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A long-acting selective neuropeptide Y2 receptor PEGylated
peptide agonist reduces food intake in mice
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Abstract—Activation of the NPY2 receptor to reduce appetite while avoiding activation of the NPY1 and NPY5 receptors that
stimulate feeding provides a pharmaceutical approach to modulate food intake. The naturally occurring peptide and development
candidate PYY(3-36) is a non-selective NPY1, NPY2, and NPY5 agonist of limited in vivo duration of action. N-terminal modi-
fication with 20 kDa PEG of a selective NPY2 receptor agonist peptide results in a long-acting agent that outperforms PYY(3-36) in
reducing food intake in mice. The results suggest that PEGylated, selective NPY2 peptide agonists offer a significantly improved
therapeutic benefit over PYY(3-36) for obesity management.
� 2007 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
Pharmaceutical modulation of the activity of NPY
receptors offers an approach to the regulation of food
intake and provides a potential strategy for the control
of obesity and associated disorders.1 The gut hormone
PYY(3-36) is a potent in vitro NPY2 receptor agonist.
PYY(3-36) reduces acute food intake in mice,2–8 rats,
rabbits, monkeys, and humans, and continuous dosing
reduces body weight in rodents and rabbits.9–16 Studies
in NPY2 knockout mice and with an NPY2 antagonist
suggest that the anorexigenic effect of PYY(3-36) is med-
iated though stimulation of the NPY2 receptor.2,7

PYY(3-36) also activates the NPY1 and NPY5 receptors
that stimulate feeding.17,18

The in vivo efficacy of PYY(3-36) is controversial, with
some groups reporting that PYY(3-36) does not reduce
food intake in a variety of preclinical rodent models.19

The inconsistent efficacy observations for PYY(3-36)
may reflect handling of the animals,4 a poor pharmaco-
kinetic profile in the rat, or concomitant activation of
the NPY1 and NPY5 receptors. Receptor selectivity
can be addressed with selective NPY2 receptor ago-
nists,20 and the pharmacokinetic properties of peptides
can be improved with PEGylation.21
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The contribution of PEGylation to efficacy of a selective
NPY2 peptide agonist is assessed here using the selective
NPY2 agonist PYY(24-36)-L31.22 The peptide is PEGy-
lated via a non-native Cys residue at either the N- or
C-terminus with linear 5 or 20 kDa PEG, or with
branched 40 kDa PEG (Table 1). The introduction of
the Cys residue allows for site-specific conjugation with
PEG derivatized with maleimide.23

PYY(24-36)-L31 binds and activates fully the NPY2
receptor (Figs. 1 and 2), with a Ki of 5 ± 1 nM and an
EC50 of 6 ± 1 nM (Table 1).24 Ki values at the NPY1
and NPY5 receptors are 210 ± 39 nM and >1000 nM,
respectively (Table 1). These results are in accord with
a previous study using a similar assay that reports an
IC50 value of 3.9 nM for PYY(24-36)-L31 at the
NPY2 receptor, with no binding observed at the
NPY1 receptor.22

Modification of the C-terminus of PYY(24-36)-L31 with
Cys or PEG is detrimental to in vitro receptor binding
(Table 1). The introduction of Cys 37 decreases the
NPY2 receptor EC50 and Ki values 27- and 40-fold,
respectively, compared to PYY(24-36)-L31 (Table 1).
C-terminal PEGylation exacerbates the decrease of in vi-
tro affinity at the NPY2 receptor (Table 1), with the
PEGylated derivatives exhibiting at least a 70-fold
decrease in receptor binding and activation (Table 1).
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Table 1. In vitro receptor activation and binding profile of reference compounds and PEGylated PYY(24-36)-L31 derivativesa

Peptide EC50 (nM)

NPY2

E/Emax
b (%)

NPY2

Ki (nM)

NPY2 NPY1 NPY5

Reference compound

PYY(3-36) 0.3 ± 0.1 100 0.4 ± 0.1 21 ± 2 20 ± 2

PYY(24-36)-L31 6 ± 1 100 5 ± 1 210 ± 39 >1000

C-terminal modifications

PYY(24-36)-L31-C37 160 ± 27 81 200 ± 24 >1000 >1000

PYY(24-36)-L31-PEG5 >1000 >1000 >1000 >1000

PYY(24-36)-L31-PEG20 >1000 >1000 >1000 >1000

PYY(24-36)-L31-PEG40 420 ± 50 66 680 ± 60 >1000 >1000

N-terminal modifications

C23-PYY(24-36)-L31 33 ± 6 94 8.2 ± 1.4 >1000 >1000

PEG5-PYY(24-36)-L31 31 ± 13 96 15 ± 1 >1000 >1000

PEG20-PYY(24-36)-L31 50 ± 8 88 53 ± 10 620 ± 280 >1000

PEG40-PYY(24-36)-L31 31 ± 4 86 31 ± 4 >1000 >1000

a All peptides are acetylated at the N-terminus and amidated at the C-terminus. PYY(24-36)-L31 has the sequence LRHYLNLLTRQRY-NH2,

corresponding to residues 24–36 of human PYY with the amino acid change of Val 31 to Leu.20 C23 or C37 denotes PYY(24-36)-L31 with Cys at

the N- or C-terminus, respectively. PEG5, PEG20, and PEG40 denote that the peptides are derivatized at either Cys 23 or Cys 37 with PEG of 5, 20,

and 40 kDa, respectively. Values are means of experiments performed in triplicate ± standard error of the mean. Experiments were performed at

least twice with equivalent results.
b Measured at 1 lM peptide concentration.

