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Effect of Qing’e formula on the in vitro
differentiation of bone marrow-derived
mesenchymal stem cells from proximal
femurs of postmenopausal osteoporotic mice
Bo Shuai*, Lin Shen†, Rui Zhu† and Piqi Zhou†

Abstract

Background: Qing’e formula (QEF), prepared from an ancient Chinese recipe, was previously suggested to regulate
bone metabolism and improve bone mineral density in patients with osteoporosis. To study the effects of
medicated serum containing QEF on the in vitro differentiation of bone marrow-derived mesenchymal stem cells
(BMSCs) isolated from the proximal femurs of postmenopausal osteoporosis (PMOP) mice.

Methods: Using an established mouse model of PMOP, mononuclear cells were isolated from the bone marrow
present in the proximal femurs and cultured. PMOP mice were also randomly divided into four groups: the
untreated group (Group A) and the groups treated with respectively low (Group B), medium (Group C), and high
(Group D) concentrations of QEF. Serum was isolated from each and used to treat the cultured BMSCs in
conjunction with recombinant human bone morphogenetic protein-2 (rhBMP-2). Cell morphology, proliferation
rates, intracellular alkaline phosphatase (ALP) activity, and transforming growth factor-beta 1 (TGF-β1) mRNA
expression were evaluated.

Results: QEF-treated serum, particularly that containing moderate and high concentrations, appears to enhance the
rhBMP-2-mediated changes in cell morphology, proliferation, and differentiation (determined via the expression of
TGF-β1 mRNA and ALP activity) observed in the BMSCs isolated from PMOP mice.

Conclusions: QEF may play a role in the prevention and treatment of PMOP by enhancing the activity of rhBMP-2.

Keywords: Osteoporosis, Bone marrow-derived mesenchymal stem cells, Qing’e formula, Transforming growth
factor β

Background
Postmenopausal osteoporosis (PMOP) is one of the major
diseases seriously affecting female health worldwide.
PMOP is categorized as a kind of bone atrophy disease
affecting, as the name suggests, postmenopausal women.
The current understanding of how to treat this disease is
largely limited. Notably, some success in the prevention
and treatment of PMOP has been observed using a trad-
itional Chinese medicine (TCM) known as Qing’e formula

(QEF). QEF consists of four primary compounds: cortex
eucommiae, fructus psoraleae, semen juglandis, and Al-
lium sativum. These ingredients are blended in a specific
ratio and the resulting mixture has been used in TCM
since the Song Dynasty (10th century CE) to invigorate
the kidneys, replenish bone and muscle tissue, slim the
body, and improve complexion. QEF is also commonly
used clinically as an oestrogen agonist for the treatment of
osteoporosis, particularly in PMOP [1].
Furthermore, our previous research has shown that by

adjusting the mRNA expression of vitamin D3 receptor
(VDR), QEF is capable of activating bone metabolism to
prohibit further loss of bone mass, thereby preventing the
bone deterioration observed to occur during osteoporosis
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[2]. Notably, VDR has been shown to regulate a number
of downstream target genes important in mineral metab-
olism as well as many essential genes involved in osteo-
blast function [3]. For example, transforming growth
factor-beta 1 (TGF-β1) is locally produced by osteoblasts
and plays an important role as a “coupling factor” in bone
remodelling. The link between VDR and TGF-β1 was
discovered in a study by Takeshita et al. [4] in which they
demonstrate a synergistic effect between 1-alpha, 25-
dehydroxy-vitamin D3 (i.e., a VDR-dependent mechanism)
and TGF-β1 on the transcriptional activation of activation
protein-1 (AP-1), a known regulatory factor in bone me-
tabolism. Although it is possible that QEF functions via a
similar signalling cascade, the underlying mechanism be-
tween QEF and VDR, or any of these other osteoporosis-
related genes, during PMOP is largely unknown.
With the rapid development of various molecular biol-

ogy techniques, our understanding of bone atrophy-
related diseases, including PMOP, has greatly expanded.
In fact, recent studies suggest that the differentiation and
regulation of bone marrow-derived mesenchymal stem
cells (BMSCs) play an important role in osteoporosis pre-
vention and treatment. Thus, in this study, we have
utilized serum isolated from QEF-treated PMOP mice to
explore the effects of QEF on the osteogenic differenti-
ation of BMSCs isolated from the proximal femurs of
PMOP mice. In doing so, we sought to elucidate the fun-
damental cellular and molecular mechanisms of PMOP
and uncover the possible clinical applications of QEF.

