
RESEARCH Open Access

Phloretin attenuates STAT-3 activity and
overcomes sorafenib resistance targeting
SHP-1–mediated inhibition of STAT3 and
Akt/VEGFR2 pathway in hepatocellular
carcinoma
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Abstract

Background: Hepatocellular carcinoma (HCC) is the most common primary liver malignancy. Phloretin (PH)
possesses anticancer, antitumor, and hepatoprotective effects, however, the effects and potential mechanisms of
phloretin remain elusive.

Methods: Five HCC cells were tested in vitro for sensitivity to PH, Sorafenib (Sor) or both and the apoptosis, signal
transduction and phosphatase activity were analyzed. To validate the role of SHP-1, we used PTP inhibitor III and
SHP-1 siRNA. Further, we used purified SHP-1 proteins or HCC cells expressing deletion N-SH2 domain or D61A
point mutants to study the PH efficacy on SHP-1. The `in vivo studies were conducted using HepG2 and SK-Hep1
and Sor resistant HepG2SR and Huh7SR xenografts. Molecular docking was done with Swiss dock and Auto Dock
Vina.

Results: PH inhibited cell growth and induced apoptosis in all HCC cells by upregulating SHP-1 expression and
downregulating STAT3 expression and further inhibited pAKT/pERK signaling. PH activated SHP-1 by disruption of
autoinhibition of SHP-1, leading to reduced p-STAT3Tyr705 level. PH induced apoptosis in two Sor-resistant cell lines
and overcome STAT3, AKT, MAPK and VEGFR2 dependent Sor resistance in HCCs. PH potently inhibited tumor
growth in both Sor-sensitive and Sor-resistant xenografts in vivo by impairing angiogenesis, cell proliferation and
inducing apoptosis via targeting the SHP-1/STAT3 signaling pathway.

Conclusion: Our data suggest that PH inhibits STAT3 activity in Sor-sensitive and -resistant HCCs via SHP-1–
mediated inhibition of STAT3 and AKT/mTOR/JAK2/VEGFR2 pathway. Our results clearly indicate that PH may be a
potent reagent for hepatocellular carcinoma and a noveltargeted therapy for further clinical investigations.
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Background
Hepatocellular carcinoma (HCC) is the fifth leading cause
of cancer death worldwide accounting for 9.1% deaths [1].
Sorafenib (Sor, Fig. 1a), a tyrosine kinase inhibitor, is the
first and only targeted drug approved for use in HCC [2].
Although, it prolongs the median survival time with lim-
ited side effects in HCC patients, many patients become
resistant to Sor, which is the bottleneck in extending the
overall survival time for HCC patients [3]. Signal Trans-
ducer and Activator of Transcription 3 (STAT3) repre-
sents a key transducer in signaling pathways involved in
the injury-inflammation-regeneration response associated
with chronic liver diseases and human HCC development
[4, 5]. STAT3 is considered as a major target by Sor [4, 5],
in which increased STAT3 activity is related to the poor
diagnosis, severe drug resistance and declining survival
period in patients [6].
The Src homology region 2 domain-containing

phosphatase-1 (SHP-1) plays a crucial role in glucose

homeostasis and lipid metabolism in the liver [7, 8]. SHP-1
is one of the protein tyrosine phosphatase (PTP) members
that could suppress STAT3 pathway [9] and dephosphory-
late JAK kinases [10] and STAT3 directly [11]. SHP-1 has
been shown to function as a tumor suppressor to inhibit
the tumor growth [12, 13]. Certain target drugs such as
dovitinib and SC-2001 are known to induce apoptosis, au-
tophagy, and HCC cell growth inhibition through enhan-
cing the activity of SHP-1 tyrosine phosphatase in HCC
[14, 15]. Various STAT3 inhibitors have been designated to
directly target STAT3 mainly by inhibiting its dimerization,
DNA binding, or nuclear translocation [16, 17]. However,
only few of these inhibitors have demonstrated a significant
blockade of STAT3 functions. Thus, identifying effective
STAT3 inhibitor molecules that could revert the Sor resist-
ance to develop individualized therapeutic strategies for
clinical application in cancer is a need.
Among these promising molecules is Phloretin (PH).

PH is a dihydrochalcone flavonoid (C15 H14 O5, Fig. 1b)

Fig. 1 PH inhibits cell proliferation and induces apoptosis in HCCs. a Sor and (b) PH structure. c Cell viability by MTT assay. d DNA fragmentation
assay. e Apoptosis was analyzed by annexin V, FACS analysis. Annexin V (+) cells were quantified. f The protein levels of caspase-3 and PARP were
determined by Western blot after exposing HCCs to PH for 48 h. Experiments were conducted in triplicate and mean values ± SD (bars) are
shown. *p < 0.05, and **p < 0.01 compared to control
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that is mainly found in fruit, leaves, and roots of apple
tree. In general, PH has high safety margin with less side
effects. Several previous in vitro and in vivo studies
showed that PH is not toxic to several non-cancerous
cells such as epithelial breast cells MCF10A [18] and
normal human dermal fibroblast [19]. It has also been
reported that PH scavenges ONOO- and inhibits lipid
peroxidation in rat liver microsomes [20]. Furthermore,
pre- and post-treatment with PH significantly protected
the liver from acetaminophen- and carbon tetrachloride
(CCl4)-induced hepatotoxicity and reduced the degree
of liver damage [20, 21]. Importantly, PH is shown to ex-
hibit anticancer [22, 23], antitumor [24], and hepatopro-
tective effects with little side effects [25]. However, the
exact mechanism of the antitumor effects of PH in HCC
remains uninvestigated. Therefore, the main objectives
of the current work were to a) explore the molecular
mechanism(s) by which PH inhibits HCC proliferation
in vitro and in vivo models and b) assess the role of PH
in Sor-resistant xenografts. The results of the current
work clearly showed that PH exhibited anticancer poten-
tial in vitro and retarded tumor growth via targeting the
SHP-1/STAT3 and AKT/VEGFR2 signaling pathway.

Methods
PH and Sor were purchased from Sigma-Aldrich (USA) and
Selleck Chemicals LLC (Houston, TX). The SHP-1 inhibitor
and PTP inhibitor III (CAS 29936-81-0) were purchased
from Cayman Chemical (Ann Arbor, MI, USA). Smart-pool
siRNA, including control (D-001810-10), SHP-1 (PTPN6)
were all obtained from Dharmacon Inc. (Chicago, IL). The
mutant SHP-1 constructs (DN1 and D61A) have been gener-
ated to mimic the open-form structure of SHP-1 as previ-
ously described [11]. Antibodies for immunoblotting such as
p-STAT3, STAT3, survivin, p-Akt, Akt, p44/42 MAPK
(Erk1/2) (Thr202/Tyr204), ERK, p-VEGFR2, VEGFR2, p-
mTOR, mTOR, p-JAK2, JAK2, poly (ADP-ribose) polymer-
ase (PARP) and cleaved caspase 3 were ordered from Cell
Signaling Technology (Danvers, MA, USA). SHP-1, cyclin
D1, Mcl-1, Ki67, b-actin antibodies were purchased from
Abcam (Cambridge, MA, USA). BCA Protein Assay Kit was
purchased from Pierce (Rockford, IL, USA).

Cell Culture
Human hepatocellular carcinoma cells HepG2, SK-Hep1,
Hep3B2.1-7, Huh-7, and PLC-5 were obtained from the
American Type Culture Collection (Manassas, VA) and
cultured in Dulbecco’s Modified Eagle's Medium (DMEM;
GIBCO, MD, USA), containing 10% (v/v) fetal bovine
serum (FBS; GIBCO, MD, USA) at 37 °C in a 5% CO2- hu-
midified incubator. All cell lines were authenticated by
STR profiling using the AmpFISTR Identifiler PCR ampli-
fication kit (Applied Biosystems, Foster City, CA).

Establishment of Sor-resistant cells
Sorafenib-resistant cells HepG2SR and Huh7SR were estab-
lished as described [26]. In brief, two Sor-resistant HCC cell
lines (HepG2SR and Huh7SR) were obtained by chronic
exposure to Sor at low doses then increased to higher doses
for a long period of time. Their ability of Sor resistance (SR)
was further established and confirmed by incubating them
with Sor at a starting concentration of 5 μM. Cells were
continuously cultured with increasing concentrations of
Sor by 1 μM per week for 1–2 months. The re-obtained
SR-HCC cells were kept by culturing them in the presence
of Sor.

