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Abstract

Background: Multidrug resistance (MDR), a major problem in oncology therapy, limits the effectiveness of anticancer drugs.
Although p53 functions as a tumor suppressor, the associations between p53 status, autophagy, and MDR are complicated and
conditional.

Method: In this report, p53-null human ovarian cancer cell line SKOV3 and its MDR phenotype SKVCR and human leukemia
cell line CEM and its MDR phenotype CEM-VLB) (p53 mutant cell line) were used.

Results: Compared to parental SKOV3, the mRNA and protein levels of MAPLC3-II and Beclin1 were higher in SKVCR cells.
The inhibition of autophagy by 3-MA significantly sensitized SKVCR to VCR. Conversely, in drug-resistant leukemic cells CEM-
VLB, the expressions of Beclin1 and MAPLC3-II were lower than CEM. CEM and CEM-VLB cells were treated with VLB .01 or
0.5 μg/mL, respectively, and the expression of p53 and autophagy up-regulated after VLB (.01 μg/mL) treatment in CEM cells.
The percentage of S-phase and G2/M phase cells up-regulated significantly by .01 μg/mL VLB in CEM, which may relate to the
status of p53 of CEM cells. A combination of radiation with 3-MA significantly increased apoptosis in CEM-VLB cells.

Conclusion: Our discovery found that p53 is an important regulator controlling the balance between autophagy and MDR, as a
potential drug target for ovarian cancer and leukemia.
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Introduction

Multidrug resistance (MDR) has become an obstacle for
chemotherapy of cancer.1-6 p53 is reported to participate in the
regulation ofMDR, but the association between p53 status and
MDR is complicated and conditional. It has been verified that
apoptosis is not the only mechanism for MDR regulation by
p53, autophagy also seems to be involved.7-12

Autophagy is a dynamic process of protein degradation,
which is typically observed during nutrient deprivation and
genotoxic stress. It has been confirmed that autophagy is in-
duced or inhibited in various tumor cells, and it is related with
cell survival and drug resistance.6,13-18 Notably, p53 plays a
dual role in the regulation of autophagy.19-22 The regulation of
autophagy by p53 may depend on sub-cellular location of p53.
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Nuclear p53 can induce autophagy and promote apoptosis,
while cytosolic p53 may act as a master repressor. The inhi-
bition effect of p53 on autophagy provides different outcomes,
either inhibit apoptosis, or promote tumor cells growth under
autophagy-inducing conditions.23-27

In this study, we used human leukemia cell lines CEM/
CEM-VLB (p53mutant) and SKOV3/SKVCR (p53-/-) to
determine the role of p53-induced autophagy regulating
chemotherapy and radiotherapy resistance. It has been shown
that the different status of p53 influenced drug sensitivity
by inducing different types of cell death, especially auto-
phagy in ovarian cancer cells. These results will hint the
individual treatment strategies based on difference p53
status in patients.

Materials and Methods

Reagents and Antibodies

3-methyladenine (3-MA) and monodansylcadaverine (MDC)
are from Sigma (St. Louis, MO, United States). The primary
antibodies include the following: p53 (Cell Signaling Tech-
nology, #126), p21(Cell Signaling Technology, #2947),
MAPLC3 (Cell Signaling Technology, Beverly, MA, United
States, #2775), Beclin1 (Santa Cruz, CA, United States),
monoclonal mouse anti-GAPDH (Santa Cruz, CA, United
States), and horseradish peroxidase-(HRP-) conjugated
polyclonal goat anti-mouse and anti-rabbit (Santa Cruz, CA,
United States).

Cell Culture

SKOV3 (human ovarian carcinoma cell lines), SKVCR
(multidrug-resistant phenotype), and human leukemia cell
lines CEM and CEM-VLB were obtained from Dr Ling,
British Columbia Cancer Research Centre, Vancouver, BC,
Canada. Cells were cultured in α-MEM (10% fetal bovine serum,
100 U/mL of penicillin/streptomycin) in incubator (37°C, 5%
CO2), and α-MEM medium containing 2.0 μg/mL vincristine
(VCR) was used to maintain the drug-resistant phenotype
SKVCR and 0.4 μg/mL vinblastine is for CEM-VLB.

