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Optoacoustic imaging offers the promise of high spatial resolution and, at the same time, penetration
depths well beyond the conventional optical imaging technologies, advantages that would be favorable
for a variety of clinical applications. However, similar to optical fluorescence imaging, exogenous
contrast agents, known as sonophores, need to be developed for molecularly targeted optoacoustic
imaging. Despite numerous optoacoustic contrast agents that have been reported, there is a need for
more rational design of sonophores. Here, using a library screening approach, we systematically
identified and evaluated twelve commercially available near-infrared (690-900 nm) and highly absorbing
dyes for multi-spectral optoacoustic tomography (MSOT). In order to achieve more accurate spectral
deconvolution and precise data quantification, we sought five practical mathematical methods, namely
direct classical least squares based on UV-Vis (UV/Vis-DCLS) or optoacoustic (OA-DCLS) spectra, non-
negative LS (NN-LS), independent component analysis (ICA) and principal component analysis (PCA). We
found that OA-DCLS is the most suitable method, allowing easy implementation and sufficient accuracy
for routine analysis. Here, we demonstrate for the first time that our biocompatible nanoemulsions (NEs),

in combination with near-infrared and highly absorbing dyes, enable non-invasive in vivo MSOT
Received 13th April 2018

Accepted 14th May 2018 detection of tumors. Specifically, we found that NE-IRDye QC1 offers excellent optoacoustic

performance and detection compared to related near-infrared NEs. We demonstrate that when loaded
DOI: 10.1039/c85c01706a with low fluorescent or dark quencher dyes, NEs represent a flexible and new class of exogenous

rsc.li/chemical-science sonophores suitable for non-invasive pre-clinical optoacoustic imaging.

for a variety of preclinical and clinical applications. Although
the photoacoustic effect was originally discovered in gases by
Alexander Graham Bell in 1880 and reported in solids almost
a century later," it is only in the last decade that its use has been

Introduction

The optoacoustic effect — the generation of sound waves by
molecules upon absorbance of light - provides a new window

for biomedical imaging that combines the resolution and
molecular specificity of optical imaging with a much improved
penetration depth. This combination makes it a valuable tool
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leveraged for biomedical imaging.»* When implemented in
a configuration that allows for multispectral optoacoustic
tomography (MSOT), a rich image can be acquired, comprised
of spatial, spectral, and temporal information.

Many molecules can be used for biomedical optoacoustic
imaging, as long as they absorb light. These molecules, known
as sonophores, can have endogenous or exogenous prove-
nance. Hemoglobin, an endogenous sonophore, can be used
to map out healthy or neoplastic vasculature,* hemorrhages,®
and hematomas,® whereas the marked spectral difference
between oxygenated and deoxygenated hemoglobin can be
employed to monitor the oxygenation of blood or tissue.”®
Melanin has been used for imaging and detection of mela-
noma,” lymph node metastases,’” and even melanoma
metastases in-transit."”* However, optoacoustic imaging with
endogenous agents is currently limited to only a small subset
of clinical conditions.

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2018
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Applications such as the tracking of cancer biomarkers,
transiently expressed receptors and analytes, or disease-specific
physiological changes other than oxygenation require the use of
exogenous, molecularly targeted imaging agents.'** Such
agents need to provide a biologically orthogonal optoacoustic
signal that is strong enough to overcome the high background
of intrinsic sonophores. Also, excitation with near-infrared is
preferable to visible light, as it is absorbed less by biological
tissues, allowing for greater penetration depths. As such, small
molecule NIR fluorescent dyes, most often indocyanine green
(ICG), have been used as optoacoustic contrast agents for the
imaging of tumors," sentinel lymph nodes,***'® and vascula-
ture.””*® Fluorescent dyes are generally suboptimal sonophores,
as a substantial part of the absorbed energy dissipates radia-
tively at the expense of the optoacoustic signal (Fig. 1a).

