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Abstract
Background: Polysaccharides are carbohydrate chains composed of linked monosaccharide units. Accumulating
studies report that polysaccharides isolated from Dendrobium officinale have a variety of functions. However, the composition and anti-tumor activity of D. officinale grown in the Huoshan area are largely unknown.
Methods: A polysaccharide (DOPA-1) was isolated from D. officinale by hot water extraction and ethanol precipitation, followed by purification via DEAE-cellulose and Sephadex G-100 chromatography. DOPA-1 was analyzed by
infrared and nuclear magnetic resonance and then characterized by periodate oxidation and Smith degradation. The
anti-tumor activity of DOPA-1 was then tested in HepG-2 cells.
Results: Our results show that DOPA-1 is mainly comprised of mannose, glucose, and galactose at a molar ratio of
1:0.42:0.27 and has an average molecular weight of 2.29 × 105 Da. Additionally, DOPA-1 inhibited HepG-2 cell growth
in a dose-dependent manner. DOPA-1-treated HepG-2 cells also had increased reactive oxygen species (ROS) levels
and decreased mitochondrial membrane potential. Furthermore, apoptosis was observed in DOPA-1-treated HepG-2
cells along with Bcl-2 downregulation and Bax upregulation at the protein level.
Conclusions: Our findings suggest that DOPA-1 induces apoptosis in tumor cells via altered mitochondrial function,
ROS production, and altered apoptosis-related protein expression. This bioactive polysaccharide could, therefore,
potentially be further developed as an anti-tumor adjuvant drug.
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Background
Dendrobium officinale Kimura et Migo is a rare and
endangered perennial orchid found in South and Southeast Asia. It is valued for its medicinal uses, including the
treatment of fatigue, night sweats, fever, infantile convulsion, palpitations, and dizziness, and has been utilized in
traditional Chinese medicine for more than 1000 years
[1]. D. officinale grown in the Huoshan area, Anhui
province of China, is recognized by its ability to grow in
extremely harsh conditions. It is also considered to be the
top grade of D. officinale by many researchers [2].
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Polysaccharides are one of the main bioactive substances of many fungi, algae, and higher plants [3]. They
are polymeric carbohydrate molecules composed of long
chains of monosaccharide units. Polysaccharides play
manifold roles and have broad activities in biochemical reaction, with an immense potential in healthcare
and food industries, due to their therapeutic effects [4].
Accumulating evidence has shown that polysaccharides isolated from natural plants are nontoxic and have
a variety of functions including inhibition of tumor cell
proliferation [5], induction of tumor cell apoptosis [6],
enhancement of immunity [7], and cellular protection
from oxidative stress [8]. In addition, polysaccharides
have also been found to reduce multidrug resistance and
could potentially be applied as adjuvant drugs for chemotherapy [9].
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In recent years, special attention has been paid to polysaccharides from D. officinale [10], as they have been
reported to have significant anti-tumor [11], anti-oxidative [12], immunomodulatory [13], and blood sugar
reducing [14] effects. Furthermore, the combination of
D. officinale polysaccharides and recombinant interleukin (IL)-2 appears to be particularly effective at significantly enhancing PB-LAK cytotoxicity [15]. However,
while polysaccharide content and activity have been
evaluated in D. officinale samples from various origins,
those of D. officinale from the Huoshan area have yet to
be fully characterized, particularly with regards to their
composition and anti-tumor activity.
In the present study, we isolated and purified a
unique polysaccharide sample from D. officinale from
the Huoshan are (designated DOPA-1) and then characterized its structure as well as its anti-tumor activities in HepG-2 cells. To the best of our knowledge, this
is the first time this promising bioactive polysaccharide
has been evaluated with regards to its composition and
anti-tumor mechanisms.

Methods
Chemicals and reagents

Dendrobium officinale samples grown in the Huoshan
area were provided by Tian-Xia-Ze-Yu Biological
Technology Development Co., Ltd. (Huoshan County,
Anhui, China). These samples were verified by Prof.
Zhen Ouyang prior to being cut into small pieces no
more than 3 mm in size.
Fetal bovine serum (FBS) and Dulbecco’s modified
Eagle’s medium (DMEM) were obtained from Gibco
(Grand Island, NY, USA). Standard monosaccharides
(d-glucose, d-xylose, d-galactose, l-rhamnose, d-mannose, and d-arabinose), DEAE-52 cellulose, Sephadex
G-100, dimethyl sulfoxide (DMSO), 3-(4,5-dimethylthiazol-2-yl)-2,5-diphenyltetrazolium bromide (MTT),
5-fluorouracil (5-FU), propidium iodide (PI), trypsin,
JC-1, and the Annexin V-FITC/PI apoptosis detection kit were obtained from Sigma Aldrich (St. Louis,
MO, USA). The Bax, Bcl-2, and β-actin antibodies
were obtained from Santa Cruz Biotechnology (Santa
Cruz, CA, USA). The DCFH-DA reactive oxygen species (ROS) assay and LDH cytotoxicity assay kits were
purchased from Beyotime Institute of Biotechnology
(Jiangsu, China). HepG-2 cells were provided by the
Cell Bank of the Chinese Academy of Sciences (Shanghai, China). All other chemical reagents were of analytical grade. The Minimum Standards of Reporting
Checklist contains details of the experimental design,
and statistics, and resources used in this study.

