
RESEARCH ARTICLE

Women’s Health Research and Novel Perspectives on Sex as an Investigative Variable

Diminished nutrient supply stimulates endothelial metabolic rate turnover:
impact of cellular sex on glucose and glutamine metabolism

Mario Lorenz,1,2,3 Janine Wiebach,4,5 Angelika Vietzke,1,2 Cornelia Bartsch,1,2 Verena Stangl,1,2,3

Karl Stangl,1,2 Wolfgang Henrich,1,6 Jennifer A. Kirwan,4,5,7 and Raphaela Fritsche-Guenther4,5
1Charit�e–Universit€atsmedizin Berlin, Corporate Member of Freie Universit€at Berlin and Humboldt-Universit€at zu Berlin,
Berlin, Germany; 2Deutsches Herzzentrum der Charit�e, Klinik f€ur Kardiologie, Angiologie und Intensivmedizin, CCM, Berlin,
Germany; 3DZHK (German Centre for Cardiovascular Research), Partner site Berlin, Berlin, Germany; 4BIH Metabolomics,
Berlin Institute of Health at Charit�e–Universit€atsmedizin Berlin, Berlin, Germany; 5Max Delbr€uck Center for Molecular
Medicine in the Helmholtz Association, Berlin, Germany; 6Department of Obstetrics, Charit�e–Universit€atsmedizin Berlin,
Berlin, Germany; and 7University of Veterinary Medicine Vienna, Vienna, Austria

Abstract

Endothelial cells must be able to maintain metabolic activity during angiogenesis. At impaired energy levels, they have to form
new blood vessels to supply the surrounding tissue with oxygen and nutrients. This requires modifications of intracellular metab-
olism to provide the necessary energy for migration and proliferation. Studies on metabolic adaptations of endothelial cells to
diminished energy supply are sparse, and investigation of potential sex differences is lacking. We therefore performed a meta-
bolic flux analysis with 13C-glucose or 13C-glutamine labeling at different time points with female and male human umbilical vein
endothelial cells from dizygotic twin pairs. Labeling was performed under basal conditions and after serum starvation at early
and late time points for each labeling. Overall, a much faster label incorporation was found in serum-starved cells. Central car-
bon metabolites showed a significantly higher label incorporation at both early and late time points for 13C-glucose and 13C-glutamine
after serum starvation, independent of the sex of the cells. However, a nonsignificant but consistent sex-specific pattern was
observed. After labeling with 13C-glucose, a higher label incorporation was seen in male cells after serum starvation. In contrast, label-
ing with 13C-glutamine resulted in a faster label incorporation in female cells, both at basal conditions and after serum starvation. The
observed sex differences were coherent throughout the analyzed metabolites. Although not significant and rather small, they could
point to subtle sex differences in glucose vs. glutamine metabolism in cellular metabolic adaptations to reduced energy supply.

NEW & NOTEWORTHY Endothelial cells show small but consistent sex differences in metabolic flux. Although male cells had a faster
metabolic incorporation under serum starvation after 13C-glucose labeling, female cells showed a faster labeling incorporation after
13C-glutamine. In light of the essential role of glutamine for overall cellular function, the faster label incorporation of glutamine in
female cells could contribute to the described superior capacity of female cells to cope with unfavorable environmental conditions.

endothelial metabolism; flux analysis; glucose and glutamine; serum starvation; sex differences

