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Abstract 

Background:  Eosinophilic asthma is a common subtype of severe asthma with high morbidity and mortality. The 
cytokine IL-5 has been shown to be a key driver of the development and progression of disease. Although approved 
monoclonal antibodies (mAbs) targeting IL-5/IL-5R have shown good safety and efficacy, some patients have inad-
equate responses and frequent dosing results in medication nonadherence.

Results:  We constructed a novel trivalent bispecific nanobody (Nb) consisting of 3 VHHs that bind to 2 different 
epitopes of IL-5 and 1 epitope of albumin derived from immunized phage display libraries. This trivalent IL-5-HSA Nb 
exhibited similar IL-5/IL-5R blocking activities to mepolizumab (Nucala), an approved targeting IL-5 mAb. Surprisingly, 
this trivalent Nb was 58 times more active than mepolizumab in inhibiting TF-1-cell proliferation. In primate stud-
ies, the trivalent IL-5-HSA Nb showed excellent pharmacokinetic properties, and peripheral blood eosinophil levels 
remained significantly suppressed for two months after a single dose. In addition, the trivalent IL-5-HSA Nb could be 
produced on a large scale in a P. pastoris X-33 yeast system with high purity and good thermal stability.

Conclusions:  These findings suggest that the trivalent bispecific IL-5-HSA Nb has the potential to be a next-genera-
tion therapeutic agent targeting IL-5 for the treatment of severe eosinophilic asthma.
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Background
Eosinophilic asthma is a common subtype of severe 
asthma with high morbidity and mortality [1]. It is char-
acterized by the persistence of eosinophils in the lung and 
sputum, resulting in inflammation and swelling in the 
airways [2]. Eosinophil abnormalities have been shown 
to be associated with the production and release of some 
soluble inflammatory factors, of which IL-5 is the key 
factor for the growth and differentiation of eosinophils 
in bone marrow and infiltration and activation in tissues 
[3–5]. IL-5 expression has been shown to be increased in 
bronchial biopsies in patients with eosinophilic asthma 
[6, 7]. Additionally, the level of IL-5 in the blood and lung 
correlates with disease severity [8–10]. Therefore, block-
ing the IL-5/IL-5R pathway is considered to be an attrac-
tive strategy for the treatment of eosinophilic asthma.

Several mAbs targeting the IL-5/IL-5R pathway have 
been approved by the FDA for the treatment of severe 
eosinophilic asthma [11]. Mepolizumab (Nucala) is 
the first approved monoclonal antibody (mAb) target-
ing IL-5, blocking the binding of IL-5 to IL-5Rα, which 
reduces blood eosinophil counts and exacerbations of 
asthma and improves asthma control [12]. Reslizumab, 
another approved IL-5 humanized mAb, showed similar 
therapeutic efficacy to mepolizumab in severe eosino-
philic asthma [13]. However, in a study of 10 patients with 
oral corticosteroid-dependent asthma, reslizumab was 
more effective than mepolizumab in reducing sputum 
eosinophilia [14]. Benralizumab, the only approved mAb 
targeting IL-5R, also reduces exacerbation frequency and 
improves the quality of life of severe asthma patients [15]. 
Unlike antibodies that target IL-5, benralizumab reduces 
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eosinophils more efficiently via antibody-dependent 
cell-mediated cytotoxicity, resulting in the improvement 
of lung function or asthma control [16]. In addition, 
GSK3511294, another IL-5 mAb, with the same antigen-
binding epitope as mepolizumab, but with higher affinity 
and longer half-life, is currently in phase 3 clinical inves-
tigation for the treatment of severe eosinophilic asthma 
[17]. These findings suggest that biologics targeting IL-5/
IL-5R with less frequent dosing, higher tissue penetra-
tion, and novel mechanisms of action remain needed for 
the treatment of severe eosinophilic asthma.

Nanobodies (Nbs) are single-domain antibody frag-
ments (VHHs) derived from natural heavy chain-only 
antibodies in the Camelidae family of mammals [18]. 
Unlike traditional antibodies composed of 2 heavy chains 
and 2 light chains, the molecular weight of Nbs is as small 
as 15 kD, which enables Nbs to exhibit excellent stabil-
ity and tissue penetration [19]. Importantly, this unique 
structure and stability make Nbs the ideal building blocks 
for the development of bispecific or multispecific anti-
bodies [20]. Several reported Nb-based bispecific or 
trispecific Nbs are in clinical development for the treat-
ment of tumours and autoimmune diseases [21–24].

Here we constructed a novel heterobivalent Nb con-
sisting of 2 Nbs targeting different epitopes of IL-5. To 
prolong the half-life in  vivo, this heterobivalent Nb was 
loaded with a VHH targeting albumin, resulting in a new 
trivalent Nb. This trivalent Nb showed significantly bet-
ter activity than mepolizumab, a traditional mAb target-
ing IL-5, in inhibiting TF-1-cell proliferation. In primate 
studies, this trivalent Nb showed excellent pharmacoki-
netic properties, and peripheral blood eosinophil levels 
remained significantly suppressed for 2  months after a 
single dose. Moreover, the large production of the triva-
lent Nb using the P. pastoris expression system has a sig-
nificant cost advantage over mAb. These findings suggest 
that this trivalent Nb has the potential to be a next-gen-
eration therapeutic agent targeting IL-5 for the treatment 
of severe eosinophilic asthma, with better efficacy and less 
frequent dosing than current anti-IL-5/IL-5R therapies.

Materials and methods
Cell lines
HEK 293T, HEK 293F and TF-1 cells were obtained from 
the American Type Culture Collection (ATCC). HEK 
293T and HEK 293F cells were grown in Dulbecco’s mod-
ified Eagle’s medium (DMEM) (Gibco, Grand Island, NY, 
USA) and FreeStyle™ 293 medium (Invitrogen, Carls-
bad, CA, USA) respectively, supplemented with 10% 
FBS (Gibco) and 1% penicillin–streptomycin (10,000 U/
mL) (Gibco). TF-1 cells were cultured in RPMI 1640 con-
taining 20% FBS and 50 U/mL GM-CSF (Thermo Fisher 
Scientific).

