
molecules

Article

Simultaneous Determination and Pharmacokinetic
Characterization of Glycyrrhizin, Isoliquiritigenin,
Liquiritigenin, and Liquiritin in Rat Plasma
Following Oral Administration of Glycyrrhizae
Radix Extract

You Jin Han 1, Bitna Kang 2, Eun-Ju Yang 1, Min-Koo Choi 2,* and Im-Sook Song 1,*
1 College of Pharmacy and Research Institute of Pharmaceutical Sciences, Kyungpook National University,

Daegu 41566, Korea; gksdbwls2@nate.com (Y.J.H.); ejy125@gmail.com (E.-J.Y.)
2 College of Pharmacy, Dankook University, Cheon-an 31116, Korea; qlcska8520@naver.com
* Correspondence: isssong@knu.ac.kr (I.-S.S.); minkoochoi@dankook.ac.kr (M.-K.C.);

Tel.: +82-53-950-8575 (I.-S.S.); +82-41-550-1432 (M.-K.C.)

Academic Editors: In-Soo Yoon and Hyun-Jong Cho
Received: 12 April 2019; Accepted: 9 May 2019; Published: 10 May 2019

����������
�������

Abstract: Glycyrrhizae Radix is widely used as herbal medicine and is effective against inflammation,
various cancers, and digestive disorders. We aimed to develop a sensitive and simultaneous analytical
method for detecting glycyrrhizin, isoliquiritigenin, liquiritigenin, and liquiritin, the four marker
components of Glycyrrhizae Radix extract (GRE), in rat plasma using liquid chromatography-tandem
mass spectrometry and to apply this analytical method to pharmacokinetic studies. Retention
times for glycyrrhizin, isoliquiritigenin, liquiritigenin, and liquiritin were 7.8 min, 4.1 min, 3.1 min,
and 2.0 min, respectively, suggesting that the four analytes were well separated without any interfering
peaks around the peak elution time. The lower limit of quantitation was 2 ng/mL for glycyrrhizin
and 0.2 ng/mL for isoliquiritigenin, liquiritigenin, and liquiritin; the inter- and intra-day accuracy,
precision, and stability were less than 15%. Plasma concentrations of glycyrrhizin, isoliquiritigenin,
liquiritigenin, and liquiritin were quantified for 24 h after a single oral administration of 1 g/kg GRE
to four rats. Among the four components, plasma concentration of glycyrrhizin was the highest
and exhibited a long half-life (23.1 ± 15.5 h). Interestingly, plasma concentrations of isoliquiritigenin
and liquiritigenin were restored to the initial concentration at 4–10 h after the GRE administration,
as evidenced by liquiritin biotransformation into isoliquiritigenin and liquiritigenin, catalyzed by
fecal lysate and gut wall enzymes. In conclusion, our analytical method developed for detecting
glycyrrhizin, isoliquiritigenin, liquiritigenin, and liquiritin could be successfully applied to investigate
their pharmacokinetic properties in rats and would be useful for conducting further studies on the
efficacy, toxicity, and biopharmaceutics of GREs and their marker components.

Keywords: Glycyrrhizae Radix extract; glycyrrhizin; isoliquiritigenin; liquiritigenin; liquiritin;
LC–MS/MS analysis; pharmacokinetics

1. Introduction

Glycyrrhizae Radix (licorice root) has been used as a herbal medicine because of a variety of
pharmacological activities, including anti-oxidative, anti-cancer, and anti-diabetic activities as well as
memory enhancing and inflammation reducing effects [1]. In addition, it has been used as a flavoring
agent in food products [2] and also as an adjuvant to increase the therapeutic efficacy of other drugs.
For example, Glycyrrhizae Radix lowers the risk of aphthous ulcers caused by aspirin intake and
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the side effect of spironolactone. It also increased the efficacy of corticosteroids and improved the
elimination of nitrofurantoin [3]. Recently, our group prepared an ethanol extract of Glycyrrhizae
Radix and investigated the efficacy of Glycyrrhizae Radix extract (GRE) in relation to the modulation
of reactive splenic T cells. The oral administration of GRE (0.1–0.5 g/kg) for 9 days could effectively
ameliorate interferon-γ-related autoimmune responses in a mouse model of experimental autoimmune
encephalomyelitis [1]. For understanding the relationship between the response elicited by GRE and its
pharmacokinetics, it was important to carry out the bioanalysis of the predominant or pharmacological
components of GRE in biological samples following herbal extract administration and to understand
their pharmacokinetics.

Glycyrrhizae Radix contains many bioactive saponins and flavonoids along with glycyrrhizin,
a major and marker component of Glycyrrhizae Radix [2,4–6]. It has recently been reported that
glycyrrhizin exerts strong neuroprotective effects on a mouse model of experimental autoimmune
encephalomyelitis [1,7]. In addition, glycyrrhizin is commonly used owing to its therapeutic
effects against arthritis, hepatotoxicity, leukemia, allergies, stomach ulcers, and inflammation.
Moreover, the major active flavonoids of Glycyrrhizae Radix, such as isoliquiritigenin, liquiritin,
and liquiritigenin [8], are often used as anti-depressants or as anticancer, cardio-protective,
anti-microbial, and neuroprotective agents [9–14]. Based on the literature search, glycyrrhizin,
isoliquiritigenin, liquiritin, and liquiritigenin were selected as predominant or pharmacological
components of GRE. An analytical method for simultaneously detecting these four components
from a traditional Chinese herbal formulation Sijunzi decoction or from Glycyrrhizae Radix, using
high-performance liquid chromatography (HPLC) with a detection limit of >300 ng/mL has been
previously reported [15,16]. The previous analytical methods and pharmacokinetic studies on bioactive
saponins and flavonoids following GRE administration mainly focused on pharmacokinetic drug–drug
interaction between the Jiegeng and Gancao or the co-extract of Shaoyao Gancao decoction [17–19].
Moreover, their pharmacokinetic application has been carried out at a high dose of the extract.
Plasma concentrations of the 10 active constituents including glycyrrhizin, isoliquiritigenin, liquiritin,
and liquiritigenin were determined following a single oral administration of 9.5 g/kg Shaoyao–Gancao
decoction extract [17]. Mao et al. determined the plasma concentrations of glycyrrhizin, glycyrrhetinic
acid, isoliquiritigenin, liquiritigenin, isoliquiritin, and liquiritin after administering a single oral dose of
20 g/kg of GRE [18]. Shan et al. determined the pharmacokinetics of nine active components including
these four components on repeated oral administration of Zushima–Gancao extract (2.7 g/kg) for
20 days [19]. A high dose of GRE might be administered owing to the lower concentration of active
components. Even the concentration of glycyrrhizin, which was the highest in GRE, was <2% and that
of other flavones was <1% [2,4–6].

