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Abstract

Introduction: Thrombin is a key factor in the stimulation of fibrin deposition, angiogenesis, and proinflammatory
processes. Abnormalities in these processes are primary features of osteoarthritis (OA). Heme oxygenase (HO)-1 is a
stress-inducible rate-limiting enzyme in heme degradation that confers cytoprotection against oxidative injury.
Here, we investigated the intracellular signaling pathways involved in thrombin-induced HO-1 expression in human
synovial fibroblasts (SFs).

Methods: Thrombin-mediated HO-1 expression was assessed with quantitative real-time (q)PCR. The mechanisms
of action of thrombin in different signaling pathways were studied by using Western blotting. Knockdown of
protease-activated receptor (PAR) proteins was achieved by transfection with siRNA. Chromatin
immunoprecipitation assays were used to study in vivo binding of Nrf2 to the HO-1 promoter. Transient
transfection was used to examine HO-1 activity.

Results: Osteoarthritis synovial fibroblasts (OASFs) showed significant expression of thrombin, and expression was
higher than in normal SFs. OASFs stimulation with thrombin induced concentration- and time-dependent increases
in HO-1 expression. Pharmacologic inhibitors or activators and genetic inhibition by siRNA of protease-activated
receptors (PARs) revealed that the PAR1 and PAR3 receptors, but not the PAR4 receptor, are involved in thrombin-
mediated upregulation of HO-1. Thrombin-mediated HO-1 expression was attenuated by thrombin inhibitor
(PPACK), PKCδ inhibitor (rottlerin), or c-Src inhibitor (PP2). Stimulation of cells with thrombin increased PKCδ, c-Src,
and Nrf2 activation.

Conclusion: Our results suggest that the interaction between thrombin and PAR1/PAR3 increases HO-1 expression
in human synovial fibroblasts through the PKCδ, c-Src, and Nrf2 signaling pathways.

Introduction
Osteoarthritis (OA) is a degenerative disease character-
ized by a slow progressive degeneration of articular car-
tilage, variable secondary synovial inflammation, and
osteophyte formation [1,2]. The exact etiology of OA is
not well understood. In response to macrophage-derived
proinflammatory cytokines, such as interleukin (IL)-1b
and tumor necrosis factor-a (TNF)-a, OA synovial
fibroblasts (OASFs) produce chemokines that promote

inflammation, neovascularization, and cartilage degrada-
tion through activation of matrix-degrading enzymes
such as matrix metalloproteinases (MMPs) [3].
Heme oxygenase (HO)-1 is the key enzyme responsible

for the degradation of heme to carbon monoxide, free
iron, and biliverdin-IX [4]. In mammals, biliverdin-IX is
further converted to bilirubin-IX, an endogenous radical
scavenger with recently recognized antiinflammatory
properties [5]. Free iron is rapidly sequestered into the
iron-storage protein ferritin, leading to additional antiox-
idant and antiapoptotic effects [6]. Carbon monoxide
serves several biologic functions, with antiapoptotic and
antiinflammatory properties [7]. HO-1 is induced by
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various stimuli, such as lipopolysaccharide (LPS), proin-
flammatory cytokines, and oxidants [8,9]. Recent findings
revealed that HO-1 induction in animals protects them
against the development of arthritis [10]. HO-1 induction
in OA chondrocytes results in decreased levels of MMPs
and can exert protective effects against cartilage degrada-
tion [11]. In synovial cells, HO-1 is an important factor
regulating inflammation and cartilage degradation during
OA [12]. Therefore, HO-1 plays a crucial role in OA
pathogenesis. However, the role of thrombin in HO-1
expression in OA is still unknown.
Thrombin is a multifunctional enzyme that can activate

hemostasis and coagulation through the cleavage of fibri-
nogen to form fibrin clots. Tissue damage and fibrin
deposition are common features of inflamed synovium in
OA, which indicates generation of thrombin in the
lesions and suggests an involvement of thrombin in the
joint inflammation [13]. Thrombin also acts as a mitogen
to stimulate the abnormal proliferation of synovial cells
during rheumatoid arthritis (RA) and OA pathogenesis
[14,15]. Thrombin activates intracellular signaling path-
ways by interacting with transmembrane domain G pro-
tein-coupled receptors, known as protease-activated
receptors (PARs). PARs have been implicated in the
development of acute and chronic inflammatory
responses. Three PARs, PAR-1, PAR-3, and PAR-4, are
cleaved by thrombin, whereas PAR-2 is cleaved by tryp-
sin. It has been reported that thrombin induces HO-1
release in human microglia [16], indicating that thrombin
may play a role in the regulation of specific gene expres-
sion, such as that of HO-1. However, the effect of throm-
bin on HO-1 expression in human synovial fibroblasts
has not yet been elucidated. In the present study, we
explored the intracellular signaling pathways involved in
thrombin-induced HO-1 expression in human OASFs. In
our experiment, thrombin activated the PAR1/PAR3
receptor, PKCδ, c-Src, and Nrf2 pathways, leading to the
upregulation of HO-1 expression. These results provide
new insights into the mechanisms of thrombin action
that may be of therapeutic value for OA.

