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Abstract
Postprandial insulin-stimulated glucose uptake into target tissue is crucial for themaintenance of
normal blood glucose homeostasis. This step is rate-limited by the number of facilitative glucose
transporters type 4 (GLUT4) present in the plasmamembrane. Since insulin resistance and impaired
GLUT4 translocation are associatedwith the development ofmetabolic disorders such as type 2
diabetes, this transporter has become an important target of antidiabetic drug research. The
application of screening approaches that are based on the analysis of GLUT4 translocation to the
plasmamembrane to identify substances with insulinomimetic properties has gained global research
interest in recent years.Here, we reviewmethods that have been implemented to quantitate the
translocation ofGLUT4 to the plasmamembrane. Thesemethods can be broadly divided into two
sections:microscopy-based technologies (e.g., immunoelectron, confocal or total internal reflection
fluorescencemicroscopy) and biochemical and spectrometric approaches (e.g.,membrane fractiona-
tion, photoaffinity labeling orflow cytometry). In this review, we discuss themost relevant approaches
applied toGLUT4 thus far, highlighting the advantages and disadvantages of these approaches, andwe
provide a critical discussion and outlook into newmethodological opportunities.

1. Introduction

Blood glucose concentration is one of the most strictly
regulated and carefully monitored physiological para-
meters in humans. To avert hyperglycemia and its
pathophysiological effects, postprandial elevated
blood glucose levels are rapidly diminished through
glucose uptake into peripheral tissue [1]. This mech-
anism is primarily mediated by insulin-dependent
glucose transporter type 4 (GLUT4), a member of the
GLUT family that is predominantly expressed in
muscle cells and adipocytes. All 14 transmembrane
GLUT proteins [2] share basic structural components,
including 12 transmembrane fragments, glucose and
ATP binding sites and N and C termini located in the
cytoplasm of the cell [3], as illustrated in figure 1.
GLUT4 is a high-affinity glucose transporter and

enables the facilitated diffusion of glucose along its
concentration gradient into muscle and adipose cells
in an insulin-dependent manner. Under basal condi-
tions with low insulin levels, the majority of GLUT4 is
packaged in intracellular membrane compartments
called GLUT4 storage vesicles (GSVs), and only
approximately 5% of the transporter is located at the
cell surface. When insulin levels rise, GSVs translocate
to the plasma membrane, tether, dock and fuse with
the membrane through exocytosis. This translocation
of GLUT4 to the plasma membrane in response to
insulin results in a 10- to 30-fold increase in glucose
uptake [2, 4, 5].

The effect of insulin on promoting sufficient per-
ipheral glucose uptake into muscle and adipose tissue
is crucial to maintaining normal glucose homeostasis.
Impaired insulin-induced GLUT4 translocation to the
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plasmamembrane is considered one of the initial steps
in the development of insulin resistance and conse-
quently type 2 diabetes mellitus (T2DM), thus making
insulin-induced GLUT4 translocation a popular target
of antidiabetic drug research [2, 12]. The application
of screening approaches that are based on the analysis
of GLUT4 translocation to identify insulin-mimetic
substances that can be utilized to improve glucose
clearance, reduce blood glucose or increase insulin
sensitivity is currently of great interest [13]. Earlier
biochemical methods to detect GLUT4 translocation
to the plasma membrane included techniques such as
subcellular fractionation followed by Western blot
analysis or cytochalasin B binding assays [14–16], pho-
toaffinity labeling followed by immunoprecipitation
[17, 18], flow cytometry [19, 20] and enzyme-linked
immunosorbent assay (ELISA)-guided binding ana-
lyses [21, 22]. Each of these methods has its own
advantages and limitations, but most of them include
more than one step and are therefore prone to error
propagation, and all of them suffer from a limit of
resolution.

For example, membrane fractionation techniques
hardly allow us to determine whether the transporter
is fully incorporated into or just adjacent to the plasma
membrane [23]. Assays based on cytochalasin B bind-
ing do not differentiate between the individual iso-
forms of the glucose transporter [24]; photoaffinity
labeling with cell-impermeable probes enables the
detection of cell surface glucose transporters but is not
isoform specific [23]. A crucial advancement for cel-
lular GLUT4 localization studies was the application
of recombinant GLUT4 with an inserted myc or HA
(human influenza hemagglutinin) epitope tag into the
first exofacial loop of the transporter in conjunction
with a genetically encoded fluorophore, primarily
green-fluorescent protein (GFP), at the C-terminus,
enabling the normalization of cell surface GLUT4 to
total recombinant GLUT4 as well as visualization by
live cell imaging [25–27]. However, this cellmodel also
posed difficulties, as the majority of insulin-sensitive
cells need to be differentiated and are hard to transfect.
In 2010, a strong in vitromodel for screening GLUT4
translocation modulators was introduced using Chi-
nese hamster ovary cells (CHO-K1) stably expressing

Figure 1.GLUT4 structure and function. The biological structure ofGLUT4 (A) and the canonical insulin signal transduction
pathway leading toGLUT4 translocation to the plasmamembrane. Reproduced fromUniProt: the universal protein knowledgebase
in 2021;Nucleic Acids Res. 49:D1 (2021). CCBY4.0. (B) [2, 6, 7–10]. Binding of insulin to the insulin receptor induces the recruitment
and phosphorylation of insulin receptor substrate (IRS) proteins that bindwith phosphoinositide 3-kinase (PI3K) and activate it. This
promotes the activation of the protein kinase Akt through the phosphorylation action of pyruvate dehydrogenase lipoamide kinase
isozyme 1 (PDK1). Active Akt stimulates GSV exocytosis by phosphorylating and thus inactivatingGTPase-activating proteins (GAPs)
such as Akt substrate 160 (AS160)which regulate the activity of small GTPases that are involved inGLUT4 vesicle translocation to the
plasmamembrane [1, 2]. Following the increase in surface GLUT4, glucose is rapidly transported into the cell [11].
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the human insulin receptor as well as myc- and GFP-
tagged GLUT4 [28]. These cells do not require differ-
entiation and exhibit a high level of GFP fluorescence,
which may be attributed to the distinctive redox
potential of the cell line, cytoplasmic pH and oxygen
tension [25]. Direct visualization of GLUT4 transloca-
tion has been achieved by tracking the movement of
GFP fluorescence to the plasma membrane using
fluorescence microscopy techniques. Additionally,
immunostaining of the myc epitope in the extra-
cellular loop enables the detection of recombinant
GLUT4 proteins correctly inserted into the plasma
membrane by immunofluorescence detection [28].
Confocal microscopy is themost popular technique in
this regard and has been used successfully to track
recombinant GLUT4 translocation and characterize
the impacts of insulin and insulin mimetics in this
process [29, 30]. In addition to confocal microscopy,
total internal reflection fluorescence (TIRF) micro-
scopy has been widely applied as a highly sensitive
method to analyze and identify key players in GLUT4
trafficking, such as several Rab proteins [31], as well as
to screen potential insulin mimetics and antidiabetic
substances [6, 32, 33]. A summary of themethods used
for the analysis of GLUT4 trafficking is presented in
table 1.

2. Classic biochemical and spectroscopic
approaches

2.1.Membrane fractionation
Subcellular fractionation techniques were widely used
to study endogenous GLUT4 trafficking in earlier
studies. This process dissects cells into their various
organelles based on their density using high concen-
trations of sucrose. Intracellular GLUT4 compart-
ments can be separated into purified plasma
membrane fractions and low-density microsome frac-
tions through differential or density gradient centrifu-
gation processes. GLUT4 proteins in these fractions
can be detected by Western blotting or cytochalasin B
binding assays to examine the translocation of GLUT4
to the plasma membrane upon insulin stimulation
[14–16, 34].

Western blots are frequently used today in combi-
nation with other techniques on GLUT4, often to
confirm the results of new approaches. Both immuno-
blotting and cytochalasin B photoaffinity labeling have
aided in identifying glucose transporters in various tis-
sues and species [35–38].

A major limitation of fractionation studies is the
inability to distinguish between GLUT4 proteins just
adjacent to the plasma membrane and GLUT4 pro-
teins that are fully incorporated into the plasmamem-
brane and actively facilitate glucose transport.
Moreover, with indirect methods such as cell homo-
genization and fractionation, compartmentalized traf-
ficking or signaling events are unobservable.

Furthermore, quantification of the results remains
challenging, and such studies offer limited temporal
resolution [23].

