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Abstract: Insulin resistance is recognized as one major feature of metabolic syndrome, and frequently
emerges as a difficult problem encountered during long-term pharmacological treatment of diabetes.
Insulin resistance often causes organs or tissues, such as skeletal muscle, adipose, and liver, to become
less responsive or resistant to insulin. Exercise can promote the physiological function of those organs
and tissues and benefits insulin action via increasing insulin receptor sensitivity, glucose uptake,
and mitochondrial function. This is done by decreasing adipose tissue deposition, inflammatory
cytokines, and oxidative stress. However, understanding the mechanism that regulates the interaction
between exercise and insulin function becomes a challenging task. As a novel myokine, irisin is
activated by exercise, released from the muscle, and affects multi-organ functions. Recent evidence
indicates that it can promote glucose uptake, improve mitochondrial function, alleviate obesity, and
decrease inflammation, as a result leading to the improvement of insulin action. We here will review
the current evidence concerning the signaling pathways by which irisin regulates the effect of exercise
on the up-regulation of insulin action in humans and animals.
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1. Introduction

Insulin resistance (IR) is recognized as a hallmark of metabolic dysfunction, and many
individuals develop cell dysfunction and type 2 diabetes mellitus (T2DM) eventually [1].
T2DM has become more common in developed and developing countries over the last few
decades, now affecting about 8% of the world’s population [2]. It is clear that T2DM is
triggered by a combination of IR in the adipose, liver, and skeletal muscle [3], involving
a variety of risk factors, including hyperlipidemia, obesity, inflammation, and physical
inactivity [1].

An important goal in preventive strategies for T2DM is to reverse those adverse factors
and then improve IR. Among the intervention regimens, regular exercise can increase
energy consumption, muscle mass, and blood circulation between tissues, and reduce fat
mass and inflammations, which ultimately lead to improvement of insulin sensitivity [4–6].
However, understanding the mechanism that mediates the influence of exercise on IR has
been challenging.

Skeletal muscle has already been recognized as a secretory tissue for a long time [7].
Exercise stimulates the skeletal muscle to produce a large number of myokines [8], such as
myostatin, fibroblast growth factor-2, L-Lactate, kynurenine, interleukin-6 (IL-6), etc.; they
either exert autocrine and paracrine effects or enter the circulation and act as endocrinal
regulators affecting the physiological function of organs and tissues [9–12]. As a newly
identified myokine, irisin is provoked by exercise, mainly secreted from muscle, and
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secondarily secreted by adipose and other tissues in small amounts, to regulate energy
consumption [10,13,14]. Given the close relationship between irisin and exercise and its
essential role in regulating energy metabolism, irisin is expected to become a potential
candidate for modulating the benefits of exercise on insulin action. This review aimed to
best our understandings of the signaling pathways that regulate the interaction between
exercise, irisin, and insulin action, seeking potential strategies for T2DM prevention.

2. Biology and Physiology of FNDC5/Irisin
2.1. Summary Profile of FNDC5/Irisin

Two decades ago, a new gene was identified by two independent groups, which is
widely distributed in the heart, skeletal muscle, brain, as well as other tissues of mice [15,16].
After a decade, the gene was named fibronectin type III domain-containing protein 5
(FNDC5). It is one of the most important target genes of peroxisome proliferator-activated
receptor γ coactivator 1α (PGC1α) which is a transcriptional coactivator, frequently pro-
duced in exercised skeletal muscle [10]. Mice either overexpressing PGC-1α or subjected to
endurance exercise highly upregulated FNDC5 gene expression, and conditioned medium
(from FNDC5 overexpression mice) cultivated myocytes caused adipocytes to upregu-
late uncoupling protein 1 (UCP1), a key gene leading to brown adipose tissues (BAT).
Meanwhile, a new myokine–irisin has been discovered; it contains 112 amino acids (aa)
and is formed from skeletal muscle FNDC5 after being cleaved at the N-terminus [10].
The released irisin, according to this study, may be responsible for several of the positive
benefits of physical activity on energy consumption via adipose tissue browning [10].

