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Impact of fat mass and distribution on lipid
turnover in human adipose tissue
Kirsty L. Spalding1,2, Samuel Bernard3, Erik Näslund4, Mehran Salehpour5, Göran Possnert5, Lena Appelsved1,

Keng-Yeh Fu1, Kanar Alkass1, Henrik Druid6,7, Anders Thorell4,8, Mikael Rydén9 & Peter Arner9

Differences in white adipose tissue (WAT) lipid turnover between the visceral (vWAT) and

subcutaneous (sWAT) depots may cause metabolic complications in obesity. Here we

compare triglyceride age and, thereby, triglyceride turnover in vWAT and sWAT biopsies from

346 individuals and find that subcutaneous triglyceride age and storage capacity are

increased in overweight or obese individuals. Visceral triglyceride age is only increased in

excessively obese individuals and associated with a lower lipid removal capacity. Thus,

although triglyceride storage capacity in sWAT is higher than in vWAT, the former plateaus at

substantially lower levels of excess WAT mass than vWAT. In individuals with central or

visceral obesity, lipid turnover is selectively increased in vWAT. Obese individuals classified

as ‘metabolically unhealthy’ (according to ATPIII criteria) who have small subcutaneous

adipocytes exhibit reduced triglyceride turnover. We conclude that excess WAT results in

depot-specific differences in lipid turnover and increased turnover in vWAT and/or decreased

turnover in sWAT may result in metabolic complications of overweight or obesity.
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T
riglyceride turnover in white adipose tissue (WAT) is
determined by the balance between lipid storage and lipid
removal1. Different turnover rates between visceral

(vWAT) and abdominal subcutaneous WAT (sWAT) may
cause metabolic complications in the overweight/obese state2–5.
Lipids are mainly stored in white adipocytes by esterification of
energy-rich fatty acids and glycerol to form triglycerides. Fatty
acids are released from fat cells into the blood stream through
triglyceride hydrolysis (lipolysis). Visceral fat cells in vitro have
increased lipid synthesis and lipolysis compared to abdominal
subcutaneous adipocytes, findings that have been corroborated
in vivo in short-term experimental settings6–8. As vWAT is
drained by the portal vein, increased levels of portal fatty acids
may cause liver-associated metabolic complications, such as
hepatic steatosis and/or hepatic insulin resistance, in the
overweight and obese states9–12.

sWAT constitutes most of the body’s adipose mass. According
to the adipose tissue expandability hypothesis, an attenuated
ability to adequately store triglycerides in sWAT could also be
of pathophysiological relevance, particularly in abdominal
(upper body) obesity2. This is at least in part due to an
inability to adequately expand the number of fat cells and/or size
of the lipid droplet (that is, the subcutaneous fat cell size). In
turn, this results in ectopic fat deposition via increased lipid
deposition in vWAT and non-adipose tissues such as the liver
and skeletal muscle, leading to lipotoxic effects2,4,5,8 and the
development of metabolic complications13–17. Thus abdominal
sWAT may act as a protective metabolic sink, which enables
increased lipid clearance following excess energy intake.
Prototypical examples of this pathophysiological process are
different forms of lipodystrophies, which are associated with
extreme insulin resistance, ectopic lipid deposition and increased
risk for cardiovascular disease4,14–17.

We recently developed a unique method, radiocarbon dating,
to investigate triglyceride storage and removal in human WAT
under normal living conditions. Above-ground nuclear bomb
testing during the cold war period caused a marked increase in
atmospheric 14C levels (relative to that of the stable 12C isotope),
which decreased exponentially following the test ban treaty in
1963. By assessing the incorporation of atmospheric 14C into fat
cell lipids, it is possible to retrospective determine the turnover of
lipids during the lifetime of an individual1. High or low lipid age
reflects low or high triglyceride turnover in WAT, respectively.
The rate of lipid removal (Kout) at a constant fat mass is termed
the turnover rate and is expressed as 1/lipid age in years and
reflects primarily triglyceride lipolysis1. If the size of a lipid depot
is known, it is also possible to estimate net lipid uptake (Kin),
which reflects storage capacity of fatty acids into triglycerides and
is expressed as kg year� 1 (ref. 1).

Results
Estimating blood and adipose triglyceride age. Measured lipid
14C values for samples collected after 2010 are summarized in
Fig. 1. D14C values were not influenced by the individual’s year of
birth, suggesting that there is no long-lived pool of lipids in fat
cells (Fig. 1a). Furthermore, essentially all D14C values were
positioned above the atmospheric D14C curve, suggesting that the
lipids were older than the collection date and that a valid estimate
of lipid age could be obtained (Fig. 1b). This is in contrast to
whole or dried blood, which was significantly closer to the sample
collection date than adipose lipids from the same subject
(Fig. 1b,c and Supplementary Table 1).

Associations between triglyceride age and anthropometry.
The overall results with triglyceride age were analysed by linear

regression (Table 1). They were independent of the subject’s age
or waist circumference in either adipose region. There was a weak
positive linear correlation between triglyceride age and body mass
index (BMI) in both depots. Waist-to-hip ratio (WHR, an
indirect measure of body fat distribution) correlated negatively
with lipid age and only in vWAT. However, even the significant
associations were weak (low r values), indicating that there is no
simple linear relationship between triglyceride age and total or
regional fat mass. In subsequent analyses, we therefore subdivided
the subjects into different classes of BMI, body fat mass or body
fat distribution.