2.2. Photoaffinity labeling followed by
immunoprecipitation
In contrast to membrane fractionation-mediated
determination of insulin-induced GLUT4 transloca-
tion, affinity photolabeling techniques allow for the
detection of cell surface glucose transporters. Thus,
only transporters that are fully inserted into the plasma
membrane and available to transport glucose are
detected. This detection of cell surface glucose trans-
porters has previously been achieved, for example,
through the utilization of impermeant, exofacial bis-
hexose probes as glucose transporter-specific photo-
labels. Following irradiation-induced cross-linking of
the probe with cell surface glucose transporters,
labeled proteins are isolated by immunoprecipitation
or precipitation of biotinylated probes using streptavi-
din beads. Several subsequent biochemical techniques
enable the detection of endogenous GLUT4 directly
inserted into the plasmamembrane [17, 18, 23, 39].

The disadvantages of photoaffinity labeling in this
context may lie in the various biochemical steps
required postlabeling, including membrane dissolu-
tion, gel electrophoresis and immunoblotting, to
detect and quantitate the labeled GLUT4 isoform.
Although photoaffinity labeling has advantages over
membrane fractionation techniques, the efficacy of
photoaffinity labeling strongly depends on the ability
to acquire quantitative immunoprecipitation and
recovery upon SDS-PAGE [23]. Furthermore, non-
specific cross-linking events can hinder photoaffinity
labeling. To differentiate between specific cross-link-
ing and background labeling, several control experi-
mentsmust be applied [40].

2.3. Flow cytometric analysis
Flow cytometry is a multiparametric, laser-based
technology that allows for quantitative analysis of the
characteristics of single, living cells in solution. Cell
surface proteins are easily accessible to antibodies.
After antibody staining, the suspended cells are passed
in a stream through a laser beam, and the emitted
fluorescence and light scattering properties are pro-
cessed by detectors. With fluorescence-activated cell
sorting (FACS), a specialized type of flow cytometry,
the populations of interest can also be isolated for
subsequent analysis [41].

Flow cytometry has been used to quantify GLUT4
translocation to the plasma membrane by labeling
with fluorochrome-conjugated antiGLUT4 antibodies
directed to an external epitope of the transporter. In
this way, only cells with GLUT4 proteins directly
inserted into the plasma membrane have been detec-
ted [19, 20, 42]. A great advantage of flow cytometry
lies in the ability to analyze a large number of single

3

Methods Appl. Fluoresc. 10 (2022) 022001 MHeckmann et al



Table 1.Overview of the describedmethods for the quantitation ofGLUT4 translocation in cells.

Method

Live Cell

Imaging Throughput Resolution

Recombinant

Construct Comments References (PMID)

BiochemicalMethods Not possible High throughput possible Cell population (except flow
cytometry: single cell)

Not needed Several preparation steps needed, generally labor-

intensive and time-consuming, comparably

inexpensive

6360220 8690151 10871204

31555030 23606883

ImmunoelectronMicroscopy Not possible Low Subcellular Not needed 10984434 11069765 8271273

2007617

Confocal Fluorescence

Microscopy

Possible Low (up to high at special
setups)

Subcellular Necessary Subcellular location is possible with costaining 33378945 25052490

33120934 19854150

TIRFMicroscopy Possible Low (up to highwith a
special setup)

Subcellular Necessary 25039620 33120934

29218524 17339344

Super-ResolutionMicroscopy Possible Very low Subcellular Necessary Used to studyGLUT4-dynamics in compartments 23520472 27888215

32993061 28556933

32305516
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cells in a short period of time. Although FACS allows
for the analysis of dynamic processes (e.g., glucose
transport), flow cytometers are expensive instru-
ments, and sample preparation is still time-consum-
ing [43, 44].

2.4. ELISA-Guided binding assay
Enzyme-linked immunosorbent assay (ELISA) detects
antigen-antibody reactions by employing covalently
bound enzyme-antibody compounds [45]. This
immunological assay has previously been used to study
GLUT4 trafficking in different cell types and is often
used in cells stably expressing myc-tagged GLUT4.
Commonly, surface myc-tagged GLUT4 is measured
in intact, nonpermeabilized cells using an antimyc
antibody. Spectrophotometric analysis of the color
change resulting from the enzyme-substrate reaction
on a secondary antibody allows for the quantification
ofGLUT4 [21, 22, 46]. The distinction between surface
GLUT4 and total GLUT4 has been achieved by
comparing the ELISA results of sonicated and unsoni-
cated samples using peripheral blood mononuclear
cells of sled dogs [47, 48].

In general, ELISA is a simple procedure that is easy
to perform and provides high specificity and sensitiv-
ity, as it is based on antigen-antibody reactions. How-
ever, the protocol includes numerous washing,
binding and incubation steps, thus making this
method time-consuming, labor-intensive and prone
to errors. Additionally, ELISA is susceptible to false-
positive or -negative results due to nonspecific binding
and cross-reactivity of secondary antibodies [49]. As
opposed to flow cytometry, limited throughput and
the inability to analyze multiple antigens simulta-
neously are additional limitations of ELISA-guided
binding assays in this context [45].

3.Microscopy-basedmethods

The predominant microscopy-based methods to
detect and quantify GLUT4 and its translocation to/
from the plasma membrane are electron microscopy
and light microscopy techniques, including confocal
laser microscopy, total internal reflection fluorescence
(TIRF)microscopy and fluorescence resonance energy
transfer (FRET), all of which are also combined with
superresolution techniques.

3.1. Immunoelectronmicroscopy
Identification and quantification of endogenous
GLUT4 proteins is normally performed by immunola-
beling with an antibody directly targeting GLUT4 and
a secondary antibody or protein A conjugated to a gold
particle and visualized by electron microscopy. This
methodwas used if tissue samples from nontransgenic
animals were examined. In vitro, cells are often
transfectedwith recombinant DNA coding for GLUT4
fused to an exofacial HA or myc epitope and/or a

C-terminal fluorescence protein for easier detection.
The exofacial epitope is then detected by immunola-
beling in nonpermeabilized cells to identify GLUT4 on
the plasmamembrane, and the fluorescent protein can
be used to quantify total GLUT4.

In cryoelectron microscopy, cryosections of tis-
sues and cells are stainedwith an antiGLUT4 antibody.
Thus, if the cell or tissue expresses GLUT4 endogen-
ously, no recombinant DNA construct is necessary.
After staining with a primary antibody, either a sec-
ondary antibody or protein A conjugated with a gold
particle is applied to quantify GLUT4 in different
compartments. For quantification, gold particles in
close proximity (15–100 nm) to visible compartments
are counted [50]. Normally, more than one cryosec-
tion is analyzed per condition [50, 51]. To account for
nonspecific labeling, the counts of gold particles in
samples processed without a primary antibody [52] or
in cell samples not expressing GLUT4 [53] but pro-
cessed equally to samples of interest were determined
and subtracted, which can also be done by using a
GLUT4-negative compartment, for instance, the
mitochondria, for nonspecific labeling identification
[51]. Another background correctionmethod is to dis-
tribute dots randomly on microscopic pictures with-
out gold labeling at a density similar to the labeled
samples. Then, the number of dots per compartment
is counted and subtracted from the positive signal
(pictures with gold labeling) [50]. For normalization,
the number of gold particles per compartment is
expressed as the percentage of gold particles per cell
[54] and divided by the surface [52] or length of the
compartment, or a defined length is analyzed [51].
Mayhew et al [55] developed amethod based on a con-
tingency table analysis that can be used on raw counts
of gold particles to identify the compartment with the
highest influence on differences between sample
groups.

In an elegant combination of techniques, Hodgson
et al [56] linked light microscopy and electron micro-
scopy to develop a correlative light electron micro-
scopy (CLEM) technique to quantitatively study
GLUT4 trafficking. The authors developed stably
expressing pXLG3.HA.GLUT4. GFP 3T3-L1 adipo-
cytes by lentiviral transduction, which were serum
starved, stimulated with insulin and fixed before pro-
cessing for CLEM. The technique allowed imaging of
the same cell under a light microscope based on its
fluorescence and under an electron microscope based
on gold labeling. Key process steps involved cryo-
sectioning, light microscopy imaging, immunolabel-
ing, TEM imaging, retracing and quantification.

While immunoelectron microscopy has the high-
est resolution of the methods presented here, sample
processing is quite labor-intensive, and live cell ima-
ging is not possible. Thus, this method was used
mostly to identify the distribution of and changes in
GLUT4 in different compartments in unstimulated
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cells or cells treated with different agents after a
defined time lapse.

3.2. Fluorescencemicroscopy
Fluorescence microscopy has been widely applied to
fixed tissues, cells and cell fragments. Importantly,
fluorescence microscopy also allows live cell imaging,
enabling the visualization of GLUT4 trafficking to the
plasma membrane. Several approaches have been
implemented, which are described in the following
chapters. A comparison of the different labeling and
microscopy strategies used to track GLUT4 transloca-
tion is displayed in figure 2.

