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Endomorphins are endogenous opioid peptides that cause potent antinociception in
rodent models of acute and neuropathic pain with less undesirable side effects
than opioid alkaloids. However, endomorphins are poorly suited to clinical applications
because of low membrane permeability and a susceptibility to enzymatic degradation.
Glycosylation and lipidation have proven to be two of the most robust approaches
for the generation of new therapeutic endomorphin derivatives. Conjugation with
lipoamino acids (LAA) confers an amphipathic character to the peptide, which improved
interaction between the peptide and the lipid bilayer of the cell membranes, increasing
permeability. Glycosylation can also improve peptide stability and blood brain barrier
(BBB) transport. It is believed that an endocytotic mechanism (transcytosis) is responsible
for the systemic delivery of water-soluble glycopeptides. This review discusses the
application of glycosylation and lipidation strategies to improve the drug-like properties of
endomorphins. Pharmacologically active endomorphin analogs with less adverse effects
are also discussed.
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INTRODUCTION
Opioid analgesics such as morphine are among the most com-
monly used for the treatment of severe pain. Although opioid
analgesics are useful for the relief of nociceptive pain, their
efficacy against neuropathic pain is limited. Furthermore, they
are associated with a range of undesirable side effects such
as constipation, respiratory depression, tolerance, and physical
dependence, particularly with long-term use. Investigations into
new effective treatments for neuropathic pain that could replace
opioid alkaloids have predominantly focused on the develop-
ment of peptide analogs with selectivity for μ-opioid (MOP)
receptors (Vaccarino and Kastin, 2000). In order to be effec-
tive as an analgesic for clinical application, the peptide analog
must confer high bioavailability, which is achieved through good
blood brain barrier (BBB) permeability and resistance to enzy-
matic degradation. Delivery of pharmaceutical agents to the
brain is highly challenging (Banks et al., 1992). Various proper-
ties combine to make the BBB a formidable barrier, including
tight junctions, minimized surface area, electrostatic interac-
tions and increased metabolism, as well as an active efflux sys-
tem. Different approaches have been used to improve the brain
penetration of pharmaceutical agents (Banks and Kastin, 1985;
Begley, 1996). Endomorphin-1 and -2 are naturally occurring
peptides with excellent therapeutic potential as replacements for
morphine-like opioids. They are potent, highly selective MOP
receptor agonists with remarkable anti-neuropathic properties
in different rodent models of neuropathic pain (Przewlocki and
Przewlocka, 2001) and cause less adverse effects than opioid

alkaloids (Vaccarino et al., 1999; Czapla et al., 2000). Nevertheless,
like most peptide neurotransmitters and neuromodulators in the
CNS, modifications are required to transport endomorphins to
the brain.

HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE
All endogenous opioid peptides that contain Tyr-Gly-Gly-Phe
(including endorphins, enkephakins, and dynorphins), possess
affinity for the three opioid receptors: μ (MOP), δ (DOP),
and κ (KOP), with low to moderate specificity. β-endorphins
have comparable affinity for both MOP and DOP receptors. Met-
and leu-enkephalins are DOP receptor endogenous ligands and
dynorphins are ligands of KOP receptors. Mammalian peptides
with high selectivity and affinity for MOP receptors were not
known until the discovery of endomorphins. In 1997, Zadina
et al.. replaced the Gly in the endogenous peptide sequence
(Tyr-Pro-Trp-Gly-NH2) which had high MOP receptor selec-
tivity, but low affinity (Hughes et al., 1975),with all possible
natural amino acids (Zadina et al., 1997). Among all deriva-
tives, the Phe-substituted sequence showed the highest affinity
and selectivity for MOP receptors and was called endomorphin-
1 (Tyr-Pro-Trp-Phe-NH2). Endomorphin-1 and -2, (Tyr-Pro-
Phe-Phe-NH2) (Figure 1) were first isolated from bovine brain
(Zadina et al., 1997) and then from human cortex (Hackler
et al., 1997). Although the precursor(s) of endomorphins remain
unidentified, their extraordinarily high affinity and selectivity for
MOP receptors in the brain supports the proposal that they are
endogenous MOP receptor ligands.
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STRATEGIES TO IMPROVE BIOAVAILABILITY
Different strategies have been investigated for the effective
delivery of endomorphin.

Use of peptidase inhibitors such as tripeptides diprotin A and
B, Tyr-Pro-Ala-NH2 (EMDB-2), and Tyr-Pro-Ala-OH (EMDB-
3), enhanced and prolonged the antinociceptive effects of endo-
morphins (Sakurada et al., 2003; Cravezic et al., 2011). However,
due to the need for central administration of both peptides and
peptidase inhibitors (Fichna et al., 2010; Cravezic et al., 2011),
this approach achieved a low degree of success.

Several strategies have been developed to manipulate the struc-
ture of endomorphins. The current data indicate that is confor-
mational adaptation of the neuropeptides to the different MOP,
DOP, and KOP receptor topographies. Thus, the design of con-
formationally restricted analogs is of great importance for the
selective targeting of a single distinct receptor type (Schiller and
DiMaio, 1982). The greater rigidity of the bioactive peptide epi-
tope affects the receptor binding affinity in a receptor-specific way
(Bock et al., 2013). Therefore, selectivity of the peptide can be
tuned based on the level of conformational restriction imposed
by the constraints (Clark et al., 2010).

