
 

Instructions for use

Title Bisphenol-A suppresses neurite extension due to inhibition of phosphorylation of mitogen-activated protein kinase in
PC12 cells

Author(s) Seki, Sayaka; Aoki, Miho; Hosokawa, Toshiyuki; Saito, Takeshi; Masuma, Runa; Komori, Miyako; Kurasaki, Masaaki

Citation Chemico-Biological Interactions, 194(1), 23-30
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cbi.2011.08.001

Issue Date 2011-10-15

Doc URL http://hdl.handle.net/2115/47398

Type article (author version)

File Information Bisphenol-A suppresses neurite extension.pdf

Hokkaido University Collection of Scholarly and Academic Papers : HUSCAP

https://eprints.lib.hokudai.ac.jp/dspace/about.en.jsp


 1 

Bisphenol-A suppresses neurite extension due to inhibition of 

phosphorylation of mitogen-activated protein kinase in PC12 cells 

 

 

Sayaka Seki
a
, Miho Aoki

a
, Toshiyuki Hosokawa

b
, Takeshi Saito

c
,  

Runa Masuma
a
, Miyako Komori

d
 and Masaaki Kurasaki

a,  d,*
 

 

a
: Environmental Adaptat ion Science, Division of Environmental 

Development, Graduate School of Environmental Science, Hokkaido 

University, 060-0810 Sapporo JAPAN 

b
: Inst itute for the Advancement of Higher Educat ion, Hokkaido University,  

060-0817 Sapporo JAPAN 

c
: Laboratory of Environmental health Science, Faculty of Health Sciences, 

Hokkaido University, 060-0812 Sapporo JAPAN 

d
:Group of Environmental Adaptation Science, Faculty of Environmental 

Earth Science, Hokkaido University, 060-0810 Sapporo JAPAN 

 

*:Address correspondence to: 

Dr. Masaaki KURASAKI,  

Faculty of Environmental Earth Science, Hokkaido University  

Sapporo 060-0810, Japan; Phone: +81-11-706-2243, Fax: 

+81-11-706-4864; E-mail:kura@ees.hokudai.ac.jp  



 2 

Abstract 

An endocrine disrupter, bisphenol-A is widely used in the product ion of 

plast ics and coatings. Recent ly, it  was reported that bisphenol-A affected 

neurotransmitters in the mammalian brain. On the basis of these reports, it  

was considered that bisphenol-A affected neuronal different iat ion. In this 

study, the morphological changes in nerve growth factor (NFG)-induced 

different iat ion caused by bisphenol-A were confirmed using a PC12 cell 

system. When a low concentrat ion of bisphenol-A was added to medium 

containing NGF, it  inhibited neurite extension.  In addit ion, to clarify 

whether bisphenol-A affects the early and late stages of the NGF-signaling 

pathway in cell different iat ion, changes of phosphorylat ion of MAP 

kinases and cAMP-response element binding protein (CREB) in PC12 cells 

treated with and without BPA in medium containing NGF were invest igated 

using western blot analysis. As results, bisphenol-A significant ly inhibited 

phosphorylat ion of CREB and ERK1/2 MAPK.  

 

Keywords: bisphenol-A, PC12 cell, MAPK, ERK, neurite, nerve growth 

factor 
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1. Introduction 

Some pest icides and industrial chemicals can affect animal physiology 

by mimicking the effects of endogenous hormones. Several of these 

compounds have been shown to have estrogenic act ivity by in vitro and in 

vivo bioassays [1,2]. One such endocrine disrupter, bisphenol-A (BPA) is 

widely used as a monomer for the product ion of plast ics, resin s and 

coatings that are extensively used in the food-packaging industry and 

dent istry [3]. Mariscal-Arcas et al.  [4] reported that BPA remained of 

concern, given the proven undesirable effects of low-level exposure and 

higher suscept ibility of pregnant women. Le et al.  [5] reported that BPA 

was found to migrate from polycarbonate water bottles at rates ranging 

from 0.20 ng/h to 0.79 ng/h. They described that exposure to boiling water 

increased the rate of BPA migrat ion by up to 55-fold. Miyamoto and 

Kotake [6] estimated that 95% confidence intervals for the daily intake for 

high-exposure populat ions were est imated to be 0.037-0.064 µg/kg/day for 

males and 0.043-0.075 µg /kg/day for females. The relat ively low affinit y 

of BPA for nuclear estrogen receptors (ERs) and its weak bioact ivity in 

standard tests of estrogenicity [7] led to the considerat ion that BPA had 

negligible effects in human. However, exposure to BPA could have adverse 

effects on humans because of their ubiquitous presence in the environment  

and potent ial for accumulat ion in brown adipose tissues [8].  

Lee et al.  [9] reported that BPA could be detected in umbilical cords,  

suggest ing its transfer to fetuses. Kubo et al. [10] also reported that the 

current methods to determine the no observable adverse effect level (50 

mg/kg per day) of art ificial industrial chemicals may not be sufficient to 

detect disrupt ion of sexual different iat ion in the fet al brain. Durando et al. 

