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Tiwari S, Riazi S, Ecelbarger CA. Insulin’s impact on renal sodium
transport and blood pressure in health, obesity, and diabetes. Am J Physiol
Renal Physiol 293: F974 –F984, 2007. First published August 8, 2007;
doi:10.1152/ajprenal.00149.2007.—Insulin has been shown to have antinatri-
uretic actions in humans and animal models. Moreover, endogenous hyperinsulin-
emia and insulin infusion have been correlated to increased blood pressure in some
models. In this review, we present the current state of understanding with regard to
the regulation of the major renal sodium transporters by insulin in the kidney.
Several groups, using primarily cell culture, have demonstrated that insulin can
directly increase activity of the epithelial sodium channel, the sodium-phosphate
cotransporter, the sodium-hydrogen exchanger type III, and Na-K-ATPase. We and
others have demonstrated alterations in the expression at the protein level of many
of these same proteins with insulin infusion or in hyperinsulinemic models. We also
discuss how this regulation is perturbed in type I and type II diabetes mellitus.
Finally, we discuss a potential role for regulation of insulin receptor signaling in the
kidney in contributing to sodium balance and blood pressure.
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Overview

INSULIN HAS BEEN DEMONSTRATED to increase sodium reabsorp-
tion in the proximal tubule (9), the thick ascending limb (78,
102), and the distal tubule including the collecting duct (54,
144), using micropuncture and perfused tubule approaches.
Over 10 years ago, Sechi (127), Butlen (30), and colleagues
using I125-labeled insulin demonstrated binding sites in multi-
ple cell types along the renal tubular epithelium. However,
because the kidney expresses other receptors similar to the
classic insulin receptor (IR), including the insulin growth
factor receptor (IGF) and the IR-related receptor (IRR), the
precise nature of the “receptor” that labeled insulin was bind-
ing to was not absolutely certain. Nonetheless, more recent
studies showed mRNA expression of the classic IR in whole
homogenates of the kidney (31, 32, 130, 132), and our group
(150) has recently found IR expression at the protein level
using immunoblotting and immunohistochemistry in the
proximal tubule, thick ascending limb, and collecting duct.
In this review, we discuss studies that have investigated the
regulation of the major renal sodium transporters in the
kidney by insulin. In addition, we examine how this regu-
lation is altered in insulin resistance, which is a hyperinsu-
linemic state, as well as in type I and type II diabetes. We
also discuss what is known about the regulation of the IR in
the kidney, how it is affected by insulin resistance and/or
diabetes, and how this might ultimately affect sodium bal-
ance and blood pressure.

Localization of the IR in the Kidney

The IR in metabolic tissues such as liver, adipose, and
muscle has been extensively studied; however, its role in the
kidney is less well defined. Human IR cDNA was first cloned
and reported in 1985 (43, 154). The characterization of the
cDNA clones encoding IR indicated that the receptor is com-
posed of two subunits, i.e., � and �, which are derived by the
proteolytic processing of a 1,382-amino acid-long prepro-
receptor. Subsequently, the exon-intron organization of the
human IR gene and characterization of the 5�-flanking pro-
moter sequence, which regulate its expression, was determined
by Seino et al. (133). They have shown that the IR gene spans
�120 kb and is encoded by 22 exons and 21 introns. Exon 11
is subjected to alternative splicing, leading to two isoforms, A
and B, which differ in their affinity for insulin, with B being
higher than the A isoform. Furthermore, they have also deter-
mined that there are three transcriptional initiation sites and an
active promoter region that lacks the TATA-like sequence. IR
is a member of the receptor tyrosine kinase superfamily. The
�-subunit is primarily extracellular and contains the ligand-
binding domain, whereas the �-subunit is intrinsic to the lipid
bilayer and contains the tyrosine kinase signaling domain,
which catalyzes the transfer of the �-phosphate of ATP to
tyrosine residues on protein substrates (37). In 2002, Hubbard
et al. (72) reported the crystal structure of the tyrosine kinase
domain of IR. The two subunits, � and �, are encoded by 11
exons each and are held together by disulfide bonds (72).

