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Protective effect of kombucha tea against tertiary butyl hydroperoxide induced
cytotoxicity and cell death in murine hepatocytes
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Kombucha (KT), a fermented black tea (BT), is known to have many beneficial properties. In the present study,
antioxidant property of KT has been investigated against tertiary butyl hydroperoxide (TBHP) induced cytotoxicity using
murine hepatocytes. TBHP, a reactive oxygen species inducer, causes oxidative stress resulting in organ pathophysiology.
Exposure to TBHP caused a reduction in cell viability, increased membrane leakage and disturbed the intra-cellular
antioxidant machineries in hepatocytes. TBHP exposure disrupted mitochondrial membrane potential and induced apoptosis
as evidenced by flow cytometric analyses. KT treatment, however, counteracted the changes in mitochondrial membrane
potential and prevented apoptotic cell death of the hepatocytes. BT treatment also reverted TBHP induced hepatotoxicity,
however KT was found to be more efficient. This may be due to the formation of antioxidant molecules like D-saccharic
acid-1,4-lactone (DSL) during fermentation process and are absent in BT. Moreover, the radical scavenging activities of KT
were found to be higher than BT. Results of the study showed that KT has the potential to ameliorate TBHP induced
oxidative insult and cell death in murine hepatocytes more effectively than BT.
Keywords: Antioxidant, Black tea, Cell death¸ Cytoprotection, Cyto-toxicity, Hepatocytes, Kombucha tea, Reactive oxygen
species, Tertiary butyl hydroperoxide

Tertiary butyl hydroperoxide (TBHP) has been
reported to induce oxidative stress in different organ
systems including liver1, testes2, oocytes3, retina4. It
acts mainly by mobilization of arachidonic acid (AA)
from membrane phospholipids under cytotoxic
conditions leading to an increase in intracellular AA
and malondialdehyde formation resulting in cell
death. Although the exact mechanism of toxicity of
this oxidative stress inducer is not known, studies
suggest the involvement of cellular lipids
peroxidation, alkylation of cellular macromolecules
like protein and DNA5 and alterations in cellular
calcium and glutathione levels6. Dietary antioxidants
capable of scavenging free radicals are of great
interest in combating oxidative stress induced cell
damage. Several studies have shown that antioxidants
prevent TBHP toxicity, particularly hepatotoxicity, by
inhibiting lipid peroxidation and increasing
antioxidant enzyme activities7-9.
_________
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Kombucha tea (KT) is a sugared black tea fermented
by a symbiotic culture of yeast and acetic acid bacteria.
A jelly-like membrane floats in the nutrient solution of
tea and sugar exposed to oxygen. At the right
temperature, it multiplies continuously. It first spreads
over the entire surface of the tea, and then thickens. KT
was subcultured every 7-14 days by mixing 10% of old
soup with 10% sucrose dissolved in brewed black tea10.
KT is claimed to have many beneficial effects to
human health. The US Food and Drug Administration
has evaluated the practices of several commercial
producers of the starter (kombucha mushroom or tea
fungus) and found no pathogenic organisms or other
hygienic violations in KT11. Some of the therapeutic
effects of KT have been reported earlier12-15.
In the present study, protective role of KT against
TBHP induced oxidative damage and cell death in
mouse hepatocytes has been reported. Cell viability,
membrane leakage, activities of antioxidant enzymes,
levels of cellular metabolites, mitochondrial
membrane potential and flow cytometric analyses
have been analysed. Further, antioxidative and
hepatoprotective activities of KT were compared to
black tea for the same pathophysiology.
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Materials and Methods
Chemicals—Black tea (BT) was purchased from
local market. Collagenase type I, Dulbecco’s
modified Eagle’s medium (DMEM), Fetal bovine sera
(FBS) were purchased from Sigma-Aldrich Chemical
Company, (St. Louis, MO) USA. Bradford reagent
were purchased from Sigma-Aldrich Chemical
Company, (St. Louis) USA. Folin-Ciocalteu reagnt,
gallic acid, quercetin, aluminium chloride, potassium
acetate, acetic acid, gluconic acid, 2,2-diphenyl-1picrylhydrazyl (DPPH), 3-(4,5-Dimethylthiazol-2-yl)2,5-diphenyltetrazolium bromide (MTT), isobutyl
methyl ketone (IBMK), 1-chloro-2,4-dinitrobenzene
(CDNB), 5,5'-dithiobis(2-nitrobenzoic acid) [DTNB,
(Ellman’s reagent)], disodium hydrogen phosphate
(Na2HPO4), ethylene diamine tetraacetic acid
(EDTA), glacial acetic acid, hydrogen peroxide
(H2O2), N-ethylmaleimide (NEM), nicotinamide
adenine dinucleotide reduced (NADH), nitro blue
tetrazolium (NBT), oxidized glutathione (GSSG),
phenazine methosulphate (PMT), reduced glutathione
(GSH), Tertiary butyl hydrogen peroxide (TBHP),
sodium pyrophosphate, thiobarbituric acid (TBA), tris
buffer, ascorbic acid, butanol, ethanol were bought
from Sisco research laboratory, India. The antibodies
were purchased from Sigma-Aldrich Chemical Co.
(St. Louis, MO, USA).
Animals—Male adult albino mice of Swiss strain,
weighing between 20-25 g were acclimatized under
laboratory conditions for a fortnight before starting
experiments. Animals were maintained on a standard
diet and water ad libitum. They were housed in
polypropylene cages and exposed to 10-12 h of
daylight under standard conditions of temperature
(30ºC) and humidity (50%). All the studies were
performed in conformity with the guidance for care
and standard experimental animals study ethical
protocols.
Preparation of sweetened black tea and kombucha
tea—Black tea (8 gm) was added to water (300 ml)
and allowed to boil for 5 min. Then it was filtered
through a sterile sieve and cooled to room
temperature, adjusted to 1600 ml with water and
sucrose (10% w/v) was added to it. The cooled tea
was poured into 3 L glass beaker that has been
previously sterilized at 121ºC for 20 min. The
sweetened black tea was then inoculated with freshly
grown kombucha mat that had been cultured in the
same medium for 14 days and 10% (v/v) of
previously fermented liquid tea broth to prepare

