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Abstract: Obese mice demonstrate disruption of the circadian clock and feeding cycle. Circulating
ghrelin, a hormone secreted mainly by gastric X/Alike cells, is significantly reduced in obese humans
and animals. Here, we examined whether ghrelin improves the disruption of the circadian rhythm in
steatotic hepatocytes and liver. The effects of ghrelin on hepatic circadian clock genes were studied
in steatotic hepatocytes and liver of mice fed a high-fat diet (HFD) for 12 weeks. The circadian
clock of cultured hepatocytes was synchronized by treatment with 100 nM dexamethasone for 1 h.
Ghrelin was administrated to the cultured hepatocytes (10−8 M) or to mice at a dose of 11 nmol/kg/d
for two weeks via a subcutaneous minipump. The mRNA and protein levels of core clock genes were
analyzed. Steatosis significantly blunted the circadian pattern of clock genes such as Bmal1, Clock,
and Per in cultured hepatocytes and liver. Treatment with ghrelin markedly restored the daily rhythm
of the clock genes, with a robust oscillation between peak and trough in cultured hepatocytes isolated
from obese mice. It also increased the abundance and expression amplitude of clock genes in steatotic
liver, causing the peak of Clock to shift to the dark period and the peak of Per2 to shift to the light
period compared with the control groups. Deletion of GHSR1a further deteriorated the derangement
of clock gene patterns in obese mice. Ghrelin significantly increased the oscillations of mTOR/S6
signaling. We demonstrate that ghrelin restored the derangement of the circadian rhythm in steatotic
liver via mTOR signaling.
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1. Introduction

Circadian rhythms influence physiological processes in living systems, ranging from the daily
sleep and wake cycle to lipid metabolism and cell cycle progression [1]. Mammals have developed
an endogenous circadian clock located in the suprachiasmatic nuclei that responds to the environmental
light–dark cycle [2]. Similar clock oscillators have been found in peripheral tissues such as the liver [3],
kidney [4], and adipose tissue [5]. Light is the most potent synchronizer for the suprachiasmatic
nuclei [6], whereas feeding time and different energy status appear to be the dominant timing cues
(Zeitgeber) for peripheral clocks [7,8]. At the molecular level, circadian oscillations are determined
by a transcriptional autoregulatory feedback loop in which Bmal1, Clock, NPAS2, and ROR proteins
act as transcriptional activators, while Per, Cry, and Rev-erb function as inhibitors to produce 24 h
self-sustained rhythmic transcription of their own and target genes [9,10].

Diet-induced obesity has been demonstrated to impair molecular rhythms and circadian
behavioral in mice [11]. It also alters daily rhythms in the activities of key regulators of nutrient
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homeostasis, including mTOR and AKT [12]. Disturbance of the circadian rhythms through feeding
time changes or nutritional challenges such as high-fat diet (HFD) can lead to metabolic diseases like
obesity, fatty liver, and diabetes [13,14]. Restoration of the disrupted circadian rhythms thus provides
an alternative strategy for the treatment of obesity and related metabolic dysfunction.

Ghrelin, a 28-aa peptide hormone produced by X/A like cells in the gastric fundus [15],
is an endogenous ligand of the growth hormone secretagogue receptor 1a (GHSR1a) [16]. The plasma level
of ghrelin fluctuates diurnally, with a peak in the day and a trough at night.Its level also varies with the
feeding time [17]. Circulating ghrelin may act on the circadian system as a potential feedback signal for the
suprachiasmatic nucleus (SCN) [18]. Silver and coworkers have discovered that ghrelin modulates the
expression of Per1 and Per2 in the stomac [17]. This observation indicates that ghrelin can also regulate the
oscillation of the peripheral circadian rhythm [19]. Whether ghrelin can influence the circadian rhythm in
liver remains unknown.

In the present study, we explored the possibility that ghrelin restores the derangement of hepatic
circadian rhythm induced by HFD in steatotic liver. Administration of exogenous ghrelin significantly
alters molecular clock expression, leading to a robust diurnal rhythm in steatotic hepatocytes.
Deletion of GHSR1a renders the hepatocytes more vulnerable to the disruption of the circadian rhythm.

