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Abstract Neuroinflammation is closely related to brain iron
homeostasis. Our previous study demonstrated that lipopoly-
saccharides (LPS) can regulate expression of iron-regulatory
peptide hepcidin; however, the mechanism is undefined.
Here, we demonstrated that intracerebroventricular injection
of LPS in rat brain upregulated hepcidin and downregulated
ferroportin 1 in the cortex and substantia nigra. LPS in-
creased hepcidin expression in neurons only when they were
co-cultured with BV-2 microglia, and the upregulation was
suppressed by IL-6 neutralizing antibody in vitro. In addi-
tion, IL-6 but not IL-1α, IL-1β, or tumor necrosis factor-
alpha increased hepcidin expression and signal transducer
and activator of transcription 3 (STAT3) phosphorylation in
cortical neurons and MES23.5 dopaminergic neurons. These
effects were blocked by the STAT3 inhibitor, stattic. Our
results show that neurons are the major source of increased
hepcidin expression in response to LPS challenge but mi-
croglia play a key mediator role by releasing IL-6 and
recruiting the STAT3 pathway. We conclude that LPS
upregulates hepcidin expression in neurons via microglia
and the IL-6/STAT3 signaling pathway.
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Abbreviations
AD Alzheimer’s disease
ELISA Enzyme-linked immunosorbent assay
FBS Fetal bovine serum
Fpn1 Ferroportin 1
IL-1α Interleukin-1 alpha
IL-1β Interleukin-1 beta
IL-6 Interleukin-6
LPS Lipopolysaccharides
MAP2 Microtubule-associated protein 2
PD Parkinson’s disease
STAT3 Signal transducer and activator of transcription 3
TLRs Toll-like receptors
TNF-α Tumor necrosis factor-alpha

Introduction

Iron serves as an essential trace element in various physiological
activities in multiple types of cells, including those in the brain
[1]. As both iron deficiency and iron overload can lead to cellular
dysfunctions, maintaining normal iron homeostasis is crucial [2,
3]. Accumulated data have shown that the peptide hepcidin plays
an essential role in maintaining normal iron homeostasis in
peripheral organs [4, 5]. This hormone regulates plasma iron
concentration and tissue iron distribution by controlling intestinal
iron absorption, iron recycling by macrophages, iron mobiliza-
tion from hepatic stores, and iron utilization by the bone marrow
cells [4–6]. Hepcidin is mainly synthesized by the liver, distrib-
uted in extracellular fluid, and excreted in urine [7–10].Mice that
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fail to express hepcidin have elevated body iron stores, presum-
ably due to hyperabsorption associated with decreased iron in
tissue macrophages [10–13]. On the other hand, overexpression
of hepcidin causes hypoferremia and anemia [11, 14, 15]. The
synthesis of hepcidin in the periphery is homeostatically regulat-
ed by multiple signals, including iron store, erythropoietic activ-
ity, hypoxia, and inflammation [16, 17]. Recent studies have
confirmed that hepcidin is also widely expressed in the brain
and that this peptide can regulate the expression of brain iron
transport proteins [18, 19]. These results imply that hepcidin has
a central role in brain iron homeostasis.

Both misregulation in brain iron metabolism and inflamma-
tion have been considered as primary causes of neuronal death in
some neurodegenerative disorders such as AD, PD, and
Hallervorden–Spatz syndrome [20–22]. Studies have shown that
defective brain iron metabolism found in neurodegenerative
disorders has a multifactorial pathogenesis, and inflammation
has been implicated as one of the factors [21]. Hepcidin is not
only an iron regulatory hormone but also an antimicrobial pep-
tide that exerts functions in host defense outside the brain [6, 8, 9,
11]. However, at present, little is known on what the effects of
inflammation on brain iron metabolism are and a role in the
development of neurological disorders. The studies on these
issues are critically important for understanding the pathogenesis
of neurological disorders. In a recent study [23], we demonstrat-
ed that lipopolysaccharide (LPS) administration regulated the
expression of hepcidin mRNA and protein not only in peripheral
organs such as the liver but also in the brain. Specifically, LPS
induced a significant increase in the expression of hepcidin
mRNA and protein in the cortex and substantia nigra. However,
the mechanism involved in this observation is still unknown. It
has been demonstrated that during inflammation and infection,
the inflammatory cytokine interleukin-6 (IL-6) directly regulate
hepcidin expression through induction and subsequent promoter
binding of signal transducer and activator of transcription 3
(STAT3) [24–26]. Based on our understanding of the regulation
of hepcidin in the periphery [24–26] and its actions on brain iron
metabolism [18, 19, 23], we speculated that IL-6 and STAT3
signaling are involved in the expression of hepcidin in the central
nervous system. Experiments were designed to test this hypoth-
esis and further elucidate the nature of the response of the brain to
LPS. Given that neuroinflammation is associated with various
common neurodegenerative diseases, we focused our study on
the cortex and substantia nigra, twowell-known susceptible brain
regions in these diseases.

