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Abstract: One of the most widely used molecules used for photodynamic therapy (PDT) is 5-
aminolevulinic acid (5-ALA), a precursor in the synthesis of tetrapyrroles such as chlorophyll and
heme. The 5-ALA skin permeation is considerably reduced due to its hydrophilic characteristics,
decreasing its local bioavailability and therapeutic effect. For this reason, five different systems
containing polymeric particles of poly [D, L–lactic–co–glycolic acid (PLGA)] were developed to en-
capsulate 5-ALA based on single and double emulsions methodology. All systems were standardized
(according to the volume of reagents and mass of pharmaceutical ingredients) and compared in terms
of laboratory scaling up, particle formation and stability over time. UV-VIS spectroscopy revealed
that particle absorption/adsorption of 5-ALA was dependent on the method of synthesis. Different
size distribution was observed by DLS and NTA techniques, revealing that 5-ALA increased the
particle size. The contact angle evaluation showed that the system hydrophobicity was dependent
on the surfactant and the 5-ALA contribution. The FTIR results indicated that the type of emulsion
influenced the particle formation, as well as allowing PEG functionalization and interaction with
5-ALA. According to the 1H-NMR results, the 5-ALA reduced the T1 values of polyvinyl alcohol
(PVA) and PLGA in the double emulsion systems due to the decrease in molecular packing in the
hydrophobic region. The results indicated that the system formed by single emulsion containing
the combination PVA–PEG presented greater stability with less influence from 5-ALA. This system
is a promising candidate to successfully encapsulate 5-ALA and achieve good performance and
specificity for in vitro skin cancer treatment.

Keywords: polymeric particles; poly (lactic acid-co-glycolic acid); aminolevulinic acid; polyethylene glycol

1. Introduction

Photodynamic therapy (PDT) is a non-invasive technique based on the association
of a photosensitizing drug and light application, and the produced reactive oxygen is
important for the treatment of oncological diseases [1,2]. Considering the high cost of the
non-melanoma skin cancer treatments, the development and improvement of new materials
and techniques have been proposed as viable economic alternatives [3,4]. Although topical
treatments using PDT associated with hydrophilic prodrugs such as aminolevulinic acid (5-
ALA) have already been extensively reported in the scientific literature, some limitations are

Molecules 2022, 27, 6029. https://doi.org/10.3390/molecules27186029 https://www.mdpi.com/journal/molecules

https://doi.org/10.3390/molecules27186029
https://doi.org/10.3390/molecules27186029
https://creativecommons.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/molecules
https://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4601-3555
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1311-7657
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4833-239X
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1446-723X
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1940-186X
https://doi.org/10.3390/molecules27186029
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/molecules
https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/molecules27186029?type=check_update&version=3


Molecules 2022, 27, 6029 2 of 23

still considered [5–7]. The bioavailability of 5-ALA in skin layers prevents its maximum in
loco pharmacological efficiency. For this reason, the nanotechnology-based improvement of
this prodrug application and the reduced cost of alternative products have been considered
important research topics [5,8].

Polymeric, lipid and metallic particles have been developed for in loco controlled
release, improving biodistribution, bioavailability, and therapeutic efficiency and decreas-
ing side effects. In addition, nanotechnology can be associated with different therapies
and diagnostic imaging [9]. The development of polymeric nanomaterials presenting high
specificity and cost-effectiveness for the development of new pharmaceutical products
requires well-defined physicochemical characteristics related to their laboratory scaling up
and stability over time [10]. Furthermore, the evaluation of chemical interactions between
carriers and encapsulated drugs is equally important, as they can decrease the release
efficiency or modify the release mechanism [11,12].

Systems based on polymeric particles of poly (D,L-lactic-co-glycolic acid) (PLGA),
although still presenting high commercial value, are clinically approved by the Food and
Drug Administration (FDA) [13,14]. PLGA allows topical applications by improving the
physicochemical characteristics of several drugs during penetration/retention in skin cells.
Furthermore, this polymer is able to protect drugs from interactions with biomolecules,
allowing optimization of the treatment processes. A combination with other carriers such
as polyethylene glycol (PEG) or deoxyribonucleic acid (DNA) has also been proposed to
increase the treatment effectiveness [13–15].

The present work proposes the development of five particle systems consisting of
PLGA and/or PEG for the encapsulation of 5-ALA based on single and double emulsion
methods. Physical properties (organoleptic characteristics, electrical conductivity, relative
density and dynamic viscosity) were fully evaluated. Ultraviolet-visible (UV-VIS) spec-
troscopy, Fourier-transform infrared spectroscopy (FTIR) and proton nuclear magnetic
resonance (1H-NMR) were performed to investigate the possible chemical interactions
between carrier, surfactants and 5-ALA. Nanoparticle tracking analysis (NTA) allowed
the obtainment of particle concentration and hydrodynamic diameter. Contact angle and
surface energy revealed the influence of surfactants on the systems’ hydrophobicity. Each
formulation component was mapped by the ideal mapping technique (IDMAP). Finally,
the systems’ stability was evaluated based on the forced stability of 5-ALA and developed
systems, as well as the physicochemical stability under different storage conditions.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Materials

All aqueous solutions were prepared using ultrapure deionized water (18.2 M.Ω.cm,
Master WFI, Gehaka, São Paulo, Brazil). Acetone, diiodomethane, formamide and ethy-
lene glycol were purchased from LabSynth, Diadema—São Paulo, Brazil. Polyvinyl alco-
hol (PVA), poly (D, L-lactic-co-glycolic acid) [(50:50); Mw = 30,000–60,000 g·mol−1] and
Kollisolv® PEG400 (polyethylene glycol 400; Mw = 380–420 g·mol−1) were purchased from
Sigma-Aldrich (Burlington, MA, USA). Aminolevulinic acid hydrochloride [95% and 99%
(5-ALA)] were purchased from PDTPharma (Cravinhos, São Paulo, Brazil).

2.2. Particle Development

The developed systems were standardized to a final volume of 190 mL and 0.4478 mg·mL−1

(29.38% and 53.13% of 5-ALA in relation to the mass of PLGA for single and double
emulsion systems, respectively). The final volumes were 260 mL and 308 mL for double
(Systems A and E) and single (Systems B, C and D) emulsions, respectively.

The mass ratio was determined according to the patents N◦ US6,559,183 (AmeLuz®,
Biofrontera Inc., Woburn, MA, USA) [16] and N◦ WO2011156880A1 [17]. System prepara-
tions are described as follows:

System A: (1) The organic phase was prepared using PLGA [(50:50); (0.16000± 0.00001) g]
solubilized in acetone (2.318 mg·mL−1) at 25◦C for 15 min under magnetic stirring at
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750 rpm (IKA C–MAG +HS7). (2) The internal phase was prepared using deionized water
(82 mL) and 5-ALA (1.0366 mg·mL−1; 53.13% w/w in relation to the mass of PLGA) for
15 min under magnetic stirring at 750 rpm. (3) The internal phase was added into the
organic phase (pre-emulsification) in an ice bath under magnetic stirring at 3200 rpm (Ultra
Turrax® T–25 digital) for 20 min. (4) The external phase was prepared using deionized
water (109 mL) and PVA (1% w/v) under magnetic stirring at 45 ◦C for 50 min. Then, the
PVA solution was submitted to ice bath (4 ◦C) under magnetic stirring at 750 rpm. (5) The
emulsion obtained in (3) was added to the external aqueous phase under magnetic stirring
at 1500 rpm for 30 min. The final concentration of 5-ALA was (0.4474 ± 0.0002) mg·mL−1.
The active concentration was standardized for all syntheses in relation to the final volume
of particles. The synthesis without 5-ALA (unloaded systems) was prepared under the
same conditions. Solvent evaporation was obtained on a rotary evaporator (Heidolph,
Hei-VAP Advantage) at 120 rpm, 35 ◦C and 40 mbar.

System B: (1) The organic phase was obtained using PLGA (50:50); (0.28500 ± 0.00001) g
solubilized in acetone (2.4 mg·mL−1) at 25◦C for 15 min under magnetic stirring at 750 rpm.
(2) The Kolliphor solution (PEG) [1% (w/v)] was obtained under magnetic stirring at
750 rpm and cooled in ice bath (4 ◦C). Then, 5-ALA was solubilized in the aqueous phase
with PEG under magnetic stirring at 750 rpm for 15 min (maintaining 29.36% of 5-ALA in
relation to the mass of PLGA). (3) The aqueous phase was added to the organic phase under
magnetic stirring at 1500 rpm for 30 min in ice bath (0–4◦C). (4) Solvent was removed.

System C: (1) The organic phase was obtained using PLGA (50:50) solubilized in ace-
tone at room temperature under stirring at 750 rpm for 15 min (under the same conditions
described in Synthesis B). (2) The aqueous phase was prepared using PVA [0.5% (m/v)]
under magnetic stirring at 45 ◦C for 50 min. Then, the PVA solution was cooled in ice bath
(4 ◦C) under magnetic stirring at 750 rpm. PEG [0.5% (m/v)] was added under the same
magnetic stirring and temperature for 15 min. The 5-ALA was added in the aqueous phase
(under the same described conditions), maintaining 29.36% of 5-ALA in relation to the
mass of the PLGA. (3) The aqueous phase was added to the organic phase under magnetic
stirring at 1500 rpm for 30 min in ice bath (0–4 ◦C). (4) Solvent was removed.

