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Pregnane X receptor is required for interleukin-6 mediated down-
regulation of cytochrome P450 3A4 in human hepatocytes

Jian Yang1,2, Chunshu Hao1, Dongfang Yang2, Deshi Shi2, Xiulong Song2, Xiaofei Luan1,
Gang Hu1, and Bingfang Yan2
1Department of Pharmacology, Nanjing Medical University, Nanjing, Jiangsu 210029, China. Tel:
86-25-86863159, Fax: 86-25-86863159, jianyang@njmu.edu.cn
2Department of Biomedical and Pharmaceutical Sciences, University of Rhode Island, Kingston,
Rhode Island 02881, USA. Tel: 401-874-5028, Fax: 401-874-5048, byan@uri.edu

Abstract
Cytochrome P450 3A4 (CYP 3A4) is the most abundant cytochrome P450 enzyme in human liver
and metabolizes more than 60% of prescribed drugs in human body. Patients with liver conditions
such as cirrhosis show increased secretion of cytokines (e.g, interleukin-6) and decreased capacity
of oxidation of many drugs. In this study, we provided molecular evidence that cytokine secretion
directly contributed to the decreased capacity of oxidative biotransformation in human liver. After
human hepatocytes were treated with IL-6, the expression of CYP3A4 decreased at both mRNA and
protein levels, so did the CYP3A4 enzymatic activity. Meanwhile, the repression of CYP3A4 by
IL-6 occurred after the decrease of pregnane X receptor (PXR) in human hepatocytes. The PXR-
overexpressed cells (transfected with human PXR) increased the CYP3A4 mRNA level, and the
repression of CYP3A4 by IL-6 was greater in the PXR-overexpressed cells than in the control cells.
Further, PXR-knockdown (transfected with siPXR construct) decreased the CYP3A4 mRNA level
with less repression by IL-6 than in the control cells transfected with corresponding vector.
Collectively, our study suggests that PXR is necessary for IL-6-mediated repression of the CYP3A4
expression in human hepatocytes.

Keywords
cytochrome P450 3A4 (CYP3A4); interleukin 6 (IL-6); pregnane X receptor (PXR); transcription
regulator; transcription repression

1. Introduction
Liver is the major organ for the biotransformation of drugs, and expresses enzymes including
phase I enzymes such as cytochrome P450 (CYP), phase II enzymes such as UDP –
glucuronosyltransferase (UGT), and phase III enzymes such as various transporters. CYP450s
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are critical players in metabolizing xenobiotics including the vast majority of clinically used
drugs, environmental procarcinogens and toxins ([Nelson et al., 1996] and [Moon et al.,
2006]). Cytochrome P450 3A4 (CYP3A4) is the most important human CYP450 in the liver
and small intestine and plays a major role in the biotransformation of many drugs. It has been
suggested that CYP3A4 is responsible for the oxidative metabolism of more than 60% of all
pharmaceuticals ([Guengerich et al., 1999] and [Cooper et al, 2008]). And its activity shows a
wide inter-individual variability, which forms a basis for clinically significant drug interactions
and toxicities ([Lehmann et al., 1998] and [Shou et al., 2008]). The existence of polymorphic
CYP genes may contribute to the variation (Meyer et al., 1997). However, other factors such
as age, diet, hormonal status, disease, and exposure to drugs or xenobiotics may also contribute
to the wide variability of certain CYPs (e.g., CYP3A4)([Wilkinson, 1997] and [Lin and Lu,
2001]), since the low-frequency of polymorphisms was observed in these CYPs(Lamba et al.,
2002). Certain pathological states, particularly those involving a host inflammatory response
(e.g., bacterial and viral infection), have also been associated with lower drug metabolism in
the body with decreased hepatic CYP content (Morgan, 1997; 2001), and may ultimately
influence the therapeutic efficacy and toxicity of many drugs.

In an inflammatory response, cytokines (mainly tumor necrosis factor α or TNF-α, and
Interleukin-6, or IL-6) are produced and released into the systemic circulation to initiate a so-
called acute-phase response (APR) ([Baumann and Gauldie, 1994] and [Koj, 1996]).
Hepatocytes are influenced by these inflammatory cytokines, which dramatically alter the
synthesis of a number of plasma proteins known as acute-phase proteins (APPs) (Castell et al.,
1990). IL-6 is recognized as the most important cytokine in the hepatic response during
inflammation and the major regulator of hepatic APP synthesis ([Castell et al., 1989] and
[Heinrich et al., 1990]).

