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BDNF contributes to IBS-like 
colonic hypersensitivity via 
activating the enteroglia-nerve unit
Peng Wang1,2, Chao Du1,2, Fei-Xue Chen1,2, Chang-Qing Li1,2, Yan-Bo Yu1,2, Ting Han3, 
Suhail Akhtar4, Xiu-Li Zuo1,2, Xiao-Di Tan4 & Yan-Qing Li1,2

The over-expressed colonic brain-derived neurotrophic factor (BDNF) has been reported to be 
associated with abdominal pain in patients with irritable bowel syndrome (IBS). However, the 
neuropathological mechanism is unclear. We here investigated the involvement of enteroglial cells 
(EGCs) and enteric nerves in IBS-like visceral hypersensitivity. We showed that glial fibrillary acidic 
protein (GFAP), tyrosine receptor kinase B (TrkB) and substance P (SP) were significantly increased in 
the colonic mucosa of IBS patients. The upregulation of those proteins was also observed in the colon 
of mice with visceral hypersensitivity, but not in the colon of BDNF+/− mice. Functionally, TrkB or EGC 
inhibitors, or BDNF knockdown significantly suppressed visceral hypersensitivity in mice. Using the EGC 
cell line, we found that recombinant human BDNF (r-HuBDNF) could directly activate EGCs via the TrkB-
phospholipase Cγ1 pathway, thereby inducing a significant upregulation of SP. Moreover, supernatants 
from r-HuBDNF-activated EGC culture medium, rather than r-HuBDNF alone, triggered markedly 
augmented discharges in isolated intestinal mesenteric afferent nerves. r-HuBDNF alone could cause 
mesenteric afferent mechanical hypersensitivity independently, and this effect was synergistically 
enhanced by activated EGCs. We conclude that EGC-enteric nerve unit may be involved in IBS-like 
visceral hypersensitivity, and this process is likely initiated by BDNF-TrkB pathway activation.

Irritable bowel syndrome (IBS) contains a set of challenging symptoms such as abdominal pain or discom-
fort, bloating and altered bowel habits. IBS afflicts ~15%–24% western and ~5%–10% of Asian populations1. 
Abdominal pain is considered the cardinal feature of IBS, and it seriously affects the quality of life2. Visceral 
hypersensitivity has been recognized as a crucial mechanism underlying pain generation in IBS3. Central factors, 
including enhanced signal perception in the brain and the sensitization of dorsal horn neurons, play a pivotal role 
in visceral hypersensitivity in IBS4. In addition to this classic view, the sensitization of peripheral primary visceral 
afferent nerves that localize in the gut wall has been demonstrated to be another important origin of abdominal 
pain in IBS. Emerging human and animal data show significant changes in intestinal mucosa of IBS patients, such 
as mast-cell activation5, increased 5-hydroxytryptamine (5-HT) release6 and low-grade inflammation7, which 
might contribute to IBS-like visceral hypersensitivity. However, data in this field are still limited.

The brain-derived neurotrophic factor (BDNF) was originally discovered to play neurotropic and neuropro-
tective roles in the nervous system8,9. This cytokine has recently been revealed to be remarkably elevated in dorsal 
root ganglion (DRG) neurons during neuropathic and inflammatory processes, subsequently leading to pain10. 
Notably, non-neuronal cells such as intestinal epithelial cells also secrete BDNF11. We have previously demon-
strated that IBS patients have remarkably increased BDNF levels in colonic mucosa. Overexpressed colonic BDNF 
can be induced by high serine protease activity in the feces of diarrheic IBS patients and is significantly correlated 
with abdominal pain severity and frequency12,13. However, the mechanisms of how colonic BDNF modulates the 
visceral sensation in IBS have not yet been identified.

Enteroglial cells (EGCs) have a morphology and function similar to astrocytes in the brain, and they form 
an extensive cell network throughout the intestinal wall14. The EGC network, connecting the intestinal epithe-
lium and the sub-mucosal enteric nervous system (ENS), has been revealed to play an important role in the 
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maintenance of intestinal homeostasis15,16. Recent studies have further shown that EGC function can be pro-
foundly changed by many factors, such as pro-inflammatory cytokines17, bacteria18, and neurotransmitters19. 
Thus, EGCs may undergo dynamic processing under pathological conditions and serve overlapping functions 
such as modulating intestinal barrier function, mucosal immunity and enteric neurotransmission via releasing 
various substances16. Of interest, tyrosine receptor kinase B (TrkB), the high-affinity receptor of BDNF20, has been 
identified to be expressed in the EGCs of humans21 and mice22, which implies a possible functional link between 
BDNF and EGCs. However, whether BDNF-EGC interaction exists and contributes to IBS-like visceral hyper-
sensitivity has yet to be examined. Previous studies have shown that BDNF has no direct effect on the excitability 
of enteric nerves but can increase their chemical sensitivity23,24. Whether BDNF can also influence enteric nerve 
mechanosensitivity remains to be defined.

In this study, we sought to investigate the effect of colonic BDNF on EGC activation and enteric nerve 
mechanosensitivity to explore the link between BDNF-challenging EGCs, enteric nerves and IBS-like visceral 
hypersensitivity.

Results
Characteristics of study subjects. In the present study, 30 IBS patients (18 women and 12 men; age 
49.3 ±  13.4 years) and 30 healthy controls (HCs, 16 women and 14 men; age 44.8 ±  10.4 years) entered this study. 
In patients with IBS, 66.7% (n =  20) and 33.3% (n =  10) were diagnosed with diarrhea predominant IBS (IBS-D) 
and constipation predominant IBS (IBS-C), respectively. On the whole, IBS patients had significantly higher BDQ 
pain severity (P <  0.0001) and frequency (P <  0.0001) scores than HCs. No difference was found between IBS 
subgroups in the aspect of the above BDQ scores. The HAD scores between the control group and the IBS group 
were not significantly different (Table 1). In agreement with previous reports25–29, fecal serine-protease activities 
were markedly higher in IBS-D patients (median (IQR) 1521 (905.3–1983) trypsin units/mg protein) than in HCs 
(465 (264.3–708.0) trypsin units/mg protein; P <  0.0001). Aprotinin significantly reduced the protease activities 
of IBS-D FSN (245 (109.8–413.5) trypsin units/mg protein; P <  0.001). In contrast, there were no significant dif-
ferences in protease activities between IBS-C FSN (455 (253–905.5) trypsin units/mg protein) and HCs.

In colonic mucosa of IBS patients, EGCs showed higher expression levels of GFAP and TrkB and 
altered ultrastructure. Consistent with our previous findings13, markedly increased BDNF levels in colonic 
mucosa were confirmed (primarily in epithelial cells and interstitial tissue) in a different population of patients 
with IBS (Fig. 1A,B; Supplementary Fig. S1A), but there was no difference between IBS-C and IBS-D patients 
(data not shown). To investigate how BDNF acts in mucosa, we detected TrkB expression. Double immunofluo-
rescent staining identified that TrkB was expressed primarily in EGCs and partially in PGP9.5-immunoreactive 
nerve fibers (Fig. 1C, Supplementary Fig. S1B). Total TrkB protein levels were significantly upregulated in the 
colonic mucosal biopsies of patients with IBS (Fig. 1D). Because GFAP is considered as a major marker for astro-
cyte and EGC activation30, we quantified its expression in EGCs. Western blotting and immunostaining con-
firmed the increased total GFAP (Fig. 1E and Supplementary Fig. S1C) and the co-expression of GFAP and TrkB 
(Fig. 1F) in colonic mucosal specimens of IBS patients, indicating that TrkB-related EGC activation might exist 
in IBS patients.

Ultrastructural alterations of EGCs further supported our hypothesis for EGC activation in IBS. Colon-derived 
EGCs in IBS patients had a decrease in the integrated optical density of heterochromatin (black arrow), which 
indicated less repression of nearby sequences and more transcriptions31, an increased number of mitochondria 
(black arrow head) and glycogenosome (white arrow), which suggested an elevated protein synthesis (Fig. 1G and 
Table 2)32. In addition, the rough endoplasmic reticulum (black star) and polyribosomes (white arrowhead) also 
seemed to be increased in the EGC cell body in the IBS group (although they are difficult to quantify).