Cell Counting Kit-8 Assay

Ninety six-well culture plates were used to seed cells (4 × 105

cells/well for SKVO3/SKVCR, 1 × 104 cells/well for CEM/
CEM-VLB). Cell Counting Kit (CCK-8) (Dojindo Molecular
Technologies, Inc., Kumamoto, Japan) assay was used to
determine cell viability. The absorbance was measured at
450 nm using a microplate reader.

Quantitative Real-Time PCR

RNAiso Plus (Takara Co., Japan) was used to isolate total
RNA. Ultraviolet spectrophotometry (A260/A280 ratio)
was used to analyze the quantity and quality of RNA.

Reverse transcription was performed using Prime Script Rt
reagent Kit (Takara Co., Japan), and the samples were then
analyzed using the SYBR Premix Ex TapII (Takara Co.,
Japan) by quantitative real-time PCR (qPCR) (Stratagene
MX3000P, Japan). The procedure was as follows: initial
activation step for 10 s/95°C; denaturation with 40 cycles
for 20 s/95°C; annealing step for 20 s/60°C. Formula
2�(ΔΔCT) was used to determine the change in mRNA
levels. GAPDH mRNAwas used to normalize the relative
amount of mRNA. The primers for genes were as follows:
GAPDH forward: 50-GCACCGTCAAGGCTGAGAAC-30 and re-
verse: 50-TGGTGAAGACGCCAGTGGA-3’; MAPLC3II forward:
50-CCTAGAAGGCGCTTACAGCT-30 and reverse: 50-GGGACA-
ATTTCATCCCGAAC-3’; Beclin1 forward:50-GCGA ATTCATG-
GAAGGGTCTAAGACGTCCAACAACA-30 and reverse:
50- GCGGATCCTC ATTTGTTATAAAATTGTGAGGACACC-3’.

Western Blot Analysis

Cells were harvested after treatment, washed by phosphate
buffered saline (PBS), and lyzed with radioimmunoprecipitation
assay (RIPA) lysis buffer (150 mM NaCl, 1% (v/v) NP-40,
20 mM Tris HCl, 1% (v/v) Triton X-100, 50 mM NaF, 1 mM
EDTA, 1 mMEGTA, .1% (w/v) SDS, protease, and phosphatase
inhibitors). Whole-cell lysates were centrifuged at
12,000 rpm for 10 min, quantified using BCA Protein
Assay Kit, and subjected to electrophoresis with 10–12%
SDS-polyacrylamide gel. After transferred onto poly-
vinylidene difluoride (Bio-Rad, United States) at 90 V for
120 min, the membranes were blocked by 5% non-fat milk
and incubated with primary antibodies overnight at 4°C.
Then, the membranes were washed and incubated with a
secondary antibody for 1 h at room temperature. The
immunoreaction was visualized using Chemiluminescence
(Santa Cruz).

Flow Cytometry for Quantitative Analysis of Autophagy
and Apoptosis

5 × 105 of cells were collected. For autophagy analysis, cells
were stained with MDC. For apoptosis detection, cells were
stained using the Annexin V-FITC Apoptosis Detection Kit I
(BD Biosciences, San Diego, CA) according to the manu-
facturer’s recommendation. The stained cells were sorted by
flow cytometry (BD FACS Canto) and analyzed by using the
FCS Express v2.0 software.

Cell Cycle Analysis

Cell suspension was fixed by 75% ethanol at�20°C for 8–10 h.
Cells were then incubated in the dark for 30 min after the
addition of 100 μL PI and 100 μLRNase. Cell cycle progression
was measured by flow cytometry (BD Biosciences), and the
percentage of cells at G0/G1, S, or G2/M phase was quantified.
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Irradiation

An X-ray generator (X-RAD 320 ix, Precision X-ray Inc.,
North Branford, CT, United States) was utilized to deliver
radiation at a dose rate of 1.0 Gy/min.

Statistical Analysis

SPSS 22.0 software (SPSS, Chicago, IL, United States) was
utilized for statistical analyses. Differences between two groups
were evaluated with Student’s t-test (two-tailed). Survival curve
was generated with Kaplan–Meier method. Each experiment
was conducted three times. Experimental results are presented
as mean ± SD. Data were considered as statistically significant
when P value was less than .05.

