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ABSTRACT Leptin, an adipocyte hormone, is a trophic
factor for the reproductive system; however, it is still unknown
whether there is a dynamic relation between fluctuations in
circulating leptin and hypothalamic—pituitary–ovarian (HPO)
axis hormones. To test the hypothesis that fluctuations in plasma
leptin concentrations are related to the levels of luteinizing
hormone (LH) and estradiol, we sampled plasma from six
healthy women every 7 min for 24 h during days 8–11 of the
menstrual cycle. Cross-correlation analysis throughout the 24-h
cycle revealed a relation between release patterns of leptin and
LH, with a lag of 42–84 min but no significant cross-correlation
between LH and estradiol. The ultradian fluctuations in leptin
levels showed pattern synchrony with those of both LH and
estradiol as determined by cross-approximate entropy (cross-
ApEn). At night, as leptin levels rose to their peak, the pulsatility
profiles of LH changed significantly and became synchronous
with those of leptin. LH pulses were fewer, of longer duration,
higher amplitude, and larger area than during the day. More-
over, the synchronicity of LH and leptin occurred late at night,
at which time estradiol and leptin also exhibited significantly
stronger pattern coupling than during the day. We propose that
leptin may regulate the minute-to-minute oscillations in the
levels of LH and estradiol, and that the nocturnal rise in leptin
may determine the change in nocturnal LH profile in the
mid-to-late follicular phase that precedes ovulation. This may
explain the disruption of hypothalamic—pituitary–ovarian
function that is characteristic of states of low leptin release, such
as anorexia nervosa and cachexia.

Leptin, the hormonal product of the OB gene (1), is a signal
of nutritional status. High leptin levels in mice not only cause
weight loss, by suppressing food intake and increasing motor
activity, energy metabolism, oxygen consumption, and body
temperature (2–4), but also stimulate reproduction. Admin-
istration of exogenous leptin to immature animals accelerates
the onset of puberty (5, 6). In adult animals, leptin adminis-
tration corrects the sterility defect in homozygous obese
female mice (7) and corrects hypogonadism in mice starved for
2 days, without affecting body weight (8). In ad libitum-fed, but
not in food-deprived, animals, leptin facilitates female sexual
behavior (9). Leptin treatment of obyob female mice for 2
weeks causes elevations of serum levels of LH, increases in
ovarian and uterine weights and in total ovarian follicle
number as well as primary and Graafian follicles, and increases

in uterine cross-sectional area, epithelial height, endometrial
area, and glandular areas; in obyob males, 2 weeks of leptin
treatment results in a rise in serum levels of follicle-stimulating
hormone, as well as augmentation in the weights of the testes
and seminal vesicles, associated with increases in the epithelial
height of the seminal vesicles (10). In humans, increases in
plasma leptin concentrations seem to be associated with the
onset of puberty in boys. Mantzoros et al. (11) found that leptin
levels rose by '50% before the onset of puberty in healthy boys
and decreased to baseline values after the initiation of puberty,
remaining stable for extended periods; those changes occurred
despite constantly increasing body mass index (11). In persons
with anorexia nervosa, low leptin levels may contribute to the
amenorrhea that is characteristic of that disorder (12–14).

Leptin acts not only in the hypothalamus (15), where it can
produce rapid synaptic modulatory effects (16) and increased
luteinizing hormone-releasing hormone release from medial basal
hypothalamic explants (17), but it also has direct actions on the rat
pituitary gland and ovary; in the pituitary, it stimulates luteinizing
hormone (LH) and follicle-stimulating hormone release (17), and
in the ovary, it impairs the insulin-like growth factor I-mediated
augmentation of follicle-stimulating hormone-stimulated estradi-
ol-17b synthesis by granulosa cells (18). Thus, leptin can affect the
hypothalamic–pituitary–gonadal axis by direct actions in the hy-
pothalamus, the pituitary gland, and the gonads.

