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Abstract: DPRA (direct peptide reactivity assay) and ADRA (amino acid derivative reactivity assay),
which are based on the biological events of skin sensitization, were developed as alternatives to
the controversial animal experiments. These assays are described in the OECD (Organization for
Economic Co-operation and Development) guideline, Test No. 442C. Although these assays have been
endorsed by the industries and internationally accepted as promising and effective tests for in vitro
skin sensitization, they suffer from several drawbacks, such as incompatibility with hydrophobic
chemicals and complicated sample processing. Here, we demonstrated a chromophore-based solid
phase peptide reaction assay in vitro using peptides immobilized on magnetic beads (C-SPRA-MB).
We successfully synthesized lysine (Lys) and cysteine (Cys) immobilized on magnetic microbeads.
However, Cys immobilized magnetic microbeads showed gradual decomposition of the magnetic
beads due to SH oxidation. Using Lys immobilized magnetic microbeads, we demonstrated the
capacity of C-SPRA-MB to predict skin sensitization by measuring free amino groups of the Lys after
reaction with test chemicals. First, the free amines on the microbeads were reacted with bromophenol
blue (BB). Then, by treatment with a saturated solution of Lys, the bound BBs were released and
quantified. C-SPRA-MB provides high-throughput and accurate assays for assessments of chemicals,
including with low-potency as skin sensitizers and poor water solubility. C-SPRA-MB may be useful
for effective prediction of their skin sensitization potential in the process of compound screening,
especially in the case of misclassified by DPRA and ADRA. Thus, C-SPRA-MB can be applied to
assessing the sensitization potential of medical, pharmaceutical, cosmetics, and industrial compounds.
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1. Introduction

The potential to trigger skin sensitization must be effectively assessed for various chemical
compounds present in industrial, cosmetics and pharmaceutical products to minimize the risk of
developing skin diseases. Animal experiments, including local lymph node assay (LLNA) [1],
were widely used to assess the sensitization potential of chemical compounds. However, animal
experiments for assessing such risk potential, especially in cosmetics, were prohibited in the EU
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in 2011 [2]. Therefore, in vitro alternatives to animal testing for sensitization are indispensable.
The biological processes underlying skin sensitization are well understood, and the covalent binding of
a hapten to skin protein is the key event [3]. Based on this, DPRA (direct peptide reactivity assay) [4,5]
and ADRA (amino acid derivative reactivity assay) [6–8] were developed as promising in vitro skin
sensitization tests. They are even described in the OECD (Organization for Economic Co-operation
and Development) guideline, Test No. 442C [9]. DPRA and ADRA use HPLC and are based on
the reactivity of a sensitizer with either Lys (K, lysine) or Cys (C, cysteine). Although these two
test methods are internationally accepted and endorsed by industries as promising and effective
in vitro skin sensitization tests, they have several drawbacks [10–12]: (i) candidate drugs or cosmetic
chemicals often have poor water-solubility and thus do not dissolve in polar solvents used in the
assays; (ii) an unreacted test compound and an unreacted peptide may be co-eluted in the same
retention time resulting in overlapping their peaks; (iii) Cys-peptide can easily dimerize via its free thiol
upon oxidation, potentially leading to false positives; (iv) HPLC is relatively difficult handling and
time-consuming; (v) because DPRA and ADRA are kinds of an oversimplified chemical assay, specific
information, including reaction mechanisms, kinetics and detailed reactivity, etc., cannot be obtained.

To overcome these limitations, we proposed the C-SPRA (chromophore-solid phase peptide
reaction assay) for assessing in vitro sensitization [13]. As polystyrene beads are used in C-SPRA
as the solid phase and they require manual manipulation, it is difficult to analyze multiple samples
simultaneously. Thus, in this study, we report the utilization of magnetic beads as solid support
to immobilize peptides to develop a modified C-SPRA for higher-throughput analysis (Figure 1).
Magnetic beads are easier to handle and are more versatile. Since the use of magnetic beads allows
automation, a larger volume of data can be generated rapidly. Here, we describe implementation of
C-SPRA method using magnetic microbeads (C-SPRA-MB) and demonstrate its use for assessment of
the skin sensitization potential of chemical compounds in vitro.
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Figure 1. (a) Structures of Ac-Lys beads and Ac-Cys beads. (b) An illustration of the column used
in chromophore-based solid phase peptide reaction assay in vitro using peptides immobilized on
magnetic beads (C-SPRA-MB).

