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Simple Summary: Exosomes are vesicles that vary between 40 and 150 nm in diameter and are
secreted by cells. These carry miRNAs that have various roles in intercellular signaling. They have
different biological functions and are unique to the secreting cell. This provides information about
the state of the cell and its involvement in pathological processes such as cancer. Exosomes play an
important role in cancer signaling since they have both pro- and antitumor functions. In addition,
they can render cells sensitive or resistant to chemotherapeutic agents. Exosomal miRNAs play
an important role in promoting tumor growth and metastasis by altering the signaling pathway
and promoting angiogenesis. They increase the metastatic ability of cancer cells by increasing the
secretion of matrix metalloproteinases, which degrade the extracellular matrix, thereby allowing cells
to spread to different parts of the body. The level of miRNAs in exosomes can be used to identify
the cancer stage and grade, which eliminates the need for invasive cancer biopsies. Since exosomes
can cross the blood–brain barrier, they are an excellent choice for drug delivery. As exosomes are
isolated from the cells or biological fluids of the patient, their use minimizes the risk of infection
and inflammation. A better understanding of exosomes and their cargoes can be exploited in the
development of cancer therapeutics.

Abstract: Exosomes are extracellular vesicles that originate from endosomes and are released by
all cells irrespective of their origin or type. They play an important role in cell communication
and can act in an autocrine, endocrine, or paracrine fashion. They are 40–150 nm in diameter
and have a similar composition to the cell of origin. An exosome released by a particular cell is
unique since it carries information about the state of the cell in pathological conditions such as
cancer. miRNAs carried by cancer-derived exosomes play a multifaceted role by taking part in cell
proliferation, invasion, metastasis, epithelial–mesenchymal transition, angiogenesis, apoptosis, and
immune evasion. Depending on the type of miRNA that it carries as its cargo, it can render cells
chemo- or radiosensitive or resistant and can also act as a tumor suppressor. Since the composition of
exosomes is affected by the cellular state, stress, and changes in the environment, they can be used as
diagnostic or prognostic biomarkers. Their unique ability to cross biological barriers makes them an
excellent choice as vehicles for drug delivery. Because of their easy availability and stability, they can
be used to replace cancer biopsies, which are invasive and expensive. Exosomes can also be used to
follow the progression of diseases and monitor treatment strategies. A better understanding of the
roles and functions of exosomal miRNA can be used to develop noninvasive, innovative, and novel
treatments for cancer.

Keywords: extracellular vesicles; exosomes; exosomal miRNA; noninvasive biomarkers; ESCRT; Rab
GTPases; breast cancer; liver cancer; prostate cancer; colorectal cancer

1. Introduction

Extracellular vesicles (EVs) are nano-sized membranous compartments made up of a
lipid bilayer and transmembrane proteins that are similar in composition to the plasma
membrane. They enclose proteins, nucleic acids, and other cellular components and are
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released by almost all cell types. Depending on the origin, they are classified as exosomes,
microvesicles, or apoptotic bodies [1]. The diameter of exosomes ranges from 40 to 150 nm,
and they float in a sucrose gradient at a density from 1.13 to 1.19 g/mL [2]. Although there
are various isolation methods, the most frequently used is ultracentrifugation, followed by
characterization by nanoparticle tracking analysis and identification by Western blot. The
cargoes within the exosome are heterogeneous, often reflecting the characteristics of the cell
of origin. Once packed, they are less susceptible to degradation due to their lipid bilayer
and can function in an autocrine, paracrine, or even endocrine fashion [3]. Their unique
property of being cell-specific can be used to relay information on the disease, and since
they are able to pass through biological barriers, they have emerged as excellent candidates
for drug delivery and strategizing treatment options [4]. Circulating microRNAs (miRNAs)
offer a promising platform as biomarkers due to their ready availability in body fluids,
tissue-specific expression, and stability. As miRNAs carried by exosomes play a crucial
role in cell proliferation, invasion, metastasis, and angiogenesis, the objective of this review
is to provide an overall view of the role of exosomal miRNAs in different types of cancer.
The review starts with a brief introduction to exosomes, their biogenesis and secretion,
and the different types of cargo, followed by a detailed review of the role of exosomal
miRNA in cancer signaling pathways, alterations in the tumor microenvironment, and
transforming fibroblasts into cancer-associated fibroblasts (CAFs). In addition, their role
in rendering cells sensitive or resistant to chemo- or radiotherapy, their association with
hormone receptor status and osteoblast modulation, and how they function as tumor
suppressors are also discussed.

1.1. Exosome Biogenesis

Exosome biogenesis begins in the endosomal system, where early endosomes grow
into late endosomes, which then form multivesicular bodies (MVBs) (Figure 1). During
this process, the endosomal membrane invaginates to form intraluminal vesicles (ILVs),
in which the Endosomal Sorting Complex Required for Transport (ESCRT) plays a major
role [5]. The ESCRT machinery consists of four complexes, ESCRT-0, -I, -II, and -III,
and their associated proteins, which have specific functions during exosome biogenesis.
ESCRT-0 consists of Hrs, STAM, Vps27, and ubiquitin- and clathrin-binding domains
in the amino terminus of the GAT domain. Hrs acts as a bridge that binds endosomal
phosphatidylinositol 3-phosphate and ESCRT-0 to endosomal membranes [6]. The C-
terminus of the Hrs subunit recruits ESCRT-I, which consists of Tsg101, Vps28, Vps37, and
Mvb12. ESCRT-II is composed of one Vps36, one Vps22, and two Vps25 subunits. This binds
to ESRT-I through the GLUE domain present in the carboxy terminus of Vps28. Together,
ESCRT-I and ESCRT-II induce endosome budding away from the cytoplasm, during which
cargoes bound to ESCRT-0 are relocated along with other cargoes [7]. ESCRT-III consists
of charged subunits (Vps20, Vps32, Vps24, and Vps2) that assemble into multimers on
membranes. When Vps20 binds to the Vps25 subunit of ESCRT-II, it recruits Vps20 and
assembles Vps32 into filamentous oligomers capped by Vps24, which in turn recruits
ATPase Vps4. This supercomplex polymerizes as a coil around the neck of the budding
ILV and serves as a drawstring to the ILV pouch, promoting vesicle budding, which is
stabilized by the adaptor protein ALIX. The recycling of the ESCRT-III complex from the
endosomal membrane is promoted by the ATPase Vps4 complex. MVBs can be directed
to lysosomes or transported to the plasma membrane, where they fuse and release ILVs
into the extracellular space as exosomes, or can be directed to the plasma membrane to be
loaded onto MHC II molecules or be recycled [8].

In addition to the ESCRT-dependent mechanism, exosomes can also be released
through an ESCRT-independent pathway. In this pathway, cargo is sorted into specific lipid-
raft-enriched microdomains that are associated with ILVs. Within the subdomains on the
endosomal membrane, sphingomyelinases convert sphingomyelin to phosphorylcholine
and ceramide, which induces the coalescence of these subdomains into larger domains,
promoting budding and ILV formation [9]. In addition, tetraspanins (CD81, CD82, and CD9)



Biology 2023, 12, 710 3 of 32

and HSP70 recognize specific motifs in cytosolic proteins and recruit them to ILVs. A cavity
filled with cholesterol is formed by CD81, which is shared by CD82 and CD9 [10]. Proteins
containing KFERQ-like sequences can be sorted into exosomes by lysosome-associated
membrane protein 2 isoform A, which relies on HSC70, CD63, Alix, Syntenin-1, Rab31, and
ceramides [11].
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Figure 1. Exosome biogenesis. This figure shows the biogenesis from the endosome, its association
with ESRT and Rab proteins, and its release into the extracellular environment.

1.1.1. miRNA Sorting and Release of Exosomes

miRNAs transcribed as long pri-miRNAs by RNA polymerase II are cleaved by Drosha-
Pasha/DGCR8 in the nucleus to release hairpin-shaped precursor miRNAs. These are then
exported to the cytoplasm and processed by Exportin 5. In the cytoplasm, they are cleaved
by dicer into miRNA duplexes. One of the strands is then transferred to the RNA-induced
silencing complex, which mediates the cleavage or silencing of target RNAs. miRNA sorting
can take place by the neural sphingomyelinase 2-dependent pathway, sumoylated hnRNP-
dependent pathway, 3′ miRNA sequence-dependent pathway, or the AGO2/miRISC-
related pathway [12]. Sumoylated hnRNPA2B1 sorts miRNAs by recognizing the GGAG
motif in their 3′ portions, while the 3′ ends of uridylated endogenous miRNAs can be
used as a sorting signal as well. AGO2, which is a component of the miRISC pathway,
binds to either U or A at the 5′ end of miRNAs and plays an important role in mediating
mRNA–miRNA interactions [13]. Sorting can also be facilitated by the phospholipid bilayer,
where specific RNA sequences are favored when they interact with lipid rafts. Once sorted,
these miRNAs can be trafficked into recipient cells, where they interact with signaling
receptors or directly fuse with the plasma membrane to release their contents, or they can
be internalized by the recipient cell, where they fuse with endosomes or lysosomes to
undergo degradation [14] (Figure 2).

1.1.2. Role of Heterogeneous Nuclear Ribonucleoproteins in Sorting RNAs into Exosomes

RNA-binding proteins play an important role in sorting RNAs into exosomes. Het-
erogeneous nuclear ribonucleoproteins (hnRNPs) (hnRNPA2B1, hnRNPC1, hnRNPG, hn-
RNPH1, hnRNPK, and hnRNPQ) with different RNA-binding capacities have been as-
sociated with exosome RNA maturation, transport, stability, and translation. They have
four unique RNA-binding domains, namely, an RNA recognition motif, a quasi-RRM, an
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RGG box, and a KH domain, which help in homologous and heterologous interactions
with other hnRNPs [15]. YBX1, found in exosomes, colocalizes with cytoplasmic P-bodies
containing members of the RISC complex and may undergo dephosphorylation at T271
to reach exosomes. This is required to sort tRNAs, YRNAs, and vault RNAs [16]. AGO2,
along with the GW182 protein, localizes to endosomes and MVBs, suggesting that miRNAs
may be mediated by the RISC complex. MEX3C colocalizes with AP-2, which is a cargo
adaptor in clathrin-mediated endocytosis [17].
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exosomes and how proteins help during the process.

1.1.3. Exosome Release into Extracellular Space

Exosome release into the extracellular space is facilitated by the fusion of the MVB
membrane with the plasma membrane, which can be Rab GTPase (RAB11 and RAB35, or
RAB27A and RAB27B)-dependent or Rab GTPase-independent. Rab GTPases recognize
tether proteins on acceptor membranes and bind to them [18]. The association of the vesicle
(v)-SNARE and target (t)-SNARE bring membranes into proximity, while Rab27 and Rab35
dock the MVB to the plasma membrane. After docking, Rab11 causes membrane abscission.
Exosomes can also be released by Rab-independent mechanisms, such as clathrin-mediated,
caveolin-mediated, or lipid-raft-mediated endocytosis, macropinocytosis, and phagocytosis.
The pathway that a cell adopts depends on the cell type, stimulus, or cargo, confirming
that different pathways are utilized by the cell for exosomes [19].

1.1.4. Exosome Cargoes

The characterization of EV and exosome contents has been extensively documented,
which has led to the creation of databases such as EVpedia and Vesiclepedia [20]. Although
the results show that they are heterogeneous and change in response to external stimuli,
they contain RNA, DNA, and proteins from the cell of origin. The hallmark proteins
include tetraspanins (CD9, CD63, and CD81), heat-shock proteins (Hsp90), and components
of ESCRT such as TSG101 and ALIX, all of which are used as markers to confirm the
presence of exosomes [21]. Exosomes also contain conserved proteins and inflammation
mediators [22]. Many of these proteins are present as peripheral proteins bound to the
surface, which could be used as indicators of the biological state. In addition, connexins
such as Cx26 and Cx43, present as integral membrane proteins, are studied for their role in
cancer and other diseases [23].



