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Abstract Prostanoid synthesis is regulated by the enzyme
cyclo-oxygenase (COX) that is present in at least two
isoforms: COX-1, the constitutive form, and COX-2, the
inducible form. Expression of COX-2 has recently been
shown to be an important determinant of the cytotoxicity
connected with inflammation following ischemic injury to
the brain. The present study examines the temporal and
spatial profiles of COX-2 expression following diffuse
traumatic brain injury (TBI) in rats, and the effects of the
COX-2 inhibitor nimesulide on cognitive and motor
outcomes. Adult, male Sprague-Dawley rats were injured
using the 2-meter impact acceleration model of diffuse
TBI. At preselected time points after injury, animals were
killed and the expression of COX-2 was measured in the
hippocampus and parietal cortex by immunohistochemis-
try and Western blotting techniques. Effects of nimesulide
(6 mg/kg daily over ten days) on cognitive and motor
outcome was assessed in a separate group of animals
using the Barnes circular maze and rotarod test, respec-
tively. A highly significant up-regulation of COX-2
expression was found in the hippocampus as early as 3 h
post-trauma and persisting for at least 12 days after TBI.
In contrast, a slight but significant upregulation of COX-2
expression occurred in the cortex only at 3 days after
trauma. Administration of the COX-2 inhibitor nime-
sulide resulted in a significant and substantial improve-
ment in cognitive function compared to vehicle-treated
controls, while motor deficits after injury was only
improved at 24 h after injury. We conclude that COX-2
is involved in the development of functional deficits
following diffuse TBI, particularly cognitive deficits, and

that these can be improved by administration of COX-2
inhibitors.
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Introduction

There is accumulating evidence suggesting that the brain
damage produced by traumatic brain injury (TBI) devel-
ops over a significant period of time after the traumatic
event. Indeed, post-traumatic functional outcome is now
thought to be dependent not only on primary mechanisms
of tissue destruction occurring at the time of injury, but
also on complex secondary injury mechanisms initiated at
the time of trauma and manifesting for minutes or even
days after the traumatic insult. Accordingly, the identi-
fication of these secondary injury factors may present new
opportunities for therapeutic strategies targeted at the late
phase of the damage (Faden 1996).

One of the secondary injury processes that may
promote delayed neuronal death is post-traumatic inflam-
mation, which has been shown to increase blood-brain
barrier permeability, cerebral edema and intracranial
pressure, resulting in neuronal dysfunction after TBI
(DeWitt and Prough 1998; McIntosh et al. 1998).
Prostaglandins are among the pivotal mediators/modula-
tors of this inflammation and, together with thrombox-
anes, are part of the prostanoid family that are synthesized
from arachidonic acid (5,8,11,14-eicosatetraenoic acid)
via cyclooxygenase (COX, or prostaglandin H synthase),
which is present in at least two isoforms (Vane et al.
1998). COX-1 is a predominantly constitutive form and is
involved in cellular homeostasis, while COX-2 is an
inducible isoform up-regulated by reactive oxygen spe-
cies (ROS), inflammatory cytokines and mitogens
(Dubois et al. 1998; Lasa et al. 2000). The fact that
COX-2 has been characterized as a representative of the
immediate early genes (IEGs) that can directly influence
cellular function (Yamagata et al. 1993) emphasizes its
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potential importance in a number of pathophysiological
processes. Induction of COX-2 has profound effects on
the brain via the complex effects of prostanoids, which
include, among others, modulation of glutamate release
(Adams et al. 1996), cerebral vasoconstriction (Brian et
al. 1998), induction of ROS release (Tardieu et al. 2000),
and influence on neuroendocrine function (Parsadaniantz
et al. 2000). Therefore, it is possible that COX-2
upregulation in injured neurons could contribute to
neuronal death following brain injury. Consistent with
this, inhibition of COX-2 activity has recently been
demonstrated to protect against ischemic damage (Naka-
yama et al. 1998; Wakita et al. 1999), kainate-induced
seizures (Candelario-Jalil et al. 2000), and neurotoxicity
caused by chronic neuroinflammation (Willard et al.
2000).

