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Increased inflammation, oxidative 
stress and mitochondrial 
respiration in brown adipose tissue 
from obese mice
Martín Alcalá1, María Calderon-Dominguez2,3, Eduviges Bustos2,5, Pilar Ramos1, Núria Casals4, 
Dolors Serra2,3, Marta Viana1 & Laura Herrero  2,3

Obesity is associated with severe metabolic diseases such as type 2 diabetes, insulin resistance, 
cardiovascular disease and some forms of cancer. The pathophysiology of obesity-induced metabolic 
diseases has been strongly related to white adipose tissue (WAT) dysfunction through several 
mechanisms such as fibrosis, apoptosis, inflammation, ER and oxidative stress. However, little is 
known of whether these processes are also present in brown adipose tissue (BAT) during obesity, and 
the potential consequences on mitochondrial activity. Here we characterized the BAT of obese and 
hyperglycemic mice treated with a high-fat diet (HFD) for 20 weeks. The hypertrophic BAT from obese 
mice showed no signs of fibrosis nor apoptosis, but higher levels of inflammation, ER stress, ROS 
generation and antioxidant enzyme activity than the lean counterparts. The response was attenuated 
compared with obesity-induced WAT derangements, which suggests that BAT is more resistant to the 
obesity-induced insult. In fact, mitochondrial respiration in BAT from obese mice was enhanced, with 
a 2-fold increase in basal oxygen consumption, through the upregulation of complex III of the electron 
transport chain and UCP1. Altogether, our results show that obesity is accompanied by an increase in 
BAT mitochondrial activity, inflammation and oxidative damage.

Obesity and associated comorbidities such as cardiovascular disease, insulin resistance, type 2 diabetes, and non-
alcoholic fatty liver disease, among others, are reaching epidemic proportions worldwide1,2. However, no effective 
long-term therapies are currently available. In addition to the relevant contribution of genetic and environmental 
factors, obesity is ultimately the result of an imbalance between energy intake and energy expenditure. Excess 
energy is mainly stored in the white adipose tissue (WAT) in the form of triglycerides, but also ectopically in 
other tissues such as liver, muscle and pancreas, which interferes with their normal function3. In recent decades, 
the adipocyte-centric perspective has gained greater relevance in the mechanisms involved in obesity-related 
disorders. Adipose tissue is classified into energy-storing WAT and thermogenic-controlling brown adipose tissue 
(BAT), which burns fatty acids to produce heat and maintain body temperature. Thus, adipose tissue plays a key 
role in the control of energy homeostasis, through the balance between energy storage and expenditure.

The pathophysiology of obesity-induced metabolic diseases has been attributed to ectopic fat deposition3 
and WAT dysfunction including increased inflammation4, endoplasmic reticulum (ER) and oxidative stress5,6, 
hypoxia7, mitochondrial dysfunction8, fibrosis and impaired adipocyte expansion and angiogenesis9–12. These 
contributors have been described in WAT, but little is known about the mechanisms involved in BAT during 
obesity progression. In the last decade, BAT has emerged as a key player in the control of energy metabolism as 
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an active, endocrine organ13–20. Brown adipocytes contain multilocular lipid stores, which provide a rapid source 
of fatty acids that are burned to produce heat and maintain body temperature, i.e. thermogenesis. BAT thermo-
genesis is activated via the β3-adrenergic pathway and takes place in its numerous mitochondria, which contain 
the BAT-specific uncoupling protein, UCP1. Brown adipocytes are also characterized by high expression of type 
2 iodothyronine deiodinase (DIO2), zinc finger of the cerebellum protein (ZIC1), the lipolytic regulator cell 
death-inducing DNA fragmentation factor α-like effector A (CIDEA), the fibroblast growth factor 21 (FGF21), 
and the transcription co-regulators PR domain-containing 16 (PRDM16) and peroxisome proliferator-activated 
receptor gamma coactivator 1α (PGC1α)21,22. Several factors have been reported to activate thermogenesis such 
as natriuretic peptides23, bone morphogenetic protein 8b (BMP8b)24, norepinephrine25, meteorin-like26, or 
FGF2127 among others. Importantly, a growing body of evidence identifies BAT as a potential new target against 
obesity-induced disorders, since it decreases with age and in obese and diabetic patients15. A high-fat diet (HFD) 
has also been shown to alter the molecular networks in BAT in a time-dependent manner28. Thus, a study of the 
mechanisms involved in obesity-induced BAT derangements is needed.

Here we show that BAT from obese mice was hypertrophic and showed higher levels of inflammation, ER 
stress, reactive oxygen species (ROS) generation and antioxidant enzyme activity than lean counterparts. In addi-
tion, an obesity-induced increase in UCP1 protein expression was accompanied by enhanced mitochondrial 
activity.

Results
Phenotypic and histological characterization of HFD-treated mice. Mice treated with HFD for 20 
weeks developed obesity and hyperglycemia (Fig. 1A and B). This time point was used for the following experi-
ments. The weight of interscapular BAT (NCD: 0.14 ± 0.02 g vs. HFD: 0.25 ± 0.02 g, p = 0.0003) and epididymal 
WAT (eWAT) (NCD: 1.39 ± 0.12 g vs. HFD: 1.93 ± 0.11 g, p = 0.003) was higher in obese mice, which indicates 
hypertrophy of the tissues (Fig. 1C). Histological examination corroborated the hypertrophy of both brown 
(BAT) and white adipocytes (eWAT and inguinal WAT (iWAT)) under HFD (Fig. 1D). BAT from obese mice 
showed more unilocular adipocytes compared with the more multilocular adipocytes present in normal chow 
diet (NCD) mice.

