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Abstract
OBJECTIVE

Hyperglycemia is a major cause of albuminuria relevant to glomerular endothelial dysfunction of the
kidney in diabetes mellitus. Linagliptin, dipeptidyl peptidase-4 (DPP-4) inhibitor, was shown to have
pleiotropic protective effects to improve albuminuria and endothelial dysfunction in diabetic conditions.
The purpose of this research was to investigate the molecular mechanism by which linagliptin improves
human renal glomerular endothelial cells (HRGECs) barrier dysfunction caused by hyperglycemia.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

We examined the DPP-4 activity, the transendothelial electrical resistance of the monolayer in HRGECs,
and the horseradish peroxidase–albumin leakage after the treatment with high glucose (HG) in the
presence or absence of linagliptin preincubation. The distribution of F-actin remodeling was detected by a
�uorescence probe. The phosphorylation of myosin light chain (MLC), AMPK, and RhoA activity were
evaluated in the endothelial cells by Western blotting. The effects of inhibition AMPK or RhoA/ROCK
pathway on linagliptin-mediated protective effect on the endothelial barrier in HG status were observed.

RESULTS

HG caused MLC-dependent reorganization of F-actin, leading to endothelial barrier disruption. However,
these changes in HRGECs were attenuated by the Rho-dependent kinase (ROCK) inhibitor Y-27632 or
linagliptin. The phospho-MLC (pMLC) activated in HRGECs was regulated by RhoA/ROCK signaling.
AMPK activation participated in the repair process of HG-induced RhoA-dependent endothelial cell
hyperpermeability by linagliptin . Similarly , AMPK activation by linagliptin attenuated HG-induced RhoA
dependent F-actin rearrangement and endothelial cell barrier dysfunction, whereas compoud C
diminished the effect of linagliptin.

CONCLUSIONS

Our data showed that HG led to increases in the activity of RhoA and DPP-4. These changes resulted in
the rearrangement of endothelial cell cytoskeleton and the dysfunction of the glomerular endothelial
barrier, which were mediated by MLC. The present study revealed a novel mechanism of linagliptin-
mediated AMPK activation in preventing RhoA-dependent F-actin cytoskeleton rearrangement and
reduced glomerular endothelial barrier permeability in diabetic conditions.

Introduction
Diabetic nephropathy is one of the leading causes of end-stage renal disease (ESRD)[1], albuminuria
appears typically in its early stage[2]. The pathogenesis of hyperglycemia-induced diabetic proteinuria is
complicated and includes dysfunction of the glomerular �ltration barrier (GFB)[2]. The renal glomerular
endothelial cells and podocytes constitute a semi-selective barrier that maintains the integrity of the
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GFB[3, 4]. Endothelial barrier dysfunction predicts the appearance of the progression of subclinical
vascular injury and renal impairment[5], demonstrating a possible causative effect in the formation and
progression of albuminuria[4, 6]. Previous studies have shown that hyperglycemia-induced the
development and progression of GFB hyper�ltration in rats and mice[3, 7, 8], associated with high glucose
(HG)-induced endothelial cell barrier disruption[9, 10].

Cytoskeleton-dependent contractility that is required by the activation of actin and myosin leads to
increased endothelial permeability[5, 11]. RhoA GTPases is a conservative effector of the Rho kinase
(ROCK) signaling pathway downstream[10, 11]. It provokes myosin light chain (MLC)’s phosphorylation
that is involved in maintaining the integrity of the endothelial cell barrier[5, 12]. The phosphorylation of
MLC and the generation of F-actin stress �ber lead to the development of intercellular gaps of endothelial
cells, thus aggregating GFB permeability[12–15]. RhoA/ROCK activation contributes to the glomerular
hyper�ltration of albumin and the damage of microvessels induced by hyperglycemia[11, 16]. Moreover, a
recent study demonstrated that HG exposure causes hyperpermeability and an increase in the leakage of
albumin in renal and non-renal endothelial cells[7, 10, 16], which likely is relevant to the rearrangement of
F-actin–dependent cytoskeleton.