Influence of BMI and body fat mass on triglyceride turnover.
When individuals were subdivided into three BMI classes,
mean triglyceride age in sWAT was B0.6 years higher in over-
weight and obese subjects (BMI 25–39.9 kg m� 2) when
compared with lean individuals (BMIo25 kg m� 2). However,
there was no subsequent increase in lipid age in excessively obese
subjects (BMIZ40 kg m� 2) (Fig. 2a). In vWAT, lipid age was not
influenced by BMI class, except in excessive obesity where it was
B0.7 years higher (Fig. 2b). There was no interaction between
gender and lipid age in either region (Fo0.4; P40.7 by analysis
of covariance, graphs not shown). Kin was determined in a sub-
group of individuals where the size assessments of the investi-
gated WAT depots were available (see Methods section). There
was no difference in lipid storage rate (Kin) between overweight/
obese individuals and excessively obese individuals in either
adipose depot (Fig. 2c,d). Similar body weight-dependent differ-
ences in lipid age and Kin were obtained when subdividing the
subjects into four, instead of three, separate BMI subclasses
(lean, overweight, obese and excessively obese, Supplementary
Fig. 1) or quartiles of percentage body fat (Supplementary Fig. 2).
As discussed above and shown before1, Kout in subcutaneous fat
cells primarily reflects catecholamine-stimulated lipolysis. That
this is also true in visceral adipocytes is confirmed by the
significant negative correlation between triglyceride age and
noradrenaline-induced lipolysis in omental fat cells of 80 subjects
(BMI 33.7–57.0 kg m� 2) (Fig. 2e). There was no correlation
between spontaneous (basal) lipolysis and vWAT age. Thus
vWAT appears to maintain lipid turnover over a broad range of
body fat levels and is only reduced in excessive obesity, primarily
due to a diminished triglyceride removal capacity. In sWAT, lipid
turnover is attenuated in a similar manner although already in the
overweight state.

Influence of body fat distribution on triglyceride turnover. The
influence of body fat distribution (determined as ratios of
android/gynoid fat or visceral/total WAT mass) on triglyceride
turnover was determined by subdividing individuals into tertiles
and comparing the upper and lower extremes (Fig. 3). While
android/gynoid ratio or level of visceral obesity did not influence
either subcutaneous triglyceride age (Fig. 3a,e) or Kin (Fig. 3b,f),
they had a pronounced influence on triglyceride turnover in
vWAT (Fig. 3c,d,g,h). Subjects with central obesity (Fig. 3c,d) or
pronounced visceral obesity (Fig. 3g,h) had B0.7 years younger
triglycerides and B1.0 kg year� 1 higher Kin than those with
peripheral obesity or little visceral fat. WHR (Supplementary
Fig. 3) or android/total fat ratios were associated with similar
differences in regional triglyceride turnover. BMI adjustment did
not influence the findings related to body fat distribution.
Thus visceral/central obesity (expressed in any of the four dif-
ferent ways) is linked to increased triglyceride turnover rate
(that is, increased capacity to store and mobilize triglycerides) in
vWAT only.
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To further elucidate the relationship between lipid age and
regional body fat distribution, we selected the obese subjects
where detailed information on sWAT and vWAT amounts as
well as other fat distribution parameters were available (see
Methods section). They were subdivided according to quartiles of
lipid age in the two depots and we compared the upper and lower
quartiles regarding body fat mass and distribution (Table 2).
The subdivision according to sWAT lipid age showed no
significant differences between the groups. In contrast, low
vWAT triglyceride age was associated with increased WHR and
central/visceral fat accumulation despite a somewhat lower BMI/
total fat mass.

To investigate regional differences in triglyceride turnover
between sWAT and vWAT, we compared triglyceride age in

paired samples (Fig. 4). The average subject BMI was
38±7 kg m� 2 in Fig. 4a and 40±5 kg m� 2 in Fig. 4b.
Triglyceride age was slightly higher (B0.3 years) and triglyceride
storage much higher (B0.7 kg year� 1) in subcutaneous vs
visceral adipose tissue.

Influence of fat cell size on sWAT triglyceride age. We tested
the sWAT expandability hypothesis2 by comparing sWAT fat cell
size with sWAT triglyceride age in a subgroup of individuals with
‘healthy’ or ‘unhealthy’ obesity where we had available clinical
data to allow scoring according to the ATPIII criteria
(see Methods section). As expected, despite similar BMI and
abdominal sWAT mass between the groups, unhealthy obese
subjects had fewer but larger fat cells compared with healthy
individuals (Supplementary Table 2). Results with lipid age are
shown in Fig. 5. There was no interaction between fat cell size and
triglyceride age in any group. However, when subjects were
grouped into small (476–902 pl) or large (904–1,420 pl) fat cells,
triglyceride age was increased in the small fat cells of unhealthy
compared to healthy subjects. No such differences were observed
in subjects with large fat cells. These results could not be
explained by differences between unhealthy and healthy obese on
the basis of fat cell size.

Discussion
This study addresses an issue that has not been possible to answer
previously, namely, whether in vivo lipid handling in visceral and
abdominal sWAT differs in humans. We confirm that sub-
cutaneous triglyceride age and triglyceride storage capacity are
increased in overweight or obese subjects1,18 and additionally
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Figure 1 | Principles of the radiocarbon method. (a) Lipid D14C values as a function of date of birth for samples collected after 2010. Above-ground

nuclear bomb testing during the period of the cold war caused increased atmospheric 14C levels relative to stable isotope levels. These values decreased

exponentially following implementation of a test ban treaty in 1963. Units are expressed in isotope ratio 14C/12C as D14C corrected for decay. Lipid age is

determined by averaging lipid 14C incorporation into adipose tissue against the atmospheric 14C-curve (solid black line) over each individual’s lifetime to

match sample 14C levels at the biopsy collection date (grey scatter). Low D14C values indicate that lipids have a high turnover rate (Kout), or equivalently

that lipid residency times (lipid age) are short, with the relationship age¼ 1/Kout. (b) Donor-paired sWAT lipid (triangles) and blood (filled circles) versus

D14C levels as function of sample collection date. Each colour corresponds to a single donor. Lower blood D14C levels indicate a higher turnover rate. (c)

Summary data showing the average age of blood and lipid. Values are mean±s.e.m. and compared by paired t-test. (d) Lipid age is used to assess

triglyceride turnover as detailed in the Methods section. The main factors regulating triglyceride turnover in fat cells are the storage capacity (Kin) and

removal capacity (Kout) of fatty acids. Such processes include fatty acid uptake, esterification, mobilization/re-esterification and oxidation. In an expanding

adipose tissue, Kin4Kout, whereas the reverse is observed when adipose tissue mass is lost.