Recent studies have demonstrated that transcriptional activation of CYP3A4 is mediated by
nuclear receptor pregnane X receptor (PXR)([Kojima et al., 2007] and [Liu et al., 2008]). PXR
regulates the expression of target genes by binding with its obligate partner RXR to form a
heterodimer. The heterodimer is further bound to the PXR response elements in the promoters
of target genes that are involved in metabolizing and transporting endogenous and exogenous
molecules ([Goodwin et al., 2004] and [Kullak-Ublick et al., 2004]). Besides CYP3A4, other
important target genes are multiple drug-resistant genes including multiple drug resistance 1
(MDR1) (Synold et al., 2001) and multidrug resistant protein 2 (MRP2)(Kast et al., 2002). Gu
et al.(Gu et al., 2006) have demonstrated that lipopolysaccharide (LPS), proinflammatory
cytokines (TNFα) induced the production of NF-κB. When NF-κB was translocated into the
nucleus and combined with RXRα to interfere the formation of PXR-RXRα, it suppressed
transcription. Therefore, the consumption of PXR partner, RXRα, by NF-κB during LPS- and
TNFα-mediated inflammation leads to the decrease of CYP3A4. However, the role of PXR in
the IL-6-mediated down regulation of CYP3A4 has not been characterized. In this study, we
provide, for first time, the evidence to show the role of PXR in the IL-6-mediated down-
regulation of CYP3A4 in human hepatocytes.

2. Materials and methods
2.1. Chemicals and supplies

IL-6 was purchased from R&D Systems (Minneapolis, MN, USA). Hank’s balanced salt
solution, 5,6-Dichlororibosidylbenzimidazole(DRB), Williams’E medium were from Sigma-
Aldrich (St. Louis, MO, USA). Dulbecco’s modified Eagle’s medium, high-fidelity platinum
Taq DNA polymerase, and insulin-transferrin-selenium G supplement were from Invitrogen
(Carlsbad, CA, USA). Dual-luciferase reporter assay system was from Promega (Madison, WI,
USA). Fetal bovine serum was from Hyclone Laboratories (Logan, UT, USA). The antibody
against glyceradehyde-3-phosphate dehydrogenase (GAPDH) was from Abcam (Cambridge,
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UK). The goat anti-rabbit IgG conjugated with horseradish peroxidase was from Pierce
Chemical (Pierce, Rockford, IL, USA). Nitrocellulose membrane was from Bio-Rad
Laboratories (Hercules, CA, USA). All other reagents were from Fisher Scientific (Fair Lawn,
NJ, USA).

2.2. Culture and treatment of human primary hepatocytes and cell line (HepG2 cells)
Human primary cultured hepatocytes in 6-well plates were obtained from the Liver Tissues
Procurement and Distribution System (University of Minnesota, Minneapolis, MN or
CellzDirect, Pittsboro, NC, USA). The ten hepatocyte donors were all non-smokers of four
males (21–65 years old) and six females (35–72 years old) with seven white and three black.
Upon the arrival of the hepatocytes, the culture media were replaced with Willians’E medium
containing insulin-transferrin-selenium supplement and penicillin/streptomycin (Yang and
Yan, 2007). After incubation at 37°C with 5% CO2 for 24h, the hepatocytes were treated with
10 ng/ml IL-6 for 24 h(for mRNA level) or 48h(for protein level and enzymatic assay) (Yang
and Yan, 2007). Hepatoma (HepG2) cells were purchased from American Type Culture
Collection (Mannassas, VA, USA), and maintained in the Dulbecco’s modified Eagle’s
medium (DMEM) containing 10% fetal bovine serum, penicillin/streptomycin, and 1
×nonessential amino acids. HepG2 cells were seeded at the density of 2.5 ×105 cells/well (12-
well plates) in a regular medium, and the treated cells were cultured in a 1% serum-reduced
medium.

2.3. Quantitative reverse transcription-polymerase chain reaction
Total RNA was isolated by using a RNA-Bee (Tel-Test Inc., Friendswood, TX, USA)
according to the manufacturer’s instruction and checked by formaldehyde gel electrophoresis
for quality control. The first-strand cDNA was synthesized using total RNA (1µg) at 25°C for
10 min, 42°C for 50 min, and 70°C for 10 min by using random primers and moloney murine
leukemia virus reverse transcriptase (Promega, Madison, WI,USA). The cDNAs were then
diluted eight times and quantitative PCR was conducted with TaqMan Gene Expression Assay
kits (Applied Biosystems, Foster City, CA, USA). The TaqMan assay identification numbers
are: CYP3A4, Hs00604506_m1; PXR (NR1I2), Hs00243666_m1; GAPDH, 4352934E. A 20
µl PCR mix contained 10µl of universal PCR master mixture, 1 µl of gene-specific TaqMan
assay mixture (probe), 6 µl of diluted cDNA as template and 3 µl of water. The PCR
amplification and quantification were done in an Applied Biosystems 7900 real-time PCR
system (Applied Biosystems, Foster City, CA, USA) with one cycle at 50°C for 2 min and 95°
C for 10 min, followed by 40 cycles of 95°C for 15 s and 60°C for 1 min. The signals from
each target gene were normalized based on the signal from GAPDH.