GFAP-positive EGCs demonstrated SP-positive immunoreaction and correlated with IBS 
abdominal pain. Next we sought to investigate the relationship between EGCs and pain generation. 
Within ENS such as the sub-mucosal and myenteric plexus, EGCs are revealed to closely accompany nerves16,14. 
However, EGCs beneath the gut epithelium are scattered throughout the mucosa, with a complex spatial dis-
tribution and potential distinct functions, e.g., promoting mucosal barrier integrity via cross talk with epithe-
lial cells15,16. Whether EGCs within mucosa exert glia-nerve neurotransmission function is not clear. With dual 

Healthy 
controls IBS

P 
value IBS-D IBS-C

P 
value

30 30 — 20 10 —

Sex ratio (M/F) 14/16 12/18 0.60 9/11 3/7 0.43

Mean age (years) 44.8 ±  10.4 49.3 ±  13.4 0.22 51.1 ±  11.9 44.4 ±  14.7 0.27

Abdominal pain scores

 Severity 0.10 ±  0.31 2.30 ±  0.59 0.000 2.35 ±  0.59 2.20 ±  0.63 0.53

 Frequency 0.10 ±  0.30 2.27 ±  0.69 0.000 2.30 ±  0.73 2.20 ±  0.63 0.72

 HAD depression scale 2.50 ±  1.74 2.67 ±  1.06 0.66 2.65 ±  0.88 2.70 ±  1.42 0.90

 HAD anxiety scale 2.70 ±  1.47 2.47 ±  1.28 0.51 2.50 ±  1.50 3.00 ±  1.49 0.40

Table 1. Characteristics of study subjects. IBS: irritable bowel syndrome. Data are expressed as the 
mean ±  SD.
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immunostaining, we found that mucosal EGCs were frequently close to or directly contacted mucosal nerve fibers 
(Fig. 2A), which provides a structural basis for mucosal glia-nerve interaction.

To determine whether EGCs have the capacity of releasing pain-related substances, we focused on SP. SP 
is a classic pain signal-transmitting peptide and its increased positive immunoreaction in colonic mucosa of 
IBS patients has been demonstrated by many studies33,34. Because SP positive immunoreaction has already been 

Figure 1. Detection of EGCs in colon of IBS patients and their association with BDNF. (A,B,D and E) 
BDNF, GFAP and TrkB protein levels were significantly up regulated in colonic biopsy specimens of IBS patients 
compared with HCs (The results are displayed as the mean ±  SD; **P <  0.01, ***P <  0.001. Targeted protein levels 
were normalized to GAPDH, n =  30 for IBS patients, n =  30 for HCs). (C) Co-localization of TrkB and GFAP in 
colonic mucosa of IBS patients and HCs. (F) IBS patients showed increased immunostaining of GFAP and TrkB 
co-expression in colonic mucosa (***P <  0.001. Scale bars: 50 μ m). (G) Ultrastructure alterations of mucosal 
EGCs in colon of IBS patients and HCs. Increased integrated optical density of heterochromatin (black arrow), 
number of mitochondria (black arrowhead), amount of glycogenosome (white arrow), rough endoplasmic 
reticulum (black star) and polyribosomes (white arrowhead) appeared in the EGC cell body in the IBS group 
compared with the HC group (N: nucleus. Scale bars: 799 nm–1.5 μ m). The gels were run under the same 
experimental conditions. Cropped gels/blots are presented. (Full-length gels/blots are shown in Suppl. Fig. S2 
with indicated cropping lines)

Per cell Healthy controls IBS P value

Heterochromatin (IOD/Area) 0.36 ±  0.07 0.29 ±  0.07 0.009

Mitochondrion (n) 4.20 ±  0.83 8.05 ±  1.35 0.000

Glycogenosome (n) 23.58 ±  6.13 30.05 ±  9.32 0.016

Table 2. Quantitative assessment of ultrastructural alterations of EGCs. EGC: enteroglial cell. IOD: 
integrated optical density. n: number: Data are expressed as the mean ±  SD.
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observed in mouse EGCs35, we investigated whether it is expressed in human EGCs. As shown in Fig. 2B, a 
large proportion of SP immunostaining was co-localized with GFAP (white arrow heads) and this co-expression 
was significantly increased in IBS patients (Fig. 2C). In addition, SP-positive nerve fibers and other cells were 
also observed in luminal propria (Fig. 2B, white arrows), around EGCs, which was consistent with previous 
reports33,34,36.

Previously, we found that the increase in BDNF in colonic mucosa is significantly associated with abdominal 
pain severity and frequency scores in IBS patients. Here, we further examined the correlation between colonic 
GFAP and SP levels and abdominal pain scores in IBS patients. Relative GFAP protein levels and SP-positive 
EGC immunostaining areas were categorized according to the corresponding BDQ scores of each IBS patient. As 
expected, the protein levels of GFAP correlated significantly with abdominal pain severity and frequency scores in 
IBS patients (Fig. 2D). A similar correlation was observed for SP expression (Fig. 2E). Together, these data provide 
a foundation for the direct participation of BDNF-EGCs and SP in the process of pain generation in IBS patients.

IBS-D FSN-mediated visceral hypersensitivity mice over-expressed colonic BDNF, GFAP, TrkB 
and SP, which were inhibited by BDNF knockdown in BDNF+/− mice. It has been reported that 
IBS-D FSN has an increased serine-protease activity and can rapidly lead to increased paracellular permea-
bility and hypersensitivity in mice colon, likely through activating protease-activated receptor-2 (PAR-2)25,26. 
This stimulus to a large extent mimics the luminal environment of IBS patients. Thus, we selected this visceral 
hypersensitivity animal model to reproduce the changes in colonic BDNF and GFAP expression during the 
hypersensitivity-inducing process. In our study, we also showed a remarkably increased serine-protease activity 
in IBS-D FSN. Participants with serine-protease activity higher than the maximum value (1436 U/mg protein) 
in the HC and IBS-C groups were selected for inducing mouse visceral hypersensitivity. As shown in Fig. 3A,B, 
the EMG responses were significantly increased under colorectal distension (CRD) pressures of 15, 30, 45, 
and 60 mmHg at 4 h after infusion with IBS-D FSN in BDNF+/+ mice, compared with mice treated with HC 
FSN or aprotinin-pretreated IBS-D FSN. This finding suggests that FSN from our cohort of IBS-D patients also 
experienced a sensitizing effect, and this effect should be produced by the increased serine protease activity in 
IBS-D FSN. Furthermore, the increased response to CRD was prevented under 30, 45 and 60 mmHg pressures 

Figure 2. Increased EGCs localize in proximity to colonic nerves, express substance P and correlate 
with abnormal pain scores in IBS patients. (A) Dual immunofluorescence images showing that mucosal 
EGCs localized in close proximity to mucosal nerve fibers in colon of IBS patients (white arrows; green 
staining: GFAP; red staining: PGP9.5; scale bars: 50 μ m). (B) Photomicrographs show GFAP, SP and their co-
localization in a HC and IBS rectosigmoid biopsy. White arrowheads refer to the co-expression of GFAP and 
SP in EGCs. White arrows represent SP-immunoreactive nerve fibers or other cells. (C) Semi-quantitative 
analysis using Image-Pro Plus software revealed that the total SP and EGC-expressed SP immunostainings 
were both significantly increased in the colonic mucosa of IBS patients compared to HCs. (D) Spearman rank 
correlation between colonic mucosal GFAP protein levels and severity (r =  0.57, P =  0.001) and frequency 
(r =  0.51, P =  0.0039) scores of the abdominal pain of patients with IBS. Doted lines refer to 95% CI. (E) The 
Spearman rank correlation between SP-positive EGC immunostaining areas and severity (r =  0.87, P <  0.0001) 
and frequency (r =  0.86, P <  0.0001) scores of abdominal pain of patients with IBS. Results are displayed as the 
mean ±  SD. (***P <  0.001; n =  30 for IBS patients, n =  30 for HCs; scale bars: 50 μ m).
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when mice were pretreated with TrkB/Fc, indicating that a TrkB-mediated signaling pathway participated in 
IBS-D FSN-induced visceral hypersensitivity. No other abnormal behavioral effects of TrkB/Fc or aprotinin were 
detected. IBS-C FSN did not cause hypersensitivity after single infusion, which was consistent with the reports of 
Gecse, K and Annahazi25,27.

We utilized BDNF+/− mice to further verify whether BDNF is involved in the colonic hypersensitivity-inducing 
process. As illustrated in Fig. 3C, the EMG responses under CRD pressures of 15, 30, 45, and 60 mmHg were 
markedly lower in BDNF+/− mice than in BDNF+/+ mice after IBS-D FSN infusion, and IBS-D FSN even failed 
to induce visceral hypersensitivity in BDNF+/− mice under 15 and 60 mmHg CRD pressures when compared 
with HC FSN. In addition, the EMG responses did not change much under 15 and 30 mmHg between BDNF+/+ 
and BDNF+/− mice after HC FSN infusion. Lower VMR scores were observed in BDNF+/− mice at 45 mmHg 
(P =  0.083, not statistically significant) and 60 mmHg pressures (P < 0.05), which indicated that BDNF knock-
down did not influence much on basal visceral sensitivity with a CRD pressure < 60 mmHg under controlled FSN 

