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ABSTRACT. A major role of the corpus luteum (CL) is to produce progesterone (P4). The CL has 
immature vasculature shortly after ovulation, suggesting it exists under hypoxic conditions. 
Hypoxia-inducible factor-1 (HIF1) induces the expression of glucose transporter 1 (GLUT1). To 
clarify the physiological roles of GLUT1 in bovine CL, we examined GLUT1 mRNA expression in 
the CL under hypoxic conditions by quantitative RT-PCR. We also measured the effects of glucose 
(0–25 mM) and GLUT1 inhibitors (cytochalasin B, STF-31) on P4 production in bovine luteal cells. 
GLUT1 mRNA expression in bovine CL was higher at the early luteal stage compared to the other 
later stages. Hypoxia (3% O2) increased GLUT1 mRNA expression in early luteal cells, but not in mid 
luteal cells. Glucose (0–25 mM) increased P4 production in early luteal cells, but not in mid luteal 
cells. Both GLUT1 inhibitors decreased P4 production in early and mid luteal cells. Overall, the 
results suggest that GLUT1 (possibly induced by hypoxic conditions in the early CL) plays a role in 
the establishment and development of bovine CL, especially in supporting luteal P4 synthesis at 
the early luteal stage.
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The corpus luteum (CL) is an organ that is temporarily formed during the female reproductive cycle. The CL is formed from a 
ruptured follicle after ovulation and is coupled with rapid angiogenesis [29, 30, 32, 33], which is stimulated by a variety of growth 
factors [30, 31, 33]. The strongest growth factor is vascular endothelial growth factor (VEGF) [8]. VEGF is strongly induced by 
hypoxia-inducible factor-1 (HIF1) [9], and plays a role in the angiogenesis of newly formed CLs in cattle [2, 11, 23]. Follicle 
rupture shortly after ovulation has been suggested to be induced under hypoxic conditions as a result of bleeding and due to its 
immature vasculature [1, 23]. In addition to the angiogenic action of VEGF, several systems are thought to be induced as a result 
of HIF1 activity during CL formation.

HIF1 is an obligatory heterodimeric protein composed of HIF1A and the aryl hydrocarbon receptor nuclear translocator 
(ARNT), both of which are members of the basic-helix-loop-helix (bHLH)-containing PER-ARNT-SIM (PAS) domain family 
[39]. ARNT expression is not affected by oxygen concentration, whereas HIF1A is rapidly ubiquitinated under hypoxia, which 
targets the protein for degradation by the proteasome [13, 15, 34]. In bovine CL, HIF1A expression is highest during luteal 
development and has a similar expression pattern to that of VEGF [23]. This suggests HIF1 is important for angiogenesis during 
bovine CL development. HIF1 induces the transcription of genes related to several physiological systems, such as angiogenesis, 
erythropoiesis, glycolysis, and apoptosis [40]. Glucose transporter 1 (GLUT1) is one of 13 facilitative sugar transporters that 
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has tissue-specific distribution and is induced by HIF1 [40]. GLUT1 is expressed in the ovaries of rat [17, 18], mouse [44], dog 
[29], and sheep [42]. GLUT1 mRNA is also expressed in bovine CL [22]. However, the roles of GLUT1 and its relationship with 
hypoxia in bovine CL remain unclear.

In the present study, we investigated the physiological roles of GLUT1 in bovine CL by examining GLUT1 mRNA expression 
in the CL during the estrous cycle. The effects of hypoxia on GLUT1 mRNA expression in cultured bovine luteal cells was also 
examined. Furthermore, to examine whether glucose and GLUT1 regulate luteal progesterone (P4) synthesis, we evaluated the 
effects of glucose and GLUT1 inhibitors on P4 production in cultured luteal cells.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Collection of CLs
Ovaries with CLs from Holstein cows were collected at a local abattoir 10–20 min after exsanguination. Luteal stages were 

classified as early, developing, mid, late, or regressed by macroscopic observation of the ovary and uterus, as previously described 
[21]. After stage determination, CLs (n=4/stage) were immediately separated from the ovaries, rapidly frozen in liquid nitrogen, 
and stored at −80°C until being processed for RNA isolation. For cell culture experiments, ovaries with CLs (1–3 ovaries per 
experiment) were submerged in ice-cold physiological saline and transported to the laboratory.

Cell isolation
Early and mid luteal tissues were enzymatically dissociated, and luteal cells were cultured as previously described [25, 27]. The 

luteal cells were suspended in a culture medium, consisting of DMEM and Ham’s F-12 medium (Life Technologies Corp., Grand 
Island, NY, U.S.A.; No. 12634-010), supplemented with 5% calf serum (Life Technologies Corporation; No. 16170-078) and 20 
µg/ml gentamicin (Wako Pure Chemical Industries, Osaka, Japan; No. 078-06061). Cell viability was determined to be greater 
than 85% by trypan blue exclusion. Cells in the cell suspension consisted of approximately 70% small luteal cells, 20% large luteal 
cells, 10% endothelial cells or fibrocytes, and no erythrocytes [25].

