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Abstract

Numerous studies have reported a potential role for circulating microRNAs as biomarkers in

a wide variety of diseases. However, there is a critical reproducibility challenge some of

which might be due to differences in preanalytical and/or analytical factors. Thus, in the cur-

rent study we systematically investigated the impact of selected preanalytical and analytical

variables on the measured microRNA levels in plasma. Similar levels of microRNA were

found in platelet-poor plasma obtained by dual compared to prolonged single centrifugation.

In contrast, poor correlation was observed between measurements in standard plasma

compared to platelet-poor plasma. The correlation between quantitative real-time PCR and

droplet digital PCR was found to be good, contrary to TaqMan Low Density Array and single

TaqMan assays where no correlation could be demonstrated. Dependent on the specific

microRNA measured and the normalization strategy used, the intra- and inter-assay varia-

tion of quantitative real-time PCR were found to be 4.2–6.8% and 10.5–31.4%, respectively.

Using droplet digital PCR the intra-assay variation was 4.4–20.1%, and the inter-assay vari-

ation 5.7–26.7%. Plasma preparation and microRNA purification were found to account for

39–73% of the total intra-assay variation, dependent on the microRNA measured and the

normalization strategy used. In conclusion, our study highlighted the importance of reporting

comprehensive methodological information when publishing, allowing others to perform vali-

dation studies where preanalytical and analytical variables as causes for divergent results

can be minimized. Furthermore, if microRNAs are to become routinely used diagnostic or

prognostic biomarkers, the differences in plasma microRNA levels between health and dis-

eased subjects must exceed the high preanalytical and analytical variability.

PLOS ONE | https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0201069 July 19, 2018 1 / 13

a1111111111

a1111111111

a1111111111

a1111111111

a1111111111

OPENACCESS

Citation: Binderup HG, Madsen JS, Heegaard NHH,

Houlind K, Andersen RF, Brasen CL (2018)

Quantification of microRNA levels in plasma –

Impact of preanalytical and analytical

conditions. PLoS ONE 13(7): e0201069.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0201069

Editor: Damir Janigro, Case Western Reserve

University, UNITED STATES

Received: April 19, 2018

Accepted: July 6, 2018

Published: July 19, 2018

Copyright: © 2018 Binderup et al. This is an open

access article distributed under the terms of the

Creative Commons Attribution License, which

permits unrestricted use, distribution, and

reproduction in any medium, provided the original

author and source are credited.

Data Availability Statement: All relevant data are

within the paper and its Supporting Information

files.

Funding: This work was supported by Overlæge

Jørgen Werner Schous og hustru Else Marie

Schou, født Wonges fond, J.nr. 85832, no URL

exists; PhD Scholarship, Faculty of Health

Sciences, University of Southern Denmark, www.

sdu.dk. The funders had no role in study design,

data collection and analysis, decision to publish, or

preparation of the manuscript.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0201069
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1371/journal.pone.0201069&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2018-07-19
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1371/journal.pone.0201069&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2018-07-19
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1371/journal.pone.0201069&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2018-07-19
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1371/journal.pone.0201069&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2018-07-19
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1371/journal.pone.0201069&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2018-07-19
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1371/journal.pone.0201069&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2018-07-19
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0201069
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://www.sdu.dk
http://www.sdu.dk


Introduction

MicroRNAs are short (~19–24 nucleotides), single-stranded non-coding RNAs acting as post-

transcriptional regulators of gene expression. Cell free microRNAs have been shown to be

remarkably stable in blood and other body fluids, as they are released into the extracellular

space included in micro vesicles or exosomes or bound to high-density lipoproteins or to the

Argonaute2 protein complex [1]. Recently, numerous studies have reported the potential use

of circulating microRNAs as diagnostic and prognostic biomarkers in a wide variety of dis-

eases such as cancers [2,3], diabetes [4], autoimmunity [5] and cardiovascular diseases [6].

However, preanalytical and analytical conditions are major sources of variation in and

between microRNA studies [7–11], and only a minority of the reported results have been

reproduced in other studies. There are many reasons for this but, specifically, our work, and

that of others, has shown that the preanalytical centrifugation conditions have a large impact

on the measured plasma/serum levels of many microRNAs [7,10,12]. Another important

source of variation is microRNA purification. McDonald et. al. estimated that the microRNA

purification step accounted for 77–92% of the intra assay variation seen in their microRNA

quantification analysis [8]. When considering the analytical conditions, several microRNA

detection methods exists, and there is variable agreement between results obtained with the

different methods [13]. Furthermore, the choice of normalization strategy may have a signifi-

cant impact on the reported microRNA levels [14,15].

This study systematically investigates the impact of selected preanalytical and analytical var-

iables, on the measured plasma levels of miR-92a, miR-126 and miR-16. MiR-92a and miR-

126 were selected as they have been suggested as circulating biomarkers in cardiovascular dis-

eases [16,17], miR-16 is highly expressed in red blood cells and its plasma levels increase with

hemolysis [8], and the three microRNAs are all known to be expressed in platelets [18]. Thus,

the agreement between two centrifugation protocols for the preparation of platelet-poor

plasma (PPP) for microRNA analysis were investigated, and we compared results obtained

with quantitative reverse transcription PCR (RT-qPCR) using microRNA purified from PPP

and standard plasma. Furthermore, we investigated the variations in the measured microRNA

levels caused by the microRNA-purification step. Finally, we compared three different Taq-

Man based approaches for microRNA quantification (qPCR (single assays), TaqMan Low

Density Arrays (TLDA) and droplet digital PCR (ddPCR)). Normalization was performed

using the spike-in cel-miR-39 or the endogenous miR-16, both frequently used by others

[15,19,20]. Furthermore, data were normalized using a combination of cel-miR-39 and miR-

16, as recently recommended by Poel et. al. [21].

