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Abstract. The increased incidence of obesity and related
disorders in Western societies requires a thorough under-
standing of the adipogenic process. Data at the protein
level of this process are scarce. Therefore we performed
a proteome analysis of differentiating and starving 3T3-
L1 cells using two-dimensional gel electrophoresis com-
bined with mass spectrometry. Effects of different starva-
tion conditions were examined by subjecting 3T3-L1
adipocytes to caloric restriction, either in the absence or
the presence of the lipolysis inducer tumor necrosis fac-
tor-a. Ninety-three differentially expressed proteins were
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found during differentiation and starvation of 3T3-L1
cells, 50 of which were identified. GenMAPP/MAPP-
finder software revealed a non-reciprocal regulation of
the glycolytic pathway during 3T3-L1 differentiation fol-
lowed by starvation. Furthermore, proteins involved in
growth regulation, cytoskeletal rearrangements and pro-
tein modification, 16 of which have not been described
before in 3T3-L1 cells, were identified. In conclusion,
our data provide valuable information for further under-
standing of the adipogenic process. 
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In Western societies, obesity is taking on epidemic pro-
portions, which will lead to an increased population risk
for obesity-related complications such as type II diabetes
and cardiovascular diseases [1]. Treatment and, more im-
portantly, prevention of obesity are necessary to reduce
the risk for these disorders. Hence, targets for future in-
tervention are required, which necessitates a thorough un-
derstanding of the development of obesity. 
Obesity is the result of a chronic imbalance between en-
ergy intake and energy expenditure that leads to an in-
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crease in fat cell size and number [2, 3]. Several studies
with transciptomics data from in vitro and in vivo exper-
iments on obesity-related model systems have already
provided insight into gene regulation during adipogenesis
[4–7]. This facilitates further detailed studies to dissect
molecular pathways involved in obesity. 
Although the power of the DNA array is highly appreci-
ated, the predictive value of mRNA expression is limited
with respect to cellular physiology. Expression levels of
mRNA often do not parallel the levels of protein expres-
sion from a particular gene [8, 9] and protein turnover and
post-translational modifications, essential for cellular be-
havior, are not covered by the information obtained from
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DNA arrays [10]. Consequently, a broader understanding
of the adipogenic process requires independent examina-
tion of protein expression and protein function comple-
menting the mRNA expression analyses. 
We used a combined two-dimensional (2D) electrophore-
sis/mass spectrometry approach to further understand the
molecular mechanisms involved in fat storage and fat de-
pletion in mouse 3T3-L1 cells which serve as a well-
known model system for adipogenesis. Thus far, only a
limited number of reports have described profiling of cel-
lular proteins with a focus on 3T3-L1 differentiation
[11–14], with Welsh et al. [13] and Choi et al. [14] using
similar techniques as ours. Moreover, in addition to 3T3-
L1 differentiation, we also investigated differences in the
proteome during starvation of 3T3-L1 adipocytes, be-
cause understanding of the conversion of adipocytes to a
fat-depleted status may further contribute to knowledge
about the response of adipose cells to different nutritional
conditions. The response of mature 3T3-L1 adipocytes to
starvation was examined by caloric restriction in either
the absence or the presence of the lipolysis inducer tumor
necrosis factor-a (TNF-a) [15, 16]. The aim of this study
was to obtain a more comprehensive view of fat cell dif-
ferentiation and starvation. This may possibly result in
potential targets for improved future intervention strate-
gies with respect to obesity and obesity-related disorders.

Materials and methods

Chemicals were purchased from Sigma (Zwijndrecht,
The Netherlands) unless stated otherwise.

Cell culture and cellular Oil Red O accumulation
Mouse 3T3-L1 fibroblasts were purchased from the
American Type Culture Collection and were differenti-
ated into adipocytes as described elsewhere [17], only
with 18 days of differentiation. Differentiation was mon-
itored by the visual appearance of fat droplets in the cells.
Subsequently, adipocytes were subjected to a starvation
period of 4 days by culturing them in DMEM (Invitrogen,
Breda, The Netherlands) without glucose and insulin con-
taining 4% fetal calf serum either in the absence or the
presence of 1 nM mouse TNF-a. 
At appropriate time points, cells were fixed with 3.7%
formamide in DMEM/F12 (Invitrogen) for 10 min at
room temperature. Cells were incubated with a filtered
Oil Red O (ORO) solution (1% in isopropanol) for 30 min
at room temperature. Cells were washed with 70%
ethanol and dissolved in dimethylsulfoxide (DMSO) to
determine the intracellular ORO content by spectropho-
tometry. The amount of intracellular ORO staining was
corrected for the quantity of genomic DNA, since the
number of living 3T3-L1 cells correlates with the amount
of intact genomic DNA [18]. Images of the cells were

taken with a Nikon TE 200 eclipse phase contrast micro-
scope equipped with digital image acquisition.

