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Abstract: Inhibiting the intestinal α-glucosidase can effectively control postprandial hyperglycemia
for type 2 diabetes mellitus (T2DM) treatment. In the present study, we reported the binding interac-
tion of betulinic acid (BA), a pentacyclic triterpene widely distributed in nature, on α-glucosidase and
its alleviation on postprandial hyperglycemia. BA was verified to exhibit a strong inhibitory effect
against α-glucosidase with an IC50 value of 16.83 ± 1.16 µM. More importantly, it showed a synergis-
tically inhibitory effect with acarbose. The underlying inhibitory mechanism was investigated by
kinetics analysis, surface plasmon resonance (SPR) detection, molecular docking, molecular dynamics
(MD) simulation and binding free energy calculation. BA showed a non-competitive inhibition on
α-glucosidase. SPR revealed that it had a strong and fast affinity to α-glucosidase with an equilibrium
dissociation constant (KD) value of 5.529 × 10−5 M and a slow dissociation. Molecular docking
and MD simulation revealed that BA bound to the active site of α-glucosidase mainly due to the
van der Waals force and hydrogen bond, and then changed the micro-environment and secondary
structure of α-glucosidase. Free energy decomposition indicated amino acid residues such as PHE155,
PHE175, HIE277, PHE298, GLU302, TRY311 and ASP347 of α-glucosidase at the binding pocket
had strong interactions with BA, while LYS153, ARG210, ARG310, ARG354 and ARG437 showed a
negative contribution to binding affinity between BA and α-glucosidase. Significantly, oral adminis-
tration of BA alleviated the postprandial blood glucose fluctuations in mice. This work may provide
new insights into the utilization of BA as a functional food and natural medicine for the control of
postprandial hyperglycemia.

Keywords: betulinic acid; α-glucosidase; inhibition mechanism; postprandial hyperglycemia;
synergistic effect

1. Introduction

Type 2 diabetes mellitus (T2DM) has become one of the major chronic diseases. Ac-
cording to International Diabetes Federation (IDF) 2019 estimation, around 463.0 million
adults are suffering from T2DM, and this number will increase to about 578.4 million by
2030 and further around 700.2 million by 2045 [1]. Specially, T2DM is major featured with
hyperglycemia, which leads to the occurrence of serious diabetes complications, such as
vascular damage and cardiovascular disease [2,3]. Epidemiological studies suggested that
postprandial hyperglycemia might be an independent risk factor of cardiovascular disease
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beyond and more powerful than fasting hyperglycemia for T2DM sufferers [4]. Thus,
controlling postprandial hyperglycemia became an effective therapy in T2DM treatment
and diabetes complications prevention.

Carbohydrate, such as starch and dextrin in foods, is the main source of human
blood sugar. The α-glucosidase presented in the gastrointestinal tract can catalyze the
cleavage of α-1,4 glycosidic bonds of carbohydrate to form glucose, which is absorbed by
small intestine and then enters into blood circulation. Inhibiting the activity of intestinal
α-glucosidase can effectively control postprandial hyperglycemia [5–7]. Acarbose, an
α-glucosidase inhibitor, is effective in managing postprandial blood glucose; however,
the side-effects have restricted its long-term applications [8]. Hence, searching for more
effective and safer α-glucosidase inhibitors from natural sources is greatly demanded.

