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ABSTRACT
Background: Adipose tissue radiodensity may have prognostic
importance for colorectal cancer (CRC) survival. Lower radiodensity
is indicative of larger adipocytes, while higher radiodensity may
represent adipocyte atrophy, inflammation, or edema.
Objectives: We investigated associations of adipose tissue radiodensity and longitudinal changes in adipose tissue radiodensity with
mortality among patients with nonmetastatic CRC.
Methods: In 3023 patients with stage I–III CRC, radiodensities
of visceral adipose tissue (VAT) and subcutaneous adipose tissue
(SAT) were quantified from diagnostic computed tomography (CT)
images. There were 1775 patients with follow-up images available.
Cox proportional hazards models and restricted cubic splines
were used to examine associations of at-diagnosis values and of
longitudinal changes in VAT and SAT radiodensities with risks of
death after adjusting for potential confounders, including body size
and comorbidities.
Results: VAT and SAT radiodensities were linearly associated with
all-cause mortality: the HRs for death per SD increase were 1.21
(95% CI, 1.11–1.32) for VAT radiodensity and 1.18 (95% CI, 1.11–
1.26) for SAT radiodensity. Changes in adipose tissue radiodensity
had curvilinear associations with risks of death. The HR for an
increase in VAT radiodensity of at least 1 SD was 1.53 (95% CI, 1.23–
1.90), while the HR for a decrease of at least 1 SD was nonsignificant
at 1.11 (95% CI, 0.84–1.47) compared with maintaining radiodensity
within 1 SD of baseline. Similarly, increases (HR, 1.88; 95% CI,
1.48–2.40) but not decreases (HR, 1.20; 95% CI, 0.94–1.54) in SAT
radiodensity significantly increased the risk of death compared with
no change in radiodensity.
Conclusions: In patients with nonmetastatic CRC, adipose tissue
radiodensity is a novel risk factor for total mortality that is
independent of BMI and changes in body weight.
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Introduction
The 5-year mortality rates are 10%–30% for local and
regional colorectal cancer (CRC) (1), which underscores the need
for prognostic markers to identify patients with nonmetastatic
disease at high risk for early mortality. Computed tomography
(CT) imaging is the standard of care for CRC diagnoses and
surveillance, opening the possibility of using imaging data to find
novel prognostic markers. Accumulating evidence demonstrates
the importance of body composition—quantity, distribution, and
quality of skeletal muscle and adipose tissue—in CRC. Multiple
studies show that a higher skeletal muscle mass is associated
with improved survival after CRC (2–4). In addition, the size
of visceral adipose tissue (VAT) and subcutaneous adipose tissue
(SAT) depots is associated with survival (2, 5, 6).
CT images offer the opportunity to examine the “quality” of
skeletal muscle and adipose tissue, above and beyond quantity
and distribution. Tissue quality has been studied mostly in
the context of skeletal muscle, where lower skeletal muscle
radiodensity, indicative of lipid deposition within muscle, is
associated with worse survival (7, 8). While the quality of
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Abdominal adipose tissue radiodensity is associated with survival after
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Methods
Study design
This analysis was conducted with data from the Colorectal
Cancer Sarcopenia and Near-Term Survival (C-SCANS) cohort
(2), a cohort study within the Kaiser Permanente Northern
California (KPNC) integrated health-care system. It included
all patients diagnosed at KPNC from 2006–2011 with stage
I–III CRC who had a surgical resection (n = 4465). The CSCANS study excluded patients who did not have an abdominal
or pelvic CT image collected as part of the routine staging workup
(n = 693), did not have a valid weight measure around the time of
the CT image (n = 411), or who had unreadable images (n = 99),
resulting in a sample of 3262 patients. Excluded participants were
more likely to be older, to have colon rather than rectal cancer,
and to have stage I compared with stage II or III disease. For
the current analysis, we excluded 239 patients for whom a valid
assessment of adipose tissue radiodensity from the CT image
was not possible due to streaking or notable graininess on the
image, resulting from metal implants or the patient’s abdomen
touching the scanner. The mean BMI (41.4 kg/m2 ; SD, 7.7 kg/m2 )
was higher for the 239 patients whose CT images were excluded
than for those patients included in the analysis (27.6 kg/m2 ; SD,
5.3 kg/m2 ), but all other baseline characteristics were similar.
Our final analytic sample included 3023 patients with usable
at-diagnosis CT images. These baseline CT images represent
the body composition at diagnosis. For this reason, we chose
the scan closest to diagnosis, but prior to any chemotherapy or
radiotherapy treatment. On average, baseline images were taken
1 week after diagnosis, with an SD of 9 days. Of those 3023
patients, 1775 patients had a follow-up CT image available: those
follow-up images were used to assess longitudinal changes in
adipose tissue radiodensity (for a flowchart, see Supplemental
Figure 1). Follow-up images were annual surveillance scans,
which are the standard of care in colorectal cancer; those
standard surveillance scans were available for a subset of

