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Unloading-Induced Bone Loss was Suppressed in
Gold-Thioglucose Treated Mice

K. Hino,1,2 A. Nifuji,1 M. Morinobu,1,2 K. Tsuji,1 Y. Ezura,1,4,5 K. Nakashima,1,3,4,5

H. Yamamoto,2 and M. Noda1,3,4,5*
1Department of Molecular Pharmacology, Medical Research Institute,
Tokyo Medical and Dental University, Tokyo, Japan
2Ehime University, Matsuyama, Ehime, Japan
3Center of Excellence (COE) Program for the Frontier Research on Molecular Destruction and
Reconstruction of Tooth and Bone, Bunkyo-ku, Tokyo, Japan

4Integrated Action Initiative in JSPS Core to Core Program, for Advanced Bone and Joint Science,
Japan Society for Promotion of Science, Tokyo, Japan
5Hard Tissue Genome Research Center, Tokyo, Japan

Abstract Loss of mechanical stress causes bone loss. However, the mechanisms underlying the unloading-induced
bone loss are largely unknown. Here, we examined the effects of gold-thioglucose (GTG) treatment, which destroys
ventromedial hypothalamus (VMH), on unloading-induced bone loss. Unloading reduced bone volume in control (saline-
treated) mice. Treatment with GTG-reduced bone mass and in these GTG-treated mice, unloading-induced reduction in
bone mass levels was not observed. Unloading reduced the levels of bone formation rate (BFR) and mineral apposition rate
(MAR). GTG treatment also reduced these parameters and under this condition, unloading did not further reduce the levels
of BFR and MAR. Unloading increased the levels of osteoclast number (Oc.N/BS) and osteoclast surface (Oc.S/BS). GTG
treatment did not alter the basal levels of these bone resorption parameters. In contrast to control, GTG treatment
suppressed unloading-induced increase in the levels of Oc.N/BS and Oc.S/BS. Unloading reduced the levels of mRNA
expression of the genes encoding osteocalcin, type I collagen and Cbfa1 in bone. In contrast, GTG treatment suppressed
such unloading-induced reduction of mRNA expression. Unloading also enhanced the levels of fat mass in bone marrow
and mRNA expression of the genes encoding PPARgamma2, C/EBPalpha, and C/EBPbeta in bone. In GTG-treated mice,
unloading did not increase fat mass and the levels of fat-related mRNA expression. These results indicated that GTG
treatment suppressed unloading-induced alteration in bone loss. J. Cell. Biochem. 99: 845–852, 2006.
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Mechanical stimuli influence body skeleton in
most of the animals as one of the determination
factors for bone growth in the process of skeletal

development and maintenance. Skeletal load-
ing is essential for homeostasis of bone in
vertebrates [Ehrlich and Lanyon, 2002]. Disuse
osteoporosis is caused by skeletal unloading due
toweightlessness during long-termbed rest and
space flight [Bikle andHalloran, 1999]. Unload-
ing of bone based on tail suspension has been
used as a model in rodents to simulate condi-
tions of loss of mechanical stimuli [Bikle and
Halloran, 1999]. Such skeletal unloading sup-
presses osteoblastic activities and enhances
osteoclastic activities. Both of these features
lead to bone loss [Simske et al., 1992]. However,
the mechanisms underlying this phenomenon
have not been fully elucidated.

Bone volume is maintained by the balance
in bone remodeling, which is based on two
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processes including bone formation by osteo-
blasts and bone resorption by osteoclasts [Boyle
et al., 2003; Harada and Rodan, 2003].
These activities of osteoblasts and osteoclasts
are under the control of systemic hormones and
local cytokines. Recent reports suggest treat-
ment with gold-thioglucose (GTG), which
impairs ventromedial hypothalamus (VMH)
[Debons et al., 1962; Powley and Prechtl,
1986], results in modulation of central
control of bone metabolism [Takeda et al.,
2002]. However, it is not known whether GTG
treatment affects unloading-induced bone
loss. We, therefore, examined the effect of
GTG treatment on the mice with respect to
unloading-induced bone loss and found that
GTG treatment suppressed unloading-induced
bone loss.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Animals

