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Abstract: We investigated the protective effect and mechanisms of apigenin against cognitive im-
pairments in a scopolamine-injected mouse model. Our results showed that intraperitoneal (i.p.)
injection of scopolamine leads to learning and memory dysfunction, whereas the administration
of apigenin (synthetic compound, 100 and 200 mg/kg/day) improved cognitive ability, which was
confirmed by behavioral tests such as the T-maze test, novel objective recognition test, and Morris
water maze test in mice. In addition, scopolamine-induced lipid peroxidation in the brain was
attenuated by administration of apigenin. To further evaluate the protective mechanisms of apigenin
on cognitive and memory function, Western blot analysis was carried out. Administration of apigenin
decreased the B-cell lymphoma 2-associated X/B-cell lymphoma 2 (Bax/Bcl-2) ratio and suppressed
caspase-3 and poly ADP ribose polymerase cleavage. Furthermore, apigenin down-regulated the
β-site amyloid precursor protein-cleaving enzyme, along with presenilin 1 (PS1) and PS2 protein
levels. Apigenin-administered mice showed lower protein levels of a receptor for advanced glycation
end-products, whereas insulin-degrading enzyme, brain-derived neurotrophic factor (BDNF), and
tropomyosin receptor kinase B (TrkB) expression were promoted by treatment with apigenin. There-
fore, this study demonstrated that apigenin is an active substance that can improve cognitive and
memory functions by regulating apoptosis, amyloidogenesis, and BDNF/TrkB signaling pathways.

Keywords: apigenin; cognitive ability; oxidative stress; neuronal damage; scopolamine

1. Introduction

The brain, a central organ of the human body, is responsible for memory and cognitive
function [1]. Behavioral abnormalities and cognitive decline in the central nervous system
(CNS) are linked to oxidative stress [2]. This means that the overproduction of reactive
oxygen species (ROS) leads to neuron damage in the hippocampus, causing the impairment
of cognitive and memory functions [3]. Moreover, memory loss and cognitive impairment
are associated with neurological problems in brain function related to neurodegenerative
diseases such as Alzheimer’s disease (AD) [4]. Mainly, the pathogenesis of AD includes
amyloid beta (Aβ) production, phosphorylated tau protein, the accumulation of nerve
fiber tangles, and oxidative stress [5,6]. Among them, the main characteristic of AD is the
accumulation of Aβ plaque and phosphorylated tau protein in neurons of the brain. Aβ

plaque is produced from amyloid precursor protein (APP), which is sequentially cleaved
by β-secretase (BACE) and γ-secretase (presenilin 1 and 2) [7]. The principal component of
senile plaques is Aβ peptides that act as neurotoxins and interfere with synaptic communi-
cation [8]. Furthermore, the toxicity of Aβ is related to increased oxidative stress and lipid
peroxidation in neurons [9]. Oxidative stress caused by overproduction of ROS and reactive
nitrogen species (RNS), such as superoxide anion radical (O2

–), hydroxyl radical (·OH),
nitric oxide (NO), and peroxynitrite (ONOO–), can cause oxidation of lipids, proteins, cell
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membranes, and DNA, eventually leading to cellular aging and deformation [10,11]. In
particular, the brain requires more oxygen to perform hippocampal synaptic functions,
though the brain is vulnerable to oxidative stress [12]. Hence, the overproduction of
ROS contributes to AD progression, which causes oxidative damage by a mechanism of
neurotoxicity and induces memory deficit [13].

Scopolamine is a widely used in vivo model for inducing damage to the nerve sys-
tem, resulting in memory loss and cognitive impairment mimicking those observed in
AD [14,15]. According to previous studies, injection of scopolamine induced oxidative
stress, along with memory and cognitive deficits, in the hippocampus of a Wistar rat and
Institute of Cancer Research (ICR) mouse model [16–19]. Furthermore, a recent study con-
firmed that scopolamine-injected mice showed a decrease in brain-derived neurotrophic
(BDNF)/tropomyosin receptor kinase B (TrkB) expressions, resulting in long-term and
working memory deficits [20]. Therefore, we used the scopolamine-injected mouse model
to assess potential agents for the treatment of AD.

The current drugs clearly cannot treat the progression of AD, but there are some drugs
(donepezil, rivastigmine, and galantamine) used for temporary delay of AD progress [21].
However, these drugs have been reported to show side effects such as vomiting, loss
of appetite, and insomnia [22]. Therefore, researchers have focused on examining the
prevention of AD with natural products with beneficial effects deriving from their daily
consumption [20]. Apigenin (4′,5,7-trihydroxyflavone), a less-toxic and non-mutagenic
compound, is an edible, plant-derived flavonoid abundant in various vegetables and
fruits, such as parsley, celery, onions, and oranges. According to the USDA (United States
Department of Agriculture) database, parsley has a significant amount of apigenin [23,24].
Apigenin has been reported to exhibit anti-inflammation [25], anti-apoptosis [26], and free
radical-scavenging activities [27] in vitro and in vivo. Previous study [28] indicated that
oral administration of apigenin protects from Aβ25–35–induced oxidative damage of the
neurovascular system by regulation of BDNF/TrkB levels in amnesic mice. In addition,
apigenin reduced Aβ deposition in the APP/PS1 transgenic AD mouse model [29]. Despite
the therapeutic effect of apigenin on neuronal function, the protective role of apigenin
against scopolamine-induced cognitive impairment and potential mechanisms has not yet
been studied.

In the present study, we investigated the protective effect of apigenin, which was
obtained from Sigma-Aldrich Co., Ltd. (St Louis, MO, USA), against memory and cogni-
tive deficits via behavioral tests (T-maze, novel objective recognition, and Morris water
maze tests) in mice injected with scopolamine. In addition, we studied whether apigenin
attenuates oxidative stress by measuring the malondialdehyde levels, and protective mech-
anisms of apigenin on the apoptosis, amyloidogenic, and BDNF/TrkB pathways were also
analyzed in the brains of mice.