System D: (1) The organic phase was obtained using PLGA (50:50) solubilized in
acetone at room temperature under magnetic stirring at 750 rpm for 15 min (under the
same conditions described in Synthesis B). (2) The external phase was prepared with
deionized water (190 mL) and PVA [1% (m/v)] under magnetic stirring at 45 ◦C for 50 min.
Then, the PVA solution was cooled in ice bath (4 ◦C) under magnetic stirring at 750 rpm.
Then, 5-ALA was added in the proportion of 29.36% in relation to the mass of PLGA (under
the same magnetic stirring conditions and temperature) for 15 min. (3) The aqueous phase
was added into the organic phase under magnetic stirring at 1500 rpm for 30 min in ice
bath (4 ◦C). (4) Solvent was removed.

System E: (1) The organic phase was obtained using PLGA (50:50) solubilized in
acetone (under the same conditions described in Synthesis A). (2) The internal phase was
formed by PVA [0.5% (m/v); 82 mL] under magnetic stirring at 750 rpm at 55 ◦C and
cooled in ice bath (0–4 ◦C). Then, 5-ALA was solubilized in the internal phase (under the
same conditions described in Synthesis A) under magnetic stirring at 750 rpm for 15 min.
(3) The internal phase was added to the organic phase (pre-emulsification) in ice bath under
magnetic stirring at 3200 rpm for 20 min. (4) The external aqueous phase was obtained
using PEG [0.5% (m/v)] under magnetic stirring at 750 rpm at room temperature for 15 min.
(5) Then, the pre-emulsion was added to the external aqueous phase in ice bath under
magnetic stirring at 1500 rpm for 30 min, allowing the nanoemulsification. (6) Solvent
was removed.

2.3. System Characterization
2.3.1. Physical Properties

Electrical conductivity was determined using a conductivity meter (Sensoglass, São
Paulo, Brazil) ranging from 0.001 mS to 500 mS and sample volume of 15 mL. The relative
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density was determined indirectly using an analytical balance and a 1000 µL micropipette
measuring the relative mass of 1 mL of each system. Viscosity was determined using a
microprocessor rotary viscometer (Q860M26, Quimis, Diadema—São Paulo, Brazil) using
15 mL of the systems considering viscosity similar to that of water. Measurements were
performed in triplicate.

2.3.2. Ultraviolet-Visible (UV-VIS) Spectroscopy

Absorbance measurements were performed on a U–2900 UV-VIS spectrophotometer
(Hitachi, Tokyo, Japan) using a quartz cuvette (optical path of 1 cm) from 200 to 1100 cm−1.

2.3.3. Nanoparticle Tracking Analysis (NTA)

Size characterization was performed on a NanoSight NS300 device (Malvern Instru-
ments, Malvern, UK). Data collection and analysis were performed using the software NTA
3.0. Samples were diluted in MilliQ water (1:10,000 v/v). Measurements were performed
in triplicate at 25 ◦C. The evaluation of the particle size distribution (PSD) was performed
through the parameters of average size, mode and standard deviation.

2.3.4. Dynamic Light Scattering (DLS) and Zeta Potential

Size and polydispersity evaluations were also performed on Zetasizer Nano ZS90
equipment (Malvern Instruments, Malvern, UK). Unloaded and loaded systems were
diluted in deionized water [(1:10), (1:100) and (1:1000) v/v]. Size distribution and poly-
dispersity index (PDI) measurements were obtained at 25 ◦C and a scattering angle of
173◦. Measurements were performed in quintuplicate. Surface charges of the unloaded
and loaded systems were measured at 25 ◦C using a DTS1070 capillary cell and the same
dilution described previously. Measurements were performed in quintuplicate.

2.3.5. Contact Angle and Surface Energy

Surface tension (γ) parameters for hydrophobicity and surface energy calculations are
shown in Table 1 [18]. Polar and dispersive components were determined from the contact
angle and surface energy using the sessile drop method. Ten glass slides were prepared with
five drops ((0.8 ± 0.1) µL for each drop) of each solution and allowed to dry in a controlled
atmosphere. Prob liquid drops ((3.0 ± 0.1) µL, Table 1) were deposited on the surface of
the dried drops. Angles were calculated from the average of five drops photographed
at 10 frames.s−1 using the software CAM 200. Measurements were performed on a KSV
model CAM–200 goniometer (KSV Instruments).

Table 1. Surface tension (γ) of probe liquids for surface energy calculation.

Probe Liquid γtotal γdispersive γpolar γacid γbasic

water 72.80 21.08 51.72 25.50 25.50
formamide 58.00 39.00 19.00 2.28 39.60

ethylene glycol 48.00 29.00 19.00 3.00 30.10
diiodomethane 50.80 48.50 2.300 0.00 0.00

2.3.6. Fourier-Transform Infrared Spectroscopy (FTIR)

FTIR spectra were obtained on a Shimadzu-IR Prestige–21 (Shimadzu, Kyoto, Japan)
spectrophotometer in horizontal attenuated total reflection (HATR) mode. Samples (1 mL)
were placed on a zinc selenide crystal, and interferograms were from 4000 cm−1 to 400 cm−1

using 45 scans and resolution of 2 cm−1.

2.3.7. Proton Nuclear Magnetic Resonance (1H-NMR)

The 1H-NMR data were obtained at 23 ◦C on a Bruker Avance 400 instrument (Bruker,
Billerica, MA, USA) using 400 MHz. Trimethylsilylpropanoic acid was used as reference,
and samples were diluted in deuterated water (80:20). The pre-saturation pulses were
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applied to the suppression of the water peak. The inversion–recovery pulse sequence
(180◦–90◦) was used to obtain the relaxation time (T1) values of specific methylene peaks.
The acquisition time and relaxation delay were, respectively, 4 s and 10 s. A 32 transients
average was obtained for each time delay, and 16 values were distributed from 0.001 s to
10 s. The T1 values and relative intensities were calculated by fitting the exponential data
using the software NUTS.

2.4. System Stability

Stability evaluation was based on the ANVISA National Health Surveillance Agency) [19]
and FDA (U.S. Food and Drug Administration, Silver Spring, Maryland) [20] regulations.
Changes of up to 15% were considered stable when compared to the initial evaluated
parameters. The reproducibility of the physicochemical measurements was based on the
RE N◦1 standard (07/29/2005) from ANVISA and Resolution of the Collegiate Board (RDC)
N◦ 318 (11/06/2019), which establishes the criteria for carrying out stability studies of
active pharmaceutical ingredients and medicines, as follows.

2.4.1. Forced Stability of 5–ALA

A solution of ultrapure water (50 mL; 0.4472 mg.mL−1) and 5-ALA was prepared.
This solution was divided into pharmaceutical glass vials and stored at (23.0 ± 2.0) ◦C,
(5.0 ± 1.0) ◦C, (40.0 ± 2.0) ◦C and cycled (24 h stored at (5.0 ± 1.0) ◦C and 24 h at
(40.0 ± 2.0) ◦C). The pH measurements were performed for four consecutive days in triplicate.

2.4.2. Forced Stability of Nanoemulsions (3000 rpm at 56 ◦C)

The systems were centrifuged (Ultra Centrifuge Eppendorf 5427, Barkhausenweg,
Hamburg, Germany) at 24 ◦C using three cycles of 30 min. The nanoemulsions were evalu-
ated at the end of each cycle according to their organoleptic properties and pH variation.
Samples were discarded after analysis. Measurements were performed in triplicate.

An aliquot of 15 mL was placed in 100 mL regent flasks, which were closed and
covered with aluminum foil. All vials were maintained in an oven for 48 h at (56.0 ± 2.0) ◦C.
Stability was evaluated according to organoleptic properties, zeta potential, particle size
and pH parameters. Samples were discarded after analysis. All measurements were
performed in quintuplicate.

2.4.3. Physicochemical Stability under Storage Conditions

A volume of 30 mL of each system was stored in a transparent borosilicate vial with
head space for possible gas exchange. The vials containing the loaded systems were covered
with aluminum foil.

Systems were stored at (23.0 ± 2.0) ◦C, (5.0 ± 1.0) ◦C, (40.0 ± 2.0) ◦C and cycled
(24 h stored at (5.0 ± 2.0) 1.0) ◦C and 24 h at (40.0 ± 2.0) ◦C). All storage conditions were
analyzed for 40 days according to their pH values, and after 1, 7, 15, 30 and 40 days
according to particle size, PDI and surface charge. The cycled samples were discarded.
However, the systems’ storage under the first three conditions was evaluated after 60, 90,
120, 150 and 180 days (preliminary stability), as well as after 360, 540 and 720 days (shelf-life
test). Systems presenting non-reproduced organoleptic and physicochemical properties
were discarded.

2.5. Data Analysis

Statistical analysis was performed using the Projection Explorer Sensors (PEx-Sensors),
a Java-based tool used to create visual representations of data collected by sensors [21].
Data from particle size, zeta potential, PDI and pH were projected on a 2D map to evaluate
the similarity of the systems according to their physicochemical changes. The interactive
document map (IDMAP) technique uses Euclidean distance δ(xi, xj) between the signals of
different samples X = {x1, x2, . . . , xn} to project data into a smaller dimensional space. In
this space, the positioning of visual elements Y = {y1, y2, . . . , yn} is given as f : X→ Y, which
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minimizes the term |δ(xi,xj) – d(f (xi), f (,xj))|∀ xi,xj ∈ X. Function is given by the following
equation [22]:

SIDMAP =
δ
(
xi, xj

)
− δmin

δmax − δmin
− d

(
yi, yj

)
(1)

where δmax and δmax are, respectively, the maximum and minimum Euclidean distances
between data instances, and d(yi, yj) represents the Euclidean distance between the instances
projected in the smallest dimensional space.

