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We present Bisque, a tool for estimating cell type proportions in bulk expression. Bisque
implements a regression-based approach that utilizes single-cell RNA-seq (scRNA-seq) or
single-nucleus RNA-seq (snRNA-seq) data to generate a reference expression proﬁle and
learn gene-speciﬁc bulk expression transformations to robustly decompose RNA-seq data.
These transformations signiﬁcantly improve decomposition performance compared to
existing methods when there is signiﬁcant technical variation in the generation of the
reference proﬁle and observed bulk expression. Importantly, compared to existing methods,
our approach is extremely efﬁcient, making it suitable for the analysis of large genomic
datasets that are becoming ubiquitous. When applied to subcutaneous adipose and dorsolateral prefrontal cortex expression datasets with both bulk RNA-seq and snRNA-seq data,
Bisque replicates previously reported associations between cell type proportions and measured phenotypes across abundant and rare cell types. We further propose an additional
mode of operation that merely requires a set of known marker genes.
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ulk RNA-seq experiments typically measure total gene
expression from heterogeneous tissues, such as tumor and
blood samples1,2. Variability in cell-type composition can
signiﬁcantly confound analyses of these data, such as in identiﬁcation of expression quantitative trait loci (eQTLs) or differentially expressed genes3. Cell-type heterogeneity may also be of
interest in proﬁling changes in tissue composition associated with
disease, such as cancer4 or diabetes5. In addition, measures of cell
composition can be leveraged to identify cell-speciﬁc eQTLs6,7 or
differential expression6 from bulk data.
Traditional methods for determining cell-type composition,
such as immunohistochemistry or ﬂow cytometry, rely on a
limited set of molecular markers and lack in scalability relative to
the current rate of data generation8. Single-cell technologies
provide a high-resolution view into cellular heterogeneity and
cell-type-speciﬁc expression9–11. However, these experiments
remain costly and noisy compared to bulk RNA-seq12. Collection
of bulk expression data remains an attractive approach for
identifying population-level associations, such as differential
expression regardless of cell-type speciﬁcity. Moreover, many
bulk RNA-seq studies that have been performed in recent years
resulted in a large body of data that is available public databases
such as dbGAP and GEO. Given the wide availability of these
bulk data, the estimation of cell-type proportions, often termed
decomposition, can be used to extract large-scale cell-typespeciﬁc information.
There exist a number of methods for decomposing bulk
expression, many of which are regression-based and leverage celltype-speciﬁc expression data as a reference proﬁle13. CIBERSORT14 is a SVM-regression-based approach, originally designed
for microarray data that utilizes a reference generated from
puriﬁed cell populations. A major limitation of this approach is
the reliance on sorting cells to estimate a reference gene expression panel. BSEQ-sc15 instead generates a reference proﬁle from
single-cell expression data that is used in the CIBERSORT model.
MuSiC16 also leverages single-cell expression as a reference,
instead using a weighted non-negative least-squares regression
(NNLS) model for decomposition, with improved performance
over BSEQ-sc in several datasets.
The distinct nature of the technologies used to generate bulk
and single-cell sequencing data may present an issue for
decomposition models that assume a direct proportional relationship between the single-cell-based reference and observed
bulk mixture. For example, the capture of mRNA and chemistry
of library preparation can differ signiﬁcantly between bulk tissue
and single-cell RNA-seq methods, as well as between different
single-cell technologies17,18. Moreover, some technologies may be
measuring different parts of the transcriptome, such as nuclear
pre-mRNA in single-nucleus RNA-seq (snRNA-seq) experiments
as opposed to cellular and extra-cellular mRNA observed in
traditional bulk RNA-seq experiments. As we show later, these
differences may introduce gene-speciﬁc biases that break down
the correlation between cell-type-speciﬁc and bulk tissue measurements. Thus, while single-cell RNA-seq technologies have
provided unprecedented resolution in identifying expression
proﬁles of cell types in heterogeneous tissues, these proﬁles
generally may not follow the direct proportionality assumptions
of regression-based methods, as we demonstrate here.
We present Bisque, a highly efﬁcient tool to measure cellular
heterogeneity in bulk expression through robust integration of
single-cell information, accounting for biases introduced in the
single-cell sequencing protocols. The goal of Bisque is to integrate the different chemistries/technologies of single-cell and
bulk tissue RNA-seq to estimate cell-type proportions from
tissue-level gene expression measurements across a larger set of
samples. Our reference-based model decomposes bulk samples
2

using a single-cell-based reference proﬁle and, while not
required, can leverage single-cell and bulk measurements for the
same samples for further improved decomposition accuracy.
This approach employs gene-speciﬁc transformations of bulk
expression to account for biases in sequencing technologies as
described above. When a reference proﬁle is not available, we
propose BisqueMarker, a semi-supervised model that extracts
trends in cellular composition from normalized bulk expression
samples using only cell-speciﬁc marker genes that could be
obtained using single-cell data. We demonstrate using simulated
and real datasets from brain and adipose tissue that our method
is signiﬁcantly more accurate than existing methods. Furthermore, it is extremely efﬁcient, requiring seconds in cases where
other methods require hours; thus, it is scalable to large genomic
datasets that are now becoming available.
Results
Method overview (Bisque). A graphical overview of Bisque is
presented in Fig. 1. Our reference-based decomposition model
requires bulk RNA-seq counts data and a reference dataset with
read counts from single-cell RNA-seq. In addition, the single-cell
data should be labeled with cell types to be quantiﬁed. A reference
proﬁle is generated by averaging read count abundances within
each cell type in the single-cell data. Given the reference proﬁle
and cell proportions observed in the single-cell data, our method
learns gene-speciﬁc transformations of the bulk data to account
for technical biases between the sequencing technologies. Bisque
can then estimate cell proportions from the bulk RNA-seq data
using the reference and the transformed bulk expression data
using non-negative least-squares (NNLS) regression.
Evaluation of decomposition performance in adipose tissue.
We applied our method to 106 bulk RNA-seq subcutaneous
adipose tissue samples collected from both lean and obese individuals, where 6 samples have both bulk RNA-seq and snRNAseq data available (Table 1). Each of the participants gave a
written informed consent. The study protocol was approved by
the Ethics Committee at the Helsinki University Hospital, Helsinki, Finland. Adipose tissue consists of several cell types,
including adipocytes that are expected to be the most abundant
population. Adipose tissue also contains structural cell types (i.e.
ﬁbroblasts and endothelial cells) and immune cells (i.e. macrophages and T cells)19. These 5 cell-type populations were identiﬁed from the snRNA-seq data (Supplementary Fig. 1a).
We observed signiﬁcant biases between the snRNA-seq and
bulk RNA-seq data in samples that had both data available. We
found that the linear relationship between the pseudo-bulk
(summed snRNA-seq reads across cells) and the true bulk
expression varied signiﬁcantly by each gene (Fig. 2a). Speciﬁcally,
we observed best ﬁt lines relating these expression levels between
technologies with a mean slope of roughly 0.30 and a variance in
slope of 5.67. In our model, a slope of 1 would indicate no bias
between technologies. We further investigated whether gene
expression differences between the bulk and snRNA-seq were the
same across individuals and experiments. Comparing log-ratios
of RNA-seq to snRNA-seq expression levels, we found that the
majority of gene biases were preserved across individuals, tissues,
and experiments (R = 0.75 across experiments) (Supplementary
Fig. 3), providing evidence that technological differences drive
consistent gene expression differences across bulk and snRNAseq methods.
We performed simulations based on the adipose snRNA-seq
data to demonstrate the effect of technology-based biases between
the reference proﬁle and bulk expression on decomposition
performance. In these analyses, we benchmarked Bisque and
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Fig. 1 Graphical overview of the Bisque decomposition method. We integrate single-cell and bulk expression by learning gene-speciﬁc bulk
transformations (pictured on right) that align the two datasets for accurate decomposition.