2. Results and Discussion
2.1. Effect of Apigenin on the Body Weight Change and Organs Weight in Scopolamine-Injected Mice

Decline in the body weight and internal organ weight is a simple and sensitive index
with which to determine toxicity after injection of scopolamine or treatment of samples.
The changes in body weight and organ weights were measured in scopolamine-injected
mice (Table 1). Before oral administration of apigenin, the initial body weights among the
five groups did not show significant differences, and we found no statistical differences in
the body weight gain for each group during the experiment. After dissection, there were
no significant differences in organ (brain, kidney, and liver) weights among all groups,
indicating that mice did not have any problems, such as inflammation or edema. Moreover,
these results demonstrated that scopolamine, apigenin, and donepezil pose no detectable
abnormalities to the brain, liver, and kidney.
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Table 1. Effects of apigenin on body and organs weight in scopolamine-injected mice.

Normal Control AP10 AP20 DO

Initial body weight
(g) 34.1 ± 1.4 33.3 ± 1.1 32.9 ± 0.8 33.7 ± 0.9 33.1 ± 0.7 NS

Final body weight
(g) 35.4 ± 2.0 33.6 ± 1.4 34.6 ± 1.5 34.1 ± 0.6 34.2 ± 0.9 NS

Body weight gain
(g) 1.3 ± 1.5 0.3 ± 2.0 1.7 ± 2.2 0.4 ± 1.2 1.1 ± 1.5 NS

Brain (g) 0.50 ± 0.01 0.49 ± 0.02 0.51 ± 0.01 0.50 ± 0.01 0.50 ± 0.01 NS

Liver (g) 2.47 ± 0.51 2.45 ± 0.21 2.25 ± 0.23 2.71 ± 0.39 2.25 ± 0.58 NS

Kidney (g) 0.53 ± 0.04 0.53 ± 0.06 0.56 ± 0.07 0.59 ± 0.07 0.56 ± 0.08 NS

Values are the mean ± SD. NS: non-significance. Normal: oral administration of drinking water + 0.9% NaCl i.p.; Control: oral
administration of drinking water + scopolamine 1.5 mg/kg i.p.; AP10: oral administration of apigenin 10 mg/kg + scopolamine 1.5 mg/kg
i.p.; AP20: oral administration of apigenin 20 mg/kg + scopolamine 1.5 mg/kg i.p.; and DO: oral administration of donepezil 5 mg/kg +
scopolamine 1.5 mg/kg i.p.

2.2. Effect of Apigenin on the T-Maze Test in Scopolamine-Injected Mice

The T-maze test was performed to evaluate the spatial memory function of mice.
Exploring a new route rather than a familiar route is considered to demonstrate improved
space perception ability [30]. As presented in Figure 1, the scopolamine-injected control
group did not show a significant difference in spatial exploration for the old route and
new route. In contrast, the non-scopolamine treated normal group demonstrated sig-
nificantly increased exploration in the new route (60.4%) compared with the old route
(39.6%), suggesting that injection of scopolamine leads to impairment of cognition and a
memory deficit in mice. The AP10 and AP20 groups significantly increased the new route
exploration from 44.5% to 55.5% and from 45.5% to 54.6%, respectively. The DO group
showed an increase in exploration between the old route and new route from 46.5% to
53.5%. These results showed that apigenin-administered mice improved spatial cognitive
ability against scopolamine.
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Figure 1. Effect of apigenin on spatial alternation in the T-maze test. Values are the mean ± SD.
a–c The different letters among groups represent significant differences (p < 0.05) by Duncan’s
multiple range test. * The space perceptive abilities for old and new routes are significantly different
as determined by Student’s t-test (p < 0.05). Normal: oral administration of drinking water + 0.9%
NaCl i.p.; Control: oral administration of drinking water + scopolamine 1.5 mg/kg i.p.; AP10: oral
administration of apigenin 10 mg/kg + scopolamine 1.5 mg/kg i.p.; AP20: oral administration of
apigenin 20 mg/kg + scopolamine 1.5 mg/kg i.p.; and DO: oral administration of donepezil 5 mg/kg
+ scopolamine 1.5 mg/kg i.p.
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2.3. Effect of Apigenin on Novel Object Recognition Test in Scopolamine-Injected Mice

A novel object recognition test was conducted to confirm the memory retention, based
on evidence that rodents prefer to explore novel objects rather than familiar objects [31]. To
elucidate the effect of apigenin on object recognition ability, a novel object recognition test
was carried out (Figure 2). The scopolamine-treated control group showed no significance
in exploration between familiar and novel objects, indicating that scopolamine induced
the impairment of their object recognition ability. However, the untreated-normal group
significantly increased the number of touches for new object (56.5%) compared to old object
(47.7%). Moreover, AP10 and AP20 groups significantly increased in their exploration
of the novel object, from 47.9% to 56.2% and from 48.2% to 55.2%, respectively. These
results suggest that the administration of apigenin improved scopolamine-induced object
recognition deficit.
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Figure 2. Effect of apigenin on recognition memory in the novel object recognition test. a–b The
different letters among groups represent significant differences (p < 0.05) by Duncan’s multiple range
test. * The space perceptive abilities for old and new routes are significantly different as determined
by Student’s t-test (p < 0.05). Normal: oral administration of drinking water + 0.9% NaCl i.p.; Control:
oral administration of drinking water + scopolamine 1.5 mg/kg i.p.; AP10: oral administration of
apigenin 10 mg/kg + scopolamine 1.5 mg/kg i.p.; AP20: oral administration of apigenin 20 mg/kg
+ scopolamine 1.5 mg/kg i.p.; and DO: oral administration of donepezil 5 mg/kg + scopolamine
1.5 mg/kg i.p.

