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Abstract: Chitosan (CS) is a hemi-synthetic cationic linear polysaccharide produced by the
deacetylation of chitin. CS is non-toxic, highly biocompatible, and biodegradable, and it has a
low immunogenicity. Additionally, CS has inherent antibacterial properties and a mucoadhesive
character and can disrupt epithelial tight junctions, thus acting as a permeability enhancer. As such,
CS and its derivatives are well-suited for the challenging field of ocular drug delivery. In the present
review article, we will discuss the properties of CS that contribute to its successful application in
ocular delivery before reviewing the latest advances in the use of CS for the development of novel
ophthalmic delivery systems. Colloidal nanocarriers (nanoparticles, micelles, liposomes) will be
presented, followed by CS gels and lenses and ocular inserts. Finally, instances of CS coatings,
aiming at conferring mucoadhesiveness to other matrixes, will be presented.

Keywords: chitosan; derivatives; ocular drug delivery; ophthalmic applications; mucoadhesion;
antibacterial; nanoparticles; hydrogels; coatings

1. Introduction

Ocular diseases affect a growing number of people across the globe. Some pathological ophthalmic
conditions, such as glaucoma, diabetic retinopathy, or age-related macular degeneration, cause severe
visual impairment that can ultimately lead to blindness. In spite of their relative accessibility, or rather
because of it, eyes are well-protected organs and successful ocular drug delivery is one of the important
challenges the pharmaceutical industry has to face.

Ocular tissues are protected from foreign substances by a series of static and dynamic barriers and
protective mechanisms, as illustrated in Figure 1 [1]. Tear turnover, reflex blinking, and nasolacrimal
drainage drain agents away from the eye surface. The corneal epithelium and conjunctiva cover and
protect the ocular surface. Additionally, the blood–ocular barriers (blood–aqueous and blood–retina)
limit the access of compounds from systemic circulation. This defensive system is further assisted by
enzymes and other barriers (corneal stroma, sclera, etc.).

Eye drops are the most frequently prescribed form of ocular treatment [3]. This is due to several
inherent advantages of topical instillation of eye drops such as their non-invasive character and
easy administration, resulting in high patient compliance and their immediate action. Despite their
convenience, it is generally accepted that due to the ocular barriers, only 5% of the administered drug
actually reaches its target, as shown in Figure 2 [4–8]. Moreover, only a small volume (approximately
30 µL) of eye drop formulation can be instilled in the eye. As a result, concentrated solutions have
to be administered, and frequent instillations are necessary to reach a therapeutic result [2,9–11].
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Systemic delivery is an alternative delivery method, yet not an ideal one as other limitations arise:
first-pass metabolism, side effects, blood–ocular barriers, low eye vascularization, etc. In a quest toward
more efficient drug delivery systems, the efforts have focused on increasing the ocular bioavailability
of topical formulations. The generally accepted and less harmful solution to improve therapeutic
treatment and drug bioavailability is to the increase the residence time of drop formulations on
the ocular surface, thus increasing drug concentration on the cornea and reducing drug waste [12].
This has been achieved with drug-impregnated contact lenses, patches, colloidal carriers (nanoparticles,
different kind of liposomes, etc.,), microneedles, films, gels, or solutions of mucoadhesive polymers,
which is the simplest method [3,13–23]. A variety of materials has been used to prepare these smart
delivery systems: natural or synthetic polymeric matrices, which can be modified and tuned for specific
applications. Chitosan is one of them.
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Chitosan (CS) is a hemi-synthetic cationic linear polysaccharide made of randomly distributed
D-glucosamine and N-acetyl-D-glucosamine units, linked viaβ-(1→4) glycosidic bonds. It is synthesized
by the deacetylation of chitin, which is a naturally occurring polysaccharide. CS is water-soluble
in acidic pH due to the protonation of the free amino groups. It is an easily accessible polymer,
but most importantly it is non-toxic, highly biocompatible, and biodegradable, and it has a low
immunogenicity [25]. As such, it is an excellent candidate for pharmaceutical and biomedical



Polymers 2020, 12, 1519 3 of 67

applications [26]. Besides, several CS-containing products have already been approved by the US Food
and Drug Administration. CS has inherent antibacterial properties, a mucoadhesive character [27],
and can disrupt epithelial tight junctions, thus acting as a permeability enhancer. Along its polymeric
chains, CS bears free hydroxyl and amino groups, which can be used for its chemical modification,
allowing for an easy tuning of its physicochemical properties. Finally, CS can easily be formulated in a
wide range of forms such as micro and nanoparticles, films, membranes, sponges, gels, etc. [28–32].
All these characteristics render CS a particularly well-adapted polymer for ocular drug delivery.

In the present review, we will discuss the properties of CS that contribute to its successful
application in ocular delivery, before reviewing the latest advances in the use of CS for the development
of novel ophthalmic delivery systems. In the first part, colloidal nanocarriers will be presented, followed
by CS gels and finally lenses and ocular implants. CS has also been used as a coating, to confer
mucoadhesiveness to other matrixes, and such examples will be discussed as well.

2. Chitosan Properties

2.1. Mucoadhesion of CS and Its Derivatives

Several synthetic and natural polymers have mucoadhesive properties. These properties can
be affected by numerous factors, such as the polymer’s chemical structure and the reactive groups
concentration, which affect the hydrogen or ionic bonding ability, its molecular weight, chain flexibility,
and its swelling and hydration ability. Mucoadhesive polymers have numerous reactive or charged
groups (–COOH, –NH2, –OH, –SO3H, etc.) that are able to form non-covalent bonds with mucin and
adhere to the mucosal surface. This process is called bioadhesion [33–35]. However, the mechanism
of bioadhesion is not so simple and in order to understand it better, the mucus structure should be
discussed beforehand.

Mucus is a weak viscoelastic gel that adheres to and covers the internal tracts of the body. Its main
functions are to protect and lubricate epithelium damage and to impair microorganisms and other
substances from passing into the body. From several studies, it was found that it consists of a mixture
of water (about 95 wt %), 0.5–5 wt % glycoproteins (mucins), 0.5–1 wt % other proteins, about 1 wt %
inorganic salts, and some small amounts of lipids and mucopolysaccharides [36]. Even though mucins
are the main structural component of mucus, their detailed composition remains unclarified. However,
it is estimated that the glycoproteins of mucin have a molecular weight ranging from 500 kDa to
20 MDa and are able to form a gel matrix due their association with each other via non-covalent
hydrophobic interactions, hydrogen bonding between sugar units, and disulfide linkages between
cysteine residues. This gel is responsible for the viscoelastic properties of mucus.

Mucus, due to the carbohydrate-bound ester sulfate residues and the carboxyl groups of sialic
acids on the mucin proteoglycans, has a net negative charge. The glycosylated regions of mucins
are hydrophilic, whereas the non-glycosylated protein domains are hydrophobic. The interactions
between mucoadhesive polymers and the mucus surface involve first the wetting and adsorption of the
two surfaces to create an intimate surface contact. This first step is promoted by the hydrophilic groups
that the mucoadhesive polymers bear, creating non-covalent bonds such as hydrogen or ionic bonds
with mucus charged groups. In a second step, polymeric macromolecules and mucus glycoproteins
can interfuse or interpenetrate to a certain extent across the formed interface, thus strengthening the
mucoadhesion contact.

Even though ionic and hydrogen bonding interactions (electronic interactions) are responsible
for this adhesion, there are several other theories proposed to explain the mucoadhesion mechanism
between a polymer and mucus, including: wetting, adsorption, diffusion interlocking, mechanical
and fracture theory [37–40]. Most of them, as already discussed, accept that two phenomena such
as surface energy thermodynamics and interpenetration or diffusion are responsible for enhanced
mucoadhesion [41–43].
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Numerous in vitro methods have been developed to evaluate the mucoadhesive properties
of a polymer or pharmaceutical formulation [44,45]. Most methods are based on calculating the
mucoadhesive strength by mechanical tests, and mainly by measuring the necessary force for the
detachment of the formed interface between the mucus and polymer [40]. Incubation time is very
important in order to allow enough time for hydrophilic and hydrophobic interactions to develop and
achieve substantial interaction between a mucoadhesive polymer and a mucous surface. As reported
in a recent study, after 10 min of incubation, the number of adhered CS nanoparticles (NPs) on a
mucous surface is much higher, compared to a one-minute incubation or no incubation at all [46].
Furthermore, after washing, a longer incubation time results in an increased number of NPs remaining
on the mucous surface.

Due to its cationic nature, CS has been extensively used as a mucoadhesive polymer [47–49].
The mechanism of molecular interactions between mucin and CS has recently been thoroughly
described [50]. It was reported that mucoadhesion depends on external factors that include
environmental conditions, such as the pH, the concentration, ionic strength, the ratio between
macromolecules, the temperature and incubation time, as well as the properties of mucin (kind of
mucus) and CS, such as surface charges, molecular weight, spatial conformation, flexibility of
macromolecular chains, degree of deacetylation, ability of hydration and swelling, etc. [51]. CS and
mucins interact predominantly electrostatically, yielding protein–polysaccharide complexes. However,
the mucoadhesion of CS is pH-dependent. At very low pH, such as 1.2, CS shows poor mucoadhesion,
since though its amino groups are completely protonated to –NH3

+, the –COOH and –SO3H groups of
the sialic acids of mucins are uncharged. At pH close to 4.5, the amino groups of CS are still protonated
and thus electrostatic interactions such as ionic bonds take place with the negatively charged carboxylic
and sulfate groups of mucin, which is the main mechanism of CS mucoadhesion [52]. At pH 7.0, all CS
amino groups are deprotonated and their ability to electrostatically interact with the carboxylic and
sulfonate groups of mucins is limited. Due to this behavior, it has been mentioned that mucoadhesive
interactions are stronger at pH of 5.2 than 6.3; the calculated work forces of adhesion were 0.3–0.5 mN
and 0.2 mN, respectively [53]. So, it is accepted that the protonated amino groups of CS are responsible
for its mucoadhesivity, and when the number of these groups is reduced, as in the case of half-acetylated
CS derivative, mucoadhesion is reduced, too [54,55]. In addition, electrostatic interactions cannot take
place at neutral pH where the only existing interactions are hydrogen bonding and weak van der
Waal’s forces.

The mucoadhesion strength of CS is 0.58 N/cm2, which is slightly lower than that of
hydroxyethylcellulose (0.88 N/cm2) and much lower compared with poly(vinyl alcohol) (PVA)
(5.11 N/cm2) [56]. However, it is high compared with poly(vinyl pyrrolidone) (PVP), which has
a negligible mucoadhesive force, (6 mN/cm2), and hydroxypropyl methylcellulose (HPMC)
(157 mN/cm2) [57]. In another study, the detachment force of neat CS from pig intestinal mucosa
was found to depend on the kind of CS and ranged between 3.9 (low viscosity) and 6.7 mN/cm2

(high viscosity) [58]. In the same study, it was found that poly(acrylic acid) (PAA) had better
mucoadhesive properties (11.7 mN/cm2), while other natural polymers such as pectin, starch and
xanthan gum were not mucoadhesive. However, for PAA, much different mucoadhesive strength
values have been reported such as 26 mN/cm2, which is comparable with that of poly(2-ethylhexyl
acrylate) (21 mN/cm2) [59]. In the latter study, the effect of film contact time to mucus surface (10–300 s)
and crosshead speed used for detachment (3–30 mm/min) were evaluated, and it was proved that the
mucoadhesive strength increased by increasing both variables.

Taking into account that secondary bonding arises mainly from the existence of reactive groups,
comparing CS and other mucoadhesive polymers, it was observed that those with –COOH groups
such as carboxymethyl cellulose (CMC), alginic acid, and PAA had much better mucoadhesive
properties than neat CS [51]. Frequently used mucoadhesive polymers have been classified according
to their mucoadhesion strength: poly(acrylic acid)s (1–3.8 N/cm2) > alginate (1.1–2.8 N/cm2) > CS
(0.42–0.85 N/cm2) > CMC (0.1–0.4 N/cm2) = HPMC (0.1–0.34 N/cm2) > gums (xanthan, badam, gellan,
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guar) (0.08–0.3 N/cm2) [60]. However, in another comparison of mucoadhesive properties of different
polymers such as 2-hydroxyethyl ether cellulose, cellulose, HPMC, Kollidon VA 64, CS, carbopol 974 P
NF, and Noveon AA-1, it was found that 2-hydroxyethyl ether cellulose and CS had the highest values
of adhesion work, and that was attributed to the higher wettability of these polymers [61].

Besides its lower mucoadhesive strength, at neutral pH, CS has some additional limitations such
as a low water solubility and low swelling properties. For example, the mucoadhesive strength of neat
CS was estimated to 0.34 N/cm2 [62], while PAA (Carbopol 934) had a much higher mucoadhesive
strength (about 0.51 N/cm2) [63]. To overcome these problems, CS has been modified with appropriate
monomers, which have additional reactive groups to ensure mucoadhesion at pH 7 [64–66]. This is
very important for ocular release formulations, since eye mucus has a pH about 7.8 and thus can be
characterized as slightly basic surface, while nasal mucus has a neutral pH and in gastric mucus pH
ranges from approximately 1–2 to 7 with pH rising from the luminal to the epithelial surface [67].

Trimethyl CS (TMCS) is maybe the most studied CS derivative. Due to its high cationic charge
(-N+(CH3)3), it is one of the strongest mucoadhesive polymers [68]. The adhesion strength of TMCS
is about 7–11 N/m2, and its mucoadhesion is due to interactions taking place between its positively
charged quaternary ammonium groups and the negatively charged sulfate and sialic acid groups of
mucosa [69]. An additional advantage of TMCS is its solubility in neutral and basic pH due to the
alkylation of all amino groups with methyl groups, resulting in permanent positive charges. There are
also amphoteric derivatives such as carboxymethyl CS, which due to the existence of both carboxyl and
amino groups can act as an acidic or basic material, depending on the pH [70,71]. CS derivatives with
additional reactive groups were also found to have enhanced mucoadhesive properties. For example,
derivatives prepared with methylacrylate and acrylic acid (AA) exhibited improved mucoadhesion.
This is due to the strong hydrogen bonds that the –COOH groups of AA can form with the –COOH
and –SO3H groups of mucus glycoproteins; the improvement was much higher at pH 4 than at 6.4.
For this reason, PAA is reported to have the highest mean adhesive force amongst other polymers [72].

It has been suggested that weak ionic or hydrogen bonding interactions between CS reactive
groups and mucus groups are not able to provide sufficient mucoadhesion. For this reason, thiolated
CS derivatives have been extensively studied [73–80]. These derivatives have free thiol groups that
lead to the formation of covalent bonds with cysteine-rich subdomains of mucus glycoproteins [81].
Due to these stable bonds, thiolated CS derivatives possess excellent mucoadhesive properties and
can increase the residence time of a polymer on a mucus surface. However, these polymers can only
be applied in tissues that have a cysteine-rich mucus layer, since they need sulfhydryl groups to
react. When N-hydroxysuccinimide was added on a polymer backbone, stable covalent bonds were
formed with mucus amino groups, indicating that this could be an alternative method to prepare novel
mucoadhesive excipients [82].

Similar interactions were also suggested between CS derivatives grafted with poly(ethylene
glycol)diacrylate and a mucus surface [46,83]. These polyacrylate derivatives have free vinyl end
groups, which may interact with the thiol groups of a mucin glycoprotein by a Michael-type reaction,
forming covalent bonds. Due to these bonds, it was found that acrylated CS had better mucoadhesive
properties than both CS and thiolated CS derivatives [84]. Other CS derivatives with catechol showed
also enhanced mucoadhesive properties compared with CS due to the molecular complexation between
the formed derivative surface and mucin [85]. Similar complexations have been reported in CS
methacrylated derivatives, which were also found to have enhanced mucoadhesive properties [86].

Mucoadhesion seems to be a very promising approach to enhance drug effectiveness. However,
there are some fundamental limitations to drug delivery through mucosal tissues [87]. Firstly, due to
its high hydrophilicity and viscosity, mucus has multiple barrier properties and does not favor the
diffusion of hydrophobic drugs [88]. Secondly, even though mucus gel is generally a stable system,
it has a very short lifetime, since it is reformed dynamically through the secretion of mucins from goblet
cells. It was found that the clearance period is about 5.0–7.7 min in the eye, 10–20 min in the respiratory
tract, and much higher in the gastrointestinal tract: 4–6 h [39,89,90]. Thus, for several delivery systems,
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the mucoadhesive particles are not expected to adhere to mucus for long. Furthermore, despite the
high mucoadhesive properties of some polymers, the capacity of mucus to immobilize foreign particles
may become saturated. In other words, particles can only adhere on a mucus surface until the available
surface area for adsorption is saturated [91]. It is currently accepted that while mucoadhesion is
important to achieve drug bioavailability, the ability of polymeric structures to penetrate into mucus
also plays an important role for drug effectiveness [92].

2.2. Antibacterial Properties

CS has antimicrobial activity since it can disrupt or destabilize the barrier properties of the
outer membranes of Gram-negative bacteria or permeate the microbial plasma membrane [93–96].
The mechanism is based on interactions taking place between the positively charged amino groups
of CS and the negatively charged microbial cell membranes [97]. These ionic interactions disrupt the
microbial membrane, ultimately resulting in a leakage of intracellular constituents. The concentration
of CS is very crucial, since when it is used at <0.2 mg/mL, the amino groups of CS interact with the
negatively charged bacterial surface, leading to agglutination [98]. At higher concentrations, the number
of CS amino groups is too high and can form a net positive charge onto the bacterial surfaces, resulting
in a suspension.

CS derivatives have also antimicrobial properties against various microorganisms and, depending
on the side groups, these properties can be substantially enhanced [97,99]. It is well known that
the quaternization of CS can result in derivatives with enhanced antibacterial properties against
several negative and Gram-positive bacteria compared to neat CS [100–103]. When comparing the
inhibition of neat CS, TMCS, and N-diethylmethyl CS (DEMC) against Staphylococcus aureus, it was
found that TMCS had the highest inhibition effect, followed by DEMC and CS [104]. This was
attributed to the stronger positive charge of quaternary ammonium groups in TMCS compared with
CS. These groups form strong polyelectrolyte complexes with negative peptidoglycans of the bacterial
cell wall, leading to cell wall disruption and thus bacterial death. Quaternary CS derivatives prepared
with 2-hydroxypropyltrimethyl ammonium chloride also showed high antimicrobial activity against
S. aureus and Escherichia coli [105]. Furthermore, it was found that the antimicrobial activity increased
by increasing the degree of quaternization. N,N,N-Trimethyl-O-(2-hydroxy-3-trimethylammonium
propyl)-chitosans with different degrees of O-substitution were synthesized and demonstrated enhanced
bacteriostatic properties against E. coli and S. aureus [106].

Except for quaternary CS derivatives, it was found that when carboxyl groups were grafted
on CS chains, such as in the case of O-carboxymethyl CS (CMCS), antibacterial properties were
further enhanced [99]. The introduction of sulfoxyamine groups in CS resulted in a derivative with
simultaneously enhanced mucoadhesive and antibacterial properties [107].

2.3. Penetration Enhancement

Apart from antimicrobial and mucoadhesive properties, it was found that CS has also
penetration-enhancing properties, since it can open the tight junctions located in the epithelial
cells [108]. Cornea and conjunctiva have a negative charge; thus, the amino groups of CS could
interact with these extraocular structures. This interaction could increase the drug concentration and
its residence time, resulting in a higher accuracy of instilled drop solution and reproducibility of
dosing [109,110]. According to numerous research works, CS-coated NPs can prolong the residence
time in cornea and also enhance the intraocular penetration of drugs [111–113]. In a previous work,
four quaternized CS derivatives (TMCS, dimethylethyl CS (DMEC), DEMC, and triethyl CS (TECS)) were
prepared, and their properties as penetration enhancers evaluated [114]. It was found that transepithelial
electrical resistance increased following the order: TMCS > DMEC > DEMC = TECS > CS, indicating
their ability to open the tight junctions. In a comparative study, Mei et al. investigated the nasal
absorption promoting effect of 2,3,5,6-tetramethylpyrazine phosphate using CS, TMCS, and thiolated
CS of different molecular weights, for intranasal absorption [115]. It was found that TMCS was
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the strongest absorption enhancer, followed by neat CS, while thiolated CS could not improve the
absorption properties of CS.

3. Nanocarriers

3.1. Nanoparticles

CS NPs are particularly appropriate for ocular delivery due to their nanometric size and
mucoadhesive properties [15,116,117]. Drug formulations in NPs show many advantages compared to
conventional delivery systems, such as particle size control, protection of the active substance from
in vivo and in vitro degradation, targeting, improved therapeutic effect, prolonged biological activity,
controlled drug release rate, and a decreased frequency of administration [118,119]. One additional
advantage is that due to the high specific surface area of NPs, their mucoadhesion is much higher
compared to bulk polymers [120]. Owing to the high specific area of NPs, the available interface
for hydrogen bonding, ionic bonding, or hydrophobic interactions with a mucus surface increases
dramatically. It was found that drug-loaded NPs with sizes ranging between 50 and 500 nm are the
most suitable for ocular drug delivery [121]. NPs in this range have the ability to overcome ocular
physiological barriers and penetrate the mucin mesh [122,123], while NPs with sizes higher than
1000 nm can only superficially adhere on mucus, due to their inability to fit in mucus channels [91].
These, or larger particles, which do not adhere, are cleared from mucus surfaces. On the other hand,
a recent study by Ding et al. with CS-coated poly(lactic-co-glycolic acid) (PLGA) NPs pointed out
a threshold diameter under which mucoadhesion does not increase any more independently of the
decreasing particle size [124]. It is generally accepted that particles over 10 µm can cause ocular
irritation and provoke a “foreign body sensation” to the patient. NPs possess the merits of simple
administration in fluid formula and swift dispersal through ocular tissues. The encapsulation of
ophthalmic drugs in CS NPs and its use in solution formulations was found to significantly increase
the residence time of antibiotic drugs in the precorneal area [111,125,126].

Multiple methods have been used to produce CS NPs including ionotropic gelation, spray drying,
water-in-oil emulsion crosslinking, reverse micelle formation, emulsion droplet coalescence,
nanoprecipitation, or self-assembly [127]. The selection of the most appropriate method should
take into account the physicochemical characteristics of the drug (hydrophilic, lipophilic, ionic . . . )
and the specific application that dictates the NP requirements, personnel safety, etc. Amongst these
techniques, ionotropic gelation is generally preferred due to its relative simplicity and convenience.
Non-toxic solvents/excipients and safe crosslinkers are employed, while high temperature is avoided.