Materials and methods

Samples

All samples were venous whole blood samples collected into K2-EDTA containing tubes using

a 21 gauge needle (both from Becton-Dickinson, Franklin Lakes, NJ, USA) after a minimum

of venous stasis and discarding of the first 3 mL of blood. The blood samples were centrifuged

using a Rotina 420R centrifuge (Hettich, Beverly, MA, USA), and all plasma samples were

transferred to cryo-tubes and stored at -80˚C within 2 hours from blood sampling.

Patient samples. Standard plasma (as defined below) and PPP samples from 50 patients

with intermittent claudication were collected during June and July 2014 at Lillebaelt Hospital,

Kolding, Denmark [22]. All patients gave written informed consent and the study was con-

ducted in agreement with the Helsinki-II declaration and approved by Regional Ethical Com-

mittee for the Region of Southern Denmark (S-20140016) and the Danish Data Protection

Analytical conditions in microRNA quantification
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Agency. Standard plasma was obtained from 3 mL EDTA anticoagulated whole blood after a

10 min centrifugation at 2,000 g (acceleration 9, brake 9, room temperature), which is standard

procedure in our laboratory when preparing samples for biobanking. PPP was prepared by

dual centrifugation. A total of 10 mL EDTA anticoagulated whole blood were centrifuged at

3,000 g for 15 min (acceleration 5, brake 6, temperature 18˚C). After centrifugation the plasma

phase was carefully transferred to another tube, leaving approximately 1 mL of plasma on top

of the buffy coat. The centrifugation step was repeated and again approximately 1 mL was left

in the bottom of the tube when the PPP was transferred into cryo-tubes for storage.

Samples to compare centrifugation protocols and for precision measurements. A total

of 30 EDTA anticoagulated whole blood tubes of 5 mL each were obtained from one healthy

volunteer in a single venipuncture. The 30 tubes were labeled with consecutive numbers in the

order of draw. From each collection tube PPP was prepared by either dual centrifugation

(tubes with odd numbers) or prolonged single centrifugation (tubes with even numbers). The

dual centrifugation was performed as described above, except that only 0.5 mL was left behind

when transferring the plasma. In the prolonged single centrifugation protocol samples were

centrifuged at 3,000 g for 30 min (acceleration 5, brake 6, temperature 18˚C), and 1 mL of

plasma was left on top of the buffy coat when transferring the PPP to cryo-tubes for storage.

MicroRNAs. All experiments were performed with 3 endogenous microRNAs (miR-92a,

miR-126 and miR-16) and the exogenous cel-miR-39.

Experiments. A schematic overview of the experiments is provided in Fig 1.

1) Dual vs prolonged single centrifugation

To compare the two centrifugation protocols for the preparation of PPP, we performed RT-

qPCR (single assays) with purified microRNA from each of 30 PPPs obtained from a healthy

volunteer. As described above, 15 of the samples were prepared by dual centrifugation and 15

samples by prolonged single centrifugation. The procedures for microRNA purification and

RT-qPCR are outlined below.

2) PPP vs standard plasma

Correlation analysis was used to compare measurements obtained with RT-qPCR (single

assays) using patient PPP and standard plasma, respectively.

3) Single TaqMan-assays vs TLDA

Correlation between measurements obtained by single TaqMan-assays and TLDA was

assessed for miR-92a and miR-16. Analysis was performed using the 50 patient PPP samples,

and following the procedures described below.

4) Comparison of qPCR and ddPCR

First, the two methods for microRNA quantification were compared with respect to preci-

sion and repeatability. A microRNA-pool was prepared from the 30 microRNA samples used

above to investigate the centrifugation protocols. In 15 independent analyses on different days,

the microRNA-pool was reverse transcribed in doublets, and each of the transcribed cDNAs

were assessed, also in doublets, by qPCR (single assays) and ddPCR, respectively. Second, to

assess the correlation between measurements obtained by the two methods, microRNA levels

in the 50 patient PPP samples were quantified. The procedures for microRNA purification,

cDNA synthesis, qPCR and ddPCR are outlined below.

MicroRNA purification. MicroRNA was purified from 300 μL of PPP or standard plasma

using Nucleospin1miRNA Plasma (Macherey-nagel, Düren, Germany) and according to

manufacturer’s protocol. After thawing, all archived standard plasmas were re-centrifuged at

3,000 g for 15 min (room temperature) before the microRNA purification, as we have previ-

ously shown, that this will minimize the contamination with microRNA from residual platelets

in the plasma [7]. To achieve technical normalization, all samples were spiked with 5 μL of the

Analytical conditions in microRNA quantification
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non-human cel-miR-39 (2.75 × 10−12 M) (RiboTask, Odense, Denmark). MicroRNA was

eluted with 30 μL of RNAse-free water, and stored at −80˚C.

