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Sulforaphane induces apoptosis 
and inhibits invasion in U251MG glioblastoma 
cells
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Abstract 

In recent studies, sulforaphane (SFN) has been seen to demonstrate antioxidant and anti-tumor activities. In the 
present study, the viability inhibition effects of SFN in U251MG glioblastoma cells were analyzed by MTS. Morphology 
changes were observed by microscope. Apoptotic effects of SFN were evaluated by annexin V binding capacity with 
flow cytometric analysis. Invasion inhibition effects of SFN were tested by the invasion assay. The molecular mecha-
nisms of apoptotic effects and invasion inhibition effects of SFN were detected by western blot and gelatin zymogra-
phy. The results indicated that SFN has potent apoptotic effects and invasion inhibition effects against U251MG glio-
blastoma cells. These effects are both dose dependent. Taken together, SFN possessed apoptotic activity on U251MG 
cells indicated by increased annexin V-binding capacity, Bad, Bax, cytochrome C expression, and decreased Bcl-2 and 
survivin expressions. SFN inhibited invasion in U251MG cells via upregulation of E-cadherin and downregulation of 
MMP-2, MMP-9 and Galectin-3.
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Background
Glioblastoma, the most commonly primary central nerv-
ous system tumor, is one of the most devastating cancers 
with a 15  months median survival and a 8–26  % 2-year 
survival rate (Hassler et  al. 2014; Messaoudi et  al. 2015; 
Nagasawa et  al. 2012). Despite research efforts, effective 
therapies for glioblastoma are limited. Chemotherapy, as 
one of the most important therapies, has been proved to 
improve survival in glioblastoma (Spiegel et al. 2007; Stupp 
et al. 2009; Yang et al. 2014). However, rapid emergence of 
tumor resistance and side effects of current chemothera-
peutic agents lowered the therapeutic effects and limited 
application (Chamberlain 2010; Chen et  al. 2013). Thus, 
novel anti-glioblastoma drugs with fewer side-effects and 
greater therapeutic efficiency are strongly demanded.

The poor prognosis of glioblastoma is ascribed to the 
rapid growth rate and the high invasiveness (Alifieris 

and Trafalis 2015; Onishi et al. 2013; Wurth et al. 2014). 
Therefore, an efficient chemotherapeutic agent must be 
able to inhibit both growth and invasion of glioblastoma 
cells. Besides, the agent must have low toxicity to normal 
cells and have no tumor resistance。

At present, natural products are the major sources of 
available anticancer drugs. Phytochemicals obtained 
from vegetables, fruits, teas, and medicinal plants have 
been extensively investigated for their anti-cancer activi-
ties due to their safety, low toxicity, and general availabil-
ity (Pratheeshkumar et al. 2012). Identifying their active 
ingredients and researching the molecular mechanisms 
of such ingredients is regarded as an attractive approach 
for drug development. Sulforaphane (SFN), first identi-
fied in broccoli sprouts and present at high concentra-
tions in most cruciferous vegetables, has been shown to 
be effective in cancer treatment. Studies showed that SFN 
could induce apoptosis, inhibit progression and metasta-
sis of many kinds of cancer cells (Chen et al. 2015). And, 
there is an increasing need for new drugs to treat high-
risk cancer patients with a higher selectivity for cancer 
cells and lower toxicity to normal cells. SFN has a safe 
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cytotoxicity profile towards the normal cells thus it can 
be utilized in the development of safe cancer treatment 
strategies (Hussain et al. 2013; Kallifatidis et al. 2011). In 
addition, sulforaphane can overcome the chemoresist-
ance of cancer cells (Lan et al. 2015; Pastorek et al. 2015).

Despite a great number of studies describing the chem-
opreventive and chemotherapeutic properties of sul-
foraphane in cancers, there is little information on the 
properties of sulforaphane in glioblastoma. In the present 
study, we examined the effects of SFN on U251MG glio-
blastoma cells. Our study aimed to provide a novel poten-
tial therapeutic agent for the treatment of glioblastoma. 
Our results indicated that SFN was effective in inhibiting 
the tumor growth and infiltration of U251MG cells.

Results
SFN inhibited viability and changed cell morphology 
of U251MG glioblastoma cells
The viability of U251MG cells was measured by MTS 
assay. U251MG cells were treated with the increasing 
doses of SFN (0, 10, 20 and 40 µM) for 24 h. MTS assay 
showed that SFN significantly reduced the viability of 
U251MG cells in a dose dependant manner (Fig. 1a). And 
we found that SFN obviously changed cell morphology. 
Following 24  h of SFN incubation, U251MG cells dem-
onstrated reduction of pseudopodia, a rounded shape, 
shrinkage, nuclear condensation and fragmentation 
(Figs. 1b, 2). These results indicated the potential apop-
tosis inducing effect and invasion inhibiting effect of SFN 
in U251MG cells for further analysis.

