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Abstract
Oxidative stress is implicated as a pathogenic factor in a spectrum of chronic diseases, notably,
neurodegenerative disease. Noteworthy in this regard is that type 1 diabetes mellitus (T1DM)
results in oxidative stress, leading to systemic complications of T1DM. We hypothesized that
oxidative stress associated with diabetic ketoacidosis (DKA) of T1DM might have measurable
brain sequelae. Consistent with this hypothesis are neurohistology and neuroradiologic studies of
T1DM that suggest that oxidative insults are involved in the chronic complications of diabetic
encephalopathy. To further address the role of oxidative stress in an acute setting, specifically in
fatal brain edema (BE) associated with DKA, we studied neuronal localization and levels of
oxidative stress markers reported to be increased in other neurodegenerative conditions. We
demonstrated increased levels of 8-hydroxyguansine (8OHG), 4-hydroxynonenal (HNE) and
hemeoxygenase-1 (HO-1) in the pyramidal neurons of the hippocampus of DKA BE in
comparison to controls. However, in the cerebellum, only 8OHG was increased in the Purkinje
cells and other cells of the molecular layer. These results indicate a role for oxidative stress in the
pathogenesis of T1DM encephalopathy.
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1. Introduction
Limitations in the physiological control of type 1 diabetes mellitus (T1DM) result in varying
degrees of hypoglycemia, hyperglycemia, and ketosis, each of which is a metabolic mediator
of oxidative stress (Jain et al., 1999; Singh et al., 2004; Ceriello, 2006). As such it is not
surprising that the deleterious effects of oxidative stress have a cumulative effect that is
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related to the duration of T1DM (Martin-Gallan et al., 2007). Such oxidative changes are
recognized in the pathogenesis of the chronic vascular complications and peripheral
neuropathy of diabetes (Baynes, 1991; Ceriello, 2006). Likewise, evidence for oxidative
stress and neuroinflammation are also described in the pathogenesis of diabetic
encephalopathy (Mastrocola et al. 2005; Hoffman et al. 2008; Sima et al. 2009 a,b).
Additionally, the metabolic crisis of diabetic ketoacidosis (DKA) and its treatment
accentuate systemic oxidative stress and a systemic inflammatory response (Jain et al., 1999;
Vantyghem et al., 2000; Lee et al., 2002; Dalton et al., 2003; Hoffman et al., 2003 a,b;
Jerath et al., 2005; Turk et al., 2006). The systemic insults associated with DKA and its
treatment occur in parallel with the progression of subclinical brain edema (BE) and
development of clinical BE (Hoffman et al., 1988; Durr et al., 1992). Clinical BE, a
potentially fatal complication of DKA (Edge et al., 2001), is associated with disruption of
tight junction proteins of the blood brain barrier (Hoffman et al., 2009).

Several characteristics make the brain susceptible to oxidative/nitrosative stress, including: a
high metabolic rate and oxygen requirement (Kennedy and Sokoloff, 1957); a high
concentration of polyunsaturated fatty acids that increase susceptibility to lipid peroxidation
(Adibhatla and Hatcher, 2008); high levels of transition metals, capable of catalyzing
reactive oxygen species and reactive nitrogen species (Halliwell, 1992; Smith et al., 1994a);
and age-dependent differences in antioxidant reserves (Bayir et al., 2006). In TIDM, insulin
and insulin growth factor-1 (IGF-1) deficits in the brain result in disordered insulin
signaling, deficiencies in the protein kinases Akt and GSK3, compromised brain energy
metabolism, and oxidative stress (Steen et al., 2005; Li et al., 2007; Jolivalt et al., 2008;
Sima et al., 2009 a,b).

The role of oxidative stress in the pathogenesis of DKA/BE is incompletely understood. To
address the cellular localization and levels of 8-hydroxyguanosine (8OHG), a marker of
oxidative damage to RNA, the lipid peroxidation adduct 4-hydroxynonenal (HNE), the
oxidatively-induced enzyme hemeoxygenase-1 (HO-1) and ceruloplasmin, the acute phase
protein that is a transporter of iron and an anti-oxidant, were measured. In addition,
phosphorylated p38, redox active iron, mitochondrial DNA (mtDNA) deletions, neuronal
morphology and neuronal density were also studied.

