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Endoplasmic reticulum stress contributed to inflammatory bowel disease 
by activating p38 MAPK pathway
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Recent evidence suggests that endoplasmic reticulum (ER) stress plays a vital role in inflammatory bowel dis-
ease (IBD). Therefore, the aim of this study was to investigate the mechanism by which ER stress promotes
inflammatory response in IBD. The expression of Gro-α, IL-8 and ER stress indicator Grp78 in colon tissues
from patients with Crohn’s disease (CD) and colonic carcinoma was analyzed by immunohistochemistry stain-
ing. Colitis mouse model was established by the induction of trinitrobenzene sulphonic acid (TNBS), and the
mice were treated with ER stress inhibitor tauroursodeoxycholic acid (TUDCA). Then the body weight, colon
length and colon inflammation were evaluated, and Grp78 and Gro-α in colon tissues were detected by immuno-
histochemistry. Epithelial cells of colon cancer HCT116 cells were treated with tunicamycin to induce ER stress.
Grp78 was detected by Western blot, and chemokines were measured by PCR and ELISA. The expression levels
of Grp78, Gro-α and IL-8 were significantly upregulated in intestinal tissues of CD patients. Mice with TNBS
induced colitis had increased expression of Grp78 and Gro-α in colonic epithelia. TUDCA reduced the severity
of TNBS-induced colitis. In HCT116 cells, tunicamycin increased the expression of Grp78, Gro-α and IL-8 in a
concentration-dependent manner. Furthermore, p38 MAPK inhibitor significantly inhibited the upregulation of
Gro-α and IL-8 induced by tunicamycin. In conclusion, ER stress promotes inflammatory response in IBD, and
the effects may be mediated by the activation of p38 MAPK signaling pathway.
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Introduction
Inflammatory bowel disease (IBD) is a chronic gastrointestinal

inflammatory disorder. Crohn’s disease (CD) and ulcerative colitis
(UC) are the two common types of IBD. Despite well-defined clin-
ical manifestations, the pathogenesis of IBD has not been fully elu-
cidated. It is generally accepted that gut microbiome dysbiosis,
host immune response, environmental and genetic factors play key
role in the initiation and progression of IBD.1-3

Recent studies have shown that endoplasmic reticulum (ER)
stress is associated with the susceptibility to IBD.4 Various cellular
stress conditions can result in the accumulation of unfolded or mis-
folded proteins in the ER lumen. The accumulation of unfolded
and misfolded proteins in the ER lumen activates unfolded protein
response (UPR) to repair protein folding defect and restore ER
homeostasis. UPR signaling is mainly mediated by three protein
sensors on the ER membrane: inositol-requiring transmembrane
kinase/endonuclease 1 (IRE1), pancreatic ER eIF2α kinase
(PERK), and activating transcription factor 6 (ATF6). Upon ER
stress, activated IRE1a cleaves a 26-base intron at the dual stem
loop structure of an mRNA that is then translated to produce X-
box–binding protein 1 (XBP1). XBP1 then induces the expression
of genes that regulate protein folding, maturation, transport, phos-
pholipid biosynthesis, and ER expansion to alleviate ER stress.
Activated PERK phosphorylates α subunit of eukaryotic transla-
tion initiation factor 2 (eIF2α) on Ser51, which then suppresses
translation and mitigates ER protein folding load.5 The effect of
ER stress on IBD is mainly mediated by inducing epithelial cell
apoptosis, impairing the mucosal barrier function, regulating
innate or adaptive immune response of the host cells, and trigger-
ing inflammatory signaling.6,7

Chemokines are small heparin binding proteins that govern the
migration of circulating leucocytes to the sites of inflammation.8
Chemokines play a central role in the pathogenesis of both CD and
UC, and their expression is consistently increased during the active
phases of the diseases. In particular, interleukin 8 (IL-8) and its
receptor are upregulated in intestinal mucosa.9-12 IL-8 is one of the
members of the CXC chemokine family which recruits neutrophil
to inflamed sites. Previous studies have confirmed that IL-8 was
expressed in the intestinal mucosa of IBD, and IL-8 expression
level was correlated with disease activity.13,14 Gro-α is another
member of CXC family and promotes chemotaxis to neutrophil.
Gro-α secretion in the serum increased in patients with UC and CD
and then decreased after treatment.15 Gro-α may be an important
factor aggravating IBD inflammation, but its expression in IBD
intestinal mucosal is still unknown.16 Therefore, the aim of this
study was to investigate the mechanism by which ER stress pro-
motes inflammatory response in IBD focusing on the expression of
chemokines.

Materials and Methods 

Clinical samples
Colonic mucosal tissues were obtained from surgical speci-

mens from 10 patients with CD. Control normal colonic mucosal
specimens were obtained from pericarcinomatous tissue 8-10 cm
away from the lesion location from 5 patients with colonic carci-
noma. The surgical specimens were fixed with formalin, then
dehydrated in alcohol, embedded in paraffin, sectioned, stained
with hematoxylin-eosin, and mounted.