[11] reported that prenatal exposure to a low dose of BPA perturbed 

mammary gland histoarchitecture and increased the carcinogenic 

suscept ibility to a chemical challenge administered 50 days after the end of 

exposure. Dekant  and Volkel [12] reported human exposure to BPA by 
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biomonitoring including the ways of exposure to it  and assessment of 

environmental exposures. Even at doses below the supposedly safe daily 

limit for human exposure (US Environmental Protection Agency) BPA 

impairs the synaptogenic response to 17ß-oestradiol (E2) in the 

hippocampus of the ovariectomised rat [13]. Palanza et al. [14] 

summarized that during fetal life the intrauterine environment is crit ical 

for the normal development, and even small changes in the levels of  

hormones, such as estradiol or estrogen-mimicking chemicals, can lead to 

changes in brain funct ion and consequent ly in behavior. In addit ion, a low 

dose of BPA prevented the synaptogenic response to testosterone in the 

adult rat brain [15]. Yoneda et al. [16] found that prenatal exposure to BPA 

led to a reduction of dopamine content in the mouse brain. They used a 

PC12 cell system and concluded that the reduct ion of dopamine depended 

on an increase of dopamine release in neuronal cells exposed to BPA. Lee 

et al. [17] reported an estrogen receptor-independent neurotoxic 

mechanism of BPA, because the cell vulnerability to BPA was not 

significant ly different in PC12 cells overexpressing  estrogen receptor 

(ER) and ER. In addit ion, these reports suggest that BPA affects the 

development, funct ion, and morphology of the brain.  

Rat pheochromocytoma PC12 cell line have been extensively used as 

model systems for the study of tumorigenesis, apoptosis and 

neurodegenerat ive diseases.  Nerve growth factor (NGF) act ivat ion of the 

Ras/ERK pathway leads to the phosphorylat ion and act ivat ion of RSK2, 

which then phosphorylates cAMP-response element-binding protein 

(CREB) at Ser-133 [18]. In addit ion, NGF was found to activate 

p38/MAPK and its downstream effector MSK1 or MAPKAP kinase 2,  

which may then catalyze CREB phosphorylat ion. Thus, a variety of 

signaling pathways have evolved that can trigger CREB phosphorylat ion 

and thereby act ivate immediate-early gene (IEG) transcript ion [19]. 

On the basis of these reports concerning PC12 cells and neuronal 
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different iat ion, it  was considered that BPA affected neurite outgrowth in 

PC12 cells. The neurite outgrowth in PC12 cells has been confirmed to be 

regulated by the mitogen-act ivated protein kinases (MAP kinases) and 

CREB [20,21].  

In this study, to invest igate whether BPA is harmful to organism, the 

morphological changes in NGF-induced different iat ion caused by BPA 

were examined using a PC12 cell system. In addit ion, changes of 

phosphorylat ion of MAP kinases and CREB in PC12 cells treated with and 

without BPA in medium containing NGF were invest igated  using western 

blot analysis to clarify whether BPA affected the early and late stages of 

the NGF-signaling pathway.  

 

2. Materials and methods 

2.1. Materials 

PC12 cells were purchased from the American Type Culture Collect ion 

(USA and Canada). Rabbit polyclonal antibodies against phosphorylated 

and unphosphorylated forms of transcript ion factor  CREB, p44/42 MAP 

kinases (extracellular signal-regulated kinases; ERK1/2), the high affinity 

NGF receptor TrkA and MEK/MAP kinase were obtained from Upstate 

Biotechnology (Lake Placid, NY), Promega (Madison, WI) and/or Cell 

Signaling Technology (Beverly, MA). Ant ibodies to phosphorylated forms 

of p38 and JNK/MAP kinases were from Promega, and those to 

unphosphorylated forms of p38, and JNK/MAP kinases were from Sigma 

(St. Louis, MO). A blocking reagent was bought from Roche Diagnost ics 

(Mannheim, Germany). Neurite Outgrowth Assay Plus Kit , ant i-tubulin 

beta III isoform were bought from Millipore  (Billerica, MA). The 

secondary ant ibody, ant i-rabbit immunoglobulin, chemiluminescent 

detect ion reagents and fluorescein isothiocyanate (FITC)-labeled avidin 

were obtained from Amersham Pharmacia Biotechnology 

(Buckinghamshire, UK). Dulbecco 's modified Eagle's medium (DMEM), 
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BPA, 17ß-estradiol (E2), 17α-ethynylestradiol, an agonist of ER and 2.5S 

NGF were from Sigma. Fetal bovine serum (FBS) was from HyClone 

(Rockville, MD). The BPA ELISA kit was bought from Takeda (Japan).  The 

cytotoxicity detect ion kit was purchased from Promega. Other  chemicals 

were of analyt ical regent grade. BPA and E2 were dissolved in ethanol, and 

used as a vehicle.  