Several groups have characterized IR expression in the
kidney (2, 17, 30, 127). Sechi and associates (127) utilized an
autoradiographic technique with membrane preparations ob-
tained from both glomeruli and tubules of the rat kidney. In the
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cortex, binding density was comparable in glomeruli and
tubules. In the medulla, bound radioligand was found primarily
in longitudinal structures traversing the outer portion, presum-
ably corresponding to vascular bundles, and in the inner
portion. Butlen et al. (30) examined 125I-labeled insulin bind-
ing in microdissected rat renal tubules and found the greatest
binding per length renal tubule in the proximal convoluted
tubule and distal convoluted tubule (DCT), followed by the
cortical and outer medullary collecting duct (CD) and cortical
thick ascending limb (TAL) (Table 1). The thin limbs and outer
medullary TAL were lower. Using autoradiography, Bisbis
et al. (17) characterized the IR in chicken kidney. They
demonstrated that renal IRs in the chicken are upregulated by
fasting and downregulated by refeeding. We recently localized
the IR in rat kidney using immunofluorescence and commer-
cially available polyclonal antibodies against the �- and �-sub-
units (150). These antibodies were designed not to overlap with
receptors of similar structure also expressed in the kidney
including the insulin-like growth factor receptor (IGF1) and the
IRR found in renal intercalated cells (8, 115). We found that
classic IR was expressed in the proximal tubule, TAL, distal
convoluted tubule, and CD.

Regulation of Sodium Transport Proteins Along the Renal
Tubule by Insulin

Based on the expression pattern of IR, it is not surprising to
find that insulin increases the sodium reabsorptive activity of
major renal sodium transporter proteins in nearly every cell
type that reabsorbs NaCl, from the proximal tubule throughout
the collecting duct (19, 49–51, 54, 60, 96, 100, 117).

Proximal tubule. Two decades ago, Baum (9) demonstrated
that insulin added to the bath increased volume flux in isolated
perfused proximal tubules from rabbit kidney. This suggested
that insulin directly stimulated sodium reabsorption in this
segment. The regulation of a variety of major sodium trans-
porters and exchangers in the proximal tubule by insulin has
been examined. First of all, the sodium hydrogen exchanger
type III (NHE3) is responsible for �60–65% of the apical
sodium reabsorption in the proximal tubule, which as a seg-
ment is responsible for reabsorbing �65% of the total filtered
sodium load (157). Thus regulation of NHE3 activity, if not
compensated for downstream, has the potential to greatly affect
overall sodium balance. Insulin has been shown to increase
NHE3 activity both acutely and chronically in a cell line
derived from opossum kidney with proximal tubule-like char-
acteristics (OKP cells) (96). Recently, this same group reported

that the mechanism for chronic induction involved activation
of phosphatidylinositol 3-kinase (PI-3K) and serum- and glu-
cocorticoid-regulated kinase 1 (SGK1), as transport was inhib-
itable by wortmannin, a PI-3K antagonist, or coexpression of
dominant-negative SGK1 (60).

Insulin has also been shown to be antiphosphaturic (35). The
major tubule segment responsible for the regulation of phos-
phorus reabsorption in the kidney is the proximal tubule. The
sodium-phosphate cotransporter type II (NaPi-2) is responsible
for apical phosphorus reabsorption coupled to sodium in the
proximal tubule (14). In 1984, Hammerman et al. (69) showed
insulin-mediated increased phosphate uptake by isolated renal
proximal tubule brush border from dog kidney. In later studies
performed in OKP cells, the increased reabsorptive activity due
to insulin was demonstrated to be influenced by calcium, as
active transport was facilitated by the calcium channel blockers
verapamil and nifedipine (1). Increased phosphate reabsorption
by NaPi-2 would simultaneously increase sodium reabsorption
in the proximal tubule given no changes in other apical trans-
porter activity.

Feraille and associates (50–54) have performed many ele-
gant studies demonstrating and characterizing the ability of
insulin to activate the basolateral Na-K-ATPase (50–54). This
pump is essential in establishing the electrochemical gradient
for sodium reabsorption in all cells of the renal tubule that
reabsorb NaCl. In proximal tubule suspensions from rats, as
well as in microdissected tubules, activation appears to involve
phosphorylation of a tyrosine residue on the �-subunit of
Na-K-ATPase (52).

TAL. TAL is critical in determining water concentrating and
diluting capacity of the kidney but may also affect sodium
balance (157). Several groups (53, 78–80, 95, 102, 144, 148)
have demonstrated increased sodium or chloride reabsorption
in response to insulin in this segment. This transport was
blockable by furosemide or ouabain, thus implying increased
activity of the bumetanide-sensitive Na-K-2Cl cotransporter
(NKCC2) and/or Na-K-ATPase (144). Mandon et al. (102)
showed that insulin stimulated not only NaCl reabsorption in
mouse cortical and medullary TAL, but calcium and magne-
sium, as well, in the cortical TAL. Insulin increased cAMP
production at this site (102), but other studies indicate the
sodium reabsorptive activity of insulin may be independent of
cAMP (79). Studies by Ito and colleagues (78) suggest that
insulin increases sodium reabsorption in the TAL by activation
of tyrosine kinase, PI-3K, and protein kinase C.

