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Abstract 1 

Advancing age is a well-known risk factor for tendon disease. Energy storing tendons, (e.g. 2 

human Achilles, equine superficial digital flexor tendon (SDFT)) are particularly vulnerable 3 

and it is thought that injury occurs following an accumulation of micro-damage in the 4 

extracellular matrix (ECM). Several authors suggest that age-related micro-damage 5 

accumulates due to a failure of the aging cell population to maintain the ECM or an 6 

imbalance between anabolic and catabolic pathways. We hypothesised that ageing results in a 7 

decreased ability of tendon cells to synthesise matrix components and matrix degrading 8 

enzymes, resulting in a reduced turnover of the ECM and a decreased ability to repair micro-9 

damage. The SDFT was collected from horses aged 3-30 years with no signs of tendon 10 

injury. Cell synthetic and degradative ability was assessed at the mRNA and protein levels. 11 

Telomere length was measured as an additional marker of cell ageing. There was no decrease 12 

in cellularity or relative telomere length with increasing age, and no decline in mRNA or 13 

protein levels for matrix proteins or degradative enzymes. The results suggest that the 14 

mechanism for age-related tendon deterioration is not due to reduced cellularity or a loss of 15 

synthetic functionality and that alternative mechanisms should be considered.  16 
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Introduction 1 

Ageing results in a gradual and inevitable decline in the performance of physiological 2 

systems in the body. Changes to the musculoskeletal system are easily observed as 3 

individuals lose their strength and flexibility and athletic performance declines. Furthermore, 4 

susceptibility to skeletal tissue injury increases with advancing chronological age. Several 5 

epidemiological studies have shown a marked increase in the incidence of tendon and 6 

ligament injuries in older age groups, beyond the age of peak athletic ability (Clayton and 7 

Court-Brown, 2008; Hess, 2010; Raikin et al., 2013). For example, in the patellar tendon the 8 

peak in incidence of injury occurs in the seventh decade of life  and the incidence of Achilles 9 

tendon injury peaks in middle age (40-60 years) (de Jonge et al., 2011), with a smaller peak 10 

in women in their seventh decade (Clayton and Court-Brown, 2008). These studies suggest 11 

there is an age related decline in tendon health rather than simple mechanical overload. 12 

Tendon injuries are also prevalent in horses; most injuries occur to the superficial digital 13 

flexor tendon (SDFT) (Ely et al., 2009). Injuries to the SDFT are remarkably similar to those 14 

seen in the human Achilles tendon, both in terms of risk factors and the pathology. It is well 15 

documented that older horses are at a higher risk of SDFT injury than younger horses (Avella 16 

et al., 2009; Ely et al., 2009; Williams et al., 2001). The equine SDFT and human Achilles 17 

tendon have a spring-like function, storing and releasing elastic strain energy (Lichtwark and 18 

Wilson, 2005; Wilson et al., 2001). Tendons with this specialised function appear to be 19 

particularly prone to age-related pathologies. 20 

The equine SDFT and human Achilles tendon, in their energy storing roles, are subjected to 21 

high strains. These tendons therefore require mechanical properties that allow them to 22 

withstand repeated cycles of loading and unloading at strains of up to 16% and 11% 23 

respectively (Lichtwark and Wilson, 2005; Stephens et al., 1989). These properties are 24 



4 
 

provided by a complex hierarchical arrangement of collagen molecules interspersed with 1 

non-collagenous components throughout the matrix such as proteoglycans and glycoproteins 2 

(see Thorpe et al., 2013 for review). The fibril forming type I collagen forms about 75% of 3 

the dry weight of tendon (Birch et al., 2008a). A relatively sparse population of tendon cells 4 

or tenocytes maintains this large amount of load-bearing collagenous matrix and the 5 

supporting non-collagenous extracellular matrix. 6 

While tendon ruptures can occur due to an acute overloading event, or laceration, tendon 7 

injuries are often accompanied by evidence of chronic degeneration (Thomopoulos et al., 8 

2015), suggesting that damage has been accumulating within the tendon. This accumulation 9 

of microdamage is thought to result in a gradual weakening of the hierarchical structure, but 10 

the nature of this micro-damage and the pathways by which it forms are not clear. Several 11 

authors however suggest a failure of the cell population to maintain the extracellular matrix 12 

or an imbalance between anabolic and catabolic pathways favouring matrix degradation 13 

(Riley, 2008). The degradation of the matrix occurs through the combined action of members 14 

of the matrix metalloproteinase (MMP) and A Disintegrin And Metalloproteinase with 15 

ThromboSpondin motif (ADAMTS) family. Only the secreted collagenases (MMP-1 and 16 

MMP-13) are able to cleave the intact collagen triple helix away from the cell surface, 17 

however once cleaved, the denatured collagen molecule can then be degraded by other 18 

proteases.  19 

Early observations in ageing research established that both protein synthesis and degradation 20 

decline during ageing (Tavernarakis, 2008) resulting in a limited capacity of the cellular 21 

maintenance, repair and turnover pathways and possible accumulation of age related damage. 22 

In keeping with this, our research has shown that, although cell density does not decline 23 

(Birch et al., 1999), collagen half-life, calculated by measuring D and L forms of aspartate in 24 

an injury prone tendon, increases with increasing age (Thorpe et al., 2010), suggesting a 25 
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decline in the ability of the tendon cells (tenocytes) to synthesise new matrix components. In 1 

a more recent study, we have used proteomic analysis to show that levels of some matrix 2 

components, including several proteoglycans, decrease with ageing (Peffers et al., 2014). The 3 

results of our previous work also suggest a reduced ability of the tenocytes to degrade the 4 

matrix components, as the levels of type I collagen crosslinked telopeptide (ICTP), a marker 5 

of mature collagen degradation, decline with increasing age (Thorpe et al., 2010). Our 6 

previous work was not able to determine whether reduced collagen turnover results from a 7 

failure of the tendon cell population to synthesise high levels of MMPs or whether changes in 8 

the matrix render it less digestible. The aim of the current study was therefore to assess 9 

changes in cell metabolism and the balance between anabolic and catabolic potential with 10 

advancing age. 11 

We hypothesised that ageing results in a decreased ability of tendon cells to synthesise matrix 12 

components and matrix degrading enzymes, resulting in a reduced turnover of the 13 

extracellular matrix. We have used the equine SDFT for our studies as this tendon is injury 14 

prone and shows a clear age related increase in susceptibility to damage. We have collected 15 

tendons from a wide age range of horses and investigated in situ cell synthetic ability by 16 

assessing expression of matrix proteins at mRNA and protein level and the ability to degrade 17 

the matrix by measuring expression of matrix degrading enzymes and enzyme activity. In 18 

addition, relative telomere length was measured as a marker of ageing based on cellular 19 

growth and proliferation rather then extracellular matrix synthesis.  20 

Materials and Methods 21 

Sample Collection 22 

The right forelimbs of skeletally mature horses with a wide age range (n = 32, age range 3 to 23 