3.2.1. General labeling strategies for glut4 visualization
by traditional wide-fieldmicroscopy
Fixed cells and tissues can be labeled with an anti-
GLUT4 antibody and a fluorescently labeled second-
ary antibody to quantify GLUT4 in different
compartments [50, 65, 66].

It is also possible to transfect cells with a fusion
protein, such as HA-GLUT4-GFP, and transgenic
mice expressing the same construct [67] to study the
ratio between internal and plasma membrane-inser-
ted GLUT4 in vitro and ex vivo. For this purpose, cells
were fixed and stained with an antiHA antibody and a
fluorescently labeled secondary antibody. The anti-
bodies had access only to surface HA, as no detergent
was added. After correction for nonspecific labeling
(cells not expressing HA-GLUT4-GFP or staining
without a primary antibody), the ratio between surface
fluorescence by immunolabeling and GFP fluores-
cence was determined, accounting for differences in
recombinant protein expression and allowing for
quantification of the portion of GLUT4 inserted into
the plasmamembrane [30].

A method to measure internalization of GLUT4 is
by incubating live cells with antiHA antibody for a
defined pulse time. Then, the cells are fixed, and a
fluorescently labeled secondary antibody is used for
surface immunolabeling. The secondary antibody is
washed off, and the cells are permeabilized with deter-
gent. A secondary antibody conjugated with another
fluorophore is used, and the ratio between those two
fluorophores represents the internalization rate [68].

A similar assay can be used to detect the amount of
GLUT4 that has translocated at least once to the cell
surface. For this assay, cells are incubated with an
antiHA antibody. The antiHA antibody binds stably to
the HA epitope and is not removed upon transloca-
tion. At different timepoints, excessive antibodies are
washed off, and cells are fixed and permeabilized.
AntiHA-labeled GLUT4 is detected with a secondary
antibody conjugated to a fluorophore, and the ratio of
the fluorophore to GFP is determined.With this assay,
each GLUT4 molecule that has entered the plasma
membrane can be detected.When the ratios of the dif-
ferent timepoints are plotted against the time post

incubation, the exocytosis/cycling rate can be deter-
mined [69].

Morris and colleagues [70] approached the issues
many laboratoriess had with using primary and cul-
tured adipocytes by developing an epitope- and GFP-
tagged version of GLUT4 in HeLa cells. They com-
pared the translocation of tagged GLUT4 in both cell
types and observed similar kinetics using orthologous
trafficking machinery; however, the magnitude of the
insulin-stimulated translocation of GLUT4 was found
to be smaller in HeLa cells. The more experimentally
tractable, human model system in HeLa cells was fur-
ther used for a prototype siRNA screen in which two
new regulators were identified. The authors used a
whole series of techniques for their work, including
conventional live cell imaging, TIRF microscopy,
immunofluorescence and FACS.

Changou et al [71] reported a detailed protocol for
another cell type in GLUT4 insulin signal regulation
research, primary hypothalamic neurons. They
applied GFP-GLUT4 protein to track GLUT4 mem-
brane translocation upon insulin stimulation. Time-
lapse images together with deconvolution microscopy
delivered high-speed, high-resolution images without
significant damage to the neurons.

Patki et al [72] applied high-speed microscopy
using extremely low light exposure times without pho-
tobleaching or photodamage over∼30 min to visua-
lize the process of GLUT4-eGFP translocation in
response to insulin in single 3T3-L1 adipocytes. Ana-
lysis of four-dimensional images (3-D over time)
demonstrated for the first time the regulation of long-
range motility of GLUT4-containing vesicles through
interaction with microtubule- and actin-based cytos-
keletal networks.

3.2.2. Confocalmicroscopy
Confocal microscopy is a technique in optical imaging
that selectively collects light from thin optical sections
defining single focal planes within the sample. Excita-
tion light is commonly produced by a laser to generate
high intensities of fluorescence from the focal spot. By
using point illumination via a spatial pinhole, out-of-
focus signals are eliminated, and structures appear
more sharply defined [73].

In a very practical application in sports research,
Bradley et al [74] tested changes in subcellular GLUT4
distribution by confocal immunofluorescence micro-
scopy following endurance training (ET) and sprint
interval training (SIT) and found that GLUT4-con-
taining clusters increased inmuscle fibers, detected via
GLUT4 fluorescence intensity. The increase in periph-
eral localization and protein content of GLUT4 fol-
lowing ET and SIT is likely to contribute to the
improvements in glucose homeostasis observed after
both trainingmodes.

One of the main advantages of fluorescence
microscopy is the possibility of live cell imaging. With
live cell imaging, the translocation of the fusion
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protein myc-GLUT4-GFP to the plasma membrane
can be visualized in real time, and videos can be used
for quantitation of GLUT4 translocation to the plasma
membrane [28]. Fujita et al [75] incubated 3T3-L1 adi-
pocytes expressing myc-GLUT4-ECFP with a quant-
um dot Fab fragment of an antimyc antibody to label
surface GLUT4. The advantage of quantum dots is

their higher resistance to photobleaching than fluor-
escent proteins. After incubation to facilitate endocy-
tosis, single molecules could be followed by live cell
imaging, allowing for the analysis of intracellular
GLUT4 dynamics in different compartments and
upon insulin stimulation at a single-molecule resolu-
tion [61]. The speed at which stained GLUT4

Figure 2. Fluorescencemicroscopy techniques used for the analysis of GLUT4 translocation. Comparison of different GLUT4 labeling
strategies (A): GLUT4 can be labeled by fluorescent or gold particle tagged antibodies, or genetically encoded fluorescent proteins.
Microscopy approaches for a quantitative analysis of GLUT4 translocation (B): Transmission electronmicroscopy (TEM) inwhich a
beamof electrons is transmitted through a specimen to form an image, which bases on the interaction of the electrons with the sample
as the beam is transmitted through the specimen [56, 57], confocalmicroscopywhich increases optical resolution and contrast of a
micrograph bymeans of using a spatial pinhole to block out-of-focus light in image formation [28], total internal reflection (TIRF)
microscopywhich allows imaging offluorescentmolecules located close to the glass/specimen) interface by employing an evanescent
wave for excitation of thefluorophores instead of direct illumination via light delivered [58], and various techniques that allow images
to have resolutions higher than those imposed by the diffraction limit, including structured illuminationmicroscopy (SIM)-TIRF
[59], sample thinning enhanced resolutionmicroscopy (STERM) [60], stimulated emission depletion (STED)microscopy [61, 62],
fluorescence photoactivation localizationmicroscopy (FPALM)-TIRF [63], direct stochastic optical reconstructionmicroscopy
(dSTORM)-TIRF [64].
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moleculesmove is often stated inμm/s (velocity) or in
μm2 (mean-square displacement, MSD), with the lat-
ter discriminating between active transport and
diffusion.

Sadler et al [76] reviewed the role of posttransla-
tional modifications of GLUT4 on its function and
insulin-regulated trafficking. The authors described
transport through endosomes, the trans Golgi net-
work and an insulin-sensitive intracellular compart-
ment, termed GLUT4-storage vesicles or GSVs, in a
10-step process for which various techniques were
applied.

In addition, confocal microscopy was used to gen-
erate giant plasma membrane vesicles from cells that
were treated with different autofluorescent substances
to eliminate background fluorescence. Although this
approach has some drawbacks, such as a lack of live
imaging and a rather low throughput, confocal micro-
scopy enables the detection of fluorescently labeled
GLUT4 in the plasmamembrane without background
fluorescence and thereby reduces false-positive
GLUT4 translocation-inducing substances in GLUT4
translocation-altering screens [33].

Recently, Komakula et al [77] introduced a high-
content screen for real-time readout of GLUT4
translocation. The nuclei of CHO cells expressing
myc-GLUT4-eGFPwere stained with Hoechst 33342
to identify the perinuclear region. Then, the fluores-
cence intensity ratio of the cell periphery to the peri-
nuclear region was used to estimate GLUT4
translocation. With this assay, thousands of
cells were analyzed in parallel through automated
microscopy and image analysis. Although the pre-
sented screening system allows for the analysis of
many cells in real time, the sensitivity is rather lim-
ited, as the highest fluorescent ratio increase upon
insulin stimulation is lower than 15% compared to
the control.

