
Photofunctionalization of Alginate Hydrogels
to Promote Adhesion and Proliferation
of Human Mesenchymal Stem Cells

Oju Jeon, PhD,1 and Eben Alsberg, PhD1,2

Photocrosslinkable biomaterials are promising for biomedical applications, as they can be injected in a minimally
invasive manner, crosslinked in situ to form hydrogels with cells and/or bioactive factors, and engineered to
provide instructive signals to transplanted and host cells. Our group has previously reported on biodegradable,
photocrosslinkable alginate (ALG) hydrogels with controlled cell adhesivity for tissue engineering. The polymer
backbone of this methacrylated ALG was covalently modified with cell adhesion ligands containing the RGD
sequence to enhance the proliferation and differentiation response of encapsulated cells. However, this approach
permits limited control over the spatial presentation of these ligands within the three-dimensional hydrogel
structure. Here we present a system that easily allows for spatial control of cell adhesion ligands within photo-
crosslinked ALG hydrogels. A cell adhesive peptide composed of the specific amino acid sequence Gly-Arg-
Gly-Asp-Ser-Pro (GRGDSP) was covalently modified with acrylate moieties. The acrylated peptide was then
covalently incorporated into bulk hydrogels by adding it to methacrylated ALG solutions with a photoinitiator,
and then photocrosslinking under long-wave ultraviolet light. The hydrogels were characterized with respect to
their swelling and degradation profiles, and the effects of the acrylated peptide on human mesenchymal stem
cell (hMSC) viability, adhesion, spreading, and proliferation were examined in vitro. hMSC adhesion and
spreading on and proliferation in this biomaterial system could be regulated by varying the concentration of cell
adhesion ligand. This new biomaterial system may be a useful platform for tissue engineering, drug delivery,
and stem cell transplantation with spatial control of cell adhesivity.

Introduction

Recently, we have developed a photocrosslinkable al-
ginate (ALG) hydrogel system with controllable me-

chanical and degradation properties.1,2 The photocrosslinked
ALG hydrogels exhibit excellent cytocompatibility, and are
promising as cell carriers for tissue engineering applications
since macromer solutions containing cells or soluble drugs
can be injected minimally invasively into the target tissue
defect, and then rapidly transformed into hydrogels in situ
by ultraviolet (UV) light. However, due to the strongly hy-
drophilic nature of ALG and resultant low serum protein
adsorption, cells are unable to interact with the material via
cell surface receptors.3,4 Therefore, we have previously co-
valently modified the photocrosslinkable ALG with the cell
adhesion ligands containing the Arg-Gly-Asp (RGD) amino
acid sequence using standard carbodiimide chemistry to
form a biodegradable, photocrosslinked ALG hydrogel with
controlled cell adhesivity.5,6 Conjugation with cell adhesion
ligands (Gly-Arg-Gly-Asp-Ser-Pro [GRGDSP]) resulted in

increased attachment and spreading of cells on the surface of
hydrogels as well as proliferation and glycosaminoglycan
production by encapsulated chondrocytes. Although the
addition of the RGD-containing ligands improved cellular
function, this process of chemical modification requires
purification steps that may induce peptide inactivation7 to
remove unwanted byproducts. In addition, peptide incor-
poration efficiency was quite low at 37.6%. Potentially more
importantly, this method is not easily adapted for spatial
control over or variation of the presentation of adhesion li-
gands within the hydrogel. Dilutions of ligand-modified
macromer solutions with unmodified macromer may be
used to change the bulk concentration of ligands in formed
hydrogels,8 but ligand spacing in these hydrogels formed
with different dilutions is not conserved or uniform. Each
time a new ligand or ligand concentration is needed,
new hydrogel macromer must be synthesized using this
approach.

