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Synthetic polymers, such as poly(vinyl alcohol) (PVA), are popular biomaterials for the fabrication of

hydrogels for tissue engineering and regenerative medicine (TERM) applications, as they provide excellent

control over the physico-chemical properties of the hydrogel. However, their bioinert nature is known to

limit cell-biomaterial interactions by hindering cell infiltration, blood vessel recruitment and potentially

limiting their integration with the host tissue. Efforts in the field have therefore focused on increasing the

biofunctionality of synthetic hydrogels, without limiting the advantages associated with their tailorability

and controlled release capacity. The aim of this study was to investigate the suitability of pristine gelatin to

enhance the biofunctionality of tyraminated PVA (PVA-Tyr) hydrogels, by promoting cell infiltration and

host blood vessel recruitment for TERM applications. Pure PVA-Tyr hydrogels and PVA-Tyr hydrogels

incorporated with vascular endothelial growth factor (VEGF), a well-known pro-angiogenic stimulus, were

used for comparison. Incorporating increasing concentrations of VEGF (0.01–10 µg mL−1) or gelatin

(0.01–5 wt%) did not influence the physical properties of PVA-Tyr hydrogels. However, their presence

within the polymer network (>0.1 µg mL−1 VEGF and >0.1 wt% gelatin) promoted endothelial cell inter-

actions with the hydrogels. The covalent binding of unmodified gelatin or VEGF to the PVA-Tyr network

did not hamper their inherent bioactivity, as they both promoted angiogenesis in a chick chorioallantoic

membrane (CAM) assay, performing comparably with the unbound VEGF control. When the PVA-Tyr

hydrogels were implanted subcutaneously in mice, it was observed that cell infiltration into the hydrogels

was possible in the absence of gelatin or VEGF at 1- or 3-weeks post-implantation, highlighting a clear

difference between in vitro an in vivo cell-biomaterial interaction. Nevertheless, the presence of gelatin or

VEGF was necessary to enhance blood vessel recruitment and infiltration, although no significant differ-

ence was observed between these two biological molecules. Overall, this study highlights the potential of

gelatin as a standalone pro-angiogenic cue to enhance biofunctionality of synthetic hydrogels and pro-

vides promise for their use in a variety of TERM applications.

1. Introduction

Hydrogels are highly-hydrated, three-dimensional (3D) net-
works of cross-linked polymers, which are currently used in a
wide range of tissue engineering and regenerative medicine
(TERM) applications, including as cell-instructive scaffolds,
bioinks, drug delivery platforms and for functional grafting
purposes.1 While different polymers can be used as the base
biomaterial for hydrogel fabrication, synthetic polymers, like
poly(vinyl alcohol) (PVA) or poly(ethylene glycol) (PEG) offer
several advantages.1,2 Compared to natural polymers, synthetic
polymers allow for greater control over the physical and chemi-
cal properties of the hydrogel, including stiffness, per-
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meability, availability of functional groups and degradation
rate, which can all be tailored for a specific application.2 Given
their synthetic origin, material synthesis can be tightly con-
trolled resulting in enhanced batch-to-batch consistency,
higher reproducibility and greater uniformity in the 3D struc-
ture compared to natural polymers-derived hydrogels.2 Despite
the enhanced control and reproducibility offered by synthetic
polymers, their applications are limited by their bioinert
nature,2,3 given that the polymer backbone lacks moieties for
the interaction with host cells. As a consequence, cellular infil-
tration and integration of synthetic hydrogels with the sur-
rounding tissue is reduced, potentially hindering their thera-
peutic effect.2,4,5 This is particularly challenging when aiming
at TERM applications, where timely blood vessel ingrowth
within engineered hydrogels is essential for the survival of the
colonizing cells and for the regeneration of the target tissue.4–8

Several strategies have been used to promote cellular and
vascular ingrowth within synthetic hydrogels. For instance, the
introduction of microporous structures within synthetic
dextran vinyl sulfone hydrogels enhanced the formation of
lumenized sprouts and cell infiltration in vivo.6 Another
effective approach to enhance host cell infiltration and inter-
actions is to increase the biofunctionality of synthetic poly-
mers by incorporating native extracellular matrix (ECM) com-
ponents (e.g., collagen, fibrinogen, fibronectin and laminins)
or their specific bioactive peptide sequences (e.g., arginine-
glycine-aspartic acid – RGD – motif ) within the network.7,9–12

A particularly promising bioactive macromolecule is gelatin,
which is a bioactive natural polymer derived from the hydro-
lysis of collagen. Gelatin retains cell adhesion motifs (RGD),
which are typical of collagen, promoting the attachment of
different cell types and cell migration.13–18 An advantage of
gelatin over its collagen precursor is the low immunogenicity
of both the natural polymer and its degradation products,
which reduces the risk of an immune reaction upon implan-
tation.13 Additionally, because of the harsh acidic or basic
denaturation processes involved in its preparation, the risks of
pathogen transmittance, which are a concern for natural poly-
mers, are also reduced.14 Finally, gelatin is also attractive from
a translational and economic perspective given that it is
already considered safe by the Food and Drug administration,
possesses a wide track record for use in the food/pharma-
ceutical industry and, compared to other biomaterials, it is
relatively inexpensive.14

To ensure the survival of infiltrating cells and promote
tissue maturation, recruitment of host vasculature within
engineered constructs of clinically relevant-size is crucial.4–8

To guide blood vessel infiltration, a popular method has been
to functionalize synthetic hydrogels with pro-angiogenic
growth factors (GFs).8,19,20 Vascular endothelial growth factor
(VEGF) is a widely exploited pro-angiogenic GF for tissue
engineering (TE) applications due to its role in driving the
early stages of angiogenesis, regulating the loosening of endo-
thelial cell junctions and promoting endothelial cell
survival.21,22 Nevertheless, the main drawback of VEGF is its
short half-life (±50 minutes).23,24 Thus, to achieve the desired

biological effect, supra-physiological doses of VEGF need to be
administered. This has shown to lead to rapid and dysregu-
lated angiogenesis, which negatively impacts new vessel
quality and function.25–28 High doses of VEGF can also induce
severe side effects including undesired vascularization at non-
target sites (i.e. in tumours), angioma-like vascular tumours in
muscle, heart and other tissues, hypotension and
oedema.25,29,30 To remain within a safe therapeutic window,
strategies have been implemented to control the release of
VEGF from hydrogels through covalent binding or using
affinity-based methods.19–21,31 Nevertheless, the covalent incor-
poration of GFs like VEGF requires their chemical modifi-
cation, potentially leading to a reduction of their biological
activity.21,32,33 On the other hand, methods that rely on
bioaffinity require the presence of additional specific mole-
cules, such as heparin or fibrin/fibrinogen, to form binding
complexes with the GFs of interest and control their release.34

However, different GFs isoforms (e.g. VEGF 120, 165 or 188)
can present different binding affinities.35 Furthermore, ECM
molecules binding with a specific molecules can occur.35,36

While the optimal strategy for the delivery of therapeutic levels
of VEGF is still under investigation, efforts have focussed on
the identification of safer alternatives, which include the incor-
poration of other pro-angiogenic cues for TERM applications.
It is known that gelatin promotes endothelial cell attachment
in 2D cell culture,37 however only a limited number of studies
have investigated the potential role of pristine gelatin as a
stand-alone pro-angiogenic cue.38–40 These studies suggest a
positive influence on endothelial cell survival, proliferation,
and migration in vitro and angiogenesis in vivo.38–40

Nevertheless, the biological implications of gelatin incorpor-
ation on vascularization in synthetic hydrogels remain
underexplored.

