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a b s t r a c t

Exosomes are membrane nanoparticles containing biological substances that are employed as therapeu-
tics in experimental inflammatory models. Surface modification of exosomes for better tissue targetabil-
ity and enhancement of their therapeutic ability was recently attempted mainly using gene transfection
techniques. Here, we show for the first time that the surface modification of exosomes with cationized
pullulan, which has the ability to target hepatocyte asialoglycoprotein receptors, can target injured liver
and enhance the therapeutic effect of exosomes. Surface modification can be achieved by a simple mixing
of original exosomes and cationized pullulan and through an electrostatic interaction of both substances.
The exosomes modified with cationized pullulan were internalized into HepG2 cells in vitro to a signifi-
cantly greater extent than unmodified ones and this internalization was induced through the asialogly-
coprotein receptor that was specifically expressed on HepG2 cells and hepatocytes. When injected
intravenously into mice with concanavalin A-induced liver injury, the modified exosomes accumulated
in the liver tissue, resulting in an enhanced anti-inflammatory effect in vivo. It is concluded that the sur-
face modification with cationized pullulan promoted accumulation of the exosomes in the liver and the
subsequent biological function, resulting in a greater therapeutic effect on liver injury.

Statement of significance

Exosomes have shown potentials as therapeutics for various inflammatory disease models.
This study is the first to show the specific accumulation of exosomes in the liver and enhanced anti-
inflammatory effect via the surface modification of exosomes using pullulan, which is specifically recog-
nized by the asialoglycoprotein receptor (AGPR) on HepG2 cells and hepatocytes. The pullulan was
expressed on the surface of PKH-labeled exosomes, and it led increased accumulation of PKH into
HepG2 cells, whereas the accumulation was canceled by AGPR inhibitor. In the mouse liver injury model,
the modification of PKH-labeled exosomes with pullulan enabled increased accumulation of PKH specif-
ically in the injured liver. Furthermore the greater therapeutic effects against the liver injury compared
with unmodified original exosomes was observed.

! 2017 Acta Materialia Inc. Published by Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

Exosomes are defined as membrane nanoparticles released via
the fusion of multivesicular bodies with the plasma membrane
[1]. They contain various biologically active substances and play
an important role in intercellular communication [2,3]. A represen-
tative example of these factors is paracrine factors secreted from
mesenchymal stem cells (MSCs). Studies on several animal models

have reported that the exosomal fraction present in conditioned
medium of MSCs culture has therapeutic effects [2,4–6]. This
unique property has encouraged the application of exosomes as
therapeutic molecules [7–9]. Furthermore, an approach to modify
the surface of exosomes for better tissue targetability and efficient
delivery of their contents into the cytosol has recently been
reported, which would be particularly promising when used in
combination with genetic engineering [10–12].

The objective of this study is specific delivery of MSC-derived
exosomes into the liver after their injection. It has been reported
that they are internalized by macrophages after their injection
and then express their effects through the immunological function
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of macrophages [13–15]. If MSC-derived exosomes readily accu-
mulate in injured liver and are internalized by cells other than
macrophages, they could exert their effects more directly on the
tissue, conferring greater potential for therapeutic and diagnostic
purposes [14].

Pullulan is a maltotriose consisting of three glucose moieties
that are connected by an a-1,4 glycosidic bond [16,17]. It is specif-
ically internalized by HepG2 cells and hepatocytes through an
asialoglycoprotein receptor (ASGPR) and is an efficient carrier of
siRNA for specific delivery to hepatocytes [18,19]. In a previous
study, modification with pullulan enabled the efficient accumula-
tion of drugs in parenchymal hepatocytes and consequently
enhanced their therapeutic effect in the liver [17].

Building on this previous work, in this study, exosomes were
modified with pullulan by simple mixing to enhance their liver accu-
mulation and therapeutic effect on a liver injury. Pullulan was cation-
ized with spermine, a polyamine present in the body, to enhance its
electrostatic interaction with the negatively charged surface of origi-
nal exosomes [20]. The enhanced internalization of exosomes modi-
fied with cationized pullulan and its pathway was evaluated in an
in vitro study, and the enhanced accumulation and therapeutic effect
were confirmed in vivo in a concanavalin A-induced liver injury
model, established as described previously [21]. The therapeutic
effect of the modified exosomes and the underlying mechanisms
were evaluated by histological and immunological analyses.

2. Materials and methods

2.1. Animals

All animal experiments were carried out in accordance with
procedures approved by the Animal Experimentation Committee
of the Institute for Frontier Medical Sciences (approval number:
#F173). Male C57B6 mice were obtained from Shimizu Laboratory
Supplies Co., Ltd. (Kyoto, Japan). All mice were maintained under
specific pathogen-free conditions in the animal facility at the Insti-
tute for Frontier Medical Sciences.

