
ARTICLE

Ghrelin infusion into the basolateral amygdala suppresses
CTA memory formation in rats via the PI3K/Akt/mTOR
and PLC/PKC signaling pathways
Ming Yu1, Qian-qian Zhu1, Ming-lu Niu1, Nan Li1, Bai-qing Ren1, Teng-bo Yu2, Zhi-shang Zhou3, Ji-dong Guo4 and Yu Zhou1,5,6

Ghrelin is a circulating orexigenic hormone that promotes feeding behavior and regulates metabolism in humans and rodents. We
previously reported that local infusion of ghrelin into the basolateral amygdala (BLA) blocked memory acquisition for conditioned
taste aversion (CTA) by activating growth hormone secretagogue receptor 1a. In this study, we further explored the underlying
mechanism and signaling pathways mediating ghrelin modulation of CTA memory in rats. Pharmacological agents targeting
distinct signaling pathways were infused into the BLA during conditioning. We showed that preadministration of the PI3K inhibitor
LY294002 abolished the repressive effect of ghrelin on CTA memory. Moreover, LY294002 pretreatment prevented ghrelin from
inhibiting Arc and zif268 mRNA expression in the BLA triggered by CTA memory retrieval. Preadministration of rapamycin
eliminated the repressive effect of ghrelin, while Gsk3 inhibitors failed to mimic ghrelin’s effect. In addition, PLC and PKC inhibitors
microinfused in the BLA blocked ghrelin’s repression of CTA acquisition. These results demonstrate that ghrelin signaling in the BLA
shapes CTA memory via the PI3K/Akt/mTOR and PLC/PKC pathways. We conducted in vivo multichannel recordings from mouse
BLA neurons and found that microinjection of ghrelin (20 µM) suppressed intrinsic excitability. By means of whole-cell recordings
from rat brain slices, we showed that bath application of ghrelin (200 nM) had no effect on basal synaptic transmission or synaptic
plasticity of BLA pyramidal neurons. Together, this study reveals the mechanism underlying ghrelin-induced interference with CTA
memory acquisition in rats, i.e., suppression of intrinsic excitability of BLA principal neurons via the PI3K/Akt/mTOR and PLC/PKC
pathways.
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INTRODUCTION
Ghrelin is a 28-amino-acid peptide hormone predominantly
secreted by mammalian stomach cells and is critical for feeding,
glucose metabolism and energy homeostasis [1]. There are two
forms of ghrelin circulating in blood plasma, acylated and
nonacylated ghrelin, both of which are capable of crossing the
blood–brain barrier. However, only acylated ghrelin is capable of
binding to its receptor, GHS-R1a, in the brain [2]. It is assumed that
acetylation by ghrelin-O-acyltransferase occurs immediately
before ghrelin binds to GHS-R1a in selected brain areas [3, 4].
Interestingly, recent studies reported that, instead of just being a
precursor or a metabolic product of acylated ghrelin, nonacylated
ghrelin might play roles opposite those of acylated ghrelin in
regulating food intake, metabolism and memory [5–7]. Never-
theless, the receptor for nonacylated ghrelin, the most stable and
abundant form in circulation (up to 60%-90%), has yet to be
identified [8, 9].
Studies have highlighted intriguing and contradictory roles that

the ghrelin/GHS-R1a system plays in regulating multiple brain

functions beyond feeding and energy homeostasis, such as
learning and memory [10, 11]. In particular, ghrelin was previously
reported to facilitate learning and memory by activating GHS-R1a
in the hippocampus [10, 12, 13]. In contrast, other studies stated
that ghrelin had no substantial effect on memory processes
[14, 15]. In fact, we found in previous studies that ghrelin impaired
both hippocampus-dependent spatial memory and amygdala-
sensitive emotional memory by activating GHS-R1a [16–18]. To
date, the reason for these conflicting findings remains unclear,
and the molecular and cellular mechanism mediating ghrelin’s
effect on memory processes has not been well explored.
Ghrelin-activated GHS-R1a primarily engages excitatory Gα11/q-

dependent molecular cascades, leading to hydrolysis of phospha-
tidylinositol diphosphate (PIP2) by phospholipase C (PLC) and
production of inositol-3-phosphate (IP3) and diacylglycerol (DAG)
[8]. However, other G proteins, such as Gi/o and G12/13, as well as G
protein-independent pathways, can also mediate ghrelin/GHS-R1a
activity under different experimental conditions [19, 20]. Indeed,
ghrelin-dependent GHS-R1a activation has been reported to
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participate in a variety of intracellular signaling pathways,
including phosphatidylinositol 3 kinase (PI3K), extracellular
signal-regulated protein kinases 1 and 2 (Erk1/2), and protein
kinase A (PKA) [13, 21–23]. In particular, activation of PI3K was
suggested to play a key role in hippocampal ghrelin/GHS-R1a
signaling [22, 24]. In addition, GHS-R1a was assumed to be able to
form heterodimers with various other receptors, such as
dopamine receptors, to affect downstream signaling and receptor
trafficking, which increases the complexity of its function [25, 26].
We previously reported that a single low dose of ghrelin (12 ng,