Page 2 of 11

Extraction and isolation

The components of D. officinale (20 g) were extracted
three times with distilled water (400 mL × 3) for 2 h at
90 °C. The filtrate was combined and concentrated to
20 mL using a rotary evaporator at 60 °C. The concentrated supernatant was then evaporated under reduced
pressure and precipitated by adding 95% ethanol until
the total ethanol concentration reached 85%. The samples were subsequently stored at 4 °C overnight. The
precipitate was collected following centrifugation
(4000 rpm, 15 min), dissolved in distilled water, and
lyophilized to obtain the crude polysaccharides. The
crude polysaccharides were then deproteinized using
the enzyme-Sevag method [16]. After the crude polysaccharides were dissolved in distilled water and fractionated on DEAE-52 cellulose, they were successively
eluted with distilled water and an NaCl gradient (0.1–
0.3 M) at 1.0 mL/min. The carbohydrate content of each
fraction (10 mL/each) was monitored at 490 nm using
the phenol–sulfuric acid method [17]. The obtained
eluates were then combined, concentrated, dialyzed,
lyophilized, and subjected to further purification on
a Sephadex G-100 column. The fractions were subsequently combined and lyophilized to obtain a purified
polysaccharide sample. The major fraction with only
one main peak was lyophilized and named DOPA-1.
Homogeneity, molecular weight, and monosaccharide
composition analysis

The homogeneity and molecular weight of DOPA-1
was determined with high performance liquid chromatography (HPLC) using a TSK-GEL G-4000 PWXL
column (7.8 × 300 mm, column temperature 30 °C) and
a Waters alliance refractive index detector (RID, detection temperature 30 °C). Prior to injection, the sample
was filtered through a 0.45 μm membrane. Then, 10 μL
of DOPA-1 (1.0 mg/mL) was injected into the HPLC
column and eluted with distilled water at a flow rate
of 0.45 mL/min. Dextrans of varying molecular weight
(10, 40, 70, 500, and 2000 kDa) were used to establish a
standard curve.
The monosaccharide composition of the purified
DOPA-1 was measured by gas chromatography (GC).
Briefly, 10 mg of the polysaccharides were hydrolyzed in a
sealed glass tube with 5 mL of 2 M sulfuric acid at 100 °C
for 8 h. The acid was then neutralized with barium carbonate. Next, the hydrolysate was acetylated with 10 mg
of hydroxyl-amine hydrochloride in 1 mL of pyridine for
30 min at 90 °C. After cooling to 20–25 °C, 1 mL of acetic
anhydride was added and further incubated for 30 min at
90 °C. Following cooling, the corresponding aldononitrile
acetate derivatives were obtained and the corresponding
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monosaccharides (rhamnose, arabinose, xylose, mannose, glucose, and galactose) were then analyzed.
Infrared spectrum analysis

DOPA-1 (1.0 mg) was ground with KBr (100 mg) and
pressed into a pellet. The Fourier transform infrared (FTIR) spectra were recorded with an FT-IR spectrometer
(Nicolet Nexus 470 FT-IR, USA) at a frequency range of
4000–500 cm−1.
Nuclear magnetic resonance (NMR) spectroscopy

DOPA-1 (30 mg) was dissolved in 99.9% deuterium oxide
(0.5 mL). The sample was then freeze-dried three times.
The 1H NMR spectra was recorded with a Bruker DRX400 NMR spectrometer (Bruker, Rheinstetten, Germany)
at 25 °C. Data processing was performed using standard
Bruker XWIN-NMR software.
Periodate oxidation and Smith degradation

DOPA-1 (25 mg) was oxidized in 0.030 M N
 aIO4 (25 mL)
in the dark for 120 h and the absorption was monitored
every 12 h with a UV spectrophotometer at 223 nm until
a constant absorption value was achieved. NaIO4 consumption was quantitatively measured using the UV
spectrophotometric method [18] and the yield of formic acid was titrated with 0.01 M NaOH. Ethylene glycol (2 mL) was added to remove excess periodate. The
periodate product was dialyzed and reduced with N
 aBH4
(40 mg) for 24 h at room temperature. The product was
then neutralized to pH 6.0–7.0 with acetic acid. Following dialysis and lyophilization, the product was finally
hydrolyzed with 2 M trifluoroacetic acid (3 mL) at 110 °C
for 6 h and the hydrolysate was subjected to GC analysis.
Cell culture and treatment

