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Sesame lignans (sesamin, sesamolin) and their metabolites (enterodiol, ED; enterolactone, EL; and

sesamol) have been evaluated for their estrogenic activities. ED and EL have been indicated to have

estrogenic/antiestrogenic properties on human breast cancer cells; however the estrogenic activities

of sesamin, sesamolin and sesamol have not been reported. In the present study, estrogenic

potencies of sesame lignans and their metabolites were determined by estrogen responsive element

(ERE) luciferase reporter assay in T47D cells stably transfected with ERE-luc (T47D-KBluc cells)

and quantifying pS2 and progesterone receptor gene expression in T47D cells. All tested com-

pounds except ED possessed ability of ERE activation with a very low potency compared to

estradiol (E2). These effects were abolished by coincubating tested compounds with 1 μM ICI

182780, suggesting that estrogen receptors were directly involved in their ERE activations. Among

tested compounds, sesamol showed the highest ability in ERE induction. The coincubation of

increasing concentration of E2 (10-12-10-6 M) with 10 μM of tested compounds resulted in a

downward shift of E2-ERE dose-response curves. In contrast, at the low concentration of E2 (10-12 M),

sesamin and sesamol significantly exhibited additive effects on the E2 responses. The inhibitory

effect in a dose-dependent manner was also observed when 1-100 μM sesamol was coincubated

with 1 nM E2. Sesamin, sesamol and EL significantly induced pS2 gene expression whereas only

sesamol could significantly induce progesterone receptor gene. The data obtained in this study sug-

gested that sesame lignans and their metabolites possess weak estrogenic/antiestrogenic activity.
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INTRODUCTION

Estrogen and metabolites play a crucial role in carcinogenesis
in severalmammalian organs such as breast, ovary, liver and kidney
by the estrogen receptor (ER)-dependent mechanisms (1 , 2 ).
Exposure to estrogen throughout a lifetime has been reported to
be a risk factor of breast cancer. The occurrence of breast cancer
increases with age. Concerning estrogen-related breast cancer,
use of phytoestrogens for breast cancer chemoprevention is of
interest. Phytoestrogens are a group of compounds contained in
plants that possess an array of pharmacological effects including
anticancer properties (3,4). Additionally, epidemiological studies
have suggested that dietary intake of phytoestrogens decreased
the risk of breast cancer in humans (5, 6). These phytoestrogens

possess either weak estrogenic and/or antiestrogenic properties
(7, 8). However, their possible preventive effect against human
breast cancer is still subject to debate, and remains to be clari-
fied (9, 10). Several lines of evidence demonstrated ability of
phytoestrogens in promoting growth of estrogen-dependent breast
cancer cells. In contrast, there are experiments and epidemio-
logical studies that suggested cancer preventive effect of
phytoestrogens (3, 11-14).

Sesame seeds contain substantial amounts of lignans: sesamin
and sesamolin (Figure 1A,B) (15-17). They are oil soluble and have
a structure which contains furofuran and methylenedioxyphenyl
group. Sesamol, a phenolic compound, is mainly derived from
conversion of sesamolin during roasting sesame seed and pro-
cessing sesame oil (Figure 1C) (18). Ingested sesamin is converted by
intestinal microflora to the mammalian lignans, enterodiol (ED)
(Figure 1D) and enterolactone (EL) (Figure 1E) (19, 20). In rat
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model, it was also reported that sesamolin can be converted to
sesamol (21).

Studies of estrogenic properties of sesamin, sesamolin and
sesamol have not been reported. The estrogenic effect was found
mostly from the studies of sesamin’s metabolites (ED and EL)
which have been reported to have distinct estrogenic effects on
breast cancer. ED can activate estrogen targeted genes such as
trefoil factor 1 (pS2) gene (22). Nevertheless, the information
regarding estrogenic or antiestrogenic activities of sesame lignans
and sesamol is limited. In addition, estrogen mediates several
physiological functions by binding to estrogen receptors, inter-
acting with ERE which initiates estrogen regulated gene expres-
sion and consequently activates molecular effects in the targeted
tissue (23 , 24). Utilization of ERE activation and estrogen
targeted gene expression have been shown to be a valuable
physiological assay for estrogenic activity of compounds like
phytoestrogens (25). Therefore, in this study, the estrogenic
activity of sesame lignans was tested by using the ERE reporter
system in hormone-dependent breast cancer cells. Further studies
of the expression of estrogen targeted genes pS2 and progesterone
receptor were also performed. However, the limitation of the
in vitro study is that cell lines used are incapable of converting
sesamin to ED and EL. Therefore, the estrogenic activities of
sesame lignans, sesamol, ED and EL were investigated to quantify
their estrognic potency. In addition, their estrogenic/antiestrogenic
effects were also compared to a positive control, estradiol (E2),
and the known estrogen antagonists ICI 182780 and tamoxifen.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Chemicals and Reagents. Sesamin and sesamolin extracted and
isolated from sesame seeds (Sesamum indicum L.) were obtained from
Laboratories of Natural Products and Pharmacology, Chulabhorn
Research Institute. Sesamol, 17β-estradiol (E2), and tamoxifen were pur-
chased from Sigma-Aldrich (St. Louis, MO, USA). Enterodiol (ED) and
enterolactone (EL) were purchased from Fluka (Buchs, Switzerland), and
ICI 182780 was purchased from Tocris Bioscience (Ellisville, MO, USA).

