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Anastomotic leaks are among the most severe side effects following abdominal surgeries. Conventional
surgical sealants and emerging hydrogel adhesives often lose mechanical and adhesion strength when
exposed to leaked digestive enzymes. Here, we report a tannin-encapsulating tough hydrogel adhesive
that exhibits enhanced mechanical and adhesive properties upon the encounter of leaked proteins. The
hydrogel is composed of a gelatin—acrylate crosslinked network with encapsulated tannin and can adhere
to a wet surface via amine—carboxyl chemistry. In the context of anastomotic leaks, tannin within the
hydrogel can form a complex with proteins including the digestive enzymes, leading to increased gel
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stiffness and storage modulus. The enhanced mechanical strength confers improved adhesive properties
on the hydrogel adhesive. Additionally, the tannin-bearing hydrogel adhesive shows excellent antibacterial
properties. This adaptive and antibacterial hydrogel adhesive provides a promising sealant for gastrointes-

rsc.li/biomaterials-science tinal surgery and other applications.

Open Access Article. Published on 10 October 2025. Downloaded on 5/2/2026 4:38:52 AM.

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

(cc)

Introduction

Anastomotic leaks are among the most critical complications
following gastrointestinal surgeries, significantly affecting
patient outcomes and life quality.' Each year, approximately
14 million people worldwide undergo abdominal surgery to
remove diseased tissues and reconnect healthy tissues using
sutures or staples.* Alarmingly, the incidence of anastomotic
leaks in these patients can reach up to 19%.>°® A major
concern is the leakage of digestive or microbially active fluids
through the reconnections, which can occur days after an
initially successful surgery, leading to severe consequences
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such as infection, sepsis, prolonged hospitalization, and even
death.””® Notably, about 75% of anastomotic leaks are associ-
ated with colectomies,'® a procedure involving the removal of
a portion of the colon. When these leakages occur in the large
bowel following a colectomy, the mortality rate could be
high.'"'* To protect the anastomosis and prevent leakage, sur-
geons rely on meticulous techniques such as layered closure
with sutures and the use of mechanical staplers."*™"> However,
the variability in surgical skills, potential ischemia at the
suture site, and insufficient sealing all contribute to the risk of
leaks.'*"®

As an alternative to sutures and staplers, various material-
based bioadhesives have been developed to reconnect tissues
and prevent leaks.'®™ For example, Tisseel, a fibrin sealant,
has been approved by the FDA to control bleeding and prevent
fluid leaks in surgeries.”>**> To further improve the adhesion
strength, tough hydrogel adhesives with excellent mechanical
strength and adhesion energy have been actively explored over
the past several years.”>*” The tough hydrogel adhesives often
form covalent bonds with the surface of tissues and possess
superior abilities to dissipate the energy from the interface,
thus inducing robust adhesion to wet tissues.”*>° However,
existing surgical sealants and hydrogel adhesives often lose
mechanical and adhesion strength rapidly when exposed to
digestive enzymes and other metabolites in the gastrointesti-
nal anastomotic leaks.*** Also, microbial colonization within
the sealants could further deteriorate the sealing efficiency

Biomater. Sci, 2025, 13, 6725-6736 | 6725


http://rsc.li/biomaterials-science
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-1157-8786
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1039/d5bm01214g&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2025-11-13
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/d5bm01214g
https://pubs.rsc.org/en/journals/journal/BM
https://pubs.rsc.org/en/journals/journal/BM?issueid=BM013023

Open Access Article. Published on 10 October 2025. Downloaded on 5/2/2026 4:38:52 AM.

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

(cc)

Paper

and induce detrimental immune responses to slow down the
post-surgery regeneration process.*>

Plant seeds can pass through the gastrointestinal tract un-
digested due to their tannin-rich coatings that can form com-
plexes with proteins and thus strengthen the seed coat
mechanically.’”° Inspired by this, we introduce tannic acid
(TA) into a gelatin/polyacrylic acid-based tough hydrogel
adhesive, named TA-Gel. TA-Gel can strongly adhere to wet
tissues by forming covalent bonds with amine-bearing tissues
and efficiently dissipating the energy through the double
crosslinked gel network. The TA in the gel can form tannin-
protein complexes when exposed to digestive enzymes, thereby
increasing the stiffness and storage modulus of the hydrogel
(Fig. 1). The enhanced stiffness strengthens the cohesive
energy within the hydrogel, allowing it to dissipate energy
more effectively and thus increasing the overall adhesion
energy.’® This results in improved adhesion to intestinal
tissues, enabling the sealant to withstand significant pressure
during leaks. Additionally, TA-Gel possesses excellent antibac-
terial properties that could prevent septic peritonitis caused by
microbially active fluids.*" This bioinspired approach paves a
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way for developing adaptive surgical sealants capable of
responding to anastomotic leaks and mitigating post-surgery
infections.