2.4. Plasmid constructs and site-directed mutagenesis
Human PXR expression constructs (Wild type), CYP3A4-DP and CYP3A4P promoter
reporters (−7836/−6093 to −362/+53, −362/+53) were prepared as previously described ([Song
et al., 2005] and [Yang and Yan, 2007]). The siPXR construct was kindly provided by Dr.
Kemper (Bhalla et al., 2004). The PXR natural variants were made by site-directed mutagenesis
as described previously (Li et al., 2004). Complementary oligonucleotides were synthesized
to introduce substitution. The primers were annealed to the human expression construct and
subjected to 15 cycles of PCR. The resultant constructs were digested with DpnI to remove the
non-mutated parental construct. The PCR-amplified mutant constructs were used to transform
XL1-Blue bacteria. And the sequences of all PXR mutant constructs were verified by direct
DNA sequencing.
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2.5. Transient co-transfection experiment
HepG2 cells were plated in 48-well plates in Dulbecco’s modified Eagle’s medium (DMEM)
supplemented with 10% fetal bovine serum at the density of 8×104 cells/well. Transfection
was conducted by FUGENE HD (Roche Diagnostics, Indianapolis, IN, USA). Transfection
mixtures contained 50 ng of PXR plasmid, 50 ng of a reporter plasmid, and 5 ng of Null-Renilla
reniformis luciferase plasmid. HepG2 cells were transfected for 12 h and the medium was
replaced with fresh medium supplemented with 1% fetal bovine serum with or without IL-6
(10 ng/ml). After another 24 h of treatment, the cells were washed once with phosphate-buffer
saline (PBS) and collected by scraping. The collected cells were subjected to two cycles of
freeze/thaw. The reporter enzyme activities were assayed with Dual-Luciferase reporter assay
system. This system used two substrates, the firefly luminescence and the Renilla luminescence
to determine the activities of two luciferases sequentially. The firefly luciferase activity, which
reflected the reporter activity, was evaluated by mixing an aliquot of lysates (10 µl) with
Luciferase Assay Reagent II (Promega, Madison, WI). Then, the firefly luminescence was
quenched and the Renilla luminescence was activated simultaneously by adding Stop & Glo
reagent (Promega) to the sample tubes. The firefly luminescence signal intensity was
normalized based on the intensity of Renilla luminescence signal.

2.6. The modulation of PXR expression by RNAi and PXR overexpression
To define the role of PXR in the IL-6-mediated down-regulation of CYP3A4, the expression
of PXR was regulated by RNAi and overexpression. In the RNAi experiment, HepG2 cells
were plated in 6-well plates at a density of 5×106 and transfected with the siPXR construct
(800 ng/well) or the corresponding vector for 72 h with a change of fresh medium at 36 h. The
same procedure was used for overexpression experiment except for the replacement siPXR
construct with the human PXR construct or the corresponding vector for 48h. The transfected
cells were treated with IL-6(10 ng/ml) or the same volume of PBS for 24 h, and the expressions
of CYP3A4 and PXR were monitored by real-time PCR and regular PCR.

2.7. Microsomes isolation
HepG2 cells (108) were washed once with PBS and re-suspended in 1 ml ice-cold
homogenization buffer (50mM Tris-HCl, 150mM KCl, 2mM EDTA, pH 7.4), then,
homogenized on ice using a motor-driven homogenizer. The samples were sonicated on ice 6
times (15s each time) and then centrifuged at 10000 g for 20 min at 4°C. The supernatant (S9
fraction) was decanted into clean ultra-centrifuge tubes and centrifuged at 105,000 g for 70
min. After being washed for once, the microsomal pellets were re-suspended and homogenized
in 100 µl of 250 mM sucrose. The microsomes of each sample were aliquoted and stored at
−80°C until use.

