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1. ABSTRACT

The biochemical activity of mammals is
controlled by an internal timekeeping mechanism driving a
clock to run in approximate 24-hour (circadian) cycles. In
mammals, this circadian clock is located both in the
suprachiasmatic nuclei (SCN) and peripheral oscillators.
Recently, microRNAs have emerged as significant players
in circadian clock timing. The biological implications of
miRNAs are extended further by recent studies that
microRNAs are expressed in the SCN and peripheral
circadian oscillators. In this study, we review recent work
revealing the role of microRNAs in the molecular
mechanism of circadian clock in mammals.

2. INTRODUCTION

Every aspect of human physiology is controlled
by an internal timekeeping mechanism, which drives a
clock to run in approximate 24-hour cycles. In mammals,
this circadian clock is located in the suprachiasmatic nuclei
(SCN) (1, 2), a bilateral structure within the hypothalamus
that contains approximately 20,000 neurons with
independent, self-sustained oscillations that are light
responsive. The inherent timing capacity of the SCN is
derived from autonomous neuronal oscillators (3, 4). In
mammals, besides the SCN, the master circadian
pacemaker also resides in synchronized rhythms of
peripheral oscillators. The brain as well as in peripheral
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organs, are under the influence of the SCN clock. The
circadian pacemaker is likely to respond to the daily
changes in the light-dark cycle by resetting its phase. Thus,
the inherent clock timing process is tightly regulated by
changes in the daily lighting cycle.

At a molecular level, the clockwork is comprised
of a series of interlocked positive and negative
transcription/translation feedback loops that drive rhythmic
expression of critical clock components (5-8). The loops
include positive elements and negative elements. On the
one hand, positive elements include transcription factors
and activators of transcription of negative element genes.
Clock and Bmal are positive elements in mammals, which
possess basic helix-loop-helix (bHLH) and Per-Arnt-Sim
(PAS) domains. These 2 proteins form heterodimers
(Clock: Bmal) and activate transcription via Ebox elements
in the promoter regions of clock genes. On the other hand,
the negative elements include three Period genes (Perl-3)
and two Cryptochrome genes (Cryl, 2) in mammals, which
suppress transcriptional activities of the positive elements
and thus decrease the synthesis of the corresponding gene
products. Though the negative elements do not share
homologous domain structures, there are common
characteristics in their dynamics that their transcripts and
proteins exhibit robust circadian oscillations in their
expressions. In the differences between the positive
elements and negative elements, the positive elements show
relatively weak fluctuation or no rhythm in their
expressions of transcripts and gene products while the
negative elements do not. Since the phosphorylation of the
negative elements could relate to their turnover, it is
associated with the enhancement of changes observed in
the negative elements. Kinases responsible for the
phosphorylation of the negative elements include CKIc and
CKIS in mammals (9, 10). Dbt is a homologue of
mammalian CKIe and Shaggy is a homologue of
mammalian glycogen synthase kinase-3beta (GSK3beta).

MicroRNAs are short non-coding RNAs that can
regulate their target gene expression post-transcriptionally
and are implicated in the regulation of a wide array of
biological processes (11). Mature microRNAs are small
RNA molecules, typically 19-25 nucleotides long, derived
from sequential RNase III-dependent cleavages of longer
transcripts (12, 13). In humans, there are more than 1000
unique microRNAs (14), and 20-30% of the transcriptome
is subject to miRNA-targeted regulation (15, 16).
MicroRNAs are predicted to target over 50% of all human
protein coding genes. By binding to partially
complementary target sites within the 3’ untranslated
regions (3’ UTRs) of select messenger RNAs, microRNAs
act as potent negative regulators of protein translation
either by directing the mRNA for degradation or inhibiting
its translation into the encoded protein (17). Each
microRNA is capable of regulating multiple target genes,
leading to complex changes in genetic networks by the
action of a single miRNA. Although the biological roles of
only a small fraction of identified miRNAs have been
elucidated, in mammals, these miRNAs regulate processes
essential to cell growth, embryogenesis, stem cell
maintenance, hematopoietic cell differentiation, and brain

development (18-21). Thus, many of the biological
processes seem to be controlled by microRNAs to some
degree (23). Moreover, microRNAs have emerged as
another avenue by which the circadian clock is regulated.
About 10% of all mammalian transcripts are under
circadian regulation, (24) suggesting that the transcripts
may be regulated at a transcriptional/post-transcriptional
level. Thus, this paper reviews the role of microRNA in the
molecular mechanism of circadian clock in mammals and
aims to explore the contributions of microRNA to circadian
clock function or vice versa.