Results
Synthesis and characterization of TA-Gel

To synthesize TA-Gel, gelatin methacrylate, acrylic acid-N-
hydroxysuccinimide (NHS) ester, acrylic acid, TA, and
a-ketoglutaric acid were mixed and irradiated with ultraviolet
(UV) light (Fig. S1a). UV radiation generated free radicals from
a-ketoglutaric acid for the subsequent polymerization of
acrylic acid NHS ester, gelatin methacrylate, and acrylic acid.
After 20 min of UV irradiation, a clear hydrogel was formed
(Fig. 2a), and the porous gel network was confirmed by scan-
ning electron microscopy (SEM) and optical microscopic
imaging (Fig. 2b and Fig. S1b). Control gels without the incor-
poration of TA but with all other components were also syn-
thesized (Fig. 2c¢ and Fig. S1b). The average porosity of TA-Gel
and control gel is 9.4% and 9.5%, respectively, as per a gel

Adaptive & Antibacterial TA-Gel
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Fig. 1 Schematic illustration of TA-Gel as an adaptive and antibacterial surgical sealant responsive to anastomotic leaks. Tannic acid-containing
gelatin/polyacrylic acid tough hydrogel (TA-Gel) can strongly adhere to wet tissues. Upon anastomotic leakage, TA within the hydrogel can complex
with digestive enzymes in the intestinal fluid, leading to enhanced Young's modulus, stiffness, and adhesive strength (adhesive energy, tensile
strength, and shear strength). TA-Gel also exhibits excellent antibacterial properties, which can be attributed to the abundant phenolic hydroxyl
groups of TA, against potential bacterial infections post-leakage and during surgical procedures.
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Fig. 2 Synthesis and characterization of TA-Gel. (a) Image of TA-Gel. Scale bar: 5 mm. Also shown are SEM images of (b) TA-Gel and (c) control gel.
Scale bar: 4 pm. (d) Porosity of TA-Gel and control gel. (e) Young’'s moduli of TA-Gel and control gel. (f) Swelling profile of dried TA-Gel or control
gel in PBS at 37 °C. (g) Fluorescence images of 3T3-L1 fibroblasts cultured on TA-Gel or control gel for 48 h. Live and dead cells were stained with
calcein AM and ethidium homodimer-1, respectively. Scale bar: 300 pm. (h) Quantification of 3T3-L1 viability after being cultured on TA-Gel or
control gel for 48 h. All the numerical data are presented as mean + SD (0.01 < *P < 0.05; 0.001 < **P < 0.01; 0.0001 < ***P < 0.001; ****p <
0.0001).

wicking assay (Fig. 2d). The Young’s moduli of TA-Gel and gel by immersing the gels in PBS at 37 °C and monitoring the
control gel are 0.92 MPa and 0.90 MPa, respectively (Fig. 2e). volume change of gels over time. While TA-Gel showed a
We next studied the swelling properties of TA-Gel and control slightly slower swelling process than the control gel, which
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could be attributed to the denser micro-structures in the pres-
ence of TA, both gels showed a similar maximum swelling
ratio (Fig. 2f). We next studied the biocompatibility of TA-Gel.
3T3-L1 fibroblasts were cultured on TA-Gel or control gel and
monitored for cell survival over time (Fig. 2f). By staining live
cells with Calcein AM and dead cells with Ethidium
Homodimer-1 after 3 days, fibroblasts cultured on both gels
showed a high viability of 94.5% and 95.1%, respectively
(Fig. 2g and h). These data confirmed the negligible impact of
incorporated TA on the toughness, porosity, swelling pro-
perties, and biocompatibility of gelatin hydrogels. We also ana-
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lyzed the release kinetics of TA from TA-Gel, which showed
<3% release of loaded TA over the course of 96 h (Fig. S2).