C57BL6/J male mice were obtained from
Sankyo Labo service. The mice were housed
under controlled conditions at 248C on a 12-h
light/12-h dark cycle and fed with standard
laboratory chow containing normal calcium and
given tap water. Four-week-old C57BL6/J male
mice were given a single intraperitoneal injec-
tion with GTG (Research Diagnostics, Inc., NJ)
to destroy VMH at 0.5 mg/g of body weight.
Controlmicewere treatedwith saline.Then, the
mice were allowed to grow for 6 weeks before
they were subjected to experiments. Tail sus-
pensionwas conducted at the age of 10-week-old
(6 weeks after GTG treatment) to avoid acute
effects of GTG treatment. Tail suspension
period was conducted for 2 weeks for the
analysis of bone mass and bone formation
parameters and 1 week for the analysis of bone
resorption parameters. For tail suspension; a
tapewas applied to the surface of the tail to set a
metal clip. The other end of the clip was fixed to
an overhead bar and the height of the bar was
adjusted to maintain the mice at 308 head down
tilt with the hind limbs elevated above the
floor of the cage. Loaded control mice were
also housed individually under the same condi-
tion except for tail suspension for the same
duration (n¼ 12 per group). After tail suspen-
sion, these mice were anesthetized with pento-
barbital. All experiments were conducted
according to the institutional guidelines for
animal welfare.

Micro-CT Analysis of Bone

2D-mCT analysis was carried out by
usingMusashi (Nittetsu-ELEX, Osaka, Japan).
For quantification of cancellous bone of femora,
images of mCT slices were made within a
midsagittal plane in the metaphyseal region
of the bones. The bone volume was quantified
in a 1.12 mm2 square area (0.7� 1.6 mm)
located at 0.5 mm away from the growth
plate. The image data were subsequently
quantified using Luzex-F automated image
analysis system (Nireco, Tokyo, Japan).
Threshold for the measurements was set at
110 for the analyses.

Histomorphometric Analysis of Bone

Themicewere injected intraperitoneallywith
calcein at 4 mg/kg, 7 and 2 days before sacrifice
at the end of unloading. For undecalcified
section, femora were prestained with Villa-
nueva osteochrome (bone stain), and embedded
in methylmethacrylate. Undecalcified sagittal
sections were used to examine cancellous bone
formation parameters (MAR, MS/BS, BFR) and
were also used to examine bonemarrow adipose
tissue volume in the sections stained with
toluidine blue. The area of adipose tissue per
total marrow tissue was measured by using
Luzex-F automated image analyzer (Nireco).
For decalcified section, tibiae from mice sub-
jected to 1-week unloading were decalcified in
EDTA, embedded in paraffin, and sectioned.
The sections were stained for tartrate-resistant
acid phosphatase (TRAP) activity. Osteoclast
number was quantified in the metaphyses of
the tibiae.

Bone Marrow Cell Cultures

Bone marrow cells were flushed out from
femora. Formineralized nodule formation, bone
marrow cells were plated in 12-well plates
(2.0 cm2 per well) at a density of 2� 106 cells/
well and cultured in alpha-MEM supplemented
with 10% fetal bovine serum, 100 mg/ml anti-
biotics-antimycotics mixture, 50 mg/ml ascorbic
acid and 10mM sodium beta-glycerophosphate.
The cultures were fixed on day 21 and were
stained in a saturated solution of alizarin red.
The area of mineralized nodules was measured
by using the Luzex-F automated image analy-
zer (Nireco) and the values were normalized
against total well surface.
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RNA Extraction, cDNA Synthesis,
and RT-PCR Analysis

