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Abstract: Nanoparticles (NPs) are increasingly applied in a wide range of technological and med-
ical applications. While their use offers numerous benefits, it also raises concerns regarding their
safety. Therefore, understanding their cytotoxic effects and DNA-damaging properties is crucial for
ensuring the safe application of NPs. In this study, DNA-damaging properties of PVP-coated silver,
silica, aluminum oxide (13 nm and 50 nm), and gold (5 nm and 40 nm) NPs in human peripheral
blood mononuclear cells (PBMCs) were investigated. NPs‘ internalization and induction of reactive
oxygen species were evaluated using flow cytometry. Cytotoxic properties were determined using a
dual acridine orange/ethidium bromide staining technique while DNA-damaging properties were
assessed using an alkaline comet assay. We observed that Ag, SiO2, and both sizes of Al2O3 NPs were
efficiently internalized by human PBMCs, but only PVP-AgNPs (at 10–30 µg/mL) and SiO2 NPs (at
concentrations > 100 µg/mL) induced significant DNA damage after a 24 h exposure. In contrast, the
uptake of both sizes of gold nanoparticles was limited, though they were able to cause significant
DNA damage after a 3 h exposure. These findings highlight the different responses of human PBMCs
to various NPs, emphasizing the importance of their size, composition, and internalization rates in
nanotoxicology testing.
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1. Introduction

Nanotechnology is rapidly becoming one of the fastest-growing markets globally,
significantly revolutionizing various industries [1]. In 2022, the global market for nano-
materials (NMs) was valued at USD 10.88 billion and is expected to grow at a compound
annual growth rate (CAGR) of 14.8% from 2023 to 2030 [2]. The European Chemicals
Agency (ECHA) anticipates that the EU’s NMs market will expand at a CAGR of 13.9% in
volume and 18.4% in value over the next 5 years, creating a positive economic impact [3].
According to European Commission Recommendation 2022/C 229/01, nanomaterials
are described as materials with one or more external dimensions in the size range of
1 nm–100 nm [4]. Nanoparticles (NPs) possess unique physicochemical properties due
to their small size, composition, shape, and surface functionalities, enabling their use in
various industries such as food science, cosmetics, pharmaceuticals, electronics, etc. [5–8].

Silver nanoparticles are widely used in biomedicine due to their antibacterial, antiviral,
and antifungal properties against Staphylococcus aureus [9], Candida albicans [10], Herpes
simplex virus (HSV), and human parainfluenza virus type 3 (HPIV-3) [11]. Currently, silver
nanoparticles are included in many products, such as antibacterial dressings, home water
treatment systems, cosmetics, and textiles [12]. In recent years, special attention has been
paid to silica nanoparticles (SiO2) because of their wide range of applications in drug
delivery, environmental remediation, and advanced catalysis [13], making them one of
the most abundant nanoparticles on Earth [14]. Similarly, Al2O3 nanoparticles have been
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successfully used in drug delivery [15] and in ceramics to enhance the mechano-physical
properties of ceramic tiles [16]. The unique chemical, physical, and photonic properties
of gold nanoparticles have facilitated their use in medical biophysics [17], molecular
imaging [18], and biosensors [19]. Gold nanoparticles tend to accumulate at tumor sites
through a process known as the enhanced permeability and retention effect (EPR) [20].
When exposed to radiation, these NPs emit secondary electrons, which induce indirect
DNA damage within cancer cells. Therefore, gold nanoparticles can be successfully used
as radiosensitizers in cancer therapy [21]. Despite the numerous benefits of NPs in various
industries, the exponential growth of nanotechnology has led to increased human exposure
to nanomaterials, raising concerns about their safety.

Numerous studies have demonstrated the ability of NPs to accumulate in cells and
organs, leading to the generation of reactive oxygen species (ROS) and genotoxic, DNA-
damaging effects. Nanoparticles can induce DNA damage directly by binding to DNA or
indirectly by interfering with nuclear proteins or generating oxidative stress [22]. However,
the genotoxicity of various nanoparticles remains a controversial question. The DNA-
damaging properties of AgNPs have been confirmed in vitro [23] and in vivo [24], while
other studies have demonstrated no such effects [25–27]. Similarly, some studies have
shown that the genotoxicity of AuNPs is size-dependent [25], whereas other studies have
found that neither the size nor the functionalization of AuNPs accounts for their genotoxic
effects [28]. For SiO2 and Al2O3 NPs, no significant DNA or chromosomal damage was
observed in human lymphocytes in vitro [29], while Zhang et al. [30] demonstrated ROS
generation and markers of genotoxicity in mice exposed to alumina NPs.

Because of the inconsistencies in previous studies regarding the DNA-damaging prop-
erties of various nanoparticles, the aim of this study was to evaluate the DNA-damaging
properties of six nanoparticles: 35 nm PVP-coated silver (PVP-Ag) NPs, 10–20 nm silica
(SiO2) NPs, aluminum oxide (Al2O3) NPs of two sizes (13 nm and 50 nm), and gold (Au)
NPs of two sizes (5 nm and 40 nm) in human peripheral blood mononuclear cells (PBMCs).
The selection of nanoparticles for our study was primarily based on their commercial
availability and the established applications of different nanoparticle sizes. Gold nanopar-
ticles are preferred to be as small as possible in biomedical applications such as imaging,
therapy, and diagnostics due to their biocompatibility and unique optical properties [31,32].
Hence, we chose 5 nm nanoparticles for these reasons. To evaluate the impact of size on
particle toxicity, we also included 40 nm gold nanoparticles. This larger size will help us
understand any size-dependent differences in genotoxicity. A similar rationale was applied
to the selection of Al2O3 NPs. Larger nanoparticles (50–150 nm) can be used in coatings,
electronics, and ceramics [33,34], whereas smaller particles tend to be more reactive and are
used in catalysis [35]. We chose both sizes to encompass many applications in the field. The
predominant use of SiO2 nanoparticles is in drug delivery, where smaller sizes are preferred
because of the easier loading and uptake of NPs [36,37]. Finally, for the silver nanoparticles,
their reactivity and antibacterial properties are most effective at sizes up to 50 nm [38],
therefore 35-nm-sized particles were selected. Overall, the selected nanoparticles possess
unique properties that lead to widespread applications; therefore, evaluation of their safety
is important. In this study, nanoparticle internalization was investigated using flow cy-
tometry light scattering analysis, and the ability to induce reactive oxygen species (ROS)
generation was analyzed using the H2DCFDA assay. To determine cytotoxicity, a dual
acridine orange/ethidium bromide staining technique was applied, and DNA-damaging
properties were assessed using an alkaline comet assay.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Chemicals and Reagents