HepG-2 cells were cultured in DMEM medium supplemented with 10% (v/v) heat-inactivated FBS, 100 U/mL
penicillin, and 100 μg/mL streptomycin in a humidified incubator at 37 °C with 5% CO2. The medium was
refreshed 2–3 times/week.
MTT cytotoxicity assay

A colorimetric MTT assay was performed to assess cell
viability as previously described [19]. Briefly, HepG-2
cells were seeded in a 96-well plate at a concentration of
2.0 × 104 cells/well in 100 μL of medium. Following incubation at 37 °C for 24 h to allow adherence, the cells were
treated with different concentrations (50, 100, 200, and
400 μg/mL) of DOPA-1 for 24 h. 5-FU (50 μg/mL) was
used as a positive control, while untreated cells were used
as a negative control. Following treatment, the medium
in each well was removed and 100 μL of MTT (1 mg/
mL) was added and incubated at 37 °C for 4 h. Next, the
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supernatant was aspirated and the crystal violet generated by viable cells was dissolved with 100 μL of DMSO.
The absorbance was measured at 570 nm using a microplate reader.
LDH assay

Cell injury was quantitatively assessed by the measurement of lactate dehydrogenase (LDH). Cells were seeded
in 96-well plates. After treatments, a LDH cytotoxicity
assay kit (Beyotime, Jiangsu, China) was used to measure
the released LDH. Briefly, 100 μl of culture medium was
collected from each well. The absorbance of the medium
was measured at 490 nm wavelength in an automatic
microplate reader. Blank absorbance was subtracted from
insult LDH values.
Determination of ROS levels

A DCFH-DA probe is the most common and sensitive tool for detecting intracellular ROS levels [20].
Logarithmic growth phase HepG-2 cells were digested,
counted, and seeded in a 96-well culture plate at a density of 4 × 104 cells/well in 100 μL of medium. After the
cells were treated with DOPA-1 for 24 h, the cells were
washed twice with phosphate buffered saline (PBS) and
incubated with 10 μM of DCFH-DA diluted in serumfree medium at 37 °C for 30 min. The fluorescence intensity was detected with a fluorescence microplate reader at
an excitation wavelength of 488 nm and emission wavelength of 525 nm.
Determination of mitochondrial membrane potential
(MMP)

JC-1 is a well-known fluorescent dye used to detect
MMP. Following cell treatment, the culture medium was
removed and the JC-1 dye (2.5 μg/mL) was added. After
incubation at 37 °C for 10 min in the dark, the cells were
washed twice with PBS. The fluorescence intensity was
detected with a fluorescence microplate reader at an excitation wavelength of 488 nm and emission wavelength of
525/590 nm. The changes in MMP were then observed by
fluorescence microscopy.
Flow cytometry

The rate of apoptosis was determined by cellular staining with Annexin V-FITC and PI [21]. Briefly, the treated
cells (4 × 105 cells/mL) were washed twice with ice cold
PBS and resuspended in 100 μL of 1× binding buffer.
Next, 5 µL of Annexin V-FITC and 5 µL of PI were added
and incubated for 10 min in the dark. The cells were then
analyzed with a flow cytometer (Guava easyCyte, Merck
Millipore, USA).
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Western blotting analysis

Following treatment with DOPA-1 (50, 100, 200, and
400 μg/mL) for 24 h, HepG-2 cells were washed twice
with ice-cold PBS and centrifuged at 12,000g for 10 min
at 4 °C. After adding lysis buffer, the cells were incubated on ice for 20 min. The protein concentration of the
supernatant was determined with a BCA protein assay
kit. Proteins were separated by sodium dodecyl sulfate
(SDS) polyacrylamide gel electrophoresis and then transferred onto a 0.45-μm polyvinylidene fluoride (PVDF)
membrane. Subsequently, the membrane was blocked
in blocking buffer (0.3 g bovine serum albumin [BSA],
20 mL PBS + Tween 20 [PBST], and 5% non-fat milk) for
2 h at room temperature, followed by incubation with the
Bcl-2 (1:1000), Bax (1:1000), or β-actin (1:2000) primary
antibodies overnight at 4 °C. The membranes were then
washed three times with PBST (15 min each) and incubated with the appropriate secondary antibody (1:2000)
for 2 h. Finally, the proteins were visualized with the ECL
detection reagent and analyzed using a Chemi Doc XRS
imaging system (Bio-Rad, CA, USA).
Statistical analysis

All experiments were performed in triplicate and the data
were expressed as the mean ± standard deviation (SD).
All statistical analyses were performed using GraphPad
Prism 5. Analysis of variance (ANOVA) was used to compare the groups; p < 0.05 was considered a statistically
significant difference.

