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ABSTRACT

Diabetes mellitus (DM) and its accompanying chronic inflammation promote 
tumor progression. p38 mitogen-activated protein kinase (MAPK) is an essential 
kinase for inflammation. The effects of p38 MAPK on epithelial-mesenchymal 
transition (EMT)-mediated diabetic pancreatic cancer metastasis remain unclear. 
Here, we demonstrate that p38 MAPK phosphorylation was significantly increased 
in pancreatic cancer cells treated with high glucose and in pancreatic tumors from 
diabetic animals. A p38 MAPK inhibitor significantly suppressed the proliferation and 
invasion of pancreatic cancer cells under high-glucose conditions. Moreover, p38 
MAPK inhibition not only significantly decreased both the tumor volume monitored 
by magnetic resonance imaging and EMT-related metastasis but also increased the 
survival of diabetic mice bearing pancreatic tumors. Furthermore, the inflammation 
in diabetic animals bearing pancreatic tumors was also significantly lower after 
therapy. Collectively, our findings reveal that p38 MAPK inhibitors may provide a 
novel intervention strategy for diabetic pancreatic cancer treatment.

INTRODUCTION

Pancreatic cancer (PC), one of the most fatal 
malignant diseases, is often diagnosed at later stages, and 
most treatments fail as a result of local recurrence and 
metastasis [1]. Diabetes mellitus (DM) serves not only as 
an early manifestation of PC but also as an independent 
risk factor for PC progression [2]. However, a mechanistic 
understanding of the high proliferative and metastatic 
potential of diabetic PC remains incomplete, and novel 
biomarkers or targets must still be identified to diagnose 
and treat PC.

The role of the epithelial-mesenchymal transition 
(EMT) in tumor metastasis has received much attention in 
recent years. EMT is a multifaceted process critical for the 
acquisition of a migratory, invasive and pluripotent stem 
cell-like phenotype and thus plays an important role in the 
metastatic process [3]. Several studies have demonstrated 

that a high glucose level induces tumor cell migration and 
invasion by stimulating EMT. Masur et al. reported that 
high glucose downregulates the level of E-cadherin (an 
epithelial cell marker) and enhances the activity of the 
protein kinase C-alpha pathway, thereby increasing the 
invasive potential of tumor cells [4].

DM is usually accompanied by chronic inflammation 
and oxidative stress. Several studies have indicated that 
the DM-related effects on the development of PC may be 
mediated by the associated inflammation and oxidative 
stress [5]. p38 mitogen-activated protein kinase (MAPK), 
as an essential kinase for inflammation, stimulates tumor 
growth. Studies have shown that the p38 MAPK signaling 
pathway is involved in high glucose-induced EMT in 
cultured renal tubular epithelial cells [6]. Therefore, we 
hypothesized that the phosphorylation of p38 MAPK 
could be associated with the EMT-mediated metastasis of 
diabetic PC and aimed to investigate the effects of p38 
MAPK inhibitor-based therapy on pancreatic cancer.
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RESULTS

p38 MAPK phosphorylation of PC cells in high-
glucose (HG) environments in vitro

We first explored the influence of HG on p38 MAPK 
activity by Western blot analysis. The phosphorylation 
level of p38 MAPK increased gradually in PC cells 
exposed to increasing concentrations of glucose (5-
25 mM). Additionally, the p38 MAPK inhibitor 
SB203580 (10 μM) significantly inhibited p38 MAPK 
phosphorylation under the HG condition (Figure 1).

p38 MAPK inhibition decreased both HG-
induced proliferation and an anti-apoptosis 
effect in PC cells in vitro

Next, MTT assays were used to determine the effect 
of glucose on PC cell proliferation. The results showed 
that HG stimulated the proliferation of PC cells in a 
concentration- (Figure 2A) and time-dependent manner 
(Figure 2B). In contrast, mannitol had no effect on tumor 
cell proliferation, indicating that this process was not 
affected by the increased osmotic pressure in the HG 
environment. The addition of SB203580 to low-glucose 
medium (5 mM) or HG medium (25 mM) resulted in a 
significant decrease in the proliferative capability of the 
tumor cells (Figure 2B). The tumor cell cycle progression 
was also investigated by flow cytometry. HG reduced the 
PC cell number in G0/G1; however, SB203580 extended 
the phases of S and G2/M after 24 h (Figure 2C), indicating 
that p38 MAPK inhibition suppressed HG-induced tumor 
cell growth.

The growth rate of tumor cells is determined by both 
cell proliferation and apoptosis. To investigate the effect of 
HG on the apoptosis of tumor cells, the levels of cleaved 
caspase 3 were measured by Western blot. The results 
showed that as the concentration of glucose increased, the 
apoptosis of tumor cells significantly decreased; however, 

SB203580 induced significant apoptosis in tumor cells 
cultured in an HG environment (Figure 2D). Similar 
results were also found for the cell apoptosis detected by 
flow cytometry at 24 h (Figure 2E).