INTRODUCTION

Metabolic adaptations are crucial to cope with a diminished
supply of nutrients and energy in organisms and cells.
Fasting in humans triggers ametabolic switch from using glu-
cose to burning fat for energy supply (1). On the cellular level,
timely and adequate changes in intracellular metabolic path-
ways are vital to cope with (patho)physiological challenges
(2). Endothelial cells of the vascular wall are subjected to con-
stant blood flow, concurrent with quantitative and qualitative
alterations in nutrient and electrolyte compositions. Despite
low oxygen and nutrient levels, their role is essential in

forming new vasculature (3, 4). The angiogenic process is asso-
ciated with elevated energy expenditure, mainly via the glyco-
lytic pathway (5–7). Angiogenesis of blood vessels is under
close metabolic guidance (8). Previously, we observed a faster
metabolic label incorporation in endothelial cells after serum
starvation comparedwith the basal state, indicating an acceler-
ation of intracellular metabolite turnover (9). However, the sex
of the cells was not taken into account. Sex and gender differ-
ences are increasingly recognized in the human metabolome
and in metabolic disorders (10, 11). Sex-specific differences in
bloodmetabolites were found in newborns immediately after
birth, indicating that they exist before the hormonal changes
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during adolescence (12). However, metabolic studies
addressing potential sex differences at the cellular level are
still sparse. In a previous work, we have shown that female
human umbilical vein endothelial cells (HUVECs) had higher
ATP levels compared with male cells after serum starvation
(13). This could suggest that female HUVECsmay have a bet-
ter stress tolerance and a more favorable energetic balance
under conditions of nutrient deprivation.

Here we used human umbilical vein endothelial cells
(HUVECs) from opposite sex twin pairs to study potential
metabolic sex differences after serum starvation. These twin
cells were exposed in utero to the same maternal environ-
ment, making them an excellent model to study potential sex
disparities. Using 13C-glucose or 13C-glutamine, we traced the
incorporation of the labeled carbons into central carbon
metabolites and analyzed the effects of serum starvation as a
model for reduced cellular energy supply. The dynamicmeta-
bolic activity of HUVECs was measured using a pulsed stable
isotope-resolvedmetabolic analysis (pSIRM) with labeled 13C-
carbons in a time-wise manner under basal conditions and
after serum starvation.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Isolation and Cultivation of HUVECs

Endothelial cells were isolated from umbilical cord veins
by digestion with collagenase type II (0.5 mg/mL, Biochrom
KG, Berlin, Germany) at 37�C for 20 min. Detached cells
were released by flushing the veins twice with Hank’s
balanced salt solution (HBSS). The mixture was centrifuged
at 1,200 g for 5 min, and the cell pellets were resuspended in
mediumM199. After isolation, the cells were grown in M199
(Thermo Fisher Scientific, Waltham, MA) supplemented
with 20% fetal calf serum (FCS), 12 lg/mL ECGS (endothelial
cell growth supplement, PromoCell, Heidelberg, Germany),
5 U/mL heparin, 2 mM L-glutamine, 5 lg/mL ascorbic acid, 5
lg/mL glutathione, 100 U/ml penicillin, 100 lg/mL strepto-
mycin, and 50 ng/mL amphotericin B (Biochrom, Merck,
Berlin, Germany). For the determination of the cellular sex
mRNA levels of SRY (sex determining region Y that is
expressed from the Y-chromosome only) and XIST (X-inactive-
specific transcript, expression is restricted to female cells) were
determined by TaqMan Gene Expression Assays fromApplied
Biosystems (SRY Hs00976796, XIST Hs01079824, b-actin
(Hs01060665; Thermo Fisher Scientific, Waltham, MA) served
as the reference gene. Isolation of male and female HUVECs
from dizygotic twin pairs of the opposite sex was approved by
the Charit�e University Hospital Ethics Committee (EA2/017/13)
and conformed to local university guidelines and the princi-
ples outlined in the Declaration of Helsinki. The mothers pro-
vided their written informed consent.