2. Results

2.1. Synchronization of the Circadian Rhythm of Primary Hepatocytes by Dexamethasone

Cells in vitro lose their rhythm and can be resynchronized by dexamethasone [20]. To determine
whether isolated hepatocytes can be synchronized by dexamethasone, we treated the cultured hepatocytes
with dexamethasone (100 nM) and analyzed the mRNA levels of circadian clock genes. As shown in
Figure 1, the mRNA levels of the core circadian clock genes showed a robust rhythmic oscillation in cells
treated with dexamethasone, whereas they demonstrated no obvious effect in control cells treated with
methanol. We thus used 100 nM dexamethasone to synchronize hepatocytes in this study.
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Figure 1. Synchronization of molecular clock genes by dexamethasone in primary hepatocytes. 
Hepatocytes were isolated from C57BL/6J mice and treated with 10–7 M dexamethasone (Dex) for 1 
h. After thorough wash with PBS, fresh culture media was added. Cells were collected, and RNA 
was extracted at the indicated times after dexamethasone removal. Shown are the expression levels 

Figure 1. Synchronization of molecular clock genes by dexamethasone in primary hepatocytes.
Hepatocytes were isolated from C57BL/6J mice and treated with 10–7 M dexamethasone (Dex) for 1 h.
After thorough wash with PBS, fresh culture media was added. Cells were collected, and RNA was
extracted at the indicated times after dexamethasone removal. Shown are the expression levels of core
circadian clock genes: (A) Bmal1, (B) Clock, (C) Cry1, (D) Per1, (E) Per2, (F) Rev-erbα. Methanol was used
as a control (Con, black lines). Dex (purple line): dexamethasone-synchronized group. Results were
normalized to β-actin and expressed as mean ± SEM. Data are representatives of at least three separate
experiments using hepatocytes isolated from distinct mice; * indicates p < 0.05 vs. control without
Dex treatment.
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2.2. Attenuation of the Rhythm of Core Clock Genes in Steatotic Liver

We next examined the effect of HFD on the expression rhythm of clock genes in hepatocytes
and liver. As shown in Figure 2, the expression amplitude or rhythmicity of the core clock genes
in hepatocytes (Figure 2A) or liver (Figure 2B) was severely impaired by HFD. The amplitude and
oscillation of Bmal1 and Clock were significantly blunted, while Cry1, Per1, and Rev-erbα were increased
in hepatocytes or liver of HFD mice relative to normal chaw diet (NCD) mice, resulting in attenuated
diurnal variation in each of these transcripts.
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Figure 2. Alterations of molecular clock gene expression by high-fat diet (HFD) in primary hepatocytes
and liver. (A) Expression of core clock genes in dexamethasone-synchronized primary hepatocytes.
Primary hepatocytes were isolated from male C57B6LJ mice fed with normal chaw diet (NCD,
black lines) or 60% HFD (purple lines) for 12 weeks. Shown are representatives of at least three
separate experiments using hepatocytes isolated from distinct animals. (B) Levels of core clock genes
in liver. Liver tissues were harvested every 4 h from mice fed either NCD (black lines) or HFD (purple
lines) for 12 weeks. ZT = Zeitgebers time. Results were normalized to β-actin and expressed as mean
± SEM; n = 6–8 per group per time point; * indicates p < 0.05 vs. NCD mice.
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2.3. Restoration of the Rhythm of Core Clock Genes in Steatotic Liver by Ghrelin

Preliminary experimental results showed that ghrelin decreases in the circulation of HFD mice.
To test whether the decline of ghrelin contributes to the attenuated circadian rhythm in steatotic
liver, we administrated ghrelin in vitro and in vivo. As shown in Figure 3A, treatment of hepatocytes
isolated from mice fed HFD for 12 weeks with 10−8 M ghrelin significantly restored both amplitude
and rhythmicity of the diurnal expression of Clock and Per2. The circadian expression of Clock was
phase-advanced of 8 h, and the peak–trough amplitude was augmented in cells treated with ghrelin.
On the other hand, the expression of Per2 was phase-delayed for 12 h, and the peak of Cry1 was
phase-delayed for 4 h.

Consistent with the alteration in the mRNA levels, the protein levels of Clock and Per2 also
showed a significant change after ghrelin administration (Figure 3B). The circadian expression of
Clock protein was phase-advanced of 12 h, while Per2 protein was phase-delayed for 12 h. This result
indicates that ghrelin enhances the phase and amplitude rhythm of clock genes in steatotic hepatocytes.

To further explore the effect of exogenous ghrelin on the circadian rhythm in steatotic liver,
we administrated synthetic ghrelin (11 nmol/kg/d, 2 weeks) to mice fed with HFD for 12 weeks.
The administration of exogenous ghrelin significantly increased the circulating levels of ghrelin (Figure S1).
As shown in Figure 4, ghrelin also significantly restored the derangement of core clock gene mRNA and
protein levels. Upon treatment with ghrelin, the amplitude of Bmal1 and Rev-erbα mRNA was significantly
increased, while both the amplitude and the rhythmicity of Clock and Per2 were enhanced. The peak–trough
amplitude of Clock was delayed for 4 h, while that of Per2 was advanced of 8 h (Figure 4A). The protein
levels of Clock and Per2 also displayed a robust diurnal variation after ghrelin administration. The peak of
Clock was delayed for 4 h, while that of Per2 was advanced of 4 h (Figure 4B).