This study tested the cytotoxic and genotoxic potential of six different nanoparticles.
35 nm PVP-coated AgNPs were kindly provided by UAB Rho Nano (Vilnius, Lithuania);
10–20 nm SiO2 (CAS No. 7631-86-9, Cat. No. 637238), Al2O3 13 nm (CAS No. 1344-28-1,
Cat. No. 718475), Al2O3 50 nm (CAS No. 1344-28-1, Cat. No. 544833), Au 5 nm (Cat. No.
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741949) and Au 40 nm (Cat. No. 753637) were purchased from Sigma Aldrich (St. Louis,
MO, USA). After purchase, the nanoparticles were stored according to the manufacturers‘
recommendations.

DMSO was obtained from Merck KGaA (Darmstadt, Germany). Ethidium bromide,
low melting point agarose (LMP), Na2EDTA, Tris HCl, and Triton X-100 were obtained
from Carl Roth GmbH (Karlsruhe, Germany). Phosphate-buffered saline (PBS, Ca2+, and
Mg2+ free) was purchased from Gibco (New York, NY, USA). All other chemicals were
obtained from Sigma Chemical Co. (St. Louis, MO, USA).

2.2. Preparation of NP Suspensions and Particle Characterization

Suspensions of nanoparticles were prepared at a concentration of 0.1% (1 mg/mL).
AgNP suspension was prepared in 0.2% PVP solution. SiO2, Al2O3 13 nm, and Al2O3 50 nm
suspensions were prepared in cell culture media—RPMI 1640. Au 5 nm and Au 40 nm
were supplied as a colloidal stabilized stock suspension in citrate buffer. Nanoparticle
solutions were sonicated at 35 kHz for 30 min in a Bandelin Sonorex Super sonication bath
(BANDELIN electronic GmbH & Co. KG, Berlin, Germany) and immediately used in the
uptake, ROS induction, cytotoxicity, and genotoxicity studies.

Hydrodynamic particle size was evaluated via Nanoparticle Tracking Analysis (NTA)
(Nanosight LM10, Malvern Panalytical Ltd., Malvern, UK) immediately (0 h), 1 or 3, and
24 h after sonication. The samples were injected into the chamber with a sterile syringe until
the liquid reached the tip of the nozzle. Each measurement was performed at 22 °C, with a
camera level of 10. The Nanosight NTA 3.1 analytical software was employed. The highest
peak size (size distribution peak with most particles) and mean particle size distribution
were determined by tracking analysis of the particles’ Brownian motion in solution [39].

2.3. Biological Material

Experiments were conducted using peripheral blood mononuclear cells (PBMCs)
obtained from healthy 22–36-year-old volunteers (non-smoking, with no known illness).
Peripheral blood was collected by venipuncture in heparinized vacutainer tubes (Becton-
Dickinson, Franklin Lakes, NJ, USA). Informed consent was obtained from all subjects
involved in the study. The study was conducted in compliance with research ethics
requirements adopted by Vilnius University and approved by the Doctoral Committee of
Vilnius University (Authorization No. 93 (21 November 2019).

PBMCs were isolated using Lymphropep™ density gradient centrifugation according
to the manufacturer’s instructions (Axis-Shield, Oslo, Norway). Equal parts of the blood
and RPMI 1640 cell culture medium were added to a centrifuge tube, followed by strati-
fication with an equal part of Lymphoprep™ and centrifugation of the solution at room
temperature at 800× g for 20 min. Subsequently, the mononuclear cell layer was carefully
aspirated and washed with RPMI 1640 medium by centrifugation at 800× g for 10 min.

2.4. Cellular Uptake Analysis using Flow Cytometry

To determine the potential uptake of NPs in PBMCs, flow cytometry light scatter
analysis was conducted according to Suzuki et al. [40]. Following PBMC isolation, cells
were resuspended in RPMI 1640 medium at a concentration of 4 × 105. The cells were then
transferred into sterile 15 mL tubes and exposed to various concentrations of different NPs
for 24 h (0–160 µg/mL of SiO2 and Al2O3 NPs; 0–50 µg/mL of AgNPs; 0–7.5 µg/mL of
Au 5 nm; 0–4.5 µg/mL of Au 40 nm). After exposure to NPs, the cells were centrifuged
at 800× g for 10 min, the supernatant was removed, and the cells were resuspended
in phosphate-buffered saline (PBS). Subsequently, NP uptake was evaluated using flow
cytometric light scatter analysis. Ten thousand cells were measured in each sample using
a FACSCalibur (BD Biosciences) flow cytometer, and data analysis was performed using
Floreada.io software (https://floreada.io, accessed on 5 April 2024). The intensities of
forward-scatter(ed) (FSC) light, which represents cell size, and side-scatter(ed) light (SSC),

https://floreada.io
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which is proportional to intracellular density and granularity that reflects NP uptake, were
measured [40,41].