Patient samples
All pathologic samples of patients were obtained follow-
ing written informed consent. The protocol conforms to
the ethical guidelines of the 1975 Declaration of Helsinki
as reflected in a priori approval by the institution's
human research committee.

Cell proliferation analysis
Cells were seeded in 96-well plate with 5,000 cells per
well and were then treated with PH and/or Sor at indi-
cated concentrations for 24, 48 and 72 h. After 24 h of
incubation, 20 μl MTT (5 mg/ml) was added. The cul-
tures were solubilized and the spectrophotometric ab-
sorbance was measured at 595 nm using a microtiter
plate reader (Bio-Rad, USA). The number of viable cells
was presented relative to untreated controls. The assay
was repeated three times independently.

Colony formation assay
Colony formation assay was conducted as described
previously [14]. Briefly, HepG2SR and Huh7SR cells were
seeded in 6-well plates (~1000-5000 cells per well) and
treated with PH (50 μM). After incubation for 48 h, the
cells were washed by PBS and then cultured in normal
medium for two weeks. At the end of time point, cells
were washed in PBS, fixed with 100% methanol and
stained with a filtered solution of crystal violet (5% w/v).
Colonies were visualized by Nikon Eclipse TS100 inverse
microscope (Nikon Corporation, Japan) and pictures
were captured using Nikon E8400 camera.

DNA fragmentation
Cytoplasmic histone-associated DNA fragments were de-
termined by the measurement of apoptotic cells using the
Cell Death Detection ELISAPLUS Kit Roche (Indianapolis,
IN) according to the manufacturer's instructions.

Apoptosis assay
Approximately 2×105 cells/well seeded in 6-well plates
were treated with varying concentrations of PH for 48 h.
Thereafter, the cells were collected and washed twice in
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ice-cold PBS before incubated with 5 μL FITC-Annexin
V and 5 μL propidium iodide (PI) at room temperature
for 15 min in the dark. Apoptotic cells were detected
using an Annexin V-FITC Kit (BD Pharmingen, Franklin
Lakes, NJ, USA) according to the manufacturer’s proto-
col. All samples were analyzed immediately using
FACSCalibur flow cytometer (BD, San Jose, CA).

Measurement of caspase-3, -8 and -9 activities
Caspase-3, -8 and -9 colorimetric Assay kits (BioVision,
Inc.) were utilized as an additional method to evaluate
apoptosis. The results are expressed as relative caspase-3,
-8 and -9 activation in cells exposed to PH or Sor or both.

HCC with ectopic STAT3 expression
STAT3 cDNA (KIAA1524) was purchased from Addgene
plasmid repository (http://www.addgene.org). HepG2 and
SK-Hep1 cells with ectopic expression of STAT3 derived
from a single stable clone were exposed to PH. Briefly,
following transfection, cells were cultured in the presence
of G418 [27]. After eight weeks of selection, surviving
colonies arising from stably transfected cells were selected
and individually amplified.

Gene knockdown using siRNA
siRNAs targeting STAT3 and AKT with scrambled con-
trol siRNAs were purchased from Dharmacon (Thermo
Scientific, Chicago, IL, USA). Cells were transfected with
siRNAs using Lipofectamine 2000 (Invitrogen Life Tech-
nologies, MD, USA) to knockdown gene expression as
described previously [26].

SHP-1 Phosphatase activity
SHP-1 activity was determined by using a RediPlate™ 96
Enzchek™ Tyrosine Phosphatase Assay Kit (Thermo Scien-
tific, Chicago, IL, USA) according to the manufacturer's
instructions.

Phospho-STAT3 activity
Phospho-Stat3 (Tyr705) Sandwich ELISA Kit (Cell Signal-
ing Technologies) was used to measure p-STAT3 activity
according to the manufacturer's instructions.

Western Blotting
Cells or the isolated independent tissues were lysed with
RIPA Lysis Buffer (Santa Cruz Biotechnology, CA, USA)
containing protease inhibitor (Roche Corp., Basal, Swiss)
and phosphatase inhibitor (Roche Corp., Basal, Swiss) as
described previously [28]. The proteins were separated by
sodium dodecyl sulfate polyacrylamide gel electrophoresis
(SDS–PAGE) and transferred to polyvinylidene difluoride
(PVDF) membranes. The membranes were then incubated
with primary antibodies overnight at 4°C followed by

secondary antibodies for 1h at room temperature. Protein
bands were visualized with enhanced chemiluminescence.

Real-time reverse transcription PCR
Total RNA was extracted from tumors using TRIzol
(Invitrogen) and RNeasy Mini Kit (Qiagen) and subse-
quently reverse-transcribed to cDNA using the SuperScript
Kit (Invitrogen). Quantitative PCR (qPCR) was carried out
on the MX3000P real-time PCR system (Stratagen, USA).
The amplification specificity was confirmed by the melting
curves. Relative mRNA levels were calculated based on the
Ct values and normalized using β-actin expression, accord-
ing to the equation: 2−ΔCt [ΔCt = Ct target gene-Ct β-actin]. All
experiments were performed in triplicate.

Tumor xenografts
To investigate whether PH has a therapeutic effect on
tumorigenesis in vivo, HepG2 (2 × 106) and SK-Hep1 (3 ×
106) cells were injected SC inoculated into the posterior
flank of nude mice and treated IP with PH 5 times a week
for 3 weeks. Further to extrapolate our in vitro results
to in vivo, we injected HepG2SR (3 × 106) and Huh7SR (5 ×
106) cells in mice which received daily oral Sor at 10mg/kg,
which was used to maintain the Sor-resistant capacity of
both HepG2SR and Huh7SR cells in mice [29]. When tumors
became palpable ~100mm3, animals were randomly divided
and received PH, Sor or both. Tumor volume (TV) was
calculated as follows: TV = (L × W2)/2 every third day till
the animals were sacrificed and tumor weights were mea-
sured on day 30 after tumor excision. Survival rate was eval-
uated by the Kaplan–Meier method. Mice of each group
were also monitored for other symptoms of side effects in-
cluding food and water withdrawal and impaired posture or
movement. At the termination of the experiment, the tumor
tissues were harvested and used for immunohistochemistry.
All procedures for animal experimentation used in the
current study were approved by the Institutional Animal
Ethics Committee, King Saud University, Riyadh, Saudi
Arabia.

Immunohistochemical staining
In brief, 5 μm-thick paraffin-embedded tumor sections from
nude mice were stained for CD31, pSTAT3, Caspase-3,
TUNEL and Ki67 using standard immunostaining protocols
[30] and scanned at ×200 magnification. Six fields per
section were analyzed and the expression levels of the target
markers were semi-quantitatively assessed based on staining
intensity by a board-certified pathologist.

Molecular docking with SHP-1
SHP-1 was downloaded from RCSB PDB using pdb id:
3PS5. The protein was first prepared and the active sites
were predicted using Discovery studio. his protein was then
used for docking purpose using Autdock Vina [31–33].
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Further, PH was docked with AKT1(4EJN). Each crystal
structure of mentioned proteins was co-crystallized with a
ligand bound at ATP binding site. Centre of mass of each
bound ligand was calculated and utilized during molecular
docking simulation. AutoDock vina program [31–33] was
used for molecular docking and calculating the binding
score of bound ligands of the proteins. Ligand efficacy (LE)
of PH and other ligands was calculated as described by
Hopkins et al [34]. UCSF Chimera and Ligplot programs
were used for visualizing, editing and analysis of ligand and
proteins interactions [35, 36].

Statistics
Statistical analysis was performed with GraphPad Prism
(GraphPad Software, San Diego, CA). Student’s t test
was used to evaluate statistical significance of differences
between two groups and p < 0.05 was considered statis-
tically significant. Measurement values were expressed
as mean ± SD.