Effect of p38 MAPK inhibition on EMT in tumor 
cells cultured under HG conditions in vitro

EMT gives rise to tumor cell invasion and migration. 
We first analyzed the effects of HG and the p38 MAPK 
inhibitor on the invasive and migratory capabilities of 
PC cells using Boyden chambers. As a classic inducer of 
EMT, TGF-β was employed as the positive control. Both 
TGF-β and HG significantly enhanced the migratory and 
invasive capacities of PC cells (Figure 3A–3B). With 
SB203580 treatment, the migratory capabilities of the 
tumor cells cultured in both the LG and HG environments 
were markedly reduced (Figure 3A). However, treatment 
with SB203580 only reduced the invasive capability of 
Panc02 cells cultured in an HG environment (Figure 3B, 
left panel).

After incubation in an HG environment for 24 h, 
both Panc02 and Colo357 cells showed EMT phenotypes, 
with elongated morphology and dispersal from parental 
cells (Supplementary Figure S1A). To explore the role 
of p38 MAPK in EMT, the expression of E-cadherin 
and vimentin in Panc02 cells was examined. Dual 
immunofluorescence assays showed that both TGF-β and 
HG reduced E-cadherin expression and increased vimentin 
expression, thereby inducing EMT in Panc02 cells (Figure 
4A). Western blot analyses confirmed the effects of these 
treatments on the E-cadherin and vimentin expression in 
PC cells (Figure 4B).

These experiments demonstrated that HG and 
TGF-β exerted similar EMT-stimulating effects on PC 
cells. Therefore, we examined the expression level of 
TGF-β in tumor cells under HG stimulation. Western blot 
results showed that HG did indeed upregulate TGF-β in 
tumor cells (Supplementary Figure S1B). These results 

Figure 1: SB203580 inhibits the p38 MAPK phosphorylation induced by HG in PC cells. Phosphorylation of p38 MAPK 
in PC cells cultured in media with varying concentrations of glucose (5-25 mM) or in high-glucose medium (25 mM) containing 10 μM 
SB203580 for 24 h (n=3/group). * P < 0.05.
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indicate that HG levels might induce EMT in PC cells by 
stimulating TGF-β expression.

Inflammatory factors involved in HG-induced 
EMT in vitro

Hyperglycemia triggers chronic systemic 
inflammatory responses and induces the expression of a 
variety of inflammatory factors, including NFκB, TNF-α 
and IL-6, which also promote PC progression. Therefore, 
we examined the expression of inflammatory factors under 
the HG condition in vitro. The expression of TNF-α, IL-6 
and phospho-NFκB (p-NFκB) gradually increased in PC 
cells that were treated with increasing concentrations of 
glucose (5-25 mM) (Figure 5A). Meanwhile, SB203580 
significantly suppressed the expression of TNF-α, IL-6 
and p-NFκB under the HG condition in vitro, indicating 
that HG induced inflammatory factor activation through 
the p38 MAPK pathway.

Furthermore, we investigated the relationship 
between inflammatory factors and EMT in PC cells. To 
suppress inflammation in vitro, 100 μM thalidomide (a 
TNF-α inhibitor) and 5 μM CAPE (an NFκB inhibitor) 
were employed. Western blot showed that the expression of 
TNF-α was inhibited by both thalidomide and SB203580 

in PC cells (Figure 5B). Thalidomide and SB203580 both 
increased the expression of E-cadherin in PC cells but 
decreased the expression of vimentin in Colo357 cells 
only. CAPE significantly decreased the phosphorylation 
of NFκB in PC cells (Figure 5C). Moreover, CAPE also 
increased the E-cadherin expression in Panc02 cells and 
decreased the vimentin expression in both cell lines. 
These results indicated that p38 MAPK induced EMT 
progression through increasing the expression of TNF-α 
and p-NFκB.

Effects of SB203580 treatment on diabetic 
pancreatic cancer-bearing mice and tumor 
growth in vivo

A mouse model of diabetic pancreatic cancer 
was established in the present study. After 7 days of 
continuous SB203580 treatment, blood glucose levels 
were examined. The blood glucose levels in the DM group 
were significantly higher than those in the wild type (WT) 
group. The therapeutic intervention with SB203580 had 
no effect on the blood glucose levels (Figure 6A). Neither 
diabetes nor SB203580 treatment had a significant impact 
on body weight in any of the groups (Figure 6B).

Figure 2: SB203580 inhibits HG-induced PC cell proliferation and anti-apoptotic effects in vitro. A. Examination of the 
proliferative capacity of PC cells after cultivation in growth media containing varying concentrations of glucose or mannitol (0-50 mM) for 
24 h (n=6/group). B. Examination of PC cell proliferation after cultivation in growth media for 12, 24 or 48 h (n=6/group). *, 5 mM vs. 5 
mM plus SB203580; #, 5 mM vs. 25 mM; ☨, 25 mM vs. 25 mM plus SB203580. C. Flow cytometric analysis of the PC cell cycle at 24 h. 
D. Cleaved caspase 3 levels in PC cells after culture with different glucose concentrations for 24 h (n=3/group). E. Flow cytometric analysis 
of PC cell apoptosis at 24 h. * P < 0.05, ** P < 0.01, *** P < 0.001, # P < 0.05, and ☨ P < 0.05.
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The 30-day survival was assessed by Kaplan-Meier 
survival analysis. The prognosis of pancreatic cancer-
bearing mice in the DM group was poorer than that in the 
WT group. SB203580 treatment significantly improved 
the prognosis of mice with pancreatic cancer, with or 
without diabetes (Figure 6C).