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Test Chemicals and Materials

The test chemicals were p-benzoquinone (BQ), fluorescein-5-isothiocyanate (FITC), benzylidene
acetone (BA), undec-10-enal (UE), 5-methyl-2-phenyl-2-hexanal (MPH), α-amyl cinnamic aldehyde
(ACA), and dibutyl phthalate (DP). All test chemicals were purchased from FUJIFILM Wako Pure
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Chemical Corporation (Osaka, Japan). Special grade reagents were used. The test chemicals were
dissolved in HPLC grade dimethyl sulfoxide (DMSO) and N-methylmorpholine. All chemicals were
used without further purification.

The amino acid monomers, N-α-Fmoc-N-ε-4-methyltrityl-lysine (Fmoc-Lys(Mtt)-OH),
Fmoc-4-methyltrityl-cysteine (Fmoc-Cys(Mtt)-OH), and Fmoc-3-amino-3- (2′-nitrophenyl)
propionic acid (Fmoc-npp-OH) were used. The amino acids, 2-(1H-benzotriazole-1-yl)-
1,1,3,3-tetramethyluronium hexafluorophosphate (HBTU) and 1-hydroxy benzotriazole monohydrate
(HOBt) were purchased from Watanabe Chemical Industries, Ltd (Hiroshima, Japan), and
5(6)-carboxyfluorescein was purchased from FUJIFILM Wako Pure Chemical Corporation.

2.2. Preparation of Fmoc-Lys(Mtt)-npp Beads and Ac-Lys(Flu)-npp Beads

Fmoc-Lys(Mtt)-npp beads and fluorescein tagged Ac-Lys(Flu)-npp beads were prepared on
micromer-M PEG-NH2 (micromod Partikeltechnologie GmbH) by manual synthesis using Fmoc
chemistry [14] with a magnetic tube holder and separator (DynaMag-2, Thermo Fisher). Coupling
of the amino acids were carried out using HBTU and HOBt (200 eq.). First, Fmoc-npp-OH was
coupled to the magnetic microbeads, and then Fmoc-Lys(Mtt)-OH was coupled. For checking the
purity, Fmoc-Lys(Mtt)-npp beads in a test tube were irradiated with UV light (365 nm, 25 W) for
10 min. Then, the solution was analyzed by HPLC using a GL-7400 HPLC system (GL Sciences,
Tokyo, Japan), an Inertsil ODS-3 column (4.5 × 150 mm; GL Science), and a linear acetonitrile/0.1%
trifluoroacetic acid (TFA) gradient at a flow rate of 1.0 mL/min. The eluate was monitored at 301 nm for
the absorbance of the Fmoc moiety. After removal of the Fmoc group from Fmoc-Lys(Mtt)-npp beads,
the N-terminal free amine was acetylated with acetic anhydride in DMSO to obtain Ac-Lys(Mtt)-npp
beads. The Mtt group was removed from the sidechain by incubating Ac-Lys(Mtt)-npp beads for 2 h
in Mtt deprotection solution (DMSO/dichloromethane/trifluoroacetic acid (TFA)/triisopropylsilane
(47:47:1:5, v/v)), and then Ac-Lys-npp beads were washed 10 times with Mtt deprotection solution and
DMSO. Following this, the liberated free amine on the sidechain of Ac-Lys-npp beads was coupled to
5(6)-carboxyfluorescein to obtain, Ac-Lys(Flu) beads. To confirm Mtt deprotection, Ac-Lys(Flu) beads
were irradiated with UV light for 10 min, and then the solution was analyzed by HPLC. The eluate
was monitored at 490 nm for the absorbance of fluorescein moiety.