Materials and methods
Materials
Protein A/G beads, anti-mouse and anti-rabbit IgG-con-
jugated horseradish peroxidase, rabbit polyclonal antibo-
dies specific for thrombin, PAR1, PAR3, PAR4, c-Src,
PKCδ, and Nrf2, and siRNA against PAR1, PAR3, and
PAR4 were purchased from Santa Cruz Biotechnology
(Santa Cruz, CA, USA). Rabbit polyclonal antibody speci-
fic for c-Src phosphorylated at Tyr416 and PKCδ phos-
phorylated at Tyr331 were purchased from Cell Signaling
and Neuroscience (Danvers, MA, USA). Rabbit polyclo-
nal antibody specific for Nrf2 phosphorylated at Ser40

was purchased from Abcam Inc. (Cambridge, MA, USA).
SFLLRN-NH2 (a PAR1-agonist peptide), TFRGAP-NH2

(a PAR3-agonist peptide), and GYPGQV-NH2 (a PAR4-
agonist peptide) were purchased from Bachem. Rottlerin,
GF109203X, Ro320432, and PP2 were purchased from
Calbiochem (Darmstadt, Germany). The c-Src dominant-
negative mutant was a gift from Dr. S. Parsons (Univer-
sity of Virginia Health System, Charlottesville, VA, USA).
The human HO-1 promoter construct was gift from Dr.
Y.C. Liang (Taipei Medical University, Taipei, Taiwan).
The pSV- b-galactosidase vector and luciferase assay kit
were purchased from Promega (Madison, WI, USA). All
other chemicals were purchased from Sigma-Aldrich (St.
Louis, MO, USA).

Cell cultures
We obtained approval from the local ethics committee,
and subjects gave informed written consent. Human
synovial fibroblasts were isolated by collagenase treat-
ment of synovial tissue samples obtained from 32
patients with OA during knee-replacement surgeries and
18 samples of nonarthritic synovial tissues obtained at
arthroscopy after trauma/joint derangement. The con-
centration of thrombin in the synovial fluid of selected
patients was measured with an enzyme-linked immuno-
sorbent assay (ELISA) according to the protocol provided
by the manufacturer (Human thrombin ELISA kit;
Abcam). OASFs were isolated, cultured, and character-
ized, as previously described [17,18]. Experiments were
performed by using cells from passages 3 to 6.

Quantitative real-time PCR
Total RNA was extracted from synovial fibroblasts by
using a TRIzol kit (MDBio Inc., Taipei, Taiwan). The
reverse-transcription reaction was performed by using 2
μg of total RNA that was reverse transcribed into cDNA
by using oligo (dT) primer [19,20]. The quantitative
real-time PCR (qPCR) analysis was carried out by using
Taqman one-step PCR Master Mix (Applied Biosystems,
Foster City, CA, USA). cDNA templates (2 μl) were
added per 25-μl reaction with sequence-specific primers
and Taqman probes. Sequences for all target gene pri-
mers and probes were purchased commercially (b-actin
was used as internal control) (Applied Biosystems). The
qPCR assays were carried out in triplicate on a StepO-
nePlus sequence-detection system. The cycling condi-
tions involved 10-minute polymerase activation at 95°C,
followed by 40 cycles at 95°C for 15 seconds and 60°C
for 60 seconds. The threshold was set above the non-
template control background and within the linear
phase of the target gene amplification to calculate the
cycle number at which the transcript was detected
(denoted CT).
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Western blot analysis
Cellular lysates were prepared as described previously
[21,22]. Proteins were resolved on SDS-PAGE and trans-
ferred to Immobilon polyvinyldifluoride (PVDF) mem-
branes. The blots were blocked with 4% BSA for 1 hour
at room temperature and then probed with rabbit anti-
human antibodies against PKCδ, c-Src, or Nrf2 (1:1,000)
for 1 hour at room temperature. After three washes, the
blots were subsequently incubated with donkey anti-rab-
bit peroxidase-conjugated secondary antibody (1:3,000)
for 1 hour at room temperature. The blots were visua-
lized by enhanced chemiluminescence with Kodak
X-OMAT LS film (Eastman Kodak, Rochester, NY, USA).

Transfection and reporter gene assay
Human synovial fibroblasts were co-transfected with
0.8 μg HO-1-luciferase plasmid and 0.4 μg b-galactosidase
expression vector. Fibroblasts were grown to 80% conflu-
ence in 12-well plates and were transfected the following
day with Lipofectamine 2000 (LF2000; Invitrogen). DNA
and LF2000 were premixed for 20 minutes and then
applied to cells. After 24-hour transfection, cells were
incubated with the indicated agents. After further 24-hour
incubation, the media were removed, and cells were
washed once with cold PBS. To prepare lysates, 100 μl of
reporter lysis buffer (Promega, Madison, WI, USA) was
added to each well, and cells were scraped from dishes.
The supernatant was collected after centrifugation at
13,000 rpm for 2 minutes. Aliquots of cell lysates (20 μl)
containing equal amounts of protein (20 to 30 μg) were
placed into wells of an opaque black 96-well microplate.
An equal volume of luciferase substrate was added to all
samples, and luminescence was measured in a microplate
luminometer. The value of luciferase activity was normal-
ized to transfection efficiency monitored by the co-trans-
fected b-galactosidase expression vector [23].

Kinase-activity assay
PKCδ activity was assessed with a PKCδ Kinase Activity
Assay Kit according to manufacturer’s instructions (Assay
Designs, MI, USA). The PKCδ activity kit is based on a
solid-phase ELISA that uses a specific synthetic peptide as
a substrate for PKCδ and a polyclonal antibody that recog-
nizes the phosphorylated form of the substrate.

Chromatin immunoprecipitation assay
Chromatin immunoprecipitation (ChIP) analysis was per-
formed as described previously [24]. DNA immunopreci-
pitated by anti-Nrf2 antibody was purified. The DNA was
then extracted with phenol-chloroform. The purified DNA
pellet was subjected to PCR. PCR products were then
resolved by using 1.5% agarose gel electrophoresis and
visualized with UV. The primers: 5’-CCATCAAACTT-
TAACTCGGTGA-3’ and 5’- GACTTGGGAGATAGAA

GGAACG-3’ were used to amplify across the human HO-
1 promoter region (-857 to -752) [24].