Recently, in an effort to identify optimal sonophores, focus
has shifted towards the development of dark quenchers or
similar optoacoustically active constructs.”*>* Unlike fluores-
cent dyes, dark quenchers dissipate a larger fraction of the
absorbed light energy via non-radiative relaxation.™

One major challenge for hydrophobic small molecule dyes,
fluorescent and quenchers alike, is their administration to the
patient, often yielding unfavorable delivery pharmacokinetics
to the region of interest. To circumvent this issue, nanoparticle
based constructs can be used to encapsulate them.*® Nano-
particles (NPs) can be functionalized in a multitude of fashions,
enabling specific targeting, multimodal imaging, or theranostic
applications.?® Examples of NP-based sonophores have already
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Fig. 1 Principle and experimental setup of optoacoustic imaging. (a)
Sonophores absorb light upon laser excitation and undergo non-
radiative and radiative relaxations. Non-radiative relaxation (rotational
and vibrational) causes local heating, and in turn thermoelastic
expansion, which generates acoustic waves. (b) The multi-spectral
optoacoustic tomography (MSOT) setup surrounds the sample with
a ring laser illuminator and ultrasound transducer in a 270° array.
Tunable excitation wavelength (680-900 nm) allows spectral
unmixing of intrinsic and extrinsic sonophores.
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been reported in preclinical studies of cancer imaging.>”?®
Additionally, when it comes to the imaging of cancer, NPs are
well suited, as they accumulate in tumors via the enhanced
permeability and retention (EPR) effect.?* Although few NP
agents have (so far) achieved approval for clinical use by regu-
latory bodies, increasing numbers of such agents are under-
going clinical trials.>*~**

Here, we present the development and validation of a library
of optoacoustic contrast agents based on oil-in-water nano-
emulsions (NEs, Fig. 1b). We first employed twelve commer-
cially available low fluorescent dyes and dark quenchers based
on high extinction coefficients, and systematically compared
their performance in tissue mimicking phantoms. Subse-
quently, we compared different methods of spectral deconvo-
lution for specificity, focusing on signal quantitation. Lastly, we
validated the performance of two of the NEs via ex vivo and in
Vivo optoacoustic imaging of tumors in a subcutaneous breast
cancer allograft mouse model.

Results
Nanoemulsion synthesis and characterization

We synthesized a library of 12 NEs for MSOT screening, 9 of
which are fluorescent dyes and three of which are dark
quenchers, described in detail in the Methods section. The
chemical structures of the dyes are shown in Fig. S11 and their
extinction coefficient (¢) were reported in Fig. S2.} Briefly, stable
NIR NEs were formulated via solvent displacement, as shown in
Fig. 2a, adapting a previously described method.** The NEs had
a minimum effective diameter of 119 nm + 8.5 nm and
a maximum effective diameter of 149 nm =+ 5.8 nm with particle
concentrations ranging from 0.23 to 0.75 nM, zeta potentials
between —0.24 and —7.46 mV and PDI = 0.15. Shown in Fig. 2
and in Fig. S3,f the nanostructure and homogeneous
morphology of NE-IRDye QC1 was determined by cryogenic
transmission electron microscopy (cryo-TEM). For the different
dyes, we obtained encapsulation yields ranging between 0.43-
16% (Table S17}). The yield and amount of dye encapsulated for
selected NEs are shown in Fig. 4a. Physical characterization of
the NEs and their corresponding dyes free in DMSO solution are
summarized in Table S1.

Additionally, we monitored the stability of the near-infrared
dyes and corresponding nanoemulsions in native formulation
(PBS) and in bovine serum albumin (BSA) by tracking their
absorbance and photophysical properties over time. The size of
the nanoemulsions in PBS shows little (<5%) or no change over
the testing course of 30 days (Fig. S4t); with similar results
obtained in serum over 24 h (Fig. S5T). The photostability of the
near-infrared dyes and corresponding nanoemulsions was
examined in both PBS and in BSA over the course of 15 days and
30 days respectively, shown in Fig. S6 through to Fig. S9.T At
constant light excitation for 28 min, there was no absorbance
change observed (Fig. S101). Overall, the constant results over
the testing period reflects the high stability of our formulation
and synthesis method.