3. MOLECULAR CONTROL THROUGH
MICRORNA

Since the circadian timekeeping in mammals is organized
in a hierarchical fashion, as mentioned above, that includes
the ‘master’ circadian clock SCN and the ‘Peripheral’
circadian clocks, we review the regulation of microRNA in
SCN clock and peripheral circadian oscillators respectively
as follows.

3.1 MicroRNAs and SCN clock
In the mammalian SCN, microRNAs are

involved in clock timing and entrainment. Cheng et al (25)
have found that microRNA (miR)-219 played a role in
modulating the circadian clock located in the SCN. Since
miR-219 affected per1 expression, it can influence the core
circadian transcriptional loop. They also found that miR-
219 was a target of the CLOCK and BMAL1 complex, and
exhibited robust expression during circadian rhythms. In an
in vivo antisense silencing study, they demonstrated that
miR219 shortens the circadian period. However, miR-219
was not found to directly target per1 (25).

Furthermore, Cheng et al (25) demonstrated the
role of miR-132 in modulating the SCN clock. It is similar
to miR-219 in that miR-132 showed oscillatory expression
in wild-type mice, but not in circadian mutant mice. MiR-
132 also influenced the core circadian transcriptional loop
by indirectly affecting per1 expression. They found that
miR-132 is induced by photic entrainment cues via a
MAPK/CREB-dependent mechanism, modulates clock-
gene expression, and attenuates the entraining effects of
light, which is different from miR-219 (25).

MiR-132 is one of the Ca(2+)/cAMP response
element-binding protein-regulated microRNAs, which
attenuates its capacity to reset, or entrain, the clock. Genes
involved in chromatin remodeling (Mecp2, Ep300, Jarid1a)
and translational control (Btg2, Paip2a) are direct targets of
miR-132 in the mouse SCN. Coordinated regulation of
these targets underlies miR-132-dependent modulation of
Period gene expression and clock entrainment: the mPer1
and mPer2 promoters are bound to and transcriptionally
activated by MeCP2, whereas PAIP2A and BTG2 suppress
the translation of the PERIOD proteins by enhancing
mRNA decay. These findings suggest that miR-132 can be
selectively enriched for chromatin- and translation-
associated target genes and be an organizer of chromatin
remodeling and protein translation within the SCN clock,
thereby fine-tuning clock entrainment (26).
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A study about direct effects of miR-132 on sleep
gives further understanding of miR-132 and SCN in
response to light. Davis et al (27) reported that
intracerebroventricular application of a miRNA-132
mimetic (preMIR-132) decreased duration of non-rapid-
eye-movement sleep (NREMS) while simultaneously
increasing the duration of rapid eye movement sleep
(REMS) during the light phase. Further, preMIR-132
decreased electroencephalographic (EEG) slow-wave
activity (SWA) during NREMS. In addition, after
ventricular or supracortical injections of preMIR-132, the
mimetic-induced effects specifically occurred only during
NREMS. The spontaneous cortical levels of miRNA-132
were lower at the end of the sleep-dominant light period
compared with at the end of the dark period in rats. These
results suggest that miRNAs play a regulatory role in sleep
(27). Study on miRNAs and sleep homeostasis found the
expression of 10 miRNAs changed with sleep deprivation
in sham-lesioned mice, 5 of which increased (miR-410,
−212, −29c, −29b-2, and −708) and 5 decreased (let-7e,
miR-137, −22, −219-2, and −99a) (28). These results about
miRNAs and sleep contribute to further study on the
relationship between miRNAs and photic control in SCN.

