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Abstract
Objective—To examine the relationships between TNF-α, obesity, and insulin resistance among
prepubescent children.

Design—Cross-sectional study.

Setting and subjects—Data were collected from 112 nondiabetic Latino schoolchildren from
public schools in three South Florida communities. Of the enrolled participants, 43.8% were obese
(BMI 95th percentile) and 51.8% presented with a family history of type 2 diabetes mellitus (T2DM).
With one exception, all demonstrated normal glucose tolerance.

Interventions—Plasma TNF-α levels were determined with enzyme-linked immunosorbance
assay (ELISA). Homeostasis model assessment (HOMA-IR) was calculated as an index of insulin
resistance. Mean levels of TNF-α among obese vs nonobese children were compared with a one-way
analysis of variance with two groups, and the association between TNF-α and HOMA-IR was
assessed with a Pearson's correlation.

Results—Higher circulating TNF-α levels were revealed among nonobese vs obese children.
Nonobese girls demonstrated higher TNF-α levels than obese girls, whereas there were no significant
differences for boys. There were no significant differences after stratifying for family history of
T2DM. There was a modest relationship between increased TNF-α levels and decreased insulin
resistance.

Conclusions—The observed elevated circulating TNF-α concentrations among leaner participants
may reflect an inflammatory process that has been associated with higher levels of physical fitness
in both adults and prepubescent children. This effect may remain stronger for prepubescent girls, and
the mechanism may be attenuated by the hormonal changes that occur with the onset of puberty.
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Introduction
Recent data indicate that obesity increased to approximately 20% of all US children between
1973 and 1994, with 24 and 11% of children placing above the 85th and 95th reference
percentiles of body mass index (BMI), adjusted for age and sex, respectively, with
disproportionate representation among Latino and African-American children (DiMartino-
Nardi, 1999; Goran, 2001; Ludwig et al, 2001). However, the increased prevalence of obesity
failed to remain confined within the United States, and has reached epidemic proportions
worldwide. One significant complication of obesity includes the strong association with insulin
resistance, which represents the greatest risk factor for type 2 diabetes mellitus (T2DM).

The cytokine TNF-α appears to play a key role in the pathogenesis of peripheral insulin
resistance in obesity. While TNF-α production by adipocytes typically appears to regulate
adipocyte function and limit increases in fat mass (Skolnik & Marcusohn, 1996; Prins et al,
1997), overproduction of TNF-α by adipocytes seems to contribute to insulin resistance in
obesity and in T2DM by inhibiting insulin receptor signaling and glucose transport in skeletal
muscle and other insulin-sensitive tissues (Hotamisligil et al, 1995; Kern et al, 1995; Uysal et
al, 1997), at least in part by inhibiting tyrosine kinase activity of the insulin receptor in fat and
muscle tissue via stimulation of the p55 TNF receptor (Peraldi et al, 1997). In fact, the ligand
TNF-α is overexpressed by adipose tissue in obese rodents and adult humans. Neutralization
of TNF-α improves insulin sensitivity of obese-diabetic animals, and the absence of TNF-α
significantly improves insulin sensitivity in both diet-induced and genetic (ob/ob) models of
obesity (Uysal et al, 1997). These effects appear sex dependent, in that TNF-α seems to
contribute to insulin resistance and endothelial dysfunction more for male rather than female
obese patients (Pfeiffer et al, 1997; Winkler et al, 1999). However, the molecular mechanisms
remain poorly understood.

Although higher TNF-α levels have been associated with increased obesity and insulin
resistance in adult studies and animal models of obesity, these relationships remain unknown
among prepubescent children. We aimed to examine the relationship between plasma TNF-α
concentrations and insulin resistance, and to determine TNF-α levels among obese vs nonobese
school-aged children.

Methods
Participants

Letters were sent to parents of all children in grades K–3 (N=2519) who attended three
elementary schools in South Florida. The letter described a new health program offered by a
mobile clinic that regularly visited the schools. The program offered a physical examination
by a pediatrician, a blood test, interviewed parents regarding health habits and history, and
provided feedback to parents regarding their child's health. In addition, children received a $20
gift coupon (for toys or movies) for their participation at the conclusion of the assessments.
Children were excluded from the study participation if they had a chronic disease (eg, diabetes,
cystic fibrosis, renal disease, liver disease), a diagnosed endocrine or hormonal cause for
obesity, or medications that could affect glucose tolerance (eg, dilantin, corticosteroids,
diuretics, β-blockers). The study protocol was approved by the University of Miami School of
Medicine Institutional Review Board, and informed child assent and parental consent was
obtained from the child participants and their parents, respectively. Parents of 537 children
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returned letters, with 415 indicating interest in study participation. Of these, 122 children were
randomly selected and subsequently enrolled into the study, at which point we met our
previously established recruitment goal of 120 participants, and therefore, discontinued our
recruitment procedures. In all, 10 children were not able to complete the blood sampling
procedure. As was consistent with the demographics of this geographical region of South
Florida, the final sample consisted of 112 prepubertal Latino children in the age range 5–10 y
(grades K-3) who completed all study procedures.

