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Abstract: Scratching damages upper layers of the skin, breaks this first line of immune defence, and
leads to inflammation response, which often also modifies the microbiota of the skin. Although the
healing of incision wounds is well-described, there are fewer studies on superficial wounds. We used
a simulated model of skin scratching to study changes in the host transcriptome, skin microbiota, and
their relationship. Additionally, we examined the effect of nanosized ZnO, TiO2, and Ag on both intact
and damaged skin. At 24 h after exposure, the number of neutrophils was increased, 396 genes were
differentially expressed, and microbiota compositions changed between scratched and intact control
skin. At 7 d, the skin was still colonised by gut-associated microbes, including Lachnospiraceae, present
in the cage environment, while the transcriptomic responses decreased. To sum up, the nanomaterial
exposures reduced the relative abundance of cutaneous microbes on healthy skin, but the effect of
scratching was more significant for the transcriptome than the nanomaterial exposure both at 24 h
and 7 d. We conclude that superficial skin scratching induces inflammatory cell accumulation and
changes in gene expression especially at 24 h, while the changes in the microbiota last at least 7 days.

Keywords: scratching; wound; mouse model; nanoparticles; metal oxides; RSEQ; inflammation;
chemotaxis; microbiota

1. Introduction

The skin is a complex barrier against external environmental factors and is popu-
lated by diverse microbial communities [1]. The skin microbiota forms a barrier against
colonisation by pathogenic bacteria and regulates cutaneous inflammatory and immune
responses [2,3]. Disruptions in the skin–microbe interactions have been linked to skin
disorders such as atopic dermatitis [4,5], although the exact mechanisms by which microbes
influence disease development remain largely undefined.

Itching is a prevalent symptom in many skin diseases, and the subsequent scratching
can significantly alter the skin’s structure and function [6]. Intense scratching damages both
the epidermal and dermal layers, weakening the skin’s protective barrier, and triggering
production of pro-inflammatory cytokines. Typical pruritic inflammatory skin disorders
such as atopic dermatitis and contact dermatitis illustrate the consequences of persistent
scratching. It has been convincingly shown that minimizing scratching alleviates the inflam-
matory response, potentially offering therapeutic benefits [7]. Additionally, such physical
disruptions might also modify the skin microbiota, which is essential for maintaining skin
health [8]. The role of microbiota in skin repair processes is dependent on the context, as
the microbes can promote or even delay skin healing by, e.g., infecting wounds.

In modern applications, engineered nanomaterials (ENMs) are increasingly found in
consumer products such as cosmetics, device coatings, and textiles [9]. Nanosized zinc
oxide (nZnO) and titanium dioxide (nTiO2) are common components of sunscreens and
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various other cosmetic creams, which are intentionally and repeatedly spread on the skin.
Sunscreens usually contain these materials in the size range of 30–150 nm [10–12]. Since
certain nanomaterials possess antimicrobial properties [13–15], there is an interest in using
ENMs in everyday and medical contexts against microbial infections. Nanosized silver
(nAg) is generally utilised in the size range of 1–10 nm and is used in products such as
antibacterial textiles and wound dressings, although in wound dressings, they can vary
from 5 nm up to 150 nm [16,17]. Additionally, numerous surfaces, such as keyboards, may
be coated with antimicrobial ENMs [11]. Therefore, there are various instances where the
skin can be exposed to these ENMs. Although ENMs present distinct advantages, they also
introduce potential health concerns, including cytotoxicity and unintended inflammatory
responses [12,17,18]. Because of their potential to harm or benefit, it is essential to weigh
the advantages of each ENM against its potential drawbacks and to decipher the molecular
mechanisms behind their effects, aiming to minimise undesired outcomes.

Most research on skin aberration has utilised animal models with burn injuries [19] or
wound incisions [20,21]. However, the effects of superficial scratching remain relatively
unexplored. In our current study, we used hairless mice to assess the impact of controlled
skin injuries caused by scratching, which mimics phenomena commonly observed in
highly pruritic skin diseases. Additionally, we observed the effects of nZnO, nTiO2, and
nAg on both intact and injured skin. We examined changes in the skin transcriptome
and microbiota and their potential interactions. Our results provide new insights into
host–microbiota relationships during skin inflammation and the impact of ENMs exposure
on the skin microbiota.

2. Results
2.1. Scratching Recruited Neutrophils and Induced Immune Response Genes

To observe the effect of scratching on the skin, the scratched group was compared to
the control group. In 24 h, the skin sections in the scratched group were slightly thicker
compared to those in the control group (Figure 1A–D). The number of neutrophils was
significantly higher, and the number of mast cells was significantly lower, but these differ-
ences were no longer observed at 7 days (Figure 1E). Based on deconvolution analysis, the
number of monocytes and their differentiated subtype, M1 macrophages, as well as the
number of activated mast cells, were elevated in the 24 h scratched group (Figure 1F). When
comparing the transcriptomic responses from RNA sequencing in 24 h, 396 differentially
expressed genes (DEGs) were identified between the scratched group and the control
group (Figures 2A and S1A,B). Qiagen IPA pathway analysis of DEGs revealed several
pathways related to immune response, such as adhesion and diapedesis of granulocytes
and agranulocytes, macrophage activation signalling, and wound healing (Figure 2B).
After 7 days, there were only five DEGs (Cebpb, Ndufb5, Ndufb8, Ndufb9, and Rab5if)
between the scratched and control groups, and they enriched to pathways on oxidative
phosphorylation, granzyme A, sirtuin, and neutrophil extracellular trap-signalling path-
ways (Figures 2C,D and S1B). The genes which were identified with PLS-DA as the most
important between the groups enriched to biological processes such as intermediate fila-
ment organisation, supramolecular fibre organisation and epithelium development at both
24 h and 7 d timepoints (Figure S1C–F).

