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The positive contrast of extremely small iron oxide nanoparticles (ESIONP) in magnetic resonance

imaging (MRI) rejuvenates this class of metal nanoparticles (NP).Yet, the current synthesis often lacks the

possibility of adjusting the core size (while it is a key element for ESIONP-based MRI contrast behaviour),

and also involved multiple complex steps before obtaining a ready-to-use probe for medical applications.

In this study, we faced these challenges by applying heparin oligosaccharides (HO) of different lengths as

coatings for the preparation of HEP-ESIONP with a one-pot microwave method. We demonstrated that

the HO length could control the core size during the synthesis to achieve optimal positive MRI contrast,

and that HEP-ESIONP were endowed directly with anticoagulant properties and/or a specific antitumor

activity, according to the HO used. Relevantly, positron emission tomography (PET)-based in vivo biodis-

tribution study conducted with 68Ga core-doped HEP-ESIONP analogues revealed significant changes in

the probe behaviours, the shortening of HO promoting a shift from hepatic to renal clearance. The

different conformations of HO coatings and a thorough in vitro characterisation of the probes’ protein

coronas provided insight into this crucial impact of HO length on opsonization-mediated immune

response and elimination. Overall, we were able to identify a precise HO length to get an ESIONP probe

showing prolonged vascular lifetime and moderate accumulation in a tumor xenograft, balanced with a

low uptake by non-specific organs and favourable urinary clearance. This probe met all prerequisites for

advanced theranostic medical applications with a dual MRI/PET hot spot capability and potential antitu-

mor activity.

1. Introduction

Far from decline, the long-standing iron oxide nanoparticles
(NP) have recently made a new breakthrough in the medical
field.1 Compared to their previous use as negative contrast
agents for magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) applications, a
new generation based on extremely small iron oxide nano-
particles (ESIONP, with a magnetic core < 5 nm) has been
developed to provide a positive contrast.2 This contrast makes
these NPs closer to the current clinical practices for MRI-based
diagnosis, providing a higher resolution for an easier detec-
tion.3 ESIONP might be a promising biocompatible alternative
to gadolinium chelates that are currently the reference positive
MRI contrast agents but are known to have safety problems.4

In comparison, ESIONP can also warrant prolonged blood cir-
culation time5–7 and be easily engineered for multifunctional
applications.8–10 In this context, research has been conducted

†Electronic supplementary information (ESI) available. See DOI: 10.1039/
d0nr06378a

aBCBS team (Biotechnologies et Chimie des Bioressources pour la Santé), LIENSs

Laboratory (Littoral environment et Sociétés), UMR CNRS 7266, University of La

Rochelle, La Rochelle, France. E-mail: hugo.groult@univ-lr.fr,

thierry.maugard@univ-lr.fr
bCIC biomaGUNE and Basque Research and Technology Alliance (BRTA), Donostia-

San Sebastián, Gipuzkoa, Spain. E-mail: jruizcabello@cicbiomagune.es
cCIBER de Enfermedades Respiratorias (CIBERES), Madrid, Spain
dUnidad de RMN – CAI Bioimagen Complutense, Universidad Complutense de

Madrid, Spain
eProteomics Platform CIC bioGUNE, Bizkaia Science and Technology, Derio, Spain
fMolecular Oncology Group, Biodonostia Health Research Institute, San Sebastian,

Spain
gIkerbasque, Basque Foundation for Science, 48013 Bilbao, Spain
hDepartamento de Química en Ciencias Farmacéuticas, Universidad Complutense de

Madrid, Madrid, Spain

842 | Nanoscale, 2021, 13, 842–861 This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2021

O
pe

n 
A

cc
es

s 
A

rt
ic

le
. P

ub
lis

he
d 

on
 2

2 
D

ec
em

be
r 

20
20

. D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

on
 7

/2
9/

20
25

 1
0:

38
:5

0 
PM

. 
 T

hi
s 

ar
tic

le
 is

 li
ce

ns
ed

 u
nd

er
 a

 C
re

at
iv

e 
C

om
m

on
s 

A
ttr

ib
ut

io
n-

N
on

C
om

m
er

ci
al

 3
.0

 U
np

or
te

d 
L

ic
en

ce
.

View Article Online
View Journal  | View Issue

www.rsc.li/nanoscale
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-1571-9400
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-0821-9838
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1039/d0nr06378a&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021-01-20
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/d0nr06378a
https://pubs.rsc.org/en/journals/journal/NR
https://pubs.rsc.org/en/journals/journal/NR?issueid=NR013002


to implement synthesis conditions with an increased control
of ESIONP core size, which is a key parameter for their mag-
netic properties.11–13 However, most of these approaches have
used “neutral” coatings and further steps were needed to
provide ESIONP enhanced colloidal stability and vascular life-
time, targeting features, or a specific bioactivity. Based on our
previous results, we considered herein the use of heparin
oligosaccharides (HO) as bioactive coating agents to produce
multifunctional ESIONP with a one-pot microwave synthesis
that allowed control of the core size.14

Heparin is a linear polysaccharide, which has long been
used in clinical practice as an anticoagulant.15 It is also cur-
rently investigated in wound healing, lung disorders, chronic
inflammation, or as an anti-angiogenic and anti-metastatic
agent to control tumour growth.16,17 Heparin has been exten-
sively used in the surface chemistry of NP appreciated for its
colloidal stability, bioacceptability and easy chemical modifi-
cation.18 It is mostly applied as a scaffold to be functionalized
with drug conjugates or as a suitable template for self-assem-
bly due to its high negative charge.19 In these formulations, it
is rather included as a backbone for multifunctional NP carry-
ing an exogenous drug or intended for diagnostic purposes
that are used in various medical areas such as antiviral, anti-
inflammatory or cancer management.20,21 The inclusion of a
solitary heparin coating as an active ingredient has been more
sporadic due to the possible risk of internal bleeding, except
when the anticoagulant properties or hemocompatibility have
been intentionally sought.22–24 Several studies have described
the use of heparin-coated NP in cell labelling, transduction or
for their anti-angiogenic properties, but thorough in vivo
proofs are lacking.25–27 One of the current challenges in this
regard is to develop nanomedicines with newly generated
heparin oligosaccharide derivatives showing limited antith-
rombotic properties but with other selected bioactivities.16,22

For example, it has been suggested that low molecular weight
heparins could provide a targeting capability to NP through
interactions with extracellular enzymes or cell membrane bio-
markers, as well as provide an antitumour activity.28–31

These HO derivatives are produced by controlled depoly-
merisation and chemical modifications, including desulfation,
N-acetylation or glycol-splitting.17 In addition to modulating
HO-related bioactivities of NP, the reduction in molecular
weight (Mw) caused by depolymerisation may have spectacular
effects on other physicochemical features and in vivo fate of
these NP, starting with their blood pharmacokinetics and
clearance.32–34 Indeed, after intravenous administration most
of polymer-coated metallic NP are rapidly captured by the
different organs of the mononuclear phagocyte system
(especially the liver, spleen and bone marrow), where they are
very slowly processed before excretion.35 A prolonged circula-
tion time in the blood is then decisive to promote NP accumu-
lation in the target organ and it is well described that the
coating charge, nature and also dimension modulate the vas-
cular lifetime.36,37 Hence, with the aim of extending NP vascu-
lar duration, several studies have been conducted to under-
stand the role of the polymer length and configuration in the

interactions with the cells of the phagocytic system or on the
adsorption of plasma proteins (i.e. the protein corona)38,39

responsible for opsonisation.40,41 Secondly, the polymer length
also strongly influence NP crossing of endogenous biological
barriers, penetration in tumor stroma or cell
internalization.33,42 Interestingly, the use of shorter HO may
also reduce enough the final NP hydrodynamic size (HS) until
the glomerular filtration threshold for renal elimination, esti-
mated at about 8–10 nm. This route of urinary clearance is
highly appreciated because it reduces toxicity issues and trans-
lational impairments, whereas the rapid removal of the NP
from circulation by the filtration system may limit the time to
accumulate in the targeted tissue or to exert their effect.43 As
general acceptance, creating metallic NP with a prolonged vas-
cular lifetime to enhance targeting properties but mostly
undergoing optimal renal clearance will represent a break-
through in the field.44

To our knowledge, a detailed comparative study about the
impact of heparin length on all these aspects has not yet been
addressed, in contrast with other well-known NP coatings such
as polyethylene glycol.45 Given the clinical potential of the new
HO derivatives,46 this evaluation may be crucial to support the
decision to apply the most appropriate HO Mw as coating in
the NP design, depending on the intended application. In this
work, the physicochemical and biological features of ESIONP
functionalised with five HO of decreasing length
(HEP-ESIONP) were analysed. We showed that HO length
could modulate the core diameter obtained during the syn-
thesis, and how the in vivo positive MRI contrast performance
of HEP-ESIONP were consequently affected. Next, using
HEP-ESIONP analogues core-doped with 68Ga as positron
emission tomography (PET) tracers, we investigated the HO
length related changes in the vascular lifetime and biodistribu-
tion of the probes in a mice model of low-vascularized BT-474
breast cancer xenograft.47 We aimed to determine whether
these changes were due to the protein corona composition
and/or HO conformation at the NP surface. Finally, to com-
plete the picture of the most suitable length, we also observed
the influence of the HO length on HEP-ESIONP anti-thrombo-
tic properties as well as antitumor activity via the inhibition of
heparanase (HPSE), a key enzyme involved in angiogenesis
and invasion. All these results were useful to demonstrate that
heparin should not be considered as a simple NP stabilizer
suitable for further adaptations, but on the contrary that by
adjusting its length, it could play a central role in NP specific
functions and in vivo behaviour.

2. Experimental
2.1 Synthesis of HO derivatives

A 40 mL solution of native heparin (Heparin sodium salt,
Molekula) at 25 mg mL−1 was prepared with Milli-Q water. To
start depolymerisation, 460 µL of hydrogen peroxide (H2O2

30%, Merck) were then added, corresponding to a final H2O2/
native heparin (w/w) ratio of 0.15. Immediately after the
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addition, the reaction mixture was sealed and placed in a
heating incubator at 60 °C under stirring at 500 rpm. Finally,
10 mL aliquots were collected at four different timepoints (4 h,
8 h, 12 h and 24 h) and were freeze-dried before analysis and
preparation of HEP-ESIONP.