0.5 µL/side) locally administered in the rat BLA during CTA training
selectively impaired the acquisition of CTA memory but had no
effect on the consolidation or retrieval phase in a GHS-R1a-
dependent manner. In this study, we proposed manipulating the
activity of targeting signaling cascades during conditioning by a
pharmacological approach to determine the key downstream
molecules involved in ghrelin/GHS-R1a-dependent modulation of
CTA memory acquisition. We also investigated the influence of
acute administration of ghrelin on neuronal excitability and
synaptic activity of BLA pyramidal neurons in both rats and mice
to determine whether the effect of ghrelin was general or species-
specific. The aim of our study was to uncover the molecular and
cellular mechanism underlying ghrelin-induced repression of CTA
memory encoding.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
Animals
Adult male Wistar rats (300–350 g body weight, 10-12 weeks old)
were purchased from the Experimental Animal Center at Lukang
Pharmaceutical Co (Jining, China). Adult male C57BL/6 J mice (10-
12 weeks old) for in vivo multichannel recordings were purchased
from the Vital River Laboratory Animal Technology Co. (Beijing,
China). Both rats and mice were group-housed in an environment
with constant humidity (50% ± 10%), temperature (21 ± 2 °C), 12
h:12 h light/dark cycle, and free access to food and water except
for experiment required. Animals were acclimated to colony
environment for two weeks before the start of any experiments.
Specially, rats for behavioral assays were single-housed right after
surgery until behavioral experiments were complete, in order to
protect cannulation and to measure liquid intake easily during
CTA training and test. We handled rats daily starting immediately
after surgery for 1 week to reduce stress induced by single
housing. Behavioral experiments were carried out during light
cycle from 9:00 am to 6:00 pm. The Chancellor’s Animal Research
Committee at Qingdao University approved all animal protocols
used in this study, in accordance with National Institutes of Health
guidelines.

Surgical procedures and microinfusion in LA
Rats were anesthetized with 1.5%–2.0% isoflurane in oxygen and
head-fixed on a stereotaxic apparatus (RWD Life Science,
Guangdong, China). Stainless steel guide cannulas (22-gauge)
were bilaterally implanted in the BLA according to the following
coordinates (relative to bregma): − 2.8 mm anteroposterior, ±5.2
mm mediolateral and −7.5 mm dorsoventral, according to Paxinos
and Watson (1998). The cannulas were secured to the skull with
stainless steel screws and dental cement. A 28-gauge dummy
cannula was inserted into each cannula to prevent clogging. Rats
were allowed to recover for 7 days before initiating behavioral
study. Drugs were then delivered to the BLA through a 28-gauge
infusion cannula preconnected via a PE20 tubing (RWD Life
Science, Guangdong, China) to a Hamilton microsyringe driven by
a microinfusion pump (Stoelting, IL, USA). The infusion cannula
was 0.8 mm longer than the guide cannula. Bilateral delivery of
drug or vehicle (0.5 µL/side) was done 20min before conditioning
with an infusion rate of 0.1 μL/min. Rats were awake and able to

move freely during drug delivery. The infusion cannula was then
left in position for an additional 5 min before withdrawal.
All chemicals were purchased from Tocris Bioscience (MN, USA),

prepared in stock solution, and freshly diluted to final concentra-
tion right before use. Specifically, ghrelin and dopamine D1
receptor (D1R) antagonist SCH23390 was first dissolved in ddH2O
and then diluted with normal saline. Other drugs were first
dissolved in DMSO and then freshly diluted at least 1000 times
before use with normal saline, to ensure less than 0.1% DMSO in
the final solution. All drug dosages were chosen based on pilot
studies and previous reports [16, 18, 27].

CTA training and memory test
Rats were deprived of water for 24 h and habituated for 4 days to
get the daily water supply within 20 min from 2 serological tubes
each containing 10mL of tap water. On the last day of habituation,
rats were assigned to groups with balanced total water intake and
body weight. On conditioning (training) day, the two tubes were
filled with 0.2% saccharin (w/v, the conditioned taste) instead of
water, and rats were allowed to consume it for 10 min followed by
intraperitoneal injection of the malaise-inducing agent LiCl (0.1 M,
2% of body weight, intraperitoneal) 20 min later. Drug/vehicle was
microinfused in the BLA 20min before conditioning with an inter-
drug-interval (IDI) of 15min. Testing for aversion to saccharin
occurred 24 h later. Two tubes (one containing water and the
other containing saccharin) were presented for 20 min. The intake
of each fluid was measured and the aversion index (AI) was
defined as (milliliters of water consumed)/(milliliters of water +
milliliters of saccharin consumed) × 100%. The 50% AI is the equal
preference level, and the higher the aversion index, the more the
rats preferred water to saccharin. That is to say, the higher AI
means the better CTA memory.

Histology
The cannula tip location was confirmed by methylene blue
staining shortly after behavioral studies were done. The rats were
killed by an overdose of isoflurane, and their brains were isolated
and fixed with 4% paraformaldehyde for 6 h, then dehydrated
with 30% sucrose in 0.1 M phosphate buffer for 48 h. The frozen
brain was sectioned into 40 μm coronal slices with a cryostat
(Leica, IL, USA). Only the animals with bilateral cannula placement
in the BLA were included in further analyses.

In vivo electrophysiology
Mice were anesthetized with urethane (1.2 g/kg, i.p.) and
maintained under isoflurane (0.5%-1%). A small craniotomy (about
1 mm in diameter) was performed (Bregma -1.4 mm; lateral 3.2
mm). Hard dura was broken in warm ACSF. A 16-channel electrode
(A1x16-5 mm-50-177, NeuroNexus, MI, USA) was inserted perpen-
dicularly until the deepest channel reached 4.8 mm relative to
brain surface. Local field potentials (LFPs) were high-pass filtered
at 230 Hz and recorded with a Plexon amplifier (TX, USA).
Microinjection of 20 µM ghrelin was puffed with a glass pipette
electrode (5–10 µm tip) by a microinjection pump at a speed of
0.3 µL/min. The glass pipette was inserted just above the
amygdala before advancing the recording electrode. Recording
electrode tip was dyed with DiI (Sigma-Aldrich, MO, USA). After
recordings, the mice were perfused with 4% PFA and the brains
were sectioned to locate the electrode according to the
brain atlas.