RT-qPCR (single assays). cDNA synthesis was performed using the TaqMan1Mi-

croRNA Reverse Transcription Kit (Applied Biosystems, Foster City, CA, USA) and a RT-

primer pool containing microRNA-specific stem-loop primers for miR-92a, miR-126, miR-16

and cel-miR-39 (ThermoFisher assay-IDs: 000431, 002228, 000391 and 000200). The reaction

was performed with 2 µL of purified microRNA in a total volume of 15 μL, and the mixture

was incubated at 16˚C for 30 min, 42˚C for 30 min and 85˚C for 5 min as recommended by

the manufacturer.

Each qPCR contained 1.3 μL transcribed cDNA, 1 μL 20X TaqMan MicroRNA Assay and

10 μL 2X TaqMan Universal PCR Master Mix (Applied Biosystems) in a total volume of

20.3 μL. Each sample was processed in doublets in 40 cycles of 95˚C for 15 sec and 60˚C for 60

sec using the ABI Prism 7900HT. The mean Ct-values were technically normalized using the

exogenous cel-miR-39, and the expression level calculated as 2-ΔCt (ΔCt = Cttarget-miR−Ctcel-

miR-39). Furthermore, Ct-values for miR-92a and miR-126 were also normalized using the

Fig 1. Overview of experiments. Experiments outlined in A) were used to compare dual and prolonged single centrifugation (experiment

1) and to compare qPCR and ddPCR with respect to precision and repeatability (part of experiment 4). Experiments outlined in B) were

used to investigate the correlation between qPCR (single assays) and ddPCR (part of experiment 4), correlation between single TaqMan

assays and TaqMan Low Density Array (experiment 3) and correlation between TaqMan assays performed with microRNA purified from

standard plasma and PPP, respectively (experiment 2).

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0201069.g001
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endogenous miR-16 or the mean of cel-miR-39 and miR-16. A detailed protocol is available at

protocols.io (https://doi.org/10.17504/protocols.io.q9edz3e).

RT-ddPCR. cDNA synthesis was performed as described above, and the transcribed

cDNA was diluted 1:10 with molecular grade H2O. Each ddPCR contained 1.1 μL diluted

cDNA, 10 μL 2X ddPCR Supermix for Probes (BioRad, Hercules, CA, USA) and 1.0 μL 20X

TaqMan MicroRNA Assay (Applied Biosystems) in a total volume of 20 μL. After droplet-gen-

eration using the AutoDG (BioRad) the reaction was incubated in 44 cycles of 95˚C for 15 sec

and 60˚C for 60 sec. All samples were run in duplicates, and ddPCR analysis was performed

with QX100 Droplet Reader and QuantaSoft Software (BioRad). The mean of the duplicate

measurements were normalized to cel-miR-39 or miR-16 by calculating the relative concentra-

tion of the target and the reference microRNA. Furthermore, normalization was also per-

formed using the geometric mean of cel-miR-39 and miR-16 as reference. A detailed protocol

is available at protocols.io (https://doi.org/10.17504/protocols.io.q8edzte).

RT-qPCR using TLDA. cDNA synthesis was performed using the same kits as described

for RT-qPCR (single assays), only the RT-primer pool did not contain the primer for miR-126

but included primers for other microRNAs not used in this study. The reaction was performed

using 3 μL of purified microRNA in a total volume of 10 μL, and the mixture was incubated in

40 cycles of 16˚C for 2 min, 42˚C for 1 min and 50˚C for 1 sec, followed by 1 cycle of 85˚C for

5 min.

As recommended by the manufacturer, a pre-amplification step was performed using 5 μL

of the transcribed cDNA in a total reaction volume of 25 μL containing TaqMan1PreAmp

Master Mix and Custom TaqMan MIR PreAmp Pool (Applied Biosystems). The pre-amplifi-

cation mixture was incubated in 14 cycles of 95˚C for 15 sec and 60˚C in 4 min.

The final quantification was performed using Custom TaqMan1Array MicroRNA Cards

(TLDA) from Applied Biosystems. A total of 1.2 μL of the pre-amplification products were

mixed with TaqMan1Universal Master Mix II, no UNG and loaded on the array. The samples

were assessed in triplets in 40 cycles of 97˚C for 30 sec and 59.7˚C in 60 sec using the ABI

Prism 7900HT, and the mean Ct-values were normalized as described for the single assay RT-

qPCR. A detailed protocol is available at protocols.io (https://doi.org/10.17504/protocols.io.

q62dzge).

Statistical analysis

All calculations were performed with normalized data using Stata software, version 15.0 (Stata-

Corp LLC, Texas, USA). Normalization was performed as described above for qPCR and

ddPCR using either the spiked-in cel-miR-39, the endogenous miR-16 or a combination of

both. The Student t-test was used to compare the microRNA levels obtained with the two cen-

trifugation protocols. A sample size calculation was performed in order to ascertain the num-

ber of samples needed to detect a difference of 10% in the mean microRNA level between the

two centrifugation methods. All samples were drawn from the same volunteer in a single veni-

puncture, thus we considered the samples to be paired. Using a standard deviation of 20% of

the mean microRNA level (e.g. mean = 10 and SD = 2.0 for miR-92a when normalized to cel-

miR-39) and a correlation coefficient of 0.85 we needed 12 samples in each centrifugation pro-

tocol (significance level 0.05 and power 0.8).