DCT. The actions of insulin in the DCT are less clear as this
segment is short and thus not readily perfusable in most
species. Nonetheless, the DCT has been demonstrated to have
a fairly high abundance of insulin binding sites (30, 108),
suggesting that there is the clear potential for regulation of
electrolyte transport. Dai et al. (34) used an immortalized
mouse distal convoluted cell line to demonstrate that insulin
can increase both magnesium reabsorption and cAMP in this
cell type. Direct evidence that insulin increases sodium reab-
sorption in the DCT or activity of the major apical sodium
transporter, i.e., the thiazide-sensitive Na-Cl cotransporter
(NCC), is sparse. We have shown that chronic infusion of
insulin to Sprague-Dawley rats increased the natriuretic re-
sponse to an acute dose of hydrochlorothiazide, an NCC
antagonist, suggesting that chronic hyperinsulinemia may up-
regulate the activity of this protein (140). However, we saw no

Table 1. 125I-labeled insulin binding in microdissected rat
renal tubule segments and glomeruli

Glomeruli 2.5�0.3
Proximal convoluted tubule 12.6�0.6
Pars recta 4.0�2.6
Thin descending limb 0.6�0.2
Thin ascending limb 0.6�0.2
Medullary thick ascending limb 0.8�0.1
Cortical ascending limb 2.1�0.1
Distal convoluted tubule 5.6�1.1
Cortical collecting tubule 3.2�0.3
Outer medullary collecting tubule 2.3�0.1

Values are means � SE expressed as 10�18 mol 	125I
-insulin bound per
glomerulus or per mm tubule length.

Invited Review

F975INSULIN, DIABETES, AND THE KIDNEY

AJP-Renal Physiol • VOL 293 • OCTOBER 2007 • www.ajprenal.org



change in protein expression for NCC. We (140) did find
reduced protein levels of WNK4 [for “with no lysine” (K)
kinase], a kinase that has been shown to decrease NCC activity,
purportedly by reducing its levels in the plasma membrane
(165, 167).

CD. Studies by DeFronzo et al. in humans (35) and dogs
(36) suggested that the major site for sodium reabsorption by
insulin was the distal tubule. Moreover, insulin has been shown
to increase the activity of Na-K-ATPase (53, 54) and the
epithelial sodium channel (ENaC) (19, 20, 49, 85, 117, 135,
136, 161, 163) in CD or distal tubule cell systems. Nonetheless,
at least one study showed decreased sodium reabsorption and
potassium secretion in perfused rabbit cortical CD in response
to insulin (59). The mechanisms by which insulin increases
activity of Na-K-ATPase in the CD vs. the proximal tubule are
slightly different. In the cortical CD, insulin increases Vmax (or
maximal turnover activity) of Na-K-ATPase, whereas in the
proximal tubule, insulin appears to affect the affinity of the
pump for sodium without affecting Vmax (54).

ENaC activation by insulin in cell culture has been fairly
extensively characterized. The A6 cell line derived from toad
kidney cells has been widely exploited to elucidate cellular
mechanisms involved (48, 104, 118). Insulin’s ability to in-
crease short-circuit current, a measure of NaCl flux across a
membrane, in A6 cells is additive to that of aldosterone (119).
However, most studies suggest a convergence between signal-
ing cascades at the level of SGK1. Insulin increases phosphor-
ylation of existing SGK1, and aldosterone increases SGK
expression (49, 161); thus the actions of the hormones together,
at least acutely, would be expected to be additive. Insulin
treatment has been shown to increase the sodium channel
density on the apical surface of these cells (48), which implies
regulated trafficking. Blazer-Yost and associates (19, 118)
were able to demonstrate that both increased sodium transport
and trafficking of ENaC subunits in response to insulin in the
A6 cells required PI-3K. We have recently shown, by immu-
nobased approaches, increased apical localization of all three
subunits of ENaC in native kidney tissue from rats treated for
28 days with insulin by an osmotic minipump (Fig. 1) (140), as
well as in kidneys harvested from mice given a single intra-
peritoneal injection of insulin (149). Furthermore, insulin may
acutely alter ENaC activity by mechanisms in addition to
trafficking, perhaps by changing open probability or activity of
existing channels. For example, Canessa and associates (136,
169) have demonstrated that insulin phosphorylates ENaC
subunits in both transfected Madin-Darby canine kidney cells
and endogenously ENaC-expressing A6 cells. In A6 cells, this
phosphorylation occurred on all three subunits and was asso-
ciated with increased activity (169). Figure 2 illustrates how
insulin might increase sodium reabsorption in the CD principal
cell by activating both ENaC and Na-K-ATPase.

