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INTRODUCTION

There have been reports of various biological activities
in quinazolines and 1,2,4-triazoles [1-5]. The combination of
these two structural characteristics in one molecule may lead
to a potential biologically promising compound [6]. Quinazo-
lines have a well-known potential activity as antitumor [7],
anticancer [8] and antimicrobial activity [9]. A major drug-
like scaffold [10] has been shown to be pyrazolopyrimidine′s
moiety, including the inhibitor of bruton tyrosine kinase
ibrutinib [11], tumour necrosis factor-associated protein1
(TRAP1) inhibitor [12], cycline-dependant kinase (CDK)
inhibitors [13,14], anti-inflammation [15] and bumped kinase
inhibitors; and a variety of clinical applications have been
identified [16].

On the other hand, sulfa drugs are a very important class
of compounds in the pharmaceutical industry and a key pharma-
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cophore in many marketed drugs. In addition, sulfonamide
derivatives possess very interesting diversified pharmaco-
logical and biological properties, like antifungal [17], antiviral
[18], antitumor [19], anti-inflammatory [20] and as a carbonic
anhydrase inhibitor [21].

Chegwidden & Spencer [22] also reported the inhibition
growth of human cancer cells in the culture by the direct action
of specific sulfonamide carbonic anhydrase (CA) inhibitors.
They showed that potent clinically used inhibitors CA-sulfon-
amide, such as acetazolamide, methazolamide and ethoxzol-
amide, inhibited human lymphoma cell growth, with GI50 values
ranging from 0.5 mM for acetazolamide to 0.25 mM for ethox-
zolamide [22].

In addition, piperazine and its analogues are the important
pharmacophores, showing multiple bioactivities including
antifungal activity [23-25]. The use of piperazine as oral anti-
cancer drug in Japan has been approved as a clinical use for

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1811-2794


oral cancer in Japan [26], including 4,4,1,2-(ethanediyl)bis(1-
isobutoxycarbonyloxy-methyl-2,6-piperazinedione (MST-16).
The MST-16 compound showed strong anti-proliferative activity
for tumors such as colon, prostate, breast, lung and leukemia
[27]. In another study a multiple protein kinase inhibitor, a
compound of piperazine-pyrimidine, 1-aryl-2-(N-methylpip-
erazinomethyl)-2-propen-1-one dihydrochloride [26,28-30].

Sildenafil, was initially developed as an antihypertensive
agent. Due to the unexpected side effect of improvement of
penile erection. Additionally, other PDE-5 inhibitors were
shown to induce apoptosis in different human tumors [31,32].
Hussein et al. [33] explained that sildenafil structure consists
of three moieties; pyrazolo[4,3-d]pyrimidin-7(6H)-one, 5-(2-
ethoxy-1-ylsulfonyl)phenyl and 4-methylpiperazine (Fig. 1).

Sulfonamide derivatives also play an important role in their
anticancer activity because of their good protein tyrosine kinases
(PTKs) inhibitory activity [34-37]. Aryl sulfonyl piperazine
in sildenafil is an important class of therapeutical agents that
provide good models for many biological objectives. A great
deal of research has been conducted during recent years to
develop new piperazine derivatives to improve their biological
activity. Anticancer [38,39] anti-allergic [40], neuronal nicotinic
acetyl cholin receptor [41], antibacterial, anti-acetyl choline-
sterase [42] and transglutaminase 2 selective covalent inhibitors
were reported to carry benzene sulfonyl group [43] for the
activities of Huntington′s disease. Compound 1 inhibitor (11β-
HSD1 inhibitors) was also found to have efficacy in a cyno-
molgus monkey ex vivo enzymes inhibition model [44], as a
selective and orally bioavailable inhibitor.

Combining the three structural characteristics of a single
molecule could produce compounds with promising anticancer
effects. Sildenafil′s structure prompted us to assess its activity
in anticancer. Moreover, there is no report about the sildenafil
human cancer cell lines which have anticancer effect. The aim
of this study was to conduct the effect of sildenafil on human
cancer cell lines (HCT-116, MCF-7, A-549 and HeLa) as a
promising target drug.

EXPERIMENTAL

Mammalian cell lines: Human breast carcinoma (MCF-7),
human colon carcinoma (HCT-116), human cervical carcinoma

(HeLa) and human lung carcinoma (A-549) cell lines were
purchased from the VACSERA Tissue Culture Unit in Egypt.