Methods
Main instruments and reagents
The following instruments were used in this study: flow cyt-
ometer (Becton-Dickinson, USA), double-sided ultraclean
workbench (China), carbon dioxide incubator (Sheldon,
USA), inverted phase contrast microscope (Olympus,
Japan), and a UV spectrophotometer, (Tianjin TianGuang
Optical Instruments Co., LTD.). The primary reagents used
in the following experimental procedures were: LG-DMEM
powdered medium (Gibco, USA), fetal bovine serum
(Gibco, USA), trypsin powder (Sigma, USA), alkaline
phosphatase (ALP) assay kit (Shanghai Hongqiao Medical
Reagent Research Institute), β-glycerol sodium phosphate
(Sigma, USA), and recombinant human bone morpho-
genetic protein 2 (rhBMP-2) (R&D, USA).

Preparation of QEF
Four kinds of herbal QEF were purchased from the
Pharmacy of Union Hospital at Tongji Medical College of
Huazhong University of Science and Technology (HUST).
The main ingredients of QEF, which include cortex
eucommiae (960 g), fructus psoraleae (480 g), semen
juglandis (300 g), and Allium sativum (240 g), were
washed and placed in a multifunctional extractor (Table 1).

All four herbs were identified and authenticated by Prof.
Jiancai Wu (The Botany and Drug Department of Union
Hospital at Tongji Medical College of HUST). The herbs
were immersed in five-fold their volume of regular water
for 2 h, followed by boiling for 2 h. After filtering the boiled
decoction, the herbal residues were repeatedly boiled twice
for 1 h each time, and the resulting boiled decoction was
filtered, combined with the first filtrate, and condensed to a
thick paste. This paste was then added to a three-fold vol-
ume of 95 % ethanol while stirring. After standing for 24 h,
the solution was filtered to recover the ethanol fraction,
which was then concentrated to a decoction of 5 g/mL [5].

Preparation of serum containing QEF
Female C57BL/6 mice were purchased from and main-
tained at the Experimental Animal Center of HUST,
Wuhan, China (certificate: NO. 0237269; Hubei provin-
cial experimental animal facility permit: SYXK [Hubei]
2010-0057). Disinfected food and water were provided
under sterile conditions.
A mouse model of PMOP was established for experi-

mental use by Thompson et al. [6]. Briefly, the animals
used in this study were anaesthetised with an intraperi-
toneal injection of 1 % pentobarbital sodium (30 mg/kg
body weight (b.w.)) and maintained in a prone position.
Ovariectomy was performed via a midline dorsal incision
under sterile conditions after which both ovaries were
identified adjacent to the inferior pole of the kidneys in
the peritoneal cavity, the blood vessels were tied off
using No. 4 sutures, and both ovaries were removed.
The layers of tissue were then closed and sutured. Start-
ing from post-operative day 5, a pap smear (once/day)
was taken from each animal for 5 consecutive days. A
successful bilateral ovariectomy was confirmed by the
absence of keratosis in these pap smear screenings. Sam-
ples exhibiting keratosis were discarded. Animals were
fed and allowed to move ad libitum for 12 weeks [6].
The ovariectomised mice were randomized into four

groups (n = 10 for each): group A (blank control group
treated with 2 ml of distilled water); group B (low concen-
tration group treated with 0.85 g/kg b.w. QEF), group C
(medium concentration group treated with 1.7 g/kg b.w.
QEF), and group D (high concentration group treated with
3.4 g/kg b.w. QEF). Further, the mice in each group re-
ceived a daily intragastric dose of the designated treatment

Table 1 Components of modified QEF and total dose of each
herb

No. herbal name Processing Contents (g)

1 cortex eucommiae steep in wine 960

2 fructus psoraleae fried, peeled and dipped in ginger 480

3 semen juglandis peeled 300

4 Allium sativum steaming 240
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(water or various concentrations of QEF) via gavage for
3 days. The medium dose of QEF was calculated in
accordance with the guidelines correlating dose
equivalents between humans and laboratory animals,
which is based on the ratio of the animal’s body sur-
face area [7]. Blood samples were collected 2 h after
the final administration.
Serum was then isolated from each blood sample, and

heat inactivation was conducted at 56 °C for 30 min. After
filtration and repackaging, these “medicated serum” sam-
ples were stored at −80 °C for future use. Notably, all ex-
periments were performed in accordance with HUST’s
ethical guidelines for animal care as well as the guidelines
set by the World Health Organization, and the experimen-
tal protocols were all approved by the animal care
committee of HUST.

