
Nanoscale

COMMUNICATION

Cite this: Nanoscale, 2023, 15, 12476

Received 9th May 2023,
Accepted 14th July 2023

DOI: 10.1039/d3nr02160b

rsc.li/nanoscale

Fluorescent imaging using novel conjugated
polymeric nanoparticles-affimer probes in
complex in vitro models of colorectal cancer†

Precious Jolugbo, ‡a Thomas Willott,‡a Wei-Hsiang Lin,b Thomas Maisey, a

Dermott O’Callaghan,c Mark A. Green, c,d David G. Jaynea and
M. Ibrahim Khot *a

We developed a carcinoembryonic antigen (CEA) conjugated

polymer nanoparticle (CPN510-CEA-Af) probe to target CEA-

expressing CRC cells in vitro. Its efficacy was evaluated in 2D and

3D cultures of LS174T, LoVo, and HT29 CRC cell lines. CPN510-

CEA-Af produced greater fluorescent signal intensity than uncon-

jugated particles in both 2D cells and 3D spheriods, indicating its

potential as a probe for image-guided colorectal cancer surgery.

Colorectal cancer (CRC) is the third most common cancer, and
fourth leading cause of cancer-related mortality worldwide,
accounting for over 900 000 deaths annually.1 Complete surgi-
cal resection is the mainstay of curative treatment for CRC.2

However, despite a complete excision of the tumour, over 24%
of patients who undergo curative surgery either develop local
recurrence or metastases.3

There has been an increasing interest in using fluo-
rescence-guided surgery for CRC to delineate between cancer-
ous and healthy tissues. Systematically administered fluoro-
phores have been used during surgery to facilitate tumour
localisation and aid complete oncological resection, whilst
reducing unnecessary damage to the surrounding healthy
tissue.4,5 To improve the biological applications of these fluo-
rescent probes, newly developed fluorescent fluorophores have
been created using a diverse range of materials such as
quantum dots, carbon dots and nanoparticles.6 In particular,
conjugated polymeric nanoparticles (CPNs) have demonstrated
significant potential in drug delivery, improved biocompatibility
and the ability to be easily functionalised.6 CPNs have many

advantages over traditional dyes, such as intense photo-
luminescence in both the visible range of light and NIR spectrum
and have been widely validated across a range of biological appli-
cations, specifically in fluorescence-based applications, such as
lateral flow assays,7 flow cytometry,8 and photothermal therapy.
In addition, they have recently been evaluated in imaging CRC
cells for tumour delineation, however targeting molecules were
not used.9 Although several fluorescent probes have been exam-
ined for their potential use in surgical procedures, only four have
been approved for clinical use to date.5 This limited selection is
frequently attributed to the rapid clearance from living systems,
poor photostability, non-specific protein binding, and non-
specific targeting exhibited by many probes. Consequently, there
is a pressing need to develop a new generation of fluorophores
that exhibit high sensitivity and specificity in distinguishing can-
cerous tissue from healthy tissue, while also maintaining its fluo-
rescent intensity and minimal toxicity.

The conjugation of a fluorophore with a targeting ligand
that selectively identifies over-expressed biomarkers in CRC
has been already been proposed.10 Various biomarkers are often
overexpressed in CRC cells, including carcinoembryonic antigen
(CEA), tumour-associated glycoprotein 72 (TAG-72), endothelial
growth factor receptor (EGFR), and folate receptor alpha (FRα).11

CEA has been shown to be overexpressed in 98.8% of CRC
tumours12 making it an attractive target for tumour localisation.
Ligands such as aptamers, peptides and antibodies are often
used as moieties for the targeted delivery of diagnostic and thera-
peutic agents.13 Antibodies are commonly used ligands that bind
to specific antigens with high target specificity and sensitivity and
have a long serum half-life.14,15 However, recent studies have
highlighted the difficulties of using antibody ligands, such as
immunogenicity, rapid clearance, poor stability, and lower than
predicted effectiveness due to batch-to-batch variability.16–20 To
overcome the antibody-based limitations, alternative targeting
ligands have been explored.21–25 Affimers are small and stable
recombinant proteins offering many advantages to conventional
monoclonal antibodies.26 Affimers are produced as a single
domain with no disulphide bridges or post-translational modifi-
cations, allowing for structural simplicity.27 They consist of small
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synthetic protein scaffolds (12–14 kDa) based on cystatins or
human steffin A, which is about one-tenth the size of a typical
antibody.25,28 They can be conjugated to fluorophores in a more
controlled and site-specific manner, improving target binding
and increased sensitivity.25

In this study, we assessed the in vitro efficacy and cyto-
toxicity of anti-CEA conjugated polymeric nanoparticles
(CPN510-CEA-Af) as fluorescent probes using 2D monoculture
and 3D multicellular spheroid CRC models.