Cell culture supplies were obtained from Invitrogen Life Technology
(Carlsbad, CA, USA). All other reagents and chemicals were of analytical
grade and purchased from commercial sources.

Cell Lines. The hormone-dependent T47D and T47D-KBluc human
breast cancer cells were purchased from the American Type Culture
Collection (ATCC) (Rockville,MD,USA). T47D-KBluc cells were stably
transfected with luciferase reporter plasmid, pGL2.TATA.Inr.luc.neo,
containing three estrogen response elements (EREs) which resulted in
the expression of an estrogen-responsive luciferase reporter system. This
reporter system is sensitive for the assessment of compounds with estro-
genic or antiestrogenic activities and provides an in vitro system that can be
used to evaluate the effect of compounds which modulate the activation
of ERE (24). Both cell lines were grown and maintained in RPMI 1640
medium supplemented with 10% fetal bovine serum (FBS), 2 mM gluta-
mine, 1 mM sodium pyruvate, 20 mM D-glucose, 100 U/mL of penicillin
and 172 μM streptomycin and 13.9 μM insulin.

Cell Viability Assay. To determine whether sesame lignans cause
alteration in cell viability of T47D-KBluc cells, sulforhodamine B (SRB)
assay was used for cell viability assessment as previously described (26).
T47D-KBluc cells were cultured and maintained in RPMI 1640 medium
supplemented with 10% FBS (a steroid containing cell cultured me-
dium) (27), and all supplemented chemicals (2 mM glutamine, 1 mM
sodium pyruvate, 20 mM D-glucose, 100 U/mL of penicillin and 172 μM
streptomycin and 13.9 μM insulin). To lower the level of estrogen in the
medium, cells were cultured in a non phenol-red RPMI containing 10%
steroid-free (charcoal-dextran stripped serum, CSS) medium and supple-
mented chemicals for 5 days prior to the assay. Subsequently, cells were
plated at 1� 104 cells/100 μL/well into a 96-well culture plate and allowed
to attach overnight. Cells were treated with several ranges of concentra-
tions of sesame lignans and their metabolites. After treatment, cells were
fixed with 4% ethanol in 1%acetic acid and incubated at 20 �C for 10min.
Then cells were washed with tap water 4-5 times, and the plates were air-
dried at room temperature. The fixed cells were stained with 0.4% SRB in
1% acetic acid for 30 min. The excess SRB was removed by rinsing 4-5
times with 1% acetic acid, and the plates were dried for 30 min. The dye
was solubilized with 10 mM Tris base (pH 10.5) for 5 min on a shaker.
The color intensity was measured at 564 nm by using a microplate
spectrophotometer (Spectramax plus 384, Molecular Devices, Sunnyvale,
CA, USA).

Figure 1. Chemical structures of sesame lignans, their metabolites and 17β-estradiol (E2).
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Estrogen-Responsive Luciferase Reporter Assay. The method was
based on Wilson et al. (24). Briefly, after 4 days of estrogen withdrawal,
T47D-KBluc cells were seeded at 1� 104 cells per well in a 96-well opaque
plate and allowed to attach overnight. Medium in each well was replaced
with 100 μL/well of dosing medium 5% CSS which contained the tested
chemicals and incubated for 24 h. After the treatment period, dosing
medium was removed and cells were washed with PBS at room tempera-
ture and then harvested in 25 μL of lysis buffer (Promega, Madison, WI,
USA) per well. Luciferase activity assay was started by adding 50 μL of
reaction buffer (25mMglycylglycine, 15mMMgCl2, 5mMATP, 1.49μM
BSA, pH 7.8) and 50 μL of 1 mM D-luciferin (Promega, Madison, WI,
USA) to each well using microinjector equipped in microplate lumino-
meter (Spectramax L,Molecular Devices, Sunnyvale, CA, USA). Luciferase
activity was determined and quantified as relative light units (RLU). Each
treatmentwas performed in triplicate, and datawere collected fromat least
three independent experiments.

Cells were tested with 17β-estradiol (E2) or estradiol antagonists (ICI
182780 and tamoxifen) for the control of estrogenic and antiestrogenic
activities, respectively. Sesame lignans and their metabolites were tested
alone to determine their estrogenic activities and in combination with
progressively increasing concentrations of E2 to test their antiestrogenic
activities.

