
Abstract. Background/Aim: Effective and targeted delivery of
siRNA to tumor cells is a prerequisite to achieving their
therapeutic effects. Survivin is up-regulated in tumor cells and
is associated with resistance to therapy. Therefore, siRNA-
mediated silencing of survivin is a potential therapeutic
strategy for cancer. The aim of the study was to examine
whether polymeric hybrid micelles can be used to effectively
deliver siRNAs into cells. Materials and Methods: First,
linoleic acid (LA) was conjugated to polyethylenimine (PEI)
and methoxy-polyethyleneglycol (mPEG) and two amphiphilic
polymers (PEI-LA and mPEG-LA) were obtained. Polymeric
hybrid micelle (PHM) was then prepared and characterized by
self-assembly of PEI-LA and mPEG-LA at different
percentages of the two amphiphilic polymers. A PHM/siRNA
complex with optimized composition and good biocompatibility
was then prepared and its cellular uptake, biodistribution, and
antitumor effects were investigated. Results: Survivin siRNA
was efficiently delivered to the cells. It reduced survivin protein
expression and greatly suppressed tumor growth. Moreover,
siRNA loaded in PHM gathered in a solid tumor in mice and
achieved an improved anticancer effect compared to naked
siRNA. Conclusion: PHM is a promising and safe vehicle for
siRNA delivery and may find utility in cancer therapy.

Small interfering RNA (siRNA) with a length of 20-25 base
pairs can specifically silence the expression of a targeted
gene through RNA interference (1, 2). siRNA has potential
application in the treatment of tumors (3). However, it still
remains a challenge to efficiently deliver siRNA to target
tissues (4). Therefore, a safe and effective delivery system
designed for siRNA is essential.

Non-viral vectors are widely used for siRNA delivery (5-
7). Branched polyethylenimine (PEI), as a cationic polymer,
has been used in cellular transfections (8, 9) as it has the
ability to form complexes with siRNA, protect it from
degradation, enhance interaction with cell membranes,
increase cellular uptake and help siRNA to escape the
endosomal pathway due to its proton sponge effect (5, 6, 8,
10-13). However, PEI application is limited due to its high
toxicity (14, 15). Current research has focused on the
modification of PEI by hydrophobic or hydrophilic moieties
to reduce its toxicity (15-19). Studies have shown that the
modification of PEI with hydrophobic fatty acids such as oleic
acid, stearic acid, and linoleic acid could significantly reduce
the toxicity of PEI and increase its transfection efficiency in
vitro (20-22). However, its application in vivo is still limited.

Polyethyleneglycol (PEG) coating is often used to shield
the charge, reduce the toxicity, increase the biocompatibility,
and prolong the circulation time of the cationic carrier in the
blood (23-27). It has been directly conjugated to PEI and
formed copolymers used for siRNA delivery (26, 28).
However, PEG may interfere with the interaction of PEI with
the siRNA (11, 24). Polymeric hybrid micelle (PHM)
composed of two or more amphiphilic block copolymers are
emerging as a promising delivery system with high flexibility
(29-31). The properties of PHM that are important for siRNA
delivery can be tuned by simply adjusting the proportion of
the cationic carrier or PEG-based block polymer (11, 29, 32,
33). In this study, linoleic acid (LA)-modified mPEG and PEI
were synthesized. Survivin is an anti-apoptotic factor that is
upregulated in tumor cells and is associated with therapy

1169

This article is freely accessible online.

Correspondence to: Robert J. Lee, College of Pharmacy, The Ohio
State University, Columbus, OH 43210, USA. Tel: +1 6142924172,
e-mail: lee.1339@osu.edu; or Xie Jing, School of Life Sciences,
Jilin University, No.2699, Qianjin Street, Changchun 130012, PR
China. Tel: +(86) 13843004264, e-mail: xiejing@jlu.edu.cn; or
Lesheng Teng, School of Life Sciences, Jilin University, No.2699,
Qianjin Street, Changchun 130012, PR China. Tel: +(86)
13844181693, e-mail: tenglesheng@jlu.edu.cn

Key Words: Polymeric hybrid micelle, siRNA, targeted delivery,
anticancer effect.

