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Abstract

Endothelium lining luminal surface of blood vessels is the key target and barrier for vascular drug
delivery. Nanocarriers coated with antibodies or affinity peptides that bind specifically to
endothelial surface determinants provide targeted delivery of therapeutic cargoes to these cells.
Endothelial targeting consists of several phases including circulation in the bloodstream,
anchoring on the endothelial surface and, in some cases, intracellular uptake and trafficking of the
internalized materials. Dynamic parameters of the vasculature including the blood hydrodynamics
as well as surface density, accessibility, membrane mobility and clustering of target determinants
modulate these phases of the targeting, especially anchoring to endothelium. Further, such
controlled parameters of design of drug nanocarriers as affinity, surface density and epitope
specificity of targeting antibodies, carrier size and shape also modulate endothelial targeting and
resultant sub-cellular addressing. This article reviews experimental and computational approaches
for analysis of factors modulating targeting nanocarriers to the endothelial cells.
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Introduction

Targeted delivery of diagnostic and therapeutic compounds to sites of pathology is an
important medical goal. Targeting can be achieved with a variety of specifically formulated
carriers including liposomes, droplets, microbubbles, dendrimers, polimersomes, and
polymer particles, which are being developed for diverse drug delivery and diagnostic
imaging applications [1-5]. In exploitation of biochemical molecular recognition events and
receptor-ligand interactions occurring at the nano-scale that can be utilized to enhance
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localized carrier binding, coupling of carriers to molecules such as antibodies (Abs) or
affinity peptides provides targeting to specific molecules expressed on the surface of the
cells requiring a particular intervention. This approach also permits increasing the binding
specificity of delivered therapeutic agents while minimizing potential toxicity [2,6-9].

In this context, the vasculature is both highly accessible and convenient route and target for
drug delivery [10-15]. The vasculature is lined by endothelial cells, which form a thin (1-2
um thick) monolayer throughout the blood vessel lumen. This monolayer forms a unique
tissue, endothelium that regulates vascular tone, blood fluidity, and transport of cellular and
non-cellular blood components, including white blood cells [16-19]. Endothelial
dysfunction and injury play an important role in pathogenesis of a plethora of disease
conditions including the prevalent cardiovascular maladies (atherosclerosis, thrombaosis,
hypertension, ischemic disorders such as acute myocardial infarction and stroke), as well as
pulmonary (acute lung injury, pneumonia and pulmonary hypertension) and other diseases
including metabolic, diabetic and cancer pathologies. Pathological factors of the endothelial
microenvironment typical of these conditions (e.g., abnormalities of blood flow, influx of
reactive oxygen species and cytokines and activated white blood cells) pathologically alter
and damage endothelial cells [16,17,20]. Endothelial cells therefore represent important
targets for clinical intervention. However, most known therapeutic agents themselves do not
present intrinsic affinity to endothelial cells. Therefore, despite high accessibility to
circulating blood, only a minor fraction of injected drugs get to and act in the endothelium.
Suboptimal (mildly put) drug delivery represents an especially acute challenge in case of
interventions using biotherapeutics (enzymes, genetic materials), which are labile and
require specific addressing to given sub-cellular compartments: plasmalemma, vesicles,
cytosol or the nucleus. In order to achieve targeted delivery to endothelial compartments,
drugs or their carriers are conjugated with molecules having affinity to specific endothelial
determinants, providing optimal anchoring and subsequent sub-cellular delivery. Of note,
pathological endothelial alterations in many cases are manifested by surface exposure of
molecular structures that represent potential targeting entities, such as endothelial cell
adhesion molecules [20,21].

In theory, the ability of a targeted carrier to reach a specific tissue via vascular delivery
depends on both biological parameters affecting hemodynamics, blood flow and the
endothelial cell surface as well as parameters inherent to the carrier design. Parameters such
as the identity of the endothelial molecular target to which the cargo will be addressed, its
surface density, function, regulation and involvement in pathology, the affinity of the
targeting vector (e.g., antibody) providing binding of the drug carrier, its density on the
carrier surface, carrier size, and flow dynamics at the interface between the cell and the
carrier are key factors regulating targeting. Categorically, previous studies in vitro and in
vivo have addressed the impact of certain design parameters and physiological conditions on
the targeting of carriers of different composition (e.g., polystyrene vs poly(lactic-co-glycolic
acid) or PLGA) [22], size and shape (0.1-10 um, spherical vs elliptical disks) [23], and
under different shear stress levels (e.g., 1 and 5 dyne/cm?) [24]. While not exhaustive, these
experiments have indicated the similar performance of model polystyrene carriers compared
to biocompatible PLGA carriers [22], the higher specificity and efficiency of micrometer-
range elongated carriers over submicron spherical carriers [23], and that the most efficient
EC targeting occurs under shear stress of 1 dyne/cm?, representative of blood flow in
arterioles and venules [24].

These studies exemplify how quantifiable biological parameters need be evaluated, such as
the level of shear stress that carriers must withstand to stay firmly bound to endothelial cells
while exposed to blood flow, and the accessibility and degree of surface expression of the
target molecule. These may largely depend on the general and local pathophysiological state
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for a particular illness or disease [24-29]. Individualized targeted carrier features can
include their chemical composition, size, shape, affinity for the targeting molecule, and their
instillation at a particular carrier bulk concentration [3,4,22,23,30]. Selection of such
parameters is essential to effective use of drug delivery vehicles to meet the treatment or
imaging requirements for each intended clinical application.