In addition to the effect of scratching, we studied the impact of nanosized zinc oxide
(nZnO), silver (nAg), and titanium dioxide (nTiO2) exposure on intact and scratched skin
(Figure S2). On day 7, there were 17 DEGs between nZnO and the control group, enriching
pathways such as vitamin C transport and CLEAR signalling, and 10 DEGs between
nAg and the control group, associated with cell signalling and biosynthesis pathways
(Figure S3).
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Figure 1. Haematoxylin and eosin (H&E)-stained mouse skin sections of (A) 24 h control group, (B) 
24 h scratched group, (C) 7 d control group, and (D) 7 d scratched group. Pictures were taken with 
200× magnification. (E) Neutrophils and mast cells were counted from H&E and toluidine blue-
stained skin sections at 1000× and 400× magnification, respectively, under light microscope. (F) De-
convolution analysis of monocytes, M1 macrophages, and mast cells with the help of LM22 gene 
signature mouse orthologs. Stars indicate p-values: * < 0.05, ** < 0.01, **** < 0.0001. 

Figure 1. Haematoxylin and eosin (H&E)-stained mouse skin sections of (A) 24 h control group,
(B) 24 h scratched group, (C) 7 d control group, and (D) 7 d scratched group. Pictures were taken
with 200× magnification. (E) Neutrophils and mast cells were counted from H&E and toluidine
blue-stained skin sections at 1000× and 400× magnification, respectively, under light microscope.
(F) Deconvolution analysis of monocytes, M1 macrophages, and mast cells with the help of LM22
gene signature mouse orthologs. Stars indicate p-values: * < 0.05, ** < 0.01, **** < 0.0001.
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Figure 2. The effect of skin scratching at 24 h and 7 d on the transcriptome. (A) Heatmap of the 396 
differentially expressed genes (DEGs) between the 24 h scratched group vs. 24 h control group 
formed two clear clusters. (B) The canonical pathways of 396 DEGs at 24 h highlight granulocyte 
and agranulocyte cell adhesion and diapedesis as identified by Qiagen IPA. (C) Heatmap of the five 
DEGs between the 7 d scratched group vs. 7 d control group, forming two clusters. (D) The canonical 
pathways of the five DEGs at 7 d show cell signalling and biosynthesis pathways as identified by 
Qiagen IPA. For heatmaps, Euclidean clustering distances were used for the complete clustering 
method and z scores are based on row scales. The DEGs with a p < 0.05 and a fold change smaller 
than |0.33| were included in the analysis. For the barplots, the DEGs are arranged via their Benja-
mini–Hochberg-corrected p-values. 
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2.2. Skin Scratching Altered the Skin Microbial Community in 24 h 
Microbial changes induced by scratching were observed on the community level us-

ing dbRDA analysis and regarding individual amplicon sequence variants (ASV) using 
generalised linear mixed model analysis. The microbial communities were significantly 
different between the scratched group and control group at 24 h timepoint (p = 0.001, Fig-
ure 3A). In addition, distinct ASV abundances were observed between the groups. ASV6 

Figure 2. The effect of skin scratching at 24 h and 7 d on the transcriptome. (A) Heatmap of the
396 differentially expressed genes (DEGs) between the 24 h scratched group vs. 24 h control group
formed two clear clusters. (B) The canonical pathways of 396 DEGs at 24 h highlight granulocyte
and agranulocyte cell adhesion and diapedesis as identified by Qiagen IPA. (C) Heatmap of the
five DEGs between the 7 d scratched group vs. 7 d control group, forming two clusters. (D) The
canonical pathways of the five DEGs at 7 d show cell signalling and biosynthesis pathways as
identified by Qiagen IPA. For heatmaps, Euclidean clustering distances were used for the complete
clustering method and z scores are based on row scales. The DEGs with a p < 0.05 and a fold change
smaller than |0.33| were included in the analysis. For the barplots, the DEGs are arranged via their
Benjamini–Hochberg-corrected p-values.

2.2. Skin Scratching Altered the Skin Microbial Community in 24 h

Microbial changes induced by scratching were observed on the community level
using dbRDA analysis and regarding individual amplicon sequence variants (ASV) using
generalised linear mixed model analysis. The microbial communities were significantly
different between the scratched group and control group at 24 h timepoint (p = 0.001,
Figure 3A). In addition, distinct ASV abundances were observed between the groups.
ASV6 representing Mammaliicoccus lentus (previous name Staphylococcus lentus), typical on
animal skin, along with two ASVs representing Staphylococcus, had a lower abundance in
the scratched than in the control group (Figure 3B). Conversely, ASVs associated with the
gut, such as Enterococcus, had a higher abundance in the scratched group.
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Figure 3. The effect of skin scratching at 24 h and 7 d on the skin microbiota. (A) A dbRDA analysis
of microbial ASVs shows clear differentiation of the scratched and control groups at 24 h. Since the
dbRDA analysis was performed for two groups, only one dbRDA axis is available for differentiation
of the groups, and the MDS1 axis is used to create a two-dimensional figure. (B) Based on the
generalised linear mixed model analysis, ASV6 Mammaliicoccus lentus and Staphylococcus ASVs are
less abundant, while multiple gut-associated taxa are more abundant in the scratched 24 h group,
based on the generalised linear mixed model analysis. (C) A dbRDA analysis of microbial ASVs at 7 d
shows no difference between the groups. (D) Based on the generalised linear mixed model analysis,
many gut-associated taxa are more abundant, and ASV6 Mammaliicoccus lentus is less abundant in the
scratched group. Stars indicate p-values: * < 0.05, ** < 0.01, *** < 0.001. Ellipses on the top of symbols
mark the 95% confidence interval, and the p-values of the ANOVA-like permutation test for dbRDA
(permutations = 999) pairwise comparisons are included in each box.

