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Background: Chronic hyperinsulinemia is a hallmark of insulin resistance that affects a diversity of cells, including leukocytes
modifying the expression of some genes involved in insulin signaling.
Purpose: The aim of this study was to evaluate how hyperinsulinemia affects the expression of genes involved in the proximal insulin
signaling pathway in leukocytes from 45 young individuals grouped: normal weight with not insulin resistance (NIR), with insulin
resistance (IR) and with obesity (OB-IR).
Methods: qPCR was performed to analyze the expression of insulin receptor (INSR), insulin receptor substrate 1 and 2 (IRS-1 and
IRS-2), neutrophil elastase (NE), alpha 1 antitrypsin (A1AT), glucose transporters 1, 3 and 4 (GLUT-1, GLUT-3 and GLUT-4) by the
2−ΔCt method, and the correlation between the genes was determined by Spearman’s test.
Results: The mRNA expression analysis of all genes between NIR and IR individuals revealed no differences. However, when
comparing NIR and IR individuals with OB-IR, an increase in NE and A1AT expression and a clear trend towards a decrease in IRS-2
expression was observed, whereas the comparison of IR and OB-IR showed a decrease in GLUT-3 expression. Overall, the correlation
analysis showed that in the IR group there was a positive correlation only between NE with IRS-1 (r = 0.72, p = 0.003), while in the
OB-IR group, there was a positive correlation between the NE and A1AT with INSR (r = 0.62, p = 0.01 and r = 0.74, p = 0.002,
respectively) and with IRS-2 (r = 0.74, p = 0.002 and r = 0.76, p = 0.001, respectively).
Conclusion: These results suggest that hyperinsulinemia and obesity are associated with changes in the expression of genes in
leukocytes involved in the insulin pathway that are related to NE and A1AT.
Keywords: insulin resistance, obesity, insulin signaling, leukocytes, neutrophil elastase, alpha 1 antitrypsin

Introduction
Insulin resistance is a condition in which cells, especially those of insulin-dependent metabolic tissues, cease to respond
to the physiological stimuli of insulin.1 It is considered a condition that is associated with type 2 diabetes,2 obesity,3,4 and
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nonalcoholic hepatic steatosis,5 among others, and the hallmark metabolic alteration is hyperinsulinemia.6 The causes of
insulin resistance are diverse and include inflammation,7 oxidative stress,8 and lipotoxicity.9,10 Insulin resistance is an
important pathophysiological mechanism in the development of metabolic syndrome, which includes cardiometabolic
alterations such as central obesity, hypertension, and dyslipidemia, and affects approximately one-quarter of the world
population.11 More than 80 million people in the United States alone are affected,12,13 and in Mexico, a prevalence of
41% has been reported.14 Furthermore, insulin resistance is considered to be a factor that increases the risk of developing
type 2 diabetes.15,16

Obesity is the predominant disease associated with insulin resistance,17 as the frequency of this condition in
individuals with obesity is as high as 76%.18 In addition, at least two phenotypes have been identified: metabolically
healthy individuals with obesity who have a high body mass index (BMI) (BMI ≥30 kg/m2) but lack metabolic syndrome
and show insulin sensitivity19 and normal weight individuals who have a normal BMI (BMI <25 kg/m2) but present with
a metabolism associated with obesity and insulin resistance.20 The prevalence of insulin resistance in normal weight
individuals is 16 to 46.5%,18,21 and the molecular mechanisms involved in the development of this condition are not fully
understood.

Insulin is produced by pancreatic β-cells, and it is the hormone critical for stimulating plasma glucose uptake in
adipose and muscle tissue22 and leukocytes23,24 and suppresses endogenous glucose production in the liver.1 The
signaling pathway is initiated when insulin binds to its receptor and induces signaling through adaptor proteins such
as Src homology and collagen (Shc) and insulin receptor substrates (IRS), which are both crucial for regulating mitogenic
processes and glucose uptake.25 The IRS-1 and IRS-2 isoforms are the main proteins that transmit signals in cells to
coordinate glucose homeostasis. However, although they are homologous, these isoforms have distinct and, in some
cases, complementary functions, and they are both regulated in a tissue-dependent manner.26 Insulin resistance can be
induced by aberrant IRS degradation through the involvement of neutrophil elastase (NE), a serine protease stored in
leukocyte azurophilic granules, which is released, in response to inflammation, into the extracellular space where it has
immunomodulatory and tissue remodeling effects.27