3.1.1. Ionotropic Gelation with Sodium Tripolyphosphate

Nanoparticle Formation

The mechanism of ionotropic gelation is based on ionic interactions between the positively charged
amino groups of CS and anionic small molecules, e.g., sodium sulfate, sodium tripolyphosphate (TPP),
or anionic polymers, e.g., hyaluronic acid, alginates, chondroitin sulfate, and sodium cellulose sulfate,
which causes the formation of inter- and intramolecular crosslinks, resulting in the formation of NPs.
Bodmeier et al. were the first to investigate the ionotropic gelation of CS with TPP [128], and while
various polyanions have been reported in the literature for the preparation of CS NPs by ionic gelation
since then, TPP is by far the most commonly used one.

According to the generally applied experimental protocol, CS is dissolved in aqueous acetic acid
(pH about 4.5). TPP is dissolved in water separately, and the TPP solution is added dropwise to the CS
solution under continuous stirring. The active pharmaceutical ingredient (API) is separately dissolved
in water or an organic solvent and added to either CS or TPP solutions. For example, Silva et al.
added daptomycin in both CS or TPP solutions without noticing significant differences in the obtained
NPs [129]. Finally, NPs are washed and collected by centrifugation and/or freeze-drying. The particular
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details of this general experimental procedure vary amongst research groups, giving very different
results. Some indicative experimental details and NPs characteristics are summarized in Table 1.

Table 1. Indicative experimental parameters used for the preparation of chitosan (CS) nanoparticles
with sodium tripolyphosphate (TPP) and some of the characteristics of the obtained nanoparticles. PDI:
polydispersity index.

CS/TPP
Mass Ratio

Stirring Rate
and Time

Size
(nm)

ζ-Potential
(mV) PDI Ref.

5/1 1000 rpm
90 s 214.7 ± 20.1 +21.79 ± 8.17 0.172 ± 0.022 [129]

4/1 100 rpm 342 ± 8 - narrow, unimodal [130]

4/1 a sonication
15 min 295.3 ± 3.0 +29.3 ± 1.8 0.185 ± 0.016 [131]

4/1 b sonication
15 min 336 ± 22.1 +22.5 ± 1.8 0.246 ± 0.07 [131]

11/3 300 rpm
10 min 81.9 ±10.1 - 0.244 ± 0.07 [132]

3/1 500 rpm
120 min 401.5 ± 14.3 +31.3 ± 3.5 0.198 ± 0.054 [133]

3/1 1000 rpm
2 h 172.3 ± 9.0 +36.46 ± 0.59 0.251 ± 0.001 [134]

2.5/1 1200 rpm
6 h

131.9 ±3.5 c - 0.406 ± 0.03 d
[135]

161.9 ±3.3 d +30.43 ± 1.0 d 0.321 ± 0.054 d

2/1 1000 rpm
2 h 188.5 ± 8.5 +36.86 ± 0.70 0.22 [136]

2/1 800 rpm 287 ± 17 +37.59 0.78 [137]
1.875/1 - 147.2 ± 15.3 +19.4 ± 0.8 0.22 ± 0.04 [138]

1/1 -
18 h 350.6 +33.7 - [139]

1/2 8000 rpm
20 min 57.0 +27.90 0.02 [140]

a: low molecular weight chitosan, b: high molecular weight chitosan, c: empty nanoparticles, d: drug-loaded
nanoparticles.

When CS is dissolved in acidic media, the amino groups are protonated, and CS chains are thus
subjected to repulsions between positively charged nitrogen atoms, as well as attractive forces due
to the formation of hydrogen bonds. When TPP is added, the formation of CS NPs results from the
interactions between the negatively charged phosphate groups of TPP and the positively charged
amino groups of CS [130,141]. Koukaras et al. using all-electron density functional theory studied the
molecular interactions taking place during the ionic crosslinking of CS with TPP [130]. A multitude of
CS–TPP configurations were studied, and three types were identified as possible configurations. In the
first crosslinking configuration (H-link, Figure 3A), a TPP molecule acted as a linking axis between two
CS chains, which were oriented almost perpendicularly to the TPP molecule, forming a ladder-like
structure. This configuration was presumed to be the most probable on the basis of the high interaction
energy that was calculated for it and the accessibility of TPP allowing such interactions. In the other
two possible configurations, CS and TPP were parallel and TPP interacted with CS amino groups at
one or two points. In the first case, a single interaction was described with the nonbridging oxygen
atom bonded to the central phosphorus atom (T-link, Figure 3B). In the second case, two individual
interactions, stemming from two oxygen atoms, one on each side of TPP, took place with CS (M-link).
Of course, a combination of those resulted in secondary linking patterns (Figure 3C). The occurrence of
such interactions depended on the CS/TPP ratio, and their density affected nanoparticle formation
(vide infra).

When it comes to drug delivery, size is one of the most important characteristics of NPs. Smaller
particles penetrate more easily and offer a greater surface. In parallel, the particle size of ocular
formulations should not exceed 10 µm in order to avoid ocular irritation and patient discomfort.
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CS NPs have been prepared in a wide range of sizes (100–700 nm), and numerous research groups
have studied how experimental conditions (CS and TPP concentrations, stirring, pH, etc.) affect the
size of NPs.Polymers 2020, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW 9 of 69 

 

 
Figure 3. Simplified schematics of the primary ionic crosslinking configurations (A) H-link and (B) T-link. 
Combinations of primary linking types lead to (C) secondary linking types. In configuration (C), the 
dashed monomer structures are off-plane and form T-links with the tripolyphosphate (TPP) units below 
them. Reprinted with permission from ref. [130]. Copyright 2012, American Chemical Society. 

When it comes to drug delivery, size is one of the most important characteristics of NPs. Smaller 
particles penetrate more easily and offer a greater surface. In parallel, the particle size of ocular 
formulations should not exceed 10 μm in order to avoid ocular irritation and patient discomfort. CS NPs 
have been prepared in a wide range of sizes (100–700 nm), and numerous research groups have studied 
how experimental conditions (CS and TPP concentrations, stirring, pH, etc.) affect the size of NPs. 

A direct correlation of CS and TPP concentrations with particle size has been observed. Most 
authors report that increasing CS concentration results in an augmentation in particle size 
[133,135,136,140,142]. As CS concentration increases, CS molecules are closer to each other, resulting 
in an increase in intermolecular crosslinking (H-bonding) and thus larger particles [133,143,144]. 
However, the formation of smaller, more compact particles [138,145] has also been observed, as well 
as an initial decrease in size followed by an increase or vice versa [139,144]. According to some 
authors, particle size is not significantly affected by CS concentration [129,132]. Similarly, an increase 
in TPP concentration has been reported to result either in an increase in NP size [133,140,142,146] or 
a decrease [129,132,145] due to stronger electrostatic interactions [132], or in variation [144]. 

Some authors have focused on the CS/TPP ratio rather than their isolated concentrations. 
Studying CS NPs’ formation in those terms should give a better understanding of the phenomenon as 
it is the interplay between CS and TPP that affects the formation of NPs rather than each one 
separately. A decrease in the CS/TPP ratio has been related to a reduction in particle size [129,135,139]. 
Koukaras et al., who studied a large range of CS/TPP ratios, from 2/1 to 8/1, observed an initial 
decrease in the particle size of the prepared NPs followed by an increase, as illustrated in Figure 4 
[130]. They did not interpret this trend in terms of CS/TPP ratio but rather in terms of the CS 
monomer/TPP ratio. According to them, a low CS monomer/TPP ratio (high TPP concentration) led to 
a dense crosslinking. As a result, individual CS chains were linked in longer nanofibers that ultimately 
led to the formation of larger and stiffer NPs. A higher ratio, up to 4/1 CS/TPP, resulted in smaller, less 
stiff NPs. A further increase (low TPP concentration) produced big NPs with a low density of 
crosslinks due to the low amount of TPP. In accordance with those observations, Morsi et al. have 
reported that TPP concentration should be higher, within certain limits, than CS concentration to 
obtain NPs [138]. Otherwise, no particles ([TPP] ≤ [CS]) or a precipitating suspension ([TPP] >> [CS]) 
were obtained. The outcome of Chiesa et al. work is also along those lines, demonstrating that 
intermediate CS/TPP mass ratios are more beneficial to the formation of smaller particles [146]. Finally, 
Han et al. rationalized the formation of NPs based on the molar ratio of nitrogen in the repeating unit 
of CS and phosphorus in TPP [147,148]. According to them, when the ratio is around 1, large unstable 
particles were obtained (1–10 μm), while increasing this ratio above 2 at least allowed the formation of 
more stable particles in the nanometric range (200–400 nm). 

Figure 3. Simplified schematics of the primary ionic crosslinking configurations (A) H-link and
(B) T-link. Combinations of primary linking types lead to (C) secondary linking types. In configuration
(C), the dashed monomer structures are off-plane and form T-links with the tripolyphosphate (TPP) units
below them. Reprinted with permission from ref. [130]. Copyright 2012, American Chemical Society.

A direct correlation of CS and TPP concentrations with particle size has been observed. Most authors
report that increasing CS concentration results in an augmentation in particle size [133,135,136,140,142].
As CS concentration increases, CS molecules are closer to each other, resulting in an increase in
intermolecular crosslinking (H-bonding) and thus larger particles [133,143,144]. However, the formation
of smaller, more compact particles [138,145] has also been observed, as well as an initial decrease in
size followed by an increase or vice versa [139,144]. According to some authors, particle size is not
significantly affected by CS concentration [129,132]. Similarly, an increase in TPP concentration has
been reported to result either in an increase in NP size [133,140,142,146] or a decrease [129,132,145]
due to stronger electrostatic interactions [132], or in variation [144].

Some authors have focused on the CS/TPP ratio rather than their isolated concentrations. Studying
CS NPs’ formation in those terms should give a better understanding of the phenomenon as
it is the interplay between CS and TPP that affects the formation of NPs rather than each one
separately. A decrease in the CS/TPP ratio has been related to a reduction in particle size [129,135,139].
Koukaras et al., who studied a large range of CS/TPP ratios, from 2/1 to 8/1, observed an initial decrease
in the particle size of the prepared NPs followed by an increase, as illustrated in Figure 4 [130].
They did not interpret this trend in terms of CS/TPP ratio but rather in terms of the CS monomer/TPP
ratio. According to them, a low CS monomer/TPP ratio (high TPP concentration) led to a dense
crosslinking. As a result, individual CS chains were linked in longer nanofibers that ultimately led to
the formation of larger and stiffer NPs. A higher ratio, up to 4/1 CS/TPP, resulted in smaller, less stiff
NPs. A further increase (low TPP concentration) produced big NPs with a low density of crosslinks
due to the low amount of TPP. In accordance with those observations, Morsi et al. have reported that
TPP concentration should be higher, within certain limits, than CS concentration to obtain NPs [138].
Otherwise, no particles ([TPP] ≤ [CS]) or a precipitating suspension ([TPP] >> [CS]) were obtained.
The outcome of Chiesa et al. work is also along those lines, demonstrating that intermediate CS/TPP
mass ratios are more beneficial to the formation of smaller particles [146]. Finally, Han et al. rationalized
the formation of NPs based on the molar ratio of nitrogen in the repeating unit of CS and phosphorus
in TPP [147,148]. According to them, when the ratio is around 1, large unstable particles were obtained
(1–10 µm), while increasing this ratio above 2 at least allowed the formation of more stable particles in
the nanometric range (200–400 nm).
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The seemingly contrasting results reported in the previous paragraphs may be attributed to
differences in the concentration ranges of CS and TPP, different CS molecular weights or deacetylation
degrees, as well as other differences in experimental protocols. Another important observation is that
as the molecular weight of CS increased, the size of the NPs increased too, since longer molecular
chains entangle together, resulting in a larger size [131,136,149]. Finally, API entrapment usually results
in an augmentation in size compared to blank NPs.

The influence of the stirring rate and duration in the preparation of CS NPs was also
studied [132,133,137,144,150]. Generally speaking, stirring at 100–1200 rpm for 10 min to 18 h has
been reported. In contrast to Kalam et al. [133] and Barwal et al. [144], Lazaridou et al. [137] and
Badiee et al. [132] reported that stirring duration and speed did not significantly affect the size of NPs.
While investigating the feasibility of applying microfluidics to the preparation of CS NPs, Chiesa et al.
noted that an increase in the total flow rate resulted in significantly smaller NPs [146]. This was
correlated to the mixing time, which affected NPs aggregation as well as the balance between inter- and
intra-molecular crosslinking and hence the compactness of the obtained NPs. CS NPs formation by
ionotropic gelation occurs between charged species and, thus, not unexpectedly, pH was also reported
to affect this process [141].

Computer-assisted modeling has been used to rationalize the influence of experimental parameters,
resulting in equations that would allow predicting the final particle size or entrapment efficiency
depending on CS, TPP concentrations, etc. [132,133,139,140,145]. Indicatively, Kalam et al. reported
the optimization of CS NPs employing Box–Behnken surface methodology to evaluate the effect of TPP
(A) and CS (B) concentrations and stirring time (C) (independent variables) on particle size, amongst
other characteristics [133]. The generated model was expressed by the following equation:

R = 413 + 25.63A + 84.62B + 6.75C − 45.0AB + 27.25AC + 47.75BC + 17.4A2 + 82.4B2 + 21.65C2 (1)

where R is the particle size, and A, B, C the independent variables, as defined previously. The terms
AB, AC, and BC represent the interactions, while A2, B2, and C2 are the quadratic terms. A positive
value of regression coefficients was interpreted as a synergistic effect, while a negative value pointed
out an antagonistic effect.

The synthesis of ultra-small particles (<50 nm) is more difficult. Sunkireddy et al. [150] and
Barwal et al. [144] prepared ultra-small CS NPs by tuning the mechanochemical parameters in order to
increase intermolecular distance and decrease interparticle crosslinking. Specifically, a small beaker
(25 mL) and big magnetic stirrer (1.0 × 0.5 × 0.5 cm) were used, as well as the highest possible stirring
speed (650 rpm). The height of CS solution was just enough to cover the magnetic stirrer. The TPP
solution drops were 1.0 µL and the dropping speed was 1 drop/s. By applying these mechanical
parameters, NPs of 20 ± 5 nm were obtained from 10 mL of 0.225% w/v CS solution and 5 mL of
2 mg/mL TPP solution.
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Except for the size, other characteristics are important. The polydispersity index (PDI) is a measure
of the homogeneity of the prepared NPs. PDI values that have been reported for CS NPs range
between 0.17 and 1, with values over 0.7 indicating rather broad distributions. PDI has been found to
be dependent on CS and TPP concentrations. Generally, as either concentration increases, the PDI
increases [133,136,140,146]. Badiee et al. reported a slight increase in PDI from 0.25 to 0.42 when the
CS concentration increased, but there was an important reduction from 0.41 to 0.24 when the TPP
concentration increased [132]. Finally, according to Sabbagh et al., the highest PDI was predicted for
simultaneous very high or very low CS and TPP concentrations [139].

ζ-potential is a measure of the surface charge of NPs. NPs having high absolute values of
ζ-potential (>±30 mV) are more stable due to higher repulsions between NPs and present a smaller
risk of particle aggregation. In the case of ocular delivery, prolonging drug residence on the ocular
surface is critical. The mucoadhesion of CS is promoted by the positively charged amino groups that
interact with the negatively charged corneal mucin layer. Thus, high positive ζ-potentials are generally
advantageous. The ζ-potential of CS NPs range from 20 to 60 mV and is affected by the CS/TPP ratio,
since they are oppositely charged. CS NPs have positive ζ-potentials due to the cationic nature of CS.
Increasing the concentration of TPP leads to a decrease of ζ-potential [133,138–140,142]. For example,
Morsi et al. studied the changes of ζ-potential and found that its values decreased from +19.3 to
+15.1 mV while increasing the concentration of TPP from 0.4 to 0.6 mg/mL [138].

The morphology of NPs is also an important characteristic, as spherical NPs possess a higher
surface area-to-volume ratio compared to other shapes, resulting in a more reactive surface and
ultimately, more opportunities to produce a therapeutic effect. As confirmed by scanning electron
microscopy (SEM) and transmission electron microscopy (TEM) photomicrographs, CS NPs are
generally spherical and smooth.

Due to the CS cationic nature, the swelling ability of NPs is affected by pH (and proportional
to CS concentration) [133]. Important swelling has been observed around pH 7, accompanied by a
deswelling at higher pH due to the modification of electrostatic repulsions, as the protonation of CS
amino groups is pH dependent. Other authors report a better swelling at pH 5 rather than 7 [146].
In some cases, drug release kinetics fitting suggested that release was not only diffusion-controlled but
also swelling-controlled (non-Fickian diffusion) [131,133,151].

Drug Encapsulation and Release

CS NPs as a drug delivery system have the ability to adhere to mucous surfaces and thus be
retained for a prolonged period on the ocular surface. As a result, CS NPs are excellent agents for API
sustained release in topical applications. An ideal drug delivery system should have suitable size,
enhanced stability, and controlled release, as well as being non-toxic. Furthermore, drug loading and
entrapment efficiency are also critical when engineering NPs: high drug loading percentages result in
more efficient NPs, while high entrapment efficiency reduces drug waste during formulation.

Both drug loading and entrapment efficiency are affected by CS and TPP concentrations [133].
Drug loading depends also heavily on the concentration of the drug used during the preparation of NPs.
Increasing drug concentration results in a higher loading [139,140,151], although only up to a certain
value [129,142]. An improvement in API entrapment efficiency has been reported with increasing
CS [139,140,145] and TPP [145] concentrations. This may be attributed to the fact that more polymers
can encapsulate more drugs, and more TPP accelerates entrapment by increasing the crosslinking
contact [145]. As expected, decreasing the CS/TPP ratio leads to a decrease of entrapment [136,139,145].

Several drugs have been loaded in CS NPs aiming at treating various eye conditions:
levofloxacin [135,152,153] and diclofenac [131] as antibacterial factors; lomefloxacin [140], ciprofloxacin [154],
moxifloxacin hydrochloride [155], acetazolamide [136]; brimonidine for glaucoma therapy [144];
ganciclovir [156], indomethacin [133]; L-2-oxothiazolidine-4-carboxylic acid, which is involved in
cataract treatment [157]; ketorolac tromethamine [138,142,145], bevacizumab [132], ranibizumab [158],
celecoxib [159], doxorubicin [147,148,160], metronidazole [139]; dexamethasone [143,151,161], which is
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anti-inflammatory; bovine lactoferrin [150]; daptomycin for the treatment of bacterial endophthalmitis [129];
tobramycin sulfate [162], curcumin [146], rosmarinic acid [163], cardamom essential oil [164], and plant
extracts [163,165]. Those NPs have been either administered as such or incorporated into other drug
delivery formulations (see Chapter 3.4).

Drug release largely depends on the physical state of the compound that is encapsulated or
dispersed in the polymeric matrix. It also depends on the extent of interactions with the polymeric
matrix and particularly the ability to form hydrogen bonds. In most cases, a biphasic drug release
is observed: an initial burst release, which is due to the release of superficially adsorbed molecules,
followed by a sustained release of the active principle. The burst release may be advantageous to rapidly
achieve a therapeutic concentration, followed by the sustained release to maintain the therapeutic
concentration. Release is dominated by diffusion of the API molecules out of the NPs, but it can be
assisted by dissolution of the drug in the release medium, the swelling of the particles, and some
hydrolytic degradation/erosion of the CS matrix.

Levofloxacin shows good antibacterial activity on cornea and conjunctiva. In the work of
Ameeduzzafar et al., levofloxacin was encapsulated in CS NPs, which were further incorporated in an
in situ gelling formulation. Levofloxacin was entrapped in an amorphous state, and good entrapment
efficiencies were achieved (up to 80%), although the final drug loading was low (3–5%) [135]. Similarly,
Kong et al. prepared CS microspheres which were loaded with levofloxacin and incorporated to
a CS-based hydrogel [153]. Diclofenac sodium is another drug that has anti-inflammatory and
antimicrobial activity. Diclofenac sodium was loaded in CS NPs using low and high molecular
weight CS (LMWCS and HMWCS respectively). Encapsulation efficiency was slightly, though not
significantly, increased by increasing the CS molecular weight (29.3% and 31.1% for LMWCS and
HMWCS, respectively). The release rate of diclofenac sodium decreased when the molecular weight
of CS increased. The antibacterial activity of diclofenac sodium-loaded CS NPs against S. aureus and
Bacillus Subtilis depended on the molecular weight of CS and the pH of the medium, but it was higher
than pure diclofenac sodium due to the synergy with CS [131]. Lomefloxacin hydrochloride is another
widely used antibacterial agent. It was loaded in CS NPs with good encapsulation efficiency (57–69%)
for ocular applications. The release of lomefloxacin hydrochloride from NPs was extended over 8 h
(approximately 94% of released drug) while release from lomefloxacin hydrochloride powder was
almost complete within 30 min [140]. Ciprofloxacin, another antibacterial factor, was also loaded
in CS NPs from different sources (shrimps, locust, beetles, and honey bees). High entrapment
efficiency was achieved (approximately 99%), and a 12-h drug release pattern was observed in vitro.
The antibacterial activity was assessed against both Gram-positive and Gram-negative bacterial
strains (methicillin-resistant S. aureus, Pseudomonas aeruginosa, E. coli, and Bacillus thuringiensis).
Better performances were demonstrated for the drug-loaded NPs compared to either free ciprofloxacin
or empty CS NPs [154]. The antibacterial drug metronidazole was also encapsulated in CS NPs.
Ionic interactions between CS and metronidazole were evidenced by Fourier transformation infrared
spectroscopy (FTIR). Biphasic release was observed and depending on formulations, drug release could
be extended up to 24 h [139]. Daptomycin is a natural lipopeptide with antibiotic activities, which was
loaded in CS NPs for the treatment of bacterial endophthalmitis [129]. High encapsulation efficiencies,
up to 97%, were achieved. In vitro daptomycin was completely released within 4 h, according to a
biphasic pattern. The antimicrobial activity of daptomycin was preserved after encapsulation, and the
antimicrobial susceptibility of the drug-loaded CS NPs was satisfactory, although it was lower than for
free daptomycin.

CS NPs have also been applied to the treatment of glaucoma. More specifically, acetazolamide was
loaded in LMWCS and HMWCS NPs (entrapment efficiencies: 60–74% and 73–80%, respectively) [136].
A sustained in vitro release was observed compared to the free drug, which was attributed to
dissolution and diffusion. Accordingly, intraocular pressure (IOP) reduction was observed in in vivo
ocular hypotensive efficacy studies for at least 5 h. Similarly, brimonidine was encapsulated in
ultra-small CS NPs for IOP reduction (encapsulation efficiency 39%) [144]. Ultra-small CS NPs revealed
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a prolonged release of brimonidine, with an initial burst release (0.5 h) and complete release within
100 h.

