
Morphine-induced trafficking of a mu-opioid receptor interacting
protein in rat locus coeruleus neurons

Kellie M. Jaremko1,*, Nicholas L. Thompson Jr.1,*, Beverly A. S. Reyes1, Jay Jin2, Brittany
Ebersole2, Christopher B. Jenney3, Patricia S. Grigson3, Robert Levenson2, Wade H.
Berrettini4, and Elisabeth J. Van Bockstaele1

1Department of Pharmacology and Physiology, Drexel University College of Medicine,
Philadelphia, PA 19102
2Department of Pharmacology, Penn State College of Medicine, Hershey, PA 17033
3Department of Neural and Behavioral Sciences, Penn State College of Medicine, Hershey, PA
17033
4Department of Psychiatry, Center for Neurobiology and Behavior, University of Pennsylvania
School of Medicine, Philadelphia, PA 19104

Abstract
Opiate addiction is a devastating health problem, with approximately 2 million people currently
addicted to heroin or non-medical prescription opiates in the United States alone. In neurons,
adaptations in cell signaling cascades develop following opioid actions at the mu opioid receptor
(MOR). A novel putative target for intervention involves interacting proteins that may regulate
trafficking of MOR. Morphine has been shown to induce a re-distribution of a MOR-interacting
protein Wntless (WLS, a transport molecule necessary for secretion of neurotrophic Wnt proteins),
from cytoplasmic to membrane compartments in rat striatal neurons. Given its opiate-sensitivity
and its well-characterized molecular and cellular adaptations to morphine exposure, we
investigated the anatomical distribution of WLS and MOR in the rat locus coeruleus (LC)-
norepinephrine (NE) system. Dual immunofluorescence microscopy was used to test the
hypothesis that WLS is localized to noradrenergic neurons of the LC and that WLS and MOR co-
exist in common LC somatodendritic processes, providing an anatomical substrate for their
putative interactions. We also hypothesized that morphine would influence WLS distribution in
the LC. Rats received saline, morphine or the opiate agonist [D-Ala2, N-Me-Phe4, Gly-ol5]-
enkephalin (DAMGO), and tissue sections through the LC were processed for immunogold-silver
detection of WLS and MOR. Statistical analysis showed a significant re-distribution of WLS to
the plasma membrane following morphine treatment in addition to an increase in the proximity of
gold-silver labels for MOR and WLS. Following DAMGO treatment, MOR and WLS were
predominantly localized within the cytoplasmic compartment when compared to morphine and
control. In a separate cohort of rats, brains were obtained from saline-treated or heroin self-
administering male rats for pulldown co-immunoprecipitation studies. Results showed an
increased association of WLS and MOR following heroin exposure. As the LC-NE system is
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important for cognition as well as decisions underlying substance abuse, adaptations in WLS
trafficking and expression may play a role in modulating MOR function in the LC and contribute
to the negative sequelae of opiate exposure on executive function.
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Wntless; g-protein receptor; trafficking; norepinephrine; electron microscopy; confocal
microscopy

1.1 Introduction
Opioids are a class of drugs that are the most effective analgesics known for many types of
pain. However, their clinical utility is limited by tolerance and the propensity for addiction.
Opioid addiction afflicts approximately 2 million people in the United States (SAMHSA,
2011). Heroin and non-medical use of prescription opioids rank among the top drugs of
dependence that contribute significantly to the 193 billion dollars/year cost of addiction
(United States Department of Justice, 2011). Worldwide the estimated annual prevalence of
illicit opioid use is a staggering 26–36 million or roughly 0.6–0.8% of the total population
(UNODC, 2012). Opioid detoxification, substitution, and maintenance paradigms are the
current mainstay of treatment but despite these efforts, opioid abuse and related overdose
has continued to escalate in the past decade (CDC, 2012). Novel targets for opioid abuse and
elucidating the neuronal pathways that perpetuate substance abuse are needed.

Previous studies have reported conflicting results concerning the effect of chronic morphine
on MOR density (Pert et al., 1975; Castelli et., 1997 al., 1997; Petruzzi et al). The magnitude
of change and inconsistency between reports has led to the hypothesis that tolerance and
dependence are not readily explained by changes in receptor density (Fleming, 1995).
Despite a number of putative mechanisms that have been put forth, current studies have
failed to identify any single regulatory mechanism underlying tolerance to opioids (Christie,
2008) suggesting that opioid tolerance is a complex, multifaceted process involving the
interplay of multiple regulatory mechanisms occurring both at the cellular and circuit level
(Williams et al., 2013). Using fluorescence recovery after photobleaching, the movement of
MORs on the plasma membrane was found to be agonist-dependent (Saulière-Nzeh et al.,
2010). Morphine-bound receptors were more restricted to the membrane, whereas [D-Ala2,
N-MePhe4,Gly-ol5]enkephalin (DAMGO)-bound receptors either moved freely or were
restricted, possibly to clathrin-coated pits. As a partial agonist, morphine does not show
significant internalization (Keith et al., 1996, Kovoor et al., 1998, Van Bockstaele and
Commons, 2001) compared to etorphine and DAMGO that show robust desensitization and
internalization in response to agonist treatment (Bohm et al., 1997, Van Bockstaele and
Commons, 2001, Blanchet et al., 2003, Johnson et al., 2006, Virk and Williams, 2008, Wang
et al., 2008). The dynamic regulation of MORs at the plasma membrane following acute and
chronic administration of opioids may therefore direct downstream signaling (for review
see, Williams et al., 2013).

A novel target potentially regulating MOR involves G-protein coupled receptor interacting
proteins (GIP) (Bockaert et al., 2004, Milligan, 2005, Ritter and Hall, 2009, Bockaert et al.,
2010). Recently, a MOR interacting protein (MORIP) has been identified, the mammalian
ortholog of Drosophila Wntless (WLS)/Evi/Sprinter or GPR177 (Jin et al., 2010a, Jin et al.,
2010b) WLS may possibly serve as a substrate underlying alterations in neuronal structure,
synaptic organization and molecular adaptations characteristic of opioid dependence (Jin et
al., 2010a, Jin et al., 2010b, Reyes et al., 2010a, Reyes et al., 2011). WLS contains four
(Goodman et al., 2006), seven (Banziger et al., 2006) or eight (Bartscherer et al., 2006)
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membrane spanning domains and is essential in mediating the secretion of Wnt signaling
proteins (Banziger et al., 2006, Bartscherer et al., 2006). We have previously demonstrated
with immunoelectron microscopy that WLS and MOR differentially interact after opioid
agonist exposure in rat striatal neurons (Reyes et al., 2011). In those studies, morphine
caused a marked shift in WLS from the cytoplasm to the plasma membrane, where it co-
localized with MOR.

Morphine-induced cellular and molecular adaptations in noradrenergic neurons of the locus
coeruleus (LC) have long been recognized and robustly investigated (Williams et al., 2013).
The LC is a compact, homogeneous norepinephrine (NE)-containing nucleus that innervates
the entire neuraxis through a divergent efferent system. It is the sole source of NE in many
forebrain regions that have been implicated in cognition (e.g., cortex and hippocampus
(Foote et al., 1983) and its rate of discharge is positively correlated to behavioral and
electroencephalographic indices of arousal (Foote et al., 1980, Aston-Jones and Bloom,
1981b, Aston-Jones and Bloom, 1981a, Page and Valentino, 1994, Berridge and
Waterhouse, 2003). Given the opiate-sensitivity of the LC and the well-defined molecular
and cellular adaptations of LC noradrenergic neurons following opiate exposure, we sought
to investigate the distribution of WLS with respect to MOR in this brain region. In addition,
we also examined whether morphine causes a re-distribution of WLS in LC neurons when
compared to saline or DAMGO using high resolution immunoelectron microscopic analysis.
Finally, we investigated whether heroin exposure caused an increase in MOR/WLS protein
interactions using co-immunoprecipitation analysis.

2. Methods
2.1 Subjects

Twelve adult male Sprague-Dawley rats (Harlan Sprague Dawley Inc., Indianapolis, IN,
USA; 250–270g) housed two to three to a cage (20°C, 12-h light, 12-h dark cycle lights on
0700) were used in this study. They were allowed ad libitum access to standard chow and
water. All procedures were approved by The Institutional Animal Care and Use Committee
at Thomas Jefferson University and Penn State College according to the revised Guide for
the Care and Use of Laboratory Animals (1996), The Health Research Extension Act (1985)
and the PHS Policy on Humane Care and Use of Laboratory Animals (1986). All efforts
were made to utilize only the minimum number of animals necessary to produce reliable
scientific data, and experiments were designed to minimize any animal distress.

