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Abstract. Colorectal cancer (CRC) is the third most commonly 
diagnosed cancer worldwide. SAR1 gene homolog B (SAR1B) 
is a GTPase that has been reported to have a central role in 
the regulation of lipid homeostasis and is associated with 
numerous diseases. However, its role in cancer, particularly in 
CRC, remains unclear. The present study revealed that SAR1B 
was overexpressed in CRC samples and this was associated 
with shorter overall survival time in patients with CRC. Colony 
formation, cell proliferation and flow cytometry assays were 
conducted to evaluate the functions of SAR1B in CRC. It was 
reported that SAR1B may be associated with tumorigenesis 
of CRC. Knockdown of SAR1B suppressed cell proliferation 
and induced significant apoptosis of RKO cells. Furthermore, 
microarray analysis was performed to identify the potential 
targets of SAR1B in CRC. Bioinformatics analysis revealed 
that SAR1B was significantly involved in regulating ‘TGF‑β 
signaling’, ‘paxillin signaling’, ‘cell cycle regulation by BTG 
family proteins’ and ‘IGF‑1 signaling’. These results suggested 
that SAR1B may be considered a potential prognostic 
biomarker and therapeutic target for CRC.

Introduction

Colorectal cancer (CRC) is the third most commonly diag‑
nosed cancer and the second leading cause of cancer‑related 
death among men and women worldwide  (1). Surgery and 
chemotherapy are the main treatment options for CRC. A 
cytotoxic combination of chemotherapy drugs, such as fluo‑
rouracil and irinotecan, and the medication leucovorin is the 
first line approach to treat CRC (2,3). However, as cancer cells 
usually develop mechanisms to evade cell death induced by 
chemotherapy (4‑6), the effects of these treatments are still 

limited. Therefore, there is an urgent need to explore novel 
tumor‑related genes and potential therapeutic approaches to 
improve the clinical outcomes of CRC.

SAR1 gene homolog B (SAR1B), a coat protein II (COPII) 
component, serves a central role in the lipid metabolism involved 
in vesicular COPII‑dependent transport of proteins from the 
endoplasmic reticulum (ER) to the Golgi apparatus  (7,8). 
Mutations of the SAR1a gene homolog 2 that encodes SAR1B 
protein cause the rare recessive disorder chylomicron retention 
disease (CMRD) (9), which is associated with developmental 
problems in infancy. The characteristics of CMRD include fat 
malabsorption, steatorrhea, deficiency in fat‑soluble vitamins, 
low blood cholesterol and a selective absence of chylomicrons 
in the blood  (9‑11). A Previous study demonstrated that 
patients with CMRD exhibit diffuse enterocyte vacuolization, 
large cytosolic lipid droplets in intestinal histological tests and 
accumulation of chylomicron‑like particles in enterocytes (12). 
As lipid metabolism is crucial in cancer cell proliferation, 
survival and other biochemical processes (12,13), SAR1B may 
be associated with physiological functions in CRC. However, 
limited data are available to determine the involvement and 
physiological role of SAR1B in CRC.

The present study demonstrated that the mRNA expression 
levels of SAR1B were the highest in SW620 cells among three 
CRC cell lines. In addition, using lentivirus‑mediated infection 
with short hairpin (sh)RNA targeting SAR1B (shSAR1B), the 
expression of SAR1B was effectively knocked down in RKO 
cells. The Celigo system, MTT and colony formation assays 
identified the inhibitory effects of SAR1B on proliferation of 
RKO cells. Molecular mechanism analysis results suggested 
that knockdown of SAR1B with shSAR1B induced significant 
apoptosis of RKO cells compared with cells infected with 
control short hairpin (sh)RNA (shCtrl). Together, the results 
of the present study indicated a tumorigenic function and a 
potential mechanism of SAR1B in CRC.

Materials and methods

Public datasets analysis. The expression of SAR1B in CRC 
was analyzed using GEPIA datasets (http://gepia.cancer‑pku.
cn/) (14). Moreover, Kaplan‑Meier method (14) was used to 
analyze the association between SAR1B expression levels and 
overall survival (OS) time in patients with CRC using two 
public datasets, GSE17536 (15) and GSE17537 (15). In order to 
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explore the potential functions of SAR1B in CRC, the DepMap 
database was analyzed (https://depmap.org/rnai/index) (16). 
The function of SAR1B in cancer cell survival was analyzed 
using DepMap portal (https://depmap.org/rnai/index) based on 
the results of genome‑wide shRNA (or small interfering RNA) 
inhibition of SAR1B from the Broad (17) and Novartis (18) 
datasets. A PPI network regulated by SAR1B was constructed 
using the STRING database (https://string‑db.org/cgi/network.
pl) (19). The bioinformatics analysis was conducted using the 
Ingenuity Pathway Analysis system (https://www.nihlibrary.
nih.gov/resources/tools/ingenuity‑pathways‑analysis‑ipa).