Therefore, the purpose of this study was to establish simultaneous and sensitive assays to quantify
the major and pharmacologically active components in GRE, such as glycyrrhizin, isoliquiritigenin,
liquiritin, and liquiritigenin, and to implement the developed method in the pharmacokinetic studies of
these four components following a single oral administration of RGE (1 g/kg) in rats. The method was
developed using triple quadrupole liquid chromatography–tandem mass spectrometry (LC–MS/MS)
and to validate this bioanalytical method in terms of linearity, selectivity, accuracy, precision, recovery,
stability, and matrix effects according to the U.S. Food and Drug Administration Guideline for
Bioanalytical Method [20].

2. Results

2.1. LC–MS/MS Analysis

2.1.1. MS/MS Analysis

In order to optimize ESI conditions for four components, each compound was injected directly
into the mass spectrometer ionization source. Glycyrrhizin showed optimal ionization in positive
mode and isoliquiritigenin, liquiritigenin, and liquiritin showed optimal ionization in negative mode.
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Figure 1 shows the mass spectra and chemical structure of glycyrrhizin, isoliquiritigenin, liquiritigenin,
and liquiritin. The selection of berberine as an internal standard (IS) was based on its simultaneous
determination with glycyrrhizin, which was present at the highest concentration in GRE, in a positive
ionization mode [21,22]. In addition, berberine eluted in the middle of glycyrrhizin and the three
flavones and it showed a stable extraction recovery with low coefficient of variation (CV). The optimized
analytical conditions including mass transition from the precursor to product ion (m/z) for glycyrrhizin,
isoliquiritigenin, liquiritigenin, liquiritin, and berberine (IS) are listed in Table 1.
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Figure 1. Structure and product ion mass spectra of (A) glycyrrhizin, (B) isoliquiritigenin,
(C) liquiritigenin, and (D) liquiritin.

Table 1. MS/MS parameters for the detection of the analytes and IS.

Compounds MRM Transitions (m/z)
Ionization Mode

Collision Energy
(eV)Precursor Ion Product Ion

Glycyrrhizin 845 669 Positive 35
Isoliquiritigenin 255 135 Negative 15
Liquiritigenin 255 135 Negative 15

Liquiritin 417 255 Negative 20
Berberine (IS) 336 320 Positive 30

2.1.2. Specificity

Representative multiple reaction monitoring (MRM) chromatograms of glycyrrhizin,
isoliquiritigenin, liquiritigenin, and liquiritin, and IS (Figure 2) showed that the four analytes and
berberine (IS) peaks were well-separated with no interfering peaks at their respective retention times
corresponding to the concentration of the lower limit of quantification (LLOQ). The retention times
of glycyrrhizin, isoliquiritigenin, liquiritigenin, and liquiritin, and IS were 7.8 min, 4.1 min, 3.1 min,
2.0 min, and 4.8 min, respectively, and the total run time was 10.0 min. The selectivity of the analytes
was confirmed from six different blank rat plasma and plasma samples obtained from rats at 2 h after
oral administration of GRE (1 g/kg) (Figure 3).
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Figure 2. Representative multiple reaction monitoring (MRM) chromatograms of (A) glycyrrhizin,
(B) isoliquiritigenin, (C) liquiritigenin, (D) liquiritin, and (E) berberine (IS) in rat double blank plasma
(upper), rat blank plasma spiked with standard solution at lower limit of quantification (LLOQ) (center),
and rat plasma samples at 2 h following single oral administration of Glycyrrhizae Radix extract (GRE)
(1 g/kg) (lower).
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Figure 3. Representative MRM chromatograms of glycyrrhizin (5), isoliquiritigenin (3), liquiritigenin
(2), liquiritin (1), and berberine (4) in rat plasma samples at 2 h following single oral administration of
GRE (1 g/kg).

2.1.3. Linearity and LLOQs

To access linearity, the calibration curve consisting of seven different concentrations of glycyrrhizin,
isoliquiritigenin, liquiritigenin, and liquiritin was analyzed, and the calibration curves and equations for
each component have been shown in Figure 4 and Table 2. The LLOQs for glycyrrhizin, isoliquiritigenin,
liquiritigenin, and liquiritin in our analytical system was defined by a signal-to-noise ratio of >5,
the precision was ≤15%, and the accuracy was 80–120%; these results have been listed in Table 2.
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Figure 4. Representative calibration curves of (A) glycyrrhizin, (B) isoliquiritigenin, (C) liquiritigenin,
and (D) liquiritin in rat plasma.

Table 2. Linearity and LLOQs of glycyrrhizin, isoliquiritigenin, liquiritin and liquiritigenin.

Analytes Representative
Regression Equation r2 Linear Range

(ng/mL) LLOQ (ng/mL)

Glycyrrhizin y = 0.0035x + 0.03 0.996 2–500 2
Isoliquiritigenin y = 0.1215x + 0.008 0.998 0.2–50 0.2
Liquiritigenin y = 0.1214x + 0.01 0.999 0.2–50 0.2

Liquiritin y = 0.2242x + 0.06 0.994 0.2–100 0.2

2.1.4. Accuracy and Precision

The inter- and intra-day accuracy and precision were assessed using three concentrations of quality
control (QC) samples consisting of the mixture of four analytes (Table 3). The results showed that
inter- and intra-day precision for glycyrrhizin, isoliquiritigenin, liquiritin, and liquiritigenin was below
13.6%. The inter- and intra-day accuracy for glycyrrhizin, isoliquiritigenin, liquiritin, and liquiritigenin
ranged from 87.4% to 112.2% (Table 3).

Table 3. Intra- and inter-day precision and accuracy of glycyrrhizin, isoliquiritigenin, liquiritin
and liquiritigenin.