Altered Expression of Sodium Transporter and Channels
in Diabetes

An absence of circulating insulin or a substantial decrease in
the activity of insulin at the cell level leads to impaired glucose
uptake from plasma, hyperglycemia, and glucosuria, i.e., dia-
betes mellitus. Type I diabetes mellitus is due to the destruction
of insulin-producing � cells in the pancreatic islets. It is
primarily a T cell-mediated autoimmune disease directed

against a � cell autoantigen (101). In humans, this is treated
with various cocktails of insulin that are designed to release
slowly or quickly to try to mimic endogenous patterns. How-
ever, this regulation is clearly not perfect, and periods of hyper-
and hypoglycemia develop. A major portion of the morbidity
and mortality arising from diabetes mellitus is due to the high
incidence of progressive kidney dysfunction and diabetic ne-
phropathy.

Type I diabetes has been associated with natriuresis and
diuresis, as well as activation of vasopressin and the renin-
angiotensin-aldosterone system (7, 84). Several groups have
examined the regulation of sodium transporters in type I
diabetic rodents (47, 57, 91, 92, 97, 109, 124). Animal models
which have been employed to study different aspects of dia-
betes and its complications, such as diabetic nephropathy and
altered sodium and water balance, include treatment with
alloxan (138) or streptozotocin (STZ), which directly destroy
pancreatic � cells (44, 91–94, 103, 109, 142, 162). Siddiqui
et al. (138) showed a significant increase in renal Na-K-
ATPase activity in alloxan-induced diabetic rats compared

Fig. 1. Epithelial sodium channel (ENaC) subunit subcellular distribution in
rat cortical collecting duct in response to chronic insulin infusion. Male
Sprague-Dawley rats were infused with insulin by osmotic minipump (20
U �kg body wt�1 �day�1) or maintained as control rats for 28 days. Kidneys
were perfusion fixed and prepared for immunoperoxidase-based staining as
described (140). Sections were probed with our own polyclonal antibodies
against � (top)-, � (middle)-, and �-ENaC (bottom). Staining was localized
more apically in the insulin-infused rats relative to control rats for all 3
subunits. Shown are cortical collecting ducts at �1,000 magnification. (Figure
is a modification of staining published in Ref. 140.)
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with control rats. In STZ-treated Sprague-Dawley rats, we
found increased protein expression of the majority of primary
apical sodium transport proteins of the TAL through the CD,
including NKCC2, NCC, and the �-, �-, and �-subunits of
ENaC, relative to control rats (142). Kim and associates (91–
93) similarly found a 244% increase in NKCC2 in the outer
medulla of STZ-induced rats (Fig. 3). This compensatory
upregulation might have a prominent role in reducing volume
depletion and sodium losses.

Sex steroids may also influence the course of diabetes in
type I models. For example, 17-� estradiol (E2) and its analogs
have been demonstrated to be protective against the progres-
sion of kidney disease and diabetic nephropathy (4, 65, 103).
We (124, 164) conducted a study to examine the chronic
(12-wk) effects of estrogen (E2) replacement to ovariectomized
female rats in the setting of STZ-induced diabetes on the
expression of sodium transport proteins. E2 replacement in
STZ-diabetic rats altered the ratio of estrogen receptor sub-
types in the kidney (164) and also attenuated the severity of the
diabetes, as measured by a reduction in the hyperglycemia in
these rats (124). With regard to changes in transport proteins,
NKCC2 abundance was increased by diabetes in the whole
kidney and outer medulla, as in our earlier short-term (4-day)
study previously described (142). E2 replacement normalized
NKCC2 expression. Similarly, E2 replacement normalized the
expression of �- and �-ENaC, which were reduced in diabetic
female rats. Decreased �- and �-ENaC in the chronically
diabetic female rats contrasted with our earlier finding in male
rats, which were diabetic for only 4 days (142). The reasons
underlying these discrepancies are not clear. It is possible that
the sex of the rats modulates these responses, or that the
differing lengths of the two studies played a role. In other
words, the ability to compensate with upregulation of all distal
proteins may be compromised long term. Finally, in this
chronic study in female rats, we also saw increased NHE3 and

decreased NaPi-2 protein levels in the STZ-treated rats (124).
E2 replacement reduced the abundance of NHE3 but did not
restore the abundance of NaPi-2. Thus estrogen status is clearly
modulatory with regard to the regulation of major sodium
transport proteins in the STZ-induced diabetic rat. The cellular
mechanisms underlying the up- or downregulation of specific
transporters, and whether insulin or insulin signaling plays a
role, are in need of further study.

