
Metals in Medicine

Gold Complexes in Anticancer Therapy: From New Design Principles
to Particle-Based Delivery Systems

Guillermo Moreno-Alcántar,* Pierre Picchetti,* and Angela Casini*

Angewandte
ChemieReviews
www.angewandte.org

How to cite: Angew. Chem. Int. Ed. 2023, 62, e202218000
International Edition: doi.org/10.1002/anie.202218000
German Edition: doi.org/10.1002/ange.202218000

Angew. Chem. Int. Ed. 2023, 62, e202218000 (1 of 32) © 2023 The Authors. Angewandte Chemie International Edition published by Wiley-VCH GmbH

Angewandte
Chemie

http://orcid.org/0000-0001-9836-4694
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-0689-5998
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-1599-9542
https://doi.org/10.1002/anie.202218000
https://doi.org/10.1002/ange.202218000


Abstract: The discovery of the medicinal properties of gold complexes has fuelled the design and synthesis of new
anticancer metallodrugs, which have received special attention due to their unique modes of action. Current research in
the development of gold compounds with therapeutic properties is predominantly focused on the molecular design of
drug leads with superior pharmacological activities, e.g., by introducing targeting features. Moreover, intensive research
aims at improving the physicochemical properties of gold compounds, such as chemical stability and solubility in the
physiological environment. In this regard, the encapsulation of gold compounds in nanocarriers or their chemical grafting
onto targeted delivery vectors could lead to new nanomedicines that eventually reach clinical applications. Herein, we
provide an overview of the state-of-the-art progress of gold anticancer compounds, andmore importantly we thoroughly
revise the development of nanoparticle-based delivery systems for gold chemotherapeutics.

1. Introduction

Cancer is one of the leading causes of death worldwide,
besides other chronic non-communicable diseases, such as
cardiovascular or respiratory diseases.[1] The number of
cancer cases worldwide is expected to increase rapidly, first
due to an increasingly ageing population,[2] and second due
to new socioeconomically dependent lifestyles, which are
associated with a higher incidence of cancer.[3] Therefore,
the prevention and treatment of cancer is a leading priority
pursued by the World Health Organization (WHO).[4]

Among the anticancer chemotherapeutic agents, small
organic molecules and biologics predominate, but the use of
transition metal-based drugs has proven to be very effective.
For instance, cisplatin and related platinum-based chemo-
therapeutics are used to treat a variety of cancers.[5,6]

However, platinum complexes cause severe side effects such
as nephrotoxicity, neurotoxicity, gastrointestinal toxicity,
peripheral neuropathy, ototoxicity, asthenia, and hemato-
logic toxicity, which limits their therapeutic efficacy.[7,8]

Moreover, the development of platinum resistance in cancer
represents a central problem and results in poor prognosis
due to the lack of alternative treatments.[9,10] Therefore,
research into new chemotherapeutic agents based on
transition metals, such as ruthenium- or osmium-based
metal complexes, has attracted considerable interest.[11–14]

Gold-based compounds have demonstrated promising
potential for the design of new chemotherapeutic

agents.[15–20] Historically, the use of gold complexes for the
treatment of disease arose from the observation that
dicyanoaurate(I) potassium salts, originally proposed by
Robert Koch for the treatment of tuberculosis, exhibited
instead anti-inflammatory effect.[21] Since then gold-based
anti-arthritic therapeutics, such as aurothiomalate, aurothio-
glucose, and auranofin (AF), to mention the most prominent
examples, have received FDA approval (Figure 1).[22] In
addition to anti-inflammatory activity, gold compounds
show acute toxicity to cells and even platinum-resistant
cancer cell lines in vitro. One of the major reasons hindering
the current FDA approval of AuI- and AuIII-based com-
pounds for the treatment of cancer is their limited solubility
and chemical stability in the physiological milieu - respon-
sible not only for reduced cytotoxic activity but also for the
undesirable accumulation of the heavy metal in vital organs.
While in some cases the so-called speciation of cytotoxic
AuI/AuIII compounds is responsible for their bioactivity, in
most cases this phenomenon not only results in rapid ligand
exchange reactions with biological nucleophiles but, espe-
cially for AuIII complexes, favours the reduction to AuI or
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Figure 1. a) Chemical structure of antiarthritic AuI-based compounds.
b) Trend in the number of publications indexed in Scopus on cancer-
inhibiting gold compounds from 1975 to 2023 (n=636).
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Au0,[23] resulting in loss of activity and possible side-effects,
arising from the release of either the free ligands or the
metal. Therefore, for gold compounds to be viable in cancer
treatment, nano-formulation strategies may be essential to
improve delivery and stability problems.

The advent of nanomedicine,[24,25] which by definition
applies the tools and knowledge of nanotechnology to
medicine, such as the use of nanoparticles (NPs) for drug
delivery and/or imaging applications, has led to the develop-
ment of innovative therapies. This has recently been
impressively demonstrated by the approval of the liposomal-
based drug Onpattro[26] or the recently approved anti-SARS-
CoV-2 mRNA vaccines.[27] NPs are defined as having at least
one of their external dimensions in the range of 1 to
100 nm.[28,29] Many authors, especially in the field of nano-
medicine, often extend the term “nanoparticle” to particles
bigger than 100 nm, provided that novel biological or
physicochemical properties are observed that are otherwise
not obtained from the bulk material.[30] Approval of
transition metal-based nanomedicines for the treatment of
cancer by the FDA and EMA is still pending – a fact that is
in striking contrast to other approved non-metal-based
nanomedicines (e.g., drug delivery systems based on doxor-
ubicin, vincristine, irinotecan, or paclitaxel).[31–35] Transition
metal-based nanomedicines for the treatment of cancer that
are currently in clinical trials are limited to liposomal or
polymeric formulations of cisplatin (lipoplatin and stealth
cisplatin).[36–38]

The development of gold-based nanomedicines can be
based on a variety of different NPs, but to make real

progress, it is important to consider the lessons of the past.
For example, the NPs themselves and their components
must be biocompatible, and their toxicological profiles must
be evaluated to avoid otherwise predictable pitfalls. In this
context, we would like to refer to the recently published
critical assessment by the Nanotechnology Characterization
Laboratory (NCL),[39] which lists typical challenges faced by
newly researched NPs for use in biomedical applications.

In 2014 Che and co-workers[40] summarized the few
examples available in the literature dealing with particle-
based delivery systems for gold compounds. Since then,
much progress has been made in developing particle-based
delivery for anticancer treatment using gold compounds.
Both supramolecular encapsulation and chemical tethering
strategies have been used to load nanomaterials with gold
compounds, and both strategies are reviewed and critically
discussed here. The use of Au0 nanoclusters or NPs for
cancer therapy/imaging is beyond the scope of this review,
and we refer the reader to other literature reviews on this
topic.[41–49]

To provide an overview of the state-of-the-art of gold-
based anticancer compounds, as well as currently available
particle-based delivery systems, we first recapitulate the
main chemical and biological properties of this class of
compounds in Section 2. In Section 3, we review the types of
micro- and nanoparticles that have been investigated for the
delivery of gold compounds for cancer therapy and discuss
their main advantages and disadvantages. We hope that the
reader will find the overview provided here an incentive to
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undertake much-needed work in the development of better
metallodrug delivery systems for nanomedicine.

2. Gold Complexes as Anticancer Agents

Gold compounds have received much attention for biomed-
ical applications since the FDA approval of aurothiomalate,
aurothioglucose, and AF for the treatment of arthritis in the
1980s (Figure 1).[12,16,17,50–55] In this regard, the anticancer
properties and applications of coordination or organometal-
lic gold compounds of phosphines,[56] dithiocarbamates,[57–59]

cyclometalates,[60] porphyrins,[61] N-heterocyclic carbenes
(NHCs),[61–66] alkynyls,[67] Schiff bases,[68] arenes,[69] and bio-
logically relevant molecules[70,71] have been reviewed.[72]

In addition, detailed up-to-date literature reviews re-
garding the mechanisms underlying the anticancer activity of
gold complexes are available.[19,72–80] Therefore, this section
is not intended to be a comprehensive summary of these
topics, but rather a general overview of the most important
aspects of the medicinal chemistry of anticancer gold
compounds, their chemical properties, and mechanisms of
action.

The most common oxidation states of gold at standard
conditions, besides Au0, are 1+ and 3+ . AuI has a closed-
shell [Xe]4f145d10 electron configuration and its complexes
are characterized by a predominant coordination number of
2 and a linear geometry due to the relativistic contraction of
valence orbitals.[81,82] Further oxidation to AuIII is possible
giving the [Xe]4f145d8 configuration, which is isoelectronic to
that of PtII. Therefore, it is not surprising that AuIII

complexes have a square-planar coordination geometry.
Moreover, auric derivatives display a strong oxidant charac-
ter due to the higher oxidation state and enhanced electro-
negativity of the AuIII centre.[82] An important aspect when
considering the different chemistry of gold complexes is that
AuI is soft and AuIII centres are hard Lewis acids according
to Pearson’s acid-base concept.[82,83] The relevance of these
differences for the bioactivity of the various families of gold
compounds will be discussed in the next sections.

Most of the known active gold compounds have been
found to induce apoptosis via protein-targeting pathways.
However, some remarkable examples of gold complexes
that bind DNA targets have also been discovered in recent
times. In the next sections, some of the main molecular
targets for gold-based chemotherapeutics are introduced.

2.1. Mode of Action (MoA)

2.1.1. Gold(I) Complexes

The anticancer activity of AF[22,84,85] and the potent in vitro
cytotoxic properties of numerous AuI phosphine- and
thiolate-related coordination complexes are often not ob-
served in vivo.[8] This is mainly due to the prompt ligand
substitution by intracellular nucleophiles, including cysteine
thiolates, which are abundant in serum proteins, and within
cells.[23] Further, in many cases AuI is reduced to Au0,

resulting in the deactivation of the pharmacological activity.
To increase the stability of AuI compounds in biological
media ligands that harvest the stability of gold by sulfur
coordination, such as thioureas[86–88] or dithiocarbamates[89]

have gained much attention for use in anticancer therapy.
Numerous studies have revealed that the MoA of linear

AuI coordination compounds is often driven by their binding
to the catalytic centres of disulfide reductases.[90] In fact, AuI

compounds have a high affinity for thiol and selenol
moieties present in these enzymes. Amongst the reductase
enzymes, thioredoxin reductases (TrxRs) are essential to
maintain redox homeostasis in cells. In particular, TrxRs
mediate the reduction of thioredoxins (Trx) by NADPH
(reduced nicotinamide adenine dinucleotide phosphate).
Mammals have three types of TrxRs: the cytosolic (TrxR1,
Figure 2a), the mitochondrial (TrxR2) and the hybrid Trx-
glutathione reductase (TrxR3 or TGR).[91] The affinity of
AuI complexes for binding to TrxRs is well known, and
crystal structures of TrxR-Au complexes have been
reported.[73,90,92] The active sites of TrxR1 consist of a redox-
active selenocysteine residue (Sec-498) in a ligand-accessible
region that allows Trx binding (Figure 2b). AuI centres,
which are soft acids, can reach this region of TrxR, resulting
in strong binding to selenolate (a soft base) and displace-
ment of a ligand from the gold compound. The so-formed
gold-selenide complex cannot function as a disulfide redox-
active centre and the enzyme’s activity is lost. Inhibition of
TrxR leads to an increase in the concentration of oxidants,
particularly reactive oxygen species (ROS) in the cell lumen,
causing oxidative stress and inducing apoptosis. Many AuI

compounds that tend to undergo ligand exchange reactions
have shown TrxR inhibition properties,[73,84,93–95] and AF, in
particular, is known to be a potent inhibitor of human
TrxR2.[96] In this way, AuI compounds affect the redox
activity of the mitochondria increasing the likelihood of
induction of oxidative stress and membrane pore transition
(MPT), eventually leading to cell death.[73,97] Recent advan-
ces in AuI TrxRs inhibitors include, for example, the study
of polymetallic systems,[98,99] or the hybridization with
photoactive[100,101] or targeting moieties.[102, 103]

The chemical structure of the ligands used is relevant to
the pharmacological activity of AuI coordination com-
pounds, as the MoA is often associated with ligand displace-
ment reactions, as well as non-covalent interactions estab-
lished by the compounds with their targets along with (or
alternatively to) coordinative adduct formation. Moreover,
the balance between the kinetics of ligand substitution with
target proteins (i.e., reductases, membrane proteins, tran-
scription factors, etc.) and the stability required to avoid
serum protein-mediated deactivation is an important aspect
that has to be considered when designing new AuI

compounds.[93]

