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Abstract: Activation of the phosphoinositide 3 kinase (PI3K)/AKT pathway is frequently implicated in resistance to 
anticancer therapies. PI3K inhibitors can restore sensitivity to standard breast cancer therapies, including endo-
crine therapy, HER2-targeted agents, and chemotherapy. Our previous research showed that econazole, a novel 
PI3Ka inhibitor, inhibits the PI3K/AKT pathway and induces apoptosis in lung cancer cells. In this study, econazole 
showed significant cytotoxic activity against Adriamycin-resistant breast cancer cells in vitro and in vivo. Additionally, 
econazole significantly sensitized MDA-MB-231 and MCF-7 cells to Adriamycin via inhibiting the PI3K/AKT pathway. 
Overexpression of constitutively active AKT1 abolished the function of econazole. The combination of econazole and 
Adriamycin exerted synergistic inhibitory effects in breast cancer cells in vitro and in vivo. Taken together, the PI3K 
inhibitor econazole could effectively overcome Adriamycin resistance and showed synergistic effects with chemo-
therapy on breast cancer.
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Introduction 

In recent decades, advances in cytotoxic  
chemotherapy and targeted therapies have 
improved survival rates for breast cancer. 
However, nearly all initially responsive breast 
tumors eventually develop resistance, leading 
to therapeutic failure and cancer-related death 
[1]. The biological causes of drug resistance 
have been extensively studied and attributed to 
diverse molecular mechanisms, including 
reduced drug accumulation, metabolic detoxifi-
cation, anti-apoptosis, autophagy, and other 
mechanisms. Breast cancer multidrug resis-
tance (MDR) is associated with P-glycoprotein 

(P-gp), breast cancer resistance protein, multi-
drug resistance-associated protein, and apop-
tosis-related proteins [2]. Recent studies have 
suggested that the phosphoinositide 3 kinase 
(PI3K)/AKT pathway is associated with resis-
tance to endocrine therapy, human epidermal 
growth factor receptor 2 (HER2)-directed thera-
py, and cytotoxic therapy in breast cancer [3]. 
When the PI3K/AKT pathway is activated in 
breast cancer, AKT can phosphorylate multiple 
substrates, which promote cell proliferation, 
survival, metastasis, and chemoresistance [4]. 
The upregulation of AKT can promote the anti-
apoptotic protein Bcl-2 and P-gp to induce mul-
tidrug resistance [5]. 
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PI3K inhibitors have been successfully used to 
enhance the sensitivity of breast cancer cells to 
drug-induced apoptosis [5]. NVP-BKM120, a 
panclass inhibitor of PI3K, showed significant 
cytotoxic activity against MDR breast cancer 
cells and a strong synergistic anti-proliferative 
effect in combination with doxorubicin [6]. A 
PI3K inhibitor Alpelisib (BYL719) in combination 
with letrozole achieved an acceptable safety 
profile and limited efficacy in endocrine thera-
py-resistant HR+HER2-metastatic breast can-
cer in Phase I/II clinical trials [6]. BYL 719 has 
been approved by the FDA to be marketed in 
combination with fulvestrant for the treatment 
of advanced metastatic breast cancer with 
PIK3CA mutation in postmenopausal females 
with HR+/HER2-tumors [7]. The addition of the 
selective PI3K inhibitor to HER-2-targeted ther-
apy could restore sensitivity to trastuzumab 
and represents a superior treatment strategy 
[8]. Therefore, the PI3K/AKT pathway has a 
central role in development of novel strategies 
to overcome breast cancer drug resistance. 

Econazole nitrate, an anti-fungal agent, exhib-
ited cytotoxic activities in cancer cell lines [9] 
and inhibited the proliferation of MCF-7 breast 
cancer cells in vitro and in vivo [10]. We previ-
ously reported that econazole is a new PI3K 
inhibitor that promotes lung cancer cell apopto-
sis by inhibiting the PI3K/AKT pathway [11]. In 
the present study, we analyzed the efficacy of 
econazole in Adriamycin-resistant (ADR) MDA-
MB-231 and MCF-7 and their parental breast 
cancer cell lines. We confirmed that econazole 
nitrate had significant anti-tumor effects and 
potent activity in overcoming Adriamycin resis-
tance in breast cancer. In the mechanism, 
econazole inhibited the PI3K/AKT pathway 
because overexpression of catalytic constitu-
tively active AKT1 significantly abolished these 
phenotypes. These findings suggest that econ-
azole could be used for breast cancer second-
line therapy in combination with Adriamycin.

Materials and methods

Chemicals, antibodies, cell lines, and cell 
culture

Econazole and Adriamycin were purchased 
from Selleck Chemicals (Houston, TX, USA). 
Antibodies against P-gp, PI3Kp110α, total-AKT, 
phospho-AKT (S473), phospho-AKT (T308), Bcl-
2, IKKα, phospho-IKKα, GSK-3β, phospho-

GSK-3β, and β-actin were obtained from Cell 
Signaling Technology, Inc. (Danvers, MA, USA). 
Breast cancer cell lines (MDA-MB-231 and 
MCF-7) and MDR breast cancer cell lines (MDA-
MB-231/ADR and MCF-7/ADR) were obtained 
from the Cell Bank of Kunming Institute of 
Zoology, Chinese Academy of Sciences and 
were respectively cultured in RPMI 1640 and 
DMEM medium at 37°C in 5% CO2. Both media 
contained 10% fetal bovine serum (FBS) 
(Invitrogen, Rockville, MD, USA), 100 U/ml peni-
cillin, and 0.1 mg/ml streptomycin.

