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Simple Summary: There have been several reports that progression-free survival in patients with
unresectable pancreatic neuroendocrine neoplasms (panNENs) could be improved by an antidiabetic
drug, metformin. In this study, we evaluated the effects of metformin on cell metabolism and viability
using the panNEN cell line, QGP-1, and RIN-m. We are the first to show that the administration of
metformin to QGP-1 and RIN-m activates adenosine monophosphate-activated protein kinase and
suppresses mitochondrial respiration using an XF analyzer. The impact of this study is to elucidate
how metformin has an antitumor effect against panNEN.

Abstract: Although pancreatic neuroendocrine neoplasms (panNENs) are much less common and
have a better prognosis than exocrine pancreatic cancers, their recurrence rate is not low, even in
Grade 1 (World Health Organization classification) panNEN. Recently, there have been several reports
that the progression-free survival in patients with unresectable panNEN could be improved by an
antidiabetic drug, metformin, with the co-treatment of everolimus or a somatostatin analog. In this
study, we aimed to evaluate the effects of metformin on cell metabolism and viability using the
panNEN cell line, QGP-1, and RIN-m in culture. We observed an inhibitory effect of metformin on
QGP-1 cell proliferation in a dose-dependent manner. Metformin was found to decrease the oxygen
consumption rate in QGP-1 and RIN-m cells after metformin 48 h treatment and immediately after
exposure. Cell proliferation was suppressed after metformin treatment. Phosphorylated adenosine
monophosphate-activated protein kinase (AMPK) expression was increased, and cyclin D1 expression
was decreased in RIN-m cells 24 h after metformin treatment by Western blotting in a dose-dependent
manner. In conclusion, suppressive mitochondrial respiration and AMPK activation by metformin
are, thus, suggested to inhibit panNEN cell viability and cell survival.

Keywords: panNEN; progression-free survival; metformin; AMPK activation; suppressed mitochondrial
respiration

1. Introduction

Pancreatic neuroendocrine neoplasm (PanNEN) is a rare disease. panNENs were
reported to comprise 1 to 2% of all pancreatic tumors in 2005, with an annual prevalence of
less than 1 in 100,000 individuals; however, the number of cases increases annually [1–3].
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The World Health Organization’s (WHO’s) pathological classification of panNEN was
issued in 2010, and guidelines were prepared in Japan in 2015. In 2017, the WHO classifica-
tion and Japanese guidelines were revised to the latest version: there are three grades of
malignancy classification based on mitotic figures and the Ki-67 index.

PanNEN is expected to have a relatively good prognosis, but even in Grade 1, the
recurrence rate is by no means low, and since it often occurs in young people, long-term
follow-up is necessary. In recent years, the number of therapeutic agents that have been
used (such as sustained somatostatin analog preparations (octreotide), antineoplastic agents
(streptozocin, everolimus, and sunitinib), and diabetic drugs) has increased, but treatment
duration is lengthy, even in unresectable/recurrent cases [4–6]. It is difficult to continue
ordinary chemotherapy alone, and effective drug selection that can be used without adverse
events in the long term is required.

Metformin is the most widely used antidiabetic drug for the treatment of type 2 di-
abetes, which is used by more than 150 million people annually [7]. This drug reduces
blood glucose levels by inhibiting gluconeogenesis in the liver and increasing glucose
uptake in skeletal muscles. It decreases insulin resistance by improving insulin sensitiv-
ity. The activation of adenosine monophosphate-activated protein kinase (AMPK), an
enzyme that is the central regulator of metabolic pathways, is thought to be involved in the
glucose-lowering effects of metformin [8]. The first report indicating its antitumor effect for
pancreatic cancer in mammals was in 2001 [9], and the first study reporting the association
between the use of metformin and a reduced incidence of cancer in patients with type 2
diabetes was published in 2005 [10]. Epidemiological studies have shown that patients with
type 2 diabetes receiving metformin have significantly lower carcinogenic and mortality
rates than those on other treatments [11–14]. However, although many clinical trials are
currently underway, no results have been obtained that strongly support its efficacy [15–17].
Metformin has shown antiproliferative effects on various types of tumors using xenograft
models [18]. The main mechanism of tumor growth suppression by metformin is due to the
activation of AMPK, which has various downstream effects that work together to suppress
tumor growth [18–20]. It has been pointed out that by inducing the phosphorylation of
AMPK, it is also possible to directly suppress the growth of cancerous cells [21–23].

