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Extracellular vesicles of mesenchymal stem or stromal cells

From bench to bedside 

MSCs

Especially fibroblastoid cells that can 
easily be raised from bone marrow and 
other tissues (including fat and umbilical 
cord) and that were initially described by 
Friedenstein and colleagues in the 1960s 
[1], became the therapeutic cell source of 
choice in a still increasing number of cli-
nical trials. Such cells display high proli-
feration potential and lack teratogenic 
potential. Since these cells were able to 
differentiate into adipogenic, chondroge-
nic and osteogenic cell types, (which are 
considered as mesodermal derivatives), 
they were initially referred to as mesen-

chymal stem cells (MSCs) [2]. Relying on 
their therapeutic potential and the fact 
that their use in animal models produced 
no recognizable side effects [3], MSCs 
were then also used successfully in initial 
therapeutic trials. The question quickly 
arose as to how the immune system res-
ponds to the application of donor MSCs. 
While it was initially thought that MSCs 
are rejected in principle, it has been shown 
that MSCs can modulate the activity of 
different types of immune cells in pati-
ents. They very efficiently suppress immu-
ne effector responses and propagate regu-
latory immune responses, that is, they 
switch the immune system from the de-

fense to the tolerance state [4-6]. In addi-
tion to the regenerative potential of MSCs, 
their immunotherapeutic activity has 
been tested in the clinic [7]. To date, near-
ly 1,000 clinical trials have been registered 
at the National Institute of Health (NIH) 
in, which MSCs had been or will be used 
to treat a wide variety of different diseases 
(www.Clinicaltrials.gov).

Although the outcome of several cli-
nical studies appears controversial, many 
studies show therapeutic effects of applied 
MSCs in at least some patients. Ongoing 
studies that investigated the bio-distribu-
tion of injected or infused MSCs in vivo 
have shown that most of the cells end up 

With the beginning of the new millennium, great hopes were placed in the rapidly developing field of stem cell 
research. It was and is the goal to develop stem cell therapies that help to successfully treat a wide range of degene-
rative diseases as well as more acute diseases such as stroke or myocardial infarction. Conceptually, it was assumed 
that injected stem cells or their descendants migrate into affected tissues and replace lost cell types via transdif-
ferentiation, thus alleviating disease associated symptoms. At that time, human embryonic stem cells came into 
focus of scientific interest. However, due to their high teratogenic potential and ethical explosiveness they could not 
be used for stem cell therapies. Instead, various somatic stem cell types were considered and used as therapeutic 
agents.
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in the lungs and only occasionally are 
found in the region of the intended target 
tissue. Attempts to clarify whether the 
cells need to migrate into affected tissues 
to achieve their therapeutic functions 
demonstrated that in most cases MSCs 
act in a paracrine rather than a cellular 
manner [8, 9]. The differentiation poten-
tial of MSCs, which sometimes was regar-
ded as pluripotent, has also been questi-
oned experimentally. Consequently, to-
day, many scientists question the stem cell 
character of MSCs. To keep the abbrevi-
ation MSC, these cells are now increasin-
gly referred to as mesenchymal stromal 
cells; also the term medical signaling cells 
has been suggested by a leading MSC re-
searcher [10].

Whatever MSCs may be called in the 
future, many scientists have tried to iden-
tify the active therapeutic substance(s) 
that they release into their environment. 
In 2009, at the example of an acute renal 
damage model and in 2010, at the examp-
le of a myocardial infarction model, and 
by using different preparation methods, 
two groups demonstrated that the active 
component is located in fractions of pro-
cessed culture supernatant that contain 
high concentrations of vesicular structu-
res. At that time these vesicles were called 
microvesicles or exosomes, respectively; 
today, one would correctly refer to them 
as extracellular vesicles (EVs) [11, 12].

Extracellular vesicles

As described in article 1 of this issue, 
EVs are entities that mediate intercellular 
communication over long distances, EV 
are delivered by different cells and are 
detectable in all bodily fluids [13]. They 
are composed of a heterogeneous collec-

tion of lipids, proteins and RNAs. As 
non-self-replicating units that according 
to their small size (70-150 nm) can be 
sterilized by filtration, small EVs have in 
principle significant advantages over cells 
for therapeutic applications.

MSC-EVs

Indeed, EVs derived from MSC cul-
ture supernatants have been already suc-
cessfully used in an individual treatment 
attempt of a steroid refractory graft-ver-
sus-host disease (GvHD) patient and in a 
clinical trial to treat chronic kidney di-
sease [14, 15]. In both settings promising 
therapeutic effects have been observed 
without any reported or detected side 
effects. More recently, a first-in-man ap-
proach of topical MSC-EV administrati-
on has been performed to improve the 
implantation-induced injury that occurs 
during the surgical procedure of cochlea 
electrode insertion. Like in the other two 
applications no adverse reactions were 
recorded, however, the hearing capability 
of the treated patient was significantly 
improved (Warnecke, Gimona, Rohde et 
al., in preparation).