Even though it is well established that leptin affects reproduc-
tive function, studies have not yet elucidated whether leptin is only
a necessary trophic factor for the reproductive system or whether
the minute-to-minute dynamics of leptin concentrations are
associated with hypothalamic–pituitary–ovarian (HPO) function.
Our group and others have demonstrated that leptin concentra-
tions in human plasma have ultradian and circadian fluctuations
(19–21). Because the hormones of the HPO axis exhibit striking
pulsatility, we designed a study to examine the hypothesis that
pulsatile release of leptin, LH, and estradiol exhibit pattern
coupling or synchronicity by measuring plasma concentrations of
the three hormones every 7 min throughout the 24 h.

METHODS
Clinical Research Protocol. Six healthy women were studied on

days 8–11 of the menstrual cycle (mid-to-late follicular phase)
after giving informed consent for a clinical research protocol
approved by the National Institute of Mental Health Institutional
Review Board. Partial results of leptin, but not LH or estradiol,

The publication costs of this article were defrayed in part by page charge
payment. This article must therefore be hereby marked ‘‘advertisement’’ in
accordance with 18 U.S.C. §1734 solely to indicate this fact.

© 1998 by The National Academy of Sciences 0027-8424y98y952541-6$2.00y0
PNAS is available online at http:yywww.pnas.org.

Abbreviations: LH, luteinizing hormone; ApEn, approximate entropy;
HPO, hypothalamic-pituitary-ovarian; CV, coefficient of variation;
PCOS, polycystic ovary syndrome.
†To whom reprint requests should be addressed at: Clinical Neuroendo-
crinology Branch, NIMH, NIH, Building 10y2D46, 10 Center Drive,
MSC 1284, Bethesda, MD 20892-1284. e-mail: licinio@nih.gov.

2541



concentrations have been reported (21). Subjects had an average
age of 25.5 6 1.6 years and an average body mass index (calcu-
lated as the weight in kilograms divided by the square of the
height in meters) of 21.6 6 1.1 kgym2. Women with history of
psychiatric or medical illness, obesity, smoking, or substance
abuse were excluded, as reported. For the 30-day period preced-
ing each study, as well as during the study, no subject was taking
prescribed or over-the-counter medications, hormones, or di-
etary supplements.

Subjects were acclimated to a research bed in the National
Institutes of Health Clinical Center for 48 h before the study. We
collected blood via an indwelling catheter that was inserted during
the previous evening; samples were withdrawn every 7 min for
1442 min, yielding a total of 207 samples per subject, starting at
08:00 h. Clinical research protocol and diet are described in ref.
21. Subjects were exposed to light from 07:00–23:00 h and were
studied in bed, in the dark from 23:00–07:00 h, during which time
they slept. Sleep was monitored by the NightCap apparatus
(Healthdyne Technologies, Marietta, GA) (22, 23). To maintain
their level of physical activity at a comparable baseline, on the day
of blood collection, subjects were allowed only to walk from their
beds to the bathroom and to an adjacent hospital dayroom.

Hormone Assays. Total human leptin was measured by
radioimmunoassay as described (21). LH was measured by
radioimmunoassay (Nichols Institute, San Juan Capistrano,
CA), and the sensitivity of the assay was 0.1 unitsyliter (Second
International Reference Preparation); intra-assay CV was
2.6% and inter-assay CV was 5.4%. Estradiol was measured by
radioimmunoassay (Diagnostic Products Corporation, Los
Angeles). The sensitivity of the assay was 8 pgyml; intra-assay
CV was 7.0% and inter-assay CV was 8.1%.

To estimate an index of experimental within-assay variation,
leptin was measured from one pool of blood 207 times,
providing a series of replicates with the same length as the
experimental series obtained from the study subjects.