 

2.2. Cell culture 

PC12 cells in 25 and 75 cm
2
 flasks (Nunc, USA) were maintained in a 

humidified incubator with 5% CO2 at 37˚C, and cultured in DMEM 

supplemented with 10% FBS.  

 

2.3. E f f ec t s  o f  B PA in  PC 12  c e l l s  that res po nded to  NG F  

Ce l ls  wer e  inc u ba t ed  in  DME M co nt a in ing  1%  FBS ,  10  ng / m l  

BPA a nd  5 0  ng / ml N G F ( 2 . 5S)  fo r  5  da ys .  Gu nn ing  e t  a l .  [22] 

r epo r t ed  t ha t  ne ur it e  o u t g r o wt h wa s  c l ea r ly o bs er ved  mo r e  t ha n 3  

da ys  a ft e r  t r ea t me nt  o f PC 12  ce l ls  w i t h  50  ng / ml NG F.  T he  me d iu m 

co nt a in ing  NG F a nd  B PA w a s  c ha nge d  e ver y  2  d a ys .  C e l l  

d i f fe r e nt ia t io n wa s  o bs er ved  u s ing  a  pha se - co nt r as t  mic r o s co p e 

(Olympus IMT-2, Japan).  To clarify whether any mo r p ho lo g ic a l  changes  

relate to ER reaction, 10 ng/ml E2 or 100 ng/ml 17 α- e t hyn y le s t r ad io l  

was added into the medium with N G F a nd  BPA. In addit ion, the growth of 

neurite was evaluated by Neurite Outgrowth Assay Plus Kit (Millipore) 

using ant i-tubulin ant ibody according to their instruct ion manual. I n  t h is  

s t ud y,  t he  B PA co nc e nt r a t io n in  t he  med iu m c ho se n  w a s  10  ng / m l  

be cau s e  t he  r e le a se d  BPA in  t he  ba b y bo t t le s  r a ng ed  2 . 4 - 14 . 3  µg /k g  

w he n f i l l e d  w it h bo i le d  wat e r  a nd  le f t  a t  a mbie n t  t e mper a t u r e  fo r  

45  min  [23].  In addit ion, Jeng et al. described that 17.52 nM BPA 

(equivalent to 4 ng/ml) detected in serum affected extracellular-regulated 

kinases [24]. 
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2.4. Quantification of BPA concentration in the cells treated with BPA 

BPA contents in the cells were measured using a BPA ELISA kit 

(minimum sensit ivity: 10 pg/ml, linear range: 50 pg/ml to 100 ng/ml) after 

they were treated with 10 and 500 ng/ml BPA. According to the t ime 

course from 24 to 72 hr, the medium in the flask was discarded and the 

cells were rinsed once with 40 mM Tris-HCl buffer, pH 7.4, containing 

0.9% NaCl to remove the excess BPA. Then 200 µl of fresh buffer was 

added and the cells were sonicated for 10 to 30 sec with a type 250 

Branson Sonifier (USA). The sonicated cells were centrifuged to divide the 

soluble and unsoluble fract ions. The unsoluble fract ion was disso lved 

using 0.1% Triton X-100. The obtained soluble and unsoluble fract ions 

were used for the quant ificat ion of BPA contents.  Usually in 

neurotoxicological research BPA dose to rats was employed as 0.5 to 5 

mg/kg [25,26]. Then in this study, high exposure of BPA was selected as 

500 ng/ml.  

 

2.5. Cytotoxicity assays 

The cytotoxicity of BPA was evaluated using a cytotoxicity detect ion kit  

based on the detect ion of lactate dehydrogenase (LDH) act ivity released 

from dead cells [27]. The cell-free supernatants of the culture media 

containing 1% FBS after centrifugat ion of the media for the PC12 cells 

treated with 0.001 to 50,000 ng/ml BPA were collected and then transferred 

to mult it iter plates. A substrate mixture containing tetrazolium salts was 

added to the wells, followed by incubat ion for 0.5 hr. The formazan dye 

formed was quant itated by measuring the absorbance at 450 nm.  

 

Western blot analysis using antibodies against signal transduction factors 

Cells were treated with 50 ng/ml NGF for various times after tr eatment 

with BPA in medium containing 1% FBS for 24 hr. The extract ion was 
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performed according to the method of Numata et al. [28]. The sample 

solut ion was heated for 10 min at 100°C and centrifuged for 5 min at 4˚C 

before analysis by western blott ing.  The treated lysate was separated by 

polyacrylamide gel electrophoresis [29], and transferred to nitrocellulose 

membranes with a type-AE6678 semidry blott ing system (ATTO, Japan).  

The membranes were incubated for 1 hr at room temperature in 40 mM 

Tris-HCl buffer, pH 7.4, containing 150mM NaCl and 2% blocking reagent. 