2. Results
2.1 Immunohistochemistry

Within the hippocampus, products of oxidative damage accumulated at higher levels in the
pyramidal neurons in both cases of DKA/BE compared to controls. 8OHG was localized to
the neuronal cytoplasm and nucleoli at much higher levels in the two DKA/BE cases (Fig. 1
A, B), with the control cases showing only background levels (Fig. 1C). Consistent with
this, quantification showed that the 8OHG was significantly higher in the DKA/BE cases
than controls (p<0.001, Fig. 1D). In the cerebellum, differences of 8OHG were found
between the DKA/BE cases and the control cases. Both DKA/BE cases showed high levels
of 8OHG in the Purkinje cells and other cells within the molecular layer (Fig. 1 E, F).
Comparatively, control cases had much lower amounts of 8OHG in those cells (Fig. 1G).
Quantification revealed that the levels of 8OHG in both the Purkinje cells as well as the
other cells within the molecular layer were significantly higher (p<0.001, Fig. 1H) in DKA/
BE compared to the controls.

HNE adducts were also increased in the pyramidal neurons of the hippocampus in the DKA/
BE cases compared to control cases (Fig. 2 A and B, respectively). As expected,
quantification of the neuronal HNE levels revealed significantly higher levels in the DKA/
BE cases compared to controls (p<0.05, Fig 2C). The cerebellum of the DKA/BE cases as
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well as controls demonstrated only background levels of HNE adducts (data not shown). In
all cases, the large vessel walls, known sites of normally occurring HNE accumulation, were
positively immunostained (data not shown).

HO-1 levels were also increased in the same population of neurons in the hippocampus of
the DKA/ BE cases compared to controls (Fig. 3A and B, respectively). The HO-1
cytoplasmic localization in the pyramidal neurons was significant in the DKA/BE cases
(p<0.001, Fig. 3C). In the cerebellum, HO-1 showed no differences between DKA/BE cases
(Fig. 3 D) and controls (Fig. 3E), and upon quantification the Purkinje cells displayed
similar levels of HO-1 (Fig. 3F).

In the pons, no differences were noted with the oxidative stress markers between DKA/BE
and controls.

In the occipital cortex, ceruloplasmin (Cp) was localized to pyramidal neurons (arrows) in
the DKA/BE cases (Fig. 4B), while in controls Cp was not increased in the neuronal cell
bodies (Fig. 4A). Pyramidal neurons in the occipital cortex from the cases of DKA/BE,
showed the highest level of Cp (Fig. 4B, arrowheads), a finding that was not seen in the
controls.

Other markers of oxidative damage were analyzed in some areas of the DKA/BE cases.
Neither phosphorylated p38, redox active iron, nor mtDNA deletion in situ hybridization
(data not shown) showed any specific accumulation in the DKA/BE cases with our
methodologies.

2.2 Quantitative analysis
Morphological analysis of cresyl violet stained hippocampi sections revealed the mean
neuronal densities were lower in the DKA/BE cases compared to controls confirming
previous reports (Hoffman et al., 2008). Statistical analysis comparing all CA fields of
DKA/BE cases with controls demonstrated the DKA/BE cases to have significantly lower
neuronal density in the hippocampi than controls (187 +/- 53 versus 304 +/-59 neurons/
mm2, p<0.01). However, no significant differences in the size of the pyramidal neurons in
the hippocampus were found between the cases of DKA/BE and controls.

