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Exosomes are lipoproteic nanosize vesicles of endocytic 
origin that are released in the extracellular space by several 
cell types when a multivesicular body fuses with the plasma 
membrane (1). To date, accumulating evidences highlight 
the potential of exosomes as messenger in intercellular 
communication. Indeed, several studies reported the 
presence of lipids, proteins, metabolites and nucleic 
acid (DNA, mRNA, microRNA, lncRNA) in exosomes 
and highlight their functional role in physiological and 
pathological processes (2). 

These specialized nanovesicles behave as shuttles among 
cells; it is now largely accepted that exosomes influence 
tumor formation, progression as well as its dissemination 
by spreading cancer cell properties (3). In addition, 
exosomes are involved in several neurological diseases, 
by affecting neuronal communication (4), and are able to 
induce immunosuppressive or immune-activating effects on 
different steps of the immune response (5). Furthermore, 
accumulating evidences highlight the possibility that 
exosomes can modulate the response to therapy, inducing 
drug resistance, by exporting chemotherapeutic agents (6). 

In addition to animal cells, exosome-like vesicles are 
released by plant (7) and bacteria (8). It has been observed 
that bacteria-derived extracellular vesicles have a role in 
the development of antibiotic resistance; indeed, Ciofu and 
colleagues showed that β-lactamase, the enzyme responsible 
for β-lactam resistance, is a constituent of P. aeruginosa 

derived membrane vesicles (9).
Recent studies provided evidences of the use of exosomes 

for therapeutical applications. Several groups demonstrated 
that, based on the molecules expressed on their surface, 
exosomes can be used as drug delivery systems to target 
specific cells. It has been shown, for example, that exosomes 
can deliver drugs or small RNA molecules, inhibiting 
cancer cells proliferation in vitro and in vivo animal 
models. Furthermore, exosomes have been considered in 
the development of vesicle-based vaccines in particular 
to induce an immune response against tumors or in some 
infectious diseases (10,11).

However, further studies are needed for the clinical 
translations of exosome-based therapeutics.

In addition, due to their content, that reflects that one 
of the cell of origin, exosomes represent a rich source 
of information. Exosome lipid bilayer confers stability 
to the vesicle content in biological fluids; thanks to the 
advances in exosome detection and purification, as well 
as to the sensitive technologies applied to the analysis of 
their content, exosomes are now considered as biomarker 
transporters in several pathological conditions. 

Several drugs, and in particular β-lactams, have been 
shown to stimulate allergic reactions. Among the causes of 
the allergic response observed in β-lactams treated patients, 
there is the hapten hypothesis. Specifically, β-lactams are 
responsible for the formation of drug-protein adducts, a 



Raimondo. Exosomes in the delivery of drug-protein adducts

© Annals of Translational Medicine. All rights reserved. Ann Transl Med 2017;5(4):89atm.amegroups.com

Page 2 of 4

protein complex that is generated when electrophilic drugs 
or reactive drug metabolites covalently bind to protein 
molecules. Indeed, usually, drugs bind to plasma or tissue 
proteins in a reversible way, when this binding is covalent, 
an immune response may be induced.

β-lactams have high capacity to form covalent adducts 
with proteins through the opening of the β-lactam ring 
by the free amino groups of the protein; in particular, 
amoxicillin mainly forms adducts with albumin, transferrin, 
and with heavy and light chains of immunoglobulin.

Among β-lactams, amoxicillin is a wide spectrum 
antibiotic largely used for several bacterial infections and 
is among the drugs that most frequently induces allergic 
reactions (12).

To date haptenated proteins have been found in serum 
and several methods have been developed to detect and 
quantify them, aiming to a better understanding of drug 
toxicity. Identification approaches can be divided in global 
analysis and targeted analysis. The global approach is based 
on the use of radiolabeled drugs combined with 2D-gel 
electrophoresis and mass spectrometry in order to identify 
protein target of drug metabolites in in vitro experiments or 
in vivo animal models. A targeted method is a more sensitive 
approach and can be applied to patient samples; specifically 
it is based on the identification of a single protein target, 
giving specific information on how drugs modify the target, 
altering its function. 