2.2. Consequence, Structure, and Detection of FNDC5/Irisin

The FNDC5 locus contains six exons and encodes a 209-aa protein, including a 28-aa
signal peptide, a 93-aa fibronectin type III (FNIII) domain, a 30-aa linker, a 19-aa transmem-
brane region, and a 39-aa intracellular domain [17]. This transmembrane protein’s FNIII
domain plus the linker has been called irisin and is thought to be cleaved (Figure 1). The
molecular weight (MW) of the FNDC5 protein is predicted to be about 20,300, and without
glycosylation, irisin (112 aa peptide) has a MW of 12,600.
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Figure 1. Structure of irisin. The FNDC5 locus has six exons and encodes a 209-aa protein. The
FNIII domain plus the linker, containing 112-aa, is thought to be split off this transmembrane
protein and given the name irisin. Irisin can alleviate IR by promoting tissues or organs including
skeletal muscle, adipose, or liver more sensitive or responsive to insulin, such as increasing glucose
uptake, glycogenesis, and energy expenditure, and decreasing gluconeogenesis. Abbreviations: aa,
amino acid.
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Irisin is highly conserved, with 100 percent identity in its amino acid sequence across
humans, mouse, rat, and bovines [18]. However, the start codons of humans are different
from those of animals, with the human FNDC5 gene having a mutated start codon ATA
rather than the standard ATG frequently seen in rodents. To test if the ATA codon has an
effect on FNDC5 expression, Raschke and colleagues [18] used HEK293 cells to transfect
FNDC5 with either the conventional or noncanonical codon and found that the protein
level of FNDC5 in constructs with the ATA codon is only 1% that of constructs with the
ATG codon. As a result, they proposed that the human FNDC5 gene would lose its ability
to translate to a full-length FNDC5 protein. Under the circumstances, PCR and other
more specific and sensitive procedures are more effective compared to enzyme-linked
immunosorbent assays (ELISA) kits or Western blot analyses [19].

FNDC5 is proposed to be cut at the N-terminal site, and released as irisin into cir-
culation targeting various tissues. Irisin has the typical FNIII domain structure, which
is a beta-sandwich with three beta-strands on one side and four on the other [17]. Irisin
can form a tight dimer through the 2 C′ strands correlating antiparallel to form a beta
zipper, giving an extended eight-strand beta construct. Albrecht et al. [19] determined non-
glycosylated irisin with Western blots running as a band at an MW of 13,000, approaching
12,600 for this 112-aa peptide. Though the details and the mechanism of the cleavage of
FNDC5 are still unclear, there has been clear evidence to demonstrate that Irisin is found in
human and mouse body fluids, and the effects of r (recombinant)-irisin treatment in cells
and animal models have been extensively reported.

As an irisin receptor, αVβ5 was first reported by Kim [20], which involved the action
of irisin on both osteocyte survival and sclerostin production to regulate bone remodeling.
Since then, αVβ5 was detected in other tissues, such as the brain and gut [21,22]. However,
as pointed out by Kim [20], αVβ5 may not be the only irisin receptor, so further studies on
irisin receptors are still needed to address the concern.

There are mainly three methods, i.e., Western blot, ELISA, and qualitative and quanti-
tative mass spectrometry (MS) used for the assessment of circulating irisin. Among those
methods, MS with quantification peptides is recognized as the “holy grail” [23]. So far, the
currently available reference values for circulating irisin in humans [24] and mice [20] were
3~4 ng/mL and 0.3 ng/mL, respectively.

2.3. Distribution and Production of FNDC5/Irisin

Irisin can be found in nearly all organs and tissues. In rats, immunohistochemistry
has detected irisin in the kidney, brain, heart, muscle, liver, skin, retina, thyroid, and pineal
gland [15,25–29], meanwhile its expression has already been observed in the cerebrospinal
fluid, liver, pancreas, stomach, serum, saliva, and urine of humans [30–33]. Additionally,
irisin is also detected in human breast and ovarian cancer cells by using flow cytometry
and laser confocal microscopy [28]. Different tissues of humans show differing levels of
irisin, among which the skeletal muscle has the highest expression levels of irisin, followed
by other tissues including muscle, the tongue, heart, rectum, etc.; irisin expression is
100–200 times lower in adipose tissue than it is in muscle tissue [34–36].