Although trigonal coordination is not the most common
in AuI compounds, recently such complexes have been used
in the development of anticancer agents, showing important
differences compared to linear compounds. Mertens et al.
have studied the effect of the modification of the picnogenic
ligand (phosphine or arsine) on the activity of a family of
N^N (bipyridine or phenanthroline) chelated AuI com-
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pounds (Figure 3a).[104] An initial assessment of the toxicity
of ten compounds showed promising efficacy against the
triple negative breast cancer (TNBC) cell line MDA-MB-
231, with three derivatives being superior to cisplatin and
AF and selective for cancerous cells.[104] Proteomic studies
suggest that the lead compound [Au(PhPhen)(Sphos)]SbF6

(AuTri-9, PhPhen=4,7-diphenyl-1,10-phenanthroline, and
Sphos=2-dicyclohexylphosphino-2’,6’-dimethoxybiphenyl)
disrupts the mitochondria. Indeed, transmission electron
microscopy (TEM, Figure 3b) shows pronounced rupture of
mitochondrial membranes and fragmentation of cristae. In
addition, a preliminary in vivo evaluation in mice showed
that the compound was well tolerated in the short term, with
no noticeable change in body weight or behaviour, suggest-
ing good biocompatibility.[104]

To stabilize the AuI centre against reduction, N-hetero-
cyclic carbenes (NHCs) are among the most suitable ligands
due to their pronounced σ-donor character, providing stable
Au� C bonds.[61–64,66,105] The anticancer activity of NHC AuI

compounds was first reported in 2004 by the group of
Berners-Price and Day[106] when testing the mitochondrial
swelling capabilities of a series of bis-NHC AuI derivatives.
This initial discovery, combined with the relative ease of
functionalization of NHCs, prompted more research into
this type of organometallics.[107] For example, by combining
NHC and phosphane ligands, Che and co-workers reported
on dinuclear AuI complexes featuring not only important
anticancer effects in vivo but also anti-angiogenesis effects
in tumour models and inhibition of sphere formation of
cancer stem cells in vitro. Via the judicious combination of
the aforementioned ligands, the dinuclear complex displayed
favourable stability in the presence of blood thiols, which
did not prevent its inhibition of TrxR.[108]

An important task for chemists in gold drug develop-
ment is to design strategies for the post-synthetic functional-
ization of hit compounds, e.g., to optimize their lipophilicity
or to conjugate them with targeting or imaging components.
For instance, Arambula, Sessler, and co-workers introduced
the use of alcohol-to-carbonate[109] and alcohol-to-
carbamate[110] functionalization of heteroleptic bis-NHC AuI

Figure 2. a) Crystal structure of the human homodimeric TrxR1(yellow/orange)-Trx (blue) complex. The inset shows the Se(S)� S bond formed
during Trx reduction. The interacting Sec-498 (U498C) in TrxR is the exposed target site proposed for AuI compounds (to enable the isolation of the
reactive intermediate, a hybrid TrxR was used in which Sec-498 was replaced by Cys, labelled as -U498C-, PDB code 3QFA).[91] b) Crystal structure of
the binding sites of LAu(I) (L=2,2’-(2-phenyl-4,5,6,7-tetrahydro-2H-isophosphindole-1,3-diyl)dipyridine) with glutathione reductase (PDB 2AAQ).
The insets show the SCys58-Au-SCys63 (top) and L-Au-SCys248 (bottom).[90] The images were generated using the VMD software.[313] Colour code for the
explicit atoms: C, grey; N, blue; O, red; P, orange; S, yellow; Au, golden. Hydrogen atoms, water molecules, and additional ligands present in the
structures have been omitted for clarity.

Figure 3. a) Chemical structures of tricoordinate AuI compounds that
disrupt the mitochondrial structure.[104] b) Electron microscopy images
showing mitochondrial damage in MDA-MB-231 cells treated with
AuTri-9 (10 μM). Healthy mitochondria are pointed by arrows in the
control DMSO (1%) treated cells. Arrows show the fragmented cristae
in the compound treated cells. Panel b) was adapted from ref. [104].
CC-BY-NC-ND the authors 2021, published by American Chemical
Society.

Angewandte
ChemieReviews

Angew. Chem. Int. Ed. 2023, 62, e202218000 (5 of 32) © 2023 The Authors. Angewandte Chemie International Edition published by Wiley-VCH GmbH



complexes (Supporting Information, Scheme S1). For exam-
ple, heteroleptic bis-NHC� AuI complexes featuring a fluo-
rescent naphthalimide ancillary ligand were cytotoxic
(IC50 =72�4 nM in A549 lung cancer cells), and their
cellular uptake was followed by fluorescence microscopy.
The same compound was shown to interact also with bovine
serum albumin (BSA) without being deactivated, resulting
in a water-soluble and active formulation (IC50 =59�3 nM
in the same cell line). The latter example again demon-
strated how ligand design can significantly contribute to
improved pharmacological properties (i.e., aqueous solubil-
ity with simultaneous biological activity).

Within this framework, NHC ligand design has taken
several directions and has proven to be important for fine-
tuning the activity, mechanism, and selectivity of gold
compounds.[111] For example, modification of the aryl group
substituents in 4,5-diarylimidazole-based ligands is a suitable
strategy to modulate the activity of the resulting NHC� AuI

compounds, as shown by the change in cytotoxicity against
MCF-7 breast cancer cells (IC50 ca. 2.8 μM) by the 4-H
derivative (Figure 4a).[112] Kühn and collaborators[113] showed
that even small changes such as conformational isomerism
can have important effects on compound activity. For the
syn/anti isomers of dinuclear NHC compounds that were
studied (Figure 4b), a 10-fold increase in TrxR inhibitory
activity was reported when the anti isomer (IC50 =14 nM)
was used when compared to the syn derivative (IC50 =

146 nM). This activity was associated with the lack of
reactivity of the syn isomer with cysteine, which was
explained by density functional theory (DFT) simulations
showing that this conformation prevents nucleophilic attack

on the gold centre by the cysteine thiols (Figure 4c).[113] To
improve water solubility, Jakob et al.[114] reported bis-
NHC� AuI complexes derived from histidine that were
synthesized with different end groups (ester, acid, amide),
and their cellular uptake and distribution were studied in
PC-3 prostate adenocarcinoma cells. The results show that
although the benzyl ester and benzyl amide derivatives
feature similar Au uptake, they differ in their intracellular
distribution. For instance, proton-induced X-ray emission
showed negligible retention of gold within the cells treated
with the ester, indicating that it acts mainly by binding to the
cell membrane. On the other hand, Au was localized within
the cells when the amide compound was used. This
structure-dependent behaviour can be further exploited for
targeting purposes (Scheme S2a).[114]

A prominent strategy to prepare biologically active
organometallic compounds is to use ligands of biomolecules
or compounds that also have known pharmacological
activity that can be potentiated by the inclusion of the
metal.[71] Recently, the structure of lepidilin A, a bioactive
alkaloid from maca root, was also taken as inspiration for
the design of NHC ligands for gold complexes.[115] The
effects of various ancillary ligands—acetylides, phosphines,
halogens and even double NHC coordination to AuI—were
evaluated and showed that the cationic bis-NHC complexes
were the most active compounds from the series achieving
submicromolar IC50-value in vitro.[115]

Immunogenic cell death (ICD) was first reported in 2005
by Casares, Kroemer, et al. as a strategy for the treatment of
cancer and consists of reactivating the immune response
against tumour cells.[116] In general, chemotherapy has

Figure 4. a) Chemical structure of phenyl substituted NHC� Au compounds .[112] b) Anti- and syn-NHC AuI derivatives that exhibit different TrxR
inhibitory activity .[113] c) DFT simulation of the possible interaction of cysteine thiol with the gold centre in the anti isomer of the compound (left)
and the excluded interactions of Cys with the syn-isomer (right). Panel c) was adapted from ref. [113] Copyright 2020, with permission from
Elsevier.
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immunosuppressive effects and few anticancer drugs have
been shown to induce ICD.[117] Very recently, the activity of
NHC� AuI compounds as ICD inducers has been described
by the group led by Cui, Arambula, and Sessler.[118] In their
work, a redox-active naphthoquinone NHC complex (Fig-
ure 5a) generates endoplasmic reticulum stress by generat-
ing ROS – all prerequisites for the induction of ICD. In
detail, the AuI NHC complex has sub-micromolar IC50

values in vitro against A549, CT116, and CT26 cell lines.[118]

In vivo tumour depletion by ICD was tested by subcuta-
neous injection of the AuI NHC complex in the right flank
of syngeneic immunocompetent mice (BALB/c) with CT26
cells previously treated ex vivo with the drug or with
oxaliplatin as a positive ICD induction control.[118] After
7 days, the left flank was challenged with tumourigenic
functional CT26 cells (Figure 5c). It was found that the gold-
based treatment successfully reduced tumour growth and
was more effective (anti-tumour activity was observed at
lower doses) than the same treatment with oxaliplatin
(Figure 5b).[118]

Although NHCs dominate the carbene-type ligands used
in AuI anticancer compounds, Proetto et al.[119] have very
recently introduced the use of cyclic (alkyl)(amino)carbenes
(CAACs) in gold-based chemotherapeutics. These ligands
are stronger σ-donors and have a more pronounced π-

acceptor character than the NHCs. Promisingly, these differ-
ent electronic features reduce nonspecific binding to non-
cancer-related proteins such as BSA (55�10% binding vs.
79 6% for AF) while maintaining a strong affinity for TrxR,
showing IC50 =0.9�0.1 μM vs. 0.015�5 μM for AF in rat
TrxR inhibition.[119] For comparison, a structurally related
NHC-gold compound (Scheme S2b) has an IC50 of over
50 μM vs. HeLa,[120] while the CAAC equivalent has an
IC50 =0.6 μM,[119] which highlights the advantage of this type
of compound over the related NHCs.

In addition to carbenes, the formation of stable Au� C
bonds involving alkynyls is possible. The first report on the
anticancer activity of AuI alkynyls was published in 2009 by
Wong and collaborators.[121] The relative ease of incorporat-
ing terminal alkynes into chemical structures has encouraged
the use of acetylide ligands in the search for new anticancer
complexes. Among the latest advances in this direction,
Erlotinib, a commonly used and approved anticancer drug,
bears a terminal alkyne that was used by Ruiz’s group to
coordinate triphenylphosphine AuI, resulting in a 68-fold
increase in toxicity compared with the original Erlotinib.[122]

In this case, the MoA of the AuI-Erlotinib conjugate was
not relying on the typical EGFR tyrosine kinase inhibition
but involved multiple pathways, including the increase in
ROS production, mitochondrial dysfunction, and DNA

Figure 5. a) Single-crystal molecular structure of the naphthoquinone-containing bis-NHC AuI compound studied as an ICD inducer.[118] The image
was generated with Mercury.[314] Colour code: C, grey; N, blue; O, red; H, white; Au, golden. C-based hydrogen atoms and the chloride counterion
are omitted for clarity (CCDC 1951804). b) Tumour development in the challenged side on the mice model stimulated previously with cancer cells
that have been treated with the gold ICD-inducer.[118] c) Experimental design followed for the testing of ICD activity: i) BALB/c mice were
subcutaneously injected on the right flank with CT26 cells that were pre-treated with varying concentrations (5, 10, or 100 μM) of the bis-NHC AuI.
Untreated CT26 cells subjected to three freeze-thaw cycles to induce necrosis were injected as a negative control. ii) Seven days later, the mice
were challenged subcutaneously in the left flank with lCT26 cells, and the tumour growth was monitored on tis flank. iii) In some cases, tumour
development is observed in the right flank, forcing the premature termination of the experiment.[118] iv) Depicted is an alternative strategy which
includes the right-flank tumour resection to allow the long-term observation of the left-flank. Adapted with permission from ref. [118]. copyright
2020 American Chemical Society.
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damage. In another work, Humphrey and co-workers
synthesized gold-alkynyl complexes with phenanthrene
units. These complexes show moderate cytotoxicity against
several cancer cell lines in vitro, similar to that of
cisplatin.[123] Furthermore, in silico studies suggested the
potential binding of these complexes to DNA.[123]

Thang’s group has reported an interesting system that
combines the anticarcinogenic activity of a pentafluorophen-
yl AuI complex with an aggregation-induced emission
chromophore (TBP, Figure 6) that also acts as a sensitizer
for photodynamic therapy (PDT).[124] By using the TBP-Au
system, it is possible to take advantage of the simultaneous
generation of ROS by PDT and the suppression of the
antioxidant mechanisms to kill cancer cells. TBP-Au showed
concentration-dependent TrxR inhibition, which was not
shown by TBP alone. Furthermore, TBP-Au features
preferential lysosome over lipid droplet localization, which
is also desired for effective PDT. With the synergistic effect
from PDT and the chemotherapeutic effect of the gold
compound, TBP-Au showed good tumour ablation in
xenografts carrying the HeLa tumour subcutaneously com-
pared with different control groups.[124] This multifunctional
approach has shown great promise for the design of organo-
metallic gold compounds given the rich synergy between
AIE-based imaging, PDT, and gold chemotherapeutic
agents.