Although recent studies have demonstrated increased
COX-2 expression in brain structures of rats following
cortical contusion injury (Dash et al. 2000; Strauss et al.
2000), no studies have examined the role of COX-2 in
models of traumatic brain injury that have diffuse axonal
injury as a major component. This is despite the fact that
diffuse axonal injury is thought to be a major component
of severe clinical head injury and, in particular, the
formation of the vegetative state. Accordingly, in this
study we investigated whether COX-2 is expressed in the
brain following diffuse TBI and, if so, whether its
upregulation contributes to the secondary evolution of
the damage and consequent development of cognitive and
motor deficits.

Materials and methods

Animal preparation

All procedures in this study were performed in accordance with the
NIH guidelines for the humane treatment of laboratory animals
(NIH Publication No. 82–23, 1985) and the guidelines for the use of
animals in experimental research as outlined by the Australian
National Health and Medical Research Council. Traumatic brain
injury was induced using the impact-acceleration model of diffuse
traumatic brain injury (TBI) as previously described (Foda and
Marmarou 1994; Marmarou et al. 1994; Heath and Vink 1999).
Briefly, adult male Sprague-Dawley rats (n=83; 350–400 g) were
anesthetized with sodium pentobarbital (50 mg/kg i.p.), intubated,
and mechanically ventilated on room air using a Harvard Rodent
Ventilator. Thereafter, rectal temperature was maintained at 37� C
with a thermostatically controlled heating pad. The skull was then
exposed by a midline incision and a stainless steel disc (10 mm in
diameter and 3 mm in depth) was fixed rigidly with polyacrylamide
adhesive to the animal’s skull centrally between lambda and
bregma. The rats were subsequently placed on a 10-cm foam bed
and subjected to brain injury induced by dropping a 450-g brass
weight a distance of 2 m onto the stainless steel disc. Such an injury
has been previously shown to produce diffuse axonal injury of
moderate severity (Foda and Marmarou 1994). Sham-operated
controls (n=9) were surgically prepared, but were not injured.

Immunochemical techniques

Following TBI, animals were anesthetized and killed by decapita-
tion at 3 h, 6 h, 12 h, 24 h, 2 days, 3 days, 4 days, 5 days, 7 days, or

12 days (n=6/ per time point) post-trauma. For immunoblotting
assays, the brains were rapidly removed, and samples of parietal
cortex and hippocampus were dissected. Extracts from brain
samples were prepared by lysis in 100 mM HEPES buffer,
pH 7.5, containing 10% sucrose, 1 mM EDTA, 1% Triton-X, 1 mM
dithiothreitol (DTT), 1 mM phenylmethylsulfonyl fluoride (PMSF),
1 �mg/ml leupeptin, 1 �mg/ml pepstatin A, and 5 �mg/ml aprotinin,
and centrifuged at 10,000 g. Thirty micrograms of total protein of
each sample was then loaded onto a 12% SDS-PAGE gel and after
electrophoresis, protein was transferred to nitrocellulose membrane
(Hybond-ECL, Amersham Pharmacia). Blots were blocked with
5% nonfat milk in TBST (10 mM Tris, pH 7.2, 150 mM NaCl,
0.05% Tween 20) and incubated with antibody directed against
COX-2 (polyclonal murine; 1:1000; Cayman Chemical Company,
Ann Arbor, USA) for 1 h at room temperature. After washing the
blot three times in PBS containing 0.1% Tween 20, the secondary
antibody (goat anti-rabbit IgG-HRP; 1:10,000; Sigma; St. Louis,
Mo.) was applied for a further 1 h at room temperature. The blots
were then washed three times in PBS containing 0.1% Tween
before being incubated in commercial enhanced chemilumines-
cence reagents (Amersham, Arlington Heights, Ill.) and exposed to
Kodak BioMax ML film (Eastman Kodak Company, Rochester,
N.Y.). To assess changes in estimated proteins quantitatively, the
bands were analyzed by densitometry and quantified by computer
analysis.