2.2. Collection of exosomes

Exosomes were purified from the supernatant of MSCs culture.
Collection was carried out by a slightly modified version of a pre-
viously reported procedure (Fig. 1a) [22,23]. The supernatant was
centrifuged twice at 2000g and 10,000g to exclude cellular or other
debris. The final supernatant was then passed through 0.45-mm
pore filters (Merck Millipore, Billerica, MA, USA) and the filtrate
was used for the collection of exosomes. The exosome fraction in
the filtrate was pelleted by ultracentrifugation at 100,000g for
60 min with a Hitachi CP80WX ultracentrifuge (Hitachi Koki Co.,
Ltd., Tokyo, Japan). The pellet was resuspended in PBS and simi-
larly ultracentrifugated again. Collected exosomes were dispersed
in phosphate-buffered saline (PBS) and the amount of exosomes
collected was determined by measuring the protein concentration
using the BCA Assay Kit (Thermo Fisher Scientific, Waltham, MA,
USA), in accordance with the manufacturer’s protocol [22]. Ultra-
centrifuge tubes and collection bottles for exosomes were steril-
ized prior to use, and the collection was carried out in a
sterilized manner. Collected exosomes were stored in the refriger-
ator at 4 "C for up to a week before used for experiments.

2.3. Analyses of the size and zeta potential of collected exosomes

The diameter of collected exosomes dispersed in PBS was deter-
mined using the qNano system (Izon, Christchurch, New Zealand).
Changes in the diameter and zeta potential of exosomes modified

with pullulan into which spermine had been introduced at 6.0,
11.6, and 17.0 mol% were measured with a Zetasizer Nano ZS with
He-Ne laser 633 nm wavelength (Malvern Instruments, Malvern,
UK) at 20 "C. This measurement was repeated 100 times for each
sample and the result is expressed as the mean. The experiment
was repeated three times.

2.4. Preparation of cationized pullulan derivatives and their reactions
with collected exosomes

Pullulan with a weight-average molecular weight of 47,300
(Hayashibara, Okayama, Japan) and spermine (Sigma Chemical, St.
Louis, MO, USA) were used for a preparation of cationized pullulan.
Spermine was introduced to the hydroxyl groups of pullulan by an
N,N0-carbonyldiimidazole (CDI) activation method [18,24]. Spermine
and CDI were added to 50 ml of dehydrated dimethyl sulfoxide con-
taining 50 mg of pullulan. Following agitation using a magnetic stir-
rer at 35 "C for 20 h, the reaction mixture was dialyzed against ultra-
pure double-distilled water for 2 days using a dialysis membrane
with a molecular weight cut-off of 12,000–14,000 (Viskase Compa-
nies Inc., Willowbrook, IL, USA). Then, the dialyzed solution was
freeze-dried to obtain samples of cationized pullulan. The rate of
spermine introduction was determined by conventional elemental
analysis and expressed by the molar percentage of spermine intro-
duced onto the hydroxyl groups of pullulan. Collected exosomes
were mixed with the cationized pullulan, followed by leaving the
mixed solution for 15 min at room temperature.

2.5. Detection of cationized pullulan on the surface of modified
exosomes

The presence of cationized pullulan on the surface of exosomes
was evaluated by the lectin-induced aggregation method [25,26]. A

Fig. 1. Collection and characteristics of exosomes. (a) An overview of the collection
procedure. Collected exosomes were evaluated for their diameter (b), and the
fraction of typical surface markers of exosomes, CD9 and CD63, by flowcytometric
analysis (c).
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suspension of Ricinus communis agglutinin of lectins recognizable
by galactose (RCA120) (Vector Laboratories, Burlingame, CA, USA)
in PBS at a concentration of 50 mg/100 ml was mixed with the same
amount of PBS solution containing 10 mg of exosomes modified
with 1 or 2 mg of pullulan into which spermine had been intro-
duced at a rate of 6.0 mol%. Aggregation was detected as a change
of turbidity measured at a wavelength of 500 nm at room temper-
ature. To confirm the specificity of lectin–sugar interaction, D-
galactose was added 40 min after the RCA120 addition. The results
are expressed as the proportion of the solution absorbance to that
of exosomes alone with RCA120. The experiment was repeated
three times.

2.6. Flow cytometric analysis

The primary and secondary antibodies used in this study are
shown in Table 1. Flow cytometric analysis was carried out in
accordance with a previous study with FACS CANTO II using FACS
Diva software (BD Bioscience, Franklin Lakes, NJ, USA) [27,28]. In
brief, MSCs or liver nonparenchymal cells (NPCs) (1 ! 106) were
employed for each single staining. MSCs were detached from the
culture dish by treatment with 0.25 wt% trypsin/1 mM EDTA for
5 min and centrifuged at 1700g for 5 min at 4 "C. After adding
50 ml of flow cytometry buffer to the cell pellet, each sample was
incubated with 1 mg of anti-CD16/32 mAb at 4 "C. MSCs (1 ! 106)
were labeled with 1mg of the mAbs shown in Table 1. After
30 min of incubation of cells with each mAb at 4 "C, the buffer
was added to each tube and centrifuged at 1700g for 5 min at
4 "C. The cells were washed again and resuspended in 500 ml of
FACS buffer consisted of PBS containing 0.2 vol% of FBS and 0.05
wt% of sodium azide. Each sample suspension was transferred to
a test tube through a 200-mm pore mesh and analyzed.