Determination of ERE Activity of Sesame Lignans and Their

Metabolites. To assess sesamin, sesamolin, sesamol, ED and EL estro-
genic response, T47D-KBluc breast cancer cells were treated with these
compounds dissolved in vehicle (DMSO) for 24 h. The doses of sesame
lignans and their metabolites were selected on the basis of our preliminary
study. In all experiments, final concentration of DMSO did not exceed
0.1% (v/v). The ERE-luciferase activity was assessed by luminometer and
determined as relative light units (RLU). The ERE luciferase activity of
each treatment was calculated to fold induction of vehicle control.

To determine whether estrogen receptor (ER) was involved in the ERE
activation, 1 nM E2 or 10 μM tested compounds (except ED) were
coincubatedwith 1 μMICI 182780 for 24 h. The ERE luciferase activity of
each treatment was calculated to fold induction of vehicle control.

To determine the potency of sesame lignans and their metabolites in
comparison with a full natural agonist, 17β-estradiol (E2) dissolved
in vehicle (ethanol) was used as a positive control. The response of
T47D-KBluc cells to E2 was assessed by treating cells with progressively
increasing concentrations of E2 from 1 pM (10-12 M) to 1 μM (10-6 M)
and the final concentrations of vehicle (ethanol or DMSO) did not exceed
0.1% (v/v). The magnitude of ERE activation was calculated as fold
induction of vehicle control.

Inhibitory Effect of Sesame Lignans on E2-Induced EREActiva-

tion. To determine whether sesame lignans and their metabolites exhibit
antiestrogenic effects, T47D-KBluc breast cancer cells were coincubated
for 24 h with 10 μM of these substances and increasing concentrations of
E2 from 1 pM to 1 μM. The degree of luciferase induction was plotted as
fold induction over vehicle control. The known estrogen antagonists
tamoxifen and ICI 182780were used as positive controls for antiestrogenic
activity.

To confirm whether the tested compounds exhibited the inhibitory
effect on E2-ERE activation in a dose-dependent manner, various con-
centrations of tested compound were coincubated with 1 nM E2 for 24 h.
The degree of luciferase induction was plotted as fold induction over
vehicle control.

Real-Time Reverse Transcriptase-Polymerase Chain Reaction

(RT-PCR). Real-time RT-PCR was used to determine the expression
levels of trefoil factor 1 (pS2) and progesterone receptor mRNA in T47D
cells. Cells were treated with sesame lignans and their metabolites for 24 h
in 5%CSSmedium.Concentrations of sesame lignans and theirmetabolites

will be selected based on the concentrations that induced ERE activation.
Cells treated with 1 nM E2 were used as positive control.

The sequences of specific primers for trefoil factor 1 (pS2) and pro-
gesterone receptor genes are shown in Table 1. The primers were checked
by using the primer design tool program of the US National Center for
Biotechnology Information (NCBI) to confirm the total gene specificity of
the nucleotide sequences. For analysis of mRNA expression, total RNA
was isolated from 5� 106 cells using RNA purification cell kit (5 PRIME
GmbH, Hamburg, Germany) according to the manufacturer’s recom-
mendations. In brief, cell culturemediumwas removed and cells were lysed
in a detergent/salt solution (4.5 M guanidine hydrochloride, 50 mM
Tris-HCl and 30%TritonX-100 [w/v], pH6.6).Nucleotides were collected
on a silica filter by high-speed centrifugation at 15000g. To remove
contaminating DNA, nucleotides were treated with 200 U of DNase for
15 min and washed in a buffer consisting of 5 M guanidine hydrochloride
and 20 mM Tris-HCl, pH 6.6 in ethanol. The filter was washed twice in a
buffer consisting of 20 mMNaCl and 2 mMTris-HCl, pH 7.5 in ethanol.
Finally, RNAwas eluted in 50 μL of sterile, nuclease-free, double-distilled
water. Total RNA concentration was determined by absorbance measure-
ment on a NanoDrop spectrophotometer (NanoDrop-ND1000, Nano-
Drop Technologies, Wilmington, DE, USA) at 260 nm. The ratio of
absorbance at 260 and 280 nm was calculated to determine RNA purity.
The integrity of the isolatedRNAwas determined by 1% (w/v) agarose gel
electrophoresis.

Quantifications of pS2 and progesterone receptor mRNA were per-
formed by real-time RT-PCR (LightCycler 1.5, Roche Molecular Bio-
chemicals, Mannheim, Germany). A master mixture containing DNA
polymerase enzyme, mixed dNTP, SYBRGreen dye, reverse transcriptase
enzyme, and specific primers were prepared as recommended by the
manufacturer (TOYOBO, Osaka, Japan). The final concentration of
magnesium in the reaction mixture was 2.5 mM; forward and reverse
primers were 0.25 μMeach, and the amount of template RNAwas 250 ng.
The real-time RT-PCR cycle for pS2 and progesterone receptor mRNA
analysis started with 1 cycle of reverse transcription at 50 �C for 20 min,
1 cycle of PCR initial activation at 95 �C for 15 min, followed by 45 cycles
of amplification consisting of denaturation at 94 �C for 15 s, annealing at
60 �C for 20 s, and extension at 72 �C for 20 s. The fluorescence was mea-
sured after the annealing step in every cycle. A negative control without
RNA template was run to assess overall specificity.Melting curve analysis
and 1% (w/v) agarose gel electrophoresis of products were performed to
validate the reaction products. The housekeeping gene, glyceraldehyde-
3-phosphate dehydrogenase (GAPDH), was used as a reference for normal-
ization. The crossing point value, which is defined as the point at which the
fluorescence rises appreciably above the background fluorescence, was
determined for the targeted and reference genes. The calculation of relative
quantification of the targeted gene compared to the reference gene was
performed using the Lightcycler Relative Quantification Software (Roche
Molecular Biochemicals, Mannheim, Germany) based on the 2-ΔΔCp