Then they were incubated for 2 hr at room temperature with primary 

ant ibodies in 40 mM Tris-HCl buffer, pH 7.4, containing 150 mM NaCl and 

1% blocking reagent. Following this, the membranes were washed three 

times for 3 min each t ime in TBTS consist ing of 40 mM Tris-HCl buffer,  

pH 7.4, 150 mM NaCl and 0.3% Tween 20, and then incubated at room 

temperature for 1 hr with horseradish peroxidase-conjugated secondary 

ant ibodies (dilut ion; 1:400) or an ant i-biotin ant ibody (1:500) to detect 

biot inylated protein markers in the 1% blocking buffer. The membranes 

were next washed three t imes for 3 min each t ime in TBTS and then 

washed twice for 3 min each t ime in Tris-HCl buffer consist ing of 40 mM 

Tris-HCl, pH 7.4, and 150mM NaCl. Protein bands that responded to 

ant ibodies were detected with an enhanced chemiluminescence system 

using ECL-plus kit (GE Health Care Bioscience, UK). Each experiment  

was repeated at least three t imes.  

 

2.6. Microscopic detection of CREB and phospho-CREB in PC12 cells 

treated with BPA and NGF 

Cells were cultured on sterilized coverslips in 6-well plates and treated 

with 50 ng/ml NGF for various times after treatment with BPA in medium 

containing 1% FBS. The coverslips were washed with 10 mM Tris-HCl 

buffer, pH 7.4, containing 0.01% Tween 20. Nonspecific binding sites were 

blocked with 2% BSA for 30 min at room temperature and reacted with 

ant i-phospho-CREB (1:1,000) in PBS with 0.01% Tween 20 and 2% BSA 
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for 2 hr at room temperature. Aft er washing with the same buffer, the 

coverslips were incubated with the biot in-tagged secondary ant ibody for 2 

hr at room temperature. To visualize the phospho-CREB, 

streptavidin-conjugated FITC (diluted 1:100 in PBS) was used. The 

fluorescent signals of FITC depending on phospho-CREB in the cells were 

observed using a Bio Rad MRC-1024 confocal imaging system (Bio Rad 

Microscience, UK). 

 

2.7. Statistical analysis  

In all figures, each value is expressed as mean SEM. Stat ist ical 

analyses were performed using one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) 

with the Tukey-Kramer post hoc test . The test was performed only when 

the results of ANOVA were p<0.05.  An InStat for Macintosh (GraphPad 

Software, U.S.A.) was employed for the statist ical analysis.   

 

3. Results 

3.1. E f f ec t s  o f  B PA an d  E 2  on  NG F - ind uc ed  d i f f e re n t ia t io n  o f  P C1 2  

ce l l s  

To exa mine  w he t her  B PA a nd  E 2  a f f ec t ed c e l l  d i f fe r e nt ia t io n ,  

mo r p ho lo g ic a l c ha nge s  o f P C1 2  ce l ls  t r ea t e d  w it h B PA wer e  

r ep r es e nt a t ive ly o bs er ved ,  a s  s ho w n in  F ig .  1A.  I t  i s  we l l  

do cu me nt ed  t ha t  PC 12  ce l ls  d i f fe r e nt i a t e  int o  ne ur o na l  ce l ls  w i t h  

t he  ad d it io n  o f NG F.  I n  g r o wt h me d iu m in  t he  a bs e nce  o f NG F fo r  5  

da ys ,  P C12  ce l l s  a r e  r o u nd  o r  po lygo na l  a nd  t e nd  t o  g r o w in s ma l l  

c lu mp s  ( F ig .  1A-a) .  The c e l ls  a r e  se ns it i ve  t o  NG F.  

Mo r p ho lo g ic a l ly,  t he  f ibe r s  t ha t  ext e n ded  f r o m P C1 2  c e l ls  in  t he  

p r e se nc e  o f N G F fo r  5  d a ys  r e s e mb le d  t ho se  p r o du c ed  by cu l t u r ed  

p r ima r y s ymp at he t ic  neur o ns  [30].  PC 12  c e l ls  br a nc hed  p r o fu se ly,  

had  nu me r o u s  va r ico s it ie s  a nd  fo r me d  fa s c ic le s  ( F ig .  1A-b) .  

Ho we ver,  w he n  1 0  ng / ml B PA w a s  a dd ed  t o  t he  me d iu m co nt a in in g  
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NG F,  P C 12  ce l ls  sc a r c e ly e xh ib i t ed  t he se  mo r p ho lo g ic a l  fe a t u r e s  

( F ig .  1A-c) .  O n t he  o t her  ha nd ,  w he n 1 0  ng / ml E 2  w a s  ad de d  t o  t he  

me d iu m co nt a in ing  N G F,  N G F - ind u ce d  neurite extension in the cells  

wa s  ha r d ly c ha nge d  co mpar ed  w it h t ho se  t r e a t ed  w it h  N G F a lo ne  

( F ig .  1 A-e) .  The same tendency was confirmed in the experiments o f 

neurite outgrowth measurement in the same condit ion (Fig. 1B). Although 

neurite outgrowth in PC12 cells was significant ly increased by addit ion of 

NGF, this increasing was hardly observed by the treatment of BPA. In 

addit ion, there was no effect of E2 on decreasing of neurite outgrowth  like 

as BPA. 