Therefore, the aim of this study was to evaluate the suit-
ability of gelatin to enhance biofunctionality of synthetic
hydrogels in terms of both cellular infiltration and host vessel
recruitment for TE applications. To achieve this goal, we fabri-
cated a synthetic hydrogel network by grafting tyramines onto
the PVA backbone, as previously described by our group.41

Hydrogel crosslinking occurred in the presence of ruthenium
(Ru) and sodium persulfate (SPS) photoinitiators and photo-
polymerization was triggered by exposure to visible light.17,41,42

More specifically, pristine gelatin was covalently incorporated
in the polymer network through bi-phenol bond formation
between native tyrosine moieties and the tyramine groups
grafted onto the PVA (PVA-Tyr GT). In order to investigate the
pro-angiogenic potential of gelatin, pristine VEGF (also con-
taining native tyrosine moieties) was covalently crosslinked
into PVA-Tyr hydrogels in an identical fashion and included in
the study as comparison (PVA-Tyr VEGF). In order to evaluate
the tailorability of the hydrogel system, we systematically inves-
tigated the impact of gelatin and VEGF concentrations on the
physical properties of the hydrogel. The effect of hydrogel bio-
functionalization on the interaction with endothelial cells was
then investigated in vitro. Finally, angiogenesis induced by the
delivered bioactive molecules was compared using two in vivo
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models: the chorioallantoic membrane (CAM) angiogenesis
model in fertilized chicken eggs and a subcutaneous implan-
tation model in mice. A summary of the experimental groups
and set up in included in Fig. 1.

2. Materials and methods
2.1 Materials

Type-B gelatin from porcine skin (bloom strength 225 g), PVA
(13–23 kDa, 98% hydrolyzed), dimethyl sulfoxide, succinic
anhydride (SA), triethylamine (TEA), 1,3-dicyclohexyl-
carbodiimide (DCC), N-hydroxysuccinimide (NHS), tyramine
(Tyr), sodium persulfate (SPS), 1,1-carbonyldiimidazole, tris
(2,2-bipyridyl)dichlororuthenium(II) hexahydrate (Ru), phos-
phate buffered saline (PBS), dialysis (10 kDa molecular weight
cutoff ), phalloidin–tetramethylrhodamine B isothiocyanate,
were purchased from Sigma-Aldrich and used as received. Rh-
VEGF-165 (VEGF) was purchased from Gibco (PHC9394).
Human umbilical vein endothelial cells (HUVECs), vascular
Basal Media, endothelial Cell Growth Kit-VEGF, trypsin for
primary cells, and trypsin neutralizing solution were pur-
chased from ATCC. Trichrome Stain Kit, CD31 antibody and
Goat Anti-Rabbit IgG H&L (HRP) were purchased from Abcam.
Vimentin antibody was purchased from Cell Signalling
Technology. Pierce BCA protein assay kit was purchase from

ThermoFisher Scientific and VEGF ELISA and the ancillary kit
were bought from R&D system.

2.2 Synthesis of PVA-Tyr

PVA-Tyr was synthesised following a two-step reaction as pre-
viously described.17,41 Briefly, to achieve a carboxylation of 2%
(7 carboxyl groups per PVA chain), 1 g of PVA was dissolved in
5.5 ml of dry dimethyl sulfoxide (DMSO) under a nitrogen
atmosphere at 60 °C. SA (45 mg) and TEA (61 μl) were added to
the reaction mixture, and stirred at 60 °C for 24 h. The resul-
tant PVA-COOH was purified by dialysis against water.
Following freeze-drying, Tyr moieties were conjugated to the
carboxylated PVA (PVA-COOH) using a carbodiimide-coupling
reaction, aiming to achieve a tyramination of 2% (7 tyramine
groups per PVA chain). Afterwards, 1 g of PVA-COOH was dis-
solved in 6 ml of DMSO, 0.271 g of DCC, 0.151 g of NHS and
0.121 g of tyramine were added to the reaction. The resulting
PVA-Tyr solution was further purified by dialysis (10 kDa mole-
cular weight cut-off ) against water and freeze-dried. The result-
ing amounts of carboxyl groups in PVA-COOH and tyramine
groups in PVA-Tyr were quantified using 1H nuclear magnetic
resonance (NMR).

2.3 Hydrogel fabrication

Dried PVA-Tyr was dissolved in PBS at 56 °C. Upon complete
dissolution, mixed with Ru and SPS stock solutions to achieve
a final concentration of 5 wt% PVA-Tyr and 0.5/5 mM Ru/SPS.

Fig. 1 Schematic outline of the crosslinking chemistry and the experimental set up.
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Gelatin (0.01–5 wt%) or growth factor stock solutions
(0.01–10 µg mL−1) were mixed with the PVA-Tyr solution prior
to the addition of Ru and SPS, after allowing the PVA-Tyr solu-
tion to reach a maximum of 37 °C. All samples were photo-
crosslinked using visible light (OmniCure® S1500, Excelitas
Technologies with a Rosco IR/UV filter 400–450 nm, 3 min,
30 mW cm−2) in an open environment. For in vitro and in ovo
studies, cylindrical moulds (h = 1 mm, ∅ = 6 mm) were used,
whereas for subcutaneous implantation studies a rectangular
mould was used (w = 7.5 mm, l = 7.5 mm, h = 1 mm).

2.4 Swelling and mass loss analysis

After crosslinking, each hydrogel (30 μL) was weighed (minitial,-

t0). For each hydrogel composition, three samples were lyophi-
lised immediately after their preparation to evaluate their
initial dry weights (mdry,t0) and the actual macromer weight
fraction. The actual macromer weight fraction was defined as
the ratio between the initial dry weight and the initial weight
(eqn (1)).