For immunohistochemistry, brains were removed at 3 days post-
trauma (n=3) and snap-frozen in liquid nitrogen and a cryostat used
to obtain 8–10 �m coronal sections through the regions of interest.
Slide-mounted slices were then incubated for 3 days at 4�C with
polyclonal murine COX-2 antibody (1:2,000; Cayman Chemical,
Ann Arbor, USA) dissolved in PBS containing 3% of normal rat
serum. After washing the slices in PBS, slices were incubated with
IgG-HRP conjugated secondary antibody (1:400; Sigma-Aldrich)
for 1 h at room temperature, and the subsequent immunocomplex
visualized using diaminobenzidine as a chromogen in a peroxidase
reaction (Sigma-Aldrich). To assist in the determination of the
cellular localization of the label, the sections were counterstained
with hematoxylin (Sigma-Aldrich). After rinsing, the slides were
examined in a Leica DML LB microscope. Control conditions to
assess nonspecific labeling included omission of the primary
antibody, preabsorption of the COX-2 antibody or omission of
hydrogen peroxide to block endogenous peroxidase activity. In all
cases, the controls were negative.

Drug preparation and administration

N-(nitro-2-phenoxyphenyl)-methanesulfonamide (R805, marketed
as Nimesulide, Cayman Chemical, Ann Arbor, USA) was sus-
pended in DMSO and diluted into isotonic saline prior to
administration. Animals were then administered nimesulide intra-
peritoneally (6 mg/kg, n=10) at 30 min after trauma and daily over
a 10-day period. This dosage regimen is identical to that which has
been used successfully in previous brain injury studies in rats
(Wakita et al. 1999; Candelario-Jalil et al. 2000). The control group
(n=10) received an equal volume of vehicle using the same
administration regimen.

Assessment of cognitive performance

The Barnes circular maze (Barnes 1979) as modified and described
in detail by Fox et al. (1998) was used to assess spatial reference
memory following diffuse traumatic brain injury. Animals were
trained to locate a hidden escape tunnel in response to an aversive
light and sound stimulus. The tunnel was placed directly beneath
one of 18 circular holes at the perimeter of a 1-m circular platform.
Latency in seconds to find the escape tunnel from the center of the
platform after initiation of aversive stimuli was assessed daily over
a 10-day post-traumatic period.
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Assessment of motor performance

Motor assessment was performed using the rotarod test, which has
been described as being the most sensitive test to detect motor
deficits in rodent brain injury (Hamm et al. 1994; Hamm 2001).
This test has been successfully used previously to assess the effects
of pharmacological agents on motor deficits following diffuse
traumatic brain injury (Heath and Vink 1999). Briefly, the animals
were placed on the rotarod device consisting of a motorized
rotating ensemble of 18 rods. Rotational speed of the device was
increased from 0 to 30 revolution per minute (rpm) in intervals of
3 rpm every 10 s and the latency to fall from the rotating bars or to
grip the rods and spin two consecutive rotations was recorded for
each rat. Animals were pretrained daily on the device for 1 week
prior to injury and assessed daily for 10 days after injury.

Statistical analysis

Data are shown as means €S.D. Statistical significance for Western
blots was determined by analysis of variance (ANOVA), followed
by Student-Newman-Keuls post hoc tests. For analysis of behav-
ioral data, a repeated measure ANOVA was used to determine
group main effects. Student-Newman-Keuls post hoc test was used
to determine group differences on specific days after injury. The
level of significance was set at P<0.05.

Results

COX-2 protein expression in brain structures following
traumatic brain injury

Immunoblotting analyses of samples from hippocampus
and cortex showed increases in COX-2 protein level
following acceleration induced impact injury. Diffuse
TBI induced a marked increase in hippocampal COX-2
immunoreactivity as early as 3 h after injury and achieved
a maximum at 48 h to 3 days postinjury (F [10,55]=27.10;
P<0.001; Fig. 1). The significant increase in expression of
COX-2 in the hippocampus then persisted until the end of
the 12-day observation period (5.22<q<12.38; P<0.01). In
contrast, the cortex demonstrated a much smaller increase
in immunoreactivity for COX-2 (F [10,55]=5.88;
P<0.001) that was maximal at 3 days postinjury
(148€16% as compared to sham-controls; Fig. 2). Only
this 3-day timepoint was statistically significant from
control (q=4.08; P<0.01).