Results
Isolation and purification of DOPA‑1

The polysaccharide extracts from D. officinale were
obtained by hot water extraction, 95% ethanol precipitation, and lyophilization resulting in an off-white floccule
with a yield of 4.25%. The crude polysaccharides were
deproteinized, eluted with distilled water, and then successively separated on DEAE cellulose-52 and Sephadex
G-100 columns (Fig. 1). The main fraction eluted with
distilled water (DOPA-1) was collected for further structural analysis.
Homogeneity, molecular weight, and monosaccharide
composition analysis

The homogeneity, molecular weight, and monosaccharide composition of the purified polysaccharides were
determined using HPLC and GC. DOPA-1 showed a single and symmetrically sharp peak at a retention time of
13.789 min (Fig. 2a), illustrating the homogenous nature
of this polysaccharide. The average molecular weight of
DOPA-1 was determined to be 2.29 × 105 Da based on
the calibration data established with standard dextrans.

Fig. 1 Polysaccharide isolation and purification. a Elution profiles
of the crude polysaccharide isolated from D. officinale grown
in the Huoshan area using a DEAE-52 column. b Gel filtration
chromatography was performed with a Sephadex G-100 column

The GC profiles show that DOPA-1 mainly consists
of mannose, glucose, and galactose at a molar ratio of
1:0.42:0.27 (Fig. 2b).
Structural characterization of DOPA‑1

The FT-IR spectra of DOPA-1 (Fig. 3a) exhibits the characteristic broad and intense absorption peaks at 3386 and
1027 cm−1 that are due to the stretching vibrations and
deformation vibrations of the hydroxyl group, respectively. The signal at 2929 cm−1 has been attributed to the
CH stretching vibration, while the signal at 1425 cm−1 is
distinctive of a CH deformation vibration. The characteristic absorption of C=O (–NHCOCH3) was observed at
1645 cm−1. The small band at 1380 cm−1 has been attributed to the presence of C=O (–COOH) stretching and
the absorptions observed between 1300 and 1000 cm−1
indicate the presence of pyranose rings.
In an 1H NMR spectrum, the anomeric proton signals of a sugar moiety are based on its conformation, α
or β. Most of the signals attributed to α-anomeric protons usually resonate between 5 and 6 ppm, while the
signals belonging to the β-anomeric protons resonate
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Fig. 2 Polysaccharide homogeneity, molecular weight, and monosaccharide composition analysis. a HPLC chromatogram of DOPA-1. b
Monosaccharide composition GC analysis showing the peaks for (1) rhamnose, (2) arabinose, (3) xylose, (4) mannose, (5) glucose, and (6) galactose

between 3 and 5 ppm. Thus, the signal at 5.24 ppm in the
1
H NMR spectrum of DOPA-1 indicates the presence of
a pyranose residue containing an anomeric proton in the
α-configuration (Fig. 3b). In addition, the signals resonating between 3.22 and 4 ppm indicate the existence of a
β-type glycosidic linkage in DOPA-1.

Periodate oxidation and Smith degradation

The results of the periodate oxidation reaction show
that 0.065 mmol N
 aIO4 was consumed and 0.004 mmol
formic acid was generated from DOPA-1, suggesting that an average of 1 mol of hexose residues (the
molecular weight of each hexose residue multiplied
by 180) consumed 0.389 mol periodate while generating 0.024 mol formic acid. The molar ratio of the
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Fig. 3 Structural characterization of DOPA-1. a FT-IR and b 1H NMR spectrum of DOPA-1

hexose residues, sodium periodate consumption, and
formic acid generation was 1:0.389:0.024. Thus, it can
be inferred that the 1 → 6 linkage residues or the nonreducing end groups of the (1→) linkage in DOPA-1
account for approximately 2.4%, while 34.1% of the
residues are likely connected with 1 → 2 or 1 → 4 linkages. Approximately 63.5% of the residues are linked
by 1 → 3 linkages. Furthermore, GC analysis of the
Smith degradation reaction products detected glycerol and mannose at a molar ratio of 1.32:1. The presence of undegraded mannose indicates that DOPA-1
is composed primarily of 1 → 3 linkages, while glycerol detection implies the presence of 1 → 2 or 1 → 6
linkages in DOPA-1. As no erythritol was found, it can
be deduced that there are no 1 → 4 linkages. Taken
together, the results of these analyses highlight the
existence of 1 → 3, 1 → 2, and 1 → 6 linkages in the
main or branched chains of DOPA-1 (Fig. 4).

group (38.65%). The effects of DOPA-1 toxicity were
approximately consistent between the two assays.
Those results indicated that DOPA-1 inhibits HepG-2
cell growth in vitro.
Effects of DOPA‑1 on ROS production

The production of excess intracellular ROS can induce
apoptosis. Thus, ROS generation in DOPA-1-treated
HepG-2 cells was detected by DCFH-DA staining. As
highlighted by the increasing fluorescence intensity in
Fig. 6, ROS content increased with increasing DOPA-1
concentration in the treated cells. The ROS levels were
significantly higher (for all but the lowest DOPA-1 concentration) than those in the untreated control cells.
These results suggest that DOPA-1 induces apoptosis
in HepG-2 cells via increased intracellular oxidative
stress.

