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Background: Hypoxia is an important feature for the progression of hepatocellular carci-
noma (HCC). Long noncoding RNA nuclear receptor subfamily 2 group F member 1 
antisense RNA 1 (NR2F1-AS1) is dysregulated in HCC. However, the role and mechanism 
of N2RF1-AS1 in hypoxia-induced glycolysis and migration remain unclear.
Materials and Methods: Tumor tissues and adjacent samples were harvested from 40 HCC 
patients. HCC cells were treated by hypoxia. The levels of NR2F1-AS1, microRNA (miR)- 
140, and hexokinase 2 (HK2) were examined via quantitative reverse transcription polymer-
ase chain reaction or Western blot. Glycolysis was analyzed via glucose uptake, lactate 
production, and adenosine triphosphate (ATP) levels. Cell migration was analyzed via 
transwell assay. The target association was analyzed via dual-luciferase reporter assay and 
RNA immunoprecipitation.
Results: NR2F1-AS1 level was enhanced in HCC tissues and cells. High expression of 
NR2F1-AS1 indicated poor overall survival. Silence of NR2F1-AS1 repressed hypoxia- 
induced glycolysis and migration in HCC cells. NR2F1-AS1 could regulate HK2 expression 
by modulating miR-140. miR-140 down-regulation or HK2 up-regulation mitigated the 
influence of NR2F1-AS1 silence on hypoxia-induced glycolysis and migration in HCC cells.
Conclusion: NR2F1-AS1 knockdown restrained hypoxia-induced glycolysis and migration 
in HCC cells via increasing miR-140 and decreasing HK2.
Keywords: hepatocellular carcinoma, NR2F1-AS1, miR-140, HK2, glycolysis, migration

Introduction
Hepatocellular carcinoma (HCC) is a dominant liver cancer with leading cause of 
cancer-related death.1 Through great effort in recent years, significant insight has 
been gained on the pathogenesis, prevention, and management of HCC.2 Hypoxic 
environment is a feature of the angiogenesis and development of human cancers, 
including HCC.3 During hypoxia, glucose metabolism is altered, and many malig-
nancies are triggered in HCC.4 Thus, exploring hypoxia-related mechanism and 
therapeutic option is helpful for the treatment of HCC.

Long noncoding RNAs (lncRNAs, >200 nucleotides) play key roles in the 
tumorigenesis of HCC.5 LncRNAs can regulate microRNA (miRNA)/mRNA axes 
to take part in the tumorigenesis and disease progression in HCC.6 Moreover, 
lncRNAs levels are changed in response to the stimulus of hypoxia.7 LncRNA 
nuclear receptor subfamily 2 group F member 1 antisense RNA 1 (NR2F1-AS1) 
exhibits an oncogenic role in multiple cancers, including endometrial cancer, 
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thyroid cancer, and osteosarcoma.8,9,10 Moreover, NR2F1- 
AS1 is highly expressed, and NR2F1-AS1 knockdown 
represses migration, invasion, and oxaliplatin resistance 
via regulating miR-363/ATP Binding Cassette Subfamily 
C Member 1 (ABCC1) in HCC.11 Under hypoxic stress, 
glycolysis and migration are triggered in HCC.12,13 

However, it is unknown whether NR2F1-AS1 can regulate 
glycolysis and migration under hypoxia in HCC.

The dysregulated miRNAs are also involved in HCC 
progression, which have important roles in the detection 
and treatment of HCC.14 Moreover, miRNA expression 
can be altered via hypoxia treatment.15 Previous studies 
indicate that miR-140 has an anti-cancer role in HCC by 
suppressing cancer progression and angiogenesis.16,17 

Furthermore, hexokinase 2 (HK2) is a key enzyme asso-
ciated with glucose metabolism, which is required for 
glycolysis, migration, and invasion in HCC.18,19 

However, whether miR-140 and HK2 are involved in the 
NR2F1-AS1-mediated mechanism in HCC is unclear.

In this study, we predicted the potential target association 
among NR2F1-AS1, miR-140, and HK2. Therefore, we 
hypothesized that NR2F1-AS1 might regulate glycolysis and 
migration under hypoxia by modulating miR-140 and HK2. 
Here we first measured the level of NR2F1-AS1 in HCC, and 
explored the influence of NR2F1-AS1 on glycolysis and 
migration under hypoxia. Moreover, we explored the regula-
tory network of NR2F1-AS1/miR-140/HK2 in HCC cells.