Collectively, these findings reveal that ghrelin markedly increases the expression amplitude of
circadian clock genes, causing a peak shift to the dark period for Clock and a peak shift to the light
period for Per2 in steatotic hepatocytes and liver.
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Figure 3. Restoration of molecular clock expression rhythm by ghrelin in primary hepatocytes.
Primary hepatocytes were isolates from male C57B6LJ mice fed 60% HFD for 12 weeks.
After synchronization with dexamethasone for 1 h, the cells were treated with saline (black lines) or
10−8 M ghrelin (D+G (Dex+Ghrelin), purple lines). Results were normalized to β-actin and expressed as
mean ± SEM. (A) mRNA levels of core clock genes. (B) Protein levels of Clock and Per2. Signal intensity
was normalized to that of the internal control β-actin; n = 9 separate experiments per group per time point;
* indicates p < 0.05 vs. control without ghrelin treatment.
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RT-qPCR three days after injection of Ad-cre (Figure 5A). GFP adenovirus (Ad-GFP) was used as a 
control. As shown in Figure 5B, deficiency of GHSR1a resulted in a significant decrease of the 
amplitude of Bmal1, Clock, Per2, Rev-erbα. Of note, GHSR1a deficiency led to an almost complete 
disruption of Clock and Per2 mRNA oscillation (Figure 5B) in steatotic hepatocytes. Consistently, the 
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Figure 4. Restoration of molecular clock gene expression rhythm by ghrelin in liver. Hepatic tissues
were harvested every 4 h from HFD mice that received subcutaneous administration of saline
(black lines) or ghrelin (11 nmol/kg/d) (purple lines) for two weeks via a minipump. (A) mRNA levels
of core clock genes; and (B) Protein levels of Clock and Per2. Signal intensity was normalized to the
internal control β-actin. The results were expressed as mean ± SEM; n = 6–8 per group per time point;
* indicates p < 0.05 vs. saline administration.

2.4. Effects of GHSR1a Deletion on the Circadian Clock

We next examined the effect of endogenous ghrelin using GHSR1a-deficient mice. Cre adenovirus
(Ad-cre) was injected through the tail vein into GHSR1aflox/flox mice fed the HFD. The significant
reduction of GHSR1a mRNA and protein in liver was validated by Western blotting and RT-qPCR three
days after injection of Ad-cre (Figure 5A). GFP adenovirus (Ad-GFP) was used as a control. As shown
in Figure 5B, deficiency of GHSR1a resulted in a significant decrease of the amplitude of Bmal1, Clock,
Per2, Rev-erbα. Of note, GHSR1a deficiency led to an almost complete disruption of Clock and Per2
mRNA oscillation (Figure 5B) in steatotic hepatocytes. Consistently, the circadian oscillation of Clock
and Per2 proteins demonstrated a significant attenuation in GHSR1a-deficient mice fed with the HFD
(Figure 5C). Our result suggests that endogenous ghrelin regulates the rhythm of the hepatic clock.
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Figure 5. Attenuation of the circadian clock by deletion of GHSR1a (GLKO) in primary hepatocytes.
GHSRflox/flox (GHSR-flox) C57B6LJ mice (n = 12) were injected with GFP adenovirus (Ad-GFP) or Cre
adenovirus (Ad-cre) through the tail vein for 3 days. Livers were collected, and hepatocytes were
isolated and cultured for 24 h; then, proteins and RNA were extracted. The experiments were repeated
for at least three separate times, using individual mice. The results were normalized to β-actin and
expressed as mean ± SEM; * denotes p < 0.05 vs. Ad-GFP. (A) Validation of deficiency of GHSR1a
protein expression by Western blotting and of mRNA by RT-qPCR. (B) mRNA levels of core clock
genes. (C) Protein levels of Clock and Per2. The upper panel shows a representative Western blot,
and the lower panel shows the quantification of the signal intensity normalized to the internal control
β-actin; * indicates p < 0.05 vs. Ad-GFP.

2.5. Regulation of Hepatic mTOR Activity Rhythm by Ghrelin

In summary, these findings suggest that ghrelin restored the circadian rhythm in steatotic liver
likely through a mechanism dependent on mTOR/S6 signaling.

