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ABSTRACT
Estradiol (E2) and progesterone (P4) are essential sex steroid hormones that play critical roles in the
pituitary gland and uterus. Recently, nesfatin-1, a polypeptide hormone that regulates appetite
and energy homeostasis in the hypothalamus, was found to be expressed in the pituitary gland
and uterus. In this study, we aimed to investigate the relationship between these two steroid
hormones and the expression and function of nesfatin-1 in the pituitary gland and uterus using
GH3 cells, a lacto-somatotroph cell line, and THESC cells, an endometrial stromal cell line. First,
we verified the presence of nesfatin-1 and nesfatin-1 binding sites in GH3 and THESC cells. E2
increased the mRNA expression of NUCB2, the gene encoding the nesfatin-1 protein, in GH3
cells, while P4 had no significant effect. In THESC cells, NUCB2 mRNA expression was decreased
by E2 but increased by P4. In addition, nesfatin-1 significantly increased growth hormone (GH)
and prolactin (PRL) mRNA expression in GH3 cells, and E2 enhanced this effect. In THESC cells,
nesfatin-1 significantly increased the mRNA expression of insulin-like growth factor binding
protein 1 (IGFBP1) and PRL, which are decidualization marker genes, and P4 further enhanced
this effect. These results suggest that nesfatin-1 may act as a local regulator of GH and PRL
production in the pituitary gland and decidualization in the uterus, modulating its effects in
response to E2 and P4.
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Introduction

Sex steroid hormones, including estradiol (E2) and
progesterone (P4), play a crucial role in the development
and regulation of the reproductive system, sexual
characteristics, and overall sexual function in both
males and females. In women, E2 and P4 are essential
sex hormones that play a pivotal role in the menstrual
cycle, pregnancy, and overall reproductive health
(Jabbour et al. 2006; De Vos et al. 2010; Noyola-Martínez
et al. 2019). During the menstrual cycle, E2 stimulates
the growth and development of ovarian follicles, trig-
gers the release of eggs from ovarian follicles, and main-
tains the endometrium after ovulation (Mihm et al.
2011). P4, another vital female sex hormone, is primarily
produced by the corpus luteum in the ovary after ovu-
lation, and it induces decidualization of the endome-
trium for implantation of a fertilized egg (Gellersen
and Brosens 2014; Taraborrelli 2015). In addition to
their roles in the reproductive system, E2 and P4 have
significant effects on the brain and central nervous
system (Boulware and Mermelstein 2005; Guennoun

2020). They are involved in multiple brain functions,
including cognitive function, mood regulation, neuro-
protection, and neural development (Bakker and Baum
2008; Hornung et al. 2020). Furthermore, E2 and P4
influence the secretion of hormones from the pituitary
gland, including growth hormone (GH) and prolactin
(PRL) (Muldoon 1986).

Nucleobindin 2 (NUCB2) is a precursor of nesfatin-1.
NUCB2 generates nesfatin-1, -2, and -3 through post-
translational processing in the presence of the prohor-
mone convertase-1/3. Of the nesfatins, only nesfatin-1,
an 82-amino acid product of the NUCB2 gene, has been
shown to have physiological activity (Elmquist et al.
2005). Nesfatin-1 is primarily expressed in the hypothala-
mic nucleus and has been shown to play an essential role
in maintaining energy homeostasis and regulating food
intake (Oh-I et al. 2006; Schalla et al. 2020). Recent
studies have shown that NUCB2/nesfatin-1 is also
expressed in various human peripheral tissues, including
the stomach, pancreas, and adipose tissue (Foo et al.
2010; Ramanjaneya et al. 2010; Schalla et al. 2020).
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NUCB2/nesfatin-1 is also highly expressed in the
pituitary gland. NUCB2/nesfatin-1 expression has
been identified in the hypothalamus-pituitary-adrenal
interrenal tissues of goldfish, with the highest expression
in the pituitary gland (Pham et al. 2021). NUCB2/nesfatin-
1-like immunoreactivity has also been identified in the
pineal and pituitary glands of frogs (Senejani et al.
2014). In mice, NUCB2 mRNA and nesfatin-1 protein loca-
lize to cells in the anterior pituitary gland (Kim et al. 2014;
Chung et al. 2015a). Similarly, autoradiography showed
that nesfatin-1 binds to the pituitary gland in rats (Prinz
et al. 2016). In addition to its expression in the pituitary
gland, recent studies have shown that nesfatin-1 is
highly expressed in the reproductive system of mice
(Schalla and Stengel 2021). In our previous study, we
demonstrated that NUCB2 mRNA and nesfatin-1 protein
are detected in the mouse ovary and uterus, and their
expression in both organs is highest during the estrus
period of the estrus cycle (Kim et al. 2019).