SFN induced apoptosis in U251MG glioblastoma cells
Based on the finding that SFN was associated with 
cell apoptosis, we further studied the potential influ-
ence of SFN on U251MG cell apoptosis. After treated 
with SFN for 24  h, the apoptosis ratios were detected 
by flow cytometry. As shown in Fig.  3, the apoptosis 
ratios of the control group was 4.03 ±  1.31  %. Respec-
tively, the apoptosis ratios of the U251MG cells treated 
with 10, 20, 40 µM SFN were 6.70 ± 1.54, 13.03 ± 2.11, 
and 30.40 ± 4.33 %. When treated with 10 µM SFN, the 
percentage of total apoptosis increased, but the differ-
ence was not statistically significant compared with the 
untreated group (P  >  0.05). Treated with ≥20  µM SFN, 
the apoptosis ratio was dramatically increased in a dose-
dependent manner (*P < 0.05).

SFN induced apoptosis in U251MG via regulating related 
proteins
Western blot analysis revealed that the expression levels 
of Bcl-2, Bax, Bad, cytochrome C in SFN-treated cells 
were upregulated, while the Bcl-2 and survivin expres-
sion levels were downregulated when compared with 

the control group (Fig. 4a). (b) Statistical analysis of Bax, 
Bcl-2 expression and the ratio of Bax/Bcl-2. At 10  µM 
SFN, no signifiant differences were observed compared 
with the control group (P  >  0.05). At 20 and 40  µM, 
P  <  0.05 versus the control group. (c) Statistical analy-
sis of Bad expression. SFN upregulated Bad expression 
in a dose dependent manner. (d) Statistical analysis of 
cytochrome C expression. At 20 and 40 µM, P < 0.05 ver-
sus the control group. (e) Statistical analysis of survivin 
expression. The Bax, Bad, cytochrome C, Bcl-2 and sur-
vivin expression levels were affected in a dose-dependent 
manner in the U251MG cells.

SFN inhibited invasion in U251MG glioblastoma cells
To determine whether SFN weakens the cell invasion 
potential, transwell matrigel invasion assays were con-
ducted. The cells invading through the matrigel were 
counted. The results showed that the cell numbers 
in the following groups (10, 20, 40  µM) treated with 
SFN for 24  h were significantly decreased versus con-
trol cells (0  µM) following a dose-dependent manner 
(Fig.  5). Clearly, SFN attenuated the cell motility ability 
significantly.

SFN inhibited invasion ability in U251MG via influencing 
E‑cadherin, Galectin‑3 and MMPs
E-cadherin, Galectin-3, MMP-2 and MMP-9 play 
important roles in cellular invasion. The results of west-
ern blot showed that the protein levels of E-cadherin 
was increased, Galectin-3, MMP-2 and MMP-9 were 
decreased significantly after SFN treatment (Fig. 6a). To 
determine whether the activities of MMP-2 and MMP-9 
were also influenced by SFN, we employed Gelatine 
zymography. As demonstrated in Fig.  6f, samples from 
SFN-treated cells had darker bands than the control 
cells at both 72 and 92 kDa. That indicates SFN is able to 
inhibit the activities of MMP-2 and MMP-9.

Discussion
Sulforaphane (SFN), which is purified from cruciferae, 
has been demonstrated to possess a number of pharma-
cological properties and is one of the most promising 
agents for the treatment of various cancer types (Clarke 
et al. 2008). The present study investigated the influence 
of SFN on glioblastoma cells.

The results of the MTS assay confirmed that SFN 
effectively reduced the growth of U251MG cells in a 
dose-dependent manner. Furthermore, at increasing con-
centrations of SFN, the cells became rounder and mar-
cider, which was the morphological characteristics of 
apoptosis.

Subsequently, the percentages of apoptosis were dis-
tinguished using an annexin V and PI method by flow 
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Fig. 1 SFN inhibited viability and changed cell morphology of U251MG cells. a U251MG cell lines were treated with 0, 10, 20 and 40 µM SFN for 
24 h. Cell viability was examined using MTS assay. Results were expressed as a percentage of control, which was considered as 100 %. Data are 
presented as the mean ± SD of three independent experiments. b Morphological changes of U251MG cells treated with different concentrations of 
SFN for 24 h (magnification, ×40). The cells were evidently reduced in size and their margins were unclear compared with the control group
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cytometric analysis. Promoting tumor cell apoptosis 
has been recognized as one of most important meth-
ods towards tumor treatment (Feng et  al. 2011; Lino 
and Merlo 2011). We found that SFN induced apop-
tosis of U251MG cells in an increasing trend. Upon 
treatment with 10 µM SFN, the percentage of total apop-
tosis increased, but the difference was not statistically 
significant compared with the untreated group (P > 0.05). 
Therefore, this SFN concentration was hypothesized to 
be relative low and unable to trigger further cell apop-
tosis that would be detected by annexin V and PI. By 
contrast, at 20 and 40 µM SFN, the apoptosis rates were 
identified to be significantly different compared with 
the control group (P < 0.05). In addition, certain studies 
have previously reported that SFN induced cell apoptosis 

