Adebayo et al., Afr J Tradit Complement Altern Med. (2017) 14(2):282-287
doi:10.21010/ajtcam.v14i2.30
ANTIPROLIFERATIVE EFFECT ON BREAST CANCER (MCF7) OF Moringa oleifera SEED
EXTRACTS
Ismail Abiola, Adebayoa, Hasni, Arsada*, Mohd Razip, Samianb
a

Advanced Medical and Dental Institute, Universiti Sains Malaysia, 13200, Bertam, Pulau Pinang,
Malaysia., bSchool of Biological Sciences, Universiti Sains Malaysia, 11800 USM, Pulau Pinang, Malaysia
Corresponding author E-mail, hasni.arsad@gmail.com,
Abstract
Background: Moringa oleifera belongs to plant family, Moringaceae and popularly called ―wonderful tree‖, for it is
used traditionally to cure many diseases including cancer in Africa and Asia, however, there is limited knowledge on
cytotoxic activity of Moringa oleifera seeds on MCF7 breast cancer cell. The present study evaluated antiproliferative
effect on MCF7 of the seed.
Materials and Methods: Seeds of Moringa oleifera were grinded to powder and its phytochemicals were extracted
using water and 80% ethanol solvents, part of the ethanolic extract were sequentially partitioned to fractions with four
solvents (hexane, dichloromethane, chloroform, and n-butanol). Antiproliferative effects on MCF7 of the samples were
determined. Finally, potent samples that significantly inhibited MCF7 growth were tested on MCF 10A.
Results: Crude water extract, hexane and dichloromethane fractions of the seeds inhibited the proliferation of MCF7
with the following IC50 values 280 µg/ml, 130 µg/ml and 26 µg/ml respectively, however, of the 3 samples, only
hexane fraction had minimal cytotoxic effect on MCF 10A (IC50 > 400µg/ml).
Conclusion: Moringa oleifera seed has antiproliferative effect on MCF7.
Keywords: Moringa oleifera seeds; MCF7; MCF 10A; and Antiproliferative effect.
Abbreviations: CWE-MO, Crude water extracts of Moringa oleifera seeds; CEE-MO, Crude ethanolic extract of
Moringa oleifera seeds; HF-CEE, Hexane fraction of crude ethanolic extract of Moringa oleifera seeds; DF-CEE,
Dichloromethane fraction of crude ethanolic extract of Moringa oleifera seeds; CF-CEE, Chloroform fraction of crude
ethanolic extract of Moringa oleifera seeds; nBF-CEE, n-Butanol fraction of crude ethanolic extract of Moringa
oleifera seeds; AR-CEE, Aqueous residue of crude ethanolic extract of Moringa oleifera seeds.

Introduction
Herbal medicine has become an alternative remedy to cure, prevent, or manage many diseases such as
diabetes, cancer, malaria, and microbial infections because it is effective, affordable, easy and simple to prepare.
Moringa oleifera belongs to the plant family, Moringaceae and popularly called ―wonderful tree‖, for it is used for
many things such as nutritional and medicinal purposes throughout the world especially in Africa and Asia. It is also
referred to as horseradish tree or drumstick tree (Verma et al., 2009). Moringa oleifera has significant amount of
important phytochemicals such as phenolics, flavonoids, alkaloids, vitamins, glycosides, sterols, minerals, and amino
acids in seeds, leaves, and fruits (Anwar et al., 2007; Sreelatha et al., 2011). Seeds of Moringa oleifera have been
found to have diuretic activity (Caceres et al., 1992) as well as antitumor and antimicrobial activities (Guevara et al.,
1999). Costa-Lotufo et al. (2005) reported cytotoxic effect of ethanolic extract of Moringa oleifera root on leukemia
and melanoma cell lines. However, limited knowledge is available on the cytotoxic activity of Moringa oleifera seeds
against MCF7. MCF 7 is an estrogen positive breast cancer cell line usually employed as an in vitro model in breast
cancer therapeutic research(Lee et al., 2015). Breast cancer is a major health concern as it is the most common cancer
after lung cancer in both genders. In 2012, GLOBOCAN estimated about 1.67 million new breast cancer cases
throughout the world and ranked it one of the most causes of cancer death in developed and less developed regions of
the world (Ferlay et al., 2015). Epidemiological studies of breast cancer in Malaysia revealed breast cancer is the
commonest type of cancer in Malaysian woman (C. H. Yip et al., 2006). Many chemotherapies capable of supressing
breast cancer growth and preventing metastasis are available, however, associated side effects such as immune system
compromise, neutropenia, hypercalcemia among others are serious concerns to patients (C. Yip et al., 2014). Hence,
effective chemotherapy from natural plant source with less adverse effects and minimal toxicity to normal body
systems is desirable. The present study aims to evaluate cytotoxicity on breast adenocarcinoma cells (MCF7) and
normal breast cells (MCF10A) of the extracts and fractions from Moringa oleifera seeds.
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Materials and methods
Plant collection
Dried seeds of Moringa oleifera were collected from Herbagus at kepala Batas, Penang, Malaysia in April
2015. The plant seed was authenticated by a biologist at the School of Biological Science, Universiti Sains Malaysia.
Phytochemical extraction and fractionation
The dried seeds were manually de-coated and naked seeds were grinded to powder. 10 g of the powdered
seed was soaked in 100 ml of distilled water and 100 g of the powdered seed was soaked in 400 ml 80% ethanol.
Mixtures were continuously shaken at 200 rpm for 24 hours. Filtrate was collected by filtration of the mixtures through
Whatman #1 filter paper. Exhaustive extraction was done by repeating extraction procedure another two times, and
crude extracts were pooled together. Ethanol was evaporated from pooled ethanolic extract using rotary evaporator and
the crude water and ethanolic extracts were freeze-dried. For fractionation, 100 g of seed powder was soaked in 80%
ethanol, phytochemicals were extracted as explained above and alcoholic solvent was evaporated from the extract.
Extract was then fractioned with solvents of different polarities in a sequential manner based on increasing polarity
(hexane→ dichloromethane (DCM) → chloroform→ n-butanol) (Figure 1). The fractions were evaporated to remove
the solvents and lyophilized. All freeze-dried crude and fractionated extracts were kept at 4˚C till further use.