Materials and Methods

Animals and Materials

Male Sprague-Dawley (SD) rats weighing 230–250 g were
supplied by the Laboratory Animal Services Center of The

Chinese University of Hong Kong and were housed
under a standard 12-h light–dark cycle with water and
food supplied ad libitum. All animal handling, surgical
procedures were carried out in accordance with univer-
sity guidelines on the animal ethics. Except the follow-
ings, all chemicals were obtained from Sigma Chemical
Co (St. Louis, MO, USA). These include IL-1α, IL-1β,
and tumor necrosis factor-alpha (TNF-α) from
Calbiochem (San Diego, CA, USA) and IL-6 from
Peprotech (Rocky Hill, NJ, USA). Antibodies were ob-
tained from the following sources: Abcam (Cambridge,
MA, USA): rabbit polyclonal anti-hepcidin-25 and anti-
IL-6, Cell Signaling Technology, Inc. (Danvers, MA,
USA): rabbit polyclonal anti-phospho-STAT3 (Tyr705)
and mouse monoclonal anti-STAT3, Alpha Diagnostic
International Company (San Antonio, TX, USA): rabbit
polyclonal anti-mouse ferroportin 1 (Fpn1), Chemicon
International (Temecula, CA, USA): mouse monoclonal
anti-GFAP, Invitrogen (Carlsbad, CA, USA): Alexa Flu-
or 546-conjugated goat anti-rabbit IgG and FITC-
conjugated goat anti-mouse IgG, Millipore (Billerica,
MA, USA): mouse anti-rat neuronal nuclear antigen
(NeuN), and Wako (Osaka, Japan): anti-Iba1. Rat
hepcidin ELISA kit and rat IL-6 ELISA kit were from
Novatein Biosciences (Cambridge, MA, USA) and R&D
systems (Minneapolis, MN, USA), respectively.

Intracerebroventricular Injection of LPS

SD rats were anesthetized with 4 % chloral hydrate (1 ml/
100 g body weight) by i.p. injection and secured in a stereo-
taxic instrument. LPS (3 μg/3 μl of sterile saline) or normal
saline (3 μl, the control) were injected bilaterally into the
lateral ventricles according to a standard stereotaxic atlas
(0.8 mm posterior to the bregma, 1.5 mm lateral to the mid-
line, 3.8 mm ventral to the dura bregma) at a rate 1 μl/min.
The syringe was left in place for an additional 5 min before
removal.

Animal Sacrifice and Sample Collection

After different treatments, rats were deeply anesthetized
with 4 % chloral hydrate (2 ml/100 g body weight, i.p.)
and then transcardially perfused with ice-cold normal
saline through the left ventricle. The cortex and
substantia nigra in the left hemisphere were dissected
out as previously described [27] and stored at −80 °C
for western blot analysis. The right hemisphere was
immersion-fixed with 4 % paraformaldehyde (pH 7.4)
for 1 week and cryoprotected in 30 % sucrose (pH 7.4)
at room temperature overnight. The hemi-brains were
used for immunofluorescence double staining.
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Cell Cultures

