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Drug delivery

Polymeric carriers 
for cancer-specific 
gene targeting

A mouse study suggests that peptide-linked polymers complexed 
with plasmid DNA may help ensure that cancer gene therapy 
is activated specifically in tumor cells and not in normal cells. 
A peptide that targeted protein kinase Cα (PKCα) was linked to 
a polymer complexed with luciferase-encoding plasmid DNA 
(pDNA), creating a proof-of-concept ‘polyplex’. When the polysome 
encounters the active enzyme PKCα, the polysome dissociates to 
allow gene expression from the released pDNA. In mice xenografted 
with B16 melanoma cells, which have high levels of PKCα, injection 
of the polyplex increased luciferase expression in tumors but caused 
negligible luciferase expression in noncancerous tissue. Next steps 
include coating the polyplex to improve its i.v. deliverability.
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