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Gap junction mediated miRNA 
intercellular transfer and gene 
regulation: A novel mechanism 
for intercellular genetic 
communication
Liang Zong*, Yan Zhu*, Ruqiang Liang & Hong-Bo Zhao

Intercellular genetic communication is an essential requirement for coordination of cell proliferation 
and differentiation and has an important role in many cellular processes. Gap junction channels  
possess large pore allowing passage of ions and small molecules between cells. MicroRNAs (miRNAs) 
are small regulatory RNAs that can regulate gene expression broadly. Here, we report that miRNAs  
can pass through gap junction channels in a connexin-dependent manner. Connexin43 (Cx43) had 
higher permeability, whereas Cx30 showed little permeability to miRNAs. In the tested connexin cell 
lines, the permeability to miRNAs demonstrated: Cx43 > Cx26/30 > Cx26 > Cx31 > Cx30 = Cx-null.  
However, consistent with a uniform structure of miRNAs, there was no significant difference in 
permeability to different miRNAs. The passage is efficient; the miRNA level in the recipient cells could 
be up to 30% of the donor level.  Moreover, the transferred miRNA is functional and could regulate 
gene expression in neighboring cells. Connexin mutation and gap junctional blockers could eliminate 
this miRNA intercellular transfer and gene regulation. These data reveal a novel mechanism for 
intercellular genetic communication. Given that connexin expression is cell-specific, this connexin-
dependent, miRNA intercellular genetic communication may play an important role in synchronizing 
and coordinating proliferation and differentiation of specific cell types during multicellular organ 
development.

Genetic communication between cells is required for many physiological and pathological cellular processes, such 
as synchronization and coordination of cell proliferation and differentiation in tissue homeostasis and during 
organ development1. However, the underlying mechanisms are poorly understood. Intercellular transfer of RNAs 
and nucleotides was proposed early in 1970s2. It has been reported that RNAs can be transported among cells 
by microvesicles through exocytosis and endocytosis via extracellular space1,3. However, this microvesicle-based 
RNA intercellular transport is inefficient due to unavoidable dilution in the extracellular space. It is estimated 
that only very small fraction (~ 0.7%) of the released RNAs can be absorbed to re-enter into cells3. Moreover, 
this type of intercellular transport is less selectable to achieve cell-specific delivery, which is extremely important 
for controlling and coordinating the proliferation and differentiation of specific cell types in multicellular organ 
development.

Gap junctions are intercellular channels and represent the only intercellular conduit that possesses large 
pore size (1.0–1.5 nm) and allow passage of ions and small molecules from one cell interior to another directly4. 
MicroRNAs (miRNAs) are small non-coding RNAs, which can modulate gene expression widely by affecting 
the translation of mRNAs to proteins and inducing mRNA target decay5–8. A miRNA is single-stranded and ~21 
nucleotides long5,6, forming a linear molecule with a diameter of ~1.0 nm3,9, which is in the same order of the 
gap junction channel pore size. Recently, it has been reported that miRNAs can be exchanged between tumor 
cells in a gap junction-dependent manner10–12. However, it is unclear whether this is a general phenomenon and 
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whether the exchanged miRNAs are functional. Detailed information also remains unclear, since gap junctional 
coupling and connexin expression in these tumor-cells have not been well characterized. In this study, we used 
connexin-defined cell lines and found that miRNAs can pass through gap junctions to regulate gene expression in 
neighboring cells. This gap junction-mediated miRNA intercellular transfer and gene regulation provides a novel 
mechanism for intercellular genetic communication.

Preliminary reports of this work have been presented in abstract forms13,14.

Results
Transfer of miRNAs between cells via gap junctions. MicroRNAs have a uniform structure and sim-
ilar size. Since miR-96 and miR-183 are predominant miRNAs in the inner ear and play an important role in 
the inner ear development and hearing15, we selected miR-96 and miR-183 to test in this study. In order to test 
whether miRNAs can pass through gap junctions, we used connexin expression defined human HeLa cell lines. 
In each cell line, two groups of cells were transfected with mouse miRNA with GFP and empty non-miRNA con-
struct vector with GFP (NC-GFP), respectively (Fig. 1a and Supplementary Fig. S1). Then, transfected (GFP+ ) 
cells were mixed with non-transfected (GFP− ) cells and co-cultured allowing forming gap junctions between 
them. After co-culture for 36–48 hr, gap junctions between them are visible (Fig. 1c) and the co-cultured trans-
fected (GFP+ ) cells and non-transfected (GFP− ) cells were separated by fluorescence-activated cell sorting 
(FACS). In each cell line, including Cx-null cell line, the non-transfected cells without co-culture served as a con-
trol group (Supplementary Fig. S1). Figure 1d shows that the levels of miRNA expression in the non-transfected 
cells were significantly increased after co-cultured with miRNA-transfected cells in the Cx26 cell line. The expres-
sion levels of mouse miR-96 and miR-183 in the non-transfected cells in the Cx26 cell line were increased by 