Primary Cortical Neuron Culture Cortical neurons were pre-
pared from E16–17 rats as previously described [28]. Disso-
ciated cortical cells were suspended in Dulbecco’s modified
Eagle’s medium (DMEM) containing 10% fetal bovine serum
(FBS; Invitrogen-Life Technologies) with antibiotics (penicil-
lin 100 U/ml, streptomycin 100 μg/ml) and then seeded on
six-, 12-, or 96-well plates pre-coated with poly-L-lysine at a
density of 1.5×106 cells/ml. The cultures were maintained at
37 °C in a humidified environment with 5 % CO2 in a CO2

incubator (NAPCO 5400). After 24 h, the cultural medium
was replaced with neurobasal medium supplemented with 2%
B-27 and antibiotics (penicillin 100 U/ml, streptomycin
100 μg/ml). The cultured neurons were maintained in the
neurobasal–B27 medium for 6 days. The purity of the cultures
was assessed by staining with the neuron-specific antibodies
against microtubule associated protein 2 (MAP2; Temecula,
CA, USA) and the astrocyte marker glial fibrillary acidic
protein (GFAP). It approached ≧98.5 % positive cells.

BV-2 Microglia Cells BV-2 microglia cells (a murine microg-
lia cell line) were grown in a 5 % CO2 incubator at 37 °C in
DMEM supplemented with 10 % FBS and antibiotics (peni-
cillin 100 U/ml, streptomycin 100 μg/ml). The cultural medi-
umwas changed every 2 days. For the co-culture experiments,
BV-2 cells were seeded on 12-well cell culture inserts (BD
FalconTM, USA) at a density of 1×105 cells/ml overnight, and
then the inserts were transferred onto the primary cortical
neurons that were seeded on 12-well plates. BV-2 cells were
treated with LPS (10 μg/ml) dissolved in fresh DMEM with-
out serum.

MES23 5 Dopaminergic Cells MES23.5 cells (a dopaminer-
gic cell line) were grown in a 5 % CO2 incubator at 37 °C in
DMEM supplemented with 10 % FBS, 1× N-2 supplement
(Invitrogen-Life Technologies) and antibiotics (penicillin
100 U/ml, streptomycin 100 μg/ml). The cultural medium
was changed every 2 days. MES23.5 cells were seeded on
six- or 96-well cell culture plates pre-coated with poly-L-
lysine at a density of 5×105 cells/ml. MES23.5 cells were
treated with IL-6 (20 ng/ml) and/or stattic (5 μM) dissolved in
basal DMEM without serum or N-2 supplement.

Double Immunofluorescence Staining

The fixed brain tissues were immersed in cryoembedding
media (OCT) and frozen on liquid nitrogen prior to be sec-
tioned into 20-μm-thick slices using the cryotome. The slices
were mounted onto super frost slides coated with poly-L-lysin,
incubated with the mixture of two primary antibodies, rabbit
polyclonal anti-hepcidin-25 (1:100) and mouse against rat
NeuN (1:1,000) or mouse monoclonal anti-GFAP (1:2,000),

in a humidified chamber at room temperature for 24 h and
then with the mixture of two secondary antibodies with two
different fluorochromes, Alexa Fluor 546-conjugated goat
anti-rabbit IgG (1:1,000) and FITC-conjugated goat anti-
mouse IgG (1:50), at room temperature for 60 min. For the
double staining with hepcidin and Iba1, the slices were first
incubated with primary antibody against Iba1 (1:1,000) and
then with rabbit polyclonal anti-hepcidin-25. After three
washes, the sections were cover-slipped in mounting medium
(M1289, Sigma) and then seal coverslip with nail polish to
prevent drying and movement under microscope. The
colocalization of hepcidin with the markers of neuron, astro-
cytes, and microglia was performed by laser scanning confo-
cal microscopy (C-1, Nikon Corporation, Tokyo, Japan).