Ganciclovir [156], indomethacin [133], and L-2-oxothiazolidine-4-carboxylic acid [157] were also
encapsulated in CS NPs for cataract treatment. Kalam et al. studied the encapsulation and in vitro
release of indomethacin from CS NPs [133]. A fast initial release was observed for the first hour (30–50%
of indomethacin release), followed by a slower release, which was attributed to a different release
mechanism—i.e., diffusion instead of adsorption. Release wad fitted to the Higuchi kinetic model.

Ketorolac tromethamine is effective in inhibiting post-operative eye inflammation, reducing
conjunctivitis with no alteration of cornea. Its ocular administration through CS NPs and other
formulations has been extensively studied [138,142,145]. Reported entrapment efficiencies of ketorolac
tromethamine in CS NPs were roughly 40–70%. Release behavior varied from 6 to 24 h, amongst
the different groups that studied ketorolac tromethamine encapsulation. This could be attributed to
different NP sizes and to different CS and TPP concentrations and ratios. Morsi et al. reported that an
increase in CS or TPP concentration resulted in a decrease in the percentage of released drug [138].
Fathalla et al. reported that CS NPs had the ability to retain ketorolac tromethamine for a longer time
on the ocular surface [142]. Finally, Morsi et al. further incorporated ketorolac tromethamine-loaded
CS NPs in films that could be used as ocular inserts [138].

Dexamethasone is a well-known anti-inflammatory agent that has also been loaded in CS
NPs for topical ocular administration. Kalam reported an entrapment efficiency around 70% for
the optimized formulation [143,161]. These NPs were further coated by hyaluronic acid (HA) to
contribute to the cellular uptake of NPs by receptor-mediated endocytosis. According to Behl et al.,
dexamethasone release from CS NPs followed diffusion and swelling controlled mechanisms and was
impacted by the electrostatic interaction between the drug and the polymeric matrix [151]. In that
work, dexamethasone-loaded CS NPs were ultimately used for the preparation of contact lenses that
demonstrated a continuously increasing drug release (55.7%) for approximately 22 days (vide infra).

Bevacizumab, a drug that has demonstrated promising effects on choroidal neovascularization
treatment, was loaded in CS NPs to increase its residence time on the ocular surface [132]. It is
noteworthy that the drug release was extended over 60 days, with a low burst release. The total
cumulative release was around 84%.

As evidenced by the above examples, drug encapsulation in CS NPs can contribute to a higher
therapeutic efficiency in various ophthalmic diseases. It is also shown that the encapsulation and
release of active agents depend on both the characteristics of the CS NPs and the nature of the drug.

3.1.2. Ionotropic Gelation with Other Polymers

In the previous paragraphs, we focused our attention on the NPs produced by crosslinking CS
with TPP; however, there are other polyelectrolytes that have been used to this intent as well: lecithin,
pectin, sodium alginate, etc. (Table 2). Lecithin (L), a naturally occurring blend of phospholipids found
in the cell environment, could potentially enhance loading and improve the release of lipophilic APIs.
Chhonker et al. prepared CS/L NPs for the encapsulation of amphotericin B, which is a natural antibiotic
that is widely used for the treatment of fungal keratitis [149]. The formation of CS/L NPs was based
on ionic interactions between the phosphate groups of L and the amino groups of CS (ionic gelation).
Three different molecular weights of CS were used and spherical NPs, ranging between 160 and 230 nm,
were obtained. Furthermore, the increasing molecular weight of CS incrementally affected several
properties of NPs, such as their size, ζ-potential, and entrapment efficiency. In vivo precorneal retention
tests revealed increased bioavailability in comparison with the marketed formulation. Hafner et al.
compared CS/L NPs and Pluronic F127/CS micelles for the ocular delivery of photosensitive melatonin,
which is a neurohormone that has been proposed for IOP reduction [166]. The F127/CS micelles were
formulated via a direct dissolution method and melatonin-loaded CS/L NPs by the injection of a lecithin
alcoholic solution into a CS aqueous solution. Permeability was evaluated with an in vitro corneal
epithelial model. The presence of CS in F127 micelles weakened the permeation-enhancing effect of the
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micelles due to the electrostatic interactions between CS and F127. On the other hand, CS/L NPs showed
a controllable melatonin permeation efficacy. NPs resulted in an improved pre-corneal presence of
melatonin, thus contributing to an enhanced ocular bioavailability and a prolonged IOP decrease.

Pectin belongs to the family of anionic polysaccharides and is found in the cellular membranes of
numerous plants. Due to its negative charge, pectin can be valuable for drug delivery polyelectrolyte
complexes with cationic CS. In their work, Dubey et al. formulated CS/pectin nanocapsules to entrap
brinzolamide, an anti-glaucoma agent, via a polyelectrolyte complex coacervation method, as illustrated
in Figure 5 [167]. This study evidenced the impact of various factors on nanocapsule stability, such as
polymer concentration, stirring factors, and pH, with the latter being the most important. In any
case, the average size of the formulated particles was between 217 and 240 nm, while their shape
was spherical and smoothed. The results revealed an enhanced brinzolamide corneal permeation
from CS/pectin NPs, offering higher bioavailability and drug release, than the commercial eye drops.
Likewise, Muhtadi et al. employed the electrostatic interactions between CS and pectin to prepare
timolol maleate-loaded NPs, using calcium chloride, CaCl2, as a crosslinking agent [168]. A 23 factorial
pattern was designed for parameter optimization. More specifically, entrapment efficiency, particle
size, and PDI factors were studied in correlation to CS, pectin, and CaCl2 concentrations. Based on
these criteria, the highest desirability index (size 247–279 nm, PDI 0.67–0.69, entrapment efficiency
25–30%) was obtained by the systems prepared with 0.01% w/v CS, 0.4% w/v pectin and 0.2% w/v CaCl2.
A prolonged drug release was achieved with this delivery system.
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The ionic interaction between CS and alginate is another interesting interaction. Alginate is a
natural, hemocompatible anionic polysaccharide bearing carboxyl end groups, which is found in
seaweed [12]. Sodium alginate (ALG) is a highly hydrophilic, mucoadhesive polymer that has a
good biocompatibility and can act as a penetration enhancer and, as a result, it is largely employed
for biomedical applications. In this context, Ilka and her coworkers capitalized on the pre-gelation
method for the formulation of CS/ALG NPs encapsulating the anti-glaucoma drug timolol maleate
(Figure 6) [169]. NPs were obtained from a low concentration ALG solution containing timolol
maleate by inducing an ionotropic pre-gelation with calcium ions (CaCl2), followed by polyelectrolyte
complexation with CS. CS/ALG NPs exhibited good stability, high entrapment efficiency, and sustained
drug release. Similarly, Ahdyani et al. prepared CS/ALG NPs for timolol maleate ocular delivery [170].
The pre-gelation method with CaCl2 was applied as calcium ions contributed to the formation of
more stable and compact NPs. NPs exhibited sizes in the range of 114 to 509 nm, while their size was
proportionally influenced by the concentrations of CS and ALG. In vitro release studies evidenced
a prolonged release over 24 h. Taghe et al. exploited the ionic synergy among CS, TPP, and ALG
to formulate nanoparticulate systems for the incorporation of ofloxacin, an anti-infection agent,
and compared its ocular dynamic against CS/TPP NPs [126]. In both cases, roughly spherical particles
with positive surface were formed, while in the case of CS/ALG/TPP NPs, increasing the ALG content
led to less stable dispersions. NPs showed an initial ofloxacin burst release followed by a sustained
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release; ocular penetration through sheep cornea compared to ofloxacin solution was improved.
Abdelrahman et al. compared TPP and ALG in the formation of NPs for the delivery of lomefloxacin [140].
NPs prepared with ALG had a higher drug entrapment, but particles prepared with TPP exhibited
higher permeation characteristics and a higher release. The optimized formulation, based on ALG,
showed a better antimicrobial activity than lomefloxacin solution, which was attributed either to the
presence of CS and/or to the overall higher efficiency of the formulation. Gong et al. investigated
CS/calcium alginate NPs as nanocarrier systems for the delivery of low-density lipoprotein–rosiglitazone
complexes, aiming at a prolonged released and a reduction of toxic adverse side effects [171]. Specifically,
the lipoprotein–rosiglitazone complex was synthesized via an incubation exchange method and then
added to CS/calcium alginate NPs. Comparable performances to rosiglitazone and slower release made
this innovative system a promising rosiglitazone carrier to treat post-glaucoma scarring complications.
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Naturally existing gums and their products are extensively investigated in pharmaceutical
technology not only due to their biodegradability, biocompatibility, and non-immunogenicity, but also
because of their non-toxic, cheap, and accessible nature [12]. Modifications of natural gums often
ameliorate their water solubility, which is a desirable property for a variety of drug delivery applications.
Minkal et al. employed a carboxymethylated derivative of gum katira, which exhibits a higher aqueous
solubility [172]. Due to their opposite charges, carboxymethylated gum katira formed a polyelectrolyte
nanoparticulate system with CS, which was used to entrap and deliver ofloxacin. The complexed NPs
possessed an optimal size and good entrapment efficiency. The results indicated the enhanced in vitro
corneal permeability of ofloxacin through isolated porcine cornea, while the nanosuspension’s corneal
biocompatibility was approved by histological studies. In line with this work, Mittal et al. studied
the interaction of CS with another gum, flax seed gum, to prepare CS/flax seed gum NPs loaded with
timolol maleate for glaucoma treatment [173]. The ionic gelation technique was employed for this
purpose. The bioadhesive polymeric NPs revealed sustained timolol maleate release, while showing
advanced corneal penetration in comparison to marketed ophthalmic solutions. NPs were proven to
be biocompatible with cornea and exhibited reduced IOP for a long duration after administration.

The combination of anionic dextran sulfate (DexS) and cationic CS, due to their contrasting
charges, leads to the formation of mucoadhesive NPs showing sustained drug release, which is
an interesting tool for overcoming the brief residence time of locally administrated APIs [12].
Chaiyasan et al. engineered CS and DexS to prepare NPs for the entrapment of lutein, which is
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a lipophilic antioxidant [174]. In order to avoid NPs aggregation during storage, poly(ethylene glycol)
(PEG) 400 and 1-ethyl-3-(3-dimethylaminopropyl) carbodiimide (EDC), a commonly used stabilizing
agent and a hydrophilic crosslinker respectively, were employed. The prepared cationic NPs showed
a size of almost 400 nm, exhibited a high drug entrapment efficiency, and were mucoadhesive. It is
notable that PEG and EDC improved the colloidal nanosuspension stability after storage, with the first
providing a protecting role via steric hindrance. In a few words, lutein/CS/DexS NPs accomplished
their purpose of ophthalmic external delivery, via electrostatic and hydrogen bonding between the
synthesized NPs and the mucosal surface. Similarly, Manchanda et al. took advantage of the ionic
interactions between the anionic DexS and cationic CS to prepare nanoparticulate systems containing
acetazolamide, which is a model drug for the IOP decrease to glaucoma sufferers [175]. Six varied
formulations were synthesized, changing factors such as the concentration of drug and the molecular
weight of CS. NPs exhibited sizes in the range of 150 to 330 nm, while their smoothed surface was
positively charged; the mucoadhesive nature of the prepared NPs could be a beneficial characteristic
for the ophthalmic bioavailability of acetazolamide. Studies evidenced a proportional relationship
between the CS/DexS ratio and the entrapment efficiency of acetazolamide. The irritation index of
the prepared samples was estimated to be null, while in vivo ocular hypotensive tests revealed an
interesting and sustained decrease of IOP for 5 h. A comparison between TPP and DexS as crosslinking
agents for the preparation of CS NPs was further implemented [134]. The 12 formulations, prepared
through ionotropic gelation, differed in the concentration of LMWCS and HMWCS, as well as the
crosslinker type, and they were loaded with dorzolamide HCl. The optimal NPs were those prepared
with the highest concentration of LMWCS, since they revealed a greater cationic surface (better affinity
to the ocular mucosa) and improved dispersal stability. Despite differences in in vitro release and
ex vivo permeation studies, the optimized NPs exhibited comparable in vivo results: a 5 h-lasting
decrease in IOP. Similarly, Chavan et al. used CS/DexS NPs to design a ciprofloxacin delivery vehicle
for the treatment of microbial infections [176]. FTIR and thermogravimetric analysis evidenced the
conjugation between the drug and CS/DexS NPs via hydrogen bonds, as illustrated in Figure 7.
Ciprofloxacin NPs showed enhanced antibacterial effects compared to the drug alone.
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Silva et al. utilized hyaluronic acid (HA), a naturally existing anionic glycosaminoglycan with
mucoadhesive and biocompatible properties that is able to interact with the ophthalmic epithelium [8].
CS was crosslinked with both TPP and HA to produce CS/TPP/HA NPs via ionotropic gelation.
NPs were loaded with ceftazidime, which is an antibiotic for the treatment of ophthalmic infections,
such as bacterial keratitis, and incorporated in eye-drop formulations containing HPMC. All the
prepared NPs exhibited an average particle size of 350 nm, while their surface was positively charged,
enhancing its mucoadhesive properties. The antimicrobial properties of ceftazidime were retained after
its encapsulation into NPs, and the produced nanoparticulate system exhibited optimal characteristics
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for the local ocular antibiotic delivery. Silva et al. further encapsulated erythropoietin in CS/HA
NPs [177]. Hyaluronic acids of different molecular weights and sources were investigated. The highest
entrapment efficiency was observed for the highest molecular weight HA. Ex vivo permeation studies
demonstrated a higher permeation through porcine conjunctiva, followed by sclera and cornea. Fabiano
et al. prepared CS/HA-based NPs for the encapsulation of 5-fluorouracil [178]. Drug release was
completed in less than three hours. These NPS were further incorporated in a CS gel to increase their
therapeutic potential (vide infra).

The anionic chain of sulfobutylether-β-cyclodextrin (SBE-β-CD) has been investigated for the
formation of nanoparticulate systems with CS. Indeed, SBE-β-CD, a water-soluble derivative of
β-cyclodextrin, is non-toxic and thus extensively investigated by the pharmaceutical technology. In this
context, Zhang et al. formulated SBE-β-CD/CS NPs, which were further loaded with naringenin [179].
Naringenin, a naturally existing flavanone, is employed for the treatment of age-related macular
degeneration, as it provokes an effective boost of the ocular blood flow and shows an antioxidant
character. The first step of the synthesis route was the complexation between SBE-β-CD and the
drug, resulting in an increased water solubility of the latter. NPs were synthesized via the ionic
gelation technique, while the physicochemical and thermal properties of the formulations were
determined through size, ζ-potential, FTIR, and differential scanning calorimetry measurements.
Naringenin/SBE-β-CD/CS NPs presented an average size of 446.4 ± 113 nm and a positively charged
surface that is able to interact with cornea. In vivo studies indicated the improved performances and
the harmless nature of the formulations, and thus their applicability for ophthalmic uses.

Sodium deoxycholate, the sodium salt of deoxycholic acid, is frequently used as a biological
detergent to lyse cells and solubilize cellular components. In many cases, due to its surfactant properties,
sodium deoxycholate is thought to enhance the APIs absorption in the interior of biological systems.
A promising approach developed by Alqurshi et al. took advantage of the ionic interactions between
CS and sodium deoxycholate as a counter-ion to formulate self-organizing NPs for the delivery of
prednisolone acetate, which is a lipophilic drug applied in inflammatory ocular treatment [180]. Studies
revealed the relation between the CS/sodium deoxycholate concentration and the size of the prepared
NPs, while the addition of PVA during preparation contributed to obtaining particles with remarkable
characteristics. Moreover, clinical trials on female guinea pigs exhibited a superior action of the
prepared NPs regarding the anti-inflammatory activity, in contrast with the marketed prednisolone
acetate gels.

Poloxamers or Pluronics® are a class of water-soluble, non-ionic, triblock copolymers, composed of
a central poly(propylene oxide) (PPO) block and two terminal poly(ethylene oxide) blocks [181]. A wide
range of poloxamers is commercially available with varying block molecular weights. Poloxamers
play an important role in drug delivery systems owing to their stabilizing and strongly mucoadhesive
nature. The latter is based on the dual properties of poloxamers, possessing both lipophobic and
lipophilic units resembling mucosa action [12]. Ahuja et al. employed a nanoprecipitation method
to formulate CS/lysine/poloxamer-188 itraconazole-loaded NPs [182]. Precipitation was triggered by
water addition due to pH alterations and the presence of a non-solvent. Ex vivo studies applied to
isolated goat cornea revealed an increased itraconazole corneal uptake in the case of nanosuspensions
compared to marketed suspensions, rendering them appropriate candidates for ocular delivery.

Natesan et al. prepared PEG-modified CS/TPP NPs, applying “traditional” ionic gelation but by
adding PEG to the TPP solution [183]. PEG of different molecular weights and in different concentrations
was used. According to the authors, PEG was bound to the CS NPs through hydrogen bonding and
formed a semi-interpenetrating network. The NPs were loaded with resveratrol and quercetin, which are
two natural antioxidants. An increase in PEG concentration resulted in bigger NPs but to the expense
of drug loading. Ex vivo corneal permeation demonstrated an important enhancement in permeation
compared to resveratrol, and in vivo studies showed a prolonged IOP lowering effect up to 8 h
compared to timolol maleate—and, due to the synergistic effect of the two drugs, better performances
than resveratrol alone.
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Åhlén et al. embedded CS/PAA NPs in PVA contact lenses as a potential vehicle for lysozyme-
triggered drug delivery [184]. CS/PAA NPs were prepared via a radical polymerization route in three
different CS/PAA ratios. NPs obtained from 1:1 CS/PAA were the smallest with the lowest net charge.
A 0.2 mM lysozyme concentration, similar to lysozyme concentration in tear fluid, was found to be
adequate to degrade the polymeric NPs within 5 h, triggering drug release.

When combined with metal ions, CS forms non-toxic crosslinked structures that have demonstrated
exceptional wound-healing properties. Indeed, this system can initiate the production of nitric oxide
(NO), which is a biomolecule produced in many bioprocesses under wound-provoking conditions
through different cellular types. In this context, Tellios et al. designed a CS/Cu/glucose composite to
evaluate its wound-healing potential in human corneal and limbal epithelial injury [185]. Analysis
methods revealed a fastened Cu–CS activity in human corneal epithelial wound closure after 3 days,
in contrast to the human limbal epithelial injury effects. The latter was attributed to the overproduction
of NO, leading to cell necrosis. The above-mentioned differences between the two cellular models are
an aftereffect of different metabolic pathways and NO-indicating procedures.

Table 2. Optimized chitosan (CS) nanoparticles obtained with other polyanions apart from
sodium tripolyphosphate.

Combined
Polyanion

CS/Polyanion
Mass Ratio

Size
(nm)

ζ-Potential
(mV) PDI Drug Ref.

Lecithin 1/10 161.9 ± 1.3 +26.6 ± 1.13 0.189 ± 0.004 Amphotericin B [149]
Lecithin 1/20 241.8 ± 0.8 +22.7 ± 0.7 0.207 ± 0.003 Melatonin [166]
Pectin 1/2 229.02 ± 0.45 +26.6 ± 0.04 0.45 ± 0.04 Brinzolamide [167]
Pectin,

calcium
chloride

1/80 274.9 ± 14.45 - 0.634 ± 0.066 Timolol maleate [168]

Sodium
alginate 1/10 80–100 - 0.020 ± 0.008 Timolol maleate [169]

TPP and
sodium
alginate

1/0.086/0.029 a 439.8 ± 1.9 +37.4 ± 1.7 0.39 ± 0.14 Ofloxacin [126]

Calcium
alginate 1/1 310.2 +28.9 0.353 Rosiglitazone [171]

Carboxymethyl
gum katira - 269 - 0.236 Ofloxacin [172]

Flax seed gum - 267.06 ± 8.65 −20.3 ± 2.88 0.345 ± 0.02 Timolol maleate [173]
Dextran
sulfate
EDC

1/1.6 454 ± 7 +34.4 ± 3.1 0.28 ± 0.01 Lutein [174]

Dextran
sulfate 1/0.13 172.3 ± 9.03 +36.46 ± 0.59 0.257 ± 0.015 Acetazolamide [175]

Dextran
sulfate 1/0.13 182.63 ± 4.64 +43.03 ± 0.51 0.259 ± 0.014 Dorzolamide [134]

Dextran
sulfate 4/3 ~350 +3.55 - Ciprofloxacin [176]

Hyaluronic
acid
TPP

1/4.6 b 362 ± 35 +44 ± 1 0.14 ± 0.00 Ceftazidime [8]

Sulfobutylether-
β-cyclodextrin 1/0.3 446.4 ± 113 +22.5 ± 4.91 - Naringenin [179]

Sodium
deoxycholate 1/5 321 ± 22 +28.8 0.454 Prednisolone

acetate [180]

Lysine 1/2 289.6 ± 2.48 +20.19 ± 1.11 0.32 ± 0.04 Itraconazole [182]

EDC: 1-ethyl-3-(3-dimethylaminopropyl) carbodiimide hydrochloride, a: CS/TPP/sodium alginate ratioc, b: CS/total
anion ratio.
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3.1.3. Nanoparticles from Modified Chitosan

Despite all its advantages, CS presents some limitations. One of them is its low solubility in neutral
and alkaline pH. Chemical modification is a means to enhance its solubility as well as other properties
such as mucoadhesion, bioavailability, biocompatibility, etc. and to broaden its spectrum of applications.
Indeed, when CS NPs are prepared via ionic gelation, the positively charged amino groups react with
negatively charged TPP groups. However, this reaction blocks most of the amino groups of CS and
thus might reduce the mucoadhesive ability of CS. In an earlier study, the interactions between CS and
mucin were evaluated by measuring the ζ-potential values: the higher the ζ-potential, the higher the
mucoadhesive properties [186]. Mucin alone has a negative ζ-potential: −18.7 ± 0.6 mV [187], which is
very close to the value of −19.4 mV (at pH 7) that was reported from Sogias et al. [54]. CS has a positive
ζ-potential close to +46.7 ± 0.4 mV, which decreases progressively by increasing the amount of TPP
used for NPs preparation (vide supra) [188]. As the number of available –NH3

+ groups—which are
able to ionically interact with the sialic acids of mucin—decrease, a reduced mucoadhesion is expected.
Appropriate derivatives can attenuate this drawback. CS can be modified on either its hydroxyl
functionality or its amine groups, the latter being more frequent, and modified CS derivatives have
been used for NPs formulation with TPP (Table 3) or without.