Figure 2. Binding at the human NPY2 receptor by human PYY(3-36),

PYY(24-36)-L31, and PYY(24-36)-L31 analogs measured by the

competitive displacement of 125I-PYY.24 C-terminal PEGylation is

detrimental to receptor binding whereas N-terminal PEGylation is

tolerated relatively well. Values are means of three values ± standard

error of the mean. Experiments were performed at least twice with

equivalent results.

Figure 1. Stimulation of the human NPY2 receptor by human

PYY(3-36), PYY(24-36)-L31, and PYY(24-36)-L31 analogs measured

by GTPc[S] accumulation.24 C-terminal PEGylation is detrimental to

receptor binding whereas N-terminal PEGylation is tolerated rela-

tively well. Values are means of three values ± standard error of the

mean. Experiments were performed at least twice with equivalent

results.
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Given the low in vitro potency, the C-terminally modi-
fied peptides were not studied in animals.

In contrast to the detrimental effects of the C-terminal
modifications, N-terminal modifications of PYY(24-
36)-L31 are tolerated (Figs. 1 and 2). The introduction
of Cys 23 reduces the NPY2 receptor EC50 by approxi-
mately 6-fold to 33 nM, and the NPY2 receptor Ki by
approximately 2-fold to 8 nM (Table 1). Derivatization
of the Cys 23 variant with PEG causes relatively small
further effects on in vitro potency (Table 1).

The in vivo activity of the N-terminal PEGylated vari-
ants on feeding was monitored in lean C57BL/6 mice
using the fasted-refed model and compared with
PYY(3-36).25 Food intake was measured relative to con-
trol groups dosed subcutaneously with USP saline for
PYY(3-36) or with PEG-Cys in USP saline of appropri-
ate mass for the PEGylated peptides. No statistically
significant difference in food intake was observed for
mice treated with the different PEG control substances
(Fig. 3).26

PYY(3-36) induces a marked reduction in food intake in
mice at times close to dosing. PYY(3-36) administered at
2.5 lmol/kg (10 mg/kg) elicits a substantial reduction in
food intake of 42% at 4 h, with a small albeit statistically
significant reduction in food intake of 9% at 24 h



Figure 4. Reduction in cumulative food intake caused by subcutane-

ous administration of PYY(3-36) or PEGylated PYY(24-36)-L31

derivatives. Mice were administered a single subcutaneous dose of

PYY(3-36) at 2.5 lmol/kg (10 mg/kg) or a PEGylated PYY(24-36)-L31

derivative at 5.6 lmol/kg. The 20 kDa PEG PYY(24-36)-L31 deriva-

tive exhibits a significantly prolonged duration of action relative to

PYY(3-36). The asterisk denotes p 6 0.05. Values are means of

experiments performed on 20 mice ± standard error of the mean.

Experiments were performed twice with equivalent results.

Figure 3. Negligible effect of PEG on cumulative food intake. Mice

were administered a single subcutaneous dose of PEG-Cys formulated

in USP saline at 5.6 lmol/kg, and cumulative food intake was

measured over 72 h. A statistically significant difference in food intake

is not induced by 5, 20 or 40 kDa PEG-Cys compared to USP saline.

Values are means of experiments performed on 20 mice ± standard

error of the mean. Experiments were performed twice with equivalent

results.
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(Fig. 4). These results are in accord with previous
reports that PYY(3-36) reduces food intake in mice.2–8

PYY(24-36)-L31 administered at 5.6 lmol/kg (10 mg/
kg) causes only a small reduction in food intake that is
less than PYY(3-36), with a 6–9% reduction in food in-
take over 1–24 h (data not shown).

PEG5-PYY(24-36)-L31 administered at 5.6 lmol/kg
causes a reduction in food intake that is less than
PYY(3-36), with a 22% reduction in food intake at
4 h, and little effect at 24 h (Fig. 4). PEG40-PYY(24-
36)-L31 is inactive in vivo up to 4 h, although a small
but statistically significant decrease in food intake of
12% and 8% is seen at 24 and 48 h, respectively
(Fig. 4). Thus, neither the unmodified peptide nor the
5 and 40 kDa PEG derivatives offer improved in vivo
efficacy over unmodified PYY(3-36).

PEG20-PYY(24-36)-L31 administered at 5.6 lmol/kg
induces a comparable reduction in food intake to
PYY(3-36) of 42% at 4 h (Fig. 3). In contrast to
PYY(3-36), the effect is sustained from 4 to 24 h and re-
mains significant (24%) at 48 h. Derivatization of
PYY(24-36)-L31 with 20 kDa PEG, therefore, imparts
superior in vivo efficacy with a longer duration of action
than unmodified PYY(3-36). This finding provides pre-
clinical proof-of-concept that PEGylated, selective
NPY2 peptide agonists reduce food intake in mice.

Larger PEG derivatives may induce a greater
improvement of in vivo efficacy than smaller PEG
derivatives due to lower clearance.27 This is not the
case, however, for the present peptide. The 40 kDa
PEG derivative is expected to have the longest in vivo
lifetime and plasma exposure but provides the least
effect on feeding. This finding highlights the role that
PEG architecture beyond size may play in determin-
ing exposure at the drug target site and subsequent
in vivo efficacy, and perhaps especially for receptors
protected by the blood–brain barrier such as the
NPY2 receptor.

We conclude that a selective NPY2 agonist peptide
that is site-specifically derivatized with 20 kDa PEG
to improve in vivo lifetime outperforms PYY(3-36) in
a mouse feeding model. PYY(3-36) is currently a clin-
ical candidate for the management of obesity.1 The
present results suggest that a long-acting, selective
NPY2-receptor PEGylated peptide agonist may offer
a significantly improved therapeutic benefit over
PYY(3-36).
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