Animals
Six-week-old female BALB/c mice were purchased from

Hunan Slake Jingda Laboratory Animal Co., Ltd (Changsha,
China). The mice were acclimatized for 1 week before the experi-
ment and housed individually in a room maintained at 22°C under
a 12-h day/night cycle. All animal experiments were reviewed and
approved by the Institutional Animal Care Committee of Changsha
Central Hospital (Approval No. 20200512). Mouse IBD model was
established by the induction with trinitrobenzene sulphonic acid
(TNBS) following previous protocol. Briefly, 75 μL of TNBS (5%
w/v) and 75 μL of ethanol absolute were fully mixed to form 130
μL of TNBS enema. After fasting for 24 h, the mice were anes-
thetized by intraperitoneal injection with 10% chloral hydrate (3
mL/kg). Next, Intragastric needle was slowly inserted into the
intestinal cavity through the anus and TNBS enema was injected.
The mice were inverted for about 5 min to ensure that the enema
fluid was fully dispersed in the intestinal cavity. The model mice
then received intraperitoneal injection of tauroursodeoxycholic acid
(TUDCA) at dose of 50 mg/kg or normal saline as the control every
day from the 2nd day after enema. Disease activity index (DAI)
score was calculated as the sum of the weight loss score, the diar-
rheal score and the hematochezia score following previous proto-
col.17 At the end, all mice were killed by cervical dislocation. 

Cell culture and treatment
Epithelial cells of colon cancer HCT116 were cultured in

Dulbecco’s modified Eagle’s medium (DMEM) and high glucose
supplemented with 10% fetal bovine serum (FBS),10,000 U/mL
penicillin and 10,000 µg/mL streptomycin in a humidified incuba-
tor with 5% CO2 at 37°C. Cells were treated with 5 µg/mL of tuni-
camycin (Cell Signaling, Danvers, MA, USA) for 24 h to induce
ER stress.18 Control cells were treated with 0.1% (v/v) solvent
dimethyl sulfoxide (DMSO) as vehicle control.

Immunohistochemical staining
Paraffin-embedded colonic or ileal sections of patients and

mice were cut at a 5 µm thickness. The sections were boiled in 10
mM sodium citrate buffer for antigen retrieval. After blocking
endogenous peroxidase with 3% hydrogen peroxidase, sections
were blocked for 30 min with 3% BSA, and then incubated with
primary antibodies for Grp78 (Abcam, Cambridge, UK) (1:500),
Gro-α (R&D Systems, Minneapolis, MN, USA) (1:4,000) and IL-
8 antibody (R&D Systems) (1:25) for 24 h at 4°C. Phosphate
buffered saline was used instead of primary antibodies as negative
control. After incubation with horseradish peroxidase labeled sec-
ondary antibodies (Abcam) (1:200) at room temperature for 1 h,
the sections were visualized with DAB, and counterstained with
hematoxylin. 

Western blot analysis
Cells were collected and lysed in 150 µL of lysis buffer contain-

ing 1% phenylmethane sulfonyl fluoride (PMSF) for 30 min on ice,
and centrifuged at 12,000 rpm for 5 min at 4°C. Next, protein sam-
ples were separated in 8% sodium dodecylsulfate-polyacrylamide gel
by electrophoresis and transferred onto polyvinylidene fluoride mem-
brane. The membrane was blocked with 3% skim milk solution in
phosphate buffered saline containing 0.1% (v/v) Tween-20 (PBST)
for 1 h at room temperature, and incubated with primary antibodies
for Grp78 (1:1,000) and GAPDH (Beyotime Biotechnology, Suzhou,
China) (1:2,000) in PBST overnight at 4°C. The membrane was fur-
ther incubated with horseradish peroxidase-conjugated goat anti rab-
bit IgG or goat anti-mouse IgG (Beyotime Biotechnology) (1:4,000)
at room temperature for 1 h, incubated with enhanced chemilumines-
cence (ECL) solution, and exposed to X-ray films. The protein bands
were quantified and analyzed using Image Pro Plus 6.0 software.
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PCR
Total RNA from HCT116 cells was extracted using Trizol

reagent (Thermo Fisher Scientific, Waltham, MA, USA). cDNA
was synthesized for real-time PCR using RevertAid 1st cDNA
Synth kit (Thermo Fisher Scientific). PCR primers were synthe-
sized by Sangon (Shanghai, CHina) with the following sequences:
GAPDH forward 5’-GAAGGTGAAGGTCGGAGTC-3’ and
reverse 5’-GAAGATGGTGATGGGATTTC-3’; Gro-α forward 5’-
TCACCCCAAGAACATCCAAA-3’ and reverse 5’-TCCTAAGC-
GATGCTCAAACA-3’; IL-8 forward 5’-TTGGCAGCCTTCCT-
GATTT-3’ and reverse 5’-TCAAAAACTTCTCCACAACCC-3’.
The amplification protocols were as follows: 95°C for 10 min, 45
cycles of 95°C for 10 s, 60°C for 10 s, and 72°C for 10 s. GAPDH
was used to normalize gene expression. Relative mRNA levels
were calculated using the 2−ΔΔCt method.