Although many studies have demonstrated that
NUCB2/nesfatin-1 is highly expressed in the pituitary
gland and uterus, the regulatory mechanisms and func-
tions of this hormone in these organs have not been
fully characterized. Therefore, we aimed to investigate
whether E2 and P4 regulate nesfatin-1 expression in
the pituitary gland and uterus, and whether nesfatin-1
influences hormone production and decidualization in
these organs. In this study, we found that E2 and P4
increased NUCB2/nesfatin-1 expression in the pituitary
gland and uterus. In addition, we discovered that nesfa-
tin-1 increases mRNA expression of GH and PRL in GH3
cells, a lacto-somatotroph cell line, and mRNA
expression of IGFBP1 and PRL in THESC cells, a human
endometrial stromal cell line.

Materials and methods

Cell culture and hormone treatment

GH3 cells, a lacto-somatotroph cell line, were obtained
from the Korean Cell Line Bank and cultured in DMEM
(Gibco, USA) supplemented with FBS (Corning, USA)
and penicillin-streptomycin (Gibco, USA). THESC cells, a
telomerase-immortalized human endometrial stromal
cell line, were purchased from ATCC (CRL-4003, USA)
and cultured in DMEM/F12 medium (Gibco, USA) sup-
plemented with FBS and penicillin-streptomycin (BD Bio-
sciences, USA). Cells were incubated in a humidified
incubator at 37°C with 5% CO2. The next day, fresh
medium was added along with different concentrations
of hormones and antagonists: 10−7, 10−6, and 10−5 μM
estradiol (E2) (Sigma-Aldrich, USA), 10−6, 10−5,
and 10−4 μM progesterone (P4) (Sigma-Aldrich, USA),

10−5 μM E2 combined with 10−5 μM E2 receptor antag-
onist fulvestrant (ICI 182780; Sigma-Aldrich, USA), or
10−4 μM P4 combined with 10−5 μM P4 receptor antag-
onist mifepristone (RU486; Sigma-Aldrich, USA).
Additionally, GH cells and THESC cells were exposed to
0.1, 1, and 10 nM nesfatin-1, and 10 nM nesfatin-1 com-
bined with 10−4 μM P4 or 10−5 μM E2.

Immunofluorescence staining

GH3 and THESC cells were washed and fixed with 100%
ethanol. After washing, the cells were incubated with
rabbit anti-rat nesfatin-1 polyclonal antibody (H-003-
22, Phoenix Pharmaceuticals, USA) and rabbit anti-
human nesfatin-1 polyclonal antibody (H-003-
25, Phoenix Pharmaceuticals, USA), followed by
incubation with Alexa Fluor 594-conjugated goat anti-
rabbit IgG (111-585-003, Jackson ImmunoResearch Lab-
oratory, USA). Cells were washed and counterstained
with DAPI. For nesfatin-1 binding site localization, GH3
and THESC cells were washed and incubated with
FITC-conjugated nesfatin-1 (FG-003-22B, Phoenix Phar-
maceuticals, USA) and counterstained with DAPI. Pitu-
itary glands were fixed in 4% paraformaldehyde
buffered saline and embedded in paraffin blocks.
Paraffin blocks were sectioned at 10 μm, deparaffinized,
rehydrated, and washed with PBS. Sections were incu-
bated with rabbit anti-rat nesfatin-1 polyclonal antibody
(H-003-22, Phoenix Pharmaceuticals, USA), goat anti-rat
GH polyclonal antibody (AF1566, Bio-Techne, USA), and
goat anti-mouse/rat PRL polyclonal antibody (AF1445,
Bio-Techne, USA), followed by incubation with Alexa
Fluor 594-conjugated goat anti-rabbit IgG (111-585-
003, Jackson ImmunoResearch Laboratory, USA) and
Alexa Fluor 488-conjugated bovine anti-goat IgG (805-
545-180, Jackson ImmunoResearch Laboratory, USA)
and counterstaining with DAPI. A mounting solution
(Vector Laboratories, USA) was applied to the glass
slide, and the cells were observed under a fluorescence
microscope (Axioskop2, Carl Zeiss, Germany).