Betulinic acid (BA, Figure 1A) is a triterpene widely presented in medicinal plants
such as Betula (Betulaceae), Ziziphus (Rhamnaceae), Syzygium (Myrtaceae) and Chaga
mushroom [9,10]. BA can be easily isolated from the source with different solvents or
be synthesized by oxidation from betulin, a precursor with a yield of 20% dry weight in
Betula species [9,11]. BA had a wide variety of bioactive effects including antitumor, anti-
inflammatory, and hepatoprotective activities [12–14]. The regulation of BA in metabolic
syndrome has gained more and more research in the past ten years and BA has been
recorded as a potential antidiabetic agent [10,15–22]. Several studies have reported its
regulatory effects on glucose absorption and uptake [23,24], insulin resistance [25], glucose
production and glycogen synthesis [17,26–28]. BA was also found to inhibit α-glucosidase
activity in vitro [7,29–31] and its inhibition mechanism was investigated by spectroscopic
analysis and molecular docking [7]; however, the binding mechanism as well as the allevi-
ated effect on postprandial hyperglycemia was still unclear.
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Figure 1. (A) Chemical structure of betulinic acid (BA) and its inhibitory effect of BA against
α-glucosidase; (B) Chemical structure of acarbose and its inhibitory effect of acarbose against α-
glucosidase; (C) Line-weaver-Burk diagrams (1/V vs. 1/[S]) for BA against α-glucosidase. The
secondary plot of slope vs. BA was included.
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In the present study, we firstly verified the inhibitory effect of BA and investigated its
synergy with acarbose on α-glucosidase. The interaction mechanism was further explained
by SPR analysis and molecular dynamics (MD) simulation in addition to molecular docking.
Furthermore, the modulating effect of oral administration of BA on the postprandial blood
glucose level was detected in vivo. This work provides novel insights into the use of BA as
a functional food or a natural medicine for the control of hyperglycemia.

2. Results and Discussion
2.1. Inhibitory Effect of BA against α-Glucosidase

As shown in Figure 1A,B, BA and acarbose inhibited α-glucosidase activity in a
dose-dependent manner. Compared to acarbose, BA displayed superior inhibition against
α-glucosidase in very low concentrations, with IC50 value of 16.83 ± 1.16 µM, which was
approximately 50-fold stronger than acarbose (841.3 ± 29.6 µM). Previous research had
reported BA inhibited α-glucosidase in vitro with IC50 value from 10.6 to 83.6 µM, which
was in accordance with our result [7,29,30]. Combined with previous papers [7,29,30,32–34],
it was found that the different substitutions at C-3 and C-28 positions of BA could have
influence on the inhibition activity. Additional polar interactions formed at C-3 and C-28 of
BA would improve the inhibitory potency.

2.2. Inhibition of Acarbose Combined with BA against α-Glucosidase

Acarbose, a drug based on carbohydrate-related structures, is effective in contrasting
postprandial hyperglycemia. However, it causes adverse gastrointestinal effects when
administered in accompany with a high-carbohydrate diet [35]. It was found that the
combination of two or more inhibitors could act synergistically, having an inhibitory effect
against α-glucosidase; thus, the interaction of acarbose combined with BA on α-glucosidase
inhibition was investigated. Based on the results summarized in Table 1, the combination
of acarbose with BA showed a synergistic effect on inhibiting α-glucosidase activity as the
values of Vab − Vc were below −0.1 at different concentrations. Acarbose was a competitive
inhibitor, while BA was a non-competitive one; the two inhibitors may bind to the different
sites of the active pocket of α-glucosidase. The presence of BA may enhance the binding
affinity between α-glucosidase and acarbose, and lead to a strong joint inhibition. The result
was similar to the combined interaction of corosolic acid or oleanolic acid (another two
triterpenoids) and acarbose on α-amylase, and the combination of apigenin and acarbose
on α-glucosidase [36,37]. Taking advantage of this synergistic effect, it would be possible
to reduce the side effects of acarbose at a lower dose by combining with BA. A reduction in
side effects and toxicity is considered as one of the rationales of drugs combinations [38].
BA exerted global antidiabetic effects mediated by specific mechanisms of action with low
toxicity in addition to inhibiting intestinal α-glucosidase [21], while acarbose mainly acted
on the gastrointestinal tract [39]. Combining compounds with different signaling pathways
and non-overlapping side effects, BA and acarbose may allow for a more significant total
efficacy with possibly fewer side effects, which resembles the “cocktail therapy”. Moreover,
the poor water solubility and low bioavailability of BA limits its clinical application [40].
It is possible that modification of BA by introduction of acarbose moiety to the parent
molecule would increase the efficacy as well as the water solubility and bioavailability. It
would be worthwhile to investigate the physiological mechanisms as well as bioavailability,
pharmacokinetics, pharmacodynamics and toxicity of the combination of BA and acarbose
in detail.
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Table 1. Synergistic effect of acarbose with BA on the inhibitory activity of α-glucosidase*.