Analytes

Nominal
Concentration

(ng/mL)

Intra-day Inter-day

Measured
Concentration

(ng/mL)

Precision
(%)

Accuracy
(%)

Measured
Concentration

(ng/mL)

Precision
(%)

Accuracy
(%)

Glycyrrhizin
6 5.8 13.3 96.1 5.2 6.3 87.4

75 70.1 13.6 93.5 77.5 6.8 103.3
400 416.8 13.3 104.2 410.1 7.4 102.5
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Table 3. Cont.

Analytes

Nominal
Concentration

(ng/mL)

Intra-day Inter-day

Measured
Concentration

(ng/mL)

Precision
(%)

Accuracy
(%)

Measured
Concentration

(ng/mL)

Precision
(%)

Accuracy
(%)

Isoliquiritigenin
0.6 0.7 4.9 108.6 0.6 8.9 101.8
7.5 7.9 10.8 105.6 7.7 4.7 102.1
30 32.8 7.9 109.2 33.3 7.0 111.0

Liquiritigenin
0.6 0.6 4.0 98.6 0.6 7.6 97.7
7.5 7.7 3.7 103.0 7.5 5.8 100.5
30 32.6 3.7 108.6 33.6 5.6 112.0

Liquiritin
0.6 0.6 9.8 99.2 0.6 8.8 103.3
10 9.9 10.0 99.2 10.0 5.5 99.9
75 74.2 8.9 98.9 84.1 3.8 112.2

Data represented as mean ± SD from six independent experiments.

2.1.5. Matrix Effect and Recovery

The extraction recoveries of glycyrrhizin, isoliquiritigenin, liquiritin, and liquiritigenin in the low,
medium, high QC samples ranged from 70.3% to 99.1% with CV of <14.0%. The matrix effects ranged
from 76.2 to 114.2% with CV of <14.8%. These results indicate that no significant interference occurred
during the ionization and methanol precipitation process. The extraction recovery and matrix effect of
the IS at 0.1 ng/mL were 86.2% and 108.2%, respectively (Table 4).

Table 4. Extraction recoveries and matric effects for the determination of liquiritin, liquiritigenin,
isoliquiritigenin, glycyrrhizin and of IS.

Analyte Concentration
(ng/mL)

Extraction
Recovery (%) CV (%) Matrix

Effects (%) CV (%)

Glycyrrhizin
Low QC 6 89.06 ± 7.38 8.29 98.80 ± 5.89 5.96

Medium QC 75 77.2 ± 7.7 9.9 92.1 ± 3.6 3.9
High QC 400 75.0 ± 4.9 6.6 96.4 ± 4.6 4.8

Isoliquiritigenin
Low QC 0.6 80.2 ± 10.8 13.6 78.9 ± 3.0 3.8

Medium QC 7.5 74.6 ± 8.1 10.8 88.3 ± 4.9 5.5
High QC 30 70.3 ± 4.9 7.1 93.6 ± 5.3 5.6

Liquiritigenin
Low QC 0.6 99.1 ± 7.9 8.0 76.2 ± 3.1 4.1

Medium QC 7.5 88.9 ± 9.5 10.7 96.6 ± 8.1 8.4
High QC 30 83.5 ± 6.4 7.7 104.9 ± 8.2 7.8

Liquiritin
Low QC 0.6 79.2 ± 11.1 14.0 114.2 ± 10.4 9.1

Medium QC 10 83.2 ± 11.3 13.6 97.2 ± 14.4 14.8
High QC 75 90.7 ± 6.4 7.1 101.8 ± 7.7 7.6

IS 0.1 86.2 ± 2.7 3.1 108.2 ± 1.8 1.7

Data represented as mean ± SD from six independent experiments.

2.1.6. Stability

It was found that the precision and accuracy of QC samples consisting of a mixture of the four
analytes were within 12.9% for short-term stability, below 6.4% for post-preparative stability, and below
11.1% for three freeze–thaw cycle stability (Table 5). Therefore, glycyrrhizin, isoliquiritigenin, liquiritin,
and liquiritigenin in plasma samples were found to exhibit no problems in these three stability tests
during the bioanalytical procedure.
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Table 5. Stability of glycyrrhizin, isoliquiritigenin, liquiritin and liquiritigenin.

Storage
Conditions

Analytes Concentration (ng/mL)
Precision % Accuracy %

Spiked Measured

Short-term
stability

Glycyrrhizin 6 5.6 6.8 94.0
400 390.8 9.5 97.7

Isoliquiritigenin 0.6 0.6 12.9 101.8
30 30.1 7.5 100.3

Liquiritigenin 0.6 0.6 3.3 93.6
30 28.8 8.9 102.7

Liquiritin 0.6 0.6 9.1 92.8
75 71.3 10.1 99.5

Post-preparative
stability

Glycyrrhizin 6 5.8 4.9 96.2
400 390.8 3.7 97.7

Isoliquiritigenin 0.6 0.6 4.1 92.4
30 32.2 3.6 107.3

Liquiritigenin 0.6 0.6 6.4 93.0
30 32.8 4.8 109.5

Liquiritin 0.6 0.6 3.7 97.3
75 76.4 2.5 101.9

Three
freeze-thaw

cycle stability

Glycyrrhizin 6 6.8 0.8 113.9
400 394.1 10.3 98.5

Isoliquiritigenin 0.6 0.5 5.8 90.9
30 30.0 7.1 99.9

Liquiritigenin 0.6 0.5 5.1 90.0
30 29.2 8.2 97.2

Liquiritin 0.6 0.5 4.3 87.3
75 72.6 11.1 96.7

Data represented as mean ± SD from six independent experiments.

2.2. Contents of Glycyrrhizin, Liquiritin, Isoliquiritigenin, and Liquiritigenin in GRE

The concentration of glycyrrhizin, isoliquiritigenin, liquiritigenin, and liquiritin in GRE are
summarized in Table 6. The concentration of glycyrrhizin was the highest (1.3%), consistent with the
findings of previous studies [2,4–6]. Isoliquiritigenin, liquiritigenin, and liquiritin were present at
lower concentrations (0.014%, 0.027%, and 0.38%, respectively) in GRE.

