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Melicope ptelefolia leaf extracts exhibit
antioxidant activity and exert anti-
proliferative effect with apoptosis induction
on four different cancer cell lines
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Abstract

Background: Melicope ptelefolia is a well-known herb in a number of Asian countries. It is often used as vegetable
salad and traditional medicine to address various ailments. However, not many studies have been currently done to
evaluate the medicinal benefits of M. ptelefolia (MP). The present study reports antioxidant, anti-proliferative, and
apoptosis induction activities of MP leaf extracts.

Method: Young MP leaves were dried, powdered and extracted sequentially using hexane (HX), ethyl acetate (EA),
methanol (MeOH) and water (W). Antioxidant activity was evaluated using ferric reducing antioxidant power (FRAP),
2,2′-azinobis-(3-ethylbenzothiazoline-6-sulfonic acid) (ABTS) and 1,1-Diphenyl-2-picryl-hydrazyl (DPPH) radicals
scavenging and cellular antioxidant activity (CAA) assays. Anti-proliferative activity was evaluated through cell viability
assay, using the following four human cancer cell lines: breast (HCC1937, MDA-MB-231), colorectal (HCT116) and liver
(HepG2). The anti-proliferative activity was further confirmed through cell cycle and apoptosis assays, including
annexin-V/7-aminoactinomycin D staining and measurements of caspase enzymes activation and inhibition.

Result: Overall, MP-HX extract exhibited the highest antioxidant potential, with IC50 values of 267.73 ± 5.58 and 327.
40 ± 3.80 μg/mL for ABTS and DPPH radical-scavenging assays, respectively. MP-HX demonstrated the highest CAA
activity in Hs27 cells, with EC50 of 11.30 ± 0.68 μg/mL, while MP-EA showed EC50 value of 37.32 ± 0.68 μg/mL. MP-HX
and MP-EA showed promising anti-proliferative activity towards the four cancer cell lines, with IC50 values that were
mostly below 100 μg/mL. MP-HX showed the most notable anti-proliferative activity against MDA-MB-231
(IC50 = 57.81 ± 3.49 μg/mL) and HCT116 (IC50 = 58.04 ± 0.96 μg/mL) while MP-EA showed strongest anti-
proliferative activity in HCT116 (IC50 = 64.69 ± 0.72 μg/mL). The anticancer potential of MP-HX and MP-EA were
also demonstrated by their ability to induce caspase-dependent apoptotic cell death in all of the cancer cell lines
tested. Cell cycle analysis suggested that both the MP-HX and MP-EA extracts were able to disrupt the cell cycle
in most of the cancer cell lines.

Conclusions: MP-HX and MP-EA extracts demonstrated notable antioxidant, anti-proliferative, apoptosis induction
and cancer cell cycle inhibition activities. These findings reflect the promising potentials of MP to be a source of
novel phytochemical(s) with health promoting benefits that are also valuable for nutraceutical industry and
cancer therapy.
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Background
The plant kingdom is an essential source of novel phy-
tochemicals for drug discovery. About 25% of the
drugs prescribed worldwide originated from plants [1].
Despite such fact, only a small percentage of plant
species have been scientifically studied to date, for iso-
lation of phytochemicals of medical importance [1].
Plant species demonstrating antioxidant and antican-
cer activities are important in nutraceutical and
pharmaceutical industries, for they are considered as
valuable sources of dietary phytochemicals with medi-
cinal and health-promoting properties. Dietary intake
of herbs that are rich with antioxidants may counter-
act oxidative stress, and this may help reduce the risk
of acquiring chronic diseases such as cancer [2].
The present study was carried out to investigate the

potential medicinal benefits of Melicope ptelefolia
(MP), namely its antioxidant and anticancer activities.
This study may eventually lead to the isolation of
novel phytochemicals from MP that are of importance
for nutraceutical and cancer therapeutics industries.
MP belongs to the family of Rutaceae and it is a widely
renowned herb in Asian countries. It is known as
‘tenggek burung’, ‘sampang Uam’ and ‘Uam, Sam
Ngam’ in Malaysia, Indonesia and Thailand, respect-
ively [3]. Fresh MP leaves have a slight crunchy tex-
ture and a pleasant hint of refreshing lemon-lime
aroma that is mildly pungent, hence its popularity be-
ing used as a vegetable salad. Traditionally, MP has
been used to address various ailments such as fever,
rheumatism, stomach ache, wounds, and itches [4].
However, the full potential of its medicinal benefits
has not yet been exhaustively investigated. MP leaves
and roots have been reported to show anti-nociceptive
and anti-inflammatory activities [5, 6]. Seven com-
pounds have been identified from the Malaysian
species of MP leaves [7], whereby 2,4,6-trihydroxy-3-
geranylacetophenone (tHGA) was one of the com-
pounds reported to show anti-inflammatory activity
[8]. Melicolones A and B, isolated from MP leaves
were reported to inhibit glucose induced oxidative
damage in HUVEC cells [9].
In the present study, young leaves of MP were

dried and sequentially extracted using four solvents
of varying polarities, namely hexane, ethyl acetate,
methanol and water. To the best of our knowledge,
this extraction method has never been reported in
the study of MP. Characterization of antioxidant
activity of the extracts was performed based on
chemical antioxidant activity methods and cell based
antioxidant assay. The anti-proliferative and apop-
tosis induction activities were investigated using
HCT116, HCC1937, MDA-MB231 and HepG2
cancer cell lines.

Methods
Reagents, solvents and chemicals
The reagents and chemicals used in this study were of
analytical grade and mainly obtained from Fisher Scien-
tific, Sigma-Aldrich and Merck-Millipore. Tissue culture
media were purchased from Nacalai Tesque.

Sample preparation
Fresh and healthy MP young leaves were purchased
from the local wet market. A voucher specimen was de-
posited at the University of Malaya (UM) herbarium
(Rimba Ilmu, Institute of Biological Sciences, UM) and
the sample identity was also authenticated by the herbar-
ium’s botanist, Dr. Sugumaran Manickam. The leaves
were washed with distilled water and air dried until no
weight reduction was observed. The dried leaves were
powdered using a table blender and stored at −20 °C
until needed for the extraction. Organic raspberry, blue-
berry and blackberry were purchased from a local super-
market, washed with distilled water and dried in a 40 °C
oven until no weight reduction was observed. They were
powdered using a table blender and stored at −20 °C
until needed for the extraction.

Extracts preparation
Powdered dried MP leaves were extracted sequentially,
using solvents of varying polarity in following order:
hexane > ethyl acetate > methanol > water. Fifty grams
of the powdered leaves was mixed with 500 mL of hex-
ane and the extraction was carried out by incubating the
mixture in an incubator shaker at 37 °C for 6 h. The
supernatant was obtained by centrifugation at 1500 rpm
for 10 min, followed by filtration using a Whatman filter
paper (No. 4). The extraction using hexane was repeated
twice, and the residues were dried. The extraction was
then continued using the remaining three solvents fol-
lowing the method as indicated above. The resulting
1500 mL of solvent collected for each extraction was
evaporated using a rotary evaporator. The water extract
was evaporated using a freeze dryer. The same extrac-
tion procedure was performed for the berries fruit. The
dried extracts were dissolved in 10% DMSO at 2 mg/mL
and stored at −20 °C.

Cell lines and tissue culture protocol
The following American type culture collection (ATCC)
human cancer/normal cell lines were used: HCT116,
HCC1937, HepG2, MDA-MB-231, CCD841, Hs27. The
cell lines were maintained according to the ATCC guide-
lines. Growth medium was supplemented with 10%
foetal bovine serum (FBS) and 1% penicillin-
streptomycin. TrypLE™ Express enzyme (Gibco) was
used for cells detachment. Incubation of culture was at
37 °C, in a humidified incubator containing 5% CO2.
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Antioxidant potential assays
Total Phenolic Content
Total polyphenol content (TPC) was determined using
Folin-Ciocalteu (FC) reagent [10]. Twenty μL of the
plant extracts were each mixed with 100 μL of 10% FC
reagent in a 96-well plate and incubated for 30 min. Sev-
enty μL of Na2CO3 (1 M) was added to the mixture and
incubated for 2 h at room temperature. Absorbance was
then measured at 735 nm. A standard curve was con-
structed using gallic acid (0–0.250 mg/mL). The TPC
value was expressed as mg gallic acid equivalents per
gram of dried extract.

Total flavonoid content
Total flavonoid content (TFC) was determined accord-
ing to Chang et al. [11] with slight modifications. Five
μL each of aluminium trichloride (10% w/v) and potas-
sium acetate (1 M) were mixed with 25 μL of the plant
extract. Seventy-five μL of ethanol (95% v/v) and 140 μL
of distilled water were added to the mixture. The mix-
ture was incubated for 30 min at room temperature
followed by absorbance reading at 415 nm. Quercetin
was used as a standard and TFC values were expressed
as mg quercetin equivalent per gram of dried extract.

