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Abstract: Iron oxide nanoparticles (NPs) are commonly utilized for biomedical, industrial, and
commercial applications due to their unique properties and potential biocompatibility. However,
little is known about how exposure to iron oxide NPs may affect susceptible populations such as
pregnant women and developing fetuses. To examine the influence of NP surface-charge and dose on
the developmental toxicity of iron oxide NPs, Crl:CD1(ICR) (CD-1) mice were exposed to a single,
low (10 mg/kg) or high (100 mg/kg) dose of positively-charged polyethyleneimine-Fe2O3-NPs
(PEI-NPs), or negatively-charged poly(acrylic acid)-Fe2O3-NPs (PAA-NPs) during critical windows
of organogenesis (gestation day (GD) 8, 9, or 10). A low dose of NPs, regardless of charge,
did not induce toxicity. However, a high exposure led to charge-dependent fetal loss as well as
morphological alterations of the uteri (both charges) and testes (positive only) of surviving offspring.
Positively-charged PEI-NPs given later in organogenesis resulted in a combination of short-term
fetal loss (42%) and long-term alterations in reproduction, including increased fetal loss for second
generation matings (mice exposed in utero). Alternatively, negatively-charged PAA-NPs induced
fetal loss (22%) earlier in organogenesis to a lesser degree than PEI-NPs with only mild alterations in
offspring uterine histology observed in the long-term.
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1. Introduction

Over the past few decades, interest, design, and implementation of engineered nanomaterials
have grown exponentially, and the resulting influx of nanomaterial-containing products has greatly
increased human exposure [1,2]. Engineered nanomaterials are defined as intentionally produced
materials with at least one dimension ranging from 1 to 100 nm [3]. Nanomaterials, including
nanoparticles (NPs), exhibit physical and chemical properties unique from larger materials with the
same chemical composition, due primarily to their small size and high surface to volume ratios [3].
Due to these unique properties, NPs are now routinely employed in many fields including industrial
applications (e.g., pigments, catalysts, and solar cells), biomedical applications (e.g., drug delivery and
diagnostics), and consumer products (e.g., sunscreens, paints, and food packaging) [4–7].
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Magnetic NPs are of particular interest to the field of biomedicine due in part to their ability to
be manipulated using a magnetic field and directed to a particular tissue of interest, as well as for
their use as a contrast agent in magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) (Valdiglesias et al. [3]) [8]. Magnetic
NPs with an iron oxide core have been investigated for many biomedical applications such as drug
delivery [9,10] and are currently clinically approved to treat anemia induced by chronic kidney disease
(Gupta [11]) [8,12,13]. Biomedical investigations have even led to the use of iron oxide NPs in several
clinical trials [8,12,13]. In addition to use in biomedicine, iron oxide NPs are now routinely used in
environmental remediation applications at more than 50 sites in the United States, resulting in a greater
risk of human exposures [14–18]. Iron oxide NPs are generally thought to be safe and “biocompatible,”
primarily through the use of cell viability assays and the potential for NPs to utilize typical iron
metabolic pathways, though the mechanisms are not well understood [12]. Greater evaluation and
understanding of the mechanisms of iron oxide nanotoxicity are required for the future design and
implementation of iron oxide NPs resulting in human exposures.

The basic properties of NPs, which make them appealing for many industrial, biomedical, and
consumer applications, also present unique toxicological hazards [19]. The inherent small size of
NPs enables greater absorption and potentially greater bioavailability than bulk materials. Greater
bioavailability of NPs can be beneficial for biomedical uses, but may lead to enhanced toxicity (e.g.,
crossing the placenta). Various studies have investigated both in vitro and in vivo toxicity of NPs.
In vitro, NPs have demonstrated the ability to induce oxidative stress, damage DNA and mitochondria,
and disrupt gene expression, while in vivo NPs have been shown to induce inflammation or suppress
the immune response [3,20,21]. Though little is known about the mechanisms of NP toxicity, various
factors have been shown to influence observed toxicities, such as core material, size, shape, surface
functionalization, and surface charge [3,19,21].

Reported studies investigating the potential toxicity of NPs primarily focus either in vitro or in vivo
on adult, healthy models, with little or no focus on susceptible populations such as pregnant women
and the developing fetus. Pregnant women are particularly susceptible to exogenous stimuli including
NPs, and the small size of the NPs negates the size-selectivity of the placental barrier, which protects
the embryo from exogenous toxins [22,23]. Exposure to the developing fetus can be devastating due to
inherent increased susceptibility to environmental toxins [22,24,25]. In utero exposures can also lead
to long-term developmental toxicity that may be observed later in life. For example, trans-placental
transfer has been observed with titanium dioxide NPs leading to brain and nervous system damage
as well as with carbon NPs resulting in reduced sperm production in male offspring [26,27]. Mice
exposed to platinum NPs demonstrated potential long-term effects of gestational NP exposure. While
there were no differences in fetal death or NP accumulation in the pups, decreased growth rates and
pup mortality were significantly increased in those exposed to platinum NPs in utero [28]. Additional
animal studies performed using several different metal NPs further illuminate the potential harmful
effects of NP exposure during pregnancy (Li [20]).

Though exposure to iron oxide NPs is generally believed to be safe, concerns remain about
increased exposure to susceptible populations, such as pregnant women and the developing fetus [20].
Previous research by our lab has demonstrated the ability of 12 nm Fe2O3-NPs (hydrodynamic size
~28–30 nm with polymer coatings) to cross the placenta and accumulate in the fetal liver [29,30].
Developmental toxicity (increased fetal resorptions and decreased maternal weight gain) was
determined to be surface charge-dependent after multiple exposures to Fe2O3-NPs during pregnancy,
with positively charged polyethyleneimine-coated NPs (PEI-NPs) displaying greater toxicity and
presence in the fetal liver over negatively charged poly(acrylic acid)-coated NPs (PAA-NPs) [29]. A
study by Noori et al. examining the developmental toxicity of dimercaptosuccinic acid (DMSA)-coated
Fe3O4-NPs, observed that a single in utero exposure to iron oxide NPs (ě100 mg/kg) on gestation day
(GD) 8 led to a significant increase in pup mortality (~70%), a decrease in offspring weights, and a
decrease in offspring testicular germ cells at postnatal day (PND) 50 [30]. No effects were observed in
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either study with lower single doses of NPs (10 or 50 mg/kg, respectively) or with eight consecutive
doses of 10 mg/kg/day [29,30].

The experiments described herein were designed to further elucidate the influence of surface
charge and dose on the developmental toxicity previously observed by our lab [29]. Experiments
described herein were designed to determine whether a single, low or high dose of surface charged
iron oxide NPs, given at a particular gestational period, will result in developmental toxicity [29].
Animals were given a single low (10 mg/kg) or high (100 mg/kg) dose of NPs during a period of
major organogenesis (GD 8, 9, or 10). The influence of surface charge on toxicity was examined due to
its previously observed effects on NP toxicity, where positively-charged NPs were observed to be more
fetotoxic in one study [29], while increased offspring mortality and germ cell loss were observed with
negatively-charged NPs in another [30]. The results of this investigation provide more insights into the
role of surface charge and dose on the short- and long-term developmental toxicity of iron oxide NPs,
which may lead to the safer design of future engineered nanomaterials. No developmental toxicity
was observed after a single, low (10 mg/kg) dose of either positively- or negatively-charged NPs.
However, a single, high dose (100 mg/kg) of either positively- or negatively-charged NPs resulted
in short- and long-term developmental toxicity. Severity of the effects was dependent both on NP
surface-charge and timing of exposure, with positively-charged NPs inducing greater toxicity later
during organogenesis (GD 9 or 10) and negatively-charged NPs inducing more mild toxicity when
exposed earlier during organogenesis (GD 8).

2. Results

2.1. Maternal Evaluations

No signs of morbidity, mortality or other clinical signs of toxicity (e.g., changes in appearance
or behavior) were observed in the dams of any treatment groups, including the non-treated controls,
before or during gestation. The overall conception rates were similar between treatment groups
(71%–100%) (Table 1). Non-pregnancies were considered unrelated to treatment as they were present
in comparable numbers across treatments, including control animals, and did not significantly affect
conception rates (Table 1).

Table 1. Maternal parameters of mating and fertility for mice treated with 10 mg/kg (A) or 100 mg/kg
(B) of iron oxide NPs during gestation.