patients who received follow-up care within the KPNC health
system. Follow-up images represent the body composition in the
postdiagnosis period, once treatment was complete; these images
were taken on average 15 months after diagnosis, with an SD of
4 months.
The study was approved by the KPNC and the University of
Alberta Institutional Review Boards, with a waiver of written
informed consent.
Body composition and adipose tissue radiodensity
Body composition was assessed from a single transverse CT
image at the level of the third lumbar vertebra (18) using Slice-OMatic software (V5.0; TomoVision). Adipose tissue depots were
segmented to distinguish VAT and SAT. Cross-sectional areas
in cm2 were demarcated using anatomic knowledge and tissuespecific Hounsfield Unit (HU) ranges of −150 to −50 HU for
VAT, −190 to −30 HU for SAT, and −29 to 150 HU for skeletal
muscle (19, 20). Visceral, subcutaneous, and skeletal muscle
tissue radiodensities were defined as the average radiodensity
(in HU) of the tissue area of interest. All CT images for this
study were manually segmented using Slice-O-Matic software
by raters with years of experience who underwent training at
the University of Alberta. A randomly selected subsample of 50
CT images was analyzed by 2 raters blinded to the outcome,
and the remaining CT images were analyzed by a single rater.
The inter-rater coefficients of variation were 2.7% and 1.1% for
VAT and SAT, respectively (2). CT images in our data set were
primarily (90%) contrast-enhanced images; a sensitivity analysis
considering contrast status did not appreciably alter the results
(data not shown).
Covariates
KPNC electronic data sources, including patients’ electronic
medical record and the Cancer Registry, provided information on
disease stage, tumor site (rectum compared with colon), treatment
(receipt of chemotherapy and/or radiation), demographic factors
(age, self-reported race/ethnicity, sex), smoking history, and
comorbid conditions (Charlson Comorbidity Index). Height and
weight, measured at the clinical visit closest to the diagnosis CT
image, were used to calculate BMI. Body weights are collected
virtually every time a patient visited the clinic. For our study
sample, on average, valid weights were taken 8 days prior to the
CT scan, with an SD of 30 days.
Outcomes
The primary study outcome was all-cause mortality and the
secondary outcome was CRC-specific mortality. Deaths were
identified from the California state death registry, the National
Death Index using Social Security Administration data, and
KPNC mortality files through 31 May 2020. Deaths were
classified as CRC-specific if CRC was documented as an
underlying or contributing cause of death. Follow-up began from
the date of the diagnostic CT in the analyses focusing on atdiagnosis values of adipose tissue radiodensity, whereas followup began from the date of follow-up CT for analyses of changes
in radiodensity. For analyses of all-cause mortality, patients were
followed until death from any cause or 31 May 2020. For analyses
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adipose tissue may also have prognostic importance, this has been
examined in only a handful of studies, mostly in the context of
cardiovascular disease (9–11); to our knowledge, no prior study
has examined longitudinal changes in adipose tissue radiodensity.
The radiodensity of adipose tissue is not constant, as
morphology and composition of the tissue change over time.
For example, the size of the adipocytes increases with weight
gain (12), and higher adipocyte weight is associated with lower
radiodensity (13). Thus, lower radiodensity can be interpreted
as a measure of adipocyte hypertrophy and higher lipid content.
In patients without cancer, lower adipose tissue radiodensity has
been associated with adverse biomarkers and cardiometabolic
risks (10, 14). Conversely, higher adipose tissue radiodensity
has been associated with higher risks of death among the
elderly (9) and in patients with advanced cancer, including
hepatocellular carcinoma (15), metastatic CRC (16), and extremity sarcoma (17). To expand the limited knowledge regarding
the prognostic importance of adipose tissue radiodensity, the
aim of the current study was to assess whether adipose tissue
radiodensity and longitudinal changes in radiodensity after
CRC diagnosis were associated with all-cause and CRC-specific
mortality.

