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Background: Effective treatments for ovarian cancer remain elusive, and survival rates have long been considered grim. Ovarian 
cancer stem cells (OCSCs) and epithelial–mesenchymal transition (EMT) are associated with cancer progression and metastasis, as 
well as drug resistance and eventual treatment failure. Salinomycin (Sal) has an extensive effect on a variety of cancer stem cells 
(CSCs); however, its poor water solubility and toxicity to healthy tissues at high doses limit further research into its potential as an 
anti-cancer drug. We proposed a therapeutic strategy by constructing a tumor-targeting carrier that mimics high-density lipoprotein 
(HDL) to synthesize salinomycin-loaded high-density lipoprotein (S-HDL). This strategy helps reduce the side effects of salinomycin, 
thereby improving its clinical benefits.
Methods: OCSCs were isolated from ovarian cancer cells (OCCs) and the uptake of HDL nanoparticles was observed using laser 
confocal microscopes. After the cell viability analysis revealed the inhibitory effect of S-HDL on OCCs and OCSCs, the main 
biological processes influenced by S-HDL were predicted with a transcriptome sequencing analysis and verified in vitro and in 
vivo.
Results: Cellular uptake analysis showed that the HDL delivery system was able to significantly enhance the uptake of Sal by OCCs, 
tentatively validating the targeting role of recombinant HDL, so that S-HDL could reduce the toxicity of Sal and increase its anti- 
ovarian cancer effects. Conversely, S-HDL could exert anti-ovarian cancer effects by inhibiting the proliferation of OCCs and OCSCs, 
promoting apoptosis, blocking EMT, and suppressing stemness and angiogenesis-related protein expression in vitro and in vivo.
Conclusion: S-HDL had stronger anti-ovarian cancer effects than unencapsulated Sal. Thus, it may be a potential agent for ovarian 
cancer treatment in the future.
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Introduction
Ovarian cancer (OC) is a gynecological disease, with as little as 30% of its patients surviving five years.1,2 Tumor 
heterogeneity, a hallmark of malignancy, is mainly induced by the plasticity of cancer stem cells (CSCs) and epithelial– 
mesenchymal transition (EMT), which leads to treatment resistance and influences disease progression.3 CSCs constitute 
a small subpopulation of cancer cells that possess stemness, strong tumorigenic potential, unlimited self-renewal ability, 
multidirectional differentiation, metastasis, and treatment resistance. Most standard treatments eliminate relatively 
differentiated and proliferating tumor cells, leaving mostly dormant CSCs, subsequently leading to tumor recurrence 
and metastasis.4,5

CSCs can also drive invasion and metastasis by inducing EMT, which, in turn, fosters migration and recolonization of 
cancer cells within metastatic niches.6 During the EMT process, cancer cells gain stemness and motility,7,8 leading to 
migration and metastasis. Therefore, the development of drugs that can effectively eliminate all CSCs and inhibit EMT, is 
crucial for the treatment of OC.

International Journal of Nanomedicine 2022:17 4059–4071                                               4059
© 2022 Zou et al. This work is published and licensed by Dove Medical Press Limited. The full terms of this license are available at https://www.dovepress.com/terms.php 
and incorporate the Creative Commons Attribution – Non Commercial (unported, v3.0) License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/). By accessing the work 

you hereby accept the Terms. Non-commercial uses of the work are permitted without any further permission from Dove Medical Press Limited, provided the work is properly attributed. For 
permission for commercial use of this work, please see paragraphs 4.2 and 5 of our Terms (https://www.dovepress.com/terms.php).

International Journal of Nanomedicine                                                 Dovepress
open access to scientific and medical research

Open Access Full Text Article

Received: 30 June 2022
Accepted: 25 August 2022
Published: 8 September 2022

http://orcid.org/0000-0003-4021-1067
http://www.dovepress.com/permissions.php
https://www.dovepress.com/terms.php
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
https://www.dovepress.com/terms.php
https://www.dovepress.com


Salinomycin (Sal), a selective membrane ionophore antibiotic9 that has extensive effects on a variety of CSCs,10–13 

including induction of apoptosis, autophagy, oxidative stress, and inhibition of tumor cell proliferation, angiogenesis and 
stemness.14–17 Sal can also inhibit tumor invasion and migration by targeting the Wnt and EMT pathways.18,19 Sal has 
significant therapeutic potential as an anti-cancer agent. However, it has poor water solubility, and, at high doses, it is 
toxic to healthy tissues. Consequently, researching Sal as an anti-cancer drug is challenging.20,21