Ferric reducing antioxidant power (FRAP)
FRAP assay [12] was carried out using freshly prepared
FRAP reagent by mixing 10 mM TPTZ (2,4,6-tripyridyl-
s-triazine) in 40 mM HCl, acetate buffer (300 mM,
pH 3.6) and FeCl3.6H2O (20 mM) in 1:10:1 ratio (v/v/v).
Ten μL of the plant extract was mixed with 300 μL
FRAP reagent and incubated for 4 h at room
temperature. The absorbance of ferrous-TPTZ complex
was measured at 593 nm. A standard curve using FeSO4

solution (0 to 3.5 mM) was plotted. Antioxidant power
of the extracts was expressed as mmol Fe2+ per gram of
dried extract. Gallic acid, ascorbic acid and catechin
were used as positive controls.

ABTS●+ radical-scavenging activity
The ABTS●+ (2,2′-azinobis-3-ethylbenzothiazoline-6-
sulphonic acid) scavenging activity was performed
according to Re et al. [13]. ABTS●+ cation was produced
by mixing 7 mM ABTS solution with 2.45 mM potas-
sium persulfate and allowing them to react in the dark
for 16 h at room temperature. The absorbance of solu-
tion was measured at 734 nm and adjusted to ~0.7 using
absolute ethanol. Ten μL of the plant extract at different
concentrations (up to 2000 μg/mL) was mixed with
90 μL of ABTS●+ solution and the absorbance at 734 nm
was taken after 30 min. Trolox, ascorbic acid, catechin
and quercetin were used as positive controls. ABTS●+

scavenging activity was calculated as follows: ABTS●+

radical-scavenging activity = [(Acontrol-Asample)/Acontrol]

X 100%, where Acontrol and Asample are the absorbances
in the absence and presence of extracts, respectively.
The IC50 value is the concentration at which 50% of the
ABTS●+ is scavenged. IC50 concentration of the extracts
was determined using GraphPad Prism version 5.0
(GraphPad Software, Inc., USA).

DPPH• radical-scavenging activity
The DPPH• (2,2-diphenyl-1-picryl hydrazyl) radical-
scavenging activity was evaluated according to Sharma
and Bhat [14] with slight modifications. One hundred
μM DPPH• solution was prepared in methanol and in-
cubated at room temperature in the dark for 30 min.
Twenty μL of plant extracts, at different concentrations
up to 2000 μg/mL, was mixed with 150 μL of 100 μM
DPPH• solution. The absorbance of the reaction mixture
was measured at 517 nm after 30 min of incubation at
room temperature. Ascorbic acid, quercetin, catechin
and trolox were used as positive controls. The scaven-
ging activity of the extracts was calculated as follows:
DPPH• radical-scavenging activity = [(Acontrol-Asample)/
Acontrol] X 100%, where Acontrol and Asample are the ab-
sorbances in the absence and presence of extracts, re-
spectively. The IC50 value is the concentration of the
extracts that inhibited 50% of DPPH•, and this value was
determined using GraphPad Prism version 5.0.

Cellular antioxidant activity assay
The CAA assay was carried out according to Wolfe and
Liu [15] with minor modifications. Briefly, Hs27 cells
were seeded in 100 μL DMEM media at a density of
5 × 104 cells/well in a black 96-well plate. The cells were
then incubated for 24 h, after which the growth medium
was removed and the wells were washed with cold PBS.
The wells were applied with 100 μL medium containing
MP extracts (up to 1000 μg/mL) and 25 μM 2′,7′-
dichlorofluorescin diacetate (DCFH-DA) and incubated
for 1 h. The cells were then washed with 100 μL of cold
PBS. One hundred μL of 600 μM 2,2′-azobis (2-amidi-
nopropane) dihydrochloride (ABAP) in Hank’s Balanced
Salt Solution (HBSS) was applied to the cells and the
fluorescence reading was recorded using Tecan Multi-
mode reader & HydroFlex microplate washer (Infinite®
M1000 Pro, Tecan Trading AG, Switzerland). Emission
at 538 nm was measured with excitation at 485 nm
every 5 min for 90 min. The assay included a triplicate
control and blank. The control wells consisted of treated
cells with DCFH-DA and ABAP while the blank con-
tained cells treated with the dye and HBSS only. After
blank subtraction from the fluorescence readings, the
area under the curve of fluorescence versus time was in-
tegrated to calculate the CAA value according to the fol-
lowing formula: CAA unit = 100-(∫SA ⁄∫CA) × 100 [15].
The median effective dose (EC50) for the pure
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phytochemical compounds (positive controls) and MP
extracts were determined from the median effect plot of
log (fa/fu) versus log (dose), where fa is the fraction af-
fected and fu is the fraction unaffected by the treatment,
respectively [15]. The EC50 value of extracts was
obtained when the ratio of ƒa/ƒu equals to 1.

Cell viability assay
The anti-proliferative activity of the extracts against can-
cer and normal cell lines was evaluated using Promega
CellTiter 96® AQueous One Solution Cell Proliferation
Assay (MTS) kit, according to the manufacturer’s in-
structions. The cells were seeded at 37 °C at a density of
(~1 × 104) cells/well/100 μL media in 96-well plate. In
the preliminary screening, cells were treated with the ex-
tracts at 250 μg/mL. After 48 h, 20 μL of MTS reagent
was added and the mixture was incubated for another
4 h, after which absorbance reading at 490 nm was
taken. Cell viability was determined as follows: Viability
(%) = (Absorbance of sample/Absorbance of control) X
100%. The plant extract that reduced cancer cells
viability significantly (< 50%) were taken as positive for
anti-proliferative activity, and was further investigated.
The cancer cells were treated with the positive MP
extracts for 48 h at various concentrations (25, 50, 100,
150, 200 and 250 μg/mL) to determine the IC50 value.
The IC50 value is the concentration of extracts at which
the cell viability was reduced to 50%. The IC50 value was
calculated using GraphPad Prism version 5.0.5-fluroura-
cil (5-FU) was used as a positive control drug.

Caspase 3/7 activity assay
The assay was carried out using Apotox-Glo™ Triplex
assay kit (Promega, USA), following manufacturer’s
protocol. Briefly, 7 × 103 cells/well/100 μL culture
media were seeded at 37 °C in a 96-well white plate for
24 h. The cells were then treated with MP-HX and MP-
EA for 24 h and 48 h. The concentration of the extracts
used in the assay were at ~IC50 values for HCT116,
HCC1937, HepG2 and MDA-MB-231 cells, where MP-
HX concentrations were 70 μg/mL, 90 μg/mL, 75 μg/mL,
and 45 μg/mL, respectively, while MP-EA concentrations
were 75 μg/mL, 90 μg/mL, 130 μg/mL and 90 μg/mL,
respectively. After adding the Caspase-Glo® 3/7 reagent,
the cells was incubated for 30 min at room temperature
and the luminescence reading was measured using Tecan
Infinite® M1000 Pro multimode reader.

Multicaspase assay
The detection of multiple caspase (caspase-1, 3, 4, 5, 6,
7, 8 and 9) activation was done using Muse™ multicas-
pase assay kit (Merck Millipore, USA), following the
manufacturer’s instruction. Briefly, 1 × 105 cells/well/
1 mL culture media were seeded at 37 °C in a 12-well

plate for 24 h. The cells were then treated with MP-HX
and MP-EA extracts for 24 or 48 h. The concentration of
the extracts used were at ~IC50 values for HCT116,
HCC1937, HepG2 and MDA-MB-231 cells, where MP-
HX concentrations were 70 μg/mL, 90 μg/mL, 75 μg/mL,
and 45 μg/mL, respectively, while MP-EA concentrations
were 75 μg/mL, 90 μg/mL, 130 μg/mL and 90 μg/mL,
respectively. After treatment with the extracts, the cells
were resuspended in 1X caspase buffer and 50 μL of the
cells were transferred to 1.5 mL microcentrifuge tubes.
Five μL of Muse™ multicaspase reagent working solution
was added to the cells and incubated for 30 min in a 37 °C
incubator. Then, 150 μL of Muse™ caspase 7-
aminoactinomycin D (7-AAD) working solution was
added in each tube and mixed and incubated in the dark
for 5 min at room temperature. The percentage of cells
with multicaspase activity was then measured using
Muse™ cell analyzer (Merck Millipore, USA) flow
cytometer.

