
Introduction

Obesity is a chronic metabolic disease characterized 
by an excessive adipose tissue accumulation.1 It is 
considered a global epidemic and a major public health 
problem,2 since this disease can lead to nutritional, 
metabolic, hormonal, and cardiovascular changes, 
increasing the population’s morbidity and mortality, and 
reducing life expectancy.3–5

The literature reports that the cause of main obesity, 

currently, is the inadequate dietary habits, with increased 

carbohydrate and/or fat consumption.6,7 However, 

some individuals seem to present resistance to the 

development of obesity. Within this context, experiments 

using animals fed with a high-fat diet try to understand 

the pathophysiological susceptibility of obesity-resistant 

individuals to cardiometabolic diseases.8–10 
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Abstract

Background: As some individuals present resistance to obesity development, experiments have been trying to 
understand their susceptibility to cardiometabolic diseases.

Objetive: To evaluate if the cardiac remodeling was related to collagen protein expression change.

Methods: Male Wistar rats were randomized into two experimental groups: control diet (CD, n=15) or high-fat diet 
(HFD, n=15) for 30 weeks. Rats fed with HFD were ranked based on their adiposity indexes and classified as obese 
(Ob, n = 8) or obesity-resistant (ROb, n = 6). Rats that failed to present the normal characteristic of the control group 
while fed with CD were excluded (Control, n = 8). Nutritional profile, comorbidities (dyslipidemia, hypertension, 
glucose metabolism, hyperleptinemia), cardiac remodeling, and collagen protein expression were evaluated. The 
groups were compared by One-Way ANOVA, together the Tukey post hoc test, with p<0.05 considered significant.

Results: The Ob rats presented an increased adiposity index when compared to C and ROb. Both groups Ob and 
ROb presented increased low-density lipoprotein (LDL), insulin, homeostatic model assessment of insulin resistance 
(HOMA- IR) and systolic blood pressure (SBP), and low high-density lipoprotein (HDL) levels when compared 
to the control group. The levels of triglycerides, non-esterified fatty acid (NEFA), and leptin were lower in ROb 
as compared to Ob, but higher than the control group. The Ob and ROb groups presented cardiac remodeling, 
evidenced by echocardiographic and post-mortem analysis. The collagen protein expression did not differ among 
the groups.

Conclusion: The ROb animals present cardiac remodeling that is not related to collagen type I and III protein 
expression change. 
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https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2703-9098
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3670-243X
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4933-0604
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2910-4308
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7089-3033
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8493-5329
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4402-6523
about:blank
about:blank


The CD contained 31.0% of kcal from protein, 51.6% from 
carbohydrates, and 17.4% from fat. The HFD contained 
18.7% of kcal from protein, 41.6% from carbohydrates, 
and 39.7% from fat. The content of saturated/unsaturated 
fatty acids was 61.5% / 38.5% in CD and 64.8% / 35.2% in 
HFD. The energetic densities from the diets were: HFD = 
3.85 kcal/g and CD = 3.10 kcal/g. 

Nutritional profile

The nutritional profile was determined by food and 
calorie intake, feed efficiency, final body weight, and 
adiposity index. Dietary intake and body weight were 
measured weekly. The calorie intake was determined 
by the following formula: weekly food intake multiplied 
by the energy value of each diet (g × kcal). To analyze 
the animal’s capacity to convert the consumed food 
energy in body weight, feed efficiency was calculated 
by dividing the total body weight gain (g) by the total 
energy intake (kcal). The total body fat was obtained 
by the sum of epididymal, retroperitoneal, and visceral 
deposits. The adiposity index was calculated by the total 
body fat divided by the final body weight and multiplied 
by 100.15,16

Determination of Obesity and Obesity Resistance 

A criterion based on the adiposity index was used 
to determine the occurrence of obesity and obesity 
resistance according to several authors.10,17-19 After 30 
weeks, the rats that consumed HFD were ranked based 
on their adiposity indexes. Therefore, the animals that 
received HFD and presented the highest adiposity 
indexes were classified as obese (Ob, n = 8); the animals 
that consumed a high-fat diet and presented adiposity 
indexes similar to control animals were classified as 
obesity-resistant (ROb, n = 6). Rats that failed to present 
the normal characteristic of the control group, while fed 
with a standard diet, were excluded (n = 8).