The effects of NE are intrinsically regulated by its main inhibitor, alpha 1 antitrypsin (A1AT),28 which is an acute-
phase protein synthesized mainly in the liver; however, leukocytes also synthesize A1AT through a mechanism of local
regulation of inflammation.29

Insulin resistance impacts leukocytes, among other cells, by affecting their glucose uptake as well as their metabo-
lism. This influence leads to the deterioration of their functions, which is associated with the development of other
chronic degenerative complications, such as metabolic syndrome and cardiovascular diseases.30–32

The final result of the insulin signaling pathway in glucose uptake is the mobilization of GLUT transporters to the
membrane: GLUT-1 is a transporter considered to be independent of insulin signaling,33 whereas the main insulin-
dependent transporter is GLUT-4,34 although insulin has also been shown to promote GLUT-3 translocation.35

Insulin exerts a regulatory role on the abundance and post-translational modifications of proteins,36 however, it also
shows effects on the regulation of gene expression of proteins involved in its signaling pathway on classical target cells
(hepatic, muscle and adipose), as well as in other tissues that are not commonly associated with metabolic
functions.37,38

Dysregulation in the abundance of NE and A1AT proteins is implicated in processes such as inflammation,
development of obesity and hepatic steatosis, in addition to the fact that NE has direct proteolytic activity on IRS-1
and IRS-2 when its abundance is higher than that of A1AT, leading to insulin resistance.39,40 However, it has not been
explored whether insulin resistance by itself induces changes in the gene expression of molecules involved in the
proximal insulin signaling pathway in leukocytes, especially in those individuals with hyperinsulinemia with normal
weight or obesity. Therefore, the aim of this study was to analyze the expression of these genes and to detect changes
among young individuals with normal weight or obesity who present insulin resistance. This work is shown the changes
in the expression of these genes and their association with NE and A1AT expression, indicating a probable relationship
with the insulin signaling pathway.
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Materials and Methods
Individuals
A total of 45 unrelated individuals (14 males and 31 females) in an age range of 18 to 26 years were included and
assigned to three groups: 15 with normal weight (BMI ≤24.9 kg/m2) without insulin resistance (HOMA-IR <3.2) termed
the NIR group; 15 with normal weight (BMI ≤24.9 kg/m2) with insulin resistance (HOMA-IR ≥3.2) termed the IR group;
and 15 with obesity (BMI ≥ 30 kg/m2) and with insulin resistance (HOMA-IR ≥3.2) termed the OB-IR group. All
participants are originally from the State of Guerrero, Mexico. Individuals with signs of infectious disease or receiving
any treatment that might influence biochemical or hematological parameters (previous diagnosis of diabetes, pregnant
women, polycystic ovary syndrome, liver or kidney disease) were excluded from the study. Written informed consent was
obtained from all the participants according to the ethical guidelines of the Declaration of Helsinki 2008, and the study
was approved by the Research Ethics Committee of the Autonomous University of Guerrero.

Clinical and Anthropometric Measurements
Weight, BMI and fat mass were determined with a body composition analyzer (Tanita BC-553, Arlington, USA) with
participants wearing lightweight clothing and wearing no shoes. Body circumferences were measured with anthropo-
metric tape (Seca, Hamburg, Germany). Assignment of participants into the normal weight and obesity groups was
made based on a BMI ≤24.9 kg/m2 for the normal weight group and a BMI ≥ 30 kg/m2 for the obesity group. Blood
pressure was measured by placing the individual seated in a chair with support using a blood pressure monitor (HEM-
7120, Omron Healthcare Inc, Hoffman Estates, IL, USA) on the left arm after a 10-minute rest. Systolic blood pressure
(SBP) and diastolic blood pressure (DBP) were the mean of two readings, and they were taken at least 10 minutes
apart.