Results and discussion

In order to assess the effectiveness of CPN510-CEA Af in identi-
fying and selectively binding to CRC cells expressing CEA,
immunofluorescence staining was performed on a subset of
cell lines (LS174T, LoVo, HT29, and EA.hy926) to evaluate the
extent of CEA expression. The cells were incubated with a
primary anti-CEA antibody, followed by a secondary antibody
conjugated with Alexa Fluor 488, and subsequently stained
with DAPI. Immunofluorescence demonstrated different levels
of fluorescence intensity in the various CRC cell lines, indicat-
ing different expression of the CEA antigen (Fig. 1). LS174T
and LoVo showed the highest CEA expression, with HT29
showing moderate/low expression. This has been confirmed in
previous studies investigating the expression of CEA in CRC
cells.29 No CEA protein expression was observed in EA.hy926
cells, suggesting that this cell line is appropriate to use as a
control for the anti-CEA Affimer.

Traditionally, fluorescent probes with maximal absorption
in the near-infrared range (NIR) offer various advantages over
shorter wavelength visible light, including greater tissue pene-
tration of light, reducing adverse haemoglobin and water
absorption and reduced autofluorescence from adjacent

tissues.30 Conjugated polymer nanoparticle were chosen for
this study as they have been developed to overcome the
inherent disadvantages of non-NIR fluorescent probes, due to
their intense brightness, physical and chemical stability and
negligible photobleaching, making them highly sensitive.31

The cytotoxicity of a commercially available conjugated
polymer nanoparticle system, emitting at 510 nm (CPN510),
was explored at different concentrations (0.1 mg ml−1, 0.05 mg
ml−1, 0.02 mg ml−1) by incubation of the particles with a range
of cells, after which cell viability was measured. As shown in
Fig. 2, no significant reduction in cell viability was observed in
all cell lines and all concentrations of CPN510. Cell viability
remained at >90%. No significant difference was found
between control and treated cell cultures (p > 0.05 at all con-
centrations). This confirmed CPN510 to be minimally cytotoxic
and biocompatible. The biocompatibility of CPN510 allowed
the nanoparticle to be used for the diagnosis and imaging of
CRC tissue, without inducing adverse cytotoxicity.

Although the CPNs are mainly organic in composition, the
materials are also magnetic due to the presence of iron oxide
in the particles which also needs to be considered. The lack of
toxicity is in line with several studies that investigated the cyto-
toxicity of iron oxide-containing nanoparticles. Marcus et al.
investigated the cytotoxicity of uncoated maghemite iron oxide
nanoparticles in rat pheochromocytoma PC12 cells and found
cell viability to exceed 90% at 0.1 mg ml−1 but reduced to 51%
at 0.25 mg ml−1 iron oxide nanoparticles.32 Several iron oxide-
based nanoparticles have been approved by the FDA for diag-
nostic use.33,34 Another study by Naqvi et al. found 95% cell
viability in murine macrophage cells (J774) incubated with
superparamagnetic iron oxide nanoparticles, decreasing to
55–66% cell viability after prolonged exposure.35

Unconjugated and CEA Affimer conjugated CPN510 were
incubated with 2D CRC monolayers and 3D multicellular CRC

Fig. 1 Immunofluorescence staining of LS174T, LoVo, HT29 and EA.hy926. Cells were incubated with primary anti-CEA antibody followed by Alexa
Fluor 488-conjugated secondary antibody (green fluorescence). Cells were also stained with DAPI (blue fluorescence). Scale bar = 50 µm; except
EA.hy926 = 20 µm. Images are representative of 3 independent experiments.
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spheroids. As demonstrated in Fig. 3, CEA Affimer conjugation
improved the uptake of CPN510 into CEA-positive CRC cells
(LS174T, LoVo and HT29) as compared to unconjugated
CPN510. No difference in fluorescence was found between
CPN510-CEA-Af and unconjugated CPN510 treated EA.hy926
cells. These findings were replicated in 3D multicellular CRC
spheroids of LS174T and HT29 cells with increased fluo-
rescence observed in CPN510-CEA-Af indicating increased CEA
Affimer mediated CPN510 uptake (Fig. 4A).

