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Abstract

Background: Short-term dietary restriction (DR) without malnutrition preconditions against surgical stress in rodents;

however, the nutritional basis and underlying nutrient/energy-sensing pathways remain poorly understood.

Objectives: We investigated the relative contribution of protein restriction (PR) vs. calorie restriction (CR) to protection from renal

ischemia reperfusion injury (IRI) and changes in organ-autonomous nutrient/energy-sensing pathways and hormones underlying

beneficial effects.

Methods: Mice were preconditioned on experimental diets lacking total calories (0–50% CR) or protein/essential amino acids

(EAAs) vs. complete diets consumed ad libitum (AL) for 1 wk before IRI. Renal outcome was assessed by serum markers and

histology and integrated over a 2-dimensional protein/energy landscape by geometric framework analysis. Changes in renal

nutrient/energy-sensing signal transduction and systemic hormones leptin and adiponectin were also measured. The genetic

requirement for amino acid sensing via general control non-derepressible 2 (GCN2)was testedwith knockout vs. controlmice. The

involvement of the hormone leptin was tested by injection of recombinant protein vs. vehicle during the preconditioning period.

Results: CR-mediated protectionwas dose dependent up to 50%withmaximal 2-fold effect sizes. PR benefitswere abrogated

by EAA re-addition and additive with CR, with maximal benefits at any given amount of CR occurring with a protein-free diet.

GCN2 was not required for functional benefits of PR. Activation and repression of nutrient/energy-sensing kinases, AMP-

activated protein kinase (AMPK) andmechanistic target of rapamycin complex 1 (mTORC1), respectively, on PR reflected a state

of negative energy balance, paralleled by 13% weight loss and an 87% decrease in leptin, independent of calorie intake.

Recombinant leptin administration partially abrogated benefits of dietary preconditioning against renal IRI.

Conclusions: In male mice, PR and CR both contributed to the benefits of short-term DR against renal IRI independent

of GCN2 but partially dependent on reduced circulating leptin and coincident with AMPK activation and mTORC1

repression. J Nutr 2015;145:1717–27.
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Introduction

Dietary restriction (DR)10, defined as reduced food intake
without malnutrition, describes various interventional ap-

proaches that consistently extend life span in most organisms
tested, including yeast, fruit flies, worms, and rodents (1, 2). DR
also improves metabolic fitness and increases resistance to a
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number of acute stressors, ranging from heat shock to oxidative
stress to starvation. DR has similar benefits on metabolic fitness
in humans, improving glucose homeostasis, altering circulating
lipid profiles, and improving cardiovascular health (3–6).

Recent data indicate beneficial effects of short-term applica-
tion of DR (in the range of days to weeks) in preclinical models
(7). For example, fasting and DR can precondition against
oxidative and genotoxic stress associated with endpoints that
range from chemotherapy to surgical ischemia reperfusion
injury (IRI) (8–11). Importantly, short-term DR can precondi-
tion against focal stroke in rats, one of the main complications
of cardiovascular surgery, resulting in considerable morbidity
and mortality, and for which there is currently no commonly
accepted risk mitigation strategy (12).

Whether the macronutrient source of calories (carbohy-
drates, fat, or protein) is important in the benefits of DR and,
indeed, whether calorie restriction (CR) is a better name, is still a
matter of debate. In rodents, the nutritional basis of DR was
most heavily studied in the context of longevity and aging-
related disorders, and is dose dependent, with life span increas-
ing with decreasing calorie intake up to near the point of
starvation (13–15). Early experimental attempts to characterize
the relative contribution of reduced calories vs. reduction of
specific nutrients led to a range of conclusions. Some showed
additive benefits of protein restriction (PR) and energy restric-
tion (16). Others showed a negligible influence of the source of
calories (protein, fat) (17). Still others showed the importance
of PR in the benefits of DR (18, 19). In the fruit fly, restriction of
calories from yeast (the sole source of protein) imparts greater
life span extension than reduction of the same amount of
calories from sucrose (20, 21). Moreover, add-back of essential
amino acids (EAAs) to a restricted diet optimized for longevity
abrogates life span extension (22). Together, these findings
support the notion that protein sensing may play an evolution-
arily conserved role in conferring the protection induced by DR.

The mechanisms underlying protein/EAA sensing and how
they trigger a protective response are largely unknown. Intra-
cellular AA-sensing pathways include the general control non-
derepressible 2 (GCN2) kinase and the mechanistic target
of rapamycin complex 1 (mTORC1). GCN2 senses AA insuffi-
ciency by binding to cognate uncharged transfer RNAs
(tRNAs) (23). Activated GCN2 phosphorylates and inactivates
the eukaryotic initiation factor 2a (eIF2a), setting off a cascade
of events that result in altered translation and transcription (23).
AA sufficiency, however, is sensed indirectly by mTORC1, a
kinase that integrates availability of nutrients with the presence
of growth factors and energy (24). In the presence of permissive
AAs such as leucine (25), mTORC1 phosphorylates downstream
targets, including the p70 ribosomal S6 protein kinase (S6K) and
the eukaryotic initiation factor 4E-binding protein 1 (4E-BP1),
with pleiotropic effects on cell growth and metabolism (26).
Importantly, mTORC1 is negatively regulated by the energy-
sensing protein AMP-activated protein kinase (AMPK), which
is allosterically activated at low energetic cellular amounts by
AMP (27). AMPK and mTORC1 activity are also coordina-
tely regulated by fat-derived hormones (adipokines), including
adiponectin and leptin, which convey information on energy
availability in an endocrine fashion; AMPK is activated
by adiponectin (28–30), and mTORC1 is activated by leptin
(31, 32).