Acarbose-600 µM Acarbose-800 µM Acarbose-1000 µM

Value Interaction Value Interaction Value Interaction

Vab Vc Vab − Vc Vab Vc Vab − Vc Vab Vc Vab − Vc

BA-5 µM 0.47 0.59 −0.12SY 0.42 0.56 −0.15SY 0.41 0.53 −0.13SY
BA-10 µM 0.39 0.57 −0.18SY 0.36 0.54 −0.18SY 0.34 0.51 −0.17SY
BA-15 µM 0.32 0.50 −0.18SY 0.29 0.48 −0.18SY 0.28 0.45 −0.16SY

Vab and Vc are, respectively, defined as the observed and expected residual activity treated by an acarbose–BA
mixture. SY means synergistic interaction.

2.3. Inhibition Types of BA on α-Glucosidase

The Lineweaver-Burk plot was employed to analyze the inhibition type of BA against
α-glucosidase. As shown in Figure 1C, the horizontal axis intercept (−1/Km) remained
constant while the vertical axis intercept (1/Vmax) ascended with the increasing concen-
tration of BA, demonstrating that the inhibition type of BA was non-competitive, which
was the same as another two triterpenes ursolic acid and oleanolic acid, but was different
from acarbose [2]. However, Ding et al. had reported a different result on inhibition type of
α-glucosidase by BA [7]. The difference may be attributed to the different source (i.e., yeast
species) of α-glucosidase. Moreover, it had been reported that non-competitive inhibition
is sometimes considered as a special case of mixed-type inhibition when the competitive
constant and uncompetitive constant are exactly the same [41]. The Michaelis constant (Km)
was 2.272 and Vmax was 0.0907 µM/min. Furthermore, the α-glucosidase inhibition kinetic
constant (Ki) was calculated as 38.5 µM according to the secondary plot.

2.4. Surface Plasmon Resonance (SPR) Analysis

SPR biosensor is a powerful tool to analyze the biomolecular binding interactions, as
it can measure the kinetics and affinity of bimolecular binding in a real-time and label-free
fashion with low reagent consumption [42]. As shown in Figure 2, BA effectively bound to
α-glucosidase in a concentration-dependent manner. The binding time and the dissociation
time were 120 s and 120 s, respectively. The equilibrium dissociation constant (KD) was
5.529 × 10−5 M, manifesting that BA had a high binding affinity to α-glucosidase and
underwent a fast binding and slow dissociation reaction.
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binding of BA at different concentrations to α-glucosidase was included.

2.5. Molecular Docking

Molecular docking is a widely used structure-based drug design technique. It can
predict the conformation of a ligand in the target binding site and calculate the binding en-
ergy [43]. The binding interaction of BA to α-glucosidase was analyzed through molecular
docking. BA sat at the active pocket of α-glucosidase with high overlay, mainly due to van
de Walls interaction (Figure 3). Moreover, BA formed an H-bond to Arg310 of α-glucosidase,
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which could further stabilize the orientation of the interaction. Thus, molecular docking
demonstrated the binding interaction of BA to the hydrophobic cavity of α-glucosidase and
the formation of hydrogen bonds together changed the micro-environment and structure
of α-glucosidase, and led to a decrease in enzyme activity, which was in accordance with
the results reported previously [7].
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interaction between BA and the binding pocket of α-glucosidase. (B) The receptor surface model of
α-glucosidase with BA. BA was inserted into the hydrophobic cavity of α-glucosidase (light blue) in
the surface structure; the yellow dashed line represents the hydrogen bond. The atoms of BA were
color-coded as follows: C, green; H, white; O, red.

2.6. Molecular Dynamics (MD) Simulation and Calculation of Binding Free Energy

Molecular dynamics (MD) simulation is a prominent computational dynamics tool to
analyze the molecular mechanism of an enzyme–ligand interaction. MD simulation can
get the atomic trajectory at spatial and temporal scales, and provide detailed information
about the conformational changes and fluctuations in protein [44,45].