in different cancer cell lines (Conzatti et al. 2014; Gupta 
et  al. 2014; Huang et  al. 2012), which is consistent with 
the results of our study.

The uncontrolled growth and diffuse infiltration of 
tumor cells are the major cause of recurrence and death. 
Effective anti-glioblastoma therapy should not only 
inhibit tumor cell growth, but also prevent invasion of 
cancer cells (Ranjit et  al. 2015). We further investigated 
the effects of SFN on the invasion ability of U251MG 
glioblastoma cells. The invasion assay showed that SFN 
inhibited invasion ability of U251MG cells. The results 
conformed with studies which demonstrated that SFN 
inhibited invasion in different cancer cell lines (Lee et al. 
2013; Lenzi et al. 2014; Shan et al. 2013). In short, SFN is 
a potential chemopreventive agent for glioblastoma.

Fig. 2 SFN inhibited viability and changed cell morphology of U251MG cells. Morphological changes of U251MG cells treated with different 
concentrations of SFN for 24 h (magnification, ×100). The cells were evidently reduced in size and their margins were unclear compared with the 
control group
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Fig. 3 SFN induced apoptosis. U251MG cells treated with 0, 10, 20, 40 µM SFN for 24 h. a The cells were stained with annexin V and PI. The percent-
ages of apoptosis were based on the cells present in the LR and UR quadrants. Total apoptosis percentage, indicating that SFN induced apoptosis 
in a dose dependent manner. b Statistical analysis of total apoptosis percentage. At 10 µM SFN, no signifiant differences were observed compared 
with the control group (P > 0.05). At 20 and 40 µM, P < 0.05 versus the control group. PI propidium iodide, LR lower right, UR upper right
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Fig. 4 SFN regulated expressions of Bcl-2, Bax, Bad, cytochrome C and survivin. a Expression of apoptosis-associated proteins in U251MG glioblas-
toma cells treated with SFN and the expression levels of Bcl-2, Bax, Bad, and cytochrome C were detected by western blot analysis using tubulin 
as a control. b Statistical analysis of Bad expression. c Statistical analysis of Bax, Bcl-2 expression and the ratio of Bax/Bcl-2. d Statistical analysis of 
cytochrome C expression. e Statistical analysis of survivin expression
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Fig. 5 SFN inhibited invasion. a U251MG glioblastoma cells were seeded in transwells pre-coated with matrigel and were treated with 0, 10, 20, 
and 40 μM SFN for 24 h, respectively. Then, randomly chosen at least 5 fields were photographed (×40), and the number of cells that invaded into 
the lower surface was calculated as a percentage of invasion. b Statistical analysis of total invasion percentage. The bar chart showed that the num-
ber of invasive cells was significantly lower in SFN-treated U251MG cells than that of control cells (*P < 0.05)
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Fig. 6 SFN regulated E-cadherin, Galectin-3, MMP-2 and MMP-9. a Expression of invasion-associated proteins in U251MG cells treated with SFN and 
b statistical analysis of E-cadherin expression. c Statistical analysis of Galectin-3 expression. d Statistical analysis of MMP-9 expression. e Statistical 
analysis of MMP-2 expression. f Activities of invasion-associated proteins in U251MG cells treated with SFN and g statistical analysis of MMP-9 activ-
ity. h Statistical analysis of MMP-2 activity. The expression levels of E-cadherin, Galectin-3, MMP-2 and MMP-9 were detected by western blot analysis 
using tubulin as a control. The activities of MMP-2, MMP-9 were detected by gelatine zymography. The results are representative of at least three 
independent experiments
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However, the molecular mechanisms vary depend-
ing on cell lines (Gupta et al. 2014). In the present study, 
we found that SFN could inhibit U251MG glioblastoma 
cells, but the molecular mechanisms through which 
SFN affects glioblastoma cells remain unclear. In order 
to clarify the exact mechanisms of apoptosis and inva-
sion inhibition effects in U251MG glioblastoma cells, we 
investigated the influence of SFN on the crucial proteins 
associated with apoptosis and invasion.