2.2 Drug treatment
Adult male rats received intracerebroventricular (i.c.v.) injections of morphine (Sigma-
Aldrich Co., St. Louis, MO, USA) dissolved in 0.9% saline to a concentration of 10 mg/ml
and administered at 1.0 µg/kg (n =5), 0.9% saline in a volume of 25 µl/kg (n = 5) or
DAMGO (Tocris Bioscience, Ellsville, MO, USA) at 5µg/kg body weight (n = 5). Rats were
anesthetized with isoflurane (Abbott Laboratories, North Chicago, USA, IL; 0.5–1.0%, in
air) via a specialized nose cone affixed to the stereotaxic frame (Stoelting Corp., Wood
Dale, IL, USA) and placed in a stereotaxic apparatus for surgery. Micropipettes (Kwik-Fil,
1.2 mm outer diameter; World Precision Instruments, Inc., Sarasota, FL, USA) with tip
diameters of 20–25 µm were filled with saline, morphine or DAMGO. The tips of the
micropipettes were placed at the following coordinates, 3.5 mm posterior from bregma, 1.4
mm medial/lateral, 3.7 mm ventral from the top of the skull. The stereotaxic coordinates of
the injection sites were based on the rat brain atlas of Paxinos and Watson (Paxinos and
Watson, 1986). Saline, morphine or DAMGO was injected using a Picospritzer (General
Valve Corporation, Fairfield, NJ, USA) at 24–26 psi and over a 10 min period. Pipettes were
left at the site of injection for 5 min following drug or vehicle administration.
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Thirty minutes following i.c.v. injections of saline, morphine or DAMGO, rats were
euthanized. The time of euthanasia post-treatment was selected based on previous studies
from our group (Van Bockstaele and Commons, 2001, Jin et al., 2010a, Reyes et al., 2011).
Using an in vitro technique in MOR expressing human embryonic kidney 293 cells a MOR/
WLS complex was detected 1 hour following DAMGO treatment (Jin et al., 2010a).
Moreover, another in vivo study using high resolution electron microscopy in rat brain
showed significant MOR internalization 30 min following treatment with the opiate agonist,
etorphine (Van Bockstaele and Commons, 2001), as well as with changes in MOR and WLS
localization in rat striatal neurons (Reyes et al., 2011). Finally, it is well known that agonist-
induced trafficking and up-regulation may occur rapidly from seconds to minutes (Zigmond
et al., 1982, Norgauer et al., 1991) and the time point of 30 minutes was considered to be
optimal for detecting changes in trafficking patterns.

2.3 Immunoblotting
Tissues were harvested from adult Sprague-Dawley rats, frozen on dry ice, and thawed prior
to homogenization in lysis buffer (Hannan et al., 2008). Brain regions were dissected and
lysates prepared immediately after animals were sacrificed. Crude membrane fractions from
rat brain lysates were prepared as previously described (Karpa et al., 1999). Membrane
fractions were separated on SDS-containing10% polyacrylamide gels, then transferred to
polyvinylidine difluoride (PVDF) membranes. Filters were blocked for 2 hour in Tris-
buffered saline with Tween-20 (TBS-T; 20 mM Tris,pH 7.4;, 275 mM NaCl, 3 mM KCl, 1%
Tween-20) containing 10% dry milk. Blots were incubated with chicken anti-WLS
antibodies (Gene-Tel Laboratories, Madison, WI, USA; 1:5,000–1:2,500 dilution) for 1
hour, then horseradish-peroxidase (HRP)-conjugated donkey anti-chicken secondary
antibodies (1:15,000) for 1 hour. Immunoreactivity was detected using an Enhanced
Chemiluminescence (ECL) Plus kit (GE Healthcare, Piscataway, NJ).

2.4 Immunohistochemistry
For all experiments the primary antibodies were as follows: chicken anti-WLS antiserum
(Gene-Tel Laboratories, Madison, WI, USA; 1:1000), mouse anti-tyrosine hydroxylase (TH;
Immunostar Inc., Hudson, WI, USA; 1:1,000), and either rabbit or guinea pig anti-MOR
(Chemicon/Millipore, Billerica, MA, USA; 1:1000). Thirty minutes following injection, rats
were deeply anesthetized with sodium pentobarbital (80 mg/kg; Ovation Pharmaceuticals,
Inc., Deerfield, IL, USA) and transcardially perfused through the ascending aorta with 10 ml
heparinized saline followed by 25 ml of 3.75% acrolein (Electron Microscopy Sciences, Fort
Washington, PA, USA), and 50 ml of 2% formaldehyde in 0.1 M phosphate buffer (PB; pH
7.4). The brains were removed immediately after perfusion fixation, sectioned into 1–3 mm
coronal slices and post-fixed in the same fixative overnight at 4°C.

Forty micron-thick coronal sections through the rostrocaudal extent of LC (Paxinos and
Watson, 1986) were cut using a Vibratome (Technical Product International, St Louis, MO,
USA) and rinsed extensively in 0.1 M PB and 0.1 M TBS (pH 7.6). Sections were placed for
30 min in 1% sodium borohydride in 0.1 M PB to reduce amine-aldehyde compounds. The
tissue sections were then incubated in 0.5% bovine serum albumin (BSA) in 0.1 M TBS for
30 min. Subsequently, sections were incubated in primary antibody solution, as specified
below for each experiment. Incubation time was 15–18 hours in a rotary shaker at room
temperature. Thorough rinses in 0.1 M TBS were conducted following each incubation
procedure.

Primary antibody incubation of WLS, TH and MOR (guinea pig) was done in a 0.1% BSA,
0.5% triton, and 0.1M TBS overnight. Detection of WLS by immunoperoxidase was
conferred with a donkey anti-chicken IgY biotin conjugated secondary antibody (Jackson
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Immunoresearch Laboratories Inc., West Grove, PA, USA; 1:400) in 0.1% BSA, 0.5%
triton, and 0.1M TBS solution for 30 minutes at room temperature. Then an avidin-biotin
complex solution (Vector Laboratories, Burlingame, CA, USA) was used for another 30
minutes. The peroxidase reaction product was then visualized using 0.02% 3-3’
diaminobenzidine (DAB; Aldrich, Milwaukee, WI, USA) plus 10 mL of 30% hydrogen
peroxide in 0.1 M TBS for 7 minutes. Tissue sections underwent serial dehydration, were
mounted on slides, and cover slipped using Permount or DPX (Sigma Aldrich, St. Louis,
MO, USA). Visualization and image capture was done with Olympus BX51 microscope in
combination with Advanced Spot software and camera (v4.1, model # 2.2.1, 2004,
Diagnostic Instruments Inc., Sterling Heights, MI, USA). Fluorescent detection of WLS,
MOR, and TH was accomplished by secondary antibody incubation for 2–3 hours, covered
from light, at room temperature, with FITC conjugated donkey-anti guinea pig IgG for MOR
detection, TRITC conjugated donkey-anti chicken IgY for WLS, Cy5 donkey-anti mouse for
TH detection conjugated detection (Jackson Immunoresearch, West Grove, PA, USA;
1:200). Tissue sections were mounted on slides, and cover slipped using fluoromount, or
DAPI mounting medium (Sigma Aldrich). Slides were then viewed using a fluorescent
confocal microscope, and images were prepared using the Zeiss LSM Image Browser and
Adobe Photoshop. Analysis of the number of cells (mean ± SEM) labeled with MOR, WLS,
TH, and colocalization was done for 4 non-consecutive LC slices from naïve male rats.

2.5 Immuno-electron microscopy
For high-resolution immune-EM, WLS was visualized using the immunogold-silver
enhancement technique, with or without TH labeled with peroxidase, in parallel for control
and experimental animals, using the same reagents.

