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How to store Extracellular Vesicles

Extracellular vesicles (EVs) can be released by every living cell, from complex 

multicellular eukaryotic organisms, such as our human body, to unicellular 

protist parasites, from bacteria to plants and fungi. Understandably, the 

unique molecular composition and roles EVs play in each of these organisms is 

unimaginably diverse and lays the base to specialised advanced EV research.  

Due to their nanoscale dimensions, concentrations and the complexity of the fluids in which 
they are found in vivo or in vitro, the most critical step of any EV analysis is their isolation. 
Ideally, EVs must be separated from non-vesicular components and concentrated to sufficient 
quantities suitable for the desired analysis tool. Unless immediate EV isolation and analysis is 
possible, short- or long-term sample storage (either pre or post EV isolation) will be required. 
In order for results to provide a meaningful reflection of the original physiological state of EVs, 
researchers need to be confident that pre-analytical processes such as sample collection, 
handling, processing or isolation have not altered the recovery and physical properties or 
biological functions of the EVs. Even if, by overcoming pitfalls in the aforementioned processes, 
there is still quite an array of available EV analysis methods, with pros and cons matched to 
the needs of the research, which can still provide significant variable data from the same EV 
sample. Comprehensive review on EV analysis approaches can be found in other published work1.  

There are many reports that different pre-analytical treatments have varying effects on the 
results of downstream analyses; indeed, a major obstacle in EV research is the enormous 
degree of variation introduced by different methods of processing, storage and isolation. Not 
only is isolation of completely pure EV populations (e.g. exosomes, microvesicles or apoptotic 
bodies, mostly, but not fully distinctive by size) incredibly difficult, if not impossible by current 
techniques, but also different EV subtypes may be influenced differently by pre-analytical factors. 
Thus, standardised protocols for the isolation and storage of EVs that maintain their function 
and integrity combined with robust and reliable methods of characterisation are essential if 
consistent and accurate results are to be obtained. The treatment of any EV containing matrix 
(biological fluid or culture media) prior to or during isolation is known to affect the EVs in the 
sample and further analysis, most likely due to the effect of non-EV cohabiting components, 
such as cells and soluble molecules. Furthermore, in order to use the immense potential of 
samples stored in biobank repositories, influence of storage on EVs must be unravelled and 
fully understood. 

Herein, we present a brush of considerations for the pre- and post- EV isolation handling and 
storage of EVs from most commonly used biofluids to help researchers achieve optimal results 
which are reproducible and reliable. 

INTRODUCTION1 /
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Due to the lack of comparable large-scale studies on the matter applying 

most up to date and rigorous EV isolation methods, we present only brief 

considerations for the treatment of biological fluids or culture media prior or 

after EV isolation to minimise EV loss (or artificial EV production) and isolation 

of artefacts that interfere with EV analysis2,3. In all cases, we advise that 

(where possible) for each researcher to evaluate the effects of their specific 

processing and storage procedures on their EV population of interest.

2.1 Blood

Blood derived EVs are valuable rich sources for biomarker discovery research, since many 
conditions/diseases can have significant impact on EV composition. Thus, in general, researchers 
should aim to use consistent protocols and ensure that all details are meticulously recorded, 
if using human individuals as testing subjects. The effects of collection and handling of blood 
samples specifically for EV research are far from elucidated, although comprehensive and 
detailed EV studies are quickly emerging. Ideally, samples should be freshly obtained and 
processed in order to achieve maximal EV recovery and stability. A majority of times, not 
only is EV isolation not feasible but also minimal blood processing (cells removal) is delayed, 
thus recording of technical details is critical. Technical factors which may have impact on EVs 
include: blood collection volume, first-tube discard, type of container(s), time to processing, 
choice of anticoagulant (in the case of blood plasma), use of mixing or agitation, temperature 
of storage and processing, description of transport, whether tubes remained upright before 
processing, exact centrifugation or filtration procedures to remove cells, degree of haemolysis. 
Inter-laboratory studies must consider the potential influence of differences in their protocols. 
In this way, using biobank samples, a smart and integrated interpretation of pre-analytical 
treatments is required for meaningful comparisons.

Blood plasma or serum are normally the preferred sources of EVs, however platelet-derived EVs 
may have substantial biological significance, therefore removal of platelets and its derivates 
prior to processing, isolation and storage should be considered carefully if these are not of 
research interest. Blood derived EVs are a highly complex and heterogeneous population, with 
presence of all types of EVs and multiple cellular origins.

General considerations:

Historically, the anticoagulant citrate has been recommended for microEV stability, however 
recent studies have provided with more information of effects on other EV populations.  The 
choice of blood collection tube (or anticoagulants in it) can have significant effects not only in 
EVs but also in down-stream analyses, as for example, heparin and EDTA residues may linger 
in the sample and interfere with PCR reactions4, a common end-point molecular assay. Thus, 
thoughtful experimental planning must be considered throughout.

PRE-EV ISOLATION CONSIDERATIONS2 /
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Studies have shown that microEVs significantly increase within 3 hours in unprocessed whole 
blood collected in citrate or heparin tubes5, suggesting to use EDTA tubes instead, if immediate 
cell removal is not possible, to avoid generation of microEVs after blood collection. 

If platelet-derived EVs are not of interest, quick and full platelet removal is critical. As the name 
states, platelet poor plasma (e.g.1550 x g for 20 minutes at RT) does not remove platelets 
completely6. Studies have shown that “classic” platelet-free protocols (twice at 2,500 x g for 
15 min at RT)7 can be quickened by a single-step centrifugation protocol (5,000 x g for 20 
minutes at RT) without impact in EV recovery8. 