N-trimethyl CS (TMCS), 1 in Scheme 1, where the amino groups have been quaternized by the
introduction of methyl groups, is the simplest quaternized CS. The quaternazitaion of CS amino groups
is an easy method to extend CS solubility over a wide range of pH. Asasutjarit et al. employed TMCS
as a convenient carrier for diclofenac sodium, a non-steroidal anti-inflammatory drug, to enhance its
ocular bioavailability [189]. TMCS was synthesized by reductive methylation and NPs were further
prepared via ionic gelation with TPP as a crosslinking agent (TMCS/TPP weight ratio: 1:1, 2:1, 3:1, 3:2,
4:1). The optimized formulation (size 155 nm, PDI 0.2, ζ-potential 8.3 mV and entrapment efficiency
93.3%) was prepared with a TMCS/TPP/diclofenac sodium weight ratio of 3:1:1. According to the
authors, FTIR evidenced weak H-bond interactions between diclofenac sodium and the polymeric
matrix, apart from the expected electrostatic interactions. In vivo studies analyzed the presence of
diclofenac sodium in rabbits’ aqueous humors after the instillation of the prepared formulation.
The maximum concentration of diclofenac was comparable to the marketed eye drops, and after 12 h,
the concentration was still within the range of the minimum effective concentration. Shinde et al. used
TMCS to encapsulate flurbiprofen, which is an API that is regularly prescribed for the treatment of
bacterial conjunctivitis, aiming at enhancing the residence time on the ocular surface, thus decreasing the
frequency of the instillation and improving patient compliance [190]. The specificity of this work is that
flurbiprofen was encapsulated as an inclusion complex with hydroxyl propyl-β-cyclodextrin to increase
its water solubility. NPs were formulated with TPP and loaded with the flurbiprofen/cyclodextrin
complexes. TMCS loaded NPs ranged from 200 to 800 nm and exhibited an increased mucoadhesion
compared to CS NPs. Biphasic drug release was observed with a burst release followed by a sustained
one, according to in vitro release studies.

Siafaka et al. reported the amino group modification of CS with succinic anhydride [191] and
2-carboxybenzaldehyde [192], 2 and 3 in Scheme 1, and they examined their performance as nanocarriers
for the entrapment of timolol maleate [191]. NPs were prepared by ionic gelation with TPP. The size of
the obtained NPs depended on the modified CS/TPP ratio, and to rationalize the differences between
the two derivatives, the interactions with TPP were theoretically investigated applying calculations
based on density functional theory. Timolol maleate was satisfactorily encapsulated in the NPs in
an amorphous form, with a better encapsulation in the case of the carboxybenzaldehyde derivative,
which was perhaps due to its higher hydrophobicity. The theoretical release data analysis indicated
that the release of the active substance was a multistage process with drug diffusion being the leading
release mechanism.

Ambhore et al. published a work on the combination of HPMC and N-carboxymethyl CS, 4 in
Scheme 1, with two types of pluronics, namely Poloxamer 407 (P407) and Kolliphor-P188 [193].
Nanosuspensions were prepared via a solvent diffusion technique and loaded with sparfloxacin,
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which is an antibiotic that is used against bacterial conjunctivitis. Due to steric hindrance effects,
the two surfactants prevented any aggregation of the prepared NPs and thus enhanced the formulations’
stability. The optimal formulation was the one based on N-carboxymethyl CS nanosuspension
in combination with pluronics, revealing 94 ± 2% entrapment efficiency, a zero irritation index,
and sustainable sparfloxacin release.Polymers 2020, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW 20 of 69 
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Jaiswal et al. reported a green synthesis of methylmethacrylate CS, 5 in Scheme 1, via a Michael
addition and the subsequent preparation of curcumin-loaded NPs using ionic gelation with TPP [194].
Different CS/methyl methacrylate mol ratios were investigated: 1:2.5, 1:5, and 1:10. The optimized
particles (small size (200 nm in average), low PDI (3.2), high drug entrapment (68%)) were obtained
from the derivative synthesized with the lowest amount of methyl methacrylate. In vitro release of
the drug was studied at two different pH values (5.0 and 7.4), and a higher release was observed in
acidic medium.

Rajawat et al. reported a thiolated CS derivative, 6 in Scheme 1, as a microcarrier for the ocular
delivery of acyclovir [195]. N-Acetylcysteine was covalently bonded to CS via a carbodiimide-mediated
coupling reaction. The produced modified CS bore 492 ± 30 mmol of thiol groups/g of polymer
and showed higher mucoadhesion and enhanced thermal stability comparatively to neat CS.
Acyclovir-loaded microspheres were prepared via emulsification followed by crosslinking. In vitro
release of acyclovir in simulated tear fluid (STF) took place in two phases: a burst release followed by
a sustained release for 12 h. No symptoms of ocular toxicity were observed in vivo, confirming the
potential of N-acetylcysteine CS (NACCS) microspheres for ocular administration.
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Mauro et al. presented an innovative amphiphilic CS derivative with L-arginine and octyl groups,
7 in Scheme 1, as a polymer carrier for sorafenib tosylate [196]. More specifically, CS oligosaccharide
amino groups were initially modified by L-arginine via a carbodiimide-mediated coupling reaction and
then with octanal to confer an amphiphilic behavior. The copolymer was utilized for the formulation
of microparticles applying a coacervation technique. The resulting microparticles consisted of an
arginine-decorated hydrophilic shell and inner hydrophobic domains, which were expected to promote
the entrapment of hydrophobic drugs (>10% w/w). In vitro release studies evidenced a sustained
release over 12 h, but more remarkably with no burst effect. In addition, it is notable that in vitro
transcorneal studies showed a significantly increased permeation, which was attributed to the presence
of arginine residues with permeation-enhancing properties on their outer shell.

Savin et al. reported a novel type of polymer nanocarriers, based on CS modified with poly(ethylene
glycol) methacrylate, 8 in Scheme 1 [197]. Although PEG-grafted CS derivatives have been reported,
in this study, CS-grafted poly(ethylene glycol) methacrylate (CS-g-PEGMA) was synthesized using
a Michael addition, instead of radical grafting. Bevacizumab-loaded micro- and nanoparticles were
prepared via double crosslinking, ionic (TPP or Na2SO4) followed by covalent (glutaraldehyde) in
reverse emulsion (water in oil). NPs sizes depended on the concentration of the polymer and were
measured between 200–900 nm and 1000–1500 nm depending on the crosslinker, TPP or Na2SO4,
respectively. As observed in Figure 8, the latter produced bigger particles due to a lower crosslinking
density. A drug release study revealed a slow sustained release with a small burst effect. Data were
fitted on a Korsmeyer–Peppas model, and drug transport was mainly controlled by Fickian diffusion.
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The aforementioned modifications concern the amino groups of CS; however, CS bears two
free hydroxyl groups, which have also been used to introduce modifications, especially the primary
hydroxyl group, as it is more reactive. Glycol CS (GlyCS), 9 in Scheme 1, is an appealing water-soluble
CS derivative. Yu et al. investigated cerium oxide/GlyCS NPs as a treatment for dry eye disease [198].
GlyCS/cerium oxide particles were formulated in the presence of ammonium hydroxide. Spectroscopic
analysis revealed that cerium oxide was successfully encapsulated into modified CS NPs. The NPs did
not show any cytotoxic effect and resulted in improvements in dry eye disease models, while preserving
the integrity of epithelium. A series of dexamethasone–GlyCS conjugates (Dex-GlyCS) were synthesized
by Yu et al. as dexamethasone carriers aiming at increasing precorneal retention and corneal
permeability [199]. Succinated dexamethasone was initially synthesized, and this derivative was
further coupled to the amino groups of GlyCS via the carboxylic end group of the succinic spacer.
Dex-GlyCS self-assembled spontaneously into spherical NPs ranging from 270 to 290 nm, with a positive
ζ-potential (roughly +15 mV). Dexamethasone release was evaluated in vitro in phosphate-buffered
saline (PBS, pH = 7.4) and showed a progressive release for 8 h, followed by a 48-h plateau. Finally,
an in vivo distribution test indicated a relatively long-term residence on the corneal surface.

In an attempt to increase CS mucoadhesive properties, Sun et al. reported an aminated derivative
of CS (AmCS), 10 in Scheme 1, which was employed to prepare folic acid-modified AmCS/TPP NPs for
the encapsulation of curcumin, in order to enhance its physicochemical and biological properties as an
antitumor drug, as shown in Figure 9 [200]. The small size of the produced particles was associated
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to their positive ζ-potential, which was advantageous regarding their use as carriers for antitumor
API. The factors affecting curcumin encapsulation were optimized, and the subsequent in vitro release
study demonstrated a biphasic release, with a cumulative release of 56.2% at 48 h. In addition,
results concerning cytotoxicity indicated that the formed NPs had a high targeting capacity for tumor
cells, supporting the hypothesis of improved polymer nanocomplexes for the treatment of cancer.

Polymers 2020, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW 22 of 69 

 

conjugates (Dex-GlyCS) were synthesized by Yu et al. as dexamethasone carriers aiming at 
increasing precorneal retention and corneal permeability [199]. Succinated dexamethasone was 
initially synthesized, and this derivative was further coupled to the amino groups of GlyCS via the 
carboxylic end group of the succinic spacer. Dex-GlyCS self-assembled spontaneously into spherical 
NPs ranging from 270 to 290 nm, with a positive ζ-potential (roughly +15 mV). Dexamethasone 
release was evaluated in vitro in phosphate-buffered saline (PBS, pH = 7.4) and showed a 
progressive release for 8 h, followed by a 48-h plateau. Finally, an in vivo distribution test indicated 
a relatively long-term residence on the corneal surface. 

In an attempt to increase CS mucoadhesive properties, Sun et al. reported an aminated derivative 
of CS (AmCS), 10 in Scheme 1, which was employed to prepare folic acid-modified AmCS/TPP NPs for 
the encapsulation of curcumin, in order to enhance its physicochemical and biological properties as an 
antitumor drug, as shown in Figure 9 [200]. The small size of the produced particles was associated to 
their positive ζ-potential, which was advantageous regarding their use as carriers for antitumor API. 
The factors affecting curcumin encapsulation were optimized, and the subsequent in vitro release 
study demonstrated a biphasic release, with a cumulative release of 56.2% at 48 h. In addition, results 
concerning cytotoxicity indicated that the formed NPs had a high targeting capacity for tumor cells, 
supporting the hypothesis of improved polymer nanocomplexes for the treatment of cancer. 

 

Figure 9. Preparation and action mechanism of folic acid (FA)-modified aminated chitosan 
(CS)/sodium tripolyphosphate (TPP) nanoparticles (FA-AmCS-TPP) [200]. 

Zhao et al. introduced galactosylated CS (GalCS), 11 in Scheme 1, NPs in ocular delivery, for the 
delivery of timolol maleate [201]. NPs were prepared via ionic crosslinking, and the experimental 
conditions were optimized using a four-factor and three-level Box–Behnken design. The 
independent variables were GalCS and TPP concentrations, and GalCS/TPP and timolol 
maleate/GalCS mass ratios, while the dependent variables were the particle size, the encapsulation 
efficiency, and the loading capacity. The optimal NPs demonstrated a particle size of 223.3 ± 6.8 nm 
with an encapsulation efficiency of 39% and an active substance loading of 18%. In addition, the in 
vitro release study revealed a sustained release over 8 h; in comparison, the commercial eye drops 
released 89% of timolol maleate within 2 h. More importantly, the in vivo study demonstrated a 
much-improved performance of the GalCS NPs compared to both commercial eye drop formulation 
and CS NPs. 

Piras et al. developed a novel water-soluble CS derivative that is able to form complexes with 
dexamethasone, which is a lipophilic API [202]. CS was initially quaternized with 
2-diethylaminoethyl chloride via amino group modification, 12 in Scheme 1, followed by the 
grafting of methyl-β-cyclodextrin on the resulting modified derivative, using hexamethylene 
diisocyanate as a linker, 13 in Scheme 1. The final product was highly soluble in water, with a 

Figure 9. Preparation and action mechanism of folic acid (FA)-modified aminated chitosan (CS)/sodium
tripolyphosphate (TPP) nanoparticles (FA-AmCS-TPP) [200].

Zhao et al. introduced galactosylated CS (GalCS), 11 in Scheme 1, NPs in ocular delivery, for the
delivery of timolol maleate [201]. NPs were prepared via ionic crosslinking, and the experimental
conditions were optimized using a four-factor and three-level Box–Behnken design. The independent
variables were GalCS and TPP concentrations, and GalCS/TPP and timolol maleate/GalCS mass ratios,
while the dependent variables were the particle size, the encapsulation efficiency, and the loading
capacity. The optimal NPs demonstrated a particle size of 223.3 ± 6.8 nm with an encapsulation
efficiency of 39% and an active substance loading of 18%. In addition, the in vitro release study
revealed a sustained release over 8 h; in comparison, the commercial eye drops released 89% of timolol
maleate within 2 h. More importantly, the in vivo study demonstrated a much-improved performance
of the GalCS NPs compared to both commercial eye drop formulation and CS NPs.

Piras et al. developed a novel water-soluble CS derivative that is able to form complexes with
dexamethasone, which is a lipophilic API [202]. CS was initially quaternized with 2-diethylaminoethyl
chloride via amino group modification, 12 in Scheme 1, followed by the grafting of methyl-β-cyclodextrin
on the resulting modified derivative, using hexamethylene diisocyanate as a linker, 13 in Scheme 1.
The final product was highly soluble in water, with a 10-atom-long spacer between the CS backbone
and the cyclodextrin, which was capable of encapsulating dexamethasone. Concerning the in vitro
cytotoxicity study, it was found that the cell viability was maintained above 80%, implying that the
resulting conjugate could be used as a solubilizing excipient for ophthalmic formulations. Thanks to
the strong interactions between the active substance and the polymer matrix, the prepared derivative
appeared promising for future processing into 3D solid forms, such as controlled drug delivery systems,
films, or medical devices. In line with this work, Fabiano et al. explored three different CS derivatives
for the formation of NPs and the ocular delivery of 5-fluorouracil: quaternized CS derivative (positively
charged), 12 in Scheme 1, a derivative bearing a protected thiol group, 14 in Scheme 1, and one bearing
a sulfobutyl group (negatively charged), 15 in Scheme 1 [203]. NPs were prepared by self-assembly
upon the addition of HA. All three derivatives yielded NPs with similar sizes (290–390 nm) and
entrapment efficiency (15–18%) but, as expected, different ζ-potentials: positive for derivatives 12 and
14 and negative for derivative 15. Due to the intrinsic mucoadhesivity of CS, derivative 15 showed
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some mucoadhesivity; however, it was much weaker than derivatives 12 and 14. These NPs were
further incorporated into a thermosensitive hydrogel.

Table 3. Nanoparticles with modified chitosan (CS) and sodium tripolyphosphate (TPP). API: active
pharmaceutical ingredient.

Modified CS
Derivative

Modified CS/TPP
Mass Ratio

Size
(nm)

ζ-Potential
(mV) PDI API Ref.

N-trimethyl CS 3/1 155 +8.3 0.2 Diclofenac
sodium [189]

N-trimethyl CS 6/1 165.8 ± 9.89 +18 ± 0.57 0.149 ± 0.01 Flurbiprofen [190]

N-carboxybenzyl CS 7/1 190 - - Timolol
maleate [191]

methylmethacrylate
CS (CS/MMA mol

ratio 1:2.5)
1/1 200 - 3.2 Curcumin [194]

CS-g-PEGMA 1/2 a 500 0.583 - Bevacizumab [197]
Aminated CS 1/1 175.2 ± 0.99 +42.4 0.217 Curcumin [200]

Galactosylated CS 5.25 223.3 ± 6.8 30.2 ± 0.46 0.3 Timolol
maleate [201]

PEGMA: poly(ethylene glycol) methacrylate, a: secondary crosslinking with glutaraldehyde.

3.1.4. Nanoparticles by Spray Drying

Spray drying is an automated one-step process for the production of microparticles. It consists
of spraying a liquid under a hot air current to produce a powder. Its simplicity and low-cost are
only two advantages, among others. However, in contrast to ionic gelation that generally yields
nanoparticles, in most cases, the particles obtained by spray drying are in the micrometric range.
Addo et al. reported the synthesis of CS/albumin microparticles to entrap an extensively used
ophthalmic drug: atropine sulfate [204]. The microspheres’ formulations were shown to be optimal
for ocular delivery physicochemical properties and enhanced effects on mydriasis (a pupil’s dilation
disorder) in rabbit models compared to commercial solutions. Using the same technique, Zhou et al.
prepared double crosslinked microspheres for the delivery of an antibacterial agent, levofloxacin.
More specifically, CS/TPP gel was initially spray dried to obtain microparticles, and the latter were
additionally crosslinked using glutaraldehyde in a following solidification stage [205]. This innovative
extra crosslinking step resulted in an enhanced stability, since it offered controllable water-swelling
capability. The formulated particles revealed a rounded shape with sizes of 1–2.5 µm, while their
cationic surface presented folds. The microspheres exhibited satisfying entrapment efficiency, whereas
in vitro tests displayed a crosslinking-dependent profile and a sustained levofloxacin release within
1 day. Ornidazole, an antimicrobial agent, was also entrapped in CS NPs by spray drying to exploit
the cationic and mucous-attractive nature of CS [206]. Similarly, Costa et al. utilized the same
technique to formulate pilocarpine-loaded CS particles in the microscale for intraocular delivery [207].
Strong interactions between CS and pilocarpine resulted in sustained release, preventing the initial
burst release often observed. Additionally, high porcine sclera permeability was observed for the
formulated microparticles.

3.2. Micelles

Micelles are spontaneously formulated nanostructures composed of amphiphilic polymers.
The hydrophobic part of the polymer self-assembles into a stiff core, while the hydrophilic part is
oriented to the outer surface of the micelle between the hydrophobic core and the aqueous media.
Formulated micelles are of small size, ranging between 5 and 30 nm [208], which is advantageous when
subcellular localization is sought. They are frequently utilized in various drug delivery systems for the
inclusion of poorly aqueous soluble compounds in the core of the micelles, with high drug-loading
efficacy [209,210]. Their final structure is stable with enhanced tissue permeability [211], while they
can easily respond to environmental changes—namely pH, temperature, or ionic strength. However,
this susceptibility to environmental variations is the main reason for the precipitation of the encapsulated
drug during storage [209]. Neat CS is not capable of forming micelles by itself; nevertheless, modified
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CS has been used for the formulation of polymeric micelles aiming at the ocular release of various
pharmaceutical compounds.

Bonferoni et al. prepared palmitoyl glycol CS, 16 in Scheme 2, with three different degrees of
substitution and compared the prepared micelles with pluronic (F127) micelles, with the intention of
encapsulating cyclosporine A [212]. The results revealed that enhancing the degree of substitution
resulted in increasingly hydrophobic derivatives, while regarding the size of the prepared micelles,
they were around 1 µm for all derivatives, owing to aggregation. Interestingly, the formation of
micelles with the most hydrophobic derivative led to a stiff core, but a low loading percentage of
cyclosporine. In contrast, the least substituted derivative exhibited the optimal drug-loading capacity
due to a strong association with cyclosporine. Furthermore, the micelles of the most hydrophilic
derivative were submitted to interaction with various biological substrates through in vivo and ex
vivo studies, and enhanced drug penetration inside the cornea was observed.
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CS oligosaccharide-valylvaline-stearic acid, 17 in Scheme 2, an alternative CS derivative,
was synthesized by Xu et al. for the prepareration of dexamethasone-containing nanomicelles [213].
The purpose was the topical ocular delivery of dexamethasone for the treatment of macular edema.
The average size of the prepared nanomicelles was 30 nm, whereas their ζ-potential was +30 mV.
The positive ζ-potential favored interactions between micelles and the ocular anionic surface. In vitro
drug release in STF revealed that the nanomicelles could ensure a sustained release of dexamethasone,
avoiding the burst effect. The prepared nanostructures were found to be non-toxic in in vitro cellular
studies, while the permeability of dexamethasone was enhanced. Moreover, nanomicelles, due to
the presence of the polysaccharide, were able to reach the posterior segment of the eye via the
conjuctiva route.

The presence of CS was responsible as well for the improved performances of micelles containing
diclofenac [214]. Shi et al. prepared a block polymer composed of CS and methoxy poly(ethylene
glycol)-poly(ε-caprolactone), 18 in Scheme 2, which spontaneously self-assembled in water, forming
micelles. The resulting cationic suspension was stable, the mean size of the prepared micelles was
105 nm, while the ζ-potential was +8 mV, owing to the presence of CS. In vitro release studies showed
a two-step release behavior: an initial burst release followed by a sustained release. In vivo tests
in rabbits indicated enhanced penetration, precorneal retention, and improved bioavaliability of
diclofenac (Figure 10), which were attributed to the positive charge of the micelles that interacted with
the negatively charges of the ocular mucin.

As mentioned earlier, Hafner et al. compared two nanosystems for the ocular delivery of melatonin
aiming to control IOP [166]. More specifically, they prepared CS/L NPs as well as CS/pluronic (F127)
micelles. Concerning the size and ζ-potential of the prepared nanostrucrures, the NPs were larger
in size and had a positive surface charge. On the contrary, micelles had a tremendously small size
(20.7 nm) in comparison to the previous micelles, and a neutral surface charge. CS presence affected
in vitro release from the two delivery systems differently. Concerning the NPs, the presence of the
polysaccharide resulted in a decrease of the release of melatonin, whereas the presence of CS resulted
in an enhanced and faster release from the micelles. Finally, regarding the permeation ability, micelles
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revealed an enhanced permeability due to the presence of F127, while the presence of CS led to a
diminution of the melatonin permeability due to electrostatic interactions.
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3.3. Lipid Nanoparticles and Liposomes

Lipid NPs aim to improve the bioavailability as well as the release behavior of poorly water-soluble
active compounds. They consist of a lipophilic core that is stabilized by various surfactants in an aqueous
environment. Lipid NPs are considered stable systems with constant physicochemical properties.
Moreover, they can be administered by all routes of administration. However, they demonstrate
inadequate drug-loading efficacy, and as micelles, they are susceptible to the expulsion of the
encapsulated compound during storage [215]. In contrast to lipid NPs, liposomes are composed
of an aqueous core that is stabilized by a surfactant bilayer and can be utilized for the inclusion of
both lipophilic and hydrophilic compounds. The structure of liposomes resembles the structure of
living cells and consequently, their biocompatibility is exceptional. Furthermore, they show good
biodegradability and low inner toxicity. Compared to various lipid carriers, liposomes seem to have
improved drug-loading capacity and an enhanced protection of the various encapsulated drugs against
the extreme conditions of the gastrointestinal environment [216]. This feature renders liposomes
promising candidates for the entrapment of various active compounds aiming not only at ocular
treatment but also at the treatment of various cancer types [211]. Nevertheless, in contrast to lipid
nanoparticles, liposomes’ physicochemical properties are questionable. As a polysaccharide, CS is
utilized in the preparation of both lipid NPs and liposomes.