Results

The Multi-Drug Resistance Phenotype in VEM-VLB and
SKVCR Cells

VEM and VEM-VLB cells were treated with different doses of
VLB and THP for 48 h (Figures 1A and B). SKOV3 and

SKVCR cells were treated with different doses of VCR and
THP for 48 h (Figures 1C and D). Then CCK-8 assay was used
to detect drug sensitivity. We observe a cross-resistance pattern
in the assays. Cell survival decreased in a dose-dependent
manner in SKOV3/SKVCR and CEM/CEM-VLB cells.
However, as expected, SKVCR and CEM-VLB cells were
more resistant to different chemotherapy drugs, as com-
pared with the SKOV3 and CEM parental cells (P < .05).

The Roles of Autophagy in Multidrug Resistance in
SKOV3 and SKVCR Cells

qRT-PCR and Western blot analysis displayed that MAPLC3-
II and Beclin1 were higher both at mRNA and protein levels in
SKVCR cells. The ratio of MAPLC3-II/I increased to 1.68-
fold in SKVCR as compared with SKOV3, suggesting the
development of autophagy (Figures 2A–C). The MAPLC3-II
increased and p62 decreased in SKBV3 following VCR
treatment, but not in SKVCR cells. To determine the roles of
autophagy in drug sensitivity, an autophagy inhibitor, 3-MA,
was pretreated for 1 h following chemotherapeutic drugs
treatment. The inhibition of autophagy by 3-MA significantly
sensitized SKVCR to VCR (Figures 2D–F).

Figure 1. The chemotherapy sensitivity of CEM/CEM-VLB and SKOV3/ SKVCR cells. (A, B) Cell viability was detected by CCK-8 assay to
represent the sensitivity of CEM and CEM-VLB to VLB and THP for 48 h. (C, D) Cell viability was detected by CCK-8 assay to represent the
sensitivity of SKOV3 and SKVCR to VCR and THP for 48 h. Values are the mean ± S.E.M. (n = 3). *P < .05, vs control.
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The Roles of Autophagy in Multidrug Resistance in
CEM and CEM-VLB Cells

Conversely, in drug-resistant leukemic cells CEM-VLB, the
expressions of Beclin1 and MAPLC3-II were lower than
CEM, indicating a low level of autophagy in the CEM-VLB
cells. Next, we determined the relationship between p53 and
MDR. Compared to CEM, p53 expression increased sig-
nificantly in CEM-VLB cells(Figure 3A).To determine the
correlation between autophagy and p53 in the drug-
sensitive and -resistant cells under the same pressure
conditions, CEM and CEM-VLB cells were treated with
VLB .01 μg/mL or 0.5 μg/mL, respectively. Then cells were
harvested at 4, 8, 16, 24 hours. Western blot results showed
that the expression of p53 up-regulated after VLB (.01 μg/
mL) treatment in CEM cells and induced conversion of
MAPLC3 (LC3I to LC3 II). The levels of MAP LC3-II rose
to the peak at 8 hours in CEM cells, then decreased with the
down-regulation of p53(Figure 3B).The autophagy in CEM
cells increased after VLB .01 μg/mL treatment, and the
chemotherapeutic drugs did not trigger biological effects in
CEM-VLB cell (Figures 3C and D).

Cell Cycle Arrest in SKOV3/SKVCR and CEM/
CEM-VLB Cells

Flow cytometry analysis showed that the percentage of S-
phase and G2/M phase cells up-regulated significantly in

SKVO3 and SKVCR (Figures 4A and B). What is more, the
percentage of S-phase and G2/M phase cells up-regulated
significantly in CEM + .01 μg/mL VLB (Figures 4C and D),
this may be related to the p53 gene status in Cells. Some p53
target genes have been confirmed to induce G2 phase arrest,
such as inhibition of CDC2 and cyclinB1. Mutant p53 could
not cause G0/G1 phase arrest, and the percentage of S phase
cells increased relatively.

Effects of Radiation on the Regulations of p53 and
Autophagy in CEM and CEM-VLB Cells

VEM andVEM-VLB cells were treated with different doses of
radiation (0, 2.0, 4.0, 6.0, 8.0 Gy), and after 96 h, the ra-
diosensitivity was detected by CCK-8 assay. Cell survival
decreased in a dose-dependent manner in CEM/CEM-VLB
cells. However, as expected, the CEM-VLB cells were more
resistant to radiation, as compared with the parental CEM
cells, especially after 6.0, 8.0 Gy treatment (P < .05) (Figure
5A).