Antigen immunization and library construction
The IL-5 gene was amplified by PCR and inserted into 
the pFUSE vector (Invitrogen). IL-5-Fc was expressed in 
HEK-293F cells and purified with protein A affinity chro-
matography. Two young male Bactrian camels received 
seven immunizations with IL-5-Fc mixed with Freund’s 
adjuvant (Sigma-Aldrich, St Louis, MO, USA) at weekly 
intervals. Thereafter, peripheral blood lymphocytes 
(PBLs) were collected from 100  mL camel blood and a 
phage display library containing genes coding for the 
VHH was then produced according to established proto-
cols [25, 26]. The library capacity and correct insert rates 
were calculated. All procedures were conducted accord-
ing to the National Institutes of Health Guide for the 
Care and Use of Laboratory Animals.

Nbs screening, expression and purification
Human IL-5-specific Nbs were screened through phage 
display biopanning and periplasmic extract ELISA, 
according to previously described protocols [21, 23]. 
After sequencing the selected positive clones, the VHH 
fragments with different complementary determining 
regions 3 (CDR3) cloned into the pMECS vector were 
transformed into the nonsuppressor Escherichia coli 
strain WK6 cells and purified using affinity chromatog-
raphy on Ni–NTA affinity columns (Qiagen, Hilden, 
Germany).

Preparation of bivalent IL‑5 Nb, trivalent IL‑5‑HSA Nb 
and Nucala analogue
Bivalent IL-5 Nb consists of two IL-5 Nbs with differ-
ent antigen recognizing epitope sites, while trivalent Nb 
consists of two IL-5 Nbs and HSA Nb. The recombinant 
antibody sequences were amplified and inserted into the 
pcDNA3.1+ vector. Thereafter, the recombinant vectors 
were transfected into HEK-293F cells, and the bivalent 
IL-5 Nb and the trivalent IL-5-HSA Nb were purified 
by Ni–NTA affinity chromatography. For preparation of 
the positive control antibody Nucala analogue, the DNA 
sequences of its heavy chain and light chain were synthe-
sized and cloned into pcDNA3.1+ vector, and its expres-
sion and purification were similar to those of bivalent and 
trivalent Nb.

Determination of the affinity of IL‑5 Nb for IL‑5
The kinetics of IL-5 Nb binding to recombinant hIL-5 
antigen were evaluated by biolayer interferometry (BLI) 
on an Octet Red96e (ForteBio, Menlo Park, CA, USA). 
Briefly, the diluted IL-5 Nbs (5 μg/mL) were coupled to 
protein A biosensors and then incubated with a series of 
diluted hIL-5 antigens, followed by dissociation in PBST 
buffer. The binding curve fitting was performed in 1:1 
homogeneous fitting mode by ForteBio Data Analysis 
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9.0 software. The association and dissociation rates were 
monitored and the equilibrium dissociation constant 
(KD) was calculated.

Recognition specificity analysis
Human IL-5-Fc, cynomolgus IL-5-Fc and mouse IL-5-Fc 
were expressed and purified in HEK 293F cells. 5 μg/mL 
proteins (human IL-5-Fc, cynomolgus IL-5-Fc, mouse IL-
5-Fc and IgG1) were coated onto microtiter plates at 4 °C 
overnight. After blocking with 1% bovine serum albumin 
(BSA) for 2  h, 10  μg/mL IL-5 Nb was added and incu-
bated at room temperature for 1 h. Next, the plates were 
incubated with mouse anti-HA antibody (Biolegend, San 
Diego, CA,  USA), followed by anti-mouse IgG-alkaline 
phosphatase (Sigma-Aldrich). The absorbance at 405 nm 
was read on a microplate reader (Bio-Rad, Hercules, CA, 
USA).

IL‑5/IL‑5R blocking activity assay
The HEK 293T-IL-5R stable cell line was constructed 
using a lentiviral packaging system. To determine the 
activity of IL-5 Nbs blocking IL-5/IL-5R, HEK 293T-IL-
5R stable cells were incubated with purified IL-5-Fc 
labelled with biotin and a gradient concentration of 
IL-5 Nbs or Nucala analogue, followed by staining with 
streptavidin-PE (eBioscience, San Diego, CA, USA). 
Then, the signals were measured by FACS (BD Bio-
sciences, Franklin Lakes, New Jersey, USA), and the data 
were analysed with FlowJo V10 software. The 50% inhibi-
tory concentration (IC50) was calculated.

Cell proliferation assay
The proliferation of TF-1 cells was determined with a 
CCK-8 assay (Dojindo, Kumamoto, Japan). The TF-1 
cells were seeded into 96-well plates at approximately 
1 × 105 cells per well overnight. Then, the TF-1 cells were 
treated with a series of diluted concentrations of IL-5 Nb 
and incubated at 37 °C for 72 h. Thereafter, 20 μL CCK-8 
solution was added and incubated for an additional 4 h at 
37 °C. The reaction signals were detected at 450 nm with 
a microplate reader. The IC50 was calculated.

Pharmacokinetic study in non‑human primates
Female cynomolgus monkeys were housed individually 
in stainless-steel cages with suitable specifications, and 
reared in humidity-controlled (40% to 70%) and tempera-
ture-controlled (22 ± 4 °C) environments on a 12 h light/
dark cycle with free access to water and food. One mon-
key enrolled in the high-dose group was given treatment 
of 5 mg/kg trivalent IL-5-HSA Nb, and another monkey 
enrolled in the low-dose group was given treatment of 
2  mg/kg trivalent IL-5-HSA Nb. Subcutaneous infusion 
was administered for approximately 10 min with a given 

rate of 0.5  mL/kg/min. Blood samples were collected 
every 7 days and continued for three months. Then, the 
plasma concentrations of trivalent IL-5-HSA Nb were 
detected through SEC-HPLC analysis. The experiments 
were approved by the Animal Experimental Ethics Com-
mittee of Shanghai University of Medicine and Health 
Sciences.

Measurement of eosinophils (EOS)
EOS were purified from 30 mL monkey peripheral blood 
samples though an immunomagnetic negative-selection 
approach with the MACSxpress Eosinophil Isolation Kit 
(Miltenyi Biotec, Bergisch Gladbach, Germany), and the 
residual erythrocytes were removed with the Erythro-
cyte Depletion Kit (Miltenyi Biotec). Then, the number 
of harvested EOSs suspended in PBS was quantified on 
a Countess II FL automatic cell counter (Thermo Fisher 
Scientific).