Materials and Methods
Patient and Tissues Collection
A total of 40 HCC patients (25 males and 15 females, age 
range: 45–63 years old) were recruited from Xijing 
Hospital of Fourth Military Medical University. Tumor 
tissues and adjacent normal tissues were harvested via 
surgery. The tissues were confirmed via two histopatholo-
gists. The samples were stored in RNA later solution 
(Thermo Fisher, Wilmington, DE, USA), and snap-frozen 
in liquid nitrogen until RNA assessment. The RNA and 
cDNA were stored at −80°C. The patients did not receive 
preoperative therapy before surgery and they all provided 
the written informed consents. After the resection, no other 
therapy was performed before relapse. The patients with 
relapse were received local or systemic treatment as appro-
priate, which were excluded in this study. Overall survival 
of patients was analyzed after a 5-year follow-up after 
admission. This research was permitted via the Ethics 
Committee of Fourth Military Medical University.

Cell Culture and Hypoxic Treatment
HCC cell lines (Hep3B, MHCC97-H, Huh7, and SNU- 
398) and normal liver epithelial cell line THLE-2 were 
provided via BeNa Culture Collection (Beijing, China). 
Cells were grown in DMEM (Thermo Fisher) with 10% 
fetal bovine serum (Biosun, Shanghai, China) and 1% 
antibiotics (Sigma, St. Louis, MO, USA) at 37°C in 5% 
CO2. To induce hypoxic condition, Hep3B and Huh7 cells 
were cultured in a hypoxic chamber with 3% O2 for 
24 h.20 Cells maintained in normal condition (21% O2) 
were used as controls.

Cell Transfection
NR2F1-AS1 and HK2 overexpression vectors were gener-
ated via inserting corresponding sequence into pcDNA3.1 
(Thermo Fisher). The pcDNA3.1 vector was exploited as 
negative control (vector). siRNA for NR2F1-AS1 (si- 
NR2F1-AS1#1, 5ʹ-UAAUAGAAAUAUUGAGAACAU 
-3ʹ; si-NR2F1-AS1#2, 5ʹ-AUUAAGUUGAAAAGCAA 
UGCA-3ʹ;), siRNA negative control (si-con, 5ʹ-AAGAC 
AUUGUGUGUCCGCCTT-3ʹ), miR-140 mimic (5ʹ- 
CAGUGGUUUUACCCUAUGGUAG-3ʹ), mimic nega-
tive control (miR-con, 5ʹ-UUCUCCGAACGUGUCAC 
GUTT-3ʹ), miR-140 inhibitor (in-miR-140, 5ʹ-CUACCAU 
AGGGUAAAACCACUG-3ʹ), inhibitor negative control 
(in-miR-con, 5ʹ-UGAGCUGCAUAGAGUAGUGAUUA 
-3ʹ) were synthesized from GenePharma (Shanghai, 
China). These constructed vectors or oligonucleotides 
were transfected into Hep3B and Huh7 cells using 
Lipofectamine 3000 reagent (Thermo Fisher) for 24 h.

Quantitative Reverse Transcription 
Polymerase Chain Reaction (qRT-PCR)
RNA was extracted using TRIzol (Thermo Fisher), and the 
isolated RNA with OD260/280 (1.8–2.0) was reversely 
transcribed to cDNA through specific reverse transcription 
kit (Thermo Fisher). The mixture of cDNA, SYBR Green 
(Thermo Fisher), and specific primers (Genscript, Nanjing, 
China) was used for qRT-PCR. The primers were listed as 
follows: NR2F1-AS1 (sense, 5ʹ-CATGCCGTGATGTAAG 
CTGC-3ʹ; antisense, 5ʹ-GCGACTGTTTCACCTCTCCA 
-3ʹ), HK2 (sense, 5ʹ-GTGAATCGGAGAGGTCCCAC-3ʹ; 
antisense, 5ʹ-CAAGCAGATGCGAGGCAATC-3ʹ), miR- 
140 (sense, 5ʹ-CAGTGGTTTTACCCTATGGTAG-3ʹ; anti-
sense, 5ʹ-ACCATAGGGTAAAACCACTGTT-3ʹ), U6 
(sense, 5ʹ-CTCGCTTCGGCAGCACA-3ʹ; antisense, AAC 
GCTTCACGAATTTGCGT), β-actin (sense, 5ʹ-CTCGC 