Laboratory Measurements
A 5 mL blood sample was obtained from each participant by antecubital venipuncture under fasting conditions. Serum
glucose, cholesterol, triglycerides, HDL-C and LDL-C levels were analyzed with semiautomatic equipment (Mindray
BS-200, Shenzhen, China) using commercially available kits (Spinreact, Barcelona, Spain), and insulin levels were
measured by enzyme-linked immunosorbent assay (GenWay INS-EASIA kit). To determine insulin resistance,
a homeostasis model assessment (HOMA-IR) was performed according to the protocol described by Matthews et al
1985, using the formula: fasting serum insulin (μU/mL) × fasting plasma glucose (mmol/L)/22.5.41 Insulin resistance was
defined as a HOMA-IR value equal to or above the 90th percentile (≥3.2) as the cutoff value, obtained from analysis of
apparently healthy individuals with normal weight and serum glucose levels.

Gene Expression Analysis
Total RNA extraction was performed with leukocytes isolated from peripheral blood with TRIzol reagent (Thermo Fisher
Scientific, Waltham, MA, USA) and according to the method of Chomczynski and Sacchi.42 Synthesis of cDNA was
performed using 1 µg of RNA with a commercial kit following the manufacturer’s specifications (Promega Corporation,
USA) and stored at −80°C until use. Gene expression analysis was performed by real-time PCR. NE (ELANE,
Hs00236952_m1), A1AT (SERPINA1, Hs00165475_m1), INSR (Hs00961558_m1), IRS-1 (Hs00178563_m1), IRS-2
(Hs00275843_s1), GLUT-1 (SLC2A1, Hs00892681_m1), GLUT-3 (SLC2A3, Hs00359840_m1) and GLUT-4 (SLC2A4,
Hs0016168966_m1) levels were analyzed in duplicate using TaqMan probes (Thermo Fisher Scientific, Waltham, MA,
USA) according to the manufacturer’s instructions with a CFX96 Touch Real-Time PCR Detection System Analyzer
(BIO-RAD, California, USA). Relative expression of each gene was performed using the 2−ΔCt method, and the
endogenous β-actin (ACTB, Hs03023943_g1) was used as a reference. To validate the absence of GLUT-4 gene
expression in the leukocytes of the individuals analyzed, human adipose tissue was used as the positive control.
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Statistical Analysis
The analysis was performed with STATA (V.9.2) and GraphPad Prism 5 software. Differences in variables between
groups were evaluated by Fisher’s exact test, ANOVA or Kruskal–Wallis according to the distribution of the data. Post
hoc analysis between groups was done using the Tukey or Dunn test, as appropriate. To evaluate the association between
genes in the insulin signaling pathway, NE and A1AT, Spearman’s correlation test was performed. Values of p < 0.05
were considered significant.

Results
Characteristics of the Study Population
A total of 45 nondiabetic, nonhypertensive, apparently healthy individuals participated in the study. The clinical and
anthropometric characteristics of the NIR, IR and OB-IR groups are summarized in Table 1. The age range was 18–26
years, and differences were observed between groups with respect to weight, BMI, fat mass, waist circumference, hip
circumference, insulin and HOMA-IR (p<0.001) as well as in age, waist-to-hip ratio (WHR), systolic blood pressure
(SBP), diastolic blood pressure (DBP), cholesterol and triglyceride levels (p<0.05). The post hoc analysis confirms the
differences between the OB-IR group with respect to NIR and between the IR and OB-IR groups.

Hyperinsulinemia Induces Changes in the Expression of Genes Involved in the Insulin
Signaling Pathway in IR and OB-IR Individuals
The expression of genes involved in the insulin signaling pathway, NE and A1AT was analyzed in leukocytes. Figure 1
shows the mRNA expression levels of each gene in the study groups. For insulin receptor (INSR), a low mRNA
expression level was observed in the IR and OB-IR groups, but differences were observed only between the OB-IR and
NIR groups (p = 0.0440). The mRNA expression of IRS-1 was lower in the IR group, and mRNA expression of IRS-2
was decreased in the IR and OB-IR groups. However, a comparison among groups did not reveal significant differences
in the mRNA expression of either IRS isoform. In the OB-IR group, mRNA expression of NE was significantly higher
than that in the NIR (p = 0.0314) and IR (p = 0.0391) groups, similar results were observed for mRNA expression of
A1AT with NIR (p = 0.0012) and IR (p = 0.0045) groups. Finally, mRNA expression of GLUT-1 did not differ in any of
the groups; however, mRNA expression of GLUT-3 was significantly decreased in the OB-IR group compared to the IR
group (p = 0.0432). Interestingly, GLUT-4 was not expressed in the leukocytes in the three groups studied.