AKT1ca overexpression in breast cancer cell 
lines

The pCDH-AKT1ca-IRES-GFP retroviral vector 
was constructed and used to prepare lentivirus 
and to infect MDA-MB-231/ADR, MDA-MB-231, 
MCF-7/ADR, and MCF-7 cells. The plasmid DNA 
was obtained from Prof. Binhui Li at the Capital 
Medical University. Lentiviruses were prepared 
according to our previous methods [12]. AKT1ca 
expression was confirmed by Western blotting.

MTT assays

The breast cancer cells were seeded in 96-well 
plates at a density of 7×103 cells per well for 24 
hours and treated with 1, 3, 10 and 30 μM con-
centration gradients of the tested agents for 
24, 48 and 72 hours. The growth inhibitory 
effects of the tested agents were evaluated by 
MTT assays. After treatment, 10 μl of 5 mg/ml 
3-(4,5-methylthiazol-2-yl)-2,5-diphenyl-tetrazo-
lium bromide (MTT) was added and further 
incubated for 4 hours. The medium was then 
discarded, and the precipitate was dissolved in 
DMSO. Absorbance was measured at 570 nm 
using a Synergy 2 microplate reader (Bio-Tek 
Instruments, Inc., Winooski, VT, USA) according 
to the standard protocol. The IC50 values were 
calculated using GraphPad Prism 5 (San Diego, 
CA, USA).

Apoptosis measurement by flow cytometry 

The breast cancer cells were seeded in 24-well 
plates at a density of 6×104 cells per well for  
24 hours and exposed to drugs for 24 hours. 
Then, the cells were harvested and stain- 
ed with Annexin V-FITC/propidium iodide (PI) 
according to the manufacturer’s instructions 
(Beijing 4A Biotech Co., Ltd, Beijing, China). 
Apoptotic cells were analyzed by flow cytometry 
(CyFlow Space/Partec, Germany).
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Western blotting 

Cells were harvested and lysed with RIPA buffer 
containing 1 mM PMSF and protease inhibitor 
cocktail at 4°C for 30 minutes and then centri-
fuged at 13,000 rpm for 15 minutes. The 
supernatants were recovered, and the protein 
concentrations were measured using the BCA 
Protein Assay Kit (ThermoScientifc, MA, USA). 
The same amounts of cell lysates were resolved 
by 10% SDS-PAGE and transferred onto nitro-
cellulose membranes (Sigma, Shanghai, China). 
After blocking with skim milk, the membran- 
es were incubated sequentially with appropri-
ately diluted primary and secondary antibodi- 
es. Proteins were detected using the enhanc- 
ed chemiluminescence detection system (Amer- 
sham Biosciences, Piscataway, NJ, USA). An 
anti-β-actin antibody (Cell Signaling Tech- 
nologies) was used to monitor loading.

PI3Kα kinase activity assays

Inhibition of PI3Kα by the econazole and 
BYL719 (J&K Scientific Ltd., Beijing, China) was 
examined in a cell-free system by assessing the 
phosphorylation of a poly-EY (4:1 Glu, Tyr) pep-
tide substrate with recombinant kinases PI3Kα 
(Upstate Biotechnology). Inhibition of the 
recombinant kinases was evaluated by using 
the ADP-Glo Kinase assay kit according to the 
manufacturer’s instruction (Promega, Madison, 
WI, USA). Briefly, the econazole and BYL719 in a 
range of different concentration (1-300 nM) 
were incubated with 4 ng of the recombinant 
kinases and 0.2 µg/mL of the poly-EY substrate 
at room temperature for 60 min. Then, 5 µL of 
ADP-Glo reagent was added and incubation 
continued at room temperature for another 40 
min. Finally, 10 µL of kinase detection reagent 
was added and the mixture was allowed to incu-
bate at room temperature for 30 min before the 
measurement of luminescence by GloMax 
20/20 Luminometer (Promega).

Tumorigenesis and treatment in nude mice 

Female BALB/C nude mice of 5-6 weeks old 
were purchased from Department of Animal 
Experiment, Kunming Medical University and 
raised under pathogen-free conditions. MDA-
MB-231/ADR cells (1×106/0.2 ml PBS per mice) 
were injected subcutaneously into the right 
flank of the mice. Fourteen days after inocula-

tion, the tumors grew to a volume of 80-100 
mm3. The mice were randomly divided into four 
groups (six mice per group) and injected by 
intraperitoneal injection (i.p.) every day for 21 
days with 10% DMSO + 13% castor oil + 77% 
PBS (control group), econazole (40 mg/kg), 
Adriamycin (40 mg/kg), econazole (40 mg/kg) 
plus Adriamycin (40 mg/kg). Tumor volumes 
were measured every 3-4 days after tumor 
appearance and calculated by the equation 
V=ab2/2 (a= longest axis; b= shortest axis).  
The mice were sacrificed on day 21 after treat-
ment, and tumors were isolated and weighted. 
The study was approved by the laboratory ani-
mal ethics committee of Kunming Medical 
University. 

