3/PARP), fibrosis (Smad3/TGF-β), mitochondrial damage (cytosolic
cytochrome c) (all p < 0 0001), and DNA damage (γ-H2AX+), and numbers of parenchymal inflammatory cells (CD11+/CD14
+/CD40L+/F4/80+) (p < 0 0001). These results suggest that SW-assisted Mito therapy effectively protects the lung parenchyma
from ARDS-induced injury.
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1. Introduction

The respiratory system (i.e., oral-nasal-laryngeal tract, bron-
chus, trachea, and alveolar sacs in the lungs) is critical for
maintenance of an adequate oxygen supply and excretion of
carbon dioxide (CO2). For this purpose, the lung paren-
chyma has a dense capillary network mediating gaseous
exchange. The lung is vulnerable to damage from a variety
of causes, including viruses, bacteria, toxic chemicals/smoke,
food aspiration, septic or cardiogenic shock, resuscitation
after circulatory arrest, alveolar-type pulmonary edema, mas-
sive blood transfusion, and ischemia-reperfusion injury after
bypass surgery or organ transplantation [1–9]. Moreover,
sustained insults may ultimately develop into clinical acute
respiratory distress syndrome (ARDS) [9–11]. Despite phar-
macologic advances and continuous renewal of management
strategies [12–16], in-hospital mortality from ARDS remains
unacceptably high [9, 10, 17–19]. Consequently, there is an
urgent need for a safe and efficacious alternative treatment
for this high-risk group of patients.

The mechanisms underlying acute lung injury/ARDS are
multifactorial and include inflammation, alveolar leukocyto-
sis, protein leakage, mitochondrial-free radical production,
mitochondrial damage/loss, generation of reactive oxygen
species (ROS) and resultant lung oxidant stress, and apopto-
sis [4, 9, 20–24]. Within this context, we hypothesize that a
treatment that could reverse mitochondrial loss may, in
turn, inhibit ROS-free radical generation and improve ARDS
parameters. Previous studies by others [25–27] and our-
selves [28–30] have shown that mitochondrial transfusion
effectively protects against acute organ damage, including
sepsis-induced acute lung injury [13, 25], acute ischemia-
reperfusion injury of the heart [27], liver [26, 28], and lung
[30], and monocrotaline-induced pulmonary arterial hyper-
tension [29]. Additionally, shock wave (SW) therapy entailing
delivery of a series of transient pressure waves characterized
by a high peak pressure (100MPa), fast pressure rise
(<10ns), rapid propagation, and short life cycle (10μs) pro-
duced by an appropriate generator reportedly reverses
ischemia-related organ dysfunction, mainly by enhancing
angiogenesis, recruiting endothelial progenitor cells, and
suppressing inflammation and oxidative stress [31–33]. In
the present study, therefore, we used a rat model to test the
hypothesis that SW-assisted mitochondrial therapy would
be superior to either therapy alone for protection of the lung
against ARDS injury.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Ethics. All animal experimental procedures were
approved by the Institute of Animal Care and Use Committee
at Kaohsiung Chang Gung Memorial Hospital (Affidavit of
Approval of Animal Use Protocol number 2016032205) and
performed in accordance with the Guide for the Care and
Use of Laboratory Animals (The Eighth Edition of the Guide
for the Care and Use of Laboratory Animals (NRC 2011)).

Animals were housed in an Association for Assessment
and Accreditation of Laboratory Animal Care International-
(AAALAC-) approved animal facility in our hospital with

controlled temperature and light cycle (24°C and 12/12
light cycle).

2.2. Inducing ARDS in SD Rats. The ARDS model used in
this study has been described in our recent studies [30, 34],
wherein pure oxygen (i.e., 100% O2) was continuously
administered to the rat for 48 h. In detail, a close system of
glass (i.e., for monitoring the safety of each animal) square
box was created. Inside the close system, the adequate food
and water were provided for the animals. At least five ani-
mals were accommodated for each time in the glass box.
Oxygen cannulation was firmly connected to the glass box
with an oxygen meter to monitor the oxygen gas supply in
the box to achieve each animal exposure to 100% oxygen
for 48 hours.

2.3. Animal Grouping and Application of SW. Pathogen-free,
adult male Sprague-Dawley (SD) rats (n = 30) weighing 325–
350 g (Charles River Technology, BioLASCO, Taiwan Co.
Ltd., Taiwan) were randomized into five groups (n = 6 in
each group): group 1, sham controls (intravenous injection
of 0.5ml of normal saline); group 2, ARDS; group 3, ARDS
+SW (0.15mJ/mm2 for 200 impulses at 6Hz per left/right
lung field applied once 3 h after completing 48 h of oxygen
inhalation); group 4, ARDS+mitochondria (Mito) (2000μg/
rat administered intravenously with a time interval identical
to SW therapy); and group 5, ARDS+SW+Mito. Animals
were sacrificed on day 5 after ARDS induction.

All animals were anesthetized (inhaled 2.0% isoflurane)
in a supine position on a warming pad at 37°C during the
application of SW to the left and then right lungs. To avoid
affecting the heart during SW, the focus type of SW (Storz
Duolith SD1, STORZ MEDICAL AG, Switzerland) was uti-
lized. In addition, mitochondrial oxygen consumption rates
were determined using a Mito stress test kit (i.e., Seahorse
Bioscience, Billerica, MA) and the XF24 Analyzer.

2.4. Mitochondrial Isolation from Donors and MitoTracker
Staining for Mitochondria. Liver mitochondria were isolated
from donor SD rats as previously described [35]. The rats
were fasted overnight prior to the mitochondrial isolation
procedure, then sacrificed, and their gallbladders and livers
were carefully removed. Immediately, the liver (3 g) was
immersed in 50ml of ice-cold IBc (10mM Tris-MOPS,
5mM EGTA/Tris, 200mM sucrose, and pH7.4.) in a beaker,
followed by rinsing the liver free of blood with ice-cold IBc.
The liver was then minced with scissors in a beaker sur-
rounded by ice. IBc was discarded during mincing and
replaced with 18ml of ice-cold fresh IBc. The liver was then
homogenized with a Teflon pestle. The homogenates were
transferred to a 50ml polypropylene Falcon tube and centri-
fuged at 600g for 10 minutes at 4°C. The supernatants were
transferred to fresh tubes for centrifugation at 7000g for 10
minutes at 4°C. The supernatants were discarded, and the
pellets were washed with 5ml ice-cold IBc. Again, the
supernatants from the pellets were centrifuged at 7000g for
10 minutes at 4°C. The supernatants were discarded, and
the pellets containing the mitochondria were resuspended.
The concentration of the mitochondrial suspensions was
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measured using the Biuret method. Each 10mg of isolated
mitochondria was labeled with 1M of MitoTracker Red
CMXRos (Invitrogen, Carlsbad, CA) through incubation at
37°C for 30 minutes. Mitochondrial transfusion was per-
formed for the study animals immediately after labeling
(i.e., <3hrs after the isolation procedure).

2.5. Procedure and Protocol for Quantification of Oxygen
Consumption Rate (OCR) of Isolated Mitochondria
(Seahorse Method) (Figure 1). The procedure and protocol
have also been described in our recent report [30]. In detail,
functional activity of isolated mitochondria from rat liver
was determined with an Extracellular Flux Analyzer (XFe24,
Seahorse Bioscience, MA, USA) by assessing the degree of
coupling between the electron transport chain (ETC) and
the oxidative phosphorylation machinery (OXPHOS). Bio-
energetics of mitochondria as reflected in the integrity of
electron transport chain and capacity of oxidative phosphor-
ylation were evaluated by measuring the mitochondrial oxy-
gen consumption rate (OCR). In this study, isolated
mitochondria (10μg/well) from rat liver were diluted in cold
1X mitochondrial assay solution (MAS) (70mM sucrose,
220mM mannitol, 10mM KH2PO4, 5mM MgCl2, 2mM
HEPES, 1.0mM EGTA, and pH7.2), followed by spinning
down at 3000g for 30 minutes. After attachment of mito-
chondria to XF24 plate, coupling reaction was initiated with
the administration of substrate (10.0mM succinate). State 3
was initiated with ADP (0.5mM), while state 4 was induced
with the addition of oligomycin (2μM). Maximal
uncoupler-stimulated respiration was elicited with FCCP
(4μM), whereas complex III repression was induced by anti-
mycin A (4μM). OCR of mitochondria in reactions men-
tioned above was sequentially measured.

2.6. In Vitro Study for Determining the Impact of SW on
Enhancing Mitochondrial Transfusion in the Rat Lung
Epithelial Cells (LEC). To elucidate whether SW therapy
could enhance mitochondrial transfusion into the rat lung
epithelial cells (LEC), the LECs were cultured in F-12K
medium (i.e., 10% FBS+ 1% Penicillin-Streptomycin (Gibco)
in 1× 106 cells) in T25 flask for 24h, followed by with and
without SW treatment (0.2mJ/mm2 for 100 shots). The cells
(3× 104) were then cultured in EZ slide. 24 h after the cell cul-
turing, 50μg of exogenous mitochondria was transfused into
the cultured cells (3× 104). 90 minutes later after transfusion,
the endogenous mitochondria in these cells were stained by
MitoTracker Green (Invitrogen M7514, 1 : 100 nM). Addi-
tionally, these cells were also stained by MitoTracker Orange
(Invitrogen M7510, 1 : 500 nM).

2.7. Pathological Assessment of Lung Injury. The procedure
and protocol have been described in our previous reports
[23, 24, 30, 35]. In detail, lung specimens were sectioned at
5μm for light microscopy and H&E staining was performed
to investigate the number of alveolar sacs in a blinded fashion
[23, 24, 30, 35]. Three lung sections from each rat were ana-
lyzed, and three randomly selected high-power fields (HPFs;
200x) were examined in each section. The mean number per
HPF for each animal was then determined by a summation of

all numbers divided by 9. The extent of crowded area, which
was defined as the region of thickened septa in lung paren-
chyma associated with partial or complete collapse of alveoli
on H&E-stained sections, was also performed in a blinded
fashion. The following scoring system [23, 24] was adopted:
0 =no detectable crowded area; 1 =<15% of crowded area;
2 = 15–25% of crowded area; 3 = 25–50% of crowded area;
4 = 50–75% of crowded area; 5 =>75%–100% of crowded
area/HPF.

2.8. Bronchoalveolar Lavage and Lung Specimen Preparation.
To elucidate the impact of SW mitochondrial treatment on
protecting the lung from ARDS injury, bronchoalveolar
lavage (BAL) was performed and the BAL fluid was collected
for study in six additional rats from each group.

2.9. Immunofluorescent (IF) Studies. The procedures and
protocols for IF examination were also based on our recent
study [23, 24, 30, 35]. Briefly, for IF staining, rehydrated par-
affin sections were first treated with 3% H2O2 for 30 minutes
and incubated with Immuno-Block reagent (BioSB, Santa
Barbara, CA, USA) for 30 minutes at room temperature. Sec-
tions were then incubated with primary antibodies specifi-
cally against CD14 (1 : 50, Santa Cruz), CD11 (1 : 500,
Abcam), F4/80 (1 : 100, Santa Cruz), CD40L (1 : 100, Abcam),
and γ-H2AX (1 : 1000, Abcam) while sections incubated with
irrelevant antibodies served as controls. Three kidney sec-
tions from each rat were analyzed. For quantification, three
randomly selected HPFs (400x for IF) were analyzed in each
section. The mean number of positively stained cells per HPF
for each animal was then determined by the summation of all
numbers divided by 9.

2.10. Western Blot Analysis. The procedure and protocol for
Western blot analysis have been described in our previous
reports [23, 24, 30, 35]. Briefly, equal amounts (50μg) of pro-
tein extract were loaded and separated by SDS-PAGE using
acrylamide gradients. After electrophoresis, the separated
proteins were transferred electrophoretically to a polyvinyli-
dene difluoride (PVDF) membrane (Amersham Biosciences,
Amersham, UK). Nonspecific sites were blocked by incuba-
tion of the membrane in blocking buffer (5% nonfat dry milk
in T-TBS (TBS containing 0.05% Tween 20)) overnight. The
membranes were incubated with the indicated primary anti-
bodies (matrix metalloproteinase- (MMP-) 9 (1 : 3000,
Abcam, ab76003, Cambridge, MA, USA), tumor necrosis fac-
tor- (TNF-) α (1 : 1000, Cell Signaling, number 3707, Dan-
vers, MA, USA), nuclear factor- (NF-) κB p65 (1 : 600,
Abcam, ab16502, Cambridge, MA, USA), NADPH oxidase-
(NOX-) 1 (1 : 1500, Sigma, SAB4200097, St. Louis, Mo,
USA), NOX-2 (1 : 750, Sigma, SAB4200118, St. Louis, Mo,
USA), interleukin- (IL-) 1β (1 : 1000, Cell Signaling, number
12426, Danvers, MA, USA), intercellular adhesion molecule-
(ICAM-) 1 (1 : 1000, Abcam, ab2213, Cambridge, MA, USA),
caspase 3 (1 : 1000, Cell Signaling, number 9665, Danvers,
MA, USA), cleaved poly (ADP-ribose) polymerase (c-PARP)
(1 : 1000, Cell Signaling, number 9542), transforming growth
factor- (TGF-) β (1 : 500, Abcam, ab64715), phosphorylated-
(p-) Smad3 (1 : 1000, Cell Signaling, number 9520), cytosolic
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cytochrome c (1 : 1000, BD, 556433, Franklin, NJ, USA),
mitochondrial cytochrome c (1 : 1000, BD, 556433, Franklin,
NJ, USA), and actin (1 : 10000, Millipore, number MAB1501,

Billerica, MA, USA)) for 1 hour at room temperature. Horse-
radish peroxidase-conjugated anti-rabbit immunoglobulin
IgG (1 : 2000, Cell Signaling, number 7074, Danvers, MA,
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Figure 1: In vitro study showed SW therapy enhanced mitochondrial transfusion into the rat lung epithelial cells. (A1 to A3) Illustrating the
DAPI stain (400x) for identification of rat lung epithelial cells in three groups (i.e., SC, Mito, and Mito + SW). (B1 to B3) Showing
MitoTracker stain (400x) for identification of endogenous mitochondria (green color) among three groups. (C1 to C3) Indicating the
MitoTracker stain (400x) for identification of exogenous mitochondria to be transfused into the epithelial cells (red color). (D1 to D3)
Indicating the merged pictures of B1–B3 and C1–C3. Pink-yellow color indicated that the endogenous and exogenous mitochondria
colocalized together. An abundant number of mitochondria were found in the Mito + SW group. (b) Analytic result of mitochondrial level
in the cells, ∗ versus other groups with different symbols (†, ‡), p < 0 001. All statistical analyses were performed by one-way ANOVA,
followed by Bonferroni multiple comparison post hoc test (n = 6 for each group). Symbols (∗, †, ‡) indicate significance (at 0.05 level).
SC = sham control; Mito =mitochondria; SW= shock wave.
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USA) was used as a secondary antibody for a one-hour incu-
bation at room temperature. The washing procedure was
repeated eight times within one hour. Immunoreactive bands
were visualized by enhanced chemiluminescence (ECL;
Amersham Biosciences, Amersham, UK) and exposed to
Biomax L film (Kodak, Rochester, NY, USA). For quantifica-
tion, ECL signals were digitized using Labwork software
(UVP, Waltham, MA, USA).

2.11. Assessment of Oxidative Stress. The procedure and pro-
tocol for assessing the protein expression of oxidative stress
have been detailed in our previous reports [23, 24, 30, 35].
The Oxyblot Oxidized Protein Detection Kit was purchased
from Chemicon, Billerica, MA, USA (S7150). DNPH deriva-
tization was carried out on 6μg of protein for 15 minutes
according to the manufacturer’s instructions. One-
dimensional electrophoresis was carried out on 12% SDS-
polyacrylamide gel after DNPH derivatization. Proteins were

transferred to nitrocellulose membranes which were then
incubated in the primary antibody solution (anti-DNP
1 : 150) for 2 hours, followed by incubation in secondary anti-
body solution (1 : 300) for 1 hour at room temperature. The
washing procedure was repeated eight times within 40
minutes. Immunoreactive bands were visualized by
enhanced chemiluminescence (ECL; Amersham Biosciences,
Amersham, UK) which was then exposed to Biomax L film
(Kodak, Rochester, NY, USA). For quantification, ECL sig-
nals were digitized using Labwork software (UVP, Waltham,
MA, USA). For Oxyblot protein analysis, a standard control
was loaded on each gel.

2.12. Histopathological Assessment in Lung Parenchyma. To
analyze the integrity of collagen synthesis and deposition,
three lung paraffin sections (4μm) were stained with Picro-
sirius red (1% Sirius red in saturated picric acid solution)
for one hour at room temperature using standard methods.
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Figure 2: Mitochondrial functional assay and in vivo showed SW therapy enhanced mitochondrial transfusion into the cells. (a)
Mitochondrial functional assay showed a satisfactory activity (i.e., high oxygen consumption rate) of isolated mitochondria (determined
by the Mito stress test kit and the XFe24 Analyzer) (n = 4). (b, c) Illustrating the confocal findings (400x) of lung specimen at a time
interval of 24 h after intravenously mitochondrial transfusion. (d) Analytical results of fluorescent intensity, ∗ versus other groups with
different symbols (†, ‡), p < 0 001. All statistical analyses were performed by one-way ANOVA, followed by Bonferroni multiple
comparison post hoc test (n = 6 for each group). Symbols (∗, †, ‡) indicate significance (at 0.05 level). OCR= oxygen consumption rate.
ARDS= acute respiratory distress syndrome; Mito =mitochondria; SW= shock wave.
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Figure 3: Inflammatory mediators and leakage of albumin in bronchoalveolar lavage (BAL) fluid by day 5 after ARDS induction. (a) Flow
cytometric analysis of numbers of Ly6G+ cells in BAL, ∗versus other groups with different symbols (†, ‡, §, ¶), p < 0 0001. (b) Flow
cytometric analysis of numbers of CD14+ cells in BAL, ∗versus other groups with different symbols (†, ‡, §, ¶), p < 0 0001. (c) Flow
cytometric analysis of numbers of CD68+ cells in BAL, ∗versus other groups with different symbols (†, ‡, §, ¶), p < 0 0001. (d) Flow
cytometric analysis of numbers of CD11b/c+ cells in BAL, ∗versus other groups with different symbols (†, ‡, §, ¶), p < 0 0001. (e) Protein
expression of albumin level in BAL, ∗versus other groups with different symbols (†, ‡, §, ¶), p < 0 0001. All statistical analyses were
performed by one-way ANOVA, followed by Bonferroni multiple comparison post hoc test (n = 6 for each group). Symbols (∗, †, ‡, §, ¶)
indicate significance (at 0.05 level). SC = sham control; ARDS= acute respiratory distress syndrome; Mito =mitochondria; SW= shock wave.
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The sections were then washed twice with 0.5% acetic acid.
The water was physically removed from the slides by vigor-
ous shaking. After dehydration in 100% ethanol thrice, the
sections were cleaned with xylene and mounted in a resinous
medium. Ten low-power fields (10x) of each section were
used to identify Sirius red-positive area on each section.
The integrated area (μm2) of condensed collagen deposition
in each section was calculated using Image Tool 3 (IT3)
image analysis software (University of Texas, Health Science
Center, San Antonio (UTHSCSA); Image Tool for Windows,
Version 3.0, USA). Three selected sections were quantified
for each animal. Three randomly selected HPFs (100x) were
analyzed in each section. After determining the number of
pixels in each collagen deposition area per HPF, the numbers
of pixels obtained from the three HPFs were summed. The
procedure was repeated in two other sections for each ani-
mal. The mean pixel number per HPF for each animal was
then determined by summing all pixel numbers and divided
by 9. The mean integrated area (μm2) of collagen deposition
area in lung parenchyma per HPF was obtained using a con-
version factor of 19.24 (1μm2 corresponded to 19.24 pixels).

To elucidate the fibrosis of lung parenchyma, Masson’s tri-
chrome stain was performed according to the manufacturer’s
instruction. The analytical method for identification of
fibrotic area was identical to the method for analysis of con-
densed collagen deposition area.

2.13. Statistical Analysis. Quantitative data are expressed as
means± SD. Statistical analysis was adequately performed
by ANOVA followed by Bonferroni multiple comparison
post hoc test. Statistical analysis was performed using SPSS
statistical software for Windows version 22 (SPSS for Win-
dows, version 22; SPSS, IL, USA). A value of p < 0 05 was
considered as statistically significant.

3. Results

3.1. SW Therapy Enhances Exogenous Mitochondrial
Transfusion into Lung Epithelial Cells. In vitro observations
revealed that SW therapy significantly enhanced transfusion
of exogenous mitochondria into rat lung epithelial cells as
compared to transfusion alone (Figure 1). In vivo, numbers

SC

(a)

ARDS

(b)

ARDS + SW

(c)

ARDS + Mito

(d)

ARDS + SW + Mito

(e)

N
um

be
r o

f a
lv

eo
la

r s
ac

s

‡
†

§
¶

150

100

50

0

⁎

SC

ARDS + SW

ARDS

ARDS + Mito

ARDS + SW + Mito

(f)

Cr
ow

de
d 

sc
or

es
 o

f 
lu

ng
 p

ar
en

ch
ym

a 
‡

†

§ ¶

8

6

4

2

0
⁎

SC

ARDS + SW

ARDS

ARDS + Mito

ARDS + SW + Mito

(g)

Figure 4: Pathological findings of lung parenchyma by day 5 after ARDS induction. (a to e) Pathological findings (i.e., H&E staining) of lung
parenchyma under microscopy (200x) among the five groups. The scale bars in the right lower corner represent 50μm. (f) The number of
alveolar sacs among five groups. ∗ versus other groups with different symbols (†, ‡, §, ¶), p < 0 0001. (g) Crowded scores of lung
parenchyma. ∗ versus other groups with different symbols (†, ‡, §, ¶), p < 0 0001. All statistical analyses were performed by one-way
ANOVA, followed by Bonferroni multiple comparison post hoc test. Symbols (∗, †, ‡, §, ¶) indicate significance (at 0.05 level). SC = sham
control; ARDS= acute respiratory distress syndrome; Mito =mitochondria; SW= shock wave.
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Figure 5: CD11+ and CD14+ cell infiltration in lung parenchyma by day 5 after ARDS induction. (a to e) Immunofluorescent (IF)
microscopic finding (400x) for identification of CD11+ cells (green color) in lung parenchyma. Red color indicated exogenous
mitochondria. (f) Analytical result of number of CD11+ cells, ∗ versus other groups with different symbols (†, ‡, §, ¶), p < 0 0001. (g to k)
IF microscopic finding (400x) for identification of CD14+ cells (green color) in lung parenchyma. Red color indicated exogenous
mitochondria. Analytical result of number of CD14+ cells, ∗ versus other groups with different symbols (†, ‡, §, ¶), p < 0 0001. The scale
bars in the right lower corner represent 20μm. All statistical analyses were performed by one-way ANOVA, followed by Bonferroni
multiple comparison post hoc test. Symbols (∗, †, ‡, §, ¶) indicate significance (at 0.05 level). SC = sham control; ARDS= acute respiratory
distress syndrome; Mito =mitochondria; SW= shock wave.
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Figure 6: F4/80+ and CD40L+ cell infiltration in lung parenchyma by day 5 after ARDS induction. (a to e) Immunofluorescent (IF)
microscopic finding (400x) for identification of F4/80+ cells (green color) in lung parenchyma. Red color indicated exogenous
mitochondria. (f) Analytical result of number of F4/80+ cells, ∗ versus other groups with different symbols (†, ‡, §, ¶), p < 0 0001. (g to k)
IF microscopic finding (400x) for identification of CD40L+ cells (green color) in lung parenchyma. Red color indicated exogenous
mitochondria. (l) Analytical result of number of CD40L+ cells, ∗ versus other groups with different symbols (†, ‡, §, ¶), p < 0 0001. The
scale bars in the right lower corner represent 20μm. All statistical analyses were performed by one-way ANOVA, followed by Bonferroni
multiple comparison post hoc test. Symbols (∗, †, ‡, §, ¶) indicate significance (at 0.05 level). SC = sham control; ARDS= acute respiratory
distress syndrome; Mito =mitochondria; SW= shock wave.
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of mitochondria in the lung parenchyma of ARDS rats
treated with SW plus mitochondrial transfusion (SW+Mito)
were significantly higher than those in the lungs of untreated
ARDS animals or ARDS animals treated with Mito alone
(Figure 2). Measurement of the mitochondrial oxygen con-
sumption rate showed that mitochondrial activity was satis-
factory for purposes of the present study (Figure 2).

3.2. Flow Cytometric Analysis of Inflammatory Mediators and
Albumin Leakage in Bronchoalveolar Lavage (BAL) Fluid.
Flow cytometric analysis demonstrated that the numbers of
Ly6G+, CD14+, CD68+, and CD11b/c+ inflammatory cells
were highest in BAL fluid from untreated ARDS rats, were
significantly and progressively lower across the ARDS+SW,
ARDS+Mito, and ARDS+SW+Mito groups, and were the
lowest in the sham control (SC) group (Figure 3). In addition,
Western blot analysis showed that the profile of albumin
levels in BAL fluid, an indicator of increased lung permeabil-
ity and exudate leakage related to lung parenchymal damage
in ARDS, exhibited the same pattern as the inflammatory
cells among the five groups.

3.3. Pathological Findings after ARDS Induction. Hematoxy-
lin and eosin staining revealed that 5 days after ARDS induc-
tion, numbers of alveolar sacs, an index of lung parenchyma
integrity, was the lowest in untreated ARDS, increased pro-
gressively and significantly across the ARDS+SW, ARDS

+Mito, and ARDS+SW+ Mito groups, and was the highest
in the SC group. Conversely, scoring of lung parenchymal
crowding, an index of lung parenchymal damage, showed
the opposite pattern in the five groups (Figure 4).

3.4. Inflammatory Cell Infiltration of Lung Parenchyma and
DNA Damage after ARDS Induction. Immunofluorescence
microscopy showed that 5 days after ARDS induction, infil-
tration of the lung parenchyma by CD11+, CD14+, F4/80+,
and CD40L+ inflammatory cells was the highest in untreated
ARDS rats, was significantly and progressively lower across
the ARDS+SW, ARDS+Mito, and ARDS+SW+Mito
groups, and was the lowest in SC rats (Figures 5 and 6).
Immunofluorescence microscopy also revealed that the num-
ber of positively stained γ-H2AX cells, an indicator of DNA
damage, exhibited a pattern identical to that of inflammatory
cells among the five groups (Figure 7).

3.5. Histopathological Findings after ARDS Induction. Five
days after ARDS induction, sections stained with Sirius oil
red exhibited areas of condensed collagen deposition indica-
tive of lung parenchymal damage with activation of fibro-
blasts and deposition of collagen fibers (Figure 8). Staining
was the highest in specimens from untreated ARDS rats,
the lowest in SC, significantly higher in the ARDS+SW
and ARDS+Mito groups than in the ARDS+SW+Mito
group, and significantly higher in the ARDS+SW than in
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Figure 7: DNA damage marker in lung parenchyma by day 5 after ARDS induction. (a to e) Immunofluorescent (IF) microscopic finding
(400x) for identification of γ-H2AX+ cells (green color) in lung parenchyma. Red color indicated exogenous mitochondria. (f) Analytical
result of number of γ-H2AX+ cells, ∗ versus other groups with different symbols (†, ‡, §, ¶), p < 0 0001. The scale bars in the right lower
corner represent 20μm. Symbols (∗, †, ‡, §, ¶) indicate significance (at 0.05 level). SC = sham control; ARDS= acute respiratory distress
syndrome; Mito =mitochondria; SW= shock wave.
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the ARDS+Mito group. Additionally, Masson’s trichrome
staining revealed that in all five groups, the fibrotic areas
displayed identical patterns of collagen deposition.

3.6. Oxidative Stress in Lung Parenchyma after ARDS
Induction. Five days after ARDS induction, levels of NADPH
oxidase- (NOX-) 1, NOX-2, and oxidized protein, three
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Figure 8: Histopathological findings of lung parenchyma by day 5 after ARDS induction. (a to e) Illustrating the microscopic finding (200x)
of Sirius red stain for identification of condensed collagen deposition in lung parenchyma. (f) Analytical result of condensed collagen
deposition area, ∗ versus other groups with different symbols (†, ‡, §, ¶), p < 0 0001. (g to k) Illustrating the microscopic finding (200x) of
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by one-way ANOVA, followed by Bonferroni multiple comparison post hoc test. Symbols (∗, †, ‡, §, ¶) indicate significance (at 0.05 level).
SC = sham control; ARDS= acute respiratory distress syndrome; Mito =mitochondria; SW= shock wave.
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indicators of oxidative stress, were the highest in untreated
ARDS rats, were significantly and progressively reduced
across the ARDS+SW, ARDS+Mito, and ARDS+SW
+Mito groups, and the lowest in the SC group (Figure 9).

3.7. Biomarkers of Inflammation in Lung Parenchyma after
ARDS Induction. Five days after ARDS induction, levels of
matrix metalloproteinase- (MMP-) 9, tumor necrosis factor-
(TNF-) α, nuclear factor- (NF-) κB, interleukin- (IL-) 1β, and
intercellular adhesion molecule- (ICAM-) 1, five indices of
inflammation, were the highest in untreated ARDS rats, were
significantly and progressively reduced across the ARDS
+SW, ARDS+Mito, and ARDS+SW+Mito groups, and
the lowest in the SC group (Figure 10).

3.8. Biomarkers of Apoptosis, Fibrosis, and Mitochondrial
Damage in Lung Parenchyma after ARDS Induction. Levels
of cleaved caspase 3 and cleaved poly (ADP-ribose) polymer-
ase (PARP), two indicators of apoptosis, were the highest in
untreated ARDS, significantly and progressively reduced
across the ARDS+SW, ARDS+Mito, and ARDS+SW
+Mito groups, and the lowest in the SC groups. The same
pattern was exhibited by Smad3 and transforming growth

factor- (TGF-) β, two mediators of fibrosis, as well as cyto-
solic cytochrome c, an indicator of mitochondrial damage.
Conversely, the opposite pattern was exhibited by mitochon-
drial cytochrome c, an indicator of mitochondrial integrity
(Figure 11).

4. Discussion

In this study, we investigated the ability of SW plus mito-
chondrial therapy to protect the lung parenchyma from
ARDS injury. Our main findings are that (1) transfused
mitochondria are taken up into rat lung epithelial and
parenchymal cells, (2) this effect is enhanced by SW ther-
apy, and (3) SW plus mitochondrial therapy alleviates
inflammation and ARDS damage within the lung paren-
chyma. Our finding that transfused, liver-derived mitochon-
dria are taken up into lung parenchymal cells in ARDS rats
is consistent our previous study [30]. Moreover, to our
knowledge, this is the first report that SW therapy enhances
that effect.

Mitochondrial therapy also appears to mitigate ischemia-
reperfusion injury in rat liver [26, 28]. Furthermore, we
previously showed that SW therapy ameliorates ischemia-
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Figure 9: Protein expressions of oxidative stress in lung parenchyma by day 5 after ARDS induction. (a) Protein expressions of NOX-1,
∗ versus other groups with different symbols (†, ‡, §, ¶), p < 0 0001. (b) Protein expression of NOX-2, ∗ versus other groups with different
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respiratory distress syndrome; Mito =mitochondria; SW= shock wave.
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related tissue fibrosis/ischemia-related organ damage and
reduces ischemia-related organ dysfunction [34, 36, 37].
Interestingly, our histopathological findings show that
ARDS-related lung fibrosis and condensed collagen deposi-
tion are greatly attenuated by SW therapy and that those ben-
eficial effects are enhanced by mitochondrial therapy. We
also observed that biomarkers of inflammation, DNA/mito-
chondrial damage, apoptosis, and fibrosis are all markedly
elevated in ARDS animals, which is consistent with our ear-
lier studies [30, 35]. Importantly, these parameters are all
reduced by SW or mitochondrial therapy and further amelio-
rated by the combination of the two therapies. This extends
our earlier findings [26, 28–30, 34, 36, 37] and may explain
why lung injury scores (i.e., increased septal thickness and

decreased number of alveolar sacs) and exudate leakage from
lung parenchyma are reduced in ARDS animals treated with
SW plus mitochondrial therapy.

SW therapy is widely accepted for clinical application
for treatment of lithotripsy [38] as well as skeletal diseases
[39, 40], ischemic heart disease [41, 42], and peripheral
artery disease [43, 44]. The mechanisms underlying the
beneficial effects of SW therapy are thought to be related
to its anti-inflammatory [32–34, 45] and angiogenic effects
[32–34, 46], which enhance the healing process [47]. On the
other hand, the mechanism by which SW therapy enhances
transport of mitochondria into cells remains unclear. Per-
haps, it induces a transient increase in cell membrane perme-
ability, leading to increased mitochondrial uptake into the
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Figure 10: Protein expressions of inflammation in lung parenchyma by day 5 after ARDS induction. (a) Protein expression of matrix
metalloproteinase- (MMP-) 9, ∗ versus other groups with different symbols (†, ‡, §, ¶), p < 0 0001. (b) Protein expression of tumor
necrosis factor- (TNF-) α, ∗ versus other groups with different symbols (†, ‡, §, ¶), p < 0 0001. (c) Protein expression of nuclear factor-
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cells. Consistent with that idea, previous studies showed that
SW therapy increased cellular permeability, thereby facilitat-
ing delivery of genes and other molecules into cells [48, 49].
In addition, when exogenous mitochondria are taken up into
cells, they often fuse and function with endogenous mito-
chondria (refer Figure 1). This could, at least in part, explain
why SW plus mitochondrial therapy is superior to SW or
mitochondrial therapy alone for protecting the lung against
ARDS-induced damage.

This study has limitations. First, although the short-term
outcome was promising, the long-term outcome of SW plus
mitochondrial therapy for ARDS is unclear. Second, without
assessment of the optimal doses of SW and mitochondrial
therapy for ARDS, the relative efficacies of SW and mito-
chondrial therapy are uncertain.

5. Conclusions

In summary, the present study shows that SW therapy
enhances uptake of mitochondria into lung epithelial and
parenchymal cells and that SW-assisted mitochondrial ther-
apy offers additional protection to the lung architecture
against ARDS-induced injury.

Abbreviations

ARDS: Acute respiratory distress syndrome
BAL: Bronchoalveolar lavage
c-Casp 3: Cleaved caspase 3
c-PARP: Cleaved poly(ADP-ribose) polymerase
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Figure 11: Protein expressions of apoptotic, fibrotic, and mitochondrial damage biomarkers in lung parenchyma by day 5 after ARDS
induction. (a) Protein expression of cleaved caspase 3 (c-Casp 3), ∗ versus other groups with different symbols (†, ‡, §, ¶), p < 0 0001. (b)
Protein expression of cleaved poly(ADP-ribose) polymerase (c-PARP), ∗ versus other groups with different symbols (†, ‡, §, ¶), p < 0 0001.
(c) Protein expression of phosphorylated- (p-) Smad3, ∗ versus other groups with different symbols (†, ‡, §, ¶), p < 0 0001. (d) Protein
expression of transforming growth factor- (TGF-) β, ∗ versus other groups with different symbols (†, ‡, §, ¶), p < 0 0001. (e) Protein
expression of cytosolic cytochrome c (cyt-Cyto c), ∗ versus other groups with different symbols (†, ‡, §, ¶), p < 0 0001. (f) Protein
expression of mitochondrial cytochrome c (mit-Cyto c), ∗ versus other groups with different symbols (†, ‡, §, ¶), p < 0 0001. All statistical
analyses were performed by one-way ANOVA, followed by Bonferroni multiple comparison post hoc test. Symbols (∗, †, ‡, §, ¶) indicate
significance (at 0.05 level). SC = sham control; ARDS= acute respiratory distress syndrome; Mito =mitochondria; SW= shock wave.