Glycosylation and lipidation are two successful strategies
where peptide conformation is locally restricted. The incorpora-
tion of lipids and sugars as conformational constraints (Hruby
et al., 1990; Kawai et al., 1990; Hruby and Balse, 2000) sig-
nificantly improved the pharmacological properties of various
peptides (Polt et al., 1994; Egleton et al., 2000; Falconer and Toth,
2007; Cros et al., 2011).

GLYCOSYLATION
Conjugation of carbohydrates to peptides increased the biodis-
tribution of opioid peptides by enhancing permeation across
intestinal epithelium and BBB via natural transporters (Poduslo
and Curran, 1994; Egleton and Davis, 2005). Membrane pro-
teins such as glucose transporters, GLUT and SGLUT, allowed
for the uptake of specific carbohydrates through active, or facil-
itated transport pathways to deliver peptides across biological
barriers (Wood and Trayhurn, 2003). In spite of difficulties asso-
ciated with their synthesis (Buskas et al., 2006), carbohydrates
improved the water solubility, stability and bioavailability of the
peptide analogs (Albert et al., 1993; Polt et al., 1994; Negri et al.,
1999; Bilsky et al., 2000; Egleton et al., 2000). Although glycosy-
lation reduces passive diffusion of the peptides by reducing their

FIGURE 1 | The structure of endomorphin-1 and -2.

lipophilicity, it makes the peptide a favorable substrate for glucose
transporters. Thus, this modification often results in increased
penetration through the BBB and GI membranes (Horvat, 2001;
Gentilucci, 2004). However, the exact mechanism through which
glycosylation improves BBB or GI transport is yet to be eluci-
dated. Octanol/saline distribution studies indicated that transport
does not occur via passive diffusion, due to significantly lower
lipophilicity (Egleton et al., 2000). Alternatively, the amphipathic
nature of glycopeptides was suggested to be responsible for their
enhanced permeability through barriers particularly BBB (Palian
et al., 2003). For the glycopeptides to be effectively delivered to
the brain, it is necessary to produce “biousian” activity (Polt
et al., 2005a). Ousia means “essence” in Greek. It is important
for the glycopeptides to have two essences, an amphipathic state
that promotes adsorption to biological membranes and a ran-
dom coil state that is water-soluble. Biousian effect enabled the
compound to undergo endocytosis or permits “membrane hop-
ping” (Egleton et al., 2005). Through extensive studies on a library
of glycopeptides, negative membrane curvature on the surface
of endothelial cells was shown to be promoted by permeable
glycopeptides (Dhanasekaran et al., 2005). This in turn led to
an increase in BBB transport (Figure 2) (Broadwell et al., 1988;
Egleton et al., 2001; Polt et al., 2005b).

Distribution and pharmacodynamic of the peptides are
immensely affected by glycosylation. This allows glyco-
sidic moieties to be used as vectors for targeting specific
carbohydrate-recognition receptors (Eduardo, 1994).

LIPIDATION
Lipidation is a post-translational peptide modification that sig-
nificantly influences the properties of peptides and is used in the
design of peptide drugs. The presence of polar groups reduced
the peptides’ partition coefficients and subsequently decreased
their membrane permeability (Chikhale et al., 1994). Lipidation
provided a simple way to modulate peptide lipophilicity, and
facilitates their interaction with cell membranes and penetration
across biological barriers by passive diffusion (Balaz, 2000; Griffin
and O’Driscoll, 2011). Through increasing the membrane-like
properties of the peptides, lipidation improved their interac-
tion with the lipid bilayer within the cell membrane (Pignatello
et al., 2005). Both lipoamino acids (LAA) and fatty acid chains
have been attached to the peptides to enhance their permeability
across biological membranes (Desino et al., 2009). LAAs are α-
amino acids with varying length (usually C8–20) alkyl side chains
(Figure 3). Having both the hydrophobic properties of lipids and
the hydrophilic characteristics of α-amino acids, LAAs are appro-
priate conjugates to incorporate into the structure of peptides
(Toth, 1994; Kokotos et al., 1996). Although the conjugation of
fatty acids to the peptides will ultimately result in an increase

FIGURE 2 | Endocytosis of glucopeptides (Polt, 2008).
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FIGURE 3 | Structure of lipoamino acids.

in their lipophilicity, the addition of LAAs is more advantageous
due to their amphipathic character (Toth, 1994). In addition it
plays an important role in enhancing peptide’s stability against
enzymatic degradation (Wang et al., 2006). This in turn affects
the absorption, distribution, metabolism and excretion (ADME)
and bioavailability of drugs and makes it an attractive strategy to
convert peptides into drug leads (Silvius, 2002).

PHYSIOLOGICAL AND PHARMACOLOGICAL PROPERTIES OF
LIPO- AND GLYCO-ENDOMORPHINS
METABOLIC STABILITY AND MEMBRANE PERMEABILITY
Lipoamino acid modification
The endogenous opioid peptide leu-enkephalin was chemically
modified by a lipophilic dimethylmaleic anhydride analog. This
analog showed a 12- and 32-fold increase in mouse small intesti-
nal mucosal homogenate and liver homogenate (Wang et al.,
2006).