Statistical analysis

The results were obtained from at least three 
different experiments and expressed as the 
mean ± SEM (the standard error of mean). 
Statistical analysis was performed using one-
way ANOVA (Analysis Of Variance) and factorial 
analysis, and the difference was considered 
significant if P<0.05. Statistically significant 
results were marked with asterisks (*) in the 
figures.

Results

Econazole shows potent cytotoxicity in ADR 
breast cancer cell lines 

To confirm whether MDA-MB-231/ADR and 
MCF-7/ADR cells are indeed resistant to 
Adriamycin, we performed the MTT assay. 
Adriamycin (1-10 μM) significantly reduced cell 
viability in a time- and dose-dependent manner 
in MDA-MB-231 and MCF-7 parental cells but 
showed little cytotoxicity against MDA-MB-231/
ADR and MCF-7/ADR cells (Figure 1A). Then, we 
examined the cytotoxic activity of econazole in 
sensitive and ADR breast cancer cell lines using 
the MTT assay. Interestingly, econazole (1-10 
μM) exhibited stronger inhibitory effects in ADR 
breast cancer cell lines than in parental cell 
lines in a dose-dependent manner (Figure 1B). 

To evaluate whether the combination of econ-
azole and Adriamycin synergistically kill ADR 
breast cancer cells, we treated breast cancer 
cells with increasing concentrations of econ-
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azole and Adriamycin either alone or in combi-
nation for 24 hours. As shown in Figure 1C, the 
addition of econazole only slightly sensitized 
MDA-MB-231 and MCF-7 parental breast can-
cer cell lines to Adriamycin. However, econazole 
dramatically sensitized MDA-MB-231/ADR and 

Figure 1. The cytotoxic effects of econazole and Adriamycin in two ADR and sensitive breast cancer cell lines. A. 
Adriamycin (1, 3, 10, and 30 μM) efficiently decreased the viability of sensitive breast cancer cells (MDA-MB-231 
and MCF-7) at 24, 48, and 72 hours, as measured by MTT assays. MDA-MB-231/ADR and MCF-7/ADR cells showed 
resistance to low concentrations (<10 μM) of Adriamycin. B. Econazole (1, 3, 10, and 30 μM) efficiently decreased 
the viability of ADR breast cancer cells (MDA-MB-231/ADR and MCF-7/ADR) at 24, 48, and 72 hours, as measured 
by MTT assays. Interestingly, MDA-MB-231 and MCF-7 cells were not sensitive to low concentrations (<10 μM) of 
econazole. C. The combination of econazole (0.3-10 μM) and Adriamycin (0.3-10 μM) synergistically decreased the 
viability of ADR breast cancer cells, as measured by MTT assays at 72 hours. Statistical analysis was performed by 
one-way ANOVA (Analysis Of Variance), and the difference was considered significant if P<0.05, which is marked 
with an asterisk (*) in the figures; if P<0.01, the results are marked with two asterisks (**).

Table 1. IC50 value of econazole and Adriamycin in breast cancer cells
Econazole (μM)  

N=5
Adriamycin (μM)  

N=5
Econazole + Adriamycin (μM)  

N=5 P value

MB-231/ADR 5.6±0.23 15.9±1.88 1.2±0.08 <0.05
MB-231 17.8±1.31 1.6±0.09 1.4±0.06 <0.05
MCF-7/ADR 4.2±0.18 23.7±2.98 0.9±0.04 <0.05
MCF-7 15.7±1.91 2.8±0.31 1.5±0.07 <0.05

MCF-7/ADR to Adriamycin. The combination 
treatment exhibited synergistic inhibitory 
effects in the two ADR breast cancer cell lines 
(Table 1). These results demonstrate that econ-
azole is a potent cytotoxic agent to ADR breast 
cancer cells and has synergistic inhibitory 
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effect in combination with Adriamycin on ADR 
breast cancer cells. 

Econazole induces ADR breast cancer cell 
apoptosis 

We evaluated whether the cytotoxic effect of 
econazole on breast cancer cells is mediated 
by apoptosis. We treated breast cancer cells 
(MDA-MB-231/ADR, MDA-MB-231, MCF-7/ADR 
and MCF-7) with econazole and Adriamycin 
either alone or in combination for 24 hours and 
detected apoptosis using Annexin V/PI analy-
sis. As illustrated in Figure 2A, 2B, Adriamycin 
(3 μM) induced little apoptosis in MDA-MB-231/
ADR breast cancer cells. In contrast, econazole 
(3 μM) induced more apoptosis in MDA-
MB-231/ADR cells than in MDA-MB-231 cells. 
Combination therapy significantly induced over 
30% of Annexin V-positive apoptotic cells. 
Similar results were observed in MCF-7/ADR 
and MCF-7 cell lines (Figure 2C, 2D). These 
results suggested that econazole induced 
apoptosis in both ADR and parental breast can-
cer cells in combination with Adriamycin. 