A 4-fold (p < 0.0148), 5-fold (p < 0.0002) and 9-fold (p <
0.0001) increase in fluorescence intensity was observed in 2D
LS174T, LoVo and HT29 cells respectively, treated with
CPN510-CEA-Af, as compared to unconjugated CPN510
(Fig. 4B). No difference in fluorescence intensity was detected
in EA.hy926 cells incubated with CPN510-CEA-Af as compared
to unconjugated CPN510. A 3-fold increase in fluorescence
intensity was observed in 3D spheroidal models of both
LS174T and HT29 cells treated with CPN510-CEA-Af as com-

Fig. 2 Cell viability of LS174T, LoVo, HT29 and EA.hy926 cells treated with CPN510 nanoparticles. Cells were treated with different concentrations
of the CPN510 nanoparticle for 24 hours and cell viability was quantified using MTT assay. N = 4. Data are presented as mean values ± SEM.

Fig. 3 2D monolayer LS174T, LoVo, HT29 and EA.hy926 cells were cultured on cover slips and incubated with CEA Affimer conjugated and uncon-
jugated CPN510 nanoparticles (green fluorescence). Cells were also co-treated with Hoechst 33342 (blue fluorescence). Scalebar = 100 µm.
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pared to unconjugated CPN510 (Fig. 4C). These findings are
consistent with prior investigations that have attempted to
conjugate a targeting ligand to a fluorophore for the purpose
of cancer imaging. Specifically, Tiernan et al. reported that
cells targeted with CEA exhibited a significantly greater fluo-
rescence signal intensity relative to control cells (p < 0.002).36

Similarly, Kogan-Zviagin et al. demonstrated that a targeted
fluorescent probe attached strongly to cancerous tissue in CRC
cells, while displaying minimal accumulation in healthy tissue
specimens.37 Furthermore, they observed a positive correlation
between the intensity of fluorescence in cells treated with the
fluorophore and the level of antigen expression. Despite sub-
stantial evidence supporting the utilization of fluorescent
probes to enhance tumour identification, Shamsuddin et al.
noted that Affimers produced more intense staining than
immunostaining, which requires the use of antibodies.26 This
was attributed to their smaller size, which allows for greater
penetration into fixed cells. Notably, our study presents a novel
approach involving the development of a fluorescent probe
conjugated with anti-CEA Affirmers for potential use in fluo-
rescence-guided surgery.

Conclusions

This study demonstrates the efficacy of the Affimer-conjugated
polymer nanoparticle in targeting 2D and 3D in vitro models of

CRC expressing the CEA antigen. CPN510-CEA-Af has the poten-
tial to be a useful tool for fluorescent-guided surgery CRC.
Further characterisation of CPN510-CEA-Af is required using
in vivomodels of CRC to progress it towards clinical application.
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Fig. 4 (A). 3D spheroidal models of LS174T and HT29 cells were grown in Ultra Low Attachment multiwell plates and incubated with CEA Affimer
conjugated and unconjugated CPN510 nanoparticles (green fluorescence). Cells were also co-treated with Hoechst 33342 (blue fluorescence).
Scalebar = 400 µm. Images are representative of 2 independent experiments. (B) 2D cell cultures of LS174T, LoVo, HT29 and EA.hy926 cells were
treated CPN510-CEA-Af and unconjugated CPN510. ImageJ was used to quantify fluorescence intensity. *p < 0.05. (C) Graph showing the fluor-
escence intensity signal of both unconjugated CPN510 and CPN510-CEA-Af in 3D multicellular spheroids. ImageJ was used to quantify the fluor-
escence intensity.
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