Table 6. The mean contents of four compounds in GRE.

Compounds Content (%)

Glycyrrhizin 1.3 ± 0.2
Isoliquiritigenin 0.014 ± 0.004
Liquiritigenin 0.027 ± 0.010

Liquiritin 0.38 ± 0.07

Data represented as mean ± SD from six independent experiments.

2.3. Plasma Concentration of Glycyrrhizin, Liquiritin, Isoliquiritigenin, and Liquiritigenin

Next, we investigated the plasma concentrations of glycyrrhizin, isoliquiritigenin, liquiritigenin,
and liquiritin following a single oral GRE administration at a dose of 1 g/kg. Plasma concentrations
of glycyrrhizin, isoliquiritigenin, liquiritigenin, and liquiritin over time and their PK parameters are
shown in Figure 5 and Table 7, respectively. Among the four major components present in rat plasma,
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glycyrrhizin was found to be maintained at the highest concentration for a period of 24 h. In contrast,
the plasma concentration of liquiritin gradually reduced at an elimination half-life (T1/2) of 3.7 ± 2.2 h.
Concentrations of isoliquiritigenin and liquiritigenin were similar and increased up to 8 h and then
gradually reduced; therefore, Tmax and MRT values of both these compounds were very similar.
The area under the plasma concentration–time curve (AUC) of isoliquiritigenin and liquiritigenin
were comparable but higher than that of liquiritin, despite their concentration (0.014% and 0.027%,
respectively) in GRE being lower than that of liquiritin (0.38%). Collectively, these results suggested
that isoliquiritigenin and liquiritigenin were transformed during the intestinal absorption process.
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Figure 5. Plasma concentration–time profiles of glycyrrhizin, isoliquiritigenin, liquiritigenin, and
liquiritin and after oral administration of GRE to rats. Data were expressed as mean ± SD from four
rats per group.

Table 7. Pharmacokinetic parameters of glycyrrhizin, isoliquiritigenin, liquiritin, liquiritigenin after
oral administration of GRE (1 g/kg) to rats.

Parameters Glycyrrhizin Isoliquiritigenin Liquiritigenin Liquiritin

Cmax (ng/mL) 164.4 ± 62.0 16.6 ± 2.7 10.8 ± 3.6 26.8 ± 8.5
AUClast (ng·h/mL) 1051.0 ± 487.5 179.2 ± 46.3 112.5 ± 36.4 39.5 ± 7.8

Tmax (h) 0.4 ± 0.1 8.1 ± 5.2 8.1 ± 5.3 0.4 ± 0.1
T1/2 (h) 23.1 ± 15.5 - - 3.7 ± 2.2

MRTlast (h) 10.7 ± 0.7 12.5 ± 1.3 12.8 ± 1.8 3.3 ± 1.3

Data were expressed as mean ± SD from four rats; Cmax: maximum plasma concentration; AUClast: Area under
plasma concentration-time curve from zero to last time; Tmax, time to reach Cmax; T1/2: elimination half-life; MRT:
mean residence time.

2.4. Biotransformation in the Rat Intestine

We investigated whether the biotransformation of isoliquiritigenin and liquiritigenin from liquiritin
could occur in the rat intestine. Because the plasma concentration of isoliquiritigenin and liquiritigenin
was increased at 4–10 h after oral GRE administration, we measured biotransformation in the rat ileum
segment. After a 2 h incubation of a single component of GRE such as isoliquiritigenin, liquiritigenin,
and liquiritin with rat ileum segments and intestinal contents, liquiritin was found to transform into
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isoliquiritigenin and liquiritigenin and the formation rate of both these compounds were similar to
each other (Figure 6A–C). Moreover, although isoliquiritigenin and liquiritigenin were interchangeable,
they did not transform into liquiritin (Figure 6D).
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expressed as mean ± SD from six independent experiments per group.

3. Discussion

In this study, the newly developed analytical method for glycyrrhizin, isoliquiritigenin,
liquiritigenin, and liquiritin using an LC–MS/MS system showed relatively higher sensitivity (i.e., LLOQ
2 ng/mL for glycyrrhizin and 0.2 ng/mL for isoliquiritigenin, liquiritigenin, and liquiritin) despite using
lower plasma sample volume (50 µL). For example, Wang et al. implemented a protein-precipitation
method and sample preparations via evaporation and reconstitution for detecting 10 active constituents
in Shaoyao–Gancao decoction. The LLOQs for glycyrrhizin and three flavone compounds were 5 and
0.5 ng/mL, respectively [17]. Mao et al. applied analytical methods for glycyrrhizin, glycyrrhetinic
acid, isoliquiritigenin, liquiritigenin, isoliquiritin, and liquiritin using an LC–MS/MS system with 10
and 0.4 ng/mL of LLOQ for glycyrrhizin and three flavones, respectively [18]. Additionally, previously
established methods by Shan et al. applied liquid–liquid extraction which requires acidification with
HCl for the extraction of glycyrrhizin and glycyrrhetinic acid and a larger plasma sample volume
(100 µL) and the LLOQs for glycyrrhizin and three flavones were 1 and 0.34–0.5 ng/mL, respectively [19].
Herein, we used a protein-precipitation method with methanol containing IS rather than a previously
described liquid–liquid extraction method or sample preparation via evaporation and reconstitution
method [8,17,19], and then directly injected an aliquot of the supernatant after centrifugation of
protein-precipitated plasma samples.

We further validated our simple, sensitive, and simultaneous analytical method by performing a
pharmacokinetic study after orally administering rats with 1 g/kg of GRE. We successfully measured the
plasma concentrations of glycyrrhizin, isoliquiritigenin, liquiritin, and liquiritigenin for 24 h. However,
we should take into account the fact that the pharmacological efficacy was investigated following
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repeated oral administration for 9 days at a dose range of 0.1–0.5 g/kg. Thus, the pharmacokinetic
study involving repeated administration of GRE at a lower dose range of 0.1–0.5 g/kg needs to be
performed to understand the pharmacokinetic–pharmacodynamic correlation of GRE.