Measures
Body composition was assessed with several measures, including height (cm), weight (kg),
body mass index (BMI, kg (m2)−1), and waist circumference (cm). Fasting plasma glucose,
insulin, lipids, and TNF-α were determined from fasting baseline blood collection from a
standardized oral glucose tolerance test (OGTT) administration (Owens et al, 1979). Enzyme-
linked immunosorbance assay (ELISA) was used to determine fasting plasma TNF-α
concentrations according to recommendations from the manufacturer (Immunotech, Beckman-
Coulter, Westbrook, ME, USA), with standards assayed in duplicate. The sensitivity for the
cytokine determinations was less than 10 pg ml−1. The Homeostasis Model Assessment
(HOMA-IR) method was used to derive an estimate of insulin sensitivity, for example, via the
mathematical modeling of fasting plasma glucose and insulin concentrations with the formula:
fasting insulin (U ml−1) × fasting glucose (mmol l−1) divided by 22.5 (Bonora et al, 2000).
Homeostasis model assessment closely mirrors the glucose clamp technique in the assessment
of insulin sensitivity (Bonora et al, 2000). Higher HOMA scores denoted lower insulin
sensitivity (greater insulin resistance).

Statistical analysis
All statistical analyses were performed using SPSS software (version 10.5). Data are expressed
as mean ± s.e. A one-way analysis of variance with two groups was used to compare the mean
levels of TNF-α among obese vs nonobese children, and to evaluate the combined effect of
gender and obesity on TNF-α concentrations. The relationship between TNF-α and HOMA-
IR, each expressed as continuous data, was assessed with a Pearson's correlation. While the
grouped variables were approximately normally distributed, such that no transformations were
necessary, the ungrouped TNF-α and HOMA-IR variables were log transformed to correct for
non-normality prior to entrance into the univariate analysis.

Results
This study included 57 boys and 55 girls, of whom 43. 8% met criteria for obesity at the 95th
percentile (adjusted for age and gender) (Hammer et al, 1991) and 52.7% presented with a
family history of T2DM (for both first- and second-degree relatives), as determined by
physician interview (Mitchell et al, 1993). The detailed clinical and laboratory characteristics
of the obese vs nonobese children have been described in detail elsewhere (Delamater et al,
2001). Briefly, and as expected, obese children demonstrated greater insulin resistance, higher
diastolic and systolic blood pressures, higher fasting glucose, triglyceride, and VLDL
cholesterol levels, and lower HDL cholesterol levels than nonobese children. With one
exception, all children demonstrated glucose tolerance within normal limits.

Surprisingly, the initial ANOVA revealed that nonobese children demonstrated significantly
higher circulating TNF-α levels when compared with obese children (mean 80.50 (s.e. 8.83)
vs 40.60 (6.02) pg ml−1, P = 0.001). Owing to this unexpected major finding, post hoc 2×2
ANOVAs were conducted to examine potential gender or family history effects regarding
obesity and TNF-α levels. Regarding gender, girls demonstrated slightly higher yet statistically
insignificant TNF-α levels when compared with boys (69.68 (s.e. 8.64) vs 51.18 (6.18) pg

Dixon et al. Page 3

Eur J Clin Nutr. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2009 November 11.

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript



ml−1, P = 0.081). As depicted in Figure 1, when we further stratified for obesity, a significant
interaction effect was found, in that nonobese girls demonstrated significantly higher
circulating TNF-α levels than obese girls (91.99 (s.e. 9.30) vs 37.80 (11.11), P = 0.000) and
nonobese boys (91.99 (s.e. 9.30) vs 58.03 (9.30), P = 0.025). None of the other group
comparisons were significant. Regarding family history of T2DM, there were no significant
overall effects for family history of T2DM, nor was there a significant obesity × family history
interaction. Finally, elevated TNF-α levels demonstrated a modest association with
decreased insulin resistance (r=−0.19, P = 0.059).

