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improving extracellular vesicles 
visualization: from static to motion
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Marzia pucci5, Isabel pintelon2, Nathalie claes  6, Diego de Miguel-pérez  7, 
Riccardo Alessandro5, Sara Bals  6, Sunjay Kaushal3 & Christian Rolfo  1,3,7*

In the last decade, extracellular vesicles (EVs) have become a hot topic. The findings on EVs 
content and effects have made them a major field of interest in cancer research. EVs, are able to be 
internalized through integrins expressed in parental cells, in a tissue specific manner, as a key step of 
cancer progression and pre-metastatic niche formation. However, this specificity might lead to new 
opportunities in cancer treatment by using EVs as devices for drug delivery. For future applications of 
EVs in cancer, improved protocols and methods for EVs isolation and visualization are required. Our 
group has put efforts on developing a protocol able to track the EVs for in vivo internalization analysis. 
We showed, for the first time, the videos of labeled EVs uptake by living lung cancer cells.

Extracellular vesicles (EVs) were observed, for the first time, 50 years ago in plasma by Wolf, who mentioned 
them as “platelet dust”1. Two main types of EVs have been described based on their size and release mecha-
nism: microvesicles and exosomes. Microvesicles are released, by living cells, directly from plasma membrane. 
Exosomes are released in extracellular space after fusion of the multivesicular bodies (MVBs) with plasma mem-
brane2,3. EVs membrane consist of a lipid bilayer containing enriched sphingomyelin and decreased phosphati-
dylcholine4. In the 1980s, the Stahl’s and Johnstone’s revolutionary studies showed that nanovesicles were released 
by reticulocytes carrying transferrin receptors2,3. This process was considered a system to eliminate cellular waste 
and after several years, the researchers changed the concept of EVs from “cellular garbage collectors” to infor-
mation shuttle. Nowadays, EVs are emerging as armed vehicles for intercellular communication5. EVs composi-
tion is heterogeneous and in a dynamic state, mirroring the parental cells and its pathological and physiological 
state6. Proteomic analyses revealed that EVs carry endosomal, plasma, cytosolic, and nuclear proteins. EV-cargo 
consists in proteins associated with membrane fusion and transport, including annexins and Rab GTPases, 
as well as proteins involved in EVs biogenesis and other enzymes7,8. They also contain nucleic acids such as 
mRNAs, long non-coding RNAs, microRNAs9,10, circular-RNAs11, and double-stranded DNAs12–14. A growing 
number of papers15,16 report that tumour-EVs play a key role in tumorigenesis, tumour growth, angiogenesis, 
metastasis, cancer immune escape, and drug resistance by establishing intercellular communication between 
cancer cells, endothelial, stromal cells, and cancer-associated fibroblasts17–19. Both direct and indirect evidence 
suggest that EVs are internalized into recipient cells, transferring functional molecules from donor to target 
cells19,20. Moreover, the stability of EVs avoids the degradation of shuttled nucleic acids; the studies on EVs are 
intensive in cancer research for horizontal transfer of genetic exchanges. The first papers on EV internalization 
proposed an interaction with recipient cells through receptor-ligand binding21, direct fusion with the plasma 
membrane22,23, or phagocytosis24. Other models reported the mechanism of EVs uptake via energy-dependent, 
receptor-mediated endocytosis25,26, or micropinocytosis26–28. Heusermann et al. reported that EVs enter into 
the cells as intact vesicles surfing on filopodia to sort into endocytic hot spots, then traffic within endosomes, 
and are finally targeted to the endoplasmatic reticulum29. It was also demonstrated that cellular uptake of EVs 
is mediated by clathrin-independent endocytosis and micropinocytosis30. Recently, Schneider and colleagues 
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showed that EVs derived from alveolar macrophages were uptaked by alveolar epithelial cells in a temperature-, 
time-, and dose-dependent manner. The internalization was dependent on actin polymerization and dynamin. It 
was neither saturable nor dependent on clathrin or receptor binding. EVs uptake was improved by extracellular 
proteins as albumin, but was inhibited by cigarette smoke extract, via oxidative dysfunction of actin polymeriza-
tion31. Taken together, these data indicate that EVs internalization is not a passive process32 and different kind of 
cells can internalize EVs with a specific mechanism. Actually, EVs subcellular fate within recipient cells and their 
mechanisms of cargo release remain unclear. It is vague how cargo delivery arises inside cells, but it is possible that 
either a full fusion between the EVs and endosomal membranes or a transient ‘kiss-and-run’ fusion event might 
carry cargo into cytoplasm before lysosome fusion with subsequent cargo degradation33.