Total RNA from whole femora was extracted
according to acid guanidiumthiocyanate phenol
chloroform method. First-strand cDNA was
synthesized using 1 mg of the total RNA and
Molony murine leukemia virus reverse tran-
scriptase. Primers were synthesized on the
basis of the reported mouse cDNA sequences.
Amplification was performed at 21–40 cycles
within a linear range. Each reaction mixture
was subjected to electrophoresis to be analyzed
on 1%agarose gel. The bandswere visualized by
ethidium bromide staining. The bands were
quantifiedandwerenormalized against those of
GAPDH. Sequences of the primers were as
follows; GAPDH, forward, 50-ACC ACA GTC
CAT GCC ATC AC-3 and reverse, 50-TCC ACC
ACC CTG TTG CTG TA-30; Osteocalcin, for-
ward, 50-CTC TGT CTC TCT GAC CTC ACA G-
30 and reverse, 50-CAGGTCCTAAATAGTGAT
ACC G-30; Type I Collagen, forward, 50-TTT
GTG GAC CTC CGG CTC-30 and reverse, 50-
AAG CAG AGC ACT CGC CCT-30; Cbfa1,
forward, 50-GAA CCA AGA AGG CAC AGA
CA-30 and reverse, 50-AAC TGC CTG GGG TCT
GAA AA-30; PPARgamma2, forward, 50-AAC

ACC GAG ATT TCC TTC AA-30 and reverse, 50-
TCA CGC CTT TCA TAA CAC AT-30; C/EBPal-
pha, forward, 50-TGG ACAAGA ACAGCA ACG
AG-30 and reverse, 50-TCA CTG GTC AAC TCC
AGC AC-30; C/EBPbeta, forward, 50-AAG GCC
AAGGCC AAG AAGGC-30 and reverse, 50-TGA
ACA AGT TCC GCA GCG TG-30.

Statistical Evaluations

The results were presented as mean
values�SEM. Statistical analysis was per-
formed based on ANOVA and followed by post
hoc test for multiple comparisons. P-values less
than 0.05 were considered to be statistically
significant.

RESULTS

When control (saline-treated) mice were sub-
jected to 2-weeks unloading, bone volume (BV/
TV) levels in femora were reduced (Fig. 1a,b;
column 1 vs. 2). GTG treatment alone reduced
bone volume compared to saline-treated control
mice (Fig. 1a,b; column 1 vs. 3). In contrast to
control mice, unloading-induced reduction in
bonemasswas not observed inGTG-treatedmice
and BV/TV levels were similar to those in loaded
GTG-treated group (Fig. 1a,b; column 3 vs. 4).

Fig. 1. Unloading-induced bone loss was suppressed by GTG treatment. a: 2D-mCT analysis of the
midsagittal planes of femora after 2-weeks unloading. b: Fractional trabecular BV/TV was quantified based
on the image analysis of 2D-mCT. Analyses were conducted in the rectangular area shown in (a). Asterisks
indicate statistically significant difference (*P< 0.05).
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Fig. 3. GTG treatment suppressed unloading-induced increase in the levels of TRAP cells in vivo. a:
Sections of the tibia were subjected to TRAP staining after 1-week unloading. b: Quantification of osteoclast
surface per bone surface (Oc.S/BS) in the trabecular bone of the tibia. c: Quantification of osteoclast number
per bone surface (Oc.N/BS) in the trabecular bone of the tibia. Asterisks indicate statistically significant
difference (*P< 0.05).

Fig. 2. GTG treatment suppressed unloading-induced reduction in bone formation. Histomorphometric
analysis in control (saline-treated) and GTG-treated mice after unloading.a: Calcein double-labeled surfaces
in the cancellous bone of femora. b: Quantification of mineral apposition rate (MAR). c: Quantification of
mineralized surface per bone surface (MS/BS). d: Quantification of bone formation rate (BFR). Asterisks
indicate statistically significant difference (*P<0.05). [Color figure can be viewed in the online issue, which
is available at www.interscience.wiley.com.]
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To understand the dynamics of the GTG
effects on bone turnover, we conducted histo-
morphometric analysis. Unloading reduced the
levels of bone formation parameters (MAR,MS/
BS, BFR) (Fig. 2a–d; column 1 vs. 2). In
contrast, GTG treatment suppressed unload-
ing-induced reduction in MAR, MS/BS, and
BFR (Fig. 2b–d; column 3 vs. 4). Unloading
enhanced osteoclast surface (Oc.S/BS) and the
osteoclast number (Oc.N/BS) in control mice
(Fig. 3a–c; column 1 vs. 2). In contrast, GTG
treatment suppressed such unloading-induced
increase in the levels of Oc.N/BS and Oc.S/BS
(Fig. 3b,c; column 3 vs. 4). These observations
indicated that GTG treatment suppresses
unloading-induced enhancement in osteoclastic
activity. Thus, GTG treatment affected two
major unloading-induced phenomena on both
osteoblastic and osteoclastic sides in vivo.
Cellularmechanisms underlying these obser-