Biology 2023, 12, 710 5 of 32

The lipids present in exosomes include sphingomyelin, phosphatidyl serine, diacyl-
glycerol, triacylglycerol, cholesterol, glycerophospholipids, glycerolipids, sterols, ganglio-
side GM3, and ceramide or its derivatives and hexosylceramide, which are reminiscent of
lipid rafts in the plasma membrane [24]. Lipids differ in content and composition according
to the cell of origin, where some may be present in greater quantities than others. Many of
these have been used as biomarkers in lipid-associated diseases such as multiple sclerosis
or Niemann–Pick type C disease, as altered lipid composition is present in patients with
these conditions [25].

Exosomes have been shown to contain both RNA and DNA as their cargoes (Figure 3).
Double-stranded DNA was found in almost all exosomes isolated from tumor cells irrespec-
tive of their origin, which included mutations and transposable elements from their cellular
origin [26]. Almost all types of RNAs, including mRNAs, tRNAs, snoRNAs, miRNAs,
hnRNAs, lncRNAs, mtRNAs, and circular RNAs, are found in exosomes. These exosomal
RNAs are functional and translated into proteins in the target cells, where they inhibit or
enhance the expression of the target genes [27].

Biology 2023, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW 5 of 33 
 

 

contain RNA, DNA, and proteins from the cell of origin. The hallmark proteins include tetra-
spanins (CD9, CD63, and CD81), heat-shock proteins (Hsp90), and components of ESCRT 
such as TSG101 and ALIX, all of which are used as markers to confirm the presence of exo-
somes [21]. Exosomes also contain conserved proteins and inflammation mediators [22]. Many 
of these proteins are present as peripheral proteins bound to the surface, which could be used 
as indicators of the biological state. In addition, connexins such as Cx26 and Cx43, present as 
integral membrane proteins, are studied for their role in cancer and other diseases [23]. 

The lipids present in exosomes include sphingomyelin, phosphatidyl serine, diacyl-
glycerol, triacylglycerol, cholesterol, glycerophospholipids, glycerolipids, sterols, gangli-
oside GM3, and ceramide or its derivatives and hexosylceramide, which are reminiscent of 
lipid rafts in the plasma membrane [24]. Lipids differ in content and composition according 
to the cell of origin, where some may be present in greater quantities than others. Many of 
these have been used as biomarkers in lipid-associated diseases such as multiple sclerosis 
or Niemann–Pick type C disease, as altered lipid composition is present in patients with 
these conditions [25]. 

Exosomes have been shown to contain both RNA and DNA as their cargoes (Figure 
3). Double-stranded DNA was found in almost all exosomes isolated from tumor cells 
irrespective of their origin, which included mutations and transposable elements from 
their cellular origin [26]. Almost all types of RNAs, including mRNAs, tRNAs, snoRNAs, 
miRNAs, hnRNAs, lncRNAs, mtRNAs, and circular RNAs, are found in exosomes. These 
exosomal RNAs are functional and translated into proteins in the target cells, where they 
inhibit or enhance the expression of the target genes [27]. 

 
Figure 3. The structure of an exosome showing the lipid bilayer, its associated proteins, lipids, and 
cellular components. 

1.1.5. Exosomes in Cancer 
Exosomes, as mediators of intercellular communication, have received much attention 

in cancer biology due to their ability to modify the tumor microenvironment. They have 
been implicated in cancer metastasis, as they play a role in preparing the premetastatic niche 
by mediating miRNA transfer [28]. Exosomes bear the signature and reflect the RNA and 
protein composition of the host cell, which is unique to that cell. They contain bioactive 
compounds and metabolites from the secreted cell that can activate/suppress RNA or pro-
tein expression in the recipient cells by modulating signal pathways related to tumor 

Figure 3. The structure of an exosome showing the lipid bilayer, its associated proteins, lipids, and
cellular components.

1.1.5. Exosomes in Cancer

Exosomes, as mediators of intercellular communication, have received much attention
in cancer biology due to their ability to modify the tumor microenvironment. They have
been implicated in cancer metastasis, as they play a role in preparing the premetastatic
niche by mediating miRNA transfer [28]. Exosomes bear the signature and reflect the
RNA and protein composition of the host cell, which is unique to that cell. They contain
bioactive compounds and metabolites from the secreted cell that can activate/suppress
RNA or protein expression in the recipient cells by modulating signal pathways related
to tumor progression, metastasis, EMT, and apoptosis. They also take part in radio- or
chemoresistance, rendering the tumor cell indestructible [29].

1.2. Liver Cancer

Liver cancer accounts for more than 700,000 deaths each year, ranking fourth in terms
of mortality, and includes hepatocellular carcinoma (HCC) and intrahepatic cholangiocarci-
noma. The main risk factors are infection with hepatitis B or C virus, aflatoxin-contaminated
foods, and smoking. The 5-year survival rate is about 20% due to the delayed diagnosis of
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HCC, recurrence, and a poor prognosis [30]. Early diagnosis is pivotal in increasing the
survival rate, and miRNAs can play a major diagnostic and prognostic role in HCC due to
their high specificity and sensitivity.

1.2.1. Exosomal miRNA Signaling in Liver Cancer

Serum exosomal miR-665 can be used as a biomarker for HCC diagnosis and prognosis.
HCC patients with higher miR-665 levels had large tumors with advanced stages, accompa-
nied by local invasion and metastasis. Patient survival was directly proportional to the level
of exosomal miR-665. In vitro and in vivo experiments confirmed that miR-665 upregulates
the MAPK/ERK pathway to increase tumorigenesis [31]. Exosomes isolated from HCC
patient samples showed the overexpression of miR-10b-5p, miR-18a-5p, miR-215-5p, and
miR-940, which were associated with a poor prognosis. Validation by qRT-PCR revealed
serum exo-miR-10b-5p as a promising biomarker for early-stage HCC, while serum exo-
miR-215-5p can be used as a prognostic biomarker, confirming the fact that the differential
expression of miRNAs can be used to differentiate the early and late stages of HCC [32].
ADAM10, a metalloprotease, plays a vital role in HCC. Its relationship with miR-451a was
studied in HCC and adjacent normal tissues by Xu et al., who found an inverse relation be-
tween the two. The low expression of miR-451a and high expression of ADAM10 indicated
the poor prognosis of HCC patients. Exosomes extracted from hucMSCs and cocultured
with Hep3B and SMMC-7721 cell lines showed decreased expression of miR-451a and
increased expression of ADAM10. The overexpression of miR-451a or the inhibition of
ADAM10 rendered cells sensitive to paclitaxel resistance, decreased cell proliferation, inva-
sion, and EMT, and increased apoptosis [33]. Exosomal miRNA expression can be used to
distinguish between patients with liver cirrhosis and HCC. miR-16 levels were decreased in
cirrhosis patients and differed among tumor stages, and exosomal miR-192 was associated
with overall survival. The expression of exosomal miR-146a and miR-221 was significantly
increased in HCC patients when compared to liver cirrhosis patients [34]. HCC-cell-derived
exosomes were positively correlated with the activation of hepatic stellate cells (HSCs).
Cell growth was dose-dependent, and the number of cells increased in the S phase, lead-
ing to increased cell proliferation. It also increased the expression of miRNA-21, which
reduced the phosphorylation of PTEN and PDK1 and increased the phosphorylation of
AKT, which confirms the involvement of the PTEN/PDK1/AKT pathway in the activation
of HSCs [35]. Exosomal miR-93 could influence HCC carcinogenesis by promoting cancer
cell proliferation and invasion. The pathway analysis of cells treated with exosomal miR-93
revealed that signal transduction pathways such as RAS, MAPKK, JNK, and apoptosis
were significantly upregulated. Proliferation, invasion, and metastasis were increased by
modulating the expression of TP53INP1, TIMP2, and CDKN1A. In patients, increased
serum exosomal miR-93 was correlated with large tumor size and stage III or IV cancer,
and these patients had poor prognoses and overall survival [36]. Exosomes from HCC
cells enriched with miR-452-5p were able to induce macrophage polarization and increase
invasion and migration. They also increased the expression of macrophage markers such
as CD206, IL-10, and Arg-1. In vivo results showed that miR-452-5p exerted this effect by
targeting TIMP3. HCC patients with high expression of miR-452-5p had poorer survival
rates than those with lower expression [37].

Exosomes play an important role in tumor self-seeding in HCC, which increases
metastasis and leads to aggressive cancer. The transfer of miR-25-5p by tumor-derived
exosomes increased transendothelial migration and anoikis-resistant HCC by regulating
the expression of LRRC7. In vivo results showed that miR-25-5p determines the self-
seeding ability of the tumor [38]. miRNAs such as miR-638, miR-663a, miR-3648, and
miR-4258 were able to attenuate endothelial junction integrity by inhibiting VE-cadherin
and ZO-1 expression. High-miR-103-expressing exosomes derived from hepatoma cells
increased the permeability of human umbilical vein endothelial cell (HUVEC) endothelial
monolayers. The expression of junctional proteins such as VE-cadherin, p120, and ZO-1 was
decreased, leading to increased contact in endothelial cells. Mice injected with hepatoma



Biology 2023, 12, 710 7 of 32

cells expressing high levels of miR-103 had increased tumor cells in the circulation and
increased hepatic and pulmonary metastasis. Decreased expression of junctional proteins
was observed, mimicking the in vitro effect of miR-103 [39]. HCC patients with higher levels
of exosomal miR-638 were associated with increased vascular permeability, metastasis,
and tumor recurrence [40]. Exosomal miR92a-3p induced EMT in HCC by targeting
PTEN and regulating downstream signaling by modulating the AKT/Snail pathway. The
increased expression of E2F1 and c-Myc upregulated the expression of miR92a-3p in
highly metastatic cells (97hm and Huhm cells) by binding to the promoter of miR17HG.
In patients, high plasma exosomal miR-92a-3p was associated with overall survival and
disease-free survival, indicating a poor prognosis [41]. Overexpression of miR-1290 in
HCC increased angiogenesis by decreasing the expression of the SMEK1 protein, which
inhibited VEGFR2 phosphorylation [42]. HCC cells cocultured with exosomes isolated from
CSQT-2 with elevated miR-25 expression were able to increase the malignant phenotype of
HCC cells by targeting the SIK1 protein and decreasing its expression. When injected into
mice, they increased tumor growth and metastasized to the lung and liver and activated
the Wnt/β-catenin pathway, whereas these effects were reverted when treated with a
miR-25 inhibitor [43]. Exosomes released in a hypoxic environment contain microRNAs,
which play an important role in HCC progression. miR-1273f was present at higher
levels under hypoxic conditions and activated Wnt/β-catenin by targeting LHX6, an
inhibitor of the Wnt/β-catenin pathway. miR-1273f increased the expression of EMT
markers and β-catenin, along with its downstream targets c-Myc and cyclin D1, while
the level of LHX6 decreased [44]. Exosomal miR-126 derived from hepatoblastoma cells
promoted tumorigenesis through the differentiation of BMSCs into cancer stem cells. It
increased the expression of IL-6, Oct4, SRY, TGF-β, CD44+ CD90+, and CD133+ in cells. The
downregulation of miR-126 was able to reverse the above effects in xenograft mice [45].

miRNAs derived from exosomes from the supernatant of HCC cells cultured under
normal and acidic conditions showed the differential expression of miR-21 and miR-10b,
both of which were upregulated in exosomes isolated from acidic conditions. Under
acidic conditions, increased HIF-1α and HIF-2α could directly bind to the HRE-containing
promoter regions of miR-21 and miR-10b and upregulate their cellular expression. EMT-
related proteins such as vimentin and Snail and E-cadherin levels were controlled by
the expression of miR-21 and miR-10b. Serum exosomes from HCC patients showed
increased levels of miR-21 and miR-10b, which were associated with poor disease-free
survival [46]. In HCC, ER stress was induced by treating cells with tunicamycin, and
high-throughput sequencing of exosomes revealed higher expression of miR-23a-3p, which
upregulated PD-L1 expression through the PTEN and AKT pathway. Decreased CD8+ and
IL2 and increased T-cell apoptosis were seen when T cells were cocultured with exosome-
stimulated macrophages, which could be the mechanism by which tumor cells escape
cell immunity [47]. Golgi membrane protein 1 (GOLM1) is overexpressed and is a serum
marker of HCC. GOLM1-containing exosomes promoted cell proliferation and migration
as well as activated the GSK-3β/MMP signaling cascade. These effects were suppressed by
miR-145, partially by downregulating GOLM1 and the mTOR signaling pathway [48]. M2
macrophage exosomes modified by miR-660-5p-related oligonucleotides, when cocultured
with HepG2 cells, increased colony formation, proliferation, and migration abilities by
regulating Kruppel-like factor 3 (KLF3). Increased expression of miR-660-5p reduced KLF3
expression and increased EMT by decreasing the expression of E-cadherin and increasing
the expression of N-cadherin and vimentin. The injection of exosomes in mice increased
the tumor weight and volume [49].