2.5. Intracellular ROS Evaluation

Reactive oxygen species (ROS) production in human PBMCs was evaluated using the
cell-permeant 2′,7′-dichlorodihydrofluorescein diacetate (H2DCF-DA) fluorescent probe
(Abcam, Cambridge, UK). Intracellular ROS induces the conversion of H2DCF-DA into
a cell-impermeable green fluorescent product that can be quantified by flow cytometry
within the FITC channel (excitation: 488 nm/emission: 519 nm) [42].

For this analysis, PBMCs were prepared exactly as for the cellular uptake analysis but
after centrifugation, the cells were stained in cell culture media with 20 µM H2DCF-DA.
Samples were incubated for 30 min at 37 ◦C and immediately analyzed on a flow cytometer.
Ten thousand cells were analyzed for each sample, and data processing was performed
using Floreada.io software.

2.6. Cell Viability and DNA Damage Analysis

Once the uptake of NPs and ROS generation were evaluated, the cytotoxicity and DNA
damage-inducing potential of tested NPs were assessed. Following PBMC isolation, cells
were resuspended in RPMI 1640 medium at 1–2 × 105 cells/mL in sterile 15 mL centrifuge
tubes and treated with different concentrations of NPs for 1 or 3 and 24 h at 37 ◦C in a 5%
CO2 environment. As a positive control, 20 µM hydrogen peroxide was used, 1 h before
the end of incubation time. A negative/untreated (0 µg/mL) control was also included.
After the exposure, samples were centrifuged at 800× g for 10 min. The supernatant was
removed and the cells were resuspended in RPMI 1640 medium.

Cytotoxicity was determined by calculating the number of viable cells using a dual
acridine orange and ethidium bromide (AO/EB) staining technique, according to Liu
et al. [43] with minor modifications, as previously described. Briefly, the staining solution
was prepared by combining 1 µL of AO (5 mg/mL) and 1 µL of EB (3 mg/mL) with 1 mL
PBS. Finally, 20 µL of cell suspension and 2 µL of prepared AO/EB stain were placed
on a clean microscope slide, covered with a cover slip, and analyzed under a fluorescent
microscope (Nikon Eclipse 80i, Fujisawa, Japan). At least 100 cells from each sample were
scored to determine the percentage of viable cells. According to Azqueta et al. [44], high
levels of cytotoxicity can influence DNA migration in the comet assay. To minimize the risk
of false positive results, it is recommended that cell viability be maintained above 70–75%.

Levels of primary DNA damage were determined using an alkaline comet assay
according to Singh et al. [45], with slight modifications exactly as previously described [46].
Briefly, 40 µL of cell suspension was mixed with 40 µL of fresh 1% low melting point agarose
(LMP) in PBS at 37 ◦C (final LMP concentration—0.5%). A mixture of cells and agarose
(80 µL) was pipetted onto glass microscope slides precoated with 1% normal melting point
(NMP) agarose and covered with a 24 mm × 24 mm coverslip and allowed to solidify for
10 min at 4 ◦C. Two gels were prepared per sample. After the gels solidified, the coverslips
were gently removed and the slides were placed in a cold freshly prepared lysis solution
(2.5 M NaCl, 100 mM Na2EDTA, 10 mM Tris, with 1% Triton X-100 and 10% DMSO added
just before use, pH 10) and kept in the dark for 90 min at 4 ◦C. After lysis, slides were
placed in a horizontal gel electrophoresis tank COMET-20 SYSTEM (Scie-Plas, Cambridge,
UK) filled with cold (4 ◦C), fresh electrophoresis buffer (1 mM Na2EDTA and 300 mM
NaOH, pH 13) and left in the solution for 20 min to facilitate DNA unwinding. Then,
electrophoresis was carried out at 19 V and 300 mA (1 V/cm) for 30 min. To maintain the
buffer temperature during electrophoresis, the platform was cooled using a refrigeration
unit (FL300, Julabo, Seelbach, Germany), and the circulation of the buffer was additionally
maintained by a pump (Watson-Marlow sci Q400, Marlow, UK). After electrophoresis, the
slides were neutralized with Tris HCl buffer (0.4 M Tris HCl, pH 7.5) and each gel was
stained with 80 µL of 20 µg/mL ethidium bromide. All the above steps were conducted
under dim light to prevent additional DNA damage.
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The slides were examined under 400× magnification using a fluorescence microscope
(Nikon Eclipse 80i, Japan) by a single scorer. Image capture and analysis were performed
using LUCIA Comet Assay™ software version 7.60 (Laboratory Imaging, s.r.o., Praha,
Czech Republic). For each sample, two gels were prepared and 50 nucleoids (“comets”)
per gel were randomly selected and scored, resulting in a total of 100 comets per sample.
The comet’s head contains intact DNA, while fragmented (damaged) DNA is located in its
tail. Thus, the percentage of DNA in the comet tail (% TDNA) was used as an indicator of
DNA damage.

Five independent cytotoxicity and comet assay experiments using blood samples from
different donors were carried out. Results are presented as mean ± SEM. The statistical
significance of the results was assessed using Student’s t-test. To describe the relation-
ship between NP concentrations and their effects on PBMCs, a linear regression model
was applied.

3. Results
3.1. Characterization of the Hydrodynamic Diameter of Nanoparticles

The hydrodynamic diameter of nanoparticles in cell culture medium (RPMI 1640) was
evaluated using NTA immediately (0 h), 1 or 3 h (depending on NPs tested), and 24 h after
sonication (Table 1). The NTA analysis showed that all tested nanoparticles agglomerated
in cell culture medium in time, as mean size distributions of up to 320 nm were observed.