30 years) euthanased for reasons other than tendon injury were collected from a commercial 24 
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abattoir. Horses above the age of 20 years are considered to be geriatric (Brosnahan and 1 

Paradis, 2003). The SDFT was dissected free from the limbs at the level of the 2 

metacarpophalangeal joint and examined for macroscopic signs of injury. Only tendons with 3 

no signs of injury were included in the study. Tissue was harvested from the mid-metacarpal 4 

region of each SDFT. For DNA and protein analysis, samples were snap frozen in hexane 5 

cooled on dry ice and stored at -80 ºC prior to processing. When required, snap-frozen tendon 6 

samples were thawed and the periphery of the tendon removed. Samples were lyophilised at -7 

40 ºC until a constant weight was reached, then reduced to a fine powder using a micro-8 

dismembrator (Sartorius, Germany) at 3000 rpm for 2 minutes, and stored at -80 ºC prior to 9 

analysis. Samples for RT-qPCR were stored in RNAlater at 4 °C for 24 hours, before being 10 

stored at -20 °C until required for analysis.  11 

Tendon DNA Content 12 

Lyophilised samples were accurately weighed and papain digested according to Birch et al. 13 

(1998). Immediately after papain digestion the DNA content of the tendons was measured 14 

using the bisbenzimidazole dye Hoechst 33258, according to Kim et al. (1988) and expressed 15 

as μg per mg dry weight tendon tissue. 16 

RT-qPCR 17 

Tissue samples stored in RNAlater (Ambion) were chopped and pulverised for 2 min. at 2000 18 

oscillations/minute in a liquid nitrogen cooled dismembranator (Braun Mikro-Dismembrator 19 

Vessel, Braun Biotech International, Melsungen, Germany). RNA was extracted using a 20 

phenol-chloroform extraction (TriReagent™, Sigma) followed by purification using a 21 

commercially available kit (RNeasy Mini Kit, Qiagen), including an on-column DNA 22 

digestion step (RNase-Free DNase Set, Qiagen). RNA was stored at -80°C prior to reverse 23 

transcription. RNA concentration was measured (ND-1000 spectrophotometer Nanodrop 24 

Technologies) and 1 μg RNA was used to prepare 20μl cDNA using M-MLV reverse 25 
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transcriptase and random primers according to the manufacturer's instructions (Promega). 1 

Samples were stored at -20°C prior to relative quantification of gene expression. Primers 2 

were designed using Primer Express (Applied Biosystems) software and selected to span 3 

predicted exon boundaries where possible. BLAST searches were performed for all 4 

sequences to confirm gene specificity. Target and reference gene primers were synthesized 5 

by Eurogentec. Specificity and efficiency between 95 - 105 % was confirmed for all primers 6 

(Taylor et al., 2009). GeNorm (Vandesompele et al., 2002) identified HIRA-interacting 7 

protein 5 (HIRP-5) and mitochondrial ribosomal protein S7 (MRPS-7) as the two most stably 8 

expressed genes from a panel of 8 candidate reference genes. All data were therefore 9 

normalised to the average expression of HIRP-5 and MRPS-7 using the 2-ΔCt method (Livak 10 

and Schmittgen, 2001). RT-qPCR assays were performed in triplicate using the 7900 HT Fast 11 

Real-Time PCR System (Applied Biosystems; Warrington, UK) in 384 well plates. Reaction 12 

volume in each well was 10 μl (4.6 μl cDNA, 5 μl Power SYBR mastermix (Applied 13 

Biosystems), 0.1 μl DEPC water, 0.15 μl 3 μM forward primer and 0.15 μl 3 μM reverse 14 

primer). The cycling conditions comprised 10 min polymerase activation at 95°C and 40 15 

cycles at 95°C for 15 sec and 60°C for 60 sec. Data were then analysed using Sequence 16 

Detection Systems Software v2.2.1 (Applied Biosystems; Warrington, UK).   17 

Western Blotting for PINP 18 

Collagen synthesis was assessed at the protein level in the SDFT from 14 horses selected 19 

from the sample group based on age range (6 – 30 years). Pro-collagen was detected using an 20 

antibody for the N-terminal propeptide of type-I collagen (PINP) using Western blotting; this 21 

antibody (SP1.D8, Developmental Studies Hybridoma Bank, The University of Iowa, 22 

Department of Biological Sciences, Iowa, UK) has been previously shown to cross react with 23 

the horse (Young et al., 2009).  24 
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PINP was extracted from the tendon matrix using Guanidine-HCl (GndHCl) extraction 1 

followed by precipitation according to Birch et al. (2008b). The remaining pellet was 2 

reconstituted in 100 µl 2x reducing buffer (10% mecaptoethanol in 125 mM Tris, 2% SDS, 3 

10% glycerol, pH 6.8) and heated at 60 ºC for 5 min. before loading 20 µl of each sample 4 

onto the gels. Proteins were separated by SDS-PAGE on a 5 % acrylamide gel; a molecular 5 

weight standard (10 µl; Precision Plus Standards, Biorad Laboratories Ltd., Hemel 6 

Hempstead, UK) was run alongside the samples on each gel. Proteins were separated by 7 

applying a constant current of 20 mA per gel to the gels for 55 min. 8 

After electrophoresis, proteins were transferred to PVDF membranes (Amersham Hybond-P, 9 

GE Healthcare, Amersham, UK) by blotting for 75 min at 100 V. After washing, membranes 10 

were probed with the PINP primary antibody (SP1.D8, diluted 1 in 1000 in TBS-Tween) for 11 