2.4. Effect of Apigenin on Morris Water Maze Test in Scopolamine-Injected Mice

The Morris water maze test was conducted to analyze the effect of apigenin on long-
term and spatial memory ability in mice [32]. A swimming-tracking path was measured
for four days using a SMART video tracking program (Figure 3A,B). On the first day, the
swimming-tracking paths of all mice showed a long-complicated route, as all groups were
untrained. As the experiment of the learn-training session progressed, however, the normal
group showed a shorter swim trace to reach the hidden platform during the four days. In
contrast, the scopolamine-injected control mice indicated no significant differences in the
length and shape of the swim trace for the Morris water maze test during the four days.
However, the AP10, AP20, and DO groups revealed progressively shorter swim traces,
indicating that treatments of apigenin and donepezil effectively protected spatial learning
and memory function against scopolamine in mice. In addition, these results suggested
that the longer swim trace led to a longer latency to search for the hidden platform in the
scopolamine-injected control group compared with the untreated normal group during



Molecules 2021, 26, 5192 5 of 16

the training days. However, the normal group showed that the latency to find the hidden
platform was gradually shortened compared with the control group over four days. In
addition, the AP10, AP20, and DO groups significantly decreased the latency to reach the
hidden platform, compared with the control group. On the last day of the experiment, the
spent time in the target quadrant with a visual sign was recorded after the elimination of
the hidden platform (Figure 3C). The control group spent the shortest time in the target
quadrant (20.8%) compared with the normal group (25.0%). In contrast, AP10, AP20, and
the donepezil-administered group spent a significantly longer time in the target quadrant,
showing 23.9%, 23.0%, and 24.7%, respectively. As shown in Figure 3D, the time to reach
the exposed platform was not significantly different among all the groups, suggesting that
the effect of apigenin on cognitive improvement was not related to visual or swimming
abilities, but learning and memory abilities. Similarly, previous studies also demonstrated
that apigenin improved spatial working memory function in behavioral tasks such as the Y-
maze and Morris water maze tests in Aβ25–35- or isoflurane-induced in vivo model [33,34].
These findings demonstrated that apigenin could ameliorate cognitive dysfunction induced
by scopolamine.
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Figure 3. Effects of apigenin on latency to reach the hidden platform during four days in the Morris water maze test
(A), representative swimming-tracking paths of the Morris water maze test (B), occupancy time to stay in target quadrant
on the final day in the Morris water maze test (C), latency to reach the hidden and exposed platforms on the final day in
the Morris water maze test (D). Values are the mean ± SD. a–b The different letters among groups represent significant
differences (p < 0.05) by Duncan’s multiple range test. NS: non-significance. Normal: oral administration of drinking water
+ 0.9% NaCl i.p.; Control: oral administration of drinking water + scopolamine 1.5 mg/kg i.p.; AP10: oral administration
of apigenin 10 mg/kg + scopolamine 1.5 mg/kg i.p.; AP20: oral administration of apigenin 20 mg/kg + scopolamine
1.5 mg/kg i.p.; and DO: oral administration of donepezil 5 mg/kg + scopolamine 1.5 mg/kg i.p.
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2.5. Effect of Apigenin on Lipid Peroxidation in the Brain of Scopolamine-Injected Mice

It has been well established that oxidative stress is implicated in the progression of
AD [35]. Abnormal proteolytic processing of APP and secretase enzymes is involved in
Aβ deposition, leading to oxidative stress, neuronal cell death, and cognitive impairment.
Aβ-mediated oxidative stress can cause metabolic alteration in the brain, such as lipid
peroxidation and ROS production [36]. Previous studies have shown that injection of scopo-
lamine caused oxidative stress by decreasing antioxidant enzymes’ activity (superoxide
dismutase or glutathione peroxidase) and increasing lipid peroxidation in the brain [37,38].
Malondialdehyde (MDA), an end-product of lipid peroxidation, is considered to be one of
the markers of radical generation. To investigate whether apigenin protects scopolamine-
induced oxidative stress, we measured the levels of MDA in the brains of mice. As shown
in Figure 4, the mice injected with scopolamine showed an increase in the MDA contents
when compared to non-injected mice. On the other hand, supplementation of apigenin
(10 and 20 mg/kg) showed a significant decrease in MDA levels, compared to the control
group. These findings are consistent with previous studies showing that treatment of
apigenin provides protection against oxidative stress through reduction in MDA concen-
trations in a diabetes-associated cognitive decline mouse model [39]. In addition, the ROS
and MDA levels were significantly decreased by apigenin, resulting in the protection of
neuronal apoptosis [40]. Therefore, our results suggest that apigenin may contribute to the
improvement of scopolamine-induced learning and memory impairment by attenuating
oxidative stress.
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Figure 4. Effect of apigenin on levels of MDA induced by scopolamine in the brain of mice. Values
are the mean ± SD. a–c The different letters among groups represent significant differences (p < 0.05)
by Duncan’s multiple range test. NS: non-significance. Normal: oral administration of drinking
water + 0.9% NaCl i.p.; Control: oral administration of drinking water + scopolamine 1.5 mg/kg
i.p.; AP10: oral administration of apigenin 10 mg/kg + scopolamine 1.5 mg/kg i.p.; AP20: oral
administration of apigenin 20 mg/kg + scopolamine 1.5 mg/kg i.p.; and DO: oral administration of
donepezil 5 mg/kg + scopolamine 1.5 mg/kg i.p.