Bionic targeting drug delivery systems increase anti-cancer drug accumulation in tumors by facilitating cellular 
uptake and intracellular retention, and reducing the drug’s toxicity to non-cancerous tissues.22 A high-density lipoprotein 
(HDL), which carries lipids as multifunctional aggregates in the plasma, can be used as an effective carrier for 
hydrophobic drugs because of its phospholipid core.

Here, we proposed a therapeutic strategy to construct tumor-targeting carriers by mimicking HDL and synthesized 
salinomycin-loaded high-density lipoprotein (S-HDL) by the sodium cholate method. Apolipoprotein A-I (ApoA-I), 
a major component of the S-HDL shell, exerts anti-tumor effects in concert with Sal.23 Apolipoprotein E (ApoE) binds to 
low-density lipoprotein receptor-related protein 1 (LRP-1),24 which is highly expressed in OC tissues. Therefore, S-HDL 
can target OC tissues and exert an efficient anti-tumor effect, while reducing the toxic effects on healthy tissues.

In this study, we synthesized S-HDL, using recombinant human ApoA-I (rhApoA-I) and recombinant human ApoE 
(rhApoE) as the shell and Sal as its hydrophobic core. Ovarian cancer stem cells (OCSCs) were isolated from ovarian 
cancer cells (OCCs) and the efficacy of S-HDL on both these cell types, was analyzed with a cell viability assay. 
Furthermore, the biological processes by which S-HDL affects OCCs were examined with a transcriptome sequencing 
analysis. The anti-cancer effects of S-HDL, were verified in vitro and in vivo.

Materials and Methods
Materials
Human ovarian cancer cells (SKOV3 cells) and human ovarian epithelial cells (IOSE80 cells) were purchased from the 
Cell Bank of the Chinese Academy of Sciences. RhApoA-I and rhApoE were prepared and stored in our laboratory. Sal 
was purchased from Selleck Co., Ltd. (China). Rabbit antibodies against c-Myc, Sox-2, Nanog, Oct-4, E-cadherin, 
vimentin, N-cadherin, β-catenin, and cleaved caspase-3 were obtained from Cell Signaling Technology (USA). Rabbit 
antibodies against LRP-1, Bax, and Bcl-2 were purchased from Abcam (Cambridge, USA). The Annexin V-FITC/PI 
apoptosis detection kit and PE-conjugated anti-human CD133 antibody were purchased from BD Biosciences (USA). 
The biotin-conjugated anti-human CD133 antibody was purchased from Miltenyi Biotec (Germany). The CELLection 
Biotin Binder Kit was purchased from Invitrogen (USA). The basic fibroblast growth factor (bFGF) and epidermal 
growth factor (EGF) were bought from Peprotech (USA). The B27 supplement was obtained from Gibco (USA). The 
DMEM and DMEM/F12 medium, RIPA 1640, and Fetal Bovine Serum (FBS) were purchased from Biological Industries 
(Israel). Lecithin and coumarin 6 (C6) were purchased from Sigma-Aldrich (USA). Protease inhibitors were obtained 
from Thermo Fisher Scientific (USA). Horseradish Peroxidase-conjugated secondary antibody was bought from Absin 
Bioscience Co., Ltd. (China).

Synthesis of S-HDL
S-HDL was synthesized with Sal, rhApoA-I, rhApoE, and lecithin, using the sodium cholate method, as we previously 
described.25 Briefly, an ethanol solution (1 mL), containing 2.7 mg lecithin and 1 mg Sal, was rapidly injected into 6 mL 
of PBS (pH = 7.4). After adding N2, 0.75 mL PBS, containing 2.7 mg sodium cholate, 5 mg rhApoA- I and 2.5 mg 
rhApoE, was added to the lipid mixture by stirring. After being incubated at room temperature for 30 min and then at 4°C 
for 12 h, the solution was dialyzed against PBS at 4°C, to completely remove ethanol and sodium cholate. The S-HDL 
concentration was calculated based on the encapsulated Sal content.

