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Heart failure (HF) with preserved ejection fraction (HFpEF) is a multifactorial disease accounting for a large and increasing proportion of
all clinical HF presentations. As a clinical syndrome, HFpEF is characterized by typical signs and symptoms of HF, a distinct cardiac pheno-
type and raised natriuretic peptides. Non-cardiac comorbidities frequently co-exist and contribute to the pathophysiology of HFpEF.
To date, no therapy has proven to improve outcomes in HFpEF, with drug development hampered, at least partly, by lack of consensus
on appropriate standards for pre-clinical HFpEF models. Recently, two clinical algorithms (HFA-PEFF and H2FPEF scores) have been devel-
oped to improve and standardize the diagnosis of HFpEF. In this review, we evaluate the translational utility of HFpEF mouse models in
the context of these HFpEF scores. We systematically recorded evidence of symptoms and signs of HF or clinical HFpEF features and
included several cardiac and extra-cardiac parameters as well as age and sex for each HFpEF mouse model. We found that most of the
pre-clinical HFpEF models do not meet the HFpEF clinical criteria, although some multifactorial models resemble human HFpEF to a
reasonable extent. We therefore conclude that to optimize the translational value of mouse models to human HFpEF, a novel approach
for the development of pre-clinical HFpEF models is needed, taking into account the complex HFpEF pathophysiology in humans.
...................................................................................................................................................................................................
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HFpEF: a heterogeneous disease
with multiple disease mechanisms

Heart failure (HF) with preserved ejection fraction (HFpEF) is a com-
plex clinical syndrome that is characterized by both extra-cardiac and
cardiac features.1–3 Prevalence is still rising4–8 and survival of patients
with HFpEF is poor, with a 5-year survival rate after first hospitaliza-
tion of 35–40%.9,10 So far no treatment has been proven successful in
reducing morbidity and mortality rates in HFpEF, potentially due to
the large pathophysiological heterogeneity and diversity in HFpEF
phenotypes.11 Recent studies have identified HFpEF as a systemic
disease that is associated with, or may be triggered by a wide range of
clinical risk factors and comorbidities such as aging, female sex,
hypertension,12,13 pulmonary congestion, metabolic syndrome, obes-
ity,7,12,14–16 type 2 diabetes mellitus (T2DM), hyperlipidaemia, renal
disease, atrial fibrillation (AF), and skeletal muscle weakness.11 These
risk factors and comorbidities give rise to intertwining disease

mechanisms in the pathophysiology of HFpEF.17,18 Due to the wide
range of comorbidities and clinical presentations, potential underlying
aetiology of HFpEF is diverse; HFpEF can result from various struc-
tural abnormalities of the myocardium, or may result from abnormal
loading conditions, e.g. as seen in hypertension, valvular diseases, vol-
ume overload, or rhythm disorders.19

Although HFpEF patients thus represent a heterogeneous
group with a broad extent of extra-cardiac features, the cardiac
phenotype has less interpatient variability and includes (concen-
tric) left ventricular (LV) hypertrophy,20 LV diastolic dysfunc-
tion,21 cardiac stiffening, atrial dilatation, fibrosis,22 (systemic)
inflammation, microvascular endothelial dysfunction,23,24 and ele-
vated natriuretic peptides.19,25,26

The definition of HFpEF as a clinical syndrome, based on typical
symptoms and signs, presents challenges due to non-specificity of
cardinal symptoms such as breathlessness and effort intolerance.
Recently, two diagnostic HFpEF algorithms, the HFA-PEFF20 and

Graphical Abstract

An in-depth review of existing pre-clinical HFpEF mouse models with validation of their translational value using the HFA-PEFF and H2FPEF scores.
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..H2FPEF27 scores, were developed to standardize and improve the
accuracy of HFpEF diagnosis. Both of these scores (Figure 1) use a
stepwise diagnostic approach to score and evaluate probability
of HFpEF presence. The H2FPEF score uses functional echocar-
diographic data and places emphasis on the presence of comor-
bidities (e.g. hypertension, obesity) and the effect of age, while
not including natriuretic peptide levels. The HFA-PEFF algorithm
also assesses pretest probability based on clinical features (includ-
ing age and comorbidities) and similarly includes a score but
based on both functional and structural echocardiographic data,
including morphological aspects of the left atrium and LV, as well
as levels of natriuretic peptides, such as N-terminal pro brain
natriuretic peptide (NT-proBNP).

Both HFpEF scores have recently been validated in various
patient cohorts29–33 and communities studies34 and it was concluded
that both HFpEF scores categorized patients well, especially in
those patients with intermediate and high scores. These scores, how-
ever, are not without controversy, with criticisms ranging from
over-simplification of the diagnostic challenges to over-complicating
the diagnostic process by requiring expensive tests or the scores

largely disagree.35,36 In addition, misclassification has been reported,
especially in those patients with low HFpEF scores, potentially due to
the fact that both scores use resting parameters in a phenotype in
which physiological abnormalities augment during exercise.33,37

Nevertheless, both scores have been shown to have prognostic
utility in human patients,38,39 suggesting that they capture key patho-
physiologic components that determine outcomes in HFpEF.

Of note, the combined considerations of the phenotypic complex-
ity of HFpEF, the interplay of cardiac and non-cardiac comorbidities,
and the role that these comorbidities play in the pathophysiology of
HFpEF have not been adequately taken into account in the evaluation
of pre-clinical models of HFpEF. While the HFA-PEFF and H2FPEF
algorithms have been developed to standardize and improve
HFpEF diagnosis in patients, these scores may represent a novel
approach to improve putative applicability of HFpEF mouse mod-
els. Therefore, this review aims to evaluate the translational
aspects of currently available pre-clinical mouse models of HFpEF
in the context of the HFA-PEFF and H2FPEF scores and proposes
a novel approach to the assessment and development of future
pre-clinical HFpEF models.