The NE and A1AT Gene Expression Correlates with the Insulin Signaling Pathway
Table 2 shows an overall and between-group correlation analysis of the expression levels of certain genes involved in the
insulin signaling pathway in leukocytes. For all individuals, there was a correlation between NE and IRS-1 (r = 0.43; p =
0.003), whereas A1AT correlated with INSR (r = 0.31; p = 0.04) and IRS-2 (r = 0.31; p = 0.04). When performing
a correlation analysis by group, NIR showed a correlation between A1AT and IRS-1 (r = 0.80; p = 0.0003). For the IR
group, a correlation between NE and IRS-1 (r = 0.72; p = 0.003) was found. In the OB-IR group, correlations of NE and
A1AT (r = 0.80; p = 0.0003), both NE and A1AT with INSR (r = 0.62; p = 0.01, r = 0.74; p = 0.002, respectively); and
with IRS-2 (r = 0.74; p = 0.002, r = 0.76; p = 0.001, respectively) were found.

Table 3 shows the correlation between NE and A1AT gene expression and anthropometric and metabolic parameters.
NE correlated with BMI (r = 0.30; p = 0.048) and WHR (r = 0.36; p = 0.02), while A1AT demonstrated a negative
correlation with the following parameters: weight (r = −0.52; p = 0.0003), BMI (r = −0.51; p = 0.0003), fat mass (%) (r =
−0.52; p = 0.0003), fat mass (kg) (r = −0.51; p = 0.0003), waist circumference (r = −0.41; p=0.005), hip circumference (r
= −0.53; p = 0.0002), insulin (r = −0.41; p = 0.005), HOMA-IR (r = −0.42; p = 0.004) and triglyceride levels (r = −0.33;
p = 0.03).

Discussion
Chronic hyperinsulinemia is a characteristic of insulin resistance; therefore, every cell in the body is influenced by the
microenvironment created by this condition.43,44 It is clear that the transient increase in metabolic mediators, such as
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Table 1 Anthropometric and Biochemical Parameters by Study Group

Variables NIR (n = 15) IR (n = 15) OB-IR (n = 15) p value p value

Age (years)c 18(18–20) 19(18–21) 21(19–22) 0.02 0.06*
0.004**
0.14***

Sex n (%)a 0.61

Women 12(80) 10(67) 9(60)
Men 3(20) 5(33) 6(40)

Height (cm)c 156(150–162) 156(152–169) 162(154–167) 0.22

Weight (kg)c 48.1(46–59.5) 50.9(46–58.3) 82.6(79.2–87.2) 0.0001 0.39*
<0.001**
<0.001***

BMI (kg/m2)c 20.3(19.4–22.5) 20.9(19.4–23.1) 31.3(30.7–32.7) 0.0001 0.30*
<0.001**
<0.001***

Fat mass (%)b 24.6 ± 5.9 23.8 ± 6.1 34.4 ± 5.1 <0.001 0.92*
<0.001**
<0.001***

Fat mass (kg)c 11.2(9–18.9) 12(11.1–16.9) 29.7(25.9–33.3) 0.0001 0.28*
<0.001**
<0.001***

Waist (cm)c 72(65–77) 70(64–80.7) 93(87.5–105) 0.0001 0.28*
<0.001**
0.0001***

Hip (cm)c 90.5(85–94) 89(88–84) 110(105.5–113) 0.0001 0.47*
<0.001**
<0.001***

WHRc 0.77(0.75–0.79) 0.78(0.74–0.87) 0.85(0.78–0.93) 0.048 0.23*
0.008**
0.045***

SBP (mmHg)c 101(91–104) 107(101–114) 111(108–116) 0.003 0.02*
0.0004**
0.11***

DBP (mmHg)b 61 ± 9.0 66.4 ± 10.2 71.6 ± 7.7 0.01 0.25*
0.007**
0.27***

Glucose (mg/dL)b 74 ± 7.3 80.2 ± 9.3 82 ± 12.1 0.07

Insulin (µU/mL)c 10.9(8.36–13.2) 23.5(20.1–27.5) 39.2(30.5–46.9) 0.0001 0.0001*
<0.001**
0.02***