Metabolic and hormonal evaluation

The metabolic evaluation included plasma lipid and 
glucose levels, as well as insulin resistance, whereas the 
hormonal evaluation was assessed by the concentrations 
of leptin and insulin.

The triglycerides, total cholesterol (TC), high- and 
low-density lipoprotein (HDL and LDL) levels were 
determined using a specific kit (BIOCLIN®, Belo 
Horizonte, MG, Brazil) and analyzed by the automated 

Cardiac remodeling is well established in obesity 
conditions, since research has shown the relationship 
between time of obesity and myocardial collagen type I 
and III expression.11 However, no studies have evaluated 
the contribution of collagen expression to cardiac 
remodeling in obesity-resistant animal models, and the 
few studies that evaluated the cardiac changes in this 
condition found divergent results. Sá et al.9 found isolated 
papillary muscle contraction impairment, while Carroll 
et al.10 found cardiac no abnormalities in obesity-resistant 
animals fed with a high-fat diet. 

Considering this situation, the primary aim of this 
study was to verify the presence of cardiac remodeling 
in obesity-resistant animals fed with a high-fat diet. 
An additional aim was to evaluate if the cardiac 
remodeling was related to collagen I and III protein 
expression change.

Methods

Animals and experimental protocol 

Male Wistar rats (60-day-old) were randomly divided 
into two experimental groups to receive a control diet 
(CD, n=15) or a high-fat diet (HFD, n=15) for 30 weeks. 
The sample size and the experimental period were 
based on previous studies conducted by our research 
group.9,11,12 Animals were kept in individual cages with 
controlled temperature (24 ± 2 ºC), humidity (55 ± 5%), 
and light (12-h light/dark cycle). The diet and water 
were ad libitum. The experimental procedures were 
performed according to the “Guide for the Care and 
Use of Laboratory Animals”9,13 and approved by the 
Animal Ethics Committee of the Botucatu Medical School 
(991/2012). At the end of the experimental protocol, after 
8h fasting, the animals were euthanized by decapitation 
after intraperitoneal anesthesia with a mixture of 
ketamine (1 mg/kg) and xylazine (100 mg/kg) (Syntec, 
Rhobifarma Indústria Farmacêutica Ltda., Hortolândia, 
São Paulo, Brazil). The blood and the cardiac samples 
were collected and stored at −20°C for further analysis. 

Diet composition

The diets used in this study have been described 
elsewhere11,12,14,15 and the composition followed AIN93 
recommendations, consisting of the following ingredients: 
corn bran, soybean hull, soybean bran, dextrin, salt, vitamin 
and mineral complex, palm kernel oil, and soybean oil. 
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enzymatic colorimetric method (Chemistry Analyzer 
BS‐200, Mindray Medical International Limited, 
Shenzhen, China). The non-esterified fatty acid (NEFA) 
concentrations were evaluated by colorimetric kit 
(WAKO Pure Chemical Industries Ltd., Osaka, Japan).  

Glycemia was analyzed in blood samples collected 
from the tails of the animals, using a handheld glucometer 
(Accu-Chek Go Kit, Roche Diagnostic Brazil Ltda, São 
Paulo, SP, Brazil). The homeostatic model assessment 
of insulin resistance (HOMA-IR) was used as an insulin 
resistance index, calculated according to the formula: 
HOMA-IR = [fasting glucose (mmol/L) x fasting insulin 
(µU/mL)]/22.57.

The insulin and leptin levels were analyzed by the 
enzyme-linked immunosorbent assay (ELISA) method 
(EMD Millipore Corporation, Billerica, MA, USA). The 
reading was performed using a microplate reader (Spectra 
MAX 190, Molecular Devices, Sunnyvale, CA, USA). 