Large‑scale production of trivalent IL‑5‑HSA Nb
The fused fragment encoding trivalent IL-5-HSA Nb was 
ligated into the pPICZɑA vector, and then the recombi-
nant vector was transformed into P. pastoris X-33 com-
petent cells through electroporation. After identifying the 
positive clone with high expression efficiency, large-scale 
expression was carried out in a 100-L fermenter. Dur-
ing the fermentation process, the dissolved oxygen (DO) 
was maintained at 25% by supplementation with glycerol 
and methanol, and the wet cell weights and the protein 
titers were detected every 20 h within 160 h. Thereafter, 
the fused protein was further purified through a Ni–NTA 
affinity column, followed by Capto Butyl column and 
Superdex 200 Increase GL columns on AKTA pure 150 
(GE Healthcare, Madison, WI, USA). The nonreductive 
form expression of trivalent IL-5-HSA Nb was identified 
by SDS-PAGE analysis, and its purity was detected by 
size exclusion chromatography-high-performance liquid 
chromatography (SEC-HPLC) using a Waters Acquity 
Arc system with AdvanceBio SEC 130A Columns (Agi-
lent Technologies, Palo Alto, CA, USA).

Thermostability analysis
SEC-HPLC and cation-exchange chromatography (CEX-
HPLC) were employed to analyse the thermostability of 
trivalent IL-5-HSA Nb. Briefly, the trivalent IL-5-HSA 
Nb was diluted to 1  mg/mL and incubated at 2–8  °C 
or 25  °C for 1  month or even under 3 freeze-and-thaw 
cycles. After incubation, the stability of Nb was measured 
by SEC-HPLC and CEX-HPLC analyses. CEX-HPLC 
was performed on a Dionex Ultimate 3000 RSLC system 
(Thermo Fisher Scientific) with a BioMab NP5 PK col-
umn (Agilent Technologies).
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Statistical analysis
Statistical analyses were performed using GraphPad 
Prism 6 software. Data were expressed as the mean ± SD. 
The statistically significant differences between groups 
were analysed by two-way ANOVA with Holm‒Sidak 
multiple comparisons test. P < 0.05 was considered to be 
significant.

Results
Identification of Nbs specific binding to IL‑5
To obtain Nbs with high specificity, affinity and diver-
sity, two camels were immunized with IL-5 fused to Fc 
(IL-5-Fc) (Fig. 1). After seven injections at an interval of 
five days, the peripheral blood of each immunized camel 
was collected to construct the phage-displayed library. 
The two library capacities were 2.1 × 108 colony-forming 
units (CFU) and 6.4 × 108  CFU, and the insertion rates 
of two libraries were 95.8% and 91.7% respectively, indi-
cating high quality and good diversity of both libraries 
(Additional file  1: Fig. S1). After three rounds of phage 
display biopanning, the fold enrichment of IL-5-specific 
VHHs derived from the two libraries reached 66 times 
and 120 times, respectively (Additional file  2: Fig. S2). 

Through periplasmic extract ELISA and sequencing anal-
ysis, 11 distinct Nbs with substantial sequence diversity 
were screened. The entire schedule is illustrated in Fig. 1, 
and the original, full-length gel images of IL-5-Fc antigen, 
amplified VHH and library insert rate are displayed in 
Additional file 3: Fig. S3A–E.

Generation of heterobivalent IL‑5 Nb with high affinity, 
specificity and blocking activity
After screening 11 IL-5-specific Nbs through phage dis-
play biopanning and periplasmic extract ELISA, we fur-
ther determined their characteristics, including affinity 
and specificity. As indicated in Fig. 2A, all of these IL-5 
Nbs candidates purified through microbial expression 
exhibited excellent affinities towards IL-5. Additionally, 
they showed high recognition species specificity towards 
human IL-5 and cynomolgus monkey IL-5, instead of 
mouse IL-5 (Fig. 2B). To generate IL-5 bivalent Nb with 
enhanced functional activity, humanized IL-5 Nbs with 
different antigen recognition epitopes were screened 
through the competition binding assay. As shown in 
Fig.  2C, Nb66 did not influence the binding between 
Nb21-biotin and IL-5. In parallel with this, Nb21 also 

Fig. 1  Schematic depicting the immunization and screening strategy used to isolate IL-5 Nbs. PBLs, peripheral blood lymphocytes. The cropping 
gel of purified IL-5-Fc antigen is displayed



Page 6 of 13Ma et al. Respiratory Research          (2022) 23:316 

exhibited no competing inhibitory effect towards Nb66-
biotin binding with IL-5, indicating that Nb21 and Nb66 
recognize different epitope sites. Furthermore, hetero-
bivalent Nb21/Nb66 was constructed, and the results 
showed that the bivalent IL-5 Nb was competitively 
bound to the Nb21-IL-5 or Nb66-IL-5 interacting sites, 
implying that the bivalent IL-5 Nb specifically recognizes 
two different epitope sites (Fig. 2D).

To evaluate the blocking effect of Nb21/Nb66, a 
neutralization assay was performed. Serial dilutions 
of Nb21/Nb66 and Nucala were incubated with IL-5R 
stable-expressing cells in the presence of IL-5-Fc pro-
tein. The results indicated that Nb21/Nb66 had higher 
blockage activity towards the IL-5/IL-5R interac-
tion, than the Nucala analogue. (IC50: 0.841  μg/mL 
vs. 2.305  μg/mL) (Fig.  2E). Additionally, Nb21/Nb66 

Fig. 2  The generation of heterobivalent Nb21/Nb66. A The affinity of 11 IL-5 Nbs was detected by biofilm interferometry (BLI). B The recognition 
specificity of 11 IL-5 Nbs to different species antigens was determined by ELISA, with IgG1 as a negative control. C The competition binding activity 
of Nb66 or Nb21 towards the binding between Nb21-biotin and IL-5 or Nb66-biotin and IL-5 was detected by ELISA. D The recognition specificity of 
Nb21/Nb66 towards Nb21-biotin-IL-5 or Nb66-biotin-IL-5 binding sites, with IL33-Nb biotin as a negative control. The experiments were performed 
in triplicate. The data were presented as mean ± SD. ***P < 0.001. E The blocking effect of the Nb21/Nb66 or Nucala analogue on the interaction 
between IL-5 and IL-5R was determined by flow cytometry. MFI: median fluorescence intensity. F The inhibitory effect of the Nb21/Nb66 or Nucala 
analogue on TF-1-cells proliferation was determined by the CCK8 assay. The IC50 was calculated
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exhibited better inhibitory activity towards the prolif-
eration of IL-5-dependent TF-1 cells than the Nucala 
analogue (IC50: 0.001 μg/mL vs. 0.045 μg/mL) (Fig. 2F). 
These findings suggest that bivalent Nb21/Nb66 exhib-
its high IL-5/IL-5R blockage activity and TF-1 inhibi-
tory activity.