2.1.2. Gold(III) Complexes

As mentioned earlier, Au3+ ions are not stable under
physiological conditions and the use of chelating ligands is

required. Diverse chelated AuIII compounds are under
investigation to be used as potential anticancer drugs,
including bidentate ligands as dithiolates,[125,126]

dithiocarbamates,[127] diamines,[128,129] or diphosphines.[56]

Moreover, the use of tri- and tetra-dentated ligands as Schiff
bases,[68] pincer ligands,[130] and porphyrins[61] have shown
promising results, in some cases uncovering unexpected and
diverse mechanisms of action. Similarly, AuIII corroles have
been studied and found to be cytotoxic and cytostatic to
cisplatin-resistant cancer cell lines.[131]

Many AuIII anticancer agents act mainly as prodrugs
that, in physiological conditions, undergo redox reactions to
form active AuI compounds. However, in 2006, Messori and
collaborators[132] reported a family of bipyridyl AuIII dinu-
clear oxo complexes (Auoxo) from which Auoxo6 ([Au2(μ-
O)2(6,6’-dimethyl-2,2’-bipyridine)2]

2+
, Figure 7a) showed the

most promising properties.[132] Further studies have shown
that these compounds present complex mechanisms of
action that may involve concomitantly i) the oxidant charac-
ter of the compounds, ii) the formation of AuI adducts, and
iii) the liberation of pyridyl ligands. Yet, the targets of these
compounds are only partially known and involve, among
others, the histone acetylase, and the protein kinase C.[133]

Inspired by the potential of dithiocarbamates as inhib-
itors of cisplatin-induced nephrotoxicity, the group of
Fregona[134] developed a family of AuIII dithiocarbamates
that display promising anticancer activity. The chelating
effect displayed by these type of ligands prevents nonspecific
ligand substitution, avoiding deactivation and increasing the
effective cytotoxicity.[135, 136] These compounds have been
shown to inhibit TrxR as well as the UB proteasome
activity.[135–137] In particular, AuL12 (Figure 7a) is one of the

Figure 6. a) Chemical structure of TBP-Au. b) Plot of the increase in emission intensity at 660 nm for TBP-Au as a function of water content (%w):
the addition of water causes aggregation and increased emission at 99% water content. c) Morphology, as observed in electron microscopy and
emission microscopy, of aggregates of TBP-Au formed at 40%w (fibres) and 99%w (spheres). d) Confocal microscopy single-photon image (A,
λex=488 nm) and two-photon (C, λex=870 nm) of ex vivo tumour tissue stained with TBP-Au showing penetration (B, D) through Z-stack images
(ca.100 and 170 μm, respectively). e) In vitro TrxR inhibition by TBP-Au. f) Plot showing in vivo tumour depletion as a result of simultaneous
photothermal and cytotoxic activity of TBP-Au. g) Reduction in tumour size observed after combined photothermal treatment with administration
of TBP-Au. Adapted with permission from ref. [124] copyright 2021 American Chemical Society.
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more promising compounds of this type, showing outstand-
ing in vitro and in vivo antitumour properties and reduced
systemic and nephrotic toxicity when compared to
cisplatin.[137] One of the major drawbacks of AuL12 and
other AuIII dithiocarbamates is the low solubility, resulting
in their low bioavailability and speciation in physiological
environment; thus, cyclodextrin formulations have been
used to address these issues.[138]

In 2012, Martins et al.[139] reported the first aquaporin-
inhibiting AuIII compound, Auphen ([AuCl2(1,10-phenan-
throline)]), featuring selective inhibition of human aquagly-
ceroporin 3 (AQP3) channels via a mechanism that induces
shrinkage of the channel upon metal binding to a cysteine
residue (Figure 7b).[140] Aquaporins (AQPs) are water/glyc-
erol channels over-expressed in certain cancer types and

postulated as anticancer drug targets.[141] Interestingly, the
AuI complex aurothiomalate does not inhibit AQPs. The
substitution of phenanthroline by 1-methyl-2-(2-
pyridyl)benzimidazole to give the cationic AuIII compound
AuMePbIm (Figure 7b) improves the AQP3 inhibitory
potency.[140,142]

Porphyrin-AuIII complexes are important therapeutic
agents as porphyrin ligands are capable of stabilizing AuIII

and remain metalated in biological environments. In partic-
ular, the benchmark compound, meso-
tetraphenylporphyringold(III) (Au-1a, Figure 7a), reported
by Che et al.[143] in 2003, has demonstrated higher activity
than cisplatin against a wide range of cancer cell lines, both
in vitro and in vivo (in xenograft tumour bearing mice).[61]

Au-1a has been shown to cause apoptosis by disrupting

Figure 7. a) Benchmark anticancer AuIII coordination compounds. b) The AuIII complexes Auphen and AuMePbIm (MePbIm=1-methyl-2-(2-
pyridyl)benzimidazole) are potent human AQP3 inhibitors. AuMePbIm binds to Cys40 in the AQP3 channel. The red volume represents size
constraints (shrinkage with respect to the unbound AQP3 monomer) which would block the passage of glycerol molecules.[140] c) Reaction Scheme
showing coordination-activated nucleophilic substitution in the meso-position of AuIII porphyrins. This mechanism was identified for cysteine-
containing protein-targeted MoA.[145] Panel b) was adapted with permission from ref. [140]. copyright Royal Society of Chemistry 2020.
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mitochondrial function, in particular, its activity has been
linked to the interaction with a mitochondria chaperon, i.e.,
the heat shock protein 60 (Hsp60).[144] Recently, a new MoA
for the meso-unsubstituted porphyrin derivatives has been
identified. Che and co-workers have demonstrated the
reactivity of such derivatives toward thiol proteins.[145]

Coordination of gold was found to activate the porphyrin
scaffold to nucleophilic aromatic substitutions in the meso
position (Figure 7c). Cysteine-thiol conjugation has been
proposed to deactivate cysteine-dependent redox enzymes,
as an alternative to the direct coordination of gold observed
mainly in AuI compounds. Considering that porphyrin gold
derivatives are known for their significant activity as DNA
and G-quadruplex (G4) binders,[61] and that they often lack
protein binding-related MoA due to stabilization of the gold
centre by the chelating porphyrin, this new reactivity
involving protein targets sheds light on the potential use of
such systems as multimodal therapeutics.

Cyclometallation is one of the main strategies to stabilize
AuIII centres towards reduction so that these compounds
become stable enough to serve as useful anticancer
agents.[60,61] The interest in these types of organometallic
compounds was revived by the discovery of the anticancer
potential of [Au(damp)(CH3COO)2] (damp=2-((dimeth-
ylamino)methyl)phenyl), which exhibits similar cytotoxicity
to cisplatin.[146] Recent studies have shown that cyclometa-
lated gold compounds act simultaneously as DNA binders
and TrxR inhibitors.[147,148]

Moreover, AuIII compounds of this family have shown
interesting activity as inhibitors of zinc fingers (ZFs). ZFs
are structural motifs of proteins that function as recognition
domains for DNA, RNA, and other proteins.[149] Many ZF-
proteins have been observed to be associated with cancer
progression, although the general mechanisms are subject of
current research.[150,151] Within the ZFs family, there are
several zinc-binding domains, including Cys2His2 (CCHH),
Cys3His (CCHC), and Cys4 (CCCC) as the most common,
while several other non-classical families of ZFs exist.[149,150]

ZFs are interesting target proteins for the treatment of
cancer as they are involved in DNA transcription, trans-
lation, and repair.[149] Metallodrugs can displace Zn2+ and
alter the structure of ZFs, disrupting or inhibiting their
function, as is the case of gold compounds.[151] The displace-
ment of Zn2+ by AuI or AuIII in the ZF domain yields the
so-called “gold fingers”.[152–154] The facile reduction of AuIII

in physiological conditions normally leads to formation of
AuI-adducts with ZF-proteins.[154,155]

Targeting poly(adenosine diphosphate
ribose)polymerases (PARPs), sometimes referred to as “the
guardian angle of DNA”,[156] is of particular interest in the
treatment of cancer, because the survival of many tumours
is supported by PARP-mediated DNA repair. In addition to
the active catalytic site of PARP-1, which can serve as a
pharmacological target, the enzyme features two N-terminal
ZF domains for DNA binding that can be targeted by
metallodrugs to indirectly inhibit the function of the protein
(Figure 8a).[157] In particular, inhibition of PARP-1 by AuI

and AuIII complexes, following the removal of ZnII with the
formation of the aforementioned “gold finger” structure,

has been reported.[156,158] The current challenges are to
increase selectivity by understanding the factors that control
PARP-ZF targeting. A recent study has provided some
insights into the structural design of PARP-1-targeted AuIII

compounds, showing that cyclometalated C^N, C^N^C, and
chelated N^N AuIII compounds (Figure 8b) exhibit a strong
affinity for PARP-1 ZFs and avoid the reduction to AuI.[159]

The increased stability of cyclometalated AuIII C^N adducts
favours PARP-ZF targeting, suggesting cyclometallation as
a strategy to achieve selectivity.[159]

Noteworthy, further investigation of the binding mode of
the [Au(pyb)Cl2] complex (pyb =2-benzylpyridine) with
different ZF domains and model peptides, enabled the
observation of a peculiar reactivity towards cysteine
residues.[160] In detail, following Aupyb-peptide adduct for-
mation, the reaction progressed towards cysteine arylation
(Figure 8c).[160] Combined mass spectrometry and density
functional theory (DFT) calculations showed that the
formation of the C� S bond is templated by the AuIII centre
via reductive elimination.[161] With the idea of exploiting
metal-templated C� S bond-forming reactions to achieve
modification of cysteines in bacterial proteins, an analogue
of the cyclometalated AuIII compound was studied in a
competitive chemoproteomic approach in S. aureus cell
extracts.[162] The obtained results showed that of ca. 100
cysteines that were liganded by the gold complex, 27 of
them were found in proteins encoded by essential genes
and, of those, 10 were assigned to be close to the respective
functional protein sites. Of note, Cys-134 of the bacterial
TrxR was amongst the highlighted residues.[162]

Recently, Martens et al. demonstrated how to enhance
the activity of dithiocarbamate derivatives by tuning the
structure of the C^N ligand.[148] The use of cell tran-
scriptomics allowed the identification of the global effects of
the lead compound (2a, Figure 9a) on MDA-MB-231 cells
(IC50 =0.773�0.117 μM, 72 h), revealing interference with
mitochondrial processes related to oxidative phosphoryla-
tion, cell cycle, and organelle fission processes. Further, a
drop in mitochondrial membrane potential was observed by
JC-1 staining confocal microscopy (Figure 9b,c).[148] Follow-
ing their interest in biphosphine-based cytotoxic AuIII

compounds,[98,163] a detailed study of a series of compounds
containing 1,2-bis(diphenylphosphino)benzene (dppBz) was
recently published by the same group.[164] The compounds
were obtained by the reaction of cyclometalated C^N
adducts with dppBz, (Figure 9d). This family of compounds,
termed AuPhos, was tested on the US National Cancer
Institute reference series of cancer cell lines (NCI-60) and
showed promising cytotoxicity.[165] The most potent com-
pound [Au(dppBz)(2-phenylpyridine)]Cl2 (AuPhos-89, Fig-
ure 9d) was subjected to differential gene expression assays
to gain insight into the MoA. The modulation of oxidative
phosphorylation by AuPhos-89 was suggested as a possible
MoA.[164] In addition, the in vitro increase in mitochondrial
oxygen consumption rate and proteomic studies support
mitochondrial targeting. To overcome the low solubility and
dosage problems, a formulation containing the non-ionic
surfactant Kolliphor® was used as a vehicle to perform in
vivo studies. The results showed a reduction of tumour
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growth in 4T1 triple-negative breast cancer with an intra-
peritoneal dose of 10 mgkg� 1 (Figure 9e). This reduction
was comparable to that observed with cisplatin (dose
3 mgkg� 1). Additionally, AuPhos-89 showed inhibition in
metastasis to the liver, which was histologically detected in
the control systems.[164] These promising results exemplify
the need of developing smart delivery vehicles for the
optimal usage of these types of metallodrugs.