Photofunctionalization of biomaterials has been exten-
sively utilized to induce desired cell–material interactions,
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and provides improved spatial control over physical and
biochemical signals in the presence of incorporated cells and
bioactive factors.9–12 A number of studies have focused on
the integration of cell adhesion proteins or peptides by
photofunctionalization of photocrosslinkable hydrogels.13–17

Specifically, acrylation of cell adhesion proteins or peptides
permitted successful incorporation throughout bulk hydro-
gels or in three-dimensional (3D) patterns with spatial con-
trol and precisely defined geometry to guide cell adhesion,
migration, proliferation, and differentiation.13,18–23

In this study, we present a biodegradable, photo-
crosslinked ALG hydrogel system with the ability to spa-
tially control the presentation of cell adhesion ligands using
acrylated GRGDSP (ACR-RGD). Solutions of methacrylated
ALG and ACR-RGD are uniformly mixed together, and
during the photopolymerization the RGD is covalently
bound to the ALG via free radical polymerization, and thus,
is chemically incorporated throughout the bulk of the hy-
drogels. The effect of ACR-RGD incorporation on the phys-
ical properties of ALG hydrogels compared to unmodified
ALG hydrogels were tested by examining differences in
elastic moduli, swelling ratios, and degradation rates over
time. The effect of ACR-RGD on human mesenchymal stem
cell (hMSC) adhesion, spreading, and proliferation in two
and three-dimensions was also investigated.

Materials and Methods

Synthesis of photocrosslinkable ALG and ACR-RGD

Low molecular weight sodium ALG (37,000 g/mol) was
prepared by irradiating Protanal� LF 20/40 (196,000 g/mol;
generous gift from FMC Biopolymer, Philadelphia, PA) at a
gamma dose of 5 Mrad. Methacrylated ALG at a theoretical
methacrylation of 15% (9.54% actual) was prepared as pre-
viously reported.1 ACR-RGD was prepared by dissolving
200 mg GRGDSP (Commonwealth Biotechnologies, Rich-
mond, VA) amino acid peptide sequence in a 10 mL buffer
solution (6.5 pH) of 195.2 mg 2-morpholinoethanesulfonic
acid (0.1 M; Sigma, St. Louis, MO) and 175.4 mg NaCl (0.3 M;
Fisher Scientific, Pittsburgh, PA) that was stored for 10 min
at - 20�C to reach *4�C. About 114.9 mg acrylic acid
N-hydroxysuccinimide ester (acrylic acid-NHS; Sigma) was
then added to the solution and the reaction was maintained
at 4�C overnight (mole ratio of GRGDSP:acrylic acid-NHS =
1:2). The solution was then poured into 100 mL acetone and
left to stand until a precipitate formed. The precipitate was
washed thrice with clean acetone and allowed to dry. Then,
the precipitate was dissolved in ultra pure deionized water
(diH2O) and filtered through a 0.22 mm sterile syringe filter.
The solution was then frozen and lyophilized. To verify the
acrylation of the GRGDSP, unmodified and ACR-RGD were
dissolved in deuterium oxide (Sigma) and placed in separate
NMR tubes. The 1H-NMR spectra of the samples were re-
corded on a Varian Unity-300 (300 MHz) NMR spectrometer
(Varian, Inc., Palo Alto, CA) using 3-(trimethylsilyl)pro-
pionic-2,2,3,3-d4 acid (Sigma) as an internal standard.

Photocrosslinking

To fabricate photocrosslinked ACR-RGD containing ALG
hydrogels (ACR-RGD-ALG) for characterization, ALG (0.2 g)
was dissolved in 9.9 mL diH2O or Dulbecco’s modified Eagle

medium (DMEM; Sigma) with 0.05% w/v photoinitiator
(Irgacure-2959; Sigma), and then 100mL of ACR-RGD (1 mg/
mL in diH2Oor DMEM with 0.05% w/v photoinitiator)
solution was added to the ALG solution. To fabricate
photocrosslinked ALG hydrogels without ACR-RGD as a
comparative group, ALG (0.2 g) was dissolved in 10 mL
diH2O or DMEM with 0.05% w/v Irgacure-2959. These so-
lutions were placed between two glass plates separated by
0.75 mm spacers and photocrosslinked with 365 nm UV light
(Model ENF-260C; Spectroline, Westbury, NY) at *1 mW/
cm2 for 10 min to form the hydrogels. Photocrosslinked hy-
drogel disks were created using a 6 mm diameter biopsy
punch and placed in the same solution with which they were
formed (i.e., diH2O or DMEM) for gross morphology, me-
chanical testing, swelling, and/or degradation studies.