Adipose tissue radiodensity and mortality

of CRC-specific mortality, patients were followed until death
from CRC, censoring due to death from another cause, or 31 May
2020.
Statistical analysis

As a sensitivity analysis, we excluded 25 patients who died
within 30 days of colorectal resection, as these deaths were
likely due to surgical complications. In addition, we considered
an adjustment for skeletal muscle area as a covariate. Further,
in models for changes in radiodensity, we restricted analyses
to weight-stable patients who maintained a body weight within
5% between images, in addition to adjusting for the continuous
change in weight.
All analyses were performed using SAS (Statistical Analysis
Software 9.4, SAS Institute Inc.).

Results
Population characteristics
Patients with higher VAT radiodensities had similar ages and
comorbidity statuses as patients with lower VAT radiodensities,
but had lower BMIs, had higher stages at diagnosis, and were
more likely to be female (Table 1). The VAT radiodensity
was inversely correlated with the VAT area (Pearson correlation
coefficients for radiodensity and area were −0.69 for VAT and
−0.48 for SAT). In addition, the radiodensities of VAT and SAT
were correlated (Pearson correlation coefficient, 0.70), but the
mean radiodensity of SAT was lower (−96.6 HU; SD, 9.3 HU)
than that of VAT (−87.1 HU; SD, 8.0 HU).
Baseline characteristics according to the category of SAT
radiodensity showed similar patterns overall to those described
above for VAT radiodensity. Patients with higher SAT radiodensities were similar in terms of stage but appeared to be slightly
older and less likely to be female (Supplemental Table 1).
Radiodensities of VAT and SAT and mortality.
The VAT radiodensity was significantly, linearly associated
with all-cause mortality (Figure 1A; Table 2): for each SD
increase in VAT radiodensity, the HR for all-cause mortality
increased by 1.21 (95% CI, 1.11–1.32). Results for CRCspecific death were similar: the HR per SD increase in VAT
radiodensity was 1.22 (95% CI, 1.08–1.37). SAT radiodensity
was also significantly, linearly associated with all-cause mortality
(Figure 1B; Table 2): per SD increase in SAT radiodensity the HR
for all-cause mortality was 1.18 (95% CI, 1.11–1.26). Results for
CRC-specific death were similar (HR, 1.19; 95% CI, 1.09–1.31).
Changes in adipose tissue radiodensity: baseline
characteristics.
The mean time between images was 1.25 years (SD, 0.32
years) for the subset of patients that had a follow-up image
available. This subset had similar ages and BMIs as the total
cohort but was more likely to have stage III compared with stage
I disease (Supplemental Table 2). While on average the adipose
tissue radiodensity did not change between images, there was
extensive between-patient variation: the mean change in VAT
radiodensity was 1.13 HU (SD, 6.87 HU) and the mean change in
SAT radiodensity was -0.01 HU (SD, 8.89 HU). Between images,
428 (24%) of participants lost at least 5% of body weight, 395
(22%) gained at least 5%, and 952 (54%) maintained a stable
weight within 5% of baseline. The mean change in BMI was
−0.14 kg/m2 (SD, 2.45 kg/m2 ).
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We grouped the baseline (at-diagnosis) values of VAT radiodensity and SAT radiodensity into 3 groups according to whether
radiodensities of adipose tissues were within 1 SD of the mean,
>1 SD higher than the mean, or >1 SD lower than the mean (SDs,
8 HU for VAT radiodensity and 9 HU for SAT radiodensity). For