Adaptive properties of TA-Gel in simulated intestinal fluid (SIF)

TA with a polyphenolic structure can strongly interact with pro-
teins via hydrogen bonding to form stable complexes (Fig. 3a).
To assess the formation of tannin-protein complexes, we
mixed TA with different concentrations (0%, 0.0125%, 0.025%,
or 0.05%, w/w) of trypsin, one of the major enzymes found in
the intestine. The mixture was placed in a 37 °C chamber with
gentle shaking for 1 h. Compared to TA incubated with 0%
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Fig. 3 Enhanced mechanical strengths of TA-Gel in response to digestive enzymes. (a) Schematic illustration of protein—TA complexes. (b) Dynamic
light scattering (DLS) profiles of the mixture of TA and different concentrations (w/w) of trypsin. The mixture was placed at room temperature for
24 h prior to DLS measurements. (c) Quantified aggregate size in (b). (d) Pictures of TA-Gel and control gel after being immersed in SIF for 30 min.
Scale bar: 5 mm. (e) Swelling profile of dried TA-Gel or control gel in SIF at 37 °C. (f) Young's moduli of TA-Gel and control gel after being immersed
in different concentrations of pancreatin solution for 24 h. (g) Young's moduli of TA-Gel and control gel over time in SIF at 37 °C. (h) Storage moduli
and (i) loss moduli of TA-Gel and control gel immersed in different concentrations of pancreatin solution for 24 h. All the numerical data are pre-
sented as mean + SD (0.01 < *P < 0.05; 0.001 < **P < 0.01; 0.0001 < ***P < 0.001; ****P < 0.0001).
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trypsin, the mixture of TA and trypsin formed obvious precipi-
tates, with the number of precipitates increasing with the con-
centration of trypsin (Fig. S3). Dynamic light scattering (DLS)
measurements also confirmed the formation of TA-trypsin
complexes (Fig. 3b), and the average size of TA-trypsin com-
plexes increased with the concentration of trypsin (Fig. 3c). We
next tested the formation of TA-protein complexes within the
TA-Gel, by immersing TA-Gel or control gel in the simulated
intestinal fluid (SIF). Compared to the control gel that
remained clear after immersion in SIF, TA-Gel rapidly became
turbid (Fig. 3d), indicating the successful formation of TA-
protein complexes in TA-Gel. After immersion in SIF, half-
dried TA-Gel exhibited a significantly slower welling process
and a much lower maximum welling ratio than the control gel
(Fig. 3e). These data demonstrated that enzymes in SIF can
diffuse into TA-Gel and form complexes with TA within TA-Gel.

To further evaluate the changes in the mechanical pro-
perties of TA-Gel due to TA-protein complex formation, TA-Gel
with different TA concentrations was immersed in SIF for 24 h,
and the Young’s modulus was measured. The results showed
that the Young’s modulus of gels plateaued at a TA concen-
tration of 10 mg mL ™" (Fig. S4), which was therefore used in
subsequent experiments. We next examined the effect of diges-
tive enzymes by immersing TA-Gel or control gel in pancreatin
solutions at different concentrations (0, 2, 5, and 10 mg mL ™)
for 24 h. In contrast to the previous finding that TA-gel or
control gel immersed in PBS showed negligible differences in
Young’s modulus, TA-gel treated with pancreatin showed a sig-
nificantly higher Young’s modulus than control gel (Fig. 3f
and Fig. S5). The Young’s modulus of pancreatin-treated
TA-Gel further increased with the concentration of pancreatin
(Fig. 3f). It is noteworthy that the pristine TA-Gel and control
gel already have a high Young’s modulus. Therefore, the sig-
nificant increase in the Young’s modulus of TA-Gel after pan-
creatin treatment substantiated the formation of large
amounts of TA-protein complexes. We also carefully monitored
the change of Young’s modulus of TA-Gel over time upon the
treatment with pancreatin (10 mg mL™"). As a result, 0.1-0.5 h
incubation was sufficient to significantly increase the Young’s
modulus of TA-Gel (Fig. 3g). In contrast, the control gel did
not show any change in the Young’s modulus when immersed
in a solution of pancreatin for 12 h (Fig. 3g). Compared to the
control gel, TA-gel also showed a higher storage modulus
(Fig. 3h) and a lower loss modulus (Fig. 3i) after the treatment
with 5 or 10 mg mL™" pancreatin. These experiments demon-
strated that proteins such as pancreatin can form complexes
with TA in TA-Gel and lead to the increased Young’s modulus
and storage modulus of the gel network. The enhanced
mechanical properties in the presence of TA-binding proteins
make TA-Gel a promising adaptive material for responding to
anastomotic leaks and other complications that involve the
leakage of enzyme-containing fluids.