Mechanical testing

The elastic moduli of the photocrosslinked ACR-RGD-
ALG or ALG hydrogels formed in DMEM were determined
by performing constant strain rate compression tests using a
Rheometrics Solid Analyzer (RSAII; Rheometrics, Inc., Pis-
cataway, NJ) equipped with a 10 N load cell. The photo-
crosslinked ACR-RGD-ALG or ALG hydrogel disks were
prepared with DMEM as described above and maintained in
DMEM at 37�C. The DMEM was replaced every week. At the
predetermined time points, swollen hydrogel disks were
punched once again to form 6 mm diameter disks, their
thickness was measured using calipers, and uniaxial, un-
confined compression tests were performed on the hydrogel
disks at room temperature using a constant strain rate of
5%/s. Elastic moduli of photocrosslinked ALG hydrogels
were determined from the slope of stress versus strain plots,
limited to the linear first 5% strain of the plots (N = 3 for each
condition).

Swelling and in vitro degradation
of ACR-RGD-ALG hydrogels

The photocrosslinked ACR-RGD-ALG or ALG hydrogel
disks were lyophilized and initial dry weights (Wi) were
measured. Dried hydrogel samples originally formed in
DMEM were immersed in 50 mL DMEM, and incubated at
37�C to reach equilibrium swelling state. The DMEM was
replaced every week. Over the course of 56 days, samples
were removed, and the swollen (Ws) hydrogel sample
weights were measured. The swelling ratio (Q) was calcu-
lated by Q = Ws/Wi (N = 3 for each condition per time point).
After weighing the swollen hydrogels, they were lyophilized
and weighed (Wd). The percent mass loss was calculated by
(Wi - Wd)/Wi · 100 (N = 3 for each condition per time point).

hMSC culture on the ACR-RGD-ALG hydrogels

The hMSCs were isolated from a bone marrow aspirate
and cultured in the Skeletal Research Center Mesenchymal
Stem Cell Facility as previously described.24 Photo-
crosslinked hydrogel disks were formed with various con-
centrations of ACR-RGD (0, 5, 10, and 20 mg ACR-RGD/g
ALG) and DMEM in 24-well tissue culture plates. hMSCs
(passage number 2) were seeded onto the hydrogels in 1 mL
DMEM containing 10% fetal bovine serum (FBS; Sigma) and
1% penicillin-streptomycin (MP Biomedicals, Inc., Solon,
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OH) at a seeding density of 104 cells/cm2 and allowed to
adhere for 4 h in a humidified incubator at 37�C with 5%
CO2. The photocrosslinked ACR-RGD-ALG or ALG hydro-
gel disks were then transferred to new 24-well plates con-
taining fresh serum containing medium. The medium was
replaced every 3 days. The viability and morphology of ad-
hered hMSCs on the photocrosslinked hydrogels disks were
examined using a Live/Dead assay comprised of fluorescein
diacetate (FDA; Sigma) and ethidium bromide (EB; Sigma)
(N = 3 for each condition per time point). FDA stains the
cytoplasm of viable cells green, while EB stains the nuclei of
nonviable cells orange-red. The staining solution was freshly
prepared by mixing 1 mL of FDA solution (1.5 mg/mL of
FDA in dimethyl sulfoxide [Research Organics, Inc., Cleve-
land, OH]) and 0.5 mL of EB solution (1 mg/mL of EB in
phosphate buffered saline [PBS, pH 7.4]) with 0.3 mL of PBS
(pH 8). At predetermined time points, 20mL of staining so-
lution was added into each well and incubated for 3–5 min at
room temperature in the dark, and then stained hydrogel-cell
constructs were imaged using fluorescence microscopy
(ECLIPSE TE 300; Nikon, Tokyo, Japan) and a digital camera
(Retiga-SRV; Qimaging, Burnaby, Canada). For nuclear
staining, samples were rinsed with PBS and fixed in 4%
paraformaldehyde in PBS for 10 min. Fixed hMSCs were
permeabilized with 0.1% Triton X-100 in PBS for 5 min,
and washed twice with PBS. One hundred microliter of 4¢,6-
diamidino-2-phenylindole (DAPI) solution (0.2 mg/mL in
PBS) was pipetted directly onto the hydrogel disks. After
30 min incubation in darkness at room temperature, samples
were washed with PBS to remove unbound DAPI. The
number of hMSC was quantified using three different fields
of fluorescent microscopic images of DAPI stained nuclei for
each disk (N = 3 for each condition per time point).