DOPA‑1 cytotoxicity in HepG‑2 cells

Effects of DOPA‑1 on mitochondrial function in HepG‑2
cells

In this study, the effect of increasing concentrations
of DOPA-1 (50, 100, 200, and 400 μg/mL) on HepG-2
cell growth was determined using an MTT assay.
Notably, DOPA-1 cytotoxicity increased significantly
(p < 0.05) in a dose-dependent manner (Fig. 5a). In
fact, cell viability following treatment with 50, 100,
200, and 400 μg/mL DOPA-1 for 24 h was 94.51,
85.37, 71.63, and 46.76%, respectively, compared to
the 5-FU-treated positive control group (52.4%). The
LDH release level increased significantly (p < 0.05) in
a dose-dependent manner (Fig. 5b), with the release
viability was 13.67, 20.10, 26.67, and 31.32%, respectively, compared to the 5-FU-treated positive control

Many studies have shown that mitochondria play an
important role in apoptosis as well as ROS generation
and that changes in MMP can be observed early in the
apoptotic signaling cascade [22]. In the untreated controls cells, the fluorescence enzyme marker was mostly
red, while green fluorescence was weak, indicating that
the mitochondrial membrane was intact and MMP was
relatively high (Fig. 7). However, the green fluorescence
gradually increased, while the red fluorescence gradually weakened when treated with increasing DOPA-1
concentrations. This shift in fluorescent color signifies
increased mitochondrial membrane permeability and
decreased MMP as DOPA-1 concentration increased.
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Fig. 4 GC chromatogram of DOPA-1 products following Smith degradation. The chromatograms show the peaks for a standard sugars and b
DOPA-1. This includes peaks for (1) rhamnose, (2) arabinose, (3) xylose, (4) mannose, (5) glucose, and (6) galactose

Fig. 5 DOPA-1 decreases HepG-2 cell viability. a Cell viability was assessed by MTT assay. b LDH release assay. The cells were treated with different
concentrations of DOPA-1 for 24 h. Data are presented as the mean ± SD of three independent experiments. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ##p < 0.01,
compared to the control
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Fig. 6 DOPA-1 treatment increases intracellular ROS production
in HepG-2 cells. Data are presented as the mean ± SD of three
independent experiments. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ##p < 0.01, compared
to the control

Indeed, the mitochondrial membrane appeared to be
almost entirely disrupted at the highest DOPA-1 concentration. The results of this analysis suggest that
DOPA-1-induced apoptosis and increased ROS production are likely related to mitochondrial dysfunction.
Detection of apoptosis by flow cytometry

In order to examine the rate of apoptosis, Annexin
VFITC/PI double staining was used in association with
flow cytometry. As shown in Fig. 8A, the rate of apoptosis observed in cultures treated with 50, 100, 200, or
400 μg/mL DOPA-1 was 16.98, 19.82, 24.58, and 40.29%,
respectively. Thus, similar to our earlier data, apoptosis
increased in a dose-dependent manner and was significantly higher in the DOPA-1-treated groups than in the
control group (11.0%).
Effects of DOPA‑1 on apoptosis‑related protein expression