Results
PH possesses anticancer and apoptotic effects in HCCs
and potentiates Sor efficacy
To investigate the anticancer effects of PH against hepatic
carcinoma, we first assessed growth inhibition in response
to PH, in a panel of five HCC cell lines: SK-Hep1,
Hep3B2.1-7, Huh7, PLC5, and one human hepatoblastoma
cell line HepG2. Cell viability was determined by MTT
assay after treatment for 24, 48 and 72 h. As shown in (Fig.
1c), PH significantly reduced cell viability in a concentra-
tion- and time-dependent manner. Next, we examined the
apoptotic effect of PH on HCCs. PH alone significantly in-
creased the activation of caspase-3, 8 and 9 in HepG2 and
SK-Hep-1 cells as observed with colorimetric assay (Bio Vi-
sion, USA) (Additional file 1: FigureS1A). Importantly, in-
hibition of cellular growth and activation of apoptosis by
PH were associated with a significant induction of DNA
fragmentation in a concentration-dependent manner in all
the five HCC cell lines (Fig. 1d). To further explore the
mechanism of cell death mediated by PH in HCCs, we first
measured the degree of cell apoptosis using Annexin V/PI
staining. PH alone increased the percentage of HCC cells
underwent apoptosis (Annexin V+/ PI+ population), a bio-
marker of apoptosis, in a concentration-dependent manner
(Fig. 1e). Second, we studied the effect of PH on caspase-3
cleavage, where we found that PH induced the activation of
caspase-3 cleavage and increased cleavage of poly (ADP- ri-
bose) polymerase in all HCC cell line tested (Fig. 1f).
To answer the question of whether PH could enhance the

cancer activity of Sor, we tested the effect of PH and Sor
combination on cell proliferation and apoptosis in several
HCC cells. Our results showed that Sor or PH alone de-
creased cell proliferation of HepG2, SK-Hep1, Hep3B2.1-7
cells in a concentration-dependent manner, whereas

combination of Sor and PH significantly potentiated the
suppression of the cell proliferation (Additional file 2: Figur-
eS2A), while significantly increased the apoptosis as ob-
served by Annexin V and DNA Fragmentation assays
(Additional file 2: Figure S2B, S2C). These data not only in-
dicate that PH inhibits HCC cell proliferation through in-
duction of apoptosis but also shed the light on its synergistic
effect on the antitumor activity of Sor.
To explore the role of STAT3 and SPH-1 in the antican-

cer activity of PH, two independent experiments were
conducted. First, we measured the effect of combination
therapy on p-STAT3 and SHP-1 activities. Our results
showed that PH in combination with Sor markedly de-
creased the p-STAT3 (Additional file 2: Figure S2D, S2E)
while enhanced SHP-1 (Additional file 2: Figure S2F)
activities as compared to monotherapy. Second, we next
examined whether knockdown of STAT3 and Akt by siR-
NAs could potentiate the anticancer activities of PH in
HCC cells. For this purpose, HepG2 and SK-Hep1 cells
were transfected with control, STAT3 siRNA or Akt
siRNA for 24 h and then further combined for 48 h with
PH (Additional file 3: Figure S3A, S3B). Our results show
that knockdown of both STAT3 and Akt by siRNA in-
duced apoptosis in both cells, suggesting that PH inhibits
Sor-induced STAT3 and Akt activation, thus reversing
Sor resistance in HCCs.

PH induced HCC cell death via inhibiting STAT3/AKT/ERK
signaling
In order to study the function of signal transduction cas-
cade in hepatocarcinogenesis, we investigated the effect
of PH on the phosphorylation of STAT3, MAPK and the
expression of Akt and JAK2 proteins. The results illus-
trated in Fig. 2a shows that PH significantly inhibited
STAT3 protein phosphorylation at tyrosine 705 transac-
tivation of STAT3 and its downstream pro-proliferative
proteins Mcl-1, cyclin D1 Bcl-xl and Survivin in a
concentration-dependent manner. Furthermore, al-
though PH did not affect the total STAT3 activity levels,
it significantly inhibited p-STAT3 activity levels in a
concentration-dependent manner (Fig. 2b) and its protein
expression in both the cytoplasm and nucleus (Fig. 2c). In
addition, PH downregulated the expression of p-Akt, p-
ERK, p-mTOR, p-VEGFR2 and p-JNK in a concentration-
dependent manner without having effect on the total ex-
pression of these proteins (Fig. 2a).
To further validate the role of STAT3 in PH-

induced apoptosis, we generated stable STAT3-
overexpressing HepG2 and SK-Hep1 and tested the
molecular changes induced by PH treatment. Ectopic
expression of STAT3 increased p-STAT3 protein ex-
pression (Fig. 2d) and decreased the percentage of
apoptotic cells (Fig. 2d), suggesting that activated
STAT3 signaling counteracts the apoptotic activity of
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Fig. 2 (See legend on next page.)

Saraswati et al. Cell Communication and Signaling          (2019) 17:127 Page 6 of 18



PH in HCCs. To tested whether these in vitro results
are extrapolated into human model, we performed
immunohistochemistry (IHC) assay to examine the
levels of CD31, SHP1 and pSTAT3 in liver tissues ob-
tained from healthy and HCC patients. IHC staining
shows strong SHP-1 correlation with p-STAT3 ex-
pression in normal liver and vice versa in human
tumor samples (Fig. 2e).

PH increased SHP-1 phosphatase activity by direct
interaction
SHP-1 activity has a critical role in induction of apop-
tosis in different cancer types [11–15]. To test whether
SHP-1 is involved in PH-induced STAT3 suppression,
we first tested the effect of PH on SHP-1 phosphatase
activity. PH alone significantly enhanced the phosphat-
ase activity of SHP-1 in a concentration-dependent man-
ner in all tested HCC cell lines (Fig. 3a). Thereafter, we
studied the effect of PH on SHP-1–containing cell lysates.
In brief, HepG2, SK-Hep-1 and Hep3B2.1-7 cells were
immunoprecipitated with anti-SHP-1 antibody, then
the protein extracts containing SHP-1 complex was further
incubated with different PH concentrations for 30 min be-
fore SHP-1 activity was determined. As shown in Fig. 3b,
PH (50 μM) significantly increased the phosphatase
activity of SHP-1–containing lysates in HepG2, SK-
Hep-1 and Hep 3B2.1-7 by approximately 7.89, 6.91
and 9.78-fold, respectively. For more specific identifi-
cation, we incubated pure SHP-1 recombinant protein
for 30 min with increasing concentrations of PH (25-
100 μM) followed by measurement of the SHP-1
phosphatase activity. Our results showed that PH (50
μM) treatment increased the SHP-1 phosphatase ac-
tivity in HepG2, SK-Hep1and Hep3B2.1-7 cells by ap-
proximately 4.5-, 3.5- and 5.8-fold, respectively,
suggesting that PH potentially acts on SHP-1 by dir-
ect interaction (Fig. 3c).
To further validate the role of SHP-1 in PH-mediated

molecular events and apoptosis, we tested whether inhib-
ition of SHP-1 either chemically using a specific inhibitor
(PTP III) or genetically via transient transfection of SHP-1-
targeted siRNAs would alter PH effects in HCC cells. Our
results showed that blocking of SHP-1 either using PTP III
(Fig. 3d) or siRNA (Fig. 3e) abolished PH-mediated cell
death and downregulation of p-STAT3 in both HepG2 and
SK-Hep1 cells. PH induced significant cell death and

inhibition of STAT3 in HepG2, SK-Hep-1 and Hep3B2.1-7
cells overexpressing SHP-1 (Fig. 3f). This data suggests that
PH increases SHP-1 activity by direct interaction that sub-
sequently results in SHP-1–mediated inhibition of p-
STAT3.

PH interfered with inhibitory N-SH2 domain and relieved
autoinhibition of SHP-1
To investigate the mechanism through which PH
increased SHP-1 tyrosine phosphatase activity, we
transfected HepG2 and SK-Hep1 cells with wild-type
or mutant SHP-1 (dN1 and D61A), thereafter we ex-
amined the effect of PH on SHP-1. The intramolecu-
lar inhibition of SHP-1 is protected by various
biochemical associations between N1 and PTP cata-
lytic domain, such as Asp61 and Lys362 (salt bridge)
[37]. Deletion of the autoinhibitory N-SH2 domain
(dN1) and single-mutant D61A of SHP-1 was used to
mimic the open-form structure of SHP-1. PH co-
incubated with purified wild-type or mutant SHP-1
proteins in vitro enhanced the activity of wild-type
SHP-1 protein to nearly 2.6 and 2-folds in HepG2
and SK-Hep1 cells, respectively (Fig. 3g). As com-
pared to Sor, sc-43 and sc-60, PH increased the phos-
phatase activity in recombinant SHP-1 proteins
expressing dN1 or D61A mutants in both HepG2 and
SK- Hep1 cells. In addition, wild-type SHP-1–transfected
HCC cells showed a marked decrease in p-STAT3Tyr705

level (Fig. 3i) and a significant increase in apoptosis (Fig.
3h, Additional file 2: Figure S2G). Whereas no such effect
was observed in dN1 or D61A mutant SHP-1–transfected
HCCs (Fig. 3i). These findings suggest that PH activates
SHP-1 by disruption of autoinhibition of SHP-1, leading
to reduced p-STAT3Tyr705 level and eventual induction of
apoptosis in HCC cells (Fig. 3j). Thus, SHP-1 targeting is
critical in PH-induced anti-HCC activity.

