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Abstract
We tested whether daily exercise modulates immune and neuroimmune cytokines, hippocampus-
dependent behavior and hippocampal neurogenesis in aging male F344 rats (18 mo upon arrival).
Twelve weeks after conditioned running or control group assignment (n = 6 per group), the rats
were trained and tested in a rapid water maze followed by an inhibitory avoidance task. The rats
were BrdU-injected beginning 12 days after behavioral testing and killed 3 weeks later to quantify
cytokines and neurogenesis. Daily exercise increased neurogenesis and improved immediate and
24 h water maze discrimination index (DI) scores and 24 h inhibitory avoidance retention
latencies. Daily exercise decreased cortical VEGF, hippocampal IL-1β and serum MCP-1, GRO-
KC and leptin levels but increased hippocampal GRO-KC and IL-18 concentrations. Serum leptin
concentration correlated negatively with new neuron number and both DI scores while
hippocampal IL-1β concentration correlated negatively with memory scores in both tasks. Cortical
VEGF, serum GRO-KC and serum MCP-1 levels correlated negatively with immediate DI score
and we found a novel positive correlation between hippocampal IL-18 and GRO-KC levels and
new neuron number. Pathway analyses revealed distinct serum, hippocampal and cortical
compartment cytokine relationships. Our results suggest that daily exercise potentially improves
cognition in aging rats by modulating hippocampal neurogenesis and immune and neuroimmune
cytokine signaling.
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1. Introduction
Developing novel strategies to protect cognition in our burgeoning elderly population is
critical for managing the burden and cost of its care. Hippocampal neurogenesis is a form of
plasticity that declines significantly with age in rodents (Bizon et al., 2004; Dupret et al.,
2008; Kuhn et al., 1996), dogs (Siwak-Tapp et al., 2007) and non-human primates (Aizawa
et al., 2009; Gould et al., 1999b) primarily because the neural progenitor cell (NPC)
precursors of new neurons and glia become increasingly quiescent with age (Cameron and
McKay, 1999). The abundance of neurons added daily to the young mammalian
hippocampus (Cameron and McKay, 2001) suggests that neurogenesis contributes to
hippocampal integrity and indeed, measures of neurogenesis and ability in hippocampus-
dependent tasks generally relate in young mammals (Deng et al., 2010; but see Epp et al.,
2011; Gould et al., 1999a). Measures of neurogenesis have been related to measures of
performance in hippocampus-dependent tasks among aged dogs (Siwak-Tapp et al., 2007),
aged non-human primates (Aizawa et al., 2009) and when an experimental manipulation
introduces enough variability into both measures to detect the relationship in aged rats
(Bizon et al., 2004; Dupret et al., 2008; Kempermann et al., 2002; Speisman et al., 2012).
Combined, these data suggest that protecting hippocampal neurogenesis from the effects of
age may also protect some forms of cognition.

Experimental manipulations that produce neuroimmune responses can impair hippocampal
neurogenesis and cognition. For example, systemic or central bacterial lipopolysaccharide
(LPS) injections activate microglia, potently block neuronal differentiation (Ekdahl et al.,
2003; Monje et al., 2003), and disrupt the integration of young neurons into existing
hippocampal circuitry (Belarbi et al., 2012). Of the cytokines known to be stimulated by
LPS (see Erickson and Banks, 2011), only a handful have been shown to affect in vivo and
in vitro neurogenesis (Ben-Hur et al., 2003; Buckwalter et al., 2006; Grotendorst et al.,
1989; Liu et al., 2009; Lum et al., 2009; Monje et al., 2003; Qin et al., 2008; Turrin et al.,
2001; Vallieres et al., 2002; Villeda et al., 2011). In humans, experimental LPS impairs
verbal and non-verbal memory (Reichenberg et al., 2001), but confirming its effects on
neurogenesis awaits technology that permits the visualization of neurogenesis in the living
brain. However little, if any, evidence of hippocampal neurogenesis is detected in the post-
mortem tissue of patients who exhibited profound memory loss after γ-irradiation therapy,
which also stimulates neuroimmune signaling (Coras et al., 2010; Correa et al., 2004;
Crossen et al., 1994; Monje et al., 2007). The deleterious effects of LPS and γ-irradiation on
hippocampal neurogenesis in rodents can be blocked by non-steroidal anti-inflammatory
treatment (Monje et al., 2003; Rola et al., 2008; Tan et al., 2011), confirming a role for
downstream immune and/or neuroimmune signaling cascades in mediating the effects of
these treatments on neurogenesis.

In aged rodents, systemic or central LPS administration stimulates exaggerated microglial
responses, cytokine levels and memory impairment (Barrientos et al., 2006; Chen et al.,
2008; Godbout et al., 2005; Xu et al., 2010). In fact, the transcription of neuroimmune
molecules is upregulated categorically with age but most robustly in aged rodents that
exhibit impaired performances across hippocampus-dependent tasks (Blalock et al., 2003;
Kohman et al., 2011a). Whole brain preparations have revealed that the concentrations of
some cytokines that increase with age in rodents also associate negatively with measures of
long-term potentiation and spatial ability (Felzien et al., 2001; Griffin et al., 2006; Prechel et
al., 1996; Ye and Johnson, 1999). In aged and aging humans, increased circulating immune
cytokine concentrations have been linked to cognitive impairments (Gimeno et al., 2008;
Krabbe et al., 2009; Krabbe et al., 2004; Magaki et al., 2007; Rachal Pugh et al., 2001;
Rafnsson et al., 2007; Weaver et al., 2002). In a recent study, Villeda and colleagues
elegantly narrowed a list of 17 potential circulating cytokines (of 66 examined) down to 6
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that related to age-impaired in neurogenesis and cognition. They then showed that increased
circulating eotaxin concentrations alone compromise neurogenesis, synaptic plasticity and
memory across hippocampus-dependent tasks (Villeda et al., 2011). These data highlight
that the systematic testing of circulating and central cytokine biomarker correlates of
neurogenesis and cognition can reveal mechanistic candidates. Importantly, these candidates
can include hypoactive or senescent immune and neuroimmune cytokine signaling,
particularly in aged rats (Conde and Streit, 2006; Ziv et al., 2006).

Elderly humans who exercise regularly exhibit better scores on cognitive tests and have
larger hippocampal volumes relative to sedentary elderly humans (Christensen and
Mackinnon, 1993; Churchill et al., 2002; Colcombe and Kramer, 2003; Erickson et al.,
2010). Young and aged rodents that exercise daily on a running wheel exhibit enhanced
measures of plasticity that include neurogenesis and long-term potentiation and better
performances on hippocampus-dependent tasks (Brown et al., 2003; Creer et al.;
Kronenberg et al., 2003; Kumar et al., 2012; Lambert et al., 2005; Lugert et al.; Madronal et
al., 2010; Steiner et al., 2008; Suh et al., 2007; van Praag et al., 1999; van Praag et al., 2002;
van Praag et al., 2005). In young rats that run voluntarily, increased levels of neurogenesis
are associated with reduced hippocampal IL-1β levels (Chennaoui et al., 2008; Farmer et al.,
2004; Leasure and Decker, 2009; Stranahan et al., 2006), suggesting that physical activity
may stimulate plasticity and improve cognition by modulating neuroimmune signaling
pathways, possibly through attenuation of microglia proliferation (Kohman et al., 2011b)
and/or altering immune related gene expression (Kohman et al., 2011a) as previously
demonstrated in aged mice. Therefore, we tested the effects of conditioned wheel running on
the rapid acquisition and retention of a water maze hidden platform, inhibitory avoidance
acquisition and retention, hippocampal neurogenesis and 24 immune and neuroimmune
cytokine concentrations in aging F344 rats. We expected that conditioned runners would
exhibit better learning and memory indices and have higher rates of neurogenesis than
control rats. We also expected that conditioned runners might have altered levels of immune
and/or neuroimmune cytokines that may relate to measures of hippocampal integrity and/or
hippocampal neurogenesis.

2. Methods
2.1. Subjects

All rat subjects were treated in accordance with University of Florida and federal policies
regarding the humane care and use of laboratory animals. Upon arrival, sexually naïve male
Fischer 344 rats (18 mo; n = 12) purchased from the National Institute of Aging colony at
Harlan Sprague Dawley Laboratories (Indianapolis, IA) were housed individually in corn
cob bedding-lined hanging shoebox cages located in a colony room maintained on a 12:12 h
light:dark cycle at 24±1°C. The rats were given access to Harlan Teklad Rodent Diet #8604
and water ad libitum. All rats were weighed weekly and checked daily to ensure that they
did not exhibit age-related health problems including (but not limited to) poor grooming,
reduced food and water intake, excessive porphyrin secretion or weight loss.

One week after arrival, the rats were assigned randomly to the conditioned runner or control
group (n = 6 per group). Control rats were maintained individually in standard laboratory
cages with access to food and water ad libitum for the 18 weeks-long duration of the
experiment while runners were conditioned to run for food to prevent the well-documented
decreases in running behavior exhibited by aged rats across weeks of an experiment (Cui et
al. 2009; Holloszy et al., 1985; Kumar et al., 2012). Therefore, runners rats were housed
individually in a chamber containing a running wheel (model H10-38R, Coulbourn
Instruments, Allentown, PA) on which they could run for unlimited food (Kumar et al.,
2012). A Graphic State Notation computer program (Version 3.02, Coulbourn Instruments,
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Allentown, PA) recorded wheel rotations and was programmed to deliver 45 mg food pellets
(Harlan Teklad Rodent Diet #8604) based upon wheel rotations. The frequency of 45 mg
food pellet delivery was decreased from 1 pellet per rotation at the beginning of
conditioning to 1 pellet per 3–4 meters by ~4 weeks. By the 8th week of conditioning, all
runners consistently ran ~ 4 km per week. If a conditioned runner rat lost more than 10% of
the weight expected based on their pre-conditioning baseline and the weight changes of the
control rats, the number of wheel rotations required for food delivery was reduced. Note that
the body masses of conditioned runners (418.52±5.12 g) were similar to controls
(414.26±5.26 g) at the beginning of the experiment (t(10) = −0.45; p = 0.66) and tended to be
smaller (357.97±12.79 and 417.50±33.41 g, respectively) at the end of the experiment (t(10)
= 1.97; p = 0.08). The experiment timeline is depicted in Fig. 1.