Cell culture and experiments
For the determination of mRNA expression, dispersed luteal cells were seeded at 2.0 × 105 viable cells per ml in 24-well 

cluster dishes (Greiner Bio-One, Frickenhausen, Germany; No. 662160), while 48-well cluster dishes (Thermo Fischer Scientific, 
Rochester, NY, U.S.A.; No. 130187) were used for the determination of P4 production. In both instances cells were cultured in a 
N2-O2-CO2-regulated incubator with a humidified atmosphere of 5% CO2 at 37.5°C (ESPEC Corp., Osaka, Japan; No. BNP-110). 
After 12 hr of culture, the medium was replaced with fresh medium containing 0.1% BSA and 5 ng/ml sodium selenite. Thereafter 
the experiments described below were carried out. Glucose-free medium (Nakalai Tesque, Kyoto, Japan; No. 09893-05) was 
specifically used for the experiment examining the effects of glucose (0.25, 2.5 and 25 mM) on P4 production. Cell culture under 
conditions examining different levels of O2 (3 or 20%) was performed using N2-O2-CO2-regulated incubators (ASTEC, Fukuoka, 
Japan; No. APM30D), and cells were cultured for 24 hr. Following incubation, the cell culture supernatant was used for the 
determination of P4 concentrations, and total cellular RNA was extracted for the determination of GLUT1 mRNA. For GLUT1 
inhibition, cytochalasin B (a non-specific GLUT inhibitor; Sigma-Aldrich, St. Louis, MO, U.S.A.; No. C6762; 10 µM) and STF-31 
(a specific GLUT inhibitor; Sigma-Aldrich; No. SML1108; 10 µM) were added with or without human chorionic gonadotropin 
(hCG; ASKA Pharmaceutical Co., Ltd., Tokyo, Japan; 1 U/ml).

RNA isolation and cDNA synthesis
Total RNA was prepared from CL tissue and cultured luteal cells using RNeasy, according to the manufacturer’s directions 

(Qiagen GmbH, Hilden, Germany; No. 74106). Total RNA (1 µg) was reverse transcribed using a PrimeScript 1st strand cDNA 
synthesis kit (Takara Bio Inc., Otsu, Japan; No. 6110A).

Real-time polymerase chain reaction (PCR)
Gene expression was measured by real-time PCR using a 7500 FAST thermal cycler (Applied Biosystems, Tokyo, Japan) and the 

KAPA FAST ABI prism qPCR kit (KAPA, Boston, MA, U.S.A.; No. KK4604) starting with 1 ng of reverse-transcribed total RNA. 
The expression of 18S ribosomal RNA (18SrRNA) was used as an internal control. Specific primers with 50–60% GC-contents for 
GLUT1 and 18SrRNA were synthesized. Briefly, the primers for GLUT1 were 5′-AGACACCTGAGGAGCTGTTC-3′ (5′primer, 20 
mer) and 5′-GACATCACTGCTGGCTGAAG-3′ (3′primer, 20 mer); and for 18S rRNA were 5′-TCGCGGAAGGATTTAAAGTG-3′ 
(5′primer, 20 mer) and 5′-AAACGGCTACCACATCCAAG-3′ (3′primer, 20 mer). The PCR conditions were 95°C for 10 min, 
followed by 40 cycles of 95°C for 15 sec and 60°C for 60 sec. Use of the KAPA FAST ABI prism qPCR mixture at elevated 
temperatures resulted in reliable and sensitive quantification of the RT-PCR products with high linearity (Pearson correlation 
coefficient r>0.99). To analyze the relative level of expression of each mRNA, the 2-ΔΔCT method was used [20].

P4 concentration determination
Concentrations of P4 were determined directly from the cell culture medium using an enzyme immunoassay (EIA), as previously 

described [24]. The standard curve ranged from 0.391 to 100 ng/ml, and the effective dose of the assay for 50% inhibition (ED50) 
was 4.5 ng/ml. The intra- and inter-assay coefficients of variation were 5.3% and 8.4%, respectively.
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Statistical analysis
All experimental data are shown as the mean ± SEM. Data on the effects of glucose and GLUT1 inhibitors on P4 production 

are shown as a percentage of the control. The statistical significance of differences between the amounts of GLUT1 mRNA (Fig. 
1) during the estrous cycle and on the effects of glucose and GLUT1 inhibitors on P4 production (Figs. 3 and 4) were assessed by 
analysis of variance (ANOVA) followed by a multiple comparison with Bonferroni correction. The statistical significance of the 
difference between various oxygen conditions on the amounts of GLUT1 mRNA (Fig. 2) were assessed by Student’s t-test.