Patients. A total of 15 patients with CRC were recruited for 
the present study. Patients from Taizhou People's Hospital 
(Taizhou, China) were pathologically diagnosed with CRC 
and underwent surgical resection between July 2019 and 
October 2019. No patient received chemotherapy or radio‑
therapy treatment prior to surgery. The clinical information 
of these patients is included in Table I. All patients provided 
written informed consent, and the present study was approved 
by the Committees of Taizhou People's Hospital.

Cell lines and culture. CRC cell lines HCT116, SW620 and 
RKO cells were purchased from The Cell Bank of Type 
Culture Collection of the Chinese Academy of Sciences 
and cultured in RPMI‑1640 medium (Gibco; Thermo Fisher 
Scientific, Inc.) supplemented with 10% fetal bovine serum 
(Gibco; Thermo Fisher Scientific, Inc.). Penicillin (100 U/ml) 
and streptomycin (100 U/ml) were added to the medium to 
prevent contamination. Cells were incubated at 37˚C in a 
humidified atmosphere containing 95% air and 5% CO2.

Construction of SAR1B‑knockdown lentivirus. The target 
DNA sequence (5'‑TGG​CAC​AGT​ACA​TTG​ATT​A‑3') 
of SAR1B was selected from the full‑length sequence 
(NM_016103) by Shanghai GeneChem Co., Ltd. According to 
the sequence of SAR1B, two vectors, shRNA S1 and shRNA 
S2, were designed. The sequences were as follows: shRNA 
S1, 5'‑CCG​GGA​TGG​CAC​AGT​ACA​TTG​ATT​ACT​CGA​
GTA​ATC​AAT​GTA​CTG​TGC​CAT​CTT​TTT​G‑3'; shRNA 
S2, 5'‑AAT​TCA​AAA​AGA​TGG​CAC​AGT​ACA​TTG​ATT​ACT​
CGA​GTA​ATC​AAT​GTA​CTG​TGC​CAT​C‑3'. The shRNAs 
were annealed and ligated to the linearized GV115‑GFP 
lentivirus vector (Shanghai GeneChem Co., Ltd.). The plasmid 
was extracted from the DH5α cells (Shanghai GeneChem 
Co., Ltd.) and verified by restriction endonuclease digestion 
followed by Sanger sequencing. The plasmid was extracted 
and verified by enzymatic digestion and sequencing. RKO 
cells (ATCC) at a density of 8,000 cells/well were infected with 
the lentivirus. RKO Cells infected with an empty lentiviral 
vector were used as a control (shCtrl). Cells at a density of 
8,000 cells/well were cultured in RPMI‑1640 medium with 
lentiviruses at a multiplicity of infection of 10 for 24 h at 37˚C. 
A stable SAR1B‑knockdown RKO cell line was constructed 
using the GV115‑GFP lentivirus vector system (Shanghai 
GeneChem Co., Ltd.), which could express GFP. After 72 h 
of infection, the fluorescence and infection efficiency were 
determined using an inverted fluorescence microscope at 
200x magnification (IX‑71; Olympus Corporation). When the 
infection efficiency was 80%, the expression of SAR1B was 

analyzed by reverse transcription‑quantitative PCR (RT‑qPCR) 
and western blotting. The strong and positive EGFP signals in 
RKO cells following infection with a lentivirus recombined 
with shSAR1B or shCtrl indicated that the efficiency of 
infection in RKO cells and were determined using an inverted 
fluorescence microscope (magnification, x200; Olympus).