Actualmacromer fraction ¼ mdry;t0

minitial
ð1Þ

The initial dry weight of the remaining samples was deter-
mined using the actual macromer fraction of eqn (1). and the
individual initial weight of each hydrogel. To determine the
mass loss, samples were allowed to swell in PBS at 37 °C.
Swollen hydrogels were collected and the wet weight was
recorded (mswollen). Following lyophilization, the freeze-dried
weight (mdry) was used to calculate the mass loss and mass
swelling ratio (q) according to eqn (2)–(4):

mdry;t0 ¼ minitial � actual macromer fraction ð2Þ

Mass loss ¼ mdry;t0 �mdry

mdry;t0
� 100 ð3Þ

q ¼ mswollen

mdry
ð4Þ

The sol fraction was defined as the percent of macromers
that were not cross-linked into the hydrogel network, and it
was determined as the mass loss after equilibrium swelling
(after 24 h).

2.5 Cell attachment and morphology analysis

Hydrogels with increasing concentration of gelatin and VEGF
were prepared as described in 2.3 and transferred to a 96 well-
plate. HUVECs were cultured in vascular Basal Media sup-
plemented with endothelial Cell Growth Kit-VEGF (ATCC).
Upon reaching passage 3 to 4, cells were trypsinized and
seeded on the hydrogels at a density of 10 000 cells per hydro-
gel. After 6 h, hydrogels were washed two times with PBS and
fixed using 4% w/v formaldehyde for 1 h at room temperature.
Samples were permeabilized with 0.25% Triton-X for 30 min.
To visualize actin filaments, samples were stained with phal-
loidin–tetramethylrhodamine B isothiocyanate (TRITC 1 : 250)
for 1 h at room temperature. After washing twice with PBS,
nuclei were stained with 4′,6-diamidino-2-phenylindole (DAPI

1 : 1000) for 15 min at room temperature. Constructs were visu-
alized with Zeiss Axioimager Z1 fluorescence microscope. Four
images per samples (four samples per condition) were used to
quantify cell attachment. Cell circularity was defined with
ImageJ using the equation below:

Circularity ¼ 4π� Area
Perimeter2

ð5Þ

2.6 Release profile of bioactive molecules

Samples incorporating 1 wt% gelatin or 100 ng mL−1 VEGF
were prepared as described in 2.3. Retention of the bioactive
molecules was calculated as the percentage of the gelatin or
VEGF retained in the hydrogel 24 h after preparation, following
incubation in PBS at 37 °C. PBS (0.5 mL) was collected and
refreshed at each timepoint until all samples had fully
degraded. The cumulative release was defined as the sum of
the released macromolecules at each time point, relative to the
release achieved after complete degradation of the samples
(100% release). Gelatin release was assessed using the Pierce
BCA protein assay kit (ThermoFisher Scientific) according to
manufacturer’s instructions. Known concentrations of gelatin
were used to create a standard curve. Absorbance was
measured at 562 nm. VEGF release was assessed by ELISA
(R&D Systems), according to manufacturer’s instructions.
Known concentrations of VEGF were used to create a standard
curve. Absorbance was measured at 450 nm (correction at
570 nm). Supernatant collected from plain PVA-Tyr hydrogels
was used as a control for both assays.

2.7 Chorioallantoic membrane (CAM) assay

CAM assay experimental protocols were approved by the
University of New South Wales Animal Care and Ethics
Committee (ACEC 18/16A). All surgical procedures were per-
formed under aseptic conditions as previously described.43

Fertilized eggs were cleaned on embryonic day 1 (E1) with 80%
ethanol and incubated in a poultry incubator (Multiquip,
Australia) at 37.5 °C with 40–50% humidity. The eggs were
rotated every 5 h for the first 3 days. On E4, 3–4 mL of
albumen was aspirated with a 19G needle, to detach the CAM
from the eggshell and create an air sac directly over the CAM.
A 1 cm2 circular window was opened on the eggshell above the
air sac using scissors and sealed with Aquafilm transparent
dressing (Livingstone Laboratory Supplies, Australia) to
prevent dehydration and possible infections. At E8, the
window was reopened and a single 9 mm inner diameter sili-
cone ring was placed on top of the CAM in each egg. 100 µL of
each sample (n = 10 per condition) was pipetted into the sili-
cone ring and the window was resealed prior to eggs being
returned to the incubator. Samples tested included PBS (nega-
tive control), PVA-Tyr, PVA-Tyr supplemented with 1 wt%
gelatin, PVA-Tyr supplemented with VEGF (final concentration
100 ng mL−1) and the same concentration of unbound VEGF
as positive control. Hydrogels were degraded in a total of 1 mL
sterile PBS at 37 °C. The degradation products were collected
at multiple timepoints as describes in section 2.6, pooled
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together and the total degradation product was used for the
assay. At E12, the CAM membrane was excised and the area
inside the silicone ring was imaged using a dissecting micro-
scope at 2.5× magnification (Leica M80, Germany). Blood
vessel density was quantified from each captured image using
an image processing method implemented in the Matlab
language (R2017b, Mathworks, USA). Briefly, raw images were
decomposed into the red, green, and blue channels. The red
channel was zeroed, and contrast stretching was performed on
the green and blue channels individually such that the bottom
1% and the top 1% of all pixel values were mapped to between
0 and 1, respectively. The resulting image was converted to
grayscale by eliminating the hue and saturation information
while retaining the luminance. Finally, a median filter (3 × 3
pixel kernel) was applied to the resulting image, followed by
contrast stretching, resulting in the pre-processed image. A
minimum (Smin) and maximum (Smax) feature size in pixels
were input by the user. For each feature size between Smin
and Smax, in steps of two pixels, morphological bottom-hat fil-
tering was applied to the pre-processed image with a disk-
shaped structuring element and a radius equal to the feature
size. A threshold, determined using the Otsu method,44 was
applied to the resulting image, producing a logical image
where the pixel value at each location is true if that pixel
belonged to a feature that is the same size as the current
feature size, or false otherwise. Finally, a logical OR operation
was applied to the logical images for each feature size to gene-
rate the final logical image in which a pixel with a value of
true represents the positive identification of a blood vessel.
The number of true pixels in the final logical image represents
the extent of vascularization and is presented as fold-change
relative to the negative control (PBS). The number of blood
vessel branch points was manually counted using ImageJ.

2.8 Subcutaneous implantation

Animal experiments were performed with the approval of the
University of Otago Animal Ethics Committee (AUP 21–24 and
AUP 21–152) and in accordance with the Animal Welfare Act
and the ARRIVE guidelines.45 10–12 weeks old female Balb/c
mice were housed in groups (3–4 mice per cage) in individually
ventilated cages at the Christchurch Animal Research Area
(CARA) of the University of Otago. Animals received standard
food pellets and water ad libitum, under climate-controlled
conditions (≈22 °C; 12 hours light/12 hours darkness). Prior to
surgery, mice received a dose of Temgesic subcutaneously
(0.1 mg per kg body weight) and a local injection of lidocaine
(4 mg per kg body weight). Subcutaneous pockets were created
aseptically under general anaesthesia (2–3.5% isoflurane in
oxygen) from 8 mm dorsal incisions and blunt dissection as
previously described.46 In each pocket, one casted hydrogel (w
= 7.5 mm, l = 7.5 mm, h = 1 mm) composed of 5 wt% PVA-Tyr
with or without 1 wt% gelatin or 10 μg mL−1 VEGF and 0.5/
5 mM Ru/SPS was implanted. A maximum of 4 pockets were
created per mouse. The skin was closed with Mono Q resorb-
able 5–0 sutures. As pain relief treatment, mice received one
additional Temgesic injection subcutaneously (0.1 mg per kg

bodyweight) 4–6 h post-surgery and a single subcutaneous
injection of Carprofen (5 mg per kg of body weight) for the fol-
lowing 2 days. Mice were euthanized with an intraperitoneal
overdose of barbiturates (phenobarbital; 100 mg per kg body
weight) 1 or 3 weeks post-surgery (n = 7 for each timepoint).
Implants were retrieved and fixed in 4% w/v formaldehyde.

