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Abstract: Metal organic frameworks (MOFs) are formed by self-assembly of metal ions and organic
ligands. A special type of MOF called ZIF-8, which is formed by self-assembly of zinc ions and
2-methylimidazole, shows excellent stability in aqueous solutions and disintegrates under acidic
conditions. These properties make ZIF-8 a suitable carrier material for pH-stimulated drug delivery
systems. Glabridin is an isoflavane compound that is widely present in the roots of licorice. Because
of its outstanding skin whitening properties, glabridin is widely used as a whitener in the cosmetics
industry. In this study, ZIF-8 was employed to encapsulate glabridin. Glabridin-loaded ZIF-8 was
successfully prepared with a drug encapsulation efficiency of 98.67%. The prepared sample showed
a fusiform or cruciate flower-like structure, and its size was about 3 µm. ZIF-8 enabled pH-controlled
release of glabridin. Moreover, ZIF-8 encapsulation significantly enhanced the intracellular anti-
oxidant activity and melanogenesis inhibitory activity of glabridin. This study provides a new
approach that shows great potential to improve the biological application of glabridin.

Keywords: self-assembly; pH-controlled release; metal organic frameworks (MOFs); glabridin;
encapsulation; anti-oxidation; melanogenesis inhibition

1. Introduction

Glabridin (Figure 1) is an isoflavane compound that is widely present in the roots
of licorice. It is a non-polar molecule that poorly dissolves in water but easily dissolves
in organic solvents such as ethanol, propylene glycol, and butylene glycol. Many clini-
cal studies have shown that glabridin has a wide range of biological activities [1,2]. For
example, glabridin has been shown to have anti-oxidation, anti-inflammation, cardio-
vascular protection, neuro-protection, energy expenditure, metabolism regulation, and
hypoglycemic effects [3–9]. Moreover, recent studies have reported that glabridin has
anti-cancer activity [10,11].

In particular, glabridin has outstanding skin whitening properties [12]. Inhibitors of
tyrosinase, a key rate-limiting enzyme in the melanin biosynthesis pathway [13,14], have a
significant therapeutic effect on skin diseases caused by abnormal pigmentation disorders;
thus, they are added to cosmetics as whitening ingredients [15]. Yokota et al., reported
that in B16 mouse melanoma cells, the activities of tyrosinase T1 and T3 were inhibited
after treatment with glabridin [16]. When guinea pigs were topically treated with 0.5%
glabridin, the degree of erythema and pigmentation caused by UVB were significantly
reduced [17,18]. Structure-activity relationship studies indicated that the 2′- and 4′-hydroxy
groups of glabridin are the active sites responsible for its inhibitory effect on tyrosinase [16].
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Figure 1. Structure of glabridin. Numbers on the Structure of glabridin are used to distinguish the
same functional groups at different positions.

In recent years, many articles and patents have been devoted to the application of
glabridin in whitening [19,20]. However, glabridin also possesses many disadvantages,
such as poor water solubility, low chemical stability, fast metabolism, and a short half-life;
it is easily decomposed when exposed to light and heat, making it difficult to be absorbed
and utilized by organisms. There is an urgent need to develop a safer and more efficient
drug delivery system for glabridin in order to solve the problems of low drug efficacy and
non-targeted release during the process of drug delivery.

One possible approach is to deliver glabridin using metal organic frameworks (MOFs),
which are formed by self-assembly of metal ions and organic ligands. Because they possess
properties such as high porosity, a large specific surface area, and an adjustable pore size,
MOFs have been more and more frequently used as drug delivery system carriers in
biological research. They can deliver large amounts of drugs to target cells. However, most
MOFs are not stable and they easily disintegrate in aqueous solutions. Therefore, there are
many challenges when seeking suitable MOFs for drug delivery vehicles [21–23]. Among the
MOFs, ZIF-8, which is formed by self-assembly of zinc ions (Zn2+) and 2-methylimidazole
(2-MIM), is special. In addition to possessing the advantages of other MOFs, ZIF-8 shows
high stability in aqueous solutions due to the strong interaction between Zn2+ and 2-MIM.
But it is prone to disintegration under acidic conditions, which can be used as carrier
material for pH-stimulated drug delivery systems [24]. For instance, Zhang et al., co-loaded
the anti-cancer drugs doxorubicin and verapamil into ZIF-8 and studied the pH-responsive
drug release behavior of this system [25]. In a study by Yang et al., ZIF-8 loaded with
doxorubicin and camptothecin, and the pH/near-infrared dual-stimulus-responsive drug
release behavior in liver cancer cells was evaluated [26]. Chen et al., loaded the autophagy
inhibitor 3-methyladenine into ZIF-8 and studied the relationship between anti-tumor
efficacy and inhibition of autophagy in Hela cells [27].