The Spearman’s rank correlation coefficient (rho) was used to compare the results obtained

by RT-qPCR (single assays) to results obtained by RT-qPCR (TLDA) and RT-ddPCR, respec-

tively. Furthermore, results obtained by RT-qPCR using microRNA purified from PPP and

standard plasma were compared. P-values below 0.05 were considered as statistical significant.

Analytical conditions in microRNA quantification
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Precision (inter-assay variability) and repeatability (intra-assay variability) of microRNA

measurements were estimated with coefficient of variation [CV = (SD/mean)�100] of the

duplicate measurements from 15 independent analyses.

Results

Dual vs prolonged single centrifugation for preparation of PPP

When microRNA levels were normalized to cel-miR-39, no significant differences in levels of

miR-92a (p = 0.35), miR-126 (p = 0.26) or miR-16 (p = 0.25) between plasmas obtained by the

two centrifugation protocols were found. When normalized to the endogenous miR-16 or to

the mean of cel-miR-39 and miR-16, we also found no significant differences in levels of miR-

92a (p�0.52), whereas levels of miR-126 were significantly higher in PPP when obtained by

dual centrifugation compared to prolonged single centrifugation (P�0.02),Table 1.

Coefficients of variation were found to be high with both centrifugation strategies and

higher when microRNA levels were normalized to cel-miR-39 (10.9–21.1%) as compared to

normalization using miR-16 (9.5–14.2%) or a combination of cel-miR-39 and miR-16 (9.2–

13.3%), Table 1.

When plotting the microRNA levels of the 30 PPPs, we see no clear pattern to indicate that

the measured microRNA levels are influenced by the drawing order, Fig 2. Furthermore, when

comparing microRNA-levels in the first 10 tubes and the last 10 tubes drawn, we found no sig-

nificant differences in the mean levels of miR-92a (p = 0.31), miR-16 (p = 0.41) and miR-126

(p = 0.08) when normalized to cel-miR-39, in levels of miR-92a (p = 0.66) and miR-126

(p = 0.41) when normalized to miR-16, or in levels of miR-92a (p = 0.36) and miR-126

(p = 0.14) when a combination of cel-miR-39 and miR-16 were used for normalization.

Platelet-poor plasma vs standard plasma

When using cel-miR-39 as a mean of normalization, we found no correlation between mea-

surements obtained with PPP and standard plasma as starting material (rho�0.28 and

p�0.05). When microRNA levels were normalized to miR-16, we found intermediate correla-

tion between measurements obtained with the two starting materials, rho = 0.42 (p = 0.0024)

for miR-92a and rho = 0.48 (p = 0.0004) for miR-126. An intermediate correlation was also

observed, when miR-126 levels were normalized to a combination of cel-miR-39 and miR-16

Table 1. Comparison of two centrifugation protocols to produce platelet-poor plasma.

Centrifugation n Normalized to

cel-miR-39

Normalized to

miR-16

Normalized to mean of

cel-miR-39 and miR-16

Mean CV (%) P-value Mean CV (%) P-value Mean CV (%) P-value
miR-92a Single 15 9.9 19.5 0.35 0.095 11.3 0.83 0.97 13.1 0.52

Dual 15 9.2 21.1 0.096 9.5 0.94 13.3

miR-126 Single 15 0.28 10.9 0.26 0.0027 14.0 0.01 0.027 9.2 0.02

Dual 15 0.30 17.3 0.0031 14.2 0.030 12.5

miR-16 Single 15 105 19.0 0.25

Dual 15 96 19.4

30 tubes of EDTA-anticoagulated whole blood were drawn from a peripheral vein of a healthy volunteer. From each tube platelet-poor plasma (PPP) was prepared by

either dual centrifugation or a prolonged single step centrifugation. MicroRNA-levels in each PPP were measured using RT-qPCR (single assays) and normalized to

either cel-miR-39, miR-16 or the mean of cel-miR-39 and miR-16. For each centrifugation protocol and with all normalization strategies, the mean relative microRNA

level and the coefficient of variation (CV) are provided. P-values (t-test) are shown for the comparison of the mean of the two centrifugation protocols.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0201069.t001
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(rho = 0.47, p = 0.0005), whereas with this normalization strategy we found no correlation for

miR-92a (rho = 0.02, p = 0.88), (Parts D-I and K of S1 Fig).

Single TaqMan-assays vs TLDA

We assessed the levels of miR-92a in the 50 patient PPP samples using single TaqMan-assays

and TLDA, and found no correlation between measurements from the two methods regardless

of the normalization strategi used (all rho�0.23 and p�0.11). When levels of miR-16 were

normalized to cel-miR-39, correlation between the two methods were found to be intermedi-

ate (rho = 0.47, p = 0.0005), (Parts A-C and J of S1 Fig).

qPCR vs ddPCR

We found the inter-assay precision of the two methods to be similar, but with a tendency to be

slightly lower with ddPCR as compared to qPCR. Contrary, we found the repeatability (intra-

assay precision) to be significantly lower with qPCR as compared to ddPCR, except for miR-

92a when normalized to miR-16 or to the mean of cel-miR-39 and miR-16. Results are out-

lined in Table 2.