Gold and peroxidase labeling has been done by our group as described previously (Reyes et
al., 2007, Scavone and Van Bockstaele, 2009). Primary antibody incubation with WLS at
1:1000 in 0.1% BSA and 0.1M TBS, and in some sections with TH (1:1000) was done
overnight. Then tissue sections were rinsed three times with 0.1 M TBS, followed by
biotinylated anti-mouse for TH peroxidase labeling at 1:400 (Vector Laboratories,
Burlingame, CA, USA) following the same protocol detailed above for light microscopy
with ultimate DAB exposure for 1–2minutes. Immune-gold visualization was processed with
a 10-minute incubation in a 0.2% gelatin-PBS and 0.8% BSA buffer followed by a two-hour
incubation in goat anti-chicken IgY conjugate in 1 nm gold particles (1:50) (Amersham
Bioscience Corp., Piscataway, NJ, USA) at room temperature. Biotinylated anti-mouse for
TH labeling at 1:400 (Vector Laboratories, Burlingame, CA, USA), and an avidin-biotin
complex solution (Vector Laboratories) was used. The peroxidase reaction product was then
visualized using 0.02% DAB plus 10 mL of 30% H2O2 in 0.1 M TBS for 1–2minutes.
Sections were then rinsed in buffer containing the same concentration of gelatin and BSA as
above. Following rinses with 0.01 M PBS, sections were then incubated in 2%
glutaraldehyde (Electron Microscopy Sciences) in 0.01 M PBS for 10 min. The conjugated
gold particles were intensified by incubation in a silver enhancement solution (Amersham
Bioscience Corp.). The optimal times for silver enhancement were determined by empirical
observation for each experiment and ranged between 8 and 10 min. Following
intensification, tissue sections were rinsed in 0.2 M citrate buffer and 0.1 M PB, and fixed in
2% osmium tetroxide (Electron Microscopy Sciences) in 0.1 M PB for 1 h, washed in 0.1 M
PB, dehydrated in an ascending series of ethanol followed by propylene oxide and flat
embedded in Epon 812 (Electron Microscopy Sciences; (Leranth and Pickel, 1989b)
between two sheets of Aclar plastic (Honeywell, Pottsville, PA, USA).

Thin sections of approximately 50–100 nm in thickness were cut with a diamond knife
(Diatome-US, Fort Washington, PA, USA) using a Leica Ultracut (Leica Microsystems,
Wetzlar, Germany). Captured images of selected sections were compared with captured light
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microscopic images of the block face before sectioning. Sections were collected on copper
mesh grids, examined with an electron microscope (Morgagni, Fei Company, Hillsboro, OR,
USA) and digital images were captured using the AMT advantage HR/HR-B CCD camera
system (Advance Microscopy Techniques Corp., Danvers, MA, USA). Figures were
assembled and adjusted for brightness and contrast in Adobe Photoshop CS6 software
(Adobe Systems, Inc., San Jose, CA, USA).

Immunogold-silver labeling for WLS appeared as intense black electron-dense particles and
was identified in somata and dendritic processes as we have recently demonstrated(Jin et al.,
2010a, Reyes et al., 2010a, Reyes et al., 2011). Selective immunogold-silver labeled profiles
were identified by the presence, in single thin sections, of at least two immunogold-silver
particles within a cellular compartment (Jin et al., 2010b, Reyes et al., 2010a, Reyes et al.,
2011). The criterion of two gold particles as indicative of WLS labeling is conservative and
may have led to an underestimation of the number of WLS-labeled profiles. Another factor
that may have led to the underestimation of labeled profiles is the limitation of
immunocytochemical methods to detect trace amounts of WLS. To circumvent the caveat of
incomplete antibody penetration which is inherent to pre-embedding technique, tissue
sections were collected close to the plastic-tissue interface and to ensure that the
immunogold labeling was detectable in all sections analyzed. Additionally, unbiased
stereological methods were not used for counting labeled profiles, and the results of the
numerical analysis can only be considered to be an estimate of the numbers of synapses and
labeled profiles.

2.5.1 Sequential immunogold-silver labeling—Following the procedure for dual
immunogold-silver labeling that we recently described (Jin et al., 2010b, Reyes et al., 2010a,
Reyes et al., 2011), WLS and MOR were identified using sequential immunogold-silver
labeling. Tissue sections were incubated for 15–18 hours in a cocktail containing chicken
anti-WLS antiserum (Gene-Tel Laboratories) at 1:1000 and rabbit anti-MOR (Immunostar)
at 1:2000 in 0.1%BSA and 0.1M TBS. Thereafter, sections were rinsed extensively in 0.1 M
TBS and 0.2% BSA in 0.01 M PBS followed by incubation in goat anti-rabbit IgG ultra-
small conjugate (1:100; Amersham Bioscience Corp.) at room temperature for 8 hours.
Tissue sections were rinsed six times in 0.2% BSA-0.01 M PBS and twice in 0.1 M PB. Pre-
enhancement washings were done with Enhancement Conditioning Solution (ECS;
Amersham Bioscience Corp.) followed with the first silver enhancement (300 µl R-Gent SE-
EM enhancement mixture; Amersham Bioscience Corp.) for 90 min. Subsequently, tissue
sections were rinsed in 0.2 M citrate buffer, four times in ECS and two times in 0.1 M PB
and were incubated in goat anti-chicken IgG ultra-small conjugate (1:100; Amersham
Bioscience Corp.) at room temperature for 8 hours followed by rinses with 0.2% BSA-0.01
M PBS and 0.1 M PB. Then, sections were incubated in 2.5% glutaraldehyde (Electron
Microscopy Sciences) in 0.01 M PBS for 2 hours followed by extensive rinses with 0.1 M
PB and distilled water. The second silver enhancement (300 µl R-Gent SE-EM enhancement
mixture; Amersham Bioscience Corp.) was performed for 60 min. Tissues sections were
washed extensively with distilled water and 0.1 M PB. All washes were done at 10 min-
intervals. Following washes, tissue sections were incubated in 2% osmium tetroxide
(Electron Microscopy Sciences) in 0.1 M PB for 1 h, washed in 0.1 M PB, dehydrated in an
ascending series of ethanol followed by propylene oxide and flat embedded in Epon 812.
Sectioning with a diamond knife, examining with an electron microscope and obtaining
digital images followed standard protocols described earlier.

2.6 Controls and data analysis
Every fourth adjacent section through the LC was included in immunohistochemical staining
for WLS with MOR or TH. Some sections were processed in parallel with the rest of the
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procedures identical but the primary antiserum was omitted. Sections processed in the
absence of primary antibody did not exhibit immunoreactivity (Jin et al., 2010b, Reyes et al.,
2010a, Reyes et al., 2011). For quantitative single and dual immunogold quantification
tissue sections were taken from three rats per group with the good preservation of
ultrastructural morphology and with clearly apparent immunocytochemical labeling. At least
9 grids containing 5 to 8 thin sections each were collected from at least two plastic-
embedded sections of the LC from each animal. The quantification of MOR, TH and WLS-
immunolabeled profiles were carried out at the plastic-tissue interface to ensure that
immunolabeling was detectable in all sections used for analysis (Chan et al., 1990). To
determine whether levels of spurious silver grains could contribute to false positives, blood
vessels and myelinated axons (structures that should not contain WLS immunolabeling)
were counted in random ultrathin sections. Minimal spurious labeling was identified.
Therefore, the criteria for considering a process as immunolabeled was defined by the
presence of at least 2–3 silver grains in a cellular profile. The identification of cellular
elements was based on the standard morphological criteria (Peters et al., 1991, Peters and
Palay, 1996). WLS and MOR immunolabeling was identified as either cytoplasmic or
plasmalemmal. If the immunogold-silver grains were associated with the plasma membrane
they were classified as plasmalemmal and if the immunogold-silver grains were not in
contact with the plasma membrane they were classified as cytoplasmic. A total of 2735
dendritic profiles exhibiting WLS immunoreactivity from all groups were used in the
analysis. Specifically, the dendritic profiles were randomly obtained from each rat and
ranged in number from 119–211 dendritic profiles per animal. Statistical analysis of the
number of profiles obtained showed no significant difference in the number of dendritic
profiles sampled per group (saline = 147.67 ±26.15; morphine 157.67 ±39.10; DAMGO =
150.5 ±33.41) and examined between groups. The analysis of WLS internalization in
various groups studied was quantified by calculating the ratio of cytoplasmic to total
immunogold-silver particles for each singly immunolabeled dendritic profile in individual
rats. All the data gathered and analyzed were obtained per animal and the average of three
animals was calculated. The cross sectional size of each dendritic profile was obtained using
Image J software (NIH). In addition, as with previous studies from our group (Reyes et al.,
2006, Reyes et al., 2008, Wang et al., 2009), care was taken to ensure that control and
experimental groups contained similarly sized profiles. We did not observe any statistical
difference in the size of profiles analyzed in any group examined as we have recently
reported (Scavone and Van Bockstaele, 2009, Reyes et al., 2011). For the sequential
immunogold-silver labeling, semi-quantitative analysis was carried out by randomly
obtaining the ratio of cytoplasmic to total immunogold-silver particles for WLS and MOR in
a dendritic profile exhibiting both WLS and MOR immunoreactivities. Labeling for each
protein of interest was differentiated by electron dense particle size and this resulted in two
groups of silver-enhanced particles: smaller particles that were enhanced once and larger
particles that were enhanced twice (Yi et al., 2001, Jin et al., 2010a, Reyes et al., 2010a,
Reyes et al., 2011). Dual immunogold–silver particles were readily discernible from one
another with MOR as large (cross sectional diameter >0.05 microns) and WLS as small
(cross sectional diameter <0.05 microns) gold–silver particles, as established in prior studies
by our group (Jin et al., 2010a). Image J was used to measure distances between MOR and
WLS immunogold silver particles. All numerical data is represented as mean ± SEM, unless
otherwise specified. Statistical analysis was done with GraphPad Prism 5 statistical software
(GraphPad Software, Inc. 2012; La Jolla, CA, USA) to calculate one-way ANOVA with
post-hoc Tukey tests or independent t-test, as necessary. Two tailed tests were used and
significance set as p < 0.05.
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2.7 Saline and heroin self-administration studies
In another in vivo experiment, adult male rats self-administered either saline or heroin. The
subjects were 24 naïve, male, Sprague Dawley rats. Rats were housed individually in wire
bottom cages, in a humidity and temperature-controlled (21°C) animal care facility with a
standard 12/12 h light/dark cycle (lights on at 0700h). All rats were given ad lib access to
Purina Rodent Diet 5001 and to water except where noted. All experimental protocols
complied with National Institutes of Health Animal Care Guidelines and were approved by
the Pennsylvania State University Institutional Animal Care and Use Committee.

