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PERSPECTIVE
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Children of women with obesity have a
higher risk of cardiovascular and metabolic
disease. Understanding how maternal
obesity affects the heart of offspring during
development might provide an evidence
base for lifestyle and other interventions
during pregnancy or in early childhood to
reduce future cardiovascular risk. Several
clinical and experimental studies have
investigated how obesity during pregnancy
predisposes offspring to hypertension,
insulin resistance, obesity, cardiovascular
disease and premature mortality (Shrestha
et al, 2021). However, few studies have
considered whether the sex of the offspring
influences cardiovascular and metabolic
outcomes.

In this issue of The Journal of Physio-
logy, Vaughan and colleagues use their
established mouse model of maternal
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obesity to investigate the metabolic
disturbances underpinning adverse cardiac
remodelling and dysfunction in offspring
of obese dams (Vaughan et al.,, 2022). A
strength of the study is that the authors
assessed cardiac function of both male
and female offspring up to 2 years of age

(the approximate lifespan of a mouse).
This longitudinal assessment extends their
previous findings, which revealed the
emergence of diastolic dysfunction by 3
months of age in male offspring of obese
dams and at 6 months of age in female
mice (Vaughan et al, 2020). Although
group sizes at some time points might have
been too small to reveal subtle changes
in function, the present study points
to a persistent impairment in diastolic
function in male offspring of obese dams
throughout lifespan, and a progressive
worsening of diastolic function in females.
The authors speculate that this sexual
dimorphism might be attributable to
the cardioprotective effects of oestrogen,
because the marked decline in diastolic
dysfunction observed in female mice at
9 months of age coincides approximately
with a decline in circulating oestradiol in
the mouse strain used. Additional studies
are needed to draw further conclusions
regarding the cardioprotective effects of
oestrogen and the role of androgens and
progestogens in this setting.

Both male and female fetuses of obese
dams were heavier and had significantly
heavier hearts (even when normalized to
body weight) than fetuses from control
dams. Interestingly, cardiac hypertrophy
was no longer evident in offspring of obese
dams at 6 months of age, and body weight
had also normalized. Histopathological
changes (e.g. interstitial fibrosis and
capillary density) were not examined at
either time point. To investigate trans-
criptional changes associated with fetal
cardiac hypertrophy, the authors conducted
RNA sequencing and downstream pathway
analyses on fetal heart samples 18.5 days
postcoitum. The overall transcriptomic
response to maternal obesity was strongly
influenced by sex, with only 66 commonly
altered genes between males and females.
Ingenuity analysis identified contrasting
macromolecular pathways upregulated
by maternal obesity: lipid synthesis and
metabolism in males, and carbohydrate
uptake in females. These data suggest that
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metabolic perturbances in response to
maternal obesity are influenced by sex,
despite exposure to the same metabolic
milieu in utero.

A key finding of this study was
the identification of Pparg, the gene
encoding peroxisome proliferator activated
receptor gamma (PPARy), as a critical
node of the fetal myocardial transcriptomic
response to maternal overnutrition. PPARy
is a ligand-activated transcription factor
responsible for modulating the expression
of genes involved in fatty acid uptake,
oxidation and storage in the heart. The
PPARy agonist pioglitazone is used in the
treatment of type 2 diabetes and reduces
the risk of major adverse cardiovascular
outcomes in diabetic patients (Liao et al.,
2017; Sinha & Ghosal, 2020). However,
pioglitazone also increases the risk of
heart failure (Liao et al, 2017; Sinha
& Ghosal, 2020), and transgenic over-
expression of Pparg in mice leads to cardiac
hypertrophy and systolic dysfunction
(Son et al, 2007), indicating a potential
structural and functional role for this key
metabolic protein. In this study, Vaughan
et al. (2022) report that Pparg expression
was increased in both male and female
hearts at embryonic day 18.5 and at 6
months of age and was strongly correlated
with diastolic dysfunction (E/E’ ratio) in
male animals and with left ventricular
end-diastolic volume in female animals.
Follow-up experiments in adult offspring
revealed differential expression of Pparg
target genes (e.g. AcoxI) in male and
female hearts despite a comparable increase
in Pparg expression, suggesting sexual
dimorphism in the post-transcriptional
regulation of PPARy function, for example
by co-regulators or other interacting
proteins. A recent investigation identified
PPARwx as a key modulator of the fetal
cardiac lipidome in response to maternal
obesity (Pantaleao et al., 2022), and dual
activation of PPARo and PPARy induces
cardiac dysfunction in mice (Kalliora et al.,
2019). Thus, further investigation into this
important family of metabolic regulators
will be important for improving our under-
standing of the cardiometabolic response
to overnutrition in utero.

Finally, the authors measured cardiac
lipid and glucose uptake, in addition to
respiration in left ventricular tissue, to
examine energy metabolism between male
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and female adult offspring. Perturbations
in fatty acid oxidation were observed in
male offspring of obese dams, and females
had impaired myocardial glucose uptake.
Lipid uptake was not altered by maternal
obesity in either sex. Interestingly, impaired
glucose uptake in the female mice was not
accompanied by differences in expression
of the major cardiac glucose transporters,
GLUT1 or GLUT4, although Western blot
analysis revealed a reduction in insulin
receptor phosphorylation suggestive of
insulin resistance. Collectively, these data
suggest that metabolic programming
in utero sets the stage for myocardial
metabolism throughout life, with an
increased reliance on fatty acids (via
different mechanisms) in adult male and
female offspring.

In summary, this paper adds to the
growing body of evidence that maternal
obesity reprograms cardiac metabolism of
offspring, with lasting effects on cardiac
function. Importantly, it reveals differences
in cardiac metabolic and functional
responses of male and female offspring
to maternal obesity. Improved under-
standing of the mechanisms underpinning
these responses will take us a step closer
to developing sex-specific strategies to
mitigate the detrimental cardiometabolic
consequences of an obesogenic in utero
environment.
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