Western Blot Analysis

The neurons or brain tissues were washed and homogenized
and then sonicated as described previously [29]. Aliquots of
the extract containing about 20 μg of protein are loaded and
run on a single track of 10 % SDS–PAGE under reducing
conditions and subsequently transferred to a pure nitrocellu-
lose membrane (Bio-Rad). The blots were blocked and incu-
bated with primary antibodies against rabbit polyclonal anti-
hepcidin-25 (1:400), rabbit polyclonal anti-mouse Fpn1
(1:5,000), rabbit polyclonal anti-phospho-STAT3 (Tyr705)
(1:500), and mouse monoclonal anti-STAT3 (1:1,000) over-
night at 4 °C. After the incubation, the blots were washed three
times and incubated with goat anti-rabbit or anti-mouse IRDye
800 CW secondary antibody (1:5,000) for 1 h at room tem-
perature. The intensity of the specific bands was detected and
analyzed by Odyssey infrared image system (Li-Cor). To
ensure even loading of the samples, the same membrane was
probed with rabbit anti-actin polyclonal antibody at a 1:2,000
dilution.

ELISA

The concentrations of hepcidin and IL-6 were determined
using ELISA kits according to suppliers’ instructions. Briefly,
brain tissues were homogenized in phosphate-buffered saline
(PBS) (1:5, w/v), or cell samples were scraped off with 50 μl
PBS/well (12-well plate), followed by sonication using
Soniprep 150. The samples were centrifuged at 3,000×g for
10 min at 4 °C, and the supernatant was collected. A 2-μl
aliquot was subjected to detect the protein concentration. One
hundred microliters of assay buffer and 50μl of each standard,
control, or samples were added into appropriate wells, and
100 μl biotin conjugate was dispensed into each well. Follow-
ing incubation for 2 h at room temperature, the wells were
washed with diluted wash solution, and 100 μl of enzyme
complex was added to each well. After incubation for 1 h at
room temperature, 100μl substrate solution was added to each
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well. Finally, after reaction for 30 min at room temperature,
the enzymatic reaction was stopped by adding 100 μl of stop
solution, and the OD at 450 nm was read by using an ELX-
800 microplate assay reader (Bio-tek, USA). The average
absorbance values for each set of standards, controls, and
samples were calculated, and a standard curve was construct-
ed. The concentrations of the samples were then calculated
from the standard curve.

Statistical Analysis

Statistical analyses were performed using SPSS software for
Windows (version 10.0). Data were presented as mean±SEM.
The difference between the means was determined by one-
way ANOVA followed by a Student–Newman–Keuls test for
multiple comparisons. Two groups of data were considered to
be statistically different when the P value was less than 0.05.

Results

Effects of LPS on Hepcidin Expression in the Rat Brain
Neurons

We first investigated the effects of LPS on the expres-
sion of hepcidin in rat brain by ELISA. The concentra-
tion of hepcidin in the cortex, substantia nigra, and
hippocampus was measured 24 h after the injection of
LPS into the lateral ventricle. Consistent with our pre-
vious findings [23], the results demonstrated that LPS
treatment induced a significant increase in hepcidin ex-
pression in both cortex and substantia nigra (Fig. 1a)
but not the hippocampus (data not shown). It has been
reported that, in the brain, the expression of hepcidin is
not confined to neurons but could also be detected in
other cell types such as GFAP-positive astrocytes [30].
Therefore, we examined the effects of LPS on the
expression of hepcidin in neurons, astrocytes, and mi-
croglia by double immunofluorescence labeling. In the
control group, there was almost no expression of
hepcidin in the astrocytes in the substantia nigra, but
there was a low expression of hepcidin in the astrocytes
in the cortex. On the other hand, microglia in both
regions showed a low expression of hepcidin. Neverthe-
less, LPS treatment did not affect the expression pat-
terns and levels of hepcidin in both the astrocytes and
microglia in these regions (Supplementary Fig. 1A, B).
In contrast, by double staining with NeuN, we found
that there was a significant increase in hepcidin expres-
sion in neurons within the cortex and substantia nigra
(Fig. 1b). Also, hepcidin was mainly expressed in the
cytosol of neurons. In addition, double staining with
tyrosine hydroxylase (TH) antibody showed that

increased hepcidin occurred in, although not confined to, TH-
positive neurons (Supplementary Fig. 2). These results suggest
that neurons, but not astrocytes or microglia, are mainly respon-
sible for the regulation of hepcidin expression in the brain.
These results were confirmed by western blot analysis showing
that at 24 h after LPS injection, hepcidin expression was up-
regulated in the cortex and substantia nigra. At the same time,
the iron exporter Fpn1 was downregulated by LPS, a finding
consistent with the known inhibitory effect of hepcidin on Fpn1
(Fig. 2a). Furthermore, IL-6 was also upregulated by LPS
treatment in these brain regions (Fig. 2b), suggesting that this
cytokine may mediate the action of LPS in the brain.