(A)
Low Dose (10 mg/kg Body Mass)

Control PEI8+ PEI9+ PEI10+ PAA8´ PAA9´ PAA10´

Mated females, n 42 16 16 15 15 15 15
Pregnant dams, n 40 15 15 14 12 15 15
Non-pregnant, n 2 1 1 1 3 0 0

Conception rate, % 95 94 94 93 80 100 100
Dam mortality, n 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

(B)
High Dose (100 mg/kg Body Mass)

Control PEI8+ PEI9+ PEI10+ PAA8´ PAA9´ PAA10´

Mated females, n 42 14 11 11 12 12 13
Pregnant dams, n 33 10 9 9 12 10 11
Non-pregnant, n 9 4 2 2 0 2 2

Conception rate, % 79 71 82 82 100 83 85
Dam mortality, n 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Maternal weight gain (MWG) during pregnancy was evaluated by subtracting the weight of
the dam on GD 0 from the final weight of the dam minus the gravid uterus on GD 17. MWG is an
indication of maternal health during gestation. Alterations in MWG indicate a problem with the
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mother’s health during pregnancy and can have long-term effects on the developing fetus [31,32].
MWGs were unaffected by any of the “low dose” or “high dose” treatment groups (10 mg/kg and
100 mg/kg, respectively), as seen on Table 2. It is noted, however, that a single, high dose of iron
oxide NPs (100 mg/kg) given on GD 10, regardless of charge, results in an apparent decrease in MWG
(Table 2), though this trend was not statistically significant.

Table 2. Maternal weight gain (MWG) in g ˘ the standard error of the mean (SEM) during gestation of
mice treated with 10 mg/kg (A) or 100 mg/kg (B) iron oxide NPs on various days of gestation (GD 8, 9,
or 10). MWG was determined by subtracting the initial body mass of the dams on GD 0 from the body
mass of the dams on the day of sacrifice (GD 17) minus the gravid uteri. No significant differences
were observed between treatment groups and the control.

(A)
Low Dose (10 mg/kg Body Mass)

Control PEI8+ PEI9+ PEI10+ PAA8´ PAA9´ PAA10´

MWG, g ˘ SEM 9.4 ˘ 0.5 8.9 ˘ 0.5 10.0 ˘ 0.8 10.5 ˘ 0.9 8.0 ˘ 0.7 9.6 ˘ 0.5 10.7 ˘ 0.9

(B)
High Dose (100 mg/kg Body Mass)

Control PEI8+ PEI9+ PEI10+ PAA8´ PAA9´ PAA10´

MWG, g ˘ SEM 10.4 ˘ 0.7 11 ˘ 1 11 ˘ 1 8 ˘ 2 10 ˘ 1 10 ˘ 1 8 ˘ 2

2.2. Embryo-Fetal Cesarean Evaluations

Observations from the cesarean evaluations are summarized in Table 3. Dams were sacrificed on
GD 17, prior to parturition in order to evaluate litter parameters such as resorptions, fetal weights, and
gross or skeletal malformations. A sobering finding of this report is the significant increase in fetal
resorptions observed after a single exposure to a high dose of PEI-NPs (Table 3). Fetal resorptions occur
during gestation and are indicative of fetal death. Timing of embryo/fetal loss can be determined as
“early”, resulting in the complete resorption of the embryo, or “late”, resulting in partial resorption and
a more complete fetus. A high dose (100 mg/kg) of PEI-NPs given on GD 10 resulted in significantly
increased fetal resorptions (p < 0.05), with several total litters lost (Table 3). This effect was not observed
in litters dosed with PEI-NPs on GD 8 or 9, indicating a critical window of toxicity to the developing
fetus. By GD 10, approximately one in four of the pups were lost in the treatment group exposed to the
high dose of PEI-NPs (100 mg/kg). Resorption rates were also elevated for dams given a high dose of
negatively-charged PAA-NPs on GD 8 (100 mg/kg) compared to the control (Table 3). The resorption
rate for PAA8´was ~22%.

No significant increases in resorption rates were observed in the “low dose” in any treatment
group (Table 3). Interestingly, low dose PEI9+ and PAA10´mice displayed slightly lower resorption
rates than the control (p < 0.05 and p < 0.1, respectively), though compared to historical control values
these results were not significant. It has been well established that iron is necessary for gestation
and iron supplementation (at low levels) can be beneficial [33]. As expected from resorption rates,
fetal viability was unaffected with exposure to a single low dose of either iron oxide NP, regardless
of charge.

Body masses of live fetuses were examined for each group following cesarean sections. Slight,
but significant decreases in fetal body masses (FBMs) were recorded for mice dosed with a high
level (100 mg/kg) of PEI-NPs on GD 10 or PAA-NPs on GD 9 (Table 3). For the PEI10+ treatment
group, which already displayed increased fetal death (42% resorptions) as mentioned above, the
FBM of the surviving fetuses was significantly reduced (p < 0.05). FBM is an indicator of fetal
health. Taken together, increased fetal death and decreased FBM (and possibly the trend toward
lower MWG) observed after a single high exposure (100 mg/kg) on GD 10 clearly demonstrate the
toxicity of positively-charged PEI-NPs during later stages of gestation. Decreased FBM observed with
negatively-charged PAA-NPs on GD 9, however, was not co-incident with an increase in resorptions
or alteration in MWG, indicating a different, less severe mechanism of developmental toxicity. This
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contrast between the apparent toxicity of PEI-NPs and PAA-NPs at large exposure levels during
organogenesis provide further evidence for the sensitivity of NP developmental toxicity to surface
charge. As expected, FBM was not altered by treatment with the low dose (10 mg/kg) of either iron
oxide NP, regardless of charge (Table 3).

Table 3. Fetal parameters following cesarean on GD 17 for dams treated with 10 mg/kg (A) or
100 mg/kg (B) of iron oxide NPs on GD 8, 9, or 10. * Significant difference between treatment and
control (p < 0.05). ‡ Trend between treatment and control at (p < 0.1).

(A)
Low Dose (10 mg/kg Body Mass)

Control PEI8+ PEI9+ PEI10+ PAA8´ PAA9´ PAA10´

Dams/live fetuses, n/n 22/263 10/128 10/149 9/112 6/79 9/126 9/128
Litters with resorbed
or dead fetuses (n/%) 10/43 4/40 1/10 3/33 3/50 2/22 1/11

Post-implantation loss,
% ˘ SEM 5 ˘ 2 9 ˘ 4 1 ˘ 1 ‡ 4 ˘ 2 5 ˘ 2 3 ˘ 2 1 ˘ 1 ‡

Total litter loss, n/% 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Fetal body mass,

(GD 17), g ˘ SEM 1.00 ˘ 0.03 0.99 ˘ 0.03 0.99 ˘ 0.04 0.96 ˘ 0.05 0.99 ˘ 0.04 0.99 ˘ 0.03 0.94 ˘ 0.04

(B)
High Dose (100 mg/kg Body Mass)

Control PEI8+ PEI9+ PEI10+ PAA8´ PAA9´ PAA10´

Dams/live fetuses, n/n 9/104 4/43 5/50 5/38 4/40 3/10 5/52
Litters with resorbed
or dead fetuses (n/%) 2/22 1/25 0/0 3/60 3/75 2/67 3/60

Post-implantation loss,
% ˘ SEM 1 ˘ 1 2 ˘ 1 0 ˘ 0 42 ˘ 23 * 22 ˘ 17 * 6 ˘ 4 5 ˘ 2

Total litter loss, (n/%) 0 0 0 2/40 0 0 1/20
Fetal body mass,

(GD 17), g ˘ SEM 1.01 ˘ 0.03 1.02 ˘ 0.02 1.02 ˘ 0.06 0.94 ˘ 0.02 * 1.00 ˘ 0.07 0.93 ˘ 0.01 * 1.01 ˘ 0.12

2.3. Fetal Morphology Evaluations

External evaluations were performed following cesarean sections for all treatments. No
malformations or variations were observed for any treatment group given the low (10 mg/kg) dose of
iron oxide NPs. A single incidence of hypoplasia of the tail was observed in the PEI9+ group given the
high dose (100 mg/kg) of PEI-NPs on GD 9. No incidences of skeletal malformations were observed.
Supernumerary, or accessory ribs, are common variations present even in the absence of treatment.
Supernumerary ribs were observed and quantified for treated and control groups (Figure 1). No
significant differences were observed in the incidence of supernumerary ribs or any other variations in
the low dose treatment groups (10 mg/kg). However, in the high dose treatment groups (100 mg/kg)
an increase in supernumerary ribs was observed in the PEI10+ (~30% incidence) treatment compared
to the controls (~20% incidence). Increased incidence in supernumerary ribs is often utilized as an
indicator of toxicity, though the significance of this endpoint is a subject of debate [34]. The functional
relevance of an increased incidence of supernumerary ribs is currently unknown, though various
factors may influence their formation including maternal stress, strain differences, and exposure to a
toxicant during early pregnancy.
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Figure 1. Supernumerary rib observations from fetuses of mice treated with 10 mg/kg (A) or  
100 mg/kg (B) of iron oxide NPs and the control, C, on various days of gestation (GD 8, 9, or 10).  
* Significant differences between treatment group and the control (p < 0.05). 

Figure 1. Supernumerary rib observations from fetuses of mice treated with 10 mg/kg (A) or 100 mg/kg
(B) of iron oxide NPs and the control, C, on various days of gestation (GD 8, 9, or 10). * Significant
differences between treatment group and the control (p < 0.05).
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2.4. Offspring Evaluations

Remaining treated dams that were not sacrificed for cesarean examinations on GD 17 were
allowed to give birth naturally. Body mass and general well-being (clinical signs) were monitored
for the offspring of treated dams following parturition. Interestingly, a slight but significant (p < 0.05)
increase in litter size was observed for dams treated with the low dose (10 mg/kg) of PEI- NPs on GD 9
(Table 4). In addition, trends of increased litter size were observed for PAA8´ and PAA9´ (p < 0.1).
No significant alterations in litter size were observed for dams treated with 100 mg/kg of NPs.

