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The Effects of Rhubarb for the
Treatment of Diabetic Nephropathy in
Animals: A Systematic Review and
Meta-analysis

Jing-Yi Zeng, Yu Wang, Miao Miao and Xiao-Rong Bao *

Department of Nephrology, Jinshan Hospital, Fudan University, Shanghai, China

Background: Rhubarb, also known as Da Huang, is a traditional Chinese medicine, and it
was often used as a laxative in the past. Recently, multiple studies have applied rhubarb to
treat diabetic nephropathy (DN). Anthraquinones, including emodin and rhein, have been
extracted from rhubarb and used to explore the effective components and possible
mechanisms of rhubarb for DN. Evaluating the efficacy of rhubarb may provide a scientific
reference for the clinical application of rhubarb for the treatment of DN.

Objective: 1) To evaluate the efficacy of rhubarb in the treatment of DN; 2) To identify the
most effective ingredient of rhubarb for DN; 3) To explore the specific mechanism of
rhubarb in treating DN.

Methods: Data sources: related studies were identified by searching Cochrane Library,
Ovid-EMBASE, PubMed, SinoMed, WanFang, VIP, CNKI, and other Chinese magazines.

Assessment and analysis: SYRCLE's risk of bias tool for animal studies was used to
assess the quality of articles. The meta-analysis was performed in accordance with the
Cochrane Handbook for Systematic Reviews of Interventions. Data analysis adopted
RevMan 5.3 and STATA 12.0 software.

This study was published in the register with PROSPERO, number CRD42020204701.

Results: Aggregated data were collected from 27 eligible studies. The results illustrated an
intense improvement in the following outcomes in rhubarb-treated animals with DN (p <
0.05): blood glucose, serum creatinine (Scr), blood urea nitrogen (BUN), albumin creatinine
ratio (ACR), urine protein (UP), urinary albumin excretion (UAE), renal index (two kidneys
weight/body weight, KW/BW), tubulointerstitial injury index (Tll), transforming growth
factor-betal (TGF-p1) mRNA and protein, alpha-smooth muscle actin (a-SMA) protein,
and E-cadherin (E-cad) protein. Of these, DN animals with rhubarb exhibited a significantly
higher level of E-cad protein. In addition, the level of the other outcomes mentioned above
decreased significantly, while there was no significant association between the intervention
and nephrin protein (p > 0.05).
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Conclusion: This systematic review and meta-analysis demonstrated that rhubarb has a
positive therapeutic effect on animals with DN, which may provide confidence and some
theoretical reference for clinical application to a certain extent.

Keywords: rhubarb, rhein, emodin, diabetic nephropathy, animals, meta-analysis

INTRODUCTION

Diabetic nephropathy (DN) has been attracting much attention
due to its increasing incidence (Perkovic et al, 2016). It is
estimated that 463 million grown-ups suffer from diabetes
worldwide, which is expected to increase to 700 million by
2045 (Saeedi et al., 2019). It is well known that DN is one of
the most important microangiopathy in diabetes. In the
United States and other developed countries, DN has become
the first cause of end-stage renal disease. In the United States, the
number of DN patients progressing to renal failure is projected to
increase from 62,020 to 90,390 between 2015 and 2030 (Rowley
et al, 2017). Besides, in China, the DN prevalence is also
increasing year by year, and it accounts for 27% of the causes
of chronic kidney disease (Wang et al, 2019a). As a severe
complication of diabetes, its treatment has been a hot spot in
many studies. Current studies showed that the pathogenesis of
DN included genetic factors, and the following nongenetic
factors: glucose and lipid (Chen et al, 2019) metabolism
disorder, renal hemodynamic change (Hirukawa et al., 2018),
cytokines (Xue, 2019), oxidative stress (Wang et al., 2019¢), and
inflammation (Nitta et al., 2018). At present, there are plenty of
therapies aimed at pathogenesis, such as hypoglycemic agents,
lipid-lowering drugs, angiotensin-converting enzyme inhibitors
(ACEI), and protein kinase C-B (PKC-p) inhibitor (Fernandez-
Fernandez et al., 2014). However, the curative effect and security
of some drugs are not satisfactory. Due to the extensive
pharmacological effects of traditional Chinese medicine, many
scholars have extracted its effective components to study its
curative effect and therapeutic mechanism. In recent years,
traditional Chinese medicine has achieved a certain effect on
the treatment of DN.

According to Chinese Pharmacopoeia (Commission, 2015),
rhubarb is derived from the dried root and rhizome of Rheum
palmatum L., Rheum offcinale Baill, and Rheum tanguticum
Maxim. ex Balf. Rhubarb was formerly used as a laxative, and
recent researchers demonstrated that it has a beneficial effect on
DN. Rhubarb is not only effective on DN animals, but also plays a
certain therapeutic role in patients with DN. A clinical trial
conducted by Li et al. (2011) indicated that proteinuria in DN
patients treated with rhubarb combined with telmisartan was
significantly lower than that in DN patients treated with
telmisartan alone. Besides, treatment of rhubarb combined
with telmisartan protected renal function by reducing blood
viscosity and improving dyslipidemia. The constituents of
rhubarb include free anthraquinones and compound
anthraquinones (Ren et al, 2016). As for emodin (1,3,8-
trihydroxy-6-methylanthraquinone) and rhein (1,8-dihydroxy-
3-carboxyl anthraquinone), both of which are free
anthraquinones, play an essential role in the treatment of

diseases. It is known that rhein can alleviate the inflammation
injury of the kidney; the inflammation of mouse kidney epithelial
cell line induced with uric acid can be improved by rhein, which
may be achieved by regulating lincRNA-Cox2 (Hu et al., 2020).
Rhein can also improve chronic kidney disease of SD rats with 5/6
nephrectomy, this effect may be related to the regulation of the
SIRT3/FOXO3a signaling pathway (Wu et al., 2020). In addition,
rhein has the effect of attenuating blood glucose and reducing
lipid peroxidation in DN mice (Li and Zhen, 2017). There is no
significant effect of emodin on decreasing blood glucose, but it
has a protective effect on kidney by reducing lipid, inflammation
factors, and blood viscosity (Li et al., 2018).

Through a systematic review and meta-analysis, Hu et al.
(2019) suggested that rhein has positive effects on DN animals,
but it is not clear whether rhein is the most important component
of rhubarb in the treatment of DN. Then which is the most
effective ingredient of rhubarb in treating DN? Will the combined
action of rhubarb components bring different curative effects?
The objective of our systematic review and meta-analysis is to
explore the efficacy and active constituents of rhubarb for DN and
to find out the specific mechanisms of rhubarb in treating DN.
Our analysis may provide scientific reference for the clinical
application of rhubarb for DN.

METHODS

Search Strategies

Electronic Databases Searching

We searched the following electronic bibliographic databases:
Cochrane Library, Ovid-EMBASE, PubMed, SinoMed,
WanFang, VIP, and CNKI. The publication dates chosen were
from the establishment of the database to August 1st, 2020, and
the languages were Chinese and English.

Manual Searching

We searched the following: Chinese Journal of Diabetes, Chinese
Journal of Integrated Traditional and Western Nephrology,
Chinese Journal of Nephrology, China Journal of Traditional
Chinese Medicine and Pharmacy, Journal of Traditional Chinese
Medicine, Chinese Journal of Integrated Traditional and Western
Medicine, Journal of Clinical Nephrology, Chinese Journal of
Nephrology, Dialysis and Transplantation, and Modern Journal
of Integrated Traditional Chinese and Western Medicine.
Publication date: From the establishment of the database to
August 1st, 2020.