Li et al                                                                                                                                                                 Dovepress

submit your manuscript | www.dovepress.com                                                                                                                                                                                                                    

DovePress                                                                                                                                             

Cancer Management and Research 2021:13 428

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

http://www.dovepress.com
http://www.dovepress.com


CTTTGCCGATCC-3ʹ; antisense, 5ʹ-TCTCCATGTCGTC 
CCAGTTG-3ʹ). β-actin (for NR2F1-AS1 or HK2) or U6 
(for miR-140) was used as an internal reference. The 
relative RNA expression was calculated according to 
delta-delta cycle threshold method.21

Glucose Uptake, Lactate Production and 
Adenosine Triphosphate (ATP) Level
Hep3B and Huh7 cells (5 × 104 cells/well) were added into 
24-well plates, and stimulated by hypoxia for 24 h. Next, 
medium was collected for the detection of glucose uptake 
and lactate production using Glucose Uptake Assay Kit 
(Abcam, Cambridge, MA, USA) or Lactate Assay Kit 
(Abcam) according to the instructions of manufacturer. 
The concentration of glucose or lactate was normalized 
to total protein concentration. Moreover, cell lysates were 
used for detection of ATP level using ATP Assay Kit 
(Abcam) following the manufacturer’s protocol. The rela-
tive ATP level was normalized to normal group.

Western Blot
Cell protein was isolated using RIPA buffer (Beyotime, 
Shanghai, China) and quantified using BCA assay kit 
(Sigma). Protein samples (20 μg) were separated via 
sodium dodecyl sulfate-polyacrylamide gel electrophoresis 
and transferred onto nitrocellulose membranes (Solarbio, 
Beijing, China). Next, the membranes were blocked in 5% 
skim milk, and then interacted with primary and secondary 
antibodies, followed via interacting with BeyoECL Plus 
kit (Beyotime). The antibodies were shown as: anti-HK2 
(ab209847, 1:500 dilution, Abcam), and anti-β-actin 
(ab1801, 1:1000 dilution, Abcam), as well as horseradish 
peroxidase-conjugated IgG (ab205718, 1:20,000 dilution, 
Abcam). β-actin was used as a loading reference. HK2 
protein level was normalized to the control group.

Transwell Migration Assay
The migrated ability was detected via transwell migration 
assay using 24-well transwell chambers (Corning, 
Corning, NY, USA). Hep3B and Huh7 cells (1 × 104 

cells/well) were resuspended in serum-free medium and 
added into upper chambers. The low chambers were added 
with medium containing 10% serum. Following culture 
under hypoxic or normoxic condition for 24 h, the 
migrated cells were dyed with 0.5% crystal violet 
(Solarbio) and counted under a microscope (Nikon, 
Tokyo, Japan).

Dual-Luciferase Reporter Analysis and 
RNA Immunoprecipitation (RIP)
The complementary sequence between miR-140 and 
NR2F1-AS1 or HK2 was predicted via starBase (http:// 
starbase.sysu.edu.cn/) or DIANA tool (http://diana.imis. 
athena-innovation.gr/DianaTools/). The wild-type lucifer-
ase reporter vectors NR2F1-AS1-WT and HK2-WT were 
constructed by inserting a sequence of NR2F1-AS1 or 
HK2 containing miR-140 binding sites into psiCHECK-2 
(Promega, Madison, WI, USA). The mutant-type lucifer-
ase reporter vectors NR2F1-AS1-MUT and HK2-MUT 
were generated via inserting the sequence containing 
mutant binding sites of miR-140. Hep3B and Huh7 cells 
were co-transfected with wild-type or mutant-type lucifer-
ase reporter vectors and miR-140 mimic, miR-con, si- 
NR2F1-AS1, or si-con for 24 h. Cells in mock group 
were transfected with luciferase reporter vectors alone. 
Next, luciferase activity was detected through a dual- 
luciferase assay kit (Promega).

Magna RIP kit (Sigma) was used for RIP assay. 1 × 107 

Hep3B and Huh7 cells were lysed and incubated with 
magnetic beads coated with anti-Ago2 or anti-IgG anti-
body for 6 h. Input was used as positive control. RNA in 
the complex was extracted and abundances of NR2F1- 
AS1, miR-140, and HK2 were detected via qRT-PCR.