In line with platelet-EV free plasma samples, platelet activation should also be minimised 
to avoid their EVs released into sample9 by using appropriate blood collection tubes and 
acknowledging that there are differences regarding the affected EV sub-populations. For 
example, studies have shown that both citrate phosphate dextrose adenine (CPDA) and EDTA 
tubes have significant reduction on small EVs (sEV, exosome-sized EVs) recovery if cells are 
not removed within an hour in comparison to heparin tubes (Figure 1)10. This outcome may be 
explained by surface rearrangements in platelets which might drag sEVs down during platelet 
removal by centrifugation. Conversely, for microEV there are divergent results. Some studies 
show microEVs are stable up to 4 hours at RT without blood processing in sodium citrate and 
heparin tubes11 while others show microEV significantly increase in citrate or CTAD tubes within 
3 hours12. It is worth noting that significant higher microEV counts found in EDTA tubes in both 
aforementioned studies, could be explained by specific generation of myeloid EVs11,12.

When analysing all types of EVs, overall EV concentration in plasma has been unaffected by 
the type of blood collection tube when processed immediately, however compositional-wise, 
there are still more platelet-EVs in citrate tubes compared to acid citrate dextrose (ACD) and 
EDTA tubes13.

Awareness that plasma and serum EV composition differ substantially is essential. The absence 
of anticoagulant in the blood collection tube, such as the case for serum samples, provides 
important numbers of platelet EVs within all serum EVs13.

Studies on the effect of storage temperature on EVs may not be currently conclusive for all 
type of EVs. sEVs are reported to maintain their concentration in long time (months) storage 
from -20°C to -160°C (Figure 2), however, sEV do increase their concentration during days 
storage at RT or 4°C10. In turn, microEVs increase their concentration after platelet poor plasma 
is stored for one month at -80°C, suggesting that complete removal of platelets avoids artificial 
production of microEVs6.

Repeated freeze/thaw cycles of serum samples have been shown to significantly decrease 
the DNA content in sEVs, but not their EV concentration14. Therefore, preparation of aliquots 
of serum samples intended for different DNA-based assays is recommended prior to storage.

Long-term storage of cell-free plasma (e.g. 1 year or up to 7 years) at –80°C should be avoided 
as aggregation of sEV, proteins and nucleic acids can occur 15, as well as a significant increase 
of microEVs6. 
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Figure 1. Effect of RT incubation time of blood sample before initial centrifugation. Exosome-
sized EV concentration is presented as transformed relative intensities from protein array 
against CD9, CD63, and/or CD81 markers. Adapted from10.

Figure 2. Effect of storage temperature (months) on plasma samples. Exosome-sized EV 
concentration is presented as transformed relative intensities from protein array against CD9, 
CD63, and/or CD81 markers. Adapted from10.
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2.2 Urine 

The popularity of urine for EV research has increased, since samples can be provided recurrently 
in large quantities and with minimal disturbance for the individual. Nevertheless, urine samples 
are not sterile biofluids, therefore influence of bacterial contamination is a significant factor 
for urinary EV analysis. Also, urine contains significant amounts of aggregating glycoprotein 
uromodulin (UMOD, or Tamm Horsfall) which can entrap EVs16, affecting its recovery.

General considerations:

First and second morning urine samples17 and early or midmorning urine samples16 have been 
reported to yield similar amounts of urine sEVs, therefore either can be used for collection. 
Nevertheless, there are no studies analysing urine EV composition under these variables.

Protease inhibitors (PI) should be added immediately to whole urine after collection, since lack 
of PI triggers significant degradation of membrane-bound proteins and sEVs (exosome-like)17, 
even when urine is stored frozen18. 

Urinary EVs degrade rapidly following collection (within 2 hours)18, therefore samples should 
be analysed or frozen as soon as possible after collection. 

Room temperature or 37°C should be maintained for fresh urine processing, as cold temperature 
(4°C or ice) can promote uromodulin aggregation and loss of EV recover (Figure 3A)19. Otherwise, 
previously frozen urine samples should be maintained for processing at 4°C. 

An initial 17,000 x g spin for 10-15 minutes at RT removes cells, large debris and large EVs17,19,20 

However, if microEVs are of interest, then a 2,000 x g spin is enough to remove cells and debris.

Researchers have used different approaches to eliminate uromodulin. For example, addition 
of DTT (dithiothreitol) for 5–10 minutes at 37°C to the SN after the low-speed centrifugation, 
depolymerises uromodulin, allowing it to be removed by another 17,000 x g spin, improving EV 
recovery, regardless of the storage temperature of unprocessed urine  (Figure 3B-C)20. A treatment 
of ZnSO4 (1 to 4 mM) in fresh urine samples, will effectively reduce uromodulin contamination 
in EV preparations16, while other researchers have shown that adding 3-[(3-cholamidopropyl) 
dimethylammonio]-1-propanesulfonic (CHAPS) to the high-speed resuspended EVs is able to 
reduce uromodulin whilst maintaining EV functionality21.

A single freeze-thaw cycle in cell-free urine has been shown to significantly decrease EV 
concentration22, therefore freeze-thaw cycles should be minimised and pre- and post-freezing 
analysis carried out to evaluate the effect on individual samples. 

Urine should be stored at −80°C as storage at higher temperatures (even −20°C) can result 
in increased loss of EVs17,22.  

