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Clonal Expansions and Loss of Receptor Diversity in the Naive
CD8 T Cell Repertoire of Aged Mice1

Mushtaq Ahmed,2 Kathleen G. Lanzer, Eric J. Yager, Pamela S. Adams, Lawrence L. Johnson,
and Marcia A. Blackman3

There are well-characterized age-related changes in the peripheral repertoire of CD8 T cells characterized by reductions in the
ratio of naive:memory T cells and the development of large clonal expansions in the memory pool. In addition, the TCR repertoire
of naive T cells is reduced with aging. Because a diverse repertoire of naive T cells is essential for a vigorous response to new
infections and vaccinations, there is much interest in understanding the mechanisms responsible for declining repertoire diversity.
It has been proposed that one reason for declining repertoire diversity in the naive T cell pool is an increasing dependence on
homeostatic proliferation in the absence of new thymic emigrants for maintenance of the naive peripheral pool. In this study, we
have analyzed the naive CD8 T cell repertoire in young and aged mice by DNA spectratype and sequence analysis. Our data show
that naive T cells from aged mice have perturbed spectratype profiles compared with the normally Gaussian spectratype profiles
characteristic of naive CD8 T cells from young mice. In addition, DNA sequence analysis formally demonstrated a loss of diversity
associated with skewed spectratype profiles. Unexpectedly, we found multiple repeats of the same sequence in naive T cells from
aged but not young mice, consistent with clonal expansions previously described only in the memory T cell pool. Clonal expansions
among naive T cells suggests dysregulation in the normal homeostatic proliferative mechanisms that operate in young mice to
maintain diversity in the naive T cell repertoire. The Journal of Immunology, 2009, 182: 784–792.

I mmune function declines with aging, characterized by an in-
creased susceptibility to new infections and reduced respon-
siveness to vaccination (1–6). Because a diverse repertoire of

naive peripheral T lymphocytes is essential for efficient generation
of immune responses to new infections and vaccines, it has been
proposed that age-associated reductions in naive repertoire diver-
sity contribute to the characteristic decline in immune function in
the elderly (7–11).

Naive and memory T cells have been shown to occupy separate
niches in the periphery and the ratio of naive and memory periph-
eral T cells is relatively stable through adulthood. Furthermore, the
separate niches are maintained by independent mechanisms.
Whereas the memory pool is influenced by Ag experience, main-
tenance of the naive T cell pool is independent of foreign Ag and
is controlled by thymic export and peripheral homeostasis (12–15).
However, both in mouse and humans, the peripheral repertoire
becomes dramatically skewed with age in favor of memory T cells
(16, 17). This is due to both thymic and peripheral events. Thymic
involution as a consequence of aging results in decreased thymic
output necessary to replenish the peripheral naive T cell pool (3,
18–22). In addition, peripheral events, including the accumulating

Ag experience of the host and the development of clonally ex-
panded populations of CD8 T cells are thought to contribute to the
relative increase in proportions of memory compared with naive T
cells (23–27). Thus, the overall peripheral repertoire becomes pro-
gressively biased toward memory cells as fewer new T cells are
produced and naive T cells continue to be recruited into the mem-
ory pool as a consequence of Ag exposure.

Despite these pressures, naive T cells persist with age and main-
tenance of the naive pool in the face of decreasing thymic export
becomes increasingly dependent on homeostatic proliferation (16,
28–30). Although T cell maturation takes place predominantly in
the thymus, thymic emigrants undergo further phenotypic and
functional maturation in the periphery after low-affinity interac-
tions with self- peptide-MHC complexes (31–37). Consistent with
this, naive T cells have been shown to proliferate at a low level,
although significantly less than the memory pool (38, 39). Whereas
numbers of peripheral naive T cells can be maintained by homeo-
static proliferation, it has been suggested that peripheral homeo-
static proliferation of naive T cells in the face of declining thymic
export will result in loss of repertoire diversity in aged mice (18).

