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17B-Estradiol (E2) and Testosterone (T) exert actions in most animal tissues, in addition to the reproduc-
tive system. Thus, both sex steroid hormones affect growth and different cell functions in several organs.
Accordingly, the nuclear estrogen (ER) and androgen (AR) receptors are ubiquitously expressed. More-
over, ER and AR may have non-classical intracellular localizations, e.g. plasma membrane, mitochondria
and endoplasmic reticulum, raising additional complexity to the functional roles of E2 and T. In addition

to the modulation of gene transcription by direct interaction with their cognate nuclear receptors, the

i;’;vggglss steroids can rapidly activate signaling pathways by a non-genomic mechanism mediated by receptors
Sex steroid hormones identical to or different from known steroid receptors. Among various functions, E2 and T can regulate
Estrogen apoptosis through those pathways. In mitochondria, the presence of ER and AR and actions of estrogen
Androgen and androgen have been shown, in keeping with the organelle being a control point of apoptosis. The
ER and AR most recurrent action for each steroid hormone is the protection of mitochondria against different

Signal transduction pathways

insults, resulting in antiapoptosis. This review summarizes the molecular basis of the modulation of pro-
grammed cell death by E2 and T in several tissues.

© 2011 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.
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1. Introduction

17B-Estradiol (E2) and Testosterone (T) are steroid hormones
typically linked to reproductive functions. However, during the last
decade it has been discovered that practically every animal cell/
tissue/organ system responds to these sexual hormones in some
way. Thus, effects by both steroids on differentiation of several tis-
sues and organs, bone metabolism, and modulation of inflamma-
tion, brain, liver, nervous system and cardiovascular functions as
well have been described ([1-4]; reviewed in [5-7]). One of the
reasons of this opening out in the non-conventional actions of E2
and T was the finding of estrogen (ER) and androgen (AR) receptors
in non-classical tissues and with non-classical intracellular local-
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izations [8-25]. However, our understanding of the molecular
mechanism by which sex steroid hormones regulate these cellular
functions is incomplete.

According to the common theory of steroid action, these com-
pounds regulate the expression of various responsive genes and
initiate complex events by direct interaction with nuclear recep-
tors. Once activated, the hormone-receptor complex can directly
mediate gene transcription or interact with transcription factors
to regulate their activity. Changes in gene transcription typically
occur after 30-60 min ([26-28]; reviewed in [29,30]). As opposed
to this genomic mechanism, steroids can influence cellular func-
tions rapidly activating signaling pathways. Regarding E2, one of
the earliest reports about rapid non-genomic effects belongs to
Pietras and Szego [31], where they demonstrated a fast cAMP
production and calcium flux in the endometrium of ovariecto-
mized rats induced by the estrogen. Afterwards, the interest in
the study of these mechanisms increased and fast effects have been
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reported, which occur from seconds to minutes upon ligand
binding, involved in the activation of diverse signal transduction
pathways ([32]; reviewed in [29,33]). The activation of this
non-genomic mechanism is mediated by receptors identical to or
different from known steroid receptors, such as G protein-coupled
receptors [34,35]. In connection with the regulation of gene tran-
scription, the sex steroid hormones recruit a complex of coactiva-
tors and corepressors to the AR- or ER-ligand-DNA binding site
[36,30,37]. Thus, the correct balance between coactivators and
corepressors is a key determinant of the capacity of the genomic
mechanism to initiate responses. Due to the fact that the relative
expression levels of these molecules is cell specific and the vast
possibilities of different interactions between genomic and non-
genomic actions, E2 and T can exert distinct functions in different
cellular types. Besides, the complexity of the mechanism of action
of both hormones further increases when the interactions between
the two steroid receptors are taken into consideration. Androgen-
estrogen interplay may reflect the combined effects of estrogen-
and androgen-regulated expression of multiple genes within a
target cell. Also, each respective hormone may affect the expres-
sion of the other’s receptor, i.e. androgens of the estrogen receptor
and viceversa [38,39]. Hormone-hormone intercommunication
may also result from the contribution of a steroid-receptor coacti-
vator to steroid-binding. For instance, the AR corregulator ARA-70,
may confer to the AR an ability to bind estrogen, thus allowing for
an estrogen effect on androgen targets [40].