Annexin-V and dead cell assay
The assay was determined using Muse™ Annexin-V &
Dead Cell (7-AAD) kit (Merck Millipore, USA), accord-
ing to manufacturer’s instruction. Briefly, 1 × 105 cells/
well/1 mL culture media were seeded in a 12-well plate
and incubated at 37 °C for 24 h. The cells were then
treated with MP-HX and MP-EA extracts for 24 or 48 h.
The concentration of the extracts used were at ~IC50
values for HCT116, HCC1937, HepG2 and MDA-MB-
231, where MP-HX concentrations were 70 μg/mL,
90 μg/mL, 75 μg/mL, and 45 μg/mL, respectively, while
MP-EA concentrations were 75 μg/mL, 90 μg/mL,
130 μg/mL and 90 μg/mL, respectively. After treatment
with MP-HX and MP-EA extracts, the cells were resus-
pended in 1% FBS. One hundred microliter of the cells
were transferred to 1.5 mL microcentrifuge tubes and
100 μL of Muse™ Annexin-V & Dead Cell reagent was
added and mixed with the cells, followed by 20 min in-
cubation at room temperature in the dark. The cells
were then analyzed using Muse™ cell analyzer. The assay
could identify four types of cells: i) non-apoptotic live
cells: Annexin-V (−) and 7-AAD (−), ii) early apoptotic
cells: Annexin-V (+) and 7-AAD (−), iii) late apoptotic
cells: Annexin-V (+) and 7-AAD (+), and iv) non-
apoptotic dead cells: Annexin-V (−) and 7-AAD (+).

Caspase inhibition assay
The pan caspase inhibitor z-VAD-fmk (Biovision, USA)
was used to inhibit caspases that are responsible for
apoptosis induction. Briefly, 1 × 104 cells/well/100 μL
culture media were seeded in 96-well plate and incu-
bated at 37 °C for 24 h. The cells were then treated with
MP-HX and MP-EA extracts for 48 h in the absence
and presence of z-VAD-fmk (4 μM and 8 μM). The
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concentration of the extracts used were at ~IC50 values
for HCT116, HCC1937, HepG2 and MDA-MB-231 cells,
where MP-HX concentrations were 70 μg/mL, 90 μg/
mL, 75 μg/mL, and 45 μg/mL, respectively, while MP-
EA concentrations were 75 μg/mL, 90 μg/mL, 130 μg/
mL and 90 μg/mL, respectively. After 48 h, the cell
viability was determined using Promega’s MTS cell
viability kit, following the manufacturer’s instruction.

Cell cycle assay
This assay was performed using Muse™ cell cycle kit
(Merck Millipore, USA), according to manufacturer’s
protocol. Briefly, 3 × 105 cells/well/1 mL culture media
were seeded in T25 culture flask and incubated at 37 °C
for 24 h. The cells were then treated with MP-HX and
MP-EA extracts for 24 h to measure DNA content at
various stages of the cell cycle. The concentration of the
extracts used were at ~IC50 values for HCT116,
HCC1937, HepG2 and MDA-MB-231 cells, where MP-
HX concentrations were 70 μg/mL, 90 μg/mL, 75 μg/mL,
and 45 μg/mL, respectively, while MP-EA concentrations
were 75 μg/mL, 90 μg/mL, 130 μg/mL and 90 μg/mL, re-
spectively. The cells were fixed and washed with cold PBS
and added with 200 μL of Muse™ cell cycle reagent. After
30 min of incubation at room temperature in the dark, the
percentage of cells in various stages (Go/G1, S and G2/M)
was analysed using Muse™ cell analyzer flow cytometer.

Statistical analysis
Unless otherwise specified, each determination was done
in triplicate and results were expressed as means ±
standard deviation. Statistical analysis was perfomed
using SPSS statistical software version 22.0 (SPSS Inc.,
USA). One-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) and
Welch-ANOVA test were used to compare means
among three or more than three groups. One-way
ANOVA (when variances are equal) or Welch-ANOVA
(when variances are not equal) was followed by Tukey’s
or Games-Howell’s post hoc test, respectively. Values
were considered to be statistically significant if the p
value was less than 0.05. Pearson correlation were used
to investigate the correlation between antioxidant com-
ponents and the antioxidant activities. A correlation was

considered statistically significant if the p value was less
than 0.01 (p < 0.01).

Results and Discussions
Extraction yield
The yield for the extraction of plant materials is gener-
ally dependent on the extraction methods, the types of
solvent used, as well as physical and chemical properties
of plant phytochemicals [16]. In the present study, se-
quential extraction was employed to obtain MP leaf ex-
tracts using solvents of varying polarity. The extraction
was performed sequentially using the following solvents
in the order indicated: hexane (HX) > ethyl acetate
(EA) > methanol (MeOH) > Water (W). This may help
separate the phytochemical constituents according to
their polarity. The use of solvents of varying polarity
may also provide a broader coverage of extraction condi-
tions and this could lead to higher mass transfer of plant
phytochemicals.
The extraction yields of MP using various solvents are

shown in Table 1. The extraction yields obtained appear
to increase with increasing polarity of solvents, whereby
the water extract (MP-W) showed the highest yield of
12.00%, while the hexane extract (MP-HX) had the low-
est yield of 2.65%. This suggests that the extractable con-
stituents of MP leaves are mostly polar and water
soluble.

Total phenolic content
Phenolic compounds are the major constituents respon-
sible for antioxidant activities in plants. They act as free
radical scavengers, metal chelating agents and chain
breaking antioxidants [17]. The TPC values of MP ex-
tracts are shown in Table 1. The varying TPC values
demonstrated by the extracts suggest that MP leaves
contained phenolics of varying polarities. The present
study indicated that MP leaves contain predominantly
polar phenolic compounds, although substantial amount
of semi-polar and non-polar phenolic compounds was
also detected in the leaves, as reflected by MP-HX and
MP-EA TPC values. MP-MeOH showed the highest
TPC value of 61.31 ± 1.39 mg GAE/g DE, followed by
MP-EA, MP-W and MP-HX extracts. To gauge a

Table 1 Extraction yields and antioxidant components of MP

Extraction solvent Extraction yield Total phenolic content, TPC Total flavonoid content, TFC

(%) (mg GAE/g DE) (mg QE/g DE)

Hexane 2.65 28.39 ± 0.63a 36.13 ± 2.48a

Ethyl acetate 3.84 31.41 ± 1.07b 56.45 ± 1.73b

Methanol 5.78 61.31 ± 1.39c 97.85 ± 3.71c

Water 12.00 30.29 ± 0.75a,b 5.42 ± 0.27d

GAE gallic acid equivalent, QE quercetin equivalent, DE dried extract. Values are mean ± SD (n = 3). Means with different letters (a-d) are significantly
different (p < 0.05)
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comparative picture on the antioxidant potential of MP,
berries fruit extracts were prepared employing the same
sequential extraction protocol as of MP leaves. Interest-
ingly, the TPC values for MP-HX, MP-EA and MP-
MeOH extracts were significantly higher than raspberry,
blackberry and blueberry equivalent extracts (Fig. 1A).

Total flavonoid content
The estimation of flavonoids content in plant extracts is
of significance for the assessment of its nutraceutical
value, since flavonoids are phytonutrients that are re-
nowned for their antioxidant activity. Flavonoids could
prevent oxidative stress through the modulation of ROS
generating enzymes activity, scavenging of free radicals
and chelation of metal ions. Flavonoids also exhibit vari-
ous health promoting bioactivities, which include anti-
cancer, antimicrobial, anti-inflammatory and
hepatoprotective activities [18, 19].
The total flavonoid content (TFC) value of MP

extracts is presented in Table 1. Among MP extracts,
MP-MeOH exhibited the highest TFC, followed by (in
descending order) MP-EA, MP-HX and MP-W. For ber-
ries fruit extracts (raspberry, RB; blackberry, BKB; blue-
berry, BLB), the TFC values obtained were in the
following descending order: BLB-HX, BKB-EA, BKB-
MeOH and BLB-W extracts (Fig. 1B). Interestingly, the
TFC values of MP-HX, MP-EA and MP-MeOH were
notably higher than the same extracts of berries fruit.
The TFC value of MP-HX was 2.0 times higher than
BLB-HX, while MP-EA TFC value was 4.3 times higher

than BKB-EA. The TPC value of MP-MeOH was 20.9
times higher than BKB-MeOH. However, the TPC value
of MP-W was 2.3 times lower than BLB-W.