However, monitoring drug-protein adducts still remain 
one of the challenge in the field, and in particular for 
pharmaceutical industries. One of the major problems 
associated with adducts detection is its half-live and the 
in vivo concentration which is generally very low; indeed, 
around 1% of the protein is generally adducted. Therefore, 
efforts have been made for the development of more 
sensitive methods for haptenated proteins identification 
with a consequent improvement of the diagnostic 
procedures applied to avoid drug allergic reactions.

In the past, the most used approaches to identify 
β-lactam-protein adducts were based on immunological 
methods. Carey et al. reported that the treatment with 
flucloxacillin results in the formation of hepatic protein 
adducts (13), while Magi showed that ampicillin treatment 
induced the formation of adducts with albumin and 
transferrin (14). 

Recent advances in proteomic techniques allowed to 
apply mass spectrometry analysis in order to study β-lactams 
adducts with human serum albumin (15).

In 2012 Ariza et al. used for the first time high resolution 

MS analyzer (orbitrap) coupled to nanoscale capillary 
liquid chromatography to an in-depth identification of 
amoxicillin-protein adducts. In addition to human serum 
albumin, authors identified other proteins as amoxicillin 
target; among these proteins, transferrin appeared highly 
modified by the drug (16).

More recently, the same research group developed a 
new sensitive tool for the study of protein haptenation by 
amoxicillin, by creating a biotinylated amoxicillin (AX-B)  
analog (17). Authors found that AX-B is able to form 
protein adducts similarly to the drug alone; in particular the 
two forms of the drug interacts with the same serum targets. 
By using the same approach, authors recently observed that 
amoxicillin binds to proteins present in exosome and that 
amoxicillin-protein adducts are transported by the vesicular 
carriers (18).

In their  recent  paper  “Amoxic i l l in  haptenates 
intracellular proteins that can be transported in exosomes to 
target cells” (18), Sánchez-Gómez and coworkers provided 
the first evidence of the presence of drug-adducts in 
circulating exosomes. In particular they showed that several 
intracellular proteins are haptenated by amoxicillin (AX) 
and released by cells in the soluble fractions as well as in 
exosomes. 

Specifically, authors treated a lymphocytic B cell line 
with penicillin, amoxicillin and AX-B analog (17); they 
found that the treatment with the drugs induced the 
haptenation of several proteins that were present in the cell 
lysate as well as in the three fractions of the conditioned 
medium corresponding to membrane, extracellular vesicles 
and soluble proteins. These data suggested that modified 
proteins could be secreted from cells both in soluble and 
exosomal fractions. Mass spectrometry analysis allowed 
to identify proteins haptenated by amoxicillin; among 
these, authors found HSP70, EF-2, actin and α-enolase. 
In addition they found that haptenated proteins present in 
the exosome fraction could be delivered among cells and 
internalized by endothelial cells, contributing to the allergic 
response observed after amoxicillin treatment (18). 

Overall, the presence of drug-protein adducts in 
exosomes could represent a new way to detect haptenated 
proteins in the circulation. 

At the same time this study strongly highlights, as noted 
by the authors, a new mechanism for drug-protein adduct 
transfer among cells, thus providing the evidences of a 
vesicular sorting (Figure 1).

However, further studies are required in order to better 
understand the role of exosome-enclosed drug-protein 
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Figure 1 Schematic representation of exosome delivery of drug-protein adducts. Amoxicillin treatment induces the intracellular formation 
of drug-protein adducts that are released in the extracellular space by exosomes. Exosomes, containing proteins haptenated by amoxicillin, 
influence target cells phenotype; the internalization of drug-protein adducts by endothelial cells could be responsible for the development of 
the allergic response.
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adducts in contributing to the in vivo allergic responses 
observed in amoxicillin-treated patients.
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