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Abstract. Lipid rafts are membrane microdomains intimately associated with cell signaling. These biochemical microstructures
are characterized by their high contents of sphingolipids, cholesterol and saturated fatty acids and a reduced content of polyun-
saturated fatty acids (PUFA). Here, we have purified lipid rafts of human frontal brain cortex from normal and Alzheimer’s
disease (AD) and characterized their biochemical lipid composition. The results revealed that lipid rafts from AD brains exhibit
aberrant lipid profiles compared to healthy brains. In particular, lipid rafts from AD brains displayed abnormally low levels of
n-3 long chain polyunsaturated fatty acids (LCPUFA, mainly 22:6n-3, docosahexaenoic acid) and monoenes (mainly 18:1n-9,
oleic acid), as well as reduced unsaturation and peroxidability indexes. Also, multiple relationships between phospholipids and
fatty acids were altered in AD lipid rafts. Importantly, no changes were observed in the mole percentage of lipid classes and fatty
acids in rafts from normal brains throughout the lifespan (24–85 years). These indications point to the existence of homeostatic
mechanisms preserving lipid raft status in normal frontal cortex. The disruption of such mechanisms in AD brains leads to a
considerable increase in lipid raft order and viscosity, which may explain the alterations in lipid raft signaling observed in AD.

Keywords: Alzheimer’s disease, docosahexaenoic acid, human brain cortex, lipid rafts, membrane phospholipids, polyunsaturated
fatty acids

INTRODUCTION

Lipid rafts have been defined as cholesterol and sph-
ingolipid enriched membrane microdomains resistant
to solubilization by non-ionic detergents at low tem-
peratures. They may serve as platforms for intracel-
lular cell signaling by promoting protein-protein and
protein-lipid interactions [1,2]

Alterations in the molecular composition and cell
distribution of lipid rafts might have implications in
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pathological events. There is increasing evidence that
lipid rafts may be targets of neurodegenerative diseases
such as Alzheimer’s disease (AD) [3,4]. AD, the most
common form of dementia, is a progressive degenera-
tive disease of the brain characterized clinically by pro-
gressive loss of memory and cognitive function. Neu-
ropathologically, AD is characterized by senile plaques
and neurofibrillary tangles [5]. The main component
of senile plaques is amyloid, which consist mainly of
aggregated variants of amyloid β-protein (Aβ), a fam-
ily of 39–42 residue peptides formed by two sequen-
tial enzyme cleavage of the amyloid-β protein precur-
sor (AβPP). AβPP is initially cleaved by β-secretase
followed by the subsequent intramembrane proteoly-
ses of the membrane bound C-terminal fragment cat-
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alyzed by γ-secretase. Lipid rafts may play an impor-
tant role in proteolytic processing and regulation of
AβPP cleavage, and recent reports have shown that
AβPP itself is expressed in lipid rafts [6–8]. In addition,
AD-related components, such as the AβPP N-terminal
fragment [9], the Aβ-bearing C-terminal fragment pro-
duced by β-secretase [10], α-secretase [11,12], BACE1
(β-secretase) [13,14], and PSEN1 (γ-secretase) [10,
15–17], as well as apolipoprotein E (ApoE) and tau
have been identified in lipid rafts of cultured cells and
mammalian brains.

Long chain polyunsaturated fatty acids (LCPUFA),
mainly docosahexaenoic acid (DHA; 22:6n-3), are par-
ticularly enriched in cell membrane phospholipids, es-
pecially in neural tissues [18,19]. Several studies have
shown that these fatty acids are important for the proper
development and physiology of neuronal cells and their
deficiency has been associated with AD [20–25]. Also,
LCPUFAs such as DHA have the capacity to influence
plasma membrane organization and activity by modu-
lating the lipid composition and functionality of lipid
raft domains [26–28,30,31]. These observations sug-
gest that lipid rafts are likely molecular targets through
which long chain n-3 PUFA modulate diverse biochem-
ical activities, and reduce the incidence and severity of
human diseases.

Considering the importance of lipid raft signaling in
the pathogenesis of AD and that these specific mem-
brane domains are putative targets for pharmacological
approaches in the prevention of the disease, the aim of
this study was to examine the lipid classes and fatty
acid composition of lipid rafts from frontal cortex of
human brains, one of the main areas affected in AD, to
explore possible lipid profile alterations that could cor-
relate with this neuropathology. This is the first detailed
biochemical study on lipid raft fatty acid composition
in human brains.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Human brain tissue

Brain tissues were obtained from the Institute of
Neuropathology Brain Bank (Hospital Universitari de
Bellvitge, Spain) following the guidelines of the local
ethics committee. 10 patients had suffered from severe
(Global deterioration scale) dementia of Alzheimer
type. 20 cases were neurologically normal. The post-
mortem delays were between 3 and 18 h. Frontal cor-
tex tissue (cortex area VIII) were used for the isolation

of lipid rafts. Cases were divided into three categories:
AD group (patients with Alzheimer’s disease and av-
erage age 81.2 ± 2.48 years), C > 60 group (an age-
matched control obtained from subjects showing no le-
sions and average age 74.0 ± 2.16 years old), and C
< 60 group (samples from subjects showing no lesions
and average age 42.4 ± 2.41 years). A summary of the
main clinical and neuropathological aspects of all cases
examined is shown in Table 1.