Cell Culture, OCSCs Isolation and Identification
IOSE80 and SKOV3 cells were cultured in DMEM and RIPA1640, respectively, both mediums supplemented with 10% 
FBS, at 37°C in 5% CO2, humidified atmosphere. The OCSCs subpopulations were isolated from SKOV3 cells by 
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immunomagnetic bead sorting. Briefly, OCCs were collected and incubated with biotin conjugated anti-human CD133 
antibody at 4°C for 10 min in the dark and then sorted, using a CELLection Biotin Binder kit. CD133+ OCSCs were 
cultured in DMEM/F12 medium, supplemented with 20 ng/mL EGF, 20 ng/mL bFGF, and 1% B27, at 37°C in 5% CO2.

Based on the detection of cell-surface markers, flow cytometry identified the OCSCs. Both OCCs and OCSCs were 
incubated with the PE-conjugated anti-human CD133 antibody at 4°C for 20 min in the dark, and detected with a flow 
cytometer. Western blotting was conducted to analyze the expression of stemness markers such as c-Myc, Nanog, Sox-2, 
and Oct-4, to further characterize the OCSCs.

Western Blotting Analysis
For OCSCs identification and LRP-1 expression analysis, the total cellular proteins were extracted from untreated OCCs 
and OCSCs. In pharmacodynamic experiments, total cellular proteins were extracted from OCCs, OCSCs, and xenograft 
tumors, all treated with different concentrations of S-HDL, and quantified. Equal amounts of protein samples (60 μg), 
mixed with loading buffer, were boiled for 10 min and loaded onto an SDS-PAGE gel. Thereafter, the proteins were 
transferred to PVDF membranes, blocked with 10% non-fat milk for 15 min, incubated with primary antibodies 
overnight at 4°C, and then incubated with the secondary antibody for 1 h. The protein bands were visualized using 
Immobilon Western Chemiluminescent HRP substrate.

Expression of LRP-1 and Cellular Uptake of C6-Loaded HDL (C6-HDL)
The expression of LRP-1 in OCCs, OCSCs, and IOSE80 cells was analyzed by Western blotting, as described above. 
Subsequently, C6-HDL was synthesized by encapsulating the C6 fluorescent dye, instead of Sal, in the HDL shell and 
quantified, using a multifunctional microplate analyzer. As they were cultured in suspension, OCSCs were not eligible to 
undergo a cellular uptake analysis. OCCs and IOSE80 cells were treated with 300 ng/mL C6 or C6-HDL for 2 h, 
respectively, and the cellular uptake of C6 was observed by confocal laser microscopy (FITC, NIKON C2).

Cell Proliferation Assay
OCCs and OCSCs (1x104 cells/well) were seeded in 96-well plates for 24 h, followed by treatment with different 
concentrations of S-HDL and Sal, for 48 h. The Cell Counting kit-8 (CCK8) was used to measure cell viability. The 
GraphPad Prism 8 was used to calculate the 50% inhibitory concentration (IC50).

Transcriptome Sequencing Analysis
The gene expression profiles of OCCs, treated with 8 μg/mL S-HDL for 48 h, were obtained using transcriptome 
sequencing analysis. The t-test algorithm was selected to identify differentially expressed genes (DEGs), and the fold 
change threshold was set at log2 (fold change) > log2 (1.5) or log2 (fold change) < -log2 (1.5), with the P-value < 0.05. 
The gene expression profiles of OCCs were compared with those of the control group to evaluate the gene expression 
level variation between the groups. Finally, Gene Ontology (GO) enrichment analysis was used to biologically annotate 
the effects of S-HDL on OCCs, and Kyoto Encyclopedia of Genes and Genomes (KEGG) was utilized to analyze the 
effects of S-HDL on the EMT process, which is regulated by Wnt/β-catenin.

Verification of the Biological Process of S-HDL Affecting OCSCs
Around 5×105 cells/well were cultured in 6-well plates at 37°C for 24 h and then treated with 0.5 µg/mL, 2 µg/mL, and 8 
µg/mL S-HDL, and 8 µg/mL Sal and PBS, respectively, for 24 h. Then, the cells were washed and incubated with 3 μL 
Annexin V-FITC and 3 μL PI for 15 min, in the dark at room temperature and analyzed using flow cytometry (BD 
FACSCanto II). In addition, Western blotting analysis was performed to evaluate the effects of S-HDL on stemness, 
EMT, and apoptosis-related proteins.