MeSH Terms With Free Words
According to the PRISMA 2020 statement (Page et al., 2021), we
presented full search strategies for all databases. In English
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databases like Cochrane Library, Ovid-EMBASE, PubMed, and
SinoMed, the related terms were used for the search: Participants
(“Diabetic Nephropathies [MeSH],” “Nephropathies, Diabetic,”
“Nephropathy, Diabetic,” “Diabetic Nephropathy,” “Diabetic
Kidney Disease,” “Diabetic Kidney Diseases,” “Kidney Disease,
Diabetic,”  “Kidney  Diseases,  Diabetic,”  “Diabetic
Glomerulosclerosis,” “Kimmelstiel-Wilson Syndrome,”
“Kimmelstiel Wilson Syndrome,” “Syndrome, Kimmelstiel-
Wilson,” “Kimmelstiel-Wilson Disease,” “Kimmelstiel Wilson

»

Disease,” “Nodular Glomerulosclerosis,” “Glomerulosclerosis,
Nodular,”  “Glomerulosclerosis, Diabetic,” “Intracapillary
Glomerulosclerosis,” “DKD,” and “DN”). Intervention
(“Rheum [MeSH],” “Rhubarb,” “Rheum officinale,” “Da
Huang,” “Huang, Da,” “Chinese Rhubarb,” “Rhubarb,
Chinese,” “Rheum rhaponticum,” “Rheum tanguticum,”
“Emodin [MeSH],” and “Rhein”). Moreover, in Chinese

databases like WanFang, VIP, and CNKI, the terms were
adjusted for the search according to the Chinese
corresponding to the above terms.

Study Selection

The inclusion criteria were as follows: 1) participants: the diabetic
nephropathy animal model (rats or mice, regardless of sex, age or
weight, and the modeling method) was induced to meet the
standard of diabetic nephropathy, blood glucose >16.65 mmol/L;
2) interventions: rhubarb (contained rhubarb, emodin, and rhein)
was given by gavage, without limited administration period,
frequency, and dose; 3) control: vehicle-treated animals, sham-
treated animals (saline or distilled water), and animals
undergoing no treatment; 4) primary outcomes: blood glucose,
hemoglobin Alc (HbAlc), serum creatinine (Scr), blood urea
nitrogen (BUN), albumin creatinine ratio (ACR), urine protein
(UP), and urinary albumin excretion (UAE); secondary
outcomes: kidney index (two kidneys weight/body weight,
KW/BW), tubulointerstitial injury index (TII), transforming
growth factor-beta 1 (TGF-f1) mRNA, TGF-P1 protein, alpha-
smooth muscle actin (a-SMA) mRNA, o-SMA protein,
E-cadherin (E-cad) mRNA, E-cad protein, podocin mRNA,
podocin protein, nephrin mRNA, and nephrin protein; 5)
study designs: randomized controlled trials and controlled
studies with a separate control group; 6) language: Chinese
and English.

The exclusion criteria were as follows: 1) participants: other
animal models except for rats and mice (e.g., patients, in vitro
cells, rabbits, dogs, and other animal models); 2) interventions:
animals with rhubarb compound treatment, or animals in
which rhubarb was administrated in other ways (such as
intravenous injection or intraperitoneal injection); 3)
control: animals with Western medicine, other traditional
Chinese medicine, or integrated Chinese and Western
medicine; 4) outcomes: other diabetic nephropathy
outcomes; 5) study designs: semi-randomized or non-
randomized controlled trials; 6) multiple publications
(selected the one with the most complete data and
integrated non-overlapping parts of duplicated studies) and
incomplete original data; 7) crossover studies, review, case
report, case analysis, meta-analysis, patent, and studies

Rhubarb for Diabetic Nephropathy

without a separate control group; 8) languages other than
Chinese and English (Supplementary Table S1).

For example, although this article (Wang et al., 2019d) met the
requirements of randomization and control criteria and had the
outcome indicators we needed, mice with blood glucose greater
than 16.1 mmol/L were included in the experiment, which did not
meet our requirements for blood glucose greater than
16.65 mmol/L, that is why it was excluded. And another article
(Wang et al., 2019b) was excluded because it was administered
intravenously, which did not meet the inclusion criteria.

Data Extraction

Two reviewers independently extracted data from each article.
We attempted to extract numerical data from tables, figures, texts,
or graphs in included studies (data in graphs were extracted by
Adobe Photoshop CS5, according to this article Advanced
methods of data extraction for continuous outcomes in meta-
analysis (Liu et al., 2017a). When data were not reported or
unclear, we attempted to get in touch with authors by e-mail (if
authors did not respond, we had to delete those studies with
incomplete and unclear data). In case an outcome was measured
at multiple time points, data from the time point where efficacy is
highest were included.

The following items were extracted: 1) author and year of
publication; 2) the characteristics of the animal model: age or
weight, gender, species, and model methods; 3) the number of
animals in experimental and control groups; 4) intervention of
interest: administration dosage and period; 5) control: vehicle in
detail; 6) primary outcomes: blood glucose, mmol/L (was
recalculated from mg/dl); HbAlc, %; Scr, pmol/L (was
recalculated from mg/dl); BUN, mmol/L (was recalculated
from mg/dl); ACR, mg/mmol; UP, mg/d; UAE, ug/24 h(was
recalculated from mg/24h); 7) secondary outcomes: kidney
index, 107% TII; TGF-B1 mRNA and protein; a-SMA mRNA
and protein; E-cad mRNA and protein; podocin mRNA and
protein; and nephrin mRNA and protein.

Quality Assessment

The method for risk of bias and quality assessment was as follows:
two reviewers performed quality assessment independently with
SYRCLE’s risk of bias tool for animal studies, any disagreements
of them would be discussed with a third reviewer.

There were a total of ten items or five bias in the assessment
tool, which included the following items: 1) random sequence
generation (selection bias); 2) baseline characteristics (selection
bias); 3) allocation concealment (selection bias); 4) random
housing (performance bias); 5) blinding of participants and
personnel (performance bias); 6) random outcome assessment
(detection bias); 7) blinding of outcome assessment (detection
bias); 8) incomplete outcome data (attrition bias); 9) selective
reporting (reporting bias); and (10) other bias.

Strategy for Data Analysis

According to PROSPERO, a random-effects model would be used
to account for anticipated heterogeneity due to the exploratory
nature of animal studies. All of our outcomes were continuous
variables, which were presented as mean + standard deviation
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1366 of records identified
through database searching
Cochrane Library: (n=42)
Ovid-EMBASE: (n=72)
PubMed: (n=1461
CBM: (n=244)
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FIGURE 1 | Study flow diagram.
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(SD). Standardized mean difference (SMD) was applied when the
unit of data was different, even if the unit had been converted. In
the meanwhile, weighted mean difference (WMD) was utilized if
the unit was the same and the mean difference was small. The
confidence interval (CI) was set at 95%, and a p-value that did not
exceed and not equal to 0.05 was considered to be significant.
Whenever a study contained multiple experimental groups and
just one control group, we would divide the total number of
control animals in the meta-analysis into several parts according
to the number of experimental groups, while the mean and SD of
data remained unchanged.

Rhubarb is a traditional Chinese medicine, and both rhein and
emodin are one of components of rhubarb. To evaluate the
efficacy of the drug on improving DN animals, rhein, emodin,
and rhubarb were regarded as the same intervention, and the
same outcome of the three drugs were combined and analyzed.
After exploring the curative effect of drugs on improving DN in
animals, comparisons were conducted, respectively, of outcome
indicators of rhein-treated, emodin-treated, and rhubarb-treated
groups in order to identify the most effective components in
rhubarb.

Subgroup analysis and sensitivity analysis was used to evaluate
heterogeneity. Subgroup analysis was performed for more than
eight studies according to the following variables: dosage (low, d <
50 mg/kg; medium, 50 mg/kg < d < 100 mg/kg; and high, d >
100 mg/kg); drug types (rhein, emodin, and rhubarb); duration (t
<8w,8w<t<16w,andt> 16 w); and species (SD rats, Wistar

rats, and mice). Sensitivity analysis was assessed by separately
leaving each study out and rerunning the analysis with data.
Funnel plots and the Egger’s regression test were utilized to
estimate the publication bias when at least twenty studies were
included.