Ex vivo slice electrophysiology
Rats coronal brain slices containing amygdala were freshly
prepared with a VT-1000 vibratome (Leica, IL, USA) in ice-cold
cutting solution containing (in mM): 7 MgSO4, 1 CaCl2, 2.5 KCl, 26
NaHCO3, 1 NaH2PO4, 30 glucose, 1.3 sodium L-ascorbate, 1
kynurenic acid, 3 sodium pyruvate, and 119 choline chloride.
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Slices (350 µm in thickness) were recovered in a submerged
chamber containing a recovery solution consisting of (in mM): 85
NaCl, 2.5 KCl, 4 MgCl2, 0.5 CaCl2, 1.25 NaH2PO4, 24 NaHCO3, 25
glucose, and 50 sucrose for at least 1 h at room temperature. Slices
were then transferred to a recording chamber and were
continuously perfused with 32 °C artificial cerebrospinal fluid
(ACSF) at a rate of about 2 mL/min. ACSF contains (in mM): 120
NaCl, 3.5 KCl, 1.3 MgCl2, 2.5 CaCl2, 1.25 NaH2PO4, 26 NaHCO3, 10 D-
glucose. All solutions (pH 7.2–7.4, Osmo 290–310) were bubbled
with 95% O2 / 5% CO2.
Neurons were visualized through an upright microscope

equipped with an infrared differential interference contrast (IR/
DIC) technique (Olympus, Shinjuku, Japan). Whole-cell patch
clamp recording in LA pyramidal neurons was performed as
previously described [16, 28]. Glass electrodes (3–5 MΩ) for whole-
cell current-clamp recording were filled with an internal solution
containing (in mM): 120 KMeSO4, 10 KCl, 2 MgCl2, 0.2 EGTA, 10
Hepes, 0.3 Na3GTP, 4 Na2ATP, 5 phosphocreatine. A series of
depolarizing currents (1 s in duration) were injected in LA
pyramidal neurons. The number of action potentials, resting
membrane potential (RMP), and action potential threshold were
analyzed with the Matlab program (R2018b). Only neurons that
had RMP smaller than −55mV without spontaneous firing were
included in data analysis. Electrodes (4–6 MΩ) for whole-cell
voltage-clamp recording were filled with an internal solution
containing (in mM): 125 CsCl2, 5 NaCl, 2 MgCl2, 0.2 EGTA, 4 Hepes,
0.2 Na3GTP, 2 MgATP, 7 phosphocreatine and 4 QX-314.
Postsynaptic currents were detected at a holding potential of
−60mV, with 50 µM AP-5 and 50 µM picrotoxin in ACSF to isolate
spontaneous excitatory postsynaptic currents (sEPSCs), or with 3
mM kynuric acid in ACSF for spontaneous inhibitory postsynaptic
currents (sIPSCs). Miniature excitatory and inhibitory postsynaptic
currents (mEPSCs and mIPSCs) were recorded separately with 1
µM TTX in ACSF. The amplitude and frequency of PSCs were
analyzed with the Mini Analysis Program. To induce evoked EPSC
(eEPSC), the thalamo-lateral amygdala pathway was stimulated
with a bipolar platinum electrode. The distance between the
recording and stimulating sites was between 150 and 450 µm. We
delivered 100 µs stimuli at 10 s intervals. Peak EPSC was measured
as the peak inward current. For PPF studies, the peak amplitude
for individual response was measured as the difference between
the current level before the stimulus artifact and the peak of the
EPSC. Stimulation position and intensity were set to evoke an EPSC
of ~50–200 pA.
Data were acquired with a MultiClamp 700B amplifier, digidata

1440 A interface, and pCLAMP 10.0 software (Axon Instruments,
CA, USA). Sampling was filtered at 2 kHz and digitized at 10 kHz.
The concentration of ghrelin used in slice recording was 200 nM.

Quantitative reverse transcription PCR (RT-qPCR) and Western Blot
(WB)
Total RNA was extracted from microdissected basolateral amyg-
dala tissue with the PureLinkTM RNA Mini Kit (Invitrogen, CA, USA).
RNA quantity and quality were measured using a NanoDrop 2000
Spectrophotometer (Thermo Fisher Scientific, MA, USA). Comple-
mentary DNA was synthesized from 1 µg of total RNA with
SuperScriptTM III Reverse Transcriptase (Invitrogen, CA, USA). PCR-
based quantification of Arc and Zif268 expression was performed
using a MasterCycler® ep realplex PCR system (Eppendorf,
Hamburg, Germany) and a QuantiFast SYBR Green PCR Kit
(Qiagen, Hilden, Germany). The PCR cycling parameters were as
follows: 95 °C for 5 min, 40 cycles of PCR reaction at 95 °C for 5 s,
60 °C for 30 s, and 72 °C for 30 s, respectively. The 2-ΔΔCT method
was used first to normalize CT values against the housekeeping
gene Actb, and then to quantify relative expression of Arc and
Zif268 mRNA in each treatment group. Triplicates were done for
each sample. PCR primer sequences (Thermo Fisher Scientific, MA,
USA) used were as follows: Arc-F 5′-GGGAGGTCTTCTACCGTCTG-3′,