A series of glycosylated endomorphin-1 peptides were synthe-
sized by modifying either the N- or C-terminus of endomorphin-
1 with glucose succinate or glucose, respectively. The half-life of
the analog conjugated with glucose at the N-terminus increased
from 5 min for endomorphin-1 to 38 min in the Caco-2 cell
homogenates. However, the C8LAA-modified glycosylated ana-
log produced even higher stability in the Caco-2 cell homogenate
assay with a half-life of 75 min (Koda et al., 2008). Although
there was a 3-fold increase in the apparent permeability (Papp)
of glucose-C8LAA derivative, this was not as pronounced as
the Papp of the compounds modified only with C8LAA com-
pared to endomorphin-1. Due to a significant reduction in the
receptor binding affinity of the C8LAA analog, a further mod-
ification was performed on the backbone structure of the par-
ent peptide. The unnatural amino acid 2′,6′-dimethyltyrosine
(Dmt) the more hydrophobic and conformationally restricted
residue compared to Tyr (Figure 4). Substitution of Tyr with
Dmt was shown to enhance the MOP receptor binding affinity
and potency of several opioid peptides (Li et al., 2005) including
endomorphin-1 (Jinsmaa et al., 2006). Therefore, a Dmt analog,
C8LAA[Dmt1]endomorphin-1 was synthesized which preserved
MOP receptor binding affinity (0.08 nM) relative to the parent
peptide. This analog exhibited enhanced stability and perme-
ability (Koda et al., 2008). In another trial, the 10-carbon LAA

FIGURE 4 | Structure of Tyrosine and 2′,6′-dimethyltyrosine.

modified peptides with/without substitution of Tyr1 with Dmt1

were examined for their biological activity. These endomorphin-
1 analogs produced 2–3.5 times higher stability and 2–2.6 times
higher permeability for Tyr1 and DMT1 analogs, respectively, in
comparison with their corresponding C8 derivatives (Varamini
et al., 2012b).

Substance P is a neuropeptide, which was first reported
to elicit analgesic activity in 1976 by Stewart et al. (Stewart
et al., 1976). Previously, a hybrid alkaloid/peptide compound,
comprised of morphine sulpfate bound to SP3−11, produced
a strong antinociceptive response with little or no develop-
ment of opioid tolerance or dependence (Kream, 2003; Kream
et al., 2007). C10LAA hybrid endomorphin-1 peptides were
designed and synthesized by conjugation of the last 4 or 5 C-
terminal amino acids of substance P (SP8−11 and SP7−11) with
all compounds bearing an overlapping Phe in the sequence. It
was proposed that the addition of substance P fragments to
lipo-endomorphin-1 may decrease the development of toler-
ance and physical dependence. Two C10-modified endomorphin-
1/SP hybrid peptides showed significantly improved half-life and
membrane permeability. However, of the two promising LAA-
modified derivatives with high stability and permeability, only
the one that contained the SP7−11 fragment produced potent
activity at MOP receptors with significant binding affinity and
retained selectivity. The docking scores obtained from confor-
mational studies were also in agreement with the Kiμ values
obtained in the receptor binding affinity experiments (Figure 5)
(Varamini et al., 2012a).

Glycosylation
A sugar-modified derivative of endomorphin was synthesized by
attachment of lactose succinamic acid to the peptide (Figure 6).
This glycosylated analog produced an unprecedented 700-fold
increase in membrane permeability and 21-fold increase in
plasma stability relative to the native peptide (Varamini et al.,
2012c). In this study a receptor-mediated or lactose selective
transporter-mediated absorption was suggested for as the mecha-
nism of transport across Caco-2 cell monolayer. According to the
Biopharmaceutics Classification System, there is a high correla-
tion between Caco-2 cell permeability coefficients (Papp values)
and fractional absorption values (Fa) in humans. This makes
the results from Caco-2 cell studies a reliable predictor of the
oral absorption of compounds in human (Smetanova et al.,
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FIGURE 5 | In vitro biological analyses revealed that the

C10LAA-modified analog conjugated with SP7−11 fragment was the

most promising derivative. (A) Structure of the compounds. (B) Surface
view of the active site of the MOP receptor for the highest docking score

conformation of MOP receptor with the compound docked into the active
site. For clarity, color of the atoms are as follows: blue—nitrogen,
red—oxygen, white—carbon (mu-opioid receptor), and green—carbon (on
ligand) (Varamini et al., 2012a).

FIGURE 6 | Structure of lactose succinamic acid-conjugated

endomorphin-1.

2011). Based on this classification, lactose-endomorphin-1 was
considered an ideal candidate for oral delivery.

Opioid peptides are predominantly cleared from the body via
fecal-oral routes (Weber et al., 1992; Witt et al., 2001). It has pre-
viously been shown that shifting from hepatic to renal clearance
can increase plasma stability and improve the antinociceptive
effects of opioid peptides (Witt et al., 2001). Since hydrophilic-
ity of the glycopeptides is increased compared with the parent
peptides, it is plausible that glycosylation shifts elimination to the
renal pathway, thus contributing to the higher stability of these
conjugates.

In vivo ANTINOCICEPTIVE ACTIVITY
Lipoamino acid modification
Targeting of neuropeptide drugs to the CNS through systemic
and oral delivery routes is a formidable obstacle. The delivery of
peptide drugs is limited by their poor bioavailability to the brain
due to low metabolic stability, high clearance by the liver, and the
obstacle posed by the BBB (Egleton et al., 2001).