3.2 MicroRNAs and peripheral circadian oscillators
Besides regulating the circadian clock in SCN,

miRNAs also play a role in regulating peripheral circadian
oscillators. In a study on circadian rhythm regulation of the
retina (29), miRNAs, which were involved in circadian
rhythm regulation of the retina, were identified. The
miRNA expression profiling with retinal RNA harvested
was performed at noon (Zeitgeber time 5) and midnight
(Zeitgeber time 17), and then 12 miRNAs were identified,
including members of the miR-183/96/182 cluster with
diurnal variation in expression pattern. MiR-96, miR-182,
and miR-183 are on mouse chromosome 6qA3 with
conservation of synteny to human chromosome 7q32.2,
which are members of a polycistronic, sensory organ-
specific paralogous miRNA cluster. The target of miR-96
and miR-182 is MITF, a transcription factor required for
the establishment and maintenance of retinal pigmented
epithelium. These findings suggest that miR-96 and miR-
182 are involved in circadian rhythm regulation, perhaps by
modulating the expression of adenylyl cyclase VI
(ADCY6) (29). Another finding from the study on miR-182
and circadian rhythms was abnormal processing of pre-
miR-182 in patients carrying the T allele of the rs76481776
polymorphism (30). This polymorphism may contribute to
the dysregulation of circadian rhythms in major depressive
patients with insomnia, which could influence expression
levels of the mature form of miR-182 and might increase
downregulation in some of its target genes (30). These
findings suggest that miR-182 is an important miRNA in
mediating peripheral circadian oscillators, and is involved
in pathogenesis of some diseases.

In addition, the miR-192/194 cluster was
identified as a potent inhibitor of the entire Period gene
family. In accordance, the exogenous expression of miR-
192/194 leads to an altered circadian rhythm. This finding
has uncovered a new mechanism for the control of the
circadian clock at the post-transcriptional level, which is

different from the biological clock mechanism involved in
core transcriptional unit Bmal/CLOCK (31).

In liver, most metabolic pathways are under
circadian control, and hundreds of protein-encoding genes
are thus transcribed in a cyclic fashion. MiRNAs in
peripheral circadian oscillators of liver could be related to
some diseases. Microarray-based study of mouse liver for
48 h at 4-hour intervals reported miRNA-mRNA pairs in
the regulation of circadian rhythm (32). Circadian miRNA-
mRNA target pairs are defined as the pair of both elements
of which show circadian expression patterns and the
sequence-based target relationship of which can be
predicted. There is an inverse correlation between
expression of circadian initiators Clock and Bmal and their
corresponding miRNAs miR-181d and miR-191, while a
positive correlation was exhibited between circadian
suppressors including Per, Cry, CKIe and Rev-erba and
their corresponding miRNAs. In this study, genomic
location analysis revealed that the intronic region showed
higher abundance of cyclic than non-cyclic miRNAs
targeting circadian genes while other (i.e., 3-UTR, exon
and intergenic) regions showed no difference. This
suggested that miRNAs are involved in the regulation of
peripheral circadian rhythm in mouse liver by modulating
Clock:Bmal1 complex (32). The peroxisome proliferator-
activated receptor (PPAR)beta/delta and PPARalpha
coactivator Smarcd1/Baf60a was identified as a novel miR-
122 target. PPARs belong to the nuclear hormone receptor
super-family and are well-known metabolic regulators.
PPARalpha and PPARbeta/delta serve predominantly
catabolic functions. These PPARs show circadian
expression in liver. The rhythmic transcription extended to
the locus specifying miR-122, a highly abundant,
hepatocyte-specific microRNA suggesting an involvement
of the circadian metabolic regulators of the PPAR family in
miR-122-mediated metabolic control (33). In mouse liver, a
liver specific miRNA miR-122 regulated Nocturnin
expression (34). Nocturnin is a circadian clock-regulated
deadenylase thought to control mRNA expression post-
transcriptionally through poly(A) tail removal. The
expression of Nocturnin is robustly rhythmic in liver at
both the mRNA and protein levels, and mice lacking
Nocturnin are resistant to diet-induced obesity and hepatic
steatosis. That study found that the normal rhythmic profile
of Nocturnin expression in liver was shaped in part by miR-
122, which suggests that the role of miR-122 in regulating
Nocturnin expression may be an important intersection
between hepatic metabolism and circadian control (34).
Identifying specific miRNAs and their targets that are
critically involved in circadian rhythm will provide a better
understanding of the regulation of circadian-clock system
in liver.