2.3. Preparation of Ac-Lys Beads and Ac-Cys Beads

Fmoc-Lys(Mtt)-OH and Fmoc-Cys(Mtt)-OH were coupled directly to the magnetic microbeads.
After removal of Fmoc from Fmoc-Lys(Mtt) beads and Fmoc-Cys(Mtt) beads, the N-terminal free
amine was acetylated using acetic anhydride in DMSO to obtain Ac-Lys(Mtt) beads and Ac-Cys(Mtt)
beads, respectively. Mtt groups present in the sidechains of Lys and Cys were removed by incubating
the Ac-Lys(Mtt)-npp beads and Ac-Cys(Mtt)-npp beads for 2 h in Mtt deprotection solution. Then,
the beads were washed 10 times with Mtt deprotection solution and DMSO to obtain Ac-Lys beads
and Ac-Cys beads.

2.4. Procedure Using Ac-Lys Beads

Ac-Lys beads (5 mg in DMSO) were placed in two test tubes. One test tube was incubated with
the test compound solution (in DMSO, 1% N-methylmorpholine as a stabilizer of basic condition for
the reaction) at 20–25 ◦C for 24 h (test). The other test tube was incubated in DMSO containing 1%
N-methylmorphiline at 20–25 ◦C for 24 h (control). After incubation, the beads were washed 5 times
with DMSO and then with methanol (MeOH). Following this, the two test tubes were incubated with
1 mL of 1 mM bromophenol blue (BB) solution (in MeOH) for 30 min at 20–25 ◦C. Then, Ac-Lys beads
were washed 10 times with MeOH to remove unreacted BB. The beads were treated with 200 µL
saturated Lys solution for 5 min at 20–25 ◦C to release the bound BB. After collecting the solutions
from the two test tubes, absorbance (ODtest and ODcontrol, respectively) of the solutions from test and
control test tubes were measured at 591 nm using a UV spectrophotometer.
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2.5. Calculation of Reactivity of Test Chemicals with Ac-Lys Beads

Reactivity of Ac-Lys beads was expressed as percent depletion based on decrease in the amount
of unreacted Lys after the reaction with the chemical, relative to the amount of Lys initially measured
(Equation (1)).

Depletion ratio (%) = [1 − (ODtest/ODcontrol)] × 100 (1)

where ODcontrol is the OD measured in the control solution in which the chemical was not added, and
the OD test is the OD of the test solution in which the Ac-Lys beads were reacted with the chemical.

3. Results and Discussion

3.1. Design and Synthesis of Lys-and Cys-Coupled Magnetic Beads

We designed and synthesized Lys-and Cys-immobilized magnetic microbeads (Figure 1a).
Micromer-M PEG-NH2 beads were selected because they are amphiphilic and swell in both hydrophilic
and hydrophobic solvents. Fmoc-Lys(Mtt)-OH and Fmoc-Cys(Mtt)-OH, carrying acid-labile protecting
group Mtt, were chosen as monomers for coupling because the magnetic beads are susceptible to
strong acids. We used DMSO instead of N,N-dimethylformamide (DMF) and N-methylpyrrolidone
(NMP), the commonly used solvents for Fmoc synthesis, because, unlike DMF and NMP, DMSO is a
dispersion-stabilizing solvent for magnetic beads.