2.6. Effect of Apigenin on Apoptosis-Related Protein Expressions in the Brains of
Scopolamine-Injected Mice

Oxidative stress induced by scopolamine can cause inflammation and apoptosis in
the brain, leading to the death of hippocampal neurons [41,42]. The B-cell lymphoma
(Bcl)-family is known as an important mediator of apoptosis in the nervous system [43].
The Bcl-2 protein acts as anti-apoptosis factor via suppression of cytochrome C release
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in mitochondria, whereas the Bcl-2-associated X (Bax) protein is related to induction of
apoptosis [44]. These proteins regulate cytochrome C release or mitochondrial membrane
depolarization, thereby deciding cell death [45]. Moreover, cytochrome C can cleave and
activate caspase-3, which directly degrades poly ADP ribose polymerase (PARP), a key
protein factor for apoptosis [46–48]. Therefore, caspase-3 and PARP are being studied as
the most important executors of apoptosis. A previous study showed that scopolamine
increased levels of Bax and caspase-3, and reduced levels of Bcl-2 proteins in the brains
of mice [49]. In addition, scopolamine increased expression of PARP and caspase-3 in the
brain tissue of the dementia animal model, resulting in neuronal apoptosis [50].

To confirm the protective mechanisms of apigenin against scopolamine-induced neu-
ronal damage, the levels of apoptosis-related protein expression were analyzed in a mouse
brain (Figure 5). The ratio of Bax/Bcl-2 was significantly increased in the control group
treated with scopolamine, compared with the normal group. However, supplementation
with apigenin significantly decreased the Bax/Bcl-2 expression levels. In addition, the
levels of cleaved caspase-3 and cleaved PARP protein expression were up-regulated in the
control group, compared with the scopolamine-untreated normal group. In contrast, the
AP10 and AP20 groups showed lower levels of these apoptosis-related protein expressions.
Several studies also reported the protective activity of apigenin from apoptosis. Apigenin
reduced caspase-3 and Bax levels in apoptotic neurons in early brain injury after subarach-
noid hemorrhage [40]. Moreover, treatment of apigenin suppressed neuronal cell death
by inactivation of caspases (-8, -9, and -3) and cleavage of PARP [51]. Thus, these results
indicate that apigenin had a protective effect on neuronal damage through inhibition of the
apoptosis signaling pathway in AD mouse models induced by scopolamine.
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Figure 5. Effect of apigenin on levels of Bax/Bcl-2, cleaved caspase-3, and PARP protein expression induced by scopolamine
in the brain of mice. a–c The different letters among groups represent significant differences (p < 0.05) by Duncan’s
multiple range test. Results of expression were calculated using β-actin as the standard. Normal: oral administration of
drinking water + 0.9% NaCl i.p.; Control: oral administration of drinking water + scopolamine 1.5 mg/kg i.p.; AP10: oral
administration of apigenin 10 mg/kg + scopolamine 1.5 mg/kg i.p.; AP20: oral administration of apigenin 20 mg/kg +
scopolamine 1.5 mg/kg i.p.; and DO: oral administration of donepezil 5 mg/kg + scopolamine 1.5 mg/kg i.p.

2.7. Effect of Apigenin on Amyloidogenic Pathway in the Brains of Scopolamine-Injected Mice

One of the key pathological causes of AD is the overproduction of Aβ, which induces
apoptosis and oxidative stress, leading to neuronal damage and cognitive impairment [52].
Although mechanisms of Aβ-induced damage are unclear, it is related to abnormal enzyme
cascades in which Aβ forms neurotoxic species and leads to AD progression [53,54]. Aβ

is produced by the degradation of APP through γ-secretase and BACE [55]. The first
step of APP cleavage occurs by BACE, and then generates C-terminal fragment (CTF)
intermediates [56]. Subsequently, the endopeptidase γ-enzyme cleaves the CTF to produce
Aβ and other metabolites [57]. Therefore, expression levels of BACE and γ-secretase are
expected to play an important role in producing Aβ.
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To elucidate the effect of apigenin on the amyloidogenic pathway, Aβ generation-
related protein expression was evaluated in a scopolamine-injected mouse brain. Figure 6
showed that the protein levels of BACE, presenilin 1 (PS1), and presenilin 2 (PS2) in the
scopolamine-injected control group were higher than in the non-injected group. However,
the AP10, AP20, and DO groups exhibited a decrease in the levels of BACE, PS1, and PS2
protein expression.
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Figure 6. Effect of apigenin on levels of BACE, PS1, and PS2 (A), IDE and RAGE (B) protein expression induced by
scopolamine in the brain of mice. Values are the mean ± SD. a–d The different letters among groups represent significant
differences (p < 0.05) by Duncan′s multiple range test. Results of expression were calculated using β-actin as the stan-
dard. Normal: oral administration of drinking water + 0.9% NaCl i.p.; Control: oral administration of drinking water +
scopolamine 1.5 mg/kg i.p.; AP10: oral administration of apigenin 10 mg/kg + scopolamine 1.5 mg/kg i.p.; AP20: oral
administration of apigenin 20 mg/kg + scopolamine 1.5 mg/kg i.p.; and DO: oral administration of donepezil 5 mg/kg +
scopolamine 1.5 mg/kg i.p.