3. Discussion
There is convincing evidence that the bases of both messenger RNA and ribosomal RNA
(Nunomura et al. 2009) are susceptible to sublethal oxidation insults (Nunomura et al., 1999;
Nunomura et al., 2007; Castellani et al., 2008). 8OHG, an oxidized nucleoside derived from
RNA, identifies vulnerable/damaged neurons at an early stage of several neurodegenerative
diseases (Sayre et al., 2008). This study of well-recognized markers of oxidative stress in the
brains of young patients with poorly controlled T1DM that included recurrent episodes of
DKA, and the fatal BE of DKA supports and extends the vulnerability of the brain to
oxidative stress and its potential importance in the neuronal dysfunction associated with
severe abnormalities in glucose and insulin metabolism. The findings that oxidative damage
mediated by insulin deficiency/ resistance and neuroinflammation as illustrated here raise
the possibility that these mechanisms underlie the pathogenesis of both acute and chronic
cerebral complications, including diabetic encephalopathy (Sima and Li, 2005; Li et al.,
2007; Hoffman et al., 2008; Sima et al., 2009 a,b; Hoffman et al., 2010).

HNE, a biologically active carbonyl derived from polyunsaturated fatty acids peroxidation,
is a signaling molecule at subtoxic levels (Dwivedi et al., 2007) and neurotoxic at higher
levels resulting in perturbation of neuronal membranes with disruption of cellular energy
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metabolism and ion homeostasis (Mark et al., 1997); stress-mediated signaling and
compromised activity of antioxidant glutathione (Raza and John, 2006); modification of
DNA bases (Liu et al., 2006); inhibition of mitochondrial function (Picklo and Montine,
2007); caspase activation (Camandola et al., 2000); and apoptosis (Peng et al., 2007). A
neurotoxic effect of HNE in the hippocampus of DKA/BE cases is supported by HNE
conjugation of GLUT3, the high affinity isoform of type 1 glucose transporter specific to
neurons, in the hippocampus of the streptozotocin rat, is an indication of compromised
glucose utilization and a hypometabolic state (Reagan et al., 2000).

HO-1, a redox regulated enzyme, is induced with other heat shock proteins (HSP) as a
protective antioxidant to various forms of stress (Syapin, 2008) and is also a mediator of the
anti-apoptotic effect of insulin (Geraldes et al., 2008). The expression of HO-1 in the
hippocampus of the DKA/BE cases is in keeping with the expression of the protective
molecules HSP70 and IL-10 in these cases (Hoffman et al., 2007), as well as their increased
systemic expression prior to treatment of severe DKA (Oglesbee et al., 2005) (Hoffman et
al., 2003a).

Neuronal expression of Cp could be due to increased oxidative stress in T1DM
(Cunningham et al., 1995). As with the systemic increase of the acute phase proteins C-
reactive protein and von Willebrand factor in severe DKA (Dalton et al., 2003; Carl et al.,
2003) Cp is likely to increase prior to and during treatment of DKA. While 8OHG,
nitrotyrosine (NT) (Hoffman et al., 2009; Hoffman et al., 2010), HO-1and HNE are
expressed in DKA/BE the absence of redox active iron and mtDNA deletions, a marker of
mitochondrial injury (Hirai et al., 2001) suggest the oxidative damage is the result of a
different mechanism than that found in neurodegenerative diseases such as Alzheimer’s
disease where 8OHG, NT, HO-1, HNE, mtDNA deletions and redox active metals are all
significantly increased (Castellani et al., 2007; Sayre et al., 2008).

A pattern of selective protection is evident in the cerebellum where 8OHG and NT
(Hoffman et al., 2010) were expressed in the Purkinje cells; however HO-1, HNE, redox
active iron, mtDNA deletions and p38 were not seen. The inverse relation between insulin
and IGF-1 receptors with neuronal density in the cerebellum (Hoffman et al., 2010), and the
selective neuronal adaptation of the cerebellum to chronic sublethal oxidative stress
provided by altered cholesterol and sphingolipid (Clement et al., 2009), are possible
explanations for the limited insult of oxidative stress in the cerebellum. Neither 8OHG,
HO-1 nor HNE were consistently expressed in the epithelial cells of the choroid plexus, in
contrast to the expression of NT (Hoffman et al., 2009; Hoffman et al., 2010) and the
neuroinflammatory response, including RAGE, in the choroid plexus of the DKA/BE cases
(Hoffman et al., 2007; Hoffman et al., 2008) This suggests that the choroid plexus
selectively compensates for the oxidative stress of DKA/BE (Skinner et al., 2006; Hoffman
et al., 2007; Marques et al., 2009)