2.2 Structural analysis of HO by size exclusion-high-
performance liquid chromatography

The structural analysis of HO was performed using a high-per-
formance liquid chromatography system from Agilent (1100
LC) with one TSK-GEL G4000SW (30 cm × 7.5 mm) column
and two TSK-GEL G3000SW (30 cm × 7.5 mm) columns
mounted in series and maintained at 25 °C. HO were eluted in
a 0.1 M sodium nitrate (NaNO3) buffer at a flow rate of 0.8 mL
min−1 and detected by differential refractometry. The refracto-
metry signal was then processed and quantified using a HP
Chemstation software off-line. A calibration curve of heparin
oligosaccharide standards (Iduron, Manchester, UK) ranging
from 8 to 32 DP (degree of polymerisation) of the monomer
unit (300 Da) was used. It allowed calculating the number
average molecular weight (Mn), Mw, polydispersity index (I)
and DP according to a previously published method48 and
using the following equations:

Mn ¼
P

Ni �Mið Þ
P

Ni
ð1Þ

Mw ¼
P

Ni �Mi
2ð Þ

P
Ni �Mið Þ ð2Þ

I ¼ Mw

Mn
ð3Þ

DP ¼ Mn

M0
ð4Þ

where Ni is the number of moles of polymer species, Mi is the
molecular weight of polymeric species and M0 is the molecular
weight of the monomeric unit.

2.3 Quantification of the degree of sulfation of HO

The degree of sulfation was calculated using a colorimetric
assay based on absorbance reading at 640 nm of the (7-amino-
phenothiazin-3-ylidene)-dimethylazanium chloride (Azure A)
that disappears after binding to the sulfated groups on the
polysaccharide backbones.49 In a 96-well plate, 200 µL of an
aqueous Azure A solution (0.01 mg mL−1) were added to 20 μL
of HO samples diluted at 6 different concentrations ranging
from 6.25 to 25 mg L−1, and absorbance was read after 15 min
of incubation. A dextran sulfate standard with a known sulfur
content of 17% was used to build a calibration curve using
the absorbance values obtained from a serial dilution
(0–30 mg L−1).

2.4 Synthesis of HEP-ESIONP

In a microwave-adapted flask, HO (100 mg for HEP0-ESIONP/
HEP4-ESIONP/HEP8-ESIONP or 75 mg for HEP12-ESIONP/
HEP24-ESIONP) were dissolved in 1.25 mL of distilled water

and mixed with 1 mL of iron(III) chloride hexahydrate
(17.5 mg). Then, 0.25 mL of hydrazine monohydrate (64–65%)
were added and the flask was immediately sealed before being
placed in the microwave unit (CEM Discover CP). The mixture
was heated under magnetic stirring up to 100 °C within 60
seconds with power set at 300 W, and the “flash” reaction took
place at this temperature for 225 seconds. After cooling at
room temperature, the HEP-ESIONP were purified twice by gel
filtration onto a PD10 desalting column (GE Healthcare) with
Milli-Q water used as an eluent, to obtain a final solution of
4 mL. All samples were stored at +4 °C before physicochemical
characterisation, in vitro biological and cellular assays or
in vivo experiments.

2.5 Physicochemical characterization of HEP-ESIONP

High contrast transmission electronic microscopy (TEM)
images were provided by a LaB6-TEM of type JEOL
JEM-1400PLUS (40 kV–120 kV) equipped with a GATAN US1000
CCD camera (2k × 2k). For ultra high resolution studies a
FEG-TEM of type JEOL JEM-2100F UHR (80 kV–200 kV)
equipped with a TVIPS F216 CMOS camera (2k × 2k) was used.

The HS and zeta potential of HEP-ESIONP were measured
using a NanoZS90 device (Malvern Instrument, UK) using
respectively a 12 mm2 polystyrene cuvette and folded capillary
cells (DTS 1070, Malvern Instrument, UK).

Iron concentrations of HEP-ESIONP were calculated using
two methods. HEP-ESIONP solutions (100 µL) were first
digested overnight at 30 °C in 1 mL of a H2O2/HNO3 mixture
(1/1 in volume ratio). In the first method, the T1 relaxivity
values of the Fe3+ ions in the resulting dilution were measured
using a Bruker MQ60 device (Bruker Biospin, Germany) at
1.5 T and 37 °C, using an Inversion Recovery sequence and the
mono-exponential curve-fitting option. The final iron concen-
tration was calculated using a T1 calibration curve of Fe3+

(0–2 mM) obtained from FeCl3·6H2O solutions that underwent
the same acidic treatment as the samples. In the second
method, iron concentrations were determined after digestion
overnight in a 60% solution of HNO3 and further dilution
(1/10) in nanopure H2O with a iCAP-Q inductively coupled
plasma-mass spectrometry from Thermo equipped with col-
lision/reaction cell and kinetic energy discrimination.

The heparin content in the HEP-ESIONP solution was calcu-
lated as previously published,14 by measuring the amount of
sulfate groups in solution with the “Azure A” method and by
comparing it to the degree of sulfation of the respective HO.

The density σ of HO on each HEP-ESIONP was estimated
(Appendix A†) by calculating the ESIONP core volume from the
mean diameters determined on the TEM images and by taking
into account the spherical shape. Then, the total weight of
each core was deducted from the density of bulk Fe3O4 magne-
tite (5.17 g cm−3), which also allowed obtaining the weight of
irons in each core. The number of ESIONP cores in solution
was determined by comparison with the iron concentration
measured in solution. In parallel, the number of HO species in
solution was calculated from the heparin content measured in
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solution and the Mw. The σ was finally estimated as the HO
species/ESIONP cores ratio.

In the discussion about the HO configuration at the
ESIONP surface, the transition distance hc between the con-
centrated polymer brush (CPB) and semi-diluted polymer
brush (SDPB) regions was calculated from the Daoud-Cotton
model using the following equation:

hc ¼ rNP
a

ffiffiffi
σ

p

ð4πÞ�1=2ν
� rNP ð5Þ

where rNP is the radius of the ESIONP core, a is the Kuhn
length and ν is the second virial coefficient.

2.6 Magnetic characterisation of HEP-ESIONP

The longitudinal (r1) and transversal (r2) relaxation values of
HEP-ESIONP were calculated using a Bruker MQ60 device
(Bruker Biospin, Germany) at 1.5 T and 37 °C. The T1 and T2
relaxation times of serial dilutions of HEP-ESIONP (iron con-
centration from 0.5 to 20 mM) were measured using the stan-
dard T2 Carr–Purcell Meiboom Gill and T1 inversion-recovery
spin echo sequences. The longitudinal and transversal relax-
ation rates, respectively 1/T1 and 1/T2 in s−1 obtained from the
relaxation times were corrected by subtracting the water relax-
ation rate. The linear fit of this data according to the iron con-
centration in mM provided straight lines the slope of which
corresponded to the relaxation values r1 and r2 in s−1 mM−1.

DC magnetometric measurements as a function of tempera-
ture and field have been performed in a Commercial SQUID
magnetometer (MPMS3, Quantum Design Inc.) with a typical
sensitivity better than 1e−12 A m2 and a maximum field of 7 T.

2.7 In vivo positive contrast performance of HEP-ESIONP on
1 T MRI

MRI was performed at the NMR Centre of the Universidad
Complutense (CAI de RMN) using a 1 Tesla benchtop MRI
scanner (ICON 1T-MRI; Bruker BioSpin GmbH, Ettlingen,
Germany). The system consisted of a 1 T permanent magnet
with a gradient system capable of supplying a 450 mT m−1 gra-
dient strength. A solenoid mouse body RF-coil was used.
Animals (6-week old female Balb/c mice, n = 3) were anesthe-
tised using 2% isofluorane (IsoFlo, Zoetis, NJ, USA). The main
MRI experiment consisted of three-dimensional T1 weighted
images used to monitor the evolution of the contrast enhance-
ments before and after HEP-ESIONP intravenous injection.
The isotropic T1WI experiments (0.5 × 0.5 × 0.5 mm) were
acquired using a gradient echo sequence with a repetition
time of 21 ms, an echo time of 3 ms and a flip angle of 20°.
The total acquisition time was 6 minutes.

2.8 PET imaging of the in vivo biodistribution of 68Ga-
HEP-ESIONP in mice

Synthesis. The synthesis of HEP-ESIONP for the preparation
of 68Ga-HEP-ESIONP was similar to that previously described,
except that 0.25 mL of 68GaCl3 eluate (0.05 M in HCl) obtained
from a 68Ge/68Ga generator were added. Purification steps were

identical with additional ultrafiltration (3500 rpm, 10 min)
using an Amicon Ultra Centrifugal Filter (cut-off: 50 kDa,
2 mL, Merck Millipore) to discard side products.

Animal ethics. All animal experiments were performed in
accordance with the Spanish policy for animal protection
(RD53/2013), which meets the requirements of the European
Union directive 2010/63/UE. The procedures were approved by
the Ethical Committee of CIC biomaGUNE and authorized by
the local authorities (Diputación Foral de Gipuzkoa).

Imaging. In vivo PET/CT imaging in mice (SCID female mice
bearing a 4T1 xenograft, 8 weeks old) was performed using the
β- and X-cube small-animal imaging systems (Molecubes,
Gentt, Belgium). 100 µl of 68Ga-HEP-ESIONP saline solution
containing a radioactivity of about 3 MBq were injected to the
mice and dynamic PET images were acquired in a 511 keV ±
30% energetic window. Immediately after PET sessions, com-
puted tomography acquisitions were carried out for anatomical
localisation of the radioactive signal and attenuation correc-
tion during image reconstruction. The dynamic PET images
were reconstructed in 6 frames of 35 min, taking data from
time points centred at 17.5, 52.5, 122.5 and 192.5 minutes for
the data analysis. PET images were reconstructed using
random, scatter and attenuation correction by OSEM3D itera-
tive method. Image analysis was performed using the PMOD
software analysis tool. Volumes of Interest (VOIs) were drawn
in major organs and tumour on the CT images. VOIs were
then translated to the PET images and the concentration of
68Ga-HEP8-ESIONP was determined. Values were expressed as
percentage of injected dose per cubic centimetre (% ID per
cc−1). Quantification and tumor accumulation for 68Ga-HEP8-
ESIONP was made with a statistic of n = 4.