The meta-analysis, subgroup analysis, sensitivity analysis, and
publication bias were conducted by RevMan 5.3 software.
Sensitivity analysis and the Egger’s test were conducted by
STATA 12.0 software.

RESULTS

Study Inclusion

A total of 790 records were identified through initial electronic
databases searching. After duplicates were removed using
EndNote software, the remaining 790 were screened according
to their titles and abstracts. Then, 691 of records were excluded
for the following reasons: 1) not animal studies; 2) not including
diabetic nephropathy and traditional Chinese medicine (rhubarb
or emodin or rhein); 3) rhubarb compound; 4) study design:
review, meta-analysis, patent, case analysis, and personal
experience summary; and 5) multiple publications. The
remaining 99 records were reviewed. We excluded 72 records
for the above reasons, with the addition of not meeting the
inclusion criteria. Eventually, 27 studies were included in the
analysis (Figure 1).
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Study Characteristics
There were 27 studies, which enrolled a total of 28

experiments and 731 animals in this systematic review and
meta-analysis. Among them, the study by Tan (2002)
contained two different experiments. The number of
participants in the experimental group was 443 and that in
the control group was 288. Included studies utilized three
animal species, 11 studies of them (39%) used SD rats, 14
(50%) used Wistar rats, and three (11%) used mice. To
establish a model with type 1 diabetic nephropathy, 19 of
28 studies (68%) used animals induced by streptozotocin
(STZ). Two studies (7%) used animals induced by alloxan,
and one study (4%) used both nephrectomy and STZ. To
establish a model with type 2 diabetic nephropathy, four
studies (14%) used STZ after high-fat-sugar diets and two
studies (7%) used spontaneous obesity mice. The types of
drugs included rhein, emodin, and rhubarb, animals in 14
studies (50%) took rhein. Seven studies (25%) took emodin
and seven studies (25%) took rhubarb. There were three levels
of dosage (low, medium, and high). Low dose (d < 50 mg/kg)
was used in nine studies (32%), and medium dose (50 mg/kg
< d <100 mg/kg) was used in 18 studies (64%). Besides, high
dose (d > 100 mg/kg) was used in 11 studies (39%). Nine of
these studies used different levels of dosage simultaneously.
We divided the administration time into short term, medium
term, and long term. The animals in control groups were
treated with 0.5% CMC-Na, saline, pure water, and distilled
water. The characteristics of studies are summarized in
Supplementary Table S2 (Ai et al., 2004; Liu and Ning,
2007; Jin et al., 2008; Wang, 2008; LI, 2008; Gao et al,
2010; LI, 2010; Hu et al.,, 2011; Wang et al., 2012; Chen
et al., 2013; Hu et al., 2014; Chen, 2015; Chen et al., 2015b;
Yang et al., 2020), Supplementary Table S3 (Zhu, 2006; Gao
et al., 2014; Chen et al., 2015a; Yang et al., 2016; Jing et al.,
2017; Shi, 2017; Tian et al., 2018), and Supplementary Table

S4 (Yokozawa et al., 1997; Tan, 2003; Ni et al., 2004; Hamzeh
etal.,, 2014; Lietal., 2017; Xue, 2019). The information about
the medicine is displayed in Supplementary Table S5.

Study Quality

Twenty-four out of 28 studies mentioned random sequence
generation, of which three studies mentioned the random
number table method, and one mentioned a random sampling
method. While the remaining four studies did not describe random
allocation, which had a high risk of bias in random sequence
generation (selection bias). Baseline characteristics of outcomes
were illustrated in five studies. All studies did not describe the
following items: allocation concealment (selection bias), random
housing (performance bias), blinding of participants and personnel
(performance bias), and random outcome assessment (detection
bias). Blinding of outcome assessment (detection bias) was assessed
as low risk of bias. Almost all studies reported complete outcome
data but one (Yokozawa et al., 1997), which did not clarify the reason
why the animals were missing. All anticipated results were reported
and other biases did not exist. The results of SYRCLE's risk of bias
tool are provided in Figure 2.

Effectiveness

Blood Glucose

Twenty-three studies (some studies included more than one
intervention group) reported on blood glucose. There was a
significant  difference in blood glucose between the
experimental groups and the control groups. Blood glucose
decreased in DN animals with rhubarb (contained rhubarb,
emodin, and rhein) compared with that in control groups.
However, there were clear heterogeneity, we needed to
conduct subgroup analysis to find out the origination of
heterogeneity (n = 603, SMD = -1.09, 95% CI [-1.45, —0.73],
p < 0.00001; heterogeneity: Chi® = 127.24, p < 0.00001, I’ = 66%
Figure 3A).
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FIGURE 3 | (A) Forest plot of blood glucose, (B) forest plot of Scr, (C) forest plot of BUN, and (D) forest plot of ACR.

Hemoglobin Alc

Only one study (Yang et al.,, 2016) reported on HbAlc; hence, a
meta-analysis was impossible. This study contained 24
participants, the mean + SD of blood glucose in the
experimental group was 20.10 + 3.3. While that in the control
group was 18 + 3.2. The intervention group showed the poorly
controlled HbAlc levels.

Serum Creatinine

Sixteen studies reported on serum creatinine. The forest plot
showed that rhubarb significantly reduced the creatinine level
of the experimental groups. But as there was obvious
heterogeneity, we were supposed to do subgroup analysis to
find out the reason (n = 430, SMD = -2.00, 95% CI [-2.57,
-1.43], p < 0.00001; heterogeneity: Chi* = 139.51, p < 0.00001,
I’ = 73% Figure 3B).

Blood Urea Nitrogen

Thirteen studies reported the impact of rhubarb on blood urea
nitrogen. The BUN in the experimental groups was significantly
lower than that in the control groups. However, heterogeneity
existed clearly, and we had to conduct subgroup analysis to find
out the reason (n = 367, SMD = -1.27, 95% CI [-1.77, -0.78], p <
0.00001; heterogeneity: Chi* = 98.16, p < 0.00001, I’ = 67%
Figure 3C).

Albumin Creatinine Ratio

Three studies reported on this outcome. This forest plot indicated
that there was significant difference in ACR between the
experimental groups and the control groups. The level of ACR
decreased when animals were treated with rhubarb (n = 100,
SMD = -1.84, 95% CI [-3.56, —0.12], p = 0.04; heterogeneity:
Chi® = 40.26, p < 0.00001, I* = 90% Figure 3D).
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Urine Protein

Sixteen studies reported on urine protein. It could be learned
from this forest plot that rhubarb could significantly improve the
urine protein in the experimental groups compared with that in
the control groups. However, there was clear heterogeneity, and
we needed to conduct subgroup analysis to find out the reason
(n = 409, SMD = -2.00, 95% CI [-2.54, —1.46], p < 0.00001;
heterogeneity: Chi* = 96.43, p < 0.00001, I’ = 72% Figure 4A).

Urinary Albumin Excretion

Six studies reported on urinary albumin excretion. The
forest plot showed that rhubarb noticeably reduced the
level of UAE (n = 158, SMD = -1.97, 95% CI [-2.90,

-1.04], p < 0.0001; heterogeneity: Chi* = 36.55, p <
0.0001, I’ = 70% Figure 4B).

Kidney Weight/Body Weight

Six studies reported the impact of rhubarb on kidney weight/body
weight. As shown in Figure 4C, the intervention of rhubarb
treatment could greatly reduce the kidney index (KW/BW) (n =
212, SMD = -1.50, 95% CI [-2.38, —0.62], p = 0.0008;
heterogeneity: Chi* = 80.51, p < 0.00001, I’ = 81% Figure 4C).