Pups were monitored through adulthood, after which those receiving 100 mg/kg were either
mated or sacrificed and their reproductive organs collected as described below. No significant
differences were observed in the offspring body mass compared to vehicle treated controls for any
dosage level of iron oxide NPs (Figure 2). No increases in pup mortality were observed for any
treatment group.

Table 4. Litter parameters for offspring exposed to 10 mg/kg (A) or 100 mg/kg (B) of iron oxide
NPs on GD 8, 9, or 10 in utero. Litter size represents results from cesarean evaluations and pups
birthed naturally. * Significant differences between treatment and control (p < 0.05). Controls from
both replicates were combined for litter size analyses as they underwent identical treatments. ‡ Trends
between treatment and control at (p < 0.1).

(A) Low Dose (10 mg/kg Body Mass)

Control PEI8+ PEI9+ PEI10+ PAA8´ PAA9´ PAA10´

Dams/live pups,
n/n 18/251 5/70 5/65 5/63 5/73 8/81 6/76

Litter size,
mean ˘ SEM 12.8 ˘ 0.4 13.2 ˘ 0.5 14.3 ˘ 0.4 * 12.5 ˘ 0.8 13.8 ˘ 0.6 ‡ 13.8 ˘ 0.5 ‡ 13.6 ˘ 0.4

(B) High Dose (100 mg/kg Body Mass)

Control PEI8+ PEI9+ PEI10+ PAA8´ PAA9´ PAA10´

Dams/live pups,
n/n 24/317 6/80 4/49 4/55 8/97 7/97 6/84

Litter size,
mean ˘ SEM 12.8 ˘ 0.5 12 ˘ 1 11 ˘ 1 10 ˘ 2 11 ˘ 1 13.7 ˘ 0.7 12 ˘ 1
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and dams that littered. 
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Adult female offspring of mice dosed with 100 mg/kg iron oxide NPs were sacrificed, and their 
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were observed with a greater apparent frequency in adult mice treated with 100 mg/kg NPs in utero 
compared to control mice. Dramatic increases in the incidence of EU were observed in adult mice 
exposed to 100 mg/kg of either PEI-NPs or PAA-NPs compared to the control (p < 0.05) (Table 5, 
Figure 3). EU was observed in approximately 15%–31% of the pups (40%–54% of the litters) 
examined for each NP-treated group, and ~5% of the offspring (9% of the litters examined) in the 
control group. The cause of the EU is unknown, but a clear increase in incidence was observed in 
NP-exposed mice. 

Figure 2. Growth charts of mice exposed to 10 mg/kg (A) or 100 mg/kg (B) of iron oxide NPs in utero
on various days of gestation (GD 8, 9, or 10). Calculations include values from cesarean evaluations
and dams that littered.

2.4.1. Offspring Uterine Histopathology

Adult female offspring of mice dosed with 100 mg/kg iron oxide NPs were sacrificed, and their
uteri were collected for histological examination. During the uteri collection, edematous uteri (EU)
were observed with a greater apparent frequency in adult mice treated with 100 mg/kg NPs in utero
compared to control mice. Dramatic increases in the incidence of EU were observed in adult mice
exposed to 100 mg/kg of either PEI-NPs or PAA-NPs compared to the control (p < 0.05) (Table 5,
Figure 3). EU was observed in approximately 15%–31% of the pups (40%–54% of the litters) examined
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for each NP-treated group, and ~5% of the offspring (9% of the litters examined) in the control group.
The cause of the EU is unknown, but a clear increase in incidence was observed in NP-exposed mice.

Table 5. Incidence of edematous uteri (EU) for offspring exposed to 100 mg/kg of iron oxide NPs on
GD 8, 9, or 10 in utero. * Significant differences between treatment and control (p < 0.05). ‡ Trends
between treatment and control at (p < 0.1).

High Dose (100 mg/kg Body Mass)

Control PEI8+ PEI9+ PEI10+ PAA8´ PAA9´ PAA10´

Littered/offspring, n 32/60 13/46 12/35 12/35 15/39 10/46 10/43
Edematous uteri,

mean ˘ SEM 5 ˘ 3 24 ˘ 6 * 31 ˘ 8 * 23 ˘ 7 * 26 ˘ 7 * 15 ˘ 5 ‡ 30 ˘ 7 *

Litters affected, n/% 3/9 7/54 6/50 5/42 6/40 4/40 4/40

To further investigate the uteri of mice exposed to iron oxide NPs in utero, uterine samples were
sectioned, stained, and examined histologically. All of the uteri examined were in the proliferative
stage of the uterine cycle, which occurs during proestrus of the estrous cycle. Mice exposed to iron
oxide NPs in utero displayed a dramatic increase in endometrial thickness (endometrial hyperplasia),
with increased preference toward pseudostratified columnar epithelium (as opposed to typical simple
columnar) when compared to the control. A more pronounced hyperplasia was observed after exposure
to positively-charged PEI-NPs than negatively-charged PAA-NPs (p < 0.01) (Figure 4). Endometrial
thickness varies based on the stage of uterine cycle, however, as all mice examined were in the same
stage, the expectations are that the endometrial thickness would be similar. Endometrial hyperplasia
can be linked with prolonged proestrus (estrogen stimulated) or endometritis and is often a precursor
to endometrial cancer [35,36]. Ovaries were also examined histologically, but lacked overt signs of toxicity.
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Figure 3. Representative picture of an observed typical uterus (A) or edematous uterus (EU) (B), as 
well as incidence of EU (C) observed for all treatment groups exposed to 100 mg/kg PEI-NPs or 
PAA-NPs in utero, and the control, C. * Significant difference between treatment group and the 
control (p < 0.05). ‡ Trend between treatment and control at (p < 0.1). 

 
Figure 4. Hematoxylin and eosin stained uterine sections from adult control mice (A) or those 
exposed to 100 mg/kg of iron oxide NPs in utero (B) (magnification of A,B: 200×). Relative 
endometrial thicknesses (C) were measured for all treatment groups exposed to 100 mg/kg iron oxide 
NPs in utero and the control, C, with GD 8, 9, or 10 pooled for all analyses. ** Significant differences 
between treatment group and the control (p < 0.01). 

Figure 3. Representative picture of an observed typical uterus (A) or edematous uterus (EU) (B), as well
as incidence of EU (C) observed for all treatment groups exposed to 100 mg/kg PEI-NPs or PAA-NPs
in utero, and the control, C. * Significant difference between treatment group and the control (p < 0.05).
‡ Trend between treatment and control at (p < 0.1).
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Figure 4. Hematoxylin and eosin stained uterine sections from adult control mice (A) or those exposed
to 100 mg/kg of iron oxide NPs in utero (B) (magnification of A,B: 200ˆ). Relative endometrial
thicknesses (C) were measured for all treatment groups exposed to 100 mg/kg iron oxide NPs in utero
and the control, C, with GD 8, 9, or 10 pooled for all analyses. ** Significant differences between
treatment group and the control (p < 0.01).
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2.4.2. Offspring Testicular Histopathology

Testes were collected from adult mice exposed to 100 mg/kg of iron oxide NPs in utero, for
evaluation of the germinal epithelium. Seminiferous germinal epithelium thickness was measured
as an indication of germ cell loss, and assessed for presence of spermatogonia, spermatocytes, and
round spermatids. All GDs were combined per treatment for analysis. A significant decrease in tubule
epithelium was observed for mice treated with a high dose (100 mg/kg) of positively-charged PEI-NPs
compared to controls (p < 0.01) (Figure 5). Decreased germinal epithelium is indicative of germ cell
loss or reduction and could be a direct result of exposure to NPs in utero.
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Figure 5. Hematoxylin and eosin stained testis sections from adult control mice (A) or those exposed 
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** Significant differences between treatment group and the control (p < 0.01). 

2.4.3. Second Generation Fertility Evaluations 

Adult offspring exposed to NPs in utero were mated with control mice in order to assess 
whether the observed testicular or uterine histopathology influenced the fertility of mice treated 
with 100 mg/kg of positively- or negatively-charged NPs. Specifically, the influence of increased 
uterine endometrium with increased EU and the decreased germinal epithelium and tubule 
diameter was examined by mating treated mice to control, untreated mice. Fertility data are 
presented in Table 6. 

Table 6. Fertility indices for offspring exposed to 100 mg/kg of iron oxide NPs on GD 8, 9, or 10 in 
utero. Each treated mouse was mated to a control. * Significant difference between treatment group 
and the control (p < 0.05). ‡ Trend between treatment and control at (p < 0.1). 