method (28), resulting in the relative transcription level of the targeted
genes in treated cells compared to control cells.

Statistical Analysis.Data are expressed as mean( standard error of
the mean (SEM) from at least three independent experiments. Student’s t
tests were used to compare between two groups. Statistically significant
difference was defined by p<0.05. The EC50 values were calculated using
linear regression analysis. The Emax values of cotreatment were derived
from the maximal luciferase induction over vehicle control.

RESULTS

The Effects of Sesame Lignans and Their Metabolites on Cell

Viability.T47D-KBluc cells cultured inFBS andCSSwere treated

Table 1. Primers Utilized for Real-Time RT-PCR Analysis

gene primer sequence PCR product size (bp) gene accession no.

pS2 forward 50-AGAGACGTGTACAGTGGCCC-30 245 NM_003225.2

pS2 reverse 50-CCGAGCTCTGGGACTAATCA-30

progesterone receptor forward 50-CGCGCTCTACCCTGCACTC-30 121 NM_000926.4

progesterone receptor reverse 50-TGAATCCGGCCTCAGGTAGTT-30

GAPDH forward 50-GAAGGTGAAGGTCGGAGTC-30 226 NM_002046

GAPDH reverse 50-GAAGATGGTGATGGGATTTC-30



Article J. Agric. Food Chem., Vol. 59, No. 1, 2011 215

with various concentrations of sesamin, sesamolin, sesamol, ED, or
EL. The concentrations of sesame lignans and their metabolites
were selected on the basis of our preliminary study, which
revealed that sesamin and sesamolin precipitated at concentra-
tions exceeding 50 μM; therefore, maximum concentration of
these compounds in this studywas 50μM.However, sesamol, ED
and EL dissolved in DMSO better than sesamolin and sesamin,
therefore, these compounds were able to be tested at higher
concentrations. After 24 h of exposure, cell viability was mea-
sured by using the SRB method. In CSS medium, tested com-
pounds at a concentration of 50 μM did not cause cytotoxic
effects (Figure 2A). In contrast, a slight increase in cell viability
was observed when T47D-KBluc cells were treated with sesamin
and sesamolin while sesamol showed a slight increase in cell
viability at concentrations of 100-500 μM. Distinct responses
of T47D-KBluc cells to lignans were observed when cultured in
FBS medium. In the culture medium containing E2, all tested
compounds exhibited cytotoxic effects on T47D-KBluc cells in a

dose-dependent manner (Figure 2B). However, at the tested
doses, significant reductions in cell viability (p < 0.05) were evi-
denced when tested with sesamin, sesamolin or EL at concentra-
tion 50 μM. These data suggested that the cytotoxic effects of
sesame lignans and their metabolites were related to the level of
E2 present in the cell cultured medium and may function via an
interference with the modulatory activity of E2 on cell growth.

Activation of ERE by Sesame Lignans and Their Metabolites.

The observed involvement of E2 in the cytotoxic activity of
sesame lignans and their metabolites suggested the possibility
that the tested compounds may possess estrogenic or antiestro-
genic properties. To directly address this hypothesis, the effect of
tested compounds on activation of EREwas studied using T47D-
KBluc cells. The cells were treated for 24 h with each sesame
lignan and itsmetabolites. The results showed that all compounds
except ED could induce ERE-luciferase expression above the
vehicle control. Among tested compounds, sesamol possessed the
highest ability in ERE induction. The significant ERE induction

Figure 2. Effects of sesame lignans and their metabolites on cell viability. Data are represented as the mean of percent viability of vehicle control from three
replicates( standard error of themean. (A)Cells were cultured in CSSmedium and treated with sesame lignans and their metabolites for 24 h. (B)Cells were
cultured in FBS medium and treated with sesame lignans and their metabolites for 24 h. * and ** represent statistically significant differences from control at
p < 0.05 and 0.01.
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by sesamol can be observed at all tested concentrations of 1-500 μM
(p<0.01). The ERE induction by sesamol peaked at sesamol con-
centration of 10 μM (16.42( 2.67 fold of control, p<0.01), and
the level was maintained at concentration 50 μM (16.60 ( 1.18
fold of control, p < 0.01) before declining at higher concentra-
tions of 100 μM to 500 μM (Figure 3A). For sesamin, sesamolin
and EL, significant ERE inductions were observed at 10 μM
(10.15 ( 0.59, 6.03 ( 0.48 and 7.79 ( 0.11, respectively)
(Figure 3A). The results indicated that sesame lignans and their
metabolites have variable efficacy in ERE induction in human
breast cancer cells.