Pulse Analysis: CLUSTER. To assess possible changes in plasma
LH, leptin, and estradiol concentration pulse parameters during
daytime (08:00–17:00 h, which is characterized by lower leptin
levels) and nighttime (23:00–08:00 h, which is characterized by

higher leptin levels), we used CLUSTER (24), a computerized pulse
analysis algorithm to identify statistically significant pulses in
relation to measurement error in each hormone time series. The
use of this program has been described (21). Measurement error
(within sample variance) for the 207 replicated samples in each
series was modeled as a power function of sample concentration.
Significantly increased or decreased hormone concentrations
(peak margins) were judged by pooled t statistics, which were
applied to moving test nadirs and peak clusters that began with
the onset of the experimental series and traversed all points. We
identified the following mean properties of pulsatile hormone
concentrations: pulse frequency (number of significant peaksy24
h), interpeak interval (time separating consecutive peak maxi-
ma), pulse duration in min, pulse height (maximal hormone
concentration in a peak), pulse height as percentage increase over
preceding baseline (100% corresponds to preceding baseline),
pulse area, and largest increase (increment) above pre-peak basal
or nadir.

Cross-Correlation Analysis. Cross-correlation was calculated
after lagging the concentration time series of one hormone
relative to the concentration time series of another hormone.
Cross-correlation was carried out at variable lags, which are the
times in minutes separating consecutive samples in the paired
hormone series of interest. Significant cross-correlation values for
the group of six subjects at any particular lag were tested against
the null hypothesis of purely random associations via the one-
sample Kolmogorov–Smirnov statistic applied to the z-score-
transformed r values, assuming that uncorrelated data show a unit
normal z-score distribution with 0 mean.

Approximate Entropy (ApEn) and Cross-ApEn. ApEn is a
scale- and translation-invariant and model-independent regu-
larity statistic developed to quantify the orderliness of sequen-
tial measures (25, 26), such as hormonal time series. Larger
ApEn values correspond to greater randomness (irregularity).
Technically, ApEn measures the logarithmic likelihood that
runs of patterns that are similar remain so on next incremental
comparison. The basic derivation and calculation of ApEn
have been presented (27, 28). Two input parameters, m
(window or vector length) and r (tolerance or threshold), must

FIG. 1. Frequently sampled (every 7 min), 24-h profiles of plasma leptin, LH, and estradiol concentrations in six healthy women. Note in all
subjects a nocturnal rise in plasma leptin concentrations and a change in LH pulse patterns from high frequency–low amplitude during the day
to low frequency–high amplitude at night.
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be specified to compute ApEn. For this study, we calculated
ApEn values for each hormone profile with window length
m 5 1 and tolerance parameter r 5 20% of the average SD of
the individual subject’s hormone time series. Thus, this calcu-
lated ApEn is denoted as ApEn (1, 20%). Previous theoretical
analyses and clinical applications have demonstrated that these
input values produce good statistical validity of ApEn for time
series of 50 or more data points (28–31). Mathematically
stated, the ApEn application with m 5 1 is said to estimate the
rate of entropy for a first-order (m 5 1) approximating Markov
chain to the underlying true process.

In choosing the r input parameter (tolerance) in ApEn as a
fixed percentage of the SD of each data set, we normalized ApEn
for each profile. This so-called normalized ApEn is both trans-
lation- and scale-invariant (27). This point is important when
different absolute hormone levels are expected, as they were here.

ApEn is stable to small changes in noise characteristics and
infrequent albeit significant outliers (25, 31). This statistic
evaluates a variety of dominant and subordinate patterns in the
data; for example, ApEn can detect and quantify changes in
underlying regularity of hormone release that are not neces-
sarily reflected in changes in peak frequency or amplitude (31).
ApEn identifies consistency of point-by-point variations in the
data, rather than macroscopic patterns or diurnal trends.
Indeed, the latter are removed by first-differencing of the data.
Additionally, ApEn provides a barometer of feedback changes
in many coupled systems (31, 32).