Irisin secretion is influenced by a variety of stimuli, such as exercise, diet, cold, phar-
macological agents, and pathological conditions [37], among which exercise is the most
strong stimulating factor for the synthesis and secretion of irisin. Irisin expression was
dramatically elevated in muscles of diabetic rats after a 12-week exercise regimen [38], and
a prolonged exercise protocol (90-min running at an intensity of 60% VO2max) increased
serum irisin concentrations of men and women by 20.4% and 24.6%, respectively [39].
Although irisin is mainly secreted by skeletal muscle, white adipose tissue (WAT) is also
a major producer, accounting for about 30% of the total circulating levels of irisin [12].
Similar to skeletal muscle, the secretion of irisin in WAT significantly increases in response
to exercise training [12]. It is implied that irisin is both a myokine and an adipokine.
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3. Irisin and Insulin Resistance
3.1. Irisin, Mitochondrial Function, and Insulin Resistance

Mitochondrial dysfunction is a term used to describe the changes in mitochondrial
content, activity, and oxidative phosphorylation that occur under a variety of physiological
situations [40]. Mitochondrial dysfunction has been linked to IR in myocytes, adipocytes,
and hepatocytes [41]. Irisin improves IR by increasing oxidative phosphorylation capability
and mitochondrial content [41]. The phosphorylation levels of p38/mitogen-activated
protein kinase (MAPK) and extracellular-signal-regulated kinase (ERK) in adipocytes
increased when the mice were treated with r-irisin (0.5 µg/g/day) for 14 days, and the
expression of UCP1 was also up-regulated significantly. It is suggested that irisin can
boost UCP1 gene expression in white adipocytes by activating ERK and p38MAPK [9,10].
UCP1 can promote the browning of white adipocytes, and BAT has more mitochondria
than WAT [42]. This enhances the biological functions of mitochondria and improves
energy metabolism [43]. After the browning of white adipocytes, mice lose weight, and
the glucose tolerance and IR of mice are significantly improved [44,45]. Moreover, irisin
increases the expression of betatrophin which can promote pancreatic beta-cell proliferation
and improve glucose tolerance and insulin action [46]. Under the stimulation of muscle
contraction, the expression and activity of PGC-1α are increased, which subsequently
promotes irisin secretion [47]. Irisin is recognized as a stimulator for betatrophin expression.
Zhang et al. reported that irisin treatment increased betatrophin levels in obese mice [9],
and betatrophin could reduce the level of serum glucose via activating the proliferation of
pancreatic cells [48]. Therefore, there may exist an axis “PGC-1α/irisin/betatrophin” in the
regulation of glucose homeostasis.

Aside from adipose tissue, irisin stimulated the expression of UCP3 in skeletal mus-
cle [49]. Similar to UCP1, UCP3 enhances the thermogenesis of mitochondria and then
reduces lipid accumulation, subsequently promoting insulin action [49]. Furthermore, the
treatment of r-irisin (5 nM) on C2C12 myocytes markedly increased the gene expression
of mitochondrial transcription factor A (TFAM) [49]. TFAM is responsible for regulating
the replication and transcription of mitochondrial genes and is capable of enhancing the
biological functions of mitochondria [50].

IR usually has altered hepatic energy metabolism characterized by upregulated gene
expression related to gluconeogenesis, oxidative phosphorylation, and reactive oxygen
species (ROS) generation [51]. Schmid et al. [52] reported that T2DM patients were featured
by a 42% reduction in liver ATP synthetic flux rate, which was linked to both peripheral
and liver insulin sensitivity. Irisin treatment affects the function of mitochondrial function
in hepatocytes. In the liver, r-irisin treatment significantly reduced the expression of the
mitochondrial fission-related proteins dynamin-related protein 1 (drp-1) and fission 1 (Fis-
1) [53]. Exogenous irisin also enhanced mitochondrial density as well as promoted PGC-1α
and TFAM expression in mitochondrial biogenesis [53]. Xin et al. [54] demonstrated that
r-irisin administration alleviated mitochondrial dysfunction and attenuated liver damage
in diabetic mice via the AMPK pathway. In C2C12 cells with IR, mitochondrial content
and oxidative phosphorylation capacity were significantly increased after r-irisin (5 nM)
treatment for 12 h, and the impaired glucose uptake and IR were reversed, which might
be related to the regulation of p38MAPK phosphorylation [41]. Therefore, the evidence
suggests that irisin improves IR via up-regulating mitochondrial content and action.