The receptor for advanced glycosylation end products (RAGE) is known as a multi-
ligand receptor that binds to Aβ, and plasma-derived Aβ is transported by RAGE from
the blood to the brain via the blood–brain barrier [58]. RAGE blocking protects neuronal
cells from Aβ-induced oxidative stress [59]. The insulin degrading enzyme (IDE) is one
of the extracellular proteolytic enzymes involved in Aβ removal [60]. A previous study
demonstrated that low levels of IDE were observed in the brain of AD patients [61].
Therefore, increased RAGE expression or decreased IDE expression could contribute
to Aβ deposition. Similar to a previous study [62], the protein level of RAGE was up-
regulated by scopolamine in the control group. In contrast, the AP10, AP20, and DO groups
could significantly down-regulate the levels of RAGE protein expression. In addition,
extremely low expression of IDE protein, one of the principal proteases involved in the
degradation of Aβ, was obtained in mice injected with scopolamine. However, the AP10-
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and AP20-administered groups reversed the reduction in IDE. From these results, apigenin
could suppress the cognitive impairment and neuronal death induced by scopolamine via
regulation of the amyloidogenic pathway and Aβ degradation protein expressions in the
mouse brain.

2.8. Effect of Apigenin on TrkB/BDNF Pathway Protein Expressions in the Brains of
Scopolamine-Injected Mice

BDNF/TrkB signaling plays a fundamental role in learning and memory abilities [63].
The BDNF, a member of the neurotrophin family, is extensively expressed throughout the
brain [64]. BDNF has a regulatory function of synaptic interactions that affect learning and
memory formation [65,66]. In addition, BDNF stimulates the activation of TrkB, which is
associated with neuroprotection and cognitive improvement [67]. According to a previous
study, scopolamine exposure inhibited BDNF and TrkB expression, leading to impairment
of cognitive and memory abilities in mouse models [20].

In the present study, decreased levels of BDNF and TrkB protein expression were
observed in a scopolamine-injected mouse brain, compared to the normal group (Figure 7).
However, protein expression of BDNF was significantly enhanced in the AP10 group in
comparison with the control group, which is consistent with previous reports showing
the requirement for BDNF in cognitive improvement by treatment with apigenin [68]. In
addition, TrkB protein expression was also significantly up-regulated in the AP20 group.
These results suggest that the protective effect of apigenin against scopolamine-induced
learning and memory impairment might be associated with up-regulation of BDNF/TrkB
expression in the brain.
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scopolamine 1.5 mg/kg i.p.; and DO: oral administration of donepezil 5 mg/kg + scopolamine 1.5 mg/kg i.p.

Apigenin is a bioactive flavonoid present in edible vegetables and fruits, such as
parsley, celery, chamomile, guava, oranges, etc. Furthermore, apigenin has been considered
a non-toxic flavonoid, even at high doses (up to 500 mg/kg) [69]. Although quantification
of the dietary intake of apigenin is subject to large variations depending on age, sex, and
country, the doses of apigenin used in this study were equivalent to the average daily
consumption of flavonoids in humans (0.13–4.9 mg/day) [70] based on the equivalent body
surface area index. Liu et al. [28] showed that treatment with apigenin (20 mg/kg/day
for eight days) attenuated learning and memory impairment in Aβ25–35-injected mice. In
addition, oral doses of apigenin at 10 and 20 mg/kg exerted neuroprotective effects by
inhibiting inflammation, oxidative stress, and inflammation in rats [71]. Based on this
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evidence, we decided to choose apigenin at concentrations of 10 and 20 mg/kg/day, and
this aspect suggests a possibility of apigenin as a therapeutic agent for the treatment of
neurodegenerative diseases.

Flavonoids, including apigenin, are able to directly scavenge ROS by donating hydro-
gen. However, ingested flavonoids are metabolized in the intestine and liver, resulting in
forms that are very different from those found in foods. There are low circulating concen-
trations of flavonoids in the brain, thereby it is most likely that apigenin inhibits oxidative
stress through modulation of an intracellular signaling pathway such as amyloidogenic
pathway or BDNF/TrkB pathway [72]. A previous study suggested that mice fed with
celery-based apigenin-rich diets (aglycone form) showed improvement in the absorption
of apigenin and possessed anti-inflammatory activities [73]. Although there is little known
about the oral bioavailability of apigenin in humans, one of the studies demonstrated that
apigenin was found in urine samples after apigenin-rich parsley intake. Another study
on the bioavailability of apigenin in humans indicated that apigenin concentration was
detected in the plasma following parsley consumption [74]. In addition, apigenin can cross
the blood–brain barrier [75], suggesting that apigenin may have achievable bioavailable
levels by oral administration and exert a neuroprotective effect as a metabolic modulator.

3. Materials and Methods
3.1. Chemicals and Reagents

Apigenin (4′,5,7-Trihydoxyflavon, ≥95.0% purity by HPLC) (Figure 8A), scopolamine,
and donepezil hydrochloride were obtained from Sigma-Aldrich Co., Ltd. (St Louis, MO,
USA). Apigenin and donepezil were dissolved in water and orally administered in doses
of 10 mg/kg/day, 20 mg/kg/day (apigenin), and 5 mg/kg/day (donepezil). Scopolamine
was dissolved in 0.9% sodium chloride (NaCl) and administered by i.p. injection to mice.
NaCl was purchased from LPS Solution (Seoul, Korea). Radioimmunoprecipitation assay
(RIPA) buffer was purchased from Elpis Biotech (Daejeon, Korea). The polyvinylidene
fluoride (PVDF) membrane was obtained from Millipore Co. (Billerica, MA, USA).
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3.2. Animals and Experimental Protocols

Male ICR mice (5 weeks old, 25–30 g) were purchased from Orient Inc. (Seongnam,
Korea). The mice were housed in plastic cages with a maintained 12 h light/dark cycle
and controlled temperature (20 ± 2 ◦C) and humidity (50 ± 10%). The mice were free to
access to water and food (5L79, Orient Inc., Seongnam, Korea). The animal protocols were
confirmed by the Pusan National University Institutional Animal Care and Use Committee
(PNU-IACUC; approval number: PNU-2019-2480). The mice were acclimated for a week
before the experiments. They were randomly divided into five groups (n = 10 per group):
normal, control, AP10, AP20, and DO. The mice in the normal and control groups were
orally administered 100 µL of drinking water via oral gavage. The mice in the AP10 and
AP20 groups were orally administered 100 µL of apigenin at doses of 10 and 20 mg/kg/day,
respectively. In addition, the DO group mice (positive control group) were orally given
100 µL of donepezil at dose of a 5 mg/kg/day. Apigenin and donepezil were dissolved
in the drinking water prior to oral administration, and all samples were treated daily for
14 days. The normal group mice were i.p. injected with 0.9% NaCl and the other four
groups (control, AP10, AP20, and DO) were injected scopolamine (1.5 mg/kg) 30 min
before every behavioral experiment, in the same way (Figure 8B). Daily water intake was
observed in terms of the water remaining in the water bottle every day, and there were no
significant differences in water consumption among all the groups (data not shown).