Figure 1. Intercellular transfer of miRNAs via gap junctional coupling. (a) Schematic drawing of 
experimental procedure of miRNA intercellular transfer assessed by quantitative RT-PCR (qPCR).  
Non-transfected cells and miRNA GFP transfected cells are co-cultured for 36–48 hr and sorted by  
fluorescence-activated cell sorting (FACS). No transfection, no co-culture cells served as a control group.  
(b) Immunofluorescent staining of Cx26 cell line for Cx26. Cell nuclei are visualizes by DAPI staining (blue). 
Gap junctional plaques (red) between cells are visible. (c) Formation of gap junctions between miR-96 GFP 
transfected (GFP+ ) cells and non-transfected (GFP− ) cells in Cx26 cell line after co-culture for 36 hr. An arrow 
indicates a gap junctional plaque formed between GFP +  and GFP−  cells. (d) Expression of mouse miRNAs 
in the non-transfected cells after co-culture with cells transfected with miR-96, miR-183, and non-miRNA 
construct (NC) GFP vectors in Cx26 and Cx-null cell lines. The expression levels were normalized to the control 
group (no co-culture cells) in each cell line. **P <  0.001, one-way ANOVA with a Bonferroni correction. Scale 
bars: 10 μ m.
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more than 3-fold in comparison with those in the control no co-culture group (P <  0.001, one-way ANOVA with 
a Bonferroni correction). However, the expression levels of miR-96 or miR-183 in the non-transfected (GFP− ) 
cells after co-culture and cell sorting in the Cx-null cell line were 0.99 ±  0.23 and 1.01 ±  0.32 (fold), respectively 
and remained at the background level (Fig. 1d). In comparison with that at the control group, they were not 
significantly increased (P =  0.91, one-way ANOVA), indicating that there was also no apparent contamination 
during cell sorting.

Moreover, after co-culture with NC-GFP transfected cells, the expression of miR-96 in the non-transfected 
cells was also not increased (Fig. 1d). The expression levels of miR-96 in the non-transfected cells after co-cultured 
with NC-GFP transfected cells in the Cx26 cell line and Cx-null cell line were 0.94 ±  0.32 and 1.04 ±  0.45 (fold), 
respectively (Fig. 1d). In comparison with control group, they were not significantly increased (P =  0.34, one-way 
ANOVA). This further indicates that there was no significant interfering of endogenous miRNAs in measurement.

Fig.1d also shows that the expression levels of miR-96 and miR-183 in the non-transfected cells after 
co-culture with each miRNA transfected cells in the Cx26 cell line were similar, and were increased by 3.34 ±  0.25 
and 3.18 ±  0.34 (fold), respectively. There was no significant difference between increments in miR-96 and miR-
183 expressions (P =  0.89, one-way ANOVA).

We also used a fluorescence-tagged miRNA (miR-F) to assess miRNA intercellular transfer. Figure 2 shows 
that miR-F could pass through gap junctions to neighboring cells in connexin cell lines in scrape-loading. 
However, there was no diffusion in the Cx-null cell line, in which the miR-F was limited to the scraped cells at the 
scrape-edge (Fig. 2d).

Intercellular transfer of miRNAs is connexin-dependent. We further quantitatively analyzed and 
compared intercellular transfer of miRNAs in different connexin cell lines. Figure 3a shows the percentage of 
intercellular transport, which was calculated by the level of miRNAs in the non-transfected (recipient) cells vs 
the level of miRNAs in the transfected (donor) cells, measured from different connexin cell lines after co-culture. 
The percentage of miR-96 in the non-transfected cells was 29.9 ±  11.9, 10.6 ±  5.47, 7.60 ±  4.80, 11.3 ±  3.33, 
0.50 ±  0.16, and 0.24 ±  0.10% in Cx43, Cx26, Cx31, Cx26/30, Cx30, and Cx-null cell lines, respectively. Cx43 
channels demonstrated higher permeability to miRNAs, whereas Cx30 channels were little permeable to miR-
NAs. Consistent with qPCR measurement, the scrape-loading assay also shows that the diffusion of miR-F in 
the Cx43 cell line was broader and reached the 4th–5th cell order from the edge of the scrape (Fig. 3b), whereas 
the diffusion of miR-F in the Cx30 cell line was minimal and limited to the 1st cell order at the scraped edge. The 
diffusion of miR-F demonstrated the same order as measured by qPCR: Cx43 >  Cx26/30 >  Cx26 >  Cx31 >  Cx3
0 =  Cx-null (Fig. 3b). However, there was no significant difference in the diffusion of dye ethidium bromide (EB) 
among these connexin cell lines (Supplementary Fig. S2), indicating that functional expression of connexins in 
these connexin over-expressed cell lines was similar.

