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Commentary

May the force be with you: Transfer
of healthy mitochondria from stem
cells to stroke cells

Cesar V Borlongan1, Hung Nguyen1, Trenton Lippert1,
Eleonora Russo1, Julian Tuazon1, Kaya Xu1, Jea-Young Lee1,
Paul R Sanberg1, Yuji Kaneko1 and Eleonora Napoli2

Abstract

Stroke is a major cause of death and disability in the United States and around the world with limited therapeutic option.

Here, we discuss the critical role of mitochondria in stem cell-mediated rescue of stroke brain by highlighting the

concept that deleting the mitochondria from stem cells abolishes the cells’ regenerative potency. The application of

innovative approaches entailing generation of mitochondria-voided stem cells as well as pharmacological inhibition of

mitochondrial function may elucidate the mechanism underlying transfer of healthy mitochondria to ischemic cells,

thereby providing key insights in the pathology and treatment of stroke and other brain disorders plagued with mito-

chondrial dysfunctions.
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Accumulating evidence has implicated dysfunctional
oxygen consumption and metabolic activity in
stroke.1,2 We now recognize a close interaction between
neuronal impairment of mitochondria, key organelles
for energy production, and the onset and progression of
secondary cell death in stroke. Many stroke symptoms
may be the result of reduced oxygen availability and
consequent energy production deficits. Accordingly,
mitochondria-based regenerative medicine may repre-
sent as an appealing therapeutic approach for stroke.3,4

Mitochondrial dysfunction in stroke leads to deficits
in bioenergetics, pointing to mitochondria as a primary
exacerbating factor in stroke secondary cell death.
Thus, restoration of mitochondrial function may have
a critical role in preventing stroke progression. Our
overarching hypothesis (Figure 1(a)) entails that fol-
lowing the primary ischemic insult, a cascade of second-
ary cell death events ensues, with dysfunctional
mitochondria as major exacerbating factor, resulting
in impaired cellular bioenergetics of the stroke brain.
Multiple downstream pathways involve cell death pro-
cesses that specifically target inflammation,5 which in

turn may compromise the neurovascular unit (neur-
onal, astrocytic, pericyte, and endothelial cell death).
As impaired mitochondria play a critical role in pro-
inflammatory signaling, the repair of mitochondrial
function by stem cell therapy may sequester inflamma-
tion and facilitate central nervous system (CNS)
homeostasis. The putative therapeutic action of stem
cell in stroke may involve functional repair via healthy
mitochondria transfer into the ischemic brain, fostering
a therapeutic vasculome6 capable of dampening the

1Department of Neurosurgery and Brain Repair, College of Medicine,

University of South Florida Morsani, Tampa, FL, USA
2Department of Molecular Biosciences, University of California Davis,

Davis, CA, USA

Corresponding author:

Cesar V Borlongan, Department of Neurosurgery and Brain Repair,

Center of Excellence for Aging and Brain Repair, College of Medicine,

University of South Florida, 12901 Bruce B Downs Blvd, Tampa, FL

33612, USA.

Email: cborlong@health.usf.edu

Journal of Cerebral Blood Flow &

Metabolism

2019, Vol. 39(2) 367–370

! Author(s) 2018

Article reuse guidelines:

sagepub.com/journals-permissions

DOI: 10.1177/0271678X18811277

journals.sagepub.com/home/jcbfm

https://uk.sagepub.com/en-gb/journals-permissions
https://doi.org/10.1177/0271678X18811277
journals.sagepub.com/home/jcbfm


Figure 1. Characterization of mitochondrial transfer in stroke. (A) Our overarching hypothesis advances the concept that mito-

chondrial dysfunction is a major secondary cell death process in ischemic stroke, which is accompanied by impaired cellular bio-

energetics. A key downstream pathway of dysfunctional mitochondria involves inflammation that compromises the neurovascular unit

(neurons, astrocytes, and endothelial cells). Mitochondria-based regenerative medicine via stem cell therapy, combined with tissue-

plasminogen activator (tPA) recanalization that restores blood flow and re-entry of nutrients and energy to the cerebral vasculature, is

hypothesized to sequester inflammation and to aid in recapturing CNS homeostasis. We propose mitochondria repair as a novel

stroke therapeutic pathway applicable to regenerative medicine; in particular, our envisioned mechanism of action entails functional

restoration of bioenergetics through the transfer of healthy mitochondria into the ischemic brain, harnessing a therapeutic vasculome

that robustly sequesters the toxic inflammation-plagued secondary cell death associated with stroke and other disorders characterized

by mitochondrial deficits. (B) Mitochondrial morphology and distribution in normal and OGD-exposed cortical neurons.