For MSOT interrogation of the sonophores, we prepared
tissue mimicking phantoms, as described in the Methods

Chem. Sci,, 2018, 9, 5646-5657 | 5647


http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/c8sc01706a

Open Access Article. Published on 18 May 2018. Downloaded on 29/07/2024 8:20:45 PM.

Thisarticleislicensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 3.0 Unported Licence.

(cc)

Chemical Science

View Article Online

Edge Article

a
purify
+ nanoemulsion
b DSPE-PEG2000
2
{,
c Near infrared dye UVNis OA particle conc. (nM) loading conc. (uM)
NE-IRDye QC-1 750 810 0.438 + 0.008 0.56
NE-IR780 800 810 0.747 £ 0.017 8.55
NE-ICG 810 800 0.610 £ 0.011 9.55
d — UVNis —= OA — UVNis —= OA — UVNis —— OA
1.27— T T 127 T T T 2 T
© © e k] AN
5,0.8] 5, 0.8 o 508 i 1
5 & 2 / \
£ g €
S 0.4 S 04 S 0.47 -\ \ /;‘"
NE-IRDye QC1 NE-IR780 NE-ICG S >&
0.0 — ; : . 0.0 — - ; - 0.0 — - : - |
700 750 800 850 900 700 750 800 850 900 700 750 800 850 900

Wavelength (nm)

Wavelength (nm)

Wavelength (nm)

Fig. 2 Synthesis, structure, and optoacoustic spectra of selected nanoemulsions. (a) Nanoemulsions were synthesized via a solvent displace-
ment method using the sonicator for 13 minutes, followed by purification and volume reduction for a more concentrated suspension. (b)
Schematic diagram of nanoemulsions containing lipids, oil and sonophores (left). Morphology was determined using cryogenic electron
transmission microscopy (cryo-TEM). (c) Photophysical characterization and (d) optoacoustic spectra of nanoemulsions. The nanoemulsions

exhibit variability between the UV/Vis and optoacoustic spectra.

section. Subject to the Beer-Lambert's law, and similar to
spectrophotometry, light is absorbed and attenuated as we
probe deeper into media or tissues with optoacoustic systems.*®
To model this in our phantoms, Direct Red 81 was used to
mimic optical absorption of soft tissue. To investigate any
potential spectral coloring due to fluence variation for respec-
tive wavelengths of our soft tissue mimicking phantom, we
examined OA and UV/Vis spectra of Direct Red 81 at varying
concentrations (10 pM, 5 pM, 3 pM, 2 uM and 1 pM). The
attenuation of the incident light due to the phantom was found
to be negligible in the spectral region of interest compared to
the high intensities of the sonophores in our phantoms, shown
in Fig. S11.f The phantoms featured a series of pouches,
enclosing a serial dilution of a sonophore (dye or NE concen-
trations were tested: high (1x), medium (1/2x) and low (1/4x)
concentration), as well as a pouch filled with ICG (3 pM in
DMSO) as an internal standard. Image reconstructions of the
phantoms are displayed in Fig. S12 and S14.1 Shown in Fig. 2,
the recorded optoacoustic spectra of selected NE-IR780, NE-
IRDye QC1 and NE-ICG were found to slightly deviate from
their UV/Vis spectra. The same is true for all other near-infrared

5648 | Chem. Sci., 2018, 9, 5646-5657

nanoemulsions (Fig. S13t). Additionally, we observed spectral
differences for the dyes in solution vs. the dyes encapsulated in
nanoemulsions, recorded both with UV/Vis and MSOT (Fig. S13,
S15 and Table S1}). The quantitative OA signal changes when
near-infrared dye is in solution (PBS) or in nanoemulsion are
tabulated in Fig. S16.}