Photoencapsulation of hMSCs

hMSCs (passage number 2) were photoencapsulated in
hydrogels with various concentrations of ACR-RGD (0, 5, 10,
and 20 mg ACR-RGD/g ALG) by suspension in macromer
solution (2% w/v in DMEM) with 0.05% w/v Irgacure-2959.
The hMSC/macromer solutions (1 · 106 cells/mL) were pi-
petted (100mL) into 96-well tissue culture plates and photo-
crosslinked as described above. The hydrogel-hMSC
constructs were removed from the wells, placed in 24-well
tissue culture plates with 1 mL DMEM containing 10% FBS,
and cultured for 28 days in a humidified incubator at 37�C
with 5% CO2. The medium was replaced every 3 days. The
viability of encapsulated hMSCs in the photocrosslinked
RGD-modified ALG hydrogels was investigated using the
Live/Dead assay (N = 3 for condition per time point). At each
time point, samples were withdrawn from the serum con-
taining medium and the DNA contents (N = 6–10 for each
condition per time point) were measured as previous re-
ported.5 The DNA contents were calculated using a standard
curve prepared from Calf Thymus DNA (Invitrogen, Carls-
bad, CA) and normalized to the dry weights of the hydrogel-
hMSC constructs.

Statistical analysis

All quantitative data is expressed as mean – standard de-
viation. Statistical analysis was performed with one-way
analysis of variance with Tukey significant difference post hoc

test using Origin software (OriginLab Co., Northampton,
MA). A value of p < 0.05 was considered statistically
significant.

Results

Characterization of ACR-RGD
and photocrosslinked hydrogels

To incorporate adhesion ligands containing the RGD se-
quence into photocrosslinked ALG hydrogels during the
photopolymerization process, the NHS-activated carboxylic
acid group of acrylic acid was covalently coupled to the
amines of GRGDSP peptides to form stable amide linkages
(Fig. 1a). The 1H-NMR spectra of ACR-RGD exhibit vinyl
methylene protons (Fig. 1b, peaks labeled a, b, and b¢) that
were newly formed by the reaction with acrylic acid-NHS,
which are located at d6.3 and 5.8. The spectra demonstrate
that the GRGDSP was successfully acrylated.

FIG. 1. (a) Schematic illustration of the Gly-Arg-Gly-Asp-
Ser-Pro (GRGDSP) acrylation reaction, (b) 1H-NMR spectra
of the GRGDSP and ACR-RGD in D2O, and (c) 1H-NMR
spectra of ACR-RGD and alginate (ALG) before and after
photocrosslinking together in D2O containing photoinitiator.
(a, b’, and c explained in Results section.)
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The completeness of the photocrosslinking reaction be-
tween the methacrylated ALG and ACR-RGD was then
verified with 1H-NMR. After photocrosslinking, the peaks of
vinyl methylene (Fig. 1c, peaks labeled a) disappeared and a
newly formed methylenepeak (Fig. 1c, peak labeled b, d2.25)
appeared in the 1H-NMR spectra, which indicates the com-
plete reaction of the methacrylate groups of ALG and acry-
late groups of peptides.

Photocrosslinked ALG hydrogel disks (diameter = 6 mm)
were then formed using ALG and ACR-RGD. The gross
morphologies of the DMEM or diH2O-equilibrated ALG and
ACR-RGD-ALG hydrogel disks are exhibited in Figure 2a,
and their mean diameters were 6.93 – 0.15 mm and 7.03 – 0.12
in DMEM, and 8.27 – 0.15 mm and 8.20 – 0.10 mm in diH2O,
respectively (N = 3). While there were no significant differ-
ences in gross morphologies or size change between hydro-
gel with and without ACR-RGD after 24 h equilibration in
either solution, hydrogels were significantly larger in diH2O
than in DMEM.