 To  co nf ir m w he t her  E R r e la t es  t o  inh ib it io n o f t he  NG F - ind uc e d  

neur it e  e xt e ns io n,  mo r p ho lo g ic a l c ha nge  w a s  o bse r ve d  in  t he  ce l l s  

t r ea t ed  w it h  17 α- e t hyn y le s t r ad io l ,  a n  ago n is t  o f  E R as  s ho w n in  

F ig .  2 .  P C1 2  c e l ls  d i f fe r e nt ia t e  l i ke  as  ne ur o na l  c e l ls  w it h  

t r ea t me nt  o f NG F ( F ig .  2 A-a) .  Whe n 10  ng / ml B PA w a s  add ed  t o  t he  

me d iu m co nt a in ing  NG F,  PC 12  c e l l s  s ca r ce ly e xh ib it ed  t he s e  

mo r p ho lo g ic a l fe a t u r e s  ( F ig s.  2 A-b and 2B)  a s  s a me  a s  F ig  1 A-c.  

Ho we ver  t he se  mo r p ho lo g ic a l  c ha n ge s  a r e  ind e pe nd e nt  fr o m 

pr e se nc e  o f  17 α- e t hyn y le s t r ad io l  ( F ig s .  2 A-b a nd  2B) .  B a se d  o n  

t he se r e su lt s  BPA wa s  co ns id er e d  t o  inh ib i t  t he  NG F - ind u ce d  

d i f fe r e nt ia t io n in  PC 12  c e l ls .  I n  ad d it i o n,  t he  in h ib i t o r y e f fe c t s  o f  

BPA wer e  sug ge s t ed  no t  to be du e  t o  ho r mo na l  e f fe c t s  me d ia t e d  b y 

E Rs.  

 

3.2. BPA accumulated in the nuclei and cytosol of PC12 cells in cultured 

BPA-treated-medium 

To evaluate the contents of BPA taken into the PC12 cells cultured in 

10% FBS-medium containing 10 or 500 ng/ml BPA, intracellular contents 

of BPA in the PC12 cells were measured using a BPA ELISA kit . As shown 

in Fig.  3A, BPA was detected in the cytosol and nuclei in PC12 cells 
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treated with 10 and 500 ng/ml BPA. In the case of treatment with 500 

ng/ml BPA, BPA contents in cytosol were significant ly higher than those in 

nuclei. As shown in Fig. 3B, the detected BPA contents in nuclei were 

almost constant  during the t ime course. On the other hand, BPA contents in 

cytosol slight ly decreased from 24 to 72 hr. The se results indicated that  

BPA accumulated in the cells, but was thought to be degraded gradually.  

 

3.3. Analysis of cytotoxicity of BPA to PC12 cells  

To examine whether the observed inhibitory effects on cell 

different iat ion (Fig. 1) were caused by cytotoxicity of BPA in the medium 

with a low content of FBS, the cytotoxicity of BPA and E2 to PC12 cells 

was est imated using a non-radioact ive cytotoxicity assay. BPA or E2 in 

concentrations ranging from 1 pg/ml to 50 µg/ml was added to the medium 

for the PC12 cell culture, and the LDH act ivity in the medium was 

measured at 72 hr after the addit ion of BPA or E2. Although LDH act ivity 

in the medium of PC12 cells treated with a high concentration of BPA (>50 

µg/ml) increased significant ly, the act ivity did not change significant ly in 

the medium of PC12 cells treated with 10 pg/ml to 1 µg/ml BPA (Fig. 4A). 

Similar results were obtained in the case of PC12 cells treated with E2 (Fig.  

4B). These results indicated that the inhibition of cell different iat ion was 

not due to the cytotoxicity of less than 1000 ng/ml BPA or E2 . 

 

3.4. BPA inhibits the MAP kinases, but not TrkA in NGF-induced neuronal 

differentiation of PC12 cells  

To confirm where BPA affected the signaling pathway of neuronal 

different iat ion, the effect of BPA on act ivated CREB was invest igated 

using western blotting and immunohistochemistry (Fig. 5). NGF st imulated 

phoshorylat ion of CREB (Fig. 5A). After treatment with BPA, 

phosphorylat ion of CREB in PC12 cells upon NGF-induced different iat ion 

was significant ly decreased in comparison with that in NGF-induced 
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control cells (Figs. 5A and B), although the contents of CREB protein were 

hardly changed by BPA treatment (Figs. 5B and C). Signals of 

phosphorylated CREB in the western blot analysis for PC12 cells cultured 

in the medium containing NGF and/or E2 were almost the same as for 

control cells (data not shown). In histochemical analysis the same tendency 

was observed (Fig. 5D). FITC signals depending on ant i-phospho-CREB 

appeared with addit ion of NGF to PC12 cells (Fig. 5D-c). These signals 

disappeared after treatment with BPA (Fig. 5D-d).  