kombucha tea. The beaker was covered with clean
cheese cloths and fixed with rubber bands. The
fermentation was carried out under room temperature
for 21 days. New kombucha mat developed over the
mother culture. Sampling was performed periodically
(for days 3, 5, 7, 10, 14, 17 and 21) for determination
of total phenolics and flavonoids. The fermented tea
was centrifuged at 10000 rpm for 15 min and
analysed. KT fermented for 14 days was selected for
the investigation against TBHP induced cytotoxicity
of murine hepatocytes.
Determination of total phenolic compounds and
flavonoids—Total
phenolic
compounds
were
16
measured by Folin-Ciocalteu method . Kombucha
(100 µL) tea was mixed with 0.2 ml of FolinCiocalteu reagnt, 2 ml of purified water and 1 ml of
15% Na2CO3. The mixture was measured at 765 nm
after 2 h at room temperature. Gallic acid was used as
a standard and the total phenolics were expressed as
gallic acid equivalents.
Flavonoid content was determined by following the
calorimetric method17. KT (0.5 ml) was mixed with
methanol (1.5 ml), 0.1 ml of aluminium chloride
(10%), 0.1 ml of 1 M potassium acetate, and of
distilled water (2.8 ml), and incubated at room
temperature for 30 min. Absorbance of reaction
mixture was measured at 415 nm. Quercetin was used
as standard and the flavonoid content was expressed
as quercetin equivalents.
Antioxidant activity of black tea and kombucha tea in
cell free system

DPPH radical quenching activity—Antioxidant
activity of kombucha tea was measured using the
DPPH radical as described by Blos18. DPPH solutions
(2 ml, 125 µM) in methanol and sample at different
volume (2 µl, 4 µl, 6 µl, 8 µl, 10 µl, 20 µl, 30 µl,
40 µl, 50 µl and 60 µl) were mixed in the tubes. The
solution was shaken and incubated at 37ºC for 30 min
in dark. Decrease in absorbance at 517 nm was
measured against methanol blank using a UV/Visible
spectrophotometer. Inhibition (%) was calculated by
comparing the absorbance values of control and the
sample.
A1 − A2 × 100
% inhibition =
A1
A1 is the absorbance of the blank and A2 is the
absorbance in the presence of KT.
Hydroxyl radical scavenging activity—Hydroxyl
radical scavenging activity of KT has been
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investigated following the method of Nash19 using the
same volume of KT and black tea used in the DPPH
radical scavenging assay. In vitro hydroxyl radicals
were generated by Fe3+/ascorbic acid system.
Detection of hydroxyl radicals was carried out by
measuring the amount of formaldehyde produced
from oxidation of dimethyl sulfoxide (DMSO).
The
formaldehyde
produced
was
detected
spectrophotometrically at 412 nm.
Superoxide radical scavenging activity—The
superoxide radical scavenging activity was measured
following the method of Siddhuraju and Becker20. The
reaction mixture contained 0.1 M phosphate buffer,
pH 7.4, 150 µM nitroblue tetrazolium (NBT), 60 µM
phenazine methosulphate (PMT), 468 µM NADH and
different volume of KT same as above. The mixture
was incubated in the dark for 10 min at 25ºC and the
absorbance was read at 560 nm. Results were
expressed as percentage inhibition of the superoxide
radicals.
Analysis of organic acids—Major organic acids
were determined by high performance liquid
chromatography (HPLC). Tea broth samples were
filtered through 0.22 µm sterile microfilter and 20 µl
of filtrate was injected into the HPLC system.
Phenomenex Luna C-18 column (4.6 mm ID × 25 cm,
5 µm) was used for the analysis. The mobile phase
was 20 mM potassium dihydrogen phosphate, pH 2.4
with a flow rate of 1.0 ml/min and running time of
40 min. Column temperature was maintained at 28ºC
and the detection was carried out at 220 nm.
Resolution peaks were recorded on the HPLC chart
according to retention time of each compound.
Concentrations of organic acids were quantified from
standard curves.
Analysis of D-saccharic acid-1,4-lactone—DSL
was determined in KT by HPLC analysis using a
C18 column (8 nm × 10 cm). The column was eluted
with a mobile phase of 40 mmol/L borax buffer
(Na2B4O7–KH2PO4), pH 6.5 and 15% methanol (v/v)
at a flow rate of 1 ml/min and the elution profile was
monitored at 190 nm. Standard DSL was run under
the same conditions and its elution pattern was
compared with that of KT. One separate experiment
was done in which BT was applied under the same
conditions.
Analysis of black tea polyphenols—Main black tea
polyphenols theaflavin and thearubigins were
estimated in fermented tea broth by the method of
Takeo and Oosawa21 as modified by Ramaswamy22
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and Thanaraj and Seshadri23. Concentration of
theaflavin and thearubigin was calculated following
the method of Roberts and Smith24.
Hepatocyte isolation—Hepatocytes were aseptically
isolated in a laminar flow hood of tissue culture
laboratory from mice livers following the method of
Sarkar and Sil25 with some modifications. Animals
were anaesthetized in ether, sacrificed and livers were
collected. After collection the organs were extensively
perfused in situ in phosphate buffer saline to get rid of
blood and irrigated in a buffer containing Hepes
(10 mM), KCl (3 mM), NaCl (130 mM), NaH2PO4H2O (1 mM) and glucose (10 mM) pH 7.4 and
incubated with a second buffer containing CaCl2
(5 mM), 0.05% collagenase type I mixed with the
buffer previously described for about 45 min at 37ºC.
Liver sample was then passed through wide bore
syringe, filtered, centrifuged and the pellet was
suspended in DMEM containing FBS (10%) and the
suspension was adjusted to obtain ~2 × 106 cells/ml.
Determination of time and dose-dependent effect of
TBHP—Time and dose-dependent effect of TBHP
was determined by cell viability assessment. Briefly,
for dose-dependent study, eight different sets of
hepatocytes, each containing about 2 × 106 cells were
incubated with eight different doses of TBHP
(50, 100, 200, 300, 400, 500, 600 and 700 µM) for
180 min to determine the maximum damage caused
by TBHP exposure. For time-dependent study,
6 different sets of hepatocytes (1 ml cell suspension
~2 × 106 cells in each) were exposed to TBHP (500
µM) for different times (30 min, 1, 1.5, 2, 2.5 and 3
h). The cell viability was determined and expressed as
a percentage of the corresponding control as described
by Madesh and Balasubramanian26.
Assessment of dose and time dependent activity of
KT—Cell viability assessment has been carried out
to determine the optimum dose and time of KT
needed for the cytoprotection against TBHP-induced
cyto-pathophysiology. Briefly, for dose-dependent
study, 6 different sets of hepatocytes, each containing
about 2 × 106 cells were exposed to 500 µM TBHP
along with KT (10, 20, 30, 40, 50 and 60 µl) for 2 h.
For time-dependent study, 6 different sets of
hepatocytes (1 ml cell suspension ~2 × 106 in each)
were incubated with KT (40 µl) for different times
(30 min, 1, 1.5, 2, 2.5 and 3 h). The cell viability was
determined and expressed as described above.
Experimental setup—Based on the results of the
dose and time dependent effects of both TBHP and
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KT, in vitro experiments were designed with different
sets of hepatocytes containing 1 ml suspension
(~2 × 106 cells) in each. Cells were incubated in a
CO2 incubator at 37ºC throughout the experiment
with gentle shaking. The hepatocytes kept in culture
medium only, served as normal control (marked as
“Cont”). Hepatocytes (~2 × 106 cells) incubated with
KT (40 µl) alone for 2 h served as a group showing
the effect of KT on hepatocytes (marked as “KT”).
Hepatocytes (~2 × 106 cells) incubated with 500 µM
TBHP for 2 h served as toxin control (marked as
“TBHP”). The combined effect of KT and TBHP was
studied by incubating the cells with these agents
together for 2 h (marked as “KT+TBHP”).
Hepatocytes (~2 × 106 cells) were incubated with BT
(40 µl) and TBHP simultaneously to study the effect
of BT (marked as “BT+TBHP”).
Determination of ALT and LDH Leakage—Leakage
of the enzymes, ALT and LDH is associated with cell
viability and is considered as an important indicator
of cellular membrane damage. After appropriate
experimental procedure as described earlier,
hepatocyte suspensions were centrifuged at 60 g.
Secretion of ALT and LDH outside the cells was
determined from the supernatant using a kit and
following the methods as described elsewhere27.
Determination of protein content—Protein content
was measured by the method of Bradford28 using
crystalline BSA as standard.
Determination of intracellular ROS production—
Intracellular ROS production was estimated by using
2,7-dichlorofluorescein diacetate (DCFDA) as a probe
following the method of Manna et al.29. The
formation of DCF was measured at the excitation
wavelength of 488 nm and emission wavelength of
610 nm for 10 min by using fluorescence
spectrometer (HITACHI, Model No F4500) equipped
with a FITC filter.
Assay of antioxidant power of hepatocytes: Ferric
Reducing/Antioxidant Power (FRAP) assay—
Antioxidant power of hepatocytes under various
experimental conditions has been evaluated by FRAP
assay30. Basically, it measures the change in
absorbance at 593 nm due to the formation of a blue
colored FeII-tripyridyltriazine compound from the
colorless oxidized FeIII form by the action of electron
donating antioxidants.
Estimation of lipid peroxidation end products—
Lipid peroxidation in terms of malondialdehyde
(MDA) formation was assessed by a colorimetric