The docked conformation based on molecular docking was used as initial conforma-
tion of MD simulation. The system was performed for 100 ns MD. The structural stability of
enzyme-product complex was evaluated by calculation of the root mean square deviation
(RMSD). RMSD measures the deviation of a set of coordinates of a protein to a reference
set of coordinates. The RMSD for the protein backbones of α-glucosidase in complex with
BA was shown in Figure 4A. Temporal RMSD was fluctuant initially and stable after 60 ns.
RMSD for protein backbones converged to equilibrium during the last 5 ns. The average
binding free energy for the system was calculated as −18.53 ± 3.44 kcal/mol based on the
MD simulation by MM/GBSA method. For BA, the residues PHE175, ASP347, ARG310,
PHE298, GLU302 and GLY278 presented van der Waals interactions to α-glucosidase.
Meanwhile, HIE277, HIE237 and PHE155 contributed to Pi-alkyl interactions (Figure 4B–D).
In order to further elucidate key amino acid residues, which had more contribution to the
binding free energy, per-residue decomposition was used to generate the residue-product
interaction spectra (Figure 4E). An amino acid residue may have a positive or negative
contribution. The more negative the decomposed binding free energy of an amino acid
residue means the more contributions to the binding affinity. Conversely, the more positive
decomposed binding free energy of an amino acid residue, the stronger repulsive effect it
will have. As shown in Figure 4E, conserved amino acid residues PHE155, PHE175, HIE277,
PHE298, GLU302, TRY311 and ASP347 of α-glucosidase had strong interactions with the
corresponding product in the complex, indicating that these amino acid residues would play
important roles in the catalytic process. Consistent with the binding free energy analysis,
most of the amino acid residues were hydrophobic, implying a hydrophobic–hydrophobic
interaction. However, several amino acid residues, such as LYS153, ARG210, ARG310,
ARG354 and ARG437, had repulsive effects on the binding of BA with α-glucosidase.
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and Pi-alkyl interaction, respectively. (E) Decomposition of binding free energy of each residue for
α-glucosidase.

2.7. Effects of BA on Oral Saccharides Tolerance in Normal Mice

Postprandial hyperglycemia is the most important symptom of T2DM. BA had high
binding affinity to α-glucosidase and effectively inhibited its activity, suggesting BA may
influence the postprandial blood glucose level through inhibiting α-glucosidase activity.
Accordingly, an oral disaccharide tolerance test (ODTT) and an oral glucose tolerance test
(OGTT) were carried out in mice, respectively. As shown in Figure 5, the blood glucose level
reached the highest point at 30 min after administration of maltose-sucrose or glucose and
dropped sharply in the next 30 min. Compared to the control group, the postprandial blood
glucose levels in BA-treated group and acarbose-treated group after oral administration
of mixed maltose-sucrose were significantly suppressed (p < 0.01) (Figure 5A). In detail,
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the blood glucose levels at 30 min in BA-treated group and acarbose-treated group were
decreased from 12.58 ± 0.47 to 10.46 ± 0.31 mM (p < 0.01) and to 10.76 ± 0.39 mM (p < 0.01),
respectively, and then gradually decreased to the initial level. However, the BA-treated
group (20 mg/kg) and acarbose-treated group (7 mg/kg) had no significant effect on
blood glucose level in mice after oral glucose administration (Figure 5B). The results
suggested that BA may slow down the hydrolysis rate of maltose and sucrose into glucose
by inhibiting the activity of α-glucosidase, thereby delaying the absorption of intestinal
glucose and effectively controlling the acute postprandial blood glucose fluctuation.
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3. Materials and Methods
3.1. Materials

α-Glucosidase from yeast was purchased from Sigma-Aldrich (St. Louis, MO, USA).
Acarbose (≥98%) and betulinic acid (≥98%) were obtained from Shanghai Yuanye Bio-
Technology Co., Ltd. (Shanghai, China). p-Nitrophenyl-α-D-glucopyranoside (pNPG) were
offered by Shanghai Aladdin Bio-Chem Technology Co., Ltd. (Shanghai, China). CM5
sensor chip, EDC/NHS and Amine Coupling Kit were purchased from GE Healthcare
(Buckinghamshire, UK).