Enhanced bioadhesive properties of TA-Gel in response to SIF

TA-Gel, composed of a tough gelatin gel network bearing NHS
groups, is also able to strongly adhere to wet tissues by

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2025
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forming covalent bonds with amine-bearing tissues and dissi-
pating energy from the adhesive interface. As TA-protein com-
plexes can increase the Young’s modulus and storage modulus
of TA-Gel, we hypothesized that TA-Gel, when exposed to
enzyme-containing SIF, would exhibit an enhanced energy-dis-
sipating ability and thus an increased adhesion energy. To
assess the adhesive properties of gels, the adhesion strength of
TA-Gel and control gel to porcine small intestine tissues was
measured using three different international standards: T
peel, lab-shear, and tensile tests. TA-Gel and control gel
without SIF treatment showed negligible differences in inter-
facial toughness (448 J m™2 vs. 437 ] m™?), shear strength
(81 kPa vs. 83 kPa), and tensile strength (68 kPa vs. 69 kPa)
(Fig. 4a—c and Fig. S6), demonstrating the minimal effect of TA
on the intrinsic adhesive energy of gels. To study the impact of
SIF treatment on the adhesive properties of TA-Gel, TA-Gel or
control gel was adhered to porcine intestines and immersed in
SIF for 24 h, followed by adhesion tests. The standard T peel
test revealed an interfacial toughness of 595 ] m™> for TA-Gel,
which is significantly higher than the control gel (491 ] m™?)
and the commercial surgical sealant Tisseel (41 ] m~?) (Fig. 4d
and e). As per the lap-shear test, TA-Gel showed a shear
strength of 112 kPa, which was higher than the control gel
(92 kPa) and Tisseel (20 kPa) (Fig. 4f and g). Tensile tests indi-
cated a tensile strength of 119 kPa for TA-Gel in comparison
with 73 kPa for the control gel and 27 kPa for Tisseel (Fig. 4h
and i). These experiments demonstrated the adaptive adhesive
properties of TA-Gel, ie., enhanced adhesion energy in
response to digestive enzymes in SIF.

Improved leak-proof performance of TA-Gel in response to SIF

After demonstrating that TA-Gel shows enhanced adhesion to
porcine small intestine tissues in the presence of SIF, we next
studied whether TA-Gel could more effectively seal intestinal
leakages. To mimic the intestinal leaking conditions in vitro,
we punched a 5 mm diameter hole in the porcine intestine
and then applied TA-Gel, control gel, or Tisseel to the punched
area (Fig. 5a and b). By infusing SIF or PBS into the porcine
intestine that was applied with different adhesives, a burst
pressure test was performed (Fig. 5a and b). When exposed to
PBS, both TA-Gel and the control gel resulted in a higher burst
pressure than Tisseel, and no differences between TA-Gel and
control gel were observed (Fig. 5¢). However, when the intes-
tine was filled with SIF, TA-Gel resulted in a higher burst
pressure than the control gel (Fig. 5d), indicating the
enhanced leak-proof properties of TA-Gel in response to SIF.
By extending the SIF exposure time, punched intestine tissues
sealed with TA-Gel showed a stable and slightly increasing
burst pressure, while the porcine tissue treated with the
control gel showed a rapidly decreasing burst pressure
(Fig. 5e). As a result, the difference between the TA-Gel and
control gel groups became more profound with the increased
SIF exposure time (Fig. 5e). These experiments further demon-
strated that TA-Gel is able to adapt to the leakage of digestive
fluids by improving the adhesive strength, mechanical pro-
perties, and leak-proof properties.
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Fig. 4 Enhanced adhesive strength of TA-Gel towards wet tissues in response to intestinal fluids. (a) Interfacial toughness, (b) shear strength, and
(c) tensile strength of TA-Gel, control gel, and Tisseel towards porcine intestines immersed in PBS for 24 h. (d) Force—displacement profiles and (e)
interfacial toughness of TA-Gel, control gel, and Tisseel towards porcine intestines immersed in SIF for 24 h. (f) Force—displacement profiles and (g)
shear strength of TA-Gel, control gel, and Tisseel towards porcine intestines immersed in SIF for 24 h. (h) Force—displacement profiles and (i) tensile
strength of TA-Gel, control gel, and Tisseel towards porcine intestines immersed in SIF for 24 h. All the numerical data are presented as mean + SD
(0.01<*P < 0.05; 0.001 < **P < 0.01; 0.0001 < ***P < 0.001; ****P < 0.0001).