The microbial communities did not differ statistically between the scratched group
and control group at the 7 d timepoint (Figure 3C). However, individual ASVs had differing
abundances, with many gut-associated taxa, such as Lachnospiraceae and Muribaculaceae, be-
ing more abundant in the scratched group when compared to the control group (Figure 3D).

2.3. Bacterial Responses to Nanomaterials Were Different on Intact and Scratched Skin

The microbial community in each nanomaterial treatment group was significantly
different from the control group at 24 h timepoint (Figure 4A). At the 7 d timepoint, the
difference in the microbiota was significant between the control group and nAg and nZnO
groups but no longer for nTiO2 group (Figure 4B). Compared to the control group, the
change of ASV abundances after nanomaterial treatment was dependent on the nanomate-
rial and timepoint (Figure 4C). Notably, at the 24 h timepoint, ASV6 Mammaliicoccus lentus
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was less abundant in the nAg group (p < 0.001) and nZnO group (p < 0.05) but not in the
nTiO2 group. At the 7 d timepoint, two Lachnospiraceae ASVs were more abundant in the
nAg group (p < 0.001), and ASV28 Enterococcus was more abundant in the nZnO group
(p < 0.001), when compared to control group.
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Figure 4. The effect of nAg, nZnO, or nTiO2 nanomaterial exposures on the intact skin microbiota
24 h and 7 days after the exposure. (A) A dbRDA analysis between the nAg, nZnO, or nTiO2 and
control groups at 24 h shows microbial community differences between the nanomaterial groups and
the control group. (B) A dbRDA analysis between the nAg, nZnO, or nTiO2 and control groups at 7 d
no longer shows differences in the microbial communities between the groups. (C) ASV abundances
changed depending on the material and timepoint. Results were based on the generalised linear
mixed model analysis. For each nanomaterial group, the three ASVs which had the smallest FDR-
corrected p-value were chosen for visualisation. Stars indicate p-values: * < 0.05, ** < 0.01, *** < 0.001.
Orange stars indicate comparison to the control group, green stars indicate comparison to Ag group.
Ellipses on the top of symbols mark the 95% confidence interval, and the p-values of the ANOVA-like
permutation test for dbRDA (permutations = 999) pairwise comparisons are included in each box,
n = 5–8.
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In contrast to the changes in the microbiota observed between the nanomaterial
treatment groups on intact skin, no differences in microbial communities were found
between the nanomaterial and control group on scratched skin at 24 h timepoint (Figure 5A).
However, the differences in microbiota emerged at the 7 d timepoint for nZnO and nTiO2
groups compared to the control group (Figure 5B). The most distinct variation in ASV
abundances were observed at the 7 d timepoint, with two Lachnospiraceae ASVs having a
lower abundance in all nanomaterial groups (p < 0.01, Figure 5C). In addition, some mice
in the nTiO2 and nZnO groups, but not in the nAg group, had a higher abundance of ASV6
Mammaliicoccus lentus on their skin compared to the control group (p < 0.001).
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Figure 5. The effect of Ag, ZnO, or TiO2 nanomaterial exposures on the scratched skin microbiota 24 h
and 7 days after the exposure. (A) A dbRDA analysis between the nAg, nZnO, or nTiO2 and control
groups at 24 h does not show differences in the microbial community between the nanomaterial
groups and the control group. (B) A dbRDA analysis between the nAg, nZnO, or nTiO2 and control
groups at 7 d shows differences in the microbial community between nZnO and control group, as
well as between nTiO2 and the control group. (C) ASV abundance changes were most notable at the
7 d timepoint based on the generalised linear mixed model analysis. For each nanomaterial group,
the three ASVs which had the smallest FDR-corrected p-value were chosen for visualisation. Stars
indicate p-values: * < 0.05, ** < 0.01, *** < 0.001. Orange stars indicate comparison to the control group,
green stars indicate comparison to Ag group. Ellipses on the top of symbols mark the 95% confidence
interval, and the p-values of the ANOVA-like permutation test for dbRDA (permutations = 999)
pairwise comparisons are included in each box, n = 3–8.

2.4. Skin-Associated Taxa Correlated Negatively with Immune Response Induced by Scratching

The relationship between gene expression in mouse skin and skin bacteria was further
explored by performing a Spearman correlation analysis between DEGs and ASV abun-
dances. The 396 DEGs between the scratched versus control groups were correlated with
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ASV abundances in these groups at 24 h timepoint. The clustering analysis of correlations
grouped the ASVs into four clusters (Figure 6A). Cluster 1 consisted of multiple positive
correlations between DEGs and three ASVs, namely, ASV6 Mammaliicoccus lentus, ASV9
Staphylococcus, and ASV22 Staphylococcus. Cluster 2 consisted of some positive correlations
between these ASVs and the DEGs, cluster 3 consisted of multiple negative correlations
of the three ASVs to the DEGs, and cluster 4 consisted of some negative correlations be-
tween these ASVs and DEGs. In contrast, ASV11 Enterobacter correlated positively with the
DEGs when M. lentus and Staphylococcus ASVs correlated negatively in these clusters, and
vice versa.