Labeling and Extraction

First, 106 cells were seeded in 10 cm2 culture dishes and
grown until confluence. Then, 24 h before the experiments,
cells were washed twice with phosphate-buffered saline
(PBS, Thermo Fisher Scientific, Waltham,MA) and incubated
inM199 with either 20% or 0.5% FCS. At the beginning of the
experiment (time zero), cells were changed to the labelmedium
(M199 without glucose and glutamine, Caisson Laboratories,

MDP01-10X1L, Smithfield, UT). The label mediumwas supple-
mented with 5.5 mM glucose for labeling with 13C-glutamine,
2.68 mM glutamine for labeling with 13C-glucose, or 5.5 mM
glucose and 2.68 mM glutamine for no labeling. Labeling was
performed with 5.5 mM 13C-glucose (U13C6 D-glucose,
Cambridge Isotope Laboratories, Tewksbury, MA) or with
2.68 mM 13C-glutamine (13C L-glutamine, Cambridge Isotope
Laboratories, Tewksbury, MA). Cells were incubated for the
indicated time points with the corresponding labeled media.
At the end of the experiments, cells were rapidly washed (20 s)
with wash buffer (140 mM NaCl and 5 mM HEPES, pH 7.4,
room temperature) containing either 13C-glucose/12C-gluta-
mine, 12C-glucose/13C-glutamine, or 12C-glucose/12C-glutamine
(zero time point) at the same concentration as in the original
media. Cells were lysed with 5 mL ice-cold 50% methanol
(MeOH, Th. Geyer, Berlin, Germany) solution. Immediately
after theMeOH solution was added to the culture plate, lysates
were scraped into the methanol solution, and the methanolic
lysates were collected and stored at�20�C. Subsequently, 4mL
of chloroform (CHCl3, VWR International, Radnor, PA), 1.5 mL
of MeOH, and 1.5 mL of water (H2O, VWR International,
Radnor, PA) were added to themethanolic cell extracts, shaken
for 60min at 4�C, and centrifuged at 4,149 g for 10min to sepa-
rate the phases. The polar phase (6mL) was collected and dried
at 30�C at a speed of 1,550 g at 0.1 mbar using a rotational
vacuum concentrator (RVC 2-33 CDplus, Christ, Osterode am
Harz, Germany). Samples were pooled after extraction and
used as a quality control sample tomeasure the technical vari-
ability of the instrument. They were prepared alongside the
samples in the same way. After drying, samples were split by
adding 600 lL of 20%MeOH to the dried extracts and shaking
for 60 min at 4�C, followed by centrifugation at maximum
speed (18,213 g) for 10 min. Two 280 lL aliquots per sample
were then dried under vacuum; one was analyzed and the
other kept as a backup.

GC-MSMetabolomics Measurement of Key Central
Carbon Pathway Metabolites

All polar cell extracts were stored dry at�80�C until analy-
sis. Extracts were removed from the freezer and dried in a
rotational vacuum concentrator for 60 min before further
processing to ensure there was no residual water, which may
influence the derivatization efficiency. Dried extracts were
dissolved in 20 lL of a methoxyamine hydrochloride (Sigma-
Aldrich, St. Louis, MO) solution (40 mg/mL in pyridine,
Sigma-Aldrich, St. Louis, MO) and incubated for 90 min at
30�Cwith constant shaking, followed by the addition of 80 lL
of N-methyl-N-(trimethylsilyl)trifluoroacetamide (MSTFA,
Machery-Nagel, D€uren, Germany) and incubation at 37�C for
60 min. The extracts were centrifuged for 10min at 10,000 g,
and aliquots of 30 lL were transferred into glass vials for GC-
MS measurement. An identification mixture for compound
identification was prepared and derivatized in the same way,
and an alkanemixture for reliable retention index calculation
was included (14). A metabolite analysis was performed on a
Pegasus BT GCxGC TOFMS system (LECO Corporation, St.
Joseph, MN) complemented by an autosampler (Gerstel MPS
DualHead with CAS4 injector, M€uhlheim an der Ruhr,
Germany). The samples were injected in split mode (split 1:5,
injection volume: 1 lL) in a temperature-controlled injector
with a baffled glass liner (Gerstel, M€uhlheim an der Ruhr,
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Germany). The following temperature program was applied
during sample injection: for 2min, the columnwas allowed to
equilibrate at 70�C; then the temperature was increased by
5�C/min until 120�C; then it was increased by 7�C/min up to
200�C; then it was increased by 12�C/min up to a maximum
temperature of 320�C, which was then held for 7.5 min. Gas
chromatographic separation was performed on an Agilent
8890 (Agilent Technologies, Santa Clara, CA) equipped with a
VF-5ms column (Agilent Technologies, Santa Clara, CA) with a
30 m length, a 250 lm inner diameter, and a 0.25 lm film
thickness. Heliumwas used as the carrier gas, with a flow rate
of 1.2mL/min. The spectra were recorded in amass range of 60
to 600 m/z at 10 spectra/s. The GC-MS chromatograms were
processed with ChromaTOF software (LECO Corporation, St.
Joseph, MN), including a baseline assessment, peak pick-
ing, and a computation of the area. Label incorporation
was determined according to the mass pairs after the
application of 13C-glucose or 13C-glutamine (Supplemental
Table S1) (15). Targeted metabolites from the central carbon
metabolism (a-ketoglutaric acid, citric acid, fumaric acid,
glycerol, lactic acid, malic acid, pyruvic acid, and succinic
acid) were selected for further data analysis, and the number
of biological replicates per metabolite and condition is pro-
vided (Supplemental Tables S2 and S3).