Ferric reducing antioxidant power assay
In this assay, antioxidants can cause the reduction of the
yellow-colored ferric-2,4,6-tripyridyl-s-triazine complex
(Fe3+ − TPTZ) to the ferrous form (Fe2+-TPTZ), forming
a blue-colored product that can be spectrophotometric-
ally monitored at 593 nm [12]. The amount of Fe2
+-TPTZ complex is correlated to the amount antioxidant
molecules present in the extract, introduced into the
reaction mixture. The FRAP value of the extracts were
deduced based on FeSO4 standard curve
(y = 0.6192× + 0.1143, R2 = 0.999). All MP extracts
demonstrated high FRAP values, ranging from
300.65 ± 3.54 to 1150.97 ± 2.93 mmol Fe2+/g DE (Table
2). The highest activity was exhibited by MP-W
(1150.97 ± 2.93 mmol Fe2+/g DE) followed by (in
descending order) MP-MeOH, MP-EA and MP-HX.
MP-W demonstrated notable FRAP values as compared
to the positive controls, although the values were
approximately 48%, 45% and 40% of that shown by
catechin, gallic acid and ascorbic acid, respectively.

ABTS radical-scavenging assay
In this assay, the oxidation of ABTS reagent by potas-
sium persulfate (K2S2O8) results in the formation of
ABTS radical cations (ABTS●+), characterised by a blue-
green colored solution. The ABTS●+ concentration can

Fig. 1 Determination of antioxidant components and in vitro antioxidant activities of MP leaf extracts. (a) Total phenolic content, (b) Total
flavonoid content, (c) ABTS radical-scavenging, and (d) DPPH radical-scavenging. Values are mean ± SD (n = 3). RB, raspberry; BKB, blackberry; BLB,
blueberry; HX, hexane; EA, ethyl acetate; MeOH, methanol; W, water. Means with different letters (a-d) are significantly different (p < 0.05). GAE,
gallic acid equivalent; QE, quercetin equivalent; DE, dried extract; Tx, trolox; AA, ascorbic acid; Cn, catechin; Qn, quercetin
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be monitored through spectrophotometric measurement
at 734 nm [13]. A decrease in absorbance value is ob-
served when ABTS●+ is scavenged by antioxidant mole-
cules that are present in the extracts. The ABTS●+

scavenging activity of MP extracts are shown in Fig. 1C.
At 1.0 mg/mL, MP-HX and MP-EA were able to scav-
enge more than 80% of ABTS radicals, whereas MP-
MeOH and MP-W scavenging activity were approxi-
mately 41 and 55%, respectively. The IC50 values of the
extracts are presented in Table 2. MP-HX showed the
most notable scavenging activity, with an IC50 value of
267.73 ± 5.58 μg/mL, followed by (in descending order)
MP-EA, MP-W and MP-MeOH. MP-HX showed not-
able ABTS radical-scavenging activity, although its IC50

values were ~3.0, 3.3, 5.7 times higher than trolox (Tx),
ascorbic acid (AA) and quercetin (Qn), respectively.
Similarly, MP-EA showed notable scavenging activity, al-
though its IC50 values were 3.6, 4.0 and 6.8 times higher
than Tx, AA and Qn, respectively.

DPPH radical-scavenging assay
DPPH radical-scavenging assay is the most widely used
in vitro antioxidant assay for evaluation of antioxidant
activity. DPPH• is a purple-colored radical which can be
reduced by antioxidants to form a yellow-colored 2,2-
diphenyl-1-picrylhydrazine, and this reaction can cause a
decrease in absorbance value at 517 nm [14]. This assay
is suitable for measuring radical-scavenging activity of
both hydrophilic and lipophilic phytochemicals [20]. The
results are shown in Table 2 and Fig. 1D. MP-HX exhib-
ited the strongest DPPH• scavenging activity, similar to
that seen in ABTS●+ scavenging assay. Based on the IC50

values, the relative DPPH• scavenging activity of the ex-
tracts (in descending order) were: MP-HX > MP-
EA > MP-MeOH > MP-W.

Cellular antioxidant activity assay
The cellular antioxidant activity (CAA) assay is generally
considered to be more accurate in evaluating the antioxi-
dant potential of phytochemicals or plant extract, as com-
pared to in vitro antioxidant assays. This is because the
assay utilizes a cell-based model that takes into account of
the complex biological processes of a living system, such
as the absorption, distribution, metabolism and bioavail-
ability of phytochemicals. These are among the crucial
factors that can greatly affect antioxidant capacity [15, 21].
In the present study, the CAA assay was carried out using
the non-cancerous human fibroblast cell line, Hs27.
The results showed that the pure phytochemical com-

pounds (positive controls) and MP extracts were able to
inhibit the oxidation of DCFH2 by ABAP-generated per-
oxyl radicals in a dose-dependent manner (Fig. 2). The
median effective dose (EC50) was determined from the
median effect plot (Additional file 1: Figure S2). The
EC50 value of quercetin in Hs27 cell line was
1.88 ± 0.03 μM, and this value is 2.7 times lower than
that observed in HepG2 cells, which was 5.09 ± 0.19 μM
[18]. This difference may have been due to the fact that
HepG2, being a type of cancer cell line, experienced
higher oxidative stress environment compared to non-
cancerous Hs27 cell line. As for MP extracts, all of them
showed notable cellular antioxidant activity (Fig. 3). Based
on the EC50 values (Table 2), MP-HX showed the most not-
able CAA value, followed by MP-EA. However, MP-HX
and MP-EA showed lower activities compared to trolox,
with EC50 values that were 2.8 and 9.3 folds higher than
trolox, respectively. MP-MeOH and MP-W exhibited lower
antioxidant potential, since their EC50 values were signifi-
cantly higher than MP-HX and MP-EA. In comparison to
common fruits and vegetables, the findings in the present
study indicated that the MP extracts exhibited a more pro-
nounced cellular antioxidant activity. The EC50 value of MP

Table 2 Antioxidant activities of MP leaf extracts

Extraction solvent FRAP(mmol Fe2+/g DE) ABTS●+ (IC50 μg/mL) DPPH●(IC50 μg/mL) CAA (Hs27)(EC50 μg/mL)

Hexane 300.65 ± 3.54a 267.73 ± 5.58a 327.40 ± 3.80a 11.30 ± 0.68a

Ethyl acetate 482.23 ± 5.81b 322.63 ± 4.67b 363.60 ± 4.26b 37.32 ± 0.68b

Methanol 811.07 ± 11.02c 1264.33 ± 28.38c 838.93 ± 27.40c 208.94 ± 2.67c

Water 1150.97 ± 2.93d 997.73 ± 14.21d 1368.00 ± 28.93d 339.62 ± 2.07d

Positive controls

Tx - 88.84 ± 3.76e 26.08 ± 0.42e 4.02 ± 0.15e

AA 2889.59 ± 13.56e 79.64 ± 2.22e 22.95 ± 0.50f ND

GA 2560.15 ± 28.86f ND ND ND

Cn 2387.02 ± 46.65f 31.29 ± 1.11f 28.73 ± 0.34g ND

Qn ND 46.95 ± 0.58g 22.43 ± 0.58f 0.57 ± 0.01f

PP ND ND ND 1.12 ± 0.08g

Tx trolox, AA ascorbic acid, GA gallic acid, Cn catechin, Qn quercetin, PP polyphenon-60, DE dried extract, ND not done. Values are mean ± SD (n = 3). The mean
values in each column with different letters (a-g) are significantly different (p < 0.05)
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extracts in Hs27 were ~31 to 956 times lower than blue-
berry (EC50 in HepG2 = 10.81 ± 0.44 mg/mL), and they
were ~338 to 10,176 lower than broccoli (EC50 in
HepG2 = 115 ± 15 mg/mL) [15, 22].

Correlation analysis
Various antioxidant assays have been reported in the lit-
erature, which include in vitro and CAA antioxidant as-
says. These assays are routinely used to evaluate
antioxidant potential of plant extracts, but they do not
necessarily provide consistent picture when compared
against each other, due to differences in their mechanism
of assessing antioxidant activity. Comparing the value of
antioxidant activities of MP extracts as indicated by the
different assays, there was a strong to very strong posi-
tive correlation between ABTS, DPPH and CAA assays,
ranging from 0.777 to 0.993 (Table 3), suggesting that
these assays could provide a consistent picture of anti-
oxidant activity of MP extracts. A correlation analysis
between TPC and TFC with antioxidant activity was also
performed, to evaluate their relationship. A strong posi-
tive correlation of 0.849 was observed between TFC and
TPC, suggesting that flavonoids are the predominant

phenolic compounds in MP. Although TPC demon-
strated a positive correlation (0.750) with ABTS, its cor-
relation with DPPH and CAA was weak. In contrast, the
correlation of TFC with ABTS was weak, and negative
correlation between TFC with DPPH and CAA assays
were also observed. These observations suggest that
polyphenols may not be the major constituents that are
responsible for the antioxidant activity of MP. Weak cor-
relation between polyphenols content and antioxidant
activity have also been reported in commonly consumed
fruits [23].