14 Mediators of Inflammation



ETC: Electron transport chain
IF: Immunofluorescent
ICAM: Intercellular adhesion molecule
IL: Interleukin
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Emerging evidence suggests that cellular metabolism plays a critical role in regulating immune activation. Alterations in energy and
lipid and amino acid metabolism have been shown to contribute to type I interferon (IFN) responses in macrophages, but the
relationship between metabolic reprogramming and the establishment of early antiviral function remains poorly defined. Here,
we used transcriptional profiling datasets to develop global metabolic signatures associated with early IFN-α responses in two
primary macrophage model systems: mouse bone marrow-derived macrophages (BMM) and human monocyte-derived
macrophages (MDM). Short-term stimulation with IFN-α (<4 hours) was associated with significant metabolic rewiring, with
>500 metabolic genes altered in mouse and human macrophage models. Pathway and network analysis identified alterations in
genes associated with cellular bioenergetics, cellular oxidant status, cAMP/AMP and cGMP/GMP ratios, branched chain amino
acid catabolism, cell membrane composition, fatty acid synthesis, and β-oxidation as key features of early IFN-α responses.
These changes may have important implications for initial establishment of antiviral function in these cells.

1. Introduction

Type I interferons (IFN) (IFN-α and IFN-β) play a seminal
role in antiviral, antibacterial, and antitumour responses
and act as critical regulators of the innate and adaptive
immune system [1–5]. These pleiotropic cytokines are pro-
duced following engagement of pattern recognition receptors
and signal through the ubiquitously expressed transmem-
brane IFN-α receptor (IFNAR), composed of IFNAR1 and
IFNAR2 subunits [5–7]. Cellular responses to type I IFN
are cell type- and context-dependent and vary during the
course of an immune response [8–11]. The variability in
these responses are due, in part, to the cumulative effects of
JAK-STAT, the p38 MAP kinase (MAPK), the MAP kinase
kinase/ERK/MAPK signal-interacting kinase, and the phos-
phatidylinositol 3-kinase (PI3K)/AKT/mammalian target of
rapamycin (mTOR) signaling pathways [11–13].

Emerging evidence suggests that cellular metabolism
plays a critical role in regulating and fine tuning immune
function [14–16]. Alterations in cellular bioenergetics, amino
acid metabolism, and lipid metabolism have been shown to
affect cytokine production, signaling protein activity, and cell
differentiation [17–19]. In macrophages, stimulation with
type I IFNs has been shown to increase glycolytic flux,
inhibit sterol biosynthesis, shift lipid metabolism from de
novo synthesis to lipid import, and increase tryptophan
catabolism [20–25]. This metabolic reprogramming is
required to mount functional antiviral responses and has
been shown to regulate antigen presentation, inflammatory
mediator production, phagocytosis efficiency, and intracel-
lular killing [26, 27].

Recent studies suggest metabolic adaptations in macro-
phages occur at the molecular level (i.e., gene expression)
very early during the process activation and functional
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polarization [28–30]. In lipopolysaccharide- (LPS-) stimu-
lated macrophages, cellular activation has been shown to
undergo stages of time-resolved metabolic reprogramming
into initiation, early, and amplification phases [28]. To date,
there has been no systematic characterization of metabolic
reprogramming associated with type I IFN responses,
particularly when examined as a function of time. In the
current study, we used transcriptional profiling to evaluate
global changes in metabolic gene expression following short-
term IFN-α stimulation (<4hours) in two well-characterized
primary macrophage model systems: mouse bone marrow-
derived macrophages (BMM) and human monocyte-derived
macrophages (MDM). Our findings provide a systematic
understanding of altered metabolic genes associated with
early IFN-α responses in BMM and MDM and identify
potential metabolic mechanisms that may contribute to
initial establishment of antiviral immune responses.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Microarray Normalization and Processing. Microarray
datasets were extracted from the Gene Expression Omnibus
(GEO) repository from the National Center for Biotechnol-
ogy Information (NCBI). Datasets were identified using the
search terms “Macrophage Interferon” and “Type I
Interferon” [31]. A total of 10 datasets were identified using
these search criteria. Two studies were identified that
assessed short-term stimulation (<4 hours) in either mouse
bone marrow-derived macrophages (BMM) or human
monocyte-derived macrophages (MDM). The selected
BMM dataset [32] differentiated bone marrow cells in
DMEM media with 10 ng/mL of macrophage colony-
stimulating factor (M-CSF), 10% FBS, and 1% penicillin/
streptomycin for seven days before replacing the media on
day six. BMM were stimulated with 62U/mL IFN-α
(approximately 1 ng/mL) for 2.5 hours prior to cell lysis and
RNA extraction (Supplementary Figure S1). The selected
MDM dataset [33] isolated monocytes via adherence
(4 hours) and differentiated cells in DMEM media with
2mM L-glutamine, 100U/mL penicillin, 100μg/mL
streptomycin, and 10% FCS for 7 days. After differentiation,
MDM were treated with 10ng/mL IFN-α for 4 hours prior to
cell lysis and RNA extraction (Supplementary Figure S1).
Raw gene expression data was normalized by median
centering, and preprocessing was performed in dChip
[34]. Probes were excluded from the analysis when present
calls (p < 0 05) were identified in less than 20% of samples.

2.2. Identification of Significant Metabolic Genes in IFN-
Stimulated Macrophages. Metabolic genes were identified
using the MetScape plugin in Cytoscape [35–37]. These
genes were identified by mapping Entrez Gene IDs to meta-
bolic pathways found in the Kyoto Encyclopedia of Genes
and Genomes (KEGG) and Edinburgh Human Metabolic
Network (EHMN) databases. Manual curation was per-
formed to identify metabolic genes that did not map to
KEGG or EHMN pathways. Fold change (FC) analyses,
p values, and false discovery rates (FDR) were calculated
in R. Differentially expressed genes were defined as a

−1.2≤FC≥1.2, p value ≤ 0 05, and FDR ≤ 0 1. This fold
change cutoff was selected to be inclusive of small differences
in gene expression. Biologically relevant alterations in meta-
bolic gene expression were identified by combining FC with
pathway and network analyses. Classification analyses
including principal component analysis (PCA), partial least
squares-discriminant analysis (PLS-DA), random forest
(RF), and unsupervised hierarchical clustering were per-
formed in MetaboAnalyst [38]. Gene Set Enrichment Analy-
sis (GSEA) [39] was performed using the hallmark gene sets
(H; n = 50), the curated gene sets (C2; n = 4731), and the GO
gene sets (C5; n = 5917) fromMolecular Signatures Database
(MSigDB) version 6.0. Significant enrichment was defined as
a p ≤ 0 05 and FDR < 0 25. Metabolic pathway enrichment
and topology analysis were performed in MetaboAnalyst.
Significant enrichment of metabolic datasets was defined as
p ≤ 0 05. Metabolic network annotation and analysis were
performed in Cytoscape and the Database for Annotation,
Visualization and Integrated Discovery (DAVID) [40, 41].
The work flow is shown in Figure 1(a).

3. Results

3.1. Type I IFN Stimulation of Mouse BMM and Human
MDM Is Associated with Enrichment of Metabolic Gene
Sets. Of the >45,000 unique probe sets analyzed across the
two datasets, 28,903 and 29,479 probes were identified as
present in the BMM andMDMdatasets, respectively. In total,
7338 genes were differentially expressed in IFN-α-stimulated
BMM compared to unstimulated controls (Supplementary
Table S1). Conversely, 3804 genes were differentially
expressed in IFN-α stimulated MDM compared to controls
(Supplementary Table S2). GSEA identified significantly
enriched gene sets within each dataset. Two hundred and
eighty-five gene sets were enriched in BMMdistributed across
three main functional categories including immune signaling
and function (n = 151), cellular metabolism (n = 40), and
other biological states and processes (n = 94). Enriched
metabolic processes in BMM included glycolysis and
gluconeogenesis, the regulation of nitric oxide biosynthetic
process, and tryptophan, arginine, and proline metabolism
(Supplementary Table S3). In MDM, GSEA identified 948
enriched gene sets (immune signaling and function: n = 360,
cellular metabolism: n = 107, and other biological states
and processes: n = 481). Enriched metabolic processes
included reactive oxygen species (ROS) metabolism and
biosynthesis, tryptophan metabolism, regulation of steroid
biosynthetic process, and regulation of oxidoreductase
activity (Supplementary Table S4).

3.2. Metabolic Genes Represent Important Classifiers of Early
Type I IFN Responses in BMM and MDM. Given the signif-
icant enrichment of metabolic gene sets in GSEA analysis,
we used MetScape to identify all metabolic genes detected
across datasets. Of the >1600 metabolic genes identified,
517 and 354 were altered following short-term IFN-α
stimulation of BMM and MDM, respectively (−1 2 ≤ FC
≥ 1 2, p value ≤ 0 05, FDR ≤ 0 1). Ninety-four genes were
altered in both datasets with the same directionality (either
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upregulated or downregulated) (Figure 1(b)) including
genes associated with cellular bioenergetics (PFKFB3,
PDP), tryptophan metabolism (KMO, WARS), nucleotide
metabolism (NT5C3, CNP), and lipid metabolism
(SPTLC2, AGPAT5, SQLE, and SOAT1). PCA showed a
clear separation between the control and IFN-α-treated
samples in both BMM and MDM based on the metabolic
gene subset (Figure 1(c)). Similarly, random forest analysis
classified control and IFN-α-stimulated cells with 100%
predictive accuracy using metabolic genes. Variable impor-
tance in projection (VIP) analysis identified genes involved
in nucleotide degradation (PNP, AMPD3) and lipid metab-
olism (ETNK1, HMGCS1) as top classifiers in IFN-α stim-
ulation in BMM. Top classifiers in MDM included genes
associated with glycolysis (PFKFB3), tryptophan catabo-
lism (KYNU), and reactive oxygen species production
(GCH1, SOD2) (Figures 2(c) and 2(d)). Only EIF2AK2,
NAMPT, and NT5C3 and the ubiquitin-related gene
USP18 overlapped as top classifiers across datasets. EIF2AK2
is involved in mRNA translation and inflammasome

activation [42], NAMPT is a key NAD+producing gene
[43], and NT5C3 is an antiviral pyrimidine nucleotidase [44].

Pathway enrichment and topology analysis identified
enrichment in purine, pyrimidine, inositol phosphate, and
branched-chain amino acid metabolism in addition to lysine
degradation in both BMM and MDM. Metabolic pathways
uniquely enriched in BMM included arginine and proline
metabolism, steroid biosynthesis, sphingolipid and glycero-
phospholipid metabolism (Figure 2(a), Supplementary
Figure S2). Metabolic pathways uniquely enriched in MDM
included amino sugar and nucleotide sugar metabolism,
nicotinate and nicotinamide metabolism, galactose
metabolism, and fatty acid (FA) metabolism (Figure 2(b),
Supplementary Figure S2).

3.3. Short Term IFN-α Stimulation Alters Genes Associated
with Energy Metabolism in BMM and MDM. To better func-
tionally characterize differential gene expression in IFN-α-
stimulated BMM and MDM, altered genes (−1 2 ≤ FC ≥ 1 2,
p value ≤ 0 05, FDR ≤ 0 1) were mapped to metabolic
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Figure 1: Short term IFN-α stimulation is associated with altered expression of metabolic genes in human monocyte-derived macrophages
(MDM) and mouse bone marrow-derived macrophages (BMM). (a) Workflow used to identify differentially expressed metabolic genes in
IFN-α-stimulated mouse BMM (2.5 hours) and human MDM (4 hours). Metabolic genes were identified in MetScape using the Kyoto
Encyclopedia of Genes and Genomes (KEGG) and the Edinburgh Human Metabolic Network (EHMN) databases. (b) Venn diagram
showing the number of metabolic genes common to the BMM (yellow) and MDM (blue) datasets (FC > 1 2, p < 0 05, FDR < 0 10). (c)
Principal component analysis (PCA) of metabolic gene sets from BMM (left) and MDM (right) following IFN-α stimulation (n = 517 and
354 metabolic genes in the BMM and MDM datasets, resp.).
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pathways and networks. Consistent with the literature [20],
short-term IFN-α stimulation of BMM was associated with
an upregulation of glycolytic genes (HK2,HK3, PGM2, PFKP,
PFKFB3, and INSR) compared to unstimulated controls
(Figure 3, Supplementary Figure S3). Key genes involved in
pyruvate metabolism were also altered in BMM following
IFN-α stimulation. Whereas pyruvate dehydrogenase kinase
3 (PDK3) was upregulated, pyruvate dehydrogenase
phosphatase 1 (PDP1) and dihydrolipoamide dehydrogenase
(DLD) were downregulated. These alterations may affect the
activity of the pyruvate dehydrogenase complex (PDH) and
increase lactate production. Consistent with these findings,
lactate dehydrogenase D (LDHD) was also upregulated in
IFN-α-stimulated BMM. Interestingly, IFN-α-stimulated
BMMs also upregulated levels of isocitrate dehydrogenase
(IDH3A) and the downregulation of DLD and
dihydrolipoamide S-succinyltransferase (DLST) expression.

DLD and DLST are key components of the oxoglutarate
dehydrogenase complex (OGDC) and play an important role
in converting 2-oxoglutarate to succinyl-CoA. Along the
succinate-fumarate-malate axis, succinate dehydrogenase
complex subunit A (SDHA) was downregulated in
stimulated compared to unstimulated BMM. SDHA is the
major catalytic subunit of the succinate-ubiquinone
oxidoreductase. Altered SDHA expression may also have
significant effects on oxidative phosphorylation (OXPHOS).

Short-term IFN-α stimulation of MDM was not associ-
ated with significant alterations in glycolytic genes or genes
linked to lactate production (Figure 3, Supplementary
Figure S3). Alternatively, stimulation was associated with
the downregulation of genes associated with the conversion
of galactose to glucose (GALK2, GALT, and GALE) and
glycogen breakdown (INSR, PHKA1, PHKA2, PHKG2, and
AGL). Early responses in MDM were associated with
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Figure 2: Metabolic genes are top classifiers of IFN-α stimulation in BMM and MDM. (a) Pathway enrichment and topology analysis of
mouse BMM and human MDM following IFN-α stimulation (p < 0 05). Analyses were performed using all metabolic genes. The blue bars
represent enrichment analysis. The yellow bars represent topology scores. (b) Top metabolic classifiers of IFN-α stimulation were
identified using variable importance in projection (VIP) scores based on PLS-DA models (p < 0 05). Analyses were performed using all
metabolic genes (p < 0 05). Red and green in the heat map represent upregulation and downregulation of gene expression, respectively.
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increased levels of phosphofructokinase (PFK) activator
PFKFB3, which assists in the production of pyruvate from
glucose and pyruvate dehydrogenase complex component X
(PDHX), which may facilitate acetyl-CoA production from
pyruvate. IFN-α was also associated with the upregulation
of genes associated with OXPHOS including genes from
complexes I and V of the electron transport chain (NDUFA9,
NDUFS4, and ATP5G3) and the glycerol phosphate shuttle
(glycerol 3-phosphate dehydrogenase 2 [GPD2]). Collec-
tively, these results suggest that early changes in energy
metabolism may play an important role in the initiation of
antiviral responses in both BMM and MDM.

3.4. IFN-α-Stimulated BMM and MDM Show Signs of
Alterations in Genes Associated with Redox Regulation. Given
the link between energy metabolism and ROS metabolism
[45–47], we next examined alterations between early IFN-α
responses and genes linked to cellular redox status (oxidant
and antioxidant genes). In BMM, IFN-α short-term stimula-
tion was associated with altered expression of genes associ-
ated with the nitric oxide cycle including the upregulation

of argininosuccinate synthetase 1 (ASS1) and nitric oxide syn-
thase 1 (NOS1), and downregulation of arginase 2 (ARG2)
expression, which may favour flux of arginine towards NO
production (Figure 4, Supplementary Figure S4). Early IFN-
α responses in BMM were also associated with the downreg-
ulation of genes associated with the antioxidant response
(superoxide dismutase 2 (SOD2), glutamate-cysteine ligase,
catalytic subunit (GCLC), NAD kinase (NADK), and thiore-
doxin reductase 1 and 3 (TXNRD1, TXNRD3)) and the upreg-
ulation of thioredoxin interacting protein (TXNIP), which
inhibits the antioxidant activity of thioredoxin [48, 49].

Alternatively, IFN-α stimulation of MDM was associated
with the upregulation of antioxidant genes including SOD2
and myeloperoxidase (MPO) as well as genes associated with
glutathione production (glutamate-cysteine ligase, modifier
subunit (GCLM) and NAD+ kinase (NADK)) (Figure 4,
Supplementary Figure S4). Short-term IFN-α was also
associated with upregulation of and glutaredoxin (GLRX),
thioredoxin 1 (TXN1), and thioredoxin-interacting protein
(TXNIP). These alterationsmay help regulate electron linkage
and subsequent ROS production associated with the
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upregulation of genes associated with OXPHOS in these cells
(Figures 3 and 4).

3.5. Early Type I IFN Responses Are Associated with
Alterations in Genes Associated with cAMP and cGMP
Production. Given the enrichment of gene sets associated
with nucleotide metabolism in both datasets, we examined
the specific effects on short-term IFN-α stimulation on
purine and pyrimidine metabolism. In BMM, short-term
stimulation was associated with the downregulation of ami-
dophosphoribosyltransferase (PPAT) and UMP synthetase
(UMPS). These enzymes play a central role in ribose 5-
phosphate incorporation during de novo purine and pyrimi-
dine synthesis, which may represent an antiviral mechanism.
At the level of purine degradation, IFN-α was associated
with an upregulation of purine nucleoside phosphorylase
(PNP), guanine deaminase (GDA), xanthine dehydrogenase
(XDH), and ectonucleoside triphosphate diphosphohydro-
lase 2 and 5 (ENTPD2, ENTPD5) suggesting increased deg-
radation. Interestingly, IFN responses were also associated
with alterations in genes that regulate cyclic guanine mono-
phosphate (cGMP)/GMP and cyclic adenosine monopho-
sphate (cAMP)/AMP ratios (Figure 5, Supplementary
Figure S5). Four phosphodiesterases (PDE4D, PDE7A,
PDE7B, and PDE8B) and two adenylate cyclases (ADCY2,
ADCY4) were upregulated, and adenylate kinase (ADK)
and AMP deaminase 3 (AMPD3) were downregulated in
stimulated versus unstimulated cells. These profiles suggest
that IFN-α-activated BMM may accumulate both AMP and

cAMP. IFN-α stimulation of BMM was also associated with
the upregulation of guanylate kinase (GUK) and downregula-
tion of phosphodiesterase 1B (PDE1B), suggesting these cells
may favour cGMP production.

In MDM, IFN-α stimulation was not associated with
significant changes in genes associated with de novo
purine synthesis. However, IFN-α was associated with the
downregulation of carbamoyl phosphate synthetase 2,
aspartate transcarbamylase, and dihydroorotase (CAD), a
protein responsible for the first three enzymatic steps of the
pyrimidine biosynthesis pathway. Genes involved in nucleo-
side production within the purine and pyrimidine degrada-
tion pathways, such as GMP reductase (GMPR), AMPD3,
5′-nucleotidase, cytosolic II (NT5C2), and adenosine deami-
nase (ADA), are found to be upregulated in MDM which
suggests an increase in nucleotide salvaging (Figure 5,
Supplementary Figure S5). At the level of cGMP/GMP and
cAMP/AMP regulation, the downregulation of PDE6D and
adenylate cyclase 7 (ADCY7) as well as the upregulation of
PDE4B and two soluble forms of guanylate cyclase
(GUCY1A3, GUCY1B3) suggest a shift towards cGMP and
AMP production. Varied expression of these bioactive nucle-
otides that function as intracellular secondary messengers
may contribute to early type I IFN responses.

3.6. Short-Term IFN-α Stimulation Is Associated with
Alterations in Tryptophan and Branched-Chain Amino Acid
Catabolism in BMM and MDM. Consistent with the litera-
ture [50, 51], alterations in genes associated with tryptophan
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and branched-chain amino acid catabolism were pro-
nounced in early IFN-α responses. Both BMMs and MDMs
exhibited a pronounced upregulation of genes associated
with tryptophan catabolism via the kynurenine pathway
(Figure 6, Supplementary Figure S6). While IFN-α-stimu-
lated BMM upregulated tryptophan 2,3-dioxygenase
(TDO2) and KMO, stimulation of MDM was associated with
the upregulation of KMO and kynureninase (KYNU). This
shift in tryptophan catabolism was accompanied by the
upregulation of nicotinamide phosphoribosyltransferase
(NAMPT), suggesting an increased flux of tryptophan
towards NAD+ production.

Both IFN-α-activated BMM and MDM showed altered
expression of genes associated with branched-chain amino
acid (Figure 6, Supplementary Figure S6). In BMMs, IFN-α
stimulation leads to the upregulation of genes associated with
isoleucine (propionyl-CoA carboxylase; PPCA, 3-ketoacyl-
CoA thiolase 1A and 2; ACAA1A/2) and valine (3-
hydroxyisobutyrate dehydrogenase; HIBADH) catabolism.
Upregulation of AU RNA binding/methylglutaconyl-CoA
hydratase (AUH) and downregulation of methylcrotonoyl-
CoA carboxylase 1 (MCCC1) and 3-hydroxymethyl-3-
methylglutaryl-CoA lyase (HMGCL) suggest decreased
leucine catabolism in BMM. However, AUH may be
functioning in its secondary role in promoting mRNA
degradation [52]. InMDM, IFN-α stimulation was associated
with a downregulation of multiple genes associated with
branched-chain amino acid catabolism including branched-
chain aminotransferase 2 (BCAT2), isovaleryl-CoA
dehydrogenase (IVD), hydroxyacyl-CoA dehydrogenase
(HADH), and methylmalonyl-CoA epimerase (MCEE).
Together, this indicates that alterations in branched-chain
amino acid catabolism may be key to driver of early IFN-α
responses in primarymacrophage systems.

3.7. IFN-α Stimulation Is Associated with Altered Lipid
Metabolism in BMM and MDM. Lipid metabolism has been
shown to play an important role in antiviral responses in
BMM and MDM [53]. Several studies have reported alter-
ations in cholesterol metabolism during IFN and antiviral
responses [21–23]. Here, we also identified alterations in
genes associated with phospholipid and sphingolipid metab-
olism and FA biosynthesis following short-term IFN
responses. Consistent with previous studies, short-term
IFN-α stimulation of BMM and MDM was associated with
the downregulation of genes associated with de novo choles-
terol synthesis (Figure 7, Supplementary Figure S7). In BMM,
IFN-α was associated with the downregulation of genes
involved in mevalonate synthesis (HMGCS1, HMGCR),
lanosterol synthesis (FDFT1, SQLE, and LSS) and cholesterol
synthesis (CYP51,MSMO1,HSD17B7, and SC5D). It was also
associated with the downregulation of genes associated with
cholesterol ester formation and the upregulation of carboxyl
ester lipase (CEL), cholesterol 25-hydroxylase (CH25H), and
sterol 27-hydroxylase (CYP27A1). In MDM, IFN-α stimula-
tion was associated with decreased levels of SQLE and sterol
O-acyltransferase 1 (SOAT1) and increased levels of CH25H.
SQLE catalyzes the first oxygenation step in sterol biosyn-
thesis and is thought to be a rate-limiting enzyme of this
process [54].

At the level of phospholipid and sphingolipid metabo-
lism, IFN-α-treated BMM upregulated phospholipid phos-
phatase 2 (PLPP2) and neutral ceramidase (ASAH2) and
downregulated sphingolipid kinases (SPHK2, CERK) sug-
gesting a shift away from phosphorylated sphingolipids
to sphingosine in acute IFN responses (Figure 7, Supple-
mentary Figure S7). Stimulation of BMM was also associ-
ated with the upregulation of 1-acylglycerol-3-phosphate
O-acyltransferase 1 (AGPAT1) and phosphatidate
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cytidylyltransferase 1 (CDS1), which may increase cytidine
diphosphate- (CDP-) diacylglycerol production, a precursor
for phosphatidylinositol, phosphatidylglycerol, and cardioli-
pin synthesis. Phosphatidylinositol is a minor component
on the cytosolic side of cell membranes, and cardiolipin is
an important component of the inner mitochondrial mem-
brane [55]. Consistent with these findings, IFN-α stimulation
was associated with the upregulation of three different phos-
pholipase A2 (PLA2G2D, PLA2G4A, and PLA2G16) genes
and the downregulation of two phospholipase D (PLD1,
PLD2) genes. These genes cleave phosphatidylcholine and
phosphatidylethanolamine, which represent the major phos-
pholipids in mammalian membranes. The relative ratio of
these lipids to one another within the cell membrane has sig-
nificant implications on membrane integrity [55]. In MDM,
PLA2G4A and sphingomyelin synthase 1 (SGMS1) were
upregulated and lysophospholipid acyltransferase (LPCAT4)
and PLA2G15 were downregulated following IFN-α stimula-
tion (Figure 7, Supplementary Figure S7). IFN-α stimulation
was also associated with the downregulation of AGPAT5,
choline kinase alpha (CHKA), and ethanolamine kinase 1
(ETNK1), which play an important role in the synthesis of
phosphatidylglycerol, phosphatidylcholine, and phosphati-
dylethanolamine. Collectively, these alterations suggest
IFN-α responses may alter the composition of the plasma
and mitochondrial membranes of BMM and MDM as part
of early type I IFN responses.

Finally, at the level of fatty acid synthesis, IFN-α stimula-
tion of BMM was also associated with the downregulation of
FA synthase (FAS) and FA desaturase 1 (FADS1) as well as
the upregulation of carnitine palmitoyltransferase 1A
(CPT1A). Alternatively, in MDM, IFN-α was associated with
the upregulation of long-chain fatty acid- (LCFA-) produc-
ing aldehyde dehydrogenase 3b1 (ALDH3B1) and three
acyl-CoA synthetase long-chain genes (ACSL1, ACSL5, and
ACSL6) and the downregulation of carbonyl reductase 4
(CBR4), acetyl-CoA carboxylase-α (ACACA), mitochondrial
3-oxoacyl-ACP synthase (OXSM), trimethyllysine hydrolase
ε (TMLHE), and hydroxyacyl-CoA dehydrogenase
(HADH). Differences in fatty acid metabolism may indicate
differential dependencies of BMM and MDM on β-
oxidation for energy production.

4. Discussion

In the current study, we used publicly available transcrip-
tional profiling datasets to develop metabolic gene signatures
associated with short-term IFN-α stimulation in mouse and
human macrophage models. Enrichment analysis, pathway
mapping, and network construction identified alterations in
central metabolic pathways in early IFN-α responses includ-
ing glycolysis, oxidative phosphorylation, redox regulation,
nucleotide metabolism, amino acid catabolism, and lipid
metabolism. BMM had increased expression of genes associ-
ated with aerobic glycolysis, nitric oxide production,
branched-chain amino acid metabolism, and fatty acid β-
oxidation as well as decreased expression of genes associated
with cholesterol biosynthesis. MDM had increased expres-
sion of genes associated with increased OXPHOS activity

and antioxidant production and decreased expression of
genes associated with branched-chain amino acid catabolism
and fatty acid β-oxidation. While the current study only
examines alterations in gene expression, these findings sug-
gest that metabolic rewiring, at the level of transcription, is
a key feature of early IFN-α responses. Future studies are
required to validate the identified gene signatures and to val-
idate the biological relevance of these alterations during early
antiviral immune responses.

A number of studies have reported increased aerobic
glycolysis and reduced oxidative phosphorylation in
macrophages following activation with inflammatory
stimuli [56–59]. Consistent with the literature, short-term
IFN-α stimulation of BMM was associated with increased
expression of genes associated with glycolysis (HK2, HK3,
PGM2, PFKP, PFKFB3, and INSR) and lactate production
(LDHD) and decreased expression of genes associated with
pyruvate production (PDK3, PDP1, and DLD) and flux
through the TCA cycle (DLD, DLST, and SDHA). In
addition to meeting bioenergetic requirements of the cells,
these alterations may increase intracellular levels of
bioactive metabolites such as D-lactate, α-ketoglutarate, and
succinate. Lactate accumulation in the microenvironment
has been shown to suppress cytokine production and
migration of human cytotoxic T cells [60, 61]. Similarly, α-
ketoglutarate has been shown to quell inflammatory
processes by suppressing NF-κB-mediated inflammatory
pathways [62]. Succinate can also modulate inflammatory
cytokine production. A recent study found that succinate
stabilizes HIF-1α expression in LPS-activated macrophages
[14], which facilitates HIF-1α transport into the nucleus
where it induces the expression of glycolytic targets such as
LDHA, HK2, and PKM2, as well as inflammatory genes
such as IL1B [63, 64]. Inhibition or decreased expression
of succinate dehydrogenase (SDH) has been shown to
promote IL-10 expression and to repurpose the
mitochondria for ROS production [19]. While functional
studies are required to validate these profiles, our
findings suggest bioenergetic reprogramming of BMM
may represent a feedforward mechanism that may
contribute to the immunomodulatory properties of type I
IFNs during early antiviral immune responses.

Unlike BMM, short-term IFN-α stimulation of MDM
was associated with the upregulation of a range of genes asso-
ciated with the electron transport chain, which may favour
OXPHOS for energy production. While OXPHOS provides
more ATP per glucose molecule compared to aerobic glycol-
ysis, energy and metabolic precursor production occurs more
slowly. Further, IFN-α stimulation of MDM was associated
with the downregulation of genes associated with the Leloir
pathway (GALK2, GALT, and GALE), which is responsible
for the conversion of galactose to glucose. Recent studies
have shown that T cells, but not B cells, can be activated
and proliferate in the presence of galactose when glucose is
absent [65, 66]. However, unlike activation in glucose-rich
environments, T cells in galactose are forced to rely on
OXPHOS for energy production, which occurs at signifi-
cantly slower rates [65]. This reliance on galactose also results
in suboptimal IFN-γ and IL-2 production suggesting
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galactose should only be used when no other energy substrate
is available [65]. Thus, decreased expression of genes associ-
ated with the Leloir pathway inMDMmay represent a means
by which cells can improve the efficiency of energy produc-
tion while maintaining functional immune responses.

Transcriptional profiling also identified redox regulation
as a key feature of early IFN-α responses in mouse and
human primary macrophage models. In BMM, IFN-α repro-
gramming was associated with increased expression of genes
associated with nitric oxide (NO) production (ASS1, NOS1,
and NAGS) and decreased antioxidants (SOD2, GCLC,
TXNRD1, and TXNRD3). NO is a potent antimicrobial mol-
ecule that has been shown to modulate cellular metabolism
[67–70] and immune function [71]. ASS1 and ASL are part
of the aspartate-argininosuccinate shunt, which recycles cit-
rulline to resynthesize arginine for prolonged NO production
[72, 73]. In M1 macrophages, increased expression of ASS1
and the subsequent increased flux through this shunt has
been shown to replenish TCA cycle intermediates following
decreased IDH and SDH gene expression [72]. Unlike
BMM, IFN-α-stimulated MDM had increased expression of
genes associated with OXPHOS and ROS production. ROS
are also potent antimicrobial molecules, capable of killing
intracellular pathogens [74]. The matched upregulation of
antioxidant genes (e.g., glutathione, glutaredoxin, and thior-
edoxin) in conjunction with ROS likely reflects a protective
mechanism to limit any associated cellular damage. Inter-
estingly, a recent study found that the reducing nature of
glutathione can prime T cell inflammatory responses by
promoting mTOR-activated metabolic reprogramming
[75]. It is currently unclear if similar priming occurs in
macrophages. Collectively, our data suggest mouse BMM
and human MDM may adopt differential metabolic strate-
gies to mount intracellular antimicrobial responses during
acute IFN responses.

Pathway mapping and network reconstruction identified
IFN-α-associated alterations in nucleotide metabolism. In
both BMM and MDM, IFN-α stimulation was associated
with a downregulation of genes associated with de novo
pyrimidine biosynthesis. A number of viruses including
human cytomegalovirus and herpes simplex viruses require
de novo pyrimidine synthesis for propagation and survival
[76, 77]. Furthermore, inhibitors of de novo pyrimidine bio-
synthesis have broad antiviral effects against RNA, DNA, and
retroviruses such as influenza A, hepatitis C, human adenovi-
rus, and human immunodeficiency virus (HIV) [78, 79]. In
MDM, IFN-α stimulation was also associated with increased
expression of genes associated with purine and pyrimidine
degradation pathways and nucleotide salvaging. The induc-
tion of nucleotide degradation pathways may act as a coun-
terstrategy against viral-driven nucleotide biosynthesis [80].
Moreover, the activation of nucleotide salvaging pathways
may allow the cell to recycle degraded bases and nucleosides
and produce nucleotides to maintain cellular function.
Interestingly, IFN-α responses were also associated with
alterations in genes that regulate cGMP/GMP and cAMP/
AMP ratios. Cyclic nucleotide second messengers, including
cAMP and cGMP, are potent secondary messengers that
contribute to the regulation of a variety of cellular processes

including metabolism [81]. cAMP has been shown to
suppress innate immune function including inflammatory
cytokine production, cell adhesion, phagocytosis, and intra-
cellular killing [82, 83]. Additionally, the cAMP axis plays
an important role in antimicrobial defense as many microbes
have evolved virulence-enhancing strategies that exploit this
pathway [84–86]. In BMM, LPS responses are associated
with low levels of cAMP and cGMP accumulation, which
inhibit inflammatory cytokine production [87, 88]. Thus,
alterations in the cAMP/AMP and cGMP/GMP ratio
may play an important role in regulating inflammatory,
antimicrobial, and metabolism responses in acute type I
IFN responses.

Alterations in genes associated with tryptophan and
branched-chain amino acid catabolism were pronounced
in early IFN responses. Consistent with previous studies
[50, 89, 90], IFN-α stimulation was associated with
increased levels of genes associated with tryptophan catab-
olism. While we did not observe alterations in IDO1
expression, TDO2, KMO, and KYNU were increased in
both BMM and MDM. Many studies have shown that
tryptophan catabolism (via IDO activation) represents a
potent antiviral immune response [90–92]. Our study sug-
gests downstream enzymes of the kynurenine pathway
may also contribute to this phenotype. Interestingly, we
also found that NAMPT was upregulated following acute
IFN-α stimulation, suggesting tryptophan may be directed
towards NAD+ salvaging. NAMPT plays an important role
in regulating glycolytic flux, phagocytic activity, and TNF-
α production in LPS-stimulated macrophages and may
also contribute to IFN responses [93, 94]. At the level of
branched-chain amino acid metabolism, BMM had
increased expression of genes associated with branched-
chain amino acid catabolism. Conversely, MDM downreg-
ulated genes associated with this pathway. Catabolic
products of branched-chain amino acid metabolism feed
into the TCA cycle contributing to the production of
succinyl-CoA and acetyl-CoA [95]. Previous studies have
shown that branched-chain amino acid availability is crit-
ical for lymphocyte proliferation and M1 macrophage acti-
vation, but little is known regarding the role of these
amino acids in regulating immune responses [96, 97].
Thus, upregulation of branched-chain amino acid catabo-
lism in BMM may compensate for the loss of OXPHOS
activity, which is not required in MDM.