In contrast to type I, in type II diabetes (non-insulin-depen-
dent diabetes mellitus), circulating plasma insulin levels may
be high, normal, or low depending on how advanced pancreatic
� cell exhaustion has progressed. Type II diabetes is an
expanding problem worldwide and is the manifestation of
extreme “insulin resistance.” Insulin resistance refers to
blunted IR signaling in the major metabolic tissues including
liver, adipose, and skeletal muscle to a given level of circulat-
ing insulin, and is commonly associated with obesity. Approx-
imately 40% of the patients with type II diabetes will develop
diabetic kidney disease (99). Many animal models of type II
diabetes have been used to examine metabolic abnormalities
and diabetic complications including, the ob/ob mouse (leptin
deficient), the db/db mouse (leptin receptor deficient) (6), the
nonobese Goto-Kakizaki rat (153, 168), the obesity-prone
Sprague-Dawley rat (38–40), the diabetic Zucker rat (70), and
the obese Zucker rat (77). The diabetic Zucker rat is a substrain
of the obese Zucker rat (leptin receptor mutation) and develops
diabetes at a fairly young age (156). The obese Zucker rat is
highly insulin resistant, hyperinsulinemic, and obese but does
not develop type II diabetes until 5–6 mo of age (86).

The obese Zucker rat has been used extensively to examine
the regulation of sodium and water balance in insulin resistance
and/or type II diabetes (15, 16, 58, 67, 74, 75, 89, 116,
120–123, 134, 152). In young (2- to 4-mo-old), insulin-resis-
tant, nondiabetic male rats, we (16) found increased whole
kidney abundances of the �1-subunit of Na-K-ATPase, NCC,
and �-ENaC. When we examined slightly older (6-mo-old),
overtly diabetic obese Zucker rats, the renal sodium transporter
profile was remarkably altered (15). In these rats, we found a
marked decrease in several proximal tubule, TAL, and CD
apical sodium transporters or channel subunits including
NKCC2, �-ENaC, NHE3, and NaPi-2 relative to lean age
mates. Thus these proteins may be sensitive to factors relating
to diabetes and/or nephropathy but not strictly to insulin
resistance.

In agreement with our findings in young Zucker rats,
Lokhandwala et al. (74) demonstrated increased activity of
Na-K-ATPase and also NHE3 in proximal tubules of obese
Zucker rats. They attributed this relatively increased activity to
impaired dopamine D1 receptor function. Dopamine activity
via the D1 receptor normally should inhibit these proteins.
Defective natriuresis due to impaired dopamine function and
elevated proximal tubule Na-K-ATPase activity has also been

Fig. 3. Bumetanide-sensitive Na-K-2Cl cotransporter (NKCC2/BSC1) protein
in outer medulla of control (CTR) vs. 20-day streptozotocin (STZ)-induced
diabetic rats. Samples from 6 different control rats and 6 different diabetic rats
probed with an antibody to NKCC2/BSC1 are shown. There was a 244%
increase in NKCC2/BSC1 abundance in rats with diabetes mellitus (DM) (91).

Fig. 2. Insulin receptor (IR) signaling in the renal collecting duct principal
cell. Insulin binds to the basolateral IR, resulting in autophosphorylation of the
�-subunit tyrosine residues. In most epithelial cells that reabsorb NaCl,
autophosphorylation of the IR initiates a phosphorylation cascade including
phosphorylation of insulin receptor substrate (IRS) and phosphatidylinositol
3-kinase (PI-3K). In collecting duct principal cells and possibly proximal
tubule cells, PI-3K phosphorylates serum- and glucocorticoid-regulated kinase
(SGK1). SGK1 phosphorylates NEDD4-2 in principal cells, which has been
shown to reduce endocytic retrieval of ENaC from the apical membrane,
increasing its activity. Furthermore, ENaC subunits and Na-K-ATPase may
also be directly phosphorylated, although intermediary steps are not well
understood, which has been postulated to increase the activity of these proteins
while they are in the plasma membrane.
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demonstrated in another model of salt-sensitive hypertension
associated with obesity, i.e., the Wistar fatty rat (152).

Several investigators (15–20), have demonstrated the re-
markable effectiveness of “insulin-sensitizing” drugs, i.e., per-
oxisome proliferator-activated receptor subtype-� (PPAR-�)
agonists such as rosiglitazone (RGZ) in the treatment and
attenuation of insulin resistance and type II diabetes in the
obese Zucker rat. We (89, 122) found that chronic (12-wk)
treatment of the obese Zucker rat with RGZ not only reduced
the diabetes and proteinuria but normalized the expression of
several renal sodium transport proteins. For example, RGZ
abrogated the downregulation of NKCC2 and �-ENaC in the
aging Zucker rats. Similarly, Umrani and associates (155)
showed that RGZ treatment of obese Zucker rats restored
dopamine signaling in the proximal tubule and attenuated the
increased Na-K-ATPase activity. Thus treatment of insulin
resistance clearly protects renal sodium reabsorptive and urine
concentrating capacity in these rats.

High-fructose (5, 31, 46, 76, 137, 145, 160) or -fat (81, 90)
diets fed to rats have been used as additional models of insulin
resistance. We (141) have shown that 28-day dietary fructose
(65%) resulted in an upregulation of NaPi-2 abundance but
decreased NKCC2, and no change in ENaC subunits, NCC,
NHE3, or �1-Na-K-ATPase in Sprague-Dawley rats.