ANTICANCER RESEARCH 39: 1169-1178 (2019)
doi:10.21873/anticanres.13226

Targeted and Efficient Delivery of siRNA Using Tunable
Polymeric Hybrid Micelles for Tumor Therapy

FEI HAO1, SHIYAN DONG1, CHUNMIAO YANG1, ZIWEI LI1, ZIYUAN CHENG1, 
LIHUANG ZHONG1, LIRONG TENG1, QINGFAN MENG1, JIAHUI LU1,

FAN WU2, JING XIE1, LESHENG TENG1 and ROBERT J. LEE1,3

1School of Life Sciences, Jilin University, Changchun, P.R. China;
2College of Medicine, Des Moines University, Des Moines, IA, U.S.A.;

3College of Pharmacy, The Ohio State University, Columbus, OH, U.S.A.



resistance (34). Therefore, siRNA-mediated silencing of
survivin is a potential therapeutic strategy for cancer. Survivin
siRNA was loaded in PHM. The cellular uptake and biological
activity in vitro, the biodistribution and the anti-tumor effect
of survivin siRNA in vivo were evaluated.

Materials and Methods 

Materials. Branched polyethylenimine (PEI, 25 kDa) was purchased
from Sigma-Aldrich (St. Louis, MO, USA). 3-(4,5-DEimethyl-2-
thiazolyl)-2,5-diphenyl-2-H-tetrazolium bromide (MTT) was
purchased from Shanghai Yuanye Biological Technology (Shanghai,
China). mPEG-NH2 (2,000Da) was purchased from Yarebio
(Shanghai, China). Linolyl chloride (LC) was obtained from Tokyo
Chemical Industry Co., Ltd. (Shanghai, China). Survivin siRNA:
Sense (5’-3’): mGCAGGUUCCUmUAUCUGUCAdTdT; Antisense
(5’-3’): UGAmCAGAmUAAGGAACCUGmC dTdT and fluorescence-
labeled survivin siRNA that had Cy3 or Cy5 conjugated to the 5’ end
for cellular uptake and bio-distribution studies were synthesized by
Ribo Biochemistry (Guangzhou, China). A549 cells were purchased
from ATCC (Rockefeller, MD, USA). All chemical reagents used were
of analytical grade.

Synthesis and characterization of the synthesized amphiphilic
polymers. LA was separately conjugated to the mPEG and PEI using
a previously published method (20-22). Briefly, LC dissolved in
anhydrous dichloromethane (DCM) (Sinopharm Chemical Reagent
Co., Ltd., Shanghai, PR China) was added dropwise to the
mPEG2000-NH2 and PEI25kDa anhydrous DCM solution,
respectively. After 12 h, the reaction mixture was precipitated and
washed three times by diethyl ether. The products mPEG-LA and
bPEI-LA were obtained by removing diethyl ether by a rotary
evaporator (Shanghai Yukang Scientific Instrument Co., Ltd.,
Shanghai, PR China) and vacuum drying. 

Preparation of polymeric hybrid micelle (PHM). PHM was prepared
by self-assembly of PEI-LA and mPEG-LA. Different weight ratios
PEI-LA and mPEG-LA were mixed together in DCM and sonicated.
Then, the mixture solution was evaporated by a rotary evaporator to
remove the organic solvent and further vacuumed for 2 h to remove
residual organic solvents. To prepare PHM, diethyl pyrocarbonate
(DEPC)-treated water (Coolaber, Beijing, PR China) was added to the
flasks and sonicated for 2 min. Particle size, zeta potential, and
polydispersity index (PDI) of PHM were measured on a Zeta-sizer
Nano ZS90 from Malvern Instruments (Malvern, UK) at 25˚C.

Hemolytic analysis of PHM. Fresh blood samples from healthy mice
were collected from the orbital sinus in heparin-coated tubes. Red
blood cells (RBCs) were collected by centrifuging at 3000 rpm for 5
min and washed three times with physiological saline solution. Then,
the RBCs were dispersed in the physiological saline solution to obtain
a 2% RBCs standard dispersion (v/v). PHM (100 μl, 5 mg/ml) was
incubated with 0.5 ml RBCs standard dispersion for 3 h. The
suspensions were centrifuged, and the absorbance of supernatant was
measured at 450 nm.