2.9 HEP-ESIONP protein coronas

Sample preparation. 40 µL of the different HEP-ESIONP
solutions were incubated for 1 hour with 800 µL of mouse
serum (Sigma Aldrich) at 37 °C under gently stirring at 100
rpm. After incubation, the solution was centrifuged thrice
during 2 h at 200 000g and 4 °C.

In-solution digestion. Samples were incubated in a solution
containing 7 M urea, 2 M thiourea, 4% CHAPS and 5 mM DTT
for 30 min at room temperature under stirring and digested
according to the filter-aided FASP protocol described by
Wiśniewski et al. with minor changes.50 Trypsin was added at
a trypsin : protein ratio of 1 : 50, and the mixture was incubated
overnight at 37 °C, dried in a RVC2 25 speedvac concentrator
(Christ), and resuspended in 0.1% formic acid. Peptides were
desalted and resuspended in 0.1% FA using C18 stage tips
(Millipore).

Mass spectrometry analysis. Samples were analysed using a
novel hybrid trapped ion mobility spectrometry-quadrupole
time of flight mass spectrometer (timsTOF Pro with PASEF,
Bruker Daltonics) coupled on-line to a nanoElute liquid chro-
matograph (Bruker). This mass spectrometer uses a novel scan
mode called parallel accumulation-serial fragmentation
(PASEF), which multiplies the sequencing speed without any
loss of sensitivity51 and it has been shown to provide outstand-
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ing analytical speed and sensitivity for proteomics analyses.52

Samples (200 ng) were directly loaded in a 15 cm Bruker
nanoelute FIFTEEN C18 analytical column (Bruker) and
resolved at 400 nL min−1 with a 100 min gradient. The column
was heated up to 50 °C using an oven.

Normalised spectral abundance factor analysis. Database
searching was performed using MASCOT 2.2.07
(Matrixscience) through Proteome Discoverer 1.4 (Thermo)
against a Uniprot/Swissprot database filled only with entries
corresponding to Homo sapiens. For protein identification,
the following parameters were applied: carbamido-methylation
of cysteines (C) as a fixed change and oxidation of methionines
(M) as a variable change, 20 ppm of peptide mass tolerance,
0.5 Da of fragment mass tolerance and up to 2 missed cleavage
points, and peptide charges of +2 and +3. Relative quantifi-
cation was carried out using a modified spectral counting
method called Normalised Spectral Abundance Factor.53

Briefly, protein spectral counts (the sum of all peptide identifi-
cations obtained for a given protein) are corrected by the
protein length, to obtain the Spectral Abundance Factor for
each protein. These Spectral Abundance Factor values are
further normalised by the sum of all Spectral Abundance
Factor values in a given sample and expressed as a % of the
total. Data was loaded into Perseus platform54 and further pro-
cessed (log2 transformation, imputation). A t-test was used to
determine the statistical significance of the differences
detected and heatmaps were generated.

Determination of protein concentration. Protein concen-
tration per nanoparticles surface area was achieved by
Bradford analysis and inductively coupled plasma-mass spec-
trometry iron concentration determination, assuming a spheri-
cal shape for all NP and the corresponding nanoparticle core
size determined by TEM. First, 20 µL of the different
HEP-ESIONP solutions were incubated for 1 h with 400 µL of
mouse serum at 37 °C under gently stirring at 100 rpm. After
incubation, the solution was centrifuged during 2 h at
200 000g and 4 °C and washed with 400 µL of nanopure H2O
each time. Bradford analysis was performed into microplate
wells (triplicates) were 250 µL of Bradford reagent (Sigma) was
mixed with 5 µL of each of the measured samples. Absorbance
at 595 nm was measured with a plate reader (TECAN, Genios
Pro). We used as blank, solutions of HEP-ESIONP with similar
concentrations.

2.10 Cell toxicity and uptake of HEP-ESIONP

MTT cell viability assays. The effect of HEP-ESIONP on the pro-
liferation of HEK 293 cells was assessed using a MTT assay.
Cells (2 × 103 per well) were seeded into a 96-well microplate in
50 µL of OptiMEM® medium (supplemented with 10% FBS,
1% penicillin/streptomycin) and let grown for 24 h at 37 °C in
a 5% CO2 humidified atmosphere (Heracell, Thermofischer).
Then, 50 µL of the same culture medium containing
HEP-ESIONP at 100 µg mL−1 of HO content or water (positive
proliferation control) were added. After 24 h or 72 h of incu-
bation under the same conditions, 20 μL of a MTT solution
(5 g L−1) were added and the microplate was further incubated

for 4 h. Thereafter, the medium was removed and the forma-
zan crystals formed were dissolved in 100 μL of DMSO.
Absorbance of the DMSO solution was measured at 550 nm
using a BMG Labtech FLUOstar Omega spectrometer and
related to the value of the positive proliferation control to
express a % of cell viability.

Iron uptake quantification. MDA-MB-231 and HSkMEC
cells were cultured in a 24-well plate in 2 mL of OptiMEM®
medium (supplemented with 10% FBS, 1% penicillin/strepto-
mycin) at 37 °C in a 5% CO2 humidified atmosphere (Heracell,
Thermofischer). Once approximatively 80% of confluence was
reached, the cells were incubated for 6 h with 50 µL of the
same culture medium containing HEP-ESIONP at ∼0.1 mg
mL−1 of iron content. Thereafter, the cells were trypsinized
and after cell centrifugation, the cell pellet was washed two
times with PBS. Cells were then lysed with 300 μL of lysis
buffer (50 mM NaCl, 50 mM TrisCl at pH 8, 0.2% SDS) for 3 h
at 55 °C and mixed with the same volume of 1.5 M HCl. Then,
300 μL of a 1.5 M HCl/4.5% KMnO4 mixture (1/1 in volume
ratio) were added. After 2 h at 60 °C, 90 μL of a detection solu-
tion containing 6.5 mM ferrozine, 6.5 mM neocuproine, 2.5 M
ammonium acetate and 1 M ascorbic acid were added. The
absorbance was read at 550 nm after an additional 30 min of
incubation. The concentration of internalized Fe was calcu-
lated from a standard curve of FeCl3 (0–300 μM) under the
same incubation conditions. The cell lysates were digested in
0.8 mL of a H2O2/HNO3 mixture (1/1 in volume ratio) overnight
at 30 °C before direct measurement of the iron content by
inductively coupled plasma-mass spectrometry.

2.11 Bioactivities of HEP-ESIONP

The anti-factor Xa and anti-factor IIa activities of HO and
HEP-ESIONP were measured using a colorimetric assay based
on the conversion of a chromogenic substrate in the presence
of these coagulation factors. For the anti-factor Xa assay,
antithrombin AT-III (25 μL, 0.625 μg μL−1) was incubated at
37 °C in 96-well plates for 2 minutes with 25 μL of HO or
HEP-ESIONP in Milli-Q water at 0.5 mg L−1. Then, 25 µl of
factor Xa (11.25 nkat mL−1) were added and the plate was incu-
bated for an additional 2 min. Finally, the factor Xa chromo-
genic substrate (CH2SO2-D205 Leu-Gly-Arg-pNA-AcOH, 3.25
nM, 25 μL) was added and the absorbance of the reaction
mixture was read for 3 min at 405 nm every 8 seconds. The
initial velocity was determined as the slope of the linear
segment of the kinetics curve and the % of inhibition was cal-
culated based on the initial velocity of the same reaction per-
formed without HO or HEP-ESIONP inhibitor. The experi-
mental procedure for the anti-factor IIa assay was the same
except that HO or HEP-ESIONP were tested at 1 mg L−1 and a
different chromogenic substrate (EtM-SPro-Arg-pNA-AcOH, 1.4
nM, 25 µL) was used. At least three independent experiments
of triplicates were performed.

The anti-HPSE activities of HO and HEP-ESIONP were
measured (one experiment of four replicates) using the HPSE
assay toolbox (Cisbio Assay, France) which is based on a
heparan sulfate substrate labelled with both biotin and Eu3+
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cryptate (biotin-heparan sulfate-Eu(K)). Briefly, upon excitation
at 337 nm, the Eu3+ cryptate produces a fluorescent emission
at 620 nm that can be converted into an emission at 665 nm
by fluorescence resonance energy transfer thanks to a strepta-
vidin-XL665 (SA-XL665) bound to the biotin. Hydrolysis and
cleavage of the heparan sulfate substrate by HPSE result in a
loss of the fluorescence resonance energy transfer, and thus in
the emission of SA-XL665 at 665 nm. Briefly, the enzymatic
reaction was performed in white 96-well half-area plates
(Corning® #3693) and monitored using a spectrofluorometer
(BMG Labtech FLUOstar Omega) with a high time resolved
fluorescence module.

First, 15 µL of HO or HEP-ESIONP at 2.5 mg L−1 in Milli-Q
water were added into the wells followed by 15 µL of HPSE
solution (recombinant human HPSE-1, R&D systems, 400 ng
mL−1 in Tris-HCl at pH 7.5, 0.15 M NaCl and 0.1% CHAPS).
After a 10 min preincubation at 37 °C, the reaction was
initiated by adding 30 µL of a biotin–heparan sulfate-Eu(K)
solution (1.0 ng µL−1 in 0.2 M sodium acetate buffer, pH 4.5)
and the plate was incubated at 37 °C for 15 min. At the end of
the reaction, 30 µL of streptavidin-XL665 solution (SA-XL665,
10 ng µL−1 in 0.1 M NaPO4 buffer at pH 7.4, 0.8 M KF, 0.1%
BSA) were added. After 5 min of incubation for biotin–strepta-
vidin conjugation, the fluorescence was recorded at λem1 =
620 nm and λem2 = 665 nm after a 60 µs excitation at λex =
337 nm. According to the manufacturer’s instructions, the per-
centage of heparan sulfate degradation (%D) was calculated
using the following equations:

S ¼ F665
F620

ð6Þ

%D ¼ Smax � S
S

ð7Þ

where F665 and F620 represent the fluorescence signals
measured respectively at 665 nm and 620 nm and Smax rep-
resents the condition with undegraded heparan sulfate (only
the HPSE buffer solution without enzyme). HO or
HEP-ESIONP inhibition of HPSE-induced heparan sulfate
hydrolysis was thus calculated using the following equations:

Inhibitionð%Þ ¼ %Db �%Di

%Db
ð8Þ

where Db and Di are the %D obtained respectively in the pres-
ence and in the absence of inhibitors. Statistical analysis was
based on a Student t-test (two-tailed p-value).