Increased immune cell infiltration in BAT from obese mice. Next, we performed a deeper histological 
BAT examination looking for signs of fibrosis, apoptosis and inflammation. Despite its hypertrophy, no signs of 
fibrosis were found in BAT from obese mice, while fibrosis was clearly seen in eWAT from obese mice (Fig. 2A). In 
fact, eWAT from obese mice showed the highest rate of fibrosis compared to the other obese fat depots. Apoptosis 

Figure 1. Phenotypic and histological characterization of HFD-treated mice. Changes in body weight 
(A), serum glucose levels (B) and adipose tissue weight (C) in NCD and HFD-fed mice for 20 weeks. (D) 
Representative histological images from interscapular BAT, eWAT and iWAT from NCD and HFD-fed mice 
stained with H&E. Results are represented as mean ± SEM. n = 8–10; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01.
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Figure 2. Increased immune cell infiltration in BAT from obese mice. Histological sections from interscapular 
BAT, eWAT and iWAT were analysed. (A) Representative images of Masson´s trichrome staining (left). Total 
collagen was quantified and expressed as the percentage of stained area in blue (right). (B) Representative 
images of immunohistochemical localization of Caspase-3 (left). The stained area was quantified and apoptosis 
is expressed as the number of dead cells (right). (C) Representative images of immunohistochemical localization 
of Mac-2 (left). The stained area was quantified and macrophage infiltration was expressed as a percentage of 
the stained area (right). (D) Representative images of immunohistochemical localization of CD3 (left). T cell 
infiltration was expressed through the quantification of CD3 positive cells (right). Arrows point to stained areas. 
Results are represented as mean ± SEM. n = 8–10; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01.
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(measured as Caspase 3 staining) was present in both eWAT and iWAT from obese mice (Fig. 2B). However, the 
degree of apoptosis in BAT from obese mice was lower than in WAT, and was not statistically different from lean 
controls. The effect of HFD was more pronounced in eWAT, since this tissue exhibited the highest level of apopto-
sis of the three fat depots studied. The number of infiltrated macrophages and T cells was higher in BAT from obese 
mice than in lean mice, which indicated the presence of HFD-induced inflammation in BAT (Fig. 2C and D).  
When comparing the three obese fat depots, BAT showed the lowest number of infiltrated inflammatory cells, 
while more macrophages where seen in eWAT and T cells in iWAT (Fig. 2C and D).

Diet-induced obesity increases ER stress and inflammation in BAT. The mRNA expression levels 
for ER stress (Bip and Chop) and proinflammatory (Tnfα, Il-1β, Mcp1 and Il-6) markers were elevated in BAT 
from HFD animals (Fig. 3A and B). As expected, signs of ER stress and inflammation were found in eWAT and 
iWAT. However, at protein level, no changes in IL-1β, MCP1 and leptin were found in BAT from HFD mice, while 
MPC1 and leptin were increased in eWAT and iWAT (Fig. 3C–E).

BAT from obese mice showed increased ROS generation with a concomitant increase in anti-
oxidant enzyme activity. Next, we assessed oxidative status in BAT, eWAT and iWAT from NCD and 
HFD mice by determining ROS generation, oxidative damage to lipids (lipoperoxides; LPO) and the activity of 
the antioxidant enzymes catalase (CAT), superoxide dismutase (SOD) and glutathione peroxidase (Fig. 4). BAT 
from obese mice showed higher levels of ROS generation (Fig. 4A, NCD: 419.30 ± 59.73 Dichlorofluorescein 
Relative Fluorescence Units (DCF RFU)/mg protein vs. HFD: 712.60 ± 95.09 DCF RFU/mg protein, p = 0.03) 
and antioxidant enzyme activity (Fig. 4C and D) than lean counterparts. No changes were seen in glutathione 
peroxidase activity (Fig. 4E). LPO levels were decreased in BAT under HFD (Fig. 4B). No differences were seen 
in eWAT and iWAT.

HFD increases UCP1 protein levels without changes in BAT mitochondrial content. Protein 
levels of the BAT-specific marker UCP1 were increased under HFD (Fig. 5A, UCP1 protein fold change: 
1.00 ± 0.14 A.U. vs. 1.67 ± 0.18 A.U., p = 0.027 for NCD and HFD, respectively). However, no changes were seen 
at mRNA level (Fig. 5B). The mRNA expression of Bmp8b was reduced in BAT from obese mice, and Leptin 
levels were elevated (Fig. 5B). No changes were seen in other BAT markers such as Zic1, Prdm16, Pgc1α, Cidea, 
Dio2, Fgf21 and Hif1α. To evaluate whether HFD led to an increase in mitochondrial content, we measured the 
expression of TIM 44 (translocase of mitochondrial inner membrane 44, a mitochondrial content marker), and 
mitofusin (Mfn) 1, Mfn2 and Opa1 (proteins implicated in mitochondrial dynamics and biogenesis, and target 
genes of PGC1α). No changes were seen in any of these markers, which indicates that, in our conditions, HFD did 
not affect mitochondrial content or biogenesis (Fig. 5C and D).

Enhanced mitochondrial respiration in BAT from obese mice. Mitochondrial bioenergetics were 
directly measured in BAT explants with XF Seahorse technology, as previously described29. Lean BAT showed 
a typical bioenergetic profile (Fig. 6A). The oxygen consumption rate (OCR) decreased after the injection of 
oligomycin (an ATP synthase inhibitor), which reveals the amount of O2 consumed by H + leak, ATP synthesis 
and other oxidases. The addition of the uncoupling agent carbonylcyanide p-triflouromethoxyphenylhydrazone 
(FCCP) forced the maximal respiration capacity of the BAT. Finally, a mix of rotenone and antimycin A, which 
are inhibitors of complexes I and III of the mitochondrial electron transport chain (ETC), fully depleted mito-
chondrial O2 consumption. In contrast, BAT from obese mice presented its maximal respiratory capacity from 
the beginning of the experiment. The basal respiratory rate was 2-fold higher in BAT from obese mice than in the 
lean controls (Fig. 6B, OCR (pmol/min × μg prot): 3.12 ± 0.81 vs. 6.92 ± 1.58, p = 0.03 for NCD and HFD, respec-
tively). In addition to this maximal respiration in basal conditions, BAT from obese mice was unresponsive to 
the addition of oligomycin and FCCP, and only inhibition of the ETC respiratory complexes I and III managed to 
reduce O2 consumption. In fact, both the mRNA levels (Fig. 6C) and the protein levels (Fig. 6D) of the mitochon-
drial ETC complex III (cytochrome b) were elevated in BAT from obese mice (Fig. 6C). No changes were seen in 
the other ETC complexes, such as mitochondrial NADH dehydrogenase 1 (Mt-Nd1, complex I), cytochrome C 
oxidase I (Mt-Co1, complex IV component), and ATP synthase 6 (Mt-ATP6, complex V) (Fig. 6C and D).