Statistics

In total, data from 16 twin pairs were processed and man-
ually edited. For eachmetabolite, the corresponding identifi-
cation mixture was used to calculate the sum of the specific
mass range, including the associated label pair. For all the
samples, the same height for the specific mass range was
extractedmanually and summed up to calculate the propor-
tion for each mass (in %). The following formula was used to
calculate the naturally occurring label incorporation, sub-
tract it from the real label incorporation, and calculate the
label incorporation per sample:

R ¼ X ðproportionof mass 13C identificationmixtureÞ=
Y ðproportionof mass 12C identificationmixtureÞ
�Z ðproportionof mass 12C sampleÞ

S ¼ W ðproportionof mass 13C sampleÞ � R

Label incorporation ðLIÞ ð%Þ ¼ S=ðS þ ZÞ � 100:

Label incorporation values below zero were set to zero. If
no peak was available, label incorporation was set to NA. All
statistical analyses were performed using R (R version 4.5.1;
R Foundation for Statistical Computing, Vienna, Austria)
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Figure 1. Incorporation of central carbon metabolites after labeling with 13C-glucose for 3 h in both sexes. Violin plots show the individual values, the probability 
distribution, and the median (red dot) of the label incorporation (in %). Significance was calculated using the paired Wilcoxon rank-sum test. Significance levels 
are ���P < 0.001. Depicted are both female and male cells with altogether maximum of 32 data points for 16 twin pairs. The number of biological replicates 
(pairs for both treatments) for each condition and metabolite is given in Supplemental Table S2A. aKG, a-ketoglutaric acid; Cit, citric acid; Fum, fumaric acid; 
GAP, glyceraldehyd-3-phosphate; Glc, glucose; Gln, glutamine; Glyc, glycerol; Lac, lactic acid; Mal, malic acid; Pyr, pyruvic acid; Suc, succinic acid.
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with the rstatix package (version 0.7.2). Data are presented
as means ± standard error (SE) unless stated otherwise. For
paired comparisons, Wilcoxon signed-rank tests were used
to assess statistical significance. Analyses were stratified by
growth condition or sex, as indicated. To account for multi-
ple testing, P values were adjusted using the Benjamini–
Hochberg false discovery rate (FDR) procedure. Effect sizes
were calculated as r, derived from the standardized
Wilcoxon test statistic (r ¼ Z/HN), where N corresponds to
the number of nonzero paired observations. Where possi-
ble, 95% confidence intervals for the effect size were calcu-
lated. Statistical significance was defined as an unadjusted
P< 0.05.