Isolation, cultivation, and identification of BMSCs
Bone marrow (4–5 ml) was isolated from untreated
PMOP mice and placed into a 20 ml sterile centrifuge
tube containing Dulbecco’s modified Eagle’s medium
(DMEM). Percoll (1.073 g/ml) was used to separate the
mononuclear cell fraction using density gradient centri-
fugation. After several rounds of washing, the mono-
nuclear cells were re-suspended in DMEM containing
10 % fetal bovine serum, and incubated at 37 °C with
5 % CO2. The medium was changed every 3–5 days, and
non-adherent cells were removed in order to obtain cells
with the known characteristics of adherent BMSCs. Cell
morphology, adherence, and cellular growth were ob-
served every day. After cell confluence was 80–90 %,
0.25 % trypsin (containing 0.02 % EDTA) was used to
passage the cells. The trypsinized cells were then inocu-
lated into new 25 mL culture flasks at a density of 5,000
per cm2 and incubated. The culture medium was chan-
ged in these flasks once every 2 to 3 days. These cells
were marked as P1 (the first generation). The passaging
procedure outlined above was repeated each time the
cells reached 80–90 % confluency. Further, when the P3
cells achieved 90 % confluency, the culture media was
removed from each flask and the cells were thoroughly
washed twice using phosphate buffered saline (PBS).
After washing, aliquots of the cells (1 × 106 cells) were
incubated in fluorescence-activated cell sorting (FACS)
buffer containing monoclonal antibodies against CD34,
CD90, CD44, CD45, or an appropriate isotype control
antibody (all obtained from Boshide, China). After
30 min in the dark on ice, cells were washed again in
FACS buffer. Then, the expression of CD34, CD90,
CD44, and CD45 antigens were detected via flow cyto-
metric analysis using CellQuest software. Cells were
gated on forward and side scatter to exclude debris and
aggregates, and dead cells were excluded using 7-
Amino-Actinomycin D (Boshide, China) staining.

BMSC treatment and morphological observation
Serum isolated from mice in the four experimental groups
was added to separate culture wells, each of which also
contained recombinant human bone morphogenetic
protein-2 (rhBMP-2, 150 ng/mL). Third generation
BMSCs were collected and the cell density was adjusted
to 1 × 105/ml. For each group, 20 μl of the cell suspension
was added and incubated at 37 °C with 5 % CO2. Accord-
ing to results from preliminary experiments, no cytotox-
icity was detected when the concentration of animal
serum in the culture medium was below 20 % [8]. There-
fore, in this study, animal serum isolated from each group
was diluted to a concentration of 10 % in DMEM prior to
further use. Morphological changes in the BMSCs for each
group were observed using an inverted phase contrast
microscope.

Determination of relative cell number and cell
proliferation levels
Cell proliferation was determined for the BMSCs in each
of the four treatment groups using the MTT method on
days 1, 3, 5, 7, 10, 12, 15, and 20. To each well, 20 μl of
MTT solution (5 mg/mL) was added and incubated for
4 h at 37 °C before the reaction was terminated. The su-
pernatants were then carefully aspirated off each well.
DMSO (150 μl) was added and cells were lysed after 10 s
of oscillation, which fully dissolved the crystals. Optical
density (OD) values were determined with a spectropho-
tometer at a wavelength of 490 nm.

Detection of ALP activity
On days 5, 10, 15, and 20, the cultured cells of each
treatment group were washed twice with PBS, and
0.25 % trypsin was used to digest the cells. This trypsini-
sation was followed by the addition of 1 ml of culture
medium to terminate the digestion. After centrifugal
washing, cell lysis solution was added, and ALP activity
was assayed according to the kit manufacturer’s instruc-
tions. OD was measured with a spectrophotometer at a
wavelength of 520 nm and ALP activity was calculated.

Determination of TGF-β1 mRNA expression
Total RNA was extracted from three unique cultures of
each of the four treatment groups using TRIzol protocol.
The isolated mRNA was reverse transcribed using the
following reaction mixture: 9 μL of H2O, 1.0 μL of oligo
(dT15), 2.0 μL of template, 4.0 μL of 5× reaction buffer,
2.0 μL of 10 mM dNTPs, 1.0 μL of RNA inhibitor, and
1.0 μL of reverse transcriptase. The following reaction
conditions were used: 42 °C for 30 min and 80 °C for
5 min. Using the subsequent cDNA from each sample,
TGF-β1 mRNA expression was then assessed using quan-
titative RT-PCR with FastStart Universal SYBR Green 1
PCR master mix (Rox, Roche, USA) in an ABI7300

Shuai et al. BMC Complementary and Alternative Medicine  (2015) 15:250 Page 3 of 8



real-time PCR system (Invitrogen, China). The following
forward (F) and reverse (R) primers were used: β-actin (F:
TCACCCACACTGTGCCCATCTACGA, R: TCACCCA
CACTGTGCCCATCTACGA); and TGF-β1 (F: GTGC
TCGCTTTGTACAACAGC, R: TTACCAAGGTAACGC
CAGG). The amount of TGF-β1 mRNA was normalized
to that of β-actin mRNA. The quantitative PCR reaction
mixture contained 1.0 μL of cDNA, 5.0 μL of 10× reaction
buffer, 7.0 μL of 25 mmol/L MgCl2, 1.0 μL of 10 mmol/L
dNTPs, 0.8 μL of forward primers (20 pmol/μL), 0.8 μL of
reverse primers (20 pmol/μL), 1.0 μL of SYBR Green, and
0.5 μL of Taq polymerase (5 U/μL). The cycling conditions
were as follows: 95 °C for 10 min, followed by 40 cycles of
95–60 °C for 15 s, and 60 °C for 5 min. Finally, the Ct
values were calculated using the ΔΔCt method and ana-
lysed as previously described [9].