1.2.2. Role of Exosomal miRNAs in Cancer-Associated Fibroblasts in Liver Cancer

Exosomes from CAFs contain microRNAs that are involved in HCC progression.
miR-150-3p levels were lower in exosomes isolated from CAFs than in those from normal
fibroblasts. Overexpression of miR-150-3p in liver cancer cells significantly inhibited cell
invasion. Patients with decreased expression of miR-150-3p had higher liver fibrosis and
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worse survival. The same was true in the serum of patients, which might be useful as
a diagnostic tool for HCC patients [50]. miR-320a expression was significantly reduced
in the exosomes of CAFs derived from human HCC patients. Exosomes isolated from
cells overexpressing miR-320a were able to decrease cell proliferation, colony formation,
migration, and invasion and increase the number of cells in the G1 phase. miR-320a directly
targeted PBX3, which is associated with EMT. Overexpression of miR-320a decreased
the levels of PBX3, phospho-ERK1/2, and N-cadherin and increased the expression of
E-cadherin. It also reduced the levels of MMP2, which is responsible for invasion, and
CDK2, a cell cycle regulator. Transferred miR-320a could function as an antitumor miRNA
by targeting PBX3 [51]. Exosomal miR-1247-3p isolated from HCC cells was able to activate
β1-integrin–NF-κB signaling by targeting B4GALT3. Activated fibroblasts expressed high
levels of pro-inflammatory and collagen genes, leading to inflammation. In addition,
the contraction ability was highly enhanced. Intravenous administration of exosomes
from highly metastatic HCC cells increased lung metastasis in vivo, which was associated
with cancer-associated fibroblasts [52]. LIMA1 is an actin-binding protein involved in
controlling the progression of solid tumors and was positively associated with the overall
survival of HCC patients. LIMA1 binds to BMI1 and induces its destabilization. In HCC
patients, decreased expression of LIMA1 leads to increased cell proliferation, metastasis,
and reoccurrence. CAF-derived exosomes containing miR-20a-5p were able to reduce the
expression of LIMA1, and the treatment of mice with CAF-originated exosomes facilitated
tumor growth, confirming that CAFs exerted carcinogenic effects on HCC cells via the
transfer of exosomes carrying miR-20a-5p [53].

1.2.3. Role of Exosomal miRNAs in Chemoresistance in Liver Cancer

miR-744 has an essential role in chemoresistance in HCC. Exosomes derived from
HCC patient serum and HepG2 cells had decreased levels of miR-744, which suggests
that it may have an antiproliferative role. Exosomes enriched with miR-744 decreased
cell proliferation and increased sensitivity to sorafenib treatment by targeting PAX2 [54].
Levels of miR-199a in HCC tissues decreased by 80%, and in cell lines, it was correlated
with chemosensitivity. The delivery of miR-199a by exosomes from adipose-tissue-derived
MSCs (AMSCs) into HCC cells decreased the proliferation rate, increased the number of
apoptotic cells, and rendered the cells sensitive to Dox exposure. miR-199a targeted the
mTOR pathway by decreasing the phosphorylation of its downstream proteins, 4EBP1
and 70S6K, all of which could be reproduced in vivo, confirming that exosomes can be
used to facilitate the sensitivity of HCC cells to chemotherapeutic agents [55]. When
AMSC-derived exosomes loaded with miR-122 were added to recipient HCC cells, they
negatively regulated the genes involved in drug resistance, making the cells sensitive
to chemotherapeutic agents. The downregulation of genes such as cyclin G1 (CCNG1),
ADAM10, and insulin-like growth factor receptor 1 (IGF1R) was confirmed by Western blot,
and cells were arrested in the G0/G1 phase. This pattern was observed in vivo when mice
were injected with AMSC-derived exosomes loaded with miR-122. The expression of the
apoptosis-related genes caspase-3 and Bax (Bcl-2 Associated X protein) was upregulated in
the 122-Exo-treated group [56]. Sorafenib treatment induced the production of larger EVs
and increased the expression of miRNAs in exosomes. In HCC patients, a higher survival
rate was proportional to the level of miR-200c-3p, while the poor prognosis of patients
was associated with high levels of miR-222-5p and miR-512-3p after sorafenib treatment.
The expression of these miRNAs can bear prognostic value and contribute to treatment
response [57]. Exosomes play a role in multidrug resistance in cancer by regulating the
expression of miR-32-5p. Transferring exosomes isolated from a multidrug-resistant cell
line (Bel/5-FU) to a sensitive cell line (Bel7402) made the latter resistant by activating the
PI3K/AKT pathway and suppressing the expression of PTEN. Xenograft mice showed the
activation of the PI3K/AKT pathway and increased EMT and angiogenesis upon exosome
treatment [43].
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1.2.4. Anticancer Effects of Exosomal miRNAs in Liver Cancer

Mesenchymal-stem-cell-derived exosomes, which are widely accepted as crucial mes-
sengers for intercellular communication, modulate the macrophage phenotype to regulate
the inflammatory microenvironment in the liver and repair injury. miR-148a was found
to be decreased in the serum exosomes of patients with liver fibrosis. This was negatively
correlated with the FIB-4 score and APRI score, reflecting the degree of liver fibrosis. miR-
148a targets Kruppel-like factor 6 (KLF6) to suppress pro-inflammatory macrophages and
promote anti-inflammatory macrophages by inhibiting the STAT3 pathway, which could
be exploited as a potential therapeutic target for liver fibrosis [58]. Exosomes isolated
from mesenchymal stem cells (MSCs) enriched with miR-15a were able to impede cell
proliferation, migration, and apoptosis in Hep3B and Huh7 cells by binding to SALL4.
Western blot results showed the decreased expression of MMPs and elevated caspases in
the coculture system. Exosomal miR-15a decreased the tumorigenicity and metastasis of
HCC tumors in vivo [59]. Exosomes isolated from bone marrow mesenchymal stem cells
(BMSCs-exo) loaded with microRNA have been used as a promising therapy for human
cancers. BMSCs-exo loaded with miR-205-5p and cocultured with LM3 cancer cells were
able to transfer exosomes to LM3 cells, which increased the concentration of miR-205-5p.
This acts as a tumor suppressor by decreasing cell proliferation, invasion, and metastasis by
regulating the expression of cyclin-dependent kinase-like 3 (CDKL3). The loss of CDKL3
impaired the malignant activities of liver cancer cells in vitro and in vivo [60]. The delivery
of engineered exosomes loaded with miR-26a into HepG2 cells caused wound closure
and reduced cell proliferation and migration. This effect was mediated by the arrest of
the cell cycle and the downregulation of the expression of CCNE2 and CDK6, which are
regulators of G1/S transition [61]. Hepatic-stellate-cell-derived exosomes enriched with
miR-148a-3p were able to decrease the proliferation, invasion, and migration of HCC cells.
A significant difference was found in the phosphorylation status of PI3K and AKT. The
decreased expression of E-cadherin and ITGA5 confirmed that miR-148a-3p can target
PI3K/AKT signaling to decrease tumorigenesis. Low miR-148a-3p expression in the plasma
of patients was associated with decreased overall survival [62]. Stellate-cell-derived EVs
loaded with miR-335-5p are taken up by HCC cells in vitro and exert an antitumor effect.
In vivo results showed that EV treatment resulted in significantly smaller tumors and
reduced the expression of ki67 and cleaved caspase-3. The targets of miR-335-5p were
CDC42, CSNK1G2, EIF2C2, EIF5, etc., all of which are downstream signaling pathways.
The antitumor effects of miR-335-5p may be mediated by modulating the transcriptional
regulation of these targets [63].

Differentially expressed miRs (DEMs) of patients with liver cirrhosis and healthy
controls showed that miR-618 was downregulated in cirrhosis patients. Loading exosomes
derived from MSCs with miR-618 was able to attenuate the progression of hepatic fibrosis
by decreasing the expression of SMAD4 [64]. The analysis of serum exosomal miR-320a
in HCC and chronic liver disease (CLD) patients and healthy volunteers revealed lower
expression in HCC when compared with the other two. Decreased expression increased
metastasis, and survival analysis showed that it can be used as a diagnostic marker to
distinguish between patients and controls [65]. Exosomes isolated from HCC tissues
and plasma identified hsa-miR-483-5p as the only differentially expressed miRNA. It was
significantly downregulated in HCC and targeted CDK15 proteins, which could be used
as a biomarker to differentiate between the two [65]. Serum exosomal miR-122 and miR-
148a in HCC patients were downregulated and positively related to tumor differentiation
and the patient survival rate. It acted by targeting the expression of PAX2 in HCC [66].
Compared to controls, serum exosomes from patients with HCC had higher levels of
miR-9-3p, which targets fibroblast growth factor 5 (HBGF-5). Overexpression of miR-9-3p
in vitro downregulated the RNA and protein expression of HBGF-5, leading to reduced
cell viability and proliferation and the decreased expression of ERK1/2, which suggests
that miR-9-3p may be a potential therapeutic target for HCC [67]. The correlation between
clinical outcome and the deregulation of serum exosomal miR-320d in exosomes isolated
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from the serum of HCC patients was studied by Li et al. (2020). The results of the study
revealed that decreased expression resulted in lymph node metastasis and decreased patient
survival [68]. miR-451a, which is a tumor suppressor, was found to be downregulated in
serum exosomes from HCC patients. Overexpression induced apoptosis in HCC cell lines
and decreased migration, tube formation, and vascular permeability in human umbilical
vein endothelial cells by targeting LPIN1. An inverse relationship was found between
miR-451a and LPIN1 expression in HCC xenografts in vivo, and antitumor effects were
exerted by increasing apoptosis [69]. Exosomes isolated from mast cells treated with the
hepatitis C virus E2 (HCV-E2) envelope glycoprotein incubated with HepG2 cells increased
the level of miRNA-490, which inhibited the proliferation, migration, and invasion of
HepG2 cells. This might be due to the downregulation of EGFR, phosphorylated AKT, and
ERK1/2 [70].

1.3. Colorectal Cancer

Colorectal cancer (CRC) is a malignant tumor that, in 50–70% of cases, arises from
adenomatous polyps that progress to hyperplasia and invasive carcinoma. It is a multi-step
process resulting from genetic mutations that accumulate over time. More than 1.9 million
cases occur each year, which represents about 1/10 of cancer-related deaths. The survival
rate is about 90% if detected at stage I, and it decreases to 10% at stage IV [71]. Although it
ranks third in terms of incidence and second in mortality, effective diagnostic and prognostic
markers are lacking. Presently, colonoscopy is the standard method for screening, but it
is highly invasive, cumbersome, and expensive. A fecal occult blood test is also used for
diagnosis, but the sensitivity is very low, which emphasizes the need for new diagnostic
and prognostic methods [72]. Since CRC is mostly caused by genetic mutations, studying
miRNA expression may be an effective tool for the identification of genes involved and
their role in cancer, which could serve as biomarkers.