The 8- and 10-carbon LAA derivatives of endomorphin-1,
with either Tyr or Dmt at position 1, have been shown to produce
significant dose dependent analgesia in a chronic constriction
injury (CCI) model of pain in rats. This analgesia was opi-
oid receptor-mediated and was produced following intravenous
(i.v.) administration. The two C10LAA-modified endomorphin-
1 peptides produced higher potency than C8LAA analogs and
even morphine in this model of rats with ED50 values of
about 1 μmol/kg. However, no significant difference was observed
between ED50 values obtained for lipo-endomorphin-1 analogs
with Tyr1 as in the native form of the peptide, or Dmt1 in the
modified form. Although C8-Endo-1 and C8-Dmt-Endo-1 (Koda
et al., 2008) were reported to have higher MOP receptor bind-
ing affinity and agonist activity than their corresponding C10-
peptides, their potency in relieving neuropathic pain in CCI rats
was less than C10-analogs. The higher antinociceptive potency
of C10-modified peptides compared to C8-modified analogs was
explained by the increase in their permeability and metabolic
stability. Longer alkyl chain length possibly increased analgesic
activity by permitting improved transport across lipophilic mem-
branes including the BBB (Varamini et al., 2012b). Furthermore,
these lipidated analogs did not cause significant respiratory
depression (Varamini et al., 2013), or constipation, and resulted
in less tolerance than morphine at analgesic doses (Varamini et al.,
2012b). The effect of attaching LAA residues containing differ-
ent length of alkyl side chain to drug molecules with in vitro
monoamine oxidase inhibitory activity was also investigated.
Consistently, analogs with different LAAs produced significantly
different potencies (Pignatello et al., 2005). It is plausible that
the divergence in the antinociceptive and side effect profiles of
morphine and the lipidic endomorphin-1 derivatives may be
due to their different interactions with pharmacologically defined
MOP receptor subtypes (Dworkin et al., 2007). Opioid receptor
hetero-oligomerization was suggested to be responsible for the
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diverse pharmacology displayed by these compounds (Jordan and
Devi, 1999; Levac et al., 2002).

Glycosylation
To date, many glycosylated analogs of various neuropeptides such
as deltorphin (Negri et al., 1999), Met-enkephalin (Polt et al.,
1994; Egleton et al., 2000), and Leu-enkephalin (Bilsky et al.,
2000) have shown improved analgesic activity after peripheral
administration. Structure-activity studies of enkephalin-based
opioid glycopeptides revealed that disaccharide derivatives were
significantly more potent than any of the monosaccharides after
peripheral administration (Elmagbari et al., 2004). However,
there are only limited reports of the characterization of endo-
morphin glycopeptides because only few potent derivatives have
been developed so far. Biondi et al. synthesized glycosylated
endomorphin-2 analogs by conjugating glucose or 2,3,4,6-tetra-
O-acetyl glucose with the hydroxyproline (Hyp) residue. The
MOP receptor binding affinity and agonist activity was abolished
in all of these analogs therefore the compounds were not further
investigated for their in vivo pain relieving activity (Biondi et al.,
2006).

N-terminal conjugation of endomorphin-1 with lactose succi-
namic acid resulted in a significant antinociception following oral
administration to CCI rats. This effect was comparable with that
of morphine, for which various oral dosage forms are currently
in clinical use (Varamini et al., 2012c). In contrast to morphine,
the pain-relieving effect of the lactose-endomorphin-1 analog was
selective to the injured hindpaw with insignificant effects pro-
duced in the contralateral hindpaw. This effect was antagonized
by naloxone, which indicated the key role of opioid receptors
(Varamini et al., 2012c).

CONCLUSION
Endomorphins have been shown to elicit a potent pain relieving
effect in different acute and neuropathic pain models in ani-
mals after central administration. More importantly this effect
is concomitant with little to no undesirable side effects asso-
ciated with the application of opioids like morphine. These
promising effects have been strong motivation for investigators
to design and synthesize a substantial number of endomor-
phin derivatives. Numerous studies report developments in our
understanding of the structure activity relationship properties,
bioactive conformation, physiological characterizations, in vivo
and in vitro biological activity of endomorphin analogs. Over
fifteen years since the discovery of endomorphins, investiga-
tions have led to the production of derivatives with acceptable
selectivity and MOP receptor-binding affinity. However, only lim-
ited progress has been made in the production of compounds
with outstanding metabolic stability and membrane permeabil-
ity, while retaining their pharmacodynamic properties. These are
critical criteria in the field of peptide drug delivery to over-
come the obstacles and succeed in the development of periph-
erally active and BBB-permeable analgesics suitable for clini-
cal applications. Thus far, two of the most successful strategies
have been shown to be glycosylation and lipid modification.
Two examples are the development of an orally active lactose-
modified and systemically effective LAA-conjugated derivative

of endomorphin-1 with high potential for the treatment of
neuropathic pain.

This review highlights the two modifications that have made
the most improvements to the therapeutic and side effect profile
of endomorphins. Presently potent and promising lead com-
pounds have been developed which are prospective to proceed
from research to the pharmaceutical industry. These achieve-
ments are the outcome of extensive research having been made
to develop opioid peptide-based analgesics like endomorphins for
the effective management of neuropathic pain.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
We thank Miss Thalia Guerin for her assistance in editing this
manuscript.

REFERENCES
Albert, R., Marbach, P., Bauer, W., Briner, U., Fricker, G., Bruns, C., et al. (1993).