The Dahl salt-sensitive rat is also insulin resistant (151), as
are ANG II-infused rats (111), and high-NaCl-fed rats (112).
The cellular mechanisms underlying insulin sensitivity in these
models are not well understood but have been proposed to
involve later components of IR signaling, i.e., post-PI-3K
activation, perhaps involving increased oxidative stress (113).
No studies, to our knowledge, have examined IR signaling in
the kidney in these models.

Insulin and Blood Pressure

Hyperinsulinemia, as a result of insulin resistance, is clearly
associated with hypertension in humans and animal models
(23, 42, 55, 83). However, whether increased insulin signaling
in any tissue is the cause of increased blood pressure is
uncertain. Moreover, the effects of insulin infusion on blood
pressure and hemodynamics in general, in mammals, are vari-
able. Brands et al. (26) demonstrated over 15 years ago that
insulin infusion into rats increases blood pressure. The rise in
blood pressure was not associated with any sustained increase
in sodium balance but did correspond to a transient fall in
glomerular filtration rate (GFR). They went on to pursue the
mechanism for these effects and subsequently reported that
hyperinsulinemia, in the rat, was not salt sensitive but led to a
rightward shift in the pressure-natriuretic curve as sodium
balance was maintained at a higher blood pressure (25). They
(87) found no evidence for increased adrenergic activity as
blockade of either �- or �-adrenergic receptors with selective
antagonists did not abolish the blood pressure rise. On the
contrary, thromboxane and an intact renin-angiotensin system
(RAS) were found to be important in mediating the rise in
blood pressure in the rat. A thromboxane synthesis inhibitor,
U63557A (87), or coinfusion with an angiotensin-converting
enzyme inhibitor (24) significantly attenuated the rise in blood
pressure and fall in GFR.

Other investigators (45, 106) including ourselves (140) have
confirmed the rise in blood pressure in rats with insulin

infusion (Fig. 4). We (140) found the rise in blood pressure
using radiotelemetry was associated with increased natriuretic
response to benzamil and hydrochlorothiazide and increased
apical localization of ENaC subunits in rat kidney, as described
above. Edwards et al. (45) found increased blood pressure in
rats infused with insulin was blockable by chemical denerva-
tion. Meehan et al. (106) demonstrated that the rise in blood
pressure and heart rate in rats infused with insulin was pre-
ventable by coinfusion with the sympatholytic agent clonidine.

On the contrary, insulin infusion into mixed-breed dogs
using a similar approach does not appear to increase blood
pressure, even when renal mass is reduced (27, 68). However,
in the dogs insulin did result in peripheral vasodilatation,
leading to reduced peripheral vascular resistance as well as
sodium retention (27). Few studies have reported the effects of
insulin infusion into mice. Huang et al. (71) reported that acute
insulin infusion into mice on a mixed Sv129/C57BL back-
ground did not raise blood pressure or alter GFR, but it did
produce antinatriuresis. Insulin infusion into human subjects,
normal or with borderline hypertension, has been reported to
raise (88, 125), decrease (3), or not change mean arterial blood
pressure (11, 63, 110). It is likely that species/strain or under-
lying conditional differences in the blood pressure response to
insulin infusion reflect the fact that insulin signaling is associ-
ated with both factors that may reduce blood pressure, e.g.,
nitric oxide generation, and factors that may increase blood
pressure, e.g., increased sodium reabsorption, activation of the
sympathetic nervous system, augmentation of the RAS, and/or
thromboxane synthesis. Ultimately, insulin may be viewed as
more of a facilitator rather than a cause of increased blood
pressure and clearly dependent on other factors. This facilita-
tion, however, may be particularly important in disease states
such as insulin resistance, type II diabetes, and obesity.

Insulin Resistance and Blood Pressure

It is fairly clear that insulin resistance in humans and animals
models is associated with hypertension. Insulin resistance,
however, is clearly a complex disorder, and the role of hyper-
insulinemia per se on blood pressure control in the context of
other metabolic disturbances is uncertain. One problem is that
it is difficult to alleviate hyperinsulinemia without affecting

Fig. 4. Mean arterial blood pressure (MAP) measured by radiotelemetry in
male Sprague-Dawley rats infused with insulin by osmotic minipump (20
U �kg body wt�1 �day�1) for 28 days vs. control (untreated same age, rats).
*Insulin infusion resulted in significantly (P � 0.05, by unpaired t-test) higher
MAP after 14 days of infusion. (Figure is a modification of a figure published
in Ref. 140.)
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other metabolic parameters. We (89) showed that treatment of
young obese Zucker rats with the PPAR-� agonist RGZ nor-
malized blood pressure for nearly the entire 12-wk study.
Treatment with RGZ also markedly reduced circulating insulin
levels. However, RGZ also reduced plasma triglycerides and
urine albumin excretion. Thus we clearly cannot ascribe the
normalization in blood pressure solely to the fall in circulating
insulin levels in this complex disease model. However, it did
seem to relate overall to the amelioration of the insulin-
resistant state in these rats. These findings were in agreement
with those of Umrani et al. (155), who found RGZ treatment of
the obese Zucker rat resulted in increased sodium excretion and
reduced blood pressure.