The circadian oscillator also governs intestine
physiology. The peripheral circadian oscillator in jejunum
was studied in rat model. Balakrishnan et al (35) first
reported the circadian rhythmicity of specific microRNAs
in rat jejunum. They reported a link between anti-
proliferative miR-16 and the intestinal proliferation rhythm
and point to miR-16 as an important regulator of
proliferation in jejunal crypts.
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Figure 1. MicroRNAs in SCN clock and peripheral circadian oscillators. In SCN, miR-219 and miR-132 play a specific role in
modulating the SCN clock. While in peripheral circadian oscillators, several microRNAs have been reported to involve in
circadian rhythm regulation, such as miR-96 and miR-182 in retina, miR-181d, miR-191 and miR-122 in liver, miR-16 in
intestine, miR-206 in skeletal muscle, and miR-152 , miR-494 and miR-142-3p in peripheral blood.

Furthermore, the circadian oscillator controls
skeletal muscle. In skeletal muscle, miR-206 has a profound
effect on the dynamic mechanism of the mammalian circadian
clock. It is an important regulator of the circadian clock at the
post-transcriptional level (36). MiR-206 has not only been
identified as the only miRNA expressed in skeletal muscles,
but also exhibited crucial roles in the regulation of the muscle
development. The amplitude and frequency of the oscillation
can be significantly altered through the miR-206-mediated
control. MiR-206 can control the amplitude and control or
alternate the frequency of the circadian clock, resulting in
affecting the level of the gene expression and interfering with
the temporal sequence of the gene production or delivery (36).

In peripheral blood, several miRNAs with Bmal as
a predicted target were expressed in mice when exposed to a
standard 12 h light:12 h dark photoperiod. Among these
miRNAs, miR-152 and miR-494 were marked by diurnal
oscillations with bimodal peaks in expression occurring near
the middle of the day and 8 or 12 hr later during the night. Co-
transfection of pre-miR over-expression constructs for miR-
494 and miR-142-3p in HEK293 cells had significant effects
in repressing luciferase-reported Bmal 3' UTR activity by 60%.
These results suggest that these miRNAs may function as post-
transcriptional modulators of Bmal, and circulating miRNAs
may play a role in the regulation of the molecular clockworks
in peripheral circadian oscillators (37).

In summary, in SCN, miR-219 and miR-132 play a
specific role in modulating the SCN clock. While in peripheral
circadian oscillators, several microRNAs have been reported to
involve in circadian rhythm regulation, such as miR-96 and
miR-182 in retina, miR-181d, miR-191 and miR-122 in liver,
miR-16 in intestine, miR-206 in skeletal muscle, and miR-152
, miR-494 and miR-142-3p in peripheral blood (Figure 1).

4. CONCLUSIONS

Recent findings that microRNA affects key clock
timing processes outlined here are a mere starting point for

the examination of microRNAs and circadian clock timing.
A deeper understanding about microRNAs affecting
circadian clock timing processes could lead to the proposal
of novel chronotherapeutic approaches to circadian-related
diseases. There are numerous challenges that will need to
be addressed for further studies on microRNAs in the
molecular mechanism of the circadian clock in mammals.

5. REFERENCES

1. Moore RY, Eichler VB: Loss of circadian adrenal
corticosterone rhythm following suprachiasmatic nucleus
lesions. Brain Res 42, 201-6. (1972)

2. Ralph MR, Foster RG, Davis FC, Menaker M: Transplanted
suprachiasmatic nucleus determines circadian period. Science
247, 975-8. (1990)

3. Welsh DK, Takahashi JS, Kay SA: Suprachiasmatic
nucleus: cell autonomy and network properties. Annu Rev
Physiol 72, 551-577. (2010)

4. Balsalobre A, Brown SA, Marcacci L, Tronche F,
Kellendonk C, Reichardt HM, Schutz G, Schibler U: Resetting
of circadian time in peripheral tissues by glucocorticoid
signaling. Science 289, 2344-2347. (2000)