Via identification of a novel splice variant of AS160
(Akt substrate of 160 kDa), a protein in the Akt (pro-
tein kinase B [PKB]) signaling cascade that mediates
GLUT4 translocation to the plasma membrane and
coexpression with GLUT4, Baus et al [78] developed
an assay to detect the insulin-stimulated glucose
uptake rate in rat L6myoblasts. The increased amount
of GLUT4 on the cell surface was measured by con-
focal imaging in 384-well plates and fixed cells.
GLUT4 was detected via aMyc-tag and immunostain-
ing using Alexa Fluor 488 labeling. This classical
phenotypic assay represents an example of a high-
throughput screen to quantitively assess GLUT4
translocation without costly and time-intensive
differentiation. Importantly, the extended assay win-
dow delivered high Z’-values, unusual or unwanted
modes of action of test compounds were delectable,
and GLUT4 translocation activators and insulin sensi-
tizers were revealed.

3.2.3. TIRFmicroscopy
TIRF microscopy is an advanced fluorescence micro-
scopy setting inwhich, due to an excitation angle lower
than the critical angle, the excitation beam is reflected
completely but generates an evanescent wave that
travels along the interface between two media and
decays exponentially. This wave has a very small
optical section depth and thus excites only fluorescent
molecules in a very narrow range of up to a few
hundred nm, thereby reducing background noise and
photobleaching and increasing the resolution in
comparison to other fluorescence microscopy meth-
ods [79].

Live cells expressing a GLUT4-fluorescent fusion
protein are normally used in this setup, which enables
dynamic GLUT4 detection in or close to the plasma
membrane [79]. As demonstrated by Lanzerstorfer
et al [6], by using a myc-GLUT4-GFP construct, the
increase in fluorescence signal detected via TIRF was
assigned to a functional insertion of GLUT4 into the
plasma membrane [6]. The generated results should
be confirmed with complementary in vitro and in vivo
methods to reduce false assumptions [32, 80, 81]. An
algorithm has been developed to identify full fusion of
vesicles with the plasma membrane [82]. The quant-
um dot method explained in section 4.2.2 can also be
used in combination with a TIRF setup to detect single
GLUT4 molecule movement in close proximity to the
plasma membrane after endocytosis [75]. In addition,
an exofacial HA or myc epitope with fixation (but not
permeabilization) and immunolabeling can be used to
investigate the insertion and distribution of GLUT4
into the plasma membrane [83]. Furthermore, surro-
gate molecules, such as leucyl and cystinyl amino-
peptidase (LNPEP, also known as IRAP) and vesicle-
associated membrane protein 2 (VAMP2), fused to a
pH-sensitive fluorescence probe that colocalizes with
GLUT4 have also been applied to detect full fusion of
GLUT4 vesicles with the plasma membrane [83, 84],
but the ability of these molecules to specifically detect
GLUT4 translocation has been questioned [85]. Vesi-
cular structures can be detected via semiautomated
image analysis, and the number of fusion events is
often normalized to the timespan of observation and
plasma membrane surface [83]. Burchfield et al [85]
developed another construct consisting of GLUT4
fused to extracellular pHluorin, a pH-sensitive fluor-
escent probe and the intracellular fluoroscient protein
tdTomato. Upon insertion of GLUT4 into the plasma
membrane, pHluorin starts to fluoresce due to
pH changes, enabling clear discrimination between
GLUT4 vesicles approaching the plasma membrane
and fusion. The objective-type TIRFmicroscopy setup
used in the abovementioned studies has a high sensi-
tivity but limited throughput. To overcome this issue,
a prism-type TIRF microscopy method was devel-
oped, allowing for observation of fluorescence signals
in the region of the plasma membrane for multiple
wells at once butwith reduced sensitivity [33].
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Wasserstrom et al [86] provide a detailed protocol
of their TIRF experiments using various GLUT4 con-
structs to monitor the last events involved in insulin-
regulated GLUT4 translocation and glucose uptake in
both cultured 3T3-L1 adipocytes and primary adipo-
cytes isolated from rodents and humans together with
an excellent literature overview of the contributions
and progress of the TIRF technique for GLUT4 biol-
ogy. In HA-GLUT4-GFP and HA-GLUT4-mCherry,
the exofacial HA tag allowed detection of GLUT4
inserted into the membrane following fusion. A pho-
toactivatable probe, EOS, was used for single GLUT4
molecule tracking of monomers in the plasma mem-
brane. Coexpression of fluorescently tagged GLUT4
and IRAP-pHluorin allowed detection of the exact
fusion event, and a double-tagged GLUT4 construct
was shown to be useful for characterization of cell
heterogeneity.

Qu et al [87] have applied quantum dots (QDs),
which are more photostable and brighter, targeted to
GLUT4myc tomeasure the translocation of GLUT4 in
live L6 cells by long-term single particle tracking.

Huang et al [58] reported another set of TIRF
experiments in the plasma membrane of 3T3-L1 adi-
pocyte bile structures containing eGFP-GLUT4. Their
contribution was mainly a specific piece of software
(Fusion Assistant) that enabled exocytic docking/
fusion kinetics analysis at high speed with and without
insulin stimulation. Two-color TIRF microscopy
using fluorescent proteins fused to clathrin light chain
or GLUT4 revealed that punctate structures on the cell
surface are not exocytic fusion sites but clathrin-
coated patches.

3.2.4. Superresolutionmicroscopy
Superresolution (SR) techniques often comprise a
photoswitchable fluorescent probe coupled to GLUT4
and a TIRFmicroscopy setup for excitation to increase
the resolution down to approximately 30 nm [64].
Lizunov et al [63] used a technique called fluorescence
photoactivation localizationmicroscopy (fPALM) and
an HA-GLUT4 construct fused to an intracellular
photoswitchable fluorescent tag (EOS) to measure
GLUT4 movement and restriction inside the plasma
membrane. As a TIRF setup was applied to excite the
samples and the density of photoswitched constructs
was kept low, only HA-GLUT4-EOS molecules inside
the plasma membrane were able to photoswitch, and
movement of single molecules could be followed and
characterized [63].

Another SR method uses the TIRF microscopy
setup in conjunction with direct stochastic optical
reconstruction microscopy (dSTORM), in which HA-
GLUT4-GFP was expressed in adipocytes. Cells were
fixed but not permeabilized and immunolabeled with
Alexa Fluor 647, a photoswitchable fluorophore con-
jugated to an antiHA antibody. The location of the
molecules was determined by repeated cycles of
switching Alexa Fluor 647 off and on again, allowing

grouping of images of singlemolecules into a Gaussian
distribution to precisely determine the location of sin-
gle GLUT4 molecules. In addition, quantification of
GLUT4 clusters in the plasma membrane is possible
(cluster density, mean number of molecules per clus-
ter and distribution of clusters between different sam-
ples/treatments) [64].

SIM was also combined with fluorescence micro-
scopy and a TIRF microscopy setup (termed TIRF-
SIM) to detect GLUT4 translocation to the plasma
membrane. During SIM, pictures are recorded with
different phases and rotation angles, and using a Four-
ier transformation, a superresolution image can be
calculated; however, SIMdoes not enable single-mole-
cule detection and tracking. SIM was used to study the
translocation of myc-GLUT4-GFP from intracellular
vesicles (detected by SIM) to the plasma membrane
(measured by TIRF-SIM) in live cells [59, 88].

The size distribution of GLUT4-containing com-
partments up to very small structures was studied with
another SR microscopy technique termed stimulated
emission depletion (STED). In STED, a second laser
beam is used to de-excite the fluorophore after pri-
mary excitation (here: GFP), thus generating spatially
narrow signals when compared to confocal laser scan-
ningmicroscopy [61].

The resolution of the z-plane was also increased by
a method called sample thinning enhanced resolution
microscopy (STERM). In this method, muscle biop-
sies were cut into 70 nm sections, thus increasing the
z-plane resolution of confocal laser scanning fluores-
cence microscopy, which is normally approximately
600 nm, allowing us to analyze the detailed GLUT4
distribution inside the sample [60].

3.2.5. Fluorescence resonance energy transfer (FRET)
Historically, FRET is within the most often used
techniques in ensemble average fluorescence as well as
in single molecule measurements, both in vitro and in
cellular experiments. Two labeled reagents are
detected if they are closer together than 10 nm. Several
methods of FRET detection are applied. In addition to
the gold standard, almost artifact-free acceptor sensi-
tization, donor quenching has been established as the
standard method for measuring the vicinity of mole-
cules in cell biology [89]. Internalization of GLUT4
was measured in HeLa cells. Quite elegantly, sialylated
GLUT4 was produced by bioorthogonal chemistry
and click chemistry in Alexa Fluo 555-labeled form.
Total GLUT4 (both internal and extracellular) was
labeled with GFP. After insulin removal from the
media, GLUT4 internalization was detected by chan-
ging the FRET signal in a TIRF setup [90, 91]. Hosoya
et al [92] used FRET to studyGLUT4 vesicle trafficking
in living adipocytes. After insulin stimulation, GFP-
tagged GLUT4 vesicles translocated from the peri-
nuclear (N) to plasma membrane (PM), and the ratio
of the luminance (PM/N) was increased. FRET
between lipophilic membrane dyes and GFP provided
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detection sensitivity. Dynamic imaging was enabled by
GFP tagging, a breakthrough in the glucose regulation
mechanism that provided key progress frombiochem-
ical or static cell biological techniques such as immu-
nofluorescencemicroscopy [93].