Spectral unmixing, visualization and quantification

We used several different spectral deconvolution methods to
process the MSOT data from one of the tissue mimicking
phantoms loaded with a nanoemulsion, NE-DYQ700. Our ulti-
mate goal was to compare the signal specificity inferred by each
method, particularly when it comes to signal quantification.
Namely, the following linear regression methods were used: (1)
direct classical least squares (DCLS) using (a) UV/Vis absor-
bance or (b) optoacoustic (OA) reference spectra; (2) non-
negative least squares (NN-LS); as well as blind unmixing
methods: (3) principal component analysis (PCA), and (4)
independent component analysis (ICA).**** The results ob-
tained from these different techniques are shown in Fig. 3.
Using the compounds' UV/Vis absorbance spectra as the

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2018
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Fig. 3 Spectral unmixing, three-dimensional visualization, and quantification in tissue mimicking phantoms. Tissue mimicking phantoms with
a serially diluted sample near-infrared nanoemulsion (NE-DYQ700, maroon) and ICG (3 uM, green) were analyzed, using different numerical
algorithms for spectral unmixing: from top to bottom DCLS (a and b), NN-LS (c), PCA (d), and ICA (e). Reference spectra (left column) were either
provided by the user (for DCLS-based methods) or derived from the dataset (for PCA and ICA, d and e respectively). The quality of the 3D
visualization (middle column) depends on the methodology employed. Signal quantification produced from selected slices (right column)
indicates whether the agents were identified appropriately by each method. Numerically demanding methods (NN-LS and ICA) produced fewer
false positives, at the expense of computational time. For the DCLS algorithms the reference spectra acquired from the MSOT produced more
specific results than the UV-Vis spectra, using the same mathematical method.

references for DCLS fitting was found to yield false positive
results - e.g. NE-DYQ700 signal in the ICG location (Fig. 3a). The
detection specificity improved when we used the OA spectra of
NE-DYQ700 and ICG as references (OA-DCLS, Fig. 3b). Both
methods were fast, requiring computation times of about 1 s.
With the same set of OA references, NN-LS provided consider-
ably better spectral deconvolution and signal quantification
(Fig. 3c). This algorithm, however, required much higher
computation time (~350 s). PCA, taking ~13 s, did not readily
discriminate between NE-DYQ700 and ICG in our MSOT
phantom, providing a confused signal, whereas ICA performed
decidedly better, with high specificity, although at the cost of
computational time (~220 s).

Nanoemulsion performance as optoacoustic agents

Through our phantom studies, we compared the performance
of the different small molecules and nanoemulsion sono-
phores. Quantitation of the unmixed data was derived from
a region of interest (ROI) at a z-slice, as indicated in the Fig. S12
and S14.7 The detected OA signal intensity does not depend on

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2018

NE yield nor the dye encapsulation efficiency, as shown in
Fig. 4a and b and in Fig. S17.} ICG, for example, while having
the highest encapsulation efficiency, only yielded moderate OA
signal intensities. In order to compare the performance of the
different NEs, all OA signals, after spectral deconvolution, were
normalized to the intensity of the ICG standard. In Fig. 4c, the
standardized intensities are seen, weighted by the concentra-
tion of encapsulated dye (left) and concentration of NE (right).
Similarly, in Fig. S17f the non-encapsulated free dyes are
compared against each other.

For the encapsulated dyes, it was found that per molecule
weighted signal was best with the dark quencher NE-IRDye QC1
(5.66), whereas low fluorescent NE-Cy7.5 was performing the
worst (0.30). When we consider per nanoparticle weighted
signal, it was best with NE-DiR (15.85), whereas NE-Cy7 was
performing the worst (4.26). The second highest optoacoustic
signal was obtained from NE-ICG when normalizing for the
nanoparticle concentration (12.51). However, this appears to be
the result of the dye's high encapsulation yield. When we cor-
rected for the concentration of encapsulated dye, or examined