Linagliptin, an inhibitor of dipeptidyl peptidase 4 (DPP-4), is widely used in the clinic to manage glucose
in type 2 diabetes[17–19]. According to a previous study, renal endothelial cells bared to HG exhibit
increased DPP-4 activity[20]. An increasing number of clinical and experimental studies have
demonstrated that DPP-4 inhibitors also exert the pleiotropic effect on the occurrence of microvascular
complications in patients with diabetes[17, 21, 22]. Previous studies showed that linagliptin reduced the
development and progression of microalbuminuria, and this favorable effect may not depend on its
action in controlling blood glucose[19, 23]. Recently, linagliptin has been demonstrated to be effective in
decreasing oxidative and pro-in�ammatory states and improving vascular endothelial cell function[24].
However, the precise effect of linagliptin on endothelial cell function and intracellular signaling in diabetic
conditions remains unclear. Recent studies have implied that the therapeutic effect of the DPP-4 inhibitor
is relevant to AMP-activated kinase (AMPK)[25, 26]. This study showed that linagliptin normalized RhoA-
mediated MLC activity and decreased F-actin reorganization via AMPK activation in endothelial cells
exposed to high concentrations of glucose,and consequently reduced �ltration barrier permeability.

Materials And Methods

Chemicals and reagents
The reagents purchased from Cell Signaling Technology (Danvers, MA, USA) included primary antibodies
against MLC (8505), phospho-MLC (3674), AMPK (2983), phospho-AMPK (2971), GAPDH (2118), and α-
tubulin (3873), metformin (8789); and Assay Kit for detecting the Activation of RhoA (8789), Compound C
and FITC-Phalloidin (P5282) were obtained from Sigma Aldrich (Saint Louis, MO, USA). Linagliptin and Y-
27632 (S1049) were provided by Med Chem Express (Newark, NJ, USA).

Culture of HRGECs and glucose management
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We obtained HRGECs (PS-4000) from ScienCell Research Laboratories (Kirkland, WA, USA) and nurtured
them in a medium that contains 10% serum and 1% growth supplement for endothelial cells (ScienCell
Research Laboratories). After pretreating with or without linagliptin for 2 h, HRGECs were activated by
normal glucose (NG;5.5 mM ) or high glucose (HG;30 mM ) (R&D Systems). 24 h later, they were
examined using Western blotting or immuno- �uorescence assay.

Western blotting
As we described previously[27], HRGECs were treated with lysis buffer that contained phosphatase
inhibitors and proteinase (Roche, USA). We determined protein concentration using the BCA assay
(Beyotime, Beijing, China). After isolation using SDS-PAGE, the same amount of protein was conveyed to
PVDF membranes. Following blockade with 5% non-fat milk, the membranes were incubated with a
primary antibody overnight at 4°C. Further, the membranes were reacted with a secondary antibody
conjugated with horseradish peroxidase (HRP) for 2 h at 24℃. After being spotted by the ECL Super
Signal reagent (Pierce, 34078), bands of protein were envisioned using an analysis system of digital gel
images (Bio-Rad, Hercules, CA, USA).

F-actin labeling assay
We grew con�uent HRGEC monolayers on glass coverslips that were precoated with 0.1% gelatin for an
immuno�uorescence assay. After being treated with 4% paraformaldehyde for 10 min, the HRGECs were
blocked with PBS, including 1% bovine serum albumin. Afterward, the HRGECs were hatched with FITC-
Phalloidin for 1 h and then labeled by DAPI. After acquiring cellular images with a laser-scanning
confocal microscope (FV1000-IX81, Olympus), confocal images were analyzed using FV10-ASW Viewer
software (Ver 4.1, Olympus Life Science, Japan).

Assessment of transendothelial electrical resistance (TEER)
We seeded HRGECs on transwell inserts (0.4 µm pore, Millipore, USA) and cultivated them to con�uence.
The HRGEC monolayer’s TEER was assessed using a Millicell-ERS voltohmmeter (Millipore, Burlington,
MA, USA). The value of resistance was indicated as the unit of Ω·cm2. The TEER of the transwell was
documented and normalized by deducting its basal value in each group.