Echocardiographic Study

The analysis was performed with live animals by 
transthoracic echocardiography, using a Vivid S6 system 
equipped with a multifrequency ultrasonic transducer 
5.0 to 11.5 MHz (General Electric Medical Systems, Tirat 
Carmel, Israel).  The animals were lightly anesthetized 
by intraperitoneal injection with a mixture of ketamine 
(50mg/kg) and xylazine (1mg/kg) and put in left 
decubitus position. Only one examiner performed all 
of the exams. The heart image structural measurements 
were obtained in one-dimensional mode (M-mode) 
guided by the images in two-dimensional mode with 
the transducer in the parasternal position, minor axis. 
Left ventricular (LV) evaluation was performed with the 
cursor M-mode just below the mitral valve plane at the 
level of the papillary muscles.  The echocardiographic 
analysis was performed according to that established in 
prior studies.19-21

Morphometric variables 
•	 Maximum left atrium diameter (LA, cm);

•	 Left ventricular diastolic and systolic diameters of the 
left ventricle (LV, mm): LVDD and LVSD, respectively;

•	 Interventricular septum diastolic thickness (IVSDT) 
and posterior wall diastolic thickness (PWDT) of the 
LV (mm): IVSDT and PWDT, respectively;

•	 Relative thickness of the LV (LVRT) = (2 × PWDT)/
LVDD;

•	 Left ventricular mass (LVM, g) = 0.8 × {1.04 × [(IVSDT 
+ PWDT + LVDD)3 − LVDD3]} + 0.6;

•	 LVM index (LVMI, g/m2.7) = LVM/Height2.7 where LVMI 
is LV mass indexed to height. 

Systolic function variables
•	 Cardiac output (CO) was calculated by multiplying 

the systolic volume by the heart rate.

Diastolic function variables 
•	 Maximum early ventricular filling velocity (E wave 

peak, cm/s): obtained by spectral Doppler recording 
of the transmitral diastolic flow;

•	 Maximum late filling velocity during atrial contraction 
(A wave peak, cm/s): obtained by spectral Doppler 
recording of the transmitral diastolic flow;

•	 E-wave deceleration time (ms) corresponding to the 
time between the initial velocity peak of the mitral 
transvalvular flow and its extrapolation to the baseline.

Systolic blood pressure 

The Systolic blood pressure (SBP) was measured by tail 
plethysmography, using a Narco Bio-System® Electro-
Sphygmomanometer, model 709-0610 (International 
Biomedical, Austin, TX, USA). The animals were warmed 
in a wooden box (50 × 40 cm) between 38–40°C for 4–5 min 
to stimulate arterial vasodilation. After this procedure, a 
cuff with a sensor was placed in the proximal region of the 
tail, coupled to the electro‐sphygmomanometer. The cuff 
was inflated to 200 mmHg pressure and subsequently 
deflated.15,16 The arterial pulsations were recorded in a 
computerized data acquisition system (AcqKnowledge ® 
MP100, Biopac Systems Inc., Santa Barbara, CA). The average 
of two readings was recorded for each measurement.

Post-Death Morphological Analysis 

After euthanasia, the animals were submitted to 
thoracotomy, and the hearts, ventricles, and tibia were 
separated, dissected, weighed, and measured. Cardiac 
remodeling was determined by analyzing the weight of 
the heart and the left (LV) and right (RV) ventricles, and 
their correlation with the tibial length.