Further investigation was conducted to test whether estrogen
receptors are directly involved in the ERE activation by E2,
sesame lignans and their metabolites. The known estrogen
receptors’ competitive antagonist, ICI 182780, was used at
concentration 1 μM, a concentration which has been shown to
completely inhibit E2-induced ERE (24). Our results showed that
ICI 182780 at this concentration almost completely inhibits
E2-ERE induction. The luciferase responses to 1 nM E2, 10 μM
of tested compounds except ED were significantly reduced
by coincubation with 1 μM ICI 182780 (p < 0.05, Figure 3B),
indicating that estrogen receptors were directly involved in this
response. When comparing the potency of sesame lignans and
their metabolites to E2, the degree of ERE inductions by tested
compounds was significantly less than those attained by E2
(Figure 3C). These results indicated that sesame lignans and their
metabolites except EDwereweak activators of ERE as compared
to endogenous activator, E2, in human breast cancer cells.

Sesame Lignans and Their Metabolites Decreased E2-Induced

ERE Activation. As the previous experiment showed that sesame
lignans and their metabolites possessed weak estrogenic activity
in the absence of E2, their effects in the presence of E2 were
investigated. The results showed that coincubation of E2 with
10μMof each compound led to a significant decrease in themaxi-
mal responses of E2-induced ERE activation (p<0.05, Figure 4A).
EL showed the highest inhibitory effect on ERE activation by E2.
It should be noted that at the lowest concentration of E2 tested
(10-12 M), 10 μM sesamin and sesamol significantly (p<0.01)
increased the responses of E2 when compared to E2 alone, suggest-
ing that these compounds exhibited an additive estrogenic effect
when coincubatedwith lowconcentrationsofE2.FromFigure 4A, a
downward trend of maximum luciferase induction was observed in
all coincubation treatments when compared to E2 alone. This result
differed from the coincubated E2 with the known antagonists
tamoxifen and ICI 182780. From Figure 4B, tamoxifen and ICI
182780 shifted thedose-response curves ofT47D-KBluc cells toE2
to the right without decreasing the maximum response. This char-
acteristic differed from the coincubation of sesame lignans and their
metabolites with E2 (Figure 4A), which did not shift the dose-
response curve to the right but significantly decreased maximal
responses of E2. The obtained data suggested that the inhibitory
effect of sesame lignans and their metabolites on E2-induced ERE
activation is different from estrogen antagonists, tamoxifen and
ICI 182780.

To confirm that the observed antagonistic effect of tested com-
pounds exhibited a dose-dependent manner in fixed E2 concen-
tration, sesamol was selected as a representative compound.
Sesamol at concentrations of 1-100 μM was coincubated with
1 nM E2, a physiological concentration, for 24 h. The result
revealed that sesamol 1-100 μM decreased the E2-ERE activa-
tion in a dose-dependent manner at which the significant inhibi-
tory effect of sesamol could be observed at concentrations 10 μM
and 100 μM (p < 0.05) (Figure 4 C).

In order to determine the E2 antagonistic potency of sesame
lignans and their metabolites, the EC50 values of each compound

were calculated. The EC50 values are defined as the concentra-
tions of test compounds giving 50% of the maximum responses
which were calculated from the dose-response curves. The EC50

values of E2 coincubated with 10 μM sesame lignans and their
metabolites were slightly different. The slope of concentration
response curve of E2 alone was steeper than the coincuba-
tion with sesame lignans. The coincubation of E2 with all tested
compounds exhibited a significantly lower Emax than E2 alone
(p<0.05 and 0.01). The coincubation of E2 with 10 μM EL
exhibited the lowest EC50 (10.77 ( 0.61, p<0.01) (Table 2).

Sesame Lignans and Their Metabolites Induced the Expression

of pS2 and Progesterone Receptor Genes. To investigate whether
sesame lignans and their metabolites can induce the expression of
targeted genes of estrogen, 10 μMof each compound or 1 nME2
was used to treat T47Dcells for 24 h andmRNA levels of pS2 and
progesterone receptor were quantified by real time RT-PCR.
Sesamin, sesamol, and EL significantly induced pS2 gene expres-
sion whereas sesamolin and ED did not (Figure 5). Among all
tested compounds, 10 μMsesamol exhibited the highest ability to
induce pS2 gene, and this induction was similar to that of E2
(14.00 ( 2.93 and 15.43 ( 1.64 fold induction of control,
respectively). For progesterone receptor gene stimulation, all
the tested compounds except ED could induce the expression of
this gene but only E2 and sesamol exhibited statistically signifi-
cant induction over control (Figure 5). These results indicated
that most sesame lignans and their metabolites have ability in
induction of some targeted genes of estrogenwhich confirms their
estrogenic activity in the absence of E2.