T cell specificity is determined by the TCR. The diversity of the
TCR repertoire is generated in the thymus through imprecise as-
sembly of V, D, J, and C gene segments to form the �- and
�-chains of the TCR (40). A major contribution to repertoire di-
versity is the third hypervariable region of the receptor chains, also
referred to as the third CDR (CDR3). As a consequence of the
imprecise joins between the V, D, and J regions, there is a range
of CDR3 sizes in a population of T cells that vary in length by 10
or more amino acids (41). This diversity can be analyzed by TCR
spectratyping, which measures the sizes of the CDR3s in a pool of
cells by analyzing V�-C� RT-PCR products that have been la-
beled with a runoff reaction on a sequencing gel (10, 42–44). Typ-
ically, a histogram of CDR3 lengths from a diverse population of
T cells is symmetrical and bell-shaped, generally referred to as
Gaussian. Deviations from a Gaussian distribution are often seen
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within CD44high (memory) T cells, a consequence of expansion of
a particular component of the population, e.g., as a result of Ag
exposure or age-associated clonal expansions. In young individu-
als, the naive repertoire remains diverse and Gaussian. However,
perturbed spectratype profiles have been demonstrated among na-
ive CD4 T cells of aged humans (29), and estimates of receptor
diversity among naive CD4 T cells showed a precipitous decline
after 70 years of age (16). These data are consistent with the hy-
pothesis that homeostatic proliferation in the absence of new thy-
mic emigrants results in constraints in naive T cell repertoire di-
versity (18).

In this study, we have characterized repertoire diversity of naive
CD8 T cells from young and aged mice. Spectratype profiles of
naive CD8 T cells from individual young mice showed a Gaussian
distribution, indicative of a diverse repertoire, as expected. In stark
contrast, there were extensive perturbations in the spectratype pro-
files of naive CD8 T cells from individual aged mice, suggestive of
a skewed repertoire. We conducted sequence analysis of individual
clones from selected peaks within the V�8.3-C� spectratypes of
young and aged mice to directly assess repertoire diversity. Un-
expectedly, sequence analysis revealed evidence for clonal expan-
sions in the naive CD8 T cell pool in aged mice. These data pro-
vide the first report of age-associated clonal expansions in naive T
cells and support the idea that in the absence of new thymic em-
igrants homeostatic proliferation results in unequal maintenance of
individual clones and loss of repertoire diversity.

Materials and Methods
Mice

Aged female C57BL/6J mice (17 mo old) were purchased from the Na-
tional Institute of Aging and used at 19 mo of age. Young female C57BL/6
mice were purchased from The Jackson Laboratory or bred at the Trudeau
Institute and used at 6 mo of age. Animals were housed under specific
pathogen-free conditions. All animal procedures were performed in com-
pliance with the Institutional Animal Care and Use Committee at the
Trudeau Institute.

Cell enrichment and sorting

Single-cell suspensions of splenocytes were lysed of erythrocytes and B
cells were removed by direct panning with 100 �g/ml goat anti-mouse IgG.
The remaining cells were stained with fluorochrome-conjugated mAbs spe-
cific for CD19, CD4, CD8�, and CD44 in the presence of Fc block. Sam-
ples were then sorted on a FACSVantage flow cytometer with DIVA op-
tions (BD Biosciences) into CD8�CD44low (naive) and CD8�CD44high

(memory) populations. mAbs were purchased from either BD Biosciences
or eBioscience.

RNA extraction and cDNA synthesis

Total RNA was extracted from sorted cells (0.78- 1.5 � 106 cells from
young mice and 0.95–4.0 � 105 cells from aged mice) using the RNeasy

Mini kit (Qiagen) and eluted in a volume of 30 �l of diethyl pyrocarbonate-
treated water. Using the RETROscript kit (Applied Biosystems/Ambion),
cDNA was synthesized from equal quantities of total RNA (160 ng) in a
40-�l reaction following the manufacturer’s instructions.

DNA spectratype analysis

Spectratyping analysis was conducted with modifications of the protocol
described by Pannetier et al. (42). Primer sequences for mouse V� and C�
segments were synthesized at Integrated DNA Technologies. One micro-
liter of cDNA was added to a final 50-�l mixture containing 5 �l of
GeneAmp 10� PCR Buffer II (Applied Biosystems), 0.2 mM dNTP mix
(Invitrogen), 1.5 mM MgCl2 (Applied Biosystems), 10 pmol of 5� V� and
C� primers (Ref. 42; Table I), and 1.25 U of AmpliTaq Gold DNA poly-
merase (Applied Biosystems). PCR was run as follows: 10 min at 95°C, 35
cycles of 94°C for 45 s, 60°C for 45 s, and 72°C for 1 min, with a final
extension at 72°C for 7 min. Two microliters of the PCR products were
then used as template for an elongation reaction (runoff reaction) using
only a 6-FAM-labeled 3� C� primer in a 50-�l reaction. PCR was con-
ducted as follows: 10 min at 95°C, 10 cycles of 94°C for 45 s, 62°C for
45 s, and 72°C for 1 min, with a final extension at 72°C for 7 min. PCR
products (1 �l) from runoff reactions were mixed with loading buffer con-
taining GeneScan 500 ROX size standard (Applied Biosystems) and de-
natured at 95°C for 2 min. Samples were then applied to an Applied Bio-
systems Prism 310 Genetic Analyzer (Applied Biosystems). GeneScan
software version 3.1 (Applied Biosystems) was used to analyze the
spectratype data.