Statistics
The values are reported as mean ± SEM. Statistical analy-
sis between two samples was performed by using the Stu-
dent t test. Statistical comparisons of more than two
groups were performed by using one-way analysis of var-
iance (ANOVA) with the Bonferroni post hoc test. In all
cases, P < 0.05 was considered significant.

Results
Thrombin induces HO-1 expression in human synovial
fibroblasts
It has been reported that clotting factors and fibrinolytic
products are increased in synovial fluid of patients with
RA and OA [25]. Therefore, we examined the levels of
thrombin expression in samples from patients with OA
and found that the expression of thrombin protein in
human OASFs (Figure 1A, lines 4 to 6) was significantly
higher than that in normal SFs (Figure 1A, lines 1 to 3).
The OASFs medium showed a level of expression of
thrombin that was significantly higher than that seen in
the medium from normal SFs (Figure 1B). In addition,
concentrations of thrombin in synovial fluid were signifi-
cantly higher in patients with OA than in controls (Figure
1B). We applied thrombin directly to OASFs to examine
the expression of HO-1. Treatment of OASFs with throm-
bin (0.1 to 3 U/ml) for 24 hours induced HO-1 expression
in a concentration-dependent manner (Figure 1C, E), and
this induction occurred in a time-dependent manner
(Figure 1D, F). After thrombin (3 U/ml) treatment for
24 hours, the amount of HO-1 expression had increased
in OASFs (Figure 1D, F). To confirm further this stimula-
tion-specific mediation by thrombin, PPACK, a thrombin
inhibitor, was used. Pretreatment of cells with PPACK
effectively antagonized the potentiating effect of thrombin
on HO-1 expression (Figure 2A). These data indicated
that thrombin increases HO-1 expression in human
OASFs.

Involvement of PAR1/PAR3 receptor in thrombin-
mediated increase of HO-1 expression
Thrombin exerts its effects through interaction with speci-
fic PAR1, PAR 3, and PAR4 receptors [26]. To investigate
the role of PAR1, PAR3, and PAR4 subtype receptors in
thrombin-mediated increase of HO-1 expression, cells
were treated with PAR1-, 3-, and 4-specific agonist pep-
tides and then examined for expression levels of HO-1. Of
the agonist peptides tested, the PAR1-selective receptor
agonist peptide, SFLLRN-NH2 (100 μM) and TFRGAP-
NH2 (PAR3 agonist peptide; 100 μM) significantly
increased the expression of HO-1 (Figure 2A). In contrast,
GYPGQV-NH2 (PAR4 agonist peptide; 100 μM) failed to

Liu et al. Arthritis Research & Therapy 2012, 14:R91
http://arthritis-research.com/content/14/2/R91

Page 3 of 10



Figure 1 Thrombin induces HO-1 expression in human synovial fibroblasts. (A) Total protein was extracted from normal synovial fibroblasts
(lines 1 and 2) and osteoarthritis synovial fibroblast (OASF) cells (lines 3 to 6), and subjected to Western blot analysis for thrombin. (B; left
panel) Human synovial fibroblasts were cultured for 48 hours, and media were collected to measure thrombin. (B; right panel) Synovial fluid
was obtained from normal (n = 10) or osteoarthritis patients (n = 15) and examined with ELISA for the expression of thrombin. OASFs (six OA
lines) were incubated with various concentrations of thrombin for 24 hours (C, E) or with thrombin (3 U/ml) for 6, 12, or 24 hours (D, F). The
HO-1 expression was examined with Western blotting and qPCR. Results are expressed as the mean ± SEM. *P < 0.05 as compared with basal
level. #P < 0.05 as compared with the thrombin-treated group.

Figure 2 Involvement of PAR1 and PAR3 receptor in thrombin-induced HO-1 expression. (A) Osteoarthritis synovial fibroblasts (OASFs) (six
OA lines) were treated with thrombin (3 U/ml), thrombin plus PPACK (30 nM), SFLLRN-NH2 (100 μM), TFRGAP-NH2 (100 μM), and GYPGQV-NH2

(100 μM) for 24 hours, and HO-1 expression was examined with qPCR. (B) Normal synovial fibroblasts (seven normal lines) were treated with
thrombin (3 U/ml), SFLLRN-NH2 (100 μM), and TFRGAP-NH2 (100 μM) for 24 hours, and HO-1 expression was examined with qPCR. (C) Cells were
transfected with PAR1, PAR3, PAR4, or control siRNA for 24 hours, and PAR receptor level was examined with Western blotting. (D, E) Cells (five
OA lines) were transfected with PAR1, PAR3, PAR4, or control siRNA for 24 hours followed by stimulation with thrombin for 24 hours, and HO-1
expression was examined with Western blotting and qPCR. Results are expressed as the mean ± SEM. *P < 0.05 as compared with basal level. #P
< 0.05 as compared with thrombin-treated group.
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upregulate HO-1 expression. Furthermore, thrombin,
SFLLRN-NH2, and TFRGAP-NH2 only slightly increased
HO-1 expression in normal synovial fibroblasts (Figure
2B), indicating that PAR agonist-induced HO-1 expression
is more important during OA pathogenesis. To confirm
that PAR1 and PAR3 subtype receptors are involved in the
thrombin-mediated increase of HO-1 expression, specific
inhibition of PAR-receptor expression was accomplished
with siRNA (Figure 2C). It was found that PAR1 and
PAR3 receptor-specific siRNA but not PAR4-receptor
siRNA significantly blocked the thrombin-mediated
increase of HO-1 expression (Figure 2D, E), indicating
that interactions between thrombin and PAR1/PAR3 are
important for HO-1 expression in human OASF cells.