Recovery of EVs from frozen (-80°C) urine samples can be boosted by vigorous vortexing of 
the sample to detach EVs that are adhered to the tube17. 
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Figure 3. Effect of DTT treatment on storage temperature and removal of Tamm-Horsfall 
protein in EVs from unprocessed urine samples. (A) Immunoblots of 17,000 and 200,000 
× g pellets showing only fresh processing of urine samples returns no exosomal markers in 
treated 17,000 × g pellets, and presence of exosomal markers in untreated 17,000 × g pellets, 
regardless of storage temperature of urine. Electron microscope images of the 17,000 × g 
pellets (B) without DTT and (C) with DTT showing short convoluted THP oligomers in untreated 
samples. Adapted from20.

2.3 Milk 

EVs have been investigated and detected in milk from humans, cows, donkey, sheep, goat, pig23–26. 
Due to their potential of mass production for therapeutic use, it is of particular importance that 
storage-induced effects are minimised in the case of milk EVs. For human breast milk, subject 
specific factors that may have impact on EVs and need recording include: stage of lactation, 
parity, volume of milk production, infant feeding, maternal diet and energy status, maternal 
health (infectious or non-infectious diseases), illness, and stress influence the composition and 
EV populations of milk27. For farming animals’ milk EVs, there is substantially more research 
needed to analyse subject factors influencing EV composition. Milk, as other biofluids, has its 
own complexities and challenges for EV isolation, containing abundant other nanostructures 
of similar size such as fat globules, casein micelles and aggregated proteins, as well as cells, 
antibodies, oligosaccharides, fatty acids, and bacterial cells28.

General considerations:

It is recommended to remove cells and cream layer before milk storage at -80°C if EV isolation 
is not possible immediately29. Storage temperature of unprocessed milk samples has shown 
significant effects on the EV content; storage at -80°C, 4°C, RT and 37°C leads to cell death 
and the release of stress-induced EVs due to apoptosis29. 

The initial cell/cream removing low-speed centrifugation (3000 x g) is mostly performed at 
RT, whereas following centrifugation steps can be performed at 4°C25,29.

A

B C
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Caution must be taken to remove fat layer or fat globules (positioned in the upper phase after 
centrifugations) before every transfer of SN for storage or to continue processing25.

In high-casein milk samples (e.g. cow, goat), EV isolation can become difficult, thus some 
treatments have been suggested to help remove casein.  EDTA30, acetic acid or hydrochloric 
acid treatments31 to the low-speed SN have been reported to help casein aggregation and 
subsequent removal by centrifugation (5000 x g). However, caution must be paid on the latter 
low-pH treatments, since they can affect the EV surface markers31. 

Freezing can disrupt the fat/water emulsion of milk which may affect EV isolation and purity3, 
however, removal of potential sources of stress-induced EV prior to freezing appears to be a 
suitable approach. 

2.4 Bronchoalveolar lavage fluid 

Appropriate handling and storage of bronchoalveolar lavage fluid (BALF) is critical for assessment 
of EVs for potential diagnostic purposes of any airway conditions. Mouse models have identified 
that BALF contains predominantly microEVs, yet exosome-sized and apoptotic bodies-sized 
EVs are also present32.  As BALF collection is a medical procedure mostly done on ill human 
patients, there are no studies reporting baseline EV composition in healthy human individuals. In 
patients, BALF samples are normally processed immediately or briefly stored at 4°C, aiming to 
not disturb microbial load and growth, important for the identification of aetiology of infectious 
diseases33. Nonetheless, for EV studies, it is unclear whether and how BALF storage prior to 
EV isolation may affect the EV population. BALF does not have the high protein content of 
plasma, thus we speculate that it is unlikely that EVs in BALF will be more prone to degradation 
when stored. However, we recommend that laboratories use consistent storage protocols and 
document all details of storage conditions.  

General considerations:

Cell removal by low-speed centrifugation is recommended as it may also remove any mucus 
plugs present in BALF samples.

Frozen BALF samples have been reported to generate significant aggregates, therefore 
immediate EV isolation is recommended34.

Storage at −80°C has been shown to inhibit bacterial growth in BALF33 and so BALF should 
be stored at this temperature to avoid increasing bacterial-derived EVs during storage and 
minimise degradation of EVs of interest. 

2.5 Semen 

Seminal EVs are gaining relevance as they can be used as cancer biomarkers or as potential 
therapeutics as they have demonstrated, for example, anti-HIV-1 activity35.  Clearly, either of 
the above-mentioned applications require stability of EV biophysical properties through time, 
especially important when access to samples from biobanks is possible for research. In general, 
seminal EVs appear to be more robust than those found in other biological fluids, however there 
is a knowledge gap understanding the specific storage effects on seminal EV sub-populations 
with different origins, e.g. epididymosomes and prostasomes36.  As with other EVs, fresh analysis 
is preferable where possible, but this is often not practical for such samples. 
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General considerations:

Very long-term (30 years) storage of semen at −80°C has shown stability of EVs in morphology, 
concentration and size, however, it does not maintain full EV-associated enzymatic activity37.

If possible, it is recommended to remove cells before storage: fresh semen samples are left 
to liquefy at RT for 20-30 min after collection, to then centrifuge for 10 minutes at 1000 × g 
at 4°C to pellet spermatozoa and large pieces of undissolved seminal gel, allowing to store 
seminal plasma in SN at -80°C until EV isolation35.

It’s been reported that visible light affects spermatozoa of animals and humans38, 39. Thus, as 
precaution, all semen samples are maintained in the dark prior to analysis26. 