Repertoire analysis by isolation of TCR V� PCR products and
CDR3 junctional sequencing

The TCR V� PCR products corresponding to selected V�8.3 spectratype
profiles from one young and three aged mice were resolved on a 6% de-
naturing acrylamide gel. The PCR products were silver-stained using a
Silver Sequence DNA Staining Kit (Promega). DNA bands of interest were
excised and purified using a QIAEX II kit (Qiagen). One microliter of
eluted PCR products was reamplified using the SuperTaq Plus Polymerase
PCR kit (Applied Biosystems/Ambion). PCR was run as follows: 2 min at
94°C, 20 cycles of 94°C for 45 s, 60°C for 45 s, and 72°C for 1 min, with
a final extension at 72°C for 7 min. These PCR products were further
resolved on a 15% nondenaturing acrylamide gel and subjected to DNA
silver staining. The bands of interest were excised, purified, and reampli-
fied by PCR, as described above. The amplification products were purified
using a PureLink Gel Extraction Kit (Invitrogen). The purified PCR prod-
ucts were cloned into vector pCR2.1-TOPO using a TOPO TA cloning kit
(Invitrogen). Ligated products were transformed into One-Shot OmniMAX
2T1 Phage-Resistant Cells (Invitrogen), according to the manufacturer’s
instructions, to achieve maximum transformation efficiency. By this ap-
proach, a spectrum of clones representative of all band species within a
spectraype peak was generated. DNA sequencing of the clones was
performed at Genewiz using plasmid DNA or directly on LacZ� colo-
nies. TCR CDR3 sequences derived from each peak were aligned and
analyzed using the CLUSTALW2 program and multiple alignment tool
at http://www.ebi.ac.uk/Tools/clustalw2/index.html.

Statistical analysis

Comparative analysis of spectratype profiles from young and aged mice.
The normalized value of peak intensities for individual aged mice was
compared peak by peak with the normalized mean � 3 SD for young mice.

Table I. Oligonucleotide sequences of spectratyping primers

V� and C�
Primers Sequence 5�–3�

Size of
Primer (bp)

Distance to
CDR3a (bp)

V�1 CT GAA TGC CCA GAC AGC TCC AAG C 24 83
V�5.1 CAT TAT GAT AAA ATG GAG AGA GAT 23 135
V�8.1 CAT TAC TCA TAT GTC GCT GAC 21 141
V�8.3 T GCT GGC AAC CTT CGA ATA GGA 22 127
V�9 TCT CTC TAC ATT GGC TCT GCA GGC 24 57
V�10 ATC AAG TCT GTA GAG CCG GAG GA 23 48
V�11 G CAC TCA ACT CTG AAG ATC CAG AGC 25 64
V�12 G ATG GTG GGG CTT TCA AGG ATC 22 117
V�16 C ACT CTG AAA ATC CAA CCC AC 21 58
C� CTT GGG TGG AGT CAC ATT TCT 22 60

a The length in bp for V primers is counted from the first base in the V gene corresponding to the 5� end of the primer through
to the last base of the V gene before the CDR3 region. The length in bp for the C primer is counted from the first base of the
J gene after the CDR3 region through to the last base in the C gene corresponding to the 5� end of the primer (42).
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The probability that a given peak within a spectratype would fall more than
3 SDs from the mean of the corresponding peak in the reference set is 0.01
under the null hypothesis that the spectratype was a random sample from
the reference population. Under that hypothesis, the probability of finding
at least one “skewed” peak within a given spectratype is 1 � (probability
of 0 skewed peaks) � 1 � 0.99(no. of peaks within that spectratype). Thus, the
probability of an eight-peak spectratype drawn at random from the refer-
ence population being scored as skewed was calculated to be 1 � 0.998 �
0.077. The number of skewed spectra for each V� was noted for each aged
mouse. Given the above probability (0.077) that a given spectratype of
eight peaks would be scored as skewed under the null hypothesis, we next
determined the binomial probability of finding one or more skewed spec-
tratypes within the set of all V� spectratypes. This probability is 1 � ( p of
0 skewed spectratypes) � 1 � (1 � 0.077)6 � 0.381. From this, we cal-
culated the probability that any mouse would have three or more skewed
spectratypes simply by chance to be �0.01.
Analysis of sequence diversity. Based on the concepts outlined by Jost
(45), we chose the Shannon diversity index as an appropriate measure of
diversity within the sequence sets. We then followed the procedure out-
lined in the study by Hutcheson (46) to compare diversity indices for dif-
ferent sequence sets statistically by t test. Thus, a set of n � 50 total
sequences was classified as n1 of type 1, n2 of type 2, …., ns of type s,
yielding s different sequences among the �ni � N total sequences. The
diversity index H for each aged and young sequence set was calculated by
the well known formula: H � ��(ni/N)ln(ni/N).