2.2. Water maze training and testing
Each rat was trained and tested in a black water maze tank (1.7 m diameter) housed in a
well-lit room. The tank was filled with water (27±2°C) to a depth of 8 cm below the tank
rim. A Columbus Instruments tracking system (Columbus, OH) was used to record latencies
(s), pathlengths (cm), % time spent in the outer annulus of the maze and platform crossings
(see Fig. 2). Rats were initially habituated to the pool on 3 trials during which they were
released from different pool locations and allowed to climb onto a visible platform. Rats
were dried with towels and warm air between blocks and before being returned to their
home cages.

2.2.1. Visible platform training—Beginning the 13th week of the experiment, the rats
were trained in 5 blocks of 3 60 s visible platform trials (15 min inter-block interval [IBI]
and 20 s inter-trial interval [ITI]) that require intact procedural and sensorimotor ability
(Vorhees and Williams, 2006). The flagged platform (29 cm diameter) protruded 1.5 cm
from the water surface and the pool was surrounded by a black curtain to mask distal cues.
The platform location and N, S, E and W release points were randomized across trials. Rats
failing to locate and climb onto the platform within the allotted 60 s were guided to the
platform by the experimenter. One control rat was removed from the experiment after failing
to locate the visible platform on ≥ 2 trials over the last 2 blocks. Latencies (s) and
pathlengths (cm) served as measures of procedural and sensorimotor ability, % time spent in
the outer annulus served as a measure of anxiety and swim speed (cm/s) served as a measure
of locomotor ability.

2.2.2. Hidden platform training—Three days after visible platform training, the rats
were trained on 5 blocks of 3 60 s hidden platform trials (15 min IBI and 20 s ITI) that
require intact spatial ability (Vorhees and Williams, 2006). This rapid water maze training
protocol is sensitive to age-related cognitive decline and the effects of differential
experience on spatial ability in aged rats (Carter et al., 2009; Foster and Kumar, 2007; Foster
et al., 2003; Kumar et al., 2012; Speisman et al., 2012). The platform was hidden 1.5 cm
below the water surface in the center of the NE quadrant of the water maze now surrounded
by highly visible distal cues. N, S, E and W release points were randomized across each
trial. Rats that failed to locate and climb onto the platform within the allotted 60 seconds
were guided to the platform by the experimenter before being removed from the maze.
Latencies (s) and pathlengths (cm) served as measures of spatial ability, % time spent in the
outer annulus served as a measure of anxiety and swim speed (cm/s) served as a measure of
locomotor ability.

2.2.3. Immediate and delayed probe trials—The escape platform was removed from
the water maze in probe trials administered immediately or 24 h after the last hidden
platform training trial to test strength of learning and memory, respectively, for the platform
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location. In both probe trials, rats were released from the quadrant opposite to the goal
quadrant for a 60 second free swim. A hidden platform trial block was administered after the
first probe trial to reinforce the association between the platform localization and escape
from the pool. The time (s) spent in each quadrant, platform location crossings and
discrimination index (DI) scores [(t(G)−t(O))/(t(G)+t(O)), where t(O) is time spent in the
opposite quadrant and t(G) is time spent in the goal quadrant] served as measures of strength
of learning and memory in probe trials. DI scores take into account the quadrant to be
approached (the “goal quadrant” [G]) and the quadrant to be avoided (the “opposite
quadrant” [O]), and often produces a higher fidelity memory index for aged rats that often
make wide sweeping turns while navigating by swimming.

2.3. Inhibitory avoidance training and testing
Beginning the 14th week, the rats were trained and tested in an inhibitory avoidance
apparatus (Coulbourn Instruments, Allentown, PA) consisting of dark and lighted chambers
with a shockable metal grid floor separated by a sliding door. During acquisition, the rat was
placed in the lighted compartment for 90 s before the sliding door opened and latency to
enter the dark compartment was recorded. Upon entry to the dark compartment, the door
closed and a mild foot shock (0.21 mA for 3 s) was delivered 10 s later. The animal’s
behavioral responses (i.e. a jump or rapid movement) confirmed that they had experienced
the shock. The rat was then returned its home cage before being returned to the lighted
chamber for 90 s both 1 and 24 h later, and the time taken to enter the dark side after the
door opened was recorded as a measure of memory. Retention latencies were set at 900 s for
rats not entering the dark compartment within 15 min. Door opening, shock delivery and
data acquisition was computer controlled.

2.4. Bromodeoxyuridine injections
We waited 16 weeks after the experiment onset and 3 weeks after spatial learning before
labeling dividing NPCs with the DNA synthesis marker bromodeoxyuridine (BrdU; Sigma
Aldrich, St. Louis, MO) to measure the effects of long-term daily exercise on neurogenesis
while minimizing the well-known effects of spatial behavior on neurogenesis (Gould et al.,
1999a, Epp et al., 2010). NPC proliferation is unaffected when BrdU is administered at the
end of hippocampus-dependent learning (Gould et al., 1999a) and any latent effects of
hippocampus-dependent behavior on new neurons produced 3 weeks are possible but
unexpected. Rats were injected intraperitoneally once per day over 5 days beginning 16
weeks after the experiment onset to label dividing cells. BrdU was dissolved in freshly
prepared 0.9% isotonic sterile saline at a concentration of 20 mg/ml (w/v) just prior to use at
a volume of 2.5 ml/kg (50 mg/kg/injection). This dose of BrdU labels dividing hippocampal
NPCs safely and effectively in adult rodents (Cameron and McKay, 2001; Kolb et al., 1999).

2.5. Histology
At the end of the 18th week (21 d after the first BrdU injection), the rats were anaesthetized
deeply with a ketamine (90 mg/kg)/xylazine (10 mg/kg) cocktail (Webster Veterinary
Supply, Sterling, MA). Blood was collected from the left ventricle of the heart before rats
were decapitated and their brains extracted rapidly. Ventral hippocampi and frontal cortices
were rapidly dissected from the left hemisphere, flash frozen and then stored at −86°C until
protein harvest for cytokine quantification. Although central cytokine levels in these
unperfused rats could reflect circulating levels of diffusible cytokines we neither detected
immune-to-brain cytokine clusters nor concentrations of individual cytokines that were
affected by running similarly in the blood and brain that would validate this hypothesis.
Similar masses of hippocampal (t(10) = 1.00; p = 0.34) and cortical (t(10) = −0.01; p = 1.00)
tissue were collected from controls (79.70±11.30 and 246.40±21.95 mg, respectively) and
conditioned runners (65.90±8.05 and 246.60±15.69 mg, respectively). Serum supernatant
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was collected from blood samples after refrigeration for 24 h at 4°C and centrifugation at
1,000×g for 10 min at RT and then stored −86°C until cytokine quantification. The right
hemisphere of the brain was post-fixed overnight in freshly prepared 4% paraformaldehyde
(Electron Microscopy Sciences; Hatfield, PA) and then equilibrated in 30% sucrose (~ 4
days) at 4°C, before being sectioned coronally through the dentate gyrus, beginning between
~ −1.72 and −1.92 mm posterior to bregma according to Paxinos and Watson (82) at 40 µm
intervals on a freezing stage sledge microtome (Model 860; American Optical Corporation;
IMEB Inc., San Marcos, CA). The six sets of every sixth section collected through the left
side of the dentate gyrus were stored at −20°C in a cryoprotectant solution of 30% ethylene
glycol, 25% glycerin and 45% 0.1 M sodium phosphate buffer until processed
immunohistochemically to quantify neurogenesis.

2.6. Protein harvest from brain tissue
Hippocampi and frontal cortices were thawed at 4°C in 0.1 M tris-buffered saline (TBS)
containing 0.1% Igepal and 1 µl/ml each of 2 protease inhibitor cocktails added just prior to
use. The first protease inhibitor cocktail contained 0.5 M phenylmethylsulfonyl fluoride, 5
mg pepstatin A and 1 mg chymostatin/ml DMSO and the second contained 1 M G-
aminocapfroic acid, 1 M P-aminobenzidine, 1 mg leupeptin and 1 mg aprotinin/ml sterile
water. Tissue was mashed manually and then sonicated using a dismembrator
(ThermoFisher Scientific; Pittsburgh, PA). Tissue supernatant was collected by
centrifugation (12,000 rpm for 10 min at 4°C) and its protein concentration quantified using
a Bradford protein assay and a Bio-Rad SmartSpec Plus Spectrophotometer (Hercules, CA).
Similar total protein concentrations were harvested from the hippocampi (t(10) = −1.28; p =
0.23) and cortices (t(10) = −0.07; p = 0.94) of controls (0.93±0.19 and 1.05±0.06 mg/mL,
respectively) and conditioned runners (1.20±0.09 and 1.06±0.09 mg/mL, respectively).
Protein samples were stored at −86°C until cytokine concentrations were quantified using
Bio-Plex technology.

2.7. Immunohistochemistry
Hippocampal sections were stained immunohistochemically to quantify and phenotype new
(BrdU+) cells using methods previously described (Ormerod et al., 2003; Palmer et al.,
2000; Speisman et al., 2012).