To visualize perfusable blood vessels in the euthanized
mice a lateral incision was made through the integument and
abdominal wall, and the diaphragm was cut along the entire
length of the rib cage to expose the pleural cavity. The rib cage
was cut, the sternum was lifted away to expose the heart, and a
cardiac puncture was performed as previously described.47

Specifically, a 23G catheter was inserted into the left ventricle,
while an incision was made in the right atrium to create an
outlet for blood (exsanguination) and the solutions were per-
fused in the circulatory system. Heparinised PBS (20 U mL−1),
followed by 10% neutral buffered formalin, was perfused using
a peristaltic pump at 5 mL min−1 for 2 min. After fixation,
5 mL of radiopaque contrast agent (Microfill MV-122, Flow
Tech) was prepared and perfused as per manufacturer instruc-
tions, and the compound was polymerised O/N at 4 °C.
Following Microfill polymerisation, grafts were explanted and
post-fixed in 10% neutral buffered formalin for 24 h. To
measure the volume of perfused vessels within each graft, the
surrounding tissue was removed and the implants were
scanned individually using Skyscan 1172 micro-CT (Bruker,
Kontich, Belgium) (n = 2 per group). Hydrogel volumes were
manually drawn and segmented with a global threshold. The
vessel volume was measured using image processing software
3D slicer and expressed as a percentage of the total hydrogel
volume. Three-dimensional reconstructions of the grafts with
blood vessels were based on the micro-CT data and created
using Meshlab.

2.9 Histological immunohistochemical analysis

Tissue structure, integration and remodelling was investigated
via histological analysis. Samples were sequentially rinsed in
PBS with 0.3 M glycine, PBS and embedded in a tissue freeze
medium (Leica Biosystems, Germany). Tissue was cryosec-
tioned to 10 µm using a Leica Biosystems cryostat microtome
(CM1860). Sections were stained with H&E (Richard-Allen
Scientific) and Masson’s Trichrome following manufacturer’s
instructions (Abcam, Connective Tissue Stain, ab150686). For
CD31 (ab281583) and vimentin (5741S) staining, endogenous
peroxidase activity was blocked by incubating the samples in
0.3% H2O2 for 10 min. Non-specific blocking was performed
incubating the samples with 5% BSA-PBS for 30 min at room
temperature. Primary antibodies were incubated O/N at 4 °C,
with a final dilution of 1 : 2000 and 1 : 200 for the CD31 and
vimentin antibody, respectively. Samples were then incubated
with an HRP-conjugated secondary antibody (ab205718)
diluted in 5% BSA for 1 h at room temperature (1 : 5000).
Isotypes were used as negative controls at concentrations
matching with those of the primary antibodies (Fig. S1†).
Slides were visualised by DAB oxidation and nuclei were coun-
terstained with haematoxylin. Slides were washed, dehydrated
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in graded ethanol (70–100% EtOH) and mounted in DPX.
Slides were imaged at 20× using an Aperio CS2 Slide scanner.

Cell infiltration was evaluated in the entire graft at two
different depths, approximately 250 µm apart. Two sections of
the whole constructs were used per depth for each sample,
thus cell infiltration was evaluated on a total of 28 sections per
group (total cell infiltration). Additionally, cell infiltration in
the inner part of the construct was evaluated by excluding the
cells present in the first 150 µm of the hydrogel closer to the
border (cell infiltration in the center). Cell numbers were cal-
culate using QuPath48 and normalized to the construct surface
area (mm2) to compare cell densities.

CD31 positive staining was quantified using Adobe
Photoshop C6. A range of pixels defining the positive DAB
staining was selected and applied to all the samples. The
number of pixels for each area was quantified via the function
“recording measurement” and expressed as a percentage of
the ROI. For the samples analysed 1 week post-implantation,
the ROI was represented by an area of 50 µm surrounding the
implanted constructs (i.e. recruited vessels). For the samples
analysed 3 weeks post-implantation, the ROI was the entire
hydrogel construct. Vessels size was defined by manually
tracing out the perimeter of all the blood vessels (determined
by the presence of an obvious lumen, red blood cells and
CD31 positive staining) present in each image using ImageJ.

2.10 Statistical analysis

All in vitro experiments were performed in triplicate and
repeated three times to account for experiment variability.
Data are expressed as mean ± standard error of the mean.
Using GraphPad Prism7 (GraphPad Prism 7, San Diego, CA,
USA), groups of data were compared by one-way ANOVA with
Tukey post-hoc test, when normality assumption was met, or by

Kruskal–Wallis test followed by a Dunn’s post hoc test, when
normality assumption was not met. For the frequency of
vessels infiltrating in the hydrogels, the area under the curve
of samples between groups was compared. The presence of
outliers was checked (ROUT method, Q = 1%). Differences
were considered to be statistically significant at p < 0.05.

3. Results and discussion
3.1 Characterization of gelatin and VEGF influence on
PVA-Tyr hydrogels properties

While biofunctionalizing synthetic hydrogels may provide
enhanced cellular interactions, the presence of biological
molecules can introduce a discrepancy in macromer molecular
weight distribution, structure and charge, which can negatively
impact the crosslinking reaction. To assess whether covalent
incorporation of gelatin and VEGF into PVA-Tyr hydrogels
altered the resulting physico-chemical properties, the effect of
incorporating a range of gelatin (0.01–5 wt%) and VEGF
(0.01–10 µg mL−1) concentrations into PVA-Tyr hydrogels was
systematically investigated. No statistical differences were
observed in swelling ratio and sol fraction with ≤1 wt% gelatin
(Fig. 2A and B). When 5 wt% gelatin was incorporated, signifi-
cant changes in hydrogel physical properties were observed,
with swelling ratio increasing from 18.1 ± 0.49 (unmodified
PVA-Tyr) to 29.94 ± 1.1 and the sol fraction increasing from
22% ± 2.22 to 40.46% ± 2.1, respectively. Furthermore, the
degradation profile was greatly affected, as the hydrogel con-
taining 5 wt% of gelatin was fully degraded within 3 days, a
significantly shorter timeframe compared to the 14 ± 2 days
required for all the other groups (Fig. 2C). These results are
in-line with those previously obtained by Lim et al., where

