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Ghrelin does not modulate angiogenesis in 
matrigel plug in normal and diet-induced obese 
mice
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endothelia growth factor (VEGF), angiopoietins, 
leptin, and fibroblast growth factor (FGF2) and 
angiostatic factors including: Angiostatin, endostatin, 
and adiponectin.[7]

Ghrelin, a peptide of 28 amino acids, mainly is 
produced in X/A like cells of the oxyntic mucosa of the 
stomach.[8] Initially, it was identified as the endogenous 
ligand of the growth hormone secretagogue receptor 
(GHS-R);[9] however, it has many other effects including 
cardiovascular effects such as decreasing of peripheral 
vascular resistance,[10] vasodilatory effect,[11] increasing 
in coronary perfusion,[12] decreasing in cardiac injury 
induced by ischemia/reperfusion.[13] Effect of ghrelin 
on angiogenesis has been previously documented; 
however, its effect on angiogenesis has been reported 
as both proangiogenic or antiangiogenic. The objective 
of present study was to evaluate the effect of ghrelin 
on angiogenic response and its correlation with serum 
leptin levels in normal and diet-induced obese mice. In 
this study, we used matrigel plug, which is one of the 
relatively rapid and simple in vivo angiogenesis assay.

INTRODUCTION

Obesity that is defined as excess body fat because of 
alarming rise in the worldwide is recognized as a serious 
threat for health care.[1] Obesity as a complex metabolic 
disorder is associated with most common and chronic 
diseases including: Type 2 diabetes, hypertension, 
cardiovascular diseases, stroke, osteoarthritis, sleep 
apnea syndrome, and certain types of cancer.[2]

Adipose tissue because of its ability in rapid and 
dynamic expansion or shrinkage in excess or demand 
of energy status is considered as a unique plastic tissue 
and vasculature can be a causal role in plasticity.[3] 
Vascular system and angiogenesis (the formation of 
new blood vessels from existing ones) in adipose tissue 
with providing of oxygen and nutrients, growth factors 
and cytokines trigger growth and survival signals for 
maintenance of physiological function of adipocytes.
[4,5] Thus, angiogenesis is critical for adipose tissue 
expansion.[6] Angiogenesis is regulated by intricate 
balance between angiogenic factors such as: Vascular 
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MATERIALS AND METHODS

Animals
This experimental study has been carried out on 24 male 
C57BL/6 mice, (20-30 g, 5 weeks old) which were purchased 
from Pasteur Institute of Iran. All animals were housed in 
cages in animal room (22-25°C room temperature and 12-hour 
daylight cycle). The animals had 7 days to acclimatization to 
the laboratory conditions and received a standard or HFD 
chow for 14 weeks. Body weight of the animals was measured 
weekly. The ethical committee of Isfahan University of 
Medical Sciences approved all study protocol.

Animal diets
For induction of diet-induced obesity, the obese group 
consumed HFD (Labratories BioServ, Cat #F3282, USA) 
included 59% fat, 27% carbohydrate, 14% protein) for 
14 weeks.[14] Control group received standard diet (Pasteur 
Institute, Iran). Body weights of the animals were monitored 
weekly.

Animal groups, matrigel plug assay for angiogenesis
After 14 weeks, the mice received subcutaneous injection of 
growth factor-reduced matrigel plug (BD Biosciences; 500 
µl) containing bFGF (basic FGF) (Sigma-Aldrich, St. Louis, 
MO, USA; 100 ng)[15] with or without acylated ghrelin (Tocris 
Co. Bristol, UK; 100 µg/Kg)[16] in the midventral abdominal 
region.[17] Thus, the animals were split randomly into four 
groups: Normal diet (ND) or control, ND + ghrelin, HFD 
or obese and HFD + ghrelin (n = 6/group). After 10 days, 
matrigel plugs were removed[17] under anesthesia and used 
for immunohistochemical staining. At first, the matrigel 
plugs were fixed in 10% formalin, embedded in paraffin and 
cut at 4-µm thickness. Then, the slides were incubated with 
primary antibody (rabbit anti-mouse CD31; 1:50; Abcam Co.) 
and biotinylated secondary antibody (Novolink polymer; 
Novocastra Co.). The reaction was developed with DAB 
substrate (Novolink polymer; Novocastra Co.) and finally 
the sections were counterstained with hematoxylin.[18] The 
angiogenic response was expressed as the numbers of CD31-
positive cells were counted using an olympus light microscope 
at ×40 magnification in five different fields for each plug.