the patients with a follow-up image, we computed the difference
in continuous HU between follow-up and baseline images. We
grouped these changes into 3 categories according to whether
patients maintained adipose tissue radiodensity within 1 SD of
the baseline scan, increased in radiodensity >1 SD compared
with baseline, or decreased in radiodensity >1 SD compared with
baseline.
We used restricted cubic splines to examine the associations
of the continuous baseline values of VAT radiodensity and,
in separate models, SAT radiodensity with risks of death. In
all models, we used a data-driven approach developed by
Spiegelman et al. (21) to fit a spline with 4 knots, with the
median value as the reference, and to test for nonlinearity using
a likelihood ratio test to compare the flexible model to the more
parsimonious, linear model. Finding no evidence of nonlinearity,
as a complement to the graphic presentation of the splines, we
computed the HR for the continuous (per SD) association of atdiagnosis VAT and SAT radiodensities with risks of death from
any cause and from CRC.
In the subset of patients with follow-up images, we used
restricted cubic splines to examine the associations of continuous
changes in VAT radiodensity and, in separate models, SAT
radiodensity with risks of death. Finding evidence of nonlinearity,
we also computed the HR for the categorical association of
VAT and SAT radiodensities (increased or decreased radiodensity
compared with no change) with risks of death.
All models were adjusted for baseline values of potential confounders selected a priori: age at diagnosis, sex,
race/ethnicity (non-Hispanic White, non-Hispanic Black, Hispanic, Asian/Pacific Islander, or mixed/other), tumor site (colon
compared with rectum), cancer stage (I, II, or III), Charlson
Comorbidity Index, smoking status (current, former, or never),
and receipt of chemotherapy and/or radiation, distinguishing
between neoadjuvant and adjuvant treatment. Models for baseline
radiodensity were additionally adjusted for the continuous BMI
and for the adipose tissue area of interest (e.g., VAT area in
analyses of VAT radiodensity), whereas models for a change
in radiodensity were adjusted for the square of the continuous
change in BMI between images and for a change in the adipose
tissue area of interest, as well as for the number of days between
images. Covariates were selected a priori due either to their
potential confounding relationship with both radiodensity and
outcomes (e.g., age) or because they have known associations
with mortality (e.g., receipt of chemotherapy), and therefore
controlling for them improves statistical efficiency. We examined
possible effect modifications by sex and stage at diagnosis
through the use of product terms of our exposures with these
covariates; finding no evidence of an interaction, we present the
results overall.
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TABLE 1 Descriptive characteristics of our cohort of early stage colorectal cancer patients, shown overall and by category of baseline VAT radiodensity
(n = 3023)1

Characteristic

1 HU,

Overall

Within 1 SD
of mean,
n = 2132

62.5 (11.5)
27.6 (5.3)
152.4 (107.4)
203.5 (106.7)
139.9 (37.6)
4.8 (5.3)
− 96.6 (9.3)
− 87.1 (8.0)
0.8 (1.3)

62.9 (10.6)
30.5 (4.6)
269.0 (103.9)
238.6 (102.0)
154.1 (37.4)
4.8 (5.7)
− 102.6 (4.8)
− 97.8 (2.3)
0.9 (1.4)

62.5 (11.3)
28.2 (5.0)
156.0 (91.5)
216.6 (103.6)
140.9 (37.5)
4.7 (5.2)
− 98.4 (5.9)
− 88.2 (4.2)
0.8 (1.3)