The methods for synthesis of ZIF-8 can be roughly divided into the following two
categories. The first method is the addition prepared ZIF-8 to drug-containing solvent
to achieve the coating of drug molecules through ZIF-8 adsorption [28]. However, this
process is only suitable for small-molecule drugs with a particle size smaller than the
pore size of ZIF-8, and drugs with larger particles cannot be effectively encapsulated. In
addition, drugs loaded through adsorption easily leak during delivery, and burst release
behavior easily occurs as well. The second method is one-step in-situ encapsulation; that
is, the drug molecules are loaded into ZIF-8 during self-assembly. In this way, coating
problems due to drug molecule size can be avoided, and drug leakage and release are not
likely to occur. But this scheme is limited to those drug molecules, such as doxorubicin,
camptothecin, and caffeine, that have specific functional groups such as –NH3, –COOH,
and –SO3H [29–31]. To overcome these limitations, we tried to use a seed growth method
to achieve encapsulation of glabridin by ZIF-8, which has been successfully applied for
encapsulation of hydrophobicity compounds [32].

In this study, we successfully generated glabridin-loaded ZIF-8 (Gla-ZIF-8) and charac-
terized its encapsulation rate, morphology, and performance. The structural characteristics
and biological activities of the drug molecules before and after encapsulation were also
studied. Furthermore, the applicability of the ZIF-8 drug loading system, which employs
crystal seeded growth, to hydrophobic drugs was investigated.
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2. Results and Discussion
2.1. Preparation of Gla-ZIF-8

A simple anti-solvent precipitation method was used to prepare Gla-ZIF-8, which
contains the highly hydrophobic compound glabridin. First of all, glabridin dissolved
in ethanol was gradually added into a Zn2+ aqueous solution. Microcrystal particles of
glabridin were formed. Then, 2-MIM was added to the above mixture, and it coordinated
with Zn2+ to form ZIF-8. During this stage, ZIF-8 grew on the surface of the microcrystal
particles and at the same time encapsulated glabridin. After a period of continuous growth,
aggregation, and sedimentation, the sample was centrifuged, and a white precipitate was
obtained. The successful preparation of Gla-ZIF-8 shows that the seeded-grown ZIF-8
loading process is suitable for the construction of delivery systems for hydrophobic drugs
in the aqueous phase. The process is not only simple and effective, but also green and safe.

2.2. Encapsulation Efficiency of Gla-ZIF-8

The DLE of Gla-ZIF-8, calculated using Equation (1), was 98.67 ± 0.43%. This high
DLE, combined with the similarly high DLE reported previously for curcumin (CCM)-ZIF-8
(98.21± 1.02%) [33], demonstrates that the seeded-grown ZIF-8 loading process can achieve
a very high drug encapsulation efficiency [32].

There are two reported ZIF-8 drug loading modes [30,31]. One mode is to load drugs
through adsorption. The drug encapsulation efficiency depends on the size and quantity of
the pores of the carrier. This mode will lead to low encapsulation efficiency. In addition, the
drug is easily adsorbed on the surface of the carrier, which results in leakage in the process
of drug delivery. Another mode is to load drugs in the self-assembly process of ZIF-8.
There must be a strong interaction between drug molecule and carrier. This mode depends
on whether the drug molecule itself has specific functional groups such as -NH3, –COOH,
and –SO3H. The preparation method of seed growth developed in this study avoids these
problems. The ZIF-8 drug-loading system, which has high encapsulation efficiency, could
be used for all hydrophobic drugs.

2.3. Characterization of Gla-ZIF-8

Transmission electron microscopy (TEM) and scanning electron microscopy (SEM)
were used to characterize the formation and morphology of Gla-ZIF-8. Morphological
analysis revealed that glabridin microcrystals that formed in aqueous solution appeared as
prismatic shapes (Figure 2A(I)). Subsequently, ZIF-8 adhered to the surface of the crystal
and grew and aggregated, coating the drug and thereby forming Gla-ZIF-8. From the TEM
images (Figure 2A(II,III)) and the SEM image (Figure 2A(IV)) of Gla-ZIF-8, we can see that
it has a stick-like fusiform or a cruciate flower-like structure. The size of Gla-ZIF-8 was
about 3 µm.