Because metformin does not directly stimulate insulin secretion, the risk of hypo-
glycemia is lower than other oral antidiabetic agents, and metformin alone rarely causes
hypoglycemia. The most common toxicity of metformin is mild abdominal symptoms,
which are usually individual and alleviated by escalating the administered dose. Lactic
acidosis, the most serious toxicity of metformin, is extremely rare, occurring in only a few
per 100,000 people. Based on the above, it is safely administered to many diabetic patients
over a long period of time.

In 2018, the use of metformin for the treatment of diabetes in patients with unresectable
panNENs treated with everolimus and somatostatin analogs was reported to prolong
progression-free survival [24]. However, the detailed mechanism of the cytostatic effect of
metformin on panNEN has not yet been clarified.

In this study, we aimed to evaluate the impact of metformin on mitochondrial respira-
tion, AMPK activation, and antitumor effects in QGP-1 human panNEN cells and the rat
insulinoma cell line RIN-m.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Cell Lines and Treatments

The human panNEN cell line QGP-1 was provided by the Japanese Cancer Research
Resources Bank, and the rat insulinoma cell line RIN-m was provided by the ATCC (CRL-
2057; ATCC, Manassas, VA, USA). The cells were cultured in RPMI1640 (Gibco BRL Life
Technologies, Tokyo, Japan), supplemented with 10% fetal bovine serum, 100 U/mL of
penicillin, and 100 µg/mL of streptomycin at 37 ◦C with 5% CO2.

Metformin (Wako Laboratory Chemicals, Tokyo, Japan) was dissolved in phosphate-
buffered saline and stored frozen at −20 ◦C at a stock concentration of 100 mM.
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2.2. Cell Proliferation Assay

The proliferation of metformin-treated cells was determined by a TC20 automated
cell counter and a standard 3-(4,5-dimethylthiazol-2-yl)-2,5-diphenyltetrazolium bromide
(MTT) assay. QGP-1 and RIN-m cells were seeded in a 96-well culture plate at a density
of 1.0 × 104 cells/well and allowed to attach for 24 h. The cells were treated with various
concentrations (0.25–1.0 mM) of metformin for 72 h. The cell viability was determined
by trypan blue staining. The absorbance was measured at 570 nm in each well using an
automated microplate reader.

2.3. Western Blotting

The cells were lysed in a radioimmunoprecipitation assay buffer containing a 1% pro-
tease inhibitor cocktail (Sigma-Aldrich, St. Louis, MO, USA) and a 1% phosphatase inhibitor
(Sigma-Aldrich). The concentration of the protein in each lysate was measured with a bicin-
choninic acid protein assay kit (Pierce Biotechnology, Rockford, IL, USA). Proteins from
each sample (50 µg/well) were separated by sodium dodecyl sulfate-polyacrylamide gel
electrophoresis on 12.5% gel and then transferred to nitrocellulose membranes. After block-
ing in a 0.05% Tween-20/tris-buffered saline (TBS) buffer, the membranes were probed with
primary antibodies against phospho-AMPKα (Thr172) (D4D6D) (Cell Signaling Technology
Inc., Beverly, MA, USA) and AMPK (D63G4) (Cell Signaling Technology Inc.) overnight
at 4 ◦C, followed by anti-rabbit IRDye 680 secondary antibodies (LI-COR Biotechnology,
Lincoln, NE, USA) in a 0.05% Tween-20/TBS buffer. The antigen–antibody complex was
visualized using the Odyssey Infrared Imaging systems (LI-COR Biotechnology). The
relative band intensities were also quantified by ImageJ (ver. 1.54h).