The clusters which had multiple positive or negative correlations between DEGs
and ASVs, i.e., clusters 1 and 3, were analysed in Qiagen IPA and Enrichr to identify
which molecules are involved in the regulation of these genes, upstream regulators, and
what their biological processes are, respectively. In cluster 1, as in the cluster which
included multiple positive correlations to M. lentus and Staphylococcus ASVs, upstream
regulators such as SMAD3 and CEBPA and TNF were identified, and biological processes
enriched to actin filament capping (Figure 6B). In cluster 3, i.e., the cluster with multiple
negative correlations to M. lentus and Staphylococcus ASVs and upstream regulators such
as immunoglobulin, IL10, and IFNG were identified, along with biological processes
enriched to antimicrobial humoral response and chemokine signalling (Figure 6C). Further
correlations were identified between ASVs and individual genes, namely, Defb6 from cluster
1, Mpp1, and Defb1 from cluster 3. ASV6 Mammaliicoccus lentus and ASV9 Staphylococcus
correlated positively with the Defb6 gene and negatively with Mpp1 and Defb1 genes,
while ASV11 Enterobacter correlated negatively with the Defb6 gene and positively with
Mpp1 and Defb1 genes (Figure 6D).

Int. J. Mol. Sci. 2023, 24, x FOR PEER REVIEW 9 of 20 
 

 

 
Figure 6. Spearman correlation analysis of DEGs and ASVs in the scratched and control group at 24 
h. (A) Heatmap of Spearman correlation scores between 396 DEGs and 11/34 ASVs yielded four 
major clusters (1–4). ASVs whose absolute sum of columns was higher than 10 and correlations 
whose p < 0.05 were included in the figure. Euclidean distances were used to cluster the rows with 
the Ward D2 method. Biological processes and the upstream regulators of clusters 1 (B) and 3 (C) 
were identified by Qiagen IPA. (D) Spearman correlation analysis between individual genes and 
ASV6 Mammaliicoccus lentus, ASV9 Staphylococcus, and ASV11 Enterobacter. Outliers were excluded 
from ASV9 and ASV11. Stars indicate p-values: * < 0.05, ** < 0.01, *** < 0.001. 

  

Figure 6. Cont.



Int. J. Mol. Sci. 2023, 24, 15629 9 of 19

Int. J. Mol. Sci. 2023, 24, x FOR PEER REVIEW 9 of 20 
 

 

 
Figure 6. Spearman correlation analysis of DEGs and ASVs in the scratched and control group at 24 
h. (A) Heatmap of Spearman correlation scores between 396 DEGs and 11/34 ASVs yielded four 
major clusters (1–4). ASVs whose absolute sum of columns was higher than 10 and correlations 
whose p < 0.05 were included in the figure. Euclidean distances were used to cluster the rows with 
the Ward D2 method. Biological processes and the upstream regulators of clusters 1 (B) and 3 (C) 
were identified by Qiagen IPA. (D) Spearman correlation analysis between individual genes and 
ASV6 Mammaliicoccus lentus, ASV9 Staphylococcus, and ASV11 Enterobacter. Outliers were excluded 
from ASV9 and ASV11. Stars indicate p-values: * < 0.05, ** < 0.01, *** < 0.001. 

  

Figure 6. Spearman correlation analysis of DEGs and ASVs in the scratched and control group at 24 h.
(A) Heatmap of Spearman correlation scores between 396 DEGs and 11/34 ASVs yielded four major
clusters (1–4). ASVs whose absolute sum of columns was higher than 10 and correlations whose
p < 0.05 were included in the figure. Euclidean distances were used to cluster the rows with the
Ward D2 method. Biological processes and the upstream regulators of clusters 1 (B) and 3 (C) were
identified by Qiagen IPA. (D) Spearman correlation analysis between individual genes and ASV6
Mammaliicoccus lentus, ASV9 Staphylococcus, and ASV11 Enterobacter. Outliers were excluded from
ASV9 and ASV11. Stars indicate p-values: * < 0.05, ** < 0.01, *** < 0.001.

3. Discussion

Superficial scratching is a key characteristic of pruritic skin conditions such as atopic
dermatitis and may also occur in other instances such as skin irritation. However, its
impact remains largely underexplored, especially concerning inflammatory profiles and
cutaneous microbial communities. To address this gap, our current study used hairless mice
to examine the effects of controlled skin injuries induced by scratching, thereby offering
a closer approximation to skin conditions characterised by intense itching. Our study
serves as a starting point, allowing future experiments to study these phenomena with skin
disease models, whose gene expression and microbiota differ from models without disease.
In addition to superficial scratching, we applied common nanomaterials—TiO2, ZnO, and
Ag—to either intact or aberrated skin and assessed their effects on gene expression and the
skin’s microbiota barrier.

The most dramatic changes in the scratched skin occurred at 24 h, both on the cellular
and transcriptomic level. The number of neutrophils increased, and the number of mast
cells decreased. With the help of deconvolution method, we showed that the numbers
of monocytes, M1 macrophages, and activated mast cells were increased. An elevated
number of recruited neutrophils and monocytes, which are differentiated in the tissue to
inflammatory-type M1 macrophages, are typical for the inflammation stage of wound heal-
ing [22,23]. Inflammation induced degranulation of mast cells might explain the decreased
number of mast cells at 24 h [24]. These results align with the enriched (a)granulocyte
migration found in our pathway analyses of DEGs along with other immune response
processes such as wound healing and downregulated IL-10 signalling. Other notable path-
ways at 24 h include aryl hydrocarbon and glucocorticoid receptor signalling, which are
also shown to be important for skin regeneration and wound healing [25–29]. These results
clearly indicate that scratching induces strong skin inflammation and cellular infiltration in
24 h.
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In a week, the early infiltrated cells disappeared, and many other signs of inflammation
were also resolved. At the 7 d timepoint, only five DEGs were identified between scratched
and intact skin. The glucocorticoid receptor pathway was still enriched, along with energy
metabolism pathways such as oxidative phosphorylation and sirtuin signalling pathways.
Immune response pathways were still enriched, such as granzyme A and neutrophil
extracellular trap signalling. The role of neutrophil extracellular trap related to healing of
the injured skin is still unclear, as some studies conclude it enhances wound healing and
some conclude it delays the process [30]. We additionally used the partial least squares-
discriminant analysis (PLS-DA) to predict the most discriminative genes between scratched
skins and control skins. Although there were some differences in individual genes between
the 24 h and 7 d timepoints, the intermediate filament organisation and supramolecular
fibre organisation were the most importantly varied processes. These processes were
enriched by multiple keratin (Krt) genes, and they can either accelerate or slow down
skin healing processes depending on the keratin type [31]. Altogether, these pathways
at 7 d suggest an overlap of both inflammatory and proliferative stages in the healing of
injured skin.

