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A B S T R A C T

Photodynamic therapy that involves the photosensitizer transferring the absorbed energy to surrounding tissue
oxygen has been used in clinical treatment of cancer. However, the clinically used porphyrin derivatives as PDT
photosensitizers usually need high energy excitation light, which generally gives rise to limited tissue pene-
tration depth and thereby limited photoactivation efficiency. Herein, protoporphyrin IX was chemically mod-
ified by jeffamines for improving the hydrophilicity and biocompatibility, and the resulting water-soluble por-
phyrin-jeffamine (PJ) was further covalently conjugated to the PEGylated upconversion nanoparticles (UCNPs)
via “click” reaction, which is an efficient way to precisely control the resonance energy transfer from UCNPs to
PJs. Our work demonstrates that, the probes can be effectively photosensitized to produce reactive oxygen
species (ROS) under the excitation of 980 nm NIR light. When compared with the clinically used photosensitizer
molecules, the probes exhibit a comparable capability for producing ROS. Besides, the probes present an out-
standing ability in targeting tumor cells and high efficiency in inducing cell death through the photoactivation
by 980 nm laser.

1. Introduction

Photodynamic therapy (PDT), as a non-invasive and selective
medical technology, has been applied for clinical treatment of pre- and
malignant tumors [1–5]. PDT is based on the administration of photo-
sensitizers (PSs), which can be activated by light to generate reactive
oxygen species (ROS), leading to cell death [6–10]. Up to now, the
majority of clinically used PSs are porphyrin derivatives [11–13], such
as hematoporphyrin monomethyl ether (HMME) [14,15]. The optimal
excitation windows for these PSs are in the visible or even UV range
[16], which exhibit limited tissue penetration depth due to the strong
tissue absorption and scattering of lights, and thus reduce the ther-
apeutic effects of PDT on internal tumors. Therefore, it is one of the
main challenges for PDT to properly balance the photoactivation effi-
ciency and penetration depth of excitation light.

The rare earth based upconversion nanoparticles (UCNPs) serving as
ultra-sensitive optical nanoprobes for in vivo imaging provide a new
perspective to circumvent this limitation [17–24]. Upconversion

luminescence (UCL) is an anti-Stokes process, which can convert the
near-infrared (NIR) light to shorter wavelength light [25–30]. As bio-
logical tissues exhibit significantly decreased light absorption and
scattering for NIR light in the wavelength range of 700–1300 nm in
comparison with those for visible light, NIR light is preferable for
reaching deeper tissues [31–36]. It has been demonstrated that, UCNPs
can serve as nanocarriers and light transducers to activate PSs in deep
tissues [37]. For instance, UCNPs attached with Chlorin e6 (a porphyrin
derivative) through hydrophobic interaction between the PSs molecules
and surface ligands of UCNPs, have been reported to achieve upcon-
version-mediated PDT of tumors in vivo [38]. The UCL can realize the
activation of PSs located deeply in lesions, which is apparently helpful
for reducing the dose of PSs to alleviate possible side effects, while the
upconversion nanoparticles promote the accumulation of PSs in tumor
tissues due to the enhanced permeability and retention (EPR) effect.
However, the structures of the literature-reported UCNP-PSs composites
were mainly fabricated through physical adsorption such as hydro-
phobic interactions [39–41], because the majority of PS molecules
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exhibit poor water-solubility. In consequence, the PSs attached on the
particle surface via physical interaction may suffer from non-specific
release during circulation in blood stream before they reach the tu-
morous site, due to the complex interactions between the photo-
sensitizer molecules and biomolecules in different tissues, which may
give rise to unfavorable biodistribution of the PSs and bring photo-
toxicity to tissues of the body surface. In this context, to increase the
stability of the probe by covalently attaching the PSs on the surface of
the UCNPs will be helpful for better controlling the biodistribution of
the PSs carried by the nanoparticles. On the other hand, in the com-
posite probe formed through hydrophobic-hydrophobic interaction
between PSs and surface ligands of a nanocarrier, it is very difficult to
control the relative distance between PSs and underlying carrier, which
is however very important for effectively transferring the UCNP photon
energy into ROS through the PSs. Although different conjugation stra-
tegies are being developed [39], there still lacks a reliable approach for
achieving stable UCNP-PSs conjugates with controllable loading capa-
city of PSs.