Efficacy of S-HDL on Mice Model of Ovarian Cancer
Forty BALB/c-nu nude female mice (4–5 weeks old) were purchased from Beijing HFK Bioscience Co., Ltd, and 
maintained in a laminar airflow cabinet, under a specific pathogen-free environment. The mice were treated according to 
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the National Guidelines for the Care and Use of Laboratory Animals. All animal protocols were approved by the Animal 
Ethics Committee of Jilin University.

After 1 week of acclimation, 2×106 SKOV3 cells were subcutaneously injected into the left hind limb. After one 
week, tumor-bearing mice were randomly divided into six groups (six mice per group), to receive intravenous treatment 
with saline, S-HDL (l) (200 μg/kg S-HDL), S-HDL (h) (400 μg/kg S-HDL), S-HDL+DDP (200 μg/kg S-HDL combined 
with 1 mg/kg cisplatin), DDP (2 mg/kg cisplatin), and Sal (400 μg/kg Sal), once every three days for three weeks. The 
body mass of the mice was measured and noted every three days. After three weeks of treatment, the mice were 
euthanized and the tumors, serum, liver, and spleen were collected and weighed. To evaluate the anti-tumor mechanisms 
of S-HDL, the removed tumors were fixed in 4% paraformaldehyde for histological examination or frozen for Western 
blotting analysis.

Tumor Histopathological Examination and Immunohistochemistry
The tumors were fixed, embedded, and stained with hematoxylin and eosin (H&E). The tumor sections were also 
incubated with the platelet-endothelial cell adhesion molecule (CD31), vascular endothelial growth factor (VEGF)-A, 
and hypoxia-inducible factor 1 alpha (HIF-1a) primary antibodies at 4°C overnight and then incubated at room 
temperature for 20 min with the secondary antibodies. After being stained with DAB and counterstained, all the slices 
were observed under a microscope.

Evaluating the Hepatotoxicity and Cardiotoxicity
To evaluate the potential toxicity of S-HDL, the serum was harvested, and aspartate aminotransferase (AST), alanine 
transaminase (ALT), and creatine kinase (CK) levels were measured using commercial kits (Jiancheng Bioengineering 
Institute, China).

Statistical Analysis
All statistical analysis were performed using GraphPad Prism 8.0. The Student’s t-test was used to assess the statistical 
significance between the two experimental groups. Results are expressed as mean ± SD. P values less than 0.05 were 
considered statistically significant.

Results
Isolation and Identification of OCSCs
The transmembrane glycoprotein, CD133, is the most common surface marker of hematopoietic and epithelial stem cells, 
and CSCs.26 Immunomagnetic bead sorting isolated CD133+ OCSCs, and identified by flow cytometer and Western 
blotting. The proportion of CD133+ cells in OCSCs was 91.66%, considerably higher than the 6.06% in OCCs 
(Figure 1A), indicating that the CD133+ subpopulation was successfully enriched in OCCs. Nanog, c-Myc, Oct-4, and 

Figure 1 Expression of CSCs markers on OCCs and OCSCs. (A) The expression of CD133 in OCCs and OCSCs assessed by flow cytometry. (B) The expression of 
c-Myc, Nanog, Oct-4 and Sox-2 (Western blotting analysis). (C) Relative protein level (x� s, n=3) (*P<0.05, **P < 0.01, *compared with OCCs).
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Sox-2 have been recognized as stemness markers. Compared to OCCs, the CD133+ cells highly expressed Nanog, c-Myc, 
Oct-4, and Sox-2 (Figure 1B and C), further proving that CD133+ cells had CSCs characteristics.

Recombinant HDL Promoted Cellular Uptake of HDL Nanoparticles by OCCs
ApoE, a component of S-HDL, can specifically bind to LRP-1. Therefore, tumor cells with a high LRP-1 expression were 
more easily targeted by S-HDL. As shown in Figure 2A, the expression of LRP-1 in OCCs and OCSCs was significantly 
higher than that in IOSE80. Thus, S-HDL was more likely to be enriched in ovarian cancer tissues and reduced toxicity 
to normal tissues.