We also studied whether exposure to nanomaterials have any effect on the gene expres-
sion in the skin or its microbiota barrier. None of the particles induced any transcriptomic
changes on the uninjured skin 24 h after the exposure. However, topical application of
nZnO and nAg yielded minor numbers of DEGs in the skin transcriptome when compared
to the control group at 7 d timepoint. The 10 DEGs after nAg treatment enriched to biosyn-
thesis and cell cycle pathways. The enrichment of pathways related to vitamin C transport,
CLEAR signalling, and senescence in the nZnO group suggests the involvement of cellular
defence mechanisms, each with distinct roles: Vitamin C is an important antioxidant in the
skin [32], CLEAR signalling is related to cellular clearance [33], and senescence is synony-
mous with aging. It is likely that these effects of nZnO or nAg on gene expression were
indirect. There are hardly any studies exploring the effects of nTiO2 and nZnO on the skin
transcriptome in vivo [34]. However, even repeated exposures over a long period of time
have shown that the nZnO particles do not reach deeper layers of the skin [35,36], and only
released ions from nAg can travel through the skin to the blood [37,38]. We additionally
exposed the scratched skin to nanomaterials, but no genes were differentially expressed.
This suggests that the effect of scratching had a more profound impact on transcriptomic
responses compared to our administered dose of nanomaterials. Overall, these findings
suggest that the effect of a single dose of nTiO2, nZnO, and nAg is minor on intact skin.

Even though the transcriptome changes were not significant on unbroken skin, mi-
crobial changes were evident. All nanomaterials altered the microbial community at 24 h,
and the effect on individual microbial taxa depended on the nanomaterial. Most impor-
tantly, Mammaliicoccus lentus (ASV6) which was first isolated from animal skin [39,40],
had a lower abundance after nAg and nZnO treatments. The impact of nTiO2 treatment
on M. lentus was not significant. However, nTiO2 treatment lowered the abundance of
Staphylococcus (ASV9 and ASV22), a commonly found microbial genus in skin [3,41]. At
the 7 d timepoint, nAg and nZnO induced changes in microbial community compositions.
Regarding individual taxa, nAg treatment resulted in a higher abundance of the family
Lachnospiraceae (ASV101 and ASV116), which are commonly found in the mouse gut [42–44].
Additionally, nZnO exposure resulted in a higher abundance of Enterococcus (ASV28), also a
gut-associated taxon. The nanomaterials utilised in our study are known to possess antimi-
crobial properties [14,15,45], likely contributing to the observed decrease native skin taxa.
This created an opportunity for gut-derived taxa to colonise the skin. These bacteria were
most likely transferred from the cage environment on to the skin, a phenomenon previously
observed in our study [46]. We cannot exclude the possibility that bacteria from the cage
environment were transferred to the skin as dead cells, as DNA-based sequencing cannot
distinguish between different physiological statuses. Taken together, the antimicrobial
properties of nanomaterials have the potential to reduce the relative abundance of native
cutaneous microbes.
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When it comes to the microbial changes in the scratched skin via nanomaterial expo-
sure, it seemed that scratching was more significant than nanomaterial exposure, as there
were no differences in the microbial communities at 24 h. The reliability of comparing
microbial communities between the control group and the scratched nTiO2 group at the
24 h may be somewhat limited. This limitation arises from manufacturing-based contami-
nation in our DNA extraction kit, which led to many samples failing our quality criteria
for good-quality sequence analysis. However, this issue was successfully addressed by
subjecting these samples to the careful decontamination process via the novel MicrobIEM
decontamination tool [47]. Changes in microbial communities, as well as in individual taxa,
were stronger at the 7 d timepoint. Interestingly, multiple Lachnospiraceae ASVs had a lower
abundance after nanomaterial treatment compared to the control group. Lachnospiraceae
and other gut-associated microbes were more abundant in the scratched control group, and
nanomaterial treatment might have prevented colonisation by these microbes. Additionally,
the abundance of M. lentus (ASV6) was high after nZnO and nTiO2 treatments, implying
that M. lentus recovered faster due to the inhibited colonisation induced by nanomaterials.
This was not the case with nAg treatment, after which the abundance of M. lentus was still
low. It is possible that nAg had stronger antimicrobial properties, or the PVP coating on
the nAg particles masked some of the antimicrobial properties.

Skin wounding and the resulting inflammation create a significant ecological change
for the cutaneous microbiota [48]. In line with previous results, simulated scratching
altered the microbial abundances in our model by changing the cutaneous environment.
The change was disadvantageous for bacteria which are common on the skin, such as M.
lentus (ASV6) and Staphylococcus (ASV9 and ASV22). This shift facilitated the colonisation
of other bacteria from the cage environment; specifically, gut-associated ASVs in this
case. Even though the entire microbial communities were not significantly altered after
scratching at 7 d, individual ASVs had differing abundances compared to the control group.
As was seen at 24 h, M. lentus was still less abundant in the scratched group at 7 d, while
gut-associated taxa were more abundant. The relative abundance of M. lentus was very
high at 24 h, but it has been described as a slow-growth microbe [39,40], which is likely
why gut-derived taxa were still able to thrive after a week. In our previous study with
tape-stripped mouse skin, the microbiota remained similar to the control after 29 days [49].
Since the skin is a harsh environment for the bacteria, reorganisation of the microbial
community likely requires more time following significant skin aberration.