The major contributions to our understanding targeted carrier-based drug delivery come
from testing multiple targeting parameters, each one presenting distinct features relevant to
carrier binding from the bloodstream. There has also been work performed using a single
targeting parameter (e.g., carrier size or surface antibody density) whose particular features
conform to the various factors which control carrier targeting in a broad spectrum. The
domain for such analysis includes in vitro and in vivo experimentation and in silico
computer simulation. Following an experimental logic based on quantification of
nanocarrier interactions with target cells allows identification of those dynamic factors
which control nanocarrier binding to vascular endothelium. For instance, a molecular target
can be expressed on the cell surface both under a normal physiological status (naive or
quiescent endothelial cells) and during pathology (activated endothelium), allowing it to
serve as a prospect for targeted drug delivery in either prophylactic or therapeutic
interventions. Its structural parameters (e.g., length, flexibility and localization in the
endothelial luminal surface) may be such that the presence or absence of the cell glycocalyx
influences its accessibility to nanocarriers. It may be subject to a differential regulation (e.g.,
conformation, expression level, interaction with the cytoskeleton regulating the cell shape
and morphology) depending on the shear flow to which the target endothelial cells are
subjected, representative of different vascular beds (e.g., capillaries, venules, and arterioles)
or pathological status (disregulation of vascular tone, abnormal hematocrit, presence of
atheromatous plaques, leaky tumor vasculature, etc.). It may be capable of mobility in the
plasmalemma, e.g., clusterization and localization in specific plasma membrane domains
such as vesicular invaginations driving intracellular delivery by endocytosis of nanocarriers
within endothelial cells.

There exist significant gaps in the literature pertaining to available cell-surface expressed
molecular targets, their affinity, spatial representation on the endothelial cell surface as well
as specific nanocarrier effects such as those of exotic shape variants such as filaments or
disks, and the general lack of physiological studies that included relevant hemodynamic data
(e.g., measures of blood flow and hematocrit from which shear stress can be determined). As
a result, the discussion herein is restricted to spherical particles, well-characterized
molecular recognition targets and relevant quantitative examination of the role of carrier
affinity in targeting the endothelium, the role of hemodynamic factors in anchoring carriers
to endothelial cells and the role of glycocalyx in targeting. Given the current state of the art
in quantitative studies directed at assessing nanocarrier targeting to vascular endothelium,
there is an obvious and critical need for additional comprehensive studies involving in vitro
and in vivo biomedical aspects of delivery and binding as well as computation-based
simulation providing predictive results for high-throughput assessment to further enable
delivery optimization for future clinical application.

Carriers for targeting drugs to endothelium

Targeted delivery of drugs to endothelium holds promise to improve clinical management of
many diseases [25,30-34]. A wide range of approaches have been examined in the design
and implementation of colloid based drug carrier systems. The current focus of research in
this area has generated a broad spectrum of carriers [3,4,35-41]. However, our ability to
understand and predict biological performance in terms of both circulation time and target
specificity remains a challenge [42]. Theoretically, the clinical goals can be achieved by
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coating drug carriers with affinity ligands providing anchoring to the endothelial surface
molecules [24,28,30,43-46]. On the other hand, endothelial cells represent the first tissue
barrier encountered by circulating drugs and drug carriers en route to extravascular
therapeutic targets such as tumor cells, neurons, or cardiomyocytes. In order to facilitate
extravasation, one can try to anchor drug carriers specifically to endothelial molecules
involved in processes that transfer blood components into tissues [5,10,32,44].

Both these goals can be achieved using targeted nanocarriers, i.e., artificial containers for
drugs, coated with antibodies, affinity peptides and other ligands binding to specific
endothelial epitopes. A carrier provides high drug loading capacity, protects drugs from
inactivation by the body, protects the body against side effects of drugs en route to
therapeutic targets, optimizes drug pharmacokinetics and provides a modular platform for
targeting, capitalizing on multivalent binding numerous copies of affinity ligands to cellular
counterparts. Small-scale drug carriers (nanoparticles and microparticles with diameters of
100 nm to a few ten um) [47,48] include liposomes [49] and other lipid-based carriers such
as micelles [40,41,50], lipid emulsions and lipid-drug complexes [51], polymer-drug
conjugates [52], dendrimers [53], polymer microspheres [27,54,55], non-spherical carriers
including discoid, filamentous and more exotic geometries Cai, 2007 150/id;Discher, 2002
187/id;Geng, 2007 162/id;Simone, 2007 190/id}, and various ligand-targeted products such
as immunoconjugates [56]. Applications of drug delivery systems in experiments and
clinical medicine include: (A) circulating drug reservoir in the blood compartment; (B)
oxygen delivery systems; (C) blood-pool imaging; (D) passive targeting (i.e., targeting
pathologies with leaky vasculature such as solid tumors, inflammatory and infectious sites,
spleen, lymph nodes); and (E) active targeting (i.e. ligand coupling, antibody-mediated
targeting, folate-mediated targeting, targeting tumor vasculature and microenvironment
[57,58]).

Strategic encapsulation of therapeutic or diagnostic agents (i.e., cargoes) to be delivered
within biocompatible carriers confers protection against rapid cargo degradation in the
bloodstream and permit its controlled release [15,52,59-61]. The additional coupling of such
carriers to targeting ligands enables the biological recognition of cell-surface expressed
elements necessary for specific, effective targeted drug delivery [10-14,29,62,63]. A variety
of carriers having different structures allow encapsulation and controlled release of diverse
drugs and imaging probes, surface properties, charge, elasticity and life time in circulation.
In order to be useful for intravascular delivery without danger of entrapment in the small
vessels (the diameter of capillaries is ~5 micron), carriers must be submicron in size in at
least in one dimension. Coating particles with highly hydrophilic polymers such as
polyethylene glycol (PEG) improves carrier solubility, circulation profile and longevity in
the bloodstream, as well as reduces immune reactions to the carriers and their cargoes.
Furthermore, several types of non-spherical carriers including discs [23] and flexible
filomicelles [50] demonstrate superior circulation profiles due to alignment with flow
guiding them to avoid excessive collisions with blood and vascular cells.

Considerable attention has been devoted to defining the binding chemistry for attaching
ligands such as antibodies, peptides, and other molecules onto the surface of nanocarriers.
Generally, the surface density of a specific ligand on carriers is a controllable manufacturing
parameter. Torchilin et al. [46] described a procedure for coupling ligands to polyethylene
glycol chains incorporated in liposomes and providing an additional sterical freedom for
antibody to interact with target epitopes. The simplest mode of attachment of affinity ligands
(e.g., antibodies for specific receptors) involve straightforward incubation to uniformly coat
the carrier [64]. From a hydrodynamics perspective, the two modes of attaching the ligands
are expected to result in vastly different adhesion mechanics because of the stark difference
in the size of the lubrication layer when the carrier is close to the cell surface. Systematic
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experimental studies of the role of a flexible spacer remain to be reported. It is also possible
that the complex dynamical response of the endothelial surface layer attenuates this contrast
[65], but further experimental confirmation must be performed. This will integrate further
with the study of other controllable manufacturing parameters including the specific material
used to produce the carrier shell (phospholipids, synthetic polymer lipids) and the ideal
carrier size, which may warrant different targeting approaches for optimal responses.