Mitochondria are central integrators and transducers 
of proapoptotic signals in apoptosis (Carloni et al. 2012; 
Deighton et  al. 2014). Bcl-2 family proteins play a cru-
cial role in the mitochondrial apoptosis pathway. To a 
large extent, the sensitivity of cells to apoptotic stimuli, 
depends on the proportion of Bax protein to Bcl-2 pro-
tein in the cells. When the proportion increases, the cell 
apoptosis rate rises. Bad is a negative regulation of Bax/
Bcl-2 heterodimer. It replaces Bax in a concentration 
dependent manner, and the free Bax form the homodi-
mer (Hattori et  al. 2000; Hutcheson et  al. 2015; Yang 
et  al. 1995). Formation of Bax/Bax homodimers lead to 
loss of mitochondrial outer membrane integrity and 
cytochrome C release into the cytoplasm, and then trig-
gers the occurrence of the whole apoptotic events. That 
means Bad mediates apoptosis by regulating the ratio of 
homodimer to heterodimer of Bax.

We studied apoptosis mechanism of SFN on glioblas-
toma through the comprehensive expression of Bcl-2, 
Bax, Bad and cytochrome C. According to the results of 
the present study, SFN downregulated the expression of 
Bcl-2, upregulated the expression of Bax, Bad, and the 
proportion of Bax/Bcl-2 proteins, which indicated that 
Bcl-2 family proteins are involved in the SFN triggered 
apoptosis in U251MG cells. Furthermore, caspases are 
key factors in the execution of apoptosis. Caspase-3 is the 
most critical apoptosis performer in the downstream of 
cascade, and the activation of caspases is largely depend-
ent on the release of cytochrome C (Xie et  al. 2015; Yi 
et  al. 2015). The present results demonstrated that the 
expression levels of cytochrome C were elevated follow-
ing SFN treatment. It is most likely that SFN induces 
apoptosis by elevating their upstream signal Bax-to-Bcl-2 
ratio resulting in cytochrome C escape to the cytoplasm 
where cytochrome C interacts with caspases signaling 
pathways. Meanwhile, SFN increased the expression of 
Bad which upregulated the homodimers of Bax. Analysis 
by synthesis, we concluded that the proapoptosis signal-
ing way of SFN in U251MG glioblastoma cells was SFN–
Bad–Bax/Bcl-2-cytochrome C-caspases.

Besides, survivin is the smallest and strongest mem-
ber of the inhibitor of apoptosis protein (IAP) fam-
ily that is selectively overexpressed in most common 
types of human cancers, and has been implicated in 

the control of cell division, inhibition of apoptosis, and 
tumor cell resistance to certain anticancer agents. Sur-
vivin is one of the most specific cancer antigens identified 
to date and blocks apoptosis via antagonizing caspases, 
It is expressed in over 80 % of glioblastomas, but rarely 
detectable in normal adult tissues. In human gliomas, 
the overexpression of survivin was closely associated 
with uncontrolled cell proliferation and the inhibition of 
apoptosis, high levels of survivin expression revealed to 
be correlated with a poor prognosis. We found that SFN 
downregulated survivin in U251MG cells. Therefore, sur-
vivin is an important target molecule of SFN.

In order to clarify the exact mechanisms of invasion 
inhibiting effects of SFN on U251MG glioblastoma cells, 
the expression and activity of key invasion proteins were 
examined.

Tumor cell invasion into the basement membrane is the 
fundamental steps that mediate the dissemination of cells 
from the primary site to distant secondary sites. In this 
process, matrix metalloproteinases (MMPs) play crucial 
roles. Studies showed that MMPs degraded extracellu-
lar matrix proteins to create space for invading glioblas-
toma cells, and activate signal transduction cascades that 
promote invasion. Several studies address the fact that 
MMPs especially MMP-2 and MMP-9 overexpressed in 
glioblastoma cells compared with normal brain tissue 
(Chintala et al. 1999; Nakada et al. 2003). And the inhibi-
tion of MMPs could significantly reduce the invasiveness 
of glioblastoma cells (Coniglio and Segall 2013). In our 
study, secretion of MMP-2 and MMP-9 from U251MG 
cells was decreased after administering SFN. We also 
found SFN reduced the activity of MMP-2 and MMP-9 in 
U251MG cells. That’s a main reason for invasion inhibi-
tion of SFN in U251MG glioblastoma cells.

E-cadherin was reduced or lost in the majority of gli-
oma tissues. E-cadherin plays a key role in cancer cell 
invasion. Galectin-3, one of the most important factors 
in cell invasion process, was reported to be modulated by 
MMPs, which plays a crucial role in glioma cell invasion. 
Studies showed that high levels of Galectin-3 expressed 
in high grade glioma (Le Mercier et al. 2010). These stud-
ies are consistent with our results that SFN downregu-
lated Galectin-3 and inhibited invasion in U251MG cells. 
Galectin-3 is an important target molecule of SFN in 
glioblastoma cells invasion progress.