RT‑qPCR. Total RNA from HCT116, SW620 and RKO cells and 
15 paired CRC samples were extracted using TRIzol® reagent 
(Invitrogen; Thermo Fisher Scientific, Inc.) according to the 
manufacturer's instructions. A total of 2 µg RNA RNA samples 
were reverse transcribed using a Reverse Transcription kit 
(Roche Diagnostics GmbH) to synthesize cDNA, according to 
the manufacturer's protocol. The reverse transcription tempera‑
ture protocol was as follows: 65˚C for 10 min, 25˚C for 10 min, 
50˚C for 1 h and 85˚C for 5 min. cDNA (1 µl) was used as a 
template for PCR using the SYBR® Green qPCR kit (Takara 
Biotechnology Co., Ltd.), using the ViiA™ 7 Real‑Time PCR 
system (Applied Biosystems; Thermo Fisher Scientific, Inc.). 
The primers used were as follows: SAR1B, forward 5'‑TTT​TCC​
TAC​GAT​GGA​ATC​TGG​C‑3', reverse 5'‑CAG​CCT​GTC​TCC​
TCG​CTT​TC‑3'; and GAPDH, forward 5'‑TGA​CTT​CAA​CAG​
CGA​CAC​CCA‑3' and reverse 5'‑CAC​CCT​GTT​GCT​GTA​GCC​
AAA‑3'. The thermocycling conditions were as follows: Initial 
denaturation at 95˚C for 15 sec, followed by 45 cycles at 95˚C 
for 5 sec and 60˚C for 30 sec. The PCR products of SAR1B and 
GAPDH were 241 and 121 bp, respectively. All samples were 
analyzed by using the 2−ΔΔCq method in triplicate (20).

Colony formation assay. shSAR1B‑infected and shCtrl RKO 
cells were digested with trypsin and resuspended in standard 
medium after reaching the logarithmic growth phase. Cells were 
seeded into 6‑well plates at a density of 500 cells/well, incubated 
at 37˚C in a 5% CO2 incubator and observed for 10 days with 
half of the medium changed every 3 days. Cells were washed 
with PBS and fixed with 4% paraformaldehyde (1 ml/well; 
Shanghai Sangong Pharmaceutical Co., Ltd.) for 30‑60 min at 
room temperature. Cells were washed with PBS, stained with 
500 µl Giemsa (cat. no. ECM550; Chemicon; Thermo Fisher 
Scientific, Inc.) for 20 min at room temperature and washed 
with deionized water three times. Images of cell colonies were 
captured using inverted light microscope (200x magnification; 
IX71; Olympus, Tokyo, Japan) and counted using ImageJ 
software (version 4.0; National Institutes of Health).

Cell proliferation assay. An MTT assay (Sigma‑Aldrich; 
Merck KGaA) was performed to assess cell proliferation 
following after knockdown of SAR1B as previously described. 
Briefly, lentivirus‑infected RKO cells were seeded in 96‑well 
plates at 3,000 cells/well. At 1, 2, 3, 4 and 5 days following 
incubation, 20  µl MTT solution (1  mg/ml) was added to 
each well and incubated at 37˚C for 4 h. Subsequently, the 
medium was carefully removed and 100 µl acidic isopropanol 
(10% SDS, 5% isopropanol and 0.01 mol/l HCl) was added to 
each well. The plates were read using an automated microplate 
reader (Molecular Devices, LLC) at 490 nm.

Plate analysis with the adherent cell cytometry system 
Celigo®. Briefly, shSAR1B‑ or shCtrl‑infected RKO cells were 
digested with trypsin and resuspended in standard medium 
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after achieving the logarithmic growth phase. Cells were 
seeded into 96‑well plates at a density of 2,000 cells/well. 
Fluorescence was detected every day using the Celigo system 
(Nexcelom Bioscience LLC) for 5 days continuously. Following 
adjustments in the parameters in analysis settings, the number 
of cells by scanning green fluorescence daily for 5 days at room 
temperature according to the manufacturer's instructions.

Analysis of apoptosis using flow cytometry. Apoptosis assessment 
was performed using an Annexin‑V/FITC Apoptosis Detection 
kit (Invitrogen; Thermo Fisher Scientific, Inc.) according to 
the manufacturer's protocols. Briefly, cells were infected with 
shSAR1B or shCtrl. Cells were harvested and stained with 
Annexin‑V/FITC and propidium iodide (PI) in binding buffer 
for 15 min at room temperature in the dark. The samples were 
analyzed using a BD FACScan system (BD Biosciences) to 
determine the percentage of cells exhibiting Annexin‑V and PI 
staining. Apoptotic cells were subsequently analyzed via flow 
cytometry, using MoFlo XDP (Beckman Coulter, Inc.).