Quantification of individual factors such as binding affinity, effects of shear stress, bulk
concentration and other indices controlling their binding are as yet indeterminate. Therefore,
while such design parameters including geometry, flexibility and stealth characteristics do in
part dictate how effectively carriers reach and anchor on the target endothelial molecules,
these factors as yet escape formal definition as dynamic factors controlling nanocarrier
targeting. The use of unreasonably high quantities of the carrier can lead to problems of
carrier toxicity, metabolism and elimination, or biodegradability. Drug potency can be an
issue for very large therapeutic molecules such as proteins, particularly if small carrier
diameters are desirable for reasons of biodistribution. Drug solubility can be an important
consideration in liposomal systems: hydrophilic drugs can be readily entrapped within the
liposome aqueous interior, but neutral hydrophobic drugs or those with intermediate
solubilities tend to be rapidly released in the presence of plasma proteins or cell membranes
[42]. Hence there is a need to optimize targeting efficiency, specificity, and circulation times
of nanocarriers.

We focus particularly on endothelial targets under physiological status (quiescent cells) and
during pathology (activated endothelium), which serve as a model for targeted drug delivery
in prophylactic vs. therapeutic interventions (Figure 1). Structural parameters (e.g., length
and localization in the endothelial luminal surface) and presence or absence of the cell
glycocalyx affect accessibility of nanocarriers to the cell surface. Additional layers of
differential regulation (e.g., conformation, expression level, interaction with the
cytoskeleton regulating the cell shape and morphology) are important in optimizing delivery
systems depending on the shear flow to which the target endothelial cells are subjected,
representative of different vascular beds (e.g., capillaries, venules, and arterioles) or
pathological status (vasodilation or vasoconstriction, hematocrit, presence of atheroma
plaques, leaky tumor vasculature, etc). Subsequent to binding and arrest, the mobility of
targets in the plasmalemma, localization in vesicular invaginations driving intracellular
delivery by endocytosis, also impact targeting efficacy.

Optimizing Binding Affinity

The tunable design parameters (namely, size, shape, type, method of functionalization etc.)
involved in the synthesis of functionalized nanocarriers necessitates a multi-parameter
optimization for achieving efficacious targeting in drug delivery applications [48]. Rational
design of functionalized nanocarriers faces many challenges owing to the complexities of
molecular and geometric parameters surrounding receptor-ligand interactions and
nanocarriers [23,37,38,54,66,67], lack of accurate characterization of hydrodynamic,
physico-chemical barriers for nanocarriers uptake/arrest [68—72], nanoparticle-cell
membrane force interactions and their influence on particle trafficking [73], and uncertainty
in targeting environment in vivo [42,68,74]. Among the factors impacting the design of
nanocarriers and therapeutic agents are: (1) binding affinity [22,75]; (2) multivalency or the
average number of receptor-ligand bonds per bound nanocarriers [75-79]; (3) in vivo
targeting, measured as percentage of injected dose accumulated after intravenous injection
[22,55,80], and hemodynamics [38].
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Parameters such as the identity of the endothelial molecular target [24,32,81-83], its surface
density (Figure 1A) [36], function [14,84,85], regulation and involvement in pathology
[86,87], the affinity of the targeting vector (e.g., antibody) driving the drug carrier
[22,51,84], its density on the carrier surface (Figure 1B) [24,36], carrier size [23,54,55,61],
carrier concentration in the bloodstream [36] (Figure 1C) and flow dynamics at the interface
between the cell and the carrier [24,88,89] are key points regulating targeting.

A central objective is to establish a unified framework which will predict a priori the relative
efficacy of targeting to endothelial cells, facilitating experimental design of drug delivery
vehicles with optimal features for each particular application. Such a framework can be
developed from the input of testing experimentally multiple target determinants, each one
presenting distinct features relevant to nanocarrier binding from the bloodstream or, what is
more amenable, using a single target determinant whose particular features conform to the
various parameters which control nanocarrier targeting in a broad spectrum.

Endothelial Target Molecules

Endothelial cells express a number of molecules on their surface that can be used for
anchoring drug carriers [90,91]. These molecules are localized in specific areas or
endothelial plasmalemma. For example, in the normal adult vasculature, glycoproteins
including thrombomodulin and angiotensin-converting enzyme localize on the apical
luminal surface [56,92], platelet-endothelial adhesion molecule-1 (PECAM-1, CD31) and
VE-cadherin localize in the intercellular junctions [93], and aminopeptidase P and PV1
glycoprotein localize in endothelial caveoli [94], specific dynamic invaginations of the
plasma membrane with diameter close to 70 nm. This differential localization dictates
different accessibility to circulating carriers. Further, endothelial cells in different vascular
areas are enriched in specific determinants. For example, pulmonary capillary endothelium
contains several times more angiotensin converting enzyme and thrombomodulin on the
luminal surface than do endothelial cells present in large arteries [2,7,26]. Endothelial cells
in the cerebral vasculature and are relatively enriched in the glycoprotein transferrin receptor
[95], which is also present at high levels in hepatic cells [96].

Pathological factors including abnormal blood flow (e.g., insufficient flow under ischemia),
oxidative stress and inflammatory agents (e.g., cytokines) alter endothelial phenotype
[81,97,98]. In particular, surface density of some “normal” endothelial molecules such as
thrombomodulin and angiotensin converting enzyme are greatly reduced in pathologically
altered endothelial cells [81]. In contrast, numerous “pathological” markers are exposed at
higher levels in disease states. For example, aminopeptidase N and proteins involved in
pathological angiogenesis (VEGF-receptor, integrins) are exposed in endothelial cells in
tumor and post-ischemic vasculature [99]. Inflammation causes relatively rapid exposure of
P-selectin [100] and delayed exposure of E-selectin [101], VCAM-1 [99] and up-regulation
of ICAM-1 in endothelium [99,102] (Figure 1A); all these molecules are involved in
transmigration of circulating leukocytes in the inflammation foci.