RESULTS

GLUT1 mRNA expression
GLUT1 mRNA was expressed in bovine CL throughout the estrous cycle and was highest at the early luteal stage (Fig. 1; 

P<0.05). GLUT1 mRNA expression in early luteal cells increased significantly after 24 hr of hypoxia (Fig. 2A; P<0.05). Mid luteal 
cells did not show the same response (Fig. 2B).

Effects of glucose and GLUT1 inhibitors on P4 production in early and mid luteal cells
Glucose increased P4 production in early luteal cells in a dose-dependent manner (Fig. 3A; none vs. 0.25, 2.5 mM glucose: 

P<0.05; none vs. 25 mM glucose: P<0.01), whereas it did not affect P4 production by mid luteal cells (Fig. 3B). The nonselective 
GLUT inhibitor cytochalasin B only decreased P4 production in early luteal cells stimulated by hCG (Fig. 4A; P<0.05), while 
the GLUT1-specific inhibitor STF-31 decreased P4 production in early luteal cells without and with hCG stimulation (Fig. 
4A; P<0.05). Both GLUT1 inhibitors decreased P4 production in mid luteal cells stimulated by hCG (Fig. 4B; P<0.05). Minor 
inhibitory effects were also observed in mid luteal cells without hCG stimulation (Fig. 4B).

DISCUSSION

The present study reconfirmed the previous finding that GLUT1 mRNA was expressed throughout the estrous cycle in bovine 
CL [22], and revealed that GLUT1 mRNA expression levels in the CL were greatest at the early luteal stage. Compared to normal 
culture conditions (20% O2), GLUT1 mRNA expression increased in bovine early luteal cells, but not in mid luteal cells, under 
hypoxic conditions (3% O2). Development of the bovine early CL is suggested to occur under hypoxic conditions, since HIF1A 
protein expression is highest at early luteal stage CL than at the other CL stages [23]. The present study also found that glucose 
is necessary for luteal P4 production, since GLUT1 inhibition resulted in decreased P4 production. These findings suggest that, 
in early CL tissue, hypoxic conditions induce HIF1A expression, which induces GLUT1 expression [40], which in turn increases 
P4 production, the primary role of the CL. GLUT1 is also suggested to function in the bovine mid CL, since GLUT1 mRNA 
is expressed in bovine CL throughout the estrous cycle. However, GLUT1 mRNA expression did not increase under hypoxic 

Fig. 1. Changes in the relative amounts of GLUT1 
mRNA in the bovine CL throughout the estrous 
cycle (E: early, Days 2–3; D: developing, Days 
5–6; M: mid, Days 8–12; L: late, Days 15–17; 
R: regressed luteal stages, Days 19–21). Data are 
the means ± SEM for 4 samples/stage and are 
expressed as relative ratios of GLUT1 mRNA to 
18S rRNA. Different letters indicate significant 
differences (P<0.05), as determined by ANOVA 
followed by a multiple comparison with Bonfer-
roni correction.

Fig. 2. Effect of hypoxia on GLUT1 mRNA expression in cultured bovine early luteal 
cells (A) and mid luteal cells (B). Cells were cultured under 20% O2 (normoxia) or 
3% O2 (hypoxia) for 24 hr. The amount of GLUT1 mRNA is expressed relative to 
the amount of 18S rRNA (early: n=5, mid: n=5). An asterisk indicates a significant 
difference between oxygen tension (P<0.05), as determined by the Student’s t-test.
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conditions in mid luteal cells, whereas GLUT1 inhibition was still found to decrease P4 production in mid luteal cells. These 
results suggest GLUT1 in bovine mid CL is induced by a pathway other than hypoxia, and produces a large amount of P4 needed 
in the mid CL.

Consistent with the present results, Nishimoto et al. [22] reported high GLUT1 mRNA expression in bovine CL stage I (Days 
1–4 after ovulation). However, they also reported high expression in stage II (Days 5–10) and stage III (Days 11–17). The 
discrepancies may be due to differences in stage classification between the two studies. We classified Days 2–3, as early stage CLs, 
which could result in excessive expression in the early CL. Our finding of high GLUT1 expression in the early CL is also consistent 
with the dynamics of HIF1, whose expression is highest at the early luteal stage in bovine CL [23]. However, further analyses of 
the timings of expression of GLUT1, HIF1 and other proteins, are needed to clarify the sequence of these events.