To observe the phosphorylat ion of the ERK1/2 MAPK in the upstream 

of the CREB signaling pathway in PC12 cells treated with BPA and E2, an 

ant ibody against phosphorylated ERK1/2 was used. The phosphorylat ion of 

ERK1/2 in PC12 cells treated with 10 ng/ml BPA was significant ly 

inhibited (Figs. 6A and C), although the contents of ERK1/2 protein were 

not changed by BPA treatment (Figs. 6B and C). Phosphorylat ion in 

response to NGF is known to reach a maximum 5-10 min after NGF 

treatment [31]. Independent ly of the BPA incubat ion time, the 

phosphorylat ion was significant ly inhibited by the BPA treatment (data not 

shown). These results suggested that the react ion to BPA occurred 

immediately. In contrast  to the Erk subgroup of the MAPK superfamily,  

which is act ivated by mitogens and growth factors, the p38 and JNK 

subgroups of the MAPK family are believed to be st imulated primarily by 

proinflammatory cytokines and cellular stress [32,33]. An examinat ion of 

whether PC12 cell treatment with NGF led to p38 or JNK act ivity in the 

copresence of BPA was carried out.  Signals of the phosphorylat ion of p38 

(Fig. 7A) and JNK (Fig. 7B) did not change as compared with those from 

PC12 cells treated with NGF alone. Nor did BPA affect  NGF-induced 

phosphorylat ion of MEK1/2, which is a MAPK upstream of ERK1/2 (Figs.  

7C and D), or the NGF-induced phosphorylat ion of TrkA, which is a 

receptor for NGF (Fig. 7E). These results suggested that BPA inhibited the 

phosphorylat ion of ERK1/2, which plays a key role in the cell signaling 
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pathway of NGF-induced different iat ion, and did not affect the NGF 

receptor. On the other hand, E2 did not inhibit phosphorylat ion of ERK 1/2 

(data not shown).  

 

4. Discussion 

The present study demonstrated that BPA at a low concentrat ion 

inhibited morphological changes due to cell different iat ion. To study the 

cell different iat ion, an in vitro model system using rat PC12 cells was 

utilized, since PC12 cells treated with NGF have been extensively used as 

model cells for studying the nervous system and neuronal different iat ion  

[34,35]. As shown in Figs. 1 and 2, when BPA was added to the medium 

containing NGF, it  dramatically inhibited neurite extension. The inhibitory 

effect of BPA was considered to be suppressed phosphorylat ion of ERK1/2  

MAPK in the signaling pathway (Fig. 6), which involves protein kinases 

that are important in regulat ing the growth and different iat ion of PC12 

cells [36]. Similar studies of inhibitory or induct ive effects through 

phosphorylat ion of the MAPK signaling pathway have also been 

demonstrated using PC12 cells [34, 37].  For example, the enzymatic 

act ivity of phospholipase C-gamma1 is at least part ially involved in the 

blockage of neuronal different iat ion via abrogation of MAPK act ivat ion in 

PC12 and PLC-γ1 cells [37]. Previously, it  was reported that PC12 cells 

exposed to chronic cocaine treatment had prolonged c-fos expression, 

which was linked to the cells’ inability to develop and maintain 

neurite-like processes [34]. 

Although BPA was present in PC12 cells t reated with it  (Fig. 3), BPA 

itself did not show cytotoxicity to the cells (Fig. 4). Thus it was supposed 

that BPA-inhibited different iat ion in PC12 cells treated with NGF was 

independent of its cytotoxicity.  

There are three dist inct MAPK cascades; ERK1/2 MAPK, p38/MAPK, 

and c-Jun kinases (JNK/MAPK), also called stress-act ivated protein 
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kinases [38]. It is known that binding of NGF to its receptor tyrosine 

kinase (TrkA) act ivates the Ras/Raf/MEK/Erk/RSK/CREB pathway, which 

is also called the Erk1/2 MAPK pathway. JNK/MAPK and p38/MAPK are 

believed to be st imulated primarily by proinflammatory cytokine s and 

cellular stress [32,33,39]. However, certain growth factors have also been 

reported to activate the JNK/MAPK and p38/MAPK pathways. In addit ion, 

it  has been demonstrated that exposure of PC12 cells to NGF induces the 

p38/MAPK pathway, which then leads to CREB [18,40], although it is 

revitalized by oxidat ive stress [32]. JNK act ivity was not significant ly 

enhanced by NGF treatment, although it was strongly st imulated by UV 

irradiat ion. On the basis of those results, BPA inhibit ion of neuronal 

different iat ion was considered to depend on some changes in the NGF 

signaling pathway.  