Statistical analysis
All data are presented as the mean ± standard deviation
(SD). Statistical analyses were performed using the

Kruskal-Wallis test or an analysis of variance (ANOVA)
followed by the least significance difference test (Student’s
t-test) for multiple comparisons using SPSS software
(version 13.0, SPSS, Inc., Chicago, IL, USA). A P value less
than 0.05 was considered statistically significant.

Results
Identification of BMSCs
Using flow cytometry, the main negative BMSC surface
markers CD34 and CD45 were confirmed to be negative
in our cell cultures, being expressed in only 1.29 and
2.51 % of the cells, respectively (Fig. 1a and b). On the
other hand, the cultured BMSCs were observed to ex-
press the main positive markers CD44 and CD90 on the
cell surface, being present on the surfaces of 90.18 and
92.63 % of the cells, respectively (Fig. 1c and d). Notably,
when culturing cells isolated directly from a tissue, it
can often be difficult to prevent the contamination of
other cell types, particularly after continued passaging.
These higher percentages (more than 90 %), indicate

Fig. 1 Identification of BMSCs. Flow cytometric detection data showing little to no expression of the negative cell markers CD34 (a) and CD45 (b)
as well as the positive expression of the BMSCs markers CD44 (c) and CD90 (d). FITC fluorescein isothiocyanate, FSC-H forward scatter-hight
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that our BMSC cultures primarily contained this specific
cell type and contamination from other mononuclear
cells was low.

BMSC growth and morphology following the addition of
QEF-treated serum
Although the number of cells increased in all four treat-
ment groups, the level of cellular proliferation in groups
A and B, as determined by the change in the number of
adhesive cells, was distinctly slower than that observed
for groups C and D (Fig. 2a). Further, there was no sig-
nificant difference between groups A and B in terms of
the relative number of cells (P > 0.05), while the number
of cells in groups C and D were significantly higher than
those of groups A and B from day 5 onward (P < 0.05).
Cellular growth in groups A, B, and C peaked on day 10
before entering the plateau phase, while that of group D
reached a peak value on day 11.
Moreover, the morphology of the cells in groups A

and B also appeared to be different compared to that of
groups C and D. For example, after composite cultiva-
tion for 4 h, cell adhesion was observed for groups C
and D, and the cells appeared to be oval or round in
morphology, while less cells adhesion was apparent in
groups A and B at this time. Furthermore, after one day
in culture, the proliferating cells in groups C and D were
uniformly distributed and spindle-shaped. On day 3, as
the number of cells increased in each group, the cells in
groups C and D appeared to be polygonal or spindle-
shaped, unlike the cells of groups A and B. As the cells
continued to proliferate from day 5 to 10, the cells in
groups C and D clearly occupied the flask with a mono-
layer of morphologically similar cells (Fig. 2b–e).

Effect of QEF-treated serum on ALP activity and TGF-β1
mRNA expression in cultured BMSCs
Over time, the cellular ALP activity in the cultured
BMSCs gradually increased in each treatment group until
day 15 (Fig. 3). Notably, the cellular ALP activity in group
B was not significantly different from that of the control
(group A) at any time point, while the activities observed
for groups C and D were significantly higher (P < 0.05).
This was particularly evident after day 15, when the cellu-
lar ALP activity of groups A and B appeared to gradually
slow down, while those of groups C and D continued to
increase.
In addition to monitoring ALP activity, the relative ex-

pression of TGF-β1, another marker of osteoblast mes-
enchymal cell differentiation, was also evaluated 20 days
after QEF-treated serum was introduced to the cultured
BMSCs (Fig. 4). The relative TGF-β1 mRNA expression
levels observed for groups C (6.23 ± 1.21) and D (5.03 ±
1.01) were significantly higher than those of the control
group A (1.00 ± 0.16, P < 0.05), while the expression in

group B (1.21 ± 0.18) was not significantly different from
group A (P > 0.05).