reaction as described by Sinha et al.31. Absorbance
was measured at 535 nm and MDA content was
calculated using extinction coefficient of MDA which
is 1.56 × 105 M-1cm-1. All experiments were done in
triplicates under the same conditions. For positive
control, hepatocytes were incubated with vitamin C
instead of KT.
Estimation of protein carbonyl content—Protein
carbonyl contents were determined according to the
methods of Sinha et al.32. Results were expressed as
nmol of DNPH incorporated/mg protein based on
molar extinction coefficient of 22000 M-1cm-1 for
aliphatic hydrazones.
Assay of antioxidant enzymes—Activities of
antioxidant enzymes, superoxide dismutase (SOD),
catalase (CAT), glutathione-S-transferase (GST),
glutathione reductase (GR) and glutathione
peroxidase (GPx) were measured following the
method of Sinha et al.33.
Assay of cellular metabolites

GSH assay—Glutathione (GSH) levels were
measured according to the method of Ellman34 by
using DTNB (Ellman’s reagent) as the key reagent
and the absorbance was measured at 412 nm. A
standard curve was drawn using different known
concentrations of GSH solution and GSH contents
of the experimental samples were calculated
from the curve.
GSSG assay—Glutathione disulfide (GSSG) was
assessed by measuring its level using a kit from
Calbiochem, USA following the method of Manna
et al.35. The absorbance of the sample was measured
at 412 nm.
Detection of the nature of cell death by flowcytometry (FACS)

Dual parameter FACS analysis allows for the
discrimination between viable, apoptotic and necrotic
cells. After appropriate treatments, hepatocytes were
washed with PBS, centrifuged at 800 g for 6 min,
resuspended in ice-cold 70% ethanol/PBS,
centrifuged at 800 g for a further 6 min, and
resuspended in PBS. Cells were then incubated with
PI and FITC-labelled Annexin V for 30 min at 37°C.
Excess PI and Annexin V were then washed off; cells
were fixed and then stained cells were analyzed by
flow cytometry using FACS Calibur (Becton
Dickinson, Mountain View, CA) equipped with 488
nm argon laser light source; 515 nm band pass filter
for FITC-fluorescence and 623 nm band pass filter for
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PI-fluorescence using CellQuest software. A dot plot
of PI-fluorescence (y-axis) versus FITC- fluorescence
(x-axis) has been prepared.
Determination of mitochondrial membrane potential (

m)