3. Results and discussion
3.1 Preparation of HO derivatives

Five different HO with decreasing average molecular weight
(Mw) were prepared from a native 12 kDa heparin (degree of
polymerisation [DP] ∼ 44), using a H2O2-based radical hydro-
lysis depolymerisation method over progressively longer incu-
bation times.48 To designate the different HO derivatives, each
HO was named “HEP plus the depolymerisation time (in

hours)”, HEP0 being the native heparin. The number average
molecular weight (Mn) and Mw were calculated by a size exclu-
sion chromatography analysis using a calibration curve of HO
standards ranging from 8 to 32 DP of the monomer unit. As
expected, the kinetics of the chain length reduction was faster
in the first hours with a high drop in Mw, followed by a
gradual decrease in depolymerisation rate (Fig. S1†). HO Mw

were distributed up to 4.8 kDa corresponding to a DP of ∼13,
guaranteeing a wide range of Mw for studying the polymer
length impact on the physicochemical and biological pro-
perties of the HEP-ESIONP (Table 1). The polydispersity index
(I) of the polymers, a parameter that may affect the HS of the
ESIONP once the HO is functionalized, was estimated from the
weights obtained and was not greater than 1.35, to ensure a
limited influence in the following study about the chain con-
formation.55 Some of the depolymerisation techniques, in par-
ticular the non-enzymatic ones, could induce changes in
chemical structure of heparin, especially the desulfatation.48

This could complicate the analysis since the comparisons
would not only be limited to the individual heparin length
parameter but would also depend on the polymeric charge or
chemical nature. The degree of sulfation was stable with the
depolymerisation method chosen as shown in Table 1, except
for the smallest HO that underwent a significant desulfation
of about 20% to be taken into account in the discussion.

3.2 Physicochemical characterisation and core size control of
HEP-ESIONP

Each of the five heparin species was then used for the syn-
thesis of HEP-ESIONP by a microwave-assisted bottom-up
method previously described.14 Briefly, it consisted in the
hydrazine reduction of iron salt, followed by an ultrafast
thermic treatment for crystal growth with the HO incorporated
in situ for ESIONP stabilization. Transmission electron
microscopy (TEM) images (Fig. 1A) showed well-dispersed
sphere-shaped NP obtained with all heparin species, although
for HEP0- and HEP4-ESIONP, the cores were occasionally
assembled into small groupings (Fig. S2†). High-resolution
TEM images showed the lattice fringes on each of the
HEP-ESIONP core, demonstrating excellent crystallinity
(Fig. S3†). Analysis of the d-spacing corroborated magnetite
phase, as compared with the standard atomic spacing for
Fe3O4 and the respective hkl indexes from JCPS card
(Table S1†), without excluding possible presence of maghemite

Table 1 Physicochemical properties of HO. Molecular weights (Mn and
Mw), polydispersity index of the polymers (I), degree of polymerisation
(DP) and degree of sulfation

Time (h) Mn (KDa) Mw (Da) I DP
Degree of
sulfation

0 12.7 ± 0.2 14.2 ± 1.2 1.12 44.1 ± 0.7 43.9 ± 1.9
4 7.0 ± 0.2 8.8 ± 0.3 1.25 24.3 ± 0.7 43.7 ± 1.6
8 5.5 ± 0.3 7.5 ± 0.5 1.35 19.2 ± 1.0 41.3 ± 2.0
12 4.5 ± 0.2 5.9 ± 0.4 1.32 15.5 ± 1.0 38.4 ± 2.0
24 3.8 ± 0.3 4.8 ± 0.4 1.29 13.0 ± 1.1 35.2 ± 2.3
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phase.56 It is important to note that the core size distributions,
computed from the images (Fig. S4A†), revealed that the use of
heparins of different Mw allowed controlling the ESIONP core
diameter (Table 2). As shown in Fig. 1B, the core diameters
unexpectedly decreased linearly with the reduction of HO
sizes, from 6.6 nm for HEP0-ESIONP synthetized with the
native heparin of the highest Mw, to 2.2 nm for HEP24-ESIONP
produced with heparin of the smallest Mw. In addition, the
mean deviations followed the same trend, narrowing when HO
Mw was reduced. Therefore, sample quality measured as NP

size uniformity can be improved using low Mw HO. Compared
to previous studies in which the polymer length barely inter-
fered with the final size of NP cores,57 the observed size
control in our study could be due to the increasing number of
heparin chains introduced for the HO of lower Mw, and in par-
ticular, to the number of reducing ends that could arbitrate
the nucleation and/or growth phase.58 The HS of the
HEP-ESIONP measured by dynamic light scattering showed as
well a correlation with the length of the heparin, as expected
(Fig. S4B† and Fig. 1C). The HEP-ESIONP composition was

Fig. 1 Physicochemical characterization of the HEP-ESIONP. (A) TEM images of the different HEP-ESIONP, scale bar is 100 nm. (B) Core size of
HEP-ESIONP according to the length in DP of their HO coating. (C) Hydrodynamic size of the HEP-ESIONP according to the length in DP of their
HO. Triangles represent the extrapolated hydrodynamic size of the HEP-ESIONP, if the HO coating had a free configuration without steric con-
straints. Dashed line represents the extrapolated hydrodynamic size of the HEP-ESIONP, if the HO coating were fully stretch under steric constraint.

Table 2 Physicochemical properties of HEP-ESIONP. h is the height of the coating, hc is the theoretical transition distance between the CPB and
SDPB regions under high grafting conditions according to the Daoud–Cotton model

HEP-ESIONP
Core size
(nm)

HS
(nm)

Z-potential
(mV)

[Fe]
(mg ml−1)

[HEP]
(mg ml−1)

σ
(chains per nm2)

ha

(nm)
Theoretical hc
(nm)

HEP0-ESIONP 6.6 ± 2.6 43.4 −37.2 0.9 ± 0.2 12.6 ± 0.8 2.3 18.4 9.3
HEP4-ESIONP 4.3 ± 1.7 22.4 −36.3 1.0 ± 0.2 10.3 ± 0.5 2.0 9.1 5.5
HEP8-ESIONP 3.9 ± 1.2 20.7 −34.4 1.1 ± 0.2 9.6 ± 0.5 1.9 8.4 5.0
HEP12-ESIONP 3.4 ± 0.9 17.7 −30.3 1.1 ± 0.2 7.2 ± 0.2 1.6 7.1 3.6
HEP24-ESIONP 2.2 ± 0.6 16.1 −32.1 1.1 ± 0.2 6.2 ± 0.4 1.0 7.0 1.7

a h = (HS − core size)/2.
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characterized through FTIR spectroscopy and compared with
the free HO (Fig. S4C†). FTIR spectra of the different free HO
species were sensibly similar and FTIR spectra of HEP-ESIONP
showed the characteristic bands of heparin in all cases.59,60

Usual large band in the 3200–3600 cm−1 region assigned to
the deformation of the –OH hydroxyls were retrieved. Carbonyl
symmetric stretch and adsorbed water’s asymmetric stretch
are typical of carboxyl groups and were found at 1400 cm−1

and 1600 cm−1, respectively. The bands that appeared at
1235 cm−1 and 1060 cm−1 are due to the S–O bonds, while the
ones at 980 cm−1 and 800 cm−1 are representative of the C–O–
S strechts. Shoulder at 980 cm−1 and small bands at 890 cm−1

may be attributed to coupling components of the C–O–C ring
and glycosidic bonds. Relative signal intensity of the carboxyl
bands paralleled with sulfate group bands decreased for the
HEP-ESIONP in comparison with the free HO. This may be
indicative of the complexation of the heparin coating to iron
oxide core through –COOH groups rather than –SO3– groups.
Interestingly, a spliting of the peak at 2900 cm−1 found in the
spectra of the free HO was observed in case of HEP-ESIONP
analysis. This band is usually assigned to C–H vibration.
However, although it is very difficult to detect, we believe that
this splitting may be illustrative of the presence of aldehyde
groups of oxidised polysaccharides. This assumption is sup-
ported by the appearance of a peak at 1740 cm−1 in the FTIR
spectra (ν CvO) and support a conjugation to the iron oxide
core at the terminal hemi-acetal sugar, as discussed later.58,61

We then investigated the configuration of the oligosacchar-
ides present on the surface of ESIONP. The length, together
with the adsorbed density of material, configures the poly-
meric structures and dynamics on the surface of the metallic
core, which directly determines the coating height of the NP
(h) (Fig. S6†). It may vary from a mushroom regime, where the
polymeric chains are not affected among themselves and
adopt a conformation similar to the free structure in solution,
up to a semi-diluted polymer brush (SDPB) regime where h
begins to be sensitive to σ.62 In the SDPB regime, one of the
most popular models used for predicting polymer height, that
has been supported experimentally, is defined by the
MWC-WZ equation where h ∼ (DP3rNP

2/5σ)1/5.63 Under high
grafting conditions, the structure becomes more complex and
consists of an inner region of highly stretched chains (CPB)
near the nanoparticle surface, followed by a SDPB region in
the outer layer. In this case, the Daoud–Cotton model has
been shown to correctly provide the theoretical transition dis-
tance hc between the CPB and SDPB regions.64 Thus, we first
estimated a theoretical h of the different HO attached on the
ESIONP in the absence of steric constraints, derived from the
sizes of several HO free in solution obtained from a study by
S. Khan and coworkers (Fig. S7† and Appendix A†).65 Due to
their relatively small sizes, in high solubility condition the free
HO already adopt a linear extended semi-rigid conformation
with n = 0.65 in a DPn-dependent relationship, typical of the
SDPB regime. In parallel, we also estimated the theoretical
maximum height if the HO was fully stretched, resting on a
0.5 nm heparin monomeric unit according to previous works

(Fig. S7†).65,66 The HS of HEP-ESIONP were compared accord-
ing to these two limits, and it appeared that, except for HEP0-
ESIONP, HO followed an apparent SDPB regime in relation to
the free solution sizes of heparin segments (Fig. 1C). For
HEP0-ESIONP, their greatest chain length and σ lead to a tran-
sition to the presence of a CPB region and the stretching of
the polymer under steric constraints. Since σ and the HO size
varied simultaneously, it was difficult to further characterise
and build a complete picture of the HO configuration adopted
on ESIONP surface. In addition, in our study, the HO Mw and
NP radii were relatively smaller than those traditionally used in
works assessing the polymeric structure on NP surface, so that
our values were at the limits of the models proposed in the lit-
erature.67 On the one hand, the measured coating sizes fol-
lowed fairly well the MWC-WZ equation for polymers grafted
onto a surface in a SDPB regime (Appendix A†), which was
here related to the relaxing configuration of the HO because
they were in a small-size range. However, we assumed that, in
fact, all the HEP-ESIONP were under high-grafted conditions
but with a limited CPB region, except for HEP0-ESIONP. In our
case, due to the sharp surface curvature of very small ESIONP
cores, the steric freedom of HO could be rapidly restored in
the outer sphere and return to its relaxing state configuration
typical of a SDPB region. To support this assumption, we cal-
culated and found coherent small theoretical transition dis-
tance hc between a CPB and SDPB regions of the Daoud–
Cotton model (listed in Table 2).

