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Electromagnetic radiation at 900 MHz
induces sperm apoptosis through bcl-2, bax
and caspase-3 signaling pathways in rats
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Abstract
Background: The decreased reproductive capacity of men is an important factor contributing to infertility.
Accumulating evidence has shown that Electromagnetic radiation potentially has negative effects on human health.
However, whether radio frequency electromagnetic radiation (RF-EMR) affects the human reproductive system still
requires further investigation. Therefore, The present study investigates whether RF-EMR at a frequency of 900 MHz
can trigger sperm cell apoptosis and affect semen morphology, concentration, and microstructure.
Methods: Twenty four rats were exposed to 900 MHz electromagnetic radiation with a special absorption rate of
0.66 ± 0.01 W/kg for 2 h/d. After 50d, the sperm count, morphology, apoptosis, reactive oxygen species (ROS), and
total antioxidant capacity (TAC), representing the sum of enzymatic and nonenzymatic antioxidants, were
investigated. Western blotting and reverse transcriptase PCR were used to determine the expression levels of
apoptosis-related proteins and genes, including bcl-2, bax, cytochrome c, and capase-3.
Results: In the present study, the percentage of apoptotic sperm cells in the exposure group was significantly
increased by 91.42 % compared with the control group. Moreover, the ROS concentration in exposure group was
increased by 46.21 %, while the TAC was decreased by 28.01 %. Radiation also dramatically decreased the protein
and mRNA expression of bcl-2 and increased that of bax, cytochrome c, and capase-3.
Conclusion: RF-EMR increases the ROS level and decreases TAC in rat sperm. Excessive oxidative stress alters the
expression levels of apoptosis-related genes and triggers sperm apoptosis through bcl-2, bax, cytochrome c and
caspase-3 signaling pathways.
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Background
Electromagnetic radiation (EMR) is emitted at a low-level
radiofrequency (RF) between 800 and 2500 MHz. Accumulating evidence has shown that RF-EMR potentially
produces negative effects on human health [1]. These
effects are collectively called “microwave syndrome,”
which manifest as headaches [2], miscarriage [3], elevated
blood pressure [4], and even glioma [5]. Previous investigations revealed that RF-EMR with the same rate of energy deposited on the organism generate more biological
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effects compared with continuous microwave fields [6].
However, whether EMR affects human health remains
controversial. Taking magnetic resonance imaging (MRI)
and nuclear magnetic resonance (NMR) as examples,
many investigations demonstrated that there were not any
clinically relevant adverse effects on human health [7].
Nevertheless, some studies showed that NMR or MRI, a
static and a gradient magnetic field combined with a radiofrequency (RF), would result in vertigo, nausea, reversible arrhythmia [8], and even deformity [9–11] or tumor
[12, 13]. Thus, researchers have speculated that RF-EMR
exerts harmful effects on living organisms and that organisms are highly sensitive to RF-EMR signals [14].
Despite the continued advances in science, the infertility
rate is currently increasing because of increased stress
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factors. Approximately 14 % of couples in developed
countries experience conception difficulties [15]. The decreased reproductive capacity of men is an important factor contributing to infertility, and RF-EMR may contribute
to this condition [16]. However, whether RF-EMR affects
the human reproductive system remains controversial
[17]. Seze et al. found that exposure to EMR at a frequency of 900 MHz for 2 h/d exerted no significant effects
on the concentrations of serum luteinizing hormone and
follicle stimulating hormone [18]. Agarwal et al. reported
no significant difference on total antioxidant capacity
(TAC) and damage of DNA in ejaculated semen between
the pilots who often use mobile phones and the control
group [19]. Nevertheless, more studies have indicated that
radiation intensity and duration of RF-EMR will influence
the parameters of male reproduction capacity; these parameters include the concentration [20], mobility, morphology [21], viability of sperm cells [16, 20, 22] and sperm
apoptosis [23]. Moreover, RF-EMR also affects or destroys
leydig cells, which are adjacent to the seminiferous tubules
[24], and decreases the diameter of seminiferous tubule
[25] and the weight of testicular organs [26].
Two events can lead to reduction in reproductive capacity. One is sperm damage resulting from the thermal
effect generated by the energy transfer of the RF electric
field [27]. The other is DNA and protein damage resulting from elevated reactive oxidative species (ROS) level
induced by RF-EMR [22, 28]. ROS can destroy unsaturated
fatty acids and decrease the activity of enzymes related to
antioxidation, such as superoxide dismutase (SOD) and
glutathione peroxidase (GPX) [29].
Therefore, the present study investigated whether
900 MHz RF-EMR can trigger sperm cell apoptosis
and affect semen morphology, concentration, and
microstructure.