Zhao et al. prepared nanoliposomes with TMCS, 1 in Scheme 1, aiming at the topical delivery
of pilocarpine hydrochloride for the treatment of glaucoma [217]. In vitro drug release studies in
phosphate buffer indicated a biphasic pattern, an initial burst release, followed by a sustained release.
The positive surface charge of the liposomes, which is attributed to the presence of CS, resulted
in an increase in viscosity of the media where in vitro release took place, which resulted in the
continuous release of the drug. In vivo test in rabbits showed a non-irritant behavior and consequently,
the prepared liposomes ensured a sustained release of the compound.

Olaminosomes containing CS hydrochloride (CS HCl) were prepared by Abd-Elsalam et al.
via thin film hydration [218]. The purpose was the enhancement of the bioavaliability and the control
of the release of agomelatine, which is a water-insoluble drug for the treatment of ocular hypertension.
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CS HCl was utilized in order to provide mucoadhesion to the olaminosomes. In vitro drug release
studies in simulated body fluid revealed that the presence of CS resulted in a sustained and controlled
release of the drug, while increasing the concentration of CS delayed the release of the drug from the
olaminosomes. In vivo tests with white rabbits evidenced that the presence of CS in the olaminosomes
led to improved ocular retention time and consequently highest decrease of ocular hypertention.
In vivo histopathological studies proved that they were safe for in vivo applications.

Apart from liposomes, many groups have worked on the preparation of various nanostructured
lipid carriers (NLC) containing CS. Liu et al. prepared cationic NLC applying a film-ultrasonic method,
aiming at enhancing the ophthalmic bioavaliability of curcumin [219]. It is a water-insoluble compound;
consequently, an amphiphilic derivative of CS, octadecyl-quaternized carboxymethyl CS, was utilized
for the preparation of the cationic particles. The erosion and degradation of the lipid carrier ensured
a sustained release of curcumin. The positive surface of the prepared particles was due to CS and
induced interactions with the negative ocular mucosa, leading to an improved retention capacity of
the NLC on the eye. In vivo studies in white rabbits revealed no toxicity or irritation of the ocular
tissue. Octadecyl-quaternized carboxymethyl CS was also employed for tetrandrine ocular delivery,
in order to improve the low aqueous solubility, the poor pre-ocular residence time, as well as the poor
bioavaliability [220]. For this purpose, liquid crystalline NPs were formed by amphiphilic lipids in
an aqueous environment. Their advantage compared to other drug delivery systems is their high
encapsulation efficacy as well as their biphasic in vitro release: an initial burst release that is followed
by a sustained release of tetrandrine. In vitro corneal permeation as well as pre-ocular retention time
were indeed ameliorated due to the positively charged modified CS, which is capable of interacting
with the ocular mucosa, while in vivo tests in white rabbits revealed increased transcorneal permeation
of the drug.

3.4. Combined Drug Delivery Systems

Nanocarriers have an unquestionable potential as drug carriers for prolonged drug administration.
However, drug release or targeting can be difficult to control. Hence, NPs are regularly combined
with other delivery vehicles: a coating or bigger particle, a gel, a lens, or an ocular insert. Combined
delivery systems synergistically associate advantages of both carriers and contribute to an even higher
therapeutic effect. For example, a coating can offer targeting properties, while a gel or a lens can offer a
more prolonged ocular residence time. In the next paragraphs, we will report interesting combined
systems where CS NPs have been incorporated to other delivery systems.

For example, Khan et al. reported the manufacture of a mucoadhesive drug delivery system
based on an in situ gel-forming nanosuspension of tobramycin sulfate [162]. Specifically, tobramycin
sulfate-loaded CS microparticles, obtained by the emulsion/ionic gelation method, were distributed
in a thermoresponsive in situ gel from poloxamer 407 (P407). All the prepared samples exhibited a
controlled tobramycin sulfate release, thus allowing reduced dosing frequency during ophthalmic
bacterial infections. Moreover, the gel did not cause any visual disturbances. Fabiano et al. incorporated
5-fluorouracil-loaded CS-based NPs in a CS/quaternary ammonium CS hydrogel [203]. Three different
derivatives were studied, 12, 14, and 15 in Scheme 1, producing NPs with different ζ-potential.
In in vivo tests, the hydrogels containing NPs prepared with the first and third CS derivatives showed
a more prolonged presence of 5-fluorouracil in aqueous humors. The first one was due to increased
mucoadhesion owing to the positive charges of the gel, while the third one was due to the formation of
ionic interactions between CS (positively charged) and sulfobutyl CS NPs (negatively charged) that
delayed drug diffusion.

Ameeduzzafar et al. incorporated levofloxacin-loaded CS NPs in a HPMC/ALG gel [135].
The formulation retained the antimicrobial properties of levofloxacin, and a significantly prolonged
activity was detected in vitro in comparison to levofloxacin solution. Similarly, Ahdyani et al.
incorporated CS/ALG NPs containing timolol maleate into a HPMC gel and observed a 24 h drug
release [170]. Cui et al. also employed a HPMC gel for the delivery of bovine serum albumin encapsulated
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in CS/ALG core/shell NPs [221]. NPs were prepared using a nanoemulsion method and the two
polymers were assembled in a polyelectrolyte compound due to strong electrostatic interactions.
A significantly delayed release was observed with a cumulative release of 78% over 9 days.

Kalam coated dexamethasone-loaded CS NPs with HA to improve their cellular targeting and
mucoadhesive properties [143,161]. HA was simply adsorbed on CS NPs due to their opposite charges.
As a result of coating NPs, their size increased and ζ-potential decreased. The coated NPs exhibited
a more sustained release and a better retention. Compared to a solution of free dexamethasone,
a higher and more sustained permeation was observed. Xie et al. prepared CS/HA core–shell NPs by
electrospinning a CS/PEG solution and collecting it directly in a HA sol, as shown in Figure 11 [222].
As the bead-rich fibers were collected in the stirred HA solution, the fibers broke, affording CS
microcapsules coated with HA, due to ionic interactions. Microcapsules were loaded with ofloxacin,
and the HA solution was crosslinked with adipic dihydrazide and EDC to form a gel with better
mechanical properties. Ofloxacin release was controlled, with a low burst release and a sustained
release over 21 days. The HA hydrogel was viscous enough to be injected and was intended to be used
as resorbable punctal plugs for the treatment of dry eye disease or as a drug delivery vehicle.
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Figure 11. Schematic procedure of the preparation of core-shell microcapsules. (A) Chitosan-poly
(ethylene glycol) (CS-PEG) composite bead-rich fibers collected by metal plate. (B) Core–shell structured
microcapsules collected by 0.6% hyaluronic acid (HA) hydrosol via the in situ electrospinning technique.
Reprinted from ref. [222]. Copyright 2017, Springer Nature.

Liu et al. designed core–shell lipid–polymer hybrid NPs: moxifloxacin hydrochloride-loaded
CS NPs, surrounded by a phospholipid layer, bearing HA residues for a more efficient targeting
(Figure 12) [155]. CS NPs were prepared by ionic gelation with TPP, and the lipidic bilayer was set by
hydrating a dried lipid film by a NP suspension. The hybrid NPs exhibited a remarkable sustained
release of moxifloxacin HCl. In an in vitro corneal permeation test, they performed three times better
than a commercial moxifloxacin HCl preparation; finally, they improved the pre-corneal retention time.
Overall, the bioavailability of moxifloxacin was significantly enhanced.

PLGA is a well-established candidate for the preparation of NPs due to its biodegradability and
FDA approval. However, PLGA as a vehicle suffers from a variety of downsides, namely weak protein
stability, loading efficiency, and abrupt release profile. An attractive method to bypass those drawbacks
is described by Elsaid et al., who formulated a ‘system-within-system’ matrix for the treatment of
age-related macular degeneration [158]. Specifically, the aforementioned system comprised of PLGA
microparticles, which contained CS-based NPs, for ranibizumab delivery to vitreous. The incorporation
of NPs in the PLGA microparticles structure took place via a modified water/oil/water double emulsion
method, in which several types of CS NPs were utilized: CS/TPP or CS/TPP-HA, NACCS, 6 in Scheme 1,
and NACCS/TPP. NPs as well as microparticles including NPs were analyzed thoroughly to investigate
ranibizumab–NP interactions and evaluate the drug release profile. The results revealed that the PLGA
microparticles including the NACCS NPs showed the highest ranibizumab-loading percentage and
enhanced release, reinforcing the hypothesis of strong disulfide bonds between NACCS and cysteine
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residues appearing into the drug structure. In addition, CS/TPP-HA NPs revealed anti-angiogenic
activity due to HA, which was a beneficial characteristic that was unfortunately countered by the rapid
rate of degradation of the corresponding PLGA microparticles.
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Finally, CS NPs have also been introduced into ocular lenses and inserts for a prolonged retention
on the ocular surface. In their work, Han et al. formulated surperficially modified contact lenses
with a hydrophilic exterior, intending to decrease the occurrence of posterior capsular opacification:
a basic complication faced after cataract surgery [147,148]. For this purpose, CS NPs loaded with
doxorubicin were prepared via ionic gelation. Afterwards, the cationic CS NPs were assembled with
anionic heparin onto the intraocular lens, resulting in a multilayer polyelectrolyte complex. In vitro
studies revealed a decreased cell adhesion after the surface covering with antiproliferative drug-loaded
multifunctional system, whereas the same outcome occurred for the cell migration and proliferation
properties. The in vivo biocompatibility of the multilayered superficially modified ionic lenses was
enhanced compared to neat or hydrophilically surface-modified lenses.

Another study based on the merits of CS/TPP NPs was planned by Behl et al., who synthesized NPs
laden with an anti-inflammatory agent, namely dexamethasone sodium phosphate, administrated in
numerous ophthalmic diseases [151]. Drug-loaded particles were further incorporated in the structure
of poly(2-hydroxyethylmethacrylate) (PHEMA) contact lenses. The designed lenses demonstrated a
sufficiently transparent nature. An initial dexamethasone burst release was observed, followed by
sustained release reaching 55.7% within 22 days. This work highlights the potential of drug-reservoir
contact lenses for the replacement of marketed eye drops. Åhlén et al. immobilized CS/PAA NPs
in PVA contact lenses [184]. Neat PVA lenses and PVA lenses reinforced with cellulose nanocrystals
were studied and the lysozyme-triggered release of fluorescently-labeled NPs was examined. Mixing
cellulose nanocrystals with CS/PAA, prior to their incorporation in PVA lenses, yielded a gel due to
ionic interactions, which prevented the NPs from leaching out of the lenses.

Badiee et al. inserted bevacizumab-loaded CS NPs in an HA/zinc sulfate implant [132]. The NPs
were uniformly dispersed in the implant. The system exhibited a negligible initial burst release followed
by a slow release of bevacizumab extending over two months. Similarly, Morsi et al. introduced a
ketorolac tromethamine CS nanodispersion in Eudragit/HPMC/PEG 400 films, which were intended
as ocular inserts for the treatment of post-operative ocular inflammation [138]. Drug release was
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significantly slower when NPs were incorporated in the film. In vivo tests demonstrated that overall,
the NPs/film delivery system exhibited a more effective suppression of inflammatory signs.

4. Hydrogels

Hydrogels are three-dimensional polymer networks, generated by physical (non-covalent)
or chemical (covalent) crosslinking. They are hydrophilic, yet insoluble in water, as a result of
their crosslinked structure. Hydrogels can swell to a high extent by absorbing large amounts of
water, becoming soft viscoelastic gels that can be used for ocular controlled drug release [223,224].
Water absorption is a result of their hydrophilicity. Drug release from hydrogels occurs mainly by
swelling, erosion, diffusion, or a combination of those [225,226]. Viscoelastic studies showed that the
gel strength between polymers and a mucus surface can be explained by the formation of both physical
molecular entanglements and secondary chemical bonds such as hydrogen bonds [227].

In ocular delivery, hydrogels present advantages compared to eye drops, as their higher viscosity
allows for a longer residence time on the ocular surface and thus a higher therapeutic effect. However,
gels have been linked to blurred vision and other discomforts. In situ gelling systems are systems
that undergo a sol–gel phase transition in response to external stimuli (temperature, pH, ionic
strength . . . ). In situ gelling formulations have garnered important interest as, additionally to the
advantages presented by hydrogels, they can be instilled in the eye as a solution, thus facilitating
administration. Indeed, in situ gelling formulations undergo phase transition in the ocular cul de
sac to form viscoelastic gels. Most of these gels exhibit a pseudoplastic or non-Newtonian behavior.
In other words, their viscosity decreases when the shear stress increases. This is particularly important
for ocular delivery, as it prevents creating discomfort to the patient during blinking. The ocular shear
rate is low at rest and increases importantly during blinking; a shear-thinning behavior ensures a low
viscosity during blinking, thus avoiding patient discomfort.

Numerous polymers are extensively used for hydrogel preparation in pharmaceutical technology,
as well as for ocular drug release, including natural polymers such as polysaccharides, gellan, ALG,
HPMC, carrageenans, CS, and their derivatives, as well as some synthetic polymers, such as poloxamers
and polyacrylates [41,228,229]. Blends between them can be used also as hydrogels for drug delivery
in ophthalmic applications [230].

4.1. Chitosan Hydrogels

Proniosomes are vesicular systems bearing a bilayer made from non-ionic surfactants, such as
cholesterol or sorbitan esters. They are generally more stable and easier to handle than liposomes
or other vesicular formulations. Fouda et al. investigated the ocular delivery of dorzolamide HCl
for the treatment of elevated IOP in glaucoma patients [231]. The dorzolamide HCl proniosomal gel
was prepared with L-α-lecithin, cholesterol, and Span 40 (sorbitan monopalmitate) and the optimized
formulation, in terms of dorzolamide HCl entrapment and particle size, was incorporated in a CS
gel (0.2%). In vivo studies were carried out in comparison to marketed dorzolamide HCl eye drops.
The proniosomal CS gel showed a fast onset of action, followed by a prolonged lowering of IOP,
reaching its highest value (45% decrease) 6 h after administration and still showing some therapeutic
effect (20% decrease of IOP) after 8 h. This was attributed to the CS gel, which allowed for a longer
contact time at the ocular surface and the ability of niosomes to act as penetration enhancers.

Pure CS is not often used in gels on its own. Despite its pH-sensitive behavior, CS solutions
generally exhibit low viscosities. However, formulations where CS chains are crosslinked via ionic
interactions can result, depending on conditions, in the formation of hydrogels. For example,
Abdel-Rashid et al. developed a formulation combining nanovesicles with a CS hydrogel to improve the
ocular delivery of acetazolamide [232]. Acetazolamide was loaded into sorbitan monostearate/sodium
deoxycholate nanovesicles, which were further incorporated in a CS hydrogel prepared by ionotropic
gelation with TPP. The nanogel obtained with the 1.5% w/w concentration exhibited the highest
viscosity and mucoadhesion time. In vitro drug release study indicated a progressive release via a
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diffusion-controlled mechanism. According to in vivo studies, IOP was lowered to normal levels
within 45 min after the administration of the formulation and showed a prolonged therapeutic effect
for 24 h. The oral administration of a commercially available acetazolamide tablet led to a decrease
in IOP 1.5 h after administration and only for 5 h. In their work, Mohammed et al. used another
phosphate: β-glycerolphosphate (β-GP) [233]. They developed a CS-based in situ gelling antimicrobial
formulation, containing moxifloxacin or gentamicin (antibiotics) [233], where thermogelling properties
were induced by the addition of β-GP [234]. An aqueous solution of β-GP was added dropwise
to a cooled solution of CS in aqueous HCl. The obtained system was a viscous liquid below 29 ◦C,
while sol–gel transition took place from 29 to 37 C. The antimicrobial activity of the gels was studied.
It was found that the bare CS hydrogel had some antimicrobial activity on its own against S. aureus;
however, only the antibiotic-loaded formulations could achieve complete growth inhibition. Sustained
release from the antibiotic-loaded gels was observed over 4 h.

4.2. Chitosan Blends

The occurrences of “pure” CS gel formulations are scarce. More often than not, CS is used in
combination with other polymers in order to obtain formulations with improved properties. CS forms
readily hydrogels with neutral or negatively charged macromolecules, such as poloxamers (Table 4),
proteins (gelatin, collagen) (Table 5), other polysaccharides (HA, ALG, xanthan, DexS) (Table 6),
or synthetic polyanions such as PAA.

Table 4. Thermoresponsive chitosan (CS)/poloxamer (P407) hydrogels.

CS P407 Other
Polymers

Tgel
(◦C)

Tgel
after Dilution with

STF (◦C)
tgel Drug Ref.

0.3% w/w 15% w/w - 33.3 35.4 - Bupivacaine
hydrochloride [235]

0.25% w/w 14.2% w/w P188
1.7% w/w 31.1 33.5 41.1–87.4 s 4 APIs [236]

0.2% w/w 25% w/w - 37 - immediate
Neomycin sulfate

and Betamethasone
sodium phosphate

[237]

1% w/w 20% w/w 19.7 28.7 - - [238]

0.5% 16% HPMC
0.5% w/v - - 46 min Ketoconazole-loaded

PLGA NPs [239]

1% w/w 16% w/w - 31–32 - - Nepafenac
in silica NPs [240]

1% w/v 16% w/v - 32 - - Insulin in CS
microparticles [241]

HPMC: hydroxypropyl methycellulose, PLGA: poly(lactic-co-glycolic acid).

4.2.1. Non-Ionic Polymers

Poloxamers can form thermoreversible gels in aqueous solutions, generally around 37 ◦C,
and they have attracted growing interest as carriers for bioactive compounds and other biomedical
applications [181]. Nevertheless, the poor mechanical properties are a major drawback of pure
poloxamer gels. Thus, blends with other polymers, CS amongst others, are often used to modulate
their properties.

Irimia et al. have reported in situ gelling P407/CS formulations for the ocular delivery of
bupivacaine hydrochloride, which is used as a topical anesthetic [235]. A series of P407/CS dispersions
with various poloxamer concentrations were prepared by the “cold method”. The gelling temperature
of these formulations ranged from 25 to 37 ◦C, decreasing with increasing poloxamer concentration.
The gelling temperatures increased upon dilution with STF. After dilution, the system prepared with
15% poloxamer concentration exhibited a phase transition at 35 ◦C, which is appropriate for ocular in
situ gelling systems. The viscosity of the formulations was proportional to poloxamer concentration.
When in vitro release of bupivacaine hydrochloride was studied, it was observed that increasing the
P407 concentration resulted in a lower diffusion coefficient and thus a slower release rate.
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Krtalic et al. studied mixtures of two different poloxamers (P407 and P188) with CS prepared
by a modified “cold method” [236]. The rheological properties versus the concentrations of the three
polymers were studied, and mathematical equations were established to describe the dependence of the
gelation temperature (Tgel), complex viscosity, and storage modulus on the composition of the hydrogel.
Regarding Tgel, it was found that increasing the P407 concentration led to a decrease. In contrast with
other works, an increase of Tgel was observed upon increasing the P188 or CS concentrations, as well as
upon dilution with STF. CS did not seem to affect the gelation ability of the system; instead, it merely
delayed the gel formation. It was demonstrated that CS contributed to the mechanical strength
of the gels and that P188 contributed to resistance to dilution (increased gel stability). The % w/w
concentrations of the hydrogel with the most favorable properties were: 14.2 for P407, 1.7 for P188 and
0.25 for CS. Four ophthalmic active pharmaceutical ingredients were entrapped in this gel: timolol
maleate, dexamethasone, dorzolamide hydrochloride, and tobramycin. Upon loading, it was found
that Tgel decreased (except for tobramycin gel) and gelation time increased; however, the gel was not
much affected, indicating its suitability for ocular delivery. In vitro release with timolol maleate was
finally assessed. Compared to timolol solution, the hydrogel successfully achieved a more prolonged
drug release. Finally, it was evidenced that the viscosity rather than the Tgel was the critical factor that
affected drug release.

Deepthi and Jose also prepared P407/CS hydrogels by the cold method [237]. The concentrations
of P407 were 20% or 25% w/w and CS concentration ranged from 0.1% to 0.3% w/w. The obtained
hydrogels were loaded with 0.3% of neomycin sulfate and 0.1% betamethasone sodium phosphate,
aiming at the treatment of conjunctivitis. All the formulations were found to be transparent and clear,
and Tgel were measured between 36 and 39 ◦C. In vitro drug release was studied over a 500-min period.
All formulations showed a sustained release, the ones with the higher polymer concentration, and thus
higher viscosity, exhibiting the slowest release. Ex vivo permeation studies were performed with goat
cornea and evidenced a slower release compared to the in vitro release due to the difficulty of the two
drugs to pass through cornea.

In the previous examples, the drugs were directly loaded in the hydrogels; however, as it was
mentioned earlier, it is a common practice to load gels with drug-loaded nanocarriers, whether inorganic
or polymeric particles or vesicular systems. For example, Almeida et al. developed formulations
combining ibuprofen-loaded NLC and a dual stimuli-responsive hydrogel (pH and temperature)
based on CS and pluronic F-127 (F127) [238]. The concentration of F127 was optimized based on
Tgel after dilution with STF, and a value of 20% w/w was selected. As observed for F127, increasing
the concentration of CS led to a decrease of Tgel. The presence of F127 induced a decrease in the
NLC surface charge as it partially masked it. When mucin-containing STF was added to the CS/F127
formulation, an increase in viscosity was observed as a result of the CS–mucin interactions. The increase
was more important for more concentrated formulations of CS. A similar trend was observed for
the mucoadhesive strength. Time- and concentration-dependent cytotoxicity was detected for the
different tested formulations, which was attributed to cetyltrimethylammonium bromide used for the
preparation of the NLC. NLC-loaded gels presented a lower cytotoxicity than pure NLC, and there
were no cytotoxic effects at all for concentrations up to 250 mg/mL. The in vitro release of ibuprofen
from the NLC/CS/PF127 hydrogel was slower than from either NLC or NLC/CS.

Ahmed et al. prepared a series of in situ gelling formulations of CS (0.5%), with ALG (1%) or P407
(16%) loaded with ketoconazole-loaded PLGA NPs [239]. Pure CS exhibited the longest gelation time
(90 min), while the gelation time of the two CS mixtures were comparable (approximately 45 min).
Sustained release was achieved; however, less than 40% of the drug was released in total from the
CS/P407 formulation. Paulsamy et al. loaded CS/poloxamer (F127) in situ gelling formulations with
nepafenac-containing silica NPs [240]. Tgel was measured around 31–32 ◦C, and the formulations were
found to be biocompatible. Between 84% and 89% of nepafenac was released from the in situ gelling
systems within 12 h (in vivo). The release from the F127/CS system was found to be higher than that
from a binary poloxamer system or pure drug suspension. Ex vivo corneal permeation followed the
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same trend. The authors attributed this to the lower rigidity of the CS/poloxamer gel compared to a
pure poloxamer gel, allowing a higher drug release and corneal permeation.