Correlation of measurements obtained by qPCR and ddPCR were found to be very good

when microRNA levels were normalized to cel-miR-39 (rho�0.92 and p<0.0001 for all micro-

RNAs measured). When microRNA levels were normalized to miR-16 or to the mean of cel-

miR-39 and miR-16 the correlation between the two methods was still very good for miR-126

(rho�0.92, p<0.0001), but only moderate for miR-92a (rho = 0.57–0.79, p<0.0001), Fig 3.

Variation due to centrifugation and microRNA-purification

To estimate the variation in the measured microRNA-levels due to the centrifugation and

microRNA purification steps, we compare the CVs obtained when investigating the

Fig 2. Relative microRNA levels and order of blood draw. Plots showing the relative microRNA levels in 30 PPP

samples from a healthy volunteer in order of blood draw. Samples with odd numbers were prepared by dual

centrifugation (red triangles) and samples with even numbers by a prolonged single centrifugation (blue squares).

MicroRNA-levels were normalized to cel-miR-39 (plots A, D and G), miR-16 (plots B and E) or the mean of cel-miR-

39 and miR-16 (plots C and F). In all cases, we found no significant differences (t-test) in the mean microRNA-levels

between the first 10 tubes and the last 10 tubes drawn (p>0.05).

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0201069.g002
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centrifugation protocols (Table 1) to the intra-assay precision for qPCR (Table 2). In Table 1

the CVs are parallels to the intra-assay precision of the total procedures from whole blood to

result, whereas the intra-assay CVs in Table 2 do not include the centrifugation and purifica-

tion steps. For each microRNA, the percentage of the intra-assay variation caused by centrifu-

gation and microRNA purification was calculated as (CVtotal−CVRT-qPCR)/CVtotal, where

CVtotal is the mean of the CVs estimated for the dual and prolonged single centrifugations

(Table 1) and CVRT-qPCR is the intra-assay precision of qPCR (Table 2). The centrifugation

Table 2. Precision and repeatability of qPCR and ddPCR.

Normalized to

cel-miR-39

Normalized to

miR-16

Normalized to mean of

cel-miR-39 and miR-16

Mean CV (%) Mean CV (%) Mean CV (%)
miR-92a qPCR Precision 16.9 31.4 0.16 22.2 1.62 26.5

Repeatability 6.8 6.3 6.0

ddPCR Precision 5.8 26.7 0.22 21.6 1.13 23.7

Repeatability 13.2 4.4 7.8

miR-126 qPCR Precision 0.29 15.6 0.0028 10.5 0.028 11.1

Repeatability 5.1 4.8 4.2

ddPCR Precision 0.78 12.4 0.029 5.7 0.15 7.0

Repeatability 20.1 13.4 15.9

miR-16 qPCR Precision 107 13.2

Repeatability 5.2

ddPCR Precision 26.5 12.4

Repeatability 11.3

A microRNA pool was reverse transcribed in doublets in 15 independent cDNA syntheses on different days. The transcribed cDNAs were assessed in doublets in 15

independent qPCR and ddPCR. The 15 duplicate measurements were used to calculate the precision (inter-assay variation) and repeatability (intra-assay variation) of

the two methods for microRNA quantification. The table shows for each method the mean of all 30 measurements and the coefficient of variation (CV).

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0201069.t002

Fig 3. Correlation of measurements obtained by qPCR and ddPCR. Plots showing the correlation (with 95%

confidence interval) between microRNA quantification performed by single TaqMan assays (= qPCR) and ddPCR. In

plot A, D and G the target microRNAs are normalized to cel-miR-39, in plot B and E miR-16 was used for

normalization, and in plot C and F data were normalized to the mean of cel-miR-39 and miR-16.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0201069.g003
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and microRNA purification steps were found to account for 64–73% of the intra-assay varia-

tion when using cel-miR-39 for data normalization, 39–66% when data were normalized to

miR-16, and 55–61% when normalized to a combination of cel-miR-39 and miR-16.

Discussion

MicroRNAs are promising biomarkers for diagnostics and prognostics in a wide variety of dis-

eases, but there is an urgent need for standardization of the preanalytical, analytical and posta-

nalytical conditions for their quantification. Here we compared different centrifugation

protocols for the preparation of plasma samples for microRNA analysis, determined the varia-

tions in microRNA levels caused by microRNA-purification, and compared three different

TaqMan-based approaches for microRNA quantification (single qPCR assays, TLDA and

ddPCR).

We compared microRNA-levels in PPP obtained by dual and prolonged single centrifuga-

tion. When microRNA levels were technically normalized to cel-miR-39 we found no signifi-

cant differences between results obtained using the two centrifugation protocols, and we also

found no differences in miR-92a levels when normalized to the endogenous miR-16 or to a

combination of the two reference microRNAs. In contrast, when normalized to miR-16 or to

the two reference microRNA in combination, we found miR-126 levels to be significantly

higher in PPP obtained by dual centrifugation. Nevertheless, in PPP the level of miR-16 was

found to be 256 fold (~8 ct-values) higher than the level of miR-126, which makes miR-16 less

suitable as a mean of normalization of miR-126 levels. By way of comparison, there were 8–16

fold (3–4 ct-values) differences in levels of miR-16 and miR-92a, and only 4 fold (~2 ct-values)

differences in levels of cel-miR-39 and miR-126. Coefficient of variation was found to be high,

and largely independent of the centrifugation protocol used. Furthermore, though one might

speculate that due to platelet activation or hemolysis, microRNA levels in the blood collection

tubes may increase over the time course of the blood sampling procedure, when using a mini-

mal of stasis, we found no significant impact on measured microRNA-levels of the order of

draw. To our knowledge this is the first study to provide evidence for the possibility to use a

single centrifugation step for preparation of PPP, and that the order of blood draw has no sig-

nificant impact on the results of microRNA analyses.