Discussion
Obesity-associated WAT fibrosis, inflammation, oxidative damage, apoptosis and mitochondrial dysfunction 
contributes to the dysregulation of WAT metabolism and the development of metabolic diseases such as insulin 
resistance and type 2 diabetes. However, whether these mechanisms occur in BAT with obesity and alter its func-
tion is unknown.

Here we treated mice with HFD until they reached obesity and hyperglycemia. At that time point, BAT from 
obese mice was hypertrophic, i.e. had increased tissue weight and enlarged adipocytes. A histological analysis of 
BAT revealed that the lipid accumulation was not enough to induce fibrosis or apoptosis, as it did in eWAT and 
iWAT. Consistent with this, mRNA expression of the Hif1α did not increase in BAT from obese mice. However, 
if obesogenic conditions were extended over time, it is possible that extracellular matrix accumulation would 
increase, and BAT mitochondria could begin to present signs of malfunction. McGregor and col. showed an 
increase in fibrosis-related gene expression after 20–24 weeks of HFD28. This may suggest that the expandability 
hypothesis that has been described for WAT may also apply to BAT30.

The infiltration of immune cells such as macrophages and T cells increased in BAT from obese mice, although 
to a lesser extent than in eWAT and iWAT. qPCR analysis also revealed an increase in proinflammatory cytokine 
gene expression in BAT, eWAT and iWAT, although no differences were yet evident at protein level in BAT. This 
suggests that the inflammatory response in this tissue is slower than in WAT. The inflammatory environment 
indicated that unresolved inflammation is also present in BAT from obese mice. Whether BAT in C57BL6 obese 
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mice is resistant to inflammation appears to be a time-related issue. While short-term diet-induced obesity did 
not promote cytokine release or immune cell migration31, the upregulation of proinflammatory genes seems to be 
triggered after 24 weeks of HFD, which coincides with the upregulation of fibrosis markers28. Genetic models of 
obesity have also revealed the presence of inflammation in BAT32.

ER stress is also a typical feature of obesity. It has been described as a mechanism that attenuates adaptive ther-
mogenesis in BAT33,34. According to our results, ER stress was enhanced in BAT of HFD-treated mice, as shown 

Figure 3. Diet-induced obesity increases ER stress and inflammation in BAT, eWAT and iWAT. (A) 
Endoplasmic reticulum stress, determined as mRNA relative expression of Bip, Chop, Edem and Pdi by qPCR 
in interscapular BAT (left), eWAT (middle) and iWAT (right). (B) Pro-inflammatory cytokines, determined 
as mRNA relative expression of Tnfα, Il-1β, Mcp1 and Il-6 by qPCR in interscapular BAT (left), eWAT 
(middle) and iWAT (right). Protein levels of (C) IL-1β, (D) MCP-1 and (E) leptin in interscapular BAT (left), 
eWAT (middle) and iWAT (right). Results are represented as mean ± SEM. n = 8–10; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; 
***p < 0.005.
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Figure 4. BAT from obese mice showed increased ROS generation with a concomitant increase in antioxidant 
enzyme activity. Oxidative status in interscapular BAT (left), eWAT (middle) and iWAT (right) from NCD and 
HFD mice was assessed by determining ROS generation, oxidative damage to lipids, and antioxidant enzymes 
activity. (A) Total ROS were measured by determining the fluorescent probe DCFH-DA oxidation (DCF 
RFU: Dichlorofluorescein Relative Fluorescence Units). (B) Combined detection of malondialdehyde and 
4-hydroxynonenal as major lipid peroxidation by-products, expressed together as lipoperoxides (LPO). (C–E) 
Antioxidant activity of the enzymes catalase (CAT) (C), superoxide dismutase (SOD) (D) and glutathione 
peroxidase (E). Results are represented as mean ± SEM. n = 8–10; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01.
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by the increase in the mRNA expression of Bip and Chop. In our study, obesity-related pathological processes such 
as apoptosis, fibrosis, inflammation or ER stress are more evident in obese WAT than in BAT. The exception was 
ROS generation, which has also been widely related to obesity6,35. While no changes were found in ROS genera-
tion or antioxidant defence in both WAT depots, BAT from obese mice showed a nearly 2-fold increase in ROS 
generation due to higher metabolic activity. As a countermeasure, both CAT and SOD activities were increased, 
which successfully prevented oxidative damage to macromolecules. In fact, the levels of oxidative damage to LPO 
were lower than those found in the lean animals. This effect has been described36 previously, and it is probably 
caused by increased content of antioxidant vitamin E in the HFD diet (NCD: 49.3 IU/Kg vs. HFD: 67.2 IU/Kg), 
which could confer some protection against lipid peroxidation. Altogether, this points to BAT as an active con-
tributor to obesity-induced production of oxidative damage.