Cases with and without clinical neurological disease
were processed in the same way following the same
sampling and staining protocols. At autopsy, half of
each brain was fixed in 10% buffered formalin, while
the other half was cut in coronal sections 1 cm thick,
frozen on dry ice, and stored at −80◦C until use. In
addition, samples of the frontal cortex were fixed in 4%
paraformaldehyde in phosphate buffer for 24 h, cry-
oprotected in 30% sucrose and frozen at −80◦C. The
neuropathological study was carried out on de-waxed
4 µm-thick paraffin sections of the frontal cortex (area
8). The sections were stained with haematoxylin and
eosin, Klüver Barrera, and, for immunohistochemistry
to glial fibrillary acidic protein, CD68 and Licoper-
sicum esculentum lectin for microglia, Aβ-amyloid,
pan-tau, AT8 tau, phosphorylation-specific tau Thr181,
Ser202, Ser214, Ser262, Ser396 and Ser422, and αB-
crystallin, α-synuclein and ubiquitin. Following neu-
ropathological examination, 10 cases were categorized
as AD stages V/VIC of Braak et al. [32], modified
for paraffin sections [33]. The main clinical and neu-
ropathological findings in the present series are sum-
marized in Table 1.

Isolation of lipid rafts, non-raft fractions and
microsomes

Samples of frontal cortex grey matter were carefully
dissected out to avoid contamination with white matter.
Lipid raft fractions were isolated following Mukherjee
et al. [34] with slight modifications. Briefly, 0.1 g of
frontal cortex was homogenized in 8 volumes of buffer
A (50 mM Tris-HCl, pH 8.0, 10 mM MgCl2, 20 mM
NaF, 1 mM Na3VO4, 5 mM β-mercaptoethanol, 1mM
PMSF) and a cocktail of proteases inhibitors (Roche
Diagnostics, Barcelona, Spain) containing 1% Triton
X-100 and 5% glycerol in a glass homogenizer grinder.
All steps in the protocol were performed on ice or in a
cold room at 4◦C. Tissue was then centrifuged at 500
x g for 5 min and the supernatant was collected and
mixed in an orbital rotor for 1 h at 4◦C. About 800 µl
of sample was mixed with an equal volume of 80%
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Table 1
Summary of cases

Case Age Gender Postmortem Neuropathological Braak stage
(years) delay diagnosis

Control samples with age < 60 (group C < 60)
1 38 M 18h NL 0
2 49 M 7h35min NL 0
3 40 M 9h15min NL 0
4 39 M 3h30min NL 0
5 47 M 4h55min NL 0
6 45 F 14h40min NL 0
7 24 F 6h NL 0
8 46 F 14h5min NL 0
9 49 F 7h NL 0

10 47 F 9h35min NL 0
Control samples with age > 60 (group C > 60)
11 79 M 7h NL 0
12 85 M 5h45min NL 0
13 70 M 13h NL 0
14 78 M 2h15min NL 0
15 71 M 12h NL 0
16 82 F 11h NL 0
17 75 F 3h NL 0
18 66 F 8h NL 0
19 69 F 2h30min NL 0
20 65 F 4h NL 0

AD samples (group AD)
21 69 M 6h AD VC
22 93 M 7h20min AD VC
23 79 M 7h25min AD+AmA VC
24 73 M 2h30min AD VIC
25 86 M 4h15min AD+AmA VC
26 86 F 10h AD VC
27 83 F 5h AD VC
28 82 F 1h45min AD+AmA VC
29 72 F 9h30min AD VC
30 89 F 4h AD VC

M: male; F: female; NL: no lesions; AD: Alzheimer disease; AmA: amyloid
angiopathy. V/VI: refers to Braak and Braak stages of AD-related changes;
V/VI: neurofibrillary tangle distribution in the neocortex; C: large numbers of
senile plaques in the neocortex.

sucrose in buffer A and overlayed with 7.5 ml of a 35%
sucrose solution and 2.7 ml of a 15% sucrose solu-
tion in buffer A, in 10 ml ultracentrifuge tubes (Ultra-
clear, Beckman). Sucrose gradients were centrifuged
at 150,000 x g for 18 h at 4◦C in a Beckman SW41Ti
rotor. Fractions of 2 ml were collected from the top
to the bottom and the final pellet, corresponding to the
precipitated detergent soluble fractions, i.e., non-rafts
fractions, were collected and resuspended in 200 µl of
buffer A and frozen until analyses.

Microsomal fractions of grey matter frontal cor-
tex samples were obtained by homogenization in RSB
buffer (10 mM Tris-HCl, pH 8.0, 20 mM NaCl, 25 mM
EDTA and complete proteases inhibitor cocktail),using
a Teflon-glass homogenizer grinder. The whole pro-
cedure was carried out at 4◦C. The tissue homogenate
was first centrifuged at 900 x g for 15 min and the su-

pernatant was centrifuged at 10,000 x g for 15 min to
sediment the mitochondrial fraction. A second super-
natant was collected, and centrifuged at 100,000 x g
at 4◦C in a Beckman SW55Ti rotor following standard
protocols to sediment microsomal fractions.