Western blot analysis. Cells were infected with shSAR1B or 
shCtrl. Protein was extracted using RIPA lysis buffer with 
proteinase inhibitor (Beyotime Institute of Biotechnology) and 
western blotting was performed as previously described (12). 
Protein concentrations of cell lysates were determined using 
the Bradford method. Equal amounts of protein (20 µg/lane) 
were separated using 12% SDS‑PAGE and transferred to a 
PVDF membrane. The membranes were blocked using 5% 
BSA, at 25˚C for 2 h. After blocking at room temperature, 
the membrane was incubated with anti‑SAR1B (1:1,000; 
cat. no. ab155278, Abcam) and anti‑GAPDH (1:1,000; cat. 
no. sc‑32233, Santa‑Cruz Biotechnology, Inc.) primary anti‑
bodies at 4˚C for 12 h. Membranes were washed three times 
with Tris‑buffered saline Tween-20 buffer (TBST; 10 mM 
Tris, 150  mM NaCl, 0.05% Tween‑20; Beijing Solarbio 
Science & Technology Co., Ltd.). Following the primary 

incubation, membranes were incubated with the horseradish 
peroxidase‑conjugated (HRP) anti‑mouse secondary antibody 
(1:5,000; cat. no. sc‑2005; Santa‑Cruz, Inc.) and anti‑rabbit 
secondary antibody (1:5,000; cat. no. sc‑2004; Santa‑Cruz 
Biotechnology, Inc.) at 25˚C for 2 h. Membranes were re‑washed 
three times with TBST buffer. Electrochemiluminescence 
(cat. no. 6883; Cell Signaling Technology, Inc.) was used for 
visualization of the protein bands. GAPDH was used as the 
loading control and protein expression was quantified using 
ImageJ Software version 1.47 (National Institutes of Health).

Microarray analysis. The stable RKO cells after shRNA infec‑
tion were used for the microarray analysis. Whole‑genome 
gene expression levels of stable RKO cells following SAR1B 
knockdown were examined using the gene chip PrimeView 
Human Gene Expression Array (Thermo Fisher Scientific, 
Inc.). The sample labeling, microarray hybridization, washing 
and gene normalization were performed according to the 
manufacturer's protocols. Differentially expressed genes were 
subsequently identified via fold‑change analysis and P‑values; 
the threshold set for upregulated and downregulated genes was 
fold‑change ≥1.5 and P<0.05. Cluster 3.0 software was used to 
analyze the differentially expressed genes, using hierarchical 
clustering method, and gene expression correlation coeffi‑
cient as the distance, average connection. Then the Treeview 
software was used to draw the DEGs cluster map.

Bioinformatics analysis. The present study used the Ingenuity 
Pathway Analysis system (https://www.nihlibrary.nih.gov/
resources/tools/ingenuity‑pathways‑analysis‑ipa) to perform 
Kyoto Encyclopedia of Genes and Genomes (KEGG) 
pathway (21) and Gene Ontology (GO) (21,22) analyses of 
potential targets of SAR1B.

Statistical analysis. All experiments were performed in 
triplicate and were repeated at least three times. Data are 

Table I. Clinical information of patients with colorectal cancer used in this study.

Patient	 Age	 Sex	 Tumor type	 Lymph node metastasis

Patient 1	 51	 Female	 Rectal protuberance‑type differentiated adenocarcinoma	 Negative
Patient 2	 38	 Female	 Rectal ulcer type of moderately poorly differentiated mucinous	 Positive
			   adenocarcinoma
Patient 3	 46	 Male	 Rectal ulcer type moderately differentiated adenocarcinoma 	 Positive
Patient 4	 53	 Male	 Rectal protuberance‑type differentiated adenocarcinoma	 Positive
Patient 5	 61	 Female	 Colonic ulcer type moderately differentiated adenocarcinoma	 Negative
Patient 6	 68	 Female	 Rectal ulcer type moderately differentiated adenocarcinoma	 Positive
Patient 7	 71	 Female	 Colonic ulcer type moderately differentiated adenocarcinoma	 Positive
Patient 8	 29	 Male	 Rectal ulcer type moderately differentiated adenocarcinoma	 Negative
Patient 9	 38	 Male	 Colonic bulging type of differentiated adenocarcinoma	 Positive
Patient 10	 46	 Female	 Rectal ulcer mucinous adenocarcinoma	 Negative
Patient 11	 55	 Female	 Rectal ulcer type moderately poorly differentiated adenocarcinoma	 Negative
Patient 12	 51	 Male	 Rectal ulcer type moderately differentiated adenocarcinoma	 Negative
Patient 13	 63	 Female	 Rectal prolapse type moderately differentiated adenocarcinoma	 Negative
Patient 14	 65	 Female	 Rectal ulcer type moderately differentiated adenocarcinoma	 Positive
Patient 15	 68	 Male	 Sigmoid colonic hypertrophic adenocarcinoma	 Negative
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presented as the mean ± SD. Statistical analysis was performed 
using unpaired Student's t‑test. The probability of survival was 
estimated using the Kaplan‑Meier method. The log‑rank test 
was used to statistically compare the differences in survival 
times. P<0.05 was considered to indicate a statistically 
significant difference.