Recently, EVs are appealing in cancer treatment field, due to their abilities to shuttle regulatory molecules such 
as different nucleic acids, lipids, and proteins, through several biofluids including blood and delivering these cargos 
to target cells modulating cellular activity34. In this study, we aim to improve and standardize the protocols for EVs 
visualization through different techniques as such scanning electron microscopy (SEM) and laser scanning confocal 
microscopy (LSCM). Previous reports have evaluated EVs cargo and trafficking in in vitro and in vivo models including 
lung cancer cells35–40, however, not showing time-lapse images during EVs uptake. On the other hand, other studies 
have reported similar protocols showing videos of EVs trafficking and uptake but none in lung cancer cells41,42. Thus, to 
the best of our knowledge, we described, for the first time, a protocol to observe EV-uptake and trafficking in living lung 
cancer cells. Our experimental model described the internalization of EVs released by CRL-5908, a non-small cell lung 
cancer (NSCLC) cell line resistant to tyrosine kinase inhibitors (TKIs) of first generation, as Gefitinib and Erlotinib, by 
the CRL-2868 cell line sensitive to these TKIs. It was already demonstrated that NSCLC cell lines released exosomes and 
exosomes purified by plasma of NCSLC patients are internalized by target cells to modify their phenotype43. Although, 
in the last years, EVs have been studied as biological devices, there is still no consensus on the best method to visualize 
the EV-uptake by recipient cells without off-target signals44. Recent studies, described EV-internalization analysis by 
confocal microscopy with PKH26 staining45, reporting false-positive signals due to ultracentrifugation of the PKH26 
nanoparticles. Moreover, we tested two different lipophilic dyes (PKH26 and PKH67) for EVs staining44.

Results
EVs isolation and characterization. EVs were isolated from conditioned media (CM) of a CRL-5908 cell 
line, we compared three procedures for EVs-isolation using: commercial kit, conventional procedure based on one 
step of ultracentrifugation46, and our modified ultracentrifugation method that required a second step of ultra-
centrifugation (here indicated as double-step ultracentrifugation method). For this procedure, CM were collected 
and after centrifugation at different speeds to eliminate dead cells, cellular debris and large vesicles, were ultra-
centrifugated twice. This protocol, despite doubling time required and losing of vesicles, allows obtaining cleaner 
EV-suspensions than EVs isolated by other methods. This improvement is useful for EVs visualization with electron 
microscopy. Nanoparticle tracking analysis (NTA) of EVs isolated with the three different methods showed the same 
average size. EVs had a diameter with mean of 133.7 +/− 6.5 nm and mode of 107.5 +/− 1.7 nm (Fig. 1a). In all the 
experiments reported in this work, the EVs have been isolated with the double step-ultracentrifuge method, except 
for the experiments of comparison between the three methods of isolation described in this section.

Figure 1. (a) Nanoparticle Tracking analysis (NTA) of EVs derived from CRL-5908 cells isolated with three 
different methods: Yellow line indicates EVs isolated with one-step ultracentrifuge method, red line EVs isolated 
with commercial kit, and blue line EVs isolated with double-step ultracentrifuge method (peak indicated by 
arrow). EVs have a mean diameter of 133.7 +/− 6.5 nm and mode of 107.5 +/− 1.7 nm. EV-concentration is 
expressed as numbers of particles per mL, y axis is marked from 1 to 3,5 E10. (b) Western-blot image of CRL-
5908 and CCL-185 cells lysates and their respective isolated EVs: EVs lysates showed higher expression of CD9, 
lower but presence of HSP70, and absence of GM130 in comparison with cell lines lysates.
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According to the minimal requirements for EV characterization from minimal information for studies of 
extracellular vesicles (MISEV) 201846, we identified specific EVs markers as transmembrane or GPI-anchored 
proteins associated to plasmatic membrane (CD9), cytosolic proteins recovered in EVs (HSP70), and transmem-
brane, lipid-bound and soluble proteins associated to other intracellular compartments than plasmatic membrane 
(GM130). The Western-blot revealed high expression of CD9, well-known marker of EVs, in CRL-5908-EVs 
compared to CCL-185-EVs and to whole lysates of parental cells. EVs lysates showed lower expression but pres-
ence of HSP70 and absence of GM130 in comparison with whole cell lysates (Fig. 1b).

EVs visualization using scanning electron microscopy. In order to improve the protocol used for 
EVs visualization with SEM, we isolated EVs with the double-step ultracentrifugation method that allows to 
obtain EV-suspensions with a quite homogeneous diameter size and to eliminate protein aggregates, crystals, and 
other residues derived from CM. Using this protocol, vesicles with a diameter ranged between 70–190 ± 10 nm 
were observed (Fig. 2a,b). SEM images showed EVs with a similar diameter-range than those revealed by NTA; 
our data indicated that SEM analyses can be also used to accurately determine vesicles average size (Fig. 2c). 
Moreover, we compared the images of EVs isolated using the three different procedures discussed above. The 
double-step ultracentrifugation protocol (Fig. 2a,b) allows to acquire images of EVs of higher quality than the 
single-step ultracentrifugation, where crystal precipitates derived from CM hinder the clear identification of EVs 
(Fig. 2d). SEM analysis of EVs isolated with a commercial kit showed homogenous salt precipitates (Fig. 2e), 
however, spherical particles with typical diameter sizes already described for EVs were clearly observed (Fig. 2e).

EVs internalization by recipient cells. The ability of CRL-5908-EVs to be internalized by CRL-2868 cells 
was investigated by examining the uptake of EVs isolated with a double step-ultracentrifuge method and labeled 
with the lipophilic dyes: PKH-67 a green fluorescent dye and PKH-26 a red fluorescent dye. CRL-2868 cells, 
treated with 20 µg/ml CRL-5908-EVs, for 9 and 12 hours, internalized the vesicles in a time-dependent manner, as 
showed in Fig. 3a–f. Semi-quantitative analysis of PKH-EVs fluorescence intensity in the cytoplasm of CRL-2868 
cells is showed in Fig. 3g. However, it seems that PKH67 staining provided images of EVs with better intensity and 
contrast compared to PKH26 staining, as shown in Fig. 4.