In 2006 Che and collaborators reported a family of
dicyclometalated C^N^C AuIII compounds bearing deproto-
nated 2,6-diphenylpyridine (diPhPy) as ligand, the studied
compounds were found to be cytotoxic and act as DNA
intercalators and TrxR inhibitors.[166] They also observed
that the auxiliary ligands, a family of phosphines are
released and can exert concomitant anticancer effects.[166] In
particular, the dinuclear compound [Au2(diPhPy)2(μ-dppp)]-
(CF3SO3) has been shown to inhibit hepatocellular carcino-
ma at a dosage of 0.5 mgkg� 1 in rat models.[167] The same
group has lately used NHCs as complementary ligands
together with C^N^C cyclometalates, exploiting the ease of
functionalization of NHCs to generate multifunctional
compounds with photoactivable binders and “clickable”
moieties.[168] These systems where then used to identify—by
photoactivated-bonding—the compounds’ protein targets

using copper-catalysed fluorescent click labelling of the
protein-compound adducts. Importantly, all six identified
targets were oncogenic proteins.[168]

AuIII C^N^N cyclometalates were reported in 2004 by
Cinellu, Messori, and co-workers, which highlighted the
stability of these compounds in physiological conditions and
showed the cytotoxic activity of [Au(bipydmb)(4-(CH3)C6H4-
NH)]PF6 (bipydmb =C-deprotonated 6-(2-phenylpropan-2-
yl)-2,2’-bipyridine).[169] Recent proteomic studies suggest
that the related hydroxo complex [Au(bipydmb)OH]PF6

causes mitochondrial damage and disrupts the glycolytic
pathway of ovarian cancer cells.[170]

Recently, AuIII C^N^C hydride complexes have been
investigated by the group of Zou, exhibiting selective photo-
activable thiol reactivity.[171] The possibility of light-triggered
cytotoxic activity enables the reduction of side effects, as
shown by the reduction of compounds’ cytotoxicity (400-
fold) in the dark. The MoA is related to the inhibition of
TrxR, and not to the photoinduced generation of 1O2. In
addition, the previously observed anti-angiogenesis effect of
gold complexes,[108,172,173] treatment with these AuIII-C^N^C
compounds was also shown to have light-induced toxic
effects in zebrafish embryos (Figure 10).

Figure 8. a) X-Ray structure of the PARP-1(ZF2) DNA recognition fragment showing the localization of the ZF shaping the binding site. The inset
displays the ZnII tetrahedral CCHC environment (PDB 3ODE). The image was generated using the VMD software.[313] Colour code for the explicit
atoms: C, grey; N, blue; O, red; Zn, silver; S, yellow. Hydrogen atoms and water molecules present in the structure have been omitted for clarity.
b) Gold(III) compounds studied for targeting PARP-1 ZF moieties.[159] c) Mechanism of cysteine arylation templated by cyclometalated C^N AuIII

compounds via reductive elimination.[160]
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Cycloaurated triphenyl sulfides AuIII complexes with
anti-angiogenesis and cytotoxic activity were also recently
reported by Bhargava’s group.[174,175] In one example,
cytotoxicity and anti-angiogenesis activity were maximal
when a dithiocarbamate was used as a ligand compared with
chlorido or biphosphine ligands, highlighting the structural
fine-tuning involved in regulating activity in this type of
compound.[174]

Overall, the effect of a particular chelating ligand on the
activity of AuIII complexes remains elusive, as changes in the
number of N and C donors lead to changes in the charge
and general reactivity of the resulting compound, which in
turn strongly affects their anticancer activity.

2.1.3. DNA Targeting

A common strategy in anticancer therapy is the inhibition of
DNA replication by chemotherapeutic agents, including
metallodrugs.[176] While most cytotoxic gold complexes seem
to act via protein-related MoAs as discussed in the previous
sections, some relevant examples of AuI and AuIII complexes
as nucleic acid binders need to be highlighted.

In addition to duplex DNA, other secondary nucleic acid
structures have been disclosed and found to have key
physiological roles. For example, G-quadruplexes (G4) are
secondary DNA structures formed by stacked quartets of
guanines, that are found usually in guanine-rich sequences
and are known to play a role in vertebrate transcription
processes.[177–179] G4s are found in mammalian DNA,[178,180]

especially in abundance within the promoter regions of
many oncogenes.[181,182] As such, targeting G4s becomes an
important strategy as it has been demonstrated that stabili-
zation of these structures downregulates transcription and
prevents telomerase binding, indirectly inhibiting its activity,
which in turn induces apoptosis.[183,184]

Che and co-workers reported the affinity of AuIII

porphyrin derivatives for both double-stranded and G4
DNA structures. While most of the free porphyrins were
able to inhibit telomerase activity, only [AuTMPyP]Cl5
(Figure 11a) has been shown to stabilize G4.[143]

Recent studies have also demonstrated that cationic AuI

xanthine-NHC homoleptic derivatives such as the cationic
biscarbene [Au(9-methylcaffein-8-ylidene)2]

+ complex
(AuTMX2, Figure 11a–c) can bind effectively to G4 s[176,186]

via π-stacking interactions.[187–189] Structural analysis of the
gold-DNA adduct showed that the complex binds at both
the 3’-3’ and 5’-5’ sites of the G4 structure, leading to the
binding of three AuTMX2 units per G4 structure (2 units in
the 5’-5’ site). More recently, the mechanism of action of
AuTMX2, particularly the effects of its G4 binding activity,
has been investigated by a combination of mass spectrome-
try-based proteomics and pharmacological assays in A2780
ovarian cancer.[190] The results supported a multimodal MoA
involving the non-covalent binding of AuTMX2 to nuclear
and cytoplasmic components. In addition, stress indicators
such as the upregulation of heat shock proteins, NRF2, and
production of stress actin fibres (Figure 11d) support G4
stabilization as a possible major mechanism.[190] Recent
efforts to tune the ligand structure have revealed the
importance of an uncrowded xanthine structure for efficient
binding to various G4 units, and it has been shown that
functionalization of N9 or N1 reduces G4 affinities when
compared to the methylated adduct AuTMX2.

[191] In another
work, the use of dimeric cyclic analogues of AuTMX2 did
not show stabilization improvements compared to the
monomeric benchmark compound, but proved to be benefi-
cial in the case of benzimidazole-based NHCs, although the
obtained dimers are less selective than AuTMX2.

[192]

Figure 9. a) Chemical structure of the carbamate C^N cyclometalated
AuIII (2a) complex and its single-crystal X-ray diffraction structure
(CCDC 1889819). b) Confocal bright field image showing JC-1 staining
in MDA-MB-231 cells with normal mitochondrial function. c) Confocal
bright field image of JC-1 stained MDA-MB-231 cells treated with
compound 2a (10 μM). The change from aggregate red-emitting to
monomeric green-emitting form is associated with a drop in MMP.
d) Chemical structure of compound AuPhos-89. e) In vivo 4T1 tumour
growth suppression observed with AuPhos-89 (10 μM) when combined
with Kolliphor as the vehicle. Panels b) and c) adapted with permission
from ref. [148] CC BY the authors, published by The Royal Society of
Chemistry. Panel e) was adapted with permission from ref. [164] CC BY
2021 the authors, published by The Royal Society of Chemistry.
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3. Delivery of Gold Chemotherapeutics Based on
Micro- and Nanocarriers.

Nanoparticle-based drug delivery systems have been shown
to improve treatment outcomes by increasing therapeutic
efficacy, reducing toxicity, improving patient compliance,
and enabling entirely new medical treatments.[32,193] Recent
design strategies for NPs attempt to improve pharmacolog-
ical properties by taking advantage of the ability to
introduce active targeting groups on their surface,[32,41,194]

and to render NPs “labile” or “breakable” on demand, so
that overall NPs can accumulate at diseased sites and be
safely cleared from the body after the release of their
payloads.[195,196] Generally, NPs and their degradation prod-
ucts are excreted through organs such as the liver, spleen, or
kidneys.[197]

In general, the bioaccumulation of NPs depends on
whether they are made of “soft” or “hard” materials, as well
as their size, shape, and surface chemistry.[198–201] For
example, surface functionalization of NPs with polyethylene
glycol[202,203] or with proteins that reduce recognition by the
mononuclear phagocyte system[204,205] has been shown to
increase their blood-circulation lifetime and their in vivo
stability. Surface functionalization of NPs can also provide
active targeting, in which NPs are delivered to specific cells

or tissues.[194] For example, the liposomal formulation SGT-
53, which includes a transferrin antibody for targeted breast
cancer therapy, has entered clinical trial (trial number:
NCT05093387).[206] Concerning ways to precisely trigger the
release of NPs payload,[207–209] this can be achieved by
rendering NPs degradable once they reach their target site
(e.g., by the presence of a specific stimulus) or, as in the case
of porous NPs, by opening specific pore-blocking moieties
(“gatekeepers”).[210]

Of the various types of “soft” NPs that have also been
studied for gold-based delivery, lipid-based nanoparticles
(LbNPs) are the most successful nanocarriers when it comes
to FDA approval.[211–213] LbNPs are biodegradable, biocom-
patible and have low immunogenicity; moreover, they can
load a variety of drugs improving the therapeutic perform-
ance and minimizing their side effects. Given their now long
secure history in biomedical research, LbNPs have an edge
over other nanoparticles. However, their limited stability in
biofluids is their main drawback.

Polymeric nanocarriers are composed of natural or
synthetic polymers and can be more stable in biofluids
compared to LbNPs.[214] Tuning their physicochemical prop-
erties is relatively easy, as there are numerous synthetic
methods for preparing polymers and co-block polymers with
well-defined chain lengths, chemical composition and

Figure 10. a) Chemical structures of AuIIIC^N^C hydride compounds with light-activable cytotoxicity. b) Angiogenesis inhibition by compound 1a
(100 μgL� 1) in zebrafish embryos. The compound impairs the development of caudal artery (CA), intersegmental vessels (IV), and dorsal
longitudinal anastomotic vessels (DLAV), when compared with the control. Adapted with permission from ref. [171] copyright 2020 Wiley-VCH
GmbH 2020 c) Chemical structure of the CS cyclometalated thiocarbamate AuIII compound which shows cytotoxicity and antiangiogenic properties.
d) In vitro anti-angiogenicity test in human umbilical vascular endothelial cells (HUVEC). The treated sample (c=3.89 μM) showed reduced length,
loops, covered area, and branching points than the control sample. Adapted with permission from ref. [174] copyright 2020 American Chemical
Society.
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morphologies.[214] The use of labile crosslinkers is an
interesting approach to making degradable polymeric NPs.
For example, the incorporation of acid-labile crosslinkers
can trigger nanoparticle degradation in acidic environments,
such as those found in some tumours or lysosomal cell
compartments.[215, 216]

The development of protein-based drug carriers is
gaining importance in the targeted delivery of cancer
therapy, particularly as a result of the market approval of
the paclitaxel-loaded albumin nanoparticle, Abraxane®.[217]

Albumin-binding is a general strategy for improving the
pharmacokinetics, increasing the uptake in cancer cells or
improving the clearance of drugs. Apoferritin is another
appealing protein carrier. Its cage-like structure can encap-
sulate bioactive molecules in its cavity (8 nm in diameter)
and exhibits dynamic assembly and disassembly
behaviour.[218] Apoferritin is non-toxic and shows affinity for
tumour cells due to its ability to bind human TfR1 receptors.
However, when protein-based carriers are used, the integrity
of Au-based complexes becomes a critical factor that is
currently under investigation.[219,220]

Concerning “hard” nanomaterials, mesoporous silica
nanoparticles (MSPs) can be prepared in a variety of sizes,
shapes and porosities thanks to the various surfactant-
templated synthesis methods.[221] The presence of a porous
mesophase in MSP enables drug loading, while the outer
surface of the nanoparticles can be further functionalized,
e.g., by alkoxysilane-based chemistry, with additional per-
formance enhancers such as polymers and dyes, targeting

units, etc. Silica (SiO2) is classified as “Generally Recog-
nized as Safe” (GRAS) by the FDA and several clinical
trials are currently underway involving the use of silica-
based NPs.[222] Although MSPs are expected to hydrolyse in
aqueous media, there are still biosafety issues related to the
efficient clearance of these nanoparticles to be addressed
before they can be used as nanomedicines. As an alternative
to MSPs, mesoporous organosilica nanoparticles (MONPs)
have received considerable attention in the generation of
stimuli-responsive nanocarriers.[223,224] To date, redox-re-
sponsive (e.g., disulfide,[225–227] diselenide[228]) and hydrolyz-
able (e.g., amide,[229] oxamide,[230] carbamate[231] or imine
groups[232]) groups have been used for the preparation of
breakable MONPs. Undesired bioaccumulation of mesopo-
rous silica, which leads to chronic toxicity, can be avoided
as, in principle, the particles degrade once they have
released their payload.[233]

Metal-organic frameworks (MOFs)[234] are microporous
(nano)materials formed via self-assembly of metal ion nodes
or clusters (e.g., ZrIV, FeIII, and ZnII) and organic ligands
(e.g., carboxylic acids or amines).[235] Due to their high
porosity, they have recently attracted considerable interest
as drug delivery carriers, as they allow for high loading
capacity and controlled charge release.[235–237] Despite their
advantages in terms of functionalizability and targeting
capacity, applications of MOFs in the biomedical domain
are still limited to pre-clinical studies due to issues with
biocompatibility, toxicity and stability in the physiological
environment.