Irrespective of how MSC-EVs have 
assisted in improving the symptoms in 
aforementioned patients, their therapeu-
tic potential is also documented in an 
increasing amount of different preclinical 
models. In addition to the initial reports 
on the therapeutic potential of MSC-EVs 
in the acute renal damage and cardiac 
infarction models, positive effects of 
MSC-EVs were confirmed in acute and 
chronic renal damage models by indepen-
dent groups [16-18]. Positive effects have 
also been reported on liver, lung and 
muscle regeneration [19-21]. Furthermo-
re, MSC-EVs were found to promote 

blood circulation in a rat model of critical 
limb ischemia, the healing of skin burns, 
and the survival of allogeneic skin grafts 
[22-24]. Within the nervous system, po-
sitive effects were observed on ischemic 
stroke symptoms in rat and mouse mo-
dels as well as on the regeneration of 
sciatic nerves in rats [25-27].

MSC-EVs can act via different mecha-
nisms to improve the symptoms of res-
pective diseases. Their exact modes of 
action have not been unraveled, yet. 
However, it appears that their capability 
to modulate immune responses and 
switch the immune system from the acu-
te inflammatory into its regulatory state, 
i.e. to switch from defense to tolerance, is 
one of their key-functions [28, 29]. An 
important aspect in translating MSC-EVs 
into the clinic is the consideration that 
individual MSC-EV preparation may 
vary in their therapeutic effectiveness. To 
this end, MSCs have already been recog-
nized as a heterogeneous cell entity. Inde-
pendent of their origin, MSCs from given 
sources can differ in size and in the ex-
pression level of bona fide MSC cell sur-
face antigens [30, 31]. Accordingly, it can 
be assumed that there are different MSC 
subtypes, which very likely differ in their 
therapeutic potentials. In this context, we 
are not aware of any generally accepted 
criteria to discriminate different MSC 
subtypes. In line with the postulated 
functional heterogeneity of MSCs many 
groups reported positive clinical effects 
following MSC administration, however, 
there are also several reports which could 
not reproduce observed effects [32]. Inde-
ed, a phase III clinical trial in which Gv-
HD patients were treated with MSCs 
("Osiris Study", NCT00366145), failed to 
show efficacy [33]. Thus, to avoid such 
drawbacks in the MSC-EV field it is man-
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datory to define criteria to discriminate 
therapeutic active from less active and 
nonactive MSC-EV preparations. For 
now, it is one of the mayor challenges of 
the field to set up functional assays which 
reflect the therapeutic potency of MSC-
EV preparations.

Furthermore, MSC-EVs need to be 
manufactured under GMP-compliant 
conditions, preferably in a scalable man-
ner. Due to the novelty of the field, how-
ever, there are still some technical hurd-
les. So far, there are no standardized 
procedures to prepare EVs in larger quan-
tities. Furthermore, there is a lack of 
qualified techniques to study EVs at the 
single-particle level similar to cells using 
flow cytometry. As device manufacturers 
and the pharmaceutical industry become 
increasingly aware of the potential of the 
EV field, we expect that preparative and 
analytical methods will improve signifi-
cantly in the coming years. Also, the re-
gulatory requirements, which for now 
have been formulated by only some nati-
onal regulatory authorities, might get 
harmonized. We are involved in interna-
tional activities to promote MSC-EVs and 
other EV products effectively into the 
clinics, and have published a number of 
manuscripts discussing the current state 
of the art in more details as well as strate-
gies to address challenges in the transla-
tional field [34-36].

Summary and Résumé

MSCs have been and are widely used 
in regenerative and immunotherapies. 
Recent findings suggest that their thera-
peutic effect is mediated, at least in part, 
by EVs. Because EVs can be sterilized by 
filtration and do not replicate themselves, 
EV therapies offer significant advantages 

over cell therapies. It appears that MSC-
EVs mediate immunosuppressive func-
tions and promote angiogenesis; direct 
influences on somatic stem cells can be 
assumed. Even though no side effects 
have been described so far in the precli-
nical models or in the individual thera-
peutic treatment’s attempts, safety evalu-
ation in early clinical trials are needed to 
find or exclude pro-tumorigenic, immu-
nologic or other potentially harmful ad-
verse events. The future will show whe-
ther MSC-EVs can affirm themselves as 
safe and potent cell-free therapeutics. 
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