The signaling pathways of PKCδ and c-Src are involved in
the potentiating action of thrombin
PKC has been shown to play an important role in cellular
functions modulated by several stimuli, including thrombin
[27,28]. To determine whether PKC isoforms were involved
in thrombin-triggered HO-1 expression, OASFs were pre-
treated for 30 minutes with either GF109203X, a pan-PKC
inhibitor, or rottlerin, a selective PKCδ inhibitor [29], and
then incubated with thrombin for 24 hours. As shown in
Figure 3A and 3C, pretreatment with GF109203X and rot-
tlerin but not PKCa inhibitor (Ro320432, 10 μM) reduced
thrombin-induced HO-1 expression, which suggests that
PKCδ plays a specific role in thrombin-induced HO-1
expression in OASFs. Transfection of cells with PKCδ

Figure 3 PKCδ is involved in thrombin-induced HO-1 expression in synovial fibroblasts. (A, C) Osteoarthritis synovial fibroblasts (OASFs)
(six OA lines) were pretreated for 30 minutes with GF109203X (3 μM), rottlerin (10 μM), and Ro320432 (10 μM) followed by stimulation with
thrombin for 24 hours, and HO-1 expression was examined with Western blotting and qPCR. (B) Cells (seven OA lines) were transfected for 24
hours with PKCδ siRNA followed by stimulation with thrombin for 24 hours, and HO-1 expression was examined with qPCR. (C) Cells (six OA
lines) were incubated with thrombin for indicated time intervals, and PKCδ phosphorylation was examined with Western blotting. (D, E) Cells
(seven OA lines) were incubated with thrombin for 30 minutes or pretreated for 30 minutes with PPACK or transfected 24 hours with PAR1 and
PAR3 siRNA, followed by stimulation with thrombin for 30 minutes, and PKCδ kinase activity was determined with the PKCδ kinase kit. Results are
expressed as the mean ± SEM. *P < 0.05 as compared with basal level. #P < 0.05 as compared with thrombin-treated group.

Liu et al. Arthritis Research & Therapy 2012, 14:R91
http://arthritis-research.com/content/14/2/R91

Page 5 of 10



siRNA also reduced thrombin-induced HO-1 expression
(Figure 3B). We directly measured the PKCδ phosphoryla-
tion response to thrombin. Stimulation of OASFs with
thrombin led to a significant increase in phosphorylation
of PKCδ (Figure 3D). The PKCδ activity in OASFs was
increased by thrombin treatment in a dose-dependent
manner (Figure 3E). Pretreatment of cells with PPACK or
transfection of cells with PAR1 and PAR3 siRNA
also reduced thrombin-mediated PKCδ kinase activity
(Figure 3F). Based on these results, thrombin appears to
act through a PAR1/PAR3 and PKCδ-dependent signaling
pathway to enhance HO-1 expression in human synovial
fibroblasts.
PKCδ-dependent c-Src activation is involved in the

regulation of COX-2 expression [30], and we investi-
gated the role of Src in mediating thrombin-induced
HO-1 expression with the specific Src inhibitor PP2. As
shown in Figure 4A and 4B, thrombin-induced HO-1
expression was markedly attenuated by pretreatment of
cells for 30 minutes with PP2 or by transfection of cells
for 24 hours with c-Src mutant. The major phosphoryla-
tion site of c-Src at the Tyr416 residue results in activa-
tion of c-Src autophosphorylation [31]. To examine
directly the crucial role of c-Src in HO-1 expression, we
measured the level of c-Src phosphorylation at Tyr416 in
response to thrombin. As shown in Figure 4C, treatment
of OASFs with thrombin resulted in a time-dependent
phosphorylation of c-Src at Tyr416. Pretreatment of cells

with PPACK and rottlerin markedly inhibited the
thrombin-induced c-Src kinase activity (Figure 4D).
Based on these results, thrombin appears to act through
a signaling pathway involving the PAR1/PAR3 receptor,
PKCδ, and c-Src to enhance HO-1 expression in human
synovial fibroblasts.

Involvement of Nrf2 in thrombin-induced HO-1
expression
Activation of Nrf2 has been reported to play an important
role in HO-1 expression [32]. To determine the role of
Nrf2 in thrombin-mediated HO-1 expression, OASFs
were transfected with Nrf2 siRNA. Transfection of cells
with Nrf2 siRNA suppressed the thrombin-induced HO-1
expression (Figure 5A). Stimulation of cells with thrombin
also induced Nrf2 phosphorylation in a time-dependent
manner (Figure 5B). Pretreatment of cells with
GF109203X, rottlerin, and PP2 attenuated thrombin-
induced Nrf2 activation (Figure 5C).
We next investigated whether Nrf2 binds to the ARE

element on the HO-1 promoter after thrombin stimula-
tion. The in vivo recruitment of Nrf2 to the HO-1 pro-
moter (-857 to -752) was assessed with chromatin
immunoprecipitation assays. In vivo binding of Nrf2 to
the ARE element of the HO-1 promoter occurred after
thrombin stimulation (Figure 6A). The binding of Nrf2
to the ARE element by thrombin was attenuated by
GF109203X, rottlerin, and PP2 (Figure 6A).