The pharmacokinetic features of glycyrrhizin, including its long half-life, were consistent with those
reported in previous studies [23,24]. The plasma concentrations of isoliquiritigenin and liquiritigenin
were similar and showed fast elimination up to 4 h but rebounded to the initial plasma concentration
over 10 h. As demonstrated in this study (Figure 6), liquiritin was hydrolyzed to isoliquiritigenin and
liquiritigenin, and both isoliquiritigenin and liquiritigenin were interchangeable. The results suggested
that liquiritin in GRE could be a precursor for isoliquiritigenin and liquiritigenin and is a more potent
pharmacological component [25]; therefore, the hydrolysis of liquiritin could be attributed to an
increased plasma concentration of isoliquiritigenin and liquiritigenin during the absorption period
(from 4 to 10 h in this study). The results were consistent with the previous report that isoliquiritigenin
and liquiritigenin, which were generated from liquiritin, were absorbed from the jejunum to colon
with the help of gut wall enzymes and intestinal flora [26].

Mao et al. reported that the metabolism of some active components of Gancao, including
glycyrrhizin and liquiritigenin, in rat fecal lysate was changed after co-administration with Jiegeng;
consequently, this could be an important factor for alterations in the pharmacokinetic profiles of
glycyrrhizin and liquiritigenin [18]. According to their results, not only Jiegeng but also Gancao
changed the hydrolysis of liquiritigenin [18], which is similar to this study and could be a factor
responsible for higher plasma concentration of liquiritigenin after GRE administration. In addition
to this biotransformation, liquiritin permeability was much greater when added as a part of GRE
as compared with the addition of an equal amount of liquiritin alone [18]. These results should
also be clarified by performing a pharmacokinetic comparison between GRE administration and the
administration of an equal amount of a single component as well as a comparison between intestinal
absorption and metabolism; these topics are currently being investigated by our research group.

4. Materials and Methods

4.1. Materials

Glycyrrhizin (Dipotassium Glycyrrhizinate, purity > 75.0%, for High Performance Liquid
Chromatography grade) was purchased from Santa Cruz Biotechnology, Inc. (Dallas, TX, USA).
Berberine chloride (internal standard, purity ≥ 98.0%), isoliquiritigenin (purity > 99.0%), liquiritin
(purity > 98.0%), and liquiritigenin (purity > 97.0%) were gained from Sigma-Aldrich (St. Louis, MO,
USA). Water, methanol, and other solvents were obtained from J.T. Baker Korea (Seoul, Korea) and
TEDIA (Fairfield, OH, USA). All other chemicals and solvents are of reagent and analytical grade.

Glycyrrhizae Radix extract (GRE; #KNUNPM GR-2015-001, deposited at the laboratory of Natural
Products Medicine in Kyungpook National University) was used [1]. Briefly, dried Glycyrrhizae
Radix, imported from China to Republic of Korea in 2015, was extracted with 94% ethanol for 3 h.
The extracted solution was filtrated and concentrated by a rotary evaporator to obtain the GRE.

4.2. Animals

Male Sprague–Dawley rats (7 weeks of age, 249 ± 6 g), obtained from Samtako Bio Korea
(Osan, Kyunggido, Korea) were used for pharmacokinetic experiments. All animal procedures were
approved by the Animal Care and Use Committee of Kyungpook National University (approval No.
KNU-2017-0126) and conducted in accordance with the National Institutes of Health guidance for the
care and the use of laboratory animals. Rats were maintained in an animal facility at the College of
Pharmacy, Kyungpook National University at a temperature of 21–27 ◦C with 13 h light (08:00–21:00)
and a relative humidity of 60 ± 5%.
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4.3. Preparation of Calibration Curve and Quality Control Samples

Calibration curve samples containing glycyrrhizin (2 to 500 ng/mL), liquiritin (0.2 to 100 ng/mL),
isoliquiritigenin (0.2 to 50 ng/mL), and liquiritigenin (0.2 to 50 ng/mL) were prepared using an internal
standard method. Briefly, aliquots of calibration curve samples (50 µL) was added to 300 µL of
methanol containing 0.1 ng/mL berberine, vortex-mixed for 10 min, and centrifuged at 10,000× g for
10 min at 4 ◦C. An aliquot (10 µL) of the supernatant was injected into the LC–MS/MS system.

4.4. LC–MS/MS Analysis of Glycyrrhizin, Liquiritin, Isoliquiritigenin, and Liquiritigenin

4.4.1. LC–MS/MS Condition

The LC–MS/MS system connected to Agilent 6470 triple-quadrupole mass spectrometer (Agilent,
Wilmington, DE, USA) via electrospray ionization (ESI) interface. The mobile phase consisted of
methanol: water (65:35, v:v) with 0.1% formic acid. The analytical column of a Synergi Polar-RP
(4 µm particle size, 150 × 2 mm, Phenomenex, Torrance, CA, USA) equipped with an guard column
(4 × 2 mm, Phenomenex) was used. The sample injection volume, dwell time, and flow rate were
10 µL, 10 min, and 0.3 mL/min, respectively.

4.4.2. Specificity

Six individual blank plasma samples from rats were used and specificity was defined as no
interfering signal at the peak region of each analyte (glycyrrhizin, isoliquiritigenin, liquiritigenin,
and liquiritin) and internal standard from background and endogenous signal.

4.4.3. Linearity

The linearity of the method was evaluated by analyzing a series of calibration samples consisting
glycyrrhizin (from 2 to 500 ng/mL), liquiritin (from 0.2 to 100 ng/mL), isoliquiritigenin and liquiritigenin
(from 0.2 to 50 ng/mL). Least square linear regression equation of the peak area ratios of each analyte
to IS against the corresponding concentrations was obtained with a weighting factor of 1/x2.

4.4.4. Accuracy and Precision

The accuracy and precision of intra-day and inter-day were analyzed by six replicate QC samples
on the same day and six consecutive days, respectively.

Accuracy is described in relative percentage of measured concentration compared to the spiked
concentration and precision are determined by relative standard deviation compared to the average
concentration of QC samples.

4.4.5. Extraction Recovery and Matrix Effect

Extraction recovery was calculated by comparing the peak areas of each analytes in QC samples
through the extraction process with those in blank plasma extracts spiked with corresponding
concentrations [27]. Matrix effects were monitored by dividing the peak areas in blank plasma extracts
spiked with QC concentrations by those in neat solutions of corresponding concentrations [27].