2.6 Saliva

Recently, saliva EVs caught the attention of researchers due to their potential for unknown 
disease biomarkers39. Saliva is not only complex biological fluid, containing antimicrobial 
compounds, antibodies and glycoproteins, but also, like urine, it contains significant microbial 
cells releasing their own EVs. Therefore, sample preservation is a balance between stabilizing 
EV population and preventing uncontrolled microbial growth. Saliva composition can vary 
greatly with many factors which can have impact in EVs, therefore technical details that should 
be recorded include: food and drink intake, smoking and physical activities prior to collection, 
brush of teeth (releasing blood into saliva), presence of oral diseases, saliva collection method 
(unstimulated or stimulated). MicroEVs-sized and exosome-sized EVs have been isolated form 
saliva40, however there are no rigorous studies investigating effects of storage conditions on 
different EV subtypes. 

In general, considerations for this biofluid:

Addition of protease inhibitors cocktail has been used to prevent protein degradation in general41; 
however, no studies have demonstrated the specific effects on EV recovery.

Due to its viscosity, dilution of saliva 1:1 with PBS or Tris-buffered saline42 is recommended 
before continuing with processing (e.g. filtration, centrifugation)41,43.

Cell removal by low-speed centrifugation is recommended before EV isolation or storing. 

Storing cell-free whole saliva at 4°C, ensures sEV integrity and bioactivity for up to months44.

Maintaining the sample in ice or centrifugations at 4°C is commonly used by researchers, since 
the possibility of generation of artificial cell-derived EV is negligible40,41,43.

If EV isolation is not performed immediately, freezing at -80°C is recommended.

2.7 Cell Culture Conditioned Media (CCM)

In vitro culture of cells is the most effective way of producing significant amounts of EVs for 
down-stream analyses, as it can be more easily scaled up to necessary requirements. Although 
culturing cells can be a relatively controlled environment (e.g. single cellular origin), there are 
technical factors, and subtle variations to them, known to have impact on EVs that should 
be precisely recorded, including: culture volume, capacity and type of culture vessel (flasks, 
bioreactors), culture conditions (temperature, gas concentrations, time), full media description, 
complete cell line information, cell passage number, seeding density at EV harvest time45. 
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Unfortunately, there very few studies evaluating the stability of different EVs populations in 
cell-free conditioned media under different storage conditions. A study has reported less than 
5% of microEV are recovered after freezing cell-free CCM, although, the freezing-EV damaging 
effect could be neutralized by addition of 5% DMSO to CCM before storage46. This opens 
an opportunity to investigate these effects, since mass production of sEVs, for example, for 
biomedical applications might require temporary storage or transportation of large volumes 
of CCM prior processing or full EV isolation.  

General considerations:

As fetal bovine serum (FBS) is a commonly used supplement in cell culture, attention should 
be paid to FBS containing significant amount of EVs which will be isolated along with EVs of 
interest as well. Using EV-depleted FBS (lab-made or commercially available) is recommended 
instead of no FBS at all, as lack of serum may have effects on cell growth and released EVs.

A consideration prior to EV isolation from CCM is cell death; if this occurs, the sample will become 
contaminated with stress-induced cells and/or dead-cell-derived EVs, which will co-isolate with 
other EVs of interest. Therefore, laboratories should analyse the extent of cell death prior to 
isolation and decide upon an acceptable limit according to the specifications of their cells3,45.

Although most microbial contamination might quickly become apparent in cell culture, as 
bacterial growth is notorious after 4-6 hours of incubation, other contaminating microbes, 
such as Mycoplasma have dormant stages resulting in days or weeks of cell culture without 
noticing47. Therefore, appropriate molecular-based checks for Mycoplasma contamination 
should be performed. 

As with the majority of the other biofluids, it is recommended to remove cells and large debris 
before storage, to avoid artificial cell-derived EVs or degradation of existing EVs.
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In general, EVs should initially be characterised fresh after isolation and prior to storage using 
single particle analyses, surface markers to confirm their origin, microscopic visualisation and/
or other approaches recommended by MISEV45.  Also, a standardized protocol must always 
rule out microbial contamination during the EV isolation process and storage, therefore 
EV preparations should be tested for the presence of bacteria or fungi (the most common 
contaminants) by available microbiological techniques (e.g. growth on liquid or solid culture 
media). If microbes are detected, the EV preparation must be discarded, as bacteria-derived 
EVs or fungi-derived EVs may be contaminating the EVs sample. While isolated EVs are often 
considered to be fairly stable, the handling, storage conditions, choice of buffers, and storage 
time can have dramatic effects on the results of analyses3. In order to achieve reproducible 
results, laboratories must use consistent protocols for the storage of isolated EVs. Lastly, 
caution must be taken when evaluating storage effects and correlating EV stability, EV cargo 
and EV bioactivity altogether, as these variables can flow independently.

Generally, the following considerations are made: 

Siliconized vessels should be used to prevent adherence of EV preparations to vessel walls3. 

Phosphate-buffered saline (PBS) is most commonly used for EV resuspension and storage41, 
however, other buffers such as HBSS (Hank’s Balanced Salt Solution)47 or Tris-buffered saline42 
are also useful.

Freezing at −80°C is a reliable method of storage in buffer-resuspended EVs; storage at higher 
temperatures (even −70°C) has been shown to have significant effects on vesicle properties49,50.  

Fast freezing instead of slow freezing is recommended although the benefits for all types of 
EVs is yet to be investigated48. Individual samples should be tested to identify the optimal 
freezing method. 