The main finding from our study is that the mitochondrial respiration of BAT from obese mice, at the meas-
ured time point, is working at its maximal capacity, consuming more than twice the amount of O2 as lean coun-
terparts. BAT activation in obesity has been a matter of debate for the past few years. First, there is no unified 

Figure 5. HFD increases UCP1 protein levels without changes in BAT mitochondrial content. Whole 
interscapular BAT lysates were subjected to Western Blot analysis. (A) UCP1 protein levels using β-actin as a 
loading control. (B) Relative mRNA expression of BAT markers Ucp1, Zic1, Prdm16, PGc1α, Bmp8b, Cidea, 
Dio2, Fgf21, Hif1α and Leptin in NCD and HFD-fed mice. (C) TIM44 protein levels using β-actin as a loading 
control. Shown representative immunoblots out of at least 4 independent experiments. (D) Mitochondrial 
dynamics were determined by the relative mRNA expression of Mfn1, Mfn2 and Opa1 of BAT in NCD and 
HFD-fed mice. Results are represented as mean ± SEM. n = 8–10; *p < 0.05.
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method to assess BAT activity. Indirect methods have been used, such as recording the electrical activity in nerves 
innervating BAT37, measuring epinephrine turnover in the synapsis38, mitochondrial size39 or adrenergically acti-
vated gene expression analysis40. Direct methods, such as recording oxygen consumption, require mitochondria 
or primary adipocyte isolation. To our knowledge, this is the first report that measures bioenergetics directly 

Figure 6. Enhanced mitochondrial respiration activity in BAT from obese mice. (A) Bioenergetic profile of 
interscapular BAT explants in NCD (black dots) and HFD-fed (red squares) mice. Nine milligrams of BAT/mice 
were analysed using the XF24 islet capture microplate. Basal oxygen consumption is recorded. After oligomycin 
was added in A, ATP-linked respiration and H+ leak were calculated. Maximal respiration and reserve capacity 
were measured after FCCP addition, and finally ETC inhibitors were added in C to determine non-respiratory 
oxygen consumption. Concentration of inhibitors and incubation times are described in the materials and 
methods section. Results are normalized by protein content. (B) Quantification of basal respiration in NCD and 
HFD mice. (C) Relative mRNA expression of the mitochondrial ETC complexes I, III, IV and ATP synthase. 
(D) Whole BAT lysates were subjected to Western blot. Complexes I, II and III protein levels were analysed by 
immunoblot, using α-tubulin as a loading control. Results are represented as mean ± SEM. n = 8–10; *p < 0.05.
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in BAT explants from obese mice. Working with the whole tissue and not just with subcellular populations or 
isolated mitochondria, which are prone to rupture, better reflects the physiological state of mitochondria with-
out losing the tissue context. Second, whether activation or depletion of BAT thermogenic activity is produced 
in obesity is still unclear. In murine models of genetic obesity, a decrease in BAT activation has been reported, 
probably as a consequence of a concomitant reduction in UCP132. As recently reported41, in leptin-deficient mice, 
leptin acts centrally as an anapyrexic to elevate the threshold temperature for processes such as conductance (heat 
loss), but does not activate thermogenesis. In diet-induced obese models, where UCP1 levels are kept stable or 
even increased as we have shown in the present report, BAT activation occurs to trigger the diet-induced adaptive 
thermogenesis response42,43. However, it is yet to be confirmed whether this is a time-sensitive effect. In addition, 
a number of strategies to increase BAT activity, such as cold, caloric restriction or beta-adrenergic inducers have 
successfully activated BAT, protecting from obesity and insulin resistance19,23,25,44.

In our model, the increased oxidation of energetic substrates induced by HFD enhances the ETC, as inferred 
by the increased expression of complex III and increased oxygen consumption. Only the addition of inhibi-
tors of this complex managed to decrease oxygen consumption in BAT from obese mice, which highlights the 
importance of this step in the overall activity of mitochondrial respiration. The accumulated protons in the inter-
membrane space are pumped back to the mitochondrial matrix via UCP1, which is not only increased in terms 
of protein content, as described in other models of diet-induced obesity42, but may also be activated by FFA45. 
Importantly, enhanced respiration is independent of the number of mitochondria, since we did not find any 
differences in mitochondrial biogenesis markers such as TIM44, mitofusins (Mfn1 and Mfn2) or PGC1α expres-
sion. In fact, no changes were seen under HFD in the mRNA expression of the main BAT markers (Zic1, Prdm16, 
Pgc1α, Cidea, Dio2 and Fgf21). Surprisingly, the thermogenic activator Bmp8b was decreased in BAT from obese 
mice, which may suggest altered thermogenic function46. However, it has recently been reported that another 
member of the Bmp protein family, BMP7, requires a cold temperature to activate BAT thermogenesis46. Thus, 
the effect of reduced Bmp8b expression over thermogenesis may be limited in our model of obese mice housed at 
room temperature. Taken together, these results may suggest that in our model, BAT from obese mice maintains 
its functionality, working at its maximal capacity as a homeostatic mechanism, to increase fuel oxidation.

In summary, we have shown that the BAT of HFD-treated mice is hypertrophic with higher levels of inflamma-
tion, ER stress, ROS generation and antioxidant enzyme activity. Our study also demonstrates how diet-induced 
adaptive thermogenesis in BAT is caused by maximal activation of mitochondrial respiration and the upregula-
tion of UCP1. Although BAT from obese mice showed an initial state of tissue dysregulation characterized by 
increased inflammation, ER stress and ROS generation, it was not enough to disrupt its fuel-burning capacity. 
However, if the obesogenic conditions were maintained, it is possible that the thermogenic capacity of the tissue 
could be compromised, thus exacerbating obesity and its metabolic consequences.

Methods
Animals. Six-week-old male C75Bl/6 J mice were purchased from Janvier Laboratories (France). Mice were 
maintained for 2 weeks in our facility to acclimatize prior to the experiments. Eight-week-old mice were fed ad 
libitum for 20 weeks with either NCD (TestDiet 58Y2, 10% Kcal fat) or HFD (TestDiet 58Y1, 60% Kcal fat). Two 
independent sets of animals with n = 8–10 mice were used in each experiment. All mice had free access to water 
and chow and were housed under alternating 12 h light and dark cycles. Blood samples were obtained from the 
tails of unanesthetized mice after an overnight fast. Animals were sacrificed by cervical dislocation. Blood glucose 
concentrations were measured using a Glucometer Elite (Bayer). All experiments were performed in accordance 
with the European Community Council directive 86/609/EEC and were approved by the Institutional Animal 
Care and Use Committee of the University of Barcelona.