Blockage of miRNA intercellular transfer by gap junctional blockers. Gap junctional blockers 
could block miRNA intercellular transfer. Figure 4 shows that application of 50 μ M 18α -glycyrrhetinic acid 
(18-AGA) significantly reduced miRNA intercellular transfer. The miR-96 levels in the non-transfected cells in 
the Cx43 and Cx26 cell lines were significantly reduced from 29.9 ±  11.9 and 10.6 ±  5.47% to 2.12 ±  0.87 and 
0.12 ±  0.11% (P <  0.001, one-way ANOVA with a Bonferroni correction), respectively, at the background level 

Figure 2. Gap junction mediated intercellular transfer of miRNAs assessed by scrape-loading assay. (a–c) 
Intercellular diffusion of fluorescence-tagged miRNA (miR-F) and dye ethidium bromide (EB) in the Cx43 cell 
line. The images were captured after 30 min for scrape-loading. (d) No diffusion of the miR-F is visible in the 
Cx-null cell line. Scale bar: 25 μ m.
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(Fig. 4a). Application of 50 μ M 18-AGA or 0.1mM carbenoxolone (CBX) also blocked miR-F diffusion in the 
Cx43 cell line in the scrape-loading assay; there was no apparent intercellular diffusion (Fig. 4b).

Disruption of miRNA intercellular transfer by connexin mutation. The permeability to miRNAs 
could also be disrupted by connexin mutation. Deafness -associated Cx26 p.R75W mutant can express at the 
plasma membrane forming gap junctional plaques between cells (Fig. 5a) but has no permeability and trans-
junctional conductance16,17. In the Cx26 R75W cell line, the expression of miR-96 in the non-transfected cells 
after co-culture was not increased and remained at the background level (Fig. 5b). The scrape-loading assay also 
showed that there was no intercellular diffusion of miR-F in the Cx26 R75W cell line (Fig. 5c,d); the loaded miR-F 
was restricted at the scrape edge (Fig. 5c) as shown in the Cx-null cell line in Fig. 2d.

Gene regulation in neighboring cells. We further tested whether the transported miRNAs are functional 
and can regulate gene expression in neighboring cells. We used mouse miR-96 reporter fused red fluorescence 
protein (RFP) (RFP-miR-96R). So, RFP expression can be specifically silenced by mouse miR-96. Mouse miR-96 
(miR-96-GFP) and reporter (RFP-miR-96R) were separately transfected into cells and co-cultured. Figure 6a–f 
shows that after co-culture with miR-96-GFP transfected cells, RFP expression in RFP-miR-96R transfected cells 
was significantly reduced. In comparison with RFP-positive cells in the no co-culture control group (Fig. 6a,d), the 
RFP-positive cells in co-culture groups in Cx43 and Cx26/30 cell lines were significantly reduced to 12.0 ±  6.0% 
and 29.1 ±  5.97% (P <  0.001, t-test), respectively (Fig. 6b,e,m). However, RFP-miR-96R expressions in co-culture 
with NC-GFP empty vector transfected cells in the same Cx43 and Cx26/30 cell lines were similar to those in no 
co-culture control groups (Fig. 6c,f,m). The expression of RFP-miR-96R in the Cx26 R75W cell line was also not 
reduced and not changed when co-cultured with miR-96-GFP transfected cells (Fig. 6j–m). Moreover, silencing 
of RFP-miR-96R expression in co-culture with miR-96 transfected cells in Cx cell line could be blocked by gap 
junctional blockers. Fig. 6g–i show that application of 50 μ M 18-AGA restored the expression of RFP-miR-96R 
in co-culture with miR-96 transfected cells in Cx43 cell line as the same as that in the control group (Fig. 6m).

Figure 3. Connexin-dependence of miRNA intercellular transfer. (a) The percentage of miR-96 transfer 
calculated from the expression levels of non-transfected cells vs miRNA-transfected cells in various connexin 
cell lines after co-culture. **P <  0.001, one-way ANOVA with a Bonferroni correction. (b) Diffusion of miR-F in 
various connexin cell lines in scrape-loading assay. Data are represented as mean ±  SD.

Figure 4. Blockage of miRNA intercellular transfer by gap junction channel blockers. (a) The intercellular 
transfer of miR-96 in Cx43 and Cx26 cell lines is significantly reduced by application of 50 μ M 18-AGA during 
the co-culture. (b) Gap junction channel blockers block the intercellular diffusion of miR-F in the Cx43 cell line. 
The loaded miR-F is limited to the scraped cells in the presence of 18-AGA (50 μ M) or carbenoxolone (CBX, 
0.1 mM). Data are represented as mean ±  SD. **P <  0.001, one-way ANOVA with a Bonferroni correction.
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Discussion
Gap junctions provide a direct intracellular conduit between cells, allowing exchanging ions and small substances 
up to molecular weight of 1.5 kDa4. Gap junction channels are aqueous channels that can enable intercellular elec-
trical communication. Gap junction channels can also exchange metabolic signaling molecules, such as calcium, 
cAMP/cGMP, and IP3, among cells to coordinate cell metabolic processes for intercellular metabolic communica-
tion4. In this study, we found that miRNAs can pass through gap junctional channels to regulate gene expression 
in neighboring cells (Figs 1–3 and 6), suggesting that gap junctions can also play important intercellular genetic 
communication to synchronize and coordinate gene expressions among cells (Fig. 7). Gap junctions exist in 
almost all types of cells and organs. Moreover, gap junctions in the organs usually form functional networks. 
Thus, this gap junction-mediated miRNA intercellular gene regulation could provide a novel mechanism for 
synchronization and coordination of gene expression among a broad range of cells.