Protein sample preparation and 2D electrophoresis
Protein sample preparation was performed as described
previously [17]. Protein concentrations were determined
by a Bradford-based protein assay (Bio-Rad, Veenendaal,
The Netherlands). Protein concentrations were verified
by densitometry with a GS-800 Calibrated Desitometer
(Bio-Rad) of a silver-stained [19] SDS-PAGE gel that
was used to control the protein sample contents. After
correction according to the densitometry results, equal
amounts of protein samples were subjected to 2D elec-
trophoresis.
Separation of the protein samples by 2D electrophoresis
was performed as described elsewhere [17, 20]. For re-
producible results, 12 gels were prepared, run and stained
simultaneously. Gels were stained with silver according
to Shevchenko et al. [19] with minor modifications using
our in house-developed automated gel-staining machine.
Gel images were taken by densitometrical scanning (GS-
800 Calibrated Densitometer; Bio-Rad) and gel images
were further processed to determine differentially ex-
pressed proteins by image analysis software (PD-Quest
7.2, Bio-Rad) as described by Wang et al. [20]. To obtain
more protein identities, preparative gels of the same sam-
ples were generated with fivefold more sample loads.
These gels were stained with Coomassie Brilliant Blue
(CBB) and were further processed in a manner similar to
the silver-stained gels. The CBB gels were matched with
the silver-stained gels and spots earlier pinpointed as dif-
ferentially expressed were excised from the CBB-stained
gels and subjected to mass spectrometry. 

Protein identification
Differentially expressed proteins were excised from the
gels by an automated spot cutter (Bio-Rad) according to
the manufacturer’s instructions. Generation of tryptic di-
gests from the proteins by in-gel digestion, Maldi-TOF
analysis and subsequent database searching were per-
formed as described previously [17]. 
Samples that could not be identified by Maldi-TOF were
subjected to liquid chromatography tandem mass spec-
trometry (LC-MS/MS) [21]. Protein identification was
performed by database searching as described elsewhere
[20, 21]. 

Data processing
Differentially expressed proteins were categorized into
seven clusters according to their expression pattern dur-
ing the experimental conditions. Data from all clusters
were analyzed using the GenMAPP-Mappfinder tandem
of gene expression mapping software (version 2.0)
(http://www.genmapp.org) [22, 23] in order to find rele-
vant biological pathways. For this purpose, proteins were
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identified with their Swiss-Prot primary accession num-
ber and categorized in a single column using a positive
numerical identifier for the experimental condition. The
Mappfinder criterion was set to match all positive values
(and thus all proteins present for any experimental condi-
tion). The dataset and criterion file were evaluated using
Mappfinder [23] with both mapps derived from the Gene
Ontology (http://www.geneontology.org) and mapps
specifically build for GenMAPP (the so called local
mapps), using the map set developed for mouse. A ranked
list of mapps with higher numbers of changed proteins
was created and mapps showing three or more changed
proteins were considered relevant. 

Results

Intracellular ORO accumulation
Intracellular fat contents during differentiation and star-
vation of 3T3-L1 cells were measured by ORO staining.
Figure 1A shows that in 3T3-L1 pre-adipocytes, ORO
staining of triglycerides was not observed (A). Differen-
tiation of 3T3-L1 cells for 18 days resulted in an accu-
mulation of triglycerides as shown by the red-colored
cells (B). Starvation of these cells by caloric restriction
without TNF-a reduced the amount of accumulated
triglycerides (C); however, in the presence of TNF-a this
reduction was stronger (D). These results were confirmed
by measurement of the total amount of intracellular ORO,
corrected for the number of living cells (fig. 1B). The
content of intracellular ORO in differentiated 3T3-L1
adipocytes was strongly increased compared to pre-
adipocytes and was set to 100%. Caloric restriction of
3T3-L1 adipocytes in the absence of TNF-a reduced the
intracellular ORO contents by 46%, while in the presence
of TNF-a this was reduced by 77%. 