Figure 1 Diagnostic HFpEF scoring algorithms used to score HFpEF animal models. Both algorithms first include a pretest assessment to evaluate
signs and symptoms and clinical features of HFpEF that include congestion, increased comorbidity burden and reduced exercise tolerance. The se-
cond step of the HFA-PEFF19 score assesses three domains that include functional aspects [echocardiographic diastolic function (E/e0 and GLS)], mor-
phological aspects (left atrial enlargement, LV mass and wall thickness and concentric hypertrophy) as well as levels of circulating natriuretic
peptides.2,28 The H2FPEF27 score combines clinical and echocardiographic patient characteristics: obesity, hypertension, AF, pulmonary hypertension,
age >60 years and diastolic function (E/e0). A higher score represents a higher likelihood of having HFpEF (HFA-PEFF >_5 points; H2FPEF >6 points),
while a lower score is used to rule out HFpEF. For patients with an intermediate score, both algorithms recommend additional testing to refine the
diagnosis by exercise echocardiography or invasive measurements of cardiac filling pressures in a non-resting state.19,27 AF, atrial fibrillation; GLS, glo-
bal longitudinal strain; HF, heart failure; LV, left ventricle; PASP, pulmonary artery systolic pressure.

4422 C. Withaar et al.
D

ow
nloaded from

 https://academ
ic.oup.com

/eurheartj/article/42/43/4420/6355308 by G
roningen U

niversity user on 02 February 2022



..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

.
HFpEF in mice: where do we
stand?

Over the last decades, development of HFpEF specific treatments
has been disappointing. Standard, successful, HF with reduced ejec-
tion fraction (HFrEF) treatment options, such as angiotensin-
converting enzyme inhibitors (ACEi), angiotensin receptor 1 blockers
and mineralocorticoid receptor antagonists (MRA) did not convin-
cingly reduce mortality and morbidity rates in HFpEF patients.40–42

Trials with other types of drugs, such as nitric oxide donors and cyclic
guanosine monophosphate (cGMP) stimulating therapies failed to im-
prove clinical status,43–47 or were neutral for the primary endpoint
(angiotensin receptor–neprilysin inhibitor, PARAGON-HF trial48,49).
To date, no HFpEF specific treatment options exist and there is an
unmet need to improve morbidity and mortality rate in these
patients.

Drug development typically progresses in stages, from pre-clinical
to clinical. Valuable HFpEF animal models presenting clinical HFpEF
phenotypes are crucial for the successful design of new therapies.
This has been neglected so far, which has led to the failure of many
clinical studies. Sildenafil, for example, successfully reduced LV hyper-
trophy and cardiac remodelling in mice that suffered from angiotensin
II (ANGII)-induced or transverse aortic constriction (TAC) induced
HF.50,51 Clinical studies of sildenafil in HFpEF patients, however, did
not observe these beneficial effects on clinical or hemodynamic
parameters.45 Studies with ACEi in myocardial infarction models
(MI),52,53 successfully reduced hypertrophy and fibrosis with a con-
comitant improvement of cardiac function. However, studies in
patients with HFpEF have yielded inconsistent results.40 This was also
the case for the MRA spironolactone: in pre-clinical studies in diet
induced51,54 and myocardial infarction (MI)55,56 models this drug
improved systolic and diastolic cardiac function. A subsequent large
randomized controlled trial on the other hand, remained neutral and
did not meet its endpoint.41 The unsuccessful bench-to-bedside
translation may, at least partly, be explained by the fact that pre-
clinical animals models not fully recapitulate the clinical HFpEF
phenotype and TAC or MI models cannot be considered as HFpEF
model.

In this review we discuss and score several pre-clinical HFpEF
models using the HFA-PEFF and H2FPEF scores. We found that sev-
eral major discrepancies exist between pre-clinical HF models and
clinical HFpEF. Pre-clinical HFpEF models do not always recognize
the importance of signs and symptoms of HFpEF, or clinical HFpEF
characteristics (graphical abstract). Several so-called HFpEF models
would have obtained high scores according to the HFA-PEFF and
H2FPEF risk scores (Figure 2) due to functional or morphological fea-
tures, while signs of lung congestion or exercise impairment were ab-
sent and levels of natriuretic peptides low (Table 1). Thus, a model
without pulmonary congestion may relate to hypertensive heart dis-
ease in humans rather than clinical HFpEF (for example db/db or ob/
ob models). The currently developed HFA-PEFF and H2FPEF scores
both emphasize typical symptoms and signs of HF, or clinical HFpEF
characteristics as key for the diagnosis of HFpEF. Although the assess-
ment of signs and symptoms or diagnostic HF criteria may be more
challenging in animals than in humans, it is not impossible. Pulmonary
congestion can be demonstrated by increased lung weight, and

reduced exercise tolerance can be measured via voluntary or forced
exercise testing. Reduced exercise tolerance is one of the hallmarks
in human HFpEF and should ideally be part of phenotyping HFpEF
animal models.

Importantly, the demonstration of LV diastolic dysfunction has
been the cornerstone of validation of a HFpEF animal model; how-
ever, the presence of diastolic dysfunction alone is neither synonym-
ous nor sufficient for a diagnosis of HFpEF. Indeed, diastolic
dysfunction, as occurs with aging, can exist without the presence of
symptomatic HF. Nonetheless, aging is a potent risk factor for
HFpEF.7,57,58 Aging itself is associated with ventricular-vascular stiff-
ening and fibrosis, key mechanisms in the pathogenesis of HFpEF.59,60

The aging process also exacerbates chronic systemic inflammation,
dysregulation of energy supply61–63 and increased cardiomyocyte
stiffness and increased hypertrophy that may all result in HFpEF spe-
cific diastolic dysfunction and cardiac remodelling.64,65 We realize
that aging itself can have major practical limitations (>20 months to
produce the phenotype); however, because it is such an important
factor, we encourage researchers to include it.