Khan and his coworkers incorporated tobramycin sulfate-loaded CS microparticles in a P407/CS
thermosensitive in situ gel for the sustained release of tobramycin sulfate [162]. After optimization,
a concentration of 17% w/v for P407 was selected. More concentrated solutions gelled below
27 ◦C, while less concentrated solutions gelled above 35 ◦C. Viscosity increased with increasing
CS concentration (0.5–1.5% w/v), with a parallel decrease in Tgel and gelation time. A higher
viscosity favors the entanglement and packing of poloxamer chains. The gelation of poloxamer
is a result of the dehydration and subsequent chain-entanglement that the PPO fraction of poloxamer
undergoes above 30 ◦C. CS “binds” the unbound water produced by PPO dehydration, thus
facilitating chain entanglement. As a result, Tgel decreases when CS is added. Sustained release was
observed from the formulation and a slower release than for net microparticles or pure poloxamer
hydrogel. This was attributed to the higher viscosity and the limited gel erosion (better mechanical
properties). CS also contributed to the increase of mucoadhesive strength and corneal permeability of
tobramycin sulfate. Finally, the aqueous humors of treated animals were analyzed for the presence
of tobramycin: a therapeutically effective concentration against several important microorganisms
(Pseudomonas aeruginosa, S. aureus, and E. coli) was attained within 15 min, and an important tobramycin
concentration was still observed at 24 h. These results were better than those obtained with commercially
available eye drops, demonstrating the potential of the tobramycin sulfate-containing P407/CS hydrogel
for the effective treatment of endophthalmitis and bacterial conjunctivitis.

Diabetes is well-known for being responsible for a series of eye-related conditions and diseases.
Khan et al. and Cruz-Cazarim et al. reported a CS particle/CS-poloxamer hydrogel for the topical
ocular administration of insulin for the treatment of dry eye syndrome and corneal injuries [241].
They prepared insulin-loaded CS microparticles that were incorporated in a CS/P407 thermoreversible
hydrogel. CS was added to the poloxamer gel in order to improve its mechanical and rheological
properties and increase the residence time of the gel on the ocular surface. Tgel was around 32 ◦C.
The ζ-potential of the hydrogel was positive due to the protonated amino groups of CS. The efficacy of
the gels was evaluated in vivo by tear secretion. Animals treated with the microparticle-containing
hydrogel showed a 77% increase in tear fluid volume, reaching levels comparable to the positive control
(healthy animals) from the 5th day of treatment, which was earlier than all the other formulations,
as illustrated in Figure 13. After 15 days of treatment, insulin was quantified in the lacrimal gland and
eyeball of the treated animals and was found to be significantly higher in the group treated with the
microparticle-containing hydrogel, indicating an increased local bioavailability. Finally, combined
results from impression cytology and corneal epithelial thickness seem to indicate that hydrogel
formulations allow a better restructuring of the corneal epithelium. In conclusion, the developed
P407/CS hydrogel loaded with insulin-containing microparticles is an adequate platform for the topical
delivery of insulin in the treatment of dry-eye symptom and corneal lesion.

PVA is another non-ionic polymer that is regularly used in ocular formulations and has been
combined with CS. For example, Arvind and his coworkers have reported a clear PVA/CS formulation
that underwent pH-triggered in situ gelation when pH was increased from 6 to 7.5 [242]. As PVA
concentration increased, the viscosity increased. The highest swelling degree was exhibited by the
formulation having intermediate concentrations of both polymers (3% w/v CS and 2% w/v PVA).
This formulation also exhibited the highest cumulative release (94% in 6 h). This observation was in
accordance with a swelling-controlled release. Gade et al. developed a three-component formulation
based on CS, PVA, and PVP for the ocular delivery of fluoroquinolones, namely besifloxacin and
levofloxacin [243]. The composition of the optimized hydrogels was 3% PVA/1% PVP/1% CS for
besifloxacin and 1% PVA/0.5% PVP/0.5% CS for levofloxacin. Both drugs were released from their
respective hydrogels within a 24 h time frame. The mucoadhesion of the hydrogels was significantly
higher than corresponding marketed eye drop formulations (3.5 and 8 times higher for besifloxacin
and levofloxacin, respectively). In vitro permeation studies showed improved performances for the
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gel formulations compared to marketed eye drops, with a shorter lag time and a greater flux. Finally,
the drug-loaded hydrogels showed good antibacterial activity.Polymers 2020, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW 33 of 69 
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microparticles. Reprinted from ref. [241]. Copyright 2019, with permission from Elsevier B.V.

4.2.2. Proteins

Gelatin is another polymer that is often combined with CS for the preparation of gels or in situ
gelling formulations (Table 5). Gelatin is a protein derived from the hydrolysis of collagen and has been
used for many years as an agent/excipient in food and pharmaceutical industries [244]. Gelatin is often
crosslinked, chemically or physically, to increase its mechanical strength and decrease its solubility.

C. J. Liu, Y-C Cheng, S-H Chiou, and their coworkers prepared a series of thermosensitive
CS/gelatin (type A)/β-GP hydrogels for the ocular delivery of several APIs [245–248]. Gelatin was used
in order to improve the mechanical strength and gelation properties of CS [248]. The concentrations of
CS and gelatin were 2–2.5% w/v and 0.2–1% w/v, respectively, Tgel was around 34 ◦C, and the gelation
time ranged from 40 to 80 s depending on the concentration of the polymers. Hydrophobic interactions
were the driving force for gel formation above the gelling point [246,247]. The high molecular weight
of the polymers as well as the hydrophilic moieties on CS and gelatin backbones (through hydrogen
bonds) contributed to a high bioadhesive strength [245]. When the hydrogel was loaded with ferulic
acid, sustained release was observed, with a cumulative release of 28% within 24 h [245]. In the rabbit
corneal alkali burn model, accelerated corneal wound healing was detected after 3 and 9 h compared
to the control group, indicating a good potential for the treatment of corneal alkali burn. Latanoprost
for the treatment of elevated IOP in glaucoma patients was also entrapped in this formulation [246].
In vitro release was studied at 37 ◦C, and a progressive release from the hydrogel was observed, with a
cumulative release of 52% within 7 days. The IOP-lowering effect was monitored in vivo, and the results
demonstrated that a weekly application of the latanoprost-loaded formulation allowed for therapeutic
levels of latanoprost in the ocular region, keeping IOP at normal levels. In contrast, Xalatan eye drops
required a daily application to achieve a similar result. Later, a latanoprost/curcumin dual delivery
formulation for glaucoma treatment was also developed, with curcumin-loaded PLGA NPs [247].
An extended release over 7 days was achieved for both curcumin and latanoprost (cumulative release
on the 7th day: 7.1% and 23.6%, respectively). The therapeutic efficacy of the formulation was tested
on human trabecular meshwork (TM) cells under H2O2-induced oxidative stress. It was shown that
the curcumin-containing formulation could decrease the oxidative stress-mediated damage in TM
cells. Finally, levofloxacin was also loaded in the CS/gelatin/β-GP hydrogel [248]. In vitro drug release
studies evidenced a prolonged release over a 7-day period, while in vitro antibacterial studies against
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S. aureus and Staphylococcus epidermidis, which can cause endophthalmitis and other ocular infections,
showed a clear zone of growth inhibition for at least 7 days. Finally, in vitro wound healing showed
that the levofloxacin-loaded hydrogel promoted faster wound healing compared to levofloxacin alone.

Abe and his collaborators also used a gel composed of CS and gelatin as a drug matrix [249].
They developed a device for transscleral sustained drug delivery to the retina with a silicone refillable
reservoir for the long-term treatment of posterior segment eye diseases. The reservoir was filled with
an injectable gel bearing the drug. In this work, the CS/gelatin gel was crosslinked with EDC. EDC is
a coupling agent that catalyzes the formation of amide bonds between amines (CS) and carboxylic
acids (gelatin). Pure CS gels were brittle, and adding increasing amounts of gelatin resulted in an
increase in the gel strength. Gelatin-only gels showed less strength than the stronger CS/gelatin gel.
The best properties were exhibited by the gel composed of 3% gelatin and 1% CS. The gel revealed
an initial burst release, and the overall release lasted less than 5 days. Predictably, when the gel was
loaded in the device, the release was extended (2–5 times longer), and in vivo release was even longer
(12 weeks). When the gel was injected in vivo in the device, the formulation crosslinked immediately,
thus preventing any leakages. The CS/gelatin injectable gel could be loaded with different types
of drugs, with varying size, lipophilicity, and physical state. The same group developed a double
crosslinked CS/gelatin gel for timolol maleate ocular delivery [250]. The gel was co-crosslinked by
β-GP and genipin. The CS/gelatin binary system could not gel; however, gelation occurred readily
upon the addition of β-GP (0.8% w/v). Faster gelation was observed in the presence of an increasing
concentration of gelatin. The addition of genipin, the second crosslinking agent, further decreased the
gelation time. Gelation is a result of several interactions: electrostatic attractions between positively
charged CS chains and negatively charged β-GP, hydrogen bonds between CS chains and between CS
and gelatin, and the covalent bonds formed by the reaction of genipin with the primary amino groups
of CS or gelatin (Figure 14). The CS/gelatin/β-GP/genipin system formed a porous, three-dimensional
structure, as shown by SEM. Genipin increased the gel strength, but with increasing genipin content,
the swelling ratio and the degradation rate decreased, and a denser hydrogel with smaller pores
was formed. In accordance with these observations, increasing genipin content resulted in a slower
release of sodium fluorescein (model compound). In vivo, the lowest IOP was measured 1 h after
administration, and a lowering effect was detected up to 24 h after administration. In comparison,
eye drops showed their maximum effect 0.5 h after administration and showed a therapeutic effect
only for 12 h. Therefore, the developed formulation successfully enhanced the ocular bioavailability of
timolol maleate by increasing its retention in the ocular region.

El-Feky et al. used oxidized sucrose as a crosslinking agent, which is expected to be less toxic
than traditional crosslinking agents [251]. Sucrose is a disaccharide that is made of glucose and
fructose. Upon mild oxidation, a tetraaldehyde bearing free hydroxyl groups is formed. Oxidized
sucrose acts as a crosslinking agent through reaction with amines and alcohols, by forming imine
bonds and acetals, respectively. A series of formulations with varying CS, gelatin, and oxidized
sucrose concentrations were prepared. As evidenced by SEM images, the hydrogels were porous,
with interconnected pores. Smaller pores and reduced swelling were observed when oxidized sucrose
concentration increased as denser, more crosslinked hydrogels were formed. Mucoadhesion also
decreased with increasing oxidized sucrose concentration. The in vitro release of timolol maleate
showed a biphasic release, while in an in vivo pharmacodynamic study, a therapeutic effect was
detected 30 min after administration, reaching its maximum after 2 h and lasting for 24 h. Commercial
eye drops had a stronger effect for the first hour but only lasted 8 h.

Poly(gamma-glutamic acid) (PGGA) is an anionic homopolyamide composed of D and/or
L-glutamic acid monomers. Chiesa et al. investigated the potential of PGGA in the formation of
hydrogels for pharmaceutical applications [252]. The ternary combination of CS, PGGA, and β-GP
showed thermogelling properties. Specifically, the gel prepared with a 1/2/5 ratio of CS/PGGA/β-GP
showed a transition from a viscous solution to a gel when incubated for 20 min at 37 ◦C.
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Table 5. Chitosan (CS)-gelatin hydrogels.

CS Gelatin Crosslinking Agent Tgel (◦C) tgel
(s) Drug Ref.

2% w/v 0.2% w/v β-GP 34.2 a 70.7 a Latanoprost [246]
1% w/w 3% w/w EDC 1% w/v - - Fluorescein [249]

2.5% w/v 1% w/v β-GP 0.8% w/v &
genipin (100 µg/mL) 37 30–35

(from 25 ◦C)
Timolol
maleate [250]

1% w/v 0.5% w/v Oxidized sucrose
0.15% w/v - - Timolol

maleate [251]

β-GP:β-glycerolphosphate, EDC: 1-ethyl-3-(3-dimethylaminopropyl) carbodiimide hydrochloride. a: latanoprost-loaded.

4.2.3. Other Polysaccharides

CS has also been frequently combined with other polysaccharides, generally anionic, such as ALG
or gellan gum (Table 6). Alginate forms readily stable hydrogels in the presence of divalent ions due to
the interactions with carboxylic acid groups present on the polymeric chains and the formation of ionic
bridges [253,254]. As tear secretion contains divalent ions, notably Ca2+ ions, ALG, as well as gellan
gum and other similar anionic polysaccharides, are good candidates for the preparation of ionically
triggered in situ hydrogels.

Gupta et al. reported a pH activated in situ gelling system consisting of ALG and CS for levofloxacin
topical delivery [255]. A series of formulations were prepared, but based on viscosity, clarity, and flow
properties, the formulation with 0.5% CS and 0.2% ALG was selected for further studies. The gelation
pH for that formulation was around 7. The system gelled both upon the increase of pH, due to CS,
and on interacting with divalent cations, due to ALG; thus, a good gel was expected to form in
the ocular physiologic environment. The system demonstrated a prolonged release of levofloxacin,
with an initial burst release and then a slower release (cumulative release at 8 h: 84%). Levofloxacin
was radiolabeled with a technetium radionuclide, 99mTc, and its distribution in the eye was imaged
through the gamma emission of the radionuclide (gamma scintigraphy). The scintigraphic studies
showed that commercial eye drops were rapidly cleared from the corneal region and were detected in
kidney and bladder 2 h after administration. In contrast, the gel formulation was retained for a longer
period in the corneal region, and no significant radioactivity was observed in systemic circulation.
As mentioned earlier, Ahmed et al. prepared in situ gelling formulations of CS (0.5%) and with ALG
(1%) or poloxamer 407 (16%), containing ketoconazole-loaded PLGA NPs [239]. Drug diffusion was
higher from the CS/ALG formulation. That system also presented the highest percentage of drug
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release (around 80% in 8 h) and the highest antifungal activity. Finally, when transcorneal permeation
was examined, CS/ALG formulation exhibited sustained drug permeation.

Gellan gum is a linear anionic polysaccharide produced by the bacterium Sphingomonas paucimobilis
(ATCC31461) [256]. It is commercially available under the names Kelcogel and Gelrite and is used as
solidifying agent, a thickener, and a gelling agent. Gupta et al. reported a CS/gellan gum formulation
for the administration of sparfloxacin [257]. Different compositions were studied; the concentrations of
the optimized formulations were 0.5% for CS and 0.2% for gellan gum. In vitro sparfloxacin release
was examined in STF, and a 91% cumulative release was observed in 12 h (the corresponding eye drop
formulation released sparfloxacin within 4 h). Gamma scintigraphy showed a good spreading over the
entire precorneal area and satisfactory retention in the corneal surface. Ameeduzzafar et al. evaluated
a series of CS/PVA/gellan gum for the preparation of a besifloxacin-containing in situ gelling system
for the topical treatment of bacterial conjunctivitis [258]. Different concentrations of each polymer were
used, and the resulting formulations were evaluated in regard to their gelling capacity. Gelation was
induced by the addition of STF. Gelling strength increased with increasing concentrations of CS and
gellan gum. Transcorneal permeation of the besifloxacin-loaded optimized formulation was nearly 95%,
which represented a 2.5-fold increase compared to besifloxacin suspension. The optimized formulation
showed a prolonged antimicrobial efficacy, and when tested in vivo in rabbit eyes, the maximum
concentration of besifloxacin aqueous humors observed from the CS/PVA/gellan gum formulation was
1.6 times higher than the drug suspension. Gamma scintigraphy evidenced the absence of radioactivity
in systemic circulation, suggesting a good retention of besifloxacin in the ocular area.

Dextran is a branched polysaccharide of glucose. Jiang et al. fabricated a CS-based, self-healing
hydrogel for the delivery of retinal progenitor cells to the retina for the treatment of retinal degeneration
via stem-cell therapy, with oxidized dextran (Odex) [259]. The hydrogel was prepared with CS and
a polyaldehyde synthesized by dextran oxidation, via the formation of Schiff base bonds between
the aldehyde functional group of Odex and the amine groups of CS (Figure 15). These bonds are
dynamic reversible bonds that can be formed and cleaved and re-formed, and, as a result, the hydrogel
presented self-healing properties. Gelation was easily manipulated by changing the CS concentration
(1–3% w/v) of the formulation. The hydrogel with the lowest CS concentration had the slowest gelation
time and the lowest crosslinking density, resulting in the highest swelling (highest water absorption)
and the fastest degradation. It was further demonstrated that the proliferation of retinal progenitor
cells was improved by the CS/Odex gel, and this was correlated to the stress relaxation properties of
the gel. Finally, the differentiation of retinal progenitor cells toward neuron was favored.
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Figure 15. (A) Schematic of the formation of the self-healing injectable chitosan/oxidized dextran
(CS/Odex) hydrogel via a dynamic Schiff base linkage. (B) Scanning electron microscopy images of
the microstructures of the CS/Odex hydrogel (scale bar: 200 µm). (C) Gelation time of the CS/Odex
hydrogel for different CS concentrations. Error bars represent mean ± SD; n = 3. (D) Injectability of
rhodamine B-stained CS/Odex hydrogel through a 26 G needle and hydrogel stability after its injection
into water. Reproduced from ref. [259] with permission from The Royal Society of Chemistry.
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Muţ et al. investigated a series of CS/HPMC based hydrogels for fluconazole (antifungal agent)
ocular delivery [260]. Sucrose laurate or sucrose palmitate were added as penetration enhancers.
Upon their addition, most formulations exhibited a lower viscosity than the CS/HPMC base hydrogel.
The highest cumulative release was obtained with the formulation containing 0.5% sucrose laurate.
Ex vivo permeation experiments showed that fluconazole permeated through pig ear skin faster and in
higher quantities from the hydrogel with the highest amount of sucrose laurate (5%).

Table 6. Chitosan (CS) hydrogels with other polysaccharides.

CS Other Polymers Crosslinking
Agent Trigger tgel Drug Ref.

0.5% w/w Sodium alginate
0.2% w/w pH, Ca2+ (STF) Levofloxacin [255]

0.5% Sodium alginate 1% HPMC
0.5% w/v Ca2+ (STF) 47 min Ketoconazole-loaded

PLGA NPs [239]

0.5% Gellan gum
0.2% pH, Ca2+ (STF) Sparfloxacin [257]

0.5% w/v Gellan gum0.25 w/v PV
A2% w/v pH 7.4 (STF) immediate Besifloxacin [258]

1% w/v Odex
2% w/v -a 2.5 min Retinal progenitor

cells [259]

3% HPMC
4% - a Fluconazole [260]

STF: simulated tear fluid, HPMC: hydroxypropyl methylcellulose, PLGA: poly(lactic-co-glycolic acid),
NPs: nanoparticles, PVA: poly(vinyl alcohol). a: not in situ gelling systems.

4.3. Hydrogels from Modified Chitosan

Yang et al. prepared a CS-based hydrogel via a Schiff base reaction by reacting carboxylmethyl
CS (CMCS), 19 in Scheme 3, with Odex (Table 7) [261]. The gel formed spontaneously upon mixing
the solutions of the two components. Voriconazole (VCZ), an anti-fungal agent used in the treatment
of fungal endophthalmitis, was incorporated as an inclusion complex with poly(β-cyclodextrin).
The linear chain of poly(β-cyclodextrin) intertwined in the CMCS/Odex network, as shown in Figure 16.
Drug release was a combination of swelling, diffusion, and chemical degradation. Likewise, Xu et al.
also used CMCS for the preparation of an in situ self-crosslinking hydrogel with the polyaldehyde
obtained by the oxidation of ALG this time [262]. Upon mixing aqueous solutions of the two
components, the gel formed at room temperature within 60 s. Gelation was attributed to the Schiff
base reaction between the CHO groups of oxidized ALG and the NH2 groups of CMCS. Limbal stem
cells were transplanted in the hydrogel, and it was shown that when applied to corneal alkaline burn,
cornea opacity was completely reduced within 28 days; in other words, remarkable corneal healing
reconstruction was achieved.

Table 7. Covalently cross-linked modified chitosan (CS) hydrogels.

Modified CS Crosslinking Agent Volume
Ratio

Gel
Formation tgel Drug Ref.

CMCS
4% w/w

Oxidized
dextran
4% w/w

6:7 Mixing
rt 18 s Voriconazole [261]

CMCS
20 mg/mL a

Oxidized sodium
alginate

20 mg/mL a
1:1 Mixing

rt 40–60 s Limbal stem
cells [262]

GlyCS 4-arm PEG CHO
end-chains 20:100 b Mixing

rt 30 s Levofloxacin [263]
Azide-modified

GlyCS
3% w/v a

- - UV 30 s Heparin [264]

L-cysteine
modified CS
150 mg/mL

- - Air oxidation Several hours Ranibizumab
Aflibercept [265]

CMCS: carboxymethyl CS, rt: room temperature, PEG: poly(ethylene glycol), GlyCS: glycol-modified CS. a: in 0.9%
NaCl aqueous solution. b: mass ratio.
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CMCTS: carboxymethyl chitosan, PAD: polyaldehyde from oxidized dextran). Reprinted from ref. [261].
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Similarly to Yang et al., Lei et al. exploited the formation of a Schiff base between the amino
groups of glycol CS (GlyCS), 9 in Scheme 1, and 4-arm PEG with aldehyde end-groups, to prepare
porous hydrogels [263]. The gelation and mechanical properties of the gel could be tuned by changing
the concentrations of the two components. Levofloxacin was entrapped in the gel, and sustained
release over 24 h was observed. The gel had a good cytocompatibility (in vitro) and caused no irritation
in in vivo tests. Qiao et al. further modified GlyCS on the free –NH2 moieties by conjugation with
4-azidophenylacetic acid, in order to introduce azide groups, –N3, 20 in Scheme 3 [264]. The resulting
modified CS exhibited a photosensitive behavior and could gel within 30 s upon UV irradiation.
The hydrogel demonstrated good in vivo biodegradability and biocompatibility. Once loaded with
heparin, the hydrogel was implanted intraocularly and showed potential in limiting post-operative
complications after glaucoma surgery.