3. Results and Discussion
3.1. Particle Development

System A (Table 2) consisting of PLGA particles was reported previously based on
the double emulsion method [23]. According to the authors, the active particles presented
average size of 249.5 nm and were obtained by solubilizing PLGA in dichloromethane,
as well as an internal aqueous phase formed by PBS buffer. The reported results of the
in vitro and in vivo tests are promising for the application in PDT, and these results were
our initial criteria for the choice of this system. For this reason, we proposed here a simple
emulsion method for this system, which was labelled as Synthesis D (Table 2). The objective
of developing this system was to compare it with that of System A, aiming to enhance its
stability, as well as simplifying the development method. The systems analyzed under the
following stability tests are described in Table 2.

Table 2. Systems development.

Emulsion Method Sample Internal Aqueous
Phase

External Aqueous
Phase Observation

(A) Double
A–DE–PVA water PVA

Literature and method review
Control of Synthesis E,

Comparison to System D
A–DE–PVA–ALA 5-ALA PVA

(B) Simple B–SE–PEG - PEG Method review
Control of Synthesis C and E

B–SE–PEG–ALA - PEG–ALA

(C) Simple C–SE–PEG–PVA - PVA–PEG Innovation
Comparison to System E

C–SE–PEG–PVA–ALA - PVA–PEG–ALA

(D) Simple D–SE–PVA - PVA

Method review
Modified synthesis from (A)

Comparison to System A
System E control.

D–SE–PVA–ALA - PVA–ALA

(E) Double
E–DE–PEG–PVA PVA PEG Innovation

Comparison to System C.
E–DE-PEG–PVA–ALA PVA–ALA PEG

We aimed to favor in vivo and in vitro applications from the use of PVA as a sur-
factant. For this reason, particles functionalized or covered with low molecular weight
poly(ethylene glycol) (PEG) [24] were developed: System C and System E (Table 2) were
developed based on the single and double emulsion methods, respectively.

Finally, System B (Table 2) contained only PEG as a surfactant. It is known that PEG is
not an efficient active carrier. Therefore, this system was developed for comparison to the
Systems C and E in order to verify the influence of each component on the formation and
stability of the developed particles [25]. Thus, we propose here some adjustments in system
development, aiming for innovation in the methodology of obtaining PLGA particles for
the encapsulation of 5-ALA.
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Laboratory Scaling Up

The use of PLGA is approved by the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) and the
European Medicines Agency (EMA) as a polymer carrier for controlled release of molecules
with therapeutic potential. However, few regulatory studies related to their stability in
large-scale production [26,27]. For this reason, we evaluated here the laboratory scaling
up of the developed systems by increasing volume and mass (more than six times) of the
reagents in relation to the initial parameters.

Figure 1 shows the evaluation of particle size (nm), zeta potential (mV) and pH of
Systems A and C. Considering System A, Figure 1a shows a loaded particle diameter
increasing around 25.96%, while the diameter of the unloaded particles decreased by
10.37%. Figure 1b shows the increase in zeta potential in the unloaded particles, and
Figure 1c shows pH variations between 2.57% and 6.96%, respectively, in loaded and
unloaded systems. Considering System C, Figure 1d shows an increase in diameter of
around 14.45% in unloaded particles, while the loaded systems presented a reduction of
7.17% in diameter. Figure 1e shows the increase (in module) in zeta potential by around
22.71% and 14.80%, respectively, in unloaded and loaded nanoparticles. Finally, Figure 1f
shows that the basicity was increased by 2.45% and 7.56%, respectively, in the unloaded
and loaded particles.
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of System A, (b) diameter of System C, (c) zeta potential of System A, (d) zeta potential of System C,
(e) pH of System A and (f) pH of System C.

The particle diameters of Systems A and C presented variations as a function of volume
solution and addition of 5-ALA. In general, unloaded particles were smaller than those
containing encapsulated bioactives. This behavior was maintained in the scaled systems,
and the increase in particle diameters may be related to the 5-ALA concentration [28].
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The concentrations of PLGA (50:50) in System A considering 30 mL and 190 mL
were (0.01469 g.mL−1) and (4.13 × 10−3 g.mL−1), respectively. This fact could explain the
decrease in the unloaded particle diameter of the scaled-up system. The same result was
observed in System C; however, the polymer concentration in the loaded particles was
maintained at 2.4 × 10−3 g.mL−1 in both 30 mL and 190 mL solutions [29].

The calculation of the surfactant concentration was different for the simple and double
emulsion systems. The percentage of PVA (1%) in the double emulsion system was calcu-
lated for one of the aqueous phases, while the concentrations of 0.5% (PVA) and 0.5% (PEG)
were calculated for the total volume of the aqueous phase. For this reason, in the scaling up
process, an increase in the polymer concentration gradient (from the organic phase to the
aqueous phase) was expected as a function of the increased water volume. Then, a particle
size decrease was observed in the loaded particles from the simple emulsion system [29].

Considering the zeta potential evaluation, there was a tendency toward decreasing
values after the addition of 5-ALA. This result was probably related to the dependency
between surface charge and the bioactive, and it was also observed in the pH values of
the loaded and unloaded systems: the values were increased as a function of the solution
volumes [28].

Nanoemulsions prepared on a laboratory scaling up are usually difficult to be con-
verted to industrial production mainly due to the differences in the laboratory instru-
ments [27]. The type of homogenization is also significant to obtain monodisperse systems,
in addition to the choice of the formulation ingredients. However, it is important to high-
light that the homogenization methods are simple and can facilitate a scaling up larger
than 2500 mL of emulsion [30].

Our results showed the feasibility of the laboratory scaling up process, considering
the performed adaptations. For this reason, all developed systems were standardized (as a
function of the volume of reagents and mass of formulation ingredients) to be compared in
terms of formation, physicochemical properties and stability.

3.2. Characterization
3.2.1. Organoleptic Properties, Electrical Conductivity, Relative Density and
Dynamic Viscosity

A precipitate was observed after the nanoemulsion obtainment, and a smaller amount
of this residue was observed in System C. This residue was removed after the acetone
rotaevaporation process, which may have resulted in some mass loss of 5-ALA during
solubilization. After the rotaevaporation process, a translucent characteristic was observed
in the unloaded particle systems. The loaded systems presented an opaque appearance. The
loaded and unloaded particles from System B presented homogeneous and fully transparent
phases. None of the systems presented odor or phase separation up to 90 days. However,
Systems A and D presented a white precipitate after 120 days and, after homogenization,
these systems returned to a single phase. After 160 days, System C also presented a
precipitate and also remained uniform after homogenization.

Figure 2 shows the electrical conductivity (σ) and dynamic viscosity (η) of the devel-
oped systems. The addition of 5-ALA influenced the physical properties, increasing the
electrical conductivity and viscosity.
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Figure 2. (a) Electrical conductivity (σ) and (b) dynamic viscosity (η) of System A (A–DE–PVA),
System B (B–SE–PEG), System C (C–SE–PEG–PVA), System D (D–SE–PVA) and System E (E–DE–
PEG–PVA).

The relative density of all systems was found to be around (0.9982 g·mL−1) at 20 ◦C,
and the addition of 5-ALA did not influence the density values. PLGA particles loaded
with cisplatin showed increased density after encapsulation [31]. Furthermore, PLGA
(50:50) powder nanoparticles (Degradex® PLGA; 30,000 g·mol−1; average size of 100 nm;
Sigma-Aldrich) are commercialized with relative density of 1.3 g·mL−1. For this reason,
the relative density is dependent on the formulation ingredients.

According to Figure 2a, the electrical conductivity was higher in all systems containing
loaded particles. In addition, System B presented higher electrical conductivity for both
loaded and unloaded particles. An increased difference of 42.88% in electrical conductivity
was observed in the unloaded Systems A and B. PVA films were reported presenting
electrical conductivity of 2.78 × 10−3 µS·cm−1 [32], while PLGA particles loaded with
cisplatin showed electrical conductivity between 3.65 µS·cm−1 and 13.52 µS·cm−1 [31] as a
function of the mass of PLGA and active for unloaded and loaded particles, respectively.
The reported differences may be related to the components of the formulation and to the
types of particles. The increase in electrical conductivity of the loaded systems was expected.
Hydrochlorides are common in several types of drugs, including 5-ALA. Generally, drugs
originate from weak bases/acids and are obtained as salts to increase hydroficity (as well
as dissolution and absorption in the target of application), increasing their therapeutic
efficiency. For this reason, the ionization of 5-ALA takes place in water (amine base),
HCl→ H+ + Cl− [33].