4. Conclusions

Insulin-induced GLUT4 translocation is an essential
step for the cellular absorption of glucose in muscle
and fat cells, thereby lowering the blood glucose level.
The regulation of GLUT4 translocation and dynamics
has been investigated thoroughly by different classic
biochemical and microscopic methods. Biochemical
methods often comprise several preparation steps to
monitor theGLUT4 distribution in different compart-
ments, leading to a higher risk of introducing errors
and a low resolution, but they are more cost effective
and easier to set up. Microscopic methods, however,
often depend on the introduction of a recombinant
construct and more expensive equipment. User train-
ing and experience are necessary to obtain viable
results, and the throughput is limited, for example, in
comparison to flow cytometry, with which thousands
of cells can be analyzed at a single-cell level within
minutes. However, live cell imaging, single molecule
resolution and superresolution can be achieved by
resolving translocation and single GLUT4 molecule
movement with the currently highest possible accur-
acy. In the future, particularly TIRF microscopy in
superresolution, the FRET detectionmode is expected
to benefit from new developments in bioorthogonal
labeling technology to increase the specific transport
information as a function of space and time. More
photostable dyes together with site-specific tagging
chemistry might then hopefully also find use in drug
discovery, mainly for medium-throughput screening
and formechanistic profiling of lead compounds.

Acknowledgments

This research was funded by Christian Doppler
Forschungsgesellschaft (Josef Ressel Center for Phyto-
genic Drug Research, Wels, Austria). It was also
funded by a research project of the Austrian Compe-
tence Centre for Feed and Food Quality, Safety and
Innovation (FFoQSI). The COMET-K1 Competence
Centre FFoQSI is funded by the Austrian federal
ministries BMK and BMDW and the Austrian pro-
vinces of Lower Austria, Upper Austria and Vienna
within the scope of COMET -Competence Centers for
Excellent Technologies. The COMET program is
handled by the Austrian Research Promotion
Agency FFG.

Data availability statement

Nonewdatawere created or analysed in this study.

Conflict of Interest Statement

The authors have declared that no conflicting interests
exist.

ORCID iDs

GeraldKlanert https://orcid.org/0000-0002-
8939-0951
Georg Sandner https://orcid.org/0000-0001-
8740-6123
Peter Lanzerstorfer https://orcid.org/0000-0003-
4512-7964
ManfredAuer https://orcid.org/0000-0001-
8920-3522
JulianWeghuber https://orcid.org/0000-0001-
6312-4666

References

[1] Huang S andCzechMP2007TheGLUT4 glucose transporter
CellMetabolism 5 237–52

[2] LetoD and Saltiel AR 2012Regulation of glucose transport by
insulin: traffic control of GLUT4Nat. Rev.Mol. Cell Biol. 13
383–96

[3] MuecklerM andThorens B 2013The SLC2 (GLUT) Family of
membrane transportersMolecular Aspects ofMedicine 34
121–38

[4] Stöckli J, FazakerleyD J and JamesDE 2011GLUT4Exocytosis
J. Cell Sci. 124 4147–59

[5] Leney S E andTavaré JM2009TheMolecular basis of insulin-
stimulated glucose uptake: signalling, trafficking and potential
drug targets J. Endocrinol. 203 1–18

[6] Lanzerstorfer P et al 2014 Identification ofNovel Insulin
MimeticDrugs byQuantitative Total Internal Reflection
Fluorescence TIRFMicroscopyBr. J. Pharmacol. 171
5237–51

[7] SinghR, AshishA, ShahA and Shekhar Pandey S 2020
Interaction between oxidative stress and diabetes: amini-
review Journal of Diabetes,Metabolic Disorders &Control 7
58–61

[8] SayemA,Arya A, KarimianH,KrishnasamyN,
AshokHasamnis A andHossainC 2018 action of
phytochemicals on insulin signaling pathways accelerating
glucose transporter (GLUT4) protein translocationMolecules
23 258

[9] Mohan S, Sheena A, PouloseN andAnilkumarG2010
Molecular dynamics simulation studies ofGLUT4: substrate-
free and substrate-induced dynamics and atp-mediated
glucose transport inhibitionPLoSOne 5 e14217

[10] SLC2A4SoluteCarrierFamily 2, FacilitatedGlucoseTransporter
Member 4 -HomoSapiens (Human) - SLC2A4Gene&Protein
(https://www.Uniprot.Org/Uniprot/P14672)

[11] Chadt A andAl-HasaniH 2020Glucose transporters in
adipose tissue, liver, and skeletalmuscle inmetabolic health
and diseasePflügers Archiv - European Journal of Physiology 472
1273–98

[12] PetersenMCand ShulmanG I 2018Mechanisms of insulin
action and insulin resistance Physiol. Rev. 98 2133–223

[13] GannonNP, ConnCA andVaughanRA 2015Dietary
stimulators ofGLUT4 expression and translocation in skeletal
muscle: amini-reviewMol. Nutr. Food Res. 59 48–4

10

Methods Appl. Fluoresc. 10 (2022) 022001 MHeckmann et al

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8939-0951
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8939-0951
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8939-0951
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8939-0951
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8939-0951
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8740-6123
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8740-6123
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8740-6123
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8740-6123
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8740-6123
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4512-7964
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4512-7964
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4512-7964
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4512-7964
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4512-7964
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8920-3522
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8920-3522
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8920-3522
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8920-3522
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8920-3522
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6312-4666
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6312-4666
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6312-4666
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6312-4666
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6312-4666
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cmet.2007.03.006
https://doi.org/10.1038/nrm3351
https://doi.org/10.1038/nrm3351
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.mam.2012.07.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.mam.2012.07.001
https://doi.org/10.1242/jcs.097063
https://doi.org/10.1677/JOE-09-0037
https://doi.org/10.1111/bph.12845
https://doi.org/10.1111/bph.12845
https://doi.org/10.15406/jdmdc.2020.07.00201
https://doi.org/10.15406/jdmdc.2020.07.00201
https://doi.org/10.3390/molecules23020258
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0014217
https://www.Uniprot.Org/Uniprot/P14672
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00424-020-02417-x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00424-020-02417-x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00424-020-02417-x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00424-020-02417-x
https://doi.org/10.1152/physrev.00063.2017
https://doi.org/10.1152/physrev.00063.2017
https://doi.org/10.1152/physrev.00063.2017
https://doi.org/10.1002/mnfr.201400414


[14] PereraHK I, ClarkeM,Morris N J, HongW,
Chamberlain LH andGouldGW2003 Syntaxin 6 regulates
glut4 trafficking in 3T3-L1 adipocytesMolecular Biology of the
Cell 14 2946–58

[15] Simpson I A, YverDR,Hissin P J,Wardzala L J, Karnieli E,
Salans L B andCushman SW1983 Insulin-stimulated
translocation of glucose transporters in the isolated rat adipose
cells: characterization of subcellular fractionsBiochimica et
Biophysica Acta (BBA) -Molecular Cell Research 763 393–407

[16] Goodyear L J, HirshmanMF,Napoli R,Markuns J F,
Horton E S, Ljungqvist O andCalles J 1996Glucose ingestion
causesGLUT4 translocation in human skeletalmuscle
Diabetes 45 1051–6

[17] Ryder JW et al 2000Use of a novel impermeable biotinylated
photolabeling reagent to assess insulin- and hypoxia-
stimulated cell surfaceGLUT4 content in skeletalmuscle from
type 2 diabetic patientsDiabetes 49 647–54

[18] Vannucci S J, NishimuraH, Satoh S, Cushman SW,
HolmanGDand Simpson IA 1992Cell surface accessibility of
GLUT4 glucose transporters in insulin-stimulated rat adipose
cells.modulation by isoprenaline and adenosineBiochem. J
288 325–30

[19] Bruzzone S et al 2012The plant hormone abscisic acid
increases in human plasma after hyperglycemia and stimulates
glucose consumption by adipocytes andmyoblasts FASEB J. 26
1251–60

[20] AlsawalhaM et al 2019 effect of litsea lancifolia leaf extract on
glucose transporter 4 translocation and glucose uptake in
3T3L1 cell line Journal of Pharmacy AndBioallied Sciences 11
240–7