3.3. T-Maze Test

The T-maze test was performed according to the procedure established by Mont-
gomery [76]. To investigate the spatial memory ability, the T-maze test was carried out.
The T-shaped maze consisted of a start box, a left arm, and a right arm. On the first day,
the right arm was blocked using a movable black acrylic wall, and the mice were placed at
start area then left to explore the maze for 10 min. After 24 h, the black acrylic wall was
removed and the mice were placed in the same apparatus, allowing them to move to the
left (old route) or right (new route) arm for 10 min. The numbers entering the left and right
arms were recorded.

3.4. Novel Object Recognition Test

The novel object recognition test was carried out using the procedure of Bevins and
Besheer [77] in a black plastic square box (40 × 40 × 40 cm). On the first day, during the
test, two of the same objects (A and A’) were placed at both sides of the center of the box.
The mice started at the center of the objects and the numbers of touches were counted for
10 min. After 24 h, one of the objects was replaced with a new object (B), which was totally
different from the others. The mice were allowed to touch both of the objects (A and B) for
10 min. The numbers of contacts with each object were recorded.

3.5. Morris Water Maze Test

To confirm the long-term memory, the Morris water maze test was performed [78]. The
test proceeded in a circle water tank (diameter 150 cm, height 60 cm), which was filled with
water and mixed with non-toxic soluble opaque black liquid gel. The water temperature
was maintained at 22 ± 2 ◦C. The water tank was randomly divided into four quadrants
and each quadrant was marked with a different sign as a space perception cue. The hidden
platform was placed at approximately 1 cm below the water surface in the center of one of
the quadrants. In all experiments, SMART video tracking software 3.0 (Panlab, Barcelona,
Spain) was used with a camera above the circle water tank to analyze mouse movements.
The program visually analyzes mouse movements to identify significant differences for
each group. Training sessions were performed over three days; the intention each day was
for the mice to swim and find the escape platform in 60 s using the visual clues. If the mice
could not find the platform, we guided the mice carefully to the hidden platform and allow
them stay there for 15 s. On the fourth day, three trials were conducted. The first trial was
the same procedure as the past three days. In the second trial, we removed the hidden
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platform and allowed the mice to swim and find the quadrant where the platform used to
be located in 60 s. In the final trial, the black water was replaced with clean water and a
visible platform was provided for the mice; we recorded the time they then took to reach
the platform.

3.6. Measurement of MDA Levels

MDA levels were measured by the method described by Ohkawa et al. [79]. After
completion of the behavioral tests, dissected brain tissue was homogenized with saline
solution, and mixed with 1% phosphoric acid and 0.67% thiobarbituric acid solution. After
boiling at 95 ◦C for 45 min, the solution mixture was cooled in an ice bath, and 2 mL of
1-butanol was added followed by centrifugation at 3000 rpm for 10 min. The absorbance
values of the supernatant were measured at 535 and 520 nm. The level of lipid peroxidation
was calculated using an MDA standard curve.

3.7. Western Blot Analysis

The brain tissues were homogenized with a lysis buffer containing a protease inhibitor
cocktail. The homogenates were centrifuged at 12,000 rpm for 30 min at 4 ◦C to obtain the
supernatant. After, the total concentration of protein in the supernatant was determined
with bovine serum albumin (BSA) as the standard, and samples were prepared with an
equal amount of protein. Equal amounts of proteins were separated by gel electrophoresis
with 10% or 13% sodium dodecyl sulfate polyacrylamide gels (SDS-PAGEs), then trans-
ferred to the PVDF membranes. The proteins were blocked by 5% skim milk for 60 min
and washed with PBS. The membranes with primary antibodies were incubated over night
at 4 ◦C (each antibody at a dilution of 1:200–1:1000; Bax, Bcl-2, cleaved caspase-3, cleaved
PARP, BACE, PS1, PS2, RAGE, IDE, BDNF, TrkB, and β-actin). Then, the membranes were
incubated with appropriate HRP-conjugated secondary antibodies for 60 min. Protein
expressions were visualized using a chemiluminescent imaging system (Davinci Chemi,
Seoul, Korea).

3.8. Statistical Analysis

All data in this experiment were presented as the mean ± standard deviation (SD).
Statistical differences were calculated by analysis of variance (ANOVA) and Duncan’s
multiple range test using the statistical program Statistical Package for the Social Sciences
(version 25 SPSS Inc., Chicago, IL, USA). In the T-maze test and novel object recognition test,
the perceptive ability between the training and test sessions was compared by Student’s
t-test. p value of < 0.05 was considered significant.