The examination of transendothelial albumin leakage
HRGECs were developed to con�uence on a pore transwell insert (0.4 µm; 3413, Coring). Following the
treatment with NG or HG for 24 h in the presence or absence of inhibitors, medium including albumin
labeled with horseradish peroxidase (HRP) (50 µg/mL; Solarbio, Beijing, China) was appended into the
top chamber. The concentration of the albumin in the chamber was determined using the TMB Soluble
Substrate kit (Solarbio). The value of absorbance was quanti�ed using a microplate reader (Elx 800,
BioTek). Afterward, the permeability coe�cint of albumin (Pa) was computed using the formula Pa =[A]/t
×1/A ×V/[L]. In the equation, [A] and [L] symbolize albumin’s concentration in the bottom and top
chambers, correspondingly ; t represents time (s), A signi�es the region of the membrane (cm2), and V
denotes the bottom chamber’s volume (uL).
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Assessing Rho activity
We employed a detection kit of the Active Rho to examine the Rho activity of HRGECs. In brief, HRGECs
bred in Petri dishes (100 mm) were remedied with glucose (5.5 or 30 mM) following pretreatment with or
without metformin (100 nM) for 1 h. After lysing with a buffer of cell lysis, HRGECs were reared with
rhotekin Rho-binding peptide restrained on agarose (GST-Rhotekin-RBD), which facilitated the descent of
GTP-bound Rho. Western blotting was used to examine activated GTP-Rho and total RhoA.

The measurement of DPP-4 activity
DPP-4 activity was measured by an Activity Assay Kit (Biovision Milpitas, CA). In brief, cultured HRGECs
were homogenized in an assay buffer of DPP-4 and then centrifuged to eliminate insoluble components.
The samples were �ne-tuned to a �nal volume of 50 µl and loaded to a 96-well plate for the examination.
After mixing with the substrate (2 µl) of Gly-Pro-7-Amino-4-Methylcoumarin (AMC), the samples were
incubated for 30 min at 37°C. AMC releasing from the substrate was detected using a �uorescence
spectrophotometer at an excitation of 360 nm and an emission of 460 nm.

Statistical analysis
Data are expressed as the mean ± standard error. Differences among multiple groups were analyzed
using one-way ANOVA followed post hoc by the Newman–Keuls test. Comparisons between two groups
were performed by Student’s t-test. Values of P ≤ 0.05 were considered to be signi�cant. Statistical
analyses were conducted using GraphPad Prism 7.0 software (La Jolla, CA, USA).

Results

Enhancement of the DPP-4 activity in HRGECs by HG
To investigate the DPP-4 activity, HRGECs were treated for 24 h with NG or HG. The DPP-4 activity was
signi�cantly increased by about 2.1 times (p < 0.01) under NG conditions (Fig. 1). In addition, linagliptin
inhibited DPP-4 activity in HRGECs exposed to HG in a dose-dependent manner (p < 0.01 at ANOVA).

Linagliptin reduced HRGECs’ hyperpermeability induced by
HG
HG is su�cient to cause gaps of inter-endothelial cells and increase endothelial cell permeability in
vitro[10]. To investigate the action of linagliptin in reducing endothelial hyperpermeability induced by HG,
HRGECs were treated with HG plus 0, 50, 100, or 500 nM of linagliptin for 24 h. It was observed that
albumin leakage (Pa) from the HRGECs monolayer was increased in the HG group in comparison with the
NG group (Fig. 2a). In contrast, linagliptin weakened endothelial hyperpermeability induced by HG in a
dose-dependent manner.
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Besides albumin leakage, the TEER is another valuable marker to indicate the integrity of endothelial
barrier function. It has shown that HG profoundly decreased the TEER of the HRGECs (Fig. 2b). However,
linagliptin reversed this action of HG and facilitated the TEER slowly to return to basal levels.

Linagliptin prevented dysfunction of endothelial cell barrier induced by HG-through altering F-actin
cytoskeleton and phosphorylation of MLC

MLC phosphorylation increases actomyosin interaction, induces F-actin to bundle into stress �bers, and
causes an intercellular gap between endothelial cells[15]. We observed that HG status led to the
generation of actin stress �bers and cracks at cellular junctions (Fig. 3a-b). However, linagliptin inhibited
the development of actin stress �bers and reduced the amount of HG-induced intracellular gaps (Fig. 3a-
b). The level of MLC phosphorylation in HRGECs was increased in HG conditions (Fig. 3c). However, the
increased MLC phosphorylation induced by HG was reduced by linagliptin (Fig. 3c). These data implied
that the effect of linagliptin on HG-mediated dysfunction of endothelial barrier is associated with
inhibition the phosphorylation of MLC and the generation of actin stress �ber.