Lipid metabolism has been shown to play an important
role in antiviral responses in BMM and MDM [23, 24, 53].
Consistent with the literature, altered gene expression in
BMM and MDM suggest these cells may downregulate de
novo cholesterol synthesis and shunt available free choles-
terol towards the production of oxysterols including 25-
hydroxycholesterol and 27-hydroxycholesterol. The role of
cholesterol flux in antiviral responses has been described pre-
viously [21–23]. Increased cholesterol levels help facilitate
the entry of the dengue virus during the early phases of infec-
tion, which is reduced by the presence of oxysterols such as
25-hydroxycholesterol [22, 98–100]. Macrophages can also
counteract this demand by switching away from de novo syn-
thesis towards lipid import [23]. Limiting flux through the
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cholesterol biosynthetic pathway induces a STING-mediated
type I IFN response, which can be attenuated by exogenous
free cholesterol [21, 23]. We also observed significant alter-
ations in genes associated with phospholipid, sphingolipid,
and FA metabolism. Lipid membrane composition can play
a critical role in the antiviral capabilities of immune cells.
Sphingolipids and phosphatidylserine have been shown to
function as receptors for polyomavirus, HIV, and vesicular
stomatitis virus (VSV) [101–103]. Altering the lipid compo-
sition of the plasma membrane is a vital protective strategy
against viral entry by altering the potential interaction sites
for viruses [104, 105]. Thus, altering the membrane lipid
composition may be a critical feature of metabolic repro-
gramming in early antiviral responses.

Collectively, our study provides critical new insights into
the molecular underpinnings of metabolic reprogramming
associated with short-term IFN-α responses in mouse
BMM and human MDM. This is the first study to systemat-
ically characterize changes in metabolic gene expression
using transcriptional profiling in this context. However, we
acknowledge certain limitations of this study. The current
study only evaluates gene expression profiles via microarray.
Validation and functional testing is required to understand
the biological relevance of these findings. While both BMM
and MDM were stimulated with short-term IFN-α, we can-
not exclude the possibility that some of the reported differ-
ences may reflect the length of time in stimulant (2.5 h
versus 4 h). Preliminary studies from our laboratory suggest
metabolic profiles in stimulated BMM are similar within a
2–6-hour window. However, future time-course studies are
required to examine how metabolic signatures change in
BMM and MDM over short- and long-term IFN-α stimula-
tion. Culture conditions and differentiation protocols may
also affect metabolic profiles in BMM versus MDM. This lim-
itation should be an important consideration across all stud-
ies examining relationships between immune and metabolic
processes in vitro, whether in humans or in mice. Careful
consideration of the model system may be required depend-
ing on downstream applications of the findings. Meta-
analyses of transcriptional datasets may represent a powerful
tool to identify metabolic signatures that are consistently
altered across different studies using different models, time
points, culture conditions, and so on. To minimize these
effects, only studies performed in high glucose DMEM (plus
glutamine and sodium pyruvate) with 10% FBS were selected
for analyses. Finally, both BMM and MDM were analyzed
using Affymetrix technologies’ microarray chips. However,
we cannot exclude the possibility that the reported differ-
ences may be affected by the microarray used. Despite these
limitations, we strongly believe this comparative study
provides important new insights into metabolic processes
that contribute to IFN responses inmouse and humanmacro-
phages. We believe that the power of an untargeted approach
such as transcriptional profiling is to systematically character-
ize these differences, which may have important implications
on effector function depending on the local microenviron-
ment. In the future, more targeted studies are required to eval-
uate the effects of these gene expression profiles on protein
expression and functional metabolic and immune responses.

5. Conclusions

In summary, this study identified a variety of metabolic path-
ways altered following short-term IFN-α stimulation inmouse
and human macrophage systems. This may have important
implications for the initiation of early antiviral immune
responses, including the induction of the specific antimicro-
bial and immunomodulatory functions of IFN-α. While func-
tional studies are required to clearly elucidate the relationships
between this metabolic reprogramming and effector func-
tion, it is clear that transcriptional regulation of metabolic
processes is a key feature of early type I IFN responses. An
in-depth understanding of this early reprogramming may
lead to the development of targeted therapeutics that regulate
and fine tune specific type I IFN effector function.
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Supplementary Table S1. A list of all metabolic genes iden-
tified in the BMM dataset.

Supplementary Table S2. A list of all metabolic genes iden-
tified in the MDM dataset.

Supplementary Table S3. A list of significantly altered gene
sets identified by GSEA in the BMM dataset.

Supplementary Table S4. A list of significantly altered gene
sets identified by GSEA in the MDM dataset.

Supplementary Figure S1. Workflow of BMM and MDM dif-
ferentiation and IFN-α stimulation. Mouse bone marrow
cells and human monocytes were differentiated for 7 days
into BMM and MDM, respectively. Cells were then stimu-
lated with IFN-α for less than 4 hours. RNA was extracted
from total cells and prepared for microarray analysis.

Supplementary Figure S2. IFN-α is associated with differen-
tial enrichment of metabolic pathways in mouse BMM com-
pared to human MDM. Metabolite set enrichment analysis
(MSEA) was performed in MetaboAnalyst using metabolic
gene datasets. Pathways shown were significantly enriched
(P < 0 05) in either IFN-stimulated BMM, MDM, or both.
Yellow and blue represent enrichment scores in BMM and
MDM, respectively (error bars = sem; n = 3).
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Supplementary Figure S3. IFN-α responses are associated
with altered bioenergetic profiles in mouse and human mac-
rophages. The bar plots show significantly altered genes asso-
ciated with bioenergetics pathways (FC> 1.2, p < 0 05,
FDR< 0.10). Light blue and dark blue represent expression
levels in unstimulated (control) and IFN-α-treated macro-
phages, respectively (error bars = sem; n = 3).
Supplementary Figure S4. BMM and MDM express redox-
related genes following short-term IFN-α stimulation. The
bar plots show significantly altered genes associated with cel-
lular redox pathways (FC> 1.2, p < 0 05, FDR< 0.10). Light
blue and dark blue represent expression levels in unstimu-
lated (control) and IFN-α-treated macrophages, respectively
(error bars = sem; n = 3).
Supplementary Figure S5. IFN-α is associated with altered
expression of genes that regulate nucleotide metabolism
and cAMP/cGMP ratios. The bar plots show significantly
altered genes associated with nucleotide metabolism
(FC> 1.2, p < 0 05, FDR< 0.10). Light blue and dark blue
represent expression levels in unstimulated (control) and
IFN-α-treated macrophages, respectively (error bars = sem;
n = 3).
Supplementary Figure S6. Short-term IFN-α stimulation is
associated with alterations in tryptophan and branched chain
amino acid catabolism. The bar plots show significantly
altered genes associated with tryptophan and branched chain
amino acid metabolism (FC> 1.2, p < 0 05, FDR< 0.10).
Light blue and dark blue represent expression levels in unsti-
mulated (control) and IFN-α-treated macrophages, respec-
tively (error bars = sem; n = 3).
Supplementary Figure S7. Altered expression of genes associ-
ated with lipid metabolism is a key feature of IFN-α
responses. The bar plots show significantly altered genes
associated with lipid metabolism (FC> 1.2, p < 0 05,
FDR< 0.10). Light blue and dark blue represent expression
levels in unstimulated (control) and IFN-α-treated macro-
phages, respectively (error bars = sem; n = 3).
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Visceral obesity is frequently associated with the development of type 2 diabetes (T2D), a highly prevalent chronic disease that
features insulin resistance and pancreatic β-cell dysfunction as important hallmarks. Recent evidence indicates that the chronic,
low-grade inflammation commonly associated with visceral obesity plays a major role connecting the excessive visceral fat
deposition with the development of insulin resistance and pancreatic β-cell dysfunction. Herein, we review the mechanisms by
which nutrients modulate obesity-associated inflammation.

1. Introduction

Visceral obesity, the excessive accumulation of fat in the adi-
pose depots located inside the peritoneal cavity, is a major
risk factor for the development of several highly prevalent,
chronic diseases, namely, type 2 diabetes (T2D), cardiovascu-
lar diseases, and some types of cancer, among others [1, 2].
The increased prevalence of visceral obesity in the last
decades has dramatically raised the incidence of its associated
diseases. It was estimated, for example, that approximately
415 million people aged 20–79 years in the world had diabe-
tes, such numbers that are expected to grow to 642 million in
2040 [3]. Importantly, a large portion of either overweight or
obese individuals also present with T2D, supporting the
strong association between both diseases [4].

T2D is a heterogeneous disease that features insulin resis-
tance and pancreatic β-cell dysfunction as major hallmarks.
Insulin resistance is defined as the inability of insulin to

properly stimulate glucose uptake in skeletal muscle and adi-
pose tissue and to inhibit hepatic glucose production. Despite
of the intense research in this area, there are still some doubts
about the exact sequence of events that leads to the develop-
ment of obesity-associated insulin resistance as elegantly
reviewed in [5]. The most traditional hypothesis suggests that
either obesity or the intake of obesogenic, hypercaloric diet
promotes first insulin resistance, which then results in hyper-
glycemia followed by hyperinsulinemia. In accordance to this
hypothesis, hyperglycemia and a compensatory hyperinsuli-
nemia are major metabolic phenotypes found in the early
stages of T2D. Chronically, hyperglycemia may promote, in
a more advanced stage of T2D, pancreatic islet damage and
a subsequent decline in insulin secretion. Interestingly,
recent studies have suggested, based on findings obtained in
obese humans and rodents and patients after bariatric sur-
gery, that hyperinsulinemia, instead of hyperglycemia, is
the primary event involved in the development of insulin
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resistance and T2D. In accordance with this hypothesis,
either obesity or the intake of an obesogenic, hypercaloric
diet enhances β-cell insulin secretion and/or reduces its deg-
radation, promoting hyperinsulinemia, which chronically
results in insulin resistance and therefore hyperglycemia.
Taking into account the strong evidence supporting both of
the aforementioned hypotheses, one may argue that the exact
sequence of events involved in the development of obesity-
associated insulin resistance and T2D may vary according
to the underlying obesogenic conditions.

T2D results from a complex interaction between genetic
and environmental factors. Studies evaluating familial risks
indicate that T2D has a high 50% heritability, in which
individuals with either one affected first-degree relative or
at least two affected siblings, independently of the parental
diabetes status, are at the higher risk of developing T2D [1].
Genome-wide association studies have identified so far
more than 40 diabetes-associated loci, which are related to
β-cell function, insulin sensitivity, and obesity and respond
to approximately 10% of T2D heritability [1]. Noteworthily,
the greatest majority of T2D cases are associated with two or
more genetic mutations (polygenic nature), such alterations
that in most cases increase the propensity, but are not suffi-
cient to induce disease development without the contribution
of environmental and/or behavioral factors. The very same
rationale applies to the development of visceral obesity, a
major risk factor for T2D [2].

Inflammation is at the very centre of metabolic diseases
such as obesity, T2D, and metabolic syndrome, playing an
important role not only in their development but also as a
linking factor between them. Indeed, visceral obesity is asso-
ciated with a chronic inflammatory process of low intensity,
defined as metabolic inflammation or “metainflammation”
that affects important metabolic tissues such as adipose
tissue, liver, skeletal muscle, pancreas, intestines, and hypo-
thalamus, among others [6]. The adipose tissue, for example,
the organ that defines obesity, develops upon this condition
an inflammatory process characterized by the recruitment,
infiltration, and polarization of leukocytes to a proinflamma-
tory profile [6]. Among the leukocytes recruited to adipose
tissue upon obesity are neutrophils, macrophages, dendritic
and mast cells from the innate immune system, and sev-
eral subtypes of T and B lymphocytes from the adaptive
immune system [7]. Several stimuli were suggested to medi-
ate the induction of leukocyte recruitment to adipose tissue
found upon obesity such as the following: (1) activation of
adipocyte proinflammatory pathways by LPS and saturated
fatty acids and secretion of chemokines such as monocyte
chemoattractant protein-1 (MCP-1), (2) tissue hypoxia,
(3) adipocyte death, and (4) mechanical stress between
adipocytes and the extracellular matrix [6]. Importantly, after
recruitment, tissue leukocytes also undergo polarization to
different phenotypes. Macrophages, for example, which
account for approximately 50% of the cells composing adi-
pose tissue upon obesity, undergo during this condition a
polarization to a proinflammatory M1 phenotype [8]. These
proinflammatory leukocytes along with activated, hyper-
trophied adipocytes secrete a plethora of proinflammatory
cytokines/adipokines, chemokines, and lipids, perpetuating

inflammation and impairing tissue metabolism. Importantly,
proinflammatory mediators have been shown to induce
insulin resistance by impairing several steps in the intra-
cellular signaling cascade of this hormone [9, 10] and adi-
pose tissue macrophage depletion attenuates diet-induced
obesity, inflammation, and insulin resistance [8].

Intake of excessive amounts of nutrients is a major
underlying cause of obesity and obesity-associated compli-
cations and an important modulator of many phenotypes
associated with this condition including inflammation. We
review herein the mechanisms by which excessive intake of
nutrients chronically modulates visceral obesity-associated
inflammation with a special emphasis in the role of nutrient
sensors as likely mediators of these actions.

1.1. Nutrient Sensing. Nutrients have vital functions in cells
acting not only as metabolic substrates for energy production
but also as building blocks for the synthesis of macromol-
ecules and cellular components [11]. In the face of such
essential roles of nutrients, organisms have evolved several
mechanisms to sense levels of specific nutrients in the
extra- and intracellular compartments allowing the proper
coordination of rates of growth, proliferation, and function
according to nutrient availability [11]. Nutrient-sensing
mechanisms are found in all organisms; some of them
are well conserved through evolution being found in eukary-
otic organisms varying from yeast to mammals, whereas
others are exclusive of prokaryotes [11]. Importantly, in
multicellular organisms, some nutrient sensing mecha-
nisms also evolved to undergo regulation by the endocrine
system, allowing the coordination at whole-body level of
nutrient sensing activity among different cells/tissues,
which is of major importance in the maintenance of whole-
body homeostasis.

Proteins that have the capacity to sense fluctuations in
the concentration of a specific nutrient or a product of its
metabolism within the physiological range are denominated
as nutrient sensors [11]. Nutrient sensors, which can be
located at different cell compartments as the plasma mem-
brane, cytosol, organelle endomembranes, or the nucleus,
respond to fluctuations in nutrient levels through diverse
mechanisms varying from the activation of phosphorylation
cascades, changes in gene transcription, and enzymatic activ-
ities, among others. Upon obesity, nutrient sensors are
chronically challenged by excessive amounts of some nutri-
ents, which impact their activity and regulatory role over cel-
lular processes. More specifically, metabolomics studies have
found that visceral obesity is frequently associated with
increased serum concentrations of glucose, branched-chain
and aromatic amino acids (BCAA and AA, resp.), and several
lipids such as saturated and omega 6 fatty acids, acylcarni-
tines, and phospholipids, among others [12]. Chronic tissue
exposure to excessive amounts of some of these nutrients
has been implicated in the development of common features
of obesity and T2D such as organelle dysfunction (endoplas-
mic reticulum and mitochondria stress) and oxidative stress,
both of which being candidates as triggering factors of
obesity-associated inflammation and insulin resistance. On
the other hand, elevated intake of some nutrients such as
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ω-3 polyunsaturated fatty acids was shown to protect from
obesity-associated inflammation and insulin resistance.

1.2. Insulin Signaling and Inflammation. Insulin is a major
anabolic hormone that exerts its actions by interacting with
a receptor constituted of two extracellular α-chains contain-
ing the ligand-binding site and two transmembrane β-chains
that possess the tyrosine kinase activity. The insulin receptor
(IR) displays 50% homology to the insulin-like growth factor
receptor (IGFR), and in some cells, both receptors may form
IR-IGFR hybrids that recognize both insulin and IGF-1 as
ligands [13, 14]. Upon interaction with insulin or IGF-1,
the receptor changes its conformation and phosphorylates
at tyrosine residues itself and a family of adaptor proteins
known as insulin receptor substrates (IRS). Tyrosine-
phosphorylated IRS then binds to the SH2 domain of the
p85 regulatory subunit of the lipid kinase phosphoinositide-
3-kinase (PI3K) promoting the conversion of the membrane
lipid phosphatidylinositol 3,4-biphosphate (PIP2) to phos-
phatidylinositol 3,4,5-biphosphate (PIP3). PIP3 then binds
to and recruits protein kinase B/Akt to the cell membrane
promoting its phosphorylation at Ser473 and Thr308 by the
mechanistic target of rapamycin complex 2 (mTORC2) and
phosphoinositide dependent-kinase 1 (PDK1), respectively
[15]. Upon its phosphorylation and activation, Akt promotes
glucose uptake by phosphorylating Rab GAP TBC1D4
(AS160) inducing therefore the translocation of vesicle-
containing glucose transporter 4 (GLUT4) to the plasma
membrane [16] and inhibits hepatic gluconeogenesis by
phosphorylating and inactivating the transcription factor
forkhead box protein O1 (FoxO1) and the CREB-CBP-
CRTC2 complex, thus suppressing the expression of glu-
coneogenic enzymes phosphoenolpyruvate carboxykinase
(PEPCK) and glucose 6-phosphatase (G6Pase) [15, 17].
In addition to those actions that are susceptible to developing
resistance upon obesity and T2D, insulin, through the
sequential PI3K-Akt activation, inhibitory phosphorylation
of the complex tuberous sclerosis complex 1/2 (TSC1/
TSC2), and activation of Ras homolog enriched in the
brain (Rheb), activates the mechanistic target of rapamycin
complex 1 (mTORC1), which in turn promotes protein
synthesis by phosphorylating the ribosomal protein S6K
and eukaryotic translational initiation factor 4E-binding
protein 1 (4E-BP), among many other processes [18].
Another important signaling pathway induced by insulin
is the mitogen-activated protein kinase (MAPK), reviewed
in detail elsewhere [19], which promotes cell proliferation,
among other actions.

In healthy cells, intracellular insulin signaling is con-
stantly monitored by several regulatory checkpoints that,
through a complex system of negative feedback loops, keeps
the level of activity of this signaling pathway within the opti-
mal physiological range. One of these regulatory loops is
exerted by mTORC1 downstream substrate S6K1 that, when
phosphorylated and activated, catalyzes a negative feedback
characterized by the inhibitory phosphorylation of IRS at
serine residues, blocking its ability to interact and alloste-
rically activate PI3K [20]. Another feedback loop modulat-
ing insulin signaling catalyzed by mTORC1 involves the

phosphorylation and stabilization of the adaptor protein
GRB10, which binds via SH2 domain to the phosphorylated
tyrosine at the insulin receptor blocking the interaction with
IRS [21, 22]. In addition, GRB10 may also reduce insulin sig-
naling by promoting IRS ubiquitination via the ubiquitin
ligase E2 NEDD4.2 and proteasomal degradation [23].
Importantly, dysfunction of these regulatory systems and
feedback loops promotes chronic overactivation of intra-
cellular insulin signaling and is associated with cancer
incidence, whereas the opposite, that is, impaired insulin
signaling (resistance), defines T2D.

The mechanisms by which cells become refractory to
insulin action in obesity are not completely understood.
Compelling evidence published in the early 1990s had shed
light on this issue not only by establishing obesity as an
inflammatory disease but also by indicating that inflamma-
tory mediators may play a key role as linking factors between
excessive fat deposition and the development of insulin resis-
tance and other associated diseases [24]. More specifically, it
was shown in these studies that the proinflammatory cyto-
kine tumor necrosis factor- (TNF-) α is oversecreted by adi-
pose tissue in obesity, promotes insulin resistance in rodents,
and correlates with insulin resistance in obese children and
adults [24–27]. Furthermore, it was later shown that deletion
of TNF-α or its receptor protects mice against diet-induced
obesity and insulin resistance [28], whereas TNF-α blockade
by treatment with its monoclonal antibody infliximab
improved glucose homeostasis in patients with rheumatic
disease [29–32]. In spite of those promising findings, TNF-
α blockade was not effective in treating insulin resistance in
obese patients [33], such findings that were somehow
expected considering that inflammation is a complex process
characterized by the involvement of many protein and lipid
mediators. Indeed, subsequent studies have shown that other
proinflammatory mediators such as interleukin- (IL-) 1β, IL-
6, interferon- (IFN-) γ, ceramides, prostaglandins, and lipo-
polysaccharide (LPS) from the membrane of gram-negative
bacteria residing in gut microbiota, among others, are also
involved in the development of obesity-associated insulin
resistance [34–36]. Among those, obesity-associated eleva-
tion in the circulating levels of LPS, defined as metabolic
endotoxemia, has been considered as a major triggering fac-
tor that links excessive intake of fat and the development of
obesity-associated inflammation [35, 37]. Another important
inflammatory mediator involved in obesity is IL-1β, a cyto-
kine whose secretion requires its processing by caspase-1 as
the result of the activation of the nucleotide-binding domain,
leucine-rich-containing family, pyrin domain-containing
3 (NLRP3) inflammasome, a multimeric cytosolic protein
complex activated by pathogen-associated molecular pattern
(PAMP) and danger-associated molecular pattern (DAMP)
molecules [38]. Indeed, blockade of IL-1β actions by treat-
ment with a receptor antagonist (anakinra) or monoclonal
antibody reduces systemic inflammation and improves glyce-
mia and β-cell secretory function in T2D patients [34].

One common signaling event that is at the very centre of
obesity-associated inflammation is the activation of nuclear
factor κ-light-chain-enhancer of activated B cells (NFκB), a
conserved family of transcription factors that regulate
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inflammatory processes, immune function, development,
and growth [39]. Importantly, chronic NFκB activation
may be involved in the development of several diseases in
addition to obesity such as T2D and cancer, among others.
Five NFκB protein members are expressed in mammalian
cells, RelA (p65), RelB, c-Rel, NFκB1 (p50/105), and NFκB2
(p52/100) [39]. In the absence of stimulus, dimers of NFκB
protein members are bound to the inhibitor κB (IκB), which
maintains the NFκB complex in the cytosol, inhibiting there-
fore its translocation to the nucleus and transcriptional activ-
ity. Proinflammatory mediators activate NFκB through a
series of events that involve IκB phosphorylation by IκB
kinase (IKK), followed by its ubiquitination and proteasomal
degradation, which then release the p50/RelA (p65) dimer
for translocation to the nucleus, where it can repress or
induce gene transcription by binding to 9-10 nucleotide
sequences in DNA promoter regions denominated as NFκB
response elements [39].

Proinflammatory mediators through the activation of
several signaling pathways such as the canonical toll-like
receptor- (TLR-) IKK-NFκB, and the kinases c-Jun N-
terminal kinases (JNK), Janus kinase (JAK), and mTOR,
among others [10], promote insulin resistance by impairing
different steps in the intracellular insulin signaling cascade,
namely, by either phosphorylating IRS at inhibitory serine
residues, or inhibiting Akt dual phosphorylation and activa-
tion, or reducing AS160 phosphorylation and GLUT-4 trans-
location [9, 10, 40]. Importantly, resistance selectively affects
only few processes regulated by insulin such as glucose
uptake in myocytes and adipocytes and glucose production
in hepatocytes. Other insulin actions such as the activation
of protein synthesis and de novo lipogenesis do not seem to
be impaired in insulin-resistant conditions [40–42]. Below,
we review the molecular mechanisms by which some nutri-
ents modulate obesity-associated inflammation.

1.3. Glucose Excess (Glucotoxicity) and Inflammation.
Chronic tissue exposure to hyperglycemia, due to the ele-
vated intake of diets rich in simple carbohydrates of high gly-
cemic index and/or impaired glucose homeostasis, is
associated with the development of tissue inflammation. It
has been extensively shown, for example, in rodent adipose
tissue, liver, and pancreas, that high sucrose feeding pro-
motes an inflammatory process characterized by enhanced
leukocyte recruitment and polarization to a proinflammatory
phenotype, as well as exacerbated cytokine production and
secretion [43–47]. Similarly to rodents, acute and persistent
hyperglycemia in humans is associated with elevated circu-
lating levels of several proinflammatory cytokines and
markers of endothelial and oxidative stress [48, 49]. Fur-
thermore, human and rodent pancreatic β-cells exposed
to high glucose levels displayed NLRP3 inflammasome
and caspase-1 activation and enhanced IL-1β production
[50]. The underlying mechanisms by which exposure to high
glucose levels activates the NLRP3 inflammasome and
whether this occurs in other cell types than β-cells are
unknown and deserve to be investigated. Recent findings
stating that mitochondrial dissociation and inhibition of the
rate-limiting enzyme of glycolysis hexokinase promote

NLRP3-inflammasome activation and IL-1β in macrophages
[51] open the possibility for the involvement of this enzyme
as a mediator of glucose actions towards the NLRP3 inflam-
masome. Indeed, high glucose levels may inhibit hexokinase
by inducing cell accumulation of its allosteric inhibitor glu-
cose 6-phosphate and/or the Krebs cycle intermediate citrate,
both of which have been shown to promote inflammasome
activation in macrophages [51].

In addition to pancreatic β-cells, in vitro exposure of
endothelial cells, monocytes, macrophages, hepatocytes, adi-
pocyte progenitor cells, or mature adipocytes to high glucose
levels is associated with a proinflammatory response charac-
terized by activation of the canonical proinflammatory NFκB
signaling pathway and elevated cytokine secretion [52–56].
In terms of possible molecular mechanisms, activation of
the cellular inflammatory response by high glucose levels
has been attributed to the following processes: (1) enhanced
production of reactive oxygen species (ROS) and oxidative
stress [55], (2) activation of the MAPK pathway [54]. (3)
nonenzymatic glycation and formation of advanced glyca-
tion end products (AGE) [49], (4) activation of protein
kinase C (PKC) isoforms [57], (5) epigenetic and chromatin
modifications [52], (6) activation of transforming growth
factor- (TGF-) β-activated kinase 1 signaling [53], (7) activa-
tion of the hexosamine pathway and modification of proteins
by N-acetylglucosamine (O-GlcNAc modification) [58], and
(8) inhibition of AMP-activated protein kinase (AMPK) [59].
Among those processes, which have been covered before in
an excellent review article [60], we will further discuss herein
the mechanisms by which exposure to high glucose levels
promotes inflammation by inducing oxidative stress and
spontaneous glycation and by inhibiting the energy sensor
AMPK (Figure 1).

Chronic cell exposure to high glucose levels is associated
with an imbalance between ROS production and antioxidant
buffering resulting in cellular oxidative stress. Mechanisti-
cally, high glucose levels increase ROS production and oxida-
tive stress by enhancing glucose oxidation through the Krebs
cycle, NADH/NAD and FADH2/FAD ratios and electron
flux in a stepwise manner through complexes I and III redox

High glucose

AGEs

AGEs

RAGE

AMPKROS

Chronic inflammation

Figure 1: Main mechanisms by which glucose excess induces
chronic inflammation. AGEs: advanced glycation end products;
AMPK: AMP-activated protein kinase; RAGE: receptor for AGEs;
ROS: reactive oxygen species.
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centres, which then catalyzes the transference of some of
these electrons to O2 [49]. Oxygen radical species are highly
reactive substances that when in excess promote organelle
dysfunction and cellular damage by reacting with protein,
lipids, carbohydrates, and DNA [49]. In oxidative stress, cells
trigger an inflammatory response as a protective mechanism
to repair cell damage and avoid death that includes activation
of intracellular signaling through the NFκB pathway [61], as
well as NLRP3 inflammasome-mediated IL-1β cleavage and
secretion [62, 63].

In addition to oxidative stress, high glucose levels also
promote inflammation by enhancing the spontaneous glyca-
tion of free amino groups of proteins, DNA, and other mol-
ecules, generating, through a series of reactions, AGE [49].
Importantly, glycation is concentration-dependent, does
not require enzymatic activity, and, similarly to ROS, impairs
the biological function of molecules, inducing organelle dys-
function, stress, and inflammation. In addition to glucose,
other simple sugars such as fructose, galactose, and ribose,
as well as phosphorylated intermediates of metabolism (glu-
cose 6-phosphate, fructose 6-phosphate, ribose 5-phosphate,
etc.), are also precursors for AGE formation [49]. Several cir-
culating proteins such as albumin, insulin, hemoglobin, and
the lipoproteins LDL, VLDL, and HDL have also been shown
to undergo glycation in conditions of glucose excess, forming
precursors of AGE denominated as Amadori products [49].
Among these, glycated albumin and LDL, for example, were
shown to induce proinflammatory NFκB signaling, cytokine
secretion, and inflammation through the activation of
Amadori receptors in the target cells [64, 65]. Similarly to
its precursors, AGE exert part of their actions through the
activation of a class of ubiquitously expressed membrane
receptors of AGE (RAGE). Binding and activation of RAGE
by AGE promotes an oxidative stress-dependent proinflam-
matory cell response characterized by NFκB activation,
increased cytokine secretion, activation of cyclooxygenase
and prostaglandin synthesis, and enhanced recruitment and
activation of both innate and adaptive immune system [49,
66–68]. Supporting this notion, RAGE activation promotes
NFκB activation, IL-6 and TNF-α secretion, and polarization
of bone marrow-derived macrophages to a proinflammatory
M1 profile [69]. In contrast, RAGE deletion is associated
with reduced leukocyte recruitment and inflammation of
the peritoneal cavity in a model of thioglycollate-induced
acute peritonitis [70]. Altogether, these findings indicate that
modification of cellular constituents by ROS and/or glycation
may be responsible, at least in part for the inflammatory
response induced by hyperglycemia.

One important nutrient and energy sensor that detects
variations in cell glucose availability is the heterotrimeric
protein AMP-activated protein kinase (AMPK), a well-con-
served, ubiquitously expressed, serine/threonine kinase
whose activity is modulated by changes in ADP/ATP ratio
and cell energy status. In situations of energy scarcity, AMPK
is activated by an elevation in the ADP/ATP ratio, whereas
the opposite, that is, a reduction in AMPK activity, occurs
in situations of energy surplus and reduced ADP/ATP ratio
[71]. Mechanistically, AMPK is activated by ADP and more
potently by AMP through a process that involves the binding

of adenine nucleotides to the AMPK γ subunit. This changes
its conformation and leaves it not only prone to the phos-
phorylation at the α subunit Thr172 residue by liver kinase
B-1 (LKB-1) but also resistant to the dephosphorylation by
protein phosphatase 2A [71]. When active, AMPK promotes
glucose uptake, fatty acid oxidation, mitochondrial biogene-
sis, and other energy-generating catabolic processes and
inhibits synthetic pathways, such as fatty acid and protein
syntheses [71]. In addition to its role in the regulation of
metabolism, several pieces of evidence support a likely
involvement of AMPK as an important modulator of obesity-
and hyperglycemia-induced inflammation. Under these con-
ditions characterized by energy surplus, AMPK Thr172
phosphorylation and activity are broadly and markedly
reduced. Such a phenotype is also seen upon treatment
of bone marrow-derived macrophages and dendritic cells
with LPS and other proinflammatory molecules [72–75].
Indeed, in vitro macrophage AMPK inhibition by either
RNAi or expression of AMPK dominant negative or dele-
tion of the AMPK β1 subunit is associated with enhanced
LPS-induced TNF-α, IL-6, and cyclooxygenase-2 levels,
diacylglycerol accumulation and PKC activation [72, 74]. In
vivo, genetic AMPK inhibition in macrophages exacerbates
obesity-associated liver and adipose tissue inflammation by
increasing macrophage recruitment and polarization to a
proinflammatory M1 profile [72]. In accordance with the
notion emerged from the above-mentioned loss-of-function
studies suggesting that AMPK activity is anti-inflammatory
in nature, both in vitro and in vivo pharmacological activa-
tion of this kinase with either AICAR (5-aminoimidazole-
4-carboxamide ribonucleotide) or the antidiabetic drugs
metformin and troglitazone or the glycolysis inhibitor 2-
deoxyglucose is associated with marked attenuation of
LPS-induced NFκB activation, as well as iNOS and TNF-α
expression in myocytes, adipocytes, macrophages, neutro-
phils, and dendritic cells [75–77]. Furthermore, recent stud-
ies have found not only that AMPK activity is increased by
the anti-inflammatory molecules IL-10, TGF-β, salicylate
[74, 78], and adiponectin [79] but also that its constitutive
genetic activation in macrophages resulted in impaired pro-
duction of proinflammatory cytokines and enhanced cell
polarization to a M2 anti-inflammatory profile [74]. Mecha-
nistically, AMPK seems to exert its anti-inflammatory
actions by impairing intracellular proinflammatory signaling
through NFκB, as well as by inducing in macrophages a met-
abolic shift from aerobic glycolysis to oxidative pathways
[74]. Altogether, these findings establish AMPK as an impor-
tant pharmacological target to counteract obesity and
hyperglycemia-associated inflammation.

1.4. Amino Acid Excess and Inflammation. Metabolomic
characterization of the serum of fasting obese insulin-
resistant patients indicates that elevated circulating levels of
branched-chain (leucine, isoleucine, and valine) and aro-
matic (phenylalanine, tyrosine, and tryptophan) amino acids
(BCAA and AA, resp.) are not only important metabolic sig-
natures that distinguish obese patients from lean, healthy
individuals [12, 80, 81] but also risk factors for the develop-
ment of insulin resistance and T2D [82, 83]. Despite those
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findings, it is still unknown whether BCAA have a causal role
in the development of obesity-associated insulin resistance or
whether elevated circulating levels of BCAA are just a
metabolic consequence of this disease. In line with a pos-
sible causal contribution, supplementation of a high-fat
diet with all three BCAA has deleterious effects on insulin
sensitivity in rats [81, 84] and BCAA infusion to healthy man
impaired insulin-stimulated glucose disposal in skeletal mus-
cle [85]. Furthermore, treatment of myocytes and murine
and human adipocytes with amino acids in vitro also induces
insulin resistance [85, 86]. Mechanistically, this deleterious
effect of BCAA on insulin sensitivity involves the activa-
tion of the nutrient and amino acid sensor mTORC1
that promotes insulin resistance by activating S6K1 and
therefore the inhibitory phosphorylation of IRS-1 at serine
residues. Importantly, mTORC1 is overactivated in adi-
pose tissue, liver, and skeletal muscle of diet- and genetic-
induced obese, insulin-resistant rodents [87, 88]. Another
mechanism by which mTORC1 overactivation may impair
IRS-1 function and induce insulin resistance is through the
activation of c-JUN-N terminal kinase (JNK) as the result
of exacerbated protein synthesis, endoplasmic reticulum
(ER) stress, and unfolded protein response (UPR) [89, 90].
Despite this, it is still unclear whether BCAA are implicated
in obesity-associated mTORC1 overactivation and whether
this complex is involved in the development of obesity-
linked insulin resistance.