Econazole decreases pAKT, P-gp, and Bcl-2 
protein expression levels

Accumulating evidence has indicated that the 
activation of the PI3K/AKT pathway is involved 
in the acquisition of resistance to chemothera-
peutic drugs. The overexpression of AKT down-
stream genes, such as P-gp and Bcl-2, contrib-
ute to the development of MDR in many 
drug-resistant tumor cells [5, 13]. Therefore, 
we assessed the effect of econazole on the 
expression of the PI3K/AKT signaling pathway, 
P-gp, and Bcl-2 proteins in MDA-MB-231, MDA-
MB-231/ADR, MCF-7, and MCF-7/ADR breast 
cancer cells by Western blotting. As expected, 
phosphorylated AKT (both T308 and S473), 
P-gp, and Bcl-2 protein expression levels were 
significantly decreased by econazole, whereas 
PI3Kα and total AKT protein levels were not 
affected (Figure 3). Interestingly, econazole 
decreased P-gp and Bcl-2 levels more efficient-
ly in MDA-MB-231/ADR and MCF-7/ADR cells 
than in MDA-MB-231 and MCF-7 cells. These 
results demonstrated that econazole may over-
come Adriamycin resistance through blocking 
PI3K/AKT signaling in breast cancer cells. 

Econazole inhibits PI3Kα kinase activity in 
vitro

The inhibitory effects of econazole and BYL719 
on the activity of PI3Kα kinase was evaluated 

in a cell-free system as described in the meth-
od section. The experimental results showed 
that econazole and BYL719 inhibited PI3Kα 
kinase activity in a dose dependent manner 
(IC50: 79.29±6.97 nM and 8.68±2.13) (Figure 
3C).

Overexpression of constitutively active AKT1 
abolished the sensitization effect of econazole 
in MDR breast cancer cell lines 

Because econazole functions possibly through 
inhibiting PI3Kα/AKT in breast cancer cells,  
we questioned whether constitutively active 
AKT1 could rescue the phenotypes. We used 
lentiviruses carrying the AKT1ca gene to infect 
MDA-MB-231/ADR and MCF-7/ADR cells. We 
first confirmed that AKT1ca was successfully 
expressed by Western blotting (Figure 4A). As 
expected, AKT1ca overexpression partially 
blocked the decrease of pGSK3β (S9), P-gp, 
and Bcl-2 that was induced by econazole  
in MDA-MB-231/ADR and MCF-7/ADR cells. 
Consistently, AKT1ca overexpression signifi-
cantly increased the survival of MDA-MB-231/
ADR and MCF-7/ADR cells in the presence of 
econazole (Figure 4B, 4C). Finally, we demon-
strated that AKT1ca overexpression significant-
ly decreased the apoptosis induced by econ-
azole in MDA-MB-231/ADR and MCF-7/ADR 
cells (Figure 4D, 4E).

Econazole and combination with Adriamycin 
suppressed MDA-MB-231/ADR tumor growth 
in nude mice

To investigate whether econazole sensitizes 
ADR breast cancer cells to Adriamycin in vivo, 
we used MDA-MB-231/ADR cells to generate 
xenografts in BALB/C nude mice. Fourteen 
days after inoculation, the tumors grew to a vol-
ume of 80-100 m3. The mice were randomly 
divided into four groups (six mice per group) 
and treated with econazole (40 mg/kg), 
Adriamycin (40 mg/kg), econazole (40 mg/kg) 
plus Adriamycin (40 mg/kg), and control (10% 
DMSO + 13% castor oil + 77% PBS). As expect-
ed, the tumors continued to grow in the 
Adriamycin-treated groups, indicating resis-
tance, whereas econazole substantially sup-
pressed tumor growth (Figure 5). Moreover,  
the mice treated with both econazole and 
Adriamycin exhibited an even more dramatic 
reduction of MDA-MB-231/ADR xenograft 
growth (Figure 5), with no significant change in 
body weight (Figure 5C). These results suggest-



Econazole nitrate reversed the resistance of breast cancer cells

268 Am J Cancer Res 2020;10(1):263-274

Figure 2. Econazole and Adriamycin induced apoptosis in ADR and sensitive breast cancer cell lines. (A) Econazole (3 μM), Adriamycin (3 μM), and the combination 
of econazole (3 μM) with Adriamycin (3 μM) treatment (24 hours) induced apoptosis in MDA-MB-231/ADR and MDA-MB-231 breast cancer cells. Apoptosis was 
measured by Annexin V/PI staining and flow cytometry (P<0.05). (B) The quantitative results of (A). (C) Econazole (3 μM), Adriamycin (3 μM), and the combination 
of econazole (3 μM) with Adriamycin (3 μM) treatment (24 hours) induced apoptosis in MCF-7/ADR and MCF-7 breast cancer cells. Apoptosis was measured by An-
nexin V/PI staining and flow cytometry (P<0.05). (D) The quantitative results of (C).
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Figure 3. Econazole inhibited the PI3K/AKT pathway in ADR and sensitive 
breast cancer cell lines. A. The expression levels of pAKT (S473 and T308), 
P-gp, and Bcl-2 were decreased by econazole in MDA-MB-231/ADR and 
MDA-MB-231 cells in a dose-dependent manner. The cells were treated 
with increasing concentrations of econazole (0, 1, 3, 10, and 30 μM) for 24 
hours. Econazole had no effect on PI3K p110α or t-AKT. b-actin was used as 
a loading control. B. The expression levels of pAKT (S473 and T308), P-gp, 
and Bcl-2 were decreased by econazole in MCF-7/ADR and MCF-7 cells in a 
dose-dependent manner. The cells were treated with increasing concentra-
tions of econazole (0, 1, 3, 10, and 30 μM) for 24 hours. Econazole had no 
effect on PI3K p110α or t-AKT. b-actin was used as a loading control. C. Ec-
onazole and BYL719 significantly inhibited PI3Kα kinase activity in a dose 
dependent manner (IC50: 79.29±6.97 nM and 8.68±2.13).