Tubulointerstitial Injury Index
Five studies reported on the tubulointerstitial injury index.
Rhubarb showed intensive effects on decreasing the level of
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FIGURE 5 | (A) Forest plot of TGF-p1 mRNA, (B) forest plot of TGF-B1 protein, (C) forest plot of a-SMA protein, (D) forest plot of E-cad protein, and (E) forest plot of

Favours [experimental] Fawvours [control]

tubulointerstitial injury index (n = 128, SMD = —1.68, 95% CI
[-2.33, -1.03], p < 0.00001; heterogeneity: Chi* = 15.08, p = 0.04,

I’ = 54% Figure 4D).

Transforming Growth Factor-Betal mRNA

Three studies reported the effect of rhubarb on this outcome. It
seemed that rhubarb applied to experimental groups could
significantly reduce TGF-B1 mRNA (n

68, MD = -0.23,

95% CI [-0.37, —0.10], p
13.12, p = 0.01, I’ = 70% Figure 5A).

0.0007; heterogeneity: Chi’

Transforming Growth Factor-Betal Protein
Five studies reported the effect of rhubarb on TGF-B1 protein.

heterogeneity

It seemed that rhubarb applied to experimental groups could
significantly decrease TGF-P1 protein, but without significant

(n =112, SMD = —1.96, 95% CI [-2.49,~1.44],
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p < 0.00001; heterogeneity: Chi® = 7.99, p = 0.33, I’ = 12%
Figure 5B).

Alpha-Smooth Muscle Actin Protein

Four studies reported on this outcome. The forest plot showed
that rhubarb noticeably reduced a-SMA protein compared with
that in the control group (n = 112, SMD = -1.70, 95% CI [-2.47,
-0.93], p < 0.0001; heterogeneity: Chi* = 12.63, p = 0.03, I’ = 60%
Figure 5C).

E-cadherin Protein

Two studies reported on this outcome. When compared to the
E-cad protein of control groups, that of experimental groups with
rhubarb noticeably increased (n = 48, SMD = 2.61, 95% CI [1.03,
4.19], p = 0.001; heterogeneity: Chi* = 9.08, p = 0.03, I’ = 67%
Figure 5D).

Nephrin Protein

Three studies reported on this outcome. The forest plot showed
that rhubarb did not significantly increase nephrin protein
compared with that in the control groups. In a normal
condition, nephrin expression is increased with the
improvement of diabetic nephropathy. One of these included
studies (Chen et al., 2013) indicated that rhein has an inhibitory
effect on the expression of podocyte nephrin. The reason for this
study’s conclusion still need to be further studied (n = 32, SMD =
1.99,95% CI [-6.88, 10.85], p = 0.66; heterogeneity: Chi’ = 22.86,
p < 0.0001, I’ = 87% Figure 5E).

Other Outcome
There were no data on a-SMA mRNA, E-cad mRNA, Podocin
mRNA and protein, and nephrin mRNA in all studies.

Subgroup Analysis

1) Blood glucose: Subgroup analysis of blood glucose showed
that the curative effect of rhubarb in Wistar rats was better
than that in SD rats and mice (p = 0.02). However, there was
no significant difference between the subgroup of dosage (p =
0.05), drug types (p = 0.21), and duration (p = 0.14)
(Supplementary Table S6).

2) Scr: There was no significant difference in subgroup analysis
according to dosage (p = 0.43), drug types (p = 0.30), duration
(p = 0.23), and species (p = 0.82) (Supplementary Table S7).

3) BUN: As shown in Supplementary Table S7, the efficacy of
rhein on improving this outcome was better compared with
that of emodin and rhubarb (p = 0.0004). Besides, medicine
significantly decreased BUN in Wistar rats than that in SD rats
and mice (p = 0.04). But there was no significant difference in
subgroup analysis based on dosage (p = 0.12) and duration
(p = 0.25) (Supplementary Table S8).

4) UP: It could be learned from Supplementary Table S8 that eight
to sixteen weeks was the best treatment duration (p = 0.01), and
the efficacy of rhubarb on urine protein of diabetic nephropathy
animals was more effective than that of rhein and emodin
(p =0.003), while other subgroup analyses, which were based
on dosage (p = 0.06) and species (p = 0.41), did not perform a
significant difference (Supplementary Table S9).
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Sensitivity Analysis
Four outcomes were included in the sensitivity analysis.

Blood Glucose

We assessed a sensitivity analysis of blood glucose by separately
leaving each one study out and pooling an estimate of blood
glucose. As a result, no change was observed.

Serum Creatinine
We assessed a sensitivity analysis of serum creatinine by leaving
each one study out and observing no change in these results.

Blood Urea Nitrogen

A sensitivity analysis of blood urea nitrogen was conducted by
separately excluding each one study and making a summary
and evaluation of this outcome. There was no change in these
results.

Urine Protein
A sensitivity analysis indicated that the results were stable and
reliable.

Publication Bias

The publication bias of these studies was assessed by the funnel
plot. We learned from this funnel plot that publication bias may
have existed (Figure 6). The results of the following four
outcomes, which were judged by the funnel plots, were
supported by the Egger’s test: blood glucose (p < 0.05), Scr
(p < 005), BUN (p < 0.5), and UP (p < 0.05)
(Supplementary Table S10).

Further Analysis

Further Effectiveness Analysis

Blood glucose: It could be considered that the blood glucose level
in the experimental group treated with rhein was lower than that
in the control group (n = 250, SMD = -1.48, 95% CI [-2.02,
~0.94], p < 0.00001; heterogeneity: Chi* = 35.98, p = 0.0006, I* =
64% Supplementary Figure S1A). However, the forest plot
showed that the level of blood glucose did not decrease in
emodin-treated group compared with that in the control
group (n = 126, SMD = —0.71, 95% CI [-1.48, 0.05], p =0.07;
heterogeneity: Chi* = 24.61, p = 0.0009, I’ = 72% Supplementary
Figure S1B). Besides, rhubarb could reduce blood glucose level
compared with that in the control group (n = 227, SMD = -0.96,
95% CI [-1.53,-0.38],p = 0.001; heterogeneity: Chi* = 55.41, p <
0.0001, I = 62% Supplementary Figure S1C).

Scr: Scr decreased in DN animals with rhein (n = 145, SMD =
~2.20, 95% CI [-3.15, —1.26], p < 0.00001; heterogeneity: Chi* =
4044, p < 0.0001, ¥ = 73% Supplementary Figure S2A).
However, Scr did not decrease in DN animals with emodin
(n = 94, SMD =-1.05, 95% CI [-2.41, 0.31], p = 0.13;
heterogeneity: Chi* = 37.38, p < 0.00001, I’ = 84%
Supplementary Figure S2B). As for animals treated with
rhubarb, Scr decreased in DN animals with rhubarb compared
with that in control groups (n = 191, SMD = -2.25, 95% CI
[-3.05, —1.44], p < 0.00001; heterogeneity: Chi* = 49.17, p =
0.0001, I = 63% Supplementary Figure S2C).
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FIGURE 6 | (A) Funnel plot of blood glucose, (B) funnel plot of Scr, (C) funnel plot of BUN, and (D) funnel plot of UP.
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BUN: As shown in Supplementary Figure S3, there was no
obvious heterogeneity in the outcome of animals with rhein and
emodin, while there was moderate heterogeneity in the outcome
of animals with rhubarb. The intervention of rhein treatment
could reduce the level of BUN (n = 98, SMD = -2.18, 95% CI

2) Scr in the rhein-treated group: There was no significant
difference between the subgroup of duration (p = 0.22) and
species (p = 0.14). However, the efficacy of rhein was better
when the dosage was more than 100 mg/kg (p = 0.02)
(Supplementary Table S11).