Discussion
In the present study, we have utilized primary in vitro cul-
ture of BMSCs isolated from mice with induced PMOP in
order to investigate the possible clinical application of QEF
for the treatment of this disease. It is has been well docu-
mented that after menopause, bone resorption occurs at a
faster rate than bone deposition/growth, causing a gradual

Fig. 2 Proliferation and morphology of cultured BMSCs after
treatment with QEF-containing serum. The level of cellular proliferation,
determined by counting the number of cells, was visually monitored in
cells cultured in serum treated with water (control, group A); a low
concentration of QEF (group B); a medium concentration of QEF
(group C); and a high concentration of QEF (group D). During
this time, there was no significant difference observed between
groups A and B (P > 0.05), while groups C and D were significantly
higher than A and B from day 5 onward (P < 0.05) (a). Values are
expressed as the mean ± SD; ★P < 0.05 compared to group A at the
specified time point, ▲P < 0.05 compared to group B at the specified
time point. All groups reached a growth plateau between culture
day 10 and 11. Representative images of the cellular morphology
at day 10 are shown for group A (b), group B (c), group C (d),
and group D (e). All photomicrograph images were obtained at
a ×100 magnification
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weakening of the bone. This can result in an increased
occurrence of bone fracturing and a significantly altered
quality of life for the patient. Although the specific mechan-
ism underlying PMOP is unknown, a number of treatment
options have been explored. For example, in osteoporosis
and osteonecrosis patients, QEF treatment was shown to
elevate the levels of serum matrix metalloproteinase-2,
bone ALP, osteocalcin, cross-linked C-telopeptide of type I
collagen, and urinary cross-linked N-telopeptide of type I
collagen [2, 10]. These data indicate that QEF could poten-
tially enhance osteoblastic activity, promote bone forma-
tion, inhibit bone resorption, and increase bone mass and
quality. However, the mechanism underlying these changes
or even the specific cell type(s) affected in the bone was
previously unexplored. To our knowledge, this is the first
published report describing the effects of QEF on the
growth and morphology of BMSCs isolated from PMOP-
induced mice.
BMSCs are known to differentiate into various types

of cells, including osteoblasts, fibroblasts, chondroblasts,
and adipocytes [11]. Further, spontaneous in vitro differ-
entiation of BMSCs into stable osteoprogenitor cells is
largely dependent on the culture conditions [11–15].
Therefore, optimal in vitro conditions are of great im-
portance when studying the formation of bone tissues
[16–18]. These primary BMSC cultures have also been
used to investigate the cellular changes that occur in
response to experimental treatment of a bone disease,
including osteoporosis [19]. Notably, in almost all exper-
iments utilizing primary BMSC cultures, including the
current study, cellular differentiation was induced using
one or more BMPs. BMPs are glycoprotein polypeptides
that are innately expressed in the bone matrix. The
members of this protein family all have similar struc-
tures and functions (with the exception of BMP-1), con-
tain a disulfide bond, and have a molecular weight
between 18 and 30 kDa [20]. Although they function in
a similar manner to induce osteogenic mesenchymal cell
differentiation into cartilage and bone, the ability of each
BMP to do so greatly varies. It appears that BMP-2 has
the strongest osteogenic capability and is a crucial regu-
lator of bone tissue formation in the human body [21].
Therefore, this BMP has been widely studied and used
during in vitro BMSC culture experiments [22].
Notably, in preliminary experiments, QEF-containing

serum did not have any significant effects on the func-
tion of BMSCs isolated from PMOP mice when used
without rhBMP-2 (data not shown). Thus, we chose to
focus on the synergistic effects mediated by QEF in
rhBMP-2-induced BMSCs isolated from the proximal fe-
murs of PMOP mice. Using these BMP-induced cell cul-
tures, we have shown that in the first 10 days following
treatment with QEF-treated serum, the cells treated with
moderate (group C) and high (group D) concentrations

Fig. 3 ALP activity assay. Cellular ALP activity was monitored in cells
cultured in serum treated with water (control, group A); a low
concentration of QEF (group B); a medium concentration of QEF
(group C); and a high concentration of QEF (group D). Activity
appears to gradually increase in each group for the first 15 days in
culture, with the ALP in groups C and D being significantly (P < 0.05)
more active than that of groups A. This difference is even more
evident from day 15 to day 20, as the ALP activity in groups A and B
decreased slightly while that of C and D remained high. The values
are expressed as means ± SD; ★P < 0.05 compared to group A at the
specified time point

Fig. 4 TGF-β1 mRNA expression. The relative expression of TGF-β1
mRNA was evaluated in cultured BMSCs 20 days after the
introduction of serum treated with water (control, group A); a low
concentration of QEF (group B); a medium concentration of QEF
(group C); and a high concentration of QEF (group D). The
expression observed in group B (1.21 ± 0.18) was not significantly
different from group A (1.00 ± 0.16, P > 0.05), while the expression in
groups C and D (6.23 ± 1.21 and 5.03 ± 1.01, respectively) were
significantly higher than those of group A (P < 0.05). Values are
expressed as the mean fold change ± SD, with the control group
being set to 1; ★P < 0.05 compared to group A
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of QEF grew exponentially, while cells from the un-
treated controls (group A) and low concentration groups
(group B) displayed slower growth. Further, from day 10
to day 20, the growth became completely stagnant in the
control, low concentration, and moderate concentration
groups, while the cells in the high concentration group
still appeared to grow, although at a lower rate com-
pared to earlier time points. Further, cells cultured in
QEF-treated serum were also more adhesive and dis-
played morphological characteristics of healthy differen-
tiated osteoblastic cells, indicating that the moderate
and high concentrations of QEF exhibit a significant ef-
fect on BMSCs condition during PMOP.
In order to further determine the effects of QEF on