Long‑acting trivalent bispecific Nb targeting both IL‑5 
and HSA was prepared
Considering that serum albumin fusion is a potential 
means to prolong the half-life of drugs, but albumin 
is difficult to obtain and is easily contaminated when 
extracted from blood, we prepared anti-HSA Nb with 
high specificity and affinity from camel-immunized 
libraries. Thereafter, two pH gradients of 5.5 and 7.4 
were set, under which the neonatal Fc receptor (FcRn) 
prolongs the life cycle of HSA. As shown in Fig. 3A, the 
HSA Nb exhibited good binding activity towards human 
serum albumin (HSA) and monkey serum albumin (CSA) 

at pH 5.5 and pH 7.4, with EC50 values towards HSA 
of 0.1258  μg/mL and 0.1173  μg/mL, and EC50 values 
towards CSA of 0.2242 μg/mL and 0.1892 μg/mL. There-
fore, the screened HSA Nb displayed high binding activ-
ity within the pH range of FcRn works (Fig. 3A).

To facilitate the long-lasting effect of anti-IL-5 Nb21/
Nb66, we established anti-IL-5/HSA trivalent constructs. 
The structure of trivalent bispecific Nbs, which consist 
of IL-5 Nb66 (VHH1), IL-5 Nb21 (VHH2) and HSA Nb 
(VHH3), is illustrated in Fig. 3B. In the affinity assay, we 
showed that the KD value of trivalent IL-5-HSA Nb was 
lower than 1.0E − 12 M, which implies that trivalent IL-
5-HSA Nb exhibits high affinity towards IL-5 to the same 
extent as Nucala analogue (Fig. 3C and D).

The trivalent IL‑5‑HSA Nb shows high blockage activity 
and TF‑1 inhibitory activity
To assess the function of trivalent IL-5-HSA Nb, the 
binding ability towards IL-5 and HSA in human and 
monkey species was determined. The results showed 

Fig. 3  Construction of the trivalent bispecific IL-5-HSA Nb. A The binding activity of HSA Nb towards human albumin and cynomolgus monkey 
albumin (CSA) at pH 5.5 and pH 7.4 was determined by ELISA. B The structure of trivalent bispecific IL-5-HSA Nb. C-D The affinity of trivalent 
IL-5-HSA Nb and Nucala analogue to IL-5 was detected by Fortebio
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that trivalent IL-5-HSA Nb exhibited high binding activ-
ity to both human IL-5 and cyno IL-5 with EC50 values 
of 0.024  μg/mL and 0.047  μg/mL respectively (Fig.  4A). 
Similarly, trivalent IL-5-HSA Nb displayed good bind-
ing activity towards HSA and CSA at pH 5.5 and pH 
7.4, with EC50 values towards HSA of 0.039  μg/mL and 
0.021 μg/mL, respectively, and EC50 values towards CSA 
of 0.131 μg/mL and 0.123 μg/mL, respectively (Fig. 4B). 
These results demonstrated that trivalent IL-5-HSA Nb 
could target both IL-5 and HSA.

We next evaluated the blockage activity of trivalent 
IL-5-HSA Nb towards the IL-5/IL-5R interaction and 
its inhibitory activity towards TF-1 cells. As shown in 
Fig.  4C, the trivalent IL-5-HSA Nb exhibited similar 
IL-5/IL-5R blocking activities to the Nucala analogue 
(IC50: 1.677 μg/mL vs. 1.891 μg/mL). In addition, in the 
biological functional analysis, the trivalent IL-5-HSA 
Nb treated group demonstrated a significant inhibi-
tory effect on TF-1-cell proliferation, compared to the 
Nucala analogue-treated group (IC50: 0.006  nM vs. 
0.350 nM), of note, the IC50 fold difference between the 
two groups reached 58 (Fig.  4D). Taken together, these 
results suggest that the trivalent Nb cotargeting IL-5 and 

HSA showed higher functional activity than the Nucala 
analogue.

The trivalent IL‑5‑HSA Nb displays a long half‑life 
and eosinophil inhibition in vivo
To confirm that the trivalent IL-5-HSA Nb could play a 
long-lasting role and inhibit eosinophils in vivo, we stud-
ied its pharmacokinetics and pharmacodynamics in two 
cynomolgus monkeys for approximately two months and 
three months, respectively. The schematic representation 
is illustrated in Fig. 5A. As shown in Fig. 5B, the serum 
pharmacological concentration decrease of the trivalent 
IL-5-HSA Nb with priming doses of 5 mg/kg and 2 mg/
kg showed a consistent tendency, and the half-life period 
of the trivalent IL-5-HSA Nb reached approximately 
12  days. Furthermore, its serum concentration showed 
slow clearance and could be retained for over 56  days 
in vivo.