Heterodimerization between members of the steroid receptor
superfamily is not unusual [41]. It has been demonstrated that
the AR and ERa can interact directly using the yeast and mamma-
lian two-hybrid systems. Consequently, ERo. modulates AR tran-
scriptional activity in an E2-dependent fashion [42]. These
authors showed inhibitory interactions between AR and ERa but
not between AR and ERB. Further, there was some steroid-
dependence of these interactions, since ligand-induced conforma-
tional change in at least one receptor type prior to the interaction
event is required. These findings support those of Kumar et al. who
also found a dose-dependent decrease of AR transcriptional activ-
ity when ER was coexpressed in the presence of E2 [43]. A direct
interaction between steroid receptors would allow for an addi-
tional level of control and adds to the increasing complexity of
steroid signaling pathways.

Among the different functions reported for T and E2, both
steroids can regulate apoptosis. This review summarizes the avail-
able evidence showing the molecular mechanisms activated by E2
and/or T to modulate programmed cell death.

2. Estrogen and androgen actions in mitochondria and their
implications on apoptosis

The existence of androgen and estrogen receptors in mitochon-
dria was suggested by early binding experiments using
radiolabeled hormone ligands with mitochondrial extracts. The
purification of receptor proteins and the availability of the corre-
sponding antibodies allowed the application of immunological
techniques for the localization of both receptors in mitochondria
[44,22,9]. Thus, mitochondrial DNA (mtDNA) was reported as one
of the major targets for the direct actions of steroid hormones
and their receptors (reviewed in [45,46)). First, in 1996 the mtDNA
was found to contain estrogen-response elements [47]. In addition,
the presence of mitochondrial estrogen receptors has been demon-
strated in different cell types [48,8,49,9,50]. Even though the
localization of ERs in mitochondria is well established, their phys-
iological role at this cellular level remains unclear. Hence, investi-
gations in the last years have been focused to evaluate E2 and ERs
actions on mitochondria. The results obtained clearly demonstrate

that the organelle is an estrogen target. Indeed, it has been shown
that estrogens affect in mitochondria the electron transport chain
[51], its morphology [52,53], also gene expression [49] and other
multiple effects that E2 exerts, directly on the organelle or indi-
rectly through activation of signaling pathways such as PI3K/Akt
or MAPKs, to enhance or preserve mitochondrial function during
pathologic/stress circumstances (reviewed in [54]).

Mitochondria are both source and targets of free radicals. Mito-
chondrial electron transport chain is the main source of reactive
oxygen species (ROS) during normal metabolism [55]. ROS affect
the mitochondrial machinery. Above all, chronic ROS exposure in-
duces mtDNA mutations that accumulate with age; mitochondrial
dysfunction appears to be a major contributor to those age-related
diseases of the cardiovascular system or the brain [56-58]. Several
studies indicate that estrogen suppresses mitochondrial ROS pro-
duction [10,59]. Moreover, it has been demonstrated that this anti-
oxidant action of estrogens is due, not to their chemical phenolic
structure, but rather to their interaction with ERs which eventually
leads to the activation of kinases and nuclear factors [60]. In addi-
tion, the effectiveness of estrogen as neuroprotective agent [61,62]
or against age-related pathologies as cardiovascular disorders, in
part due to their action on mitochondria, is known [63,64]. Ques-
tions about the mechanism activated by E2 have arisen, namely,
can the estrogens protect mitochondria in a direct fashion, inde-
pendently of cell membrane, nuclear or cytosolic interactions?
The presence of ERs in mitochondria strengthens the hypothesis
that estrogens have direct effects on mitochondrial activity but it
is also known that estrogens upregulate nuclear gene expression
of antioxidant enzymes which are directed to mitochondria [65].
Summarizing, the action of E2 on the mitochondria is mediated
by genomic and non-genomic mechanisms involving signals trav-
elling through an intricate net between plasma membrane, mito-
chondria and nucleus. Evidence suggest that the cytoskeleton
could be an important factor in the maintenance of these mito-
chondrial-membrane and nuclear interactions [66].