BMSCs of PMOP mice, an ALP activity assay was con-
ducted. ALP, a zymoprotein secreted by osteoblasts, is
highly specific and its expression level in osteoblasts can
reasonably reflect the degree of differentiation and func-
tional status of the cell [23]. The results of this analysis
show that, within 15 days, ALP activity in the groups
treated with moderate and high concentrations of QEF
was rapidly increased, while that observed for the low
concentration and control groups was only marginally in-
creased. Further, after this first 15 days in culture, the ALP
activity in the low concentration and moderate concentra-
tion groups as well as the control group stopped increas-
ing altogether, while that of the high QEF concentration
group still appeared to increase slowly. These results dem-
onstrate that the cellular ALP secretion lagged behind cel-
lular growth and differentiation and that a higher
concentration of ALP was secreted after the mature cell
was formed.
Furthermore, the expression of TGF-β1 mRNA was

used as an additional marker of cellular differentiation.
TGF-β1 is widely expressed in normal tissues and is par-
ticularly abundant in bone [24]. Indeed, a large number
of studies have shown that TGF-β plays a pivotal role in
bone regeneration and is involved in the formation and
growth of bone during embryogenesis [25]. During the
early stages of bone formation in newborns, TGF-β1 and
TGF-β2 in particular are expressed in the cartilage and
periosteum, and TGF-β1 has been shown to promote
the proliferation and differentiation of mesenchymal
cells into mature bone cells in these tissues [26]. Mech-
anistically, TGF-β1 mainly functions to regulate the tran-
scription and activity of genes essential for mesenchymal
cell differentiation in addition to promoting the synthe-
sis of extracellular matrix (ECM) and ECM associated
proteins (e.g., collagen, osteonectin, and osteopontin)
and increasing the rate of bone matrix deposition [27].
TGF-β1 expression also influences the directional migra-
tion of osteoblasts, which is essential for the chemotactic
movement of these cells towards the site of active bone
resorption [28]. Notably, other in vitro studies have shown

that a kidney-invigorating (Bushen) decoction used in
TCM can enhance the expression of TGF-β1 in the cyto-
plasm and plasma membrane of osteoblasts [29, 30]. Here,
our data demonstrate that rhBMP-2 alone (control group)
can induce TGF-β1 expression, indicating BMSC differen-
tiation. We also observed that this TGF-β1 expression was
further promoted in QEF-treated cells, with the maximum
effect being found for the cells cultured in serum treated
with moderate and high concentrations of QEF.
Finally, it is important to note that there are several lim-

itations to this study. First, the preparation and application
of QEF-containing serum in this study are still at the
exploration stage as there are no unified standards to fol-
low in the current literature. Effective compounds used in
TCM are largely underused in the majority of modern
studies, making their optimization during in vitro analyses
more difficult and time consuming. Second, the effects of
rhBMP-2 and QEF on BMSCs isolated from normal, non-
PMOP mice were not studied in the current investigation.
However, we believe the side-effects of QEF on non-
PMOP cells would be limited, particularly at the serum
concentration utilized. Third, only a limited number of
relevant indicators are included in this study, including
ALP activity and TGF-β1 mRNA expression. Additional
work using other indicators is necessary to further explore
the cellular mechanisms involved in PMOP and the effects
of QEF treatment.

Conclusions
Taken together, this study is the first effort to determine
the possible clinical application of QEF to treat PMOP.
These experiments highlight the use of rhBMP-2 to
induce the passage and differentiation of BMSCs isolated
from the proximal femurs of PMOP mice into osteoblast-
like cells. In addition, this process appears to be further
promoted by culturing the cells in medicated serum
isolated from PMOP mice treated with varying concentra-
tions of QEF in a dose-dependent manner. While this
study provides a secure foundation, additional work is
warranted in order to fully understand the role of this
TCM in osteoporotic BMSC differentiation.

Competing interests
The authors declare that they have no competing interests.

Authors’ contributions
BS and LS conceived the idea for the study and provided critical revision of
the manuscript. BS, LS, and RZ performed the experiments. BS, RZ, and PQZ
participated in study design, data acquisition, data analysis, and writing and
drafting of the manuscript. All authors read and approved the final
manuscript.