Dynamic monitoring of the effect of SB203580 
treatment on the volume of pancreatic tumors in 
vivo using magnetic resonance imaging (MRI)

The pancreatic cancer group (WT), the SB203580-
treated pancreatic cancer group (WT+SB), the concurrent 
diabetes and pancreatic cancer group (DM), and the 

SB203580-treated diabetic pancreatic cancer group 
(DM+SB) were subjected to MR scans 1, 2, 3 and 4 
weeks after tumor transplantation. Figure 6D shows axial 
MR slices of the tumors along the largest dimension in 
the different groups of mice at various time points, and 
the right panels show the coronal MR slices of the tumors 
along the largest dimension in the 4th week. Changes in 
tumor volume were calculated for each group of mice 
using ImageJ software. The volumes of the pancreatic 
tumors in the DM group were significantly larger than 
those in the WT group. Tumor volumes were reduced upon 
therapeutic intervention with SB203580 in the WT+SB 
and DM+SB groups at all the time points examined 
(Figure 6E).

Figure 3: SB203580 inhibits HG-induced PC cell migration and invasion in vitro. A. PC cells were seeded into the upper 
chambers of Transwell plates under serum-free conditions and cultured for 8 h. B. PC cells were seeded into Matrigel-coated upper 
chambers of Transwell plates and cultured for 24 h. The number of stained cells was counted in 10 randomly selected fields of view with a 
microscope at 200× magnification. * P < 0.05, ** P < 0.01, and *** P < 0.001.
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Figure 4: SB203580 inhibits HG-induced tumor cell EMT in vitro. A. Panc02 cells were subjected to E-cadherin/vimentin 
double immunostaining. 4',6-Diamidino-2-phenylindole (DAPI) was applied as an internal control. B. Expression levels of E-cadherin and 
vimentin in PC cells after culture in low-glucose medium, high-glucose medium, or medium containing 10 μM SB203580 or 10 ng/ml 
TGF-β for 24 h (n=3/group). * P < 0.05 and ** P < 0.01.
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After the 4th week MR scan, all the mice were 
sacrificed, and the orthotopic pancreatic tumors were 
dissected and weighed. The tumor weight in the diabetic 
group was significantly higher than that in the non-diabetic 
group. SB203580 treatment markedly reduced the tumor 
weight (Figure 6F). Based on the tumor volume and weight 
measurements, it can be concluded that SB203580 treatment 
significantly inhibited diabetes-associated tumor growth.

Effect of SB203580-based therapeutic 
intervention on pancreatic cancer metastasis in 
diabetic mice

Metastasis is the most important factor affecting 
prognosis. However, the influence of diabetes on 
pancreatic cancer metastasis is rarely reported. In the 
present study, all the mice were subjected to an exploratory 
laparotomy 4 weeks after the tumor transplantation. Both 
the tumor size and the incidence of abdominal metastasis 
in the DM group were higher than those in the WT group. 
Treatment with SB203580 reduced the tumor volume and 
the incidence of abdominal metastasis (Figure 7A).

Hematoxylin and eosin (HE) staining was performed 
to examine the size of orthotopic pancreatic tumors in the 
different groups (Figure 7B) and the metastasis to various 
organs (liver, stomach, kidney and spleen) (Figure 7C). 
A detailed exploratory laparotomy was combined with 
microscopic observations of HE-stained organ sections 

to determine the presence of pancreatic cancer-induced 
ascites and the presence of peritoneal, diaphragmatic, 
liver, gastric, renal, splenic and small bowel metastases in 
each mouse. The metastatic ratio was quantified for each 
group of mice. The results showed that the metastatic 
frequency in the diabetic group was higher than that in 
the non-diabetic group. In addition, SB203580-based 
therapeutic intervention reduced the incidence of cancer 
metastasis (Figure 7D).

Effect of SB203580 treatment on EMT 
occurrence and on the expression of 
inflammatory factors in primary lesions 
and metastatic lesions in diabetic mice with 
pancreatic cancer

The phosphorylation of p38 MAPK was analyzed 
using Western blot for the different groups 4 weeks 
after tumor transplantation. The phosphorylation of p38 
MAPK was significantly elevated in the diabetic mice and 
inhibited by SB203580 in the DM+SB group (Figure 8A 
and 8B).

The effect of SB203580 on the tumor EMT 
was further examined in vivo. Western blot analysis 
showed that the E-cadherin expression was markedly 
downregulated in the diabetic group compared with the 
non-diabetic group, whereas the vimentin expression was 
not significantly affected (Figure 8C and 8D). SB203580 

Figure 5: SB203580 inhibits HG-induced EMT through the TNF-α and p-NFκB pathways. A. Expression level of TNF-α, 
IL-6 and p-NFκB in PC cells cultured in media with varying concentrations of glucose (5-25 mM) or in HG medium (25 mM) containing 
10 μM SB203580 for 24 h (n=3/group). B. PC cells were treated with 100 μM thalidomide for 24 h, and EMT markers were detected (n=3/
group). C. PC cells were treated with 5 μM CAPE for 24 h, and EMT markers were detected (n=3/group). * P < 0.05, ** P < 0.01, and *** 
P < 0.001.
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significantly upregulated E-cadherin in the diabetic group 
and downregulated vimentin in both the WT+SB and 
DM+SB groups. Furthermore, E-cadherin expression 
was significantly lower in metastatic lesions compared 
to primary lesions without SB203580 treatment (Figure 
8C), indicating that the cells in metastatic lesions have 
a greater invasive potential. These results demonstrated 
that SB203580 is capable of suppressing the tumor EMT 
induced by HG levels in vivo.