Immunohistochemistry was performed at 3 days after
injury in sham and injured animals. This time point was
selected because immunoblotting analyses demonstrated
that the maximal expression of COX-2 occurred at this
time point after injury. Figure 3 shows that in the brain of
sham-control rats, little immunoreactivity for COX-2 was
observed in cerebral cortex and hippocampus. After
diffuse TBI, there was a marked up-regulation of COX-
2 immunoreactivity in the hippocampal pyramidal neu-
rons. In the cortex, however, there was only a small
increase in COX-2 immunoreactivity after TBI, with most
of the increase occurring in the subcortical structures.
Thus, both immunohistochemistry and immunoblotting
confirmed a marked increase in COX-2 protein expres-

Fig. 1A, B COX-2 expression in hippocampus following diffuse
traumatic brain injury. A Western blot analysis of COX-2 in the
hippocampus isolated from control brains (C) or brains obtained
after trauma at 3 h, 6 h, 12 h, 24 h, 48 h, 3 days, 4 days, 5 days,
7 days and 12 days. B Significant over-expression of COX-2 is
shown starting at 3 h after trauma and persisting to the end of the
12-day study. Mean€SD; n=6/time point; **P<0.01 vs control

Fig. 2A, B COX-2 expression in cortex following diffuse traumatic
brain injury. A Western blot analysis of COX-2 in the cortex
isolated from control brains (C) or brains obtained after trauma at
3 h, 6 h, 12 h, 24 h, 48 h, 3 days, 4 days, 5 days, 7 days, and 12
days. B A significant change in expression of COX-2 in the cortex
only occurred at 3 days after trauma. Mean€SD; n=6/time point;
*P<0.05 vs control
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sion in the hippocampus, and a small increase in the
cortex, following acceleration-induced diffuse TBI.

Motor and cognitive functional outcomes

To determine whether COX-2 expression contributes to
functional deficits following TBI, we used the relatively
selective COX-2 inhibitor nimesulide and assessed its
effects on functional outcome. With respect to cognitive
function, mean latency time for animals to locate the
Barnes maze tunnel prior to injury was 8€1 s. Following
injury, however, the latency to locate the tunnel in
vehicle-treated animals increased significantly
(F[10,99]=22.17; P<0.001) to a maximum of 70€24 s at
24 h post-injury (Fig. 4) and gradually improved there-
after, although never achieving preinjury values in the 10-
day monitoring period. In contrast, animals treated with
nimesulide demonstrated a mean latency of 11€4 s over
the entire 10-day post-traumatic monitoring period, which
was significantly better than that observed in the vehicle-
treated controls (5.82<q<20.61; P<0.05).

With respect to motor outcome, mean preinjury
rotarod score in all animals was 100€13 s (Fig. 5). In
vehicle-treated control animals, a significant motor deficit
was observed after diffuse TBI (F[10,99]=10.38;
P<0.001) with the maximal deficit occurring at 24 h
post-trauma (34€9 s). Thereafter, the motor performance
gradually improved with time, although the motor
performance never recovered to preinjury levels over
the 10-day monitoring period. Administration of the
COX-2 inhibitor, nimesulide, slightly attenuated the
motor deficits after injury, although with the exception

of the 24 h time point (q=5.45; P<0.05), this motor
performance was not significantly better than that
observed in vehicle-treated controls.