Figure 1: Schematic Diagram showing Extraction and Partitioning of Moringa oleifera seeds
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Cell culture
MCF7 and MCF 10A cells were purchased from American Type Culture Collection (ATCC). MCF7 cells
were cultured and maintained in RPMI 1640 medium supplemented with 10% (v/v) Foetal Bovine Serum (FBS) and
1% antibiotic, penicillin/streptomycin (PenStrep). MCF 10A cells were grown and maintained in DMEM medium
supplemented with 5% (v/v) horse serum, 0.2% EGF (20 mg/ml), 0.5 mg/ml hydrocortisone, 10 µg/ml insulin and 1%
PenStrep. Cells were usually sub-cultured after 4-5 days when it had reached about 80 % confluence.
Cell viability assay
For this assay, all samples were dissolved in DMSO (0.3% highest final concentration) except crude water
extract and aqueous residue that were dissolved in media. MCF7 cells were harvested from an exponentially growing
cell culture that has reached 80% confluence. Cell counting was made and a concentration of 5000 cells/ well (5 × 104
cells/ml) in 100 µl was seeded to each well of 96 well-plates with exception of few rows for 24 hours in a CO2 saturated
incubator. The media in the wells were removed and replaced with media containing sample of different concentrations
(0, 50, 100, 200, 300, and 500µg/ml) dissolved in dimethyl sulfoxide (DMSO) or media. Other wells were filled with
DMSO (0.3%) containing media or media only as controls. To eliminate absorbance effect of the media and DMSO, an
empty cell free row in the plate was filled with media containing DMSO or media only. The plates were incubated for
72 hours. MTS assay was used for cell viability assessment according to manufacturer’s instruction, 20 µl of MTS
solution was added to each well and plates were incubated in 5% CO 2 atmosphere for 3-4 hours. Absorbance values at
490 nm were taken after incubation using plate reader. Thereafter, anti-proliferation of potent samples (CWE-MO, HFCEE, and DF-CEE) on MCF 10A were evaluated using the same methodology described above. Percentage cell
viability was calculated for different extracts’ concentrations using the following formula;
Percentage cell viability = {(AE - ADM) ÷ (AC - ADM)} × 100
AE = Absorbance of treated cell culture with extract, ADM = Absorbance of media/ media with 0.3% DMSO
(blank), AC= Absorbance of untreated cell culture (control).

Statistical Analysis
Numerical values were generated in triplicates for each experiment and data were expressed as mean ±
standard deviation. Confidence limit of p < 0.05 was considered significant.