2.8. Western analysis
Human hepatocytes and HepG2 cell lysates (8µg) or HepG2 cells microsomes (20µg) were
resolved by 7.5% SDS- polyacrylamide gel electrophoresis and electrophoretically transferred
to a nitrocellulose membrane. After nonspecific binding sites were blocked with 5% nonfat
milk, the blots are incubated with an antibody against CYP3A4 (1:2500), PXR (1:2500) and
GAPDH (1:4000). The preparation of the antibody against human PXR and CYP3A4 was
described elsewhere ([Sachdeva et al., 2003] and [Lindley et al., 2002]). The primary antibodies
were subsequently localized with goat anti-rabbit IgG conjugated with horseradish peroxidase.
Horseradish peroxidase activity was detected with a chemiluminescent kit (Pierce, Rockford,
IL, USA). The chemiluminescent signal was captured by KODAK Image Station 2000 (Estman
Kodak, Rochester, NY, USA), and the relative intensities were quantified by KODAK Image
Analysis software (Estman Kodak, Rochester, NY, USA).
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2.9. Enzymatic assay
Primary hepatocytes and HepG2 cells were treated with IL-6 (10 ng/ml) or the same volume
of PBS for 48 h, and the cell lysates were prepared in 100 mM potassium phosphate buffer.
The activity of CYP3A4 was determined with a P450-Glo kit (CYP3A4) (Promega, Madison,
WI, USA) (Yang and Yan, 2007) according to the manufacturer’s manual. Briefly, cell lysates
(16.5 µg in 12.5 µl) were mixed with 12.5 µl of CYP3A4 substrate Luciferin-BE (4×). After
a 10-min pre-incubation at 37°C, the NADP regeneration mixture (25 µl containing 400 mM
KPO4) was added to initiate enzymatic reaction. The reaction lasted for 30 min at 37°C and
was terminated by adding 50 µl of Luciferin Detection Reagent (Promega, Madison WI). After
another 10 min of incubation at room temperature, the luminescent signal intensity was
determined by EGΣG BERTHOLD Microplate Luminometer (PerkinElmer, Waltham, MA,
USA). Several controls were performed including incubation without cells lysates or
regeneration system.

2.10. Other analyses
Protein concentrations were determined with BCA assay (Pierce, Rockford, IL, USA) based
on albumin standard (Yang and Yan, 2007). Data are presented as mean ± SD from at least
three independent experiments. Statistical analysis was performed using SAS software version
9.1, (SAS Institute, Cary, NC. USA). The significant difference between treatments was
claimed at P < 0.05 based on one-way analysis of variance followed Duncan’s multiple
comparison tests.

3. Results
3.1. IL-6 reduces the CYP3A4 activity by decreasing the expression of CYP3A4 in primary
cultured human hepatocytes

Primary cultured human hepatocytes from various donors differed in the basal levels of
CYP3A4 mRNA (Fig.1A). The basal level of CYP3A4 mRNA was the highest in donor 2 and
the lowest in donors 1 and 5. It was about six times higher in donor 2 than that in donor 1 and
5. However, the addition of IL-6 consistently reduced the CYP3A4 mRNA level in the
hepatocytes from all donors, despite the variation in basal levels among the donors. IL-6 almost
inhibited all the CYP3A4 mRNA transcription in donors 1,3,4,5 and reduced 64% of the
CYP3A4 mRNA in donor 2 in comparison with the corresponding control hepatocytes (Fig.
1A).

To determine whether the decrease of CYP3A4 mRNA can be translated into the decrease in
the oxidative activity, primary hepatocytes were treated with IL-6, and the cell lysates were
analyzed for the CYP3A4 oxidative activity. As expected, the CYP3A4 oxidative activity
significantly decreased in IL-6 treated cells (Fig. 1B), which agrees with the decrease of
CYP3A4 mRNA. To determine whether the decreased CYP3A4 oxidative activity is due to
the decrease in CYP3A4 protein, the same lysates were analyzed by Western blotting. The
result showed that the level of the CYP3A4 protein also decreased markedly, and the percentage
of the reduction of the CYP3A4 protein was much more than that of the decrease in its oxidative
activity (Fig.1B). However, neither mRNA nor protein levels of glyceradehyde-3-phosphate
dehydrogenase (GAPDH), a housekeeping gene, changed in the same experiment. A similar
trend was observed in HepG2 cells as in human hepatocytes(Fig.1B & 1C).

3.2. Transcription involvement in CYP3A4 repression by IL-6
To determine the cause of the decrease in the CYP3A4 mRNA level, a transcriptional inhibition
assay was performed by using a RNA synthesis inhibitor, 5,6-dichlororibosidyl-benzi-
midazole (DRB), to inhibit the RNA synthesis(Clement and Wilkinson, 2000). Both human
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hepatocytes and HepG2 cells were treated with IL-6 and DRB for 9 h separately and together.
Quantitative RT-PCR results indicated that DRB abolished the IL-6-mediated transcriptional
repression of CYP3A4 in both human hepatocytes (Fig.2A) and HepG2 cells (data not shown).