For the detection of CD4-, CD25-, and FoxP3-positive regulatory
T cells (Tregs) of NPCs, the anti-mouse/rat FoxP3 Staining Set
(eBioscience, San Diego, CA, USA) was used, in accordance with
the manufacturer’s protocol.

Flowcytometric analysis of exosomes collected were carried out
with reference to the previous report with some modification
[22,28]. In brief, 10 mg of exosomes collected was mixed with
20 ml of aldehyde/sulfate beads (4 mm in diameter, Life technolo-
gies, Carlsbad, CA, USA). The beads reacted with exosomes was
then washed with FACS buffer. The beads was incubated with
FITC-labeled anti-CD9 or PE-labeled anti-CD63 and then analyzed.

2.7. Fluorescent labeling of exosomes with PKH26

Fluorescent labeling of collected exosomes was carried out in
accordance with a previously reported procedure and unconju-
gated fluorescent dye was washed out by centrifugation with Ami-
con# Ultra 0.5 ml 30 K Centrifugal Filters (Merck Millipore) [29]. In
brief, 100 mg of exosomes were dispersed in 1 ml of Diluent C of the
PKH26 staining kit (Sigma-Aldrich, St. Louis, MO, USA). The solu-
tion was mixed with 4 ml of PKH26 fluorescent dye in 1 ml of Dilu-
ent C. Unconjugated fluorescent dye was washed out by
centrifugation with Amicon# Ultra 0.5 ml 30 K Centrifugal Filters
(Merck Millipore).

2.8. In vitro internalization of exosomes

HepG2 cells were employed in an in vitro study of the internal-
ization of exosomes unmodified or modified with cationized pullu-
lan. HepG2 cells were seeded in 1 ml of RPMI1640 medium (Gibco
by Life Technologies, Grand Island, NY, USA) with 10 vol% fetal
bovine serum and 1 vol% of penicillin and streptomycin at
1.25 ! 105 cells/cm2. The next day, 5 mg of PKH-labeled exosomes
unmodified or modified with 0.5 or 1 mg of pullulan into which
6.0, 11.6, and 17.0 mol% of spermine had been introduced in
50 ml of PBS were added. The images of HepG2 cells were randomly
taken with a Keyence BZ-X710 fluorescent microscope (Keyence
Co., Osaka, Japan) after 0.5, 1, and 3 h of incubation. The number
of PKH spots in the images was counted in an automated manner
with Keyence BZ-X analyzer software (Keyence Co.) for the images
of all treatment groups. Sites with a homogeneous HepG2 cell dis-
tribution were used for counting to exclude the effect of a differ-
ence in the cell number between the images. The increase in the
number of PKH spots at each time point relative to that at 0.5 h
was calculated. The experiment was independently repeated three
times. The internalization of PKH after 3 h of incubation was visu-
alized by the counterstaining of HepG2 cells with CellTrace CFSE
(Thermo Fisher Scientific) and 0.1 vol% 40,6-diamidino-2-phenylin
dole dihydrochloride (DAPI) (Thermo Fisher Scientific) for the cyto-
plasm and nucleus, respectively. Pretreatment of HepG2 cells with
asialofetuin, a competitive inhibitor of ASGPR, was carried out with
reference to a previous report [19]. Subsequent imaging and count-
ing of PKH spots were carried out in the same manner, the results
of which are shown as the number of PKH spots counted.

Table 1
Antibodies used in flow cytometry or immunofluorescence study.

Antibody Source Catalogue # Clone

Anti-CD16/32 Biolegend
(San Diego, CA, USA)

1013009 93

FITC-labeled anti-CD3 Biolegend B134497 17A2
FITC-labeled anti-CD9 eBioscience 11-0091-81 KMC8
FITC-labeled anti-CD31 Biolegend B112061 MEC13.3
FITC-labeled anti-FoxP3 eBioscience 11-5775-80 FJK-16s
PE-labeled anti-CD25 eBioscience 12-0251-81 PC61.5
PE-labeled anti-CD44 BD Bioscience 553134 IM7
PE-labeled anti-CD63 Cosmo Bio Co. (Tokyo, Japan) 143904 NVG-2
PE-Cy5-labeled anti-Sca1 eBioscience 25-5981-82 D7
PerCP-labeled anti-B220 Biolegend 103234 RA3-6B2
eFluor#660-labeled anti-CD34 eBioscience 560238 RAM34
APC-eFluor#780-labeled anti-CD45 eBioscience 47-0451-82 30-F11
PE-Cy7-labeled anti-CD4 BD Bioscience 552775 RM4-5
Purified anti-F4/80 Biolegend 123109 BM8
Purified anti-CD81 eBioscience 14-0811-81 EAT2
Alexa Fluor 647 Goat Anti-Rat IgG Thermo Fisher Scientific A21247
Alexa-Fluor 647 Goat Anti-Hamster IgG Thermo Fisher Scientific A21451
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2.9. In vivo accumulation and effect of exosomes unmodified or
modified with cationized pullulan

Three C57B6 male mice were employed for each treatment
group in the in vivo study on the treatment of concanavalin A-
induced liver injury. For in vivo tracing study of exosomes labeled
with PKH, six mice were divided into two experimental groups.
The mouse liver injury model was prepared by the injection of con-
canavalin A (Cosmo Bio Co., Ltd.) in PBS (15 mg/kg body weight) via
a mouse tail vein. Immediately after the injection, 100 ml of PBS,
PBS containing 1 mg of cationized pullulan into which spermine
had been introduced at a rate of 6.0 mol%, or PBS containing
10 mg of exosomes unmodified or modified with 1 mg of cationized
pullulan was injected through a mouse tail vein.