Chem. Sci,, 2018, 9, 5646-5657 | 5649
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Fig. 4 Optoacoustic library and characterization of our near-infrared nanoemulsions (NEs) in tissue mimicking phantoms. (a) A library of near-
infrared NEs encapsulating different sonophores was synthesized. The amount of sonophore per volume of formulation for each dye was
measured post synthesis. (b) MSOT imaging of phantoms comprised of a serial dilution of the near-infrared NE was performed, with ICG (3 uM)
included as a reference standard. The optoacoustic intensity is shown at the maximum peak absorbance wavelength for each NE. (c) After
spectral unmixing, the nanoemulsion signal was normalized by the ICG signal and the sonophore concentration (left), to reveal the OA efficiency
of each dye in the nanoemulsion or normalized by nanoemulsion concentration (right) to reveal the OA efficiency of each nanoemulsion.

the optoacoustic intensity of the free dye, the ICG performance
dropped significantly (0.36 when corrected for the dye in NE and
0.87 for free dye).

Nanoemulsions as tumor-imaging agents

To assess the feasibility of NEs for cancer imaging, we tested
NE-IRDye QC1 and NE-IR780 in a subcutaneous 4T1 breast
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Fig.5 Exvivo MSOT imaging of tumors excised from 4T1 breast cancer mouse models. Data was acquired 24 h after intravenous injection with
NE-IRDye QC1 or NE-IR780. (a) The dye and particle concentration of nanoemulsion NE-IRDye QC1 and NE-IR780 administered. (b) Ex vivo
optoacoustic image reconstruction of excised tumors from animals injected with NE-IRDye QC1 or saline (left) and quantifications (right) of
signal acquired from non-injected and injected groups. (c) Ex vivo optoacoustic image reconstruction of excised tumors from animals injected
with NE-IR780 or saline (left) and quantifications (right) between the PBS-injected and injected groups.
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In vivo accumulation of nanoemulsion (NE) IRDye QC1 in a 4T1 tumor model. Data was acquired 24 h after intravenous injection

monitored using multi-spectral optoacoustic tomography (MSOT). (a) Transverse MSOT image of a 4T1 tumor-bearing mouse (n = 3) using
680 nm illumination wavelength (bone color scale) as background. MSOT images (left) are shown before (timepoint, t = 0 h) and after (timepoint,
t = 24 h) injection of NE IRDye QC1 and overlaid with the NE-IRDye QC1 DCLS scores (jet color scale). Several axial positions were imaged and
the tumor insets (right) are from the four different positions showing the distribution of NE-IRDye QC1 throughout the tumor. (b) The opto-
acoustic spectra collected at the tumor region before and after NE-IRDye QCl1 injection (left) compared to NE-IR780 (right). (c) Corresponding
optoacoustic signal quantification of in vivo MSOT images. Optoacoustic spectra of injected NE-IRDye QC1 was used as the reference, obtained

from phantom experiments.

cancer allograft mouse model. These dyes were selected, as in
our phantom experiments NE-IRDye QC1 was found to provide
the highest OA signal (normalized by concentration of encap-
sulated dye), whereas NE-IR780 performed moderately.

To determine the optimal imaging timepoint, in vivo posi-
tron emission tomography (PET) of the radiolabelled *°Zr-NE-
IR780 at different timepoints (4 h, 8 h, 24 h, 48 h and 72 h)
were carried out. In Fig. S18,1 the results showed maximum
accumulation of nanoemulsion at 24 h.