3.2. Inhibition Assay against α-Glucosidase

α-Glucosidase inhibition was assayed according to the methods described previ-
ously [46,47]. Briefly, 40 µL phosphate buffer (0.1 M, pH = 6.8), 10 µL BA solutions and
50 µL α-glucosidase solution (0.4 U/mL) were added into 96-well plates and mixed thor-
oughly. After being incubated at 37 ◦C for 10 min, 50 µL pNPG solution (2.5 mM) was
added to initiate the reaction and stayed at 37 ◦C for 30 min. Then, 40 µL Na2CO3 solution
(1.0 M) was added to terminate the reaction. A microplate reader was employed to read the
absorbance at 405 nm. The inhibition rates (%) = [(ODcontrol − ODcontrol blank) − (OD test −
ODtest blank)]/(ODcontrol − ODcontrol blank) × 100%.

3.3. Combination between BA and Acarbose

The interaction assay of acarbose with BA on α-glucosidase activity was performed
as previously reported with minor modification [37,48]. The method was the same as the
α-glucosidase activity assay. The OD value of the α-glucosidase reaction in the presence
of acarbose divided by that obtained in its absence was named Va, which represents the
remnant activity fraction of α-glucosidase after addition of acarbose. The value for BA
(Vb) was also defined. If the inhibitory effects on α-glucosidase of the two compounds
are independent, the final remnant activity fraction of α-glucosidase (Vc) is equal to VaVb
when the reaction is sequentially treated by those two compounds. The result of the OD
value of the α-glucosidase reaction in the presence of both acarbose and BA divided by
that obtained in their absence was named Vab. The types of interaction were determined
by the relationship between Vab and Va, Vb, or Vc. Vab − Vc < −0.1 is considered as
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the synergistic (SY) interaction between BA and acarbose, −0.1 < Vab − Vc < 0.1 means
additive (AD) and Vab − Vc > 0.1 is regarded as subadditive (SU).

3.4. Enzyme Inhibition Kinetics

α-Glucosidase inhibition kinetics was studied as previously reported [47]. BA was
set with the concentrations of 0, 12 and 24 µM for 0.2 U/mL α-glucosidase. A series of
concentrations of pNPG were used as substrates. The inhibition type was determined by
using the Lineweaver–Burk plots and its secondary equations. The kinetic parameters (Vmax
and Ki) were evaluated by the nonlinear regression of the Michaelis–Menton equation with
GraphPad Prism 7.0. (https://www.graphpad.com/support/prism-7-updates/, accessed
on 12 May 2021).

3.5. SPR Assay

SPR analysis was applied on a Biacore T200 system (GE Healthcare, Uppsala, Sweden).
α-Glucosidase solution (50 µg/mL) was prepared and stayed at room temperature for
30 min. Then, the activated α-glucosidase was immobilized on a CM5 sensor chip pre-
activated by EDC/NHS with an amine coupling kit at a flow rate of 10 µL/min. BA solution
of different concentrations containing 5% DMSO was serially injected over α-glucosidase
coated surface. PBS was used as the mobile phase with a flow rate of 30 µL/min. According
to the 1:1 Langmuir model, the equilibrium dissociation constant (KD) was calculated by the
Biacore evaluation software. (https://www.cytivalifesciences.com/en/us/shop/protein-
analysis/spr-label-free-analysis/software/biacore-insight-evaluation-software-p-23528, ac-
cessed on 26 October 2016).

3.6. Molecular Docking

CDOCKER was used to conduct the docking. Briefly, BA was minimized energetically
with MMFF94 force field for 5000 iterations until the minimum RMS gradient was below
0.01. The structure of α-glucosidase was modeled as per our previous report [47]. Then,
the molecular docking was performed in a graphical interface of CDOCKER in Discovery
Studio. CDOCKER_Energy was used to evaluate the docking results.