The UV-Vis spectra of glabridin, ZIF-8, and Gla-ZIF-8 are shown in Figure 2B. There
was a distinguishing maximum absorption peak at 282 nm in the UV-Vis spectrum of
glabridin. However, there was no absorbance at the same wavelength in the UV-Vis spectra
of ZIF-8 and Gla-ZIF-8. These results indicated that the characteristic peaks of glabridin
were masked and that glabridin was encapsulated successfully into the ZIF-8 frame. In
addition, the zeta potential of Gla-ZIF-8 (+2.67 mV) was similar to that of ZIF-8 (+3.8 mV)
(Figure 2C), and both show positive electricity, confirming that glabridin was loaded into
ZIF-8 tightly. The FT-IR spectra of glabridin, ZIF-8, and Gla-ZIF-8 are shown in Figure 2D. The
FT-IR spectrum of glabridin contained specific peaks at 3340 cm−1 (O–H stretching vibration),
1520 cm−1 and 1480 cm−1 (C–C stretching vibration in aromatic ring), and 1270 cm−1 (stretching
of C–O–C). However, the characteristic peaks of ZIF-8 appeared at 3177 cm−1 (aromatic C–H
stretching) and 1566 cm−1 (C–N stretching of imidazole). The peaks of Gla-ZIF-8 at 3220 cm−1

and 1568 cm−1 corresponded to the aromatic C–H stretching and C–N stretching of imidazole,
respectively, which are similar to the characteristic peaks of ZIF-8. However, the characteristic
peaks of glabridin were not present in the Gla-ZIF-8 spectrum, indicating that glabridin was
effectively encapsulated by ZIF-8. The correct formation of Gla-ZIF-8 was further supported
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by its XRD patterns (Figure 2E). The characteristic peaks of ZIF-8 were at 2θ values of 10.54,
12.80, and 18.00. Glabridin displayed several sharp peaks at diffraction angles of 15.02,
16.54, 18.16, 19.88, 20.06, and 21.6. The XRD pattern of Gla-ZIF-8 had the characteristic
peaks of ZIF-8 (10.38 and 12.72), while the glabridin peak at 19.88 disappeared, indicating
that glabridin was successfully encapsulated by ZIF-8. According to our previous study,
CCM-ZIF-8 has XRD peaks similar to those of Gla-ZIF-8 (at 10.38, 11.00, 11.58, 12.72, 13.48,
15.12, 16.66, 17.06, and 18.00), indicating that drug-loaded ZIF-8 forms unique crystals and
has a special structure [32].
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Figure 2. Physicochemical properties of Gla-ZIF-8. (A) TEM images of microcrystals of glabridin (I)
and Gla-ZIF-8 (II, III) and an SEM image of Gla-ZIF-8 (IV). (B) UV-Vis spectra of glabridin, ZIF-8,
and Gla-ZIF-8. (C) Zeta potentials of ZIF-8 and Gla-ZIF-8. (D) FTIR spectra of glabridin, ZIF-8, and
Gla-ZIF-8. (E) XRD patterns of glabridin, ZIF-8, and Gla-ZIF-8. (F) TGA curves of glabridin, ZIF-8
and Gla-ZIF-8.

The TGA curves of glabridin, ZIF-8 and Gla-ZIF-8 are shown in Figure 2F. In the
temperature range of 40~350 ◦C, the weight loss of glabridin was only 6.54%, while the
weight loss of Gla-ZIF-8 was 24.31%. Accordingly, it can be speculated that part of the
loss in Gla-ZIF-8 is derived from ZIF-8. When the temperature was increased from 350 ◦C
to 390 ◦C, free glabridin was degraded rapidly, and its weight loss was as high as 88.69%
in 40 min. In contrast, when the temperature rose to 580 ◦C, 69.30% of Gla-ZIF-8 still
existed stably. The results indicated that the protective encapsulation by ZIF-8 enhanced
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the thermal stability of glabridin and effectively prevented its rapid decomposition at
high temperature.

2.4. In Vitro pH-Responsive Release of Glabridin from Gla-ZIF-8

The pH-responsive release of glabridin from Gla-ZIF-8 was investigated in an in vitro
drug-release experiment, which was carried out in PBS solution under different pH condi-
tions (pH 5.0 to represent the acidic conditions in tumor cells and pH 7.4 to represent the
physiological pH). To improve the solubility of glabridin, 10% ethanol was added to the
PBS solution. As Figure 3 shows, the release rate for Gla-ZIF-8 at pH 5.0 was sustained and
efficient; the cumulative release of Gla-ZIF-8 reached 80.08% after 72 h in PBS at pH 5.0. By
contrast, the release rate for Gla-ZIF-8 at pH 7.4 was very slow; only 20.82% of glabridin
was released after 72 h. The pH-controllable drug release properties of Gla-ZIF-8 could be
exploited for the development of delivery systems for irritating drugs.
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2.5. Tyrosinase Inhibitory Activity