From the drug delivery standpoint, endothelial cell adhesion molecules, either constitutive or
inducible, represent a good target for anchoring carriers of anti-inflammatory and anti-
thrombotic agents. Molecules expressed in tumors and sites of angiogenesis are excellent
targets for diagnosis and treatment of these conditions [83], whereas molecules expressed by
normal endothelium (e.g., PECAM-1) seems attractive for delivery of prophylactic
interventions.

A variety of endothelial epitopes including PECAM-1 and others are being explored as
potential molecular targets for drug delivery in a variety of disease states. In this article we
will make cursory mention of many of them. However, for purposes of focus in the context
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of understanding the dynamic factors controlling vascular targeting, we place particular
emphasis on the Intercellular Adhesion Molecule 1 (ICAM-1). ICAM-1 is a well known
endothelial determinant which can be used as a convenient and representative prototype
target for modeling a plethora of nanocarrier-assisted drug delivery parameters
[82,85,86,90,103]. Polymer carriers targeted to ICAM-1 by antibodies (anti-ICAM carriers)
bind specifically to endothelial cells in culture and in vivo [11,21,26,29,84,91,97,104-107].
Numerous studies have shown the efficacy of targeting carriers and conjugates to
endothelial ICAM-1 for a variety of applications [6,23,25,26,32,91,92,105,106,108].

ICAM-1 is an Ig-like transmembrane glycoprotein that serves as a leukocyte anchor and is
functionally involved in inflammation and thrombosis [11,109-111]. In opposition to other
endothelial determinants located in small plasmalemma invaginations or caveoli (such as
PV-1[112]) and other molecules enriched in the cell-cell border (such as PECAM-1 [93]),
ICAM-1 is expressed more diffusely in the apical luminal surface of endothelial cells
[109,110]. This feature makes ICAM-1 an easily accessible target for carriers of a wide
range of sizes (e.g., 100 nm to 1 um diameter) delivered intravascularly in vivo or applied in
cell culture studies [10,11,21,102]. In addition, ICAM-1 is expressed both in quiescent and
activated endothelial cells, and its expression is enhanced during pathology [109,110]. This
feature further adds to its utility in the study of targeted nanocarrier delivery in either
prophylactic or therapeutic settings [109,110]. For instance, anti-ICAM antibodies and anti-
ICAM protein conjugates and carriers bind specifically to endothelial cells in culture and in
vivo models, and this targeting increases with pro-inflammatory insults such as treatment
with TNFa [11,21,26,29,102,113-118]. Vascular immunotargeting of ICAM-1 has been
shown to provide delivery of imaging and therapeutic agents to endothelial cells
[11,26,29,102,113,117,118]. Anti-ICAM-targeted ultrasound contrast agents bind to
activated endothelial cells, facilitating imaging of acute cardiac transplant rejection [105].
ICAM-1-targeted isotopes detect acute inflammation sites [118]. Anti-ICAM
immunoliposomes bind to endothelial cells in vitro and in animal studies [114]). Anti-ICAM
delivers therapeutic and reporter enzymes to endothelial cells in vitro and in vivo
[11,26,102]. In addition, blocking ICAM-1 by targeted carriers attenuates inflammation, a
beneficial secondary effect [119,120].

After intravenous injection in vivo, anti-ICAM antibodies and carriers accumulate in highly
vascularized organs. Intrapulmonary binding is commonly high in this setting since the lung
i) presents the first major capillary bed encountered post intravenous injection, ii) contains
~30% of endothelium in the body, and iii) receives nearly the entirety of the cardiac venous
blood output [10,11,21,102]. Local infusions of antibodies or carriers targeted to cell
adhesion molecules have been shown to favor cardiac, cerebral and other vessel uptake
[121]. Endothelial cells efficiently internalize multivalent anti-ICAM carriers
[11,21,26,119]. Multivalency of such carriers causes ICAM-1 clustering and induces a
unique endocytic pathway, CAM-mediated endocytosis [11,21,26]. This constitutes the
bases for intracellular delivery of therapeutics via ICAM-1 targeting. For instance, delivery
of the enzyme catalase by anti-ICAM carriers confers endothelial antioxidant protection
[11,21,26,120], and ICAM-1-targeted delivery of recombinant acid sphingomyelinase
attenuates genetic sphingomyelin storage in cell models for the lysosomal disorder,
Niemann-Pick Disease [11,91]. Hence, ICAM-1 is particularly well established as a highly
suitable target useful for careful study to determine an understanding of the specific dynamic
factors controlling targeting nanocarriers to vascular endothelium.

Muro et al. reported that 100 nm diameter anti-ICAM carriers possessing ~250 antibodies/
carrier (~7000 antibodies/um?), bound with high affinity and capacity to cultured endothelial
cells (70 pM, Bpax ~300 particles/cell) [22]. As generally expected, the maximum binding
sites available to carrier-coupled antibodies was much lower than that of free antibodies, i.e.
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7.5x10% vs. 1.6x108 antibody/cell, found for ICAM-1 [22]. This is likely due to the fact that
free antibodies can potentially interact with every target molecule in the plasma membrane,
whereas only those antibodies properly oriented onto the surface of the carrier facing the cell
membrane can engage that target. Binding to endothelial cells in the case of 100 nm carrier
targeted to ICAM-1 is more than 100 times higher than that of micron anti-ICAM carriers
[29,87,113,122]. It is apparent that carrier size is an important determinant of the efficiency
of targeting. Other important variables such as antibody affinity and density on the carrier
surface, carrier concentration, and shear rate (previously uncharacterized systematically) and
endothelial cell surface structure also contribute to these differences, which must be studied
in the context of hydrodynamic effects.