[-2.76,-1.59], p < 0.00001; heterogeneity: Chi* = 6.95, p=0.43,°  3) Blood glucose in emodin-treated group: There was no
= 0% Supplementary Figure S3A). However, emodin treatment significant difference between the subgroup of dosage (p =
could not lower the level of BUN (n = 78, SMD = —0.44, 95% CI 0.51), duration (p = 0.39), and species (p = 0.33).

[~1.09, 0.20], p = 0.18; heterogeneity: Chi* = 8.87, p = 0.11, F'=  4) Scr in emodin-treated group: There was no significant
44% Supplementary Figure S3B). And the intervention of difference between the subgroup of dosage (p = 0.44) and
rhubarb could reduce the level of BUN (n = 191, SMD = duration (p = 0.73). As for the species of animals, the
~1.18, 95% CI [~1.92, —0.43], p = 0.002; heterogeneity: Chi’ = difference of animal species might be one of the sources of
58.07, p < 0.00001, I* = 69% Supplementary Figure S3C). heterogeneity (p = 0.02) (Supplementary Table S12).

UP: There was obviously association of rhein with UP (n =286,  5) Blood glucose in rhubarb-treated group: Rhubarb had
SMD = -2.01, 95% CI [-2.47, —1.55], p < 0.00001; heterogeneity: different therapeutic effects on different kinds of animals.
Chi® = 30.06, p = 0.02, ¥ = 47% Supplementary Figure S4A). After rhubarb treatment, the blood glucose of Wistar rats
However, emodin did not significantly reduce UP compared with could be improved better .th;.m that of SD rats and mice =
that in control groups (1 = 44, SMD = —0.58, 95% CI [~ 1.4, 0.27], 0.03). But jchere was no significant association correlation of
p =0.18 heterogeneity: Chi’® = 525, p = 015 F = 43% ghzuzb)azgvﬁr:tli‘;;d(ilu_c‘();‘lféf)"f the subgroup of dosage (p =
Supplementary - Figu re. $4B). A.S for :ammals treated - with 6) Scr in the rhubarb-treated group: There was no significant
rhubarb, UP decreased in DN animals with rhubarb compared difference between the subgroup of dosage (p = 0.11), duration
with that in control groups (n = 79, SMD = —-3.95, 95% CI [-6.48, (p = 0.47), and species (p = 0.14).
~142],p = 0.002; heterogeneity: Chi” = 46.51,p < 0.00001, ’=87%  7) BUN in the rhubarb-treated group: Rhubarb had different
Supplementary Figure S4C). therapeutic effects on different kinds of animals. After

rhubarb treatment, the BUN of Wistar rats could be
Further Subgroup Analysis improved better (p = 0.01). But there was no significant
1) Blood glucose in rhein-treated group: There was no significant association correlation of rhubarb with BUN for the

difference between the subgroup of dosage (p = 0.75), duration subgroup of dosage (p = 0.12) and duration (p = 0.10)

(p = 0.14), and species (p = 0.83). (Supplementary Table S13).
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Sensitivity Analysis

We analyzed separately the four outcomes (blood glucose, Scr,
BUN, and UP) of three different interventions in the sensitivity
analysis. The sensitivity analysis indicated that the results were
stable and reliable.

DISCUSSION

It could be inferred from this systematic review and meta-
analysis that rhubarb played a beneficial role in the treatment
of animals with DN. After regarding the three drugs as the
same intervention, and aggregating and analyzing data of the
same outcome of the three drugs, we found that rhubarb could
improve blood glucose, Scr, BUN, UP, and UAE, which was
related to reducing TGF-B1, a-SMA, and improving E-cad. We
demonstrated substantial statistical heterogeneity for ACR and
KW/BW and moderate heterogeneity for blood glucose, Scr,
BUN, UP, and UAE. Part of this heterogeneity might originate
from the differences in pooled studies including
pharmacologic differences and variations in animal species
and basic design.

To find out and eliminate the source of heterogeneity, and
to compare which drug is more effective, we grouped the
outcome indicators according to rhein, emodin, and
rhubarb and further processed the data. In view of the
results of further effectiveness, it was considered that rhein,
as the most effective components of rhubarb, could
significantly improve DN. However, emodin treatment
could not improve DN. There was no statistically significant
difference between emodin-treated group and control group in
reducing blood glucose, Scr, BUN, and UP. Thus, the
association between emodin and outcome indicators might
be overestimated when the data of rhein, emodin, and rhubarb
were used together to evaluate the efficacy. The previous meta-
analysis conducted by Hu et al. indicated that the levels of
blood glucose, Scr, and UP in DN animals significantly
decreased after administration of rhein. However, from the
subgroup analysis of this meta-analysis, rhein significantly
improved the BUN of DN animals compared with rhubarb
and emodin, while rhubarb had a stronger effect on reducing
urine protein of DN animals than rhein and emodin.

Glucose and lipid metabolism disorders are one of the most
important pathogenesis of DN. The levels of blood glucose and
HbAlc reflect the condition of glucose metabolism to some
extent. The renal index indicates the degree of renal
hypertrophy and reflects the level of lipid metabolism.
Rhubarb has a hypoglycemic effect; however, Yang (Yang
et al,, 2016) found that the HbAlc increased after treatment.
It might be due to the fact that HbAlc reflects the long-term
control of blood glucose within three months, which was not well
controlled in rats of this study.

These outcomes, including Scr, BUN, ACR, UP, and UAE, can
reflect renal function. Rhubarb has a protective effect on renal
function. There was no significant difference in subgroup analysis
of Scr according to dosage (p > 0.05), drug types (p > 0.05),
duration (p > 0.05), and species (p > 0.05). However, in subgroup

Rhubarb for Diabetic Nephropathy

analysis, the Scr of rhein treatment group decreased significantly
when the rhein dose exceeded 100 mg/kg (p = 0.02). The
difference between drug types and species made a difference to
BUN. Compared with the BUN of animals treated with other
drugs, the BUN of animals treated with rhein was significantly
improved. And the BUN of Wistar rats was also clearly improved
compared with that of other species. For UP, different types of
drugs and administration duration had different therapeutic
effects. The UP in the rhubarb-treated groups was a lower
level than that in rhein-treated and emodin-treated groups. As
for ACR and UAE, rhubarb noticeably reduced their levels. We
speculate that rhein may be more suitable for DN animals with
increased BUN, while rhubarb may be more effectively for DN
animals with elevated UP. It is unclear whether the findings
observed in DN animals can also be observed in patients.
Therefore, the clinical efficacy, appropriate dosage, treatment
course of rhubarb, and its ingredients need to be further explored.

In the process of renal fibrosis, epithelial-mesenchymal
transdifferentiation (EMT) in renal tubule cells and injury in
podocytes are of great significance (Kalluri et al., 2015). The
degree of EMT could be perceived from the change of the
following indicators: TII, TGF-B1, a-SMA, and E-cadherin,
while the damage of podocytes could be judged by the levels
of podocin and nephrin. It seemed that rhubarb applied to
experimental groups could significantly reduce renal fibrosis
by decreasing the degree of TII, TGF-f1 mRNA and protein,
and a-SMA protein, and increasing the degree of E-cad protein.
In this study, whether rhubarb has a protective effect on
podocytes is still questionable due to the lack of data for
evaluating the damage of podocytes.

We are not supposed to neglect the safety of rhubarb while
evaluating its efficacy. Through observing rats with rhubarb
anthraquinones for 90 days, Cheng (Cheng et al, 2020)
concluded that rhubarb-treated rats could suffer from colonic
toxicities, including melanosis coli. Liu et al., (2017b) found from
a retrospective study that 206 out of 219 patients with melanosis
coli had abused laxatives. Large doses or long-term use of rhubarb
may lead to melanosis coli. Therefore, we should pay attention to
the safe dose of rhubarb and timely reduction or stopping the
drug according to the conditions of patients. We also need to
closely monitor and protect organs that may be damaged
by drugs.