TA-Gel exhibits excellent antibacterial properties

Considering that tannin is abundant in tree bark and serves as
an antibacterial barrier protecting trees from pathogens and
insects, we also investigated the antibacterial properties of
TA-Gel. We seeded TA-Gel, control gel, or Tisseel in 12-well
plates and added the LB broth containing Gram-negative

6730 | Biomater. Sci,, 2025,13, 6725-6736

E. coli or Gram-positive Bacillus subtilis. After 24 h of incu-
bation at 37 °C, the culture media were transferred to the LB
agar and incubated for an additional 24 h. A significant
number of bacterial colonies were formed from the control gel
group or Tisseel group (Fig. 5f and Fig. S7). In contrast, nearly
no colonies were observed in the TA-Gel group, demonstrating
the superior bactericidal ability of TA-Gel (Fig. 5f and Fig. S7).

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2025
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Fig. 5 TA-Gel exhibits enhanced sealing performance upon exposure to intestinal fluids and excellent antibacterial properties. (a) Experimental set-
up of the burst pressure test. (b) Representative picture of TA-Gel attached to the punched hole on a porcine intestine. Shown are the measured
burst pressures for porcine intestinal tissues sealed with TA-Gel, control gel, or Tisseel upon the filling of (c) PBS and (d) SIF, respectively. (e) Burst
pressure of porcine intestinal tissues sealed with TA-Gel or control gel after filling with SIF for different times. (f) Representative pictures of E. coli
colonies after being treated with TA-Gel, control gel, or Tisseel for 24 h. Scale bar: 5 mm. All the numerical data are presented as mean + SD (0.01 <

*P < 0.05; 0.001 < **P <0.01; 0.0001 < ***P < 0.001; ****P < 0.0001).

The excellent antibacterial properties of TA-Gel in comparison
with the control gel and conventional bioadhesives confer a
high translation potential, considering the prevailing infection
issues concerning surgical procedures. We also studied the
immunogenicity of TA-Gel and control gel by subcutaneously
implanting them into immunocompetent C57BL/6 mice and

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2025

analyzing the immune cells at the gel site after 7 days (Fig. 6a
and Fig. S8). TA-Gel and control gel groups showed negligible
differences in the recruitment of CD45" immune cells at the
implant site (Fig. 6b). Similarly, the levels of CD11b'CD11c"
dendritic cells, CD11b'F4/80" macrophages, and CD11b*'Gr1"
neutrophils in tissues surrounding TA-Gel and control gel were
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Fig. 6 TA-Gel and control gel show negligible differences in immunogenicity. (a) Timeframe of the immune analysis study. C57BL/6 mice were sub-
cutaneously implanted with TA-Gel or control gel, followed by the analysis of immune cells in the transplant area after 7 days. (b) Percentages of
CD45"* immune cells in skin tissues surrounding TA-Gel or control gel. (c) Percentages of CD45*CD11b*CD11c* dendritic cells in skin tissues sur-
rounding TA-Gel or control gel. (d) Percentages of CD45*CD11b*F4/80* macrophages in skin tissues surrounding TA-Gel or control gel. (e)
Percentages of CD45*CD11b*Gr1* neutrophils in skin tissues surrounding TA-Gel or control gel. (f) Body weight of mice implanted with TA-Gel or
control gel over the course of a parallel animal study. All the numerical data are presented as mean + SD (0.01 < *P < 0.05; 0.001 < **P < 0.01;

0.0001 < ***P < 0.001; ****P < 0.0001).

also similar (Fig. 6¢c-¢€). The presence of immune cells at 7 days
after implantation is a part of normal foreign body responses,
and is expected to decay over time. Additionally, no sign of
weight loss was observed for the mice implanted with TA-Gel
or control gel (Fig. 6f). These experiments demonstrated that
the incorporation of TA did not lead to any noticeable change
in the immunogenicity of gelatin gels.