ApEn is a family of statistics, which individually provides a
relative, not absolute, measure of process regularity. ApEn
thus can show significant variation in absolute value with

changing m or r input parameters, N (data series length),
andyor noise characteristics (experimental variability) (28).
Because ApEn generally will increase with increasing N and
noise (and, hence, increasing intra-assay CV), it is important
to compare data sets with similar Ns and assay CVs, as we do
here. Thus, day–night ApEn comparisons were both restricted
to fixed windows of time (08:00–17:00 h and 23:00–08:00 h).
Technical and statistical properties of ApEn, including so-
called mesh interplay, relative consistency of (m, r) pair
choices, asymptotic normality under general assumptions,
statistical bias, and error estimation for general processes are
discussed elsewhere (33). To compare observed ApEn mea-
sures with those expected on the basis of purely chance
patterns occurring within the estradiol, LH, or leptin profiles,
each hormone time series was shuffled 1,000 times to produce
randomly assigned sample sequences. The resultant so-called
random ApEn values were assumed to reflect assay and
sampling noise without true biological rhythmicity. Hence, the
ratio of random-to-observed ApEn, given the calculated SD of
this ratio for 1,000 simulations in each series, monitors the
extent of significantly nonrandom regularity structure or pat-
terning in the data.

To evaluate relative regularity of LH and estradiol, LH and
leptin, and estradiol and leptin concentrations, we used the
cross-approximate entropy statistic (cross-ApEn). This mea-
sure quantifies the conditional regularity or synchrony of
point-by-point variations across two time series. It is distinct
from cross-correlation analysis because cross-ApEn is inde-
pendent of lag. This issue is discussed in detail by Pincus et al.
(34). In particular, cross-ApEn measures the relative pattern
orderliness of two data series, with lower absolute cross-ApEn
values denoting greater conditional regularity or synchronicity.
Cross-ApEn is calculated following z-score transformation of
both data series but otherwise captures the same combinatorial
structure as ApEn. The detailed technical description of
cross-ApEn is given further elsewhere (28, 35).

Comparisons were made by using Student’s t test or
ANOVA. When multiple comparisons were made a protected
value of P , 0.01 was used to determine statistical significance.

FIG. 2. Detail of leptin, LH, and estradiol profiles for subject 2.
Note a change in LH pulse patterns and in estradiol concentrations
during the nocturnal rise in plasma leptin concentrations.

FIG. 3. Individual values of cross-ApEn in six individual women;
blood was sampled at 7-min intervals for 24 h. Cross-ApEn quantifies
the conditional regularity or relative synchrony between hormone
pairs noted. Each woman’s observed cross-ApEn value is plotted, with
a SD denoting the Monte Carlo-predicted experimental uncertainty in
the cross-ApEn calculation, given the dose-dependent within-assay
errors. Below each set of cross-ApEn values is a mean 6 SEM for the
group of six individuals. Above the observed data, the interrupted line
denotes the mean global random cross-ApEn obtained by shuffling
data in each of the 18 pairs of hormones 1,000 times and recalculating
ApEn on the shuffled series. Hence, this value (2.264 6 0.042) is a
random cross-ApEn anticipated when hormone pairs are completely
unrelated by way of patterned consistency or relative synchrony. Lower
cross-ApEn values indicate greater pattern repetition or conditional
synchrony in the point-by-point release profiles of the two hormones.
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RESULTS
The pattern of plasma leptin over the 24 h was similar in all six
subjects (Fig. 1) and is illustrated in more detail in one subject
(subject 2) (Fig. 2). The nadir was reached either at the beginning
or just after the onset of sampling at 08:00 h (Fig. 1; Table 1). After
this point, values rose to a peak in all subjects, which was reached
between 01:00 and 02:00 h. In the case of LH (Figs. 1 and 2), the
patterns were different in that a rise occurred in subjects 1, 3, and
6, reaching a peak at 20:00–21:00 h. In the other three subjects, LH
values either did not rise or actually decreased over this time (in
subject 5). All subjects showed a change in the pattern of pulsatile
LH release from a rapid, low pulse amplitude pattern to a slow,
high pulse amplitude pattern, which commenced between 01:00
and 02:00 h at the time that leptin values reached the peak in each
subject.