4.4.6. Stability

The stability of four analytes in the rat plasma was tested from QC samples exposed to three
different conditions [28]. Short-term stability was calculated by comparing QC samples that were
stored for 5 h at 25 ◦C before sample preparation with the untreated QC samples. The three freeze–thaw
cycle stability was analyzed by comparing QC samples that underwent three freeze–thaw cycles
(−80 ◦C to 25 ◦C and standing for 3 h at 25 ◦C defined as one cycle) with the untreated QC samples.
Post-preparative stability was evaluated by comparing the post-preparative QC samples maintained in
the autosampler at 4 ◦C for 12 h with the untreated QC samples [28].
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4.5. Determination of Glycyrrhizin, Isoliquiritigenin, Liquiritigenin, and Liquiritin in GRE

One hundred mg of GRE was diluted 50 times with methanol, and the diluted samples (50 µL) were
added to 300 µL of methanol containing berberine (0.1 ng/mL), vortex-mixed for 10 min, and centrifuged at
10,000 × g for 10 min at 4 ◦C. An aliquot (10 µL) of the supernatant was injected into the LC–MS/MS system.

4.6. Pharmacokinetic Study

Rats were fasted for at least 12 h with water ad libitum before pharmacokinetic experiments and
femoral arteries of rats were cannulated with polyethylene tube (PE50, Jungdo, Seoul, Korea) under
anesthesia with isoflurane (30 mmol/kg).

GRE (1 g/kg, 2 mL/kg suspended in distilled water) was administered orally to rats by oral gavage.
Blood samples (about 250 µL) were taken via the femoral artery at 0, 0.25, 0.5, 0.75, 1, 2, 4, 6, 8, 10 and 12 h
and centrifuged at 10,000× g for 10 min at 4 ◦C. Obtained plasma (50 µL) were stored at−80 ◦C until analysis.

Glycyrrhizin, isoliquiritigenin, liquiritigenin, and liquiritin concentrations in plasma samples
were analyzed using the developed LC–MS/MS method. Plasma samples (50 µL) were added to 300 µL
of methanol containing berberine (0.1 ng/mL), vortex-mixed for 10 min, and centrifuged at 10,000× g
for 10 min at 4 ◦C. An aliquot (10 µL) of the supernatant was injected into the LC–MS/MS system.

Pharmacokinetic parameters of glycyrrhizin, isoliquiritigenin, liquiritigenin, and liquiritin were
calculated from the plasma concentration vs. time profile using the WinNonlin software (version 5.0,
Certara Inc., Princeton, NJ, USA).

4.7. Biotransformation of Isoliquiritigenin and Liquiritigenin from Liquiritin

Rats were fasted for at least 12 h with water ad libitum before performing dissection of the
rat ileum. The ileal segment (approximately 20 cm) was excised after the rats were euthanized by
cervical dislocation. The dissected ileal segments were washed using a 10 mL syringe filled with 30 mL
pre-warmed Hank’s balanced salt solution (HBSS, pH 7.4; Sigma, St. Louis, MO, USA); the eluent was
vortexed for 1 min followed by centrifugation at 1000× g for 5 min at 4 ◦C. The supernatant was used for
incubation with isoliquiritigenin, liquiritigenin, and liquiritin. The ileal segments were mounted onto
the Ussing chambers (Navicyte, Holliston, MA, USA) and were acclimatized with HBSS for 30 min.

To mimic the intestinal situation that occurred when GRE was administered to rats via the oral
route, the concentrations of isoliquiritigenin, liquiritigenin, and liquiritin were determined based on the
oral dose of GRE, their content in GRE, and fluid volume of the small intestine. For example, 1 g of GRE
suspended in 2 mL water was administered at a dose of 1 g/kg to rats having stomach fluid volumes
of 3.2–7.8 mL [29], which resulted in a 5–10-fold dilution. Therefore, 14 µg/mL of isoliquiritigenin,
27 µg/mL of liquiritigenin, or 380 µg/mL of liquiritin was present in the intestinal diluent.

The experiments began by changing HBSS with pre-warmed intestinal eluent (1 mL) containing
14 µg/mL of isoliquiritigenin, 27 µg/mL of liquiritigenin, or 380 µg/mL of liquiritin to the apical side
of the ileal segment, followed by 2 h of incubation. Carbogen gas (5% CO2/ 95% O2) was bubbled
into the Ussing chambers at a rate of 150 drops/min during the experiment. Aliquots (50 µL) of the
samples were mixed with 300 µL of methanol containing berberine (0.1 ng/mL), vortex-mixed for
10 min, and centrifuged at 10,000× g for 10 min at 4 ◦C. An aliquot (10 µL) of the supernatant was
injected into the LC–MS/MS system.

5. Conclusions

A sensitive and simultaneous LC–MS/MS method for the determination of the four marker
components of Glycyrrhizae Radix, namely glycyrrhizin, isoliquiritigenin, liquiritin, and liquiritigenin,
has been developed and validated in rat plasma; this analytical method was successfully applied to
investigate the pharmacokinetic profiles of glycyrrhizin, isoliquiritigenin, liquiritin, and liquiritigenin
in rats following a single oral administration of GRE (1 g/kg) for 24 h.
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This method can easily be applied in the bioanalysis and pharmacokinetic studies of GRE,
including its administration at multiple therapeutic doses, or for making pharmacokinetic comparisons
among individual components in small experimental animals. Moreover, following an appropriate
validation, the present method can be extended to determine routine drug monitoring of glycyrrhizin,
isoliquiritigenin, liquiritin, and liquiritigenin in plasma samples as well as in other biological samples,
and thus, can be applied to in vivo pharmacokinetic–pharmacodynamic correlation studies.

Author Contributions: Conceptualization, M.-K.C. and I.-S.S.; methodology, investigation, and data interpretation,
Y.J.H., B.K., E.-J.Y., M.-K.C., and I.-S.S.; writing—original draft preparation, Y.J.H.; writing—review and editing
and supervision, M.-K.C. and I.-S.S.

Funding: This research received no external funding.

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest.