EVs internalization by living cells. Nowadays, is evident that EVs have a key role in intercellular commu-
nication, carrying a range of molecules with a significant impact on target cells phenotype47. EVs are internalized 
by target cells; we track 20 µg/ml of labeled EVs internalization in unfixed cells, with time lapse experiments. In 
the images captured on isolated living cell, EVs movement is observed in the perinuclear area which becomes 
aggregated inside the cell in 6 hours of incubation, moreover, a prolongation of actin skeleton is observed during 
the first seconds of video on the bottom of cells (Video 1). As shown in Video 1, EVs seem to aggregate in the 
cytoplasm. In the composition of images captured on the edge of the growing cells, in Video 2, it is possible to 
see high concentrations of EVs in perinuclear area of the peripheral cells. More interestingly, Video 3 and Fig. 5, 
show EVs internalization in live cell analysis. After 6 hours of incubation, on the left area of the image, it is pos-
sible to observe cytoskeleton filopodia, from a cell out of the area of observation, capturing EVs that were free 
in the medium and moving them towards the cell. The restrictions of this procedure are due to the fact that laser 

Figure 2. Scanning electron microscopy analysis. (a) EVs isolated through double ultracentrifugation. (b) 
Magnification of a single EV after double ultracentrifugation. (c) Histogram showing the diameter of EVs 
(nm) separated in its frequency with a peak on 100 to 140 nm. (d) Results of single ultracentrifugation at 
electron microscopy levels, observing protein or salt aggregates but no EVs, in comparison to double-step 
ultracentrifugation. (e) Electron microscopy analysis of EVs isolated with ExoEasy Kit revealed similar results 
as double-step ultracentrifugation.
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exposition, laser power, and exposure times can alter cell morphology and cause cellular death. We show a repre-
sentative video in which we optimize the condition of images acquisition.

Discussion
It is well known that EVs are internalized by different cytotypes and uptake can depend on: EVs membrane pro-
teins, direct membrane fusion, or endocytic processes48. However, the relative contribution of these mechanisms 
in different cell types is still unclear. Their elucidation could enhance the knowledge of EVs as biological drug car-
riers26 or implement the study of specific EVs uptake blockade to inhibit pathological process, like angiogenesis 

Figure 3. Confocal microscopy analysis of EVs internalization at different time point. Maximum intensity 
projections of CRL-2868 cells incubated with 20 µg/ml of CRL-5908 EVs dyed with PKH67. Negative 
control with no EVs (a,d), EVs internalization at 9 hours of incubation (b,e) at 12 hours (c,f). Panels a–c 
show merged channels, panel d–f show red channel (PKH-EVs). Semi-quantitative analysis of PKH-EVs 
fluorescence intensity in the cytoplasm of CRL-2868 cells, performed with ImageJ software (g). Values are the 
mean ± standard deviation of the three independent experiments. Five were measured for each experiment, 
*p ≤ 0.01. We acquired grayscale images that were artificially colourized, using pseudo-colours, being PKH67 
dye showed in red.

Figure 4. Confocal microscopy analysis of EVs stained with PKH67 and PKH26. Maximum intensity 
projections of CRL-2868 cells incubated with 20 μg/ml of CRL-5908 EVs dyed with PKH67 (a) and PKH26 
(b) after 9 hours of incubation. We acquired grayscale images that were artificially colourized, using pseudo-
colours, being both dyes showed in red.
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or metastasis. The isolation methods of EVs are still a bump in the road of vesicles studies, although MISEV 2018 
indicates the recommended isolation methods46. Currently, EVs isolation gold standard is the ultracentrifuga-
tion; nevertheless, this method is time consuming and requires high technical skills. As observed in our results, 
when only one ultracentrifugation step is performed, the high amount of impurities and protein aggregates from 
CM hinders the clear identification of EVs. Thus, this protocol is not very suitable for experiments that analyze 
EVs morphology by electron microscopy. Our protocol with a double ultracentrifugation step, despite doubling 
time required for EVs isolation, provide cleaner EV-suspensions. New standardized, simple, and fast methods 
will be required for using EVs in clinical practice as a source of biomarkers or as drug carriers. In this field, the 
isolation protocol with the commercial kit based on membrane affinity could be proposed. The suspensions of 
vesicles obtained with this method are free of contamination of protein aggregates and of large crystal precipi-
tates. Although useful, the commercial kit has some drawbacks regarding the use of EVs to perform functional 
experiments on live cells and in its implementation in clinical practice, because it could affect the downstream 
applications caused by its elution buffer. It is possible to eliminate the elution buffer using an ultrafiltration col-
umn, with consequent non-quantifiable losing of vesicles, that is not suitable for further applications that require 
a standardized amount of vesicles.