The variance of H (var H) was estimated from a series expansion as
shown in the study by Hutcheson (46). We compared two diversity indices
by t test using the df calculated by df � (var H1� var H2)2/(var H

1

2
/N1� var

H
2

2
/N2) and to � (H1 � H2)/(var H1 � var H2)1/2. We then compared to with

tabulated t� for the calculated df to determine the significance level.

Results
Highly purified naive CD8 T cells can be isolated from aged
mice

The ratio of naive to memory T cells in the periphery declines with
increasing age (16, 17, 47). Indeed, using CD44 as a cell surface
marker to distinguish naive (CD44low) and activated/memory
(CD44high) CD8 T cells (48), we found that the proportion of naive
CD8 T cells was greatly diminished in the periphery of aged (19-
mo-old) compared with young (6-mo-old) mice (Fig. 1). Despite
the limited numbers of naive CD8 T cells in aged mice, we were
nevertheless able to obtain substantial numbers (	1 � 105) of
highly purified naive CD8 T cells from individual aged mice using
flow cytometric sorting (Fig. 1).

Spectratype profiles of naive T cells from aged mice are skewed

We next analyzed the diversity of the TCR repertoire in naive CD8
T cells from young and aged mice by V� spectratype analysis. To
compare individual mice, RNA was prepared from similar num-
bers of FACS-sorted CD44low (naive) CD8 T cells from each
mouse, and cDNA was synthesized from 160 ng of RNA from
each mouse. Analysis of �-actin amplicons confirmed the quality
and quantity of the cDNA from individual mice (data not shown).

The cDNA samples were subjected to spectratype analysis using
5� V� primers for nine different V� families and a 3� C� primer
(Table I). Spectratype analysis of naive CD8 T cells from five
individual young mice and nine individual aged mice is shown in
Fig. 2. As expected for the young mice, for each V� family, a
Gaussian pattern with an average of six to eight peaks, spaced by
three nucleotides, was observed. However, the spectratype profiles
for the aged samples showed perturbations for many V�s, which
varied within individual aged mice.

To quantitate the degree of perturbation among the aged spectra-
type profiles, peak areas in each V� spectratype were compared
against the distribution of a reference standard that was determined by
averaging values obtained from the naive CD8 T cell component of
the five young mice. The intensities of the peaks within each V�
spectratype for each young and aged mouse were normalized to a
value of 1. The mean and SD of each (normalized) peak for each V�
was calculated for the set of young controls and the mean � 3 SDs
was plotted for each peak (shown by bars in Fig. 3). For each aged
mouse (individual symbols in Fig. 3), the spectratype for a given V�
was compared peak by peak with the corresponding spectratype of
averaged values for the young mice. A V� spectratype was scored as
skewed for an aged mouse if one or more peaks within that spectra-
type fell outside 3 SDs of the corresponding young mouse reference
peak. The data in Table II show that there was substantial skewing in
all of the V�s except V�16 and that the patterns of skewing varied for
individual aged mice. The lack of skewing in V�16 may be a con-
sequence of the large SD of the reference profiles for young mice seen
uniquely for this V� (see Fig. 3). Among individual aged mice, there
was a range of skewing among the V� families from less (skewing in
four of nine V�s, observed in aged mouse 3) to more (skewing in

FIGURE 1. Highly purified popu-
lations of naive CD8 T cells can be
sorted from individual aged mice.
Gated CD8 T cells from a represen-
tative young and two individual aged
mice were analyzed for CD44 expres-
sion. The data show that the propor-
tion of naive (CD44low) relative to
memory (CD44high) CD8 T cells var-
ied in individual aged mice, but was
consistently lower than in young
mice. Despite the underrepresentation
of naive CD8 T cells in aged mice,
highly purified populations for reper-
toire analysis could be obtained by
flow cytometric sorting.
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eight of nine V�s, observed in aged mice 5, 6, and 10). Thus, for each
aged mouse, we rejected the null hypothesis that the presence of
skewed spectratypes was random. All aged mice showed evidence of
significant skewing of V� spectratypes (Table II).

The relationship between naive and memory CD8 T cell spec-
tratype profiles for the same V� varied between individual mice
and also varied within different V� spectratype profiles for the
same mouse. The data demonstrated four distinct patterns (Fig. 4).