Histological analysis. Interscapular BAT, eWAT and iWAT were excised and fixed overnight in 10% 
PBS-buffered formalin, and were thereafter stored in 50% ethanol. Histological samples were paraffin-embedded 
and 4 μm thick sections were prepared from each sample, which were stained with hematoxylin and eosin (H&E) 
at the Pathology Department of the Hospital Clinic of Barcelona. Fibrosis was evaluated with Masson’s Trichrome 
staining performed at the Tumor Bank of the HCB-IDIBAPS Biobank (IDIBAPS, Barcelona). Two-four μm serial 
sections were used for immunohistochemistry at the Tumor Bank of the HCB-IDIBAPS Biobank (IDIBAPS, 
Barcelona), using the Leica Microsystems’ Bond-max™ automated immunostainer, together with the Bond 
Polymer Refine Detection System (Leica Microsystems, Spain). Briefly, tissue sections were deparaffinized, and 
pretreated for antigen retrieval with 1 mM EDTA, pH 8.0 for 15 minutes for CD3 or with citrate buffer, pH 6.0 
for 20 minutes for Mac2, FOXP3 and Caspase3. For macrophage immunostaining, we used primary monoclonal 
rat anti-murine antibody to Mac2 (1/40,000; Cedarlane) combined with a secondary rabbit anti-rat Ig (1/3,000). 
For T cells staining, we used primary polyclonal rabbit anti-murine CD3 antibody (1/4,000; Cell Marque). For 
apoptosis, we used monoclonal rabbit anti-murine Caspase3 antibody (1/500; Cell Signaling). Finally, samples 
were developed with diaminobenzidine and counterstained with hematoxylin. Sections were viewed under a 
U-25ND6 Olympus microscope at × 20 magnification. Photomicrographs were generated with CellB software and 
a minimum of 10 high power field/mouse were quantified using Image J analysis software.

Analysis of mRNA expression by quantitative real-time PCR. Total RNA was isolated from tissues 
(interscapular BAT, eWAT or iWAT) using RNeasy Lipid Tissue Mini Kit (QIAGEN), and cDNA was obtained 
using a Transcriptor First Strand cDNA Synthesis kit (Roche), following the manufacturer’s instructions. Relative 
quantification of mRNA was performed using a LightCycler® 480 instrument (Roche) in 10 μL of reaction 
medium by using 6.5 ng of cDNA, forward and reverse primers at 100 nM each, and a SYBR Green PCR Master 
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Mix Reagent kit (Life Technologies). Primer pairs are shown in Table 1. The mRNA levels were normalized to 
those of TBP and expressed as fold change.

Oxidative damage determination. Tissues homogenates in PBS with 5 mM BHT were used to determine 
oxidation to lipids and proteins. Lipid peroxidation was determined using Bioxytech LPO-586kit (OxisResearch). 
Advanced oxidation protein products were determined according to Witko-Sarsat’s method, with minor 
modifications47.

Antioxidant enzymes. Catalase (CAT) specific activity was measured by monitoring the disappearance 
of hydrogen peroxide at 240 nm. To measure superoxide dismutase (SOD) enzymatic activity, we adapted the 
method described by Bamforth48. It is based on the xanthine/xanthine oxidase reaction for superoxide anion gen-
eration (O2−) and reduction of cytochrome c for detection at 546 nm. The glutathione peroxidase (GPx) specific 
activity assay is based on the oxidation of glutathione by GPx. Oxidized glutathione is regenerated by glutathione 
reductase, using NADPH + H+ as a cofactor. The reaction rate was measured following the disappearance of 
NADPH + H+ at 340 nm.

Western blot analysis. Frozen tissue was homogenized in protein extraction buffer (30 mM Hepes, pH 7.4, 
150 mM NaCl, 10% glycerol, 1% Triton X-100, 0.5% sodium deoxycholate [DOC] with phosphatase inhibitors 
and protease inhibitors). Protein concentration was determined using a BCA protein assay kit (Thermoscientific). 
Samples were separated on 8% and 12% SDS-PAGE gels and then transferred onto PVDF membranes (Millipore). 
The following primary antibodies were used: TIM44 (1/5,000; BD Bioscience), UCP1 (1/1,000; Abeam), mito-
chondrial complexes I, II, III, IV and V (1/5,000; Life Technologies), α-tubulin (1/5,000; Abcam) and β-actin 
(1/50,000; Sigma-Aldrich). Blots were incubated with the appropriate IgG-HRP-conjugated secondary antibody. 
Protein bands were visualized using the ECL immunoblotting detection system (GE Healthcare) and developed 
on an ImageQuant LAS4000 mini Fuji luminescence imagining system. For the analysis of protein expression, 
bands from at least three independent experiments were quantified by densitometry using Image J analysis 
software.

Cytokines measurement. Tissue levels of IL-6, TNF-α, IL-1β and MCP-1 were measured using a Mouse 
Luminex Screening Assay (Mouse premixed multianalyte kit, R&D Diagnostics, Minneapolis, USA) with poly-
styrene beads and analyzed with a Luminex100 system and the accompanying Bio-Plex ManagerTM Software 
6.1(Bio-Rad, Hercules, California, USA) according to manufacturer’s instructions.