HOMA-IRc 2.02(1.28–2.52) 4.74(3.82–5.41) 7.93(5.79–8.34) 0.0001 0.0001*
<0.001**
0.02***

(Continued)
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insulin after food intake, is favorable for resolving postprandial glycemia, but its chronic elevation, even when minimal,
can generate toxicity.45 In this study, expression levels of genes in the insulin signaling pathway, NE and A1AT were
evaluated in leukocytes obtained from apparently healthy individuals and from insulin-resistant individuals with normal
weight or obesity. Even though individuals from the 3 groups analyzed showed normal blood glucose, cholesterol and
triglyceride levels, individuals in the NIR group had the lowest levels of these three parameters, including insulin and
HOMA-IR levels.

INSR is present in all cells of an organism; however, its expression levels vary depending on tissue type and in
response to microenvironmental signals.46–49 In the IR group, serum insulin and HOMA-IR levels were observed to be
elevated twofold; however, in the OB-IR group, these values were elevated almost fourfold compared to those of the NIR
group, with a slight trend toward increased glucose levels. In INSR expression, it was significantly decreased in the OB-
IR group. One of the mechanisms of regulation in INSR expression is insulin signaling itself, where a greater availability
of nutrients, in this case a greater amount of circulating insulin, generates negative feedback that limits the expression of
the receptor itself and IRS-2 by inhibiting the activity of the transcription factor FoxO1 to modulate signal intensity,50

although this mechanism has not been evaluated in leukocytes. The results showed that INSR expression in the OB-IR
group was positively correlated with all the genes evaluated in this study. These results suggest that impairment of the
proximal pathway of insulin signaling in leukocytes from individuals with obesity and insulin resistance may impact
intracellular signaling, which could affect leukocyte metabolic and immune functions.

No studies have evaluated the expression of IRS in leukocytes of individuals with insulin resistance and obesity, but it
is clear that it plays an important role in the transduction of signals that regulate leukocyte functions. Although the role of
IRS in leukocyte signaling is not known, in this work, the changes in IRS-1 and IRS-2 expression were not significant
between groups. It is known that in monocytes from individuals susceptible to developing type 2 diabetes, IRS-2
expression levels are decreased because of insulin resistance.51 In obesity, IRS-2 gene expression is decreased in
macrophages, leading to increased production of proinflammatory cytokines and preventing their polarization toward
the M2 phenotype.52 However, a trend toward decreased IRS-2 expression was observed in both the IR and OB-IR
groups that may be related to the presence of insulin resistance, probably associated with chronic low-grade inflammation
and immune cell dysfunction in obesity conditions.53,54

One of the recently described mechanisms in insulin resistance is the dysregulation of NE and its main inhibitor,
A1AT. In the present study, no differences in NE expression were observed between individuals with normal weight
with or without insulin resistance, although a trend toward an increase was observed in the IR group. Moreover, in
these individuals, NE correlated with the expression of IRS-1, which is its degradation target that may lead to insulin
resistance. NE is known to be synthesized in leukocytes such as neutrophils, monocytes and lymphocytes and stored

Table 1 (Continued).