In mammals, the benefits of short-term DR in a preclinical
model of IRI to the kidney or the liver can be achieved by a
variety of dietary preconditioning regimens, including fasting,
reduced food intake (8), sugar-only liquid diets (33), PR (34), or

restriction of an EAA (11). In the case of tryptophan restriction,
GCN2 is required for benefits against renal and hepatic IRI (11).
In the liver, however, benefits of PR are maintained in mice that
lack GCN2 but not in mice with constitutive mTORC1 activation
on genetic ablation of the tuberous sclerosis complex (TSC)
repressor complex (34). In the kidney, the relative importance
of CR vs. reduced protein or EAAs and the role of associated
nutrient/energy-sensing mechanisms for protection against renal
IRI are not known. Here, we used diet-induced protection against
renal IRI to define the contribution of protein vs. carbohydrate/fat
CR in the benefits of short-term DR that lasted 1 wk, and further
to define the nutrient/energy-sensing pathways involved.

Methods

Mice. Male, 8-wk-old B6D2F1/J hybrid mice were purchased from The
Jackson Laboratory. GCN2 knockout (KO) and control C57BL/6 mice

were obtained as previously reported (11). Mice were maintained under

standard laboratory conditions and allowed free access to water and
food except as noted. Mice were killed by cervical dislocation while

under isoflurane anesthesia. All experiments were performed with the

approval of the Harvard Medical Area Institutional Animal Care and

Use Committee.

Diets and feeding. Semipurified diets (Research Diets) were pur-

chased in powdered form for customization with sucrose, casein, or

crystalline L-AAs (Ajinmoto North America, Inc.) (Supplemental

Tables 1–3) (35) and delivered in a final 1% agar form (34) to prevent

loss of food due to crumbling of the pellets, allowing for accurate

measurements of daily food intake. This soft, nonpelleted form also

prevented the potential of dominant mice from sequestering individual
food pellets and eating more than others in the cage, thus allowing for

group housing of mice and the resulting improved ability to maintain body

temperature both during the preconditioning period and after the surgery.
Experimental diets were provided daily at ;1800 before the dark phase

when mice consume most of their food. At the same time, weight of food

remaining and individual mouse weights were recorded for calculating food

intake per gram of body weight on a per cage basis each day.

Renal ischemia reperfusion model. Bilateral renal ischemia for

30 min, followed by reperfusion for #3 d, was performed as described

previously (11, 36). Surgery orders within each experimental group
were staggered over the time it took to complete the procedures,

typically between 1000 and 1500. All mice were returned to clean cages

and given ad libitum (AL) access to a complete diet immediately after
surgery. Urea was measured in serum collected before ischemia and

daily for 3 d after reperfusion by using a modified Jung method as

described previously (11, 36). Serum urea values from each of these

time points were used to calculate an AUC value of renal function for
each mouse, with higher serum urea AUCs representing increased renal

dysfunction. Serum creatinine was measured as described previously

(11, 36).

Blood and serummeasurements. Blood glucose determinations were

performed on fresh blood with an Easy Check DiabetesMeter Kit (Home

Aide Diagnostics) according to the manufacturer�s instructions. Serum-
free AAs from a fixed volume of serum were analyzed by mass

spectrometry as described previously (34). Serum leptin and adiponectin

were determined with ELISA kits (R&D Systems).

Histopathology. Kidneys were harvested 3 d after IRI and fixed in 10%

buffered formalin for paraffin embedding, sectioning, and hematoxylin/

eosin staining. A minimum of 3 sections, 500 mm apart on each kidney,

were analyzed at a 403 magnification for signs of tubular necrosis,
including tubular cell swelling, vacuolization, nuclear degradation, and

disruption of the normal tubular structural characteristics. The percent-

age of tubular necrosis in the cortex and corticomedullar region was

estimated from a minimum of 15 fields per section according to the
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following histopathologic grading scale: 1) 0–25% necrosis, 2) 25–50%
necrosis, 3) 50–75% necrosis, and 4) 75–100% necrosis.

Immunoblotting. Extracts from snap-frozen kidneys homogenized

with an IKA T10 Ultra-Turrax were resolved by SDS-PAGE and

transferred to Immobilon-P polyvinylidene difluoride membranes

(Millipore). The list of antibodies and dilutions is included in Supple-

mental Methods. Quantitation of chemiluminescent signals on film was

performed with Image J (NIH).

Leptin administration. Recombinant mouse leptin (10 mg; R&D
Systems) in saline was administered twice daily by intraperitoneal

injection during the preconditioning period.

Experiment 1: Dose-dependent effects of 1 wk of CR against

bilateral renal IRI. The purpose of this experiment was to establish the

dose-response relation between severity of food restriction for 1 wk and

protection from renal IRI. We used an experimental design with
between-subjects factor of food dose. Group-housed mice (4–5 mice/

cage, 2–3 cages per group) were preconditioned for 1 wkwith a complete

diet (Supplemental Table 1) consumed AL or restricted up to ;50%

daily. Because food intake of AL-fed mice varied from experiment to
experiment, the amount of food given to the restricted groups was based

on a fixed energy intake per initial weight of mice in the cage (1.7–0.9 kJ/g)

and remained constant throughout the preconditioning period. After

preconditioning, all mice were subject to renal IRI. Food intake and body
weight were measured daily before and after renal IRI. Blood glucose

was measured immediately before renal IRI. Serum urea was measured

before ischemia and daily for 3 d after reperfusion. Renal histology was
assessed on day 3 after reperfusion.