2.10. Plasma alanine aminotransferase (ALT) analysis and
histopathological examination of liver in an in vivo study

Twenty-four hours after the injection, mice were sacrificed by
cervical dislocation, samples were collected, and further analyses
were carried out. For the tracing study, mice were sacrificed 4 h
after the injection. Plasma ALT level was measured using a stan-
dard clinical automatic analyzer. Liver samples were frozen in liq-
uid nitrogen for mRNA detection by reverse transcription (RT)-PCR.
Hematoxylin-eosin staining and Ki-67 staining were carried out by
a standard protocol with a tissue specimen fixed in 10% buffered
formalin (Mildform# 10 N; Wako Pure Chemical Industries Ltd.,
Osaka, Japan) overnight and subsequently embedded in paraffin.
Immunofluorescent staining and observation of exosomes stained
with PKH26 in the liver were carried out for frozen sections pre-
pared in accordance with a previous report [15]. Each histopatho-
logical sample was randomly observed using a Keyence BZ-X710
fluorescent microscope and the resultant images were used for
analysis. For the study of liver necrotic areas, a section of the liver
specimen stained with hematoxylin eosin was selected at random
for visualization using the microscope and the ratio of necrotic area
to liver parenchyma was calculated. To determine the Ki-67 index,
images were captured in the same manner as for liver necrotic
areas, and the detection and calculation of the Ki-67 index were
carried out using Keyence BZ-X analyzer software in an automated
manner. To analyze immunohistochemical staining, primary anti-
body and secondary antibody shown in Table 1 at 0.1 vol% were
incubated overnight at 4 "C and for 1 h at room temperature,
respectively. The nucleus was counterstained with DAPI.

2.11. Evaluation of the mRNA expression of inflammatory cytokines in
in vivo study

Total RNA was purified from liver tissue using TRIZOL# Reagent
(Thermo Fisher Scientific), in accordance with the manufacturer’s
protocol. Complementary DNA (cDNA) was generated from 1 mg
of whole RNA purified using a SuperScript VILO cDNA synthesis

kit (Thermo Fisher Scientific), while the sequential analysis of
cDNA was carried out by the Power SYBR# Green quantitative flu-
orescent PCR method (Thermo Fisher Scientific) with an Applied
Biosystems 7500 Real-time PCR system (Applied Biosystems, Foster
City, CA, USA). The primers used are summarized in Table 2. The
PCR conditions were as follows: 95 "C for 10 min, followed by 40
cycles of 94 "C for 15 s and 60 "C for 30 s. Glyceraldehyde-3-
phosphate dehydrogenase (GAPDH) was used as a housekeeping
gene. Fold induction was calculated using the Ct method, DDCt =
(Cttarget " Cthousekeeping)infected " (Cttarget " Cthousekeeping)uninfected, and
the final data were derived from 2"DDCt.

2.12. Collection of NPCs from mouse liver samples

The isolation of NPCs was carried out in accordance with a pre-
vious report using the following reagents: collagenase D (Roche,
Switzerland), HBSS (Invitrogen, Grand Island, NY, USA), RPMI1640
(Gibco by Life Technologies), and OptiPrep (Sigma-Aldrich) [27].

2.13. Statistical analysis

The data are presented as mean ± standard error of the mean
(SEM). Comparisons between two groups were carried out using
two-tailed Student’s t test. Differences were considered significant
at P < 0.05.

3. Results

3.1. Characterization of collected exosomes and their parental MSCs

Fig. 1 shows the procedures for the collection (Fig. 1a). The
mode, mean, and standard deviation of diameter of the collected
exosomes were 100, 125, and 52 nm, respectively (Fig. 1b). The
positive fraction of surface markers of exosomes such as CD9 or
CD63 was confirmed by flowcytometric analysis (Fig. 1c).

Supplementary Fig. S1a shows the results of immunohisto-
chemical staining of maternal MSCs that indicates their ability to
undergo adipogenic, osteogenic, and chondrogenic differentiation.
MSCs passaged three times expressed the MSC antigens CD44
and Sca1, as determined by flow cytometric analysis, whereas
endothelial, myeloid, hematopoietic, and lymphocyte cell
lineage-specific antigens such as CD31, CD34, CD45, CD3, and
B220 were scarcely detected (Fig. S1b).

Typical morphology of exosomes was confirmed by TEM obser-
vation as a single particle or multiple particles (Fig. S2 left and
right).