1.3.1. Role of Exosomal miRNA in Cell Signaling in Colorectal Cancer

Tumor-derived exosomes can promote the interaction between tumor and tumor-
associated macrophages to promote liver metastasis in CRC. Overexpression of miR-934 in
CRC patients was associated with a poor prognosis. miR-106b-3p expression was found to
be higher in patients with metastasis than in those without. Exosomes from high-metastatic
cells were able to induce EMT in low-metastatic CRC cells by targeting the expression
of deleted in liver cancer-1 [73]. The differential expression of miRNAs can be used to
distinguish between CRC patients with and without liver metastasis. miR-99b-5p was
expressed at a significantly higher level in CRC patients without metastasis when compared
to patients with metastasis, which was particularly prominent in stage III. Higher expres-
sion was associated with increased survival, suggesting that it may help in preventing
liver metastasis [74]. The expression of miRNA-10b in CRC tissues and adjacent tissues
was studied by Jiang et al., who found the increased expression of miRNA-10b in CRC
tissues and patients with liver metastasis. The expression was positively correlated with
advanced TNM stages, venous infiltration, poor differentiation, and decreased overall sur-
vival [75]. Exosomal miR-6803-5p was significantly increased in CRC patients at the III/IV
TNM stages or with lymph node metastasis as well as liver metastasis when compared to
healthy subjects. Overall survival was shorter in these patients and was associated with
prognosis adjusted for age, sex, TNM stage, and lymph node metastasis [76]. Exosomes
derived from EMT-induced HCT-116 cells had high expression of miR-128-3p, which led
to changes in proliferation, migration, invasion, and EMT by downregulating the expres-
sion of FOXO4 and activating the TGF-β/SMAD and JAK/STAT3 signaling pathways.
Clinically, high expression of miR-128-3p was associated with perineural invasion, lympho-
vascular invasion, tumor stage, and CA19-9 content in CRC patients [77]. The injection of
SW480/miR-25-3p exosomes in mice resulted in decreased expression of KLF4, KLF2, ZO-1,
occludin, and claudin5 and increased expression of VEGFR2. It also promoted hepatic
and pulmonary metastasis and increased vascular permeability and angiogenesis, sug-
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gesting that cancer-derived exosomes can induce premetastatic niche formation at foreign
sites [78]. The expression of miR-424-5p can be used to distinguish between CRC and
control samples. Increased expression of miR-424-5p was associated with stages I and
II of CRC and promoted cell proliferation and metastasis by inhibiting the expression of
SCN4B [79]. miR-21 was significantly upregulated in exosomes from colon cancer cells
when compared to normal human colon epithelial cells. A positive correlation was found
between miR-21 and MMP-2, MMP-9, and MMP-11, while a negative correlation was
found for tropomyosin 1, programmed cell death protein 4, and phosphatase and tensin
homolog, suggesting that miR-21 acts by downregulating its target genes [80]. The levels of
miR-21, miR-29a, miR-92a, and miR-135b were higher in CRC tissues when compared to
normal tissues, and in serum, the expression of miR-21 and miR-29a was proportional to
the adenoma size and polyp count [81].

miR-335-5p, highly expressed in exosomes isolated from metastatic SW620 cells, pro-
moted cell migration, invasion, and EMT by targeting RAS p21 protein activator 1 (RASA1).
Cells overexpressing RASA1 were able to downregulate the expression of Ras and vimentin
and increase the expression of E-cadherin, ultimately reducing the process of EMT [64].
Overexpression of exosomal miR-224-5p promoted CRC cell proliferation, migration, and
invasion via targeting CMTM4, which is a tumor suppressor. It decreased the expression
of CMTM4 and upregulated the expression of p-AKT and p-ERK proteins in CCD 841
CoN cells [82]. Exosomes isolated from the serum of patients with colorectal adenocarci-
noma had increased levels of Let7, miR-21, miR-23, miR-29, and miR-222, which could be
used to differentiate between colorectal adenocarcinoma and normal patients [83]. Exo-
somes from CRC cells undergoing EMT increased the level of microRNA-106b-5p in M2
macrophages by activating the PI3K/AKT/mTOR pathway, suppressing programmed
cell death 4 (PDCD4). In patients, increased expression of exosomal miR-106b increased
malignant progression [84]. miR-21 and miR-10 were the most important functional miR-
NAs in exosomes isolated from the acidic microenvironment. These were able to promote
the proliferation, migration, and invasion of recipient HCC cells. In HCC patients, serum
exosomal miR-21 and miR-10b increased the expression of HIF-1α and -2α, which were
associated with an advanced tumor stage and were also indicators of disease-free sur-
vival [46]. Exosomes enriched in miR-210-3p isolated from hypoxic colorectal cancer cells
(H-Exos) promoted cell proliferation by increasing the cells in the S phase of the cell cycle
and decreased apoptosis in normoxic cells by suppressing the expression of CELF2. miR-
210-3p directly bound to the 3′-UTR of CELF2 mRNA to bring about the above-mentioned
effects. Xenografts treated with H-Exos promoted tumor growth in nude mice, increased
Ki67 expression, and downregulated the expression of CELF2 and cleaved caspase-3 [85].
The analysis of exosomes extracted from human umbilical cord mesenchymal stem cells
cocultured with LoVo cells showed the upregulation of miR-431-5p and the downregulation
of PRDX1, which suppressed the malignant behavior of LoVo cells [86]. hnRNPA2B1 medi-
ates the transfer of miR-934 into exosomes, which are then transferred into macrophages,
where they induce the polarization of M2 macrophages by downregulating PTEN expres-
sion and activating the PI3K/AKT signaling pathway. Polarized macrophages induce
the formation of the premetastatic niche and promote liver metastasis by activating the
CXCL13/CXCR5/NFκB/p65/miR-934 positive feedback loop in CRC cells [87].

To assess the effect of miR-183-5p on angiogenesis, exosomes isolated from CRC cells
were cocultured with HMEC-1. Increased expression of miR-183-5p enhanced cell prolif-
eration, invasion, and metastasis and increased tube formation in HMEC-1 by regulating
the expression of FOXO1 [88]. When transferred to endothelial cells, exosomes containing
miR-21-5p from CRC cells decreased the expression of Krev interaction trapped protein
1, activated the β-catenin signaling pathway, and increased the expression of VEGFa and
Ccnd1, leading to increased vascular permeability and angiogenesis [89]. Circulating
exomiR-1229 levels were significantly increased in the serum exosomes of patients with
CRC. This was associated with tumor size, lymphatic metastasis, TNM stage, and poor
survival and was able to promote the tubulogenesis of HUVECs by targeting the expression
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of HIPK2 and activating the VEGEF pathway [90]. The clinical significance of exosomal
miR-27b-3p in angiogenesis was assessed in CRC patients and healthy donors. The expres-
sion of miR-27b-3p was higher in CRC patients with metastasis than in controls, which
correlated with lymphovascular invasion, deep tumor invasion, lymph node metastasis,
tumor stage, and positive pre-operative CTC status. In vitro studies showed that it was
able to attenuate the vascular barrier and increase vascular permeability in HUVECs by
binding to the 3′-UTR of VE-Cad and p120 [91].

1.3.2. Role of Exosomal miRNAs in Cancer-Associated Fibroblasts in Colorectal Cancer

Cancer-associated fibroblasts (CAFs) and normal fibroblasts (NFs) were isolated from
cancerous tissues and matched with paracancerous tissues to study the role of the interac-
tion between miR-93-5p, forkhead box A1 (FOXA1), and TGFB3 in radioresistance in CRC.
CAFs-exo had higher expression of miR-23a-3p than miR-93-5p, which targeted FOXA1.
When exosomes overexpressing miR-93-5p and FOXA1 were cocultured with SW480 cells,
exposure to irradiation induced cell cycle arrest and apoptosis and increased the number of
cells in the G1/S phase, suggesting that exosomal miR-93-5p facilitated the chemoresistance
of CRC cells by downregulating FOXA1 and preventing the translocation of TGFB3 into
the nucleus. In vivo results showed the downregulation of BAX and the upregulation
of Bcl2 [92]. When CAF-derived exosomes cocultured with CRC cells were exposed to
radiation, exosomes overexpressing miR-590-3p increased cell survival by altering the
ratios of p-PI3K/PI3K and p-AKT/AKT, increasing CLCA4, and decreasing the expres-
sion of cleaved PARP, cleaved caspase-3, and γH2AX in cells [93]. Exosomes extracted
and purified from CAF-conditioned medium were enriched with miR-625-3p, which was
associated with proliferation, migration, invasion, EMT, and drug resistance. A xenograft
model with increased expression of miR-625-3p showed extensive necrosis and apoptotic
nuclear fragmentation and was chemoresistant to oxaliplatin [94]. The higher levels of
miR-10b expression in CRC cells than in normal colorectal epithelial cells can be used to
distinguish between the two. Coculturing fibroblasts with exosomes containing miR-10b
suppressed PI3K expression and inhibited the PI3K/Akt/mTOR pathway and reduced
fibroblast proliferation but promoted the expression of TGFβ and smooth muscle α-actin,
which suggests that miRNA-10b can activate fibroblasts to become CAFs [95]. Exosomal
miR-17-5p can be transferred from parental CAFs to CRC cells to influence the metastasis of
CRC. It bound to the 3’-UTR of RUNX3 and interacted with MYC. This complex then bound
to the promoter of TGF-β1 and activated the TGF-β signaling pathway. A positive feedback
loop is formed when TGF-β1 activates CAFs to produce more miR-17-5p, further increasing
CRC progression [96]. RNA sequencing revealed the increased expression of miR-146a-5p
and miR-155-5p in CXCR7-overexpressing CRC cells and their exosomes. These miRNAs
could be taken up by CAFs and promote their activation by activating JAK2-STAT3/NF-κB
signaling and suppressing cytokine signaling 1, zinc finger, and BTB domain containing 2.
They also increased the expression of IL-6, TNFα, TGFβ, and CXCL12, leading to EMT and
increased metastasis in a xenograft model [97].

1.3.3. Role of Exosomal miRNAs in Chemoresistance in Colorectal Cancer

Circulating exosomal miRNAs can be used as biomarkers to determine resistance to
oxaliplatin. Plasma exosomal miRNAs from oxaliplatin-sensitive and -resistant patients
analyzed by microarray showed the downregulation of 20 miRNAs and the upregula-
tion of 4 miRNAs in chemoresistant patients. miR-184, miR-100, miR-10a, and miR-92a
were upregulated in the resistant group, while let-7i, miR-144, miR-30e, and miR-16 were
downregulated. Pathway analysis showed that miRNAs related to transcription and sig-
naling pathways were mostly deregulated [98]. Exosomes isolated from oxaliplatin- or
5-fluorouracil-resistant CRC cell lines showed the upregulation of miR-21-5p, miR-1246,
miR-1229-5p, miR-135b, miR-425, and miR-96-5p. Serum exosomes from chemoresistant
patients confirmed the upregulation of miR-21-5p, miR-1246, miR-1229-5p, and miR-96-5p
when compared to sensitive patients. These miRNAs were related to PI3K-AKT signaling,
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FOXO signaling, and the autophagy pathway [99]. miR-46146 transferred by exosomes
from oxaliplatin (OX)-resistant cells made OX-sensitive cells resistant to OX treatment by
targeting PDCD10 [100]. When cocultured with oxaliplatin-resistant CRC cells, exosomes
containing miRNA-1915-3p isolated from a non-tumorigenic intestinal cell line (FHC)
made the latter sensitive to oxaliplatin and downregulated the EMT-promoting genes
6-phosphofructo-2-kinase/fructose-2,6-biphosphatase 3 and ubiquitin carboxyl-terminal
hydrolase 2 [101]. miR-31-5p increased resistance to oxaliplatin treatment by binding to
large tumor suppressor kinase 2. The expression of Forkhead box C1 (FOXC1) was directly
correlated with the increased expression of miR-31-5p. FOXC1 bound to the promotor of
miR-31 and upregulated the expression of miR31-5p and LATS2, conferring resistance to
oxaliplatin treatment [102].