Figure 11. a) Chemical structures of AuIII ([AuTMPyP]Cl5) and AuI (AuTMX2) compounds with G4 binding activity. b) Lateral view of the G4-AuTMX2

structure (PDB 5CCW) showing the binding of two molecules of AuTMX2 at the 5’-5’ site (bottom in the image) and one additional molecule at the
3’-3’site (upper part of the image). c) Projection of the G4-AuTMX2 adduct from the 5’-5’ side, showing the stacking of AuTMX2 with the G4; the
first guanine tetrad is displayed in blue for clarity. Panels b) and c) were generated using the VMD software.[313] Colour code for the explicit atoms:
C, grey; N, blue; O, red; K, cyan; Au, golden. Hydrogen atoms, water molecules, and additional ligands present in the structures have been omitted
for clarity. d) Fluorescence microscopy images of A2780 cancer cells treated with different concentrations (13 and 26 μM) of AuTMX2. The presence
of stress actin fibres in the treated cells, observed as bright regions in the phalloidin staining particularly visible in the filopodia, supports a
multimodal MoA of AuTMX2 that may also include G4-binding. Panel d) was adapted with permission from ref. [190] copyright 2020, The Authors,
Published by Wiley-VCH GmbH.

Angewandte
ChemieReviews

Angew. Chem. Int. Ed. 2023, 62, e202218000 (14 of 32) © 2023 The Authors. Angewandte Chemie International Edition published by Wiley-VCH GmbH



Since we aim to showcase exclusively particle-based
delivery systems involving gold complexes, we would like to
draw the reader‘s attention to other excellent reviews that
summarize in detail other NP-based systems for drug
delivery and imaging.[198,238–241] In this section, we review the
current status of existing nano- and microparticle-based
systems for the delivery of anticancer gold compounds. To
this aim, the particle systems are divided into two categories
depending on whether the active gold compound is non-
covalently adsorbed/entrapped in the nanocarrier or cova-
lently tethered to it. The particles discussed here with their
cargo drugs and main features are summarized in Table S1
(see Supporting Information).

3.1. Particle Formulations Based on Non-Covalent Loading
Strategies of Gold Complexes

Non-covalent loading strategies rely on the supramolecular
attractive interactions between the drug and the
nanocarrier,[242] and can be regarded as “mild” methods,
since the chemical structure of the drug, and thus, its
intrinsic biological activity, is not altered.[242,243]

Two early examples reported by the groups of
Wataha[244] and Che[245] described the use of particle-based
delivery of gold complexes. In detail, Wataha and co-
workers described the preparation of AF-loaded monoso-
dium titanate (MST) and amorphous peroxo-titanate (APT)
microparticles (P1) and characterized their biological activ-
ity in vitro.[244] The titanate particles have been previously
synthesized and reported elsewhere.[246,247] The moderate
loading efficiency with AF (AF@P1; 5.4×10� 3 mmolAug� 1

APT) is most likely related to the impregnation method in
aqueous media, where the solubility of the drug is limited.
When AF@P1 was incubated with fibroblasts at a dose of
5 μgmL� 1, significant succinate dehydrogenase (SDH) sup-
pression was observed and was more pronounced compared
with the use of free AF. In the case where fibroblast cells
were treated with higher doses of AF@P1 (100 μgmL� 1,
corresponding to 0.540 μM AF), strong SDH activity
suppression by 35–40% was observed.[244] Interestingly, no
significant SDH suppression was reported when monocytes

(THP1) were treated with AF@P1 even at 72 h of incubation
time.[244]

In search of more robust delivery systems in which
passive diffusion of the surface-adsorbed gold compound
can be excluded, Che and co-workers[245] reported the
encapsulation of their benchmark porphyrin-based AuIII

complex, Au-1a (IC50 =0.033�0.004 μM against human
nasopharyngeal carcinoma cells; Figure 7),[143] and the Schiff-
base complex [Au(dsc)]PF6 (dsc=N, N-bis-(4-diethylamino-
salicylidene)-1,2-cyclohexanediamine) in micrometre-sized
and pH-responsive gelatin-acacia capsules (P2, Figure 12).
The anticancer activity of this particle-based delivery system
was evaluated in vitro towards multiple cancer cell lines and
in vivo in tumour-bearing mice.[245] P2 formulations were
prepared by mixing solutions of either Au-1a or [Au-
(dsc)]PF6 in DMSO with aqueous mixtures containing poly-
(ethylene) glycol (MW ca. 2000 Da), acacia, and gelatin.
Subsequent coacervation was triggered acidifying the sol-
ution (pH=4), whereas subsequent covalent crosslinking of
the gelatin with acacia was achieved by adding
formaldehyde at pH 9. The microcapsules have a loading
efficiency for compound Au-1a of up to 2 wt% (by UV/Vis
absorption spectroscopy). No degradation of the gold
compound was observed after addition of glutathione to the
particles, as determined by UV/Vis absorption spectroscopy,
which is most probably due to the shielding of the drug from
the external environment through the formation of a
protective shell by the NP. A slow and passive release of
Au-1a (90% drug release after 50 h) was observed in
phosphate-buffered saline (PBS) at pH 7.0, while an en-
hanced release of the gold compound was observed at acidic
pH (pH 5.0 and pH 3.0)[245] due to acid-catalysed hydrolysis
of the acetal and imine crosslinking groups in the micro-
capsules. In vitro studies showed that Au-1a@P2 (the dose
was adjusted so that the concentration of Au-1a was
0.2 μM) has a pronounced time-dependent cytotoxicity
towards HeLa cells, whereas free Au-1a (0.2 μM) showed
acute toxicity. In vivo experiments with subcutaneous
tumour-bearing mice (from the injection of HeLa cells)
showed that intraperitoneal administration of Au-1a@P2
(dose=152.3 mgkg� 1; equivalent to 3.0 mgkg� 1 of Au-1a)
resulted in the survival of all mice after 28 days of treatment,

Figure 12. a) Schematic representation of the preparation of gold compound-loaded Acacia-PEG-gelatine-based microparticles (P2). b) Photographs
of microcapsules prepared with a ratio of Au-1a to acacia (100 :1000). Adapted with permission from ref. [245]. copyright 2010 The Royal Society of
Chemistry.
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whereas 75% of mice treated with Au-1a were found dead
18 days after the first treatment.[245]

The seminal studies involving P1 and P2 demonstrated
the benefits of particle-based delivery strategies. However,
the use of microparticles is suboptimal. Rather, smaller
nanoparticles (size <200 nm), are preferred for drug deliv-
ery applications due to potentially lower immunologic
responses, facilitated clearance,[248] faster drug release.[249]

and more efficient transcytosis into adjacent tissues.[250,251] A
micellar nanometer-sized formulation (80�30 nm) that
encapsulates Au-1a (P3, Figure 13)[143] for the potential
treatment of neuroblastoma was reported in 2010 by Wong
and co-workers.[185] The loaded micelles were prepared by
dissolving the gold compound in hexadecane-1-ol followed
by the addition of the surfactant Brij 78 and deionized
water. Systematic intraperitoneal injection of Au-1a@P3
into the tumour of neuroblastoma-bearing mice at the dose
of 0.08 mg (approx. 4 mgkg� 1) every 7 days, showed a
substantial reduction in tumour growth (Figure 13b). More-
over, all mice survived the 21 days treatment (Figure 13c).
In contrast, the survival rate of tumour-bearing mice treated
with the free Au-1a (dose=4 to 5 mgkg� 1) dropped to zero
after the second day of treatment. Limitations for P3 arise
when high therapeutic doses of the drug are required, as
doses of 0.1 mg resulted in acute toxicity, as the survival
after the second week of the treatment dropped to 33%
(Figure 13c).[185] In a follow-up study, the same authors
mentioned that P3 is taken up by the liver macrophages
after intravenous injection, which limits their use in cancer
therapy.[252] However, PEGylation of P3 resulted in de-
creased liver uptake in mice and an increased accumulation
of Au-1a in the tumour. Nevertheless, the ability to inhibit
tumour growth was not significantly improved when com-
pared with non-PEGylated P3.[252]

In 2014, Accardo and co-workers[253] prepared function-
alized sterically stabilized micelles (SSM) and sterically
stabilized mixed micelles (SSMM) with a size of 20 nm for
bombesin-targeted gold complex delivery by adapting a
previously reported procedure (P4 in Figure 14).[254] SSMs
were composed of 1,2-distearoyl-sn-glycero-3-phosphoetha-
nolamine-N-[amino(polyethylene glycol)-2000] (DSPE-
PEG2000 amine), whereas SSMMs were composed of L-α-
phosphatidylcholine (PC) and 1,2-dioleoyl-sn-glycero-3-

phosphocholine (DOPC) phospholipids (5, 10 or 20% mol/
mol to DSPE-PEG2000) and loaded with the dithiocarba-
mate AuIII complex AuL12 (Figure 14).[253] The use of a
bombesin-derived peptide-based lipid (MonY-BN-AA1)
enabled in vitro targeting of cells that overexpress the GRP/
bombesin receptor - an autocrine growth factor receptor in
tumour cells (Figure 14b).[255] The P4 micelles efficiently
encapsulate AuL12 (30%), the encapsulation efficiency
depends on the PC to DOPC molar ratios used for the
preparation of the micelles. Stability studies of AuL12@P4
showed that only a low release of the cargo occurred in
serum (Figure 14c), indicating a robust encapsulation of the
gold complex. Importantly, prolonged stability of AuL12
within the micelles (up to 72 h in 0.9 wt% NaCl saline) was
observed and confirmed by UV/Vis spectroscopy.[253] Cyto-
toxicity assays on GRP/bombesin receptor-overexpressing
human prostate cancer cells (PC-3) showed that AuL12@P4,
bearing the bombesin-derived peptide on the surface,
exhibited the highest cytotoxicity at 48 h (ca. 10% viable
cells compared with the control at dose=10 μM eq of
AuL12), whereas a loss of cell viability of ca. 80% was
observed with free AuL12 or non-targeted P4.

In the same year, Che and co-workers[256] reported the
use of Au-1a-loaded spherical mesoporous silica nano-
particles (MSPs; P5 in Figure 15), for targeted anticancer
therapy. The approximately 100 nm sized MSPs were loaded
with the gold complex by an impregnation process, and
afterwards, a biodegradable chitosan shell was constructed
around the particles to prevent diffusion of the cargo from
the mesopores. The chitosan polymer-shell was functional-
ized with the tumour-homing peptide Arg-Gly-Asp[257]

(RGD, Figure 15a and b) for active targeting purposes,
yielding Au1a@P5(RGD).[256] Overall, a loading efficiency
of 15 wt% was achieved (150.8 mgg� 1 MSN) and the authors
showed that integrin-expressing cells efficiently internalized
Au1a@P5(RGD) (Figure 15c). Enhanced release of the gold
complex was achieved when the NPs were exposed to cell
lysates or taken up by A549 cells, as in both cases the NPs
are exposed to hydrolytic enzymes that degrade the chitosan
shell (Figure 15d).[256]

In 2020, a new formulation of Au-1a was proposed
whereby the AuIII porphyrin was encapsulated into an
interpenetrating network (IPN) platform containing chemi-

Figure 13. a) TEM image of 80 nm-sized Au-1a@P3. b) Tumour growth inhibition upon treatment with Au-1a@P3. c) Survival rate of
neuroblastoma-bearing mice after Au-1a@P3 treatment compared to the treatment using free Au-1a at different doses (number of mice=6).
Adapted with permission from ref. [185] copyright 2010 Dovepress.
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cally-modified gelatin and polyethyleneglycol diacrylate
(PEGdA), to favour systemic administration of the
metallodrug.[258] Thus, Au-loaded IPN microparticles (P6)
were obtained via a combination of UV exposure and
sonication, which lead to spherical NPs in the range of 200–
300 nm. Following lyophilization, the particle size exceeded
1500 nm which could be detrimental to their overall
performance. It was hypothesized that the negatively
charged gelatin moieties could interact with the cationic Au-
1a also via strong electrostatic interactions, resulting in slow
dissociation kinetic. P6 maintained Au-1a bioactivity against
lung cancer cells (NCI-H460). In vivo studies showed
comparable anticancer effects of P6 and Au-1a in nude mice
bearing NCIH460 xenografts. Most notably, no observable
systemic toxicity after intravenous injection of 6 mgkg� 1 P6
could be detected, while free Au-1a was markedly more
toxic.[258]