Regarding AR, scarce information exists about its mitochondrial
localization. AR has been detected in mitochondria of LNCaP cells
and of human sperm cells in the midpiece, the region which har-
bors a high concentration of mitochondria [22]. Nevertheless, tes-
tosterone effects on mitochondrial functions have been reported.
For instance, the androgen acutely and directly depolarizes and
oxidizes cardiac mitochondria in a K'-dependent, ATP-sensitive,
and AR-independent mode [67].

The mitochondria are not only the cell’s powerhouses, they
integrate a large number of signal transduction pathways for a
wide variety of biologically active molecules. Additionally, they
could be considered as a cellular arsenal since they enclose a po-
tent cocktail of pro-apoptotic proteins. Really, this organelle repre-
sents a control point of apoptosis that is regulated by members of
the Bcl-2 family. Then, if mitochondria are a target for sexual hor-
mones these steroids could modulate programmed cell death. The
principal mechanism by which Bcl-2 family proteins regulates
apoptosis at mitochondrial level is probably by controlling cyto-
chrome c release. The Bcl-2 proteins display either antiapoptotic
(e.g. Bcl-2, Bcl-xL) or proapoptotic (e.g. Bax, Bad, Bak, Bid) func-
tions that in turn could be regulated by several estrogen or andro-
gen responsive kinases including Akt, MAPKs, PKA, among others
(|68]; reviewed in [69,70]).

Cell death has historically been subdivided into regulated and
unregulated mechanisms. Apoptosis is an essential cellular re-
sponse, is a normal event during development and regulation of
tissue homeostasis by which unwanted cells are eliminated. It is
a form of regulated cell death, reflects a cell’s decision to die in re-
sponse to varied stimuli. Apoptosis is executed by intrinsic cellular
machinery, which is activated either by triggering events within
the cell or from outside the cell. Multiple molecular components
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such as death receptors, Bcl-2 family proteins, cytochrome c, inhib-
itor of apoptosis proteins (IAP), and many others, are involved in
apoptosis signaling that converge on caspase activation, the
executers of cell death (reviewed in [71]). This type of cellular
death is characterized by distinct biochemical and morphological
changes such as DNA fragmentation, plasma membrane blebbing
and cellular shrinkage (reviewed in [72]).

Due to the significance of apoptosis in an organism, it is logical
to think in more than one (depending on the cell type) form of reg-
ulation of this process. Many cytokines, growth factors and hor-
mones control apoptosis in some way (review in [73]). Although
it has been demonstrated that E2 as well as T can sustain survival
or alternatively induce cell apoptosis according to their biological
context [52,74-81], the information reviewed suggests that in gen-
eral both steroid hormones exert a protective role on the mito-
chondria at structural and functional levels and thus, they render
a survival effect. This steroid hormonal-protective action on mito-
chondria has been more extensively studied for E2 than for T.

3. 17p-Estradiol and testosterone as modulators of apoptosis:
molecular mechanism

Experimental data indicate that androgens and estrogens regu-
late apoptosis via different cell signaling pathways. In this action
the steroids involve or not, specific (with classical or non-classical
localizations) and non-specific receptors. Although sometimes
androgens and estrogens can trigger apoptosis, protective effects
of these steroids, mainly E2, have been widely reported for differ-
ent tissues. This hormonal regulation of apoptosis depends on fac-
tors such as cell type, apoptosis inducer, hormone concentration or
cellular environment, as indicated above. Table 1 summarizes rel-
evant data about regulation of apoptosis by sexual hormones, some
of which are described in detail below.