The abolition of IL-6-mediated suppression of CYP3A4 by a RNA synthesis inhibitor suggests
that IL-6 decrease the expression of CYP3A4 through repressing its promoter. To test this
hypothesis, co-transfection was performed using a CYP3A4 promoter reporter and an hPXR
construct in HepG2 cells. Two CYP3A4 promoter reporters were used, CYP3A4-DP-luc
containing both proximal and distal promoter regions that respond to many CYP3A4 inducers
(Song et al., 2005) and CYP3A4-P-luc containing only the proximal promoter region.
Hepatoma cells (HepG2) were transfected with CYP3A4-DP-luc or CYP3A4-P-luc and
Renilla plasmid with or without hPXR, and then treated with 10 ng/ml of IL-6 or PBS. After
24 h incubation, the cells were lysed and used to determine luciferase activities. The cells
treated with IL-6 significantly reduced the activity of CYP3A4-DP promoter reporter with or
without hPXR (Fig. 2B). Furthermore, the inhibition of CYP3A4 promoter reporter by IL-6 in
the cells transfected with hPXR (74.8%) was higher than that without hPXR (30.8%), and the
basal activity of CYP3A4-DP-luc co-transfected with hPXR was much higher than that without
hPXR (Fig. 2B). Additionally, although the basal activity of CYP3A4-DP-luc was much higher
than that of CYP3A4-P-luc, IL-6 suppressed the expression of both CYP3A4-DP-luc and
CYP3A4-P-luc in a dose-dependent manner (Fig. 2C). These data suggest that IL-6-mediated
repression of CYP3A4 occur at the transcriptional level and PXR promote the IL-6-mediated
down regulation of CYP3A4 in hepatocytes.

3.3. Requirement for PXR in the IL-6-mediated suppression of CYP3A4 expression
The inhibition of CYP3A4 promoter reporter by IL-6 was stronger in the presence of PXR than
that in the absence of PXR, which suggests that PXR is involved in the IL-6-mediated
repression of CYP3A4. This notion is supported by the observation that both the expression
of PXR and CYP3A4 mediated by IL-6 simultaneously changed in primary cultured human
hepatocytes. Human hepatocytes were treated with IL-6 (10ng/ml) or PBS for 1.5h, 3h, 6h,
12h, 24h and 36h, and then analyzed for the PXR and CYP3A4 mRNA content using qRT-
PCR. The PXR protein of human hepatocytes was also analyzed with Western blotting after
treatment with IL-6 (10ng/ml) for 24 h. A continuous decrease in PXR expression was observed
after 1.5 h of treatment with IL-6, but the significant continuous decrease in CYP3A4 occurred
after 3 h of treatment (Fig.3A), which indicated that the decrease in the CYP3A4 expression
occurred after the decrease of PXR mediated by IL-6 in human hepatocytes (Fig.3A). The
decrease in PXR protein was confirmed by Western blot (Fig.3B).

To determine the role of PXR in the down regulation of CYP3A4 in response to IL-6, we
performed knockdown and overexpression experiments to selectively modulate the expression
of PXR. In the knockdown experiment, HepG2 cells were transfected with siPXR construct
for 72 h using corresponding vector as control. After being treateded with either IL-6 (10 ng/
ml) or PBS for 24 h, the CYP3A4 and PXR levels in cells were analyzed using qRT-PCR and
regular RT-PCR. The result indicated that PXR knockdown alone significantly decreased the
CYP3A4 expression (Fig.4A right). And IL-6 significantly decreased CYP3A4 mRNA in the
cells transfected with the vector, but, not in the cells transfected with the siPXR construct (Fig.
4A right). The PXR mRNA level in the cells transfected with siPXR was about 60% lower
than that in the control cells transfected with the corresponding vector using qRT-PCR and
regular RT-PCR (Fig. 4A, left and 4A, middle).

In the overexpression experiment, the construct encoding hPXR was used instead of the siPXR
construct in the previous experiment. After being treated with IL-6 (10 ng/ml) or PBS for 24
h, the cells transfected with hPXR were analyzed for CYP3A4 using qRT-PCR. Contrary to
the PXR knowndown experiment, the PXR overexpression significantly increased CPY3A4
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and IL-6 markedly decreased the CYP3A4 expression both in the PXR overexpression and
normal cells (Fig.4B). Moreover, the inhibition of CYP3A4 expression was higher in the cells
transfected with hPXR (65.2%) than those transfected with vector alone (34.5%) (Fig. 4B).
The results suggest that PXR is required for the IL-6-mediated repression of CYP3A4 and the
PXR decrease is likely to lead to the CYP3A4 decrease in hepatocytes.

3.4. Inhibition of human PXR variants mediated by IL-6
To further investigate the variation mediated by IL-6 among human PXR variants, wild type
human PXR and its natural variants of human PXR were tested for response to IL-6. As shown
in Fig. 5, among all the PXR variants (including the wild type), higher inhibitions of CYP3A4-
DP-luc by IL-6 were detected with hPXRR148Q (~80%), hPXRE18K, hPXRG36R (~79%) and
wild type hPXR(~65%), and lower inhibitions were detected with hPXRW223A (~11%),
hPXRW223A/Y225A (~23%) and hPXRY225A(~45%) although some hPXR variants (such as
hPXRR98C, hPXRS208F, hPXRW223A) showed very low basal activities. It should be noted
that PXR and its variants were expressed to a comparable extent (Fig. 5, bottom). These
findings suggest that the variation in IL-6-mediated repression exists among human PXR
variants.