Anti-proliferative activity of MP leaf extracts
Cell viability assay
The anti-proliferative activities of the extracts were ini-
tially evaluated against the cancer cell lines at 250 μg/
mL, using Promega MTS cell viability kit. The result in-
dicated that MP-HX and MP-EA were able to reduce
the viability of all cancer lines tested to about 30%,
indicating their promising anti-proliferative activity
(Additional file 2: Figure S1). MP-MeOH and MP-W did
not demonstrate notable anti-proliferative activity. They
exerted modest inhibition of HCT116 proliferation at

Fig. 2 Cellular antioxidant activity of MP leaf extracts. Inhibition of peroxyl radical-induced oxidation of DCFH2 in Hs27 cells by a MP-HX, b MP-EA, c
MP-MeOH, d MP-W, e Quercetin f Polyphenon-60 and g Trolox. The curves shown in each graph are from a single experiment (mean ± SD, n = 3)
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250 μg/mL, reducing viability to 73.8% and 78.7%,
respectively.
The IC50 values of MP-HX and MP-EA against the

cancer cell lines were then investigated further. A dose-
dependent anti-proliferative activity was observed for
MP-HX and MP-EA extracts on HCT116, HCC1937,
HepG2 and MDA-MB-231 cell lines (Fig. 4). MP-HX ex-
hibited promising anti-proliferative activity against the
entire cancer cell lines tested, with IC50 concentrations
ranging from 58.04 ± 0.96 to 94.80 ± 3.01 μg/mL
(Table 4). MP-EA also exhibited potent anti-

proliferative activity against HCT116, HCC1937 and
MDA-MB-231, with IC50 values ranging from
64.69 ± 0.72 to 97.09 ± 1.10 μg/mL (Table 4). Interest-
ingly, MP-HX IC50 value on HepG2 cells was lower
than that shown by 5-FU.
To evaluate the selectivity and toxicity of MP-HX and

MP-EA against non-cancerous cell lines, they were
tested against CCD841 and Hs27 cell lines, which were
normal colon and fibroblast cell lines, respectively. Both
extracts showed relatively higher IC50 values on these
cell lines (ranging from 311.30 ± 12.41 to
1218.33 ± 5.50 μg/mL) (Table 4), suggesting the extracts
were selectively more toxic towards the cancer cell lines.

Induction of apoptosis by MP-HX and MP-EA
Apoptosis is a form of programmed cell death with
essential roles in removal of damaged or abnormal cells
from the body. Apoptosis can be induced through the
intrinsic (mitochondrial) or extrinsic (death receptor)
pathway. It is characterized by morphological and cellu-
lar changes which include membrane blebbing, phos-
phatidylserine (PS) extrusion [24], cellular shrinkage

Fig. 3 Dose-response curve for inhibition of peroxyl radical-induced DCFH2 oxidation in Hs27 cells by MP leaf extracts and positive controls.
a MP-HX, b MP-EA, c MP-MeOH, d MP-W, e Quercetin, f Polyphenon-60 and g Trolox. The curves shown in each graph are from a single
experiment (mean ± SD, n = 3)

Table 3 Pearson correlation analysis for antioxidant components
and activities of MP leaf extracts

TPC TFC ABTS DPPH CAA

TPC 1 0.849* 0.750* 0.171 0.273

TFC 0.849* 1 0.302 −0.351 –0.247

ABTS 0.750* 0.302 1 0.777* 0.838*

DPPH 0.171 −0.351 0.777* 1 0.993*

CAA 0.273 −0.247 0.838* 0.993* 1

*Significant correlation at p < 0.01
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and DNA fragmentation [25]. Perturbation of apoptosis
could arise from overexpression of anti-apoptotic and/
or down regulation of pro-apoptotic proteins, and such
scenarios could lead to the development of chronic
conditions such as cancer and neurodegenerative dis-
eases [26]. In many type of human cancers, apoptosis is
often dysregulated. Thus, when screening for new anti-
cancer drugs, the candidate drug should ideally demon-
strate selective cytotoxicity, by its preferential induction
of apoptosis in cancer cells with minimal toxicity on
non-cancerous or normal cells [27]. In the present
study, the effect of MP-HX and MP-EA on apoptosis
was evaluated through four different assays, which in-
clude measurements of caspase 3/7 activity, multicas-
pase activity, caspase enzyme inhibition and Annexin-
V/7-AAD staining.

Caspase-3/7 assay
Caspases (cysteinyl aspartases) are a family of proteo-
lytic enzymes which play a key role in the induction of
apoptosis [28]. They are classified as initiator caspases
(−2, −8, −9. -10) and executioner caspases (−3, −6, −7)
[29]. Initiator caspases can be activated by the intrinsic
or extrinsic pathways, which themselves can activate
the executioner caspases and leading to apoptosis
induction. Activation of caspase-3/7 is an important
biomarker for the detection of apoptosis [29].
Caspase-3/7 assay was done using Promega Apotox-

Glo™ assay kit which included a luminogenic caspase-3/7
substrate. An increase in luminescence value indicates
caspase-3/7 activation. The results indicated that both
MP-HX and MP-EA extracts were able to significantly
(p < 0.05) activate caspase-3/7 activity in almost all of

Fig. 4 MTS cell viability assay. Dose response curves for the cytotoxic effect of MP-HX and MP-EA (48 h treatment) on cancerous (HCT116,
HCC1937, HepG2, MDA-MB-231) and non-cancerous (CCD841, Hs27) cell lines

Table 4 Cell viability assay. IC50 values of MP-HX and MP-EA on cancer and non-cancerous cell lines

Treatment HCT116 HCC1937 HepG2 MDA-MB-231 CCD841 Hs27

IC50 (μg/mL) IC50 (μg/mL) IC50 (μg/mL) IC50 (μg/mL) IC50 (μg/mL) IC50 (μg/mL)

MP-HX 58.04 ± 0.96a 94.80 ± 3.01a 79.41 ± 1.88a 57.81 ± 3.49a 680.93 ± 8.76a 311.30 ± 12.41a

MP-EA 64.69 ± 0.72b 95.71 ± 0.36a 130.93 ± 3.17b 97.09 ± 1.10b 1218.33 ± 5.50b 357.13 ± 5.11b

5-FU 13.81 ± 0.58c 79.02 ± 2.12b 95.02 ± 3.56c 24.45 ± 4.52c 9.64 ± 0.02c > 250

Values are mean ± SD (n = 3). Mean values in each column with different letters (a, b and c) are significantly different (p < 0.05)
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the cancer cell lines tested (Fig. 5). The cancer cells
treated with MP-HX showed caspase-3/7 activation in
MDA-MB-231, HepG2 and HCT116 that was respect-
ively 2.38, 4.39 and 5.53 folds higher, compared to the
corresponding vehicle control. MP-HX apparently did
not induce caspase-3/7 activation in HCC1937 for the
48 h treatment. MP-EA treatment induced caspase-3/7
activation in HCC1937, HCT116, MDA-MB-231 and
HepG2, that was respectively 1.60, 1.79, 2.29 and 5.10
folds higher, compared to the corresponding vehicle
control.

Multicaspase assay
Muse™ multicaspase (Merck Millipore, USA) assay kit
was used to detect initiator as well as executioner cas-
pases activation (caspase-1, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, and 9). The
results indicated that both MP-HX and MP-EA were
able to significantly increase the percentage of cells with
activated caspases in the entire cancer cell lines tested
(Fig. 6). MP-HX and MP-EA treatments on HCT116 sig-
nificantly increased the percentage of cells with caspases
activation, whereby the percentage of cells were 8.2 and
17.4 folds higher than the corresponding vehicle control,
respectively. MP-HX and MP-EA treatments on
HCC1937 significantly increased the percentage of cells
with caspases activation, whereby the percentage of cells
were 9.4 and 5.0 folds higher than the corresponding ve-
hicle control, respectively. For HepG2 cell line, MP-HX
and MP-EA treatments significantly increased the per-
centage of cells with caspases activation, whereby the
percentage of cells were 6.5 and 6.6 folds higher than
the corresponding vehicle control, respectively. For
MDA-MB-231 cell line, MP-HX and MP-EA treatment
significantly increased the percentage of cells with cas-
pases activation, whereby the percentage of cells with

caspases activation were 3.5 and 4.7 folds higher than
the corresponding vehicle control, respectively. Taken
together, caspase-3/7 and multicaspase assays result sug-
gest that MP-HX and MP-EA were able to induce
caspase-dependent apoptotic cell death in the entire
cancer cell lines tested.