Table 1 Summary of snRNA-seq and bulk expression datasets used for benchmarking Bisque and existing methods.
Tissue

Number of
samples

Bulk RNA-seq
platform

snRNA-seq
platform

snRNA-seq
samples

Total nuclei

Average nuclei
per individual

Number of
cell types

Subcutaneous adipose

106

Illumina NovaSeq

6

10,947

1824

5

Dorsolateral
prefrontal cortex

636

Illumina HiSeq

10x Genomics
Chromium
10x Genomics
Chromium

8

68,028

8503
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three existing methods (MuSiC, BSEQ-sc, and CIBERSORT).
Brieﬂy, we simulated bulk expression for 6 individuals by
summing the observed snRNA-seq read counts. To model
discordance between the reference and bulk, we applied genespeciﬁc linear transformations of the simulated bulk expression.
For each gene, the coefﬁcient and intercept of the linear
transformation were sampled from half-normal distributions
with increasing variance. In this model, a higher variance
corresponds to a larger bias between sequencing experiments.
Although these transformations closely mirrored the Bisque
decomposition model, they utilized the true snRNA-seq counts
for each individual whereas Bisque learned these transformations
using the reference proﬁle generated from averaging these counts
across all cells. Hence, this simulation framework introduced
additional noise that Bisque does not entirely model. We
evaluated decomposition performance by comparing proportion
estimates to the proportions observed in the snRNA-seq data in
terms of global Pearson correlation (R) and root-mean squared

deviation (RMSD). Owing to the small number of samples, we
applied leave-one-out cross-validation to predict the cell
composition of each individual using the remaining snRNA-seq
samples as training data for each method. In these simulations,
Bisque remained robust (R ≈ 0.85, RMSD ≈ 0.07) at higher levels
of simulated bias between the bulk and snRNA-seq-based
reference (Fig. 2b).
Next, we performed this cross-validation benchmark on the
observed bulk RNA-seq data for these 6 individuals and found
that Bisque (R = 0.923, RMSD = 0.074) provided signiﬁcantly
improved global accuracy in detecting each cell type over existing
methods (Table 2, Supplementary Fig. 1b). MuSiC (R = −0.111,
RMSD = 0.427), BSEQ-sc (R = −0.113, RMSD = 0.432), and
CIBERSORT (R = −0.131, RMSD = 0.416) severely underestimated the proportion of adipocytes (the most abundant
population in adipose tissue) while overestimating the endothelial
cell fraction. We also benchmarked CIBERSORTx20, which
employs a batch correction mode to account for biases in
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Fig. 2 The effect of discrepancies between a single-cell-based reference and bulk expression on decomposition. a Observed discrepancies in real data
between single-nucleus and bulk expression for selected marker genes (left) for six individuals. Each color corresponds to a gene. On the left, observed bulk
expression on the x axis is plotted against the pseudo-bulk expression on the y axis, where pseudo-bulk expression is calculated by summing the singlecell-based reference with cell proportions as weights. On the right, the Bisque transformation of bulk expression is on the x axis. Bisque recovers a one-toone relationship by transforming the bulk expression for improved decomposition accuracy (right). b Simulation of bulk expression for six individuals based
on true adipose snRNA-seq data with increasing gene-speciﬁc differences. These differences are modeled as a linear transformation of the summed
snRNA-seq counts with coefﬁcient and intercept sampled from half-normal distributions with parameter as indicated on the x axis. At σ = 0, the simulated
bulk is simply the sum of the observed single-cell read counts. Performance on y axis measured in global Pearson correlation (R) (left) and root-mean
squared deviation (RMSD) (right). Shaded regions indicate 95% conﬁdence intervals based on bootstrapping with central lines indicating the mean observed
value. Bisque remains robust to increasing gene-speciﬁc variation between single-cell and bulk expression levels. Source data are provided as a Source
Data ﬁle.

Table 2 Leave-one-out cross-validation in subcutaneous
adipose using 6 samples with snRNA-seq and bulk RNA-seq
data available.
Method

R

RMSD

Bisque
CIBERSORTx
MuSiC
BSEQ-sc
CIBERSORT

0.923 ± 0.064
0.687 ± 0.450
−0.111 ± 0.182
−0.113 ± 0.180
−0.131 ± 0.176

0.074 ± 0.034
0.099 ± 0.046
0.427 ± 0.058
0.432 ± 0.058
0.416 ± 0.059

Proportions based on snRNA-seq were used as a proxy for the true proportions. Performance
measured in Pearson correlation (R) and root-mean-square deviation (RMSD) across all 5
identiﬁed cell types in each sample. Reported values were averaged across the 6 samples with
standard deviation indicated. Bold values indicate the highest performing method with respect to
each metric. Source data are provided as a Source Data ﬁle.

sequencing technologies. Although CIBERSORTx (R = 0.687,
RMSD = 0.099) outperformed existing methods, Bisque provided
improved accuracy. It should be noted that cell-speciﬁc accuracy
is more informative than global R and RMSD; however, these
small sample sizes did not provide robust measures of within-cell4

type performance in this cross-validation framework (Supplementary Fig. 1c). We were able to slightly improve the number of
detected cell populations by MuSiC, BSEQ-sc, and CIBERSORT
when we considered only snRNA-seq reads aligning to exonic
regions of the transcriptome, indicating that intronic reads
introduced increasing discrepancy between snRNA-seq and bulk
RNA-seq in the context of decomposition. However, given that a
signiﬁcant portion of the nuclear transcriptome consists of premRNA, this ﬁltering process removed over 40% of cells detected
in the snRNA-seq data. Moreover, Bisque provided improved
accuracy over existing methods using this exonic subset of the
snRNA-seq data (Supplementary Fig. 1d).
We then applied these decomposition methods to the
remaining 100 bulk samples and found that the distribution of
cell-proportion estimates produced by Bisque were most
concordant with the expected distribution inferred from the
limited number of snRNA-seq samples and previously reported
proportions21,22 (Fig. 3a). Although these benchmarks provided a
measure of calibration (i.e. the ability to detect cell populations in
expected ranges), they did not provide measurements of cellspeciﬁc proportion accuracy across individuals. In order to
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Fig. 3 Decomposition benchmark in human subcutaneous adipose tissue. a Comparison of decomposition estimates from 100 individuals with estimates
from 6 individuals with snRNA-seq data available. Each color represents a benchmarked method. Boxes indicate the quartiles of the estimated proportions
with whiskers extending 1.5 times the interquartile range. Points are individual samples that are represented by the boxplot. b, c Scatterplots comparing
decomposition estimates with measured phenotypes in 100 individuals. Reported ‘rho’ corresponds to Spearman correlation and p-values indicate the
signiﬁcance of these correlations, with an asterisk denoting signiﬁcance after correction for covariates in a linear-mixed model. CIBERSORT and BSEQ-sc are
not shown as they did not detect these cell populations. These examples include the most abundant (adipocytes) and rarest (T cells) cell types identiﬁed in
the snRNA-seq data. Signiﬁcance of associations reported in Supplementary Table 1. b Adipocyte proportion has been observed to negatively correlate with
BMI so we expected a negative correlation. Bisque (p = 0.030) and CIBERSORTx (p = 0.001) produced signiﬁcant negative associations after correcting
for sex, age, age-squared, and relatedness in a linear-mixed model. c T-cell proportion has previously been reported to positively correlate with insulin
resistance. Matsuda index decreases with higher insulin resistance so we expected a negative correlation. Bisque (p = 0.002) and CIBERSORTx (p =
0.046) produced signiﬁcant negative associations after correcting for diabetes status, sex, age, age-squared, and relatedness in a linear-mixed model.
Source data are provided as a Source Data ﬁle.