Following our previous studies on UCL nanoprobes for tumor ima-
ging [17,18,42,43], herein we propose a novel approach for con-
structing UCNP-based PDT sensitizers. As depicted in Fig. 1, proto-
porphyrin IX was chosen as model PDT sensitizer and it was covalently
conjugated with jeffamine molecules via amidation reaction in order to
improve the hydrophilicity. Upon further “click” reaction [44,45] be-
tween the thiolated PS and the maleimide group on the UCNP surface,
the stable probes with different loading amounts of PSs on UCNPs were
obtained. The PDT treatment of cancer cells under NIR light was further
performed based on the UCNP-PSs probe.

2. Materials and methods

2.1. Chemicals

The following materials were purchased from Sigma-Aldrich:
GdCl3∙6H2O (G7532), YbCl3∙6H2O (337927), ErCl3∙6H2O (289256),
oleic acid (OA, 364525), 1-octadecene (ODE, O806), ammonium
fluoride (NH4F, 216011), thiazolyl blue tetrazolium bromide (MTT,
M2128), N,N-dimethyl-4-nitrosoaniline (RNO, D172405), 2-

iminothiolane hydrochloride (2IT, I6256), 2,2′-(ethylenedioxy)bis
(ethylamine) (Jeffamine, 385506). 4-(4,6-Dimethoxy-1,3,5-triazin-2-
yl)-4-methylmorpholinium chloride (DMTMM, 74104), protoporphyrin
IX (P103197), imidazole (I108707) were purchased from Aladdin.
Analytical grade chemicals such as methanol, ethanol, cyclohexane,
ether, and tetrahydrofuran (THF) were purchased from Sinopharm
Chemical Reagent Beijing, Co., Ltd. A bifunctional ligand, PEG2000,
bearing a maleimide group at one end and a diphosphate group at the
other end (mal-PEG-dp) was a custom-made product provided by
Beijing Oneder Hightech Co., Ltd. Human colorectal cancer cell line
LS180 were obtained from the oncology school of Peking University.
Hematoporphyrin monomethyl ether (HMME, S61821) was purchased
from Shanghai Yuanye Biotechnology Co., Ltd. DMEM/F12 (1:1) (1x),
0.25% trypsin-EDTA (1x) were purchased from Gibco. Phosphate buffer
saline, penicillin-streptomycin solution were purchased from Beijing
Solarbio Science & Technology Co., Ltd. Fetal bovine serum (FBS) was
purchased from Zhejiang Tianhang Biotechnology Co., Ltd. Dimethyl
sulfoxide was purchased from Amersco. Other solvents and chemicals
were used without further purification.

2.2. Synthesis of NaGdF4:Yb,Er UCNPs

The NaGdF4:Yb,Er UCNPs were synthesized following our previous
protocol with some modifications [17]. In a typical synthesis,
GdCl3∙6H2O (0.480mmol), YbCl3∙6H2O (0.108mmol), and ErCl3∙6H2O
(0.012mmol) were mixed with 4mL OA and 16mL ODE in a 100mL
three-neck round-bottom flask. The resultant mixture was heated to
150 °C under vacuum condition. After a homogeneous solution was
formed, the solution was cooled down to 50 °C, and a methanol solution
of 10mL containing NaOH (1.8mmol) and NH4F (1.8mmol) was in-
troduced dropwise. The reaction system was then kept under stirring at
this temperature for 30min. After that, the reaction temperature was
increased to 100 °C under vacuum condition to remove the methanol
from the reaction mixture. Upon removal of methanol, the solution was
quickly heated to 300 °C under nitrogen protection and reacted for 1 h.
The resultant nanoparticles were precipitated by ethanol, collected by
centrifugation, washed with ethanol for three times, and finally redis-
persed in cyclohexane for further experiments.