In this case, two possibilit ies were considered: one was that BPA 

suppressed protein kinase expression, and the other was that BPA inhibited 

phosphorylat ion of the protein kinases. As shown in Fig. 6, the ERK1/2 

protein contents detected by western blot analysis were hardly changed by 

BPA and NGF treatment. Second, in this study the act ivated states of those 

ERK1/2 kinases were invest igated using ant ibodies against  

phosphokinases.  

 It  was noted that the phosphorylat ion of ERK1/2 was  markedly 

inhibited by BPA as compared with that from PC12 cells treated with NGF 

alone (Fig. 6). Phosphorylated CREB was decreased by BPA treatment (Fig.  

5), whereas phosphorylated p38 and JNK were hardly changed by exposure 

to BPA (Fig. 7). After NGF-induced different iat ion of PC12 cells treated 

with BPA, phosphorylat ion of TrkA and MEK1/2 was not changed as 

compared with NGF treatment  alone (Figs. 7C-E).  

As BPA is known to be an endocrine disrupter, whether E2 inhibited 

phosphorylat ion of ERK1/2 MAPK was invest igated. The phosphorylat ion 

of ERK1/2 in PC12 cells treated with NGF and E2 was hardly changed 
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(data not shown). The difference between BPA and E2 concerning the 

inhibitory effects on the NGF-induced different iat ion in PC12 cells was 

thought not to depend on the estrogenic action mediated by ERs (Fig. 2).  

Recent ly, - and -subunits of ERs were confirmed to be expressed in 

PC12 cells [41,42]. The act ivity of ß-subunits as ERs is not as strong as 

that of α -subunits. From this viewpoint, it  is difficult to consider that the 

effect of BPA found in this study was mediated by ERs.  This idea is in 

good agreement with a recent report of Lee et al. [17], who described an 

estrogen receptor-independent neurotoxic mechanism of BPA, because t he 

cell vulnerability to BPA was not significant ly different in PC12 cells 

overexpressing the - and -subunits of the estrogen receptor compared 

with PC12 cells expressing a vector alone. 

On the other hand, many researchers have reported  that BPA affects the 

development, funct ion and morphology of the brain. For example,  

MacLusky et al. [13] have reported that BPA, even at doses below the safe 

daily limit for human exposure, impairs the synaptogenic response to E2 in 

the hippocampus of the overiectomised rat , and that a low dose of BPA 

prevents the synaptogenic response to testosterone in the adult  rat brain 

[15]. In addit ion, prenatal exposure to BPA leads to a reduction of 

dopamine content in the mouse brain [16]. Ogiue-Ikeda et al. [43] also 

proposed that even a nanomolar dosage of endocrine disruptors such as 

BPA could induce significant effects on memory processes on the basis of 

their invest igat ion of the hippocampus. The BPA inhibited the growth of 

neurite (Figs. 1 and 2). Our study showed that this inhibit ion was caused 

by inhibit ion of phosphorylat ion of ERK1/2 (Fig. 6). However it does not 

direct ly explain the dysfunct ion of brain caused by BPA because our 

experiment was done with in vitro system. Further invest igat ion will be 

needed to clarify the relat ionship between BPA and brain funct ion.  

 

5. Conclusion 
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The present study revealed the mechanism of the inhibitory effects of 

BPA on neuronal different iat ion induced by NGF in PC12 cells. BPA 

suppressed neurite outgrowth, and phosphorylat ion of ERK1/2  MAPK but  

not phosphorylat ion of the JNK/MAPK and p38/MAPK pathways under 

NGF-induced different iat ion of PC12 cells. Further invest igat ion will be 

needed to clarify whether a low dose of BPA affects cell different iat ion in 

the neonatal period.  
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Figure legends 

Fig. 1. Morphology of PC12 cells treated with BPA or E2  under the neurite 

extension condit ion (A). PC12 cells treated with ethanol (a) and 50 ng/ml 

NGF alone (b) were used as negat ive and posit ive controls, respect ively.  

PC12 cells were treated with 50 ng/ml NGF for 5 days after treatment with 

10 (c) or 500 (d) ng/ml BPA and 10 (e) ng/ml E2. The bar represents 20 µm. 

In B, neurite outgrowth in five independent experiments in panel A are 

measured using neurite outgrowth assay plus kit using ant i-tubulin 

ant ibody. Mean intensit ies for neurite outgrowth indicate with SEM (n=5),  

* denotes p<0.01. 

 

Fig. 2. Morphology of PC12 cells treated with BPA or E2  inhibitor under 

the neurite extension condit ion (A). PC12 cells treated with 100 ng/ml 

NGF alone (a) were used as negat ive and posit ive controls, respect ively.  