Materials and methods
Materials and chemicals

The Annexin V-FITC Apoptosis Detection kit was purchased from KeyGEN bioTECH Company (Nan Jing, Jiang
Su, China). Human Tubal Fluid (HTF) was obtained from
Millipore Co., Ltd. (Bedford, MA, USA). ROS, TAC (ABTS
method), and bicinchoninic acid (BCA) kits were provided
by Nanjing Jiancheng Bioengineering Institute (Nan
Jing, Jiang Su, China). Polyclonal anti-cytochrome C,
anti-caspase-3, anti-bcl-2, and anti-bax antibodies were
purchased from Cell Signaling Technology Inc. (Danvers,
Massachusetts, USA). Goat anti-rabbit IgG horseradish
peroxidase (HRP) conjugate and enhanced chemiluminescence (ECL) kit were purchased from Wuhan Boster
Biological Technology, Ltd. (Wuhan, China). PVDF
membranes were purchased from Merck Millipore Inc.
(Danvers, Massachusetts, USA). The mitochondrial
protein extract kit was purchased from Beyotime Ltd.
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(Haimen, China). Trizol (Invitrogen, USA) was used for
RNA extraction. The Ex TaqTM PCR kit was purchased
from TAKARA Biotechnology Co., Ltd. (Dalian, China).
SYBR Green/Flourescein qPCR Master Mix(2X) was
purchased from Thermo Scientific Fermantas (USA).
Animals

Ten-week-old male Sprague-Dawley rats weighing approximately 200 g obtained from Hubei Provincial Center
for Disease Control and Prevention were stored in a room
with a 12-h light:12-h dark photoperiod at a temperature
of 20–22 °C, and a relative humidity of 50–60 %. Forty
eight rats were randomly divided into the control and exposure groups of 24 each. The rats were fed in a single
room and given free access to standard food and tap water,
and then kept for 50 d to guarantee completion of the
spermatogenic cycle (~42 d). At the end of treatment, all
animals were euthanized by decapitation in accordance
with the guidelines of The Institutional Animal Care and
Use Committee of China. The trial and all research related
to the trial was approved by the Academic Committee
of Hua Zhong Agriculture University, Wuhan, Hubei
province, China.
Exposure system of electromagnetic field at 900 MHz

The exposure system of electromagnetic field was constituted with a signal generator, external oscillator, power
amplifier and antenna. An electromagnetic wave of
900 MHz was generated by a signal generator (VP 8300,
Panasonic, Japan). The amplitude modulation of sinusoidal waveform was obtained by an external oscillator
(Philips-PM5127), amplified by a power amplifier (model
AS0204-17R; Milmega Ltd., UK), and emitted by an antenna. The 900 MHz electromagnetic wave was modulated in amplitude with a frequency of 50Hz and 100 %
modulation index by the exposure system mentioned
above. The power density was measured by an RF-EMR
strength meter (model TES92; TES Electrical Electronic
Corp., Taiwan). The exposure setup is depicted in Fig. 1.
The holding units for the rats were customized in an
annulated column with an inner diameter of 14 cm, an
external diameter of 26 cm, and a height of 300 cm. The
holding units were made of Plexiglas with a hole for air
circulation. The antenna emitted electromagnetic wave
in the center of the annulated column. The distance
from the antenna to the samples was 7 cm to ensure
the distribution of emitted power fell equally on all the
animals.
The annulated column was divided into six equal
parts. The rats in the exposure group were placed randomly in the six parts and exposed for 50 d at 2 h/d.
The rats in the control group were kept in the same
holding units for the same condition as the exposure
group without electromagnetic radiation. The average
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Fig. 1 The sketch diagram of exposure setup

power density of the equal parts was 1 ± 0.03 mW/cm2.
The temperature of each part was tested during the exposure period. The RF-EMR produced at maximum an
increase of temperature of about 0.07 °C, which indicated that the intensity of EMR in this study was too
low to induce a thermal change. The whole-body specific
absorption rate (SAR) was estimated in a prolate spheroid model with semimajor axis (a) and semiminor (b)
[30]. The SAR value was calculated by the equations
below when the rats were exposed on the RF-EMR with
a power density of 1 mW/cm2:
sﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃ
3m
b¼
ð1Þ
4ρπa
A1 ¼ −0:994 − 10:690a þ 0:172a=b þ 0:739a−1
þ 5:660a=b2

ð2Þ

A2 ¼ −0:914 þ 41:100a þ 399:170a=b − 1:190a−1
− 2:141a=b2

ð3Þ
A3 ¼ 4:822a − 0:084a=b − 8:733a2 þ 0:002ða=bÞ2

ð4Þ

SARðW=kgÞ ¼

A1 ðf =f 0 Þ2 ð1 þ A3  f =f 0 Þ


103 ðf =f 0 Þ2 þ A2 f 2 =f 0 2 −1

Sperm count and microscopic observation of sperm
morphology

Sperm samples were counted under the optical microscope (Nikon, Japan) by three people using a cytometer
with a capillary to ensure the accuracy of the experiments. The results were obtained as sperm cell/mL.
A drop of each prepared sperm sample was uniformly
placed on a slide and observed by three people under a
light microscope. A total of 200 sperm cells per slide in
20 views were evaluated with a Nikon microscope
(Nikon, Japan). The percentages of sperm cells with malformed head (headless, broken head, small head, large
heads, no hook-shape) and tail (bent tails, coiled bodies,
tubbiness) were recorded [20].
TEM

þ 5:369a3



−1=2
f 0 ðMHzÞ ¼ 275  8a2 þ π a2 þ b2

37 °C. The sperm samples from one epididymis of the
rats were used for sperm counting, light microscopy,
transmission electron microscopy (TEM), ROS testing,
and TAC testing. The sperm samples from the other
epididymis of the rats were used for western blot and
RT-PCR analyses.