2 hours at room temperature, followed by incubation with an enhanced chemi-luminescent 12 

(ECL) peroxidase labelled anti-mouse secondary antibody (GE Healthcare, diluted 1 in 10 13 

000 in TBS-T). Blots were developed with Amersham ECL Plus™ Western blotting 14 

detection reagents (GE Healthcare) according to the manufacturer’s instructions, with an x-15 

ray exposure time of 10 min. Resulting x-ray films were photographed on a lightbox (Nikon 16 

Coolpix, 5700) and band areas corresponding to 2 chain with PINP and PICP (Fig. S1) were 17 

quantified using Scion Image (Version 4.0.3.2, Scion Corporation, Maryland, USA). 18 

Fluorescent Substrate Assay (MMP-13) 19 

A fluorogenic assay was used to assess protein levels of latent and active forms of MMP-13 20 

in the SDFT according to Birch et al. (2008b).  Briefly, lyophilised tendon tissue was 21 

suspended in extraction buffer (50 mM HEPES, 200 mM NaCl, 1 mM CaCl2, 0.01% BRIJ-22 

35, pH 7.3) and incubated at 22 °C for 60 min. Samples were centrifuged (16 000 g, 5 min.) 23 

and the supernatant was removed and stored at -80 °C. Aliquots of supernatant were pipetted 24 
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into a 96 well fluorometer plate in duplicate. Fluorescence was measured in the presence and 1 

absence of amino-phenyl mercuric acetate to determine the amount of latent active MMP-13 2 

in the samples. A quenched fluorescence substrate for MMP-13 (Calbiochem) was added to 3 

each well to give a final concentration of 0.1 mM. Plates were incubated at 37 °C and 4 

fluorescence measured after 2 h on a fluorescence reader (Bio-tek Instruments Inc. FLX800 5 

microplate reader) with excitation and emission wavelengths of 325 nm and 393 nm 6 

respectively. Activity was expressed as relative fluorescence units per mg tissue. 7 

Gelatin and Casein Zymography 8 

Lyophilised tendon tissue was incubated in 2x non-reducing sample buffer (approximately 15 9 

mg tissue in 600 µl; 125 mM Tris, 2% SDS, 10% glycerol, 0.01% bromophenol blue at pH 10 

6.8) at 22 ˚C for 30 min. The samples were centrifuged (16 000 g, 2 min.) and the supernatant 11 

was removed and stored at -80 °C. Samples were separated on 8 % acrylamide gels 12 

containing bovine gelatin type B (1 mg/ml), and 10 % gels containing β-casein (1 mg/ml). A 13 

molecular weight marker and an MMP-9 standard prepared from equine neutrophil cells were 14 

included on each gel (see supplementary information). 15 

After electrophoresis, gels were washed in 2.5% Triton X-100 solution for 1 hour, rinsed in 16 

incubation buffer (50 mM Tris, 0.2% Sodium Azide, 5 mM Calcium chloride, pH 7.6) and 17 

then incubated in incubation buffer (as above) at 37 °C for 40 hours. Gels were then rinsed 18 

and stained for 30 min in Coomassie Blue (0.5% Coomassie Blue R250, 30% methanol, 10% 19 

acetic acid). After staining, the gels were de-stained (10% methanol, 5% acetic acid) for 20 20 

hours. Gels were photographed (Nikon Coolpix, 5700) and analysed using Scions β 4.0.2 21 

image analysis software (Scion Corporation, Maryland, USA). For gelatin zymography, 22 

digestion bands were expressed per mg of tissue and relative to the MMP-9 standard. For 23 

casein zymography, an SDFT sample with a relatively high concentration of MMP-3 was 24 
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identified and run on every gel, and the activity of MMP-3 in all other samples were 1 

expressed relative to this sample.  2 

Telomere Length Measurements 3 

Genomic DNA was extracted from the SDFT of 32 horses using the DNeasy Blood and 4 

Tissue Kit (Qiagen) according to manufacturer’s instructions for the purification of total 5 

DNA from animal tissues. Relative telomere lengths were then determined using the 6 

singleplex qPCR method described in detail by Cawthon (2002). One SDFT DNA sample 7 

served as a reference sample and was serially diluted by three-fold per dilution to give five 8 

DNA concentrations ranging from 0.185 to 15 ng/µl, which were then added to the standard 9 

curve wells of a 96-well PCR plate in 10 µl aliquots. For all other samples, 16.7 ng DNA 10 

(middle of the standard curve range) was added to each sample well in triplicate. Separate 11 

master mixes were prepared for the telomere (T) and single copy gene (S) primer pairs (3 12 

µM) using the GoTaq qPCR SYBR green master mix (Promega) and each sample was 13 

assayed for each primer pair separately. The vertebrate telomere primer sequences were (5’ to 14 

3’): Tel1, GGTTTTTGAGGGTGAGGGTGAGGGTGAGGGTGAGGGT; Tel2, 15 

TCCCGACTATCCCTATCCCTATCCCTATCCCTATCCCTA; and the single copy gene 16 

(equine GAPDH) primer sequences were: forward, GCATCGTGGAGGGACTCA; reverse, 17 

GCCACATCTTCCCAGAGG. All PCR was performed on an Applied Biosystems 7300 18 

instrument.  19 

For the standard curves, the average Ct values for each DNA standard were plotted for both 20 

the T and S primer pairs. The linear regression equations produced for each primer pair was 21 

then used to generate the T and S values for each of the SDFT samples using the average 22 

SDFT Ct values. The T/S ratio, for each SDFT sample was then determined to give a relative 23 

measure of telomere length.  24 
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Statistical Analysis 1 

Data were tested for normality using Kolmongorov-Smirnov analysis (Minitab, version 15). 2 

Correlation was assessed using Pearson Product Moment Correlation for parametric data and 3 