It is known that E2 regulates the balance between cell survival,
proliferation and apoptosis, processes which are connected in
some manner through different mechanisms. However, why the
hormone shifts the balance toward cell survival or apoptosis is
not totally elucidated. For example, in estrogen receptor (ER)-
positive MCF-7 human breast cancer cells, it has been shown that
E2 stimulates growth inducing G1- to S-phase transition. This
induction is associated with the upregulation of c-myc, affecting
cyclin D1, cyclin-dependent kinase (CDK) and retinoblastoma pro-
tein [82]. The estrogen also activates cyclin E-CDK2 complexes,
accelerating the G1-to-S transition [83], all known events involved
in cell proliferation. In addition, through its non-genomic mecha-
nism action, the hormone via the ERa is able to interact with pro-
teins such as c-Src, and activates the MAPK and PI3K/Akt pathways
which are classically associated to cell survival [84,85]. Moreover,
E2 inhibits apoptosis increasing Bcl-2 and Bcl-X; without affecting
the proapototic Bax and Bak proteins in MCF-7, T47-D, and ZR-75-1
breast cancer cells [86]. However, under some specific conditions
E2 could trigger apoptosis in breast cancer cells, opposed to its well
studied antiapoptotic role. This peculiar hormone behavior has
been observed in cells from breast cancer which have been long-
term estrogen-deprived (LTED) or treated exhaustively with anti-
estrogens [87]. Curiously, the paradoxical induction of apoptosis
by estrogen has been established under several unusual circum-
stances. For example, in this case, the pre-conditions of prolonged
estrogen depletion or exhaustive treatment with anti-estrogens of
the breast cancer cells are mandatory requisites to trigger apopto-
sis by E2 and could explain the dual action of the steroid to
stimulate growth or apoptosis. Thus, the development of anti-
hormone resistance over years of therapy, reprograms the survival
mechanism of the breast cancer cell so that estrogen no longer
functions as a survival factor but as a death signal. In this case

the author proposes that despite the fact that the ER still regulates
the appropriate estrogen target genes, also activates the Fas apop-
totic pathway or alternatively has a direct effect on mitochondrial
function by downregulation of antiapoptotic members of the Bcl-2
family, leading to apoptosis [87]. Likewise, under other particular
conditions such as rat embryo fibroblasts (Rat1 cells) stably trans-
fected with ERa [88] or MCF-7 cells stably transfected with Raf-1
[89], there has been observed that estrogen is also able to induce
apoptosis.