Discussion

A surgical sealant that can increase its mechanical strength
and adhesion energy in response to anastomotic leakage holds
great promise for gastrointestinal surgery and other
applications.”””** Here, we introduce a TA-bearing tough
hydrogel adhesive that can improve its mechanical properties
upon exposure to digestive fluids in the intestine. TA, which is

6732 | Biomater. Sci, 2025, 13, 6725-6736

abundant in the outer layer of seeds and can form complexes
with proteins due to its polyphenol structure, was incorporated
during the polymerization of acrylic acid NHS ester, gelatin
methacrylate, and acrylic acid to form TA-Gel. The highly cross-
linked double network of gelatin and polyacrylic acid bestows
a high mechanical strength on TA-Gel, with a Young’s
modulus of 0.9 MPa (Fig. 2e). The hydrophilic polyacrylic acids
within the gel network promote the penetration of water mole-
cules, as indicated by the high swelling ratio of TA-Gel
(Fig. 2f). The presence of abundant hydrogen bonds in the gel
network also contributes to the retention of TA within the gel
network (Fig. S2).

TA in the TA-Gel can form complexes with digestive
enzymes present in SIF (Fig. 3a-d). The formation of TA-
protein complexes in the gel network confers an increased
Young’s modulus (Fig. 3f and g), increased storage modulus
(Fig. 3h), and decreased loss modulus (Fig. 3i) on TA-Gel in

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2025
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comparison with the control gel. TA-Gel and the control gel
show negligible differences in the initial adhesion energy,
shear strength, and tensile strength (Fig. 4a-c). However, when
treated with SIF, TA-Gel exhibited a significantly higher inter-
facial toughness, shear strength, and tensile strength than the
control gel, demonstrating the enhanced adhesive properties
of TA-Gel in response to the intestinal fluid (Fig. 4d-i). As a
proof-of-concept demonstration of its potential applications,
we performed a burst pressure test of TA-Gel using porcine
small intestines punctured with a 5 mm hole (Fig. 5a and b).
While TA-Gel and the control gel showed a comparable burst
pressure when filling the intestine with PBS (Fig. 5c), TA-Gel
resulted in a significantly higher burst pressure compared to
the control gel when filling the punctured intestine with SIF
and maintained a robust burst pressure for over 4 days (Fig. 5d
and e). In addition to the adaptive mechanical properties and
leak-proof performance, TA-Gel also showed excellent antibac-
terial properties, as evidenced by its superior bactericidal
effect against Gram-negative E. coli and Gram-positive Bacillus
subtilis in comparison with the control gel and Tisseel
(Fig. 5fand Fig. S7). These enhanced antibacterial properties
could be attributed to the phenolic hydroxyl groups of TA*™*
and can further benefit surgery outcomes by mitigating poten-
tial post-surgical infections.

To summarize, we report an adaptive tough hydrogel
adhesive (TA-Gel) that can enhance its mechanical strength
and adhesion energy in response to leaked proteins. The for-
mation of TA-protein complexes within the gel network leads
to an increased Young’s modulus and storage modulus for
TA-Gel and thus improves the adhesion strength of TA-Gel
towards leaking tissues. The burst pressure test with porcine
intestines also validated the adaptive properties of TA-Gel.
This adaptive tough hydrogel adhesive, with excellent antibac-
terial properties, provides a promising sealant for gastrointesti-
nal surgery and other applications.

Methods

Materials

Tannic acid, gelatin, acrylic acid N-hydroxysuccinimide ester,
acrylic acid, gelatin methacrylate, a-ketoglutaric acid, potass-
ium phosphate monobasic, and pancreatin from porcine pan-
creas were purchased from Sigma-Aldrich (St Louis, MO, USA).
Porcine small intestine tissues for the adhesion test and the
burst pressure test were purchased from Sierra for Medical
Science (Whittier, CA, USA). Poly(methyl methacrylate) films
with a thickness of 50 pm were purchased from VWR
International (Radnor, PA, USA). Calcein AM and ethidium
homodimer 1 were purchased from Thermo Fisher (Waltham,
MA, USA). Fluorescence images were obtained using an EVOS
microscope (Thermo Fisher, Waltham, MA, USA). Mechanical
tests were performed with Criterion C43.104E (MTS, Eden
Prairie, MN) for the adhesion test, Q800 Dynamic Mechanical
Analysis (DMA) for Young’s modulus, and a TA DHR-3 rhe-
ometer for rheological studies. Primary antibodies used in this