Chemicals: Dimethyl sulfoxide (DMSO, Sigma, USA),
violet crystal and black trypan (St. Louis, USA), fetal bovine
serum, DMEM, RPMI-1640 and 0.25% of trypsin-EDTA were
purchased from Lonza Chemicals, Switzerland with buffer
solution from HEPES, L-glutamine and gentamycin. Crystal
violet stain (1%) was prepared by 0.5% (w/v) crystal violet
and 50% methanol then finally made up the volume by using
double distilled water and then filtered with Whatman No.1
paper.

Propagation of cell lines: Cells were propagated with 10%
heat-inactivated foetal foetal bovine serum, 1% L-glutamine,
HEPES and 50 µg/mL gentamycin in Dulbecco′s modified
Eagle medium (DMEM). All cells were retained at 37 ºC and
sub-cultivated at 5% CO2 humidified atmosphere twice weekly.

Cytototoxicity assessment using a viability test: The
cells were seeded in a 96-well plate for cytotoxicity test at 1 ×
104 cells per pot in 100 µL of cellular concentrations of the
growth medium. After 24 h of seeding, the fresh medium was
added containing different sample concentration. A multi-
channel pipette was used to add standard twice dilutions of the
test chemical compound to cell monolayers confluents dispensed
into 96-well, flat-bottomed microtiter plates (Falcon, USA).
In a humidified incubator with 5% CO2, the microtiter plates
have been incubated at 37 ºC for 24 h.

Each concentration of the test sample was used with three
wells. Without a test sample and with or without DMSO, the
control cells were incubated. There was no impact on the exp-
eriment on the small percentage of DMSO present in the wells
(maximum 0.1%). The viable cell yield was determined by
colorimetric method after incubation of the cells at 37 ºC for
24 h. In brief, the media were sucked in and the crystal-violet
solution (1%) was added to each well for at least 0.5 h following
the end of the incubation period. Take the stain away and rinse
the sheets with tap water until excess stain is removed. Glacial
acetic acid (30%) was then added to all wells and thoroughly
mixed and measured the plaque absorption at the wavelength
of 490 nm, after being shaken gently in the microplate reader
(TECAN, Inc.) [45]. For background absorption in wells with-
out any additional blemish all results were corrected. In the
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Fig. 1. Structure feature of VIAGRATM
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absence of the tested compounds, the treated samples were
compared with the cell control. All experiments were carried
out in triplicate.

Each compound tested was calculated for its cell cytotoxic
effect. In order to determine the number of sustainable cells
and the percentage of viability, the optical density was measured
using a microplate reader, (SunRise, TECAN, Inc., USA).

t

c

OD
100%

OD
×

where ODt is the mean optical density of wells treated with
the tested sample; ODc is the mean optical density of untreated
cells.

After treatment with the compound specified for surviving
cells the relation between drug concentration and survival curve
was drawn. A graphical dose response curve for each concen-
tration was estimated using the Graphpad Prism software (San
Diego, USA) to provide the 50% inhibitory concentration (IC50,
the required concentration for cause of toxicity in 50% of intact
cells) [46].

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Mammalian cell lines: MCF-7 cells (human breast carci-
noma), HCT-116 cells (human colon carcinoma), HeLa cells
(human cervical carcinoma) and A-549 cells (human lung carci-
noma) were used as tumor cell lines. Table-1 shows that the
IC50 value of sildenafil against HCT-116 cell line is 28.2 ±
0.92 µg/mL (Fig. 2), while Table-1 shows that the IC50 value
of sildenafil (the concentration of the compounds which kills
50% of the cells) against MCF-7 cell line is 45.2 ± 1.5 µg/mL
(Fig.  3). In addition, Table-1 show that the IC50 value of silde-
nafil against A-549 and HeLa cell lines are 30.5 ± 0.87  and
60.5 ± 3.2 µg/mL, respectively (Figs. 4 and 5).