Figure 4 c-Src is involved in thrombin-induced HO-1 expression in synovial fibroblasts. (A, B) Osteoarthritis synovial fibroblasts (OASFs)
(six OA lines) were pretreated for 30 minutes with PP2 (3 μM) or transfected with c-Src mutant for 24 hours followed by stimulation with
thrombin for 24 hours, and the HO-1 expression was examined with qPCR and Western blotting. (C) OASFs (five OA lines) were incubated with
thrombin for indicated time intervals, and c-Src phosphorylation was examined with Western blotting. (D) Cells (six OA lines) were pretreated 30
minutes with PPACK or rottlerin, followed by stimulation with thrombin for 30 minutes, and c-Src phosphorylation was examined with Western
blotting. Results are expressed as the mean ± SEM. *P < 0.05 as compared with basal level. #P < 0.05 as compared with thrombin-treated group.
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Figure 5 Thrombin induced Nrf2 activation in synovial fibroblasts. (A) Osteoarthritis synovial fibroblasts (OASFs; six OA lines) were
transfected with Nrf2 siRNA for 24 hours, and HO-1 expression was examined with qPCR. (B) OASFs (six OA lines) were incubated with thrombin
for indicated time intervals, and Nrf2 phosphorylation was examined with Western blotting. (C) Cells (five OA lines) were pretreated 30 minutes
with PPACK, rottlerin, or PP2 followed by stimulation with thrombin for 30 minutes, and Nrf2 phosphorylation was examined with Western
blotting. Results are expressed as the mean ± SEM. *P < 0.05 as compared with basal level. #P < 0.05 as compared with thrombin-treated group.

Figure 6 PAR, PKCδ, and c-Src are involved in thrombin-induced Nrf2 activation. (A) Osteoarthritis synovial fibroblast (OASFs; seven OA
lines) were pretreated with GF109203X, rottlerin, and PP2 for 30 minutes followed by stimulation with thrombin for 120 minutes, and ChIP assay
was then performed. Chromatin was immunoprecipitated with anti-Nrf2 antibody. One percent of the precipitated chromatin was assayed to
verify equal loading (Input). OASFs (eight OA lines) were incubated with thrombin for 24 hours (B) or pretreated with PPACK, GF109203X,
rottlerin, and PP2 for 30 minutes (C) or co-transfected with PAR1 siRNA, PAR3 siRNA, PAR4 siRNA, PKCδ siRNA, and c-Src mutant for 24 hours (D)
before incubation with thrombin for 24 hours. HO-1 luciferase activity was then assayed. Results are expressed as the mean ± SEM. *P < 0.05 as
compared with basal level. #P < 0.05 as compared with thrombin-treated group. (E) Schematic diagram of the signaling pathways involved in
thrombin-induced HO-1 expression in OASFs. Thrombin increases HO-1 expression by binding to the PAR1/PAR3 receptor and activating PKCδ
and c-Src, which enhances binding of Nrf2 to the ARE site. This results in the transactivation of HO-1 expression.
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To study further the pathways involved in the action of
thrombin-induced HO-1 expression, transient transfection
was performed by using the human HO-1 promoter-luci-
ferase construct. Treatment of cells with thrombin led to
dose-dependent increases in HO-1 promoter activity
(Figure 6B). PPACK, GF109203X, rottlerin, and PP2;
PAR1, PAR3, and PKCδ siRNA; and c-Src mutant all
antagonized the stimulation of HO-1 promoter activity by
thrombin (Figure 6C, D). These results indicated that
thrombin-induced HO-1 expression is mediated through
the PAR1/PAR3, PKCδ, c-Src, and Nrf2 pathways in
OASFs.

Discussion
OA is a heterogeneous group of conditions associated
with defective integrity of articular cartilage and related
changes in the underlying bone. The chronic inflamma-
tory process is mediated through a complex cytokine net-
work. It is not yet completely understood which factors
are responsible for initiating the degradation and loss of
articular tissues. It has been shown that thrombin acts as
a mitogen to stimulate the abnormal proliferation of
synovial cells during RA and OA pathogenesis [14,15].
We hypothesized that thrombin is highly expressed dur-
ing OA pathogenesis and promotes the release of inflam-
matory cytokines as well as increased HO-1 production
(an endogenous compensation mechanism). First, we
confirmed that synovial fluid concentrations of thrombin
were significantly higher in patients with OA than in nor-
mal fluid samples. We then identified HO-1 as a target
protein for the thrombin-signaling pathway in OASF
cells. Our results provided evidence that thrombin pro-
motes the endogenous compensation mechanism (that is,
HO-1 expression), during OA pathogenesis. We found
that thrombin increased HO-1 production (the antiin-
flammatory response); however, this mechanism is insuf-
ficient to arrest the progress of OA. Nonetheless, the
discovery of the HO-1 signaling pathway may help us to
develop effective therapy in the future.
Thrombin is known to activate three PARs, including

PAR1, PAR3, and PAR4 [33]. However, we demon-
strated that PAR1 and PAR3 but not PAR4 receptors
were required for thrombin-induced HO-1 production.
Treatment with PAR1 or PAR3 agonist induced HO-1
expression, but PAR4 agonist failed to upregulate HO-1
expression. Furthermore, we could not inhibit throm-
bin-induced HO-1 upregulation by PAR4 receptor-speci-
fic siRNA. These data suggest that PAR1 and PAR3
receptors are involved in thrombin-induced HO-1
expression in human synovial fibroblasts.
Several isoforms of PKC have been characterized at the

molecular level and have been found to mediate a variety
of cellular molecular responses [34]. We demonstrated
that the PKC inhibitor GF109203X antagonizes the

thrombin-mediated potentiation of HO-1 expression,
suggesting that PKC activation is an obligatory event in
thrombin-induced HO-1 expression in these cells. In
addition, rottlerin but not Ro320432 also inhibited
thrombin-induced HO-1 expression.
One current report indicates that rottlerin is not a