ELISA
The supernatants were collected from cells, and IL-8 levels in

the supernatants were determined using Human IL-8/RANTES
DuoSet kit (4A Biotech Co. Ltd., Beijing, China) following the
manufacturer’s instructions.

Statistical analysis 
Statistical analyses were performed using GraphPad Prism 8.0,

and all values were presented as means ±SD. Student’s t-test were
used to compare differences between groups, and p<0.05 was con-
sidered significant. 
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Figure 1. ER stress marker Grp78 and chemokines IL-8 and Gro-α were upregulated in the inflamed mucosa of CD patients. A)
Representative staining of Grp78 in intestinal sections from colon mucosa of control (left) and CD patients (right). B) Representative
staining of Gro-α  in intestinal sections from colon mucosa of control (left) and CD patients (right). C) Representative staining of IL-
8 in intestinal sections from colon mucosa of control (left) and CD patients (right). Staining intensity of positive area was quantified
by image J software and illustrated as bar charts (n=5); *p<0.05 compared to control.
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Figure 2. Treatment of TUDCA alleviated TNBS-induced colitis in mice. A) Colon length; a, control; b, TNBS; c, TNBS+ TUDCA. B)
Disease activity index score (DAI). C) Histological scores based on hematoxylin and eosin (H&E) staining of colon sections. Values
were expressed as means ± SD (n=6); *p<0.05 vs control; #p<0.05 vs TNBS treated mice.  
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Results

Upregulation of ER stress marker and chemokines in
intestinal tissues of CD patients

To determine whether ER stress and chemokines are involved
in CD, we performed immunohistochemistry staining for ER stress
marker Grp78 and two chemokines IL-8 and Gro-α. Grp78, Gro-α
and IL-8 were mainly localized to the epithelial lining of the gut
and in Paneth cells, and were also localized in inflammatory cells.
Optical density analysis showed that the positive rates of Grp78,
Gro-α and IL-8 staining in inflamed intestinal tissues of CD
patients were higher compared with pericarcinomatous tissue
(Figure 1 A-C).

TUDCA alleviated TNBS-induced colitis in mice
To confirm the involvement of ER stress and chemokines Gro-

α and IL-8 in the development of IBD, we established mouse col-
itis model induced by TNBS.TNBS treated mice had significantly
lower body weight, decreased colon length (Figure 2A) and higher
disease activity index score (DAI) than control mice (Figure 2B).
Histological analysis revealed that TNBS treated mice developed
serious colitis (Figure 2C). However, ER stress inhibitor TUDCA
improved colon shortening in TNBS induced mice (Figure 2A).
Moreover, signs of colitis were markedly ameliorated, as evi-
denced by decreased DAI and histological score (Figure 2 B,C). 

TUDCA inhibited the upregulation of Grp78 in colonic
epithelia of mice

Furthermore, immunohistochemical staining of the colon tis-
sues of the three groups of mice showed that the expression of

Grp78 in TNBS model group was significantly higher than that of
vehicle control group, but the expression of Grp78 in
TNBS+TUDCA group was significantly lower than that of the
TNBS model (Figure 3 A-D). These data indicated that TUDCA
relieved ER stress in mouse colitis model.

Tunicamycin induced ER stress and increased Gro-α
and IL-8 expression in HCT116 cells

To reveal the relationship of ER stress and chemokines in
intestinal inflammation, human epithelial cells of colon cancer
were cultured and treated with different concentrations of tuni-
camycin to induce ER stress. PCR analysis showed that tuni-
camycin increased the expression of Gro-α and IL-8 at mRNA lev-
els in HCT116 cells (Figure 4 A,B). Western blot analysis of ER
stress marker Grp78 confirmed that tunicamycin treated cells had
higher expression of Grp78 compared to vehicle treated control
cells (Figure 4C). Furthermore, ELISA showed that IL-8 levels in
the medium harvested from HCT116 cells treated with tuni-
camycin were higher compared to vehicle treated HCT116 cells
(Figure 4D). Collectively, these data demonstrated that tuni-
camycin induced ER stress and increased expression of
chemokines Gro-α and IL-8 in vitro.

p38 MAPK signaling contributed to tunicamycin-
induced ER stress and increased expression of GRO-α
and IL-8 in HCT116 cells