Table 1. Hydrodynamic size distributions of Ag, SiO2, Al2O3, and AuNPs in RPMI 1640 medium
0, 1, or 3, and 24 h after sonication. Highest peak size—size distribution peak with most particles,
SD—standard deviation calculated using the NTA software.

Nanoparticles and
Their Primary Sizes

Time after
Sonication, h

Highest Peak
Size, nm Mean Size, nm (SD)

Ag 35 nm
0 115 138 (66.8)
1 98 205.8 (103.7)

24 103 205.7 (90.6)

SiO2 10–20 nm
0 335 321.7 (107.7)
1 147 223.4 (95.8)

24 390 312.1 (108.7)

Al2O3 13 nm
0 173 191.4 (80)
1 122 254.2 (106.4)

24 130 162.2 (78.7)

Al2O3 50 nm
0 109 209.9 (106)
1 77 147.8 (87.6)

24 74 127.5 (66.1)

Au 5 nm
0 66 106.4 (63.4)
3 74 167.9 (87.3)
24 70 124.9 (62.3)

Au 40 nm
0 73 122.3 (67.1)
3 156 170.6 (44.7)

24 82 90.8 (20.7)

Nanoparticles with a primary size of less than 20 nm, such as SiO2 (10–20 nm), Al2O3
(13 nm), and Au (5 nm), exhibited significant agglomeration in cell culture media, with
mean particle sizes increasing up to 20–30 times their primary times. It is important to note
that it may be difficult to detect primary nanoparticles that are approximately 10 nm in
size, as they can be overshadowed by the larger agglomerates [25]. In comparison, Al2O3
50 nm and Au 40 nm retained some fraction of their primary size (73–82 nm), with the
mean particle sizes being 3–4 times larger than their primary sizes.



Curr. Issues Mol. Biol. 2024, 46 6991

3.2. Nanoparticle Uptake Analysis

The capacity of tested NPs to be internalized by human PBMCs, following 24 h of
exposure, was evaluated by measuring changes in side-scattering light intensities using
a flow cytometer (Figure 1). The percentage of relative uptake (fold-increase) was deter-
mined by measuring the increase in the side-scattering light intensities compared to the
untreated control.
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Figure 1. Uptake of PVP-Ag (a), SiO2 (b), Al2O3 13 nm (c), Al2O3 50 nm (d), Au 5 nm (e), and Au
40 nm (f) nanoparticles by human PBMCs, following a 24 h exposure, analyzed using flow cytometry.
Control cells (0 µg/mL) were cultivated in NP-free cell culture media.

PVP-coated Ag nanoparticles were efficiently taken up by human PBMCs. Compared
to the untreated control, nearly 1.2-fold, 1.6-fold, and 2.8-fold increases in SSC intensities
were observed when cells were exposed to 10, 20, and 50 µg/mL of AgNPs, respectively,
(Figure 1a).

A 2.2–2.4-fold increase in SSC intensities over the background was detected following
human PBMC exposure to different concentrations of SiO2 (40–100 µg/mL), indicating
the notable uptake of these nanoparticles (Figure 1b). Although uptake decreased at
160 µg/mL, likely due to the formation of larger agglomerates, SSC intensities remained
1.6-fold higher than in the untreated control.

Even higher SSC intensities (histogram shifts to the right) were observed follow-
ing a 24 h treatment of human PBMCs to Al2O3 13 nm and 50 nm NPs (40–160 µg/mL)
(Figure 1c,d, respectively). Compared to the untreated control, 1.9-fold, 2.8-fold, 2.5-fold,
and 3-fold increases were detected at 40, 80, 100, and 160 µg/mL concentrations of Al2O3
13 nm NPs (Figure 1c), while 3-fold, 2.8-fold, 3.5-fold, and 3.6-fold increases in SSC in-
tensities were observed in PBMCs exposed to 50 nm Al2O3 NPs, respectively, (Figure 1d).
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Although the uptake of larger Al2O3 nanoparticles was more efficient, the uptake of smaller
nanoparticles was concentration-dependent (R2 = 0.85, p = 0.026).

In contrast, following 24 h exposure of human PBMCS to different concentrations
(2–4.5 µg/mL) of 5 and 40 nm gold nanoparticles, no changes in SSC intensities were
observed, indicating limited internalization (Figure 1e,f, respectively).

3.3. Generation of Reactive Oxygen Species

One of the pathways through which nanoparticles induce DNA damage is via ROS
generation [47]. Therefore, the nanoparticles‘ abilities to induce reactive oxygen species
(ROS) generation in human PBMCs after a 24 h exposure was evaluated using H2DCFDA
fluorescent dye and a flow cytometer (Figure 2).
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Figure 2. Generation of reactive oxygen species (ROS) in human PBMCs following 24 h of exposure to
Ag-PVP (a), SiO2 (b), Al2O3 13 nm (c), Al2O3 50 nm (d), Au 5 nm (e), and Au 40 nm (f) nanoparticles
was determined using H2DCFDA assay and flow cytometry. Control cells (0 µg/mL) were cultivated
in NP-free cell culture media.

Most of the particles tested did not induce ROS generation. No significant induc-
tion of ROS in human PBMCs, following 24 h exposure to PVP-coated Ag nanoparticles
(10–50 µg/mL) was observed compared to the untreated control (0 µg/mL) (Figure 2a).
Similarly, ROS generation was not induced by SiO2 NPs and AuNPs, regardless of their
size (5 or 40 nm) (Figure 2b and 2e,f, respectively).