Representative pictures show cortical neurons stained for the neuronal marker MAP2 (red) and mitochondrial ATP5A (green). Scale

bar¼ 10mm. Cortical neurons (2� 105) were plated and allowed to stabilize for five days. Cells were then exposed to control

conditions (complete media, 5% CO2, 21% O2) or OGD (PBS, 5% CO2, 95% N2) for 90 min. Twenty-four hours later, cells were

probed with MAP2 and ATP5A antibodies. Boxed areas are shown as magnified images of tubular and circular mitochondria. (C)

Quantification of healthy tubular mitochondria in control and OGD neurons. Neurons exposed to OGD exhibited �35% less tubular

mitochondria than controls (***p< 0.0001 by Student’s t test). (D) Calcein assay showing significantly reduced cell survival (�55%;

*p< 0.05) upon OGD exposure (b) relative to controls (a). Bar graphs represent mean� SD of three individual experiments. Scale

bar¼ 100mM. (E) Bright-field images of neurons grown in ambient conditions, OGD, and OGD co-cultured with EPCs. Arrows

indicate outgrowth processes, which were significantly reduced in OGD conditions and rescued when neurons were co-cultured with

EPCs. (F) Oxygen uptake in digitonin-permeabilized neurons (2� 106) was recorded with a Clark’s oxygen electrode (Oxygraph Plus

System, Hansatech, UK) under phosphorylating conditions as described.11 The activity of citrate synthase was evaluated by spec-

trophotometry (EnSpire plate reader, Perkin Elmer, USA) as described.11 Data are shown as mean� SD. Statistical analysis was

(continued)
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deleterious inflammation mediators leading to second-
ary cell death.

Recently, the pioneering discovery of mitochondrial
transfer from healthy astrocytic cells to ischemic neur-
onal cells7 provided a solid rationale to pursue thera-
peutic applications of mitochondria-based regenerative
medicine in stroke. The successful extrapolation of
mitochondrial transfer to a stem cell setting was recog-
nized by transfer of healthy mitochondria from endo-
thelial progenitor cells (EPCs) into ischemic brain
endothelial cells,8 as revealed by increased ATP levels
and oxygen consumption coupled with enhanced angio-
genesis and decreased transcellular permeability of
brain endothelial cells. Transfer of EPC-derived extra-
cellular mitochondria was further tested in oxygen-glu-
cose deprivation (OGD) stroke model and showed
increased transcellular endothelial permeability, accom-
panied by increased mitochondrial biogenesis, mito-
chondrial DNA copy number, and intracellular ATP
levels, and reinstatement of endothelial tightness.8

However, evidence of in vivo demonstration of mito-
chondrial transfer from stem cells into the ischemic
brain is limited and warranted for translational guid-
ance of this stem cell-mediated mitochondria therapy.

Here, we show evidence that stem cell therapy attenu-
ates experimental stroke deficits in cultured neuronal

cells by restoring mitochondrial function (Figure 1(b)
to (f)). Neuronal mitochondrial morphology and distri-
bution were altered following OGD exposure, with
reduced number of tubular mitochondria and higher
density of mitochondria in the soma relative to projec-
tions accompanying decreased cell viability (Figure 1(b)
to (d)). OGD also reduced neurite outgrowth processes
which were rescued by EPC co-culture (Figure 1(e)).
Assessment of mitochondrial function showed
decreased respiration in OGD-exposed neurons com-
pared to controls, which was partially restored with
EPC co-culture (Figure 1(f)). Next, in line with our
long-standing goal of translating experimental thera-
peutics from the laboratory to the clinic, we dis-
cuss the safety and efficacy of stem cell therapy in
restoring mitochondrial structure and function in ische-
mic neurons, resulting in behavioral recovery and reduc-
tion of histopathological deficits in stroke animals. We
showed here that oxidative phosphorylation
(OXPHOS) capacity was rescued in mitochondria iso-
lated from the brains of stroke animals transplanted
with EPCs compared to those stroke animals that
received vehicle infusion (Figure 1(g)). Confocal micros-
copy confirmed transfer of mitochondria from EPCs to
ischemic neurons in transplanted stroke animals (Figure
1(h)).

Figure 1. Continued

performed with one-way ANOVA followed by Bonferroni’s post-hoc test. (G) Oxygen consumption in mitochondrial-enriched

fractions from naive and stroke animals. Adult Sprague-Dawley rats were exposed to stroke via the middle cerebral artery occlusion.