Annexin-V and dead cell assay
Phosphatidylserine is a component of a cell membrane
that is normally restricted in the inner leaflet of the
membrane. During the early stage of apoptosis, PS is ex-
truded to the outer leaflet of the membrane [24].
Annexin-V is a calcium dependent phospholipid binding
protein with a high binding affinity towards PS. The
event of annexin-V binding with the PS molecules that
are extruded in early apoptotic cells can be detected by
flow cytometric analysis. The 7-AAD dye is used to de-
tect the cell membrane structural integrity, as the dye is
only permeable to the membrane of dead cells, but im-
permeable to live and healthy cells, as well as early apop-
totic cells.
The results of the present study indicated that both

MP-HX and MP-EA extracts were cytotoxic to the en-
tire cancer cell lines tested, being able to significantly re-
duce viability of the cancer cells (Fig. 7). In the HCT116
cells, treatments with MP-HX and MP-EA significantly
reduced cell viability to 28.81 ± 1.30 and 2.03 ± 0.18%,
respectively. The treatments with MP-HX and MP-EA
also markedly increased the percentage of late apoptotic
cells in HCT116, which were 54.75 ± 0.10 and
90.23 ± 0.59%, respectively, compared to the corre-
sponding vehicle controls, which were 18.95 ± 2.94 and
6.30 ± 1.06%, respectively. For the HCC1937 cells, treat-
ments with MP-HX and MP-EA significantly reduced
cell viability to 25.31 ± 0.89 and 4.90 ± 0.85%,

Fig. 5 The effect of MP-HX or MP-EA on caspase 3/7 activity in cancer cell lines. The bar charts depict luminescence value for caspase 3/7 activity. The
concentration of the extracts used in each treatment was at ~IC50 value for the corresponding cell lines indicated. T24/T48, 24 or 48 h treatment,
respectively. VC, vehicle control; FC, fold change compared to VC. Values are mean ± SD (n = 3). The values with different letters (a-d) are significantly
different, p < 0.05
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respectively, compared to the corresponding vehicle
control, which was 84.98 ± 1.61%. MP-HX also markedly
increased the percentage of early apoptotic cells in
HCC1937 to 18.50 ± 1.31%, compared to the corre-
sponding vehicle control, which was only 2.21 ± 0.42%.
The treatments with MP-HX and MP-EA also increased
the percentage of late apoptotic cells in HCC1937, which
were 52.13 ± 2.15 and 51.33 ± 0.43%, respectively, com-
pared to the corresponding vehicle control, which was
only 9.53 ± 1.07%.
For the HepG2 cells, treatments with MP-HX and MP-

EA significantly reduced cell viability to 53.88 ± 2.37 and
10.11 ± 2.44%, respectively, compared to the correspond-
ing vehicle control, which was 86.30 ± 0.74%. MP-HX also
markedly increased the percentage of early apoptotic cells
in HepG2 to 23.10 ± 1.18%, compared to the correspond-
ing vehicle control, which was only 2.93 ± 1.40%. The
treatments with MP-HX and MP-EA also increased the
percentage of late apoptotic cells in HepG2, which were
19.38 ± 1.71 and 39.88 ± 2.54%, respectively, compared to
the corresponding vehicle control, which was only
8.43 ± 1.00%.
For the MDA-MB-231 cells, treatments with MP-HX

and MP-EA significantly reduced cell viability to
55.72 ± 1.28 and 7.17 ± 2.29%, respectively, compared to
the corresponding vehicle control, which was
82.14 ± 4.78%. MP-HX also markedly increased the per-
centage of early apoptotic cells in MDA-MB-231 to
25.79 ± 0.18%, compared to the corresponding vehicle
control, which was only 12.29 ± 3.64%. The treatments
with MP-HX and MP-EA also increased the percentage
of late apoptotic cells in MDA-MB-231, which were
16.97 ± 1.12 and 63.81 ± 2.21%, respectively, compared
to the corresponding vehicle control, which was only
5.52 ± 1.30%.

Pan caspase inhibition assay
This assay was performed to independently confirm that
apoptosis induction of MP-HX and MP-EA extracts in
the cancer cell lines was caspase dependent. The z-
VAD-FMK (carbobenzoxy-valyl-alanyl-aspartyl-[O-me-
thyl]-fluoromethylketone) reagent is a cell-permeant pan
caspase inhibitor that irreversibly binds to the catalytic
site of caspase proteases, preventing apoptosis induction.
The effect of the inhibitor on the viability of the cancer
cells in the presence and absence of MP-HX and MP-EA
extracts are shown in Fig. 8. The results indicated that

z-VAD-FMK inhibitor (at 4 and 8 μM) was generally
non-toxic to all of the cancer cell lines. As expected,
treatments of all the cancer cell lines with MP-HX or
MP-EA reduced cell viability. However, the viability was
significantly and dose-dependently higher when z-VAD-
FMK was added in the assay. This observation suggested
that the cytotoxicity induced by the extracts was due to
induction of apoptosis that was caspase dependent.

Cell cycle analysis
The cell cycle is composed of Go, G1, S, G2 and M
phases and a dysregulation in cell cycle is often observed
in cancer development [30]. Chemotherapeutic drugs
may exert anticancer effect through the inhibition of
cancer cell proliferation by disrupting selected phases of
the cell cycle [31].
In the present study, flow cytometric analysis was car-

ried out using Muse™ cell cycle kit. The flow cytometric
assay profiles the percentages of cells in Go/G1, S and G2/
M phases of the cell cycle. The cell cycle assay results are
shown in Fig. 9. In HCT116 cells, MP-HX and MP-EA
significantly increased the percentage of cells in Go/G1,
which were 30.6 and 36.6% higher than the control, re-
spectively. MP-HX and MP-EA also significantly reduced
the percentage of HCT116 cells in S phase, which were
12.9 and 17.9% lower than the control, respectively. Com-
pared to the control, treatments of MP-HX and MP-EA
on HCC1937 cells did not seem to significantly alter the
percentages of cells in different phases of the cell cycle,
except for MP-HX, whereby a small but statistically
significant 2.6% increase in Go/G1 cell population was ob-
served. It is probable that the 24 h treatment in HCC1937
did not provide an ideal window of time-frame, to demon-
strate the effect of the extracts on HCC1937 cell cycle. In
comparison to the control, MP-HX treatment on HepG2
caused a significant increase (+9.0%) in the percentage of
cells in Go/G1, without altering the percentages of cells in
S and G2/M phases. In comparison to the control, the
treatment of HepG2 with MP-EA resulted to 7.8% and
8.3% increase in Go/G1 and G2/M cells population, respect-
ively, coupled with a 19.0% reduction of S phase cells popu-
lation, suggesting that MP-EA ability to disrupt HepG2 cell
cycle at multiple phases. Treatment of MDA-MB-231 with
MP-HX resulted to 11.1% increase in S cells population,
but a 10.3% decrease in the percentage G2/M cells popula-
tion was also observed. This may have been sufficient to
disrupt MDA-MB-231 cell cycle, resulting to MP-HX

(See figure on previous page.)
Fig. 6 Cell viability and multicaspase enzyme activation assays. (a) The plots depict the effect of MP-HX and MP-EA treatments in the cancer cell
lines indicated. Each plot is a representative figure of the three replicates of each determination. (b) The bar charts depict the percentage of live
cells and those with multicaspase enzyme activation. The concentration of the extracts used in each treatment was at ~IC50 value for the corresponding
cell lines indicated. T24/T48, 24 or 48 h treatment, respectively. VC, vehicle control. Values are mean ± SD (n = 3). The values with different letters (a-d) are
significantly different, p < 0.05
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cytotoxic effect on the cells as observed earlier (Fig. 6 and
Table 4). Although treatment of MDA-MB-231 with MP-
EA significantly increased the percentage of cells in the S
phase (+18.3%), the extract was likely to cause disruption
of the MDA-MB-231 cell cycle, as there was a significant
increase Go/G1 (+7.5%) cells population, coupled with a
significant decrease in G2/M (−13.6%) cells population.