Acknowledgments
The authors would like to thank Lin Lv (Union Hospital, Tonji Medical
College of HUST) for his expertise and assistance in performing the blood
collection as well as Yanping Yang for his technical assistance. This study
was partially funded by the National Natural Science Foundation of China
(Project Number: 81403257).

Shuai et al. BMC Complementary and Alternative Medicine  (2015) 15:250 Page 7 of 8



Received: 19 March 2015 Accepted: 13 July 2015

References
1. Xu Y, Zhang ZJ, Geng F, Su SB, White KN, Bligh SW, et al. Treatment with

Qing’E, a kidney-invigorating Chinese herbal formula, antagonizes the
estrogen decline in ovariectomized mice. Rejuvenation Res. 2010;13:479–88.

2. Shuai B, Yang YP, Shen L, Ke H. Effects of Qing’e formula on the expression
of bone metabolic markers and VDR mRNA in postmenopausal
osteoporosis patients. Chin Med. 2014;5:145–52.

3. Pike JW, Meyer MB. Fundamentals of vitamin D hormone-regulated gene
expression. J Steroid Biochem Mol Biol. 2014;144 Pt A:5–11.

4. Takeshita A, Imai K, Kato S, Kitano S, Hanazawa S. 1 alpha,
25-dehydroxyvitamin D3 synergism toward transforming growth
factor-beta1-induced AP-1 transcriptional activity in mouse osteoblastic cells
via its nuclear receptor. J Biol Chem. 1998;273(24):14738–44.

5. Xia Y, Zhao Y, Ren M, Zhang J, Wang Y, Chang Y, et al. A randomized
double-blind placebo-controlled trial of a Chinese herbal medicine
preparation (Jiawei Qing’e Fang) for hot flashes and quality of life in
permenopausal women. Menopause. 2012;19(2):234–44.

6. Thompson DD, Simmons HA, Pirie CM, Ke HZ. FDA Guidelines and animal
models for osteoporosis. Bone. 1995;17:125S–33.

7. Contrea JF, Matthews EJ, Kruhlak NL, Benz RD. Estimating the safe starting
dose in phase I clinical trials and no observed effect level based on QSAR
modelling of the human maximum recommended daily dose. Regul Toxicol
Pharmacol. 2004;40:185–206.

8. Zhen H, Xin N, Chen Y, Lu Y. Experimental studies on the quality control of
Qing’e pills. Zhongguo Zhong Yao Za Zhi (Chinese). 1997;22(2):96–8. 127.

9. Stahlberg A, Kubista M. The workflow of single-cell expression profiling
using quantitative real-time PCR. Expert Rev Mol Diagn. 2014;14(3):323–31.

10. Shuai B, Yang YP, Shen L, Wu MX. Effect of Qing’e pill plus salvia on non-
traumatic osteonecrosis of the femoral head of idiopathic type in earlier
stage: a case report of a twelve-month of period. Chin Med. 2014;5:113–7.

11. Fan JZ, Yang L, Meng GL, Lin YS, Wei BY, Fan J, et al. Estrogen improves the
proliferation and differentiation of hBMSCs derived from postmenopausal
osteoporosisthrough notch signaling pathway. Mol Cell Biochem.
2014;392(1–2):85–93.

12. Lindtner RA, Tiaden AN, Genelin K, Ebner HL, Manzl C, Klawitter M, et al.
Osteoanabolic effect of alendronate and zoledronate on bone marrow
stromal cells (BMSCs) isolated from aged female osteoporotic patients and
its implications for their mode of action in the treatment of age-related
bone loss. Osteoporos Int. 2014;25(3):1151–61.

13. Wu Y, Zhang P, Dai Q, Yang X, Fu R, Jiang L, et al. Effect of mechanical
stretch on the proliferation and differentiation of BMSCs from
ovariectomized rats. Mol Cell Biochem. 2013;382(1–2):273–82.

14. Shen Q, Zeng D, Zhou Y, Xia L, Zhao Y, Qiao G, et al. Curculigoside
promotes osteogenic differentiation of bone marrow stromal cells from
ovariectomized rats. J Pharm Pharmacol. 2013;65(7):1005–113.

15. Bradamante S, Barenghi L, Maier JA. Stem cells toward the future: the space
challenge. Life (Basel). 2014;4(2):267–80.

16. Bruun C, Christensen GL, Jacobsen ML, Kanstrup MB, Jensen PR, Fjordvang H, et
al. Inhibition of beta cell growth and function by bone morphogenetic proteins.
Diabetologia. 2014;57(12):2546–54.

17. Lu H, Lian L, Shi D, Zhao H, Dai Y. Hepcidin promotes osteogenic
differentiation through the bone morphogenetic protein 2/small mothers
against decapentaplegic and mitogen-activated protein kinase/P38
signalling pathways in mesenchymal stem cells. Mol Med Rep.
2015;11(1):143–50.