As shown in Figure 2B, OCCs showed weak uptake of free C6 and strong uptake of C6-HDL, indicating that 
recombinant HDL, as a carrier, could increase the uptake of C6 by OCCs. The uptake of HDL nanoparticles in different 
cells corresponded with the LRP-1 expression levels. The IOSE80 cells weakly expressed LRP-1, resulting in the uptake 
of fluorescent dyes. However, the proportion and fluorescent intensity of the C6-HDL taken up by the IOSE80 cells were 
lower than those of the OCCs. These results suggested that recombinant HDL had a targeting effect on OCCs, which 
might be related to the expression of LRP-1.

S-HDL Exerted Stronger Cytotoxicity Than Unencapsulated Sal in OCCs and OCSCs
IC50 represents the drug concentration required to reduce cell viability by 50% and is an important indicator for judging 
the efficacy of a drug. After treatment with different concentrations of S-HDL and Sal for 48 h, the cell viability of the 
OCCs and OCSCs was determined. As shown in Figure 2C, the cell viability of OCCs and OCSCs was dose-dependently 
inhibited by S-HDL, and the IC50 of S-HDL on OCSCs was 2.937 μg/mL, significantly lower than that of OCCs (28.04 
μg/mL). Compared to the same concentration of Sal, S-HDL had a stronger inhibitory effect on OCCs and OCSCs 
(Figure 2D). Therefore, S-HDL exerted a stronger cytotoxicity than unencapsulated Sal in OCCs and OCSCs. The pre- 

Figure 2 Recombinant HDL promoted cellular uptake of HDL nanoparticles by OCCs and S-HDL exerted stronger cytotoxicity than unencapsulated Sal in OCCs and 
OCSCs. (A) Expression of LRP-1 in OCCs, OCSCs and IOSE80. (B) Cellullar uptake of HDL nanoparticles (confocal laser microscope, scale bar = 50μm) (x� s, n=3) (**P  
< 0.01, compared with IOSE80 cells). (C) The IC50 of S-HDL on OCCs and OCSCs for 48h treatment. (D) Cell viability of OCCs and OCSCs after being treated with 
different concentrations of S-HDL and Sal for 48h (x� s, n=3) (*P < 0.05, **P < 0.01, ***P < 0.001, *compared with PBS treatment group; #P < 0.05, ##P < 0.01, #compared 
with Sal treatment group).
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test determined that a dose change in S-HDL between 0.5 μg/mL and 8 μg/mL significantly inhibited the OCSCs growth 
(13.3%–70.1% inhibition); the IC50 fell within this dose range. Therefore, concentrations of 0.5 μg/mL, 2 μg/mL and 8 
μg/mL S-HDL were selected for subsequent studies.

Transcriptome Sequencing Analysis After S-HDL Treatment
OCCs treated with PBS and 8 µg/mL S-HDL were used as the control and experimental group, respectively. To analyze the 
changes in gene expression related to S-HDL treatment, the t-test algorithm was used to screen DEGs, and GO enrichment 
was performed to reveal the biological processes that were affected by S-HDL. The results showed (Figure 3A) that DEGs 
were mainly related to biological processes, including cell migration, invasion, apoptosis, and immune responses. EMT is the 
main cause of tumor metastasis and invasion, and its occurrence is often regulated by the Wnt signaling pathway. Next, we 
performed a KEGG analysis and found that S-HDL suppressed the EMT process, mainly by upregulating tumor-suppressor 
genes, such as DAB2, SMAD3, FOXA1, SFRP1, and DLG5, and downregulating tumor-promoting genes, such as CTNNB1, 
COL1A1, NKX2-1, EZH2, and S100A4. As shown in Figure 3B, SMAD3, SFRP1, and β-catenin were involved in the Wnt/β- 
catenin pathway. β-catenin, encoded by CTNNB1, is the key protein in the Wnt signaling pathway, which facilitates the 
nuclear translocation and subsequent transcriptional activation of several genes involved in tumorigenesis and EMT.27 Thus, 
we speculated that S-HDL could inhibit EMT by regulating β-catenin expression.

CSCs can drive invasion and metastasis by inducing EMT. When EMT is aberrantly activated in cancer cells, 
stemness is conferred to the cells and pathologically contributes to cancer progression. Therefore, the expression of 
stemness proteins in cancer cells is related to EMT and cancer progression.