Cytotoxicity and apoptosis induction activities of MP-HX
and MP-EA
The present study investigated the anticancer potential
of MP extracts towards renowned ATCC cancer cell
lines, namely HCT116 (colon cancer), HCC 1937, MDA-
MB-231 (breast cancers) and HepG2 (liver cancer). The
cell viability assay results indicate that MP-HX and MP-
EA contain phytochemicals that are cytotoxic towards
the entire cancer cell lines tested (Fig.4). These extracts
showed promising anti-proliferative activity; as their IC50

values were less than 100 μg/mL in almost all of the can-
cer cell lines tested (Table 4), except for MP-EA in
HepG2 cells, with an IC50 value of about 131 μg/mL.
MP-HX and MP-EA were also selectively more cytotoxic
towards the cancer cells, as they showed higher IC50

values (>300 μg/mL) towards non-cancerous cell lines
CCD841 and Hs27. The notable anti-proliferative

activity demonstrated by MP-HX and MP-EA against
the four cancer cell lines prompted us to evaluate their
apoptosis induction ability.
In the present study, the ability of MP-HX and MP-EA

to induce apoptosis was evaluated through four different
assays, which include measurements of caspase 3/7 activity,
multicaspase activity, caspase enzyme inhibition and
annexin-V/7-AAD staining. Overall, the results of these as-
says indicate that MP-HX and MP-EA were able to induce
apoptosis in all of the cancer cell lines tested. Both extracts
were able to induce activation of multiple caspases in all of
the cancer cell lines (Figs. 5 and 6). The extracts were also
able to increase the percentage of apoptotic cells as revealed
by annexin-V/7-AAD flow cytometry assay (Fig.7). The
apoptosis induction was also confirmed through pan cas-
pase inhibitor (z-VAD-FMK) assay. The inhibitor was able
to reduce the cytotoxicity of MP-HX and MP-EA in all of
the cancer cell lines tested, in a dose-dependent manner,
validating their apoptosis induction ability (Fig.8). The cell
cycle assay results also suggest that MP-EA and MP-HX
had the potential to disrupt cell cycle progression in three
of the four cancer cell lines (Fig.9).
The present study is the first to demonstrate antican-

cer potential of MP. To date, none of the previous stud-
ies on MP have reported (or evaluated) its anticancer

(See figure on previous page.)
Fig. 7 Annexin-V & Dead Cell (7-AAD) flow cytometry analysis. Apoptotic effect of MP-HX and MP-EA on HCT116, HCC1937, HepG2 and MDA-MB-231 cell
lines. (a) Apoptosis profile plot. Each plot is a representative figure of the three replicates of each determination. (b) Bar charts depicting percentage of live,
dead and apoptotic cells for the treatments on the corresponding cell lines. Values are mean ± SD (n = 3). The values with different letters
(a-d) are significantly different, p < 0.05. The concentration of the extracts used in each treatment was at ~IC50 value for the corresponding
cell lines indicated. T24, 24 h treatment; T48, 48 h treatment; VC, vehicle control. L, live cells; EA, early apoptotic cells, LA, late apoptotic
cells; D, dead cells

Fig. 8 Pan caspase inhibitor assay. MTS cell viability assay (48 h) was employed using MP-HX or MP-EA extracts on the cell lines indicated, in the
presence or absence of Z-VAD-FMK inhibitor. The concentration of the extracts used in each treatment was at ~IC50 value for the corresponding
cell lines indicated. Values are mean ± SD (n = 3). The values with different letters (a-c) are significantly different, p < 0.05

Kabir et al. BMC Complementary and Alternative Medicine  (2017) 17:252 Page 15 of 18



Fig. 9 (See legend on next page.)

Kabir et al. BMC Complementary and Alternative Medicine  (2017) 17:252 Page 16 of 18



potential. Previous bioactivity studies have either used
polar (eg. ethanol and methanol) MP extracts [5–8] or
pure phytochemical compound (tHGA), which was iso-
lated from methanol extract of MP [32–34]. Thus, the lack
of report on MP anticancer activity may have been due to
the fact that the non-polar extracts bioactivity have not
been studied. In 2011, Shaari et al. reported identification
of phytochemical compounds from the methanol extract
of MP, which include lupeol, oleanolic acid, kokusaginine
and genistein [35]. These compounds have been reported
to exhibit anticancer activity [36–38]. In the present study,
although MP-MeOH was observed to show the highest
TPC and TFC values, the antioxidant activity was not cor-
related to polyphenols content. The same scenario was
observed with regard to the extracts anti-proliferative ac-
tivity - although the polyphenols contents of MP-HX and
MP-EA were lower than MP-MeOH, they both showed
higher anti-proliferative activity compared to MP-MeOH.
These observations do not suggest polyphenols to be the
phytochemicals that contributed MP-HX and MP-EA bio-
activities. Weak correlation between total phenolic con-
tents and anti-proliferative activities of extracts from
common fruits have also been reported [39]. There are
numerous class of phytochemical compounds in the plant
kingdom, which include alkaloids [40], phytosterols, ter-
penes and carotenoids [36, 41]. Further research is war-
ranted, to isolate and characterise the bioactive
phytochemical compound(s) from MP that is/are respon-
sible for the antioxidant and anti-proliferative activities.

Conclusions
The findings of the present study project MP as a contain
phytochemical compounds with notable antioxidant and
anti-cancer activities. It is the first to report on anti-
proliferative and apoptosis induction activities of MP ex-
tracts on human colorectal (HCT116), breast (HCC1937,
MDA-MB-231) and hepatocellular carcinoma (HepG2)
cell lines. Results of the cell viability assay indicated that
MP-HX and MP-EA extracts exhibited promising anti-
proliferative activity against the entire cancer lines tested,
whereby the IC50 values obtained were mostly below
100 μg/mL. The cytotoxicity effect of MP-HX and MP-EA
appeared to be selective towards the cancer cells, as the
IC50 values of the extracts on normal colon and fibroblast
cell lines (CCD841 and Hs27) were significantly higher (>
300 μg/mL) than those of the cancer cells. MP-HX and
MP-EA also demonstrated notable activity to disrupt cell
cycle phases in three of the four cancer cell lines. These

findings suggest MP to be promising source of novel phy-
tochemical(s) with health promoting benefits that are also
valuable for nutraceutical industry and cancer therapy.

Additional files

Additional file 1: Figure S2. Median effect plots for inhibition of
peroxyl radical-induced DCFH2 oxidation in Hs27 cells by (A) MP-HX, (B)
MP-EA, (C) MP-MeOH, (D) MP-W, (E) Quercetin, (F) Polyphenon-60 and (G)
Trolox. The curves shown in each graph are from a single experiment
(mean ± SD, n = 3). (TIFF 228 kb)

Additional file 2: Figure S1. High dose MTS cell viability assay. Effect
of MP leaf extracts (250 μg/mL, 48 h) on the cell viability of HCT116,
HCC1937 and HepG2 and MDA-MB-231 cell lines. Values are mean ± SD
(n = 3). The values with different letters (a-c) are significantly different,
p < 0.05. (TIFF 65 kb)
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the cell cycle. Values are mean ± SD (n = 3). The values with different letters (a-c) are significantly different, p < 0.05

Kabir et al. BMC Complementary and Alternative Medicine  (2017) 17:252 Page 17 of 18

dx.doi.org/10.1186/s12906-017-1761-9
dx.doi.org/10.1186/s12906-017-1761-9


Publisher’s Note
Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in
published maps and institutional affiliations.

Received: 28 January 2017 Accepted: 27 April 2017

References
1. Rates SMK. Plants as a source of drugs. Toxicon. 2001;39:603–13.
2. Halliwell B. Free radicals and antioxidants: updating a personal view. Nutr

Rev. 2012;70(5):257–65.
3. Rukayah A. Tumbuhan liar berkhasiat ubatan, Cet. 1st ed. Kuala Lumpur:

Dewan Bahasa dan Pustaka; 2006.
4. Perry LM, Metzger J. Medicinal plants of East and Southeast Asia: attributed

properties and uses. Cambridge: MIT Press; 1980.
5. Sulaiman MR, Mohd Padzil A, Shaari K, Khalid S, Shaik Mossadeq WM,

Mohamad AS, Ahmad S, Akira A, Israf D, Lajis N. Antinociceptive activity of
Melicope ptelefolia ethanolic extract in experimental animals. J Biomed
Biotechnol. 2010;2010:937642.

6. Mahadi M, Abdul Rahman N, Viswanathan D, Taib IS, Sulong A, Hakeem WA,
Mohamad M, Khalid Mohammed I, Abidin IIZ, Rahman SA, et al. The
potential effects of Melicope ptelefolia root extract as an anti-nociceptive
and anti-inflammatory on animal models. Bull Fac Pharm Cairo Univ. 2016;
54(2):237–41.

7. Abas F, Shaari K, Israf DA, Syafri S, Zainal Z, Lajis NH. LC–DAD–ESI-MS
analysis of nitric oxide inhibitory fractions of tenggek burung (Melicope
ptelefolia Champ. ex Benth.). J Food Compos Anal. 2010;23(1):107–12.

8. Shaari K, Suppaiah V, Wai LK, Stanslas J, Tejo BA, Israf DA, Abas F, Ismail IS,
Shuaib NH, Zareen S, et al. Bioassay-guided identification of an anti-
inflammatory prenylated acylphloroglucinol from Melicope ptelefolia and
molecular insights into its interaction with 5-lipoxygenase. Bioorg Med
Chem. 2011;19(21):6340–7.

9. Xu JF, Zhao HJ, Wang XB, Li ZR, Luo J, Yang MH, Yang L, Yu WY, Yao HQ, Luo
JG, et al. (+/−)-Melicolones A and B, rearranged prenylated acetophenone
stereoisomers with an unusual 9-oxatricyclo[3.2.1.1(3, 8)]nonane core from the
leaves of Melicope ptelefolia. Org Lett. 2015;17(1):146–9.