We have previously shown that the plasma levels of a number of microRNAs are higher in

standard plasma compared to PPP [7]. In the present study we investigated whether the rela-

tive differences between patient-samples are the same in the two types of plasma. We found no

correlation between results obtained using standard plasma and PPP as starting material when

microRNA-levels were normalized to cel-miR-39 or to a combination of cel-miR-39 and miR-

16, and only intermediate correlation when data were normalized to miR-16. Therefore, it is

very important to provide a comprehensive description of the type of material used and how it

was processed, when publishing results from microRNA studies.

MicroRNAs have been found to be promising biomarkers for a wide variety of diseases, but

in many cases the results are never validated by others, which in part may be due to the differ-

ences in the microRNA-platform used [23]. We compared results obtained by single TaqMan

assays and TLDA, and found no correlation between miR-92a measurements, and only inter-

mediate correlation between miR-16 measurements. TLDA and single TaqMan assays use the

same methodology, and thus the lack of correlation between measurements must be based on

differences in preanalytical and analytical conditions. The pre-amplification step used in the

TLDA protocol, will enhance differences due to microRNA purification, pipetting of the spike,

pipetting reagents for cDNA synthesis and variations in amplification efficiencies of micro-

RNA assays. The large difference in reaction volume used, 1 μL for TLDA and 20.3 μL for the
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single assay, may also influence the efficiency of the PCR-reaction. Several other authors have

presented discrepancies in results with TLDA and single TaqMan assays. Jorge et. al. used sin-

gle TaqMan assays to validate their findings from a TLDA-analysis, and found that the two

methods were reproducible and comparable for 7 of the 16 microRNAs analyzed, and in agree-

ment with our study they could not reproduce the TLDA findings for miR-92a in the qPCR

analysis [24]. Other studies also found, that differences in microRNA levels between groups as

detected by TLDA analyses, can only partly be reproduced in a validation cohort by the use of

single TaqMan assays [25–27]. In the 4 studies mentioned, the lack of agreement between the

two platforms may be due to differences in the patient cohorts used for screening and valida-

tion. Darvasi et. al. used the same patient samples for TLDA analyses and analyses using single

TaqMan assays, and were only able to validate the TLDA findings for 76.2% of the microRNAs

investigated [28]. In general caution should be taken when comparing even highly similar

methods and findings should be validated using identical methods.

Campomenosi et. al. used ddPCR (EvaGreen) and qPCR (SYBR Green) to perform absolute

quantification of 3 microRNAs in serum, and found very good correlation between results

obtained by the two techniques (R-square = 0.95 and p<0.0001 for all microRNAs investi-

gated) [29]. In the present study, we used the probe based TaqMan assays to perform a relative

quantification of microRNA levels in plasma, and found the same good correlation between

ddPCR and qPCR when microRNA levels were normalized to cel-miR-39. When normalizing

to miR-16 or to a combination of cel-miR-39 and miR-16, the correlation between the two

techniques was only moderate for miR-92a.

In the study by Campomenosi et. al., aliquots of cDNA-samples were used to compare the

inter-assay precision of microRNA measurements obtained with ddPCR and qPCR. They

found in microRNA-126 analysis the mean CV to be 7.94% and 7.39%, respectively [29].

Other studies using ddPCR for absolute quantification of microRNA have measured the inter-

assay precision of the method to be 20% (miR-141) [30] and 13.4% (cel-miR-39) [31]. These

results are in line with our findings, and the findings of others, when adjusting for differences

in study design. We used aliquots of a microRNA-pool to perform 15 independent duplicate

cDNA syntheses, and analyzed each duplicate cDNA in an independent qPCR and ddPCR.

Therefore, our analyses include variations due to the reverse transcription, and thus we are

expected to find higher CVs as compared to Campomenosi et. al. Tomasetti et. al. used aliquots

of serum and TaqMan qPCR analysis to measure the relative levels of miR-126 normalized to

cel-miR-39, and found the intra-assay and inter-assay precision to be 16% and 11%, respec-

tively. Furthermore, they found that the CVs were lower when microRNA levels were normal-

ized using a combination of cel-miR-39 and the endogenous U6 [32]. In the present study we

found lower CVs when normalizing to the endogenous miR-16 or to a combination of cel-

miR-39 and miR-16, but as mentioned above miR-16 is not always a good choice of reference

microRNA, due to its high levels in PPP.

We found that together, the centrifugation and purification steps in our microRNA analysis

accounted for 64–73% of the intra-assay variation when using cel-miR-39 for data normaliza-

tion, 39–66% when data were normalized to miR-16 and 55–61% when a combination of the

two reference microRNAs were used. In line with this, McDonald et. al. found RNA-extraction

to account for 77–92% of the variation in their microRNA-analyses [8].