Results

SAR1B is upregulated in CRC. The expression of SAR1B in 
CRC was analyzed using GEPIA datasets. As demonstrated 
in Fig.  1A  and  B, SAR1B expression was significantly 

upregulated in colon and rectum cancer samples compared 
with normal tissues.

Kaplan‑Meier method was used to analyze the association 
between SAR1B expression levels and overall survival (OS) 
time in patients with CRC using two public datasets, GSE17536 
and GSE17537. The results revealed that high expression of 
SAR1B was significantly associated with shorter OS time in 
patients with CRC (Fig. 1C and D).

In order to further validate the above analysis, 15 pairs of 
CRC samples were collected. As shown in Fig. 1E, RT‑qPCR 
confirmed that SAR1B was significantly upregulated in CRC 
samples compared with in normal tissues (Fig. 1E).

Figure 1. SAR1B is upregulated in CRC. (A and B) SAR1B was upregulated in CRC compared with normal samples. ***P<0.001 vs. normal. (C and D) High 
SAR1B expression was associated with a shorter overall survival time in patients with CRC. *P<0.05, **P<0.01 vs. SAR1B low. (E) SAR1B was upregulated in 
CRC samples compared with in adjacent normal tissues. *P<0.05, **P<0.01, ***P<0.001 vs. normal. COAD, colon adenocarcinoma; READ, rectum adenocarci‑
noma; CRC, colorectal cancer; SAR1B, SAR1 gene homolog B.
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Lentivirus‑mediated knockdown of SAR1B in CRC RKO cells. 
RT‑qPCR was used to determine the mRNA expression levels 
of SAR1B in CRC cell lines HCT116, SW620 and RKO. The 
results demonstrated that SAR1B was expressed in the three 
cell lines. The highest SAR1B mRNA expression was observed 
in SW620 cells, which was 7.56‑fold higher than GAPDH 
expression (Fig. 2A). SAR1B mRNA expression levels were 
also high in HCT116 cells (7.35‑fold higher compared with 
GAPDH). In addition, SAR1B mRNA expression was 7.23‑fold 
higher than the level of GADPH in RKO cells, which was 
consistent with HCT116 and SW620 cells. The present study 
selected RKO cells for the validation of functional importance 
of SAR1B in CRC, which has been widely used in previous 
CRC studies (23‑26).

To further explore the function of SAR1B in CRC, SAR1B 
was silenced in CRC RKO cells using lentivirus‑mediated 
gene knockdown. As demonstrated in Fig. 2B, the strong and 
positive EGFP signals in RKO cells following infection with 
a lentivirus recombined with shSAR1B or shCtrl indicated 
that the efficiency of infection in RKO cells was high and thus 
qualified for subsequent experiments.

RT‑qPCR and western blot analysis results revealed that 
knockdown of SAR1B was efficient at the mRNA and protein 
levels in shSAR1B‑infected RKO cells (Fig. 2C and D). The 
RT‑qPCR results demonstrated that the reduction efficiency 

reached 97% following infection with shSAR1B, which was 
significantly different compared with the shCtrl group (P<0.05; 
Fig. 2C). The western blotting results as also showed SAR1B 
protein was reduced in shSAR1B‑infected cells (Fig. 2D). 
These results indicated that recombinant lentivirus targeting 
SAR1B effectively suppressed mRNA and protein expression 
of endogenous SAR1B in CRC cells.

Knockdown of SAR1B inhibits RKO cell proliferation. In 
order to explore the potential functions of SAR1B in CRC, the 
DepMap database was used. The effects of SAR1B on cancer 
cell survival was analyzed using the DepMap portal. The 
results of genome‑wide shRNA (or small interfering RNA) 
inhibition of SAR1B from the Broad (Fig. S1A), and Novartis 
(Fig. S1B) datasets showed the dependency of SAR1B for 
cancer cell survival, thus suggesting that SAR1B may promote 
the proliferation of CRC cells.