Spearman’s rank correlation for non-parametric data (SPSS, version 14). Statistical 4 

significance was set at p<0.05. All data are displayed as mean ± SEM. 5 

Results 6 

Cell number does not decline with increasing age  7 

To give an indication of tendon tissue cellularity and any change in cell concentration with 8 

increasing horse age, the amount of DNA was assayed in papain-digested samples of tendon 9 

tissue. Our results show DNA levels of 0.54 ± 0.02 g/mg (mean ± SEM) and no significant 10 

change in DNA levels with ageing in the equine SDFT (Fig. 1).  11 

Expression of matrix proteins in relation to donor age 12 

To assess the potential for matrix synthesis, we quantified levels of mRNA for some of the 13 

main protein components of the extracellular matrix in tendon tissue. These included the 2 14 

chain of type I collagen, 1 chain of type III collagen, 1 chain of type V collagen, 1 chain 15 

of type XII collagen, decorin, biglycan, fibromodulin,  lumican, aggrecan and collagen 16 

oligomeric matrix protein (COMP).  In addition, we measured expression of scleraxis and 17 

tenascin, two genes coding for proteins considered to be markers of a tenogenic phenotype 18 

(Jelinsky et al., 2010). Expression of all genes was detected (Table 1) however none of the 19 

mRNA transcript levels correlated with horse age (Table 1 & Fig. 2).  20 

Evidence for the synthesis of new collagen at the protein level was assessed by measuring 21 

levels of the N-terminal propeptide of type I collagen (PINP) in tissue extracts using Western 22 

blotting. Four bands were visible on the blot ranging from approximately 200 kDa to 155 kDa 23 
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molecular weight representing the 1 chain with PINP and C-terminal propeptide (PICP) 1 

attached, 2 chain with PINP and PICP, 1 chain with PINP and 2 chain with PINP (see 2 

supplementary information Figure S1). The 2 chain with PINP and PICP gave the clearest 3 

band in the majority of samples and so the area of this band was used for relative 4 

quantification of PINP levels between samples. The level of pro-collagen varied widely 5 

between individual horses and was not detectable in some samples, however levels did not 6 

relate to horse age (Fig. 3a). There was no relationship between the level of pro-collagen 7 

extracted from the tissue and the expression of Col1A2 at the mRNA level (Fig. 3b).  8 

Expression of matrix degrading enzymes in relation to donor age 9 

Expression of matrix degrading enzymes was measured at the mRNA level for the following 10 

enzymes; collagenases (MMP-1, MMP-13), stromelysins (MMP-3, MMP-10), gelatinases 11 

(MMP-2, MMP-9), MMP-23, ADAM-12, ADAM-17, and ADAMTS-2. In addition, the 12 

expression of tissue inhibitor of metalloproteinases (TIMP-3 and TIMP-4) was measured. 13 

Expression of all proteolytic enzymes and TIMPs was detected (Table 2) however none of the 14 

mRNA transcript levels correlated with horse age (Table 2 & Fig. 4) except for MMP-10 15 

expression, which increased significantly with increasing horse age (p=0.005). While not 16 

significant, there was a trend for increased MMP-3 expression with increasing age (p=0.054). 17 

Latent and active forms of matrix degrading enzymes at the protein level were quantified 18 

using a fluorogenic assay (MMP-13), gelatin zymography (MMP-2 and MMP-9) and casein 19 

zymography (MMP-3). MMP-13 was detected only in the active form (45.46 ± 5.66 RFU/mg 20 

tissue) and levels did not correlate with horse age. The gelatinases, MMP-2 and MMP-9, 21 

were detected in all tendon samples. MMP-9 was present entirely in the active form whereas 22 

MMP-2 was detected mainly in the latent form although small amounts of the active form 23 

were also present in most tendon samples (see supplementary information Figure S2). Neither 24 
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MMP-2 nor MMP-9 correlated with horse age and there was no correlation between MMP-9 1 

mRNA and protein levels. Casein zymography showed that MMP-3 was present mainly in 2 

the latent form (Pro MMP-3) with small amounts of active enzyme present in some tendon 3 

samples. Both pro MMP-3 and active MMP-3 levels increased significantly with increasing 4 

horse age (Fig. 5a). Total MMP-3 levels showed a weak but significant positive correlation 5 

with MMP-3 mRNA levels (Fig. 5b). 6 

Relative telomere length 7 

Relative telomere length was determined in DNA extracted from tendon tissue samples using 8 

a quantitative PCR technique (Cawthon, 2002). The results showed that relative telomere 9 

length, expressed as T/S ratios, did not decrease significantly with increasing horse age (Fig. 10 

6).  11 

Discussion 12 

The results of our study do not support our hypothesis and unexpectedly show that synthesis 13 

of matrix proteins and matrix proteases in the SDFT does not decline with increasing horse 14 

age. In a wide variety of other tissues and organisms, a decrease in protein synthesis is one of 15 

the most common age associated changes (Rattan, 1996) and has been linked to age-related 16 

neurodegenerative (Douglas and Dillin, 2010), cardiovascular, muscle and bone disease.  17 

Furthermore decline in the synthesis of matrix components has been shown in other skeletal 18 

tissues such as cartilage where it has been linked to osteoarthritis (Peffers et al., 2013). Our 19 

finding is therefore contrary to the widely accepted notion that decreased protein synthesis 20 

represents a universal phenomenon (Ryazanov and Nefsky, 2002).  21 

Tendon is characterised by a large amount of extracellular matrix, which is predominately 22 

protein and a relatively sparse population of cells. The tendon cells have the task of 23 
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maintaining proteostasis throughout life and in the face of mechanical challenges to the 1 

integrity of the matrix. One way this may be comprised is by declining cell numbers with 2 

increasing age. A number of previous studies have reported a decrease in cell number with 3 

increasing age in rat Achilles tendon (Yu et al., 2013), rat tail tendon (Lavagnino et al., 2013) 4 

and mice patellar tendons (Dunkman et al., 2013). However it is difficult to separate 5 

maturation and ageing effects in short lived species such as rats where growth plates remain 6 

open throughout life (Kilborn et al., 2002). Furthermore small mammals do not have tendons 7 

that are specialised for an energy storing role (Alexander, 2002), making extrapolations to 8 

age related deterioration to injury prone tendons in larger mammals difficult. The results of 9 

our study showed no decrease in DNA content with increasing horse age indicating that in an 10 

energy-storing tendon from a long-lived species decrease in cell number does not occur.  11 