References

1. Wang, T.; Ding, L.; Jin, H.; Shi, R.; Li, Y.; Wu, J.; Li, Y.; Zhu, L.; Ma, Y. Simultaneous quantification of catechin,
epicatechin, liquiritin, isoliquiritin, liquiritigenin, isoliquiritigenin, piperine and glycyrrhetinic acid in rat
plasma by hplc-ms/ms: Application to a pharmacokinetic study of longhu rendan pills. Biomed. Chromatogr.
2016, 30, 1166–1174. [CrossRef]

2. Xie, J.; Zhang, Y.; Wang, W.; Hou, J. Identification and simultaneous determination of glycyrrhizin,
formononetin, glycyrrhetinic acid, liquiritin, isoliquiritigenin, and licochalcone a in licorice by lc-ms/ms.
Acta Chromatogr. 2014, 26, 507–516. [CrossRef]

3. Qiao, X.; Ji, S.; Yu, S.W.; Lin, X.H.; Jin, H.W.; Duan, Y.K.; Zhang, L.R.; Guo, D.A.; Ye, M. Identification of
key licorice constituents which interact with cytochrome p450: Evaluation by lc/ms/ms cocktail assay and
metabolic profiling. AAPS J. 2014, 16, 101–113. [CrossRef]

4. Kobayashi, S.; Miyamoto, T.; Kimura, I.; Kimura, M. Inhibitory effect of isoliquiritin, a compound in licorice
root, on angiogenesis in vivo and tube formation in vitro. Biol. Pharm. Bull. 1995, 18, 1382–1386. [CrossRef]
[PubMed]

5. Wang, Y.; Yao, Y.; An, R.; You, L.; Wang, X. Simultaneous determination of puerarin, daidzein,
baicalin, wogonoside and liquiritin of gegenqinlian decoction in rat plasma by ultra-performance liquid
chromatography-mass spectrometry. J. Chromatogr. B Analyt. Technol. Biomed. Life Sci. 2009, 877, 1820–1826.
[CrossRef] [PubMed]

6. Lin, Z.J.; Qiu, S.-X.; Wufuer, A.; Shum, L. Simultaneous determination of glycyrrhizin, a marker component in
radix glycyrrhizae, and its major metabolite glycyrrhetic acid in human plasma by lc–ms/ms. J. Chromatogr. B
2005, 814, 201–207. [CrossRef]

7. Hu, F.W.; Yu, C.C.; Hsieh, P.L.; Liao, Y.W.; Lu, M.Y.; Chu, P.M. Targeting oral cancer stemness and
chemoresistance by isoliquiritigenin-mediated grp78 regulation. Oncotarget 2017, 8, 93912–93923. [CrossRef]

8. Liao, M.; Zhao, Y.; Huang, L.; Cheng, B.; Huang, K. Isoliquiritigenin and liquiritin from glycyrrhiza uralensis
inhibit α-synuclein amyloid formation, rcs advances, 2016. RCS Adv. 2016, 6, 86640–86649.

9. Peng, F.; Du, Q.; Peng, C.; Wang, N.; Tang, H.; Xie, X.; Shen, J.; Chen, J. A review: The pharmacology of
isoliquiritigenin. Phytother. Res. 2015, 29, 969–977. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

10. Maggiolini, M.; Statti, G.; Vivacqua, A.; Gabriele, S.; Rago, V.; Loizzo, M.; Menichini, F.; Amdò, S. Estrogenic
and antiproliferative activities of isoliquiritigenin in mcf7 breast cancer cells. J. Steroid. Biochem. 2002,
82, 315–322. [CrossRef]

11. Cuendet, M.; Guo, J.; Luo, Y.; Chen, S.; Oteham, C.P.; Moon, R.C.; Van Breemen, R.B.; Marler, L.E.;
Pezzuto, J.M. Cancer chemopreventive activity and metabolism of isoliquiritigenin, a compound found in
licorice. Cancer Prev. Res. 2010, 3, 221–232. [CrossRef]

12. Cuendet, M.; Oteham, C.P.; Moon, R.C.; Pezzuto, J.M. Quinone reductase induction as a biomarker for cancer
chemoprevention. J. Nat. Prod. 2006, 69, 460–463. [CrossRef]

13. Jang, D.S.; Park, E.J.; Hawthorne, M.E.; Vigo, J.S.; Graham, J.G.; Cabieses, F.; Santarsiero, B.D.; Mesecar, A.D.;
Fong, H.H.; Mehta, R.G. Potential cancer chemopreventive constituents of the seeds of dipteryx o dorata
(tonka bean). J. Nat. Prod. 2003, 66, 583–587. [CrossRef]

http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/bmc.3662
http://dx.doi.org/10.1556/AChrom.26.2014.3.9
http://dx.doi.org/10.1208/s12248-013-9544-9
http://dx.doi.org/10.1248/bpb.18.1382
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/8593441
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jchromb.2009.05.035
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19493706
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jchromb.2004.10.026
http://dx.doi.org/10.18632/oncotarget.21338
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/ptr.5348
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/25907962
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0960-0760(02)00230-3
http://dx.doi.org/10.1158/1940-6207.CAPR-09-0049
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/np050362q
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/np020522n


Molecules 2019, 24, 1816 14 of 14

14. Zhang, X.; Qiao, H.; Zhang, T.; Shi, Y.; Ni, J. Enhancement of gastrointestinal absorption of isoliquiritigenin
by nanostructured lipid carrier. Adv. Powder Technol. 2014, 25, 1060–1068. [CrossRef]

15. Liu, Y.; Yang, J.-S. Determination of liquiritigenin, liquiritin, isoliquiritigenin and isoliquiritin in extract
of traditional chinese medicine sijunzi decoction by high-performance liquid chromatography. J. Chinese
Pharma. Sci. 2005, 14, 227.