Further statistical analysis revealed that LH, but not estradiol,
pulse parameters were significantly different during daytime
(08:00–17:00 h) when leptin levels were lower, compared with
late at night (23:00–08:00 h) when leptin levels were higher
(Table 1; Fig. 1). In all subjects, the nocturnal rise in leptin was
associated with significant changes in the profile of LH pulses
from more frequent, shorter pulses of smaller area during the day
to pulses during the night that were half as frequent and twice as
wide (representing twice as large a percentage increase in LH

levels) and that had a fourfold increase in pulse area. This change
in LH pulse patterns near the nocturnal peak in leptin levels was
observed in all subjects studied (Table 1).

There were no consistent changes in estradiol pulsatility
parameters during the nighttime compared with daytime in
this group of six subjects. However, when differences in
daytime or the nighttime mean concentrations of estradiol
were compared within each subject, we found highly significant
differences in day vs. night estradiol concentrations in four of
six subjects (Table 2). Of interest, two of those four subjects
had decreases in estradiol levels at night and two had increases
in estradiol levels at night. The individuals whose estradiol
concentrations decreased at night had daytime levels of the
steroid under 25 pgyml, and those whose estradiol levels
increased at night had day estradiol levels over 25 pgyml.

Synchronicity among leptin, LH, and estradiol time series was
assessed independently by cross-correlation analysis and by cross-
ApEn. We found statistically significant cross-correlation values
between leptin and LH for this group of six female subjects, with
a group P , 0.02. For the cross-correlation of LH and leptin, the
association between LH and leptin was inverse at a lag of 242–84
min; namely, LH increases tended to follow significantly leptin
decreases by 42–84 min (and conversely, LH decreases tended to
follow leptin increases by 42–84 min), to a significantly nonrandom
degree in the group of six subjects considered as a whole. An
analysis by time of day showed that the cross-correlation between
the leptin and LH hormone series could be explained solely by the
nighttime correlation between these two hormones. Thus, as leptin
levels rose at night, leptin pulsatility changed from high frequency–
low amplitude to low frequency–high amplitude and became
statistically significantly correlated with LH. The cross-correlation
between plasma leptin and estradiol and between plasma LH and
estradiol concentrations was not significant at any lag across an
interval of 2150 through 1150 min for the group of six subjects
studied at nighttime, daytime, or throughout the 24-h period.

In our subjects, all individual leptin, LH, and estradiol release
profiles had a statistical structure that was significantly different
from random. ApEn calculated from random time series obtained
after shuffling the three types of data series 1,000 times was
1.900 6 0.038: In the 6 subjects studied, with a total of 1,242
measurements per hormone, the mean ApEn of leptin was 1.362 6
0.078; the ApEn of LH was 1.204 6 0.098, and the ApEn of
estradiol was 1.661 6 0.111. When we estimated ApEn for these
three hormones, LH varied significantly over the course of the day,
with the highest organization at night. Leptin tended to follow this
pattern, but with less pronounced differences between different

Table 1. Daytime and nighttime parameters of leptin, LH, and estradiol pulsatility and cross-ApEn

Parameter Day (08:00–17:00 h) Night (23:00–08:00 h) Significance

Average leptin concentrations, ngymL 7.63 6 1.20 10.2 6 1.7 P , 0.03
LH pulse numberyh 0.73 6 0.06 0.39 6 0.06 P , 0.0004
LH inter-Pulse interval, min 75 6 7 118 6 15 P , 0.03
LH pulse width, min 58 6 6 104 6 13 P , 0.005
LH pulse height, unityliter 5.93 6 1.34 6.43 6 1.24 NS
LH pulse height, % increase 160 6 20 370 6 74 P , 0.02
LH average pulse area, unityliter 3 mis 57 6 11 227 6 53 P , 0.02
LH mean largest value as increase above basal 1.57 6 0.16 3.77 6 0.74 P , 0.03
E2 pulse numberyh 0.32 6 0.08 0.28 6 0.08 NS
E2 inter-pulse interval, min 92 6 16 88 6 8 NS
E2 pulse width, min 88 6 11 87 6 28 NS
E2 pulse height, pgymL 54.7 6 16.6 70.8 6 31.3 NS
E2 pulse height, % increase 263 6 45 304 6 68 NS
E2 average pulse area, pgyml 3 min 1288 6 504 1063 6 349 NS
E2 mean largest value as increase above basal 34.7 6 14.8 50.3 6 27.0 NS