3.2. Irisin, GLUT4, and Insulin Resistance

Glucose transporter 4 (GLUT4) is a high-affinity insulin-responsive glucose trans-
porter that is predominantly expressed in myocytes and adipocytes [55]. The failure of
translocation of GLUT4 to the cell membrane in reaction to insulin is recognized as an early
step in the development of IR, a pathological condition characterized by tissues showing
less responsiveness or resistance to insulin [56]. In myoblast L6 cells, treatment with r-irisin
increased the phosphorylation level of p38MAPK, which consequently stimulated the
translocation of GLUT4 towards the membrane of myocytes to promote glucose uptake in
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skeletal muscle [57]. Meanwhile, glucose uptake in L6 cells was increased in the presence of
r-irisin, with the maximal rise occurring at a dose of 62 ng/mL [57]. So irisin can improve
glucose uptake and IR by enhancing the intracellular trafficking and action of GLUT4. Huh
et al. [58] also found that exogenous irisin boosted glucose and fatty acid metabolism in
human skeletal muscle cells, comparable to the insulin-induced response. In addition,
r-irisin treatment up-regulated the expression of genes involved in glucose metabolism,
such as GLUT4 and hexokinase 2, and the increment of gene expression coincided with
enhanced phosphorylation of AMPK [58]. GLUT4 regulates insulin-induced glucose trans-
portation within adipocytes and myocytes [55]. Following a meal, irisin promotes the
translocation of GLUT4 from intracellular reserves to the cellular membranes, inhibiting
gluconeogenesis in the liver and increasing glucose uptake in skeletal muscle and adipose
tissue [56]. Additionally, the insulin-mediated glucose uptake of BAT after browning was
10 times that of WAT, and the expression of GLUT4 was up-regulated remarkably [59,60].
However, whether this is the same as the increased GLUT4 translocation towards the
cellular membrane observed in muscle cells remains unclear [46]. Nevertheless, it is clear
that irisin can increase glucose uptake by enhancing the expression of GLUT4 in skeletal
muscle and adipose tissue.

3.3. Irisin, Inflammation, and Insulin Resistance

Obesity in humans and animals is featured by a substantial rise of macrophages in the
liver and adipose tissue [61]. These macrophages are highly activated and as a result, gene
expression associated with pro-inflammatory cytokines is up-regulated [62]. The activation
of macrophages potentially affects insulin target cells including myocytes, adipocytes, and
hepatocytes via a paracrine mechanism which subsequently leads to IR [63]. Irisin can
improve insulin action by down-regulating inflammatory cytokines. A recent study by
Zheng et al. reported that the levels of inflammatory cytokines in pancreatic islets of high-
fat diet-fed (HFD) mice were significantly reduced after r-irisin (0.5µg/g of body weight)
treatment, which was related to the inhibition of the toll-like receptor 4 (TLR4)/nuclear
factor kappa B (NF-KB) signaling pathway [64]. Additionally, in MIN6 cells isolated from
HFD mice, irisin administration (100 ng/mL) significantly upregulated the activity of the
PI3K/AKT signaling pathway, which subsequently enhanced insulin action [64]. Dong
et al. [65] demonstrated that myostatin-regulated inflammation played an essential role in IR
in obese mice. The anti-myostatin peptide treatment potentially improved glucose uptake
and insulin tolerances via elevating fatty acid metabolism as well as energy consumption
while suppressing macrophage infiltration and proinflammatory cytokine expression in
obese mice myocytes and adipocytes [65]. This beneficial effect on insulin sensitivity was
regulated by irisin-induced depression of inflammation, stimulation of polarization of
macrophages from M1 towards M2, and up-regulation of energy consumption [65].