SDZ CO 611: a highly potent glycated analog of somatostatin with improved
oral activity. Life Sci. 53, 517–525. doi: 10.1016/0024-3205(93)90703-6

Balaz, S. (2000). Lipophilicity in trans-bilayer transport and subcellular pharma-
cokinetics. Perspect. Drug Discov. 19, 157–177. doi: 10.1023/A:1008775707749

Banks, W. A., Audus, K. L., and Davis, T. P. (1992). Permeability of the blood-brain
barrier to peptides: an approach to the development of therapeutically useful
analogs. Peptides 13, 1289–1294. doi: 10.1016/0196-9781(92)90037-4

Banks, W. A., and Kastin, A. J. (1985). Peptides and the blood-brain barrier:
lipophilicity as a predictor of permeability. Brain Res. Bull. 15, 287–292. doi:
10.1016/0361-9230(85)90153-4

Begley, D. J. (1996). The blood-brain barrier: principles for targeting peptides and
drugs to the central nervous system. J. Pharm. Pharmacol. 48, 136–146. doi:
10.1111/j.2042-7158.1996.tb07112.x

Bilsky, E. J., Egleton, R. D., Mitchell, S. A., Palian, M. M., Davis, P., Huber, J. D., et al.
(2000). Enkephalin glycopeptide analogues produce analgesia with reduced
dependence liability. J. Med. Chem. 43, 2586–2590. doi: 10.1021/jm000077y

Biondi, B., Giannini, E., Negri, L., Melchiorri, P., Lattanzi, R., Rosso, F., et al.
(2006). Opioid peptides: synthesis and biological activity of new endomorphin
analogues. Int. J. Pept. Res. Ther. 12, 145–151. doi: 10.1007/s10989-006-9015-6

Bock, J. E., Gavenonis, J., and Kritzer, J. A. (2013). Getting in shape: controlling
peptide bioactivity and bioavailability using conformational constraints. ACS
Chem. Biol. 8, 488–499. doi: 10.1021/cb300515u

Broadwell, R. D., Balin, B. J., and Salcman, M. (1988). Transcytotic pathway for
blood-borne protein through the blood-brain barrier. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci.
U.S.A. 85, 632–636. doi: 10.1073/pnas.85.2.632

Buskas, T., Ingale, S., and Boons, G. J. (2006). Glycopeptides as versatile tools for
glycobiology. Glycobiology 16, 113R–136R doi: 10.1093/glycob/cwj125

Chikhale, E. G., Ng, K.-Y., Burton, P. S., and Borchardt, R. T. (1994).
Hydrogen bonding potential as a determinant of the in vitro and in situ
blood-brain barrier permeability of peptides. Pharm Res 11, 412–419. doi:
10.1023/A:1018969222130

Clark, R. J., Jensen, J., Nevin, S. T., Callaghan, B. P., Adams, D. J., and Craik,
D. J. (2010). The engineering of an orally active conotoxin for the treat-
ment of neuropathic pain. Angew. Chem. Int. Ed. Engl. 49, 6545–6548. doi:
10.1002/anie.201000620

Cravezic, A., Fichna, J., Gach, K., Wyrebska, A., Perlikowska, R., Costentin, J., et al.
(2011). Effect of potent endomorphin degradation blockers on analgesic and
antidepressant-like responses in mice. Neuropharmacology 61, 1229–1238. doi:
10.1016/j.neuropharm.2011.07.021

Cros, C. D., Toth, I., and Blanchfield, J. T. (2011). Lipophilic derivatives of leu-
enkephalinamide: in vitro permeability, stability and in vivo nasal delivery.
Bioorg. Med. Chem. 19, 1528–1534. doi: 10.1016/j.bmc.2010.12.042

Czapla, M. A., Gozal, D., Alea, O. A., Beckerman, R. C., and Zadina, J. E.
(2000). Differential cardiorespiratory effects of endomorphin 1, endomorphin
2, DAMGO, and morphine. Am. J. Respir. Crit. Care. Med. 162, 994–999. doi:
10.1164/ajrccm.162.3.9911102

Desino, K. E., Pignatello, R., Guccione, S., Basile, L., Ansar, S., Michaelis,
M. L., et al. (2009). TCP-FA4: a derivative of tranylcypromine showing

www.frontiersin.org December 2013 | Volume 4 | Article 155 | 5

http://www.frontiersin.org
http://www.frontiersin.org/Neuropharmacology/archive


Varamini and Toth Lipid- and sugar-modified endomorphins

improved blood-brain permeability. Biochem. Pharmacol. 78, 1412–1417. doi:
10.1016/j.bcp.2009.07.027

Dhanasekaran, M., Palian, M. M., Alves, I., Yeomans, L., Keyari, C. M., Davis,
P., et al. (2005). Glycopeptides related to β-endorphin adopt helical amphi-
pathic conformations in the presence of lipid bilayers. J. Am. Chem. Soc. 127,
5435–5448. doi: 10.1021/ja0432158

Dworkin, R. H., O’Connor, A. B., Backonja, M., Farrar, J. T., Finnerup,
N. B., Jensen, T. S., et al. (2007). Pharmacologic management of neu-
ropathic pain: evidence-based recommendations. Pain 132, 237–251. doi:
10.1016/j.pain.2007.08.033

Eduardo, P. (1994). ‘Carbohydrate handles’ as natural resources in drug delivery.
Adv. Drug Delivery Rev. 13, 311–323. doi: 10.1016/0169-409X(94)90017-5