Statistical Analysis
GraphPad Prism 7 (GraphPad, La Jolla, CA, USA) was 
employed for statistical analysis. Three independent experi-
ments were performed. The data with normal distribution 
and homogeneity of variance were presented as mean ± SD. 
Overall survival was analyzed via Kaplan-Meier curve and 
Log rank test. The linear correlation among NR2F-AS1, 
miR-140, and HK2 levels was determined via Pearson cor-
relation analysis. The difference was compared via Student’s 
t-test or ANOVA followed via Tukey post hoc test as appro-
priate. P<0.05 was considered statistically significant.

Results
The Level of NR2F1-AS1 is Up-Regulated 
in HCC
To explore the abundance of NR2F1-AS1 in HCC, 40 paired 
tumor and adjacent samples were collected from HCC 
patients. As shown in Figure 1A, NR2F1-AS1 level was 
higher in tumor tissues than that in adjacent samples. Next, 
patients were divided into high (n=23) or low NR2F1-AS1 
expression (n=17) group according to the mean value of 
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NR2F1-AS1 in tumor tissues. High level of NR2F1-AS1 was 
correlated with lower overall survival of patients (Figure 1B). 
In addition, the level of NR2F1-AS1 was measured in four 
HCC cell lines. Results showed that NR2F1-AS1 expression 
was markedly elevated in HCC cell lines in comparison to that 
in THLE-2 cells (Figure 1C). These data suggested that high 
expression of NR2F1-AS1 was associated with HCC devel-
opment. Hep3B and Huh7 cells with relative highest NR2F1- 
AS1 level were chosen for further experiments.

NR2F1-AS1 Knockdown Inhibits 
Hypoxia-Induced Glycolysis and 
Migration in HCC Cells
To explore the role of NR2F1-AS1 in HCC development 
under hypoxic condition, Hep3B and Huh7 cells were trans-
fected with si-NR2F1-AS1#1, si-NR2F1-AS1#2, or si-con 
before treatment of hypoxia. As exhibited in Figure 2A 
and B, NR2F1-AS1 expression was evidently enhanced 
under hypoxic condition compared with that in normal 
group, and it was effectively decreased by transfection of si- 
NR2F1-AS1#1 or si-NR2F1-AS1#2. Moreover, glucose 
uptake, lactate production, and ATP level were markedly 
increased in Hep3B and Huh7 cells after stimulation of 
hypoxia, which were weakened via knockdown of NR2F1- 
AS1 (Figure 2C–H). In addition, glycolysis-associated mar-
ker HK2 was measured, and results showed that HK2 
protein abundance was remarkably elevated by stimulation 
of hypoxia in the two cell lines, which was attenuated via 
NR2F1-AS1 inhibition (Figure 2I and J). Besides, transwell 
migration assay displayed the migrated abilities of Hep3B 
and Huh7 cells were enhanced under hypoxic condition, and 
these events were mitigated via silence of NR2F1-AS1 
(Figure 2K and L). These results indicated that NR2F1- 
AS1 knockdown suppressed HCC development under 

hypoxic condition. si-NR2F1-AS1#1 with higher efficacy 
of NR2F1-AS1 knockdown was used for further experi-
ments and named as si-NR2F1-AS1.

NR2F1-AS1 is a Sponge of miR-140
To explore the mechanism addressed via NR2F1-AS1, the 
targets of miR-140 were predicted via starBase. miR-140 
was a predicted target, and the binding sequence of NR2F1- 
AS1 and miR-140 is shown in Figure 3A. To identify the 
relationship between NR2F1-AS1 and miR-140, NR2F1- 
AS1-WT, and NR2F1-AS1-MUT were constructed and 
used for dual-luciferase reporter assay. miR-140 overexpres-
sion obviously decreased the luciferase activity in NR2F1- 
AS1-WT group, but the effect was abolished in NR2F1-AS1 
-MUT group (Figure 3B and C). Moreover, RIP assay dis-
played that there were higher enrichment levels of NR2F1- 
AS1 and miR-140 in the same complex of Ago2 RIP (Figure 
3D and E). Additionally, miR-140 level was detected in 
HCC tissues and cell lines. Results displayed miR-140 
level was notably declined in HCC tissues and cells in 
comparison to that in normal samples or THLE-2 cells 
(Figure 3F and G). Furthermore, miR-140 expression was 
evidently reduced by treatment of hypoxia in Hep3B and 
Huh7 cells (Figure 3H). These findings indicated that miR- 
140 was a target of NR2F1-AS1 in HCC cells.