After treatment with r-irisin (100 nM) on mouse macrophages, the expression of tumor
necrosis factor α (TNF-α) mRNA substantially decreased by 45% compared to the controls,
and its effect was twice that of r-irisin at the dosage of 50 nm (22%) [66]. TNF-α can
cause insulin receptor substrate (IRS) serine phosphorylation and reduce the expression
of GLUT4, which subsequently inhibit insulin signaling and triggers IR [67]. The r-irisin
administration also resulted in a decrease in IL-6 mRNA and protein levels [66]. IL-6 has
the capacity of inhibiting the suppressor of cytokine signaling 1/3, which promotes the
IRS deterioration through ubiquitination and eventually leads to IR [68,69]. Moreover, the
mRNA expression of another inflammation cytokine, interleukin-1β (IL-1β), was down-
regulated by the treatment of r-irisin [66]. IL-1β is known to decrease the expression of IRS
through ERK1/2, which is capable of impairing the physiological function of insulin [68].
Additionally, Mazur-Bialy et al. [70] reported that the dephosphorylation of NF-KB was up-
regulated in adipocytes after treatment with irisin, and the inactivation of NF-KB inhibited
the further transcription of pro-inflammatory genes. Those data suggest that irisin has a
strong anti-inflammatory effect which is important for restoring the action of insulin.
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4. Signaling Pathways Mediating the Link between Exercise, Irisin,
and Insulin Sensitivity
4.1. Exercise Regulating Irisin Secretion

Muscle not only acts as an effector in the motor system but also has a potential
impact on the endocrine system. Exercise can promote muscles to secrete hundreds of
myokines, which enter the circulatory system and activate multiple pathways to regulate
energy metabolism [71]. Irisin is one of the pivotal myokines, most of which (75%) in the
circulation comes from skeletal muscle, and its secretion depends on the increase in PGC-1α
expression. Exercise is an important activator of PGC-1α expression upregulation, and also
acts as a promoter to activate AMPK signaling pathways, which subsequently triggers the
phosphorylation of PGC-1α and promotes the production of FNDC5 (Figure 2). FNDC5
was then cleaved and secreted as irisin [36,72].
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Figure 2. Signaling pathways for irisin regulating the benefits of physical activity upon insulin
resistance. Exercise stimulates PGC1α expression in mouse and human skeletal muscle. Subsequently,
the expression of FNDC5 increases, and it is then subject to cleavage, leaving the extracellular por-
tion as irisin. Irisin is a hormone that enters the bloodstream and circulates to organs and tissues
(including skeletal muscle, adipose tissue, and liver) to modulate energy metabolism and improve
IR. Irisin can decrease inflammation in cells by promoting the dephosphorylation of NF-KB and
down-regulating pro-inflammatory cytokines. Moreover, irisin can also enhance mitochondrial
density and thermogenesis by increasing the expression of TFAM, UCP3, as well as UCP1. Addi-
tionally, irisin improves the content and trafficking of GLUT4 and subsequently increases glucose
uptake via upregulating the phosphorylation level of P38/MAPK and the gene expression of GLUT4.
Abbreviations: PI3K, phosphoinositide 3-kinase; PDK1, P3 dependent kinase-1; AKT, protein kinase
B; G6P, glucose-6-phosphate; JNK, C-Jun N-Terminal Kinase; DAG, diacylglycerol; UCP3, uncoupling
protein 3.
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Studies investigate the correlation between exercise and irisin frequently involving the
changes in irisin, FNDC5, and its upstream regulating gene PGC-1α in response to exercise.
The evidence from animal experiments indicated that a program of 8-week swimming
training significantly increased the level of serum irisin in rats [73], and the expression of
PGC-1α mRNA and FNDC5 mRNA in the muscle tissue increased in mice that received
exercise intervention [10]. Pang et al. carried out 1 h treadmill exercise (at 60% VO2max) on
male C57BL/6J mice, and they reported that plasma irisin quantities increased significantly
during exercise and reached the peak value (20.71 ± 0.25 ng/mL) at 6 hours after the
intervention. Meanwhile, PGC-1α mRNA expression levels increased significantly in
muscle tissue during exercise, maintained the higher level for about 6 h, and then gradually
returned to the baseline value after 12 h of exercise intervention [74]. The authors proposed
that exercise promoted irisin secretion probably in a PGC-1α dependent manner [74]. In
the soleus and gastrocnemius muscles, 90 min of acute swimming exercise remarkedly
activated the expression of FNCD5 mRNA and protein, whereas the change in serum levels
of irisin was not significant [75]. Accordingly, the swimming exercise also increased UCP1
mRNA and protein expression in subcutaneous WAT, as well as browning marker mRNA
expression in visceral WAT [75].