Addition of cryoprotectants to EV storage buffers may result beneficial. It has been shown 
that trehalose increases stability of sEVs and its cargo (protein, RNA), with repeated freeze/
thaw cycles in comparison to PBS (Figure 4)51. Addition of DMSO to EV preparations has shown 
to reduce damage to EV morphology or alteration to size distribution with storage at -80°C 
compared to PBS. However, DMSO did not improve EV-RNA degradation with time49.

Lyophilisation of sEVs along with storage at -80°C has been reported, with maintenance of 
sEV bioactivity compared to non-lyophilized sEVs )50. However, sEV number/integrity was not 
assessed in this, with speculations that bioactivity might be linked non-EV components.

POST-EV ISOLATION CONSIDERATIONS 3 /
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Figure 4. Effect of Trehalose on storage of purified EVs. (A) Automated electrophoresis analysis 
of exosome-sized EV protein profiles under reducing conditions and stored with and without 
Trehalose, (B) TNF-alpha cytokine secretion of macrophages stimulated with Exosome-sized 
EVs stored with and without Trehalose. Adapted from51.

3.1 Blood 

Awareness that EVs isolated from blood present an enormous heterogeneity in their cellular 
origin, with different EV subtypes presenting specific effects by different EV isolation methods 
is paramount to adjust protocols to the area of interest. For example, platelet derived EVs 
have shown high aggregation with ultracentrifugation-based isolations, significantly affecting 
EV recovery, while other cell EVs are unaffected22. This has resulted in whole plasma EVs also 
presenting aggregation in some studies where platelet EVs are present, overall suggesting 
this method should be strongly discouraged for this type of biofluid23 and usage of other EV-
friendlier methods, such as size-exclusion chromatography being encouraged.  

Keeping in mind, the array of EV isolation methods and their strengths and limitations with impacts 
on EV populations, once blood derived EVs are isolated, they appear to be relatively stable 
for long term storage and at temperatures below zero. Since there are significant knowledge 
gaps in the effects of storage conditions in particular EV molecules or down-stream analyses, 
researchers should perform their own EV, EV-content or EV-based activity characterisation 
when storage conditions are decided.

Purified platelet and erythrocyte EV have shown enumeration stability with storage at -20°C, 
-80°C and -196°C for up to one year22.

The integrity of purified plasma exosome-sized EVs is unaffected by a single freeze/thaw cycle 15.

When isolated plasma EVs are stored at −80°C, RNA may be stable for up to 12 years49. 

Plasma exosome-sized EVs isolated immediately after collection, maintain morphology and 
function when stored at −80°C15.  
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3.2 Urine 

The most critical optimisation is the storage conditions of unprocessed urine. As fully isolated 
EVs is a relatively robust means of storage, there are few studies on the storage of isolated 
urine-derived EVs. 

Buffer-resuspended urine-derived EVs appear to have normal morphology, surface markers, 
and size distribution when stored at −80°C17. 

Most isolated urine-derived EVs are stored in PBS and recommended be thawed on ice and 
handled on ice where possible throughout analyses. 

3.3 Milk 

For therapeutic applications, storage of large supplies of milk with the guarantee of keeping EV 
integrity is the priority. Once pure milk-derived EV preparations are obtained, they are subject 
to storage effects in a similar manner as other biofluid EV preparations.

Bovine milk-derived exosome-sized EVs have been shown to remain unaltered with storage 
at −80°C, from 4 weeks to 18 months, without any changes in their physical properties or 
biological activities24,52. 

Storage of human milk derived sEVs at 4°C for up to 10 days increases the average size, 
suggesting some swelling and/or or aggregation of particles53.

3.4 Bronchoalveolar Lavage Fluid 

In the case of exosome-sized EVs, even with careful handling and conditions, BALF EVs appear 
to be particularly prone to destabilizing and even short-term storage can lead to changes in 
the surface properties, morphological characteristics, and protein content of the vesicles54. 
Therefore, it is suggested BALF sEVs should be analysed immediately; where this is not possible, 
preliminary measurements should be taken immediately after chosen specific EV isolation 
method, to evaluate and account for the effects of storage. 

PBS-resuspended BALF sEVs have shown a significant increase in diameter, number of 
sEVs and decrease in zeta potential with storage at −80°C, whereas storage at 4°C causes 
substantially less effects on sEVs54. In light of these results, if BALF-derived sEVs must be 
stored, it is recommended storing at 4°C. 

Gentle sonication (water-bath) in purified BALF EV preparations has been suggested by some 
groups, to help dispersing aggregates that might have arisen from freeze storage34.

Isolated EVs should be kept on ice during analyses; handling and storage at room temperature 
significantly affects the zeta potential of the vesicles54. 

 3.5 Semen  

Studies have focused on the pre-analytical storage of semen, and currently there are no studies 
addressing different storage conditions and their effects on purified seminal EVs. 

Semen-derived exosome-sized EVs stored in PBS buffer at -80°C show a good/normal integrity 35.  
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3.6 Saliva

Unlike other sturdy pure EV preparations, saliva-derived EVs appear to behave sensitively to 
freezing conditions.

Exosome-sized EVs have shown a stable EV structure with storage at -20°C or -80°C, however 
they are significantly impaired in their inherent bioactivity, suggesting non-freezing storage 
(4°C) conditions should be used (Figure 5)44.

PBS is a common buffer to resuspend and store saliva-derived EVs40,41,43.