Linagliptin reduced HG-caused hyperpermeability through
the activation of the RhoA/ROCK signal pathway
RhoA/ROCK signaling participates in the generation of F-actin stress �ber and an increase in MLC
phosphorylation[11]. We examined the contribution of the RhoA/ROCK pathway to the linagliptin
protective effect on endothelial cell hyperpermeability. As shown in Fig. 4, ROCK inhibitor Y-27632
abolished HG-induced MLC phosphorylation (Fig. 4c), generation of actin stress �ber (Fig. 4a), and
hyperpermeability in HRGECs (Fig. 4d-e). Moreover, linagliptin signi�cantly inhibited the activation of
RhoA (Fig. 5a) and MLC phosphorylation caused by HG (Fig. 4b). The data displayed that ROCK inhibition
by Y-27632 did not affect MLC phosphorylation in NG status (data not show). However, Y-27632 reduced
the phosphorylation of MLC and the permeability by augmenting the TEER values and decreasing
permeability (Pa) in HG-treated HRGECs (Fig. 4d-e). Taken together, linagliptin reduced the activation of
RhoA/ROCK, permeability, and MLC phosphorylation. These �ndings suggested that linagliptin averted
HG-induced hyperpermeability through the suppression of RhoA/ROCK signaling pathways.

Linagliptin inhibited the activation of RhoA and
counteracted HG-caused endothelial hyperpermeability
through activating AMPK
Since AMPK participated in linagliptin-mediated inhibition of endothelial cell dysfunction[24], we further
examined whether linagliptin functioned via AMPK. For this purpose, RhoA activity and MLC-mediated
permeability were detected in HRGECs treated with linagliptin in the presence of compound C (an AMPK
inhibitor) under HG conditions. We demonstrated that high glucose reduced AMPK phosphorylation in
HRGECs, and this was reversed with linagliptin, whereas compound C diminished the inhibitory effect of
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linagliptin (Fig. 5a). Moreover, compound C signi�cantly blocked the action of linagliptin in inhibiting the
activation of RhoA and MLC phosphorylation caused by HG (Figure. 5a). The same in�uence of
linagliptin on endothelial permeability was also found in the existence of compound C in HG conditions,
which resulted in a reduction in TEER value and increased HRP- albumin permeability (Fig. 5b-c). These
results implied that AMPK activation contributes to linagliptin-dependent suppression of RhoA/ROCK
activation in HG conditions.

Discussion
In the present study, we have demonstrated that linagliptin has protective effects against endothelial cell
barrier dysfunction induced by HG conditions. Furthermore, as HRGECs were exposed to high
concentrations of glucose in vitro, DPP-4 activity and permeability of endothelial cells increased.
Moreover, linagliptin has protective effects on HG-treated HRGECs by a mechanism associated with
inhibiting the RhoA/ROCK pathway through activating AMPK and modulating cytoskeleton dynamics of
F-actin in hyperglycemia conditions. We further con�rmed that inhibiting activation of RhoA/ROCK and
phosphorylation of MLC by linagliptin leads to a decline in F-actin stress �ber formation and endothelial
cell hyperpermeability, which is relevant to the activation of AMPK. This signaling pathway likely is a
valuable target for the management of GFB dysfunction induced by HG.