 High Dose (100 mg/kg Body Mass) 
 Control PEI8+ PEI9+ PEI10+ PAA8− PAA9− PAA10−

Mated females, n 13 19 12 14 17 19 13 
Pregnant dams, n 13 17 12 13 17 18 12 
Non-pregnant, n 0 2 0 1 0 1 1 

Conception rate, % 100 89 100 93 100 95 92 
Litters/live fetuses, n 13/162 17/204 12/139 13/157 17/237 18/234 12/145 
Fetal loss, % ± SEM 3 ± 1 11 ± 6 21 ± 11 * 13 ± 7 ‡ 5 ± 2 5 ± 2 12 ± 8 

Total litter loss, (n/%) 0 1/6 2/17 1/8 0 0 1/8 
Litter size, mean ± SEM 12.5 ± 0.9 12 ± 1 12 ± 2 12 ± 1 13.9 ± 0.6 13.0 ± 0.7 12 ± 1 

Treated mice, regardless of treatment group were able to conceive successfully. Five mice did 
not become pregnant after mating in different treatment groups. Non-pregnancies were not 
considered significant as they were all in different treatment groups, and the conception rates 
remained similar. Litter sizes (number of live fetuses or pups per litter) were unaffected by in utero 
exposure to iron oxide NPs, regardless of charge (Table 6, Figure 6A). However, increased fetal  

Figure 5. Hematoxylin and eosin stained testis sections from adult control mice (A) or those exposed
to 100 mg/kg of iron oxide NPs in utero (B) (magnification of A,B: 200ˆ). Relative germinal epithelial
thicknesses of the seminiferous tubule (C) were measured for all treatment groups exposed to 100
mg/kg iron oxide NPs in utero and the control, C, with GD 8, 9, and 10 pooled for all analyses. **
Significant differences between treatment group and the control (p < 0.01).

2.4.3. Second Generation Fertility Evaluations

Adult offspring exposed to NPs in utero were mated with control mice in order to assess whether
the observed testicular or uterine histopathology influenced the fertility of mice treated with 100 mg/kg
of positively- or negatively-charged NPs. Specifically, the influence of increased uterine endometrium
with increased EU and the decreased germinal epithelium and tubule diameter was examined by
mating treated mice to control, untreated mice. Fertility data are presented in Table 6.

Table 6. Fertility indices for offspring exposed to 100 mg/kg of iron oxide NPs on GD 8, 9, or 10 in utero.
Each treated mouse was mated to a control. * Significant difference between treatment group and the
control (p < 0.05). ‡ Trend between treatment and control at (p < 0.1).

High Dose (100 mg/kg Body Mass)

Control PEI8+ PEI9+ PEI10+ PAA8´ PAA9´ PAA10´

Mated females, n 13 19 12 14 17 19 13
Pregnant dams, n 13 17 12 13 17 18 12
Non-pregnant, n 0 2 0 1 0 1 1

Conception rate, % 100 89 100 93 100 95 92
Litters/live fetuses,

n 13/162 17/204 12/139 13/157 17/237 18/234 12/145

Fetal loss,
% ˘ SEM 3 ˘ 1 11 ˘ 6 21 ˘ 11 * 13 ˘ 7 ‡ 5 ˘ 2 5 ˘ 2 12 ˘ 8

Total litter loss,
(n/%) 0 1/6 2/17 1/8 0 0 1/8

Litter size,
mean ˘ SEM 12.5 ˘ 0.9 12 ˘ 1 12 ˘ 2 12 ˘ 1 13.9 ˘ 0.6 13.0 ˘ 0.7 12 ˘ 1

Treated mice, regardless of treatment group were able to conceive successfully. Five mice did not
become pregnant after mating in different treatment groups. Non-pregnancies were not considered
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significant as they were all in different treatment groups, and the conception rates remained similar.
Litter sizes (number of live fetuses or pups per litter) were unaffected by in utero exposure to iron
oxide NPs, regardless of charge (Table 6, Figure 6A). However, increased fetal loss was observed
throughout the course of cesarean evaluations for mice treated with positively-charged PEI-NPs on
GD 9 or 10 in utero (Figure 6B). In addition, 10.5% of mice treated with PEI-NPs in utero lost entire
litters, contributing to the elevated resorption levels observed.
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Figure 6. Litter size (A) and fetal loss (B) measured from matings of adult mice previously exposed to 
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for example, <15–20 million sperm/mL is considered subfertile due to oligospermia (low sperm 
count), with normal values ranging from 20–200 million sperm per mL [37]. A two-fold decrease in 
sperm production is enough to begin to see infertility in humans [38]. In rodents, however, a 
~20-fold reduction in sperm (about 5% of normal counts) is required to begin to see any fertility 
changes [38]. Increased fetal deaths and total litter losses for second generation mating were 
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window of exposure (GD 8, 9, or 10). Interestingly, several positive trends were observed in several 
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Figure 6. Litter size (A) and fetal loss (B) measured from matings of adult mice previously exposed to
100 mg/kg of iron oxide NPs in utero, and the control, C, on various days of gestation (GD 8, 9, or 10).
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Though increased resorptions were observed in groups treated with 100 mg/kg PEI-NPs in utero,
no apparent differences in litter sizes were observed, nor in the ability of the mice to become pregnant.
It has been shown previously that it is difficult to knock down fertility in mice. In humans for example,
<15–20 million sperm/mL is considered subfertile due to oligospermia (low sperm count), with normal
values ranging from 20–200 million sperm per mL [37]. A two-fold decrease in sperm production is
enough to begin to see infertility in humans [38]. In rodents, however, a ~20-fold reduction in sperm
(about 5% of normal counts) is required to begin to see any fertility changes [38]. Increased fetal deaths
and total litter losses for second generation mating were observed when either the male or female was
exposed to a high dose (100 mg/kg) of positively-charged iron oxide NPs in utero.

3. Discussion

The study described herein provides more substantial insights into the developmental and
reproductive toxicity of iron oxide NPs by examining the influence of both surface charge (surface
coating) and dose during critical windows of major organogenesis (GD 8, 9, or 10). Briefly,
pregnant dams were dosed with a single i.p. “low” or “high” dose of positively-charged PEI-NPs or
negatively-charged PAA-NPs (28–30 nm) on GD 8, 9, or 10. Dams and fetuses/pups were evaluated for
signs of developmental toxicity. Additionally, the offspring of dams dosed with NPs were monitored
and their reproductive capacity evaluated by histopathology and fertility testing. For clarity, the
discussion below is arranged by treatment level (low or high).

3.1. “Low Dose” of Iron Oxide NPs (10 mg/kg)

Previously reported studies have investigated the developmental toxicity of iron oxide NPs in
mammals utilizing high doses [30], multiple low doses [29], or continuous infusions of NPs throughout
gestation [3,39]. A single, low dose (10 mg/kg NPs or ~2.5 mg/kg Fe) was chosen to investigate the
impact of a biomedically-relevant dose of iron oxide NPs given during gestation. Overall, no negative
effects were observed for any treatment group, regardless of surface-charge or window of exposure
(GD 8, 9, or 10). Interestingly, several positive trends were observed in several treatment groups, which
may be due to a supplementary effect of iron, which is necessary for both the developing fetus and the
pregnant dam [33].
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No increased incidence of dam mortality or toxicity was observed, including no decreases in
MWG. This is consistent with previous studies examining a single dose of PEI-NPs or PAA-NPs given
on GD 9 [29]. Interestingly, a slight, yet not significant, increase in MWG was observed for dams
treated with either iron oxide NP given on GD 10 (PEI10+, PAA10´), indicating a potential positive
effect of supplementation. Iron is a routine supplement for pregnant women, as it is necessary for
both the mother and the developing fetus [33]. The World Health Organization (WHO) estimated
that 41.8% of pregnant women across the globe are anemic, with at least half of these cases due to
iron deficiency [33]. Therefore, it is not entirely unexpected that supplemental iron may be beneficial
to pregnant women. This effect was only observed with the latest dose (GD 10), possibly due to the
relative dose received by the dam. Mice were dosed based on maternal body mass 10 mg NPs per kg
of body mass. As the fetuses grow inside the dam (~10–15/litter), their body mass added to the total
dose received, resulting in a larger load of NPs given to the mother.

Fetal litter parameters were largely unchanged compared to controls for all NP treatment groups
across GDs. FBM was consistent between treatments and the control. No increases in fetal death
(resorptions), including total litter losses, were observed with any treatment, consistent with previous
findings dosing on GD 9 [29]. However, a trend toward decreased fetal death (increased fetal survival)
was observed for PEI9+ and PAA10´ treated litters (p < 0.1). No gross or skeletal malformations
were observed for either controls or iron oxide NP-treated mice. Supernumerary ribs, a spontaneous
variation in rodents, were observed in the treated and control fetuses with similar frequencies [40].

Litter sizes were determined as the number of live fetuses or pups, and quantified for
each treatment. No decreases in litter sizes were observed for any treatment. Dams receiving
positively-charged PEI-NPs on GD 9 (PEI9+) actually had significantly larger litter sizes (p < 0.05)
than the control. Additionally, two of the treatment groups receiving 10 mg/kg negatively-charged
PAA-NPs trended higher in litter size than the control (p < 0.1). Offspring growth was identical
between treatments following birth and began to diverge at the onset of puberty due to differing sex
ratios between treatment groups. Offspring body mass and growth rates are common indicators of
overall health. No indications of altered pup weights were observed for any treatment compared to
control mice.