RNA extraction and qRT-PCR

Total RNA was extracted from cells using the RNA isoplus
(TaKaRa Bio, Japan) according to the manufacturer’s
instructions. The total RNA was then used for cDNA syn-
thesis using oligo dT primers, dNTPs (Bio Basic, Canada),
and M-MLV reverse transcriptase (Invitrogen, USA). qRT-
PCR was performed using a buffer solution containing
template cDNA, SYBR Green (Dyne Bio, Korea), and
specific primers in the LightCycler® 480 Real-time PCR
System (Roche, Germany). The primer pairs used are
listed in Supplementary Data 1.
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Statistical analysis

Results were presented as a mean and the standard error
of the mean (SEM). Data were analyzed by unpaired two-
tailed Student’s t-test and one-way ANOVA followed by
Bonferroni’s multiple comparison test. Values of p < 0.05
were considered significant.

Results

Localization of nesfatin-1 and nesfatin-1 binding
sites in GH3 and THESC cells

Immunocytochemical staining with nesfatin-1 antibody
and fluorescence labeling with FITC-conjugated recombi-
nant nesfatin-1 revealed the presence of nesfatin-1
protein and nesfatin-1 binding sites in both GH3 cells, a
lacto-somatotroph cell line, and THESC cells, a telomer-
ase-immortalized human endometrial stromal cell line.
Notably, endogenous nesfatin-1 protein appeared as
a distinct red stain in the cytoplasm of most GH3 cells.
In addition, nesfatin-1 binding sites were visualized as
green staining on the membrane of some GH3 cells
after staining with FITC-conjugated nesfatin-1 (Figure
1A). In THESC cells, nesfatin-1 protein exhibited intense
staining in the cytoplasm, similar to that observed in
GH3 cells. Nesfatin-1 binding sites were also detected as
green staining on the membrane of THESC cells (Figure
1D). No staining was observed in the negative control
(Figure 1A and D). Taken together, these results demon-
strate that nesfatin-1 protein is expressed in both pituitary
gland and endometrial cells, and that there are direct
binding sites for nesfatin-1 on the surface of these cells.
In addition, we stained the pituitary sections with anti-
bodies against nesfatin-1, GH, and PRL to identify any
co-localization. Immunohistochemical staining results
showed that nesfatin-1 protein was co-localized with
GH in specific pituitary cells (Figure 1B). In the total pitu-
itary cell population, 37% of the stained cells exhibited co-
localization of nesfatin-1 and GH (Figure 1C). Nesfatin-1
protein was also co-localized with PRL in specific pituitary
cells (Figure 1E). In the total pituitary cell population, 18%
of the stained cells exhibited co-localization of nesfatin-1
and PRL (Figure 1F).

Effect of E2 and P4 on NUCB2mRNA expression in
GH3 and THESC cells

To determine whether E2 or P4 affects NUCB2 mRNA
expression in GH3 and THESC cells, we assessed
NUCB2 mRNA expression using qRT-PCR in the cells
treated with either E2 or P4. E2 treatment dose-depen-
dently increased NUCB2 mRNA expression in GH3 cells,

whereas P4 treatment had no significant effect (Figure
2A and B). Furthermore, the E2 inhibitor ICI 182780 effec-
tively suppressed the E2-induced increase in NUCB2
mRNA expression in GH3 cells (Figure 2A). P4 treatment
did not change the NUCB2 mRNA level, but co-treat-
ment with E2 and P4 increased it to the level of E2 treat-
ment (Figure 2C). In THESC cells, E2 treatment decreased
NUCB2 mRNA expression, and this effect was attenuated
by co-treatment with the ICI 182780 (Figure 2D). Conver-
sely, the P4 treatment dose-dependently increased
NUCB2 mRNA expression in THESC cells, and this effect
was attenuated by co-treatment with the P4 antagonist
RU486 (Figure 2E). Furthermore, the increase in NUCB2
mRNA expression induced by P4 treatment was attenu-
ated by co-treatment with E2 (Figure 2F). These findings
suggest that both E2 and P4 act through their respective
receptors, but that these receptors may interact and
potentially interfere with each other’s actions. Specifi-
cally, it may be that the upregulation of NUCB2 mRNA
expression facilitated by the P4 receptor is somehow
hindered when E2 receptors are simultaneously
engaged.