High density, >1 SD
higher than mean,
n = 487
62.5 (12.9)
22.6 (3.8)
40.0 (45.7)
116.7 (75.5)
123.4 (31.6)
5.6 (5.7)
− 83.6 (12.5)
− 73.4 (4.8)
0.8 (1.4)

1954 (64.6%)
215 (7.1%)
337 (11.1%)
500 (16.5%)
17 (0.6%)

275 (68.1%)
17 (4.2%)
53 (13.1%)
55 (13.6%)
4 (1.0%)

1353 (63.5%)
157 (7.4%)
253 (11.9%)
357 (16.7%)
12 (0.6%)

326 (66.9%)
41 (8.4%)
31 (6.4%)
88 (18.1%)
1 (0.2%)

1515 (50.1%)
1508 (49.9%)

262 (64.9%)
142 (35.1%)

1069 (50.1%)
1063 (49.9%)

184 (37.8%)
303 (62.2%)

1418 (46.9%)
1241 (41.1%)
364 (12.0%)

187 (46.3%)
186 (46.0%)
31 (7.7%)

998 (46.8%)
876 (41.1%)
258 (12.1%)

233 (47.8%)
179 (36.8%)
75 (15.4%)

917 (30.3%)
945 (31.3%)
1161 (38.4%)

159 (39.4%)
119 (29.5%)
126 (31.2%)

626 (29.4%)
666 (31.2%)
840 (39.4%)

132 (27.1%)
160 (32.9%)
195 (40.0%)

885 (29.3%)
2138 (70.7%)

136 (33.7%)
268 (66.3%)

615 (28.8%)
1517 (71.2%)

134 (27.5%)
353 (72.5%)

2552 (84.4%)
471 (15.6%)

344 (85.1%)
60 (14.9%)

1793 (84.1%)
339 (15.9%)

415 (85.2%)
72 (14.8%)

1440 (47.6%)
1206 (39.9%)
377 (12.5%)

216 (53.5%)
140 (34.7%)
48 (11.9%)

985 (46.2%)
868 (40.7%)
279 (13.1%)

239 (49.1%)
198 (40.7%)
50 (10.3%)

Hounsfield Unit; SAT, subcutaneous adipose tissue; VAT, visceral adipose tissue.

Patients who increased in VAT radiodensity were more likely
to be female, to have rectal compared with colon cancer, to have
a lower BMI, and to have a higher stage at diagnosis relative to
patients whose VAT radiodensity remained stable or decreased
(Supplemental Table 2). Increases in VAT and SAT radiodensity
were inversely correlated with changes in body weight (Pearson
correlation coefficients of −0.47 and −0.41, respectively) and
positively correlated with each another (Pearson correlation
coefficients r = 0.73).
Changes in VAT radiodensity and mortality.
The association of changes in VAT radiodensity following
CRC diagnosis and risks of all-cause mortality was curvilinear
(Figure 2A). In a categorical analysis, an increase in VAT
radiodensity of 1 SD was associated with a higher risk of all-cause
mortality relative to remaining a stable radiodensity (HR, 1.53;
95% CI, 1.23–1.90), while a decrease in VAT radiodensity was

not significantly associated with mortality (Table 3). Meanwhile,
both increases and decreases in VAT radiodensity were strongly
associated with CRC-specific death compared to maintaining
radiodensity within 1 SD of the baseline value (Table 3). These
results were independent of changes in BMI and in the adipose
tissue area between images.