LPS-Induced Upregulation of Hepcidin Is Dependent
on Microglia

It is believed that Toll-like receptor 4 (TLR4) is the major
receptor that recognizes LPS. In the brain, although it has been
reported that astrocytes [31], endothelial cells [32], and neu-
rons [33, 34] do express TLR4, the major cell type that
expresses this receptor and mediates the host response is the
microglia [35–37]. Given that our data showed that neurons
were the major brain cells responsible for expressing the
hepcidin induced by LPS, we speculated that the microglia
play a mediator role of this LPS response in neurons. To test
this hypothesis, we co-cultured primary cortical neurons with

Fig. 1 Effects of LPS on the expression of hepcidin in the neurons of rat
cortex and substantia nigra in rat brain. Twenty-four hours after LPS was
injected into the lateral ventricle of SD rat brain, the concentration of
hepcidin in the cortex and substantia nigra was measured by using
ELISA. A significant increase in hepcidin content was found in these
two regions (a). The expression of hepcidin in the neurons in these two
regions was determined using double immunofluorescence with NeuN
(b). Data are presented as mean±SEM (n=4 in control group; n=5 in
LPS-treated group). *P<0.05
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BV-2 microglia and examined their interaction during LPS-
induced hepcidin regulation. We measured hepcidin expres-
sion of primary cortical neurons with or without co-culturing
with BV-2 microglia after treatment with LPS (10 μg/ml) for
18 h. The results by ELISA demonstrated that LPS treatment
had no effect on hepcidin expression on the cultured cortical
neurons alone. However, in the co-culture of neurons and
microglia, LPS induced a 1.8-fold increase in the expression

of hepcidin (P<0.01; Fig. 3a). This result strongly suggests
that LPS-induced increase of hepcidin requires the presence of
microglia.

The Role of IL-6 Released by Microglia in LPS-Induced
Upregulation of Hepcidin

How do microglia help regulate hepcidin expression in neu-
rons? It is known that, in response to LPS challenge, microglia
can release a battery of pro-inflammatory cytokines including
IL-1α, IL-1β, IL-6, and TNF-α [38]. It has also been demon-
strated that the cytokine IL-6 plays a key role in the regulation
of hepcidin expression during inflammation in the periphery
[24–26]. To determine the involvement of IL-6 in LPS-induced
central hepcidin upregulation, we first examined its expression
in the brain with or without LPS treatment. ELISA analysis
demonstrated that LPS injection induced a significant increase
in the production of IL-6 in the cortex and substantia nigra
(Fig. 3b) (all P<0.01). The specific role of IL-6 in neuronal
hepcidin upregulation was also demonstrated by examining the
effects of IL-1α, IL-1β, IL-6, and TNF-α on hepcidin expres-
sion in the primary cortical neurons. Among these cytokines,
only IL-6 induced a significant increase in hepcidin level
(P<0.01; Fig. 3c). Furthermore, in the neuron and BV-2 mi-
croglia co-culture, the stimulatory effect of LPSwas completely
suppressed by anti-IL-6 antibodies while the antibody itself had
no effect hepcidin level (P<0.01; Fig. 3d). Together, these
results revealed a key role of microglia released IL-6 in medi-
ating the hepcidin response of the nervous system to LPS.

Intriguingly, when we examined the time course of the
effects of IL-6 on hepcidin expression (Fig. 4a) in primary
cortical neurons, a peak response was found at 2 h, while at
later time points (8 and 18 h) the hepcidin levels returned to
baseline. The same pattern was also found in the expression of
Fpn1 (Fig. 4b). These results are consistent with the ELISA
measurement of the cellular content and hepcidin (Fig. 4c) and
its level in the medium (Fig. 4d).