The immunocytochemical evidence of insult to neuronal membrane lipids by peroxidation
and magnetic resonance spectroscopy reports demonstrating a positive relation of both
chronic and acute poor metabolic control in T1DM (Sarac et al., 2005; Wootton-Gorges et
al., 2007; Hoffman et al., 2010) suggest perturbation of neuronal metabolism. Noteworthy is
the evidence that insulin deficiency in T1DM results in variability of metabolic/
immunologic insults involving hyperglycemia, dehydration, hyperlipidemia, ketoacidosis
(MacGillivray et al., 1982; Durr et al., 1990; Hoffman et al., 2003a,b; Jerath et al., 2005;
Edge et al., 2008) and peripheral (Barrett et al., 1982), and cerebral insulin resistance with
reduced insulin signaling (Jolivalt et al., 2008) (Hoffman et al., 2010). The latter leading to
enhanced activation of the AGE-RAGE system (Liu et al., 2010) and increased oxidative
and inflammatory stress (Hoffman et al., 2008) (Sima et al., 2009a,b). Taken together, these
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data suggest that insulin deficiency results in chronic metabolic dysfunction associated with
oxidative stress. In this respect, DKA in T1DM may be viewed as an accentuated and
additive insult resulting in the metabolic brain disease of diabetic encephalopathy. The
fluctuating metabolic state in T1DM makes the pathogenesis of the oxidative and
inflammatory insults and compensatory mechanisms (Zhu et al., 2003; Su et al., 2008) more
challenging to study.

The neurons in the DKA/BE cases showed no evidence of morphologic degeneration and no
evidence of apoptosis (Hoffman et al., 2006). Also, despite insulin deficiency/ resistance and
likely metabolic neuronal perturbation we found no difference in the size of the hippocampal
neurons in DKA/BE. The basis for the decreased neuronal density in DKA/BE cases maybe
related to recurrent episodes of DKA with subclinical BE and endothelial perturbation
(Hoffman et al., 1988; Isales et al., 1999; Hoffman et al., 2002) contributing to varying
degrees of brain injury (Sarac et al., 2007; Wootton-Gorges et al., 2007; Hoffman et al,
2008; Hoffman et al., 2009; Hoffman et al., 2010).

In summary, we describe two cases of DKA associated with fatal clinical BE with increased
expression of 8OHG, HNE, HO-1, and Cp in vulnerable brain regions. These findings of
substantial oxidative stress in the clinical BE of DKA in addition to insulin deficiency and
increased neuroinflammation (Hoffman et al., 2007; Hoffman et al. 2008; Hoffman et al.,
2009; Sima et al. 2009 a,b; Hoffman et al., 2010;) support a pathogenesis for neurologic
impairment. We further suggest that the basic feature of insulin deficiency initiates a similar
metabolic/immunologic dysfunction in poorly controlled T1DM associated with DKA and
subclinical BE that could lead to chronic sequelae of oxidative stress, such as diabetic
encephalopathy.

4. Experimental procedures
4.1 Subjects

4.1.1 Case 1—An adolescent girl had a four-year history of poorly controlled T1DM
which resulted in recurrent hospitalization for DKA. There was no history of other medical
conditions or microvascular disease. There was no history of recent fever or enteritis. The
final admission was preceded by a 12 hour history of abdominal pain and several episodes of
emesis. On physical examination she was oriented but drowsy. Her height was 163 cm;
weight was 68.5 kg; blood pressure was 140/70 mm Hg; pulse was 140/min; respirations
were 30/min; and temperature was 98.5°F. There were no signs of infection. The mucous
membranes were dry, the abdomen was diffusely tender, and bowel pattern sounds were
hypoactive. The Tanner stage was thelarche stage 3 and pubarche stage 2 (Marshall and
Tanner, 1969). Admission laboratory tests consisted of: pH 7.10; pCO2 15 mmHg; pO2 106
mm Hg; glucose 810 mg/dl; Na 132 meq/L; K 5.7 meq/L; Cl 93meq/L; HCO3 5 meq/L;
BUN 30 mg/dl, and calculated effective plasma osmolality of 309 Osm. Treatment was in a
Pediatric Intensive Care Unit and correction of the hyperglycemia and metabolic acidosis
was unremarkable. Twelve hours into treatment she developed sudden onset of labored
respirations and within 20 min had a cardio-respiratory arrest. An emergency CT scan
showed sulcal effacement, cerebral and pontine edema with evidence of herniation. Efforts
at resuscitation were unsuccessful, and she was pronounced dead 1½ hours after the
cardiorespiratory arrest.