Discussion

Increased prostanoid synthesis and release following
brain injury has been reported to contribute to brain
edema, cerebral vasoconstriction and increased intracra-
nial pressure (DeWitt and Prough 1998). Consistent with
this, inhibition of prostanoid synthesis has been demon-
strated to be beneficial in experimental studies of focal
ischemia in rats (Buccellati et al. 1998), fluid percussion-
induced brain injury (Kim et al. 1989), concussive
neurotrauma in cats (Wei et al. 1981), and clinical
neurosurgery (Benedek et al. 1987). While previous
studies have used non-selective inhibitors of cyclooxyge-

Fig. 4 Alterations in cognitive performance between animals
treated with either nimesulide (COX-2 inhibitor; n) or vehicle
(o) over a 10-day assessment period following diffuse traumatic
brain injury in rats. Mean€SD; n=10/time point; *P<0.05 between
treatment groups

Fig. 5 Alterations in motor performance between animals treated
with either nimesulide (COX-2 inhibitor; n) or vehicle (o) over a
10-day assessment period following diffuse traumatic brain injury
in rats. Mean€SD; n=10/time point; *P<0.05 between treatment
groups

Fig. 3 COX-2 immunoreactivity in cortex and hippocampus. A
montage of photomicrographs taken from brain structures from
sham-operated animals and animals with diffuse traumatic brain
injury 3 days following trauma. Increased COX-2 immunoreactiv-
ity can be clearly observed in the hippocampus whereas most of the
increased COX-2 immunoreactivity in the cortical section occurs in
the subcortical structures. Bar=250 �m
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nase, recent investigations have targeted selective inhibi-
tion of COX-2. The use of a selective COX-2 inhibitor is
based upon the hypothesis that the COX-2 isoenzyme is
primarily responsible for the production of prostaglandins
at sites of injury/inflammation. In this context, selective
blockade of COX-2 will not inhibit the COX-1 isoform
that is considered to be responsible for homeostatic
functions, but only reduce the synthesis of prostaglandins
that contribute to inflammation (Buttar and Wang 2000).

The results of the present study demonstrate that
diffuse traumatic brain injury in rats enhances the
expression of COX-2 protein, particularly in the hippo-
campus. Such an increase in expression in the hippocam-
pus began as early as 3-h post-trauma and persisted for at
least 12 days. In the cortex, there was a small increase in
COX-2 expression, but this increase was only significant
at 3 days after injury. Administration of a selective COX-
2 inhibitor, nimesulide, during this time period signifi-
cantly reduced the injury induced cognitive deficits and
slightly improved motor performance, although as for the
expression analysis, this improved motor outcome was
not statistically significant compared to vehicle-treated
controls for most time points after injury. Thus, the results
of the protein expression analysis were consistent with the
outcomes of our pharmacologic study where highly
significant effects were observed with respect to the
hippocampus and less so with respect to the cortex.

Many brain studies have now demonstrated increased
COX-2 levels following various forms of injury (Brian et
al. 1998; Iadecola et al. 1999; Dash et al. 2000; Strauss et
al. 2000). Those that have examined COX-2 expression in
traumatic brain injury have used the lateral cortical
impact injury model and report increased COX-2 levels in
both the ipsilateral cortex and hippocampus at 24 h to 3
days (Dash et al. 2000; Strauss et al. 2000). While our
present results in a more diffuse model of TBI demon-
strate similar trends, we only saw a transient increase in
COX-2 expression at a single time point in the cortex.
Furthermore, our COX-2 protein expression in the
hippocampus was more profound and of a longer duration
than those reported in the previous studies. These
differences may be explained by the use of the more
diffuse model of TBI in our studies. While the cortical
impact injury model has been shown to result in focal
ischemia at the cortical injury site (Hendrich et al. 1999),
our diffuse injury model does not result in any cortical
ischemia. Hence the increased COX-2 expression expect-
ed as the result of an ischemic component in the
ipsilateral hemisphere of the cortical impact model would
not occur in the diffuse traumatic brain injury model. As
for the extended time course for COX-2 immunoreactivity
in the hippocampus in our study, this may be accounted
for either by a relatively long half-life of the protein, or its
continued transcription. The latter is more likely given the
lack of such an extended time course in the previous
studies using the cortical impact model. The difference in
COX-2 expression between the hippocampus and cortex
in our study also suggests a regionally specific response to
trauma. Clearly, if COX-2 upregulation following trau-