Finally, zeta potential measurements showed for all
HEP-ESIONP a similar high negative surface potential of about
−35 mV, due to the multiple negative charges carried by the
HO sulfate and carboxylate groups. The slightly higher values
measured for HEP12- and HEP24-ESIONP could therefore be
due to the small desulfatation observed during the preparation
of these two HO (Table 2).

3.3 Magnetic characterisation and determination of
HEP-ESIONP optimal for positive MRI contrast

Direct current magnetometry studies showed that magnetite
cores were superparamagnetic at room temperature. For
example, magnetization versus temperature curves obtained by
the well-known zero-field-cooling–field-cooling protocol exhibi-
ted a characteristic pattern undoubtedly related to the thermal
relaxation of the particle magnetic moment (Fig. 2A). The
thermal energy becomes higher than the anisotropy energy
above certain temperature threshold, usually referred as the
blocking temperature. The so-called blocking temperature,
which is located at the maximum of the zero-field-cooling
curve, was clearly correlated with the magnetite core size of
the different HEP-ESIONP, falling from 60 K for HEP0-ESIONP
to 6 K for HEP24-ESIONP.

In addition, the superparamagnetic behavior of the NP was
also very visible in the magnetization versus field measure-
ments (Fig. S8A†), which were totally un-hysteretic. These M(H)
curves fall into the characteristic Langevin-type behavior, when
the approach to saturation is strongly size-dependent. It is
known that MRI contrast agents based on iron oxide NP
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reduce the longitudinal relaxation processes T1 (spin–lattice)
and transverse T2 (spin–spin) responsible, respectively, for the
brightness and darkening of surrounding tissues.1 To identify
which of the two relaxation times had the prevailing effect, the
following parameters were investigated: longitudinal relaxation
r1, transverse relaxation r2 and r2/r1 relaxation ratio. For a good
positive contrast behaviour based on T1, a contrast agent shall
have the highest possible r1, with a low r2/r1 ratio, generally
less than 5.68 To find the most suitable HEP-ESIONP for T1
positive MRI contrast, these three parameters were therefore
calculated. The relaxation rates 1/T1 and 1/T2 (s

−1) according to
the iron concentrations (mM) were measured at 37 °C in a 1.5
T field and the slopes of the linear fittings provided the r1 and
r2 relaxations (Fig. S8B and S8C†). As shown in Fig. 2B, r1
decreased progressively along with the core diameter of
HEP-ESIONP, while the r2/r1 ratio dropped between HEP0-
ESIONP (Dcore = 6.6 nm) and HEP4-ESIONP (Dcore = 4.3 nm)
before stabilizing at about 3–3.4. HEP12-ESIONP and HEP24-
ESIONP showed a low T1 and T2 contrast capability, while
HEP0-ESIONP showed a slightly too high r2/r1 ratio for a posi-
tive contrast. In accordance with previous works, HEP4-
ESIONP and HEP8-ESIONP appeared to have the most suitable

adjusted balance between r1 and the r2/r1 ratio to be the most
optimal T1 positive contrast agents. Their r1 is twofold higher
than that of the standard gadolinium-based positive MRI con-
trast agents such as Magnevist® or Multihance®, but their
r2/r1 ratio is slightly higher (∼3.3 versus ∼1.2 for commercial
products).69 Their core sizes were closed to the 3.6 nm optimal
core size proposed for T1-weighted imaging by Shen et al. after
evaluation of seven poly(acrylic acid)-coated ESIONP with cores
of less than 5 nm.11 For the iron oxide NP, the ordered spins
of the magnetic core create a strong magnetization closely
related to the T2 performance, with the induced dipole
moment shortening the transverse spin–spin relaxation time
of the neighbouring water protons (outer-sphere model). The
main feature that provides ESIONP with the T1 contrast
capacity is derived from a layer of disordered/canted spins at
the NP surface due to incomplete coordination and altered
symmetry.70 When the core size decreases, the magnetization
is lower because the volume occupied by well-organized spins
is reduced and the proportion of the magnetically-dead layer is
increased.12 This leads to a decrease in transverse relaxivity r2
as illustrated in Fig. S8D,† and therefore in the r2/r1 ratio, so
that ESIONP are converted into more suitable T1 contrast
agents. The longitudinal relaxation r1 is also affected by the
effect related to the dipole interaction with water protons of
the outer-sphere model, but to a lesser extent. In addition, r1
is influenced at the same time by direct interactions between
free paramagnetic iron ions present on the surface and the
nearest water molecules (inner-sphere model). Therefore, a
decrease in core size can also improve T1 performance due to a
greater surface-to-volume ratio for small NP, increasing the
possible links with water molecules compared to large NP.68,70

However, in our case, the outer-sphere model was predomi-
nant as shown in Fig. 2B by the r1 decrease with the reduction
of the HEP-ESIONP core size. Probably, this is due to the high
heparin σ that limits the accessibility of water molecules very
close to the ESIONP surface for direct interactions (inner-
sphere model). The organic stabilizing coating is crucial to
provide colloidal stability and also to modulate the exposure
and mobility of water molecules according to its physico-
chemical features (binding affinity, thickness, hydrophobicity,
configuration, etc.); and therefore directly affects both r1 and
r2/r1.

68,71,72 For instance, in the outer sphere model high-Mw

HO could promote T1 and T2 performance compared to the
smallest HO (HEP12 and HEP24) because it has been shown
that long polymers slow down the diffusion/mobility of water
molecules inside the coating, so that they undergo the effect
related to the dipole interaction for longer.73 Interestingly, in
accordance with this, when plotting r2 versus DP, a straight
linear slope was observed, whereas this was not the case when
plotting r2 versus the core size (Fig. S8D†).

To validate the results obtained in the relaxometry study
and deepen the identification of the best HEP-ESIONP to be
used as a positive contrast agent, we conducted in vivo MRI
experiments. The different capacities of HEP0, HEP8 and
HEP24-ESIONP to produce T1-weighted imaging were assessed
after intravenous injection in 6-week old female Balb/c mice

Fig. 2 Magnetic behaviour and relaxometric parameters. (A) Direct
current magnetometry study, zero-field-cooling-field-cooling protocol
of the HEP-ESIONP. (B) Longitudinal relaxivity r1 (black dot) and relaxivity
ratio (r2/r1) of the HEP-ESIONP according to their core size.

Paper Nanoscale

850 | Nanoscale, 2021, 13, 842–861 This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2021

O
pe

n 
A

cc
es

s 
A

rt
ic

le
. P

ub
lis

he
d 

on
 2

2 
D

ec
em

be
r 

20
20

. D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

on
 7

/2
9/

20
25

 1
0:

38
:5

0 
PM

. 
 T

hi
s 

ar
tic

le
 is

 li
ce

ns
ed

 u
nd

er
 a

 C
re

at
iv

e 
C

om
m

on
s 

A
ttr

ib
ut

io
n-

N
on

C
om

m
er

ci
al

 3
.0

 U
np

or
te

d 
L

ic
en

ce
.

View Article Online

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/d0nr06378a


and compared to a commercial gadolinium-based product
(MultiHance®). The experiments were performed using a low-
field 1 T device, that is closer to human clinical practice and at
which the relaxometric properties were obtained to facilitate
the comparison. As shown in Fig. 3, the main vascular archi-
tecture (in particular the abdominal aorta and hepatic vessels)
was revealed immediately after injection in all cases, confirm-
ing the T1-weighted imaging capability of the three
HEP-ESIONP. The contrast enhancements were consistent with
their different r1 values, the brightest signal being obtained
with HEP0-ESIONP (r1 = 12.8 mM−1 s−1) and then, the inten-
sity slightly decreased with HEP8-ESIONP (r1 = 4.3 mM−1 s−1)
and almost disappeared with HEP24-ESIONP (r1 = 0.6 mM−1

s−1). The good result of HEP0-ESIONP as a positive contrast
agent could appear surprising with respect to its high r2 value
and apparently unfavourable r2/r1 ratio. However, excellent
results have been obtained in T1-weighted MRI imaging with
other iron-based agents with similar relaxometric parameters
such as Ferumoxytol® (r1 = 15 mM−1 s−1, r2 = 89 mM−1 s−1, r2/
r1 = 5.9 at 1.5 T).74 Nevertheless, when examining the images
15 min after injection, the signal rapidly disappeared with
HEP0-ESIONP compared to the other two HEP-ESIONP for
which it persisted in the vascular system for up to 60 min.

This result suggests a rapid elimination by the mononuclear
phagocyte system, which was confirmed by a strong negative
signal observed in the liver compared to the basal image
(Fig. S9†), showing HEP0-ESIONP accumulation and aggrega-
tion in hepatic macrophages. In this case, the signal was nega-
tive due to the aggregation of the ESIONP core that will largely
increase the T2* effect. On the contrary, for HEP8-ESIONP and
HEP24-ESIONP a slight increase of signal intensity in bladder
was noticed for the longest acquisitions, suggesting renal
clearance as one of the elimination routes (data not shown).
The commercial gadolinium-chelate MultiHance® displayed a
contrast enhancement similar to that of HEP0-ESIONP.
Noteworthy, it was so rapidly eliminated that after 15 min
most of the signal was found in the bladder and a much lesser
proportion in the liver. The potential long vascular lifetime of
ESIONP-based positive contrast agents is an advantage over
the gadolinium complexes that may have a greater contrast
performance but are rapidly eliminated by the kidneys.
Specifically, it could be used in T1 blood pool MRI, using long
acquisition times (steady-state imaging) to obtain informative
high-resolution images useful in various clinical applications,
including the diagnosis of cardiovascular diseases, the charac-
terisation of tumour angiogenesis or the detection of renal
failure.2,68 Therefore, despite its slightly lower T1 contrast
capability, HEP8-ESIONP appeared to be the best agent rather
than HEP0-ESIONP, due to its prolonged vascular lifetime
(HEP24-ESIONP being set aside because of a too low signal
enhancement).