A Celigo cell counting application, which allows for direct 
imaging and counting of cells, was used to detect RKO cell 
proliferation following SAR1B knockdown. The data were 
collected for 5 days continually, and the results are presented 
in Fig. 3A. The results demonstrated that compared with cells 
infected with shCtrl, the green signals in cells infected with 
shSAR1B were significantly inhibited (P<0.05). These results 
suggested that the downregulation of SAR1B may inhibit cell 

Figure 2. Successful knockdown of SAR1B using lentivirus‑mediated shSAR1B in CRC RKO cells. (A) SAR1B was expressed in three cell lines, including 
HCT116, SW620 and RKO CRC cells. (B) White light and fluorescence images of shCtrl and shSAR1B lentivirus‑infected RKO cells. Magnification, x200. 
(C) mRNA and (D) protein expression levels of SAR1B were suppressed after lentivirus‑mediated knockdown of SAR1B. Each experiment was independently 
performed in triplicate. ***P<0.001 vs. shCtrl. CRC, colorectal cancer; Ctrl, control; SAR1B, SAR1 gene homolog B; sh, short hairpin RNA.
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proliferation (Fig. 3A). The average cell number was 12.76‑fold 
higher on day 5 compared with that on day 1 in cells infected 
with shCtrl, whereas the average cell number was 4.74‑fold 
higher on day 5 compared with that on day 1 in cells infected 
with shSAR1B, which was significantly different (P<0.001).

MTT and colony formation assays were used to further 
investigate the potential effects of SAR1B on the proliferation 
of RKO cells. A total of 2,000 cells were seeded and the cell 
numbers were analyzed using an MTT assay daily for 5 days 
(Fig. 3B). The proliferation was reduced in cells infected with 
shSAR1B compared with that in cells infected with shCtrl 
(P<0.05), which suggested that the rate of cell proliferation 
was significantly inhibited.

The colony formation assay also exhibited consistent inhi‑
bition of cell proliferation in shSAR1B‑infected RKO cells. As 
demonstrated in Fig. 3C, the colonies were relatively smaller 
and lower in number in the shSAR1B group compared with 
the shCtrl group in RKO cells. Statistical analysis further 
revealed that knockdown of SAR1B significantly reduced the 
number of colonies formed by RKO cells (P<0.001; Fig. 3D). 
These results suggested that knockdown of SAR1B inhibited 
RKO cell proliferation.

Knockdown of SAR1B induces apoptosis of RKO cells. 
To explore the role of SAR1B in apoptosis, flow cytometry 
was performed to determine the apoptotic rates in RKO 
cells infected with shCtrl or shSAR1B. As demonstrated 
in Fig. 4A and B, apoptosis was induced following shCtrl 

or shSAR1B infection. Further analysis revealed that the 
apoptotic rate was significantly reduced in the shCtrl group 
compared with the shSAR1B group, which was significantly 
different (P<0.01). These results suggested that SAR1B 
knockdown induced apoptosis of RKO cells, indicating the 
tumorigenic potential of SAR1B.

Microarray analysis of the potential roles of SAR1B in CRC. 
As the mechanisms underlying the effects of SAR1B on CRC 
progression remain largely unknown, microarray analysis was 
conducted. As presented in Fig. 5A, a total of 333 genes were 
upregulated and 369 genes were downregulated following 
SAR1B knockdown in RKO cells (Table SI).

KEGG pathway analysis revealed that SAR1B was 
significantly enriched in ‘TGF‑β signaling’, ‘antiproliferative 
role of TOB in T cell signaling’, ‘paxillin signaling’, ‘glutamate 
degradation III (via 4‑aminobutyrate)’, ‘molecular mechanisms 
of cancer’, ‘UDP‑N‑acetyl‑D‑glucosamine biosynthesis II’, 
‘glutamine degradation I’, ‘HIPPO signaling’, ‘renal cell 
carcinoma signaling’, ‘RAR activation’, ‘epithelial adherens 
junction signaling’, ‘S‑adenosyl‑L‑methionine biosynthesis’, 
‘4‑aminobutyrate degradation I’, ‘germ cell‑sertoli cell junction 
signaling’, ‘BMP signaling pathway’, ‘hepatic fibrosis/hepatic 
stellate cell activation’, ‘FAK signaling’, ‘cell cycle regulation 
by BTG family proteins’ and ‘IGF‑1 signaling’ (Fig. 5B). Of 
note, ‘IGF‑1 signaling’ was significantly activated; >9 regu‑
lators of this pathway were upregulated following SAR1B 
knockdown in CRC by using Ingenuity Pathway Analysis 