16. Zhang, Y.; Cao, J.; Wang, Y.; Xiao, S. Simultaneous determination of glycyrrhizin and 15 flavonoids in licorice
and blood by high performance liquid chromatography with ultraviolet detector. ISRN Anal. Chem. 2013,
10, 1–7. [CrossRef]

17. Wang, Y.; Xu, C.; Wang, P.; Lin, X.; Yang, Y.; Li, D.; Li, H.; Wu, X.; Liu, H. Pharmacokinetic comparisons
of different combinations of shaoyao-gancao-decoction in rats: Simultaneous determination of ten active
constituents by hplc–ms/ms. J. Chromatogr. B 2013, 932, 76–87. [CrossRef]

18. Mao, Y.; Peng, L.; Kang, A.; Xie, T.; Xu, J.; Shen, C.; Ji, J.; Di, L.; Wu, H.; Shan, J. Influence of jiegeng on
pharmacokinetic properties of flavonoids and saponins in gancao. Molecules 2017, 22, 1587. [CrossRef]

19. Shan, J.; Qian, W.; Peng, L.; Chen, L.; Kang, A.; Xie, T.; Di, L. A comparative pharmacokinetic study by
uhplc-ms/ms of main active compounds after oral administration of zushima-gancao extract in normal and
adjuvant-induced arthritis rats. Molecules 2018, 23, 227. [CrossRef]

20. Zimmer, D. New us fda draft guidance on bioanalytical method validation versus current fda and ema
guidelines: Chromatographic methods and isr. Bioanalysis 2014, 6, 13–19. [CrossRef]

21. Lin, S.J.; Tseng, H.H.; Wen, K.C.; Suen, T.T. Determination of gentiopicroside, mangiferin, palmatine, berberine,
baicalin, wogonin and glycyrrhizin in the traditional chinese medicinal preparation sann-joong-kuey-jian-tang
by high-performance liquid chromatography. J. Chromatogr. A 1996, 730, 17–23. [CrossRef]

22. Okamura, N.; Miki, H.; Ishida, S.; Ono, H.; Yano, A.; Tanaka, T.; Ono, Y.; Yagi, A. Simultaneous determination of
baicalin, wogonoside, baicalein, wogonin, berberine, coptisine, palmatine, jateorrhizine and glycyrrhizin in
kampo medicines by ion-pair high-performance liquid chromatography. Biol. Pharm. Bull. 1999, 22, 1015–1021.
[CrossRef]

23. Cantelli-Forti, G.; Maffei, F.; Hrelia, P.; Bugamelli, F.; Bernardi, M.; D’Intino, P.; Maranesi, M.; Raggi, M.
Interaction of licorice on glycyrrhizin pharmacokinetics. Environ. Health Perspect. 1994, 102, 65. [CrossRef]

24. ISHIDA, S.; SAKIYA, Y.; ICHIKAWA, T.; TAIRA, Z. Dose-dependent pharmacokinetics of glycyrrhizin in
rats. Chem. Pharm. Bull. 1992, 40, 1917–1920. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

25. Zhou, Y.; Ho, W.S. Combination of liquiritin, isoliquiritin and isoliquirigenin induce apoptotic cell death
through upregulating p53 and p21 in the a549 non-small cell lung cancer cells. Oncol Rep. 2014, 31, 298–304.
[CrossRef]

26. Zhang, L.; Zhao, H.; Liu, Y.; Dong, H.; Lv, B.; Fang, M.; Zhao, H. Metabolic routes along digestive system
of licorice: Multicomponent sequential metabolism method in rat. Biomed. Chromatogr. 2016, 30, 902–912.
[CrossRef]

27. Huang, P.; Zhang, L.; Chai, C.; Qian, X.C.; Li, W.; Li, J.S.; Di, L.Q.; Cai, B.C. Effects of food and gender on the
pharmacokinetics of ginkgolides a, b, c and bilobalide in rats after oral dosing with ginkgo terpene lactones
extract. J. Pharm. Biomed. Anal. 2014, 100, 138–144. [CrossRef]

28. Guo, P.; Dong, L.; Yan, W.; Wei, J.; Wang, C.; Zhang, Z. Simultaneous determination of linarin, naringenin
and formononetin in rat plasma by lc-ms/ms and its application to a pharmacokinetic study after oral
administration of bushen guchi pill. Biomed. Chromatogr. 2015, 29, 246–253. [CrossRef]

29. McConnell, E.L.; Basit, A.W.; Murdan, S. Measurements of rat and mouse gastrointestinal ph, fluid and
lymphoid tissue, and implications for in-vivo experiments. J. Pharm. Pharmacol. 2008, 60, 63–70. [CrossRef]
[PubMed]

Sample Availability: Samples of Glycyrrhizae Radix extract (#KNUNPM GR-2015-001) are available from
the authors.

© 2019 by the authors. Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland. This article is an open access
article distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution
(CC BY) license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.apt.2014.02.012
http://dx.doi.org/10.1155/2013/786151
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jchromb.2013.06.021
http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/molecules22101587
http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/molecules23010227
http://dx.doi.org/10.4155/bio.13.298
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/0021-9673(95)01270-2
http://dx.doi.org/10.1248/bpb.22.1015
http://dx.doi.org/10.1289/ehp.94102s965
http://dx.doi.org/10.1248/cpb.40.1917
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/1394714
http://dx.doi.org/10.3892/or.2013.2849
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/bmc.3626
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jpba.2014.07.030
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/bmc.3267
http://dx.doi.org/10.1211/jpp.60.1.0008
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18088506
http://creativecommons.org/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.

	Introduction 
	Results 
	LC–MS/MS Analysis 
	MS/MS Analysis 
	Specificity 
	Linearity and LLOQs 
	Accuracy and Precision 
	Matrix Effect and Recovery 
	Stability 

	Contents of Glycyrrhizin, Liquiritin, Isoliquiritigenin, and Liquiritigenin in GRE 
	Plasma Concentration of Glycyrrhizin, Liquiritin, Isoliquiritigenin, and Liquiritigenin 
	Biotransformation in the Rat Intestine 

	Discussion 
	Materials and Methods 
	Materials 
	Animals 
	Preparation of Calibration Curve and Quality Control Samples 
	LC–MS/MS Analysis of Glycyrrhizin, Liquiritin, Isoliquiritigenin, and Liquiritigenin 
	LC–MS/MS Condition 
	Specificity 
	Linearity 
	Accuracy and Precision 
	Extraction Recovery and Matrix Effect 
	Stability 

	Determination of Glycyrrhizin, Isoliquiritigenin, Liquiritigenin, and Liquiritin in GRE 
	Pharmacokinetic Study 
	Biotransformation of Isoliquiritigenin and Liquiritigenin from Liquiritin 

	Conclusions 
	References