1.3.4. Anticancer Role of Exosomal miRNAs in Colorectal Cancer

Exosomal miR-548c-5p from CRC cells was capable of inhibiting CRC cell proliferation,
migration, and invasion by targeting the HIF1α/CDC42 axis and downregulating its
expression. CRC patients with low miR-548c-5p in exosomes had a lower survival rate
and poor disease-free survival [103]. Exosomal miR-34a reduced the tumor volume and
tumor weight and increased survival in mice. Mice treated with tumor-derived exosomes
had increased tumor necrosis and apoptosis and decreased metastasis when compared
to the control group. Moreover, the expression of IL-6R, STAT3, and PAI-1 transcripts
was also reduced. In addition, the level of CD4+ T cells decreased and CD8+ T cells
increased in the miRNA group [104]. Mesenchymal stem cells (MSCs) enriched with miR-
100 and miR-143 were able to suppress cell proliferation and induce apoptosis in CRC
cells by decreasing the expression of MMPs (MMP2 and MMP9) and EMT genes (SNAIL,
TWIST, vimentin, and N-cadherin). In addition, they also effectively downregulated the
expression of mTOR, cyclin D1, K-RAS, and HK2 while upregulating the expression of
E-cadherin and p27 [105]. Exosomal miR-150 was downregulated in CRC patients with
liver metastases when compared to those without. This was associated with advanced
tumor node metastasis staging, higher CA199 levels, liver metastasis, and overall survival.
miR-150 directly targets FTO (the fat mass and obesity-associated gene) to decrease liver
metastasis, suggesting that exosomes play an important role in liver metastasis in colorectal
cancer patients [106]. Reduced exosomal miR-548c-5p was found in CRC patients with liver
metastasis and at later stages when compared to controls. It was independently associated
with shorter overall survival, metastasis, and vascular infiltration [107]. The expression
of miR-132 was decreased in liver metastasis patients when compared to controls, which
could be used as an independent prognostic factor. In vitro studies showed that the
overexpression of miR-132 inhibited cell proliferation and cell invasion in CRC cell lines. A
luciferase reporter revealed that anoctamin 1 (ANO1) was a direct target of miR-132 [108].
The plasma exosomal miR-140-3p level was lower in CRC patients than in healthy controls,
and decreased levels were observed in CRC patients with liver metastasis when compared
to matched normal tissues. Overexpression of miR-140-3p in LoVo cells suppressed cell
proliferation, migration, invasion, and the nuclear translocation of β-catenin by modulating
the expression of BCL9 and BCL2. Overexpression of miR-140-3p in vivo inhibited tumor
growth in a LoVo xenograft model and diminished metastatic nodules in nude mouse liver
and suppressed CRC progression by targeting BCL9 and BCL2 [109].

Serum exosomal miR-874 levels can be used to distinguish between CRC patients,
benign adenomas (AD) cases, and healthy controls. The level was significantly downreg-
ulated in CRC patients than in adenomas or healthy controls. Low levels were associated
with positive distant metastasis, positive lymph node metastasis, poor differentiation,
and an advanced TNM stage. Moreover, it could be used as an independent prognostic
factor for the overall survival of CRC patients [110]. When MSC exosomal microRNAs
in CRC tissues were analyzed for the expression of miR-3940-5p, the results showed that
increased expression inhibited EMT and suppressed tumor growth in vivo. When exo-
somes loaded with miR-3940-5p were injected into nude mice, the number of metastatic
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nodules in the lung was reduced when compared to control mice. In vitro studies
showed that miR-3940-5p bound to ITGA6 mRNA and decreased the expression of the
TGF-β1 signaling pathway [111]. Tumor and adjacent healthy tissues obtained from
100 CRC patients revealed that the expression miR-466 was significantly decreased in
tumor tissues when compared to adjacent non-tumor tissues, which was associated with
tumor size, node, and metastasis. Multivariate analysis revealed that low expression
was associated with a poor prognosis in CRC patients. Ectopic expression in SW-620
cells induced G0/G1 arrest and apoptosis. The antitumor effects were mediated by
inhibiting the expression of cyclin D1 and MMP-2 [112]. CRC tissues had lower levels of
miR-506-3p in exosomes than non-tumor tissues. Increased expression of miR-506-3p
negatively regulated GSTP1 to bring about antitumor effects in CRC [113]. In CRC
samples, the expression of exosomal miR-150-5p was reduced, which was correlated
with metastasis and the tumor stage [114].

1.4. Breast Cancer

Breast cancer is the leading cause of death among cancers in women and currently
contributes to one-third of cancer diagnoses in women. The 5-year survival rate is 100% if
diagnosed at stage I but decreases to 28% for those in stage IV [115]. Breast cancer arises
from the lining of the epithelium of the ducts or lobules. Depending on the size of the tumor,
it is classified as stages I-IV. Over time, regional or distant metastasis occurs depending
on the severity of the disease. Currently, mammography is the standard technique for
screening, but it may be overshadowed by false-positive results, which leads to additional
imaging or needle biopsy [30]. Serum biomarkers such as CA 15-3, CA 27.29, and CEA help
in the diagnosis of metastatic breast cancer, but they are not recommended for diagnosis
or screening due to their low sensitivity. Therefore, there is a crucial need for noninvasive
biomarkers that will aid in the early detection of breast cancer. Circulating microRNAs
offer a promising platform due to their ready availability in body fluids, tissue-specific
expression, stability, and ease of quantification. miRNAs can primarily function as tu-
mor suppressors or tumor enhancers depending on the tissue of origin and the stage of
cancer [116].

1.4.1. Role of Exosomal miRNAs in Signaling Pathways in Breast Cancer

Exosomal miRNAs can increase tumorigenesis by increasing the expression of proteins
involved in cell proliferation, invasion, and metastasis. Exosomes isolated from breast
cancer cells with high metastatic ability (HM) significantly enhanced tube-forming ability
and outgrowth or arterial rings and enhanced vascular generation in endothelial cells when
compared to exosomes isolated from cells with low metastatic potential (LM). HM-Exos
increased the expression of EPHA2 by activating the HIF1-α pathway through Ephrin
A1-EPHA2 forward signaling [72]. Increased expression of miRNA-21-5p and miRNA-
10b-5px was found in exosomes isolated from patients with grade I, II, or III breast cancer.
miRNA-21-5p expression was higher in patients with tumors larger than 2.5 cm and in the
Her2-positive group than in the negative one, suggesting that these miRNAs can be used
as biomarkers [117]. Serum exosomal miR-148a levels started gradually decreasing when
benign breast tumors transitioned to breast cancer, and they were upregulated following
surgery and dropped with disease relapse. Its expression was associated with the TNM
stage, differentiation, and lymph node metastasis, and patients had worse overall survival,
indicating that it could be used as a biomarker [118]. Serum exosomes isolated from
eighty-three breast cancer (BC) and thirty-four healthy women showed reduced levels of
exosomal miR-17-5p in breast cancer patients, which could distinguish between control
and breast cancer samples with higher sensitivity and specificity than serum biomarkers
such as CEA, CA125, and CA153 [119]. Exosomes isolated from breast cancer patients
revealed the upregulation of miR-338-3p and 124-3p and the downregulation of miR-29b-3p,
miR-20b-5p, miR-17-5p, miR-130a-3p, miR-18a-5p, miR-195-5p, miR-486-5p, and miR-93-5p
in patients with recurrence. miR-340 was highly expressed at the primary tumor site and
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as well as in serum, whereas miR-195-5p, miR-17-5p, miR-93-5p, and miR-130a-3p were
downregulated in the serum of patients with recurrence compared with those without
and could be used as biomarkers to distinguish between the two [120]. miR7641 was
differentially expressed in metastatic cancer cells and could promote cell proliferation and
invasion. When xenograft tumors were treated with exosomes with high expression of
miR-7641, mice had high tumorigenicity. Breast cancer patients with distant metastasis
had significantly higher levels of miR-7641 than patients without metastasis, which was
correlated with disease-free survival [121].

Exosomal miRNA profiles from the peripheral blood of BC patients and age-matched
healthy women revealed that miR-363-5p was significantly higher in breast cancer pa-
tients. It was decreased in lymph-node-positive patients when compared with lymph-node-
negative patients. Multivariate survival analysis showed that high expression levels of
miR-363 could serve as a diagnostic marker. Overexpression of miR-363-5p significantly
suppressed the proliferation, migration, invasion, and colony formation of MCF-7 cells.
Functional assays demonstrated that exosomal miR-363-5p targets PDGFB to inhibit cell
proliferation and migration [122]. The level of plasma exosomal hsa-miR-21-5p was upreg-
ulated in breast cancer cells, tissues, and exosomes, while it was downregulated in breast
cancer patients after tumor resection. miR-21-5p exerts its effect by downregulating the
expression of TGFβR3 and EGFR. ROC curve analysis showed that plasma exosomal hsa-
miR-21-5p was able to distinguish between healthy and breast cancer samples with high
sensitivity and specificity [123]. The analysis of exosomal samples from human BC cells
(MCF7 and MDA-MB-231) and normal mammary epithelial cell lines (MCF10, MCF-10A)
showed the differential expression of miR-455-5p and miR-1255a. miR-455-5p regulated
the expression of CDKN1B to influence the cell cycle process, and miR-1255a interacted
with SMAD4 to participate in the TGF-β signaling pathway. High expression of both
miRNAs was associated with poor overall survival [124]. The diagnostic value of exosomal
miR-1910-3p in breast cancer was studied by Wang et al. (2020). The expression levels of
miR-1910-3p were higher in MCF7 and MDA-MB-231 when compared to normal MCF-10A
cells, which promoted the upregulation of N-cadherin, vimentin, slug, twist, Bcl2, PCNA,
and β-catenin. It downregulated E-cadherin, cleaved caspase-3, and PARP. In vivo results
showed that the tumor weight and volume were significantly increased in 1910 mimics
than in controls. Immunohistochemical analysis showed increased staining intensity for
N-cadherin, vimentin, and PCNA. Western blotting showed the upregulation of p-p65 and
β-catenin and the downregulation of p-IκBα. In addition, the autophagy-related genes
ATG7 and BECN1 and the autophagy-related protein LC3B were increased in the 1910
mimic group. In patients, exosomal miR-1910-3p was significantly higher in the serum
of breast cancer patients than in that of healthy volunteers and acted by downregulating
MTMR3 and activating the NF-κB signaling pathway [125]. Exosomal miR-4443 promotes
the metastasis of BCa by downregulating the expression of TIMP2 and upregulating MMPs.
In vivo, exosomal miR-4443 downregulated TIMP2, upregulated MMPs, and accumulated
in the primary tumor [126].