This gap junction-mediated miRNA intercellular communication is also efficient. In comparison with 
microvesicle-based RNA intercellular transport that the percentage of intercellular transport is estimated to be 
only ~0.7%3, the percentage of intercellular transport of miRNAs by gap junctions was much higher (Fig. 3). 
Except Cx30, the percentage of intercellular transport of miRNAs in the tested connexin cell lines was greater 
than 8% (Fig. 3a). For Cx43, which is expressed robustly in many cell types4, the percentage of intercellular trans-
port could be up to 30% (Fig. 3a). Furthermore, a single miRNA can reduce the stability of hundreds of unique 
mRNAs and can repress the production of hundreds of proteins18–20, and also there was no apparent difference in 
permeability to different miRNAs (Figs 1d,2). Thus, this gap junction mediated miRNA intercellular communica-
tion can provide an efficient and widespread mechanism to coordinate gene regulation and function among cells.

In the experiments, we also found that this gap junction mediated miRNA intercellular transfer is connexin- 
dependent (Fig. 3). In the tested connexin cell lines, the permeability to miRNAs demonstrates a following 
order: Cx43 >  Cx26/30 >  Cx26 >  Cx31 >  Cx30 =  Cx-null; Cx43 has high permeability to miRNAs, while Cx30 
is little permeable to miRNAs (Fig. 3). This is consistent with previous reports that Cx30 channels are imper-
meable to negatively charged molecules21,22, since all nucleotides including miRNAs are anionic at physiologi-
cal pH. This difference of permeability in different connexins may also have an important implication that this 
connexin-dependent miRNA intercellular transfer and gene regulation can provide a cell-specific intercellular 
genetic communication, because connexin expression is cell-specific4. In particular, such cell-specific intercellular 
genetic communication can have an important role in synchronizing and coordinating proliferation and differen-
tiation of specific cell types in multicellular organ development.

Indeed, gap junction mediated intercellular communication plays a critical role in the inner ear development. 
Cx26 and Cx30 are predominant isoforms co-expressed in the cochlea23,24. It has been found that Cx26 deficiency 
can induce cochlear developmental disorders24–28, whereas deletion of co-expressed Cx30 displayed normal coch-
lear development24,28. Recently, we further found that Cx26 deletion but not Cx30 deletion can disrupt miRNA 
intercellular communication in the cochlea with cochlear developmental disorders28. In the experiment we found 
that Cx26 p.R75W mutation disrupted miRNA intercellular communication (Figs 5 and 6). Cx26 mutation 
p.R75W can also induce cochlear developmental disorders and deafness24,29. Furthermore, we previously reported 
that Cx26 in the cochlea is responsible for gap junction-mediated anionic molecule permeability and metabolic 
communications30. Thus, Cx26 may also play an important role in the intercellular genetic communication in the 

Figure 5. No miRNA intercellular transport in the Cx26 R75W mutant cell line. (a) Immunofluorescent 
staining for Cx26 in Cx26 and Cx26 R75W cell lines. White arrows indicate gap junctional plaques between cells 
in both the Cx26 cell line and the Cx26 R75W cell line. (b) The expression of miR-96 in non-transfected cells is 
increased after co-culture with miR-96 transfected cells in the Cx26 cell line but not in the Cx26 R75W cell line. 
(c,d) There is no intercellular diffusion of miR-F in the Cx26 R75W cell line in the scrape-loading assay. Data 
are represented as mean ±  SD. **P <  0.001, t-test. Scale bars: 10 μ m in (a), 25 μ m in (c).
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cochlea. Cx26 deficiency impairs miRNA intercellular communication in the inner ear and inner ear develop-
ment28, and eventually leads to congenital deafness as previously reported23,25,26.

MicroRNAs also have broad function and can play an important role in DNA repair, apoptosis, oxidative stress 
response, immune response, and organ development7,31,32. To date, approximately 300 conserved miRNA families 
and thousands of additional poorly conserved miRNAs have been identified in mammals. Approximately two 
thirds of all human protein-coding genes are conserved targets of miRNAs6,7. Moreover, gap junctions extensively 
exist in almost all cell types and organs. Also, miRNAs can survive and function for several hours and even days6. 
Thus, this miRNA-mediated genetic intercellular communication may offer a new approach to the development 
of miRNA-based, gap junction-mediated gene therapies, as suggested by previous studies using other small regu-
latory RNAs, such as siRNAs, for gene therapies9,33–35.