Forward Reverse

Bip 5′-ACTTGGGGACCACCTATTCCT-3′ 5′-ATCGCCAATCAGACGCTCC-3′

Bmp8b 5′-ATGCGAGTCCGCTAAACG-3′ 5′-GGCCCAGTAGCCATAGGAGT-3′

Chop 5′-CCCTGCCTTTCACCTTGG-3′ 5′-CCGCTCGTTCTCCTGCTC-3′

Cidea 5′-GCCTGCAGGAACTTATCAGC-3′ 5′-AGAACTCCTCTGTGTCCACCA-3′

Dio2 5′-CCTTGGTCCCCCACTTCT-3′ 5′-GCTTCCCCAGTCACCTTCTT-3′

Edem 5′-AAGCCCTCTGGAACTTGCG -3′ 5′-AACCCAATGGCCTGTCTGG-3′

Fgf21 5′-GGGCTTCAGACTGGTACACAT-3′ 5′-AGATGGAGCTCTCTATGGATCG-3′

Hif-1α 5′-CAGGATCAATGACATTTCACACA-3′ 5′-GCTGGTGAGGACCTGTTGAT-3′

Ifn-γ 5′-ATCTGGAGGAACTGGCAAAA-3′ 5′-TTCAAGACTTCAAAGAGTCTGAGGTA-3′

Il-1α 5′-TTGGTTAAATGACCTGCAACA-3′ 5′-GAGCGCTCACGAACAGTTG-3′

Il-1β 5′- GCCCATCCTCTGTGACTCAT-3′ 5′-AGGCCACAGGTATTTTGTCG-3′

Leptin 5′-GCACTAGACAAAGTTCACCTGAGA-3′ 5′-CACCTGGGCAGCATAGGA-3′

Mcp1 5′-ATGGCACTTCTCTTGCCTTC-3′ 5′-GTCGGGAGTGTGGTTCAGAC-3′

Mfn1 5′-GTGAGCTTCACCAGTGCAAA-3′ 5′-CACAGTCGAGCAAAAGTAGTGG-3′

Mfn2 5′-CATTCTTGTGGTCGGAGGAG-3′ 5′-AAGGAGAGGGCGATGAGTCT-3′

Mt-atp6 5′-CAGTCCCCTCCCTAGGACTT-3′ 5′-TCAGAGCATTGGCCATAGAA-3′

Mt-co1 5′-ACTATACTACTAACAGACCG-3′ 5′-GGTTCTTTTTTTCCGGAGTA-3′

Mt-co2 5′-ACCTGGTGAACTACGACTGCTAGA-3′ 5′-TGCTTGATTTAGTCGGCCTGGGAT-3′

Mt-cytb 5′-ACCAATCTCCCAAACCATCA-3′ 5′-TCCAGAGACTTGGGGATCTAAC-3′

Mt-nd1 5′-GTTGGTCCATACGGCATTTT-3′ 5′-TGGGTGTGGTATTGGTAGGG-3′

Opa1 5′- TTCTGAGGCCCTTCTCTTGT-3′ 5′-TGATCTGTTGCTCGAAATGC-3′

Pdi 5′-ACCTGCTGGTGGAGTTCTATG-3′ 5′-CGGCAGCTTTGGCATACT-3′

Pgc1α 5′-GAAAGGGCCAAACAGAGAGA-3′ 5′-GTAAATCACACGGCGCTCTT-3′

Prdm16 5′-CCTAAGGTGTGCCCAGCA-3′ 5′-CACCTTCCGCTTTTCTACCC-3′

Tbp 5′-ACCCTTCACCAATGACTCCTATG-3′ 5′-TGACTGCAGCAAATCGCTTGG-3′

Tnfα 5′-TTTGAGATCCATGCCGTTG-3′ 5′-CTGTAGCCCACGTCGTAGC-3′

Ucp1 5′-AGGCTTCCAGTACCATTAGGT-3′ 5′-CTGAGTGAGGCAAAGCTGATTT-3′

Zic1 5′-AACCTCAAGATCCACAAAAGGA-3′ 5′-CCTCGAACTCGCACTTGAA-3′

Table 1. Quantitative real-time PCR oligonucleotides.
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Seahorse bioanalyzer. The Seahorse XF24 (Seahorse Bioscience, www.seahorsebio.com) was used to meas-
ure oxygen consumption rate (OCR) in a whole interscapular BAT explant, as previously described29. Briefly, 
for a bioenergetic profile, we used oligomycin to block ATP synthase; the uncoupler carbonyl cyanide-4-(tri-
fluoromethoxy)phenylhydrazone (FCCP) to measure maximal respiratory capacity; followed by rotenone, 
the complex 1 inhibitor, and antimycin-A to leave only non-mitochondrial activity to be measured (all from 
Sigma-Aldrich). Before the measurement, the microplate containing the tissues in DMEM plus 5 mM glucose was 
incubated at 37 °C without CO2 for 45 minutes. During the assay, we injected the following at the final concen-
trations shown: 24 µg/ml oligomycin, 0.8 μM FCCP, 5 μM rotenone and 15 μM antimycin-A. OCR was calculated 
by plotting the O2 tension of media as a function of time (pmol/min), and data were normalized by the protein 
concentration measured in each individual well.

Statistical analysis. Data are expressed as the mean ± standard error of mean (SEM). Statistical significance 
was defined as p ≤ 0.05 using the following tests: unpaired Student’s t-test to analyse differences between the NCD 
and HFD groups and two-way ANOVA with Bonferroni post hoc analysis for differences in immunohistological 
staining between NCD and HFD groups and among the different tissues. All figures and statistical analyses were 
generated using GraphPad Prism 6 software.

References
 1. World Health Organization. Obesity and overweight. http//www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs311/en/ (accessed July 2017).
 2. Shoelson, S. E., Herrero, L. & Naaz, A. Obesity, inflammation, and insulin resistance. Gastroenterology 132, 2169–80 (2007).
 3. Shulman, G. I. Ectopic fat in insulin resistance, dyslipidemia, and cardiometabolic disease. N. Engl. J. Med. 371, 1131–41 (2014).
 4. Saltiel, A. R. & Olefsky, J. M. Inflammatory mechanisms linking obesity and metabolic disease. J. Clin. Invest. 127, 1–4 (2017).
 5. Hotamisligil, G. S. Inflammation and endoplasmic reticulum stress in obesity and diabetes. Int. J. Obes. (Lond). 32(Suppl 7), S52–4 

(2008).
 6. Furukawa, S. et al. Increased oxidative stress in obesity and its impact on metabolic syndrome. J. Clin. Invest. 114, 1752–1761 (2004).
 7. Lee, Y. S. et al. Increased adipocyte O2 consumption triggers HIF-1α, causing inflammation and insulin resistance in obesity. Cell 

157, 1339–52 (2014).
 8. Patti, M. E. & Corvera, S. The role of mitochondria in the pathogenesis of type 2 diabetes. Endocrine Reviews 31, 364–395 (2010).
 9. Virtue, S. & Vidal-Puig, A. Adipose tissue expandability, lipotoxicity and the Metabolic Syndrome–an allostatic perspective. 

