
A new gene to get you back into your old jeans 
 
University of Ottawa scientists make a discovery that will help keep you in shape 
 
 
By Alessandra Pasut 
 
Most of us, at some point in our lives, have experienced the “my jeans don’t fit me 
anymore” dilemma. How many of us have decided to fight those extra pounds by 
going on dangerous crash diets and undertaking strenuous sessions at the gym only 
to regain all the lost pounds over a couple of beers? 
 
The truth is physical inactivity and unhealthy diets are major contributors to the 
global obesity epidemic facing many countries, including Canada. The Canadian 
Obesity Network, a nationwide initiative established by health professionals with 
the goal to fight obesity, reports that one in four adults and one in 10 children in 
Canada are clinically obese, putting them at a higher risk of developing high blood 
pressure, heart disease, stroke and diabetes. 
 
Yet contrary to popular opinion, the solution to maintaining a healthy weight is not 
as simple as “eat less and move more.” Studies from the past five years now suggest 
that the key is to increase the body’s energy expenditure. Rather than starving 
ourselves to lose weight, it is more beneficial, especially in the long term, to find 
mechanisms by which our own body is stimulated to burn more calories. 
 
A team of researchers led by Michael Rudnicki at the University of Ottawa, based at 
the Ottawa Hospital Research Institute, recently reported the discovery of a gene 
that may help our body burn off extra calories. “When we first started this research 
more than three years ago, we discovered a gene that can instruct a stem cell to 
become a muscle cell,” says Rudnicki, who has devoted his career to studying how 
stem cells can repair damaged muscle fibres. 
 
His team then received approval to carry out animal studies to look at the global 
effect of this gene. “The results from our animal studies were, indeed, quite 
unexpected,” he says. “Mice injected with a drug that specifically targets this gene 
were considerably leaner compared to the control group and we were able to show 
that this effect was due to the formation of new brown fat tissue.” 
 
Unlike the better-known and dreaded white fat, brown fat can burn calories. While 
white fat functions as a reservoir of energy accumulating over time for future needs, 
brown fat acts more as a furnace that uses calories derived from food to produce 
body heat. Brown fat is particularly abundant in newborn babies who can’t rely on 
movement to keep warm; they use brown fat instead to burn calories and raise their 
body temperature. Adults retain some brown fat, though to a lesser extent. Most 



importantly, leaner individuals have more brown fat than those who are overweight 
or obese. 
 
While Rudnicki’s findings are still in their infancy and by no means the only option 
for maintaining a healthy body weight, they provide a proof of principle that our 
own body has the innate ability to fight or prevent excessive weight gain; it just 
needs to be activated. Scientists are now looking at ways to unlock this mechanism 
and to fine-tune our energy balance. If this approach is successful in humans, it 
won’t be long until we won’t have to worry about how many calories we eat per day, 
as long as we find ways to trigger our body to burn them off. 