Hyperglycemia-related glomerulopathy is characterized by developing proteinuria following initial
glomerular damage and hyper�ltration[1, 14]. The dysfunction of endothelial cells in the renal
microvessels is considered to contribute to the pathogenesis of albuminuria in diabetic nephropathy[5,
14]. The mechanism includes the damage of the endothelial barrier owing to chronic diabetes and
in�ammation[7, 9]. DPP-4 plays a critical role in nephropathy in diabetes because of its enzymatic activity
in the kidney[28]. Recently, it has been recognized that hyperglycemia can enhance DPP-4 activity in renal
endothelial cells in a dose-dependent manner[20]. Consistent with these �ndings, we observed that DPP-4
activity was observed increasing and then reduced by linagliptin in HRGECs exposed to HG in our study.
Several previous experiments demonstrated that vildagliptin signi�cantly attenuated proteinuria in a
diabetic model of the rat by improving the dysfunction of glomerular �ltration, which is associated with
increased DPP-4 activity in the early stage[17, 22, 29–31]. Linagliptin can decrease the glomerular
permeability through remodeling the �ltration barrier and maintaining the integrity of the endothelial
function, leading to the reduction in proteinuria[23, 32, 33]. Similar effects were reported in the diabetes
clinical studies, which was found that linagliptin reductions the risk of albuminuria in patients with T2DM
beyond their anti-hyperglycemic impact[34–36]. Consistent with these results, our data show that
linagliptin has remarkably protective effects on the cellular barrier of endothelial cells that are challenged
by HG. The action of linagliptin may be assessed by its ability to maintain the endothelial barrier’s
integrity through TEER and prevent the leakage of albumin in an HG status. In conclusion, linagliptin has
bene�cial effects on barrier dysfunction of HRGECs by inhibiting DPP-4 activity, likely associated with a
marked reduction in albuminuria under HG conditions.



Page 8/17

Additionally, our study showed that linagliptin protects against F-actin cytoskeleton remodeling, which
improves the hyperglycemia-mediated endothelial barrier dysfunction. MLC phosphorylation-dependent
generation of F-actin stress �ber plays a signi�cant role in increased endothelial permeability induced by
HG[10]. Several studies reported that in renal and on-renal endothelial cells, HG causes increases in
transendothelial migration of albumin and THP-1 cells, which are associated with the phosphorylation of
MLC and the activation of RhoA[10]. DPP-4 inhibitor effectively prevented HG-induced apoptosis via the
activation of AMPKα in endothelial cells[37, 38]. In the present study, we noted that linagliptin protected
the endothelial barrier function by preventing MLC activation, accompanied by decreased Pa and the
value of TEER in HRGECs exposed to HG. The inhibition RhoA/ROCK pathway by Y-27632 diminished the
linagliptin-mediated endothelial barrier protective effect. Consistent with the previous reports, our data
showed that linagliptin has a bene�cial impact on the barrier function of HRGECs by inhibiting disruption
of F-actin cytoskeleton rearrangement and RhoA/ROCK pathway activation.

Furthermore, the mechanism underlying the action of linagliptin in modulating RhoA activation requires
further investigation. AMPK plays an essential in the regulation of metabolic homeostasis[26, 39]. Thus, it
is considered a crucial target to prevent microvascular endothelium damage in diabetes[39]. Recently,
some studies have demonstrated that DPP-4 inhibitor prevents endothelial cell dysfunction in diabetic
conditions by activating the AMPK pathway[40, 41]. Omarigliptin, (a DPP-4 inhibitor), improved the
in�ammation induced by HG in glomerular endothelial cells by inhibiting the AMPK-mediated activation
of the NLRP3 in�ammasome[41]. Our �ndings emphasized that activation of AMPK by linagliptin
inhibited HG-induced RhoA activation, resulting in a further inhibition increased phosphorylation of MLC
and hyperpermeability in cultured HRGECs. And then, inhibition of AMPK with compound C abolished this
effect. Consistent with our �nding, Maria S currently showed that the activation of AMPKα and
downregulation of Rho-family small GTPase was necessary for the protective effect of metformin on HG-
dependent motivation of the cytoskeletal contraction in the podocytes[39]. Thus, the results from our
study suggest that RhoA/ROCK function regulated by AMPK activation is crucial for linagliptin-mediated
protective effect on glomerular endothelial hyperpermeability induced by HG.

Conclusions
In summary, our data provide evidence showing that DPP-4 inhibition by linagliptin has bene�cial effects
on barrier dysfunction of HRGECs through inhibiting RhoA-dependent phosphorylation of MLC and
rearrangement of F-actin cytoskeleton by AMPK activation under hyperglycemia conditions. Thus, the
linagliptin-mediated inhibition of DPP-4 activity in glomerular endothelial cells provides a novel insight
into the management of albuminuria induced by hyperglycemia.