Another major difference between animal and human HFpEF can
be found in disease complexity and disease heterogeneity. In humans,
HFpEF is considered a multifactorial and heterogeneous disease with
a plethora of clinical manifestations.11 For many years, pre-clinical
HFpEF models have relied upon a single perturbation. The develop-
ment of several recent multifactorial models has shown that it is feas-
ible to develop a HFpEF-like phenotype in mice by using multiple
perturbations, and these models may represent a new era of multifac-
torial pre-clinical HFpEF models.

HFpEF in mice: fundamental
checklist

We do not believe that ‘one-size-fits-all’ pre-clinical HFpEF model
exists. Several animal models of HFpEF have been developed that
only focused on a limited aspect of this multifactorial syndrome. This
strategy has been proven unsuccessful and the recent development
of combinatory models is very promising.66–68 Although recent multi-
factorial HFpEF models have been proven valuable, and may improve
bench-to-bed translation, these models also focus on specific HFpEF
phenotypes and do not recapitulate the entire heterogeneity of the
clinical HFpEF syndrome. In addition, technical challenges remain in
developing mouse models. AF, for example, has not been included in
any of the pre-clinical HFpEF models so far.

We therefore suggest that all pre-clinical HFpEF studies should in-
clude a mouse model that fulfils (a majority of) the following require-
ments in order to perform a reliable and accurate pre-clinical HFpEF
study. This has been schematically presented in Figure 3.

Pretest assessment of signs and
symptoms and clinical HFpEF features
First of all, ejection fraction should be preserved. Assessment of
symptoms such as shortness of breath, fatigue, oedema, tachycardia,
and exercise impairment in animals may be less straightforward than
in humans, but various parameters are available to provide a global
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.impression if signs and symptoms and clinical HFpEF features are
present:

• Increased natriuretic peptide levels. Natriuretic peptide levels should
be measured in plasma or LV tissue. Elevated natriuretic peptide
levels play an important part in the HFA-PEFF score and also pro-
vide a global impression if HFpEF is likely to be present in animals.

• Impaired exercise performance. Impaired exercise capacity caused by
skeletal muscle weakness, fatigue, or cardiovascular to muscle
mismatch should be measured by voluntary or forced exercise.
This is a typical feature of HFpEF, and analysis of exercise capacity,
including assessment of skeletal muscle function, will provide es-
sential information regarding HFpEF severity.69–71

• Lung congestion. Analysis of lung weight and pulmonary vasculature
will be helpful to determine increased diastolic filling pressures and
presence of diastolic dysfunction.

In case surrogate measurements of signs and symptoms and clinical
HFpEF features (increased natriuretic peptides, preserved ejection
fraction and increased comorbidity burden) are not present, the pre-
clinical model does not meet the HFpEF criteria as suggested by the

two scores and should therefore not be regarded as a pre-clinical
HFpEF model.

A distinct cardiac phenotype with
preserved systolic lv function with
concentric hypertrophy and diastolic
dysfunction

• Assessment of systolic cardiac function. Systolic cardiac function
should be assessed by transthoracic echocardiography and should
include measurement of LV dimensions to assess concentric
hypertrophy and LV systolic function. Post-mortem analysis
(weighing and staining) of the total heart and LV should take place
to assess amount of cardiac hypertrophy and fibrosis.

• Assessment of diastolic function. Diastolic function should be deter-
mined by morphological criteria (atrial enlargement) or functional
parameters. In mice, evaluation of diastolic function is complex
and the E/A and E/e0 ratio is difficult to assess and highly variable.72

Global longitudinal strain (GLS) and reverse peak longitudinal
strain rate (RPLSR) are easily obtained, highly reproducible, and
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Figure 2 HFA-PEFF and H2FPEF scores obtained by HF models. All HF models have been scored for cardiac and extra-cardiac domains of HFA-
PEFF and H2FPEF scores. Based upon these scores, mouse HF models are differentiated into more or less likely to fulfil the criteria of the HFA-PEFF
or H2FPEF score. If we solely record the scores, several of so-called HFpEF models would have obtained high scores due to functional or morpho-
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.have therefore to be integrated as indices of diastolic dysfunction
in mice.73,74 Post-mortem analysis (weighing) of atria should take
place to evaluate atrial enlargement.

• Assessment of cardiac hemodynamics. Although considered as gold
standard for diagnosis of HFpEF, invasive hemodynamic measure-
ments are performed to a limited scale in humans due to a lack of
expertise, availability, risks, and costs. A distinct advantage in ani-
mal models is that this gold standard assessment can be done
more easily and more frequently but requires experience to be re-
liable. Invasive hemodynamic measurements provide information
on intracardiac volumes, filling pressures, contractile and relaxation
forces and derivate measures such as tau, dP/dT of the LV.
Although measurements of systolic pulmonary artery pressure and
pulmonary capillary wedge pressure yield additional information
about diastolic function and pulmonary hypertension, measuring
right-sided invasive hemodynamics presents more of a challenge in
pre-clinical models and may not be required if gold standard left-
sided invasive hemodynamics are already evaluated.

Extra-cardiac comorbidities such as
hypertension, obesity, type 2 diabetes
mellitus, and renal dysfunction
Assessment of extra-cardiac features of HFpEF should take place in
all pre-clinical HFpEF models. This assessment should include

evaluation of several comorbidities that are closely related to the de-
velopment of HFpEF.

• Hypertension. Assessment of hypertension can be performed in
several ways, including invasive hemodynamic measurements at
sacrifice or by using tail-cuff measurements or continuous registra-
tions throughout the study period.