2.7.1 Surgery—Rats were anesthetized with a Ketamine and Xylazine mixture and a
jugular catheter implanted as described (Grigson and Twining 2002; Jones et al., 2002;
Twining et al., 2009). Briefly, catheters were implanted into the right external jugular vein
with tubing extending subcutaneously past the neck to a capped cannula exiting dorsal to the
shoulder blades. Patency of catheters was maintained by daily flushing with heparinized
saline (0.2 ml of 30 IU/ml heparin) and periodically verified by intravenous administration
of 0.2 ml of the short-acting anesthetic, 1% Diprivan (Propofol, Fresenius Kabi, Lake
Zurich, IL).

2.7.2 Apparatus—Each rat was trained in one of 12 identical operant chambers (Med
Associates, St. Albans, VT) measuring 30.5×24.0×29.0 cm and housed in light and sound
attenuating cubicles. All chambers have clear Plexiglas tops, fronts, and backs. Sidewalls are
aluminum. The floors consist of 19 stainless steel rods (4.8 mm) spaced 1.6 cm apart center
to center. Each chamber is equipped with three retractable operant sipper tubes (spouts) that
enter the left side of the chamber through 1.3 cm diameter holes spaced 8.0 cm center to
center. A stimulus light is located 6 cm above each spout. A lickometer circuit is used to
record spout licks. Each chamber is equipped with a house light (25 W), a tone generator
(Sonalert Time Generator, 2900 Hz; Allied Electronics, Fort Worth, Texas), and a white
noise speaker (75 dB). Self-administration reinforcement is controlled by an electronic
circuit operating a syringe pump (Med Associates). Collection of the data and control of
chamber events are performed on-line using a Pentium-based computer. Programs were
written in Medstate notation language (Med Associates).

2.7.3 Coupling assembly—Prior to each self-administration session, a coupling
assembly was attached to the catheter assembly on the back of each rat. The coupling
assembly consisted of a metal spring attached to a threaded metal spacer to provide
protected passage of the catheter tubing (Tygon, US Plastic Corp., Lima, Ohio) down the
center of the apparatus to the animal. The assembly was attached to a counterbalanced
swivel (Instech, Plymouth Meeting, PA) connected to a syringe pump outside of the cubicle.

2.7.4 Testing—Phase I. Taste-drug parings. After habituation to the self-administration
chambers, all rats were tested on a tastant/drug pairing schedule as described (Grigson and
Twining 2002). Basically, rats were trained for one trial per day for three consecutive days.
Each trial allowed for the opportunity to lick 0.15% saccharin from the left empty spout of
the self-administration chamber for 5 min with the houselight and white noise on. The left
empty spout then retracted and the center and right empty spouts advanced. This was
followed by 6 h access to heroin (n=16) or saline (n=8) on a FR10 schedule of reinforcement
where 10 licks on the right, empty spout (the “active” spout) led to an iv infusion of heroin
(0.06 mg in 0.2 ml saline) or saline only over 6 s. Heroin or saline infusion is signaled by
retraction of the spout, extinguishing the stimulus light and onset of the houselight and a
tone for 20 s. The middle empty spout operant is referred to as the “inactive” spout and
responses on this operant are without consequence. The continuation of the trial is signaled
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by extinction of the houselight, and illumination of a stimulus light located above the right
active empty spout operant.

Phase II. Assessment of ‘addiction-like’ behavior. Immediately following Phase I testing,
the gustatory cue was no longer provided and all rats were given the opportunity to self-
administer heroin or saline, as per their previous group assignment, on a FR10 schedule, but
using a slightly different procedure (Puhl et al., 2011). Basically, during each trial, rats were
allowed to self-administer heroin for three 40 minute drug periods, interspersed with two 15
minute signaled drug non-availability (SNA) periods. All rats were tested once per day,
Monday through Friday, with weekends off to avoid overdose. After 24 trials, rats were
tested for their motivation to take drug using a modified version of the PR schedule used by
Piazza (Deroche-Gamonet et al., 2004) and described previously by our lab (Puhl et al.,
2011). This was followed by an extinction and reinstatement trial wherein rats were placed
in the chambers for 7 h. For the first 6 h, spout responses were not reinforced in order to
extinguish drug seeking behavior. At the beginning of the 7th h, each rat received a single
computer controlled, non-contingent priming injection of 0.06 mg heroin or saline followed
by one h of reinstatement testing on the standard FR10 schedule. This was followed by five
days of FR10 self-administration using this variation of the Piazza model.

2.7.5 Heroin addiction-like behaviors—One heroin rat developed an infection during
testing and was euthanized. Following the taste-drug pairings, the heroin-treated rats were
broken into two groups separated by median number of licks of saccharin. Those falling
above median were termed small suppressors (n=7); those falling below were termed large
suppressors (n=8). Large suppressors in the saccharin-heroin condition made significantly
fewer licks on the saccharin cue than did small suppressors in the saccharin-heroin condition
(P < 0.01).

During the last fifteen FR trials heroin intake stabilized to an average of 7 infusions per trial
with no difference between large and small suppressors. For the PR test, there was no
significant difference in break point between heroin groups. During the reinstatement phase
of the extinction/reinstatement test, large suppressors relapsed to drug, taking a significantly
greater number of infusions than control (P < 0.05), but small suppressors did not.

2.7.6 Euthanasia and tissue dissection—Twenty-four h later, the rats were sacrificed
by rapid decapitation, brains were removed manually, bisected longitudinally, and the left
hemisphere was placed into a solution of 4% formalin for 24 hours. The samples were then
transferred to phosphate-buffered saline and maintained at 2–4°C until they were processed
at Penn. Tissue from the right hemisphere was dissected into regions of interest including
the locus coereleus, nucleus accumbens, ventral tegmental area (VTA), hippocampus, and
the prefrontal cortex. These samples were stored in liquid nitrogen and then transferred to a
−80°C freezer.