4. Conclusions

In conclusion, oral administration of apigenin alleviated the cognitive and mem-
ory deficits in an AD mouse model induced by scopolamine. Apigenin also attenuated
scopolamine-induced lipid peroxidation in the brains. In addition, apigenin decreased
expressions of apoptosis factors, such as Bax/Bcl-2, cleaved capase-3, and cleaved PARP.
Apigenin inhibited BACE, PS1, PS2, RAGE, and elevated IDE protein expression, suggest-
ing that apigenin regulated the amyloidogenic pathway and promoted degradation of Aβ.
Up-regulation of BDNF and TrkB expression by apigenin also contributed to an improve-
ment effect on learning and memory abilities. Therefore, apigenin treatment inhibited
scopolamine-induced cognitive impairment by regulating the apoptosis, amyloidogenic
and BDNF/TrkB pathways. The present study suggests that apigenin could be a promising
agent with the effect of improving cognitive and memory impairment in neurodegenerative
diseases, such as AD.
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50. Demirci, K.; Nazıroğlu, M.; Övey, S.; Balaban, H. Selenium attenuates apoptosis, inflammation and oxidative stress in the blood
and brain of aged rats with scopolamine-induced dementia. Metab. Brain Dis. 2017, 32, 321–329. [CrossRef]

51. Kim, A.; Nam, Y.J.; Lee, M.S.; Shin, Y.K.; Sohn, D.S.; Lee, C.S. Apigenin reduces proteasome inhibition-induced neuronal apoptosis
by suppressing the cell death process. Neurochem. Res. 2016, 41, 2969–2980. [CrossRef]

52. Hardy, J.; Selkoe, D.J. The amyloid hypothesis of Alzheimer’s disease: Progress and problems on the road to therapeutics. Science
2002, 297, 353–356. [CrossRef]

53. Demuro, A.; Mina, E.; Kayed, R.; Milton, S.C.; Parker, I.; Glabe, C.G. Calcium dysregulation and membrane disruption as a
ubiquitous neurotoxic mechanism of soluble amyloid oligomers. J. Biol. Chem. 2005, 280, 17294–17300. [CrossRef]

54. Nalivaeva, N.N.; Turner, A.J. The amyloid precursor protein: A biochemical enigma in brain development, function and disease.
FEBS Lett. 2013, 587, 2046–2054. [CrossRef]

55. Scholz, D.; Chernyshova, Y.; Ückert, A.K.; Leist, M. Reduced Aβ secretion by human neurons under conditions of strongly
increased BACE activity. J. Neurochem. 2018, 147, 256–274. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

56. Kimberly, W.T.; Xia, W.; Rahmati, T.; Wolfe, M.S.; Selkoe, D.J. The transmembrane aspartates in presenilin 1 and 2 are obligatory
for gamma-secretase activity and amyloid beta-protein generation. J. Biol. Chem. 2000, 275, 3173–3178. [CrossRef]

57. Zhao, G.; Tan, J.; Mao, G.; Cui, M.Z.; Xu, X. The same gamma-secretase accounts for the multiple intramembrane cleavages of
APP. J. Neurochem. 2007, 100, 1234–1246. [CrossRef]

58. Deane, R.; Du Yan, S.; Submamaryan, R.K.; LaRue, B.; Jovanovic, S.; Hogg, E.; Welch, D.; Manness, L.; Lin, C.; Yu, J.; et al. RAGE
mediates amyloid-beta peptide transport across the blood-brain barrier and accumulation in brain. Nat. Med. 2003, 9, 907–913.
[CrossRef] [PubMed]

59. Deane, R.; Singh, I.; Sagare, A.P.; Bell, R.D.; Ross, N.T.; LaRue, B.; Love, R.; Perry, S.; Paquette, N.; Deane, R.J.; et al. A multimodal
RAGE-specific inhibitor reduces amyloid β-mediated brain disorder in a mouse model of Alzheimer disease. J. Clin. Investig.
2012, 122, 1377–1392. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

60. Pan, Y.; Xu, J.; Chen, C.; Chen, F.; Jin, P.; Zhu, K.; Hu, C.W.; You, M.; Chen, M.; Hu, F. Royal jelly reduces cholesterol levels,
ameliorates Aβ pathology and enhances neuronal metabolic activities in a rabbit model of Alzheimer’s disease. Front. Aging
Neurosci. 2018, 10, 50. [CrossRef]

61. Miners, J.S.; Barua, N.; Kehoe, P.G.; Gill, S.; Love, S. Aβ-degrading enzymes: Potential for treatment of Alzheimer disease. J.
Neuropathol. Exp. Neurol. 2011, 70, 944–959. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

62. Choi, D.Y.; Lee, Y.J.; Lee, S.Y.; Lee, Y.M.; Lee, H.H.; Choi, I.S.; Oh, K.W.; Han, S.B.; Nam, S.Y.; Hong, J.T. Attenuation of
scopolamine-induced cognitive dysfunction by obovatol. Arch. Pharm. Res. 2012, 35, 1279–1286. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

63. Kaplan, D.R.; Miller, F.D. Neurotrophin signal transduction in the nervous system. Curr. Opin. Neurobiol. 2000, 10, 381–391.
[CrossRef]

64. Björkholm, C.; Monteggia, L.M. BDNF—A key transducer of antidepressant effects. Neuropharmacology 2016, 102, 72–79.
[CrossRef] [PubMed]

65. Gonzalez, A.; Moya-Alvarado, G.; Gonzalez-Billaut, C.; Bronfman, F.C. Cellular and molecular mechanisms regulating neuronal
growth by brain-derived neurotrophic factor. Cytoskeleton (Hoboken) 2016, 73, 612–628. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

66. Sasi, M.; Vignoli, B.; Canossa, M.; Blum, R. Neurobiology of local and intercellular BDNF signaling. Pflug. Arch. 2017, 469,
593–610. [CrossRef]

67. Guo, W.; Nagappan, G.; Lu, B. Differential effects of transient and sustained activation of BDNF-TrkB signaling. Dev. Neurobiol.
2018, 78, 647–659. [CrossRef]