Conclusions
In conclusion, SFN has potent apoptosis inducing effects 
and invasion inhibiting effects against U251 glioblastoma 
cells. These effects are dose dependent. The most likely 
mechanisms are the induction of apoptosis by Bad–Bax/
Bcl-2-cytochrome C signaling pathway and survivin, 
and inhibition of invasion by influencing E-cadherin, 
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Galectin-3, MMP-2 and MMP-9 (Fig. 7). This study sug-
gests that SFN may be a suitable candidate for glioblas-
toma treatment (Ciftci et al. 2015). However, to the best 
of our knowledge, numerous mechanisms are involved in 
SFN-induced apoptosis and invasion inhibition, further 
research is required to elucidate these.

Methods
Cell lines and culture
The glioblastoma cell lines, U251MG, were obtained 
from ATCC (Manassas, VA, USA). The cells were culti-
vated in DMEM/HIGH glucose culture medium contain-
ing 10  % fetal bovine serum (FBS), 100  U/ml penicillin 
and 100 U/ml streptomycin. Cells were grown at 37 °C in 
a humidified incubator containing 5 % CO2. The medium 
was refreshed every 2–3 days. Cells were trypsinized by 
trypsin. The cells in the logarithmic growth phase were 
used to conduct the experiments described as follows.

Reagents
Culture media were purchased from Hyclone (Logan, 
Utah, USA), FBS and penicillin–streptomycin were 
acquired from Invitrogen (Carlsbad, CA, USA). MMP-9 
antibody was purchased from Cell Signaling Technology, 
Inc (Shanghai, China). MMP-2 antibody was supplied 
by Santa Cruz Biotechnology (Santa Cruz, CA, USA). 
Antibodies against Bax, Bad, Bcl-2, cytochrome C and 
α-tubulin were purchased from Proteintech Group, Inc 
(Chicago, USA). d, l-Sulforaphane (SFN) was acquired 
from Sigma (St Louis, MO, USA). MTS assay kit was 

purchased from Promega (Madison, USA). Transwell 
plates for invasion assay were bought from BD Bio-
sciences (Bedford, MA, USA). BCA protein assay kit was 
obtained from Thermo Scientific Pierce Protein Research 
Products (Rockford, IL., USA). Annexin V-FITC Apop-
tosis Assay Kit was acquired from Nanjing KeyGEN Bio-
tech (Nanjing, China).

MTS
Cells were seeded into 96-well culture plates at the rate 
of 5000  cells/well overnight. Different cell wells were 
treated with 0, 10, 20 and 40 µM SFN for 24 h. 20 µl pre-
warmed MTS reagent was added to each of the wells for 
an additional 1  h following treatment. The absorbance 
values were measured at 490 nm by a BioTek® microplate 
reader (SynergyTM, HT, USA). In the absence of cells, 
background absorbance of the medium was subtracted. 
Results were expressed as a percentage of control (0 µM 
SFN), which was considered as 100  %. Each assay was 
performed in triplicate, and the results were expressed as 
the mean ± SD.

Morphological observation
U251MG cells were seeded and grown in 6-well culture 
plates until they reached 70 % confluence. Then SFN was 
administered at concentrations of 0,10, 20 and 40  µM 
and cells were cultured for 24 h. Morphological changes 
were observed by an phase-contrast microscope at ×40 
and ×100 magnification (Leica, Germany) connected to a 
digital camera (Olympus, Japan).

Fig. 7 Signaling pathway of SFN in U251MG cells
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Flow cytometry analysis of apoptotic cells
Apoptosis was detected using annexin V-FITC/propid-
ium iodide (PI) staining followed by flow cytometry. After 
treated with SFN for 24 h, cells were collected and cen-
trifuged at 1000 rpm for 5 min. Then, cells were washed 
twice with cold PBS to remove excessive medium. Next, 
the cells were re-suspended at a concentration of 1 × 106 
cells/ml in binding buffer and incubated with annexin 
V-FITC and PI at room temperature for 15  min in the 
dark. A total of at least 10,000 cells were collected and 
analyzed by flow cytometry (FACSAria, BD, USA).

Western blot
Samples were separated on SDS-PAGE gels and then 
transferred to nitrocellulose membranes. Membranes 
were incubated overnight at 4  °C with primary antibod-
ies. Membranes were washed with TBS-T, and then incu-
bated with secondary antibody. The same membranes 
were stripped and reprobed with α-tubulin antibody for 
equal loading and normalization.