To identify signaling pathway responsible for the upregulation
of Gro-α and IL-8 by tunicamycin, we used p38 MAPK kinase
inhibitor SB203580. HCT116 were treated with different concen-
trations of SB203580 (5, 20,50 µM) in the presence or absence of
tunicamycin, and supernatants were harvested 24 h after treatment.
PCR analysis showed that SB203580 significantly decreased the
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Figure 3. TUDCA inhibited the upregulation of Grp78 in the colonic epithelia of mice. Representative staining of Grp78 in colon
mucosa of (A)control group, (B) TNBS group, and (C) TNBS+TUDCA group. D) Staining intensity of positive area was quantified by
image J software and illustrated as bar charts (n=6). *p<0.05 vs control; #p<0.05 vs TNBS group.
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expression of Gro-α and IL-8 at mRNA levels in HCT116 cells
treated with TM (Figure 5 A,B). Western blot analysis of ER stress
marker Grp78 confirmed that SB203580 inhibited TM induced
expression of Grp78 compared to TM treated cells (Figure 5C).
Furthermore, ELISA showed that IL-8 levels in the medium har-
vested from HCT116 cells treated with SB203580 were signifi-
cantly lower compared to TM treated HCT116 cells (Figure 5D).
Collectively, these data suggested that p38 MAPK signaling may
mediate ER stress induced Gro-α and IL-8 expression in intestinal
epithelial cells.

Discussion 
In this study, we provide evidence that chemokines and ER

stress played significant role in intestinal inflammation. A variety
of chemokines have emerged as essential molecules in the patho-
genesis of IBD. Multiple chemokines including Gro-α (CXCL1),
ENA-78 (CXCL5), GCP2 (CXCL6) and IL-8 (CXCL8) are posi-
tively correlated with the inflammatory state in IBD patients.18,19

IL-8, a classical pro-inflammatory chemokine, plays a role in the
recruitment of neutrophils from the vasculature to the sites of
infection or tissue injuries, and it has been shown that CXCL1 and
CXCL8 were upregulated in colonic IBD.20 By immunohistochem-
ical staining we demonstrated that the expression of Grp78, Gro-α
and IL-8 significantly increased in intestinal tissues of CD patients,
compared with pericarcinomatous tissues.

Tunicamyin, a common inducer of ER stress, was previously
shown to activate ER stress in intestinal epithelial cells.21 In con-
trast, TUDCA can significantly reduce ER stress in colonic epithe-
lial cells, and inhibit DSS-induced colon inflammation in mice.22

Our results showed that the expression of Grp78 was upregulated
by tunicamycin in a concentration dependent manner. In a mouse
model of IBD induced by TNBS, inhibition of ER stress by
TUDCA could reduce DAI score, increase survival rate, increase
the colon length, maintain body weight, reduce the infiltration of
inflammatory cells in the intestinal tissue, and alleviate TNBS-
induced enteritis in mice. In addition, TUDCA inhibited the upreg-
ulation of Grp78 induced by tunicamycin in the colonic epithelia
of mice.
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Figure 4. Tunicamycin induced ER stress in HCT116 cells. HCT116 cells were treated with different doses of Tunicamycin (TM) for 24
h. A) qRT-PCR analysis of Gro-α mRNA levels. B) qRT-PCR analysis of IL-8 mRNA levels. GAPDH was set as an internal control;
*p<0.05 vs vehicle. C) Western bot analysis of GRP78 protein levels. GAPDH was set as loading control. D) Supernatants were collected
from HCT116 cells for ELISA to analyze the secretion of IL-8. Three independent experiments were performed in duplicate and data
represented mean ± SD; *p<0.05 compared with vehicle control group.
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Recent evidence suggests the role of MAPK signaling in the
response to ER stress. For example, p38 was shown to promote ER
stress induced apoptosis in fibroblasts and inflammation in
macrophages. In addition, p38 can activate the transcription of
CHOP through ATF6.23 During inflammation, IL-17 enhanced
TNF-α induced CXCL8 expression through p38 MAPK pathway,
while p38 inhibitor SB203580 reversed the effect of IL-17 on
CXCL8 mRNA, indicating that p38 MAPK signaling mediates the
stabilization of CXCL8 mRNA by IL-17.24 In this study, we found
that SB203580 significantly inhibited the expression of ER stress
marker Grp78 and chemokines Gro-α and IL-8 as well as the secre-
tion of IL-8 in HCT116 cells treated with tunicamycin. Our find-
ings suggested that p38 MAPK signaling may mediate ER stress
induced inflammation in intestinal epithelial cells.

In conclusion, ER stress promotes inflammatory response in
IBD, and the effects may be mediated by the activation of p38
MAPK signaling. Targeting p38 MAPK signaling may be a novel
approach to the treatment of IBD. 
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