3.2. Characterization of exosomes modified with cationized pullulan

Fig. 2 shows the diameter and surface zeta potential of exo-
somes modified with cationized pullulan. The exosome diameter
increased as the increase in the concentrations of cationized pullu-

Table 2
Primers used for quantitative real-time PCR.

mRNA Forward Reverse

IL1b 50-TTCCCCAGGGCATGTTAAGG-30 50-TTCTTGTGACCCTGAGCGAC-30

IL4 50-GTAGGGCTTCCAAGGTGCTT-30 50-GGCATCGAAAAGCCCGAAAG-30

IL10 50-CAGAGCCACATGCTCCTAGA-30 50-GTCCAGCTGGTCCTTTGTTT-30

HGF 50-CACCCCTTGGGAGTATTGTG-30 50-GGGACATCAGTCTCATTCACAG-30

TNFa 50-TCTTCTCATTCCTGCTTGTGG-30 50-GGTCTGGGCCATAGAACTGA-30

IFNc 50-GGAGGAACTGGCAAAAGGAT-3 50-TTCAAGACTTCAAAGAGTCTGAGG-3
GAPDH 50-TGTTGAAGTCACAGGAGACAACCT-30 50-AACCTGCCAAGTATGATGACATCA-30

IL, interleukin; HGF, hepatocyte growth factor; TNFa, tumor necrosis factor-a; IFNc, interferon-c;
GAPDH, glyceraldehyde-3-phosphate dehydrogenase.
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lan reacted. It exceeded 1000 nm at concentration of cationized
pullulan of 20 mg/ml or more, and reached approximately
10,000 nm at 40 mg/ml. The aggregation of collected exosomes
was observed with a TEM or a light microscope at concentrations
of cationized pullulan of 20 mg/ml or more (Fig. 2b, arrow). Before
the addition of cationized pullulan, the zeta potential of the origi-
nal exosomes was approximately "10 mV (Fig 2c). With an
increase in the concentration of cationized pullulan, the zeta
potential gradually increased and became positive.

Fig. 3 shows the change of solution turbidity. The turbidity of
solution containing exosomes increased with time after the addi-
tion of RCA120, but the solution returned to a transparent state
after the addition of D-galactose. That indicated the aggregation
of exosomes modified with cationized pullulan by the addition of
RCA120.

3.3. In vitro internalization of exosomes modified with cationized
pullulan into HepG2 cells

The number of PKH spots in the image was detected as red spots
and counted in an automated manner by BZ-X analyzer software
(Fig. 4). Sites with a homogeneous HepG2 cell distribution were
used for counting to exclude the effect of a difference in the cell
number between the images (Fig. 4, the upper images). The beige
spots overlapping with red PKH spots were the points detected
by the BZ-X analyzer software (Fig. 4, middle and bottom images).
Fig. 5 shows the in vitro internalization of exosomes modified with
cationized pullulan, and its inhibition by the pretreatment of target

cells with a specific receptor inhibitor. Cellular accumulation of
PKH was observed as red fluorescent spots, which were located
around the CFSE-stained cytoplasm and DAPI-stained nucleus in

Fig. 2. Characterization of exosomes modified with cationized pullulan. Exosomes modified with cationized pullulan into which spermine had been introduced at rates of 6.0
(d), 11.6 (4), and 17.0 (j) mol% were evaluated for their diameter (a), morphological characteristics in representative TEM and light microscope images (b), and surface zeta
potential (c).

Fig. 3. Confirmation of the presence of cationized pullulan on the surface of
exosomes. Light absorbance induced by the addition of RCA120 to exosomes
modified with 10 (s) and 20 (j) mg/ml cationized pullulan is shown.
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the group treated with PKH-labeled exosomes modified with
cationized pullulan (Fig. 5a). An increased number of PKH spots
was observed in the group treated with exosomes modified with
cationized pullulan, whereas the original unmodified exosomes
were not internalized into HepG2 cells to the same extent as the
exosomes modified with cationized pullulan (Fig. 5b). This number
increased with the incubation time. After the addition of
asialofetuin, the number of PKH spots in the group treated with
the exosomes modified with cationized pullulan significantly
decreased (Fig. 5c).

3.4. In vivo accumulation of exosomes modified with cationized
pullulan and their suppressive effects on the mouse liver injury model

Fig. 6 shows the accumulation of PKH, observed in vivo as red
spots, in a liver specimen from the concanavalin A-induced mouse
liver injury model, as well as the distribution in other organs. Colo-
calization of PKH with the common exosome marker CD81 (Fig. 6a,

yellow circles) was confirmed. PKH was observed at sites with
FITC-stained F4/80-positive Kupffer cells in the group that received
the original unmodified exosomes (Fig. 6b, blue circles). At the
same time, it was observed at more sites besides those at which
PKH and F4/80 colocalized (Fig. 6b, white circles) in the group that
received exosomes modified with the cationized pullulan.
Increases in the number of PKH spots after the modification with
cationized pullulan were observed in the liver, lung, and spleen
(Fig 6c). However, a statistically significant increase was observed
only in the liver.