Protein profiling from 3T3-L1 cells
Changes in protein expression during differentiation and
starvation of 3T3-L1 cells were monitored by 2D elec-
trophoresis. With the image analysis procedure, 93 spots
were found matching the criteria for differentially ex-
pressed proteins. Maldi-TOF analysis of silver-stained
protein spots revealed the identity of 33 proteins (35%).
Spots that could not be identified by the Maldi-TOF pro-
cedure were further analyzed by LC-MS/MS. In total,
our mass spectrometry analysis resulted in the identity of
50 spots (54%) representing 32 different genes. The lo-
cation of these spots in a 2D pattern is depicted in figure
2. Numbers of the protein spots on the gel images corre-
spond with the proteins listed in table 1. The enlarged gel
sections in figure 2 are from 2D gels derived from pro-
tein samples of our four experimental conditions and
show the expression patterns of particular protein spots
during the experiment. Boxed areas in the large gel im-
age indicate the location of these sections in the respec-

tive 2D gels. The gel sections are chosen so that exam-
ples of proteins from every cluster in table 1 are dis-
played. To our best knowledge, 16 proteins listed in table
1 have not been reported before as being expressed in
3T3-L1 cells. 
The identified proteins were clustered into seven groups
according to their expression patterns during 3T3-L1 dif-
ferentiation and starvation (table 1). Similar identified
spots in one cluster such as a-enolase (table 1, cluster 3,
spot no. 7 and 8), nucleotide diphosphate kinase (NPDK)
B (cluster 3, spot no. 13 and 14) and annexin II (cluster 6,
spot no. 33, 34 and 35) are possibly isoforms or post-
translationaly modified forms of the same protein. Un-
fortunately, with the method we used, we were not able to
distinguish between these possibilities and the functional
significance with respect to 3T3-L1 cells remains elu-

Figure 1. (A) Fat accumulation in 3T3-L1 cells during differentia-
tion and starvation. Detection of triglycerides occurred with ORO
in 3T3-L1 pre-adipocytes (A), 3T3-L1 adipocytes (B), 3T3-L1
adipocytes subjected to caloric restriction without TNF-a (C) and
3T3-L1 adipocytes subjected to caloric restriction in the presence of
TNF-a (D). (B) Fat accumulation in 3T3-L1 cells during differenti-
ation and starvation corrected for the number of living cells. The
amount of fat storage in 3T3-L1 adipocytes was set to 100%.

(A)

(B)
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sive. Alternatively, due to technical conditions, some pro-
teins may also be truncated during 2D electrophoresis
which results in different spots derived from the same
protein, e.g. glyceraldehyde 3-phosphate dehydrogenase
(GAPDH) in cluster 1 and protein disulfide isomerase A3
in cluster 5 and 6. 
Expression patterns of identified proteins were analyzed
using GenMAPP/Mappfinder in order to find relevant bi-
ological pathways involved in differentiation and starva-
tion of 3T3-L1 (pre)-adipocytes. We found the gly-
colytic/gluconeogenesis pathway that met our criteria of
at least three changed proteins (fig. 3). 

Proteins involved in 3T3-L1 differentiation 
Clearly, several proteins from the glycolysis/gluco-
neogenic pathway and associated reactions show a differ-
ential expression pattern during 3T3-L1 differentiation
(fig. 3A, table 1, clusters 1 and 3). Spots identified as the
glycolytic enzymes GAPDH and a-enolase showed an in-
creased expression during differentiation. Surprisingly,
these enzymes were also found to be down-regulated dur-
ing 3T3-L1 differentiation (fig 3A). Figure 4 shows the
expression patterns of identified protein spots represent-
ing these two proteins during 3T3-L1 differentiation and
starvation. Obviously, the appearance of a-enolase (spot