Overall, no signs of toxicity were observed after a single, low dose of iron oxide NPs, regardless
of charge. Maternal and fetal health was not negatively affected by a single 10 mg/kg dose of iron
oxide NPs. In fact, it appears that a “low” dose of iron oxide NPs may provide some benefit to the
mother and developing fetus. Previously, multiple low doses (10 mg/kg) of identical iron oxide NPs
(PEI- or PAA-coated) were given to pregnant mice on eight consecutive days of gestation (GD 9–16)
resulting in the passage of PEI-NPs across the placenta and into the fetal liver [29]. Multiple exposures
also led to increased fetal death after exposure to either negatively- or positively-charged NPs, with
greater fetal loss observed with the latter [29]. Unfortunately, as one exposure during a critical period
of organogenesis appears benign or possibly beneficial to fetal development, continued exposure even
at this low dose, results in accumulation and fetal death with positively-charged PEI-NPs.

3.2. “High Dose” of Iron Oxide NPs (100 mg/kg)

In order to assess the influence of dose and surface charge on the reproductive and developmental
toxicity of iron oxide NPs during critical windows of organogenesis, pregnant dams were given a
single, high dose (100 mg/kg NPs or 25 mg/kg Fe) of surface-charged iron oxide NPs. Fetuses and
pups of the exposed mice were examined and weighed to determine developmental toxicity and
teratogenicity. Previously, alterations in testis histology including loss of mature sperm, spermatids,
primary spermatocytes, and round spermatids were observed after high doses (>50 mg/kg) of
DMSA-coated Fe3O4-NPs (3–9 nm) [30]. Therefore, the reproductive organs of pups exposed to
iron oxide NPs in utero were assessed histologically for similar pathology. Offspring of dosed dams
(exposed in utero) were mated to control mice in order to assess their reproductive capacity.
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No morbidity, mortality, or other clinical signs of toxicity were observed for dams treated with
high doses (100 mg/kg) of either positively- or negatively-charged iron oxide NPs. This is consistent
with previous research, which exposed rats to even higher doses of dextran-coated iron oxide NPs,
given over multiple days of gestation [39]. Slight decreases in MWG were observed for animals treated
with NPs on GD 10, regardless of charge, though this difference was not significant. Previous studies
has also noted a decrease in maternal weight gain after high cumulative exposures to iron oxide NPs,
including a significant decrease in MWG observed after mice were dosed with identical PEI-NPs at
10 mg/kg for 8 consecutive days of gestation [29,39]. Taken together, these results indicate that the
deleterious effects on maternal health were likely due to the accumulation of NPs after several “low”
doses of PEI-NPs [29].

Increased fetal death was observed in a few, but not all, treatments receiving 100 mg/kg iron
oxide NPs, and appear to depend on the stage of gestation. Positively-charged PEI-NPs induced
the largest increase in resorptions/fetal death with approximately 42% loss after exposure on GD 10
(p < 0.05). These results are in agreement with the previously reported ~22% resorption rate observed
when mice were given 8 consecutive low doses (10 mg/kg) of PEI-NPs [29]. Negatively-charged
PAA-NPs also induced increased resorptions, though not to the extent of PEI-NPs, and not on the same
day. PAA-NPs given earlier in gestation (on GD 8) resulted in ~22% resorptions (p < 0.05). Previously,
~14% resorptions were reported for mice given 10 mg/kg of PAA-NPs for 8 consecutive days [29].
Several total litters were lost after treatment resulting in two complete early resorptions for PEI10+
and one for PAA10´. Taken together, these results indicate a mechanism of toxicity for a high dose of
positively-charged iron oxide NPs leading to fetal loss beginning on GD 10.

In addition to an increased observation of resorptions, PEI-10+ FBMs were significantly lower
(p < 0.05) on GD 17 than the control, indicating potential fetotoxicity. FBM was also reduced (p < 0.05)
for the litters exposed to PAA-NPs on GD 9, though no increases in resorptions were observed for
this treatment. Previously, no alterations in FBM were observed after eight consecutive low doses
of PEI- or PAA-NPs [29]. To put these results in perspective, the high dose exhibiting increased
resorptions (100 or 25 mg/kg of iron) is much higher than one would expect to be exposed to for a
single biomedical purpose. Though the NPs share the same Fe2O3 core and similar hydrodynamic
sizes (28–30 nm), the applied surface coatings significantly alter their mechanisms of developmental
toxicity. Positively-charged PEI-NPs have been shown to accumulate to a greater extent in fetal tissues
and display an elevated risk for fetal death with high doses or multiple low doses given during
pregnancy, especially at later points of gestational progression [29]. Negatively-charged PAA-NPs, on
the other hand, did not accumulate in the developing fetus after multiple exposures, but still display
elevated fetal death with high doses given early in gestation and after multiple exposures during
pregnancy [29].

No differences were observed in litter sizes (including both cesarean and littered dams). Of
the surviving fetuses, a single incidence of tail hypoplasia (missing tail) was observed in the PEI9+
treatment group, with no further apparent external malformations observed for any other treatment
group. A single incidence of tail hypoplasia has been previously observed when mice were treated
orally with 100 mg/kg/day of zinc oxide NPs, but was not attributed to treatment [40]. No skeletal
malformations were observed for any treatment group. An increased incidence of supernumerary ribs
was observed in fetuses in the PEI10+ treatment group (p < 0.05). This variation occurs spontaneously
in rodents, with increased incidence observed in response to certain toxicants, though the mechanism
and significance remains uncertain [40]. Growth rates remained similar between treatments groups,
with no significant increase in mortality observed. This contrasts with previous literature, which
observed ~70% pup mortality by adulthood after acute NP exposure [30].

The reproductive capacity of mice exposed to iron oxide NPs in utero was determined by mating
a second generation of offspring from mice exposed to NPs in utero with control animals as well as
examining the histopathology of their reproductive organs (uterus, ovary, and testis). During the
course of collecting female reproductive organs from treated animals, an increased incidence of EU
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was observed, then quantified. Significant increases (p < 0.05) in the incidence of EU were observed
in almost all treatment groups compared to the control, regardless of charge, with the exception
of PAA9´, which still displayed an upward trend (p < 0.1). Subsequently, the endometrial linings
of the uteri of treated and control mice were measured, and a significant increase in endometrial
thickness (endometrial hyperplasia) was observed for both PEI- and PAA-NP-treated groups. The
magnitude of the change was greater for positively-charged PEI-NP treated mice. In addition to
endometrial hyperplasia and EU, alterations in the endometrial linings were noted for NP-treated
mice. An apparent shift toward pseudostratified columnar epithelium instead of the typical simple
columnar epithelium of the uterine endometrium was observed for mice treated with 100 mg/kg iron
oxide NPs, regardless of charge. This result may be due to excessive proliferation, induced by NP
exposure and has been identified as a precursor to carcinoma [35].

Testis sections from mice exposed to a high dose (100 mg/kg) of iron oxide NPs were also
examined for histopathological alterations. Previously, mice exposed to a single, high dose (50, 100,
200, or 300 mg/kg) of DMSA-coated iron oxide NPs (3–9 nm) in utero presented with seminiferous
tubule degeneration marked by decreased spermatogonia, primary spermatocytes, round spermatids,
and elongated spermatozoa [30]. Seminiferous tubules of adult mice exposed to PEI- or PAA-NPs
in utero were examined and the germinal epithelium measured. The germinal epithelium was found to
be significantly reduced in the positively-dosed PEI-NP exposed groups (100 mg/kg), indicating a
loss of germ cells. An apparent decreased in the numbers of spermatogonia was also noted for treated
mice, regardless of charge or dosage day. It has been shown previously that PEI-NPs can efficiently
cross the placenta and accumulate in the developing fetus [29]. The presence of NPs in the developing
fetus may alter testicular development. Apparent decreased numbers of spermatogonia were observed
for mice dosed with 100 mg/kg iron oxide NPs in utero. Noori et al. observed decreased numbers of
spermatogonia, primary spermatocytes, spermatids, and mature spermatozoa of adult mice exposed
to DMSA-coated iron oxide NPs on GD 8 (>50 mg/kg) [30].

None of the treatment groups receiving 100 mg/kg of either iron oxide NP displayed any difficulty
mating and producing viable offspring. Conception rates remained around 90%–100%. However,
increased incidence of fetal death was observed in the second generational study. Mice that were
exposed to 100 mg/kg of iron oxide NPs in utero were mated to control mice, and examined prior
to birth to determine the number of live versus dead fetuses. Again, litter sizes were unaffected by
treatment, yet a significant increase in fetal deaths was observed for the treatment groups that received
100 mg/kg of positively-charged iron oxide NPs in utero (PEI-NPs) on GD 9 (21%) or GD 10 (13%).
This observation is evidence that fetal exposure to iron oxide NPs (especially positively-charged
NPs) not only influences the mother’s ability to produce viable offspring, but can also influence the
reproductive capacity/fertility of the offspring. Further investigations are needed to elucidate the
mechanisms behind the observed long-term developmental effects of positively-charged iron oxide
NPs. Positively-charged NPs have already been shown to enter fetal tissues to a greater extent than
similar negatively-charged NPs, but how the NPs are effecting development and reproduction are yet
to be determined.