Results and Discussion
Extraction of phytochemical compounds
Extraction of Moringa oleifera seeds was done using water (aqueous) and 80% ethanol solvents. The crude
ethanolic extract was further fractioned with different solvents (hexane, dichloromethane, chloroform and n-butanol)
based on their polarity to various fractions. Water was employed for the extraction because of its universal solubility of
polar compounds and choice of ethanol was due to its higher solubility, strong extraction ability of plant phytochemicals
and its tendency of yielding relevant compounds as it has been reported in previous studies on Moringa oleifera
(Guevara et al., 1999). Part of crude ethanolic extract was fractionated by different solvents to concentrate and enhance
the purity of active compounds and remove unwanted interferences (Dai & Mumper, 2010) . CWE-MO yield was 25%
of the dry weight seed powder sample and freeze-dried CEE-MO yielded 11% of the weight of dry seed powder sample
while the yield of the fractions varied from 0.50 g to 6.66 g according to the following ascending order; AR-CEE (6.66g)
> n-BF-CEE (2.13 g) > HF-CEE (1.00 g) > DF-CEE (0.50 g) > CF-CEE (nil) (Table 1.). CEE-MO found to be insoluble
in chloroform may be due to the unsuitability of the solvent or that compounds soluble in chloroform had been
solubilised by the previous solvents used (hexane and dichloromethane) while the butanol fraction had the highest yield
amount.
Table 1: Crude extraction and partitioning yield of Moringa oleifera seeds
Extract
Initial weight of sample (g)
Extraction yield (g)
CEE-MO
100
11.04
CWE-MO
10
2.47
Partitioning of Crude 80% ethanol extract
Fraction
Yield (g)
HF-CEE
1.00
DF-CEE
0.50
CF-CEE
nBF-CEE
2.13
AR-CEE
6.66
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% yield
11
25
% yield
1
1
2
7
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(-) = nil
Antiproliferative assay on MCF7 and MCF 10A
The crude extracts and fractions of Moringa oleifera seeds were tested on MCF7 breast cancer cell to
determine their inhibitory effects on the cell proliferation (Fig. 4). As reported by Al-Asmari et al. (2015), CEE-MO
had insignificant antiproliferative effect on the cells, however, upon partitioning, HF-CEE and DF-CEE had inhibitory
effects on the cell proliferation in a dose dependent manner. CWE-MO also inhibited MCF7 proliferation. The half
inhibitory concentration (IC50) of CWE-MO, HF-CEE, and DF-CEE were 280 µg/ml, 130 µg/ml and 26 µg/ml
respectively. Hence, DF-CEE was most effective and had relatively highest cytotoxicity on the cells with least IC50.
Inhibition of breast cancer cell (MCF7) growth by CWE-MO, HF-CEE and DF-CEE may be due to the
antioxidant activities of the phenolics the samples contain. Our observations are consistent with several past works that
have linked the antioxidant activities of phenolic compounds to their antiproliferative effects on various cancer cells
(Diogo et al., 2009; Goel et al., 2008; Sa et al., 2010; Saeidnia & Abdollahi, 2013). Moreover, antiproliferative effects
of the analysed samples may also be attributed to the non-phenolic compound, hexadecanoic acid (palmitic acid) in the
samples as identified by GC-MS analyses, since it had been shown to have selective in vitro cytotoxicity against
leukemic cells and in vivo antitumor in mice (Al-Asmari et al., 2015; Harada et al., 2001).
The samples (CWE-MO, HF-CEE and DF-CEE) that showed anticancer activity on MCF7 were tested on
non-tumour breast cell (MCF 10A) and their antiproliferative effects on MCF7 and MCF 10A are shown in Fig. 3.
IC50 values of the CWE-MO, HF-CEE and DF-CEE were 70 µg/ml, >400 µg/ml, and 25 µg/ml respectively. The HFCEE was found to have least inhibitory effect on MCF 10A with higher IC 50 when compared with its effect on MCF7
cancer cell. CWE-MO was found to have higher antiproliferative effect on normal cell MCF 10A compared to MCF7
while DF-CEE inhibited both MCF 10A and MCF7 proliferation at almost the same rate with approximately equal IC 50
values. The HF-CEE was found to be most adequate as it contains potent anticancer agent against MCF7 cell with
limited cytotoxicity to normal breast cell.

Figure 2: Antiproliferative effects of Moringa oleifera seeds on MCF7. Inhibitory effects of the samples on MCF7 cell
proliferation were determined by MTS assay. Crude water extract, hexane and dichloromethane fractions significantly
suppress MCF7 proliferation.
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Figure 3: Antiproliferative effects of Moringa oleifera seeds on MCF 10A
Conclusion
In this study, we extracted phytochemicals from Moringa oleifera seeds, fractionated ethanolic extract
and cytotoxicity of the extracts and fractions on MCF7 and MCF 10A were determined, our result showed that HFCEE (IC50 = 130µg/ml) has antiproliferative effect on MCF7 breast cancer cell with insignificant cytotoxicity to MCF
10A normal breast cell, however, molecular analyses of action mechanism of the fraction along cancer signalling
pathways are required.
Conflict of interest: The authors declare that there is no conflict of interest

Acknowledgement
This research was supported by Universiti Sains Malysia (USM) fellowship awarded to Ismail Abiola
Adebayo (Ph.D. student) and Fundamental Research Grant Scheme (FRGS) with grant number: 203/CIPPT/6711340.