2.7.1. Enzyme substrate immunostaining—Before processing and between steps,
free-floating hippocampal sections were washed repeatedly in tris-buffered saline (TBS; pH
7.4). The sections were incubated in 0.3% H2O2 in TBS for 10 min at RT to quench
endogenous peroxidase, rinsed in 0.9% NaCl and then incubated in 2 N HCl for 20 min at
37°C to denature DNA. The sections were then blocked in a solution of 3% normal donkey
serum (NDS) and 0.1% triton-x in TBS (v/v) for 20 min and then incubated overnight in rat
anti-BrdU (1:500; AbD Serotec, Raleigh, NC) at 4°C. The next day, they sections were
incubated in biotinylated donkey anti-rat IgG (Jackson ImmunoResearch, West Grove, PA;
1:500) for 4 h and then avidin-biotin horseradish peroxidase (PK-6100: Vector Laboratories,
Burlingame, CA) for 2 h at RT. The horseradish peroxidase complex was then revealed by
reaction with 0.02% 3,3’-diaminobenzidine tetrahydrochloride (DAB; Sigma Aldrich, St.
Louis, MO) and 0.5% H2O2 in TBS. Sections were mounted on glass slides, dried overnight
and dehydrated in an alcohol series prior to being cover-slipped under permount (Thermo
Fisher Scientific, Pittsburgh, PA).

2.7.2. Fluorescent immunostaining—Sections were washed repeatedly between steps
in TBS (pH 7.4). The sections were blocked in NDS solution and then incubated overnight
at 4°C in primary antibodies raised against the mature neuronal protein neuronal nuclei
(mouse anti-NeuN, 1:500; Chemicon, Temecula, CA) and the immature neuronal protein
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doublecortin (goat anti-DCX, 1:500; Santa Cruz Biotechnology, Santa Cruz, CA) or the
oligodendrocyte precursor marker chondroitin sulfate proteoglycan (rabbit anti-NG2, 1:500;
Chemicon, Temecula, CA) and the astrocyte/neural stem cell protein glial fibrillary acidic
protein (chicken anti-GFAP, EnCor Biotech, Alachua, FL). The following day sections were
incubated with maximally cross-adsorbed fluoroscien isothiocyanate (FITC)-conjugated
anti-mouse and cyanine (Cy) 5-conjugated anti-goat secondary antibodies to reveal neurons
or FITC-conjugated anti-rabbit and Cy5-conjugated anti-chicken secondary antibodies to
reveal glia for 4 h at RT (all secondaries diluted at 1:500; Jackson ImmunoResearch, West
Grove, PA). Sections were then fixed with 4% paraformaldehyde, rinsed in 0.9% NaCl,
incubated in 2N HCl and then incubated in rat anti-BrdU (1:500; AbD Serotec, Raleigh, NC)
overnight at 4°C followed by Cy3-conjugated anti-rat secondary for 4 h at RT. Finally,
nuclei were labeled by incubation in 4', 6-diamidino-2-phenylindole (DAPI; 1:10,000;
Calbiochem, San Diego, CA) for 10 minutes. Sections were mounted on glass slides under
the anti-fading agent PVA-DABCO (2.5% diazobicyclooctane, 10% polyvinyl alcohol and
20% glycerol in TBS; Sigma Aldrich).

2.8. Cell quantification
2.8.1. Total new cell number—The total number of new (BrdU+) cells was estimated on
one 1-in-6 series of systematically uniform sections (spaced 240 µm apart) taken through the
rostral-caudal extent of the dentate gyrus in the left hemisphere of each rat using
stereological principles (Boyce et al., 2010; Cameron and McKay, 1999; Kempermann et al.,
2002; Ormerod et al., 2003; West et al., 1991). We randomly selected which of the 6
collected sets of sections to process immunohistochemically to ensure that the first section in
each rats’ set was randomly the 1st – 6th section taken from dentate gyrus. New cells
produced in the hippocampal subgranular zone (SGZ) presumably migrate deeper into the
granule cell layer (GCL) over the 16–21 d survival period employed. We therefore counted
round or oval BrdU+ cells (revealed by DAB staining) in both the SGZ and GCL on each
section taken through the rostral-caudal extent of the dentate gyrus in the left hemisphere of
each aged rat (~12 sections per rat) using a Zeiss Axio Observer Z1 inverted microscope
under a 40X objective. Because new cells are often situated irregularly through the SGZ and
GCL, we counted BrdU+ cells exhaustively on each systematically uniform series of
sections per rat. The mean (±SEM) number of 131±12 and 191±12 BrdU+ cells in the
dentate gyri of control and conditioned runner groups, respectively, is considered a
sufficient number of events to insure precision among stereological estimates of total events
(Boyce et al., 2010).

The total number of BrdU+ cells counted in the dentate gyrus of each rat was multiplied by 6
(the section interval in each set) and by 2 (to account for the other half of the brain) to
produce a stereological estimate of total number of new cells surviving in the dentate gyrus
(Kempermann et al., 2002; West et al., 1991). Because age and exercise may influence
vascular volumes (Fabel et al., 2003; Hattiangady and Shetty, 2008), SGZ and GCL areas
(mm2) on which new cells were counted were measured under a 20X objective using
AxioVision software (Carl Zeiss, Thornwood, NY) and then GCL volumes obtained using
Cavalieri’s principle for calculating the volume of a truncated cone (Galea et al., 2000;
Uylings et al., 1986): Volume = ∑(sections) * ⅓I (h1 + √h1 * √h2 + h2), where I is the distance
between sections (240 µm) and h1 and h2 are the two section areas between which the
volume was calculated. We also confirmed that new cell densities reflected total new cell
estimates because of potential changes in vascular volumes and because we quantified
neurogenesis on only ½ of the hippocampus.

2.8.2. New cell phenotypes—At least 100 BrdU+ cells on quadruple fluorescent-stained
sections were scanned through their x, y and z-planes using a Zeiss LSM 710 fully spectral
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laser scanning confocal microscope equipped with 405 (used to excite DAPI), 488 (used to
excite FITC), 510, 543 (used to excite Cy3) and 633 (used to excite Cy5) laser lines under a
40X objective (with 2.3X digital zoom) to quantify the proportion that expressed neuronal or
glial proteins. BrdU+ cells were considered to express neuronal or glial protein when a full
“z-dimension” scan revealed that its BrdU/DAPI+ nucleus clearly expressed the neuronal
proteins DCX and/or NeuN, the oligodendrocyte precursor protein NG2 or the astrocyte
protein GFAP. The total number of BrdU+ cells was multiplied by the % of BrdU+

expressing each cell phenotype to determine the total number of new neurons and glia
produced in the aging brain and this number was related to water maze probe trial
performance.

2.9. Multiplex quantification of cytokines
Concentrations of immune cytokines in blood serum and neuroimmune cytokine
concentrations in hippocampal and cortical protein samples were quantified using a Bio-Rad
Bio-Plex 2000 Suspension Array system and an EMD Millipore Rat Cytokine/Chemokine
kit (#RCYTO-80K-PMX; Billerica, MA) according to kit instructions. This kit
simultaneously detects the following concentrations of 24 analytes simultaneously in a
single sample: IL-1α (6.23–20,000 pg/mL), IL-1β (2.32–20,000 pg/mL), IL-2 (3.67–20,000
pg/mL), IL-4 (2.30–20,000 pg/mL), IL-5 (2.89–20,000 pg/mL), IL-6 (9.80–20,000 pg/mL),
IL-9 (12.85–20,000 pg/mL), IL-10 (5.41–20,000 pg/mL), IL-12 (4.13–20,000 pg/mL), IL-13
(23.2–20,000 pg/mL), IL-17 (1.61–20,000 pg/mL), IL-18 (4.78–20,000 pg/mL), eotaxin
(3.27–20,000 pg/mL), G-CSF (1.31–20,000 pg/mL), GM-CSF (13.11–20,000 pg/mL), IP-10
(3.78–20,000 pg/mL), leptin (21.50–100,000 pg/mL), GRO/KC (2.06–20,000 pg/mL), IFN-
γ (4.88–20,000 pg/mL), MCP-1 (3.81–20,000 pg/mL), TNF-α (4.44–20,000 pg/mL),
MIP-1α (1.94–20,000 pg/mL), RANTES (54.42–20,000 pg/mL), VEGF (4.93–20,000 pg/
mL).

All standards, controls and samples were prepared on ice and serum and tissue samples were
run in separate plates. Seven standards (with expected concentrations of 20,000, 5,000,
1,250, 312.5, 78.13, 19.53 and 4.88 pg/mL of each analyte except leptin that had expected
concentrations of 100,000, 25,000, 12,500, 6250, 1562.5, 390.63 and 24.41 pg/mL) were
prepared by serial dilution with kit assay buffer. Serum samples were diluted 1:5 with kit
assay buffer while tissue supernatant samples were kept neat and 25 µl volumes of each
standard, blank, vendor-supplied known control and sample were loaded in duplicate into a
96-well filter plate (EMD Millipore; Billerica, MA). Kit serum matrix (25 µl) was added to
each standard, control and sample in the serum quantification plate while kit assay buffer
(25 µl) was added to each standard, control and sample in the tissue sample plates final
volume of 50 µl. Approximately 100 polystyrene beads each of 24 different color addresses
were added to each well and incubated for 18 h on a shaker at 4°C. Each primary antibody
raised against an analyte to be quantified was adsorbed to 1 of the 24 unique sets of color
addressed beads. After several washes in kit wash buffer under vacuum filtration, the beads
were incubated in biotinylated secondary antibodies for 2 h at RT and then after several
washes kit wash buffer under vacuum filtration, in streptavidin-phycoerythrin reporter for 30
min at RT before being resuspended in sheath fluid (Bio-Rad; Hercules, CA). Analytes were
identified by color address and analyte concentrations were quantified by phycoerythrin
emission intensity using a dual laser Bio-Rad BioPlex 2000 system with Luminex xMAP
technology (Bio-Rad; Hercules, CA). Data were collected using BioPlex Manager Software
version 4.1.