Mitochondrial membrane potential ( m) was
estimated on the basis of cell retention of the
fluorescent cationic probe rhodamine 123 as
described by Das et al.36. Briefly, the mitochondrial
suspension was incubated with 1 µM rhodamine 123
for 10 min, centrifuged at 50 × g for 5 min at 4°C,
washed and resuspended in 1 mL of 0.1% Triton
X-100. After centrifugation at 2000 × g for 5 min,
fluorescence of rhodamine 123 was determined using
BD-LSR flow cytometer. Cell debris, characterized
by a low FSC/SSC was excluded from analysis. The
data was analysed by Cell Quest software.
Statistical Analysis—Values are expressed as mean
± S.D. (n = 6). Significant differences between the
groups were determined with SPSS 10.0 software
(SPSS Inc., Chicago, IL, USA) for Windows using
one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) and the
group means were compared by Duncan’s Multiple
Range Test (DMRT). A difference was considered
significant at the P< 0.05 level.
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inhibition was observed when same volume of BT
was used.
Hydroxyl (OH.) and super oxide (O2.) radicals
scavenging power—The quenching activity of other
free radicals (like hydroxyl, superoxide radicals, etc.,)
by KT in cell free systems were determined and
compared the results with those of BT. Fig. 2B and
2C show that 40 µl KT more effectively scavenged
OH. and O2. radicals than BT.
Composition of kombucha tea compared to black
tea—Kombucha tea was analysed using HPLC and
the results showed that the main organic acids present
in kombucha tea (fermented for 14 days) were acetic
acid (peak 2, Fig. 3A) and gluconic acid (peak 1,
Fig. 3A) as is evident from the retention time of
standard gluconic acid and acetic acid eluting under

Results
Time-dependent compositons of the total phenolic
compounds and flavonoids in KT—Changes in
concentration of phenolic compounds and flavonoids
in KT during the course of fermentation were shown
in Figs 1A and 1B respectively. The concentrations of
total phenolic compounds and flavonoids increased
progressively and linearly up to day 14 probably
because the enzymes liberated by the bacteria and
yeast during fermentation degrade the complex
polyphenols to small molecules and that in turn
results in the increase of total phenolic compounds
and flavonoids. As phenolic compounds and
flavonoids are potent antioxidants, KT fermented for
14 days was used for all the experiments in the
present study because of the presence of maximum
level of these compounds.
Radical scavenging activity of KT and black tea in cell free
system

DPPH radical scavenging activity—Results of
radical scavenging effect of KT and BT have been
summarized in Fig. 2A. Inhibition of 85.73% of free
radical formation occurred when 40 µl KT was
incubated with DPPH solution whereas only 43.22%

Fig. 1—Concentrations of (A)-phenolic compounds; and (B)flavonoids during the course of fermentation of KT. [Values are
mean ± SD of 6 experiments].
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the same experimental conditions. In addition, the
black tea polyphenols, theaflavins and thearubigins
were present in KT (Table 1). DSL (peak 3) was also
detected in KT by HPLC analysis at a concentration
of 1.34 mg/ml (Fig. 3B). Presence of DSL and the
acids was not observed in BT. Generally tea
polyphenols, organic acids, glucose, fructose, ethanol
and DSL were the primary constituents of KT and that
is in good agreement with our analysis.
Protective action of KT compared to black tea in TBHPinduced oxidative stress mediated cytotoxicity

Fig. 2—Free radical scavenging activities of KT and BT
in cell free system: (A)-DPPH; (B)-hydroxyl; and
(C)-superoxide
radical.
[Values
are
mean
±
SD
of 6 experiments].

Effect on cell viability—Effect of KT on cell
viability in isolated hepatocytes has been represented
in Fig. 4. Cell viability was reduced in TBHP treated
hepatocytes compared to normal cells. KT, on the
other hand, prevented the toxin-induced lose in cell
viability in a dose and time dependent manner
(Fig. 4A and 4B).
Effect on ALT and LDH—Significant ALT and
LDH leakage was detected in the TBHP treated
hepatocytes indicating a loss of cell membrane
integrity and cytotoxicity in hepatocytes (Table 2).
KT effectively inhibited membrane disruption caused
by ROS inducer as revealed from the less ALT and
LDH levels outside the cells. BT can also protect
cellular membrane damage but not as effectively
as KT.
Effect on ROS production—Oxidative stress
inducers (like TBHP) may cause a significant increase
in the formation of ROS (like superoxide anion
radical (O2•), hydroxyl radical (OH•) and hydrogen
peroxide (H2O2) etc. In order to asses the changes in
the production of intracellular ROS under oxidative
stress, hepatocytes were isolated from the
experimental animals and studied the ROS production
assay using DCFDA under a fluorescence microscope
and by a fluorescence spectrophotometer as well.
Levels of intracellular ROS in normal and
experimental hepatocytes are represented in Fig. 5A.
It has been observed that TBHP exposure caused
increased production of intracellular ROS and that
could be prevented by the treatment with KT more
efficiently than BT.
Effect on ferric reducing/antioxidant power
(FRAP)—Antioxidant power of normal and
experimental hepatocytes are represented in Fig. 5B.
TBHP caused a significant reduction in FRAP value
in hepatocytes compared to that level in normal cells.
KT increased the cellular antioxidant power more
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Fig. 3—Reverse phase HPLC analysis of KT and BT. Peak (1)- gluconic acid; Peak (2)- acetic acid; and Peak (3): DSL [respective
standard are given as insert].
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efficiently than BT when administered in combination
with TBHP.
Enhanced antioxidant properties of KT over black tea

Effects on lipid peroxidation, protein carbonyl
content—Increased levels of MDA and protein
carbonylation have been observed in TBHP exposed
Table 1—Composition of kombucha tea
Component

Concentration

Acetic acid (mg/ml)
Gluconic acid (mg/ml)
Theaflavins (%)
Thearubigins (%)
D-saccharic acid-1,4-lactone (mg/ml)

12.53 ± 0.6
6.38 ± 0.3
0.1746 ± 0.01
1.9 ± 0.095
1.34 ± 0.06

hepatocytes (Table 2). KT was more effective than
BT in preventing the TBHP induced alterations of
both these parameters.
Effect on antioxidant enzymes—Activities of all the
antioxidant enzymes were significantly reduced in
TBHP exposed experimental hepatocytes and
treatment with KT may provide more protection to the
first line of cellular defense in oxidative damage
induced by TBHP than BT (Table 3).
Effect on cellular metabolites alterations—The
second line of cellular defense against reactive free
radicals and other oxidant species mediated oxidative
damage was offered by thiol based antioxidant
system. GSH with its –SH group functions as a
catalyst in disulfide exchange reaction. It functions by
scavenging free radicals as well as detoxifying
various xenobiotics and consequently converted to its
oxidized form, glutathione disulfide (GSSG). Levels
of cellular metabolites like GSH, GSSG and
GSH/GSSG ratio have been described in Table 4.
GSH level significantly decreased due to TBHP
exposure along with the increased level of GSSG. KT
could prevent the toxin induced alterations in the
intracellular thiol status suggesting its protective role
for the second line of cellular defense against free
radicals and other oxidant species originated due to
TBHP exposure. Moreover, the protective effect of
KT was higher than BT. The effect of a known
antioxidant vitamin C was included in the above
experiments as positive control. Being an antioxidant,
Table 2—Effect of TBHP and KT on ALT, LDH, MDA and
protein carbonyl levels in normal and experimental hepatocytes
Treatment
groups
Normal
Control
KT
TBHP