In CEM cells, p53 continuously activated its downstream
gene p21 expression after radiation treatment, while the high
level of p53 in CEM-VLB did not activate p21. In addition,
radiation-induced autophagy was more obvious in CEM than
CEM-VLB cells (Figure 5B). Then, we used MDC staining to
analyze the autophagy rates. After radiation, the percentages
of MDC positive cells increased from 25.24% to 74.41%, 3-
MA could decrease it from 74.41% to 40.19% in CEM cells.

Figure 2. Autophagy changes in SKOV3 and SKVCR cells. (A, B) Real-time RT-PCR was used to detect the mRNA levels of MAPLC3 and
Beclin1 in SKOV3 and SKVCR cells. (C) Western blot showed P-gp, Beclin1, and MAPLC3I/II levels in SKOV3 and SKVCR cells. (D)
Western blot showed MAPLC3I/II and p62 levels in SKOV3 and SKVCR cells following VCR treatment. (E, F) Autophagy was determined by
flow cytometry after MDC staining. The proportion of autophagy was analyzed by using flow cytometry. (G, H). SKOV3 and SKVCR cells were
pretreated with 3-MA (2 mM), then treated with VCR for 24 h. Autophagy was analyzed after MDC staining by flow cytometry. Values are
the mean ± S.E.M. (n = 3). *P < .05, vs control.
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Meanwhile, in CEM-VLB cells, the MDC positive cells in-
creased from 23.19% to 54.03%, and decreased from 54.03%
to 32.09% following 3-MA treatment (Figures 5C and D).
Western blot data displayed that the conversion of MAP LC3
(LC3I to LC3II) in 3-MA + 6.0 Gy X-rays decreased sig-
nificantly as compared with control group, indicating the
inhibition of autophagy. CEM cells treated with 3-MA +
6.0 Gy X-ray for 16 h resulted in the disappearance of p53
abnormal band and the reduction of p21, which supported a
critical role for p53 in the regulation of autophagy (Figure 5E).

Effects of Radiation on the Regulations of Autophagy
and Apoptosis in CEM and CEM-VLB Cells

CEM and CEM-VLB cells were pretreated with 2 mM 3-MA
for 1 h followed 6.0 Gy X-rays, and after 16 h, apoptotic
percentages were analyzed by using Annexin V/PI staining.
Results showed that apoptotic rate of CEM and CEM-VLB
cells increased to 22.03 and 12.11%, respectively, (P < .05). A
combination of IR with autophagy inhibitors significantly in-
creased apoptosis in CEM and CEM-VLB (Figures 6A and B).

Discussion

Autophagy, a highly regulated cell “self-eating” pathway, is
controlled by the action of over 34 autophagy-related proteins

(collectively termed Atgs). One of the major challenges in
cancer therapy is the drug resistance. Recently, several studies
have shown that autophagy constitutes a potential target for
cancer therapy, which contributes to the anticancer efficacy of
drugs as well as drug resistance.28-30

Tumor suppressor p53 is closely related to the occurrence
of autophagy, which can regulate autophagy from many
aspects.31-41 While little is known about the relationship
between MDR, p53, and autophagy. It has been reported that
p53 localized to the nucleus through transcriptional activation
of target genes to enhance autophagy.31-35 Studies have shown
that autophagy can be activated by inhibiting the function of
p53 by genetic methods or pharmacological inhibitors.42,43

The expression of endogenous p53 in human leukemia cell
line CEM, which is a kind of heterozygous mutation, is known
as the pseudo wild type p53.44 In CEM cells, VLB increased
the expression of p53, MAPLC3-I conversion to MAPLC3-II.
After that, MAPLC3-II decreased with the decrease of p53
expression. But, CEM-VLB does not appear to have bio-
logical effects on the drug’s stimulating effect, which may be
due to the difference in the drug sensitivity of CEM and CEM-
VLB cells.