Changes in SAT radiodensity and mortality.
The association of changes in SAT radiodensity and all-cause
mortality was curvilinear (Figure 2B). In a categorical analysis,
increases (HR, 1.88; 95% CI, 1.48–2.40) but not decreases in
SAT radiodensity were associated with higher risks of all-cause
mortality relative to remaining a stable radiodensity. Associations
of increases and decreases in SAT radiodensity with CRCspecific mortality followed a similar pattern (Table 3). These
results were independent of changes in BMI and the adipose
tissue area between images.
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Age in years, mean (SD)
BMI, kg/m2 , mean (SD)
VAT area, cm2 , mean (SD)
SAT area, cm2 , mean (SD)
Skeletal muscle tissue area, cm2 , mean (SD)
Neutrophil/lymphocyte ratio, mean (SD)
Subcutaneous adipose density, HU, mean (SD)
Visceral adipose density, HU, mean (SD)
Charlson Comorbidity Index, mean (SD)
Race/ethnicity, n (%)
Non-Hispanic White
Black/African American
Hispanic/Latino
Asian/Pacific Islander
Other
Sex, n (%)
Male
Female
Smoking history, n (%)
Never
Former
Current
Stage, n (%)
I
II
III
Cancer site, n (%)
Rectum
Colon
Receipt of radiation therapy, n (%)
No
Yes
Receipt of chemotherapy, n (%)
No
Yes, adjuvant
Yes, neoadjuvant

Low density, >1 SD
lower than mean,
n = 404

1921

Adipose tissue radiodensity and mortality
A

n = 3023; Events = 1035
test for curvature; P = 0.06
test for significance; P < 0.001

B

n = 3023; Events = 1035
test for curvature; P = 0.26
test for significance; P < 0.001

Lower CI
Spline

Hazard Ratio for Death
(95% CI)

5

4
3
2
1
0

Upper CI

4
3
2
1
0

Baseline VAT Radiodensity, HU

Baseline SAT Radiodensity, HU

FIGURE 1 Higher VAT and SAT radiodensities are associated with higher risks of death. Restricted cubic spline for the associations of (A) VAT and (B)
SAT radiodensities with mortality in our cohort of early stage colorectal cancer patients. HU, Hounsfield Unit; SAT, subcutaneous adipose tissue; VAT, visceral
adipose tissue.

Sensitivity analyses.
Excluding patients who died within 30 days of colorectal
resection (n = 25) did not impact the results, nor did adjustment
for the skeletal muscle tissue area. Analyses restricted to patients
who maintained a stable body weight between images had
reduced statistical power due to a smaller number of events
(285 deaths, 110 from CRC). However, the point estimates were
similar in magnitude and direction. That is, changes in VAT
radiodensity were associated with increased risks of all-cause
mortality, independent of the continuous change in BMI, visceral
adipose tissue area, and other confounders: the HRs were 1.35
(95% CI, 0.88–2.06) for increases and 1.40 (95% CI, 0.93–2.11)
for decreases in VAT radiodensity. For SAT radiodensity, the HRs
were 1.73 (95% CI, 1.09–2.75) for increases and 1.38 (95% CI,
0.95–2.00) for decreases.

Discussion
In a cohort of patients with nonmetastatic CRC, higher
radiodensities of VAT and of SAT at diagnosis increased the risk
of death. Results were independent of BMI, adipose tissue area,
and other confounders, including the comorbidity burden and
disease stage, suggesting that adipose tissue radiodensity offers
novel information regarding a patient’s prognosis. In addition,

we are the first to report that the VAT and SAT radiodensities
change in the months following diagnosis. These changes had a
curvilinear relationship with mortality: independent of changes
in body weight and in adipose tissue area, patients with a stable
radiodensity had the lowest risk of death.
Our findings that higher-radiodensity adipose tissue is associated with increased mortality is in line with findings of the
few existing studies in advanced cancer populations (15–17).
We can only speculate on the possible mechanisms underlying
the relationship of adipose tissue radiodensity with mortality
after cancer; further insight could come from studies that collect
adipose tissue samples during surgery or clinical follow-up. In
part, higher VAT or SAT radiodensities can be explained as a
lower lipid content of adipocytes, potentially due to weight loss,
a hallmark of progressive disease. However, we found similar
results when we adjusted our analyses for continuous weight
change between images or restricted our analyses to patients who
maintained a stable body weight between images. Thus, a higher
VAT or SAT radiodensity is not exclusively an indication of
weight loss and reduction in adipocytes size, but may also reflect
greater adipose tissue inflammation or other occult pathological
processes.
With respect to longitudinal changes in adipose tissue
radiodensity, the most notable increase in mortality risk was