DISCUSSION

This study aimed to determine the estrogenic properties of
several sesame lignans and their metabolites. To address this
issue, their effects in the presence or absence of estrogen on the
ERE of hormone-dependent human breast cancer cells were
investigated. Moreover, their effects on the viability of T47D-
KBluc cells in the presence or absence of steroid hormone in
cultured mediumwere also examined. From the results, effects of
sesame compounds on growth of T47D-KBluc cells depended
on level of estrogen in cultured medium (Figure 2A,B). Sesamin,
sesamolin and enterolactone exhibited the cytotoxic effect in the
presence of estrogen in cultured medium (FBS) (Figure 2B) while
the opposite effect was observed in estrogen depleted medium
(CSS) (Figure 2A). These results are similar to the previous in vitro
studywhich has demonstrated that EL could inhibit E2-stimulated
MCF-7 cell growth (29). An increase in cell growth by sesamin,
sesamolin and EL may be due to their estrogenic effects (30). In
the presence of estrogen, sesame lignans may exert antiestrogenic
activity by reducing the growthofT47D-KBluc cells.These results led
us to hypothesize that sesame lignans and their metabolites may
possess estrogenic or antiestrogenic activities in hormone-dependent
breast cancer cells. Therefore, in this study, the human breast cancer,
T47D-KBluc cells, which is transfected with the ERE luciferase
reporter system, was used to test whether selected sesame lignans
and their metabolites have estrogenic/antiestrogenic properties.

The data of ERE induction indicated that all of the tested com-
pounds except ED possessed estrogenic activity. However, when
compared to E2, sesame lignans and their metabolites are weak
estrogen agonists. Moreover, sesame lignans and their metab-
olites showed lower affinity to ERE activationwhen compared to
E2 (Figure 3C). This effect can be abolished by coincubation of
1 nM E2, sesame lignans and their metabolites with 1 μM ICI
182780, suggesting that the estrogenic activities of these compounds
are activated via estrogen receptors. It is well-known that estrogen
mediates its function on ER as ligand-inducible transcription factors.
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Figure 3. ERE activation by sesame lignans and their metabolites. (A) T47D-KBluc cells were treated with increasing concentrations of sesamin, sesamolin,
sesamol, ED and EL in 100μL of medium in a 96-well opaque plate for 24 h. (B) The inhibitory effect of 1 μM ICI 182 780 on 1 nME2 and sesame lignans and
their metabolites induced ERE activation. (C) Comparison of the potency of sesame lignans and their metabolites with 17β-estradiol (E2). Data are
represented as the mean of fold induction of vehicle controls of three replicated assays( standard error of the mean. * and ** represent statistically significant
differences from control at p < 0.05 and 0.01, respectively.
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Figure 4. Modulatory effects of sesame lignans, their metabolites, and E2 antagonists on E2-induced ERE activation in T47D-KBluc cells. (A) Dose-
response curves of ERE activation by E2 alone and in combination with 10 μM sesamin, sesmolin, sesamol, ED and EL for 24 h. (B) Comparison of
the inhibitory effect of 100 nM tamoxifen and 1 nM ICI 182 780 on luciferase activity of E2- induced ERE activation. (C) The effect of sesamol on 1 nM
E2-induced ERE activation. Data are represented as the mean of fold induction of vehicle controls of three replicated assays( standard error of the mean.
* and ** represent statistically significant differences from 10-9 M E2 at p < 0.05 and 0.01, respectively. ## represents statistically significant differences from
10-12 M E2 at p < 0.01.
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The ligand binding domain (LBD) of ER contains a specific
ligand binding cavity which will recognize a certain structural
feature such as E2 which contains a steroidal skeleton including
four aromatic rings and two OH groups (Figure 1). The precise
spacing of two OH groups at both ends of the E2 structure and
its four aromatic rings is considered as the structural basis of
ER-LBD (31). However, based on the principle that chemicals
with similar biological activity share common structural features,
ER-LBD can recognize any chemicals that possess either steroid
skeletal or aromatic ring containing OH group (phenolic ring).
Regarding chemical structures of sesame lignans and theirmetab-
olites, all tested compounds except sesamol are grouped as
lignans which are based on the coupling of two propylbenzene
(C6C3) units (Figure 1) (32), while sesamol contains a phenolic
ring. In the present study, estrogenic activity of tested compounds
may be related to their aromatic ring and phenolic ring which are
likely to beER ligand (31).However, their binding specificitymay
be different depending on the nature of their structures. It has
been reported that the remaining phenolic ring has stronger
binding affinity to ER than an aromatic ring that did not contain
any OH group. However, it also depends on the rest of the
functional groups thatmay interact to the adjacent binding cavity
of ER-LBD (31, 33). Therefore, in the present study, sesamol
exhibited the highest agonistic effect on ERE activation among
the tested compounds, which may be due to its containing a

phenolic hydroxyl ring that is similar to the OH group attaching
to aC3unit of theE2 structure (33,34).However, because this cell
naturally expresses both estrogen receptor subtypes (ERR and
ERβ), we could not identify which subtype was responsible for
the ERE activation.