Moreover, different methods have been used for EVs staining, in our experience, PKHs are good performers 
for this task. PKHs use membrane labeling technology to stably incorporate a fluorescent dye with long aliphatic 
tails into lipid regions of the cell membrane. The labeling vehicle is an aqueous solution, isosmotic for mammalian 
cells without detergents or organic solvents, designed to maintain cell viability and maximizing dye solubility and 
staining efficiency during the labeling step. The lack of possibility to eliminate the excess of dye is one of the most 
important points, together with poor definition of EVs in images49. The use of PKH26 and PKH67 allows over-
coming these problems; these dyes bind to lipid membrane of EVs, in short incubation time at room temperature. 

Figure 5. (Detailed Video 3) Confocal microscopy analysis of EVs internalization in living cells. Maximum 
intensity projections of CRL-2868 cells incubated with 20 μg/ml of CRL-5908-EVs dyed with PKH67. Detailed 
images from video 3, acquired after 6 hours of incubation, show cytoskeleton filopodia, from a cell out of the 
area of observation, capturing EVs. Yellow arrows point examples of uptaken EVs.
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EVs, using a filtration column of 100 kDa, are able to pellet at lower speeds respect to ultracentrifugation, avoid-
ing possible off-target staining of the target cell44,45. Among the two tested dyes, in our experience, PKH67 stain-
ing provided images of EVs with better intensity and contrast compared to PKH26 staining31,47,50.

EVs are of major interest as drug carriers due to their tissue specificity. However, in order to track the EVs, 
their visualization is a key step. For the first time, we have shown EVs internalization in living cell experiments 
and we have developed a protocol to perform it. As shown in Video 3, EVs can be internalized through filopodia 
extensions from the cell membranes. In the video, it is possible to see how the filopodia moves towards the EVs, 
capturing them into the intracellular space. In this study, we described a modified protocol for EVs isolation 
and the methods to visualize EVs in SEM and to track EVs internalization in living cells using confocal micros-
copy. Further studies need to elucidate the mechanisms of EVs internalization by target cells and the release of 
EV-cargo in intracellular space.

Methods
EVs isolation. EVs were isolated from conditioned media (CM) of CRL-5908 cell line. Moreover, EVs were 
also isolated from CCL-185 cell line for western-blot characterization experiments. Cells were plated in 175 cm2 
flasks, at a concentration of 25000 cells/cm2, in RPMI-1640 L-Glutamine (Gibco. Ref 11875-093) supplemented 
with 10% FBS, 1% Pen-Strep and 1% L-Glutamine (complete medium). After 24 h of incubation, when the cells 
were subconfluent (≈80%), the culture medium was removed, and cells were washed with PBS. New complete 
medium (40 ml) with EV-depleted bovine serum was added to the cells and incubated for 24 h. Following incu-
bation, the CM was collected and centrifuged at 500 g × 5′, 3000 g × 15′ at 4 °C to eliminate dead cells and cel-
lular debris respectively. The CM was centrifuged at 10000 g × 30′, at 4 °C, in QuickSeal® Polypropylene tubes 
(Beckman Coulter, Ref. 342414) to remove large EVs (diameter about of 1000 nm). Then CM was collected and 
ultracentrifuged at 100000 g × 1 h 45′ in Quick-Seal UltraClear tubes (Beckman Coulter, Ref. 344326), to collect 
EVs. For the double step ultracentrifugation method, CM was ultracentrifuged twice at 100000 g × 1 h 45′. The 
different steps of ultracentrifugation are performed both with a 70ti Rotor (Beckman Coulter). The pellet of 
vesicles collected by each tube was resuspended in 40 µL of PBS. In the isolation protocol with commercial kit, 
ExoEasy Maxi Kit (Qiagen. Ref 76064), CM were centrifugated at 10000 g for 30′, in order to eliminate large vesi-
cles (about 1000 nm of diameter), before to apply the manufacturer’s instructions of isolation based on membrane 
affinity spin columns. After this procedure, EVs were used immediately for the experiments or stored at −20 °C 
until being used.

Nanoparticle tracking analysis. Nanoparticle tracking analysis (NTA) was performed to observe EVs size 
distribution and concentration using a NanoSight NS300 system (Malvern Instruments). Analysis was performed 
using NTA 3.1 software with threshold equal to 5 and default settings. EVs were resuspended in PBS.

Western-blotting. CRL-5908 and CCL-185 cells were collected and washed with PBS in a 350 g × 5′ centrif-
ugation. Previously isolated EVs and cells from both cell lines were lysed ice-cold Cell Lysis Buffer (Cell Signaling 
Technology. Ref 9803 S) according to manufacturer recommendations. Proteins were quantified with the Pierce™ 
BCA Protein Assay Kit (Thermo Fisher Scientific. Ref 23225) in Infinite® 200 PRO NanoQuant (TECAN). Thirty 
μg of protein from each sample were run in Mini-PROTEAN TGX 4–20% gels (Bio-Rad. Ref 561094) and trans-
ferred to nitrocellulose membranes (Bio-Rad. 162-0115). Membranes were blocked with 5% non-fat dry milk 
in Tris-buffered saline +1% Tween20 and incubated with primary antibodies, mouse monoclonal anti-CD9 
(Thermo Fisher Scientific. Ref 10626D), mouse monoclonal anti-Hsp70 (BD Biosciences. Ref 554243), and mouse 
monoclonal anti-GM130 (BD Biosciences. Ref 610822), at 1:1000 dilution overnight at 4 °C. Then, membranes 
were washed with Tris-buffered saline +1% Tween20 and incubated with Goat anti-mouse HRP-conjugated sec-
ondary antibody (Abcam. Ref ab97023) at 1:5000 for 1 hour at room temperature. Finally, they were revealed 
using Clarity™ Western ECL Substrate (Bio-Rad. Ref 1705061) and pictures were taken in the ImageQuant LAS 
4000 (GE HealthCare Life Sciences).