Other types of high affinity nanoparticles with multivalent interactions have also been
studied recently [51,75]. Haun and Hammer [43] investigated the kinetic rate constants of
attachment and detachment of 210 nm nanocarriers as a function of receptor density, ligand
density on surface, and flow shear rate, and identified a time dependence of the detachment
rate due to multivalent binding. Ho et al. [123] studied the effect of antibody surface
coverage on equilibrium binding constants by measuring fractional coverage of bound
nanocarriers (80 nm in diameter) as a function of carrier concentrations; by fitting their
experimental data, they observed linear dependence of K, on antibody surface coverage,
leading them to conclude that the system was dominated by monovalent interactions.
Immunotargeting of liposomes to activated vascular endothelial cells has been advocated as
a strategy for site-selective delivery in the cardiovascular system by Spragg et al. [34]. A
potential molecular target for such delivery is E-selectin, an endothelial-specific cell surface
molecule expressed at sites of activation in vivo and inducible in cultured human umbilical
vein endothelial cells (HUVEC) by treatment with cytokines such as recombinant human
interleukin 1b (IL-1b). Liposomes of various types (classical, sterically stabilized, cationic,
pH-sensitive), each conjugated with murine monoclonal antibody that recognizes the
extracellular domain of E-selectin, bound selectively and specifically to IL-1b-activated
HUVEC at levels up to 275-fold higher than to unactivated HUVEC. E-selectin-targeted
immunoliposomes appeared in acidic, perinuclear vesicles 2—4 hr after binding to the cell
surface, consistent with internalization via the endosome/lysosome pathway [34]. Despite
such previous studies, a comprehensive understanding of the determinants of nanocarrier
binding to endothelial cells in vitro and in vivo is lacking, but progress has been made in
computation-based simulation.

Thermodynamic models quantifying the binding affinities of carriers to cells have been
reported [124]. Nanocarrier binding to cancer cells was recently studied where, human
epidermal growth factor receptor 2 (HER2) overexpressing cancer cells were used as the
target for anti-HER2 coated nanocarriers. The antibody conjugation density was varied and
the cellular binding was quantified using flow cytometric assay. Using this method, the
authors were able to quantify binding strength, allowing them to better understand whether
Nanocarriers were bound by monovalent or multivalent interactions. The binding data for
each formulation were fitted to Langmuir isotherms, and based on the theory presented, it
was concluded that the system studied behaved in a manner consistent with monovalent
binding [123]. Liu et al. [89] developed a computational model to calculate the absolute
binding affinities between functionalized nanocarriers and the endothelial cell surface. In
this work is presented an equilibrium model for quantifying the effect of glycocalyx in
mediating the interaction of functionalized nanocarriers with endothelial cells. In this model,
nanocarrier adhesion is governed by the interplay between three physical parameters,
namely, glycocalyx resistance, flexural rigidity of receptors, and receptor—ligand bond
stiffness. The authors demonstrated that they can quantitatively reproduce the experimental
binding affinities and provide quantitative descriptions for the multivalency in nanocarrier
binding, as well as for the degree of clustering of antigens. The study identified two
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interesting parameters: glycocalyx resistance and antigen flexural rigidity; both of which
reduce binding of nanocarriers and alter the sensitivity of the nanocarrier binding constant to
changes in temperature. The effect of antibody surface coverage of the nanocarrier on
binding simulations reveals a threshold value below which the nanocarrier binding affinities
reduce drastically and drop lower than that of single anti-ICAM-1 molecule to ICAM-1. The
computed trend describing the effect of antibody surface coverage on binding agreed
remarkably well with experimental results of in vivo targeting of the anti-ICAM-1 coated
nanocarriers to pulmonary endothelium in mice. Model results were further validated
through close agreement between computed nanocarrier rupture force distribution and
measured values in Atomic Force Microscopy experiments [89].

Hemodynamic Factors and Glycocalyx Effects on Carrier Anchoring

In general, our understanding of factors regulating carrier targeting to ICAM-1 as well as
other endothelial targets is incomplete. Anti-ICAM affinity and surface density on carriers
have been determined to a limited extent [14,24,29,36,87,107]. In many studies, only
micron-scale, and not submicron, or nano-scale, carriers have been utilized [11,29,113,122],
thus limiting our understanding of carrier size effects on vascular targeting. There are also
few studies which have conducted for quantitative analysis of carrier targeting to any
endothelial antigen, including factors that control binding of targeted carriers to endothelial
cells in static or flow-perfused endothelial cell culture [24].

Targeted carriers diffuse in fluids and, hence, collide with the endothelial cell surface. The
efficiency of this process is not sufficiently characterized, but due to size difference with
free antibodies, antibody-targeted carriers may diffuse slower, and this may affect targeting.
This effect may be offset by the greater momentum of carriers in flowing blood, which may
promote more frequent wall collisions in the vasculature. Similarly, the hydrodynamic
conditions apply forces that act to detach carriers anchored on the endothelial surface, and
these are higher than the forces imposed against free antibodies. This total force applied
depends on the shear stress, which varies from relatively low 1 dyne/cm? in capillaries to
100 dyne/cm? in large arteries. The multivalent character of antibody-targeted carriers
facilitates high affinity anchoring to endothelial cells. (see, for instance, [22]), even in the
face of large hydrodynamic forces.

When a targeted carrier approaches the endothelial surface, the fluid flow geometry consists
of a nanometer-scale gap between the carrier surface and the cell membrane surface and the
micron-sized channel in which the bulk flow occurs. This narrow gap is occupied by the
endothelial cell surface layer, or glycocalyx, which in recent years has emerged as a
structure of fundamental importance to a broad range of phenomena that determine
cardiovascular health and disease [31,33]. Compelling evidence continues to emerge
suggesting that the glycocalyx surface layer on vascular endothelial cells plays a
determining role in numerous physiological processes including inflammation,
microvascular permeability, and endothelial mechanotransduction. Previous research has
shown that enzymes degrade the glycocalyx [68], whereas inflammation causes shedding of
the layer [125]. New understanding of the functional significance of the glycocalyx has been
made possible through recently developed experimental techniques that are capable of
directly probing the glycocalyx in vivo. Damiano et al. showed that the hydrodynamically
relevant endothelial cell glycocalyx surface layer observed in microvessels, is a fundamental
determinant of the hydrodynamic and mechanical environment at the endothelial cell
surface, in vivo [31,126-129].