Previous studies [21] have demonstrated that the diurnal rhythm of food intake is associated
with the oscillation of mTOR activity, evidenced by increased pS6 levels during nighttime feeding.
The diurnal rhythm of mTOR activity is significantly suppressed in mice fed a HFD. We thus tested
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whether ghrelin alters the diurnal rhythm of mTOR activity in C57BL/6J mice fed a HFD for 12 weeks.
Ghrelin (11 nmol/kg/d) was administrated by a subcutaneous minipump for two weeks. Food intake
was significantly increased by ghrelin treatment, especially in the dark period (Figure 6A). This change
was associated with an increased oscillation in mTOR activity. Hepatic pS6 levels was significantly
increased in the dark period in mice fed HFD or in cultured hepatocytes (Figure 6B,D). Conversely,
deficiency of GHSR1a markedly attenuated the diurnal oscillation of mTOR activity (Figure 6C).
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Figure 6. Increment of p-S6 in the dark period by ghrelin. (A) Food intake in light, dark, and full cycle.
C57B6LJ mice fed HFD for 12 weeks were administrated saline (black lines) or ghrelin (11 nmol/kg/d)
(red lines) for two weeks via a subcutaneous minipump. Day 0 was defined as the day of minipump
implantation. (B) Effects of ghrelin on the protein levels of S6 and p-S6 in primary hepatocytes.
Primary hepatocytes were isolated from male C57B6LJ mice fed 60% HFD for 12 weeks. The cells
were treated with saline or 10−8 M ghrelin after dexamethasone synchronization. The results shown
are representative of at least three individual experiments; * indicates p < 0.05 vs. Dex treatment
dark period; # indicates p < 0.05 vs. D+G treatment dark period. (C) Effects of GHSR1a deficiency
on the protein levels of S6 and p-S6 in primary hepatocytes. GHSRflox/flox mice (n = 6 per group per
time point) were injected with Ad-GFP (GHSR-flox,) or Ad-cre (GLKO,) adenovirus through the tail
vein. Three days later, hepatocytes were isolated, synchronized by dexamethasone, then harvested at
the indicated times. (D) Effects of ghrelin on the protein levels of S6 and p-S6 in liver. Tissues were
harvested every 4 h from 12-weeks HFD mice that received subcutaneous administration of saline or
ghrelin (11 nmol/kg/d) for two weeks via a minipump; n = 6–8 per group per time point. The left panel
shows a representative Western blot, and the right panel shows the quantification of the signal intensity
normalized to the internal control β-actin. The results were normalized to β-actin and expressed as
mean ± SEM; * indicates p < 0.05 vs. saline treatment light period; # indicates p < 0.05 vs. ghrelin
treatment light period.
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To determine whether mTOR mediates the effect of ghrelin on the improvement of the circadian
rhythm in steatotic liver, we used rapamycin, an inhibitor of mTOR signaling. As shown in Figure 7,
rapamycin significantly decreased the protein levels of Clock, Per2, and p-S6 in cultured hepatocytes.
Further, rapamycin treatment markedly perturbed ghrelin-induced restoration of the circadian rhythm,
evidenced by the attenuation of diurnal variation of Clock and Per2 protein levels.
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Protein levels of Clock, Per2, S6, and p-S6 were detected by Western blot. The results shown are
representative of at least three individual experiments. The upper panel shows the representative
Western blot, and the lower pane shows the quantification of the signal intensity normalized to
the internal control β-actin. The results were normalized to β-actin and expressed as mean ± SEM;
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3. Discussion

Using pharmacological and genetic approaches, we demonstrated that ghrelin is able to restore
the derangement of the circadian clock in steatotic liver by increasing the expression amplitude and
shifting the expression peak of clock genes. This conclusion is supported by the following observations:
(1) The amplitude or rhythmicity of the core clock genes was severely impaired in steatotic liver;
(2) ghrelin increased the expression amplitude of circadian clock genes, shifting the peak of Clock
and Per2 to the dark period and to the light period, respectively; (3) Deletion of GHSR1a significantly
decreased the oscillation of Clock and Per2; (4) Ghrelin enhanced the oscillation of mTOR activity,
whereas deficiency of GHSR1a demonstrated the opposite effect; (5) Inhibition of mTOR activity
attenuated the beneficial effect of ghrelin on the diurnal oscillation of core clock genes in steatotic liver.

Nutrient homeostasis is critical for the coordination of daily rhythms of activity, feeding behavior,
energy utilization, and energy storage across the daily 24 h light–dark cycle. Our observation that
HFD alters the period and level of the central clock in hepatocytes under conditions of ad lib access to
food indicates that changes in energy homeostasis affect the molecular machinery of the clock in liver
either directly or indirectly. Consistently, previous studies have shown that mice fed with HFD show



Int. J. Mol. Sci. 2018, 19, 3134 10 of 13

a significant change in the amplitude or rhythmicity of genes involved in the circadian clock, such as
Bmal1, Clock, Per2, and in lipid metabolism, such as SREBP1C, ACC, PPARγ, in liver [11].