vations were examined further. We conducted
bone marrow cell cultures after unloading in
vivo in the presence of ascorbate and beta-
glycerophosphate. Unloading reduced the for-
mation of alizarin red-positive nodules in con-
trol group (Fig. 4a,b, column 1 vs. 2). GTG
treatment alone reduced the nodule formation
(Fig. 4a,b; column 1 vs. 3). In contrast to control
group, unloading did not reduce nodule forma-
tion levels in GTG-treated mice (Fig. 4a,b;
column 3 vs. 4). These observations indicated
that GTG treatment suppressed unloading-
induced events in the osteoblastic cell activities
in the marrow cells.
To elucidate molecular basses underlying the

effects of GTG treatment on unloading-induced
reduction in bone formation, RNA expression in
the femora was analyzed. In control mice,
mRNA expression levels of the genes encoding
bone formation-related proteins such as osteo-
calcin, type I collagen and Cbfa1 were reduced
after unloading. In contrast, such unloading-
induced reduction was suppressed in GTG-
treated mice (Fig. 5a). Interestingly, in control
mice, the expression levels of mRNAs of the
genes encoding fat-related proteins such as
PPARgamma2, C/EBPalpha, and C/EBPbeta
were enhanced by unloading. In contrast,
unloading did not enhance the levels of fat-
related mRNA expression in GTG-treated mice
(Fig. 5b).
In order to seewhether the observations in the

expression levels ofgenes related toadipogenesis
could be reflected in morphology, histological

analysis was conducted. Adipose tissue volume
in the bone marrow was increased after unload-
ing incontrolmice (Fig6a,b; column1vs.2).GTG
treatment per se also enhanced the levels of
adipose tissue volume (Fig. 6a,b; column 1 vs. 3).
In contrast to control, unloading did not increase
adipose tissue volume in the marrow in GTG-
treated mice (Fig. 6a,b; column 3 vs. 4).

DISCUSSION

We showed that GTG treatment suppressed
unloading-induced bone loss. As these mice
were treated with GTG at 4-week-old and tail
suspension was conducted much later in the

Fig. 4. GTG treatment in vivo suppressed unloading-induced
decrease in mineralized nodule formation in culture. a: Bone
marrow cells were cultured in the presence of ascorbate and
beta-glycerophosphate after 2-weeks unloading. Mineralized
nodules were visualized by alizarin red-S staining.b: Quantifica-
tion of the area of mineralized nodules per total dish surface.
Asterisks indicate statistically significant difference (*P< 0.05).
[Color figure can be viewed in the online issue, which is available
at www.interscience.wiley.com.]
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adult 10-week-oldmice, observed effects of GTG
treatment on unloading-induced would be due
to GTG destruction of VMH. The effects of GTG
treatment in the regulation of bone subjected to
unloadingwere further analyzed in detail based
on histomorphometry. Our data indicated that
the levels of osteoblastic bone formation para-
meters (MAR, BFR) were reduced by unloading
andGTG treatment suppressed such reduction.
These observations indicate that GTG treat-
ment affects the function of osteoblastic cells
subjected to unloading. The reduction in nodule
formation in the cultures of the bone marrow
cells subjected to unloading was also prevented
by GTG treatment. Therefore, GTG treatment
could influence the effects of unloading on the
levels of osteoprogenitor population. Moreover,
our RT-PCR data indicate that GTG treatment
influenced mRNA expression levels of osteo-
blastic bone formation related genes.