In favor of the notion, however, that elevated serum
BCAA levels are rather a consequence of obesity and insulin
resistance, both inflammation and endoplasmic reticulum
stress [91], major hallmarks of these diseases, were shown
to increase circulating BCAA levels by reducing rates of
BCAA oxidation in adipose tissue and by enhancing skeletal
muscle protein degradation [83]. Furthermore, elevated
intake of BCAA was associated, independently of genetics,
with lower insulin resistance, inflammation, blood pressure,
and adiposity-related metabolites in female twins [92]. Such
beneficial BCAA actions to metabolic health were also seen
in several studies in rodents, where high BCAA intake was
associated with reductions in body weight, adiposity, and
glucose intolerance in diet-induced obese mice [93, 94].
Along with its beneficial effects on glucose homeostasis,
BCAA were shown to exert anti-inflammatory actions.
Indeed, elevated intake of BCAA was associated with reduc-
tions in muscle damage and inflammation during intensive
exercise training [94], in hepatic steatosis and inflammation
induced by diet-induced obesity [95, 96], and in chronic
white adipose tissue and liver inflammation and early-phase
hepatic tumorigenesis associated with obesity [97]. Extend-
ing those findings, elevating blood BCAA levels through the
deletion of the mitochondrial branched-chain aminotrans-
ferase (BCATm) in mice was shown to attenuate the cata-
bolic and proinflammatory effects of LPS and improve
survival in response to bacterial infection [98].

Although the mechanisms by which BCAA modulate
inflammation are not completely defined, it may involve the
activation of the amino acid sensor mTORC1, a multiprotein
complex composed by the highly conserved serine-threonine
kinase mTOR as its catalytic core, along with the accessory

proteins regulatory-associated protein of mTOR (Raptor),
mammalian lethal with Sec13 protein 8 (mLST8), DEP
domain-containing mTOR-interacting protein (DEPTOR),
proline-rich Akt substrate 40 (PRAS40), and Tti1/Tel2 com-
plex proteins [18]. The BCAA leucine activates mTORC1 by
inducing its translocation to the lysosomes and interaction
with the GTP-bound protein Ras homolog enriched in the
brain (Rheb). This requires leucine binding to sestrin 2 and
activation of small GTPases denominated as Ras-related
GTP-binding protein (Rags), through a process that involves
the protein complexes GAP activity towards Rags (GATOR)
1 and 2 and the Ragulator [18, 99]. Importantly, mTORC1’s
major cellular function is to coordinate processes such as cell
growth, proliferation, metabolism, autophagy, and survival
according to nutrient and growth factor availability [18].

In addition to amino acids and growth factors,
mTORC1 activity is also upregulated by proinflammatory
mediators such as LPS via TLR-4-mediated activation of
either IKKβ [100, 101] or PI3K-Akt [102, 103] and by the
anti-inflammatory cytokines IL-4 and IL-13 [104], indicat-
ing that this complex may have a role in the regulation of
inflammation and immune function. Indeed, pharmacolog-
ical mTORC1 inhibition with the macrolide rapamycin is
associated with an exacerbation of obesity-associated adipose
tissue inflammation, as evidenced by the enhanced tissue
recruitment and polarization of macrophages to a proin-
flammatory phenotype and expression of proinflammatory
cytokines IL-1β and TNF-α [104, 105]. In accordance to
these findings, mTORC1 inhibition with rapamycin was
shown to enhance the spontaneous polarization of human
monocytes in vitro and peripheral blood mononuclear cells
in vivo to a proinflammatory profile [106, 107]; such a
response is also seen in murine bone marrow-derived macro-
phages in vitro [104]. Importantly, Raptor deletion and
therefore mTORC1 deficiency in adipocytes, but not myeloid
cells [108], promoted adipose tissue inflammation, NLRP3-
inflammasome activation, leukocyte recruitment, and local
cytokine production [109]. Interestingly, this inflammatory
response, which occurred despite of a drastic reduction in
adipose tissue mass, was mediated by an increase in the local
production of ceramides [109] (Figure 2).

The effects of mTORC1 constitutive activation in embry-
onic fibroblasts and macrophages have also been investi-
gated reporting contrasting results. Constitutive mTORC1
activation through the inactivation of either TSC1 or TSC2
in human monocytes, murine myeloid cells, and embryonic
fibroblasts was shown to (1) limit the inflammatory response
by blocking LPS-induced NFκB activation and increasing
IL-10 production [107], (2) induce in a cell autonomous
manner granuloma formation and lung and liver infiltration
of alternatively activated M2 macrophages and reduce lung
iNOS [110], (3) increase the activity of the energy sensor
AMPK that exerts anti-inflammatory actions [111], and (4)
protect from diet-induced obesity and adipose tissue inflam-
mation by promoting the polarization of adipose tissue-
resident macrophages to a M2 phenotype (Paschoal et al.,
unpublished observations). Noteworthily, a recent study
found that the Akt-mTORC1 pathway is an important medi-
ator of macrophage polarization to a M2 phenotype induced
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by IL-4, through a mechanism that involves activation of
ATP-citrate lyase, histone acetylation, and transcriptional
induction of a subset of M2 genes [112]. In contrast to those
findings, however, Tsc1-deficient bone marrow-derived mac-
rophages (BMDM) were refractory to M2 polarization
induced by IL-4 and displayed enhanced M1 polarization,
nitric oxide (NO) production, and cytokine secretion
induced by toll-like receptor ligands [113, 114]. Surprisingly,
another study found that Tsc1-deficient macrophages exhib-
ited enhanced polarization to both M1 and M2 phenotypes
both at steady-state condition and induced by either LPS or
IL-4 [115].

In spite of the apparent contradictory findings, the sce-
nario emerging from the aforementioned studies is that
mTORC1 is an important mediator of both proinflamma-
tory M1 and anti-inflammatory M2 macrophage responses
(Figure 3). Indeed, this is in accordance with mTORC1’s
role in the regulation of processes such as protein, lipid
and nucleotide syntheses, autophagy, and lysosome forma-
tion that are vital to macrophages independently of their
phenotype. Accordingly with this notion, mTORC1 activity
is increased by proinflammatory molecules (LPS, TNF-α,
and IFN-γ) in M1 macrophage polarization [100, 102, 104],
as well as by the M2 macrophage-promoting cytokines (IL-
4 and IL-13) [104, 112]. Furthermore, mTORC1 induces
metabolic processes that are important for M1 and M2
macrophage functions, namely, aerobic glycolysis and oxi-
dative metabolism, respectively, through mechanisms that
involve activation of hypoxic-inducible factor 1α (HIF-1α)
in the former (M1 aerobic glycolysis) and the peroxisome
proliferator-activated receptor γ (PPARγ), PPAR coativactor
1α (PGC1α), and mitochondrial biogenesis in the latter (M2
oxidative metabolism) [116]. Altogether, these findings sug-
gest that mTORC1 is an important mediator of both classic
M1 and alternative M2 macrophage polarizations, exerting
its functions according to the underlying stimuli context
(Figure 3). In addition to macrophages, mTORC1 seems to
play an important role regulating T lymphocyte proliferation,
migration, differentiation, metabolism, and activation as ele-
gantly reviewed before [117].

Similarly to complex 1, mTORC2 is also activated by
both M1 (LPS and IFN-γ) and M2 (IL-4 and IL-13) inducers
playing an important role in regulation of macrophage polar-
ization and function (Figure 4). More specifically, deletion of
rapamycin-insensitive companion of mTOR (RICTOR) and

therefore mTORC2 deficiency in myeloid cells was shown
to enhance both polarization of bone marrow-derived
macrophages to the M1 profile and the proinflammatory
cytokine secretion induced by LPS and other TLR ligands
and to reduce the expression of M2-related genes [103].
Furthermore, mice with mTORC2 disruption in myeloid
cells had higher circulating TNF-α levels and mortality
in a model of acute septic shock induced by high dose
of LPS [103]. Mechanistically, this enhanced M1 polariza-
tion induced by mTORC2 deficiency was attributed to
FOXO1 activation due to reduced Akt activity and there-
fore enhanced transcription of proinflammatory genes
[118]. Subsequent studies have also shown that mTORC2
is essential for proper bone marrow-derived macrophage
polarization to a M2 profile. Indeed, mTORC2-deficient
M2 macrophages were shown to display impaired glucose
metabolism and reduced PPARγ content, mitochondrial bio-
genesis, and fatty acid oxidation, effects that are mediated by
Akt and, at least in part, by the transcriptional factor inter-
feron regulatory factor 4 (IRF4) [119].

1.5. Fatty Acid Excess and Inflammation. Evidence suggests
that lipids, especially fatty acids, play an important role not
only in obesity development but also as a linking factor
between the excessive adiposity and development of associ-
ated diseases [120]. Indeed, elevated intake of diets contain-
ing high amounts of saturated fatty acids induces obesity
and its major complications including inflammation, insulin
resistance, and ectopic lipid deposition, among others.
Recent studies, however, have indicated that more important
than quantity, diet fatty acid composition has major implica-
tions in the development of “metainflammation.” High
intake of diets rich in saturated fatty acids, for instance, acti-
vates the innate immune toll-like receptor 4 (TLR4) promot-
ing chronic low-grade inflammation, insulin resistance, and
cardiovascular disease [121]. In the same line, ω-6 polyun-
saturated fatty acid-enriched diets were shown to be proin-
flammatory and deleterious to the cardiovascular function
[121, 122]. In spite of the deleterious effects of saturated
and ω-6 polyunsaturated fatty acids to metabolic health,
other types of lipids have preventive and/or therapeutic
properties that could be explored to counteract metabolic
diseases. Among beneficial lipids, ω-3 polyunsaturated and
short-chain fatty acids were demonstrated to have anti-
inflammatory, anti-carcinogenic, hypolipidemic, and weight
loss-inducing properties [123, 124]. Below, we discuss the
modulation of “metainflammation” by specific types of fatty
acids (Figure 5).

1.6. Saturated Fatty Acids (SFAs). Saturated fatty acids such
as lauric (C12:0), miristic (C14:0), palmitic (C16:0), and stea-
ric (C18:0) are commonly found in foods of animal source
such as dairy products and meat, and some vegetables as
coconut and palm oil, being therefore the most prevalent
saturated fatty acids found in human diet. Many studies
have associated an elevated intake of saturated fatty acids
with a higher prevalence of obesity, cardiovascular disease,
diabetes, and insulin resistance, diseases that share chronic
low-intensity inflammation as a common feature [125].

ADIPOSE tissue
inflammation

NLRP3
inflammasome

Ceramides and ROS
Adipocyte mTORC1

deficiency

Figure 2: Mechanisms underlying adipose tissue chronic
inflammation induced by mTORC1 deficiency in adipocytes. ROS:
reactive oxygen species.
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Therefore, since 1961, the American Heart Association rec-
ommends a reduction in the intake of foods rich in satu-
rated fatty acids aiming to reduce the prevalence of those
chronic metabolic diseases [126].

At the molecular level, saturated fatty acids promote
inflammation through several mechanisms that include acti-
vation of the TLR4-IKK-NFκB signaling pathway and
NLRP3 inflammasome, enhanced ROS production and oxi-
dative stress, mitochondrial dysfunction, ER stress, accumu-
lation of diacylglycerol and ceramides, and PKC activation,
among others [63, 127–132]. Saturated fatty acids are potent
activators of the pattern recognition receptor TLR4, which is
also activated by LPS and others PAMPs and DAMPs and
has a major role in the regulation of innate immune response
[128, 133, 134]. Activation of TLR4 by saturated fatty acids
elicits, through the activation of NFκB, the secretion of sev-
eral proinflammatory cytokines such as TNF-α, IL-6, and
MCP-1, which are involved in the development of obesity-
associated inflammation and insulin resistance [128, 133,
134]. In addition, saturated fatty acids were shown to activate

NLRP3 inflammasome-mediated IL-1β production in mac-
rophages, such an effect that seems to involve AMPK inacti-
vation, autophagy inhibition, and enhanced mitochondrial
ROS production [129].

In addition to inflammatory signaling, chronic tissue
exposure to high levels of saturated fatty acids may promote
insulin resistance by increasing tissue content of the lipids
diacylglycerol and ceramides. Diacylglycerol accumulation
promotes insulin resistance by activating the PKCΘ and ε
impairing IRS tyrosine phosphorylation and therefore down-
stream insulin signaling [135]. Ceramides, on the other hand,
consist of a family of lipids structurally formed by a sphingo-
sine base bound to a fatty acid that promote insulin resistance
by two nonmutually exclusive mechanisms, involving either
the allosteric activation of protein phosphatase 2A (PP2A),
which dephosphorylates and inhibits Akt [136], or the activa-
tion of atypical PKC λ/ζ, which phosphorylates Akt pleck-
strin domain at residue 34 impairing its translocation to the
membrane and subsequent activation [137, 138]. Ceramides
have been also shown to modulate inflammatory processes
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Figure 3: mTORC1 is activated in both M1 and M2 polarization and regulates important metabolic processes at both conditions. AA: amino
acids; ACLY: ATP citrate lyase; HIF-1α: hypoxic inducible factor 1α; IL-4: interleukin 4; IL-13: interleukin 13; PGC1α: PPARγ coactivator 1α;
PPARγ: peroxisome proliferator-activated receptor γ; TLR4: toll like receptor 4.
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displaying either pro- or anti-inflammatory responses, as ele-
gantly reviewed before [139]. Briefly, proinflammatory
actions of ceramides involve activation of TLR4 signaling as
a result of ceramide interaction with this receptor, formation
of TLR4-lipid raft complex, and activation of NLRP3
inflammasome-mediated IL-1β and IL-18 production [139].

1.7. Monounsaturated Fatty Acids (MUFAs). In contrast to
their saturated counterparts, elevated intake of monounsat-
urated fatty acids is associated with reduced adipocyte
hypertrophy, adipose tissue infiltration of proinflammatory
macrophages, and inflammation and improved insulin
sensitivity [140–142]. In line with these findings, oleic
acid (C18:1), the most abundant monounsaturated fatty
acid found in human diet, promotes the secretion of the
anti-inflammatory adipokine adiponectin and impairs the
proinflammatory resistin in 3T3-L1 adipocytes [143]. Fur-
thermore, diet supplementation with macadamia oil, a rich
source of oleic acid, improves lipid metabolism and glu-
cose homeostasis in diet-induced obese mice [144, 145].

Although oleic acid is the major fatty acid found in macada-
mia oil, this nut is also an important natural source of the
monounsaturated fatty acid palmitoleic acid (C16:1). This
fatty acid, which can be obtained either from diet or from
endogenous synthesis by stearoyl-CoA desaturase- (SCD-)
1 mainly in adipose tissue and liver, was shown to enhance
whole-body glucose disposal and attenuate hepatic steatosis
in diet-induced obese mice [146, 147] and protect β-cell
from death induced by palmitic acid [148, 149]. In line
with those findings, a two-week supplementation with
palmitoleic acid improved glucose homeostasis and insulin
sensitivity, reduced hepatic steatosis, and increased skeletal
muscle fatty acid oxidation in diet-induced obese mice [150].
In addition, palmitoleic acid also increased hepatic oxidative
metabolism by activating the AMPK-fibroblast growth fac-
tor- (FGF-) 21-peroxisome proliferator-activated receptor
(PPAR) α axis [151]. In addition to these beneficial metabolic
actions, palmitoleic acid was recently shown to have anti-
inflammatory properties. Indeed, macrophages pretreated
with palmitoleic acid secrete less proinflammatory cytokines
after either LPS or palmitic acid treatment [152, 153] and dis-
played reduced macrophage polarization to a M1 phenotype
in part due to AMPK activation [154]. Altogether, these
findings support a possible utilization of palmitoleic acid
supplementation as a nonpharmacological strategy to reduce
obesity-associated chronic low-grade inflammation [155].
Interestingly, palmitoleic acid was also shown to enhance
lipolysis, glucose uptake, and GLUT-4 content in adipocytes,
such effects that are mechanistically induced by PPARα and
AMPK activation, respectively [156, 157]. Whether palmito-
leic acid also has anti-inflammatory actions in white adipose
tissue needs to be investigated.

1.8. ω-6 Polyunsaturated Fatty Acids. In addition to the high
content of saturated fatty acids, another main feature defin-
ing the Western diet is the elevated ω-6 and low ω-3 polyun-
saturated fatty acid contents [158]. Evidence indicates that
this high ω-6/ω-3 ratio dietary pattern is one of the main
causes of the rise in obesity and associated metabolic diseases
seen in the last decades [159]. Linoleic acid, the most abun-
dant ω-6 fatty acid in theWestern diet, has important actions
on cholesterol metabolism, as well as on inflammation. More
specifically, linoleic acid was shown to lower blood choles-
terol levels by increasing both hepatic clearance of low-
density lipoprotein (LDL) [160] and production of bile acids
and to be proinflammatory by activating NFκB in endothelial
cells [161], although this does not seem to be reflected by sys-
temic markers of inflammation [162]. Linoleic acid can be
enzymatically converted to arachidonic acid, a ω-6 fatty acid
that acts as the precursor for the synthesis of two classes of
lipid mediators known as eicosanoids (prostaglandins,
prostacyclins, thromboxane, and leukotrienes) and endocan-
nabinoids (anandamide and 2-arachidonoylglycerol, among
others). Eicosanoids are potent regulators of inflammation
and immune function, being therefore implicated in the
development of chronic metabolic diseases such as obesity,
insulin resistance, and cancer [159]. Indeed, recent studies
have shown that the eicosanoid leukotriene B4 promotes adi-
pose tissue inflammation by inducing tissue macrophage
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Figure 4: mTORC2 is activated in both M1 and M2 polarization
and regulates important metabolic processes at both conditions. IL-
1β: interleukin 1β; IL-4: interleukin 4; IL-13: interleukin 13; IRF4:
interferon regulatory factor 4; LPS: lipopolysaccharide; PKB: protein
kinase B; PPARγ: peroxisome proliferator-activated receptor γ;
TLR4: toll-like receptor 4; TNF-α: tumor necrosis factor-α.
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chemotaxis and polarization to the proinflammatory M1
profile, as well as insulin resistance in the liver and skeletal
muscle [163]. Interestingly, opposite effects were seen upon
treatment with the eicosanoid lipoxin A4, which reduced
adipose tissue inflammation as evidenced by diminished tis-
sue expression of proinflammatory cytokines and higher
macrophage polarization to the anti-inflammatory M2 pro-
file [164]. These findings indicate that different eicosanoids
have distinct roles in the regulation of adipose tissue
inflammation and therefore in the development of obesity-
associated insulin resistance.

1.9. ω-3 Polyunsaturated Fatty Acids. It has been known since
the 1980s that fish oil, which is rich in the ω-3 polyunsatu-
rated fatty acids eicosapentaenoic acid (EPA) (C20:5, ω-3)
and docosahexaenoic acid (DHA) (C22:6, ω-3), has many
beneficial health effects. Indeed, increased whole-body ω-3
polyunsaturated fatty acid availability either genetically or
through dietary supplementation is associated with hypotri-
glyceridemia [165], improvement in cardiovascular health
by diminishing platelet aggregation and thromboxane levels
[166, 167], and attenuation of systemic inflammation [168,
169]. More recently, ω-3 polyunsaturated fatty acids were
also shown to protect mice from diet-induced obesity, insulin
resistance, hepatic steatosis, and tumorigenesis; such effects
were attributed at least in part to the anti-inflammatory
properties of these fatty acids [123, 170]. Several mechanisms
have been proposed to account for the anti-inflammatory
actions of ω-3 polyunsaturated fatty acids including the acti-
vation of the plasma membrane G protein-coupled receptor
120 (GPR120) [171], activation of the nuclear receptor
PPARγ [172], inhibition of the conversion of ω-6 fatty acids
into eicosanoids [159], alterations in plasmamembrane com-
position, fluidity and signaling [173], and induction of the
synthesis of proresolution lipid mediators such as resolvins,
protectins, and maresins [174]. Among these, recent studies
have shown that activation of GPR120, a receptor mainly
expressed in adipocytes and macrophages, may be essential
to the anti-inflammatory actions of ω-3 polyunsaturated fatty
acids. Indeed, both EPA and DHA were shown to impair

LPS-induced JNK activation and TNF-α and IL-6 secretion
by RAW 264.7 cells and 3T3-L1 adipocytes in vitro through
the activation of GPR120 [171]. In line with those findings,
mice deficient in GPR120 were resistant to the anti-
inflammatory actions and the improvement in whole-body
glucose homeostasis induced by the intake of diet rich in ω-
3 polyunsaturated fatty acids [171]. Two recent studies, how-
ever, have challenged the notion that GPR120 activation is
mandatory for those ω-3 polyunsaturated fatty acid actions.
These studies have shown that intake of diet rich in ω-3 poly-
unsaturated fatty acids was equally effective in reducing body
weight gain, improving glucose homeostasis and attenuating
inflammation in a new generated mice deficient in GPR120
and wild-type controls [175, 176].

Another mechanism by which ω-3 polyunsaturated fatty
acids may reduce inflammation is by enhancing the synthesis
of proresolution lipid mediators, namely, protectins, resol-
vins, and maresins. Both EPA (e-series) and DHA (d-series)
are precursors for the synthesis of these mediators [177],
which have been shown to control the magnitude and dura-
tion of inflammatory processes in several rodent models of
chronic diseases [174]. In line with this notion, the resolvin
E1 and protectin D1 were shown to improve insulin sensitiv-
ity and reduce hepatic steatosis and adipose tissue inflamma-
tion in diet-induced obese mice [178], whereas resolvin D1
improved glucose tolerance, increased adiponectin secretion,
and reduced adipose tissue macrophage recruitment and for-
mation of crown-like structures in genetically obese db/db
mice [179]. Furthermore, protectin DX improved glucose
homeostasis in db/dbmice by promoting IL-6 secretion from
skeletal muscle without affecting white adipose tissue inflam-
mation [180]. Further studies characterizing the biological
function of already described and new metabolites from
EPA and DHA are required to explore the promising usage
of these lipids in the prevention and/or treatment of chronic
inflammatory diseases.

1.10. Short-Chain Fatty Acids (SCFA). The short-chain fatty
acids acetate (C2), propionate (C3), and butyrate (C4) are
produced at the intestine by anaerobic fermentation of
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Figure 5: General overview of the mechanisms by which different fatty acids modulate inflammation. AMPK: AMP-activated protein kinase;
DAG: diacylglycerol; ER: endoplasmic reticulum; GPR: G protein-coupled receptor; PKC: protein kinase C; PPAR: peroxisome proliferator-
activated receptor; PUFA n-6: polyunsaturated n-6 fatty acids; PUFA n-3: polyunsaturated n-3 fatty acids; ROS: reactive oxygen species;
SCFA: short-chain fatty acids; SFA: saturated fatty acids; TLR: toll-like receptor.
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nondigestible dietary fibers, being readily absorbed and used
as energy source by colonocytes and by other body tissues
including liver and muscle [181]. In addition to their role as
metabolic substrates, short-chain fatty acids regulate several
aspects of inflammatory processes such as the recruitment
of circulating leukocytes in the inflammatory site, production
of chemokines and cytokines, expression of adhesion mole-
cules, production of eicosanoids and reactive oxygen species,
and lymphocyte proliferation and differentiation [124].
Studies evaluating the effects of short-chain fatty acids in
animal models of inflammatory diseases including acute kid-
ney injury, obesity, and T2D indicate that these molecules
are potent anti-inflammatory agents [182, 183]. Indeed,
sodium butyrate administration to obese and diabetic db/db
mice markedly attenuated adipose tissue inflammation as
evidenced by reduced tissue lymphocyte infiltration, cyto-
kine expression and NLRP3 inflammasome activity, and
improved glucose homeostasis [184]. Furthermore, propio-
nate reduced the proinflammatory response and cytokine
secretion induced by LPS in human adipose tissue explants
and macrophages [185], whereas butyrate activates the
anti-inflammatory Treg cells suppressing the secretion of
cytokines via activation of membrane G protein-coupled
receptors GPR43/FFAR2 [186]. These receptors, which are
mainly expressed in adipose tissue (adipocytes), intestines,
and immune cells and signals through Gq and Gi/o, ERK,
MAPK, and intracellular Ca2+, are important mediators of
short-chain fatty acid actions [187]. Noteworthily, as recently
reviewed [188], inconsistent results have been obtained in
studies with GPR43 deletion in mice, which precludes a full
appreciation of the role of these receptors in chronic inflam-
matory conditions. Finally, short-chain fatty acids were also
shown to impair LPS-induced production of nitric oxide
and proinflammatory cytokines in the macrophage cell line
RAW264.7; such effect seems to involve inhibition of NFκB
signaling [189].

In addition to inflammation, short-chain fatty acids
also have important effects on energy homeostasis. Recent
studies have found that diet enrichment with 5% short-
chain fatty acids reduced body weight, adiposity, and
hepatic steatosis in diet-induced obese mice by downregulat-
ing the activity of the nuclear receptor PPARγ [182], whereas
nanoparticle-delivered acetate reduced diet-induced body
weight gain, hepatic steatosis, and adiposity by enhancing
hepatic mitochondrial function and inducing adipose tissue
browning [190].

1.11. Newly Identified Lipids and Inflammation. The develop-
ment of highly-sensitive OMICS techniques (lipidomic,
metabolomic, genomic, transcriptomic, epigenomic, and
proteomic) in the last decades has allowed the large-scale
study of different classes of molecules in distinct compart-
ments and conditions. Among those, metabolomic profiling
and lipidomic profiling have emerged as promising method-
ologies to uncover new metabolites/lipids that either predict
or are involved in the development of insulin resistance/
T2D. Recently, a metabolomic study of the plasma of 399
nondiabetic subjects with a wide range in degree of insulin
sensitivity and glucose tolerance identified a group of three

metabolites (α-hydroxybutyrate, oleate, and L-glycerylpho-
sphorylcholine) that together could predict the development
of insulin resistance [191]. Furthermore, lipidomic character-
ization of obese, but insulin-sensitive mice, identified a class
of endogenously synthesized lipids denominated as branched
fatty acid esters of hydroxy fatty acids (FAHFAs) that
improves glucose homeostasis and insulin sensitivity and
reduces adipose tissue inflammation in diet-induced obese
mice [192]. These are only two among many examples of
OMICS application to the study of different aspects of
obesity-associated inflammation and insulin resistance.
These highly sensitive techniques will help us both to unveil
the many molecules involved in the development of these
diseases and provide major insights in the novel strategies
to prevent and treat them.

2. Conclusions

There is an established body of literature indicating that
nutrients and nutrient sensors are important players
involved in the development and maintenance of obesity-
associated inflammation and insulin resistance. In these
studies, important advances have been made in the charac-
terization of the mechanisms by which nutrients exert their
actions, resulting in the unveiling of new therapeutic targets
for the treatment of metabolic diseases. Despite this prog-
ress, we are far from having the complete understanding
about the complex interaction between nutrients and obe-
sity. Indeed, with the advances of techniques such as meta-
bolomics and lipidomics, new nutrient-related molecules
are being discovered and characterized for their potential
implication in the development of obesity and insulin
resistance. The characterization of nutrients and derived
metabolites that present proresolution properties towards
obesity-associated chronic low-grade systemic inflamma-
tion is of major importance if we are to develop novel,
effective therapies to prevent metabolic and cardiovascular
complications associated with this disease.
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DNA methylation has been suggested as a regulatory mechanism behind some inflammatory processes. The physiological actions
of methyl donors, such as folic acid, choline, and vitamin B12 on inflammation-related disease have been associated with the
synthesis of the universal methyl donor S-adenosyl methionine (SAM). The aim of this study was to evaluate the effects of folic
acid, choline, vitamin B12, and a combination of all on preventing the lipopolysaccharide- (LPS-) induced inflammatory
response in human THP-1 monocyte/macrophage cells. Folic acid and the mixture of methyl donors reduced interleukin 1 beta
(IL1B) and tumour necrosis factor (TNF) expression as well as protein secretion by these cells. Folic acid and choline decreased
C-C motif chemokine ligand 2 (CCL2) mRNA levels. In addition to this, the methyl donor mixture reduced Cluster of
differentiation 40 (CD40) expression, but increased serpin family E member 1 (SERPINE1) expression. All methyl donors
increased methylation levels in CpGs located in IL1B, SERPINE1, and interleukin 18 (IL18) genes. However, TNF methylation
was not modified. After treatment with folic acid and the methyl donor mixture, ChIP analysis showed no change in the
binding affinity of nuclear factor-κB (NF-κB) to IL1B and TNF promoter regions after the treatment with folic acid and the
methyl donor mixture. The findings of this study suggest that folic acid might contribute to the control of chronic inflammation
in inflammatory-related disease.

1. Introduction

Inflammation is traditionally defined as the short-term adap-
tive response to fight against injury, caused by pathogens or
biological and chemical stimuli [1]. Although acute inflam-
mation is a crucial component for maintaining homeostasis
in the body, persistent and chronic inflammation is involved
in the development of several clinical manifestations and dis-
eases. During inflammatory disease, monocytes and macro-
phages produce cytokines in response to different stimuli,
such as lipopolysaccharide (LPS) [2]. The proinflammatory
molecules released by macrophages in the inflamed regions
orchestrate the enhancement of monocyte recruitment from
blood to tissue. Recruited monocytes differentiate into
macrophages to continue the inflammatory response [3].

Alongside this, studies have described that epigenetic mech-
anisms contribute to the pathogenesis of several chronic
inflammatory-related diseases by regulating important steps
such as macrophage infiltration or cytokine secretion [4, 5].
For instance, inflammatory genes like interleukins (IL) IL6,
IL4, IL8, IL1B, or interferon INF-γ have been described to
be methylated differently in several chronic inflammatory
diseases [4, 6].

Methionine, folate, betaine, choline, and vitamins B2, B6,
and B12 are considered methyl donor precursors naturally
occurring in the diet [7]. These substances participate in the
methionine pathway for the synthesis of S-adenosyl methio-
nine (SAM), which is the universal methyl donor for DNA
methylation reactions [8]. The anti-inflammatory effects
exerted by some of these compounds in a variety of
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inflammatory diseases have been described in previous
research. For example, folic acid supplementation improved
disease outcomes in subjects with hypertension, diabetes,
and stroke by reducing levels of inflammatory markers
(CRP, VCAM-1, IL-1β, and TNF-α) [9]. In addition to this,
the combined supplementation of folate and vitamin B12
ameliorated inflammation during pregnancy by modifying
the concentration of inflammatory cytokines [10]. Lastly,
vitamin B12 has been negatively associated with proinflam-
matory cytokines and low-grade systemic inflammation
[11]. On the other hand, deficiencies in the abovementioned
methyl donors have also been shown to lead to adverse effects
[10, 12]. For example, vitamin B12 deficiency has been related
to metabolic disturbances such as hyperhomocysteinemia,
obesity, hypertension, and insulin resistance [10]. Choline
deficiency has been associated with the development of fatty
liver disease and demonstrated to worsen the outcome of
liver fibrosis in patients with nonalcoholic steatohepatitis
(NASH) [12]. Interestingly, NASH patients that were
choline-deficient exhibited amelioration of steatohepatitis
after choline supplementation [13]. Similarly, methyl donor
supplementation prevented HFS diet-induced liver fat
accumulation in rats fed an obesogenic diet [14].

The anti-inflammatory effect of methyl donors in mono-
cytes before differentiation and LPS-induced inflammatory
response in macrophages, along with the role of DNA meth-
ylation in this process, have been scarcely studied. For this
reason, the aim of this study was to investigate the effects of
methyl donors, both individually and together, on the atten-
uation of LPS-induced inflammatory response and the possi-
ble underlying epigenetic mechanisms in human THP-1
monocyte/macrophage cells. Monocytes were incubated with
folic acid, choline, and vitamin B12 or a methyl donor mix-
ture of folic acid, choline, and vitamin B12. Monocytes were
then differentiated into macrophages and an inflammatory
response was induced with LPS.

2. Material and Methods

2.1. Reagents. Folic acid, vitamin B12, and choline chloride
were supplied from Sigma-Aldrich (MO, USA). Phorbol
12-myristate 13-acetate (TPA) (Sigma-Aldrich) was used for
differentiating THP-1 monocytes into macrophage-like cells.
LPS fromE. coliK12 strain (Invitrogen, CA,USA)was applied
to activatemacrophages. Thiazolyl Blue TetrazoliumBromide
(MTT) (Sigma-Aldrich) was used to investigate the toxic
effects of methyl donors on THP-1 cells.

2.2. Cell Culture and Treatments. Human monocyte THP-1
cells were purchased from American Type Cell Culture
(ATCC® TIB-202™, VA, USA). Cells were maintained at
37°C and 5% CO2 in RPMI-1640 medium (Gibco) modified
to contain 2mM L-glutamine, 1mM sodium pyruvate,
4.5 g/l glucose, and 1.5 g/l sodium bicarbonate and supple-
mented with 10% fetal bovine serum (GIBCO), 100U/ml
penicillin, and 100μg/ml streptomycin.

THP-1 cells were treated with 11.3μM folic acid,
dissolved in 1M NaOH, 105μM choline chloride, 18.5 nM
vitamin B12, and a mixture of methyl donors consisting of

folic acid, choline chloride, and vitamin B12 at the concentra-
tions previously indicated. Concentrations were determined
by multiplying ten times the basal concentration present in
the RPMI-1640 medium for each compound. After 24 h,
cells were differentiated into macrophages by incubation
with 25 ng/ml TPA for 48h and then were activated with
100 ng/ml LPS for 24 hours. Finally, RNA and DNA were
extracted and supernatants were collected for ELISA analysis.

2.3. Cell Viability Analysis. For the viability assay, THP-1
cells were pretreated with methyl donors at the selected con-
centrations during 24 h, as described above, in a 96-well
plate. After the treatments, 20μl MTT (5mg/ml) was added
to each well and plates were incubated for 2 h at 37°C.
Formazan crystal formation was solubilised in 100μl/well
DMF-glacial acetic acid-SDS solution consisting of 40%
DMF, 2% glacial acetic acid, and 16% w/v sodium SDS.
Formazan production was quantified by absorbance at
570 nm using a microplate reader (Multiskan Spectrum,
Thermo Electron Corporation, Finland). The results were
expressed as relative cell viability (%).

2.4. Analysis of mRNA Expression by Quantitative Real-Time
PCR. Total RNA was extracted from cells with TRizol®
Reagent (Invitrogen). RNA quality and concentration were
measured using the Nanodrop Spectrophotometer ND1000
(Thermo Fisher Scientific, MA, USA). Approximately 1μg
of total RNA was reverse-transcribed into cDNA by the
MultiScribe™ Reverse Transcriptase Kit, following the
manufacturer’s instructions (Thermo Fisher Scientific, MA,
USA). Real-time PCR was performed using ABI Prism
7900HT Sequence Detection System and Taqman Universal
Master Mix (Applied Biosystems, CA, USA). Predesigned
TaqMan primers and probes for IL1B (Hs01555410_m1),
TNF (Hs00174128_m1), IL18 (Hs01038788_m1), SER-
PINE1 (Hs01126606_m1), CD40 (Hs01002913_g1), CCL2
(Hs00234140_m1), and TLR4 (Hs00152939_m1) genes were
used (Applied Biosystems). The levels of these mRNAs were
normalized to the level of GAPDH (Hs02758991_g1) mRNA
expression. Relative expression was determined by using the
comparative 2−ΔΔCt method.

2.5. Cytokine Secretion Analysis by Enzyme-Linked
Immunosorbent Assay (ELISA). Culture supernatants were
collected after the treatments and stored at −80°C for further
cytokine analysis. Protein concentrations of IL-1β, TNF-α,
PAI1, and CD40 were measured with standard ELISA kits
(R&D Systems Europe, UK), according to the manufacturer’s
protocols. Absorbance was measured at 450nm using a
microplate reader (Multiskan Spectrum, Thermo Electron
Corporation, Finland).