For the protein characterization of lipid rafts, non-
rafts and microsomes, samples were resuspended in
SDS loading buffer (625 mM Tris-HCl pH 6.8; 1%
SDS, 10% glycerol, 5% β-mercaptoethanol; 0.01%
bromophenol blue), boiled at 95◦C for 5 min, and
proceeded for SDS-PAGE and Western blotting. Sam-
ples were probed for the mouse anti-flotillin-1 anti-
body (610820, BD Biosciences,) and the monoclonal
anti-PrP antibody (S2022, Clone 3F4, Dako), both at
1:1000, the rabbit polyclonal anti-caveolin-1 (sc-894,
Santa Cruz Biotech., diluted 1:200), and the rabbit poly-
clonal anti-AβPP (ab17467, Abcam, diluted 1:500) to
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identify raft-enriched fractions. The mouse monoclon-
al antibodies against the non-raft membrane and mi-
crosomal proteins α1 subunit of the Na+/K+ ATPase
(05-369, Upstate) and clathrin (C1860,Sigma Aldrich),
both diluted at 1:1000, were used as controls of lipid
rafts purity. The mouse anti-SOD1 antibody, raised
against a prokaryotic recombinant fusion protein corre-
sponding to the N-terminal domains I to V of the Cu/Zn
superoxide dismutase (SOD-1) molecule (NCL-SOD1,
Novocastra Laboratories, diluted 1:1600), was used as
a cytosolic marker.

Lipid analyses

Total lipids from lipid rafts and non-raft fractions
were extracted with chloroform/methanol (2:1 v/v)
containing 0.01% of butylated hydroxytoluene (BHT)
as antioxidant [35]. Lipid classes were separated from a
fraction of total lipid by one-dimensional double devel-
opment high performance thin layer chromatography
(HPTLC), and were quantified by densitometry [36].
Equal amounts of total lipids (30 µg) were used in all
analyses.

Lipids from lipid rafts and non-raft fractions were
subjected to acid-catalyzed transmethylation with 1%
sulfuric acid (v/v) in methanol. The resultant fatty
acid methyl esters (FAME) were purified by thin lay-
er chromatography (TLC) [35]. FAME were separat-
ed and quantified by using a Shimadzu GC-14A gas
chromatograph equipped with a flame ionization de-
tector (250◦C) and a fused silica capillary column
SupelcowaxTM10 (30 m × 0.32 mm I.D.). Individual
FAME were identified by referring to authentic stan-
dards.

Unsaturation index was calculated as
∑

mini, where
mi is the mole percentage and ni is the number of
carbon-carbon double bonds of the fatty acid. The per-
oxidability index was calculated following Cosgrove et
al. [37] as

∑
monoenoic*0,025+

∑
dienoic+

∑
trienoic

*2+
∑

tetraenoic*3+
∑

pentaenoic*6+
∑

hexaenoic*8.

Statistical analyses

Comparison between groups was assessed either by
one-way ANOVA followed by Tukey’s post-hoc test
or Kruskal-Wallis followed by Games-Howell post-hoc
test depending on the homocedasticity and normality
of experimental data. Data from univariate and bivari-
ate statistics are expressed as mean ± SEM. Statistical
significance is indicated in the figures and tables from
p < 0.05. Pearson correlation coefficients were used

to express bivariate relationships between independent
variables (lipid parameters and age on one side, and
fatty acids and lipid classes on the other). Multivari-
ate statistics were performed using multivariate analy-
ses of variance (MANOVA) followed by discriminant
function analysis. Predictive variables were chosen ac-
cording to the number of cases in each group to ful-
fill the assumptions of discriminant analysis [38]. Da-
ta were arcsin transformed (percent lipid content) or
log-transformed (age) in order to attain the assumption
of normality. Individual canonical scores of each case
and centroids of each group were calculated using the
SPSS statistical package (version 15), and then plotted
in order to predict which group a particular individual
case belonged (Fig. 4).

RESULTS

Characterization of lipid rafts

Purity of isolated lipid rafts was confirmed by
demonstrating the enrichment of flotillin-1, the pro-
totipical raft marker protein in the corresponding frac-
tion (Fig. 1A). Similarly, the prion-related protein PrP,
a protein known to be localized in neuronal lipid rafts,
appeared concentrated in fraction 1 while the Cu/Zn
superoxide dismutase 1 (SOD-1), a cytosolic marker,
was completely excluded from this particular fraction.

To confirm whether lipid rafts (fraction 1) were
free of non-raft material, we performed additional im-
munoblotting experiments to compare the presence of
raft and non-raft membrane associated proteins be-
tween microsomes (M), non-raft fraction (NR), and
lipid raft fraction 1 (LR) (Fig. 1B). Results demonstrat-
ed the presence of flotillin-1 and caveolin-1, another
hallmark of lipid rafts, in fraction 1 and microsomes
that were not present in non-raft fractions. A similar
pattern was obtained for AβPP, known to be mainly
localized in neuronal lipid rafts. In contrast, the in-
tegral membrane Na+/K+ ATPase α1subunit, and the
membrane vesicle coated protein clathrin, which are
non-raft and microsome associated, were not detected
in lipid rafts.

In order to demonstrate the purity of lipid rafts, we
performed additional analyses on the lipid profile of
lipid rafts and non-raft fractions. The results summa-
rized in Fig. 1C demonstrated that isolated lipid raft
fraction 1 exhibit significantly higher amounts of sph-
ingomyelin (SM, ∼11%), cholesterol (CHO, ∼35%),
and saturated fatty acids (∼50%) compared to non-
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Fig. 1. (A) Western blot characterization of frontal cortex lipid rafts. Illustrated corresponds to a subject from group C > 60. Lipid raft resident
proteins as flotillin-1 and PrP are found mainly in fractions 1 and 2 whereas cytosolic protein SOD-1 is found in soluble fractions 5 and 6. (B)
Comparison of protein markers present in microsomal fraction (M), non-raft fractions (NR) and lipid rafts (LR) extracted from a subject from
group C > 60. Equal amounts of total protein were used for M, NR and LR samples. Immunoblotted proteins were the lipid raft hallmarkers
caveolin-1 (cav-1) and flotillin-1, amyloid-β protein precursor (AβPP), also known as lipid raft resident, and non-raft membrane associated
proteins Na+/K+ ATPase α1 subunit (ATPase) and clathrin. (C) Summary of lipid analyses of lipid rafts and non-rafts fractions from group C
> 60 (n = 10). **, * statistically different from non-raft with p < 0.01 and p < 0.05, respectively. SM: sphingomyelin, CHO: cholesterol, PC:
phosphatidylcholine, PS: phosphatidylserine, PI: phosphatidylinositol, PG: phosphatidylglycerol, PE: phosphatidylethanolamine.