Compared with the results from animal experiments, there is some controversy about
the effects of exercise on human irisin secretion [76]. The amount of FNDC5 mRNA in
26 subjects’ skeletal muscles rose considerably after 12 weeks of continuous exercise inter-
vention, among which the healthy control group increased by 1.4 times and the pre-diabetic
group increased by 2 times, together with elevated PGC-1α mRNA expression [77]. How-
ever, no significant changes in FNDC5 mRNA levels in skeletal muscle were detected in the
same subjects after 45 min of acute exercise (at 70% VO2max), even though PGC-1α mRNA
levels were significantly increased by approximately 7.4-fold [77]. Additionally, in vitro
experiments using electrical pulse stimulation to induce contraction of human skeletal
muscle cells showed that FNDC5 mRNA levels were not changed with the upregulated
PGC-1α expression [18]. These results suggest that FNDC5 may not be a direct target gene
of PGC-1α. There are also different reports regarding circulating irisin levels in response
to exercise intervention in humans. Nygaard et al. conducted a program of 6 months, 1 h
daily exercise intervention among healthy subjects. The level of serum irisin increased by
approximately 23.1% and 20.2% in the strength training and endurance exercise groups,
respectively [78]. However, Hecksteden et al. demonstrated that 26 weeks of aerobic en-
durance or strength endurance training had no effect on circulating irisin levels in healthy
subjects [79]. The divergent results might have resulted from the use of different ELISA
kits that are the most common approach for measurement of serum irisin, and the ELISA
kits need to be validated against tandem MS [19,23]. On the other hand, there may be
differences in individuals, races, and time of collection.

4.2. GLUT4 and the Interaction between Exercise, Irisin, and Insulin Resistance

The capacity of exercise to increase glucose uptake in skeletal muscles is partly via
up-regulating the expression of GLUT4 [80]. After a program of forty-five-minute treadmill
exercise (running at 30 m/min with a 15% grade), GLUT4 expression on the myocyte outer
membrane in rats increased by 2.5 times compared with the control [81]. The transportation
of glucose to pass through the cell membrane needs a specific carrier, glucose transporters
(GLUTs) [82]. Among the most significant glucose transporters proteins, GLUT4 has a
strong relationship with insulin action [83]. The impaired expression or function of GLUT4
can lead to the occurrence of IR. Studies have demonstrated that the reduction of GLUT4
causes the appearance of hyperglycemia and hyperinsulinemia in mice [84,85], and mice
lacking the GLUT4 gene result in IR [86].
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Exercise could raise the quantity of GLUT4 in myocytes by affecting irisin production.
Rats were given either high-intensity interval training or moderate-intensity continuous
training for eight weeks, and the skeletal muscle expression of the FNDC5 gene both in
the diabetic group and the healthy group was significantly increased [87]. Meanwhile,
the levels of GLUT4 mRNA in their soleus muscle were also markedly elevated, and the
moderate-intensity continuous training group showed greater effects than those of the
high-intensity interval training group [87]. Moreover, several studies have shown that
exercise can significantly promote the levels of PGC-1α mRNA and FNDC5 mRNA in
rats [75,77], and p38 mRNA and MAPK mRNA levels in skeletal muscle are also signifi-
cantly enhanced [41]. Irisin can induce the GLUT4 translocation to the myocyte membrane
through phosphorylated p38/MAPK, and the uptake of glucose by skeletal muscle is sub-
sequently increased [88]. Moreover, Song et al. reported that irisin improved the reduction
of glucose consumption in insulin-resistant cardiomyocytes and activated the PI3K/AKT
pathway increasing insulin action [89]. Therefore, irisin plays a crucial role in modifying
the beneficial effects of exercise on IR by promoting the content and trafficking of GLUT4
within myocytes.