4. Discussion
It has been reported that drug biotransformation was impaired in patients with liver conditions
such as hepatitis and cirrhosis ([Shibuya et al., 2003] and [Qu et al., 2007]). In these conditions,
as the production of various proinflammatory cytokines (e.g., IL-6) is markedly increased
([Eriksson et al., 2004] and [Zhang et al., 2002]), the metabolisms of many drugs are decreased
([Thom et al., 2007], [Aitken and Morgan, 2007] and [Jover et al., 2002]). To understand the
relationship between the increased cytokines production and the decreased drugs
biotransformation, we tested whether IL-6 suppresses the CYP3A4 expression, the most
important CYP450 enzyme, and studied the possible mechanism. Here, we show that both
human hepatocytes and hepatoma cells treated with IL-6 showed a significant decrease in the
CYP3A4 expression. The decreased CYP3A4 expression occurred at both mRNA and protein
levels (Fig.1A, 1B and 1C), and its function was also confirmed by enzymatic assay (Fig.1B
and 1C). The data showed that the reduction at the CYP3A4 protein and mRNA levels were
much higher than that in its oxidative activity (Fig.1A,1B and 1C). It is possible that human
hepatocytes may compensate part of the function of CYP3A4 when CYP3A4 expression is
decreased. The reduction at the CYP3A4 mRNA and protein levels might result from
suppressing the expression of CYP3A4 by transcriptional repression and/or increasing the
degradation of CYP3A4 mRNA. In this study, the decrease of CYP3A4 mediated by IL-6 was
prevented by adding a RNA synthesis inhibitor (Fig. 2A), suggesting that the repression of
CYP3A4 by IL-6 occurrs at the transcriptional level, which was further confirmed by CYP3A4
promoter experiments (Fig.2B and 2C). It is well-known that inflammation decreases the drug
metabolism enzymes, but the mechanism(s) of such action is(are) still controversial. Several
previous studies proposed the possible mechanisms as increasing the signal transducer and
activator of transcription 3 (STAT3), mitogen-activated protein kinases (MAPKs), or nuclear
factor-κB (NF-κB), which can directly impair the action of nuclear receptors involved in the
regulation of CYP3A4 (Robertson et al., 2008). For example, if the actions of PXR and
constitutive androstane receptor (CAR), which are responsible for the induction of CYP3A4
by xenobiotics (Jover et al., 2002) are impaired, the expression of their target genes such as
CYP3A4 will be affected. Gu et al (Gu et al., 2006) found that IL-6 increased the level of NF-
κB that can form dimmers with retinoid X receptor-α (RXR-α). The formation of NF-κB RXR-
α heterodimer consumes the RXR-α to disrupt the combination of PXR and RXR-α and
therefore represses the CYP3A4 transcription. Another potential mechanism that may
contribute to the CYP3A4 repression is the disruption of the balance between the two isoforms
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of the CAAT/enhancer binding protein-β (C/EBP-β)—liver activating protein (LAP) and liver
inhibitory protein (LIP). The ratio between LAP and LIP in turn impacts the action of C/EBP-
α required for the basal expression of CYP3A4 (Jover et al., 2002).

Pregnane X receptor (PXR) was abundantly expressed in liver and intestine, which are
predominately responsible for the entry and metabolism of chemicals ([Kliewer et al., 1998]
and [Lehmann et al., 1998]). Pregnane X receptor has been recognized as a key regulator that
mediates the induction of many chemical elimination genes including CYP3A ([Kliewer et al.,
1998] and [Kliewer and Willson, 2002]). However, how PXR as a regulator mediates the
repression of the target genes remains unknown. Structurally, PXR belongs to a super-family
of nuclear receptors ([Honkakoski et al., 2003] and [Jetten et al., 2001]), including hormone
receptors (e.g., steroid receptors), vitamin receptors (e.g., vitamin D receptor), and the so-called
orphan nuclear receptors (e.g., peroxisome proliferator-activated receptor). All the nuclear
receptors consist of an N-terminal highly conserved DNA-binding domain, a hinge region of
varying lengths, and a multifunctional C-terminal ligand-binding domain ([Greschik and
Moras, 2003] and [Shiau et al., 2001]). The major portion of the ligand-binding domain has a
helical structure, and the C-terminal helix (helix 12) is directly involved in switching from
repressing to activating the status of a target gene. Binding to an agonist, PXR induces the
conformational changes of this helix to form a platform that favors association with
coactivators (e.g., steroid receptor coactivator-1, SRC-1)([Weiss and Ramos, 2004] and [Xu
and Li, 2003]). Some studies have suggested that the down-regulation of CYP450 (CYP2B,
CYP3A) by cytokines is due to the down-regulation of PXR and constitutive androstane
receptor (CAR)(Beigneux et al., 2002), while other studies argue that the down-regulation of
P450 during inflammation does not require the nuclear receptors PPARalpha and PXR based
on the data from the knockout experiments of PPARalpha and PXR in mice (Richardson and
Morgan, 2005). In the present study, we demonstrated that the PXR knockdown decreased the
CYP3A4 expression, and IL-6 decreased CYP3A4 significantly in normal cells but not in the
PXR knockdown cells (Fig.4A right). And opposite to the PXR knockdown experiment, the
PXR overexpression increased the CYP3A4 expression and the repression of CYP3A4
expression by IL-6 in the PXR overexpression cells was much higher than that in the regular
HepG2 cells (Fig.4B). Therefore, PXR is essential for the IL-6-mediated down regulation of
the CYP3A4 expression in human hepatocytes. These results agree with the animal data coming
from normal mice (Beigneux et al., 2002), but different from other data coming from PXR-
null-mice (Richardson and Morgan, 2005). One of the reasons for the discrepancy between the
results from this study and Richardson et al.’s may be that some substituted function occurred
in the PXR-null mice(in vivo for long time) but did not in the PXR knockdown human hepatoma
cells (in vitro for short time).