2.4. Extracellular Flux (XF) Analysis

QGP-1 and RIN-m cells were seeded into XF 24-well cell culture microplates (Seahorse
Biosciences, North Billerica, MA, USA) at 15,000 cells/well in 250 µL of an RPMI1640
growth medium, placed in the incubator with 5% CO2 at 37 ◦C.

After 24 h, these cells were treated with RPMI1640 growth medium supplemented with
1.0 or 2.0 mM of metformin for 48 h, followed by an XF bioenergetic assay. The assay was
initiated by replacing the medium with 525 µL of the assay medium (supplemented with
Roswell Park Memorial Institute [RPMI] with 1.0 or 2.0 mM of metformin without serum),
preheated to 37 ◦C. Cells were incubated at 37 ◦C without CO2 for 60 min. Furthermore,
cells were preequilibrated with the assay medium before the first measurement. After the
equilibration period, cells were baseline-measured three times. The following reagents
were then administered: 1.5 µM of oligomycin, an inhibitor of adenosine triphosphate
(ATP) synthesis, was used to distinguish O2 consumption devoted to ATP synthesis; 2 µM
of carbonyl cyanide-p-trifluoromethoxyphenylhydrazone (FCCP), an uncoupling agent,
was added to measure uncoupled respiration; and 0.5 µM of antimycin A, a complex III
inhibitor, was used to assay complex III-linked respiration.

Next, QGP-1 and RINm cells were treated with 1.0 or 2.0 mM of metformin for 48 h
before using the XF bioenergetic assay. The assay was initiated by replacing the medium
with 525 mL of the 37 ◦C assay medium (RPMI 1640 with serum and with 1.0 or 2.0 mM of
metformin). Prior to the first measurement, cells were incubated without CO2 at 37 ◦C for
60 min, and the cells were pre-equilibrated in an assay medium. After equilibration, cells
were subjected to three baseline measurements, infused with the above reagents (1.5 µM of
oligomycin, 2 µM of FCCP, and 0.5 µM of antimycin A) in sequence, and an XF bioenergetic
assay was performed.

2.5. Statistical Analysis

Differences among the data were investigated by the one-sided Student’s t-test and
two-way analysis of variance with Prism 9.0 for Windows (GraphPad Software, Inc.,
San Diego, CA, USA). A p-value less than 0.05 was considered to indicate a statistically
significant difference.
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3. Results
3.1. Metformin Suppressed Mitochondrial Respiration in QGP-1 Cells

We first investigated the effects of metformin on cellular metabolic status. XF analysis
was performed to assess mitochondrial respiration in QGP-1 cells. Following the addition
of metformin, the oxygen consumption rate (OCR) of QGP-1 cells was measured under
the additions of oligomycin, FCCP, and antimycin A (Figure 1A). We did not see OCR
changes immediately after metformin treatment (Figure 1B). However, after the addition of
FCCP, the maximum OCR decreased significantly in a metformin concentration-dependent
manner (Figure 1C).

1 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

Figure 1. XF analysis. (A) The OCR of QGP-1 cells at different time points immediately after
treatment with 0 (blue), 0.25 (brown), 0.5 (green), or 1.0 mM (red) of metformin. The OCR is measured
under oligomycin, FCCP, and antimycin A treatments. Data points represent the mean OCR in five
independent cultures, and error bars represent standard errors; (B) immediately after treatment with
metformin; (C) the maximum OCR after FCCP decreases in a concentration-dependent manner of
metformin; and (D) the OCR of QGP-1 cells after treatment with 0 (blue), 1.0 (green), 2.0 mM (red) of
metformin for 48 h. OCR under oligomycin, FCCP, and antimycin A treatments. Data points represent
the mean OCR in ten independent cultures, and error bars represent standard errors. (E) The OCR
after 48 h treatment with metformin; (F) after 48 h treatment with metformin, the maximum OCR
was measured. The measurement progressed while maintaining the tendency of first-time OCR;
maximum OCR decreased in a concentration-dependent manner of metformin. * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01.
OCR, oxygen consumption rate; FCCP, carbonyl cyanide p trifluoromethoxy phenylhydrazone; XF,
extracellular flux.