specific PKCδ inhibitor but inhibits many other targets
[35]. Therefore, we used PKCδ siRNA to confirm PKCδ
function in OASFs. We found that PKCδ siRNA inhib-
ited the enhancement of HO-1 expression. Incubation
of synovial fibroblasts with thrombin also increased
PKCδ phosphorylation and kinase activity. Conversely,
PPACK and PAR1 or PAR3 siRNA reduced thrombin-
mediated PKC kinase activity. These data suggest that
the PAR1/PAR3 and PKCδ pathways are required for
thrombin-induced HO-1 expression.
Src, a tyrosine kinase, plays a critical role in the induc-

tion of chemokine transcription [36]. Because c-Src is a
downstream effector of PKCδ [30], we examined the
potential role of c-Src in the signaling pathway of throm-
bin-induced HO-1 expression. Treatment of cells with c-
Src inhibitor PP2 or transfection of cells with c-Src
mutant reduced thrombin-mediated HO-1 expression. In
addition, we found that treatment of OASFs with throm-
bin promoted increases in c-Src phosphorylation. These
effects were inhibited by PPACK and rottlerin, indicating
the involvement of PKCδ-dependent c-Src activation in
thrombin-mediated HO-1 induction.
Several binding sites exist for a number of transcrip-

tion factors, including ARE in the 5’ promoter region of
the HO-1 gene [37]. The results of this study show that
Nrf2 activation contributes to thrombin-induced HO-1
production in synovial fibroblasts, and that inhibition of
the Nrf2-dependent signaling pathway, including Nrf2
siRNA, inhibits thrombin-induced HO-1 expression. We
found that treatment of synovial fibroblasts with throm-
bin resulted in increased Nrf2 phosphorylation. Further-
more, thrombin increased the binding of Nrf2 to the
ARE element within the HO-1 promoter, as shown by a
chromatin immunoprecipitation assay. Binding of Nrf2 to
the ARE element was attenuated by GF109203X, rottlerin,
and PP2. By using transient transfection with HO-1-luci-
ferase as an indicator of HO-1 activity, we also found that
thrombin induced an increase in HO-1 activity. In addi-
tion, PPACK, GF109203X, rottlerin, and PP2 reduced
thrombin-increased HO-1 promoter activity. Based on
these findings, we propose that the PAR1/PAR3, PKCδ,
and c-Src pathways are involved in thrombin-induced
Nrf2 activation in human synovial fibroblasts.

Conclusions
We explored the signaling pathways involved in throm-
bin-induced HO-1 expression in human synovial fibro-
blasts. We found that thrombin augmented HO-1
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expression by binding to the PAR1/PAR3 receptor and
activating PKCδ and c-Src, which enhanced binding of
Nrf2 to the ARE site and resulted in HO-1 expression
(Figure 6E). The discovery of this HO-1 signaling pathway
helps us to understand the mechanism of OA pathogen-
esis and may lead us to develop effective therapy in the
future.

Abbreviations
ChIP: chromatin immunoprecipitation; ELISA: enzyme-linked immunosorbent
assay; HO-1: heme oxygenase-1; IL: interleukin; MMP: matrix
metalloproteinase; OA: osteoarthritis; OASF: osteoarthritis synovial fibroblast;
PAR: protease-activated receptor; qPCR: quantitative real-time polymerase
chain reaction; RA: rheumatoid arthritis; TNF: tumor necrosis factor.

Acknowledgements
This work was supported by grants from the National Science Council of
Taiwan (NSC 100-2320-B-039-028-MY3) and Shin-Kong Wu Ho-Su Memorial
Hospital (SKH-8302-100-0401). We thank Dr. S. Parsons for providing the c-
Src mutant. We also thank the staff of the Eighth Core Lab, Department of
Medical Research, National Taiwan University Hospital for technical support
during the study.

Author details
1Central Laboratory, Shin-Kong Wu Ho-Su Memorial Hospital, 95 Wen Chang
Road, Taipei, Taiwan. 2Department of Orthopedic Surgery, Shin-Kong Wo Ho-
Su Memorial Hospital, 95 Wen Chang Road, Taipei, Taiwan. 3Department of
Orthopaedic Surgery, China Medical University Hospital, 91 Hsueh-Shih Road,
Taichung, Taiwan. 4School of Medicine and Graduate Institute of Clinical
Medical Science, China Medical University, 91 Hsueh-Shih Road, Taichung,
Taiwan. 5Department of Orthopaedic Surgery, China Medical University
Beigang Hospital, 123 Hsin Te Road, Yun-Lin County, Taiwan. 6Department of
Orthopedic Surgery, Taichung Hospital, Department of Health, 1 San Min
Road, Taichung, Taiwan. 7Graduate Institute of Biotechnology, National
Chung Hsing University, 250 Kuo Kuang Road, Taichung, Taiwan. 8School of
Chinese Medicine, China Medical University, 91 Hsueh-Shih Road, Taichung,
Taiwan. 9Department of Pharmacology, School of Medicine, China Medical
University, 91 Hsueh-Shih Road, Taichung, Taiwan. 10Graduate Institute of
Basic Medical Science, China Medical University, 91 Hsueh-Shih Road,
Taichung, Taiwan.

Authors’ contributions
JFL performed the experiments. SMH, CYH, CHT, and WHY analyzed the data
and provided the suggestions. CTT conceived of and designed the
experiments. All authors read and approved the final manuscript.

Competing interests
The authors declare that they have no competing interests.