Among the wild type human PXR and 15 PXR variants containing substitution in DNA-binding
domain (such as hPXRE18K, hPXRG36R) and ligand-binding domain (such as hPXRS208F,
hPXRW223A), three of the variants that had substitution in the ligand-binding domain
(hPXRW223A, hPXRY225A and hPXRW223A/Y225A) showed significant differences in response
to IL-6 from the wild type of hPXR (Fig.5). The precise mechanism of three of the hPXR
variants with low response to IL-6 remains to be determined. It is very interesting to note that
the tryptophan-223, tyrosine-225 and the double sites in these hPXR variants were replaced
by alanine. Conserved tryptophan and tyrosine residues locked across the dimmer interface
and provided the first tryptophan-zipper (Trp-Zip) interaction as observed in a native protein,
and such interaction is likely to eliminate the receptor’s recruitment of transcriptional factors
including co-repressor (Noble et al., 2006). These findings suggest that hPXR variants have
different responses to IL-6, which lead to individuals to metabolize the drugs in inflammation.
These findings also support the notion that PXR is very critical in the IL-6 –mediated down
regulation of CYP3A4 in human hepatocytes.
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In summary, this study leads to several important conclusions. First, IL-6 can repress the
CYP3A4 expression and its function, and the repression of CYP3A4 mediated by IL-6 is
required for PXR in human hepatocytes. Therefore, decreased CYP3A4 is likely to reduce the
metabolism of drugs during inflammation. Second, the repression of CYP3A4 by IL-6 is
achieved through decreasing PXR expression in human hepatocytes, thus IL-6 is likely to
decrease the expression of all PXR target genes (such as MDR1). It is possible to alter the
functions of PXR target genes in inflammation to change the metabolism and transport of many
drugs. Third, the repression by IL-6 varies with human natural PXR variants, and the repression
is likely to exhibit individual variants. Pharmacologically, the critical role of PXR in IL-6-
mediated repression suggests that this important cytokine causes a broad range of drug-drug
interactions, an alteration in the therapeutic effect and the toxicity of many drugs in
inflammation, and the differential action of natural PXR variants suggests that the magnitude
of such interactions varies from person to person.