The gel-like endothelial glycocalyx layer, usually extends hundreds of nanometers on the
cell exterior in vivo, is an important structure affecting many cardiovascular diseases
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[31,126]. Recently a large number of studies has been devoted to the study of the
mechanical and biochemical properties of glycocalyx. It has been observed in vivo
experiments that the presence of the glycocalyx played a key role in mediating the binding
of nanocarriers to the endothelial cell surface [68]. Potter and Damiano [128,129] concluded
that the glycocalyx layer observed in vivo is nearly absent in in vitro conditions. However, it
is still unclear whether the glycocalyx layer is completely absent or partially exist in in vitro
conditions, and how will it affects the binding of nanocarriers to the endothelial cell surface.
Weinbaum et al. modeled the glycocalyx as a transport barrier, as a porous hydrodynamic
interface in the motion of red and white cells in microvessels, and as a mechanotransducer
of fluid shearing stresses to the actin cortical cytoskeleton of the endothelial cell [69].

Lipowsky et al. [68] reported on the role of glycocalyx in endothelial cell adhesion in which
the binding of fluorescently labeled microspheres (0.1 um diameter) coated with antibody to
ICAM-1 was studied in postcapillary venules. The authors noted that the carrier adhesion to
endothelial cells increased dramatically after the removal of glycocalyx infusion of the
venule with heparinase. The authors concluded that the glycocalyx serves as a barrier to
adhesion and that its shedding during natural activation of endothelial cells may be an
essential part of the inflammatory response [68]. Vink et al. [130] noted that the capillary
endothelial surface layer can selectively reduce plasma solute distribution volume
influencing the penetration of anionic molecules suggesting that multiple factors may
influence the penetration of the barrier, including molecular size, charge, and structure.
Finally, damage of the endothelial glycocalyx has been shown to decrease vascular barrier
function and lead to protein extravasation and tissue edema, loss of nutritional blood flow,
and an increase in platelet and leucocyte adhesion [31,126].

The presence of the glycocalyx [65,131] and the receptor-ligand bonds tend to alter the
nature of the flow at this length scale. The interaction between the receptor-ligand bonds and
the endothelial cell surfaces can be treated in simulation as an interaction between surfaces
coated with polymer brushes separated by a nanometer-scale channel [132-134] and
subjected to simple shear flow. Specifically, the density of macromolecular elements,
including those specific receptors participating in carrier binding, which form the glycocalyx
is comparable to the density of ligands functionalized on the microcarrier. The flow in the
glycocalyx can therefore be considered explicitly at a continuum level as a porous medium
[69,135], and the deformation of the receptor-ligand pairs then does not alter significantly
the flow in the nanometer-scale gap [134].

In the near-contact region between a nanocarrier and the endothelial cell surface, the
dynamics of adhesion are strongly influenced by the physical chemistry of receptor-ligand
interactions [136]. Single molecule force spectroscopy experiments have provided precise
characterization of the specific receptor-ligand interactions for leukocyte adhesion to the
endothelium. Hanley and co-workers [137] have shown that the characteristics of P-selectin
binding to P-selectin glycoprotein ligand-1 can be accurately described by the Bell model
[138,139]. Our own atomic force spectroscopy experiments to measure ICAM-1 and
ICAM-1 antibody mAb R65 binding confirm the applicability of a mesoscale model for
receptor-ligand interactions [89]. Since the dynamics of adhesion are strongly influenced by
the physical chemistry of receptor-ligand interactions [136], in our treatment, in the near-
contact region between the nanocarrier and the endothelial cells, receptor-ligand pairs have
been tested for bond formation in a stochastic fashion, according to their deviation length-
dependent binding Kkinetics. In addition to bond formation, we allow a pre-formed bond to
break. The length of each spring specifies the instantaneous force and torque exerted by that
bond on a volume element of the carrier, and also its probability for breakage per unit time.
This force and torque lead to translational (i.e., axial) and rotational motion of the
nanocarrier, which are counteracted by those receptor-ligand pairs that remain intact. Our
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result is to describe the kinetics of ligand-receptor (single biomolecular) bond formation and
failure, from which we can simulate the effect of antibody surface coverage on nanocarrier
binding (Figure 2). Our model suggests that the dominant effect of changing antibody
surface coverage is through a change in multivalent interactions. Shear flow and the
presence of the glycocalyx do not alter the computed threshold of antibody surface
coverage. The simulations describing the effect of antibody surface coverage on nanocarrier
binding agrees very closely with experimental results of in vivo targeting of anti-ICAM-1
coated nanocarriers to pulmonary endothelium in mice as well as to human umbilical vein
endothelial cells in culture [89].

The nanocarrier trajectory as it approaches the cell surface is important to binding. As the
carrier approaches the glycocalyx, the “near-wall” effects dominate the nanocarrier motion.
The relevant forces include non-specific (osmotic stress, glycocalyx resistance repulsion,
steric repulsion between the ligands functionalized on the carrier and the cell membrane etc)
and receptor-ligand forces, which act on specific surface elements of the carrier. These
effects can be compounded by lateral diffusion of receptors on the endothelial cell
membrane coupled with cell membrane deformation. As evidence of these events, two
recent modeling studies have explored the formation of a spatial annulus pattern of receptor-
ligand complexes in binding of 100 nm particles (carriers, viruses) to cells [89,140].
However, direct validation through super-resolution visualization experiments has not yet
been realized.

The local mechanical environment dictates certain aspects of carrier binding. As the
functionalized nanocarrier approaches the endothelial cell wall, it experiences a velocity
gradient, and non-uniform force distribution because of the localized action of receptor-
ligand bond forces tugging the carrier. Near the wall, the ligands on the nanocarrier contact
the receptors on the activated endothelium through a highly specific-binding process. This
interaction may mediate carrier-attachment to, or carrier-rolling along, the surface of the
endothelium. Without firm arrest occurring, the carrier continues to move under the
influence of the hydrodynamic force and torque exerted locally by the flow, which
influences the binding interactions between the carrier and the cell surface [24,141-143].
Flow can thus cause the breakage of the bonds and tear nanocarriers free from the cell
surface [24]. The adhesion of leukocyte mediated by selectins under flow has been
extensively studied in both experiments and numerical simulations [28,136]. A threshold
shear stress was identified for the rolling of leukocytes and recently was explained by catch-
slip arguments [144].