Sildenafil was shown to be a substantial cytotoxic agent in
mammalian cells. The study suggested that sildenafil cytotoxi-
city is associated with its structural characteristics. Sildenafil
consists of three moieties viz. pyrazol[4,3-d]pyrimidine, 5-(2-
ethoxy-1-ylsulfonyl)phenyl and 4-methylpiperazine in its
structure. Shao et al. [47] synthesized as potential anti-tumor
agents a derivative from pyrazolo pyrimidine CDK inhibitors.
A panel of cell-cancer cells, including the colorectal, breast,
pulmonary, ovarian, cervical and pancreatic was evaluated
for synthesized substitute pyrimidine products in relation to
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Fig. 2. % of HCT-116 cell viability against concentration of sildenafil
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Fig. 3. % of MCF-7 cell viability against concentration of sildenafil
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Fig. 4. % of A-549 cell viability against concentration of sildenafil

TABLE-1 
IC50 VALUE OF SILDENAFIL AGAINST HCT-116, MCF-7, A-549 AND HeLa CELLS LINE 

HCT-116 MCF-7 A-549 HeLa Sample 
conc. 

(µg/mL) 
Viability 

(%) 
Inhibitory 

(%) 
S.D. 
(±) 

Viability 
(%) 

Inhibitory 
(%) 

S.D. 
(±) 

Viability 
(%) 

Inhibitory 
(%) 

S.D. 
(±) 

Viability 
(%) 

Inhibitory 
(%) 

S.D. 
(±) 

500 5.44 94.56 0.28 6.93 93.07 0.75 6.93 93.07 0.75 8.79 91.21 1.35 
250 12.78 87.22 0.94 15.28 84.72 1.34 15.28 84.72 1.34 19.40 80.6 0.64 
125 26.50 73.50 1.73 30.94 69.06 2.42 30.94 69.06 2.42 35.27 64.73 2.31 
62.5 38.72 61.28 2.86 42.31 57.69 1.77 42.31 57.69 1.77 48.02 51.98 2.94 

31.25 47.58 52.42 2.43 56.17 43.83 2.95 56.17 43.83 2.95 78.56 21.44 2.88 
15.6 60.34 39.66 3.19 69.02 30.98 2.84 69.02 30.98 2.84 94.43 5.57 0.95 
7.8 75.92 24.08 1.64 84.59 15.41 1.73 84.59 15.41 1.73 99.52 0.48 0.46 
3.9 84.83 15.17 0.95 91.46 8.54 1.32 91.46 8.54 1.32 100 0 – 
0 100 0 0 100 0 0 100 0 0 100 0 0 

IC50 28.2 ± 0.92 µg/mL 45.2 ± 1.5 µg/mL 30.5 ± 0.87 µg/mL 60.5 ± 3.2 µg/mL 
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Fig. 5. % of HELA cell viability against concentration of sildenafil

their antitumor activity. CDKs can trigger caspase 3, decrease
Mcl-1 levels of anti-apoptotic protein and cause apoptosis of
the cancer cell [47]. Some pyrazolo pyrimidines have also been
taken as standard medication as a highest affinity with DNA,
and the highest percentage increase in lifespan of Ehrlich ascites
cells injected into the mouse was 5-furouracil [48].

In addition, some derivative of pyrazolo-pyrimidine of the
tested compounds exhibited high growth inhibitory potential
against PC-3 cell [49]. However, 2,4-diaminofuro[2,3-d]pyrim-
idine has been developed by Hu et al. [50], who reported the
in vitro anticancer activity against A459 and SPC-A-1 cell lines.
Song et al. [51] synthesized and evaluated for anti-tumor poten-
tial for human leukemia (HL-60), a new library with microwave
irradiation pyrazolo[3,4-d]pyrimidine derivatives. The new
pyrrole[2,3-d] molecules were developed and evaluated for
anticancer activities against the HCT-116 [52].

In sildenafil, the electron retraction substitute for the sulfur
atom present in 5-(2-ethoxy-1-ylsulfonyl)phenyl moiety,
because the S-O bonds have high internal rotation barriers and
are increased by their pre-encryption effect, different conformers
may be considered rather rigid molecules [52].

Conclusion

Sildenafil has been investigated for cytotoxicity in mamm-
alian cell lines: cells MCF-7 (human breast carcinoma), HCT-116
(human colon carcinoma), HeLa cells (human cervical carcinoma)
and A-549 cells (humann lung carcinoma) in vitro. Present results
showed that sildenafil can be used as a traditional chemotherapy
agent as antitumor and inflammatory markers in tumour cells.
More trials were needed to demonstrate in-vitro and in-vivo
sildenafil proliferation, apoptosis and angiogenesis and anti-
tumor activity.
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