Fig. 1. Synthesis routes of the probe based on upconversion nanoparticles (UCNPs). Protoporphyrin IX (a), porphyrin-jeffamine (PJ) (b), thiolated porphyrin-
jeffamine (c), and UCNP-PJ probe (d).

X. Sun, et al. Chemical Engineering & Processing: Process Intensification 142 (2019) 107551

2



2.3. Synthesis of core-shell NaGdF4:Yb,Er@NaGdF4 UCNPs

Subsequent deposition of NaGdF4 shell followed a similar process
for the preparation of NaGdF4:Yb,Er core particles. Briefly, 0.5 mmol
GdCl3∙6H2O was added to a 100mL three-neck round-bottom flask
containing 4mL OA and 16mL ODE. The resultant mixture was heated
to 150 °C under vacuum condition. After a homogeneous solution was
formed, the solution was cooled down to 80 °C, and then 0.5 mmol
NaGdF4:Yb,Er nanoparticles dispersed in 5mL cyclohexane were in-
troduced into the above solution. After heated to 150 °C to remove the
cyclohexane, the solution was cooled down to 50 °C. Subsequently, a
methanol solution of 5mL containing NaOH (0.9mmol) and NH4F
(0.9 mmol) was added dropwise. The reaction system was then kept
under stirring at this temperature for 30min. After that, the reaction
temperature was increased to 100 °C under vacuum condition to re-
move the methanol from the reaction mixture. Upon removal of me-
thanol, the solution was quickly heated to 300 °C under nitrogen pro-
tection and reacted for 1 h. The obtained core-shell nanoparticles were
precipitated by ethanol, collected by centrifugation, washed with
ethanol for three times, and finally redispersed in THF for further ex-
periments.

2.4. Synthesis of PEGylated NaGdF4:Yb,Er@NaGdF4 UCNPs

The PEGylated UCNPs were prepared through a ligand exchange
approach according to our previous report [17]. Approximately 10mg
of purified core-shell UCNPs and 100mg of mal-PEG-dp were dissolved
in 5mL THF, and the mixture was kept stirring overnight at 40 °C. Then
the PEGylated UCNPs were precipitated and washed with cyclohexane
for three times, and finally dried under vacuum condition at room
temperature. The obtained solid substance was then dissolved in Milli-Q
water and removed the free ligand by ultrafiltration (Millipore YM-100)
for further experiments.

2.5. Synthesis of porphyrin-jeffamine conjugate

Firstly, 50mg of protoporphyrin IX and 60mg of DMTMM were
dissolved in 4mL methanol. Then, 400 μL jeffamine was dropwise
added into the above solution. The reaction solution was kept stirring at
room temperature in the dark environment overnight. The resultant
mixture was firstly centrifuged to remove the insoluble, and then the
supernatant solution was precipitated and washed with anhydrous
ether for three times. After being dried under vacuum condition, the
resulting porphyrin-jeffamines (PJs) can be readily dissolved in Milli-Q
water for further experiments.

2.6. Synthesis of UCNP-PJ probe

Typically, the obtained PJs were subjected to thiolation by 2IT at
the mole ratio of 1:1.2 to convert part of the amino groups to thiol ones.
After mixed with the PEGylated UCNPs, the covalently conjugates
(UCNP-PJs) were obtained via “click” reaction. Free PJs were removed
by ultrafiltration (Millipore YM-30). The formed conjugates were sus-
pended in water and stored at 4 °C for further use. UV–vis absorption
spectra were measured by using a Cary 50 UV–vis spectrophotometer.
The loading amounts of PJs onto PEGylated UCNPs were determined by
the absorbance peak at 640 nm (characteristic of PJ, after subtracting
the absorbance of PEGylated UCNPs at this wavelength) according to a
standard curve of PJ.