Egleton, D. R., Bilsky, J. E., Tollin, G., Dhanasekaran, M., Lowery, J., Alves, I., et al.
(2005). Biousian glycopeptides penetrate the blood-brain barrier. Tetrahedron
Asymmetry 16, 65–75. doi: 10.1016/j.tetasy.2004.11.038

Egleton, R., and Davis, T. (2005). Development of neuropeptide drugs that cross
the blood-brain barrier. Neurotherapeutics 2, 44–53. doi: 10.1602/neurorx.
2.1.44

Egleton, R. D., Mitchell, S. A., Huber, J. D., Janders, J., Stropova, D., Polt, R., et al.
(2000). Improved bioavailability to the brain of glycosylated Met-enkephalin
analogs. Brain Res. 881, 37–46. doi: 10.1016/S0006-8993(00)02794-3

Egleton, R. D., Mitchell, S. A., Huber, J. D., Palian, M. M., Polt, R., and Davis,
T. P. (2001). Improved blood-brain barrier penetration and enhanced anal-
gesia of an opioid peptide by glycosylation. J. Pharmacol. Exp. Ther. 299,
967–972. doi: 10.1602/neurorx.2.1.44

Elmagbari, N. O., Egleton, R. D., Palian, M. M., Lowery, J. J., Schmid, W.
R., Davis, P., et al. (2004). Antinociceptive structure-activity studies with
enkephalin-based opioid glycopeptides. J. Pharmacol. Exp. Ther. 311, 290–297.
doi: 10.1124/jpet.104.069393

Falconer, R. A., and Toth, I. (2007). Design, synthesis and biological evaluation
of novel lipoamino acid-based glycolipids for oral drug delivery. Bioorg. Med.
Chem. 15, 7012–7020. doi: 10.1016/j.bmc.2007.07.048

Fichna, J., Perlikowska, R., Gach, K., do-Rego, J. C., Cravezic, A., Janecka, A., et al.
(2010). The novel endomorphin degradation blockers Tyr-Pro-DClPhe-Phe-
NH2 (EMDB-1) and Tyr-Pro-Ala-NH2 (EMDB-2) prolong endomorphin-2
action in rat ileum in vitro. Chem. Biol. Drug Des. 76, 77–81. doi: 10.1111/j.1747-
0285.2010.00977.x

Gentilucci, L. (2004). New trends in the development of opioid peptide analogues
as advanced remedies for pain relief. Curr. Top. Med. Chem. 4, 19–38. doi:
10.2174/1568026043451663

Griffin, B. D., and O’Driscoll, C. M. (2011). Opportunities and challenges for oral
delivery of hydrophobic versus hydrophilic peptide and protein-like drugs using
lipid-based technologies. Ther. Deliv. 2, 1633–1653.

Hackler, L., Zadina, J. E., Ge, L. J., and Kastin, A. J. (1997). Isolation of rela-
tively large amounts of endomorphin-1 and endomorphin-2 from human brain
cortex. Peptides 18, 1635–1639. doi: 10.1016/S0196-9781(97)00259-3

Horvat, S. (2001). Opioid peptides and their glycoconjugates: structure-
activity relationships. Curr. Med. Chem. 1, 133–154. Available online at:
http://dx.doi.org/10.2174/1568015013358581

Hruby, V. J., al-Obeidi, F., and Kazmierski, W. (1990). Emerging approaches in
the molecular design of receptor-selective peptide ligands: conformational,
topographical and dynamic considerations. Biochem. J. 268, 249–262.

Hruby, V. J., and Balse, P. M. (2000). Conformational and topographical consid-
erations in designing agonist peptidomimetics from peptide leads. Curr. Med.
Chem. 7, 945–970. doi: 10.2174/0929867003374499

Hughes, J., Smith, T. W., Kosterlitz, H. W., Fothergill, L. A., Morgan, B. A., and
Morris, H. R. (1975). Identification of two related pentapeptides from the brain
with potent opiate agonist activity. Nature 258, 577–580. doi: 10.1038/258577a0

Jinsmaa, Y., Marczak, E., Fujita, Y., Shiotani, K., Miyazaki, A., Li, T., et al. (2006).
Potent in vivo antinociception and opioid receptor preference of the novel ana-
logue [Dmt1]endomorphin-1. Pharmacol. Biochem. Behav. 84, 252–258. doi:
10.1016/j.pbb.2006.05.005

Jordan, B. A., and Devi, L. A. (1999). G-protein-coupled receptor heterodimeriza-
tion modulates receptor function. Nature 399, 697–700. doi: 10.1038/21441

Kawai, M., Fukuta, N., Ito, N., Kagami, T., Butsugan, Y., Maruyama, M., et al.
(1990). Preparation and opioid activities of N-methylated analogs of [D-
Ala2,Leu5]enkephalin. Int. J. Pept. Protein Res. 35, 452–459. doi: 10.1111/j.1399-
3011.1990.tb00072.x

Koda, Y., Del Borgo, M., Wessling, S. T., Lazarus, L. H., Okada, Y., Toth, I., et al.
(2008). Synthesis and in vitro evaluation of a library of modified endomorphin
1 peptides. Bioorg. Med. Chem. 16, 6286–6296. doi: 10.1016/j.bmc.2008.04.020

Kokotos, G., Martin, V., Constantinou-Kokotou, V., and Gibbons, W. A. (1996).
Synthesis of medicinally useful lipidicalpha-amino acids, 2-amino alcohols and
diamines. Amino Acids 11, 329–343. doi: 10.1007/BF00807940

Kream, R. M. (Inventor). (2003). Chimeric Hybrid Analgesics. Patent Number:
WO2003090697 US.

