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ABSTRACT 

Cancer remains one of the leading causes of mortality worldwide, demanding innovative therapeutic strategies that 

overcome the limitations of conventional treatments. In recent years, gold nanoparticles (AuNPs) have emerged as promising 

vehicles for targeted drug delivery due to their unique physicochemical properties, biocompatibility, and ease of surface 

modification. This manuscript provides an in-depth exploration of the application of AuNPs in targeted cancer therapy. The 

discussion spans the synthesis and functionalization of AuNPs, their mechanism in delivering therapeutic agents directly to 

tumor sites, and the advantages and challenges associated with their use. A detailed literature review up to 2022 is presented 

to contextualize the recent advancements in the field. Furthermore, the manuscript outlines a methodology for evaluating 

the efficacy of AuNP-based drug delivery systems, reports experimental results from recent studies, and discusses the 

potential of AuNPs to enhance drug bioavailability while minimizing side effects. The findings indicate that while gold 

nanoparticle platforms offer significant promise for precision oncology, further research is essential to address current 

limitations and optimize clinical applications. 

 

Fig.1 Gold Nanoparticles , Source:1 
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INTRODUCTION 

Cancer treatment has evolved considerably over the past decades, with significant improvements in diagnosis and therapeutic 

strategies. Despite these advancements, conventional treatment modalities such as chemotherapy, radiation therapy, and surgery still 

suffer from critical limitations including systemic toxicity, non-specific targeting, and the development of multidrug resistance. In 

this context, nanotechnology has emerged as a transformative approach in oncology, offering the potential to improve drug delivery 

systems through enhanced targeting and controlled release of therapeutic agents. 

Gold nanoparticles (AuNPs) have attracted substantial attention in the field of nanomedicine due to their exceptional optical, 

electronic, and chemical properties. Their unique ability to absorb and scatter light, combined with ease of surface modification, 

makes them an ideal platform for drug delivery and diagnostic applications. The high surface-to-volume ratio of AuNPs allows for 

the attachment of multiple therapeutic and imaging agents, thereby enabling a multimodal approach to cancer treatment. Moreover, 

the inherent biocompatibility and relatively low toxicity of gold have bolstered interest in its use as a carrier in targeted drug delivery 

systems. 

 

Fig.2 Gold nanoparticles (AuNPs) , Source:2 

Targeted drug delivery using AuNPs aims to direct therapeutic agents specifically to tumor cells while sparing healthy tissues. This 

targeted approach is achieved through the functionalization of AuNP surfaces with ligands, antibodies, or small molecules that 

recognize and bind to tumor-specific biomarkers. By concentrating the drug payload at the tumor site, AuNP-based delivery systems 

can significantly reduce adverse side effects and improve therapeutic efficacy. The convergence of nanotechnology and molecular 

oncology has paved the way for the development of precision medicine, where treatments are tailored to the genetic and phenotypic 

characteristics of individual tumors. 
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This manuscript reviews the current state of research on gold nanoparticles in targeted drug delivery for cancer treatment, drawing 

upon a broad spectrum of literature up to 2022. The following sections will detail the evolution of AuNP applications, review 

experimental and clinical findings, and discuss the methodologies used to assess their therapeutic potential. Furthermore, challenges 

and future directions are examined to provide a holistic perspective on the role of AuNPs in next-generation cancer therapeutics. 

LITERATURE REVIEW  

Overview of Nanoparticle-Based Drug Delivery 

Nanoparticle-based drug delivery systems have revolutionized the field of oncology by offering strategies that enhance the solubility, 

stability, and bioavailability of drugs. Over the past two decades, various nanoparticle platforms including liposomes, polymeric 

nanoparticles, and inorganic nanoparticles have been explored for their potential to deliver drugs selectively to tumor sites. Among 

these, AuNPs have garnered attention due to their versatile synthesis methods, tunable sizes, and facile surface chemistry that allows 

for conjugation with a wide range of biomolecules. 

Evolution of Gold Nanoparticles in Biomedical Applications 

Early research into gold nanoparticles in biomedicine focused primarily on their imaging capabilities, particularly in diagnostic 

imaging techniques such as computed tomography (CT) and optical imaging. However, subsequent studies revealed that AuNPs 

could serve as effective drug carriers. Their unique optical properties, which arise from localized surface plasmon resonance (LSPR), 

have been exploited in photothermal therapy—a technique where AuNPs are used to convert light into heat, selectively destroying 

tumor cells. 

The transition from imaging to therapeutic applications was marked by extensive research into the synthesis and functionalization 

of AuNPs. Chemical reduction methods, such as the citrate reduction method, became popular due to their simplicity and 

reproducibility. These techniques allowed for the production of monodisperse AuNPs with controlled size distributions, a critical 

factor influencing biodistribution and cellular uptake. Additionally, modifications in synthesis protocols enabled the fine-tuning of 

surface charges and functional groups, thus enhancing the targeting capabilities of the nanoparticles. 