4. Materials and Methods

4.1. Iron Oxide Nanoparticles

Polyethyleneimine-coated (PEI-NPs) and poly(acrylic acid)-coated (PAA-NPs) iron oxide NPs
were synthesized and characterized as previously described [29,41]. PAA is considered to be essentially
non-toxic while the toxicity of PEI is dependent on molecular weight. Low molecular weight PEI
(10 kDa) was utilized in this study due to its low cytotoxicity [42,43]. Both PEI-NPs and PAA-NPs did
not form aggregates based on dynamic light scattering analyses performed as described previously.
For in depth information on the synthesis and characterization of these NPs, see Di Bona 2014 and Xu
2011 [29,41]. The PEI-NPs carry a positive surface charge and have an average functionalized diameter
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of 28 nm, while the PAA-NPs carry a negative surface charge and have an average diameter of 30 nm.
NPs were dispersed in sterile milliq-H2O (18 mΩ) prior to administration at 1 mg/mL, which allowed
for a final dosage volume of 0.01 mL/g body mass.

4.2. Animals and Husbandry

Male and female Crl:CD1(ICR) (CD-1) mice were purchased from Charles River Breeding
Laboratories (Wilmington, MA, USA) and acclimated for two weeks prior to experiments. CD-1
mice have large litters (average 14 pups), breed easily, and have ample reference data. Animals were
maintained in the AAALAC-approved (Association for Assessment and Accreditation of Laboratory
Animal Care International) Animal Care facility at The University of Alabama at 22 ˘ 2 ˝C with
40%–60% relative humidity and a 12 h photoperiod. Standard rodent diet (Teklad LM-485, Harlan,
Madison, WI, USA) and tap water were provided ad libitum throughout the study.

After the initial period of acclimation, two untreated female mice were bred naturally with one
male (2:1). Mating checks were performed twice daily. Confirmation of mating was achieved through
the observation of a copulation plug, indicating GD 0. Immediately after conformation of mating,
females were randomly assigned into treatment groups and individually housed in polycarbonate
shoebox-style housing with hardwood bedding (29 cm ˆ 19 cm ˆ 13 cm). After completion of
mating, male mice were euthanized using CO2 asphyxiation. All procedures and protocols were
reviewed and approved by The University of Alabama’s Institutional Animal Care and Use Committee
(IACUC) [Project Identification Codes: 11-363-1 (approved: 5 August 2011) and 12-369-1 (approved:
26 January 2012)] and in accordance with established guidelines from the International Conference of
Harmonisation (ICH) and the AVMA Guidelines for the Euthanasia of Animals [44,45].

4.3. Treatments

After mating, female CD-1 mice were randomly assigned to the following treatment groups
(Table 7).

Table 7. Treatment groups received PEI- or PAA-coated iron oxide NPs at 10 or 100 mg/kg body mass
or the vehicle control (H2O) on GD 8, 9, or 10.

NPs Concentration GD Abbreviation Group Number

PEI(+)

10 mg/kg (Low dose)
8 PEI8+ 1
9 PEI9+ 2
10 PEI10+ 3

100 mg/kg (High dose)
8 PEI8+ 7
9 PEI9+ 8
10 PEI8+ 9

PAA(´)

10 mg/kg (Low dose)
8 PAA8´ 4
9 PAA9´ 5
10 PAA10´ 6

100 mg/kg (High dose)
8 PAA8´ 10
9 PAA9´ 11
10 PAA10´ 12

Control H2O 0.01 mL/g 8, 9, or 10 C 13,14, and 15

Dams were treated by intraperitoneal (i.p.) injection of the appropriate dose of NPs in sterile
milliq-H2O or vehicle control only (H2O) at a volume of 0.01 mL/g body mass on either GD 8, 9, or
10. The selected doses were based on a previous repeated-dose study conducted by our lab designed
to elucidate the contribution of dose and surface charge on developmental toxicity [29]. The “low
dose” (10 mg/kg) is equivalent to ~2.5 mg/kg iron and was chosen to represent the amount one
might receive from a single biomedical use or exposure event [13]. The high dose (100 mg/kg) was
chosen to directly compare with the effects observed previously after multiple low doses of NPs and
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examine if exposure on a specific GD correlates with toxicity [29]. Dosing was performed on days of
major organogenesis to determine if the previously observed toxicity was a result of a single low dose
on a specific GD or the result of an accumulation of NPs after 8 consecutive exposures (80 mg/kg,
total). This dosage scheme also allows for comparison with the results observed by Noori et al., who
observed alterations in testis histology and growth of offspring dosed with iron oxide NPs in utero
(ě100 mg/kg) [29,30]. Vehicle control groups (H2O only) were found to be statistically equivalent to
each other and in agreement with historical data (unpublished results) regardless of treatment day
(GD 8, 9, or 10). Therefore, control groups (13, 14, and 15) were subsequently pooled and presented as
a single group referred to as “control” for each dosage group hereafter.

4.4. Observation of Dams and Cesareans

Dams were monitored throughout gestation for clinical signs of toxicity (e.g., morbidity, mortality,
behavioral changes, and alterations in general appearance). Maternal body weights were measured
on GD 0 and on the day of dosing (GD 8, 9, or 10). Approximately half of the dams were sacrificed
one day prior to parturition on GD 17 by CO2 asphyxiation. Cesarean sections were performed on
sacrificed dams by exposing and removing gravid uteri. Maternal body weights were measured
(minus gravid uteri). Maternal weight gains were obtained by subtracting the weights obtained on GD
0 from the weights obtained on GD 17 minus the gravid uteri. Uteri were examined for numbers of
live fetuses, early, and late resorptions to determine post-implantation loss. Early resorptions were
identified as a dark black/brown spot resembling a blood clot while late resorptions were identified
by the appearance of embryonic and placental tissue and/or fetal features.

4.5. Fetal Evaluations

Live fetuses were weighed individually and externally examined for gross malformations or
variations (e.g., cleft palate or bent tail). Following gross examination, fetuses were euthanized by
i.p. administration of Euthasol and fixed in 70% ethanol for skeletal evaluations. Following fixation,
fetuses were subsequently eviscerated, cleared, and double-stained for bone and cartilage with Alizarin
red and Alcian blue, respectively (Sigma-Aldrich, St. Louis, MO, USA) as previously described [46].
Skeletal examinations were performed on all fetuses for malformations and variations (e.g., split
cervical arch, supernumerary ribs).

4.6. Offspring Evaluations

To examine the long-term effects of a single in utero exposure (100 mg/kg) to iron oxide NPs,
remaining dams (approximately half of original numbers) gave birth naturally on GD 18. Litter sizes
were recorded and the body masses of the offspring were recorded twice weekly, through adulthood.
Adult mice were mated to controls for fertility analysis, or sacrificed for histological evaluation of their
reproductive organs (ovaries, uteri, testes).

4.6.1. Histopathology

Uteri, ovaries, and testes were collected from adult offspring (exposed to NPs in utero).
Reproductive organs were fixed in 4% paraformaldehyde, embedded in paraffin, sectioned to 10 µm
thickness, and mounted on glass microscope slides. After dehydration by a series of ethanols, the
tissues were stained with hematoxylin and eosin (H&E) and examined via bright field light microscopy
on a Zeiss Axioskop 40 FL microscope (Zeiss, Thornwood, NY, USA). Morphological alterations in
seminiferous tubule and uterine epithelium histology were examined visually. Epithelial linings of the
uteri and seminiferous tubules were quantified using ImageJ software (National Institutes of Health,
Bethesda, MD, USA). Endometrium and seminiferous tubule measurements were chosen at random
and measured from 6 uterine or testicular samples for the “high dose” (100 mg/kg) NP treated groups
and the controls for a total of 100 measurements per treatment.
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4.6.2. Fertility

In order to assess if the reproductive capabilities of the mice exposed to 100 mg/kg iron oxide
NPs in utero were affected by treatment, adult offspring of treated dams were mated with control mice
at approximately 6 weeks of age. Mating was monitored as described above. Second generation ability
to become pregnant and produce viable offspring were recorded for each treatment group. Female
mice were sacrificed on GD 17 and numbers of live and dead fetuses were recorded to assess fetal loss
and litter size.

4.7. Statistical Analysis

The litter or a pregnant dam were used as the experimental units for statistical analyses. Statistical
analyses were performed using SPSS version 19.0 (SPSS, Inc., Chicago, IL, USA) or R statistical
software version 3.2.1 (R Foundation for Statistical Computing, Vienna, Austria). Multiple replicates
were performed, with data from each replicate calculated independently, tested for homogeneity of
variance by Levene’s statistic, pooled, and analyzed to give the results reported. Parametric and
non-parametric data were analyzed via one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) or Kruskal–Wallis
one-way ANOVA followed by a least significant difference (LSD) or Dunn’s post hoc test, respectively,
to determine statistical significance (p < 0.05). Student’s t-tests and Mann–Whitney U tests were
also employed when appropriate. Control groups receiving H2O on GD 8, 9, or 10 were found to be
statistically equivalent per replicate to each other as well as to historical lab data for all parameters
investigated and were therefore pooled and are represented together throughout this report.