HK2 is Targeted by miR-140
To further study the mechanism mediated by NR2F1-AS1 
/miR-140 axis, the target of miR-140 was analyzed via 
DIANA tool. HK2 as an important biomarker for glycolysis 
was predicted to be a candidate target of miR-140, and the 
complementary sequence between miR-140 and HK2 was 
exhibited in Figure 4A. Moreover, we constructed HK2-WT 
and HK2-MUT, and then transfected them into Hep3B and 
Huh7 cells. The data of dual-luciferase reporter assay showed 

Figure 1 The expression of NR2F1-AS1 in HCC. (A) NR2F1-AS1 expression was measured in HCC tissues and adjacent tissues via qRT-PCR. n=40. (B) Overall survival of 
patients was analyzed in high and low NR2F1-AS1 expression group. (C) NR2F1-AS1 level was detected in HCC cell lines and normal liver cells via qRT-PCR. *P<0.05.
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that miR-140 overexpression or NR2F1-AS1 silence evi-
dently decreased luciferase activity in HK2-WT group, 
whereas it did not alter the activity in HK2-MUT group 
(Figure 4B–E). In addition, RIP assay indicated that miR- 
140 and HK2 could be enriched in the same complex by 
Ago2 RIP (Figure 4F and G). Furthermore, HK2 level was 
increased in HCC tissues and cells compared with that in 
adjacent samples or THLE-2 cells (Figure 4H and I). Besides, 
HK2 protein level in Hep3B and Huh7 cells was significantly 
increased via treatment of hypoxia (Figure 4J). These results 
displayed that HK2 was directly targeted via miR-140.

NR2F1-AS1 Regulates HK2 Expression by 
Sponging miR-140
To explore whether and how NR2F1-AS1 regulated HK2 
expression, the association among NR2F1-AS1, miR-140, 

and HK2 was analyzed. In HCC tissues, miR-140 expression 
was negatively correlated with NR2F1-AS1 or HK2 level 
(Figure 5A and B), while HK2 expression was positively 
associated with NR2F1-AS1 abundance (Figure 5C). 
Moreover, Hep3B and Huh7 cells were transfected with 
vector, NR2F1-AS1 overexpression vector, NR2F1-AS1 
overexpression vector + miR-con, NR2F1-AS1 overexpres-
sion vector + miR-140 mimic, si-con, si-NR2F1-AS1, si- 
NR2F1-AS1 + in-miR-con or si-NR2F1-AS1 + in-miR-140. 
As shown in Figure 5D and E, miR-140 expression was 
decreased or increased via NR2F1-AS1 overexpression or 
knockdown, which was weakened via transfection of miR- 
140 mimic or in-miR-140, respectively. Meanwhile, HK2 
protein expression was positively regulated via NR2F1-AS1, 
which was attenuated by miR-140 up-regulation or down- 
regulation (Figure 5F and G). These findings indicated that 

Figure 2 The effect of NR2F1-AS1 on hypoxia-induced glycolysis and migration in HCC. NR2F1-AS1 expression (A and B), glucose uptake (C and D), lactate production 
(E and F), ATP level (G and H), HK2 protein level (I and J) and migration (K and L) were detected in Hep3B and Huh7 cells with transfection of si-con, si-NR2F1-AS1 #1 or 
#2 under hypoxic condition via qRT-PCR, specific kit, Western blot and transwell assay. NC: non-transfected group; Normal: normoxic condition. *P<0.05 versus normal 
group, #P<0.05 versus si-con group.
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NR2F1-AS1 positively regulated HK2 expression by com-
petitively modulating miR-140 in HCC cells.

NR2F1-AS1 Silence Suppresses 
Hypoxia-Induced Glycolysis and 
Migration via Regulating miR-140 and 
HK2 in HCC Cells
To explore whether miR-140 and HK2 were required for 
NR2F1-AS1-mediated glycolysis and migration of HCC 
under hypoxic condition, Hep3B and Huh7 cells were 
transfected with si-con, si-NR2F1-AS1, si-NR2F1-AS1 + 
in-miR-con, si-NR2F1-AS1 + in-miR-140, si-NR2F1-AS1 
+ vector or si-NR2F1-AS1 + HK2 overexpression vector. 
As shown in Figure 6A–F, miR-140 knockdown or HK2 
overexpression reversed silence of NR2F1-AS1-mediated 

inhibition of glycolysis in Hep3B and Huh7 cells under 
hypoxic condition, revealed via restoration of glucose 
uptake, lactate production, and ATP levels. Furthermore, 
miR-140 knockdown or HK2 overexpression attenuated 
the interference of NR2F1-AS1-induced migration inhibi-
tion in hypoxia-treated cells (Figure 6G and H). These data 
suggested that NR2F1-AS1 silence repressed HCC devel-
opment under hypoxic condition by modulating miR-140 
and HK2.