After 4.5 h, animals received stereotaxic transplants of either human EPCs (4� 106 viable cells in 9ml sterile saline) or vehicle (9ml

sterile saline), delivered into the cortex corresponding to the anticipated penumbra area. At 72 h post-transplantation, animals were

euthanized, and the cortical region corresponding to the transplant site was harvested. Enriched mitochondrial fractions were

obtained by mechanical tissue disruption and differential centrifugation.12 Mitochondrial bioenergetics was assessed using the Seahorse

XFe96 analyzer. Real-time measurements (mean� SD, n¼ 6 samples per condition) of OCR (upper panel) and ECAR (lower panel)

were recorded in the presence of ADP (40 mM), followed by the addition of oligomycin (25 mg/ml), FCCP (40 mM), and rotenone

(2 mM)/antimycin A (40 mM) injected sequentially as shown. OCR and ECAR of mitochondria from strokeþ vehicle and strokeþ EPCs

illustrate the difference in metabolic profiles between the two conditions. Data are shown as mean� SD. Asterisks represent

significant differences between the two groups (*p< 0.01) computed by one-way ANOVA followed by Bonferroni’s post-hoc test. (H)

Co-localization of EPCs’ mitochondria in stroke rats’ neurons. Sprague Dawley male rats (�250 g) were subjected to 60 min MCAO,

and 3 h later, EPCs (0.4� 106 cells in 3 ml) were stained with MitoTracker Deep Red FM (Invitrogen) at 500 nM and then transplanted

into the ischemic penumbra. At day 1 after transplantation, the animals were sacrificed, perfused, and brains were harvested,

cryosectioned and processed for NeuN (Abcam) IHC staining. Confocal images were captured at 60� and 180� (Green: NeuN; Red:

EPCs’ mitochondria; Blue: DAPI). Results revealed that mitochondria transfer occurs in vivo from EPCs to neurons. The transfer of

mitochondria can be seen in few cells adjacent to the original implantation site (a, magnified in a0), while higher number of neuronal

cells with EPC mitochondria (white arrows) are more apparent within the transplant site (b). (I) Mitochondrial mass in EPCs and EPC-

derived Rho0 cells. EPCs were cultured in MEM alpha (Gibco) supplemented with 20% FBS, 1%NEAA, 1% GlutaMax and 1% Penicillin/

Streptomycin. Rho0 cells were obtained by treating EPCs with 0.1 mM ethidium bromide and supplemented with 1 mM pyruvate and

0.2 mM uridine for three weeks. Cells were stained with 500 nM MitoTracker Deep Red FM (Life Technologies), fixed and probed with

an anti-b-tubulin antibody (Abcam, Cambridge, MA). Confocal images were captured at 180� . Blue: DAPI; red: b-tubulin; cyan:

mitochondria. Mitochondrial DNA copy number was evaluated by qRT-PCR. Total DNA (gDNA and mtDNA) was prepared by using

Nucleospin tissue kit (TaKaRa, Cat. #740952.50) starting from Rho0 EPCs (4� 106 cells) and EPCs (6� 106 cells). Rho0 cells showed

less than 1% mtDNA copy number relative to EPCs.

ATP5A: ATP synthase, alpha subunit; ECAR: Extra Cellular Acidification Rate; FCCP: carbonilcyanide p-triflouromethoxyphenylhy-

drazone; MAP2: microtubule associated protein 2; MCAO: Middle Cerebral Artery Occlusion; mtDNA: mitochondrial DNA; OCR:

Oxygen Consumption Rate; qRT-PCR: Real-Time Quantitative Reverse Transcription PCR; RCRADP: Respiratory Control Ratio under