Effects of E2, P4, and nesfatin-1 treatment on GH
and PRL mRNA expression in GH3 cells

Before investigating the effect of nesfatin-1 on GH and
PRL mRNA expression in GH3 cells, we first evaluated
their mRNA expression in cells treated with E2 and P4,
which significantly regulate GH and PRL production in
lacto-somatotrophs of the pituitary gland. GH3 cells
were treated with E2 and P4, and the mRNA levels of
GH and PRL were measured by qRT-PCR. GH and PRL
mRNA expression was significantly increased by E2 treat-
ment but was not affected by P4 treatment. The E2-
induced increase in GH and PRL mRNA expression was
not affected by co-treatment with P4 (Figure 3A and
D). Next, to determine whether nesfatin-1 regulates GH
and PRL mRNA expression in GH3 cells, we measured
the GH and PRL mRNA levels using qRT-PCR after nesfa-
tin-1 treatment. A low concentration of nesfatin-1 did
not affect GH or PRL mRNA expression, but a high con-
centration of nesfatin-1 significantly increased the
expression of both genes (Figure 3B and E). Furthermore,
when GH3 cells were co-treated with nesfatin-1 and E2
or P4, E2 increased GH or PRL mRNA expression,
whereas P4 had no effect (Figure 3C and F).

Effects of E2, P4, and nesfatin-1 treatment on
IGFBP1 and PRL mRNA expression in THESC cells

It is well known that IGFBP1 and PRL are decidualization
marker genes expressed in endometrial cells, and their
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expression is regulated by E2 and P4. Therefore, before
investigating the effect of nesfatin-1 on IGFBP1 and
PRL mRNA expression in THESC cells, we first evaluated
their mRNA expression in cells treated with E2 and P4
using qRT-PCR. IGFBP1 and PRL mRNA expression was
significantly decreased by E2 treatment, but increased
by P4 treatment. Furthermore, the increase in IGFBP1
and PRL mRNA expression induced by P4 treatment
was attenuated by co-treatment with E2 (Figure 4A
and D). We then examined the effect of nesfatin-1 on
the expression of IGFBP1 and PRL mRNA in THESC cells
by treating the cells with nesfatin-1. Nesfatin-1 treat-
ment dose-dependently increased the expression of
IGFBP1 and PRL mRNA in THESC cells (Figure 4B and
E). Furthermore, when nesfatin-1 was co-treated with
E2 or P4, P4 increased the expression of IGFBP1 and
PRL mRNA, whereas E2 had no effect (Figure 4C and F).

Discussion

E2 and P4 produced in the ovaries not only regulate
endometrial cell functions during the menstrual cycle

but also influence the secretion of various hormones
by acting on the hypothalamus and pituitary cells
(Muldoon 1986; Jabbour et al. 2006). Recent studies
have reported that nesfatin-1, an appetite control
hormone, is expressed in the uterus and pituitary
gland and regulates the functions of these organs (Kim
et al. 2019; Schalla and Stengel 2021). Based on these
findings, we hypothesized that E2 and P4 might regulate
uterine and pituitary functions by influencing the
expression of nesfatin-1 in these organs. To investigate
this hypothesis, we conducted experiments using GH3
cells, a lacto-somatotroph cell line, and THESC cells, an
endometrial stromal cell line.