• Renal function. Plasma should be obtained to determine kidney
function. Post-mortem analysis of kidneys should take place
(weighing þ staining).

• Obesity. Mice should be repeatedly weighed during the experiment.
Body mass composition should be determined throughout the ex-
periment and prior to sacrifice.

• T2DM. Fasting plasma glucose levels or glycated hemoglobin
should be obtained throughout the experiment. Glucose tolerance
can be evaluated by oral glucose tolerance test and insulin sensitiv-
ity can be tested by insulin tolerance test.

• Skeletal muscle weakness. Post-mortem analysis of skeletal muscle
should take place to evaluate reduced mass, and address impaired
skeletal oxidative metabolism and abnormal skeletal muscle
composition.

AF is a well-known comorbidity for HFpEF and represents an im-
portant part of the H2FPEF score (three points if AF is present).
Unfortunately, induction of AF in mice is challenging and so far none

Diabetes

Skeletal muscle weakness

Renal dysfunction

Pulmonary hypertension

Pulmonary congestion

Hypertension

HFpEF in mice: a novel approach to develop a multifactorial pre-clinical HFpEF mouse model 

Increased fibrosis

Concentric LV hypertrophy

Elevated natriuretic peptides

Diastolic dysfunction

Preserved Ejection Fraction

SexAging

Obesity

Left atrial enlargement

Figure 3 HFpEF in mice: a novel approach to develop a multifactorial pre-clinical HFpEF mouse model. The following clinical HFpEF features are
essential to develop a reliable and accurate pre-clinical HFpEF model: (1) pulmonary congestion and elevated natriuretic peptides; (2) a distinct car-
diac phenotype with preserved systolic LV function with concentric hypertrophy, fibrosis, atrial enlargement and diastolic dysfunction; (3) extra-car-
diac comorbidities such as hypertension, obesity, T2DM and renal dysfunction and skeletal muscle weakness; and (4) incorporate and evaluate the
effect of sex and aging. LV, left ventricle. Parts of the figure were drawn by using pictures from Smart Servier Medical Art (http://smart.servier.com),
licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 3.0 Generic License (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/).
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.
of the experimental AF models resemble typical clinical HFpEF char-
acteristics.75–77 We therefore excluded AF from this section.

Effect of sex and aging
Epidemiological evidence suggests that HFpEF is highly represented
in older women.78 The effect of aging and sex should therefore be
taken into account when developing a pre-clinical model.

• Aging. The life span of a rodent is shorter than humans, and mice
are already considered ‘old’ after 18 months and ‘very old’ when
>24 months.79 Aging may represent an important contributing fac-
tor to the development of HFpEF and should therefore be consid-
ered when studying HFpEF.57,80

• Female sex. Sex-specific differences are known to exist in humans
and mice 4,12,81–86 and for various interventions, young female
mice have been shown to be less susceptible to develop a cardiac
phenotype as compared to young males.87,88 Hormonal differen-
ces or hormonal changes (such as menopause) are thought to
play an important role in the increased cardiovascular risk profile
of older females.21,89 Interestingly, the development of LV hyper-
trophy may also occur in a sex-specific manner: females more
often display concentric remodeling89 while males develop eccen-
tric LV remodeling.90 Since the meaning of these differences are
not fully understood yet we strongly advise to develop pre-clinical
HFpEF models that take into account the effect sex may have. At
the very least, investigators may consider including females rather
than performing exclusively male experiments as is often the case.

Validation and translation of the
H2FPEF and HFA-PEFF scores in
animal models

For most experimental HFpEF models, mice are preferred small ani-
mals since they are easy to handle, quick to breed, allow genetic
experiments, and are known to produce reliable and highly reprodu-
cible outcomes. Larger animal models of HFpEF, such as rat,91–108

dogs109,110 and pigs,111–117 also exist (summarized in Supplementary
material online, Table S1); nevertheless, ethical issues, difficulty in
introducing high throughput genetic and molecular studies, cost, and
duration of study limit large animal models. We included mice models
that were widely used in HF research, and are presented as ‘HFpEF’
models, or were used to evaluate several HFpEF treatment options
in the pre-clinical phase, often without translational success.

All models were scored for pre-clinical sign and symptoms or clin-
ical HFpEF features (including age and sex), as well as cardiac and
extra-cardiac domains of HFA-PEFF and H2FPEF scores (Table 1).
Based upon these scores, mouse HF models have been differentiated
into more or less likely to fulfil the criteria of the HFA-PEFF or
H2FPEF score, schematically presented in Figure 2. In the Graphical
abstract, we presented the models in less or high likelihood for
HFpEF, including whether models with higher scores also present
pre-clinical signs and symptoms or clinical HFpEF characteristics.

Angiotensin-II infusion models
Chronic stimulation of the ANGII type 1 receptor with ANGII
infusion by osmotic mini-pumps is a well-known and reliable model

to induce HF with cardiac hypertrophy and increased remodelling.
Remodeling takes place with118–122 or without123 hypertension,
depending on the dosage of ANGII. The ANGII effects seems to be
strain specific: treatment with ANGII in Balb/c124 mice typically
results in lung congestion and LV dilatation, whereas treatment with
ANGII in C57BL6 mice results in lung congestion, as well as exercise
intolerance, concentric remodelling with fibrosis, and increased levels
of natriuretic peptides.120,122 ANGII treated mice develop diastolic
dysfunction that includes worsening LV isovolumetric relaxation
time, increased LV end-diastolic pressure and increased E/e0.50,120–124

In mice, exogenous ANGII administration does not interfere with kid-
ney function,123 but may induce skeletal muscle alterations.125 ANGII
models, and especially the ANGII induced hypertension models, re-
semble cardiac features of human HFpEF to a large extent. Effects of
age and obesity, however, are neglected in this model resulting in the
following scores:

• Pretest assessment of signs and symptoms and clinical HFpEF fea-
tures: lung congestion, hypertension and reduced exercise
capacity.