PH overcome Sor resistance in HCCs
Sor-resistant cell lines HepG2SR and Huh7SR were used
to study whether PH could overcome the resistance in
HCC cell lines and whether p-STAT3 and SHP-1 are in-
volved. Resistance of HepG2SR and Huh7SR cells to Sor
has been confirmed by the significant decrease in growth
inhibition (Additional file 4: Figure S4A), no significant
changes on p-STAT3 protein expression and percentage
of apoptotic cells (Additional file 4: Figure S4B), no

(See figure on previous page.)
Fig. 2 PH inhibits STAT3, AKT/mTOR and RAS/MAPK signaling in HCCs. a Cells were treated for 48h with indicated concentrations of PH and
phosphorylated and total protein levels of the target proteins were evaluated by Western blotting. b pSTAT-3 activity was measured by ELISA (c)
PH inhibits cytoplasmic, nuclear STAT3 phosphorylation in HCCs at 50uM. d Cells (wild-type or ectopic expression of STAT3) were exposed to PH
at 50uM for 24 hours. Percentage of apoptotic cells was analyzed by flow cytometry. e Representative images from two patients with double
immunostaing of CD31/SHP1 and pSTAT3. Experiments were conducted in triplicate and mean values ± SD (bars) are shown. *p<0.05, and **p<
0.01 compared to control
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Fig. 3 (See legend on next page.)
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induction of DNA fragmentation in both resistant cells
(Additional file 4: Figure S4C). These results clearly sug-
gest that Sor-resistant cells become refractory to Sor-
induced apoptosis.
We next explored the effect of PH in Sor-resistant

cells. The results illustrated in Fig. 4 shows that PH
attenuated cell growth of both HepG2SR and Huh7SR

cells (Fig. 4a) and induced DNA fragmentation in
both cells (Fig. 4b). This was further supported by
the ability of PH to significantly inhibit cell growth as
measured by colonogenic assay (Additional file 4:
Figure S4D) and by increased the protein expressions
of apoptotic genes, such as cleaved caspase-3, -9 and
PARP (Fig. 4c). Taken together, these results suggest
that PH has potent inhibitory effect on Sor-resistance
HCCs.

PH overcome STAT3-, AKT-, MAPK- and VEGFR2-
dependent resistance to Sor in HCCs
To further explore the mechanisms of PH effect on
Sor-resistant HCC cells, we investigated the effect of
PH on the protein expression and activity of p-
STAT3 and SHP-1 in Sor-resistant HepG2SR and
Huh7SR cells. PH treatment resulted in downregula-
tion of p-STAT3 protein expression and its targets
in a concentration-dependent manner (Fig. 4d) with
significant decrease in p-STAT3 activity at 50 and
100 μM concentrations using ELISA (Fig. 4e). With
regards to SHP-1, PH treatment caused marked
increases in SHP-1 activitiy (Fig. 4f) and mRNA (Fig.
4g) levels in both HepG2SR and Huh7SR cells.
STAT3 has been reported to be activated by JAK2

[38], therefore, we test the effect of PH on JAK2. Our
results showed that PH inhibited phosphorylation of
JAK2 in a concentration-dependent manner in Sor-
resistant cells (Fig. 4d). Previous study has shown that
Sor-induced Akt, ERK and VEGFR2 activation has
been reported in both Sor-resistant and parental HCC
cells [3, 4, 11] and that increased p-Akt, p-ERK and
p-VEGFR2 expression is responsible for resistance to
Sor. We next examined alterations of the key mole-
cules in the Akt/mTOR, MAPK and VEGFR2
pathways, pathways that have been shown to be re-
sponsible for resistance to Sor [11]. Our results
showed that Sor-resistant cells expressed higher levels

of p- Akt, p-ERK and p-VEGFR2 resulting in upregu-
lation of p-mTOR (Fig. 4d). Importantly, PH treat-
ment downregulated p-Akt, p-ERK, p-VEGFR2 and p-
mTOR protein expression in a concentration-
dependent manner but did not affect the total pro-
tein expression (Fig. 4d).
To further investigate the mechanism through

which PH increased SHP-1 and decreased p-STAT3
in Sor-resistant cells, we knocked down SHP-1 using
siRNA to address whether SHP-1 is mediating Sor re-
sistance. As shown in Fig. 4h, while PH treatment in-
creased SHP-1 and repressed p-STAT3 proteins with
inhibition of colony formation, SHP-1 silencing abol-
ished the inhibitory effects of PH on p-STAT3 and
colony formation in Sor-resistant cells. These results
not only indicate the critical role of SHP-1 in PH-
induced inhibition of cell growth, but also suggest
that targeting SHP-1 by PH could overcome Sor
resistance.

PH combination with Sor synergizes the antitumor effect
in SR-HCCs
To know whether PH could potentiate the antitumor
efficacy of Sor, we studied the combined effect of PH
and Sor in Sor-resistant HepG2SR and Huh7SR cells.
Combined therapy resulted in significant downregulation
of p-STAT3 and its downstream signal proteins in both
Sor-resistant cell lines (Fig. 5a). We further determined
the effect of combination therapy on SHP-1 and p-STAT3
activity in target gene regulation. Fig. 5b shows that PH
alone increased SHP-1 activity, while further potentiated
SHP-1 activity in the presence of Sor. In addition, combin-
ation therapy further downregulated p-STAT3 activity
(Fig. 5c), further inhibited colony forming ability in both
Sor-resistant cells (Fig. 5d), and significantly increased
cleaved caspase-3 and 9 proteins (Fig. 5e) and DNA Frag-
mentation (Fig. 5f). Taken together, these results strongly
suggest that PH potentiates the antitumor efficacy Sor.

PH inhibited tumor growth via a SHP-1/STAT3-related
signaling pathway in vivo
To investigate whether PH has anti-tumorigenic effect
in vivo, we subcutaneously injected HepG2 (2 × 106)
and SK-Hep1 (3 × 106) cells into the posterior flank
of nude mice followed by IP injection of PH at

(See figure on previous page.)
Fig. 3 PH enhances SHP-1 tyrosine phosphatase activity. a SHP-1 phosphatase activity. b The SHP-1-containing lysates of HCCs were collected by
SHP-1 antibody and incubated with PH for 30 min. c PH enhanced SHP-1 activity in cell-free SHP-1 protein. d HCCcells were pre-treated with 25
μM specific SHP-1 inhibitor (PTPIII) for 30 min and then co-incubated with PH 50 μM for additional 48 h. e Knockdown of SHP-1 reversed the
biological effects of PH on p-STAT3 and apoptosis. f PH reinforced apoptosis in stably expressing SHP-1 HCCs. g Purified dN1 and D61A mutants
of SHP-1 were insensitive to PH treatment. h Percentage of apoptotic cells was analyzed by flow cytometry. i Effect of dN1 and D61A mutants on
STAT3 expression. j Molecular model of PH. Experiments were conducted in triplicate and mean values ± SD (bars) are shown. *p < 0.05, and **p
< 0.01 compared to control
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indicated doses (25, 50, and 100 mg/kg) 5 times a
week for 3 weeks. Tumor growth was measured every
6 days till the animals were sacrificed on the 30th

day. Our results showed that PH decreased tumor
volume (Fig. 6a) and tumor weight (Fig. 6b) in both
HepG2 and SK-Hep1 xenografts in a dose-dependent
manner. Maximal efficacy was demonstrated with
both 50 and 100 mg/kg dose of PH. To further

understand the underlying mechanism in close prox-
imity of hepatic cancer, we analyzed the levels of p-
STAT3 protein expression and phosphatase activity of
SHP-1. PH treatment significantly increased the SHP-
1 tyrosine phosphatase activity (Fig. 6c), whereas
inhibited the expression of p-STAT3Tyr705 and its
downstream signaling targets (Mcl-1, survivin, Bcl-xl)
both at the protein (Fig. 6d), and mRNA (Fig. 6e)