5. Conclusions

At low dosage levels (10 mg/kg), no maternotoxicity or fetotoxicity were observed with any
treatment groups. Instead, a few positive effects such as decreased fetal death and increased litter size
were observed for some treatment groups, possibly due to the benefits of supplemental iron during
pregnancy. However, developmental toxicity was observed after a single, high (100 mg/kg) exposure
to iron oxide NPs in utero and found to be and charge-dependent. A high dose (100 mg/kg) of iron
oxide NPs increased fetal death when given later in gestation (GD 10) for positively-charged PEI-NPs
and earlier in gestation (GD 8) for negatively-charged PAA-NPs, with greater losses occurring after
exposure to the positively-charged PEI-NPs. Decreased FBM was also noted for the negatively-charged
PAA-NPs given on GD 9. In addition to the fetotoxicity observed after the initial NP exposure for
PEI10+, PAA8´, and PAA9´, secondary developmental effects were also evident that had long-lasting
consequences. Regardless of the timing of exposure, all treatment groups receiving 100 mg/kg of
positively-charged iron oxide NPs in utero displayed altered histology of the uterus or testis, resulting
in excessive thickening of the endometrium and germ cell loss, respectively. These alterations did not
affect conception rates, as all mice were able to mate and become pregnant, regardless of treatment
(~90%–100%). However, a significant increase in fetal death was observed for treatments exposed to
positively-charged PEI-NPs on GD 9 (21%) or GD 10 (13%). These results taken together indicate that a
high dose of positively-charged iron oxide NPs given during later organogenesis, is more fetotoxic than
an equivalent dose of negatively-charged iron oxide NPs. The PEI10+ treatment group in particular
consistently displayed high developmental toxicity compared to other treatments. Future work is
needed to expand upon the findings of this report and examine several more surface coatings with
either positive or negative surface charge in order to definitively indicate surface charge as the primary
modifier of the observed toxicity.

Acknowledgments: This work was partially supported by the Howard Hughes Medical Institute (HHMI)
Undergraduate Science Education Program, NSF-DMR0907204 and NSF-DMR1149931, and the Department
of Biological Sciences at The University of Alabama. The authors would like to thank the following students for
their contributions: Austin Broussard, Nichole Marcantonio, Mary Payton Noah, Paul Ramirez, Michael Goetsch,
Stephanie Fox, Riley Kraus, Josh Faught, Leigh Ann Pledger, and John Keith.

30265



Int. J. Mol. Sci. 2015, 16, 30251–30268

Author Contributions: Jane F. Rasco and Yuping Bao are senior authors, who conceived and designed the
experiments; Kristin R. Di Bona, Marquita Gray, Douglas Fair, Hunter Hayles, Luckie Milad, Alex Montes, and
Jane F. Rasco performed the experiments; Kristin R. Di Bona and Jane F. Rasco analyzed the data; Yaolin Xu and
Jennifer Sherwood helped to make and characterize the iron oxide nanoparticles; and Kristin R. Di Bona wrote the
entire paper with suggestions from the senior authors.

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflicts of interest. The founding sponsors had no role in the design
of the study, in the collection, analyses, or interpretation of data, in the writing of the manuscript, and in the
decision to publish the results.

References

1. Elsaesser, A.; Howard, C.V. Toxicology of nanoparticles. Adv. Drug Deliv. Rev. 2012, 64, 129–137. [CrossRef]
[PubMed]

2. United States Government Accountability Office. Nanotechnology: Nanomaterials are widely used in
commerce, but EPA faces challenges in regulating risk. Int. J. Occup. Environ. Health 2010, 16, 525–539.

3. Valdiglesias, V.; Kilic, G.; Costa, C.; Fernandez-Bertolez, N.; Pasaro, E.; Teixeira, J.P.; Laffon, B.
Effects of iron oxide nanoparticles: Cytotoxicity, genotoxicity, developmental toxicity, and neurotoxicity.
Environ. Mol. Mutagen. 2015, 56, 125–148. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

4. Pankhurst, Q.A.; Connolly, J.; Jones, S.K.; Dobson, J. Applications of magnetic nanoparticles in biomedicine.
J. Phys. D Appl. Phys. 2003, 36, 167–181. [CrossRef]

5. Hubbell, J.A.; Chilkoti, A. Nanomaterials for drug delivery. Science 2012, 337, 303–305. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
6. Haider, A.; Kang, I.K. Preparation of silver nanoparticles and their industrial and biomedical applications:

A comprehensive review. Adv. Mater. Sci. Eng. 2015, 2015. Available online: http://dx.doi.org/
10.1155/2015/165257 (accessed on 14 December 2015). [CrossRef]

7. Stark, W.; Stoessel, P.; Wohlleben, W.; Hafner, A. Industrial applications of nanoparticles. Chem. Soc. Rev.
2015, 44, 5793–5805. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

8. Reimer, P.; Balzer, T. Ferucarbotran (Resovist): A new clinically approved res-specific contrast agent for
contrast-enhanced MRI of the liver: Properties, clinical development, and applications. Eur. Radiol. 2003, 13,
1266–1276. [PubMed]

9. Namdeo, M.; Saxena, S.; Tankhiwale, R.; Bajpai, M.; Mohan, Y.M.; Bajpai, S.K. Magnetic nanoparticles for
drug delivery applications. J. Nanosci. Nanotechnol. 2008, 8, 3247–3271. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

10. Xie, J.; Huang, J.; Li, X.; Sun, S.; Chen, X. Iron oxide nanoparticle platform for biomedical applications.
Curr. Med. Chem. 2009, 16, 1278–1294. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

11. Gupta, A.K.; Gupta, M. Synthesis and surface engineering of iron oxide nanoparticles for biomedical
applications. Biomaterials 2005, 26, 3995–4021. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

12. Alam, S.R.; Shah, A.S.V.; Richards, J.; Lang, N.N.; Barnes, G.; Joshi, N.; MacGillivray, T.; McKillop, G.;
Mirsadraee, S.; Payne, J.; et al. Ultrasmall superparamagnetic particles of iron oxide in patients with acute
myocardial infarction early clinical experience. Circ. Cardiovasc. Imaging 2012, 5, 559–565.

13. Lu, M.; Cohen, M.H.; Rieves, D.; Pazdur, R. FDA report: Ferumoxytol for intravenous iron therapy in adult
patients with chronic kidney disease. Am. J. Hematol. 2010, 85, 315–319. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

14. Karn, B.; Kuiken, T.; Otto, M. Nanotechnology and in situ remediation: A review of the benefits and potential
risks. Environ. Health Perspect. 2009, 117, 1823–1831. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

15. Dickinson, M.; Scott, T.B. The application of zero-valent iron nanoparticles for the remediation of a
uranium-contaminated waste effluent. J. Hazard. Mater. 2010, 178, 171–179. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

16. Li, X.Q.; Elliott, D.W.; Zhang, W.X. Zero-valent iron nanoparticles for abatement of environmental pollutants:
Materials and engineering aspects. Crit. Rev. Solid State Mater. Sci. 2006, 31, 111–122. [CrossRef]

17. Zhang, W.X. Nanoscale iron particles for environmental remediation: An overview. J. Nanopart. Res. 2003, 5,
323–332. [CrossRef]

18. Mueller, N.C.; Nowack, B. Nanoparticles for remediation: Solving big problems with little particles. Elements
2010, 6, 395–400. [CrossRef]

19. Sharifi, S.; Behzadi, S.; Laurent, S.; Forrest, M.L.; Stroeve, P.; Mahmoudi, M. Toxicity of nanomaterials.
Chem. Soc. Rev. 2012, 41, 2323–2343. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

20. Li, Y.; Zhang, Y.; Yan, B. Nanotoxicity overview: Nano-threat to susceptible populations. Int. J. Mol. Sci.
2014, 15, 3671–3697. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

30266

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.addr.2011.09.001
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/21925220
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/em.21909
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/25209650
http://dx.doi.org/10.1088/0022-3727/36/13/201
http://dx.doi.org/10.1126/science.1219657
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/22822138
http://dx.doi.org/10.1155/2015/165257
http://dx.doi.org/10.1039/C4CS00362D
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/25669838
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/12764641
http://dx.doi.org/10.1166/jnn.2008.399
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19051873
http://dx.doi.org/10.2174/092986709787846604
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19355885
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.biomaterials.2004.10.012
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/15626447
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/ajh.21656
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/20201089
http://dx.doi.org/10.1289/ehp.0900793
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/20049198
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jhazmat.2010.01.060
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/20129731
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/10408430601057611
http://dx.doi.org/10.1023/A:1025520116015
http://dx.doi.org/10.2113/gselements.6.6.395
http://dx.doi.org/10.1039/C1CS15188F
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/22170510
http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/ijms15033671
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24590128