[21] Kadan S, Saad B, Sasson Y andZaidH2013 In Vitro evaluations
of cytotoxicity of eight antidiabeticmedicinal plants and their
effect onGLUT4 translocation Evidence-BasedComplementary
andAlternativeMedicine 2013 549345

[22] ZaidH, Talior-Volodarsky I, AntonescuC, Liu Z andKlip A
2009GAPDHbindsGLUT4 reciprocally to hexokinase-II and
regulates glucose transport activityBiochem. J 419 457–84

[23] LauritzenHPMMand Schertzer JD 2010MeasuringGLUT4
translocation inmaturemuscle fibersAmerican Journal of
Physiology-Endocrinology andMetabolism 299 169–79

[24] HirshmanMF,Goodyear L J,Wardzala L J, Horton EDand
Horton E S 1990 Identification of an intracellular pool of
glucose transporters frombasal and insulin-stimulated rat
skeletalmuscleThe Journal of Biological Chemistry 265 987–91

[25] Dobson S P, LivingstoneC, GouldGWandTavaré JM1996
Dynamics of insulin-stimulated translocation ofGLUT4 in
single living cells visualised using green fluorescent protein
FEBS Lett. 393 179–84

[26] DawsonK, Aviles-Hernandez A, Cushman SWandMalideD
2001 Insulin-regulated trafficking of dual-labeled glucose
transporter 4 in primary rat adipose cellsBiochem. Biophys.
Res. Commun. 287 445–54

[27] Kanai F,Nishioka Y,HayashiH, Kamohara S, TodakaMand
Ebina Y 1993Direct demonstration of insulin-inducedGLUT4
Translocation to the surface of intact cells by insertion of a
C-Myc epitope into an exofacial GLUT4 domain J. Biol. Chem.
268 14523–6

[28] VijayakumarMV,AjayAK andBhatMK2010
Demonstration of a Visual Cell-Based Assay for Screening
Glucose Transporter 4 TranslocationModulators in Real Time
Journal of Biosciences 35 525–31

[29] Liu F et al 2009Development of aNovel GLUT4Translocation
Assay for Identifying Potential Novel Therapeutic Targets for
Insulin SensitizationBiochem. J 418 413–20

[30] LampsonMA, RaczA, Cushman SWandMcGrawTE 2000
Demonstration of insulin-responsive trafficking of GLUT4
andVpTR in fibroblasts J. Cell Sci. 113 4065–76

[31] ChenY,WangY, Zhang J, Deng Y, Jiang L, Song E,WuXS,
Hammer J A, XuT and Lippincott-Schwartz J 2012Rab10 and
myosin-vamediate insulin-stimulatedGLUT4 storage vesicle
translocation in adipocytes J. Cell Biol. 198 545–60

[32] StadlbauerV,Haselgrübler R, Lanzerstorfer P, Plochberger B,
BorgmannD, Jacak J,Winkler SM, Schröder K,

HöglingerO andWeghuber J 2016 Biomolecular
Characterization of Putative AntidiabeticHerbal Extracts PLoS
One 11 e0148109

[33] StadlbauerV et al 2020 Fluorescencemicroscopy-based
quantitation of GLUT4 translocation: high throughput or high
content? Int. J.Mol. Sci. 21 7964

[34] LeeW,Ryu J, Souto RP, Pilch P F and JungCY 1999
separation and partial characterization of three distinct
intracellularGLUT4 compartments in rat adipocytes J. Biol.
Chem. 274 37755–62

[35] Wheeler T J, Simpson I A, SoginDC,Hinkle PC and
Cushman SW1982Detection of the rat adipose cell glucose
transporter with antibody against the human red cell glucose
transporterBiochem. Biophys. Res. Commun. 105 89–95

[36] LienhardGE,KimHH,RansomeK J andGorga J C 1982
Immunological identification of an insulin-responsive glucose
transporterBiochem. Biophys. Res. Commun. 105 1150–6

[37] OkaY, AsanoT, Shibasaki Y, KasugaM,KanazawaY and
Takaku F 1988 Studies with antipeptide antibody suggest the
presence of at least two types of glucose transporter in rat brain
and adipocyteThe Journal of Biological Chemistry 263 13432–9

[38] Craik JD,GoodAH,Gottschalk R, Jarvis SM,
PatersonARP andCass C E 1988 Identification of glucose and
nucleoside transport proteins in neonatal pig erythrocytes
usingmonoclonal antibodies against band 4.5 polypeptides of
adult human andpig erythrocytesBiochemistry andCell Biology
66 839–52

[39] HashimotoM,Hatanaka Y, Yang J, Dhesi J andHolmanGD
2001 Synthesis of biotinylated bis(d-glucose) derivatives for
glucose transporter photoaffinity labellingCarbohydr. Res. 331
119–27

[40] Smith E andCollins I 2015 Photoaffinity labeling in target- and
binding-site identification FutureMedicinal Chemistry 7
159–83

[41] AdanA, AlizadaG, Kiraz Y, Baran Y andNalbant A 2017 Flow
cytometry: basic principles and applicationsCrit. Rev.
Biotechnol. 37 163–6

[42] Webster I, Friedrich SO, Lochner A andHuisamenB 2010
AMPKinase activation andGLUT4 translocation in isolated
cardiomyocytesCardiovascular Journal of Africa 21 72–78

[43] Chantzoura E andKaji K 2017 FlowCytometry. Basic Science
Methods for Clinical Researchers (Amsterdam: Elsevier)
(https://doi.org/10.1016/B978-0-12-803077-6.00010-2)

[44] Dimitriadis G,Maratou E, Boutati E, PsarraK,
Papasteriades C andRaptis S A 2005 Evaluation of glucose
transport and its regulation by insulin in humanmonocytes
usingflow cytometryCytometry Part A 64A 27–33

[45] Drijvers JM,Awan IM, PeruginoCA, Rosenberg IM and
Pillai S 2017Basic ScienceMethods for Clinical Researchers
(London: Academic Press) 7 119–33

[46] WangQ,Khayat Z, Kishi K, Ebina Y andKlip A 1998GLUT4
Translocation by insulin in intactmuscle cells: detection by a
fast and quantitative assay FEBS Lett. 427 193–7

[47] Schnurr TM, Reynolds A J, KomacAM,Duffy LK and
DunlapKL 2015The effect of acute exercise onGLUT4 levels
in peripheral bloodmononuclear cells of sled dogs
Biochemistry and Biophysics Reports 2 45–9

[48] Schnurr TM, Reynolds A J, Gustafson S J, Duffy LK and
DunlapKL 2014 conditioning causes an increase in glucose
transporter-4 levels inmononuclear cells in sled dogsThe
International Journal of Biochemistry&Cell Biology 55
227–31

[49] Sakamoto S, PutalunW,Vimolmangkang S, PhoolcharoenW,
ShoyamaY, TanakaH andMorimoto S 2018 Enzyme-linked
immunosorbent assay for the quantitative/qualitative analysis
of plant secondarymetabolites Journal of NaturalMedicines 72
32–42

[50] Martin S,Millar CA, Lyttle CT,Meerloo T,MarshB J,
GouldGWand JamesDE 2000 Effects of insulin on
intracellularGLUT4 vesicles in adipocytes: evidence for a
secretorymode of regulation J. Cell Sci. 113 3427–38

[51] MalideD, RammG,Cushman SWand Slot JW2000
Immunoelectronmicroscopic evidence that glut4