ð5Þ
ð6Þ

In Eq. 1, the density of the rats (ρ) were assumed as
1 g/cm3. The value of f in Eq. 6 was 900 MHz. The
length and weight of rats were tested and the SAR value
was calculated by the equations above. The average SAR
value was 0.66 ± 0.01 W/kg.
Sperm sample preparation

The body and epididymal weights of the rats were detected after 50 d. The sperm sample from the epididymis
was diluted to 107/mL with HTF medium and held at

The semen sample was fixed overnight at 4 °C with sodium cacodylate buffer containing 2.5 % glutaraldehyde.
The sample was washed three times with 0.1 M
phosphate-buffered saline (PBS), fixed with osmium tetroxide for 1 h, dehydrated with different ethanol concentrations, embedded in resin, and then sectioned using an
ultramicrotome. The ultrathin sections were stained with
uranyl acetate and lead citrate, and observed with H7650 (Hitachi, Japan).
Sperm cell apoptosis

The prepared semen samples were digested by 0.25 %
pancreatic enzymes without ethylene diamine tetraacetic
acid and then centrifuged at 1500 rpm for 5 min. The
deposits were washed twice with PBS and resuspended
in 500 μL of binding buffer. The suspension was incubated with 5 μL of Annexin V-FITC and 5 μL of propidium iodide at room temperature for 5–15 min and
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then directly detected by FACS Calibur flow cytometry
(Becton-Dickinson, Franklin, NJ).
Measurement of ROS and TAC in sperm samples

Sperm samples (1 mL) were centrifuged at 1000 g for
5 min. The precipitate (sperm) was washed twice with PBS
and incubated with 10 μM DCFH-DA at 37 °C for 1 h.
The sperm cells were washed twice with PBS and collected
by centrifugation at 1000 g for 5 min. The precipitate was
suspended with PBS and detected on an F-4600 spectrofluorophotometer (Hitachi, Japan) at an excitation wavelength of 500 nm and an emission wavelength of 530 nm.
The TAC value in the sperm samples was measured at
540 nm on a UV-Vis spectrophotometer (721, Shanghai
Optical Instrumental Factory, Shanghai, China) using the
TAC assay kit in accordance with the manufacturer’s
protocol. The results are shown as IU/mg protein. The
protein contents of sperm samples were detected by the
BCA protein assay kit (Nanjing Jiancheng, China) in accordance with the manufacturer’s protocol.
Western blot of apoptosis-related proteins

After centrifugation at 500 g for 5 min, sperm cells
were washed twice with PBS. Total protein was extracted using RIPA lysis buffer, and mitochondrial protein was extracted using the mitochondrial protein
extract kit (Beyotime, China). Protein concentration
was determined with the BCA kit in accordance with
the manufacturer’s instructions.
For western blot analysis, 50 μg of solubilized sperm
protein was loaded in a 12 % SDS-PAGE gel for electrophoresis. Cytochrome c proteins were transferred onto
the PVDF membrane at 200 mA for 30 min; the bax and
bcl-2 proteins at 200 mA for 60 min; and the caspase-3,
VDAC1, and β-actin proteins at 200 mA for 80 min.
The PVDF membrane was blocked in Tris-buffered saline (TBST) containing 5 % skim milk powder for 2 h at
room temperature. The PVDF membrane was incubated
with anti-cytochrome c (1:800 dilution), anti-bax (1:800
dilution), anti-bcl-2 (1:800 dilution), anti-caspase (1:300
dilution), anti-VDAC1 (1:200 dilution), and anti-β-actin
antibodies (1:400 dilution) at 4 °C overnight. After incubation, the membrane was washed five times for 5 min each
with TBST and then incubated with goat anti-rabbit IgG
HRP conjugate (1:50000) for 2 h in TBST. The membrane
was washed with TBST as described above and detected
by ECL in accordance with the manufacturer’s protocol.
The protein expression levels were analyzed by comparing
the value of intensitytarget/intensity endogenous control.
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Table 1 The details of primer of β-actin and the target genes
for RT-PCR
Gene

Primers(5′-3′)

Product(bp)