Figure 3. Alterations of visceral sensitivity and expressions of BDNF, GFAP and substance P in colon of 
BDNF+/+ and BDNF+/− mice in the presence or absence of IBS fecal supernatants (FSN) stimulation.  
(A) Intracolonic infusion of IBS-D FSN significantly increased electromyographic (EMG) activity of abdominal 
muscles in wild-type mice (*, IBS-D FSN vs. control). (B) TrkB/Fc significantly suppressed the effect of IBS-D 
FSN at 30, 45 and 60 mmHg (*, IBS-D FSN vs. control; #, IBS-D FSN vs. IBS-D FSN plus TrkB/Fc). (C) The 
overall response to the CRD after treatment by IBS-D FSN in BDNF+/− mice was significantly lower than 
that in BDNF+/+ mice. (*, IBS-D FSN vs. control FSN in BDNF+/− mice; #, IBS-D FSN in BDNF+/+ mice vs. 
in BDNF+/− mice; †control FSN in BDNF+/+ mice vs. in BDNF+/− mice). (D–F) Western blotting analysis of 
BDNF, GFAP and TrkB protein levels in colon of BDNF+/+ and BDNF+/− mice 4 h after intracolonic infusion 
with IBS-D FSN compared with control FSN or aprotinin-pretreated IBS-D FSN. (G) Overview of GFAP 
expression in the full-thickness colonic wall in BDNF+/+ mice 4 h after intracolonic infusion with IBS-D FSN 
compared with control FSN. Black arrow shows increased expression of GFAP in muscular layers. (H) Dual 
immunofluorescence staining of SP and GFAP in colon of BDNF+/+ and BDNF+/− mice 4 h after intracolonic 
infusion with IBS-D FSN compared with control FSN or aprotinin-pretreated IBS-D FSN. Co-immunostaining 
for colonic SP and GFAP was significantly increased in BDNF+/+ mice (I) but not in BDNF+/− mice (J) 
after 4-hour intracolonic incubation with IBS-D FSN. The results are displayed as the mean ±  SD. (*P <  0.05 
**P <  0.01, ***P <  0.001, ##P <  0.01, ###P <  0.001, †P <  0.05; AUC, area under curve; NS, not significant; target 
protein levels were normalized to GAPDH; n =  8 per group; scale bars: 50 μ m). The gels were run under the 
same experimental conditions. Cropped gels/blots are presented. (Full-length gels/blots are shown in Suppl.  
Fig. S2 with indicated cropping lines.)
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stimulation. Collectively, these data suggest that the mechanism of IBS-D FSN-induced hypersensitivity may 
involve a BDNF-TrkB signaling pathway.

To investigate the association between BDNF, EGC activity and visceral hypersensitivity, we examined altera-
tions of colonic BDNF, TrkB and GFAP protein levels in mice with IBS-D FSN-induced visceral hypersensitivity 
and mice with BDNF+/−. As shown in Fig. 3D–F, the BDNF levels were significantly increased in the colon of 
BDNF+/+ mice after intracolonic incubation with IBS-D FSN compared with HC FSN or aprotinin-pretreated 
IBS-D FSN. In BDNF+/− mice, colonic BDNF levels dropped by nearly half, and did not change under IBS-D 
FSN stimulation compared with HC FSN. In parallel with alterations in BDNF levels, GFAP and TrkB expres-
sions in colon were also significantly increased in IBS-D FSN-treated BDNF+/+ mice. Immunohistochemistry 
staining further showed that the increased GFAP expression in IBS-D FSN-treated wide type mice appeared 
not only in mucosa but also throughout the full-thickness colonic wall (Fig. 3G). However, in BDNF+/− mice, 
GFAP and TrkB levels remained almost unchanged when treated with either IBS-D or control FSN (Fig. 3D–F). 
Similarly, total SP and EGC-expressed SP immunoreaction in the colon of BDNF+/+ mice were also both expect-
edly increased after the intracolonic infusion of IBS-D FSN, but they were unchanged (even decreased compared 
with BDNF+/+ mice) in BDNF+/− mice (Fig. 3H–J). Taken together, these data suggested that the mechanism of 
IBS-D FSN-induced visceral hypersensitivity in mice is BDNF dependent. Within the colon, BDNF seems to be 
crucial for EGC activation and SP production.

EGC dysfunction prevented effect of IBS-D FSN-induced visceral hypersensitivity and SP pro-
duction in mice. Next we specifically destructed the normal function of EGCs in mice using fluorocitrate 
to confirm the role of EGCs in visceral hypersensitivity. Previous administration of fluorocitrate in mice signifi-
cantly decreased the elevated visceromotor response (VMR) scores evoked by IBS-D FSN under CRD pressures 
of 30, 45 and 60 mmHg (Fig. 4A). In addition, IBS-D FSN failed to evoke an increase in SP immunostaining in 
EGCs (Fig. 4B,C).

r-HuBDNF directly activated rat EGC cell line (CRL-2690 cells) to produce SP via TrkB-dependent 
activation of PLCγ1 signaling pathway. Next we examined whether BDNF could directly activate EGCs 
in vitro. To do so, CRL-2690 cells (a rat EGC cell line) were treated with r-HuBDNF for 2 h. We found that 
r-HuBDNF significantly increased the expression of GFAP in a dose-dependent manner (Fig. 5A,B). To deter-
mine how r-HuBDNF triggered GFAP expression in EGC cells, we further studied the PLCγ 1 (a major substrate 
of TrkB) signaling pathway, which plays a key role in modulating intracellular Ca2+ activity37. For this purpose, 
EGC cells were pretreated with TrkB/Fc (an antagonist of TrkB) or U73122 (a PLCγ 1 inhibitor) for 30 min. Then, 
the cells were stimulated with r-HuBDNF (100 ng/ml), followed by measuring the expression of GFAP, TrkB, 
PLCγ 1 and tyrosine (Tyr-783)-phosphorylated PLCγ 1 with immunoblotting. As demonstrated in Fig. 5C–F, 
TrkB/Fc completely blocked the r-HuBDNF-induced expression of GFAP and TrkB and the phosphorylation 
of PLCγ 1. U73122 was also found to markedly inhibit the r-HuBDNF-induced phosphorylation of PLCγ 1 and 
GFAP expression.

To confirm whether SP is expressed in BDNF-activated rat EGCs, we next detected SP protein levels in CRL-
2690 cells. As shown in Fig. 5G, untreated CRL-2690 cells expressed a very low level of SP. In contrast, r-HuBDNF 
significantly upregulated SP protein levels compared with control in CRL-2690 cells, and U73122 and TrkB/Fc 
could completely inhibit the expression of SP. Thus, these data suggested that BDNF could directly activate rat 
EGCs to secrete SP, which might be regulated by the TrkB-PLCγ 1 pathway.

Supernatants from r-HuBDNF-treated rat EGC culture medium but not r-HuBDNF itself, 
enhanced discharge of mesenteric afferent nerves. Next, we performed a mesenteric afferent nerve 
recording assay to ascertain whether BDNF-activated EGCs have a practical excitatory effect on nerve fibers. 
We found that control culture supernatants had no effect on the nerve discharge rate in any duration of time 
(Fig. 6A,A1). Because it is difficult to determine what concentration of r-HuBDNF would be “physiologically” 
appropriate, we created a concentration-response curve to validate the direct effect of r-HuBDNF on afferent 
discharge. The concentration-response curve showed that r-HuBDNF alone (10–200 ng/ml) had no excitatory 
role in afferent discharge compared with the baseline (Fig. 6B,B1,G). In sharp contrast, supernatants collected 
from r-HuBDNF (50~200 ng/ml)-treated CRL-2690 cells significantly increased the afferent discharge during 
the first 30 seconds (Fig. 6C,C1,G). However, when intervened with U73122 or TrkB/Fc, supernatants from 
r-HuBDNF-treated EGCs could not induce any augmentation of afferent discharge on the basis of the base-
line (Fig. 6D,D1,E,E1 and G). To further confirm the role of SP in triggering nerve firing, we preincubated the 
mesenteric nerves with FK888 (4 ×  10−6 M, 15 min) to block the SP receptor NK1. We found that FK888 sig-
nificantly inhibited the excitatory effect of r-HuBDNF-treated EGC supernatants. Notably, a residual effect of 
r-HuBDNF-treated EGC supernatants remained and was significantly greater than the baseline measurements, 
which suggested that other untested mediators secreted by activated EGCs also had potential effects on mes-
enteric nerve firing (Fig. 6F,F1). In addition, the concentration-response curve showed that both low and high 
levels of SP (10−12–10−4 M) could significantly enhance the afferent discharge (Fig. 6H), indicating SP is a strong 
inducer of nerve firing. Collectively, we propose that BDNF-stimulated rat EGCs have a significant excitatory 
effect on sensory nerves, likely through releasing multiple amounts of excitatory neurotransmitters including SP.

r-HuBDNF increased mechanosensitivity of mesenteric afferent nerves, which was significantly 
enhanced by EGC activation. Finally, we examined whether r-HuBDNF alone or r-HuBDNF-stimulated 
EGC supernatants would affect the action potential firing in response to mechanical stimulation. With mes-
enteric afferent nerve recording assay, we found that in comparison to control supernatants (Fig. 7A), super-
natants from r-HuBDNF (100 ng/ml)-treated EGCs induced the greatest increase in the mechanosensitivity of 
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mesenteric afferent nerves (Fig. 7C,F). Modest, but significant increases in mechanosensitivity were also observed 
following pretreatment with r-HuBDNF (100 ng/ml) alone (Fig. 7B,F). By contrast, preincubation of the nerve 
with TrkB/Fc (2.5 ug/ml) partially repressed the increase induced by r-HuBDNF-stimulated EGC supernatants 
(Fig. 7D,F), whereas preincubation with TrkB/Fc and FK888 together remarkably inhibited the increase in mech-
anosensitivity caused by rHuBDNF-stimulated EGC supernatants (Fig. 7E,F). Collectively, these data suggest that 
r-HuBDNF alone can cause the mechanosensitivity of intestinal afferent nerves but although not directly induce 
nerve discharge. r-HuBDNF-activated EGCs also can increase nerve mechanosensitivity through secreting mul-
tiple mediators including SP. Thus, r-HuBDNF and activated EGCs may exert a synergistic effect in enhancing the 
mechanical sensitivity of afferent nerves.