PVA is not a good electrical conductor due to the possible physical interactions with
hydroxyl groups, in addition to favoring the formation of complexes. However, its electrical
conductivity is improved by associating it with other polymers such as PEG [34]. This
association results in miscible materials, with hydrogen bonds occurring between the
hydroxyl groups of PVA and –C–O–C– of PEG [35]. This characteristic may contribute to an
increase in the electrical conductivity of the human skin (which is a measure of permeability)
during drug delivery. The increase in the ion mobility in human skin may improve the
transdermal delivery of 5-ALA proportionally to the increase in the drug molecular flux [36].
Reports showed that PEG increased the flux of clonazepam and lorazepam through excised
skin. In addition, the combination of anionic and cationic surfactants increased the skin
conductivity and drug permeability [37]. However, the evaluation of other parameters
such as viscosity, pH and surface charge is required.

System viscosity may change according to the formulation ingredients, polymer
concentration and type of active. As shown in Figure 2, the dynamic viscosity values were
higher than that of water (1.03 ± 0.05 mPa·s, theoretical value of 1.005 mPa·s). System B
(B–SE–PEG), System D (D–SE–PVA) and System E (E–DE–PEG–PVA) presented increased
viscosity when 5-ALA was encapsulated. System B (B–SE–PEG) and System D (D–SE–PVA)
showed higher viscosity. The presence of chlorhydrate also influenced the viscosity due
to the increase in ions. Consequently, an increased particle size was observed [38]. PLGA
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particles loaded with cisplatin presented viscosity from 1.62 mPa·s to 1.87 mPa·s as a
function of PLGA and active mass [31], directly influencing the formation of particles.

3.2.2. UV-VIS Spectroscopy

According to Figure 3, the contribution of the band around 400 nm in Systems B, C, D
and E was clear, suggesting interactions with 5-ALA. This interaction was not observed
in System A probably due to (i) the low mass of 5-ALA interacting with the particles (as
observed at 245 nm), showing no significant structure changes, or (ii) the ability of 5-ALA
to be loaded within the particles or remain unloaded. In addition, PEG could interact
more efficiently in the 400 nm region since the encapsulated system showed a peak shift to
395 nm. The pure PVA did not show absorption in the region of 200–800 nm; however, it
showed absorbance around 200 nm in aqueous solution. The peak at 194 nm was assigned
to the –C=O and –C=C groups; additionally, a displacement to 197 nm was associated with
residual acetate groups (negative ion) [39–41]. PEG exhibited the O–C–H bond contributing
to the bands around 200–400 nm [42]. The contribution of the –C=O bond from PLGA
(50:50) was found around 220–270 nm, and the greater wavelength may be related to the
particles [43,44]. The absorption around 400–500 nm suggested an interaction between
PLGA (50:50) and 5-ALA [45]. Therefore, the UV-VIS spectra showed that the systems’
absorption was dependent on their method of synthesis and may result in the absorption
or adsorption of 5-ALA.
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Figure 3. UV-VIS spectroscopy of the unloaded and loaded systems.

3.2.3. Nanoparticle Tracking Analysis (NTA)

The NTA evaluation allows the evaluation of the concentration and hydrodynamic
diameter of particles in suspension, which can be compared to DLS results. Table 3 shows
the mode and average hydrodynamic diameter obtained by NTA and compared to that
obtained by DLS.

Differences in size distributions between DLS and NTA techniques were observed
in System A (A–DE–PVA–ALA), System D (D–SE–PVA–ALA) and System E (E–DE–PEG–
PVA–ALA). The NTA and DLS analyses are based on the Brownian movement of particles.
However, the NTA technique accounts for the diffusion coefficient, so each particle size
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is determined, allowing greater size distribution accuracy. On the other hand, the DLS
technique analyzes the time-dependent scattered light intensity signal from a single detec-
tor. For this reason, it does not have enough resolution to differentiate size populations,
resulting in a single Gaussian distribution formed by particles with small differences in size.

Table 3. Hydrodynamic size comparison of System A (A–DE–PVA and A–DE–PVA–ALA), System
C (C–SE–PEG–PVA and C–SE–PEG–PVA–ALA), system D (D–SE–PVA and D–SE–PVA–ALA) and
System E (E–DE–PEG–PVA and E–DE–PEG–PVA–ALA) obtained by NTA and DLS techniques.

System Average Size
NTA (nm) Mode (nm) Standard Error

(nm)
Average Size
(DLS) (nm) Particle mL−1

A–DE–PVA (225.7 ± 0.7) (218.3 ± 12.8) (33.5 ± 1.2) (226.4 ± 70.2) 1.99 × 1012 ± 3.74 × 1010

A–DE–PVA–ALA (192.7 ± 6,5) (195.1 ± 7.9) (24.7 ± 4.7) (195.9 ± 61.2) 1.79 × 1011 ± 1.27 × 1010

C–SE–PEG–PVA (153.9 ± 1.3) (149.0 ± 2.7) (24.8 ± 3.4) (151.6 ± 49.0) 1.53 × 1014 ± 5.62 × 1012

C–SE–PEG–PVA–ALA (334.4 ± 4.0) (316.3 ± 8.8) (70.4 ± 3.8) (377.4 ± 62.6) 1.85 × 1013 ± 7.92 × 1011

D–SE–PVA (142.6 ± 0.9) (137.9 ± 1.9) (22.5 ± 1.3) (181.1 ± 51.2) 2.36 × 1015 ± 5.69 × 1013

D–SE–PVA–ALA (445.7 ± 18.5) (341.9 ± 28.5) (149.9 ± 7.4) (702.1 ± 118.9) 7.97 × 1011 ± 6.10 × 1010

E–DE–PEG–PVA (173.2 ± 0.8) (165.3 ± 3.5) (44.2 ± 0.6) (199.4 ± 60.8) 3.50 × 1014 ± 7.4 × 1012

E–DE–PEG–PVA–ALA (164.5 ± 4.2) (153.8 ± 1.9) (23.3 ± 3.3) (274.6 ± 117.5) 9.23 × 1011 ± 6.12 × 1010

The dilution difference (103 and 102, respectively, for NTA and DLS) is an important
parameter. However, the distribution curve of System B (B-SE-PEG and B-SE-PEG-ALA)
was not obtained due to the low particle concentration [46,47]. Moreover, 5-ALA increased
the particle size as well as the functionalization and adsorption of PEG. System C presented
the highest particle concentration (in the order of 1013), resulting in an increase in absorption
around 480 nm, as observed by UV-VIS spectroscopy. This result is important in cell
culture analysis because the initial particle concentration does not influence the highest
tested concentrations [48]. The standard deviation from the NTA results was smaller than
that obtained from DLS analysis probably due to the number of collected statistical data.
However, both techniques are complementary [46,47].

3.2.4. Contact Angle and Surface Energy

The contact angle visualization and the contact angle variation of each liquid-probe
are shown, respectively, in Figure 4a,b.

Hydrophilicity was clear in System B (Figure 4b), reducing the contact angle about 80%
in relation to water. The presence of 5-ALA decreased the contact angle in most systems.
However, Systems B and D presented contact angles similar to those of unloaded systems.
In addition, the presence of 5-ALA implied a change of 34% to System E. Thus, Systems
A and D containing 5-ALA presented similar hydrophilicity, and System C presented a
reduced contact angle of approximately 36% in relation to water.

For diiodomethane, only System E containing 5-ALA showed an increased contact
angle about 14%. In the other systems, 5-ALA decreased the contact angle in relation to the
unloaded particles. Systems A and D containing 5-ALA showed hydrophilicity similar to
that of the used solvent. For this reason, System B was the most hydrophilic, followed by
System C containing 5-ALA (which presented a reduced contact angle by 34% in relation to
the unloaded system).

For ethylene glycol, System B presented polarity similar to that of the liquid-probe,
and the 5-ALA marginally influenced this interaction. Regarding the unloaded particles,
Systems A and D presented similarly increased contact angles. However, the contact angles
decreased in Systems C and E, besides showing a lower influence from 5-ALA on System E.

For formamide, the contact angle increased in all loaded particles, except in System
B. The 5-ALA presented a marginal influence on System A, and the greatest influence
was observed in System C (~16%). System D was the most hydrophobic loaded system,
presenting an increased contact angle (~47%). Despite considering PLGA as a hydrophobic
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polymer, as all contact angles were less than 90◦ (and less than 65◦ specifically for water),
all PLGA particle surfaces were hydrophilic.
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Figure 4. (a) Representation of the contact angle, (b) variation of the contact angle for the liquid-
probes water, diiodomethane, ethylene glycol and formamide, and (c) surface energy and its polar
and dispersive components for (1) glass, (2) A–DE–PVA, (3) A–DE–PVA–ALA, (4) B–SE–PEG, (5) B–
SE–PEG–ALA, (6) C–SE–PEG–PVA, (7) C–SE–PEG–PVA–ALA, (8) D–SE–PVA (9)D–SE–PVA–ALA,
(10) E–DE–PEG–PVA and (11) E–DE–PEG–PVA–ALA.

The contact angle results showed that the hydrophobicity of the systems was depen-
dent on the surfactant. The contribution of 5-ALA was observed because the change in the
surface chemistry significantly influenced the wettability (hydrophilic or hydrophobic). The
–OH polar functional groups interacted more easily with hydrophilic polymers (PVA and
PEG), increasing the wettability of particle films and decreasing their surface tension [49].

The 5-ALA presented less influence on Systems B and D, and Systems C and E presented
similar dispersivity. However, Systems A and D presented lower polarity. The presence
of 5-ALA did not influence System B polarity. Therefore, the surface energy increased as a
function of polarity (hydrophobicity), as observed in the systems containing PEG.