Interestingly, aluminum oxide nanoparticles induced slight ROS generation in human
PBMCs compared to the background levels (7.1%). The highest levels of ROS were gener-
ated in cells exposed to 160 µg/mL of 13 nm Al2O3 NPs and to 100 µg/mL of 50 nm Al2O3
NPs (8.2% and 10.0%, respectively; Figure 2c,d). Compared to the untreated control, these
ROS changes were not considered biologically relevant; however, they should be taken
into consideration.
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3.4. Cytotoxicity and Induction of DNA Damage

Human PBMCs were treated with different concentrations of nanoparticles (Ag, SiO2,
Al2O3, and Au) for 1 or 3 and 24 h to determine their cytotoxic potentials and DNA-
damaging properties. DNA damage was assessed using an alkaline comet assay and
simultaneously, cytotoxicity was evaluated by counting cell viability using a dual ethidium
bromide and acridine orange staining technique.

Human PBMCs exposed to PVP-coated Ag nanoparticles at 5–100 µg/mL showed
no relevant cytotoxic responses after a 1 h exposure (Figure 3a). However, after a 24 h
treatment, concentrations higher than 30 µg/mL reduced cell viability by more than 40%
and were therefore considered cytotoxic and not tested further. No significant induction
of DNA damage was observed following a 1 h exposure to AgNPs, whereas after 24 h
of exposure, human PBMCs showed a more than 2-fold increase in DNA damage at
10–20 µg/mL, which then increased to 3.9-fold at 30 µg/mL over the solvent control (0.2%
PVP in water) (Figure 3a).
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Human PBMCs were treated with different concentrations of nanoparticles (Ag, SiO2, 

Al2O3, and Au) for 1 or 3 and 24 h to determine their cytotoxic potentials and DNA-

damaging properties. DNA damage was assessed using an alkaline comet assay and 

simultaneously, cytotoxicity was evaluated by counting cell viability using a dual 

ethidium bromide and acridine orange staining technique. 

Human PBMCs exposed to PVP-coated Ag nanoparticles at 5–100 µg/mL showed no 

relevant cytotoxic responses after a 1 h exposure (Figure 3a). However, after a 24 h 

treatment, concentrations higher than 30 µg/mL reduced cell viability by more than 40% 

and were therefore considered cytotoxic and not tested further. No significant induction 

of DNA damage was observed following a 1 h exposure to AgNPs, whereas after 24 h of 

exposure, human PBMCs showed a more than 2-fold increase in DNA damage at 10–20 
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in water) (Figure 3a). 
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SiO2 NPs tested at 10–500 µg/mL showed a concentration-dependent decrease in
cell viability after a 1 h exposure, with a minimum viability value of 80.8% (500 µg/mL)
(Figure 3b). After long-term (24 h) exposure, a statistically significant reduction in cell
viability was observed at 80–300 µg/mL, while concentrations higher than 300 µg/mL
reduced cell viability by more than 40% and were therefore considered cytotoxic and
not tested further. Following a 1 h exposure, SiO2 NPs (0–500 µg/mL) did not induce
significant amounts of DNA damage. However, after long-term treatment, a significant
concentration-dependent increase in DNA strand breaks was observed (R2 = 0.96, p < 0.001).
At the highest tested concentration of 300 µg/mL, SiO2 NPs induced a 13-fold increase in
DNA damage compared to the untreated control (Figure 3b).

Al2O3 nanoparticles did not exert any relevant cytotoxicity, regardless of their size
(13 or 50 nm) and exposure time (1 or 24 h) (Figure 3c,d). Furthermore, no statistically
significant increase in DNA damage was observed compared to the untreated control.

No reduction in cell viability was observed when human PBMCs were exposed to
5 nm AuNPs of up to 7.5 µg/mL, and 40 nm NPs of up to 4.5 µg/mL (the highest test
concentrations possible from the supplied stock sample), regardless of the exposure time (3
or 24 h) (Figure 3e,f). After short-term (3 h) exposure, 5 nm NPs significantly increased DNA
damage at 1, 2, 2.5, 4.5, and 7.5 µg/mL in a concentration-dependent manner (R2 = 0.63,
p = 0.01) (Figure 3e). Similarly, 40 nm AuNPs induced significant concentration-dependent
DNA damage at 1.5, 2, 4.5 µg/mL (R2 = 0.7, p = 0.009) (Figure 3f). Interestingly, 40 nm
AuNPs had no significant effect on human PBMCs after 24 h of exposure (Figure 3f), while
5 nm NPs continued to show significant DNA damage at 1.5, 4.5, and 7.5 µg/mL (Figure 3e).
Overall, smaller nanoparticles, with a primary size of 5 nm, induced more DNA damage
compared to particles with a primary size of 40 nm.

4. Discussion

This study investigated the cytotoxic effects and DNA-damaging properties of SiO2,
PVP-coated Ag, Al2O3, and AuNPs in human peripheral blood mononuclear cells using
dual acridine orange/ethidium bromide staining technique for cell viability evaluation and
an alkaline comet assay for DNA damage analysis. The uptake of tested nanoparticles and
ROS generation was monitored using flow cytometry.