After optimizing the synthesis protocol [15], we assessed the purity of the beads loading the
amino acids. We synthesized the dipeptide Fmoc-Lys(Mtt)-npp onto the magnetic microbeads
(Figures S1 and S2, Supplementary Materials). The photo-labile npp linker [16,17] was used to release
Fmoc-Lys(Mtt) moieties from the beads upon UV irradiation (Figure 2a). Following the coupling
of Fmoc-npp-OH and Fmoc-Lys(Mtt)-OH and subsequent photo cleavage, the purity of the peptide
was assessed using HPLC by monitoring the absorbance of the Fmoc moiety at 301 nm. The HPLC
chromatograph showed a peak at 15.5 min, corresponding to the product Fmoc-Lys(Mtt)-NH2

(Figure 2b). Similarly, we also optimized and confirmed the Mtt deprotection protocol in DMSO.
Following N-terminal deprotection and acetylation, the Mtt group on the sidechain was removed
from the dipeptide and 5(6)-carboxyfluorescein was coupled to the free amine of the Lys side chain to
obtain Ac-Lys(Flu)-NH2. After photo cleavage from the beads, we assessed the purity of the product
by HPLC by monitoring the absorbance of the fluorescein moiety at 490 nm. A clear peak at 14.5 min
for the target product was obtained, indicating successful Mtt deprotection in DMSO (Figure 2c).

Using the above approach, we obtained Ac-Lys beads and Ac-Cys beads. However, Ac-Cys beads
showed gradual decomposition of the magnetic beads due to SH oxidation (reduction of the magnetic
beads). Therefore, only Ac-Lys beads were used in the following experiments.
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Figure 2. (a) Release of Fmoc-Lys(Mtt)-NH2 and Ac-Lys(Flu)-NH2 from the magnetic beads. HPLC
chromatographs of Fmoc-Lys(Mtt)-NH2 (b) and Ac-Lys(Flu)-NH2 (c). HPLC was performed using an
Inertsil ODS-3 column (4.5 × 150 mm) for analysis with a linear gradient from 0% to 100% of solvent B
(90% acetonitrile, 10% Milli-Q water, and 0.08% trifluoroacetic acid (TFA)) over 30 min at a flow rate of
1.0 mL/min. The eluate was monitored at 301 nm for Fmoc moiety absorbance of Fmoc-Lys(Mtt)-NH2

or at 492 nm for fluorescein moiety absorbance of Ac-Lys(Flu)-NH2.

3.2. C-SPRA-MB Using Ac-Lys Beads and FITC

BB was used to detect and quantify the free amino groups on Ac-Lys beads, to evaluate both
the reactivity of the Ac-Lys beads and the reactivity of the test chemicals (Figure 3a). BB forms
a salt with the amine group on Ac-Lys beads and is released from the beads with dissociation of
the ionic bond in an alkaline solution [18,19]. Additionally, the reactivity of BB was milder than
that of picric acid used in C-SPRA [13], which generated side reaction with magnetic beads. Thus,
measurement of the absorbance of BB (591 nm) offers quantification of the amount of amine on the
beads spectrophotometrically. Unreacted BB was removed, and the reacted BB was released from
the Ac-Lys beads using a saturated solution of lysine. The released BB was quantified. DMSO was
suitable for the solvent in the reaction because DMSO can solve almost all the chemicals and was a
dispersion-stabilizing solvent for magnetic beads.
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Figure 3. (a) C-SPRA-MB method with UV detection of bromophenol blue (BB). (b) Schematic
representation of the procedures for using a magnet holder and separator in C-SPRA-MB and assessing
skin sensitization. The procedure is as follows: (T-1) a test chemical was added; (T-2) after the reaction
process (24 h), the Ac-Lys beads were washed; (C-1 and T-3) and the BB was added to Ac-Lys beads;
(C-2 and T-4) the unreacted BB was removed out by washing with the solvent; (C-3 and T-5) the release
solution (saturated Lys solution) was added for removal and collection of reacted chromophores,
and ODcontrol and ODtest were obtained by UV measurement; (C-4 and T-6) the depletion ratio was
calculated from ODcontrol and ODtest.