Materials and Methods
miRNA expression vectors. Mouse miR-96 and miR-183 GFP vectors were constructed by Lentivector-
based microRNA Precursor Constructs (PMIRHxxPA-1, System Bioscience) following manufacturer’s instruc-
tions. Mouse miR-96 and miR-183 were cloned by using the following primers: miR-183-F: 3′-AAG GCA GCT 
GAC CCC TCT GC-5′; miR-183-R: 3′-GAA CAG GCC CTC TGG GGA AG-5′  and miR-96F: 3′-GGC CTG 

Figure 6. Silencing of gene in neighboring cells by transferred miRNAs. (a–f) Expression of RFP miR-
96 reporter (RFP-miR-96R) in Cx43 and Cx26/30 cell lines is inhibited after co-culture with miR-96 GFP 
transfected cells but not co-culture with NC GFP transfected cells. (g–i) Application of 18-AGA (50 μ M) 
restored RFP-miR-96R expression in the Cx43 cell line in co-culture with miR-96 GFP transfected cells. (j–l) 
There is no inhibition in RFP-miR-96R expression in the Cx26 R75W cell line when co-cultured with miR-96  
GFP transfected cells. Scale bars: 50 μ m. (m) Quantitative analyses of silencing of RFP-miR-96R reporter 
expression in different connexin cell lines after co-culture with miR-96 and NC transfected cells. In each cell 
line, the numbers of RFP-positive cells in co-culture with miR-96 GFP and NC GFP transfected cells were 
normalized to the number of RFP-positive cells in the no co-culture control group. **P <  0.01, one-way 
ANOVA with a Bonferroni correction.
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TTC CAG TAC CAT CT-5′; miR-96-R: 3′-GCC CAG CTC GGA TTG CCC AG-5′. Mouse (C57BL/6J) genomic 
DNA was used as template. PCR product was cloned into pCMV-MCS-EF1-copGFP Lentiviral plasmid (Systems 
Biosciences, MountainView, CA), and was verified by sequencing. The empty non-miRNA construct (NC) vector, 
which contains GFP, was used as an internal control. The mouse miR-96 reporter was constructed by cloning of 
perfectly matched reverse complimentary sequence of mouse miR-96 into ptdTomato-C1 vector (cat. #632533, 
Clontech) fused with red fluorescent protein (RFP) and can be specifically bound by mouse mR-96 to silence RFP 
expression.

Connexin HeLa cell line culture and miRNA transfection. Cx26, Cx30, Cx26/30, Cx31, Cx43, Cx26 
R75W, and connexin-null (Cx-null) human HeLa cell lines were obtained from Dr. Yum’s laboratory and Dr. 
Willecke’s laboratory. These connexin and Cx-null cell lines were established by transfection with defined con-
nexin(s) and fully characterized in previous studies36,37. These connexin-defined and Cx-null HeLa cells were 
cultured in DMEM, which contains ~2 mM Ca++ and ~1 mM Mg++, (Gibco BRL, Life Technologies, USA) with 
10% fetal bovine serum and 100U/ml penicillin at 37 °C in a 5% CO2 incubator. For miRNA transfection, cells 
were passed by trypsin-EDTA and re-seeded with a density of 100,000 cells per well in a 24-well plate and incu-
bated overnight. The medium was then replaced with the fresh DMEM plus 10% FBS and a transfection reaction 
mixture, which contained OPTI-MEM medium, Lipofectamine 2000 (Invitrogen) and the miRNA plasmid, fol-
lowing manufacturer’s instructions. After 18–24 hours, successful transfectants were verified under the fluores-
cent microscope.

Cell co-culture and fluorescence-activated cell sorting (FACS). In each experiment, the selected con-
nexin cell lines and the control Cx-null cell line were cultured in parallel. For each cell line, the cultured cells were 
divided into 4 groups: two groups were transfected with miRNA GFP vectors and empty non-miRNA construct 
(NC) GFP vectors, and two groups had no transfection (Supplementary Fig. S1). After 18–24 hr, the cultured 
cells were disassociated with trypsin, and the transfected cells were co-cultured with non-transfected cells at 1:1 
ratio, allowing formation of gap junctions between them (Fig. 1c). After co-culture for 36–48 hr, the co-cultured 
cells were disassociated by trypsin, washed with culture medium for 2-3 times, and sorted by iCyt Synergy sorter 
system (a Becton-Dickinson LSRII). Transfected (GFP+ ) cells and non-transfected (GFP− ) cells were separately 
collected for miRNA measurement (Fig. 1a and Supplementary Fig. S1).

miRNA extraction and quantitative PCR measurement. As we previously reported28, miRNAs in 
sorted GFP(+ ) cells, GFP(− ) cells, and no co-culture cells (1 ×  106 cells in each group) were extracted by use of 
mirVana miRNA Isolation Kit (AM1560, Ambion, USA) following manufacturer’s instructions. The purity and 
quantity of miRNA was determined by a NanoDrop ND-1000 Spectrophotometer (NanoDrop Technologies, Inc., 
Rockland, DE). Then, as we previously reported28, miRNAs were converted to cDNA using TaqMan® MicroRNA 
Reverse Transcription Kit (#4366596, Applied Biosystems, CA, USA) with corresponding mouse-specific miRNA 
reverse transcription templates according to manufacturer’s instructions, and measured by use of MyiQ real-time 
PCR detection system (Bio-Rad Laboratories) with TaqMan® MicroRNA Assay (Applied Biosystems, CA, USA). 
An internal standard U6 snRNA (#001973, Applied Biosystems, CA) was used as an internal control. The relative 

Figure 7. Schematic drawing of gap junction mediated miRNA intercellular communication and gene 
regulation. 
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quantity of miRNA expression was calculated from the standard curve and normalized to the amount of the inter-
nal standard U6 snRNA28. The miRNA levels in both transfected (GFP+) group and non-transfected (GFP−) 
group were calculated. The percentage of miRNA intercellular transport was further calculated by the miRNA 
level in the non-transfected (GFP−) cells vs the miRNA level in the transfected (GFP+) cells sorted from the 
same co-culture group.