Due to the easy crosslinking via the formation of disulfide bonds, thiol modifications of CS
have attracted interest in the field of hydrogels. For example, Moreno and others prepared thiolated
CS-based hydrogels for the administration of two anti-vascular endothelial growth factor (anti-VEGF)



Polymers 2020, 12, 1519 39 of 67

protein drugs, ranibizumab and aflibercept, to treat choroidal or corneal neovascularization [265].
In this study, CS was coupled to L-cysteine, 21 in Scheme 3, or 6-mercaptonicotinic acid, via its
amino groups. Hydrogels were formed through oxidation in air, within several hours. Increasing
the substitution degree afforded gels with higher crosslinking density and lower swelling, as well as
a lower burst release in in vitro drug release studies, but also a higher retention of the two proteins
within their network. Release was mainly controlled by the hydrogel swelling. Finally, it is important
to note that despite the –SH groups of the modified CS, the structures of the protein drugs remained
intact, and the proteins retained their activity after release.

Thermogelling polymers have received extensive interest because of their ability to gel at body
temperature while being liquids at room temperature. Poly(N-isopropylacrylamide) (PNIPAAm)
is a well-known temperature-responsive polymer that has a lower critical transition temperature
(LCST) relatively close to physiological temperature and has been widely used for biomedical
applications. The research groups of J.-Y. Lai and L.-J. Luo grafted carboxylic acid end-capped
PNIPAAm chains onto CS using a carbodiimide coupling reaction [266–268]. The resulting modified
CS (CS-g-PN), 22 in Scheme 3, was used for the preparation of novel in situ gelling systems for ocular
delivery by intracameral administration. The LCST of CS-g-PN depended on the amount of PNIPAAm
grafted onto CS and was around 30–32 ◦C, decreasing with increasing PNIPAAm concentration
(Table 8) [266]. The gels were loaded with pilocarpine nitrate, which is a drug used in glaucoma
treatment. In vitro drug release studies showed a continuous release over 6 weeks, and in vivo studies
showed a similar IOP-lowering effect, evidencing that a therapeutic concentration of pilocarpine
was maintained throughout this period. Drug release was attributed to the biodegradation of the
hydrogel: biodegradation which was found to be dependent of the PNIPAAm content. The impact of
the deacetylation degree of CS on the properties of CS-g-PN was further studied [267]. It was initially
determined that the deacetylation degree did not affect PNIPAAm grafting. Significant differences
were observed in LCST with values ranging from 26.5 ◦C for the lowest deacetylation degree to 31.8 ◦C
for the highest. Increasing the deacetylation degree resulted in slower degradation, a lower drug
entrapment, and a slower release. The intermediate deacetylation degree was found to be optimal
due to a better biocompatibility, and that formulation achieved an IOP-lowering effect over 63 days.
In line with that work, CS-g-PN was functionalized with a series of methoxy-substituted benzoic acids
to confer antioxidant properties. In parallel, the simultaneous delivery of pilocarpine and RGFP966
was investigated [268]. The results demonstrated that the increase of the methoxylation extent was
accompanied by a strengthening in the antioxidant properties. In other words, among the synthesized
derivatives, the one prepared with 3,4,5-trihydrobenzoic acid exhibited a pro-oxidant behavior, while the
ones prepared with 3,4-dihydroxy-5-methoxybenzoic acid and 4-hydroxy-3,5-dimethoxybenzoic
showed the strongest antioxidant behavior. The latter showed a drug release extending over 70 days
for both APIs and showed the highest efficiency in in vivo studies, demonstrating a good potential in
the treatment of glaucomatous optic neuropathy.

As discussed earlier, quaternary ammonium chitosans are one of the most important hydrophilic
CS derivatives. Fabiano et al. prepared CS hydrogels replacing small amounts of CS by different
quaternized, 12 in Scheme 1, or quaternized and thiolated, 23 in Scheme 3, CS derivatives to improve
mucoadhesiveness [178,203]. CS was crosslinked with β-GP and exhibited a sol–gel transition around
30–35 ◦C. The gels were further loaded with CS/HA NPs containing 5-fluorouracil. 5-fluorouracil release
was diffusion controlled and prolonged compared to the release from the NPs alone. When comparing
the gels obtained by derivatives 12 and 23, the former exhibited better characteristics during drug
release studies [178]. In in vivo tests, these gels demonstrated a constant 5-fluorouracil concentration
in aqueous humors from 0.5 to 7 h after instillation and a significant improvement in bioavailability.

Tan et al. used another quaternized CS derivative for the preparation of a thermosensitive in situ
gelling formulation [269]. Indeed, hydroxypropyltrimethyl ammonium chloride CS, 24 in Scheme 3,
forms a thermosensitive gel when mixed with β-GP. By optimizing their concentrations, a formulation
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that gelled within 2 min at 35 ◦C was obtained. Dexamethasone-loaded NLCs were further incorporated
to the formulation. A sustained release over 72 h with a reduced initial burst release was observed.

Poloxamers and PNIPAAm, which are well-known thermoresponsive polymers, are also
non-degradable and may contain traces of toxic monomers. As an alternative, Cho et al. [270]
and Shi et al. [271] synthesized hexanoyl GlyCS (HexGlyCS), as shown in Figure 17, by the N-acylation
of GlyCS and investigated its in situ forming gels. Gelling is the result of the formation of a thermally
induced physical network due to hydrophobic interactions between hexanoyl groups. Tgel ranged
from 25 to 50 ◦C depending on the concentration of HexGlyCS and the degree of hexanoylation [270].
A decrease in Tgel was observed when increasing HexGlyCS concentration or the hexanoylation
degree. When loaded with brimonidine tartrate, the in vitro drug release from the gels was similar to
Alphagan P, which is a marketed brimonidine formulation. However, in vivo, the IOP-lowering effect
was significantly prolonged due to the improved pre-ocular retention of the gel. When levofloxacin
was added to it, the hydrogel exhibited a sustained in vitro release over 12 h, while the in vivo
pharmacokinetic study demonstrated an enhanced ocular bioavailability [271].
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Figure 17. (A) Synthesis of methacrylated (M-HGC) and thiolated (S-HGC) hexanoyl glycol chitosan
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Starting from HexGlyCS, Oh et al. prepared two complementary CS derivatives, as described
in Figure 17A [272]. The first one, M-HGC, was synthesized by N-methacrylation, in order to bear
a double bond. The second one, S-HGC, was modified in order to introduce a thiol group [79].
Both polymers on their own, as well as in combination, exhibited thermogelling behaviors with sol–gel
transition temperatures ranging from 25 to 35 ◦C. When solutions of the two derivatives were mixed
and incubated at 37 ◦C, a gel was formed within circa 6 h due to the Michael addition of the thiol to the
double bond. As illustrated in Figure 17B, physical crosslinking was thus reinforced by additional
chemical crosslinking, but without using potentially toxic crosslinking agents, such as glutaraldehyde.
The gels were non-cytotoxic; their degradation and swelling depended on the crosslinking density and
could be tuned by the functionalization degree.

Kong et al. reported a CS/CMCS, 19 in Scheme 3, thermosensitive hydrogel, which was crosslinked
in the presence of β-GP, for the delivery of levofloxacin encapsulated in CS microspheres [153].
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A slow release of levofloxacin, with no burst release, and a prolonged ocular retention were
observed. Yu et al. prepared a P407/CMCS thermosensitive hydrogel for the ocular delivery of
nepafenac [273,274]. To increase the mechanical strength of that gel, chemical crosslinking was
performed with glutaraldehyde, 25 in Scheme 3. The resulting gel exhibited temperature- and
pH-dependent swelling and the Tgel temperature was around 32–33 ◦C. Swelling could be tuned by
modifying the concentration of P407, CMCS, and glutaraldehyde. The highest swelling (18,200%)
was measured at pH 7.4 and 35 ◦C. Accordingly, when loaded with nepafenac, nepafenac release
was the highest and fastest under those conditions: an almost complete release within 72 h (slower
than nepafenac), while at lower temperature and/or pH, release was not complete [273]. To further
delay release and improve the performance of this delivery system, nepafenac-loaded NLCs were
incorporated to the hydrogel instead of neat nepafenac [274]. Indeed, a slower release was achieved,
with a lower burst release compared to the nepafenac-loaded hydrogel. When in vivo behavior was
studied, the concentration of nepafenac in aqueous humor was significantly higher (14.4 times) from
the gel compared to nepafenac eye drops, and the maximum concentration was reached later. This was
attributed to the improved corneal permeation due to the NLC and the longer retention on cornea due
to the hydrogel formulation.

Yu et al. further improved this delivery system by replacing glutaraldehyde by genipin,
which has a much lower toxicity and exhibits some anti-inflammatory properties [275,276]. In contrast
to glutaraldehyde, genipin could only react with the amino groups of CMCS [276]. However,
the semi-interpenetrating network that was formed retained a pH- and temperature-dependent
behavior. The swelling ratio was higher at 35 ◦C and pH 6.5 [276] or 7.4 [275]. Increasing the genipin
concentration limited swelling [275], while increasing the CMCS ratio resulted in a higher swelling
ratio [276]. Quercetin-loaded NLCs were incorporated to the gel, and an improved drug release was
observed [275]. Similarly, baicalin-loaded NLCs were integrated to the CMCS/P407/genipin hydrogel,
affording enhanced in vitro release, corneal permeation, and pre-corneal retention [276].

Lin et al. exploited the thermosensitive properties and in situ gelling behavior of hydroxybutyl
CS for the design of intracanalicular plugs for the treatment of dry eye disease [277]. Hydroxybutyl CS
gelled within 50 s at 37 ◦C and thus intracanalicular injection could be applied to set the plug in place,
providing ease of operation compared to other materials.

Table 8. In situ gelling formulations from modified chitosans (CS).

Modified CS Crosslinking Agent 2nd Polymer Trigger Tgel
(◦C) Drug Ref.

CS-g-PNIPAAm a - - T 31.9 Pilocarpine [266]
CS-g-PNIPAAm b - - T 29.7 Pilocarpine [267]

Quaternary
ammonium CS

20%
β-GP CS T 35 5-fluorouracil

CS NPss [178]

CS 24 c

3.8% w/w
β-GP

20% w/w - T 35 Dexamethasone-
loaded NLC [269]

HexGlyCS d

2% w/w - - T 30 Brimonidine
tartrate [270]

CMCS
2% w/v

β-GP
7.8% w/v

CS
2% w/v T - [153]

CMCS
2.5% w/v GA P407

5.0% w/v pH, T 32–33 Nepafenac [273]
CMCS
3% w/v genipin P407

1% w/v pH, T 37 Baicalin-loaded
NLC [276]

Hydroxybutyl CS
8 mg/mL - - T 37 - [277]

PNIPAAm: poly(N-isopropylacrylamide), β-GP: β-glycerolphosphate, NPs: nanoparticles, NLC: nanostructured
lipid carriers, HexGlyCS: hexanoyl glycol chitosan, CMCS: carboxymethyl chitosan, GA: glutaraldehyde,
P407: poloxamer 407. a: degree 74%, grafting ratio 413, b: deacetylation degree 80%, grafting ratio 161,
c: hydroxypropyltrimethyl ammonium chloride CS, d: degree of hexanoylation 39.5%.

5. Ocular Lenses and Inserts

Ocular delivery for the treatment of various diseases traditionally occurs via aqueous solutions or
suspensions, which are often characterized by low therapeutic efficacy due to the clearing mechanisms
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of the eye. Contact lenses and inserts (non-implantable drug delivery devices) have been investigated
as an alternative way of topically administrating drugs to the ocular region, as they improve
patient compliance and promote the targeted delivery of various drugs to the lens. CS as a natural
polysaccharide has been studied from many research groups, as it provides the final lenses or implants
with mucoadhesiveness, biocompatibility, and good mechanical properties.

Solvent casting is a convenient method to prepare films and membranes that can be used as ocular
inserts. For example, Franca et al., while designing an HPLC validated method for bimatoprost, prepared
CS ocular inserts for the controlled release of bimatoprost via solvent casting [278]. A homogenous
distribution of the drug in the inserts was observed, while its release was controlled. Foureaux et al.
prepared diminazene aceturate-loaded ocular inserts for glaucoma treatment [279]. The inserts,
also prepared by solvent casting, were obtained as flexible membranes. After one week of treatment
with these inserts, the IOP was reduced to normal levels, and these levels were further maintained
for four weeks. Compared to eye drops, biodistribution studies with radiolabeled drugs revealed
significantly more diminazene aceturate in the ocular region and significantly less in the gastrointestinal
tract. The same team, again for glaucoma treatment, prepared membranes of CS and hydroxyethyl
cellulose loaded with dorzolamide [280]. Dorzolamide was molecularly dispersed within the polymeric
matrix, and the formation of hydrogen bonds was evidenced. It was further observed that the addition
of dorzolamide reduced the swelling of the film, which was possibly due to the formation of the
aforementioned hydrogen bonds. It is noteworthy that after 18 h, more than 50% of dorzolamide is
retained in the eye, as detected by scintigraphy. In vivo, an IOP decrease for two weeks was measured
for those ocular inserts. Similarly, Wang et al. reported the preparation of inserts for glaucoma
treatment [281]. The inserts in this case were nanosheets that were prepared by CS and ALG for the
dual delivery of timolol and latanoprost. The nanosheets were highly transparent, flexible, and adhered
to the ocular surface. In vivo studies exhibited a IOP decrease for at least 9 days, suggesting an efficient
drug delivery.

Abilova et al. prepared films from aqueous solutions of CS and poly(2-ethyl-2-oxazoline) and
examined their potential in ophthalmic applications [282]. Transparent, homogenous films were
obtained via solvent casting. Intermolecular hydrogen bonds formed spontaneously between the
functional groups of the two polymers. Results concerning the mechanical properties of the blends
revealed that increasing the percentage of poly(2-ethyl-2-oxazoline) resulted in diminishing the
mechanical properties of the blends as it made the films more brittle. Ex vivo mucoadhesion studies on
freshly excised bovine cornea revealed that upon increasing the poly(2-ethyl-2-oxazoline) percentage,
the retention capability of the films in the eye was increased. In vivo studies on rabbit ocular corneas
revealed excellent adhesion to the cornea and no irritancy.

Üstündag-Okur et al. reported novel ofloxacin-loaded NLC inserts for the treatment of bacterial
keratitis [283]. The inserts were prepared from chitosan oligosaccharide lactate via solvent casting
evaporation, while glycerin was added as a plasticizer. The presence of CS provided the inserts with
high mucoadhesiveness. The in vitro release of ofloxacin in PBS (pH = 7.4) during the first 24 h was
satisfactory. In vivo tests on white rabbits confirmed that the pre-ocular retention was extended to
24 h, making these NLC inserts suitable for occular delivery. Jeencham et al. utilized the film-casting
technique to prepare blends between CS and regenerated silk fibroin in various ratios [284]. During the
preparation of contact lenses, PEG 400 was employed as a plasticizer. The films prepared with a high
percentage of CS revealed good mechanical properties, high thermal stability, and light transparency
over 90%. FTIR spectra confirmed the presence of intermolecular hydrogen bonds, indicating the good
compatibility of the polymers. The films presented excellent physicochemical properties (high water
content, high ion and oxygen permeability) as well as non-cytotoxicity, indicating their promising
potential as a biomaterial for a contact lenses-based ophthalmic drug delivery system.

In Huang’s et al. research, hydrogel contact lenses with unified anti-fungal properties were
prepared and assembled as a drug delivery system for the management of fungal keratitis [285].
More specifically, N-[(2-hydroxy-3-trimethylammonium)propyl]chitosan chloride, 24 in Scheme 3,
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was synthesized via a ring-opening reaction, followed by the addition of silver NPs (formed by in situ
reduction of silver salts), low carboxylation graphene oxide, and voriconazole for the final production
of the nanocomposites, as shown in Figure 18. The resulting formulations were examined for their
thermal stability, their in vitro voriconazole release, their antimicrobial properties, and their cytotoxicity
activity. The contact lenses enhanced the release of voriconazole in the cornea, and the formulated
nanomatrices were non-toxic with improved biological properties. This innovative drug delivery
system could be a promising solution for the treatment of fungal keratitis.
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Figure 18. (A) Preparation of N-[(2-hydroxy-3-trimethylammonium)propyl]chitosan chloride
(HTCC)/silver (Ag)/graphene oxide (GO)/voriconazole (Vor) delivery system. (B) Schematic illustration
of voriconazole-loaded contact lens and controlled drug release. Reprinted with permission from
ref. [285]. Copyright, 2016, American Chemical Society.

Silva et al. capitalized upon the layer-by-layer deposition method to combine CS and alginate for
the coating of three kinds of lenses, as shown in Figure 19 [286]. Coated lenses were investigated for the
controlled release of the anti-inflammatory agent, diclofenac. The multiple coating was composed of
(alginate–CaCl2)/(CS + glyoxal), which was covered with an ultimate alginate–CaCl2 layer, intending
to prevent CS disintegration by tear liquid proteins, and it is quite noteworthy. The coating managed
to reduce the initial burst release and afforded a 7-day sustained release. Additional investigation
in CS functionalization for a better control over the drug release is required. Hu et al. also applied
the layer-by-layer deposition to prepare HA/CS multilayers on PHEMA/β-cyclodextrin lenses aiming
at the delivery of orfloxacin and puerarin [287]. The lenses were modified by azide groups, and the
layers (up to 10) were further installed by click chemistry alternating between propargylic-modified
HA and azide-modified CS, 26 in Scheme 3. The addition of HA/CS layers contributed to increasing
the hydrophilicity of the lens. A coarser surface with a lamellar structure was also observed.

Kazemi Ashtiani et al. reported the surficial conjugation of PHEMA lenses with the cationic, and
thus friendly to anionic pharmaceutical agents, CS for the delivery of ascorbic acid [288]. Protein
adsorption, biocompatibility, and antibacterial characteristics of the fabricated hydrogels were surveyed
after CS stabilization. As stated, CS-conjugated contact lenses were transparent and biocompatible,
whereas this material was suggested as a viable substitute to commercial drug formulations.
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The development of novel coatings using CS and borneol for ocular contact lenses was proposed
by Mehta et al. [289]. In that study, the formulations loaded with timolol maleate were prepared
via electrohydrodynamic atomization using PVP and PNIPAAm as stabilizers. Moreover, the group
examined the particle size, the thermal stability, their in vitro release profile, and their ocular tolerability.
The results indicated a wide range of sizes in the formulated samples, depending on the concentration
of CS. Furthermore, differential scanning calorimetry revealed the amorphous state of the drug in the
synthesized coatings. In vitro release study and kinetic modeling certified the importance of CS, as the
swelling capacity of the polymer improved successfully the release of the active substance.

Hoyo et al. developed effective biocompatible and antibacterial coatings on contact lenses via a
single-step sonochemical process, in order to enhance their convenience and improve their biological
properties [290]. The formulations consisted of ZnO NPs, CS, and gallic acid (GA). The resulting hybrid
CS/GA/ZnO coating increased the surface antioxidant activity by 95%. Moreover, the triple-loaded
hybrid structures exhibited significant antibacterial efficacy and improved biocompatibility to
human cells. These interesting characteristics were expected to improve the comfort of contact
and intraocular lenses.

Saher et al. prepared porous levofloxacin-loaded semi-sponges for ocular bacterial infections [291].
The semi-sponges could be inserted in a lower cul-de-sac and could eliminate the frequent use of
ophthalmic drops. Various polymeric matrixes (LMWCS, HMWCS, sodium carboxymethyl cellulose,
and Gelrite) were investigated, and the sponges were prepared by freeze drying. In vitro release studies
in STF (pH = 7.4, 35 ◦C) correlated the release behavior of the samples to their pore size. The LMWCS
samples had a small pore size, which resulted in a prolonged release of levofloxacin up to 12 h,
while HMWCS had a larger pore size, causing a faster release. Furthermore, the semi-sponges were
tested in vivo in rabbits and were found to be non-irritant. Manna et al. prepared methotrexate-loaded
CS micro-implants by freeze drying. It was observed that a lipophilic poly(lactide) (PLA) or PLGA
coating contributed to a better control over burst release and could extend methotrexate release up to
5 months, depending on the coating [292].

Mirzaeei et al. examined CS-based electrospun nanofibers as ocular inserts for the delivery of
triamcinolone acetonide [293]. Hydrophilic fibers were prepared using CS and PVA and/or poly(vinyl
pyrrolidine) and compared to hydrophobic fibers constituted of Eudragit S100 and Zein. By SEM
microphotographs, it was concluded that fibers from CS and poly(vinyl pyrrolidine) had smaller
diameters (120 ± 30 nm) and were more uniform. Triamcinolone release from those fibers exhibited
no burst release and a total release within 4 days, which was fitted to a zero-order kinetic profile.
Although an even slower release was observed from the hydrophobic fibers, it was expected that the
CS fibers would be more appropriate for ocular delivery.

6. Chitosan Coatings

CS is a biocompatible polymer that, among others, can be used to enhance the mucoadhesion of
drug formulations to tissues. Furthermore, the thiolation of CS can improve the penetration of NPs or
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their content through the tight junctions of mucus layers. Numerous studies have been conducted
on the use of CS or its derivatives as coatings in order to deliver drugs encapsulated in liposomes,
solid lipid matrixes, or NPs to the eye.

Li et al. encapsulated triamcinolone acetonide, which is an intermediate-acting glucocorticoid
applied in inflammatory, edematous, and angiogenic ocular diseases, in liposomes, and the resulting
NPs were further coated with CS [294]. The coating of NPs resulted in a slight increase of the size,
i.e., from 108 to 135 nm, while the ζ-potential was inverted from −10 to +18 mV. Coated formulations
were stable for a 60-day period at 4 ◦C, although a slight decrease (about 5%) in the drug entrapment
efficiency was observed. Concerning the release profile of the drug, CS coating enhanced drug release
compared to the uncoated NPs. Cellular uptake was enhanced by the CS coating, as evidenced by
fluorescence microscopy (Figure 20). In vivo studies, performed on C57BL/6 mice, showed that the CS
coating of liposomes led to a more efficient ocular delivery of triamcinolone acetonide to the posterior
segment of the eye than eye drop formulation. Ocular toxicity tests showed that no toxicity was
observed for either coated or uncoated liposomic NPs. The efficiency of these CS-coated liposomes in
the treatment of retinal edema was further studied [295]. Experiments that were conducted in vivo
using rat models concluded that CS-coated liposomes could deliver the drug into the retina of the eye.
Furthermore, the formulation was found to effectively relieve retinal edema, caused by laser, without
showing toxicity.
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Figure 20. Cellular uptake of triamcinolone acetonide/coumarin 6 liposomes (C6-liposomes) and 
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epithelial cells at different times. Reprinted from ref. [294]. Rights managed by Taylor and Francis. 