68. Tu, F.; Pang, Q.; Huang, T.; Zhao, Y.; Liu, M.; Chen, X. Apigenin ameliorates post-stroke cognitive deficits in rats through histone
acetylation-mediated neurochemical alterations. Med. Sci. Monit. 2017, 23, 4004–4013. [CrossRef]

69. Ross, J.A.; Kasum, C.M. Dietary flavonoids: Bioavailability metabolic effects, and safety. Annu. Rev. Nutr. 2002, 22, 19–34.
[CrossRef]

70. Wang, M.; Firrman, J.; Liu, L.; Yam, K. A review on flavonoid apigenin: Dietary intake, ADME, antimicrobial effects, and
interactions with human gut microbiota. BioMed Res. Int. 2019, 2019, 7010467. [CrossRef]

71. Zhang, F.; Li, F.; Chen, G. Neuroprotective effect of apigenin in rats after contusive spinal cord injury. Neurol. Sci. 2014, 35,
583–588. [CrossRef]

72. Williams, R.J.; Spencer, J.P.E. Flavonoids, cognition, and dementia: Actions, mechanisms, and potential therapeutic utility for
Alzheimer disease. Free Radic. Biol. Med. 2012, 52, 35–45. [CrossRef]

73. Hostetler, G.; Riedl, K.; Cardenas, H.; Diosa-Toro, M.; Arango, D.; Schwartz, S.; Doseff, A.I. Flavone deglycosylation increases
their anti-inflammatory activity and absorption. Mol. Nutr. Food Res. 2012, 56, 558–569. [CrossRef]

74. Meyer, H.; Bolarinwa, A.; Wolfram, G.; Linseisen, J. Bioavailability of apigenin from apiin-rich parsley in humans. Ann. Nutr.
Metab. 2006, 50, 167–172. [CrossRef]

75. Venigalla, M.; Gyengesi, E.; Münch, G. Curcumin and Apigenin—Novel and promising therapeutics against chronic neuroinflam-
mation in Alzheimer’s disease. Neural Regen. Res. 2015, 10, 1181–1185. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

76. Montgomery, K.C. A test of two explanations of spontaneous alternation. J. Comp. Physiol. Psychol. 1952, 45, 287–293. [CrossRef]
77. Bevins, R.A.; Besheer, J. Object recognition in rats and mice: A one-trial non-matching-to-sample learning task to study ‘recognition

memory’. Nat. Protoc. 2006, 1, 1306–1311. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

http://doi.org/10.1007/s11011-016-9903-1
http://doi.org/10.1007/s11064-016-2017-7
http://doi.org/10.1126/science.1072994
http://doi.org/10.1074/jbc.M500997200
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.febslet.2013.05.010
http://doi.org/10.1111/jnc.14467
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/29804308
http://doi.org/10.1074/jbc.275.5.3173
http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1471-4159.2006.04302.x
http://doi.org/10.1038/nm890
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/12808450
http://doi.org/10.1172/JCI58642
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/22406537
http://doi.org/10.3389/fnagi.2018.00050
http://doi.org/10.1097/NEN.0b013e3182345e46
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/22002425
http://doi.org/10.1007/s12272-012-0719-1
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/22864751
http://doi.org/10.1016/S0959-4388(00)00092-1
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.neuropharm.2015.10.034
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/26519901
http://doi.org/10.1002/cm.21312
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/27223597
http://doi.org/10.1007/s00424-017-1964-4
http://doi.org/10.1002/dneu.22592
http://doi.org/10.12659/MSM.902770
http://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.nutr.22.111401.144957
http://doi.org/10.1155/2019/7010467
http://doi.org/10.1007/s10072-013-1566-7
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.freeradbiomed.2011.09.010
http://doi.org/10.1002/mnfr.201100596
http://doi.org/10.1159/000090736
http://doi.org/10.4103/1673-5374.162686
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/26487830
http://doi.org/10.1037/h0058118
http://doi.org/10.1038/nprot.2006.205
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/17406415


Molecules 2021, 26, 5192 16 of 16

78. Morris, R. Developments of a water-maze procedure for studying spatial learning in the rat. J. Neurosci. Methods 1984, 11, 47–60.
[CrossRef]

79. Ohkawa, H.; Ohishi, N.; Yagi, K. Assay for lipid peroxides in animal tissues by thiobarbituric acid reaction. Anal. Biochem. 1979,
95, 351–358. [CrossRef]

http://doi.org/10.1016/0165-0270(84)90007-4
http://doi.org/10.1016/0003-2697(79)90738-3

	Introduction 
	Results and Discussion 
	Effect of Apigenin on the Body Weight Change and Organs Weight in Scopolamine-Injected Mice 
	Effect of Apigenin on the T-Maze Test in Scopolamine-Injected Mice 
	Effect of Apigenin on Novel Object Recognition Test in Scopolamine-Injected Mice 
	Effect of Apigenin on Morris Water Maze Test in Scopolamine-Injected Mice 
	Effect of Apigenin on Lipid Peroxidation in the Brain of Scopolamine-Injected Mice 
	Effect of Apigenin on Apoptosis-Related Protein Expressions in the Brains of Scopolamine-Injected Mice 
	Effect of Apigenin on Amyloidogenic Pathway in the Brains of Scopolamine-Injected Mice 
	Effect of Apigenin on TrkB/BDNF Pathway Protein Expressions in the Brains of Scopolamine-Injected Mice 

	Materials and Methods 
	Chemicals and Reagents 
	Animals and Experimental Protocols 
	T-Maze Test 
	Novel Object Recognition Test 
	Morris Water Maze Test 
	Measurement of MDA Levels 
	Western Blot Analysis 
	Statistical Analysis 

	Conclusions 
	References