The strengths of our study are that the same set of samples was used to compare the differ-

ent platforms, that the same patient cohort was used to compare PPP to standard plasma, and

that all analyses were performed by the same scientist. Furthermore, the intra- and inter-assay

variations were estimated using results from 15 independent duplicate analyses each per-

formed with purified microRNA as starting material. The relatively low number of microRNA

examined may be a limitation, and the choice of references for normalization may influence
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the results obtained, though the same reference miRNAs were used in all the methods

compared.

In conclusion, our results highlight the importance of a comprehensive description of the

preanalytical and analytical factors used, when publishing results from microRNA studies, in

order to allow for others to perform the exact same experiments in validation studies.

Furthermore, when conclusions are made regarding observed differences in microRNA-

levels between healthy and diseased subjects or between groups of patients, the high intra- and

inter-assay variability of the analyses must be taken in to account. If microRNAs are to become

routinely used biomarkers in a clinical setting, their quantification must be reproducible, and

differences in plasma levels must be of a magnitude large enough to overcome the impact of

preanalytical and analytical variability.
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data are normalized to the mean of cel-miR-39 and miR-16.

(TIF)

S1 Data. Ct-values of all experiments.

(XLSX)

Author Contributions

Conceptualization: Helle Glud Binderup, Jonna Skov Madsen, Claus Lohman Brasen.

Data curation: Helle Glud Binderup.

Formal analysis: Helle Glud Binderup.

Funding acquisition: Helle Glud Binderup, Jonna Skov Madsen.

Investigation: Helle Glud Binderup.

Methodology: Helle Glud Binderup.

Project administration: Helle Glud Binderup.

Supervision: Jonna Skov Madsen, Kim Houlind, Rikke Fredslund Andersen, Claus Lohman

Brasen.

Visualization: Helle Glud Binderup.

Writing – original draft: Helle Glud Binderup.

Writing – review & editing: Jonna Skov Madsen, Niels Henrik Helweg Heegaard, Kim Hou-

lind, Rikke Fredslund Andersen, Claus Lohman Brasen.

References
1. Liang H, Gong F, Zhang S, Zhang C-Y, Zen K, Chen X. The origin, function, and diagnostic potential of

extracellular microRNAs in human body fluids. Wiley Interdiscip. Rev. RNA 2014; 5:285–300. https://

doi.org/10.1002/wrna.1208 PMID: 24259376

Analytical conditions in microRNA quantification

PLOS ONE | https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0201069 July 19, 2018 11 / 13

http://www.plosone.org/article/fetchSingleRepresentation.action?uri=info:doi/10.1371/journal.pone.0201069.s001
http://www.plosone.org/article/fetchSingleRepresentation.action?uri=info:doi/10.1371/journal.pone.0201069.s002
https://doi.org/10.1002/wrna.1208
https://doi.org/10.1002/wrna.1208
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24259376
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0201069


2. Sueta A, Yamamoto Y, Tomiguchi M, Takeshita T, Yamamoto-Ibusuki M, Iwase H. Differential expres-

sion of exosomal miRNAs between breast cancer patients with and without recurrence. Oncotarget

2017; 8:69934–44. https://doi.org/10.18632/oncotarget.19482 PMID: 29050253

3. Al-Qatati A, Akrong C, Stevic I, Pantel K, Awe J, Saranchuk J, et al. Plasma microRNA signature is

associated with risk stratification in prostate cancer patients. Int. J. Cancer 2017; 141:1231–9. https://

doi.org/10.1002/ijc.30815 PMID: 28571116

4. Yan S, Wang T, Huang S, Di Y, Huang Y, Liu X, et al. Differential expression of microRNAs in plasma of

patients with prediabetes and newly diagnosed type 2 diabetes. Acta Diabetol. 2016; 53:693–702.

https://doi.org/10.1007/s00592-016-0837-1 PMID: 27039347

5. Heegaard NHH, Carlsen AL, Skovgaard K, Heegaard PMH. Circulating Extracellular microRNA in Sys-

temic Autoimmunity. SpringerLink 2015;171–95.

6. Sayed ASM, Xia K, Li F, Deng X, Salma U, Li T, et al. The diagnostic value of circulating microRNAs for

middle-aged (40-60-year-old) coronary artery disease patients. Clin. São Paulo Braz. 2015; 70:257–63.

7. Binderup HG, Houlind K, Madsen JS, Brasen CL. Pre-storage centrifugation conditions have significant

impact on measured microRNA levels in biobanked EDTA plasma samples. Biochem. Biophys. Rep.

2016; 7:195–200. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bbrep.2016.06.005 PMID: 28955906

8. McDonald JS, Milosevic D, Reddi HV, Grebe SK, Algeciras-Schimnich A. Analysis of circulating micro-

RNA: preanalytical and analytical challenges. Clin. Chem. 2011; 57:833–40. https://doi.org/10.1373/

clinchem.2010.157198 PMID: 21487102

9. MacLellan SA, MacAulay C, Lam S, Garnis C. Pre-profiling factors influencing serum microRNA levels.

BMC Clin. Pathol. 2014; 14:27. https://doi.org/10.1186/1472-6890-14-27 PMID: 25093010

10. Cheng HH, Yi HS, Kim Y, Kroh EM, Chien JW, Eaton KD, et al. Plasma Processing Conditions Substan-

tially Influence Circulating microRNA Biomarker Levels. PLoS ONE [Internet] 2013 [cited 2015 Oct 27];