Elastic moduli, swelling kinetics, and degradation
of the photocrosslinked hydrogels

To compare mechanical properties of photocrosslinked
ALG and ACR-RGD-ALG hydrogels, constant strain-rate
compression tests were performed over time on samples
incubated in DMEM. There was no significant difference in
compressive modulus between the two hydrogel groups
over the course of 14 days, while the elastic moduli of both
hydrogel groups significantly decreased (Fig. 2b). The
swelling ratio of the hydrogels was measured over time in
DMEM as it reflects changes in their physical and chemical
structures. The swelling ratio of both hydrogel conditions
significantly decreased over the course of 56 days (Fig. 2c). It

was found that there was no significant difference in swell-
ing ratio between the two hydrogel groups. The mass loss of
photocrosslinked hydrogels over time was then determined
as a measure of degradation. The mass loss of the photo-
crosslinked ALG and ACR-RGD-ALG hydrogels was similar
in DMEM (Fig. 2d). Both hydrogel conditions lost *30% of
their mass by 21 days and then exhibited almost complete
degradation by 56 days. There was also no significant dif-
ference in mass loss between the photocrosslinked ALG and
ACR-RGD-ALG hydrogels.

hMSC attachment and morphology
on the surface of ACR-RGD-ALG hydrogels

hMSCs were seeded onto the surface of photocrosslinked
ALG and ACR-RGD-ALG hydrogels to evaluate if the
varying of ACR-RGD concentration in hydrogels would af-
fect cell viability, morphology, and adhesion. The viability
and morphology of hMSCs on the photocrosslinked hydro-
gels was examined by fluorescence staining with a Live/
Dead assay at days 2 and 5 (Fig. 3a). High cell viability was
observed for all hydrogel groups at both time points. The
fluorescence photomicrographs also show most of the few
hMSCs adherent to the ALG hydrogels and ACR-RGD-ALG
hydrogels containing 5 mg ACR-RGD displayed a rounded
morphology. In contrast, many hMSCs cultured on the ACR-
RGD-ALG hydrogels containing 10 mg ACR-RGD and most
of hMSCs cultured on the ACR-RGD-ALG hydrogels con-
taining 20 mg ACR-RGD exhibited a spread morphology at
days 2 and 5.

Few hMSCs adhered to the surfaces of ALG and ACR-
RGD-ALG containing 5 mg ACR-RGD after 1 day of incu-
bation as demonstrated by DAPI nuclear staining (Fig. 3b).
In contrast, a significantly larger number of hMSCs were

FIG. 2. (a) Macroscopic
morphology of
photocrosslinked ALG and
ACR-RGD-ALG (10 mg ACR-
RGD/g alginate) hydrogel
disks after 24 h equilibration in
Dulbecco’s modified Eagle
medium (DMEM) and
deionized water. (b) Elastic
moduli in compression.
*p < 0.05 compared to Day 0
and 1 within a specific hydrogel
group. (c) Swelling ratio in
DMEM. *p < 0.05 compared to
Day 7 within a specific
hydrogel group. #p < 0.05
compared to Day 7, 14, and 28
within a specific hydrogel
group. (d) In vitro degradation
in DMEM. *p < 0.05 compared
to Day 7 within a specific
hydrogel group. #p < 0.05
compared to Day 7, 14, and 28
within a specific hydrogel
group. Values represent
mean – standard deviation
(N = 3). Color images available
online at www
.liebertpub.com/tea
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FIG. 3. (a) Fluorescence photomicrographs of live (fluorescein diacetate [FDA], green) and dead (ethidium bromide [EB],
orange-red) human mesenchymal stem cells (hMSCs) cultured on the surface of photocrosslinked ALG and ACR-RGD-ALG
hydrogels for 5 days. (b) Fluorescence photomicrographs of 4¢,6-diamidino-2-phenylindole (DAPI) positive stained hMSCs after
1, 2, and 5 days culture on the surface of photocrosslinked ALG and ACR-RGD-ALG hydrogels, and (c) quantification of
adherent cell number. The scale bars indicate 200mm and all photographs were taken at the same magnification. *p < 0.05
compared to ALG and ACR-RGD-ALG (5 mg ACR-RGD/g alginate) hydrogels at a specific time point. #p < 0.05 compared to the
ALG hydrogel at day 5. **p < 0.05 compared to ALG hydrogel at days 1 and 2. Values represent mean – standard deviation (N = 3).
Color images available online at www.liebertpub.com/tea
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present on the ACR-RGD-ALG hydrogels containing 10 and
20 mg ACR-RGD compared to the ALG hydrogel and the
ACR-RGD-ALG hydrogel containing 5 mg ACR-RGD at all
time points (Fig. 3c). While the number of adhered hMSCs on
the ALG hydrogels without adhesion ligands decreased by 5
days, ACR-RGD-ALG hydrogels supportedcell adhesivity
for 5 days.