Kream, R. M., Liu, N. L., Zhuang, M., Esposito, P. L., Esposito, T. R., Stefano, G. B.,
et al. (2007). Synthesis and pharmacological analysis of a morphine/substance P
chimeric molecule with full analgesic potency in morphine-tolerant rats. Med.
Sci. Monit. 13, BR25–BR31.

Levac, B. A., O’Dowd, B. F., and George, S. R. (2002). Oligomerization of opioid
receptors: generation of novel signaling units. Curr. Opin. Pharmacol. 2, 76–81.
doi: 10.1016/S1471-4892(02)00124-8

Li, T. Y., Fujita, Y., Tsuda, Y., Miyazaki, A., Ambo, A., Sasaki, Y., et al. (2005).
Development of potent mu-opioid receptor ligands using unique tyrosine ana-
logues of endomorphin-2. J. Med. Chem. 48, 586–592. doi: 10.1021/jm049384k

Negri, L., Lattanzi, R., Tabacco, F., Orru, L., Severini, C., Scolaro, B., et al. (1999).
Dermorphin and deltorphin glycosylated analogues:? synthesis and antinoci-
ceptive activity after systemic administration. J. Med. Chem. 42, 400–404. doi:
10.1021/jm9810699

Palian, M. M., Boguslavsky, V. I., O’Brie, D. F., and Polt, R. (2003). Glycopeptide-
membrane interactions: glycosyl enkephalin analogues adopt turn conforma-
tions by NMR and CD in amphipathic media. J. Am. Chem. Soc. 125, 5823–5831.
doi: 10.1021/ja0268635

Pignatello, R., Puleo, A., Guccione, S., Raciti, G., Acquaviva, R., Campisi, A.,
et al. (2005). Enhancement of drug affinity for cell membranes by con-
jugation with lipoamino acids. I. Synthesis and biological evaluation of
lipophilic conjugates of tranylcypromine. Eur. J. Med. Chem. 40, 1074–1079.
doi: 10.1016/j.ejmech.2005.05.009

Poduslo, J. F., and Curran, G. L. (1994). Glycation increases the permeability of
proteins across the blood-nerve and blood-brain barriers. Brain. Res. Mol. Brain
Res. 23, 157–162. doi: 10.1016/0169-328X(94)90222-4

Polt, D. R., Dhanasekaran, M., Egleton, R. D., Bilsky, E. J., Yamamura, H. I., Porreca,
F., et al. (2005a). Endorphins: biousian glycopeptides cross the BBB due to
surfactant properties. Abstr. Pap. Am. Chem. Soc. 229, U116.

Polt, R., Dhanasekaran, M., and Keyari, C. M. (2005b). Glycosylated neuropep-
tides: a new vista for neuropsychopharmacology? Med. Res. Rev. 25, 557–585.
doi: 10.1002/med.20039

Polt, R. (2008). “Biomedicine of enkephalin-derived glycopeptide analgesics,”
in Glycoscience eds B. Fraser-Reid, K. Tatsuta, J. Thiem (Berlin; Heidelberg:
Springer), 2525–2543. doi: 10.1007/978-3-540-30429-6_65

Polt, R., Porreca, F., Szabo, L. Z., Bilsky, E. J., Davis, P., Abbruscato, T. J., et al.
(1994). Glycopeptide enkephalin analogues produce analgesia in mice: evidence
for penetration of the blood-brain barrier. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. U.S.A. 91,
7114–7118. doi: 10.1073/pnas.91.15.7114

Przewlocki, R., and Przewlocka, B. (2001). Opioids in chronic pain. Eur. J.
Pharmacol. 429, 79–91. doi: 10.1016/S0014-2999(01)01308-5

Sakurada, C., Sakurada, S., Hayashi, T., Katsuyama, S., Tan-No, K., and Sakurada,
T. (2003). Degradation of endomorphin-2 at the supraspinal level in mice is
initiated by dipeptidyl peptidase IV: an in vitro and in vivo study. Biochem.
Pharmacol. 66, 653–661. doi: 10.1016/S0006-2952(03)00391-5

Schiller, P. W., and DiMaio, J. (1982). Opiate receptor subclasses differ in their
conformational requirements. Nature 297, 74–76. doi: 10.1038/297074a0

Silvius, J. R. (2002). Lipidated peptides as tools for understanding the membrane
interactions of lipid-modified proteins. Curr. Top. Membr. 52, 371–95. doi:
10.1016/S1063-5823(02)52015-9

Smetanova, L., Stetinova, V., Svoboda, Z., and Kvetina, J. (2011). Caco-2 cells, bio-
pharmaceutics classification system (BCS) and biowaiver. Acta Medica (Hradec
Kralove) 54, 3–8.