In these studies, there were some limitations. First, the quality
of the studies was not high enough because of non-random
allocation and others. Second, as can be seen from the funnel
plots, potential bias still existed in this analysis. Third, the units of
included data were different, which means that the data might be
measured in different ways. Finally, the lack of data on some
outcomes such as podocin leads to the imperfection of this
research.

CONCLUSION

In summary, this systematic review and meta-analysis
demonstrated that rhubarb has a positive therapeutic effect
on animals with diabetic nephropathy. Rhubarb could reduce

Frontiers in Pharmacology | www.frontiersin.org

June 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 602816


https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/pharmacology
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/pharmacology#articles

Zeng et al.

the level of blood glucose and renal index, thereby improving
glucose and lipid metabolism disorder. It could also decrease
the level of TGF-P1 and a-SMA and increase that of E-cad,
regulating the proliferation and epithelial-mesenchymal
transdifferentiation in renal tubule cells. However, potential
bias still existed. To get more accurate and stable results of the
analysis, more large-scale, high-quality, and rigorous-design
studies are required.

DATA AVAILABILITY STATEMENT

The original contributions presented in the study are included in
the article/Supplementary Material, and further inquiries can be
directed to the corresponding author.

REFERENCES

Ai, Z. H.,, Cai, H. W, and Zhang, Z. H. (2004). Therapeutic Effects of Rhein on
Experimental Diabetic Nephropathy in Rats. Acta Academiae Medicinae
Militaris Tertiae [J] 26, 304-306. doi:10.16016/j.1000-5404.2004.04.009

Chen, C. M. (2015). Effect of Rhein on the Expression of PPAR y and TGF-B1 in
Renal Cortex of Obese Diabetic Rats. J. Chin. Med. Mater. [J] 38, 810-812.
doi:10.13863/j.issn1001-4454.2015.04.040

Chen, J. W,, Liu, L., and Zhong, L. (2013). Rhein on Diabetic Nephropathy Rat
Podocytes Nephrin Expression. Chongging Med. []] 42, 3732-3734. doi:10.
3969/j.issn.1671-8348.2013.31.004

Chen, T., Zheng, L. Y., Xiao, W., Gui, D., Wang, X., and Wang, N. (2015a). Emodin
Ameliorates High Glucose Induced-Podocyte Epithelial-Mesenchymal
Transition In-Vitro and In-Vivo. Cell Physiol Biochem 35 (4), 1425-1436.
doi:10.1159/000373963

Chen, W.D., Chang, B. C,, Zhang, Y., Yang, P., and Liu, L. (2015b). Rhein Promotes
the Expression of SIRT1 in Kidney Tissues of Type 2 Diabetic Rat. Xi Bao Yu
Fen Zi Mian Yi Xue Za Zhi 31, 615-619. doi:10.13423/j.cnki.cjcmi.007349

Chen, X,, Han, Y., Gao, P., Yang, M., Xiao, L., Xiong, X,, et al. (2019). Disulfide-
bond A Oxidoreductase-like Protein Protects against Ectopic Fat Deposition
and Lipid-Related Kidney Damage in Diabetic Nephropathy. Kidney Int. 95,
880-895. doi:10.1016/j.kint.2018.10.038

Cheng, Y., Zhang, H., Qu, L., He, Y., Routledge, M. N., Yun Gong, Y., et al. (2020).
Identification of Rhein as the Metabolite Responsible for Toxicity of Rhubarb
Anthraquinones. Food Chem. 331, 127363. doi:10.1016/j.foodchem.2020.
127363

Commission, C. P. (2015). Pharmacopoeia of the People’s Republic of China [M].
One Edition. Beijing: China Pharmaceutical Science and Technology Press.

Fernandez-Fernandez, B., Ortiz, A., Gomez-Guerrero, C., and Egido, J. (2014).
Therapeutic Approaches to Diabetic Nephropathy-Beyond the RAS. Nat. Rev.
Nephrol. 10, 325-346. doi:10.1038/nrneph.2014.74

Gao, J. J., Wang, F. L., Wang, W. S, Su, Z. G, Guo, C. H,, and Cao, S. Y. (2014).
Emodin Suppresses Hyperglycemia-Induced Proliferation and Fibronectin
Expression in Mesangial Cells via Inhibiting cFLIP. Plos one [J] 9, €93588.
doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0093588

Gao, Q., Qin, W.-S,, Jia, Z.-H., Zheng, J.-M., Zeng, C.-H., Li, L.-S,, et al. (2010).
Rhein Improves Renal Lesion and Ameliorates Dyslipidemia in Db/db Mice
with Diabetic Nephropathy. Planta Med. 76, 27-33. doi:10.1055/s-0029-
1185948

Hamzeh, S., Farokhi, F., Heydari, R., and Manaffar, R. (2014). Renoprotective
Effect of Hydroalcoholic Extract of Rheum Ribes Root in Diabetic Female Rats.
Avicenna J. Phytomed 4, 392-401.

Hu, C, Cong, X. D,, Dai, D.-Z., Zhang, Y., Zhang, G. L., and Dai, Y. (2011).
Argirein Alleviates Diabetic Nephropathy through Attenuating NADPH
Oxidase, Cx43, and PERK in Renal Tissue. Naunyn-schmied Arch.
Pharmacol. 383 (3), 309-319. doi:10.1007/s00210-010-0593-7

Rhubarb for Diabetic Nephropathy

AUTHOR CONTRIBUTIONS

J-YZ and X-RB designed the study and formulated inclusion and
exclusion criteria. J-YZ and YW searched the electronic databases
and magazines. J-YZ, X-RB, and MM extracted the data and
assessed the quality of studies. J-YZ analyzed the data and wrote
the manuscript. All authors contributed to this systematic review
and meta-analysis.

SUPPLEMENTARY MATERIAL

The Supplementary Material for this article can be found online at:
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fphar.2021.602816/
full#supplementary-material

Hu, H-C,, Zheng, L-T., Yin, H-Y,, Tao, Y., Luo, X.-Q., Wei, K.-S,, et al. (2019). A
Significant Association between Rhein and Diabetic Nephropathy in Animals:
A Systematic Review and Meta-Analysis. Front. Pharmacol. [J] 10, 1473. doi:10.
3389/fphar.2019.01473

Hu, J., Miao, J., Duan, S. F., Wang, Y. L., Li, N. ], Zou, Y. T,, et al. (2014). Effects of
Rhein on Urinary Protein Excretion in Type 2 Diabetic Model Rats. China
Pharm. []J] 25, 2113-2116. doi:10.6039/j.issn.1001-0408.2014.23.01

Hu, J, Yang, Z, Wu, H,, and Wang, D. (2020). Rhein Attenuates Renal
Inflammatory Injury of Uric Acid Nephropathy via lincRNA-Cox2/miR-
150-5p/STAT1 axis. Int. Immunopharmacology 85, 106620. doi:10.1016/j.
intimp.2020.106620

Hirukawa, H, Kamei, S, Kimura, T, Obata, A, Kohara, K, Tatsumi, F, et al. (2018).
Administration of RAS Inhibitor before the Onset of Diabetic Nephropathy
Counteracts the Adverse Effect of Chronic Hyperglycemia and Reduces the
Augmentation of Urinary Albumin Excretion: A Retrospective Clinical Study,
J. Diabetes Res. 2018, 9435401. doi:10.1155/2018/9435401

Jin, Y. D,, Ning, J. P, Li, W. X,, Zeng, Y. H,, Lu, X. L,, and Zhang, Y. X. (2008).
Effects of Rhein on Renal Tubular Epithelial Cells in Diabetic Rats. J. Chin.
Physician [J] 10, 483-486. doi:10.3760/cma.j.issn.1008-1372.2008.04.018