2.7. Determination of ROS

ROS were determined following previous procedures [46,47]. Ty-
pically, the probes were mixed with RNO (50 μM) and imidazole
(50 μM) in 20mM phosphate buffer (pH=7.4). The resultant solutions
were then irradiated by a 980 nm or 635 nm laser (0.5W/cm2) for

different periods of time. The generation of singlet oxygen by probes
would result in bleaching of RNO absorption at 440 nm. The ratio of the
reduced optical density to the initial value at 440 nm thus reflects the
production of ROS.

2.8. Cellular staining

According to our previous work [48], approximately 1×104 LS180
cancer cells per well were seeded on a 96-well cell culture plate and
incubated overnight at 37 °C under 5% CO2 to allow a firm adherence.
Then 100 μL of solutions containing probes (100 μg/mL) or UCNPs
(100 μg/mL) were added into each well and incubated with the cells for
4 h, respectively. After the supernatant was decanted, the cells were
rinsed three times with 1× PBS buffer to remove the unbound particles
and fixed in 4% paraformaldehyde. Then the cells were incubated with
the staining solution containing chlorophosphonazo III (20 μg/mL) and
HNO3 (0.03M) for 20min, washed with Milli-Q water, and then sub-
jected to microscopy study.

2.9. In vitro PDT evaluation of probes

MTT assays were carried out on LS180 cell lines. Cells were seeded
into a 96-well cell culture plate by 5×103 cells/well under 100%
humidity, and then cultured at 37 °C in an atmosphere containing 5%
CO2 for 24 h. The probes were added to the wells at a series of gradient
concentrations for 4 h and exposed to an irradiation (980 nm) with a
power density of 1.0W/cm2 for 10min (1min interval after each
minute of irradiation) after the probes were decanted, while the cells
treated with the same procedures without irradiation were set as con-
trols. Then cells in both experimental and control groups were in-
cubated for another 24 h at 37 °C under 5% CO2. After that, 10 μL of
MTT (5mg/mL) was added to each well and incubated for 4 h at 37 °C
under 5% CO2. Then, 150 μL of DMSO was added into per well, and the
assay plate was shaken at 37 °C for 15min. The optical density of each
well at 490 nm was recorded on a microplate reader (Thermo,
Varioskan Flash), while the optical density at 630 nm was used as re-
ference.

2.10. Characterization

Transmission Electron Microscopy (TEM) measurements were car-
ried out with a JEM-100CXII microscope operating at an accelerating
voltage of 100 kV for characterizing the core and core-shell UCNPs.
Powder X-ray diffraction (XRD) patterns were obtained with a Regaku
D/Max-2500 diffractometer equipped with a Cu Kα1 radiation
(λ=1.54056 Å). The UCL spectra were recorded on a Cary Eclipse
fluorescence spectrophotometer equipped with a 980 nm CW laser
diode (0–2W) serving as the excitation source. The concentration of
rare earth elements in the nanoparticles was determined by using in-
ductively coupled plasma atomic emission spectrometer (ICP-AES,
Thermo ICP 6300). 1H NMR spectra were recorded at 400MHz
(Bruker). The chemical shifts were reported in parts per million (ppm)
using acetic acid-D4 as the solvent. Dynamic light scattering (DLS) was
carried out at 298.0 K with a Zetasizer Nano ZS (Malvern) equipped
with a solid-state He-Ne laser (λ= 633 nm) for monitoring the varia-
tion of hydrodynamic sizes of the nanoparticles before and after PJs
conjugation.