PC12 cells were treated with 100 ng/ml NGF for 5 days after treatment  

with 10 ng/ml BPA (b), and 10 ng/ml BPA and 100 ng/ml 

17α-ethynylestradiol (c) The bar represents 20 µm. In B, neurite outgrowth 

in four independent experiments in panel A are measured using neurite 

outgrowth assay plus kit using ant i-tubulin ant ibody.  Mean intensit ies for 

neurite indicate with SEM (n=4). Significant difference (p<0.01) is 

observed between A and B, and A and C.  

 

Fig. 3. Accumulated amounts of BPA in the PC12 cells after treatment with 

BPA. After preincubat ion in 10% FBS-containing medium for 24 hr, cells 

exposed to 10 and 500 ng/ml BPA were cultured for 24 hr (A) and cells 

exposed to 500 ng/ml BPA were cultured for 24 to 72 hr (B). Results from 

three separate experiments are expressed as mean±S.E.M. (*: p<0.05, 

n=3) 

 

Fig. 4. Cytotoxic effects of BPA and E2 on PC12 cells grown in medium 
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containing 1% FBS (A and B). The cytotoxic effects were evaluated by 

measuring the LDH released from the cytosol of dead cell s. A, cells 

exposed to 10
-3

 to 5x10
4
 ng/ml BPA and B, cells exposed to 10

-3
 to 5x10

4
 

ng/ml E2. The degree of cytotoxicity is presented as the percentage of 

LDH act ivity relat ive to the nontreated control. Results from three separate 

experiments are expressed as mean±S.E.M. (*: p<0.05, n=3) 

 

Fig. 5. Effects of BPA on the NGF-induced phosphorylat ion of CREB. 

PC12 cells were serum-starved (1%) for 2 hr and then treated with NGF 

(50 ng/ml) for 10 min after treatment with BPA (10 ng/ml)  for 24 hr. Cells 

treated with only NGF were used as a positive control.  Total lysates were 

immunoblotted with ant ibodies specific for phosphorylated CREB (A), or 

the phosphorylat ion-independent state of the corresponding CREB (B), as 

indicated on the right. Posit ions of the protein size markers are indicated  

on the left . Data from three independent experiments in panels A and B are 

shown in the graph (C). Mean intensit ies for phosphorylated CREB 

indicate with SEM (n=3), * denotes p<0.05. In D, FITC signals depending 

on ant i-phospho-CREB in PC12 cells are shown.  PC12 cells were 

serum-starved for 2 hr (a), and then treated with 10 ng/ml BPA (b), PC12 

cells treated with NGF (50 ng/ml) for 10 min (c), PC12 cells treated with 

NGF (50 ng/ml) for 10 min after  treatment with 10 ng/ml BPA for 24 hr 

(d). 

 

Fig. 6. Effects of BPA and E2 on phospho-ERK1/2 MAPK in the repeated 

NGF-induced neurite extension of PC12 cells. PC12 cells were 

serum-starved (1%) for 2 h and then treated wit h NGF (50 ng/ml) for 0 to 

60 min after treatment with 10 ng/ml BPA (A and B). Cells treated with 

NGF and without BPA were used as a positive control.  Total lysates were 

immunoblotted with ant ibodies specific for the phosphorylated ERK1/2 (A),  

and the phosphorylat ion-independent state of the corresponding ERK1/2 
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(B). Data from three to five independent experiments in panels A and B are 

shown in the graph (C). Mean intensit ies of staining of western blot  

analysis for phosphorylated ERK1/2 and ERK1/2 indicate with SEM 

(n=3-5). Significant differences (p<0.05) were observed between a and b.  

In the photographs, posit ions of the protein size markers are indicated  on 

the left . 

 

Fig. 7. Effects of BPA on the phosphorylat ion of MAP kinase subgroups.  

PC12 cells were serum-starved (1%) for 2 h and then treated with NGF (50 

ng/ml) for 10 min for detect ion of p38 (A), and 5 to 15 min for detect ion 

of JNK (B) after preincubat ion with BPA (10 ng/ml) for 24 hr, and then 

treated with NGF (50 ng/ml) for 10 to 30 min for detec t ion of MEK (C),  

and 5 to 60 min for detect ion of Trk (E) after pre-incubat ion with BPA (10 

ng/ml) for 24 hr. Cells treated with NGF only were used as a posit ive 

control. Total lysates were immunoblotted with ant ibodies specific for 

phosphorylated p38, JNK, MEK and Trk (upper photographs) or the 

phosphorylat ion-independent states of the corresponding proteins, p38, 

JNK, MEK and Trk (lower photographs) as indicated on the right. 

Posit ions of the protein size markers are indicated  on the left . In panel D, 

on the basis of data from three independent  experiments presented in panel 

C, intensity p-MEK/MEK is shown. Mean of relat ive intensit ies in the 

western blot analysis indicate with SEM (n=3).  
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