ed that econazole is a potentially safe and 
effective anti-cancer drug to overcome che- 
motherapy resistance and synergizes with 
Adriamycin chemotherapy in breast cancer.

Discussion

Resistance to chemotherapy is 
a major cause of treatment 
failure in breast cancer. Ac- 
cumulating evidence indicates 
that the activation of the PI3K/
AKT signaling pathway contrib-
utes to the intrinsic insensitivi-
ty of cancer cells to chemo-
therapy. In addition, PI3K/AKT 
pathway activation frequently 
occurs in breast cancer and 
leads to resistance to chemo-
therapy, endocrine therapy, 
and anti-HER2 therapies [13, 
14]. PI3K may be a potential 
therapeutic target for MDR 
breast cancer [15, 16], and 
PI3K inhibitors could overcome 
resistance in MDR breast can-
cer cells. Multiple clinical stud-
ies of PI3K inhibitors in combi-
nation with traditional drugs in 
breast cancer are ongoing [6, 
17]. Recently, the PI3Kα inhibi-
tor Alpelisib/BYL719 was ap- 
proved for treatment in PIK- 
3CA-mutant HR+HER2-metast- 
atic breast cancer patients in 
combination with fulvestrant 
[7]. In this study, we investigat-
ed the therapeutic value of 
econazole, an azole anti-fungal 
agent that inhibits the PI3K/
AKT pathway in ADR breast 
cancer cells. 

In this study, we demonstrat- 
ed that Adriamycin, a tradition-
al chemotherapeutic agent, 
had little inhibitory effect on 
two ADR breast cancer cell 
lines (MDA-MB-231/ADR and 
MCF-7/ADR) but significantly 
affected the sensitive parental 
cell lines (MDA-MB-231 and 
MCF-7) at the same concentra-
tion. Importantly, econazole 
reduced cell viability more 

effectively in ADR breast cancer cells compared 
with the parental breast cancer cell lines, indi-
cating that the ADR cell lines are more addicted 
to PI3K/AKT activation. Moreover, the combina-
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tion of econazole and Adriamycin exhibited syn-
ergistic effects in ADR breast cancer cells in 
vitro and in vivo. Previous studies showed that 
econazole had an inhibitory effect in MCF-7 

breast cancer xenografts [18]. Our study con-
firmed for the first time that econazole also  
has an inhibitory effect on MDA-MB-231/ADR 
breast cancer xenografts.

Figure 4. The overexpression of AKT1ca gene decreased econazole-induced apoptosis in MDR breast cancer cell 
lines. (A) AKT1ca overexpression decreased econazole-induced decreases of P-gp and Bcl-2 protein levels in two 
ADR breast cancer cell lines (MDA-MB-231/ADR and MCF-7/ADR), as measured by Western blotting. pGSK3β (S9) 
was used as a positive control because it is phosphorylated by AKT. β-actin was used as a loading control. (B) 
AKT1ca overexpression significantly decreased the econazole-induced loss of cell viability in MDA-MB-231/ADR, as 
measured by MTT assays at 72 hours (P<0.05). (C) AKT1ca overexpression significantly decreased the econazole-
induced loss of cell viability in MCF-7/ADR, as measured by MTT assays at 72 hours (P<0.05). (D) AKT1ca over-
expression significantly decreased econazole (3 μM, 24 hours)-induced apoptosis in both MDA-MB-231/ADR and 
MCF-7/ADR cells. Apoptosis was measured by Annexin V/PI staining and flow cytometry. (E) Quantitative results of 
(D) (P<0.05).

Figure 5. Econazole significantly suppressed MDA-MB-231/ADR tumor growth in nude mice and sensitized cancer 
cells to Adriamycin in vivo. A. Econazole (40 mg/kg) significantly suppressed MDA-MB-231/ADR tumor growth in 
nude mice, as measured by tumor weights. The combination of econazole (40 mg/kg) and Adriamycin (40 mg/kg) 
further decreased tumor weights. Adriamycin (40 mg/kg) treatment for 21 days had no effect on tumor weights. 
B. Econazole alone or in combination with Adriamycin reduced MDA-MB-231/ADR tumor masses in nude mice. C. 
Econazole alone or in combination with Adriamycin had little effect on mouse body weights at different time points. 
D. Econazole alone or in combination with Adriamycin significantly suppressed MDA-MB-231/ADR tumor growth in 
nude mice, as measured by tumor volume over the course of 21 days (P<0.05).