Figure 1D shows the OCR change in QGP-1 cells after 48 h of treatment with met-
formin. At basal respiration, the OCR of QGP-1 cells decreased with a significant difference
in a metformin concentration-dependent manner (Figure 1E). The maximum OCR of QGP-1
cells after the addition of FCCP was significantly decreased in a metformin concentration-
dependent manner (Figure 1F). The results indicated that metformin suppresses mitochon-
drial respiration in QGP-1 cells.

3.2. Metformin-Induced AMPK Phosphorylation in QGP-1 Cells

We next investigated the AMPK activity of QGP-1 cells with the addition of metformin.
Twenty-four hours after the addition of metformin, phosphorylated AMPK was detected as
the metformin concentration increased, and cyclin D1 expression was decreased by 2.0 mM
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of metformin (Figure 2 and Supplementary Figure S1). This result indicated that AMPK is
activated depending on the concentration of metformin in QGP-1 cells.

1 

 

 
 

 

 

 
  Figure 2. Western blotting of p-AMPK, AMPK, and cyclin D1 in QGP-1 cells after 24 h metformin

treatment. Relative expression values are shown under the bands (Supplementary Tables S1 and S2).
p-AMPK, phosphorylated adenosine monophosphate-activated protein kinase; AMPK, total AMPK.

3.3. Metformin Suppressed Cell Proliferation in QGP-1 Cells

Metformin (0.25, 0.5, and 1.0 mM) was added to QGP-1 cells, and the number of cells
after 48 h and 72 h was measured by cell counting and the MTT assay. After 48 h, QGP-1 cell
proliferation was not suppressed (Figure 3A); however, after 72 h, the cell proliferation was
significantly suppressed by 0.5 and 1.0 mM of metformin treatments (Figure 3B). Cellular
damage was not observed by additions of metformin using the cell viability assays we
employed (Figure 3A,B). These results indicate that the metformin treatment of QGP-1
cells inhibits cell proliferation. No significant difference was observed in the MTT assay.
Because of the possible metabolic effects of metformin, we decided to rely on cell numbers
in subsequent assays.

3.4. Verification of the Effect of Metformin in RIN-m Cells

The effects of metformin were verified using another cell line, RIN-m. Figure 4A
shows the OCR change in RIN-m cells after 48 h of treatment with metformin based on
XF analysis. The maximum OCR decreased significantly in a metformin concentration-
dependent manner, as well as QGP-1. In addition, AMPK activation and cell cycle-related
proteins in RIN-m through the metformin treatment were evaluated by Western blotting
(Figures 4B and S2). After 24 h of metformin treatment, phosphorylated AMPK was upreg-
ulated, and cyclin D1 was downregulated in a concentration-dependent manner. Figure 4C
shows the cell proliferation and MTT assays. Cell proliferation was dose-dependently
suppressed by the treatment of metformin at 48 and 72 h, and cellular viability evaluated
by the MTT assay was significantly decreased when 2.0 and 4.0 mM of metformin was
exposed in RIN-m cells.
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Figure 3. Cell count, MTT assay, and cell viability of QGP-1 cells treated with 0 (blue), 0.25 (brown),
0.5 (green), and 1.0 mM (red) of metformin for 48 h (A) and 72 h (B). Data points represent the mean
cell number in three independent cultures, and error bars represent standard errors. * p < 0.01. MTT,
3-(4,5-dimethylthiazol-2-yl)-2,5-diphenyltetrazolium bromide. 
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Figure 4. Cont.
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Figure 4. (A) XF analysis of RIN-m: the OCR after treatment with 1.0 or 2.0 mM of metformin for 48 h.
OCR under oligomycin, FCCP, and antimycin A treatments. (B) Western blotting of p-AMPK, AMPK,
cyclin D1, and cyclin E in RIN-m after 24 h of metformin treatment. Relative expression values are
shown under the bands (Supplementary Tables S3 and S4). (C,D) Cell counting and MTT assay of
RIN-m cells treated with 0 (blue), 1.0 (brown), 2.0 (green), and 4.0 mM (red) of metformin for 48 h
and 72 h. * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, **** p < 0.0001.