no. 1) and GAPDH (spot no. 3) paralleled the disappear-
ance of a-enolase (spot no. 7 and 8) and GAPDH (spot
no. 9) during differentiation. In addition, during starva-
tion, the expression pattern returned to the pre-adipocyte
status. This suggests that one form of these proteins is
converted into another form during 3T3-L1 differentia-
tion and vice versa during starvation.
Expression of the final enzyme of the glycolysis pathway,
pyruvate kinase was found to be down-regulated during
3T3-L1 differentiation, while expression of the mito-
chondrial malate dehydrogenase (MDH) was induced
(fig. 3A). MDH converts malate into oxaloacetate which
is used as a carrier for acetyl-CoA across the mitochon-
drial membrane. Acetyl CoA, once released in the cy-
tosol, is the first substrate in fatty acid synthesis [24]. An-
other glycolysis-associated protein, phosphoglycerate de-
hydrogenase (spot 10a) was down-regulated during
3T3-L1 differentiation (fig. 3A). 
Other metabolic enzymes that were down-regulated dur-
ing 3T3-L1 differentiation were ornitine aminotrans-
ferase (OAT), NDPK A/B (table 1, cluster 3) and py-
rophosphatase (cluster 4). OAT is involved in amino acid
metabolism, while NDPK A and B play important roles in
synthesis of non-adenylic nucleotides. The function of
pyrophosphatase in 3T3-L1 cells remains elusive.

Figure 2. Identified proteins marked on a representative 2D gel image from pre-adipocytes. Enlarged gel sections are from 2D gels derived
from protein samples of 3T3-L1 pre-adipocytes (A), 3T3-L1 adipocytes (B), 3T3-L1 adipocytes subjected to caloric restriction without
TNF-a (C) and 3T3-L1 adipocytes subjected to caloric restriction in the presence of TNF-a (D). The location of these sections in the re-
spective 2D gels is indicated by boxed areas in the large gel image. The gel sections show expression patterns of proteins which are exam-
ples of all clusters in table 1. Numbers on the gel images correspond to the protein numbers in table 1.
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Table 1. Proteins identified during 3T3-L1 differentiation and starvation. 

Proteins are grouped into seven clusters according to their expression profiles during the experiment. Bars represent relative expression ra-
tios of the proteins under the following conditions: 3T3-L1 pre-adipocytes (A), 3T3-L1 adipocytes (B), 3T3-L1 adipocytes subjected to
caloric restriction without TNF-a (C) and 3T3-L1 adipocytes subjected to caloric restriction in the presence of TNF-a (D). Accession num-
bers refer either to the Swiss-Prot database (p and q numbers) or to the NCBI protein database (NP numbers). Proteins indicated by aster-
isks have not been described before in 3T3-L1 cells. 
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Figure 3. Regulated proteins in the glycolysis/gluconeogenesis pathway during 3T3-L1 differentiation (A) and during 3T3-L1 starvation
(B). Proteins found to be up- as well as down-regulated during 3T3-L1 differentiation or starvation (GAPDH, a-enolase and pyruvate ki-
nase M2) are double colored. 

A
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Figure 3 (continued)

B
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In addition to metabolic enzymes, we observed a differ-
ential expression of proteins with growth-regulatory
properties. These were peptidyl-prolyl cis-trans iso-
merase C and galectin-1 (clusters 1 and 2) which were in-
duced during differentiation, and galectin-3, cystatin B
(cluster 3) and calreticulin (cluster 4) which were down-
regulated. We also observed regulation of proteins with
functions in cytoskeletal rearrangements. These were de-
strin/actin-depolymerizing factor (ADF) (cluster 3), b-
tubulin and cofilin (cluster 4) which showed down-regu-
lation during 3T3-L1 differentiation. Another protein
down-regulated during differentiation was lamin C and
C2 (spot 10b). This protein is present in a mixed spot with
phosphoglycerate dehydrogenase (spot 10a). Lamin C, a
component of the nuclear lamina, has been detected be-
fore by us in 3T3-L1 cells [17] and is also found in human
adipose tissue [25]. Mutations in the gene encoding this
protein cause familiar lipodystrophy [26]. 

Proteins involved in 3T3-L1 starvation 
Proteins in cluster 1 and 3 (table 1) with altered expres-
sion during differentiation (compare bars A and B)
showed a reciprocal regulation when differentiated 3T3-
L1 cells were subjected to starvation (compare bars B vs
bars C and D). This suggests a specific functional associ-
ation of these proteins with the transition of 3T3-L1 pre-
adipocytes to adipocytes. In addition, both starvation pro-
tocols resulted in a return of these proteins to their pre-
adipocyte status.
Figure 3B shows proteins with different expression pat-
terns in the glycolytic/gluconeogenic pathway during

starvation. Compared to 3T3-L1 differentiation (fig. 3A),
beside common regulated proteins, some proteins are
specifically influenced by starvation. These are tri-
osephosphate isomerase, phosphoglycerate kinase and
lactate dehydrogenase. 
Next to metabolic enzymes, other proteins were specifi-
cally regulated by starvation. Cluster 5 shows up-regula-
tion of the chaperone protein disulfide isomerase A3 and
heat shock protein 60. These proteins are linked to cellu-
lar stress, a condition that may be induced by caloric re-
striction of 3T3-L1 cells. Cluster 6 shows proteins that
are related to the cytoskeletal network such as annexins,
tubulins, actin, myosin and cofilin. In addition, we found
the redox regulator peroxiredoxin 2 and ubiquilin, a pro-
tein involved in protein degradation. These proteins were
all down-regulated during starvation. 