Arc-R 5′- CTTCACCGAGCCCTGTTT-3′; Zif268-F 5′-GAACAACCCTAC
GAGCACCTG-3′, Zif268-R 5′-GCCACAAAGTGTTGCCACTG-3′; Actb-F
5′-CCCATCTATGAGGGTTACGC-3′, Actb-R 5′-TTTAATGTCACGCAC
GATTTC-3′.
WB was done according to previous description [28]. In brief,

the BLA tissue were rapidly microdissected and homogenized in
ice-cold lysis buffer containing (in mM): 1% Triton X-100, 0.1% SDS,
150 NaCl, 2 EDTA, 50 NaF, 10 sodium pyrophosphate, 1.0 Na3VO4,
1.0 PMSF, and complete protease inhibitor cocktail (Roche, Basel,
Switzerland). The same amount of protein samples was separated
by electrophoresis on a 7% SDS-PAGE gel (Invitrogen, CA, USA)
and then transferred to nitrocellulose membranes (Bio-Rad, CA,
USA). After blocked with 5 % (w/v) nonfat dry milk in TBS-T (Tris-
buffer saline containing 0.1% Tween-20) for 1 h at room
temperature, membranes were first hybridized with a primary
antibody of interest overnight at 4 °C, then with a secondary
antibody in TBS-T containing 5% nonfat milk for 1 h at room
temperature. Signals were visualized with ECL (Thermo Fisher
Scientific, MA, USA). Exposure time was adjusted so that the
signals measured were in a linear range. Primary antibodies used
were anti-Akt (1:1000, #9271, CST, MA, USA), anti-p-Akt at Ser473
(1:1000, #S9272, CST, MA, USA), anti-S6 (1:1000, #2217S, CST, MA,
USA), anti-p-S6 at Ser 235/236 (1:1000, #2211S, CST, MA, USA),
anti-Gsk3β (1:1000, #9832S, CST, MA, USA), anti-p-Gsk3β at Ser9
(1:1000, #9323S, CST, MA, USA), anti-Erk1/2 (1:1000, #9102 S, CST,
MA, USA), anti-p-Erk1/2 at Thr202/Tyr204 (1:1000, #9101S, CST,
MA, USA), anti-PKCα (1:1000, #ab32376, abcam, MA, USA), anti-p-
PKCα at Ser657 (1:1000, #ab180848, abcam, MA, USA) and anti-β-
actin (1:1000, Sigma, MO, USA). β-actin was used as controls for
protein loading. The phosphorylated protein/total protein ratio in
each treatment group was normalized by that in the home cage
control group before comparison.

Statistical analysis
Results were expressed as means ± SEMs. Data were analyzed
using paired or unpaired t-test, one-way ANOVA with Tukey’s
multiple comparisons test, or two-way ANOVA with Sidak’s
multiple comparisons test. P < 0.05 indicates a significant differ-
ence. Statistical analysis was performed with GraphPad Prism 6.0
(GraphPad Software).

RESULT
Local infusion of ghrelin in the BLA blocks CTA memory
acquisition via PI3K activation
We previously reported that microinfusion of a single, low dose of
ghrelin (12 ng, 0.5 µL/side) in the BLA during conditioning impairs
acquisition of long-term CTA memory in rats through activation of
GHS-R1a [16]. To build on this finding, we further explored
intracellular signaling cascades that mediate the blocking effect of
ghrelin and GHS-R1a activation on CTA memory. Since activation of
PI3K was suggested to play a key role in ghrelin/GHS-R1a signaling,
we first preadministered a PI3k inhibitor to the BLA during CTA
training to test its effect on ghrelin-induced memory impairment.
Specifically, LY294002 and ghrelin (LY294002+ ghrelin, n= 8) were
microinfused in the BLA in sequence with a 15-min interval between
substances (Fig. 1a). We also tested the effect of LY303511, a negative
control compound for LY 294002 PI3K inhibitory activity, on ghrelin-
induced memory impairment (LY303511+ ghrelin, n= 7). Meanwhile,
the effect of LY294002 or ghrelin alone on the acquisition of CTA
memory was also examined. Our results consistently showed that a
single low dose of ghrelin (12 ng, 0.5 µL/side) microinfused in the BLA
during CTA training blocked memory acquisition (Fig. 1b left; one-way
ANOVA with Tukey’s multiple comparisons test, F(4,33)= 12.93, ghrelin
vs. vehicle, P< 0.001, n= 8 per group). Microinfusion of LY294002 (1.0
ng, 0.5 µL/side) alone during conditioning had no effect on the CTA
memory process (LY294002 vs. vehicle, P> 0.05, n= 7, 8); however, it
completely blocked the adverse effect of ghrelin (Fig. 1b left;
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LY294002+ ghrelin vs. ghrelin, P< 0.01, n= 8 per group). In contrast,
LY303511 (1.0 ng, 0.5 µL/side) pretreatment failed to block the
repressive effect of ghrelin on CTA memory acquisition (Fig. 1b left;
LY303511+ ghrelin vs. ghrelin, P> 0.05, n= 7, 8). Rats treated with
vehicle (VEH), LY294002, or LY294002+ ghrelin showed a higher CTA
memory index than random 50% (Fig. 1b left; one sample t test, P<
0.001), and the other groups did not (P> 0.05). Importantly, there
were no differences among groups regarding total liquid intake either
during conditioning or during the 24-h CTA memory test (Fig. 1b
middle and right; one-way ANOVA with Tukey’s multiple comparisons
test, middle F(4,33)= 0.59, right F(4,33)= 0.34, P> 0.05). Our findings
thus indicate that ghrelin/GHS-R1a signaling blocks CTA memory
acquisition via activation of the PI3K pathway.
Immediate early genes (IEG) Arc and zif268 have been implicated

in synaptic plasticity supporting multiple forms of learning and
memory, including CTA [29–31]. We then examined ghrelin’s effect
on Arc and Zif268 expression in the BLA and tested whether
LY294002 administration was able to abolish the effect of ghrelin on
Arc and Zif268 expression. We found that ghrelin that was
microinfused during conditioning repressed both Arc and Zif268
mRNA expression in the BLA triggered by CTA memory retrieval
(Fig. 1c; one-way ANOVA with Tukey’s multiple comparisons test,
Arc F(2,18)= 5.311, Zif268 F(2,21)= 5.188, ghrelin vs. VEH, P < 0.05, Arc:
n= 7 per group; Zif268: n= 8 per group). As expected, LY294002
pretreatment prevented ghrelin’s repression of Arc and Zif268
expression (Fig. 1c; LY294002+ ghrelin vs. ghrelin, P < 0.05, n= 7–8

per group), a similar effect as it had on ghrelin-induced CTA memory
impairment. Altogether, our findings demonstrate that intra-BLA
injection of a single, low dose of ghrelin blocks CTA memory
acquisition via the PI3K signaling pathway.