2.7.7 Co-immunoprecipitation—All tissue was suspended in lysis buffer (50 mM Tris-
HCl, pH 7.4, 1 mM EDTA, 150 mM NaCl, 1% NP40, 0.25% deoxycholate, 5 mM NaF, 2
mM Na3VO4) containing protease inhibitors (complete MINI EDTA free, Roche,
Indianapolis, IN), homogenized using a microcentrifuge pestle for 2 minutes and sonicated
using a probe sonicator, then centrifuged at 4°C, 13,000 RPM for 20 minutes to remove
cellular debris (Petko et al., 2013). LC tissue from three saline and three heroin self-
administering rats were separately pooled prior to performing co-immunoprecipitation.
Protein concentrations in LC tissue samples were determined as previously described (Jin et
al., 2010a,b), and equal amounts of protein were added to each immunoprecipitation
reaction. GammaBind G Sepharose beads (GE Healthcare, Uppsala, Sweden) were used to
preclear immunocomplexes from LC tissue. Protein-G MAG sepharose beads (GE
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Healthcare) were coated with rabbit anti-MOR antibody (AB1580, Millipore, Billerica, MA)
according to manufacturer’s instructions, then incubated with 1 mg of precleared LC lysate.
Proteins were eluted using 1X loading dye (62.5 mm Tris-HCl pH 6.8, 10% glycerol, 2%
SDS, 0.025% bromophenol blue, 5% β-mercaptoethanol), and analyzed via SDS-PAGE/
Western blotting using chicken anti-WLS (1:2000; Jin, et. al., 2010a) antibody.

3. Results
3.1 WLS is enriched in locus coeruleus noradrenergic neurons that also express MOR

Consistent with previous studies (Jin et al., 2010b), Western blot analysis of rat brain lysates
from cortex, striatum, and brainstem nuclei including the LC, demonstrated robust
expression of WLS (Fig. 1 B). Immunoblot blot analysis revealed a diffuse, band migrating
between 37 to 50kD consistent with previous reports (Jin et al., 2010b).

Using immunoperoxidase labeling combined with light microscopic analysis in coronal
brain sections of naïve male rats, WLS expression was identified specifically in the LC
region (Fig. 1 D–E). Immunoreactivity for WLS in the LC was considerably more robust
than in neighboring regions of the dorsal pons, such as the superior cerebellar peduncle, that
did not exhibit strong WLS immunoreactivity. Tissue sections processed for light
microscopic detection (Fig. 1 C) in the absence of the primary antibody directed against
WLS revealed a lack of immunocytochemical labeling. These data supported our hypothesis
that WLS is highly expressed in the LC region and prompted a more in depth investigation
of WLS association with noradrenergic neurons.

Triple labeling immunofluorescence studies were used to examine potential co-localization
of WLS with the noradrenergic marker, TH, and MOR in the LC. Tissue sections processed
in the absence of each of the primary antibodies for fluorescent microscopy revealed a lack
of immunocytochemical labeling and a lack of cross-reactivity between secondary
antibodies. We confirmed previous studies showing that MOR is abundant within
noradrenergic neurons of the LC (Van Bockstaele et al., 1996, Moyse et al., 1997, Scavone
and Van Bockstaele, 2009). Figure 2 presents that TH, WLS and MOR were prominently
distributed within the LC (Fig. 2). WLS frequently co-localized with MOR in TH-containing
neurons. Overall, approximately half of all LC neurons identified were triple labeled for
WLS, MOR, and TH (Fig. 2). Similarly, almost ¾ of all MOR-containing neurons also
exhibited immunoreactivity for WLS. However, although MOR and WLS are frequently co-
localized to the same neurons, there were some clear examples where individual cells
expressed one or the other in noradrenergic cells.

To further define the subcellular distribution of WLS in noradrenergic LC neurons,
immunogold-silver detection of WLS was combined with immunoperoxidase labeling of
TH. Immunogold–silver labeling of WLS appeared as irregularly shaped black deposits that
were localized to dendritic and somatic processes within the LC (Fig. 3). Similar to our
previous studies on the localization of WLS in the striatum of rats and mice (Reyes et al.,
2010a, Reyes et al., 2011), gold-silver labeling indicative of WLS was observed within the
cytoplasm of somatodendritic processes as well as associated with the plasma membrane.
Although dual immunoelectron analysis with immunogold labeling for WLS and
immunoperoxidase labeling for TH revealed that WLS was frequently localized within
noradrenergic dendritic processes, dendritic profiles lacking TH that exhibited WLS
immunoreactivity could be seen in portions of the neuropil adjacent to TH/WLS dually
labeled neurons in the LC (Fig. 3A). Dendrites solely labeled for WLS were often found to
have symmetric synapses indicative of inhibitory contacts (Fig. 3A). The majority of
dendritic profiles, however, were dual labeled with approximately 70% of all TH dendrites
containing WLS immunoreactivity (Fig. 3B).

Jaremko et al. Page 10

Prog Neuropsychopharmacol Biol Psychiatry. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2015 April 03.

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript



3.2 WLS shifts to the plasma membrane following acute morphine treatment
To determine whether opiate agonists influence the cellular distribution of WLS in LC
neurons, rats received an acute i.c.v. injection of saline, morphine or DAMGO and the
subcellular distribution of WLS was measured by calculating the ratio of the cytoplasmic to
total (cytoplasmic and plasmalemmal) labeling. To ensure that results were not biased by
differences in gold-silver labeling in different sized dendrites, we quantified the ratio of
WLS in cytoplasmic vs. total immunogold–silver particles in large-(>5 µm in perimeter) and
small-(<5 µm in perimeter) dendrites. Statistical analysis showed similar ratios across the
two populations of differentially sized dendrites and, therefore, all dendrites were pooled for
the final analysis.

Immunogold-silver particles indicative of WLS were primarily associated with the
cytoplasm of LC dendrites and occasionally on the plasma membrane of control rats that
received an i.c.v. injection of saline (Fig. 4A–B). Following DAMGO administration, a
MOR agonist known to induce significant MOR internalization (Whistler and von Zastrow,
1999, Bailey et al., 2003), Figure 4E–F show a greater prevalence in the cytoplasmic
distribution of WLS. Conversely, morphine treatment induced a shift of WLS to the plasma
membrane (Fig. 4C–D).

3.3 WLS and MOR are in close proximity on the plasma membrane of morphine treated
rats

Analysis of WLS immunoreactivity using single labeling was important in unequivocally
establishing differences in opiate agonist-induced re-distribution of WLS. However, we next
sought to define whether WLS re-distribution occurred in dendrites that co-express MOR.
To this end, tissue sections were sequentially labeled using a dual immunogold-silver
processing approach for MOR and WLS, as previously described (Jin et al., 2010a, Reyes et
al., 2011). Obtaining different sized immunogold–silver particles was achieved by
incubating with one ultra-small gold conjugate antibody directed against the first antibody,
followed by silver enhancement, and then incubating with the second ultra-small gold
conjugate directed against the second antibody, followed by additional silver enhancement
(Yi et al., 2001). This resulted in two groups of silver-enhanced particles: smaller particles
that were enhanced once and larger particles that were enhanced twice (Yi et al., 2001, Jin et
al., 2010a, Reyes et al., 2011).

Dual immunogold–silver labeling (large and small gold–silver particles, for MOR and WLS,
respectively) that were localized in the same tissue section were readily distinguishable from
each other (Fig. 5A–B) Following morphine, large black punctate silver enhanced gold
particles, indicative of MOR, appeared on the plasma membrane (Fig. 5C–D) (0.411 ±
0.050) similar to the MOR distribution in saline treated rats (0.441 ± 0.020). As described
above, morphine induced a shift in the distribution of WLS from the cytoplasm to the
plasma membrane (0.423 ± 0.050). In contrast, DAMGO caused a shift of MOR from the
plasma membrane to the cytoplasm (0.687 ± 0.0157). WLS exhibited a similar distribution
as to what was observed in single labeling analysis (0.771 ± 0.031) (Fig. 5E–F). Statistical
analysis revealed a significant difference in the distribution of MOR in DAMGO-treated
groups compared to morphine- or vehicle-treated controls (F(2,6)=21.94, p=0.0017)(Fig. 6).
The distribution of WLS following morphine was also significant compared to DAMGO and
vehicle (F(2,6)=24.01, p=0.0014).

The morphine-induced shift in the distribution of WLS to the plasma membrane suggested
that WLS may be present in proximity to the MOR on the plasma membrane. To examine
the increased prevalence of MOR and WLS observed in close proximity at the plasma
membrane (Fig. 5C–D and 6) the distance between large and small plasmalemmal particles
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was measured in dual labeled morphine-treated dendritic profiles. When distributed along
the plasma membrane, the mean distance between gold particles was 0.066 ± 0.007 microns.
These data indicate that following morphine treatment, MOR and WLS occur in closer
proximity on the plasma membrane, compared to the vehicle-treated animals (0.21 ± 0.03).