Taken together, the previous and present findings suggest that diet-induced obesity per se might
lead to altered circadian behavioral and molecular rhythms in liver. Conversely, ill-timed lifestyle
patterns such as high-fat food intake, light pollution, shift work, or chronic jet lag, which significantly
disrupt the circadian rhythm, may subsequently increase susceptibility to certain diseases like obesity
and diabetes. Restoration of the diurnal oscillation of circadian clock genes may thus hold promise for
the treatment of obesity and metabolic diseases.

Our studies reveal a novel function of ghrelin in the regulation of hepatic clock rhythm. Consistently,
previous studies have shown that ghrelin directly acts on the SCN to induce phase advances in the
circadian rhythm [18]. Further, ghrelin has been reported to regulate the expression of Per1 and Per2 in
the stomach [17]. All these observations indicate that ghrelin plays an important role in the modulation
of circadian rhythm, acting either on the SCN or on peripheral tissues. The physiological significance
of hepatic clock control by ghrelin remains unknown. Our previous study demonstrated a direct action
of ghrelin on hepatocytes to regulate de novo lipogenesis [22], suggesting the presence of a functional
GHSR1a in hepatocytes. Since hepatic lipogenesis undergoes a diurnal oscillation, we would propose that
ghrelin acts on hepatocyte GHSR1a to alter clock genes expression, leading to the diurnal variation of
triglyceride synthesis in the liver. Supplementation of exogenous ghrelin, which is significantly reduced
in HFD-induced obesity, may restore the oscillation of hepatic clock genes and the dysfunction of lipid
metabolism in the liver. In line with this concept, the administration of ghrelin has been shown to increase
locomotor activity and subsequent diurnal pattern in food anticipatory behavior [17], while the absence
of GHSR1a diminished this pattern [23]. In agreement with previous reports showing levels of circulating
ghrelin corresponding to 100–110 pg/mL in obese subjects [24], we also detected a significant decrease in
plasma ghrelin (100–120 pg/mL) in mice fed HFD. Supplementation of exogenous ghrelin increased its
level to values comparable to those of mice fed NCD (150–170 pg/mL).

mTOR signaling plays an essential role in energy homeostasis [25]. Interestingly, our studies
show that the diurnal oscillation of mTOR activity was dramatically reduced in steatotic liver.
Ghrelin administration restored the HFD-induced attenuation of the diurnal rhythm of hepatic mTOR
signaling. Deletion of GHSR1a further impaired the reduction of mTOR oscillation in steatotic liver.
Inhibition of mTOR signaling blocked the effect of ghrelin on hepatic clock genes. All these observations
indicate that mTOR signaling may mediate the effect of ghrelin on the hepatic clock rhythm.

In conclusion, our study demonstrates that ghrelin could restore the circadian rhythm disrupted
by HFD in the liver. Forcurrent ill-timed lifestyle patterns, ghrelin may be beneficial for liver health.

4. Materials and Methods

4.1. Materials

The ghrelin peptide was purchased from Phoenix Pharmaceuticals, Inc. (Burlingame, CA, USA).
Dexamethasone was purchased from Sigma-Aldrich (St. Louis, MO, USA). Mouse anti-β-actin and
rabbit anti-S6 and anti-p-S6 were obtained from Cell Signaling Technology (Beverly, MA, USA).
Rabbit anti-GHSR1a and rabbit anti-Clock were purchased from Santa Cruz Inc. (Santa Cruz, CA, USA).
Rabbit anti-Per2 was from MBL Inc. (Medical & Biological Laboratories, Nagoya, Japan).

4.2. Animals and Treatment

Male C57BL/6J mice were used in the present study. Four-week-old mice were assigned to receive
a normal chow diet or a high-fat diet (60% fat, D12492; Research Diets, New Brunswick, NJ, USA)
ad libitum for 12 weeks. Mice were handled in accordance with the Guide for the Care and Use
of Laboratory Animals published by the US National Institutes of Health (NIH publication no. 85
revised 1996). All experimental protocols were approved by the Animal Care and Use Committee of
Peking University (Permit Number: LA2012-60, 6 January 2012). All mice had free access to food and
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drinking water and were maintained under conditions of controlled temperature (24 ◦C) and humidity,
with a 12 h light (lights on at 7:30 a.m.) and 12 h dark (lights off at 7:30 p.m.) cycle. For circadian studies,
the animals were sacrificed every 4 h starting at 7:30 a.m. (ZT4) for 24 h (n = 7–8 at each time point).

Surgery and implantation of osmotic minipumps: Mice were anesthetized with 1% Nembutal
(7 mL/g body weight). Through a 1 cm incision in the back skin, the mice were implanted subcutaneously
with an Alzet osmotic minipump (model 1002) filled with vehicle or acyl-ghrelin (11 nmol/kg/d) for
14 days. Before implantation, the pumps were filled with the test agent and placed in a Petri dish with
sterile 0.9% saline at 37 ◦C for at least 4 h to prime the minipumps.