3.4 In vivo biodistribution study

We investigated the influence of the HO length on the in vivo
behaviour of HEP-ESIONP in mice bearing BT-474 breast
cancer xenograft in order to explore their pharmacokinetics
and possible accumulation in tumours. Nuclear imaging is by
far the most sensitive technique for studying the qualitative
and quantitative biodistribution. We therefore took advantage
of the easy-tailoring ESIONP platform, one of their advantage
over molecular gadolinium-contrast agents, to develop 68Ga
core-doped HEP-ESIONP, using a method developed by
Bhavesh et al.75 The radioisotope 68Ga is advantageous
because it can be produced using a home generator and has a
short radioactive half-life, which limits radiation exposure.76

However, this short half-life can be a double-edged sword,
requiring the rapid preparation of the final probe, and we
benefited here from our approach based on a rapid and simple
one-step microwave synthesis of HEP-ESIONP.77 The reaction
was similar to those used for HEP-ESIONP except that a frac-
tion of 68GaCl3 (in 0.05 M HCl) eluted from the 68Ge/68Ga gen-
erator was added to the iron precursor solution. After purifi-
cation, the probes were immediately administered intra-
venously to the mice before performing a PET-scan for a 3 h
monitoring. The same three HO (HEP0, HEP8 and HEP24)
used in the in vivo MRI experiments were assessed. We
observed significant differences between the different 68Ga-
HEP-ESIONP biodistributions, as it could be suspected from
MRI results (Fig. 4A). After injection, 68Ga-HEP0-ESIONP was

Fig. 3 In vivo positive contrast MRI of the HEP0, HEP8 and HEP24-
ESIONP. Coronal and sagittal images of mice vascular system performed
on a 1 T MRI (ICON 1 T-MRI; Bruker BioSpin GmbH) with a T1-weighted
gradient echo sequence after i.v.a of HEP-ESIONP (50 µl, [Fe] = 1 mg
ml−1) or Gadobenate dimeglumine (Multihance®; 529 mg mL−1).
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almost immediately eliminated by the liver and more than half
of the injected dose (ID) was found in this organ after 60 min,
while less than 5% of the ID per cm3 was found in the heart,
indicating that only low amounts of these NP were present in
the bloodstream. Conversely, a fast excretion through urine
occurred for 68Ga-HEP24-ESIONP and more than 60% of the
ID per cm3 was found in the bladder after 60 min, while less
than 8% was found in the heart (Fig. S10†). Yet, the most
promising results were found for 68Ga-HEP8-ESIONP, functio-
nalized with the intermediate coating length. The hepatic
elimination was limited to ∼15% of the ID per cm3 and more
signal was found in the kidneys that translocated quickly into
the bladder (Fig. 4B). This fast transfer into the urine may
ensure a low nephrotoxicity. Even more interesting, around
12% of the ID per cm3 was still present in the bloodstream
after 60 minutes and more than 5% persisted even after
3 hours (estimated from the signal in the heart, Fig. 4B and
Fig. S10†). We therefore had a closer look to the tumoral
accumulation for this probe and found a small retention
around 3–4% that is maintained overtime (Fig. 4B and C).
Although limited, this accumulation was in the range of the
renal clearable inorganic NP44 and unexpected towards the low
vascularized BT-474 xenograft model used.47 Further studies
will be required to know whether the accumulation observed
for 68Ga-HEP8-ESIONP was due to the EPR effect or also in
part to an “active inherent targeting” of the heparin coating,
which is known to be able to interact with various components

of the tumour microenvironment (VEGFs, HPSE, etc.). The
observed clearance can be first interpreted according to the
hydrodynamic sizes of the nanoparticles. The full HS distri-
bution of HEP0-ESIONP was higher than the 8–10 nm limit for
kidney excretion (Table 2 and Fig. S4B†), explaining the final
and rapid predominant biodistribution in the liver in the PET
study. Regarding HEP8-ESIONP and HEP24-ESIONP biodistri-
bution, since part of these NP HS distributions have a size
below the renal clearance threshold (Fig. S4B†), it is expected
to observe excretion by the kidneys, as confirmed by PET
imaging. Nevertheless, the differences observed in pharmaco-
kinetics were more inquiring. For 68Ga-HEP8-ESIONP, the part
of HS distribution of which was higher than the kidney
threshold, a circulating fraction persisted in the bloodstream
with a delayed clearance and was not immediately eliminated
in a few minutes as for 68Ga-HEP0-ESIONP. A few studies have
described the in vivo biodistribution of NP coated with only
native heparin and they all observed a rapid uptake by the
liver.78,79 This could explain why in most of the research works
heparin is usually used in NP formulation with other polymers
or conjugated with biomolecules. For instance, several studies
based on imaging have reported an increased vascular lifetime
and tumour accumulation using native heparin in combi-
nation with polyethylene glycol, poly(lactic-co-glycolic acid),
chitosan, deoxycholate, retinoid acid or doxorubicin.18,20,21

Others have reported heparin-coated NP with stealth pro-
perties and delayed uptake by liver, preparing a dense brush

Fig. 4 In vivo biodistribution study. (A) PET images of the 68Ga-HEP-ESIONP. (B) In vivo quantification of the biodistribution of the 68Ga-HEP8-
ESIONP in the major organs. (C) Image of the moderate tumour accumulation of 68Ga-HEP8-ESIONP at 3 hours (L: liver).
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coating conformation that prevent blood opsonin
adsorption.80–82 So far, selecting the in vivo behaviour of NP
coated with bare heparin by only modification of the polysac-
charide length have not been reported yet. Our findings are
very promising in the application of HO derivatives in nano-
medicine, since in the case of HEP8-ESIONP the rapid kidney
clearance of excess probes could help to prevent toxicity while
the fraction maintained in the bloodstream for longer could
promote the EPR effect. In order to get more insights into the
effect of the HO coating size and conformations on the phar-
macokinetics of the probes, we next characterised the protein
coronas.

3.5 Influence of the coating length on HEP-ESIONP protein
coronas

Blood protein corona refers to the dynamic set of plasma pro-
teins that is adsorbed at a NP surface during its vascular life.
When NP enter the bloodstream, they are considered external
agents, and the protein corona has been shown to strongly
contribute to the immune response, by mediating opsonisa-
tion, and controlling the duration and type of NP elimination
by the mononuclear phagocyte system.38,40 It is also involved
in the passage of NP across several biological barriers under
physiological or pathological conditions, including the blood
brain barrier, atheroma plaques or tumour stroma. The
protein corona composition is a competitive balance over time
between the almost 3000 blood proteins, governed by strong
NP-protein and weak protein–protein binding affinities. It
therefore represents a real fingerprint that is unique to each
NP, and depends on multiple parameters such as the NP com-
position, morphological properties, surface charge and coating
properties (e.g. size, density, etc.).83,84

To better understand the difference in HEP-ESIONP biodis-
tributions and half-life in the bloodstream obtained in the
nuclear imaging study, we studied in vitro the protein corona
composition after a 60 min incubation in mouse serum. A
typical citrate-coated ESIONP (Cit-ESIONP) was used for com-
parison because its core size, HS and surface charge are within
the ranges of those of HEP-ESIONP (the physicochemical pro-
perties of Cit-ESIONP are summarized in Fig. S11†). Cit-
ESIONP are also known for its anticoagulant properties as a
calcium-chelating agent, but it lacks of antithrombotic activity
like heparin. Proteomics experiments were performed using a
last generation TIMS-powered quadrupole time-of-flight mass
spectrometer having the feature for parallel accumulation/
serial fragmentation (PASEF) scan modes, and identification
was performed using Mascot (Matrixscience) search engine
against the Uniprot/Swissprot database. The analysis identified
more than 150 proteins for each ESIONP, expressed as a per-
centage of the total protein corona using the Normalized
Spectral Abundance Factor relative quantification method. At
first glance, the results for Cit-ESIONP and HEP0-ESIONP,
HEP8-ESIONP and HEP24-ESIONP showed many similarities
as illustrated in Fig. 5A showing the protein classification
according to their biological activity in the bloodstream. This
was somewhat expected given the many close features shared

by these NP. In all cases, the immunoglobulins (Ig) used by
the adaptive immune system, mainly the IgM and IgG,
accounted for more than half of the protein corona compo-
sition. We also observed that almost only kappa light chains
composed the fab region of these Ig. IgM is the first antibody
present at the initiation of the immune response and, together
with IgG, is very effective for binding the C1-complex in order
to activate the complement system. This part of the innate
immune system involves opsonins that enhance in particular
phagocytosis by liver’s Kupffer cells or other macrophage
types, and it is closely related to the hepatic elimination that
we have observed in some cases in the biodistribution study.85

Accordingly, opsonins of the complement system represented
the second major family identified in all ESIONP coronas.
Compared to Cit-ESIONP protein corona, protein coronas for
HEP-ESIONP contained a higher proportion of lectins and a
lower proportion of C1q subunit and IgM/IgG constant
domains, suggesting the activation of the alternative lectin
pathway in addition to the classical complement activation
pathway. These findings are in accordance with previous works
that have reported interactions between heparin and mannose-
binding proteins triggering the lectin pathway.86,87