FIGURE 2. Spectratype analysis of naive CD8 T cells from aged mice shows distortions in the Gaussian distribution characteristic of young mice.
Spectratype analysis for selected V� gene families for five young (Y1 through Y5) and nine aged (AG 2 through AG 10) mice is presented. CDR3 size
is shown on the x-axis and relative peak area is shown on the y-axis. The peak corresponding to a CDR3 length of 10 aa is shown for each V� family.
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In some cases, individual V� spectratype profiles were skewed for
naive cells but not memory cells (Fig. 4A) and, in other cases, they
were skewed for memory cells but not the corresponding naive
cells (Fig. 4, B, C, and F). In another case, there was skewing in
both naive and memory cells; the patterns were different (Fig. 4I).
Finally, there was an example where there was a similar pattern of
skewing in both the naive and memory cells (Fig. 4E). This latter
pattern could not be attributed to contamination of the sorted pop-
ulation of naive cells with memory cells because this pattern was
not consistent for all of the V� spectratype profiles from this
mouse. For example, although the patterns for the naive and mem-
ory cells were similar for V�8.3 in aged mouse 4 (Fig. 4E), the
patterns were very distinct for V�8.1 (Fig. 4D) and V�12 (Fig.
4F). This latter pattern in which skewing is similar for both the
naive and memory CD8 T cell pool raises the possibility that, at
least in some cases, clonal expansions in the memory pool may
stem directly from perturbations in the naive pool. This possible
mechanism merits further investigation. Importantly, however, this
was only seen in one of nine cases examined. These results, taken
together with published data (49–52), show that clonal expansions
that are initiated in the naive pool do not appear to be a primary
source of age-associated clonal expansions in the memory pool.

Sequence analysis of individual clones from selected peaks within
the V�8.3 spectratype for naive cells from young and aged mice

Since a Gaussian spectratype profile in naive T cells is indicative of a
diverse repertoire, we considered the possibility that the perturbations
observed in naive T cells from aged mice were suggestive of reduced
diversity. To formally link a skewed spectratype pattern with reduced
diversity, we undertook sequence analysis of the specificities within
an isolated band on a gel representing a spectratype peak of a given
CDR3 size, as conducted previously, to determine the diversity of the
naive repertoire in young mice (53). Each band in a spectratype peak,
while uniform in size, is heterogeneous with respect to the nucleotide
sequence composition (53, 54). Therefore, to determine whether the
skewed profiles of aged mice are indicative of reduced repertoire di-
versity, we cloned and sequenced DNA isolated from selected single
peaks from spectratype profiles of young and aged mice to estimate
repertoire diversity.

We selected profiles generated from V�8.3-C� spectratyping
from one young and three aged mice for further analysis (Fig. 5).
As expected, the spectratype profile for the young mouse was not
skewed, whereas the V�8.3 spectratype profiles for the aged mice
showed variable skewing. For example, as indicated in Table II,

FIGURE 3. Skewing of the spectratype profiles for aged compared with young mice. The areas of individual peaks were normalized to a value of 1. The
mean and SD of each normalized peak for each V� was calculated for the set of young controls and the mean � 3 SD was plotted for each peak (shown
by the bars). The normalized peak values for individual aged animals are plotted as distinct symbols.

Table II. Skewed V� spectratypes in aged compared with young mice

V�1 V�5.1 V�8.1 V�8.3 V�9 V�10 V�11 V�12 V�16 No. of Skewed Profilesa p of Skewnessb

A2 2c 2 5 1 1 0 6 1 0 7/9 �0.0001
A3 2 0 7 0 1 0 6 0 0 4/9 �0.0001
A4 4 6 6 6 3 6 7 0 0 7/9 �0.0001
A5 1 6 7 1 1 1 6 3 0 8/9 �0.0001
A6 3 6 4 4 4 1 6 2 0 8/9 �0.0001
A7 3 1 5 3 3 0 5 5 0 7/9 �0.0001
A8 5 5 2 2 0 4 3 2 0 7/9 �0.0001
A9 2 6 1 1 0 0 5 1 0 6/9 �0.0001
A10 3 6 3 1 1 1 3 2 0 8/9 �0.0001

a Number of skewed V�-C� spectratype profiles.
b Probability under the null hypothesis (refer to Materials and Methods) that V� spectratypes do not differ from those of young adults.
c Number of skewed peaks within each V�-C� spectratype profile.
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aged mouse 3 (AG 3) did not have a skewed spectratype profile for
V�8.3. In contrast, the overall V�8.3 spectratype profile for aged
mouse 4 (AG 4) was highly skewed (six of nine peaks skewed) and
was moderately skewed for aged mouse 8 (AG 8) (two of nine
peaks skewed). The DNA from the 211- and 220-bp peaks of in-
dividual mice was cloned and between 47 and 100 individual
clones were sequenced. Analysis of diversity was based on the first
(approximately) 50 sequences examined in each peak.