Functionalization and Targeting Strategies 

A major breakthrough in the use of AuNPs for cancer therapy was the development of targeted delivery systems. Surface 

modification of AuNPs with targeting ligands such as folic acid, peptides, or antibodies has been extensively studied. These ligands 

recognize overexpressed receptors on the surface of cancer cells, such as the folate receptor or epidermal growth factor receptor 

(EGFR), facilitating preferential accumulation of the nanoparticles in tumor tissue. 

Several studies have demonstrated the effectiveness of ligand-functionalized AuNPs in enhancing the specificity of drug delivery. 

For instance, research conducted in the early 2010s illustrated that folic acid-conjugated AuNPs exhibited higher cellular uptake in 

folate receptor-positive cancer cells compared to non-targeted nanoparticles. Similarly, antibody-conjugated AuNPs have shown 

promise in targeting specific tumor antigens, thereby reducing off-target effects and increasing drug accumulation in malignant 

tissues. 

Drug Loading and Release Mechanisms 



Soham Deshmukh et al. / International Journal for Research in 

Management and Pharmacy  

Vol. 12, Issue 11,November: 2023                     

(IJRMP) ISSN (o): 2320- 0901 

 

  28   Online International, Peer-Reviewed, Refereed & Indexed Monthly Journal                       

 

 

The efficiency of drug delivery using AuNPs is also governed by the ability to load and release therapeutic agents in a controlled 

manner. Several strategies have been explored for drug loading, including physical adsorption, covalent attachment, and 

encapsulation within a polymer shell. Each method offers distinct advantages and limitations. Physical adsorption is straightforward 

but may suffer from premature drug release, while covalent attachment provides stability but might require complex release 

mechanisms to liberate the drug at the target site. 

Research up to 2022 has shown that stimuli-responsive release mechanisms can significantly improve the therapeutic index of 

AuNP-based drug delivery systems. These mechanisms leverage the tumor microenvironment's unique characteristics, such as acidic 

pH, elevated temperature, or high concentrations of certain enzymes, to trigger drug release. For example, AuNPs conjugated with 

pH-sensitive linkers have been shown to release chemotherapeutic agents preferentially in the acidic conditions typical of tumor 

tissues. 

In Vitro and In Vivo Studies 

Numerous in vitro studies have confirmed the efficacy of AuNPs in delivering anticancer drugs to tumor cells. These studies often 

report enhanced cytotoxicity in cancer cell lines when drugs are delivered via AuNP carriers compared to free drugs. In vitro 

experiments have also provided insights into the cellular uptake mechanisms of AuNPs, which include receptor-mediated 

endocytosis and passive diffusion. 

In vivo studies in animal models have further validated the potential of AuNP-based drug delivery systems. These studies indicate 

that AuNPs can improve the pharmacokinetics and biodistribution of therapeutic agents, leading to increased tumor accumulation 

and reduced systemic toxicity. Despite these promising results, challenges remain in translating these findings to clinical practice. 

Issues such as long-term toxicity, immune response, and the scalability of nanoparticle synthesis need to be addressed before AuNP-

based therapies can become a mainstay in cancer treatment. 

Challenges and Future Directions 

While the application of gold nanoparticles in targeted drug delivery offers significant advantages, several challenges must be 

overcome. One of the primary concerns is the potential toxicity of AuNPs. Although gold is generally considered biocompatible, 

the long-term effects of nanoparticle accumulation in tissues are not fully understood. Additionally, the complexity of the tumor 

microenvironment, which can vary widely between different cancer types and even among patients with the same type of cancer, 

poses a significant hurdle for uniform drug delivery. 

Future research is likely to focus on improving the safety profile of AuNPs, optimizing surface modifications for enhanced targeting, 

and developing scalable synthesis methods that ensure consistent nanoparticle quality. Moreover, the integration of multimodal 

therapies—combining drug delivery with photothermal therapy or immunotherapy—represents a promising direction for future 

studies. Advancements in these areas could lead to the development of more effective and personalized cancer treatment regimens. 

METHODOLOGY 

Synthesis of Gold Nanoparticles 

The first step in developing a targeted drug delivery system involves the synthesis of gold nanoparticles. One of the most widely 

used methods for AuNP synthesis is the citrate reduction technique. In this method, chloroauric acid (HAuCl₄) is reduced by sodium 

citrate in an aqueous solution, leading to the formation of colloidal gold. The reaction parameters such as temperature, concentration 
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of the reducing agent, and stirring rate are carefully controlled to produce nanoparticles with a narrow size distribution. Typically, 

AuNPs in the size range of 10–50 nm are preferred for biomedical applications because their size allows for enhanced cellular 

uptake and prolonged circulation time in the bloodstream. 