4.1.2 Case 2—An adolescent girl had an eight year history of poorly controlled T1DM
which had resulted in recurrent hospitalizations for DKA. There was no history of other
medical conditions or microvascular disease. The final admission was preceded by an 18-
hour history of capillary blood glucoses of over 300 mg/dl, ketonuria, a 4-hour history of
headache and several episodes of emesis. There was no history of fever or enteritis. On
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physical examination she was slightly confused and lethargic. Her height was 154 cm;
weight was 45 kg; blood pressure was 135/68 mm/Hg; pulse was 132/min; respirations were
26/min; and temperature was 97°F. There were no signs of infection. Diffuse abdominal
tenderness and decreased bowel sounds were present. The Tanner stage was thelarche stage
2 and pubarche stage 1 (Marshall and Tanner, 1969). Admission laboratory tests consisted
of: pH 7.16; pCO2 17 mmHg; pO2 100 mmHg; blood glucose 581 mg/dl; Na 130 meq/L; K
4.8 meq/L; Cl 89 meq/L; HCO3 6 meq/L; BUN 28 mg/dl and calculated effective plasma of
292 Osm. Treatment was in a Pediatric Intensive Care Unit and correction of the
hyperglycemia and metabolic acidosis was unremarkable. Ten hours into treatment, she
became unresponsive, and was treated with mannitol and hyperventilation and placed on
mechanical ventilation. A CT head scan showed diffuse cerebral edema and decreased
intercaudate diameter. She was pronounced dead approximately 10 hours after the
cardiorespiratory arrest.

4.1.3 Controls—Control brain tissue consisted of six non-diabetic cases as stated in the
Legends.

4.2 Immunohistochemistry
Paraffin embedded tissue samples from two cases of fatal DKA/BE were examined
simultaneously with controls.

Brain regions examined include hippocampus, cerebellum, occipital cortex, and pons. For
immunohistochemistry, sections were deparaffinized in 2 changes of xylene and rehydrated
through graded ethanol to Tris buffered saline (TBS, 50 mM Tris, 150 mM Na Cl, pH=7.6).
Endogenous peroxidase was removed with a 30 min incubation in 3% H2O2. Sections were
then incubated in 10% normal goat serum for 30 min, and primary antibodies applied for 16
hr at 4°C. The peroxidase-anti-peroxidase method (Sternberger, 1986) was used with 3’-3’-
diaminobenzidine as chromagen (Dako, Carpinteria, CA). Primary antibodies used included
rabbit polyclonal antisera to HO-1 (Smith et al. 1994b), lipid peroxidation adduct HNE
(Sayre et al. 1997), anti-ceruloplasmin (Dako, Carpinteria, CA) (Castellani et al. 1999),
phosphorylated38 (Cell Signaling Technology, Inc., Beverly, MA) (Zhu et al., 2000), and
monoclonal antibody against 8OHG (clone 15A3, Trevigen) (Nunomura et al. 1999;
Nunomura et al. 2001). Sections immunostained for 8OHG were pretreated with 10 μg/ml
proteinase K (Sigma Chemical Co., St. Louis) for 20 min at 37°C before blocking in the
10% normal goat serum. For each antibody, sections from all cases available were
immunostained simultaneously and developed with 3’-3’-diaminobenzidine for the same
amount of time. Other assays performed included the in situ hybridization using digoxigen
labeled probes specific for mtDNA deletion (Hirai et al. 2001), a modified Perls stain for
detecting in situ redox active iron (Smith et al. 1997), and cresyl violet histochemistry.