3.4 Exposure to heroin promotes formation of MOR/WLS complexes in locus coeruleus
To investigate the effect of opioid agonists on MOR/WLS complex formation, we used co-
immunoprecipitation to determine whether opioid treatment promotes MOR/WLS complex
formation in the LC. In these experiments, naïve male Sprague-Dawley rats were allowed
one daily 150 minute heroin self-administration session for a period of 29 days (Grigson et
al., unpublished). Each session consisted of three 40 minute drug access periods interspersed
with two 15 minute periods of drug non-availability. During each 40 minute drug period,
rats were allowed to self-administer heroin on a fixed ratio schedule (set number of licks on
an active spout elicited one 0.06 mg/infusion dose of heroin). All subjects self-administered
approximately an equal number of infusions of heroin over the course of the 29 days. Rats
were then sacrificed, brains removed, and the LC dissected. Total cellular lysates were
prepared from LCs of saline and heroin self-administering animals, and the MOR
immunoprecipitated using an anti-MOR antibody. Immunocomplexes were then probed on
Western blots for the presence of WLS with a chicken anti-WLS antibody (Jin et al., 2010a).
As shown in Fig. 7A, WLS polypeptides migrate between 37 and 50 kDa (lysate lanes). The
upper two bands represent glycosylated forms of WLS, whereas the 37 kDa band represents
the WLS core protein (Jin et al., 2010b). MORs were associated with WLS under basal
conditions (control IP lane) (Fig 7A–B), whereas MOR/WLS complex formation was
significantly increased (P < 0.05) in the LC of rats with a history of having self-administered
heroin (drug IP lanes) compared to control (Fig. 7A–B). These results are consistent with the
idea that heroin, like morphine, increases MOR/WLS complex formation in the LC,
presumably by causing redistribution of WLS from cytoplasm to the cell surface.

4. Discussion
The present study utilized high-resolution immunoelectron and confocal microscopy to
demonstrate that (1) the MOR interacting protein, WLS, co-localized with MOR within TH-
containing neurons in the LC; (2) following acute exposure to morphine, WLS shifts from a
predominantly intracellular location to the plasma membrane where it is localized in close
proximity to MOR; and (3) exposure to heroin promotes formation of MOR/WLS
complexes in LC. Following morphine treatment, WLS is significantly re-distributed within
the intracellular compartment compared to vehicle- and DAMGO-treated groups.
Confirming previous reports, there was a significant internalization of MOR following
DAMGO exposure when compared to vehicle and morphine treatment (Whistler and von
Zastrow, 1999, Bailey et al., 2003, Reyes et al., 2010a, Reyes et al., 2011). Taken together,
these data suggest that differential trafficking of WLS is induced by opiate agonists in
noradrenergic LC neurons.

4.1 Technical Considerations
All antisera used in the present study have been well characterized and are specific to the
antigen of interest. Briefly, the anti-WLS antibody was generated in chickens against a
peptide antigen corresponding to the C-terminal 18 amino acids
(HVDGPTEIYKLTRKEAQE) of human WLS, which is identical to the rat and mouse
peptide sequence (Jin et al., 2010a). Antibodies of the IgY subtype were harvested from egg
yolks and affinity purified prior to use. As demonstrated here, WLS recognized a single
band of proteins with approximate molecular weight of about 50kDa (Jin et al., 2010b).
Omission of the primary antibody abolished any detectable immunoreactivity (Reyes et al.,
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2010a; Reyes et al., 2010b). Knockout validation of WLS antibodies was precluded by the
embryonic lethality of homozygous null mutants (Fu et al., 2009). Both rabbit and guinea
pig anti-MOR antibodies were directed against the C-terminal peptide of rat MOR. The
specificity of these antisera were previously demonstrated through immunodot-blot analysis
(Cheng et al., 1996), by the absence of immunoreactivity in adsorption control (Rodriguez et
al., 2001, Drake and Milner, 2002), (Surratt et al., 1994), and in MOR KO mice (Jaferi and
Pickel, 2009). The rate-limiting enzyme in norepinephrine synthesis, TH was used for the
localization of LC noradrenergic neurons and this antisera has already been validated for
specificity and characterization by previous studies in our group (Van Bockstaele and
Pickel, 1993).

Pre-embedding immunogold-silver detection technique also has some limitations. This
method provides superior subcellular localization of the antigen of interest while preserving
optimal ultrastructural morphology (Leranth and Pickel, 1989a). The pre-embedding method
is more appropriate than the post-embedding method for localization of immunoreactivity at
extrasynaptic sites making quantification of MOR and WLS distribution more suitable
(Lujan et al., 1996). A caveat of this approach, however, is that immunolabeling in thick
sections prior to embedding can produce limited reagent penetration. In order to minimize
issues of penetration 1) we collected tissue sections near the tissue-Epon interface where
penetration of the antibody is optimal to ensure that immunolabeling was clearly detectable
in sections included in the analysis (Chan et al., 1990), 2) profiles were sampled only when
immunoreactivity was clearly present in sections included in the analysis, 3) sections were
processed in parallel to facilitate relative comparisons (Reyes et al., 2010a), and a
comparable number of dendritic profiles for each experimental animal was analyzed so that
any limitation of the pre-embedding technique would not contribute to group differences.
Although exposure to anesthetics during drug delivery has been shown to alter
internalization of receptors, we did not see any evidence of this in the present study or in our
previous work (Reyes et al., 2006, Reyes et al., 2008, Reyes et al., 2010b, Reyes et al.,
2011). Vehicle-treated rats with similar anesthesia exposure did not show the same shift in
subcellular distribution of MOR/WLS as drug exposed animals, suggesting that the use of
anesthetics in our study did not confound the analysis.

4.2 Regulation of MOR by opioid agonists
The present study confirms previous studies showing that the internalization and trafficking
of MOR is agonist dependent (Arden et al., 1995, Keith et al., 1996, Sternini et al., 1996,
Keith et al., 1998, Whistler et al., 1999). As with other G-protein coupled receptors
(GPCRs), MORs undergo desensitization, down-regulation and internalization in response to
certain agonists (Bohm et al., 1997, Trapaidze et al., 2000, Tsao and von Zastrow, 2000,
Kelly et al., 2008, Virk and Williams, 2008, Wang et al., 2008). The molecular processes
underlying desensitization are thought to include rapid uncoupling of the receptor from its G
proteins by phosphorylation of the receptor and/or binding of accessory proteins such as β-
arrestins. Receptor internalization (loss of receptor from cell surface) has been implicated in
the process of de-phosphorylation and re-sensitization of receptors (Tsao and von Zastrow,
2000).

Morphine does not show significant internalization (Kovoor et al., 1998), similar to heroin
(Bohn et al., 2004). The inability of morphine or heroin to cause internalization has been
implicated in the phenomenon of tolerance and dependence ( Trapaidze et al., 2000, Zaki et
al., 2000, Williams et al., 2001, Bohn et al., 2004). As receptor internalization may be a
mechanism that mediates receptor turnover and re-sensitization, the inability of morphine to
mediate this cellular response could result in chronic receptor activation that may engage
intracellular signaling mechanisms causing downstream neuroadaptations.
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4.3 Morphine-induced re-distribution of WLS in opiate sensitive LC neurons
The LC contains a high concentration of MORs (Van Bockstaele et al., 1996). MOR
agonists inhibit the spontaneous activity of LC neurons via a pertussis toxin sensitive G-
protein (Christie et al., 1986, Aghajanian and Wang, 1987, Christie et al., 1987a, Christie et
al., 1987b, North et al., 1987, Curtis et al., 2001). Chronic morphine exposure increases TH
expression (Guitart et al., 1990) while withdrawal from opiates, increases firing of LC
neurons (Valentino and Wehby, 1989, Rasmussen et al., 1990, Kogan et al., 1992), and
increases NE release in the forebrain (Rossetti et al., 1993). Consequently, physical
symptoms develop that are NE-sensitive, as clonidine attenuates many aspects of the opiate
withdrawal syndrome (Aghajanian, 1978, Silverstone et al., 1992). As approximately 70%
of WLS and MOR are co-localized in TH-containing neurons in the LC, it is likely that
chronic morphine exposure and withdrawal from opiates may engage these noradrenergic
neurons containing WLS and MOR, however, further studies are needed to address this
issue.