In our study, we examined protein turnover by measuring synthesis at the transcriptional and 12 

translational levels and assessed the potential for degradation by measuring expression of 13 

matrix degrading enzymes. Proteostasis however involves additional regulatory steps of 14 

protein folding, processing, assembly, disassembly and localisation. Taking a more global 15 

view, we have previously shown, using aspartic acid racemisation, that the half-life of the 16 

collagenous component of the equine SDFT increases with increasing horse age suggesting a 17 

decrease in the rate of collagen synthesis (Thorpe et al., 2010). The results of the present 18 

study however demonstrate that the synthesis of collagen does not decline and suggest an 19 

alternative mechanism; that there is reduced ability to dissemble and reassemble the 20 

collagenous matrix. The first step in collagen degradation relies on the action of collagenases 21 

(MMP-1 and MMP-13) and we did not show reduced expression or activity of these 22 

enzymes. Interestingly, our previous work on the equine SDFT demonstrated an 23 

accumulation of the type I collagen neoepitope generated by collagenase activity in old tissue 24 

and reduced ability to extract partially degraded collagen from the tendon tissue (Thorpe et 25 
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al., 2010). Further, we have recently shown that overall protein extractability is reduced  with 1 

ageing in the SDFT (Peffers et al., 2014). Taken together with these previous findings, our 2 

results suggest that the ageing process results in modifications to matrix proteins rendering 3 

them resistant to turnover rather than reduced cellular capacity for matrix metabolism. 4 

Our previous work showed a distinction between collagenous and non-collagenous protein 5 

turnover and age related changes (Thorpe et al., 2010). The non-collagenous matrix had a 6 

lower half-life showing turnover is more rapid and in keeping with this, we find in this study 7 

that the levels of expression of non-collagenous proteins such as decorin, biglycan, lumican 8 

and COMP are higher than expression of collagens. Furthermore, this previous work found 9 

no age related decline in non-collagenous protein turnover and the data presented here show 10 

the levels of stromelysins responsible for proteoglycan degradation (MMP-3 and MMP-10) 11 

actually increase with increasing horse age. The differences observed between collagen and 12 

non-collagenous components may relate to the specialised role of the equine SDFT as an 13 

energy store and the mechanism by which specialised mechanical properties are attained. 14 

Recent work has demonstrated that high strains, which are essential for function in energy 15 

storing tendons, are achieved by sliding between fascicles and an inter-fascicular matrix with 16 

low stiffness (Thorpe et al., 2012). The majority of non-collagenous proteins reside in the 17 

inter-fascicular matrix and their important role in the mechanical function may necessitate a 18 

higher rate of turnover. 19 

It is of interest to note that although degeneration is associated with ageing, the results of this 20 

study highlight differences between the two processes. Gene expression studies on degenerate 21 

human Achilles tendon tissue found decreased expression of MMP-3 and MMP-10 in painful 22 

tendons and decreased expression of MMP-3 in the ruptured group (Jones et al., 2006). In 23 

another study, dysfunctional posterior tibialis tendons showed decreased expression of MMP-24 

3 (Corps et al., 2012), while our study showed that expression of both MMP-3 and MMP-10 25 
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increases with advancing age. Indeed previous analysis of degenerated equine SDFT (Birch 1 

et al., 1998), ruptured human supraspinatus tendon (Riley et al., 2002) and dysfunctional 2 

human posterior tibialis tendon (Corps et al., 2012) all demonstrated changes indicative of 3 

matrix remodelling, changes which this study suggests are not characteristic of ageing. 4 

Therefore while ageing may predispose to degeneration these appear to be two distinct 5 

processes. 6 

Although we interpret our data as demonstrating that ageing in tendon is a matrix 7 

phenomenon and not cell mediated, it may be that older cells are not able to respond to 8 

mechanical stimuli as efficiently as younger cells. It was not possible to obtain the exercise 9 

history of the horses used in this study, and as it is unlikely that any horse underwent high 10 

intensity exercise prior to euthanasia, the resident cells would have experienced low levels of 11 

stimuli. Therefore it is possible that aged cells may show a decreased response to loading. In 12 

addition, older cells may also show a reduced response to anabolic stimuli after injury. 13 

Following micro-trauma or gross injury an immediate inflammatory response is initiated 14 

(Dakin et al., 2012) and the release of a cascade of growth factors including IGF-1, TGF, 15 

PDGF, VEGF and bFGF follows, which stimulates the repair process (Molloy et al., 2003). 16 

Evidence from in vitro studies of chondrocytes (Loeser et al., 2000; Martin et al., 1997) and 17 

in vivo study of osteoblasts (Cao et al., 2007) suggests that cells in older individuals have a 18 

reduced capacity to respond to IGF-1. Recent work however has shown that local injection of 19 

IGF-1 into the patellar tendon of young and old men is able to stimulate protein synthesis to 20 

an equal degree demonstrating that the ability to respond to anabolic stimuli is maintained in 21 

older age (Nielsen et al., 2014). 22 

As we chose to focus on matrix proteins and matrix degrading proteins, our study would not 23 

detect other important age-related changes to tendon cell gene expression that may occur. A 24 
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previous study of ageing in cartilage, using Next Generation Sequencing to assess the full 1 

transcriptomic phenotype of chondrocytes, reported that 396 transcribed elements were 2 

differentially expressed with ageing, the majority of which were down-regulated in old 3 

samples (Peffers et al., 2013). Further, our recent work characterising the proteome of the 4 