Nanoparticle tracking analysis (NTA) revealed that all tested nanoparticles agglom-
erated in cell culture media, in most cases resulting in sizes larger than their primary
sizes. Regarding the impact of nanoparticle agglomeration on their toxicity, there was no
consensus. Murugadoss et al. [48] investigated the toxicity of small agglomerates (SAs) and
large agglomerates (LAs) of TiO2 nanoparticles. The study revealed that in most in vitro
analyses, there were no significant differences between SA and LA samples, leading to the
conclusion that LAs are not less active than SAs. Interestingly, notable differences were
observed in THP-1 cells, where LAs induced more damage than SAs. THP-1 cells, being
phagocytic, may be more suitable for the uptake of submicron and micron-sized agglom-
erates, resulting in higher LA uptake and increased cellular damage compared to SAs.
In our study, the peripheral blood mononuclear cell layer mainly contains lymphocytes,
with a small number of monocytes [49], which could explain the slightly higher uptake
levels of larger agglomerates (SiO2, Al2O3 NPs, etc.) compared to smaller ones (AuNPs).
However, it is important to note that the DNA-damaging potential is influenced not only
by the agglomeration or uptake of NPs but also by the composition of particles and selected
cell lines. Magdolenova et al. [50] proposed that larger agglomerates might be less stable,
allowing individual NPs to be released from the agglomerate and subsequently taken up
by the cells. They also suggested that larger agglomerates precipitate quickly, potentially
leading to higher real exposure to NPs compared to particles dispersed in the cell culture
media, thus making them more toxic. Their study showed that large agglomerates induced
more DNA damage in all tested cell cultures in vitro, whereas NP suspensions with ag-
glomerates smaller than 200 nm had no genotoxic effects. Overall, there are mixed opinions
on whether agglomeration increases the toxicity of nanoparticles. We believe that while
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agglomeration can facilitate the uptake of NPs in some cases, toxicity is influenced by
multiple factors beyond agglomeration alone.

Following 24 h exposure, PVP-coated 35 nm Ag nanoparticles were taken up by human
PBMCs in a dose-dependent manner, causing significant amounts of DNA damage even
at low concentrations (10–30 µg/mL) without inducing ROS. Other researchers have also
demonstrated efficient cellular uptake of PVP-coated AgNPs by human PBMCs [23,51,52].
Vukovic et al. showed a dose-dependent uptake of PVP-coated AgNPs (with a primary
size of 10.7 nm) by human PBMCs after 1 and 3 h of exposure, with significant DNA
damage observed at 1 µg/mL [23]. Their study also revealed that PVP-AgNPs significantly
increased ROS levels after 1 h of exposure, as detected by the H2DCFDA assay, but not
after 3 h. The absence of significant ROS levels at later time points, such as 3 or 24 h (as in
our study) can be attributed to the effective neutralization of ROS by cellular antioxidant
defenses [53]. However, other ROS detection methods, such as DHE assay and DiOC6
staining, showed a significant oxidative stress response in human PBMCs exposed to PVP-
AgNPs [23], highlighting that the sensitivity and specificity of the ROS detection methods
can register different types of ROS and yield varying results. In contrast, Folbjerg et al.
showed a substantial increase in ROS production in THP-1 monocytes following 6 and
24 h of exposure to 69 nm PVP-coated AgNPs using the H2DCFDA assay [54]. Monocytes,
known for their role in directly combating pathogens through oxidative mechanisms,
are prolific ROS producers, which may explain the discrepancy between their findings
and ours, where lymphocytes predominate due to naturally lower levels of monocytes
in the blood [55]. Additionally, DNA damage induced by PVP-AgNPs was confirmed
in the human lung epithelial cells, BEAS-2B and A549 [56,57], while PVA-coated AgNPs
induced DNA damage in HepG2 cells and human PBMCs [58]. Conversely, PVP-coated 50
and 200 nm size nanosilver did not exhibit any genotoxic effects in 3D human bronchial
models [59]. Compared to 2D models, the uptake of NPs is much lower in 3D models,
which may result in lower levels of DNA damage in 3D models.

SiO2 NPs were efficiently internalized by human PBMCs following 24 h of exposure, re-
sulting in significant DNA strand breaks, but only at high concentrations (150–300 µg/mL).
No significant DNA damage was detected at lower concentrations (10–100 µg/mL) re-
gardless of the exposure time (1 or 24 h). Furthermore, no significant ROS generation was
observed at the tested concentrations (0–100 µg/mL). In a study by Gonzalez et al. [60], the
genotoxicity of 16 nm and 60 nm SiO2 nanoparticles was evaluated in the A549 cell line
after short-term exposure (15 min and 4 h). Similar to our findings, no significant increase
in DNA strand breaks or oxidative damage was observed regardless of the particle size
and exposure time. In contrast, unmodified 70 nm SiO2 nanoparticles induced intracellular
ROS generation in HaCaT and TLR-1 cells in a dose-dependent manner, with significant
DNA strand breaks observed at 90 µg/mL in HaCaT cells [61]. Additionally, after 24 h of
exposure to 14 nm SiO2 NPs, cellular uptake by A549 cells was confirmed and DNA dam-
age was evident at 0.1 µg/mL in A549, HT29, and HaCaT cells [62]. However, in a study
involving human PBMCs, it was determined that although 10–50 nm size SiO2-NPs can be
efficiently internalized by human PBMCs, no cytotoxicity or genotoxicity was detected at
100 µg/mL, regardless of the exposure time (2 or 24 h).

Our study confirmed the intracellular uptake of Al2O3 nanoparticles, with the 50 nm
particles being internalized more efficiently than particles with a primary size of 13 nm. It is
known that NP uptake strongly depends on their size [63]. Several studies have indicated
that the optimal size for efficient uptake is approximately 50 nm [64–66]; however, other
properties, including shape, composition, and surface charge of NPs have to be taken
into consideration as well [63]. A slight increase in ROS was observed following 24 h of
exposure to Al2O3 NPs. However, no significant DNA damage was determined, regardless
of nanoparticle size or exposure time. Our results are in agreement with data from a study
by Jallili et al. [67], where the internalization of Al2O3 NPs with a primary size of 30 nm
by Caco-2 and HepaRG cells was confirmed but no genotoxic activity was observed in the
γH2AX assay as well as the comet assay. Although no significant increase in DNA damage
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evaluated by the comet assay was observed in human PBMCs and HEK293 cells by other
researchers [29,68], in a study by Sliwinska et al. [69], concentration-dependent genotoxic
effects of 30 nm Al2O3 NPs after 24 h exposure were determined in human PBMCs. How-
ever, the characterization of NPs or cellular internalization was not investigated in their
study, which may explain the discrepancy in the responses.