RESULTS

A faster label incorporation for both 13C-glucose and 13C-glu-
tamine after serum starvation compared with the basal state in
endothelial cells was previously detected by our group, albeit
without the consideration of cellular sex (9). We now extended
our observations using a higher number of cell donors and ana-
lyzed the effects according to sex. For that purpose, we used
female and male cells from dizygotic twin pairs. Based on our
previous results, we chose 1.5 and 3 h for 13C-glucose and 3 and
6 h for 13C-glutamine labeling to cover the linear range of label
incorporation. We selected eight metabolites for incorporation
of 13C-glucose (a-ketoglutaric acid, citric acid, fumaric acid,

glycerol, lactic acid,malic acid, pyruvic acid, succinic acid) and
five metabolites (citric acid in oxidative or reductive state,
fumaric acid, malic acid, succinic acid) for 13C-glutamine
incorporation.

Regardless of the cellular sex, starvation of endothelial cells
led to faster label incorporation for 13C-glucose compared with
nonstarved conditions. Already at the early time point of 1.5 h,
a highly significant faster label incorporation was detected for
all eight metabolites analyzed. A similar result was obtained
after 3 h of labeling (Fig. 1, Supplemental Fig. S1).

Labeling with 13C-glutamine led to a similar result as with
13C-glucose. A strong increase in 13C-glutamine label incorpo-
ration was detected in serum-starved cells compared with
basal conditions. At the early time point of 3 h, a significantly
higher label incorporation was observed for all five metabo-
lites after starvation. After 6 h of labeling, incorporation was
faster for all fivemetabolites in serum-starved cells, albeit the
difference was not significant for fumaric acid (Fig. 2,
Supplemental Fig. S2).

To look for potential sex differences, the results were ana-
lyzed for female and male cells separately. Labeling of cells
with 13C-glucose under basal conditions resulted in a slightly
higher label incorporation for a-ketoglutaric acid, citric acid,
pyruvic acid, and succinic acid after 1.5 h in male cells.
However, after 3 h of labeling, only citric acid and succinic
acid showed a higher label incorporation inmale cells (Fig. 3,
A and C). Under serum-starved conditions, citric acid, lactic
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Figure 2. Incorporation of central carbon metabolites after labeling with 13C-glutamine for 6 h in both sexes. Violin plots show the individual values, the 
probability distribution, and the median (red dot) of the label incorporation (in %). Significance was calculated using the paired Wilcoxon rank-sum test. 
Significance levels are �P < 0.05, ��P < 0.01, or ���P < 0.001. Depicted are both female and male cells with altogether max. 32 data points for 16 twin 
pairs. The number of biological replicates (pairs for both treatments) for each condition and metabolite is given in Supplemental Table S2B. aKG, a-keto-
glutaric acid; Cit, citric acid; Fum, fumaric acid; Glc, glucose; Gln, glutamine; Mal, malic acid; Pyr, pyruvic acid; Suc, succinic acid; TCA, tricarboxylic acid 
cycle.
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acid, malic acid, and pyruvic acid showed a slightly higher
label incorporation inmale cells after 1.5 h. After 3 h of label-
ing, all metabolites, except citric acid and glycerol, exhibited
a slightly higher label incorporation in male cells (Fig. 3,
B and D).

Labeling with 13C-glutamine also revealed an apparent sex
bias, notable at the later time points. For basal conditions,
except for fumaric acid, all metabolites showed a higher
label incorporation in female cells after 3 h. After 6 h, all
metabolites showed an increased label incorporation in
female cells. Interestingly, fumaric acid showed a significant
increase in label incorporation in female cells after 6 h
(Fig. 4, A and C). Under serum-starved conditions, label
incorporation after the early time point of 3 h was higher
only for citric acid (in reductive state) and succinic acid in
female cells. After 6 h of labeling, however, all five metabo-
lites revealed a slightly faster label incorporation in female
cells compared withmale HUVECs (Fig. 4, B andD).