Fig. 4—(A)-Effect of the TBHP-induced loss of cell viability.
[TBHP1-TBHP8 indicate TBHP concentration (50, 100, 200, 300,
400, 500, 600 and 700 µM) in DMEM up to 180 min]. (B)Prevention of the TBHP-induced loss of cell viability by KT.
KT1-KT6+TBHP indicate concentration of KT (10, 20, 30, 40, 50
and 60 µl) and TBHP. [Cont- represents control (normal
hepatocytes incubated in DMEM up to 180 min). TBHP:
represents that hepatocytes were incubated with TBHP (500 µM)
in DMEM up to 180 min. Values are expressed as per cent over
control. Data are mean ± SD, for 6 experiments per group. Data
was analyzed by one-way ANOVA].

KT+
TBHP
BT+
TBHP
Vit C+
TBHP

ALT*

LDH**

MDA#

Protein
carbonyl#

38.37 ±
2.45
40.41 ±
2.55
70.12 ±
3.55a
49.14 ±
2.81b
59.37 ±
2.95b
45.89 ±
2.68b

42.74 ±
2.57
45.89 ±
2.85
110.33±
5.51a
60.33 ±
3.01b
75.29 ±
3.05b
59.14 ±
2.75b

10.12 ±
0.5
12.54 ±
0.6
40.55 ±
1.98a
16.75 ±
0.8b
23.15 ±
1.1b
15.57 ±
0.7b

35.12 ±
3.33
38.54 ±
2.55
65.78 ±
3.55a
44.22 ±
2.81b
54.15 ±
2.95b
40.27 ±
2.68b

* IU/L; ** U/L; # nmol/mg protein.
[Values are mean ± SD for 6 sets of experiments per group.
a
differ significantly from normal control (Pa<0.05);
b
significant differences between TBHP treated groups and KT,
BT and Vit C treated groups (Pb<0.05)].
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vitamin C may prevent TBHP-induced ROS mediated
cellular oxidative dysfunction.
TBHP-induced cell death and protective role of
KT—Mode of hepatocytes death using flow
cytometric analysis was investigated by a double
labeling technique using Annexin V/PI. Annexin V
binds specifically to phosphatidylserine and
FITC-conjugated Annexin V can, therefore, be used
as a fluorescent probe to label apoptotic cells.
Propidium iodide (PI) is used in conjunction with
Annexin V-FITC. The cell membrane integrity
excludes PI in viable and apoptotic cells, whereas
necrotic cells are permeable to PI. Flowcytometric
data (Fig. 6) revealed that, in comparison with control
untreated hepatocytes, TBHP increased the number of
Annexin V staining hepatocytes but very little PI
binding, indicating majority of cells death via
apoptotic pathway. Treatment with KT shows less
number of apoptotic cells, indicating that KT
treatment protected the TBHP-induced apoptotic cell
death. On the other hand, BT could also protect
TBHP-induced apoptotic cell death but to a lesser
extent.

Fig. 5—(A)-Effect of KT and BT on TBHP-induced intracellular ROS
production in hepatocytes (Average fluorescence intensity as calculated
using Metamorph software); and (B)- Effect of KT and BT on intracellular
antioxidant activity (FRAP) in hepatocytes treated with TBHP. [Contnormal hepatocytes; KT-hepatocytes treated with KT; TBHP-hepatocytes
exposed to TBHP; KT+TBHP-hepatocytes exposed to KT and TBHP;
BT+TBHP-hepatocytes exposed to BT and TBHP; and VitC+TBHPhepatocytes treated with vitamin C along with TBHP. Data are mean ± SD
for 6 experiments per group. (a)indicates significantly different (at P<0.05).
from normal control; and (b)indicate significant differences(at P<0.05)
between TBHP treated groups and KT, BT and Vit C treated groups].

Table 3—Antioxidant enzyme activities in normal and
experimental hepatocytes
Treatment
SOD*
CAT**
GST#
GR**
GPx**
Groups
Normal
112.7
180.15
3.33
190.35
94.68
Control
± 5.5
± 8.4
± 0.15
± 9.2
± 4.5
KT
111.49
179.49
3.23
188.25
93.45
± 5.4
± 8.2
± 0.14
± 9.13
± 4.46
TBHP
66.6
48.78
1.74
125.07
39.31
± 3.16a
± 2.1a
± 0.07a
± 6.2a
± 1.8a
KT+
105.69
174.87
3.01
188.7
89.54
TBHP
± 5.12b
± 7.9b
± 0.13b
± 9.15b
± 4.2b
BT+
80.4
125.84
2.33
175.45
64.21
TBHP
± 3.9b
± 5.84b
± 0.11b
± 8.5b
± 3.12b
Vit C+
84.39
155.39
2.41
183.36
80.84
TBHP
± 4.17b
± 7.3b
± 0.12b
± 9.06b
± 3.98sb
*Unit/mg protein; #µmol/min/mg protein; **nmol/min/mg protein.
Further details are as represented in table 2.