Regulating the catalysis of L-DOPA by tyrosinase is the key to controlling the produc-
tion of melanin, and glabridin is known to inhibit the activity of tyrosinase. The results of
tyrosinase inhibitory activity assays of glabridin and Gla-ZIF-8 are shown in Figure 4. For
the evaluated range, with increasing concentrations of glabridin, the percentage of tyrosi-
nase inhibition activity of both free drug and Gla-ZIF-8 increased. Specifically, when the
concentration of glabridin was lower than 0.5 µg/mL, there was no significant difference
in the inhibition percentage between the two samples. When the concentration of glabridin
was 1~2.5 µg/mL, the inhibition percentage of Gla-ZIF-8 was higher than that of the free
drug. This may be due to the conformation of the inclusion complexes, which increased
the dispersibility of Gla-ZIF-8 in the PBS solution. Conversely, free glabridin had poor
water solubility and a low degree of dispersion in the aqueous phase, resulting in a poor
inhibitory effect on melanin production.
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2.6. In Vitro Anti-Oxidant Activity of Gla-ZIF-8

To evaluate the anti-oxidant activities of free glabridin and Gla-ZIF-8, a DPPH radical-
scavenging capacity experiment was carried out. As shown in Figure 5, the scavenging
capacities of glabridin and Gla-ZIF-8 increased with increasing concentration within the
evaluated range. When the concentration of glabridin was 80 µg/mL, there was no signifi-
cant difference between the scavenging capacities of glabridin and Gla-ZIF-8. Overall, the
difference in DPPH radical-scavenging capacity between free glabridin and Gla-ZIF-8 was
no significant.
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2.7. Cellular Anti-Oxidant Activity

The CAAs of glabridin, ZIF-8, and GLA-ZIF-8 in MGC-803 cells were evaluated [33–35].
DCFH-DA is a cell-permeable probe used to detect intracellular reactive oxygen species
(ROS). ROS are internalized by cells and converted to DCFH via intracellular esterases.
Furthermore, non-fluorescent DCFH is oxidized by ABAP into 7′-Dichlorofluorescein
(DCF), which has fluorescent properties, and the fluorescence intensity of DCF reflects
the degree of oxidative damage caused by radicals. Conversely, after the addition of
anti-oxidants, the anti-oxidant capacity of the drug is reflected according to the degree of
decrease in the DCF fluorescence intensity. In this study, MGC-803 cells were chosen as
an oxidative cell model to assess the CAAs (calculated according to Equation (4)) of free
glabridin, ZIF-8, and Gla-ZIF-8.

The DCF fluorescence kinetics curves of glabridin, ZIF-8, and Gla-ZIF-8 are shown in
Figure 6A. Only DCFH-DA and ABAP were added to the control group, and only ABAP
was added to the blank group. The gradual increase in fluorescence intensity indicated that
ABAP continuously oxidized DCFH to DCF. As an anti-oxidant, glabridin could block this
process. In particular, the smoother the trend of the DCF fluorescence kinetic curve, the
higher the anti-oxidant activity of the exogenous additives. Compared with free glabridin
and ZIF-8, Gla-ZIF-8 exhibited stronger anti-oxidant capacity; the CAA value of Gla-ZIF-8
(69.08) was much higher than that of free glabridin (14.35) and ZIF-8 (9.12) (Figure 6B). The
difference in CAA between Gla-ZIF-8 and glabridin was significant. This indicates that the
CAA of glabridin was enhanced by encapsulation in ZIF-8 and the transcellular transport of
glabridin by ZIF-8. This enhancement might be due to the electrostatic interaction between
the positive potential on the surface of Gla-ZIF-8 and the negative potential on the cell
membrane surface, which promoted the absorption of Gla-ZIF-8 by cells.
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3. Materials and Methods
3.1. Materials

Glabridin (98% purity) was obtained from Jiamu Biotechnology (Hunan, China);
2-methylimidazole (2-MIM), zinc nitrate hexahydrate (Zn(NO3)2·6H2O), and 2,2-diphenyl-
1-picrylhydrazyl (DPPH) were purchased from Energy Chemical (Shanghai, China);
2,2-Azobis (2-amidinopropane) dihydrochloride (ABAP) and 2,7-dichlorodi-hydrofluorescein
diacetate (DCFH-DA) were purchased from Sigma-Aldrich (St. Louis, MO, USA); tyrosinase
(25 KU, from mushroom) and 3,4-dihydroxy-l-phenylalanine (L-DOPA) were purchased from
Zhiji BioChemical (Shanghai, China); Cell counting kit-8 (CCK-8) was purchased from MP
Biomedicals (Santa Ana, CA, USA); Dulbecco’s Modified Eagle Medium (DMEM) culture
media and fetal bovine serum (FBS) were purchased from Gibco (Grand Island, NY, USA);
0.25% pancreatin (containing 0.53 mM EDTA·4Na), phosphate-buffered saline (PBS, 0.01 M,
pH 7.4), penicillin (10,000 U/mL), and streptomycin (10,000 U/mL) were purchased from Hyclone
(Logan, UT, USA). All other analytical grade chemicals were purchased from Beijing Chemical
Works (Beijing, China).