Experiment 2: PR vs. carbohydrate restriction in protection from

renal IRI by CR. The purpose of this experiment was to measure the
relative contribution of restriction of an equal number of calories derived

specifically from protein or carbohydrate relative to a complete diet on

protection from renal IRI. We used an experimental design with between-

subjects factor of diet (complete, protein CR, sucrose CR). Because the
magnitude of food restriction that yielded significant functional benefits

in experiment 1 was on the order of 30%, we constructed the protein CR

and sucrose CR diets so that >30% of calories from these macronutrients

could be withheld while keeping intake of other macronutrients and
micronutrients constant. The resulting complete diet contained 34%

protein (casein) and 34% carbohydrate (sucrose) by weight (Supple-

mental Table 2). In the first arm of this experiment, group-housed mice

(4–5 mice/cage, 2–3 cages per group) were preconditioned for 1 wk with
the complete diet consumed AL or with restricted amounts of the protein

CR or sucrose CR diets so that intake of fat and micronutrients was held

constant among all groups, and that CRwas specifically from an isocaloric
amount of protein or sucrose, respectively. Food intake and body weight

were measured daily before and after renal IRI. Blood glucose was

measured immediately before renal IRI. Serum urea was measured

before ischemia and daily for 3 d after reperfusion. A second arm of the
experiment was performed to measure the relative contribution of

restriction of protein vs. sucrose CR in the context of overall reduced

calorie intake. It used a similar design as in arm 1 with 10 mice/group in

cages of 5 mice each, but with a further;20% enforced food restriction
in each diet group (complete, protein CR, sucrose CR) relative to arm 1.

Experiment 3: Role of AA composition in protection from renal IRI

by PR. The purpose of this experiment was to test whether protection
from renal IRI mediated by PR was specific to restriction of total AAs or

particular groups of AAs, namely EAAs or non-EAAs (NEAAs). We used

an experimental design with between-subjects factor of dietary AA
composition [complete, protein free (PF), NEAA only, EAA only]. In the

first arm of this experiment, mice (n = 5/group) consumed AL for 1 wk

before induction of renal IRI with 1 of 4 different isocaloric diets as

described in Supplemental Table 3, with 18% calories from casein
(complete), sucrose (PF), casein NEAA (NEAA only), or casein EAA

(EAA only). Food intake and body weight were measured daily before

and after renal IRI. Blood glucose was measured immediately before

renal IRI. Serum urea was measured before ischemia and daily for 3 d

after reperfusion. A second arm of the experiment with the same

purpose, experimental design, and measures was performed with 5–10
mice/group preconditioned with the same 4 diets for 1 wk but at 50%

overall CR to overcome differential intake of these diets observed on AL

feeding in arm 1.

Experiment 4: Evaluation of the effects of 1 wk of combined PR

and CR against renal IRI in male mice. The purpose of this

experiment was to determine whether PR and CR were additive in their

ability to protect against renal IRI. We used an experimental design with
between-subjects factor of food dose by using a PF diet. Group-housed

mice (4–5 per cage, 2–3 cages per group) were preconditioned for 1 wk

with a PF diet (Supplemental Table 1) consumed AL or restricted up to

;40% daily, based on a fixed energy intake per initial weight of mice in
the cage (1.7–1.1 kJ/g). Food intake and body weight were measured

daily before and after renal IRI. Blood glucose was measured immedi-

ately before renal IRI. Serum urea was measured before ischemia and
daily for 3 d after reperfusion.

Experiment 5: Molecular mechanisms of dietary preconditioning

against renal IRI. The purpose of this experiment was to investigate
changes in nutrient/energy signal transduction in kidneys and systemic

changes in metabolism and circulating energy metabolites and adipokine

hormones as a function of PR and CR to understand underlying

mechanisms of DR-mediated protection from renal IRI. A 2 3 2 study
design was used in which 4 groups of mice (n = 5/group) were fed

complete or PF diets (Supplemental Table 1) either AL or 50% restricted

for 1 wk before harvest. Food intake and body weights were measured

daily. Extracts prepared from frozen kidneys were used for immuno-
blotting of markers of target nutrient/energy-sensing pathways. Serum

collected at harvest was used for analysis of circulating free AAs and

adipokines. Serum-free AAs were divided into EAAs and NEAAs and
were expressed as a percentage of the mean of the AL complete diet

group.

Experiment 6: Genetic requirement for GCN2 in dietary precondi-

tioning against renal IRI. The purpose of this experiment was to test

the genetic requirement for GCN2 in PR-mediated protection from renal
IRI. We used an experimental design with between-subjects factor of

protein dose (complete vs. PF diet; Supplemental Table 1). GCN2 KO

mice (n = 9/group) and littermate control mice (n = 5/group) were

preconditioned for 1 wk with complete or PF diets before induction of
renal IRI. Serum urea was measured 1 d after reperfusion.

Experiment 7: Role of leptin in dietary preconditioning against

renal IRI. The purpose of this experiment was to test the role of reduced

circulating leptin in DR-mediated protection from renal IRI. We used an

experimental design with between-subjects factor of recombinant leptin
treatment. Mice preconditioned for 1 wk with a PF diet (Supplemental

Table 1) restricted daily by ;40% (n = 14/group) or a complete diet

(Supplemental Table 1) consumed AL (n = 10–15/group) were treated
with recombinant leptin or vehicle (saline) twice daily during the

preconditioning period before induction of renal IRI. Serum urea was

measured 1 d after reperfusion.

Modeling. For curve fitting, serum urea AUC data from experiments

1 and 4 were fitted to be exponentially dependent, and corresponding

Pearson�s correlation was calculated with the stats package in R version

3.1.0 (R Development Core Team) (37). For geometric framework,
statistical modeling of the data from experiments 1, 2, and 4 was

performed with the help of thin-plate splines over the diet composition

(protein vs. fat/carbohydrate calories) as described previously (20).

Statistical analysis. Data are expressed as the mean6 SEM. Statistical

analyses were performed in GraphPad Prism (GraphPad Inc.). Measures

from experiments 1–4 with between-subjects designs were analyzed by
1-factor ANOVA with Dunnett�s multiple comparisons test to compare

means to the corresponding complete diet control group fed on an AL

basis or restricted as in the second arms of experiments 2 and 3. In
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experiment 1, Pearson�s correlations were calculated between food dose

and preoperative weight loss, blood glucose, or change in postoperative

weight and between serum urea AUC and histopathology score or
change in postoperative weight. Measures from experiment 5 with a 23
2 design were analyzed by 2-factor ANOVA with Tukey�s multiple

comparisons tests that compared all combinations of means, including

main effects of dietary protein content, calorie intake, and interactions.
Student�s t tests were used to compare means between diet groups

within each genotype in experiment 6 and between leptin treatment

groups within diet group in experiment 7. P # 0.05 was considered

significant.