Considering that IL-5 is specific for eosinophils, and 
plays an essential role in inducing eosinophil growth, 
differentiation, and survival, we next explored the 
inhibitory role of the trivalent IL-5-HSA Nb on eosino-
phils in cynomolgus monkeys. As expected, treatment 

Fig. 4  The functional activity determination of the trivalent IL-5-HSA Nb. A The binding activity of the trivalent IL-5-HSA Nb towards human IL-5 and 
cyno IL-5. B The binding activity of the trivalent IL-5-HSA Nb towards HSA and CSA at pH 5.5 and pH 7.4. The binding activity was detected by ELISA. 
C The blocking effect of trivalent IL-5-HSA Nb or Nucala analogue on the IL-5/IL-5R interaction was determined by flow cytometry. D The inhibitory 
effect of trivalent IL-5-HSA Nb or Nucala analogue on TF-1-cell proliferation was determined by the CCK8 assay
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of cynomolgus monkeys with trivalent IL-5-HSA Nb 
reduced eosinophil numbers at doses of 5  mg/kg and 
2 mg/kg. As indicated in Fig. 5C, the eosinophil numbers 
were reduced to 1 × 107/L at Day 28, and the inhibitory 
rate reached 93.3%. Thereafter, the eosinophil numbers 
were gradually restored to normal levels after approxi-
mately 84  days. Overall, combined with the pharma-
cokinetic and pharmacodynamic effects of the trivalent 
IL-5-HSA Nb, its therapeutic effect could be expected 
to last for 2–3 months. Thus, the clinical administration 
duration of the trivalent IL-5-HSA Nb could be signifi-
cantly extended.

The trivalent IL‑5‑HSA Nb exhibits good developability
Based on the above functional studies of the trivalent 
IL-5-HSA Nb in  vivo and in  vitro, we further evalu-
ated its developability. The expression of the trivalent 
IL-5-HSA Nb was induced in a yeast system and it was 
purified through affinity chromatography, hydrophobic 
chromatography and molecular sieve chromatography. 
Its reductive form is displayed in Fig.  6A, and its origi-
nal, full-length gel image is displayed in Additional file 3: 
Fig. S3F. As indicated in Fig. 6B and C, the wet cell weight 
reached to 500  g/L, and the protein yield of the triva-
lent IL-5-HSA Nb reached 7.5  g/L after 140  h in a 100 

Fig. 5  The pharmacokinetic and pharmacodynamic effects of the trivalent IL-5-HSA Nb in cynomolgus monkeys. A Schematic representation of its 
pharmacokinetic and pharmacodynamic study. B The pharmacokinetic effect of the trivalent IL-5-HSA Nb in cynomolgus monkeys with the primary 
doses of 5 mg/kg and 2 mg/kg. The plasma concentration of trivalent IL-5-HSA Nb was measured within 56 days. C The inhibitory effect of the 
trivalent IL-5-HSA Nb on eosinophil (EOS) numbers was determined within 84 days

(See figure on next page.)
Fig. 6  Large-scale production of the trivalent IL-5-HSA Nb and its preliminary developability analysis. A The protein expression of the trivalent 
IL-5-HSA Nb was detected through SDS-PAGE, followed by affinity chromatography, hydrophobic chromatography and molecular sieve 
chromatography. The cropping gel of purified trivalent IL-5-HSA Nb is displayed. B The protein titer and wet cell weight in the fermentation tank 
were both measured at the indicated times. C The purity of the trivalent IL-5-HSA Nb was determined through SEC-HPLC analysis. D The stability of 
the trivalent IL-5-HSA Nb under different temperatures and 3 freeze‒thaw cycles was detected by SEC-HPLC and CEX-HPLC
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L fermenter (Fig.  6B). Meanwhile, the purity was 99.5% 
according to HPLC analysis (Fig.  6C). After extensive 
formula screening and optimization, it was finally con-
firmed that a preparation could make the antibody have 
high solubility (100 mg/mL) and good stability (Fig. 6D). 
Thermostability analysis showed that the trivalent IL-
5-HSA Nb remained stable after incubation at 2–8 °C or 
25  °C for 1  month or even under 3 freeze–thaw cycles. 
Of note, the proportion of the monomeric form of the 
trivalent IL-5-HSA Nb remained over 96%. In summary, 
these results imply that we obtained trivalent IL-5-HSA 
Nb with high yield, high purity and good thermal stability 
in a yeast expression system.

Discussion
To overcome the limitations of frequent dosing and the 
presence of non-responsive patients to the approved 
mAbs targeting IL-5, we aimed to design a novel mol-
ecule with high avidity that could bind to different 
epitopes of IL-5. The construction of biparatopic anti-
body is a suitable strategy to achieve this goal since the 
binding caused by two points of contact between the 
biparatopic antibody and the antigen is much less likely 
to be reversible than single point of contact of the mAb 
with the antigen. In order to construct a novel bipara-
topic antibody, we screened 11 Nbs targeting IL-5 from 
a camel-derived phage nanolibrary with KD values rang-
ing from < 1 × 10–10 to 8.7 × 10–10, which are similar to 
approved mAbs [27]. Furthermore, we obtained two Nbs 
Nb21 and Nb66 targeting different epitopes of human 
IL-5. The heterobivalent Nb21/Nb66 showed the better 
inhibitory effect on TF-1-cells proliferation compared 
to their homobivalent counterparts (Additional file  4: 
Fig. S4). Similarly, several reported bispecific antibod-
ies targeting different epitopes of the same antigen have 
also shown significant functional advantages over native 
antibodies [28–30]. Of note, Nb21/Nb66 showed slightly 
superior blocking activity compared to mepolizumab 
(Nucala), with 0.8  μg/mL versus 2.0  μg/mL. However, 
Nb21/Nb66 had a 45-fold higher inhibitory activity than 
mepolizumab against the proliferation of TF-1 cells, 
representing the ability to inhibit eosinophils in  vivo. 
Therefore, our findings might suggest that the better per-
formance of the biparatopic antibody Nb21/Nb66 in the 
inhibition of cell function is not completely due to the 
difference in avidity, compared to the approved mepoli-
zumab. Moreover, different antigen-binding epitopes or 
structural differences in the antigen–antibody complexes 
may be the key contributors for the differences in inhi-
bition of eosinophil proliferation. However, the precise 
molecular mechanism needs to be further investigated in 
the future.

For chronic inflammatory diseases or autoimmune dis-
eases, extending drug half-life is an important strategy to 
improve patient compliance and reduce economic bur-
den. Nbs have a short half-life in serum due to the lack 
of the Fc region of traditional antibodies. To overcome 
this deficiency, some studies have conjugated target mol-
ecules to albumin-targeting Nbs, thereby increasing the 
half-life of the target molecules [31–33]. This is because 
albumin prevents lysosomal degradation by binding to 
FcRn, which is highly expressed by many cells, resulting 
in a half-life of 17–19 days in humans [34–36]. In the cur-
rent work, we fused a bivalent Nb targeting IL-5 with a 
Nb targeting albumin to form a new trivalent Nb. In pri-
mate studies, we found that this trivalent Nb achieved a 
half-life of 12 days, which is similar to the half-life of the 
IL-5-targeting mAb mepolizumab in monkeys [37].