Cell invasion assays
Cell invasion was performed using BD BioCoat Matrigel 
invasion chambers (BD Biosciences, 8  µm) pre-coated 
with BD Matrigel matrix. The assay insert plates were 
prepared by rehydrating the BD matrigel with 300  ml 
pre-warmed serum-free medium at room temperature 
for 30 min. 1 × 105 of U251MG cells treated with differ-
ent concentrations of SFN (0, 10, 20, 40 µM) suspended 
in 300  µl medium without FBS were added separately 
onto the apical chambers, and 500 µl medium with 10 % 
fetal bovine serum was added in the lower chambers. 
After the cells were grown for 24 h, the cells on the api-
cal chambers were removed with a cotton swab. The 
invaded cells (or pseudopodia) on the bottom of the 
chamber were fixed with 100 % methanol for 20 min at 
−20  °C, then stained with 0.5  % crystal violet solution 
at room temperature for 20 min. After moving away the 
crystal violet solution, the cells were rinsed with distilled 
water until no excess dye was viewed. The invaded cells 
or pseudopodia were counted from 5 randomly selected 
areas, the images were photographed by camera with a 
Leica DM IRB microscope at ×40 magnification.

Gelatin zymography
Gelatin zymography has been widely used to meas-
ure the activity of matrix metalloproteinases MMP-2 
(gelatinase A) or MMP-9 (gelatinase B). Cells were 
incubated in serum-free medium for 24  h with differ-
ent concentrations of SFN (0, 10, 20, 40 µM) treatment. 
Medium with secreted MMP-2 and MMP-9 proteins 
was collected from an equal number of cells and was 
centrifuged at 2000 rpm for 10 min to remove cellular 

debris. Then we collected the supernatant and mixed it 
with equal amount of sample buffer for loading in the 
gel. The supernatants were separated at 4  °C in a 10 % 
SDS polyacrylamide gel containing 1 mg/ml gelatin as 
a protease substrate. In the process of electrophoresis, 
SDS is reversibly combined with MMPs of samples to 
destroy hydrogen bond and hydrophobic bond, and 
MMPs can’t decompose gelatin. After electrophoresis, 
in order to eluate SDS, the gels were washed in rena-
turing buffer (pH 7.5, 2.5  % Triton X-100) for 30  min, 
2 times; then incubated in fresh developing buffer 
(50 mM Tris–HCl, pH 7.5, 0.2 M NaCl, 10 mM CaCl2, 
0.02 % NaN3) at 37 °C for 42 h to renature gelatinases. 
The gel was incubated with staining buffer [0.5  % 
Coomassie Blue R-250, 30  % methanol, and 10  % ace-
tic acid)] and then destained with washing buffer (50 % 
methanol, 10 % acetic acid), compared with marker, the 
zymography band at the specific location (molecular 
weight 62) was confirmed as active MMP-2, at the spe-
cific location (molecular weight 92) was confirmed as 
MMP-9.

Statistical analysis
Statistical analysis was performed using Statistical Pack-
age for Social Science (SPSS) SPSS 18.0. Data were 
expressed as mean ± SD and were evaluated by Student’s 
t test or one-way ANOVA. Multiple between-group com-
parisons were performed using the Student–Newman–
Keuls (S–N–K) method. Every experiment was repeated 
at least three times. A P value <0.05 was considered to be 
statistically significant.

Abbreviations
SFN: sulforaphane; MMP: metalloproteinase; ATCC: American Type Culture Col-
lection; PI: propidium iodide; FBS: fetal bovine serum.

Authors’ contributions
CL and ZZ designed the study, carried out some experimental work and 
drafted the manuscript. LS performed data analysis and did some experimen-
tal work. YZ3 and RZ interpreted results, edited and revised the manuscript. 
YZ1 and BB carried out some experiments and supervised data analysis. All 
authors read and approved the final manuscript.

Author details
1 Yantai Affiliated Hospital of Binzhou Medical University, Yantai 264100, China. 
2 Affiliated Hospital of Binzhou Medical University, Binzhou, China. 3 Yantaishan 
Hospital, Yantai, China. 

Acknowledgements
We are very grateful to Dr. Shujun Jiang, Binzhou Medical University, for her 
assistance in the experiments. This study was funded by the Scientific research 
Foundation of Binzhou Medical University (Grant Number: BY2014KYQD32).

Competing interests
The authors declare that they have no competing interests.