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2025
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study, including Alexa Fluor 700-conjugated anti-CD45
(Invitrogen), PE-conjugated anti-CD11b (Invitrogen), fluor-
escein isothiocyanate (FITC)-conjugated anti-CD11c
(Invitrogen), PE-conjugated anti-CD86 (Invitrogen), PerCP/
Cy5.5-conjugated anti-F4/80 (Invitrogen), FITC-conjugated
anti-Gr-1 (Invitrogen), and PE-Cy7-conjugated anti-MHCII
(Invitrogen), were purchased from Thermo Fisher Scientific
(Waltham, MA, USA). Fixable viability dye eFluor780 was
obtained from Thermo Fisher Scientific (Waltham, MA, USA).
All antibodies were diluted according to the manufacturer’s
recommendations. FACS analyses were performed on Attune
NxT flow cytometers and analyzed on FCS Express v6 and v7.
Statistical testing was performed using GraphPad Prism v9.

Cell line and animals

The 3T3-L1 cell line was purchased from American Type
Culture Collection (Manassas, VA, USA). Cells were cultured in
DMEM containing 10% FBS, 100 units per mL penicillin G
and 100 pg mL ™" streptomycin at 37 °C in 5% CO, humidified
air. Female C57BL/6 mice were purchased from Jackson
Laboratory (Bar Harbor, ME, USA). Feed and water were avail-
able ad libitum. Artificial light was provided in a 12/12 hour
cycle. All procedures involving animals were carried out in
compliance with the National Institutes of Health and
Institutional guidelines with approval from the Institutional
Animal Care and Use Committee at the University of Illinois at
Urbana-Champaign.

Preparation of TA-Gel

Hydrogel formulation followed our -earlier protocol.*’ A
mixture consisting of 30% (w/w) acrylic acid, 1% (w/w) tannic
acid, 10% (w/w) gelatin, 1% (w/w) acrylic acid
N-hydroxysuccinimide ester, 0.1% (w/w) gelatin methacrylate,
and 0.2% (w/w) a-ketoglutaric acid was dissolved in deionized
water. The mixture was poured into a PTFE mold and cured in
an ultraviolet light chamber (320 nm, 60 W power) for
15 minutes. For some tests, the gels were completely dried in a
60 °C oven.

Preparation of simulated intestinal fluid

6.8 g of potassium phosphate monobasic was dissolved in
250 mL of water, followed by mixing with 190 mL of sodium
hydroxide solution (0.2 M). 400 mL of water and 10 g of pan-
creatin were then added. After the complete dissolution, pH
was adjusted to 7.5 using sodium hydroxide solution (0.2 M)
and the solution was diluted with water to a total volume of
1000 mL.

SEM imaging of gels

The gels were fixed with 4% paraformaldehyde in PBS for
20 min. Following fixation, they were transferred to PBS and
washed for 5 min. The gels were then dehydrated by sequential
immersion in ethanol solutions of increasing concentrations
(0%, 30%, 50%, 70%, 90%, and 100%) for 5 min and 10 min
each. After dehydration, the gels were placed in a 1: 1 ethanol-
HMDS solution for 5 minutes, followed by two 10-minute
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immersions in pure HMDS. Excess solution was removed
using a Kimwipe without disrupting the gel structure. The gel
structure was imaged with a Hitachi S-4800 high resolution
SEM after being sputter coated with Au-Pd for 40 seconds.

Porosity measurement

TA-Gel or control gel was soaked in 1 mL of deionized water
under ambient conditions. A gel wicking assay was then per-
formed using an absorbent Kimwipe (Kimberly-Clark) that
touched only one side of the gel, allowing the water within the
pores to be drawn out by capillary force. The initial weight of
the gel (W;) and the final weight after the wicking assay (W)
were measured. The porosity was then calculated as 100% x
(W; — Wp)/W;.

Young’s modulus measurement

TA-Gel or control gel was prepared with the dimensions of
25 mm X 5 mm x 1 mm. The gels were immersed in pancreatin
solution with different concentrations for 24 h. The Young’s
moduli were analyzed by dynamic mechanical analysis.

Storage and loss modulus measurements

TA-Gel or control gel was prepared with the dimensions of
25 mm x 25 mm X 1 mm. Followed by the immersion in pan-
creatin solution with different concentrations for 24 h, the gels
were cut into a circular shape using the @ 25 mm arch punch.
The gels were stored in PBS prior to the analysis. The storage
and loss moduli were analyzed with a DHR-3 rheometer.