Mitochondrial membrane potential ( m) was
assessed in the liver mitochondria of TBHP exposed
hepatocytes. m was decreased in mitochondria isolated
from the hepatocytes exposed with TBHP (Fig. 7).
Administration of KT prevented this TBHP-induced
loss in m more efficiently than BT. This indicates
better membrane stabilizing effect of KT than BT.
Discussion
The protective effect of tea polyphenolic
compounds against various organ pathophysiology
has already been reported37-40. Most of the beneficial
Table 4—Status of the thiol-based antioxidant in normal and
experimental hepatocytes
Treatment
Groups

GSH*

GSSG*

Redox ratio
(GSH/GSSG)

Normal
Control
KT
TBHP
KT+TBHP
BT+TBHP
VitC+
TBHP

10.21 ± 0.51

0.19 ± 0.012

53.73 ± 2.69

10.11 ± 0.5
5.09 ± 0.25a
8.28 ± 0.4b
7.12 ± 0.39b
8.89 ± 0.44b

0.188 ± 0.01
0.32 ± 0.016a
0.18 ± 0.01b
0.22 ± 0.013b
0.171 ± 0.01b

56.16 ± 2.8
15.9 ± 0.8a
48.7 ± 2.4b
40.76 ± 2.3b
52.29 ± 2.63b

*nmol/mg protein. Further details are as represented in table 2.
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Fig. 6—Flow cytometric analysis of hepatocytes. [Cont-hepatocytes from normal animals; KT-hepatocytes from the animals treated
with KT; TBHP-hepatocytes from TBHP intoxicated animals; KT+TBHP-hepatocytes from the animals after exposure to KT and TBHP;
BT+TBHP-hepatocytes from the animals after exposure to BT and TBHP. [Dual parameter dot plot of FITC-lebelled
Annexin V fluorescence (x-axis) versus PI-fluorescence (y-axis) has been shown in logarithmic fluorescence intensity. Quadrants: lower
left, live cells; lower right, apoptotic cells; upper left, necrotic cells. Data represents value of three independent experiments].

effects of tea have been attributed to the antioxidant
and free-radical scavenging properties of its
components like polyphenols and flavonoids41. KT is
a sugared black tea fermented with a symbiotic
association of acetic acid bacteria and yeasts for about
14 days. Recent studies suggest that KT prevents
carbon tetrachloride-induced hepatotoxicity42 and
exerts hypocholesterolaemic effects in high
cholesterol fed mice43 because of its antioxidant
properties. Moreover, the results of the present study
suggest that KT contains more polyphenols and
flavonoids than black tea itself (Fig. 1A & 1B).
The chemical composition of KT has been already

reported44,45 and in this study KT has been shown to
contain organic acids like acetic acid, gluconic acid
and tea polyphenols like theaflavins, thearubigins.
Yoshino et al. reported the antioxidative effects of
theaflavins and thearubigins against TBHP-induced
lipid peroxidation in rat liver homogenates7. In this
study the presence of D-saccharic acid-1,4-lactone has
been detected in KT which is absent in BT. This
compound is considered to be the most healthful and
crucial functional component found in KT43,46-47.
According to Olas et al.48 DSL possesses protective
effects against oxidative/nitrative modifications of
plasma proteins and blood platelets49. Moreover, a
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Fig. 7—Mitochondrial membrane potential in the hepatocytes by flow cytometry analysis. Figure represents the histogram plot.
[Cont-normal control; KT-KT treated hepatocytes; TBHP-hepatocytes exposed to TBHP; KT+TBHP- hepatocytes exposed to KT and
TBHP; and BT+TBHP-hepatocytes exposed to BT and TBHP. [Measurements were taken 6 times].

combination of DSL and phenolic compounds augments
the antioxidative property of DSL50. This might be one
of the reasons for the enhanced antioxidative and
cytoprotective activity of KT over BT.
In the present study, antioxidant activity of KT in
cell free system was compared with BT by DPPH
radical scavenging assay. In addition, hydroxyl and
superoxide radicals scavenging activity of KT were
also compared with black tea in cell free system.
Results of these studies clearly established KT as a
better radical scavenger than BT due to the presence
of high content of phenolic compounds. Therefore,
KT may alter the toxic effects of TBHP by quenching
the excessive free radicals produced in hepatocytes by
this free radical inducer.

Generation of large amount of reactive oxygen
species (ROS) due to TBHP toxicity can overwhelm
the antioxidant defense mechanism and damage
cellular ingredients such as lipids, proteins and DNA;
this in turn can impair cellular structure and function.
Evidence suggests that various enzymatic and
non-enzymatic systems have been developed by the
cell to cope up with the ROS and other free radicals.
Antioxidant enzymes like SOD, CAT, GST, GR and
GPx are considered to be the first line of cellular
defense that prevents cellular ingredients from
oxidative damage. Among them SOD and CAT are
the most important enzymes against the toxic effects
of oxygen metabolism. SOD quenches O2- into H2O2
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and H2O51. CAT accelerates the dismutation reaction
of H2O2 followed by the formation of H2O and O252.
GR and GPx also maintain the intracellular redox
status53. Thus, to eliminate free radicals, these cellular
antioxidants play an important role and an equilibrium
exists between these enzymes under normal
physiological conditions. When excess free radicals
are produced due to some toxin exposure, this
equilibrium is lost and consequently oxidative insult
is established. In the present study we observed that
TBHP exposure increased the rate of DCF formation,
an indicator of intracellular ROS production. There is
also a greater degree of lipid peroxidation and protein
carbonylation in the TBHP-exposed hepatocytes. The
loss of membrane integrity is evident from the study
of ALT and LDH leakage. We observed that
incubation of hepatocytes with TBHP caused
enhancement of ALT and LDH leakage with a
concomitant reduction in the percent of cell viability
compared to the normal cells. In addition, this potent
ROS inducer caused significant decrease in SOD,
CAT, GST, GR and GPx activities. On the other hand,
present investigation showed that hepatocytes treated
with KT in combination with the toxin displayed a
reduction in ROS generation, prevented the alterations
in the activities of antioxidant enzymes and attenuated
MDA and protein carbonyl levels more efficiently
than BT.
Thiol-based antioxidant system plays second line of
cellular defense against reactive free radicals and
other oxidant species mediated oxidative damage.
GSH with its –SH group functions as a catalyst in
disulfide exchange reaction. It functions by
scavenging the free radicals as well as detoxifying
various xenobiotics and consequently converts to its
oxidized form, glutathione disulfide (GSSG)54. Thus
depletion of GSH is associated with an increase in
GSSG concentration thereby reducing the GSH/GSSG
ratio. Results of this study suggest that administration
of either KT or BT along with the toxin inhibited
GSH depletion, decreased the level of enhanced
GSSG due to TBHP and thus normalized the
GSH/GSSG ratio. But the effect of KT was higher
than that of BT.
Further evidence in TBHP-induced oxidative stress
and the protective role of KT (as an antioxidant in this
pathophysiology) came from the results of FRAP
assay. Cellular antioxidant or reducing potential using