The dynamics of GLUT1 mRNA expression in CL during the estrous cycle observed in the present study are similar to those 
of HIF1 as well as VEGF in bovine CL [23]. These results are in agreement with the recent report for canine CL [29]. Similar 
expression level dynamics of SCL2A1 (GLUT1 gene), HIF1A, and VEGF were demonstrated in canine CL during diestrus, and 
suggest a functional inter-relationship that results in the formation of the GLUT1 protein [29]. Rather than bovine luteal cells, 
GLUT1 mRNA has been demonstrated to be induced by hypoxic conditions in several types of cells in several species, including 
bovine retinal endothelial cells [37], rat fibroblasts [4], mouse mammary epithelial cells [36], rat and ovine placental cells [5], 

Fig. 3. Dose-dependent effects of glucose on P4 production by cultured bovine early luteal cells (A) and mid luteal cells (B). The cells were 
cultured in glucose-free medium without or with glucose (0.25, 2.5 and 25 mM) for 24 hr (early: n=3, mid: n=3). All values are represented as a 
percentage of the control (none) value (mean ± SEM). The concentration of P4 in the early and mid luteal control cells was 193 ± 25.7 ng/ml and 
613 ± 36.7 ng/ml, respectively. Asterisks indicate significant differences compared with none (*P<0.05, **P<0.01), as determined by ANOVA 
followed by a multiple comparison with Bonferroni correction.

Fig. 4. Effect of GLUT1 inhibitors (cytochalasin B [CytoB], STF-31 [STF]) on P4 production by cultured bovine early luteal cells (A) and mid 
luteal cells (B). Cells were cultured in medium containing 5% calf serum without or with GLUT1 inhibitor (cytochalasin B; 10 µM, STF-31; 10 
µM) in combination without or with hCG stimulation (1 U/ml) for 24 hr (early: n=6, mid: n=5). All values are represented as a percentage of the 
control (none without hCG) value (mean ± SEM). The concentration of P4 in the controls for early and mid luteal cells was 238 ± 19.5 ng/ml and 
674 ± 58.0 ng/ml, respectively. Asterisks indicate significant differences (P<0.05), as determined by ANOVA followed by a multiple comparison 
with Bonferroni correction.
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porcine proximal tubule cells [43], and human glioma cells [19]. These results, together with the present findings, suggest that 
hypoxic conditions in the CL induce HIF1, resulting in the transcription of GLUT1 and VEGF to support the physiological function 
of CL across species.

Cyclic mono-phosphate (cAMP) was found to stimulate GLUT1 transcription in 3T3-L1 adipocytes following 2–16 hr of 
culture [14]. This suggests cAMP directly modulates GLUT1 levels in 3T3-L1 adipocytes. cAMP was also found to stimulate 
the transcriptional activity of the GLUT1 promoter in rat myoblasts and a 33 bp sequence lying 5′ upstream of the transcriptional 
start site was important for the effects of 8-bromo-cAMP [38]. Ogura et al. [26] also demonstrated by Northern and immunoblot 
analyses that 8-bromo-cAMP stimulates GLUT1 mRNA and protein expression in a human choriocarcinoma cell line. In the present 
study, GLUT1 inhibitors, cytochalasin B and STF-31, significantly inhibited P4 production in hCG-stimulated cells, whereas their 
inhibitory effects were weak in cells without hCG stimulation. hCG binds to the LH/CG receptor which connects adenylate cyclase 
inside the cells to induce cAMP accumulation for downstream signal transduction [12, 41]. Results from the present study therefore 
suggest that following LH/CG receptor stimulation GLUT1 expression increases and cAMP accumulates, thereby resulting in 
increased P4 production by bovine luteal cells.

In bovine CL, P4 is thought to be a luteotropic factor since it exerts a positive feedback loop on its receptor [35] and protects 
luteal cells from apoptosis [28]. In endometrial cells, P4 has been suggested to directly regulate GLUT1 expression via its own 
receptor [10, 16], thereby enhancing GLUT1 expression and translocation to the plasma membrane [16]. In the bovine ovary, 
hypoxic conditions have been suggested to support P4 synthesis during luteinization [6, 7]. Our finding that hypoxic conditions 
increased GLUT1 mRNA expression suggests that GLUT1 supports P4 synthesis during luteinization in the bovine ovary. It is 
also possible that P4 enhances GLUT1 mRNA expression via its own receptor, thereby increasing luteal glucose uptake [3] and 
corresponding with higher steroidogenic outputs during CL establishment.

In conclusion, our results suggest that the hypoxic conditions during early bovine CL development enhance GLUT1 expression 
via the transcriptional activity of HIF1. GLUT1, in turn, contributes to CL function by supporting P4 production.
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