References
1.
2.
3.

4.

5.
6.

7.

286

Al-Asmari, A. K., Albalawi, S. M., Athar, M. T., Khan, A. Q., Al-Shahrani, H., & Islam, M. (2015). Moringa
oleifera as an Anti-Cancer Agent against Breast and Colorectal Cancer Cell Lines. PloS one, 10(8): e0135814.
Anwar, F., Latif, S., Ashraf, M., & Gilani, A. H. (2007). Moringa oleifera: a food plant with multiple medicinal
uses. Phytotherapy research, 21(1): 17-25.
Caceres, A., Saravia, A., Rizzo, S., Zabala, L., De Leon, E., & Nave, F. (1992). Pharmacologie properties of
Moringa oleifera. 2: Screening for antispasmodic, antiinflammatory and diuretic activity. Journal of
Ethnopharmacology, 36(3): 233-237.
Costa-Lotufo, L. V., Khan, M. T. H., Ather, A., Wilke, D. V., Jimenez, P. C., Pessoa, C., de Moraes, M. E. A., &
de Moraes, M. O. (2005). Studies of the anticancer potential of plants used in Bangladeshi folk medicine. Journal
of Ethnopharmacology, 99(1): 21-30.
Dai, J., & Mumper, R. J. (2010). Plant phenolics: extraction, analysis and their antioxidant and anticancer
properties. Molecules, 15(10): 7313-7352.
Diogo, C. V., Félix, L., Vilela, S., Burgeiro, A., Barbosa, I. A., Carvalho, M. J., Oliveira, P. J., & Peixoto, F. P.
(2009). Mitochondrial toxicity of the phyotochemicals daphnetoxin and daphnoretin–Relevance for possible anticancer application. Toxicology in Vitro, 23(5): 772-779.
Ferlay, J., Soerjomataram, I., Dikshit, R., Eser, S., Mathers, C., Rebelo, M., Parkin, D. M., Forman, D., & Bray, F.
(2015). Cancer incidence and mortality worldwide: sources, methods and major patterns in GLOBOCAN 2012.
International journal of cancer, 136(5): E359-E386.

Adebayo et al., Afr J Tradit Complement Altern Med. (2017) 14(2):282-287
doi:10.21010/ajtcam.v14i2.30
8.
9.

10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.

287

Goel, A., Kunnumakkara, A. B., & Aggarwal, B. B. (2008). Curcumin as ―Curecumin‖: from kitchen to clinic.
Biochemical pharmacology, 75(4): 787-809.
Guevara, A. P., Vargas, C., Sakurai, H., Fujiwara, Y., Hashimoto, K., Maoka, T., Kozuka, M., Ito, Y., Tokuda, H.,
& Nishino, H. (1999). An antitumor promoter from Moringa oleifera Lam. Mutation Research/Genetic Toxicology
and Environmental Mutagenesis, 440(2): 181-188.
Harada, H., Yamashita, U., Kurihara, H., Fukushi, E., Kawabata, J., & Kamei, Y. (2001). Antitumor activity of
palmitic acid found as a selective cytotoxic substance in a marine red alga. Anticancer research, 22(5): 2587-2590.
Lee, A. V., Oesterreich, S., & Davidson, N. E. (2015). MCF-7 Cells—Changing the Course of Breast Cancer
Research and Care for 45 Years. Journal of the National Cancer Institute, 107(7): djv073.
Sa, G., Das, T., Banerjee, S., & Chakraborty, J. (2010). Curcumin: from exotic spice to modern anticancer drug. Al
Ameen J Med Sci, 3: 21-37.
Saeidnia, S., & Abdollahi, M. (2013). Antioxidants: Friends or foe in prevention or treatment of cancer: The debate
of the century. Toxicology and applied pharmacology, 271(1): 49-63.
Sreelatha, S., Jeyachitra, A., & Padma, P. (2011). Antiproliferation and induction of apoptosis by Moringa oleifera
leaf extract on human cancer cells. Food and Chemical Toxicology, 49(6): 1270-1275.
Verma, A. R., Vijayakumar, M., Mathela, C. S., & Rao, C. V. (2009). In vitro and in vivo antioxidant properties of
different fractions of Moringa oleifera leaves. Food and Chemical Toxicology, 47(9): 2196-2201.
Yip, C., Bhoo, P. N., & Teo, S. (2014). Review of breast cancer research in Malaysia. Med J Malaysia, 69: 8-12.
Yip, C. H., Taib, N., & Mohamed, I. (2006). Epidemiology of breast cancer in Malaysia. Asian Pacific Journal of
Cancer Prevention, 7(3): 369.