Jing, D., Bai, H., and Yin, S. (2017). Renoprotective Effects of Emodin against
Diabetic Nephropathy in Rat Models Are Mediated via PI3K/Akt/GSK-3f and
Bax/caspase-3 Signaling Pathways. Exp. Ther. Med. 14, 5163-5169. doi:10.3892/
etm.2017.5131

Kalluri, R., Wu, C-C,, Sugimoto, H., Vadnagara, K., Lovisa, S., Burckhardt, B. C,,
et al. (2015). Epithelial-to-mesenchymal Transition Induces Cell Cycle Arrest
and Parenchymal Damage in Renal Fibrosis %. J. Nat. Med. 21, 998-1009.
doi:10.1038/nm.3902

Li C. Q., DU, H. C, Wang, ]. D., Zhou, J. S, Du, Y., Chen, Y. L., et al. (2011).
Effect of Rhubarb Combined with Telmisartan Tablets on Type-2 Diabetic
Nephropathy Patients. J. Emerg. Traditional Chin. Med. []J] 20,
347-349+363. d0i:10.3969/j.issn.1004-745X.2011.03.002

Li, K. J,, and Zhen, Y. Z. (2017). Protective Effects of Lysine Rhein on Kidney of
Diabetic Mice. J. North China Univ. Sci. Technology (Health Sci. Edition) [J] 19,
173-176.

Li, M., Song, C. Q., Wang, S., and Dai, X. L. (2018). Auxiliary Therapeutic Effects of
Emodin on Diabetic Nephropathy. Chin. J. Pharmacovigilance [J] 15, 260-263.
doi:10.3969/j.issn.1672-8629.2018.05.002

Li, P, Lu, Q., Jiang, W., Pei, X, Sun, Y., Hao, H., et al. (2017). Pharmacokinetics
and Pharmacodynamics of Rhubarb Anthraquinones Extract in normal and
Disease Rats. Biomed. Pharmacother. 91, 425-435. doi:10.1016/j.biopha.
2017.04.109

Li, Q. (2010). Effects of Rhein on Neuropeptide Y and its Receptors YIK Y2R

Expressions in Renal Tissue of Streptozotocin-Indueed Diabetic Rats [M].

Shanghai, China: Fudan University.

W. X. (2008). Effect of Renal Tubular Epithelial-Myofibroblast-

Transdifferentiation and MMP-9TIMP-1 on DN and the Influence of Rhein

Intervention [M]. Central South University.

Li,

Frontiers in Pharmacology | www.frontiersin.org

June 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 602816


https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fphar.2021.602816/full#supplementary-material
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fphar.2021.602816/full#supplementary-material
https://doi.org/10.16016/j.1000-5404.2004.04.009
https://doi.org/10.13863/j.issn1001-4454.2015.04.040
https://doi.org/10.3969/j.issn.1671-8348.2013.31.004
https://doi.org/10.3969/j.issn.1671-8348.2013.31.004
https://doi.org/10.1159/000373963
https://doi.org/10.13423/j.cnki.cjcmi.007349
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.kint.2018.10.038
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.foodchem.2020.127363
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.foodchem.2020.127363
https://doi.org/10.1038/nrneph.2014.74
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0093588
https://doi.org/10.1055/s-0029-1185948
https://doi.org/10.1055/s-0029-1185948
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00210-010-0593-7
https://doi.org/10.3389/fphar.2019.01473
https://doi.org/10.3389/fphar.2019.01473
https://doi.org/10.6039/j.issn.1001-0408.2014.23.01
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.intimp.2020.106620
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.intimp.2020.106620
https://doi.org/10.1155/2018/9435401
https://doi.org/10.3760/cma.j.issn.1008-1372.2008.04.018
https://doi.org/10.3892/etm.2017.5131
https://doi.org/10.3892/etm.2017.5131
https://doi.org/10.1038/nm.3902
https://doi.org/10.3969/j.issn.1004-745X.2011.03.002
https://doi.org/10.3969/j.issn.1672-8629.2018.05.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.biopha.2017.04.109
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.biopha.2017.04.109
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/pharmacology
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/pharmacology#articles

Zeng et al.

Liu, H. N., Wu, H,, Yao, C., Chen, Y. Z., and Liu, T. T. (2017a). Advanced Methods
of Data Extraction for Continuous Outcomes in Meta-Analysis. Chin.
J. Evidence-Based Med. []J] 17, 117-121. doi:10.7507/1672-2531.201612004

Liu, L. Z, and Ning, J. P. (2007). Effects of Rheic Acid on Phenotypic
Transformation of Renal Tubular Epithelial Cells in Rats with Diabetic
Nephropathy. J. Crit. Care Intern. Med. [J] 13, 33-35. doi:10.3748/wjg.v13.
i5.725

Liu, Z. H, Foo, D. C. C,, Law, W. L., Chan, F. S. Y,, Fan, J. K. M., and Peng, J. S.
(2017b). Melanosis Coli: Harmless Pigmentation? A  Case-Control
Retrospective Study of 657 Cases. Plos one [J] 12, e0186668. doi:10.1371/
journal.pone.0186668

Ni, H. X,, Huang, Q., Ye, Z,, Dong, F. Q,, and Tao, J. (2004). Effect of Rhubarb
Extract on Expression of Matrix Metalloproteinase-2 in Diabetic Rats [C]//,
56-60.

Nitta, T., Kanoh, H., Inamori, K.-i., Suzuki, A., Takahashi, T., and Inokuchi, J.-i.
(2018). Globo-series Glycosphingolipids Enhance Toll-like Receptor 4-
mediated Inflammation and Play a Pathophysiological Role in Diabetic
Nephropathy. Glycobiology [J] 29, 260-268. doi:10.1093/glycob/cwy105

Page, M. J., Mckenzie, J. E., Bossuyt, P. M., Boutron, 1., Hoffmann, T. C., Mulrow,
C. D, et al. (2021). Updating Guidance for Reporting Systematic Reviews:
Development of the PRISMA 2020 Statement. J. Clin. Epidemiol. 134, 103-112.
doi:10.1016/j.jclinepi.2021.02.003

Perkovic, V., Agarwal, R,, Fioretto, P., Hemmelgarn, B. R,, Levin, A., Thomas, M.
C., et al. (2016). Management of Patients with Diabetes and CKD: Conclusions
from a "Kidney Disease: Improving Global Outcomes" (KDIGO) Controversies
Conference. Kidney Int. 90, 1175-1183. doi:10.1016/j.kint.2016.09.010

Ren, G.X,, Li, L., Hu, H.J,, Li, Y. P., Liu, C. S., and Wei, S. L. (2016). Influence of the
Environmental Factors on the Accumulation of the Bioactive Ingredients in
Chinese Rhubarb Products. Plos one [J] 11, €0154649. doi:10.1371/journal.pone.
0154649

Rowley, W. R, Bezold, C., Arikan, Y., Byrne, E., and Krohe, S. (2017). Diabetes
2030: Insights from Yesterday, Today, and Future Trends. Popul. Health
Management 20, 6-12. doi:10.1089/pop.2015.0181

Saeedi, P., Petersohn, L, Salpea, P., Malanda, B., Karuranga, S., Unwin, N., et al.
(2019). Global and Regional Diabetes Prevalence Estimates for 2019 and
Projections for 2030 and 2045: Results from the International Diabetes
Federation Diabetes Atlas, 9th Edition. Diabetes Res. Clin. Pract. 157,
107843. doi:10.1016/j.diabres.2019.107843

Shi, X. (2017). “Effect of Emodin on the Expression of TLR4, NF-kB, IL-6,” in
Kidneys of Diabetic Rats [M] (Hebei, China: Hebei Medical University).