Table 1 | Correlation between age, body mass index,
waist circumferences or waist-to-hip ratio for visceral or
subcutaneous lipid age.

Regressor Visceral Subcutaneous

r-value P
value

r-value P
value

Age 0.05 (n¼ 253) 0.47 0.05 (n¼ 329) 0.36
Body mass index 0.17 (n¼ 255) 0.007 0.13 (n¼ 331) 0.019
Waist
circumference

0.03 (n¼ 206) 0.65 0.01 (n¼ 203) 0.91

Waist-to-hip-ratio �0.21 (n¼ 201) 0.003 0.03 (n¼ 198) 0.64

n, number of subjects. Simple linear regression analysis was used.
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show that the 0.6 year increase is similar over the entire of
spectrum of body fat excess. This is in contrast to the visceral
region, in which average triglyceride age remains unaltered at all
BMI or percentage body fat levels, except among the extremely
obese where it is increased. In the visceral region, as previously
demonstrated in the subcutaneous region1, triglyceride age is
determined by lipolysis (high age is linked to a low lipolysis rate
and vice versa). Thus abdominal sWAT seems to attain a
maximal capacity to store and release lipids already in the
transition from the lean to the overweight state. This may explain
why lipids accumulate in the liver following only a moderate body
weight increase in non-obese subjects19,20. In contrast, vWAT
appears to maintain lipid turnover over a broad range of body fat
levels and is only reduced in morbid obesity. Nevertheless, in both
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Table 2 | Clinical phenotypes of subjects with upper or lower 25th percentile values for adipose lipid age.

Subcutaneous (n¼ 104) Visceral (n¼ 104)
Phenotype

Lower Upper P-value Lower Upper P-value

Age, years 41±10 42±10 0.40 41±11 40±10 0.54
Body mass index, kg m� 2 41±6 41±6 0.89 39±7 41±5 0.02
Waist-to-hip ratio 1.01±0.07 0.99±0.09 0.33 1.02±0.08 0.97±0.08 0.002
Gynoid fat by DEXA, kg 9.3±2.6 8.9±1.8 0.32 8.4±1.9 9.6±2.0 0.85
Total body fat by DEXA, kg 58±11 57±12 0.69 59±9 58±11 0.06
Android/gynoid fat mass, ratio 1.15±0.13 1.14±0.13 0.86 1.17±0.15 1.10±0.10 0.02
Visceral fat mass, kg 2.2±0.8 2.3±1.0 0.71 2.5±1.3 2.0±0.7 0.05
Abdominal subcutaneous fat mass in the biopsy region, kg 3.8±1.1 3.6±1.2 0.54 3.3±0.9 3.7±1.0 0.06
Visceral adipocyte index (visceral fat mass/total fat mass) 0.039±0.013 0.041±0.015 0.66 0.046±0.018 0.035±0.012 0.004

DEXA, dual X-ray absorptiometry.
Values are mean±s.d. and compared by unpaired t-test. Lower 25th percentile cutoff value for lipid age was 1.83 years in subcutaneous adipose tissue and 1.45 years in visceral adipose tissue.
Corresponding values for upper 25th percentile were 3.49 and 3.17 years, respectively.
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depots diminished triglyceride removal capacity constitutes the
major mechanism explaining the reduction in lipid turnover.

Studies using isotope tracers show that subjects with upper
body obesity have a higher capacity to mobilize fatty acids from
the splanchnic (that is, visceral fat) region than those with lower
body obesity21. In contrast, body fat distribution has no impact
on fatty acid mobilization from the non-abdominal (that is,
femoral) adipose region21. As reviewed in detail, the latter WAT
region is much less metabolically active than the abdominal
sWAT or vWAT regions6,21. These data indicate that body fat
distribution primarily influences visceral lipid turnover. Our
present data show that this is indeed the case. Subjects with
visceral obesity (expressed in any of the four ways) have increased
triglyceride turnover rate. This is attributed to a combination of
increased capacity to store and mobilize triglycerides. The impact
of body fat distribution is selective for vWAT, as subcutaneous
triglyceride turnover is not influenced by the different measures
of adipose distribution. Supported by the findings in Table 2 and
Fig. 3, the higher vWAT triglyceride turnover in visceral/upper
body obesity can be expected to increase portal fatty acid fluxes,
facilitating metabolic deterioration according to the mechanisms
discussed above.

We observed that lipid age was significantly higher in
subcutaneous than visceral adipose tissue in obese subjects. This
cannot be explained by regional differences in storage of very-
low-density lipoprotein-derived older fatty acids as fatty acid
recycling is similar in both regions in non-obese or obese
subjects22. Instead, the overall capacity to store lipids is much
higher in the subcutaneous than in the visceral region, which
could be an important reason why sWAT is the major site for
lipid storage in obesity.

Our findings may also be important in supporting the
subcutaneous adipose expandability hypothesis2, although in a
somewhat unexpected way. On the basis of adipose morphology,
our findings are congruent with the expandability hypothesis as
unhealthy obese subjects had fewer but larger fat cells than
healthy obese matched for BMI or fat mass. Regarding lipid
turnover, one would intuitively expect increased lipid age in
unhealthy obese subjects with few but large subcutaneous
adipocytes. However, this was not the case as a reduced
turnover was only observed in unhealthy subjects having
relatively small fat cells. This adds yet another perspective to
the sWAT expandability. It suggests that ectopic fat deposition
may not only result from an insufficient increase in subcutaneous
fat cell size and/or number but also to attenuated triglyceride
turnover. This develops before the subcutaneous cells have
attained their maximum size. In larger fat cells, other mechanisms
may explain the link to ectopic fat.