Tumor-bearing mice were intravenously injected with each
NE (n = 3) at equal concentration (0.46 nM, 200 pL, Fig. 5a). Two
control groups (n = 3 each) were injected with PBS. After 24 h
circulation time, the mice were euthanized and selected tissues
(tumor, liver, spleen and muscle) were excised and imaged with
MSOT. Shown in Fig. S19,7 histological analysis NE-IRDye QC1
revealed no toxicity at 24 h post injection of the nanoemulsion.
Shown in Fig. 520,} the nontoxic nature of the nanoemulsions is
further corroborated with in vitro cell viability test. For mice

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2018

injected with NE-IRDye QC1, MSOT imaging of excised tumors
revealed higher intensities and OA-DCLS scores compared to
the control group (see Fig. 5b and S21). The mean ratio of OA-
DCLS scores between injected to non-injected mice was 7.6 +
2.2 (Fig. S217). For NE-IR780 the average signal was higher for
the injected group, however, the injected to non-injected signal
ratio was not statistically significant (p = 0.11, Fig. 5¢). When
looking at the intensities and scores derived from muscle
tissue, there were no statistically significant differences
between the NE-injected and PBS-injected groups for either NE-
IRDye QC1 (p = 0.2) or NE-IR780 (p = 0.34), and the OA-DCLS
score ratios were 0.82 £ 0.12 and 1.34 £ 0.09, respectively.
The corresponding ratios for liver and spleen for the nano-
emulsions and blood components are shown in the Fig. S21.t

In vivo imaging with nanoemulsions

Finally, in order to evaluate the potential of NEs for eventual
clinical use, we performed in vivo MSOT imaging, also using 4T1
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allograft mouse models injected with NE-IRDye QC1 and NE-
IR780. Fig. 6a shows a z-slice through a tumor, with the OA-
DCLS scores overlaid on top of the optoacoustic intensities
(740 nm). The OA-DCLS scores were derived in the same manner
as in the phantoms. The tumor from the same animal is shown
before injection (top) and 24 h after (bottom). For NE-IRDye
QC1, the overall OA intensity, shown in Fig. 6b, was found to
be higher in the 24 h post injection mice as compared to their
pre-injected counterparts. The corresponding OA-DCLS scores,
shown in Fig. 6¢, were found to increase four-fold post injection
(p = 0.005). Conversely, the acquired data for the NE-IR780
(Fig. S22t) show no statistically significant differences in the
MSOT intensity and OA-DCLS score before and after injection

(p = 0.11).

Discussion

In this study, we report the synthesis and validation of near-
infrared optoacoustic nanoemulsions as contrast agents for
tumor delineation. Our central hypothesis was that the contrast
afforded by exogenous OA agents could be increased by
screening and identifying better sonophore scaffolds. We
therefore assembled and tested a library of dyes with NIR
absorbance (680-900 nm). In addition, we wanted to provide an
in vivo delivery system, capable of surpassing the current MSOT
imaging gold standard while minimizing toxicity. Ideally, the
system would be flexible and have the ability of enhancing dye
solubility, bioavailability, drug loading and pharmacokinetics.
In order to maximize the OA signal obtained, dyes with high
extinction coefficients and low quantum yields were selected
and encapsulated in oil-in-water nanoemulsions. Nano-
emulsions can suspend hydrophobic dyes into physiologically
acceptable formulations that are stable (Fig. S3 through to
Fig. S1071), allowing for intravenous administration and in vivo
delivery. In this experimental setting, our nanoemulsions have
several attractive features: (1) they allow us to suspend high
concentrations of dyes in buffer for in vivo delivery; (2) it is
widely accepted that in the case of tumor imaging, nanoparticle
agents allow passive targeting through the EPR effect,***® and
(3) biocompatible, cost-effective materials and easy-to-
implement synthesis allow possible future clinical translation.

An important finding of our study is that the photophysical
properties of sonophores undergo a change when encapsulated
in nanoemulsion form. Specifically, we have observed in tissue-
mimicking phantom experiments that the absorption and
optoacoustic spectral maxima of most of our dyes shift,
depending on whether the dye is free in solution or encapsu-
lated in nanoemulsions (Fig. 2, S13 and S15t). Underlying
reasons for this shift could be changes in the dielectric constant
of the medium or the local dye concentration inside the NE. As
there is a considerably higher number of dye molecules in
a nanoemulsion packed into a smaller space, we expect this to
lead to changes in m-stacking and cause H- and J-aggregate
stacking.**** This effect has also been reported in highly -
conjugated systems such as our selected cyanine dyes. In many
cases, m-stacking can cause self-quenching which leads to
decreased or zero fluorescence. Apart from quencher DYQ700,
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we observed that all quenchers increase in optoacoustic signal
per molecule when they are in nanoemulsion. In all cases for
fluorescent dyes, optoacoustic signal intensity per molecule
decreases when they are packed in nanoemulsion. These
observations are compatible with the reasoning that r-stacking
is the main cause behind the spectral shift. The OA signal
change due to molecular stacking in nanoemulsions is quan-
tified and shown in Fig. S16.}