matic brain injury is regionally specific, the subsequent
functional consequences will reflect such a structure-
related pattern of enhanced COX-2 protein levels. This
regional specificity of COX-2 expression was noted in our
functional outcome studies. Rats treated with the COX-2
inhibitor, nimesulide, demonstrated a significant improve-
ment in cognitive performance after diffuse TBI com-
pared to vehicle-treated control animals. In contrast, the
effects of the COX-2 inhibitor on motor performance
were much less profound. This result was consistent with
the COX-2 expression studies where profound expression
in the hippocampus would be associated with formation
of profound cognitive deficits, whereas the limited
expression of COX-2 in the cortex would contribute little
to the observed motor deficits in this model.

COX-2 expression following brain injury is thought to
contribute to brain injury through a number of mecha-
nisms. Selective inhibition of COX-2 is therefore expect-
ed to prevent or at least attenuate these events and
consequently reduce post-traumatic neurologic deficits.
However, not all studies of COX-2 inhibitors have yielded
positive results. Koyfman et al. (2000) reported that
nimesulide reduced tissue prostaglandin (PGE2) produc-
tion after closed head injury, but did not attenuate brain
tissue edema formation or motor deficits. Moreover, Dash
et al. (2000) demonstrated that celecoxib, another specific
COX-2 inhibitor, did not improve cognitive outcome
following lateral cortical impact injury in rats and, in fact,
exacerbated motor deficits. Although the explanation for
these contradictions is unknown, there are several possi-
bilities. First, the regional specificity of COX-2 expres-
sion in the different models as discussed above may
impact on the efficacy of COX-2 inhibitors. It is
important that the regional expression and the temporal
profile of the protein be described in the different models
and taken into account. Second, different models of TBI
have varying degrees of ischemia contributing to the
injury cascade. It is important to understand the contri-
bution of ischemia in each of the different experimental
models of TBI. Third, as shown in the present study,
functional deficits are unlikely to be accounted for by a
single factor. While there was some increased expression
of COX-2 in the cortex observed in the present study, the
motor deficits were only slightly attenuated by treatment
with a COX-2 inhibitor. Clearly, a number of factors
contribute to the formation of the deficit. Finally, there is
the question of drug specificity. Willoughby et al. (2000)
suggested that there may be a third isoform of the COX
family, named COX-3, whose structure is similar to that
of COX-2. However, COX-3, unlike COX-2, does not
produce proinflammatory prostanoids, but rather anti-
inflammatory members of that mediator-family. The
authors postulated that COX-3 has an important role in
the third, resolution phase of inflammation, while COX-1
and COX-2 are involved in the onset and peak stages of
such an inflammatory response. Consistent with this
hypothesis, Gilroy et al. (1999) reported that a selective
COX-2 inhibitor inhibited inflammation at 2 h following
carrageenin-induced pleurisy in rats, but significantly
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exacerbated inflammation at 48 h. These authors postu-
lated that COX-2 may be proinflammatory during the
early inflammatory phase, but may aid resolution of the
later stage associated with anti-inflammatory prostaglan-
dins. Whatever the explanation for the contradictory
result observed in the studies of COX-2 in traumatic brain
injury, clarification of these issues may help in the
development of new neuroprotective drugs targeted at
reducing cyclo-oxygenase induced damage following
traumatic brain injury.

In conclusion, the present study has demonstrated that
diffuse traumatic brain injury resulted in an increased
expression of COX-2 protein in the hippocampus with
little response in the cortex. The increase in COX-2
protein expression after TBI was associated with the
development of functional deficits. Indeed, selective
inhibition of COX-2 by nimesulide significantly reduced
the injury-induced cognitive deficits, with little effect on
motor performance. The findings of this study encourage
further work to clarify the therapeutic utility of selective
COX-2 inhibitors in neurotrauma.
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