10. Singleton VL, Rossi JA. Colorimetry of Total Phenolics with Phosphomolybdic-
Phosphotungstic Acid Reagents. Am J Enol Vitic. 1965;16:144–58.

11. Chang C-C, Yang M-H, Wen H-M, Chern J-C. Estimation of total flavonoid
content in propolis by two complementary colorimetric methods. J Food
Drug Anal. 2002;10(3):178–82.

12. Benzie IFF, Strain JJ. The ferric reducing ability of plasma (FRAP) as a measure
of “antioxidant power”: The FRAP assay. Anal Biochem. 1996;239:70–6.

13. Re R, Pellegrini N, Proteggente A, Yang M, Rice-Evans C. Antioxidant activity
applying an improved ABTS radical cation decolorization assay. Free Radic
Biol Med. 1999;26:1231–7.

14. Sharma OP, Bhat TK. DPPH antioxidant assay revisited. Food Chem. 2009;
113(4):1202–5.

15. Wolfe KL, Liu RH. Cellular antioxidant assay for assessing antioxidants, foods,
and dietary supplements. J Agric Food Chem. 2007;55(22):8896–907.

16. Dai J, Mumper RJ. Plant phenolics: extraction, analysis and their antioxidant
and anticancer properties. Molecules. 2010;15(10):7313–52.

17. Pereira DM, Valentão P, Pereira JA, Andrade PB. Phenolics: From Chemistry
to Biology. Molecules. 2009;14(6):2202–11.

18. Abbas M, Saeed F, Anjum FM, Afzaal M, Tufail T, Bashir MS, Ishtiaq A, Hussain S,
Suleria HAR. Natural polyphenols: An overview. Int J Food Prop. 2016:1–11.

19. Tapas A, Sakarkar D, Kakde R. Flavonoids as nutraceuticals: A review. Trop J
Pharm Res. 2008;7(3):1089–99.

20. Cheng Z, Moore J, Yu L. High-throughput relative DPPH radical scavenging
capacity assay. J Agric Food Chem. 2006;54(20):7429–36.

21. Liu RH, Finley J. Potential cell culture models for antioxidant research. J
Agric Food Chem. 2005;53(10):4311–4.

22. Song W, Derito CM, Liu MK, He X, Dong M, Liu RH. Cellular antioxidant
activity of common vegetables. J Agric Food Chem. 2010;58(11):6621–9.

23. Imeh U, Khokhar S. Distribution of conjugated and free phenols in fruits:
antioxidant activity and cultivar variations. J Agric Food Chem. 2002;
50(22):6301–6.

24. Van Engeland M, Nieland LJW, Ramaekers FCS, Schutte B, Reutelingsperger
CPM. Annexin V-affinity assay: A review on an apoptosis detection system
based on phosphatidylserine exposure. Cytometry. 1998;31:1–9.

25. Richardson JS, Sethi G, Lee GS, Malek SN. Chalepin: isolated from Ruta
angustifolia L. Pers induces mitochondrial mediated apoptosis in lung
carcinoma cells. BMC Complement Altern Med. 2016;16(1):389.

26. Elmore S. Apoptosis: A review of programmed cell death. Toxicol Pathol.
2007;35(4):495–516.

27. Bai L, Wang S. Targeting apoptosis pathways for new cancer therapeutics.
Annu Rev Med. 2014;65:139–55.

28. Li J, Yuan J. Caspases in apoptosis and beyond. Oncogene. 2008;27(48):
6194–206.

29. Riedl SJ, Shi Y. Molecular mechanisms of caspase regulation during
apoptosis. Nat Rev Mol Cell Biol. 2004;5(11):897–907.

30. Vermeulen K, Van Bockstaele DR, Berneman ZN. The cell cycle: A review of
regulation, deregulation and therapeutic targets in cancer. Cell Prolif. 2003;
36:131–49.

31. Shapiro GI, Harper JW. Anticancer drug targets: cell cycle and checkpoint
control. J Clin Invest. 1999;104:1645–53.

32. Lee YZ, Shaari K, Cheema MS, Tham CL, Sulaiman MR, Israf DA. An orally
active geranyl acetophenone attenuates airway remodeling in a murine
model of chronic asthma. Eur J Pharmacol. 2017;797:53–64.

33. Tan JW, Israf DA, Harith HH, Md Hashim NF, Ng CH, Shaari K, Tham CL. Anti-
allergic activity of 2,4,6-trihydroxy-3-geranylacetophenone (tHGA) via
attenuation of IgE-mediated mast cell activation and inhibition of passive
systemic anaphylaxis. Toxicol Appl Pharmacol. 2017;319:47–58.

34. Chong YJ, Musa NF, Ng CH, Shaari K, Israf DA, Tham CL. Barrier protective
effects of 2,4,6-trihydroxy-3-geranyl acetophenone on lipopolysaccharides-
stimulated inflammatory responses in human umbilical vein endothelial
cells. J Ethnopharmacol. 2016;192:248–55.

35. Shaari K, Zareen S, Akhtar MN, Lajis NH. Chemical constituents of Melicope
ptelefolia. Nat Prod Commun. 2011;6(3):343–8.

36. Tiwari BK, Brunton N, Brennan CS. Handbook of plant food phytochemicals:
sources, stability and extraction. Hoboken N.J: Wiley-Blackwell; 2012.

37. Yan SL, Huang CY, Wu ST, Yin MC. Oleanolic acid and ursolic acid induce
apoptosis in four human liver cancer cell lines. Toxicol In Vitro. 2010;24(3):842–8.

38. Liu Y, Bi T, Wang G, Dai W, Wu G, Qian L, Gao Q, Shen G. Lupeol inhibits
proliferation and induces apoptosis of human pancreatic cancer PCNA-1
cells through AKT/ERK pathways. Naunyn Schmiedeberg's Arch Pharmacol.
2015;388(3):295–304.

39. Sun J, Chu YF, Wu X, Liu RH. Antioxidant and antiproliferative activities of
common fruits. J Agric Food Chem. 2002;50(25):7449–54.

40. Shoaib M, Shah SW, Ali N, Shah I, Ullah S, Ghias M, Tahir MN, Gul F, Akhtar S,
Ullah A, et al. Scientific investigation of crude alkaloids from medicinal plants
for the management of pain. BMC Complement Altern Med. 2016;16:178.

41. Low M, Khoo CS, Munch G, Govindaraghavan S, Sucher NJ. An in vitro study of
anti-inflammatory activity of standardised Andrographis paniculata extracts and
pure andrographolide. BMC Complement Altern Med. 2015;15:18.

•  We accept pre-submission inquiries 

•  Our selector tool helps you to find the most relevant journal

•  We provide round the clock customer support 

•  Convenient online submission

•  Thorough peer review

•  Inclusion in PubMed and all major indexing services 

•  Maximum visibility for your research

Submit your manuscript at
www.biomedcentral.com/submit

Submit your next manuscript to BioMed Central 
and we will help you at every step:

Kabir et al. BMC Complementary and Alternative Medicine  (2017) 17:252 Page 18 of 18


	Abstract
	Background
	Method
	Result
	Conclusions

	Background
	Methods
	Reagents, solvents and chemicals
	Sample preparation
	Extracts preparation
	Cell lines and tissue culture protocol
	Antioxidant potential assays
	Total Phenolic Content
	Total flavonoid content
	Ferric reducing antioxidant power (FRAP)
	ABTS●+ radical-scavenging activity
	DPPH• radical-scavenging activity

	Cellular antioxidant activity assay
	Cell viability assay
	Caspase 3/7 activity assay
	Multicaspase assay
	Annexin-V and dead cell assay
	Caspase inhibition assay
	Cell cycle assay
	Statistical analysis

	Results and Discussions
	Extraction yield
	Total phenolic content
	Total flavonoid content
	Ferric reducing antioxidant power assay
	ABTS radical-scavenging assay
	DPPH radical-scavenging assay
	Cellular antioxidant activity assay
	Correlation analysis
	Anti-proliferative activity of MP leaf extracts
	Cell viability assay
	Induction of apoptosis by MP-HX and MP-EA
	Caspase-3/7 assay
	Multicaspase assay
	Annexin-V and dead cell assay
	Pan caspase inhibition assay
	Cell cycle analysis
	Cytotoxicity and apoptosis induction activities of MP-HX and MP-EA


	Conclusions
	Additional files
	Abbreviations
	Acknowledgements
	Availability of data and material
	Authors’ contributions
	Competing interests
	Consent for publication
	Ethics approval and consent to participate
	Publisher’s Note
	References