Biochim. Biophys. Acta 1801, 338–49 (2010).
 10. Sun, K., Kusminski, C. M. & Scherer, P. E. Adipose tissue remodeling and obesity. J. Clin. Invest. 121, 2094–101 (2011).
 11. Sun, K. et al. Dichotomous effects of VEGF-A on adipose tissue dysfunction. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences 109, 

5874–5879 (2012).
 12. Crewe, C., An, Y. A. & Scherer, P. E. The ominous triad of adipose tissue dysfunction: inflammation, fibrosis, and impaired 

angiogenesis. J. Clin. Invest. 127, 74–82 (2017).
 13. Hany, T. F. et al. Brown adipose tissue: A factor to consider in symmetrical tracer uptake in the neck and upper chest region. Eur. J. 

Nucl. Med. 29, 1393–1398 (2002).
 14. Nedergaard, J., Bengtsson, T. & Cannon, B. Unexpected evidence for active brown adipose tissue in adult humans. Am. J. Physiol. 

Endocrinol. Metab. 293, E444–E452 (2007).
 15. Cypess, A. M. et al. Identification and importance of brown adipose tissue in adult humans. N. Engl. J. Med. 360, 1509–1517 (2009).
 16. Virtanen, K. A. et al. Functional brown adipose tissue in healthy adults. N. Engl. J. Med. 360, 1518–25 (2009).
 17. Zingaretti, M. C. et al. The presence of UCP1 demonstrates that metabolically active adipose tissue in the neck of adult humans truly 

represents brown adipose tissue. FASEB J. 23, 3113–3120 (2009).
 18. Saito, M. et al. High incidence of metabolically active brown adipose tissue in healthy adult humans: effects of cold exposure and 

adiposity. Diabetes 58, 1526–1531 (2009).
 19. van Marken Lichtenbelt, W. D. et al. Cold-activated brown adipose tissue in healthy men. N. Engl. J. Med. 360, 1500–8 (2009).
 20. Calderon-Dominguez, M. et al. Fatty Acid Metabolism and the Basis of Brown Adipose Tissue Function. Adipocyte 5, 98–118 

(2016).
 21. Gesta, S., Tseng, Y. H. & Kahn, C. R. Developmental Origin of Fat: Tracking Obesity to Its Source. Cell 131, 242–256 (2007).
 22. Ortega, F. J. et al. Type I iodothyronine 5′-deiodinase mRNA and activity is increased in adipose tissue of obese subjects. 

International Journal of Obesity 36, 320–324 (2012).
 23. Bordicchia, M. et al. Cardiac natriuretic peptides act via p38 MAPK to induce the brown fat thermogenic program in mouse and 

human adipocytes. J Clin Invest 122, 1022–1036 (2012).
 24. Whittle, A. J. et al. BMP8B increases brown adipose tissue thermogenesis through both central and peripheral actions. Cell 149, 

871–885 (2012).
 25. Villarroya, F. & Vidal-Puig, A. Beyond the sympathetic tone: The new brown fat activators. Cell Metabolism 17, 638–643 (2013).
 26. Rao, R. R. et al. Meteorin-like is a hormone that regulates immune-adipose interactions to increase beige fat thermogenesis. Cell 

157, 1279–1291 (2014).
 27. Hondares, E. et al. Hepatic FGF21 Expression Is Induced at Birth via PPARalpha in Response to Milk Intake and Contributes to 

Thermogenic Activation of Neonatal Brown Fat. Cell Metab. 11, 206–212 (2010).
 28. McGregor, R. A. et al. Time-course microarrays reveal modulation of developmental, lipid metabolism and immune gene networks 

in intrascapular brown adipose tissue during the development of diet-induced obesity. Int. J. Obes. (Lond). 37, 1524–31 (2013).
 29. Calderon-Dominguez, M. et al. Brown Adipose TissueBioenergetics: A New Methodological Approach. Adv. Sci. 4, 1600274 (2017).
 30. Pellegrinelli, V., Carobbio, S. & Vidal-Puig, A. Adipose tissue plasticity: how fat depots respond differently to pathophysiological 

cues. Diabetologia 59, 1075–1088 (2016).
 31. Fitzgibbons, T. P. et al. Similarity of mouse perivascular and brown adipose tissues and their resistance to diet-induced inflammation. 

Am. J. Physiol. Heart Circ. Physiol. 301, H1425–37 (2011).
 32. Martins, F. F., Bargut, T. C. L., Aguila, M. B. & Mandarim-de-Lacerda, C. A. Thermogenesis, fatty acid synthesis with oxidation, and 

inflammation in the brown adipose tissue of ob/ob (−/−) mice. Ann. Anat. 210, 44–51 (2017).
 33. Okla, M. et al. Activation of Toll-like receptor 4 (TLR4) attenuates adaptive thermogenesis via endoplasmic reticulum stress. J. Biol. 

Chem. 290, 26476–90 (2015).
 34. Liu, Z. et al. Reducing Smad3/ATF4 was essential for Sirt1 inhibiting ER stress-induced apoptosis in mice brown adipose tissue. 

Oncotarget 8, 9267–9279 (2017).
 35. Rebiger, L., Lenzen, S. & Mehmeti, I. Susceptibility of brown adipocytes to pro-inflammatory cytokine toxicity and reactive oxygen 

species. Biosci. Rep. 36, e00306–e00306 (2016).
 36. Sohet, F. M. et al. Lipid peroxidation is not a prerequisite for the development of obesity and diabetes in high-fat-fed mice. Br. J. Nutr. 