The particle surfaces containing only PVA presented lower polarity and surface energy.
Considering the PEG–PVA combination, the surface energy was significantly related to the
presence of PEG. However, the influence of 5-ALA on the surface energy was clear because
PEG can increase the repulsive steric interactions and prevent particle destabilization, in
addition to functionalization. A previous report showed that the stabilization of pluronic
F–127 (non-ionic surfactant) also modified the surface energy of PLGA particles [50].

The surface tension of human skin is found to be around 27–28 mJ·m−2. For this
reason, transdermal formulations presenting similar values can facilitate particle adher-
ence/permeation [51]. Despite presenting higher surface energy values, the association
of surfactants as well as the incorporation of nanoparticle solutions into pharmaceutical
bases must be considered. A previous report showed the interaction of PLGA particles at
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fluid interfaces, as well as the influence of non-ionic surfactants such as pluronic F–127 on
the penetration of particles into lipids [50]. For this reason, the PVA–PEG combination is
expected to enhance skin permeation.

3.2.5. Fourier-Transform Infrared Spectroscopy (FTIR)

Figure 5 shows the FTIR spectra of System A (A–DE–PVA and A–DE–PVA–ALA),
System B (B–SE–PEG and B–SE–PEG–ALA), System C (C–SE–PEG–PVA and C–SE–PEG–
PVA–ALA), System D (D–SE–PVA and D–SE–PVA–ALA) and System E (E–DE–PEG–PVA
and E–DE–PEG–PVA–ALA).
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(e) E–DE–PEG–PVA and E–DE–PEG–PVA–ALA.

Figure 5a shows a peak at 3321 cm−1 assigned to the hydroxyl group of polyvinyl
alcohol. The hydroxyl peak of System A (A–DE–PVA) disappeared in the presence of
5-ALA in the A–DE–PVA–ALA system, indicating a possible chemical interaction [52].
Furthermore, PVA presented typical bands of νasC–O and νsC–O, respectively, at 1219 cm−1

and 1097 cm−1 [52]. The peak related to νsC=O was found at 1697 cm−1 in the spectrum of
the unloaded double emulsion system.
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The addition of 5-ALA in the double emulsion system influenced the frequency and
bandwidth of νC–O and νsC=O, showing that the active affected the ester region of the
double emulsion systems. The active-induced variation frequency of νsCH from 2924 cm−1

to 2926 cm−1 indicated an increase in the gauche bond in the methylene region [53] due
to the decrease in the van der Waals interactions. For this reason, the distance between
methylene chains was increased, and the molecular packing was decreased [53,54].

Figure 5d shows a broad peak at 3300 cm−1 assigned to the –OH group due to
the typical intra– and intermolecular hydrogen bonding [55,56], which occurs between
PVA chains due to their higher hydrophilic characteristic [56]. Furthermore, the band
at 1222 cm−1 was related to the nasO–C–C vibration [52,56]. Moreover, the presence
of 5-ALA increased the intensity of the –C=O, –OH and –O–C–C bands, as well as the
νsCH2 and νasCH2 [57]. The decreased frequency of the νsCH2 and νasCH2 bands, as
well as the reduction in their bandwidth, indicated lower isomerization and methylene
movement induced by 5-ALA. These results suggested a parallel organization of the
methylene groups stabilized by the van der Walls interactions due to the presence of
5-ALA [54,58]. Furthermore, the decreased frequency of the νC=O band showed that
5-ALA did not influence on the degree of hydration related to the number of hydrogen
bonds [59–61]. However, the 5-ALA-induced decrease in the νC=O bandwidth suggested
a restriction of the carbonyl molecular movement. Finally, the influence of 5-ALA on the
ester region was also suggested due to the decrease in the νC–O–C bandwidth. Therefore,
the spectra of Systems A and D revealed that 5-ALA influenced the systems’ connections.
Furthermore, a significant interaction of the active was observed in the simple emulsion
system. The 5-ALA was adsorbed on the particle surfaces, and the type of emulsion
may have favored different connections where PVA significantly interacted in the systems
presenting bonds formed with the active.

Figure 5b shows that the interaction of polymers with 5-ALA increased the νsCH2
and νasCH2 frequency, indicating increased trans-gauche isomerization due to the core
shell interactions. The increased νasCH2 bandwidth suggested a lower restriction of the
movement of methylenes because this band is more sensitive to mobility than νsCH2. On
the other hand, the increased νC=O bandwidth suggested higher mobility of the carbonyl
group induced by the 5-ALA. No significant active interaction was related to the νC–O–C
group, as expected. The band of the PVA–OH group from System C–SE–PEG–PVA was
not observed (Figure 5c), indicating a strong interaction with PEG. These results suggested
that PEG allowed the particle functionalization. The overlapped methylene bands (νsCH2
and νasCH2) were observed at 2949 cm−1 in the spectrum of System C–SE–PEG–PVA–ALA.
Before interaction with 5-ALA, the band elongation of the hydroxyl group was verified at
3518 cm−1. After interaction, this band shifted to 3115 cm−1. No changes were observed in
the nC=O band after the encapsulation of 5-ALA, but a discrete interaction of the active
with the –C–O–C group was observed due to the decreased nC–O–C bandwidth.

The spectrum of System E–DE–PEG–PVA showed the –OH band at 3325 cm−1 in
both PVA and PEG molecular structures (Figure 5e). The discrete shoulder at 1093 cm−1

was assigned to the νC–O band of PVA and PEG. The variation in the νC–O bandwidth
indicated the influence of 5-ALA on the interfacial region of the double emulsion. The
increased νasCH bandwidth showed that 5-ALA increased the mobility of the hydrophobic
region, as observed previously in the contact angle and surface energy results [60]. In
addition, no hydroxyl group was found attached to 5-ALA.

The carrier PEG influenced the mobility of the –CH band in System E–DE–PEG–PVA
(Figure 5e), suggested by the reduced νasCH bandwidth. The ester region was also affected
because a reduced νC-O bandwidth was observed [60]. A typical hydroxyl group band was
observed in the spectra of Systems E–DE–PEG–PVA (Figure 5e) and D–DE–PVA (Figure 5a),
indicating that PEG did not influence the bonds between the hydroxyl groups of PVA
and an external agent [52]. Furthermore, the insertion of PEG in System E–DE–PEG–PVA
affected only the interface, suggested by the reduced bandwidth of the νC–O band. For
this reason, the hydroxyl group was not linked to another agent due to the unchanged
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shoulder of the hydroxyl band. Our results indicated that the type of emulsion influenced
the particle formation, as well as allowing the PEG functionalization and interaction of the
5-ALA on their surfaces.

3.2.6. H-RMN Analysis

The spectra of System A–DE–PVA (Figure 6a) showed a peak from 3.9 ppm to 4.1 ppm
assigned to the methine proton of PVA (–CH). The broad peak at 1.50 ppm represented
the overlapped –CH3 and –CH2 groups from PLGA and PVA molecular structures, respec-
tively [62–65]. Figure 6b shows the spectra of System A–DE–PVA–ALA, and the addition
of 5-ALA in the PVA–PLGA carriers was confirmed by the peaks at 2.7 ppm and 2.9 ppm,
which were related to the –CH2 group [66]. The proton FID from –CH2 (PVA) and –CH
(PVA) groups was performed before and after the interaction with 5–ALA. The active in-
duced a slight increase in the T1 values of PVA, reducing the rotation rate of the surfactant
methylenes [67,68].
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The spectrum of System B–SE–PEG (Figure 6c) shows a sharp peak at 3.65 ppm
assigned to –CH2CH2O groups from PEG. This peak was also found in the spectrum of
System B–SE–PEG–ALA (Figure 6d), also presenting typical peaks of 5-ALA at ~2.7 ppm
(t) and –CH2 group at ~2.90 ppm (t). Considering the proton FID from the −CH2CH2O
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groups of PEG before and after addition of 5–ALA, the T1(s) times decreased by 8.42%.
This result suggested that 5−ALA increased the rotational mobility in the PEG region.

The spectra of Systems C–SE–PEG–PVA and C–SE–PEG–PVA–ALA are shown in
Figure 6e,f, respectively. The sharp peak at 3.65 ppm was assigned to the –CH2CH2O groups
of PEG, and between 3.9 ppm and 4.1 ppm was related to the structure of PVA [63,64].
The broad peak at 1.50 ppm represented an overlapping of the –CH3– and CH2– groups
from PLGA and PVA molecular structures, respectively [62–65]. The spectrum of System
C–SE–PEG–PVA–ALA presented the typical proton peaks of –CH2 and CH2 groups of
5-ALA, respectively, at ~2.7 ppm (t) and ~2.90 ppm (t) [66].

The spectra of Systems D–SE–PEG–PVA and D–SE–PEG–PVA–ALA are shown in
Figure 6g,h, respectively. The peak at 3.65 ppm was assigned to the –CH2CH2 groups. The
peak of the methylene group of PEG between 3.9 ppm and 4.1 ppm was also found in the
PVA structure. The broad peak at 1.50 ppm represented an overlapping of the –CH3 and
–CH2 groups of the PLGA and PVA molecular structures, respectively. The spectrum of
System D–SE–PEG–PVA–ALA also presented typical proton peaks of the –CH2 group from
5-ALA at ~2.7 ppm (t) and ~2.90 ppm (t), respectively.