A standard curve for each analyte was generated using a five-parameter logistic non-linear
regression model on averaged duplicate observed standard concentrations. Single standard
concentrations were employed in cases that its duplicate % coefficient of variation (CV) was
>10% and its % recovery (observed/expected concentration) fell outside of the accepted 70–
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130% range. Once the positive control concentrations were confirmed to fall within the
expected ranges, sample concentrations were compared against the standard curve.

Prior to statistical analysis, duplicate sample concentrations with % CV < 10 were averaged.
If the % CV for a set of duplicates was > 10% and a concentration fell ±2 standard
deviations from the group mean the outlying concentration was discarded. We discarded the
outlying data point of one conditioned runner rat serum leptin analysis and an outlying data
point from a different conditioned runner from the serum MCP-1 analysis. Cytokine
concentrations below the threshold of detection were set to 0 and concentrations that
exceeded the maximum expected concentration were set to 20,000 pg/ml (or 100,000 pg/ml
for leptin). Data were expressed in pg/mL serum or pg/mg of hippocampal or cortical tissue.

2.10. Cytokine cluster analysis
Pathway or ‘Cluster’ analyses were conducted as described previously (Baron and Kenny,
1986; Erickson and Banks, 2011) to identify groups of cytokines with concentrations that
may change in a coordinated fashion (i.e. in clusters) and therefore represent known or novel
signaling pathways. First, cluster analyses were conducted on cytokine concentrations
detected within blood, hippocampal and cortical compartments independently to both
confirm and expand upon immune and neuroimmune cytokine signaling clusters in the aged
rat. Second, cluster analyses were conducted on cytokine concentrations between blood and
cortical compartments and between blood and hippocampal compartments to confirm and
potentially reveal immune-to-brain signaling pathways in the aged rat. Third, we ran
analyses on cytokine concentrations between cortical and hippocampal compartments to ask
whether running modulates neuroimmune cytokines locally or regionally. Bonferroni-
corrected alpha levels were set for each analysis based upon the number of analytes
exceeding the threshold of detection.

Pairs of cytokines with concentrations deemed statistically related by Spearman rank
correlation coefficients (r-values) after Bonferroni corrections were ranked and plotted in
descending order connected with a solid line. If one cytokine in a pair to be plotted was
already plotted in a cluster, then a decision point was reached and we employed a
modification to the previously reported procedure (Baron and Kenny, 1986; Erickson and
Banks, 2011). The unplotted cytokine was added to the cluster if it correlated significantly
with all of the cytokines already in the cluster. If the unplotted cytokine was not statistically
related to one or more of the already clustered cytokines, then the cytokine pair about to be
plotted was plotted as a new cluster. If a cytokine pair about to be plotted was already linked
through potential mediators in the already plotted cluster, then the residual of its r-value
minus the product of the r-values of the plotted pairs between the cytokines about to be
plotted was compared against the Bonferroni corrected p-value. If the residual r-value of the
cytokine pair about to be plotted remained statistically significant, the cytokines were
connected in the existing cluster with a dotted line (no mediators were detected in the
current study).

2.11. Statistical analyses
All statistical analyses were conducted using STATISTICA software (Version 10; StatSoft;
Tulsa, OK) and all data are represented in figures as the group average (± S.E.M.). Student’s
t-tests were used to test the effect of the independent variable (conditioned running) on
dependent measures of general health (body mass, swim speeds), strength of spatial learning
and memory (probe trial discrimination index scores, number of platform crossings),
neurogenesis (new cell number, total new neuron number, total new glia number) and
cytokine concentration (for each of the 24 analytes). Non-parametric Mann Whitney U tests
were used to test the effects of the independent variable (conditioned running) on categorical
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percentages of BrdU+ cells expressing neuronal or glial phenotypes and on inhibitory
avoidance acquisition and retention latencies that were set to 900 s for animals that did not
enter the shock-paired side of the chamber by the end of the session. Repeated measures
analyses of variance (ANOVAs) tested the effect of the independent variable (conditioned
running) on dependent measures collected repeatedly, such as spatial and non-spatial
acquisition of a platform location (latencies and path lengths). Newman Keuls post-hoc tests
were used to reveal significant differences. Spearman rank correlations were run to test the
relationship between the concentration of cytokine analytes modulated by running,
behavioral measures and measures of neurogenesis because some analyte concentrations fell
below the threshold of detection. The α-level was set at 0.05.

3. Results
3.1. Aging rats that run daily locate a visible platform as well as controls but swim faster

Since path lengths correlated positively with latencies between visible (all r values ≥ 0.69;
all p values < 0.05) and hidden (all r values ≥ 0.85; all p values < 0.01) platform trials, we
report analyses on path lengths to avoid redundancy. Figure 2A shows pathlengths across
visible platform training blocks. An ANOVA exploring the effects of conditioned running
and training block on visible platform path lengths revealed that conditioned runners and
controls swam similar distances to the visible platform (F(1,9) = 1.38; p = 0.27) across
training blocks (F(4,36) = 1.56; p = 0.20 and interaction effect: F(4,36) = 0.26; p = 0.90).
Because visible platform learning curves can be relatively shallow in aged rats (see Kumar
et al., 2012; Speisman et al., 2012), planned comparisons were used to confirm that control
rats and conditioned runner rats swam shorter path lengths on the 5th relative to the 1st block
(p values < 0.05, respectively). These data suggest that both conditioned runners and
controls are similarly capable of learning to locate and escape to a visible water maze
platform.

The % of time spent swimming in the outer annulus of the pool by controls and conditioned
runners was calculated as a measure of anxiety (Fig. 2B). An ANOVA revealed a significant
effect of training block (F(4,36) = 5.32; p < 0.01) but not conditioned running (F(1,9) = 0.67; p
= 0.44 and interaction effect: F(4,36) = 1.59; p = 0.20) on this measure. Specifically, all rats
spent significantly less time in the outer annulus as training commenced (blocks 1, 2 > 3, 5
and block 2 > 4; all p values < 0.05), suggesting that anxiety levels decreased in aged rats
with training, regardless of exercise history.

Swim speeds exhibited across blocks by controls and conditioned runners were recorded as a
measure of locomotor ability (Fig. 2C). Although an ANOVA revealed a statistically
significant effects of training block (F(4,36) = 5.55; p < 0.01) and a tendency for conditioned
running to affect swim speed (F(1,9) = 3.84; p = 0.08), these effects did not statistically
significantly interact (F(4,36) = 0.37; p = 0.83). Although conditioned runners tended to swim
faster than controls on all blocks combined, all aged rats swam more quickly as training
progressed (blocks 1 > 3, 4 and 5 and block 2 > 5; all p values < 0.05). These data suggest
that daily exercise may potentiate the increased swimming proficiency or reduce the floating
tendencies exhibited by aging rats across visible platform training blocks. Consistent with
our previous finding (59) and the idea that running-induced fitness rather than mild food
deprivation associated with the operant delivery of food for running affects swim speeds, the
body masses of conditioned runners was similar to those of the controls at the beginning of
the experiment and only tended to be smaller at the end of the experiment (see Section 2.1
for body masses). .

Speisman et al. Page 10

Brain Behav Immun. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2014 February 01.

$w
aterm

ark-text
$w

aterm
ark-text

$w
aterm

ark-text



3.2. Daily exercise improves spatial ability in aging rats
We compared pathlengths to the hidden platform across training blocks as a measure of
spatial ability (Fig. 3A). An ANOVA revealed that pathlengths were significantly affected
by conditioned running (F(1,9) = 20.89; p < 0.01), training block (F(4,36) = 6.55; p < 0.01)
and the interaction between conditioned running and training block (F(4,36) = 4.05; p < 0.01).
All rats swam more directly to the hidden platform as training commenced (blocks 1, 2 > 3,
4 and 5, p values < 0.05), but conditioned runners swam more directly across all blocks
combined than controls (p < 0.01). Conditioned runners exhibited shorter pathlengths than
controls on the 1st, 4th and 5th training blocks (p values < 0.05), indicating that they solved
the spatial task more proficiently than the controls. However, their better performances on
the 1st hidden platform training block could also indicate that runners better learned,
remembered and/or applied procedural information obtained during visible platform training
conducted first (Gerlai, 2001; Ormerod and Beninger, 2002). Therefore, we confirmed that
runners (−130.22±37.53 cm/block) exhibited steeper average pathlength slopes than controls
(−5.36±35.65 cm/block) across hidden training blocks 2–5 (gray dotted lines in Fig. 3A; t(10)
= 2.29; p < 0.05).

We calculated the % of time spent in the outer annulus of the maze on hidden platform trials
by conditioned runners and controls to determine if anxiety was differentially affected by
previous training (Fig 3B). An ANOVA revealed significant effects of conditioned running
(F(1,9) = 6.45; p < 0.05) and training block (F(4,36) = 3.98; p < 0.01) but no interaction effect
(F(4,36) = 1.62; p = 0.19). Specifically, all rats combined spent less time in the outer annulus
as training progressed (blocks 1, 2 > 5, p values < 0.05), but conditioned runners spent less
time than controls on all blocks combined. These data suggest that although anxiety
decreases with training in all aged rats, prior training may potentiate this effect in rats that
exercise daily.