Scrape-loading for assessing the gap junctional permeability to miRNAs. For scrape-loading to 
assess the permeability of gap junctional channels to miRNA, a fluorescence-tagged miRNA (miR-F), which is 
constructed by a 25 nt miRNA (5′-CCT CTT ACC TCA GTT ACA ATT TATA-3′) labeled with carboxyfluo-
rescein on its 3′  end (Gene Tools, Inc. OR), was used as we previously reported28. This miR-F was proven to be 
not hybridized or degraded and also had no fluorescent tag removal in the cytoplasm38,39. For performance of 
scrape-loading, cells were grown to confluence and incubated in 100 μ M miR-F. Parallel lines were cut by a razor 
blade. After 30 min, cells were washed with HBSS and the diffusion of miR-F was imaged. The distance from the 
scrape edge to the point where the average fluorescence intensity dropped to 1.5X the background intensity were 
measured by NIH imageJ software (NIH, Bethesda, MD, USA).

Immunofluorescent staining. The immunofluorescent staining was performed as previously reported23. 
The cultured cells were fixed with 4% paraformaldehyde for 30 min and washed with PBS. After 30 min of 
incubation in a blocking solution (10% goat serum and 1% BSA in PBS) with 0.1% Triton X-100, the cultured 
cells were incubated with monoclonal mouse anti-Cx26 (1: 400, Cat#33-5800, Invitrogen) in the blocking 
solution at 4 °C overnight. After being washed with PBS, the cells were incubated with corresponding Alexa 
Fluor 488- or 568-conjugated goat anti-mouse IgG (1:500, Molecular Probes) in the blocking solution at room 
temperature (23 °C) for 1 hr. In some cases, following the 2nd antibody incubation, the cells were stained by  
4′, 6-diamidino-2-phenylindole (DAPI, 0.1 mg/ml, D1306; Molecular Probes) for ~15–20 min to visualize  
cell nuclei. After washing with PBS, the cells were mounted with a fluorescence mounting medium (H-1000, 
Vector Lab, CA) and observed under a fluorescence microscope (Nickon, T2000) or a confocal microscope (Leica 
TCS SP2). The fluorescent image was saved in the TIFF format and assembled in Photoshop (Adobe Systems, CA) 
for presentation.

Data analysis. Data were expressed as mean ±  s.e.m. unless otherwise indicated in text and plotted by 
SigmaPlot (SPSS Inc. Chicago, IL). The statistical analyses were performed by SPSS v18.0 (SPSS Inc. Chicago, IL) 
using one-way ANOVA with a Bonferroni correction or t-test.

References
1. Mittelbrunn, M. & Sánchez-Madrid, F. Intercellular communication: diverse structures for exchange of genetic information. Nat. 

Rev. Mol. Cell Biol. 13, 328–335 (2012).
2. Pitts, J. D. & Simms, J. W. Permeability of junctions between animal cells. Intercellular transfer of nucleotides but not of 

macromolecules. Exp. Cell Res. 104, 153–163 (1977).
3. Brink, P. R., Valiunas, V., Gordon, C., Rosen, M. R. & Cohen, I. S. Can gap junctions deliver? Biochim. Biophys. Acta. 1818, 

2076–2081 (2012).
4. Harris, A. L. Emerging issues of connexin channels: biophysics fills the gap. Q. Rev. Biophys. 34, 325–472 (2001).
5. Ambros, V. The functions of animal microRNAs. Nature 431, 350–355 (2004).
6. Bartel, D. P. MicroRNAs: genomics, biogenesis, mechanism, and function. Cell 116, 281–297 (2004).
7. Bartel, D. P. MicroRNAs: target recognition and regulatory functions. Cell 136, 215–233 (2009).
8. He, L. & Hannon, G. J. MicroRNAs: small RNAs with a big role in gene regulation. Nat. Rev. Genet. 5, 522–531 (2004).
9. Valiunas, V. et al. Connexin-specific cell-to-cell transfer of short interfering RNA by gap junctions. J. Physiol. 568, 459–468 (2005).

10. Katakowski, M., Buller, B., Wang, X., Rogers, T. & Chopp, M. Functional microRNA is transferred between glioma cells. Cancer Res. 
70, 8259–8263 (2010).