In skeletal muscle, there are data demonstrating that apoptosis
plays a key role in pathophysiological and physiological conditions
that lead to cell loss [90]. Although little is known about the effects
of estrogen or androgen on apoptosis and the underlying molecular
events in skeletal muscle, the evidence available indicates that the
steroids are associated with survival/beneficial effects in this tissue
[91,92]. Thus, in the C2C12 murine skeletal muscle cell line, T as
well as E2, in a nanomolar dose protect against H,O,-induced
apoptosis [52,81] (Fig. 1). Typical changes of apoptosis such as nu-
clear fragmentation, cytoskeleton disorganization, mitochondrial
reorganization/dysfunction and cytochrome c release induced by
H,0,, are abolished when cells are previously exposed to androgen
or estrogen. Some molecular events that occur during the anti-
apoptotic action of T on C2C12 cells have also been identified. At
short times of exposure to H,0,, cells exhibit a defense response
showing ERK2, Akt and Bad phosphorylation and an increase of
HSP70 levels. At longer treatment times with the apoptotic agent,
dephosphorylation of these proteins, cytochrome c release, PARP
cleavage and DNA fragmentation occur, but when cells were trea-
ted with T prior to H,0,, Bad inactivation (phosphorylation), in-
crease in actin levels, translocation of HSP90 to mitochondria and
reduction in Bax levels were observed. These findings reveal that,
the intrinsic pathway at least, is affected by the steroid hormone.
Likewise, E2 inhibits apoptosis in C2C12 skeletal muscle cells
through ERs with non-classical localization involving MAPKs,
HSP27 and the survival PI3K/Akt pathway which phosphorylates
proapoptotic members of the Bcl-2 family inactivating them
(Fig. 1) [52,93,94]. Similar to T, the authors observed an important
protective effect of estrogen on mitochondria associated to activa-
tion of the PI3K/Akt pathway. However, in other cell types under
irregular conditions, it has been observed that the hormone can in-
hibit this classical survival cascade and then induce apoptosis. In
tamoxifen-resistant PKC-a-overexpressing cells, E2-induced tumor
regression is related to a decrease of Akt activation [95]. In addi-
tion, in LTED MCF-7:5C and MCF-7:A 2A cells, the basal level of
phosphorylated Akt is markedly upregulated and E2 (in nanomolar
range for 72 h) significantly reduces its expression. Also, in MCF-
7.beclin-overexpressing cells, E2 treatment significantly decreases
Akt activation and then proliferation [96]. As mentioned before,
this E2-induced PI3K/Akt inhibition that leads to cellular death re-
quires unusual circumstances as transfected cell lines or tamoxi-
fen-resistant cells. Studies showing the basis by which the
hormone is able to activate or inhibit the PI3K/Akt pathway could
unravel new therapeutic targets in pathologies associated to dereg-
ulation of cellular death. Moreover, the same premise could extend
to the MAPK signaling cascade, commonly related to cellular prolif-
eration and, as aforesaid, modulated by E2 too.

Another tissue in which estrogen and androgen clearly have a
protective effect against apoptosis is nervous system. In general
for both steroids, the dual behavior (apoptotic and antiapoptotic)
has not been observed in this system as occur in other tissues.
Physiological levels of the female or male sex steroids are neuro-
protective both in vivo and in vitro. With regard to E2, it is well doc-
umented that the hormonal protective action is mainly due to its
action on mitochondria [97]. Although the mechanism of male ste-
roids in neuroprotection is less clear, the participation of AR is well
established. Using an in vitro/ex vivo model, Ahlbom et al. showed
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that cerebellar granule cells (CGC) from neonatal rats treated with
a single dose of T are less vulnerable to damage induced by 50 mM
H,0, [98]. They demonstrated a mechanism involving an upregu-
lation of the cellular antioxidant defenses, specifically a two fold
T-induced increase in the activity of catalase and superoxide dis-
mutase was detected. The effects of in vitro T treatment were also
studied showing that CGC treated with the androgen were less sus-
ceptible to damage induced by H,0, [99]. The addition of the AR
antagonist flutamide abolished the protective effect of T, suggest-
ing an androgen receptor-mediated mechanism. In addition they
observed an increase in the antioxidant enzyme catalase in cells
treated with T, but not in the cells co-treated with flutamide. The
participation of the AR in the protective effects of androgens was
further supported by its presence in CGC. In cultured hippocampal
neurons from rats and in PC12 cells stably transfected with the AR,
androgens protected against apoptosis induced by B-amyloid pep-
tides (AB) [100]. In cultured hippocampal neurons, 10 nM of T or
dihydrotestosterone rapidly and transiently increased ERK-1 and
ERK-2, Rsk-1, and Bad phosphorylation, with discrete but overlap-
ping time courses. This androgen-induced MAPK/ERK signaling
occurs only in cells expressing functional AR. Inhibition of the
AR-dependent MAPK/ERK-Rsk-Bad signaling pathway at the AR,
ERK, or Rsk step, blocks androgen protection against A toxicity.
In PC12 cells, androgens were observed to activate MAPK/ERK sig-
naling and provide neuroprotection only in cell lines stably
expressing AR. Because of plasma membrane-impermeable testos-
terone-BSA conjugates failed to induce MAPK/ERK signaling, both
in hippocampal neuron and pcDNA3-AR cell cultures, neuroprotec-
tive androgen signaling via that pathway does not appear to in-
volve cell surface-associated receptors. With regard to the
response of neurons to the female hormone, it generally involves
the ER. In various cell types, there has been observed that the final
result depends on the subtype of ER. At this point, some contradic-
tions appear, as many reports have established estrogenic protec-
tive effects involving both estrogen receptors. However, it has
been shown that estrogen-regulated developmental neuronal
apoptosis involves ERB. Indeed, cells which express ERB undergo
apoptosis, whereas cells expressing ERa are protected from apop-
tosis [101]. Nilsen et al., using in vitro approaches, showed that
ERB mediates apoptosis through a mechanism that requires FasL
[101]. However, in in vivo assays with BERKO mice, it was demon-
strated that ERB is necessary for neuronal survival [102]. Although,
in vivo assays could be less disputable than in vitro assays, it is evi-
dent that more evidences are necessary to determine the role of
each receptor in apoptosis. Moreover, more in-depth studies are
necessary to determine if the effects observed are due to the par-
ticipation of specific isoforms of each receptor.