Received: 7 December 2015   Accepted: 17 February 2016



Page 12 of 12Zhang et al. SpringerPlus  (2016) 5:235 

References
Alifieris C, Trafalis DT (2015) Glioblastoma multiforme: pathogenesis and treat-

ment. Pharmacol Ther 152:63–82
Carloni S, Buonocore G, Longini M, Proietti F, Balduini W (2012) Inhibition of 

rapamycin-induced autophagy causes necrotic cell death associated with 
Bax/Bad mitochondrial translocation. Neuroscience 203:160–169

Chamberlain MC (2010) Temozolomide: therapeutic limitations in the treat-
ment of adult high-grade gliomas. Expert Rev Neurother 10:1537–1544

Chen C, Xu T, Lu Y, Chen J, Wu S (2013) The efficacy of temozolomide for recur-
rent glioblastoma multiforme. Eur J Neurol 20:223–230

Chen CY, Yu ZY, Chuang YS, Huang RM, Wang TC (2015) Sulforaphane attenu-
ates EGFR signaling in NSCLC cells. J Biomed Sci 22:38

Chintala SK, Tonn JC, Rao JS (1999) Matrix metalloproteinases and their bio-
logical function in human gliomas. Int J Dev Neurosci 17:495–502

Ciftci GA, Iscan A, Kutlu M (2015) Escin reduces cell proliferation and induces 
apoptosis on glioma and lung adenocarcinoma cell lines. Cytotechnol-
ogy 67:893–904

Clarke JD, Dashwood RH, Ho E (2008) Multi-targeted prevention of cancer by 
sulforaphane. Cancer Lett 269:291–304

Coniglio SJ, Segall JE (2013) Review: molecular mechanism of microglia stimu-
lated glioblastoma invasion. Matrix Biol 32:372–380

Conzatti A, Froes FC, Schweigert Perry ID, Souza CG (2014) Clinical and 
molecular evidence of the consumption of broccoli, glucoraphanin and 
sulforaphane in humans. Nutr Hosp 31:559–569

Deighton RF, Le Bihan T, Martin SF, Gerth AM, McCulloch M, Edgar JM, Kerr LE, 
Whittle IR, McCulloch J (2014) Interactions among mitochondrial proteins 
altered in glioblastoma. J Neurooncol 118:247–256

Feng L, Au-Yeung W, Xu YH, Wang SS, Zhu Q, Xiang P (2011) Oleanolic acid 
from Prunella Vulgaris L. induces SPC-A-1 cell line apoptosis via regulation 
of Bax, Bad and Bcl-2 expression. Asian Pac J Cancer Prev 12:403–408

Gupta P, Kim B, Kim SH, Srivastava SK (2014) Molecular targets of isothiocy-
anates in cancer: recent advances. Mol Nutr Food Res 58:1685–1707

Hassler MR et al (2014) Response to imatinib as a function of target kinase 
expression in recurrent glioblastoma. Springerplus 3:111

Hattori T, Ookawa N, Fujita R, Fukuchi K (2000) Heterodimerization of Bcl-2 and 
Bcl-X(L) with Bax and Bad in colorectal cancer. Acta Oncol 39:495–500

Huang TY, Chang WC, Wang MY, Yang YR, Hsu YC (2012) Effect of sulforaphane 
on growth inhibition in human brain malignant glioma GBM 8401 cells 
by means of mitochondrial- and MEK/ERK-mediated apoptosis pathway. 
Cell Biochem Biophys 63:247–259

Hussain A, Mohsin J, Prabhu SA, Begum S, Nusri Qel A, Harish G, Javed E, Khan 
MA, Sharma C (2013) Sulforaphane inhibits growth of human breast can-
cer cells and augments the therapeutic index of the chemotherapeutic 
drug, gemcitabine. Asian Pac J Cancer Prev 14:5855–5860

Hutcheson R, Terry R, Hutcheson B, Jadhav R, Chaplin J, Smith E, Barrington R, 
Proctor SD, Rocic P (2015) miR-21-mediated decreased neutrophil apop-
tosis is a determinant of impaired coronary collateral growth in metabolic 
syndrome. Am J Physiol Heart Circ Physiol 308:H1323–H1335

Kallifatidis G, Labsch S, Rausch V, Mattern J, Gladkich J, Moldenhauer G, Buchler 
MW, Salnikov AV, Herr I (2011) Sulforaphane increases drug-mediated 
cytotoxicity toward cancer stem-like cells of pancreas and prostate. Mol 
Ther 19:188–195

Lan F, Pan Q, Yu H, Yue X (2015) Sulforaphane enhances temozolomide-
induced apoptosis because of down-regulation of miR-21 via Wnt/beta-
catenin signaling in glioblastoma. J Neurochem 134:811–818

Le Mercier M, Fortin S, Mathieu V, Kiss R, Lefranc F (2010) Galectins and glio-
mas. Brain Pathol 20:17–27

Lee YR et al (2013) Sulforaphane controls TPA-induced MMP-9 expression 
through the NF-kappaB signaling pathway, but not AP-1, in MCF-7 breast 
cancer cells. BMB Rep 46:201–206