4.3. Quantitative analyses
The cellular accumulation of some of the oxidative damage markers was quantified. High
resolution images were acquired using an Axiocam (Zeiss, Thornwood, NY) from 3 fields of
the CA1/CA2 region of the hippocampus or of the cerebellum inclusive of the Purkinje and
molecular layers. The immunoreactive intensity was measured with computer-assisted
image analysis (Axiovision Rel 4.5, Zeiss) of all neurons or Purkinje cells in the fields with
the background levels of the surrounding neuropil subtracted. The neuronal levels of the
oxidative markers were analyzed using the General Linear Model method with reported
measures using SAS statistics software. Quantitative analysis was performed to compare the
neuronal density and the neuronal size in the hippocampus from the cases of DKA/BE and 4
controls stained with cresyl violet to distinguish neuronal cell bodies. Using the 5X
objective, representative fields from each of the CA1, CA2, CA3, and CA4 areas was

Hoffman et al. Page 6

Brain Res. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2012 January 19.

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript



imaged using a Zeiss Axiocam. The Axiovision software allows for detection of all stained
cells and a size threshold was used to remove any small stained structures that were not
pyramidal cells, or partial cell bodies that did not contain a nucleus. Additionally, any
vascular structures as well as cells stained that were not within the stratum pyramidal layer
were removed manually. Finally, the entire stratum pyramidal area (Duvernoy 1988) was
encircled to determine the total area analyzed in mm2, the number of pyramidal neurons per
mm2 determined and the data analyzed using the student’s t-test. Additionally the size of the
neurons in each of the CA1, CA2, CA3, and CA4 regions was measured. Between 65-245
cells were analyzed for each CA field in each of the 2 DKA/BE cases and 4 controls.
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Figure 1.
Within the hippocampus the pyramidal neurons in each of the DKA/BE cases accumulate
strikingly increased levels of 8OHG (A,B) compared to controls (C). Image analysis of the
intensity of neuronal staining revealed significantly higher levels of 8OHG in DKA/BE
compared to controls ages 3, 17,17 years (D, error bars indicate +/- SEM, * p<0.001). The
cerebellum demonstrated strong immunodetection of 8OHG in both the Purkinje cells (white
arrows), other cells and cellular processes (black arrows) within the molecular layer of the
DKA/BE cases (E,F) compared to controls (G), which showed weaker staining of the
Purkinje cells and weakly stained nuclei (arrowheads). Upon quantification comparing the
DKA/BE cases with controls ages 16, 17, 17 years, the cellular accumulation of 8OHG was
significantly greater in both the Purkinje cells and other molecular layer cells (H, error bars
indicate +/- SEM, * p<0.001).
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Figure 2.
In the hippocampus, neuronal accumulation of HNE was higher in the DKA/BE cases (A)
compared to controls (B). Quantification of the neuronal staining revealed significantly
higher levels of HNE in DKA/BE cases compared to controls ages 9, 16 years (C, error bars
indicate +/- SEM, * p<0.05).
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Figure 3.
Neuronal levels of HO-1 were significantly higher in the pyramidal neurons of the
hippocampus in the DKA/BE cases (A) compared to controls (B). Quantification of the
neuronal staining revealed significantly higher levels of HO-1 in DKA/BE compared to
controls ages 9, 20 years (C, error bars indicate +/- SD,* p<0.001). HO-1 was not
consistently changed in the cerebellum between DKA/BE cases and controls. The Purkinje
cells displayed similar levels of HO-1 in both the DKA/BE cases (D) and the controls (E),
and quantification revealed no significant difference (F, error bars indicate +/- SD). Other
cellular structures and processes were immunoreactive in some cases, but were not
consistently found in any of the groups analyzed.
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Figure 4.
In the occipital cortex, ceruloplasmin was localized to pyramidal neurons (arrows) in the
cases of DKA/BE (B), while in controls (ages 9, 16 years) ceruloplasmin was not found to
be increased in the neuronal cell bodies (A). Of interest, large neuronal cells in the occipital
cortex from the DKA/BE cases showed the highest level of ceruloplasmin (B, arrowheads).
Scale bar = 50 μm.
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