• Total HFA-PEFF score: 6 (diastolic dysfunction, LV hypertrophy,
increased natriuretic peptide levels);

• Total H2FPEF score: 2 (hypertension and increased filling
pressures).

Leptin receptor-deficient model (db/db)
Genetically modified db/db mice have a point mutation in the gene
encoding for the leptin receptor that leads to malfunctioning of this
receptor.126 These mice are typically used for cardiometabolic re-
search, especially for studies in the field of non-insulin dependent
T2DM. Young db/db mice develop obesity, hyperglycaemia and se-
vere dyslipidemia without hypertension.127 The onset of symptoms
in mice is severe and early in life, and therefore not directly translat-
able to the human situation in which progression of obesity and
T2DM is a slower and chronic process. db/db mice have been
from different strains, different ages and different sex128 and results
from studies performed in these mice are therefore not always
comparable.

In general, db/db mice develop diastolic dysfunction including atrial
enlargement, concentric hypertrophy, and fibrosis at older
ages.129,130 LV ejection fraction remains preserved, with decreased
GLS rates after 16 weeks. Hypertension may be present, with131,132

or without133,134 ANGII infusion. Development of cardiac hyper-
trophy may already be present at early age (8–9 weeks133,135) or
develops at a later point in time (up to 16 weeks136,137). Most db/db
mice develop concentric hypertrophy, although eccentric hyper-
trophy has been observed as well.138 Signs of congestion are usually
not present in these mice, and natriuretic peptide levels are not
elevated.139,140

• Pretest assessment of signs and symptoms and clinical HFpEF fea-
tures: increased comorbidity burden (obesity and diabetes) and
reduced exercise capacity.

• Total HFA-PEFF score: 4 (diastolic dysfunction, LV hypertrophy);
• Total H2FPEF score: 4 (obesity, hypertension, diastolic dysfunction).

HFpEF in humans and mice 4427
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Leptin-deficient model (ob/ob)
The ob/ob is a leptin-deficient mouse that spontaneously develops
obesity (within 4 weeks) and T2DM secondary to hyperglycaemia
and hyperinsulinemia.141,142 The mice develop concentric hyper-
trophy with diastolic dysfunction possible due to lipid accumula-
tion.143 The ejection fraction is preserved without congestion or
exercise impairment and natriuretic peptide levels are unchanged or
reduced.144–146 The observed maladaptive cardiac alterations appear
to be related to the loss of leptin mediated signaling and are reversed
by recombinant leptin treatment.129,147 However, obese HFpEF
patients with leptin deficiency are rarely observed, so the ob/ob mice
do not mimic the human HFpEF phenotype.148

• Pretest of signs and symptoms and clinical HFpEF features:
increased comorbidity burden (obesity and diabetes) and reduced
exercise capacity.

• Total HFA-PEFF score: 4 (diastolic dysfunction, LV hypertrophy);
• Total H2FPEF score: 3 (obesity, diastolic dysfunction).

High fat diet/western diet
Obesity is an important comorbidity in patients with HFpEF and has
been suggested to play an import role in (development of)
HFpEF.149,150 In pre-clinical models, unhealthy food consumption is
mimicked by a high fat diet (HFD) (>60% fat of daily caloric intake) or
by a Western diet (36% fat and 36% sucrose of daily intake). Both of
these diets are able to induce an unfavourable cardiometabolic
phenotype with obesity and glucose intolerance in young male and
female animals138,151–155 albeit in a strain-specific manner.156–159 In
older animals, the HFD appears to result in more profound cardio-
metabolic changes including hyperglycaemia and insulin resistance
and more profound inflammation.160,161 There may also be sex-
specific effect as female mice tend to gain more weight than age-
matched male littermates.81,138,154–164

Besides an unfavourable cardiometabolic phenotype, these models
result in concentric LV hypertrophy with preserved ejection fraction,
and mild to moderate diastolic dysfunction.154,163,164 Furthermore,
pulmonary hypertension has been described as well as increased lev-
els of cardiac fibrosis.164,165 Pulmonary congestion is absent and lev-
els of natriuretic peptides are usually not elevated.166 Renal
dysfunction may occur after long term diet (>20 weeks) in young
mice or at earlier point in time in aged mice.161,167,168 Mice fed on an
HFD or Western diet typically show reduced exercise capacity, most
likely related to their obese state as skeletal muscle weakness is not
observed in these mice.71,157,169

• Pretest assessment of signs and symptoms and clinical HFpEF fea-
tures: increased comorbidity burden (obesity and pre-diabetes)
and reduced exercise capacity.

• Total HFA-PEFF score: 4 (diastolic dysfunction, LV hypertrophy).
• Total H2FPEF score: 4 (obesity, pulmonary hypertension, diastolic

dysfunction)

Aged mice (24–30 months)
Similar to humans, natural aging in mice (with or without dietary
intervention) is a main driver of development of a maladaptive cardiac
HFpEF phenotype.170 At an age of 24–30 months, mice recapitulate
many hallmarks of human HFpEF pathophysiology, including diastolic

dysfunction, concentric hypertrophy with fibrosis and reduced exer-
cise capacity.171,172 This mice furthermore have lung congestion and
increased natriuretic peptide levels. Hypertension or T2DM, how-
ever, have not been described.

• Pretest assessment of signs and symptoms and clinical HFpEF fea-
tures: lung congestion, increased natriuretic peptide levels, reduced
exercise capacity, but no comorbidity burden.