When it comes to the specific detection of sonophores,
spectral analysis techniques become important.>*>* Spectral
unmixing is particularly necessary in an in vivo setting, with
complex anatomy, biological variation, and intrinsic sono-
phores (e.g. hemoglobin) that potentially produce high back-
ground signal.** Using phantoms, we have performed and
compared different spectral unmixing methods shown in Fig. 3.
Initially, spectral unmixing was performed using DCLS. When
using UV/Vis absorbance spectra as references for the DCLS
fitting, we observed a high rate of false positive signals (Fig. 3a).
We attribute this effect to the differences between the UV/Vis
absorbance and the OA spectra, which can lead to false-
positive signal reconstruction. Using the optoacoustic spectra
as references for DCLS, we were able to obtain more accurate
reconstructions of our phantoms (Fig. 3b), especially with
regards to signal quantitation. Expanding on this, we tested
a more sophisticated unmixing algorithm, namely NN-LS—
a linear programming technique, where the results of the least-
squares fitting are constrained only to positive numbers. While
yielding more accurate image reconstruction than non-
constrained DCLS, this method is much more computation-
ally demanding, and in our particular example this analysis
required more than 350 times as long to compute. We also
tested methods for blind source unmixing, namely PCA and
ICA. Such methods do not require the user to provide reference
spectra, but instead express the data using the most important
features derived from the dataset itself. Using PCA on our
phantom setup (Fig. 3d), the first two principal components,
capturing the bulk of our sample variance, do not clearly
correspond to the individual spectra of our dyes—instead, they
are a linear superposition of the two. Additionally, PCA requires
the dataset to be mean-centered at zero, which makes the
derived principal components hard to compare to known
spectra, and also produces negative values. With ICA, which
maximizes the orthogonality of the derived components, we
were able to obtain a faithful reconstruction of our phantom
(Fig. 3e). The quantitation of results, however, had a different
scale than the other methods we employed. The reason for this
is that similar to PCA, ICA requires the dataset to be pre-
processed by “whitening”. Whitening generates uncorrelated
components with variance of unity, but at the same time, this
scaling distorts the original sample units and makes quantita-
tive comparison between different components more involved.
An additional potential problem with ICA is that the algorithm
depends on an initial guess, giving rise to the possibility of
converging to a local optimum instead of the global solution.
Ultimately, we decided on a compromising method that gives
reasonable results within reasonable time, and is easy to
interpret and user-friendly, namely OA-DCLS. This method does
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not completely eliminate false positive regions; after spectral
unmixing of animal or phantom scans, false-positive signals
were identified in areas of high blood signal, or air-pockets.

To compensate for any day to day variation of the MSOT
acquisition, we have used an internal standard (ICG) in all
tissue mimicking phantom experiments (Fig. S12 and S14%).
Having standardized our methodology for data acquisition and
image analysis, we proceeded to compare our NEs, as shown in
Fig. 4. As synthesized, different dyes resulted in different NE
concentrations as well as different dye encapsulation yields. We
have not observed a relationship between the hydrophobicity
and percentage encapsulation yield of dye. Using a library
screening approach, we observed that while NE-DiR offers the
highest optoacoustic intensity as a function of nanoemulsion
concentration, NE-IRDye QC1 outperforms the other nano-
emulsions in terms of per molecule OA signal. We selected this
method of quantification as we expect our ability to control and
increase the encapsulation yield to improve. One method of
achieving this is by changing the ratios of lipids, oil, and dye.