Furthermore, in the obese Zucker rat, Hussain and col-
leagues (10, 134) found upregulation of both major classes of
ANG II receptors, i.e., AT1 and AT2, in the proximal tubule.
ANG II is not only a potent vasoconstrictor, but it also
increases sodium reabsorption in the renal tubule primarily via
increased activity at the AT1 receptor (126). AT2, on the other
hand, is coupled to natriuresis and vasodilation. Increased
expression levels of both receptors may increase the sensitivity
of obese rats to ANG II, but the opposing downstream actions
of these receptors may the reason for only modestly elevated
blood pressure. Hussain (73) in his review suggests that in-
creased circulating insulin levels may be responsible for up-
regulation of both AT1 and AT2 receptors.

The fructose-fed rat has also been demonstrated to develop
hypertension (13, 61, 62, 139, 160). McNeil and colleagues
(13, 62, 139, 158, 160) have used this model extensively to
examine mechanisms underlying hypertension associated with
insulin resistance. Vanadyl sulfate supplementation of the diet
was found to reduce insulin resistance and increased blood
pressure in these rats (13). Furthermore, a role for increased
activity of the sympathetic nervous system (160) and throm-
boxane (61) in the blood pressure response was demonstrated.
Finally, sex hormones appear to influence the blood pressure
response to fructose, as female rats were not found to have an
increase in blood pressure with these diets (62, 139, 158).

Nonetheless, not all researchers have found that a diet high
in fructose raises blood pressure in normal rats (12, 22, 33,
141). Brands et al. (22) saw no effect of fructose on blood
pressure in Sprague-Dawley rats after 11 days. We also saw
little effect of fructose to raise blood pressure in Sprague-
Dawley rats even when coupled with high NaCl or high fat,
which did tend to marginally raise blood pressure (141). In our
study, a high-fructose diet did increase kidney size and raise
plasma triglycerides (141). One difference between the latter
studies and many of the McNeill studies is that tail-cuff
measurements were made in the former and direct arteriogra-
phy or radiotelemetry was used in the latter cases. The act of
performing tail-cuff plethysmography even in trained rats is
likely stimulating and may raise blood pressure in suscepti-
ble animals. We might speculate that fructose feeding makes
these animals more sensitive with regard to the blood pressure
response to small stressors such as routine tail cuff measure-
ments, which might increase sympathetic activity.

Therefore, in the case of insulin resistance with high circu-
lating plasma insulin levels, often 10 times higher than normal
levels (16), it is not clear whether it is increased IR signaling,
decreased IR signaling, or neither one which increases blood
pressure. Furthermore, while insulin resistance is clearly asso-

ciated with impaired IR signaling in major metabolic tissues,
signaling in the kidney, the organ perhaps most critical in
blood pressure regulation, has not been well defined.

Renal IR: Altered Regulation in Diabetes, Role in Blood
Pressure Control

The etiology of insulin resistance has not been definitively
elucidated, but most studies agree that reduced IR signaling
relative to circulating insulin levels is decidedly a key deter-
minant (56). Downregulation of the level of IR protein itself,
with insulin resistance, has been demonstrated in various
insulin-target tissues central to energy metabolism, e.g., liver,
skeletal muscle, and adipose tissue (21, 64, 159), but not
specifically in the kidney. We have recently found reduced IR
protein in the kidney of obese Zucker rats and rats fed a
high-fat diet for several weeks, relative to respective controls
(147, 150). The reduction occurred in both subunits, and the
intensity tended to be correlated with the severity of the insulin
resistance. The inner medulla appeared to be the most sensitive
to insulin resistance-associated downregulation. Immunoper-
oxidase labeling of IR-� revealed that the downregulation in
the inner medulla was associated with CD cells. We suggest
that this downregulation could impact the regulation of CD
proteins such as ENaC, Na-K-ATPase, and possibly even
aquaporin-2. Downregulation of CD IR might also affect nitric
oxide (NO) generation in this cell type; insulin has been shown
to increase NO in many tissues (143). CD nitric oxide synthase