4.3. Isolation and Synchronization of Hepatocytes

Hepatocytes were isolated from mouse liver as previously described [26]. Briefly, male C57BL/6
mice fed with HFD were anesthetized with 1% Nembutal (7 mL/g body weight) and injected
intraperitoneally with 1000 IU heparin. The liver was perfused with 20 mL pre-warmed 37 ◦C DHANKS
buffer, followed by 15–20 mL of 3.3% collagenase IV (Sigma Aldrich Corp., St. Louis, MO, USA) at a flow
rate of 4 mL/min. After perfusion, liver tissues were removed and washed with 15 mL high-glucose
DMEM. The hepatocytes were centrifuged at 50 g for 3 min and washed thrice with DMEM medium
to remove tissue dissociation enzymes, damaged cells, and non-parenchymal cells. Dexamethasone
(100 nM) was applied for 1 h to synchronize the cells. After thorough washing, fresh culture media was
added, and the cells were collected at the indicated times after dexamethasone removal.

4.4. Western Blotting

Cells or liver tissue were homogenized with cell lysis buffer to obtain protein lysates. Proteins were
separated by SDS-polyacrylamide gel electrophoresis and transferred to polyvinylidene fluoride
membranes. The membranes were incubated for 1 h at room temperature with 5% fat-free milk in
Tris-buffered saline containing Tween 20, followed by incubation overnight at 4 ◦C with primary
antibodies. β-actin was used as an internal control.

4.5. Analysis of Gene Expression

Total RNA was isolated with RNATrip (Applied Gene, Beijing, China) from hepatocytes or liver
tissues according to the manufacturer’s protocol and reverse-transcribed into cDNAs by reverse
transcriptase PCR (Cat#3500, Promega, Fitchburg, WI, USA). The cDNA was detected by the Agilent
AriaMx real-time PCR system (Agilent Technologies, Inc., Santa Clara, CA, USA).

Sequences of primers for circadian rhythm genes and β-actin are shown in Table 1.

Table 1. Primer sequences used in qRT-PCR.

Gene Forward (5′-3′) Reverse (5′-3′)

β-actin ATCTGGCACCACACCTTC AGCCAGGTCCAGACGCA
Bmal1 TCAAGACGACATAGGACACCT GGACATTGGCTAAAACAACAGTG
Clock CAC TCT CAC AGC CCC ACT GTA CCC CAC AAG CTA CAG GAG CAG
Cry1 CACTGGTTCCGAAAGGGACTC CTGAAGCAAAAATCGCCACCT
Per1 CCAGCGTGTCATGATGACATAC CTCTCCCGGTCTTGCTTCAG
Per2 TGTGCGATGATGATTCGTGA GGTGAAGGTACGTTTGGTTTGC

Rev-erbα TCTCTCCGTTGGCATGTCTAGA GCAAGCATCCGTTGCTTCTC

4.6. Statistical Analysis

Statistical analysis was performed using Graph Pad Prism Version 5.0 (GraphPad Software, Inc.,
San Diego, CA, USA). The differences between groups were assessed by an unpaired two-sample
t-test, and multiple comparisons between more than two groups were analyzed by one-way
ANOVA. The data represents means ± standard error of the mean (SEM). A p-value < 0.05 was
considered significant.



Int. J. Mol. Sci. 2018, 19, 3134 12 of 13

Supplementary Materials: The following are available online at http://www.mdpi.com/1422-0067/19/10/3134/
s1.

Author Contributions: Conceptualization, Y.Y. and W.Z.; Methodology, Q.W. and Y.Y.; Software, Q.W.; Validation,
Q.W., Y.Y. and W.Z.; Formal Analysis, Q.W. and Y.Y.; Investigation, Q.W.; Resources, Y.Y. and W.Z.; Data Curation,
Q.W.; Writing-Original Draft Preparation, Q.W.; Writing-Review & Editing, Q.W. and Y.Y. and W.Z.; Visualization,
Q.W.; Supervision, Y.Y. and W.Z.; Project Administration, Y.Y.; Funding Acquisition, Y.Y. and W.Z.

Funding: This research was supported by grants from the National Key R&D Program of China (2017YFC0908900),
the National Natural Science Foundation of China (81730020, 81330010, 81700516), and the National Institutes of
Health (Grant R01 DK112755).

Acknowledgments: We are grateful to Cyagen (Santa Clara, CA, USA) for the generation of GHSR1aflox/flox

transgenic mice.

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest.