11

Methods Appl. Fluoresc. 10 (2022) 022001 MHeckmann et al

https://doi.org/10.1091/mbc.e02-11-0722
https://doi.org/10.1091/mbc.e02-11-0722
https://doi.org/10.1091/mbc.e02-11-0722
https://doi.org/10.1016/0167-4889(83)90101-5
https://doi.org/10.1016/0167-4889(83)90101-5
https://doi.org/10.1016/0167-4889(83)90101-5
https://doi.org/10.2337/diab.45.8.1051
https://doi.org/10.2337/diab.45.8.1051
https://doi.org/10.2337/diab.45.8.1051
https://doi.org/10.2337/diabetes.49.4.647
https://doi.org/10.2337/diabetes.49.4.647
https://doi.org/10.2337/diabetes.49.4.647
https://doi.org/10.1042/bj2880325
https://doi.org/10.1042/bj2880325
https://doi.org/10.1042/bj2880325
https://doi.org/10.1096/fj.11-190140
https://doi.org/10.1096/fj.11-190140
https://doi.org/10.1096/fj.11-190140
https://doi.org/10.1096/fj.11-190140
https://doi.org/10.4103/jpbs.JPBS_53_19
https://doi.org/10.4103/jpbs.JPBS_53_19
https://doi.org/10.1155/2013/549345
https://doi.org/10.1042/BJ20081319
https://doi.org/10.1152/ajpendo.00066.2010
https://doi.org/10.1152/ajpendo.00066.2010
https://doi.org/10.1152/ajpendo.00066.2010
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0021-9258(19)40147-6
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0021-9258(19)40147-6
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0021-9258(19)40147-6
https://doi.org/10.1016/0014-5793(96)00879-4
https://doi.org/10.1006/bbrc.2001.5620
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0021-9258(19)85269-9
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12038-010-0060-0
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12038-010-0060-0
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12038-010-0060-0
https://doi.org/10.1042/BJ20082051
https://doi.org/10.1242/jcs.113.22.4065
https://doi.org/10.1242/jcs.113.22.4065
https://doi.org/10.1242/jcs.113.22.4065
https://doi.org/10.1083/jcb.201111091
https://doi.org/10.1083/jcb.201111091
https://doi.org/10.1083/jcb.201111091
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0148109
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijms21217964
https://doi.org/10.1074/jbc.274.53.37755
https://doi.org/10.1074/jbc.274.53.37755
https://doi.org/10.1074/jbc.274.53.37755
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0006-291X(82)80014-4
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0006-291X(82)80014-4
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0006-291X(82)80014-4
https://doi.org/10.1016/0006-291X(82)91090-7
https://doi.org/10.1016/0006-291X(82)91090-7
https://doi.org/10.1016/0006-291X(82)91090-7
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0021-9258(18)37723-8
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0021-9258(18)37723-8
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0021-9258(18)37723-8
https://doi.org/10.1139/o88-096
https://doi.org/10.1139/o88-096
https://doi.org/10.1139/o88-096
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0008-6215(01)00025-8
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0008-6215(01)00025-8
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0008-6215(01)00025-8
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0008-6215(01)00025-8
https://doi.org/10.4155/fmc.14.152
https://doi.org/10.4155/fmc.14.152
https://doi.org/10.4155/fmc.14.152
https://doi.org/10.4155/fmc.14.152
https://doi.org/10.3109/07388551.2015.1128876
https://doi.org/10.1016/B978-0-12-803077-6.00010-2
https://doi.org/10.1002/cyto.a.20108
https://doi.org/10.1016/B978-0-12-803077-6.00007-2
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0014-5793(98)00423-2
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0014-5793(98)00423-2
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0014-5793(98)00423-2
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bbrep.2015.05.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.biocel.2014.09.009
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.biocel.2014.09.009
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11418-017-1144-z
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11418-017-1144-z
https://doi.org/10.1242/jcs.113.19.3427
https://doi.org/10.1242/jcs.113.19.3427
https://doi.org/10.1242/jcs.113.19.3427


translocation explains the stimulation of glucose transport in
isolated rat white adipose cells J. Cell Sci. 113 4203–10

[52] VoldstedlundM, Tranum-Jensen J andVinten J 1993
Quantitation ofNa+/K+-ATpase and glucose transporter
isoforms in rat adipocyte plasmamembrane by immunogold
labelingThe Journal ofMembrane Biology 136 63–73

[53] Piper RC, JamesDE, Slot JW, Puri C and Lawrence J C 1993
GLUT4Phosphorylation and inhibition of glucose transport
by dibutyryl caMPThe Journal of Biological Chemistry 268
16557–63

[54] Slot JW,GeuzeH J, Gigengack S, LienhardGE and JamesDE
1991 Immuno-localization of the insulin regulatable glucose
transporter in brown adipose tissue of the rat J. Cell Biol. 113
123–35

[55] MayhewTM,GriffithsG and Lucocq JM2004Applications of
an efficientmethod for comparing immunogold labelling
patterns in the same sets of compartments in different groups
of cellsHistochemistry andCell Biology 122 171–7

[56] Hodgson L, Tavaré J andVerkade P 2014Development of a
quantitative correlative light electronmicroscopy technique to
studyGLUT4 trafficking Protoplasma 251 403–16

[57] FordB,Bradbury S and JoyD2019 ScanningElectron
Microscope. Encyclopedia Britannica (https://www.Britannica.
Com/Technology/Scanning-Electron-Microscope)

[58] Huang S, Lifshitz LM, Jones C, Bellve KD, StandleyC,
Fonseca S, Corvera S, Fogarty K E andCzechMP2007 Insulin
StimulatesMembrane Fusion andGLUT4Accumulation in
ClathrinCoats onAdipocyte PlasmaMembranesMol. Cell.
Biol. 27 3456–69

[59] Richter V, Lanzerstorfer P,Weghuber J and
SchneckenburgerH2020 Super-resolution live cell
microscopy ofmembrane-proximal fluorophores Int. J.Mol.
Sci. 21 7099

[60] Knudsen J R et al 2020 Prior exercise in humans redistributes
intramuscular glut4 and enhances insulin-stimulated
sarcolemmal and endosomalGLUT4 translocationMolecular
Metabolism 39 100998

[61] HatakeyamaH andKanzakiM2017Heterotypic endosomal
fusion as an initial trigger for insulin-induced glucose
transporter 4 (GLUT4) translocation in skeletalmuscleThe
Journal of Physiology 595 5603–21

[62] TsuchiyaM et al 2018Neutrophils provide a favorable il-1-
mediated immunometabolic niche that primesGLUT4
translocation and performance in skeletalmusclesCell Reports
23 2354–64

[63] LizunovVA, Stenkula K, TroyA, Cushman SWand
Zimmerberg J 2013 Insulin regulates GLUT4 confinement in
plasmamembrane clusters in adipose cells PLoSOne 8 e57559

[64] Gao L, Chen J, Gao J,WangHandXiongW2017 Super-
resolutionmicroscopy reveals the insulin-resistance-regulated
reorganization ofGLUT4 on plasmamembranes J. Cell Sci. 130
396–405

[65] Piper R, Tai C, Slot J, HahnC, RiceC,HuangH and JamesD
1992The efficient intracellular sequestration of the insulin-
regulatable glucose transporter (GLUT-4) Is conferred by the
NH2 terminus J. Cell Biol. 117 729–43

[66] KelleyDE,MintunMA,Watkins S C, Simoneau J A, Jadali F,
FredricksonA, Beattie J andThériault R 1996The effect of
non-insulin-dependent diabetesmellitus and obesity on
glucose transport and phosphorylation in skeletalmuscle
J. Clin. Invest. 97 2705–13

[67] LizunovVA, Stenkula KG, Lisinski I, GavrilovaO, YverDR,
Chadt A, Al-HasaniH, Zimmerberg J andCushman SW2012
Insulin stimulates fusion, but not tethering, of GLUT4 vesicles
in skeletalmuscle ofHA-GLUT4-GFPTransgenicmice
American Journal of Physiology-Endocrinology andMetabolism
302E950–60

[68] Blot V andMcGrawTE 2006GLUT4 Is Internalized by a
cholesterol-dependent nystatin-sensitivemechanism inhibited
by insulinThe EMBO Journal 25 5648–58

[69] Blot V andMcGrawTE 2008Use of quantitative
immunofluorescencemicroscopy to study intracellular

trafficking: studies of theGlut4 glucose transporterMethods in
Molecular Biology 457 347–66

[70] Morris S et al 2020Characterisation ofGLUT4 trafficking in
HeLa cells: comparable kinetics and orthologous trafficking
mechanisms to 3t3-l1 adipocytes PeerJ 8 e8751

[71] ChangouCA,Chou S-Y andAjoy R 2017 Live images of
GLUT4 protein trafficking inmouse primary hypothalamic
neurons using deconvolutionmicroscopy Journal of Visualized
Experiments. 130 e56409

[72] Patki V, Buxton J, Chawla A, Lifshitz L, Fogarty K,
CarringtonW,Tuft R andCorvera S 2001 Insulin action on
GLUT4 traffic visualized in single 3T3-l1 adipocytes by using
ultra-fastmicroscopyMolecular Biology of the Cell 12 129–41

[73] NwaneshiuduA,Kuschal C, Sakamoto FH, RoxAndersonR,
Schwarzenberger K andYoungRC2012 Introduction to
confocalmicroscopy Journal of Investigative Dermatology 132
1–5

[74] BradleyH, ShawC S,Worthington P L, Shepherd SO,
CocksMandWagenmakers A JM2014Quantitative
immunofluorescencemicroscopy of subcellular GLUT4
distribution in human skeletalmuscle: effects of endurance
and sprint interval training Physiological Reports 2 e12085