The results from the simple emulsion systems indicated that 5-ALA slightly influenced
all groups, reducing the T1 values of the PVA groups and marginally increasing that of the
PEG group. Thus, 5-ALA disordered the PVA groups but presented a slightly restricted
effect on the PEG groups, indicating a significant interaction between 5-ALA and PVA.

The 5-ALA reduced the T1 values of PVA and PLGA in the double emulsion systems
due to the decrease in the molecular packing in the hydrophobic region. This effect was
opposite to that related to System A–DE–PVA, probably due to the influence of PEG because
similar results were observed by UV–VIS spectroscopy. Therefore, our results suggested
competition between PVA and PEG carriers to interact with 5-ALA. The active interacted
more efficiently with methylene regions in the presence of the PEG carrier due to the space
between the formed surface layers, allowing a more efficient insertion of 5-ALA into the
E–DE–PEG–PVA system. For this reason, the 5-ALA was more available when interacting
with PEG, probably resulting in a slower release.

These interactions were better evaluated when the spectra of the double emulsion of
Systems A and D were compared (Figure 6). The peak found in the range from 3.9 ppm to
4.1 ppm was attributed to the methine proton of PVA (–CH), and the broad peak at 1.50 ppm
represented an overlapping of the –CH3 and –CH2 groups from PLGA and PVA structures,
respectively. The spectrum of the double emulsion D–DE–PEG–PVA also showed a large
peak at 3.65 ppm, which was assigned to the –CH2CH2O group from PEG. The insertion
of PEG into the PVA–PLGA particles increased the T1 values of –CH2 and –CH groups
from PVA around 32% and 3.7%, respectively. For this reason, PEG decreased the rotational
movement of the PVA groups in the system.

3.2.7. Forced Stability of 5-ALA

Figure 7 shows that the evaluated concentration and temperature marginally in-
fluenced the pH values. Furthermore, the final evaluation showed no change in color.
According to a previous report, a 5-ALA solution (0.3 g.mL−1; pH = 1.7) did not show
significant changes in pH after 6 weeks at 40 ◦C, while a degradation of 5-ALA (5%) was
observed in pure water (no pH adjustment) under the same storage conditions [69].

As reported elsewhere [70], the pH values is considerably acidic for most systems
containing encapsulated 5-ALA, influencing the conversion/production of protoporphyrin
IX. The pH of the medium can be increased from 7 to 7.5, allowing the enhanced production
of protoporphyrin IX, but the physiological pH value can influence the systems’ stability
since 5-ALA undergoes dimerization at this pH value. Moreover, this formulation showed
greater stability (37 h) at pH = 3.0 (or lower) than those maintained at pH = 7 and 50 ◦C.
However, these results are dependent on the concentration of 5-ALA in solution and on
the storage temperature: the lower the concentration at physiological pH, the lower the
degradation of 5-ALA [7,71].



Molecules 2022, 27, 6029 17 of 23

According to a previous report [71], when 5-ALA was maintained at pH = 2.35, its
amino group was protonated and did not react with the ketone group from other molecules
in the medium, preventing dimerization. A higher concentration of protons in the medium
(related to the reaction time) decreased the pH values and changed the color of the solution
to amber-yellow. For this reason, the pH of the particle solutions was maintained at acidic
pH to reduce the degradation process.
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3.2.8. Forced Stability of Nanoemulsions (3000 rpm and 56 ◦C)

Nanoemulsions presented pH stability after three centrifugation cycles at 3000 rpm for
30 min. System D (D–SE–PVA) and System E (E–DE–PEG–PVA) showed the greatest pH
variation, of 3.72% and 8.03%, respectively. The loaded systems did not present precipitates
and no significant pH variation in the presence of PEG–PVA. System B (B–SE–PEG) was
the least unstable. The differences between the initial and final pH were 4.46%, 4.08%
and 1.42%, respectively, for Systems B–SE–PEG–ALA, C–SE–PEG–PVA–ALA and E–DE–
PEG–PVA–ALA. Only System D (D–SE–PVA) showed a considerable amount of precipitate,
while System E (E–DE–PEG–PVA) did not show any precipitate despite presenting higher
turbidity and phase separation. The centrifugation evaluation was not an exclusion because
no destabilization was observed.

The systems were subjected to forced stability as a function of time and extreme
temperature (56 ◦C) [19]. After 48 h, the emulsions presented sedimentation confirmed
by the increase in the size distribution. Temperature changes influence pH and zeta
potential (due to the presence of functional groups or ionic species in the medium), as
well as the particle surface [72]. The final evaluation showed that the systems containing
PVA presented higher translucence. Moreover, a precipitate was observed in the systems
PVA–PEG. However, the forced stability evaluation as a function of time and extreme
temperature was not considered here as an exclusion test.

The encapsulated 5-ALA was considered more stable when compared to the free one.
This results show the efficiency of nanostructured systems in the protection of hydrophilic,
active molecules. Similar results were observed in other reports on the encapsulation of
5-ALA and chitosan matrices [17].
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3.2.9. Influence of Storage Temperature on Physicochemical Stability

We evaluated the influence of the storage temperature (4 ◦C, 25 ◦C, 40◦C and a cycled
from 4 ◦C to 40 ◦C) on physicochemical stability after 40, 60 and 720 days. The loaded
particles were influenced by the presence of 5-ALA, as expected. Besides presenting more
acid systems, this result corroborates the electrical conductivity measurements, as well as
the FTIR and 1H-NMR analyses.

All systems presented higher acidity during the analyses, regardless of the presence of
5-ALA. At 40 ◦C, the systems presented translucence and precipitates. This characteristic
was better observed in Systems A, D and E. After 7 days, a difference in pH values was
observed, which was related to particle agglomeration.

The systems containing 5-ALA were more stable over time at room temperature. After
40 days, Systems A and E presented phase separation. After magnetic stirring, these
systems became monophasic again for 3 h. For this reason, this result was not considered
as a destabilization. Similar behavior was found in the analyses at 4 ◦C: although a stable
behavior was observed between 7 and 40 days, the decay became more unstable over
60 days, with greater variation in System C containing 5-ALA. Changes in pH from 360
and 720 days were observed in Systems A, C and D containing 5-ALA.

The cycled systems presented translucence in the final evaluation. Systems A and E,
as well as System C containing 5-ALA, presented precipitates. System D was more stable
than System A, while Systems C and E presented similar stability over time. Therefore, the
type of emulsion (single or double) implied important changes.

In general, the particles presented reduced size over time, and the systems containing
5-ALA presented higher stability. Colloidal stability at 40 ◦C occurred from 7 to 30 days,
when the size variation was not observed in System D–SE–PVA–ALA, and from 7 to 20 days
in System C–SE–PEG–PVA–ALA. After 40 days, higher instability was noticed in System B–
SE–PEG–ALA, showing that interactions allowing particle stabilization were not sufficient.
For the cycle conditions, the systems presented behavior similar to that at 40 ◦C.

The systems presented more stability over time at 25 ◦C. System A containing 5-ALA
remained constant, although it showed phase separation. System C did not show particle
size variation. For Systems C and E, the synthesis method influenced the stability.

The size variation in the systems stored at 4 ◦C was similar to that at 25 ◦C, although
the greatest variation was observed after 100 days, which was related to particle swelling.

All systems presented initial PDI values below 0.2. However, these values increased to
1.1 when they were stored at 40 ◦C. The systems stored at 25 ◦C did not show PDI changes
over time, remaining below 0.4. However, the systems stored at 4 ◦C and cycled presented
PDI values below 1.0. Lower PDI values (from 0.1 to 0.2) are related to systems presenting
more homogeneous particle size distributions [73].

The PVA solution (25 ◦C) presented surface charge of (–0.07± 2.26) mV, while at 0 ◦C, a
reduced value of (–9.82± 2.26) mV was observed. For this reason, the synthesis temperature
influenced the systems’ stabilization by PVA. The surface charge was directly influenced
by the addition of PEG when it was added to the PVA solution (0 ◦C; −0.63 ± 3.82 mV).
However, previous analyses showed that 5-ALA influenced the systems’ stabilization as a
result of the different surface charges of the unloaded and loaded systems.

Surface charge variation over time was observed at 40 ◦C due to the systems’ desta-
bilization (phase separation, precipitate, reduced pH and particle swelling). Systems A,
C and D presented charge variation similar to that of the initial values at 25 ◦C. System
C–SE–PEG–PVA–ALA presented similar behavior at 4 ◦C when compared to that at room
temperature. The charge stabilization after the cycle evaluation presented similar behavior
when compared to those at 40 ◦C and 4 ◦C.

A previous report showed that the physicochemical properties of PLGA did not
change at temperatures considered herein [74]. However, storage at 40 ◦C favored faster
evaporation of the residual solvent. Moreover, the PLGA mass (50:50) did not favor
aggregate formation. Previous work presented similar results at 4 ◦C and 40 ◦C considering
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the same polymer particles containing paclitaxel (non-ionic and hydrophobic), and particle
aggregation was observed at the highest temperature.

PLGA copolymers may suffer surface erosion under some conditions, allowing degra-
dation and modification of the physicochemical parameters [75]. On the other hand, PEG
is a source of protons [76], so the system stabilization can be related to the polymer con-
centration. The observed changes suggested a dissociation of carboxylic groups from the
water/particle interface due to relaxation of the polymeric chains. In this case, the particles’
hydrodynamic diameter was increased in the presence of active, leading to its exposure to
the medium, modifying the surface charge, pH and PDI values [72].