Gel retardation assay. Gel retardation assay was conducted to study
the ability of PHM to complex siRNA using agarose gel
electrophoresis. PHM was first incubated with survivin siRNA for

10 min at different PEI nitrogen-to-RNA phosphate (N/P) ratios.
Then, 10 μl of the PHM/siRNA complexes with different N/P ratios
were loaded onto an agarose gel (2%, w/v). The electrophoresis was
set up at 100 V and run for 10 min in a Tris-acetate-EDTA (TAE)
buffer (Beijing Dingguo Changsheng Biotechnology Co., Ltd.,
Beijing, PR China). The gel was stained with ethidium bromide
(Beijing Dingguo Changsheng Biotechnology Co., Ltd., Beijing, PR
China) and imaged by a UV transilluminator (Analytik Jena US
LLC., Upland, CA, USA).

Cellular uptake of the PHM/Cy3-siRNA. A549 cells were cultured
in Dulbecco’s modified eagle medium (DMEM) (Invitrogen Co.,
Carlsbad, CA, USA) which contained 10% fetal bovine serum
(FBS) (Gemini, Woodland, CA, USA) and 1% penicillin-
streptomycin (Carlsbad, CA, USA) at 37˚C in a humidified
atmosphere of 5% CO2. A549 cells were seeded in 12-well cell
culture plates with 1×105 cells/well and cultured for 24 h. Naked
Cy3-siRNA and PHM/Cy3-siRNA with an equivalent siRNA
concentration of 100 nM were then added to the wells and incubated
with the cells for 4 h. A549 cells were then trypsinized, harvested
and fixed with 4% (w/v) cold formaldehyde solution (Beijing
Dingguo Changsheng Biotechnology Co., Ltd., Beijing, PR China).
The fluorescence intensity of the cells was measured on a Beckman
Coulter EPICS XL flow cytometer (Brea, CA, USA). 

The cellular uptake of PHM/Cy3-siRNA was further imaged by
confocal laser scanning microscopy (CLSM). A549 cells were seeded
at the bottom of a glass flask and cultured for 12 h. The cells were
then treated with naked siRNA or PHM/Cy3-siRNA (100 nM) at
37˚C. After 4 h of incubation, the medium was removed and the cells
were washed with phosphate buffer solution (PBS, 0.01 M, pH 7.4).
Then, the cells were fixed with 4% (w/v) formaldehyde for 15 min at
room temperature and stained with 4’,6-Diamidino-2-phenylindole
(DAPI) (Invitrogen Co., Carlsbad, CA, USA) for 15 min. Uptake of
the PHM/Cy3-siRNA complexes from A549 cells was studied using
an LSM710 microscope from Carl Zeiss (Oberkochen, Germany).

Cytotoxicity of the PHM/survivin-siRNA. A549 cells were plated in
96-well microtiter plates (8000 cells per well) and cultured overnight.
Naked survivin-siRNA, PHM and PHM/survivin-siRNA were added
to the wells (survivin siRNA 40 nM, 80 nM, 100 nM). After cultured
for 48 h, 20 μl of MTT solution (5 mg/ml) were added to the well
and incubated with the cells for 4 h. The medium was removed and
150 μl DMSO was added. Absorbance values at 490 nm were
measured on Bio Tek SYNERGY4 (Winooski, VT, USA). Relative
cell viability was presented as a percentage of viability treated with
different formulations compared to untreated cell samples. 

Western blot assay. A549 cells were seeded in 6-well cell culture
plates (1×105 cells /per well) for 24 h at 37˚C in 5% CO2 humidified
atmosphere. Naked survivin-siRNA and PHM/survivin-siRNA were
added to the wells (survivin siRNA 80 nM). At 48 h later, cells were
collected and lysed in radio immunoprecipitation assay (RIPA) lysis
buffer (Sigma-Aldrich, St. Louis, MO, USA). Protein fractions were
collected, quantified, subjected to polyacrylamide gel
electrophoresis, and finally transferred to polyvinylidene fluoride
(PVDF) membrane (0.45 um, Merck Millipore, Billerica, MA, USA).
The membrane was blocked with 5% BSA for 4 h at room
temperature and incubated with survivin Rabbit mAb (71G4B7E,
Cell Signaling Technology Inc, Danvers, MA, USA) and GAPDH
Rabbit antibodies (Beijing Dingguo Changsheng Biotechnology Co.,
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Ltd., Beijing, PR China) at 4˚C overnight. Horseradish peroxidase
(HRP)-conjugated secondary antibody (Beijing Dingguo Changsheng
Biotechnology Co., Ltd., Beijing, PR China) was then added and
incubated at 4˚C for 4 h. The corresponding protein expression was
visualized by an imaging system (BioSpectrum600, Analytik Jena
US LLC., Upland, CA, USA).