raft fractions. Within saturates, palmitic (16:0) and
stearic (18:0) fatty acids accounted for more than 90%
of saturates (see Table 3). In contrast, the contents
of phosphatidylcholine (PC), phosphatidylserine (PS),
phosphatidylinositol (PI), phosphatidylglycerol (PG),
and phosphatidylethanolamine (PE) were significant-
ly smaller in lipid rafts compared to non-raft frac-
tions (Fig. 1C). Taken together, these experimental data
demonstrate that the protein and lipid profiles of frac-
tion 1 correspond to the expected features of highly
purified lipid rafts.

Detailed analyses of fatty acids revealed that lipid
rafts exhibited significant contents of monoene fatty
acids (15–18%) and n-3 long chain polyunsaturated fat-
ty acids (n-3 LCPUFA) (5–7%), specifically oleic acid
(18:1n-9) and docosahexaenoic acid (DHA; 22:6n-3),
while eicosapentaenoic acid (EPA, 20:5n-3) levels (the
other essential n-3 LCPUFA) were negligible (Table 3).
Arachidonic acid (20:4n-6) was also present in signifi-

cant amounts in lipid rafts from all groups. These fatty
acids are preferentially esterified on PE, PS, and PI.
Accordingly, our analyses revealed significant levels of
PE, PS, and PI, representing nearly 20%, 6.5%, and
2.5%, respectively, of the total phospholipids present
in the lipid rafts of the three groups (Table 2). Thus, the
lipid composition of human cortex lipid rafts closely
resembles that previously reported in cell membranes
from different sources [1,4,27].

Lipid rafts from control subjects

Analyses performed in control samples (C < 60 and
C > 60 groups) revealed no differences on either lipid
classes or fatty acid composition of lipid rafts in the
whole range of ages examined (24–85 years), suggest-
ing a considerable stability in lipid raft lipid biochem-
istry throughout the lifespan. Specifically, no differ-
ences were observed in the levels of CHO, PE, and SM
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Table 2
Lipid class composition of brain cortex lipid raft samples from groups C < 60,
C > 60 and AD

C < 60 C > 60 AD

Sphingomyelin 11.87 ± 1.37 11.43 ± 1.44 11.71 ± 1.48
Phosphatidylcholine 4.94 ± 0.45 5.35 ± 0.49 4.64 ± 0.45
Phosphatidylserine 6.53 ± 0.29 6.82 ± 0.50 6.59 ± 0.47
Phosphatidylinositol 2.13 ± 0.11 2.16 ± 0.17 3.05 ± 0.62
Phosphatidylglycerol 0.68 ± 0.11 0.70 ± 0.10 1.03 ± 0.33
Phosphatidylethanolamine 20.16 ± 0.66 20.97 ± 0.57 19.35 ± 0.79
Sulphatides 10.07 ± 0.75 10.56 ± 0.68 9.37 ± 0.57
Cerebrosides 4.82 ± 0.87 5.10 ± 0.79 4.43 ± 0.75
Cholesterol 35.41 ± 1.54 33.04 ± 1.18 36.40 ± 1.51
Free Fatty Acids 2.11 ± 0.18 2.17 ± 0.28 1.70 ± 0.41
Sterol esters 1.23 ± 0.52 1.68 ± 0.60 1.72 ± 0.80
Neutral Lipids 38.75 ± 0.99 36.90 ± 1.41 39.83 ± 1.58
Polar Lipids 61.22 ± 0.98 63.09 ± 1.41 60.17 ± 1.58
Phospholipid/Cholesterol 1.01 ± 0.06 1.11 ± 0.07 0.98 ± 0.08

Results are expressed as mole % and represent means ± SEM.
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Fig. 2. Regression analyzes for Cholesterol (CHO), sphingomyelin (SM), docosahexaenoic acid (DHA), and araquidonic acid (AA) contents as
a function of age in lipid rafts from control subjects. Linear regression equations and determination coefficients are indicated.

lipid classes, nor in the percentages of AA and DHA
fatty acids of lipid raft from control samples as function
of age (24–85 years) (Fig. 2). In addition, no gender
differences were detected for any lipid class or fatty
acid in any group (not shown).

Correlation analyses of all lipid variables showed

that most bivariate relationships were similar between
groups C > 60 and C < 60. Only slight differences
were detected for some lipid classes such PE (r =
−0.862, p < 0.005), sultatides (r = −0.863, p <
0.005), and cerebrosides (r = −0.877, p < 0.005),
that were negatively correlated to SM in C < 60 but
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Table 3
Fatty acid composition of brain cortex lipid raft samples from groups C < 60, C > 60 and
ADs