Local infusion of ghrelin in the BLA blocks CTA memory
acquisition via PI3K/Akt/mTOR signaling cascades
Next, to determine downstream signaling cascades engaged in
ghrelin/GHS-R1a-dependent inhibition of CTA memory acquisi-
tion, we checked the phosphorylation level of key molecules in
the PI3K and Erk1/2 pathways shortly after the memory test. As
shown in Fig. 2a, rats received an identical CTA procedure as
above, with ghrelin or vehicle microinfusion during conditioning.
BLA tissues were microdissected shortly after memory retrieval.
We found that among the four targeting molecules (p-Akt-Ser473,
p-Gsk3β-Ser9, p-S6-Ser235/236, p-Erk1/2-Thr202/Tyr204), only Akt
and S6 phosphorylation was increased after ghrelin treatment
compared to vehicle treatment (Fig. 2b–e; unpaired t test, t= 2.75
for Akt, t= 2.52 for S6, ghrelin vs. vehicle, P < 0.05, n= 5 per
group), not Gsk3β or Erk1/2 (t= 1.84, P > 0.05). Our results thus
suggest that PI3K/Akt/mTOR signaling cascades may mediate the
blocking effect of ghrelin on CTA memory acquisition.
To confirm these findings, we further tested whether the

mammalian target of rapamycin (mTOR) inhibitor rapamycin was
able to abolish ghrelin’s inhibition of CTA memory acquisition
(Fig. 3a). As shown in Fig. 3b left, we found that rapamycin (15 ng,

Fig. 1 Local infusion of a single low dosage of ghrelin in the BLA impairs CTA memory acquisition via PI3K activation. a Diagram
illustrating experimental procedure. Microinfusion in the BLA was done 20min before CTA conditioning. b LY294002 pretreatment abolished
ghrelin’s blocking effect on CTA memory. Left, aversion index representing CTA memory. Middle, liquid intakes during conditioning. Right,
total liquid intakes during CTA memory test. n= 7-8 rats per group. c Quantitative RT-PCR assays showing Arc and Zif268 mRNA expression
triggered by CTA memory retrieval in the BLA. mRNA expression was normalized by home cage control before comparing. n= 7-8 per group.
d Representative histology image illustrating location of cannula tip in the BLA. Bar indicates 1 mm. All data are shown as means ± SEM. One-
way ANOVA with Tukey’s multiple comparisons test, ***P < 0.001, **P < 0.01 or *P < 0.05 means a significant difference, n.s. means no
significance.
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0.5 µL/side) preinfused in the BLA during conditioning removed
ghrelin’s blocking effect on CTA memory (one-way ANOVA with
Tukey’s multiple comparisons test, F(3,26)= 10.82, rapamycin
+ghrelin vs. VEH+ ghrelin, P < 0.01, n= 8 per group). Rapamycin
alone did not affect CTA memory acquisition (rapamycin vs. VEH,
P > 0.05, n= 7 per group). There were no differences among
groups in total liquid intake either during conditioning or during
the 24-h CTA memory test (Fig. 3b middle and right; one-way
ANOVA with Tukey’s multiple comparisons test, middle F(3,26)=
0.40, right F(3,26)= 0.55, P > 0.05). We also investigated whether
intra-BLA infusion of the selective glycogen synthase kinase-3
(Gsk3) inhibitor SB216763 (1.0 ng, 0.5 µL/side) or CHIR99021 (0.5
ng, 0.5 µL/side) could mimic ghrelin’s effect on CTA memory
acquisition. Our results showed that none of them did, and both
groups showed a memory index similar to that of the vehicle
control group (Fig. 3c; one-way ANOVA with Tukey’s multiple
comparisons test, F(2, 21)= 1.02, P > 0.05, n= 8 per group). In
addition, neither SB216763 nor CHIR99021 affected total liquid
intake during either CTA training or the memory test. Our findings
thus indicate that ghrelin and subsequent GHS-R1a activation
block CTA memory acquisition via the PI3K/Akt/mTOR signaling
pathway.

The PLC/PKC signaling pathway in the BLA also engages in
ghrelin’s effect on CTA memory acquisition
Since ghrelin/GHS-R1a is well known to activate Gq-dependent
molecular cascades, leading to hydrolysis of PIP2 by PLC and

production of IP3 and DAG [8], we also pharmacologically
inhibited local activities of PLC or its downstream molecules IP3
and PKC to test whether the PLC/PKC pathway contributed to
ghrelin-induced impairment in CTA memory acquisition (Fig. 4a).
Indeed, we found that intra-BLA infusion of either the PLC
inhibitor U73122 (20 ng, 0.5 µL/side), PKC inhibitor GF109203X
(0.2 ng, 0.5 µL/side) (Fig. 4b), or IP3 receptor antagonist 2-APB (4
ng, 0.5 µL/side) (Fig. 4c) during conditioning abolished ghrelin’s
blocking effect on CTA memory, while none of them administered
alone affected CTA memory processes (Fig. 4b, c). The U73122+
ghrelin group, the GF109203X+ ghrelin group and the 2-APB+
ghrelin group all exhibited a higher aversion index than the VEH
+ ghrelin group (one-way ANOVA with Tukey’s multiple compar-
isons test, F(4,35)= 6.22 in b, F(3,28)= 7.40 in c, P < 0.01, n= 8 per
group). There were no differences among groups in total liquid
intake either during CTA conditioning or during the memory test
(P > 0.05). Supportively, our WB analyses showed that PKC
phosphorylation was increased after ghrelin treatment compared
to vehicle treatment (Supplemental Fig. 1; unpaired t test, t= 2.99,
ghrelin vs. vehicle, P < 0.05, n= 6 per group), suggesting that the
PLC/PKC signaling pathway in the BLA may also contribute to
ghrelin’s suppressive effect on CTA memory acquisition.
The ghrelin/GHS-R1a system has been reported to participate in

signaling pathways other than PI3K and PLC, including Erk1/2 and
PKA, under different experimental conditions. In addition, GHS-
R1a was reported to form heterodimers with dopamine receptors
to affect downstream signaling. Therefore, we further examined

