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Gynura procumbens, a tropical herbaceous
shrub locally known as “Sambung Nyawa”, is
ubiquitously distributed in Southeast Asia and
traditionally used as remedy for fever, inflammation,
hypertension and diabetes (Perry 1980). The
scientific basis for some of these claims including
anti-inflammatory (Iskander et al., 2002), anti-
hypertensive (Hoe et al., 2011) and anti-
hyperglycaemic (Algariri et al., 2013) properties
have been evaluated. Amongst these, the anti-
hyperglycaemic activity of G. procumbens has been
extensively investigated (Hassan et al., 2010; Chong
et al., 2012; Algariri et al., 2013). One of the
phytoconstituents of G. procumbens, kaempferol has
been reported to exhibit glucose-lowering effects in
soleus muscle mediated through PI3K/Akt pathway
(Cazarolli et al., 2009). In addition, kaempferol has
been shown to protect pancreatic beta-cells from
hyperglycaemia-induced apoptosis and dysfunction
(Zhang & Liu 2011) as well as to exhibit anti-
oxidant effects (Choi 2011) through activation of
Akt. A critical downstream component of PI3K/Akt
pathway in insulin signaling and control of
glycogen metabolism is glycogen synthase kinase-
3β (GSK3β).

GSK3, a serine/threonine kinase initially
identified by Embi et al. (1980) is constitutively
active under basal conditions and is phosphorylated
and inhibited by Akt during insulin stimulation
(Cross et al., 1995). The kinase is now recognised
to be involved in the regulation of a multitude of
cellular functions such as protein synthesis,
regulation of transcription factors, proliferation,
apoptosis and inflammatory response to infections.
Dysregulation of GSK3 activity is implicated in a
diverse array of human pathologies including Type
2 diabetes, Alzheimer’s disease and cancer (Wang
et al., 2014). Our previous findings indicate that the
anti-hyperglycaemic effects of G. procumbens

fractions in streptozotocin-induced diabetic rats
involved increased phosphorylation of liver GSK3β
(Ser9) (Chong et al., 2012). Here, we postulate that
the anti-hyperglycaemic effect of G. procumbens
involving inhibition of GSK3β is mediated by
kaempferol. Therefore the present study aims to
evaluate whether the anti-hyperglycaemic effects of
G. procumbens aqueous extract and kaempferol each
involve phosphorylation of GSK3β.

Our results revealed that G. procumbens,
kaempferol, and metformin each improved glucose
consumption of hyperglycaemic HepG2 cells in a
concentration dependent-manner (Figure 1). At
a concentration of 0.1 μg/mL, G. procumbens,
kaempferol and metformin each increased glucose
consumption by 51%, 81.5% and 86.3%
respectively. Increased phosphorylations of GSK3β
(Ser9) were detected in both G. procumbens- and
kaempferol-treated HepG2 cells by 22.56- and 2.50-
fold respectively as compared to non-treated control.
Phosphorylated GSK3β was not detected in cells
cultured in low or high glucose media in the absence
of test extract or compound (Figure 2). This strongly
suggests that the anti-hyperglycaemic activity of G.
procumbens and kaempferol each is mediated
through phosphorylation and inhibition of GSK3β.

Involvement of GSK3β in insulin signaling
pathway is well-documented. In normal glucose
metabolism, insulin receptor activation leads to
phosphorylation and activation of Akt and
consequently inhibition of GSK3β (Gao et al.,
2011). In type 2 diabetic mice, phosphorylation
of GSK3β (Ser9) was significantly lower than
normal mice indicating over-activity of GSK3
under diabetic conditions (Henriksen & Dokken
2006). Pharmacological inhibitors of GSK3 have
been reported to improve glucose uptake in
hyperglycaemic cell cultures and in insulin-resistant
rat skeletal muscle (Meijer et al., 2004; Wagman et
al., 2004). Our current findings showed that
treatment of hyperglycaemic HepG2 cells with
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Fig. 1. Dose-effect of glucose consumption in HepG2 cells treated with or without
G. procumbens aqueous extract, kaempferol or metformin at different
concentrations for 24 hours. The glucose concentration remaining in suspension
was measured and normalised to cell number. Data presented as mean ± S.D.

aqueous extract of G. procumbens resulted in
increased glucose uptake as well as increased
phosphorylation of GSK3β. Similarly, treatment
with kaempferol also resulted in improved glucose
uptake and increased levels of pGSK3β.

It is noteworthy that phytochemical analysis of
G. procumbens extracts identified rutin (quercetin-
3-O-rutinoside), quercetin (kaempferol-3-o-
rutinoside), astragalin (kaempferol-3-glucoside) and
kaempferol as components (Hassan et al., 2010).
These phytoconstituents have been implicated in
the blood glucose-lowering activity of the plant and
reported to mimic or improve insulin action at the
cellular level (Hassan et al., 2010). In addition,
kaempferol 3-neohesperidoside has been reported to
show insulin-like properties in glucose lowering in
rat soleus muscle via a mechanism involving

inhibition of GSK3β through PI3K-GSK3 pathway
(Cazarolli et al., 2009). To our knowledge, the anti-
hyperglycaemic effect of kaempferol in HepG2 cells
observed in the present study has not been reported
previously. Our findings suggest that the
biochemical basis of the anti-hyperglycaemic effect
observed in G. procumbens aqueous extract is in
part attributed to inhibition of GSK3β elicited by
kaempferol. In conclusion, the present study
provides scientific evidence for the documented
traditional use of G. procumbens to treat diabetes.
Our findings offer a possible explanation for the
many insulinomimetic effects of G. procumbens
reported by previous investigators. As such, GSK3,
as an important component in insulin signaling, is
a plausible drug target for development of
therapeutics against diabetes.

Fig. 2. Fold-change of GSK3β phosphorylation levels in low glucose (LG) or high glucose (HG) HepG2 cells with incubation
of metformin (Metf), G. procumbens (Gp) or kaempferol (Kf). Each sample was extracted 24 hours after respective treatment.
Levels of phospho-GSK3β (Ser9) were normalised to total levels of GSK3β. Data presented as mean ± S.D.
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