• Total HFA-PEFF score: 6 (diastolic dysfunction, LV hypertrophy);
• Total H2FPEF score: 2 (age, diastolic dysfunction).

Accelerated senescence model (SAMP)
Senescence accelerated prone (SAMP) mice belong to a strain of
mice that were generated by selective inbreeding of AKR/J mice.173

These mice show accelerated senescence and age-related patho-
logical phenotypes, similar to aging disorders seen in humans. In add-
ition, they start displaying features of aging at younger age
(10 months) than normal mice (8 months).174 Deleterious mutations
in the DNA repair genes are to be involved in their genetic vulner-
ability for enhanced aging, and specific gene analyses show involve-
ment of oxidative and stress response pathways.175 SAMP mice
develop age-related diastolic dysfunction with atrial enlargement and
adverse cardiac remodelling including LV hypertrophy and fibro-
sis.102,159,176 Levels of natriuretic peptides are elevated in these
mice.159 When fed a Western diet, SAMP mice also develop hyper-
tension and lung congestion, albeit without obesity or T2DM.159 It
has not been described if female or male SAMPs age differently.

• Pretest assessment of signs and symptoms and clinical HFpEF fea-
tures: increased natriuretic peptide levels, lung congestion and
reduced exercise capacity.

• Total HFA-PEFF score: 6 (diastolic dysfunction, LV hypertrophy,
elevated natriuretic peptides).

• Total H2FPEF score: 4 (hypertension, effect of aging, increased fill-
ing pressures).

Progress in pre-clinical HF models:
development of multifactorial
models

The abovementioned models are mostly unifactorial disease models
that use one perturbation to induce HF. More recently, progress has
been made in the development of pre-clinical HFpEF models and this
has led to multifactorial models that use two or more perturbations
to mimic the human HFpEF phenotype. In the following section, we
will again use the HFA-PEFF and H2FPEF score to describe and valid-
ate a traditional multifactorial model as well as newer multifactorial
HFpEF models.

Deoxycorticosterone acetate salt-
sensitive model
The deoxycorticosterone acetate salt-sensitive model was already
developed in 1969 to study hypertension in young mice and rats.177

This model relies upon a combination of multiple perturbations
including administration of deoxycorticosterone acetate, increased
salt intake (addition of 1% NaCl to drinking water) and

4428 C. Withaar et al.
D

ow
nloaded from

 https://academ
ic.oup.com

/eurheartj/article/42/43/4420/6355308 by G
roningen U

niversity user on 02 February 2022



..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

..

.
uninephrectomy. This typically results in cardiac hypertrophy with fi-
brosis, increased levels of natriuretic peptides, while blood pressure
remains unchanged or only mildly increased.178,179 LV function
remains preserved while moderate diastolic dysfunction can be
observed.180 Nevertheless, these mice do not display lung conges-
tion.181 Again, the effect of age and sex has not been described in this
model.

• Pretest assessment of signs and symptoms and clinical HFpEF fea-
tures: increased natriuretic peptide levels, and reduced exercise
capacity.

• Total HFA-PEFF score: 6 (diastolic dysfunction, LV hypertrophy,
increased levels of natriuretic peptides);

• Total H2FPEF score: 1 (diastolic dysfunction).

Aldosterone uninephrectomy mouse
Impaired renal function is frequently observed in patients with
HFpEF. Renal dysfunction may be attributed to fluid overload, blood
pressure elevation, and thus congestion.182 In C57BL6 or FB/N back-
ground, the combination of uninephrectomy and aldosterone infu-
sion results in the development of hypertension, lung congestion, and
reduced exercise capacity without obesity or T2DM.183,184

Preserved LV ejection fraction is observed with concentric remodel-
ling, mild-to-moderate diastolic dysfunction, and increased levels of
natriuretic peptides.185–188 The effect of female sex or aging is un-
known and obesity or T2DM is not observed.

• Pretest assessment of signs and symptoms and clinical HFpEF fea-
tures: lung congestion, increased natriuretic peptide levels and
reduced exercise capacity.

• Total HFA-PEFF score: 6 (diastolic dysfunction, LV hypertrophy,
increased levels of natriuretic peptides);

• Total H2FPEF score: 2 (hypertension, increased filling pressures).

Combinatory model of high fat diet and
L-NAME
Schiattarella et al.169 were the first to present a two-hit pre-clinical
mouse model that resembles human HFpEF. In short, C57BL/6N
wild-type mice were subjected to a combination of HFD and hyper-
tension that was induced by L-NAME (constitutive nitric oxide syn-
thase inhibitor). They observed that mice that were subjected to
both stress factors developed a typical HFpEF phenotype, including
lung congestion and reduced exercise tolerance and increased natri-
uretic peptides. On the contrary, mice that were only exposed to
one stressor did not develop this phenotype.169 More recently, sex-
dependent effects have also been shown: young female mice were
more resilient for development of HFpEF, as the combination of
high-fat and L-NAME resulted in a more attenuated cardiac pheno-
type as compared to young male mice.189 The effect of aging was not
studied.

• Pretest assessment of signs and symptoms and clinical HFpEF fea-
tures: increased natriuretic peptides, lung congestion, reduced ex-
ercise capacity, and increased comorbidity burden (hypertension,
obesity and pre-diabetes).

• Total HFA-PEFF score: 6 points (increased natriuretic peptides,
diastolic dysfunction, concentric LV hypertrophy).

• Total H2FPEF score: 4 (obesity, hypertension, increased fill-
ing pressures).