Exosomes derived from high-metastatic breast cancer cells showed that miR-760 tar-
geted the Src/PI3K/AKT signaling pathway. The expression of ARF6, p-AMAP1, vimentin,
p-Src, p-PI3K, and p-AKT was upregulated, while the expression of E-cadherin was down-
regulated in Exo-CCL18 and miR-760 mimic groups. Knocking down ARF6 reversed the
above effects, suggesting that the Src/PI3K/AKT signaling pathway is involved [127]. The
analysis of miRNAs in two different breast cancer cell lines, Hs578Ts(i)8, the aggressive
phenotype, and its isogenic colony Hs578T cells, which are less aggressive, revealed that
83 miRNAs were downregulated in both cell lines when compared to their normal Hs578T
counterparts. Ten of the most downregulated miRNAs were clustered on chromosome
14, 14q32, the region that is deleted during cancer progression. miR-134 overexpression
downregulated STAT5B, Hsp90, and Bcl-2 expression. This led to reduced aggressiveness,
proliferation, migration, invasion, and sensitivity to cisplatin treatment [128]. miR-1246 was
highly expressed in exosomes isolated from metastatic breast cancer MDA-MB-231 cells
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compared to a non-metastatic cell line, which increased tumor progression by targeting
Cyclin-G2. It also increased resistance to docetaxel, epirubicin, or gemcitabine [129]. Exo-
somes isolated from MDA-MB-231 and BT549 cells had higher expression of miR-425-5p
when compared to human mammary fibroblasts (HMFs), which increased cell proliferation
and migration by increasing the expression of α-SMA FAPα, CXCL1, TGFB1, and IL-6.
In addition, the expression of vimentin, N-cadherin, fibronectin, and MMP2 was also
increased. This suggests that miR-425-5p mediates the interaction between breast cancer
cells and stroma [130]. The downregulation of miR-7-5p in breast cancer cells promoted
the expression of the atypical WNT pathway by increasing the phosphorylation of JNK
and c-Jun proteins, which in turn decreased the expression of ZEB1, facilitating the ex-
pression of EMT genes. miR-7-5p binds to the 3’-UTR region of RYK gene to increase the
invasive capacity of breast cancer cells [131]. When internalized by MCF-7 cells, human
umbilical cord mesenchymal-stem-cell-derived exosomes inhibited migration and invasion
by downregulating the expression of ZNF367 and upregulating miR-21-5p expression.
A miR-21-5p mimic partially abolished ZNF367-induced migration and invasion [132].
MCF10A cocultured with EVs isolated from the HCC1806 TNBC cell line showed increased
cell proliferation and resistance to therapeutic agents. Gene and miRNA expression pro-
filing revealed that 138 genes and 70 miRNAs that were differentially expressed were
involved in PI3K/AKT, MAPK, and HIF1A pathways. The KEGG pathway analysis of
these 10 genes showed their involvement in cancer and signaling pathways regulating the
pluripotency of stem cells [133]. The impact of macrophage-derived exosomal miR-503-3p
on the development of breast cancer was studied by Huang et al. (2021). Treatment with
exosomes upregulated the expression of β-catenin, Glut1, LDH-A, and DACT2, while
p-β-catenin was downregulated. The ratio of cells in the S phase increased, while cells in
the G0/G1 phase decreased, leading to increased cell proliferation. In xenograft models, the
tumor weight and volume were increased in the exosome-treated group when compared to
controls [134].

1.4.2. Role of Exosomal miRNAs in Cancer-Associated Fibroblasts in Breast Cancer

Triple-negative breast cancer (TNBC)-derived exosomes and their miRNA cargoes
may affect the conversion of fibroblasts into a cancer-associated fibroblast (CAF)-like phe-
notype in the tumor microenvironment. Exosomal miR-185-5p, miR-652-5p, and miR-1246
synergistically activated stromal fibroblasts to a pro-migratory functional state by upregu-
lating the expression of FAP, MCT4, and Caveolin-1. It also promoted fibroblast collagen
contraction and increased the expression of FAK, which contributed to increased invasion
and metastasis [135]. Among the 31 differentially expressed miRNAs, miR-500a-5p was
highly expressed in both MDA-MB-231 and MCF7 cells when incubated with CAF-derived
exosomes, which contributed to overall survival in patients. The expression of EMT-related
markers increased, while the expression of N-cad, FN1, ZEB1, snail, and slug was reduced
by binding to ubiquitin-specific peptidase 28. In vivo, miR-500a-5p increased breast cancer
cell proliferation, and Western blotting showed an inverse relationship between miR-500a-
5p, USP28, and E-cad. High levels of N-cadherin, fibronectin, slug, and vimentin increased
lung metastasis [136]. miR-18b was upregulated in CAFs isolated from MDA-MB-231
breast cancer cells. This induced cell migration and metastasis by binding to the 3’-UTR
of Transcription Elongation Factor A-Like 7 (TCEAL7) and decreasing its expression. In-
creased expression of NF-κB, MMP9, and ICAM-1 and snail contributed to metastasis. In a
xenograft model, miR-18b-loaded exosomes had a cancer-promoting effect by increasing
the expression of MMP2 and MMP9. In these mice, metastatic nodules in the lung were
significantly higher than in the control group [137]. Exosomes isolated from the supernatant
of monocytes educated by the culture media derived from CAFs or normal fibroblasts (NFs)
showed that the upregulation of miR-181a promoted tumorigenicity in vivo by modulating
the PTEN/AKT signaling axis [138].
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1.4.3. Association of Exosomal miRNAs with Hormone Receptor Status in Breast Cancer

Exosomes are associated with receptor status in breast cancer. miR-101, miR-372, and
miR-373 in exosomes were higher in breast cancer patients than in normal samples, which
was associated with overall survival. Dysregulated expression of miR-93, miR-155, and
miR-373 was linked to metastasis, proliferation, cell migration, and apoptosis. The levels of
miR-20a and miR-30b were higher in primary than in recurrent breast cancer patients. miR-
16, miR-30b, and miR-93 were increased in DCIS patients compared with healthy women.
miR-16 was also positively associated with estrogen and progesterone receptor status.
Triple-negative patients had lower levels of miR-16 than receptor-positive patients [139].
Luminal carcinoma patients had lower levels of miR-373 than triple-negative patients.
miR-373 was also associated with hormone receptor status. Overexpression in MCF-7 cells
decreased the expression of estrogen receptors and inhibited apoptosis [140]. hsa-miR-576-
3p was significantly upregulated in exosomes isolated from breast cancer patients with
metastasis, while hsa-miR-130a-3p was downregulated. In HER2-positive samples, hsa-
miR-197-3p, -410-3p, and -490-3p were increased, while hsa-miR-32-5p was only increased
in TNBC, and Hsa-miR-125a-3p was increased in the ER/PR+ group. Exosomal hsa-miR-
342-3p was inversely correlated with grading and hsa-miR-340-5p levels [141].

1.4.4. Role of Exosomal miRNAs in Chemo- and Radioresistance in Breast Cancer

miRNAs in exosomes enable cells to communicate with each other and respond to
therapies. To identify the miRNAs involved in chemotherapy, exosomes were isolated from
patients before and after chemotherapy with doxorubicin and paclitaxel. Chemotherapy
increased the levels of exosomal miR-378a-3p and miR-378d. In vitro studies showed
that these miRNAs were transferred to neighboring cells, where they activated WNT and
NOTCH pathways and induced drug resistance by targeting Dickkopf 3 (DKK3) and
NUMB. Overexpression of miR-378a-3p or miR-378d decreased both proteins, whereas the
expression of stemness-associated proteins was increased. The coculture of chemotherapy-
elicited exosomes with cancer cells decreased the levels of NUMB and DKK3, increased the
expression of CD44 and ALDH1A1, and activated WNT/β-catenin and Notch signaling
pathways [142]. Exosomal miRNAs from trastuzumab-resistant and -sensitive patients
revealed that miR-1246 and miR-155 were upregulated. miR-1246 had 78.1% sensitivity and
75% specificity, while miR-155 had 68.8% sensitivity and 97.2% specificity in discriminating
resistant from sensitive patients. High levels of both miRNAs predicted poor event-free
survival for early-stage and metastatic patients [143]. The exposure of breast cancer cells
to chemotherapeutic agents induced the production of miR-9-5p, miR-195-5p, and miR-
203a-3p, which enabled cells to survive in a chemotoxic environment. These miRNAs
decreased the expression of the transcription factor One Cut Homeobox 2 (ONECUT2),
leading to the increased expression of genes associated with stemness, such as NOTCH1,
SOX9, NANOG, OCT4, and SOX2. The increased expression of ONECUT2 or the decreased
expression of these miRNAs was able to reverse these effects [144]. Exosomal miR-567
levels were significantly decreased in trastuzumab-resistant patients when compared
with sensitive ones. Overexpression reversed chemoresistance, and when packaged into
exosomes and transferred to neighboring cells, it induced trastuzumab resistance and
suppressed autophagy by targeting ATG5 [145]. The exosomal microRNA profile of a
cisplatin-resistant TNBC cell line (MDA-MB-231) showed the differential expression of
miR-221-3p, miR-196a-5p, miR-17-5p, and miR-126-3p, targeting genes such as ATXN1,
LATS1, GSK3β, ITGA6, JAG1, and MYC, which increased the CSC-like cell subpopulation,
contributing to cisplatin resistance [146]. Circulating tumor cells and serum exosomal
miRNAs isolated from blood samples from women with localized breast cancer undergoing
neoadjuvant chemotherapy showed higher expression of miR-21 and miR-105 in breast
cancer samples than in controls, and the levels were different between patients with
localized breast cancer and metastatic breast cancer. Before neoadjuvant therapy, exosomal
miRNA-21 and miRNA-105 expression levels were higher in larger tumors than in small
tumors and were associated with hormone receptor status [147]. The analysis of miRNAs
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from exosomes isolated from the serum of stage I–III breast cancer in the same patients
before and after chemotherapy revealed the elevation of miR-3662 in well-differentiated
and moderately differentiated breast carcinoma, while miR-146a was high in patients with
tumor sizes >2 cm, which significantly decreased after chemotherapy. miR-3662, miR-146a,
and miR-1290 expression levels were high in patients with lymph node metastasis, and
patients with stage I had lower levels of these miRNAs than patients with stages II/III [148].
Exosomes isolated from tamoxifen-resistant MCF-7/TAMR-1 (M/T) cells showed that
miRNA-205 had the greatest increase among the miRNAs analyzed (miR-181a-5p, miR-21-
3p, miR-125b, miR-200c, miR-205, and miR-99a). Coculturing M/T-Exo with breast cancer
cells increased cell proliferation, invasion, and migration and suppressed apoptosis by
activating the caspase pathway, phosphorylating AKT, and targeting transcription factor 1
(E2F1). Mice that received an intratumoral injection of M/T-Exo showed increased tumor
size, resistance to tamoxifen, and changes in E2F1 protein [149].

1.4.5. Anticancer Effects of Exosomal miRNAs on Breast Cancer

Exosomes carrying miR-16-5p isolated from the bone marrow of patients impaired cell
proliferation invasion, and migration, enhanced apoptosis, and decreased EMT in breast
cancer cells by downregulating the expression of EPHA1 and NF-κB signaling. Nude mice
xenografted with tumors had a smaller tumor volume and lower weight in the miR-16-5p
group when compared to the control [150]. Exosomal miR-551b-3p could be transferred to
MDA-MB-231 cells from BMSCs, which suppressed cell proliferation and migration and
induced apoptosis by downregulating the expression of tripartite motif-containing protein
31 (TRIM31). Xenograft mice showed decreased tumor growth and the downregulation of
TRIM31 and AKT, indicating that exosomal miR-551b-3p could be a tumor suppressor [151].
The differential expression of miR-7-5p was found in breast cancer cell lines with different
invasive properties. It reduced migration and invasion by targeting RYK and decreasing
the phosphorylation of JNK. The reduced phosphorylation of JNK led to the decreased
phosphorylation of the c-Jun protein, which in turn inhibited the EMT process to suppress
the invasion of breast cancer [131]. The expression of miR-940 was found to be significantly
downregulated in exosomes isolated from the serum of breast cancer patients. It was
lower in HER2/neu-positive patients than in HER2/neu-negative patients and higher in
patients without lymph node metastasis than in those with metastasis, suggesting that the
expression of miR-940 is related to metastasis and HER2/neu status [152]. miR-134-5p was
expressed at low levels in breast cancer cells, and overexpression of exosomal miR-134-5p
suppressed the proliferation, migration, and invasion of breast cancer cells by inducing cell
cycle arrest in the G0/G1 phase and inhibiting the cell number in the S phase. miR-134-5p
acted as a tumor suppressor by targeting ARHGAP1 and inhibiting the activity of the
PI3K/AKT pathway [153]. miR-3182-loaded exosomes significantly inhibited the viability
of MDA-MB-231 cells, increased their doubling time, and decreased colony formation. It
increased the number of cells in the G0/G1 phase, decreased the number of cells in the
S and G2/M phase, and increased the number of apoptotic cells when compared to the
control by targeting the mTOR pathway [154].