Interestingly, the uptake of 5 nm and 40 nm AuNPs by human PBMCs was limited.
Despite the fact that no ROS was generated, both AuNPs induced significant DNA damage
in a concentration-dependent manner following a 3 h exposure. However, after 24 h of
exposure, only particles with a primary size of 5 nm (at 1.5, 4.5, and 7.5 µg/mL) were able
to induce significant DNA damage. Overall, smaller nanoparticles were more genotoxic in
human PBMCs compared to particles with a primary size of 40 nm. Other researchers have
also demonstrated that the particle size of AuNPs affects their genotoxicity. In a study by
Lebedova et al., 5 nm AuNPs induced more DNA damage compared to 50 nm particles in
normal human bronchial epithelial cells [25]. Similarly, Xia et al. showed that 5 nm AuNPs
induced a dose-dependent increase in DNA damage in the HepG2 cell line, while the 20
and 50 nm particles did not [70]. Generally, smaller nanoparticles have enhanced surface
area, exposed surface atom ratio, and elevated catalytic capabilities, resulting in higher
toxicity [71]. It was suggested that smaller gold nanoparticles release toxic ions and inhibit
thioredoxin reductase, damaging mitochondria and inducing secondary DNA damage [72].
Interestingly, May et al. revealed that AuNPs (2–4 nm) were efficiently internalized by
A549 cells without inducing inflammatory reactions [73]. They demonstrated that after
a 3 h exposure to AuNPs, no significant DNA damage was induced. However, DNA
damage increased significantly following 24 h treatment at 40–100 µg/mL. Concentrations
comparable to those used in our study (up to 10 µg/mL) showed no genotoxic effects,
regardless of the exposure time [73]. However, according to Paino et al. [74], 18.2 nm citrate-
coated AuNPs (at 1 and 50 µM) induced significant ROS generation in human PBMCs and
HepG2 cells, but no significant DNA damage was revealed, except at 50 µM in HepG2
cells, as detected by the comet assay. This suggests that HepG2 cells may be more sensitive
to the DNA-damaging action of AuNPs compared to human PBMCs. Overall, variability
parameters, such as the cell lines used, exposure time, concentrations, surface charge, and
coating of nanoparticles can have a major impact on their genotoxic effects.

5. Conclusions

Altogether, our results demonstrated that the majority of tested nanoparticles (PVP-Ag,
SiO2, and Al2O3) were efficiently internalized by human PBMCs. Following a 24 h exposure,
PVP-Ag nanoparticles induced significant amounts of DNA damage at 10–30 µg/mL, while
DNA-damaging properties of SiO2 NPs were demonstrated only at higher concentrations
exceeding 100 µg/mL. Interestingly, internalization of AuNPs by human PBMCs was
not observed, regardless of particle size, but a significant amount of DNA damage was
demonstrated after a 3 h exposure. Additionally, it was shown that the DNA-damaging
potential of Al2O3 and Au nanoparticles was size-dependent, with smaller nanoparticles
(13 nm and 5 nm, respectively), inducing more DNA damage compared to 50 nm Al2O3
and 40 nm AuNPs. Overall, nanoparticles exhibit varying mechanisms of DNA damage.
Some NPs are efficiently internalized by human PBMCs and can induce DNA damage,
while others are taken up by the cells without causing DNA damage or ROS generation.
In contrast, AuNPs were not internalized by the cells but were shown to cause significant
DNA damage, likely through indirect mechanisms.
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46. Babonaitė, M.; Čepulis, M.; Kazlauskaitė, J.; Lazutka, J.R. Evaluation of In Vitro Genotoxicity of Polystyrene Nanoparticles in

Human Peripheral Blood Mononuclear Cells. Toxics 2023, 11, 627. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
47. Manke, A.; Wang, L.; Rojanasakul, Y. Mechanisms of Nanoparticle-Induced Oxidative Stress and Toxicity. Biomed Res. Int. 2013,

2013, 942916. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
48. Murugadoss, S.; Brassinne, F.; Sebaihi, N.; Petry, J.; Cokic, S.M.; Van Landuyt, K.L.; Godderis, L.; Mast, J.; Lison, D.; Hoet, P.H.;

et al. Agglomeration of Titanium Dioxide Nanoparticles Increases Toxicological Responses in Vitro and in Vivo. Part. Fibre Toxicol.
2020, 17, 10. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

https://doi.org/10.1002/wnan.1833
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/36416021
https://doi.org/10.3390/nano10071390
https://doi.org/10.3109/17435390.2015.1071443
https://doi.org/10.1093/mutage/gex027
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/29529313
https://doi.org/10.3109/17435390.2013.855827
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24266757
https://doi.org/10.1093/toxsci/kfv318
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/26732888
https://doi.org/10.3390/nano10020271
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/32041143
https://doi.org/10.1177/0960327115579208
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/25829403
https://doi.org/10.1002/jat.3456
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/28337774
https://doi.org/10.1002/nano.202100255
https://doi.org/10.1364/BOE.10.003472
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/31360601
https://doi.org/10.1111/jace.12255
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.powtec.2010.01.003
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41578-021-00385-x
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/34642607
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.clinthera.2023.08.017
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/37783646
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijms22137202
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/34281254
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11095-010-0073-2
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/20204471
https://doi.org/10.1021/es0625632
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/17533873
https://doi.org/10.1093/mutage/geac005
https://doi.org/10.21769/BioProtoc.3737
https://doi.org/10.12659/MSMBR.893327
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.mrgentox.2022.503520
https://doi.org/10.1016/0014-4827(88)90265-0
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/3345800
https://doi.org/10.3390/toxics11070627
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/37505592
https://doi.org/10.1155/2013/942916
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24027766
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12989-020-00341-7
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/32101144