Establishment of a tumor model. The animal experimental protocol
was complied with the institutional guidelines and was approved by
the Experimental Animal Ethics Committee of the School of Life
Sciences, Jilin University (approval number 201805003). BALB/c
nude mice (female, 6-8 weeks) were obtained from Beijing Vital
River Laboratory Animal Technology Co., Ltd. (Beijing, PR China).
Tumor-bearing mice were established through subcutaneous
injection of 5×106 A549 cells into the right rear leg of nude mice
after the mice were adapted to the new environment for a week.

Biodistribution of PHM/Cy5-siRNA complexes in tumor-bearing
mice. Tumor-bearing mice were injected with Cy5-siRNA and
PHM/Cy5-siRNA via the tail vein with an equivalent amount of
Cy5-siRNA (0.8 nmol). Mice were anesthetized and the
biodistribution of the complexes was imaged on an IVIS® spectrum
system from Caliper Life Sciences (Hopkinton, MA, USA) at the
first, second, and fourth h after administration with an optimized
parameter (Excitation at 640 nm and Emission at 680 nm). After 
6 h, internal organs (Heart, Liver, Spleen, Lung, and Kidney) and
tumors were dissected and then imaged. 

Therapeutic efficacy of PHM/siRNA in vivo. When the average tumor
volume of nude mice was grown to approximately 100-150 mm3
(Day 0), animals were randomized into three groups, each containing
5 nude mice. Tumor-bearing mice were then injected with saline,
free siRNA and PHM/siRNA via intravenous injection every 3 days.
The dose of naked siRNA and PHM/siRNA was 4 nmol per mice.
The volume of the tumor and body weight were measured every 
3 days using a vernier caliper and scale. On day 20, mice were
anesthetized with sodium pentobarbital and sacrificed. Vital organs
(Heart, Liver, Spleen, Lung, and Kidney) and tumors were dissected
in each group and fixed with 4% paraformaldehyde. Tissue sections
were cut into 5 microns thick and stained with hematoxylin and
eosin (H&E). The expression of survivin in tumor tissue was
analyzed by western blot assay.

Statistical analysis. Data were presented as mean±SEM and graphed
by Origin 8.0 (OriginLab Corp., Northampton, MA, USA). Statistical
analysis of group differences and correlations was determined using
Student’s t-test. *p<0.05 was considered statistically significant. 

Results

Synthesis and characterization of PEI-LA and mPEG-LA.
The chemical structures of PEI-LA and mPEG-LA were
confirmed by 1H NMR (Figure 1A and B). In Figure 1A, the
characteristic peak assignments of LA (a, δ=5.34 ppm for 1-
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Figure 1. The 1H NMR of PEI-LA and mPEG-LA. PEI-LA and mPEG-LA were dissolved in CDCl3 and measured in a nuclear magnetic resonance
instrument (400 MHZ). The characteristic peaks of PEI-LA and mPEG-LA were marked with the characters (a, b, c, d).



ethylene; d, δ=0.88 ppm for methyl) and PEI (c, δ=2.3-3.00
ppm) are marked out. The new characteristic peak
assignment of methylene in 1α-N(C)-C (b, δ=3.63 ppm)
indicated amide bond generation and that LA was
successfully linked to the PEI. As shown in Figure 1B, the
characteristic peaks for 1-ethylene (a, δ= 5.34 ppm), methyl
(d, δ=0.86 ppm) of LA were also further confirmed in 1H
NMR of mPEG-LA. The characteristic peak assignment of
methylene in PEG was marked with c (δ=3.64 ppm).