Fig. 2 Ghrelin administration during conditioning increases phosphorylation of Akt and S6 in the BLA. a Diagram illustrating experimental
procedure. b–e Representative immunoblots (top) and the quantification (bottom) of protein phosphorylation. The vehicle (VEH) group and
ghrelin group were normalized by the home cage control (HC-CON) group before comparing. n= 5 per group. All data are shown as means ±
SEM. Unpaired t test, *P < 0.05 means a significant difference.
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the effect of the MEK inhibitor PD98059 (20 ng, 0.5 µL/side), PKA
inhibitor H-89 (2 ng, 0.5 µL/side), D1R inhibitor SCH23390 (1.0 ng,
0.5 µL/side), and D2R inhibitor haloperidol (2.5 ng, 0.5 µL/side) on
ghrelin-induced CTA memory impairment. Our results showed
that none of those inhibitors preadministered in the BLA could
block the effect of ghrelin on CTA memory acquisition (Fig. 4d;
one-way ANOVA with Tukey’s multiple comparisons test, F(6,49)=
4.52, P > 0.05, in comparison to the VEH+ ghrelin group, n= 8 per
group). Hence, we concluded here that ghrelin/GHS-R1a signaling
in the BLA suppresses CTA memory formation via both the PI3K/
Akt/mTOR and PLC/PKC pathways.

Ghrelin administration in the BLA represses pyramidal neuron
excitability both in vivo and ex vivo
Our extracellular single-unit recordings previously showed that
ghrelin regulated the firing of rat BLA neurons in a GHS-R1a-
dependent manner. In this study, we further investigated ghrelin’s
effect on neuronal firing of mouse BLA neurons with in vivo 16-
channel electrodes (Fig. 5a). LFPs of a total of 96 recording sites
were collected, and multiunit spikes were sorted (Fig. 5b). Of all 96
recordings in the BLA, 62 (65%) showed a decrease in
spontaneous firing after ghrelin (20 µM) puff (Fig. 5c, d; 0.7 ± 0.2
Hz vs. baseline 2.1 ± 0.3 Hz, paired t test, t= 6.35, P < 0.0001, n=
62), while the remaining 34 (35%) showed an increase in firing
(Fig. 5c, d; 1.9 ± 0.4 Hz vs. baseline 0.6 ± 0.2, paired t test, t= 3.56,
P < 0.01, n= 34). The basal firing rate of the ghrelin-increased cells
(0.6 ± 0.2 Hz) was lower than that of the ghrelin-decreased cells
(2.1 ± 0.3 Hz) (Fig. 5e; unpaired t test, t= 3.34, P < 0.01).
To explore the cellular and synaptic mechanism mediating the

inhibitory effect of ghrelin on CTA memory acquisition, we further
measured the effect of bath application of ghrelin on neuronal

excitability, synaptic transmission and plasticity of rat BLA pyramidal
neurons in ex vivo slices. Ghrelin (200 nM) was applied during slice
recovery for 1 h and continuously during electrophysiological
recording. We found that bath application of ghrelin caused a
decrease in neuronal excitability of BLA pyramidal neurons. As
shown in Fig. 5f, the number of APs triggered by depolarizing
current (1 s duration) injection was lower during ghrelin adminis-
tration (n= 20 cells) than with ACSF (n= 19 cells) (Fig. 5f; two-way
ANOVA with Sidak’s multiple comparisons test, current F(5,119)=
84.69, treatment F(1,119)= 26.02, current x treatment interaction
F(5,119)= 2.25, P < 0.05 to P < 0.01 along different depolarizing
currents, 5 animals per group). Further analyses revealed that bath
application of ghrelin elevated the threshold for AP (Fig. 5g;
unpaired t test, t= 3.32, ghrelin vs. ACSF, P < 0.01), and it had no
effect on RMP (P > 0.05). Consistently, the current injected to trigger
the minimum number of firings was increased by ghrelin treatment
(Fig. 5h; unpaired t test, t= 2.20, ghrelin vs. ACSF, P < 0.05). Our
results thus indicated that acute application of ghrelin suppresses
the excitability of BLA pyramidal neurons, which may contribute to
ghrelin-induced impairment in CTA memory acquisition.
In addition, bath application of ghrelin ex vivo did not change

excitatory or inhibitory miniature postsynaptic currents (mEPSCs
or mIPSCs) (Fig. 6a, b; ghrelin vs. ACSF, unpaired t test, mEPSC
comparison t= 1.47, mIPSC comparison t= 0.21, P > 0.05, n=
15–19 cells, 7 rats per group). We also checked ghrelin’s effect on
evoked EPSCs (eEPSCs) of BLA pyramidal neurons and found no
change in eEPSC amplitude after bath application of ghrelin
(Fig. 6c; paired t test, t= 0.80, ghrelin vs. ACSF baseline, P > 0.05,
n= 6 cells from 6 rats). Neither did ghrelin treatment change the
paired pulse ratio (Fig. 6d; paired t test, t= 0.57, ghrelin vs. ACSF
baseline, P > 0.05, n= 6 cells from 6 rats). Altogether, our findings