Scanning electron microscopy. In the workflow of EVs observation by scanning electron microscopy 
(SEM), the selection of isolation protocol is a crucial step. The EVs isolated with three different methods described 
in the section EVs isolation were fixed with 2.5% glutaraldehyde in PBS for 10 min35. After the fixation step, EVs 
were attached and dried on stubs. In order to inhibit charging and to improve the secondary electron signal, a 
15 nm conductive gold layer was deposited by sputter coating. The images of EVs captured by SEM were acquired 
using a FEI Quanta 250 FEG environmental scanning electron microscope. The microscope was operated at 
30 kV.

Confocal microscopy analysis. Sterile coverslips were placed in a 24 well plate and treated with 0.1% 
gelatin diluted in sterile water for 45 minutes at 37 °C. In each well, 50000 CRL-2868 cells were plated and incu-
bated at 37 °C and 5% CO2 for 24 h. EVs (20 µg/ml) were incubated with PKH26 (λexc 551 nm λem 567 nm) 
(Sigma-Aldrich. Ref PKH26GL-1KT) and/or PKH67 (λexc 490 nm λem 502 nm) (Sigma-Aldrich Ref PKH67GL-
1KT). Fluorescein filters are suitable for PKH67 detection and rhodamine or phycoerythrin filters are suitable for 
PKH26 detection.

The labeling of EVs with PKH67 and PKH26 was performed applying the manufacturer’s instructions. Briefly, 
2× Dye Solution was prepared in Diluent C by adding 4 μL of the PKH26 ethanolic dye solution to 1 mL of 
Diluent C in a centrifuge tube and mix well to disperse. An EVs/dye solution (1:1 dilution EVs/dye, no less 
than 100 μg of EVs suspended in 100 μL of PBS) that was incubated at room temperature for 10 min and centri-
fuged on filter column at 14000 g for 10 min at 4 °C. EVs pellet was washed in PBS, centrifuging on filter column 
(0.5 ml ultrafiltration units, Amicon, Merck) to avoid free dye in the suspension and to eliminate the excess of 
dye in the EVs membrane. This step was repeated at least twice, until the supernatant was transparent after the 
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centrifugation and filtration. The staining of the EVs was done maximum 3 h prior to the treatment. Nine or 
twelve hours after EVs treatment, CRL-2868 cells were fixed with 4% paraformaldehyde for 1 h. After permea-
bilization with Triton X-100 for 3 min, cells were stained with SiR-actin (100 nM, SiR-actin; λexc 640 nm λem 
705 nm; Cytoskeleton Inc CY-SC001). Cells were preserved and nuclei were visualized using VECTASHIELD 
Antifade Mounting Medium with DAPI (Vector Laboratories. Ref H-1200). In order to obtain detailed images 
of intracellular EVs labelled with PKH26, confocal recordings were made using a Leica TSC SP8 scanning laser 
confocal system (Leica Microsystems, Wetzlar, Germany), attached to a DMI8 inverted microscope and equipped 
with a 405-diode laser and a white light laser. On the white light laser, excitation wavelengths were set at 551 nm 
and 645 nm for the excitation of EVs and SiR-actin respectively. DAPI staining was visualized by the 405-diode 
laser. An Acousto-Optical Beam Splitter (AOBS) was used to select the corresponding emission spectra, i.e. 
410 nm – 460 nm for DAPI 560 nm – 640 nm for EVs-PKH26, 658 nm – 783 nm for SiR-actin. The signal of the 
EVs-PKH26 was detected using a classic PMT detector, while the DAPI and SiR-actin were visualized by a Hybrid 
or HyD detector in standard mode. Recordings were performed using a 63× water immersion objective (N.A. 
1.2) and a pinhole of 1 Airy Unit. Images were taken with a pixel size of 1024 × 1024. Pixel saturation was pre-
vented by adjusting the laser intensities and amplifier gains of the detectors. To avoid cross-talk between the three 
fluorophores image acquisition was performed sequentially. For each recording a z-stack was taken. Maximum 
intensity projections were obtained via the Leica TSC SP8 software. All detectors use grey levels, and thus the 
colours observed are pseudo-colours. High magnification images of EVs labelled with PKH67 were recorded as 
described in the next paragraph for live cell imaging.