1.5. Prostate Cancer

Prostate cancer is the fifth leading cause of cancer death among men, with an estimated
1.4 million new cases and 375,000 deaths worldwide. In the early stages, it is asymptomatic,
while patients in the later stages have symptoms of urination and hematuria, among oth-
ers [30]. The measurement of serum prostate-specific antigen (PSA) is the current method
of diagnosis but is not very reliable due to its low sensitivity and poor prediction [155].
Therefore, new methods of diagnosis are needed that would provide an accurate prognosis
and diagnosis. The elevated/decreased levels of certain miRNAs in exosomes can be
used as sensitive and accurate surrogate markers not only to diagnose the disease but
also to potentially provide information on prostate cancer initiation, progression, and the
morbidities associated with cancer treatment.
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1.5.1. Role of Exosomal miRNAs in Cell Signaling in Prostate Cancer

Dysregulated miRNAs are involved in almost all signaling pathways associated with
cancer progression. The profiling of exosomes from the serum of aggressive prostate
cancer, benign prostatic hyperplasia (BPH), and disease-free controls was performed to
identify a biomarker that could have diagnostic potential. miR-1283, miR-1246, miR-26b-5p,
and miR-302c-3p were significantly upregulated, and 16 miRNAs were downregulated
in aggressive prostate cancer when compared with BPH. Three miRNAs, miR-1246, miR-
766-3p, and miR-302c-3p, were dysregulated in aggressive prostate cancer when compared
to benign and normal samples. miR-1246 expression was correlated with the pathologic
grade, metastasis, and poor prognosis. The expression increased by 31-fold in aggressive
prostate cancer and 23-fold in BPH when compared to controls, which can be used to
distinguish the different stages of the disease [156]. In prostate cancer patients, exosomal
miR-1290, -1246, and -375 were associated with the overall survival rate. Patients with
high levels of miR-1290 and -375 had a mortality rate of 80% in the 20-month follow-
up period when compared to controls [157]. The comparison of miRNAs between EVs
and whole plasma between prostate cancer patients and BPH revealed that miR-375 was
significantly increased in PC patients when compared to BPH. miR-200c-3p and miR-21-5p
were differentially expressed between PC and BPH samples. The level of Let-7a-5p was
significantly decreased in EVs from PC patients with high Gleason scores when compared
to patients with low Gleason scores [158]. miR-141 was found to be upregulated in prostate
cancer and could be used as a biomarker. The expression was higher in serum exosomes
from prostate cancer patients than in those from benign prostate hyperplasia (BPH) patients
and controls. The expression was also higher in metastatic samples than in localized
prostate cancer samples, which could be used to differentiate between the two [159]. Shin
et al. found that five miRNAs (miR-451, miR-142-3p, miR-16, miR-21, and miR-140-3p) were
upregulated and one (miR-636) was downregulated in the metastatic group when compared
to localized prostate tumor patients. Prostate Cancer Metastasis Risk Scoring was used to
assess the survival rates and showed that patients with high scores had poorer recurrence-
free survival than those with low scores [160]. High-throughput sequencing of exosomes
collected from the plasma of PCa patients identified 94 differentially expressed miRNAs
when compared to healthy controls. These miRNAs were involved in cell migration, cell
adhesion, TGFβ signaling, metabolic pathways, and ECM organization. qPCR results
confirmed the upregulation of miR-127-5p and miR-217 and the downregulation of miR-
148a-3p and miR-23b-3p. In vitro and in vivo studies revealed that exosomal miR-217
promoted cell proliferation and invasion, while miR-23b-3p inhibited cell proliferation
and invasion. Western blots showed the altered expression of vimentin and E-cadherin,
confirming the role of these miRNAs in EMT [161]. Exosomes containing miR-95, when
taken up by prostate cancer cell lines, promoted tumor formation by binding to JunB. In
PCa samples, JunB expression was inversely correlated with miR-95, and higher miR-95
expression resulted in worse clinicopathological features. TAM-mediated PCa progression
is partially attributed to the aberrant expression of miR-95, and the miR-95/JunB axis could
be used for cancer therapy, which confirms that tumor-associated macrophages take part in
cell-to-cell communication [162]. Increased expression of hsa-mir-200b and hsa-mir-331-3p
was found in exosomes isolated from the saliva of patients with prostate cancer. Both
miRNAs showed a positive predictive value of 71% in prostate cancer patients. hsa-mir-
200b increased cell proliferation and migration by activating Bmi-1, while hsa-mir-331-3p
acts by targeting the ERBB-2 signaling pathway. In 70% of the cases, increased miRNAs in
salivary exosomes correlated with histologic findings in tissues, making exosomal miRNAs
a reliable diagnostic marker [163]. Exosomes isolated from prostatic fluids from patients
with prostate cancer had significantly higher expression of miR-20b-5p when compared
to control samples and reduced expression of retinoblastoma-associated protein 1 (RB1),
which is a tumor suppressor [164]. RT-qPCR results confirmed the differential expression
of miR-205-5p, miR-148a-3p, miR-125b-5p, miR-183-5p, and miR-425-5p in exosomes of
PCa. miR-425-5p was associated with residual tumor, N and T tumor stages, and p53 status,
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while miR-183-5p was positively associated only with the T stage. miR-425-5p acted by
targeting the small heat-shock protein HSPB8 [165].

The expression of miR-181a-2, miR-572, miR-107, and miR-574-3p can be used to dis-
tinguish prostate cancer patients without metastasis from control samples. The expression
levels of miR-181a-2 and miR-572 were significantly decreased in the exosomes of prostate
cancer patients, while miR-107 and miR-574-3p were increased [166]. In patients with PCa
and BPH, plasma miR375 was able to distinguish between the two, while miR-200c-3p
and miR-21-5p were able to distinguish EVs. The let-7a-5p level was able to distinguish
between patients with Gleason scores ≥ 8 vs. ≤6. It decreased in patients with high Glea-
son scores (≥8) compared to low Gleason scores (≤6) [158]. The differential expression of
miR-23b-3p, miR-27a-3p, miR-27b-3p, miR-1-3p, miR-10a-5p, and miR-423-3p was found in
EVs isolated from patients with grade 4 or higher and grade 3 or lower. Grade 4 or higher
patients had increased expression of miR-23b-3p, miR-27a-3p, and miR-27b-3p, while the
expression of miR-1-3p, miR-10a-5p, and miR-423-3p was decreased, which could be used
to differentiate different grades of cancer [167]. miR-let-7c was found to be downregulated
in metastatic PCa and high-grade-group patients when compared to controls, and when
packaged into exosomes, it significantly decreased the proliferation and migration of PC3
and CWR22Rv1 cells [168]. The decreased expression of miR-205 in the serum exosomes of
prostate carcinoma patients was negatively associated with the cancer stage, metastasis,
and the PSA level at the time of initial diagnosis. Overexpression of miR-205 reversed the
above-mentioned functions [169]. miR-423-5p expression in the serum exosomes of PCa
patients was found to be higher than in control samples, indicating that it may play a role
in cancer progression. Microarray and luciferase reporter assay results confirmed that it tar-
geted FRMD3 and downregulated its expression. Overexpressing miR-423-5p increased cell
proliferation and migration in vitro, and when inhibited, it decreased EMT, as evidenced
by the decreased expression of vimentin and N-cadherin and the increased expression of
E-cadherin. The same pattern was observed in xenografts injected with exosomal miR-423-
5p, suggesting that it could serve as a reference for PCa therapy [170]. miRNAs have been
associated with biochemical recurrence (BCR) and metastasis in prostate cancer. miR-26a-
5p, miR-532-5p, and miR-99b-3p were upregulated in exosomes from BCR patients when
compared to controls, and these patients had lower survival rates than patients expressing
low levels of these miRNAs. Multivariate analysis showed that miR-532-5p expression was
the only significant factor for prostate cancer recurrence [171]. High levels of circulating
levels of miR-424-positive EVs were found in patients with metastatic prostate cancer than
in patients with primary tumors and BPH. EVs containing miR-424 promoted stem-cell-like
properties and enhanced tumorigenesis. Similar results were obtained in a xenograft mouse
model [172].

Hypoxia is associated with disease progression and treatment failure in prostate
cancer. The role of miRNAs in a hypoxic environment was studied by Panigrahi et al.,
who found increased expression of miR-885 and decreased expression of miR-521 in a cell
line and the serum exosomes of PCa patients. These patients showed inverse correlations
with the tumor T stage, N stage, and Gleason score. This differential expression could be
potentially used as a biomarker [173]. The effects of exosomal miR-183 on cell proliferation,
invasion, and migration were evaluated by Dai et al. using LNCaP cells. High expression
of miR-183 was found in prostate cancer, and its carcinogenic effects were mediated by the
downregulation of the expression of TPM1 [174]. Exosomes can also be used to differentiate
between bulk and cancer stem cells in prostate cancer. Exosomes isolated from bulk and
cancer stem cell populations showed 19 differentially expressed miRNAs, out of which
6 were overexpressed in CSCs and 13 were overexpressed in bulk exosomes. These were
involved in cell proliferation, invasion, and migration and osteoblast differentiation, which
collectively collaborate in prostate carcinogenesis and could be used as potential biomarkers
and therapeutic targets [175]. Exosomes isolated from DU145 and PC-3 cells had higher
expression of miR-21 and miR-574-3p when compared to RWPE-1 cells, which could be
used as diagnostic biomarkers in prostate cancer. The higher expression of miR-21 and
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miR-574-3p seen in PC-3 exosomes correlated with a higher metastatic potential of PC-3
cells. Western blots of EpCAM, EGFR, survivin, and IGF-1R, showed higher expression
in exosomes from PCa than in controls [176]. Overexpression of miR-153 in high-GS cell
lines-controlled cell proliferation, migration, and invasion by targeting Kruppel-like factor
5 (KLF5). A target scan revealed three conserved sites where KLF5 could bind and exert its
carcinogenic effect. Secreted miR-153 in exosomes was able to influence cellular growth as
well. In patients, high expression of miR-153 was associated with a poor prognosis [177].

1.5.2. Role of Urinary Exosomal miRNAs in Prostate Cancer

Urinary exosomes can be used as biomarkers, which could enable a convenient and
noninvasive approach to diagnosing PCa. Since urine composition reflects changes in the
urogenital system, it is an invaluable source for investigating neoplastic abnormalities in
PCa. Urinary exosomal miRNAs can be used as noninvasive markers for predicting metas-
tasis and prognosis in PCa patients. The roles of five miRNAs, miR-21, miR-141, miR-214,
miR-375, and let-7c, that are frequently deregulated in prostate cancer were studied in
urinary exosomes by Fogi et al., who found the upregulation of miR-21, miR-375, and let-7c
in patients with prostate cancer. The expression of miR-21, miR-141, and miR-214 was
used to distinguish between healthy subjects and low-risk groups versus intermediate- and
high-risk groups [178]. Hydrogel-based hybridization chain reaction (HCR) for multiplex
signal amplification from urinary exosomes revealed the downregulation of miR-3665 and
the upregulation of miR-6090 in prostate cancer patients, which could be used as biomark-
ers [179]. miR-19b in urinary exosomes was able to identify PCa patients from normal
samples with 100% specificity and 93% sensitivity, which could be used as a primary or
auxiliary criterion for the diagnosis of prostate cancer [180]. The differential expression
of hsa-miR-532-3p and hsa-miR-6749-5p was found in urinary exosomes isolated from
PCa compared to BPH, which could be used to differentiate the two. miR-532-3p was
upregulated by 1.6-fold, and hsa-miR-6749-5p had a 2-fold increase in the PCa group when
compared to BPH patients [181]. miR-30b-3p and miR-126-3p, which were overexpressed
in the urinary EVs of PCa patients, were better predictors than serum PSA [160]. Four
miRNAs, miR-572, miR-1290, miR-141-5p, and miR-145-5p, which are markers of PCa, were
measured in the urinary EVs of cancer patients, BPH patients, and controls. Although sig-
nificant differences were found between controls and patients, only miR-145 could be used
to distinguish between PCa and BPH patients. Patients with Gleason scores ≥8 had sig-
nificantly higher expression than patients with Gleason scores ≤7. The receiver-operating
characteristic curve (ROC) revealed that miR-145 in UEVs combined with serum PSA could
differentiate PCa from BPH better than PSA alone [182]. miR-30b-3p and miR-126-3p were
overexpressed in the urinary EVs of PCa patients compared with biopsy-negative men,
which could be associated with the prediction of PCa in biopsy specimens. The sensitivity
of these miRNAs in EVs was higher than that in serum, making EVs a better candidate for
the prediction of PCa [183]. Next-generation sequencing (NGS) results of urinary exosomes
from prostate cancer patients validated by qPCR revealed higher expression of miR-451a,
miR-486-3p, and miR-486-5p, in contrast to miR-375, whose expression was decreased
when compared to control samples. miR-375 showed a correlation with the clinical T stage
and bone metastasis and could differentiate between localized and metastatic PCa [184].
miR-2909 was found to be present in the urinary exosomes of prostate cancer patients
irrespective of the sensitivity to hormones. It showed a significant correlation with the
Gleason score, indicative of the severity of the disease, and could potentially be used as a
noninvasive biomarker for prostate cancer [185].