Int. J. Mol. Sci. 2015, 16, 30251–30268

21. Teske, S.S.; Detweiler, C.S. The biomechanisms of metal and metal-oxide nanoparticles’ interactions with
cells. Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 2015, 12, 1112–1134. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

22. Menezes, V.; Malek, A.; Keelan, J.A. Nanoparticulate drug delivery in pregnancy: Placental passage and
fetal exposure. Curr. Pharm. Biotechnol. 2011, 12, 731–742. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

23. Kulvietis, V.; Violeta, Z.; Janina, D.; Ricardas, R. Transport of nanoparticles through the placental barrier.
Tohoku J. Exp. Med. 2011, 225, 225–234. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

24. Wigle, D.T.; Arbuckle, T.E.; Turner, M.C.; Berube, A.; Yang, Q.Y.; Liu, S.L.; Krewski, D. Epidemiologic
evidence of relationships between reproductive and child health outcomes and environmental chemical
contaminants. J. Toxicol. Environ. Health Part B Crit. Rev. 2008, 11, 373–517. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

25. Saunders, M. Transplacental transport of nanomaterials. Wiley Interdiscip. Rev. Nanomed. Nanobiotechnol.
2009, 1, 671–684. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

26. Takeda, K.; Suzuki, K.I.; Ishihara, A.; Kubo-Irie, M.; Fujimoto, R.; Tabata, M.; Oshio, S.; Nihei, Y.; Ihara, T.;
Sugamata, M. Nanoparticles transferred from pregnant mice to their offspring can damage the genital and
cranial nerve systems. J. Health Sci. 2009, 55, 95–102. [CrossRef]

27. Yoshida, S.; Hiyoshi, K.; Oshio, S.; Takano, H.; Takeda, K.; Ichinose, T. Effects of fetal exposure to carbon
nanoparticles on reproductive function in male offspring. Fertil. Steril. 2010, 93, 1695–1699. [CrossRef]
[PubMed]

28. Park, E.-J.; Kim, H.; Kim, Y.; Park, K. Effects of platinum nanoparticles on the postnatal development of
mouse pups by maternal exposure. Environ. Health Toxicol. 2010, 25, 279–286.

29. Di Bona, K.R.; Xu, Y.; Ramirez, P.A.; DeLaine, J.; Parker, C.; Bao, Y.; Rasco, J.F. Surface charge and dosage
dependent potential developmental toxicity and biodistribution of iron oxide nanoparticles in pregnant cd-1
mice. Reprod. Toxicol. 2014, 50, 36–42. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

30. Noori, A.; Parivar, K.; Modaresi, M.; Messripour, M.; Yousefi, M.H.; Amiri, G.R. Effect of magnetic iron
oxide nanoparticles on pregnancy and testicular development of mice. Afr. J. Biotechnol. 2011, 10, 1221–1227.
[CrossRef]

31. Gutaj, P.; Wender-Ozegowska, E.; Mantaj, U.; Zawiejska, A.; Brazert, J. Maternal body mass index and
gestational weight gain and their association with perinatal outcome in women with gestational diabetes.
Ginekol. Pol. 2011, 82, 827–833. [PubMed]

32. Godfrey, K.M.; Barker, D.J. Fetal programming and adult health. Public Health Nutr. 2001, 4, 611–624.
[CrossRef] [PubMed]

33. World Health Organization (WHO). Guideline: Daily Iron and Folic Acid Supplementation in Pregnant Women;
WHO Press: Geneva, Switzerland, 2012.

34. Chernoff, N.; Rogers, J.M. Supernumerary ribs in developmental toxicity bioassays and in human
populations: Incidence and biological significance. J. Toxicol. Environ. Health Part B 2004, 7, 437–449.
[CrossRef] [PubMed]

35. Lacey, J.V.; Chia, V.M. Endometrial hyperplasia and the risk of progression to carcinoma. Maturitas 2009, 63,
39–44. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

36. Espindola, D.; Kennedy, K.A.; Fischer, E.G. Management of abnormal uterine bleeding and the pathology of
endometrial hyperplasia. Obstet. Gynecol. Clin. N. Am. 2007, 34, 717–737. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

37. Cooper, T.G.; Noonan, E.; von Eckardstein, S.; Auger, J.; Baker, H.W.G.; Behre, H.M.; Haugen, T.B.; Kruger, T.;
Wang, C.; Mbizvo, M.T.; et al. World Health Organization reference values for human semen characteristics.
Hum. Reprod. Update 2010, 16, 231–245.

38. Meistrich, M.L. Evaluation of reproductive toxicity by testicular sperm head counts. J. Am. Coll. Toxicol.
1989, 8, 551–567. [CrossRef]

39. Bourrinet, P.; Bengele, H.H.; Bonnemain, B.; Dencausse, A.; Idee, J.M.; Jacobs, P.M.; Lewis, J.M. Preclinical
safety and pharmacokinetic profile of ferumoxtran-10, an ultrasmall superparamagnetic iron oxide magnetic
resonance contrast agent. Investig. Radiol. 2006, 41, 313–324. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

40. Hong, J.-S.; Park, M.-K.; Kim, M.-S.; Lim, J.-H.; Park, G.-J.; Maeng, E.-H.; Shin, J.-H.; Kim, Y.-R.; Kim, M.-K.;
Lee, J.-K.; et al. Effect of zinc oxide nanoparticles on dams and embryo-fetal development in rats.
Int. J. Nanomed. 2014, 9, 145–157.

41. Xu, Y.; Ying, Q.; Soubantika, P.; Yuping, B. Water-soluble iron oxide nanoparticles with high stability and
selective surface functionality. Langmuir 2011, 27, 8990–8997. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

30267

http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/ijerph120201112
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/25648173
http://dx.doi.org/10.2174/138920111795471010
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/21342124
http://dx.doi.org/10.1620/tjem.225.225
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/22052087
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/10937400801921320
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18470797
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/wnan.53
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/20049824
http://dx.doi.org/10.1248/jhs.55.95
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.fertnstert.2009.03.094
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19446808
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.reprotox.2014.09.010
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/25277315
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.clinbiochem.2011.08.796
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/22384615
http://dx.doi.org/10.1079/PHN2001145
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/11683554
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/10937400490512447
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/15586878
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.maturitas.2009.02.005
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19285814
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ogc.2007.09.001
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18061866
http://dx.doi.org/10.3109/10915818909014538
http://dx.doi.org/10.1097/01.rli.0000197669.80475.dd
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16481915
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/la201652h
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/21644795


Int. J. Mol. Sci. 2015, 16, 30251–30268

42. Godbey, W.T.; Wu, K.K.; Mikos, A.G. Size matters: Molecular weight affects the efficiency of
poly(ethyleneimine) as a gene delivery vehicle. J. Biomed. Mater. Res. 1999, 43, 268–275. [CrossRef]

43. Fischer, D.; Bieber, T.; Li, Y.; Elsässer, H.P.; Kissel, T. A novel non-viral vector for DNA delivery based on low
molecular weight, branched polyethylenimine: Effect of molecular weight on transfection efficiency and
cytotoxicity. Pharm. Res. 1999, 16, 1273–1279. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

44. Guideline S5 (R2): Detection of toxicity to reproduction for medicinal products & toxicity to male fertility.
2005. Available online: http://122.3.253.116/attachments/article/99526/S5%28R2%29%20Step4.pdf
(accessed on 14 December 2015).

45. Cima, G. AVMA guidelines for the euthanasia of animal: 2013 edition. J. Am. Vet. Med. Assoc. 2013, 242,
715–716.

46. Webb, G.N.; Byrd, R.A. Simultaneous differential staining of cartilage and bone in rodent fetuses—an alcian
blue and alizarin red S procedure without glacial acetic acid. Biotech. Histochem. 1994, 69, 181–185. [CrossRef]
[PubMed]

© 2015 by the authors; licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland. This article is an open access
article distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons by Attribution
(CC-BY) license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

30268

http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/(SICI)1097-4636(19990605)45:3&lt;268::AID-JBM15&gt;3.0.CO;2-Q
http://dx.doi.org/10.1023/A:1014861900478
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/10468031
http://dx.doi.org/10.3109/10520299409106284
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/7522588

	Introduction 
	Results 
	Maternal Evaluations 
	Embryo-Fetal Cesarean Evaluations 
	Fetal Morphology Evaluations 
	Offspring Evaluations 
	Offspring Uterine Histopathology 
	Offspring Testicular Histopathology 
	Second Generation Fertility Evaluations 


	Discussion 
	“Low Dose” of Iron Oxide NPs (10 mg/kg) 
	“High Dose” of Iron Oxide NPs (100 mg/kg) 

	Materials and Methods 
	Iron Oxide Nanoparticles 
	Animals and Husbandry 
	Treatments 
	Observation of Dams and Cesareans 
	Fetal Evaluations 
	Offspring Evaluations 
	Histopathology 
	Fertility 

	Statistical Analysis 

	Conclusions 