3.7 Cell Culture Conditioned Media 

EV or EV-cargo stability is partially determined by isolation methods which grant different 
degrees of EV purity. In this aspect, there has been a lot advancement in investigating EVs 
from cell CCM, but also substantial standardisation of protocols is still needed. 

Exosome-sized EVs storage at -80°C, -20°C or 4°C for a week has demonstrated maintenance 
of EV numbers50.

Storage at -80°C has been reported to stabilise sEV RNA cargo (miRNAs), which is particularly 
sensitive to temperature, whereas storage at -20°C or 4°C grants significant reductions50.

Storage of EVs in medium at -80°C for 2-3 months has shown negligible effects on sEV-RNA 
cargo , however longer storage times, over 2 years, causes significant sEV-RNA degradation. 
Storing isolated EVs in medium supplemented with 10% DMSO showed protection of EV size 
and integrity, however it did not rescue EVs from RNA degradation (Figure 5)49. 

Larger EVs from CCM, such as microEVs, have also been evaluated under different storage 
conditions. These seem to be more sensitive, as a week or a month at 4°C gradually reduces 
EV numbers. Although storage of microEVs at -20°C and -80°C maintained EV numbers, their 
bioactivity was compromised48.

Figure 5. Effect of freezing storage conditions of EVs on EV-RNA cargo. Results of capillary 
electrophoresis of exosome-sized EV RNA isolated from frozen EVs stored at −80 °C in 
media alone (A) or stored at −196 °C  with 5–10% DMSO (B), show a left shift in nucleotide 
size towards small, degraded RNA at 2 years pf storage. Adapted from49.

A B
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EVs are becoming increasingly recognised and exploited specifically in the 

biomedical field, where their functional properties and composition can provide 

insights to understanding many human and animal diseases. Nevertheless, 

as sources of EV are incredibly varied and complex, it becomes imperative 

to fully understand them, so handling and storage conditions can guarantee 

and maintain their original information and intended functionality. Research 

is quickly advancing on comprehensive studies on storage of specific biofluids, 

however new technologies are also needed to improve current conditions 

which may restrict the full potential utility of EVs.

CONCLUDING REMARKS4 /



17www.izon.com

How to store Extracellular Vesicles

1.	 Vogel R, Savage J, Muzard J, Camera G Della, Vella G, Law A, et al. Measuring particle 
concentration of multimodal synthetic reference materials and extracellular vesicles 
with orthogonal techniques: Who is up to the challenge? Journal of Extracellular 
Vesicles. 2021;10(3). 

2.	 Jeyaram A, Jay SM. Preservation and Storage Stability of Extracellular Vesicles for 
Therapeutic Applications. AAPS Journal. 2018;20(1):1–13. 

3.	 Witwer KW, Buzás EI, Bemis LT, Bora A, Lässer C, Lötvall J, et al. Standardization of 
sample collection, isolation and analysis methods in extracellular vesicle research. 
Journal of Extracellular Vesicles. 2013;2(1). 

4.	 Yokota, M., Tatsumi, N., Nathalang, O., Yamada, T. & Tsuda, I. Effects of heparin on 
polymerase chain reaction for blood white cells. J. Clin. Lab. Anal. 13, 133–140 (1999).

5.	 Fendl B, Weiss R, Fischer MB, Spittler A, Weber V. Characterization of extracellular 
vesicles in whole blood: Influence of pre-analytical parameters and visualization of 
vesicle-cell interactions using imaging flow cytometry. Biochemical and Biophysical 
Research Communications. 2016;478(1):168–73. 

6.	 Ayers L, Kohler M, Harrison P, Sargent I, Dragovic R, Schaap M, et al. Measurement of 
circulating cell-derived microparticles by flow cytometry: Sources of variability within the 
assay. Thrombosis Research [Internet]. 2011;127(4):370–7. Available from: http://dx.doi.
org/10.1016/j.thromres.2010.12.014

7.	 Lacroix R, Judicone C, Poncelet P, Robert S, Arnaud L, Sampol J, et al. Impact of pre-
analytical parameters on the measurement of circulating microparticles: Towards 
standardization of protocol. Journal of Thrombosis and Haemostasis. 2012;10(3):437–46. 

8.	 Rikkert LG, Coumans FAW, Hau CM, Terstappen LWMM, Nieuwland R. Platelet removal 
by single-step centrifugation. Platelets. 2020;00(00):1–4. 

9.	 Puhm F, Boilard E, MacHlus KR. Platelet Extracellular Vesicles: Beyond the Blood. 
Arteriosclerosis, Thrombosis, and Vascular Biology. 2020;(January):87–96. 

10.	 Bæk R, Søndergaard EKL, Varming K, Jørgensen MM. The impact of various 
preanalytical treatments on the phenotype of small extracellular vesicles in blood 
analyzed by protein microarray. Journal of Immunological Methods [Internet]. 
2016;438:11–20. Available from: http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jim.2016.08.007

11.	 Wisgrill L, Lamm C, Hartmann J, Preißing F, Dragosits K, Bee A, et al. Peripheral blood 
microvesicles secretion is influenced by storage time, temperature, and anticoagulants. 
Cytometry Part A. 2016;89(7):663–72. 

12.	 Lacroix R, Judicone C, Mooberry M, Boucekine M, Key NS, Dignat-George F, et al. 
Standardization of pre-analytical variables in plasma microparticle determination: 

REFERENCES



18www.izon.com

How to store Extracellular Vesicles

Results of the International Society on Thrombosis and Haemostasis SSC Collaborative 
workshop. Journal of Thrombosis and Haemostasis. 2013;11(6):1190–3. 