Sun, Li, and co-workers reported a biocompatible and
biodegradable Zn2+-based metal–organic framework (Zn-
MOF, P7) as a carrier for dinuclear NHC� AuI-pyrrolidine-
dithiocarbamato complexes (e.g. compound 1, Figure 16).[259]

These complexes exhibit potent anticancer activity against
the A2780cis cell-line, with IC50 values ranging from 0.83 to
22 μM. Compound 1 (Figure 16a) was selected for further
nano-formulation studies because of its 40-fold higher
toxicity against A2780cis cells when compared with cisplatin.
The MOF used in P7 has been previously reported and
consists of Zn2+, adenine, and a benzene-1,3,5-tricarboxylic
acid linker (Figure 16a).[260] The loading of 1 into Zn-MOF
was achieved by an impregnation method, reaching a
maximum loading of 2.049 mgg� 1, as was determined by
inductively coupled plasma atomic emission spectroscopy
(ICP-AES).[259] The carrier functions as an adsorbent
capable of releasing the therapeutic gold complexes into

Figure 14. a) Chemical structure of phospholipids DSPE-PEG2000, PC, DOPC, gold compound AuL12, and the bombesin-derived peptide-based
lipid MonY-BN-AA1. b) Bombesin functionalized and gold complex-loaded micelles (P4) bind to GRP-R receptors on the surface of cells, which in
turn enables targeted drug delivery to GRP-R overexpressing cancer cells. c) Release profile of AuL12 from micellar aggregates studied in serum.
Adapted with permission from ref. [253] copyright 2010 SNMMI.

Figure 15. a) Chemical structure of the RGD-functionalized chitosan.
b) TEM images of the mesoporous silica particles Au1a@P5 (left) and
Au1a@P5(RGD) (right). c) Quantitative analysis of cellular uptake in
A549 cells after incubation with Au-1a and Au1a@P5(RGD) (each at
2.0 μM). d) In vitro release profiles of Au-1a from Au1a@P5(RGD) in
A549 cell lysate and PBS (pH 7.4). Reproduced with permission from
ref. [256] copyright 2014 Wiley-VCH.
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tissues for a prolonged period (up to 80 h, Figure 16c) – an
interesting application when sustained drug release is aimed
for the anti-proliferative activity of cis-platinum resistant
carcinomas. However, direct intravenous administration is
suboptimal for 1@P7, as its size is too large for such
applications (larger than 10 μm). Both 1 and 1@P7 exhibit
anti-proliferative activity against cisplatin-resistant cancer
cells, as was determined by trans-well assay-based in vitro
experiments.[259] Although these Zn-MOFs are limited in
terms of route of administration, their sustained release
profile could firstly avoid the need for multiple administra-
tions, thus, contributing to a reduction in unwanted chronic
toxicity, and secondly, contribute to more stable absorption
levels in tissues – all important factors when it comes to
improving patient compliance.[261]

In the same year, Wang and co-workers[262] reported the
use of pH-sensitive micelle-like NPs loaded with the potent

TrRx inhibitor alkynyl phosphine AuI compound (AuI,
Figure 17). To prepare the micellar formulation (P8),
mPEG-poly(amino ester) graft copolymers (Figure 17a)
were first dissolved in a solution of AuI in DMSO and the
formation of micelles was subsequently induced by the
addition of PBS. The resulting gold complex-loaded micelles
(AuI@P8, Figure 17b) have an average diameter of 50 nm
(by DLS). ICP-AES was used to determine the AuI loading
efficacy, which was found to be up to 47%wt. The polymeric
micelles are taken up by MCF-7 breast cancer cells and
accumulate within the lysosome. In this acidic compartment
of the cell, the ternary amines of the micellar aggregate are
protonated, causing the micelles to disintegrate due to
electrostatic repulsion forces. Furthermore, the formation of
protonated amino groups in the acidic lysosomal milieu
disrupts this cellular compartment, allowing cargo molecules
to be transported more efficiently to the cytoplasm. In fact,

Figure 16. a) Chemical structures of the dinuclear NHC� AuI-pyrrolidinedithiocarbamato complex 1 (top) and of benzene-1,3,5-tricarboxylic acid and
adenine (bottom), which are the organic linkers in the ZnII-based MOF. c) Perspective view of the ZnBTCA framework host (P7) displaying the
channel regions highlighted with green spheres (Probe radio 1.0 Å, CCDC 1047851). c) Schematic representation of the trans-well assay-based
cytotoxicity and antimigration studies of A2780cis cells and cytotoxic profiles with Zn-MOF and 1@P7; time-dependent cytotoxicity of 1 at 8.7 μM
is shown as a reference. Panel c) was adapted with permission from ref. [259]. copyright 2015 Wiley-VCH.

Figure 17. a) Schematic representation of P8 and the chemical structures of AuI and mPEG-poly(amino ester) graft copolymer. b) TEM image of
AuI@P8. Scale bar=50 nm. c) Cell viabilities of MCF-7 treated with AuI (1.8 μgmL� 1), P8 (64.7 μgmL� 1), and AuI@P8 (66.5 μgmL� 1) for 24 h.
Statistical significance: Sp <0.05, and SSp <0.01, one-way ANOVA for indicated comparison. Panels b) and c) reproduced with permission from
ref. [262] copyright 2015 American Chemical Society.
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AuI@P8 proved to be more effective than the empty
nanocarrier or free AuI in killing cancer cells because the
gold compound was more efficiently transfected into the
cells (Figure 17c).[262] The principle of endosomal escape
mechanism described in the latter example represents an
important concept for the development of more effective
metallodrug delivery systems to cancer cells.[263]

Inspired by the ability of ferritin proteins to act as
containers that can store iron in a non-toxic form within the
body (i.e. FeIII), the Merlino group[264] used ferritin-based-
cage-like structures (P9) to study the delivery of dinuclear
gold complexes from the Auoxo family.[132, 265] The loading of
apoferritin (AFt) with [Au2(bipyMe)2(μ-O)2][PF6]2 (bipyMe =

6-methyl-2,2’-bipyridine), Auoxo3 (see Figure 18a), was
performed following a previously reported procedure.[266] In
this example, the pH-dependent disassembly and reassembly
of ferritin subunits in solution are exploited to entrap the
cargo molecule into the AFt (Auoxo3@P9 in Figure 18b).[264]

The gold-loaded AFt cages have a size of about 13.8�
0.9 nm and can encapsulate Auoxo3, with ICP-MS measure-
ments showing that there can be up to 420 gold atoms in a
single cage. X-ray structure analysis showed that when
located on the inner surface of the protein cage, the gold
complex binds to the His and Cys residues of AFt in a linear
geometry, which suggests its partial reduction and degrada-
tion. The anticancer activity of Auoxo3@P9 was tested
against three different human cancer cell lines (MCF-7,
HeLa, and HepG2, Figure 18) and three non-tumourigenic
cell lines (HRCE, HaCaT, and H9c2). Auoxo3@P9 showed
significant cytotoxicity to all cell lines (IC50 in MCF-7 cells:
41�9 μgmL� 1), but to a lesser extent towards non-cancer
cells (IC50 in HRCE cells: 61�5 μgmL� 1), which contrasts

with the toxicity of free Auoxo3 (IC50 in MCF-7 cells: 8�
2 μgmL� 1; IC50 in HRCE cells: 2.2�0.4 μgmL� 1). These
results indicate that the acute toxicity of the gold complex is
reduced when it is encapsulated in the protein carrier,
probably due to its degradation. The enhanced anti-tumour
properties can be explained by the fact that cancer cells
overexpress transferrin receptor-1 (TfR1), which in turn
allows enhanced uptake of P9.[267] The same group also
reported the encapsulation of Auoxo4 and Au2phen (Fig-
ure 18a) in an AFt-cage and showed that their nano-
formulations were more cytotoxic when compared with the
previously reported Auroxo3-loaded ferritin-cage.[268]

In another work, the same group demonstrated that the
PtII-AuI heterobimetallic compound, [(PPh3)Au(μ-pbi)Pt-
((Me)(DMSO)][PF6] with pbi=2-(2’-pyridyl)-benzimidazole
(4-PF6 in Figure 19a), can be encapsulated within an AFt-
cage (P10), which represents an interesting approach to Au-
and Pt-based combination therapy.[269] Unfortunately, the
compound degrades upon encapsulation inside the protein
cage, whereby AuI ions bind to the side chain of Cys126
(Figure 19b), while PtII-containing fragments are trapped in
the bulk of the carrier. This degradation of the cargo is again
an important aspect to be considered and addressed in the
development of future AFt-based delivery vehicles. Cytotox-
icity assays carried out for both 4-PF6 and 4-PF6@P10
indicate that 4-PF6 is more toxic than when encapsulated
within the protein carrier. A comparison of cytotoxicity
against two cancer cell lines (MCF-7 and HeLa cells) and
two non-cancerous cell lines (H9c2 and HaCaT) revealed no
significant selectivity between cancer and healthy cells.[269]

Recently, Yang, Liang, and co-workers described the use
of AFt-based nanocarriers (P11) for the targeted delivery of

Figure 18. a) Chemical structure of the Auoxo complexes and Au2phen. b) Schematic representation of the encapsulation steps of Auoxo3 within
AFt (P9). c) Cell viability (MTT-assay) of non-loaded ferritin and d) of Au-AFt (P9) on three different cancer cell lines. Reproduced with permission
from ref. [264] copyright 2016 The Royal Society of Chemistry.
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AuIII 3-(4-metylpiperidine)-thiosemicarbazide compounds
against glioma.[270] Structural reactivity-based screening of
selected gold compounds against glioma cells led to the
identification of lead compound C6 (Figure 20a) with an
IC50 value of 0.66�0.02 μM, which was used to load P11.
AFt dissociates at both strongly basic and acidic media. In
this example, AFt was first disassembled at acidic pH
(pH 2.0). In a second step, the AFt subunits were mixed
with the gold complex and reassembled by adjusting the pH
to 7.5. The so-formed gold complex-loaded particles P11
(Figure 20b) were spherical with an average size of 13 nm
(by DLS) and possessed a ζ-potential value of approximately
� 18 mV, which is similar to the value on non-loaded AFt,
indicating the successful encapsulation of the drug rather
than simple surface adsorption. Differently from the pre-
viously discussed reports of the use of AFt as a carrier, in
this work, the chosen gold complex did not undergo ligand

exchange reactions with the carrier. Taking advantage of the
pH-dependent assembly and disassembly behaviour of P11,
the authors showed that although the particles were stable
at pH 7.5, a particle half-life of 10 h was observed at pH 4.6.
Thus, in acidic media C6 is released, reaching a maximum
release after 36 h. Targeted cellular uptake of P11 toward
glioma cells was observed, which may be explained by the
AFt protein carrier itself, known to bind to the TfR1
receptor that is overexpressed by endothelial cells of the
blood–brain barrier (BBB) or by glioma cells.[271] Indeed,
P11 accumulated more in TfR1-overexpressing U87MG cells
and was localized in the lysosome.[270] P11 was also able to
cross the BBB in vivo when injected intravenously using
healthy mouse models, and accumulation of the NPs in the
brain region was higher in glioma-bearing mice between 6 to
12 h after injection (Figure 20d). Glioma tumour growth was
effectively suppressed in mice treated with nano-formulation
compared with free C6 or temozolomide (Figure 20e).[270]

Rezaei and co-workers[272] reported magnetic-core and
polymer shell NPs (P12 in Figure 21a) capable of electro-
statically adsorbing the AuIII-based anticancer drug, [7-
AuBr3(1,7-Phen)], on their surface. These 30 nm-sized
magnetite-core and acrylic acid/PEG-shell NPs were loaded
via impregnation in a solution of the gold complex,
achieving a loading of about 9% (by TGA and ICP-MS).
Despite the possible coordination of carboxylate groups to
the gold centre, according to the authors, gold complex
adsorption occurs on the NPs because of electrostatic
attraction between the carboxylate and the protonated
phenanthroline at physiological pH. While only slow
diffusion of the drug was observed at physiological pH
values, acidic environment (pH<5.6) can trigger enhanced
release as the acrylamide moieties become protonated and

Figure 19. a) Chemical structure of the heterobimetallic complex
[(PPh3)Au(μ-pbi)Pt(Me)(DMSO)][PF6] (4-PF6). b) X-ray structure of the
single Ft chain including the Au atom coordinated to Cys126 after
encapsulation of 4-PF6 in P10 (PDB 6FX9).[269]

Figure 20. Chemical structure of the AuIII 3-(4-methyl piperidine)-thiosemicarbazide-based compound C6 and the synthesis scheme for preparing
P11. b) SEM image of P11. c) pH-dependent release study of C6 from P11 in solution. d) In vivo fluorescence imaging of the brains of tumour-
bearing mice intravenously injected with Cy5.5-AFt-C6 NPs. e) Tumour weights measured 2 days after the last treatment. *p <0.05, **p <0.02.
Reproduced with permission from ref. [270] copyright 2020 American Chemical Society.
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the attractive electrostatic interactions between the drug and
the nanoparticle surface decrease. Moreover, when an
external magnetic field was applied during in vitro experi-
ments with HeLa cells, the gold-loaded P12 showed slightly
higher cytotoxicity on HeLa cells when compared with the
free complex. This could be due to the magnetic field driving
particle movement, promoting the translocation of the
hydrophilic nanocarrier into the cells. However, the stability
of these types of AuIII compounds in physiological media is
not granted and has not been investigated in this study.