SDFT from young and old individuals has shown that abundances of 34 proteins were altered 5 

with ageing, with decreased amounts of several proteoglycans, and increased cytoskeletal 6 

proteins in aged tendon (Peffers et al., 2014). While the abundance of major tendon matrix 7 

proteins were not altered with ageing, the change in amounts of some minor proteins may 8 

have important consequences for tendon health (Peffers et al., 2014). Future work should 9 

therefore attempt to characterise full transcriptomic signatures in tendon to further investigate 10 

tendon cell ageing, and relate this to changes seen at the protein level.   11 

Tendon is known to contain distinct populations of cells including a sub-population of 12 

progenitor cells (Bi et al., 2007). It is not known at present how these different cell 13 

populations contribute to tendon maintenance and anabolic response to injury. Recent work 14 

has shown that progenitor cells from aged/degenerate human Achilles tendon have reduced 15 

self-renewal and clonal capacity, leading to the proposal that reduced functional fitness of the 16 

stem cell pool is responsible for tendon degeneration (Kohler et al., 2013). While these 17 

findings may appear to contradict the results of our study, it is more likely that the studies are 18 

looking at different aspects. We assessed relative telomere length of the total cell population, 19 

whereas Kohler et al. (2013) studied ageing in a specific sub-population of tendon cells. The 20 

proportion of these progenitor cells relative to total tendon cell population is unclear, but it is 21 

likely that the majority of cells in tendon are a stable resident population of cells which are 22 

terminally differentiated, rather like osteocytes in bone tissue, hence telomere length does not 23 

shorten. Additional work is required to elucidate cell specialisation within the tendon 24 

structure. 25 
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Further, we choose to focus on healthy tendon over a range of ages with the intention of 1 

identifying age-related changes that may predispose to degeneration (micro-damage). Kohler 2 

et al. (2013) did not differentiate between cells from aged or degenerated tendons and it may 3 

be that the differences observed are due to degeneration rather than healthy ageing.  4 

In conclusion, the results of this study suggest that an important mechanism for age related 5 

tendon deterioration lies around protein post-translational modifications thereby disrupting 6 

the assembly and disassembly process of the functionally important collagenous scaffold and 7 

that future work should focus around understanding these processes. It is likely that similar 8 

processes occur in other collagen rich tissues with a relatively slow turnover. These matrix 9 

changes have implications for cell-based therapies, which aim to enhance synthetic 10 

capability, and suggest additional strategies must be adopted to tackle age related decline of 11 

skeletal tissues. As collagen is a ubiquitous and abundant protein, the results of this study are 12 

far reaching and findings in tendon are likely to translate to other skeletal tissues and 13 

connective tissue components of other organs where half-life is long, in addition to fibrotic 14 

tissue diseases.  15 

Perspectives 16 

While it is well established that the risk of tendon injury increases with ageing, the aetiology 17 

of this is unclear. In the current study, we have shown that there is no overall decline in 18 

tendon cell synthetic or degradative capacity with ageing, suggesting that other mechanisms 19 

result in age-related tendon deterioration. The results of this and previous studies (Thorpe et 20 

al., 2010) alternatively suggest that age-related alterations to the collagenous matrix may 21 

render the tendon matrix more resistant to degradation and remodelling, such that the cells 22 

are less able to repair areas of damage. This information will help guide the development of 23 

effective treatment options for age-related tendon injury.   24 



19 
 

Acknowledgements 1 

The authors would like to thank the Horse Trust, UK, for funding this project (Grant number: 2 

THT-G807).  3 

  4 



20 
 

References 1 

 2 

Alexander RM. 2002. Tendon elasticity and muscle function. Comp Biochem Physiol A Mol 3 
Integr Physiol 133(4):1001-1011. 4 

Avella CS, Ely ER, Verheyen KL, Price JS, Wood JL, Smith RK. 2009. Ultrasonographic 5 
assessment of the superficial digital flexor tendons of National Hunt racehorses in 6 

training over two racing seasons. Equine Vet J 41(5):449-454. 7 

Bi Y, Ehirchiou D, Kilts TM, Inkson CA, Embree MC, Sonoyama W, Li L, Leet AI, Seo BM, 8 
Zhang L, Shi S, Young MF. 2007. Identification of tendon stem/progenitor cells and 9 

the role of the extracellular matrix in their niche. Nat Med 13(10):1219-1227. 10 

Birch HL, Bailey AJ, Goodship AE. 1998. Macroscopic 'degeneration' of equine superficial 11 
digital flexor tendon is accompanied by a change in extracellular matrix composition. 12 
Equine Vet J 30(6):534-539. 13 

Birch HL, Bailey JV, Bailey AJ, Goodship AE. 1999. Age-related changes to the molecular 14 

and cellular components of equine flexor tendons. Equine Vet J 31(5):391-396. 15 

Birch HL, Wilson AM, Goodship AE. 2008a. Physical activity: does long-term, high-16 
intensity exercise in horses result in tendon degeneration? J Appl Physiol 17 

105(6):1927-1933. 18 

Birch HL, Worboys S, Eissa S, Jackson B, Strassburg S, Clegg PD. 2008b. Matrix 19 

metabolism rate differs in functionally distinct tendons. Matrix Biol 27(3):182-189. 20 

Brosnahan MM, Paradis MR. 2003. Demographic and clinical characteristics of geriatric 21 
horses: 467 cases (1989-1999). J Am Vet Med Assoc 223(1):93-98. 22 

Cao JJ, Kurimoto P, Boudignon B, Rosen C, Lima F, Halloran BP. 2007. Aging impairs IGF-23 
I receptor activation and induces skeletal resistance to IGF-I. J Bone Miner Res 24 

22(8):1271-1279. 25 

Cawthon RM. 2002. Telomere measurement by quantitative PCR. Nucleic Acids Res 26 
30(10):e47. 27 

Clayton RA, Court-Brown CM. 2008. The epidemiology of musculoskeletal tendinous and 28 

ligamentous injuries. Injury 39(12):1338-1344. 29 

Corps AN, Robinson AH, Harrall RL, Avery NC, Curry VA, Hazleman BL, Riley GP. 2012. 30 
Changes in matrix protein biochemistry and the expression of mRNA encoding matrix 31 
proteins and metalloproteinases in posterior tibialis tendinopathy. Ann Rheum Dis 32 
71(5):746-752. 33 

Dakin SG, Dudhia J, Werling NJ, Werling D, Abayasekara DR, Smith RK. 2012. Inflamm-34 
aging and arachadonic acid metabolite differences with stage of tendon disease. PLoS 35 

One 7(11):e48978. 36 



21 
 

de Jonge S, van den Berg C, de Vos RJ, van der Heide HJL, Weir A, Verhaar JAN, Bierma-1 
Zeinstra SMA, Tol JL. 2011. Incidence of midportion Achilles tendinopathy in the 2 
general population. British Journal of Sports Medicine 45(13):1026-1028. 3 

Douglas PM, Dillin A. 2010. Protein homeostasis and aging in neurodegeneration. J Cell Biol 4 
190(5):719-729. 5 