Wealso examined the effect ofGTGtreatment
on bone loss induced by unloading on the side of
bone resorption.Unloading increased osteoclas-
tic parameters in control mice. On the other
hand, GTG treatment suppressed such unload-
ing-induced increase in osteoclastic para-
meters. These observations indicate that GTG
treatment suppressed unloading-induced changes

in both osteoblastic and osteoclastic activities.
These observations supported the notion that
GTG treatment interfered signaling upstream
of osteoblasts and osteoclasts.

GTG treatment impairs VMH, which is
responsible for central control of bone metabo-
lism [Takeda et al., 2002]. In fact, GTG-treated
mice fail to display changes in sympathetic
activity in response to nutritional stimuli and
cold exposure [Young and Landsberg, 1980].
Although downstream inhibitors such as pro-
pranolol could prevent bone loss due to unload-
ing condition [Kondo et al., 2005], the role of
upstream central nervous system in unloading-
induced bone loss was not known. Our data
indicate that GTG treatment, which would
destroy hypothalamic neuron in VMH, modu-
lates central control regarding unloading-
induced bone loss.

Osteoblasts and adipocytes have been sug-
gested to share common progenitors [Pittenger
et al., 1999]. Reciprocal relationship between
these cell lineages of osteoblasts and adipocytes
has been suggested to exist [Beresford et al.,
1992; Nuttall et al., 1998]. Clinically, age-
related osteoporosis in aged population is
accompanied by an increase in bone marrow
adipose tissue [Meunier et al., 1971; Rozman

Fig. 5. Unloading-induced changes in the levels of osteoblast-related and adipocyte-related mRNA
expression were suppressed in GTG-treated mice. RT-PCR analysis in saline and GTG-treated mice after
2-weeks unloading. mRNA expression in the whole femora was performed using primer sets for murine
(a) Osteocalcin, type I collagen and Cbfa1. b: PPARgamma2, C/EBPalpha, and C/EBPbeta. Asterisks indicate
statistically significant difference (*P<0.05).
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et al., 1989]. Exercise strengthens skeletons by
increasing their bone volume while it also
contributes to reduce fat tissue mass [Bass
et al., 1998; Mori et al., 2003; Wu et al., 2004].
Thus, the regulation in the direction of differ-
entiation into osteoblasts or adipocytes could be
a critical component in the process of reduction
in osteogenesis during unloading. Our observa-
tions revealed that in the presence of GTG
treatment, unloading did not alter fat mass
levels. Whether this could mean that GTG
treatment affects determination of the fate of
the cells to differentiate into osteoblasts and
adipocytes in marrow in response to unloading
is still to be determined. In conclusion, GTG
treatment affects unloading-induced alteration
in bone loss.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

This researchwas supported by thegrants-in-
aid received from the Japanese Ministry of
Education (21st Century Center of Excellence
(COE) Program, Frontier Research for Molecu-
lar Destruction and Reconstruction of Tooth
and Bone, 14207056, 16659405, 16027215,
16022221),Grants from the JapanSpace forum,
NASDA, and Japan Society for the Promotion
of Science (JSPS Core-to-Core Program on
Advanced Bone and Joint Science (ABJS),
Research for the Future Program, Genome
Science).

REFERENCES

Bass S, Pearce G, Bradney M, Hendrich E, Delmas
PD, Harding A, Seeman E. 1998. Exercise before
puberty may confer residual benefits in bone
density in adulthood: Studies in active prepubertal and
retired female gymnasts. J Bone Miner Res 13:500–
507.

Beresford JN, Bennett JH, Devlin C, Leboy PS, Owen ME.
1992. Evidence for an inverse relationship between the
differentiation of adipocytic and osteogenic cells in rat
marrow stromal cell cultures. J Cell Sci 102(Pt 2):341–
351.