Next, we examined the expression of inflammatory 
factors in the mouse tumors (Figure 8E–8G). Western 
blot results showed that diabetes resulted in significantly 
elevated TNF-α, IL-6 and p-NFκB expression in primary 
and metastatic tumors, while SB203580 treatment 
markedly reduced their expression (Figure 8E–8G). 
Immunohistochemical assays produced similar results in 
primary lesions (Supplementary Figure S2).

SB203580 also significantly upregulated the 
cleaved caspase 3 levels in vivo (Figure 8H). An 
immunohistochemical analysis of Ki-67 further 
showed that SB203580 inhibited diabetes-induced cell 
proliferation (Supplementary Figure S2).

DISCUSSION

Hyperglycemia in diabetic patients promotes 
the growth and metastasis of tumor cells [7]. The 
identification of effective therapeutic targets may facilitate 
standardized regimens for the clinical treatment of 
patients with pancreatic cancer complicated by diabetes. 
The present study showed that HG increased p38 
MAPK phosphorylation in pancreatic cancer cells while 
simultaneously enhancing the proliferative, anti-apoptotic, 
invasive and migratory capabilities of the cells. The p38 
MAPK inhibitor suppressed the HG-induced proliferation, 
invasion, migration and EMT of tumor cells. In addition, 
an SB203580-based therapeutic intervention significantly 
reduced the growth and metastasis of orthotopic pancreatic 
tumors in vivo. These results demonstrate that HG was 
capable of inducing tumor growth and metastasis and 
that these effects were closely related to the p38 MAPK 
signaling pathway.

p38 MAPK is mainly involved in cellular stress 
reactions and inflammatory responses [8]. In addition, 
p38 MAPK regulates the proliferation, apoptosis and 

Figure 6: SB203580 significantly inhibits tumor growth and improves the prognosis of diabetic mice with pancreatic 
cancer. A. Examination of blood glucose levels in the different groups (n=20/group). B. All mice were weighed every 3 days after 
tumor transplantation. C. Survival curves of the different groups of mice over a period of up to 30 days immediately following tumor 
transplantation. D. Tumors in the different groups of mice were subjected to T2 WI scans 1, 2, 3 and 4 weeks after tumor transplantation. 
* indicates the location of the primary pancreatic tumor. E. The volumes of the tumors in the different groups at different time points were 
quantitatively analyzed based on the MRI data (n=6-10/group). *, WT vs. WT plus SB203580; #, WT vs. DM; and ☨, DM vs. DM plus 
SB203580. F. Quantitative analysis of the weight of pancreatic tumors in the different groups 4 weeks after tumor transplantation (n=6-10/
group). WT: wild type; DM: diabetes mellitus. * P < 0.05, ** P < 0.01, *** P < 0.001, # P < 0.05, and ☨ P < 0.05.
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metastasis of tumor cells [9]. In colon cancer, p38 MAPK 
is necessary for the maintenance of active tumor cell 
growth [10]. Application of the p38 MAPK inhibitor 
SB203580 significantly increased the sensitivity of colon 
cancer cells to the killing effects of exisulind [11]. In 
myelomas, p38 MAPK inhibitors diminished IL-6- and 
VEGF-mediated paracrine effects, thereby inhibiting 
the proliferation of tumor cells [12]. Moreover, studies 
of nephropathy and peritoneal fibrosis in the context of 
diabetes have revealed that high blood glucose induces 
EMT in epithelial cells through the p38 MAPK signaling 
pathway, thereby promoting disease progression [13, 
14]. EMT is crucial not only for fibrotic diseases. After 
the loss of the epithelial phenotype and the transition into 
the mesenchymal state, tumor cells acquire enhanced 

migratory, invasive, anti-apoptotic and extracellular 
matrix (ECM)-degrading capabilities [15]. Therefore, 
EMT occurs during the process by which tumors spread 
to distant sites. We hypothesized that in the case of 
hyperglycemia complicated by neoplastic diseases, disease 
progression would be related to p38 MAPK signaling, 
including tumor cell proliferation and the EMT process. 
We found that HG promoted proliferation and enhanced 
invasiveness in pancreatic cancer cells, which was 
consistent with previous results [16, 17]. In addition, we 
discovered that HG induced p38 MAPK phosphorylation 
in pancreatic cancer cells, both in vitro and in vivo. 
Inhibition of p38 MAPK significantly decreased the 
tumor volume and markedly reduced EMT. Our results 
thus indicate that in diabetic conditions, the proliferation 

Figure 7: Treatment with SB203580 reduces the incidence of cancer metastases in diabetic mice with pancreatic cancer. 
A. Representative gross anatomy images of the different groups of mice. * marks the location of the primary pancreatic tumors, while the 
arrows indicate the metastatic sites in the peritoneal cavity. B. Representative HE-stained images of orthotopic pancreatic tumors in the 
different groups of mice. Magnification, 200×. C. Representative HE-stained sections of the potential target organs of pancreatic tumor 
metastasis. Magnification, 200×. D. Examination of the presence or absence of ascites and ratios of peritoneal, diaphragmatic, liver, gastric, 
renal, splenic and small bowel metastases.
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and metastasis of pancreatic cancer cells are induced by 
p38 MAPK signaling, a connection that has not been 
previously reported.