Discussion
Our study demonstrates that increased colonic BDNF may contribute to visceral hypersensitivity in IBS patients, 
likely via interacting with the EGC-enteric nerve unit. First, we found that GFAP, an EGC activation marker, 
together with TrkB and SP expressed by EGCs significantly increased in the colonic mucosa of IBS patients 
and the increased GFAP and SP are positively correlated with abdominal pain scores. Second, using mice with 
IBS-D FSN-induced visceral hypersensitivity and mice with BDNF+/−, together with mesenteric afferent nerve 
recording, we found that EGC activation, which is BDNF dependent, is involved in the inducing process of vis-
ceral hypersensitivity, and BDNF alone can also act synergistically with EGC through increasing the sensitiv-
ity of enteric nerve to chemical or mechanical stimulation. Moreover, using an EGC cell line, we report that 
TrkB-PLCγ 1 pathway may mediate BDNF-induced EGC activation.

Figure 4. Effect of EGC dysfunction on visceral sensitivity and SP production. (A) Fluorocitrate-mediated 
dysfunction of EGCs significantly suppressed the mouse abdominal contraction response triggered by 
IBS-D FSN at CRD pressures of 30, 45 and 60 mmHg (***P <  0.001). (B,C) dual immunofluorescence staining 
showed that IBS-D FSN failed to upregulate the SP production of EGCs in fluorocitrate-treated mice (NS, not 
significant). Data are displayed as the mean ±  SD. Scale bars: 50 μ m.
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BDNF has been recognized as an important pain modulator in the central nervous system (CNS)38. In the gut, 
the actions of BDNF have been revealed to enhance the peristaltic reflex and promote motility23,39. Other func-
tions, however, are still largely unknown. Our previous data showing association between colonic BDNF and IBS 

Figure 5. r-HuBDNF directly activated rat EGC cell line (CRL-2690) via a TrkB-PLCγ1 phosphorylation 
pathway. (A,B) r-HuBDNF elevated expression of GFAP in CRL-2690 cells dose-dependently. GFAP levels 
reached the maximum at 100 ng/ml of r-HuBDNF challenging for 2 h. (C–G) Western blotting detected 
expression of GFAP, TrkB, p-PLCγ 1, total PLCγ 1 and SP proteins in CRL-2690 cells treated by r-HuBDNF 
(100 ng/ml, 2 h) alone or U73122 or TrkB/Fc-pretreatment followed by r-HuBDNF (100 ng/ml, 2 h) challenging. 
r-HuBDNF-induced up-regulations of GFAP, TrkB, p-PLCγ 1 and SP were significantly attenuated by U73122 
or TrkB/Fc. Data are displayed as the mean ±  SD of 3 separate experiments. (*P <  0.05, **P <  0.01, ***P <  0.001; 
NS, not significant. Target protein levels were normalized to GAPDH; no difference for total PLCγ 1 between 
groups. For the SP detection experiment, cells were co-incubated with Brefeldin A, 3 ug/ml, 2 h.) The gels were 
run under the same experimental conditions. Cropped gels/blots are presented. (Full-length gels/blots are 
shown in Suppl. Fig. S2 with indicated cropping lines.)
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abdominal pain indicate a basis for BDNF in modulating colonic hypersensitivity13. Because BDNF primarily acts 
through its high-affinity receptor TrkB, to illuminate the function mode of colonic BDNF in IBS-like hypersensi-
tivity, we first confirmed that TrkB was primarily expressed in EGCs and the enteric nerve fibers of human colon. 
This finding is in agreement with previous reports, although other mucosal cell types cannot be ruled out21,22. 
Therefore, there are at least three possible mechanisms for colonic mucosal BDNF affecting visceral hypersensi-
tivity: (i) direct effect on enteric nerve fibers, (ii) action through interacting with EGCs, and (iii) action via other 
mucosal cells. Herwe here primarily focused on hypothesis (i) and (ii). We showed that r-HuBDNF alone did not 
induce any discharge of isolated mesentery afferent nerves at either low or high concentrations but significantly 

Figure 6. Culture supernatants obtained from r-HuBDNF-challenged CRL-2690 cells triggered an 
increased discharge of rat mesenteric afferent nerves. (A and A1) Control culture supernatants from 
untreated CRL-2690 cells had no excitatory effect on rat mesenteric afferent nerves. (B and B1) r-HuBDNF 
alone did not induce any enhanced discharge of mesenteric afferent nerves either. (C and C1) supernatants 
from r-HuBDNF-challenged CRL-2690 cells significantly evoked the discharge of rat mesenteric afferent nerves 
during the first 30 seconds of treatment on the basis of the baseline. Supernatants obtained from r-HuBDNF-
challenged CRL-2690 cells in the presence of U73122 (D and D1) or TrkB/Fc (E and E1) did not increase any 
discharge of mesenteric afferent nerves. (F and F1) Preincubation of mesenteric afferent nerves with FK888 
(4 ×  10−6 M, 15 min) substantially reduced the ability of r-HuBDNF-stimulated EGC supernatants to induce 
fiber discharge; however, a residual excitatory effect remained (0–30s). (G) Dose-response curve showed effects 
of r-HuBDNF on discharge of mesenteric afferent nerves at different concentrations. r-HuBDNF had a dose-
dependent effect on the ability of EGC supernatants to increase nerve discharge. r-HuBDNF alone had no 
excitatory effect at any dose. TrkB/Fc and U73122 completely, whereas FK888 partially blocked the excitatory 
effect of r-HuBDNF-stimulated EGC supernatants. (H) Dose-response curve showed that SP could trigger an 
increased discharge of mesenteric afferent nerves at either a low or a high concentration. Data are displayed as 
the mean ±  SD. (***P <  0.001, NS, not significant compared with baseline; ##P <  0.01, ###P <  0.001, compared 
with control supernatants; †††P <  0.001, FK888 +  r-HuBDNF-stimulated EGC supernatants vs. r-HuBDNF-
stimulated EGC supernatants. n =  5 per group.)
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increased nerve mechanosensitivity. Although this experiment was performed on rat nerves, the results are in line 
with previous reports that BDNF does not directly activate the signaling of pig ENS but enhances the excitatory 
effects induced by other neurotransmitters23,24, suggesting a functional consistency of BDNF in intestines among 
different species. Therefore, it seems that intestinal BDNF alone is unlikely to induce spontaneous pain in IBS, but 
it likely contributes to increased nerve chemical and mechanical sensitivity.

To further examine whether BDNF also modulates IBS abdominal pain through other pathways, we inves-
tigated the role of BDNF in EGC activity. In CNS, BDNF has been demonstrated to directly activate astrocytes 
and microglia, which in turn promote the release of proinflammatory factors40,41. Similarly, our current results 
for the increased GFAP and TrkB expression in the EGCs of IBS patients, along with the TEM data, provide an 
important clue for the enhanced BDNF-EGC interaction. To confirm this, we established a visceral hypersensi-
tivity mouse model by performing the intracolonical infusion of IBS-D FSN. We did not choose other models 
such as the TNBS colitis model because it is known to have an obvious inflammatory process, which may activate 
EGCs via immune activation17, or the stress-induced hypersensitivity model because the upregulation of BDNF 
in CNS might intervene in our study on the colon42. We also did not choose IBS-C FSN as a stimulus because of 
its delayed sensitizing effect. (Repeated intracolonic infusion is necessary.)27. In the current model, we showed 

Figure 7. r-HuBDNF and r-HuBDNF-activated EGCs exert synergistic effects on increasing rat mesenteric 
afferent mechanosensitivity. Representative recordings of jejunal mesenteric afferent discharge to luminal 
ramp distension after preincubation with different stimuli (15 min): (A) control supernatants; (B) r-HuBDNF 
alone (100 ng/ml); (C) r-HuBDNF (100 ng/ml)-stimulated EGC supernatants; (D) TrkB/Fc (2.5 μ g/ml) 
pretreatment followed by administration with r-HuBDNF-stimulated EGC supernatants; (E) TrkB/Fc  
(2.5 μ g/ml) +  FK888 (4 ×  10−6 M) pretreatment followed by administration with r-HuBDNF-stimulated EGC 
supernatants. (F) Summary for mesenteric afferent discharge to luminal ramp distension minus baseline. 
***P <  0.001, r-HuBDNF alone vs. control; ####P <  0.0001, r-HuBDNF-stimulated EGC supernatants vs. control; 
†††P <  0.001, r-HuBDNF-stimulated EGC supernatants vs. r-HuBDNF alone; §§§P <  0.001, §§§§P <  0.0001  
TrkB/Fc pretreatment +  r-HuBDNF-stimulated EGC supernatants vs. r-HuBDNF-stimulated 
EGC supernatants; &&&&P <  0.0001, TrkB/Fc +  FK888 pretreatment +  r-HuBDNF-stimulated EGC 
supernatants vs. r-HuBDNF-stimulated EGC supernatants; $P <  0.05, $$$P <  0.001, TrkB/Fc +  FK888 
pretreatment +  r-HuBDNF-stimulated EGC supernatants vs. control. Data are displayed as the mean ±  SD; 
n =  5 per group.
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that IBS-D FSN could significantly upregulate BDNF, TrkB, GFAP and SP levels in colon, whereas knockdown of 
colonic BDNF in BDNF+/− mice markedly prevented these increases, suggesting that BDNF likely contributes to 
EGC activation in this hypersensitivity mouse model.