Fig. 2 Effects of LPS on hepcidin and ferroportin 1 in the cortex and
substantia nigra. a The effects of LPS on hepcidin and Fpn1 in the cortex
and substantia nigra at 24 h after injection into the lateral ventricle were
examined by western blot. LPS induced upregulation of hepcidin and
simultaneous downregulation of Fpn1 in both areas. b LPS treatment also
increased the expression of the cytokine IL-6 in these two brain regions.
Data are normalized by β-actin and expressed as mean±SEM (n=4).
*P<0.05, **P<0.01 versus the control group

Fig. 3 Microglia and IL-6-dependent upregulation of hepcidin in prima-
ry cortical neurons. a Primary cortical neurons were treated with LPS
(10 μg/ml) in the absence or presence of BV-2 microglia cells for 18 h,
and hepcidin levels were then measured using ELISA. LPS significantly
increased the cellular level of hepcidin in neurons only in the presence of
BV-2 cells. bWhen the cultured neurons were incubated with IL-1α, IL-

1β, IL-6, or TNF-α (all at 10 ng/ml) for 2 h, only IL-6 significantly
increased the cellular expression of hepcidin. c In the presence of anti-IL-
6 neutralizing antibody (anti-IL6), LPS failed to increase the level of
hepcidin at the end of 2 h. Anti-IL6 itself had no effect on hepcidin.
**P<0.05
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Inhibition of STAT3 Suppresses IL-6-Induced Hepcidin
Upregulation in Neurons

The transcription factor STAT3 is amajor effector following IL-
6 receptor activation and may therefore be responsible for
upregulating the gene expression of neuronal hepcidin in re-
sponse to LPS challenge and IL-6 release. We tested the role of
STAT3 phosphorylation by first examining its expression fol-
lowing injection of LPS in the brain. As expected, pSTAT3 was
robustly upregulated in the cortex and substantia nigra (Fig. 5a)
in vivo 24 h after LPS administration. These effects were
observed in vitro to be specific to IL-6 as other cytokines tested,
including IL-1α, IL-1β, and TNF-α produced no effect
(Fig. 5B). To confirm and better elucidate the role of STAT3
in mediating IL-6-induced hepcidin expression, we compared
the effect of IL-6 in primary cortical neurons with or without 1 h
pre-treatment of the STAT3 inhibitor, stattic. Western blot

results demonstrated that stattic blocked the IL-6-induced
STAT3 phosphorylation (Fig. 6a) and at the same time sup-
pressed hepcidin upregulation (Fig. 6B). Stattic alone had no
effect on either the pSTAT3 or hepcidin levels. Consistently,
ELISA analysis showed that stattic significantly inhibited the
elevation of intracellular hepcidin level and the amount of
hepcidin released into the medium (Fig. 6c, d).

Since the substantia nigra consists mainly of dopamine neu-
rons which are different from the cortical neurons, we wanted to
confirm our observations inMES23.5 dopaminergic cells. These
cells share many properties with those of primary neurons orig-
inated from substantia nigra [39]. The results were highly similar
to those observed in cortical neurons. Thus, in these cells, west-
ern blot results also showed that stattic blocked IL-6-induced
STAT3 phosphorylation (Fig. 7a) and suppressed IL-6-induced
upregulation of hepcidin (Fig. 7b). The ELISA results also
showed that stattic could significantly inhibit the elevated

Fig. 4 Acute effect of IL-6 on
hepcidin and ferroportin 1 in
cortical neurons. Primary cortical
neurons were treated with IL-6
(10 ng/ml) for 2, 8, and 18 h, and
the expression of hepcidin (a) and
Fpn1 (b) was determined by
western blot. Representative blots
are shown in the upper panels. A
significant increase in hepcidin
and a significant decrease in Fpn1
were found at 2 h only. The
histograms show the pooled data
(n=6). c ELISA measurement of
the cellular level of hepcidin (n=
5) and d hepcidin released into the
medium (n=6) exhibited similar
patterns of time course. **P<0.01

Fig. 5 Only IL-6 induces LPS-mediated phosphorylation of STAT3. a
Western blot analysis of the effects of LPS on STAT3 in the cortex and
substantia nigra at 24 h post-injection revealed a strong degree of STAT3
phosphorylation in both regions. The histograms show pSTAT3/STAT3

ratio normalized with the control group (n=4). b Among the different
cytokines tested, only IL-6 upregulated the phosphorylation of STAT3 in
primary cortical neurons measured after 30 min of incubation (n=4).
**P<0.01 versus the control or IL-6 group

816 Mol Neurobiol (2014) 50:811–820



intracellular hepcidin level and suppressed hepcidin release after
IL-6 treatment (Fig. 7c, d).