Fig. 2 Effect of bioactive molecule incorporation on hydrogel physical properties. Overview of the changes in swelling ratio (A and D), sol faction (B
and E) and degradation rate (C and F) of 5 wt% PVA-Tyr hydrogels crosslinked with 0.5/5mM Ru/SPS when increasing concentrations of gelatin or
VEGF were incorporated into the polymer network. *** p < 0.001. # significantly different from all other groups.
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the incorporation of <1 wt% gelatin did not affect the
physico-chemical properties of 20 wt% PVA-Tyr hydrogels
crosslinked with the same Ru/SPS photoinitiator system.17

While for the current study a complete degradation of the
hydrogel is not desirable, as it will result in the burst release
of the bioactive molecule, these results highlight the poten-
tial of exploiting gelatin incorporation as a tool to tailor
PVA-Tyr network properties. Specifically, combining different
PVA macromer, photoinitiators and gelatin concentrations
allowed fine tuning of the hydrogel physical characteristics,
which could be adapted according to the required
application.17,41,42

Incorporation of VEGF ≤10 μg ml−1 did not affect PVA-Tyr
hydrogels properties (Fig. 2D–F). There were no significant
differences observed in sol fraction, swelling ratio and degra-
dation profile in all PVA-Tyr-VEGF hydrogels evaluated
(Fig. 2D–F). Atienza-Roca et al. have previously shown similar
results when different unmodified GFs (VEGF, basic fibroblast
growth factor -bFGF and brain-derived neurotrophic factor-
BDNF) were incorporated into a comparable PVA-Tyr delivery
platform, although the concentration range of GFs used were
much narrower (25–100 ng mL−1).41 Here, the feasibility of bio-
functionalizing the hydrogels with ≤10 μg mL−1 of VEGF was
demonstrated (100× more than previous studies) without
impacting the physico-chemical properties of the PVA-Tyr
hydrogels, confirming the high tunability and versatility of this
system.

3.2 In vitro evaluation of cell interactions with the
biofunctionalized hydrogels

There is an overwhelming amount of evidence demonstrating
that gelatin (from 0.0002 to 20%) enhances the attachment of
different cell types including endothelial cells, fibroblasts,
smooth muscle cells and mesenchymal stem cells to 3D
scaffolds.12,15–17,49–52 However, there are conflicting results
regarding the influence of VEGF on endothelial cell
adhesion.53,54 For instance, Monchaux et al. demonstrated that
the immobilization of VEGF alone was not sufficient to induce
attachment of HUVECs on a low-fouling carboxy-methyl-
dextran layer, but it enhanced cell adhesion when co-immobi-
lized with RGD sequences.53 In contrast, a more recent study
by Saotome et al. showed that the fabrication of hydrogels with
transgenic silk-VEGF fusion proteins promoted HUVEC attach-
ment and proliferation compared to the unmodified silk.54

The use of hydrogel systems with different physico-chemical
properties, immobilization strategies and VEGF isoforms may
explain these discrepancies. Thus, to tailor the concentration
of bioactive molecules required to enhance biofunctionality of
PVA-Tyr hydrogels, here we evaluated the influence of increas-
ing concentrations of gelatin (0.01–5 wt%) and VEGF
(0.01–10 µg mL−1) on cell adhesion and morphology.
Endothelial cells were selected as a model, as recruitment of
the host vasculature is crucial when developing platforms for
TERM applications.

In-line with previous reports, the bioinert nature of PVA due
to the lack of cell adhesion motifs limited endothelial cell

attachment (6 ± 0.8 cells per FOV) and prevented cell spreading
on the hydrogel surface.12,17,51,52 The incorporation of increas-
ing gelatin concentrations led to an increase in HUVEC attach-
ment, where significant differences in cell adhesion were
already evident at 0.1 wt% gelatin (34.7 ± 4.8 cells per FOV).
Interestingly, increasing gelatin concentration from 1 to 5 wt%
did not result in any further improvement in cell attachment
(63.8 ± 9.4 cells per FOV and 67.9 ± 8 cells per FOV, respect-
ively) (Fig. 3A and C). Nevertheless, significant differences
were evident in cell morphology, as endothelial cells were
elongating and forming cell–cell interactions at a faster rate
when 1 and 5 wt% gelatin were present (Fig. 3D). This is con-
sistent with reports by Lim et al., where gelatin incorporation
in PVA-Tyr polymer networks crosslinked with the Ru/SPS
photoinitiating system enhanced L929 fibroblast attachment
and spreading.17 In that study, the incorporation of as little as
0.01% of gelatin markedly increased the bioactivity of the
hydrogels, already reaching 60% of the maximum efficiency
achieved in the study.17 Similarly, Zhang et al. also demon-
strated that 0.0128% of gelatin incorporation in physically
crosslinked PVA hydrogels significantly promoted NIH3T3
fibroblasts attachment and spreading, reducing cell circular-
ity.15 Differences in the concentration of gelatin required to
induce a significant biological effect might be due to the
intrinsic differences in adhesion molecule affinities for ECM
binding sites between cell types.53,55–57 Consistent with our
results, other studies indicated that higher percentages of
gelatin are required in order to promote HUVEC
spreading.51,58 For instance, 1.5–4 wt% of gelatin was included
in a chitosan-based scaffold in order to promote HUVECs
spreading over time.58 Thus, the optimal concentration of
incorporated bioactive molecules should be customized
according to the targeted cell type.

The presence of VEGF concentrations between 0.1 and
10 µg mL−1 also enhanced cell adhesion, although to a lesser
extent (5× less) compared to 1–5 wt% gelatin (Fig. 3B and E).
The lower impact of VEGF on HUVEC attachment and morpho-
logical changes can be explained by the difference in adhesive
motifs present on the two bioactive molecules. Gelatin con-
tains RGD motifs, which are recognized by αvβ3 and α5β1
integrins present on the endothelial cells and promote their
attachment.53,59 VEGF, on the other hand, does not possess
such motifs. Nevertheless, integrins including αvβ3 and α9β1
can also directly bind to the 165 isoform of VEGF-A, which has
been used in this study.60,61 Additionally, an extensive cross-
talk exists between VEGF receptor-2 (VEGFR-2) pathway, which
is activated via the interaction with VEGF-A, and integrin αvβ3
pathway, potentially enhancing VEGF-mediated endothelial
cell attachment.62,63 Interestingly, no change in cell circularity
was observed at any of the considered VEGF concentrations
(Fig. 3F). Similar results were achieved by Traub et al. when
comparing HUVEC attachment on 2D surfaces either coated
with a cell adhesive domain from fibronectin, VEGF or a com-
bination of the two. Higher attachment was observed in the
presence of the fibronectin compared to VEGF. Furthermore,
HUVEC spreading was observed only when fibronectin’s
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adhesion motif was present alone or in combination with the
pro-angiogenic GF.62

Considering the capability of retaining the physico-chemi-
cal properties of the hydrogel while enhancing the interactions
with endothelial cells in vitro, gelatin was incorporated at
1 wt% into PVA-Tyr hydrogels (PVA-Tyr GT) for subsequent
experiments. For VEGF-functionalized hydrogels, the concen-
tration incorporated into the PVA-Tyr hydrogels was selected
based on the optimal range required for the subsequent
experiments (PVA-Tyr VEGF), at either 100 ng mL−1 (CAM
assay) or 10 µg mL−1 (subcutaneous mouse model),
respectively.