Finally, we reviewed singular effects of sexual steroids on apop-
tosis due to variations in concentrations of hormone or to simulta-
neous treatment with both steroids. In addition the response to
hormone on occasion was sex specific. Thus, opposite effects of
E2 and T membrane binding sites on T47D breast cancer cells were
observed. Upon activation with BSA-conjugated, non-permeable li-
gands (E2-BSA and T-BSA), membrane estrogen receptors pro-
tected cells from serum-deprivation-induced apoptosis, while
androgen receptors induced apoptosis in serum supplemented
T47D cells. In addition, co-incubation of cells with a fixed concen-
tration of one steroid and varying concentrations of the other re-
versed the above mentioned effect (apoptosis for androgen, and
anti-apoptosis for E2), suggesting that the fate of the cell depends
on the relative concentration of either steroid in the culture med-
ium [20]. It is known that at physiological levels, androgens are in-
volved in neuronal differentiation, neuroprotection, survival and
development [103,104]. However, T exerted apoptotic effects in
the neuroblastoma cell line SHSY5Y at supraphysiological levels
(micromolar range) initiating the apoptotic cascade, and this effect
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Fig. 1. Schematic diagram showing events involved in the antiapototic effects of Testosterone (T) and 17B-estradiol (E2) in C2C12 muscle cells. The diagram depicts both
steroid hormones interacting with apoptotic mediators and activating diverse intracellular signaling pathways to inhibit H,0,-induced apoptosis in skeletal muscle cells. E2
(17p-estradiol) can interact with estradiol binding proteins/receptors (ER) localized in cell membrane and mitochondria promoting activation of ERK, p38 MAPK and the PI3K/
Akt/p-Bad survival cascade, involving HSP27 and inhibiting caspase-3 activity. Thus, E2 abrogates mitochondrial membrane damage, and consequently Smac/DIABLO and
cytochrome c release, induced by hydrogen peroxide. Furthermore, similar to estrogen, T is able to act at the mitochondrial level, probably involving HSP90. T abrogates the
H,0,-induced Bax expression. Both hormones prevent DNA fragmentation and cytoskeleton disorganization [52,93,81].

was abolished in the presence of either inhibitors of caspases or of
the inositol 1,4,5-trisphosphate receptor (InsP3R)-mediated Ca®*
release. Futhermore, T induced different concentration-dependent
Ca?* signaling patterns: at low levels of T (100 nM), Ca®* oscilla-
tions were produced, whereas higher concentrations (1-10 uM)
caused a sustained Ca®* increase. Thus, T through a mechanism
involving Ca?* signaling may lead to apoptosis [105]. In agreement
with these observations, it has been demonstrated that T and 5 al-
pha-DHT stimulated apoptosis in cultured dermal papilla cells
(DPC) in a dose-dependent and time-related manner. The mecha-
nisms involved include a decrease in Bcl-2 protein expression, an
increase in the Bax/Bcl-2 ratio and caspase-8 activation.