Live cell imaging. For live imaging of EVs uptake and intracellular mobility, CRL-2868 cells were grown 
in 96-well plates with chimney wells (Greiner µClear 655090) at a density of 2000 cells per well, in duplicates, 
for 24 h before EVs incubation. EVs were labeled with PKH67 as described above. Five hours before imaging, 
cells were incubated with 20 µg/ml of stained EVs diluted in RPMI-1640. In order to allow robust identification 
of nuclei and the cytoskeleton, the cultures were incubated with the membrane-permeable dyes Hoechst 33342 
(final concentration 10 µg/ml, ThermoFisher H3570) and SiR-actin (final concentration 100 nM, Cytoskeleton 
Inc CY-SC001) respectively, for 30 min at 37 °C, 1 h before starting the image acquisition. Imaging was based on 
previous internalization data by our group41,42. Confocal imaging was performed on a dual spinning disk confo-
cal microscope (UltraVIEW VoX system with Volocity software, PerkinElmer, Seer Green, United Kingdom) at 
37 °C and 5% CO2 in growth medium. A water immersion objective (60×, NA 1.2, Plan Apochromat) was used 
to acquire images at high resolution. The motorized stage was programmed to visit multiple locations in different 
wells with intervals of 5 minutes per location. At each location and time point, the Zfocus was determined by 
means of image autofocus in the SiR-actin channel, after which 20 Zplanes were recorded with 1 µm spacing. 
For each channel (Hoechst λexc 405 λem 445, EVs λexc 488 λem 525, SiR-actin λexc 640 λem 705 nm), acqui-
sition parameters were set to limit photodamage while having sufficient signal-to-noise ratio during the course 
of an overnight experiment. Images were exported as tiff file format for further analysis in ImageJ freeware43. 
Hyper stacks containing the time frames of each fluorescence channel were construed, after which channels were 
merged into RGB colour frames. The resulting image stack was exported as AVI with a frame rate of 5 frames/sec 
(Videos 1 and 2) and 2 frames/sec (Video 3). Videos were edited afterwards in order to focus more on the field 
and time frame of interest. EVs are represented in green while SiR-Actin in blue in the Videos.

Statistical analysis. Data were expressed as mean ± standard deviation of three independent experiments. 
Statistical analysis was performed by using an unpaired Student’s t-test. Differences were considered to be signif-
icant when P values were smaller than 0.05.

Received: 19 June 2019; Accepted: 9 March 2020;
Published: xx xx xxxx

References
 1. Wolf, P. The nature and significance of platelet products in human plasma. Br. J. Haematol. 13, 269–288 (1967).
 2. Harding, C., Heuser, J. & Stahl, P. Receptor-mediated endocytosis of transferrin and recycling of the transferrin receptor in rat 

reticulocytes. J. Cell Biol. 97, 329–339 (1983).
 3. Pan, B. T. & Johnstone, R. M. Fate of the transferrin receptor during maturation of sheep reticulocytes in vitro: selective 

externalization of the receptor. Cell 33, 967–978 (1983).
 4. Laulagnier, K. et al. Mast cell- and dendritic cell-derived exosomes display a specific lipid composition and an unusual membrane 

organization. Biochem. J. 380, 161–171 (2004).
 5. Raposo, G. & Stoorvogel, W. Extracellular vesicles: Exosomes, microvesicles, and friends. Journal of Cell Biology 200, 373–383 

(2013).
 6. Guo, W. et al. Exosomes: New players in cancer (Review). Oncol. Rep. 38, 665–675 (2017).
 7. Kalluri, R. The biology and function of exosomes in cancer. J. Clin. Invest. 126, 1208–1215 (2016).
 8. Kosaka, N., Yoshioka, Y., Fujita, Y. & Ochiya, T. Versatile roles of extracellular vesicles in cancer. J. Clin. Invest. 126, 1163–1172 

(2016).
 9. Pucci, M. et al. Extracellular Vesicles As miRNA Nano-Shuttles: Dual Role in Tumor Progression. Target. Oncol., https://doi.

org/10.1007/s11523-018-0551-8 (2018).
 10. Taverna, S. et al. Exosomal shuttling of miR-126 in endothelial cells modulates adhesive and migratory abilities of chronic 

myelogenous leukemia cells. Mol. Cancer 13, 169 (2014).
 11. Fanale, D., Taverna, S., Russo, A. & Bazan, V. Circular RNA in Exosomes. Adv. Exp. Med. Biol. 1087, 109–117 (2018).
 12. Kahlert, C. et al. Identification of double-stranded genomic DNA spanning all chromosomes with mutated KRAS and p53 DNA in 

the serum exosomes of patients with pancreatic cancer. J. Biol. Chem. 289, 3869–3875 (2014).
 13. Fan, G. et al. Prognostic value of circulating tumor DNA in patients with colon cancer: Systematic review. PLoS One 12, e0171991 

(2017).

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-020-62920-0
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11523-018-0551-8
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11523-018-0551-8


8Scientific RepoRtS |         (2020) 10:6494  | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-020-62920-0

www.nature.com/scientificreportswww.nature.com/scientificreports/

 14. Galvano, A. et al. Detection of RAS mutations in circulating tumor DNA: a new weapon in an old war against colorectal cancer. A 
systematic review of literature and meta-analysis. Ther. Adv. Med. Oncol. 11, 1758835919874653 (2019).