TNF-aa regulates a different set of proteins during
caloric restriction
We investigated the effect of a known lipolysis inducer
(TNF-a) on the proteome of differentiated 3T3-L1 cells
on a background of caloric restriction (table 1, bars B vs
bars D). We also compared the effect of both starvation
protocols (caloric restriction in the absence or in the pres-
ence of TNF-a) on 3T3-L1 cells (table 1, bars C vs bars
D). Beside common regulated proteins during both star-
vation protocols (table 1, clusters 1, 3, 5 and 6), a set of
differentially expressed proteins was observed between
caloric restriction and caloric restriction combined with
TNF-a (see table 1, clusters 2, 4 and 7). 
One protein where expression was specifically down-reg-
ulated by TNF-a was galectin-1. During starvation, ex-
pression of galectin-1 was not influenced by caloric re-
striction while its expression was reduced by TNF-a (table
1, cluster 2). On the other hand, pyrophosphatase, b-tubu-
lin, calreticulin and cofilin were specifically up-regulated
by TNF-a (table 1, cluster 4). A striking difference in pro-
tein expression was observed with respect to metabolic
enzymes (see also fig. 3B). For example, expression of
MDH (table 1, cluster 2) was not changed during caloric
restriction but was down-regulated by TNF-a. 
Cluster 7 shows several metabolic proteins that were
down-regulated when differentiated 3T3-L1 cells were
subjected to caloric restriction but did not show a change
in expression when these cells were treated with TNF-a.
These are the glycolytic enzymes a-enolase (spot no. 42),
GAPH (spot no. 43), phosphoglycerate kinase 1, tri-
osephosphate isomerase and the nucleotide synthesizer
NDPK B (spot no. 46). Other proteins specifically down-
regulated by caloric restriction without TNF-a are the en-
doplasmic reticulum proteins ERp29 and calreticulin and
the cytoskeleton-related protein annexin II. TNF-a seems
to prevent down-regulation of these proteins when differ-
entiated 3T3-L1 cells are subjected to the combination of
caloric restriction and TNF-a.

Figure 4. Reciprocal regulation of a-enolase and GAPDH during
3T3-L1 differentiation and starvation. 
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Discussion

The complex etiology of obesity requires a thorough un-
derstanding of the molecular mechanisms of the adi-
pogenic process. To gain a broader understanding of the
molecular events during adipogenesis and to overcome
the limits of transcriptomics with respect to cellular be-
havior, we examined changes in the proteome of 3T3-L1
cells. Concerning differentiation of 3T3-L1 cells, our
data show similar expression patterns for several proteins
which confirm previous results [12–14]. However, we
also identified proteins that are specifically involved in
starvation of 3T3-L1 cells. Moreover, we found proteins
whose expression has not been reported before in 3T3-L1
cells. Therefore, our data add valuable information for a
better understanding of the molecular mechanism in-
volved in fat storage and fat depletion in 3T3-L1
adipocytes.
Four categories of proteins were identified during 3T3-
L1 differentiation and starvation: metabolic enzymes,
proteins with growth regulatory properties, proteins with
a function in cytoskeletal rearrangements and protein
modifiers. With respect to metabolic enzymes, the in-
creased expression of GAPDH, a-enolase and MDH dur-
ing differentiation is in agreement with enhanced gly-
colytic activity and fatty acid synthesis [24]. The expres-
sion pattern of these proteins resembles the mRNA
expression profiles from the same genes during adipoge-
nesis in vitro and in vivo [6]. The down-regulation of
phosphoglycerate dehydrogenase may reduce the exit of
3-phosphoglycerate from the glycolytic pathway and con-
sequently stimulate the conversion of glucose into acetyl-
CoA. The pyruvate dehydrogenase complex (PDC) is the
link between glycolysis and fatty acid synthesis by con-
version of pyruvate into acetyl-CoA. One of the control
mechanisms for regulation of the PDC is the energy sta-
tus in the cell. GTP, in particular, is able to inhibit PDC
activity [24] and GTP-binding proteins are known to reg-
ulate PDC activity [27]. The main function of NDPK A
and B is synthesis of non-adenylic nucleotides [28].
Therefore, down-regulation of NDPK A and B during dif-
ferentiation of 3T3-L1 cells results in a decreased level of
nucleotides that may counteract the inhibition of PDC
and promote fatty acid synthesis. In addition, NDPK A
and B are also able to regulate cell growth, which will be
discussed below. The surprising disappearance of the spot
representing the major glycolytic enzyme pyruvate ki-
nase during differentiation might be due to dephosphory-
lation, in analogy with its isoform pyruvate kinase L. This
enzyme is activated by insulin via a dephosphorylation
event [29, and references therein]. 
(De-)phosphorylation may be one explanation for the ob-
served shift in the position of certain spots in our 2D gels.
However, the mass difference between the spots identi-
fied as GAPDH and a-enolase showing a reciprocal ex-