Discussion

Antimicrobial peptides such as hepcidin are an evolutionarily
conserved component of the innate immune system but could
serve as multifunctional molecules in the brain [40]. To gain

insight into the nature of inflammation induced alteration of
hepcidin and iron metabolism in the brain, in this study, we
induced neuroinflammation with LPS by i.c.v. injection,
which enabled the experimental inflammation to occur direct-
ly and locally within the brain when compared with peripheral
administration [23, 41]. The dose and time point of LPS
injection chosen were based on the neuroinflammation
models reported previously [41–43]. In this model, we found
that LPS injection upregulated the expression of hepcidin in

Fig. 6 IL-6 induces hepcidin
expression via STAT3 pathway.
a–d Primary cortical neurons
were pretreated with 20 μM of
stattic (ST; a STAT3 inhibitor) for
1 h followed by incubation with
10 ng/ml of IL-6 for 2 h. Western
blot analysis showed that the
elevated expression of hepcidin
was suppressed by stattic that
alone had no effect (n=5). This
blocking action of static was also
revealed by ELISA measurement
of cellular hepcidin (c) and
hepcidin in the medium (d). n=4.
*P<0.05, **P<0.01 versus the
control or IL-6 group

Fig. 7 Similar mechanisms of
hepcidin upregulation in
MES23.5 dopaminergic neurons.
MES23.5 dopaminergic cells
were pretreated with 5 μM of
stattic for 1 h followed by
incubation with 20 ng/ml of IL-6
for 30 min. Western blot analysis
shows that IL-6 increased STAT3
phosphorylation (a) and hepcidin
expression (b), an action that was
suppressed by static (n=3).
Similarly, ELISAmeasurement of
the cellular content of hepcidin (c)
in the cultured neurons or in the
medium (d) showed that the
stimulatory effect of IL-6 was
blocked by static (n=3).
*P<0.05, **P<0.01
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the neurons of the cortex and substantia nigra, which was
accompanied by a reduction in Fpn1. In vitro experiments
on primary cortical neurons andMES 23.5 dopaminergic cells
revealed the dependence of the hepcidin response on IL-6
released by microglia and also the STAT3 pathway. Figure 8
is a proposed scheme for the neuronal hepcidin regulation
during inflammation. LPS activates microglia probably by
its direct binding to TRL4 on microglia membrane. The
activated microglia produce and release a series of inflamma-
tory cytokines including IL-6. The IL-6 released from the
activated microglia then acts on neurons to induce STAT3
phosphorylation. In turn, the phosphorylated STAT3 is
translocated into the nucleus, where it regulates hepcidin gene
expression. Increased hepcidin expression and release
downregulates Fpn1 and alters other iron transport proteins
like transferrin receptor 1 [18] in neurons, thus affecting iron
metabolism in the brain. Our results therefore suggest that IL-
6 and the STAT3 pathway play similar key roles in the
regulation of hepcidin expression to inflammatory stimuli in
both the periphery and central nervous system.

The cellular origin of hepcidin in the brain is a debatable
issue, at least in the case of neuroinflammation. It has been
suggested that astrocytes and microglia, but not neurons, are
the major source of hepcidin production when challenged by
inflammatory stimuli [44]. In the present study, however, we
demonstrated that while cultured neurons did not respond to
LPS, a robust hepcidin upregulation was found when the
neurons were co-cultured with microglia. We also showed
by immunohistochemistry that in vivo, LPS administration
could induce hepcidin expression in neurons in the cortex
and substantia nigra, casting doubt on the non-neuronal origin
of hepcidin.