We first demonstrated that nesfatin-1 is expressed in
GH3 cells using immunocytochemical staining. This
finding is consistent with previous studies that demon-
strated NUCB2 mRNA and nesfatin-1 protein expression
in GH3 and RC-4B/C cells (Vélez and Unniappan 2020;
Vélez et al. 2021). Furthermore, another study reported
high NUCB2 mRNA expression in the anterior lobe
using in situ hybridization, while the posterior lobe
showed no expression (Könczöl et al. 2010). Our previous

Figure 1. Localization of nesfatin-1 and nesfatin-1 binding sites in GH3 and THESC cells. (A) Immunocytochemical staining shows the
presence of nesfatin-1 protein (red) in the cytoplasm of GH3 cells. Nesfatin-1 binding sites appear in green on the membranes of these
cells. (B) Co-localization of NUCB2/nesfatin-1 with growth hormone (GH) in the mouse pituitary gland. Nesfatin-1 protein co-stains
with GH in lacto-somatotrophs within the pituitary glands. Insets display negative control images stained without nesfatin-1
primary antibody. (C) The percentage of cells stained with nesfatin-1 and GH. In the total pituitary cell population, 37% of the
stained cells exhibit co-localization of nesfatin-1 and GH. (D) Nesfatin-1 protein is present in the cytoplasm of THESC cells by immuno-
cytochemical staining. Nesfatin-1 binding sites are also observed on the membranes of these cells in green. (E) Co-localization of
NUCB2/nesfatin-1 with prolactin (PRL) in the mouse pituitary gland. Nesfatin-1 protein is observed to co-staining with PRL in
lacto-somatotrophs within the pituitary glands. (F) The percentage of cells stained with nesfatin-1 and PRL. In the total pituitary
cell population, 18% of the stained cells exhibit co-localization of nesfatin-1 and PRL.

132 J. HA ET AL.



study also indicated that nesfatin-1 is primarily
expressed in a subset of cells in the anterior pituitary
gland (Chung et al. 2015a). In this study, immunohisto-
chemical staining of mouse pituitary gland tissues
revealed co-localization of nesfatin-1 with pituitary
cells that produce GH and PRL. These findings suggest
that nesfatin-1 may be involved in GH and PRL pro-
duction in the pituitary gland.

We also demonstrated that nesfatin-1 is expressed in
THESC cells, which is consistent with previous research
reporting nesfatin-1 expression in human endometrium
and mouse and rat uterus. Nesfatin-1 immunoreactivity
has been detected in the endometrium, where it posi-
tively correlates with cell proliferation (Takagi et al.
2016). Another study found strong nesfatin-1 immunor-
eactivity in epithelial and glandular epithelial cells of the
rat uterus during estrus (Tang et al. 2010). Our previous
study also showed that NUCB2 mRNA and nesfatin-1
protein are expressed in mouse ovaries and uterus,
and their expression is regulated by the hypothalamic-
pituitary-ovarian axis (Kim et al. 2019). These findings
suggest that nesfatin-1 may play a vital role in uterine

processes, such as decidualization, implantation, and
pregnancy.

Next, to investigate whether nesfatin-1 expression in
GH3 cells is regulated by E2 and P4, we treated GH3 cells
with E2 and P4 and examined NUCB2 mRNA expression.
We found that E2 increased NUCB2 mRNA expression in
GH3 cells, whereas P4 had no significant effect. Further-
more, the increase in NUCB2 mRNA expression induced
by E2 was not affected by co-treatment with P4. These
results are consistent with our previous in vivo study
showing that NUCB2 mRNA expression in the pituitary
gland is increased by E2 and decreased by P4 (Chung
et al. 2015a). A related study showed that testosterone
increased nesfatin-1 protein expression in LβT2 cells, a
pituitary cell line (Hatef and Unniappan 2017).
However, in goldfish, testosterone ingestion reduces
NUCB2 mRNA expression in the pituitary gland,
suggesting that it initially increases nesfatin-1
expression in the pituitary gland, but this is followed
by a compensatory decrease (Bertucci et al. 2016). In
mice, testosterone treatment increases NUCB2/nesfa-
tin-1 expression in the pituitary gland, whereas