Significant AM vs. PM differences in cross-ApEn Observed Random Ratio
Leptin vs. LH P , 0.05 P 5 NS P , 0.05
Leptin vs. E2 P 5 NS P 5 NS P 5 NS
E2 vs. LH P 5 NS P 5 NS P 5 NS

NS, not significant.

Table 2. Daytime and nighttime leptin and estradiol concentrations

Hormone
concentrations

Day
(08:00–20:00 h)

Night
(20:00–08:00 h) Significance

Leptin, ngyml
Subject 1 9.08 6 0.16 1 12.60 6 0.22 P , 1026

Subject 2 8.76 6 0.16 1 9.93 6 0.24 P , 1024

Subject 3 2.72 6 0.04 1 3.02 6 0.07 P , 1023

Subject 4 8.66 6 0.15 1 12.37 6 0.22 P , 1026

Subject 5 8.53 6 0.22 1 14.5 6 0.32 P , 1026

Subject 6 4.71 6 1.0 1 7.90 6 0.15 P , 1026

Estradiol, pgymL
Subject 1 13.9 6 0.5 2 11.3 6 0.6 P , 1023

Subject 2 24.7 6 0.9 2 16.8 6 0.4 P , 1026

Subject 3 26.7 6 0.8 1 31.2 6 1.2 P , 2 3 1023

Subject 4 31.6 6 0.8 31.5 6 1.0 NS
Subject 5 35.9 6 0.6 1 39.3 6 0.6 P , 1023

Subject 6 57.9 6 5.4 46.7 6 5.4 NS

1, significantly increased; 2, significantly decreased; NS, not
significant.
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times of the day. There were no differences in the level of
organization of estradiol throughout the 24-h period.

To independently assess pattern synchronicity between leptin,
LH, and estradiol, we calculated cross-ApEn for leptin–LH, lep-
tin–estradiol, and LH–estradiol (Fig. 3). The mean random cross-
ApEn had a value of 2.264 6 0.042, which is a global random
cross-ApEn that is anticipated when hormone pairs are completely
unrelated by way of patterned consistency or synchrony. The
cross-ApEn of LH–estradiol was not different from the mean
random cross-ApEn, supporting the lack of cross-correlation in
these women at this phase of the menstrual cycle (days 8–11). In
contrast, the significantly reduced (nonrandom) cross-ApEn val-
ues between leptin and LH (1.673 6 0.089) and between leptin and
estradiol (1.893 6 0.108) indicate that there is synchronicity or
pattern coupling between leptin and LH and between leptin and
estradiol. When we compared daytime and nighttime patterns, we
found that the cross-ApEn of LH and leptin exhibited significantly
higher pattern coupling at nighttime compared with daytime
(1.83 6 0.03 vs. 1.52 6 0.06, P , 0.05) and that the correlation
observed between these two hormones occurred only at night. This
was confirmed further by a separate analysis of cross-ApEn in four
6-h intervals (08:00–14:00 h, 14:00–20:00 h, 20:00–02:00 h, and
02:00–08:00 h), showing that the cross-ApEn for leptin vs. LH
varies significantly (P 5 0.024 by ANOVA), with significantly
increased orderliness in the 20:00–02:00 h and 02:00–08:00 h
periods. This pattern was similar to that seen for cross-ApEn of
leptinyestradiol (P 5 0.0039) across the four windows of time, with
a significantly lower cross-ApEn (more orderly pattern synchrony)
at night. There were no significant group differences between the
synchronicity of leptin and estradiol at night compared with
daytime.