Similarly, the new characteristic peak assignment of
methylene in 1 α-NC=O-C (b) due to the new amide bond
generation also appeared at 3.37 ppm. The peak assignment
of the methylene in 1 α-NC=O-C indicated that the LC was
also successfully conjugated to mPEG-NH2. The purity of
the mPEG-LA and PEI-LA was calculated to be 91% and
94.7% based on the characteristic peak integration. And then
the degree of functionalization of PEI with LA moieties was
calculated to be 12.
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Figure 2. Characterization of PHM at different % of PEI-LA. Particle size (A), PDI (B) and zeta potential (C) of PHM was measured on a Zeta-
sizer Nano ZS90 (n=3, mean±SEM). (D)The hemolytic activity of PHM on mice erythrocytes with a different% of PEI-LA (n=3, mean±SEM).

Figure 3. Characterization of PHM/siRNA complexes. (A) Gel retardation assay of PHM/siRNA complexes with different N/P ratio. (B) The particle
size of the PHM/siRNA with an N/P ratio of 12/1.



The preparation and characterization of PHM. To
investigate how the proportion of the cationic polymer of
PEI-LA affected the properties of PHM, PHM was prepared
by self-assembly of different weight ratios of PEI-LA to
mPEG-LA. As the ratio of PEI-LA increased, the particle
size of the PHM gradually increased from 86 to 220 nm
(Figure 2A). However, the values of PDI decreased from
0.518 to 0.21 (Figure 2B). The PDI results indicated that the
single amphiphilic polymer of mPEI-LA had a broad particle
size distribution. As the proportion of the cationic polymer
(PEI-LA) increased, the positive potential of the PHM also
increased from -0.75mV to 41mV (Figure 2C). The charge
of the PHM could be easily changed by adjusting the

percentage of PEI-LA. However, the toxicity of PHM must
be assessed. Upon intravenous injection, PHM may interact
with red blood cells (RBCs). Thus, to assess the safety of
PHM, the hemolytic activity was first investigated. As shown
in Figure 2D, when the percentage was below 10, the PHM
had relatively low hemolysis. When the weight % of PEI-LA
was 2%, the hemolytic activity was almost equivalent to
mPEG-LA. Therefore, the PHM with 2% of PEI-LA was
chosen as a safe candidate vector for siRNA delivery, and
was used for all subsequent experiments.

Characterization of PHM/siRNA. Gel retardation assay was
conducted to assess the ability of PHM to complex siRNA. As

Hao et al: Tunable Polymeric Micelles for siRNA Delivery

1173

Figure 4. Cellular uptake of PHM/Cy3-siRNA by flow cytometry. Cellular uptake of naked Cy3-siRNA and PHM/ Cy3-siRNA in the A549 cells (A)
and the mean fluorescence intensity was further quantified (B) (n=3, mean±SEM) at 4 h.

Figure 5. Cellular uptake of PHM/Cy3-siRNA by confocal laser scanning microscopy (CLSM). Naked Cy3-siRNA and PHM/ Cy3-siRNA treated
A549 cells was visualized by CLSM at 4 h. The nucleus was stained blue by DAPI and siRNA is red. Red bar in the images was 20 μm.



shown in Figure 3A, PHM could successfully condense siRNA
with an N/P ratio of 12/1. The particle size, PDI, and zeta
potential of the PHM/siRNA (N/P=12/1) were 119.3±2.4 nm,
0.245±0.017 and 4.56±0.24 mV (n=3, mean±SEM), respectively.
Compared to PHM, PHM/siRNA had a smaller particle size,
lower zeta potential, and narrower particle size distribution,
probably due to the electrostatic adsorption of siRNA and
cationic polymer in PHM.

Cell uptake of PHM/Cy3-siRNA in A549 cells. Cellular uptake
of PHM/Cy3-siRNA was investigated in A549 cells by flow
cytometry and confocal laser-scanning microscopy (CLSM).
Flow cytometry results showed that the PHM/Cy3-siRNA-
treated cells had a higher mean fluorescence intensity compared
to Cy3-siRNA treated cells (Figure 4A and B). Similar results
were also obtained by CLSM. The red fluorescence intensity in
the cytoplasm of cells treated with the PHM/Cy3-siRNA was
stronger than that of the cells treated with the naked Cy3-siRNA
(Figure 5). The results showed that PHM could efficiently
deliver siRNA to the A549 cells.