C < 60 C > 60 AD

15 : 0 1.09 ± 0.21 0.91 ± 0.14 2.01 ± 0.69
16 : 0 24.84 ± 1.13 24.10 ± 1.31 23.62 ± 1.17
16 : 11 0.98 ± 0.10 b 1.08 ± 0.08 b 2.33 ± 0.57 a
16 : 4 4.17 ± 0.14 4.23 ± 0.13 4.07 ± 0.27
18 : 0 21.81 ± 0.39 22.05 ± 0.43 21.01 ± 0.89
18:1 n-9 17.66 ± 0.51 a 17.64 ± 1.10 a 15.15 ± 0.53 b
18:1 n-7 4.48 ± 0.28 4.99 ± 0.32 6.26 ± 0.94
18 : 2 n-6 0.98 ± 0.09 0.85 ± 0.09 0.81 ± 0.12
20 : 12 1.15 ± 0.18 1.08 ± 0.19 0.98 ± 0.19
20 : 4 n-6 3.95 ± 0.23 3.70 ± 0.18 3.30 ± 0.37
22 : 2 n-6 0.56 ± 0.07 b 0.68 ± 0.09 b 1.24 ± 0.21 a
22 : 5 n-6 0.75 ± 0.09 a 0.46 ± 0.06 b 0.52 ± 0.07 ab
22 : 6 n-3 6.53 ± 0.38 a 6.87 ± 0.34 a 4.91 ± 0.55 b
Totals
Saturates 49.15 ± 1.28 48.58 ± 1.72 48.48 ± 1.28
n-9 18.73 ± 0.67 a 18,87 ± 1.15 ab 15.98 ± 0.62 b
n-3 6.70 ± 0.40 ab 7,11 ± 0.37 a 5.16 ± 0.64 b
n-6 6.91 ± 0.32 6,35 ± 0.24 6.55 ± 0.29
n-3 LCPUFA 6.70 ± 0.40 ab 7.11 ± 0.37 a 5.16 ± 0.64 b
n-3/n-6 0.98 ± 0.07 ab 1.12 ± 0.05 a 0.77 ± 0.08 b
18:1/n-3 LCPUFA3 2.76 ± 0.26 2.57 ± 0.22 3.39 ± 0.42
Saturates/n-3 7.52 ± 0.43 b 6.98 ± 0.38 b 11.18 ± 1.19 a
Saturates /n-9 2.66 ± 0.15 2.72 ± 0.25 3.07 ± 0.18
Unsaturation index 109.42 ± 2.26 a 110,34 ± 2.41 a 95.75 ± 4,01 b
Peroxidability index 85.73 ± 3.60 a 86.51 ± 3.36 a 66.81 ± 5,90 b

Results are expressed as mole % and represent means ± SEM. Values in the same row bearing
different superscript letters are significantly different (p < 0.05). Totals include some minor
components not shown. 1Contains n-9 and n-7 isomers. 2Contains n-11 and n-9 isomers.
318:1n-9/n-3 LCPUFA.

not in C > 60 groups. Similarly, CHO was negatively
correlated to PE in C < 60 group (r = −0.693, p <
0.05) but not in C > 60 group.

Given the similarity in the lipid content of lipid rafts
from control brains, data from both groups were pooled
together and reanalyzed for multiple relationships be-
tween lipid classes and major fatty acids. The anal-
yses revealed positive significant correlations for PC,
PS, and PI versus DHA (r = 0.593, p < 0.01; r =
0.714, p < 0.001 and r = 0.703, p < 0.005 for PC,
PS and PI, respectively) (Figs 3A and 3B). Another
important association was observed for PS and PI with
AA (r = 0.670, p < 0.005 and r = 0.465, p < 0.005
for PS and PI, respectively) (Figs 3C and 3D). Interest-
ingly, PE was not correlated to DHA or AA. Among
saturates, stearic acid (18:0) was positively correlated
to PS (r = 0.565, p < 0.01, Fig. 3E) and negatively
correlated to PE (r = −0.516, p < 0.05) but uncorre-
lated to PC or PI. With regards to palmitic acid (16:0),
no significant correlations were detected for any of the
phospholipids analyzed. Taken together these relation-
ships might suggest that both 18:0 and DHA esterify
PS in lipid rafts from control brains. Unlike whole cell
membrane, PE seemed to be not associated with DHA

in lipid rafts microdomains. It was also evident that a
negative relationship between oleic acid (18:1n-9) and
saturates (r = −0.877, p < 0.001) exists (Fig. 3F)
indicating the negative relationship between both fatty
acids in settling lipid raft fluidity.

Lipid rafts from AD brains

The proportion of phospholipids and cholesterol in
the lipid rafts from frontal cortex of AD brains was
similar and not significantly different from that of lipid
rafts from healthy subjects (Table 2). Also, there were
no significant changes of flotillin-1 content in lipid rafts
from AD as compared to age-matched controls, a find-
ing that may reflect that the presence and formation of
rafts is unaffected in AD.

Nevertheless, despite the absence of changes in lipid
classes composition from lipid rafts, there was a sig-
nificant reduction of n-9, n-3, and n-3 LCPUFA in
lipid rafts isolated from AD subjects (Table 3). AD-
induced alterations of lipid raft n-3 and n-3 LCPUFA
composition can be entirely attributed to the depletion
of DHA levels, which represent more than 90% of the
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Fig. 3. Regression analyses for a subset of phospholipids and fatty acids in control (�) and AD (•) lipid rafts. A,B: linear relationships between
PS (A) and PI (B) versus DHA; C,D: linear relationships between PS (C) and PI (D) versus AA; E: linear relationship between PS and palmitic
acid (18:0); F: linear relationship between oleic acid (18:1n-9) and stearic acid (18:0). Correlation coefficients and statistical significances are
indicated in the text. Units are expressed as mole percentage for all variables.

total n-3 fatty acids in all groups. Thus, in the AD
group the DHA content was 28% lower than in the age-
matched control group. Appreciable reductions of mo-
noene 18:1n-9 and 20:4n-6 were also observed in lipid
rafts from AD brains, yet for the later differences were
not significant. Also, AD lipid rafts exhibited increased
saturates/n-3 ratio and reduced unsaturation index (that
could be entirely attributable to the reductions in n-3
LCPUFA and n-9 monounsaturated fatty acids) as well

as a significant reduction in the peroxidability of mem-
brane lipids. Interestingly, no significant differences
were found between females and males for any lipid
class or fatty acid in AD lipid rafts (not shown).