In recent years, chronic pancreatitis has been 
recognized as a central event in the development and 
progression of pancreatic cancer [18]. Inflammation-
induced activation of STAT3 and NFκB promotes the 
survival, proliferation and EMT of tumor cells, thus 
contributing to the development and progression of 
pancreatic cancer [19, 20]. Diabetes-induced p38 MAPK 
activation promotes the production of inflammatory 
factors, including TNF-α, IL-1, IL-4, IL-6 and IL-8, by 
tissues and cells [21]. Our experiments showed that the 
presence of diabetes led to elevated expression of TNF-α, 
IL-6 and p-NFκB in tumor tissues. These inflammatory 
factors promote tumor growth, exert anti-apoptotic 
activities and induce EMT [22–24]. Figures 5 and 8 
show that SB203580 significantly downregulated these 
inflammatory factors in vitro and in vivo, inhibited tumor 
growth and metastasis and significantly prolonged the 
survival of mice with pancreatic cancer. The above results 
demonstrate that p38 MAPK represents a key signaling 
pathway in the regulation of inflammatory factor levels 
in pancreatic cancer and that p38 MAPK inhibitors 
inhibit the progression of pancreatic cancer by reducing 
inflammatory responses.

Animal studies contribute greatly to our 
understanding of the malignant characteristics of tumors in 
vivo. In the present study, we used 7 tesla MRI to monitor 
the growth of orthotopically transplanted pancreatic 
cancer tumors in mice with concurrent diabetes. The 
traditional caliper-based examination method is unable to 
assess tumor growth and metastasis dynamically. Due to 
the irregular growth of tumors and the varying degrees 

of anatomical precision, the tumor size measurements 
were not very accurate. MRI, which does not exhibit these 
depth or angle limitations, allows accurate calculation of 
tumor volumes [25]. In the present study, the size of the 
pancreatic cancers was dynamically monitored in vivo 
by MRI for up to 4 weeks after the establishment of the 
model.

The present study has some limitations: 1) p38 
MAPK inhibitors cannot specifically target tumor 
cells in vivo. Based on a literature review, we used 
SB203580 at a dose of 5 mg/kg body weight, which 
significantly suppressed p38 MAPK phosphorylation 
in cancer cells [26]. 2) We established an animal model 
of type 2 diabetes according to a procedure reported in 
the literature. Type 2 diabetes is usually accompanied by 
other metabolic abnormalities, including hyperlipidemia 
and hyperinsulinemia. We were unable to distinguish 
the effects on tumors induced by hyperglycemia, 
hyperlipidemia, hyperinsulinemia or combinations of 
these metabolic abnormalities. 3) Advanced pancreatic 
cancer metastasizes mainly to the liver. However, no 
significant liver metastases were detected in the present 
study by MRI or gross anatomy analysis. Only liver 
micrometastases were observed by HE staining. It is likely 
that the resolution of MRI was not sufficiently high to 
detect very small lesions, and the observation period was 
too brief to produce detectable lesions.

In summary, the present study demonstrates that 
a p38 MAPK inhibitor can suppress HG- or diabetes-
induced tumor growth. In addition, the p38 MAPK 
inhibitor partially reversed EMT and inhibited distant 
metastasis by reducing inflammatory responses. Therefore, 
p38 MAPK is likely to become an effective therapeutic 
target for treating diabetic pancreatic cancer patients.

Figure 8: SB203580 inhibits EMT and the expression of inflammatory factors in diabetic pancreatic cancer in vivo. A. 
p38 MAPK phosphorylation and the protein expression levels of E-cadherin, vimentin, TNF-a, IL-6, p-NFκB, NFκB and cleaved caspase 3 
in primary tumor tissues and metastatic lesions (intestinal metastatic sites) obtained from the WT, WT+SB, DM and DM+SB groups. B-H. 
Quantitation of the expression levels of the above proteins in the primary tumors from the different groups (n=5/group). P: primary lesion; 
M: metastatic lesion. * P < 0.05, ** P < 0.01, *** P < 0.001, ## P < 0.01, and ### P < 0.001.
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MATERIALS AND METHODS

Cell culture and reagent

Panc02 cells, derived from C57BL/6J mice, 
were kindly provided by Dr. M. Li (Baylor College of 
Medicine, Houston, Texas 77030, USA). The Colo357 
cell line was provided by prof. Helmut Friess (Technical 
University Munich, Munich, Germany). PC cells were 
maintained in low glucose (5 mM; LG) Dulbecco's 
modified Eagle’s medium (DMEM) supplemented with 
10% fetal bovine serum (FBS), 100 U/ml penicillin and 
100 μg/ml streptomycin and incubated at 37°C in 5% CO2. 
Various amounts of glucose were added to the culture 
medium to create cell growth environments containing 
different concentrations of glucose. In addition, 10 μM 
SB203580 (Sigma-Aldrich, St. Louis, MO, USA) or 10 
ng/ml TGF-β (PeproTech, Rocky Hill, USA) was added to 
the culture medium. Caffeic acid phenethyl ester (CAPE) 
and thalidomide were purchased from Selleck Chemicals 
(Houston, TX, USA).