Amirghofran and co-workers[273] also reported the use of
ca. 82 nm mesoporous silica particles for pH-dependent
cellular delivery of the cyclometalated AuIII complex [Au-
(bzpy)Cl2] (with bzpy=2-benzylpyridine). Amino (P13a)
and folic acid (P13b) functionalized NPs were prepared. The
latter showed increased cytotoxicity (IC50 =18�3 μgmL� 1)
against the folate-expressing MCF-7 human breast adeno-
carcinoma cell line compared to both the amino-functional-
ized NPs (IC50 =27�5 μgmL� 1) and the free gold compound
(IC50 =32�2 μgmL� 1).[273]

Poly(lactic-co-glycolic acid) (PLGA) nanoparticles,
loaded with an AuIII thiosemicarbazonate complex,[274] were
reported by Maia and co-workers in 2020.[275] The 275�5 nm
PLGA NPs (P14 in Figure 21b) were loaded with the gold
complex via an impregnation method. The NPs showed a
sustained release of the metallodrug (up to 200 h) controlled
by diffusion processes. Although the use of P14 for cancer
treatment was not specifically investigated, PLGA-based
NPs could be an interesting choice since PLGA is a
biodegradable and biocompatible polymer already used for
biomedical applications.[208,276]

Indeed, another PGLA-PEG-based NP (P15) used for
the encapsulation of [Au(Et3P)Cl] and its delivery to color-
ectal cancer cells was reported the same year by Pillozzi,
Marzo, Cirri, and co-workers.[277] The particles were pre-
pared by solubilizing the PLGA-PEG polymer (PLGA7000-

17.000Da� C=O� NH� PEG3400Da� COOH) together with the AuI

complex in acetonitrile, whereas the subsequent addition of
water triggered coacervation and the formation of spherical
particles with an average size of 65 nm. Impressively, ICP-
AES analysis indicated that 92.7% of total added gold was
encapsulated. The encapsulated gold complex was found to
be less toxic (IC50 =274 nM) compared to the free drug
(IC50 =129 nM), which can be explained by a shielding effect
of the drug from the cells upon encapsulation. Drug-loaded
P15 significantly reduced cancer cell proliferation, which

was accompanied by the downregulation of protein kinase B
(Akt) phosphorylation—a signal transduction pathway crit-
ical for cell survival and growth.[278] In addition, it was found
that loaded P15 but not free [Au(Et3P)Cl], affected the
phosphorylation levels of extracellular signal-regulated kin-
ases (ERK)—an important signalling pathway for cell
division/proliferation.[279] The observed differences between
P15 and the free drug can be explained by the higher
stability of the gold complex within the polymer matrix, the
more efficient uptake of the lipophilic drug when present in
PGLA-PEG particles, and the prolonged release profile of
the cargo.

Galassi and co-workers recently reported the encapsula-
tion of (4,5-dichloroimidazolyl-1H-1yl)
(triphenylphosphine)gold(I) (C-I, Figure 22a) and (4,5 di-
cyanoimidazolyl-1H-1yl) (triphenylphosphine)gold(I) (C-II,
Figure 22a), in lyotropic liquid crystalline lipid NPs (P16)
composed of three different building blocks (Figure 22b):
Monoolein (GMO), phytantriol (PHYT) and dioleoyl
phosphatidylethanolamine (DOPE).[280] C-I and C-II were
successfully encapsulated in P16 formulations, as evidenced
by the changes in the mesophase lattice parameters obtained
from X-ray diffraction experiments, and by the spectral
changes in the UV/Vis spectra of the gold complexes after
loading, respectively. Since gold-phosphine complexes suffer
from prompt ligand substitution reactions, their encapsula-
tion is expected to enhance the stability and improve their

Figure 21. a) Chemical structure of Au(1,7-Phen)Br3 and the schematic representation of the acid-mediated release of the gold complex from
Fe3O4@PAA-PEG nanogels (P12). b) Poly(lactic-co-glycolic acid) (PLGA) nanoparticles (P14), loaded with a AuIII thiosemicarbazonate complex.

Figure 22. a) Chemical structures of (4,5-dichloroimidazolyl-1H-1yl)
(triphenylphosphine)-gold(I) (C-I) and (4,5 dicyanoimidazolyl-1H-1yl)
(triphenylphosphine)-gold(I) (C-II). b) Chemical structure of monoolein
(GMO), phytantriol (PHYT) and dioleoyl phosphatidylethanolamine
(DOPE), used for the preparation of lyotropic liquid crystalline lipid
nano-systems (P16).
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therapeutic properties,[281–283] future work on in vitro and in
vivo characterization of these types of nano-formulations
will be of great interest.

Recently, the group of Rouge[284] reported the encapsula-
tion of the hydrophobic AuIII-dithiocarbamato complexes,
[AuBr2(SSC-Inp-OEt)] (Ap228) and [AuBr2(SSC-Inp-
GlcN1)] (Ap209) in a nucleic acid-bearing nano-capsule
(NAN)[285] (P17 in Figure 23). In addition, the nanocarrier
was designed for the co-delivery of therapeutic siRNA (Bcl-
2) that triggers the downregulation of the Bcl-2 gene, a
regulator of apoptosis.[286,287] As depicted in Figure 23b, the
micelles were prepared by first adding a tris-alkyne-contain-
ing ammonium surfactant to a solution of the corresponding
metallodrug, AP228 or AP209, with subsequent crosslinking
of the resulting micelle via copper-catalysed azide-alkyne
cycloaddition reaction using N3-PEG-N3. To render the NPs
biodegradable, crosslinking via an alkyne-ene reaction using
a short peptide with two cysteines (CGFLGGFLGGFLGC)
was also investigated.[284] Following micelle crosslinking, the
particles were functionalized with Bcl-2 using T4 DNA
ligase, adapting a previously reported procedure.[288] The so-
formed P17 are spherical particles (Figure 23c) with a
hydrodynamic diameter of 30–40 nm (Figure 23d). The
packing of gold complexes within the nanocarrier was
confirmed spectroscopically, as upon micelle formation a
new absorption band at 500 nm emerged (Figure 23e).[284]

Confocal microscopy showed that P17 is taken up by HeLa
cells and colocalizes with the endosome. Cytotoxicity

towards HeLa cells was assessed by incubation with either
AP228 or AP209 as a free drug or encapsulated within
micelles. The results of these experiments showed that
compared to 1 μM free drug, non-biodegradable P17 with
500 nM of the drug performed only marginally better.
Although ICP-MS analysis confirmed improved uptake of
both metal drugs when loaded in P17 by cells compared to
the free drug formulation an inefficient release of the gold
complex may explain these marginal differences. However,
the biodegradable P17 functionalized with Bcl-2 siRNA and
loaded with AP228 reduced cell viability more effectively
than the free AP228 drug. The latter observation can be
explained by their intracellular degradation and the resulting
enhanced release of their cytotoxic cargo.[284]

Recently, Marques, Fernandes and co-workers[289] re-
ported the loading of the [Au(cdc)2]

� complex (cdc=

cyanodithioimidocarbonate) in copolymer micelles (BCMs-
[Au(cdc)2]

� , P18) and tested their antitumour activity
against ovarian cancer cells A2780 (IC50 =1.83�0.62 μM)
and A2780cisR (IC50 =1.69�0.43). The nano-micelles have
a size of 77�27 nm and can encapsulate the hydrophobic
drug with a good loading efficiency of 64%. The beneficial
effect of the micellar formulation is evidenced by the fact
that the Au uptake in A2780 cells is about 17% higher for
BCMs-[Au(cdc)2]

� compared to [Au(cdc)2]
� . In addition to

anticancer activity, BCMs-[Au(cdc)2]
� also showed antibac-

terial properties.

Figure 23. a) Schematic representation in the preparation of gold complex loaded NANs (P17). b) Chemical structure of the surfactant used to
prepare NANs. Chemical structures of the gold complexes AP228 and AP209. c) TEM image of AP228 loaded NANs. Scale bar=100 nm.
d) Hydrodynamic diameter size distribution of AP 228 loaded NANs. e) UV–vis absorbance spectrum of AP228 in 50% DMSO/PBS over 1 h.
Reproduced with permission from ref. [284] copyright 2020 American Chemical Society.
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Finally, the use of amphiphilic, protease-cleavable pep-
tides to encapsulate hydrophobic metallodrugs was recently
reported by Contel, Ulijn and co-workers.[290] Thus, two
lipophilic [AuI(NHC)Cl] complexes were encapsulated into
amphiphilic decapeptides forming filamentous nano-struc-
tures with hydrophobic cores (P19), varying supramolecular
packing arrangements and surface charge. Comparing the
encapsulation efficiencies of anionic and cationic peptides,
the presence of minimal gold is detected in the cationic
peptides, possibly due to repulsions with the positively
charged gold centre. In vitro, the gold-loaded peptide
nanofilaments displayed enhanced cytotoxicity in compar-
ison to the free AuI compounds, when exposed to Caki-1
and MDA-MB-231 cancerous cell lines (overexpressing
MMP-9), while no cytotoxicity was observed in non-cancer-
ous lung fibroblasts (IMR-90). Such selective anti-prolifer-
ative effects were postulated to be due to the enhanced
proteolytic activity in the vicinity of the cancer cells, leading
to drug-bound peptide fragments with enhanced cellular
uptake. The loss of the chlorido ligand, and subsequent
coordination of the resulting [AuI(NHC)]+ fragment to
peptides, may generate new bioconjugates that may be more
cytotoxic and selective than the [AuCl(NHC)] precursors.

3.2. Particle Formulations Based on Covalently Tethered Gold
Compounds

The covalent attachment of drugs on the surface of the
nanocarriers enhances the stability of the cargo-carrier
assembly, preventing premature release.[243,291] However, this
strategy implies the chemical modification of the drugs, and
thus important differences in the therapeutic activity can
occur.[243,291] In the case of gold-based anticancer compounds
two main grafting-based strategies have been used so far to
produce nanomedicines. In the first case, gold compounds
were chemically modified to become amphiphilic building
blocks capable of self-assembling into nano-aggregates. In
the second case, the conjugation of gold compounds with
biomolecules was used to transport and protect the metal
complex.

Pearson, Lu and Stenzel reported the use of glyocopol-
ymer-based self-assembled nm-sized micelles (P20 in Fig-
ure 24) as a delivery system of AF analogues against ovarian

cancer cells (OVCAR-3 cells).[292] To this end, the authors
prepared block copolymers based on oligo(ethylene
glycol)methyl ether methacrylate and thioacethylglucose-
acrylate by reversible addition-fragmentation chain-transfer
(RAFT) polymerization (Figure 24). The advantage of using
RAFT-polymerization to prepare the polymeric building
blocks relies on the precise control over composition,
molecular weight, and chemical functionality that can be
obtained.[293] Thus, three different block copolymer systems
were prepared: Poly(OEGMEMA)34-b-poly(1-AuPEt3)47

(P20a) and the two shorter block copolymers Poly(F-
OEGMEMA)32-b-poly(1-AuPEt3)27 (P20b) and Poly(F-
OEGMEMA)32-b-poly(1-AuPEt3)7 (P20c, OEGMEMA=

oligo(ethylene glycol) methyl ether methacrylate). Complex-
ation yields of 54, 53, and 63% for a, b and c, respectively
were determined by TGA. While the self-assembly of
polymer a resulted in the formation of 28 nm-sized micelles,
the two shorter polymers b and c formed micelles with sizes
of 23 and 9 nm, respectively (determined via DLS).[292]

Cytotoxicity studies using OVCAR-3 cells were performed
in cell media with or without the addition of fetal serum
albumin to evaluate the stability of the micellar AuI

complexes. The gold-bearing block copolymers were toxic in
both serum and serum-free media, although to a lesser
extent than free AF. For example, the IC50 of AF in a serum
albumin-containing sample was ca. 1 μM, whereas the IC50

of P20b and P20c was ca. 16 and 19 μM, respectively (the
IC50 for P20a was obtained only in serum albumin-free
media and was 22 μM). In addition, the gold compound
appears less susceptible to deactivation by biological species,
because of the presence of a protective micelle. Cellular
uptake studies on ovarian cancer cells (OVCAR-3 cells)
showed that P20c was taken up via endocytosis, colocalizing
in the lysosomes.[292] Although the latter finding indicates
that the in vitro performance of P20 is not optimal, further
studies of the in vivo behaviour of this type of formulation
are needed to determine its true potential, as a reduction of
the acute is expected, with the possibility that some
therapeutic effect will be maintained.