β-actin

F: CACGATGGAGGGGCCGGACTCATC

240

R: TAAAGACCTCTATGCCAACACAGT
bcl-2

F: GGTGAACTGGGGGAGGATTG

bax

F: GGCGATGAACTGGACAACAA

151

R: CAAAGTAGAAAAGGGCAACC
cytochrome c

F: AAAGGAGGCAAGCATAAGACTGG

104

R: CCTTTGTTCTTGTTGGCATCTGT
Caspase3

F: GGACCTGTGGACCTGAAAAA

159

R: GCATGCCATATCATCGTCAG

cas-3 genes were designed and synthesized by GenScript
(Nanjing) Co., Ltd. (Nanjing, China) (Table 1). RT-PCR
was conducted with the Vii™7 QRT-PCR (ABI, USA) and
SYBR Green/Flourescein qPCR Master Mix (2X). RTPCR reactions of β-actin, bcl-2, bax, cytochrome c, and
caspase-3 genes were conducted under the following
conditions: one cycle of 50 °C for 2 min, 95 °C for
10 min, followed by 40 cycles of 95 °C for 30 s and 60 °C
for 30 s. β-actin was used as the endogenous control. The
relative amount of the target gene was calculated by the
following formula: Fold change = 2− ΔΔCt, ΔΔCt = (Cttarget
− Ctβ − actin) − (Cttarget − Ctβ − actin)control [31, 32].
Data analysis

To obtain statistically meaningful results, all experiments
were conducted immediately after rats being sacrificed.
Data were expressed as mean ± SEM. The difference between the exposure and control groups was estimated by
t-test with SPSS 19 (SPSS Inc., Chicago, USA). Statistical
significance was considered at P < 0.05.

Results
Sperm count and malformation

No significant difference in the epididymal weights was
observed between the control and exposure groups after
50 d of exposure to RF-EMR at 900 MHz. However, the
body weights were significantly higher in the exposure
group than the control. The ratio between the epididymal
and body was significantly lower in the exposure group
than in the control group (Table 2). The sperm count in
Table 2 The body and epididymis weights of male mice in
control group and exposure group (n = 24; Mean ± SEM)
Groups

Body weights (g)

Epididymis
weights (g)

Epididymis weight/
Body weight (%)

control

446.04 ± 6.11

1.19 ± 0.01

0.27 ± 0.01

Exposure

474.68 ± 8.25*

1.14 ± 0.02

0.24 ± 0.01*

Total RNA extraction and RT-PCR of apoptosis-related genes

The total RNA of sperm samples was extracted by Trizol
reagent in accordance with the manufacturer’s instructions. Specific primers for bcl-2, bax, cytochrome c, and

197

R: GCATGCTGGGGCCATATAGT

*P < 0.05 compared with the control group by using t-test
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Table 3 The sperm count and percentage of sperm malformation of the male mice in control and exposure group (n = 24; Mean ± SEM)
Groups

Sperm count (×108)

Head malformation (%)

Tail malformation (%)

Total malformation (%)

control

1.21 ± 0.08

7.97 ± 0.22

12.25 ± 0.33

20.22 ± 0.49

Exposure

1.10 ± 0.08*

8.18 ± 0.34

12.63 ± 0.25

20.81 ± 0.52

*P < 0.05 compared with the control group by using t-test

the exposure group was significantly lower than that in
the control group (Table 3). As shown in Table 3, no statistical differences in head, tail, and total malformation percentages were found between the exposure and control
groups. However, the total number of malformed sperm
was higher in the exposure group than in the control
group. The percentages of malformed head were also
higher in the exposure group than in the control group.
Morphologic study of rat sperm

Optical micrographs showed five types of sperm deformities in the heads and tails of the exposure group. In type
1, one sperm cell had two tails (Fig. 2). In type 2, one
sperm cell had two heads (Fig. 2). Cuspidal sperm (type 3,
Fig. 2), sperm with no head (type 4, Fig. 2), and sperm
with abnormal head (type 5, Fig. 2) were also found in
the exposure group. TEM was applied to observe the
ultrastructural deformities in sperm (Fig. 3). The outer
dense fibers (ODF) were absent (Fig. 3) in the sperm of
the exposure group compared with the control (Fig. 3),
and distension in the necks of sperm was observed in
the exposure group (Fig. 3).

Cell apoptosis and ROS and TAC levels in sperm

The apoptotic sperm cells were determined by flow cytometry (Table 4). The percentage of apoptotic sperm was significantly higher in the exposure group (22.47 % ± 1.83 %)
than in the control group (11.51 % ± 0.53 %). The ROS
level of sperm was significantly higher in the exposure
group (53.00 ± 1.89/mg protein) than in the control group
(36.51 ± 3.64/mg protein). However, the TAC level of
sperm was significantly lower in the exposure group
(4.80 ± 0.12 IU/mg protein) than in the control group
(6.82 ± 0.21 IU/mg protein).
Western blot of cytochrome c, bal-2, bax, and active
caspase-3

To characterize the mechanism of RF-EMR-induced
sperm apoptosis, the protein levels of cytochrome c, bcl2, bax, and active caspase-3 were analyzed by western
blot to characterize the mechanism of RF-EMR-induced
sperm apoptosis. Compared with the sperm cells in the
control group, those in the exposure group had significantly lower bcl-2 expression (0.38 ± 0.01) while significantly higher bax (1.96 ± 0.13), cytochrome c (1.88 ± 0.05),