We verified the effects of S-HDL on stemness, EMT, and apoptosis of OCSCs in the following experiments, 
according to the results of transcriptome sequencing analysis.

S-HDL Inhibited Expression of Stemness Related Proteins in OCSCs
Stemness markers, such as c-Myc, Nanog, Oct-4, and Sox-2, remain active during the proliferation, migration, and 
invasion of malignant tumor cells and escape from the immune system, ultimately leading to chemotherapy resistance 
and recurrence of ovarian cancer. As shown in Figure 3C, OCSCs were treated with PBS, 0.5 µg/mL, 2 µg/mL, and 8 µg/ 
mL S-HDL and 8 µg/mL Sal, respectively. S-HDL showed a strong dose-dependent inhibitory effect on the expression of 
the stemness markers in OCSCs.

S-HDL Exerted Stronger Inhibiting Effects of EMT-Related Proteins in OCSCs
EMT is mainly manifested by the downregulation of the expression of epithelial cell markers, such as E-cadherin, and 
upregulation of the expression of mesenchymal cell markers, such as N-cadherin and vimentin.28,29 Here, we observed 
that S-HDL dose-dependently suppressed the EMT process by increasing E-cadherin and decreasing the expression of 
N-cadherin, vimentin, and β-catenin (Figure 3D). Compared to the same concentration of Sal, S-HDL had a stronger 
inhibitory effect on EMT. These results suggested that S-HDL inhibiting the EMT process was related to the regulation 
of β-catenin, consistent with the results of transcriptome sequencing analysis.

S-HDL Exerted Stronger Inducting Effects of Apoptosis in OCSCs
To investigate the efficacy of S-HDL on apoptosis in OCSCs, an Annexin-V/PI apoptosis assay and Western blotting 
analysis were performed. Compared to the same concentration of unencapsulated Sal, S-HDL elevated the apoptosis rate 
in OCSCs (Figure 4A and B). As shown in Figure 4C and D, S-HDL treatment also resulted in a significant dose- 
dependent increase in the expression of Bax and cleaved caspase-3 and inhibiting expression of Bcl-2. These results 
suggested that S-HDL exerted stronger inducing effects on apoptosis in OCSCs, consistent with the previous transcrip-
tome sequencing analysis results.

Efficacy of S-HDL on Human Ovarian Cancer Xenografted Mice
To evaluate the inhibitory effects of S-HDL on ovarian cancer, xenografted nude mice were allocated to a control, low- 
and high-dose experimental, and Sal control group, and treated with saline, 200 μg/kg S-HDL, 400 μg/kg S-HDL, and 
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400 μg/kg Sal, respectively. Cisplatin, the drug with the most extensive clinical application and substantial anti-tumor 
effect, was used as the positive control. After the xenografted nude mice were treated with saline, S-HDL (l), S-HDL (h), 
S-HDL+DDP, DDP, or Sal for 3 weeks, the tumors were removed. As shown in Figure 5, compared to the control group, 
the tumor size and weight, and the ratio of tumor weight to body mass were significantly reduced after treatment with 
S-HDL, S-HDL+DDP, DDP, and Sal. Notably, the inhibitory effects of S-HDL on ovarian cancer were stronger than 

Figure 3 Transcriptome sequencing analysis and verification. (A) Biological processes affected by S-HDL (GO enrichment analysis, red: migration and invasion related 
biological processes, blue: apoptosis related biological processes). (B) Effects of S-HDL on EMT process regulated by Wnt/β-catenin signal pathway (KEGG analysis). (C) 
Inhibitory effect on the expression of c-Myc, Nanog, Oct-4 and Sox-2 after treatment with PBS, S-HDL or Sal for 24h in OCSCs. (D) S-HDL depressed EMT process by 
increasing E-cadherin, and decreasing expression of N-cadherin, vimentin and β-catenin after treatment with PBS, S-HDL or Sal for 24h in OCSCs (x� s, n=3) (*P < 0.05, 
**P < 0.01, ***P < 0.001, *compared with PBS treatment group; #P< 0.05, ##P < 0.01, #compared with Sal treatment group).
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those of Sal at the same doses. It is speculated that recombinant HDL carriers could target and deliver encapsulated Sal to 
the tumor so that it could accumulate in the tumor, improving its inhibitory effects on ovarian cancer.