Myocardial collagen types I and III protein expression

The Western Blot analysis was performed to evaluate 
the types I and III collagen protein expression. Briefly, 
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the LV samples were rapidly frozen in liquid nitrogen 
and subsequently homogenized in a solution containing 
RIPA buffer (Amresco LLC, Solon, OH, USA), together 
with protease (Sigma-Aldrich, St. Louis, MO) and 
phosphatase (Roche Diagnostics, Indianapolis, IN, USA) 
inhibitors. The samples were subjected to SDS-PAGE in 
10% polyacrylamide gel and were then electrotransferred 
to a nitrocellulose membrane (Amersham Biosciences, 
Piscataway, NJ, USA). The blotted membrane was 
blocked (5% nonfat dry milk, 20 mmol/L Tris-HCl 
pH 7.4, 137 mmol/L NaCl and 1% Tween 20) for 2h at 
room temperature and then incubated overnight at 
4–8°C with primary antibody against collagen type 
I (1:10000) and collagen type III (1:10000) (Abcam, 
Cambridge, MA, USA). The immunoblots were 
washed three times with TBS-T and incubated for 1.5h 
with peroxidase-conjugated anti-rabbit secondary 
antibody (1:2000) (Abcam, Cambridge, MA, USA), 
and then washed again three times with TBS-T and 
incubated with ECL (Enhanced Chemi-Luminescence, 
Amersham Biosciences, Piscataway, NJ, USA) for 
chemiluminescence detection. Blots were analyzed on 
Scion Image software (Scion Corporation, Frederick, 
MD, USA) and protein expressions were normalized to 
β-actin expression (1:1000) (Santa Cruz Biotechnology, 
Santa Cruz, CA, USA).

Statistical analysis

The data were submitted to Kolmogorov-Smirnov 
normality test. Parametric variables were compared 
by One-Way analysis of variance (ANOVA) and 

complemented with the Tukey post hoc test for multiple 
comparisons when significant differences were found (p< 
0.05). All the results are presented as mean ± standard 
deviation. Statistical analyses were performed using 
Sigma Stat for Windows Version 3.5. (Systat Software, 
Inc., San Jose, CA, USA). The level of significance 
considered was 5%.

Results

Table 1 presents the nutritional profile of the groups. 
It is possible to verify that both Ob and ROb groups 
presented lower food intake compared to the control 
group. Feed efficiency, final body weight, weight gain, 
and adiposity index were higher in the Ob group when 
compared to the control group. The ROb presented only 
a reduced adiposity index when compared to the Ob 
group, with no difference in the other variables.

The metabolic, cardiovascular, and hormonal 
parameters are presented in Table 2. Both groups, Ob and 
Rob, presented increased LDL, insulin, HOMA- IR and 
SBP, and low HDL levels when compared to the control 
group. The triglycerides, NEFA, and leptin levels were 
lower in the Rob group when compared to the Ob group, 
but higher than the control group.

The echocardiographic parameters are presented in 
the Figure 1. The Ob and ROb groups presented cardiac 
remodeling, characterized by increased LVDD, LVSD, left 
atrium, and estimated LV mass when compared to the 
control group. The systolic dysfunction, characterized by 
reduced cardiac output, was detected in both the Ob and 

Table 1 – Nutritional profile

Variables C (n=8) Ob (n=8) ROb (n=6)

Food intake (g/day) 25.1 ± 2.3 21.1 ± 1.8* 20.2 ± 1.4*

Calorie intake (kcal/day) 74.2 ± 7.1 76.9 ± 6.7 73.9 ± 5.1

Feed efficiency (%) 1.45 ± 0.08 1.82 ± 0.20* 1.64 ± 0.14

Final body weight (g) 506 ± 46.9 592 ± 60.2* 546 ± 36.4

Weight gain (g) 226 ± 21,3 296 ± 51,2* 255 ± 24,3

Adiposity index (%) 5.91 ± 0.59 10.21 ± 1.41* 6.31 ± 0.51#

Data presented as mean ± standard deviation. n: Number of animals; C: control; Ob: obese; ROb: obesity-resistant. *versus C; p < 0.05; #versus Ob, p< 
0.05; One-way ANOVA for independent samples and Tukey’s post hoc test.
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Table 2 – Metabolic, cardiovascular, and hormonal parameters

Variables C (n=8) Ob (n=8) ROb (n=6)