In addition to half-life, which affects the frequency of 
dosing, an important consideration is the time the drug 
remains above the effective concentration in serum and 
tissue. Under the conditions of sufficient safety, tradi-
tional antibodies have difficulty achieving high-dose 
administration [38], making it difficult to further reduce 
the frequency of administration of antibodies with gen-
eral antagonistic activity. Therefore, it is not difficult to 
understand that most of the approved traditional anti-
bodies are administered once every 2–4  weeks. Com-
pared to mAbs, bispecific antibodies are more potent in 
inhibiting cell function at the same dose. In this study, 
our trivalent Nb inhibited TF-1-cell proliferation with 
IC50 values ​​58-fold lower than those of mepolizumab. It 
is worth noting that in the primate study, the plasma con-
centration of this trivalent Nb was still above 100 ng/mL 
at 56 days, which was significantly higher than the 2 ng/
mL concentration required to inhibit 90% of TF-1-cell 
proliferation. Consistently, 56  days after a single dose, 
we still observed a 73% and 53% decrease in peripheral 
blood eosinophil numbers from the baseline position in 
monkeys at the 2 mg/kg and 5 mg/kg doses, respectively. 
Therefore, our results support the administration of this 
trivalent Nb every 8 weeks, or even longer intervals, for 
the treatment of eosinophilic asthma.

Currently, most bispecific antibodies with extended 
half-lives have IgG-like asymmetric formats. Despite 
having a similar shape to native mAbs, their production 
typically requires at least two plasmids for the heterodi-
merized heavy chain and one for the common light chain, 
leading to greater production challenges [39]. Another 
difficulty is the correct assembly of bispecific antibody 
fragments. Several genetic and cellular engineering tech-
niques, including quadroma technology, knobs-into-
holes, common heavy chain, and CrossMab, have been 
developed to address this challenge, however, their 
yields from CHO cells are still low, mostly in the range 
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of 0.03–1 g/L [40]. Therefore, the large-scale production 
of IgG-like asymmetric bispecific antibodies remains a 
major challenge. In contrast, our trivalent Nb consists 
of 3 VHHs and 3 linkers, which are cocloned into one 
plasmid. After expression in yeast, this trivalent Nb auto-
matically formed a functional structure. Therefore, this 
design is very suitable for large-scale production, with a 
1/5–1/10 cost advantage of conventional mAb. In fact, 
in our yeast expression system, the yield in a 100 L fer-
menter reached 7.5 g/L, which is much higher than that 
of the abovementioned IgG-like asymmetric bispecific 
antibody. Moreover, this trivalent Nb has good solubility 
and stability, showing excellent developability.

Conclusions
In this work we reported a novel trivalent bispecific Nb 
targeting two different epitopes of IL-5 as well as HSA, 
showing potent IL-5/IL-5R blockage and TF-1-cell pro-
liferation inhibitory activities. The trivalent IL-5-HSA 
Nb exhibited excellent pharmacokinetic properties 
and pharmacodynamic effects in primates, supporting 
2–3  months dosing interval in future human studies. 
Moreover, the trivalent Nb could be produced on a large 
scale with high purity and good stability in a yeast sys-
tem. Taken together, our study provides a novel long-
acting anti-IL-5 trivalent Nb, with the potential to be a 
next-generation therapeutic agent for the treatment of 
eosinophilic asthma.

Abbreviations
Nb: Nanobody; VHHs: Single-domain antibody fragments; mAb: Monoclonal 
antibody; ATCC​: American Type Culture Collection; DMEM: Dulbecco’s Modi-
fied Eagle Medium; PBLs: Peripheral blood lymphocytes; CDR3: Comple-
mentary determining region 3; BLI: Biolayer interferometry; KD: Equilibrium 
dissociation constant; BSA: Bovine serum albumin; IC50: 50% Inhibitory 
concentration; EOS: Eosinophils; DO: Dissolved oxygen; SEC-HPLC: Size exclu-
sion chromatography–high performance liquid chromatography; CEX-HPLC: 
Cation-exchange chromatography; CFU: Colony-forming units; FcRn: Neonatal 
Fc receptor; HSA: Human serum albumin; CSA: Monkey serum albumin.

Supplementary Information
The online version contains supplementary material available at https://​doi.​
org/​10.​1186/​s12931-​022-​02240-1.

Additional file 1: Fig. S1. Construction of the IL-5-specific Nbs library.

Additional file 2: Fig. S2. The biopanning results of the IL-5-specific Nbs 
library.

Additional file 3: Fig. S3. Original, full-length gel images.

Additional file 4: Fig. S4. The inhibitory effect of IL-5 single domain Nbs, 
homobivalent Nbs and heterobivalent Nb on TF-1-cell proliferation.

Author contributions
YKW conceptualized, designed and directed this research project. LLM, MZ 
and GHL conducted the experiments, analyzed the data and prepared the 
manuscript, LLM, MZ and GHL contributed equally to this work and should be 

considered as co-first authors. JWG, YFL, HYG, PQ, XFL, WWJ, RZ, YW developed 
methodology and performed the experiments. All authors read and approved 
the final manuscript.

Funding
This work was supported by Shanghai Innovation Fund Program 
(220H1209600) and Academic Mentorship for Scientific Research Cadre 
Project (AMSCP-22-05).

Availability of data and materials
All data generated or analyzed during this study are included in the article and 
additional file.

Declarations

Ethics approval and consent to participate
All animal experiments were approved by the Animal Experimental Ethics 
Committee of Shanghai University of Medicine and Health Sciences.

Consent for publication
Not applicable.

Competing interests
The authors declare that they have no competing interests.

Author details
1 School of Medical Technology, Shanghai University of Medicine and Health 
Sciences, Shanghai, China. 2 Shanghai Novamab Biopharmaceuticals Co., Ltd., 
Shanghai, China. 3 Shanghai Donghai Geriatric Nursing Hospital, Shanghai, 
China. 