We further explored the relationship between host skin transcriptome and skin bac-
teria with respect to scratching at 24 h in our correlation analysis. M. lentus (ASV6) and
Staphylococcus taxa (ASV9 and ASV22) correlated positively with genes whose biological
processes enriched to cell organisation, organ morphogenesis, and cell proliferation. These
pathways were predicted to be regulated by inflammatory TNF, which is produced by
multiple cells such as macrophages and neutrophils during skin wound healing [22]. At the
same time, the three skin ASVs correlated negatively with immune response and antimi-
crobial humoral response processes. M. lentus ASV6 and Staphylococcus ASV9 correlated
negatively with Mpp1, which is associated to neutrophil chemotaxis [50], and Defb1, a
gene for the antimicrobial peptide beta-defensin 1 [51]. In contrast, Enterobacter (ASV11)
correlated positively with immune response processes. Most likely, the scratching-induced
inflammation and the antimicrobial proteins such as Defb1 decreased the number of native
cutaneous bacteria, such as M. lentus and Staphylococcus, creating a beneficial environment
for Enterobacter, which is more often found in the gut. Enterobacter correlated negatively
with beta-defensin 6 (Defb6), which has also been reported to have antimicrobial activ-
ity against another Gram-negative bacterium in the Enterobacteriaceae family, Escherichia
coli [52]. Defb6 has also been reported to regulate other mouse skin commensals such
as Corynebacterium [53]. Our results emphasise the importance of the native cutaneous
microbiota in each study context, since the microbiota is highly influenced by the surround-
ing environment, such as the animal facility [41,44,46]. As the skin bacteria positively
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correlated with cell organisational processes, these results also suggest that native skin
bacteria could play a significant role in skin wound healing and skin barrier functions.

4. Materials and Methods
4.1. Nanomaterials

Nanosized 30–40 nm TiO2 and nanosized 20 nm ZnO were purchased from Nanos-
tructured and Amorphous Materials, Inc. (Houston, TX, USA), and nanosized 25 nm
polyvinylpyrrolidone (PVP)-coated Ag were purchased from NanoComposix, Inc. (San
Diego, CA, USA).

All particles were weighed in a sterile glass tube and were diluted with sterile 1X
DPBS (Corning) into 50 mg/mL dispersions. Nanosized TiO2 and ZnO were sonicated for
20 min at 30 ◦C just before the treatment.

4.2. Mice

Female SKH-1 mice (n = 153) were obtained from Scanbur AB (Sollentuna, Sweden)
and quarantined for one week. The mice were used in experiments at age of 7–8 weeks and
were housed in transparent IVC plastic cages in groups of four, with each cage containing
aspen chip bedding (Tapvei, Estonia). The mice were provided with tap water ad libitum
and fed on a standard mouse chow diet. The animal facility had a 12 h dark–light cycle,
a temperature of 20–21 ◦C, and relative humidity of 40–45%. The experiments were
conducted in agreement with the European Convention for the Protection of Vertebrate
Animals Used for Experimental and Other Scientific Purposes (Strasbourg 18 March 1986,
adopted in Finland 31 May 1990). All experiments were approved by the State Provincial
Office of Southern Finland (ESAVI/518/04.10.07/2017).

4.3. Animal Treatment Protocol

The mice were assigned into eight groups (8 per group) and two timepoints. Control
mice in the “PBS” control group were treated with 10 µL of sterile DPBS (PBS) on their
upper back, and the mice in the nanomaterial groups were treated with 10 µL of either
nTiO2, nZnO, or nAg nanomaterial dispersion with a dose of 500 µg on the upper back.
In the scratched groups, the upper back of the mice was first scratched with sterile metal
brushes (brush hair length 2–3 mm, overall length 25 cm). The metal brushes were stroked
six times away from the handler and then six times towards the handler, with a total
of twelve strokes. Metal brushes were used to make the wounds superficial to simulate
scratching. The PBS scratched group was then exposed to 10 µL of sterile PBS, and the
scratched nanomaterial groups received a 500 µg in 10 µL of nanomaterials (nTiO2, nZnO,
or nAg) on the scratches. After 24 h and 7 days, the mice were killed via isoflurane overdose.
Swab samples were taken for microbiota analysis and stored at −80 ◦C, and biopsies were
taken for histology and RNA analyses. Biopsy samples for RNA analysis were stabilised
in RNALater solution (Invitrogen) for 24 h at +4 ◦C and thereafter stored at −80 ◦C until
RNA extraction.

4.4. Histology

For histological analyses, a piece of the upper back biopsy was fixed in 10% buffered
formalin for at least 24 h and embedded in paraffin. A total of 4 µm skin sections were cut
and stained with haematoxylin and eosin (H&E) and toluidine blue to evaluate differences
between treatment groups. Neutrophils were counted from the H&E-stained skin sections
and mast cells from the toluidine blue stained sections. Both cell types were counted
in the skin viable layer, the dermis, with a light microscope. Neutrophils were counted
under 1000× total magnification and mast cells under 400× total magnification. A total
of 5 high-power fields (HPF) were selected for each mouse, and the averages of the cell
numbers from these fields were obtained to show the final number of each cell type per
mouse. Neutrophils were recognised based on their structure, morphology and colour,
i.e., neutrophils have a multilobed nucleus (between 2 and 5 lobes) and stain neutral pink.
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Mast cells were recognised based on their blue metachromatic granules, which were in the
cytoplasm or near proximity of cell membrane in degranulated cells.

Skin sections were stained at the Tissue Preparation and Histochemisry Unit at the
University of Helsinki. Images were generated using 3DHISTECH Pannoramic 250 FLASH
III digital slide scanner at Genome Biology Unit supported by HiLIFE and the Faculty of
Medicine, University of Helsinki, and Biocenter Finland.