Fig. 5 PH potentiates the effect of Sor in HepG2SR and Huh7SR cells in vitro. a Effect of PH (50 μM), Sor (10 μM) or both on p-STAT3 and its
downstream proteins in SR-HCCs. b SHP-1 phosphatase activity in SR-HCCs exposed to PH, Sor or both for 48 h. c pSTAT3 activity was measured
by ELISA. d Colony formation assay. e The protein levels of cleaved caspase-3 and -9 were determined by Western blot assay (f) DNA
fragmentation assay for cells exposed to PH, Sor or both for 48 h. Experiments were conducted in triplicate and mean values ± SD (bars) are
shown. *p < 0.05, and **p < 0.01 compared to control

(See figure on previous page.)
Fig. 4 PH overcomes Sor resistance in HepG2SR and Huh7SR cells in vitro. a PH inhibited cell growth in Sor resistant HepG2SR and Huh7SR cells. Cell
viability was assessed by MTT assay. b PH enhanced DNA fragmentation in SR-HCCs. c The protein levels of caspase-3, caspase-9 and PARP after
exposing SR-HCCs to PH. d PH inhibited STAT3, ERK, AKT/mTOR signaling in HCC cells. e pSTAT-3 activity was measured by ELISA. f SHP-1 phosphatase
activity in HepG2SR and Huh7SR. g SHP-1 mRNA levels were analyzed by qPCR. h SR-HCC cells were transfected with control siRNA or SHP-1 siRNA for
48 h there exposed to PH and subjected to Western blot assay of p-STAT3 and SHP-1 or seeded on a 6-well plate for the colony forming assay.
Experiments were conducted in triplicate and mean values ± SD (bars) are shown. *p < 0.05, and **p < 0.01 compared to control
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levels. All together, these effects were associated with
significant survival benefits by PH compared with
mice treated with vehicle in both HepG2 and SK-
Hep1 xenograft (Fig. 6f). The results of the in vivo
study suggest that suppression of tumorigenicity by
PH in vivo is due to its enhancement of SHP-1 activ-
ity that directly targeted p-STAT3Tyr705 expression.
Angiogenesis plays important role in tumor growth,

progression and metastasis [39]. Therefore, we
examined whether PH inhibits angiogenesis in vivo.
Immunostaining with CD31 markedly decreased angio-
genesis in tumor tissues in both HepG2 (Fig. 6g) and
SK-Hep1 (Additional file 5: Figure S5A) xenografts
treated with PH in a dose-dependent manner. Signifi-
cant decrease in p-STAT3 expression in both HepG2
(Fig. 6g) and SK-Hep1 (Additional file 5: Figure S5F)
xenografts was observed. TUNEL labelling and
caspase-3 expression revealed a high induction of
apoptosis by a factor of 9 and 10 in HepG2 (Fig. 6g)
and 8 and 11 in SK-Hep1 (Additional file 5: Figure
S5F) with PH 50 mg/kg. There was a significant de-
crease in Ki67+ cells in PH treated tumors (Fig. 6g;
Additional file 5: Figure S5F). These results suggest
that PH inhibits tumor growth by impairing angiogen-
esis, cell proliferation and inducing apoptosis in both
HepG2 and SK-Hep1 tumors.
Further, we tested the combined effect of PH and

Sor on the tumor volume in both HepG2 and SK-
Hep1 xenografts. PH (50 mg/kg) alone decreased the
tumor volume by 75% and 71%, whereas Sor alone
(20 mg/kg) decreased the tumor volume by 54% and
51% in HepG2 and SK-Hep1 xenografts, respectively
(Additional file 5: Figure S5A). Importantly, combin-
ation therapy of PH and Sor produced an additive
decrease in tumor volume by 83% and 89% in both
cells, respectively (Additional file 5: Figure S5A).
However, no significant changes in body weight loss
or other clinical signs of toxicity were observed in
any groups (Additional file 5: Figure S5B). Further
we examined whether the potentiation effect of com-
bined therapy of PH and Sor on tumor volume is as-
sociated with synergistic effect on SHP-1 and p-
STAT3. Additional file 5: Figure S5D shows that a
synergistic increase in SHP-1 activity with a further
decrease in p-STAT3 activity and downstream pro-
teins as compared to monotherapy. No histological

differences were observed in various organs between
the control and PH treated groups (Additional file 5:
Figure S5C). These results suggest that PH acts as a
potent STAT3 inhibitor and SHP-1 enhancer, and
thus induces its anti–hepatocellular carcinoma effect
via a STAT3-related signaling pathway.

PH possessed antitumor effect against Sor-resistant
xenograft tumors
To assess the antitumor activity of PH against Sor-
resistant xenografts, we injected HepG2SR (3 × 106) and
Huh7SR cells (5 × 106) cells in mice which have received
daily oral Sor dose (10 mg/kg), a dose that is used to
maintain the Sor-resistant capacity of both HepG2SR and
Huh7SR cells in mice [15]. When tumors became palp-
able ~100mm3, animals were randomly divided in four
groups as follows: first group received only vehicle (con-
trol), second group received PH (50 mg/kg), third group
received Sor (20 mg/kg), fourth group received both PH
plus Sor. As demonstrated in Fig. 7, SR-HCC tumors
were shown to be resistant to Sor in vivo since there was
a slight decrease in tumor volume and weight as com-
pared to vehicle treated group. However, PH treatment
decreased tumor volume and weight by 73% and 68% in
HepG2SR and by 74% and 64% in Huh7SR cells. Treat-
ment of mice with combination therapy of PH plus Sor
produced additive effect by decreasing tumor volume by
83% and 88% in HepG2SR and 80% and 86% in Huh7SR

xenografts (Fig. 7a and b).
We further investigated the effect of PH, Sor or com-

bination treatment on SPH-1 and p-STAT3 expression
in HepG2SR and Huh7SR xenografts. In consistency with
the in vitro and in vivo results, Western blot assay
results showed a significant decrease in p-STAT3 pro-
tein expression and its downstream targets (Fig. 7c) and
an increase in SHP-1 activity (Fig. 7d). In addition,
immunostainings for CD31, p-STAT3, caspase-3 and
ki67 showed that Sor had a weak inhibitory effect on cell
proliferation with weak pro-apoptotic activity against
Sor-resistant tumors (Fig. 7e), whereas, PH significantly
decreased CD31, p-STAT3 and Ki67 expression while
induced caspase-3 activity in both HepG2SR and Huh7SR

xenografts. These Inhibitory effects were also observed
in combination with Sor but is not significant as com-
pared to PH alone. Together, our data indicate that PH

(See figure on previous page.)
Fig. 6 PH inhibits tumor growth via downregulating STAT3-related signaling pathway. a PH significantly inhibited tumor growth in HepG2 and
SK-Hep1 tumor-bearing mice. b Tumor weight. c The in vivo SHP-1 phosphatase activity. d The protein levels of p-STAT3 and its downstream
proteins were determined by Western blot assay. e STAT3 and related mRNA levels were analyzed by qPCR. f Kaplan–Meier plot showing animal
survival after treatment with PH at indicated doses (n = 8). g Immunohistochemical staining (Left panel) of CD31, pSTAT3, cleaved caspase-3, Ki67
and TUNEL in tumor xenografts. Magnification: ×200. Data represents mean values from five random fields per tumor section. Scale bar, 50 μm.
Mean values ± SD (bars) are shown. *p < 0.05, and **p < 0.01 compared to control
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inhibited the tumor growth both in vitro and in vivo
through a STAT3 inhibition mechanism involving SHP-1.

Molecular docking
We performed docking of these ligands with SHP-1 (pdb
id: 3PS5) individually, using Autodock Vina (Fig. 8a). PH
docks within the predicted active site (Ser 453 to Thr 460)
into the interface of N-SH2 and PTP domain and forms
3H-bonds within the active site with docking score of -6.5
(Fig. 8a). Sor docks in a region spanning from Asp 419 to
Ser 474 and forms 2H bonds with docking score of -7.9.
These results showed that PH is equally potential candi-
date as Sor. All molecules have bound at AKT1’s ATP
binding site, whose coulombic charge distribution surface
is positively charged around opening but hydrophobic in
deeper side (Fig. 8b, c). This charge distribution plays a
role in binding of molecules if they are physicochemical
complementary with interacting surface. The binding af-
finity and ligand efficiency scores of 0R4, an inhibitor of

AKT1 (PDB id: 4EJN) are -13.9kcal/mol and -0.32kcal/
mol respectively. The binding energy of PH is -7.7Kcal/
mol and its ligand efficiency is -0.39 kcal due to presence
of 20 heavy atoms only. This analysis shows that PH binds
more efficiently with than 0åR4.