Abbreviations

IL-6 interleukin-6

CYP450 cytochrome P450

PXR pregnane X receptor

hPXR human pregnane X receptor

LPS lipopolysaccharide

TNF-α tumor necrosis factor α

DRB 5,6-dichlororibosidyl-benzi-midazole

GAPDH glyceradehyde-3-phosphate dehydrogenase

PCR polymerase chain reaction

DMEM Dulbecco’s modified Eagle’s medium

PBS phosphate-buffered saline

qRT-PCR quantitative reverse transcription-polymerase chain reaction.
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Fig. 1. Repression effects of IL-6 on CYP3A4 expression and enzymatic activity in primary human
hepatocytes and HepG2 cells
A, effect of IL-6 treatment on the level of CYP3A4 mRNA in five donors’s primary
hepatocytes. Human primary hepatocytes were treated with IL-6(10ng/ml) or the same volume
of PBS for 24 h. Total RNA was isolated and subjected to the qRT-PCR analysis for the level
of CYP3A4 mRNA probe as described under Materials and Methods. The qPCR Cts were 24
for CYP3A4 and 20 for GAPDH. B, effects of IL-6 treatment on the CYP3A4 enzymatic
activity (top) and the CYP3A4 protein expression (bottom) in human primary hepatocytes.
C, effects of IL-6 treatment on the CYP3A4 enzymatic activity (top) and the CYP3A4 protein
expression (bottom) in HepG2 cell. Human hepatocytes or HepG2 cells were treated with IL-6
(10ng/ml) or the same volume of PBS for 48 h, and cell lysates or microsomes were prepared
and assayed for the activity of CYP3A4 as described in Materials and Methods. To determined
the content of CYP3A4 protein, human hepatocytes lysates(8µg) or HepG2 cell microsomes
(20µg) was subjected to Western analyses with an antibody against CYP3A4 or GAPDH. All
the experiments were repeated at least three times, and the data were expressed as mean ± S.D.
* p<0.05, a statistically significant decrease by IL-6 treatment.
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Fig. 2. Transcriptional involvement in suppression of CYP3A4 by IL-6
A, effect of DRB on the suppression of CYP3A4 mRNA in primary human hepatocytes. Human
hepatocytes were treated with 10ng/ml IL-6 for 9 h in the absence or presence of 5µM DRB.
Total RNA was prepared and analyzed for the levels of CYP3A4 and GAPDH by qRT-PCR.
The qPCR Cts were 24 for CYP3A4 and 20 for GAPDH. B, repression of CYP3A4-DP-Luc
promoter reporter. HepG2 cells were transiently transfected by FuGENE HD with a mixture
containing 50 ng of CYP3A4-DP-Luc, along with 5 ng of the Null-Renilla reniformis luciferase
plasmid in the presence and absence of PXR. The transfected cells were treated with 10 ng/ml
IL-6 or the same volume of PBS for 24 h. Luciferase activities were determined with a Dual-
Luciferase reporter assay system, and the reporter activity was normalized based on the Null-
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Renilla reniformis luminescence signal. C, differential repression of CYP3A4-DP-Luc and
CYP3A4-P-Luc reporters mediated by IL-6 in the presence of PXR. HepG2 cells were
transfected and treated with various concentrations of IL-6(0–10ng/ml) for 24 h. The reporter
activities were determined as described above. All the experiments were repeated at least three
times, and the data were expressed as mean ± S.D. p<0.05, a statistically significant decrease
by IL-6 treatment.
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Fig. 3. Repression effect of IL-6 on PXR expression in primary human hepatocytes
A, a time-course effect of IL-6 on the levels of PXR and CYP3A4 in primary human
hepatocytes. Human hepatocytes were treated with IL-6(10ng/ml) or the same volume of PBS
for 24 h. Total RNA was isolated and subjected to the qRT-PCR analysis for the levels of PXR
and CYP3A4. The qPCR Cts were 25 for PXR, 24 for CYP3A4 and 20 for GAPDH. B,
repression effect of IL-6 on the PXR protein level in primary hepatocytes. Human hepatocytes
were treated with IL-6(10ng/ml) or the same volume of PBS for 48 h, and cell lysates(10µg)
were prepared and analyzed by Western blotting. All the experiments were repeated at least
three times, and the data were expressed as mean ± S.D. p<0.05, a statistically significant
decrease by IL-6 treatment.

Yang et al. Page 16

Toxicol Lett. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2011 September 1.

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript



Fig. 4. Suppression of CYP3A4 as a function of PXR
A, effect of SiPXR on the suppression of CYP3A4. HepG2 cells were transiently transfected
with the siPXR construct or the corresponding vector for 72 h, and the transfected cells were
treated with IL-6(10ng/ml) or the same volume of PBS for 24 h. Total RNA was prepared and
analyzed for levels of CYP3A4, PXR and GAPDH by qRT-PCR and RT-PCR. B, effect of
PXR overexpression on the repression of CYP3A4 mediated by IL-6. The same procedure as
the above was used for overexpression experiment except for the replacement siPXR construct
with the human PXR construct or the corresponding vector for 48h. The qPCR Cts were 27
for PXR, 32 for CYP3A4 and 16 for GAPDH. All the experiments were repeated at least three
times, and the data were expressed as mean ± S.D. p<0.05, a statistically significant decrease
by IL-6 treatment.
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Fig. 5. The repression of wild type and 15 natural human PXR variants mediated by IL-6
HepG2 cells were transiently transfected with a mixture containing 50 ng of CYP3A4-DP-Luc,
50 ng wide type or nature human PXR variant, along with 5ng of the Null-Renilla reniformis
luciferase plasmid. The transfected cells were treated with 10ng/ml IL-6 or the same volume
of PBS for 24 h. Luciferase activities were determined as described in the above. To determine
whether the expression is altered with certain variants, cell lysates(8µg) were analyzed by
Western blotting(Anti-hPXR) for the expression level(bottom). Three independent
experiments were performed, and the data were expressed as mean ± S.D.
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