Bikle DD, Halloran BP. 1999. The response of bone to
unloading. J Bone Miner Metab 17:233–244.

Boyle WJ, Simonet WS, Lacey DL. 2003. Osteoclast
differentiation and activation. Nature 423:337–342.

Debons AF, Silver L, Cronkite EP, Johnson HA, Brecher G,
Tenzer D, Schwartz IL. 1962. Localization of gold in
mouse brain in relation to gold thioglucose obesity. Am J
Physiol 202:743–750.

Ehrlich PJ, Lanyon LE. 2002. Mechanical strain and bone
cell function: A review. Osteoporos Int 13:688–700.

Harada S, Rodan GA. 2003. Control of osteoblast function
and regulation of bone mass. Nature 423:349–355.

Fig. 6. Unloading increases bone marrow fat mass in control
but not in GTG-treated mice. a: Sections of the femora were
subjected to toluidine blue staining after 2-weeks unloading. Left
panel: 100�, Right panel: 400�. b: Quantification of adipose
tissue volume per total marrow volume of femora in saline and
GTG-treated mice after 2-weeks unloading. Asterisks indicate
statistically significant difference (*P< 0.05). [Color figure
can be viewed in the online issue, which is available at
www.interscience.wiley.com.]

Gold-Thioglucose Treated Mice 851



Kondo H, Nifuji A, Takeda S, Ezura Y, Rittling SR,
Denhardt DT, Nakashima K, Karsenty G, Noda M.
2005. Unloading induces osteoblastic cell suppression
and osteoclastic cell activation to lead to bone loss via
sympathetic nervous system. J Biol Chem 280:30192–
30200.

Meunier P, Aaron J, Edouard C, Vignon G. 1971.
Osteoporosis and the replacement of cell populations of
the marrow by adipose tissue. A quantitative study of 84
iliac bone biopsies. Clin Orthop Relat Res 80:147–154.

Mori T, Okimoto N, Sakai A, Okazaki Y, Nakura N, Notomi
T, Nakamura T. 2003. Climbing exercise increases bone
mass and trabecular bone turnover through transient
regulation of marrow osteogenic and osteoclastogenic
potentials in mice. J Bone Miner Res 18:2002–2009.

Nuttall ME, Patton AJ, Olivera DL, Nadeau DP, GowenM.
1998. Human trabecular bone cells are able to express
both osteoblastic and adipocytic phenotype: Implications
for osteopenic disorders. J Bone Miner Res 13:371–382.

Pittenger MF, Mackay AM, Beck SC, Jaiswal RK, Douglas
R, Mosca JD, Moorman MA, Simonetti DW, Craig S,
Marshak DR. 1999. Multilineage potential of adult
human mesenchymal stem cells. Science 284:143–147.

Powley TL, Prechtl JC. 1986. Gold thioglucose
selectively damages dorsal vagal nuclei. Brain Res 367:
192–200.

Rozman C, Feliu E, Berga L, Reverter JC, Climent C,
Ferran MJ. 1989. Age-related variations of fat tissue
fraction in normal human bone marrow depend both on
size and number of adipocytes: A stereological study. Exp
Hematol 17:34–37.

Simske SJ, Guerra KM, Greenberg AR, Luttges MW. 1992.
The physical and mechanical effects of suspension-
induced osteopenia on mouse long bones. J Biomech 25:
489–499.

Takeda S, Elefteriou F, Levasseur R, Liu X, Zhao L, Parker
KL, Armstrong D, Ducy P, Karsenty G. 2002. Leptin
regulates bone formation via the sympathetic nervous
system. Cell 111:305–317.

Wu J, Wang XX, Higuchi M, Yamada K, Ishimi Y. 2004.
High bone mass gained by exercise in growing male mice
is increased by subsequent reduced exercise. J Appl
Physiol 97:806–810.

Young JB, Landsberg L. 1980. Impaired suppression of
sympathetic activity during fasting in the gold thioglu-
cose-treated mouse. J Clin Invest 65:1086–1094.

852 Hino et al.