Fig. 7 shows the anti-inflammatory effect of exosomes modified
with cationized pullulan in vivo in the concanavalin A-induced
liver injury model. The proportion of necrotic areas in the injured
liver was the lowest for the group that received exosomes modified
with cationized pullulan, whereas the Ki-67 index was the highest
for this group (Fig. 7a and b). Plasma ALT level was significantly
suppressed in the same group (Fig. 7c). The mRNA levels of inter-
leukin (IL)-1b, IL-4, and tumor necrosis factor-a (TNFa) were

Fig. 4. Detection and counting of PKH26 with fluorescent microscope. Sites with a homogeneous HepG2 cell distribution were used for counting to exclude the effect of a
difference in the cell number between the images (the upper images). The number of PKH spots in the images was detected in an automated manner by BZ-X analyzer
software (middle and bottom images). The beige spots overlapping with PKH26 red spots were the points detected and counted by the BZ-X analyzer software in an
automated manner (bottom images).
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suppressed, whereas those of IL-10 and hepatocyte growth factor
(HGF) were enhanced, and the ratio of IL-10 to interferon-c (IFNc)
was higher in the group that received modified exosomes (Fig. 7d).
The proportions of Tregs relative to CD4-positive cells among NPCs
were increased by treatments with both modified and unmodified
exosomes (Fig. 7e). However, the mouse liver injected with modi-
fied exosomes showed the most significant increase in the propor-
tion of Tregs.

4. Discussion

The present study demonstrates that the modification of exo-
somes with cationized pullulan enhanced their accumulation in
the injured liver and increased their therapeutic effect. Pullulan
is a biomaterial that has a unique property in that it is readily
internalized by HepG2 cells or hepatocytes through their
galactose-recognized ASGPR [19]. It has been reported that cation-
ized pullulan could make electrostatic interaction with negatively
charged substances and work as an efficient liver-targeting carrier
for those substances [17,18]. In this study, the chemical introduc-
tion of spermine was performed to form a polyionic complex of
pullulan and allow the electrostatic interaction with original exo-
somes with negatively charged surface as schema shown in
Fig. S3b [18]. The modification with cationized pullulan could exert
several beneficial effects on the enhanced accumulation and ther-
apeutic effect of exosomes on the injured liver.

Exosomes are generally described as extracellular vesicles of
less than 100 nm in diameter [30]. Important technical details to

extract exosomes from various materials, including culture super-
natants, serum, and other body fluids, were have been described by
Théry et al. and the procedures were employed in this study [22].
Furthermore, the extraction methods have been continuously
refined to employ newer procedures such as the density gradient
ultracentrifugation technique and antibody-dependent collection.
A reference regarding such extraction and analysis was published
by an international research society [23]. In this study, the majority
of collected exosomes ranged from 70 to 100 nm in size, while the
remaining fraction was over 100 nm. The mode and mean sizes of
collected exosomes were 100 and 125 nm in diameter, respectively
(Fig. 1b). The fraction positive for typical surface markers of exo-
somes, such as CD9 and CD63, was confirmed by flow cytometric
analysis (Fig. 1c). Transmission electron microscope images
showed the presence of aggregated and single dispersed particles
(Fig. S2). Based on the results, particles larger than 100 nm would
reflect the presence of aggregated exosomes which was formed
through the ultracentrifuge [31]. In this study, collected exosomes
were stored at 4 "C and used within 1 week after their purification,
even though exosomes are reported to be functionally stable for
much longer periods [32,33]. Regarding the functional stability of
exosomes, when compared between MSC-derived exosomes and
the cells themselves, a similar therapeutic effect has been observed
in the in vivomouse injury models [34]. In the previous study, exo-
somes collected and stored in the same manner as the current
study exerted effects on the injured liver model to the same extent
as their source MSCs.

In the experiment, the increase of diameter of exosomes by
their simple mixing with cationized pullulan could be explained

Fig. 5. In vitro internalization of exosomes unmodified or modified with cationized pullulan into HepG2 cells. (a) Fluorescent microscopic images of HepG2 cells 3 h after
incubation with PKH-labeled exosomes. (b) The relative rate of increase in the internalization of PKH as a result of different levels of spermine introduction, concentrations of
cationized pullulan, and times of incubation with modified exosomes. The rightmost bar indicates the result of the control group that received PKH26 alone. (c) The number of
internalized exosomes with (h) or without (j) ASGPR inhibitor. *p < 0.05: significant difference between the two groups.
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by the formation of further exosome aggregates, as observed in
TEM images (Fig. 2b). As shown in Fig. 2a, the diameter of the exo-
somes modified with cationized pullulan at a concentration of
10 mg/ml ranged from 500 to 1000 nm irrespective of the rate of
introduction of spermine into the pullulan. The diameter corre-
sponds to the size suitable for caveola-mediated endocytotic path-
ways [35]. It was reported that exosomes themselves are
internalized via clathrin-mediated endocytosis. The endocytotic
pathway is for particles with a diameter of less than 200 nm, and
particles internalized by cells through this endocytotic pathway
are transported into lysosomes, where they are degraded [36,37].
In contrast, particles larger than 500 nm are recognized and inter-
nalized via the caveola-mediated endocytotic pathway and thus
escape the transport pathway into lysosomes [35]. This difference
in cellular pathways would be one of the reasons for the enhanced
effect of exosomes modified with cationized pullulan.