Received: 18 January 2012 Revised: 15 March 2012
Accepted: 27 April 2012 Published: 27 April 2012

References
1. Rousseau JC, Delmas PD: Biological markers in osteoarthritis. Nat Clin

Pract Rheumatol 2007, 3:346-356.
2. Laufer S: Role of eicosanoids in structural degradation in osteoarthritis.

Curr Opin Rheumatol 2003, 15:623-627.
3. Wright B, Rashid A, Leonard L: Scaphoid fracture in a patient with pre-

existing scaphotrapezio-trapezoid osteoarthritis. J Hand Surg Eur Vol 2009,
34:818-819.

4. Kirkby KA, Adin CA: Products of heme oxygenase and their potential
therapeutic applications. Am J Physiol Renal Physiol 2006, 290:F563-571.

5. Ryter SW, Kim HP, Nakahira K, Zuckerbraun BS, Morse D, Choi AM:
Protective functions of heme oxygenase-1 and carbon monoxide in the
respiratory system. Antioxid Redox Signal 2007, 9:2157-2173.

6. Balla G, Jacob HS, Balla J, Rosenberg M, Nath K, Apple F, Eaton JW,
Vercellotti GM: Ferritin: a cytoprotective antioxidant strategem of
endothelium. J Biol Chem 1992, 267:18148-18153.

7. Choi BM, Pae HO, Jeong YR, Oh GS, Jun CD, Kim BR, Kim YM, Chung HT:
Overexpression of heme oxygenase (HO)-1 renders Jurkat T cells
resistant to fas-mediated apoptosis: involvement of iron released by HO-
1. Free Radic Biol Med 2004, 36:858-871.

8. Rushworth SA, Chen XL, Mackman N, Ogborne RM, O’Connell MA:
Lipopolysaccharide-induced heme oxygenase-1 expression in human
monocytic cells is mediated via Nrf2 and protein kinase C. J Immunol
2005, 175:4408-4415.

9. Aggeli IK, Gaitanaki C, Beis I: Involvement of JNKs and p38-MAPK/MSK1
pathways in H2O2-induced upregulation of heme oxygenase-1 mRNA in
H9c2 cells. Cell Signal 2006, 18:1801-1812.

10. Devesa I, Ferrandiz ML, Terencio MC, Joosten LA, van den Berg WB,
Alcaraz MJ: Influence of heme oxygenase 1 modulation on the
progression of murine collagen-induced arthritis. Arthritis Rheum 2005,
52:3230-3238.

11. Guillen M, Megias J, Gomar F, Alcaraz M: Haem oxygenase-1 regulates
catabolic and anabolic processes in osteoarthritic chondrocytes. J Pathol
2008, 214:515-522.

12. Smith MD, Triantafillou S, Parker A, Youssef PP, Coleman M: Synovial
membrane inflammation and cytokine production in patients with early
osteoarthritis. J Rheumatol 1997, 24:365-371.

13. Hasegawa M, Segawa T, Maeda M, Yoshida T, Sudo A: Thrombin-cleaved
osteopontin levels in synovial fluid correlate with disease severity of
knee osteoarthritis. J Rheumatol 2011, 38:129-134.

14. Varisco PA, Peclat V, van Ness K, Bischof-Delaloye A, So A, Busso N: Effect of
thrombin inhibition on synovial inflammation in antigen induced
arthritis. Ann Rheum Dis 2000, 59:781-787.

15. So AK, Varisco PA, Kemkes-Matthes B, Herkenne-Morard C, Chobaz-Peclat V,
Gerster JC, Busso N: Arthritis is linked to local and systemic activation of
coagulation and fibrinolysis pathways. J Thromb Haemost 2003,
1:2510-2515.

16. Ohnishi M, Katsuki H, Unemura K, Izumi Y, Kume T, Takada-Takatori Y,
Akaike A: Heme oxygenase-1 contributes to pathology associated with
thrombin-induced striatal and cortical injury in organotypic slice culture.
Brain Res 2010, 1347:170-178.

17. Tang CH, Chiu YC, Tan TW, Yang RS, Fu WM: Adiponectin enhances IL-6
production in human synovial fibroblast via an AdipoR1 receptor, AMPK,
p38, and NF-kappa B pathway. J Immunol 2007, 179:5483-5492.

18. Tang CH, Hsu CJ, Fong YC: The CCL5/CCR5 axis promotes interleukin-6
production in human synovial fibroblasts. Arthritis Rheum 2010,
62:3615-3624.

19. Hsieh MT, Hsieh CL, Lin LW, Wu CR, Huang GS: Differential gene
expression of scopolamine-treated rat hippocampus-application of cDNA
microarray technology. Life Sci 2003, 73:1007-1016.

20. Wang YC, Lee PJ, Shih CM, Chen HY, Lee CC, Chang YY, Hsu YT, Liang YJ,
Wang LY, Han WH: Damage formation and repair efficiency in the p53
gene of cell lines and blood lymphocytes assayed by multiplex long
quantitative polymerase chain reaction. Anal Biochem 2003, 319:206-215.

21. Huang HC, Shi GY, Jiang SJ, Shi CS, Wu CM, Yang HY, Wu HL:
Thrombomodulin-mediated cell adhesion: involvement of its lectin-like
domain. J Biol Chem 2003, 278:46750-46759.

22. Tseng CP, Huang CL, Huang CH, Cheng JC, Stern A, Tseng CH, Chiu DT:
Disabled-2 small interfering RNA modulates cellular adhesive function
and MAPK activity during megakaryocytic differentiation of K562 cells.
FEBS Lett 2003, 541:21-27.

23. Yang WH, Chang JT, Hsu SF, Li TM, Cho DY, Huang CY, Fong YC, Tang CH:
Bradykinin enhances cell migration in human chondrosarcoma cells
through BK receptor signaling pathways. J Cell Biochem 2010, 109:82-92.