Fig. 2 The optical micrographs of morphology of normal and malformed sperms. a The normal sperm. b The sperm cell with two tails. c The
sperm cell with two heads. d The sperm cell with sharp head. e The sperm with no head. f The sperm cell with abnormal head
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Fig. 3 Electron micrographs of sperm necks and tails. a The cross section of sperm tail from control group. b The ODF was lost in the sperm tail
of exposure group mouse as the arrow pointing. c The normal linked structure between the head and tail in the sperm of control group. d the
linked structure of the sperm in exposure group was swollen as arrow pointing

and active caspase-3 (3.68 ± 0.05) expression (Fig. 4). The
electrophoresis results of cytochrome c, bcl-2, bax and
caspase-3 were represented as Fig. 5. In Fig. 5, there were
two bands in the results of caspase-3. The upper band is
inactive caspase-3 and the lower band is the active
caspase-3.
Quantification of bcl-2, bax, cytochrome c, and caspase-3
gene expression

The relative expression levels of the bcl-2, bax, cytochrome c, and caspase-3 genes in the sperm of the rats
from the control and exposure groups are presented in
Fig. 6. The expression of the bcl-2 gene was significantly
lower in the exposure group (0.45 ± 0.04) than in the
control (0.98 ± 0.07). The expression levels of bax, cytochrome c, and caspase-3 were significantly higher in the
exposure group (1.98 ± 0.12, 1.85 ± 0.11, and 2.09 ± 0.14
respectively) than in the control group (0.95 ± 0.04, 1.01 ±
0.04, and 0.96 ± 0.06, respectively).

in sperm count [21]. Vignera et al. found that Leydig cells,
seminiferous tubules, and spermatozoa were the main
targets of damage caused by mobile phones on the male
reproductive tract. In particular, cellular phone exposure
impaired spermatogenesis and damaged sperm DNA [28].
In the present study, sperm count was significantly lower
in the exposure group than in the control group. This result agrees with a previous report [20].
In the present study, the percentage of abnormal
sperm cells did not significantly differ between the exposure and control groups. However, the percentage of
malformed sperm cells was higher in the exposure group
than in the control group. Moreover, sperm cells with
two heads or two tails were detected in the exposure

Discussion
Previous studies demonstrated that there were no difference in epididymal weight between rats exposed to RFEMR and control[33]. The present study found similar
results. However, contradictory results were obtained with
regard to the effect of RF-EMR on sperm count. Dasdag et
al. found that rats exposed to RF-EMR emitted by mobile
phones and control rats showed no considerable difference
Table 4 The percentage of sperm cell apoptosis, the Value of
the TAC and ROS in sperm suspension (n = 24, Mean ± SEM)
Groups

Apoptosis (%)

TAC (IU/mgpro)

Control

11.51 ± 0.53

6.82 ± 0.21

36.51 ± 3.64

Exposure

22.47 ± 1.83*

4.80 ± 0.12*

53.00 ± 1.89*

*P < 0.05 compared with the control group by using t-test

ROS (OD/mgpro)

Fig. 4 The comparison in expressions of cytochrome c, bcl-2, bax
and caspase-3 between the exposure and control. Densitometric
analyses of cytochrome c, bcl-2, bax and caspase-3 in sperm of rats
between exposure group and control group. The intensities of bcl-2,
bax and caspase-3 were normalized with the β-actin and the intensity
of cytochrome c was normalized with VDCA1. Bars represent
Mean ± SEM (n = 15). *indicated a significant difference at P = 0.05

Liu et al. Reproductive Health (2015) 12:65

Page 7 of 9

Fig. 5 The electrophoresis results of cytochrome c, bcl-2, bax and caspase-3. C represented control group and E represented exposure group.
There were two bands in the gel of caspase-3 indicating the inactive (upper) and active (lower) caspase-3 proteins. The gel below the gel of
cytochrome c protein represented VDCA1 and other 3 gels represented the β-actin

group. Many studies revealed that RF-EMR does not significantly affect rat sperm morphology. However, only a
few studies have investigated the effect of RF-EMR on
sperm ultrastructure. The present study discovered that
continuous RF-EMF changed the sperm ultrastructure in
rats. The absence of ODF and distension in the neck of
the sperm cells exposed to 900 MHz EMR corroborated
the toxic mechanism of EMR-induced oxidative stress.
Oxidative stress may be a potential route for reproductive
dysfunction [34]. Sperm function and male infertility are related to ROS-induced oxidative stress [35–37]. ROS can
directly attack unsaturated fatty acids on the sperm membrane, induce lipid peroxidation, damage membrane integrity, destroy axoneme structure, and eventually reduce
sperm activity and fertility [35, 37, 38]. Enzymatic antioxidants such as SOD, catalase, and GPX protect sperm from
oxidative attack [39]. Previous investigation revealed that
RF-EMR decreases GPX and SOD levels, and significantly
increases catalase activity in rats [23]. The alteration in
enzymatic antioxidant level may elevate ROS, which can
activate the cell apoptotic signaling cascade. Excessive