The sequence data are summarized in the histograms in A and B
of Fig. 6, showing the number of occurrences (y-axis) of distinct
sequences assigned identification numbers 1, 2, etc. (x-axis). Se-
quences that are not repeated are designated “unique” on the his-
togram. Analysis of both the 211-bp peak (Fig. 6A) and 220-bp
peak (Fig. 6B) from the young mouse (Y 3) revealed that the se-

quences were mostly unique, and only a minority of the sequences
were repeated two to three times. In contrast, sometimes a single
sequence from aged mice occurred as many as 25–35 times (e.g.,
211-bp sequences numbered 1 from AG 4 and 220-bp sequences
numbered 1 from AG 4 and AG 8.) These data indicated the pres-
ence of clonal expansions in the naive V�8.3� CD8 T cell popu-
lation of aged mice.

To determine a quantitative measure of diversity among indi-
vidual mice as members of a population, we used a data analysis
previously developed in disparate fields such as information sci-
ence and ecology. We calculated measures of sequence diversity
(diversity index) among sets of base sequences from young and

FIGURE 4. Lack of similarity between V�-specific spectratype profiles
in naive and memory cells from individual aged mice. Spectratype analysis
was conducted for FACS-sorted naive (CD44low) and memory (CD44high)
CD8 T cells for selected V� gene families (V�8.1, V�8.3, and V�12) for
three aged mice (AG 3, AG 4, and AG 8). CDR3 size is shown on the
x-axis and relative peak area is shown on the y-axis. The peak correspond-
ing to a CDR3 length of 10 aa is shown for each spectratype.

FIGURE 5. Isolation of individual V�8.3 spectra-
type peaks from young and aged mice. DNA from the
211- and the 220-bp spectratype peaks from one young
(Y 3) and three aged (AG 4, AG 8, and AG 3) mice was
separated by acrylamide gel electrophoresis and visual-
ized by silver staining to allow isolation of DNA rep-
resentative of a single CDR3 size before cloning and
sequencing.

FIGURE 6. Overrepresentation of individual sequences reduces the di-
versity of TCR sequence usage among V�8.3� naive CD8 T cells in aged
mice. DNA extracted from individual spectratype peaks (211 bp, f, or 220
bp, �) of the V�8.3 spectratype profiles of one young and three aged mice,
isolated as shown in Fig. 4, was cloned and sequenced. The data show the
number of occurrences of individual base sequences (of 
50 total se-
quences) from the 211-bp peak (A) or 220-bp peak (B) isolated from spec-
tratypes derived from young (Y) or aged (AG) mice. The numbers along
the x-axis represent different DNA sequences and the number of times the
same sequence occurs is plotted on the y-axis. Sequences that occurred
only once are presented to the right of the hatches on the x-axis and are
designated unique. C, The sequence frequency data, as shown in histo-
grams in A and B, were used to calculate diversity indices with their SDs,
as described in Materials and Methods. Bars from aged mice marked with
an � indicate diversity indices significantly reduced (p � 0.001) compared
with those of young mice with the same bp length.
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aged mice and compared the indices statistically by t test. Thus, the
sequence frequency data shown in A and B Fig. 6 were used to
calculate diversity indices, as described in Materials and Methods,
which are plotted (along with SD) in C. Bars marked with an
asterisk indicate diversity indices significantly ( p � 0.001) re-
duced compared with those of young control mice with the same
bp length. The analysis shows that repertoire diversity in mice
from which histograms are dominated by a single sequence occur-
ring many times, indicative of clonal expansions, is significantly
reduced compared with mice with histograms in which most se-
quences are unique.

Taking together the spectratype and sequence diversity analysis,
the three aged mice examined fell into three patterns. One aged
mouse (AG 3) showed minimal repertoire perturbation in terms
of spectratype skewing (only four of nine V� spectratype profiles
showed skewing and there were no skewed peaks in the V�8.3
spectratype profile, Figs. 3 and 5) and demonstrated comparable
sequence diversity of the 211 V�8.3 peak to the young mouse (Fig.
6C). A second aged mouse (AG 4) was skewed in terms of spec-
tratype profiles (seven of nine V� spectratype profiles showed
skewing and there were six skewed peaks in the V�8.3 spectratype
profile) and showed limited sequence diversity in both V�8.3
peaks that were analyzed (Fig. 6C). A third aged mouse (AG 8)
was skewed in terms of spectratype profiles comparably to mouse
AG 4 (seven of nine V� spectratype profiles showed skewing),
although there were only two skewed peaks in the V�8.3 spectra-
type profile of AG 8. One peak (211 bp) demonstrated high se-
quence diversity comparable to that of the young mice and the
second peak (220 bp) showed limited diversity (Fig. 6C). The
overall conclusion is that skewing of the spectratype profile cor-
related with reduced repertoire diversity and evidence for clonal
expansions. Thus, the overall tendency toward skewed spectratype
profiles in aged mice (Figs. 2 and 3; Table II) reflects reduced
repertoire diversity within the aged naive CD8 T cell pool (Fig. 6).