evaluate cell-speciﬁc accuracy, we replicated previously reported
associations between cell proportions and measured phenotypes.
Speciﬁcally, we compared cell-proportion estimates from each
method to body mass index (BMI) and Matsuda index, a measure
of insulin resistance. We measured the signiﬁcance of these
association based on t-values estimated in a linear-mixed model
accounting for age, age-squared, and sex as ﬁxed effects and
relatedness as a random effect.
Obesity is associated with adipocyte hypertrophy, the expansion of the volume of fat cells23; thus, we expected a negative

association between adipocyte proportion and BMI. Bisque,
MuSiC, and CIBERSORTx produced adipocyte proportion
estimates that replicate this behavior, while BSEQ-sc and
CIBERSORT were unable to detect this cell population (Fig. 3b).
The adipocyte proportion estimates produced by Bisque (p =
0.030) and CIBERSORTx (p = 0.001) had a signiﬁcant negative
association with BMI (Supplementary Table 1a). In addition,
macrophage abundance has been shown to increase in adipose
tissue with higher levels of obesity, concomitant with a state of
low grade inﬂammation24. Each method detected macrophage
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populations that positively associated with BMI; however, only
Bisque (p < 0.001), BSEQ-sc (p = 0.004), and CIBERSORTx (p =
0.034) reached signiﬁcance (Supplementary Table 1b).
T cells were the least abundant cell-type population identiﬁed
from the snRNA-seq data, constituting around 4% of all
sequenced nuclei. The abundance of T cells has been observed
to positively correlate with insulin resistance25. Thus, we
compared decomposition estimates for T-cell proportions to
Matsuda index. As a lower Matsuda index indicates higher insulin
resistance, we expect a negative association between T-cell
proportion and Matsuda index. Proportion estimates produced
by Bisque and CIBERSORTx followed this trend while the
remaining existing methods did not identify T cells in the bulk
samples (Fig. 3c). We found this association signiﬁcant for Bisque
(p = 0.002) and CIBERSORTx (p = 0.046) (Supplementary
Table 1c) after correcting for diabetes status, as Matsuda index
may not be informative in these individuals26.
Evaluation of decomposition performance in cortex tissue. We
also benchmarked these decomposition methods using expression data collected from the dorsolateral prefrontal cortex
(DLPFC). This dataset was generated by the Rush Alzheimer’s
Disease (AD) Center27 and includes 636 postmortem bulk RNAseq samples. The Religious Orders Study and Rush Memory and
Aging Project were approved by an IRB of Rush University
Medical Center. Both bulk RNA-seq and snRNA-seq data were
collected from 8 of the individuals (Table 1). Using the same
pipeline we used to process the adipose dataset, we identiﬁed
11 clusters: 3 neuronal subtypes, 2 interneuronal subtypes, 2
astrocyte subtypes, oligodendrocytes, oligodendrocyte progenitor
cells, and microglia (Supplementary Fig. 2a). We observed a
higher overlap in marker genes for these clusters than in those
identiﬁed in the adipose dataset (average of 10% of marker genes
shared between clusters in DLPFC compared to 3% in adipose)
(Supplementary Fig. 4a, b).
We again applied leave-one-out cross-validation on the 8
individuals with both RNA-seq and snRNA-seq data available. In
this example, we randomly sampled 25% of the nuclei in the
snRNA-seq data to accommodate CIBERSORTx (which is
currently web-based and restricts the size of ﬁles that can be
processed). Bisque was able to detect each cell population
identiﬁed from the snRNA-seq data with high global accuracy
(R = 0.924, RMSD = 0.029) while MuSiC (R = −0.192, RMSD =
0.173), BSEQ-sc (R = 0.098, RMSD = 0.120), and CIBERSORT
(R = −0.281, RMSD = 0.197) did not detect a number of
cell populations (Table 3, Supplementary Fig. 2b, c). Bisque
also provided higher accuracy than CIBERSORTx (R = 0.671,
RMSD = 0.070). However, we found that the performance of the
Table 3 Leave-one-out cross-validation in dorsolateral
prefrontal cortex using 8 samples with snRNA-seq and bulk
RNA-seq data available.
Method