4.5. RNA Extraction and Sequencing

Skin biopsies were transferred to 1 mL RL buffer (Norgen Biotek, Thorold, Canada)
with a
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inch ceramic bead (MP Biomedicals, Santa Ana, CA, USA) and homogenised once
or twice in the FastPrep machine (MP Biomedicals) at 6.0 m/s for 40 s. RNA was extracted
using Total RNA Purification Plus Kit (Norgen Biotek) according to manufacturer’s instruc-
tions, except the samples were incubated for 2 min at RT before eluting to 50 µL of water.
To remove traces of organic solvents, RNA was repurified using RNEasy Mini Cleanup kit
(Qiagen, Venlo, Netherlands) according to the manufacturer’s instructions.

RNA was sequenced at the Functional Genomics Unit (FUGU) at the University
of Helsinki, Finland. The libraries were sequenced on an Illumina NextSeq 500, with
a read 1 custom primer producing read 1 of 21 bp and read 2 (paired end) of 62 bp.
Raw sequence data were inspected using FastQC and multiQC to ensure the quality of
sequencing results [54,55]. Subsequently, reads were filtered to remove reads shorter
than 20 bp using Trimmomatic [56]. Reads passing the filter were then processed further
using Drop-seq tools (v. 2.4.1) and the pipeline originally suggested in Drop-seq paper (v.
2.3.0) [57] and adapted to 3′ RNA-seq. Briefly, the raw, filtered read libraries were converted
to sorted, unaligned BAM files using Picard tools (http://broadinstitute.github.io/picard,
accessed on 23 May 2022). This was followed by tagging reads with sample specific
barcodes and unique molecular identifiers (UMIs). Tagged reads were then trimmed for 5′

adapters and 3′ poly A tails. Alignment-ready reads were converted from BAM formatted
files to fastq files that were used as an input for STAR aligner (v.2.7.6a) [58]. Alignments
and gene annotations were based on Gencode mouse Release M28 (GRCm39) reference
genome and gene annotation files with default STAR settings. Following the alignment, the
uniquely aligned reads were sorted and merged with a previously unaligned tagged BAM
file to regain barcodes and UMIs lost during the alignment step. Next, annotation tags
were added to aligned and barcode tagged BAM files to complete the alignment process.
Finally, Drop-seq tools were used to detect and correct systematic synthesis errors present
in sample barcode sequences. Digital expression matrices were then created by counting
the total number of unique UMI sequences (UMI sequences that differ only by a single
base were merged together) for each gene. Gene count outputs from all sample pools were
then compiled to form a single gene expression table for the whole dataset. The yielded
data matrix of mapped and counted genes per sample was used as starting material for
data analysis.

4.6. DNA Extraction and Sequencing

DNA extraction and PCR prior to sequencing were performed as previously de-
scribed [46] except the swab samples were incubated in yeast cell lysis solution with
200 rpm shaking instead of 300 rpm. Extraction batch bias was mitigated as previously
described, and control samples were obtained and treated as previously described [46].

Sequencing was performed at the Institute of Molecular Medicine Finland (FIMM,
University of Helsinki) with paired-ends of 2 × 300 bp with Illumina MiSeq.

4.7. Pre-Processing of Raw 16S rRNA Gene Sequences

PCR primer sequences were removed using Cutadapt (v. 2.8, [59]) and initial quality
analysis was conducted via MultiQC (v. 1.10.1, [55]). Subsequent analysis steps were
performed in the R environment (v. 4.2.0 [60]) and with RStudio (v. 2023.03.1+446 [61]). The
DADA2 package [62] was used to truncate the forward reads to 280 bp and reverse reads
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to 240 bp. Reads that had more than 3 expected errors were discarded during the filtering
and trimming step. Sequence errors were removed with pseudo-pooling, the forward and
reverse reads were merged, and chimeras were removed from the generated sequence
table with default parameters to obtain amplicon sequence variants (ASVs) from the 16S
rRNA gene sequences. These ASVs were assigned taxa and species by aligning them
against the SILVA 132 database [63]. Non-bacterial ASVs and kingdom-level unidentified
ASVs were removed. Contaminant ASVs were identified using MicrobIEM (v. 0.6 [47],
https://github.com/LuiseRauer/MicrobIEM, accessed on 14 January 2022) with frequency
mean ratio 0.1 and span threshold 0.1 for the first assigned negative control and frequency
mean ratio 0.1 and span threshold 0.33 for the second assigned negative control. After
decontamination, samples that had a library size between 1500 and 30,000 sequences
were included in subsequent steps. Cumulative sum scaling [64] and count normalisation
methods [65] were tested for the sequences, but they resulted in a high negative correlation
rate between richness and library size (−0.80 for cumulative sum scaling and −0.83 for
count normalisation method); therefore, only the relative abundance transformation was
used as a way to equalise library sizes across samples.

4.8. Statistical Analyses
4.8.1. Differential Expression Analysis of RNA-Sequencing Data

Initial filtering was performed with Perseus (v. 1.6.14.0) [66] so that genes which
were observed in 6 out of 8 mice per group and had a higher count rate than 5 were
included in subsequent steps. Differential gene expression was analysed using the R
package DESeq2 [65]. Pairwise comparisons were fitted to a generalised linear mixed model
with negative binomial distribution. Count normalisation was performed, the significant
threshold for differentially expressed genes (DEGs) was set at fold change ≥ |0.33|,
and Benjamini–Hochberg correction was performed on the p-values. Visualisation was
performed using the R package pheatmap [67]. Pathways were identified using Qiagen IPA
(QIAGEN Inc., Venlo, The Netherlands, https://digitalinsights.qiagen.com/IPA, accessed
on 2 August 2023) [68]. The Venn diagram was visualised with Venny 2.1 [69].