3.7. Molecular Dynamic (MD) Simulation and Free Energy Calculation and Decomposition

MD simulation was performed with Amber 16. The structure of α-glucosidase docked
with BA was utilized as the initial structure. Gaussian 16 was used to optimize the ge-
ometries and calculate the electrostatic potentials of compound at the DFT/6-31G* level.
Antechamber module in Amber 16 was exploited to generate the topology files of the ligand
with the charge distribution calculated at DFT/6-31G* level. The complex was added with
the AMBER ff14SB force field and dissolved with TIP3P water at the size of 15Å. The system
was neutralized with 0.15 M NaCl. Then, the system was minimized by the sequence of
solvent molecules, side chains of proteins and then backbone. The temperature was then
increased gradually to 300 K. Dynamics simulation production was performed for 100 ns
and the last 5 ns were extracted for analysis. The Molecular Mechanics/Generalized Born
Surface Area (MM/GBSA) method was employed to calculate the binding free energy.
The MM/GBSA method includes the calculation of the van der Waals interaction energy,
the electrostatic energy, the non-polar solvation free energy and the polar solvation. The
contribution of binding energy of each residue was further decomposed into four parts:
van der Waals energy, electrostatic energy, non-polar solvation energy and polar solvation
energy. The key residues which are responsible for the binding affinity of the complex can
be discovered by this method [43,45].

3.8. Oral Disaccharide Tolerance Test (ODTT) and Oral Glucose Tolerance Test (OGTT)

The dynamic characteristics of postprandial blood glucose level were evaluated by
ODTT and OGTT, which were performed as described previously [49]. BALB/c mice
(5 weeks old, male) were purchased from Guangdong Medical Laboratory Animal Center

https://www.graphpad.com/support/prism-7-updates/
https://www.cytivalifesciences.com/en/us/shop/protein-analysis/spr-label-free-analysis/software/biacore-insight-evaluation-software-p-23528
https://www.cytivalifesciences.com/en/us/shop/protein-analysis/spr-label-free-analysis/software/biacore-insight-evaluation-software-p-23528
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(Guangzhou, China). The animal study was approved by the Committee on the Ethics
of Animal Experiments of the Institute of Microbiology, Guangdong Academy of Science
(GT-IACUC202012102). After one week of acclimation, the mice were randomly divided
into a control group, BA-treated group and acarbose-treated group (n = 8), respectively. All
the mice were fasted for 6 h, and then, the BA-treated and acarbose-treated groups were
orally administered with BA (20 mg/kg) and acarbose (7 mg/kg), respectively, while the
control group was given the same volume of distilled water. After 30 min, all the mice were
intragastrically administered with the mixed maltose-sucrose solution (2 g/kg). In total,
10 µL of blood was collected by tail cut and glucose levels at 0, 30, 60, 90 and 120 min was
measured by glucometer (Roche ACCU-CHEK Performa Nano), respectively. Two days
later, all the mice were give the oral glucose tolerance test (OGTT), which was performed
as the ODTT modus. The oral dose of glucose was also 2 g/kg.

3.9. Statistical Analysis

Data were performed by GraphPad Prism 7.0 software and the results were expressed
as means ± SD. Comparison between groups was analyzed by Student’s t-test. p < 0.05
was considered to be significant.

4. Conclusions

In summary, the strong inhibitory effect of BA against α-glucosidase with an IC50
value of 16.83 ± 1.16 µM was verified and its non-competitive inhibition was investigated.
Moreover, BA exerted a synergistically inhibitory effect combined with acarbose, which
may allow reducing the side-effects of acarbose in T2DM treatment. More importantly,
the underlying inhibitory mechanism of BA against α-glucosidase was explored by SPR
analysis, molecular docking, molecular dynamics (MD) simulation and binding free energy
calculation. SPR revealed that it had a strong and fast affinity to α-glucosidase with
equilibrium dissociation constant (KD) value of 5.529 × 10−5 M and a slow dissociation.
Molecular docking revealed that BA bound to the active site of α-glucosidase mainly due
to the van der Waals force and hydrogen bond, and then changed the micro-environment
and secondary structure of α-glucosidase. MD simulation and MM/GBSA binding free
energy calculations further strengthened the evidence. Free energy decomposition indicated
conserved amino acid residues such as PHE155, PHE175, HIE277, PHE298, GLU302, TRY311
and ASP347 had strong interactions with BA and α-glucosidase, which were crucial for
the interactions of BA and α-glucosidase. Chemical modification of key amino acids
would be conducted to verify the credibility of the molecular docking and MD modeling
results. Additionally, oral administration of BA significantly suppresses postprandial blood
glucose levels in normal mice. These findings may provide implications to understand
the inhibitory mechanism of BA on α-glucosidase, and contribute to the development of
natural effective inhibitors for diabetes management in the future. Future work will focus
on the role of BA in intestinal glucose absorption and glucose homeostasis.
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