Received: 30 August 2022   Accepted: 3 November 2022

References
	1.	 Van Hulst G, Bureau F, Desmet CJ. Eosinophils as drivers of severe eosino-

philic asthma: endotypes or plasticity? Int J Mol Sci. 2021;22:10150.
	2.	 Jeong YJ, Kim K-I, Seo IJ, Lee CH, Lee KN, Kim KN, et al. Eosinophilic lung 

diseases: a clinical, radiologic, and pathologic overview. Radiographics. 
2007;27:617.

	3.	 Nelson RK, Bush A, Stokes J, Nair P, Akuthota P. Eosinophilic asthma. J 
Allergy Clin Immunol. 2020;8:465–73.

	4.	 O’Byrne PM, Inman MD, Parameswaran K. The trials and tribulations 
of IL-5, eosinophils, and allergic asthma. J Allergy Clin Immunol. 
2001;108:503–8.

	5.	 Principe S, Porsbjerg C, Bolm Ditlev S, Kjærsgaard Klein D, Golebski K, 
Dyhre-Petersen N, et al. Treating severe asthma: targeting the IL-5 path-
way. Clin Exp Allergy. 2021;51:992–1005.

	6.	 Hamid Q, Azzawi M, Ying S, Moqbel R, Wardlaw A, Corrigan C, et al. 
Expression of mRNA for interleukin-5 in mucosal bronchial biopsies from 
asthma. J Clin Investig. 1991;87:1541–6.

	7.	 Zhu J, Qiu YS, Majumdar S, Gamble E, Matin D, Turato G, et al. Exacer-
bations of bronchitis: bronchial eosinophilia and gene expression for 
interleukin-4, interleukin-5, and eosinophil chemoattractants. Am J Respir 
Crit Care Med. 2001;164:109–16.

	8.	 Dimitrova D, Youroukova V, Ivanova-Todorova E, Tumangelova-Yuzeir K, 
Velikova T. Serum levels of IL-5, IL-6, IL-8, IL-13 and IL-17A in pre-defined 
groups of adult patients with moderate and severe bronchial asthma. 
Respir Med. 2019;154:144–54.

	9.	 Robinson DS, Hamid Q, Ying S, Tsicopoulos A, Barkans J, Bentley AM, 
et al. Predominant TH2-like bronchoalveolar T-lymphocyte population in 
atopic asthma. N Engl J Med. 1992;326:298–304.

	10.	 Humbert M, Corrigan CJ, Kimmitt P, Till SJ, Barry Kay A, Durham SR. Rela-
tionship between IL-4 and IL-5 mRNA expression and disease severity in 
atopic asthma. Am J Respir Crit Care Med. 1997;156:704–8.

	11.	 Bakakos A, Rovina N, Bakakos P. Treatment challenges in severe eosino-
philic asthma: differential response to anti-IL-5 and anti-IL-5R therapy. Int 
J Mol Sci. 2021;22:3969.

https://doi.org/10.1186/s12931-022-02240-1
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12931-022-02240-1


Page 13 of 13Ma et al. Respiratory Research          (2022) 23:316 	

•
 
fast, convenient online submission

 •
  

thorough peer review by experienced researchers in your field

• 
 
rapid publication on acceptance

• 
 
support for research data, including large and complex data types

•
  

gold Open Access which fosters wider collaboration and increased citations 

 
maximum visibility for your research: over 100M website views per year •

  At BMC, research is always in progress.

Learn more biomedcentral.com/submissions

Ready to submit your researchReady to submit your research  ?  Choose BMC and benefit from: ?  Choose BMC and benefit from: 

	12.	 Keating GM. Mepolizumab: first global approval. Drugs. 2015;75:2163–9.
	13.	 Markham A. Reslizumab: first global approval. Drugs. 2016;76:907–11.
	14.	 Mukherjee M, Aleman Paramo F, Kjarsgaard M, Salter B, Nair G, LaVigne 

N, et al. Weight-adjusted intravenous reslizumab in severe asthma with 
inadequate response to fixed-dose subcutaneous mepolizumab. Am J 
Respir Crit Care Med. 2018;197:38–46.

	15.	 Pelaia C, Calabrese C, Vatrella A, Busceti MT, Garofalo E, Lombardo N, et al. 
Benralizumab: from the basic mechanism of action to the potential use 
in the biological therapy of severe eosinophilic asthma. Biomed Res Int. 
2018;2018:4839230.

	16.	 Ghazi A, Trikha A, Calhoun WJ. Benralizumab–a humanized mAb to 
IL-5Rα with enhanced antibody-dependent cell-mediated cytotoxicity–
a novel approach for the treatment of asthma. Expert Opin Biol Ther. 
2012;12:113–8.

	17.	 Singh D, Fuhr R, Bird NP, Mole S, Hardes K, Man YL, et al. A Phase 1 study 
of the long-acting anti-IL-5 monoclonal antibody GSK3511294 in patients 
with asthma. Br J Clin Pharmacol. 2022;88:702–12.

	18.	 Muyldermans S, Baral T, Retamozzo VC, De Baetselier P, De Genst E, Kinne 
J, et al. Camelid immunoglobulins and nanobody technology. Vet Immu-
nol Immunopathol. 2009;128:178–83.

	19.	 Salvador J, Vilaplana L, Marco M. Nanobody: outstanding features 
for diagnostic and therapeutic applications. Anal Bioanal Chem. 
2019;411:1703–13.

	20.	 Li B, Qin X, Mi L-Z. Nanobodies: from structure to applications in non-
injectable and bispecific biotherapeutic development. Nanoscale. 
2022;14:7110–22.

	21.	 Papp KA, Weinberg MA, Morris A, Reich K. IL17A/F nanobody 
sonelokimab in patients with plaque psoriasis: a multicentre, randomised, 
placebo-controlled, phase 2b study. The Lancet. 2021;397:1564–75.

	22.	 Van Roy M, Ververken C, Beirnaert E, Hoefman S, Kolkman J, Vierboom 
M, et al. The preclinical pharmacology of the high affinity anti-IL-6R 
Nanobody® ALX-0061 supports its clinical development in rheumatoid 
arthritis. Arthritis Res Ther. 2015;17:1–16.