Combinatory model of high fat diet and
ANGII infusion
The combination of HFD and ANGII infusion induces hypertension,
obesity and T2DM in young male mice.151,190,191 This intervention
also results in preserved LV function with diastolic dysfunction, con-
centric hypertrophy with fibrosis and increased natriuretic peptides.
However, signs and symptoms or clinical features of HFpEF, if any, ap-
pear to be very mild since lung congestion in young animals is absent
and effect on exercise capacity is unknown.151,190–192

• Pretest assessment of signs and symptoms and clinical HFpEF fea-
tures: increased natriuretic peptide levels, increased comorbidity
burden (hypertension and pre-diabetes);

• Total HFA-PEFF score: 6 (diastolic dysfunction, LV hypertrophy,
elevated levels of natriuretic peptides);

• Total H2FPEF score: 4 (obesity, hypertension, increased filling
pressures).

Combinatory model of aging, high fat
diet, and ANGII infusion
We have recently developed a multifactorial mouse model that com-
bines aging (18–22 months) with HFD and ANGII infusion.193 In these
older female C57BL6/J mice, a HFpEF-like phenotype is present
including concentric LV hypertrophy and LV fibrosis, diastolic dys-
function, lung congestion, increased natriuretic peptide levels, and
elevated blood pressures. The effect of sex has not been studied yet.

• Pretest assessment of signs and symptoms and clinical HFpEF fea-
tures: lung congestion, increased natriuretic peptide levels, reduced
exercise capacity, and increased comorbidity burden (hyperten-
sion, obesity and pre-diabetes);

• Total HFA-PEFF score: 6 (diastolic dysfunction, concentric LV
hypertrophy, elevated natriuretic peptide levels);

• Total H2FPEF score: 5 (obesity, hypertension, elderly, increased
filling pressures).

Combinatory model of aging, high fat
diet and desoxycorticosterone pivalate
A very recent study by Deng et al.194 used a combinatory model of
16 months of ageing, long-term HFD (13 months) and 3 months of
desoxycorticosterone pivalate challenge in mice to induce a HFpEF-
like phenotype. Their model resulted in many typical HFpEF features,
including lung congestion, hypertension and impaired exercise toler-
ance. They also showed diastolic dysfunction, LV hypertrophy, fibro-
sis and increased levels of natriuretic peptides. Both sexes were
included but not further studied.

• Pretest assessment of signs and symptoms and clinical HFpEF fea-
tures: lung congestion, increased natriuretic peptide levels, reduced
exercise capacity and increased comorbidity burden (hypertension,
obesity and pre-diabetes);

• Total HFA-PEFF score: 6 (diastolic dysfunction, LV hypertrophy,
elevated natriuretic peptide levels);

• Total H2FPEF score: 5 (obesity, hypertension, elderly, increased
filling pressures).

HFpEF in humans and mice 4429
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Conclusion

HFpEF remains a major public health problem worldwide with still
increasing prevalence and incidence. So far, HFpEF treatment mostly
focuses on symptom reduction since HFpEF-specific drugs do not
exist. Despite numerous efforts to develop HFpEF-specific drugs,
bench-to-bedside translation has not been successful, and this may, at
least partly, be due to the lack of pre-clinical HFpEF models that ad-
equately recapitulate the complexities of the human condition.

HFpEF is a multifactorial disease in which comorbidities contribute
to the pathophysiology of the clinical syndrome. While this compli-
cates the development of preclinical models, progress in the field will
be aided by consensus on key elements that a HFpEF animal model
should manifest. The recent development of two clinical HFpEF
scores has led to a novel clinical standard for defining the key clinical
features of HFpEF. This state-of-the-art review is the first to apply
clinical scores to HFpEF mouse models to improve putative applic-
ability and translational value of pre-clinical HFpEF research. It pro-
poses a novel approach to follow when performing a pre-clinical
HFpEF study to optimize bench-to-bed translation and provide a
checklist for small HFpEF animal models. Although this checklist may
not capture all human HFpEF variables, it will help to provide better
and more relevant small animal HFpEF models with better putative
application and translational value. So far, most of the pre-clinical
models do not fully meet these criteria (presented in Graphical
abstract). Of course, pathophysiology of the mouse heart cannot be
translated to humans 1 on 1, and translation of pre-clinical findings to
human conditions should always be done cautiously. Of note, clinical
studies should be challenged as well to account for diverse HFpEF
physiology to optimize bench-to-bed translation.

This review furthermore describes some multifactorial models
that resemble human HFpEF to a large extent, and suggests that these
small animal models remain attractive models for future HFpEF re-
search. Based on this review, we advocate that future HFpEF pre-
clinical studies that test potential new therapeutic agents should con-
sider use of multiple HFpEF animal models so that their effects can be
tested on multiple HFpEF phenotypes. Following this approach we
believe that pre-clinical HFpEF models will be able to help fill major
gaps in HFpEF pathophysiology and will eventually facilitate develop-
ment of novel HFpEF therapeutics.

Supplementary material

Supplementary material is available at European Heart Journal online.
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116. Gyöngyösi M, Pavo N, Lukovic D, Zlabinger K, Spannbauer A, Traxler D,
Goliasch G, Mandic L, Bergler-Klein J, Gugerell A, Jakab A, Szankai Z, Toth L,
Garamvölgyi R, Maurer G, Jaisser F, Zannad F, Thum T, Bátkai S, Winkler J.
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Böhm M. Heart rate reduction by If-inhibition improves vascular stiffness and
left ventricular systolic and diastolic function in a mouse model of heart failure
with preserved ejection fraction. Eur Heart J 2013;34:2839–2849.

128. Alex L, Russo I, Holoborodko V, Frangogiannis NG. Characterization of a
mouse model of obesity-related fibrotic cardiomyopathy that recapitulates fea-
tures of human heart failure with preserved ejection fraction. Am J Physiol Heart
Circ Physiol 2018;315:H934–H949.

129. Barouch LA, Berkowitz DE, Harrison RW, O’Donnell CP, Hare JM. Disruption
of leptin signaling contributes to cardiac hypertrophy independently of body
weight in mice. Circulation 2003;108:754–759.