2.6. DNA Methylation Analysis by MALDI-TOF Mass
Spectrometry. DNA was isolated using MasterPure™ DNA
Purification Kit (Illumina, WI, USA), according to the
manufacturer’s guidelines. Genomic DNA was sodium
bisulfite-converted using the EpiTect Bisulfite Kit (Qiagen,
CA, USA). DNA methylation quantification was performed
by MassARRAY EpiTYPER technology (Sequenom Inc., CA,
USA). This method uses matrix-assisted laser desorption
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ionization time-of-flight (MALDI-TOF) mass spectrometry
in combination with RNA base-specific cleavage (Mas-
sCLEAVE). Four amplicons covering 32 CpG sites were
selected. EpiDesigner software (Sequenom Inc.; http://www.
epidesigner.com/start3.html) was used to design PCRprimers
for the amplicons of interest: IL1B (chr2: 112,837,566–
112,837,895), TNF (chr6: 31,575,209–31,575,481), SER-
PINE1 (chr7: 101,127,068–101,127,411), and IL18 (chr11:
112,163,853–112,164,105). The designed primers are shown
in Supplementary Table 1 and the complete amplicon
sequences are reported in Supplementary Figure 1. The
complete methodology was previously explained [15].

2.7. Chromatin Immunoprecipitation (ChIP) Assay. ChiP
assay was performed with the ChIP-IT™ Express Enzymatic
Kit (Active Motif, CA, USA), following the manufacturer’s
guidelines. THP-1 cells were cultured for 24 hours with
methyl donors and were then differentiated with TPA
(25ng/μl) for 48 hours and activated with LPS (100 ng/μl)
over 24 hours. The cell medium was discarded and 36.5%
formaldehyde was added directly to the cell surface for
10min. Cross-linking between proteins and DNA was
stopped by the addition of glycine for 5min at room tem-
perature and cells were collected by scraping. Then, cells
were incubated with lysis buffer for 30min at 4°C and
DNA was fragmented via enzyme-based digestion for
10min at 37°C. Chromatin was immunoprecipitated using
rabbit polyclonal antibody to nuclear factor-κB (NF-κB;
ab7970, Abcam, MA, USA). After immunoprecipitation,
cross-linking of protein-DNA complexes was reversed.
Real-time quantitative PCR was performed using primers
for IL1B: sense 5′-agcaacaaagctgccactta-3′ and antisense
5′-tgacgtgctgtgtgaatttg-3′, and TNF: sense 5′-ggagaatgtc-
cagggctatg-3′ and antisense 5′-tcctggaggctctttcactc-3′.

2.8. Transcription Factor-Binding Site Analysis. In order to
identify the putative transcription factor binding site in the
CpG sites of the IL1B gene, a bioinformatic analysis was per-
formed through LASAGNA-Search 2.0 using TRANSFAC
matrices and aligned models, as described elsewhere [16].

2.9. Statistical Analysis. Normality was assessed by
Kolmogorov-Smirnov and Shapiro-Wilk tests. For the statis-
tical analysis of the results, a one-way ANOVA followed by
Dunnett’s test for multiple comparisons between groups
and an unpaired Student t-test, for the direct comparisons
between two groups, were used. Differences were considered
significant at P value< 0.05. Statistics were performed using
Prism 5.0 (GraphPad Software, CA, USA).

3. Results

3.1. Methyl Donors Did Not Affect Cell Viability. Cell viability
was measured by MTT assay after incubation with folic acid
at 11.3μM, choline at 105μM, vitamin B12 at 18.5 nM, and
the methyl donor mixture. The selected concentrations were
within the range proposed by previous studies [9, 17, 18]. Cell
viability was not significantly affected by methyl donors at
these concentrations (Supplementary Figure 2).

3.2. Effects of Methyl Donors on the Expression of Genes
Associated with the Inflammatory Response in THP-1
Macrophages Activated with LPS. Treatment of THP-1 cells
with the different compounds before the differentiation with
TPA and activation with LPS altered the expression of most
of the inflammation-related genes compared to the control
treatment (Figure 1). Folic acid and the methyl donor mix-
ture reduced IL1B (P < 0 05 for folic acid; P < 0 01 for the
methyl donor mixture) and TNF (P < 0 05 for folic acid;
P < 0 001 formethyl donormixture)mRNAexpression. Folic
acid also reduced TLR4 (P < 0 05) and CCL2 (P < 0 05), but
increased SERPINE1 (P < 0 05) gene expression. Moreover,
methyl donor mixture incubation reduced the levels of
CD40 (P < 0 05) but increased SERPINE1 (P < 0 05). Choline
decreased the expression of CCL2 (P < 0 05). However, no
statistically significant changes were observed after vitamin
B12 incubation.

3.3. The Pretreatment with Folic Acid and Methyl Donor
Mixture Reduced IL-1β and TNF-α Secretion of LPS-
Activated Macrophages. Concerning cytokine secretion, the
incubation with folic acid and the methyl donor mixture
reduced the levels of IL-1β (P < 0 01) and TNF-α (P < 0 01
and P < 0 05, resp.), but not CD40 and PAI-1. However, no
changes were observed with the other methyl donors
(Figure 2).

3.4. Incubation with Methyl Donors Increased DNA
Methylation in the Inflammatory Genes. The regions studied
in the genes IL1B, SERPINE1, and IL18 displayed an overall
gain of methylation when LPS-activated macrophages were
treated with the different methyl donors. This hypermethyla-
tion was especially significant after the incubation with folic
acid. As shown in Table 1, folic acid significantly increased
(P < 0 05) the methylation levels of CpG_1 (190%), CpG_5
(680%), and CpG_6 (200%) of IL1B, CpG_1 (750%),
CpG_2 (88%), CpG_3.4 (136%), CpG_7 (1003%), and
CpG_9 (88%) of SERPINE1, and CpG_4 (53%) and CpG_5
(27%) of IL18 when compared with the methylation percent-
age of the nontreated LPS-activated macrophages. No
changes in methylation were noted in the analyzed region
of TNF after the treatment. Regarding choline chloride, vita-
min B12, and the methyl donor mixture, incubation with
these compounds also significantly increased (P < 0 05) the
methylation levels of some CpG sites concerning the studied
genes (Table 1).

3.5. NF-κB Binding to IL-1β and TNF-α Was Not Affected
after the Incubation with Folic Acid and the Methyl Donor
Mixture. IL1B and TNF gene expression and secretion
decreased after the incubation with folic acid and the methyl
donor mixture (Figures 1 and 2). IL1B DNA methylation
levels increased; TNF methylation levels did not. To deter-
mine the effect of DNA methylation in the sequence of
proinflammatory genes on NF-κB binding to IL1B and TNF
promoters, a ChIP assay was performed. The analysis showed
no significant changes in NF-κB binding to IL1B and TNF
promoter regions in THP-1 cells treated with folic acid and
the methyl donor mixture (Figure 3).
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4. Discussion

Previous studies in humans have analyzed the association
between folic acid and inflammation. For example, a case-
control study showed a reduction of cytokine levels after a
12-week treatment with folic acid [19]. In addition, folic acid
supplementation in patients with a high risk of coronary
artery disease was associated with a reduction in proinflam-
matory cytokines (e.g., monocyte chemoattractant protein 1
or MCP-1) in human monocytes [20]. In the present study,
we demonstrated that folic acid and a mixture of methyl
donors reduced the expression of proinflammatory genes
(e.g., TNF, IL1B, CD40, CCL2, and TLR4) in THP-1 mono-
cytes, when the monocytes were differentiated into macro-
phages and activated with LPS. In agreement with our
results, the incubation of murine monocyte RAW 264.7 cells
with folic acid reduced the expression of proinflammatory
genes during LPS activation [17] . In contrast, folic acid
deficiency in the same cell line enhanced the expression of
proinflammatory genes [21].

Current data revealed that folic acid and the methyl
donor mixture not only reduce proinflammatory gene
expression in THP-1 monocytes, but also decrease the
secretion of TNF-α and IL-1β cytokines when cells were
differentiated to macrophages and activated by LPS.

During the inflammatory response, the proinflammatory
mediators, specially MCP-1 (encoded by the CCL2 gene),
contribute to the migration of circulatory monocytes into
the surrounding tissue [22], by specifically attracting

monocytes towards the inflamed area, promoting tissue dam-
age and disease. In this context, our results suggest that folic
acid and a mixture of methyl donors could reduce the
inflammatory response of the monocytes and the macro-
phages derived from these monocytes would decrease cyto-
kine and chemokine secretion.

The specific mechanisms for the beneficial effects of folic
acid or methyl donors on inflammation have not been clearly
elucidated. One of the possible explanations is epigenetics,
via DNA and histone methylation [23]. Folate, choline,
and vitamin B12 directly participate in the formation of
S-adenosyl methionine (SAM), which is the major donor of
methyl groups for DNA methylation [24]. In the current
trial, folic acid and the methyl donor mixture increased
methylation levels of IL1B, SERPINE1, and IL18. However,
only IL1B presented lower gene expression and protein secre-
tion, which was associated with hypermethylation after folic
acid supplementation. This result suggests that IL1B gene
expression may be modulated by changes in DNA methyl-
ation induced by folic acid. However, the methylation
changes of SERPINE1 and IL18 did not correlate with
changes in gene expression. Incubation with methyl donors
was for 24 hours and then the monocytes were differentiated
for 48 hours and activated by LPS for a further 24 hours.
A recent study of IL18 expression in LPS-stimulated
murine macrophages showed that the maximum level of
expression of this interleukin was 3–6 hours after induc-
tion. No changes were found after 24 hours suggesting
an earlier enzymatic activation of poly(ADP-ribose)
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Figure 1: Effects of folic acid, choline, vitamin B12, and the methyl donor mixture on the expression of inflammatory genes in THP-1 cells
treated with TPA and LPS. Results are expressed as means± SD (n = 8). Differences between groups were analyzed by one-way ANOVA
followed by Dunnett’s test. ∗P value< 0.05, ∗∗P value< 0.01, and ∗∗∗P value< 0.001 versus control.
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polymerase 1 (PARP-1) that induces IL18 expression [24].
In this context, the time or the concentration of supple-
ments might have been insufficient to evidence subtle
changes in IL18 and SERPINE1 expression.

Unexpectedly, no changes in DNA methylation levels in
the TNF gene were found after the treatment with methyl
donors. In line with these results, Kolb and Petrie [21] found
that although folate deficiency in murine macrophages
reduced DNA methyltransferase expression, TNF DNA
methylation did not change. In addition, in murine macro-
phages incubation with exogenous SAM attenuated the
LPS-stimulated expression of TNF [25]. The reduction in

TNF expression without a change in methylation could be
due to folic acid causing upstream methylation. Recent
studies have uncovered a new epigenetic mechanism for gene
expression regulation: mRNA methylation. In vitro data has
shown that methyladenine of mRNA influences mRNA tran-
scription, splicing, nuclear export, translation, and mRNA
stability [26, 27]. Therefore, RNA methylation may also be
a regulatory mechanism altering TNF expression after the
supplementation with the methyl donors.

Transcriptional activation of TNF and IL1B by LPS
requires the stimulation of a set of pathways and transcrip-
tion factors, including NF-κB, early growth response protein
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Figure 2: Effects of folic acid, choline, vitamin B12, and the methyl donor mixture on the secretion of inflammatory cytokines in THP-1 cells
treated with TPA and LPS. (a) IL-1β, (b) TNF-α, (c) CD40, and (d) PAI-1 secretion. Results are expressed as means± SD (n = 7 – 8).
Differences between groups were analyzed by one-way ANOVA followed by Dunnett’s test. ∗P value< 0.05 and ∗∗P value< 0.01.
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1 (EGR-1), and activator protein 1 (AP-1) [28]. Available
data in such research reveals that the binding levels of the
NF-κB transcription factor to the IL1B promoter were similar
to the TNF promoter and to macrophages without the methyl
donors’ supplementation. These results suggest that DNA
methylation does not directly affect the binding affinity of
NF-κB to IL1B. Similarly, Feng et al. [17] reported that folic
acid decreased TNF-α and IL-1β production by inhibiting
the NF-κB pathway without modifying NF-κB binding
affinity. Taking into account these results, other molecular
mechanisms could be affected by the tested molecules. For
example, the bioinformatic analysis of the selected sequence
of IL1B identified a putative PU.1 (Spi-1) transcription factor
binding site, which could be involved in the regulation of the
expression of this gene. PU.1 binds to GC-rich regions of
genes to activate transcription, hence DNA methylation

might impair the binding of PU.1 to the analyzed sequence
and downregulate gene transcription. Interestingly, the PU.1
transcription factor is involved in macrophage differentiation
and also in the transcriptional control of genes in mature
macrophages [29, 30].

THP-1 is a human monocytic cell line derived from
peripheral blood, which has been widely used to investigate
the inflammatory response due to its ability to differentiate
into macrophage-like cells. A known limitation of the use
of cell lines in research is the difference to the natural envi-
ronment, however previous studies have found that LPS
mimics the inflammatory environment when added to
THP-1 [31]. Despite this, direct extrapolation to human dis-
ease is not possible because more proinflammatory molecules
and more than one cell type are involved in the response.
Nevertheless, results of this investigation suggest a direct

Table 1: CpGmethylation levels (as percentage) in IL1B, TNF, IL18, and SERPINE1 genes after the incubation of THP-1 monocytes with folic
acid, choline, vitamin B12, and the methyl donor mixture, measured by MassARRAY. Unpaired Student’s t-test was used to compare each
CpG with the control group. ∗P value< 0.05; ∗∗P value< 0.01; and ∗∗∗P value< 0.001.

Control Folic acid Choline Vitamin B12 Methyl donor mixture

IL1B

CpG_1 6.88± 3.97 15.5± 6.14∗ 11.4± 1.55∗ 9.38± 0.95 14.0± 3.11∗

CpG_2 94.9± 3.14 96.2± 1.66 94.8± 2.06 9.76± 0.85 96.9± 0.85
CpG_3 2.88± 2.09 1.75± 1.26 5.75± 1.77 3.75± 3.89 3.12± 3.75
CpG_4 2.75± 2.06 1.88± 1.79 1.25± 1.19 1.75± 0.96 3.75± 1.55
CpG_5 2.12± 2.49 6.50± 4.06∗ 1.25± 0.64 3.25± 1.55 10.0± 1.13
CpG_6 0.75± 0.50 7.12± 6.14∗ 9.50± 0.58∗∗∗ 9.25± 2.33∗∗∗ 0.88± 0.48
TNF

CpG_1 98.2± 1.32 96.1± 2.78 98.0± 1.47 95.2± 2.72 95.8± 3.07
CpG_2 67.8± 3.95 64.8± 7.59 65.8± 4.48 69.9± 1.93 63.4± 6.46
CpG_3 48.1± 12.6 48.6± 8.53 51.2± 10.3 47.9± 4.71 45.0± 4.65
CpG_4.5.6 19.9± 6.76 15.2± 4.41 17.4± 3.09 19.8± 0.87 17.8± 1.79
CpG_8 33.9± 3.49 29.6± 4.37 31.8± 3.93 34.2± 2.53 34.0± 3.24
IL18

CpG_1 12.5± 17.4 2.0± 0.5 2.12± 0.85∗ 1.25± 1.32 2.5± 2.0
CpG_2 6.88± 1.55 6.0± 1.22 7.38± 2.06∗ 9.50± 1.0 10.1± 2.25
CpG_3 0.67± 0.29 2.0± 0.82 0.62± 0.25 1.38± 0.75 0.88± 0.75
CpG_4 11.0± 2.04 8.38± 4.09∗ 7.75± 2.22 8.0± 1.91 7.25± 1.85
CpG_5 19.0± 3.19 13.2± 2.10∗ 15.8± 2.90 16.6± 1.11 15.0± 2.16
SERPINE1

CpG_1 2.62± 0.63 22.0± 13.7∗∗ 10.8± 14.2 17.0± 16.1∗ 56.2± 5.14
CpG_2 33.5± 3.39 63.0± 12.5∗∗∗ 50.8± 7.09∗∗ 65.0± 5.40∗∗∗ 45.4± 8.68∗

CpG_3.4 38.5± 9.81 91.1± 8.23∗∗ 79.5± 7.99∗∗∗ 85.2± 10.9∗∗∗ 62.6± 24.0∗

CpG_6 100± 0.00 89.4± 4.09 90.9± 11.3 87.1± 10.2 96.6± 5.49
CpG_7 2.88± 1.60 32.1± 15.4∗∗ 13.9± 7.97∗ 28.2± 23.1∗ 15.8± 15.8∗

CpG_8 95.1± 2.62 91.5± 6.77 92.6± 6.74 93.1± 2.66 94.9± 2.06
CpG_9 33.5± 3.39 63.0± 12.5∗∗ 50.8± 7.09∗∗ 65.0± 5.40∗∗∗ 45.4± 8.68
CpG_10 97.2± 2.59 95.0± 3.03 96.6± 1.60 88.5± 19.7 96.9± 2.46
CpG_11 97.5± 2.91 98.2± 2.36 97.1± 2.69 98.1± 0.75 98.5± 2.68
CpG_12 94.0± 7.22 95.0± 2.42 94.2. ± 5.52 96.0± 3.58 92.4± 6.26
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effect of methyl donors in the methylation of proinflamma-
tory genes in LPS-activated THP-1 cells and the reduction of
expression and production of proinflammatory cytokines. In
addition, although methyl donor supplementation did not
modify TNF promoter methylation, it reduced LPS-induced
TNF-α production. However, the binding affinity of NF-κB
to proinflammatory genes was unaffected, suggesting a
minor role of this protein complex in the transcriptional
regulation of these genes in response to folic acid and other
methyl donors.

5. Conclusion

The findings of this study evidenced that monocyte pretreat-
ment with specific methyl donors, particularly folic acid,
reduced the inflammatory response in LPS-activated THP-1
macrophages, which could in part be mediated by increased
DNAmethylation in some CpG sites of important proinflam-
matory genes. In addition, folic acid decreased the expression
of cytokines and chemokines (i.e., CCL2), suggesting a pro-
tective role through the recruitment of monocytes to the
inflamed tissue.
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Inflammation is a key factor in the pathogenesis of ALI. Therefore, suppression of inflammatory response could be a potential
strategy to treat LPS-induced lung injury. Osthole, a natural coumarin extract, has been reported to protect against acute kidney
injury through an anti-inflammatory mechanism, but its effect on ALI is poorly understood. In this study, we investigated
whether osthole ameliorates inflammatory sepsis-related ALI. Results from in vitro studies indicated that osthole treatment
inhibited the LPS-induced inflammatory response in mouse peritoneal macrophages through blocking the nuclear translocation
of NF-κB. Consistently, the in vivo studies indicated that osthole significantly prolonged the survival of septic mice which was
accompanied by inflammation suppression. In the ALI mouse model, osthole effectively inhibited the development of lung
tissue injury, leukocytic recruitment, and cytokine productions, which was associated with inhibition of NF-κB nuclear
translocation. These findings provide evidence that osthole was a potent inhibitor of NF-κB and inflammatory injury and
suggest that it could be a promising anti-inflammatory agent for therapy of septic shock and acute lung injury.

1. Introduction

Sepsis is a systemic and deleterious inflammatory response
elicited by microbial infection [1–3]. The number of reported
cases of sepsis continues to increase by 5~ 10% each year [4],
making it one of the leading causes of death in intensive care
facilities [5]. Among these case reports, approximately 30%
of patients progress to multiorgan dysfunction syndrome
(MODS) with 18% developing acute lung injury (ALI)
[6–8]. ALI is a severe form of diffuse lung disease described
as a clinical syndrome of acute respiratory failure with high
morbidity and mortality [9]. It is characterized with persis-
tent pulmonary inflammation [10] and increase in microvas-
cular permeability [11]. Even with patients surviving ALI, the
quality of life remains poor. Therefore, there is a great need
for more effective therapeutic approaches.

Endotoxin, especially lipopolysaccharide (LPS) [12], is
well recognized in the pathogenesis of ALI. LPS is a potent
activator of toll-like receptor 4 (TLR4) [13–16], triggering
the nuclear factor-kappa B (NF-κB) pathway, thereby pro-
ducing proinflammatory molecules, such as cytokines inter-
leukin 6 (IL-6) [17], IL-1b [18], and tumor necrosis factor α
(TNF-α) [19]. Excessive inflammatory responses induced
by endotoxin can lead to tissue destruction, fibrosis, and
eventual organ failure [4, 18, 20]. Therefore, blocking inflam-
matory cascades is considered an effective strategy to attenu-
ate lung injury. However, current effective therapeutic agents
remain inadequate.

Osthole, a natural coumarin extract from the fruit of
Cnidium monnieri (L.) [21], has several beneficial pharmaco-
logical properties, such as antiseizure [22], antiosteoporosis
[23], and antitumour [24] activities. Recently, studies found
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that osthole attenuates chronic kidney failure by inhibition of
inflammation [25]. It also suppresses acute inflammatory
responses in acute mechanical brain injury and kidney injury
[26–28]. However, its potential protective effects on sepsis
and ALI are not well characterized. In the present study, we
evaluated the protective effects of osthole on LPS-induced
ALI and its underlying mechanism. Our findings would
provide important insight on potential new therapeutic
approaches for inflammation-related lung injury.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1.Reagents.Ostholewaspurchased fromAladdin (Shanghai,
China). The chemical structure is shown in Figure 1(a).
Osthole was dissolved in dimethyl sulfoxide (DMSO) as
100mM stock and diluted before use in assays. The final
concentration of DMSO did not exceed 0.1%. All other
reagents not mentioned were obtained from Sigma unless
otherwise specified.

2.2. Cell Culture and Treatment. Mouse peritoneal macro-
phages (MPMs) were prepared as follows and also described
in our previous paper [29]. Briefly, each ICR mice (8 weeks)
was stimulated by intraperitoneal (ip) injection of 3mL 6%
thioglycollate solution (beef extract (0.3 g), tryptone (1 g),
sodium chloride (0.5 g), and soluble starch (6 g)) dissolved
in 100mL water and filtrated with 0.22 μm filter. Three days
later, MPMs were harvested by washing the peritoneal cavity
with 8mL PBS containing 30mM of EDTA. The suspension
was centrifuged at 4°C, 1000 rpm, resuspended in RPMI-
1640 (Gibco/BRL life Technologies, Eggenstein, Germany)
with 10% (v/v) FBS (HyClone, Logan, UT, USA), 100U/mL
penicillin G, and 100mg/mL streptomycin. Cells were cul-
tured in a 37°C, 5% CO2 incubator, washed with medium
3h after incubation, and used for studies after adherence
firmly to culture plates.

GAPDH, P65, IκB-α, and lamin B antibodies were pur-
chased from Santa Cruz Biotechnology (Santa Cruz, CA,
USA). TNF-α and CD68 antibodies were obtained from
Abcam (Abcam, USA). The secondary antibody was pur-
chased from Santa Cruz Biotechnology.

2.3. Immunofluorescence and Immunoblotting. MPMs were
plated (1× 106) into a 6-well plate, pretreated with osthole
for 1 h, and stimulated with LPS at indicated concentrations
and time. After treatment, the cells were fixed with 4%
paraformaldehyde and permeabilized with 100% methanol
at 4°C for 5min. The cells were washed twice with PBS con-
taining 1% BSA and incubated with primary antibodies for
anti-P65 antibody (1 : 200) overnight at 4°C, followed by a
PE-conjugated secondary antibody (1 : 200). The cells were
counterstained with DAPI and viewed by a Nikon fluores-
cence microscope (200x amplification, Nikon, Japan).

For Western blot analysis, the cells or lung tissue (30–
50mg) was prepared into homogenate samples and lysed
(Boster Biological Technology, USA) and the protein con-
centration determined by a Bio-Rad protein assay kit (Bio-
Rad, USA). Nuclear protein fractions were prepared using a
kit from Beyotime (Shanghai, China) and were loaded and

separated in 10% or 12% SDS-PAGE gels. The separated
bands were electrotransferred to a nitrocellulose membrane
and blocked in Tris-buffered saline, pH7.6, containing
0.05% Tween 20 and 5% nonfat milk. Specific antibodies
were incubated to probe for markers, and the immunore-
active bands were detected by incubating with a secondary
antibody conjugated with horseradish peroxidase and visu-
alized using enhanced chemiluminescence reagents (Bio-
Rad, Hercules, CA).

2.4. Determination of TNF-α and IL-6 by ELISA. The TNF-α
and IL-6 contents in culture medium or animal samples were
determined by ELISA according to the manufacturer’s
instructions (Bioscience, San Diego, CA). The amount of
TNF-α and IL-6 was normalized to protein concentration
of cells, weight of animal tissues, or serum volume.

2.5. Real-Time Quantitative PCR. Total RNA was isolated
from 1× 106 cells or tissues (50–100mg) using TRIzol (Life
Technologies, Carlsbad, CA). Reverse transcription and
quantitative PCR (RT-qPCR) were performed using M-MLV
Platinum RT-qPCR Kit (Life Technologies). Real-time qPCR
was carried out using the Eppendorf RealPlex 4 instrument
(Eppendorf, Hamburg, Germany). Primers for genes (i.e.,
TNF-α, IL-6, and β-actin) were obtained from Life Technol-
ogies. The primer sequences used are shown in Table 1. The
relative amount of each gene was normalized to β-actin.

2.6. Mouse Models. Male C57BL/6 mice weighing 18–22 g
were obtained from the Animal Centre of Wenzhou Medical
University (Wenzhou, China). The mice were housed at
constant room temperature with a 12 : 12 h light-dark
cycle, fed a standard rodent diet and water, and acclima-
tized to the laboratory for at least 3 days before use for
studies. All animal care and experimental procedures were
approved by the Wenzhou Medical College Animal Policy
and Welfare Committee.

2.6.1. LPS-Induced Sepsis Model. Osthole was dissolved in
30% PEG 400 (Ludwigshafen, Germany), 1% volume of
DMSO (Solarbio, Beijing, China), and 69% saline. Mice were
pretreated with osthole (20 or 40mg/kg) by ip injection, and
0.5 h later, 20mg/kg LPS was injected through the tail vein.
The mice were euthanized with chloral hydrate 6 h after
LPS injection, and lung and liver tissues were excised asepti-
cally, blotted dry, weighed, and immediately frozen in liquid
nitrogen. The samples were stored at −80°C for later analyses.
The body weight and mortality were recorded for 7 days.

2.6.2. LPS-Induced ALI. The mice were randomly divided
into four groups as follows: control (7 mice received vehicle
of 0.9% saline), LPS (7 mice received LPS alone), 20 +LPS (7
mice received 20mg/kg/day osthole and LPS), and 40+LPS
(7 mice received 40mg/kg/day osthole and LPS). Osthole
was a pretreatment given by ip injection for one week. LPS
challenge was made by intratracheal injection of 50μL of
LPS (5mg/kg, dissolved in 0.9% saline) or 50μL 0.9% saline
as vehicle control. Mice were euthanized with chloral hydrate
6 h after LPS injection, and bronchoalveolar lavage fluid
(BALF) and blood samples were collected. Lung and liver
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Figure 1: Osthole inhibits LPS-induced inflammatory cytokines in mouse peritoneal macrophages (MPMs). (a) The chemical structure of
osthole. (b) MPMs were treated with various concentrations of osthole for 24 h. The viability of cells was measured by MTT assay and
values reported as mean ± SEM; n = 3. (c) MPMs were treated with osthole (20, 50, or 100μM) for 24 h, and light micrographs were
recorded using a microscope. Representative of three evaluations, n = 3, micron bar = 20μm. (d–e) MPMs were pretreated with osthole
(20, 50, or 100μM) for 0.5 h and stimulated with LPS (0.5 μg/mL) for 24 h, and secreted IL-6 (d) and TNF-α (e) were measured from
conditioned media by ELISA (Materials and Methods). Values normalized to total protein of cells and reported as mean ± SEM relative to
LPS alone; n = 3. (f–g) MPMs were pretreated with osthole (20, 50, or 100 μM) for 0.5 h and stimulated with LPS (0.5 μg/mL) for 6 h, and
total RNA was extracted for real-time qPCR for IL-6 (f) and TNF-α (g). Values normalized to β-actin mRNA and reported as mean ± SE
M; n = 3. (d–g) ∗∗∗p < 0 001 versus control; ###p < 0 001 versus LPS alone.
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tissues were excised aseptically, frozen in liquid nitrogen, and
stored at −80°C before later analyses.

2.7. BALF Analysis. The collected BALF was centrifuged at
1000 rpm for 10min at 4°C. The supernatant was used for
protein concentration and cytokine determination. The cell
pellet was resuspended using 50μL physiological saline for
total cell count determination using a cell counting instru-
ment (Count Star, Shanghai, China). The number of neutro-
phils in BALF was determined using Wright Giemsa staining
(Nanjing Jiancheng Bioengineering Institute, Nanjing,
China), and microscopic fields were counted under a Nikon
fluorescence microscope (200x amplification; Nikon, Japan).

2.8. Lung Wet/Dry Ratio. For determining the ratio of wet to
dry weight of lung tissue, the middle lobe of the right lung
was collected and the wet weight was recorded. The tissue
was heated at 65°C in a thermostatically controlled oven for
72 h and weighed. The ratio of wet/dry weight of lung tissue
was reported as index of pulmonary edema.

2.9. Immunohistochemical Determination. Lung tissues were
routinely fixed in 4% formalin, processed in graded alcohol
and xylene, and embedded in paraffin. Paraffin blocks were
sectioned into 5μm thick sections. After rehydration, the sec-
tions were stained with hematoxylin and eosin (H&E assay
kit, Beyotime, Shanghai, China).

For immunohistochemistry, paraffin was removed from
the sections with xylene, rehydrated in graded alcohol series,
subjected to antigen retrieval in 0.01mol/L citrate buffer
(pH6.0) by microwaving, and then placed in 3% hydrogen
peroxide in methanol for 30min at room temperature. After
blocking with 5% BSA (Sigma, USA), the sections were incu-
bated with anti-TNF-α antibody (1 : 500, Abcam, USA) or
anti-CD68 (1 : 500, Abcam, USA) overnight at 4°C, followed
by the secondary antibody (1 : 200; Santa Cruz, USA). The
reaction was visualized with DAB (ZSGB-Bio, Beijing,
China), counterstained with hematoxylin, dehydrated, and
viewed under a Nikon fluorescence microscope (200x ampli-
fication, Nikon, Japan).

2.10. Statistical Analysis. All data represent three indepen-
dent experiments and are expressed as means ± SEM. Statis-
tical analyses were performed using GraphPad Pro Prism 5.0
(GraphPad, San Diego, CA). One-way ANOVA followed by
multiple comparisons test with Bonferroni correction was
used to analyze the differences between sets of data.

3. Results

3.1. Osthole Inhibits LPS-Induced Production of IL-6 and
TNF-α in MPMs. The MTT assay was used to investigate

the effect of osthole on cell viability. For study, MPMs
were treated with several doses for 24 h. The results indi-
cated that osthole did not impair cell viability at the range
of concentrations used (Figure 1(b)) or alter cell morphology
(Figure 1(c)). Therefore, we selected 20–100μM of osthole to
investigate its anti-inflammatory activity. We first evaluated
the effects of osthole on LPS-stimulated production of proin-
flammatory cytokines, IL-6 and TNF-α, in MPMs. Results
indicated that LPS (0.5μg/mL) stimulation for 24 h of
MPMs robustly increased the secretion of both IL-6 and
TNF-α into medium (Figures 1(d) and 1(e), resp.). Pretreat-
ment of MPMs with osthole for 0.5 h suppressed the LPS-
induced cytokine secretion in a dose-dependent manner
(Figures 1(d) and 1(e)). The osthole-induced inhibition of
cytokine secretion was associated with inhibition of the
transcription of IL-6 and TNF-α (Figures 1(f) and 1(g)).
The results indicated that osthole can inhibit LPS-induced
inflammatory response in MPMs.

3.2. Osthole Blocks LPS-Induced Activation of NF-κB. The
production of proinflammatory cytokines is predominantly
regulated by NF-κB and/or AP-1 at the transcriptional level.
MPMs were pretreated with osthole for 1 h and stimulated
with LPS (0.5μg/mL) for 1 h, and cell lysates were immu-
noblotted for IκB-α or the p65 subunit of NF-κB. Results
indicated that LPS significantly stimulated the degradation
of IκB-α, which was effectively prevented by osthole pre-
treatment in a dose-dependent manner (Figure 2(a)). The
inhibition of the LPS-stimulated IκB-α degradation was
accompanied by inhibition of nuclear translocation of the
p65 subunit of NF-κB as detected by Western blot analysis
of nuclear and cytoplasmic cell fractions (Figure 2(b)). Addi-
tionally, immunofluorescence staining of the p65 subunit
similarly showed that osthole pretreatment prevented the
LPS-induced nuclear translocation (Figure 2(c)). These data
indicated that osthole suppressed LPS-induced activation of
NF-κB signaling.

3.3. Osthole Ameliorates LPS-Induced Sepsis In Vivo.We used
the LPS-induced sepsis mouse model to evaluate the pro-
tective effects of osthole. Mice given an iv injection of
LPS died within 60 h (Figure 3(a)), as well as sharp loss
of body weight (about 20%) (Figure 3(b)). However, mice
pretreated with osthole, 20 or 40mg/kg, improved survival
beyond 72 h (p < 0 05) (Figure 3(a)), as well as body weight
gain (Figure 3(b)). Uncontrollably sustained and vigorous
inflammatory responses are characteristic of sepsis. In septic
mice, both IL-6 and TNF-α were significantly elevated in
serum and lung tissue (Figures 3(c) and 3(d)). Following ost-
hole pretreatment, the increases in IL-6 and TNF-α content
in serum and lung tissue were prevented (Figures 3(c)

Table 1: Primers used for real-time qPCR assay.

Gene Species FW (5′-3′) RW (5′-3′)
TNF-α Mouse TGATCCGCGACGTGGAA ACCGCCTGGAGTTCTGGAA

IL-6 Mouse GAGGATACCACTCCCAACAGACC AAGTGCATCATCGTTGTTCATACA

β-Actin Mouse CCGTGAAAAGATGACCCAGA TACGACCAGAGGCATACAG
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and 3(d)). The findings indicated that osthole was a potent
inhibitor of inflammatory cytokine production, which
likely protected against sepsis.

3.4. Protective Effect of Osthole on LPS-Induced Acute Lung
Injury (ALI). We next investigated the protective effects of
osthole in the LPS ALI mouse model. Histological examina-
tion of the lung morphology stained with H&E indicated that
LPS induced the expected pathologic changes, including
areas of inflammatory infiltration, hemorrhage, interstitial
edema, thickening of the alveolar wall, and lung tissue
destruction (Figure 4(a), top panel). Moreover, LPS induced
significant macrophage infiltration, as indicated by increased
tissue localization of marker CD68 (Figures 4(a), middle
panel and 4(b)), as well as increased tissue content of TNF-α
(Figures 4(a), lower panel and 4(c)). However, osthole

pretreatment effectively prevented the LPS-induced morpho-
logical derangements, as well as the induced increases in
CD68 and TNF-α in lung tissue (Figures 4(a)–4(c)).