In this analysis, we focused on the protein expression of
both anti- and pro-apoptotic factors in DOPA-1-treated
HepG-2 cells. The expression of the anti-apoptotic protein Bcl-2 gradually decreased with increasing DOPA-1
concentration, while expression of the pro-apoptotic
protein Bax gradually increased (Fig. 8B). This Bax/
Bcl-2 ratio is known to be an important factor in regulating apoptosis. Following treatment with 50, 100, 200,
or 400 μg/mL of DOPA-1 for 24 h, the Bax/Bcl-2 ratio
gradually increased and the excess Bax formed homodimers, leading to cell apoptosis. While the full underlying
mechanism still requires additional investigation, these
data imply that DOPA-1-induced HepG-2 cell apoptosis
is likely regulated by the expression of apoptosis-related
proteins including Bax and Bcl-2.
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Discussion
Polysaccharides are carbohydrate chains of monosaccharides that are connected through glycosidic bonds.
It is widely accepted that polysaccharide activity varies
depending on its structure [23]. Thus, the type of glycosidic bonds in the polysaccharide backbone is a key factor
in determining the functional effects of polysaccharides.
For example, the presence of β-(1 → 3) linkages in the
main chain of the glucan and additional β-(1 → 6) branch
points have been shown to be necessary for anti-tumor
activity [24]. Indeed, a previous study showed that the
polysaccharide fractions of Agaricus blazei fruiting bodies
have high anti-tumor activity and that their main glucan
linkages are β-(1 → 6) and β-(1 → 3) [25]. In the present
study, DOPA-1 appears to contain (1 → 3), (1 → 2), and
(1 → 6) linkages in the main or branch chains, suggesting
that it may account for the observed anti-tumor activity.
Previous studies have shown that elevated ROS levels
may be involved in anti-tumor drug-induced cell death
[26]. ROS are a group of oxygenated compounds produced during exogenous oxidation and intracellular aerobic metabolism [27]. Oxidative stress occurs when the rate
at which ROS are cleared by the intracellular anti-oxidant
system is slower than the rate at which they are produced
[28]. High concentrations of ROS are known to upregulate proapoptotic protein expression, regulate the conformation of adenine nucleotide translocator protein in the
inner mitochondrial membrane, and induce mitochondrial
membrane permeability. ROS-mediated oxidative stress
also reduces MMP, further activating cytochrome c and
other apoptosis-inducing factors. As the mitochondrial
membrane becomes more permeable, intracellular ROS
will continue to rise, until tumor cell apoptosis is induced
[29, 30]. Our results showed that DOPA-1 treatment
increases intracellular ROS levels, as well as mitochondrial
membrane permeability. Treatment also decreased MMP.
These findings suggest that ROS and changes in the mitochondrial membrane play a significant role in the mechanism of DOPA-1 during cancer cell apoptosis.
In addition to ROS and mitochondrial function, we also
evaluated the effects of DOPA-1 treatment on apoptosis-related protein expression. As a major modulator of
apoptosis, the Bcl-2 protein family controls the release of
mitochondrial apoptosis-inducing factors [31], which can
be divided into pro-apoptotic proteins (such as Bax, Bak,
and Bid) and anti-apoptotic proteins (such as Bcl-2, BclxL, and Bcl-w) [32]. In this study, we found that DOPA-1
decreases Bcl-2 expression, while increasing Bax expression in HepG-2 cells. Thus, while the full mechanism
underlying the anti-tumor effects of DOPA-1 still needs
to be evaluated, these data suggest that this polysaccharide promotes HepG-2 cell apoptosis by regulating the
expression of apoptosis-related proteins.
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Fig. 7 Treatment with DOPA-1 alters mitochondrial function in HepG-2 cells. a Fluorescence micrographs of HepG-2 cells stained with JC-1.
Changes in cell morphology were observed under ×200 magnification. b Quantitative analysis of MMP in HepG-2 cells. Data are expressed as the
fluorescence ratio of red to green and are presented as the mean ± SD of three independent experiments. *p < 0.05, compared to the control

Notably, a polysaccharide recently isolated from D.
officinale showed immune-modulating activity [33], and a
novel heteroxylan isolated from the same plant had potential on anti-angiogenesis activities [34]. Those polysaccharides had different molecular weights and compositions
compared to DOPA-1. It would be of great interest to further investigate if the three polysaccharides from the same
plant have synergistic effects on anti-tumor activities.

Conclusions
In this present study, we isolated, purified, and characterized a water-soluble polysaccharide from D. officinale grown in the Huoshan area, DOPA-1. To the best
of our knowledge, this is the first time DOPA-1 has
been evaluated with regards to its composition and
anti-tumor mechanisms. This neutral homogeneous
polysaccharide has an average molecular weight of
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Fig. 8 DOPA-1 treatment induces dose-dependent HepG-2 cell apoptosis. A Flow cytometric analysis of HepG-2 cell apoptosis with Annexin V-FITC
and PI labeling. Subpanels: (a) untreated control group, (b) 50 μg/mL 5-FU, (c) 50 μg/mL DOPA-1, (d) 100 μg/mL DOPA-1, (e) 200 μg/mL DOPA-1, (f )
400 μg/mL DOPA-1, and (g) the calculated apoptotic rate for each treatment group. B Western blotting analysis and quantitation of Bax and Bcl-2
expression. Data are presented as the mean ± SD of three independent experiments. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001, #p < 0.05, ##p < 0.01, compared
to the blank control group

2.29 × 105 Da and appears to be composed of mannose,
glucose, and galactose at a molar ratio of 1:0.42:0.27.
DOPA-1 inhibits in vitro tumor cell growth in a dosedependent manner. The DOPA-1-mediated mechanism
underlying tumor cell death involves ROS-induced
mitochondrial dysfunction, namely increased membrane permeability and decreased MMP. Furthermore,
DOPA-1-induced apoptosis also appears to be related
to the downregulation of Bcl-2 protein expression and
upregulation of Bax protein expression. In summary,
this study provides insight into the composition and
structure of the polysaccharides of D. officinale grown
in the Huoshan area and highlights their distinct antitumor effects. This potent bioactive component could,
therefore, potentially be further developed and used as
an anti-tumor adjuvant drug.