Analysis of correlation between all variables showed
that some of the existent relationships between lipid
classes and fatty acids were altered or disappeared in
AD lipid rafts. Thus, the positive relationships between
PI and DHA or AA (Figs 3B and 3D) and between PS
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and 18:0 (Fig. 3E) observed in control brains vanished
in AD rafts. The same stands for the relationship be-
tween oleic acid (18:1n-9) and saturates, 16:0 or 18:0
(Fig. 3F). On the other hand, unlike control rafts, PE
appeared to be positively correlated to AA and DHA
(r = 0.871, p < 0.005 and r = 0.692, p < 0.05 for
AA and DHA, respectively) while PI was negatively
related to stearic acid (r = −695, p < 0.05) in AD
microdomains (not shown).

A deeper insight into the lipid alteration of AD lipid
rafts was obtained by using discriminant analysis. Our
results showed that the first canonical function account-
ed for the great majority of the variation between groups
(91.8%) while the second canonical variable accounted
only for 8.2%. The variables which showed the highest
absolute correlation with respect to every discriminate
function were age, n3/n6 ratio, saturates/n3 ratio, DHA,
peroxidability index, 18:1n-9, PI and PE. The 1 st dis-
criminant function (mainly determined by age variable)
clearly separates C < 60 group from the rest of the
groups, while the 2nd function (defined by n3/n6 ratio,
saturates/n3 ratio, DHA, peroxidability index, 18:1n-9,
PI and PE) separates C > 60 and AD groups (Fig. 4A).
Sequential Chi-square test revealed that the 1st dis-
criminant function contributes to the discrimination of
the groups to a large extent (χ2 = 74.06, p < 0.001),
and according to the structure coefficients was mainly
determined by age variable. In order to test whether
the lipid composition per se could be used to identify
groups, we performed additional analyses without the
contribution of age. In this case, the contribution to
overall variance of the first and second canonical func-
tions was 77.5% (χ2 = 33.70, p < 0.01) and 22.5%
(χ2 = 9.84, p > 0.2), respectively. The 1st discrim-
inant function clearly separates AD group from con-
trol groups, while the 2nd function roughly separates
C > 60 and C < 60 groups (Fig. 4B). Structure coeffi-
cients revealed that the n3/n6 ratio, saturates/n3 ratio,
DHA and n-9 fatty acids (mainly 18:1n-9) determine
the 1st discriminant function, while the 2nd function
was defined by the 22:5n-6 content.

DISCUSSION

Our findings provide a new view of lipid rafts
in human brain cortex as liquid-ordered (l o) mem-
brane microdomains enriched in flotillin, choles-
terol, sphingolipids, and saturated fatty acids but al-
so containing small amounts of unsaturated fatty
acids (specifically monounsaturated and n-3 LCPUFA),

A

B

Fig. 4. Scatter plot of the first and second canonical variables in
the discriminant function analyses for C > 60, C < 60 and AD
groups. (A) including and (B) excluding age variable from analyses.
Centroids for each group are represented as white filled squares. For
details and interpretation see Results and Discussion sections.

phosphatidylserine, phosphatidylinositol, and phos-
phatidylethanolamine. Among n-3 LCPUFA contents
in lipid rafts, our analyses showed that docosahex-
aenoic acid accounted for more than 95% of total n-3
LCPUFA, while eicosapentaenoic acid (EPA, 20:5n-3),
the other important n-3 highly unsaturated fatty acid
in brain lipids, were negligible. Also, signaling pre-
cursor arachidonic acid (20:4n-6) was also present in
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significant amounts in lipid rafts (around 3.5%) from
all groups and docosapentaenoic acid (DPA, 22:5n-
6), produced by further elongation and desaturation
of arachidonic acid in neural cells, represent less than
0.8% of total fatty acids. These significant amounts of
unsaturated fatty acids are reflected in the unsaturation
index (average 109.88), which apparently contradicts
the common view of lipid rafts as highly saturated mi-
crodomains [1]. However, increasing evidence indicate
that lipid rafts are heterogeneous both in terms of their
protein and lipid contents, and can be localized to dif-
ferent regions of the cell [2,39]. Indeed, several authors
have found high levels of unsaturated fatty acids in lipid
rafts isolated from different cell types, including nerve
cell membranes [40,41]. Specifically, polyunsaturated
lipids representing 3.4% of the total lipid were found in
lipid rafts from rat brain [42], and much higher levels
of polyunsaturated lipids (13.3% of overall lipid) have
been found in lipid rafts from RBL-2H3 cells [40]. The
consequences of appreciable amounts of LCPUFA in
lipid rafts are that these microdomains may exist in a
more loosely packed disordered state that phase sepa-
rate within the membrane due to their high cholesterol
and sphingomyelin contents [1]. In this sense, it has
been suggested that higher levels of polyunsaturated
lipids lead to an imperfect ordering of rafts lipids that
might allow accommodating transmembrane polypep-
tide helices that rafts would normally exclude [40].