We found that S phase and G2/M block are most obvious in
CEM, which may be related to p53 status in CEM cells. Some
p53 target genes have been confirmed to induce G2 arrest,
for example, inhibition of CDC2 and G2 could occur after

Figure 3. The effects of autophagy on multidrug resistance in CEM and CEM-VLB cells. (A)Western blot showed p53, Beclin1, and MAPLC3I/
II levels in CEM and CEM-VLB cells. (B) Western blot showed P-gp, p53, and MAPLC3I/II levels in CEM and CEM-VLB cells following VLB
treatment. (C, D) Autophagy was determined by Flow Cytometry after MDC staining. The proportion of autophagy was analyzed by using
flow cytometry. Values are the mean ± S.E.M. (n = 3). *P < .05, vs control.
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cyclinB1 block.45 The mutant p53 could not induce G0/G1
phase arrest, cells entered S phase and resulted in the increased
S phase percentage. More importantly, cell cycle inhibitors,
such as genotoxic drugs that cause DNA damage and cell
cycle arrest to inhibit tumor cell division, always activate
autophagy, which delays cell death and may therefore lead to
chemoresistance

Since p53 is a radiation-sensitive gene, 6.0 Gy X-ray was
administrated, and radiation induced high expression of p53 in
CEM and CEM-VLB cells. In CEM cells, the p53–p21
pathway has been activated, but not in CEM-VLB cell. Al-
though p21 is a direct p53 response gene, only one has
evaluated p21 expression as a function of sequenced p53 gene
mutation. The reasons may have two aspects: First is CEM-
VLB radiation resistance is higher than CEM cells, so CEM-
VLB is less sensitive to IR than CEM; second, CEM-VLB
cells of p53 function are different from the parental CEM,
although IR induced the expression of p53 protein, p53 may

not have the regulatory function of autophagy. Our previous
detection of protein also found that wt p53 protein was not
abnormal bands, and mutation of p53 gene will appear with
abnormal migration in 53kDa either up or down, and the
anomalies may be for mutant p53 expression subtypes.
Morgan SE46 reported, although drug-sensitive CEM cells and
multidrug resistant cell CEM/VM-1 contain the same p53
mutant forms, in CEM/VM-1 cells half-life of p53 protein
decreased, and MDM2-mediated degradation of p53 pathway
in resistant cells has changed.

The mutant form of p53 can confer resistance to apoptosis,
thereby reducing tumor cell susceptibility to cell death.
Mutant p53 not only interferes with the transcriptional ac-
tivity of wt p53 in the nucleus but also abolishes the in-
teraction between wt p53 and BCL-2 family proteins in the
cytoplasm. 6.0 Gy X-ray irradiation increased apoptosis in
CEM and CEM-VLB cells, and the apoptosis rate in 3-MA
combined with IR group was much higher than that of in single

Figure 4. The effects of cell cycle on multidrug resistance in SKOV3/SKVCR and CEM/CEM-VLB cells. (A, B). Cell cycle was determined by
flow cytometry after using PI stain in SKVO3 and SKVCR following VCR treatment. (C, D) Cell cycle was determined by flow cytometry
after using PI staining CEM/CEM-VLB cells following VLB treatment. Values are the mean ± S.E.M. (n = 3). *P < .05, vs control.
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irradiation group. Therefore, we believe that when CEM-VLB
cells are not sensitive to chemotherapy, radiotherapy combined
with autophagy inhibitors can be used to improve the thera-
peutic effect.

In summary, p53 plays a crucial role in autophagy and
MDR regulation. A better understanding of the relationship
between autophagy and multidrug resistance will improve the
efficacy of chemotherapy and radiotherapy.

Figure 5. Effects of radiation on the regulations of p53 and autophagy in CEM and CEM-VLB cells. VEM and VEM-VLB cells were treated with
different doses of radiation (0, 2.0, 4.0, 6.0, 8.0 Gy) for 96 h, and CCK-8 assay was used to detect radiation sensitivity. (B) Western blot
showed p53, p21, and MAPLC3I/II levels following 6 Gy x-ray treated for .1, 4, 16, 24 h in CEM and CEM-VLB cells. (C, D) The autophagy rates
were tested by MDC staining following radiation treatment with or without 3-MA in CEM and CEM-VLB cells. (E) Western blot showed p53,
p21, and MAPLC3I/II levels following radiation treatment with or without 3-MA in CEM and CEM-VLB cells. Values are the mean ± S.E.M.
(n = 3). *P < .05, vs control.

Figure 6. Effects of radiation on the regulations of autophagy and apoptosis in CEM and CEM-VLB cells. (A, B) CEM and CEM-VLB cells were
pretreated with 2 mM 3-MA for 1 h and then treated with 6.0 Gy X-rays for 16 h, and apoptotic percentages were analyzed by using Annexin
V/PI staining. Values are the mean ± S.E.M. (n = 3). *P < .05, vs control.
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