Variables NIR (n = 15) IR (n = 15) OB-IR (n = 15) p value p value

Cholesterol (mg/

dL)c
166(149–181) 167(135–172) 188(163–211) 0.04 0.32*

0.03**
0.008***

Triglycerides (mg/
dL)c

70(58–90) 79(64–100) 124(100–141) 0.01 0.24*
0.002**
0.01***

LDL-C (mg/dL)b 101.8 ± 22.4 104.2 ± 25.8 101.8 ± 38.4 0.97

HDL-C (mg/dL)b 39.5 ± 3.7 39.1 ± 3.6 37.4 ± 3.4 0.23

Notes: aData presented as n and percentage (%); Fisher´s exact test. bData presented as mean ± SD; ANOVA test followed by Tukey’s post hoc
multiple comparisons test. cData presented as median and 25th and 75th percentile; Kruskal–Wallis test followed by Kruskal–Wallis with
multiple comparisons (post hoc) showing differences between: *NIR vs IR, **NIR vs OB-IR, ***IR vs OB-IR. p values <0.05 were considered
significant. Bold numbers highlight statistical significance.
Abbreviations: WHR, waist to hip ratio; SBP, systolic blood pressure; DBP, diastolic blood pressure; LDL-C, low-density lipoprotein
cholesterol; HDL-C, high-density lipoprotein cholesterol.
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in azurophilic granules, in response to inflammatory signals. In the OB-IR group, NE correlated with A1AT and
additionally with IRS-2 expression and probably has a regulatory effect on these proteins in the insulin signaling
pathway. These results that show an increase of NE expression in OB-IR group were similar to Ali et al, 2018, who
found that NE levels in peripheral blood leukocytes were higher in individuals with overweight or obesity and
insulin-resistance than in subjects with normal weight.55 Elevation in A1AT expression may inhibit the proinflam-
matory reactions associated with NE, possibly acting as a local anti-inflammatory mechanism.56 The results suggest
that increased NE expression in peripheral blood leukocytes may be associated with the chronic low-grade inflam-
mation that accompanies obesity but not with hyperinsulinemia per se because the NE expression levels did not
correlate with insulin or HOMA-IR levels, although A1AT did (Table 3). Ferdous et al, 2020 reported decreased NE
levels in individuals with newly diagnosed type 2 diabetes;57 these individuals showed no significant differences in

Figure 1 Relative expression of genes of the insulin signaling pathway, NE and A1AT. Relative mRNA expression of INSR (A), IRS-1 (B), IRS-2 (C), NE (D), A1AT (E),
GLUT-1 (F) and GLUT-3 (G) genes. The analysis was performed using the 2−ΔCt method and β-actin as reference gene. The p value was calculated using ANOVA and Tukey’s
tests.
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blood insulin levels but significant differences in hyperglycemia, which correlated negatively with NE expression
levels.

Leukocytes require constant energy production to fulfill the energetic demands involved in their activation during host
defense, utilizing glucose that enters cells through GLUT transporters. GLUT-1 expression levels were not different
among the groups. GLUT-1 transporter expression levels have not been evaluated in leukocytes of individuals with
insulin resistance; however, increased GLUT-1 expression has been found in the muscle of individuals with this
condition.58

GLUT-3 transporter levels were found to be different only between the IR and OB-IR groups. In the skeletal muscle
of insulin-resistant individuals, decreased GLUT-3 expression levels have been reported.58 Insulin treatment has been
shown to increase the expression of both GLUT-1 and GLUT-3, indicating that their biosynthesis is insulin-dependent.59

Table 2 Correlations Between the Expression of Insulin Signaling Pathway, NE and A1AT Genes