Abbreviations

SCN Suprachiasmatic nucleus
ZT Zeitgeber time
CT Circadian time
CLOCK Circadian Locomotor Output Cycles Kaput ear dichroism
BMAL1 Brain and muscle ARNT-like protein 1
PER Period
CRY Cryptochromes
REV-ERBα Nuclear receptor subfamily 1, group D, member 1
GHS-R1α Growth hormone secretagogue receptor 1
mTOR Mechanistic target of rapamycin
NCD Normal chaw diet
HFD High-fat diet
S6 S6 ribosomal protein

References

1. Takahashi, J.S.; Hong, H.K.; Ko, C.H.; McDearmon, E.L. The Genetics of Mammalian Circadian Order and
Disorder: Implications for Physiology and Disease. Nat. Rev. Genet. 2008, 9, 764–775. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

2. Berson, D.M.; Dunn, F.A.; Takao, M. Phototransduction by Retinal Ganglion Cells That Set the Circadian
Clock. Science 2002, 295, 1070–1073. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

3. Reinke, H.; Asher, G. Circadian Clock Control of Liver Metabolic Functions. Gastroenterology 2016, 150,
574–580. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

4. Stow, L.R.; Gumz, M.L. The Circadian Clock in the Kidney. J. Am. Soc. Nephrol. 2011, 22, 598–604. [CrossRef]
[PubMed]

5. Zvonic, S.; Ptitsyn, A.A.; Conrad, S.A.; Scott, L.K.; Floyd, Z.E.; Kilroy, G.; Wu, X.; Goh, B.C.; Mynatt, R.L.;
Gimble, J.M. Characterization of peripheral circadian clocks in adipose tissues. Diabetes 2006, 55, 962–970.
[CrossRef] [PubMed]

6. Dibner, C.; Schibler, U.; Albrecht, U. The mammalian circadian timing system: Organization and coordination
of central and peripheral clocks. Annu. Rev. Physiol. 2010, 72, 517–549. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

7. Damiola, F.; Le Minh, N.; Preitner, N.; Kornmann, B.; Fleury-Olela, F.; Schibler, U. Restricted feeding
uncouplescircadian oscillators in peripheral tissues from the central pacemaker in the suprachiasmatic
nucleus. Genes Dev. 2000, 14, 2950–2961. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

8. Stokkan, K.A.; Yamazaki, S.; Tei, H.; Sakaki, Y.; Menaker, M. Entrainment of the Circadian Clock in the Liver
by Feeding. Science 2001, 291, 490–493. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

9. Song, B.J.; Rogulja, D. SnapShot: Circadian Clock. Cell 2017, 171, 1468. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
10. Feng, D.; Lazar, M.A. Clocks, metabolism, and the epigenome. Mol. Cell 2012, 47, 158–167. [CrossRef]

[PubMed]

http://www.mdpi.com/1422-0067/19/10/3134/s1
http://www.mdpi.com/1422-0067/19/10/3134/s1
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/nrg2430
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18802415
http://dx.doi.org/10.1126/science.1067262
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/11834835
http://dx.doi.org/10.1053/j.gastro.2015.11.043
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/26657326
http://dx.doi.org/10.1681/ASN.2010080803
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/21436284
http://dx.doi.org/10.2337/diabetes.55.04.06.db05-0873
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16567517
http://dx.doi.org/10.1146/annurev-physiol-021909-135821
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/20148687
http://dx.doi.org/10.1101/gad.183500
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/11114885
http://dx.doi.org/10.1126/science.291.5503.490
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/11161204
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.cell.2017.11.021
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/29195079
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.molcel.2012.06.026
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/22841001


Int. J. Mol. Sci. 2018, 19, 3134 13 of 13

11. Kohsaka, A.; Laposky, A.D.; Ramsey, K.M.; Estrada, C.; Joshu, C.; Kobayashi, Y.; Turek, F.W.; Bass, J. High-fat
diet disrupts behavioral and molecular circadian rhythms in mice. Cell Metab. 2007, 6, 414–421. [CrossRef]
[PubMed]

12. Giebultowicz, J.; Kapahi, P. Circadian clocks and metabolism: The nutrient-sensing AKT and TOR pathways
make the link. Curr. Biol. 2010, 20, 608–609. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

13. Mukherji, A.; Kobiita, A.; Damara, M.; Misra, N.; Meziane, H.; Champy, M.-F.; Chambon, P. Shifting eating to
the circadian rest phase misaligns the peripheral clocks with the master SCN clock and leads to a metabolic
syndrome. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. USA 2015, 112, 6691–6698. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

14. Asher, G.; Sassonecorsi, P. Time for Food: The Intimate Interplay between Nutrition, Metabolism, and the
Circadian Clock. Cell 2015, 161, 84–92. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

15. Inui, A.; Asakawa, A.; Bowers, C.Y.; Mantovani, G.; Laviano, A.; Meguid, M.M.; Fujimiya, M. Ghrelin,
appetite, and gastric motility: The emerging role of the stomach as an endocrine organ. FASEB J. 2004, 18,
439–456. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