During the relatively short lifespan (B10 years) of an
adult human adipocyte, its triglycerides are turned over
B6 times15,23. Even relatively minor changes in this rate could
play a pathophysiological role in the development of metabolic
disturbances1,24,25. For example, lipid age in sWAT is
significantly decreased by B0.3 year in familial combined
hyperlipidaemia15. In the present study, we had sufficient
statistical power to detect a 0.25 year difference. The 0.3–1.0
year difference in triglyceride age between adipose depots and
different categories of body fat mass or distribution observed
herein could therefore be clinically relevant.

Our study has some limitations. As we only investigated
Caucasians, we cannot rule out the possibility of ethnic variations
in regional triglyceride turnover. Recently (a long time after this
study started in 1995), it has become apparent that gluteal/
femoral WAT may have protective effects against metabolic
complications of obesity26. As this information was not available
when this study was designed and during a long initial period of

recruitment, we did not sample tissue from the gluteal/femoral
region. Because of the aforementioned problems in obtaining
sufficient amounts of sample, it was not possible to relate
14C findings to clinical chemistry variables. Some caution should
also be taken in interpreting the 14C data. For example, extreme
diets such as almost exclusive marine diets may lower the intake
of atmospheric 14C and thereby the incorporation into
triglycerides27. However, after the year 2000, when most of the
present samples were collected, the levels of atmospheric 14C have
been low implying that the effects of exclusively marine diets are
very small27. In addition, these diets are very rare (almost non-
existent) in urban Swedish populations such as the one presently
investigated28. 14C content may also differ between fresh and
stored food products, resulting in a so-called dietary lag. We show
that lipid age is significantly older than blood taken from the
same individual, demonstrating a significant period in which lipid
is resident in the adipose tissue and not merely a result of a
dietary lag. While worth a mention, these methodological issues
are less relevant for the present study, which was focussed on
intra-individual, instead of inter-individual, comparisons of
sWAT and vWAT samples.

In summary, triglyceride turnover in WAT is subjected to
marked regional variations. sWAT has a greater storage capacity
than vWAT but the former reaches a maximal level already in the
overweight state, which may increase the risk of lipid spillover
and ectopic fat deposition. Furthermore, only visceral adipose
tissue is influenced by body fat distribution, where both storage
and removal of triglycerides are increased in subjects with visceral
or upper body obesity. These region-specific differences in lipid
turnover may help to explain why upper-body fat distribution
and visceral fat accumulation are closely linked to metabolic
complications. In addition, inappropriate subcutaneous lipid
handling in small adipocytes may be a factor underlying the
development of an unhealthy obese phenotype. Admittedly,
further studies combining detailed clinical phenotyping with
measures of regional adipose lipid turnover are needed to firmly
establish the role of regional adipose triglyceride turnover in
metabolic disease.

Methods
Study participants. We included 320 patients scheduled for elective cholecys-
tectomy for symptomatic, uncomplicated gall-stone disease (no jaundice) or bar-
iatric surgery for obesity and 26 deceased subjects (see below). A clinical summary
is given in Supplementary Table 3. Because we did not know in advance if sufficient
amounts of WAT could be obtained, in particular paired samples of vWAT and
sWAT from lean or overweight patients, it was not possible to standardize patient
selection or perform blood sampling and clinical examinations on a separate
occasion preoperatively besides BMI measures. In 210 patients (of which 20 were
lean or overweight as defined below), we also had preoperative measures of waist
and hip circumferences, which were used to calculate WHR. In 181 obese subjects
described in Supplementary Table 2, we had clinical information on fasting blood
glucose, blood pressure, serum lipids and serum circumference. These measures
were used to calculate ATPIII score as described29. Scores 0–2 were considered as
healthy and 3–5 as unhealthy. In the same subjects, the sWAT mean fat cell size
was determined as described in detail previously30. In 148 subjects (only 4 were
lean or overweight), we also performed dual X-ray absorptiometry (DEXA) as
described31. In brief, body fat composition was assessed using a GE Lunar iDXA
and the software enCORE (version 14.10.022)32 provided by the manufacturer
(GE Healthcare, Madison, WI, USA). From the DEXA measurement, it is possible
to determine total fat, abdominal (android) fat, peripheral (gynoid) fat and
estimated visceral fat (EVAT) in the android region33. Determination of EVAT
with this DEXA method has a strong correlation (r40.95) with measures using
computed tomography33. Estimated subcutaneous adipose tissue in the android
region (ESAT) was calculated as total android fat minus EVAT. The subcutaneous
fat biopsy in the present study was obtained from the abdominal wall at the same
level as the measured ESAT. Importantly, EVAT and ESAT do not measure the
total visceral or abdominal subcutaneous adipose tissue but a representative
segment of each of these regions. Upper body fat distribution was determined as
the android/gynoid ratio by DEXA and visceral adiposity as the ratio of visceral/
total adipose tissue mass by DEXA. Because access to sufficient amounts of WAT
was difficult in lean and overweight subjects, we also obtained WAT samples from
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26 recently deceased subjects, out of which 20 were lean/overweight (details in
Supplementary Table 4). None of the included subjects had any known
malignancies. To compare whole blood turnover with lipid turnover from the same
subject, whole blood and subcutaneous abdominal adipose biopsies were taken
from 22 subjects; from 4 of these, dried blood was also obtained. Further
information can be found in Supplementary Table 1.