3. Results and discussion

3.1. Structural analysis of UCNPs

The TEM images and their corresponding size distributions for
NaGdF4:Yb,Er core and core-shell NaGdF4:Yb,Er@NaGdF4 UCNPs are
shown in Fig. 2a–b. Both of them show spherical morphology and high
degree of monodispersity with respective average size of
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10.7 ± 1.2 nm and 14.2 ± 1.3 nm. The particle size distribution, de-
fined by the relative standard deviation (RSD) of the particle size, de-
creased from 11% for cores to 9% for core-shell ones, suggesting that no
second nucleation occurred during the shell coating process. Powder X-
ray diffraction patterns exhibited in Fig. 2c demonstrate that the core
and core-shell particles are in consistent with hexagonal NaGdF4 phase.

3.2. Optical properties of UCNPs

The UCL spectra of as-prepared NaGdF4:Yb,Er nanoparticles and
core-shell NaGdF4:Yb,Er@NaGdF4 nanoparticles dispersed in cyclo-
hexane are shown in Fig. 2d. The emission peaks locating at 410 nm,
520 nm, 540 nm, and 655 nm are attributed to radiative relaxations
from 2H9/2, 2H11/2, 4S3/2, and 4F9/2 excited states to the 4I15/2 ground
state of Er3+, respectively. The upconversion luminescence was sig-
nificantly enhanced by a factor of 4 after epitaxial shell growth. The
improvement can be attributed to that, the shell coating efficiently
reduced the non-radiative transition channels associated with the sur-
face defects and organic ligands [49].

3.3. Properties of UCNP-PJ probes

The hydrophilic PJ was synthesized through the amidation between
carboxyl groups in protoporphyrin IX and amino groups in jeffamine as
shown in Fig. 1. The chemical structures of protoporphyrin IX before
and after conjugation with jeffamine were characterized by 1H nuclear
magnetic resonance (1H NMR) spectroscopy as shown in Fig. 3. The

ratio of eCH2e to eCH]CH2 increased from 2:1 to 8:1 after con-
jugation, suggesting each propoporphyrin IX was successfully con-
jugated with two jeffamine molecules. The loading of the obtained
hydrophilic PJs on the PEGylated UCNPs was realized through the
“click” reaction between the thiol group in the thiolated PJ and mal-
eimide group on the surface of UCNP as shown in Fig. 1. After free PJs
were removed by ultrafiltration, the UV–vis spectra of resulting UCNP-
PJ probes with different loading amounts of PJs were measured as
shown in Fig. 4a. The loading amounts of PJs on the surface of UCNPs
were determined by the absorbance at 640 nm (characteristic of PJ,
after subtracting the absorbance of PEGylated UCNPs at the same wa-
velength) according to a standard curve of PJ (Fig. S1). It was found
that the amounts of covalently conjugated PJs calculated according to
the standard curve were consistent with theoretical ones, which sug-
gests that the efficiency of the “click” reaction between thiol group and
maleimide group is near 100%. Therefore, the loading amounts of PJs
on the UCNPs surface can be precisely controlled simply through ad-
justing feeding amounts of PJs. The average number of PJ molecules
per UCNP was determined to be about 118 for UCNP-PJ conjugates
(2.0% w/w, PJ:UCNP). The above results demonstrate that the highly
efficient “click” reaction is helpful to control the distance between the
PJs and the underlying UCL nanocarrier in effectively transferring the
photon energy of UCNP into ROS through the PJs.

The colloidal stability of UCNPs and UCNP-PJ probes were char-
acterized by DLS analysis as is shown in Fig. 4b. The hydrodynamic size
(HD) of core-shell UCNPs exhibits a narrow single scattering peak at
37.8 nm, after conjugated with PJs, the HD of the resulting probes in-
creased to 38.0 nm, 43.8 nm, and 50.7 nm, according to the feeding
amounts of 0.5%, 1.0%, and 2.0% (w/w, PJ:UCNP), respectively. The
zeta potential of resulting UCNP-PJ probes (2.0%) was determined to be
about 12.3mV. The reasonable increment in hydrodynamic size and no
additional light scattering peaks appeared after conjugation with PJ
molecules, indicate that the reaction occurred in a controlled manner.