DISCUSSION

We found small but consistent sex differences in endothe-
lial metabolic flux. Althoughmale cells had a faster metabolic

incorporation under serum starvation after 13C-glucose label-
ing, female cells showed a faster labeling incorporation after
13C-glutamine. These sex differences were observed for almost
all detected metabolites after 13C-glucose or 13C-gluta-
mine labeling. Independent of sex, endothelial cells showed
an overall faster label incorporation after serum starvation for
both labels, strengthening our previous results (9). A faster
metabolic label incorporation was also observed in animals
after fasting and infection (16, 17). In humanwhole blood and
red blood cells, levels of metabolites increased after fasting.
Around one-third of all metabolites had elevated levels after a
58 h fast, including metabolites of the pentose phosphate
pathway, purine/pyrimidine metabolites, and the TCA cycle.
These metabolic adaptations regulate antioxidant and mito-
chondrial activity and transcriptional processes like RNA and
protein synthesis, finally resulting in a more metabolically
active state (18, 19). This finding in humans is supported by
our observation of faster label incorporation after serum star-
vation for a short time at the cellular level. Endothelial cells in
vivo play a specialized role in that they have to form new
blood vessels under conditions of shortage of oxygen and
nutrients (3). To achieve this, they need to remain metabol-
ically active (20). For their energy production, endothelial
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cells rely on glucose, glutamine, and fatty acids as fuel (2).
Cellular proliferation and migration are prerequisites for
building new vessels (4). Since these processes require energy,
the higher label incorporation after serum starvation would
reflect the demand of the cells to increase rather than decrease
their metabolic activity. Whether our observation can be gen-
eralized to other cell types remains open. In the case of endo-
thelial cells, however, it constitutes the requirement to fulfill
their physiological role in the process of angiogenesis at
declining nutrient supply.

The rate of label incorporation for female and male cells
differed between 13C-glucose and 13C-glutamine in our study
at the longer labeling time points. Themagnitude of these dif-
ferences was rather small. In general, sex differences aremod-
erate, but can nevertheless have an important biological
impact (21). The observed sex differences in glucose and gluta-
mine metabolism could be, at least in part, mediated by dif-
ferent levels of metabolic enzymes between female andmale
cells. Although the times of our labeling experiments were
rather short (max. 6 h), we reassessed levels of metabolic pro-
teins in our previously published proteomics data (22).
However, after serum starvation for 5 h and for 16 h, nomajor
sex differences in levels of enzymes of the glucose and gluta-
mine metabolic pathways were detected in HUVECs from 15

twin pairs (22). This suggests that transcriptional regulation
might not be themain driver for the observed sex differences
inmetabolic flux, but rather potential nongenomic processes
could be involved.

Female endothelial cells had a faster incorporation after
labeling with 13C-glutamine for all analyzedmetabolites, both
basal and after serum starvation at the longer time point. In
contrast, male cells showed a slightly higher incorporation
after 13C-glucose labeling after serum starvation for 6 out of 8
detectedmetabolites compared with female cells. Endothelial
cells are highly glycolytic (23). Under deprivation of nutrients
and low oxygen supply, they switch frommitochondrial respi-
ration to aerobic or anaerobic glycolysis (24). During angio-
genesis, stalk cells (that form the new vessel) are highly
proliferative, and both tip and stalk cells are under a high gly-
colytic flux to supply enough ATP for cell movement and pro-
liferation (25). Angiogenic treatment of cultured endothelial
cells with vascular endothelial growth factor (VEGF) or fibro-
blast growth factor (FGF) stimulated a high flux of glucose
and a high glycolytic rate in these cells (26). The abovemen-
tioned findings underline the need for efficient energy pro-
duction in angiogenic processes and that glucose is mainly
used for rapid production of energy. Although the differences
are small, the higher label incorporation of glucose in male
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Figure 4. Incorporation of central carbon metabolites after labeling in the presence of 13C-glutamine for the indicated time points. Cells were cultured
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cells after serum starvation in our study was consistent for
most of the detectedmetabolites.