Discussion
We have formally evaluated the diversity of the naive CD8 T cell
repertoire in aged compared with young mice. Spectratype profiles
of naive T cells isolated from young mice typically show a Gauss-
ian distribution indicative of a diverse repertoire. However, our
analysis of naive CD8 T cells from aged mice shows extensive
perturbations in the normally Gaussian V� spectratype profiles,
suggestive of oligoclonal expansions and reduced repertoire diver-
sity. Furthermore, DNA sequence analysis of clones obtained from
isolated spectratype bands has revealed the presence of clonally
expanded populations of naive CD8 T cells in aged mice, formally
establishing a link between skewed spectratype profiles and re-
duced repertoire diversity. The detection of clonal expansions in
the naive population of CD8 T cells is a novel observation indic-
ative of age-associated perturbations in mechanisms of homeo-
static proliferation.

These data are consistent with previous reports describing an
age-associated loss of repertoire diversity in naive human T cells.
In one study, spectratype analysis of naive peripheral human CD4
T cells suggested highly restricted oligoclonal T cell repertoires
(29). In other studies, analysis of repertoire diversity showed a
dramatic decline after age 70 (16), and naive T cells from elderly
individuals 	65 years of age were shown to have highly skewed
spectratype profiles (55). Our data confirm and extend these ob-
servations for naive CD8 T cells from aged mice. Importantly, we
have formally established a link between skewed spectratype pro-
files and clonal expansions. Whereas there was no evidence of
clonal expansions in spectratype peaks from young mice or un-

skewed peaks from aged mice, at least some peaks from skewed,
aged spectratype profiles were shown to contain clonal expansions.

These data support the premise that with decreased thymic ex-
port associated with aging, maintenance of the pool of naive T
cells by homeostatic proliferation results in reduced repertoire di-
versity. In further support of this scenario, it has previously been
shown that there is increased turnover of naive T cells with aging
(16, 56). We propose that the clonal expansions we have identified
in naive T cells are a direct consequence of homeostatic prolifer-
ation in an environment of severely reduced thymic export. Rep-
ertoire diversity has thus become compromised because of pres-
sures to maintain the size of the pool (18).

Our data raise the question of how clonally expanded cells can
maintain a naive phenotype. The response to survival signals re-
sults in homeostatic proliferation but not in activation; therefore,
naive T cells undergoing homeostatic proliferation typically do not
express cell surface markers associated with activation, such as
CD44 (57). Naive T cells can transiently acquire a memory-like
phenotype during homeostasis-driven proliferation, but show no
change in other activation markers, such as CD62L, CD25, or
CD49d and, in a normal, nonlymphopenic environment, the cells
revert to a CD44low phenotype after homeostatic proliferation (58–
60). Thus, although homeostatic proliferation may sometimes be
associated with up-regulation of activation/memory markers
(CD44), this is typically followed by reversion to a naive pheno-
type. An exception has been reported in extreme cases such as
intense homeostatic proliferation associated with repopulation of
an empty host in which it has been shown that naive T cells can
permanently convert to a CD44high phenotype (60). It has also
been suggested that intense homeostatic proliferation of naive cells
in the elderly, perhaps to a self-peptide, may serve to drive naive
T cells into the memory pool, further contributing to the shift in the
naive to memory phenotype ratio (56).

We find no evidence for a consistent relationship between the
skewed repertoire in naive and memory CD8 T cells from indi-
vidual aged mice. This argues against both a mechanism by which
clonally expanded naive CD8 T cells are driven into the memory
pool and a mechanism by which clonally expanded memory cells
lose their memory phenotype and inappropriately appear to be na-
ive. Thus, the data support our hypothesis that the expansions we
see in the naive pool are a consequence of dysregulated homeo-
static proliferation. Failure to find evidence for crossover between
the naive and memory pools re-enforces the idea that the naive and
memory cells occupy separate niches in the periphery and are reg-
ulated independently.