Additionally, osthole pretreatment inhibited the LPS-
induced extravasation and tissue recruitment of leukocytes
in ALI. Results indicated that osthole inhibited the LPS-
induced increase in total cell number and neutrophils in
BALF (Figures 5(a) and 5(b)). This was further corroborated
by the finding that the LPS-induced increase in lung tissue
MPO activity, an index of neutrophil, was significantly inhib-
ited by osthole pretreatment (Figure 5(c)). An important
characteristic of ALI is pulmonary edema, which can be
assessed by the wet/dry lung weight. LPS induced ~30%
increase in the wet/dry ratio, indicating the presence of
pulmonary edema, which was prevented by osthole pretreat-
ment (Figure 5(d)). Further, LPS induced increases of
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Figure 2: Osthole inhibits nuclear translocation of NF-κB. The effects of osthole on LPS-activated NF-κB were determined from MPMs
pretreated with the indicated concentrations of osthole for 1 h and stimulated with LPS (0.5μg/mL) for 0.5 h (a–b) or 1 h (c). (a)
Representative Western blot analysis of cell lysates for IκB-α; GAPDH as loading control; n = 3. (b) Representative Western blot analysis
of cytoplasmic and nuclear cell fractions for the p65 subunit of NF-κB (C-P65 and N-P65, resp.); GAPDH and lamin B are respective
loading controls; n = 3. (c) For immunofluorescence evaluation of nuclear translocation of the p65 subunit, the osthole-pretreated MPMs
were stimulated with LPS (0.5μg/mL) for 1 h; p65 (red) and DAPI nuclear stain (blue), n = 3, micron bar = 20μm.
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proinflammatory cytokines IL-6 and TNF-α, in both BALF
and serum (Figures 5(e) and 5(f)). As expected, osthole pre-
treatment inhibited these increases in BALF and serum
(Figures 5(e) and 5(f)). These results provide strong evidence
that osthole was a potent anti-inflammatory agent with ther-
apeutic potential for treatment of ALI.

3.5. Osthole Suppresses the NF-κB Nuclear Translocation in
ALI Mouse Model.We investigated the signaling mechanism
by which osthole protected against inflammatory injury
responses observed in our in vivo and in vitro studies. The
involvement of NF-κB was first evaluated by determining
IκB-α degradation in the mouse lung tissues of ALI mice.
Western blot results indicated that LPS induced significant

IκB-α degradation, which was effectively prevented by ost-
hole pretreatment (Figures 6(a) and 6(b)). Moreover, LPS
stimulated the nuclear translocation of the p65 subunit of
NF-κB, but osthole pretreatment prevented the translocation
(Figures 6(c)–6(d)). The data illustrated that osthole inhib-
ited NF-κB signaling in lung tissue of ALI in vivo.

4. Discussion

ALI is characterized by persistent pulmonary inflammation [10]
and increase in microvascular permeability. Enhanced inflam-
matory responses [30, 31], manifesting as elevated inflamma-
tory cytokine production, and macrophage infiltration in
lung are the most important pathological mechanisms [32].
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Figure 3: Osthole prolongs survival and inhibits inflammatory cytokines in LPS-induced septic mice. C57BL/6 mice (n = 10 each group) were
pretreated for 0.5 h with 20mg/kg or 40mg/kg osthole via ip injection, followed by 20mg/kg LPS by iv injection. (a) Percent survival
for up to 168 h post-LPS injection is reported as mean ± SEM; n = 3; ∗, p < 0 05, versus control (Ctrl), and #p < 0 05, versus LPS. (b)
Body weight change was monitored for up to 168 h post-LPS injection and reported as mean ± SEM; n = 3; ∗p < 0 05 and ∗∗p < 0 01,
versus Ctrl; #p < 0 05 and ##p < 0 01, versus LPS. ELISA determination of (c) IL-6 and (b) TNF-α content in serum and lung tissue from
septic mice; values are normalized to serum volume (c) or tissue weights (d) and reported as mean ± SEM; ns = not significant, ∗p < 0 05,
∗∗p < 0 01, and ∗∗∗p < 0 001, versus Ctrl. #p < 0 05, ##p < 0 01, and ###p < 0 001, versus vehicle.
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Therefore, anti-inflammatory therapy could be an attrac-
tive option to improve the quality of life in ALI patients.
However, the progress in the development of novel effective
therapeutic drugs for treatment of ALI is still disappointing.
Discovery of active compounds from natural products
would speed up the pace presently. Interestingly, several
natural compounds with anti-inflammatory activities have
been demonstrated to prevent inflammatory responses in
experimental animal models of ALI.

Osthole has been shown to be effective in acute kidney
injury via suppressing inflammatory response. However, the
underlying mechanism is poorly understood. Here, we show
that osthole alleviated ALI by inhibiting LPS-induced produc-
tions of IL-6 and TNF-α, likely through amechanism inmod-
ulating NF-κB activity. It was closely related to the efficacy of
osthole againstALI, such as lung tissue derangements, pulmo-
nary edema, tissue recruitment of leukocytes, and prolonging
of the survival timeof septicmice.Although thedose of osthole
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Figure 4: Osthole protects against inflammatory tissue injury in LPS-induced ALI. C57BL/6 mice were pretreated for 0.5 h with 20mg/kg or
40mg/kg osthole via ip injection, followed by intratracheal injection of 5mg/kg LPS, and lungs were sampled 6 h later for analyses. (a, top
panel) Representative light micrograph of lung histological changes stained with H&E, (a, middle panel) of immunolocalization of CD68,
marker for macrophages (brown), and (a, bottom panel) of tissue localization of TNF-α (brown), micron bar = 50 μm. Quantification of
positive lung tissue staining for (b) CD68 and (c) TNF-α in (a); values are reported as % mean ± SEM; n = 4. ∗∗∗p < 0 001 versus control
(Ctrl). ###p < 0 001 versus vehicle.
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Figure 5: Osthole inhibits inflammatory cell infiltration and cytokine secretion in ALI. ALI was induced as described (Materials and
Methods). Briefly, C57BL/6 mice were pretreated for 30min with 20mg/kg or 40mg/kg osthole via ip injection, followed by intratracheal
injection of 5mg/kg LPS, and lungs were sampled 6 h later for analyses. (a) Number of total cells and (b) neutrophils in BALF was
determined by counting microscopic fields; n = 7. (c) Lung tissue myeloperoxidase (MPO) activity assay was determined as an index
of neutrophil activity; values are reported as mean ± SEM in U/g tissue; n = 7. (d) Wet and dry weights of lung tissue were
measured and reported as the ratio of wet to dry as index of pulmonary edema; values are reported as mean ± SEM; n = 7. ELISA
detection of (e) IL-6 and (f) TNF-α in BALF (upper graph) and serum (lower graph) from the experimental mice was determined, and
values are reported as mean ± SEM; n = 7. ns = not significant; ∗p < 0 05 and ∗∗∗p < 0 001, versus control (Ctrl). #p < 0 05, ##p < 0 01, and
###p < 0 001, versus vehicle.
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Figure 6: Osthole suppresses NF-κB signaling in vivo. ALI was induced as described (Materials and Methods). Briefly, C57BL/6 mice were
pretreated for 30min with 20mg/kg or 40mg/kg osthole via ip injection, followed by intratracheal injection of 5mg/kg LPS, and lungs
were sampled 6 h later for Western blot analyses. (a) Representative Western blot detecting for IκB-α; GAPDH as loading control. (b)
Densitometric quantification of blot in (a); values are reported as mean ± SEM relative to control (Ctrl); n = 4. The bands were quantified
by ImageJ and normalized to loading controls. (c) Representative Western blot analysis of the p65 subunit of NF-κB from cytoplasmic and
nuclear cell fractions (C-p65 and N-p65, resp.); GAPDH and lamin B as respective loading controls. Densitometric quantification of
(d) N-p65 and (e) C-p65 from (c); values are reported as mean ± SEM; n = 4. The bands were quantified by ImageJ and normalized
to loading controls. ns = not significant; ∗p < 0 05, ∗∗∗p < 0 001 versus control (Ctrl). #p < 0 05, ##p < 0 01 versus vehicle.
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was relatively high, no toxic effects on body weight and cell
proliferationwere observed inour study. In addition, the effec-
tive dose of osthole we used was consistent with literatures
reported previously [33, 34]. Furthermore, osthole is a natural
coumarin derivative. Coumarin has been approved for some
medical uses as pharmaceuticals in the treatment of lymph-
edema and anticoagulation via its anti-inflammatory proper-
ties. Thus, the present study would also provide a basis for
expanding the indications of coumarin.

Macrophages are important participants in immune
response [35–37] by providing an immediate defense against
foreign agents or organisms. Besides, neutrophil infiltration
into inflamed and infected tissues is a fundamental process
of the innate immune response [38–41], which increased
recruitment by the stimulation of LPS as the data shows.
Two transcription factors, NF-κB [42–44] and AP-1 [45],
are well-characterized regulators in the expression of proin-
flammatory cytokines [46], including TNF-α, IL-6, IL-1β,
and IL-18 [47]. Our findings indicated that the inhibition of
inflammatory response by osthole was through suppressing
IκB-α degradation, resulting in NF-κB inhibition and thereby
inhibition of its downstream cytokine gene expression.
However, osthole showed no significant effect on JNK and
p38 MAPK signaling pathways (data not shown). Overall,
our results indicated that osthole potently inhibited LPS-
activated NF-κB signaling of macrophages in the lung tissue
of ALI mice, leading to significant suppression of inflamma-
tion and tissue injury. Even though nonsteroidal or steroidal
anti-inflammatory drugs have potent anti-inflammation effi-
cacy, the underlying mechanisms and side effects limit their
applications in clinic. So, the present study would provide a
potential strategy for treating ALI.

In summary, in this study we examined the potential
pharmacological effect of osthole on sepsis and ALI and its
underlying mechanism. Our work highlights osthole as a
potential new candidate for treatment of injurious inflamma-
tory responses in sepsis and ALI. However, the direct target
of osthole upstream NF-κB remains unknown. The family
of toll-like receptors (TLRs) are know as initiator of innate
immune response. TLR4 is a typical member of TLRs which
responsible for chronic and acute inflammatory disorders.
Moreover, TLR4 is the primary receptor for LPS. Future
studies are needed to investigate the relationship between
osthole and TLR4.
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To date, a major research effort on Behçet’s syndrome (BS) has been concentrated on immunological aspects. Little is known
about the metabolic reprogramming in BS. Citrate is an intermediary metabolite synthesized in mitochondria, and when
transported into the cytosol by the mitochondrial citrate carrier—SLC25A1-encoded protein—it is cleaved into acetyl-CoA
and oxaloacetate by ATP citrate lyase (ACLY). In induced macrophages, mitochondrial citrate is necessary for the production
of inflammatory mediators. The aim of our study was to evaluate SLC25A1 and ACLY expression levels in BS patients.
Following a power analysis undertaken on few random samples, the number of enrolled patients was set. Thirty-nine
consecutive BS patients fulfilling ISG criteria, and 21 healthy controls suitable for age and sex were recruited. BS patients were
divided into two groups according to the presence (active) or absence (inactive) of clinical manifestations. Real-time PCR
experiments were performed on PBMCs to quantify SLC25A1 and ACLY mRNA levels. Data processing through the Kruskal-
Wallis test and Dunn’s multiple comparison test as post hoc showed higher SLC25A1 and ACLY mRNA levels in BS patients
compared to those in healthy controls. Therefore, SLC25A1 and ACLY upregulation suggests that metabolic reprogramming in
BS involves the citrate pathway dysregulation.

1. Introduction

Behçet’s syndrome (BS) is a multisystemic inflammatory dis-
order classified among primary vasculitis. The diagnosis is
based on clinical signs due to the lack of specific tests. Typical
clinical manifestations include oral and genital ulcers, uveitis,
and skin lesions. The involvement of the central nervous
system, vessel tree, and gastrointestinal tract even if less fre-
quent can be life-threatening. The disease is characterized
by a relapsing-remitting course with a period of substantial
wellbeing between the phases [1]. BS is more common in
certain geographic regions, and in nonendemic areas, the
disease tends to be more frequent in female with a less severe
course [2]. The pathogenesis of BS is still unknown. How-
ever, over the past years, genetic and immunological

mechanisms have been investigated [3]. Little is known about
metabolic signals which can be responsible for a metabolic
reprogramming linked to the induction and/or control of
inflammation in BS. Belguendouz et al. analyzed the arginine
metabolism in BS patients. They found that nitric oxide and
urea production were significantly increased in patients with
active BS and NOS/arginase balance resulted depending on
clinical expression [4].

Citrate is a key metabolite for energy production. Citrate
is synthesized by citrate synthase from acetyl-CoA and oxalo-
acetate (OAA) in the mitochondrion where it usually enters
the Krebs cycle and promotes oxidative phosphorylation.

Immune response of activated macrophages and den-
dritic cells requires a metabolic reprogramming during
which citrate is diverted away from the Krebs cycle toward
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the cytosol where it can be used to trigger several cellular
functions [5]. Part of the mitochondrial citrate is also con-
verted in itaconate which acts as a bactericide and negative
regulator of the inflammation [6, 7].

Citrate exported to the cytosol by means of the mitochon-
drial citrate carrier (CIC)—SLC25A1-encoded protein—is
cleaved by ATP citrate lyase (ACLY) to acetyl-coenzyme A
(acetyl-CoA) and OAA [8]. Acetyl-CoA is the precursor for
fatty acid and sterol biosynthesis and the universal donor
for acetylation reactions. OAA is reduced to malate by
cytosolic malate dehydrogenase and converted to pyruvate
via malic enzyme with generation of cytosolic NADPH plus
H+ (necessary for fatty acid and sterol synthesis). We refer
to CIC plus ACLY as a “citrate pathway” [8].

Recent studies have shown that the citrate pathway is
activated in LPS- and cytokine-triggered macrophages [5, 9].
Indeed, an early upregulation of ACLY gene followed by
an increase in SCL25A1 expression levels has been found
[10–12]. Moreover, both endogenous and exogenous
inducers produce an increase in cytosolic citrate levels in
macrophages. Of note, acetyl-CoA- and OAA citrate-
derived metabolites are essential to synthesize inflammatory
mediators. Acetyl-CoA provides units for lipid elongation,
including arachidonic acid, which is needed for the produc-
tion of prostaglandins. OAA leads to NADPH production,
necessary for NADPH oxidase and inducible NO synthase
(iNOS) to generate ROS and NO, respectively. Indeed,
CIC or ACLY activity inhibition by gene silencing as well
as by specific inhibitors reduces the amount of ROS, NO,
and proinflammatory prostaglandins [8, 10–12]. Further-
more, the addition of exogenous acetate nearly entirely
prevented the inhibition of PGE2 synthesis by citrate
export pathway-specific inhibitors [11].

Thus, citrate diversion from the Krebs cycle to the
citrate export pathway guarantees a strong inflammatory
response and induces a Krebs cycle breaking point
downstream of citrate. Isocitrate dehydrogenase (IDH)
profound downregulation described in LPS-activated mac-
rophages by Jha et al. [13] supports these metabolic
changes and highlights the role of SLC25A1 and ACLY
in inflammation.

Of note, increased levels of SLC25A1 and ACLY
mRNAs have also been observed in activated natural killer
(NK) cells [14], lymphocytes actively involved in chronic
inflammatory diseases, and in obesity which is often
associated to a chronic low-grade inflammation [15].
ACLY and SLC25A1 upregulation in induced NK cells is
mediated by the sterol regulatory element-binding protein
(SREBP) [14], according to the presence of sterol regula-
tory elements (SREs) in both ACLY and SLC25A1 gene
promoters [16, 17]. Furthermore, Assmann et al. demon-
strate that ACLY and CIC, as part of the citrate-malate shut-
tle, provide electron transfer from cytosolic NADH to
mitochondrial NADH to sustain OXPHOS and at the same
time to regenerate cytosolic NAD+ [14]. The citrate-malate
shuttle activation is one of the metabolic changes ensuring
an effective NK cell response during inflammation.

SLC25A1 and ACLY upregulation together with the
citrate accumulation occurring in immune cells points out

the importance of the breakpoint in the Krebs cycle down-
stream of citrate [18].

Taken together, these findings provide evidence that the
citrate export pathway, via CIC and ACLY, has an essential
function in metabolic reprogramming of immune cells and
shed light on the relationship between energy metabolism
and inflammatory diseases.

As BS displays inflammatory features and almost nothing
is known about metabolic reprogramming linked to the
disease, in our study, we analyzed the expression pattern of
SLC25A1 and ACLY genes in BS patients and their correla-
tion with the disease activity.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Study Population. Thirty-nine consecutive BS patients,
fulfilling the International Study Group (ISG) classification
criteria, followed at the outpatient clinic of Rheumatology
Department of Lucania, and 21 matched healthy volunteers
were enrolled. Healthy controls were recruited among hospi-
tal workers and were unrelated to each other or to the BS
patients. All subjects signed written informed consent before
participation. Research was carried out under the institution-
ally approved internal review board protocol and in accor-
dance with the Declaration of Helsinki. For all subjects, the
following data were collected: age, sex, erythrocyte sedimen-
tation rate (ESR), and C-reactive protein (CRP) values. All BS
patients were evaluated by the same rheumatologist, and an
ocular examination was performed by an ophthalmologist.
Based on the presence or not of at least one clinical manifes-
tation, BS patients were divided in two groups: active and
inactive. Disease activity was assessed by BDCAF (Behçet’s
Disease Current Activity Form) and BSAS (Behçet’s Syn-
drome Activity Score) score systems. In the BS group, disease
duration was calculated as the time elapsed since the onset of
first clinical manifestation.

2.2. Determination of IL-1β levels in Serum. Venous blood
was drawn from each subject enrolled. After clotting, serum
was obtained by centrifugation at 2000×g for 10 minutes
and stored at −80°C and thawed immediately before use.
Serum samples were centrifuged at 9000×g for 5 minutes
at 4°C and subjected to ELISA (IL-1β; ImmunoTools,
Friesoythe, Germany). Each sample was tested in duplicate
according to the manufacturer’s procedure. In brief, micro-
titer ELISA plate was coated with human monoclonal anti-
body against IL-1β. Standards and serum samples were
added to the wells and incubated for 2 hours at 37°C. After
washing five times, incubation with biotinylated anti-human
IL-1β antibody was performed for 2 hours at room tempera-
ture. Following a second wash, 100μL of streptavidin-
horseradish peroxidase was put into the wells and incubated
for 30 minutes. Color development was ensured by using
tetramethylbenzidine substrate solution. The reaction was
stopped by the addition of 50μL of 2M of sulfuric acid.
Finally, optical density at 450 nm was measured by
GloMax®-Multi Detection System (Promega, Madison,
WI). The standard curve was prepared on the basis of seven
IL-1β dilutions. The detection range was 23–1500pg/mL.
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2.3. Isolation of PBMCs from Whole Blood. Peripheral blood
mononuclear cells (PBMCs) were isolated from heparinized
blood using Histopaque-1077 (Sigma-Aldrich, St Louis,
MO) density centrifugation. Whole blood was mixed with
HBSS (Hanks’ balanced salt solution, Gibco, Grand Island,
NY) at a ratio of 1 : 2 (v/v), layered on the top of
Histopaque-1077 and centrifuged at 1000×g at room
temperature for 15 minutes. The mononuclear cell layer
was recovered and washed twice in HBSS for 10 minutes. Cell
counting was done with the automated handheld Scepter 2.0
Cell Counter (Merck Millipore, Switzerland).

2.4. Quantitative Real-Time PCR. Total RNA was extracted
from 2× 106 PBMCs using the RNeasy Plus Mini Kit
(Qiagen,Hilden, Germany) as per themanufacturer’s instruc-
tions. Complementary DNA was synthesized by GeneAmp™
RNA PCR Core Kit (Thermo Fisher Scientific, Grand Island,
NY) with random hexamers and murine leukemia virus
reverse transcriptase (15 minutes at 42°C and 5 minutes
at 99°C). Real-time PCR experiments were performed in
triplicate on the 7500 Fast Real-Time PCR System
(Thermo Fisher Scientific) with SLC25A1 (Hs01105608,
amplicon length 75 bp, RefSeq NM_001256534.1—exon
boundary 2-3), ACLY (Hs00982738, amplicon length
69 bp, RefSeq NM_001096.2—exon boundary 28-29),
and β-actin (Hs01060665, amplicon length 63 bp, RefSeq
NM_001101.3—exon boundary 2-3) TaqMan Gene Expres-
sion Assays (Thermo Fisher Scientific). β-Actin was used as
endogenous reference gene for normalization of SLC25A1
and ACLY expression levels. To this end, the β-actin Ct value
was subtracted from the target gene Ct value, generating a
ΔCt value. ΔΔCt was calculated by subtracting the mean
value of ΔCt of the control group from ΔCt of each patient.
Finally, fold changes in SLC25A1 and ACLY gene expression
were calculated via the comparative 2−ΔΔCt method using the
formula: 2−ΔΔCt = ΔCtBS patient − ΔCtcontrol.

2.5. Statistical Analysis. After a preliminary study on 5 active
and 5 inactive BS patients, a power analysis was performed to
determine the sample size. The research was designed using
mean values and pooled standard deviations of SLC25A1
and ACLY mRNA levels from the aforementioned few sub-
jects to have a statistical power of 80% with an α-level of
0.05. The Shapiro-Wilk test at an α-level of 0.05 was used
to assess for data normality. Statistical significance of differ-
ences of SLC25A1 and ACLY expression levels was deter-
mined by using the Kruskal-Wallis test followed by the
Dunn’s multiple comparison test with p values adjusted with
the Benjamini-Hochberg method. Differences were consid-
ered as significant (∗p < 0 05), very significant (∗∗p < 0 01),
and highly significant (∗∗∗p < 0 001). All statistical analyses
were performed by using RStudio (version 1.1.423, RStudio
Inc., Boston, MA).

3. Results

3.1. Sample Size Estimation. Preliminary data on 5 active and
5 inactive BS patients indicated that both SLC25A1 and
ACLY were upregulated during the active phase. In

particular, the differences of mean values between mRNAs
from active and inactive BS patients were 3.64 for SLC25A1
and 1.00 for ACLY. The pooled standard deviations were
3.47 and 1.03 for SLC25A1 and ACLY, respectively. A power
analysis by using preliminary data was performed to fix the
sample size in order to obtain 80% power to detect the above
reported differences at the α-level of 0.05. We achieved that
active and inactive BS groups would need to consist of 16
and 18 patients for SLC25A1 and ACLY, respectively. We
recruited 18 active and 21 inactive BS patients.

3.2. Demographic and Clinical Features of the Patients.
Among the 39 consecutive BS patients enrolled, all
received a pharmacological treatment, 18 had active disease
(mean± SD age=41.3± 11.3 years) and the remaining 21
had no clinical manifestation (mean± SD age=42.8± 13.1
years). The male : female ratio in both groups was 2 : 1. The
healthy controls recruited were suitable for sex and age
(M : F= 14 : 7, mean± SD age=38.1± 12.1 years). The mean
disease duration was 22.8± 9.7 years for the active group
and 21.4± 11.4 years for the inactive BS group. ESR and
CRP values were similar among the three groups (Table 1).
On the contrary, increased serum levels of IL-1β were
found in active BS patients (mean± SD: 463.1± 85.9 pg/
mL) compared to the inactive BS patients (mean± SD:
393.8± 124.9 pg/mL) and healthy controls (mean±
SD=234.4± 123.2 pg/mL, p value = 0.016, Kruskal-Wallis
test) (Table 1). BSAS and BDCAF scores resulted 5.5 and
4.5 higher in active subjects compared to those in inactive
subjects, respectively. One half of the active BS patients
had only one clinical manifestation. The most frequent
clinical manifestation was the posterior uveitis (38.9%)
present in 13 eyes. Other clinical manifestations included
oral ulcers (33.3%), skin lesions (27.8%), and peripheral
arthritis (22.2%). Active central nervous system vasculitis
and deep venous thrombosis were found in only one male
and female, respectively. Skin lesions and articular involve-
ment were more frequent in men than in women while
oral ulcers and uveitis were equally distributed. Demo-
graphic characteristics of the patients and control group
are detailed in Table 1.

3.3. SLC25A1 mRNA Quantification. To investigate a poten-
tial link between the citrate pathway and BS, we evaluated
SLC25A1 gene expression in PBMCs from inactive and active
BS patients and healthy controls.

SLC25A1 mRNA levels resulted higher in active BS
patients (mean± SD: 5.77± 4.34, median 4.42) compared
to those in inactive BS patients (mean± SD: 2.70± 1.83,
median 2.22) and control subjects (mean± SD: 1.00± 0.08)
(Figure 1). The IQR (interquartile range) in active BS
patients was about three-fold higher (4.81) than that in
inactive BS patients (1.74). This means that 50% of active
population had SLC25A1 mRNA levels from 2.7 to 7.51
while inactive patients SLC25A1 mRNA level range was
from 1.6 to 3.34 (Figure 1).

To assess for normal distribution of SLC25A1 mRNA
levels, we performed the Shapiro-Wilk test. While
SLC25A1 expression levels were normally distributed in
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controls (W = 0 91, p value= 0.20), they did not follow
normal distribution in inactive (W = 0 86, p value= 0.007)
and active (W = 0 87, p value = 0.017) BS patients. Therefore,
by using a nonparametric test, we observed statistically sig-
nificant differences in SLC25A1 mRNA levels among con-
trols and inactive and active BS patients (χ2 = 25 92, df =2,
p value = 2.36× 10−6, Kruskal-Wallis test). Since a post hoc
analysis was necessary to make comparisons between each
pair of groups, the Dunn’s multiple comparison test was per-
formed. Every pairwise comparison was statistically signifi-
cant (Figure 1). p values adjusted with the Benjamini-
Hochberg method were 3.20× 10−3 for control versus inac-
tive BS patients, 1.07× 10−6 for control versus active BS
patients, and 1.66× 10−2 for inactive versus active BS patients
(Figure 1). SLC25A1 expression levels did not correlate with
gender or clinical manifestation (data not shown). Alto-
gether, our results show a great increase of SLC25A1 mRNA
levels in BS compared to control subjects. Of note, a further
SLC25A1 upregulation is observed during the active phase
of BS.

3.4. ACLY mRNA Quantification. SLC25A1 upregulation
indicates a possible export of the citrate in BS. To strengthen
this hypothesis, we quantified ACLY mRNA.

We found a two-fold increase of ACLY mRNA in active
BS patients (mean± SD: 1.92± 1.21, median 1.49) compared
to controls (mean± SD: 1.01± 0.14). No difference of ACLY
expression levels was observed between inactive BS patients
(mean± SD: 0.81± 0.45, median 0.82) and the control
group. It is interesting to note that ACLY mRNA levels were
less than 1 for 75% of inactive patients and more than 1.14
for 75% of active patients (Figure 2). The Shapiro-Wilk test

highlighted that ACLY transcript levels were normally dis-
tributed in controls (W = 0 92, p value = 0.40) and inactive
BS patients (W = 0 97, p value = 0.66), instead they did not
follow normal distribution in active BS patients (W = 0 87,
p value= 0.019). Then, the Kruskal-Wallis test revealed
statistically significant differences in ACLY mRNA levels
among controls and inactive and active BS patients (χ2 =
17 75, df =2, p value = 1.39× 10−4) (Figure 2). The Dunn’s
multiple comparison test clearly indicated that differences
between controls and inactive BS patients were not statisti-
cally significant (p value= 0.24) (Figure 2).

Notably, p values adjusted with the Benjamini-
Hochberg method were 3.58× 10−2 for control versus
active BS patients and 8.48× 10−5 for inactive versus active
BS patients (Figure 2).

ACLY expression levels did not correlate with gender
or clinical manifestation (data not shown). The results of
our study indicate that ACLY gene is upregulated in active
BS patients than in healthy controls. Furthermore, it has
been displayed a significant increment of ACLY mRNA
levels in the presence of active disease when compared
to inactive disease.

4. Discussion

Metabolism is essential to all living cells for generating
energy, signalling molecules, and synthesizing or breaking
down macromolecules. Metabolic adaptation and repro-
gramming are frequent links between environmental changes
and cell function. A metabolic reprogramming occurs con-
currently during immune cell activation. In resting dendritic
cells, lymphocytes, and macrophages, catabolic pathways

Table 1: Demographic and clinical features of all subjects enrolled in the study.

Parameter Active (n = 18) Inactive (n = 21) Control (n = 21)
Age, mean± SD (years) 41.3± 11.3 42.8± 13.1 38.1± 12.1
Disease duration, mean± SD (years) 22.8± 9.7 21.4± 11.4
Male sex, number (%) 12 (66.7) 14 (66.7) 14 (66.7)

Female sex, number (%) 6 (33.3) 7 (33.3) 7 (33.3)

ESR (mm/1 h), mean± SD 11.3± 8.2 12.9± 8.2 9.1± 6.3
CRP (mg/L), mean± SD 1.9± 2.0 1.5± 1.9 0.8± 1.2
IL-1β (pg/mL), mean± SD 463.1± 85.9 393.8± 124.9 234.4± 123.2
BSAS, mean± SD 34.8± 14.7 6.1± 7.5
BDCAF, mean± SD 3.7± 1.7 0.8± 1.1
One clinical manifestation, number (%) 9 (50.0)

More than one clinical manifestation, number (%) 9 (50.0)

Clinical manifestations, number (%)

Posterior uveitis 7 (38.9)

Oral ulcers 6 (33.3)

Skin lesions 5 (27.8)

Arthritis 4 (22.2)

CNS involvement 1 (5.5)

Vascular involvement 1 (5.5)

All data are presented as mean ± standard deviation except gender and clinical manifestations listed as percentage. ESR = erythrocyte sedimentation rate;
CRP = C-reactive protein; BSAS = Behçet’s Syndrome Activity Score; BDCAF = Behçet’s Disease Current Activity Form; CNS = central nervous system.
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switch to anabolic programmes after activation by various
triggers. These complex events ensure that activated cells
generate energy and metabolites necessary to perform their
specific function. A well-known example of metabolic
shift—observed in inflammatory cells such as M1 macro-
phages and CD4+ T helper 17 (Th17) lymphocytes—is the
enhanced glycolysis (Warburg phenotype) allowing for rapid
ATP production [19]. Mitochondrial Krebs cycle enzymes
are also inhibited, indicating a shift of the TCA cycle from
being a purely catabolic pathway generating ATP to being,
at least in part, an anabolic pathway. M1 macrophages dis-
play two breaks in the Krebs cycle downstream of citrate
and succinate with a downregulation of IDH and succinate
dehydrogenase, respectively [5, 20]. A so rewired Krebs cycle
warrants increased levels of citrate and succinate, two key

metabolites crucial for immune responses. Succinate through
the hypoxia-inducible factor 1 alpha (HIF1alpha) activation
induces HIF1alpha target genes including IL-1β [21]. Citrate
withdrawn by the citrate export pathway activates fatty acid
synthesis (which in turn participates in prostaglandin gener-
ation) and allows for reactive nitrogen species (RNS) and
ROS production. Interestingly, a citrate pathway upregula-
tion has been found in PMBCs from children affected by
Down syndrome—a genetic disorder with the occurrence of
many inflammatory conditions and a permanent oxidative
stress [22].

In the last years, a host of studies has demonstrated
that targeting different metabolic pathways is possible to
regulate immune responses and treat immune-mediated
pathogenesis. Thus, immunometabolism modulation might
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Figure 1: Expression levels of SLC25A1 mRNA in study
population. SLC25A1 mRNA levels have been quantified in
PBMCs from 21 healthy adult volunteers (control) and 39 BS
patients (21 with inactive disease and 18 with active disease).
Results are shown as box plots, where the horizontal line within the
boxes represents the median, the boxes represent the first and third
quartiles, and the bars outside the boxes represent the minimum
and maximum values. Where indicated, the dashed bars represent
the upper ends of the farthest observed data point within 1.5 times
the interquartile range and the plus signs represent outliers. Dots
within the boxes indicate the mean values. Differences among the
groups were highly significant (∗∗∗p < 0 001, Kruskal-Wallis test).
Pairwise comparisons were made with the post hoc Dunn’s test;
results are shown with letters. Distinct letters indicate that
differences are significant.
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Figure 2: Expression levels of ACLY mRNAs in study population.
ACLY mRNA levels have been quantified in PBMCs from 21
healthy adult volunteers (control) and 39 BS patients (21 with
inactive disease and 18 with active disease). Results are shown as
box plots, where the horizontal line within the boxes represents
the median, the boxes represent the first and third quartiles, and
the bars outside the boxes represent the minimum and maximum
values. Where indicated, the dashed bars represent the upper ends
of the farthest observed data point within 1.5 times the
interquartile range and the plus signs represent outliers. Dots
within the boxes indicate the mean values. Differences among the
groups were highly significant (∗∗∗p < 0 001, Kruskal-Wallis test).
Pairwise comparisons were made with the post hoc Dunn’s test;
results are shown with letters. Values sharing the same letter are
not significantly different.
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prevent a dangerous response or provide the desired
response, so becoming an attractive alternative to chemother-
apy or immunosuppression.

Metabolic reprogramming of immune cells is a feature
deeply associated to rheumatologic diseases such as systemic
lupus erythematosus, rheumatoid arthritis, and osteoarthritis
and could be a novel opportunity to manipulate cellular
metabolism for therapeutic purposes [23].

BS shares clinical features with well-recognised autoin-
flammatory disorders. There is growing evidence that
environmental factors and both viral and bacterial agents
may act as BS triggers in genetically predisposed subjects;
genetic factors induce the immune system hyperactivity,
the expression of heat shock proteins and major histocom-
patibility complex (MHC) class I chain-related molecules
A [24, 25].

Genome-wide association studies (GWAS) showed that
several susceptibility loci explaining the genetic contribution
to BS onset and development correspond to genes involved in
the inflammasome pathway. The human leukocyte antigen-
B51 (HLA-B∗51) is the most strongly associated risk factor
for BS, but it only partially explains the genetic risk of BS
[26–28]. These genes involve both innate and adaptive
immunities and are shared among different immune-related
disorders [24, 29].

Another point to address in clarifying the inflammatory
feature of BS was related to the relationship between the
excessive T cell-mediated inflammatory response and the
disease activity. The helper T cell (Th) homeostasis perturba-
tion seems to be involved in this mechanism. Higher fre-
quency of circulating Th1/Th17 cells has been reported in
active BS patients compared with inactive patients, suggest-
ing that these cells and the interleukin 17/interleukin 23
pathway can contribute to the inflammatory reaction and
have a pathogenic role in BS [30, 31]. High levels of innate
immunity-related cytokines such as IL-1β, IL-6, IL-12, IL-
23, and TNF-α have been found in sera of BS patients com-
pared to those of controls [32, 33]. Among proinflammatory
cytokines secreted by macrophages, IL-1β could play a spe-
cific role in activation and homeostasis regulation of Th cells.
Interestingly, in our study, sera from active show a significant
increase of IL-1β with respect to those from inactive BS
patients and healthy controls.

Proinflammatory cytokines were also secreted by hyper-
activated neutrophils, so the activation of neutrophils is
another key mechanism in the pathogenesis of the disease.
Previous studies reported both increased proactive neutro-
phils and increased generation of ROS in BS patients [34–36].