In vitro biological activities of PHM/survivin-siRNA. Survivin
has recently been found to be a crucial protein for tumor
growth and metastasis and a promising therapeutic target (35).
The inhibition of survivin expression may cause cell apoptosis
or death and inhibit tumor growth (34). Survivin-siRNA was
selected as a therapeutic agent for tumor therapy in this study.
Cytotoxicity of PHM/survivin-siRNA was first studied in
A549 cells by MTT assay. PHM/survivin-siRNA showed
enhanced cell cytotoxicity compared to naked siRNA and
PHM (Figure 6). PHM had no apparent cytotoxicity to the
cells. As the concentration of siRNA loaded in PHM increased
from 40 to 100 nM, the cell viability decreased from 67% to
47% (Figure 6). Simultaneously, the survivin protein
expression in cells treated with PHM/survivin-siRNA (80 nM)
was also greatly inhibited (Figure 6). These results indicated

that PHM could facilitate transport of siRNA into the cells,
reduce expression of targeted protein, and induce cell death.

Biodistribution of PHM/Cy5-siRNA in tumor-bearing mice.
Efficient delivery of siRNA to the tumor site was a
prerequisite for successful treatment. Therefore, we studied the
biodistribution of PHM/Cy5-siRNA in tumor-bearing mice. As
shown in Figure 7A, a fast clearance of free siRNA in tumor-
bearing mice was found. At the fourth h, the red fluorescence
signal in the tumor injected with Cy5-siRNA was barely
visible. The same results were also reflected in the anatomical
organs (Heart, Liver, Spleen, Lung, Kidney) and tumors at the
sixth h after administration. The fluorescence signal of the free
Cy5-siRNA injection mice was barely detectable in major
organs and tumors other than the kidney (Figure 7A).
However, PHM/Cy5-siRNA exhibited higher accumulation in
solid tumors and lower fluorescence intensity in the kidney.
This suggested that PHM could deliver Cy5-siRNA to the
tumor site and protect Cy5-siRNA from fast clearance.

Antitumor efficacy of PHM/survivin-siRNA in tumor-bearing
mice. Consistent with the in vitro results, tumor growth
inhibition was significantly achieved in the PHM/survivin-
siRNA treated group (*p<0.05) (Figure 8A). Body weight
and histopathological analysis of major organs of the mice
were measured to assess the systemic toxicity of the
PHM/survivin-siRNA. As shown in Figure 8B, the body
weight of the mice treated with PHM/survivin-siRNA
increased steadily compared with the naked siRNA and
saline group, indicating that the formulations had no
significant systemic toxicity. Large areas of necrosis in tumor
tissue were found in the PHM/siRNA treated group
(indicated by the black arrow, Figure 9A), and the expression
level of survivin protein was also greatly reduced (Figure
9B). There was no significant toxicity in the major organs of
mice treated with PHM/survivin-siRNA compared to the
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Figure 6. In vitro biological activities of PHM/survivin-siRNA in A549 cells. (A) The cytotoxicity of the PHM/survivin-siRNA with different
concentrations of siRNA (40 nM, 80 nM, 100 nM) was investigated after the formulations were incubated with cells for 48 h (n=6, mean±SEM).
(B) Protein expression of naked siRNA and PHM/survivin-siRNA treated cells was further measured by western blot assay.



saline and siRNA group (Figure 10). PHM exhibited good
biocompatibility and low toxicity as a non-viral delivery
system for siRNA delivery.

Discussion

Effective delivery of siRNA to tumor cells is a prerequisite
for its therapeutic effects. In our previous studies, we found
that fatty acid-modified PEI, not only reduced the toxicity of

PEI, but also enhanced siRNA delivery efficiency (20-22).
Although the PEI toxicity could be alleviated after
hydrophobic modification (19), there are still many problems
and obstacles for clinical application (14). PEG is widely
used due to its good biocompatibility and long cycle time in
the blood (23, 24, 27). In this article, hydrophobic LA was
successfully conjugated to PEI and mPEG-NH2 and two
amphiphilic polymers (PEI-LA and mPEG-LA) were
obtained. PHM was then prepared by self-assembly of PEI-
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Figure 7. Bio-distribution of PHM/Cy5-siRNA in tumor-bearing mice. Real-time fluorescence imaging of tumor-bearing mice injected with naked
Cy5-siRNA, PHM/Cy5-siRNA via tail vein at the first, second, and fourth hour after administration (Cy5-siRNA=0.8 nmol) (A). Ex vivo imaging of
the tumors and organs excised from tumor-bearing mice at the sixth hour after injection (B). Images were obtained by IVIS® in vivo imaging system
with an optimized parameter (Excitation, 640 nm; Emission, 680 nm).