The development of clonal expansions suggests a selective
mechanism for preferential homeostatic proliferation of specific
clones. Individual T cell clones may have different requirements
for their maintenance, probably depending on TCR avidity and the
availability of selecting ligands (57, 61). In adoptive transfer ex-
periments, it was shown that in the absence of cognate Ag there
was differential proliferation among transferred T cells. In addi-
tion, there was a hierarchy of thymic and peripheral selection in
which some lymphocytes were more easily replaced by competi-
tors than others. As mentioned above, in the elderly, preferential
homeostatic proliferation may be largely driven by self-Ag, result-
ing in the development of autoreactivity. In support of this idea, it
has been shown that as thymic output declines, the number of
self-reactive T cells that may invade the peripheral pools increases
(14). This is further supported by emergence of autoimmune dis-
eases after thymectomy and the age-related increase in self-reac-
tive lymphocytes (62, 63).

An important issue, especially with regard to therapeutic inter-
vention and attempts to restore repertoire diversity, is to determine
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the kinetics of the age-associated decline of repertoire diversity. In
humans, there is a major involution of the thymus during adoles-
cence and thymic output declines dramatically between 25 and 60
years of age. However, cycling remains steady, the proportions of
naive and memory T cells are maintained beyond age 65, and loss
of repertoire diversity does not become apparent until approxi-
mately age 75 (16). Eventually, the reduced rate of thymic export
cannot adequately replenish the peripheral pool and maintenance
of pool size becomes almost completely dependent on homeostatic
proliferation. Thus, after age 70, homeostatic proliferation dou-
bles, repertoire diversity contracts dramatically, and the pheno-
typic distinction between naive and memory CD4 T cells becomes
unclear (16). In our study, kinetic analyses were not performed.
Our analysis of individual 19-mo-old mice showed that at this age
the mice exhibit aged repertoires in terms of naive/memory distri-
bution and the impaired ability to respond to influenza virus, yet
have not developed a significant degree of clonal expansions in the
memory pool (11) (data not shown). It will be important to deter-
mine at what age mice show evidence for loss of diversity among
naive T cells in terms of skewed spectratype profiles and clonal
expansions.

Age-associated declining repertoire diversity of naive CD8 T
cells is thought to correlate with impaired immunity (7–11, 64). In
support of this, we have previously shown an age-associated de-
cline in reactivity to influenza virus-specific epitopes of low naive
precursor frequency and restricted diversity. In some cases, the
decline in repertoire diversity was so extreme that it resulted in
“holes in the repertoire” of aged mice to normally immunodomi-
nant epitopes. Importantly, the age-associated decline in repertoire
diversity and loss of reactivity to the immunodominant epitope
correlated both with impaired cellular immunity to de novo influ-
enza virus infection and a compromised recall response to heter-
ologous infection (11). More recently, it has become possible to
accurately determine the precursor frequency of naive CD4 and
CD8 T cells of a given specificity. In one study, the number of
peptide-specific CD4 precursors ranged between 20 and 200 (65)
and, in another study, the number of peptide-specific CD8 precur-
sors ranged between 80 and 1200 cells per mouse (66). Impor-
tantly, the CD4 precursor frequency predicted the size and TCR
diversity of the primary CD4 T cell response following peptide
immunization. The CD8 study showed that the V� bias in respond-
ing CD8 T cells was determined by a bias in precursor frequency
and that the initial precursor frequency regulated the kinetics and
immunodominance of the primary response and also controlled the
development of the memory population. Whereas age-associated
loss in diversity may not always result in a “hole” in the repertoire,
as in our previous studies (11), it is now possible to formally study
the impact of age-associated declines in repertoire diversity to par-
ticular epitopes on responsiveness in individual mice.

In conclusion, at least one contributing factor to the well-char-
acterized age-associated decline in immune function is reduced
naive T cell repertoire diversity due to loss of thymic function.
Thus, an important goal is the development of treatments to main-
tain or restore the size of thymus and/or to enhance thymic export
in elderly individuals (67–69). A key point is whether, with res-
toration of high thymic output, the diversity of the repertoire can
be restored (70, 71). A variety of therapeutic approaches are being
tested, including thymic transplants (72) and restoration of thymic
progenitor cells (73, 74) or hematopoietic stem cells (75). In ad-
dition, methods such as chemical or physical castration to lower
circulating levels of sex hormones (76–78) or treatment with IL-7
alone, or in combination with LHRH agonists (67, 79, 80), have
been shown to increase the rate of export from the existing, but
atrophied, thymus. Finally, growth hormones to increase thymic

mass (81) should be tested, as it has been shown that thymic output
correlates with the size of the thymus and is independent of age
(22). The mouse provides a good experimental model for deter-
mining whether T cell repertoire diversity can be restored in the
aged and whether this will result in improved immunity to new
infections and vaccines.
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