Results

Protection against renal IRI by CR is dose dependent. In
experiment 1, mice were preconditioned over a range of
restricted food amounts to establish the dose-response to 1 wk
of CR (Figure 1A–C). Food restriction was fixed to initial body
weight (Supplemental Figure 1A) and correlated significantly
with changes in body weight (Figure 1D; r = 0.99, P < 0.0001)
and blood glucose concentrations (Supplemental Figure 1B; r =
0.94, P = 0.0012) at the end of 1 wk of preconditioning. After
surgical induction of renal IRI, all mice continued to lose body
weight despite AL access to a complete diet; however, mice
preconditioned at 1.5–0.9 kJ/g lost significantly less weight
because of increased food intake after surgery in a dose-
dependent fashion that correlated with the magnitude of food
restriction before surgery (Figure 1E; r = 20.99, P = 0.0002).

Serum urea AUC, a measure of renal function, was signif-
icantly improved by preconditioning at 1.5–0.9 kJ/g relative to
the AL group (Figure 1F, Supplemental Figure 1C). Because
functional protection also correlated with reduced weight loss
over the 3-d period after IRI (r = 20.84, P < 0.04) likely
because of increased intake of a complete diet (Supplemental
Figure 1D), it is unlikely that reduced protein intake before
injury was causative of reduced serum urea after injury.
However, to confirm that differences in urea were related to actual
kidney injury, we performed histopathology on kidneys on the third
day after ischemia. Kidneys from mice with AL diet exhibited
extensive tubular necrosis, characterized by pyknosis, karyorrhexis,
and proteinaceous cast formation consistent with tubular destruc-
tion and loss of function (Figure 1G). Similar types of changes were
observed in mice preconditioned with CR (Figure 1H, I) but to a
significantly lesser degree, correlating with functional measures of
protection (Figure 1J; r = 0.92, P < 0.01).

PR benefits are separable from carbohydrate restriction at

low levels of CR. In experiment 2 we assessed the isolated
contribution of PR vs. carbohydrate restriction to dietary
preconditioning benefits. On the basis of the observation in
experiment 1 that functional benefits within a week of CR
required ;30% restriction, we engineered a diet that contained
>30% calories from protein (Supplemental Table 2) so that
removing protein would reach this CR threshold. Mice given
limited access (1.3 kJ/g daily; ;20% CR) to a diet based on this
complete formulation but lacking either protein (protein CR) or
an isocaloric amount of sucrose (sucrose CR; Figure 2A, B) lost
weight relative to the control AL complete diet group before
ischemia (Figure 2C). Because mice consumed less of the
complete diet than predicted, possibly because of the high-
protein content, relative consumption of protein CR and sucrose
CR diet resulted in ;20% CR relative to the AL-fed complete
diet group (Figure 2B). After ischemia, only the protein CR
group displayed significantly reduced postoperative weight loss

(Figure 2D), whereas both the protein CR and sucrose CR
groups displayed significant functional benefits (Figure 2E).

In a second arm of experiment 2, we assessed the effects of the
complete, protein CR, and sucrose CR diets at an overall
reduced energy level by restricting intake of each of these diets
by an additional 20% relative to the amount eaten in the first
arm (Supplemental Figure 2A). As previously observed, weight
loss was greater on protein CR than on sucrose CR, despite
similar calorie intake of 1.1 kJ/g (Supplemental Figure 2B). After
renal IRI, we observed significant benefits on the protein CR and
sucrose CR regimens for both postoperative weight change
(Supplemental Figure 2C) and renal function (Supplemental
Figure 2D). We conclude that restriction of calories in the form
of protein or sucrose is beneficial against renal IRI at 2 different
amounts of overall calorie intake.

EAAs control the benefits associated with PR. To test
whether the benefits of PR were simply because of reduced
calorie intake or related to signaling properties of AAs, we
performed experiment 3 to test the potential role of specific AAs
to PR benefits (Figure 3A). In the first arm of this experiment
performed under AL feeding conditions, mice fed the PF and
NEAA-only diets, both lacking EAAs, consumed ;25% less
than mice fed the complete diet, likely because of food aversion
caused by lack of EAAs (38) (Figure 3B). The PF andNEAA-only
groups also lost weight (Figure 3C) and displayed a similar
degree of protection against renal IRI relative to the complete
diet group (Figure 3D, Supplemental Figure 3A). Contrary to
our hypothesis, mice fed the EAA-only diet were also protected
from renal IRI (Figure 3D, Supplemental Figure 3A). However,
this was likely because of severe food aversion that resulted in
;50% CR (Figure 3B) occurring for unknown reasons, possibly
related to an EAA-imbalanced diet, and obscuring our ability to
test the specific role of EAAs in PR.

To avoid the complications of differential food intake
because of aversion, a second arm of experiment 3 was per-
formed under conditions of enforced food restriction of ;50%.
Even at this amount of restriction, consumption of the EAA-only
diet was significantly reduced relative to the other groups (Figure
3E, Supplemental Figure 3B), although weight loss was similar
among groups (Figure 3F). Importantly, functional protection
afforded by PRwas unaffected by re-addition of NEAAs but was
lost on re-addition of EAAs (Figure 3G). Together, these data are
consistent with a model in which dietary EAAs control the
benefits afforded by PR against renal IRI independent of their
calorie or nitrogen content.