3.3 Bioactive molecules incorporation, release and
angiogenic potential in ovo

To understand the incorporation efficiency and release profiles
of both gelatin- and VEGF-functionalised hydrogels, longitudi-
nal studies were performed (Fig. 4A–C). In the presence of the
Ru and SPS photoinitiating system, covalent-incorporation of
both gelatin and VEGF into PVA-Tyr hydrogels was successfully
achieved, with an initial retention of ∼70%, and both mole-

cules showing comparable release profiles (Fig. 4A–C). This is
particularly interesting, considering that VEGF and gelatin
contain a different percentage of tyrosines (∼2.5% and ∼0.5%,
respectively).64,65 Nevertheless, the 3D protein structural con-
formation also affects the availability of such moieties. Thus, it
is possible that only a fraction of the tyrosine groups was avail-
able for crosslinking. The molecular weight (38.6 kDa for
VEGF and up to 400 kDa for gelatin) and hydrodynamic radius
of the macromolecules may have also influenced the initial
retention within the polymer network and release.66,67 Finally,
as the incorporation of these bioactive components did not
influence the physico-chemical properties of the hydrogels, it
is likely that the release of both bioactive molecules, is mainly
dependent on the degradation of the PVA-Tyr network. This
offers the possibility for tailoring gelatin and GF release pro-
files by regulating the degradation rate of the PVA-Tyr back-
bone, for instance by changing the degree of PVA tyramination,
or the macromer and photoinitiator concentrations.41,42

Covalent binding of GFs often requires them to be put
through chemical modification processes, which may lead to
reduction of their biological activity.21,32,33 Furthermore, since

Fig. 3 Bioactive molecule incorporation affects cell attachment and shape. Representative images of HUVECS attached to the PVA-Tyr hydrogels
with or without increasing concentrations of gelatin (A) and VEGF (B) 6 hours after seeding. Cell spreading on the hydrogels is highlighted with
white arrows. Quantification of the attached cells (C and E) and overview of average cell shape, with values equal to 1 indicating perfect circularity
and thus less cell spreading (D and F). Scalebar: 10 μm. * p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. FOV-field of view.
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it is not possible to selectively control the reaction sites on the
GFs, the immobilization process may alter the 3D protein con-
formation, potentially decreasing their bioactivity.32 Hu et al.
compared the retention of VEGF biological activity on endo-
thelial cells after covalent immobilization on a hyaluronic
acid–catechol coating via a reaction involving activated car-
boxylic acid groups or by affinity binding to a heparin-catechol
coating.21 Although the same amount of VEGF was initially
retained and the two systems displayed similar release profiles,
higher endothelial cell metabolic activity, CD31 and Von
Willebrand factor expression, and capillary formation were
observed in the group where affinity binding was employed.
This suggests that VEGF immobilization reduced its bioactiv-

ity.21 The reaction conditions for the covalent conjugation of
VEGF, such as the reaction buffer, pH and step or bulk immo-
bilization process also greatly affected GF pro-angiogenic
effects of growth factors on endothelial cells.31

In our work, we evaluated the capability of the released bio-
active molecules to induce angiogenesis in a more complex in
ovo model, comparing them with the same concentration of
unbound VEGF (positive control). The CAM assay is a well-
established model, widely used to examine the angiogenic
response to constructs for vascular TE because, being mini-
mally-invasive to the chick embryo, it represents an intermedi-
ate step in between in vitro and in vivo. Hence it is considered
a refinement model for animal research.68,69 While no

Fig. 4 Overview of bioactive molecules retention, release pattern and retention of bioactivity. Initial retention of gelatin and VEGF (A) was expressed
as a function of the total released molecules after the complete hydrogel degradation. Cumulative release profile of the bioactive molecules (B and
C) and evaluation of the retention of their bioactivity via CAM assay (D–F). Representative images of the angiogenesis induced by each experimental
group (D) and quantification of the number of branches observed (E) and vessel density relative to the PBS group (F). PBS and unbound VEGF rep-
resent the negative and positive control of the experiment, respectively. Scalebar: 500 μm. * p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.
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additional angiogenesis was induced by the pure PVA-Tyr com-
pared to the PBS control, a significant increase in vessel
branches and an overall higher blood vessel density was
observed in the PVA-Tyr GT and PVA-Tyr VEGF groups, with no
significant differences observed between them (Fig. 4D–F).
This is particularly interesting because, while the effects of
VEGF on vessel formation in the CAM assay are well-known,
this is one of the first reports indicating that 1 wt% pristine
gelatin released from PVA-Tyr hydrogels triggers an identical
response, highlighting the potential value of gelatin as a
stand-alone pro-angiogenic cue. Additionally, the branches
and the vessel density induced by the PVA-Tyr GT and PVA-Tyr
VEGF groups were comparable to the samples where the same
concentration of unbound VEGF was used as positive control,
confirming that the incorporation process did not alter their
functionality. The conjugation of the GF to a biomaterial
might have protected it from degradation, extending the GF
half-life and guaranteeing a more prolonged therapeutic
effect.32,70,71 This is in-line with our previous results, where
different growth factors (i.e. VEGF, FGF and BDNF) were able
to withstand the oxidative stress and co-polymerisation to
PVA-Tyr without losing their ability to trigger cell proliferation,
migration and vasculogenesis.41

Finally, it is important to underline that no negative effects
on angiogenesis were induced by the degradation products of
the PVA-Tyr delivery platform, as no differences we observed
compared to the PBS control. This further validates previous
observations where no cell cytotoxicity was observed for the
PVA-Tyr macromer and the concentration of Ru/SPS used for
this study.46,72,73