	23.	 Ablynx A. Phase II study to evaluate safety and efficacy of ALX-0061 in 
subjects with systemic lupus erythematosus. Identifier NCT02437890: 
national library of medicine [updated February 26] https://​clini​caltr​ials.​
gov/​ct2/​show/​NCT02​437890.​2019.

	24.	 Zhao H, Ma Y, Zhang Y, Hong S, Yang Y, Fang W, et al. The preliminary 
efficacy and safety data of KN046 in patients failed on prior immune 
checkpoint inhibitors therapy. J Clin Oncol. 2020;38:3020–3020.

	25.	 Zhu M, Hu Y, Li G, Ou W, Mao P, Xin S, et al. Combining magnetic nano-
particle with biotinylated nanobodies for rapid and sensitive detection of 
influenza H3N2. Nanoscale Res Lett. 2014;9:528.

	26.	 Yan J, Wang P, Zhu M, Li G, Romão E, Xiong S, et al. Characterization 
and applications of nanobodies against human procalcitonin selected 
from a novel naive nanobody phage display library. J Nanobiotechnol. 
2015;13:33.

	27.	 Liddament M, Husten J, Estephan T, Laine D, Mabon D, Pukac L, et al. 
Higher binding affinity and in vitro potency of reslizumab for inter-
leukin-5 compared with mepolizumab. Allergy Asthma Immunol Res. 
2019;11:291–8.

	28.	 Asokan M, Rudicell R, Louder M, McKee K, O’dell S, Stewart-Jones G, et al. 
Bispecific antibodies targeting different epitopes on the HIV-1 envelope 
exhibit broad and potent neutralization. J Virol. 2015;89:12501–12.

	29.	 Cho H, Gonzales-Wartz KK, Huang D, Yuan M, Peterson M, Liang J, et al. 
Bispecific antibodies targeting distinct regions of the spike protein 
potently neutralize SARS-CoV-2 variants of concern. Sci Transl Med. 
2021;13:eabj5413.

	30.	 Geuijen C, Tacken P, Wang L-C, Klooster R, van Loo PF, Zhou J, et al. 
A human CD137× PD-L1 bispecific antibody promotes anti-tumor 
immunity via context-dependent T cell costimulation and checkpoint 
blockade. Nat Commun. 2021;12:1–19.

	31.	 Mester S, Evers M, Meyer S, Nilsen J, Greiff V, Sandlie I, et al. Extended 
plasma half-life of albumin-binding domain fused human IgA upon 
pH-dependent albumin engagement of human FcRn in vitro and in vivo. 
MAbs. 2021;13:1893888.

	32.	 Verhaar ER, Woodham AW. Ploegh HL Nanobodies in cancer. Semin 
Immunol. 2021;52: 101425.

	33.	 Fuchs H, Chen L-Z, Low S, Yu H. Ocular and systemic pharmacokinetics of 
BI-X, a nanobody targeting VEGF and Ang-2, after intravitreal dosing in 

cynomolgus monkeys–evidence for half-life extension by albumin. Exp 
Eye Res. 2021;205: 108486.

	34.	 Hoefman S, Ottevaere I, Baumeister J, Sargentini-Maier ML. Pre-clinical 
intravenous serum pharmacokinetics of albumin binding and non-half-
life extended Nanobodies®. Antibodies. 2015;4:141–56.

	35.	 Rudnik-Jansen I, Howard KA. FcRn expression in cancer: mechanistic basis 
and therapeutic opportunities. J Controlled Release. 2021;337:248–57.

	36.	 Ishima Y, Maruyama T, Otagiri M, Chuang VT, Ishida T. The new delivery 
strategy of albumin carrier utilizing the interaction with albumin recep-
tors. Chem Pharm Bull. 2022;70:330–3.

	37.	 Smith DA, Minthorn EA, Beerahee M. Pharmacokinetics and pharmacody-
namics of mepolizumab, an anti-interleukin-5 monoclonal antibody. Clin 
Pharmacokinet. 2011;50:215–27.

	38.	 Bowen M, Armstrong N, Maa Y-F. Investigating high-concentration mono-
clonal antibody powder suspension in nonaqueous suspension vehicles 
for subcutaneous injection. J Pharm Sci. 2012;101:4433–43.

	39.	 Wang Q, Chen Y, Park J, Liu X, Hu Y, Wang T, et al. Design and production 
of bispecific antibodies. Antibodies. 2019;8:43.

	40.	 Underwood DJ, Bettencourt J, Jawad Z. The manufacturing considera-
tions of bispecific antibodies. Expert Opin Biol Ther. 2022;22:1043–65.

Publisher’s Note
Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in pub-
lished maps and institutional affiliations.

https://clinicaltrials.gov/ct2/show/NCT02437890.2019
https://clinicaltrials.gov/ct2/show/NCT02437890.2019

	Preclinical development of a long-acting trivalent bispecific nanobody targeting IL-5 for the treatment of eosinophilic asthma
	Abstract 
	Background: 
	Results: 
	Conclusions: 

	Background
	Materials and methods
	Cell lines
	Antigen immunization and library construction
	Nbs screening, expression and purification
	Preparation of bivalent IL-5 Nb, trivalent IL-5-HSA Nb and Nucala analogue
	Determination of the affinity of IL-5 Nb for IL-5
	Recognition specificity analysis
	IL-5IL-5R blocking activity assay
	Cell proliferation assay
	Pharmacokinetic study in non-human primates
	Measurement of eosinophils (EOS)
	Large-scale production of trivalent IL-5-HSA Nb
	Thermostability analysis
	Statistical analysis

	Results
	Identification of Nbs specific binding to IL-5
	Generation of heterobivalent IL-5 Nb with high affinity, specificity and blocking activity
	Long-acting trivalent bispecific Nb targeting both IL-5 and HSA was prepared
	The trivalent IL-5-HSA Nb shows high blockage activity and TF-1 inhibitory activity
	The trivalent IL-5-HSA Nb displays a long half-life and eosinophil inhibition in vivo
	The trivalent IL-5-HSA Nb exhibits good developability

	Discussion
	Conclusions
	References