According to the UCL emission spectra of the probes with different
PJ loading concentrations with a 980 nm laser as the excitation source,
it is clear that the conjugation of PJs on nanoparticles induces a sig-
nificant quenching of luminescence (Fig. 4c), which demonstrates that
effective luminescence resonance energy transfer (LRET) occurred from
the UCNPs to loaded PJs possessing strong absorption in the range of
400–600 nm.

3.4. Generation of ROS

Generation of cytotoxic ROS from UCNP-PJs is critical for PDT. It
was evaluated through monitoring the absorption of RNO in the pre-
sence of imidazole. The capture of ROS by imidazole ring gives rise to a
trans-annular peroxide intermediate, which then reacts with RNO and

Fig. 2. TEM images and size distributions of NaGdF4:Yb,Er core nanoparticles
(a), and NaGdF4:Yb,Er@NaGdF4 core-shell nanoparticles (b), together with
their XRD patterns (the vertical line pattern in the bottom frame is the standard
XRD data for hexagonal NaGdF4 according to JCPDS card (No. 27-0699)) (c),
and the upconversion luminescence (UCL) spectra of nanoparticles recorded
under 980 nm laser excitation (d).

Fig. 3. 1H NMR spectra of protoporphyrin IX (a), and PJ (b).
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induces the bleaching of RNO. The amounts of ROS produced by PSs
could then be determined by the ratio of the reduced absorbance of
RNO at 440 nm to the initial value.

As is shown in Fig. 4d, when the UCNP-PJ probes (containing
2.5 mg/mL UCNPs) bearing different loading amounts of PJs were ex-
posed to the 980 nm laser at a power density of 0.5W/cm2, the ROS
produced from the probes significantly increased against the irradiation
time. In contrast, UCNPs without conjugation of PJs was not able to
generate ROS under 980 nm irradiation. Furthermore, the amounts of
ROS generated by UCNP-PJ probes are positively correlated with the
loading concentrations of PJ with the same irradiation time. Therefore,
UCNP-PJ probes are able to efficiently generate ROS through transfer-
ring the UCL of nanoparticles to surface conjugated PJ molecules. As a
representative, the UCNP-PJ (2.0%, w/w) probe with highest amounts
of ROS generation was chosen for further experiments.

The ROS generated through UCNP-PJ (5 μM of PJs) probes were
further compared with both clinically used HMME (5 μM) and synthe-
sized PJs only (5 μM) under the irradiation of 635 nm laser at a power
density of 0.5W/cm2, as shown in Fig. 5, (corresponding absorption
spectra shown in Fig. S2). The UCNP-PJ probes are capable of

Fig. 4. UV–vis absorption spectra (a), hydro-
dynamic size distribution profiles (b), UCL
spectra under 980 nm laser excitation (c), and
time dependent ROS generation under 980 nm
laser excitation (d) of different loading con-
centrations of PJ on the PEGylated UCNPs. The
generation of ROS is determined by the relative
bleaching of RNO absorbance at 440 nm.

Fig. 5. Time-dependent ROS generation by HMME, PJ, and UCNP-PJ probes
under 635 nm excitation. The generation of ROS was determined by the relative
bleaching of RNO absorbance at 440 nm.

Fig. 6. The cellular staining with chlorophosphonazo III incubated with UCNPs (a) and UCNP-PJ probes (b) for 4 h.
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producing highest amounts of ROS compared to either HMME or PJs
during irradiation, which may be induced by a synergistic effect be-
tween the UCNPs and PJs. Furthermore, it was found out that the
UCNP-PJ probes irradiated under 980 nm laser exhibit comparable ef-
ficiency in generation of cytotoxic ROS in comparison with that of the
clinically used HMME excited at 635 nm with the same irradiation
density.