5. Iwasaki, H. and Kondo, T: The current state and problems
of circadian clock studies in cyanobacteria. Plant Cell Physiol
41, 1013-1020. (2000)

6. Lures, J.J. and Dunlap, J.C.: Genetic and molecular analysis
of circadian rhythms in Neurospora. Annu Rev Physiol 63,757-
794 (2001)

7. Harmer, S.L., Panda, S., and Kay, S.A.:Molecular bases of
circadian rhythms. Annu Rev Cell Dev Biol 17, 215-253 (2001)



Microrna in circadian clock in mammals

445

8. Panda, S., Hogenesch, J.B., and Kay, S.A.: Circadian
rhythms from flies to human. Nature 417, 329-335. (2002)
9. Takano, A., Shimizu, K., Kani, S., Buijs, R.M., Okada,
M., and Nagai, K: Cloning and characterization of rat
casein kinase lepsilon. FEBS Lett 477, 106-112 (2000)

10. Eide, E.J. and Virshup, D.M. Casein kinase I: another
cog in the circadian clockworks. Chronobiol Int 18, 389-
398. (2001)

11. Shyu AB, Wilkinson MF, van Hoof A: Messenger RNA
regulation: to translate or to degrade. Embo J 27, 471–481.
(2008)

12. Bernstein E, Caudy AA, Hammond SM, Hannon GJ:
Role for a bidentate ribonuclease in the initiation step of
RNA interference. Nature 409, 363-366. (2001)

13. Lee Y, Ahn C, Han J, Choi H, Kim J: The nuclear
RNase III Drosha initiates microRNA processing. Nature
425, 415–419. (2003)

14. Perera RJ, Ray A: MicroRNAs in the search for
understanding human diseases. BioDrugs 21, 97–104.
(2007)

15. Lewis BP, Burge CB, Bartel DP: Conserved seed
pairing, often flanked by adenosines, indicates that
thousands of human genes are microRNA targets. Cell 120,
15-20. (2005)

16. Xie X, Lu J, Kulbokas EJ, Golub TR, Mootha V:
Systematic discovery of regulatory motifs in human
promoters and 3’ UTRs by comparison of several
mammals. Nature 434, 338–345. (2005)

17. Bartel, D.P. MicroRNAs: genomics, biogenesis,
mechanism, and function. Cell 116, 281–297. (2004)

18. Lagos-Quintana M, Rauhut R, Meyer J: New
microRNAs from mouse and human. RNA 9, 175–179.
(2003)

19. Bernstein E, Kim SY, Carmell MA: Dicer is essential
for mouse development. Nat Genet 35, 215-217. (2003)

20. Alvarez-Garcia I, Miska EA: MicroRNA functions in
animal development and human disease. Development 132,
4653-4662. (2005)

21. Bartel DP: MicroRNAs: target recognition and
regulatory functions. Cell 136, 215–233. (2009)

22. Kloosterman WP, Plasterk RH: The diverse functions
of microRNAs in animal development and disease. Dev
Cell 11, 441-450. (2006)

23. Chekulaeva M, Filipowicz W: Mechanisms of miRNA-
mediated posttranscriptional regulation in animal cells.
Curr Opin Cell Biol 21, 452–460. (2009)

24. Panda, S., Antoch, M.P., Miller, B.H., Su, A.I., Schook,
A.B., Straume, M., Schultz, P.G., Kay, S.A., Takahashi,
J.S. and Hogenesch, J.B: Coordinated transcription of key
pathways in the mouse by the circadian clock. Cell 109,
307-220. (2002)

25. Cheng HY, Papp JW, Varlamova O, Dziema H, Russell
B, Curfman JP, Nakazawa T, Shimizu K, Okamura H,
Impey S, Obrietan K: microRNA modulation of circadian-
clock period and entrainment. Neuron 54(5), 813-29.
(2007)