Stewart, J. M., Getto, C. J., Neldner, K., Reeve, E. B., Krivoy, W. A., and
Zimmermann, E. (1976). Substance P and analgesia. Nature 262, 784–785. doi:
10.1038/262784a0

Toth, I. (1994). A novel chemical approach to drug delivery: lipidic amino acid
conjugates. J. Drug Target. 2, 217–239. doi: 10.3109/10611869408996805

Vaccarino, A. L., and Kastin, A. J. (2000). Endogenous opiates: 1999. Peptides 21,
1975–2034. doi: 10.1016/S0196-9781(00)00345-4

Frontiers in Pharmacology | Neuropharmacology December 2013 | Volume 4 | Article 155 | 6

http://dx.doi.org/10.2174/1568015013358581
http://www.frontiersin.org/Neuropharmacology
http://www.frontiersin.org/Neuropharmacology
http://www.frontiersin.org/Neuropharmacology/archive


Varamini and Toth Lipid- and sugar-modified endomorphins

Vaccarino, A. L., Olson, G. A., Olson, R. D., and Kastin, A. J. (1999). Endogenous
opiates: 1998. Peptides 20, 1527–1574. doi: 10.1016/S0196-9781(99)00166-7

Varamini, P., Goh, W. H., Mansfeld, F. M., Blanchfield, J. T., Wyse, B. D., Smith,
M. T., et al. (2013). Peripherally acting novel lipo-endomorphin-1 peptides
in neuropathic pain without producing constipation. Bioorg. Med. Chem. 21,
1898–1904. doi: 10.1016/j.bmc.2013.01.044

Varamini, P., Hussein, W. M., Mansfeld, F. M., and Toth, I. (2012a). Synthesis,
biological activity and structure-activity relationship of endomorphin-
1/substance P derivatives. Bioorg. Med. Chem. 20, 6335–6343. doi:
10.1016/j.bmc.2012.09.003

Varamini, P., Mansfeld, F. M., Blanchfield, J. T., Wyse, B. D., Smith, M. T., and
Toth, I. (2012b). Lipo-endomorphin-1 derivatives with systemic activity against
neuropathic pain without producing constipation. PLoS ONE 7:e41909. doi:
10.1371/journal.pone.0041909

Varamini, P., Mansfeld, F. M., Blanchfield, J. T., Wyse, B. D., Smith, M. T., and Toth,
I. (2012c). Synthesis and biological evaluation of an orally active glycosylated
endomorphin-1. J. Med. Chem. 55, 5859–5867. doi: 10.1021/jm300418d

Wang, J., Hogenkamp, D. J., Tran, M., Li, W. Y., Yoshimura, R. F., Johnstone, T. B.
C., et al. (2006). Reversible lipidization for the oral delivery of leu-enkephalin.
J. Drug. Target. 14, 127–136. doi: 10.1080/10611860600648221

Weber, S. J., Greene, D. L., Hruby, V. J., Yamamura, H. I., Porreca, F., and Davis,
T. P. (1992). Whole body and brain distribution of [3H]cyclic [D-Pen2,D-
Pen5] enkephalin after intraperitoneal, intravenous, oral and subcutaneous
administration. J. Pharmacol. Exp. Ther. 263, 1308–1316.

Witt, K. A., Huber, J. D., Egleton, R. D., Roberts, M. J., Bentley, M. D., Guo,
L., et al. (2001). Pharmacodynamic and pharmacokinetic characterization of

poly(ethylene glycol) conjugation to met-enkephalin analog [D-Pen2, D-Pen5]-
enkephalin (DPDPE). J. Pharmacol. Exp. Ther. 298, 848–856.

Wood, I. S., and Trayhurn, P. (2003). Glucose transporters (GLUT and SGLT):
expanded families of sugar transport proteins. The British journal of nutrition
89, 3–9. doi: 10.1079/BJN2002763

Zadina, J. E., Hackler, L., Ge, L.-J., and Kastin, A. J. (1997). A potent and selective
endogenous agonist for the μ-opiate receptor. Nature 386, 499–502. doi:
10.1038/386499a0

Conflict of Interest Statement: The authors declare that the research was con-
ducted in the absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be
construed as a potential conflict of interest.

Received: 17 October 2013; accepted: 27 November 2013; published online: 13
December 2013.
Citation: Varamini P and Toth I (2013) Lipid- and sugar-modified endomorphins:
novel targets for the treatment of neuropathic pain. Front. Pharmacol. 4:155. doi:
10.3389/fphar.2013.00155
This article was submitted to Neuropharmacology, a section of the journal Frontiers in
Pharmacology.
Copyright © 2013 Varamini and Toth. This is an open-access article distributed under
the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (CC BY). The use, distribution
or reproduction in other forums is permitted, provided the original author(s) or licen-
sor are credited and that the original publication in this journal is cited, in accordance
with accepted academic practice. No use, distribution or reproduction is permitted
which does not comply with these terms.

www.frontiersin.org December 2013 | Volume 4 | Article 155 | 7

http://dx.doi.org/10.3389/fphar.2013.00155
http://dx.doi.org/10.3389/fphar.2013.00155
http://dx.doi.org/10.3389/fphar.2013.00155
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
http://www.frontiersin.org
http://www.frontiersin.org/Neuropharmacology/archive

	Lipid- and sugar-modified endomorphins: novel targets for the treatment of neuropathic pain
	Introduction
	Historical Perspective
	Strategies to Improve Bioavailability
	Glycosylation
	Lipidation

	Physiological and Pharmacological Properties of Lipo- and Glyco-Endomorphins
	Metabolic Stability and Membrane Permeability
	Lipoamino acid modification
	Glycosylation

	In vivo Antinociceptive Activity
	Lipoamino acid modification
	Glycosylation


	Conclusion
	Acknowledgments
	References