4.8.2. Leukocyte Deconvolution Analysis—CIBERSORT

The CIBERSORT [70] algorithm was used to estimate the leukocyte subset proportions
of individual immune cells utilizing the mouse orthologs of “LM22” validated gene signa-
ture matrixes [71]. The estimations are based on 500 permutations. No significance filter
has been applied to the estimated cell fractions to include all samples for further analysis.

4.8.3. Partial Least-Squares Discriminant Analysis (PLS-DA)

Partial least-squares discriminant analysis (PLS-DA) was performed with the R pack-
age MetaboAnalystR (v. 4.0) [72,73]. The matrixes were normalised with quantile normalisa-
tion and scaled with mean-centre. PLS-DA cross-validation was performed to generate PLS
importance analysis results. Biological processes were identified for the 30 most important
genes using Enrichr [74–76].

4.8.4. Evaluating Cage Effect on the Microbiota

Cage effect refers to a situation where the environment in individual cages of mice
causes a cage-specific variation in microbial abundances between samples taken from
mice. If not considered, the cage-specific variation may result in the false belief that the
variation seen in the microbial communities is due to studied treatment. To identify which
ASVs were strongly associated with cages, a generalised linear mixed model analysis was
performed with negative binomial distribution using the R package lme4 [77]. Each ASV
was treated as the response variable, the interaction of group and timepoint as explanatory
variables, while cage and mice were included as random effects, and natural logarithm
transformed library sizes were added as an offset. The ASVs whose random effect variance
was higher than 1 were further analysed with distance-based redundancy analysis (dbRDA,
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see Section 4.8.5) to determine if the abundances of these ASVs were increased similarly in
samples from the same cage. This resulted in low Bray–Curtis dissimilarity index values
between these samples, which was not due to our experimental treatments. Based on this
procedure, two ASVs were removed from the dataset.

4.8.5. Distance-Based Redundancy Analysis (dbRDA)

Distance-based redundancy analysis (dbRDA) was performed with the R package
vegan [78]. Relative abundances of ASVs were used to calculate Bray–Curtis dissimilarity
indices between samples and input to a principal coordinates analysis (PcoA), followed by a
redundancy analysis (RDA). In each subset, the group was used as an explanatory variable,
and DNA extraction batches, library sizes, and richness were treated as confounders and
partialled-out as conditioning variables. Richness was used as a confounding factor as,
after the decontamination process, the number of sequences was substantially reduced
in those samples that were strongly contaminated. This resulted in very high richness
values that were not from biological origin but due to technical reasons and artificially
associated with variations in the microbial communities in these samples. p-values were
calculated with a, ANOVA-like permutation test for dbRDA pairwise comparisons using
biodiversity R package [79] and then FDR corrected. The plots were visualised with the
package ggplot2 [80].

4.8.6. Linear Model

ASVs with a prevalence of over 30% in all samples were fitted in a generalised linear
mixed model analysis. The data were subset pairwise according to timepoint and group.
Using the lme4 package [77], the generalised linear mixed model was performed with
negative binomial distribution with the control group of each pairwise subset as a baseline.
Each ASV was treated as the response variable, group was treated as an explanatory vari-
able, cage and mice were included as random effects, and natural logarithm-transformed
library sizes were added as an offset. Visualisation was performed using ggordiplots [81]
and ggplot2 packages [80].

4.8.7. Correlation Analysis

Spearman Rho correlation tests [82] with FDR-corrected p-values were calculated
between differentially expressed genes and ASV abundances and visualised using R pack-
ages pheatmap [67]. ASVs with a prevalence of over 50% were included in the correlation
analysis. Rows were clustered in the heatmap via the Ward D2 method using Euclidean
distances. The clustered dendrogram was clustered into four clusters with R internal
“cutree” function and visualised with ggplot2 (Wickham 2016). Upstream regulators
were identified using Qiagen IPA and biological processes with Enrichr (QIAGEN Inc.,
https://digitalinsights.qiagen.com/IPA, accessed on 2 August 2023) [68,74–76].

4.8.8. Other Statistical Tests

Differences between numbers of neutrophils and mast cells were calculated via one-
way ANOVA and Dunnett’s multiple comparison tests using GraphPad Prism. Differences
between groups in deconvolution analysis were calculated via Kruskal–Wallis and Dun-
nett’s multiple comparison tests using GraphPad Prism.

5. Conclusions

Various skin diseases cause continuous itching, which leads to scratching and superfi-
cial wounds. To mimic this situation and follow the associated changes to the skin barrier
and microbiota, we studied these effects on scratched skin with or without additional
exposure to ENMs. It is important to note that our studies cover the effects on the skin
transcriptome and microbiota in originally heathy conditions as we have not used a disease
model. The majority of transcriptomic changes occurred in conjunction with an elevated
number of neutrophils and M1 macrophages in the scratched skin after 24 h and played a

https://digitalinsights.qiagen.com/IPA


Int. J. Mol. Sci. 2023, 24, 15629 16 of 19

role in the regulation of immune and inflammatory responses. These responses diminished
in 7 days, and the skin started to regenerate. Considering the degree of transcriptional
changes via superficial scratching, these results highlight the importance of wound healing
systems in the skin. In terms of microbiota composition, it seems that skin scratching
reduces cutaneous bacteria, and the resulting immune response does not allow native skin
bacteria to return to homeostasis in a week. As for the nanomaterials, they had no impact
on scratched skin transcriptome and induced only minor changes in the microbiome at
the dosages used, suggesting the scratching was more significant on its own. However,
nanomaterials caused differences in the intact skin microbiota that occurred especially
after 7 d.
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