Fig. 5. Distribution of 125I-insulin binding sites in longitudinal sections of
kidney obtained from Wistar-Kyoto rats fed a low-salt (A) or high-salt (B) diet
and spontaneously hypertensive rats fed low-salt (C) or high-salt (D) diets. In
all rats, radioligand binding was more abundant in renal cortex than medulla.
In the cortex, binding intensity was comparable in glomeruli and tubules. In the
medulla, bound radioligand was found primarily in longitudinal structures
traversing the outer medulla, presumably corresponding to medullary vascular
bundles (128). (Used by permission of Lippincott Williams & Wilkins.)
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(NOS) activity has been shown to be among the highest
relative to other renal segments (166). Furthermore, all three
isoforms, i.e., neuronal, endothelial, and inducible NOS, have
been localized to the CD, at least at the mRNA level (166).
However, decreased expression of the IR does not necessarily
equate to reduced IR binding and signal transmission.

In contrast, Sechi et al. (127, 130) and Catena and
colleagues (31, 32) determined that while IR binding and
mRNA in the liver and skeletal muscle was decreased in
fructose-fed, insulin-resistant rats, there was no difference
in the kidney, compared with control rats. Similarly, corti-
costerone-induced insulin resistance in the chicken did not
change renal IR number, affinity, or tyrosine kinase activity
(18). Therefore, they suggested that the relative absence of
renal insulin resistance would allow for the greater circu-
lating levels of insulin to bind to renal IR and increase
sodium reabsorption, for instance, and thus blood pressure.
Furthermore, based on mRNA expression and insulin bind-
ing studies, Sechi’s group (129, 132) also reported increased
renal IR in STZ-induced diabetic rats, and, in this context,
IR binding remained unaffected by ANG II.

Moreover, Sechi and colleagues (31, 128, 130, 131) dem-
onstrated that both the density and level of mRNA encoding
IRs in the kidney are inversely related to the dietary sodium
content by using in situ autoradiography and mRNA analysis
(Fig. 5). Based on these findings, they suggest that this reduced
IR is a feedback mechanism that limits the insulin-induced
sodium retention when extracellular fluid volume is expanded.
Furthermore they have also demonstrated that this feedback
mechanism is lost in fructose-fed Sprague-Dawley rats (32)
and also in spontaneously hypertensive rats (SHR) (128). This
abnormality might be implicated in the pathophysiology of
insulin resistance and hypertension in these models. However,
this inverse relationship between salt intake and renal IR could
not be found in the mildly insulin-resistant Dahl salt-sensitive
rat (131).

Nonetheless, renal IR signaling per se has not been exam-
ined in the kidney to determine whether IR binding and
expression relate to signal intensity. In insulin resistance,
reduced IR signal transmission has been postulated to involved
post-receptor-related events, such as increased serine phos-
phorylation of the IR substrate (41). Additional studies are
needed to determine whether renal cellular signaling is simi-
larly impaired.

Ultimately, the study of the role of insulin in the kidney has
been hampered by the fact that insulin, as a hormone, is
primarily a regulator of energy homeostasis in liver, adipose
tissue, and muscle. Its putative roles in the kidney to affect
reabsorption of electrolytes and minerals, as well as in NO
generation, and blood pressure control are considered second-
ary actions. IR antagonists cannot be used in whole-animal
experiments because of their obvious major impact on glucose
metabolism. Furthermore, whole-body knockout of the IR
results in early postnatal death due to diabetic ketoacidosis (82,
114). Kahn and colleagues (98, 105) have used the Cre-loxP-
mediated recombination strategy to selectively knock out the
IR from a variety of tissues including the liver (107), muscle
(29), brown adipose tissue (66), and brain (28). Currently, we
are developing several renal cell-selective knockouts of the IR,
and phenotyping is ongoing (146, 148). The generation of these
renal epithelial cell-specific knockouts of IR will allow us to

further elucidate the role of the IR in the kidney and more
broadly to derive insight into the mechanism(s) underlying
insulin resistance-associated hypertension.

Conclusions

Overall, insulin actions on renal epithelial cells are ubiqui-
tous and likely play a more important role in the physiological
control of nutrient reabsorption and blood pressure than cur-
rently appreciated. Insulin levels vary throughout the day with
meals and may facilitate efficient reabsorption of filtered nu-
trients at the renal level. Pathologically high plasma insulin
levels are a fact of life for millions of insulin-resistant individ-
uals worldwide. Other persons, with type I or type II diabetes,
have fluctuating insulin levels due to less than ideal insulin
replacement or other treatment strategies. Normal regulation of
renal salt, water, and other nutrient reabsorption might be
expected to be altered in these individuals. However, the way
in which the IR signals in this context and the resulting impact
on physiology such as blood pressure control have not been
sufficiently elucidated. Further studies are warranted to evalu-
ate the regulation of insulin signaling in the kidney in health,
obesity, and diabetes.
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