We calculated swim speeds on hidden platform training blocks as a measure of locomotor
ability in aged conditioned runners and controls (Fig. 3C). Swim speeds were significantly
affected by conditioned running (F(1,9) = 13.07; p < 0.01), training block (F(4,36) = 6.27; p <
0.01), and the interaction between running and training block (F(4,36) = 3.87; p < 0.01).
Conditioned runners swam significantly faster to the hidden platform than controls on all
blocks combined (p < 0.01) and maintained the swim speeds that they achieved on later
visible platform trials across all hidden platform training blocks (see above). In all rats
combined, swim speeds decreased after the first block (all p values < 0.01), but this effect
was because while conditioned runners maintained their speeds across blocks, control rats
swam significantly slower after the first training block (block 1 > 2, 3, 4 and 5; all p values
< 0.01) These data support the notion that daily exercise can potentiate the effects of water
maze training on the swimming proficiency of aging rats, potentially by improving their
stamina.

3.3. Aging rats that exercise exhibit better memory for the platform location on probe trials
A 60 s probe trial was conducted immediately after the final hidden platform trial (Fig. 4).
An ANOVA revealed that all rats combined exhibited a significant quadrant preference
(F(3,27) = 24.99; p < 0.0001) and that quadrant preference significantly interacted with group
(F(3,27) = 7.54; p < 0.001) on the immediate probe. Specifically, conditioned runners spent
significantly more time in the goal quadrant (p=0.0003; Fig. 4A) and less time in the
opposite quadrant (p=0.045) but similar amounts of time in the left (p=0.32) and the right
quadrants (p=0.96) relative to controls. Similarly, conditioned runners exhibited
significantly better DI scores than controls (t(9)= 4.17, p < 0.01; Fig. 4B) and tended to cross
over the location that housed the platform on training trials significantly more frequently
(4.33±0.71 crossings) than controls (2.60±0.51 crossings) did (t(9) = 1.90; p = 0.09). A
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refresher block of hidden platform trials was administered after the immediate probe to
minimize the probability that the association between platform localization and escape from
the pool was extinguished by the immediate probe trial. A paired t-test on the 5th and 6th

hidden platform blocks confirmed that the rats exhibited similar path lengths before and
after the probe trial (t(10) = 0.29, p = 0.78; see Fig. 3A).

A second probe trial was administered 24 h after the 5th hidden platform block. An ANOVA
revealed that all rats combined exhibited a significant quadrant preference (F(3,27) = 3.56; p
= 0.027) and that quadrant preference interacted with group (F(3,27) = 5.16; p = 0.006) on the
24 h probe trial (Fig. 4A). Specifically, conditioned runners spent significantly more time in
the goal quadrant (p=0.026), tended to spend less time in the opposite quadrant (p=0.052)
and spent similar amounts of time in the left (p=0.416) and right quadrants (p=0.498)
relative to controls. Similarly, conditioned runners exhibited significantly better DI scores
than controls (t(9) = 4.39; p < 0.01; Fig. 4B) and crossed the location that housed the hidden
platform on training trials significantly more frequently than controls (5.17±0.40 versus
1.20±0.20 crossings, respectively; t(9) = 8.28, p < 0.01) on the delayed probe trial. These
data suggest that conditioned runners both learned and remembered the hidden platform
location better than controls.

Finally, a regression analysis of the distance to escape the pool on block 5 of cue
discrimination training was compared to the distance to escape for block 5 of the spatial
discrimination task as well as the discrimination index score obtained on the immediate
probe. No association was observed indicating that acquisition of the spatial discrimination
was not linked to the acquisition performance for cue discrimination.

3.4 Inhibitory avoidance scores
One week after the onset of visible platform water maze training, the rats were trained and
tested in an inhibitory avoidance task (Fig. 4C). Mann-Whitney U tests confirmed that
conditioned runners and controls entered the shock-paired dark side of the inhibitory
avoidance chamber equally as quickly during the acquisition phase of the task (U = 0.01; Z
= −1.19; p = 0.92). Although 1 h latencies were similar between groups (U = 8.00; Z =
−1.19; p = 0.24), conditioned runners tended to have longer 24 h latencies than controls (U =
5.00; Z = 1.73; p = 0.08). Spearman Rank Correlation was used to compare learning and
memory on the water maze discrimination index scores and 1 and 24 h inhibitory avoidance
retention latencies. The results indicated a relationship between the 24 h retention scores on
the water maze and inhibitory avoidance (r = 0.63, p < 0.05).

3.5. Daily exercise increases neurogenesis in aged rats by increasing new cell number
The total number of new cells was estimated in the dentate gyri of all rats using stereological
principles (Fig. 5A, B and E). A student’s t-test confirmed that the total number of BrdU+

cells was higher in the dentate gyri of conditioned runners relative to controls (t(9) = 3.44, p
< 0.01; Fig. 5E). Although exercise could potentially increase vascular volume within the
neurogenic niche, dentate gyri volumes that new cells were estimated through were similar
between controls (4.32±0.17 mm3) and conditioned runners (4.53±0.30 mm3; t(9) = −0.57, p
= 0.58). As expected from these data sets, new cell densities were also higher in conditioned
runners (514.77±40.95 cells/mm3) versus controls (370.35±46.14 cells/mm3; t(9) = 2.35, p <
0.05). Because the rats survived several weeks after BrdU was injected, these differences
could reflect effects on NPC division and/or the survival of new cells, but are consistent
with the well-known effects of physical exercise on NPC division.

We confirmed that new cell differentiation was unaffected by conditioned running by
quantifying the percentage of BrdU+ cells expressing immature neuronal (DCX+),
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transitioning neuronal (DCX/NeuN+), mature neuronal (NeuN+), oligodendroglial (NG2+),
or astroglial (GFAP+) phenotypes (Fig. 5C, D and F). Mann Whitney U tests (nrunner = 6 and
ncontrol =5 in all comparisons) confirmed that the percentages of BrdU+ cells expressed
immature neuronal (U=8, Z=1.187, p=0.024), transitioning neuronal (U=14.5, Z=0.0,
p=1.0), mature neuronal (U=15.0, Z=0.0, p=1.00), GFAP+ (U=13.0, Z= −0.274, p=0.784)
and oligodendrocyte precursor (U=14.5, Z=0.0, p=1.0) phenotypes was similar between
conditioned runner and control rats. Consistent with a 2.5–3 week long survival period after
BrdU, most new cells (~70%) expressed mature neuronal phenotypes followed by astrocyte
and transitioning neuronal phenotypes (~10% each). Very few new cells expressed immature
neuronal or or oligodendroglial phenotypes (<3%) in the dentate gyri of all rats combined
(Fig. 5). Note that all of the BrdU/GFAP+ cells were detected outside of the subgranular
zone and exhibited an astrocyte rather than radial glial (or neural stem cell)-like
morphology.

The total new cell number (Fig. 5E) was multiplied by the % of neurons (immature,
transitioning and mature), oligodendrocytes or astrocytes (Fig. 5F) for each rat to estimate
total numbers of each new cell phenotype (Fig. 5G). Relative to controls, conditioned
runners had significantly more new neurons (t(9) = 3.26; p < 0.01), tended to have more new
astrocytes (157.41±31.27 and 227.59±22.06, respectively; t(9) = −1.88; p = 0.09), and had
similar numbers of new oligodendrocyte precurors (26.31±16.55 and 31.43±19.89,
respectively; t(9) = −0.19; p = 0.85). New neuron number tended to correlate positively with
immediate (p = 0.08; Fig. 6A) and 24 h (p = 0.059; Fig. 6B) water maze probe
discrimination index scores.

3.6. Distinct cytokine relationships were detected in serum, hippocampal and cortical
compartments

Concentrations of 24 cytokines were quantified in blood serum and hippocampal and
cortical protein samples of each behaviorally characterized rat that neurogenesis was also
quantified in (Table 1). Note that concentrations of eotaxin, GRO-KC, IL-10, IL-13, IL-17,
leptin, and RANTES were at least a magnitude higher in circulation versus the brain. IFNγ
was only detected in blood serum whereas G-CSF, GM-CSF, IL1α, IL-2, IL-4, IL-5, IP-10
and TNFα were only detected in the brain. Interestingly, of the cytokines only detected in
the brain, G-SCF, GM-CSF, IL-10, and IP-10 were detected in the cortex but not in the
hippocampus. An ~2-fold higher concentration of IL-1β and MCP-1 was detected in the
hippocampus versus cortex whereas an ~3-fold higher concentration of IL-12 and an ~2-fold
higher concentration of IL-2 and IL-5 was detected in the cortex versus hippocampus. These
data suggest that in aged rats, circulating cytokine concentrations do not appear to reflect
central concentrations. In addition, there appear to be regional differences in the basal
expression of central cytokines and therefore, likely their influence.

We next analyzed cytokine relationships within and between blood serum, hippocampal and
cortical compartments to further explore the ideas that circulating concentrations may
predict central cytokine signaling and that regional differences in central cytokine
expression may reflect more local signaling. Pathway analyses (see Methods Section 2.10)
revealed distinct clusters within but no clusters between compartments after Bonferroni
adjustments for multiple comparisons (Table 2a–c and Fig. 7). In serum: 1) MCP-1 and
GRO-KC and 2) IL-6 and IL-13 were identified as independent clusters. In the
hippocampus: 1) IL-17 and VEGF, 2) IL-5 and VEGF, 3) MCP-1, IL-2 and VEGF, 4) MCP,
IL-2, TNF-α, MIP-1α and IL-5, 5) IL-2 and GRO-KC, 6) eotaxin, TNFα and IL-12, 7) IL-2
and IL-4 and 8) IL-4 and IL-6 were identified as independent clusters. In the cortex: 1) IL-2
and GM-CSF, 2) GM-CSF and IL-18, 4) GM-CSF and IL-10, and 5) IL-13 and IL-4 were
identified as independent clusters. While these results indicate strong relationships between
cytokine concentrations within each brain region and within serum, no clusters emerged
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between these compartments. The lack of significant relationships between serum and brain
cytokine concentrations may indicate that circulating factors neither diffuse nor are
transported in detectable quantities into hippocampal and cortical regions in aging rats
unchallenged by an inflammatory event (Erickson and Banks, 2011). The lack of significant
relationships between hippocampal and cortical compartments suggests that basal
neuroimmune signaling is a local event. Of course, the lack of significant between-
compartments relationships could simply reflect the stringency inherent to Bonferroni
adjustments, which increase the likelihood of type II errors.