Serum leptin measurement
Blood samples were taken at the end of experiment and 
centrifuged for 30 minutes. The serums were removed 
and stored at −20°C for subsequent analysis. The serum 
leptin levels were measured by specific sandwich enzyme 
immunoassay kit (Invitrogen, Camarillo, CA 93012) and 
were measured according to the manufacturer’s instructions.

Statistical analysis
Data was analyzed with SPSS version 16 and expressed 
as the mean ± SEM. Statistical comparisons were done 

between groups with Kruskal-Wallis test using LSD post-
hoc test. Correlation analysis was examined using Pearson’s 
correlation coefficient. P-value less than 0.05 was considered 
statistically significant.

RESULTS

Body weight gain
Figure 1 illustrates the weight gain of the animals in experimental 
group. As we expected, the obese mice gained more weight 
during 14 weeks HFD than control animals (P < 0.05).

Angiogenic response in matrigel plug: Effect of ghrelin
Quantitative analysis in the matrigel plug demonstrated 
that the number of CD31-positive cells in obese mice were 
significantly higher in comparison with control group (P < 0.05) 
[Figure 2e]. There was no significant difference in the number of 
CD31-positive cells in group that received ghrelin compare to 
not received and ghrelin could not alter angiogenesis in obese 
and control groups (P > 0.05). Samples of immunohistochemical 
staining were presented in [Figures 2a-d].

Serum leptin concentration
We found that serum leptin level in obese animals was 
significantly higher than control group (P < 0.05) [Figure 3a].

Correlation analysis
To study the relationship between the number of CD31-
positive cells and serum leptin level, we performed 
correlation analysis and found a strong positive correlation 
between the number of CD31-positive cells in the matrigel 
plug and serum leptin levels (r = 0.91; P < 0.05) [Figure 3b].

DISCUSSION

In this study, was investigated the effect of ghrelin on 
angiogenesis using an in vivo angiogenesis assay of matrigel 

Figure 1: Body weight gain in obese and control groups after 14 weeks receiving 
diet. Values are expressed as Mean ± SEM, *P < 0.05 compare to control
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plug and its correlation with serum leptin levels in normal 
and diet-induced obese mice.

Adipose tissue is considered as a unique plastic tissue 
that angiogenesis and vascular system can be a causal role 
in plasticity.[2,19] Angiogenesis is controlled by a precise 
balance between angiogenic factors such as: (VEGF, FGF2, 
leptin, and angiopoietins) and angiostatic factors including: 
Angiostatin, endostatin, and adiponectin.[7] In the present 
study, we demonstrated that HSFD (high saturated fat 
diet) increased the number of CD31-positive cells in the 
matrigel plug compare to ND. In a recent study on eNOS-/- 
knockout and DDAH (overexpression of eNOS) transgenic 
mice that received HFD for 13 weeks showed that DDAH 
mice had higher vascularity (number of vessels with lumen, 
number of vessels without lumen, and number of single 
CD31-positive cells) in the the matrigel plug in comparison 
to control or eNOS-/- mice.[20] In the present study, the use 
of growth factor-reduced matrigel plug decreased the 
effect of growth factors within matrigel plug that can mask 
the effects of the test substance or HFD.[21] Thus, possibly, 
inflammation and/or oxidative stress mechanism through 
trigger of integrin and metalloproteinases synthesis in 
HFD and obesity status can be involved in angiogenic 
response. However, in other study on male mice of wild 
type and knockout hRXRα (Retinoid X receptor α) that 
received HFD for 7 weeks, quantitative analysis of CD31-
positive structures in the matrigel plug demonstrated that 
in hRXRα knockout mice, there was a weaker angiogenic 
response than wild type.[22] Furthermore, in correlation 
analysis, we found a strong positive correlation between 
the number of CD31-positive cells and serum leptin levels. 
Leptin is an adipocyte-derived satiety hormone that mainly 
contributes in food intake and energy homeostasis.[4] In 

addition, recently it has been demonstrated that leptin has 
direct angiogenic activity[5] and, thus, can be involved in 
angiogenic response in this model.