13.	 Palviainen M, Saraswat M, Varga Z, Kitka D, Neuvonen M, Puhka M, et al. Extracellular 
vesicles from human plasma and serum are carriers of extravesicular cargo—
Implications for biomarker discovery. PLoS ONE. 2020;15(8 August):1–19. 

14.	 Jin Y, Chen K, Wang Z, Wang Y, Liu J, Lin L, et al. DNA in serum extracellular vesicles 
is stable under different storage conditions. BMC Cancer [Internet]. 2016;16(1):1–9. 
Available from: http://dx.doi.org/10.1186/s12885-016-2783-2

15.	 Muller L, Hong CS, Stolz DB, Watkins SC, Whiteside TL. Isolation of biologically-
active exosomes from human plasma. Journal of Immunological Methods [Internet]. 
2014;411:55–65. Available from: http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jim.2014.06.007

16.	 Liu Z, Cauvi DM, Bernardino EMA, Lara B, Lizardo RE, Hawisher D, et al. Isolation and 
characterization of human urine extracellular vesicles. Cell Stress and Chaperones. 
2018;23(5):943–53. 

17.	 Zhou H, Yuen PST, Pisitkun T, Gonzales PA, Yasuda H, Dear W, et al. Collection, storage, 
preservation, and normalization of human urinary exosomes for biomarker discovery. 
Kidney Int. 2008;69(8):1471–6. 

18.	 Oosthuyzen W, Sime NEL, Ivy JR, Turtle EJ, Street JM, Pound J, et al. Quantification 
of human urinary exosomes by nanoparticle tracking analysis. Journal of Physiology. 
2013;591(23):5833–42. 

19.	 Gonzales PA, Zhou H, Pisitkun T, Wang NS, Star RA, Knepper MA, et al. Isolation and 
Purification of Exosomes in Urine. Vol. 641, Methods in Molecular Biology The Urinary 
Proteome. 2010. 89–99. Available from: www.springer.com/series/7651

20.	Fernández-Llama P, Khositseth S, Gonzales P, Star RA, Pisitkun T, Knepper MA. Tamm-
Horsfall protein and urinary exosome isolation. Kidney Int. 2010;77(8):736–42. 

21.	 Musante L, Saraswat M, Duriez E, Byrne B, Ravidà A, Domon B, et al. Biochemical and 
physical characterisation of urinary nanovesicles following CHAPS treatment. PLoS 
ONE. 2012;7(7). 

22.	Yuana Y, Böing AN, Grootemaat AE, van der Pol E, Hau CM, Cizmar P, et al. Handling 
and storage of human body fluids for analysis of extracellular vesicles. Journal of 
Extracellular Vesicles. 2015;4(1). 

23.	Quan S, Nan X, Wang K, Jiang L, Yao J, Xiong B. Characterization of sheep milk 
extracellular vesicle-miRNA by sequencing and comparison with cow milk. Animals. 
2020;10(2). 

24.	 Munagala R, Aqil F, Jeyabalan J, Gupta RC. Bovine milk-derived exosomes for drug 
delivery. Cancer Letters [Internet]. 2016;371(1):48–61. Available from: http://dx.doi.
org/10.1016/j.canlet.2015.10.020

25.	Mecocci S, Gevi F, Pietrucci D, Cavinato L, Luly FR, Pascucci L, et al. Anti-inflammatory 
potential of cow, donkey and goat milk extracellular vesicles as revealed by metabolomic 
profile. Nutrients. 2020;12(10):1–25. 



19www.izon.com

How to store Extracellular Vesicles

26.	Barranco I, Padilla L, Parrilla I, Álvarez-Barrientos A, Pérez-Patiño C, Peña FJ, et al. 
Extracellular vesicles isolated from porcine seminal plasma exhibit different tetraspanin 
expression profiles. Scientific Reports. 2019;9(1):1–9. 

27.	 Lawrence RM, Pane CA. Human Breast Milk: Current Concepts of Immunology and 
Infectious Diseases. Current Problems in Pediatric and Adolescent Health Care. 
2007;37(1):7–36. 

28.	Galley JD, Besner GE. The therapeutic potential of breast milk-derived extracellular 
vesicles. Nutrients. 2020;12(3). 

29.	Zonneveld MI, Brisson AR, van Herwijnen MJC, Tan S, van de Lest CHA, Redegeld 
FA, et al. Recovery of extracellular vesicles from human breast milk is influenced by 
sample collection and vesicle isolation procedures. Journal of Extracellular Vesicles. 
2014;3(1):1–12. 

30.	Vaswani K, Mitchell MD, Holland OJ, Qin Koh Y, Hill RJ, Harb T, et al. A Method for 
the Isolation of Exosomes from Human and Bovine Milk. Journal of Nutrition and 
Metabolism. 2019;2019:1–7. 

31.	 Rahman MM, Shimizu K, Yamauchi M, Takase H, Ugawa S, Okada A, et al. Acidification 
effects on isolation of extracellular vesicles from bovine milk. PLoS ONE. 2019;14(9):1–12. 

32.	Lee H, Groot M, Pinilla-Vera M, Fredenburgh LE, Jin Y. Identification of miRNA-rich 
vesicles in bronchoalveolar lavage fluid: Insights into the function and heterogeneity of 
extracellular vesicles. Journal of Controlled Release. 2019;294(August 2018):43–52. 
Available from: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jconrel.2018.12.008

33.	Kneidinger N, Warszawska J, Schenk P, Fuhrmann V, Bojic A, Hirschl A, et al. Storage 
of bronchoalveolar lavage fluid and accuracy of microbiologic diagnostics in the ICU: A 
prospective observational study. Critical Care. 2013;17(4). 