FRAP assay showed that incubation of hepatocytes
with TBHP reduced the cellular antioxidant power, as
indicated by lower FRAP value compared to that in
the normal hepatocytes. Treatment of hepatocytes
with KT or BT increased the cellular antioxidant
power by enhancing the FRAP value compared to the
toxin control. The protective effect of KT is, however,
more than that of BT.
Results from FACS analysis suggested that TBHP
induced cell death occurs mostly via the apoptotic
pathway which can be prevented by KT
supplementation. Moreover, the reduction in
mitochondrial
membrane
potential
due
to
overproduction of ROS was also normalized when KT
was administered along with TBHP to the
hepatocytes.
In conclusion, incubation of hepatocytes with
TBHP caused an alteration in the cellular antioxidant
status. Treatment of KT in combination with this ROS
inducer kept the antioxidant status quite similar to that
of normal hepatocytes and protected them from TBHP
induced damage. BT may also ameliorate the toxic
effect of TBHP but to a lesser extent. Therefore, KT
provides significant protection of hepatocytes in
TBHP-induced oxidative insult and cell death
compared to BT. Further work is required to fully
characterize the active principle(s) present in KT and
elucidate its possible mode of action.
Acknowledgement
The work has been supported in part by the Council
of Scientific and Industrial Research, Government
of India (a Grant-In-Aid to RG, Sanction
No. 37(1329)/08/EMR-II). The authors are grateful to
Mr. Prasanta Pal for technical assistance.
References
1

Cawthon D, McNew R, Beers K W & Bottje W G, Effect of
t-butyl hydroperoxide on hepatic mitochondrial function,
glutathione, and related thiols, Poult Sci, 78 (1999) 114.

2

Kaur P, Kaur G & Bansal M P, Upregulation of AP1 by
tertiary butylhydroperoxide induced oxidative stress and
subsequent effect on spermatogenesis in mice testis, Mol Cell
Biochem, 308 (2008) 177.

3

Tarín J J, Pérez-Albalá S, García-Pérez M A & Cano A,
Effect of dietary supplementation with a mixture of Vitamins
C and E on fertilization of tertiary butyl hydroperoxidetreated oocytes and parthenogenetic activation in the mouse,
Theriogenology, 57 (2002) 869.

4

Spector A, Ma W, Sun F, Li D & Kleiman N J, The effect of
H2O2 and tertiary butyl hydroperoxide upon a murine
immortal lens epithelial cell line, alpha TN4-1, Exp Eye Res,
75 (2002) 573.

BHATTACHARYA et al.: PROTECTIVE EFFECT OF KOMBUCHA TEA

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18
19
20

21

Kennedy C H, Church D F, Winston G W & Pryor W A,
tert-Butyl-hydroperoxide induced radical production in rat
liver mitochondria, Free Radical Bio Med, 12 (1992) 381.
Guidarelli A, Clementi E, Sciorati C, Cattabeni F & Cantoni
O, Calcium-dependent mitochondrial formation of a species
mediating DNA single strand breakage in U937 cells
exposed to sublethal concentrations of tert-butylhydroperoxide, J Pharmacol Exp Ther, 283 (1997) 66.
Yoshino K, Hara Y, Sano M & Tomita I, Antioxidative
effects of black tea theaflavins and thearubigin on lipid
peroxidation of rat liver homogenates induced by tert-butyl
hydroperoxide, Biol Pharm Bull, 17 (1994) 146.
Tripathi M, Singh B K & Kakkar P, Glycyrrhizic acid
modulates t-BHP induced apoptosis in primary rat
hepatocytes, Food Chem Toxicol, 47 (2009) 339.
Sarkar M K & Sil P C, Prevention of tertiary butyl
hydroperoxide induced oxidative impairment and cell death
by a novel antioxidant protein molecule isolated from the
herb, Phyllanthus niruri, Toxicol in vitro, 24 (2010) 1711.
Dutta D & Gachhui R, Nitrogen-fixing and celluloseproducing Gluconacetobacter kombuchae sp. nov., isolated
from Kombucha tea, Int J Syst Evol Micr, 57 (2007) 353.
Food and Drug Administration, FDA, Cautions Consumers
on Kombucha: Mushroom Tea. News Release, Washington
D.C.: U.S. Department of Health and Human Services,
Public Health Service, Food and Drug Administration,
March 28, 1995.
Sreeramulu G, Zhu Y & Knol W, Kombucha fermentation
and its antimicrobial activity, J Agr Food Chem, 48 (2000)
2589.
Jayabalan R, Subathradevi P, Marimuthu S, Sathishkumar M
& Swaminathan K, Changes in free-radical scavenging
ability of kombucha tea during fermentation, Food Chem,
109 (2008) 227.
Pauline T P, Dipti B, Anju S, Kavimani S K, Sharma A K,
Kain, et al., Studies on toxicity, anti-stress and
hepatoprotective properties of Kombucha tea, Biomed
Environ Sci, 14 (2001) 207.
Sai Ram M B, Anju T, Pauline P, Dipti A K, Kain S S &
Mongia, et al., Effect of Kombucha tea on chromate(VI)induced oxidative stress in albino rats, J Ethnopharmacol,
71 (2000) 235.
Singleton V L, Orthofer R & Lamuela-Raventos R M,
Analysis of total phenols and other oxidation substrates and
antioxidants by means of Folin-Ciocalteu reagent, Methods
Enzymol, 299 (1999) 152.
Chang C, Yang M, Wen H & Chern J, Estimation of total
flavonoid content in propolis by two complementary
colorimetric methods, J Food Drug Analysis, 10 (2002) 178.
Blois M S, Antioxidant determination by use of a stable free
radical, Nature, 29 (1958) 1199.
Nash T, The colorimetric estimation of formaldehyde by
means of the Hantzsch reaction, J Biochem, 55 (1953) 416.
Siddhuraju P & Becker K, Antioxidant properties of various
solvent extracts of total phenolic constituents from three
different agroclimatic origins of drumstick tree (Moringa
oleifera Lam.) leaves, J Agri Food Chem, 51 (2003) 2144.
Takeo T & Oosawa K, Photometric analysis of black tea
infusion. Bull Natl Res Inst of Tea (Japan) 12 (1976) 125.