3.7. Measures of behavior and neurogenesis relate to concentrations of cytokines
modulated by running

To identify cytokine candidates linked to behavior and neurogenesis, we first identified
cytokines that were modulated by exercise using Student’s t-tests (see Table 1). Compared
to controls, conditioned runners had significantly lower hippocampal IL-1β (t(9) = 3.14; p <
0.05), circulating MCP-1 (t(9) = 2.28; p ≤ 0.05) and circulating leptin (t(9) = 4.06; p < 0.01)
but higher hippocampal IL-18 (t(9) = −2.46, p < 0.05) concentrations. Concentrations of
circulating GRO-KC (t(9) = 2.08; p = 0.07) and cortical VEGF (t(9) = 2.16, p = 0.06) tended
to be lower whereas hippocampal concentrations of GRO-KC (t(9) = −1.90, p = 0.09) tended
to be higher in runners versus controls.

Of the cytokines with concentrations that were significantly modulated by conditioned
running in aged rats, several were modulated in a correlated manner (see Fig. 7A and Table
3). For example serum MCP-1, which was decreased by conditioned running, correlated
positively with serum GRO-KC (p < 0.01) and both concentrations tended to correlate
positively with serum leptin (p = 0.06 and p = 0.08). Serum leptin was strongly decreased by
conditioned running and correlated positively with hippocampal IL-1β (p < 0.05) but tended
to correlate negatively with hippocampal IL-18 (p = 0.06) and hippocampal GRO-KC (p =
0.08). Hippocampal IL-1β was decreased by conditioned running and correlated negatively
with hippocampal IL-18 (p < 0.05) and tended to correlate positively with cortical VEGF (p
= 0.07). A strong positive correlation was detected between hippocampal IL-18, which was
increased with running, and hippocampal GRO-KC (p < 0.01). These data suggest that
conditioned running modulates subsets of cytokines within and between serum, hippocampal
and cortical compartments.

Next we examined the strength of relationships between variables significantly affected by
conditioned running (total new neuron number, probe trial discrimination index scores and
24 h inhibitory avoidance retention latencies) using Spearman rank correlations (see Table
3). Interestingly, 24 h retention latencies on the inhibitory avoidance task correlated
positively with water maze 24 h probe discrimination index scores (p < 0.05). These data
suggest that these tasks are both similarly sensitive to age-related cognitive decline and the
beneficial effects of conditioned running on spatial ability in aged rats. As mentioned
previously, new neuron number tended to correlate positively with immediate (p = 0.08) and
24 h (p = 0.059) water maze probe discrimination index scores (see Fig. 8B and Table 3).

Finally, we explored relationships between cytokine, behavioral and neurogenesis measures
that were modulated by conditioned running (Table 3 and Fig. 8B). New neuron number,
which was potentiated by running, correlated negatively with serum leptin level (p < 0.01)
but positively with hippocampal IL-18 (p < 0.001) and hippocampal GRO-KC (p < 0.01)
expression and tended to correlate negatively with hippocampal IL-1β expression (p = 0.06).
Immediate probe trial discrimination index scores, which increased with running, correlated
negatively with cortical VEGF levels (p < 0.05) and circulating levels of leptin (p < 0.05)
MCP-1 (p < 0.01) and GRO-KC (p < 0.01) and tended to correlate negatively with
hippocampal IL-1β (p = 0.06). Twenty-four hour discrimination index scores correlated
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negatively with circulating leptin levels (p < 0.01) and hippocampal IL-1β expression (p <
0.05). Interestingly, serum leptin levels correlated negatively with immediate discrimination
index scores (p < 0.05), 24 h discrimination index scores (p < 0.01) and new neuron
numbers (p < 0.01). Serum leptin level correlated positively with hippocampal IL-1β
concentrations (p < 0.05), and hippocampal IL-1β concentrations correlated negatively with
24 h water maze (p < 0.05) and 24 inhibitory retention (p < 0.05) performances. Cortical
VEGF tended to correlate negatively with 24 h inhibitory retention latencies (p = 0.06).

4. Discussion
An important goal for aging research is to identify markers of biological aging that predict
cognitive decline. In the current study, we measured hippocampal neurogenesis and
identified potential serum and central markers in rats after rejuvenating their cognition with
a behavioral treatment. Several months of food-motivated wheel running improved aging
rats’ abilities to rapidly learn a hidden platform location and retain or consolidate spatial/
contextual information. Hippocampal neurogenesis is a well-characterized marker of brain
aging that was potentiated by daily exercise in the current study along with correlated
increases in hippocampal IL-18 and GRO-KC. Both central and peripheral markers of
inflammation have been hypothesized to contribute to age-related decreases in cognitive
function and we found that daily exercise decreased hippocampal IL-1β expression, which
was correlated negatively with water maze and inhibitory avoidance memory scores. Due to
the invasive nature of identifying markers in brain tissue, many researchers have focused
upon identifying serum markers. In the aging rat, leptin emerged as a potential serum marker
for age-related declines in cognition and plasticity because it correlated negatively with
water maze performances and new neuron number. Moreover, daily exercise decreased
serum leptin along with serum MCP-1 (CCL2) levels and tended to decrease serum GRO-
KC (CXCL1) level. Interestingly, serum leptin, GRO-KC and MCP-1 levels along with
cortical VEGF level (which tended to decrease with daily exercise) correlated negatively
with the water maze learning index. Our data suggest that daily exercise may rejuvenate
cognition and neurogenesis in aging rats by modulating immune and neuroimmune signaling
pathways.

Our data suggest that the exercise protocol employed may rejuvenate cognition and
neurogenesis in aging rats by modulating immune and neuroimmune signaling pathways.
Importantly, the observed benefits may also be due to a caloric restriction associated with
the exercise protocol. Exercise and caloric restriction beneficially affect a number of
biological processes in aged rats that include the modulation of inflammatory signaling
pathways (see Chung et al., 2009). However, in the current study any caloric restriction was
voluntary and very mild producing body weight changes of less than 10% (compare masses
in Section 2.1; Bondolfi et al., 2004; Lee et al., 2000; Van der Borght et al., 2007), which
would also be consistent with an exercise-induced increase in fitness. Exercise is known to
stimulate neurogenesis in young and aged animals (Albeck et al., 2006; Brown et al., 2003;
Kobila et al., 2011; Parachikova et al., 2008; van Praag et al., 2005) while the effects of
caloric restriction on neurogenesis may be limited to younger animals (Lee et al., 2000; Van
der Borght, 2007; Bondolfi, 2004). Regardless, the inflammation associated with obesity and
a sedentary lifestyle is thought to contribute to diseases of aging and an understanding how
exercise with and without caloric restriction influences inflammatory signaling cascades will
be important for the development of treatments.

Consistent with previous studies conducted using socially isolated animals, wheel running
improved cognition (Albeck et al., 2006; Parachikova et al., 2008; van Praag et al., 2005)
and amplified basal levels of hippocampal neurogenesis without altering the percentage of
new cells that acquired neuronal or glial fates (Brown et al., 2003; Farmer et al., 2004;
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Kannangara et al., 2011; Kannangara et al., 2009; Kronenberg et al., 2006; Mustroph et al.,
2012; Snyder et al., 2009). Although our multiple injection paradigm and ~16–21 d-long
survival period cannot dissociate the between the effects of exercise on NPC proliferation
versus the survivability of new cells, these data are consistent with those of several other
studies showing that physical exercise increases NPC proliferation (Kempermann et al.,
2010; van Praag et al,, 1999). New neuron number tended to correlate positively with
immediate and delayed water maze probe trial discrimination index scores but not inhibitory
avoidance retention latency scores. Importantly, the 900 s latency ceiling employed in the
inhibitory avoidance task may have masked the relationship between the memory of
contextual information and new neuron number. We recently reported that new neuron
number strongly correlated with discrimination index scores in environmentally and socially
enriched aged rats and their controls (Speisman et al., 2012). While physical activity is
typically considered to induce neurogenesis, environmental enrichment is typically
considered to promote the survival and potentially the integration of new neurons into active
hippocampal networks (Deisseroth et al., 2004; Deng et al., 2010; Gould et al., 1999a;
Leuner et al., 2006; Stephens et al., 2012 but see Kobilo et al., 2011), which may more
profoundly impact hippocampal integrity (Kempermann et al., 2010).

Figure 8 illustrates a potential link between serum inflammatory markers and hippocampal
cytokines associated with cognition and neurogenesis. Exercise-modulated circulating leptin
level (Chennaoui et al., 2008; Novelli et al., 2004) correlated negatively with maze
discrimination index scores, new neuron number and the hippocampal expression of IL-18
but positively with hippocampal IL-1β expression. Although leptin’s pleiotropic effects are
typically associated with energy regulation, recent work suggests that leptin can directly
stimulate the proliferation of neural progenitor cells both in vitro and in vivo (Garza et al.,
2008; Perez-Gonzalez et al.). These data would suggest that serum leptin influences
hippocampal neurogenesis in the aging rat through an intermediary signaling molecule or
simply that the serum leptin levels detected in aged rats exceed those found in healthy young
animals to the point that they become detrimental. Consistent with the latter notion, exercise
decreased leptin levels in our aging rats. Indeed, leptin is emerging as a potential immune-
to-brain signaling mediator (Hosoi et al., 2002) because leptin levels are elevated by
peripheral inflammatory stimuli (Mastronardi et al., 2005; Sarraf et al., 1997) that
incidentally decrease neurogenesis (Monje et al., 2003) and leptin treatment increases brain
levels of hippocampal IL-1β (Hosoi et al., 2002). Alternatively, serum leptin concentration
in the current study may simply be a marker for an immune signaling cascade containing the
molecule that affects neurogenesis.