24. Liu JF, Chang CS, Fong YC, Kuo SC, Tang CH: FPipTB, a benzimidazole
derivative, induces chondrosarcoma cell apoptosis via endoplasmic
reticulum stress and apoptosis signal-regulating kinase 1. Mol Carcinog
2012, 54:315-326.

25. Kitamoto Y, Nakamura E, Kudo S, Tokunaga H, Murakami E, Noguchi K,
Imamura T: Thrombin in synovial fluid as a marker of synovial
inflammation: a definite measurement by ELISA and correlation with
VEGF. Clin Chim Acta 2008, 398:159-160.

26. Shin H, Kitajima I, Nakajima T, Shao Q, Tokioka T, Takasaki I, Hanyu N,
Kubo T, Maruyama I: Thrombin receptor mediated signals induce
expressions of interleukin 6 and granulocyte colony stimulating factor
via NF-kappa B activation in synovial fibroblasts. Ann Rheum Dis 1999,
58:55-60.

Liu et al. Arthritis Research & Therapy 2012, 14:R91
http://arthritis-research.com/content/14/2/R91

Page 9 of 10



27. Chiu YC, Fong YC, Lai CH, Hung CH, Hsu HC, Lee TS, Yang RS, Fu WM,
Tang CH: Thrombin-induced IL-6 production in human synovial
fibroblasts is mediated by PAR1, phospholipase C, protein kinase C
alpha, c-Src, NF-kappa B and p300 pathway. Mol Immunol 2008,
45:1587-1599.

28. Hsieh HL, Sun CC, Wang TS, Yang CM: PKC-delta/c-Src-mediated EGF
receptor transactivation regulates thrombin-induced COX-2 expression
and PGE(2) production in rat vascular smooth muscle cells. Biochim
Biophys Acta 2008, 1783:1563-1575.

29. Basu A, Adkins B, Basu C: Down-regulation of caspase-2 by rottlerin via
protein kinase C-delta-independent pathway. Cancer Res 2008,
68:2795-2802.

30. Hsieh HL, Sun CC, Wang TS, Yang CM: PKC-delta/c-Src-mediated EGF
receptor transactivation regulates thrombin-induced COX-2 expression
and PGE(2) production in rat vascular smooth muscle cells. Biochim
Biophys Acta 2008, 1783:1563-1575.

31. Roskoski R Jr: Src kinase regulation by phosphorylation and
dephosphorylation. Biochem Biophys Res Commun 2005, 331:1-14.

32. Surh YJ, Kundu JK, Na HK, Lee JS: Redox-sensitive transcription factors as
prime targets for chemoprevention with anti-inflammatory and
antioxidative phytochemicals. J Nutr 2005, 135:2993S-3001S.

33. Coughlin SR: Thrombin signalling and protease-activated receptors.
Nature 2000, 407:258-264.

34. Berk BC, Taubman MB, Cragoe EJ Jr, Fenton JW, Griendling KK: Thrombin
signal transduction mechanisms in rat vascular smooth muscle cells:
calcium and protein kinase C-dependent and -independent pathways. J
Biol Chem 1990, 265:17334-17340.

35. Leitges M, Elis W, Gimborn K, Huber M: Rottlerin-independent attenuation
of pervanadate-induced tyrosine phosphorylation events by protein
kinase C-delta in hemopoietic cells. Lab Invest 2001, 81:1087-1095.

36. Yeh M, Gharavi NM, Choi J, Hsieh X, Reed E, Mouillesseaux KP, Cole AL,
Reddy ST, Berliner JA: Oxidized phospholipids increase interleukin 8 (IL-8)
synthesis by activation of the c-src/signal transducers and activators of
transcription (STAT)3 pathway. J Biol Chem 2004, 279:30175-30181.

37. Ishii T, Itoh K, Ruiz E, Leake DS, Unoki H, Yamamoto M, Mann GE: Role of
Nrf2 in the regulation of CD36 and stress protein expression in murine
macrophages: activation by oxidatively modified LDL and 4-
hydroxynonenal. Circ Res 2004, 94:609-616.

doi:10.1186/ar3815
Cite this article as: Liu et al.: Thrombin induces heme oxygenase-1
expression in human synovial fibroblasts through protease-activated
receptor signaling pathways. Arthritis Research & Therapy 2012 14:R91.

Submit your next manuscript to BioMed Central
and take full advantage of: 

• Convenient online submission

• Thorough peer review

• No space constraints or color figure charges

• Immediate publication on acceptance

• Inclusion in PubMed, CAS, Scopus and Google Scholar

• Research which is freely available for redistribution

Submit your manuscript at 
www.biomedcentral.com/submit

Liu et al. Arthritis Research & Therapy 2012, 14:R91
http://arthritis-research.com/content/14/2/R91

Page 10 of 10


	Abstract
	Introduction
	Methods
	Results
	Conclusion

	Introduction
	Materials and methods
	Materials
	Cell cultures
	Quantitative real-time PCR
	Western blot analysis
	Transfection and reporter gene assay
	Kinase-activity assay
	Chromatin immunoprecipitation assay
	Statistics

	Results
	Thrombin induces HO-1 expression in human synovial fibroblasts
	Involvement of PAR1/PAR3 receptor in thrombin-mediated increase of HO-1 expression
	The signaling pathways of PKCδ and c-Src are involved in the potentiating action of thrombin
	Involvement of Nrf2 in thrombin-induced HO-1 expression

	Discussion
	Conclusions
	Acknowledgements
	Author details
	Authors' contributions
	Competing interests
	References