3.4 Hydrogel–host cells interactions in vivo

After evaluating the angiogenic potential in ovo, PVA-Tyr hydro-
gels with or without bioactive VEGF and gelatin molecules
were implanted subcutaneously in an immunocompetent
mouse model to assess cell-hydrogel interactions. Cell infiltra-
tion, biomaterial degradation and matrix synthesis were evalu-
ated after 1 and 3 weeks (Fig. 5 and 6). Based on our in vitro
results, higher number of infiltrating cells were expected in
the PVA-Tyr GT hydrogels, followed by the PVA-Tyr VEGF group
and limited cell interaction was expected within the pure
PVA-Tyr. Nevertheless, similar amounts of infiltrating cells
were observed in the three groups, with 676.9 ± 168 cells per
mm2 for the PVA-Tyr group and 527.3 ± 179 and 528.139 ±
139.8 cells per mm2 for the PVA-Tyr GT and PVA-Tyr VEGF
groups, respectively. To assess the speed and depth of cell
penetration within the hydrogel, only the cells that were at a
minimum distance of 150 μm from the hydrogel edge were
included in the count. Interestingly, the presence of molecules
that promoted cell adhesion did not influence travel depth, as
comparable numbers of cells were observed, with 383.6 ± 89.3,
202.5 ± 88.9 and 154.5 ± 65.12 cells per mm2 for the PVA-Tyr,
PVA-Tyr GT and PVA-Tyr VEGF hydrogels, respectively (Fig. 5B).
For all the groups, an increase in cellular infiltration was
observed after 3 weeks, with an average number of 5805 ± 823,
6888 ± 422 and 7288 ± 478 cells per mm2 detected within the

PVA-Tyr, PVA-Tyr GT and PVA-Tyr VEGF hydrogels, respectively
(Fig. 6B). However, more variation was observed for the pure
PVA-Tyr group, with a standard error of the mean that was
almost double compared to the other two groups (823 vs. 422
and 478). Additionally, the pure PVA-Tyr group demonstrated a
slower increase in cell infiltration between the two timepoints,
with an average increase of 8.5× compared to the 13× and
13.5× for the PVA-Tyr GT and PVA-Tyr VEGF groups. Similar to
the 1-week timepoint, no significant differences were observed
in the number of cells infiltrating into the central areas of the
constructs after 3 weeks. The presence of vimentin positive,
elongated cells at both timepoints (Fig. 5A and 6A) suggests
that at least a proportion of the cells infiltrating inside the con-
structs were fibroblasts. Their presence, together with the
initial collagen deposition observed in the Masson Trichrome
staining in all the groups, is a positive indication of the host
cells remodelling the hydrogels.

Taken together, these results suggest that, while adhesive
sequences are required to achieve PVA-Tyr and endothelial cell
interaction in vitro, this is not the case in vivo. One of the
reasons for this difference is that, upon implantation, proteins
such as fibrinogen and vitronectin are adsorbed on the surface
of the hydrogel, providing a provisional matrix with which
host cells can interact with.74,75 Additional cell infiltration
within the center of the PVA-Tyr hydrogels might have occurred
as a consequence of hydrogel degradation over time. In
addition to hydrolysis, in vivo degradation might have also
been mediated by macrophages and other immune cells
recruited at the implantation site. Specifically, the production
of reactive oxygen species from immune cells might have led
to the oxidation and degradation of the PVA polymer and of
the crosslinked network.76 Consistent with the in vitro results,
similar hydrogel sizes were observed between groups in vivo
after 1 and 3 weeks, explaining the similar cell infiltration and
new tissue deposition observed. This is interesting, as the
incorporation of ECM macromolecules or bioactive motifs
commonly results in altered degradation profiles of synthetic
hydrogels, due to the introduction of motifs susceptible to
enzymatic degradation.2,4,70,77 For instance, Lan et al. showed
that the presence of 2 mg mL−1 chondroitin sulfate and 5 wt%
of collagen type II in 5 wt% PVA hydrogels prepared with the
freeze–thaw method promoted faster degradation compared to
the non-functionalized construct in a rabbit osteochondral
defect.78 The absence of differences in our work suggests the
ability of PVA-Tyr hydrogels to protect incorporated proteins
from proteases and confirms that the hydrogel properties are
mainly dependant on the PVA-Tyr polymer network.

3.5 Angiogenesis induced by bioactive molecules in vivo

Slow blood vessel infiltration within TE constructs and the
lack a functional microvasculature connected to the host blood
supply is considered to be one of the main reasons behind TE
implant failure.8 Several strategies have been developed to
overcome this challenge, including pre-vascularization of the
engineered tissues in vitro prior to implantation to facilitate
anastomosis with the host vasculature, manipulation of
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scaffold architecture or the incorporation of pro-angiogenic
cues (e.g. VEGF) recruitment.6,8,34,79 Another interesting option
to promote vascularization is to develop smart biomaterials
with cell-instructive properties, which will guide the neo-vascu-
larization process.8 Here, we evaluated the capability of gelatin
to promote host blood vessel infiltration within an otherwise
bioinert synthetic hydrogel.

The angiogenic potential of gelatin observed in the CAM
assay was confirmed in a subcutaneous mouse model, to an
extent that was comparable to the VEGF concentration selected
for this study. After 1 week, almost 50% more CD31 positive

cells were recruited in the area surrounding the PVA-Tyr VEGF
and PVA-Tyr GT hydrogels compared to the pure PVA-Tyr
control (6.9 ± 0.44% for the PVA-Tyr VEGF and 7.02 ± 0.71% for
the PVA-Tyr GT vs. 4.92 ± 0.44% for the PVA-Tyr) (Fig. 7).
Similar differences were observed after 3 weeks, with an
average of 1.103 ± 0.1% of CD31 positive cells infiltrating
within the pure PVA-Tyr hydrogel compared to 2.52 ± 0.26%
and 2.64 ± 0.32% of the PVA-Tyr GT and PVA-Tyr VEGF groups,
respectively (Fig. 8A and B). In addition to promoting blood
vessel recruitment, it is also crucial that the vasculature
network attracted by the bioactive factors is healthy and func-

Fig. 5 Cell infiltration within the PVA-Tyr hydrogels with and without functionalization 1-week post-implantation. Representative images of the
hydrogels and infiltrating cells (A). The black dotted lines indicate the edges of the constructs whereas the grey boxes highlight the area depicted in
the higher magnification pictures in the second row (H&E). Black arrows indicate areas of infiltrating cells. Vimentin staining indicates the presence
of fibroblast-like cells. Quantitative evaluation of cell infiltration within the entire construct or excluding the border (150 μm) and hydrogel size (B).
Scale bar in the first H&E row: 500 μm. Scale bar in the second H&E row and vimentin: 100 μm.* p < 0.05.
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tional. For instance, the uncontrolled release of VEGF at supra-
physiological doses causes the growth of large, aberrant, leaky
vascular structures.26,27 To evaluate the capability of gelatin to

trigger healthy angiogenesis, blood vessel perimeter (an indi-
cator for aberrant vessels) was compared between groups. A
larger perimeter was observed in the PVA-Tyr VEGF group