Econazole nitrate reversed the resistance of breast cancer cells

272 Am J Cancer Res 2020;10(1):263-274

Econazole is an azole antifungal with antican-
cer activity that can induce apoptosis in a wide 
range of cancers, such as breast cancer [9], 
prostate cancer [19], colon cancer [20], and 
lung cancer [11]. However, the effect of econ-
azole in drug-resistant cancer cells has not 
been investigated. In this study, we showed 
that econazole is a PI3Kα inhibitor although its 
inhibitory efficacy is lower than BYL719 (Figure 
3C). Econazole exhibited a more potent effect 
on inducing apoptosis in ADR breast canc- 
er cells than in Adriamycin-sensitive cells. 
Moreover, the combination of econazole and 
Adriamycin exhibited a synergistic effect in ADR 
cells. A new PI3Kα-specific inhibitor, BYL719, 
was recently approved by the USA FDA in com-
bination with fulvestrant in the treatment of 
advanced metastatic breast cancer with a 
PIK3CA mutation in postmenopausal females 
with HR+/HER2-tumors. A PIK3CA mutation is 
the best positive predictor of BYL719 sensitivi-
ty [21]. The small molecule PI3K inhibitor PI103 
cooperated with doxorubicin to synergistically 
induce apoptosis and reduce the growth of 
neuroblastoma cells in vitro and in vivo [22]. 
Similarly, the combination of the PI3K inhibitor 
BKM120 with doxorubicin also suppressed 
breast cancer growth [23]. The addition of BAY 
80-6946 (the selective alpha/delta isoform 
dominant PI3K inhibitor) to HER2-targeted ther-
apy could restore sensitivity to trastuzumab 
and lapatinib [17].

AKT, as a key downstream factor of PI3K, can 
phosphorylate multiple substrates, which pro-
motes acquired resistance to treatment [24]. A 
high level of pAKT has a crucial role in MDR. 
P-gp-mediated MDR is the major clinical imped-
iment to chemotherapy in breast cancers [13]. 
LY294002, the first selective PI3K inhibitor, 
can partially reverse MDR by downregulating 
the expression levels of pAKT and P-gp [25]. In 
our study, econazole significantly inhibited the 
expression levels of pAKT and P-gp expression 
in two ADR breast cancer cell lines. Econazole 
may sensitize breast cancer cells to other  
chemotherapy agents besides Adriamycin, 
although we did not evaluate this possibility in 
this study. Additionally, Bcl-2, a potent inhibitor 
of apoptosis, is a crucial PI3K/AKT downstream 
protein promoting cell survival [22]. Econazole 
dramatically decreased Bcl-2 protein expres-
sion levels in two ADR breast cancer cell lines. 
Consistently, econazole induced a high level of 
apoptosis in two ADR breast cancer cell lines. 

After AKT1ca was overexpressed, econazole 
reduced P-gp and Bcl-2 protein expression and 
apoptosis. These results clearly indicate that 
econazole induces apoptosis in ADR breast 
cancer cells through inhibiting the PI3K/AKT 
pathway. 

Activated pAKT promoted the downstream pro-
tein phosphorylation of BAD, dissociated the 
pro-apoptosis protein BAD and the anti-apop-
totic protein Bcl-2, and upregulated the expres-
sion of Bcl-2 [5]. A high level of pAKT has a cru-
cial role in MDR and upregulates the expression 
of P-gp, but the mechanism is unclear. The AKT 
inhibitor Ipatasertib in combination with pacli-
taxel significantly extended the progression-
free survival of metastatic TNBC patients in a 
phase II clinical trial [21].

Econazole exerted a synergistic effect with 
Adriamycin in vitro and in vivo. Econazole 
showed significant anti-tumor effects in MDA-
MB-231/ADR breast cancer xenografts in nude 
mice by daily intraperitoneal (I.P.) injection for 
21 days. Moreover, the mice receiving econ-
azole together with Adriamycin exhibited an 
even more dramatic reduction of tumor growth 
than those that received either econazole or 
Adriamycin alone. Importantly, the combination 
therapies were well tolerated and did not affect 
body weights. Thus, the combination of econ-
azole with Adriamycin or other chemotherapeu-
tic agents may be used for breast cancer 
patients who are resistant to traditional chemo-
therapies. Clinical studies will be required to 
test this hypothesis in the future.

In summary, we demonstrated that econazole 
has a strong cytotoxic effect in ADR breast can-
cer cell lines through inhibiting the PI3K/AKT 
pathway. The combination of econazole with 
Adriamycin showed synergistic anti-tumor activ-
ity in a preclinical animal model. These results 
provide a new potential second-line therapeu-
tic strategy for breast cancer patients who fail 
first-line therapy.

Acknowledgements

This study was supported in part by grants from 
National Key R&D Program of China (2018- 
YFC2000400), the National Nature Science 
Foundation of China (81830087, U1602221 
and 31771516 to Chen, C.) and Science and 
Technology Innovation Team of Yunnan Province 



Econazole nitrate reversed the resistance of breast cancer cells

273 Am J Cancer Res 2020;10(1):263-274

(2018HC002 to Liu, R.), top young talents of 
ten thousand talents plan in Yunnan Province 
(2019), the medical reserve personnel training 
program of Yunnan province (H-201609), the 
General Research Projects in Yunnan Province 
(2019FB113), Health Science and technology 
project of Yunnan province (2018NS0052), the 
Hundred-Talent Program of Kunming Medical 
University (60118260119) and the Joint 
Application Project from the Yunnan Provincial 
Science and Technology Department (2019), 
Yunnan Province Science and Technology 
Department-Kunming Medical University Joint 
Fund for Fundamental Research (2019FE0- 
01-064, 2019FE001-082).