TABLE 2 HRs for associations of baseline adipose tissue radiodensity and mortality after colorectal cancer in the cohort of early stage colorectal cancer
patients1

Exposure

Overall mortality
(events=1035)
HR (95% CI)

VAT radiodensity, per SD (8 HU)
SAT radiodensity, per SD (9 HU)

1.21 (1.11–1.32)
1.18 (1.11–1.26)

P value

CRC-specific mortality
(events=560)
HR (95% CI)

P value

<0.0001
<0.0001

1.22 (1.08–1.37)
1.19 (1.09–1.31)

0.001
0.0002

1 Data are over a median follow-up of 9.9 years (minimum, 0.01 years; maximum, 14.4 years). The models are adjusted for age, sex, race/ethnicity, colon
compared with rectum cancer, cancer stage, Charlson Comorbidity Index, smoking status, receipt of chemotherapy and/or radiation, BMI at baseline scan
squared, and adipose tissue area. CRC, colorectal cancer; HU, Hounsfield Unit; SAT, subcutaneous adipose tissue; VAT, visceral adipose tissue.
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Hazard Ratio for Death
(95% CI)

5
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n = 1775; Events = 603
test for curvature: P < 0.001;
test for significance: P < 0.001

A

n = 1775; Events = 603
test for curvature: P < 0.001;
test for significance: P < 0.001

B

Spline

Hazard Ratio for Death
(95% CI)

5

4
3
2
1

Upper CI

4
3
2
1

0

0

Change in VAT Radiodensity, HU

Change in SAT Radiodensity, HU

FIGURE 2 Changes in visceral and subcutaneous radiodensities are associated with higher risks of death. Restricted cubic spline for the association of
changes in (A) VAT and (B) SAT radiodensities with mortality in our cohort of early stage colorectal cancer patients. HU, Hounsfield Unit; SAT, subcutaneous
adipose tissue; VAT, visceral adipose tissue.

among patients whose VAT or SAT radiodensity increased
after diagnosis. We speculate that 3 factors may explain the
association of increases in radiodensity with higher mortality:
inflammation, browning of adipose tissue, and edema. First, the
increased radiodensity may be a sign of more inflammation,
ultimately leading to higher mortality rates: in a study of 40
patients undergoing cardiac surgery (22), higher radiodensity
was highly correlated with 18 F fluorodeoxyglucose uptake
in positron emission tomography–CT, which is indicative of
inflammation (23). Second, others (15) have speculated that
among patients with cachexia, an increase in radiodensity may
represent browning of the white adipose tissue (24), indicative
of lipid utilization and wasting of energy, leading to higher
mortality. Whether browning of adipose tissue is also relevant
in nonmetastatic disease remains to be elucidated. The third
factor that may explain the association with mortality may be
edema. Accumulation of protein-rich fluid in the abdominal
cavity (ascites) will result in an increase in radiodensity of the

adipose tissue; this accumulation may be the result of progressing
disease, which can explain the higher mortality.
Decreases in adipose tissue radiodensity over time were also
associated with higher risks of mortality, though these achieved
statistical significance only for SAT radiodensity. It is possible
that patients have decreased adipose tissue radiodensity due to
increased adipocyte size during weight gain, perhaps leading
to increased cardiometabolic morbidity, as has been observed
in the Framingham Heart and Multi-Ethnic Studies (10, 14).
Though our results were independent of changes in weight and
the adipose tissue area, patients who gained at least 5% of body
weight between images had the largest decreases in adipose tissue
radiodensity.
While overall the patterns of association between radiodensities of VAT and SAT and mortality after cancer diagnosis
were similar, there are anatomical and physiological differences
between VAT and SAT which bear mention. Generally, VAT will
have smaller adipocytes, higher vascularization, and a higher