Adhesion tests

Porcine small intestine tissues were sliced to the dimensions
of 75 mm x 25 mm (I x w) for peeling and lap-shear tests and
25 mm x 25 mm (I x w) for the tensile test. The porcine small
intestine tissues were sprayed with 0.01% (w/v) sodium azide
solution to prevent degradation and dehydration and placed in
a zipper bag. 50 um poly(methyl methacrylate) films were
attached to the back side of the tissues as a backing to prevent
tissue deformation during the test. After washing the tissues
with PBS, TA-Gel or control gel was applied onto the tissue and
pressed at 1 kPa for 5 seconds. Then, the tissues adhered to
the gelatin gel were immersed in simulated intestinal fluid for
24 h. To measure the interfacial toughness of gels, the tissues
were tested by the standard T peel test (ASTM D1876) using an
electromechanical test frame with a 200 N load cell. The
peeling speed was 50 mm min~". The interfacial toughness
can be calculated by dividing two times the maximum force
measured by the width of the sample. To measure the shear
strength, the tissues were tested by the standard lap-shear test
(ASTM D5868) with the same instrumental settings. The shear
strength was calculated by dividing the maximum force by the
adhesion area. To measure the tensile strength, the tissues
were tested by the standard tensile test (ASTM D897) with the
same instrumental settings. The tensile strength was calcu-
lated by dividing the maximum force by the adhesion area.
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In vitro biocompatibility test

TA-Gel or control gel was plated in 24-well plates. 3T3-L1 cells
were then placed on top of the gels and incubated at 37 °C for
48 h. Live and dead cells were stained with 5 pM calcein AM
and ethidium homodimer-1, respectively. Fluorescence images
were obtained with an EVOS microscope.

In vivo biocompatibility test

TA-Gel or control gel was freshly prepared with the dimensions
of 5 mm in diameter and 0.25 mm in thickness. The gels were
subcutaneously implanted into the flanks of C57BL/6 mice on
day 0. The weights of the mice were closely monitored after the
implantation. On day 7, the tissues surrounding the implant
were harvested. Harvested tissues were treated with collagen-
ase IV (0.5 mg mL™") for 45 min. Following the collagenase
treatment, tissues were disrupted using a syringe plunger to
collect single cell suspensions. The cells were then washed
and stained for FACS analysis to analyze the immune cells.

Burst pressure test

The burst pressure was measured according to ASTM-F2392-
04R, the Standard Test Method for Burst Strength of Surgical
Sealants. The porcine small intestine was prepared with the
dimensions of 75 mm x 25 mm. A 5 mm diameter hole was
made by a biopsy punch. One end of the porcine small intes-
tine was sealed using a cable tie. The gels were applied onto
the hole, followed by gently pressing with a finger for 5
seconds. The intestine was then filled with PBS or simulated
intestinal fluid for different times. The porcine small intestine
was then connected to a syringe pump filled with PBS or simu-
lated intestinal fluid at a speed of 20 mL min™". A digital man-
ometer was connected along the tubes to measure the
maximum pressure applied during the pumping.

Antimicrobial measurements of TA-Gel

The antimicrobial test was conducted following ISO
22196 guidelines. E. coli (10°-10* cfu mL™") or Bacillus subtilis
(10°-10* cfu mL™") were grown aerobically for 10 hours at
37 °C in sterile Luria-Bertani (LB) broth (10 ¢ L™" NaCl, 5 g
L™" yeast extract, and 10 g L™' tryptone). After the growth
period, these broths were centrifuged and resuspended in a
0.5% saline solution. The bacterial solution was then seeded
into 12-well plates containing TA-Gel, control gel, or Tisseel
and cultured for 24 h at 37 °C without shaking. Following the
24 h incubation, a dilution series of each treatment was pre-
pared, and 100 pL of three dilutions were plated onto sterile
LB agar (LB broth + 20 g L' agar). After an additional 24 h
incubation period, the number of colonies on each plate was
determined.

Statistical analyses

Statistical analysis was performed using GraphPad Prism v9.
Sample variance was tested using the F test. For samples with
equal variance, the significance between the groups was ana-
lyzed by a two-tailed Student’s ¢ test. For samples with unequal
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variance, a two-tailed Welch’s ¢-test was performed. For mul-
tiple comparisons, a one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA)
with post hoc Fisher’s LSD test was used. The results were
deemed significant at 0.01 < *P < 0.05, highly significant at
0.001 < **P < 0.01, and extremely significant at ***P < 0.001.
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