The direct effect of BDNF on EGCs was examined in vitro. In a rat EGC cell-line system, administration of 
r-HuBDNF significantly induced the upregulation of TrkB, GFAP and SP protein levels. To obtain more mech-
anistic insights into BDNF and EGC responses, we investigated PLCγ 1, which is one of TrkB substrates and 
directly binds to TrkB via the internal SH2-domain37,43. Furthermore, PLCγ 1 has been found to be expressed in 
astrocytes and activated through a phosphorylation process44. In agreement with these reports, we revealed a sim-
ilar role of PLCγ 1 in EGC activation: r-HuBDNF significantly increased the phosphorylation levels of PLCγ 1 in 
rat EGC cells, which were partially suppressed by U73122 and completely blocked by TrkB inhibitor. This finding 
suggests that TrkB may serve as a “valve” to control the BDNF action in EGC activation. Additionally, inhibitors 
of either TrkB or PLCγ 1 showed its effect on blocking the r-HuBDNF-induced upregulation of GFAP expression 
and repressing the release of SP, which further confirmed the important role of TrkB-PLCγ 1 in regulating EGC 
activation.

Whether activated EGCs have a practical excitatory and sensitizing role in sensory nerves is a key point of our 
hypothesis. In human colonic mucosa, we found that EGCs closely localized in proximity to mucosal nerve fibers, 
such as mast cells5, which may facilitate their functional link to nerves on a morphological basis. Because SP has 
been revealed to induce the spontaneous discharge of normal or injured nerves45,46, and we also confirmed that 
SP could remarkably trigger the augmentation of the discharge of rat intestinal mesenteric afferent nerves even at 
a very low level, these data suggest that SP plays an important role in enhancing colonic sensory nerve excitability. 
Along this line, we provide substantial evidence of the capacity of EGCs to produce SP, which is BDNF dependent. 
First, we confirmed SP expression in human EGCs. Both total SP and EGC-specific SP immunoreactive stainings 
were significantly increased in the colonic mucosa of IBS patients, in line with previous reports33,34. Second, 
we also observed an increased immunoreaction of SP-positive colonic EGCs in mice with IBS-D FSN-induced 
visceral hypersensitivity but not in BDNF+/− mice, further suggesting that SP-producing EGCs may be involved 
in the mechanisms of visceral hypersensitivity, likely dependent on the BDNF-associated pathway. Third, direct 
evidence was obtained from the rat EGC-cell line study. We found that r-HuBDNF-stimulated CRL-2690 
cells expressed more SP than unchallenged cells. Together, these data are in agreement with previous reports 
that mouse EGCs and astrocytes can secrete SP35,47, and this SP-producing process is shown to be correlated 
to the BDNF signaling pathway. Ultimately, mesenteric afferent nerve recording verified the practical effect of 
BDNF-activated EGCs on sensory nerve excitability and mechanosensitivity via SP. First, the discharge of nerves 
was remarkably reinforced after adding the r-HuBDNF-stimulated EGC supernatants, which was significantly 
inhibited by the NK1 antagonist, suggesting that r-HuBDNF-activated EGCs can induce spontaneous discharge 
on sensory nerves. Second, the increased action potential firing of nerves in response to mechanical stimulation 
after incubation with r-HuBDNF-activated EGC supernatants, which can be blocked by TrkB and NK1 antago-
nists, indicates that activated EGCs also contribute to nerves’ mechanical hypersensitivity.

Because noxious signals from the colon are generally transmitted via splanchnic neurons, and the nociceptors 
in the gut wall are primarily located in the muscularis externa and serosa48, the question of how noxious signals 
transmit from mucosa to the serosa needs to be addressed. In IBS-D FSN-stimulated mice colon, we observed not 
only that sub-epithelial EGCs were activated, but that EGCs within submucous and muscularis externa were also 
involved (showing significantly increased GFAP immunostaining). This finding suggests that activation signals 
on EGCs might transmit from mucosa to ENS. This event is expected to amplify the activation signals through 
the activation of the TrkB-PLCγ 1 pathway followed by an increase in the intercellular calcium waves from one 
EGC to surrounding EGCs in the intestinal wall49. Thus, the activated EGCs within deeper layers may help trans-
mitting noxious signals initiated from mucosa to muscularis externa and serosa to activate nociceptors, thereby 
sensitizing splanchnic nerves.

Fluorocitrate is a metabolic inhibitor that specifically causes the functional disruption of astrocytes but not 
neurons at certain concentrations50. According to Yasmin’s experience51, intraperitoneal injections of fluoroc-
itrate can specifically cause mouse EGC dysfunction without inducing intestinal inflammation or affecting 
spinal astrocytes. Here, we found that 20 μ mol/kg fluorocitrate significantly inhibited the effect of IBS-D FSN 
on evoking visceral hypersensitivity. Moreover, SP-positive immunostaining localized in EGCs was markedly 
reduced although GFAP expression was not obviously affected, indicating that the production of SP in EGCs 
was repressed during fluorocitrate-induced EGC dysfunction. These results further support our hypothesis 
of an EGC activation-mediated pathway in visceral hypersensitivity. Using BDNF+/− and TrkB/Fc-pretreated 
mice, we provide evidence that overall BDNF levels are responsible for visceral hypersensitivity but still cannot 
clearly distinguish the role of BDNF specifically expressed in the spinal cord or colon in visceral hypersensitiv-
ity. To achieve this goal, further research using intestinal epithelium-specific BDNF knockout mice needs to be 
conducted. However, we here established a causal relationship between colonic BDNF and EGC activation and 
an association between EGC activation and visceral hypersensitivity, which could support the concept of the 
BDNF-EGC-sensory nerve sensitization pathway in colon.

Our study has some limitations. First, our main hypothesis was based on an observational study in humans 
and then tested in animal and cell experiments. The major limitation is that these preclinical results cannot 
exactly or completely explain the real pathophysiological changes in humans with IBS. Second, the sample size 
for the human study is relatively small, which may undermine the accuracy of our results. Thus, further research 
with a larger number of IBS patients and controls should be conducted to verify our conclusions.

In summary, we demonstrated that GFAP, an EGC activation marker, was significantly increased in the colonic 
mucosa of IBS patents. Studies on mouse and rat EGCs suggest that EGC activation may be involved in IBS-like 
visceral hypersensitivity independently or synergistically with BDNF, and this process may be triggered via a 
BDNF-TrkB-associated signaling pathway. Thus, our study specifically addressed the potential mechanism of 



www.nature.com/scientificreports/

1 2Scientific RepoRts | 6:20320 | DOI: 10.1038/srep20320

visceral hypersensitivity mediated by colonic BDNF in IBS52. This study lays a basis to further considering BDNF 
and the EGC-enteric nerve unit as a potential therapeutic target for IBS abdominal pain.

Methods
Patients. All subjects gave their written informed consent prior to enrollment, and the clinical ethical com-
mittee of the Qilu Hospital of Shandong University approved the study protocol (Document No. 12113). All 
methods used in the human study were carried out in accordance with the approved guidelines. IBS patients 
and age- and sex-matched control subjects were invited to participate in this study at the Department of 
Gastroenterology at Qilu Hospital. The diagnosis of IBS, based on the Rome III criteria, was further sub-classified 
as having IBS-D or IBS-C IBS. HCs were defined as individuals who were undergoing colorectal cancer screening 
and had negative results. The sample size was determined in reference to the results of our previous studies and 
similar observational studies on IBS12,13,53. We excluded patients with post-infectious IBS because this group of 
patients indeed has an inflammatory process, which might lead to a bias. Patients with mixed IBS (IBS-M) were 
also not evaluated because of the very limited enrollment number in the present study phase. Furthermore, none 
of the enrolled patients or HCs was taking non-steroidal anti-inflammatory drugs, histamine antagonists, mast 
cell stabilizers, antibiotics, probiotics, tricyclic antidepressant or serotonin selective reuptake inhibitors, ster-
oids, or any pain killers, had undergone major abdominal surgery or had any organic gastrointestinal disorders, 
including inflammatory bowel disease, coeliac disease, allergic diseases or psychiatric disorders. (Each subject 
completed a Hospital Anxiety and Depression Scale; HAD scale54). Other symptoms specific to females, such as 
chronic pelvic pain syndrome, dysmenorrhea and endometriosis, were excluded. Each IBS patient was invited 
to complete an Italian modified version of the Bowel Disease Questionnaire (BDQ) to evaluate gastrointestinal 
symptoms55. (Supplementary Methods-1).