Abbreviations
DOPA-1: D. officinale polysaccharide; FBS: fetal bovine serum; MTT:
3-(4,5-dimethylthiazol-2-yl)-2,5-diphenyltetrazolium bromide; DMEM: Dulbecco’s modified Eagle’s medium; 5-FU: 5-fluorouracil; PI: propidium iodide;
DMSO: dimethyl sulfoxide; ROS: reactive oxygen species; HPLC: high performance liquid chromatography; RID: refractive index detector; FT-IR: Fourier
transform infrared; NMR: nuclear magnetic resonance; TFA: trifluoroacetic acid;
GC: gas chromatography; PBS: phosphate buffered saline; MMP: mitochondrial membrane potential; SDS: sodium dodecyl sulfate; PVDF: polyvinylidene
fluoride; BSA: bovine serum albumin; PBST: PBS + Tween 20; SD: standard
deviation; ANOVA: analysis of variance.
Authors’ contributions
Study design and conception: ZOY; data collection and data analysis: YW,
LWW, and DW; data interpretation: CWW and DJW; manuscript drafting: YW
and LWW; critical revision of the manuscript: BXH and ZOY. All authors read
and approved the final manuscript.
Author details
1
School of Pharmacy, Jiangsu University, 301 Xuefu Road, Zhenjiang 212013,
Jiangsu, China. 2 School of Biological and Pharmaceutical Engineering, West
Anhui University, Lu’an 237012, China.

Wei et al. Chin Med (2018) 13:47

Acknowledgements
We gratefully acknowledge the National Natural Science Foundation of China,
China Agriculture Research System, and National Key Research and Development Project for funding support.
Competing interests
The authors declare that they have no competing interests.
Availability of data and materials
The datasets used and/or analyzed during the current study are available from
the corresponding author on reasonable request.
Consent for publication
All of authors consent to publication of this study in Journal of BMC-Chinese
Medicine.
Ethics approval and consent to participate
This study was approved by the Ethical Committee of Jiangsu University.
Funding
This work was supported by the National Natural Science Foundation of
China (Nos. 81573529, 81072985, 81373480), China Agriculture Research
System (CARS-21) and National Key Research and Development Project
(2017YFC1700701).

Publisher’s Note

Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and institutional affiliations.
Received: 2 July 2018 Accepted: 3 September 2018

References
1. Zhao P, Wang W, Feng FS, Wu F, Yang ZQ, Wang WJ. High-frequency shoot
regeneration through transverse thin cell layer culture in Dendrobium
Candidum Wall Ex Lindl. Plant Cell Tissue Organ Cult. 2007;90:131.
2. Wang K, Sui DJ, Wang CS, Yang L, Ouyang Z, Chen NF, et al. Protective effects
of five different types of Dendrobium on CCl4-induced liver injury in mice.
China J Chin Mater Medica. 2017;42:1945.
3. Li Q, Niu Y, Xing P, Wang C. Bioactive polysaccharides from natural resources
including Chinese medicinal herbs on tissue repair. Chin Med. 2018;13:7.
4. Cao YJ, Pu ZJ, Tang YP, Shen J, Chen YY, Kang A, et al. Advances in bio-active
constituents, pharmacology and clinical applications of rhubarb. Chin Med.
2017;12:36.
5. Lee CT, Kuo HC, Chen YH, Tsai MY. Current advances in the biological activity
of polysaccharides in Dendrobium with intriguing therapeutic potential.
Curr Med Chem. 2018;24:1.
6. Ji YB, Dong F, Gao SY, Zou X. Apoptosis induced by Capparis spionosa polysaccharide in human HepG2. Chin Tradit Herb Drugs. 2008;39:1364–7.
7. Shen CY, Zhang WL, Jiang JG. Immune-enhancing activity of polysaccharides from Hibiscus sabdariffa Linn. via MAPK and NF-kB signaling pathways
in RAW264.7 cells. J Funct Foods. 2017;34:118–29.
8. Olatunji OJ, Yan F, Olatunji OO, Jian T, Yuan W, Zhen O, et al. Polysaccharides
purified from Cordyceps cicadae protects PC12 cells against glutamateinduced oxidative damage. Carbohydr Polym. 2016;153:187–95.
9. Li F, Luo P, Liu H. A potential adjuvant agent of chemotherapy: sepia ink
polysaccharides. Mar Drugs. 2018;16:485.
10. Huang K, Li Y, Tao S, Wei G, Huang Y, Chen D, et al. Purification, characterization and biological activity of polysaccharides from Dendrobium officinale.
Molecules. 2016;21:701.
11. He TG, Yang LT, Li YR. Physicochemical properties and antitumor activity of
polysaccharide DCPP1a-1 from suspension-cultured protocorms of Dendrobium candidum. Nat Prod Res Dev. 2007;19:410–4.
12. Luo QL, Tang ZH, Zhang XF, Zhong YH, Yao SZ, Wang LS, et al. Chemical
properties and antioxidant activity of a water-soluble polysaccharide from
Dendrobium officinale. Int J Biol Macromol. 2016;89:219–27.
13. He TB, Huang YP, Yang L, Liu TT, Gong WY, Wang XJ, et al. Structural
characterization and immunomodulating activity of polysaccharide from
Dendrobium officinale. Int J Biol Macromol. 2016;83:34–41.