Curr. Issues Mol. Biol. 2024, 46 6999

49. Kleiveland, C. Peripheral Blood Mononuclear Cells. In The Impact of Food Bioactives on Health: In Vitro and Ex Vivo Models; Springer:
Cham, Switzerland, 2015; pp. 161–167. [CrossRef]

50. Magdolenova, Z.; Bilaniová, D.; Pojana, G.; Fjellsbø, L.M.; Hudecova, A.; Hasplova, K.; Marcomini, A.; Dusinska, M. Impact of
Agglomeration and Different Dispersions of Titanium Dioxide Nanoparticles on the Human Related in Vitro Cytotoxicity and
Genotoxicity. J. Environ. Monit. 2012, 14, 455–464. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

51. Pourhoseini, S.; Enos, R.T.; Murphy, A.E.; Cai, B.; Lead, J.R. Characterization, Bio-Uptake and Toxicity of Polymer-Coated Silver
Nanoparticles and Their Interaction with Human Peripheral Blood Mononuclear Cells. Beilstein J. Nanotechnol. 2021, 12, 282–294.
[CrossRef] [PubMed]

52. Greulich, C.; Diendorf, J.; Geßmann, J.; Simon, T.; Habijan, T.; Eggeler, G.; Schildhauer, T.A.; Epple, M.; Köller, M. Cell Type-Specific
Responses of Peripheral Blood Mononuclear Cells to Silver Nanoparticles. Acta Biomater. 2011, 7, 3505–3514. [CrossRef]

53. Sharifi-Rad, M.; Anil Kumar, N.V.; Zucca, P.; Varoni, E.M.; Dini, L.; Panzarini, E.; Rajkovic, J.; Tsouh Fokou, P.V.; Azzini, E.; Peluso,
I.; et al. Lifestyle, Oxidative Stress, and Antioxidants: Back and Forth in the Pathophysiology of Chronic Diseases. Front. Physiol.
2020, 11, 552535. [CrossRef]

54. Foldbjerg, R.; Olesen, P.; Hougaard, M.; Dang, D.A.; Hoffmann, H.J.; Autrup, H. PVP-Coated Silver Nanoparticles and Silver Ions
Induce Reactive Oxygen Species, Apoptosis and Necrosis in THP-1 Monocytes. Toxicol. Lett. 2009, 109, 156–162. [CrossRef]

55. Degasperi, G.R.; Denis, R.G.P.; Morari, J.; Solon, C.; Geloneze, B.; Stabe, C.; Pareja, J.C.; Vercesi, A.E.; Velloso, L.A. Reactive
Oxygen Species Production Is Increased in the Peripheral Blood Monocytes of Obese Patients. Metabolism 2009, 58, 1087–1095.
[CrossRef]

56. Nymark, P.; Catalán, J.; Suhonen, S.; Järventaus, H.; Birkedal, R.; Clausen, P.A.; Jensen, K.A.; Vippola, M.; Savolainen, K.; Norppa,
H. Genotoxicity of Polyvinylpyrrolidone-Coated Silver Nanoparticles in BEAS 2B Cells. Toxicology 2013, 313, 38–48. [CrossRef]
[PubMed]

57. García-Rodríguez, A.; Rubio, L.; Vila, L.; Xamena, N.; Velázquez, A.; Marcos, R.; Hernández, A. The Comet Assay as a Tool to
Detect the Genotoxic Potential of Nanomaterials. Nanomaterials 2019, 9, 1385. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

58. Paino, I.M.M.; Zucolotto, V. Poly(Vinyl Alcohol)-Coated Silver Nanoparticles: Activation of Neutrophils and Nanotoxicology
Effects in Human Hepatocarcinoma and Mononuclear Cells. Environ. Toxicol. Pharmacol. 2015, 39, 614–621. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

59. Haase, A.; Dommershausen, N.; Schulz, M.; Landsiedel, R.; Reichardt, P.; Krause, B.C.; Tentschert, J.; Luch, A. Genotoxicity
Testing of Different Surface-Functionalized SiO2, ZrO2 and Silver Nanomaterials in 3D Human Bronchial Models. Arch. Toxicol.
2017, 91, 3991–4007. [CrossRef]

60. Gonzalez, L.; Thomassen, L.C.J.; Plas, G.; Rabolli, V.; Napierska, D.; Decordier, I.; Roelants, M.; Hoet, P.H.; Kirschhock, C.E.A.;
Martens, J.A.; et al. Exploring the Aneugenic and Clastogenic Potential in the Nanosize Range: A549 Human Lung Carcinoma
Cells and Amorphous Monodisperse Silica Nanoparticles as Models. Nanotoxicology 2010, 4, 382–395. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

61. Yoshida, T.; Yoshioka, Y.; Matsuyama, K.; Nakazato, Y.; Tochigi, S.; Hirai, T.; Kondoh, S.; Nagano, K.; Abe, Y.; Kamada, H.; et al.
Surface Modification of Amorphous Nanosilica Particles Suppresses Nanosilica-Induced Cytotoxicity, ROS Generation, and DNA
Damage in Various Mammalian Cells. Biochem. Biophys. Res. Commun. 2012, 427, 748–752. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
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