Figure 8. The therapeutic efficacy of PHM/siRNA in vivo. Tumor volume (A) and body weight (B) of tumor-bearing mice treated with saline, siRNA,
or PHM/siRNA were measured every three days. (n=5, *p<0.05, PHM/siRNA compared to saline). Values are mean±SEM.



LA and mPEG-LA to deliver siRNA (Figure 1). We first
explored the property of different proportions of PEI-LA on
the particle size, potential, and PDI of PHM. The advantage
of PHM was that the charge of the PHM can be easily
adjusted by changing the weight ratio of PEI-LA. In order to
study the toxicity of PHM for intravenous injection in vivo,
we also studied the hemolytic activity of PHM on RBCs.

When the weight ratio of PEI-LA was less than 10%, the
mixed micelles had good biocompatibility with RBCs (Figure
2). When the ratio of PEI-LA was 2%, the hemolytic activity
of PHM was almost the same as mPEG-LA. The results
suggested that the addition of mPEG could reduce the toxicity
of the PHM. Therefore, we prepared PHM with a 2% weight
ratio of PEI-LA to deliver siRNA.
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Figure 9. Histopathological analysis and protein expression of tumor tissues. Hematoxylin-eosin staining for tumor tissue necrosis (A) was
investigated. Survivin expression in tumor tissues was determined by a western blot assay (B).

Figure 10. Toxicity analysis of major organs. Heart, spleen, lung, and kidney were dissected and stained with H&E to assess the systemic toxicity
of the drug formulations. The scale bar in the images was 20 μm. 



When the N/P ratio of PHM and siRNA was 12/1, PHM
could completely complex siRNA. PHM/siRNA complex
had a narrow particle size (about 119 nm) and a positive
charge on particle size (about 4.56 mV) (Figure 3). Through
flow cytometry and laser confocal microscopy experiments,
we found that PHM can efficiently deliver siRNA into A549
cells (Figures 4 and 5). Simultaneously, cell toxicity and
protein expression in vitro further demonstrated that siRNA
delivered by PHM can reduce the expression of related
proteins and inhibit the proliferation of tumor cells (Figure
6). The results indicated that PHM had successfully
delivered siRNA into cells and achieved therapeutic efficacy
in vitro. In vivo biodistribution studies further demonstrated
that siRNA in PHM could be specifically gathered in tumor
sites (Figure 7). The accumulation of siRNA at the tumor site
may largely depend on the passive targeting ability of PHM
achieved by enhanced permeability and retention effect
(EPR) (36). Furthermore, the PHM/siRNA-administered
mice exhibited significant inhibition of tumor growth
compared to the saline and naked siRNA treated mice
(Figure 8) in vivo. The histochemical staining and protein
expression analysis of tumor tissues also showed large-area
cell apoptosis and low expression of survivin protein in
tumor tissues (Figure 9). Thus, PHM could efficiently deliver
siRNA to tumor tissues, reduce related protein expression
and finally inhibit tumor growth. Compared to active
targeting delivery of carriers, passive targeting delivery of
therapeutic agents, especially siRNA still plays an important
role in the treatment of tumors without a target (37, 38).
There are still no active targeting delivery systems for
siRNA applied in the clinic (37). Further investigation of the
PHM is, therefore, warranted.

Conclusion

In this study, an siRNA delivery system was developed based
on PHM composed of two amphiphilic polymers.
PHM/siRNA was effectively taken up by A549 cells and
inhibited tumor cell growth by reducing tumor-related
protein expression. Furthermore, studies in tumor-bearing
mice showed that PHM/siRNA could enter into tumor tissues
and inhibit tumor growth without systemic toxicity in vivo.
PHM appears to be a promising and safe vehicle for siRNA
delivery and may find utility in anticancer therapy.
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