Fig. 6 Cell infiltration within the PVA-Tyr hydrogels with and without functionalization 3-week post-implantation. Representative images of the
hydrogels, infiltrating cells and matrix deposition (A). The black dotted lines indicate the edges of the area of interest, with the hydrogels and the
newly formed tissue. The grey boxes highlight the area depicted in the higher magnification pictures in the second row (H&E). Vimentin staining indi-
cates the presence of fibroblast-like cells infiltrating in the constructs. Masson trichrome staining highlights the beginning of collagen deposition
within the construct (blue staining, highlighted by the yellow arrows). Quantitative evaluation of cell infiltration within the entire construct or exclud-
ing the border (150 μm) and hydrogel size (B). Scale bar in the first H&E row: 500 μm. Scale bar in the second H&E row, vimentin and Masson tri-
chrome: 100 μm.* p < 0.05.
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(53.13 ± 4.1 μm) when compared to the PVA-Tyr GT and
PVA-Tyr groups (41.41 ± 3.37 μm and 44.39 ± 3.01 μm, respect-
ively), although this difference was not significant (Fig. 8C).
This is in-line with previous studies, where the selected VEGF
concentration led to healthy angiogenesis.70,80 The average
vessel perimeter values observed in our study are also within
the same range reported in a similar experimental set up,
where blood vessel infiltration was evaluated in a porous silk-
based hydrogel after subcutaneous implantation in female
mice of comparable age.81 Furthermore, in all groups a similar
distribution in blood vessel size was observed (Fig. 8B).
Finally, Karvinen et al. highlighted that aberrant blood vessels
could not be properly perfused, as in their histological analysis
red blood cells were not present in the vessel lumen.28 In our
study we confirmed the functionality of the infiltrating vessels
histologically, by identifying red blood cells within the lumen.
Blood vessel functionality was also qualitatively confirmed by
perfusing mice vasculature with a radiopaque resin (n = 2).
The 3D reconstructions of the hydrogels indicate that perfusa-
ble vessel are present within the explanted hydrogel area, pre-
senting a trend that is consistent with the CD31 staining
results (Fig. 8C).

Few studies have reported on the potential of gelatin as a
stand-alone bioactive cue for TE applications.38,40 Dreesmann
et al. described comparable pro-angiogenic effects when evalu-
ating the vessel recruitment triggered by a 12 wt% gelatin
sponge crosslinked with a methanal-based method in a CAM

assay and a subcutaneous model.38 However, the gelatin
sponges were only compared to collagen control samples and,
therefore, it was not possible to establish whether the pro-
angiogenic effects were the result of an active function of the
gelatin sponges (i.e. cell instructive), or they were simply more
permissive compared to the collagen constructs.38 Similarly,
Mony et al. reported enhanced vascularization in a CAM assay
and in a subcutaneous diabetic mouse model when a chole-
cyst-derived scaffold was functionalized by covalently incorpor-
ating gelatin.40 In our study, a direct comparison of VEGF and
gelatin incorporated in a PVA-Tyr network in an identical
fashion was performed, validating the pro-angiogenic potential
of this molecule. We hypothesize that this effect is associated
with the extensive crosstalk existing between VEGF-R2 and
integrin αvβ3, the integrin responsible for cell interactions
with gelatin.82 Furthermore, Ma et al. recently demonstrated
that activating the focal adhesion kinase (FAK)/P38 signalling
pathway via integrin αVβ3 promotes the expression of the cel-
lular (c)-Myc. As a consequence, c-Myc increases histone acetyl-
ation levels of the VEGF promoter, ultimately promoting VEGF
expression.83 Thus, the interaction with gelatin might have
ultimately led to the activation of the same pathways as VEGF,
explaining the pro-angiogenic effects shown in the PVA-Tyr GT
group.

Exploring the potential of gelatin and ECM proteins to
mediate angiogenesis is a particularly promising approach for
promoting blood vessel recruitment for TE applications, as the

Fig. 7 Blood vessel recruitment around the PVA-Tyr hydrogels with and without functionalization 1 week post-implantation. Representative images
of the hydrogels and the tissue surrounding (A). Black arrows indicated the CD31 positive vessels. Quantitative evaluation CD31 positive cells present
within the 50 μm of tissue surrounding the hydrogel platform (B). Scale bar: 100 μm. * p < 0.05.
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utilization of these macromolecules may reduce safety con-
cerns associated with the use of VEGF. Future studies will
focus on evaluating whether gelatin functionalization will
induce sufficient recruitment of a microvascular network in
more challenging environments (i.e. ischemia or necrosis).
Interestingly, different GFs or bioactive cues could be incorpor-
ated in the gelatin-functionalized PVA-Tyr hydrogels, to trigger
tissue specific effects, offering a broad range of applications
for this platform. For instance, incorporating a combination of
bFGF and gelatin could be used to promote wound closure for
soft tissue regeneration. Additionally, the inclusion of specific
topological cues (e.g. microchannels or micro-grooves) within
the PVA-Tyr GT hydrogels by utilizing biofabrication tech-
niques such as stereolithography, digital light processing or
microfluidic systems can further enhance blood vessels recruit-

ment and provide guidance for endothelial cells migration and
microcapillary formation in specific areas of the engineered
constructs.84,85 Nevertheless, the use of different fabrication
methods and introduction of topological cues into these
hydrogels might also affect their physico-chemical properties
(swelling, degradation etc.). For this reason, these parameters
should be evaluated and optimized depending on the
intended application.

4. Conclusions

In the present study, we investigated the potential of using
gelatin to enhance the biofunctionality of PVA-Tyr synthetic
hydrogels, by promoting cell infiltration and host blood vessel

Fig. 8 Blood vessel recruitment within the hydrogels 3-week post-implantation. Representative images of the hydrogels and infiltrating blood
vessels (black arrows) (A). Quantitative evaluation CD31 positive cells and blood vessels present within the hydrogel platform, vessel perimeter and
relative frequency (B). 3D reconstruction of the perfusable blood vessels around and infiltrating the hydrogels and the relative quantification of the
volume of vessels infiltrating in the hydrogels (n = 2) (C). Scale bar: 100 μm. * p < 0.05.
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recruitment for TE applications. With our focus on vasculariza-
tion, we compared the pro-angiogenic potential of gelatin with
VEGF. Firstly, we demonstrated that a wide range of unmodi-
fied gelatin and VEGF concentrations can be covalently incor-
porated without affecting the properties of the PVA-Tyr hydro-
gel network or their bioactivity. Interestingly our findings indi-
cated that, although biofunctionalization is required to
promote endothelial cell interaction with the synthetic bioma-
terial in vitro, this is not the case in vivo, as cells were able to
infiltrate the pure PVA-Tyr hydrogels to a comparable extent of
the functionalized ones after subcutaneous implantation. This
suggests that, in vivo, the presence of additional cell reco-
gnition motifs is not as crucial for cell interactions as it is
in vitro. Nevertheless, the presence of gelatin or VEGF is essen-
tial to recruit the targeted cell type, endothelial cells, with no
differences in angiogenesis triggered by the two bioactive cues.
These results highlight the potential of using pro-angiogenic
ECM-based cues such as gelatin as alternatives to GFs for TE
applications.
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