In contrast to male cells, we observed a faster incorpora-
tion after labeling with 13C-glutamine in female endothelial
cells for all analyzed metabolites, both at basal conditions
and after serum starvation for 6 h. Glutamine plays a central
role in cellular metabolism (27, 28). Although both glucose
and glutamine are required as a source of energy, glutamine
could be pivotal for endothelial proliferation and migration
and especially for maintaining vascular function and viabil-
ity. Deprivation of glutamine and glutaminase inhibition
prevented proliferation of endothelial cells, but not cellular
migration. Lack of glutamine catabolism resulted in near
complete loss of TCA intermediates, which could not be
compensated by glucose-derived anaplerosis (29). Glutamine
is used as a nitrogen and carbon source for cellular biomass
production to synthesize amino acids, lipids, and nucleic
acids. Depletion of glutamine induced apoptosis in endothe-
lial cells. Endothelial-specific deletion of glutaminase or lack
of glutamine attenuated vessel sprouting and density in
mice and sprouting of endothelial cells due to impaired
migration and proliferation, suggesting a pivotal role of glu-
tamine for angiogenesis (29–31). Endothelial deletion of glu-
tamine synthetase reduced vessel sprouting during vascular
development inmice (32). Higher levels of glutamine synthe-
tase enhanced reendothelialization of vascular grafts in rats
and restored motility, sprouting, and proliferation in cul-
tured endothelial cells (33). In another study, inhibition of
glutaminase reduced proliferation, migration, and survival
of endothelial cells from different vascular beds, underscor-
ing the role of glutamine metabolism for vascular function
(34). In addition to promoting vessel formation and sprout-
ing, glutamine proved to be vital for other cellular processes
like membrane integrity, mitochondrial function, and cell
viability. Supplementation with glutamine restored hyper-
glycemia-induced mitochondrial integrity in cultured endo-
thelial cells and reduced oxidative stress and apoptosis (35,
36). Glutamine was also indispensable for the survival of
endothelial cells after viral infection (37). In vivo, endothe-
lial cells are under constant flow, which acts as a protec-
tive agent against the onset of atherogenic processes.
Cultured endothelial cells under shear stress were found
to decrease glycolytic metabolism, whereas glutamine
anaplerosis was promoted. This illustrates that endothelial
cells under favorable flow conditions exhibit a preference
for glutamine as a nutrient source and a limited reliance
on glycolysis (38).

Summarizing the published observations, glucose is, at
least for endothelial cells under static conditions, predomi-
nantly utilized as a source for energy production. Whereas
glutamine is (beyond energy production) involved in a vari-
ety of cellular processes like maintenance of cellular integ-
rity, vascular function, redox status, and cell viability. A
faster metabolic incorporation of glutamine in female cells,
as found in our study, could therefore provide them with an
advantage in maintaining cellular function and viability
under unfavorable conditions and deprived nutrient supply.
Indeed, in previous studies, we observed a higher migration
of female endothelial cells after treatment with VEGF under
serum-starved conditions (13). In addition, serum starvation
resulted in a higher cellular viability of female cells and a

higher rate of apoptosis in male cells (39, 40). Whether these
female-based benefits are determined by differences in rates
of glucose and glutamine metabolism needs to be proven.
But it is tempting to speculate that delicate sex differences
in cellular metabolism could lead to sex-specific metabolic
adaptations at the cellular level and finally contribute
to physiological and pathophysiological sex and gender
differences.

In summary, we observed nonsignificant differences in
opposite directions between female and male endothelial
cells in the rate of metabolic glucose and glutamine incorpo-
ration. In light of the essential role of glutamine for overall
cellular function, the faster label incorporation of glutamine
in female cells could contribute to the described superior
capacity of female cells to cope with unfavorable environ-
mental conditions.
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