Disclosure of conflict of interest

None.

Address correspondence to: Ceshi Chen, Key 
Laboratory of Animal Models and Human Disease 
Mechanisms of Chinese Academy of Sciences, 
Kunming Institute of Zoology, Chinese Academy  
of Sciences, 32 Jiaochang East Road, Kunming 
650223, Yunnan, China. Tel: +86-0871-65181944; 
Fax: +86-0871-65181945; E-mail: chenc@mail.kiz.
ac.cn; Marie Chia-mi Lin, Institute of Medical and 
Pharmaceutical Sciences, The Academy of Medical 
Science, Zhengzhou University, Science Avenue 
100, Zhengzhou 450001, Henan, China. Tel: +86-
0371-98346647; E-mail: mcmlin@163.com

References

[1] Sun WL, Lan D, Gan TQ and Cai ZW. Autophagy 
facilitates multidrug resistance development 
through inhibition of apoptosis in breast can-
cer cells. Neoplasma 2015; 62: 199-208.

[2] Hu Y, Li C, Li H, Li M and Shu X. Resveratrol-
mediated reversal of tumor multi-drug resis-
tance. Curr Drug Metab 2014; 15: 703-710.

[3] Abraham J. PI3K/AKT/mTOR pathway inhibi-
tors: the ideal combination partners for breast 
cancer therapies? Expert Rev Anticancer Ther 
2015; 15: 51-68.

[4] Komeili-Movahhed T, Fouladdel S, Barzegar E, 
Atashpour S, Hossein Ghahremani M, Nasser 
Ostad S, Madjd Z and Azizi E. PI3K/Akt inhibi-
tion and down-regulation of BCRP re-sensitize 
MCF7 breast cancer cell line to mitoxantrone 
chemotherapy. Iran J Basic Med Sci 2015; 18: 
472-477.

[5] Han Z, Hong L, Han Y, Wu K, Han S, Shen H, Li 
C, Yao L, Qiao T and Fan D. Phospho Akt medi-
ates multidrug resistance of gastric cancer 

cells through regulation of P-gp, Bcl-2 and Bax. 
J Exp Clin Cancer Res 2007; 26: 261-268.

[6] Blackwell K, Burris H, Gomez P, Lynn Henry N, 
Isakoff S, Campana F, Gao L, Jiang J, Macé S 
and Tolaney SM. Phase I/II dose-escalation 
study of PI3K inhibitors pilaralisib or voxtalisib 
in combination with letrozole in patients with 
hormone-receptor-positive and HER2-negative 
metastatic breast cancer refractory to a non-
steroidal aromatase inhibitor. Breast Cancer 
Res Treat 2015; 154: 287-297.

[7] Janku F, Juric D, Cortes J, Rugo H, Burris HA, 
Schuler M, Deschlerbaier B, Middleton MR, 
Gilmartin M and Berlin J. Abstract PD5-5: 
phase I study of the PI3Kα inhibitor BYL719 
plus fulvestrant in patients with PIK3CA-al-
tered and wild type ER+/HER2- locally ad-
vanced or metastatic breast cancer. Cancer 
Res 2015; 75: PD5-5-PD5-5.

[8] Burris HA 3rd. Overcoming acquired resistance 
to anticancer therapy: focus on the PI3K/AKT/
mTOR pathway. Cancer Chemother Pharmacol 
2013; 71: 829-842.

[9] Sun J, Yu CH, Zhao XL, Wang Y, Jiang SG and 
Gong XF. Econazole nitrate induces apoptosis 
in MCF-7 cells via mitochondrial and caspase 
pathways. Iran J Pharm Res 2014; 13: 1327-
1334.

[10] Najid A and Ratinaud MH. Comparative studies 
of steroidogenesis inhibitors (econazole, keto-
conazole) on human breast cancer MCF-7 cell 
proliferation by growth experiments, thymidine 
incorporation and flow cytometric DNA analy-
sis. Tumori 1991; 77: 385-390.

[11] Dong C, Yang R, Li H, Ke K, Luo C, Yang F, Shi 
XN, Zhu Y, Liu X, Wong MH, Lin G, Wang X, 
Leung KS, Kung HF, Chen C and Lin MC. Econ-
azole nitrate inhibits PI3K activity and pro-
motes apoptosis in lung cancer cells. Sci Rep 
2017; 7: 17987.

[12] Zhou W, Fang H, Wu Q, Wang X, Liu R, Li F, Xiao 
J, Yuan L, Zhou Z, Ma J, Wang L, Zhao W, You H, 
Ju J, Feng J and Chen C. Ilamycin E, a natural 
product of marine actinomycete, inhibits triple-
negative breast cancer partially through ER 
stress-CHOP-Bcl-2. Int J Biol Sci 2019; 15: 
1723-1732.