The emulsions kept the 5-ALA more stable over time when compared to its unloaded
form, resulting in promising delivery systems for this drug. For this reason, degradation
over time can be avoided, as suggested elsewhere [17].

3.2.10. IDMAP Tool Analysis

The results related to (i) the global analysis of the systems at 4 ◦C, (ii) the data analysis
of unloaded and loaded particles, and (iii) the influence of surfactants on each component
of the formulation were mapped by the ideal mapping technique (IDMAP) [77].

Figure 8 shows the IDMAP maps considering the zeta potential analysis of the systems
stabilized with PVA. The 5-ALA marginally influenced this group, as expected. Thus, the
systems stabilized with PVA, as well as the combination PEG–PVA, were similar in terms
of stability. PVA was more influenced when compared to PEG400 for loaded particles.
Furthermore, PEG400 showed great differentiation due to the influence of the active, which
was confirmed by the separation of the B–SE–PEG group.
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Figure 8. (a) IDMAP maps for zeta potential analysis; (b) IDMAP maps for pH analysis; (c) IDMAP
maps for the particle size and (d) IDMAP maps for the PDI of System A (A–DE–PVA and A–DE–
PVA–ALA), System B (B–SE–PEG and B–SE–PEG–ALA), System C (C–SE–PEG–PVA and C–SE–
PEG–PVA–ALA), System D (D–SE–PVA and D–SE–PVA–ALA) and System E (E–DE–PEG–PVA and
E–DE–PEG–PVA–ALA) showing the similarities of the proximity systems.

The pH evaluation (Figure 8b) revealed that both unloaded and loaded systems
containing PVA–PEG were vertically differentiated. System B–SE–PEG was marginally
influenced by the presence of 5-ALA, while the opposite relationship was observed in
System E–DE–PEG–PVA. The other systems were similarly influenced by 5-ALA. The
increase in acidity indicated stability. In addition, the 5-ALA kept the pH slightly more
stable over time, while the unloaded systems presented significant variation (decreased
pH) during the evaluation time.

The particle size evaluation (Figure 8c) showed that 5-ALA influenced the increased
hydrodynamic diameter, suggesting that the active may be located inside or adsorbed by
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the particles, explaining the increased volume. However, the hypothesis supported by the
surface analysis was that 5-ALA was adsorbed in the particle matrix.

The systems containing PEG and PEG–PVA were less influenced by the presence
of 5-ALA. Moreover, PEG and PVA influenced, respectively, the unloaded and loaded
particle sizes due to the greater interaction of 5-ALA and PEG chains (as suggested by the
surface analysis).

Systems A, C, D and E presented similar particle diameters, and the influence from
5-ALA was similar in all systems and more pronounced in System D–SE–PVA. For temporal
analyses, the decrease in the particle size over time may indicate exposure of the medium
to 5-ALA. The most stable systems were C–SE–PVA–PEG and E–DE–PVA–PEG.

The PDI evaluation (Figure 8d) showed no significant differences among unloaded
particles. However, PEG marginally influenced the unloaded and loaded particles. The
loaded particles stabilized by PVA presented more differentiation. The simple emulsion
systems presented less difference in relation to the presence of 5-ALA. When globally
compared, Systems D–SE–PVA and E–DE–PVA–PEG presented better stability. When
compared to Systems A–DE–PVA and B–SE–PEG, Systems D–SE–PVA and C–SE–PEG–
PVA were marginally influenced by 5-ALA. For this reason, System C–SE–PVA–PEG
presented greater stability and less influence from 5-ALA. Accordingly, this system was
identified as a prominent candidate for successful encapsulation of 5-ALA that may allow
improved skin permeation.

4. Conclusions

Five different systems were developed based on the type of stabilization (PVA, PEG or
PEG–PVA) and method of production (single or double emulsion). Surface analysis allowed
us to verify that 5-ALA was adsorbed on the particle surfaces, in addition to interacting
with PEG and PVA. The 5-ALA presented considerable affinity of interaction in the particles
stabilized with PEG. The temporal stability evaluation showed that the systems stabilized
with the combination PEG–PVA presented good stability at 4 ◦C and 23 ◦C due to their
lower variation in size and the results of surface charge analyses. Another contribution of
this work was the proposal of a stable system representing a promising new pharmaceutical
product. The IDMAP tool allowed a more comprehensive data analysis, indicating that a
better developed system had been obtained by simple emulsion and stabilized with the
combination PEG–PVA, as confirmed by all reported previous results.
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draft preparation, data analysis and funding acquisition. G.R.d.S., N.M.I., V.S.B. and A.L.d.S.: investi-
gation and validation. G.R.d.S., V.R.d.L., M.C.d.S. and S.C.d.S.: 1H NMR analysis and interpretation.
G.R.d.S. and A.C.S.: IDMAP analysis. All authors have read and agreed to the published version of
the manuscript.

Funding: CAPES (Coordenação de Aperfeiçoamento de Pessoal de Nível Superior—Código Finan-
ceiro 001), CNPq (Conselho Nacional de Desenvolvimento Científico e Tecnológico, grant number
403496/2013-6, Programa Sisfóton and INCT), FAPESP (Fundação de Amparo à Pesquisa do Estado
de São Paulo/CEPOF (Centro de Pesquisas em Óptica e Fotônica) grant number 2013/07276-1 and
2018/18953-8—A.C.S. scholarship).

Institutional Review Board Statement: Not applicable.

Informed Consent Statement: Not applicable.

Data Availability Statement: Not applicable.

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest.



Molecules 2022, 27, 6029 21 of 23

References
1. INCA—Instituto Nacional de Câncer Tipos de Câncer—Câncer de Pele. Available online: https://www.inca.gov.br/assuntos/

cancer-de-pele (accessed on 15 August 2022).
2. De Souza, R.J.S.A.P.; Mattedi, A.P.; Corrêa, M.P.; Rezende, M.L.; Ferreira, A.C.A. Estimativa do custo do tratamento do câncer de

pele tipo não-melanoma no estado de São Paulo—Brasil. An. Bras. Dermatol. 2011, 86, 657–662. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
3. Mfouo-Tynga, I.S.; Dias, L.D.; Inada, N.M.; Kurachi, C. Features of third generation photosensitizers used in anticancer photody-

namic therapy: Review. Photodiagn. Photodyn. Ther. 2021, 34, 102091. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
4. Hamdoon, Z.; Jerjes, W.; Rashed, D.; Kawas, S.; Sattar, A.A.; Samsudin, R.; Hopper, C. In vivo optical coherence tomography-

guided photodynamic therapy for skin pre-cancer and cancer. Photodiagn. Photodyn. Ther. 2021, 36, 102520. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
5. Sharman, W.M.; Allen, C.M.; Van Lier, J.E. Photodynamic therapeutics: Basic principles and clinical applications. Drug Discov.

Today 1999, 4, 507–517. [CrossRef]
6. Kennedy, J.C.; Pottier, R.H.; Pross, D.C. Photodynamic therapy with endogenous protoporphyrin IX: Basic principles and present

clinical experience. J. Photochem. Photobiol. B Biol. 1990, 6, 143–148. [CrossRef]
7. Elfsson, B.; Wallin, I.; Eksborg, S.; Rudaeus, K.; Ros, A.M.; Ehrsson, H. Stability of 5-aminolevulinic acid in aqueous solution. Eur.

J. Pharm. Sci. 1999, 7, 87–91. [CrossRef]
8. Abrahamse, H.; Hamblin, M.R. New photossensitizersfot photodynamic therapy. Biochem. J. 2017, 473, 347–364. [CrossRef]
9. Dianzani, C.; Zara, G.P.; Maina, G.; Pettazzoni, P.; Pizzimenti, S.; Rossi, F.; Gigliotti, C.L.; Ciamporcero, E.S.; Daga, M.; Barrera, G.

Drug delivery nanoparticles in skin cancers. BioMed Res. Int. 2014, 2014, 895986. [CrossRef]
10. Shepherd, S.J.; Issadore, D.; Mitchell, M.J. Microfluidic formulation of nanoparticles for biomedical applications. Biomaterials 2021,

274, 120826. [CrossRef]
11. Zhang, Z.; Hao, G.; Liu, C.; Fu, J.; Hu, D.; Rong, J.; Yang, X. Recent progress in the preparation, chemical interactions and

applications of biocompatible polysaccharide-protein nanogel carriers. Food Res. Int. 2021, 147, 110564. [CrossRef]
12. Cortés-Morales, E.A.; Mendez-Montealvo, G.; Velazquez, G. Interactions of the molecular assembly of polysaccharide-protein

systems as encapsulation materials. A review. Adv. Colloid Interface Sci. 2021, 295, 102398. [CrossRef]
13. Loureiro, J.A.; Pereira, M.C. PLGA Based drug carrier and pharmaceutical applications: The most recent advances. Pharmaceutics

2020, 12, 903. [CrossRef]
14. Wang, Y. FDA’s Regulatory Science Program for Generic PLA/PLGA Based Drug Products. Available online: https:

//www.americanpharmaceuticalreview.com/Featured-Articles/188841-FDA-s-Regulatory-Science-Program-for-Generic-
PLA-PLGA-Based-Drug-Products/ (accessed on 15 August 2022).