11. Gregory, L. A., Ricart, R. A., Patel, S. A., Lim, P. K. & Rameshwar, P. MicroRNAs, Gap Junctional Intercellular Communication and 
Mesenchymal Stem Cells in Breast Cancer Metastasis. Curr. Cancer Ther. Rev. 7, 176–183 (2011).

12. Lim, P. K. et al. Gap junction-mediated import of microRNA from bone marrow stromal cells can elicit cell cycle quiescence in 
breast cancer cells. Cancer Res. 71, 1550–1560 (2011).

13. Zhao, H. B., Zhu, Y., Zong, L. & Liang, R. Q. Gap junction mediated miRNA intercellular communication. The 36th Association 
Research in Otolaryngology Annual Meeting. Baltimore, Maryland, USA. (2013, Feb. 16–20).

14. Zhao, H. B. Gap junction mediated miRNA intercellular communication is critical for cochlear development and hearing. The 14th 
International Gap Junction Conference. Charleston, South Carolina, USA. (2013, July 13–18).

15. Conte, I., Banfi, S. & Bovolenta, P. Non-coding RNAs in the development of sensory organs and related diseases. Cell Mol. Life Sci. 
70, 4141–4155 (2013).

16. Chen, Y., Deng, Y., Bao, X., Reuss, L. & Altenberg, G. A. Mechanism of the defect in gap-junctional communication by expression of 
a connexin 26 mutant associated with dominant deafness. FASEB J. 19, 1516–1518 (2005).

17. Zhang, J., Scherer, S. S. & Yum, S. W. Dominant Cx26 mutants associated with hearing loss have dominant-negative effects on wild 
type Cx26. Mol. Cell Neurosci. 47, 71–78 (2011).

18. Lim, L. P. et al. Microarray analysis shows that some microRNAs downregulate large numbers of target mRNAs. Nature 433, 
769–773 (2005).

19. Selbach, M. et al. Widespread changes in protein synthesis induced by microRNAs. Nature 455, 58–63 (2008).
20. Baek, D. et al. The impact of microRNAs on protein output. Nature 455, 64–71 (2008).
21. Manthey, D. et al. Intracellular domains of mouse connexin 26 and − 30 affect diffusional and electrical properties of gap junction 

channels. J. Membr. Biol. 181, 137–148 (2001).
22. Beltramello, M. et al. Permeability and gating properties of human connexins 26 and 30 expressed in HeLa cells. Biochem. Biophys. 

Res. Commun. 305, 1024–1033 (2003).
23. Zhao, H. B. & Yu, N. Distinct and gradient distributions of connexin 26 and connexin 30 in the cochlear sensory epithelium of 

guinea pigs. J. Comp. Neurol. 499, 506–518 (2006).
24. Wingard, J. C. & Zhao, H. B. Cellular and deafness mechanisms underlying connexin mutation induced hearing loss – A common 

hereditary deafness. Front. Cell. Neurosci. 9, 202 doi: 10.3389/fncel.2015.00202 (2015).
25. Wang, Y. et al. Targeted connexin26 ablation arrests postnatal development of the organ of Corti. Biochem. Biophys. Res. Commun. 

385, 33–37 (2009).



www.nature.com/scientificreports/

9Scientific RepoRts | 6:19884 | DOI: 10.1038/srep19884

26. Liang, C., Zhu, Y., Zong, L., Lu, G. J. & Zhao, H. B. Cell degeneration is not a primary causer for Connexin26 (GJB2) deficiency 
associated hearing loss. Neurosci. Lett. 528, 36–41 (2012).

27. Chen, J., Chen, J., Zhu, Y., Liang, C. & Zhao, H. B. Deafness induced by Connexin26 (GJB2) deficiency is not determined by 
endocochlear potential (EP) reduction but is associated with cochlear developmental disorders. Biochem. Biophys. Res. Commun. 
448, 28–32 (2014).

28. Zhu, Y., Zong, L., Mei, L. & Zhao, H. B. Connexin26 gap junction mediates miRNA intercellular genetic communication in the 
cochlea and is required for inner ear development. Sci. Rep. 5, 15647; doi: 10.1038/srep15647 (2015).

29. Castillo, F. J. & Castillo, I. The DFNB1 subtype of autosomal recessive non-syndromic hearing impairment. Front. Biosci. 17, 
3252–3274 (2011).

30. Zhao, H. B. Connexin26 is responsible for anionic molecule permeability in the cochlea for intercellular signaling and metabolic 
communications. Eur. J. Neurosci. 21, 1859–1868 (2005).

31. Krol, J., Loedige, I. & Filipowicz, W. The widespread regulation of microRNA biogenesis, function and decay. Nat. Rev. Genet. 11, 
597–610 (2010).

32. Huntzinger, E. & Izaurralde, E. Gene silencing by microRNAs: contributions of translational repression and mRNA decay. Nat. Rev. 
Genet. 12, 99–110 (2011).

33. Wolvetang, E. J., Pera, M. F. & Zuckerman, K. S. Gap junction mediated transport of shRNA between human embryonic stem cells. 
Biochem. Biophys. Res. Commun. 363, 610–615 (2007).