[13] Lin X, Zhang X, Wang Q, Li J, Zhang P, Zhao M 
and Li X. Perifosine downregulates MDR1 gene 
expression and reverses multidrug-resistant 
phenotype by inhibiting PI3K/Akt/NF-κB sig-
naling pathway in a human breast cancer cell 
line. Neoplasma 2012; 59: 248-256.

[14] Wang H, Jia XH, Chen JR, Yi YJ, Wang JY, Li YJ 
and Xie SY. HOXB4 knockdown reverses multi-
drug resistance of human myelogenous leuke-
mia K562/ADM cells by downregulating P-gp, 
MRP1 and BCRP expression via PI3K/Akt sig-

mailto:chenc@mail.kiz.ac.cn
mailto:chenc@mail.kiz.ac.cn
mailto:mcmlin@163.com


Econazole nitrate reversed the resistance of breast cancer cells

274 Am J Cancer Res 2020;10(1):263-274

naling pathway. Int J Oncol 2016; 49: 2529-
2537.

[15] Rodon J, Curigliano G, Delord JP, Harb W, Azaro 
A, Han Y, Wilke C, Donnet V, Sellami D and 
Beck T. A phase Ib, open-label, dose-finding 
study of alpelisib in combination with paclitax-
el in patients with advanced solid tumors. On-
cotarget 2018; 9: 31709-31718.

[16] Robert M, Frenel JS, Bourbouloux E, Berton 
Rigaud D, Patsouris A, Augereau P, Gourmelon 
C and Campone M. Efficacy of buparlisib in 
treating breast cancer. Expert Opin Pharmaco-
ther 2017; 18: 2007-2016.

[17] Elster N, Cremona M, Morgan C, Toomey S, 
Carr A, O’Grady A, Hennessy BT and Eustace 
AJ. A preclinical evaluation of the PI3K alpha/
delta dominant inhibitor BAY 80-6946 in 
HER2-positive breast cancer models with ac-
quired resistance to the HER2-targeted thera-
pies trastuzumab and lapatinib. Breast Cancer 
Res Treat 2015; 149: 373-383.

[18] Cogswell S, Berger S, Waterhouse D, Bally MB 
and Wasan EK. A parenteral econazole formu-
lation using a novel micelle-to-liposome trans-
fer method: in vitro characterization and tumor 
growth delay in a breast cancer xenograft mod-
el. Pharm Res 2006; 23: 2575-2585.

[19] Cheng JS, Chou CT, Liang WZ, Kuo CC, Shieh P, 
Kuo DH and Jan CR. The mechanism of bifon-
azole-induced [Ca(2+)]i rises and non-Ca(2+)-
triggered cell death in PC3 human prostate 
cancer cells. J Recept Signal Transduct Res 
2014; 34: 493-499.

[20] Ho YS, Wu CH, Chou HM, Wang YJ, Tseng H, 
Chen CH, Chen LC, Lee CH and Lin SY. Molecu-
lar mechanisms of econazole-induced toxicity 
on human colon cancer cells: G0/G1 cell cycle 
arrest and caspase 8-independent apoptotic 
signaling pathways. Food Chem Toxicol 2005; 
43: 1483-1495.

[21] Fritsch C, Huang A, Chatenay-Rivauday C, 
Schnell C, Reddy A, Liu M, Kauffmann A, Guthy 
D, Erdmann D, De Pover A, Furet P, Gao H, Fer-
retti S, Wang Y, Trappe J, Brachmann SM, Mai-
ra SM, Wilson C, Boehm M, Garcia-Echeverria 
C, Chene P, Wiesmann M, Cozens R, Lehar J, 
Schlegel R, Caravatti G, Hofmann F and Sellers 
WR. Characterization of the novel and specific 
PI3Kα inhibitor NVP-BYL719 and development 
of the patient stratification strategy for clinical 
trials. Mol Cancer Ther 2014; 13: 1117-1129.

[22] Geng X, Xie L and Xing H. PI3K inhibitor com-
bined with chemotherapy can enhance the 
apoptosis of neuroblastoma cells in vitro and 
in vivo. Technol Cancer Res Treat 2016; 15: 
716-722.

[23] Hu Y, Guo R, Wei J, Zhou Y, Ji W, Liu J, Zhi X and 
Zhang J. Effects of PI3K inhibitor NVP-BKM120 
on overcoming drug resistance and eliminating 
cancer stem cells in human breast cancer 
cells. Cell Death Dis 2015; 6: e2020.

[24] García MG, Alaniz LD, Cordo Russo RI, Alvarez 
E and Hajos SE. PI3K/Akt inhibition modulates 
multidrug resistance and activates NF-kappaB 
in murine lymphoma cell lines. Leuk Res 2009; 
33: 288-296.

[25] Zhang Y, Qu XJ, Liu YP, Yang XH, Hou KZ, Teng 
YE and Zhang JD. Reversal effect of PI3-K in-
hibitor LY294002 on P-glycoprotein-mediated 
multidrug resistance of human leukemia cell 
line K562/DNR and gastric cancer cell line 
SGC7901/ADR. Ai Zheng 2009; 28: 97-99.