PR and energy restriction provide additive benefits

against ischemic injury. Although PR/EAA restriction im-
proved the outcome of renal IRI under both AL and restricted
feeding conditions, the relative contribution of CR and PR/EAA
restriction to protection by DR remains unknown. We thus
investigated if PR and CR could function additively or syner-
gistically in protection from renal IRI in experiment 4. Mice
were preconditioned for 1 wk with a PF diet (Supplemental Table
1) with either AL access or restricted up to 1.1 kJ/g daily. Despite
an initial aversion, mice fed the PF diet AL ate as much food over
the preconditioning period when corrected for body weight than
controls fed a complete diet (Figure 4A, Supplemental Figure 4A).
Weight loss and reduced blood glucose concentrations were similar
among PF groups at different amounts of calorie intake (Figure 4B,
Supplemental Figure 4B). Postoperative weight changes (Figure
4C) and functional protection from renal ischemic injury (Figure
4D) were significantly improved in the AL PF diet group relative to

1720 Robertson et al.



the AL complete diet group from experiment 1; both measures and
postoperative food intake (Supplemental Figure 4C) were also
improved on additional CR.

To assess the possible additive effects of PR and CR, AUC
serum urea data from mice fed complete or PF diets at various
amounts of total calorie intake from experiments 1 and 4 were

fitted to exponential functions (Figure 4E). The correlation
between observed and predicted data were strong for both
complete (r = 0.83, P < 0.001) and PF diets (r = 0.81, P = 0.029).
Although both curves decayed at a similar rate, the intercept for
the PF diet was ;25% lower than for the complete diet. This
lower intercept indicates that PR contributes to functional

FIGURE 1 Dose-dependent effects of

1 wk of CR against bilateral renal IRI in

male mice in experiment 1. (A) Schematic

of preconditioning and postconditioning

feeding regimens relative to the timing of

surgical renal IRI induction (arrow). (B)

Schematic of diets with pie slices propor-

tional to the calorie content of the indi-

cated macronutrient and circle areas

proportional to the indicated level of daily

energy intake. (C) Total food intake during

the preconditioning period of the indicated

groups; n = 2–3 cages/group. (D) Mouse

weights during the preconditioning period

are expressed as percentage of starting

weight. (E) Postoperative weight on day 3

after IRI is expressed as a percentage of

change after IRI. (F) Kidney function after

renal IRI is expressed as a percentage of

serum urea AUC of the AL group. (G–I)

Representative hematoxylin and eosin–

stained kidney sections from the indicated

diet groups 3 d after injury. Arrows point to

areas of tubular necrosis as evidenced by

nuclear changes and cytoplasmic lysis or

vacuolization. Arrowheads show tubular

cast formation. Asterisks are positioned

over tubules that show a normal structural

characteristic. Scale bar = 50 mm. (J) Histo-

pathology scores indicative of renal damage

with 1 representing the least (0–25%) tubular

damage and 4 representing the most (75–

100%). Values are means 6 SEMs; n = 8–

13 mice/group. *,**,***,****Different from

the AL diet group: *P , 0.05, **P , 0.01,

***P , 0.001, and ****P , 0.0001. AL, ad

libitum; CR, calorie restriction; G, glomeru-

lus; IRI, ischemia reperfusion injury; post-

op, postoperative; pre-op, preoperative.
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protection independently of CR and supports an additive effect
between the two.

The combined effects of macronutrient ratios (protein to
fats/carbohydrates) and calorie intake during 1 wk of
preconditioning on functional protection from renal IRI were
modeled with the geometric framework (GF) (39) (Figure 4F).
This approach allows visualization of the functional outcome
(serum urea AUC) at different macronutrient ratios and
different amounts of overall calorie intake. According to the
GF, protection increased with reduced protein intake at each
amount of total calorie intake (Figure 4F dotted lines).
Protection also increased with decreasing calorie intake inde-
pendent of protein intake. Thus, although protection could be
achieved with any given diet by reduction of total calorie intake
below AL amounts, optimal protection at any given amount
of calorie intake was achieved at the lowest protein to
carbohydrate/fat ratio (Figure 4F).

Modulation of AMPK and mTORC1 but not GCN2 in the

kidney on dietary PR/CR. To understand the potential role of
evolutionarily conserved nutrient- and energy-sensing signal

transduction pathways in the benefits of short-term PR and CR,
experiment 5 was undertaken to assess the activation status of
GCN2, mTORC1, and AMPK in kidneys. One week of dietary
PR and/or CR did not change markers of GCN2 activation in the
kidney, including phosphorylation of its target, eIF2a (Figure
5A). Consistent with this finding, benefits of a PF diet against
renal ischemic injury were intact in GCN2 KO mice in
experiment 6 (Figure 5B).

To assessmTORC1 activation status in the kidney, wemonitored
phosphorylation of its direct target S6K. Although 50% restriction
of a complete diet reduced phosphorylation of S6K at Thr389, the
PF diet did as well independent of overall calorie intake (Figure 5C,
D). To distinguish between the role of nutrient and energy restriction
in mTORC1 inhibition, we assessed the activation status of the
energy-sensing kinase AMPK. Phosphorylation of AMPK Thr172,
indicative of activation, was significantly increased in the kidney on
combined PR and CR (Figure 5C, E). Similarly, phosphorylation of
the mTORC1 repressor tuberous sclerosis complex 2 (TSC2) at the
AMPK site Thr1387 increased with a PF diet (Figure 5C, F). Among
these 3 markers of nutrient/energy status in the kidney, more than
one-half of the variability was because of PR (58%, P = 0.0013 for
pS6K; 58%, P = 0.0006 for pAMPK; 50%, P = 0.0002 for pTSC2),
whereas CR did not contribute significantly to variability. The
percentage of the variability due to the interaction between PR and
CR was significant only for pS6K (14%; P = 0.044) and pTSC1
(29%; P = 0.0018).

FIGURE 2 Effects of 1 wk of protein vs. carbohydrate restriction

against renal IRI in male mice in experiment 2. (A) Schematic of complete

or restricted diets that lack calories specifically from protein (protein CR) or

sucrose (sucrose CR) with pie slices proportional to the calorie content of

the indicated macronutrient. (B) Total food intake during the precondition-

ing period of the indicated groups, n = 2–3 cages/group. (C) Mouse

weights during the preconditioning period are expressed as percentage of

starting weight. (D) Postoperative weight on day 3 after IRI is expressed

as a percentage change after IRI. (E) Kidney function after renal IRI is

expressed as a percentage of serum urea AUC of the complete group.