R

RMSD

Bisque
CIBERSORTx
MuSiC
BSEQ-sc
CIBERSORT

0.924 ± 0.062
0.671 ± 0.153
−0.192 ± 0.107
0.098 ± 0.216
−0.281 ± 0.049

0.029 ± 0.010
0.070 ± 0.019
0.173 ± 0.013
0.120 ± 0.023
0.197 ± 0.012

Proportions based on snRNA-seq were used as a proxy for the true proportions. Performance
measured in Pearson correlation (R) and root-mean-square deviation across all 11 identiﬁed cell
types in each sample. Reported values were averaged across the 8 samples with standard
deviation indicated. We performed these experiments with 25% of the snRNA-seq data in order
to accommodate the ﬁle size limit of the current web-based implementation of CIBERSORTx.
Bold values indicate the highest performing method with respect to each metric. Source data are
provided as a Source Data ﬁle.
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existing methods improved when estimates with subtypes were
summed together (Supplementary Fig. 2d). Although each
method was able to quantify major cell populations after
merging subtypes, Bisque was able to distinguish between these
closely related cell populations. Interestingly, we found that in
both adipose and DLPFC, endothelial cell proportions were
overestimated by each of the existing methods.
We applied these decomposition methods to the remaining 628
individuals and compared the distribution of estimates to the
proportions observed in the 8 snRNA-seq samples. We found
that Bisque was able to detect each cell population and produced
estimates that were closest in mean to the snRNA-seq observations (Fig. 4a). The increased accuracy of Bisque over existing
methods persisted when we merged closely related subtypes
(Supplementary Fig. 2e). Moreover, immunohistochemistry
(IHC) analyses on a 70 of these samples found similar
proportions of major cell populations28, conﬁrming the relative
accuracy of snRNA-seq-based estimates of cell proportions.
Again, to determine cell-speciﬁc decomposition accuracy, we
replicated known associations between cell-type proportions and
measured phenotypes in the 628 individuals. For these analyses,
we compared cell-proportion estimates to each individual’s Braak
stage and physician cognitive diagnostic category at time of death.
Braak stage is a semiquantitative measure of neuroﬁbrillary
tangles, ranging in value from 0 to 5 with increasing severity. The
cognitive diagnostic category provides a semiquantitative measure
of dementia severity, where a code of 1 indicates no cognitive
impairment and 5 indicates a conﬁdent diagnosis of AD by
physicians. We determined the signiﬁcance of these associations
based on t-values estimated by a linear regression model that
accounted for age, age-squared, and sex.
Neuronal death is a hallmark symptom of AD29. Therefore, we
expected to ﬁnd a negative association between cognitive
diagnosis and neuron proportion. We found that each decomposition method provides estimates of total neuron proportion
that tend to decrease with cognitive diagnostic category (Fig. 4b).
Each method generates proportions with negative association
with cognitive diagnosis. Each method, excluding BSEQ-sc,
reached signiﬁcance in this model (p ≤ 0.001 for each method)
(Supplementary Table 2a). As another example, we compared
each individual’s Braak stage to their estimated proportion of
microglia, a relatively small cell population that constituted
roughly 5% of the sequenced nuclei. Microglia activation has been
observed to increase with AD severity30. We used Braak stage as a
proxy for AD severity and expected a positive association between
microglia proportion and Braak stage. Bisque and MuSiC
provided estimates that follow this expected trend (Fig. 4c). Only
Bisque produced estimates with a signiﬁcant positive association
(p = 0.001) (Supplementary Table 2b). Interestingly, we observed
a decrease in microglia proportions estimated by Bisque in Braak
stage 6 individuals, which has been previously observed in AD
patients31.
Runtime comparison of reference-based decomposition methods. Given the large amounts of transcriptomic data that are
becoming available, we also benchmarked these decomposition
methods in terms of runtime. In the subcutaneous adipose
dataset, which included 100 bulk RNA-seq samples and 6
snRNA-seq samples with about 1800 nuclei sequenced per individual, Bisque was able to estimate cell proportions efﬁciently
compared to existing methods. Bisque (1 s) and MuSiC (1 s)
provided decomposition estimates faster than BSEQ-sc (26 s),
CIBERSORT (27 s), and CIBERSORTx (389 s) (Fig. 5a). Bisque
also provided improved efﬁciency in processing the reduced
DLPFC dataset, which included 628 bulk RNA-seq samples and 8
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Fig. 4 Decomposition benchmark in human dorsolateral prefrontal cortex tissue. We randomly sampled 25% of the nuclei in the snRNA-seq data to
accommodate the ﬁle size limit of the web-based implementation of CIBERSORTx at the time of writing. a Comparison of decomposition estimates from 628
individuals with estimates from 8 individuals with snRNA-seq data available. Each color represents a benchmarked method. Boxes indicate the quartiles of
the estimated proportions with whiskers extending 1.5 times the interquartile range. Points are individual samples that are represented by the boxplot.
b, c Violin plots depicting association of decomposition estimates aggregated into major cell types with measured phenotypes in 628 individuals. Reported
‘rho’ corresponds to Spearman correlation and p-values indicate the signiﬁcance of these correlations, with an asterisk denoting both an expected effect
direction and signiﬁcance after correction for covariates. Examples shown are for the most abundant (neurons) and least abundant (microglia) populations
detected in the snRNA-seq data. Signiﬁcance of associations reported in Supplementary Table 2. b Neuronal degeneration has been observed in patients
diagnosed with Alzheimer’s disease (AD). Cognitive diagnostic category measures a physician’s diagnosis of cognitive impairment (CI), with 0 indicating no
CI and 4 indicating a conﬁdent AD diagnosis. We expected a negative correlation between neuron proportion and cognitive diagnostic category. c Microglia
proportion has been observed to positively correlate with increased severity of AD symptoms, such as neuroﬁbrillary tangles. Braak stage provides a
semiquantitative measure of tangle severity, so we expected an overall positive correlation between microglia proportion and Braak stage. In addition, a
decrease in microglia abundance has been previously reported at Braak stages 5 through 6 in AD patients. Only Bisque produced estimates with a signiﬁcant
positive association (p = 0.001) after correcting for sex, age, and age-squared in a linear regression model. Source data are provided as a Source Data ﬁle.

snRNA-seq samples with around 2125 nuclei per individual.
Bisque (4 s) and MuSiC (10 s) estimated cell proportions relatively quickly compared to BSEQ-sc (273 s), CIBERSORT (298 s),
and CIBERSORTx (6566 s) (Fig. 5b).
Robustness of the reference-based decomposition model. Our
reference-based decomposition method is based on the assumption
that cell populations are equally represented in single-cell and bulk

RNA sequencing of the same tissue samples. As this assumption
may be violated32, we explored the performance of our model as we
relaxed this assumption in simulations. First, we simulated snRNAseq data where cell proportions were increasingly biased. Using the
DLPFC snRNA-seq data, we downsampled or upsampled the cells
identiﬁed as microglia at varying levels and performed decomposition. Indeed, the absolute estimates produced by Bisque propagated these shifts in snRNA-seq proportions. However, we found
that our estimated microglia proportions, regardless of these shifts,
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residual norm values tend to increase (Supplementary Fig. 5b). In
our simulation framework, this variability in unknown cell-type
contribution could be qualitatively identiﬁed by the presence of a
multimodal residual norm distribution.
Given that single-cell datasets still remain relatively small
compared to bulk datasets, we also explored the impact of sample
size in the reference single-cell data on the performance of Bisque.
In the DLPFC dataset, we saw a drop in performance when using
less than four randomly selected snRNA-seq samples (Supplementary Fig. 5c). This threshold is likely to differ between
experiments, though we recommend at least three single-cell
samples to generate reference data.
Finally, as marker gene selection can vary between studies, we
were interested in the performance of Bisque as we varied the
number of marker genes. Again, we measured cell-type proportion estimation performance for microglia in the DLPFC dataset
by correlating the estimates with Braak stage, which is known to
have a positive association. We recalculated this correlation as we
removed marker genes for this cell type. We removed marker
genes in order of both decreasing and increasing log-fold change,
which provides a measure of the importance of marker genes for
identifying this cell type. In both procedures, we observe that as
we remove an increasing percentage of the 102 identiﬁed marker
genes, performance remains stable until a shared drop off point
around 75% (Supplementary Fig. 5d). As we observed this trend
in both marker gene removal schemes, we assume that a relatively
few number of marker genes, regardless of their log-fold change
magnitude, can be used to accurately estimate cell-type proportions. These results suggest that as long as a core set of marker
genes are present, variations in less important marker genes will
have little effect on downstream analyses.
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Fig. 5 Runtime comparisons in log-transformed seconds for benchmarked
reference-based decomposition methods. a Runtime for subcutaneous
adipose dataset, which included 100 RNA-seq samples and 6 snRNA-seq
samples with around 1800 nuclei per individual. b Runtime for dorsolateral
prefrontal cortex dataset, which included 628 RNA-seq samples and 8
snRNA-seq samples. We benchmarked each method using around 2125
nuclei per snRNA-seq sample. Source data are provided as a Source
Data ﬁle.