coupling conditions in the presence of 1 mM ADP.
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The use of Rho0 cells, devoid of functional mito-
chondria (Figure 1(i)), and specific pharmacologic
mitochondrial inhibitors, combined with our stem cell
technology for generating EPCs, as well as our estab-
lished stroke paradigms of in vitro oxygen-glucose
deprivation and in vivo thromboembolic animal
model, allow us to directly probe the contribution of
mitochondria in stroke pathology and its treatment.
The concept that mitochondrial function reflects
stroke disease states, as well as therapeutic readouts
of neurobehavioral recovery, should impact on our
understanding of cell death mechanisms and regenera-
tive medicine. Our immediate goal is to evaluate the
status of the mitochondria in stroke before and after
stem cell treatments. Our long-term goal is the thera-
peutic application of stem cells, and the use of mito-
chondrial readouts as a robust biomarker in stroke
patients. The demonstration that stem cell transplant-
ation exerts therapeutic effects against stroke may simi-
larly benefit other brain diseases characterized by
mitochondrial deficits. Abnormalities in mitochondrial
function have been implicated in the progression of
hallmark pathological symptoms of Alzheimer’s disease
and Parkinson’s disease.9,10 Acute ischemic stroke
shares some pathological features typical of mitochon-
drial myopathy, encephalopathy, lactic acidosis, and
stroke-like episodes or MELAS; in particular, these
patients display mitochondrial dysfunction that triggers
a cascade of cell death events, such as oxidative stress,
apoptosis, inflammation, blood–brain barrier break-
down altogether reminiscent of stroke, further support-
ing the notion that mitochondrial disruption plays a
key role in stroke pathology. Elucidating the role of
mitochondria in stroke-associated cell death processes
will likely provide not only a better understanding of
the disease pathology but equally offer innovative
insights into mitochondria-based cerebroprotective
therapies, thereby guiding both the diagnosis and the
treatment of stroke. Paramount to these investigations
is our pursuit to reveal how extracellular mitochondria
can penetrate into the cell, which should aid in the
development of novel treatment strategies designed to
transfer healthy mitochondria from stem cells into
ischemic cells.

Data Access
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and Brain Repair and freely distributed by Dr. Cesar V.
Borlongan upon request.

Funding

The author(s) disclosed receipt of the following financial sup-
port for the research, authorship, and/or publication of this
article: Cesar V. Borlongan is funded by NIH and VA grants.

Declaration of conflicting interests

The author(s) declared no potential conflicts of interest with

respect to the research, authorship, and/or publication of this
article.

References

1. Balog J, Mehta SL and Vemuganti R. Mitochondrial fis-

sion and fusion in secondary brain damage after CNS

insults. J Cereb Blood Flow Metab 2016; 36: 2022–2033.
2. Rutkai I, Merdzo I, Wunnava SV, et al. Cerebrovascular

function and mitochondrial bioenergetics after ischemia-

reperfusion in male rats. J Cereb Blood Flow Metab 2017;

271678X17745028. doi: 10.1177/0271678X17745028.

[Epub ahead of print] PubMed PMID: 29215305.

3. Bukeirat M, Sarkar SN, Hu H, et al. MiR-34a regulates

blood-brain barrier permeability and mitochondrial func-

tion by targeting cytochrome c. J Cereb Blood Flow

Metab 2016; 36: 387–392.
4. Andersen JV, Christensen SK, Nissen JD, et al. Improved

cerebral energetics and ketone body metabolism in db/db

mice. J Cereb Blood Flow Metab 2017; 37: 1137–1147.

5. Neal EG, Acosta SA, Kaneko Y, et al. Regulatory T-cells

within bone marrow-derived stem cells actively con-

fer immunomodulatory and neuroprotective effects

against stroke. J Cereb Blood Flow Metab 2018;

271678X18766172. doi: 10.1177/0271678X18766172.

[Epub ahead of print] PubMed PMID: 29569981.

6. Guo S, Deng W, Xing C, et al. Effects of aging, hyper-

tension and diabetes on the mouse brain and heart vas-

culomes. Neurobiol Dis 2018; S0969-9961(18)30291-2.

doi: 10.1016/j.nbd.2018.07.021. [Epub ahead of print]

Review. PubMed PMID: 30031157.

7. Hayakawa K, Esposito E, Wang X, et al. Transfer of

mitochondria from astrocytes to neurons after stroke.

Nature 2016; 535: 551–555.
8. Hayakawa K, Chan SJ, Mandeville ET, et al. Protective

effects of endothelial progenitor cell-derived extracellular

mitochondria in brain endothelium. Stem Cells 2018; 36:

1404–1410.
9. Borlongan CV. Fatty acid chemical mediator provides

insights into the pathology and treatment of

Parkinson’s disease. Proc Natl Acad Sci USA 2018; 115:

6322–6324.
10. Arendash GW, Mori T, Dorsey M, et al. Electromagnetic

treatment to old Alzheimer’s mice reverses b-amyloid

deposition, modifies cerebral blood flow, and provides

selected cognitive benefit. PLoS One 2012; 7: e35751.

11. Napoli E, Song G, Schneider A, et al. Warburg effect

linked to cognitive-executive deficits in FMR1 premuta-

tion. FASEB J 2016; 30: 3334–3351.
12. Napoli E, Song G, Panoutsopoulos A, et al. Beyond

autophagy: a novel role for autism-linked Wdfy3 in

brain mitophagy. Sci Rep 2018; 8: 11348.

370 Journal of Cerebral Blood Flow & Metabolism 39(2)