More differences were found between Cit-ESIONP and
HEP-ESIONP considering the Venn diagram (Fig. 5B and
Table S2†). Most of the unique proteins were variable domains
of kappa light chains and, to a lesser extent, of mu heavy
chains. The heat map also showed qualitative and quantitative
changes in several others Ig subpopulations (full protein
classification in Appendix B†). To go further in the analysis, the
fold-change in each protein content according to their p-value
was plotted (Fig. 5C), to compare the coronas of Cit-ESIONP
versus the three different HEP-ESIONP. The dot surface was
proportional to the protein content in HEP-ESIONP and Cit-
ESIONP coronas depending on whether the fold change was
positive or negative, respectively. Above the confidence
threshold (−log p-value > 1.3, corresponding to p < 0.05), as
expected various Ig subunit populations located in the upper
fold changes appeared (log2 fold change >2.3, corresponding
to a fold change >5). They corresponded to variable domains
of heavy and light Ig chains. Also, a significant decrease in
IgM constant domains was found in HEP-ESIONP coronas
compared to Cit-ESIONP corona with a fold change within the
0.5 range. This finding was associated for all HEP-ESIONP
with a decrease in histidine rich-glycoprotein, that has been
described to be associated with IgM and IgG.88,89 This could
suggest a lesser initiation of the immune response or the acti-
vation of other pathways. Among the proteins with significant
positive fold changes that were common to the three
HEP-ESIONP coronas (Table S3†), an enrichment of mannose-
binding protein A was observed. This result could support the
involvement of the lectin pathway for which no preliminary
recognition by Ig is needed to activate the complement system.
On the other hand, higher proportions of C1 subcomponents
and properdin (a stabilizing protein of the C3bBb convertase
obtained from the hydrolysis of C3) were observed in Cit-
ESIONP corona, suggesting respectively an involvement of the
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alternative and classical pathways. To summarize, we con-
cluded that the immune response was initiated by IgM/IgG
mobilisation with involvement of the kappa light chain that
triggered the complement response. Variable domains were
adapted according to the nature of the coating to recognise
either citrate or heparin oligosaccharides. Regarding
HEP-ESIONP, the complement response involved a part of the
lectin pathway at the detriment of the alternative pathway,
which was more activated with Cit-ESIONP, due to the direct
interaction between mannose-binding proteins and heparin. A

recent study by V. P. Vu et al. has emphasised this relationship
between the Ig deposition in the protein corona and the
efficiency of complement opsonisation.90

Regarding the comparison between the three HEP-ESIONP
protein coronas Venn diagrams showed 87% of homology
(Fig. 5B and Table S4†). After statistical analysis, only a few
proteins showed significant changes (p < 0.05) (Table S5†).
Because the shift between hepatic to renal clearance was
observed for NP obtained with heparin lengths below 7.5 kDa,
we compared HEP0-ESIONP to HEP8 and HEP24-ESIONP. The

Fig. 5 Protein corona characterization of Cit-ESIONP and Hep-ESIONP. (A) Relative abundance of proteins in the coronas classified in family
according to their biological activity in blood (proteins with % abundance below 0.15% in all the four ESIONP coronas were excluded). (B) Venn dia-
grams of the unique proteins (proteins with % abundance below 0.15% in all the four ESIONP coronas were excluded). (C) Plot of the fold-changes
in abundance of each protein alongside their p-value significance, assessing the coronas of the Cit-ESIONP vs. the three different HEP-ESIONP.
Positive changes means a higher abundance of the protein in HEP-ESIONP coronas than in the Cit-ESIONP corona, while negative changes means a
higher abundance of the protein in the Cit-ESIONP corona than in the HEP-ESIONP. Y-Axis indicates significance of the change according to the
p-value obtained with a Student’s t-test statistic. Surface of the dot represented are proportional to the abundance of the protein in the
HEP-ESIONP or Cit-ESIONP coronas depending whether the fold-change is, respectively, positive or negative. Cit-ESIONP vs. HEP0-ESIONP, Cit-
ESIONP vs. HEP8-ESIONP and Cit-ESIONP vs. HEP24-ESIONP. (D) Principal component analysis of the multivariate protein systems of the
HEP-ESIONP and Cit-ESIONP.
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results shown that only two Ig subunits and two complement
factors decrease with a low variation in HEP8-ESIONP or
HEP24-ESIONP corona as compared to HEP0-ESIONP corona.
We therefore considered the proteins with a strong positive or
negative change in their mean abundance (fold change >2 or
<0.5, respectively), without taking into account the p-value con-
fidence index. A set of proteins that were strongly decreased
both in HEP8-ESIONP and HEP24-ESIONP coronas compared
to HEP0-ESIONP corona was identified, including 5 variable
domains of Ig, the C 1s subunit and ferritin (Fig. S12† and
Appendix B†). The slightly higher content of these proteins in
HEP0-ESIONP corona could provide a small specific biological
identity to HEP0-ESIONP compared to the other two
HEP-ESIONP. It could be assumed, with caution due to the low
statistical significance, that the presence of some Ig domains
could be related to the size of HO coating and that the acti-
vation of the complement pathway could be facilitated when
the HO coating used had a high Mw.

A principal component analysis of the multivariate protein
system could be used to provide another general view of these
results. The first two principal components captured more
than 80% of the variance, represented on the two-dimension
graph in Fig. 5D. It revealed that Cit-ESIONP corona was
different from HEP-ESIONP coronas according to the first prin-
cipal component (PC1) that gathered a specific population of
proteins that accounted for 53.3% of the variance in the
dataset. On the other hand, HEP0-ESIONP corona was slightly
different from HEP8-ESIONP and HEP24-ESIONP coronas
based on the second principal component (PC2) that gathered
a smaller cluster of proteins, accounting for 27.6% of the var-
iance in the dataset. Overall, the hepatic accumulation of Cit-
ESIONP and HEP0-ESIONP could be explained by their protein
coronas, densely charged with potent opsonins. However, a
high degree of similarity was found between the three
different HEP-ESIONP protein coronas with almost no qualitat-
ive change observed according to the length of their HO
coating. Thus, our proteomic characterization was useful to
conclude that the longer vascular life of HEP8-ESIONP and
HEP24-ESIONP as compared to HEP0-ESIONP was not due to
the protein corona composition. It has been shown that HS of
the NP, or even just its polymer height and σ, can modulate
the total amount of proteins adsorbed without changing the
qualitative composition of the corona, resulting in opsonized
NP more furtive against macrophages lasting longer in the
bloodstream.91,92 Several studies have reported that dense con-
centrated brush conformations of polysaccharide coatings at
the NP surface can prevent the adsorption of blood proteins93

(in particular those belonging to the complement system)
whereas SDPB conformation can favour it.94,95 For
HEP-ESIONP, based on the proposed CPB-SDPB conformation
hypothesis, the SDPB region was much larger in HEP0-ESIONP
than in HEP8-ESIONP and HEP24-ESIONP (respectively 9.1 nm
versus 3.4 and 5.3 nm) and could explain the differences
observed. Two studies using native heparin have reported the
stealthiness of heparin-coated NP on the account of a dense
brush coating conformation rather than the heparin nature

itself.80,81 Also, for renal excretion that relies on glomerular fil-
tration with an estimated filter size threshold of about 8 nm,
the final size to calculate should include the additional thick-
ness provided by the blood proteins adsorbed in vivo at the NP
surface. To explore these aspects, we measured the total
amount of protein found in the HEP-ESIONP coronas after a
60 min in vitro incubation in mouse serum. Results indeed
showed a decrease of the amount of protein adsorbed per
nanoparticle surface area for the HEP-ESIONP with coatings of
shorter length (Fig. S13†). These data could be additional
information to understand the longer circulation time and
renal clearance observed for HEP8-ESIONP and HEP24-
ESIONP.

3.6 Cell toxicity and uptake of HEP-ESIONP

Compared to gadolinium-chelates, the use of ESIONP-based
contrast agents could prevent several toxicity issues. It has
been also reported that low molecular weight heparins bind
with less affinity to the macrophages and the endothelial cells
than the native heparin, explaining difference in the clearance
routes.96 So we performed a preliminary cellular study of the
different HEP-ESIONP to explore this aspects. First, an MTT
cell viability assay was performed to assess the proliferation of
human embryonic kidney cells HEK293 (a standard cell line to
evaluate cytotoxicity) in the presence of HEP-ESIONP. The
growth of these cells incubated for 24 h with HO at a concen-
tration of 100 µg ml−1 was similar to that of control cells
(treated with a H2O vehicle), as shown in Fig. 6A. A slight
induction of proliferation was observed after 72 hours. The HO
concentration of 100 µg ml−1 was chosen because it is often
used in the literature as the upper limit to assess in vitro poly-
saccharide effects on cellular models.97 As we fixed the HO
concentration, the iron doses ranged between 5 to 20 µg ml−1,
according to the HEP-ESIONP. These doses were representative
to the ones that have been administrated in vivo. The prelimi-
nary data obtained showed that HEP-ESIONP had negligible
cytotoxicity effect on HEK293 non-tumour cell line. We next
looked at the uptake and interactions of HEP-ESIONP by two
different cell lines: the MDA-MB-231 breast cancer cells and
the HSkMEC micro-endothelial cells. These cell lines were
selected because they could also provide information on
HEP-ESIONP behaviour in the surroundings of a tumour
stroma, where neoangiogenesis takes place. After 6 h incu-
bation of subconfluent cells with HEP-ESIONP, the iron con-
centration in the cell lysates (directly indicative of NP uptake)
was measured using both a colorimetric method and induc-
tively coupled plasma-mass spectrometry. The amounts of
internalized HEP-ESIONP were different for the different cell
lines (Fig. 6B). MDA-MB-231 cells, internalized similar
amounts of iron regardless their HO coating length. On the
contrary, HSkMEC cells internalized higher amounts of
HEP-ESIONP compared to MDA-MB-231 cells. Moreover, the
uptake decreased along with the length of the HO coating.
This experiment is in accordance with the two different phar-
macokinetic mechanisms described for free native heparin
and low molecular weight heparins, respectively the saturable
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and the non-saturable mechanism. The saturable mechanism
represents a clearance by the mononuclear phagocyte system
and endothelial cells, to which heparin binds with a high
affinity. On the contrary, low molecular weight heparins are
known to undergo a non-saturable mechanism represented by
renal excretion.96 Gathered with the HO coating conformation
considerations, this represents a second important explanation
about the variation observed in the biodistribution study.

3.7 Modulation of HEP-ESIONP biological activities

Native polysaccharides are widely used as coating agents for
metallic NP because they provide a colloidal stability and an
easy further functionalisation. They can also confer pharmaco-
logical properties to the NP although it is hard-to-control
because their high Mw, complex and heterogeneous structures

lead to divergent range of bioactivities.19 During the last years,
novel low molecular weight polysaccharide derivatives with
better-defined structures and bioactivities have been pro-
posed.98 In this context, one of the crucial aspects of our
approach was to demonstrate that the HO could be used as
ESIONP stabilizers with an efficacy similar or even greater to
that of the widely used native heparin, and, at the same time,
to learn how to take advantage of its best-defined pharmaco-
logical activities.