Fig. 3 Rapamycin preadministered in the BLA abolishes repressive effect of ghrelin on CTA memory acquisition. a Diagram illustrating
experimental procedure. b Rapamycin prevented ghrelin’s blocking effect on CTA memory. Left, aversion index representing CTA memory.
Middle, liquid intakes during conditioning. Right, total liquid intakes during CTA memory test. n= 7–8 per group. c intra-BLA infusion of Gsk3
inhibitor during conditioning did not block CTA memory. Left, aversion index representing CTA memory. Middle, liquid intakes during
conditioning. Right, total liquid intakes during CTA memory test. n= 8 per group. All data are shown as means ± SEM. One-way ANOVA with
Tukey’s multiple comparisons test, ***P < 0.001, or **P < 0.01 means a significant difference, n.s. means no significance.
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demonstrated that while ghrelin inhibited intrinsic excitability, it
had no substantial effect on synaptic transmission or plasticity of
BLA pyramidal neurons.

DISCUSSION
We have reported previously that local infusion of a single low
dose of ghrelin in the BLA activates GHS-R1a and impairs

acquisition rather than consolidation or retrieval of aversive
memory for conditioned taste [16]. In this study, we further
demonstrated that ghrelin microinfusion in the BLA blocks CTA
memory acquisition through the PI3K/Akt/mTOR and PLC/PKC
signaling pathways. Since a single, low dose of ghrelin delivered in
the BLA did not affect total liquid intake during the conditioning
or CTA memory test, we predict that the blocking effect of ghrelin
on CTA memory acquisition is specific and more likely attributes to

Fig. 4 PLC/PKC signaling pathway in the BLA engages in ghrelin’s effect on CTA memory acquisition. a Diagram illustrating experimental
procedure. b Selective PLC or PKC inhibitors prevented ghrelin’s blocking effect on CTA memory. Left, aversion index. Middle, liquid intakes
during conditioning. Right, total liquid intakes during CTA memory test. n= 8 per group. c Intra-BLA infusion of IP3R antagonist 2-APB during
conditioning blocked ghrelin’s effect on CTA memory. Left, aversion index. Middle, liquid intakes during conditioning. Right, total liquid
intakes during CTA memory test. n= 8 per group. d The effect of MEK inhibitor PD98059, PKA inhibitor H-89, D1R antagonist SCH23390, and
D2R antagonist haloperidol on ghrelin-induced impairment in CTA memory. Left, aversion index. Middle, liquid intakes during conditioning.
Right, total liquid intakes during CTA memory test. n= 8 per group. All data are shown as means ± SEM. One-way ANOVA with Tukey’s multiple
comparisons test, **P < 0.01 means significant a difference, n.s. means no significance.
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the interruption of initial encoding for taste-aversion information.
These results, along with our previous finding that local infusion of
a similar amount of ghrelin in the dorsal hippocampus impairs
spatial memory formation without changing swimming speed or
motor coordination [17], suggest that a low dose of ghrelin may
disrupt memory encoding in general.
Our findings are incongruous with previous studies demonstrat-

ing that ghrelin and GHS-R1a agonists facilitate learning and
memory by activating GHS-R1a signaling [10, 12, 13, 24, 32]. The
reason for this discrepancy may result from different doses and

durations of treatment that may induce distinct receptor kinetics.
A previous study has shown that transient and intensive GHS-R1a
stimulation leads to rapid desensitization and internalization of
the receptor that is slow to recover [33], while chronic
administration of a GHS-R1a agonist may not [34]. Indeed, many
previous studies delivered large amounts of ghrelin (100 ng100
µg) locally or systemically [12, 32, 35, 36], which may be out of
physiological range. Instead, we delivered a low dose of ghrelin in
specific brain regions (12 ng in BLA or 8 ng in dCA1) and obtained
consistent results showing that ghrelin acts as a memory inhibitor

Fig. 5 Ghrelin administration in the BLA represses neuronal excitability both in vivo and ex vivo. a Extracelluar multichannel single-unit
recording in mice. Left, diagram illustrating extracellular 16-channel electrode and microinfusion needle implanted in the BLA. Right,
representative histology image illustrating location of electrode tip in the BLA. Electrode tip was dyed with DiI. Bar indicates 1mm. b Sample
multiunit firings recorded in the BLA with a 16-channel electrode. Channel 1 (Ch 1) was the deepest at 4800 µm. Vertical broken line was the
onset of 20 µM ghrelin puffed at the speed of 0.3 µL/min. In this recording, ghrelin started to take effect after 1.5 µL was applied. Channels 4, 5,
8 and 9 displayed slight increase in firings after ghrelin application while all other channels showed obvious decrease. Vertical scale of 9 Hz
applies to channel 1 and 8, and 3 Hz applies to the other channels. c A pie chart showing the proportion of BLA neurons with spontaneous
firing rate decreased (Firing decrease) or increased (Firing increase) after ghrelin application. d Summarization of firing rate alteration of those
two groups of BLA neurons after ghrelin application. e Basal firing rate comparison between those two groups of BLA neurons. n= 96
recordings in 6 animals. f Ex vivo recordings showing that ghrelin represses excitability of BLA pyramidal neurons. Left, representative whole-
cell patch clamp recordings showing firings of BLA pyramidal neurons in response to a 240 pA (1000ms in duration) current injection. Right,
summary data showing the effect of bath application of ghrelin on firings of BLA pyramidal neurons. g–i Effects of ghrelin on membrane
properties of BLA pyramidal neurons. g AP threshold and RMP. h Current injection to induce minimum (Min) and Maximum (Max) firings of
BLA pyramidal neurons. i Input resistance. ACSF group, n= 19 cells; ghrelin group, n= 20 cells, 5 rats per group. All data are shown as means
± SEM. Two-way ANOVA with Sidak’s multiple comparisons test for f, paired t test for d, and unpaired t test for e, g–i. ****P < 0.0001, ***P <
0.001, **P < 0.01 or *P < 0.05 means a significant difference.
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in the acquisition or early encoding phase. Although GHS-R1a is
relatively rich in the central nervous system, ghrelin-producing
cells are undetectable, with perhaps the exception of a tiny
amount in the hypothalamus [37]. In addition, it was reported that
only trace amounts of circulating ghrelin are accessible to the
brain [26]. Therefore, we consider our findings to show more of
the physiological than the pharmacological role of ghrelin in
learning and memory. Our findings are consistent with limited
human data showing that serum ghrelin is inversely associated
with cognitive function in both healthy individuals and patients
with mild cognitive impairment (MCI) [38–41].
Ghrelin was reported to promote spine density and facilitate