Indeed, serum GRO-KC and MCP-1 levels were also decreased by exercise, strongly
correlated with one another, and independently (along with leptin) correlated with the
acquisition of a spatial search strategy in the water maze (Tables 1 and 3 and Fig. 8).
Previous work has shown that MCP-1 levels that are elevated by high fat diet-induced
obesity in young mice, can be reduced by daily exercise (Kizaki et al., 2011). Recently,
Villeda and colleagues found that circulating CCL2, along with eotaxin (CCL11), MCP-5
(CCL12), MIP-3β (CCL19), haptoglobin and β2 microglobulin levels were related to age-
impaired neurogenesis and performance in a working/reference memory radial water maze
task. They then showed that circulating eotaxin levels alone could impair neurogenesis,
synaptic plasticity, working/reference memory and contextual fear conditioning (Villeda et
al., 2011). We neither detected an effect of exercise on circulating eotaxin levels, nor
relationships between circulating eotaxin levels and measures of neurogenesis or water maze
performance in aging rats. However, age-related changes in circulating eotaxin may be
species-dependent or relate to cognition and neurogenesis by interacting with another
variable that differed between studies. Nonetheless, exploring the molecular mechanisms by
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which circulating factors, such as leptin, GRO-KC, MCP-1 and perhaps eotaxin relate to
measures of cognition and plasticity are important future research avenues.

Another important finding of the current study is the compartmental specificity of exercise-
associated changes in cytokine levels. After several months of daily exercise, leptin levels
decreased only in serum and IL-1β was reduced and IL-18 increased only in the
hippocampus (Table 1). A previous report also found that daily treadmill exercise decreases
hippocampal, but not circulating, cortical, cerebellar or pituitary levels of IL-1β in young
rats (Chennaoui et al., 2008). Our data extends these findings to aging rats, by showing that
hippocampal, but not cortical or circulating IL-1β levels are reduced by exercise.
Furthermore, hippocampal IL-1β expression was correlated positively with serum leptin and
negatively correlated with both water maze and inhibitory avoidance memory scores (Table
3 and Fig. 8). Leptin is actively transported across the blood-brain-barrier (Morrison, 2009)
and previous work has demonstrated that leptin treatment increases IL-1β in the
hippocampus (Hosoi et al., 2002), providing one possible mechanism for the observed
relationship. Moreover, the inverse relationship between IL-1β and cognition is consistent
with a growing body of work indicating that elevated hippocampal IL-1β levels impair
memory and synaptic plasticity in young and aged rats (Barrientos et al., 2009; Barrientos et
al., 2006; Barrientos et al., 2003; Chennaoui et al., 2008; Hein et al., 2010; O'Callaghan et
al., 2009). Together these data suggest that hippocampal IL-1β concentration may be a
reliable biomarker of mnemonic decline and, along with circulating leptin, a target for
nootropic drug development.

In contrast to IL-1β, IL-18 and GRO-KC levels were increased in the hippocampus of the
exercise group. Hippocampal IL-18 and GRO-KC concentrations correlated positively with
one another and independently with new neuron number, while hippocampal IL-18
concentration correlated negatively with hippocampal IL-1β concentration (Fig. 8). Daily
exercise has been shown previously to potentiate hippocampal GROα (murine CXCL1)
mRNA levels in aging Tg2576 mice that express human amyloid protein (Parachikova et al.,
2008). Interestingly, these mice also exhibited improved water radial arm maze performance
and decreased hippocampal IL-1β levels (Nichol et al., 2008; Parachikova et al., 2008).
GRO-KC stimulates adult rat spinal cord oligodendrocyte (Robinson et al., 1998) and fetal
ventral midbrain precursor (Edman et al., 2008) proliferation and IL-18 may attenuate
neuronal differentiation in cultured fetal rat-derived neural progenitor cells (Liu et al., 2005),
but this is the first report of a relationship between either factor and adult NPC behavior, to
our knowledge. Conflicting reports suggest that IL-18 promotes neuroprotection and spatial
ability (Ryu et al.; Yaguchi et al.) but also age-related cognitive decline (Blalock et al.,
2003; Mawhinney et al.). Our data showing that exercise-increased hippocampal IL-18
levels correlate positively with new neuron number (which correlate positively with spatial
ability in aging rats; Table 2 and Speisman et al., 2012) are consistent with the former
notion. The question remains as to how IL-18 could be linked to improved hippocampal
function. One possibility is that exercise may improve hippocampal health and stimulate
neurogenesis in the aging brain by improving vascular health (Palmer et al., 2000). GRO-
KC and IL-18 exhibit pro-angiogenic properties and are linked through ras-raf-ERK-MAPK
signaling (Park et al., 2001; Zhong et al., 2008). Although we did not observe an exercise-
induced shift in hippocampal VEGF levels, previous research indicates that running
potentiates hippocampal neurogenesis through VEGF activity in young mice (Fabel et al.,
2003; Tang et al., 2010) and increases hippocampal VEGF levels in middle-aged mice
(Latimer et al., 2011). However, VEGF levels are known to decline in the aged brain (Shetty
et al., 2005) and may require rejuvenation before exercise can potentiate neurogenesis
beyond a basal level (Fig. 6 versus Speisman et al., 2012). Note that although every analyte
measured was detected in the hippocampus or cortex (from which similar amounts of protein
were harvested), the volume of protein obtained from ½ of the hippocampus or cortex could

Speisman et al. Page 17

Brain Behav Immun. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2014 February 01.

$w
aterm

ark-text
$w

aterm
ark-text

$w
aterm

ark-text



have been too small to quantify changes in the concentration low-level analytes, such as
VEGF.

Our cluster analyses further suggest that cytokine signaling in aging rat runners and their
controls is compartmentalized. In serum, we found strong positive correlations between
GRO-KC and MCP-1 and between IL-6 and IL-13 concentrations. Coordinated monocyte/
macrophage-derived serum MCP-1 and GRO-KC concentrations have been reported in
models of wound repair-induced angiogenesis and in the serum of LPS-treated mice
(Barcelos et al., 2004; Erickson and Banks, 2011) and coordinated circulating IL-13 and
IL-6 concentrations may be consistent with the heightened Th2 response hypothesized to
occur with age (Grolleau-Julius et al., 2010). Although IL-13 was detected in cortical
clusters and GRO-KC and MCP-1 were detected hippocampal clusters we did not detect
between-compartments correlations that would indicate direct diffusion or transport across
the blood-brain-barrier to either location.

In the brain, we detected correlated concentrations of cytokines that were distinct in the
cortex and hippocampus. In the cortex, concentrations of structurally and functionally
homologous IL-13 and IL-4, which are expressed by microglia and typically associated with
anti-inflammatory and neuroprotective effects in the brain were correlated (Opal and
DePalo, 2000; Ponomarev et al., 2007; Shin et al., 2004). Cortical GM-CSF was detected in
separate clusters with IL-2, IL-10 and IL-18. Astrocytic GM-CSF acts on its receptors
expressed by microglia and oligodendrocytes (Kimura et al., 2000). IL-2 and its receptor
protein is thought to be expressed by neurons, glia and microglia while IL-18 mRNA is
expressed by microglia with its receptors being expressed by neurons, astrocytes and
microglia throughout the brain (Hanisch and Quirion, 1995; Tambuyzer et al., 2009). While
the relationship between brain IL-2 and GM-CSF is unclear, IL-10 decreases but IL-18
increases GM-CSF production by peripheral immune cells and IL-10 may suppress
microglial inflammatory responses (Lee et al., 2010).

In the hippocampus, VEGF correlated independently with IL-2 and MCP-1, IL-5, and finally
IL-17. Endothelial VEGF production can be stimulated by IL-2, and microglial, endothelial
cell or smooth muscle cell MCP-1 expression in response to vascular injury (Parenti et al.,
2004). IL-5 and IL-17, often associated with allergic reactions, can also stimulate VEGF
production. Interestingly, the injury-induced expression of MIP-1α, MCP-1, GM-CSF, and
TNF-α and in some cases IL-1β appears to recruit macrophages and induce phagocytosis
(Ousman and David, 2001). The coordinated concentration of IL-2 with this cluster is
interesting because IL-2 is often associated with self-recognition (Kolls and Linden, 2004).
IL-2 and IL-4 are co-regulated by exhaustive acute exercise in muscle and in serum
presumably to stimulate repair processes (Rosa Neto et al., 2011). Relationships between
IL-2 and IL-4, IL-2 and GRO-KC, and between IL4 and IL-6 that we detected in the
hippocampus have not yet been reported in the brain, to our knowledge. Future work that
confirms and expands these regionally distinct neuroimmune signaling pathways and tests
their effects in the aging brain will be critical for understanding their impact on cognition
and plasticity. Certainly, regional changes in other signaling systems are under exploration
in the aging brain (for example, see McQuail et al., 2012).