In pancreatic B cells apoptosis is responsible for the develop-
ment of insulin-dependent diabetes mellitus in the streptozotocin
(STZ) rat model. In this model, Morimoto et al. [106] demonstrated
that castrated animals presented higher percentages of apoptotic
cells than intact males and castrated, testosterone-substituted
males (castrated rats were substituted with T enanthate). The de-
crease in apoptotic B cells induced by T was reversed by flutamide,
showing a possible involvement of the AR in the steroid protective
action. Interestingly, it has been demonstrated that the protective
effect of steroid hormones in pancreatic B cells is sex specific. Cyto-
protection on STZ-induced apoptosis in rat pancreatic g cells was
observed in T but not in progesterone or E2 treated male rats.
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The effect was seen in male but not in female rats. Moreover, the
sex specific action of the steroid hormone was related to the induc-
tion of antioxidant enzyme activities in pancreatic B cells [107].

Other studies showing the role of androgen in apoptosis and its
impact on cancer therapy, have been made in the Caco-2 cell line.
In these cells (from human epithelial colorectal adenocarcinoma),
using fluorescent non-membrane-permeable AR ligands (T-HAS-
FITC), Gu et al. [25] showed not only the presence of membrane
ARs but also that the stimulation of these non-classical receptors
with T conjugates (T-HAS) induced rapid cytoskeleton reorganiza-
tion and apoptotic responses via activation of the pro-apoptotic
executor caspase-3, even in the presence of anti-androgens. These
effects were specific for T and its conjugates, since other steroid
hormones such as E2 did not exhibit any pro-apoptotic activity.
These data add a clear and significant piece of evidence to the role
of membrane ARs in apoptosis. Thus, their activation by steroid
albumin conjugates induces potent pro-apoptotic responses
involving caspase activation and cytoskeletal rearrangements.
Although further experiments are now required for the full identi-
fication of the molecular identity of these receptors, they may rep-
resent specific targets for the development of novel drugs, since
their activation drastically regresses tumor growth and tumor inci-
dence in vivo [25]. Anyway one must be cautious to analyze func-
tions of membrane receptors using conjugated ligands. Sometimes
these compounds are not stable and the observed effect is not only
due to the steroid conjugate that activates a receptor protein mem-
brane, but to fractions of unconjugated compound that act on
intracellular receptors. The solution to this problem would be to
block intracellular receptors specifically. Then evaluate, under
these conditions, the action of hormone conjugates on membrane
receptors.

4. Conclusions

17B-Estradiol (E2) and Testosterone (T) regulate, in addition to
reproduction, several other functions in a great variety of animal
tissues expressing ER and AR receptors mainly with non-classical
intracellular localization (extranuclear), or other steroid receptors
like G protein-coupled receptors. Apoptosis an important cellular
event underlying the actions of both sex steroid hormones on tar-
get tissues. The present work reviews the literature available about
the effects of 17p-estradiol and Testosterone focusing on apoptosis,
with T and E2 acting on mitochondria directly through their mito-
chondrial receptors or indirectly activating signaling pathways
whose target is the organelle, these processes sustaining a predom-
inant anti-apoptotic role for both hormones. E2 and T may also reg-
ulate apoptosis through receptors located in the plasma membrane
and endoplasmic reticulum. Binding of their cognate ligands acti-
vates the MAPK and PI3K/Akt cascades and induces anti-apoptotic
members of the Bcl-2 family, altogether leading to survival. Never-
theless, under certain unusual conditions E2 can also inhibit the
survival PI3K/Akt pathway and then trigger apoptosis. Likewise, T
can also induce apoptotic effects but different signaling pathways
may be involved. Therefore, studies elucidating the mechanism
by which the hormones upregulate or downregulate these signal-
ing cascades may help to identify new therapeutic targets in
pathologies associated to deregulation of cellular death.
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