The human gastric cancer cell line MGC-803 was obtained from the Cell Resource
Center, Peking Union Medical College (Beijing, China), and cultured in DMEM culture
media, which was supplemented with 10% FBS and 1% penicillin-streptomycin, in a
5% CO2 atmosphere under a temperature of 37 ◦C. The time interval for changing the
medium was 24 h. The adherent cells were digested with 0.25% trypsin, and the cells were
collected by centrifugation at 1000 rpm and then passaged or used.

3.2. Analysis by Reverse-Phase High-Performance Liquid Chromatography

Reverse-phase high performance liquid chromatography (RP-HPLC) (LC-20A, Shimadzu,
Kyoto, Japan) was carried out on a Venusil XBP C18 analytical column (4.6 mm× 250 mm, 5 µm),
which was placed in a column oven with the temperature set at 30 ◦C, and the mobile phase was
acetonitrile—2% acetic acid in water (50:50, v/v). The UV detection wavelength was set at 282 nm
and the flow rate was 1.0 mL/min, with an injection volume of 20 µL. A commercially available
standard of glabridin was used to create a calibration curve. Standard solutions of glabridin
were prepared with ethanol at concentrations of 20, 40, 80, 100, 160, and 200 µg/mL, and then
RP-HPLC was used to determine the concentration of glabridin. The glabridin standard curve
was drawn, which yielded the following calibration equation:

Y = 22313X + 44896 (R2 = 0.9996)
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3.3. Preparation of Gla-ZIF-8

The anti-solvent precipitation method was used to prepare Gla-ZIF-8 according to a
previous report [32]. In brief, under vigorous stirring, 10 mL of glabridin-ethanol solution
(2 mg/mL) was added into 50 mL of Zn(NO3)2·6H2O aqueous solution (30 mg/mL). Then
50 mL of 2-MIM aqueous solution (66 mg/mL) was added. The whole mixture was reacted
for 30 min at room temperature. Next, the reaction mixture was centrifuged, and the white
precipitate (Gla-ZIF-8) was thoroughly washed twice with deionized water to remove
the residue on the surface of Gla-ZIF-8. Powdered Gla-ZIF-8 was finally obtained by
freeze-drying under vacuum.

To calculate the amount of Gla-ZIF-8 encapsulated, 10 mg of Gla-ZIF-8 powder was
first dissolved in 200 µL HCl (1 M) and then diluted with ethanol to a volume of 2 mL.
The supernatant was collected to determine the drug-loading efficiency (DLE) of glabridin
(Equation (1)):

DLE =
amount of glabridin retained in Gla-ZIF-8

total amount of of glabridin added
× 100% (1)

3.4. Characterization of Gla-ZIF-8

The UV-Vis absorption spectra of a glabridin-methanol solution, ZIF-8 aqueous solu-
tion, and Gla-ZIF-8 aqueous solution were recorded using a UV-2450 spectrophotometer
(Shimadzu, Kyoto, Japan). A small amount of Gla-ZIF-8 aqueous solution was added drop-
wise to a copper mesh/silicon wafer. After drying, the morphology and size of Gla-ZIF-8
were recorded using a Hitachi HT7700 transmission electron microscope and a Hitachi
S-4700 scanning electron microscope (Hitachi, Tokyo, Japan), respectively. The zeta po-
tentials of the ZIF-8 and Gla-ZIF-8 aqueous solutions were recorded by a nanoparticle
size potential analyzer (Nano-ZS 2000, Malvern, UK). Fourier-transform infrared (FT-IR)
spectra of glabridin, ZIF-8, and Gla-ZIF-8 were recorded on a Nicolet 6700 FT-IR spectrom-
eter (Thermo Fisher Scientific, Waltham, MA, USA) in the range of 4000~400 cm−1. The
appropriate amounts of dry powder of glabridin, ZIF-8, and Gla-ZIF-8 were loaded on
the sample stage, and the differences in crystal structures were analyzed by comparing
X-ray diffraction (XRD) patterns obtained using an X-ray diffractometer (BRUKER-AXS,
Bruker, Germany). The appropriate amounts of dry powder of glabridin and Gla-ZIF-8
were placed in a sample crucible, and the powders were analyzed using thermogravimetric
analysis (TGA) (DSC1, Mettler, Switzerland) in the range of 25~1000 ◦C.

3.5. In Vitro Drug Release Behavior of Gla-ZIF-8

The in vitro drug release behavior of Gla-ZIF-8 was evaluated according to a previous
publication [25]. In brief, 10 mg of Gla-ZIF-8 powder was dispersed into 50 mL of a PBS
solution (0.02 M, 10% ethanol). Considering the poor solubility of glabridin in water,
Tween-80 (1.0 wt%) was added to the PBS solution to improve its stability. The whole
mixture was kept at 37 ◦C with continuous shaking, then centrifuged. A specific volume of
supernatant was collected at predetermined times for HPLC analysis, and an equal volume
of fresh solution was added. The cumulative release of glabridin (expressed as the relative
percentage released) was calculated as a function of incubation time. All experiments were
carried out in triplicate.