We attempted to find suitable conditions of the measurement of Ac-Lys beads reactivity protocol
as shown in Figure 3b using FITC as a representative sensitizer. Percent depletion represented the
reactivity of test chemicals to Ac-Lys beads. Conditions such as concentration of the test chemical and
deration of reaction were evaluated to determine the suitable reaction protocols. Initially, we measured
the dose–response curves of FITC to determine the suitable test chemical concentration. FITC depletion
ratio increased in a dose-dependent manner, with a maximum depletion ratio at 100 mM, whereas at 1-
and 10-mM concentration of FITC low ratios were obtained (44% and 46%, respectively) (Figure 4a).
These results implied that C-SPRA-MB might assess potent sensitizers even in 1 and 10 mM and
that Ac-Lys beads can judge sufficiently to potent sensitizers at a concentration of 100 mM, which is
the concentration of test chemical typically required for the conventional DPRA protocol. Therefore,
we selected a test chemical concentration of 100 mM in the following experiments. Further, we evaluated
the reaction kinetics using 100 mM FITC. As C-SPRA-MB using FITC showed time-dependent depletion
ratios, C-SPRA-MB may be able to offer kinetic experiments with much shorter reactions than 1 or
3 h. The maximum depletion ratio was observed at 24 h for FITC (Figure 4b), which is the same as the
conventional DPRA and ADRA protocol. Thus, in the final protocol, Ac-Lys beads were incubated
with 100 mM test chemicals for 24 h at 20–25 ◦C.
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3.3. C-SPRA-MB Using Ac-Lys Beads

For evaluation of the effectiveness and usefulness of C-SPRA-MB, we evaluated the reactivity
of the Ac-Lys beads with eight representative test chemicals: an extreme sensitizer (BQ), a strong
sensitizer (FITC), three moderate sensitizers (BA, UE, and MPH), a weak sensitizer (ACA), and a
non-sensitizer (DP). Five of these test chemicals are poorly soluble in water, as their log Kow values
are higher than 3.5 [20]. Among these, ACA is representative of chemicals detected as a false negative
in conventional DPRA and ADRA (Table S1, Supplementary Materials). Table 1 shows the results of
C-SPRA-MB, DPRA, and ADRA [6,21,22]. All chemicals were tested according to the scheme shown
in Figure 3b. Depletion ratios over 30% were observed for all six sensitizers that were tested (BQ,
FITC, BA, UE, MPH, and ACA) (Table 1), whereas conventional DPRA and ADRA could not assess
hydrophobic chemicals such as ACA, which was identified as a false negative sensitizer. “P” denoted
more than 20% mean depletion shown by test chemicals and “N” denoted less than 20% mean depletion
shown by them (Table 1). The tested non-sensitizer (DP) showed a depletion ratio below 10%, similar
to the results of DPRA and ADRA. C-SPRA-MB could discriminate between all sensitizers and all
non-harmful chemicals, using a threshold of about 20% for mean peptide depletion, which was ca. two
times of negative depletion ratio (DP, 8.9%) in this study. These results suggest that C-SPRA-MB is able
to assess various sensitizers with poor water solubility, especially in the case of chemicals misclassified
by DPRA and ADRA.

According to the in-silico analysis, UE and ACA were expected to react with proteins. Consequently,
they should show positive results with our proposed test [23,24]. ACA has electron-deficient double
bonds that are considered Michael acceptors due to susceptibility to nucleophilic attack [23,25]. UE is
considered to react with the amine of Lys as an electrophile generating a Schiff base [25]. As expected,
reactivity of these compounds was seen with Ac-Lys beads. Thus, C-SPRA-MB provided a higher
mean percent depletion for sensitizers that were classified as false negatives by DPRA and ADRA.
Usually, the test chemicals that DRPA returned as false negatives were found to be were sensitizers
that were considered to be weakly potent, under in vivo assays including LLNA in the EURL ECVAM
(European Union Reference Laboratory for alternatives to animal testing) study [12]. The false-negative
chemicals such as ACA generally have poor water-solubility and they can exhibit moderate or weak
sensitization potency in this study. Additionally, the moderate and weak sensitizers showed higher
depletion ratios in this study than those in the previous study, C-SPRA [13]. It implied that these
ratios resulted from easier accessibility of the chemicals to the C-SPRA-MB beads than that to C-SPRA
resins. The possible reasons were as follows: (1) The peptide sequence was shorter than those in
C-SPRA; (2) The peptides were immobilized on the surface of magnetic beads in C-SPRA-MB, whereas
the peptides were immobilized to the resins from the surface to the inside in C-SPRA. Since the test
chemicals can completely dissolve and react in the polar solvent in our method, C-SPRA-MB can
predict various sensitizers even with poor water solubility.
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Table 1. Reactivity of 8 chemicals to Lys beads determined by percent depletion.