Dunkman AA, Buckley MR, Mienaltowski MJ, Adams SM, Thomas SJ, Satchell L, Kumar 6 
A, Pathmanathan L, Beason DP, Iozzo RV, Birk DE, Soslowsky LJ. 2013. Decorin 7 
expression is important for age-related changes in tendon structure and mechanical 8 
properties. Matrix Biol 32(1):3-13. 9 

Ely ER, Avella CS, Price JS, Smith RK, Wood JL, Verheyen KL. 2009. Descriptive 10 
epidemiology of fracture, tendon and suspensory ligament injuries in National Hunt 11 
racehorses in training. Equine Vet J 41(4):372-378. 12 

Hess GW. 2010. Achilles tendon rupture: a review of etiology, population, anatomy, risk 13 
factors, and injury prevention. Foot Ankle Spec 3(1):29-32. 14 

Jelinsky SA, Archambault J, Li L, Seeherman H. 2010. Tendon-selective genes identified 15 
from rat and human musculoskeletal tissues. J Orthop Res 28(3):289-297. 16 

Jones GC, Corps AN, Pennington CJ, Clark IM, Edwards DR, Bradley MM, Hazleman BL, 17 
Riley GP. 2006. Expression profiling of metalloproteinases and tissue inhibitors of 18 

metalloproteinases in normal and degenerate human achilles tendon. Arthritis Rheum 19 
54(3):832-842. 20 

Kilborn SH, Trudel G, Uhthoff H. 2002. Review of growth plate closure compared with age 21 
at sexual maturity and lifespan in laboratory animals. Contemp Top Lab Anim Sci 22 
41(5):21-26. 23 

Kim YJ, Sah RL, Doong JY, Grodzinsky AJ. 1988. Fluorometric assay of DNA in cartilage 24 
explants using Hoechst 33258. Anal Biochem 174(1):168-176. 25 

Kohler J, Popov C, Klotz B, Alberton P, Prall WC, Haasters F, Muller-Deubert S, Ebert R, 26 
Klein-Hitpass L, Jakob F, Schieker M, Docheva D. 2013. Uncovering the cellular and 27 

molecular changes in tendon stem/progenitor cells attributed to tendon aging and 28 
degeneration. Aging Cell 12(6):988-999. 29 

Lavagnino M, Gardner K, Arnoczky SP. 2013. Age-related changes in the cellular, 30 
mechanical, and contractile properties of rat tail tendons. Connect Tissue Res 31 
54(1):70-75. 32 

Lichtwark GA, Wilson AM. 2005. In vivo mechanical properties of the human Achilles 33 
tendon during one-legged hopping. J Exp Biol 208(Pt 24):4715-4725. 34 

Livak KJ, Schmittgen TD. 2001. Analysis of relative gene expression data using real-time 35 
quantitative PCR and the 2(-Delta Delta C(T)) Method. Methods 25(4):402-408. 36 

Loeser RF, Shanker G, Carlson CS, Gardin JF, Shelton BJ, Sonntag WE. 2000. Reduction in 37 
the chondrocyte response to insulin-like growth factor 1 in aging and osteoarthritis: 38 



22 
 

studies in a non-human primate model of naturally occurring disease. Arthritis Rheum 1 
43(9):2110-2120. 2 

Martin JA, Ellerbroek SM, Buckwalter JA. 1997. Age-related decline in chondrocyte 3 
response to insulin-like growth factor-I: the role of growth factor binding proteins. J 4 
Orthop Res 15(4):491-498. 5 

Molloy T, Wang Y, Murrell G. 2003. The roles of growth factors in tendon and ligament 6 
healing. Sports Med 33(5):381-394. 7 

Nielsen RH, Holm L, Malmgaard-Clausen NM, Reitelseder S, Heinemeier KM, Kjaer M. 8 

2014. Increase in tendon protein synthesis in response to insulin-like growth factor-I 9 
is preserved in elderly men. J Appl Physiol (1985) 116(1):42-46. 10 

Peffers MJ, Liu X, Clegg PD. 2013. Transcriptomic signatures in cartilage ageing. Arthritis 11 
Research & Therapy 15(4):R98. 12 

Peffers MJ, Thorpe CT, Collins JA, Eong R, Wei TKJ, Screen HRC, Clegg PD. 2014. 13 
Proteomic Analysis Reveals Age-related Changes in Tendon Matrix Composition, 14 
with Age- and Injury-specific Matrix Fragmentation. Journal of Biological Chemistry 15 
289(37):25867-25878. 16 

Raikin SM, Garras DN, Krapchev PV. 2013. Achilles tendon injuries in a United States 17 
population. Foot Ankle Int 34(4):475-480. 18 

Rattan SI. 1996. Synthesis, modifications, and turnover of proteins during aging. Exp 19 
Gerontol 31(1-2):33-47. 20 

Riley G. 2008. Tendinopathy--from basic science to treatment. Nat Clin Pract Rheumatol 21 
4(2):82-89. 22 

Riley GP, Curry V, DeGroot J, van El B, Verzijl N, Hazleman BL, Bank RA. 2002. Matrix 23 

metalloproteinase activities and their relationship with collagen remodelling in tendon 24 
pathology. Matrix Biol 21(2):185-195. 25 

Ryazanov AG, Nefsky BS. 2002. Protein turnover plays a key role in aging. Mech Ageing 26 
Dev 123(2-3):207-213. 27 

Stephens PR, Nunamaker DM, Butterweck DM. 1989. Application of a Hall-effect transducer 28 
for measurement of tendon strains in horses. Am J Vet Res 50(7):1089-1095. 29 

Tavernarakis N. 2008. Ageing and the regulation of protein synthesis: a balancing act? 30 
Trends Cell Biol 18(5):228-235. 31 

Taylor SE, Vaughan-Thomas A, Clements DN, Pinchbeck G, Macrory LC, Smith RK, Clegg 32 

PD. 2009. Gene expression markers of tendon fibroblasts in normal and diseased 33 
tissue compared to monolayer and three dimensional culture systems. BMC 34 

Musculoskelet Disord 10:27. 35 

Thomopoulos S, Parks WC, Rifkin DB, Derwin KA. 2015. Mechanisms of tendon injury and 36 
repair. Journal of Orthopaedic Research:n/a-n/a. 37 