130. Van den Bergh A, Flameng W, Herijgers P. Type II diabetic mice exhibit con-
tractile dysfunction but maintain cardiac output by favourable loading condi-
tions. Eur J Heart Fail 2006;8:777–783.

131. Arow M, Waldman M, Yadin D, Nudelman V, Shainberg A, Abraham NG,
Freimark D, Kornowski R, Aravot D, Hochhauser E, Arad M. Sodium-glucose
cotransporter 2 inhibitor Dapagliflozin attenuates diabetic cardiomyopathy.
Cardiovasc Diabetol 2020;19:7.

132. Van Bilsen M, Daniels A, Brouwers O, Janssen BJAA, Derks WJAA, Brouns AE,
Munts C, Schalkwijk CG, Van Der Vusse GJ, Van Nieuwenhoven FA.
Hypertension is a conditional factor for the development of cardiac hyper-
trophy in type 2 diabetic mice. PLoS One 2014;9:e85078.

133. Sukumaran V, Tsuchimochi H, Tatsumi E, Shirai M, Pearson JT. Azilsartan ameli-
orates diabetic cardiomyopathy in young db/db mice through the modulation of
ACE-2/ANG 1–7/Mas receptor cascade. Biochem Pharmacol 2017;144:90–99.

134. Habibi J, Aroor AR, Sowers JR, Jia G, Hayden MR, Garro M, Barron B, Mayoux
E, Rector RS, Whaley-Connell A, DeMarco VG. Sodium glucose transporter 2
(SGLT2) inhibition with empagliflozin improves cardiac diastolic function in a fe-
male rodent model of diabetes. Cardiovasc Diabetol 2017;16:9.

135. Yue P, Arai T, Terashima M, Sheikh AY, Cao F, Charo D, Hoyt G, Robbins RC,
Ashley EA, Wu J, Yang PC, Tsao PS. Magnetic resonance imaging of progressive
cardiomyopathic changes in the db/db mouse. Am J Physiol Heart Circ Physiol
2007;292:H2106–H2118.

136. Regitz-Zagrosek V, Brokat S, Tschope C. Role of gender in heart failure with
normal left ventricular ejection fraction. Prog Cardiovasc Dis 2007;49:241–251.

137. Hutchinson KR, Lord CK, West TA, Stewart JA. Jr., Cardiac fibroblast-
dependent extracellular matrix accumulation is associated with diastolic stiff-
ness in type 2 diabetes. PLoS One 2013;8:e72080.

138. Bostick B, Habibi J, Ma L, Aroor A, Rehmer N, Hayden MR, Sowers JR.
Dipeptidyl peptidase inhibition prevents diastolic dysfunction and reduces myo-
cardial fibrosis in a mouse model of Western diet induced obesity. Metabolism
2014;63:1000–1011.

139. Gutkowska J, Broderick TL, Bogdan D, Wang D, Lavoie JM, Jankowski M.
Downregulation of oxytocin and natriuretic peptides in diabetes: Possible impli-
cations in cardiomyopathy. J Physiol 2009;587:4725–4736.

140. Broderick TL, Jankowski M, Wang D, Danalache BA, Parrott CR, Gutkowska J.
Downregulation in GATA4 and downstream structural and contractile genes in
the db/db mouse heart. ISRN Endocrinol 2012;2012:1–12.

141. Lindström P. The physiology of obese-hyperglycemic mice [ob/ob mice].
ScientificWorldJournal 2007;7:666–685.

142. Ingalls AM, Dickie MM, Snell GD. Obese, a new mutation in the house mouse. J
Hered 1950;41:317–318.

143. Christoffersen C, Bollano E, Lindegaard MLS, Bartels ED, Goetze JP, Andersen
CB, Nielsen LB. Cardiac lipid accumulation associated with diastolic dysfunction
in obese mice. Endocrinology 2003;144:3483–3490.

144. Broderick TL, Wang D, Jankowski M, Gutkowska J. Unexpected effects of vol-
untary exercise training on natriuretic peptide and receptor mRNA expression
in the ob/ob mouse heart. Regul Pept 2014;188:52–59.

145. Christoffersen C, Bartels ED, Nielsen LB. Heart specific up-regulation of genes
for B-type and C-type natriuretic peptide receptors in diabetic mice. Eur J Clin
Invest 2006;36:69–75.

146. Manolescu DC, Jankowski M, Danalache BA, Wang D, Broderick TL, Chiasson
JL, Gutkowska J. All-trans retinoic acid stimulates gene expression of the cardio-
protective natriuretic peptide system and prevents fibrosis and apoptosis in car-
diomyocytes of obese ob/ob mice. Appl Physiol Nutr Metab 2014;39:1127–1136.

147. Dong F, Zhang X, Yang X, Esberg LB, Yang H, Zhang Z, Culver B, Ren J.
Impaired cardiac contractile function in ventricular myocytes from leptin-
deficient ob/ob obese mice. J Endocrinol 2006;188:25–36.

148. Clément K. Genetics of human obesity. C R Biol 2006;329:608–622.
149. Sorimachi H, Obokata M, Takahashi N, Reddy YNV, Jain CC, Verbrugge FH,

Koepp KE, Khosla S, Jensen MD, Borlaug BA. Pathophysiologic importance of
visceral adipose tissue in women with heart failure and preserved ejection frac-
tion. Eur Heart J 2021;42:1595–1605.

150. Withaar C, Meems LMG, De Boer RA. Fighting HFpEF in women: taking aim at
belly fat. Eur Heart J 2021;42:1606–1608.

151. Piek A, Koonen DPYY, Schouten E-MM, Lindtstedt EL, Michaëlsson E, de Boer
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