 15. Reclusa, P. et al. Exosomes genetic cargo in lung cancer: a truly Pandora’s box. Transl. lung cancer Res. 5, 483–491 (2016).
 16. Reclusa, P. et al. Exosomes as diagnostic and predictive biomarkers in lung cancer. Journal of Thoracic Disease 9, S1373–S1382 

(2017).
 17. Whiteside, T. L. Tumor-Derived Exosomes and Their Role in Cancer Progression. Adv. Clin. Chem. 74, 103–141 (2016).
 18. Lo Cicero, A., Stahl, P. D. & Raposo, G. Extracellular vesicles shuffling intercellular messages: for good or for bad. Curr. Opin. Cell 

Biol. 35, 69–77 (2015).
 19. Taverna, S. et al. Exosomes isolation and characterization in serum is feasible in non-small cell lung cancer patients: critical analysis 

of evidence and potential role in clinical practice. Oncotarget 7, 28748–28760 (2016).
 20. Taverna, S. et al. Curcumin modulates chronic myelogenous leukemia exosomes composition and affects angiogenic phenotype via 

exosomal miR-21. Oncotarget 7, 30420–30439 (2016).
 21. Raposo, G. et al. B lymphocytes secrete antigen-presenting vesicles. J. Exp. Med. 183, 1161–1172 (1996).
 22. Parolini, I. et al. Microenvironmental pH is a key factor for exosome traffic in tumor cells. J. Biol. Chem. 284, 34211–34222 (2009).
 23. Del Conde, I., Shrimpton, C. N., Thiagarajan, P. & Lopez, J. A. Tissue-factor-bearing microvesicles arise from lipid rafts and fuse 

with activated platelets to initiate coagulation. Blood 106, 1604–1611 (2005).
 24. Feng, D. et al. Cellular internalization of exosomes occurs through phagocytosis. Traffic 11, 675–687 (2010).
 25. Svensson, K. J. et al. Exosome uptake depends on ERK1/2-heat shock protein 27 signaling and lipid Raft-mediated endocytosis 

negatively regulated by caveolin-1. J. Biol. Chem. 288, 17713–17724 (2013).
 26. Tian, T. et al. Exosome uptake through clathrin-mediated endocytosis and macropinocytosis and mediating miR-21 delivery. J. Biol. 

Chem. 289, 22258–22267 (2014).
 27. Fitzner, D. et al. Selective transfer of exosomes from oligodendrocytes to microglia by macropinocytosis. J. Cell Sci. 124, 447–458 

(2011).
 28. Klionsky, D. J. et al. Guidelines for the use and interpretation of assays for monitoring autophagy (3rd edition). Autophagy 12, 1–222 

(2016).
 29. Heusermann, W. et al. Exosomes surf on filopodia to enter cells at endocytic hot spots, traffic within endosomes, and are targeted to 

the ER. J. Cell Biol. 213, 173–184 (2016).
 30. Costa Verdera, H., Gitz-Francois, J. J., Schiffelers, R. M. & Vader, P. Cellular uptake of extracellular vesicles is mediated by clathrin-

independent endocytosis and macropinocytosis. J. Control. Release 266, 100–108 (2017).
 31. Schneider, D. J. et al. Mechanisms and modulation of microvesicle uptake in a model of alveolar cell communication. J. Biol. Chem., 

https://doi.org/10.1074/jbc.M117.792416 (2017).
 32. Bastos, N., Ruivo, C. F., da Silva, S. & Melo, S. A. Exosomes in cancer: Use them or target them? Semin. Cell Dev. Biol., https://doi.

org/10.1016/j.semcdb.2017.08.009 (2017).
 33. Maas, S. L. N., Breakefield, X. O. & Weaver, A. M. Extracellular Vesicles: Unique Intercellular Delivery Vehicles. Trends Cell Biol. 27, 

172–188 (2017).
 34. Sluijter, J. P. G. et al. Extracellular vesicles in diagnostics and therapy of the ischaemic heart: Position Paper from the Working Group 

on Cellular Biology of the Heart of the European Society of Cardiology. Cardiovasc. Res. 114, 19–34 (2018).
 35. Grimolizzi, F. et al. Exosomal miR-126 as a circulating biomarker in non-small-cell lung cancer regulating cancer progression. Sci. 

Rep. 7, 1–12 (2017).
 36. Borzi, C. et al. c-Myc shuttled by tumour-derived extracellular vesicles promotes lung bronchial cell proliferation through miR-19b 

and miR-92a. Cell Death Dis. 10, 1–16 (2019).
 37. Zomer, A. et al. In vivo imaging reveals extracellular vesicle-mediated phenocopying of metastatic behavior. Cell 161, 1046–1057 

(2015).
 38. Corso, G. et al. Systematic characterization of extracellular vesicles sorting domains and quantification at the single molecule–single 

vesicle level by fluorescence correlation spectroscopy and single particle imaging. J. Extracell. Vesicles 8, 1663043 (2019).
 39. Shen, L. M., Quan, L. & Liu, J. Tracking Exosomes in Vitro and in Vivo to Elucidate Their Physiological Functions: Implications for 

Diagnostic and Therapeutic Nanocarriers. ACS Appl. Nano Mater. 1, 2438–2448 (2018).
 40. Plebanek, M. P. et al. Nanoparticle targeting and cholesterol flux through scavenger receptor type B-1 inhibits cellular exosome 

uptake. Sci. Rep. 5, 1–14 (2015).
 41. Verweij, F. J. et al. Live Tracking of Inter-organ Communication by Endogenous Exosomes In Vivo. Dev. Cell 48, 573–589.e4 (2019).
 42. Lai, C. P. et al. Visualization and tracking of tumour extracellular vesicle delivery and RNA translation using multiplexed reporters. 