Histological and Immunohistochemical Characterization
The histopathological examination (Figure 6A) showed extensive damage and neovascularization in the necrotic area, 
accompanied by numerous nuclear atypia and extensive lymphocytic infiltration in the tumors of saline treatment group. 
After treatment with 400 μg/kg S-HDL, the degree of inflammatory infiltration, neovascularization, and necrosis in the 
tumors decreased significantly.

VEGF, a major antiangiogenic therapy target for various types of malignant tumors, is induced by hypoxia through 
the HIF-1α-dependent pathway30 and plays an important role in tumor growth.31 High levels of CD31 in vascular 
endothelial cells are intimately related to tumor angiogenesis.32 As shown in Figure 6B–D, the different therapies 
significantly decreased expression of angiogenesis-related proteins VEGF-A, HIF-1α, and CD31, compared to the control 
group. The positive expression rate of angiogenesis-related proteins in the S-HDL treatment group was lower than that of 
the Sal treatment group, at the same concentration. This indicated that S-HDL exerted stronger inhibitory effects on 
angiogenesis in xenograft tumors than unencapsulated Sal.

Preliminary Study on the Safety of S-HDL
As shown in Figure 7A, the body mass of xenografted mice decreased in the S-HDL+DDP and DDP treatment groups 
after being removed tumor, while it remained almost unchanged in the S-HDL treatment and control group. Therefore, 
we hypothesized that S-HDL would have no or mild systemic toxicity.

The organ coefficients can preliminarily reflect the toxicity of the medicine. In our study, there was no significant 
difference in the liver and spleen coefficients in the S-HDL treatment group compared to the saline treatment group, 
while these coefficients were significantly decreased in the DDP treatment group. The liver coefficient of the Sal 
treatment group was particularly lowered (Figure 7B and C). This further suggested that S-HDL was less toxic 
than Sal.

As shown in Figure 7D–F, the levels of ALT, AST, and CK were significantly increased in the Sal treatment group 
compared with those in the saline treatment group, while S-HDL did not influence hepatic and myocardial function at the 
therapeutic dose used in our study.

Figure 4 S-HDL induced apoptosis in OCSCs. (A) Quadrant chart of cells distribution after treatment with PBS, S-HDL or Sal for 24h in OCSCs. (B) Bar graph 
representing apoptosis rate with different treatments in OCSCs. (C) Western blotting analysis results of the expression of Bax, Bcl-2 and cleaved caspase-3 after treatment 
with PBS, S-HDL or Sal for 24h in OCSCs. (D) The statistical value of relative protein level (x� s, n=3) (*P<0.05, **P < 0.01, ***P< 0.001, *compared with PBS treatment 
group; #P < 0.05, #compared with Sal treatment group).
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S-HDL Blocked Stemness and EMT of Ovarian Cancer Cells in Xenografted Mice
The expression levels of multiple stemness markers (c-Myc, Nanog, Oct-4, and Sox-2) were significantly downregulated 
in response to S-HDL treatment. S-HDL also inhibited the EMT pathway by upregulating E-cadherin expression and 
downregulating the expression of N-cadherin, vimentin, and β-catenin in xenografted nude mice (Figure 8), which was 
consistent with previous results from OCSCs.

Discussion
Receptor-mediated targeting is a major approach for delivering hydrophobic drugs to tumors.22 LRP-1, a multifunctional 
endocytic receptor that plays crucial roles in tumorigenesis and aggressiveness,33 can specifically bind to ApoE. HDL has 
attracted widespread attention as a delivery carrier, owing to its unique characteristics. In this study, we demonstrated that 
recombinant HDL could increase the OCCs’s uptake of encapsulated agentia, but not via the ovarian epithelial cells. 
Combined with the level of LRP-1 expression in different cell types, recombinant HDL may enhance the OCCs uptake of 
its encapsulated drugs, through specific binding to LRP-1.