3.5. In vitro PDT treatment of cancer cells

The UCNP-PJ probes are expected to possess tumor targeting ability,
as porphyrins can be captured by low density lipoprotein (LDL) re-
ceptors on the surfaces of cancer cells and enter the cells through

receptor-mediated endocytosis [50]. Therefore, the specific binding
assay was performed using LS180 cells which highly express LDL re-
ceptors on their surfaces. Specifically, the cells were incubated with
UCNP-PJ probes for 4 h, and then subjected to microscopy observation
after staining with chlorophosphonazo III in acidic range. As shown in
Fig. 6, the cells treated with probes clearly turned cyan, yet no obvious
color changing can be seen in the cells incubated with UCNPs only,
which indicates that the cell uptake of the probes is much higher than
that of UCNPs, i.e., the UCNP-PJ probes have obvious targeting ability
towards cancer cells.

As is shown in Fig. 7a, the IC50 of free PJs without irradiation is
40 μM, which indicates good biocompatibility of PJs and UCNP-PJ
probes (Fig. S3). Considering the excellent photodynamic performance

Fig. 7. In vitro cell experiments. (a) Relative cell viabilities of LS180 after being incubated with various concentrations of PJ for 24 h. (b) Relative cell viabilities of
LS180 after being incubated with various concentrations of probe (2.0%, w/w) under 980 nm laser excitation (1W/cm2, 10min). (c) Live-dead cell staining kit
stained images of LS180 incubated with probe (2.0%, w/w) at different concentrations after 980 nm laser excitation (1W/cm2, 10min).
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of the probes, in vitro PDT treatment of cancer cells was evaluated
through MTT assay. LS180 cells were incubated with probes at a series
of concentrations for 4 h and then exposed to an irradiation (980 nm)
with a power density of 1.0W/cm 2 for 10min (1min interval after
each minute of irradiation, which has been indicated that simple laser
irradiation had no effect on cells (Fig. S4)), while the cells treated with
probes only in absence of laser were used as the control. As is shown in
Fig. 7b, the cell viability decreased drastically with the increased probe
concentrations after irradiation, which is close to zero at 1.5mg/mL
UCNPs (containing 36 μM of PJs, which is under the safe dose of PJs).
As for the control group, the cell viability remained above 95% after
incubation with 1.0mg/mL UCNPs (containing 24 μM PJs), and 85% of
the cells still survived at 1.5mg/mL UCNPs (containing 36 μM PJs). It is
concluded that within the safe doses of PJs and probes, our probes show
high efficiency of photoactivation in producing cytotoxic ROS to kill the
cancer cells.

The cancer-killing effects of probes were further demonstrated by
staining the cells with a Live–Dead Cell Staining Kit after laser irra-
diation to differentiate the live and dead cells. Most cells were de-
stroyed after incubation with 1.5mg/mL of UCNP-PJ probes exposed to
irradiation with a 980 nm laser (Fig. 7c). In contrast, only very limited
cancer cells died if not incubated with probes after exposed to laser
irradiation. These results demonstrate that the UNCP-PJ probes could
serve as a potential UCL-mediated PDT agent for ablation of cancer
cells.

4. Conclusions

We have successfully synthesized hydrophilic and biocompatible PJ
molecules. Upon covalently conjugated to the surface of the PEGylated
UCNPs through “click” reaction, the obtained UCNP-PJ probes with
stable and controllable structure can be effectively triggered by NIR
light through resonance energy transfer from UCNPs to PJs. The probes
show comparable capacity for generating ROS when compared with
clinically used HMME. In vitro experiments indicate that the probes
exhibit outstanding targeting ability towards tumor cells and exhibit a
high efficiency of photoactivation in generating cytotoxic ROS to in-
duce cell death under the irradiation of 980 nm laser within the safe
doses. Compared to the existed PDT nanocarriers realized by the hy-
drophobic-hydrophobic interaction between PSs and NPs, our work
paves a new way in fabricating stable upconversion luminescence
mediated PDT nanoagent for the ablation of cancers.
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