Fig. 6 The related expressions of bcl-2, bax, cytochrome c and
caspase-3 genes in the sperms of the rats with different groups. The
data was presented as Mean ± SEM (n = 15). *presented significant
difference compared with the control group (P < 0.05)

apoptosis can result in male infertility. In the present study,
the percentage of apoptotic cells in the exposure group significantly increased by 91.42 %. The ROS concentration increased by 46.21 %. The TAC value, which is the sum of
enzymatic and nonenzymatic antioxidants, decreased by
28.01 %, which may result in the male infertility associated
with RF-EMR. In conclusion, increased apoptosis, elevated
ROS, and decreased TAC contribute to male infertility [38].
The bcl-2 family proteins (bcl-2, bax), caspase family
proteins (caspase-3), and cytochrome c are important
regulatory proteins in cell apoptosis [40]. Cell apoptosis
is inhibited by bcl-2, which can prevent bax gene expression and inhibit free radical generation. Bax is an important protein that determines cell apoptosis. The proapoptotic mechanism of bax is performed by promoting
the release of cytochrome c, which can activate caspase3 and form a dipolymer with bcl-2. The release of cytochrome c after mitochondrion damage results in DNA
damage and apoptosis by activating the caspasemediated pathway [38, 40]. Therefore, the relationship
between the apoptosis caused by RF-EMR and the
changes in bcl-2, bax, cytochrome c, and active caspase3 expression is intriguing. In the present study, the protein expression levels of bax, cytochrome c, and active
caspase-3 significantly increased while the expression
level of bcl-2 decreased in the sperm of the rats in the
exposure group. This result indicates that RF-EMR induced sperm apoptosis through bcl-2, bax, cytochrome c
and active caspase-3 signaling pathways. The decreased
expression levels of bcl-2 explained the increased levels
of ROS.
In the present study, the different mRNA expression
levels of the bcl-2, bax, cytochrome c, and caspase-3
genes confirmed the western blot results. Together the
RT-PCR and western blot results indicated that
900 MHz RF-EMR may elevate the concentration of
ROS in sperm and consequently alter the expression of
the genes related to cell apoptosis. The alteration in the
expression of the genes related to sperm apoptosis
caused the reduction of sperm count.
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MRI and NMR are non-invasive technique widely used
for clinical diagnosis and structural analysis [41]. There
are three different electromagnetic fields emitted by
MRI or NMR: static magnetic field, time-varying gradient magnetic fields and pulsed RF fields [42, 43]. Many
articles indicated that there was no DNA damage from
electromagnetic radiation of NMR or MRI. However,
only limited investigations have examined whether
in vitro and/or in vivo exposure of cells to electromagnetic fields used in MRI can cause changes of micronuclei [44], single strand breaks [45] and double strand
breaks [46]. In this article, the frequency of RF was similar to the NMR. Hence, the investigations about expression of apoptosis-related genes caused by RF emitted by
NMR or MRI would be an intriguing future study.

Conclusions
This study demonstrates that RF-EMR can increase ROS
levels and decrease TAC in the rat sperm. Excessive oxidative stress alters the expression levels of apoptosis-related
genes and triggers sperm apoptosis through endogenous
damage, resulting in male infertility.
Abbreviations
ROS: Reactive oxygen species; TAC: Total antioxidant capacity; RT-PCR:
Reverse transcription-polymerase chain reaction; EMR: Electromagnetic radiation;
RF: Radiofrequency; HTF: Human Tubal Fluid; HRP: Horseradish peroxidase;
ECL: Enhanced chemiluminescence; TEM: Transmission electron microscopy;
PBS: Phosphate-buffered saline; DCFH-DA: Dichloro-dihydro-fluorescein diacetate;
PVDF: Polyvinylidene fluoride; TBST: Tris-buffered saline; ODF: Outer dense fibers;
SOD: Superoxide dismutase; GPX: Glutathione peroxidase; cytc: Cytochrome c;
NMR: Nuclear magnetic resonance; MRI: Magnetic resonance imaging.
Competing interest
The authors declare that they have no competing interests.
Authors’ contributions
QL has made substantial contributions to conception and design of the
research, acquisition of data and drafting the manuscript. TLS has made
contributions to data analysis. XYX has made contributions to conception
and design of the research and has been involving in revising the
manuscript. FQL has made contributions to animal mode. LFW has been
involved in revising the manuscript critically for important intellectual
content. SYP has made contributions to conception and design, data analysis
and drafting the manuscript. All authors read and approved the final
manuscript.
Acknowlegements
This work was supported by China National citrus industry technology
system program (CARS-27-05B). The authors thank the Edanz and EssayStars
team in revising the final draft of manuscript and editing for English
grammar and syntax; The authors thank Biofavor company for assistance in
Western blot analyses.
Author details
1
Key Laboratory of Environment Correlative Dietology, Ministry of Education,
Wuhan, Hubei Province, China. 2College of Food Science and Technology,
Hua Zhong Agricultural University, Wuhan, Hubei Province, China.
3
Department of Bioengineering, Zhixing College of Hubei University, Wuhan,
Hubei Province, China.
Received: 10 March 2015 Accepted: 28 July 2015