maintained an expected positive association with Braak stage. This
positive association served as evidence for the correlation between
these estimates and the true microglia proportions (Supplementary
Fig. 5a). Given these results, we suggest that users take note of this
behavior if both the mean abundances are important for downstream analysis and the single-cell reference data is known to be
signiﬁcantly biased against speciﬁc cell populations of interest.
Next, we simulated a situation where an unknown cell
population contributes to bulk expression but is not represented
in the snRNA-seq reference data. For situations where this
unknown contribution varies across the bulk dataset, we
simulated bulk expression by mixing the observed bulk expression for the DLPFC dataset with increasing amounts of
expression observed in the adipose dataset. To determine the
effect of unknown cell populations on our model, we analyzed
the distribution of residual norms produced by the method. These
residual norms provide a measure of the difference between the
vector of observed bulk and expression reference weighted by
the estimated proportions across all genes for each individual. As
we increased the contribution from unknown cell types, the
8

Marker-based decomposition using cell-type marker genes.
Although a reference proﬁle from snRNA-seq can help to
decompose bulk-level gene expression, it may not be available for
the same dataset. The majority of bulk RNA-seq datasets do not
have corresponding snRNA-seq data in the same set of individuals. However, marker gene information from prior experiments
can still be applied to distinct expression datasets of the same
tissue. The basis of most decomposition methods relies on the
logic that as the proportion of a cell type varies across individuals,
the expression of its marker genes will tend to correlate in the
same direction as its cell-type proportion. This linear co-variation
can be captured in a principal components analysis (PCA). Under
the same argument, the more cell-type-speciﬁc a marker gene is,
the more its expression will reﬂect its cell-type proportion. These
observations form the basis for BisqueMarker, a weighted PCAbased (wPCA) decomposition approach. Genes that are more
speciﬁcally expressed within a cell type will provide more information than genes with shared expression across cell types. To
estimate cell-type proportions without the use of cell-type-speciﬁc
gene expression information, we applied wPCA to bulk-level
adipose tissue expression.
For each cell type, we extracted the ﬁrst PC from a wPCA of
the expression matrix of its markers. The expression matrix was
corrected for the ﬁrst global expression PC as a covariate so that
wPCA estimates would not reﬂect technical variation. We ﬁrst
conﬁrmed that these genes were distinct across cell types. If 2 cell
types share a high proportion of marker genes, the wPCA
estimates from bulk RNA-seq will correlate highly. We then
investigated whether the second or third PC could have
represented cell-type proportions. The percent of variance
explained by the ﬁrst PC was typically 30–60% across adipose
cell types, and additionally, over 90% of the markers correlated in
the same direction as the ﬁrst PC. In contrast, roughly 50–70% of
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markers correlated in the same direction as the second or third
PC. As performed for reference-based decomposition, we
correlated phenotypes with cell-type proportions estimated by
BisqueMarker. We identiﬁed the same associations as with
reference-based decomposition, demonstrating its validity when a
reference is not available (Supplementary Table 1). Similarly, we
observed the same trends between estimated cell-type abundances
and phenotypes as we did using our reference-based method in
the DLPFC cohort (Supplementary Table 2).

not model explicitly the expression level, and it is thus robust to
biases in the single-cell sequencing protocol. We found that
BisqueMarker estimates followed expected trends with measured
phenotypes; however, it should be noted that this method estimates relative differences in abundances that cannot be compared
across cell types. Also, given the semi-supervised nature of this
method, these cell-type abundance estimates may include signals
from technical or other biological variation in the data. Therefore,
we highly suggest applying this method to data that is properly
normalized with sources of undesired variation removed.

Discussion
Bisque effectively leverages single-cell information to decompose
bulk expression samples, outperforming existing methods in
datasets with snRNA-seq data available. In simulations, we
demonstrated that the decomposition accuracy of Bisque is robust
to increasing variation between the generation of the reference
proﬁle and bulk expression, which is a signiﬁcant issue when
comparing snRNA-seq and bulk RNA-seq data. In observed bulk
expression, our reference-based method accurately estimates cell
proportions that are consistent with previously reported distributions and reliably detects rare cell types. We found that these
estimates consistently follow expected trends with measured
phenotypes, suggesting that cell-speciﬁc estimates of proportion
are sufﬁciently accurate to extract relevant biological signals. In
addition, differences in tissue structure can lead to signiﬁcant
differences in the quality of single-cell expression data33. We
demonstrated the improved performance of our method in adipose and DLPFC, two distinct tissues, suggesting that Bisque is
robust across different tissue types.
The cell-type proportion estimates determined by Bisque may
be utilized to effectively identify cell-type-speciﬁc interactions,
such as expression quantitative trait loci (eQTLs), and adjust for
confounding effects from variability in cell populations. With this
reference-based approach, single-cell sequencing of a subset of
samples from large-scale bulk expression cohorts can provide
high power to detect cell-speciﬁc associations in complex phenotypes and diseases.
However, we note that there are limitations to this referencebased method that users should consider. First, if the number of
individuals with single-cell data available is small, the reference
proﬁle and gene-speciﬁc transformations may become unreliable.
In addition, a key assumption of our transformation framework is
that single-cell-based estimates of cell proportions accurately
reﬂect the true proportions we wish to estimate. As a result of this
assumption, Bisque provides estimates of cell proportions
reported by the single-cell technology used to generate the
reference data. Given that snRNA-seq can provide less bias in
isolating speciﬁc cell types compared to scRNA-seq34,35, we
expect these estimates to be useful for downstream analyses such
as those previously discussed. Nevertheless, the accuracy of Bisque may decrease if the proportion of cell types captured by
single-cell experiments differs signiﬁcantly from the true physiological distributions. Therefore, we advise users to take caution
if there is a known signiﬁcant bias in the single-cell measurements
of a tissue, such as severe underrepresentation of a cell type of
interest32,35, that can affect downstream analysis. Our results
demonstrate that even with these limitations, Bisque can be used
to provide cell-type speciﬁc biological insight in relevant datasets.
In cases where these described issues may be signiﬁcant, BisqueMarker provides cell-type abundance estimations using only
known marker genes. Although this reference-free method may
be less accurate than reference-based methods, it does not depend
on single-cell based estimates of cell proportions or expression
proﬁles, but rather on the fact that the expression in certain genes
differs across different cell types; moreover, this method also does