Tan et al. developed CS-coated liposomes for the ocular delivery of timolol maleate [296]. The 
drug-loaded liposomes were prepared using an ammonium sulfate gradient coupled with a pH 
gradient. The CS coating was applied simply by stirring the liposomes in a CS solution. Increasing 
the CS concentration afforded bigger particles with an initially increasing ζ-potential. Compared to 
timolol maleate eye drop formulation, in vitro release from the coated liposomes was extended over 
12 h with a lower initial burst release. Transcorneal permeation was significantly enhanced, and 
ocular retention was improved as well. As a result, the IOP lowering efficiency was improved. Khalil 
et al. also prepared CS-coated liposomes for the nanoencapsulation of triamcinolone acetonide for 
posterior eye delivery [297]. The research team succeeded in preparing uncoated NPs of 18 nm in 
size while after coating with CS in concentrations of 0.1%, 0.2% and 0.3% w/v, their size increased to 

Figure 20. Cellular uptake of triamcinolone acetonide/coumarin 6 liposomes (C6-liposomes) and
chitosan-coated triamcinolone acetonide/coumarin 6 liposomes (C6-liposomes-CS) by corneal epithelial
cells at different times. Reprinted from ref. [294]. Rights managed by Taylor and Francis.

Tan et al. developed CS-coated liposomes for the ocular delivery of timolol maleate [296].
The drug-loaded liposomes were prepared using an ammonium sulfate gradient coupled with a pH
gradient. The CS coating was applied simply by stirring the liposomes in a CS solution. Increasing
the CS concentration afforded bigger particles with an initially increasing ζ-potential. Compared to
timolol maleate eye drop formulation, in vitro release from the coated liposomes was extended over
12 h with a lower initial burst release. Transcorneal permeation was significantly enhanced, and ocular
retention was improved as well. As a result, the IOP lowering efficiency was improved. Khalil et al.
also prepared CS-coated liposomes for the nanoencapsulation of triamcinolone acetonide for posterior
eye delivery [297]. The research team succeeded in preparing uncoated NPs of 18 nm in size while
after coating with CS in concentrations of 0.1%, 0.2% and 0.3% w/v, their size increased to 100, 170,
and 176 nm. In vivo studies were conducted in a rat model showing that after 15 days, the drug was
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present in the posterior chamber of the eye, which is a conclusion that is in accordance with the studies
conducted by Li et al. [294] and Cheng et al. [295].

Chen et al. prepared CS-coated deformable liposomes for the ocular delivery of flurbiprofen [298].
The prepared NPs of deformable liposomes containing the drug were further coated by CS (Mw 50 kDa,
degree of deacetylation: 95%) in three different concentrations (0.1%, 0.2%, and 0.4% w/v). It was found
that the coated NPs were larger than the uncoated ones, and the ζ-potential changed from negative
to positive. A corneal penetration study showed that deformable liposomes had a 1.5-fold increased
penetration compared to non-deformable ones, while their penetration ability was further enhanced by
the CS coating. Indeed, CS can improve the permeability of the cornea by opening the tight junctions
among corneal epithelial cells or by intracellular routes (vide supra). A notable observation was that
the penetration rate was different for the different formulations: all uncoated formulations showed a
constant penetration rate, while the coated ones showed a reduced rate after 160 min. The cumulative
penetration remained higher for the coated particles. In vivo pre-corneal retention showed that the
CS coating significantly prolonged the residence time of deformable liposomes in the cornea and
improved the drug bioavailability by increasing its transport time across the cornea.

Sun et al. studied for the first time the influence of the deacetylation degree of CS on corneal
keratocyte adhesion, spreading, morphology, and integrin gene expression when used as a coating in
pharmaceutical formulations [299]. The authors used CS with a molecular weight of 400 kDa, having
three different degrees of deacetylation (74.1 ± 0.5%, 84.4 ± 0.7%, and 94.2 ± 0.5%). Initially, CS was 74%
deacetylated. Further deacetylation was conducted via CS treatment with 60% (w/v) NaOH solution for
1 h once and for 1.5 h twice at 100 ◦C under a nitrogen atmosphere to obtain deacetylation degrees of
84% and 94%, respectively. FTIR and gel permeation chromatography showed that deacetylation did
not affect the initial molecular weight. Crystallinity increased as the degree of deacetylation increased,
which was due to the absence of acetyl groups. An important issue revealed by the study is that
the degree of deacetylation affected cell adhesion, i.e., an increased deacetylation degree resulted in
enhanced cell adhesion (Figure 21), which was probably due to the high stiffness and crystallinity of
the biopolymers. It was suggested that the degree of deacetylation of CS coatings greatly affected cell
adhesion-related phenomena and cell–substrate crosstalk during corneal keratocyte cultivation.
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with a smooth surface. Both pegylation and the CS coating resulted in a two- to threefold increase in 
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Figure 21. (A) Rabbit corneal keratocyte morphology on tissue culture polystyrene (TCPS) and chitosan
substrates with various deacetylation degrees: 74% (C74), 84% (C84), and 94% (C94). Scale bar represents
30 µm. (B) Quantitative measurement of cell adhesion ratio for TCPS and various chitosan samples
(* P b 0.05; n = 4). Data in the experimental groups are percentages relative to those of the TCPS groups.
Reprinted from ref. [299]. Copyright 2016, with permission from Elsevier B.V.

Eid et al. studied the influence of pegylation and CS coating of ofloxacin lipid NPs [300]. Both the
pegylation of lipid NPs and CS coating resulted in bigger NPs. Their shape was nearly spherical, with a
smooth surface. Both pegylation and the CS coating resulted in a two- to threefold increase in the
amount of ofloxacin that could be delivered to ocular fluids and tissues compared to commercial Oflox@

drops. Ban et al. reported the CS coating of dexamethasone-containing lipid NPs [301]. As a result of CS
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coating, the ζ-potential shifted from negative to positive values, and a higher permeation was observed.
The lipid NPs exhibited a higher bioavailability compared to dexamethasone aqueous solution.
Gelfuso et al. studied the use of iontophoresis as a method to increase voriconazole release, leading to
an enhanced initial burst effect [302]. In brief, three different formulations were used: a cyclodextrin
inclusion complex, a liposomal NP, and a CS-coated liposomal NP. After applying iontophoresis for
10 min, voriconazole penetration into the cornea was enhanced in all three formulations, with uncoated
liposomal NPs showing the lowest concentration of the drug.

Seyfoddin et al. used a blend of different esters of behenic acid with glycerol (commercially
available as Compritol® 888 ATO) as a lipid carrier for the nanoencapsulation of acyclovir, which is a
drug that is used in the therapy of herpes keratitis: the most common infectious cause of blindness [303].
NPs were formed via the “hot microemulsion technique” and coated thereafter with CS, via their
dispersion in solutions of different CS concentrations. The coating was achieved due to electrostatic
interactions between the negatively charged lipid carrier and the positively charged CS. The authors
studied the influence of the lyophilization process on the resulting NPs. It was observed that NPs
tended to aggregate after freeze drying, resulting in higher sizes reaching the micro-scale range. Freshly
prepared coated NPs showed small particle sizes between 323 and 468 nm; the size increased with
increasing CS concentration. The ζ-potential was also proportional to the increase of CS concentration,
starting from about−26 mV for uncoated NPs to about +28 mV when 1% w/v CS was used. No significant
difference was observed between CS concentrations of 0.5% and 1% w/v. Drug release was studied in
PBS pH 7.4. It was found that coating with CS led to a reduction of about 25% in acyclovir release
rate compared to uncoated NPs, regardless of the CS concentration used for coating. The cellular
uptake of NPs was enhanced by CS coating while the concentration of fluorescein increased with CS
concentration and exposure time in the cytoplasm of the epithelial cells. In ex vivo penetration studies,
conducted in bovine eyes, the coated NPs had enhanced properties, with the coating obtained from the
0.5% w/v CS concentration showing the best results. The quantification of acyclovir in cellular uptake
was higher for the coated NPs.

Selvaraj et al. designed CS-coated NLCs for the ocular delivery of itraconazole [304]. The CS
coating delayed itraconazole release due to the formation of a hydrophilic matrix around the lipid
carriers, and ex vivo corneal permeability was significantly enhanced. In the antineovascularization
study, CS-coated NLCs demonstrated a high reduction in neovascularization, which was attributed to
low pre-corneal drainage, due to the higher mocoadhesivity and higher corneal permeation. Wang et al.
used glyceryl monostearate as the solid lipid in the NP formulation of methazolamide used in glaucoma
treatment [305]. Phospholipid was used as the surfactant in a modified oil-in-water emulsification
technique, while CS was used for the coating of NPs. The results are in accordance with other studies;
i.e., a smooth surface increased the particle size compared to uncoated NPs and prolonged drug release.
In vivo results showed that coated NPs successfully delivered methazolamide in rabbit eyes, showing
a marked decrease in IOP and a better sustainability than the uncoated ones.

Dukovski et al. investigated the performance of a cationic nanoemulsion containing ibuprofen for
the treatment of dry eye disease, in order to resolve ibuprofen solubility complications and stabilize
the tear film [306]. Nanoemulsions were prepared by microfluidization, using lecithin as an anionic
surfactant, Miglyol 812 as an internal oil phase, Kolliphor EL as the second surfactant, and CS. CS was
expected to depose on the surface of the nanoemulsion droplets, increasing the ζ-potential and thus
mucoadhesion. The mucoadhesive properties of the obtained formulations were tested rheologically
after mixing with mucin dispersion, and indeed, a significantly increased mucoadhesion was observed
for the CS-coated nanoemulsion. The formulation further demonstrated good compatibility and
stability. Nanoemulsions with 0.05% w/w CS exhibited the best characteristics and were found to be
adequate for ophthalmic applications.

Another group that worked on liposomes coated with CS is Zhang et al. [307]. The group
prepared liposomes via the reverse-phase evaporation method, which were subsequently coated with
TMCS, 1 in Scheme 1. Cyanidin-3-glucoside was encapsulated in the liposomes for the treatment of
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cataract. The uncoated liposomes were negatively charged while a modified CS coating made their
surface positively charged and simulteneously enlarged their size. Furthermore, the coating protected
the drug from oxidative damage. The presence of TMCS increased the pre-corneal retention time,
which was triplicated compared to uncoated liposomes. Moreover, it enhanced the permeation and
the transepithelial transport of liposomes, as it opened the tight junctions between the epithelial cells.
Regarding the release of the drug, a slower release and diffusion of the drug was observed owing to
the presence of the coating. Huang et al. also used TMCS to coat lanosterol and hesperetin-loaded
liposomes for cataract prevention and treatment [308]. The coated liposomes exhibited a slightly
decreased encapsulation efficiency compared to the uncoated one. Most importantly, in in vivo studies,
they demonstrated a smaller burst release and a slower overall release, extending over one week.
Despite their lower drug load, the coated liposomes had a better therapeutic efficacy with no progression
of cataract observed for the subjects treated with TMCS-coated liposomes.

Pai et al. used CS oligosaccharide in order to coat NLCs for the delivery of etoposide, which is an
antineoplastic agent used for suppressing tumors that occur in the eye such as retinoblastoma [309].
NLCs were prepared via a hot homogenization–ultrasonication technique, and the resulting NPs were
coated by CS oligosaccharides. Typical findings were also verified in the present study, i.e., an increase
of NP size after CS coating (from 103 to 117 nm) and the conversion of negatively charged NPs to
positively charged ones. However, compared to other analogous formulations, it was found that the
release profile of the drug, conducted in STF, was not affected by CS oligosaccharide coating, which was
probably due to the form of CS used, i.e., oligosaccharides. The mucoadhesion properties of coated
NPs were enhanced compared to the negligible mucoadhesion of non-coated NPs. Mucoadhesion
prolonged the presence of NPs on the ocular surface, as revealed by in vivo studies, leading to an
enhanced ocular concentration of etoposide in all parts of the eye.

Li et al. studied three different CS derivatives—N-acetylcysteine CS (NACCS), 6 in Scheme 1,
CS oligosaccharides, and carboxymethyl CS—for the coating of curcumin-loaded NLC [310]. According
to curcumin release studies, NACCS showed a remarkably slower drug release compared to the other
two coatings, which was probably due to the formation of disulfide bonds within the coating, impeding
the diffusion of the drug. CS oligosaccharides showed a faster release compared to the thiolated
CS coating; however, in contrast to Pai et al. [309], it was still slower than uncoated NLC. Finally,
carboxymethyl CS showed the fastest release of all the coated NPs. Concerning corneal permeation
studies, it was found that in the first 60 min, no difference was observed among the three coated
formulations, but thereafter, thiolated CS, i.e., NACCS, showed an enhanced corneal permeation
due to the thiol groups that can penetrate the tight junctions of mucus layers. These observations
were further confirmed by fluorescence imaging, which was used to evaluate in vivo pre-corneal
retention (Figure 22A). The same team further investigated the influence of the thiol group content
in NACCS, which was used as a coating for curcumin-loaded NLC [311]. The total content of thiol
groups did not affect curcumin’s release despite differences in the size and ζ-potential. This was
attributed to the similar entrapment efficiency observed for all three coatings. Differences appeared
in ex vivo cornea penetration studies, which showed that after 60 min, the coating with the highest
degree of thiolation resulted in higher cornea penetration. These outcomes were also confirmed
by fluorescence imaging. A similar study was conducted for the ocular delivery of hydrophobic
coumarin-6 instead of curcumin [312,313]. The results concerning both the coating with NACCS
compared to CS oligosaccharides or carboxymethyl CS [312], as well as the content of thiol groups [313],
were the same (Figure 22B).

Salama et al. used PLGA 50/50 or 75/25 in NP formulation of fluocinolone acetonide (FA), which is
an anti-inflammatory corticosteroid drug used for the treatment of intermediate, posterior, and pan
uveitis [314]. NPs were prepared by an innovative thin film hydration process using P407 in a mass
ratio of PLGA/P407 1:5 and 1:10. The NPs prepared with PLGA 50/50 were smaller compared to the
ones prepared with PLGA 75/25. This was attributed to the higher hydrophilicity of the former due
to the higher glycolide content. This enabled the easier interfacial arrangement of PLGA molecules.
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Entrapment efficiency was higher for PLGA 75/25 NPs, which was due to the higher hydrophobic
content of the polymer, which favored the encapsulation of the hydrophobic drug. The ζ-potential
was negative for all prepared NPs due to the presence of terminal carboxylic acid groups in PLGA,
and it increased with increasing poloxamer content. The authors selected the best formulation and
proceeded in NPs coating using CS hydrochloride in different concentrations. It was observed, as it
was by Seyfoddin et al. [303], that as the concentration of CS increased, the size of NPs increased
from about 203 nm to about 2147 nm, while the ζ-potential also increased from negative to positive
values. The important increase in size was attributed to agglomeration. Unfortunately, the isolation
procedure of NPs was not described; it was probably by freeze drying, which could explain such sizes.
The release profile revealed that the coated NPs showed improvements compared to the uncoated
ones. In contrast to FA, which is known to cause irritation, an ocular irritation study conducted in
rabbit eyes demonstrated that neither uncoated nor coated NPs induced any irritation. Furthermore,
it was found that the concentration of FA in rabbits tears were higher when coated NPs were used.
This was mainly attributed to the mucoadhesive properties of CS.Polymers 2020, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW 51 of 69 
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properties of CS. 

Pandit et al. studied CS-coated PLGA NPs for bevacizumab delivery [315]. Drug-loaded NPs 
were prepared by double emulsion solvent evaporation, experimental parameters were optimized 
by response surface methodology, and well-defined, spherical core–shell particles were obtained. CS 
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Figure 22. (A) In vivo fluorescence imaging of curcumin (CUR) in eye drops, nanostructured lipid
carriers (NLC), carboxymethyl chitosan-coated NLC (CMCS-NLC), chitosan oligosaccharides-coated
NLC (COS-NLC) and N-acetylcysteine chitosan-coated NLC (CS-NAC-NLC) at 5 s, 1 min, 5 min,
10 min, and 30 min after administration. Reprinted from ref. [310]. Copyright 2016 with permission
from Elsevier Ltd. (B) Inverted fluorescence microscope micrographs after time-coursed in vivo corneal
permeation of the aforementioned preparations, loaded with coumarin. Scale bar is 150 µm. Adapted
from ref. [312]. Copyright 2017, with permission from Elsevier B.V.

Pandit et al. studied CS-coated PLGA NPs for bevacizumab delivery [315]. Drug-loaded NPs
were prepared by double emulsion solvent evaporation, experimental parameters were optimized
by response surface methodology, and well-defined, spherical core–shell particles were obtained.
CS coating contributed to a reduced initial burst release, a slower release compared to uncoated NPs,
and a higher permeation. Khan et al. reported CS-coated PLGA NPs for the delivery of forskolin
in glaucoma treatment [316]. CS-coated NPs were prepared in a single step by emulsion sonication.
The experimental parameters were optimized using the Box–Behnken design. Increasing the CS
concentration resulted in an increase in NPs’ size, a rise in PDI, and a decrease in drug loading, but an
increase in entrapment efficiency. The optimized NPs were approximately 200 nm and had a positive
ζ-potential. A slow release of forskolin was observed with no burst release. According to the authors,
CS coating functioned as a physical barrier, restricting drug release. It is suggested that drug release
was a result of CS swelling/erosion, followed by PLGA erosion and drug diffusion. Due to CS coating,
the NPs were found to penetrate deeper in the cornea. Overall, CS-coated forskolin-loaded PLGA
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NPs showed a sustained IOP decrease for 24 h. Dyawanapelly et al. investigated the potential of CS
oligosaccharide in the mucosal delivery of drug-loaded PLGA NPs [317]. In contrast to CS coating,
CS oligosaccharide coating did not affect significantly drug release. Both coatings resulted in improved
mucoadhesion and higher cellular uptake. Mahaling et al. studied the influence of different coatings
on the bioavailability and distribution of NPs in the ocular region [318,319]. Initially, CS, gelatin, or
pluronic F68 coatings of poly(ε-caprolactone) (PCL) NPs were studied, and the scope was then further
extended to PLA and PLGA NPs. The NPs coated with F68 exhibited the highest hydrophilicity
and mucoadhesivity. For PCL NPs, F68 was the best coating, but for PLGA NPs, CS-coated NPs
demonstrated a higher bioavailability in conjunctiva, sclera, choroid, and retina. Nasr and Khoee
reported the formation of a crosslinked CS shell, coating poly(butylene adipate) (PBA) micelles for
the improved ocular delivery of loteprednol etabonate [320]. PBA was modified in order to prepare a
dendrimerized structure with hydrophilic amine-functionalized chain ends that could form micelles.
The amine-functionalized micelles were further reacted with N-succinyl modified CS, 2 in Scheme 1,
in the presence of EDC and N-hydroxysuccinimide. CS was grafted to the micelles via the reaction
of the amine groups of the micelles with the carboxylic acid groups of modified CS. Additionally,
a crosslinking reaction among amine and carboxylic groups within CS chains took also place. Core–shell
spherical NPs were obtained with sizes from 40 to 82 nm depending on the molecular weight of PBA.
Commercial eye drops released their drug content within 10 h. In contrast, loteprednol etabonate
release from the crosslinked core–shell NPs was extended over 50 h.

7. Concluding Remarks

CS is a versatile polymer due to its favorable biocompatibility, biodegradability, mucoadhesive,
and penetration enhancement properties. Numerous applications and different drug delivery systems
have been reported in the field of ocular drug delivery with promising results in terms of increased
drug bioavailability and improved therapeutic effect. Not surprisingly, CS nanoparticles dominate
amongst the different kind of delivery formulations. NPs have shown their superiority in drug delivery,
generally speaking. In the challenging field of ocular delivery, the advantages of nanoparticles, such as
their small size, high surface area, and high mucoadhesivity, are even more crucial. Ionotropic gelation,
especially with TPP, is a convenient and easily accessible method to prepare CS nanoparticles and as
such has attracted much attention. The importance of the experimental protocol, and more specifically
the CS/TPP ratio and the CS and TPP concentrations, on the size, the dispersity, the ζ-potential (and thus
stability), and the entrapment efficiency have been extensively discussed. Interesting performances
have been obtained in terms of sustained release, and more are yet to come. In situ hydrogels are
another type of formulation with encouraging results that have the advantage of being instilled as eye
drops but that can form a hydrogel with a higher retention time once on the ocular surface. Innovative,
more complex designs and architectures have started to emerge, combining complementary delivery
vehicles; these need to be further investigated. These systems hold the promise of more efficient
delivery as they combine multiple advantages. For example, NPs loaded in hydrogels or contact lenses
can combine the controlled delivery of the NPs with a higher corneal retention time offered by the
ocular lens or hydrogel, decreasing the necessity of frequent treatment. CS coating is another method
to confer CS advantages to other matrices, without compromising their own advantages. The increase
of therapeutic efficiency is the primary objective of any drug delivery system; nonetheless, patient’s
comfort is almost as critical, since it heavily affects compliance to a treatment. This is especially true
when it comes to ocular delivery. Thus, it should always be kept in sight when designing a drug
delivery system.
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Abbreviations

AA acrylic acid
ALG sodium alginate
API active pharmaceutical ingredient
CMC carboxymethyl cellulose
CMCS O-carboxymethyl chitosan
CS chitosan
CS-g-PN Chitosan-grafted poly(N-isopropylacrylamide)
DEMC N-diethylmethyl chitosan
Dex-GlyCS dexamethasone glycol-chitosan conjugates
DexS dextran sulfate
DMEC dimethylethyl chitosan
EDC 1-Ethyl-3-(3-dimethylaminopropyl) carbodiimide
FA fluocinolone acetonide
FTIR Fourier transformation infra-red spectroscopy
GalCS galactosylated chitosan
GlyCS glycol chitosan
HA hyaluronic acid
HexGlyCS hexanoyl glycol chitosan
HMWCS high molecular weight chitosan
HPMC hydroxypropyl methylcellulose
IOP intraocular pressure
L lecithin
LCST lower critical transition temperature
LMWCS low molecular weight chitosan
NACCS N-acetylcysteine chitosan
NLCs nanostructured lipid carriers
NPs nanoparticles
OCT optical coherence tomography
Odex oxidized dextran
P407 poloxamer 407
PAA poly(acrylic acid)
PBA poly(butylene adipate)
PBS phosphate-buffered saline
PCL poly(ε-caprolactone)
PDI polydispersity index
PEG poly(ethylene glycol)
PGGA poly(gamma-glutamic acid)
PHEMA poly(2-hydroxyethylmethacrylate)
PLA poly(lactide)
PLGA poly(lactic-co-glycolic acid)
PNIPAAm poly(N-isopropylacrylamide)
PPO poly(propylene oxide)
PVA poly(vinyl alcohol)
PVP poly(vinyl pyrrolidone)
SBE-β-CD sulfobutylether-β-cyclodextrin
SEM scanning electron microscopy
STF simulated tear fluid
TECS triethyl chitosan
TEM transmission electron microscopy
Tgel temperature of gelation
TMCS trimethyl chitosan
TPP sodium tripolyphosphate
β-GP β-glycerolphosphate, glycerol phosphate disodium salt
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