Recombinant HDL also exhibits its own characteristics, including prolonged circulation time and accumulation in the 
tumor by the EPR effect.34 In our study, S-HDL significantly enhanced the anti-tumor efficacy of Sal, both in vitro and 
in vivo. The results showed that, even at the same dose, S-HDL had a stronger anti-tumor effect than unencapsulated Sal. 
Therefore, to reduce the toxicity of Sal, a lower dose of Sal can be incorporated into S-HDL. Owing to the toxicity of the 
treatment drugs, chemotherapy patients are exposed to physical discomfort and significant health risks. Based on the fact 

Figure 5 Inhibitory effects of S-HDL on ovarian cancer xenografted mice. (A) Overall tumor formation in nude mice. (B) Tumor in xenografted mice after being treated 
with Saline, S-HDL (l) (200μg/kg S-HDL), S-HDL (h) (400μg/kg S-HDL), S-HDL+DDP (200μg/kg S-HDL combined with 1mg/kg cisplatin), DDP (2mg/kg cisplatin), and Sal 
(400μg/kg Sal) for 3 weeks. (C) Tumor weight of different groups. (D) The ratio of tumor weight to body mass (x� s, n=6) (*P < 0.05, **P < 0.01, ***P < 0.001, *compared 
with Saline treatment group; ##P < 0.01, #compared with Sal treatment group).
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that S-HDL had no distinct effects on body weight, liver and spleen organ coefficients, and ALT, AST, and CK levels in 
xenografted mice, it could be concluded that encapsulating Sal into HDL significantly reduced its toxicity. Therefore, the 
aim of reducing toxicity and increasing the anti-ovarian cancer effects of Sal was realized by encapsulating it in HDL. 
However, more studies and data on long- and short-term toxicity are required to validate the safety of nanoparticles. We 
will consider this in our future research.

CSCs and EMT are promising areas currently being explored and can be targeted to eradicate ovarian cancer.27 

Abubaker et al found that residual OCCs in human OC xenografted mice, after chemotherapy treatment, were enriched 
with the CSCs phenotype, while ordinary OCCs, lacking the CSCs phenotype, were eliminated.35 Silva et al found that 

Figure 6 Histological and immunohistochemical characterization. (A) HE staining results of ovarian cancer tissue in xenografted mice; S-HDL inhibited the expression of 
angiogenesis related proteins in ovarian cancer tissue (B) VEGF-A, (C) HIF-1α and (D) CD31 (scale bar =50μm).
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Figure 7 Preliminary study on the safety of S-HDL. (A) Body mass of xenografted mice after being removed tumor, (B) organ coefficient of liver, (C) organ coefficient of 
spleen, (D) ALT level in serum, (E) AST level in serum and (F) CK level in serum of xenografted mice after treated with S-HDL for 3 weeks (x� s, n=6) (*P < 0.05, **P<0.01, 
***P<0.001, *compared with saline treatment group).

Figure 8 S-HDL blocked stemness and EMT of ovarian cancer cells in xenografted mice. (A) Western blotting analysis results of c-Myc, Nanog, Oct-4 and Sox-2. (B) The 
statistical value of relative protein level. (C) Western blotting analysis results of E-cadherin, vimentin, N-cadherin and β-catenin. (D) The statistical value of relative 
protein level (x� s, n=3) (*P < 0.05, **P < 0.01, ***P < 0.001, *compared with saline treatment group; #P < 0.05, ##P < 0.01, #compared with Sal treatment group).
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ALDH+ CD133+ OCSCs, isolated from primary human ovarian tumors, showed greater chemotherapy resistance 
compared with parental cells, as well as reduced overall survival of OC patients.36 EMT plays an important role in 
cancer invasion and metastasis to distant tissues, and in the development of resistance to chemotherapy.37 In the current 
study, S-HDL inhibited the translation of stemness-related proteins (c-Myc, Nanog, Oct-4, and Sox-2) and suppressed 
EMT by upregulating E-cadherin and suppressing the translation of vimentin, N-cadherin, and β-catenin. Therefore, 
S-HDL may prevent recurrence and metastasis of ovarian cancer.

Conclusion
The HDL delivery system significantly enhanced the uptake of encapsulated Sal by OCCs. Conversely, S-HDL could 
exert anti-ovarian cancer effects by inhibiting the proliferation of OCCs and OCSCs, promoting apoptosis, blocking 
EMT, and suppressing stemness and angiogenesis-related protein expression in vitro and in vivo. The anti-ovarian cancer 
effects of S-HDL were stronger than those of the unencapsulated Sal.
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