Methods
Processing bulk expression data. Paired-end reads were aligned with STAR
v2.5.1 using default options. Gene counts were quantiﬁed using featureCounts
v1.6.3. For featureCounts, fragments were counted at the gene-name level. Alignment and gene counts were generated against the GRCh38.p12 genome assembly.
STAR v2.5.1 and GRCh38.p12 were included with CellRanger 3.0.2, which was
used to process the single-nucleus data.
Processing single-nucleus expression data. Reads from single nuclei sequenced
on the 10x Genomics Chromium platform were aligned and quantiﬁed using the
CellRanger 3.0.2 count function against the GRCh38.p12 genome assembly. To
account for reads aligning to both exonic and intronic regions, each gene transcript
in this reference assembly was relabeled as an exon as CellRanger counts exonic
reads only. We perform this additional step since snRNA-seq captures both mature
mRNA and pre-mRNA, the latter of which includes intronic regions.
After aggregating each single-nucleus sample with the CellRanger aggr function,
the full dataset was processed using Seurat v3.0.036. The data were initially ﬁltered
for genes expressed in at least 3 cells and ﬁltered for cells with reads quantiﬁed for
between 200 and 2500 genes. We further ﬁltered for cells that had percentage of
counts coming from mitochondrial genes less than or equal to 5%. The data were
normalized, scaled, and corrected for mitochondrial read percentages with
sctransform v0.2.037 using default options.
To identify clusters, Seurat employs a shared nearest neighbor approach. We
identiﬁed clusters using the top 10 principal components of the processed
expression data with resolution set at 0.2. The resolution parameter controls the
number of clusters that will be identiﬁed, and suggested values vary depending on
the size and quality of the dataset. We chose a value that produced 6 clusters in the
adipose dataset and 13 clusters in the DLPFC dataset and visualized the clustering
results with UMAP38.
Marker genes were identiﬁed by determining the average log-fold change of
expression of each cluster compared to the rest of the cells. We identiﬁed marker
genes as those with an average log-fold change above 0.25. The signiﬁcance of the
differential expression of these genes was determined using a Wilcoxon rank sum
test. Only genes that were detected in at least 25% of cells were considered. Clusters
with many mitochondrial genes as markers (nine genes detected in both datasets)
were removed from both datasets. In addition, a cluster with only three marker
genes was removed from the DLPFC datasets. Finally, we remove mitochondrial
genes from the list of marker genes for decomposition as we assume reads aligning
to the mitochondrial genome originate from extra-nuclear RNA in the snRNA-seq
dataset (targeting nuclear RNA).
Clusters were labeled by considering cell types associated with the identiﬁed
marker genes. Marker genes were downloaded from PanglaoDB39 and ﬁltered for
entries validated in human cells. For each gene, we count the possible cell-type
labels. Each cluster was labeled as the most frequent cell type across all of its
marker genes, with each label associated with a gene weighted by the average logfold change. If multiple clusters shared a cell-type label, we consider each cluster a
subtype of this label.
Exon-aligned reads were processed in the same exact procedure but snRNA-seq
data was aligned to just exonic regions. Cluster names were manually changed for
both datasets when aligned to exons to match the clusters from intronic reads as
well. Speciﬁcally, for clusters identiﬁed in the exonic data not found in the full data,
we relabeled as the label with the highest score found in the full data. These
relabeled clusters were similar in proportion to the corresponding cluster in the full
dataset.
Bisque reference-based decomposition model. We assume that only a subset of
genes are relevant for estimating cell-type composition. For the adipose and
DLPFC datasets, we selected the marker genes identiﬁed by Seurat as described
previously. Moreover, we ﬁlter out genes with zero variance in the single-cell data,
unexpressed genes in the bulk expression, and mitochondrial genes. We convert
the remaining gene counts to counts-per-million to account for variable sequencing
depth. For m genes and k cell types, a reference proﬁle Z ∊ Rm × k is generated by
averaging relative abundances within each cell type across the entire single-cell
dataset.
Although there is a strong positive correlation between bulk and single-cellbased pseudo-bulk (summed single-cell counts) expression data, we observe that
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the relationship is not one-to-one and varies between genes. This behavior
indicates that the distribution of observed bulk expression may signiﬁcantly differ
from the distribution of the single-cell proﬁle weighted by cell proportions. We
propose transforming the bulk data to maximize the global linear relationship
across all genes for improved decomposition. Our goal is to recover a one-to-one
relationship between the transformed bulk and expected convolutions of the
reference proﬁle based on single-cell based estimates of cell proportions. This
transformed bulk expression better satisﬁes the assumptions of regression-based
approaches under sum-to-one constraints.
Cell-type proportions p ∊ Rk × n′ are determined by counting the cells with each
label in the single-cell data for n′ individuals. Given these proportions and the
reference proﬁle Z, we calculate the pseudo-bulk for the single-cell samples as Y =
Zp, where Y ∊ Rm × n′. For each gene j, our goal is to transform the observed bulk
expression across all n bulk samples Xj ∊ Rn to match the mean and variance of Yj
∊ Rn′; hence, the transformation of Xj will be a linear transformation.
If individuals with both single-cell and bulk expression are available, we ﬁt a
linear regression model to learn this transformation. Let X′j ∊ Rn′ denote the
expression values for these n′ overlapping individuals. We ﬁt the following model
(with an intercept) and apply the model to the remaining bulk samples as our
transformation:
Yj ¼ βj Xj0 þ ϵj

ð1Þ

If there are no single-cell samples that have bulk expression available, we
assume that the observed mean of Yj is the true mean of our goal distribution for
the transformed Xj. We further assume that the sample variance observed in Yj is
larger than the true variance of the goal distribution, as the number of single-cell
samples is typically small. We use a shrinkage estimator of the sample variance of
Yj that minimizes the mean squared error and results in a smaller variance than the
unbiased estimator:
n
1 X
 j Þ2
ðY  Y
þ 1 i¼1 i;j
0

σ^j2 ¼

n0

ð2Þ

We transform the remaining bulk as follows:
Xj;transformed ¼

j
Xj  X
σ Xj

j
σ^j þ Y

ð3Þ

where a bar indicates the mean value of the observed data and σXj is the unbiased
sample variance of Xj.
To estimate cell-type proportions, we apply non-negative least-squares
regression with an additional sum-to-one constraint to the transformed bulk data.
For individual i, we minimize the following with respect to the cell-proportion
estimate pi :
X
pi ¼ 1
ð4Þ
jjZpi  Xi;transformed jj2 s:t:pi ≥ 0;
Simulating bulk expression based on single-nucleus counts. We simulate the
base bulk expression as the sum of all counts across cells/nuclei sequenced from an
individual. To introduce gene-speciﬁc variation between the bulk and single-cell
data, we sample a coefﬁcient βj and an intercept αj from a half-normal (HN)
distributions:
βj  HNðσÞ þ 1

ð5Þ

αJ  HNðσÞ

ð6Þ

At σ = 0, the base simulated bulk expression remains unchanged. We used a
HN distribution to ensure coefﬁcients and intercepts are positive. Although our
method can handle negative coefﬁcients, this simulation model assumes expression
levels have a positive correlation across technologies. We performed 10 replicates of
this data-generating process at each σ in 0, 5, 10, 20. Decomposition performance
on these data were measured in terms of global R and RMSD and plotted with 95%
conﬁdence intervals based on bootstrapping.
Measuring signiﬁcance of cell proportion-trait association. Reported associations were measured in terms of Spearman correlation. To determine the statistical
signiﬁcance of these associations while accounting for possible confounding factors, we applied two approaches. For the adipose dataset, which consisted entirely
of twin pairs, we applied a linear-mixed-effects model (R nlme package) with
random effects accounting for family. For the DLPFC dataset, we assumed individuals were unrelated and ﬁt a simple linear model (R base package). In each
model, we include cell-type proportion, age, age-squared, and sex as covariates. We
introduced an additional covariate for diabetes status when regressing Matsuda
index due to a known signiﬁcant association between these two variables. We test
whether the cell proportion-effect estimates deviate signiﬁcantly from 0 using a
t-test. Each R method implements the described model ﬁtting and signiﬁcance
testing.
Bisque marker-based decomposition model. In order to estimate cell-type
proportions across individuals without the use of a cell-type-speciﬁc gene
10