However, little is known about the involvement of immu-
nometabolism in Behçet’s syndrome. Here, for the first time,
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ACLY

Mitochondrion
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Inflammation
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Figure 3: Role of the citrate pathway in Behçet’s syndrome (BS). In BS cells, different triggers induce an increase of the SLC25A1 and ACLY
transcription rate. The citrate carrier (CIC)—SLC25A1 encoded protein—exports citrate frommitochondria to the cytosol where it is cleaved
by ACLY into oxaloacetate and acetyl-CoA. Both the metabolites support the production of the inflammatory mediators.
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we have investigated the role of the citrate pathway in BS
enrolling patients divided into two groups: patients having
active disease and patients having no clinical manifestations.
Interestingly, the presence of an active disease is linked to
higher levels of SCL25A1 mRNA compared to those mea-
sured in inactive BS patients. Moreover, inactive BS patients
show a significant rise of SCL25A1 mRNA with respect to
control subjects, indicating a first step of upregulation related
to the presence of BS and an additional one during the active
phase. In light of our results, we have hypothesized that a
metabolic trait of BS could be the diversion of the citrate from
the Krebs cycle to the cytosol. Increased ACLY mRNA levels
found in active BS patients compared to controls strengthen
our idea. Therefore, SLC25A1 upregulation could allow a
great export of the citrate from the mitochondria to the
cytosol where it is cleaved by increased levels of ACLY thus
producing acetyl-CoA and OAA. Since it has been reported
that both the metabolites are used in immune cells to synthe-
size specific mediators of inflammation such as ROS, NO,
and prostaglandins (Figure 3) [5], the increased citrate export
pathway here described in BS patients could be responsible,
at least in part, for the increased oxidative stress and inflam-
matory features of the disease.

Our results shed light on citrate pathway dysregulation
occurring in BS. However, further investigations are needed
to better understand its role in BS pathogenesis.
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Galectins are β-galcotosid-binding lectins. The function of galectins varies with their tissue-specific and subcellular location, and
their binding to carbohydrates makes them key players in several intra- and extracellular processes where they bind to
glycosylated proteins and lipids. In humans, there are 12 identified galectins, some with tissue-specific distribution. Galectins are
found inside cells and in the nucleus, cytosol, and organelles, as well as extracellularly. Galectin-1, -2, -3, -4, -7, -8, -9, and -12
can all induce T-cell apoptosis and modulate inflammation. In the context of metabolic control and loss of the same in, for
example, diabetes, galectin-1, -2, -3, -9, and -12 are especially interesting. This review presents information on galectins relevant
to the control of inflammation and metabolism and the potential to target galectins for therapeutic purposes.

1. Introduction

Saccharides are key energy molecules in metabolic pathways.
They are also used to modify proteins and lipids to make gly-
colipids and glycoproteins, that are important in intracellular
and extracellular processes. It is therefore not surprising that
lectins that bind sugar groups are important modulators of
many processes and key functional players in others.
Galectins are proteins that bind β-galactosides such as N-
acetyllactosamine present in N-linked and O-linked glyco-
proteins. They are involved in the control of, among others,
pre-mRNA splicing, and in the control of apoptosis, cell cycle,
cell division, metastasis, and diabetes [1–4]. They can bind to
and agglutinate bacteria, and some galectins can kill bacteria
directly without the activation of other factors, such as
complement factors [5, 6]. In humans, genes for galectin-1,
-2, -3, -4, -7, -8, -9, -10, -12, -13, -14, and -16 are found in
GenBank (https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/genbank/ version
19.12.2017, 23.30.00). Even if carbohydrate binding is the
classical galectin mode of action, galectins can also interact
with other proteins in a carbohydrate-independent manner
[7]. One or two galectin carbohydrate recognition domain(s)
(CRD(s)) is/are present in the galectins. In prototype

galectins (galectin-1, -2, -7, -10, -13, -14, and -16), the protein
consists of the globular CRD, the galectin fold with two beta
sheets. The chimera galectin-3 has a C-terminal CRD and
an N-terminal tail, whilst the tandem repeat galectins (galec-
tin-4, -8, -9, and -12) have two CRDs. Known galectin ligands
are, among others, CD45, CD7, CD43, CD2, CD3, CD4,
CD107, CEA, laminin and fibronectin, glycosaminoglycans,
integrins, GM1 ganglioside, polypeptide HBGp82, glycopro-
tein 90 K/MAC-2BP, CA125 cancer antigen, and pre-B cell
receptor (reviewed in [8]). Galectins can often be both nega-
tive and positive modulators of the same processes, suggest-
ing plasticity in isoforms, posttranslational modification(s)
or comolecules present, and/or differences in localization.

Processes such as inflammation and metabolism are
tightly regulated and fine-tuned. Lack of control can lead to
diseases such as diabetes; in fact, chronic, low-grade inflam-
mation is seen in obesity, and this inflammation can lead to
obesity-related insulin resistance and eventually type 2 diabe-
tes mellitus [9]. In diabetes mellitus, a long-standing hyper-
glycemic state can give production of advanced glycation
end products (AGEs) that bind to organic molecules and
cause complications [10]. In obesity, inflammation is
increased, and the number of activated (proinflammatory)
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macrophages, associated with insulin resistance in human
obesity, increases in human fat tissues [11]. This accumula-
tion and activation of macrophages in turn change the
metabolism in white adipocytes, and obesity-related insulin
resistance can be looked upon as a disease promoted by
chronic inflammation in adipose tissues [12].

Galectin family members are molecules increasingly
focused upon as regulators of cellular processes including
metabolism and inflammation. This review will focus on
the roles of galectins in metabolism and inflammation to
elucidate if the galectins could be key regulators involved in
the linking of both processes. The reviews’ metabolism
control of galectin part will be centred on diabetes and
obesity, two processes where inflammation and metabolism
regulation are important both in the development of imbal-
ances and in upholding them.

2. Main Text

2.1. Galectin-1. Galectin-1 is a prototype galectin with one
carbohydrate recognition domain. It is, among others,
released from adipose tissues [13], stromal cells in the thy-
mus, lymph nodes, endothelial cells [14], and placenta cells
[15]. Apoptosis of activated (antigen-primed) T-cells is
induced by galectin-1 in a CD45-dependent manner [14],
and T-cell homeostasis can be regulated by galectin-1
through inhibition of clonal expansion and induction of apo-
ptosis. Activated T-cell apoptosis induced by galectin-1 is
caspase-8- and -9-dependent [16]. Interestingly, activated
T-cells themselves can produce galectin-1 through MEK1/
ERK, p38 MAP kinase, and p70S6 kinase signalling path-
ways, suggesting that this is an autocrine suicide mechanism
used to terminate an effector immune response [17]. On the
other hand, resting T-cells bind galectin-1, but apoptosis is
not induced [14]. Galectin-1 is anti-inflammatory, and its
mRNA is upregulated in the placenta in preeclampsia; this
is suggested to be a fetal response to maternal systemic infec-
tion [15]. The anti-inflammatory activity of galectin-1 can be
used to reduce allergic conjunctivitis, an inflammation of the
conjunctiva and other parts of the eye. In an allergic conjunc-
tivitis model in mice, externally administered recombinantly
produced galectin-1 was an inhibitor of allergic reaction.
Galectin-1 reduced IgE levels; however, this was only a slow-
ing of the IgE response as, at 24 hours, galectin-1-treated
mice had higher IgE levels than nontreated (allergy control)
mice had. In spite of the higher IgE levels, clinical signs were
reduced in galectin-1-treated mice [18].

Therapeutic administration of galectin-1 suppresses
T-cell-dependent chronic inflammation in arthritis [19],
in hepatitis [20], and in colitis [21], suggesting a broad
potential for therapeutic use in inflammatory diseases.

Interestingly, in type one diabetes, T-cell-mediated auto-
immunity destroys insulin-producing pancreatic β-cells.
This process can be inhibited by galectin-1 in vivo [17].
Galectin-1 is suggested to have a role in improving glucose
metabolism in obese people [22], and galectin-1 levels are
higher in obese children than in normal-weight children
[22]. Galectin-1 has a potential to be used as an inhibitor of
inflammation-related diseases such as diabetes, and also

inhibiting galectin-1 led to weight loss in diet-induced obese
mice, where weekly injections with a galectin-1 inhibitor
attenuated adipogenesis and lipogenesis and increased
expression of proteins associated with thermogenesis and
energy expenditure [23]. Hence, both stimulation and inhibi-
tion of galectin-1 can be of therapeutic value. Galectin-1
levels increase in eyes of patients with diabetes after accumu-
lation of AGEs, and vitreous aspirates from eyes of patients
with diabetic macular edema and later proliferative diabetic
retinopathy have increased galectin-1 levels. AGE production
induces IL-1β via ERK1/2, and PI3K signalling is involved in
galectin-1 induction in these patients [24]. This increase in
galectin-1 level could be a protective response to the
increased AGE levels, similar to that seen in kidneys where
galectin-3 is involved in clearance of AGEs [25].

2.2. Galectin-2. Galectin-2 is a prototype, single-CRD galec-
tin, primary expressed in the gastrointestinal tract which
can induce T-cell apoptosis through the caspase-3- and -9-
dependent intrinsic apoptotic pathway where, among others,
cytochrome c leaves the mitochondria. The apoptosis activa-
tion is independent of binding to the glycoprotein CD3 or
CD7 [16]. In the presence of galectin-2, activated T-cell pro-
files are modulated to be dominated by Th2 [16].

Interestingly, in a search for genes associated with insulin
resistance, a genotype of galectin-2, LGALS2 rs7291467, was
stronger associated with changed fasting plasma glucose and
serum insulin than other alleles were [26], and the same
genotype which has a single-nucleotide polymorphism
(3279C → T) in intron 1 of LGALS2 encoding galectin-2
was previously found to be significantly associated with myo-
cardial infarction [27]. Galectin-2 binds to the proinflamma-
tory cytokine lymphotoxin-α to regulate inflammation [27].
Galectin-2 is present in the pancreas, but not in islets—only
in exocrine cells [28]. It would be interesting to see if
galectin-2 present in the pancreas could influence inflam-
mation and the production of insulin in beta cells in the
nearby islet; however, we failed to find functional
galectin-2 studies on diabetes or obesity.

2.3. Galectin-3. Galectin-3 has several alternative names.
Galectin-3 was early characterised in the outer membrane
of macrophages and named Mac-2 antigen [29]; found to
be IgE binding and named εBP [30]; named CBP35,
carbohydrate-binding protein 35 from mouse 3T3 fibroblasts
[31]; and named CBP30 as baby hamster kidney
carbohydrate-binding protein [32].

Galectin-3 is the only chimera galectin; it has a C-
terminal carbohydrate recognition domain as well as an N-
terminal tail. Galectin-3 can, like galectin-1, induce T-cell
apoptosis [33]; the N-terminal end and the CRD coordinate
to induce signalling pathways leading to caspase-9 activation
[34]. Inhibiting the N-terminal end with an antibody shuts
down apoptosis stimulation [34]. When it comes to apopto-
sis, galectin-3 can be both antiapoptotic and proapoptotic.
The antiapoptotic effect is dependent on phosphorylation
of serine 6 in galectin-3 and the intracellular presence of
galectin-3 [35]; phosphorylated, but not unphosphorylated,
galectin-3 can be exported from the nucleus to the cytoplasm
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to act as an inhibitor of apoptosis by interacting with mito-
chondria to, among others, prevent cytochrome c release
and caspase-3 activation [36, 37].

The N-terminal and C-terminal ends can both be
involved in dimerization or possible oligomerisation of
galectin-3, thought to be important for the function of the
molecule [38, 39]. The binding properties of galectin-3 to
their ligands are pH-dependent [40]; this raises the possibil-
ity that pH could be a contributing factor in determining
galectin function in different locations including the cellular
microenvironments. This is a property exploited in cellular
sorting of galectin-3 in polarized Madin-Darby canine
kidney cells [41].

Regulation of galectin-3 binding to its ligands is modu-
lated by the phosphorylation state of serine in the N-
terminal of the protein, where phosphorylation decreases
binding and dephosphorylation increases binding [42].
Phosphorylation of tyrosine 107 can give the cleavage of
galectin-3, and the ratio of phosphorylated/dephosphory-
lated galectin-3 can be used for the prognosis of prostate can-
cer as well as be a target for potential treatment [43].

Galectin-3 can be endocytosed by macrophages. Uptake
of galectin-3 in classically activated M1 macrophages is
carbohydrate-independent and mediated by N-terminal end
binding, whilst uptake in alternatively activated M2 macro-
phages, as well as nonmacrophages, is carbohydrate-
dependent and involves the C-terminal CRD [44]. In T-cells,
galectin-3 is present at the cell surface associated with the
TCR complex; it seems to inhibit uncontrolled T-cell activa-
tion and potentiates downregulation of TCR in T-cells [45].
Galectin-3 is observed in among others fibroblasts, chondro-
cytes, osteoblasts, osteoclasts, keratinocytes, Schwann cells
and gastric mucosa. It is also found in endothelial cells in a
number of tissues, and in immune cells such as neutrophils,
eosinophils, basophils, mast cells, Langerhans cells and den-
dritic cells (cell types reviewed in [46]). It has a role in adipo-
cyte proliferation, and obese mice have more galectin-3 in
adipocytes than lean subjects have [47].

Interestingly, whilst galectin-1 can inhibit autoimmune
diseases, the research focus on galectin-3’s potential thera-
peutic use is in large focusing on inhibiting galectin-3. This
is because galectin-3 promotes cancer and metastasis [1],
and inhibition would hence have a great potential for thera-
peutic anticancer treatment.

Galectin-3 is however beneficial in other situations. It
binds AGEs, glycated proteins, and lipids formed, among
others, in diabetic patients, and galectin-3 knockout mice
have accelerated glomerulopathy and higher renal/glomeru-
lar AGEs levels, suggesting that galectin-3 is involved in
receptor pathways needed for AGE removal in kidneys
[25]. AGEs are interesting as their receptor-mediated uptake
led to cytokine production [48]. Galectin-3 can also be a
receptor for lipoxidation end products (ALEs) [49]. Even
if galectin-3 is beneficial to the kidney as AGE and ALE
binders and thus inhibits inflammation, its proinflamma-
tory effect can contribute to inflammation-produced kid-
ney damage [50, 51]. The proinflammatory galectin-3
property has been linked to cardiac inflammation in obese
patients [52] and to cardiac lipotoxicity (lipid deposits in

the heart) and subsequent mitochondrial dysfunction
affecting heart metabolism [53].

2.4. Galectin-4. Galectin-4 is a tandem-repeat galectin with
two CRDs joined by a linker. Its main expression is in the
gastrointestinal tract of healthy individuals where it has a role
in control of intestinal inflammation [54]. In the intestine,
galectin-4 interacts with activated T-cells through CD3 bind-
ing and promotes calpain-mediated T-cell apoptosis [54].
Importantly, it reduces proinflammatory cytokine produc-
tion in the intestine mucosa in a colitis model [54]. However,
it can also promote inflammation in the intestine by stimu-
lating CD4+ T-cells to produce IL-6 [55].

Taken together, this suggests that galectin-4 could be
important not only for ulcerative colitis but also for other
inflammatory bowel diseases such as Crohn’s disease.
Galectin-4 has anticancer properties and has been shown to
suppress colorectal cancer [56]; knockdown of it promotes
tumorigenesis, and lower levels of galectin-4 expression were
observed in inflamed precursor lesions of colorectal cancer
[57]. Since T-cell response can help remove cancer cells, the
fact that galectin-4 can promote mucosal T-cell apoptosis
and also suppress colorectal cancer seems counterintuitive
and suggests that there are mechanisms in colorectal inflam-
mation and cancer prevention that warrant further studies.
In addition, it is interesting that galectin-4 modulates inflam-
mation, but there seem to be no studies focused on diabetes
or other inflammation-dependent obesity diseases associated
with galectin-4, suggesting that galectin-4 is not involved in
modulation of metabolic diseases since it is mainly expressed
in the intestine.

2.5. Galectin-7. Galectin-7 is a homodimeric prototype galec-
tin with one CRD. It is mainly present in the epidermis [58]
and can induce apoptosis of stimulated T-cells in a manner
dependent upon caspase-1, -3, and -8, but not caspase-9
[16]. Galectin-7-deficient mice appear normal; however,
when exposed to UVB irradiation, apoptosis is induced
earlier and lasts longer than in wild-type mice [58]. This is
surprising, since galectin-7 is proapoptotic [16]; however,
the galectin-7-negative mice also show hyperproliferation of
cells after UVB irradiation and after wounding [58], more
in line with what one would expect when inhibiting the
expression of a proapoptotic protein. Overexpression of
galectin-7 in mice compromises the skin by leading to loss
of cell junctions and defective skin repair [59]. Galectin-7’s
predominant expression in the skin suggests that it would
not influence diabetes or obesity-related inflammation; how-
ever, one would suspect that it could play a role in skin
diseases related to flawed control of the immune system.
Hence, it is not surprising that, in the stratum corneum,
galectin-7 is highly expressed in atopic dermatitis patients
[60] and possible treatment of this and other skin diseases
could target galectin-7.

2.6. Galectin-8. Galectin-8 is a tandem-repeat galectin with
two CRDs joined by a linker [61]; it can exist in two splice
variants with different linker lengths [62]. Altogether, six
possible isoforms exist, three with two CRDs and three with
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one CRD [63]. Galectin-8 is expressed in the liver, kidney,
cardiac muscle, lung, and brain [61] as well as in a number
of different tumoral cells [63]. Galectin-8 induces apoptosis
in T-cells through the expression of the death factor
Fas ligand and gives caspase-mediated apoptosis [64].
Dimeric galectin-8 resulted in phosphatidylserine exposure
in the outer bilayer of cells, something which normally
happens during apoptosis activation; however, in the case
of galectin-stimulated phospholipid redistribution, this
occurred independently of apoptosis [65]. Galectin-8 is
secreted under basal conditions from human microvascular
endothelial cells and has an autocrine function in that
extracellular galectin-8 stimulates the secretion of
proinflammatory molecules, CXCL1 (GRO-α), GM-CSF,
IL-6, and CCL5 (RANTES), from the endothelial cells [66].
Platelets can also express galectin-8 and be activated by the
lectin in an N-terminal CRD-dependent manner [62].
Hence, both endothelial cells and platelets contribute to
inflammation stimulated by galectin-8. Galectin-8 can also
act proinflammatory by stimulating dendritic cells that
secrete proinflammatory cytokines and stimulate antigen-
specific T-cells [67]. Activation of neutrophils to produce
superoxide is also stimulated by galectin-8 [68]. Galectin-8
is clearly involved in regulation of the immune system;
however, we failed to find involvement of galectin-8 in diabe-
tes or other inflammation processes induced by obesity.

2.7. Galectin-9. Galectin-9 is a tandem-repeat galectin with
two CRDs joined by a linker sequence. It is expressed in the
liver, small intestine, and thymus and in a lesser amount in
the kidney, spleen, lung, and cardiac and skeletal muscle
and in a low amount in reticulocytes and brain [69].

Galectin-9 is involved in T-cell selection in the thymus
where it will induce apoptosis of CD4/CD8 double-negative
or double-positive thymocytes and further in promoting
naïve T-cell differentiation into Treg and by inhibiting naïve
T-cell differentiation into T-helper 17 cells. Finally, it is
involved through interaction with TIM3 (T-cell immuno-
globulin domain and mucin domain protein 3) in apoptosis
induction of CD4+ T-helper 1 (Th1) cells, Th17, cells and
CD8+ cytotoxic T-cells. TIM3-negative Th2 cells do not go
into apoptosis upon exposure to galectin-9, neither do
TIM3-positive Treg cells (T-cells and galectin-9 reviewed in
[70]). Taken together, this points to galectin-9 as an impor-
tant molecule in the regulation of the immune system; in
particular, the induction of apoptosis in Th1 and Th17 cells
is interesting as activation of these cells is key in regulation
of inflammation in, for example, autoimmune diseases. It
also suggests that there is a need for research to investigate
whether differential glycosylation of the cells can explain
why not all TIM3-positive cells enter apoptosis when
exposed to galectin-9, whether galectin-9 can act via other
receptors [70], or whether there are differences in comole-
cules, costimulators, or cosuppressors yet to be described.
The induction of apoptosis by galectin-9 is through the cal-
cium-calpain-caspase-1 pathway; that is, cytochrome c is
released from mitochondria and caspase-activated [71].

Galectin-9 expression in intestine epithelial cells is upreg-
ulated in the intestine in patients with food allergy. Mast cells

stimulate galectin-9 expression by secreting tryptase, which
in turn activate the proteinase-activated receptor 2 on the
epithelial cells. Secreted galectin-9 will in turn activate
dendritic cells [72]. In another mucosal surface, the airways,
administered galectin-9 inhibited airway hyperresponsive-
ness and by binding to CD44 and inhibited hyaluronan
attachment; galectin-9 inhibited Th2-associated inflamma-
tion in the airways [73].

As explained above, galectin-9 binds TIM3, a marker
present on many immune cells. In early preeclampsia,
peripheral lymphocytes, T-cells, cytotoxic T-cells, NK cells,
and CD56dim NK cells have reduced TIM3 levels, and an
increased frequency of lymphocytic cells with positive
galectin-9 expression is found. The lowered TIM3 levels
could mean that the normal role of TIM3/galectin-9 in
suppressing Th1 cells and secretion of IFN-γ and inducing
apoptosis is compromised. One possible explanation is that
galectin-9 cannot inhibit inflammation in a situation where
TIM3 is downregulated [74]. In the maternal fetal interface,
natural killer cells are involved in maternal tolerance of the
fetus; the TIM-3/galectin-9 pathway is key to upholding the
local tolerance by suppressing a unique NK cell subset’s cyto-
toxicity toward trophoblasts [75]. These decidual NK cells
are CD56-positive and CD16-negative cells that are impor-
tant in immunomodulation in implantation and pregnancy
[76]. The cytotoxic activity of decidual NK cells can be
switched on; however, this is suppressed in normal pregnan-
cies. Women with recurrent spontaneous abortion have an
increased number of cytotoxic NK cells in the endometrium
[77]. Interestingly, TIM3 inhibits degranulation of NK cells,
and hence cytotoxicity toward trophoblasts, in a galectin-9-
dependent way [75].

Galectin-9 is present in intestinal epithelial cells in low
amount; however, the levels increase in patients with food
allergy. Blocking galectin-9 in a mouse food allergy model
inhibited the allergenic hypersensitivity status and Th2
polarization [72].

Galectin-9 is also expressed in adipose tissues, and in
diet-induced obesity in mice, subcutaneous adipose tissue
showed increased galectin-9 expression. Increased galectin-
9 expression was also observed in both CD11c− and
CD11c+ macrophages in visceral adipose tissue compared
to lean mice [13]. Galectin-9 is suggested to downregulate
inflammation by modulating the interaction of macrophages
with T lymphocytes via TIM3.

During obesity, fat can build up in the liver with nonalco-
holic fatty liver disease as a result. The disease development is
depending upon natural killer cells positive for TIM3; these
cells will go into apoptosis when stimulated by galectin-9.
Even if galectin-9 can also stimulate natural killer cell prolif-
eration by increasing TIM3+ Kupffer cells’ secretion of IL-15,
exogenous administration of galectin-9 decreases the devel-
opment of nonalcoholic fatty liver disease [78]. Similar
results are also found in obesity-induced diabetes where a
Th1 inflammation response is involved in development of
diabetes. In mice, galectin-9, upregulated by injection of plas-
mid encoding galectin-9, inhibits the development of diabe-
tes. This probably takes place through binding to TIM3,
and galectin-9/TIM3 interacting reduced Th1 cell numbers
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in the spleen, pancreatic lymph node, and pancreas [79].
Galectin-9 could thus be a possible target for therapeutic
strategies to reduce inflammation in obese atients to reduce
diseases such as diabetes and fatty liver.

2.8. Galectin-10/Charcot-Leyden Crystal Protein. Galectin-10
is a prototype galectin present as dimers. When eosinophils
are recruited to an inflamed site, they are observed to contain
autocrystallizing Charcot-Leyden crystal protein, also named
galectin-10. When eosinophils degranulate, the galectin-10
crystal deposited can stay in the tissues, in among others
asthmatic patients, for extended periods of time. These
crystals can induce inflammation in acute peritonitis and
bronchitis [80]. Galectin-10 is present in large amounts in
eosinophils and basophils, making up 7–10% of the total
protein of eosinophils [81]. Galectin-10 is also expressed in
CD4+CD25+ regulatory T-cells [82]; these T-cells are impor-
tant in downregulation of antiself responses. Interestingly,
inhibiting galectin-10 in activated CD25+ Treg cells restored
Treg cell proliferative capacity and also overrode their sup-
pressive function [82]. A subpopulation of eosinophils are
regulatory eosinophils that can suppress T-cells, through a
mechanism that are partly dependent upon galectin-10
[83]. Extracellular recombinant galectin-10 can also suppress
T-cell proliferation [83]. Galectin-10 could be a human-
specific galectin as it has not been found in other mammals
[84]. For galectin-10, there is a need for more information
on its molecular role in immunology. A recent study showed
induction of IL-1β release upon Charcot-Leyden crystals/
galectin-10 uptake by primary human macrophages. The
IL-1β release was dependent upon activation of the NLRP3
inflammasome [80]. This indicates a key role for galectin-
10 in inflammation, and further studies in this field hold a
potential for novel new treatments of inflammation-
dependent diseases.

2.9. Galectin-12. Galectin-12 is a tandem galectin with two
CRDs where the C-terminal CRD has less homology with
classic CRDs than the N-terminal CRD has; the latter has
the classical lectin fold with two beta-sheets [85]. Galectin-
12 is predominantly expressed in adipose tissue [86].

Differentiation of 3T3-L1 cells into adipocytes is inhib-
ited by downregulation of galectin-12, and upregulation of
galectin-12 induces G1 cell cycle arrest and apoptosis [87].
This suggests that galectin-12 has a central role in adipocyte
turnover. Allyl isothiocyanate (AITC) reduced the expression
of galectin-12 and could reduce the body weight of high-fat-
diet-fed mice, further reducing the accumulation of lipid
droplets in the liver, and white adipocyte size [88]. On the
other hand, a restriction in calories fed increased galectin-
12 mRNA levels and treatment of obese animals with trogli-
tazone, a thiazolidinedione, increased galectin-12 expression
and decreased adipose tissue size [86]. Hence, both reduced
and increased expressions of galectin-12 decrease adipocyte
size. The adipose tissues are key in the balance between
triglyceride synthesis during energy surplus and lipolysis
during energy needs. Interestingly, galectin-12 has a role in
upholding this balance, and ablation of galectin-12 in mice
shows that galectin-12 has a profound effect on lipid turnover

and its removal induces lipolysis and decreases adiposity
[89]. Galectin-12 is localised to lipid droplets where it
inhibits lipolysis. The binding of galectin-12 to other
molecules is probably not through the classical N-terminal
CRD, as lactose does not influence the binding; however,
the C-terminal nonclassical CRD is postulated to have less
affinity for lactose [85] and could be involved in still-to-be-
characterised ligand binding. An increase in lipolysis was
not found in the liver and muscle in galectin-12-negative
mice. This is not surprising as the main localisation of
galectin-12 is in the adipose tissues [89]. Galectin-12 is inhi-
biting phosphorylation-dependent recruitment of hormone-
sensitive lipase to lipid droplets probably by restricting the
amount of the second messenger cAMP, and galectin-12-
negative mice show increased phosphorylation of hormone-
sensitive lipase by protein kinase A activated by cAMP.
Galectin-12-deficient obese mice also show less insulin
resistance/glucose intolerance than do wild-type obese mice
so the insulin sensitivity and the glucose tolerance are
increased [89]. Hence, galectin-12 is a possible target for
therapies to reduce obesity and diabetes mellitus (type 2).
Galectin-12 in the adipose tissues is also important for the
inflammation state of the tissue as galectin-12 promotes
inflammation [90].

Galectin-12 is expressed in macrophages, in addition to
adipose tissues [90]. Interestingly, macrophages are infiltrat-
ing adipose tissues in obesity [11]. In adipose tissues of mice
with diet-induced obesity, there is an increase in macro-
phages observed in adipose tissues before there is a substan-
tial increase in insulin levels characteristic for systematic
insulin resistance [12]. This increase in macrophages is not
observed in the muscle, liver, lung, and spleen until very late
(after 26 weeks on a high-fat diet) where macrophage gene
CD68 was expressed in the liver [12]. It is suggested that
the abnormal fat metabolism caused by the increasing adi-
posity is causing the macrophage accumulation [12]. The
macrophages in the adipose tissues could release cytokines
that lessen macrophage insulin sensitivity, which again
would stimulate recruitment of more macrophages due to
the metabolic changes [12]. The macrophages in adipose
tissues are heterogenic. Classical M1 macrophages are proin-
flammatory, and the alternatively activated, M2macrophages
are anti-inflammatory. The proinflammatory macrophages
are associated with insulin resistance [11]. In the liver,
activation of Kupffer cells by the alternative activation path-
way via the peroxisome proliferator-activated receptor delta
counteracts obesity-induced insulin resistance [91]. Galec-
tin-12−/− macrophages showed lower phagocytosis of E. coli
than did galectin-12+/+ macrophages, and galectin-12−/− also
promoted a M2 macrophage profile during macrophage
activation [90] suggesting reduced inflammation when
galectin-12 is not present. This is supported by the fact that
galectin-12-negative mice fed a high-fat diet had less macro-
phage infiltrations into adipose tissue than control mice had,
as well as lower cholesterol and triglyceride in serum [90].
Galectin-12 expression is linked to galectin-3 expression,
and knockout of galectin-3 reduces adipose tissue expres-
sion of galectin-12 [92]. This suggests that galectin-3
inhibitors could not only target galectin-3 but also lead
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to reduced galectin-12 levels and hence decreased adipose
inflammation. However, inhibition of galectin-12 will not
change galectin-3 levels [90]; hence, targeting galectin-12
will not clinically help reduce galectin-3 effects.

2.10. Galectin-13, Galectin-14, and Galectin-16. Galectin-13,
-14, and -16 were suggested to have placenta-specific expres-
sion predominantly in the syncytiotrophoblast, a primary site
of metabolic exchange [93], and they are suggested to be
important for pregnancy tolerance development. Galectin-
13 is special in that the monomers in the homodimer are
covalently linked by disulphide bonds [94] whilst other galec-
tins interact noncovalently. Low galectin-13 levels in the
third trimester are strongly correlated with preeclampsia
[95], and low levels of galectin-13 expression in week 11 were
observed in trophoblasts from residual samples of chorionic
villus in women who later developed preeclampsia [96].
Galectin-13 can, as galectin-1, -3, and -9, induce apoptosis
of activated T-cells, and it is suggested that this could be
important to hinder maternal immune cells in attacking
the fetus [93].

The extravillous trophoblast from the cervix of early
pregnancy loss patients had a reduced level of galectin-14
[97, 98]; also, downregulation of galectin-14 has been found
in preterm severe preeclampsia [15].

Galectin-13, -14, and -16 can induce apoptosis of T-cells
important in the placenta [93].

The placental localisation of these galectins suggests they
are not important for obesity-developed inflammation prob-
lems in the adult.

2.11. Clinical Potential of Galectins. Galectins have major
roles in processes as diverse as cancer, obesity, diabetes, pre-
eclampsia, and cardiovascular disease. Human galectin-1, -2,
-3, -4, -7, -8, -9, and -12 are all interesting in an immunolog-
ical perspective as they can induce T-cell apoptosis and mod-
ulate inflammation. This review has focused on the role of
galectins in inflammation and metabolism, and in this per-
spective, the current knowledge points to galectin-1, -2, -3,
-9, and -12 as especially interesting. For galectin-1 and galec-
tin-9, an increase in the levels of the proteins could protect
against diabetes, whilst for galectin-12 inhibition of the pro-
tein could be protective. In the case of galectin-3, the data
are not as straightforward. In the case of galectin-2, we did
not find diabetes or obesity-related studies, but galectin-2
modulates inflammation and its presence in the pancreas is
interesting and its role in inflammation in the pancreas could
be further studied.

In principle, there is hence a potential to treat diseases
and disorders by inhibiting some galectins; for others, direct
administration of galectin on surfaces or by injections could
be beneficial, and for both groups, targeted decrease or
increase, respectively, of the expression of the proteins could
be therapeutic. The fact that galectins are involved in numer-
ous cellular and intracellular processes, and the fact that there
is conserved sequence homology between the galectins, could
complicate treatment strategies. However, increased knowl-
edge on galectins’ site-specific functions, posttranslational
modifications, and binding partners could make it possible

to construct modified recombinant galectins as well as spe-
cific inhibitors [99]. To increase inhibitor specificity, work
on designing new inhibitors and studying the inhibitors’
interactions with different galectins [100] is important
and promising.

Proof of concept of galectin inhibition and the use
of administered galectin as treatments come from ani-
mal experiments described for the individual galectins
above and in this section, and in a limited amount from
clinical trials.

Intraperitoneal injection of galectin-1 prevents onset of
hyperglycemia and reverse pancreatic beta cell autoimmunity
in the pancreas in mice [101]. In addition, healing of patho-
logical wounds in diabetic mice was accelerated by subcuta-
neous injection of galectin-1 [102]. Galectin-1 is implicated
in tumor development [3] and in obesity [22, 23], and the
galectin-1 inhibitor thiodigalactoside reduced the body
weight gain in mice [23].

We did not find clinical studies in human targeting
galectin-1 by the use of inhibitors or injections of the protein.
However, a study using bevacizumab (antibody against vas-
cular endothelial growth factor) and ipilimumab (antibody
against cytotoxic T-lymphocyte-associated antigen 4) on
patients with metastatic melanoma found that patients with
therapeutic responses made antibodies against galectin-1,
whilst a group of patients with reduced survival had
increased circulating galectin-1 protein levels [103]. There
is a wide interest in galectin-1 as a possible therapeutic target,
and inhibitors of galectin-1, modified galectin-1, antibodies
against galectin-1, and strategies for targeted delivery are cur-
rently investigated, and several companies, universities, and
institutes hold patents for the use of these potential treatment
strategies (thoroughly reviewed in [99]). Since both adminis-
tration of galectin-1 and inhibition of it can be beneficial,
studies need to be holistic and body weight, diabetes, and
cancer should be monitored in further work.

Galectin-3 is a complex therapeutic target as it is involved
in both inhibition and stimulation of inflammation. Treat-
ment targeting galectin-3 must also take into consideration
the fact that galectin-3 promotes cancer and metastasis [1]
and that there is not a causal necessity between a protein
being upregulated in a disease and the possibility to treat
the disease by inhibiting the protein. This is clearly shown
in a transgenic fibrotic cardiomyopathy model in mice,
where galectin-3 was upregulated both at mRNA and protein
levels; however, neither galectin-3 inhibitors nor galectin-3
knockout were effective in reversing cardiac fibrosis or
inflammation [104]. This suggests that in fibrotic cardiomy-
opathy, at least in this mouse model, galectin-3 increase is a
symptom, not an inducer of the disease. In a heart failure
model in mice, however, proposed inhibition of galectin-3
with modified citrus pectin reduced myocardial inflamma-
tion, and reversed isoproterenol induced fibrogenesis that,
untreated, led to left ventricular dysfunction [105]. It should
be noted that even though pectins inhibit galectin-3-induced
hemagglutination and cell interaction [106], a thorough
in vitro study of plant-derived polysaccharides, including
pectin, showed low inhibition or no inhibition at all of
galectin-3 [107]. Therefore, the reduced myocardial
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inflammation effects of citrus pectin could be through other
mechanisms than direct galectin-3 inhibition.