A similar strategy in using polymeric-glycol-based con-
jugates that exhibit toxicity toward hypoxic cells was
reported by Narain and co-workers in 2013.[294] In this work,
positively charged glycopolymer-based and dithiocarba-
mate-bearing acrylamide polymers were prepared by RAFT
polymerization and functionalized in a second step with AuI

phosphine, by complexation with the dithiocarbamate
groups (P21 in Figure 25). Dispersions of the polymers in
deionized water yielded particles of approximately 140 nm
or 240 nm in size and positively charged (ζ-pot approx-
imately +35 mV), depending on whether low (10 kDa) or
high (30 kDa) weight polymers were used. Importantly, the
NP dispersion formed stable colloids that can be stored at
4 °C for an extended period (up to 6 months). ICP-MS
analysis showed that the gold content was higher for the
smaller (140 nm) NPs (0.696 ppm/0.06 mgmL� 1) compared
to the larger particles (0.438 ppm/0.06 mgmL� 1), which the
authors attributed to the bulky chains of 30 kDa polymers
that sterically hinder gold complexation by the dithiocarba-
mate groups. Both NPs showed significant cytotoxicity

Figure 24. Micellar aggregates formed from AF-bearing oligo(ethylene
glycol) methyl ether methacrylate block copolymers (P20a-c).[292]
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under hypoxic conditions against MCF-7 cells, which was
not observed in normoxic MCF-7 cells. This selectivity in
toxicity toward hypoxic cells was explained by a more
complex interplay given by the known mitochondrial toxicity
of AuI compounds and the presence of abnormally enlarged
mitochondria of hypoxic cells.[73,84]

In 2017, Che and co-workers[295] reported the preparation
of amphiphilic covalent AuIII-porphyrin conjugates that can
yield pH-responsive self-assembled micellar aggregates (P22
in Figure 26) and were used for the delivery of gold
complexes to HCT116 colon cancer cells. The amphiphilic
gold complex-based polymer was prepared upon esterifica-
tion of a mono-carboxylic acid analogue of Au-1a ([Au-
(TPP-COOH)]Cl (TPP-COOH=5,10,15,20-tetraphenylpor-
phyrin monocarboxylic acid), Au-1a-COOH) with H3CO-
PEG5000� OH, which, when dispersed in PBS, forms
120 nm-sized micelles (Figure 26b). The cellular uptake was
studied using both cancer and non-tumourigenic cancer

cells. The self-assembled micelles accumulated more effi-
ciently in cancer cells, such as colorectal carcinoma
(HCT116), human ovarian carcinoma (A2780), and its drug-
resistant variant (A2780adr), compared to the non-PEGy-
lated gold compound. Due to the presence of a hydrolysable
ester bond between the hydrophobic headgroup of the gold
complex and the hydrophilic PEG chain, Au-1a-COOH was
released in lysosomes by acid-catalysed ester hydrolysis. The
hydrolysis in living cells was detected by ultra-performance
liquid chromatography coupled quadrupole time-of-flight
mass spectrometry (UPLC-QTOF-MS) in colon cancer cells
(HCT116). The in vivo anticancer activity of the micellar
formulation was tested on HCT116 mice xenografts (intra-
venous injection; dose: 2 or 4 mgkg� 1) and a significant
reduction in tumour volume (41 and 58%, respectively) was
found after 24 days of treatment compared to the control
(Figure 26c). The authors did not comment on the survival
rates of the experiments. Biodistribution studies on HCT116
mouse xenografts subjected to single-dose injection of P22
showed a higher accumulation of gold in tumours than in
the liver, spleen, lung, or kidney, suggesting an efficient
transport system to diseased cells. This can most probably
be explained by a combination of two factors: first, the
presence of PEG chains of the NPs decreases the uptake by
the RES system, which increases the blood-circulation
lifetime of the NPs in the bloodstream;[204, 296,297] second, the
EPR effect may additionally contribute to a greater NP
accumulation in the tumour.[298]

Most recently, Bai and co-workers[299] prepared a cRGD-
functionalized, self-assembled AuIII porphyrin nano-drug
(P23 in Figure 27) that combines drug release with photo-
thermal therapy (PTT) in one particle. Stimuli-triggered
drug release was possible as P23 disassembles in acidic
media. Owing to the porphyrinic component of the released
gold complex, PTT was used for anti-tumour treatment
(Figure 27a). These tetra-(4-pyridyl) porphyrin AuIII (AuT-
PyP)-based nano-aggregates had an average diameter of
65 nm (by TEM, Figure 27b). The aggregates were reported
to maintain good colloidal stability for up to 5 days. Due to
its pyridyl group, the compound is protonated in acidic
environments (e.g., in the lysosome), triggering the degrada-
tion of the nanoparticle by electrostatic repulsive forces.
Moreover, P23 showed a dose- and irradiation-time-depend-
ent photothermal effect, with random aggregation of the

Figure 25. Chemical structure of the positively charged glyco-based and dithiocarbamate bearing acrylamide polymer and its complexation with
[AuCl(PPh3)]. The Au-functionalized polymers form self-assembled micelles in aqueous solutions, with a gold complex based core and a glyco-shell
(P21).[294]

Figure 26. a) Chemical structure of the amphiphilic covalent AuIII-
porphyrin surfactant (Au-1a-COOH). b) TEM image of self-assembled
aggregates P22 (size ca. 120 nm). c) Changes in tumour volume in
mice (n=8) after treatment with solvent control, ** denotes p <0.01
vs. control. Reproduced with permission from ref. [295] copyright 2020
The Royal Society of Chemistry.
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gold complex within the nanocarrier increasing the PTT
efficacy, which was �48.2%. X-ray photoelectron spectro-
scopy (XPS) was used to demonstrate that the main
oxidation state of the gold in the NPs was indeed AuIII. To
test the possibility of active anticancer targeted therapy, P23
was functionalized with the tumour-targeting peptide cRGD
by first capping the NPs with bovine serum albumin
(AuPNS-BSA) and then coupling the peptide, resulting in
cRGD-P23. In vitro results showed that cRGD-P23 accumu-
lated in tumour cells, reaching a maximum at 6 h incubation.
In vivo antitumour activity was investigated in HeLa
tumour-bearing mice: remarkably, cotreatment of animals
with cRGD-P23 and PTT resulted in tumour inhibition rates
of 100%, while tumour inhibition with cRGD-P23 without
PTT was only 38% (Figure 27c). All irradiation dosages
(635 nm, 0.8 Wcm� 2) lasted for 5 min and the dosage of the
nano-formulation administered was 10 mgkg� 1.[299]

Bioconjugation of drugs to protein-based carriers (e.g.,
antibodies) has emerged as an interesting and promising
strategy to improve the pharmacological properties of
anticancer drugs and is successfully entering clinical
practice.[300, 301] For AuI compounds, the affinity of Au for
cysteine residues of serum proteins, especially human serum
albumin (HSA), is considered a major reactivity problem
that eventually leads to drug deactivation. Nevertheless,
bioconjugation of metallodrugs with HSA has been pro-
posed as a strategy to improve drug circulation[302] and
accumulation in tumours.[303] Similarly, the conjugation of
gold compounds to antibodies has been proposed as a
strategy for targeted delivery.[102,103] Protein-metallodrug
conjugates, while interesting systems for developing new

nanomedicines, cannot solve the problem of delivering high
payloads to diseased cells.

4. Summary and Outlook

In this review, we presented the advantages of gold-based
compounds for anticancer treatment and described their
peculiar and diverse biological activity. Further, we dis-
cussed the design, preparation, and performance of micro-
and nanoparticles for the delivery of gold complexes in the
search for new nanomedicines against cancer. Experimen-
tally, translating compounds with excellent activity in vitro
and possibly in vivo to the clinic is a challenge. Apart from
the immense efforts in empirical synthetic work, the search
for new hit compounds with better selectivity, solubility, and
stability should also look for principles from emerging
research areas to achieve improvements. For example, the
advanced molecular designs combined with bioinformatics
tools are enabling a better understanding of the structural
factors that determine structure–activity relationships lead-
ing to new gold complexes with previously unknown MoAs,
such as G4 s stabilization or UPS system modulation, which
can be used to treat many types of drug-resistant cancers.
We anticipate that, in the future, the use of big data libraries
in combination with machine learning and artificial intelli-
gence principles will play an important role in the develop-
ment of superior gold compounds to fight cancer.[304,305]

In addition to molecular design, the use of NPs for the
delivery of bioactive gold complexes has the potential to
greatly improve the pharmacological properties of this class
of metallodrugs. Some of the benefits of the partnership
between gold metallodrugs and NPs have already become
apparent in the early years of research in this field. First, the
encapsulation of gold complexes in NPs can protect them
from chemical degradation and reduces their undesirable
and acute toxicity to healthy tissues and cells. Second, it has
been shown that gold compounds can be targeted to cancer
cells by exploiting the EPR effect or by functionalizing the
surface of NPs with ligands that bind to cell surface
receptors (e.g., exploiting transferrin receptor-1 or GRP
receptors). Third, by tuning the chemical composition of the
NPs, stimuli-triggered gold release can be obtained, enabling
ideally a safe and effective spatial-temporal control over the
drug release. Altogether, the use of NPs for gold delivery
applications represents a promising alternative to promote
their translation from the laboratory to clinical applications.

However, compared to a large number of existing
nanomedicines based on organic compounds as anticancer
drugs,[306–308] examples involving gold compounds are rela-
tively rare. This is surprising, as it has been shown that the
use of NPs can solve the typical drawbacks of these
compounds for biological applications. Considering the first
reported particle-based systems for gold delivery, there are
recent examples that aim to improve important pharmaco-
logical properties by implementing stimuli-responsive drug
release and active targeting of the nanocarrier towards
cancer cells. Importantly, recent examples testing NP-based
gold formulations in tumour-bearing mice demonstrated

Figure 27. a) Schematic illustration of the heat/acid dual responsive
behaviour of cRGD-AuPNSs (P23) for synergistic chemo-photothermal
therapy. b) Size distribution and TEM image (inset) of AuPNSs.
c) Relative tumour growth profiles and changes in body weight,
respectively, during the therapy. “L” refers to the irradiation. Irradiation
power (635 nm)=0.8 Wcm� 2 (for 5 min); dose=10 mgkg� 1. Repro-
duced with permission form ref. [299] copyright 2021 American
Chemical Society.
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tumour-suppressive activity while reducing acute drug
toxicity.

The beneficial effects on the use of nanoparticles for the
delivery of gold compounds are evident in the first reported
examples (Table S2, Supporting Information). In general
reduction of the systemic toxicity while maintaining the
activity of the gold compound is consistently reported.
However, the available evidence is still scarce and in vivo
studies should carefully consider factors such as NP stability
and drug release profiles. For example, it will be critical to
work thoroughly on the ability to deliver a high payload of
the drug to the diseased site while avoiding unwanted
bioaccumulation of the nanocarrier. Fortunately, this does
not appear to be a hopeless task, as many new nanocarriers
have been reported capable of releasing the cargo in the
presence of specific external stimuli that trigger the degrada-
tion of the particles and facilitate the clearance of the
nanocarrier from the body. A major hurdle of NPs is active
targeting toward cancer as so far, the effects reported in
vitro studies have not been as evident in clinical trials, and
there is increasing evidence that the influence of the protein
corona may play a crucial role in this regard.[309–312] Despite
these recent efforts to develop “smart” nanomedicines,
more intensive research in this area has the potential to
develop safer and less toxic gold-based cancer therapies that
could enter clinical trials.
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