4. Discussion

We successfully demonstrated that metformin inhibits proliferation by suppressing
the mitochondrial respiration of panNEN in vitro in this study. So far, to the best of our
knowledge, there has been no study that has administered metformin to QGP-1 cells and
measured mitochondrial respiration using an XF analyzer. In this study, we showed the
impact of metformin on mitochondrial respiratory suppression, AMPK activation, and
antitumor effects for QGP-1 human panNEN cells. Furthermore, we demonstrated that
similar results were obtained in rat insulinoma cells RIN-m.

Besides antidiabetic effects, metformin has received a great deal of attention because
many studies have shown a reduction in the incidence of cancer in diabetic patients treated
with metformin [9,12]. The inhibition of mitochondrial complex 1 activity is reported
to be the mechanism of the antitumor effect of metformin [25,26]. Metformin targets
mitochondria and has been shown to inhibit the growth of pancreatic cancer cells [27]
and pheochromocytoma, which is a neuroendocrine tumor derived from adrenal medulla
chromaffin cells [28].

In this study, the mitochondrial respiration of QGP-1 and RIN-m was measured using
an XF analyzer. The maximum OCR shortly after the administration of metformin to
QGP-1 and after the long-term administration of metformin to QGP-1 both decreased in a
concentration-dependent manner. The administration of metformin to the panNEN cell line
QGP-1 and RIN-m significantly suppressed mitochondrial respiration in a concentration-
dependent manner. In particular, metformin administration to QGP-1 showed significant
effects immediately after metformin administration.

Metformin activates AMPK by increasing the phosphorylation of the catalytic α

subunit at T172 [21,29]. The activation of AMPK leads to the inactivation of Akt/mTOR
signaling via the inhibition of mTOR, thereby contributing to a reduction in the synthesis
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of nutrients, such as glucose and amino acids, and in the production of intracellular energy,
ultimately inhibiting cell proliferation. Furthermore, metformin can directly inhibit tumor
cell proliferation by regulating the cell cycle through cyclin D1 and the expression of the
tumor suppressor p53. There is also a report showing the antitumor effect of metformin on
panNEN using QGP-1 by inducing cell cycle arrest and apoptosis [30].

There were several limitations to this study. First, since this study was a cell line
experiment in vitro, it is necessary to verify compatibility through in vivo experiments.
Second, only two cell lines, QGP-1 and RIN-m, were used for panNEN in this study. Other
neuroendocrine tumor cell lines or even patient-derived cells need to be validated.

In conclusion, in this study, the administration of metformin to QGP-1 and RIN-m
significantly suppressed the mitochondrial respiration of these cells in a concentration-
dependent manner, activated AMPK, and thus suppressed cell proliferation. Further
studies are required to elucidate the antitumor effects of metformin on panNEN to confirm
the clinical availability of metformin.

Supplementary Materials: The following supporting information can be downloaded at: https://
www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/onco4020007/s1, Figure S1: Western blotting of p-AMPK, AMPK,
and cyclin D1 expressed in QGP-1 cells at 24 h after metformin treatment; Figure S2: Western blotting
of p-AMPK, AMPK, cyclin D1 and cyclin E expressed in RIN-m cells at 24 h after metformin treatment;
Table S1: Quantification of band intensities of p-AMPK, AMPK and cyclin D1 in QGP-1 cells at 24 h
after metformin treatment; Table S2 Relative band intensities of p-AMPK, AMPK and cyclin D1
in QGP-1 cells at 24 h after metformin treatment; Table S3 Quantification of band intensities of
p-AMPK, AMPK, cyclin D1 and cyclin E in RIN-m cells at 24 h after metformin treatment; Table S4
Relative band intensities of p-AMPK, AMPK, cyclin D1 and cyclin E in RIN-m cells at 24 h after
metformin treatment.
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