3.6. Tyrosinase Inhibitory Activity of Gla-ZIF-8

The tyrosinase inhibitory activities of glabridin and Gla-ZIF-8 were measured using
L-DOPA as a substrate [36]. Firstly, glabridin and Gla-ZIF-8 were dissolved separately in
ethanol, and then diluted to various concentrations with PBS buffer (0.05 mM, pH = 6.8).
Then, a solution of 1 mL L-DOPA (1.0 mM) in PBS and 0.5 mL of the test sample (containing
various concentrations of Gla or Gla-ZIF-8) were added to test tubes and continuously
agitated for 5 min at 37 ◦C. Then, 0.5 mL of tyrosinase (100 U/mL) in PBS was added, and
the reaction was continuously agitated for 10 min. The absorbance at 475 nm was measured
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with a UV-2450 spectrophotometer, with a blank reference of 1 mL L-DOPA solution, 0.5 mL
of tyrosinase, and 0.5 mL PBS. The tyrosinase inhibition activity was calculated according
to Equation (2):

Inhibition% =
Ai

A0
× 100% (2)

where Ai represents the absorbance of the test sample, while A0 represents the absorbance
of the control with no added sample at 475 nm.

3.7. In Vitro Anti-Oxidant Activity

The in vitro anti-oxidant activities of glabridin and Gla-ZIF-8 were evaluated by
conducting a DPPH free radical-scavenging capacity experiment according to the method
reported by Jirawattanapong et al., with some modifications [36]. Specifically, 0.5 mL of the
test sample solution with various concentrations of glabridin and Gla-ZIF-8 (2.5~80 µg/mL)
was added into 1 mL DPPH in ethanol (0.2 mM), and then incubated for 30 min in darkness.
The decrease in absorbance at 517 nm was measured with a UV-2450 spectrophotometer,
with a blank reference of 1 mL DPPH solution and 0.5 mL ethanol. The scavenging capacity
was calculated using Equation (3):

Inhibition% =
Ai

A0
× 100% (3)

where Ai represents the absorbance of the test sample, while A0 represents the absorbance
of the control with no added sample at 517 nm.

3.8. Cellular Anti-Oxidant Activity

The anti-oxidant activity of glabridin and Gla-ZIF-8 in living cells was evaluated as
reported previously [34,35]. For this study, the human gastric cancer cell line MGC-803 was
chosen to evaluate the cellular anti-oxidant activity (CAA). After digestion with trypsin,
MGC80-3 cells in the logarithmic growth phase were collected and counted, and the cell
concentration was adjusted to 4000 cells/mL. For determination of antioxidant activity,
90 µL of cell suspension was seeded into a 96-well plate and incubated for 12 h. Then,
10 µL of fresh DMEM medium containing glabridin, ZIF-8, or Gla-ZIF-8 was added to each
well (equivalent concentration of glabridin as 4 µg/mL and the same amount of ZIF-8)
and incubated for 24 h. Thereafter, the cells were washed thrice with PBS, the medium
was replaced with 100 µL of fresh medium without FBS containing 25 µM DCFH-DA, and
the cells were incubated for 1 h. Finally, the wells were washed three times with PBS, and
100 µL of ABAP (600 µM) in PBS was added to each well. Samples were measured with
a microplate reader every 5 min. The detection time lasted 1 h and the excitation and
emission wavelengths were 485 nm and 535 nm, respectively. The negative controls only
contained DCFH-DA and ABAP, while the blank controls only contained DCFH-DA. The
resultant time-fluorescence intensity curve was integrated to obtain the area, and then the
CAA value was calculated according to Equation (4).

CAA = 100− (
∫

As −
∫

Ab)

(
∫

Ac −
∫

Ab)
× 100% (4)

where
∫

As represents the test sample group;
∫

Ac represents the experimental control; and∫
Ab represents the experimental blank.