Page 8 of 9

References
1. Agarwal A, Singh A, Hamada A, Kesari K. Cell phones and male infertility:
a review of recent innovations in technology and consequences. Int Braz J
Urol. 2011;37:432–54.
2. Oftedal G, Wilen J, Sandstrom M, Mild K. Symptoms experienced in
connection with mobile phone use. Occup Med. 2000;50:237–45.
3. Li D, Odouli R, Wi S, Janevic T, Golditch I, Bracken T, et al. A populationbased prospective cohort study of personal exposure tomagnetic fields
during pregnancy and the risk of miscarriage. Epidemiology. 2002;13:9–20.
4. Braune S, Wrocklage C, Raczek J, Gailus T, Lucking C. Resting blood pressure
increase during exposure to a radio-frequency electromagnetic field. Lancet.
1998;351:1857–8.
5. Hardell L, Carlberg M, Hansson MK. Pooled analysis of case-control studies
on malignant brain tumours and the use of mobile and cordless phones
including living and deceased subjects. Int J Oncol. 2011;38:1465–74.
6. Ahlbom A, Bergqvist U, Bernhardt JH, Cesarini J, Court LA, Grandolfo M,
et al. Guidelines for limiting exposure to time-varying electric, magnetic,
and electromagnetic fields (up to 300 GHz). International Commission on
Non-Ionizing Radiation Protection. Health Phys. 1998;74:494–522.
7. Chakeres DW, de Vocht F. Static magnetic field effects on human subjects
related to magnetic resonance imaging systems. Prog Biophys Mol Biol.
2005;87:255–65.
8. Franco G, Perduri R, Murolo A. Health effects of occupational exposure to
static magnetic fields used in magnetic resonance imaging: a review. Med
Lav. 2008;99:16–28.
9. High WB, Sikora J, Ugurbil K, Garwood M. Subchronic In Vivo Effects of a
High Static Magnetic Field (9.4T) in Rats. J Magn Reson Imaging.
2000;12:122–1139.
10. Rodegerdts EA, Grönewäller EF, Kehlbach R, Roth P, Wiskirchen J, Gebert R,
et al. In vitro evaluation of teratogenic effects by time-varying MR gradient
fields on fetal human fibroblasts. J Magn Reson Imaging. 2000;12:150–6.
11. Carnes KI, Magin RL. Effects of in utero exposure to 4.7T MR imaging
conditions on fetal growth and testicular development in the mouse.
Magn Reson Imaging. 1996;14:263–74.
12. Greenland S, Sheppard AR, Kaune WT, Poole C, Kelsh MA. A pooled analysis
of magnetic fields, wire codes, and childhood leukemia. Childhood
Leukemia-EMF Study Group. Epidemiology. 2000;11:624–34.
13. Repacholi MH, Greenebaum B. Interaction of static and extremely low
frequency electric and magnetic fields with living systems: Health effects
and research needs. Bioelectromagnetics. 1999;20:133–60.
14. Forgacs Z, Somosy Z, Kubinyi G, Bakosb J, Hudk A, Surjan A, et al. Effect of
whole-body 1800 MHz GSM-like microwave exposure on testicular
steroidogenesis and histology in mice. Reprod Toxicol. 2006;22:111–7.
15. Wilkes S, Chinn DJ, Murdochd A, Rubina G. Epidemiology and management
of infertility: a population-based study in UK primary care. Fam Pract.
2009;26:269–74.
16. Adamsa JA, Galloway TS, Mondal D, Esteves SC, Mathews F. Effect of mobile
telephones on sperm quality: A systematic review and meta-analysis.
Environ Int. 2014;70:106–12.
17. Roda C, Perry S. Mobile phone infrastructure regulation in Europe: Scientific
challenges and human rights protection. Environ Sci Pol. 2014;37:204–14.
18. Seze R, Fabbro-Peray P, Miro L. GSM radiocellular telephones do not disturb
the secretion of antepituitary hormones in humans. Bioelectromagnetics.
1998;19:271–8.
19. Agarwal A, Desai NR, Makker K, Varghese A, Mouradi R, Sabanegh E, et al.
Effects of radio frequency electromagnetic waves (RF-EMW) from cellular
phones on human ejaculated semen: an invitro pilot study. Fertil Steril.
2009;92:1318–25.
20. Yan J-G, Agresti M, Bruce T, Yan YH, Granlund A, Matloub HS. Effects
of cellular phone emissions on sperm motility in rats. Fertil Steril.
2007;88:957–64.
21. Dasdag S, Akdag MZ, Aksen F, Yilmaz F, Bashan M, Dasdag MM, et al.
Whole body exposure of rats to microwaves emitted from a cell phone
does not affect the testes. Bioelectromagnetics. 2003;24:182–8.
22. Campisi A, Gulino M, Acquaviva R, Bellia P, Raciti G, Grasso R, et al. Reactive
oxygen species levels and DNA fragmentation on astrocytes in primary
culture after acute exposure to low intensity microwave electromagnetic
field. Neurosci Lett. 2010;473:50–5.
23. Kesari KK, Kumar S, Behari J. Effects of Radiofrequency Electromagnetic
Wave Exposure from Cellular Phones on the Reproductive Pattern in Male
Wistar Rats. Appl Biochem Biotechnol. 2011;164:546–59.