When we tested our NEs in in vivo cancer imaging settings,
NE-IRDye QC1 was able to delineate tumors in a 4T1 breast
cancer allograft mouse model. IRDye QC1 is non-fluorescent
and features a high extinction coefficient and broad near-
infrared UV/Vis and optoacoustic spectra — all favorable char-
acteristics of an optoacoustic agent. We compared the perfor-
mance of this sonophore to another NE with moderate
performance, namely NE-IR780. We administered the same
molar concentration of NEs to two groups of animals, all
bearing subcutaneous 4T1 tumors. Although the nominal dye
concentration encapsulated in the NE-IRDye QC1 formulation
was approximately half of the one in NE-IR780, NE-IRDye QC1
outperformed NE-IR780 for both imaging live animals and
excised tumors, corroborating the results obtained from
phantom imaging.

In the case of excised tumors, imaged ex vivo, both NEs
served to increase the OA signal vs. tumors from non-injected
animals, as shown in Fig. 5. NE-IRDye QC1 (Fig. 5b) gave
statistically significant difference (p < 0.005), whereas for NE-
IR780 (Fig. 5c) the increase in signal was not statistically
significant (p = 0.11).

When imaging live animals, the difference between the two
agents was even more pronounced, as NE-IR780 did not provide
sufficient contrast to outline the tumors before and after
imaging (p = 0.59, Fig. S221). NE-IRDye QC1, however, was
detected within the tumors, causing a significant increase in
signal between the pre- and post-injection scans in the same
animal (p = 0.015).

Nanoemulsions provide a realistic and clinically translatable
solution to the delivery of hydrophobic agents such as NIR dyes
in vivo.*” Derivatives of nanoemulsions, aiming to improve drug
solubility in water, are already approved for clinical applications
in various countries. Examples include Neoral (Novartis,
Pharma, France), Propofol Lipuro (B Braun AG, Germany) and
Medialipide (B Braun, France).*

Our approach was to maximize the impact of molecular
OA imaging by delivering sonophores encapsulated within
nanoemulsions. This approach indicated that ICG-based
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optoacoustic imaging probes may not be the most effective
agents for generating strong signal. The assembly and
screening of an optoacoustic library based on poorly performing
fluorescent dyes allowed us to identify alternative, more prom-
ising sonophores. The development of our nanoemulsions with
low fluorescent or dark sonophores for optoacoustic imaging
allowed us to image tumors in vivo.

Conclusions

Nanoemulsions as optoacoustic sonophores have the potential
to provide non-invasive imaging of tumors. Here, the develop-
ment of an optoacoustic library for screening a variety of
sonophores allowed us to quickly identify the best performing
optoacoustic agents. Additionally, by working towards the
standardization of optoacoustic image analysis, specifically for
spectral unmixing, we aimed to identify optimal methods for
the deconvolution of the OA data.

Specifically, we observed that there are stark variations in
sonophore performance, highlighting the importance of devel-
oping new and better contrast agents for this technology.
Nanoemulsions provide a stable and facile solution for the
delivery of hydrophobic agents to tumors. We have demon-
strated in a 4T1 mouse allograft model of breast cancer that NE-
IRDye QC1 is a highly potent OA imaging agent. Not only is our
nanoemulsion platform suitable for NIR optoacoustic imaging,
but also could ultimately allow theranostic applications, when
combined with therapeutic pharmaceuticals. Our nano-
emulsions, as optoacoustic agents, have the potential to trans-
late to other areas of optoacoustic imaging, encompassing other
cancer types and allied diseases.

Materials and methods

Phospholipids were purchased from Avanti Polar Lipids (Ala-
bama, USA). Near-infrared dyes DY831, DYQ4, DY700 and
DYQ700 were purchased from Dyomics GmbH (Jena, Germany).
The dye Atto740 was purchased from Atto-Tec GmbH (Siegen,
Germany). IRDye