Values are means6 SEMs; n = 8–14 mice/group. *,**,***,****Different

from complete control diet group: *P , 0.05, **P , 0.01, ***P , 0.001,

and ****P , 0.0001. CR, calorie restriction; IRI, ischemia reperfusion

injury; post-op, postoperative; pre-op, preoperative.

FIGURE 3 EAAs control benefits of 1 wk of PR against renal IRI in male

mice in experiment 3. (A) Schematic of diets in which 18% of calories are

contributed by protein (complete), sucrose (PF), NEAAs (NEAA only), or

EEAs (EAA only); mice were preconditioned with these diets consumed

AL (B–D) or restricted daily by ;50% (E–G). (B, E) Daily food intake is

expressed relative to mouse weight; n = 2 cages/group. (C, F) Mouse

weights during the preconditioning period are expressed as percentage of

starting weight. (D, G) Kidney function after renal IRI is expressed as a

percentage of serum urea AUC of the complete diet group. Values are

means 6 SEMs; n = 4–5 mice/group. *,**,***,****Different from

complete control diet group: *P , 0.05, **P , 0.01, ***P , 0.001, and

****P , 0.0001. AL, ad libitum; CR, calorie restriction; EAA, essential

amino acid; IRI, ischemia reperfusion injury; NEAA, nonessential amino

acid; PF, protein free; PR, protein restriction; pre-op, preoperative.
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PR alters energy metabolism and hormonal status inde-

pendent of calorie intake. To explain the appearance of an
energy-deprived state in the kidney on PR independent of calorie
intake, we looked at circulating concentrations of nutrient/
energy substrates and adipokine hormones in vivo in serum from
mice in experiment 5. PR resulted in a significant reduction in
circulating free EAAs that was not further reduced by CR
(Figure 6A), whereas NEAAs were not significantly affected by
diet (Figure 6B). Body weight was significantly reduced (Figure
6C) independent of calorie intake of the PF diet (Figure 6D), and
circulating adipokines were significantly altered, namely in-
creased adiponectin (Figure 6E) and reduced leptin (Figure 6F)
with a PF diet, independent of CR.

Finally, in experiment 7 we tested the functional rele-
vance of systemic changes in circulating leptin, the adipo-
kine that demonstrated the greatest percentage of change on
dietary preconditioning. Recombinant leptin supplementa-
tion during the preconditioning period significantly reduced
the benefits of dietary preconditioning against renal IRI
(Figure 6G).

Discussion

The primary goal of this study was to elucidate the nutritional
basis of short-term dietary preconditioning against surgical
stress in a preclinical model of renal IRI. For daily restriction of a

FIGURE 4 Effects of 1 wk of combined protein restriction and CR against renal IRI in male mice in experiment 4. (A) Total food intake is

expressed relative to body weight with the indicated diet, with PF groups at the indicated daily energy intake and the AL complete diet group

from Figure 1 as a reference; n = 2–3 cages/group. (B) Mouse weights during the preconditioning period are expressed as percentage of starting

weight. (C) Postoperative weight on day 3 after IRI is expressed as a percentage of change after IRI. (D) Kidney function after renal IRI is

expressed as a percentage of serum urea AUC of the AL complete diet group. Values are means6 SEMs; n = 9–13 mice/group. *,**,***,****Different

from complete control diet group: *P , 0.05, **P , 0.01, ***P , 0.001, ****P , 0.0001. (E) Exponential fit of observed AUC serum urea data

calculated as a percentage of the AL complete group in the corresponding experiment relative to total energy intake and expressed as

percentage of calorie restriction. Observed AUC serum urea for the complete diet groups (circles) was best fitted by the equation AUC serum

urea = 99 3 exp(20.0125 3 CR) with strong positive Pearson�s correlation (r = 0.83, P, 0.001) between the observed and predicted data. The

observed AUC serum urea for the PF diet groups (triangles) was best fitted by the equation AUC serum urea = 73 3 exp(20.0114 3 CR), also

with a strong Pearson�s correlation (r = 0.81, P = 0.029). (F) Geometric framework-based model of the nutritional basis of short-term dietary

restriction. Axes represent daily energy intake of protein (x) or carbohydrates and fat (y). Colors indicate functional outcome of renal IRI as a

percentage of dysfunction in mice that consumed a complete diet AL, with dark red indicating maximal dysfunction and dark blue maximal

protection. Each dotted line represents a continuum of isocaloric diets that differ in macronutrient ratios; solid vertical lines represent diets

with 0%, 18%, or 36% calories from protein as indicated. AL, ad libitum; Comp, complete diet; CR, calorie restriction; IRI, ischemia

reperfusion injury; PF, protein free; post-op, postoperative; pre-op, preoperative; prot, protein.
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complete diet for 1 wk, protection increased with increas-
ing food restriction, reaching significance by ;30% CR and
increasing up to at least 50%CR (Figure 1F, J; Supplemental Figure
4D). This is similar to longevity benefits of long-termCR, which are
dose dependent up to nearly the point of starvation of ;60% CR
(13). Although these studies were not designed to determine the
maximal achievable protection against renal IRI or the minimal
duration of CR required for protection, they do point to significant
effects in a potentially clinically relevant time frame. Previously, we
demonstrated that 3 d of food deprivation (100% CR) and 2–4 wk

of 30%CR induced similar functional benefits against renal IRI (8).
Future studies will be required to determine whether longer time
periods at any given amount of CR, or shorter periods at a higher
amount of restriction, increase functional protection and, more
importantly, if such effects translate to humans.

We also found that select removal of protein yielded
important benefits against renal IRI that were separable from
removal of an isocaloric amount of sucrose at 2 different overall
amounts of CR (;20%, Figure 2E;;40%, Supplemental Figure

FIGURE 5 Protein- and energy-sensing signal transduction in kidney

extracts from male mice after 1 wk of protein and/or CR in experiment 5.