As a GPCR, MOR also has interacting proteins, called MORIPs that, through association,
regulate activity and location of the receptor (Milligan, 2005, Georgoussi et al., 2012). WLS,
a transmembrane protein and novel MORIP (Banziger et al., 2006, Jin et al., 2010a, Jin et
al., 2010b, Reyes et al., 2010a, Reyes et al., 2011), has been identified within several brain
regions, as well as in peripheral tissues, including skeletal muscle, heart muscle, lung, gut,
liver and kidney (Jin et al., 2010a, Jin et al., 2010b). The present study provides evidence for
localization of WLS in the LC and its re-distribution to the plasma membrane following
morphine treatment. WLS was detected in both noradrenergic neurons as well as in neurons
that lacked detectable TH immunoreactivity. These neurons may represent GABA
interneurons that are known to be interdigitated with noradrenergic cells of the LC (Iijima et
al., 1987, Van Bockstaele, 1998). In the present study, morphine and heroin exposure
significantly increases association of WLS with MOR, consistent with prior studies (Jin et
al., 2010; Reyes et al., 2011). WLS has been implicated in the chaperoning of Wnt
glycoproteins from the endoplasmic reticulum to the plasma membrane where Wnts can be
secreted (Banziger et al., 2006, Belenkaya et al., 2008, Franch-Marro et al., 2008, Port et al.,
2008, Yang et al., 2008). Wnts are essential for a myriad of processes, including cell
signaling, development, physiological processes (Logan and Nusse, 2004, Lie et al., 2005,
Fu et al., 2009, Jin et al., 2010a). Based on yeast-two hybrid and GST-tagged
immunoprecipitation evidence, WLS binds to and associates with MOR near the MOR
intracellular loop two. This WLS-MOR binding requires residues in the WLS cytoplasmic
tail (Jin et al., 2010a, Jin et al., 2010b) and may regulate MOR membrane localization. Thus,
the interaction of WLS with MOR has functional implications for opiate actions in the LC.
In fact, Johnson and colleagues (Johnson et al., 2006) reported that morphine-desensitized
receptors are not internalized but are retained on the plasma membrane in the desensitized
form as a result of different conformational changes of MORs being stabilized by different
agonists that recruit different regulatory elements to the receptor. Furthermore, Ferguson
(Ferguson, 2001) suggested that differences in internalization of specific GPCRs may be
dictated by the complement of β-arrestin isoforms expressed in a cell. Specifically, within
the LC, MORs are known to be differentially regulated by morphine and have been
extensively characterized (Christie et al., 1987a, Beitner et al., 1989, Nestler et al., 1989,
Valentino and Wehby, 1989, Van Bockstaele et al., 1996, Van Bockstaele and Commons,
2001, Van Bockstaele et al., 2001, Blanchet et al., 2003, Bailey et al., 2009a). Under basal
conditions, endogenous opioids inhibit LC neuronal activity at the termination of a stressor
to maintain homeostasis (Valentino et al., 1991, Curtis et al., 2001). Following morphine
exposure the aforementioned inhibitory impact of MOR signaling is observed through
activation of GIRKs to hyperpolarize LC neurons (Aghajanian and Wang, 1987, Blanchet et
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al., 2003). Notably morphine does not cause rapid endocytosis of MOR (Keith et al., 1996,
Kovoor et al., 1998, Van Bockstaele and Commons, 2001).

The difference in the degree of morphine-induced MOR endocytosis in the LC and other
brain regions may be due to differential expression levels of internalization-related proteins,
such as GRK2 and β-arrestins (Kelly, 2008). Morphine fails to induce MOR endocytosis in
spinal cord in vivo (Trafton and Basbaum, 2004) and LC neurons in vitro (Arttamangkul et
al., 2008) but induces endocytosis in the dendrites of medium spiny striatal neurons
(Haberstock-Debic et al., 2003, 2005; Yu et al., 2009, 2010). These data suggest that
morphine’s actions on endocytosis may be different in different cell types and under
different experimental conditions (Williams et al., 2013). Differences in patterns of
internalization may be explained by the presence of morphine metabolites that are biased
toward β-arrestin pathways (Frölich et al. (2011). In heterologous models over-expressing
GRK2 or brain areas, such as the striatum, which contain high level of these proteins (GRK,
beta-arrestins), this kinase effector system may enable morphine-induced MOR endocytosis
(Bohn et al., 2004, Haberstock-Debic et al., 2005). Even within the striatum variability of
GRK2 expression exists between specialized subpopulations of neurons (Bychkov, 2012)
and beta-arrestin knockout mice have increased MOR signaling and reward responses
(Bjork, 2013). The delicate balance between PKC membrane desensitization and GRK/beta-
arrestin internalization pathways for MOR and the relative regulatory protein levels (GRK2,
beta-arrestin-1 and −2) between the LC and striatum are increasingly complicated by
nucleus-specific expression changes observed following acute, chronic, and withdrawal
from morphine exposure (Fan, 2002; Fan, 2003). Considering the different roles of the
striatum in extrapyramidal motor and habit learning (Calabresi, 1996; Graybiel, 1998;
Graybiel, 2008; Kehagia, 2010; Cyriel, 2009) and the LC in processing of incoming afferent
signals about the environment, respectively, discrepancies in their protein expression profile
and response to morphine are not unexpected. Despite these differences the potential
sequestration of MOR by WLS association at the plasma membrane is observed in both
brain regions and suggests potential commonalities in signaling

We observed that following DAMGO treatment, WLS and MOR are both internalized and
some of the internalized WLS is associated with endosome-like vesicles. Studies suggest
that internalized WLS is normally degraded in lysosomes (Belenkaya et al., 2008; Yang et
al., 2008); however, some internalized WLS escapes this fate and returns to the Golgi
apparatus via the retromer complex which enables WLS re-utilization (Eaton, 2008).
Similarly, DAMGO induces rapid internalization of MOR in striatal neurons when
compared to morphine (Koch and Hollt, 2005). After internalization, endocytosed MORs
return to the cell surface for renewed receptor activation and signaling (Haberstock-Debic et
al., 2003; Haberstock-Debic, 2005). MOR trafficking in the striatum has been shown to be
involved in the re-sensitization process (Roman-Vendrell et al., 2012). In the present study,
our results show that DAMGO induces internalization of both WLS and MOR in LC
neurons. Additional studies are required to determine the fate of internalized MOR/WLS
following DAMGO exposure. When localized to the intracellular compartment, we also
observed that immunogold labeling for WLS and MOR were in close proximity; however,
we did not measure the distance between gold particles. Whether internalized WLS and
MOR are associated within intracellular compartments following DAMGO exposure would
be an interesting area to pursue.

Functional consequences of trafficking of WLS via association with MOR at the plasma
membrane may serve to either limit WLS-mediated transport of Wnt secretion or facilitate
its secretion. Decreasing Wnt secretion may potentially explain retraction, de-branching, and
shrinking of dendrites following chronic morphine administration via depressed Wnt-
induced dendritogenesis (Hu, 2008; Liao, 2007; Franch-Marro, 2008). Alternatively,
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increased Wnt secretion may enable up-regulation of growth-related genes (McClung et al.,
2005) or facilitate increased dendritogenesis enabling increased connections between
afferents and LC dendrites such as under conditions of stress (Xu et al., 2004). Further
studies are required to determine functional consequences of WLS trafficking. Finally,
evidence from other studies suggest that GPCR interacting proteins may modulate GPCR
trafficking in a regionally specific manner in pre-or postsynaptic plasma membranes. For
example, PICK1, which associates with mGLUR7a, co-clusters at synaptic membranes
selectively promoting receptor insertion at synapses on the pre-synaptic process (Boudin et
al., 2000). Although the GluR2 subunit of the AMPA receptor is able to also associate with
PICK1, the small (glutamate receptor interacting protein) GRIP 1 is uniquely required for
synaptic localization of the receptor (Osten et al., 2000) and has been found to directly bind
kinesins to direct the receptor to dendrites (Setou et al., 2002). Distal dendritic trafficking of
the serotonin 5HT1A receptor similarly requires association with Yif1B, isolated from yeast
(Carrel et al., 2008). The high specialization of this relationship despite the ubiquitous
expression of Yifs is not unlike Rab1, which is also widespread and differentially traffics
explicit classes of adrenergic receptors from the endoplasmic reticulum to the cell surface
(Wu et al., 2003, Filipeanu et al., 2006). The possibility that MOR/WLS interactions may
direct regionally specific insertion of MOR along specific compartments of the plasma
membrane should be considered, especially considering the known chaperone and retromer
complex paths of WLS near the intermediate compartment and Golgi complex (Franch-
Marro et al., 2008).