3.9. Statistical Analysis

All experiments were repeated three times, and the data were analyzed using Origin
8.5 software. The results are presented as mean ± SD. The level of statistical significance
for all tests was taken as p < 0.05.
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4. Conclusions

In this study, we proposed a method for encapsulating insoluble drugs with ZIF-8
using the anti-solvent precipitation method. TEM and SEM showed that Gla-ZIF-8 had a
regular fusiform or cruciate flower-like structure, with a size of 3 µm. The results of UV,
zeta potential, FT-IR, XRD, and TGA analysis suggested that glabridin was successfully
encapsulated by ZIF-8. The melanogenesis inhibition activity of glabridin was enhanced by
protective encapsulation within ZIF-8. In addition, there was no significant difference in
the in vitro anti-oxidant activities of free glabridin and Gla-ZIF-8, while the intracellular
anti-oxidant activity of Gla-ZIF-8 was much higher than that of free glabridin. This was
because the encapsulation of ZIF-8 enhanced the mutual attraction between cells, then
improved the internalization of Gla-ZIF-8 into cells and the bioavailability of glabridin.
In addition, the successful preparation of Gla-ZIF-8 confirmed the applicability of drug
loading using seeded-grown ZIF-8 to hydrophobic drugs.
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14. Slominski, R.M.; Sarna, T.; Płonka, P.M.; Raman, C.; Brożyna, A.A.; Slominski, A.T. Melanoma, melanin, and melanogenesis: The
yin and yang relationship. Front. Oncol. 2022, 12, 842496. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

15. Gillbro, J.M.; Olsson, M.J. The melanogenesis and mechanisms of skin-lightening agents-existing and new approaches. Int. J.
Cosmet. Sci. 2011, 33, 210–221. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

16. Yokota, T.; Nishio, H.; Kubota, Y.; Mizoguchi, M. The inhibitory effect of glabridin from licorice extracts on melanogenesis and
inflammation. Pigment. Cell Res. 1998, 11, 355–361. [CrossRef]

17. Chen, J.; Yu, X.; Huang, Y. Inhibitory mechanisms of glabridin on tyrosinase. Spectrochim. Acta A Mol. Biomol. Spectrosc.
2016, 168, 111–117. [CrossRef]

18. Yamauchi, K.; Mitsunaga, T.; Batubara, I. Isolation, Identification and Tyrosinase Inhibitory Activities of the Extractives from
Allamanda cathartica. Nat. Resour. 2011, 2, 167–172. [CrossRef]

19. Deshmukh, K.; Poddar, S.S. Tyrosinase inhibitor-loaded microsponge drug delivery system: New approach for hyperpigmentation
disorders. J. Microencapsul. 2012, 29, 559–568. [CrossRef]

20. Majeed, M.; Satyan, K.S.; Geetha, K.G.; Prakash, S. Novel Topical Skin Care and Nutraceutical Applications of Glabridin or
Extracts Containing a Defined Amount (4–90%) of Glabridin. U.S. Patent US2004/0121031 A1, 24 July 2004.

21. Beg, S.; Rahman, M.; Jain, A.; Saini, S.; Midoux, P.; Pichon, C.; Ahmad, F.J.; Akhter, S. Nanoporous metal organic frameworks as
hybrid polymer-metal composites for drug delivery and biomedical applications. Drug Discov. Today 2017, 22, 625–637. [CrossRef]

22. Chen, W.; Wu, C. Synthesis, functionalization, and applications of metal-organic frameworks in biomedicine. Dalton Trans.
2018, 47, 2114–2133. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

23. Suib, S.L. A review of recent developments of mesoporous materials. Chem. Rec. 2017, 17, 1169–1183. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
24. Abdelhamid, H.N. Zeolitic imidazolate frameworks (ZIF-8) for biomedical applications: A review. Curr. Med. Chem.

2021, 28, 7023–7075. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
25. Zhang, H.; Jiang, W.; Liu, R.; Zhang, J.; Zhang, D.; Li, Z.; Luan, Y. Rational design of metal organic framework Nanocarrier-Based

codelivery system of doxorubicin Hydrochloride/Verapamil hydrochloride for overcoming multidrug resistance with efficient
targeted cancer therapy. ACS Appl. Mater. Interfaces 2017, 9, 19687–19697. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

26. Yang, J.C.; Chen, Y.; Li, Y.H.; Yin, X.B. Magnetic resonance Imaging-Guided Multi-Drug chemotherapy and photothermal
synergistic therapy with pH and NIR-Stimulation release. ACS Appl. Mater. Interfaces 2017, 9, 22278–22288. [CrossRef]

27. Chen, X.; Tong, R.; Shi, Z.; Yang, B.; Liu, H.; Ding, S.; Wang, X.; Lei, Q.; Wu, J.; Fang, W. MOF nanoparticles with encapsulated
autophagy inhibitor in controlled drug delivery system for antitumor. ACS Appl. Mater. Interfaces 2018, 10, 2328–2337. [CrossRef]

28. Gomar, M.; Yeganegi, S. Adsorption of 5-fluorouracil, hydroxyurea and mercaptopurine drugs on zeolitic imidazolate frameworks
(ZIF-7, ZIF-8 and ZIF-9). Microporous Mesoporous Mater. Off. J. Int. Zeolite Assoc. 2017, 252, 167–172. [CrossRef]