523

22 Ramaswamy S, Report of tea technologist. UPASI Scientific
Department of Annul Report (1978) 126.
23 Thanaraj S N S & Seshadri R, Influence of polyphenol
oxidase activity and polyphenol content of tea shoot as
quality of black teas, J Sci Food Agri, 35 (1990) 57.
24 Roberts E A H & Smith R F, Phenolic substances of
manufactured tea, II Spectrophotometric evaluation of tea
liquors, J Sci Food Agri, 14 (1963) 689.
25 Sarkar K & Sil P C, A 43kDa protein from the herb Cajanus
indicus L. protects thioacetamide induced cytotoxicity in
hepatocytes, Toxicol in Vitro, 20 (2006) 634.
26 Madesh M & Balasubramanian K A, A microlitre plate assay
for superoxide using MTT reduction method, Indian J
Biochem Biophys, 34 (1997) 535.
27 Sarkar K & Sil P C, Attenuation of acetaminophen-induced
hepatotoxicity in vivo and in vitro by a 43 kD protein from
the herb Cajanus indicus L, Toxicol Mech Methods,
17 (2007) 305.
28 Bradford M M, A rapid and sensitive method for the
quantitation of microgram quantities of protein utilizing the
principle of protein-dye binding, Anal Biochem, 72 (1976)
248.
29 Manna P, Das J, Ghosh J & Sil P C, Contribution of type 1
diabetes to rat liver dysfunction and cellular damage via
activation of NOS, PARP, IκBα/NF-κB, MAPKs and
mitochondria dependent pathways: Prophylactic role of
arjunolic acid, Free Radic Biol Med, 48 (2010) 1465.
30 Sinha M, Manna P & Sil P C, Cadmium-induced
neurological disorders: prophylactic role of taurine, J Appl
Toxicol, 28 (2008) 974.
31 Sinha M, Manna P & Sil P C, Terminalia arjuna Protects
Mouse Hearts Against Sodium Fluoride-Induced Oxidative
Stress, J Med Food, 11 (2008) 733.
32 Sinha M, Manna P & Sil P C, Induction of necrosis in
cadmium-induced hepatic oxidative stress and its prevention
by the prophylactic properties of taurine, J Trace Elem Med
Biol, 23 (2009) 300.
33 Sinha M, Manna P & Sil P C, Taurine, a conditionally
essential amino acid, ameliorates arsenic-induced
cytotoxicity in murine hepatocytes, Toxicol In Vitro, 21
(2007) 1419.
34 Ellman G L, Tissue sulphydryl group, Arch Biochem
Biophys, 82 (1959) 70.
35 Manna P, Ghosh J, Das J & Sil P C, Streptozotocin induced
activation of oxidative stress responsive splenic cell
signaling pathways: Protective role of arjunolic acid, Toxicol
Appl Pharmacol, 244 (2010) 114.
36 Das J, Ghosh J, Manna P, Sinha M & Sil P C, Taurine
protects rat testes against NaAsO2-induced oxidative stress
and apoptosis via mitochondrial dependent and independent
pathways, Toxicol Lett, 187 (2009) 201.
37 Stoner D G & Mukhtar H, Polyphenols as cancer
chemopreventive agents, J Cell Biochem, 22 (1995) 169.
38 Yang S C, Maliakal P & Meng X, Inhibition of
carcinogenesis by tea, Ann Rev Pharmacol Toxicol, 42
(2002) 25.
39 Yang S C, Prabhu S & Landau J, Prevention of
carcinogenesis by tea polyphenols, Drug Metab Rev, 33
(2001) 237.

524

INDIAN J EXP BIOL, JULY 2011

40 Yang S C & Wang Z, Tea and cancer, J Natl Cancer Inst, 85
(1993) 1038.
41 Frei B & Higdon J V, Antioxidant activities of tea
polyphenols in vivo: Evidence from animal studies, J Nutr,
133 (2003) 3275.
42 Murugesan G S, Sathishkumar M, Jayabalan R, Binupriya A
R, Swaminathan K & Yun S E, Hepatoprotective and
Curative Properties of Kombucha Tea Against Carbon
Tetrachloride-Induced Toxicity, J Microbiol Biotechnol,
19 (2009) 397
43 Yang Z W, Ji B P, Zhou F, Li B, Luo Y, Yang L & Li T,
Hypocholesterolaemic and antioxidant effects of kombucha
tea in high-cholesterol fed mice, J Sci Food Agric, 89 (2008)
150.
44 Jayabalan R, Marimuthu S & Swaminathan K, Changes in
content of organic acids and tea polyphenols during
Kombucha fermentation, Food Chem, 102 (2007) 392.
45 Chen C & Liu B Y, Changes in major components of tea
fungus metabolites during prolonged fermentation, J Appl
Microbiol, 89 (2000) 834.
46 Yang Z W, Zhou F, Ji B P, Li B, Luo Y C, Yang L & Li T,
Symbiosis between Microorganisms from kombucha
and kefir: Potential significance to the enhancement of
kombucha function, Appl Biochem Biotechnol, (2009),
doi:10.1007/s12010-008-8361-6.

47 Wang K, Gan X, Tang X, Wang S & Tan H, Determination
of D-saccharic acid-1,4-lactone from brewed kombucha
broth by high-performance capillary electrophoresis,
J Chromatogr B, 878 (2010) 371.
48 Olas B, Saluk-Juszcak J, Nowak P, Glowacki R, Bald E &
Wachowicz B, Protective effects of D-glucaro 1,4-lactone
against oxidative/nitrative modifications of plasma proteins,
Nutrition, 23 (2007) 164.
49 Saluk-Juszcak J, Olas B, Nowak P, Staron A & Wachowicz
B, Protective effects of D-glucaro 1,4-lactone against
oxidative modifications in blood platelets, Nutr Metab
Cardiovas, 18 (2008) 422.
50 Olas B, Saluk-Juszcak J & Wachowicz B, D-glucaro
1,4-lactone and resveratrol as antioxidants in blood platelets,
Cell Biol Toxicol, 24 (2008) 189.
51 Fridovich I, Superoxide Radical and Superoxide Dismutase,
Acc Chem Res, 5 (1972) 321.
52 Jones P & Suggett A, The catalase–hydrogen peroxide
system. A theoretical appraisal of the mechanism of catalase
action, Biochem J, 110 (1968) 621.
53 Ketterer B, Detoxification reactions of glutathione and
glutathione reductase, Xenobiotica 16 (1986) 957.
54 Jones D P, Redox potential of GSH/GSSG couple: assay and
biological significance, Methods Enzymol, 348 (2002) 93.