23 
 

Thorpe CT, Birch HL, Clegg PD, Screen HR. 2013. The role of the non-collagenous matrix 1 
in tendon function. Int J Exp Pathol 94(4):248-259. 2 

Thorpe CT, Streeter I, Pinchbeck GL, Goodship AE, Clegg PD, Birch HL. 2010. Aspartic 3 
acid racemization and collagen degradation markers reveal an accumulation of 4 
damage in tendon collagen that is enhanced with aging. J Biol Chem 285(21):15674-5 

15681. 6 

Thorpe CT, Udeze CP, Birch HL, Clegg PD, Screen HR. 2012. Specialization of tendon 7 
mechanical properties results from interfascicular differences. J R Soc Interface 8 
9(76):3108-3117. 9 

Vandesompele J, De Preter K, Pattyn F, Poppe B, Van Roy N, De Paepe A, Speleman F. 10 
2002. Accurate normalization of real-time quantitative RT-PCR data by geometric 11 
averaging of multiple internal control genes. Genome Biol 3(7):RESEARCH0034. 12 

Williams RB, Harkins LS, Hammond CJ, Wood JL. 2001. Racehorse injuries, clinical 13 
problems and fatalities recorded on British racecourses from flat racing and National 14 
Hunt racing during 1996, 1997 and 1998. Equine Vet J 33(5):478-486. 15 

Wilson AM, McGuigan MP, Su A, van Den Bogert AJ. 2001. Horses damp the spring in their 16 

step. Nature 414(6866):895-899. 17 

Young NJ, Becker DL, Fleck RA, Goodship AE, Patterson-Kane JC. 2009. Maturational 18 

alterations in gap junction expression and associated collagen synthesis in response to 19 
tendon function. Matrix Biol 28(6):311-323. 20 

Yu TY, Pang JH, Wu KP, Chen MJ, Chen CH, Tsai WC. 2013. Aging is associated with 21 
increased activities of matrix metalloproteinase-2 and -9 in tenocytes. BMC 22 

Musculoskelet Disord 14:2. 23 

 24 

  25 



24 
 

Supporting information 1 

Table S1. Forward and reverse primer sequences 2 

Figure S1. Representative blot showing the 4 bands detected by the PINP antibody 3 

Preparation of MMP-9 Standard 4 

Figure S2. Levels of pro- and active forms of MMP-2 and -9 in the SDFT assessed by gelatin 5 

zymography 6 

 7 

 8 

  9 



25 
 

Tables 1 

 
Relative mRNA levels 

Correlation 

with age 

 
Per mg tissue 

Corrected for 

DNA content 

p value  

Col1a2 34.93±7.23 19.42±4.30 0.85 

Col3a1 18.56±3.93 10.72±2.75 0.25 

Col5a1 1.49±0.40 0.84±0.22 0.36 

Col12a1 9.51±1.38 5.20±0.79 0.27 

Aggrecan 5.55±1.81 3.07±0.96 0.64 

Biglycan 63.27±13.76 35.84±8.44 0.63 

Decorin 1343.42±302.85 780.99±198.98 0.63 

Fibromodulin  32.80±6.68 18.53±3.90 0.51 

Lumican 48.50±7.45 27.62±5.30 0.98 

Tenascin 1.86±0.49 1.07±0.29 0.80 

Scleraxis 3.79±0.99 2.35±0.64 0.62 

COMP 2674.33±570.18 1516.06±320.36 0.61 

    

Table 1. Average gene expression of matrix proteins in the SDFT per tissue weight and corrected for 2 

DNA content. Data are displayed as Mean±SEM. Correlations are shown between horse age and 3 

mRNA levels corrected for DNA content. 4 
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Relative mRNA levels 

Correlation 

with age 

 
Per mg tissue 

Corrected for 

DNA content 

p value 

MMP-1 0.03±0.01 0.01±0.01 0.46 

MMP-3 3.52±0.83 1.89±0.45 0.054 

MMP-9 0.43±0.20 0.23±0.11 0.36 

MMP-10 17.46±4.48** 8.61±2.09** 0.0045 

MMP-13 0.16±0.12 0.07±0.05 0.76 

MMP-23 0.03±0.01 0.02±0.01 0.46 

TIMP-3 55.08±9.29 31.01±6.19 0.98 

TIMP-4 0.53±0.15 0.27±0.07 0.52 

ADAM-12 0.05±0.01 0.03±0.01 0.86 

ADAM-17 1.21±0.22 0.65±0.13 0.47 

ADAMTS-2 1.22±0.27 0.64±0.12 0.90 

Table 2. Average gene expression of matrix degrading enzymes in the SDFT per tissue weight and 1 

corrected for DNA content. Data are displayed as Mean±SEM. Correlations are shown between horse 2 

age and mRNA levels per cell. * indicates significant correlation with age. ** p>0.005. 3 

 4 

 5 
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Figure Legends 1 

Fig. 1 Tendon DNA content plotted as a function of horse age. 2 

Fig. 2 Gene expression levels of tendon extracellular matrix molecules as a function of horse 3 

age. There was no correlation between horse age and mRNA levels of Col1A2 (a), Col3A1 4 

(b), decorin (c), or biglycan (d). 5 

Fig. 3 Levels of the N-terminal propeptide of type I collagen (PINP) in SDFT tissue. PINP 6 

levels showed no relationship with horse age (a), and did not correlate with mRNA levels of 7 

Col1A2 (b). 8 

Fig. 4 Expression of matrix degrading enzymes as a function of horse age. MMP-3 mRNA 9 

levels did not show a significant relationship with horse age (a), but MMP-10 expression 10 

increased significantly with age (p=0.005). 11 

Fig. 5 Pro and active MMP-3 levels as a function of horse age measured using casein 12 

zymography. Both pro (;           ) and active (; --------) forms of MMP-3 increased 13 

significantly with horse age (a, p<0.02). There was a weak, but significant, correlation 14 

between total MMP-3 protein levels and MMP-3 mRNA levels (b, p=0.02). 15 

Fig. 6 Estimated relative telomere length plotted as a function of horse age. There was no 16 

correlation between horse age and relative telomere length. 17 