As a model to define factors controlling the interplay between carrier motion in the
bloodstream and its interactions with molecular targets in the endothelial wall, Calderon et
al. used 1 pm carriers coated with ICAM-1 monoclonal antibody at different surface
densities 370-4100 Ab/um? [24]. Carriers were perfused at different shear rates over resting
or activated endothelial cells, expressing minimum vs. maximum ICAM-1 levels, to
determine carrier rolling, binding and detachment. Even at 0.1 Pa and 4100 Ab/um?, carriers
attached only to activated cells (21 fold increase over resting cells), ideal for specific drug
targeting to sites of pathology. Binding was increased by raising the Ab surface density on
the carrier, and as a consequence of decreased rolling velocity. Carrier binding was stable
even under a high shear stress: carriers with 1100 and 4100 Ab/um? withstand shear stress
over 3 Pa without detaching from the cells [24].

In a different study, Calderon et al. focused on parameters such as the carrier dose and
density of targeting molecules on the carrier surface [36]. Using radioisotope tracing they
assessed the influence of these parameters on the biodistribution of model polymer carriers
targeted to ICAM-1 (125]-anti-ICAM carriers) in mice. Increasing the surface antibody
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density enhanced specific accumulation in the pulmonary vasculature (a preferential
endothelial target) with minimally reduced non-specific hepatic and splenic uptake.
Increasing the carrier dose enhanced lung accumulation and decreased liver and spleen
uptake. Regardless of the parameter varied, lung accumulation correlated positively with the
total injected dose of carrier-bound Ab. Binding to activated endothelial cells reached
saturation levels with all surface antibody densities and carrier concentrations. With
quiescent cells, carriers reached a 3-fold lower saturation level, even at high carrier
concentration and Ab density, and carriers with low Ab density did not reach saturation,
reflecting affinity below threshold [36].

Eniola et al. [27] focused on elucidating the effect of particle size along with
hemodynamics, blood rheology, and vessel size on the adhesion efficiency of targeted
polymeric spheres to inflamed endothelium in vitro via parallel plate flow chamber assays.
They found that the binding efficiency of biotinylated, multivalent sialyl Lewis* (sLeX)
carbohydrate coated spheres to the endothelium from blood flow generally increased with
increasing particle size, wall shear rate and channel height for particle sizes from 100 nm up
to 10 um. However, nano-sized particles showed minimal adhesion to the endothelium from
blood flow in small to medium-sized venules and arteries when compared to micron-sized
spheres. Overall, the data suggested that spheres 2-5 um in size are optimal for targeting the
wall in medium to large vessels relevant in several cardiovascular diseases [38].

These studies and others [89] are representative of how physical forces imposed by blood
flow and the concomitant receptor diffusion events redistribute the spatial receptor densities
as well as the local curvature of the cell membrane in response to flow, receptor-ligand
forces, and stochastic (random collisions) effects. Overall, these effects determine the
individual carrier trajectory near the endothelial membrane, including rolling and motion
arrest or detachment. For these studies, as in the case of many relevant endothelial
determinants, hydrodynamic effects of local flow conditions modulate ICAM-1 expression
and, hence, targeting can be even further complicated. Abnormal flow and pro-inflammatory
factors increase the exposure of inducible ICAM-1 in pathological areas (e.g., inflammation
foci) [17,84,97,104]. From the standpoint of dynamics of binding to a target anchor, flow
forces may facilitate (enhanced mixing and number of productive collisions with endothelial
cells) or suppress (enhanced detaching force) targeting of anti-ICAM carriers to endothelial
cells. Flow parameters may affect endothelial cell targeting due to their effect on the
endothelial cell phenotype [6,17,81,84,97,104-107,145-147]. Hydrodynamic forces can
induce endocytic signaling and increase the number of endocytic vesicles in endothelium,
which might facilitate carrier uptake and, hence, increased drug delivery [6,81,147]. On the
other hand, endothelial cells in vivo and grown under flow in culture elongate and align in
the flow direction [81,147,148]. This is helped by actin recruitment into flow-induced stress
fibers, which may inhibit its role in endocytosis and final drug delivery after binding events
have occurred [81,147,148]. Other groups, for example [23,37,54,66,142], have also
reported factors related to subsequent internalization, especially, geometric parameters (i.e.
size and shape).

Among the factors impacting targeting, geometric parameters (i.e. size and shape) have been
shown to influence the processes of binding and the subsequent internalization
[23,37,54,66,142]. With respect to non-spherical shaped carriers, the latter aspect, namely
mode of internalization, is an important factor in targeting and delivery considerations.
Phagocytosis is a principal component of the body’s innate immunity in which macrophages
internalize targets in an actin-dependent manner. Using polystyrene particles of various sizes
and shapes, Mitragotri et al studied phagocytosis by alveolar macrophages and reported a
surprising finding that particle shape, not size, plays a dominant role in phagocytosis
[37,54,66]. All shapes were capable of initiating phagocytosis in at least one orientation.

Curr Drug Metab. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2013 January 1.



1duasnuey Joyiny vd-HIN 1duasnuey Joyiny vd-HIN

1duasnuey Joyiny vd-HIN

Muzykantov et al.

Page 13

However, the local particle shape, measured by tangent angles, at the point of initial contact
dictates whether macrophages initiate phagocytosis or simply spread on particles. The local
shape determines the complexity of the actin structure that must be created to initiate
phagocytosis and allow the membrane to move over the particle. Failure to create the
required actin structure results in simple spreading and not internalization. Particle size
primarily impacts the completion of phagocytosis in cases where particle volume exceeds
the cell volume [37,54,66].