pression pattern during differentiation and subsequent
caloric restriction (fig. 4) is too large to be explained by
(de-)phosphorylation. For both enzymes, several iso-
forms have been identified with suggested different cel-
lular locations and functions such as apoptosis, mem-
brane dynamics, excretion, receptor function and growth
regulation [reviewed in refs. 30, 31]. Which isoforms are
involved in each process and whether these isoforms are
active in 3T3-L1 cells is currently not known. Alterna-
tively, degradation of these proteins cannot be excluded
but because of the reciprocal expression patterns, this is
unlikely to be due to technical conditions. Instead, this
may imply the activity of specific proteases during 3T3-
L1 differentiation and starvation.
Based on our protein expression data, we conclude that
the glycolytic pathway is not completely reciprocally reg-
ulated when differentiated 3T3-L1 cells are subjected to
caloric restriction. Beside common regulated proteins
during both conditions, such as GAPDH and a-enolase,
we observed three glycolytic proteins, triosephosphate
isomerase, phosphoglycerate kinase 1 and lactate dehy-
drogenase, whose expression was stable during 3T3-L1
differentiation but was altered during caloric restriction.
In addition, the up-regulated expression of MDH during
differentiation was not reversed during caloric restriction
which indicates a residual activity in fatty acid synthesis.
These results clearly demonstrate that the regulation of
the glycolysis pathway during caloric restriction of 3T3-
L1 cells differs from the regulation during differentiation.
For other identified proteins, a non-reciprocal regulation
was also observed when differentiated 3T3-L1 cells were
subjected to caloric restriction. This shows that although
caloric restriction results in fat release, it induces only a
limited pre-adipocyte-like protein expression pattern. 
Previously, at the mRNA level, TNF-a was shown to in-
duce a conversion to a pre-adipocyte genotype when
added to differentiated 3T3-L1 cells [32]. We found a
similar effect at the protein level. Compared to solely
caloric restriction, a combination of caloric restriction
and TNF-a showed that more proteins change to a pre-
adipocyte-like expression pattern. Moreover, TNF-a
counteracted effects of caloric restriction on differenti-
ated 3T3-L1 (see table 1, clusters 2, 4 and 7).
We observed a specific TNF-a-mediated up-regulation of
calreticulin (table 1, clusters 4 and 7). This protein is able
to repress translation of CCAAT/enhancer-binding pro-
tein (C/EBP)a and C/EBPb [33]. Repression of C/EBP
has also been observed when 3T3-L1 adipocytes were
subjected to TNF-a [15, 34]. We expect that calreticulin
is involved in this process. Overexpression of either
CEBPa or CEBPb in 3T3-L1 cells is sufficient to induce
their differentiation into mature fat cells. In conjunction
with peroxisome proliferator-activated receptor g
(PPARg), both proteins are involved in the transcriptional
cascade that plays an important role in the differentiation
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of 3T3-L1 cells [reviewed in ref. 35]. In our experiments,
TNF-a regulates a set of proteins that seem to induce a
pre-adipocyte phenotype that results in a further decrease
in intracellular fat content. This is in agreement with the
observed inhibition of PPARg by TNF-a in mature 3T3-
L1 adipocytes [36, 37]. Furthermore, stimulation of
PPARg inhibits the action of TNF-a on 3T3-L1
adipocytes [38]. Thus, in contrast to solely caloric re-
striction, we expect that a forced down-regulation of
C/EBP proteins and PPARg by TNF-a might play a role
in a stronger depletion of fat content in 3T3-L1 cells (see
fig. 1). 
During differentiation, 3T3-L1 cells loose proliferative
potential and acquire resistance against apoptotic stimuli
which is accompanied by induced expression of a neu-
ronal apoptosis inhibitory protein [39]. We found seven
differentially expressed proteins which possess growth-
regulatory properties: galectin 1 and 3, NDPK A and B,
calreticulin, peptidyl-prolyl cis-trans isomerase C and
cystatin B. Dependent on the cell type, galectin 1 and 3
are anti-apoptotic [40]. Galectin 1 arrests T cells in the S
and G2/M phase of the cell cycle, while low expression of
galectin 1 induces cell proliferation [41]. Transfection
with antisense galectin 3 cDNA inhibited the prolifera-
tion of MDA-MB435 breast cancer cells [42]. NDPK
gene expression is positively correlated with proliferating
tumor cells, while down-regulation of NDPK proteins by
RNA antisense techniques suppresses tumor cell growth
as reviewed by Kimura et al. [43]. Mouse embryonic fi-
broblasts deficient in calreticulin are resistant to apopto-
sis, probably via Ca2+-mediated signaling [44], and over-
expression of calreticulin is associated with increased
malignancy of breast cancer cells [45, 46]. Peptidyl-pro-
lyl cis-trans isomerase C is a member of a large conserved
family of peptidyl-prolyl cis-trans isomerases which in-
cludes FK506-binding proteins (FKBP), cyclophilins and
parvulins [47]. Recently, cyclophilin D and FKBP38
were shown to be anti-apoptotic [48, 49]. Finally, cystatin
B is suggested to be involved in progression of tumor cell
growth [50, 51]. When differentiated 3T3-L1 cells are
subsequently treated with our starvation protocols, the
expression of these proteins returns to their pre-adipocyte
status. Based on their expression profiles during our ex-
periments, the seven proteins indicated here are likely ac-
tively involved in cell growth arrest during 3T3-L1 dif-
ferentiation and in an anti-apoptotic phenotype of differ-
entiated 3T3-L1 cells. Upon starvation, the expression
patterns of these proteins are switched to a profile that is
associated with induced cell proliferation and increased
sensitivity to apoptosis, particularly when TNF-a is used.
Indeed, TNF-a is known to activate pre-adipocyte genes
in 3T3-L1 adipocytes [32] and to induce apoptosis in
3T3-L1 pre-adipocytes [52]. 
During 3T3-L1 differentiation, a dramatic remodeling of
the cytoskeleton occurs. While the tubulin network is ex-