Triglycerides (mg/dL) 50.1 ± 10.3 99.6 ± 19.8* 73.1 ± 10.6*#

NEFA (mmol/L) 0.345 ± 0.033 0.642 ± 0.037* 0.462 ± 0.034*#

HDL (mg/dL) 28.7 ± 2.2 22.1 ± 2.6* 22.3 ± 2.9*

LDL (mg/dL) 19.9 ± 2.1 33.4 ± 5.1* 30.9 ± 3.7*

Glucose (mg/dL) 117 ± 13 169 ± 13* 136 ± 17#

Insulin (ng/mL) 3.39 ± 0.49 9.18 ± 2.14* 7.91 ± 2.12*

HOMA-IR 18.6 ± 4.5 75.1 ± 14.2* 21.1 ± 8.6*

Leptin (ng/mL) 4.23 ± 1.11 27.34 ± 3.36* 10.76 ± 3.21*#

SBP (mmHg) 116 ± 7 135 ± 3* 133 ± 12*

Data presented as mean ± standard deviation. n: Number of animals; C: control; Ob: obese; ROb: obesity-resistant. TC: total cholesterol; HDL: high-
density lipoprotein; LDL: low-density lipoprotein; NEFA: non-esterified fatty acids; HOMA-IR: Homeostatic Model Assessment - Insulin Resistance; 
SBP: Systolic blood pressure. *versus C; p < 0.05; #versus Ob, p< 0.05; One-way ANOVA for independent samples and Tukey’s post hoc test.

Figure 1 – Echocardiographic parameters. LVDD: left ventricular diastolic diameter (A), LVSD: left ventricular systolic diameter (B), 
Left atrium (C); Estimated left ventricular mass (D), Deceleration time (E), and Cardiac output (F). Control (C, n=8), Obese (Ob, n=8) 
and Obesity-resistant (ROb, n=6). Data presented as mean ± standard deviation. *versus C; p < 0.05; #versus Ob, p< 0.05; One-way 
ANOVA for independent samples and Tukey’s post hoc test.
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ROb groups. The diastolic dysfunction appeared only in 
the Ob group (increased deceleration time).

Cardiac remodeling was also confirmed in both the Ob 
and ROb groups by the cardiac post-mortem analysis, as 
these animals presented higher heart weight, LV weight, 
RV weight, heart/ tibia length, LV/ tibia length, and RV/ 
tibia length when compared to the control group (Figure 2).

Figure 3 shows the collagen type I (figure 3A) and 
the collagen type III (figure 3B) protein expression. No 
difference was found among the groups.

Discussion

Since obesity and its related disorders are becoming 
increasingly prevalent, several researchers have been 
using high-fat diet models to induce obesity, typically 
characterized by weight gain and increased body 
fat.7,15,22,23 In the present study, we chose ~40% of kcal 
from fat, as we believe this is closer to what is consumed 
by humans. However, some individuals remain resistant 
to becoming obese, a condition also observed in some 
animals’ fed with high-fat diets, which are defined as 
obesity-resistant animals.8-10,24,25 Within this context, some 

authors have reported that around 40% of the animals 
fed with a high-fat diet are classified as ROb.8-10,23 Some 
possible pathways to explain the obesity resistance 
include: increased expression of some thermogenic 
enzymes and decreased expression of lipogenic enzymes 
in adipose tissues of ROb rats, as well as the suppression 
of lipogenesis and the acceleration of fatty-acid oxidation 
in visceral fat.8

Several experiments have demonstrated that obese 
rats due to a high-fat diet intake develop obesity-related 
disorders that are similar to human disorders, such as 
glucose intolerance, insulin resistance, hypertension, 
and dyslipidemia.16,22,26 However, in ROb models, 
there are controversies regarding the presence of 
comorbidities.9,10,23,27 In the current study, the ROb 
group presented relevant metabolic, hormonal, and 
cardiovascular changes commonly found in obesity and 
associated with increased adiposity.28 As the ROb group 
presented a weight gain and an adiposity index similar 
to the C group, it demonstrates that all the disorders 
were independent of adiposity gain. According to the 
literature, the intake of processed foods rich in fats, 
especially saturated fat, is one of the main causes for 