Fecal supernatants (FSN) and biopsies collection. Fecal samples were collected from HCs and IBS 
patients before bowel preparation for colonoscopy, in situ or at home, and then transported to the Department of 
Gastroenterology of Qilu Hospital within 1 hour. Samples were dissolved in 0.9% NaCl solution (1 g sample/7 ml 
saline for mice) and homogenized on ice. After centrifugation (4500 rpm, 4 °C, 10 min), supernatants were col-
lected, filtered on 0.8 μ m-sized filters, and then stored at − 20 °C. Before mouse experiments, serine-protease 
activities of all samples were tested according to Gecse’s protocol25 (Supplementary Methods-2). To validate most 
fecal protease is serine-protease, IBS-D FSN was preincubated with serine protease inhibitor aprotinin (100 μ g/
ml) for 30 min, prior to following protease activity measurements. Protease activity was normalized against pro-
tein content and expressed as trypsin activity units/mg protein.

All participants underwent a colonoscopy after a standard bowel preparation using polyethylene glycol. 
We took 6 specimens for each participant from the rectosigmoid junction (standardizing the site of sampling). 
Two biopsies were used for routine hematoxylin and eosin histology, immunohistochemistry and immunoflu-
orescence; two biopsies were used for western blotting; and two specimens were used for transmission electron 
microscopy (TEM).

Immunohistochemistry and western blotting for human specimens. Immunohistochemistry was 
used for detecting the distribution and overall expression of BDNF and glial fibrillary acidic protein (GFAP). 
Double immunostaining was used for detecting TrkB and substance P (SP) expressed in EGCs56 or on nerve 
fibers. Western blotting was used for quantifying the expression of BDNF, GFAP and TrkB proteins in biopsy 
specimens (Supplementary Methods-3).

TEM. TEM was used to study the morphological changes in EGCs. (See detailed methods in Supplementary 
Methods-4). The quantification of the ultrastructure changes in EGCs are as follows: The integrated optical den-
sity of heterochromatin that reflects the transcription status of the cells was calculated using Image-Pro 6.0 Plus 
software. The numbers of mitochondrion and glycogenosome were counted to evaluate the protein synthesis of 
the cells, and the mean value was obtained for each individual. To minimize subjective bias, two experienced 
investigators (FXC and YBY), who were both blinded to the clinical and endoscopic information of the patients, 
performed the morphometric analysis (Evaluation was repeated after two weeks).

Animals. The protocol of the animal experiments were approved by the Animal Care and Use Committee of 
Shandong University (Document No. 201202023). All experimental procedures were carried out in accordance 
with the Animal Management Rules of the Chinese Ministry of Health (Document No. 55, 2001) and the guide-
lines of the International Association for the Study of Pain.

Male heterozygous BDNF+/− mice (C57BL/6 background) and BDNF+/+ littermates (gifts from the 
Neurobiology Laboratory of Shandong University, genetic status confirmed by PCR) at 4 months of age were used 
for visceral sensitivity studies. Male wild-type Wistar rats (gifts from the Key Lab of Mental Disorder of Shandong 
Province, Shandong University), 280–300 g, were used for mesenteric afferent nerve recording studies. All ani-
mals were maintained in transparent plastic cages in a temperature-, light- and hygrometry-controlled room 
(20 ±  2 °C, 12: 12 h light/dark cycle, 50 ±  5%) at the key Laboratory of Cardiovascular Remodeling and Function 
Research, Qilu Hospital of Shandong University. During the experiment, animals were allocated at random by 
one investigator.

Intracolonic infusion, colorectal distension (CRD) and electromyography recording (EMG). Silver electrode 
implanted mice were prepared before all mice experiments according to Christianson’s methods57 (Supplementary 
Methods-5). All treated mice had 5 days for recovery and fasted for 24 h before CRD and EMG detection.

BDNF+/+ and BDNF+/− mice received an intracolonic infusion of FSN (0.3 ml, 170 μ l/h) from HCs and IBS-D 
(with or without aprotinin preincubation) or IBS-C patients through a catheter (outside diameter 1 mm) inserted 
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into the colon 3.5 cm from the anus. We pretreated BDNF+/+ mice with recombinant TrkB Fc chimera, TrkB/Fc 
(10 ng/mouse, intracolonical infusion, 30 min before FSN infusion, R&D, USA)12 and fluorocitrate (20 μ mol/kg, 
i.p, twice a day at 9 am and 6 pm for 7 days, sigma)51 to block the effect of colonic BDNF and EGCs in BDNF+/+ 
mice, respectively.

CRD started at 1 hour after the intracolonic infusion of FSN under pressures of 15, 30, 45 and 60 mmHg 
(Supplementary Methods-6). The EMG activity was used to evaluate the visceromotor response of mice and 
was recorded by the Powerlab BL-420E system. Data as expressed by the area under the curve were analyzed by 
Labchart v5.0 software. EMG activity was corrected for the baseline activity and expressed as “% of baseline”.

Immunostaining and western blotting for BDNF, GFAP, TrkB and SP in mice. Colonic samples (at the infused 
area) were obtained from mice 4 hours after supernatants infusion. We used western blotting or immunohisto-
chemistry to detect the expressions of mucosal BDNF, GFAP, TrkB and SP levels.

EGC cell line and mesenteric afferent nerve recording. Rat EGC cell line, CRL-2690, was purchased 
from American Type Culture Collection, (ATCC, Manassas, VA, USA). Cells were cultured in high-glucose 
Dulbecco’s modified Eagle’s medium (DMEM, Gibco by Invitrogen, CA, USA), supplemented with 10% FBS 
(Gibco) under conditions of 5% CO2 at 37 °C. CRL-2690 cells were seeded in 6-well plates and exposed to recom-
binant human BDNF (r-HuBDNF, 0–200 ng/ml, Peprotech, Rocky Hill, USA) for 2 h. After obtaining the opti-
mal incubating dose (100 ng/ml), we used phospholipase Cγ 1 (PLC-γ 1) inhibitor (U73122, 2 μ M for 30 minutes; 
Sigma-Aldrich, St. Louis, MO) or TrkB/Fc, (2.5 μ g/ml for 30 minutes) to previously block the r-HuBDNF-TrkB 
pathway.

Western blotting. SP and signaling pathway proteins in r-HuBDNF -stimulated EGCs were detected by western 
blotting. Cells were treated with r-HuBDNF (100 ng/ml) for 2 h in the presence of Brefeldin A (used for inhib-
iting protein release; 3 μ g/ml, eBioscience, San Diego, CA, USA). Following our standard protocol for western 
blotting, GFAP, TrkB, total PLC-γ 1, phosphorylated-PLCγ 1 (p-PLCγ 1), and SP were detected and quantified 
(Supplementary Methods-7).

Mesenteric afferent nerve recording. Mesenteric afferent nerve recording was performed to investigate the effects 
of supernatants collected from r-HuBDNF-stimulated CRL-2690 cells or r-HuBDNF alone on nerve excitabil-
ity and mechanosensitivity (Supplementary Methods-8). r-HuBDNF (10–200 ng/ml), SP (10−12–10−4 M, Sigma 
Chemical Co, St Louis, USA) or supernatants or DMEM were administered in the organ bath after the baseline 
recording was stable for 20 min or after preincubation with TrkB/Fc (2.5 μ g/ml) or FK888 (4 ×  10−6 M), or TrkB/Fc  
(2.5 μ g/ml) plus FK888 (4 ×  10−6 M) for 15 min. To detect mechanosensitivity, continuous ramp distention was 
performed to let the jejunal segment distend up to 60 cmH2O for approximately 90 s. Then the intraluminal pres-
sure returned to the baseline. Spike discharge frequency (impulse/s) was recorded and analyzed by Spike-2 soft-
ware to evaluate the afferent nerve response to stimulation. There were 15 minutes between two adjacent stimuli 
for the nerve recovering to baseline discharge.

Statistics. Using GraphPad Prism 6.0c software, data were presented as the mean values ±  the stand-
ard deviation (SD), expect for fecal protease activity, which was expressed as the median (interquartile range; 
IQR). Two-group differences were determined by an independent Student’s t test and multiple comparisons by a 
one-way ANOVA test (including Bonferroni’s post-hoc multiple comparisons). The relationship between protein 
levels and the severity/frequency of abdominal pain in patients with IBS was assessed by Spearman rank correla-
tions. Two-tailed P values <  0.05 were taken as a significant difference.