Direct Peptide
Reactivity Assay

(DPRA) Results a,b

Amino Acid Derivative
Reactivity Assay

(ADRA) Results c

C-SPRA-MB

Test Chemicals Depletion
Ratio (%) Results d

p-Benzoquinone (BQ) P a P c 92.5 P

Fluorescein-5-isothiocyanate (FITC) P a P c 84.6 P

Benzylidene acetone (BA) P a P c 75.0 P

5-Methyl-2-phenyl-2-hexenal (MPH) - - 46.2 P

Undec-10-enal (UE) P b - 67.5 P

α-Amyl cinnamic aldehyde (ACA) N a N c 40.0 P

Dibutyl phthalate (DP) N b - 9.7 N
a Data from Natsch et al., 2013. b Data from Otsubo et al., 2017. c Data from Fujita et al., 2014. d Threshold of 20%
mean peptide depletion was used to discriminate between “P” (positive) and “N” (negative).

4. Conclusions

We achieved a synthetic method on magnetic microbeads and then a novel in vitro testing
method, C-SPRA-MB, using Ac-Lys beads and chromophores to assess skin sensitizers. This approach
demonstrated the utility of evaluation of chemicals with diverse sensitization potentials and poor
water solubility. Additionally, we successfully optimized amino acid coupling to magnetic microbeads
in DMSO. Our results indicate that C-SPRA-MB may be useful for effective prediction of their skin
sensitization potential in the process of compound screening, especially in the case of misclassified
by DPRA and ADRA. Furthermore, the reaction using immobilized peptides can be stopped at
any point easily by washing, which allows for kinetics of the reaction to be followed easily. We
will attempt to optimize the coupling of other amino acids to magnetic microbeads in DMSO in
our future study and then this system, with substitution of the Ac-Lys bead sequence for some
sequences—including the other amino acids, could further provide various information of sensitization.
In addition, we should conduct validation experiments with a much larger number of compounds
to assess their robustness and accuracy in our next study. C-SPRA-MB will hold promise as a
representative next-generation sensitization test in vitro that will be able to address the disadvantages
of conventional assessments. Although Ac-Cys beads could not assess skin sensitization potential
due to self-reduction, we have already developed Cys-immobilized polystyrene beads [13]. Magnetic
microbeads are easier to handle and are more versatile but have lower stability than polystyrene
beads. Consequently, we can select magnetic microbeads or polystyrene beads in accordance to
the intended use. Additionally, we showed an easy-cleavage process of amino acid from the beads
and can combine this system with C-SPRA. This strategy may offer further detailed and important
information including kinetics, reaction mechanisms, detailed reactivity, etc., by combining it with
MS, HPLC, or NMR. This study expands C-SPRA applicability for assessing skin sensitizers without
using animals for testing in food engineering, biochemical engineering, medicinal engineering, as
well as cosmetic engineering. By assessing the sensitivities of various chemicals by C-SPRA-MB, we
may better understand sensitization processes at the molecular level, which may also contribute to the
developments in the field of biochemical engineering.

Supplementary Materials: The following are available online at http://www.mdpi.com/2227-9717/8/10/1257/s1,
Figure S1: Structures of Fmoc-Lys(Mtt)-npp-beads and fluorescein tagged Ac-Lys(Flu)-npp-beads, Figure S2:
Synthesis of Fmoc-Lys(Mtt)-npp-beads and Ac-Lys(Flu)-npp-beads, Table S1: Reactivity of test chemicals to
Ac-Lys-beads determined by percent depletion, References.
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