Cell proliferation assay

MTT (3-(4,5-dimethylthiazol-2-yl)-
diphenyltetrazolium bromide) was used to examine the 
proliferative capacity of PC cells. The cells were starved 
in serum-free medium for 24 h and then seeded at a 
density of 5,000 cells per well in culture media containing 
5 to 50 mM glucose in the presence or absence of 10 
μM SB203580. Cells cultured in media containing equal 
concentrations of mannitol served as the osmotic pressure 
control. After incubation at 37°C for 12, 24, or 48 h, 20 μl 
MTT solution (5 mg/ml) was added to each well, and the 
cells were incubated for another 4 h. Subsequently, 150 μl 
dimethyl sulfoxide (DMSO) was added to each well and 
incubated for 15 min. Finally, absorbance was measured 
at 490 nm in an enzyme-linked immunosorbent assay 
(ELISA) microplate reader (Bio Rad, CA, USA).

Flow cytometry assay

To evaluate the effects of cell growth inhibition 
by SB203580 under the HG condition, the cell cycle 
and apoptosis were analyzed. After SB203580 treatment 
under HG or LG conditions for 24 h, 1 × 106 PC cells 
were harvested. According to the reagent instructions, 
the cell cycle and apoptosis were, respectively, evaluated 
using PI/RNase Staining Buffer (BD Bioscience, Bedford, 
MA) and a PE Annexin V Apoptosis Detection Kit I 
(BD Bioscience, Bedford, MA). Flow cytometry was 
performed using a Cytomics FC 500 flow cytometer 
(Beckman Coulter). The cell cycle and cell apoptosis 
results were analyzed using FlowJo software (TreeStar, 
Ashland, OR, USA).

Cell invasion and migration assays

The invasion and migration of pancreatic cancer 
cells were assessed by the Boyden chamber assay. In the 
invasion assay, the membranes of the upper chambers 
were coated with 50 μl Matrigel (BD Bioscience, Bedford, 
MA). The cells were cultured in LG medium (5 mM) or 
HG medium (25 mM) in the presence or absence of 10 
μM SB203580 or 10 ng/ml TGF-β for 24 h. Next, 5 × 104 
cells were harvested, resuspended in serum-free culture 
medium and seeded into the upper chambers. The lower 
chambers were filled with medium containing 20% FBS 
(chemotactic factor). The cells were incubated in a 37°C 
incubator for 8 h (migration assay) or 24 h (invasion 
assay). Subsequently, the upper chambers were removed. 
The cells attached to the lower surface of the membranes 
were fixed in methanol, stained with crystal violet and 
photographed with an optical microscope.

Animal model

Animal experiments abided by the Guidelines for 
Animal Care and Use issued by the Medical School of 
Southeast University Institutional Animal Care and Use 
Committee. Eighty male C57BL/6J mice, aged 4-6 weeks, 
were first randomly divided into 2 groups (WT group 
and DM group). Mice in the DM group were given an 
intraperitoneal injection of sterile citrate buffer containing 
streptozotocin (25 mg/kg, Sigma Aldrich, St. Louis, 
MO, USA), while mice in the WT group were injected 
intraperitoneally with the same volume of citrate buffer. 
After continuous administration of streptozotocin for 5 
days, the DM group was fed a high-fat diet (58 kcal% 
fat w/sucrose, Research Diets) for 3 weeks to establish 
a model of type 2 diabetes. The WT group was given a 
normal diet. Orthotopic pancreatic cancer models were 
established simultaneously in both groups of mice. The 
detailed procedures for establishing orthotopic pancreatic 
cancer were described in our previous study [27]. After 
establishment of the model, the 2 groups of mice were 
each further randomly divided into 2 subgroups (WT and 
WT+SB; DM and DM+SB). The WT+SB and DM+SB 
groups received intraperitoneal injections of 5 mg/kg 
SB203580 daily for 7 consecutive days, whereas the WT 
and DM groups were injected with an equal volume of 
saline.

MRI scan

The in vivo MRI assays were performed using a 
7.0 T small animal MR scanner (Bruker PharmaScan, 
Ettlingen, Germany) and a 31-mm inner diameter 
transmit-receive quadrature volume coil. Each mouse 
was subjected to a dynamic T2-weighted imaging (WI) 
scan 1, 2, 3 and 4 weeks after tumor transplantation to 
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monitor tumorigenesis. The tumor growth curves were 
drawn according to the MR data in the four groups. T2 WI 
images were acquired with a respiratory-gated fast spin 
echo sequence, with a repetition time of 3,000 msec, an 
echo time of 36 msec, a field of view of 30 × 30 mm, a 
matrix of 256 × 256, 24 slices at 1 mm per slice, and an 
acquisition time of approximate 8 min.

Western blot analysis

Cells or tumor tissues were collected from each 
group of mice. Protein concentrations were determined 
using the bicinchoninic acid (BCA) assay. The proteins 
(40 μg/sample) were separated by sodium dodecyl sulfate 
polyacrylamide gel electrophoresis (SDS-PAGE) and then 
transferred to polyvinyl difluoride (PVDF) membranes. 
The blots were incubated with rabbit anti-mouse primary 
antibodies at 4°C overnight in a buffer containing 5% 
skim milk and then with a horseradish peroxidase 
(HRP)-conjugated goat anti-rabbit secondary antibody 
at 37°C for 2 h. Primary antibodies against p38 MAPK, 
NFκB, phospho-p38 MAPK and phospho-NFκB were 
purchased from Cell Signaling Technology (Beverly, MA, 
USA). The mouse E-cadherin antibody was purchased 
from R&D systems (Minneapolis, MN, USA). Primary 
antibodies against vimentin, IL-6, TNF-α, cleaved caspase 
3 and human E-cadherin were obtained from Abcam 
(Cambridge, MA, USA). Protein levels (band densities) 
were analyzed quantitatively using ImageJ software (NIH, 
USA).