References
1. Dong, Y. Y. et al. A school-based study with Rome III criteria on the prevalence of functional gastrointestinal disorders in Chinese 

college and university students. PLoS One 8, e54183 (2013).
2. Gralnek, I. M., Hays, R. D., Kilbourne, A., Naliboff, B. & Mayer, E. A. The impact of irritable bowel syndrome on health-related 

quality of life. Gastroenterology 119, 654–60 (2000).
3. Delvaux, M. Role of visceral sensitivity in the pathophysiology of irritable bowel syndrome. Gut 51 Suppl 1, i67–71 (2002).
4. Drossman, D. A., Camilleri, M., Mayer, E. A. & Whitehead, W. E. AGA technical review on irritable bowel syndrome. 

Gastroenterology 123, 2108–31 (2002).
5. Barbara, G. et al. Activated mast cells in proximity to colonic nerves correlate with abdominal pain in irritable bowel syndrome. 

Gastroenterology 126, 693–702 (2004).
6. Cremon, C. et al. Intestinal serotonin release, sensory neuron activation, and abdominal pain in irritable bowel syndrome. Am J 

Gastroenterol 106, 1290–8 (2011).
7. Chadwick, V. S. et al. Activation of the mucosal immune system in irritable bowel syndrome. Gastroenterology 122, 1778–83 (2002).
8. Bhave, S. V., Ghoda, L. & Hoffman, P. L. Brain-derived neurotrophic factor mediates the anti-apoptotic effect of NMDA in cerebellar 

granule neurons: signal transduction cascades and site of ethanol action. J Neurosci 19, 3277–86 (1999).
9. Teng, K. K. & Hempstead, B. L. Neurotrophins and their receptors: signaling trios in complex biological systems. Cell Mol Life Sci 61, 

35–48 (2004).
10. Xia, C. M. et al. Up-regulation of brain-derived neurotrophic factor in primary afferent pathway regulates colon-to-bladder cross-

sensitization in rat. J Neuroinflammation 9, 30 (2012).
11. Lommatzsch, M. et al. Abundant production of brain-derived neurotrophic factor by adult visceral epithelia. Implications for 

paracrine and target-derived Neurotrophic functions. Am J Pathol 155, 1183–93 (1999).
12. Wang, P. et al. Increased production of BDNF in colonic epithelial cells induced by fecal supernatants from diarrheic IBS patients. 

Sci Rep 5, 10121 (2015).
13. Yu, Y. B. et al. Brain-derived neurotrophic factor contributes to abdominal pain in irritable bowel syndrome. Gut 61, 685–94 (2012).
14. Ruhl, A. Glial cells in the gut. Neurogastroenterol Motil 17, 777–90 (2005).
15. Savidge, T. C., Sofroniew, M. V. & Neunlist, M. Starring roles for astroglia in barrier pathologies of gut and brain. Lab Invest 87, 

731–6 (2007).



www.nature.com/scientificreports/

1 4Scientific RepoRts | 6:20320 | DOI: 10.1038/srep20320

16. Gulbransen, B. D. & Sharkey, K. A. Novel functional roles for enteric glia in the gastrointestinal tract. Nat Rev Gastroenterol Hepatol 
9, 625–32 (2012).

17. Cirillo, C. et al. Proinflammatory stimuli activates human-derived enteroglial cells and induces autocrine nitric oxide production. 
Neurogastroenterol Motil 23, e372–82 (2011).

18. Turco, F. et al. Enteroglial-derived S100B protein integrates bacteria-induced Toll-like receptor signalling in human enteric glial 
cells. Gut 63, 105–15 (2014).

19. Boesmans, W. et al. Neurotransmitters involved in fast excitatory neurotransmission directly activate enteric glial cells. 
Neurogastroenterol Motil 25, e151–60 (2013).

20. Reichardt, L. F. Neurotrophin-regulated signalling pathways. Philos Trans R Soc Lond B Biol Sci 361, 1545–64 (2006).
21. Hoehner, J. C., Wester, T., Pahlman, S. & Olsen, L. Localization of neurotrophins and their high-affinity receptors during human 

enteric nervous system development. Gastroenterology 110, 756–67 (1996).
22. Levanti, M. B. et al. Enteric glial cells express full-length TrkB and depend on TrkB expression for normal development. Neurosci 

Lett 454, 16–21 (2009).
23. Boesmans, W., Gomes, P., Janssens, J., Tack, J. & Vanden Berghe, P. Brain-derived neurotrophic factor amplifies neurotransmitter 

responses and promotes synaptic communication in the enteric nervous system. Gut 57, 314–22 (2008).
24. Chen, F. X., Yu, Y. B., Yuan, X. M., Zuo, X. L. & Li, Y. Q. Brain-derived neurotrophic factor enhances the contraction of intestinal 

muscle strips induced by SP and CGRP in mice. Regul Pept 178, 86–94 (2012).
25. Gecse, K. et al. Increased faecal serine protease activity in diarrhoeic IBS patients: a colonic lumenal factor impairing colonic 

permeability and sensitivity. Gut 57, 591–9 (2008).
26. Annahazi, A. et al. Fecal proteases from diarrheic-IBS and ulcerative colitis patients exert opposite effect on visceral sensitivity in 

mice. Pain 144, 209–17 (2009).
27. Annahazi, A. et al. Luminal cysteine-proteases degrade colonic tight junction structure and are responsible for abdominal pain in 

constipation-predominant IBS. Am J Gastroenterol 108, 1322–31 (2013).
28. Tooth, D. et al. Characterisation of faecal protease activity in irritable bowel syndrome with diarrhoea: origin and effect of gut 

transit. Gut 63, 753–60 (2014).
29. Roka, R. et al. A pilot study of fecal serine-protease activity: a pathophysiologic factor in diarrhea-predominant irritable bowel 

syndrome. Clin Gastroenterol Hepatol 5, 550–5 (2007).
30. Brahmachari, S., Fung, Y. K. & Pahan, K. Induction of glial fibrillary acidic protein expression in astrocytes by nitric oxide. J Neurosci 

26, 4930–9 (2006).
31. Grewal, S. I. & Jia, S. Heterochromatin revisited. Nat Rev Genet 8, 35–46 (2007).
32. Suh, S. W. et al. Astrocyte glycogen sustains neuronal activity during hypoglycemia: studies with the glycogen phosphorylase 

inhibitor CP-316,819 ([R-R*,S*]-5-chloro-N-[2-hydroxy-3-(methoxymethylamino)-3-oxo-1-(phenylmethyl)pro pyl]-1H-indole-2-
carboxamide). J Pharmacol Exp Ther 321, 45–50 (2007).

33. Akbar, A. et al. Increased capsaicin receptor TRPV1-expressing sensory fibres in irritable bowel syndrome and their correlation with 
abdominal pain. Gut 57, 923–9 (2008).

34. Sohn, W. et al. Mast cell number, substance P and vasoactive intestinal peptide in irritable bowel syndrome with diarrhea. Scand J 
Gastroenterol 49, 43–51 (2014).

35. Bernstein, C. N. & Vidrich, A. Isolation, identification, and culture of normal mouse colonic glia. Glia 12, 108–16 (1994).
36. Ma, X. P. et al. Effect of electro-acupuncture on substance P, its receptor and corticotropin-releasing hormone in rats with irritable 

bowel syndrome. World J Gastroenterol 15, 5211–7 (2009).
37. Obermeier, A. et al. Neuronal differentiation signals are controlled by nerve growth factor receptor/Trk binding sites for SHC and 

PLC gamma. EMBO J 13, 1585–90 (1994).
38. Merighi, A. et al. BDNF as a pain modulator. Prog Neurobiol 85, 297–317 (2008).
39. Grider, J. R., Piland, B. E., Gulick, M. A. & Qiao, L. Y. Brain-derived neurotrophic factor augments peristalsis by augmenting 5-HT 

and calcitonin gene-related peptide release. Gastroenterology 130, 771–80 (2006).
40. Zhang, X. et al. Brain-derived neurotrophic factor-activated astrocytes produce mechanical allodynia in neuropathic pain. 