There are several inhibitors targeting galectin-3 (reviewed
with a focus on patents in [108]). In humans, there are a few
studies targeting galectin-3. The galectin-3 inhibitor GR-
MD-02 (galactoarabino-rhamnogalacturonate; it also binds
galectin-1 but with lower affinity) was used in a double-
blinded study on subjects with nonalcoholic steatohepatitis
with advanced fibrosis. The highest dose tested reduced
fibrosis [109]. The same drug was used to study potential
inhibition of inflammation in psoriasis subjects (only five
subjects and no control group). Interestingly, patients infused
with GR-MD-02 biweekly 13 times showed an average of
>50% reduction in the Psoriasis Area Severity Index [110].
However, the lack of control subjects, the few subjects
included, and the short time frame studied suggest that fur-
ther studies must be conducted before one can conclude that
the galectin-3 inhibitor has potential for treating psoriasis.

Galectin-9 promotes apoptosis of several cell types,
including T-cells, in a TIM3-dependent manner [70] and
hence modulates inflammation. In development of type 1
diabetes, insulin-producing beta cells in the pancreas are
destroyed; this autoimmune destruction is dependent on
Th1 cells. Interestingly, upregulation of galectin-9 by injec-
tion of a galectin-9 plasmid in mice significantly protected
them from diabetes [79]. In another mouse study, injection
of galectin-9 inhibited development of diabetes, and an anti-
body against TIM3 was at least as effective as galectin-9 injec-
tions in protecting against development of diabetes [111].
This strongly suggests that galectin-9 and molecules interact-
ing with it such as TIM3 have key roles in diabetes and have a
therapeutic potential. A study using prebiotic galacto-
oligosaccharides and fructooligosaccharides in combination
with Bifidobacterium breve M-16V increased serum and
intestinal epithelial cell levels of galectin-9 in mice [112].
Infants with atopic dermatitis in a double-blind, placebo-
controlled study fed a hydrolysed formula without (control)
or with galactooligosaccharides and fructooligosaccharides
in combination with Bifidobacterium breve for twelve weeks
had reduced allergic symptoms [113]. This correlated with
increased galectin-9 levels in serum [112]. This indicates that
it is possible to increase galectin-9 by dietary administration
of pre- and probiotica. However, in a human study, it was not
possible to conclude whether galectin-9 levels were protective
or promoting for the progression of diabetic nephropathy
[114]. Hence, additional studies on galectin-9 and diabetes
are needed to see if injection of galectin-9 can prevent diabe-
tes also in human and if the side effects are acceptable.

Galectin-12 was identified in 2001 and is interesting
since it is expressed in adipocytes [85, 86]. There are few
galectin-12 studies, but importantly galectin-12-negative
mice (Lgals12−/−) [89] have increased lipolysis, adipocyte
mitochondrial respiration, reduced whole body lipid con-
tent, increased insulin sensitivity compared to wild-type
(Lgals12+/+) mice. Targeting galectin-12 is interesting as
it is fat tissue specific and therefore targeting it could help
in the prevention/treatment of obesity and diabetes in a
targeted manner where other processes, such as cancer,
maybe are not affected.

3. Conclusions

This review shows that several galectins are key regulators of
inflammation in general and that some galectins are involved
in the regulation of inflammation processes in obesity leading
to, among others, diabetes. Given their important regulatory
roles, they are appealing targets for treatment of human
diseases. However, limited human studies targeting galectins
are available. It is therefore clear that more research is needed
to target individual galectins with specificity, in a timely
manner and in specific tissues and cells.
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The purpose of this study was to investigate the protective mechanism of HDAC2 inhibitor CAY10683 on intestinal mucosal
barrier in acute liver failure (ALF). In order to establish ALF-induced intestinal epithelial barrier disruption models,
D-galactosamine/LPS and LPS were, respectively, used with rats and NCM460 cell and then administrated with CAY10683.
Transepithelial electrical resistance (TEER) was measured to detect the permeability of cells. Real-time PCR and Western
blotting were employed to detect the key mRNA and protein levels. The intestinal epithelial tissue pathology was detected. After
interfering with CAY10683, the mRNA and protein levels of TLR4, MyD88, TRIF, and TRAF6 were decreased compared with
model group (P < 0 05), whereas the levels of ZO-1 and occluding were elevated (P < 0 05). The permeability was elevated in
CAY10683-interfered groups, when compared with model group (P < 0 05). And the degree of intestinal epithelial tissue
pathological damage in CAY10683 group was significantly reduced. Moreover, CAY10683 significantly decreased the TLR4
staining in animal tissue. The HDAC2 inhibitor CAY10683 could promote the damage of intestinal mucosal barrier in ALF
through inhibiting LPS/TLR4/MyD88 pathway.

1. Introduction

Acute liver failure (ALF), caused by a large area of hepatocyte
necrosis, is a serious clinical syndrome and characterized by
the rapid progress of hepatic encephalopathy and severe liver
damage associated with high mortality [1]. Early monitor of
gastrointestinal dysfunction is a key process to the develop-
ment of ALF. Endotoxin is a lipopolysaccharide component
located in gram-negative bacterial cell wall that easily passes
through the damaged intestinal mucosal barrier. Under nor-
mal circumstances, the intestinal tract contains a large num-
ber of potential pathogens and endotoxin, but the intact
intestinal mucosal barrier can effectively prevent intestinal
bacteria and endotoxin into the body [2].

Systemic and intestinal immune system in the early stage
of ALF showed the inhibited state, so the removal of bacterial
capacity decreased and the displacement of bacteria could
easily break through the limitations of mesenteric lymph

nodes to migrate and colonize to the other body tissues
and organs, which could result intestinal mucosal barrier
dysfunction, increased permeability, intestinal bacterial
translocation, and intestinal endotoxemia, and the result in
inflammatory response can further cause systemic inflamma-
tory response syndrome (SIRS) and multiple organ dysfunc-
tion syndrome (MODS) [3]. Intestinal Escherichia coli and
endotoxin penetrate the intestinal epithelium into the blood
circulation, activating the mononuclear macrophage system,
to promote the release of a large number of cell “toxic fac-
tors,” such as cytokines, inflammatory mediators, proteases,
and oxygen-free radicals [4]. On the one hand, LPS could
aggravate the inflammatory injury of the intestinal mucosal
barrier, promote the migration of bacteria and endotoxin,
and thus format a vicious cycle. On the other hand, the
cytokines invading into the blood circulation could result
in persistent inflammatory response and continued self-
enhancement. Interaction between LPS and TLR4 leads
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to formation of an LPS signaling complex consisting of
surface molecules, including myeloid differentiation pri-
mary response gene 88 (MyD88), toll-interleukin-1 recep-
tor domain-containing adaptor inducing interferon β
(TRIF), TNF-α receptor association factor 6 (TRAF6),
and activation of transcription factors, which then induce
the activation of the inflammatory response [5]. The forma-
tion of cascade reaction constitutes a “second strike” to pro-
mote systemic inflammatory response syndrome and the
occurrence of multiple organ dysfunction [6]. Therefore,
the protective of intestinal mucosal barrier can effectively
alleviate the ALF.

Aberrant expression of HDAC2 has been identified in
chronically inflamed tissues [7]. In human cervical cancer
cell lines, HDAC2 was reported to inhibit transcription of
the expression of MHC class II genes, and antigen presenta-
tion throughMHC class II is critical for activation of adaptive
immune responses [8]. Cluster of differentiation 36 (CD36)
could aggravate macrophage infiltration and hepatic inflam-
mation by upregulating monocyte chemotactic protein-1
(MCP-1) expression of hepatocytes through upregulating
HDAC2-dependent pathway [9]. Therefore, histone deacety-
lase inhibitor (HDACi) may be used to modify immunity
through multiple hosts to improve the efficacy of anti-
inflammation therapy. Santacruzamate A (CAY10683) is a
potent selective HDAC inhibitor that has an IC50 of
119 pM for HDAC2 and a >3600-fold selectivity over other
HDACs [10]. As a clinically approved HDAC inhibitor,
CAY10683 has antiproliferative and immunomodulatory
effects [11], thereby CAY10683 was used to treat cutaneous
T-cell lymphoma [12] and breast cancer [13].

Our previous studies have indicated that the selective
class I and II HDAC inhibitor trichostatin A could protect
the small intestine in ALF liver failure by inflammatory inhi-
bition [6]. However, it is still unknown which type of HDAC
molecule inhibitor could protect the small intestine through
which kind of specific molecular mechanism. In this study,
we aimed to investigate the protective effect of selective
HDAC2 inhibitor CAY10683 on LPS-induced damage in
NCM460 cells line and in galactosamine/LPS-induced ALF
rat model and to explore the mechanisms.

2. Material and Methods

2.1. Chemicals and Reagents. CAY10683 was purchased from
Sellect (Houston, USA). DMEM basic and fetal bovine
serum (FBS) were purchased from Gibco (NY, USA). Lipo-
polysaccharide (LPS, purity of 99%) and D-galactosamine
(purity of 98%) were purchased from Sigma (St. Louis,
USA). The cell counting kit-8 (CCK-8) was purchased
from Dojindo Laboratories (Japan). Rabbit anti-rat/human
HDAC2, histone 3, acetyl-histone 3 (Ac-histone 3), MyD88,
TRIF, TRAF6, occluding, and β-actin were obtained from
Cell Signaling Technology (CST) (Boston, USA). TLR4 and
ZO-1 antibodies were purchased from Proteintech (Wuhan,
China). The goat anti-rabbit fluorescent secondary antibody
(IRDye800) was obtained from LI-COR Biosciences Inc.
(Lincoln, USA). RNAiso Plus, PrimeScript™ RT reagent kit,

and SYBR Premix Ex Taq kit were purchased from TaKaRa
(Dalian, China).

2.2. Cell Culture and Chemical Treatment. DMEM medium
mixed with 10% FBS was used to culture NCW460 cells in
an incubator at 37°C, 5% CO2, and saturated humidity [14].
The medium was replaced every 2-3 days. LPS was used for
cellular model establishment. The intervention groups were
divided into normal group, model group, and CAY 10683
group. After the cells were passed in 6-well plates (for
real-time PCR and Western blot) or 96-well plates (for
CCK8 experiments) for 24 h and cultured to 70% density,
the supernatants were removed and LPS (1μg/ml) was used
to stimulate the cells excluding the normal group. At the last
12 hours, CAY 10683 (120 nM) was added into the wells
expected for the normal group and model group. After
24 h, the cells were harvested.

2.3. Cell Viability Assays. The cell counting kit-8 (CCK-8)
assay was used to examine cell proliferation. NCM460 cells
were seeded in 96-well plates at a density of 1.0× 105/ml for
24 h. After incubation, the medium was replaced with
100μl various concentrations of CAY 10683 (10 nM,
100 nM, 1000 nM, 104 nM, 105 nM, 106 nM, 107 nM, and
108 nM). DMEMmedium substituted with 10μl CCK-8 solu-
tion was added 24h later, and the cells were incubated at
37°C. After 2 h, the absorbance at 490nm was read on micro-
plate reader.

2.4. Transepithelial Electrical Resistance (TEER)
Measurement. NCM460 cells were made into 2.5× 105 cells/
ml single cell suspension. The lower cell chambers were
added with 1.5ml DMEM complete medium, and the upper
cell chambers were added with 1ml cell suspension, incu-
bated overnight in an incubator at 37°C, 5% CO2, and satu-
rated humidity. To observe whether the cell formed a tight
layer, and there were no holes formed by dead cells, if the
conditions were not met, the cells should be recultured.
According to the experimental groups, upper and lower
chambers in the model and CAY10683 groups were replaced
by the complete medium and complete medium included
CAY10683. After 2 hours, the CAY10683 group and LPS
group at the same time were added by LPS. The normal
group was added by complete medium as control. The cells
were incubated for 24h. And then the calibrated Millipore
Millicell ERS-2 cell resistance meter was used to detect
resistance value. The measured resistance value was multi-
plied by the area of the filter to obtain an absolute value of
TEER, expressed as Ω cm2. And the TEER values were mea-
sured as follows: TEER= (measured resistance value−blank
value)× single cell layer surface area (cm2).

2.5. Animal Groups. Followed the previously published
steps [2], a total of 18 rats were randomly divided into
three groups with six rats in each group: normal, model,
and CAY10683 group. The ALF rat models were adminis-
trated by intraperitoneal injection with 400mg/kg D-
galactosamine combined with 100μg/kg of LPS. CAY10683
and the same amount of saline, respectively, were given to
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the CAY10683 group and model group 2 h before ALF model
protocol was conducted. All animals were killed in 48 h.

2.6. Biochemical Tests. The serum alanine aminotransferase
(ALT), aspartate aminotransferase (AST), and total bilirubin
(TBIL) levels were assayed using a fully automated Aeroset
chemistry analyzer provided by Abbott Co. Ltd.

2.7. Specimen Collection and Histological Studies. The proce-
dures of the H&E staining assays followed the previously
described steps [15]. Fresh liver and small intestine speci-
mens were fixed in 10% neutral-buffered formalin for 2 days
and then processed for sectioning and staining by standard
histological methods. Sections from the liver and small intes-
tine were stained with H&E and evaluated under BX 51 light
microscope (Olympus, Japan).

2.8. Quantitative Real-Time PCR to Detect mRNA Expression.
Total RNA in NCM460 cells and small intestine specimens
was isolated by using RNAiso Plus according to manufac-
turer’s protocol. The cDNAs were produced with a Prime-
Script RT reagent kit and incubated at 37°C for 15min and
at 85°C for 5 s. Real-time PCRs were performed using a
StepOne Plus device (Applied Biosystems) at 95°C for 10 s,
followed by 40 cycles at 95°C for 5 s, and at 60°C for 20 s,
according to the instructions for the SYBR Premix Ex Taq
kit. The data were analyzed by the 2−ΔΔCT method. All the
primers were synthesized by Tsingke (Wuhan, China), and
the sequences are listed in Table 1.

2.9. Western Blotting for Protein Expression Measurement.
Western blots were carried out using whole cell and small
intestine specimen extracts separated on SDS-PAGE gels
and then transferred onto a nitrocellulose filter membrane.
The membranes were blocked overnight with 5% nonfat milk
in phosphate-buffered saline (PBS) and probed with the
indicated antibody (Ab) before being washed three times in
Tris-buffered saline with Tween 20 (TBST) and then incu-
bated with an HRP-labeled secondary Ab. The dilutions of
the primary and secondary antibodies were as follows:
HDAC2, 1 : 1000; TLR4, 1 : 1000; MyD88, 1 : 1000; TRIF,
1 : 1000; TRAF6, 1 : 1000; ZO-1, 1 : 1000; occluding, 1 : 1000;
histone 3, 1 : 1000; acetyl-histone 3, 1 : 1000; and β-actin,
1 : 1000. And then this was followed by incubation with a
fluorescent secondary antibody at 37°C for 2 h. The blot
was analyzed using the Odyssey Infrared Imaging System
(LI-COR Biosciences). Membranes were also probed for β-
actin and histone 3 as additional loading controls.

2.10. IHC to Detect TLR4 Expression in Liver Tissue. After
dewaxing and hydrating, the small intestine specimens
were cut into 5mm sections and then incubated in 3%
H2O2 methanol to eliminate endogenous peroxidase activity.
The sections were incubated with normal goat serum for
10min and incubated with TLR4 (1 : 200) antibody overnight
at 4°C. Horseradish peroxidase- (HRP-) conjugated poly-
clonal to rabbit IgG was used to incubate the sections at
37°C for 30min after being rinsed again with PBS. The sam-
ples were developed with diaminobenzidine and stained with

hematoxylin. At last, Image-Pro Plus 6.0 (IPP) software was
used to analyze the optical density of the images.

2.11. Intestinal Permeability. Small intestinal mucosal barrier
function was assessed using an everted sac method as our
previously described [6]. Segments were everted in ice-cold
Krebs buffer (pH7.4), gently distended by injecting 1.5ml
of Krebs, and then suspended in the organ bath for 30min.
The organ bath contained 500-ml Krebs with added FITC-
labeled dextran 4000 (FD4, 10mg/ml) and maintained at
37°C, continuously bubbled with a gas mixture containing
95% O2 and 5% CO2. Samples from the sac were centrifuged
at 1000g at 4°C for 5min. FD4 concentration was detected at
an excitation wavelength of 492nm and an emission wave-
length of 515 nm with PerkinElmer LS-50 fluorescence spec-
trophotometer (PerkinElmer Inc., Waltham, MA). Intestinal
permeability was expressed as FD4 concentration divided by
the area of gut sac.

2.12. Statistical Analysis. All statistical analyses were per-
formed with SPSS 12.0. The results were expressed as
means± SDs. Results were performed with Student’s t-test
and one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA). P < 0 05 was
considered statistically significant.

3. Results

3.1. Detection of Cell Proliferation Activity by CCK-8.
Cell viability (%) was calculated as follows: [A (experi-
mental well)−A (blank well)]/[A (control well)−A (blank
well)]× 100. Moreover, we assessed the viability of cells
treated with different concentrations (10 nM, 100 nM,
1000 nM, 104 nM, 105 nM, 106 nM, 107 nM, and 108 nM) of
CAY10683 on after 24 h. Based on the CCK8 assay, the
concentration-effect curve was represented by the equation
y=100/(1 + 10((2.499−x)∗(−1.761))) (Figure 1(a)), and the

Table 1: The primer sequence for RT-PCR.

Gene Primer sequence (5′→3′)
TLR4 Forward TGACAGGAAACCCTATCCAGAGTT

(Human) Reverse TCTCCACAGCCACCAGATTCT

TLR4 Forward TACAGTTCGTCATGCTTTCTC

(Rat) Reverse ATTAGGAAGTACCTCTATGCAG

ZO-1 Forward GCAGCCACAACCAATTCATAG

(Human) Reverse GCAGACGATGTTCATAGTTTC

ZO-1 Forward GCTCACCAGGGTCAAAATGT

(Rat) Reverse GGCTTAAAGCTGGCAGTGTC

Occludin Forward ACCCCCATCTGACTATGTGGAA

(Human) Reverse AGGAACCGGCGTGGATTTA

Occludin Forward TTACGGCTATGGAGGGTACAC

(Rat) Reverse GACGCTGGTAACAAAGATCAC

GAPDH Forward ACCACAGTCCATGCCATCAC

(Human) Reverse TCCACCACCCTGTTGCTGTA

GAPDH Forward GGCACAGTCAAGGCTGAGAATG

(Rat) Reverse ATGGTGGTGAAGACGCCAGTA
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specific parameters IC50 (315.7 nM), hillslope (−1.761), and
R2 (0.9748) were also assessed. Against HDAC2, CAY10683
showed an inhibitory concentration of 119 pM, which is over
3600-fold more potent than other HDACs [10]. For conve-
nience, we approximated the concentration 120 pM and the
viability was 99.99% for NCM460. Thus, the pretreatment
concentrations of CAY10683 of unstimulated NCW460
cells were 120 pM for 24h, none of which significantly
affected cell morphology (Figures 1(b) and 1(c)). Therefore,
we chose to treat cells with CAY10683 at 120 pM for 24 h
in this experiment.

3.2. Effect of CAY10683 on TEER in LPS-Stimulated NCM460
Cells. As the TEER became higher, the cell permeability
was lower. The small chamber film diameter, aperture,
and surface area were 12mm, 0.4μm, and 1.13 cm2. The
background resistance of blank was deducted from each
value. As shown in Figure 2(a), compared with the normal
group, the TEER value in the model group was significantly
decreased (P = 0 000, fold change (FC)= 0.28). After being
treated with CAY10683, the TEER value was pronouncedly
elevated (P = 0 000, FC=3.31).

3.3. Effect of CAY10683 on Acetylation Regulation in LPS-
Stimulated NCM460 Cells. CAY10683 is a HDACi that

specifically targets the HDAC2 and consequently affects
the acetylation of histone. To confirm the effects of
CAY10683 on HDAC2 and histone, we firstly verify the
effect of CAY10683 on HDAC2 and acetylation of histone
H3. Stimulated by LPS, the expression of HDAC2 was
increased in NCM460 cells (P = 0 001, FC=2.94). As
expected, CAY10683 showed inhibition on HDAC2 in cells
(Figure 2(c), P = 0 003, FC=0.577). The acetylated histone
H3 was also promoted by LPS simulation (P = 0 001,
FC=2.27) and then enhanced by CAY10683 (Figure 2(c),
P = 0 005, FC=1.35).

3.4. Effect of CAY10683 on the mRNA and Protein
Expression of ZO-1 and Occludin in LPS-Stimulated
NCM460 Cell. As shown in Figures 2(b) and 2(d), com-
pared with the normal group, the ZO-1 (mRNA: P =
0 004, FC=0.473; protein: P = 0 003, FC=0.364) and
occluding (mRNA: P = 0 005, FC=0.51; protein: P = 0 001,
FC=0.350) mRNA and protein levels in the model group
were significantly decreased. After being treated with
CAY10683, the expression of ZO-1(mRNA: P = 0 013,
FC=1.95; protein: P = 0 001, FC=3.17) and occluding
(mRNA: P = 0 014, FC=1.82; protein: P = 0 002, FC=2.23)
was pronouncedly elevated.
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Figure 1: (a) Detection of cell proliferation activity by CCK-8. (b–c) Cell morphology was observed in normal and CAY10683-treated
NCM460 cell group. Values are expressed as mean± SD. P < 0 05, compared with normal group; P < 0 05, compared with model group.
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Figure 2: (a) Effect of CAY10683 on TEER in LPS-stimulated NCM460 cells. (b) Effect of CAY10683 on the mRNA expression of TLR4, ZO-
1, and occludin in LPS-stimulated NCM460 cell. (c) Effect of CAY10683 on HDAC2 and acetyl-H3 in LPS-stimulated NCM460 cells. (d)
Effect of CAY10683 on the protein levels of ZO-1 and occludin in LPS-stimulated NCM460 cell. (e) Effect of CAY10683 on the TLR4,
MyD88, TRIF, and TRAF6 protein levels in LPS-stimulated NCM460 cells. Values are expressed as mean± SD. #P < 0 05, compared with
normal group; ∗P < 0 05, compared with model group.
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3.5. Effect of CAY10683 on the TLR4/MyD88 Pathway in
LPS-Stimulated NCM460 Cells. Next, we evaluated the effect
of CAY10683 on the TLR4/MyD88 pathway in LPS-
stimulated NCM460 cells. The TLR4 mRNA (P = 0 000,
FC=2.40) and TLR4 (P = 0 001, FC=2.62), MyD88 (P =
0 001, FC=2.70), TRIF (P = 0 001, FC=3.19), and TRAF6
(P = 0 001, FC=3.07) protein levels were dramatically
increased after LPS administration. On the contrary,
CAY10683 administration appeared to downregulate the
TLR4 mRNA (P = 0 002, FC=0.613) and TLR4 (P = 0 005,
FC=0.610), MyD88 (P = 0 004, FC=0.597), TRIF (P =
0 032, FC=0.714), and TRAF6 (P = 0 002, FC=0.454) pro-
tein levels (Figures 2(b) and 2(e)). Similarly, we furtherly
used immunofluorescence (IF) method to detect the protein
expressions of TLR4 in LPS-stimulated NCM460 cell. The
TLR4 protein level in the model group was significantly
increased (P = 0 001, FC=2.43), and CAY10683 could nota-
bly decrease TLR4 protein expression (Figure 3, P = 0 002,
FC=0.632).

3.6. Effect of CAY10683 on Hepatic Pathological Changes
and Serum Biochemical Indicators in ALF Rats. Because
the liver is the main target organ in ALF caused by LPS,
both histology and function are certainly injured to some
extent. Therefore, in vivo experiment, we primarily detect
whether the ALF rats model was successfully established
and then detect the effect of CAY10683 on liver pathological
changes and serum biochemical indicators in ALF rats.
As H&E staining shown in Figures 4(a)–4(c), the struc-
ture of liver lobules in the normal group was clear, the
arrangement of liver cells was neat, and the infiltration
of inflammatory cells was not observed around the liver

cells. The liver lobular structure in the ALF model group
was unclear, and hepatocytes were necrotic surrounded
by inflammatory cell infiltration. The hepatic lobule struc-
ture in CAY10683 rat liver was clearer than that in the
ALF model group, and the infiltration of inflammatory
cells was also reduced. As shown in Figures 4(d)–4(f),
the serum ALT (P = 0 000, FC=91.3), AST (P = 0 000,
FC=22.3), and TBIL (P = 0 000, FC=13.2) in the model
group were in the higher levels. Compared with the model
group, the CAY10683-treated groups showed significant
decreases in the ALT (P = 0 000, FC=0.156), AST (P =
0 000, FC=0.138), and TBIL (P = 0 000, FC=0.287) levels.

3.7. Effect of CAY10683 on Small Intestine Damages in
ALF Rats. We assessed the histology and intestinal perme-
ability changes of jejunum (5 cm away from pylorus)
(Figures 5(a)–5(c)). Histologic analysis revealed mucosal
damage in the model group, with elevation of the epithe-
lial layer from the lamina propria, denuding and loss of
height of the villi, and large reactive lymphoid follicles
along with excess of lymphocytes in lamina propria. How-
ever, the effects of ischemia and reperfusion were mark-
edly alleviated by CAY10683. Along with the changes in
histology, the intestinal permeability significantly increased
in the model group compared with the control (P = 0 001,
FC=2.85) and was dramatically improved by CAY10683
(P = 0 000, FC=0.488, Figure 5(d)).

3.8. Effect of CAY10683 on Acetylation Regulation in ALF
Rats. Compared with the normal group, the expression of
HDAC2 was increased in the model group (P = 0 001,
FC=3.51). CAY10683 showed inhibition on HDAC2 ALF
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Figure 3: The IF method was used to detect the protein expressions of TLR4 in LPS-stimulated NCM460 cell.
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rats (Figure 5(f), P = 0 001, FC=0.500). The acetylated his-
tone H3 was also promoted in the model group (P = 0 002,
FC=2.26) and then enhanced by CAY10683 (Figure 5(f),
P = 0 005, FC=1.46).

3.9. Effect of CAY10683 on the mRNA and Protein
Expression of ZO-1 and Occludin in ALF Rats. As shown in
Figures 5(e) and 5(g), compared with the normal group, the
ZO-1 (mRNA: P = 0 000, FC=0.307; protein: P = 0 002,
FC=0.434) and occluding (mRNA: P = 0 000, FC=0.35;
protein: P = 0 001, FC=0.346) mRNA and protein levels in
the model group were significantly decreased. After being
treated with CAY10683, the expression of ZO-1 (mRNA:
P = 0 001, FC=3.01; protein: P = 0 000, FC=2.48) and
occluding (mRNA: P = 0 002, FC=2.80; protein: P = 0 001,
FC=2.49) were pronouncedly elevated.

3.10. Effect of CAY10683 on the TLR4/MyD88 Pathway in
ALF Rats. Finally, we evaluated the effect of CAY10683 on
the TLR4/MyD88 pathway in ALF rats. The TLR4 mRNA
(P = 0 000, FC=2.63) and TLR4 (P = 0 000, FC=2.63),
MyD88 (P = 0 000, FC=2.41), TRIF (P = 0 001, FC=3.17),
and TRAF6 (P = 0 000, FC=3.42) protein levels were
dramatically increased after modeling. On the contrary,
CAY10683 administration appeared to downregulate the
TLR4 mRNA (P = 0 003, FC=0.622) and TLR4 (P = 0 002,

FC=0.624), MyD88 (P = 0 007, FC=0.642), TRIF (P =
0 003, FC=0.624), and TRAF6 (P = 0 001, FC=0.498) pro-
tein levels (Figures 5(e) and 5(g)). The IHC method was used
to detect the protein expressions of TLR4 in liver tissues,
which mainly expressed in cell membranes and cytoplasm.
The TLR4 protein level in the model group was significantly
increased (P = 0 002, FC=10.12) and CAY10683 could
notably decrease TLR4 protein expression (Figures 6(a)–
6(d), P = 0 003, FC=0.178).

4. Discussion

Intestinal mucosa barrier dysfunction can cause intestinal
flora disturbance in ALF, and gram-negative bacilli repro-
duce excessively, producing a large amount of endotoxin
[16]. However, the damaged liver cannot completely clear
endotoxin, which not only leaded to excessive endotoxin
get into the systemic circulation, but also exacerbated the
endotoxin damage to the liver [17]. Endotoxin induced the
production of inflammatory cytokines, destruction of intesti-
nal mucosal barrier function, resulting in increased intestinal
mucosal permeability.

Intestinal mechanical barrier is mainly composed of
intestinal mucosal epithelial cells and intercellular connec-
tion [18]. And the intestinal mechanical barrier transmem-
brane proteins ZO-1 and occludin are important structures
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Figure 4: Effect of CAY10683 on hepatic pathological changes and serum biochemical indicators in ALF rats: (a) normal group, (b) model
group, and (c) CAY10683 group. (d–f) Effect of CAY10683 on serum ALT, AST, and TBIL in ALF rats. Values are expressed as mean± SD.
#P < 0 05, compared with normal group; ∗P < 0 05, compared with model group.
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that make up a tight junction, which determines the per-
meability of the intestinal barrier and intestinal tract
[19]. Once the transmembrane proteins are reduced,
missed, or mutated, the intestinal epithelial cell permeabil-
ity would increase [20], and bacteria, lipopolysaccharides,

and macromolecules would enter the systemic circulation
through tight junctions [21, 22], resulting in local or systemic
inflammatory responses that can lead to MODS, even caused
death [23]. In addition, LPS can directly destroy the tight
junction protein, leading to decreased resistance to intestinal
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Figure 5: (a–c) Effect of CAY10683 on small intestine damages in ALF rats: (a) normal group, (b) model group, and (c) CAY10683 group. (d)
Effect of CAY10683 on the intestinal permeability in ALF rats. (e) Effect of CAY10683 on the mRNA expression of TLR4, ZO-1, and occludin
in ALF rats. (f) Effect of CAY10683 on HDAC2 and acetyl-H3 in ALF rats. (g) Effect of CAY10683 on the protein levels of ZO-1, occludin,
TLR4, MyD88, TRIF, and TRAF6 protein levels in ALF rats. Values are expressed as mean± SD. #P < 0 05, compared with normal group;
∗P < 0 05, compared with model group.
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epithelial [24]. At present, LPS mainly through the role of cell
membrane surface receptors such as TLR4 activates the
MyD88 downstream signaling pathway, thus affecting the
expression of tight junction proteins [25–27]. TLR-4 recog-
nizes pathogens, then passes the activation signals into cells,
upregulates transcription factors such as MyD88, promotes
the release of cytokines or inflammatory mediators, activates
local or systemic inflammatory responses, causes structural
changes, or decreases the expression of tight junction
proteins, finally leading to intestinal mucosal barrier dys-
function, causing increased intestinal permeability [28].
Therefore, through the intestinal mucosa repair in ALF
can reduce the bacteria, LPS, or macromolecules pass
through the tight connection into the body circulation
and decrease the release of inflammatory factors within
the liver, reducing the “second strike” for the liver.

In our cell experiment, we assessed that the IC50 con-
centration for NCM460 was 315.7 nM, which was much
higher than our selective inhibitive concentration 120 pM
for HDAC2. Therefore, we chose to treat cells with
CAY10683 at 120 pM for 24 h in this experiment. To con-
firm the effects of CAY10683 on HDAC2 and histone, we
firstly verify the effect of CAY10683 on HDAC2 and acetyla-
tion of histone H3. Stimulated by LPS, the expression of
HDAC2 was increased in NCM460 cells. As expected,
CAY10683 showed inhibition on HDAC2 in cells. The acet-
ylated histone H3 was also promoted by LPS simulation and
then enhanced by CAY10683, whereas CAY10683 could
effectively decrease the permeability in LPS-stimulated
NCM460 cell. The ZO-1 and occludin mRNA and protein
levels were significantly decreased in the LPS-stimulated

group, which was consistent with the reported study [29]
and then increased after being treated with CAY10683. Next,
we evaluated the effect of CAY10683 on the TLR4/MyD88
pathway in LPS-stimulated NCM460 cells. The TLR4
mRNA and TLR4, MyD88, TRIF, and TRAF6 protein levels
were dramatically decreased after CAY10683 administration
for LPS-stimulated NCM460 cells. In our animal experi-
ment, we firstly insured that the ALF rat model was success-
fully established by D-galactosamine/LPS and then detected
alleviating effect of CAY10683 on liver pathological changes
and serum biochemical indicators in ALF rats. The histology
and intestinal permeability changes of jejunum could be
dramatically improved by CAY10683 in ALF rat model.
Compared with model rat, the expression of HDAC2 was
increased by CAY10683, and CAY10683 showed inhibition
on HDAC2 ALF rats. The acetylated histone H3 was also
promoted in the model group and then enhanced by
CAY10683. To explore the specific molecular mechanism
of protecting intestinal mucosal barrier, we detected that
the ZO-1 and occludin mRNA and protein levels in the
CAY10683 group were significantly elevated. Finally, we
verified the protective effect of CAY10683 on the TLR4/
MyD88 pathway in ALF rats.

Although the broad spectrum HDAC inhibitor TSA was
shown to have the protective effect on intestine in ALF [6],
which specific HDAC molecule related with the protective
effect and the molecular mechanism of how HDAC2 inhibi-
tor alleviated intestinal mucosal barrier in ALF were still
unknown. Being an inhibitor of HDAC2, CAY10683 reduced
the high expression of HDAC2 in ALF model. In this exper-
iment, we found that the acetylated histone H3 increased
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under the stimulation by LPS. In the CAY10683 group, the
acetylation of histones was further enhanced with HDAC2
reduction. The changes of HDAC2 and histone responding
to CAY10683 in ALF model were similar to those in our pre-
vious studies [6, 30]. Because HDACs could not only regu-
late histones but also nonhistone proteins with multiple
lysine residues acetylation, the gene expression or protein
transcription could be upregulated or downregulated [31].
Moreover, the ubiquitinated or methylated modifications
could participate in the protein regulation [32]. Therefore,
the inflammatory pathway TLR4/MyD88 was suppressed,
although the acetylated histone3 was increased in the
CAY10683 group. The inflammatory pathway TLR4/MyD88
inhibition of CAY10683 was likely through nonhistone
acetylation, and this acetylation process was through the
effect of histone acetylation.

In conclusion, CAY10683 improved liver and small intes-
tine histology, intestine permeability, and liver function in
ALF rats. The inhibition of CAY10683 on inflammation is
mainly via the histones acetylation. The present study not
only proved that CAY10683 protected the liver in ALF rats
as we previously described in ACLF rats but also further
demonstrated its protection on intestine permeability. We
speculated that CAY10683 could protect intestinal epithelial
barrier disruption and keep the integrity of tight junction
through inhabiting TLR4/MyD88 signal pathway, and
CAY10683 can be considered as a therapeutic drug for pro-
tecting intestinal mucosa in ALF. This experiment not only
focuses on the reliable curative effects but also provides a
new avenue for clinical research and treatment and forming
the foundation for future precision medicine for intestinal
mucosal barrier in ALF. Further studies on the specific mech-
anism of CAY10683 regarding alleviating ALF may provide a
potential prevention and treatment method for intestinal
defense in ALF.
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