26. Alvarez-Saavedra M, Antoun G, Yanagiya A, Oliva-
HeRNAndez R, Cornejo-Palma D, Perez-Iratxeta C,
Sonenberg N, Cheng HY: miRNA-132 orchestrates
chromatin remodeling and translational control of the
circadian clock. Hum Mol Genet 20(4), 731-51. (2011)

27. Davis CJ, Clinton JM, Taishi P, Bohnet SG, Honn KA,
Krueger JM: MicroRNA 132 alters sleep and varies with
time in brain. J Appl Physiol 111(3), 665-72. (2011)

28. Mongrain V, HeRNAndez SA, Pradervand S, Dorsaz S,
Curie T, Hagiwara G, Gip P, Heller HC, Franken P:
Separating the contribution of glucocorticoids and
wakefulness to the molecular and electrophysiological
correlates of sleep homeostasis. Sleep 33(9), 1147-57.
(2010)

29. Xu S, Witmer PD, Lumayag S, Kovacs B, Valle D:
MicroRNA (miRNA) transcriptome of mouse retina and
identification of a sensory organ-specific miRNA cluster. J
Biol Chem 282(34), 25053-66. (2007)

30. Saus E, Soria V, Escaramís G, Vivarelli F, Crespo JM,
Kagerbauer B, Menchón JM, Urretavizcaya M, Gratacòs
M, Estivill X: Genetic variants and abnormal processing of
pre-miR-182, a circadian clock modulator, in major
depression patients with late insomnia. Hum Mol Genet
19(20), 4017-25. (2010)

31. Nagel R, Clijsters L, Agami R: The miRNA-192/194
cluster regulates the Period gene family and the circadian
clock. FEBS J 276(19), 5447-55. (2009)

32. Na YJ, Sung JH, Lee SC, Lee YJ, Choi YJ, Park WY,
Shin HS, Kim JH: Comprehensive analysis of microRNA-
mRNA co-expression in circadian rhythm. Exp Mol Med
41(9), 638-47. (2009)

33. Gatfield D, Le Martelot G, Vejnar CE, Gerlach D,
Schaad O, Fleury-Olela F, Ruskeepää AL, Oresic M, Esau
CC, Zdobnov EM, Schibler U: Integration of microRNA
miR-122 in hepatic circadian gene expression. Genes Dev
23(11), 1313-26. (2009)

34. Kojima S, Gatfield D, Esau CC, Green CB:
MicroRNA-122 modulates the rhythmic expression profile
of the circadian deadenylase Nocturnin in mouse liver.
PLoS One 5(6), e11264. (2010)



Microrna in circadian clock in mammals

446

35. Balakrishnan A, Stearns AT, Park PJ, Dreyfuss JM,
Ashley SW, Rhoads DB, Tavakkolizadeh A: MicroRNA
mir-16 is anti-proliferative in enterocytes and exhibits
diuRNAl rhythmicity in intestinal crypts. Exp Cell Res
316(20), 3512-21. (2010)

36. Zhou W, Li Y, Wang X, Wu L, Wang Y: MiR-206-
mediated dynamic mechanism of the mammalian circadian
clock. BMC Syst Biol 5,141. (2011)

37. Shende VR, Goldrick MM, Ramani S, Earnest DJ:
Expression and rhythmic modulation of circulating
microRNAs targeting the clock gene Bmal1 in mice. PLoS
One 6(7), e22586. (2011)

Abbreviations: SCN: suprachiasmatic nuclei; Bhlh: basic
helix-loop-helix; PAS: Per-Arnt-Sim; 3’ UTRs: 3’
untranslated regions; miR: microRNA; NREMS: non-
rapid-eye-movement sleep; EEG: electroencephalographic;
ADCY6: adenylyl cyclase VI; PPAR: proliferator-activated
receptor

Key Words: MicroRNA, Circadian Clock, Mammals,
Review

Send correspondence to: Zhongxin Zhao, Department of
Neurology, Institute of Neuroscience and MOE Key
Laboratory of Molecular Neurobiology, Neuroscience
Research Center of Changzheng Hospital, Second Military
Medical University, 415 Fengyang Road, Shanghai
200003, China, Tel: 86 21 81885451, Fax: 86 21
81885451, E-mail: zhongxinzhao@hotmail.com