Our results also indicated that ghrelin had no significant 
effect on the number of CD31-positive cells in matrigel 
plug in obese and control mice. Ghrelin a peptide of 28 
amino acids mainly is produced in the stomach and acts as 
an endogenous ligand of the GHS-R;[9] however, recently its 
effect on cardiovascular system especially on angiogenesis 
has been demonstrated, although its effect on angiogenesis 
has been reported as proangiogenic or antiangiogenic. A 
study by Conconi et al., indicated that ghrelin can inhibit 
FGF2-induced proliferation of human umbilical vein 
endothelial cells (HUVECSs) in vitro and also in vivo chick 
chorioallantoic membrane (CAM) model[23] while, Li et al., 
showed that ghrelin increased proliferation, migration, 
and angiogenesis through ERK2 signaling in human 
dermal microvascular endothelial cells (HMVECSs).[24] In 
the present study, ghrelin could not alter angiogenesis in 
the matrigel plug model. This difference may be related 
to the model of angiogenesis or local/systemic effect of 
ghrelin.

Figure 2: Effect of HFD and ghrelin on the number of CD31-positive cells in the 
matrigel plug. The histological sections were stained with immunohistochemical 
technique. (a) Obese + ghrelin, (b) obese, (c) control + ghrelin, (d) control. (e) HFD 
loading significantly increased the number of CD31-positive cells than standard 
diet and ghrelin administration did not change the number of CD31-positive cells 
in obese and control groups. Arrows indicates the CD31-positive cells. Data are 
shown as mean ± SEM. (n = 6 each group)
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Figure 3: (a) Serum leptin concentration in obese and control groups. (b) Scatter 
plot shows the correlation between the number of CD31-positive cells and serum 
leptin concentration (r = 0.91). *P < 0.05 compare to control group

a

b



Tahergorabi, et al.: Ghrelin and angiogenesis in matrigel plug

Journal of Research in Medical Sciences| November 2013 | 942

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

The authors would like to thank the vice chancellor research of 
Isfahan University of Medical Sciences for their financial support 
(Research project Number = 189142).

REFERENCES

1. Shamseddeen H, Getty JZ, Hamdallah IN, Ali MR. Epidemiology 
and economic impact of obesity and type 2 diabetes. Surg Clin 
North Am 2011;91:1163-72.

2. Lijnen HR. Angiogenesis and obesity. Cardiovasc Res 2008;78:286-93.
3. Sun K, Wernstedt Asterholm I, Kusminski CM, Bueno AC, Wang 

ZV, Pollard JW, et al. Dichotomous effects of VEGF-A on adipose 
tissue dysfunction. Proc Natl Acad Sci U S A 2012;109:5874-9.

4. Cao Y. Angiogenesis modulates adipogenesis and obesity. J Clin 
Invest 2007;117:2362-8.

5. Cao Y. Adipose tissue angiogenesis as a therapeutic target for obesity 
and metabolic diseases. Nat Rev Drug Discov 2010;9:107-15.

6. Sun K, Kusminski CM, Scherer PE. Adipose tissue remodeling 
and obesity. J Clin Invest 2011;121:2094-101.

7. Distler JH, Hirth A, Kurowska-Stolarska M, Gay RE, Gay S, Distler 
O. Angiogenic and angiostatic factors in the molecular control of 
angiogenesis. Q J Nucl Med 2003;47:149-61.

8. Gualillo O, Lago F, Gómez-Reino J, Casanueva FF, Dieguez C. 
Ghrelin, a widespread hormone: Insights into molecular and 
cellular regulation of its expression and mechanism of action. 
FEBS Lett 2003;552:105-9.