Liu et al. Reproductive Health (2015) 12:65

24. Khillare B, Behari J. Effect of amplitude-modulated radiofrequency radiation
on reproduction pattern in rats. Electromagn Biol Med. 2009;17:43–55.
25. Salama N, Kishimoto T, Kanayama H. Effects of exposure to a mobile phone
on testicular function and structure in adult rabbit. Int J Androl. 2003;33:88–94.
26. Behari J, Kesari KK. Effects of microwave at 2.45 GHz radiations on
reproductive system of male rats. Toxicol Environ Chem. 2010;92:1135–47.
27. Challis LJ. Mechanisms for interaction between RF fields and biological
tissue. Bioelectromagnetics. 2005;26:98–106.
28. Vignera SL, Condorelli RA, Vicari E, D'Agata R, Calogero AE. Effects of the
Exposure to Mobile Phones on Male Reproduction: A Review of the
Literature. J Androl. 2012;33:350–6.
29. Meena R, Kumari K, Kumar J, Rajamani P, Verma H, Kesari K. Therapeutic
approaches of melatonin in microwave radiations-induced oxidative
stress-mediated toxicity on male fertility pattern of Wistar rats.
Electromagn Biol Med. 2013;33:81–91.
30. Durney CH, Massoudi H, Iskander MF. Radiofrequency radiation dosimetry
handbook. Brooks: Brooks Air Force Base; 1986.
31. Livak KJ, Schmittgen TD. Analysis of relative gene expression data using
real-time quantitative PCR and the 2(−Delta Delta C(T)) method. Methods.
2001;25:402–8.
32. Schmittgen TD, Livak KJ. Analyzing real-time PCR data by the comparative
CT method. Nat Protoc. 2008;3:1101–8.
33. Ribeiro E, Rhoden E, Horn M, Rhoden C, Lima L, Toniolo L. Effects of
subchronic exposure to radio frequency from a conventional cellular
telephone on testicular function in adult rats. J Urol. 2007;177:395–9.
34. Martinez CS, Torres JGD, Pecanha FM, Anselmo-Franci JA, Vassallo DV,
Salaices M, et al. 60-day chronic exposure to low concentrations of HgCl2
impairs sperm quality: hormonal imbalance and oxidative stress as potential
routes for reproductive dysfunction in rats. Plos ONE. 2014;9:e111202.
35. Lavranos G, Balla M, Tzortzopoulou A, Syriou V, Angelopoulou R.
Investigating ROS sources in male infertility: A common end for numerous
pathways. Reprod Toxicol. 2012;34:298–307.
36. Sun Z, Niu R, Wang B, Jiao Z, Wang J, Zhang J, et al. Fluoride-induced
apoptosis and gene expression profiling in mice sperm in vivo. Arch Toxicol.
2011;85:1441–52.
37. Tremellen K. Oxidative stress and male infertility: a clinical perspective. Hum
Reprod Update. 2008;14:243–58.
38. Wang X, Sharma R, Sikka S, Thomas A, Falcone T, Agarwal A. Oxidative stress
is associated with increased apoptosis leading to spermatozoa DNA
damage in patients with male factor infertility. Fertil Steril. 2003;80:531–5.
39. Agarwal A, Said T. Oxidative stress, DNA damage and apoptosis in male
infertility:a clinical approach. BJU Int. 2005;95:503–7.
40. Sun Y, Lin Y, Li H, Liu J, Sheng X, Zhang W. 2,5-Hexanedione induces
human ovarian granulosa cell apoptosis through BCL-2, BAX, and CASPASE3 signaling pathways. Arch Toxicol. 2012;86:205–15.
41. Rajan S. MRI: A Conceptual Overview. New York: Springer; 1998.
42. Vijayalaxmi, Fatahi M, Speck O. Magnetic resonance imaging (MRI): A review
of genetic damage investigations. Mutat Res Rev Mutat Res. 2015;764:51–63.
43. Brown A, Semelka RC. MRI: Basic Principles and Applications. New York:
Wileyliss; 1999.
44. Simia S, Ballardin M, Casella M, Marchi DD, Hartwig V, Giovannetti G, et al.
Is the genotoxic effect of magnetic resonance negligible? Low persistence
of micronucleus frequency in lymphocytes of individuals after cardiac scan.
Mut Res. 2008;645:39–43.
45. Yildiz S, Cece H, Kaya I, Celik H, Taskin A, Aksoy N, et al. Impact of contrast
enhanced MRI on lymphocyte DNA damage and serum visfatin level.
Clin Biochem. 2011;44:975–9.
46. Fiechter M, Stehli J, Fuchs TA, Dougoud S, Gaemperli O, Kaufmann PA.
Impact of cardiac magntic resonance imaging on human lymphocytes DNA
integrity. Eur Heart J. 2013;34:2340–5.

Page 9 of 9

Submit your next manuscript to BioMed Central
and take full advantage of:
• Convenient online submission
• Thorough peer review
• No space constraints or color ﬁgure charges
• Immediate publication on acceptance
• Inclusion in PubMed, CAS, Scopus and Google Scholar
• Research which is freely available for redistribution
Submit your manuscript at
www.biomedcentral.com/submit