(A) Immunoblots of markers of GCN2 activation in kidney extracts from

mice fed the indicated Comp or PF diet consumed AL or restricted;50%

(CR). (B) Serum urea on day 1 after renal IRI of WT and GCN2 KO mice

preconditioned with the indicated diet 1 wk before surgery in experiment

6; n = 5–9 mice/group. **Different from complete control within

genotype, P , 0.01. (C) Immunoblots of mTORC1 target S6K, AMPK,

and AMPK target TSC2 in kidney extracts from mice fed the indicated

diets. (D–F) Quantitation of p/t ratios of S6K pThr389 (D), AMPK pThr172

(E), TSC2 pThr1387 (F); n = 3–5 mice/group. Main effects of dietary protein

(protein = Comp vs. PF), food restriction (calories = AL vs. CR), and

interactions are indicated above each graph with P values; ns, P . 0.05.

Means without a common letter differ, P , 0.05. Values are means 6
SEMs. AL, ad libitum; AMPK, AMP-activated protein kinase; ATF4,

activating transcription factor 4; Comp, complete diet; CR, calorie

restriction; eIF2a, eukaryotic initiation factor 2a; GCN2, general control

non-derepressible 2; IRI, ischemia reperfusion injury; KO, knockout; PF,

protein-free diet; p/t, phospho/total; S6K, p70 ribosomal S6 protein kinase;

TSC2, tuberous sclerosis complex 2; WT, wild-type.

FIGURE 6 Metabolic and serum variables of male mice after 1 wk

of protein and/or CR in experiment 5. (A, B) Combined means of

individual serum EAAs (A) and NEAAs (B) calculated as a percentage

of the AL complete diet group, after 1 wk fed the indicated diet. (C)

Body weight is expressed as a percentage of the starting value. (D)

Total food intake during the preconditioning period of the indicated

groups; n = 2 cages/group. (E, F) Serum concentrations of adiponectin

(E) and leptin (F) after 1 wk fed the indicated diet. Main effects of

dietary protein (protein = complete vs. PF), food restriction (calories =

AL vs. CR), and interactions are indicated above each graph with

P values; ns, P . 0.05. Means without a common letter differ, P , 0.05;

n = 5 mice/group. (G) Serum urea on day 1 after renal IRI of mice

preconditioned with the indicated diet 1 wk before surgery and treated

with leptin or vehicle in experiment 7 as indicated. **Different from

vehicle control within diet, P, 0.01; n = 10–15 mice/group. Values are

means 6 SEMs. AL, ad libitum; Comp, complete diet; CR, ;50%

calorie restriction; EAA, essential amino acids; IRI, ischemia reperfu-

sion injury; KO, knockout; NEAA, nonessential amino acids; PF,

protein-free diet; WT, wild-type.
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2D), with functional benefits converging at higher amounts of
overall CR, possibly because they approached a maximal effect
size of up to 2-fold typical of hormetic mechanisms (40). In the
context of a diet that lacked protein, note that the reduction in
serum urea over the 3-d period after surgery was related to
preservation of kidney function and not an artifact of lack of
nitrogen in the diet during the preconditioning period. In
support of this conclusion, intake of a complete diet (and thus
nitrogen) after surgery was increased in proportion to functional
protection (Figure 4C).

Having established the ability of PR to contribute to dietary
preconditioning, we next found that EAAs can influence dietary
preconditioning independent of their caloric content, and that
EAA removal underlies the benefits of CR attributable to PR.
Unexpectedly, the experimental design was complicated by an
extreme aversion to the EAA-only diet that prevented direct
comparisons of functional protection with isocaloric PF or
NEAA-only diet (Figure 3B; Supplemental Figure 3). Although
aversion is expected from diets that lack$1 EAAs, it can also be
caused by imbalances in dietary AAs (41), although underlying
mechanisms remain unknown. Nonetheless, by restricting access
to each of these diets, we were able to normalize calorie intake
among groups and show that functional benefits observed with
the PF diet were maintained with the NEAA-only diet but were
lost on the EAA-only diet (Figure 3G).

Interestingly, although weight loss was consistently observed
in association with diets that offered resistance to renal IRI, the
magnitude of weight loss did not always correlate with the
magnitude of protection. For example, mice fed the EAA-only
diet lost a similar amount of weight as the other diet-restricted
groups (Figure 3F) but did not gain the benefits observed in the
PF or NEAA-only diet group (Figure 3G). Two distinct mech-
anisms appeared to underlie weight loss in this study. The first
mechanism involved reduced food intake, either as a result of
enforced food restriction (CR) or aversion to food intake due to
EAA deficiency or imbalance. The second mechanism was likely
because of protein deficiency itself, which resulted in steady
weight loss independent of total calorie intake. Indeed, com-
pensatory food intake after initial aversion did not stem weight
loss as observed here (Figure 4A, B; Supplemental Figure 4A)
and in previous studies (11). Curiously, although diets that
lacked EAAs cause food aversion and subsequent weight loss at
least in part on activation of GCN2 and phosphorylation of
eIF2a in the hypothalamus (42), protein-rich diets are also
associated with weight loss due to reduced food intake but likely
via a fundamentally different mechanism that involves satiety
induction on mTORC1 activation by increased AAs such as
leucine in the hypothalamus (43).

Finally, we observed that, although PR contributed to
protection from renal IRI without CR, further restriction of
energy led to increasing benefits (Figure 4D). Modeling of the
relation between functional protection and calorie intake in mice
preconditioned with complete vs. PF diets revealed an additive
effect between PR and CR on dietary preconditioning against
renal IRI (Figure 4E).