Muro et al. studied the mechanisms that regulate ICAM-1 and PECAM-1 internalization by
examining the uptake of anti-PECAM-1 and anti-ICAM-1 conjugates by endothelial cells
[149]. The authors concluded that the conjugates must be multimeric, because monomeric
anti-ICAM-1 and anti-PECAM-1 are not internalized. Moreover, newly internalized anti-
ICAM-1 and anti-PECAM-1 conjugates did not colocalize with either clathrin or caveolin,
and immunoconjugate internalization was not reduced by inhibitors of clathrin-mediated or
caveolar endocytosis, suggesting that an alternative endocytic pathway was responsible.
Amiloride and protein kinase C (PKC) inhibitors, agents known to inhibit macropinocytosis,
reduced the internalization of clustered ICAM-1 and PECAM-1. However, expression of
dominant-negative dynamin-2 constructs inhibited uptake of clustered ICAM-1. Binding of
anti-ICAM-1 conjugates stimulated the formation of actin stress fibers by human umbilical
vein endothelial cells (HUVEC). Latrunculin, radicicol and Y27632 also inhibited
internalization of clustered ICAM-1, suggesting that actin rearrangements requiring Src
kinase and Rho kinase (ROCK) were required for internalization. Interestingly, these kinases
are part of the signal transduction pathways that are activated when circulating leukocytes
engage endothelial cell adhesion molecules, suggesting the possibility that CAM-mediated
endocytosis is regulated using comparable signaling pathways [149].

Macrophages are widely distributed and strategically placed in many tissues of the body to
recognize and clear altered and senescent cells, invading particulates, as well as
macromolecular ligands via a multitude of specialized plasma membrane receptors. This
propensity of macrophages for endocytosis/phagocytosis of foreign particles has provided an
opportunity for the efficient delivery of therapeutic agents to these cells with the aid of
colloidal drug delivery systems (usually in the form of liposomes, polymeric nanospheres,
micelles, and oil-in-water emulsions), following parenteral administration. However, the
same properties make it difficult to design long-circulating NCs evading phagocytosis by
macrophages [42].

Rational approaches in the design of long-circulating particles have been derived from
following examples found in nature. For example, healthy erythrocytes evade the
macrophages of the immune system and fulfill their function of transporting oxygen with a
life span of 110 to 120 days. A multitude of physicochemical and physiological factors are
believed to control the life span of red blood cells. These include surface characteristics
(e.g., surface charge, membrane phospholipid composition, surface antigens) as well as bulk
properties (e.g., shape and their extent of deformability) Red blood cells may avoid
macrophage surveillance with the protection of a barrier of oligosaccharide groups.
Furthermore, their deformable nature allows them to bypass the human splenic filtration
process. In a different context, microbes seldom passively accept their fate at the hands of
phagocytes and have evolved ways of evading intracellular killing to survive within the cell;
one example is by escaping the phagosome, which is followed by direct entry into cytoplasm
[42].

Recently, using highly stable polymer micelle assemblies known as filomicelles Discher et

al. reported circulation of carriers up to one week after intravenous injection, which is about
ten times longer than their spherical counterparts and is more persistent than any known
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synthetic nanoparticle [39,50]. Studies on the effect of the filamentous structures on binding
affinity, signaling, and trafficking can provide a unified framework for designing long-
circulating carrier in the future. In summary, hydrodynamic forces are expected to affect
targeting of carriers in a multiplicity of ways, including interactions with the nano-scale
molecular environment of the endothelial cell surface.

Conclusion

Targeting nanocarrier binding to vascular endothelium represents a complex interplay of
physical forces, receptor-ligand molecular interactions and binding affinity, and
characteristic features of carrier composition such as shape, bulk concentration, surface
antibody density, carrier shape and size. Understanding the parametric dependencies of
carrier anchoring with the target in relation to these independent factors provides unique
opportunities for experimentation and simulation to advance the design and clinical
implementation of optimal drug targeting. For instance, intuitively one might expect that
increasing the antibody surface density and bulk concentration of carriers would implicitly
result in improved binding specificity, faster binding kinetics, and an increase in the number
of carriers capable of reaching the target cells. As a rule of thumb, enhanced vascular
targeting can be accomplished by i) decreasing carrier size from micron-sized elements to
sub-micron sized carriers, noting that decreased carrier size is accompanied by a decrease in
drug carrying capacity for targeted delivery and that there is likely a minimum size limit
beyond which targeting binding cannot be achieved,; ii) by increasing antibody surface
density, recognizing that maximal binding efficiency can occur well before maximal surface
density is achieved,; iii) by increasing bulk concentration of carriers, but this mass effect can
also defeat purposes such as limiting toxicity, which motivated vascular targeting; and iv)
selectivity of the targeting molecule, as accompanying processes such as upregulation,
internalization and cellular trafficking and recycling of various molecules from the cell
interior back to the cell surface are not uniform for various binding targets.

The existing evidence is that the true correlation between a particular targeting parameter
and the resultant vascular endothelium binding achieved greatly depends on multiple
parameters intrinsic to the biological system studied. These can include the local
hydrodynamic conditions, the level of expression of the target molecule and other features
that may vary between control and pathological conditions. The most readily available data
concerning anti-ICAM coated carriers, derived from in vitro, in vivo and in silico
experimentation and modeling remain relatively sparse. Thus, a few of the basic dynamic
factors controlling targeted carrier adhesion to vascular endothelium are well defined, but
only for the highly idealized systems of spherical particles bearing a highly characterized
molecular recognition element such as an anti-ICAM antibody. Under such constraints,
these governing factors include effects of hydrodynamic forces (e.g., shear stress), carrier
size and, to a lesser degree, bulk concentration. The results of the many studies available
may allow for utilization of carriers that minimize the amount of targeting Ab to be used or
for coupling with delivery of specific cargoes by exploiting targeting capabilities. Still,
overall there remains a strong need for more thorough parametric investigation of molecule-
specific and geometry-specific platforms in the context of designing therapeutic
interventions and diagnostic modalities based on nanocarrier targeting to healthy or diseased
vascular endothelium.
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Individually tunable parameters for nanocarrier targeting to vascular endothelium including
A) endothelial cell expression level of surface receptors, B) on surface density of antibody
on carriers and C) bulk concentration of nanocarriers
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Figure 2.
Schematic of micro- and nano-scale factors in targeted nanocarrier binding to endothelial
cells.
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