panded by the action of insulin [53], the actin fiber net-
work is depolymerized and transformed into a cortical
network lining the inner face of the plasma membrane
[54, 55]. We found three proteins, annexin II, cofilin and
destrin/ADF, which are actively involved in actin dynam-
ics [56, 57]. Recently, increased expression of coactosin
was found during 3T3-L1 differentiation. Overexpression
of this protein induced a depolymerization of actin [13].
This indicates that several different proteins are involved
in remodeling of the cytoskeleton during 3T3-L1 differ-
entiation. Little is known, however, about the behavior of
the cytoskeleton during fat depletion in 3T3-L1 cells.
Brasaemle et al. [58] showed that cytoskeleton-disrupting
agents did not inhibit isoproterenol-induced lipolysis in
3T3-L1 cells. Thus a remodeling of the cytoskeleton does
not hinder lipolysis. The decreased expression of annexin
II, actin, tubulin and myosin IX, an actin-binding protein
[59], that we observed during starvation of differentiated
3T3-L1 cells is in agreement with this. 
Our data show that the glycolysis/gluconeogenic path-
ways are differentially regulated during 3T3-L1 differen-
tiation and subsequent starvation. Differentiated 3T3-L1
cells express a protein profile that is associated with cell
growth arrest, resistance to apoptosis and a remodeling of
the cytoskeleton. Most of the proteins involved in these
processes show a reversed expression pattern upon 3T3-
L1 starvation, especially with TNF-a. In conclusion, our
results demonstrate that an independent survey of protein
expression provides valuable information for the broader
understanding of adipogenesis. New proteins were dis-
covered with expected important roles in 3T3-L1 differ-
entiation and starvation. These provide potential new tar-
gets for future intervention studies with respect to obe-
sity. 
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