34.	 Carnino JM, Lee H, Jin Y. Isolation and characterization of extracellular vesicles 
from Broncho-Alveolar lavage fluid: A review and comparison of different methods. 
Respiratory Research. 2019;20(1):1–11. 

35.	Madison MN, Roller RJ, Okeoma CM. Human semen contains exosomes with potent anti-
HIV-1 activity. Retrovirology. 2014;11(1). 

36.	Sullivan R, Saez F. Epididymosomes, prostasomes, and liposomes: Their roles in 
mammalian male reproductive physiology. Reproduction. 2013;146(1):21–35. 

37.	 Welch JL, Madison MN, Margolick JB, Galvin S, Gupta P, Martínez-Maza O, et al. Effect 
of prolonged freezing of semen on exosome recovery and biologic activity. Scientific 
Reports. 2017;7(February):1–13. Available from: http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/srep45034

38.	Makler A, Tatcher M, Vilensky A, Brandes JM. Factors affecting sperm motility. III. 
Influence of visible light and other electromagnetic radiations on human sperm velocity 
and survival. Fertility and Sterility [Internet]. 1980;33(4):439–44. Available from: http://
dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0015-0282(16)44664-9

39.	Cristaldi M, Mauceri R, di Fede O, Giuliana G, Campisi G, Panzarella V. Salivary 
biomarkers for oral squamous cell carcinoma diagnosis and follow-up: Current status 
and perspectives. Frontiers in Psychology. 2019;10(December):1–12. 



20www.izon.com

How to store Extracellular Vesicles

40.	Gallo A, Tandon M, Alevizos I, Illei GG. The majority of microRNAs detectable in serum 
and saliva is concentrated in exosomes. PLoS ONE. 2012;7(3):1–5. 

41.	 Winck F v., Ribeiro ACP, Domingues RR, Ling LY, Riaño-Pachón DM, Rivera C, et al. 
Insights into immune responses in oral cancer through proteomic analysis of saliva and 
salivary extracellular vesicles. Scientific Reports. 2015;5(November):1–13. 

42.	Ogawa Y, Taketomi Y, Murakami M, Tsujimoto M, Yanoshita R. Small RNA transcriptomes 
of two types of exosomes in human whole saliva determined by next generation 
sequencing. Biological and Pharmaceutical Bulletin. 2013;36(1):66–75. 

43.	 Zlotogorski-Hurvitz A, Dayan D, Chaushu G, Salo T, Vered M. Morphological and 
molecular features of oral fluid-derived exosomes: oral cancer patients versus healthy 
individuals. Journal of Cancer Research and Clinical Oncology. 2016;142(1):101–10. 

44.	 Kumeda N, Ogawa Y, Akimoto Y, Kawakami H, Tsujimoto M, Yanoshita R. 
Characterization of membrane integrity and morphological stability of human salivary 
exosomes. Biological and Pharmaceutical Bulletin. 2017;40(8):1183–91. 

45.	 Théry C, Witwer KW, Aikawa E, Alcaraz MJ, Anderson JD, Andriantsitohaina R, et al. 
Minimal information for studies of extracellular vesicles 2018 (MISEV2018): a position 
statement of the International Society for Extracellular Vesicles and update of the 
MISEV2014 guidelines. Journal of Extracellular Vesicles. 2018;7(1). 

46.	Romanov YA, Volgina NE, Dugina TN, Kabaeva N v., Sukhikh GT. Effect of Storage 
Conditions on the Integrity of Human Umbilical Cord Mesenchymal Stromal Cell-Derived 
Microvesicles. Bulletin of Experimental Biology and Medicine. 2019;167(1):131–5. 

47.	 Young L, Sung J, Masters JR. Detection of mycoplasma in cell cultures. Nature Protocols. 
2010;5(5):929–34. 

48.	Lorincz ÁM, Timár CI, Marosvári KA, Veres DS, Otrokocsi L, Kittel Á, et al. Effect of 
storage on physical and functional properties of extracellular vesicles derived from 
neutrophilic granulocytes. Journal of Extracellular Vesicles. 2014;3(1):1–8. 

49.	 Wu Y, Deng W, Klinke DJ. Exosomes: Improved methods to characterize their morphology, 
RNA content, and surface protein biomarkers. Analyst. 2015;140(19):6631–42. 

50.	Kreke M, Smith R, Hanscome P, Peck K, Ibrahim A. Processes for producing stable 
exosome formulations. United States Patent Aplication Publication. 2016;1(62):US 
2016/0158291 A1. 

51.	 Bosch S, de Beaurepaire L, Allard M, Mosser M, Heichette C, Chrétien D, et al. Trehalose 
prevents aggregation of exosomes and cryodamage. Scientific Reports. 2016;6(May):1–11. 

52.	Agrawal AK, Aqil F, Jeyabalan J, Spencer WA, Beck J, Gachuki BW, et al. Milk-derived 
exosomes for oral delivery of paclitaxel. Nanomedicine: Nanotechnology, Biology, and 
Medicine [Internet]. 2017;13(5):1627–36. Available from: http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.
nano.2017.03.001

53.	Bickmore DC, Miklavcic JJ. Characterization of Extracellular Vesicles Isolated 
From Human Milk Using a Precipitation-Based Method. Frontiers in Nutrition. 
2020;7(March):1–7. 



21www.izon.com

How to store Extracellular Vesicles



www.izon.com