Neuroscience 199, 452–60 (2011).
41. Zhang, X. et al. Positive Feedback Loop of Autocrine BDNF from Microglia Causes Prolonged Microglia Activation. Cell Physiol 

Biochem 34, 715–723 (2014).
42. Dagnino-Subiabre, A., Zepeda-Carreno, R., Diaz-Veliz, G., Mora, S. & Aboitiz, F. Chronic stress induces upregulation of brain-

derived neurotrophic factor (BDNF) mRNA and integrin alpha5 expression in the rat pineal gland. Brain Res 1086, 27–34 (2006).
43. Middlemas, D. S., Meisenhelder, J. & Hunter, T. Identification of TrkB autophosphorylation sites and evidence that phospholipase 

C-gamma 1 is a substrate of the TrkB receptor. J Biol Chem 269, 5458–66 (1994).
44. Hong, J. H. et al. Critical role of phospholipase Cgamma1 in the generation of H2O2-evoked [Ca2 +  ]i oscillations in cultured rat 

cortical astrocytes. J Biol Chem 281, 13057–67 (2006).
45. Smith, P. L., Loescher, A. R., Boissonade, F. M. & Robinson, P. P. The effect of substance P on the spontaneous discharge from injured 

inferior alveolar nerve fibres in the ferret. Exp Neurol 191, 285–91 (2005).
46. Abdulla, F. A., Stebbing, M. J. & Smith, P. A. Effects of substance P on excitability and ionic currents of normal and axotomized rat 

dorsal root ganglion neurons. Eur J Neurosci 13, 545–52 (2001).
47. Willis, M. et al. Localization and expression of substance P in transgenic mice overexpressing human APP751 with the London 

(V717I) and Swedish (K670M/N671L) mutations. Brain Res 1143, 199–207 (2007).
48. Grundy, D. Neuroanatomy of visceral nociception: vagal and splanchnic afferent. Gut 51 Suppl 1, i2–5 (2002).
49. Broadhead, M. J., Bayguinov, P. O., Okamoto, T., Heredia, D. J. & Smith, T. K. Ca2 +  transients in myenteric glial cells during the 

colonic migrating motor complex in the isolated murine large intestine. J Physiol 590, 335–50 (2012).
50. Fonnum, F., Johnsen, A. & Hassel, B. Use of fluorocitrate and fluoroacetate in the study of brain metabolism. Glia 21, 106–13 (1997).
51. Nasser, Y. et al. Role of enteric glia in intestinal physiology: effects of the gliotoxin fluorocitrate on motor and secretory function. Am 

J Physiol Gastrointest Liver Physiol 291, G912–27 (2006).
52. Delafoy, L. et al. Interactive involvement of brain derived neurotrophic factor, nerve growth factor, and calcitonin gene related 

peptide in colonic hypersensitivity in the rat. Gut 55, 940–5 (2006).
53. Barbara, G. et al. Mast cell-dependent excitation of visceral-nociceptive sensory neurons in irritable bowel syndrome. 

Gastroenterology 132, 26–37 (2007).
54. Zigmond, A. S. & Snaith, R. P. The hospital anxiety and depression scale. Acta Psychiatr Scand 67, 361–70 (1983).
55. Talley, N. J., Phillips, S. F., Melton, J. 3rd, Wiltgen, C. & Zinsmeister, A. R. A patient questionnaire to identify bowel disease. Ann 

Intern Med 111, 671–4 (1989).
56. Watkins, L. R., Milligan, E. D. & Maier, S. F. Glial activation: a driving force for pathological pain. Trends Neurosci 24, 450–5 (2001).
57. Christianson, J. A. & Gebhart, G. F. Assessment of colon sensitivity by luminal distension in mice. Nat Protoc 2, 2624–31 (2007).

Acknowledgements
This research was supported by the National Natural Science Foundations of China (No. 81270457 and 81330012), 
the foundation of the National Key Clinical Department of China and the Independent Innovation Foundation 



www.nature.com/scientificreports/

1 5Scientific RepoRts | 6:20320 | DOI: 10.1038/srep20320

of Shandong University (No. yzc12090). The authors appreciate the considerable assistance from the Key 
Laboratory of Cardiovascular Remodeling and Function Research in Qilu Hospital of Shandong University. The 
authors genuinely thank Professor Chuan-Yong Liu (Department of Physiology, School of Medicine, Shandong 
University) and Professor Zhe-Yu Chen (Neurobiology Laboratory of Shandong University) for apparatus 
assistance.

Author Contributions
P.W. acquisition of data, drafting of the manuscript, analysis and interpretation of data and statistical analysis. 
C.D. acquisition of data, analysis and interpretation of data and statistical analysis. F.-X.C. acquisition of data, 
analysis and interpretation of data and statistical analysis. C.-Q.L. participant enrolment, acquisition of data and 
analysis and interpretation of data. Y.-B.Y. acquisition of data, analysis and interpretation of data and technical 
and material support. T.H. acquisition of data, analysis and interpretation of data and technical and material 
support. S.A. critical revision of the manuscript for important intellectual content. X.-L.Z. critical revision of 
the manuscript for important intellectual content. X.-D.T. critical revision of the manuscript for important 
intellectual content. Y.-Q.L. study concept and design, obtained funding, study supervision, critical revision of 
the manuscript for important intellectual content and approval of the final version to be published.

Additional Information
Supplementary information accompanies this paper at http://www.nature.com/srep
Competing financial interests: The authors declare no competing financial interests.
How to cite this article: Wang, P. et al. BDNF contributes to IBS-like colonic hypersensitivity via activating the 
enteroglia-nerve unit. Sci. Rep. 6, 20320; doi: 10.1038/srep20320 (2016).

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License. The images 
or other third party material in this article are included in the article’s Creative Commons license, 

unless indicated otherwise in the credit line; if the material is not included under the Creative Commons license, 
users will need to obtain permission from the license holder to reproduce the material. To view a copy of this 
license, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

http://www.nature.com/srep
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

	BDNF contributes to IBS-like colonic hypersensitivity via activating the enteroglia-nerve unit
	Results
	Characteristics of study subjects. 
	In colonic mucosa of IBS patients, EGCs showed higher expression levels of GFAP and TrkB and altered ultrastructure. 
	GFAP-positive EGCs demonstrated SP-positive immunoreaction and correlated with IBS abdominal pain. 
	IBS-D FSN-mediated visceral hypersensitivity mice over-expressed colonic BDNF, GFAP, TrkB and SP, which were inhibited by B ...
	EGC dysfunction prevented effect of IBS-D FSN-induced visceral hypersensitivity and SP production in mice. 
	r-HuBDNF directly activated rat EGC cell line (CRL-2690 cells) to produce SP via TrkB-dependent activation of PLCγ1 signali ...
	Supernatants from r-HuBDNF-treated rat EGC culture medium but not r-HuBDNF itself, enhanced discharge of mesenteric afferen ...
	r-HuBDNF increased mechanosensitivity of mesenteric afferent nerves, which was significantly enhanced by EGC activation. 

	Discussion
	Methods
	Patients. 
	Fecal supernatants (FSN) and biopsies collection. 
	Immunohistochemistry and western blotting for human specimens. 
	TEM. 
	Animals. 
	Intracolonic infusion, colorectal distension (CRD) and electromyography recording (EMG). 
	Immunostaining and western blotting for BDNF, GFAP, TrkB and SP in mice. 

	EGC cell line and mesenteric afferent nerve recording. 
	Western blotting. 
	Mesenteric afferent nerve recording. 

	Statistics. 

	Acknowledgements
	Author Contributions
	Figure 1.  Detection of EGCs in colon of IBS patients and their association with BDNF.
	Figure 2.  Increased EGCs localize in proximity to colonic nerves, express substance P and correlate with abnormal pain scores in IBS patients.
	Figure 3.  Alterations of visceral sensitivity and expressions of BDNF, GFAP and substance P in colon of BDNF+/+ and BDNF+/− mice in the presence or absence of IBS fecal supernatants (FSN) stimulation.
	Figure 4.  Effect of EGC dysfunction on visceral sensitivity and SP production.
	Figure 5.  r-HuBDNF directly activated rat EGC cell line (CRL-2690) via a TrkB-PLCγ1 phosphorylation pathway.
	Figure 6.  Culture supernatants obtained from r-HuBDNF-challenged CRL-2690 cells triggered an increased discharge of rat mesenteric afferent nerves.
	Figure 7.  r-HuBDNF and r-HuBDNF-activated EGCs exert synergistic effects on increasing rat mesenteric afferent mechanosensitivity.
	Table 1.  Characteristics of study subjects.
	Table 2.  Quantitative assessment of ultrastructural alterations of EGCs.



 
    
       
          application/pdf
          
             
                BDNF contributes to IBS-like colonic hypersensitivity via activating the enteroglia-nerve unit
            
         
          
             
                srep ,  (2016). doi:10.1038/srep20320
            
         
          
             
                Peng Wang
                Chao Du
                Fei-Xue Chen
                Chang-Qing Li
                Yan-Bo Yu
                Ting Han
                Suhail Akhtar
                Xiu-Li Zuo
                Xiao-Di Tan
                Yan-Qing Li
            
         
          doi:10.1038/srep20320
          
             
                Nature Publishing Group
            
         
          
             
                © 2016 Nature Publishing Group
            
         
      
       
          
      
       
          © 2016 Macmillan Publishers Limited
          10.1038/srep20320
          2045-2322
          
          Nature Publishing Group
          
             
                permissions@nature.com
            
         
          
             
                http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/srep20320
            
         
      
       
          
          
          
             
                doi:10.1038/srep20320
            
         
          
             
                srep ,  (2016). doi:10.1038/srep20320
            
         
          
          
      
       
       
          True
      
   