Figure 2 – Cardiac remodeling. Heart weight (A), LV: left ventricle weight (B), RV: right ventricle weight (C); Heart/tibia length (D), LV/
tibia length (E), and RV/tibia length (F). Control (C, n=8), Obese (Ob, n=8), and Obesity-resistant (ROb, n=6). Data presented as mean ± 
standard deviation. *versus C; p < 0.05; #versus Ob, p< 0.05; One-way ANOVA for independent samples and Tukey’s post hoc test.
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obesity and is considered an isolated cause of metabolic 
disorder development due the pro-inflammatory effect 
of this nutrient.29 Corroborating this finding, the ROb 
group presented increased an HOMA-IR index when 
compared to the control group, indicating impairment 
in carbohydrate metabolism as well as dyslipidemia, 
characterized by increased triglycerides and LDL, and 
reduced HDL. 

Increased leptin and insulin are common in obesity.16,22 
However, the present study also observed this condition 
in the ROb animals. Increased insulin can be due to insulin 
resistance or elevated gastric inhibitory polypeptide 
levels induced by high-saturated fatty acid intake.30 At the 
same time, hyperinsulinemia stimulates and increases the 
leptin secretion by adipose tissue through the PI3K/Akt/
mTOR pathway, which can explain the increased leptin 
levels in the ROb animals that did not present increased 
body fat.31

The metabolic responses to hyperinsulinemia and 
hyperleptinemia are well established in the literature.22,26 
Nevertheless, these conditions also promote responses 
in other target organs, such as the heart.16,32 In obesity, 
the high hormone levels trigger hypertrophic responses 
in the heart by activating specific signaling pathways.33-36 
However, in obesity-resistance models, the establishment 
of cardiac remodeling seems controversial.

Our results confirm the primary aim of this experiment, 
since the presence of cardiac remodeling in the ROb 
animals was verified by both echocardiographic and 
morphological post-mortem analysis,. The majority 
of cardiac diseases are followed by heart mass and 

morphologic changes. Due to the cardiac cell’s incapacity 
to divide into the adult phase, the remodeling process 
usually occurs because of cardiomyocytes hypertrophy 
in response to a hemodynamic overload.37

Hemodynamic and hormonal changes promote 
extracellular matrix remodeling, altering its gene 
expression.38,39 There are two main types of collagen 
in the heart, types I and III, which are responsible by 
cardiac rigidity.40 However, different obesity models 
have demonstrated controversial results about collagen 
synthesis and degradation in the heart.38,39,41 In this 
sense, this study had as secondary aim to evaluate if 
the cardiac remodeling was related to collagen I and III 
protein expression changes. Our results showed that no 
difference was found in the collagen protein expression 
among the groups. Thus, other pathways that influence 
cardiac remodeling and should be addressed in future 
studies include insulin/ PI3k/Akt/ PKB,33,37 leptin/ RhoA/ 
ROCK/ p38,34,35 oxidative stress,42 and inflammation.43

Study Limitations

Limitations of this study include the absence of 
histological analysis for collagen evaluation and the 
small sample size.

Conclusion 

Considering the results presented in this study, it 
is possible to conclude that obesity-resistant animals 
present cardiac remodeling that is not related to collagen 
type I and III protein expressions. 

Figure 3 – Western blot analysis of collagen type I (A) and type III (B) in the hearts of the control (C, n=4) and obese I (Ob, n=4) and II 
(ROb, n=4) rats. Western blot bands were normalized by β‐actin. Data presented as mean ± standard deviation. n: Number of animals; 
C: control; Ob: obese; ROb: obesity-resistant. *versus C; p < 0.05; #versus Ob, p< 0.05; One-way ANOVA for independent samples and 
Tukey’s post hoc test.
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