Abbreviations
HG, high glucose; HRGECs, human renal glomerular endothelial cells; NG, normal glucose. TEER,
transendothelial electric resistance; HRP, horseradish peroxidase. MLC, myosin light chain;
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AMPK,Adenosine 5 -monophosphate (AMP)-activated protein kinase;DPP-4 dipeptidyl peptidase IV Lina,
linagliptin;
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Figure 1
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High glucose-induced increased DDP-4 activity in HRGECs Human renal glomerular endothelial cells
(HRGECs) were cultured for 24 h in normal glucose (NG, 5.5 mM) and high glucose (HG, 30 mM),
linagliptin at various dilutions (0, 50, 100, or 500 nM) was added. The activity of DPP-4 was evaluated in
HGRECs (n = 3). HG, high glucose; HRGECs, human renal glomerular endothelial cells; NG, normal
glucose; Lina, linagliptin. * indicates p<0.05 ; ** indicates p<0.01; *** indicates p<0.001.

Figure 2

Linagliptin reversed hyperpermeability in HG-cultured HRGECs HRGECs were treated with linagliptin at 0,
50, 100, or 500 nM for 2 h and stimulated with or without high glucose (HG; 30 mM) for 22 h. Then the
value of TEER (a) and HRP-albumin permeability (Pa) (b) were measured (n = 3). TEER was normalized to
the baseline before treatment (TEER0). HRP, horseradish peroxidase; TEER, transendothelial electric
resistance. HG, high glucose; HRGECs, human renal glomerular endothelial cells; TEER, transendothelial
electric resistance; HRP, horseradish peroxidase  Lina, linagliptin. ** indicates p<0.01; *** indicates
p<0.001
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Figure 3

Linagliptin suppressed HG-induced barrier dysfunction by downregulating MLC phosphorylation HRGECs
were incubated with normal glucose (NG) or high glucose (HG) for 22 h after pretreating with linagliptin
(100 nM) for 2 h. (a) F-actin stress �ber formation was evaluated by FITC-Phalloidin staining. Cells were
labeled with DAPI (blue) and F-actin (green) and then imaged. (b) Measurement of the intercellular area in
each group (n=4). (c) The phosphorylation level of myosin light chain (MLC) was analyzed by Western
blotting. HG, high glucose; MLC, myosin light chain; HRGECs; human renal glomerular endothelial cells;
NG; normal glucose; Lina, linagliptin. * indicates p<0.05 vs. the NG group. # indicates p<0.05 vs. the HG
group.
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Figure 4

High glucose caused the generation of stress �bers and intercellular gaps in a RhoA/ROCK pathway-
dependent manner (a) HRGECs were incubated with normal glucose (NG) or high glucose (HG) in the
presence and absence of the Y-27632 (10 μM) and/or linagliptin (100 nM) for 24 h. F-actin stress �ber
formation was assessed using FITC-phalloidin staining, F-actin (green) and DAPI (blue). (b) The
intercellular gap area in each group (n = 3). (c) Western blot analysis of phosphorylation of myosin light
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chain (MLC). (d-e) Preincubation with Y-27632 (10 μM) and/or linagliptin (100 nM) reduced the increased
permeability induced by HG, which was assessed by measurements of TEER and HRP-albumin leakage
assay (n = 4). HG, high glucose; HRGECs, human renal glomerular endothelial cells; TEER,
transendothelial electric resistance; HRP, horseradish peroxidase; Lina, linagliptin. ** indicates p<0.01; ***
indicates p<0.001

Figure 5

Linagliptin decreased HRGECs hyperpermeability induced by high glucose in an AMPK-dependent way
After HRGECs were treated with AMPK inhibitor (compound C, 100 μM) and co-stimulated with high
glucose (HG) in the presence and absence of linagliptin for 22 h. (a) RhoA activity was measured by a
pull-down assay. The phosphorylation of the myosin light chain (MLC) and AMPKα were measured by
Western blotting. (b-c) The permeability of monolayer was assessed via TEER and horseradish
peroxidase (HRP)-albumin leakage permeability assay (n = 3). HG, high glucose; HRGECs, human renal
glomerular cells; NG, normal glucose; MLC, myosin light chain; TEER, transendothelial electrical
resistance; HRP, horseradish peroxidase; Lina, linagliptin; Com C, compound C. * indicates p<0.05; **
indicates p<0.01.