Interestingly, although sesamin and sesamol exhibited low
estrogenic activity in the absence of E2 (Figure 3C), coincubating
of these compounds with various concentrations of E2 resulted in
biphasic effects on E2-ERE activation. The concentrations of
E2 selected ranged from high concentrations (10-7 to 10-6 M) to
physiological concentrations (10-8 to 10-9 M) and low circulat-
ing concentrations in postmenopausal women (10-10 to 10-12M).
It has been reported that the concentrations at 10-12 to 10-10ME2
were sensitive enough to produce the maximal response of E2 (35).
Sesamin and sesamol exhibited stimulatory effects on E2-ERE
induction at low E2 concentration (10-12 M) and inhibitory
effects at high concentrations of E2 (10-9-10-6 M) (Figure 4A).
These results were consistent with the cytotoxic effects of tested
compound on T47D-KBluc cells. In the absence of E2, sesamin
and sesamol slightly induced cell proliferation, which may reflect
their weak estrogen agonistic effect (Figure 2A). At the low level of
E2, sesamol and sesamin may mimic the E2 effect, hence, additive
effects on E2-ERE activation were observed (Figure 4A). In con-
trast, when the tested compounds were coincubated with physio-
logical and high concentrations of E2, inhibitory effects were

Table 2. EC50 Values of E2 Coincubated with Sesame Lignans and Their Metabolites
a

treatment EC50 (M) slope factor R 2 Emax (fold induction of control)

E2 (1 nM) 1.35 � 10-12 38.50 0.957 28.52( 2.08

E2 þ sesamin 10 μM 1.06 � 10-12 30.49 0.933 17.80( 1.25*

E2 þ sesamolin 10 μM 1.13 � 10-12 31.96 0.981 14.75( 2.45**

E2 þ sesamol 10 μM 9.9 � 10-13 32.39 0.896 20.51( 2.08*

E2 þ ED 10 μM 1.32 � 10-12 31.94 0.946 19.02( 0.45*

E2 þ EL10 μM 1.04 � 10-12 28.13 0.896 10.77( 0.61**

aValues of EC50, slope factor and R
2 are calculated from linear regression fitting of concentration-response curve. Emax values are represented as mean( standard error of

the mean. * and ** represent statistically significant differences from E2 at p < 0.05 and 0.01, respectively.

Figure 5. The relative mRNA levels of pS2 and progesterone receptor in T47D cells after incubation with 1 nM 17β-estradiol (E2) and 10 μM sesame
lignans and their metabolites. Data are represented as the mean of fold induction of vehicle controls of three replicated assays( standard error of the mean.
* and ** represent statistically significant differences from control at p < 0.05 and 0.01, respectively.
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observed. Moreover, at a fixed concentration of E2, sesamol
1-100 μM showed an inhibitory effect on E2-induced ERE
activation in a dose-dependent manner (Figure 4C). This result
was consistent with the cytotoxic effect of tested compounds on
T47D-KBluc cells which exhibited more toxicity in the presence of
E2 (Figure 2B). At physiological and high concentrations of E2,
10 μM sesame lignans and their metabolites exert antiestrogenic
activities on ERE activation, which may result in a cytotoxic effect
on T47D-KBluc cells (Figure 2B). Taken together, the results
demonstrated that sesame lignans and their metabolites exhibited
estrogenic or antiestrogenic effects depending on E2 levels.
Although this present study showed stimulation of ERE and
activation of E2-regulated gene expression, direct evidence of
sesame lignans and theirmetabolites boundwith ER is still needed.
Studies by others as discussed previously suggested that the tested
compounds are likely to be ER ligand with regard to their
structural features (33, 34). Sesame lignans and their metabolites
may induce conformational changes of ER which affected the
LBD and consequently altered the binding of E2. The ERE
activation may be decreased by the imperfect binding of E2 on
ERand further induced incomplete recruitmentof coregulators (23).