[75] FujitaH,HatakeyamaH,Watanabe TM, SatoM,
HiguchiH andKanzakiM2010 Identification of three distinct
functional sites of insulin-mediatedGLUT4 trafficking in
adipocytes using quantitative singlemolecule imaging
Molecular Biology of the Cell 21 2721–31

[76] Sadler J, BryantN,GouldG andWelburnC 2013
Posttranslationalmodifications ofGLUT4 affect its subcellular
localization and translocation Int. J.Mol. Sci. 14 9963–78

[77] Komakula S B, Tiwari AK and Singh S 2021ANovel
quantitative assay for analysis of GLUT4 translocation using
high content screeningBiomed. Pharmacother. 133 111032

[78] BausD, YanY, Li Z, Garyantes T, deHoopMandTennagelsN
2010A robust assaymeasuringGLUT4Translocation in rat
myoblasts overexpressingGLUT4-Myc andAS160_v2Anal.
Biochem. 397 233–40

[79] TengholmA, TeruelMNandMeyer T 2003 Single cell imaging
of PI3KActivity and glucose transporter insertion into the
plasmamembrane by dual color evanescent wavemicroscopy
Science Signaling 2003PL4

[80] Haselgrübler R, Stübl F, Essl K, IkenM, Schröder K and
Weghuber J 2017Gluc-HET, a complementary chick embryo
model for the characterization of antidiabetic compounds
PLoSOne 12 e0182788

[81] StadlbauerV,Neuhauser C, Aumiller T, Stallinger A,
IkenMandWeghuber J 2021 Identification of insulin-mimetic
plant extracts: from an in vitro high-content screen to blood
glucose reduction in live animalsMolecules 26 4346

[82] DengN,XuY, SunD,Hua P, ZhengX andDuanH2009 Image
processing for fusion identification between theGLUT4
storage vesicles and the plasmamembrane Journal of Signal
Processing Systems 54 115–25

[83] Stenkula KG, LizunovVA, Cushman SWandZimmerberg J
2010 Insulin controls the spatial distribution ofGLUT4 on the
Cell surface through regulation of its postfusion dispersalCell
Metabolism 12P250–9

[84] XuY, Rubin BR,OrmeCM,KarpikovA, YuC, Bogan J S and
ToomreDK2011Dual-Mode of Insulin ActionControls
GLUT4Vesicle Exocytosis J. Cell Biol. 193 643–53

[85] Burchfield JG, Lu J, FazakerleyD J, Tan S-X,NgY,Mele K,
BuckleyM J,HanW,HughesWE and JamesDE 2013Novel
Systems forDynamically Assessing Insulin Action in Live Cells
RevealsHeterogeneity in the Insulin ResponseTraffic 14
259–3

[86] WasserstromS,MorénB and Stenkula KG2018Total internal
reflectionfluorescencemicroscopy to studyGLUT4
trafficking. glucose transport:methods and protocolsMethods
Mol. Biol. 1713 151–9

[87] QuF, ChenZ,WangX,Meng L,WuZ andQuA2011
ObservingGLUT4 translocation in live L6 cells using quantum
Dots Sensors 11 2077–89

12

Methods Appl. Fluoresc. 10 (2022) 022001 MHeckmann et al

https://doi.org/10.1242/jcs.113.23.4203
https://doi.org/10.1242/jcs.113.23.4203
https://doi.org/10.1242/jcs.113.23.4203
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF00241490
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF00241490
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF00241490
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0021-9258(19)85455-8
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0021-9258(19)85455-8
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0021-9258(19)85455-8
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0021-9258(19)85455-8
https://doi.org/10.1083/jcb.113.1.123
https://doi.org/10.1083/jcb.113.1.123
https://doi.org/10.1083/jcb.113.1.123
https://doi.org/10.1083/jcb.113.1.123
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00418-004-0685-x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00418-004-0685-x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00418-004-0685-x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00709-013-0597-5
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00709-013-0597-5
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00709-013-0597-5
https://www.Britannica.Com/Technology/Scanning-Electron-Microscope
https://www.Britannica.Com/Technology/Scanning-Electron-Microscope
https://doi.org/10.1128/MCB.01719-06
https://doi.org/10.1128/MCB.01719-06
https://doi.org/10.1128/MCB.01719-06
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijms21197099
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.molmet.2020.100998
https://doi.org/10.1113/JP273985
https://doi.org/10.1113/JP273985
https://doi.org/10.1113/JP273985
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.celrep.2018.04.067
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.celrep.2018.04.067
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.celrep.2018.04.067
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0057559
https://doi.org/10.1242/jcs.192450
https://doi.org/10.1242/jcs.192450
https://doi.org/10.1242/jcs.192450
https://doi.org/10.1242/jcs.192450
https://doi.org/10.1083/jcb.117.4.729
https://doi.org/10.1083/jcb.117.4.729
https://doi.org/10.1083/jcb.117.4.729
https://doi.org/10.1172/JCI118724
https://doi.org/10.1172/JCI118724
https://doi.org/10.1172/JCI118724
https://doi.org/10.1152/ajpendo.00466.2011
https://doi.org/10.1152/ajpendo.00466.2011
https://doi.org/10.1152/ajpendo.00466.2011
https://doi.org/10.1038/sj.emboj.7601462
https://doi.org/10.1038/sj.emboj.7601462
https://doi.org/10.1038/sj.emboj.7601462
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-59745-261-8_26
https://doi.org/10.7717/peerj.8751
https://doi.org/10.3791/56409
https://doi.org/10.1091/mbc.12.1.129
https://doi.org/10.1091/mbc.12.1.129
https://doi.org/10.1091/mbc.12.1.129
https://doi.org/10.1038/jid.2012.429
https://doi.org/10.1038/jid.2012.429
https://doi.org/10.14814/phy2.12085
https://doi.org/10.1091/mbc.e10-01-0029
https://doi.org/10.1091/mbc.e10-01-0029
https://doi.org/10.1091/mbc.e10-01-0029
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijms14059963
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.biopha.2020.111032
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ab.2009.10.036
https://doi.org/10.1126/stke.2003.169.pl4
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0182788
https://doi.org/10.3390/molecules26144346
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11265-008-0189-3
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cmet.2010.08.005
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cmet.2010.08.005
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cmet.2010.08.005
https://doi.org/10.1083/jcb.201008135
https://doi.org/10.1083/jcb.201008135
https://doi.org/10.1083/jcb.201008135
https://doi.org/10.1111/tra.12035
https://doi.org/10.1111/tra.12035
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4939-7507-5_12
https://doi.org/10.3390/s110202077


[88] Richter V, Lanzerstorfer P,Weghuber J and
SchneckenburgerH2021 Probing Small Distances in Live Cell
Imaging Photonics 8 176

[89] Bajar B,Wang E, Zhang S, LinMandChu J 2016AGuide to
fluorescent protein FRETpairs Sensors 16 1488

[90] HagaY, Ishii K,HibinoK, SakoY, Ito Y, TaniguchiN and
Suzuki T 2012Visualizing Specific ProteinGlycoforms by
Transmembrane Fluorescence Resonance Energy Transfer
Nat. Commun. 3 907

[91] HagaY and Suzuki T 2014Use of transmembrane fret to
investigate the internalization of glycosylated proteinsMethods
Mol. Biol. 1174 225–30

[92] Hosoya Y,Nishimura S, Nagai R and Sugiura S 2006Analysis
of GLUT4 vesicle trafficking in living adipocyte J.Mol. Cellular
Cardiol. 41 1068–9

[93] Tavare J, Fletcher L andWelshG 2001Using green fluorescent
protein to study intracellular signalling J. Endocrinol. 170
297–306

13

Methods Appl. Fluoresc. 10 (2022) 022001 MHeckmann et al

https://doi.org/10.3390/photonics8060176
https://doi.org/10.3390/s16091488
https://doi.org/10.1038/ncomms1906
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4939-0944-5_15
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.yjmcc.2006.08.097
https://doi.org/10.1677/joe.0.1700297
https://doi.org/10.1677/joe.0.1700297

	1. Introduction
	2. Classic biochemical and spectroscopic approaches
	2.1. Membrane fractionation
	2.2. Photoaffinity labeling followed by immunoprecipitation
	2.3. Flow cytometric analysis
	2.4. ELISA-Guided binding assay

	3. Microscopy-based methods
	3.1. Immunoelectron microscopy
	3.2. Fluorescence microscopy
	3.2.1. General labeling strategies for glut4 visualization by traditional wide-field microscopy
	3.2.2. Confocal microscopy
	3.2.3. TIRF microscopy
	3.2.4. Superresolution microscopy
	3.2.5. Fluorescence resonance energy transfer (FRET)


	4. Conclusions
	Acknowledgments
	Data availability statement
	Conflict of Interest Statement
	References