hMSC photoencapsulation within ACR-RGD-ALG
hydrogels

hMSCs were photoencapsulated within the ALG hydro-
gels with various amounts of ACR-RGD. The viability of the
photoencapsulated hMSCs in the ALG and ACR-RGD-ALG
hydrogels was evaluated by Live/Dead assay to examine cell
survival during the photoencapsulation and in culture. High
cell viability was observed throughout all hydrogel groups at
14 and 28 days (Fig. 4a). To indirectly examine the change in
number of the hMSCs encapsulated within the hydrogels,
DNA content was measured over a period of 21 days (Fig.
4b). The DNA content of the ALG hydrogels was signifi-
cantly less compared with all ACR-RGD-ALG hydrogels at

14 days and the 10 and 20 mg ACR-RGD-ALG hydrogels at
21 days, indicating that ACR-RGD incorporation promoted
hMSC proliferation in ALG hydrogels. The DNA content
within the ACR-RGD-ALG hydrogel groups also signifi-
cantly increased over the course of 21 days. In contrast, there
was no significant increase in the DNA content of ALG hy-
drogels over time.

Discussion

Since cellular behaviors, such as adhesion, spreading, mi-
gration, proliferation, and differentiation are influenced by
the type,25 density,26 and location27 of cell adhesion ligands,
biomaterials have been modified with a variety of such li-
gands for tissue engineering applications, such as wound
healing,28 osteogenesis,29 chondrogenesis,30 adipogenesis31

and angiogenesis.32 Given that regulation of cell function in
this manner has been demonstrated to be valuable in tissue
regeneration strategies, we have developed photocrosslinked
ALG hydrogels that permit facile control over the spatial
presentation of cell adhesion ligands containing RGD peptide
sequences. The results of this study demonstrate that varying

FIG. 4. (a) Fluorescence photomicrographs of live (FDA, green) and dead (EB, orange-red) encapsulated hMSCs cultured
in vitro in the photocrosslinked ALG and ACR-RGD-ALG hydrogels after 14 and 28 days. The scale bar indicates 200 mm and
all photographs were taken at the same magnification. (b) DNA content in the hMSC/hydrogel constructs normalized to dry
weight.*p < 0.05 compared to 7 days. #p < 0.05 compared to all ACR-RGD-ALG hydrogels at 14 days. **p < 0.05 compared to
ACR-RGD-ALG (10 and 20 mg) at 21 days. Values represent mean – standard deviation (N = 6–10). Color images available
online at www.liebertpub.com/tea
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the concentration of ACR-RGD in photocrosslinked ALG
hydrogels could allow for control over hMSC adhesion,
spreading and proliferation without any significant effects on
the physical properties of the hydrogels.

Previously, we engineered ALG macromers with RGD-
containing cell adhesion ligands using carbodiimide chemis-
try to create cell adhesive ALG hydrogels after photo-
crosslinking.5 However, control over the extent of ligand
incorporation in photocrosslinked ALG hydrogels is limited
due to the nonlinear relationship between the input and final
concentrations of RGD and the low efficiency of RGD modi-
fication. In contrast, the method presented in this study re-
sulted in in situ RGD modification of ALG hydrogels with
high efficiency (*100%) through the photocrosslinking pro-
cess and provides an easy method to precisely vary the pep-
tide concentration in the resultant hydrogels by varying the
concentration of ACR-RGD in the ALG macromer solution.
Importantly, unlike chemical modification of ligands directly
to the macromer backbone, photocrosslinkable ACR-RGD
may also permit fabrication of hydrogels in situ with spatial
control of ligand presentation and therefore, cell adhesivity.
To achieve spatial control over hydrogel cell adhesivity to
regulate cell functions, the approach utilized in this study does
not require modification of multiple macromer solutions with
various ligand concentrations or dilutions with unmodified
macromer that result in nonhomogenous ligand spacing.8