Discussion
Over-expression and hyperactivation of STAT3 has
been reported in various human tumors. STAT3 and
MAPK play an important role in signal transduction
cascades, which take part in cellular physiological
growth, development, mitogenesis and differentiation,
and cellular malignant transformation [17]. One of
the novel strategies to prevent sustained STAT3 over-
expression in cancer cells is through the activation of
intrinsic regulators such as SHP-1 [40]. This effect is
supported by the findings of several studies revealed
that loss of SHP-1 leads to constitutive activation of
STAT3. In addition, SHP-1 has been shown to

Fig. 8 Molecular Docking. a PH shows 3 BS of protein with 3H-bond, Sor shows binding near to active site (with 2-H bond). b N-Sh2, C-Sh2, and
PTP domains of Shp1 protein (2B3O) structure. The four binding sites (BS) identified from Swiss dock models are marked in the imaged along
with the predicted binding affinities for Sor (SFB) and PH (PHL). c Docking of PH in ATP binding site of AKT1 protein (PDB id: 4EJN). PH and 0R4
are in rosy brown and sea green respectively (Left)

(See figure on previous page.)
Fig. 7 PH overcomes the Sor resistance in HepG2SR and Huh7SR xenografts in vivo. a PH significantly reduced tumor growth in SR-HCCs
xenografts. When tumors reached 100 mm3, the mice were treated with PH, Sor or both and then tumor growth was measured every 3 days. b
Tumor weight was measured on day 30 after tumor excision. c The protein levels of p-STAT3 and its downstream proteins were determined by
Western blot. d The in vivo SHP-1 phosphatase activity. e Immunohistochemical staining of CD31, p-STAT3, cleaved caspase-3, Ki67 and TUNEL in
HepG2SR and Huh7SR xenografts. Magnification: ×200. Data represents mean values from five random fields per tumor section. Scale bar, 50 μm.
Mean values ± SD (bars) are shown. *p < 0.05, and **p < 0.01 compared to control
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dephosphorylate STAT3 directly to silence the JAK/
STAT pathway [38]. The current study provides the
first evidence that PH demonstrates a significant anti-
proliferative effect in HCCs via STAT3 pathway in-
hibition. Our data suggest that PH inhibits the JAK/
STAT3 signaling pathway by stimulating Tyr705 de-
phosphorylation of STAT3 and inhibiting p-JAK2.
PH also upregulates SHP-1 activity and induces SHP-
1-dependent p-STAT3 downregulation.
Activation of the AKT/mTOR and RAS/MAPK cascades

is frequently observed and associated with aggressive tumor
phenotypes and poor prognosis in human HCC [39]. SHP-
1 is a negative regulator of the cell cycle, as well as inflam-
matory and JAK/STAT pathways in cancer progression
[41]. We have observed that PH significantly decreased ex-
pression of p-ERK p-Akt and p-mTOR in all tested HCCs.
Inhibiting SHP-1 using specific inhibitor, PTP inhibitor III,
upregulates p-STAT3 and rescues the SC-43-induced
apoptosis. The antiproliferative activity of PH was signifi-
cantly counteracted by SHP-1 knockdown using siRNA
suggesting that PH mainly targets SHP-1 and downregu-
lates p-STAT3, and thus inhibits cell proliferation and in-
duces apoptosis. The dN1 mutant showed slight increase in
SHP-1 activity in both HCCs, but it was not significant,
whereas D61A mutants demonstrated a significant increase
in SHP-1 activity only in HepG2 not in SK-Hep1 indicating
that D61 site of the inhibitory N-SH2 domain is crucial for
PH-induced SHP-1 upregulation, although it behaves dif-
ferently in HepG2 compared to SK-Hep1 cells. This could
be explained by its flexible orientation and unknown

mechanism for searching of phospho-tyrosine activators
[11]. PH-induced downregulation of p-STAT3 was found
in HCCs cells expressing wild-type (WT) of SHP-1. How-
ever, ectopic expression of dN1 and D61A restored the ex-
pression of p-STAT3. Together, the data suggest that PH
may affect SHP-1 by switching the confirmation from auto-
inhibitory (closed) to active (open). Our in vivo studies
recaptured our findings in vitro, that PH showed significant
antitumor activity via inhibition of p-STAT3 and upregula-
tion of SHP-1 activity in HCC- xenografts and improved
the overall survival.
Several mechanisms are involved in the acquired resist-

ance to Sor, such as crosstalk involving PI3K/Akt and JAK-
STAT pathways, the activation of hypoxia-inducible path-
ways and epithelial-mesenchymal transition [42, 43]. There-
fore, it is of great impact to develop individualized
therapeutic strategies for treatment of Sor resistance cases.
Since our current observations clearly show that PH acti-
vated SHP-1 and reduced the level of p-STAT3 activity and
expression in vitro and in vivo, we hypothesized that PH
overcomes STAT3-dependent Sor-resistance in HCC cells.
This hypothesis was evidenced in two Sor-resistant HCC
cell lines by which PH decreased cell viability, colony for-
mation and increased apoptosis. Sor-resistant HCC cells
express higher levels of pAkt, m-TOR, pERK, p-STAT3, p-
JAK2, but lower levels of SHP-1 and p-SHP-1, indicating
that the JAK-STAT pathway participates in the acquired re-
sistance to Sor in HCC. PH overcomes the Sor resistance
via downregulating the expression of pAkt, pERK, p-
STAT3, p-JAK2 along with decrease in pVEGFR2 in SR-

Fig. 9 Graphical abstract for the proposed mechanism of action of PH in HCC
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HCC. In addition, we confirmed the anticancer activity of
PH to overcome Sor resistance of HCC in experimental an-
imals. We inoculated SR-HCCs to animals and found that
PH significantly retarded the growth of tumors in SR-HCC
xenografts. We also found that PH used in combination
with Sor displayed synergistic effect in vitro in SR-HCC but
not in vivo tumors. To our knowledge, this is the first re-
port showing that PH inhibits HCC in vitro and in vivo via
targeting STAT3/SHP1signaling pathway. A proposed
mechanism of action of PH on Sor-resistant and -sensitive
HCC is illustrated in Fig. 9.

Conclusion
In summary, our study demonstrated the preclinical activ-
ity of PH, which inhibits hepatic carcinoma in vitro and
in vivo and prolonged mouse survival via molecular tar-
geting of STAT3/Akt/mTOR/JAK2/VEGF2 pathways. PH
holds promise as an adjuvant drug for HCC treatment
and is equally as potential as Sor. This may represent an
alternative strategy in the treatment of HCC.

Additional files

Additional file 1: Figure S1. Colorimetric assay of caspase-3, -8 and -9
activity in HepG2 and Sk-Hep1. (A) Cells were treated with PH or Sor or
both at indicated doses for 48 h and caspase-3, -8 and -9 activities were
measured by colorimetric kits from Abcam, Cambridge, MA, USA).
Experiments were conducted in triplicate and mean values ± SD (bars)
are shown. *p < 0.05, and **p < 0.01 versus control. (DOCX 161 kb)

Additional file 2: Figure S2. PH potentiates the effect of Sor in vitro in
HCCs. (A) HepG2, SK-Hep1 and Hep 3B2. 1-7 cells were treated with PH
or Sor or both at indicated doses for 48 h and growth inhibition was
assessed by MTT assay. (B) PH enhanced DNA fragmentation. PH or Sor
or both at indicated doses for 48 h and DNA fragmentation was
measured by cell death detection ELISA. (C) Apoptosis was analyzed by
annexin V labeling and FACS analysis. Annexin V (+) cells were quantified.
(D) pSTAT-3 activity was measured by ELISA. (E) The protein levels of p-
STAT3 was determined by western blot (F) HCC cells were exposed PH or
Sor or both at the indicated doses for 48 h and SHP- 1 phosphatase
activity was determined. (G) Purified dN1 and D61A mutants of SHP-1
were insensitive to PH treatment. (H) Percentage of apoptotic cells was
analyzed by flow cytometry in purified dN1 and D61A mutants of SHP-1
treated with PH. Experiments were conducted in triplicate and mean
values ± SD (bars) are shown. *p<0.05, and **p<0.01 versus control.
(DOCX 161 kb)