TABLE 3 HRs for associations of change in adipose tissue radiodensity and mortality after colorectal cancer in the subset of patients that had follow-up
images available (n = 1775)1

Exposure

n/events

Overall
mortality
HR (95% CI)

Change in VAT radiodensity between CT images, per SD (8 HU)
Increase > 1 SD
234/113
1.53 (1.23–1.90)
No change < 1 SD
1398/431
REF
Decrease > 1 SD
143/59
1.11 (0.84–1.47)
Change in SAT radiodensity between CT images, per SD (9 HU)
Increase > 1 SD
165/93
1.88 (1.48–2.40)
No change < 1 SD
1426/ 435
REF
Decrease > 1 SD
184/75
1.20 (0.94–1.54)
1 Data

P value

n/events

CRC-specific
mortality
HR (95% CI)

0.002

234/73
1398/257
143/40

1.56 (1.19–2.06)
REF
1.44 (1.02–2.02)

0.002

165/61
1426/260
184/49

2.00 (1.48–2.70)
REF
1.36 (1.00– 1.86)

<0.0001

0.45
<0.0001
0.15

P value

0.036

0.05

are over a median follow-up time after the second CT image of 8.6 years (minimum, 0.002 years; maximum 13.4 years). The models were
adjusted for age, sex, race/ethnicity, colon compared with rectum cancer, cancer stage, Charlson Comorbidity Index, smoking status, receipt of chemotherapy
and/or radiation, and days between the at-diagnosis and follow-up CT images, as well as changes in BMI squared and in adipose tissue area between images.
CRC, colorectal cancer; HU, Hounsfield Unit; SAT, subcutaneous adipose tissue; VAT, visceral adipose tissue.
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Hazard Ratio for Death
(95% CI)

5

Lower CI

Adipose tissue radiodensity and mortality

Strengths and limitations
As with any observational study, we cannot exclude the
possibility of residual confounding. We adjusted our models for
changes in BMI and for other potential confounding factors, but
changes in adipose tissue radiodensity could be secondary to
other, unmeasured physiological changes leading to an increase
in mortality. Another limitation is that we had to exclude CT
images where radiodensity could not be assessed due to imaging
considerations such as photon starvation: these images were
more often from patients with a very high BMI, and therefore
patients with a very high BMI were more often excluded.
Nevertheless, we still had large variability in BMI in our cohort,
ensuring generalizability. We used a single CT image at the
level of the third lumbar vertebrae to estimate the average
adipose tissue radiodensities of VAT and SAT. We assume that
this is representative for total adipose tissue radiodensity of
those depots, but variability of radiodensity across depots of
adipose tissue requires further investigation. In addition, our
cohort derives from real-world electronic medical record data;
as such, our results are highly generalizable, but unfortunately
we do not have all the technical parameters of the CT scanners
available. Prior research has shown that variations in contrast
phase and other parameters introduce small variations in the
quantification of adipose tissue area and radiodensity (29, 30),
but these parameters are unlikely to be related to prognosis; thus,
the effect of these small differences based on the specifics of the
scanning protocol is most likely to introduce random variability,
potentially weakening the observed associations (bias towards the
null). Strengths of this work are the inclusion of a large patient
population from a community setting with repeated measures of
body composition. To the best of our knowledge, this is the first
study with sequential CT images that has examined longitudinal
changes in radiodensity.

Conclusion
We observed that higher radiodensity of adipose tissue
was associated with increased mortality after a diagnosis of
nonmetastatic CRC. In addition, changes in radiodensity of
adipose tissue, while correlated with BMI and weight change,
had prognostic importance independent of body weight. Thus,
changes in radiodensity may reflect biological processes that
occur before changes in weight are noted clinically. Our results
suggest that measures of body composition—including adipose
tissue quality—are powerful prognostic indicators that deserve
more attention in clinical practice.
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