ERE activation by E2 and ER agonists induce ERE activation
leading to the stimulation of the relevant breast cancer genes such
as pS2 (14, 36). In the present study, we investigated the expres-
sion of two E2-regulated genes which are pS2 and progesterone
receptor in T47D cells after incubation with tested compounds.
Sesamol, sesamin and EL stimulated the expression of pS2 while
sesamolin and ED did not have this effect (Figure 5B). For the
progesterone receptor gene, only sesamol exhibited significant
induction. Among the tested compounds, sesamol was the most
prominent compound with regard to its ERE activation and the
activation of pS2 and progesterone receptor genes. Although the
ERE activations of tested compounds were lower than that of E2,
the pS2 gene activation by some tested compounds were at a
similar level activated by E2. This is probably because the
expression of estrogen targeted genes depends on the promoter
of ERE sequence context. In addition, estrogen receptor binding
affinity of each compound also has an impact on the stimulation
of estrogen targeted genes (37). In the present study, the ERE
induction was obtained from the three EREs which had been
transfected into T47D cells. This could reflect the high sensitivity
of ERE response even though the tested compounds possessed a
low estrogenic activity that may lack measurable activity in
endogenous single ERE (38). Thus, the degree of gene expression
induction of endogenous ERE does not always account for the
degree of induction fromexogenousERE (37). Therefore, it could
be possible that the level of the estrogen targeted gene induction of
sesame lignans and their metabolites could be different from the
potencyofEREactivations.However, it shouldbenoted that sesame
lignans, sesamol as well as mammalian lignans, have the ability
to induce transcriptional activation of hormone-dependent breast
cancer and subsequently induce the estrogen-dependent genes.

The coincubation of E2 with lignans responded differently
from the coincubation with tamoxifen and ICI 182780. The
dose-response curves of coincubation with tested compound
showed definite characteristics of a noncompetitive antagonism.
It is well documented that there are two important types of antag-
onism, competitive and noncompetitive. Competitive antagonism
is characterized by the parallel shift of dose-response curve to the
right without changing the maximal response of the agonist,
whereas noncompetitive antagonism shows the suppression of the
maximal response of dose-response curve and a nonparallel
shift of dose-response curve to the right. Likewise, the non-
competitive characteristics of sesame lignans and their metab-
olites are shown by the reduction of maximal E2 responses even

when the concentrations of E2 were highly increased. Further-
more, a significant decrease of Emax responses of E2 in the tested
compounds’ coincubation was also observed (Table 2). This
antagonism may be attributable to a partial allosteric conforma-
tion of estrogen receptors. Since sesame lignans may not activate
estrogen receptors at the same site as estradiol, theymay partially
interfere with events downstream from the receptors such as
activation of ERE transcription.

Unlike sesame lignans and their metabolites, antiestrogens
such as tamoxifen and ICI 182780 differently inhibited the
ERE activation in a competitive manner. Tamoxifen is classified
as a type I antiestrogen compound which has mixed estrogenic/
antiestrogenic action while ICI 182780 is a type II or pure
antiestrogen which has no estrogenic properties (35). Both types
of antiestrogen compounds are competitive antagonists on estro-
gen action which interact at the same site of the ligand binding
domain (23). However, since the compounds are in competition,
increasing E2 concentrations still allows the achievement of
maximum response. In this experiment, different doses of ICI
182780 and tamoxifen were selected from our preliminary study.
ICI 182780 has a higher inhibitory effect than tamoxifen (data
not shown), therefore we selected the IC50 of each compound to
demonstrate its inhibitory effect on the E2 response. The parallel
shifts of dose-response curves to the right in Figure 4B were
consistent with the competitive antagonistic characteristic (39).
Themechanisms of action of these two compounds were reported
to inhibit estrogenic effect by disrupting the translocation of
estrogen receptors and causing changes in shape of the receptor
complex which prevented ERE activation (35, 40).

This present study explored a new aspect of estrogenic activity
of sesame seed constituents and their metabolites. The selected
compounds found in sesame seed and oil exhibited an estrogenic
or antiestrogenic activity on ERE activation in hormone-dependent
human breast cancer cells depending on the E2 conditions. This
evidence suggests that the endogenous E2 status is important for
determining the estrogenic/antiestrogenic properties of sesame
lignans and theirmetabolites. The estrogenagonistic effect of sesame
lignan information may be useful for conventional hormone re-
placement in postmenopausal women. However, due to a potential
tumor growth stimulation of sesame lignans and their ability to
induce some estrogen related genes, oral supplementation of sesame
seed should be prescribed with caution particularly in postmeno-
pausal women and hormone-dependent breast cancer patients. It
should also be emphasized that sesame seeds available in themarket
have awide variation of sesame lignan contents (17); therefore, their
estrogenic and antiestrogenic effects may not be observed in those
consumers taking sesame products containing very low sesame
lignan contents. Furthermore, the molecular mechanism relevant
to estrogenic effect of these selected lignans shouldbe studied further
in detail to gain a better understanding of their potential health
benefits and contraindication in hormone-dependent breast cancers.

ABBREVIATIONS USED

ED, enterodiol; EL, enterolactone; ERE, estrogen response
element; E2, 17β-estradiol; SRB, sulforhodamine B; FBS, fetal
bovine serum; CSS, charcoal-dextran stripped serum; PBS, phos-
phate buffer saline; DMSO, dimethyl sulfoxide; RLU, relative
light unit; h, hour; min; minute, RT-PCR, reverse transcriptase-
polymerase chain reaction; GAPDH, glyceraldehyde-3-phosphate
dehydrogenase; v/v, volume by volume; w/v, weight by volume;
LBD, ligand binding domain.
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