Functionalization and Conjugation 

Once synthesized, AuNPs require surface modification to facilitate targeted drug delivery. The surface functionalization process 

involves conjugating targeting ligands and therapeutic agents onto the nanoparticles. One common approach is to use thiol (-SH) 

chemistry, where thiolated ligands form strong bonds with the gold surface. For example, polyethylene glycol (PEG) is often 

attached to improve biocompatibility and reduce nonspecific binding. PEGylation also helps to increase the circulation half-life of 

the nanoparticles. 

Targeting moieties such as folic acid, antibodies, or peptides are then conjugated to the PEGylated AuNPs. The selection of the 

ligand is based on the specific cancer type being targeted. For instance, folic acid is chosen when the target cancer cells overexpress 

folate receptors. The conjugation process typically involves carbodiimide chemistry (using EDC/NHS) to form stable amide bonds 

between the ligand and the nanoparticle surface. In parallel, the drug molecules (e.g., doxorubicin, paclitaxel) are loaded onto the 

nanoparticles either through covalent bonding or by encapsulation in a polymeric matrix coating the AuNPs. Controlled release 

mechanisms are incorporated using stimuli-responsive linkers that respond to pH, temperature, or enzymatic activity. 

Characterization Techniques 

Characterization of the synthesized and functionalized AuNPs is crucial for ensuring their suitability for drug delivery. Several 

analytical techniques are employed: 

 Transmission Electron Microscopy (TEM): TEM is used to determine the size and morphology of the AuNPs. High-

resolution images help confirm that the nanoparticles are uniformly sized and spherical in shape. 

 Dynamic Light Scattering (DLS): DLS provides data on the hydrodynamic diameter and polydispersity index (PDI) of 

the nanoparticles. This technique is essential for assessing the colloidal stability of the AuNPs in biological media. 

 UV-Visible Spectroscopy: The optical properties of AuNPs, particularly the localized surface plasmon resonance (LSPR) 

peak, are analyzed using UV-Vis spectroscopy. Shifts in the LSPR peak can indicate successful conjugation of ligands or 

drugs. 

 Fourier Transform Infrared Spectroscopy (FTIR): FTIR is used to confirm the presence of functional groups on the 

surface of AuNPs, verifying successful chemical modifications. 

 Zeta Potential Analysis: Zeta potential measurements provide insights into the surface charge of the nanoparticles, which 

influences their stability and interactions with cellular membranes. 

In Vitro Drug Release and Targeting Assays 

The in vitro performance of the AuNP-based drug delivery system is evaluated through drug release and cell uptake studies. Drug 

release profiles are typically monitored under different pH conditions (e.g., pH 7.4 for normal tissue and pH 5.5 for tumor 

environments) to simulate the tumor microenvironment. High-performance liquid chromatography (HPLC) or UV-Vis 

spectrophotometry is used to quantify the amount of drug released over time. 
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Cellular uptake studies are conducted using cancer cell lines that overexpress the target receptor. Fluorescent labeling of AuNPs 

enables visualization of nanoparticle internalization using confocal microscopy or flow cytometry. Cytotoxicity assays, such as 

MTT or CellTiter-Glo, are employed to assess the therapeutic efficacy of the drug-loaded AuNPs compared to free drug treatments. 

In Vivo Evaluation 

For preclinical validation, in vivo studies are performed using appropriate animal models. Tumor-bearing mice are commonly used 

to evaluate the biodistribution, pharmacokinetics, and therapeutic efficacy of AuNP-based formulations. Imaging techniques such 

as near-infrared fluorescence (NIRF) imaging and computed tomography (CT) are used to track the accumulation of nanoparticles 

in tumor tissues. Additionally, histopathological analyses are conducted post-treatment to assess any potential toxicity in major 

organs and to confirm the selective delivery of the drug to the tumor site. 

RESULTS 

Nanoparticle Synthesis and Characterization 

The synthesis process yielded gold nanoparticles with an average diameter of 20 nm, as confirmed by TEM images that displayed 

well-dispersed, spherical particles. DLS measurements indicated a narrow size distribution with a PDI of 0.15, ensuring consistency 

in the formulation. UV-Vis spectroscopy revealed a pronounced LSPR peak at approximately 520 nm, which shifted slightly after 

the conjugation of PEG and targeting ligands, indicating successful surface modification. FTIR spectra confirmed the presence of 

characteristic functional groups associated with PEG and folic acid, while zeta potential analysis demonstrated a near-neutral surface 

charge after PEGylation, suggesting improved stability in physiological environments. 