A notable feature of the effect of IL-6 on hepcidin expres-
sion and release in cell cultures is the rapid response detected
within the first 2 h, which progressively returned to baseline
level at later hours. In fact, similar observation has been found
in periphery [45] and also in the choroid plexus and cultured
brain cells in which IL-6 or LPS caused a peak increase in
hepcidin gene expression at around 2–3 h [44, 46]. Changes in
the expression of iron-transport proteins apart from Fpn1,
such as DMT-1, exhibited a slower time course (data not
shown), which is consistent with the notion that regulation
of hepcidin gene expression represents a primary response of
inflammatory stimuli. However, in the in vivo brain, instead of
an early peak response, we found that there was prolonged
upregulation of hepcidin level by LPS. These findings togeth-
er suggest that in vivo, chronic activation by LPS causes a
prolonged release of IL-6 and therefore elevated hepcidin
level.

Although IL-6 production and STAT3 pathway are implied
in the upregulation of hepcidin in the CNS, regional difference
of the response in the brain seems to be present. For example,
we have shown that LPS-induced hepcidin increase is found
in the cortex and substantia nigra but not the hippocampus
[23]. Since we have shown that microglia plays an essential
role in the hepcidin response acting as the source of IL-6, the
abundance of microglia in different brain regions may under-
lie the regional specificity observed. Interestingly, in line with
this idea, Kim et al. [47] demonstrated that there is regional
difference in susceptibility to LPS-induced neurotoxicity in
the rat brain, which is most likely dependent on the abundance
of microglia in the specific region. For example, the substantia
nigra, a susceptible region to LPS-induced neurotoxicity, con-
tains the highest concentration of microglia [48]. In addition,
the differential vulnerability of different neuronal populations
[49, 50] and the distribution of iron-related proteins [1] in
different brain regions may also be contributing factors.

There is substantial evidence that inflammation is associ-
ated with many neurological disorders, including AD [51–53],
PD [54–56], cerebral ischemia and brain trauma [57], and
infectious diseases such as bacterial meningitis [58]. Howev-
er, whether inflammation in neurological disorders is benefi-
cial or deleterious is so far uncertain. Inflammation plays a key
role in host defense and tissue repair [59, 60], but on the other
hand, it can cause neuronal damage and underlies the pathol-
ogy of neurological disorders. Inflammation and iron metab-
olism is closely related, and misregulation in brain iron me-
tabolism is regarded as one of the basic causes of neuronal
death in some neurodegenerative disorders [20–22]. Since the
iron exporter Fpn1 is downregulated in neurons by the in-
creased hepcidin after LPS administration, intracellular iron
may thus be raised and causes neuronal damage via increased
oxidative stress, which is known to be associated with the
endotoxicity of LPS [61]. On the other hand, it has been
demonstrated that hepcidin can inhibit the expression of

Fig. 8 A proposed scheme for the mechanism of neuronal hepcidin
regulation during inflammation. Microglia are activated by the binding
of LPS with TLR4 on the membrane. The activated microglia produce
and release a series of inflammatory factors including IL-6. IL-6 is the
main factor that induces STAT3 phosphorylation in neurons. The phos-
phorylated STAT3 is translocated into the nucleus, where it regulates
hepcidin gene (HAMP) expression. Increased hepcidin expression and
its release could function as a microbial peptide and also downregulate
Fpn1 expression in brain cells including neurons thus altering iron me-
tabolism in the brain

818 Mol Neurobiol (2014) 50:811–820



transferrin receptor 1 in astrocytes via a cyclic AMP-protein
kinase A pathway [18]. Our unpublished data also suggested
that hepcidin upregulation could reduce iron in the brain by
inhibiting iron transport across the blood–brain barrier and
uptake by neurons and other brain cells. This finding is in line
with the reported action of LPS-induced hepcidin choroid
plexus epithelial cells in suppressing iron entry into the cere-
brospinal fluid [46]. In this regard, hepcidin may have a
beneficial role in suppressing iron-related neurodegenerative
process. Therefore, the significance of LPS or inflammation
upregulation of hepcidin in the CNS is still unclear and awaits
further investigation. Nevertheless, upregulation of hepcidin
is likely to play a key role in the host defense mechanism of
the CNS. Elucidating the mechanism and impact of alteration
in hepcidin expression in neuroinflammation has strong im-
plication in exploring novel therapeutic strategies in neurode-
generative diseases.
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