5. Conclusion
Opiate addiction is a serious public health concern worldwide that claims numerous lives
and accounts for a substantial financial burden. Uncovering the mechanisms of opiate
exposure at the receptor level is crucial to the development of novel therapeutics for
treatment. The present study utilized high-resolution immunoelectron and confocal
microscopy to reveal abundant expression of WLS in noradrenergic neurons of the rat LC
that are opiate-sensitive. Morphine caused WLS to shift from the cytoplasm to the plasma
membrane where it was localized in close proximity to MOR. Heroin exposure induced an
increased association MOR with WLS. Increased association of WLS/MOR may contribute
to the negative downstream consequences of morphine on LC neurons. In summary, WLS
may provide a novel target for therapeutic intervention in the treatment of opiate
dependence.
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WLS Wntless

MOR mu-opioid receptor

LC locus coeruleus

NE norepinephrine

DAMGO [D-Ala2, N-Me-Phe4, Gly-ol5]-enkephalin
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TH tyrosine hydroxylase

GPCR G-protein coupled receptor

GIP G-protein interacting protein

MORIP mu-opioid receptor interacting protein

i.c.v. intracerebroventricular

PKC protein kinase C

GRK G-protein receptor kinase

GIRK G-protein inwardly rectifying potassium channel

CREB cAMP response element-binding protein
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Highlights

• Immunohistochemistry and western blot analysis revealed robust WLS
expression within the LC, the main source of norepinephrine to the forebrain.

• Using confocal and immunoelectron microscopy, robust co-localization of WLS
and MOR was identified in noradrenergic neurons of the LC.

• WLS immunoreactivity shifts from the cytoplasm to plasma membrane
following morphine treatment.

• Increased plasmalemmal association of WLS with MOR following morphine
may result in sequestration of WLS and inhibition of Wnt protein secretion.

• Following heroin exposure, co-immunoprecipitation showed that WLS and
MOR interact, and that WLS expression is altered.
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Figure 1.
Evidence for localization of WLS in the brainstem nucleus locus coeruleus. A)
Representative schematic diagram adapted from the rat brain atlas of Paxinos and Watson at
level bregma −10.03mm, plate 58, showing the regional localization of the LC in the dorsal
pons (Paxinos, 1997). B) Western blot analysis shows WLS expression in whole cell lysates
obtained from the medial prefrontal cortex (mPFC), striatum, hippocampus, locus coeruleus,
nucleus (Nucl) accumbens and ventral tegmental area (VTA). A specific band in the 37–
50kD range, the predicted molecular weight of WLS, can be observed in many brain
regions, as previously reported. C) A tissue section through the dorsal pons that was
processed in the absence of the primary antibody reveals a lack of immunoperoxidase
staining. D and E) Immunoperoxidase labeling for WLS (black arrows) can be observed in
the LC at low and high magnification. superior cerebellar peduncle, scp. 4v: 4th ventricle,
scale bar 50 microns in C-D; 10 microns in E.
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Figure 2.
High magnification immunofluorescence microscopy depicting colocalization of TH, MOR,
and WLS in individual rat locus coeruleus (LC) neurons. A and A’ illustrate MOR labeling
(green) in the LC, B and B’ show WLS labeling (red) and C and C’ depict TH labeling
(blue) in the same tissue. D and D’ represent merged images for all three labels. Solid single
black arrows indicate neurons that contain MOR, WLS and TH while arrowheads depict
neurons containing only MOR. Dual headed arrows indicate neurons that only contain WLS.
Arrows indicate dorsal (D) and lateral (L) orientation of the sections illustrated. Scale bar 20
microns.
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Figure 3.
Electron microscopic evidence for localization of WLS in rat noradrenergic dendrites of the
locus coeruleus (LC). A) An immunoperoxidase labeled tyrosine hydroxylase dendrite (TH-
d) is shown in proximity to an immunogold-silver labeled (arrowheads) WLS dendrite
(WLS-d). The singly labeled dendrites receive direct symmetric synaptic contacts (curved
arrows) from unlabeled axon terminals (ut). B) A dendrite contains both immunoperoxidase
labeling for TH and immunogold-silver labeling (arrowheads) for WLS (WLS + TH-d). ud:
unlabeled dendrites Scale bar 0.5 microns.
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Figure 4.
Electron microscopic evidence for agonist-induced trafficking of WLS in rat locus coeruleus
(LC) neurons using single immunogold-silver labeling for WLS. A-B. Sections from
vehicle-treated subjects show immunogold-silver grains for WLS within the cytoplasm
(arrowheads) and along the plasma membrane (arrow). Note that WLS is distributed both
within the cytoplasm of dendrites as well as associated occasionally with the plasma
membrane. Unlabeled axon terminals (ut) are shown contacting (zigzag arrows) the WLS-
containing dendrite C-D. WLS immunolabeling shows a shift in distribution from the
cytoplasm (arrowheads) to the plasma membrane (arrows) following morphine treatment.
An unlabeled axon terminal (ut) is contacting (zigzag arrow) the WLS-containing dendrite.
E-F. Following DAMGO treatment, immunogold-silver labeling for WLS (arrowheads) is
primarily distributed within the cytoplasm. Double arrows point to endosome-like vesicles.
An unlabeled axon terminal (ut) is shown contacting (zigzag arrow) the WLS-containing
dendrite (Panel E). Scale bars, 0.5µm.

Jaremko et al. Page 31

Prog Neuropsychopharmacol Biol Psychiatry. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2015 April 03.

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript



Figure 5.
Differential trafficking of WLS is observed in rat locus coeruleus (LC) dendrites from
vehicle-treated (A, B), morphine-treated (C–D) and DAMGO-treated rats (E–F) using dual
immunogold-silver for WLS (small gold-silver grains) and MOR (large gold-silver grains).
A-B. Immunogold-silver labeling for WLS can be seen within the cytoplasm (arrows) while
immunogold-silver labeling for MOR is distributed within the cytoplasm (arrowhead) and
along the plasma membrane (double arrowheads) in dendrites from vehicle-treated rats.
Panel A shows an unlabeled axon terminal (ut) contacting (zigzag arrow) the WLS and
MOR-containing dendrite. C-D. Following morphine treatment, WLS labeling shifts from
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the cytoplasm to the plasma membranes of LC dendrites. Double arrows point to
immunogold-silver labeling for WLS along the plasma membranes while double arrowheads
point to immunogold-silver for MOR labeling along the plasma membrane in WLS and
MOR-containing dendrite. E-F. Immunogold-silver labeling for WLS (arrows) and MOR
(arrowheads) can be seen primarily within the cytoplasm of the WLS and MOR-containing
dendrites in rats subjected to DAMGO treatment. Two unlabeled axon terminals (ut) can be
seen contacting a WLS and MOR-containing dendrite (Panel E). A thick arrow points to
endosome-like vesicles. Scale bars, 0.5µm.
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Figure 6.
Ratio of cytoplasmic to total immunogold–silver labeling for WLS and MOR following
opiate agonist treatment. Morphine treatment caused a significant (P < 0.05) shift in WLS
from the cytoplasmic compartment to the plasma membrane, while MOR remains on the
plasma membrane, similar to control. DAMGO treatment significantly increased (P < 0.05)
the ratio of cytoplasmic to total WLS immunogold–silver labeling compared to control and
morphine treatment. DAMGO also caused a significant shift in MOR distribution to the
cytoplasm compared to morphine and control. Values are mean ± SEM of three rats per
group. Values with asterisks are significantly different (*P < 0.05) from each other. Tukey’s
multiple comparison tests after ANOVA.
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Figure 7.
Interaction of MOR and WLS in the locus coeruleus (LC) of saline and heroin self-
administering rats. (A) MOR was immunoprecipitated (IP) from the LC of saline (control)
and heroin (drug) self-administering rats using a rabbit anti-MOR antibody. Equal amounts
of protein from LC tissue were added to each immunoprecipitation reaction. Interaction with
WLS was determined by immunoblotting (IB) with a chicken anti-WLS antibody. Lysate
(L) lanes contain 1% of the total protein from the LC compared to the mock (M, rabbit IgG)
and immunoprecipitation (IP) lanes. Arrow indicates position of WLS. IgG heavy chain
migrates as a dimer at ∼100 kDa. (B) Bands were analyzed by densitometry and quantified
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using Image J software. Data was analyzed using paired Student’s t-test (expressed as a
mean ± SEM; n=3, (*P < 0.05).
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