WAT was obtained from the greater omentum (visceral) and the abdominal
subcutaneous region (Supplementary Table 3). In total, WAT from 345 subjects was
obtained for 14C-analysis and paired visceral/subcutaneous adipose samples were
available from 241 of these individuals. Body fat status was classified in two ways. We
used World Health Organization criteria: lean (BMI¼ 18–24.9 kg m� 2), overweight
(BMI¼ 25–29.9 kg m� 2), obese (BMI¼ 30–39.9 kg m� 2), and morbidly obese
(BMIZ40 kg m� 2). We also used quartiles of percentage body fat, which was
estimated by a formula based on age, sex and BMI34. We have previously compared
formula-derived percentage body fat with direct measures with either DEXA or
bioimpedance35. Both direct measures correlate strongly with the formula measure
(r40.9, slope almost 1.0 and intercept not significantly different from zero). The
study was approved by the regional ethics board at Karolinska Institutet and
performed in accordance with the statutes in the Declaration of Helsinki. It was
explained in detail to each living participant and informed written consent was
obtained. A very small number of subjects received oral treatment for type 2 diabetes
or hyperlipidaemia (Supplementary Table 3). Results were not significantly altered if
these subjects were excluded from the analyses.

Extraction of lipids from adipose tissue preparations. Samples were collected
between 1995 and 2014 and stored at � 70 �C. They were homogenized and lipids
were extracted exactly as described1. The resulting lipid sample was processed for
14C measurements as described before17. As discussed previously1, the extracted
lipids mainly represent triglycerides in fat cells. Because the mean triglyceride age
in human fat cells is about 2 years and the half-life of 14C is B5,700 years1,
preoperative treatment, surgical or anaesthetic procedures, sample storage or death
do not affect triglyceride age measurements.

Carbon isotope ratio measurements. Whole blood (either processed as defrosted
frozen blood or dried blood) and lipid extracts were subjected to carbon isotope
ratio measurements using accelerator mass spectrometry as described previously1.
In brief, a dedicated sample preparation method was developed, which facilitated
analyses of samples with total carbon masses from mg to mg36. An important
feature of the method is the low amount of stray carbon introduced into the
samples, reducing sample-to-sample fluctuations and improving measurement
accuracy. All samples were prepared by initial conversion into CO2 gas and
subsequent reduction into graphite, as described below. CuO was used as the
oxidizing agent, which was added to the samples in quartz tubes. The tubes were
subsequently evacuated and sealed with a high temperature torch. The quartz tubes
were placed in a furnace set at 900 �C for 3.5 h to combust all carbon to CO2. The
formed gas was cryogenically purified and trapped. The collected CO2 gas was then
reduced into graphite in individual sub-ml reactors at 550 �C for 6 h in the presence
of zinc powder as reducing agent and iron powder as catalyst. The graphite targets,
all containing approximately 500mg of carbon, were pressed into target holders and
measured at the Department of Physics and Astronomy, Ion Physics, Uppsala
University, using a 5 MV Pelletron tandem accelerator37. Stringent and thorough
laboratory practice was implemented to minimize the introduction of contaminant
carbon into the samples such as: preheating all glassware and chemicals under
oxygen flow prior to samples’ preparation to eliminate surface-absorbed CO2. In
addition, the CO2 from the samples were split and a small fraction (50 mg C) was
used to measure the isotopic ratio d13C by stable isotope ratio mass spectrometry,
presented as per mille deviation from a reference sample. All 14C data are 14C/12C
ratios reported as decay-corrected D14C in per mille deviation from a standard38 or
Fraction Modern39. The measurement error was determined for each sample and is
typically in the range of ±8 to 12% (2 s.d.) D14C. All AMS analyses were
performed blind to age and origin of the sample. Blood and fat cell triglyceride age
in vivo was estimated using the measures of 14C in blood and lipid set in relation to
atmospheric levels of 14C at the time of sample collection. For lipid measurements,
the method predominantly (95%) measures the age of the fatty acid moiety of
triglycerides. Lipid age and DEXA measures of visceral/abdominal subcutaneous
fat mass allowed us to quantify Kin for the two adipose regions (kg year� 1).

Estimating lipid age. The method used here is based on a 14C dating method for
biological samples1,23,40,41. Atmospheric 14C is continuously integrated into the
food and the lipids we consume. Because most of the lipid mass is stored in the
adipocytes, the 14C distribution in adipocytes should reflect the residence time of
the lipids in the body. In order to relate changes in 14C content over time with lipid
aging and renewal, we used a linear partial-differential equation structured in age:

@f ðt; aÞ
@t

þ @f ðt; aÞ
@a

¼ �Kout f t; að Þ; ð1Þ

f ðt; 0Þ ¼ Kin; ð2Þ

f 0; að Þ ¼ 0: ð3Þ

The parameter Kin is the net lipid uptake by the adipose tissue (units: kg year� 1).
The parameter Kout controls the rate at which lipids are replaced (units: 1 year� 1).
In equation (1), the left-hand-side terms are conservation terms stating that lipids
advance in age at the same rate as time. The right-hand-side term accounts for the
removal of lipids. The boundary condition describes the constant uptake of new
lipids Kout (equation 2) To specify the model completely, the initial age distribution
of lipids at subject age t¼ 0 was set to 0 (equation 3), meaning that the initial fat
mass was negligible. When the total fat mass stays approximately constant
(not varying more than few kg over a year), the fat mass is considered to be at
steady state, and Kout is termed turnover rate. The function f(t, a) is the density of
lipids of age a at time t (f has units cells year� 1). The density f related to the total
body fat mass F in the following way:

F tð Þ ¼
Z t

0
f t; að Þda: ð4Þ

The model defined by equations (1–3) is a one-compartment model in which lipids
enter adipose tissue at age 0 and enter only once; when they leaves the adipose
tissue, lipids are not recycled.