Comparison of lipid rafts from control samples (C
< 60 and C > 60 groups) revealed no differences in
the levels of CHO, PE, PS, and SM lipid classes, or in
the percentages of saturates, monoenes, AA, and DHA
fatty acids in the range of ages analyzed (24–85 years).
This is interesting since changes in whole brain lipid
composition as a function of age have been reported
in normal subjects [20,43]. Thus, in the frontal cortex
and hippocampus, PE and PC concentrations decrease
by about 30% in the healthy elderly compared to young
adults [20]. Also, DHA contents in the main brain
phospholipids (PC and PE) have been reported to be
reduced in older compared to young subjects [43,44].
In agreement with our findings, studies performed on
synaptosomal lipid rafts have shown that SM levels do
not differ in mice from different groups of age [29].
Therefore, according to our present data, increasing
age does not alter lipid raft composition in control sub-
jects, suggesting the existence of homeostatic mecha-
nisms whereby nerve cells tend to maintain the physico-
chemical structure of lipid rafts.

Correlation analyses of lipid classes and fatty acids
in the lipid rafts of control subjects also revealed that

DHA was associated to PC, PS, and PI, rather than to
PE. It was also evident the strong relationship between
PS and 18:0, which is in good agreement with the no-
tion that 18:0 and DHA esterify PS in lipid rafts at po-
sitions sn-1 and sn-2 of the phospholipid backbone, re-
spectively [45]. In fact, such molecular association has
been shown to represent the most abundant form of PS
in neural membranes from human cortex [45], rat cor-
tex [46], rat hippocampus [47], olfactory bulb [48], and
photoreceptor discs [49]. In relation to the presence of
this molecular species of PS containing DHA in lipid
rafts, several studies have demonstrated its involvement
in the modulation of PI3K/Akt and Raf-1 signaling
pathways in neural cells [50,51]. The relationship be-
tween PS and DHA is complex and it appears that neu-
ronal survival induced by DHA (and to a lesser extend
docosapentaenoic acid 22:5n-6) depends on its capac-
ity to increase PS in neural membranes [51]. Addi-
tionally, DHA is the precursor molecule of (10,17S)-
docosatriene (neuroprotectin D1 or NPD1), an oxy-
genated product of DHA which play an important role
in supporting neuronal survival under pathological con-
ditions, including Aβ−42-induced neurotoxicity, by in-
ducing neuroprotective and antiapoptotic gene expres-
sion [52].

Our analyses revealed no differences in the con-
tents of flotillin-1, phospholipids, sphingomyelin, or
cholesterol in lipid rafts from AD frontal cortex com-
pared to healthy brains, an observation that reflects
that the presence and formation of rafts is unaffect-
ed in AD. In agreement with our findings, a recent
study by Molander-Melin and colleagues [3] reported
no changes in the recovery or composition of the major
membrane lipids, glycerophospholipid, CHO, and SM
in lipid rafts in the frontal cortex of AD brains. These
observations are of critical importance since choles-
terol has been shown to interact with Aβ in a recip-
rocal manner: Aβ impacts on cholesterol metabolism
and modifications of cholesterol levels alter Aβ expres-
sion [53]. In fact, some have suggested that elevated
cholesterol levels represent a risk factor for AD, and a
linkage of cholesterol and AD has been associated to
the occurrence of ApoE4 [54,55]. However, it seems
now clear that rather than the bulk brain cholesterol
levels, changes in cholesterol nerve cell membrane do-
mains, i.e., alterations in the transbilayer distribution of
cholesterol, in particular in the exofacial leaflet of the
membrane, could act to promote synthesis of Aβ and to
catalyze the fibrillogenesis of soluble Aβ in AD [53].
On the other hand, a complex relationship has been
proposed to exist between PSEN1 and membrane lipid
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micro-environment [56]. These authors have shown
that brain membranes from mice expressing a human
wild-type PSEN1 transgene are less fluid and contain
higher cholesterol and sphingomyelin levels, suggest-
ing that interaction of PSEN1 with lipids directly af-
fects the fluidity of brain membranes [56].

Notwithstanding the absence of changes in lipid
classes, our data showed for the first time that AD lipid
rafts exhibited significant reductions in DHA (and con-
sequently in n-3 fatty acids and n-3 LCPUFA, where
docosahexaenoic acid represents about 90% of their to-
tal contents) when compared with age-matched con-
trols. These findings are in consonance with the obser-
vations in different brain areas including frontal cortex
and hippocampus from AD patients, where DHA in
main DHA-containing phospholipids (PE and PS) are
notably reduced [20–22,25,43]. The relevance of these
observations is outstanding given the extremely low
capacity of human brain to synthesize DHA through
desaturation/elongation processes of its n-3 LCPUFA
precursor α-linolenic acid [57]. As a result, depletion
of DHA in neural phospholipids cannot be mitigated
by compensatory metabolic pathways even after large
α-linolenic acid dietary intakes [43,57].

Interestingly, DHA reduction in lipid rafts from AD
brains was not accompanied by parallel increases of
docosapentaenoic acid (DPA, 22:5n-6, Table 2) or neg-
atively correlated to it (not shown), which is in contrast
with what has been observed in rat brain microsomes
in animals receiving n-3 deficient diets [58], where
the substitution of 18:0/22:6n-3 with 18:0/22:5n-6 like-
ly provides an alternative mechanism for maintaining
membrane fluidity and interactions with other mem-
brane components, given the structural similarities of
the two molecular species [45].