Our collective functional results on the nutritional basis of
preconditioning are summarized with the GF (Figure 4F), which
allows for visualization of the magnitude of any chosen bio-
logical outcome as a function of intake of different amounts
of food at different ratios of macronutrients (39, 44). Recently,
the GF was used to map the nutritional landscape of rodent
longevity, revealing the importance of dietary protein intake in
mammalian health span and life span (45). Here, the GF
indicated that dietary preconditioning could be achieved with

diets that differed widely in protein content (0–36% calories) by
reducing intake of those diets, as indicated by solid lines in
Figure 4F, with benefits increasing toward the origin. At the
same time, the optimal preconditioning diet at any given amount
of calorie intake (dashed lines in Figure 4F) was the diet that
contained the least protein, as indicated by benefits increasing
from right to left along any given dashed line. A limitation of this
study is the focus on only 1 organ, the kidney. Although dietary
preconditioning against IRI works in multiple tissues, including
the liver (8, 11) and brain (12), future studies are required to
determine whether the nutritional basis of preconditioning
against IRI in these organs is the same as in the kidney.

The second goal of this study was to elucidate nutrient/
energy-signaling molecules underlying functional protection. On
the basis of our identification of roles for both EAA restriction
independent of reduced calorie intake and overall energy
restriction, we predicted involvement of AA sensing via GCN2
and/or mTORC1 pathways in response to EAAs and the energy
sensor AMPK and mTORC1 in response to carbohydrate/
fat CR.

Contrary to our prediction, AA sensing by GCN2 in the
kidney itself did not appear to play a direct role in protection,
and GCN2was not required for functional benefits of PR (Figure
5A, B). This stands in contrast to the requirement for GCN2
in protection mediated by restriction of the single EAA trypto-
phan (11). GCN2 can in principle sense the reduction of any
individual AA due to accumulation of the corresponding
uncharged tRNA; however, GCN2 was not activated in the
kidney by protein deprivation, despite a significant reduction in
all of the EAAs in circulation (Figure 6A). This failure to activate
GCN2 is not because of constitutive repression of this pathway
in the kidney, because GCN2 is capable of being activated in this
organ on systemic treatment with the prolyl tRNA synthetase
inhibitor halofuginone (11). Instead, maintenance of AA con-
centrations in the kidney despite protein deprivation, for
example, by increased renal reabsorption of free AAs released
from muscle stores, could potentially explain the failure to
activate GCN2 (46). Taken together, these data indicate that,
although GCN2 is required under certain circumstances for
preconditioning benefits on individual AA restriction, it is
redundant when total dietary protein is restricted, similar to
recent findings on dietary preconditioning against ischemic
injury in the liver (34).

Because mTORC1 activity responds to AA availability,
specifically leucine, it is tempting to speculate that the mTORC1
signal transduction pathway, whose activity was reduced on PR
(Figure 5C, D), is a functionally relevant AA-sensing pathway in
the kidney on PR. However, although free EAA concentrations
(including leucine) were reduced in serum, reduced leucine in the
kidney would also be expected to activate GCN2, which was not
observed. As an alternate hypothesis, reduced mTORC1 activity
on PR could be influenced by availability of growth factors or
energy, both of which are required, such as leucine, to activate
mTORC1. In support of this hypothesis, PR resulted in a
significant reduction in circulating glucose (Supplemental Figure
4B), reduced body weight (Figure 6C), increased adiponectin
(Figure 6E), and reduced leptin (Figure 6F). Consistent with a
state of negative energy balance despite normal intake of calories
in the form of fat and carbohydrate, PR also resulted in
activation of AMPK (Figure 5C, E) and increased phosphoryl-
ation of AMPK target TSC2 (Figure 5C, F), a repressor of
mTORC1 activity.

Previously, we showed that reduced mTORC1 activity is
critical to PR-mediated protection from IRI in the liver by using
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hepatocyte-specific ablation of the mTORC1 repressor
TSC1 (34) and that this protection depends on endogenous
hydrogen sulfide production (47). Although the role of hydrogen
sulfide in protection against renal IRI is currently not known,
this latter study revealed a key difference between dietary
preconditioning against IRI in the liver vs. the kidney, namely
that PR in the absence of CR has a large beneficial impact that is
not further improved by CR as it was here in the renal system
(47). This is important because it demonstrates that different
organs may react differently to the same dietary preconditioning
regimen.

We also previously found that reduced mTORC1 activity on
CR protects against a maladaptive proinflammatory response to
infection in a rodent malaria model and that this protection is
abrogated by recombinant leptin treatment (48). Here, we found
that leptin administration during the preconditioning period
abrogated full protection by combined PR/CR. Although leptin
was substantially reduced on PR and CR, a limitation of this
study is that we did not measure the relative contribution of
reduced leptin to protection by PR in the absence of CR. A
further limitation of this study is that we do not know the
cellular or molecular targets of leptin action relevant to
protection from ischemic injury. It is possible that leptin
activates mTORC1 in the kidney and in immune cells, both of
which could contribute to loss of protection. Future studies are
required to decipher the relative importance of AMPK activation
and/or mTORC1 downregulation in the benefits of dietary
preconditioning. However, the finding that AMPK activation by
the allosteric activator 5-aminoimidazole-4-carboxamide ribo-
nucleotide protects against ischemic injury in rats when given at
high doses before injury (49) provides proof of principle of the
potential role of this energy-sensing pathway in protection by
either PR or CR.

One direct translation of this preclinical model of dietary
preconditioning against renal IRI would be in the context of
abdominal aortic aneurysm surgery, in which the blood flow
to the kidneys is temporarily occluded and postoperative renal
dysfunction is a major clinical problem. Currently, no such
preoperative prophylactic strategies exist. Because dietary
preconditioning also prevents IRI in preclinical models of
hepatic ischemia (8, 11) and stroke (12), we have also proposed
its use more generally in vascular surgical procedures to
precondition against the risk of complications, including heart
attack and stroke, that occur with varying frequency, depending
on the procedure and other risk factors associated with the
patient (50). We predict that maximal compliance, and thus
clinical feasibility, of dietary preconditioning will result from
minimally restrictive food intake. Thus, the finding here that PR
can contribute to protection independent of calorie intake has
important implications for designing clinically feasible precon-
ditioning regimens. Future studies will be required to test the
safety, compliance rates, and efficacy of such regimens in the
clinic.
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