DISCUSSION
In an intensively sampled group of six healthy women, studied in
the mid-to-late follicular phase of the menstrual cycle (days 8–11),
we found by determination of ApEn that rapidly sampled plasma
concentrations of leptin and LH have ultradian release patterns
with quantifiable levels of orderliness that are significantly differ-
ent from random. We demonstrated previously that frequent
sampling at 7-min intervals best characterizes the ultradian pattern
of leptin fluctuations (21). By using two independent methods to
assess temporal linkages, cross-correlation analysis and determi-
nation of cross-ApEn, we demonstrated in our subjects synchro-
nicity or pattern coupling between leptin and LH. Additionally, by
cross-ApEn, we showed lag- and scale-independent pattern cou-
pling of leptin and estradiol that was also significantly lower (more
orderly synchrony pattern) at night. In the phase of the menstrual
cycle in which this group of healthy young women was studied, we
could not in contrast detect significant nonrandom cross-
correlation or cross-ApEn values for LH and estradiol. Moreover,
we found that, in this phase of the menstrual cycle, in all subjects,
the nocturnal rise in plasma leptin levels was associated with a
profound change in the pattern of LH pulses from rapid and
smaller pulses during the day to fewer, longer, and incrementally
higher pulses of a fourfold larger area at the time of the nocturnal
rise of leptin.

Even though some individuals, such as subjects 2 and 5,
exhibited clear changes in estradiol pulsatility patterns at
nighttime (Fig. 1), there were no consistent changes in estra-
diol pulsatility parameters at nighttime for this group of
women as a whole. This might be due to individual variability,
limited sample size, or phase of the menstrual cycle. However,
when we looked at daytime vs. nighttime differences in mean
estradiol concentration with each individual subject, we found
highly significant changes in nighttime estradiol concentra-
tions in four of six subjects. Of interest, the subjects whose
estradiol concentrations decreased at night had mean daytime
estradiol concentrations under 25 pgyml, and those whose
estradiol concentrations increased at night had mean estradiol
daytime concentrations over 25 pgyml. The hypothesis that the

effects of the nocturnal rise of leptin on estradiol depend on
a threshold effect of baseline estradiol concentrations should
be tested. Further studies are warranted to determine whether
the nocturnal rise in leptin levels is associated temporally with
alterations in estradiol concentration pulsatility parameters. A
key point must be addressed in future studies: In addition to
group analyses, data must be assessed individually in each
patient. In this study, because two patients had highly signif-
icant decreased and two subjects had highly significant in-
creased nighttime estradiol, averaging out the values for the
whole group would mask completely these differences.

It long has been known that a certain level of nutritional status
is required for normal functioning of the reproductive axis. Frisch
(36, 37) proposed the critical weight hypothesis, according to which
a certain level of body weight is required for the onset of puberty.
However, when starved rats are rapidly fed, they reach puberty
before attaining their ‘‘critical’’ weight (38). Amenorrhea and loss
of reproductive function are such prominent features of conditions
characterized by low body weight that amenorrhea is the only
neuroendocrine defect that is required for the diagnosis of a
psychiatric disorder, namely anorexia nervosa (39). More recently,
the studies of Chehab et al. (6) and Ahima et al. (5) have shown that
leptin acts as a hormonal signal that conveys biologic information
from fat tissue to the reproductive axis; those investigators showed
that leptin treatment accelerates the onset of puberty in mice.

In humans, during conditions of starvation, such as anorexia
nervosa, leptin levels fall and rise during the refeeding process (12,
13). Moreover, Köpp et al. (40) have found that fasting leptin levels
are a better predictor of menstrual function than body mass index,
fat mass, or percentage body fat. In that study, the critical level of
leptin that predicted lifetime occurrence of amenorrhea was in the
range of 1.85 mg L21. The authors concluded that a critical blood
leptin concentration was needed to maintain menstruation. Low
leptin concentrations are associated with specific behaviors. In
underweight women, low leptin levels are correlated with re-
strained eating behavior (41, 42). On the other hand, genetically
determined leptin deficiency in humans results in increased food
intake and marked obesity (43).