Implications
Daily exercise improved spatial/contextual ability, perhaps by stimulating hippocampal
plasticity in the form of neurogenesis and by modulating immune and neuroimmune
signaling. Daily exercise was associated with the decreased expression of factors that
correlated negatively with learning, memory and neurogenesis measures but the increased
expression of factors that correlated positively with our neurogenesis measure. The picture
of how immune and neuroimmune signaling impacts cognition and plasticity is growing. We
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add to this picture by showing that exercise modulates factors distinctly in serum and in the
brain, suggesting that immune factors do not appreciably diffuse or are transported into the
brains of aging rats that exercise and their controls. We also found that exercise modulated
neuroimmune factors distinctly in the cortex and hippocampus, which supports the notion
that in the brain, neuroimmune signaling is region-specific. Serum leptin emerged as a
biomarker for both brain and cognitive aging. Along with serum leptin, serum MCP-1 and
GRO-KC levels may predict spatial ability. We confirmed that hippocampal IL-1β levels
may be a marker of mnemonic ability and we discovered that hippocampal IL-18 and GRO-
KC levels correlated positively with neurogenesis. In summary, our work suggests that
engaging in physical activity may reverse some aspects of age-related cognitive decline,
perhaps by stimulating neurogenesis and by modulating beneficial and detrimental aspects
of immune and neuroimmune signaling. Our correlational data begin to provide a framework
for systematically manipulating these immune and neuroimmune signaling molecules to test
their effects on cognition and neurogenesis across lifespan in future experiments.
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Highlights

Daily exercise may rejuvenate age-impaired cognition and hippocampal neurogenesis by
modulating immune and neuroimmune signaling pathways.
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Figure 1. Experiment timeline
Male F344 rats (18 mo) were assigned randomly to either a conditioned running (n = 6)
group that voluntarily ran for food for the entire 18 weeks-long experiment or a sedentary
control (n = 6) group fed ad libitum. All rats underwent water maze training and testing
during the 13th week followed by inhibitory avoidance training and testing during the 14th

week. During the 16th week, the rats were BrdU-injected (50 mg/kg/day; i.p.) daily for 5
days and then killed at the end of the 18th week to quantify 24 immune and neuroimmune
cytokine simultaneously with hippocampal neurogenesis.
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Figure 2. Runners and controls perform similarly on the visible platform task
Data are shown as group means (±S.E.M.). Gray circles represent control values and black
squares represent conditioned runner values. (A) Conditioned runners and controls located
and escaped to a visible water maze platform with equal proficiency (interaction effect:
p=0.90). Planned comparisons confirmed decreased pathlengths on the 5th block relative to
the 1st block for control rats (*p< 0.05) and conditioned runner rats (*p< 0.05), confirming
similar sensorimotor and procedural abilities between groups. (B) Regardless of exercise
history (interaction effect: p=0.20), rats decreased the amount of time in a block spent
swimming around the outer annulus of the water maze as training commenced (blocks 1, 2 >
3 and 5 and block 2 > 4; all p values <0.05). (C) Although conditioned runners tended to
swim more quickly on all visible platform training blocks combined (p = 0.08), all rats
(interaction effect: p = 0.83) significantly decreased their swim speeds across trials (p <
0.01). Specifically, the aged rats swam more quickly on Block 1 versus 3, 4 and 5 and on
Block 2 versus 5 (all p values < 0.05).
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Figure 3. Conditioned runners outperformed controls on the water maze hidden platform task
Data are shown as group means (±S.E.M.). Gray circles represent control values and black
squares represent conditioned runner values. (A) All rats combined swam more directly to
the hidden water maze platform as training commenced (block 1 > 3 and 4, all p values <
0.05), but conditioned runners swam more directly than controls, regardless of training block
(p < 0.01), particularly on the 1st, 4th and 5th training blocks (*all p values < 0.05). Because
runners outperformed controls on the 1st training block, we confirmed average pathlength
slopes were steeper for runners (−130.22±37.53 cm/block) versus controls (−5.36±35.65 cm/
block) across hidden training blocks 2–5 (gray dotted lines; p < 0.05). A paired t-test
confirmed that the rats exhibited similar pathlengths on the 5th and a 6th training block
administered after the 1 h probe trial to reinforce the association between locating the
platform and escape from the pool (p=0.55). (B) Although conditioned runners spent
significantly less time in the outer annulus than controls on all blocks combined (p < 0.05),
all rats combined reduced the % of time spent in the outer annulus of the maze (Blocks 1, 2
> 5; all p values <0.05). (C) Conditioned runners swam significantly faster to the hidden
platform than controls on all blocks combined (p < 0.01) and while they maintained their
faster swim speeds across trials, control rats swam significantly slower than conditioned
runners on Blocks 2–5 (all p values < 0.01) and slower than they swam on the first training
block (Block 1 > 2, 3, 4 and 5; aall p values < 0.01).
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Figure 4. Conditioned runners exhibit better memory in the water maze and on an inhibitory
avoidance task
(A). A 60 s probe trial was conducted immediately after or 24 h after the final hidden
platform trial and mean % time spent in the goal quadrant (±S.E.M.) is depicted for the
controls (gray bars) and conditioned runners (black bars). On the immediate probe
(**p=0.0003) and on the 24 h probe (*p=0.026), conditioned runners spent significantly
more time in the goal quadrant than control rats did. (B) Individual discrimination index
(DI) scores were calculated for control (gray circles) and conditioned runner rats (black
squares) and then plotted. Positive scores represent better goal (versus opposite) quadrant
discrimination. Conditioned runners exhibited better DI scores on both the immediate (*p <
0.01) and 24 h (*p < 0.01) water maze probe trials than control rats. (C) Finally, rats were
trained (white bars) and then tested 1 h (light gray bars) and 24 h (dark gray bars) after
training in an inhibitory avoidance task. Conditioned runners and controls entered the dark
side of the inhibitory avoidance chamber that delivered shock equally as quickly during the
acquisition phase of the task (p=0.90). Although both control and conditioned runners
exhibited similar 1 h retention latencies, conditioned runners took significantly longer than
controls to re-enter the dark side 24 h after training (p<0.05).
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Figure 5. Conditioned running potentiated hippocampal neurogenesis in aging rats
(A) Transmitted light micrograph showing new (BrdU+; in brown) cells located through the
GCL and SGZ of aged rats under a 10X objective revealed by DAB. (B) Shows a subset of
BrdU+ cells depicted in (A) under the 40X objective used for counting. (C and D) Confocal
images of samples of new cells (BrdU/DAPI+; in white and red) expressing the neuronal
proteins DCX (in blue) and NeuN (in green; [C]) or the astrocyte protein GFAP (in blue;
[D]). Insets show each channel independently and scale bars represent 10 µm. (A, B and E)
More BrdU+ cells were detected in the dentate gyri of conditioned runners vs. controls (*p <
0.01). (C, D and F) Similar percentages of new cells in the dentate gyri of conditioned

Speisman et al. Page 33

Brain Behav Immun. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2014 February 01.

$w
aterm

ark-text
$w

aterm
ark-text

$w
aterm

ark-text



runners and controls expressed immature neuronal (DCX+), transitioning neuronal (DCX/
NeuN+), mature neuronal (NeuN+), oligodendroglial (NG2+) or astroglial (GFAP+) proteins.
Consistent with the ~2 week survival period, most new cells expressed mature neuronal
phenotypes, followed by astrocyte and transitioning neuronal phenotypes. (G) The total
estimated new neuron number was significantly higher in conditioned runners versus
controls (*p < 0.01). Data are group means ±S.E.M obtained from conditioned runners
(black bars) and controls (gray bars).

Speisman et al. Page 34

Brain Behav Immun. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2014 February 01.

$w
aterm

ark-text
$w

aterm
ark-text

$w
aterm

ark-text



Figure 6. Probe trials scores relate to measures of neurogenesis in aging rats
Spearman rank correlations were conducted on total new (BrdU+) DCX and/or NeuN+

neuron numbers and DI scores obtained from control rats (light gray squares) and
conditioned runners (black squares). Total new neuron number tended to correlate with (A)
DI scores obtained in the immediate probe trial (p=0.08) and (B) DI scores obtained from
the 24 h probe trial (p = 0.059).
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Figure 7. Cytokine clusters detected in the serum, hippocampal and cortical samples obtained
from aging rats
To confirm and expand upon known cytokine pathways, we examined cytokines with
concentrations that changed in a coordinated fashion. Cytokine pairs were plotted in
descending order based upon Spearman r values deemed statistically significant after
Bonferroni corrections. If one cytokine in a correlated pair about to be plotted was already
part of a plotted cluster, and the unplotted cytokine was correlated with all cytokines in the
plotted cluster, then the new pair was added to the cluster. If the unplotted cytokine of the
pair about to be plotted was not significantly correlated with all cytokines in the existing
cluster, the pair was plotted as a new cluster. Proteins are color coded by their known
primary function and green and red lines represent positive and negative correlations,
respectively. We detected 2 serum cytokine clusters, 8 hippocampus cytokine clusters and 4
cortical clusters in aging rats. Note that no between-compartment clusters indicative of
immune-to-brain signaling pathways modulated by running in aged rats were detected.
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Figure 8. Some cytokines are modulated in a coordinated fashion by conditioned running in
aging rats and relate to measures of hippocampus-dependent behavior and hippocampal
neurogenesis
Spearman rank correlations were run on immune and neuroimmune cytokines with
concentrations that were modulated by running (see Table 1), water maze DI scores,
inhibitory avoidance retention latencies and total new neuron number. Of the cytokines
altered by daily exercise, several were modulated in a coordinated fashion. Cytokines are
color-coded to denote their primary, typically systemic, known function. Concentrations
increased by running are plotted in the green circle while those that decrease are plotted in
the red circle. Negatively correlated cytokines are linked with red lines while positively
correlated cytokines are linked with green lines. (B) Depicts relationships between
cytokines, behavioral measures and measures of neurogenesis that were modulated by
running. Water maze discrimination index scores, inhibitory avoidance 24 h retention
latencies and new neuron number were significantly affected by conditioned running. Note
that only statistically significant correlations (p < 0.05) are shown.
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