To use this system to examine the effects of controlled cell
adhesivity on cellular behavior as an independent variable, it
is important to demonstrate that the adhesion ligand incor-
poration minimally alters the mechanical properties, swell-
ing ratio, and degradation rate of the hydrogels.5 Previously,
other groups have reported on systems utilizing photo-
crosslinkable RGD-containing peptides. Mann et al. devel-
oped an acrylol-poly(ethylene glycol) (PEG)-RGD for the
photopolymerizable PEG hydrogels that allowed for tailor-
able cell adhesion.16 Burdick and Anseth also introduced
photocrosslinked PEG hydrogels modified with RGD pep-
tide sequences to regulate cell behavior.23 Similarly, Park
et al. reported hyaluronic acid hydrogels photofuntionalized
with acrylated PEG-RGD created through Michael-type ad-
dition chemistry.21 However, in all of these previous studies
the macromer backbones were photofunctionalized with
RGD using multifunctional PEGs that may lead to alterations
to the hydrogel physical properties17 and expensive pro-
cesses for synthesis of chemically active PEG. In contrast, we
directly modified the RGD peptides with acrylic acid-NHS
without any expensive materials. In addition, the ALG and
ACR-RGD-ALG hydrogels exhibited similar physical prop-
erties over time. Since these properties reflect on the cross-
linked structure of the hydrogels,33 these results indicate that
ACR-RGD incorporation into ALG hydrogels does not sub-
stantially affect their macromolecular structure over time.

This biomaterials system could prove useful when com-
bined with high-throughput technologies, which have re-
cently emerged as a valuable tool, to investigate the role
of multiple different microenvironmental signals, such as
cell–extracellular matrix (ECM) interactions and soluble
growth factors, individually and in combination, on cell
function.34–37 For example, microarrays of small molecules
and peptides have been developed to miniaturize assays and
enable screening of large libraries of cell adhesion mole-
cules.35 As a result, this technology has been used to enable

high-throughput screening studies for examining cell ad-
hesivity signaling resulting from these cell–material inter-
actions using immunofluorescence assays. Alternatively,
Acharya et al. utilized a surface gradient platform with the
RGD peptide as a high-throughput system to investigate the
relationship between adhesion ligand concentration and
dendritic cell adhesion and function.37 Flaim et al. created
ECM microarrays to identify combinations of ECM mole-
cules that would synergistically enhance stem cell differen-
tiation.38 Since the acrylated peptides can easily be integrated
into photocrosslinkable biomaterial systems, a variety of
acrylated peptide types, concentrations and combinations
could potentially be used with existing high-throughput
technologies to investigate the influence of these variables on
cell behavior on or within 3D hydrogel systems. This could
be a powerful tool for understanding and optimization of
cell–materials interactions.

Conclusion

We have engineered a photocrosslinkable and bio-
degradable ALG hydrogel with easily controllable cell ad-
hesivity by incorporation of ACR-RGD. Photocrosslinked
ALG and ACR-RGD-ALG hydrogels exhibited similar me-
chanical properties, swelling ratios, and degradation rate
over time, showing that the addition of the cell adhesion
ligands does not affect hydrogel physical properties. ACR-
RGD incorporation into ALG hydrogels promoted hMSC
adhesion and spreading on the surface of the hydrogels,
whereas minimal adhesion was supported on the ALG hy-
drogels. In addition, hMSCs could be easily encapsulated
with the ACR-RGD-ALG hydrogels via suspension followed
by in situ photopolymerization in a macromer solution of
ALG and ACR-RGD, and were able to proliferate in these
hydrogels. The photocrosslinked ACR-RGD-ALG hydrogels
developed in this study may allow for simpler spatial control
over the hydrogels’ cell adhesive properties and find great
utility in understanding cell–biomaterial interactions, high-
throughput technologies and tissue engineering.
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