Additional file 3: Figure S3. Knockdown of STAT3 and Akt sensitizes
PH-induced apoptosis. (A) siRNA against STAT3 enhanced apoptosis in
HepG2 and SK-Hep1 cells. (B) siRNA against Akt enhanced apoptosis in
HepG2 and SK-Hep1 cells. Experiments were conducted in triplicate and
mean values ± SD (bars) are shown. *p<0.05, and **p<0.01 versus control.
(DOCX 71 kb)

Additional file 4: Figure S4. Sor-resistant HCC cells are insensitive to
Sor. (A) HepG2, HepG2-SR, Huh7 and Huh7-SR cells were incubated with
serial concentrations of Sor for 48 h. Cell growth inhibition was assessed
by MTT assay. (B) Cells were incubated with Sor (10uM) and analyzed for
apoptosis by FACS analysis. (C) The protein levels of p- STAT3 were
determined by Western blotting (D) Cells were exposed to PH at the
indicated concentrations for 48 h. DNA fragmentation was measured by
cell death detection ELISA. Experiments were conducted in triplicate and
mean values ± SD (bars) are shown. *p<0.05, and **p<0.01 versus control.
(DOCX 111 kb)

Additional file 5: Figure S5. PH potentiates the antitumor effect of Sor
in HepG2 and SK-Hep1 xenografts. (A) HepG2 and SK-Hep1 xenografts
were treated with PH (50mg/kg) or Sor (20mg/kg) or both and tumor
growth was measured every 6 days. (B) No significant change in
bodyweight was observed in treated groups (C) H and E images of heart,
lung, liver and spleen showing no toxic effect of with PH treatment. (D)
The in vivo SHP-1 phosphatase activity in PH (50 mg/kg) or Sor (20 mg/
kg) or both treated tumors. (E) The protein levels of p-STAT3 and its
downstream proteins in HepG2 and SK-Hep1 xenografts in vivo were
determined by western blot. (G) Immunohistochemical staining (Left
panel) of CD31, pSTAT-3, cleaved caspase-3, Ki67 and TUNEL in PH
treated SK-Hep1 xenografts. Magnification: ×200. Quantifications of
Immunostainings (Left Panel) Quantification of CD31+ vessel area per
total tumor area. Quantification of pSTAT-3, cleaved caspase-3, TUNEL
and Ki67 cells per high power field of view. Data represents mean values
from five random fields per tumor section. Scale bar, 50 μm. Experiments
were conducted in triplicate and mean values ± SD (bars) are shown.
*p<0.05, and **p<0.01 versus control. (DOCX 529 kb)
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factor receptor 2; MAPK: Mitogen-activated protein kinase; JAK: Janus kinase;
ERK: Extracellular signal–regulated kinase;; AKT: Alpha serine/threonine-
protein kinase; mTOR: mechanistic target of rapamycin; HCC: Hepatocellular
carcinoma; PTP: protein tyrosine phosphatase

Acknowledgements
The publication of this article was funded by the Qatar National Library,
Qatar. The graphical abstract was created with BioRender.com

Authors’ contributions
SS and AA generated the idea, designed the experimental protocol designed
study. SS acquired, analyzed and interpreted data; performed statistical
analysis and wrote the manuscript. AGM and HMK drafted and revised the
manuscript. PT performed docking studies. All authors read and approved
the final manuscript.

Funding
College of Medicine and Pharmacy Research Centers and Deanship of
Scientific Research, King Saud University, Riyadh, Saudi Arabia.

Availability of data and materials
Not applicable.

Ethics approval and consent to participate
Not applicable.

Consent for publication
Not applicable.

Competing interests
There are no financial or other interests with regard to this manuscript that
might be construed as a conflict of interest. All of the authors are aware of
and agree to the content of the manuscript and their being listed as an
author on the manuscript.

Author details
1Department of Pharmacology and Physiology, College of Medicine, |King
Saud University, Riyadh, Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. 2Department of Basic
Medical Sciences, College of Medicine, King Saud bin Abdulaziz University for
Health Sciences, Riyadh, Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. 3Department of
Biochemical Engineering and Biotechnology, Indian Institute of Technology,
Hauz Khas-New Delhi, India. 4Department of Pharmaceutical Sciences,
College of Pharmacy, Qatar University, Doha 2713, Qatar.

Saraswati et al. Cell Communication and Signaling          (2019) 17:127 Page 17 of 18

https://doi.org/10.1186/s12964-019-0430-7
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12964-019-0430-7
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12964-019-0430-7
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12964-019-0430-7
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12964-019-0430-7


Received: 23 May 2019 Accepted: 29 August 2019

References
1. Llovet JM, Di Bisceglie AM, Bruix J, Kramer BS, Lencioni R, Zhu AX, et al.

Design and endpoints of clinical trials in hepatocellular carcinoma. J Natl
Cancer Inst. 2008;100:698–711.

2. Villanueva A, Llovet JM. Targeted therapies for hepatocellular carcinoma.
Gastroenterology. 2011;140:1410–26.

3. Niu L, Liu L, Yang S, Ren J, Lai PBS, Chen GC. New insights into sorafenib
resistance in hepatocellular carcinoma: Responsible mechanisms and
promising strategies. Biochim Biophys Acta. 2017;1868:564–70.

4. Tai WT, Cheng AL, Shiau CW, Huang HP, Huang JW, Chen PJ, et al. Signal
transducer and activator of transcription 3 is a major kinase-independent
target of sorafenib in hepatocellular carcinoma. J Hepatol. 2011;55:1041–8.

5. He G, Karin M. NF-kappaB and STAT3 – key players in liver inflammation
and cancer. Cell Res. 2011;21:159–68.

6. Brantley EC, Nabors LB, Gillespie GY, Choi YH, Palmer CA, Harrison K, et al.
Loss of protein inhibitors of activated STAT-3 expression in glioblastoma
multiforme tumors: implications for STAT-3 activation and gene expression.
Clin Cancer Res. 2008;14:4694–704.

7. Xu E, Charbonneau A, Rolland Y, Xu E, Charbonneau A, Rolland Y, Bellmann
K, Pao L, Siminovitch KA, et al. Hepatocyte-specific Ptpn6 deletion protects
from obesity-linked hepatic insulin resistance. Diabetes. 2012;61:1949–58.

8. Xu E, Forest MP, Schwab M, Avramoglu RK, St-Amand E, Caron AZ, et al.
Hepatocyte-specific Ptpn6 deletion promotes hepatic lipid accretion, but
reduces NAFLD in diet-induced obesity: potential role of PPARgamma.
Hepatology. 2014;59:1803–15.

9. Ostman A, Hellberg C, Bohmer FD. Protein-tyrosine phosphatases and
cancer. Nat Rev Cancer. 2006;6:307–20.

10. David M, Chen HE, Goelz S, Larner AC, Neel BG. Differential regulation of the
alpha/beta interferon-stimulated Jak/Stat pathway by the SH2 domain-
containing tyrosine phosphatase SHPTP1. Mol Cell Biol. 1995;15:7050–8.

11. Tai WT, Cheng AL, Shiau CW, Liu CY, Ko CH, Lin MW, et al. Dovitinib induces
apoptosis and overcomes sorafenib resistance in hepatocellular carcinoma
through SHP-1-mediated inhibition of STAT3. Mol Cancer Ther. 2012;11:452–63.

12. Thangaraju M, Sharma K, Liu D, Shen SH, Srikant CB. Interdependent
regulation of intracellular acidification and SHP-1 in apoptosis. Cancer Res.
1999;59:1649–54.

13. Lopez F, Estève JP, Buscail L, Delesque N, Saint-Laurent N, Théveniau M,
Nahmias C, et al. The tyrosine phosphatase SHP-1 associates with the sst2
somatostatin receptor and is an essential component of sst2-mediated
inhibitory growth signaling. J Biol Chem. 1997;272:24448–54.

14. Tai WT, Shiau CW, Chen PJ, Chu PY, Huang HP, Liu CY, et al. Discovery of
novel Src homology region 2 domain-containing phosphatase 1 agonists
from sorafenib for the treatment of hepatocellular carcinoma. Hepatology.
2014;59:190–201.

15. Han T, Xiang DM, Sun W, Liu N, Sun HL, Wen W, et al. PTPN11/Shp2
overexpression enhances liver cancer progression and predicts poor
prognosis of patients. J Hepatol. 2015;63:651–60.

16. Page BD, Ball DP, Gunning PT. Signal transducer and activator of transcription
3 inhibitors: a patent review. Expert Opin Ther Pat. 2011;21:65–83.