Discussion
Our finding that nonobese vs obese children demonstrated elevated plasma concentrations of
TNF-α were striking, in that these results differed from observations by others that showed a
relationship between elevated TNF-α levels and increased obesity among human children and
adults, as well as rodent models (Chu et al, 2002; Nemet et al, 2003). Potential explanations
for this discrepancy include differences in age, body weight, body fat mass, mixed pubertal
stages, and mixed ethnic groups among the studies. Our study was unique in that we included
younger children who were homogeneous with regard to both pubertal development (eg, all
Tanner Stage I) and ethnicity. In fact, to our knowledge, our investigation represents the first
study that evaluated TNF-α levels in a relatively homogeneous sample of Latino children, a
population that has been identified at high risk for both obesity and T2DM (DiMartino-Nardi,
1999; Nemet et al, 2003).

Importantly, while all participants were younger than 11 y of age and were assessed as
prepubertal, the influence that peripubertal hormonal secretions may have had on our results
remains undetermined. Our findings could have been influenced, at least in part, by the pulsatile
hormonal surges that have been associated with the peripubertal period, which occurs from
several months to 1 or 2 y prior to the appearance of secondary sex characteristics, lasts for
several years, and during which time different parts of the endocrine system mature (Grumbach
& Styne, 1998). Moreover, gonadol steroids, growth hormone (GH), insulin-like growth
factor-1 (IGF-I), and insulin levels all increase throughout puberty at the same time as percent
body fat increases in girls and decreases in boys (Grumbach & Styne, 1998). As sex steroids,
leptin, and IGF-I have been determined to mediate, at least in part, the various physical changes
that occur during the pubertal transition (eg, accelerated growth, dimorphic increase in fat,
muscle, and bone mass), an analogous complex relationship may also exist between these
regulators, the increase in fat and musculoskeletal development, and cytokines such as TNF-
α. This effect may partially explain the more pronounced difference between TNF-α
concentrations in the nonobese vs obese girls within our study sample. However, the observed
lower TNF-α levels in the boys vs the girls remained consistent with observations by others
that have revealed significantly lower TNF-α levels in male compared with female nondiabetic
adult humans (Pfeiffer et al. 1997). Also, the stronger effect that we found for girls vs boys
remains consistent with associations found by others regarding stronger associations between
TNF-R1 and leptin levels for girls vs boys (Chu et al, 2002).

It is important to note that TNF-α is a cytokine that is produced primarily by monocytes and
macrophages, with a key role in inflammatory responses, in addition to the effects in other
tissues, including adipocytes (Hotamisligil et al, 1995; Kern et al, 1995; Bazzoni & Buetler,
1996; Prins et al, 1997). In fact, the proinflammatory cytokines, including TNF-α, have been
shown to increase with exercise in both healthy adults and prepubertal children (Scheett et
al, 1999; Nemet et al, 2002). These observations, together with our finding that the participants
in our study were free from current or recent infection (data not shown), provide further
evidence that elevated circulating TNF-α levels do not necessarily implicate pathology. In this
regard, one potential yet untested explanation for our observation that the nonobese vs obese
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participants in our study demonstrated significant elevations in TNF-α may relate to
observations by others regarding higher levels of physical fitness, decreased percent body fat,
increased muscle mass, and higher circulating levels of TNF-α in both healthy adults and
prepubertal children (Nemet et al, 2002, 2003). As such, it is reasonable to speculate that the
leaner participants in our study were more physically fit than the more obese children.

Our conclusions remain limited by the lack of developmental normative cytokine values for
either human children or ‘pre-adult’ rodent populations. Moreover, we did not investigate
potential differences between plasma TNFR60 or TNFR80 levels, or mRNA production of
TNF receptors and ligands from adipocytes. Also, given the relatively small sample size and
somewhat limited participant rate, the results of this study should be considered preliminary
in nature and therefore, interpreted with caution. The results were derived from a population
of prepubescent Latino children who resided in South Florida. While the study population
remained heterogeneous with regard to gender, obesity, and family history of T2DM, one
cannot generalize these research findings to other populations, such as non-Latino children,
children who reside elsewhere in the United States, or in other countries, or pubertal or
postpubescent children, among others. Nonetheless, we provided important preliminary data
regarding TNF-α associations with obesity in prepubescent children. Further research needs
to replicate these findings with other pediatric human and animal populations. Moreover,
additional investigations are needed to determine if circulating TNF-α levels change during
the course of development, or in response to variations physical fitness level or obesity that
begins in childhood and persists into adulthood. Finally, additional research is needed to
evaluate if this potential effect remains stronger for female than male subjects, as well as
potential implications for insulin resistance and T2DM throughout the lifespan.
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Figure 1.
TNF-α in obese vs nonobese girls and boys. Error bars = s.e.
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