18. Hinsenkamp M, Collard JF. Growth factors in orthopaedic surgery:
demineralized bone matrix versus recombinant bone morphogenetic
proteins. Int Orthop. 2015;39(1):137–47.

19. Abdallah BM, Jafari A, Zaher W, Qiu W, Kassem M. Skeletal (stromal) stem
cells: an update on intracellular signalling pathways controlling osteoblast
differentiation. Bone. 2015;70:28–36.

20. Ehnert S, Zhao J, Pscherer S, Freude T, Dooley S, Kolk A, et al. Transforming
growth factor β1 inhibits bone morphogenic protein (BMP)-2 and BMP-7
signaling via upregulation of Ski-related novel protein N (SnoN): possible
mechanism for the failure of BMP therapy? BMC Med. 2012;10:101.

21. Büttner M, Möller S, Keller M, Huster D, Schiller J, Schnabelrauch M, et al.
Over-sulfated chondroitin sulfate derivatives induce osteogenic

differentiation of hMSC independent of BMP-2 and TGF-β1 signalling. J Cell
Physiol. 2013;228(2):330–40.

22. Li XF, Xu H, Zhao YJ, Tang DZ, Xu GH, Holz J, et al. Icariin augments bone
formation and reverses the phenotypes of osteoprotegerin-deficient mice
through the activation of Wnt/β-catenin-BMP signaling. Evid Based
Complement Alternat Med. 2013;2013:652317.

23. Prins HJ, Braat AK, Gawlitta D, Dhert WJ, Egan DA, Tijssen-Slump E, et al. In
vitro induction of alkaline phosphatase levels predicts in vivo bone forming
capacity of human bone marrow stromal cells. Stem Cell Res.
2014;12(2):428–40.

24. Wu J, Niu J, Li X, Wang X, Guo Z, Zhang F. TGF-β1 induces senescence of
bone marrow mesenchymal stem cells via increase of mitochondrial ROS
production. BMC Dev Biol. 2014;14:21.

25. Ozüak O, Buchta T, Roth S, Lynch JA. Ancient and diverged TGF-β signalling
components in Nasonia vitripennis. Dev Genes Evol. 2014;224(4–6):223–33.

26. Nakamura T, Naruse M, Chiba Y, Komori T, Sasaki K, Iwamoto M, et al. Novel
hedgehog agonists promote osteoblast differentiation in mesenchymal
stem cells. J Cell Physiol. 2015;230(4):922–9.

27. Miron RJ, Saulacic N, Buser D, Iizuka T, Sculean A. Osteoblast proliferation
and differentiation on a barrier membrane in combination with BMP-2 and
TGF-β1. Clin Oral Investig. 2013;17(3):981–8.

28. Pyo SJ, Song WW, Kim IR, Park BS, Kim CH, Shin SH, et al. Low-level laser
therapy induces the expressions of BMP-2, osteocalcin, and TGF-β1 in
hypoxic-cultured human osteoblasts. Lasers Med Sci. 2013;28(2):543–50.

29. Takagi M, Kamiya N, Takahashi T, Ito S, Hasegawa M, Suzuki N, et al. Effects
of bone morphogenetic protein-2 and transforming growth factor beta1 on
gene expression of transcription factors, AJ18 and Runx2 in cultured
osteoblastic cells. J Mol Histol. 2004;35(1):81–90.

30. Schindeler A, Morse A, Peacock L, Mikulec K, Yu NY, Liu R, et al. Rapid cell
culture and pre-clinical screening of a transforming growth factor-beta
(TGF-beta) inhibitor for orthopaedics. BMC Musculoskelet Disord.
2010;11:105.

Submit your next manuscript to BioMed Central
and take full advantage of: 

• Convenient online submission

• Thorough peer review

• No space constraints or color figure charges

• Immediate publication on acceptance

• Inclusion in PubMed, CAS, Scopus and Google Scholar

• Research which is freely available for redistribution

Submit your manuscript at 
www.biomedcentral.com/submit

Shuai et al. BMC Complementary and Alternative Medicine  (2015) 15:250 Page 8 of 8


	Abstract
	Background
	Methods
	Results
	Conclusions

	Background
	Methods
	Main instruments and reagents
	Preparation of QEF
	Preparation of serum containing QEF
	Isolation, cultivation, and identification of BMSCs
	BMSC treatment and morphological observation
	Determination of relative cell number and cell proliferation levels
	Detection of ALP activity
	Determination of TGF-β1 mRNA expression
	Statistical analysis

	Results
	Identification of BMSCs
	BMSC growth and morphology following the addition of QEF-treated serum
	Effect of QEF-treated serum on ALP activity and TGF-β1 mRNA expression in cultured BMSCs

	Discussion
	Conclusions
	Competing interests
	Authors’ contributions
	Acknowledgments
	References