For each lipid sample (i, r) corresponding to subject i and adipose region r (r is
subcutaneous or visceral), two independent measurements are available: the total
fat mass (Fi) of the donor and the 14C abundance in the lipid sample Ci. We
assumed that the following two hypotheses were valid over a few years before the
collection date, corresponding to the time needed to turnover most of the lipids.

H1. The turnover rate Kout of each lipid sample is constant.
H2. The weight F of each donor is constant.
Based on previous results1, lipids are generally o4 years. Even considering that

these hypotheses are not always satisfied, the characteristic timescale for most of
the donors is a few years.

With H1–H2, it is possible to get a direct estimate of the turnover Kout for each
lipid sample. The 14C abundance predicted by the model for a lipid sample
collected at time td is

~C Koutð Þ ¼

Rtd � tb

0
K td � að Þf t; að Þda

F tð Þ ð5Þ

The value tb is the time of birth of the subject. The function K is the atmospheric
14C abundance curve3, or the ‘atmospheric curve’. Because of hypothesis H2 and
the presence of the ratio between f and F in equation (5), the parameter Kout does
not appear explicitly and the only parameter remaining is Kout. Together with H1,
we obtain that the prediction ~C depends only on the constant turnover rate Kout.
The turnover Kout was calculated based on equation (5) with Matlab (Naticks, MA)
using the routine fzero.

For each 14C sample C(i, r) corresponding to subject i and apdipose region r, we
solved the equation

~C Kði;rÞout

� �
�Ci ¼ 0; ð6Þ

for the turnover rate Kði;rÞout . Equation (6) has usually one or two solutions, because
of the unimodal nature of the atmospheric curve. When two solutions were found,
the highest turnover rate was selected as the correct solution. Low turnover
solutions were considered as having no physiological reality, as they can be found
only in subjects born before the rise of the 14C levels around 1955. When C(i, r) was
below contemporary levels, no turnover or only a low turnover corresponding to
the rising part of the atmospheric curve could be found. In that case, we assumed
that the sample was contemporary and assigned an infinite turnover rate to it.

Based on the turnover rates found, the average age of lipids with turnover rate
Kout in a donor aged t was calculated as

ah iði;rÞt ¼
� t exp �Kði;rÞout t

� �
þ 1� exp �Kði;rÞout tð Þ

KðiÞ;ðrÞout

1� exp �Kði;rÞout t
� � :

For samples with infinite turnover rates, ah it¼ 0 year.

Estimating lipid uptake. Total body fat mass F(t) evolves according to a balance
equation, obtained by integrating the partial-differential equation (equation (1)),

dFðtÞ
dt
¼ Kin �Kout FðtÞ; ð7Þ

where Kin is the net lipid uptake by the adipose tissue (units: kg year� 1) and
Kout F(t) is the net lipid removal rate (units: kg lipids year� 1), as defined above.

When H1–H2 are assumed, the left-hand side of equation (7) is zero. This
implies that the body fat mass is determined by the balance between lipid storage
and lipid turnover:

F ¼ Kin

Kout
: ð8Þ

An alternate expression of the total body fat mass with respect to lipid uptake and
average lipid age is

F ¼ Kin ah it : ð9Þ
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The lipid uptake Kði;rÞin in subject i and in adipose region r with adipose region fat
mass F(i,r) is then estimated as

Kði;rÞin ¼ Fði;rÞ

ah iði;rÞt

: ð10Þ

Lipolysis measurements. In 80 subjects, omental fat cell lipolysis was measured
exactly as described42. In brief, fresh adipose samples were processed to isolate fat
cells, which were subsequently incubated in vitro for 2 h in the absence or presence
of different concentrations of noradrenaline (the major lipolytic hormone in
humans). Glycerol release (lipolysis index) per number of incubated fat cells at the
maximum effective concentration of noradrenaline is reported.

Statistics. Values are mean±s.e.m. in figures and s.d. was used for dispersion in
the text. They were compared by linear regression, paired or unpaired t-test and
analysis of variance with Fisher’s protected least significant difference as post hoc
test. Analysis of covariance was used to investigate interaction between gender and
lipid age results. We used previously published data on triglyceride age in sWAT
for an initial statistical power calculation. For regional differences, we assumed an
s.d. of triglyceride age of 1.4 years. To detect a 0.25 year difference with 80%
statistical power at Po0.05, 241 paired samples were needed.

Data availability. The data that support the findings of this study are available
from the corresponding authors upon reasonable request.

References
1. Arner, P. et al. Dynamics of human adipose lipid turnover in health and

metabolic disease. Nature 478, 110–113 (2011).
2. Virtue, S. & Vidal-Puig, A. Adipose tissue expandability, lipotoxicity and the

metabolic syndrome--an allostatic perspective. Biochim. Biophys. Acta 1801,
338–349 (2010).

3. Hossain, P., Kawar, B. & El Nahas, M. Obesity and diabetes in the developing
world--a growing challenge. New Engl. J. Med. 356, 213–215 (2007).

4. Despres, J. P. et al. Abdominal obesity and the metabolic syndrome:
contribution to global cardiometabolic risk. Arterioscler. Thromb. Vasc. Biol.
28, 1039–1049 (2008).

5. Tchernof, A. & Despres, J. P. Pathophysiology of human visceral obesity: an
update. Physiol. Rev. 93, 359–404 (2013).

6. Wajchenberg, B. L. Subcutaneous and visceral adipose tissue: their relation to
the metabolic syndrome. Endocr. Rev. 21, 697–738 (2000).

7. Ibrahim, M. M. Subcutaneous and visceral adipose tissue: structural and
functional differences. Obes. Rev. 11, 11–18 (2010).

8. Lee, M. J., Wu, Y. & Fried, S. K. Adipose tissue heterogeneity: implication of
depot differences in adipose tissue for obesity complications. Mol. Aspects Med.
34, 1–11 (2013).