Figure 2. NUCB2 mRNA expression after E2 and P4 treatment in GH3 and THESC cells. (A) NUCB2 mRNA expression in GH3 cells is
dose-dependently increased by E2 treatment but significantly decreased when cells are co-treated with an E2 inhibitor (ICI
182780). (B, C) P4 treatment does not affect NUCB2 mRNA expression, but its expression is enhanced when cells are co-treated
with E2. (D) In THESC cells, E2 treatment decreases NUCB2 mRNA expression, which is attenuated by co-treatment with ICI
182780. (E) Conversely, P4 treatment dose-dependently increases NUCB2 mRNA expression, which is attenuated by co-treatment
with the P4 antagonist RU486. (F) The elevation of NUCB2 mRNA expression induced by P4 treatment is attenuated by co-treatment
with E2. All data are represented as mean ± SEM (n = 6). Differences between values were considered statistically significant when
p < 0.05.
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castration decreases NUCB2 mRNA expression, which is
restored by testosterone replacement (Seon et al.
2017). Consistent with these findings, NUCB2 mRNA
expression in the pituitary gland is reduced by ovari-
ectomy but increased by E2 and P4 treatment (Chung
et al. 2015a). In addition, E2 increases NUCB2 mRNA
and nesfatin-1 protein expression in LβT2 cells, as well
as NUCB2 mRNA expression in cultured pituitary cells
(Chung et al. 2015a; Hatef and Unniappan 2017). An in
vivo study also revealed that E2 ingestion reduced
NUCB2 mRNA expression in the pituitary gland of
goldfish (Bertucci et al. 2016). Taken together, these
results suggest that steroid hormones, including E2
and P4, produced in the ovary influence lacto-somato-
trophs in the pituitary gland to regulate GH and PRL
production.

We also investigated whether E2 and P4 regulate nes-
fatin-1 expression in the same manner in THESC cells.
Our results demonstrated that NUCB2 mRNA expression
in THESC cells was decreased by E2 treatment but
increased by P4 treatment. Furthermore, the elevation
of NUCB2 mRNA expression induced by P4 was attenu-
ated when cells were co-treated with E2. In our previous
research, we demonstrated that nesfatin-1 is expressed
in endometrial epithelial cells, and its regulation is

influenced by E2 and P4 administration in mice, which
supports the findings of the current study (Kim et al.
2014; Kim et al. 2019). We also reported for the first
time the expression of NUCB2 mRNA and nesfatin-1
protein in implantation sites during pregnancy. Nesfa-
tin-1 promotes the accumulation of Th17 lymphocytes
at implantation sites, maintaining pregnancy in a spon-
taneous abortion mouse model (Chung et al. 2015b).
Although limited research has been conducted on the
function of nesfatin-1 in the uterus, these studies
suggest that nesfatin-1 may be an important local regu-
latory factor in the uterus.

In this study, we identified nesfatin-1 binding sites on
the surface of GH3 cells. Consistent with this, recent
research has shown that CF568-labeled nesfatin-1
binds to GH3 cell membranes (Vélez and Unniappan
2020). Consistently, a recent study demonstrated the
intracellular signaling pathways of nesfatin-1, including
the potential receptor responsible for mediating this
peptide effect and downstream signaling (Rupp et al.
2021). These results suggest that nesfatin-1 interacts
with receptors on GH3 cells, thereby influencing their
functions. Based on these observations, we investigated
the potential role of nesfatin-1 in modulating the pro-
duction of GH and PRL in GH3 cells. Our results revealed

Figure 3. GH and PRL mRNA expression after E2 and P4 treatment in GH3 cells. (A, D) E2 treatment significantly increases GH and PRL
mRNA expression, but P4 has no effect. (B, E) GH and PRL mRNA expression is dose-dependently increased by nesfatin-1 treatment. (C,
F) When cells are co-treated with nesfatin-1 and E2 or P4, E2 enhances GH and PRL mRNA expression, while P4 has no effect. All data
are represented as mean ± SEM (n = 6). Differences between values were considered statistically significant when p < 0.05.
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that nesfatin-1 treatment dose-dependently increased
GH and PRL mRNA expression in GH3 cells.