Leptin seems to affect reproduction at various levels by mod-
ulating reproductive behavior (9) and acting directly in the hypo-
thalamus (16, 17), pituitary gland (17), and ovary (18). Besides
serving as a signal of nutritional status to the reproductive system,
leptin also is synthesized in the placenta at comparable or greater
levels than in adipose tissue; it has been hypothesized that the
placenta serves as a source of leptin for the growing fetus, where
it may function as a growth factor, possibly signaling nutritional
status from mother to fetus (44–46).

The role of altered leptin concentrations in the pathophysiology
of ovarian disease is currently unclear. There has been controversy
in the literature regarding the effects of leptin in polycystic ovary
syndrome (PCOS) (47–50).

The nocturnal change in follicular phase LH levels was first
observed by Kapen et al. (51) who noted a change of LH levels
at nighttime, which they subsequently attributed to the sleep
cycle (52). Additional studies by other investigators further
characterized the changes in LH pulsatility that occur at night
during the follicular phase of the menstrual cycle (53–55).
Because naloxone infusion has been shown to prevent the
sleep-associated decrease in LH pulse frequency, a role for an
opioidergic mechanism has been proposed for that decrease in
LH pulse frequency (56).

In the present study, nocturnal changes in LH pulse param-
eters were associated temporally with the rise of plasma
concentrations of leptin at night. The fluctuations of plasma
leptin concentrations were synchronous with those of LH and
estradiol, and the pattern of synchrony of leptinyLH and
leptinyestradiol was more orderly at night. As leptin levels rose
at night, LH pulsatility significantly changed from low ampli-
tude and high frequency to high amplitude and low frequency
and became synchronous with leptin. We suggest that the
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nocturnal rise in leptin concentrations may contribute to the
nighttime changes in LH pulsatility patterns that we observe in
the mid-to-late follicular phase of the menstrual cycle, pre-
ceding ovulation.

In our study using frequently sampled, 24-h leptin release
profiles, we showed that leptin levels exhibit synchronicity or
pattern coupling with LH, as assessed by two independent meth-
ods. The synchronicity of leptin and estradiol was observed only by
assessment of cross-ApEn. This result highlights the need for scale-
and lag-independent assessments of hormonal time series that can
reveal pattern coupling that might not be evidenced by lag-
dependent cross correlation analysis (34). The mechanisms for
such pattern coupling of leptin, LH, and estradiol are not yet
elucidated and might involve direct actions of leptin in the central
nervous system, pituitary, andyor ovary. Indeed, in the ovariec-
tomized rat, the response to intraventricular leptin is related to the
plasma estradiol concentration. A rapid stimulation of LH release
only occurred when the animals had received an injection of 10 mg
of estradiol benzoate 72 h before, whereas after a 50-mg dose, LH
release was inhibited. These effects probably were mediated by
altered luteinizing hormone-releasing hormone release (ref. 17; A.
Walczewska and S.M.M., unpublished data).

Additionally, the nocturnal increase in leptin levels was associ-
ated temporally with a profound change in LH pulse parameters.
We propose that leptin is not only a trophic factor for the
reproductive system but that the pulse patterns as well as absolute
concentrations of leptin may organize the optimal minute-to-
minute functioning of the HPO axis. Such a close association
among leptin, LH, and estradiol may be of importance for repro-
duction and provides an additional level of communication be-
tween nutritional status and episodic activity of the reproductive
axis. Our findings might contribute to explain the disruption of
HPO function that is present in states of low leptin production,
such as anorexia nervosa and cachexia. Further studies using
agonists and antagonists to leptin receptors should help to test the
mechanisms by which alterations in the dynamics of leptin con-
centrations may affect various levels of HPO axis functioning and
reproduction. Comparable studies also will be required in males to
evaluate leptin–LH–testosterone synchronicity within the hypo-
thalamic—pituitary–testicular axis, a component of which (LH–
testosterone) exhibits altered pattern synchronicity in healthy
older males (34).
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