Variables NE A1AT IRS-1 IRS-2 GLUT-1 GLUT-3

r p r p r p r p r p r p

Total

INSR 0.06 0.69 0.31 0.04 0.07 0.64 0.75 <0.001 0.75 <0.001 0.66 <0.001
IRS-1 0.43 0.003 0.18 0.25 - - - - - - - -

IRS-2 0.11 0.48 0.31 0.04 0.09 0.56 - - - - - -

NE - - - - - - - - - - - -
A1AT 0.15 0.31 - - - - - - - - - -

GLUT-1 0.13 0.40 0.36 0.02 0.18 0.24 0.64 <0.001 - - - -

GLUT3 0.09 0.54 0.37 0.01 0.06 0.69 0.68 <0.001 0.64 <0.001 - -

NIR

INSR −0.33 0.23 −0.02 0.95 0.10 0.71 0.91 <0.001 0.84 0.0001 0.61 0.01
IRS-1 0.30 0.28 0.80 0.0003 - - - - - - - -

IRS-2 −0.29 0.29 −0.004 0.99 0.14 0.63 - - - - - -

NE - - - - - - - - - - - -
A1AT 0.48 0.07 - - - - - - - - - -

GLUT-1 −0.33 0.23 0.06 0.83 0.21 0.44 0.91 <0.001 - - - -

GLUT3 −0.07 0.81 0.07 0.81 0.13 0.66 0.60 0.02 0.58 0.02 - -

IR

INSR 0.26 0.37 0.02 0.96 0.12 0.68 0.31 0.29 0.49 0.08 0.69 0.007
IRS-1 0.72 0.003 0.05 0.86 - - - - - - - -

IRS-2 0.32 0.25 0.17 0.54 0.14 0.63 - - - - - -
NE - - - - - - - - - - - -

A1AT 0.40 0.14 - - - - - - - - - -

GLUT-1 0.49 0.06 0.19 0.49 0.21 0.44 0.91 <0.001 - - - -
GLUT3 0.29 0.29 0.17 0.55 0.13 0.66 0.60 0.02 0.58 0.02 - -

OB-IR
INSR 0.62 0.01 0.74 0.002 0.58 0.02 0.75 0.001 0.71 0.003 0.81 0.0003
IRS-1 0.31 0.25 0.40 0.14 - - - - - - - -

IRS-2 0.74 0.002 0.76 0.001 0.25 0.36 - - - - - -
NE - - - - - - - - - - - -

A1AT 0.80 0.0003 - - - - - - - - - -

GLUT-1 0.65 0.009 0.82 0.0002 0.45 0.10 0.70 0.004 - - - -
GLUT3 0.58 0.02 0.76 0.001 0.54 0.04 0.86 <0.001 0.71 0.003 - -

Notes: Spearman´s correlation coefficient (r). p values <0.05 were considered significant. Bold numbers highlight statistical significance.
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These results may suggest that the insulin signaling pathway regulates the expression of these transporters to maintain
glucose uptake, which is dysregulated in obesity.

Although the presence of the three GLUT isoforms has been reported in peripheral blood leukocytes,60 in this study,
GLUT-4 expression was not observed in any of the groups; therefore, their capacity to store large amounts of energy,
compared to classical target cells in metabolic tissues, is limited. Whereas leukocytes are not cells that could be used as
classical models of insulin signaling, they are cells that depend on glucose metabolism for their survival,61

differentiation,62 activation63 and immune functions,64,65 so that tight regulation of insulin-induced translocation of
GLUT-3 transporters to the membrane is required to modulate glucose uptake,23 due that deterioration of insulin
signaling could promote excessive glucose uptake and generate immune hyperactivation and even immune pathology.

There are certain limitations in the present study, due to the expression of the components in the insulin signaling
pathway at the protein level, as well as the phosphorylation of molecules such as INSR or IRS-1/2, which are necessary
for signal transduction, were not evaluated.

Conclusion
In the present study, the expression of certain genes involved in the insulin signaling pathway, NE and A1AT in
peripheral blood leukocytes was analyzed, and a differential expression pattern was found among the three groups
studied. The expression of insulin signaling pathway genes was significantly altered, and these changes were associated
with the increased expression of NE and A1AT, suggesting that the hyperinsulinemia that occurs in obesity may be
related to the expression of these genes. A positive correlation between NE and A1AT expression and INSR, IRS-2,
GLUT-1 and GLUT-3 was found in the OB-IR group. Future studies are needed to elucidate the molecular mechanisms
involved in insulin resistance in leukocytes, where NE and A1AT may play relevant role.

Table 3 Correlation Between NE and A1AT Gene Expression Among
Anthropometric and Metabolic Parameters

Variables NE A1AT

r p r p

Age 0.19 0.20 −0.03 0.83
Weight 0.17 0.26 −0.52 0.0003
Height 0.02 0.88 −0.07 0.63

BMI 0.30 0.048 −0.51 0.0003
Fat mass (%) 0.05 0.74 −0.52 0.0003
Fat mass (kg) 0.21 0.16 −0.51 0.0003
Waist 0.25 0.10 −0.41 0.005
Hip 0.18 0.23 −0.53 0.0002
WHR 0.36 0.02 −0.08 0.63

SBP 0.22 0.14 −0.30 0.047
DBP 0.17 0.26 −0.24 0.11

Glucose 0.20 0.20 −0.05 0.76

Insulin 0.28 0.07 −0.41 0.005
HOMA-IR 0.29 0.06 −0.42 0.004
Triglycerides 0.19 0.20 −0.33 0.03
Cholesterol 0.09 0.54 −0.18 0.23
LDL-C 0.07 0.64 0.07 0.63

HDL-C −0.21 0.16 0.14 0.36

Notes: Spearman´s correlation coefficient (r). p values <0.05 were considered significant. Bold
numbers highlight statistical significance.
Abbreviations: WHR, waist-to-hip ratio; SBP, systolic blood pressure; DBP, diastolic blood pressure;
LDL-C, low-density lipoprotein cholesterol; HDL-C, high-density lipoprotein cholesterol.
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