The modification with cationized pullulan also affects the sur-
face charge of original exosomes. The modification made the neg-
ative surface charge of original exosomes positive (Fig 2c). The
presence of cationized pullulan on the surface of exosomes was
evaluated by the aggregative change induced by the addition of
lectins recognizable by galactose, and the obtained result clearly
indicates the covering of the exosome surface with the added
cationized pullulan (Fig. 3). To promote the internalization of
nanoparticles by cells, a slightly negative or neutral surface charge
is considered to be optimal because an excessive positive charge
would cause the nanoparticles to repel each other [38,39]. In this

study, the cationized pullulan into which spermine had been intro-
duced at 6.0 mol%, which is the most weakly cationized pullulan,
made the surface charge of exosomes almost neutral at the concen-
tration of 10 mg/ml.

These results would supports the reasons why the HepG2 group
treated with exosomes modified with cationized pullulan into
which 6.0 mol% spermine had been introduced at a concentration
of 10 mg/ml showed the most significant relative increase in the
number of PKH spots in the in vitro study (Fig. 5b).

Most importantly, the modification with cationized pullulan
enhanced the process of exosome internalization by HepG2 cells
via ASGPR. It is well known that ASGPR is expressed on the surface
of hepatocytes and HepG2 cells as well as immature dendritic cells
[40–42]. As mentioned before, pullulan is a biomaterial that is
readily internalized by HepG2 cells or hepatocytes through their
ASGPR, and its high affinity for the liver leads to 80% accumulation
of high molecular weight pullulan in the liver [19,43,44]. Several
studies have revealed the positive effect of modification with
cationized pullulan on in vivo liver targeting using the HepG2 cell
line [45–47]. As shown in Fig. 5b, the original unmodified exo-
somes were not internalized into HepG2 cells to the same extent
as the exosomes modified with cationized pullulan, whereas PKH
internalization was enhanced by pretreatment with the exosomes
modified with the cationized pullulan. Concurrently, the influence
of an asialoglycoprotein receptor (ASPGR) inhibitor on the cellular
uptake was examined to evaluate the contribution of ASPGR to the
enhanced internalization of modified exosomes, and the result is

Fig. 6. In vivo accumulation of unmodified or modified exosomes. (a, b) Presence of PKH in the liver specimen and its colocalization with CD81, a surface marker for exosomes
(a), and F4/80-positive Kupffer cells (b) is shown. In Fig. 5b, blue circles and white circles indicated the colocalization and non-colocalization of PKH with F4/80-positive cells,
respectively. (c) The number of PKH spots in the group that received unmodified (j) or modified PKH-labeled exosomes (h). yp < 0.05: significant difference compared with
the group that received original unmodified exosomes. (For interpretation of the references to colour in this figure legend, the reader is referred to the web version of this
article.)
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described in Fig. 5c. The enhanced internalization of modified exo-
somes was suppressed by pretreatment of HepG2 cells with
asialofetuin. It clearly suggests the involvement of this receptor
in the internalization.

Along with the beneficial effect of the modification, however,
there is a concern that the covering with the cationized pullulan
could cause the alteration of the characteristics of the original exo-
somes. In this study, the colocalization of PKH and CD81, common
surface markers of exosomes, was observed in the liver in the
in vivo experiment (Fig. 6a). This implies the existence of modified
exosomes in the specimen, and may suggest that the modified exo-
somes still retain their typical surface markers even after being
covered with pullulan, even though they have a diameter or posi-
tively charged surface that differs from those of the original
unmodified exosomes, as shown in Figs. 2 and 3. At the same time,
the colocalization of PKHwith CD81 would indicate the presence of
PKH represented the existence of injected PKH-labeled exosomes
with or without modification in the liver. Another concern of
cationized pullulan for the modification of exosomes is the possi-
bility of cytotoxicity induced by the cationized pullulan. The cyto-
toxicity of cationized pullulan has been investigated in previous
studies [24,47]. Cytotoxicity was evaluated in HepG2 cells at
5 mg/ml cationized pullulan with 6 mol% introduced spermine.
The cell viability was reduced by 20% at 6 h after incubation with
the cationized pullulan. The concentration of cationized pullulan
used and the incubation time were 5–10-fold higher and 2-fold
longer than those in this study. Therefore, it is conceivable that

the cationized pullulan used in this study had a much lower cyto-
toxic effect.

The effect of modification with cationized pullulan on the accu-
mulation of exosomes in the injured liver was evaluated in vivo.
The modification of the original exosomes with cationized pullulan
increased not only the total number of PKH spots, but also the sites
where PKH was observed in the liver. PKH in the mouse group that
received the original unmodified exosomes was only observed at
the same sites as F4/80-positive cells (Fig. 6b, blue circles), which
would indicate that the exosomes had been internalized by Kupffer
cells [48]. However, PKH in the mouse group that received exo-
somes modified with cationized pullulan was observed at addi-
tional sites besides where it was colocalized with Kupffer cells
(Fig. 6b, white circles). This result implied the presence of different
internalization mechanisms other than that involving Kupffer cells,
and it would involve a hepatocytic ASGPR-related internalization
mechanism for pullulan [19].