Tan, Z. H. (2003). “Studies on the Mechanism of Chemical Composition of Rheum
Palmatum L,” in Anti-diabetic Nephropathy [M] (Sichuan, China: Chengdu
University of Traditional Chinese Medicine).

Tian, N., Gao, Y., Wang, X,, Wu, X,, Zou, D,, Zhu, Z, et al. (2018). Emodin
Mitigates Podocytes Apoptosis Induced by Endoplasmic Reticulum Stress
through the Inhibition of the PERK Pathway in Diabetic Nephropathy.
Drug Des Devel Ther [J] 122018, 2195-2211. doi:10.2147/dddt.s167405

Wang, F., Yang, C., Long, J., Zhao, X., Tang, W., Zhang, D., et al. (2019a). Executive
Summary for the 2015 Annual Data Report of the China Kidney Disease
Network (CK-NET). Kidney Int. 95, 501-505. doi:10.1016/j.kint.2018.11.011

Wang, G, Li, Q.,, Chen, D., Wu, B, Wu, Y., Tong, W, et al. (2019b). Kidney-
targeted Rhein-Loaded Liponanoparticles for Diabetic Nephropathy Therapy

Rhubarb for Diabetic Nephropathy

via Size Control and Enhancement of Renal Cellular Uptake. Theranostics 9,
6191-6208. doi:10.7150/thno.37538

Wang, J., Hu, L, Chen, Y., Fu, T, Jiang, T., Jiang, A., et al. (2019¢c). Sitagliptin
Improves Renal Function in Diabetic Nephropathy in Male Sprague Dawley
Rats through Upregulating Heme Oxygenase-1 Expression. Endocrine 63,
70-78. doi:10.1007/s12020-018-1721-2

Wang, M. (2008). The Protective Effect and Mechanism of Rhein on Renal in
Obese Diabetic Rats [M]. Liaoning, China: Liaoning University of
Traditional Chinese Medicine.

Wang, W. Y., Dong, X. Y., Lv, H. E,, Feng, Y. ]., and Guo, L. Y. (2019d). Inhibition
Effect of Rhein Solid Dispersion on the Pathological Injury of Kidney in Db/db
Mice. Chin. J. Clin. Rational Drug Use [J] 12, 18-20. doi:10.15887/j.cnki.13-
1389/1.2019.28.009

Wang, W. Y., Zhao, Y., Liu, D. X,, et al. (2012). Preparation of Rhein Solid
Dispersion and its Effects on Experimental Diabetic Nephropathy in Rats.
West China J. Pharm. Sci. [J] 27, 32-35. doi:10.13375/j.cnki.wcjps.2012.
01.017

Wu, X, Liu, M., Wei, G., Guan, Y., Duan, J., Xi, M., et al. (2020). Renal protection of
Rhein against 5/6 Nephrectomied-Induced Chronic Kidney Disease: Role of
SIRT3-Foxo3a Signalling Pathway. The J. Pharm. Pharmacol. [J] 72, 699-708.
doi:10.1111/jphp.13234

Xue, Z. P. (2019). Intervention Effect of Different Processed Rhubarb Products
on Early Diabetic Nephropathy Rats [M]. Inner Mongolia, China: Inner
Mongolia Medical University.

Yang, J. Y., Peng, L. L., and Ning, J. P. (2020). Effects of Rhein towards ILK/
Snails Signal Pathway during Epithelial-Mesenchymal Transition
Process of Renal Tubular Epithelial Cells in Diabetic Nephropathy
Rats. J. Chin. Physician []J] 22, 875-880. do0i:10.3760/cma.j.cn431274-
20190918-01075

Yang, X, Ma, L. B, Xie, X. C., Zhang, B., Yang, M., and Fei, X. (2016). Effect of
Emodin on the Expressions of MMP-2TIMP-2 in the Renal Tissue of Rats with
Diabetes. Chin. J. Diabetes [J] 24, 159-162. doi:10.3969/j.issn.1006-6187.2016.
02.017

Yokozawa, T., He, L.-Q., Muto, Y., Nagasaki, R., Hattori, M., and Oura, H. (1997).
Effects of Rhubarb Extract in Rats with Diabetic Nephropathy. Phytother. Res.
11 (1), 73-75. doi:10.1002/(sici)1099-1573(199702)11:1<73::aid-ptr30>3.0.co;
2-8

Zhu, L. B. (2006). Effect of Emodin and Fluvastatin on Renal TGF - 1 Expression in
Diabetic Rats [M]. Jiangsu, China: Nanjing University of Traditional Chinese
Medicine.

Conflict of Interest: The authors declare that the research was conducted in the
absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be construed as a
potential conflict of interest.

Copyright © 2021 Zeng, Wang, Miao and Bao. This is an open-access article
distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (CC BY).
The use, distribution or reproduction in other forums is permitted, provided the
original author(s) and the copyright owner(s) are credited and that the original
publication in this journal is cited, in accordance with accepted academic practice.
No use, distribution or reproduction is permitted which does not comply with
these terms.

Frontiers in Pharmacology | www.frontiersin.org

13

June 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 602816


https://doi.org/10.7507/1672-2531.201612004
https://doi.org/10.3748/wjg.v13.i5.725
https://doi.org/10.3748/wjg.v13.i5.725
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0186668
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0186668
https://doi.org/10.1093/glycob/cwy105
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclinepi.2021.02.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.kint.2016.09.010
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0154649
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0154649
https://doi.org/10.1089/pop.2015.0181
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.diabres.2019.107843
https://doi.org/10.2147/dddt.s167405
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.kint.2018.11.011
https://doi.org/10.7150/thno.37538
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12020-018-1721-2
https://doi.org/10.15887/j.cnki.13-1389/r.2019.28.009
https://doi.org/10.15887/j.cnki.13-1389/r.2019.28.009
https://doi.org/10.13375/j.cnki.wcjps.2012.01.017
https://doi.org/10.13375/j.cnki.wcjps.2012.01.017
https://doi.org/10.1111/jphp.13234
https://doi.org/10.3760/cma.j.cn431274-20190918-01075
https://doi.org/10.3760/cma.j.cn431274-20190918-01075
https://doi.org/10.3969/j.issn.1006-6187.2016.02.017
https://doi.org/10.3969/j.issn.1006-6187.2016.02.017
https://doi.org/10.1002/(sici)1099-1573(199702)11:1<73::aid-ptr30>3.0.co;2-8
https://doi.org/10.1002/(sici)1099-1573(199702)11:1<73::aid-ptr30>3.0.co;2-8
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/pharmacology
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/pharmacology#articles

	The Effects of Rhubarb for the Treatment of Diabetic Nephropathy in Animals: A Systematic Review and Meta-analysis
	Introduction
	Methods
	Search Strategies
	Electronic Databases Searching
	Manual Searching
	MeSH Terms With Free Words

	Study Selection
	Data Extraction
	Quality Assessment
	Strategy for Data Analysis

	Results
	Study Inclusion
	Study Characteristics
	Study Quality
	Effectiveness
	Blood Glucose
	Hemoglobin A1c
	Serum Creatinine
	Blood Urea Nitrogen
	Albumin Creatinine Ratio
	Urine Protein
	Urinary Albumin Excretion
	Kidney Weight/Body Weight
	Tubulointerstitial Injury Index
	Transforming Growth Factor-Beta1 mRNA
	Transforming Growth Factor-Beta1 Protein
	Alpha-Smooth Muscle Actin Protein
	E-cadherin Protein
	Nephrin Protein
	Other Outcome

	Subgroup Analysis
	Sensitivity Analysis
	Blood Glucose
	Serum Creatinine
	Blood Urea Nitrogen
	Urine Protein

	Publication Bias
	Further Analysis
	Further Effectiveness Analysis
	Further Subgroup Analysis
	Sensitivity Analysis


	Discussion
	Conclusion
	Data Availability Statement
	Author Contributions
	Supplementary Material
	References