29. Zhuang, J.; Kuo, C.H.; Chou, L.Y.; Liu, D.Y.; Weerapana, E.; Tsung, C.K. Optimized metal-organic-framework nanospheres for
drug delivery: Evaluation of small-molecule encapsulation. ACS Nano 2014, 8, 2812–2819. [CrossRef]

30. Liedana, N.; Galve, A.; Rubio, C.; Tellez, C.; Coronas, J. CAF@ZIF-8: One-step encapsulation of caffeine in MOF. ACS Appl. Mater.
Interfaces 2012, 4, 5016–5021. [CrossRef]

31. Vasconcelos, I.B.; Silva, T.G.D.; Militão, G.C.G.; Soares, T.A.; Rodrigues, N.M.; Rodrigues, M.O.; Costa, N.B.D.; Freire, R.O.; Junior,
S.A. Cytotoxicity and slow release of the anti-cancer drug doxorubicin from ZIF-8. RSC Adv. 2012, 2, 9437. [CrossRef]

32. Liu, Z.; Wu, Q.; He, J.; Vriesekoop, F.; Liang, H. Crystal-Seeded growth of pH-Responsive Metal-Organic frameworks for
enhancing encapsulation, stability, and bioactivity of hydrophobicity compounds. ACS Biomater. Sci. Eng. 2019, 5, 6581–6589.
[CrossRef] [PubMed]

33. Fan, Y.; Liu, Y.; Gao, L.; Zhang, Y.; Yi, J. Improved chemical stability and cellular antioxidant activity of resveratrol in zein
nanoparticle with bovine serum albumin-caffeic acid conjugate. Food Chem. 2018, 261, 283–291. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

34. Wolfe, K.L.; Liu, R.H. Cellular antioxidant activity (CAA) assay for assessing antioxidants, foods, and dietary supplements. J.
Agric. Food Chem. 2007, 55, 8896–8907. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

35. Xiao-Dan, Z.; Yi, X.U.; Tao, Z.; Jun-Jiang, L.Ü. Assessing plant antioxidants by cellular antioxidant activity assay based on
microfluidic cell chip with arrayed microchannels. Chin. J. Anal. Chem. 2016, 44, 604–609.

36. Wei, Y.; Zhang, J.; Zhou, Y.; Bei, W.; Li, Y.; Yuan, Q.; Liang, H. Characterization of glabridin/hydroxypropyl-beta-cyclodextrin
inclusion complex with robust solubility and enhanced bioactivity. Carbohydr. Polym. 2017, 159, 152–160. [CrossRef]

http://doi.org/10.1021/jf020935u
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/12590456
http://doi.org/10.1038/nbt0790-634
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/1367455
http://doi.org/10.3389/fonc.2022.842496
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/35359389
http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2494.2010.00616.x
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/21265866
http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1600-0749.1998.tb00494.x
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.saa.2016.06.008
http://doi.org/10.4236/nr.2011.23022
http://doi.org/10.3109/02652048.2012.668955
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.drudis.2016.10.001
http://doi.org/10.1039/C7DT04116K
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/29369314
http://doi.org/10.1002/tcr.201700025
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/28661074
http://doi.org/10.2174/0929867328666210608143703
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/34102965
http://doi.org/10.1021/acsami.7b05142
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/28530401
http://doi.org/10.1021/acsami.7b06105
http://doi.org/10.1021/acsami.7b16522
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.micromeso.2017.06.010
http://doi.org/10.1021/nn406590q
http://doi.org/10.1021/am301365h
http://doi.org/10.1039/c2ra21087h
http://doi.org/10.1021/acsbiomaterials.9b01070
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/33423477
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.foodchem.2018.04.055
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/29739595
http://doi.org/10.1021/jf0715166
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/17902627
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.carbpol.2016.11.093

	Introduction 
	Results and Discussion 
	Preparation of Gla-ZIF-8 
	Encapsulation Efficiency of Gla-ZIF-8 
	Characterization of Gla-ZIF-8 
	In Vitro pH-Responsive Release of Glabridin from Gla-ZIF-8 
	Tyrosinase Inhibitory Activity 
	In Vitro Anti-Oxidant Activity of Gla-ZIF-8 
	Cellular Anti-Oxidant Activity 

	Materials and Methods 
	Materials 
	Analysis by Reverse-Phase High-Performance Liquid Chromatography 
	Preparation of Gla-ZIF-8 
	Characterization of Gla-ZIF-8 
	In Vitro Drug Release Behavior of Gla-ZIF-8 
	Tyrosinase Inhibitory Activity of Gla-ZIF-8 
	In Vitro Anti-Oxidant Activity 
	Cellular Anti-Oxidant Activity 
	Statistical Analysis 

	Conclusions 
	References