9. Item, F. & Konrad, D. Visceral fat and metabolic inflammation: the portal
theory revisited. Obes. Rev. 13(Suppl 2): 30–39 (2012).

10. Perry, R. J. et al. Hepatic acetyl CoA links adipose tissue inflammation to
hepatic insulin resistance and type 2 diabetes. Cell 160, 745–758 (2015).

11. Wueest, S. et al. Mesenteric fat lipolysis mediates obesity-associated hepatic
steatosis and insulin resistance. Diabetes 65, 140–148 (2016).

12. Bjorntorp, P. ‘Portal’ adipose tissue as a generator of risk factors for
cardiovascular disease and diabetes. Arteriosclerosis 10, 493–496 (1990).

13. Frayn, K. N. Adipose tissue as a buffer for daily lipid flux. Diabetologia 45,
1201–1210 (2002).

14. Schaffer, J. E. Lipotoxicity: when tissues overeat. Curr. Opin. Lipidol. 14,
281–287 (2003).

15. Jensen, M. D. Role of body fat distribution and the metabolic complications of
obesity. J. Clin. Endocrinol. Metab. 93, S57–S63 (2008).

16. Sattar, N. & Gill, J. M. Type 2 diabetes as a disease of ectopic fat? BMC Med. 12,
123 (2014).

17. Shulman, G. I. Ectopic fat in insulin resistance, dyslipidemia, and
cardiometabolic disease. New Engl. J. Med. 371, 1131–1141 (2014).

18. Ryden, M., Andersson, D. P., Bernard, S., Spalding, K. & Arner, P. Adipocyte
triglyceride turnover and lipolysis in lean and overweight subjects. J. Lipid Res.
54, 2909–2913 (2013).

19. van Herpen, N. A., Schrauwen-Hinderling, V. B., Schaart, G., Mensink, R. P.
& Schrauwen, P. Three weeks on a high-fat diet increases intrahepatic lipid
accumulation and decreases metabolic flexibility in healthy overweight men.
J. Clin. Endocrinol. Metab. 96, E691–E695 (2011).

20. Rosqvist, F. et al. Overfeeding polyunsaturated and saturated fat causes distinct
effects on liver and visceral fat accumulation in humans. Diabetes 63,
2356–2368 (2014).

21. Koutsari, C. & Jensen, M. D. Thematic review series: patient-oriented research.
Free fatty acid metabolism in human obesity. J. Lipid Res. 47, 1643–1650
(2006).

22. Sondergaard, E. et al. Similar VLDL-TG storage in visceral and subcutaneous
fat in obese and lean women. Diabetes 60, 2787–2791 (2011).

23. Spalding, K. L. et al. Dynamics of fat cell turnover in humans. Nature 453,
783–787 (2008).

24. Smith, J., Al-Amri, M., Dorairaj, P. & Sniderman, A. The adipocyte life cycle
hypothesis. Clin. Sci. (Lond.) 110, 1–9 (2006).

25. Frayn, K., Bernard, S., Spalding, K. L. & Arner, P. Adipocyte triglyceride
turnover is independently associated with atherogenic dyslipidemia. J. Am.
Heart Assoc. 1, e003467 (2013).

26. Manolopoulos, K. N., Karpe, F. & Frayn, K. N. Gluteofemoral body fat as a
determinant of metabolic health. Int. J. Obes. (Lond.) 34, 949–959 (2010).

27. Georgiadou, E. & Stenström, K. Bomb-pulse dating of human
material:modelling the influence of diet. Radiocarbon 52, 800–807 (2010).

28. Ax, E. et al. Dietary patterns in Swedish adults; results from a national dietary
survey. Br. J. Nutr. 115, 95–104 (2016).

29. Executive Summary of The Third Report of The National Cholesterol
Education Program (NCEP) Expert Panel on Detection, Evaluation, And
Treatment of High Blood Cholesterol In Adults (Adult Treatment Panel III).
JAMA 285, 2486–2497 (2001).

30. Arner, P. et al. Variations in the size of the major omentum are primarily
determined by fat cell number. J. Clin. Endocrinol. Metab. 98, E897–E901 (2013).

31. Andersson, D. P. et al. Changes in subcutaneous fat cell volume and insulin
sensitivity after weight loss. Diabetes Care 37, 1831–1836 (2014).

32. Lee, K., Lee, S. & Kim, Y. J. Waist circumference, dual-energy X-ray
absortiometrically measured abdominal adiposity, and computed
tomographically derived intra-abdominal fat area on detecting metabolic risk
factors in obese women. Nutrition 24, 625–631 (2008).

33. Kaul, S. et al. Dual-energy X-ray absorptiometry for quantification of visceral
fat. Obesity (Silver Spring) 20, 1313–1318 (2012).

34. Gallagher, D. et al. How useful is body mass index for comparison of body fatness
across age, sex, and ethnic groups? Am. J. Epidemiol. 143, 228–239 (1996).

35. Arner, E. et al. Adipocyte turnover: relevance to human adipose tissue
morphology. Diabetes 59, 105–109 (2010).

36. Salehpour, M., Håkansson, K. & Possnert, G. Accelerator mass spectrometry of
ultra-small samples with applications in the biosciences. Nucl. Instrum.
Methods Phys. Res. Sect. B 294, 97–103 (2013).

37. Salehpour, M., Håkansson, K. & Possnert, G. Small sample accelerator mass
spectrometry for biomedical applications. Nucl. Instrum. Methods Phys. Res.
Sect. B 361, 43–47 (2015).

38. Stuiver, M. & Polach, H. A. Discussion of 14C data. Radiocarbon 19, 355–363
(1997).

39. Reimer, P. J., Brown, T. A. & Reimer, R. W. Discussion:reporting and
calibration of post-bomb 14C data. Radiocarbon 46, 1299–1304 (2004).