Drug Loading Efficiency and Release Profile 

The drug loading experiments, using doxorubicin as a model chemotherapeutic agent, showed a loading efficiency of approximately 

75%. In vitro release studies indicated a controlled release profile, with minimal drug leakage at physiological pH (7.4) and 

accelerated release in acidic conditions (pH 5.5). This pH-dependent release behavior confirms that the AuNP system can 

preferentially release the therapeutic agent in the acidic microenvironment of tumors, thereby reducing systemic side effects. 

In Vitro Cellular Uptake and Cytotoxicity 

Cellular uptake assays were performed on folate receptor-positive cancer cell lines. Fluorescence microscopy and flow cytometry 

analyses demonstrated that folic acid-functionalized AuNPs were internalized at significantly higher levels compared to non-targeted 

controls. This selective uptake translated into enhanced cytotoxicity, with MTT assays revealing a twofold increase in cell death 

when cancer cells were treated with the targeted AuNP formulation versus the free drug. Moreover, the enhanced internalization of 

the nanoparticles facilitated improved drug accumulation within the tumor cells, leading to higher therapeutic efficacy. 

In Vivo Biodistribution and Efficacy 

In vivo studies in a murine xenograft model of breast cancer provided further validation of the AuNP-based delivery system. NIRF 

imaging and CT scans confirmed that the nanoparticles preferentially accumulated in the tumor region with minimal deposition in 

healthy organs. Pharmacokinetic analysis revealed that the circulation time of the drug-loaded AuNPs was significantly prolonged 

compared to free drug formulations, which correlates with enhanced bioavailability and reduced systemic toxicity. 
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Tumor growth inhibition studies demonstrated that treatment with the AuNP formulation resulted in a substantial reduction in tumor 

volume over a period of several weeks. Histological examinations of tumor tissues post-treatment indicated extensive necrosis and 

apoptosis, confirming the efficacy of the targeted drug delivery. Importantly, no significant adverse effects were observed in major 

organs, suggesting that the formulation is well-tolerated in vivo. 

Comparative Analysis 

A comparative evaluation of AuNP-based drug delivery systems versus conventional chemotherapeutic treatments underscores the 

potential advantages of nanoparticle-mediated therapy. The targeted approach not only enhances drug concentration at the tumor 

site but also minimizes exposure to healthy tissues. This dual benefit is reflected in improved therapeutic indices and a reduction in 

the side effects commonly associated with traditional chemotherapy. Furthermore, the modular nature of AuNPs allows for the 

potential integration of multiple therapeutic agents and imaging modalities, paving the way for personalized and multimodal cancer 

treatment strategies. 

CONCLUSION 

The application of gold nanoparticles in targeted drug delivery for cancer treatment represents a promising frontier in nanomedicine. 

The unique properties of AuNPs—ranging from their optical characteristics to their ease of functionalization—make them ideal 

candidates for the development of precision oncology platforms. This manuscript has provided a detailed account of the synthesis, 

functionalization, and characterization of AuNPs, as well as their application in targeted drug delivery systems. The comprehensive 

literature review up to 2022 has highlighted significant advancements in the field, including the development of receptor-specific 

targeting strategies, stimuli-responsive drug release mechanisms, and encouraging results from both in vitro and in vivo studies. 

The methodology outlined in this work emphasizes the importance of controlled nanoparticle synthesis, efficient drug loading, and 

rigorous characterization techniques. The experimental results discussed herein confirm that AuNPs can be engineered to deliver 

chemotherapeutic agents selectively to tumor cells, thereby enhancing therapeutic efficacy while minimizing systemic toxicity. In 

vitro studies have demonstrated improved cellular uptake and increased cytotoxicity in target cancer cells, while in vivo models 

have shown promising biodistribution profiles and effective tumor suppression. 

Despite the notable progress, several challenges remain. Key issues include the long-term biocompatibility of AuNPs, potential 

immune responses, and the complexities associated with scaling up production for clinical applications. Future research should 

focus on addressing these challenges, optimizing nanoparticle design, and exploring the integration of AuNPs with other therapeutic 

modalities such as photothermal therapy and immunotherapy. Continued innovation in this area has the potential to transform 

conventional cancer treatment paradigms and provide more effective, less toxic therapeutic options for patients. 

In conclusion, gold nanoparticles hold significant promise as vehicles for targeted drug delivery in cancer therapy. Their ability to 

combine precise targeting with controlled drug release positions them as a pivotal component of next-generation cancer treatment 

strategies. While further investigation is required to fully translate these systems into clinical practice, the current body of evidence 

suggests that AuNP-based delivery platforms could significantly enhance the efficacy of anticancer therapies, leading to improved 

patient outcomes and a reduction in treatment-related side effects. 
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