8. Available from: http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3676411/

11. Brunet-Vega A, Pericay C, Quı́lez ME, Ramı́rez-Lázaro MJ, Calvet X, Lario S. Variability in microRNA

recovery from plasma: Comparison of five commercial kits. Anal. Biochem. 2015; 488:28–35. https://

doi.org/10.1016/j.ab.2015.07.018 PMID: 26271186

12. Zheng X-H, Cui C, Zhou X-X, Zeng Y-X, Jia W-H. Centrifugation: an important pre-analytic procedure

that influences plasma microRNA quantification during blood processing. Chin. J. Cancer 2013;

32:667–72. https://doi.org/10.5732/cjc.012.10271 PMID: 23601242

13. Guttin A, Ipas H, Barbado M, Mouret C, Garcion E, Issartel J-P. The Yin and Yang of microRNA Assay

Methods. MicroRNA Shariqah United Arab Emir. 2016; 5:201–10.

14. Sourvinou IS, Markou A, Lianidou ES. Quantification of Circulating miRNAs in Plasma: Effect of Preana-

lytical and Analytical Parameters on Their Isolation and Stability. J. Mol. Diagn. 2013; 15:827–34.

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jmoldx.2013.07.005 PMID: 23988620

15. Vigneron N, Meryet-Figuière M, Guttin A, Issartel J-P, Lambert B, Briand M, et al. Towards a new stan-

dardized method for circulating miRNAs profiling in clinical studies: Interest of the exogenous normaliza-

tion to improve miRNA signature accuracy. Mol. Oncol. 2016; 10:981–92. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.

molonc.2016.03.005 PMID: 27083764

16. Fichtlscherer S, Rosa SD, Fox H, Schwietz T, Fischer A, Liebetrau C, et al. Circulating MicroRNAs in

Patients With Coronary Artery Disease. Circ. Res. 2010; 107:677–84. https://doi.org/10.1161/

CIRCRESAHA.109.215566 PMID: 20595655

17. Jiang Y, Wang H, Cao H, Wang C, Zhang L, Wang H, et al. Peripheral blood miRNAs as a biomarker for

chronic cardiovascular diseases. Sci. Rep. 2014; 4:5026. https://doi.org/10.1038/srep05026 PMID:

24848278

18. Simon LM, Edelstein LC, Nagalla S, Woodley AB, Chen ES, Kong X, et al. Human platelet microRNA-

mRNA networks associated with age and gender revealed by integrated plateletomics. Blood 2014;

123:e37–45. https://doi.org/10.1182/blood-2013-12-544692 PMID: 24523238

19. Scrutinio D, Conserva F, Passantino A, Iacoviello M, Lagioia R, Gesualdo L. Circulating microRNA-

150-5p as a novel biomarker for advanced heart failure: A genome-wide prospective study. J. Heart

Lung Transplant. Off. Publ. Int. Soc. Heart Transplant. 2017; 36:616–24.

20. Wu L, Zhou H, Lin H, Qi J, Zhu C, Gao Z, et al. Circulating microRNAs are elevated in plasma from

severe preeclamptic pregnancies. Reproduction 2012; 143:389–97. https://doi.org/10.1530/REP-11-

0304 PMID: 22187671

21. Poel D, Buffart TE, Oosterling-Jansen J, Verheul HM, Voortman J. Evaluation of several methodological

challenges in circulating miRNA qPCR studies in patients with head and neck cancer. Exp. Mol. Med.

2018; 50:e454. https://doi.org/10.1038/emm.2017.288 PMID: 29520111

Analytical conditions in microRNA quantification

PLOS ONE | https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0201069 July 19, 2018 12 / 13

https://doi.org/10.18632/oncotarget.19482
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/29050253
https://doi.org/10.1002/ijc.30815
https://doi.org/10.1002/ijc.30815
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/28571116
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00592-016-0837-1
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/27039347
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bbrep.2016.06.005
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/28955906
https://doi.org/10.1373/clinchem.2010.157198
https://doi.org/10.1373/clinchem.2010.157198
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/21487102
https://doi.org/10.1186/1472-6890-14-27
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/25093010
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3676411/
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ab.2015.07.018
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ab.2015.07.018
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/26271186
https://doi.org/10.5732/cjc.012.10271
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23601242
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jmoldx.2013.07.005
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23988620
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.molonc.2016.03.005
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.molonc.2016.03.005
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/27083764
https://doi.org/10.1161/CIRCRESAHA.109.215566
https://doi.org/10.1161/CIRCRESAHA.109.215566
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/20595655
https://doi.org/10.1038/srep05026
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24848278
https://doi.org/10.1182/blood-2013-12-544692
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24523238
https://doi.org/10.1530/REP-11-0304
https://doi.org/10.1530/REP-11-0304
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/22187671
https://doi.org/10.1038/emm.2017.288
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/29520111
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0201069


22. Binderup HG, Houlind K, Madsen JS, Brasen CL. Aspirin resistance may be identified by miR-92a in

plasma combined with platelet distribution width. Clin. Biochem. 2016; 49:1167–72. https://doi.org/10.

1016/j.clinbiochem.2016.04.017 PMID: 27208561

23. Witwer KW. Circulating MicroRNA Biomarker Studies: Pitfalls and Potential Solutions. Clin. Chem.

2015; 61:56–63. https://doi.org/10.1373/clinchem.2014.221341 PMID: 25391989
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