34. Kizana, E., Cingolani, E. & Marbán, E. Non-cell-autonomous effects of vector-expressed regulatory RNAs in mammalian heart cells. 
Gene Ther. 16, 1163–1168 (2009).

35. van Rooij, E., Purcell, A. L. & Levin, A. A. Developing microRNA therapeutics. Circ. Res. 110, 496–507 (2012).
36. Elfgang, C. et al. Specific permeability and selective formation of gap junction channels in connexin-transfected HeLa cells. J. Cell 

Biol. 129, 805–817 (1995).
37. Yum, S. W. et al. Human connexin26 and connexin 30 form functional heteromeric and heterotypic channels. Am. J. Physiol. Cell 

Physiol. 293, C1032–1048 (2007).
38. Hudziak, R. M. et al. Resistance of morpholino phosphorodiamidate oligomers to enzymatic degradation. Antisense Nucl. Acid. 

Drug Dev. 6, 267–272 (1996).
39. Summerton, J. & Weller, D. Morpholino antisense oligmers: design, preparation and properties. Antisense Nucl. Acid. Drug Dev. 7, 

187–195 (1997).

Acknowledgements
We are grateful to Dr. Klaus Willecke at University Bonn and Dr. Sabrina Yum at Children’s Hospital of 
Philadelphia for kindly providing connexin-defined cell lines. This work was supported by NIDCD R01-05989

Author Contributions
Z.L., Y.Z., R.Q.L. and H.B.Z. designed and performed experiments. Z.L., Y.Z. and H.B.Z. analyzed data. H.B.Z. 
wrote the paper.

Additional Information
Supplementary information accompanies this paper at http://www.nature.com/srep
Competing financial interests: The authors declare no competing financial interests.
How to cite this article: Zong, L. et al. Gap junction mediated miRNA intercellular transfer and gene 
regulation: A novel mechanism for intercellular genetic communication. Sci. Rep. 6, 19884; doi: 10.1038/
srep19884 (2016).

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License. The images 
or other third party material in this article are included in the article’s Creative Commons license, 

unless indicated otherwise in the credit line; if the material is not included under the Creative Commons license, 
users will need to obtain permission from the license holder to reproduce the material. To view a copy of this 
license, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

http://www.nature.com/srep
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

	Gap Junction Mediated miRNA Intercellular Transfer and Gene Regulation: A Novel Mechanism for Intercellular Genetic Communication
	Repository Citation

	Gap Junction Mediated miRNA Intercellular Transfer and Gene Regulation: A Novel Mechanism for Intercellular Genetic Communication
	Digital Object Identifier (DOI)
	Notes/Citation Information

	Gap junction mediated miRNA intercellular transfer and gene regulation: A novel mechanism for intercellular genetic communi ...
	Results
	Transfer of miRNAs between cells via gap junctions. 
	Intercellular transfer of miRNAs is connexin-dependent. 
	Blockage of miRNA intercellular transfer by gap junctional blockers. 
	Disruption of miRNA intercellular transfer by connexin mutation. 
	Gene regulation in neighboring cells. 

	Discussion
	Materials and Methods
	miRNA expression vectors. 
	Connexin HeLa cell line culture and miRNA transfection. 
	Cell co-culture and fluorescence-activated cell sorting (FACS). 
	miRNA extraction and quantitative PCR measurement. 
	Scrape-loading for assessing the gap junctional permeability to miRNAs. 
	Immunofluorescent staining. 
	Data analysis. 

	Acknowledgements
	Author Contributions
	Figure 1.  Intercellular transfer of miRNAs via gap junctional coupling.
	Figure 2.  Gap junction mediated intercellular transfer of miRNAs assessed by scrape-loading assay.
	Figure 3.  Connexin-dependence of miRNA intercellular transfer.
	Figure 4.  Blockage of miRNA intercellular transfer by gap junction channel blockers.
	Figure 5.  No miRNA intercellular transport in the Cx26 R75W mutant cell line.
	Figure 6.  Silencing of gene in neighboring cells by transferred miRNAs.
	Figure 7.  Schematic drawing of gap junction mediated miRNA intercellular communication and gene regulation.



 
    
       
          application/pdf
          
             
                Gap junction mediated miRNA intercellular transfer and gene regulation: A novel mechanism for intercellular genetic communication
            
         
          
             
                srep ,  (2015). doi:10.1038/srep19884
            
         
          
             
                Liang Zong
                Yan Zhu
                Ruqiang Liang
                Hong-Bo Zhao
            
         
          doi:10.1038/srep19884
          
             
                Nature Publishing Group
            
         
          
             
                © 2015 Nature Publishing Group
            
         
      
       
          
      
       
          © 2015 Macmillan Publishers Limited
          10.1038/srep19884
          2045-2322
          
          Nature Publishing Group
          
             
                permissions@nature.com
            
         
          
             
                http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/srep19884
            
         
      
       
          
          
          
             
                doi:10.1038/srep19884
            
         
          
             
                srep ,  (2015). doi:10.1038/srep19884
            
         
          
          
      
       
       
          True
      
   