Nat. Commun. 6, 1–12 (2015).
 43. Taverna, S. et al. Amphiregulin contained in NSCLC-exosomes induces osteoclast differentiation through the activation of EGFR 

pathway. Sci. Rep. 7, 3170 (2017).
 44. Takov, K., Yellon, D. M. & Davidson, S. M. Confounding factors in vesicle uptake studies using fluorescent lipophilic membrane 

dyes. J. Extracell. vesicles 6, 1388731 (2017).
 45. Puzar Dominkus, P. et al. PKH26 labeling of extracellular vesicles: Characterization and cellular internalization of contaminating 

PKH26 nanoparticles. Biochim. Biophys. acta. Biomembr. 1860, 1350–1361 (2018).
 46. Théry, C. et al. Minimal information for studies of extracellular vesicles 2018 (MISEV2018): a position statement of the International 

Society for Extracellular Vesicles and update of the MISEV2014 guidelines. J. Extracell. Vesicles 7 (2018).
 47. Mulcahy, L. A., Pink, R. C. & Carter, D. R. F. Routes and mechanisms of extracellular vesicle uptake. Journal of Extracellular Vesicles 

vol. 3 (2014).
 48. Muller, L. et al. Human tumor-derived exosomes (TEX) regulate Treg functions via cell surface signaling rather than uptake 

mechanisms. Oncoimmunology 6, e1261243 (2017).
 49. Gray, W. D., Mitchell, A. J. & Searles, C. D. An accurate, precise method for general labeling of extracellular vesicles. MethodsX 2, 

360–367 (2015).
 50. Charrier, A. et al. Exosomes mediate intercellular transfer of pro-fibrogenic connective tissue growth factor (CCN2) between hepatic 

stellate cells, the principal fibrotic cells in the liver. Surgery 156, 548–555 (2014).

Acknowledgements
Marzia Pucci is supported by a “AIRC” (Associazione Italiana Ricerca sul Cancro) fellowship. “The Leica SP 8 (Hercules 
grant AUHA.15.12) microscope was funded by the Hercules Foundation of the Flemish Government”. DdM-P is 
funded by the University of Granada PhD grant and University of Granada international mobility grant 2018/19.

Author contributions
P.R., S.K. & C.R. conceived and designed the study. P.R., P.V., S.T., M.P., I.P. & N.C. performed the experiments. 
P.R., P.V., M.G., S.T., M.P., I.P., S.B., N.C., D.d.M.-P. & C.R. analyzed and interpreted the data. P.R., P.V., S.T., I.P., 
N.C., S.B., D.d.M.-P. & C.R. wrote the manuscript. R.A., S.K. & C.R. provided critical revisions. All authors read, 
edited and approved the final manuscript.

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-020-62920-0
https://doi.org/10.1074/jbc.M117.792416
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.semcdb.2017.08.009
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.semcdb.2017.08.009


9Scientific RepoRtS |         (2020) 10:6494  | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-020-62920-0

www.nature.com/scientificreportswww.nature.com/scientificreports/

competing interests
Christian Rolfo declares competing interest, he is a speaker for MSD and Astra Zeneca, advisory board for ARCHER, 
Inivata, and MD Serono, scientific advisor for Mylan, Oncompass, and he has research collaboration with Lung 
Cancer Research Foundation-Pfizer Grant, GuardantHealth and BioMark Inc.

Additional information
Supplementary information is available for this paper at https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-020-62920-0.
Correspondence and requests for materials should be addressed to C.R.
Reprints and permissions information is available at www.nature.com/reprints.
Publisher’s note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and 
institutional affiliations.

Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International 
License, which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or 

format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Cre-
ative Commons license, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this 
article are included in the article’s Creative Commons license, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the 
material. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons license and your intended use is not per-
mitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from the 
copyright holder. To view a copy of this license, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.
 
© The Author(s) 2020

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-020-62920-0
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-020-62920-0
http://www.nature.com/reprints
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

	Improving extracellular vesicles visualization: From static to motion
	Results
	EVs isolation and characterization. 
	EVs visualization using scanning electron microscopy. 
	EVs internalization by recipient cells. 
	EVs internalization by living cells. 

	Discussion
	Methods
	EVs isolation. 
	Nanoparticle tracking analysis. 
	Western-blotting. 
	Scanning electron microscopy. 
	Confocal microscopy analysis. 
	Live cell imaging. 
	Statistical analysis. 

	Acknowledgements
	Figure 1 (a) Nanoparticle Tracking analysis (NTA) of EVs derived from CRL-5908 cells isolated with three different methods: Yellow line indicates EVs isolated with one-step ultracentrifuge method, red line EVs isolated with commercial kit, and blue line E
	Figure 2 Scanning electron microscopy analysis.
	Figure 3 Confocal microscopy analysis of EVs internalization at different time point.
	Figure 4 Confocal microscopy analysis of EVs stained with PKH67 and PKH26.
	Figure 5 (Detailed Video 3) Confocal microscopy analysis of EVs internalization in living cells.