102, 462–9 (2009).

http://www.seahorsebio.com


www.nature.com/scientificreports/

1 2SCIEntIFIC RepoRtS | 7: 16082  | DOI:10.1038/s41598-017-16463-6

 37. Morrison, S. F. Differential control of sympathetic outflow. Am. J. Physiol. Regul. Integr. Comp. Physiol. 281, R683–98 (2001).
 38. Young, J. B., Saville, E., Rothwell, N. J., Stock, M. J. & Landsberg, L. Effect of diet and cold exposure on norepinephrine turnover in 

brown adipose tissue of the rat. J. Clin. Invest. 69, 1061–71 (1982).
 39. Desautels, M. & Himms-Hagen, J. Parallel regression of cold-induced changes in ultrastructure, composition, and properties of 

brown adipose tissue mitochondria during recovery of rats from acclimation to cold. Can. J. Biochem. 58, 1057–68 (1980).
 40. Fredriksson, J. M., Lindquist, J. M., Bronnikov, G. E. & Nedergaard, J. Norepinephrine induces vascular endothelial growth factor 

gene expression in brown adipocytes through a beta -adrenoreceptor/cAMP/protein kinase A pathway involving Src but 
independently of Erk1/2. J. Biol. Chem. 275, 13802–11 (2000).

 41. Fischer, A. W., Cannon, B. & Nedergaard, J. Leptin-deficient mice are not hypothermic, they are anapyrexic. Mol. Metab. 6, 173 
(2017).

 42. So, M., Gaidhu, M. P., Maghdoori, B. & Ceddia, R. B. Analysis of time-dependent adaptations in whole-body energy balance in 
obesity induced by high-fat diet in rats. Lipids Health Dis. 10, 99 (2011).

 43. Tseng, Y.-H., Cypess, A. M. & Kahn, C. R. Cellular bioenergetics as a target for obesity therapy. Nat. Rev. Drug Discov. 9, 465–82 
(2010).

 44. López-Lluch, G. et al. Calorie restriction induces mitochondrial biogenesis and bioenergetic efficiency. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. USA 
103, 1768–73 (2006).

 45. Porter, R. K. A new look at UCP 1. Biochim. Biophys. Acta - Bioenerg. 1757, 446–448 (2006).
 46. Boon, M. R. et al. BMP7 activates brown adipose tissue and reduces diet-induced obesity only at subthermoneutrality. PLoS One 8, 

e74083 (2013).
 47. Witko-Sarsat, V. et al. Advanced oxidation protein products as a novel marker of oxidative stress in uremia. Kidney Int. 49, 1304–13 

(1996).
 48. Bamforth, C. W. Superoxide Dismutase in Barley. J. Inst. Brew. 89, 420–423 (1983).

Acknowledgements
This work was supported by the Ministry of Spain (MINECO) (SAF2013-45887-R to LH, SAF2014-56671R to 
PR, SAF2014-52223-C2-1-R to DS, and SAF2014-52223-C2-2-R to NC, cofunded by the European Regional 
Development Fund [ERDF]), the Centro de Investigación Biomédica en Red de Fisiopatología de la Obesidad y la 
Nutrición (CIBEROBN) (Grant CB06/03/0001 to DS), the Government of Catalonia (2014SGR465 to DS), and 
the Fundació La Marató de TV3 to DS. We acknowledge A. Zorzano and D. Sebastián (IRB, Barcelona, Spain) for 
assistance with the Seahorse.

Author Contributions
M.A., M.C.-D., D.S., M.V. and L.H. conceived the experiments, M.A., M.C.-D. and E.B. conducted the 
experiments, M.A., M.C.-D., E.B., P.R., N.C., D.S., M.V. and L.H. analysed the results. M.A., M.C.-D. and L.H. 
wrote the manuscript. All authors reviewed the manuscript.

Additional Information
Supplementary information accompanies this paper at https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-017-16463-6.
Competing Interests: The authors declare that they have no competing interests.
Publisher's note: Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and 
institutional affiliations.

Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International 
License, which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or 

format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Cre-
ative Commons license, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this 
article are included in the article’s Creative Commons license, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the 
material. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons license and your intended use is not per-
mitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from the 
copyright holder. To view a copy of this license, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.
 
© The Author(s) 2017

http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/s41598-017-16463-6
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

	Increased inflammation, oxidative stress and mitochondrial respiration in brown adipose tissue from obese mice
	Results
	Phenotypic and histological characterization of HFD-treated mice. 
	Increased immune cell infiltration in BAT from obese mice. 
	Diet-induced obesity increases ER stress and inflammation in BAT. 
	BAT from obese mice showed increased ROS generation with a concomitant increase in antioxidant enzyme activity. 
	HFD increases UCP1 protein levels without changes in BAT mitochondrial content. 
	Enhanced mitochondrial respiration in BAT from obese mice. 

	Discussion
	Methods
	Animals. 
	Histological analysis. 
	Analysis of mRNA expression by quantitative real-time PCR. 
	Oxidative damage determination. 
	Antioxidant enzymes. 
	Western blot analysis. 
	Cytokines measurement. 
	Seahorse bioanalyzer. 
	Statistical analysis. 

	Acknowledgements
	Figure 1 Phenotypic and histological characterization of HFD-treated mice.
	Figure 2 Increased immune cell infiltration in BAT from obese mice.
	Figure 3 Diet-induced obesity increases ER stress and inflammation in BAT, eWAT and iWAT.
	Figure 4 BAT from obese mice showed increased ROS generation with a concomitant increase in antioxidant enzyme activity.
	Figure 5 HFD increases UCP1 protein levels without changes in BAT mitochondrial content.
	Figure 6 Enhanced mitochondrial respiration activity in BAT from obese mice.
	Table 1 Quantitative real-time PCR oligonucleotides.