Figure 3. Knockdown of SAR1B using shSAR1B led to inhibition of RKO cell growth. (A) Number of RKO cells expressing shCtrl lentivirus and shSAR1B 
lentivirus on days 1, 2, 3, 4 and 5, as measured by Celigo cell counting assay. (B) Cell proliferation of RKO cells expressing shCtrl and shSAR1B on days 1, 2, 
3, 4 and 5, as measured by an MTT assay. *P<0.05, ***P<0.001 vs. shSAR1B. (C) Microscope images showing colonies of RKO cells that have been stained with 
Giemsa. (D) Representative histogram showing the number of colonies in RKO cells. Each experiment was independently performed in triplicate. ***P<0.001 
vs. shCtrl. CRC, colorectal cancer; Ctrl, control; OD, optical density; SAR1B, SAR1 gene homolog B; sh, short hairpin RNA.
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system (https://www.nihlibrary.nih.gov/resources/tools/
ingenuity‑pathways‑analysis‑ipa) (Fig. 5C).

Construction of a protein‑protein interaction (PPI) network 
regulated by SAR1B in CRC. A PPI network regulated 
by SAR1B was constructed using the STRING database. 
This network contained 35 nodes. Among them, HOOK1, 
HOOK3, RAB9A, TBC1D15, SLC44A1, LRRC8B, SLC41A1, 
SCAMP1, SLC7A2, ADIPOR1, PAQR3, NUS1 and RDH10 
were downregulated following SAR1B knockdown in RKO 
cells. Conversely, Akt, ARRDC3, ASAH2, ASAH2B, cerami‑
dase, DENND6A, EFNB2, Ephb, KRIT1, LETM1, LRRC8A, 
MAGI2, MRS2, NT5E, RAB7, SLC25A20, SLC38A10, 
TBC1D7, TMED4, TRAK1, TRAK2 and vascular endothelial 
growth factor receptor were upregulated following SAR1B 
knockdown in RKO cells (Fig. 6).

Discussion

The results of the present study indicated that SAR1B may 
be closely associated with the tumorigenesis of CRC. SAR1B 
expression was determined in CRC cell lines, including 
HCT116, SW620 and RKO. Functional analysis demonstrated 
that knockdown of SAR1B suppressed CRC cell proliferation. 
Furthermore, flow cytometry results revealed that knockdown 
of SAR1B induced apoptosis of RKO cells. In addition, SAR1B 
downstream targets and pathways in CRC were determined 
using microarray and bioinformatics analyses.

Low molecular weight GTPases are involved in vesicular 
transport associated with multiple signaling transduction 
pathways that affect the regulation of cell proliferation, differ‑
entiation and transformation (7,8). It has been demonstrated 
that SAR1B GTPase is central to lipid metabolism and regu‑
lates chylomicron secretion by the small intestine  (27,28). 
According to previous reports, the expression of SAR1B 
was identified in cell lines (including Caco‑2/15 and 
McArdle‑RH7777  cells), tissues and blood samples from 
patients (12,29,30). In the present study, SAR1B expression 
was upregulated in CRC patient samples. By using RT‑PCR, 
we found SAR1B was expressed in HCT116, SW620 and RKO 

cell lines. These data suggested that SAR1B may be associated 
with CRC tumorigenesis.

Previous metabolic studies have revealed that when nutri‑
ents, such as lipids, proteins and nucleic acids, are abundant, 
oncogenic signaling pathways directly enhance nutrient 
acquisition, and facilitate cancer cell proliferation (31‑33). 
These results were reproduced in cultures of clear cell renal 
cell carcinoma, glioblastoma and bladder cancer, suggesting 
that increased lipid levels may contribute to cancer cell 
proliferation (11) (9,34,35). Considering the regulatory role 
of SAR1B in lipid transport, it could be hypothesized that 
SAR1B may serve a role in tumorigenesis. A lentiviral system 
with shSAR1B was used to knock down SAR1B in RKO CRC 
cells. The effects of SAR1B on RKO proliferation were deter‑
mined by Celigo cell counting application, MTT and colony 
formation assays. shSAR1B effectively suppressed mRNA 
and protein expression levels of endogenous SAR1B in RKO 
cells. In addition, RKO cell proliferation was reduced in cells 
infected with shSAR1B compared with those infected with 
shCtrl. The colony formation assay also demonstrated that 
knockdown of SAR1B significantly reduced the number of 
colonies formed by RKO cells. The results of the present study 
supported the involvement of SAR1B in CRC cell function and 
demonstrated that the suppression of SAR1B inhibited RKO 
cell proliferation.