LTP induction in acute slices [12], to trigger synaptic incorporation
of AMPA receptors in hippocampal cultures [13] and to prolong
LTP expression in the dentate gyrus in vivo [24]. All these previous
findings provide synaptic mechanisms underlying ghrelin mod-
ulation of long-term memory consolidation or retention, especially
in the hippocampus [12, 24, 32, 35, 42]. However, the synaptic
mechanism mediating ghrelin’s effect on memory acquisition has
not yet been explored. In this study, we found no acute effect of
ghrelin administration on synaptic transmission or short-term
plasticity (PPR) of BLA pyramidal neurons. In addition, our
preliminary data showed that ghrelin has no effect on 100 Hz
tetanus-induced 1-h LTP (data not shown), which depends
primarily on short-term kinase activity and is thought to be
critical for memory acquisition [43]. Altogether, our current
findings suggest that mechanisms other than synaptic changes
may contribute to ghrelin’s inhibition of CTA memory acquisition.
In addition to learning-induced modulation of synaptic

strength, neuronal intrinsic excitability changes are also assumed
to serve as a critical cellular mechanism underlying learning and
memory [44–49]. Moreover, CTA conditioning has been reported
to result in long-term excitability changes in both BLA and insular
cortex neurons [50, 51]. Parameters associated with APs, such as
afterhyperpolarization (AHP), AP half-width and frequency, AP
threshold, and input resistance, have been used to quantify
changes in intrinsic excitability. Alterations in these firing proper-
ties usually reflect changes in the overall expression, distribution,
and function of voltage-gated ion channels [52]. It is important
that our in vivo and ex vivo studies consistently showed that a low
dose of ghrelin (≤20 µM in vivo and 200 nM ex vivo) suppresses

the firing of a large portion of BLA neurons in both rats and mice.
Moreover, we discovered in this study that ghrelin increased the
action potential threshold and thus contributed to decreased
firing of BLA pyramidal neurons. Similarly, the intrinsic excitability
of dCA1 pyramidal neurons was also reduced by bath application
of ghrelin [53]. We thus suggest that ghrelin/GHS-R1a-induced
impairment in memory acquisition is common for different brain
regions essential for memory encoding, and modulation of
intrinsic excitability plays a key role in this process. Protein
kinases such as PKA, PKC, and calmodulin-dependent protein
kinase II (CaMKII) have been reported to alter ion channel
expression and modulate intrinsic excitability [52]. Moreover, we
found that pretreatment with the PI3K inhibitor LY294002
completely abolished ghrelin’s inhibition of both the excitability
of dCA1 pyramidal neurons and hippocampus-dependent mem-
ory [53]. Therefore, it is reasonable to assume that repressing the
intrinsic excitability of BLA pyramidal neurons via PI3K/Akt/mTOR
and/or PLC/PKC signaling cascades contributes to ghrelin/GHS-
R1a-induced acquisition dysfunction of CTA memory.
Neuronal intrinsic excitability is primarily determined by the

distribution and function of voltage-gated ion channels. The specific
channels that are modified by ghrelin-activated GHS-R1a signaling
and contribute to intrinsic excitability changes in BLA pyramidal
neurons are currently undefined. Previous studies have demon-
strated that ghrelin inhibits Kv7/KCNQ/M-channels in dopaminergic
neurons by activating Gα11/q and causing hydrolysis of PIP2 by PLC
[54]. In addition to M-channels, PIP2 also regulates the function of
other channels playing important roles in regulating cellular
excitability, such as Na+ channels and inwardly rectifying potassium
channels [55]. Additionally, ghrelin was also reported to impair
CaV2.1 and CaV2.2 currents in hypothalamic neurons [56]. Future
studies are needed to identify specific channels modified by ghrelin/
GHS-R1a and downstream signaling cascades in the BLA, leading to
consequent CTA memory impairment.
In conclusion, we report here that microinfusion of a single low

dose of ghrelin in the BLA impairs CTA memory acquisition by
activating GHS-R1a and downstream PI3K/Akt/mTOR and PLC/PKC
signaling pathways, causing an increase in the AP threshold and a
resultant decrease in neuronal intrinsic excitability. Our findings
suggest that GHS-R1a may be a promising target to modify
memory processes and to treat related cognitive decline.

Fig. 6 Ghrelin has no effect on synaptic transmission or plasticity of BLA pyramidal neurons ex vivo. Ghrelin’s effect on miniature
excitatory (a) and inhibitory (b) postsynaptic currents. n= 15–19 neurons from 7 rats. c Ghrelin had no effect on eEPSCs of BLA pyramidal
neurons. Left, sample sweeps showing the amplitude of eEPSCs before and during ghrelin application. Right, time course of eEPSCs during
ghrelin application. d Ghrelin did not change PPR of BLA pyramidal neurons. Left, sample traces showing no change of PPR during ghrelin
application. Right, group data of PPF for ACSF and ghrelin application. n= 6 neurons from 6 rats. All data are shown as means ± SEM. Unpaired
t test for a and b, and paired t test for c and d.
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