Lenzi M, Fimognari C, Hrelia P (2014) Sulforaphane as a promising molecule for 
fighting cancer. Cancer Treat Res 159:207–223

Lino MM, Merlo A (2011) PI3Kinase signaling in glioblastoma. J Neurooncol 
103:417–427

Messaoudi K, Clavreul A, Lagarce F (2015) Toward an effective strategy in 
glioblastoma treatment. Part I: resistance mechanisms and strategies 
to overcome resistance of glioblastoma to temozolomide. Drug Discov 
Today 20:899–905

Nagasawa DT, Chow F, Yew A, Kim W, Cremer N, Yang I (2012) Temozolomide 
and other potential agents for the treatment of glioblastoma multiforme. 
Neurosurg Clin N Am 23:307–322, ix

Nakada M, Okada Y, Yamashita J (2003) The role of matrix metalloproteinases in 
glioma invasion. Front Biosci 8:e261–e269

Onishi M, Kurozumi K, Ichikawa T, Date I (2013) Mechanisms of tumor develop-
ment and anti-angiogenic therapy in glioblastoma multiforme. Neurol 
Med Chir (Tokyo) 53:755–763

Pastorek M et al (2015) Sulforaphane reduces molecular response to hypoxia 
in ovarian tumor cells independently of their resistance to chemotherapy. 
Int J Oncol 47:51–60

Pratheeshkumar P et al (2012) Cancer prevention with promising natural prod-
ucts: mechanisms of action and molecular targets. Anticancer Agents 
Med Chem 12:1159–1184

Ranjit M, Motomura K, Ohka F, Wakabayashi T, Natsume A (2015) Applicable 
advances in the molecular pathology of glioblastoma. Brain Tumor Pathol 
32:153–162

Shan Y, Zhang L, Bao Y, Li B, He C, Gao M, Feng X, Xu W, Zhang X, Wang S 
(2013) Epithelial-mesenchymal transition, a novel target of sulforaphane 
via COX-2/MMP2, 9/Snail, ZEB1 and miR-200c/ZEB1 pathways in human 
bladder cancer cells. J Nutr Biochem 24:1062–1069

Spiegel BM, Esrailian E, Laine L, Chamberlain MC (2007) Clinical impact of 
adjuvant chemotherapy in glioblastoma multiforme: a meta-analysis. CNS 
Drugs 21:775–787

Stupp R et al (2009) Effects of radiotherapy with concomitant and adjuvant 
temozolomide versus radiotherapy alone on survival in glioblastoma 
in a randomised phase III study: 5-year analysis of the EORTC-NCIC trial. 
Lancet Oncol 10:459–466

Wurth R, Bajetto A, Harrison JK, Barbieri F, Florio T (2014) CXCL12 modulation 
of CXCR4 and CXCR7 activity in human glioblastoma stem-like cells and 
regulation of the tumor microenvironment. Front Cell Neurosci 8:144

Xie X, Zhu H, Yang H, Huang W, Wu Y, Wang Y, Luo Y, Wang D, Shao G (2015) 
Solamargine triggers hepatoma cell death through apoptosis. Oncol Lett 
10:168–174

Yang E, Zha J, Jockel J, Boise LH, Thompson CB, Korsmeyer SJ (1995) Bad, a 
heterodimeric partner for Bcl-XL and Bcl-2, displaces Bax and promotes 
cell death. Cell 80:285–291

Yang LJ, Zhou CF, Lin ZX (2014) Temozolomide and radiotherapy for newly 
diagnosed glioblastoma multiforme: a systematic review. Cancer Invest 
32:31–36

Yi J et al. (2015) Photoactivation of hypericin decreases the viability of RINm5F 
insulinoma cells through reduction in JNK/ERK phosphorylation and 
elevation of caspase-9/caspase-3 cleavage and Bax-to-Bcl-2 ratio. Biosci 
Rep 35(3). doi:10.1042/BSR20150028

http://dx.doi.org/10.1042/BSR20150028

	Sulforaphane induces apoptosis and inhibits invasion in U251MG glioblastoma cells
	Abstract 
	Background
	Results
	SFN inhibited viability and changed cell morphology of U251MG glioblastoma cells
	SFN induced apoptosis in U251MG glioblastoma cells
	SFN induced apoptosis in U251MG via regulating related proteins
	SFN inhibited invasion in U251MG glioblastoma cells
	SFN inhibited invasion ability in U251MG via influencing E-cadherin, Galectin-3 and MMPs

	Discussion
	Conclusions
	Methods
	Cell lines and culture
	Reagents
	MTS
	Morphological observation
	Flow cytometry analysis of apoptotic cells
	Western blot
	Cell invasion assays
	Gelatin zymography
	Statistical analysis

	Authors’ contributions
	References