The biodistribution of exosomes was evaluated with an in vivo
imaging system (IVIS) by using 1,1-dioctadecyltetramethyl indotri-
carbocyanine Iodide (DiR)-labeled exosomes (Fig. S4). The DiR dye
was mainly observed in the liver and spleen of mice injected with
the unmodified or modified DiR-labeled exosomes, while weak sig-
nal was observed in the lungs of mice injected with modified exo-
somes. The result seems to well correspond to that of fluorescent
microscopic counting of the number of bright spots shown in
Fig. 6c. It is reported that exosomes are generally eliminated from
the bloodstream within 2–3 h after the injection and reach the

Fig. 7. In vivo anti-inflammatory effects of unmodified or modified exosomes. (a, b) Liver sample was stained with hematoxylin-eosin (left) and Ki-67 (right) (a), with the
proportion of necrotic areas (h) and the Ki-67 index (j) also shown (b). (c) Plasma ALT levels. (d) The mRNA expression levels of cytokines in the group that received
unmodified (j) or modified exosomes (h). (e) Flow cytometric analysis of Tregs among CD4-positive cells in NPCs. PBS, cationized pullulan, original unmodified exosomes,
and exosomes modified with cationized pullulan in the panel indicating treatment for each mouse group. yp < 0.05: significant difference compared with the group receiving
original unmodified exosomes.
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solid organs, such as liver, lung, and spleen [11,15,49]. The main
organ where exosomes are accumulated varies depending on
the origin of exosomes employed in the experiment, although
the route or dose of injection greatly affects their biodistribution
[50].

In this study, a statistically significant increase in the number of
PKH spots was observed only in the liver after the administration
of modified exosomes (Fig. 6c). This would be derived from the
hepatocyte-specific increase in internalization due to the presence
of ASGPR on hepatocytes [11].

The enhanced anti-inflammatory and tissue-regenerative
effects of modified exosomes were confirmed by the results of
plasma ALT level, necrotic area, and Ki-67 index on the
concanavalin-A induced liver injury model, and it was compared
with the result of treatment with unmodified original exosomes.
Concanavalin A injection induces the activation of natural killer
cells, an increase in the release of TNFa and IFNc, and the subse-
quent induction of hepatocyte apoptosis and liver injury, whereas
the liver injury can be suppressed through the mechanisms involv-
ing Tregs, IL6, and IL10 [51–55]. Kupffer cells play an important
role in the initiation of concanavalin A-induced liver injury as well
as the induction of tolerance to this liver injury [51,53–55]. The
bifunctional nature of Kupffer cells can be explained by the differ-
entiation of macrophages into M1 and M2 phenotypes [56,57].
Exosomes are recognized as one of the most important mecha-
nisms for intercellular signal transmission for macrophages, and
it is conceivable that internalization of MSC-derived exosomes by
Kupffer cells results in the phenotypic alteration of the cell group
and induces an anti-inflammatory effect [14,57,58]. However, the
unmodified original exosomes did not show anti-inflammatory
effects in this model and it is possible that the anti-inflammatory
effect of the unmodified original exosomes might not always
produce sufficient therapeutic results based on our results
(Fig. 7a–c).

In contrast to the group that received the unmodified original
exosomes, the group that received modified exosomes showed an
increased number of PKH spots in liver specimens and a signifi-
cantly enhanced anti-inflammatory effect. This effect was also
supported by suppression of the mRNA expression of pro-
inflammatory cytokines such as IL1b, IL4, and TNFa, and
enhancement of the expression of those with anti-inflammatory
or tissue-regenerative effects, such as IL10 and HGF (Fig. 7d).
The ratio of IL10 to IFNc increased in the group that received
modified exosomes, which would reflect enhancement of the
anti-inflammatory mechanism in the liver specimens. Concur-
rently, the significant increase in the ratio of Tregs to CD4-
positive cells among NPCs would also contribute to the anti-
inflammatory effect (Fig. 7e). In support of this, it was previously
reported the anti-inflammatory change in concanavalin A-
induced liver injury was elicited by endogenous prostaglandin
I2 and prostaglandin E2 (PGE2), which is contained in MSC-
derived exosomes, in addition to anti-inflammatory substances
such as HGF [59,60].

In this study, the internalization of MSC-derived exosomes by
HepG2 cells was enhanced after the modification with cationized
pullulan, and the effect was canceled by pretreatment with ASGPR
inhibitor. The number of PKH spots increased in the liver speci-
mens, as well as the number of sites of accumulation where it
didn’t colocalize with Kupffer cells, and eventually, anti-
inflammatory effect of MSC-derived exosomes was potentiated.
Based on these results, it is possible to say that the modification
with cationized pullulan enabled increased accumulation of exo-
somes specifically into the liver through the direct internalization
by hepatocytes via theirASGPR, and it would increase the expres-
sion of anti-inflammatory mRNAs and Tregs, resulting in the pro-
tective effect in this liver injury model.

5. Conclusion

This study is the first to show the accumulation of exosomes in
the liver and an enhanced anti-inflammatory effect by the modifi-
cation of exosomes with cationized pullulan, a well-known bioma-
terial. It is expected that a combination of biomaterials would
confer new targetability on exosomes and improve their in vivo
functions.

Appendix A. Supplementary data

Supplementary data associated with this article can be found, in
the online version, at http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.actbio.2017.05.
013.
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