Immunofluorescence and immunohistochemistry 
staining

Cells were treated under LG or HG culture 
conditions with 10 μM SB203580 or 10 ng/ml TGF-β 
for 24 h. Subsequently, the cells were fixed in 4% 
paraformaldehyde for 15 min, blocked with phosphate-
buffered saline (PBS) containing 0.1% Triton and 
10% serum for 2 h and then incubated with polyclonal 
sheep anti-mouse E-cadherin antibodies (10 μg/ml) 
and a monoclonal rabbit anti-mouse vimentin antibody 
(1:200) at 4°C overnight. The cells were then incubated 
sequentially with fluorescently conjugated monkey anti-
goat (1:500, Alexa Fluor 488 donkey anti-goat IgG, Life 
Technologies, Grand Island, NY) and goat anti-rabbit 
(1:500, Alexa Fluor 546 goat anti-rabbit IgG) secondary 
antibodies.

At 4 weeks after tumor transplantation, tumor tissues 
derived from the animals were sliced and embedded in 
paraffin. Immunohistochemical staining was performed 
using rabbit anti-mouse TNF-α (1:200), IL-6 (1:400) and 
Ki-67 (1:100) primary antibodies and goat anti-rabbit 
HRP-conjugated IgG (1:300), followed by staining of 
nuclei with hematoxylin.

Statistical analysis

Data are presented as the means ± SD. Statistical 
analyses were performed using SPSS software, version 
18.0. Differences between two groups were analyzed by 
Student’s t test. The survival curves were determined using 
the Kaplan-Meier method and estimated with the log-rank 
test. P < 0.05 was considered statistically significant.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

This work was supported by the National Nature 
Science Foundation of China (NSFC, No. 81572408 and 
81071967) and the Science and Technology Planning 
Project of Jiangsu Province (No. BE2015712).

CONFLICTS OF INTEREST

The authors declare no conflicts of interest.

REFERENCES

1. Neoptolemos JP, Stocken DD, Friess H, Bassi C, Dunn JA, 
Hickey H, Beger H, Fernandez-Cruz L, Dervenis C, Lacaine 
F, Falconi M, Pederzoli P, Pap A, et al. A randomized trial 
of chemoradiotherapy and chemotherapy after resection of 
pancreatic cancer. The New England journal of medicine. 
2004; 350:1200-1210.

2. Soreide K, Sund M. Epidemiological-molecular evidence 
of metabolic reprogramming on proliferation, autophagy 
and cell signaling in pancreas cancer. Cancer letters. 2015; 
356:281-288.

3. Iwatsuki M, Mimori K, Yokobori T, Ishi H, Beppu T, 
Nakamori S, Baba H, Mori M. Epithelial-mesenchymal 
transition in cancer development and its clinical 
significance. Cancer science. 2010; 101:293-299.

4. Masur K, Vetter C, Hinz A, Tomas N, Henrich H, 
Niggemann B, Zanker KS. Diabetogenic glucose and 
insulin concentrations modulate transcriptome and protein 
levels involved in tumour cell migration, adhesion and 
proliferation. British journal of cancer. 2011; 104:345-352.

5. Li D. Diabetes and pancreatic cancer. Molecular 
carcinogenesis. 2012; 51:64-74.

6. Lv ZM, Wang Q, Wan Q, Lin JG, Hu MS, Liu YX, Wang 
R. The role of the p38 MAPK signaling pathway in high 
glucose-induced epithelial-mesenchymal transition of 
cultured human renal tubular epithelial cells. PloS one. 
2011; 6:e22806.

7. Ryu TY, Park J, Scherer PE. Hyperglycemia as a risk factor 
for cancer progression. Diabetes & metabolism journal. 
2014; 38:330-336.

8. Ono K, Han J. The p38 signal transduction pathway: 
activation and function. Cellular signalling. 2000; 12:1-13.



Oncotarget38550www.impactjournals.com/oncotarget

9. Wagner EF, Nebreda AR. Signal integration by JNK and 
p38 MAPK pathways in cancer development. Nature 
reviews Cancer. 2009; 9:537-549.

10. Gupta J, del Barco Barrantes I, Igea A, Sakellariou S, 
Pateras IS, Gorgoulis VG, Nebreda AR. Dual function of 
p38alpha MAPK in colon cancer: suppression of colitis-
associated tumor initiation but requirement for cancer cell 
survival. Cancer cell. 2014; 25:484-500.

11. Lim SJ, Lee YJ, Lee E. p38MAPK inhibitor SB203580 
sensitizes human SNU-C4 colon cancer cells to exisulind-
induced apoptosis. Oncology reports. 2006; 16:1131-1135.