While the specific role of nesfatin-1 in the pituitary
gland has not been thoroughly elucidated, several pre-
vious studies have shown that nesfatin-1 contributes
to the regulation of several endocrine systems con-
nected to the hypothalamus, particularly those associ-
ated with the stress response, metabolism, and
reproduction (Gao et al. 2016; Weibert et al. 2019;
Schalla et al. 2020; Schalla and Stengel 2021). Moreover,
nesfatin-1 modulates the activity of the hypothalamic-
pituitary-adrenal (HPA) axis by stimulating the release
of corticotropin-releasing hormone (CRH) and adreno-
corticotropic hormone (ACTH), which increases cortisol
secretion by the adrenal glands (Yoshida et al. 2010).
Nesfatin-1 also increases proopiomelanocortin (POMC)
transcript abundance and protein expression and co-
localizes with POMC in immortalized mouse tumor-
derived corticotrophs (Nasri and Unniappan 2021). In
accordance with our findings, recent research has
shown that nesfatin-1 plays a role in regulating the
secretion of pituitary hormones, such as GH, PRL, and
luteinizing hormone (Vélez and Unniappan 2020; Vélez

et al. 2021). Furthermore, our results demonstrated
that when GH3 cells were co-treated with nesfatin-1
and E2 or P4, E2 enhanced the nesfatin-1-induced
increase in GH and PRL mRNA expression, whereas P4
did not show a significant effect. This finding suggests
that ovarian steroid hormones may modulate GH and
PRL mRNA expression in the pituitary gland in conjunc-
tion with nesfatin-1.

In this study, we also identified nesfatin-1 binding sites
on the membranes of THESC cells. This result suggests
that nesfatin-1 may bind to these sites on THESC cells
and influence their functions. Before investigating the
effect of nesfatin-1 on IGFBP1 and PRL mRNA expression
in THESC cells, we first confirmed that E2 and P4 regulate
IGFBP1 and PRL mRNA expression because IGFBP1 and
PRL are markers of decidualization that are regulated by
E2 and P4 (Tang et al. 1993). We then examined
whether nesfatin-1 regulates IGFBP1 and PRL mRNA
expression in THESC cells. Our results showed that nesfa-
tin-1 treatment dose-dependently increased IGFBP1 and
PRL mRNA expression in these cells. Furthermore, when
THESC cells were co-treated with nesfatin-1 and E2 or
P4, P4 enhanced the nesfatin-1-induced increase in

Figure 4. IGFBP1 and PRL mRNA expression after E2 and P4 treatment in THESC cells. (A, D) IGFBP1 and PRL mRNA expression is
significantly decreased by E2 treatment but increased by P4 treatment. The increase in IGFBP1 and PRL mRNA expression induced
by P4 treatment is attenuated by co-treatment with E2. (B, E) Nesfatin-1 treatment dose-dependently increases the expression of
IGFBP1 and PRL mRNA. (C, F) When THESC cells were co-treated with nesfatin-1 and E2 or P4, P4 treatment enhanced IGFBP1 and
PRL mRNA expression, whereas E2 had no effect. All data are represented as mean ± SEM (n = 6). Differences between values
were considered statistically significant when p < 0.05.
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IGFBP1 and PRLmRNA expression, whereas E2 had no sig-
nificant effect. Although it has been reported that nesfa-
tin-1 is expressed in endometrial cells and its regulation is
influenced by E2 and P4, the specific functions of nesfatin-
1 in the uterus have not been fully elucidated.

In conclusion, this study demonstrated the presence
of nesfatin-1 and nesfatin-1 binding sites in GH3 and
THESC cells. We also observed that E2 and P4 regulated
NUCB2 mRNA expression in both cell types. Additionally,
our results showed that nesfatin-1 upregulated GH and
PRL mRNA expression in GH3 cells and IGFBP1 and PRL
mRNA expression in THESC cells. Furthermore, the
effect of nesfatin-1 on these mRNA expressions was
enhanced when the cells were co-treated with E2 or
P4. These findings suggest that E2 and P4, steroid hor-
mones produced by the ovary, may play a role in mod-
ulating the expression and function of nesfatin-1 in the
pituitary gland and uterus. To the best of our knowledge,
this is the first report that proposes a connection of nes-
fatin-1 with uterine decidualization and pituitary
hormone production, and that nesfatin-1 acts as a
local regulator under the influence of ovarian steroid
hormones. Further research is needed to fully under-
stand the detailed roles of nesfatin-1 in the pituitary
gland and uterus.
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