4.3. Mitochondrial Action and Interaction between Exercise, Irisin, and Insulin Resistance

Exercise has a positive impact on insulin action in part because it improves mito-
chondrial function. Exercise intervention increased mitochondrial function in BAT of
rats, promoting the release of proteins that regulate mitochondrial biogenesis and fission
while decreasing the level of markers that modulate mitochondrial fusion [90]. As a result,
circulating insulin levels fell while insulin sensitivity rose in BAT [90]. Mitochondrial
dysfunction can result in a buildup of secondary products of fat metabolism that in turn
activate protein kinase C (PKC) and protein phosphatase A2 (PPA2) [91,92]. In addition,
IRS tyrosine phosphorylation is impaired, and AKT is dephosphorylated, eventually weak-
ening the physiological function of insulin [93]. Moreover, mitochondrial dysfunction is
the main source of free radicals and oxidative stress, which ultimately lead to IR [94,95].

Recent evidence indicates that irisin seems to be involved in the benefits of exercise
affecting the biological function of mitochondria. In a study, after four weeks of continuous
training in mice (at 75% VO2max), the levels of both PGC-1α and FNDC5 increased signif-
icantly and the serum irisin expression was also higher than that of sedentary mice [96].
With the elevated expression of PGC-1α/FNDC5/irisin, mitochondrial fission and mi-
tophagy markers increased, which help to improve mitochondria function [96]. Moreover,
upregulation of irisin levels improved insulin intolerance in T2DM mice, and reduced
serum insulin and glucose levels [97]. Therefore, irisin can reduce IR by enhancing the
function of mitochondria. After the mice were injected with irisin (0.5 µg/g/day) for
fourteen days, the phosphorylation levels of p38/MAPK and ERK in adipocytes increased,
and the expression of UCP1 also elevated significantly. UCP1 can cause a browning of WAT
and an increase in mitochondrial density [43]. Given that irisin is a strong stimulator for
promoting mitochondrial biogenesis and insulin physiological action [53,98], it might be an
essential regulator in the process of exercise improving IR via upregulating mitochondrial
function. Indeed, Reisi et al. [99] reported that after eight weeks of resistance exercise,
the soleus muscle expression of FNDC5 in the mice increased significantly, and UCP1
expression in the adipose tissue under the skin enhanced markedly, which subsequently
increased mitochondria function and benefited insulin action.

4.4. Inflammation and Interaction between Exercise, Irisin, and Insulin Resistance

Exercise can improve IR and increase glucose uptake by reducing inflammation in
fat tissue [100]. Bradley et al. [101] reported that 6-week voluntary exercise remarkably
enhanced glucose tolerance and insulin sensitivity in obese mice companied by decreased
levels of TNF-α, MCP-1, PAI-1 as well as I kappa kinase β (IKKβ) in adipose tissue of obese
mice. Exercise-induced improvement in IR has been linked to a reduction in inflammation
of adipocytes [101]. It is known that increased expression for inflammatory mediators
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including TNF-α, IL-6, IL-1β as well as IL-1α, and IR is often associated with elevated levels
of proinflammatory cytokines [68,102]. Several studies indicated that obesity-induced high
levels of inflammatory mediators were involved in the inhibition of insulin action, as well
as anti-inflammation treatment effectively restored the insulin sensitivity [103–105].

However, it remains unclear how exercise depresses inflammation production. It
is reported that, as a myokine, irisin is recognized as a strong inhibitor of inflammation
cytokines [70], and its production is upregulated by exercise training [10,73]. It is proposed
that exercise increases serum concentrations of irisin and it enters organs or tissues where
it acts as an inhibitor of inflammatory cytokines [106]. However, how irisin regulates the
production of inflammatory cytokines and leads to a consequent rise in insulin action
during exercise remains to be elucidated by future studies.

5. Perspectives

Even though there has substantial progress in recent decades on disclosing the mech-
anisms of the effects of exercise on insulin action, the exact molecular signalings remain
unclear. Recent evidence reports that the physiological and biological function of insulin is
affected by a newly discovered myokine–irisin which gives rise to a novel approach for
unraveling the mechanism of the correlation between exercise and insulin action. However,
there are many gaps in our knowledge about the procedures, for example, the exact molec-
ular signalings that conduct the message of irisin to stimulate irisin action during exercise
have not been determined yet. The lacking steps must be addressed in the correlation
between irisin and insulin-signaling network in response to exercise, and such studies will
present new evidence on the exact mechanisms of cross-talk between exercise, irisin, and
insulin function, perhaps providing even a more promising approach to the therapy or
prevention of IR.
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