expression panel as reference, we use a weighted PCA approach. BisqueMarker
requires a set of marker genes for each cell type as well as the speciﬁcity of each
marker determined by the fold-change from a differential expression analysis.
Typical single-cell RNA-seq workﬂows calculate marker genes and provide both
p-values and fold-changes, as in Seurat36. For each cell type, we take statistically
signiﬁcant marker genes (FDR < 0.05) ranked by p-value. A weighted PCA is
calculated on the expression matrix using a subset of the marker genes by ﬁrst
scaling the expression matrix and multiplying each gene column by its weight (the
log-fold change) XW, where X is the sample by gene expression matrix and W is a
diagonal matrix with entries equal to log-fold change of the corresponding gene.
The bulk expression X should be corrected for global covariates so that the proportion estimates do not reﬂect this global variation. The ﬁrst PC calculated from
XW is used as the estimate of the cell-type proportion. This allows cell-typespeciﬁc genes to be prioritized over more broadly expressed genes. Alternatively, if
weights are not available, PCA can be run on the matrix X and the ﬁrst PC can
be used.
In order to select marker genes, we iteratively run the above PCA procedure on
a speciﬁed range of markers (from 25 to 200) and calculate the ratio of the ﬁrst
eigenvalue to the second. We then select the number of marker genes to use that
maximizes this ratio. This procedure is similar to other methods which select the
number of markers to use by maximizing the condition number of the reference
matrix13.
Software used. Single-nucleus RNA-seq data were aligned using CellRanger 3.0.2
against the GRCh38.p12 genome assembly. Bulk RNA-seq data were aligned with
STAR 2.5.1 and quantiﬁed using featureCounts 1.6.3, both against the GRCh38.p12
genome assembly. R 3.5.1 was used for further processing and decomposition
experiments. The Seurat v3.0.0 R package was used to ﬁlter, cluster, and identify
cell-type marker genes from the single-nucleus data. The sctransform 0.2.0 R
package was used to normalize and scale the single-nucleus data. Bisque 1.0, xbioc
0.1.7, Biobase 2.4.2, MuSiC 0.1.1, bseqsc 1.0, CIBERSORT v1.06, and CIBERTSORTx were all used for decomposition using the processed bulk and singlenucleus RNA-seq data. The R nlme 3.1-127 package was used for linear-mixedmodel association. All visualizations and were generated with Python 3.7.2 using
Seaborn 0.9.0, Matplotlib 3.0.3, Pandas 0.24.2, and Numpy 1.16.2, sklearn 0.20.3,
and scipy 1.2.1.
Reporting summary. Further information on research design is available in
the Nature Research Reporting Summary linked to this article.

Data availability
The adipose data used in these analyses are available from the corresponding authors
upon reasonable request. The DLPFC data are available on Synapse (10.7303/
syn3219045). Single-nucleus RNA-seq data (https://www.synapse.org/#!Synapse:
syn16780177), bulk RNA-seq data (https://www.synapse.org/#!Synapse:syn3388564), and
phenotypes (https://www.synapse.org/#!Synapse:syn3191087) are available under
controlled use conditions set by human privacy regulations. A data use agreement is
required to access these data. The source data underlying Tables 2 and 3, Figs. 2–5,
Supplementary Tables 1 and 2, and Supplementary Figs. 1, 2, 3, 4, 5 are provided as a
Source Data ﬁle.

Code availability
Bisque is available as an R package named “BisqueRNA” that is available on CRAN and
Bioconda. The source code for this package is available at https://github.com/cozygene/
bisque and is under the GPL-3 license.

Received: 3 June 2019; Accepted: 25 March 2020;
Published online: 24 April 2020

References
1.

2.

3.
4.

5.
6.

Tomczak, K., Czerwińska, P. & Wiznerowicz, M. The Cancer Genome Atlas
(TCGA): an immeasurable source of knowledge. Contemp. Oncol. 19,
A68–A77 (2015).
GTEx Consortium. Human genomics. The Genotype-Tissue Expression
(GTEx) pilot analysis: multitissue gene regulation in humans. Science 348,
648–660 (2015).
Bruning, O. et al. Confounding factors in the transcriptome analysis of an invivo exposure experiment. PLoS ONE 11, e0145252 (2016).
Fridman, W. H., Pagès, F., Sautès-Fridman, C. & Galon, J. The immune
contexture in human tumours: impact on clinical outcome. Nat. Rev. Cancer
12, 298–306 (2012).
Rahier, J., Goebbels, R. M. & Henquin, J. C. Cellular composition of the
human diabetic pancreas. Diabetologia 24, 366–371 (1983).
Shen-Orr, S. S. et al. Cell type–speciﬁc gene expression differences in complex
tissues. Nat. Methods 7, 287–289 (2010).

NATURE COMMUNICATIONS | (2020) 11:1971 | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-020-15816-6 | www.nature.com/naturecommunications

NATURE COMMUNICATIONS | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-020-15816-6

7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.

14.
15.

16.

17.
18.
19.
20.

21.
22.

23.
24.
25.

26.
27.

28.

29.
30.
31.
32.
33.

34.

35.
36.

37.