Discussion
HCC is a main type of liver cancer with high mortality 
worldwide.22 Hypoxia is implicated in the pathogenesis of 
liver disorders, including HCC.23 LncRNAs play important 
roles in the development and prognosis of HCC.24 

Moreover, lncRNAs take part in hypoxia-driven cancer 

Figure 3 The association between NR2F1-AS1 and miR-140 in HCC. (A) The binding sites of NR2F1-AS1 and miR-140 were searched via starBase. (B and C) Luciferase 
activity was detected in Hep3B and Huh7 cells transfected with NR2F1-AS1-WT or NR2F1-AS1-MUT and miR-140 mimic or miR-con. (D and E) The levels of NR2F1-AS1 
and miR-140 were detected in Hep3B and Huh7 cells after Ago2 RIP. (F) miR-140 expression was measured in HCC and adjacent tissues. (G) miR-140 abundance was 
examined in HCC cells and liver cells. (H) miR-140 expression was examined in Hep3B and Huh7 cells under hypoxic or normal conditions. *P<0.05.
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progression.25 A previous study reported that NR2F1-AS1 
knockdown could decrease cell migration, invasion, and 
drug resistance in HCC.11 However, the role of NR2F1- 
AS1 in glycolysis and migration under hypoxia and the 
related mechanism in HCC are unknown. In this research, 
we found that NR2F1-AS1 silence suppressed hypoxia- 
induced glycolysis and migration in HCC cells through 
regulating miR-140 and HK2. The novelty of our study 
was that we first explored the role of NR2F1-AS1 under 
hypoxia and the regulatory network of NR2F1-AS1/miR- 
140/HK2.

In this work, high expression of NR2F1-AS1 was 
measured in HCC tissues and cells, which was also con-
sistent with a former report.11 In addition, a previous work 
indicated that lncRNA could be modulated via hypoxia in 
cancers.26 Here we found that NR2F1-AS1 expression was 
changed in response to the stimulation of hypoxia, indicat-
ing that NR2F1-AS1 might play an important role in 
hypoxia-driven HCC progression. The glucose metabolism 
is reprogrammed in HCC under hypoxia.27 Through mea-
suring glucose uptake, lactate production, ATP generation, 

and HK2 expression, which acted as important factors of 
glycolysis,28,29 we found that NR2F1-AS1 knockdown 
suppressed hypoxia-driven glycolysis in HCC. 
Furthermore, hypoxia could promote cancer metastasis 
and migration in HCC.13,30 Here we found that NR2F1- 
AS1 silence inhibited HCC cell migration, which was also 
consistent with previous studies in other cancers.8–10 

Collectively, NR2F1-AS1 knockdown could repress 
hypoxia-induced glycolysis and migration in HCC, indi-
cating that NR2F1-AS1 might serve as a promising target 
for the treatment of HCC.

The network of lncRNA-miRNA-mRNA is an impor-
tant mechanism underlying the role of lncRNA. Previous 
studies indicated multiple regulatory networks of NR2F1- 
AS1, such as NR2F1-AS1/miR-363/SRY-related high- 
mobility group box 4 (SOX4), NR2F1-AS1/miR-338-3p/ 
cyclin D1 (CCND1), NR2F1-AS1/miR-423-5p/SRY-box 
12 (SOX12), NR2F1-AS1/miR-483-3p/forkhead box A1 
(FOXA1), and NR2F1-AS1/miR-363/ABCC1.8–11,31 

There would be multiple networks because of the presence 
of numerous binding sites. To explore a novel mechanism 