16. Kojima, M.; Hosoda, H.; Date, Y.; Nakazato, M.; Matsuo, H.; Kangawa, K. Ghrelin is a growth-hormone-
releasing acylated peptide from stomach. Nature 1999, 402, 656. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

17. Lesauter, J.; Hoque, N.; Weintraub, M.; Pfaff, D.W.; Silver, R. Stomach ghrelin-secreting cells as food-
entrainable circadian clocks. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. USA 2009, 106, 13582–13587. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

18. Yannielli, P.C.; Molyneux, P.C.; Harrington, M.E.; Golombek, D.A. Ghrelin effects on the circadian system of
mice. J. Neurosci. Off. J. Soc. Neurosci. 2007, 27, 2890–2895. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

19. Silver, R.; Hoque, N.; LeSauter, J. Discovery of a putative food anticipatory circadian clock. Soc. Neurosci. Abstr.
2005, 31, 10–60.

20. Buijs, R.M.; Kalsbeek, A. Hypothalamic integration of central and peripheral clocks. Nat. Rev. Neurosci. 2001,
2, 521–526. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

21. Hatori, M.; Vollmers, C.; Zarrinpar, A.; DiTacchio, L.; Bushong, E.A.; Gill, S.; Leblanc, M.; Chaix, A.; Joens, M.;
Fitzpatrick, J.A.J.; et al. Time-restricted feeding without reducing caloric intake prevents metabolic diseases
in mice fed a high-fat diet. Cell Metab. 2012, 15, 848–860. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

22. Li, Z.; Xu, G.; Qin, Y.; Zhang, C.; Tang, H.; Yin, Y.; Xiang, X.; Li, Y.; Zhao, J.; Mulholland, M.; et al. Ghrelin
promotes hepatic lipogenesis by activation of mTOR-PPARγ signaling pathway. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. USA
2014, 111, 13163–13168. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

23. Blum, I.D.; Patterson, Z.; Khazall, R.; Lamont, E.W.; Sleeman, M.W.; Horvath, T.L.; Abizaid, A. Reduced
anticipatory locomotor responses to scheduled meals in ghrelin receptor deficient mice. Neuroscience 2009,
164, 351–359. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

24. Tschop, M.; Weyer, C.; Tataranni, P.A.; Devanarayan, V.; Ravussin, E.; Heiman, M.L. Circulating ghrelin
levels are decreased in human obesity. Diabetes 2001, 50, 707–709. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

25. Haissaguerre, M.; Saucisse, N.; Cota, D. Influence of mTOR in energy and metabolic homeostasis.
Mol. Cell. Endocrinol. 2014, 397, 67–77. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

26. Roderburg, C.; Urban, G.W.; Bettermann, K.; Vucur, M.; Zimmermann, H.; Schmidt, S.; Janssen, J.; Koppe, C.;
Knolle, P.; Castoldi, M.; et al. Micro-RNA profiling reveals a role for miR-29 in human and murine liver
fibrosis. Hepatology 2011, 53, 209–218. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

© 2018 by the authors. Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland. This article is an open access
article distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution
(CC BY) license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.cmet.2007.09.006
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/17983587
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.cub.2010.05.052
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/20656206
http://dx.doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1519807112
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/26627260
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.cell.2015.03.015
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/25815987
http://dx.doi.org/10.1096/fj.03-0641rev
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/15003990
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/45230
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/10604470
http://dx.doi.org/10.1073/pnas.0906426106
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19633195
http://dx.doi.org/10.1523/JNEUROSCI.3913-06.2007
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/17360911
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/35081582
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/11433377
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.cmet.2012.04.019
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/22608008
http://dx.doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1411571111
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/25157160
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.neuroscience.2009.08.009
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19666088
http://dx.doi.org/10.2337/diabetes.50.4.707
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/11289032
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.mce.2014.07.015
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/25109278
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/hep.23922
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/20890893
http://creativecommons.org/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.

	Introduction 
	Results 
	Synchronization of the Circadian Rhythm of Primary Hepatocytes by Dexamethasone 
	Attenuation of the Rhythm of Core Clock Genes in Steatotic Liver 
	Restoration of the Rhythm of Core Clock Genes in Steatotic Liver by Ghrelin 
	Effects of GHSR1a Deletion on the Circadian Clock 
	Regulation of Hepatic mTOR Activity Rhythm by Ghrelin 

	Discussion 
	Materials and Methods 
	Materials 
	Animals and Treatment 
	Isolation and Synchronization of Hepatocytes 
	Western Blotting 
	Analysis of Gene Expression 
	Statistical Analysis 

	References