9. Zhang G, Yin X, Qi Y, Pendyala L, Chen J, Hou D, et al. Ghrelin 
and cardiovascular diseases. Curr Cardiol Rev 2010;6:62-70.

10. Nagaya N, Kojima M, Uematsu M, Yamagishi M, Hosoda H, Oya 
H, et al. Hemodynamic and hormonal effects of human ghrelin 
in healthy volunteers. Am J Physiol Regul Integr Comp Physiol 
2001;280:R1483-7.

11. Rodríguez-Pacheco F, Luque RM, García-Navarro S, Gracia-
Navarro F, Castaño JP, Malagón MM. Ghrelin induces growth 
hormone (GH) secretion via nitric oxide (NO)/cGMP signaling. 
Ann N Y Acad Sci 2005;1040:452-3.

12. Pemberton CJ, Tokola H, Bagi Z, Koller A, Pöntinen J, Ola A, et al. 
Ghrelin induces vasoconstriction in the rat coronary vasculature 
without altering cardiac peptide secretion. Am J Physiol Heart 
Circ Physiol 2004;287:H1522-9.

13. Chang L, Ren Y, Liu X, Li WG, Yang J, Geng B, et al. Protective 
effects of ghrelin on ischemia/reperfusion injury in the isolated 
rat heart. J Cardiovasc Pharmacol 2004;43:165-70.

14. Peyot ML, Pepin E, Lamontagne J, Latour MG, Zarrouki B, Lussier 
R, et al. Beta-cell failure in diet-induced obese mice stratified 
according to body weight gain: Secretory dysfunction and altered 
islet lipid metabolism without steatosis or reduced beta-cell mass. 
Diabetes 2010;59:2178-87.

15. Akhtar N, Dickerson EB, Auerbach R. The sponge/matrigel 
angiogenesis assay. Angiogenesis 2002;5:75-80.

16. Li L, Zhang LK, Pang YZ, Pan CS, Qi YF, Chen L, et al. 
Cardioprotective effects of ghrelin and des-octanoyl ghrelin 
on myocardial injury induced by isoproterenol in rats. Acta 
Pharmacol Sin 2006;27:527-35.

17. Malinda KM. In vivo matrigel migration and angiogenesis assay. 
Methods Mol Biol 2009;467:287-94.

18. Peng X, Wang J, Lassance-Soares RM, Najafi AH, Sood S, Aghili 
N, et al. Gender differences affect blood flow recovery in a mouse 
model of hindlimb ischemia. Am J Physiol Heart Circ Physiol 
2011;300:H2027-34.

19. Rosen ED, MacDougald OA. Adipocyte differentiation from the 
inside out. Nat Rev Mol Cell Biol 2006;7:885-96.

20. Razny U, Kiec-Wilk B, Wator L, Polus A, Dyduch G, Solnica B, et al. 
Increased nitric oxide availability attenuates high fat diet metabolic 
alterations and gene expression associated with insulin resistance. 
Cardiovasc Diabetol 2011;10:68.

21. Baker JH, Huxham LA, Kyle AH, Lam KK, Minchinton AI. 
Vascular-specific quantification in an in vivo Matrigel chamber 
angiogenesis assay. Microvasc Res 2006;71:69-75.

22. Razny U, Wator L, Polus A, Kieć-Wilk B, Wan YJ, Dyduch G, et al. 
Modulatory effect of high saturated fat diet-induced metabolic 
disturbances on angiogenic response in hepatocyte RXRalpha 
knockout mice. Pharmacol Rep 2010;62:1078-89.

23. Conconi MT, Nico B, Guidolin D, Baiguera S, Spinazzi R, Rebuffat 
P, et al. Ghrelin inhibits FGF-2-mediated angiogenesis in vitro and 
in vivo. Peptides 2004;25:2179-85.

24. Li A, Cheng G, Zhu GH, Tarnawski AS. Ghrelin stimulates 
angiogenesis in human microvascular endothelial cells: 
Implications beyond GH release. Biochem Biophys Res Commun 
2007;353:238-43.

Source of Support: Nil, Conflict of Interest: None declared.