40. Bernard, S., Frisén, J. & Spalding, K. A mathematical model for the
interpretation of nuclear bomb test derived 14C incorporation in biological
systems. Nucl. Instrum. Methods Phys. Res. Sect. B 268, 1295–1298 (2009).

41. Levin, I., Hammer, S., Kromer, B. & Meinhardt, F. Radiocarbon observations in
atmospheric CO2: determining fossil fuel CO2 over Europe using Jungfraujoch
observations as background. Sci. Total Environ. 391, 211–216 (2008).

42. Lonnqvist, F., Thome, A., Nilsell, K., Hoffstedt, J. & Arner, P. A pathogenic role
of visceral fat beta 3-adrenoceptors in obesity. J. Clin. Invest. 95, 1109–1116
(1995).

Acknowledgements
We are grateful for the preparation of samples for accelerator mass spectrometry by Peter
Senneryd. This study was supported by grants from European Research Council (ERC),
Swedish Research Council, Novo Nordisk Foundation (including Tripartite Immuno-
metabolism Consortium (TrIC), Grant Number NNF15CC0018486), CIMED, Swedish
Diabetes Foundation, Stockholm Community, Karolinska Institutet, The Erling-Persson
Family Foundation, KI-AZ ICMC, the Vallee Foundation and the Diabetes Research
Program at Karolinska Institutet. We are grateful for the critical input to the manuscript
provided by Professor Keith Frayn, Oxford, UK.

Author contributions
P.A. and K.L.S. designed the study. L.A., K.-Y.F. and K.A. prepared lipid samples. M.S.
and G.P. measured 14C. S.B. performed analysis of lipid age and turnover. E.N., H.D. and
A.T. selected and phenotyped study subjects together with P.A. and M.R. P.A. performed
statistical analysis. P.A., K.L.S., S.B. and M.R. wrote together the first version of the
manuscript. All authors contributed to the subsequent writing and approved the final
version of the manuscript.

Additional information
Supplementary Information accompanies this paper at http://www.nature.com/
naturecommunications

Competing interests: The authors declare no competing financial interests.

ARTICLE NATURE COMMUNICATIONS | DOI: 10.1038/ncomms15253

8 NATURE COMMUNICATIONS | 8:15253 | DOI: 10.1038/ncomms15253 | www.nature.com/naturecommunications

http://www.nature.com/naturecommunications
http://www.nature.com/naturecommunications
http://www.nature.com/naturecommunications


Reprints and permission information is available online at http://npg.nature.com/
reprintsandpermissions/

How to cite this article: Spalding, K. L. et al. Impact of fat mass and distribution on lipid
turnover in human adipose tissue. Nat. Commun. 8, 15253 doi: 10.1038/ncomms15253
(2017).

Publisher’s note: Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in
published maps and institutional affiliations.

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0
International License. The images or other third party material in this

article are included in the article’s Creative Commons license, unless indicated otherwise
in the credit line; if the material is not included under the Creative Commons license,
users will need to obtain permission from the license holder to reproduce the material.
To view a copy of this license, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

r The Author(s) 2017

NATURE COMMUNICATIONS | DOI: 10.1038/ncomms15253 ARTICLE

NATURE COMMUNICATIONS | 8:15253 | DOI: 10.1038/ncomms15253 | www.nature.com/naturecommunications 9

http://npg.nature.com/reprintsandpermissions/
http://npg.nature.com/reprintsandpermissions/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://www.nature.com/naturecommunications

	title_link
	Results
	Estimating blood and adipose triglyceride age
	Associations between triglyceride age and anthropometry
	Influence of BMI and body fat mass on triglyceride turnover
	Influence of body fat distribution on triglyceride turnover
	Influence of fat cell size on sWAT triglyceride age

	Discussion
	Figure™1Principles of the radiocarbon method.(a) Lipid Delta14C values as a function of date of birth for samples collected after 2010. Above-ground nuclear bomb testing during the period of the cold war caused increased atmospheric 14C levels relative to
	Table 1 
	Figure™214C lipid age and lipid storage in different BMI groups.a,c Are subcutaneous and b,d are visceral adipose tissue. Values are meanPlusMinuss.e.m. and are compared using analysis of variance and a post hoc test. n=number of subjects. e Is a comparis
	Figure™314C lipid age and lipid storage in different adipose distribution groups.Individuals (n=148) who underwent DEXA were divided into tertiles based on (a-d) androidsolgynoid ratio (upper panels) and (e-h) ratio of visceralsoltotal fat mass (lower pan
	Figure™5Impact of fat cell volume on lipid age in sWAT.(a) Differences in lipid age across different fat cell volumes in obese healthy or unhealthy subjects. (b) Lipid age in healthy or unhealthy obese with either small or large fat cells. (c) Fat cell vo
	Table 2 
	Figure™4Regional differences in lipid turnover.(a) 14C lipid age and (b) lipid storage in subcutaneous (open bars) versus visceral (black bars) adipose tissue. Values are meanPlusMinuss.e.m. for paired samples and are compared using a paired t-test. n=num
	Methods
	Study participants
	Extraction of lipids from adipose tissue preparations
	Carbon isotope ratio measurements
	Estimating lipid age
	Estimating lipid uptake
	Lipolysis measurements
	Statistics
	Data availability

	ArnerP.Dynamics of human adipose lipid turnover in health and metabolic diseaseNature4781101132011VirtueS.Vidal-PuigA.Adipose tissue expandability, lipotoxicity and the metabolic syndrome--an allostatic perspectiveBiochim. Biophys. Acta18013383492010Hossa
	We are grateful for the preparation of samples for accelerator mass spectrometry by Peter Senneryd. This study was supported by grants from European Research Council (ERC), Swedish Research Council, Novo Nordisk Foundation (including Tripartite Immuno-met
	ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
	Author contributions
	Additional information