12. Yasui H, Hideshima T, Ikeda H, Jin J, Ocio EM, Kiziltepe 
T, Okawa Y, Vallet S, Podar K, Ishitsuka K, Richardson 
PG, Pargellis C, Moss N, et al. BIRB 796 enhances 
cytotoxicity triggered by bortezomib, heat shock protein 
(Hsp) 90 inhibitor, and dexamethasone via inhibition of 
p38 mitogen-activated protein kinase/Hsp27 pathway in 
multiple myeloma cell lines and inhibits paracrine tumour 
growth. British journal of haematology. 2007; 136:414-423.

13. Fang KY, Shi MJ, Xiao Y, Gui HZ, Guo B, Zhang GZ. 
[p38 MAPK mediates high glucose-induced renal tubular 
epithelial-mesenchymal transition.]. Sheng li xue bao : 
[Acta physiologica Sinica]. 2008; 60:759-766.

14. Yanez-Mo M, Lara-Pezzi E, Selgas R, Ramirez-Huesca M, 
Dominguez-Jimenez C, Jimenez-Heffernan JA, Aguilera A, 
Sanchez-Tomero JA, Bajo MA, Alvarez V, Castro MA, del 
Peso G, Cirujeda A, et al. Peritoneal dialysis and epithelial-
to-mesenchymal transition of mesothelial cells. The New 
England journal of medicine. 2003; 348:403-413.

15. Radisky DC. Epithelial-mesenchymal transition. Journal of 
cell science. 2005; 118:4325-4326.

16. Liu H, Ma Q, Li J. High glucose promotes cell proliferation 
and enhances GDNF and RET expression in pancreatic 
cancer cells. Molecular and cellular biochemistry. 2011; 
347:95-101.

17. Li W, Ma Z, Ma J, Li X, Xu Q, Duan W, Chen X, Lv Y, 
Zhou S, Wu E, Ma Q, Huo X. Hydrogen peroxide mediates 
hyperglycemia-induced invasive activity via ERK and p38 
MAPK in human pancreatic cancer. Oncotarget. 2015; 
6:31119-31133. doi: 10.18632/oncotarget.5045.

18. Guerra C, Schuhmacher AJ, Canamero M, Grippo PJ, 
Verdaguer L, Perez-Gallego L, Dubus P, Sandgren EP, 
Barbacid M. Chronic pancreatitis is essential for induction 
of pancreatic ductal adenocarcinoma by K-Ras oncogenes 
in adult mice. Cancer cell. 2007; 11:291-302.

19. Aggarwal BB, Sethi G, Ahn KS, Sandur SK, Pandey MK, 
Kunnumakkara AB, Sung B, Ichikawa H. Targeting signal-
transducer-and-activator-of-transcription-3 for prevention 
and therapy of cancer: modern target but ancient solution. 
Annals of the New York Academy of Sciences. 2006; 
1091:151-169.

20. Gupta SC, Kim JH, Kannappan R, Reuter S, Dougherty 
PM, Aggarwal BB. Role of nuclear factor kappaB-mediated 
inflammatory pathways in cancer-related symptoms and 
their regulation by nutritional agents. Experimental biology 
and medicine. 2011; 236:658-671.

21. Bai YY, Wang L, Chang D, Zhao Z, Lu CQ, Wang G, 
Ju S. Synergistic Effects of Transplanted Endothelial 
Progenitor Cells and RWJ 67657 in Diabetic Ischemic 
Stroke Models. Stroke; a journal of cerebral circulation. 
2015; 46:1938-1946.

22. Jiang GM, Xie WY, Wang HS, Du J, Wu BP, Xu W, Liu 
HF, Xiao P, Liu ZG, Li HY, Liu SQ, Yin WJ, Zhang QG, 
et al. Curcumin combined with FAPalphac vaccine elicits 
effective antitumor response by targeting indolamine-2,3-
dioxygenase and inhibiting EMT induced by TNF-alpha 
in melanoma. Oncotarget. 2015; 6:25932-25942. doi: 
10.18632/oncotarget.4577.

23. Guan J, Zhang H, Wen Z, Gu Y, Cheng Y, Sun Y, Zhang 
T, Jia C, Lu Z, Chen J. Retinoic acid inhibits pancreatic 
cancer cell migration and EMT through the downregulation 
of IL-6 in cancer associated fibroblast cells. Cancer letters. 
2014; 345:132-139.

24. Karin M. Nuclear factor-kappaB in cancer development and 
progression. Nature. 2006; 441:431-436.

25. Partecke IL, Kaeding A, Sendler M, Albers N, Kuhn JP, 
Speerforck S, Roese S, Seubert F, Diedrich S, Kuehn S, 
Weiss UF, Mayerle J, Lerch MM, et al. In vivo imaging of 
pancreatic tumours and liver metastases using 7 Tesla MRI 
in a murine orthotopic pancreatic cancer model and a liver 
metastases model. BMC cancer. 2011; 11:40.

26. Leelahavanichkul K, Amornphimoltham P, Molinolo AA, 
Basile JR, Koontongkaew S, Gutkind JS. A role for p38 
MAPK in head and neck cancer cell growth and tumor-
induced angiogenesis and lymphangiogenesis. Molecular 
oncology. 2014; 8:105-118.

27. Zhou J, Yu Z, Zhao S, Hu L, Zheng J, Yang D, Bouvet 
M, Hoffman RM. Lentivirus-based DsRed-2-transfected 
pancreatic cancer cells for deep in vivo imaging of 
metastatic disease. The Journal of surgical research. 2009; 
157:63-70.