15. Bobo, D.; Robinson, K.J.; Islam, J.; Thurecht, K.J.; Corrie, S.R. Nanoparticle-Based Medicines: A Review of FDA-Approved
Materials and Clinical Trials to Date. Pharm. Res. 2016, 33, 2373–2387. [CrossRef]

16. Roca, M.F. Biofrontera Bioscience GmbH. US Patent US 2009/0186126 A1, 30 December 2009.
17. Cerize, N.N.P.; de Oliveira, A.M.; Ré, M.I.; Tedesco, A.C. Nanocarreadores Coloidais para Tivos Hidrofílicos e Processo de

Produção. Patent WO2011156880A1, 22 December 2011.
18. Torres, B.B.M. Filmes Finos do Ácido Poli 3-tiofeno Acético. Master’s Thesis, Instituto de Física e Química de São Carlos da

Universidade de São Paulo, São Carlos, Brazil, 2011; 108p.
19. ANVISA. Guia de Estabilidade de Produtos Cosméticos, 1st ed.; Agência Nacional de Vigilância Sanitária: Brasília, Brazil, 2004;

Volume 1, ISBN 8588233150.
20. Duvall, M.N.; Knight, K. FDA Regulation of Nanotechnology; Food Drug Administration: Silver Spring, MD, USA, 2011.
21. Paulovich, F.V.; Moraes, M.L.; Maki, R.M.; Ferreira, M.; Oliveira, O.N., Jr.; de Oliveira, M.C.F. Information visualization techniques

for sensing and biosensing. Analyst 2011, 136, 1344–1350. [CrossRef]
22. Cancino, J.; Marangoni, V.S.; Zucolotto, V. Nanotechnology in medicine: Concepts and concerns. Quim. Nova 2014, 37, 521–526.

[CrossRef]
23. Shi, L.; Wang, X.; Zhao, F.; Luan, H.; Tu, Q.; Huang, Z.; Wang, H.H.; Wang, H.H. In vitro evaluation of 5-aminolevulinic acid

(ALA) loaded PLGA nanoparticles. Int. J. Nanomed. 2013, 8, 2669–2676. [CrossRef]
24. Mishra, P.; Nayak, B.; Dey, R.K. PEGylation in anti-cancer therapy: An overview. Asian J. Pharm. Sci. 2016, 11, 337–348. [CrossRef]
25. Liechty, W.B.; Kryscio, D.R.; Slaughter, B.V.; Peppas, N.A. Polymers for Drug Delivery Systems. Annu. Rev. Chem. Biomol. Eng.

2010, 1, 149–173. [CrossRef]
26. Nimesh, S. Poly(D,L-lactide-co-glycolide)-based nanoparticles. In Gene Therapy: Potential Applications of Nanotechnology; Woodhead

Publishing: Sawston, UK, 2013; pp. 309–329. ISBN 9781908818645.
27. Grama, C.N.; Venkatpurwar, V.P.; Lamprou, D.A.; Ravi Kumar, M.N.V. Towards scale-up and regulatory shelf-stability testing of

curcumin encapsulated polyester nanoparticles. Drug Deliv. Transl. Res. 2013, 3, 286–293. [CrossRef]
28. Duarte, D.S.; Nascimento, J.A.d.A.; de Britto, D. Scale-up in the synthesis of nanoparticles for encapsulation of agroindustrial

active principles. Ciênc. Agrotec. 2019, 43, e02381. [CrossRef]
29. Ye, Z.; Squillante, E. The development and scale-up of biodegradable polymeric nanoparticles loaded with ibuprofen. Colloids

Surfaces A Physicochem. Eng. Asp. 2013, 422, 75–80. [CrossRef]
30. Vauthier, C.; Bouchemal, K. Methods for the Preparation and Manufacture of Polymeric Nanoparticles. Pharm. Res. 2009, 26,

1025–1058. [CrossRef]

https://www.inca.gov.br/assuntos/cancer-de-pele
https://www.inca.gov.br/assuntos/cancer-de-pele
http://doi.org/10.1590/S0365-05962011000400005
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/21987129
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.pdpdt.2020.102091
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/33453423
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.pdpdt.2021.102520
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/34496299
http://doi.org/10.1016/S1359-6446(99)01412-9
http://doi.org/10.1016/1011-1344(90)85083-9
http://doi.org/10.1016/S0928-0987(98)00009-8
http://doi.org/10.1042/BJ20150942
http://doi.org/10.1155/2014/895986
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.biomaterials.2021.120826
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.foodres.2021.110564
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.cis.2021.102398
http://doi.org/10.3390/pharmaceutics12090903
https://www.americanpharmaceuticalreview.com/Featured-Articles/188841-FDA-s-Regulatory-Science-Program-for-Generic-PLA-PLGA-Based-Drug-Products/
https://www.americanpharmaceuticalreview.com/Featured-Articles/188841-FDA-s-Regulatory-Science-Program-for-Generic-PLA-PLGA-Based-Drug-Products/
https://www.americanpharmaceuticalreview.com/Featured-Articles/188841-FDA-s-Regulatory-Science-Program-for-Generic-PLA-PLGA-Based-Drug-Products/
http://doi.org/10.1007/s11095-016-1958-5
http://doi.org/10.1039/c0an00822b
http://doi.org/10.5935/0100-4042.20140086
http://doi.org/10.2147/IJN.S45821
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.ajps.2015.08.011
http://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-chembioeng-073009-100847
http://doi.org/10.1007/s13346-013-0150-2
http://doi.org/10.1590/1413-7054201943023819
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.colsurfa.2013.01.016
http://doi.org/10.1007/s11095-008-9800-3


Molecules 2022, 27, 6029 22 of 23

31. Parhizkar, M.; Reardon, P.J.T.; Knowles, J.C.; Browning, R.J.; Stride, E.; Barbara, P.R.; Harker, A.H.; Edirisinghe, M. Electro-
hydrodynamic encapsulation of cisplatin in poly (lactic-co-glycolic acid) nanoparticles for controlled drug delivery. Nanomed.
Nanotechnol. Biol. Med. 2016, 12, 1919–1929. [CrossRef]

32. Rahman, S.M.; Mohd Said, S.B.; Subramanian, B.; Long, B.D.; Kareem, M.A.; Soin, N. Synthesis and Characterization of Polymer
Electrolyte Using Deep Eutectic Solvents and Electrospun Poly(vinyl alcohol) Membrane. Ind. Eng. Chem. Res. 2016, 55, 8341–8348.
[CrossRef]

33. Wiedmann, T.S.; Naqwi, A. Pharmaceutical salts: Theory, use in solid dosage forms and in situ preparation in an aerosol. Asian J.
Pharm. Sci. 2016, 11, 722–734. [CrossRef]

34. Deshmukh, K.; Ahmad, J.; Hägg, M.B. Fabrication and characterization of polymer blends consisting of cationic polyallylamine
and anionic polyvinyl alcohol. Ionics 2014, 20, 957–967. [CrossRef]

35. Deshmukh, K.; Ahamed, M.B.; Sadasivuni, K.K.; Ponnamma, D.; Deshmukh, R.R.; Pasha, S.K.K.; AlMaadeed, M.A.A.; Chi-
dambaram, K. Graphene oxide reinforced polyvinyl alcohol/polyethylene glycol blend composites as high-performance dielectric
material. J. Polym. Res. 2016, 23, 159. [CrossRef]

36. Gupta, R.; Dwadasi, B.S.; Rai, B.; Mitragotri, S. Effect of Chemical Permeation Enhancers on Skin Permeability: In silico screening
using Molecular Dynamics simulations. Sci. Rep. 2019, 9, 1456. [CrossRef]

37. Karande, P.; Mitragotri, S. Enhancement of transdermal drug delivery via synergistic action of chemicals. Biochim. Biophys.
Acta—Biomembr. 2009, 1788, 2362–2373. [CrossRef]

38. Huang, W.; Zhang, C. Tuning the size of poly(lactic-co-glycolic acid) (PLGA) nanoparticles fabricated by nanoprecipitation.
Biotechnol. J. 2018, 13, 1700203. [CrossRef]

39. Deshmukh, K.; Ahamed, M.B.; Deshmukh, R.R.; Bhagat, P.R.; Pasha, S.K.K.; Bhagat, A.; Shirbhate, R.; Telare, F.; Lakhani, C.
Influence of K2CrO4 Doping on the Structural, Optical and Dielectric Properties of Polyvinyl Alcohol/K2CrO4 Composite Films.
Polym.—Plast. Technol. Eng. 2016, 55, 231–241. [CrossRef]

40. Mallakpour, S.; Nezamzadeh Ezhieh, A. Preparation and characterization of chitosan-poly(vinyl alcohol) nanocomposite films
embedded with functionalized multi-walled carbon nanotube. Carbohydr. Polym. 2017, 166, 377–386. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

41. Rezvani, M.A.; Nia Asli, M.A.; Oveisi, M.; Babaei, R.; Qasemi, K.; Khandan, S. An organic-inorganic hybrid based on an
Anderson-type polyoxometalate immobilized on PVA as a reusable and efficient nanocatalyst for oxidative desulphurization of
gasoline. RSC Adv. 2016, 6, 53069–53079. [CrossRef]
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