17. Yue P, Turkson J. Targeting STAT3 in cancer: how successful are we? Expert
Opin Investig Drugs. 2009;18:45–56.

18. Wu CH, Ho YS, Tsai CY, Wang YJ, Tseng H, Wei PL, et al. In vitro and in vivo
study of phloretin-induced apoptosis in human liver cancer cells involving
inhibition of type II glucose transporter. Int J Cancer. 2009;124:2210–9.

19. Pawłowska-Góral K, Kimsa-Dudek M, Synowiec-Wojtarowicz A, Orchel J, Glinka M,
Gawron S. Effect of static magnetic fields and phloretin on antioxidant defense
system of human fibroblasts. Environ Sci Pollut Res Int. 2016;23:14989–96.

20. de Oliveira MR. Phloretin-induced cytoprotective effects on mammalian
cells: A mechanistic view and future directions. Biofactors. 2016;42:13–40.

21. Natanzi ARE, Mahmoudian S, Bagher Minaeie B, Sabzevari O. Hepatoprotective
activity of phloretin and hydroxychalcones against Acetaminophen Induced
hepatotoxicity in mice. Iranian Jof pharmaceutical Sci. 2011;7:89.

22. Xintaropoulou C, Ward C, Wise A, Marston H, Turnbull A, Langdon SP,
et al. A comparative analysis of inhibitors of the glycolysis pathway in
breast and ovarian cancer cell line models. Oncotarget. 2015;22(6):
25677–6595.

23. Min J, Huang K, Tang H, Ding X, Qi C, Qin X, et al. Phloretin induces apoptosis of
non-small cell lung carcinoma A549 cells via JNK1/2 and p38 MAPK pathways.
Oncol Rep. 2015;34:2871–9.

24. Abkin SV, Ostroumova OS, Komarova EY, Meshalkina DA, Shevtsov MA,
Margulis BA, et al. Phloretin increases the anti-tumor efficacy of intratumorally
delivered heat-shock protein 70 kDa (HSP70) in a murine model of melanoma.
Cancer Immunol Immunother. 2016;65:83–92.

25. Zuo AR, Yu YY, Shu QL, Zheng LX, Wang XM, Peng SH, et al. Hepatoprotective
effects and antioxidant, antityrosinase activities of phloretin and phloretin
isonicotinyl hydrazine. J Chin Med Assoc. 2014;77:290–301.

26. Zhai B, Hu FL, Jiang X, Xu J, Zhao D, Liu B, et al. Inhibition of Akt
reverses the acquired resistance to sorafenib by switching protective
autophagy to autophagic cell death in hepatocellular carcinoma. Mol
Cancer Ther. 2014;13:1589–98.

27. Chen KF, Chen HL, Tai WT, Feng WC, Hsu CH, Chen PJ, et al. Activation of
phosphatidylinositol 3-kinase/Akt signaling pathway mediates acquired
resistance to sorafenib in hepatocellular carcinoma cells. J Pharmacol Exp
Ther. 2011;337:155–61.

28. Ye QH, Zhu WW, Zhang JB, Qin Y, Lu M, Lin GL, et al. GOLM1 modulates EGFR/
RTK cell-surface recycling to drive hepatocellular carcinoma metastasis. Cancer
Cell. 2016;30:444–58.

29. Han P, Li H, Jiang X, Zhai B, Tan G, Zhao D, et al. Dual inhibition of Akt and
c-Met as a second-line therapy following acquired resistance to sorafenib in
hepatocellular carcinoma cells. Mol Oncol. 2017;11:320–34.

30. Singh SS, Mehedint DC, Ford OH, Jeyaraj DA, Pop EA, Maygarden SJ, et al.
Comparison of ACINUS, caspase-3, and TUNEL as apoptotic markers in
determination of tumor growth rates of clinically localized prostate cancer
using image analysis. Prostate. 2009;69:1603–10.

31. Trott O, Olson AJ. AutoDock Vina: improving the speed and accuracy of
docking with a new scoring function, efficient optimization and
multithreading. J Comput Chem. 2010;30(31):455–61.

32. Forli S, Huey R, Pique ME, Sanner MF, Goodsell DS, Olson AJ. Computational
protein-ligand docking and virtual drug screening with the AutoDock suite.
Nat Protoc. 2016;11:905–19.

33. Morris GM, Huey R, Lindstrom W, Sanner MF, Belew RK, Goodsell DS, et al.
Autodock4 and AutoDockTools4: automated docking with selective receptor
flexiblity. J Comput Chem. 2009;30:2785–91.

34. Hopkins AL, Keserü GM, Leeson PD, Rees DC, Reynolds CH. The role of ligand
efficiency metrics in drug discovery. Nat Rev Drug Discov. 2014;13:105–21.

35. Pettersen EF, Goddard TD, Huang CC, Couch GS, Greenblatt DM, Meng EC,
et al. UCSF Chimera--a visualization system for exploratory research and
analysis. J Comput Chem. 2004;25:1605–12.

36. Wallace AC, Laskowski RA, Thornton JM. LIGPLOT: a program to generate
schematic diagrams of protein-ligand interactions. Protein Eng. 1996;8:127–34.

37. Fan LC, Teng HW, Shiau CW, Tai WT, Hung MH, Yang SH, et al. Pharmacological
Targeting SHP-1-STAT3 Signaling Is a Promising Therapeutic Approach for the
Treatment of Colorectal Cancer. Neoplasia. 2015;17:687–96.

38. Looyenga BD, Hutchings D, Cherni I, Kingsley C, Weiss GJ, Mackeigan JP.
STAT3 Is Activated by JAK2 Independent of Key Oncogenic Driver Mutations
in Non-Small Cell Lung Carcinoma. PLoS One. 2012;7:e30820.

39. Bielenberg DR, Zettr BR. The Contribution of Angiogenesis to the Process of
Metastasis. Cancer J. 2015;21:267–73.

40. Huang TT, Su JC, Liu CY, Shiau CW, Chen KF. Alteration of SHP-1/p-STAT3
Signaling: A Potential Target for Anticancer Therapy. Int J Mol Sci. 2017;8:18.

41. Zhang J, Somani AK, Siminovitch KA. Roles of the SHP-1 tyrosine phosphatase in
the negative regulation of cell signalling. Semin Immunol. 2000;12:361–78.

42. Zhai B, Sun XY. Mechanisms of resistance to sorafenib and the corresponding
strategies in hepatocellular carcinoma. World J Hepatol. 2013;275:345–52.

43. Zhu YJ, Zheng B, Wang HY, Chen L. New knowledge of the mechanisms of
sorafenib resistance in liver cancer. Acta Pharmacol Sin. 2017;38:614–22.

Publisher’s Note
Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in
published maps and institutional affiliations.

Saraswati et al. Cell Communication and Signaling          (2019) 17:127 Page 18 of 18


	Abstract
	Background
	Methods
	Results
	Conclusion

	Background
	Methods
	Cell Culture
	Establishment of Sor-resistant cells
	Patient samples
	Cell proliferation analysis
	Colony formation assay
	DNA fragmentation
	Apoptosis assay
	Measurement of caspase-3, -8 and -9 activities
	HCC with ectopic STAT3 expression
	Gene knockdown using siRNA
	SHP-1 Phosphatase activity
	Phospho-STAT3 activity
	Western Blotting
	Real-time reverse transcription PCR
	Tumor xenografts
	Immunohistochemical staining
	Molecular docking with SHP-1
	Statistics

	Results
	PH possesses anticancer and apoptotic effects in HCCs and potentiates Sor efficacy
	PH induced HCC cell death via inhibiting STAT3/AKT/ERK signaling
	PH increased SHP-1 phosphatase activity by direct interaction
	PH interfered with inhibitory N-SH2 domain and relieved autoinhibition of SHP-1
	PH overcome Sor resistance in HCCs
	PH overcome STAT3-, AKT-, MAPK- and VEGFR2-dependent resistance to Sor in HCCs
	PH combination with Sor synergizes the antitumor effect in SR-HCCs
	PH inhibited tumor growth via a SHP-1/STAT3-related signaling pathway in�vivo
	PH possessed antitumor effect against Sor-resistant xenograft tumors
	Molecular docking

	Discussion
	Conclusion
	Additional files
	Abbreviations
	Acknowledgements
	Authors’ contributions
	Funding
	Availability of data and materials
	Ethics approval and consent to participate
	Consent for publication
	Competing interests
	Author details
	References
	Publisher’s Note