We have also observed that, in absolute terms, AA
was slightly reduced in AD lipid rafts,but more interest-
ingly, that the positive significant correlation between
PI and 20:4n-6 demonstrated in age-matched controls,
completely disappeared in AD lipid rafts. Given that PI
is considered to be the main AA-containing phospho-
lipid in neural membranes and that phosphoinositide
metabolites have been linked to synaptic survival, plas-
ticity, and long-term potentiation [59,60], alterations
of PI molecular composition at the raft microdomains
likely commit nerve cells to abnormal intracellular sig-
naling underlying synaptic dynamics in AD. In agree-
ment, reduced levels of PI-derived oleic and arachi-
donic acids have been reported to be significantly de-
creased in whole cell membrane in the hippocampus of
AD subjects [22].

Significant reductions of monoene 18:1n-9 were al-
so detected in lipid rafts from AD brains. One addi-
tional important observation derived from correlation
analyses performed here is that the significant nega-
tive relationship between 18:0 and 18:1n-9 observed in
lipid rafts from healthy brains vanished in AD samples
(Fig. 3). Such relationship is physico-chemically rele-
vant since the ratio between both fatty acids represents
an evolutionary conserved mechanism to preserve the
homeoviscous state of cell membranes in response to
different forms of physical and/or chemical stress [61,
62]. It can be hypothesized that the reduction in 18:1n-
9 together with disappearance of the relationship be-
tween 18:0 and 18:1n-9 in AD lipid rafts might indi-
cate a down-regulation of ∆9-desaturase, the enzyme
responsible for the synthesis of n-9 monounsaturated
fatty acids from their saturated precursors [63], which
would result in a concomitant loss of the ability to adjust
lipid raft physical order. This interesting hypothesis is
being currently assessed in brain samples from humans
and AβPP/PS1 transgenic mice in our laboratory.

AD lipid rafts also displayed increased saturates/n-3
ratio and reduced unsaturation index, which indicates
that raft microdomains from AD brain cortex are no-
tably more viscous and liquid-ordered than in the age-
matched control group. Alternatively, the reduction
of DHA and 18:1n-9 contents in raft domain phos-
pholipids in the AD group would alter the structure
of lipid rafts compared to normal subjects. Indeed, it
has been experimentally demonstrated that n-3 LCP-
UFA, mainly DHA, are incorporated into both choles-
terol and sphingolipid-rich detergent-resistant liquid-
ordered (lo) and liquid disordered (ld) plasma mem-
brane microdomains in many cell types [26–28,64],
but the poor affinity of DHA and perhaps other long
chain PUFA for cholesterol provides a lipid-driven
mechanism for lateral phase separation of cholesterol-
and sphingolipid-rich lipid microdomains from the sur-
rounding ld phase in model membranes [65,66] alter-
ing the size, stability, and distribution of cell surface
lipid microdomains such as rafts. Furthermore, it has
been proposed that microdomain PUFA impoverish-
ment may have profound consequences in the dynam-
ic partitioning of acylated proteins, membrane order
and fluidity, phase behavior, elastic compressibility, ion
permeability, fusion, rapid flip-flop, receptor binding
and resident protein function, thereby altering signal
transduction events [31,65,67].

Another consequence of the reduction in the unsat-
uration index of AD lipid rafts is the reduction in the
peroxidability of membrane lipids. It has been demon-
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strated that polyunsaturated fatty acids are very sus-
ceptible to the oxidation induced by free radicals, gen-
erating specific reactive aldehydes, such as malondi-
aldehyde or 4-hydroxynonenal [37,68]. The impor-
tant PUFA content in brain tissue and its high oxy-
gen consumption support the possible significance of
lipid peroxidation-derived processes in brain aging and
AD pathogenesis [69,70]. The significant reduction of
LCPUFA and peroxidability and unsaturation indexes
observed in lipid rafts from AD brains is consistent with
a progressive generation of aldehyde reactive species
and other lipoperoxides during the development of AD
pathology. Such generation of LCPUFA-related re-
active species is likely to be buffered in control aged
brains, as revealed by comparison with C < 60 con-
trol brains (Table 3), which agrees with the notion that
mechanisms involved in cellular antioxidant defense
must have been depressed in late phases of AD [71].

Finally, considering that the differences between nor-
mal and AD lipid rafts involved not only individual
lipid parameters but also a number of linear relation-
ships between them, we performed discriminant func-
tion analyses to check whether lipid rafts from different
groups could be defined from a multivariate approach.
Our analyses were conclusive and revealed that, in-
dependently of a priori conditioning factors (age and
Braak stage), control and AD groups could be resolved
by means of two canonical functions (see Fig. 4B). The
first of these discriminant functions (defined by pre-
dictive variables n3/n6 ratio, saturates/n3 ratio, DHA
and 18:1n-9) clearly separated AD from control groups,
while the second function (defined by 22:5n-6) seem-
ingly separated groups C > 60 and C < 60. We can con-
clude from these analyses that lipid biochemical com-
position of lipid raft per se can be used as predictive
tool to determine the presence of AD pathology and, to
a lesser extent, to establish the influence of aging.

In summary, our present results provide the first de-
tailed view of the fatty acid composition of lipid rafts
isolated from frontal cerebral cortex of human brains.
The observations demonstrate the presence of signifi-
cant amounts of monounsaturated (especially 18:1n-9)
and polyunsaturated fatty acids (DHA and AA), in the
biochemical composition of lipid raft and point to the
existence of homeostatic mechanisms preserving lipid
raft status in normal frontal cortex. The disruption of
such mechanisms in AD brains alters lipid raft com-
position and physico-chemical properties, which may
explain the abnormal lipid raft signaling processes ob-
served in AD.
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