Accumulating evidence has demonstrated that genes 
encoding certain endocytosis‑related proteins are the targets 
of chromosomal rearrangement in human hematopoietic 
malignancies, and abnormal expression or mutations of these 
proteins have been reported in human cancer, suggesting a 
potential link between endocytosis proteins and cancer (36). 
SAR1B is a GTPase that serves a key role in the exportation 
of proteins from the ER to the Golgi apparatus by recruiting 
β‑COP to the ER and promoting vesicular transport (10,37,38). 
Considering the essential function of lipids in cancer, it is 
possible that SAR1B may affect the molecular mechanisms 
involved in cell proliferation or apoptosis. To further explore 
the role of SAR1B in CRC in the present study, RKO cells 
were infected with shSAR1B, and apoptosis was detected 
by flow cytometry. The apoptotic rate of RKO cells infected 

Figure 4. Knockdown of SAR1B induces apoptosis of RKO cells. (A) Cell apoptosis was analyzed by flow cytometry. Cells in the left upper and left lower 
quadrants represent living cells. The cells in right upper and right lower quadrants represent apoptotic cells. (B) Statistical analysis of the number of apoptotic 
cells after SAR1B knockdown. Each experiment was independently performed in triplicate. **P<0.01 vs. shCtrl. Ctrl, control; PI, propidium iodide; SAR1B, 
SAR1 gene homolog B; sh, short hairpin RNA.
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with shSAR1B was significantly higher compared with that in 
cells infected with shCtrl. These results suggested that SAR1B 
knockdown induced apoptosis of RKO cells.

Microarray analysis was performed to identify the 
potential targets of SAR1B in CRC. Bioinformatics analysis 
revealed that SAR1B was significantly enriched in ‘TGF‑β 

Figure 5. Microarray analysis showing the potential roles of SAR1B in CRC. (A) Heatmap showing differentially expressed genes after SAR1B knockdown 
in RKO cells. (B) Bioinformatics analysis revealed the potential functions of SAR1B in CRC. (C) Analysis showed that ‘IGF‑1 signaling’ was significantly 
activated, >9 regulators of this pathway were upregulated after SAR1B knockdown in CRC. CRC, colorectal cancer; SAR1B, SAR1 gene homolog B; sh, short 
hairpin RNA.
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signaling’, ‘paxillin signaling’, ‘cell cycle regulation by BTG 
family proteins’ and ‘IGF‑1 signaling’. Of note, >9 regula‑
tors of ‘IGF‑1 signaling’ were upregulated following SAR1B 
knockdown in CRC. Additionally, a SAR1B‑related PPI 
network was constructed; several key regulators of cancer were 
included in this network, such as Akt, HOOK1 and HOOK3. 
HOOK1 has been demonstrated to inhibit hepatocellular 
carcinoma progression and epithelial‑mesenchymal transition 
(EMT) (39), and high expression of HOOK3 is associated with 
poor prognosis of prostate cancer (39). These reports, together 
with the present results, suggested that SAR1B may serve 
crucial roles in CRC by regulating these targets.

A recent study from Huang and Wang (40) revealed that 
SAR1B knockdown promoted the migration and invasion of 
CRC cells. While this previous study focused on the effects of 
SAR1B on CRC migration, invasion and EMT, the present study 
focused on the effects of SAR1B on CRC proliferation, colony 
formation and apoptosis. By combining these previous results 
and the current findings, it can be concluded that SAR1B may 
promote cancer proliferation, while suppressing cancer metas‑
tasis in CRC. Of note, emerging studies have revealed that a 
number of genes serve different roles in regulating cancer prolif‑
eration and metastasis. For example, Wan et al (41) revealed that 
patched 1 suppressed lung cancer proliferation via its coding 

protein; however, it also promoted cell migration, invasion and 
adhesion in non‑small cell lung cancer via its 3' untranslated 
region. Although further validation into the roles of SAR1B 
in CRC is still required, the present study could provide novel 
insights into the functions of SAR1B.

It should be noted that there are several limitations of 
the current study. Firstly, an in vivo model should be used to 
further validate the roles of SAR1B in CRC, which would be 
helpful to gain an understanding into the functional importance 
of SAR1B in CRC. Secondly, the current study explored the 
potential mechanisms of SAR1B in CRC using microarray 
analysis; however, the microarray analysis was not validated 
in this study.

In conclusion, the results of the present study demonstrated 
that SAR1B was overexpressed in CRC cells. Inhibition 
of SAR1B suppressed CRC cell proliferation and induced 
apoptosis of RKO cells. Moreover, it was found that SAR1B 
may be involved in CRC cell proliferation and apoptosis. These 
results suggested that SAR1B could be used in the prognosis 
and treatment of CRC.
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