Page 11 of 11

14. Chen Y, Yang JK. Research progress of treatment of traditional Chinese medicine for liver cancer. J Liaoning Univ Trad Chin Med. 2010;4:951.
15. Luo HL, Cai TY, Chen QL, Huang MQ, Mei CE, Li YQ. Enhancement of Dendrobium candidum polysaccharide on killing effect of LAK cells of umbilical
cord blood and peripheral blood of cancer patients in vitro. Chin J Cancer.
2000;19:1124–6.
16. Zha XQ. Polysaccharides in Laminaria japonica (LP): extraction, physicochemical properties and their hypolipidemic activities in diet-induced
mouse model of atherosclerosis. Food Chem. 2012;134:244–52.
17. Bai R, Yuling MA, Zhang P, Wang YP, Li YD, Hu FD. Content determination of
saccharide in polysaccharides containing galacturonic acid by phenolsulfuric acid method combined with calibration factor method. Chin Pharm.
2017;28:2974–8.
18. Shi J, Cheng C, Zhao H, Jing J, Gong N, Lu W. In vivo anti-radiation activities
of the Ulva pertusa polysaccharides and polysaccharide-iron(III) complex.
Int J Biol Macromol. 2013;60:341–6.
19. Mosmann T. Rapid colorimetric assay for cellular growth and survival:
application to proliferation and cytotoxicity assays. J Immunol Methods.
1983;65:55.
20. Son YO, Lee JC, Hitron JA, Pan J, Zhang Z, Shi X. Cadmium induces intracellular Ca2+- and H
 2O2-dependent apoptosis through JNK- and p53-mediated pathways in skin epidermal cell line. Toxicol Sci Off J Soc Toxicol.
2010;113:127.
21. Ma L, Qin C, Wang M, Gan D, Cao L, Ye H, et al. Preparation, preliminary
characterization and inhibitory effect on human colon cancer HT-29 cells of
an acidic polysaccharide fraction from Stachys floridana Schuttl. ex Benth.
Food Chem Toxicol. 2013;60:269–76.
22. Smiley ST, Reers M, Mottola-Hartshorn C, Lin M, Chen A, Smith TW, et al.
Intracellular heterogeneity in mitochondrial membrane potentials revealed
by a J-aggregate-forming lipophilic cation JC-1. Proc Natl Acad Sci USA.
1991;88:3671–5.
23. Nie S, Cui SW, Xie M, Phillips AO, Phillips GO. Bioactive polysaccharides
from Cordyceps sinensis: isolation, structure features and bioactivities. Bioact
Carbohydr Diet Fibre. 2013;1:38–52.
24. Wasser SP. Medicinal mushrooms as a source of antitumor and immunomodulating polysaccharides. Appl Microbiol Biotechnol. 2002;60:258–74.
25. Mizuno T, Hagiwara T, Nakamura T, Ito H, Shimura K, Sumiya T, et al.
Antitumor activity and some properties of water-soluble polysaccharides
from “Himematsutake”, the fruiting body of Agavicus blazei Murill. Agric Biol
Chem. 1990;54:2889–96.
26. de Keizer PL, Burgering BM, Dansen TB. Forkhead box o as a sensor,
mediator, and regulator of redox signaling. Antioxid Redox Signal.
2011;14:1093–106.
27. Seo JY, Kim SK, Nguyen PH, Lee JY, Tung P, Sung SH, et al. Chemical constituents from a Gynostemma laxumand their antioxidant and neuroprotective
activities. Chin Med. 2017;12:15.
28. Jia WX, Choi YT, Lau BS, Leung WN, Ng CF, Chan CW. Gastrodia and Uncaria
(tianma gouteng) water extract exerts antioxidative and antiapoptotic
effects against cerebral ischemia in vitro and in vivo. Chin Med. 2016;11:27.
29. Rottenberg H, Hoek JB. The path from mitochondrial ROS to aging runs
through the mitochondrial permeability transition pore. Aging Cell.
2017;16:943–55.
30. Ploner C, Kofler R, Villunger A. Noxa: at the tip of the balance between life
and death. Oncogene. 2008;27(Suppl 1):S84.
31. Fong Y, Tang CC, Hu HT, Fang HY, Chen BH, Wu CY, et al. Inhibitory effect of
trans-ferulic acid on proliferation and migration of human lung cancer cells
accompanied with increased endogenous reactive oxygen species and
Î2-catenin instability. Chin Med. 2016;11:45.
32. Hata AN, Engelman JA, Faber AC. The BCL-2 family: key mediators of the
apoptotic response to targeted anti-cancer therapeutics. Cancer Discov.
2015;5:475–87.
33. Xie SZ, Liu B, Zhang DD, Zha XQ, Pan LH, Luo JP. Intestinal immunomodulating activity and structural characterization of a new polysaccharide from
stems of Dendrobium officinale. Food Funct. 2016;7:2789.
34. Yue H, Liu Y, Qu H, Ding K. Structure analysis of a novel heteroxylan from
the stem of Dendrobium officinale and anti-angiogenesis activities of its
sulfated derivative. Int J Biol Macromol. 2017;103:533–42.