1.5.3. Role of Exosomal miRNAs in Osteoblastic Modulation in Prostate Cancer

miR-141-3p is involved in the microenvironment of bone metastases in PCa cancer.
The level of miR-141-3p in exosomes in a PCa cell line was higher than in the control,
and a confocal microscope showed that they were able to enter osteoblasts, which led
to increased osteoblast activity and osteoprotegerin (OPG) expression and decreased the
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expression of DLC1, indicating the functional significance of this miRNA in activating the
p38MAPK pathway. In vivo experiments showed that exosomal miR-141-3p had bone-
targeting specificity, promoted osteoblast activity, and increased bone metastasis [186].
The role of miR-148a in bone metastasis in PCa was studied by Tian et al. (2021), where
PC3 exosomes were used. When osteoclasts were cultured with PC3 exosomes, osteoclast
differentiation was affected, and the genes associated with osteoclastic maturation were
downregulated. In addition, the expression of miR-148a was downregulated, and mTOR
and AKT signaling pathways were blocked, indicating the relationship between miRNA
and signaling pathways [187]. Exosomal transfer of miR-1275 from PCa cells to osteoblasts
significantly reduced the proliferation of osteoblasts and the expression levels of osteoblast-
specific genes. It increased the expression of RUNX2, which is the regulator of osteoblast
activity, by downregulating SIRT2. This study confirms that exosomal miR1275 promotes
the proliferation and activity of osteoblasts via modulation of SIRT2/Runx2 signaling [188].
Exosomal miRNAs such as miR-100-5p and miR-21-5p from PCa can affect the cancer-
related microenvironment and metastatic niche. Increased expression of the above two
miRNAs increased the expression of MMP-2, -9, and -13. In addition, the expression
of RANKL and fibroblast migration increased, leading to increased cell migration [175].
miR-141 levels in exosomes isolated from PCa patients can be used to distinguish between
patients with metastatic and localized cancer. The expression of miR-141 was higher in
metastatic cancer than in BPH and controls. The receiver-operating characteristic curve
revealed that the serum exosomal miRNA was 87% sensitive in differentiating between the
two [159]. hsa-miR-940 in exosomes from osteoblastic-phenotype-inducing prostate cancer
cell lines promoted the osteogenic differentiation of human mesenchymal stem cells by
targeting ARHGAP1 and FAM134A and downregulating their expression. When exosomes
from the miR-940–overexpressing MDA-MB-231 cells were implanted on the calvarial
bones of immunodeficient mice, the tumors had extensive mineralized tissues composed of
bone matrix and surrounded by osteoblast-like cells or osteoids. When injected into the
tibiae of mice, they induced osteoblastic lesions, proving that the involvement of exosomal
miRNA secreted by cancer cells in the bone microenvironment can induce osteoblastic bone
metastasis [189]. Exosomes from the prostate cancer cell line PC-3 dramatically inhibited
osteoclast differentiation by downregulating miR-214 and osteoclast genes such as CTSK,
NFATc1, and ACP5 and blocked the NF-κB signaling pathway. Elevating miR-214 levels in
the bone metastatic site may attenuate the invasion of prostate cancer [190].

1.5.4. Role of Exosomal miRNAs in Castration-/Chemoresistance in Prostate Cancer

Exosomal has-miR-148a-3p can be used as a potential prognostic marker in castration-
resistant prostate cancer (CRPC) patients. According to the PSA level, patients were
divided into different groups, namely, P0, P1, P2, and P3, indicating the start of therapy, the
response to therapy, the initial increase in PSA levels, and elevated PSA levels, respectively.
Significant differences in hsa-148a-3p levels were found between periods P1 and P3 and
between P0 and P3 [191]. Neuroendocrine prostate cancer (NEPC) is a highly aggressive
variant of castration-resistant prostate cancer (CRPC) that is mostly seen after treatment
with androgen pathway inhibitors. To identify a noninvasive EV-based biomarker, next-
generation sequencing was carried out on the serum of samples from CRPC patients with
adenocarcinoma characteristics (CRPC-Adeno) vs. CRPC-NE. The results identified the
significant dysregulation of 182 known and 4 novel miRNAs. miR-891a-5p, -9-3p, -877-
5p, -592, -200a-3p, and 1180-3p were found to be upregulated, while miR-152-3p, -28-5p,
-378d, and -23a-3p were found to be decreased in CRPC-NE tissues. Western blotting
showed that NEPC samples had higher levels of thrombospondin 1 (TSP1), which could
be used as a biomarker to identify NEPC [192]. Docetaxel resistance limits the successful
treatment of castration-resistant prostate cancer, in which exosomes may play a role. Of
the several miRNAs that were either up- or downregulated, only miR-34a had clinical
significance. Further experiments proved that it regulates the expression of BCL-2, which
may take part in docetaxel resistance [193]. Cancer-associated fibroblasts (CAFs) promote
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the metastasis of PCa after androgen deprivation therapy through the transfer of exosomal
miR-146a-5p to PCa cells. miR-146a-5p levels in exosomes were significantly decreased
after the cells were treated with ethanol to mimic the castration microenvironment after
ADT. The loss of exosomal miR-146a-5p promoted EMT by activating the EGFR/ERK
pathway [194]. miR-375 expression was found to be increased in PCa tissues and exosomes,
which correlated with the Gleason score. Higher expression increased EMT markers and
enhanced cell migration proliferation and enzalutamide resistance. Silencing the expression
of miR-375 upregulated PTPN4 and downregulated p-STAT3, leading to decreased cell
proliferation. The upstream target PTPN4 could be used as an alternative therapeutic
strategy for PCa [195].

To identify how miRNAs are involved in resistance in prostate cancer, exosomes were
isolated from the metastatic PCa cell lines DU145 and PC3 and their PTX-resistant versions
DU145-TXR and PC3-TXR. Microarray analysis showed that hsa-miR-141-3p, hsa-miR-429,
hsa-miR-192-5p, hsa-miR-192-3p, hsa-miR-606, hsa-miR-3176, hsa-miR-1224-3p, hsa-miR-
381-3p, hsa-miR-933, and hsa-miR-34b-3p were downregulated, and 19 miRNAs were
upregulated. These were involved in ErBb, mTOR, WNT, and actin cytoskeleton pathways,
among others. AR and PTEN pathways upregulated the miRNAs hsa-miR-16-5p, -23c,
-32-5p, -3915, -5004-5p, -488-3p, -3673, and -3654 and downregulated the miRNAs hsa-
miR-3176 and -141-3p. TCF4 target genes upregulated hsa-miR-32-5p and downregulated
the miRNAs hsa-miR-141-3p, -606, -381, and -429. Depending on the pathways involved,
detailed mechanisms can be studied that could be responsible for chemoresistance [196].
The role of miR-1182 in the docetaxel (DTX) resistance of PCa was studied by Zhang
et al. (2021). They found that miR-1182 was downregulated in DTX-resistant PCa tissue
specimens and cell lines. TPD52 was the target of miR-1182, and its upregulation weakened
the promotive effect of miR-1182 on DTX sensitivity. Increased expression of Circ-XIAP
directly targeted miR-1182, and its inhibition rendered the cells sensitive to DTX. This study
revealed that the miR-1182/TPD52 axis may provide a promising therapeutic target for PCa
chemotherapy [197]. miR-27a participated in chemoresistance by restraining the expression
of the P53 gene. In silico analysis showed that the 3′-UTR of p53 mRNA possesses two
putative binding sites for miR-27a. miR-27a binding to P53 downregulated its expression
and rendered cells sensitive to cisplatin, DOX, and docetaxel [198]. The Met/miR-130b
axis in exosomes can be used as a noninvasive tool for PCa surveillance and therapy
monitoring. Increased c-Met activation increased the expression of miR-130b, inhibited
androgen receptor expression, promoted metastasis, and increased resistance to hormone
ablation therapy. In patients, high expression correlated with a high Gleason score and pT
and tumor recurrence after 10 yrs [199].

1.5.5. Exosomal miRNAs as Tumor Suppressor in Prostate Cancer

Exosomal miR-26a derived from prostate carcinoma cells had a suppressive effect
on the metastasis and tumor growth of prostate carcinoma. It significantly altered the
expression of EMT genes to counteract the invasion and migration of cells caused by
PC-3 exosomes. miR-26a mimics downregulated the expression of MMP-2, MMP-9, and
TIMP-2 to prevent the invasion of cells. Xenografts in mice showed that miR-26a mimics
could increase the expression of miR-26a, ultimately leading to decreased tumor size and
metastasis [200]. Exosomes isolated from prostate-cancer-associated fibroblasts carrying
miR-423-5p increased the resistance of prostate cancer cells to taxane treatment. It inhibited
the expression of GREM2 through the TGF-β pathway. TGF-β inhibition was able to par-
tially reverse cell proliferation and colony formation. The inhibition of miR-423-5p in vivo
prevented tumor growth, tumor weight, and taxane resistance and increased GREM2 ex-
pression [201]. Increased exosomal circHIPK3 expression in the serum of PCa increased
the severity of the disease by decreasing the expression of miR-212, which acts as a tumor
suppressor. miR-212 exerted this tumor suppressor effect by regulating the expression of
BMI-1 expression. The regulation of the miR-212/BMI-1 axis can be exploited in cancer
therapy [202]. miR-187 expression was found to be elevated in hBMSCs and hBMSC-exos
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treated with a miR-187 mimic. When hBMSC-exos were cocultured with PC3 cells, the
proliferative, invasive, and migratory capacities of PC-3 cells were significantly reduced.
Western blotting showed the elevated expression of E-cadherin and Bax, while CD276,
Bcl-2, and JAK3-STAT3-Slug-pathway-related genes showed decreased expression, leading
to repressed tumor growth in mice. hBMSC-exos overexpressing miR-187 may function as
a promising target for prostate cancer treatment [203].

2. Conclusions and Future Perspectives

Research over the years suggests that exosomes are involved in normal homeostasis
and are deregulated in diseases such as cancer. They can act as tumor suppressors or
enhancers and are involved in mediating intracellular communication within the tumor cell
and between tumor cells and the environment. The field of exosomes, although relatively
new, is progressing at rapid speed with new discoveries and a broad range of applications
in the use of diagnostic and prognostic markers. Exosomes are also being tested as vehicles
for drug delivery for shRNAs targeting oncogenic proteins. Although progress has been
made in exosome research, not much is known about how to realize exosome biogenesis,
control exosome release, and address their heterogeneity and stability for longer shelf life.
In addition, there are no uniform extraction methods or routes of administration, and very
little is known about the immune response. As of now, there are no standardized methods
for clinical settings that would allow the research to be taken from bench to bedside since
most of the research is conducted in vitro. The clinical application of exosomes is an
emerging field of study, and further investigations must consider the cost and time for the
large-scale production of exosomes, their tailored preparation as vehicles for drug delivery,
and their cytotoxicity. All these evaluations should be made to protect patient safety
and avoid undesirable side effects before market approval. Moreover, understanding the
physiological and pathological effects is crucial in developing new therapeutic strategies.
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