Figure 4 The association between miR-140 and HK2 in HCC. (A) The binding sites of miR-140 and HK2 were predicted via DIANA tool. (B and C) Luciferase activity was 
detected in Hep3B and Huh7 cells transfected with HK2-WT or HK2-MUT and miR-140 mimic or miR-con. (D and E) Luciferase activity was measured in Hep3B and Huh7 
cells transfected with HK2-WT or HK2-MUT and si-NR2F1-AS1 or si-con. (F and G) The levels of HK2 and miR-140 were examined in Hep3B and Huh7 cells after Ago2 
RIP. (H) HK2 mRNA abundance was measured in HCC and adjacent samples. (I) HK2 protein expression was measured in HCC cells and liver cells. (J) HK2 protein level 
was examined in Hep3B and Huh7 cells under hypoxic or normal conditions. *P<0.05.
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addressed via NR2F1-AS1, here we were the first to con-
firm NR2F1-AS1 could target miR-140. Low expression 
of miR-140 was measured in HCC, which was also in 
agreement with former works.16,32 Moreover, miR-140 
expression was reduced in HCC after stimulation of 
hypoxia. A previous study suggested that miR-140 could 
inhibit HCC cell migration.33 In addition, miR-140 was 
reported to repress glycolysis in sepsis and breast 
cancer.34,35 Similarly, we also found the anti-migration 
and anti-glycolysis roles of miR-140 in HCC under 
hypoxia, revealed via which miR-140 knockdown reversed 
the anti-cancer role of NR2F1-AS1 in HCC.

HK2 is a key enzyme associated with glycolysis, 
which contributes to multiple cell processes, like cell 
proliferation, invasion, migration, angiogenesis, and 
drug resistance in HCC.36 Moreover, Huang et al 
showed that the up-regulation of HK2 increased glyco-
lysis to promote cell migration and invasion in HCC.37 

Furthermore, multiple evidences suggested that HK2 

could promote glycolysis and was responsible for migra-
tion and invasion in HCC.18,19,38,39,40 These all indi-
cated the oncogenic role of HK2 in HCC via 
increasing glycolysis and migration. Consistent with 
these reports, our study also confirmed the carcinogenic 
function of HK2, and NR2F1-AS1 could control 
hypoxia-driven HCC progression by regulating HK2. 
In addition, we identified HK2 was targeted by miR- 
140, and NR2F1-AS1 could up-regulate the HK2 level 
via modulating miR-140 in HCC cells. In this way, 
NR2F1-AS1 could promote hypoxia-driven HCC pro-
gression via regulating miR-140/HK2 axis.

In conclusion, NR2F1-AS1 expression was 
enhanced in HCC under hypoxia. Moreover, NR2F1- 
AS1 knockdown suppressed hypoxia-induced glycoly-
sis and migration in HCC, possibly via modulating the 
miR-140/HK2 axis. This research indicated a novel 
mechanism for understanding the hypoxia-driven HCC 
progression.

Figure 5 The association among NR2F1-AS1, miR-140 and HK2 in HCC. (A–C) The linear relationship among levels of NR2F1-AS1, miR-140 and HK2 was analyzed in 
HCC tissues. (D and E) miR-140 expression was measured in Hep3B and Huh7 cells transfected with vector, NR2F1-AS1, NR2F1-AS1 + miR-con, NR2F1-AS1 + miR-140, 
si-con, si-NR2F1-AS1, si-NR2F1-AS1 + in-miR-con or si-NR2F1-AS1 + in-miR-140. (F and G) HK2 protein levels were detected in Hep3B and Huh7 cells transfected with 
vector, NR2F1-AS1, NR2F1-AS1 + miR-con, NR2F1-AS1 + miR-140, si-con, si-NR2F1-AS1, si-NR2F1-AS1 + in-miR-con or si-NR2F1-AS1 + in-miR-140. *P<0.05.
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Figure 6 The effect of miR-140 or HK2 on NR2F1-AS1-mediated glycolysis and migration in HCC under hypoxic condition. Glucose uptake (A and B), lactate production 
(C and D), ATP level (E and F) and migration (G and H) were examined in Hep3B and Huh7 cells transfected with si-con, si-NR2F1-AS1, si-NR2F1-AS1 + in-miR-con, si- 
NR2F1-AS1 + in-miR-140, si-NR2F1-AS1 + vector or si-NR2F1-AS1 + HK2 overexpression vector. *P<0.05.
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Highlights
1. NR2F1-AS1 expression is increased in HCC tissues and 
cells.

2. NR2F1-AS1 knockdown inhibits hypoxia-induced 
glycolysis and migration in HCC.

3. NR2F1-AS1 regulates HK2 by sponging miR-140.
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