Westra, H.-J. et al. Cell speciﬁc eQTL analysis without sorting cells. PLoS
Genet. 11, e1005223 (2015).
Hu, P., Zhang, W., Xin, H. & Deng, G. Single cell isolation and analysis. Front.
Cell Dev. Biol. 4, 116 (2016).
Zheng, G. X. Y. et al. Massively parallel digital transcriptional proﬁling of
single cells. Nat. Commun. 8, 14049 (2017).
Tasic, B. et al. Shared and distinct transcriptomic cell types across neocortical
areas. Nature 563, 72–78 (2018).
Macosko, E. Z. et al. Highly parallel genome-wide expression proﬁling of
individual cells using nanoliter droplets. Cell 161, 1202–1214 (2015).
Wang, J. et al. Gene expression distribution deconvolution in single-cell RNA
sequencing. Proc. Natl Acad. Sci. USA 115, E6437–E6446 (2018).
Mohammadi, S., Zuckerman, N., Goldsmith, A. & Grama, A. A critical survey
of deconvolution methods for separating cell types in complex tissues. Proc.
IEEE 105, 340–366 (2017).
Newman, A. M. et al. Robust enumeration of cell subsets from tissue
expression proﬁles. Nat. Methods 12, 453–457 (2015).
Baron, M. et al. A Single-cell transcriptomic map of the human and mouse
pancreas reveals inter- and intra-cell population structure. Cell Syst. 3,
346–360.e4 (2016).
Wang, X., Park, J., Susztak, K., Zhang, N. R. & Li, M. Bulk tissue cell type
deconvolution with multi-subject single-cell expression reference. Nat.
Commun. 10, 380 (2019).
Ziegenhain, C. et al. Comparative analysis of single-cell RNA sequencing
methods. Mol. Cell 65, 631–643.e4 (2017).
La Manno, G. et al. RNA velocity of single cells. Nature 560, 494–498 (2018).
Esteve Ràfols, M. Adipose tissue: cell heterogeneity and functional diversity.
Endocrinol. Nutr. 61, 100–112 (2014).
Newman, A. M. et al. Determining cell type abundance and expression from
bulk tissues with digital cytometry. Nat. Biotechnol. https://doi.org/10.1038/
s41587-019-0114-2 (2019).
Rosen, E. D. & Spiegelman, B. M. What we talk about when we talk about fat.
Cell 156, 20–44 (2014).
Glastonbury, C. A., Alves, A. C., Moustafa, J. E.-S. & Small, K. S. Cell-type
heterogeneity in adipose tissue is associated with complex traits and reveals
disease-relevant cell-speciﬁc eQTLs. Am. J. Hum. Genet. 104, 1013–1024 (2019).
Spalding, K. L. et al. Dynamics of fat cell turnover in humans. Nature 453,
783–787 (2008).
Weisberg, S. P. et al. Obesity is associated with macrophage accumulation in
adipose tissue. J. Clin. Investig. 112, 1796–1808 (2003).
McLaughlin, T. et al. T-cell proﬁle in adipose tissue is associated with insulin
resistance and systemic inﬂammation in humans. Arterioscler. Thromb. Vasc.
Biol. 34, 2637–2643 (2014).
Gutch, M., Kumar, S., Razi, S., Gupta, K. & Gupta, A. Assessment of insulin
sensitivity/resistance. Indian J. Endocrinol. Metab. 19, 160–164 (2015).
Mostafavi, S. et al. A molecular network of the aging human brain provides
insights into the pathology and cognitive decline of Alzheimer’s disease. Nat.
Neurosci. 21, 811–819 (2018).
Patrick, E. et al. Deconvolving the contributions of cell-type heterogeneity on
cortical gene expression. Preprint at https://biorxiv.org/content/10.1101/
566307v1.
Yankner, B. A. Mechanisms of neuronal degeneration in Alzheimer’s disease.
Neuron 16, 921–932 (1996).
Hansen, D. V., Hanson, J. E. & Sheng, M. Microglia in Alzheimer’s disease. J.
Cell Biol. 217, 459–472 (2018).
Navarro, V. et al. Microglia in Alzheimer’s disease: activated, dysfunctional or
degenerative. Front. Aging Neurosci. 10, 140 (2018).
Schelker, M. et al. Estimation of immune cell content in tumour tissue using
single-cell RNA-seq data. Nat. Commun. 8, 2032 (2017).
Nguyen, Q. H., Pervolarakis, N., Nee, K. & Kessenbrock, K. Experimental
considerations for single-cell RNA sequencing approaches. Front. Cell Dev.
Biol. 6, 108 (2018).
Wu, H., Kirita, Y., Donnelly, E. L. & Humphreys, B. D. Advantages of singlenucleus over single-cell RNA sequencing of adult kidney: rare cell types and
novel cell states revealed in ﬁbrosis. J. Am. Soc. Nephrol. 30, 23–32 (2019).
Bakken, T. E. et al. Single-nucleus and single-cell transcriptomes compared in
matched cortical cell types. PLoS ONE 13, e0209648 (2018).
Butler, A., Hoffman, P., Smibert, P., Papalexi, E. & Satija, R. Integrating singlecell transcriptomic data across different conditions, technologies, and species.
Nat. Biotechnol. 36, 411–420 (2018).
Hafemeister, C. & Satija, R. Normalization and variance stabilization of singlecell RNA-seq data using regularized negative binomial regression. Genome
Biol. 20, 296 (2019).

ARTICLE

38. McInnes, L., Healy, J., Saul, N. & Großberger, L. UMAP: uniform manifold
approximation and projection. J. Open Source Softw. 3, 861 (2018).
39. Franzén, O., Gan, L.-M. & Björkegren, J. L. M. PanglaoDB: a web server for
exploration of mouse and human single-cell RNA sequencing data. Database
2019, baz046 (2019).

Acknowledgements
We thank the individuals who participated in the Finnish twin study, as well as Jaakko
Kaprio and Aila Rissanen for the contributions to the twin study. We also thank the
UNGC sequencing core at UCLA for performing RNA sequencing. This study was
funded by National Institutes of Health (NIH) Grants HL-095056, HL-28481, and U01
DK105561. K.H.P. was supported by the Academy of Finland (272376, 266286, 314383,
315035), Finnish Medical Foundation, Finnish Diabetes Research Foundation, Novo
Nordisk Foundation, Gyllenberg Foundation, Sigrid Juselius Foundation, Helsinki University Hospital Research Funds, and University of Helsinki. The funders had no role in
study design, data collection, and analysis, decision to publish, or preparation of the
article. The results published here are in whole or in part based on data obtained from
the AMP-AD Knowledge Portal (https://doi.org/10.7303/syn2580853). Study data were
provided by the Rush Alzheimer’s Disease Center, Rush University Medical Center,
Chicago. Data collection was supported through funding by NIA Grants P30AG10161,
R01AG15819, R01AG17917, R01AG30146, R01AG36836, U01AG32984, U01AG46152,
U01AG61356, the Illinois Department of Public Health, and the Translational Genomics
Research Institute. B.J. was supported by the National Science Foundation Graduate
Research Fellowship Program under Grant No. DGE-1650604. M.A. was supported by
the HHMI Gilliam fellowship. Z.M. was supported by the AHA Grant 19PRE34430112.
K.M.G. was supported by the NIH/NHLBI F31 fellowship HL142180. E.H., B.J., and E.R.
were partially supported by the National Science Foundation (Grant No. 1705197). E.H.,
E.R., and B.J. were partially supported by NIH/NHGRI HG010505-02.

Author contributions
E.H. and P.P. conceived of and supervised the study. B.J. and M.A. developed the method
and associated software as well as carried out experiments. K.H.P. provided the subcutaneous adipose samples. M.A. and K.M.G. developed and performed the singlenucleus RNA-seq in the frozen subcutaneous adipose samples. J.H.S. provided guidance
on the analysis of the dorsolateral prefrontal cortex dataset. E.R., Z.M., and A.K. provided
statistical and biological insight for the method validation. B.J., M.A., P.P., and E.H.
wrote the manuscript with support from all authors.

Competing interests
The authors declare no competing interests.

Additional information
Supplementary information is available for this paper at https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467020-15816-6.
Correspondence and requests for materials should be addressed to P.P. or E.H.
Peer review information Nature Communications thanks the anonymous reviewer(s) for
their contribution to the peer review of this work. Peer reviewer reports are available.
Reprints and permission information is available at http://www.nature.com/reprints
Publisher’s note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in
published maps and institutional afﬁliations.

Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons
Attribution 4.0 International License, which permits use, sharing,
adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long as you give
appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative
Commons license, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party
material in this article are included in the article’s Creative Commons license, unless
indicated otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material is not included in the
article’s Creative Commons license and your intended use is not permitted by statutory
regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from
the copyright holder. To view a copy of this license, visit http://creativecommons.org/
licenses/by/4.0/.
© The Author(s) 2020

NATURE COMMUNICATIONS | (2020) 11:1971 | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-020-15816-6 | www.nature.com/naturecommunications

11