Among the various bioactivities of heparin, we selected two
representative ones: its anticoagulant property used in clinical
practice for years and its more recently identified anti-tumour
activity which is based in part on its inhibitory effect on hepar-
anase (HPSE), an enzyme involved in tumour progression.16

Interestingly for this study, these two activities may be contra-
dictory, especially in the treatment of cancer where the anti-
coagulant property may be risky for patients with fragile vascu-
lar homeostasis. The anticoagulant activity is mainly due to a
specific pentasaccharide sequence present in the heparin
chain that binds and activates the antithrombin protein AT-III
by a conformational change. AT-III is an endogenous coagu-
lation cascade controller that inhibits factor Xa and thrombin
IIa, two key serine proteases involved in the coagulation
cascade, that intervene a step before the conversion of fibrino-
gen into fibrin thrombus. The allosteric activation of AT-III by
the pentasaccharide sequence of heparin is sufficient for an
effective inhibition of factor Xa, while for thrombin IIa, a sup-
plementary bridging assembly is needed, consisting of a steric
interaction between the protease and another part of the long
enough heparin chain (minimum of 17 saccharides).
Therefore, Mw reduction/depolymerisation techniques are
commonly applied to modulate these anticoagulant
activities.17

As shown in Fig. 7A, the radical-mediated hydrolytic depoly-
merisation technique used progressively decreased the anti-Xa
activities of the HO produced, using a kinetic enzymatic assay
with a chromogenic substrate. The same was observed for anti-
IIa activities but with a much more pronounced effect
(Fig. 7B). This loss of anti-factor Xa and IIa activities was
anticipated since depolymerisation randomly cuts the polymer
chain and can thus cleave the pentasaccharide sequence, limit-
ing the likelihood of AT-III activation by low molecular weight
derivatives. Desulfation, which occurred for the two smallest
HO, also induced structural changes in the sequence that inac-
tivates the binding to AT-III. In the case of thrombin IIa, depo-
lymerisation had a stronger influence on the loss of the HO
activity because, in order to achieve the additional bridging
assembly of heparin on IIa, a long polymer chain is needed for
the inhibition. Incidentally, the smallest HEP 24 derivative
had a mean DP of about 13, below the minimum required
length established at 17 saccharides and, accordingly, did not
have any inhibitory effect on factor IIa. When the HO played
the role as ESIONP stabilizers, two distinct consequences were
observed on these inhibitory activities. On the one hand, the
anti-Xa activity remained unchanged, reflecting the accessibil-
ity of the AT-III binding sequence to the pentasaccharide motif

Fig. 6 Cell viability and cell uptake of the HEP-ESIONP. (A) Viability of
HEK 293 measured by MTT assay after 24 h and 72 h incubation with the
HEP-ESIONP (HO = 100 µg ml−1). (B) % of iron internalized by
MDA-MB-231 and HSkMEC cells after 6 h incubation with the
HEP-ESIONP ([Fe] = 10 µg ml−1).
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present on HEP-ESIONP surface and the consecutive inhibitory
interaction with Xa protein (Fig. 7A). This conservation could
be the result of different effects, as pointed out in the litera-
ture.99 The NP core and σ may produce a strong steric hin-
drance and prevent accessibility to molecular interaction sites,
even as found here, the very small size of ESIONP cores limit
this effect.24 Also, the surface effect and packaging of the
polymer in a restricted fixed conformation can enhance the
adsorption and affinity of the protein of interest.100 In that
regard, Fig. 7B indicates that the anti-IIa activity of
HEP-ESIONP was drastically reduced compared to that of the
free HO. This could be due precisely to the loss of HO steric
freedom, arranged in a restricted conformation in the coating,
that impede a bridged disposition where the HO chains have
to bend to interact at the same time with AT-III and IIa.

As indicated above, the second bioactivity of heparin we
studied was the inhibition capability on HPSE of the different
ESIONP. HPSE is a pro-tumour enzyme excreted in many
tumour microenvironments. It is the only known enzyme
capable to cleave the heparan sulfate chains of proteoglycans
present in the extracellular matrix. It plays a central role in the
biology of tumour progression, contributing especially in
cancer cell migration and invasion, as well as in the release of
heparan sulfate-sequestered signalling factors that promote
angiogenesis. HPSE has become a promising new drug target
and heparin, as a very close structural mimic of heparan
sulfate, is the reference inhibitor.101 However, the anti-tumoral

use of heparin is limited by its anticoagulant activity that can
lead to possible adverse effect, so none-anticoagulant low
molecular weight or chemically-modified HO have been pro-
posed, and some of them are currently assessed in clinical
trials.102 Herein, the anti-HPSE activities of the various HO
and respective HEP-ESIONP were evaluated using a Förster
Resonance Energy-based assay with a labelled-heparan sulfate
(Fig. 7C). As expected, the HPSE inhibition induced by the HO
decreased with its Mw because the depolymerisation method
affected randomly the bonds and some of these are part of the
inhibitory sequences. Also, for the smallest HEP12 and HEP24
counterparts, depolymerisation changed the sulfation pattern,
which plays a key role in coordinating the interaction between
heparin and HPSE. When HO was used as ESIONP stabilizer,
except for HEP0-ESIONP, the anti-HPSE activity was about
similar to the respective free heparin species, probably for the
same reasons as the anti-factor Xa activity. Altogether, these
results revealed how depolymerisation allowed modulating the
balance between HO-related anticoagulant and anti-HPSE
activities, but even more attractive that HO functionalisation
as a coating on ESIONP could also control this balance. The
rapid suppression of HEP-ESIONP anti-IIa activity as HO
became smaller could be interesting for cardiovascular
medical applications. In fact, in an effort to prevent the
numerous side effects of the first generation of heparin-based
anticoagulants, low molecular weight derivatives that only
target factor Xa have been marketed such as Lovenox® or

Fig. 7 In vitro biological properties of the HEP-ESIONP. (A) Anti-factor Xa activity of the free HO and corresponding HEP-ESIONP measured at
0.125 mg L−1. (B) Anti-factor IIa activity of the free HO and corresponding HEP-ESIONP measured at 0.25 mg L−1.(±SEM). (C) Anti-HPSE activity of
the free HO and corresponding HEP-ESIONP measured at 0.625 mg L−1 (±SD, n = 4).
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Fondaparinux®.17 Thus, HEP8-ESIONP, which was almost
devoid of anti-IIa activity but maintained a satisfactory anti-Xa
activity could be, for example, an interesting potential anti-
thrombotic agent with limited side effects and MRI-based
diagnostic capabilities.

4. Conclusions

In this work, we showed that the ESIONP core size could be
controlled with HO stabilizers of various lengths obtained by a
reaction of depolymerisation. Based on the relaxometric para-
meters, the 3.9–4.3 nm size range obtained for HO with DP
between 19.2 and 44.1 respectively appeared optimal for T1-
weighted MRI. In vivo MRI experiments were used to confirm
which HEP-ESIONP could be used as efficient positive contrast
agents. Similarly to the relaxometric measurements, the
optimal T1 contrast agents where those with a degree of poly-
merisation above 19. However, a more thorough biodistribu-
tion study was performed and appeared as game-changer.
Applying a synthesis method to get 68Ga core-doped ESIONP,
PET imaging revealed a rapid internalisation of HEP0-ESIONP
in the liver while a rapid excretion through urine was observed
for HEP24-ESIONP, the probes coated respectively with the
longest (DP 44.1, Mn ∼ 12 kDa) and the shortest (DP 13, Mn ∼
3.8 kDa) heparin. These fast clearances prevented the probes
from playing their role and accumulating in the area of inter-
est. Total hepatic elimination is also disadvantageous in terms
of pharmacokinetics because the product will undergo a slow
endogenous metabolization with toxicity issues. Interestingly,
in the case of HEP8-ESIONP (DP 19, Mn ∼ 5.5 kDa) we
observed a balance between a limited accumulation in liver, a
predominant excretion through urine, as well as a persistent
fraction of circulating ESIONP without rapid uptake by the
organs of the mononuclear phagocyte system or by the size-
related filtration system of the kidneys. This prolonged blood
half-life enabled a moderate accumulation in tumour, so that
the heparin coating of intermediate length finally appeared as
the good compromise between T1-MRI contrast ability and
pharmacokinetics properties. To our knowledge, a such com-
parative study was missing about the impact of the heparin
length on metallic NP biodistributions and pharmacokinetics.
Deeper analysis showed that the variation observed (that
should be bear in mind in the future design of heparin based
NP) originated from coating density and conformation, as well
as cellular interactions, rather than qualitative changes in the
protein coronas.

The advantage of our approach was also to produce multi-
functional HEP-ESIONP in a one-step microwave synthesis.
Indeed, in addition to the colloidal stability, the heparin
species had specific bioactivities. We showed in vitro that for
the HO below DP 19 (Mn ∼ 5 kDa), their inhibitory effect on
heparanase, a pro-tumour enzyme, was preserved when they
were used as ESIONP coating. At the same time, their anti-
coagulant properties that are not acceptable in cancer manage-
ment were better regulated, in particular by limiting the anti-

factor IIa activity. Therefore, from an oncological point of view,
they could be good candidates for theranostic applications, by
combining an antitumor activity and in vivo imaging perform-
ance. This is especially true for HEP8-ESIONP because it had
optimized pharmacokinetics properties, as stressed above.
Such renal clearable inorganic NP with synergetic integration
of tumour accumulation capacity and bioactivity could afford
unique strength like better-defined contrast enhancement
imaging, low toxicity properties and simple formulation that
meet the clinical translational requirements. Thus, HEP8-
ESIONP could represent a promising ready-to-use theranostic
platform, endowed with easy tailoring possibilities that allow
the grafting of an additional targeting ligand if an increase in
the accumulation in the tumor a is sought.

Overall, this study demonstrated that heparin coating
should not be restrained to the native polymer limited by
uncontrolled diverging bioactivities. By fine tailoring of the
heparin length, a real functional coating could be obtained,
fulfilling various advanced functions. This study also contribu-
ted to identify suitable coatings for the new generation of
ESIONP-based positive MRI contrast agents, in order to
improve their applications in guided drug delivery and/or tar-
geted diagnostic imaging.
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