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Abstract: Amorphous solid dispersions (ASDs) have been proven to increase the bioavailability of
poorly soluble drugs. It is desirable that the ASD provide a rapid dissolution rate and a sufficient
stabilization of the generated supersaturation. In many cases, one polymer alone is not able to
provide both features, which raises a need for reasonable polymer combinations. In this study we
aimed to generate a rapidly dissolving ASD using the hydrophilic polymer polyvinyl alcohol (PVA)
combined with a suitable precipitation inhibitor. Initially, PVA and hydroxypropylmethylcellulose
acetate succinate (HPMCAS) were screened for their precipitation inhibitory potential for celecoxib in
solution. The generated supersaturation in presence of PVA or HPMCAS was further characterized
using dynamic light scattering. Binary ASDs of either PVA or HPMCAS (at 10% and 20% drug load)
were prepared by hot-melt extrusion and solid-state analytics were conducted using differential
scanning calorimetry (DSC), X-ray powder diffraction (XRPD) and fourier-transformed infrared
spectroscopy (FT-IR). The non-sink dissolution studies of the binary ASDs revealed a high dissolution
rate for the PVA ASDs with subsequent precipitation and for the HPMCAS ASDs a suppressed
dissolution. In order to utilize the unexploited potential of the binary ASDs, the PVA ASDs were
combined with HPMCAS either predissolved or added as powder and also formulated as ternary ASD.
We successfully generated a solid formulation consisting of the powdered PVA ASD and HPMCAS
powder, which was superior in monophasic non-sink dissolution and biorelevant biphasic dissolution
studies compared to the binary and ternary ASDs.

Keywords: amorphous solid dispersion; hot-melt extrusion; dissolution; polyvinyl alcohol;
HPMCAS; celecoxib

1. Introduction

Amorphous solid dispersions (ASDs) represent a promising formulation approach in order to
increase the bioavailability of poorly soluble drugs of the BCS class II [1–4]. Besides ensuring physical
stability of the molecularly dispersed drug within the polymeric matrix [5], ASDs can exhibit two
decisive features which are relevant for their performance. First, the generation of supersaturation in
a decent amount of time upon dissolution i.e., dissolution rate [6] and second the ability to maintain
supersaturation for a sufficient duration i.e., precipitation inhibition [7]. In many cases, these features
cannot be accomplished by one single polymer. It is generally assumed that a high similarity regarding
hydrophobicity between polymer and drug is beneficial in order to obtain a sufficient stabilization of
the supersaturated drug in solution. Considering that poorly soluble drugs are basically of hydrophobic
nature, the selection of a sufficient polymer would fall on one exhibiting hydrophobic properties,
too [8]. It was shown that rather hydrophobic polymers in most cases exhibit a slower dissolution
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rate as compared to more hydrophilic polymers when formulated as ASD [9,10]. The phenomenon of
amorphous-amorphous phase separation (AAPS) is another key factor that can alter the dissolution
rate of an ASD. During AAPS the molecularly dispersed, single phased ASD separates into a drug-rich
and a polymer-rich domain within the solid-state. This phenomenon is facilitated in presence of
water (from adsorbed moisture or upon contact with the dissolution medium) as a result of enhanced
molecular mobility due to the plasticization effect of water [11]. The occurrence of AAPS was shown
to adversely influence the dissolution performance of ASDs [12,13]. Therefore it was shown that
hydrogen bonds between drug and polymer are decisive in order to avoid AAPS upon contact with
moisture [11,14,15]. On the other hand the presence of hydrogen bonds alone was often shown to
be not sufficient to generate a satisfactory maintenance of the supersaturated state in solution upon
dissolution of the ASD [16]. A few studies investigated ternary ASDs with a combination of hydrophilic
and hydrophobic polymers and showed a benefit compared to the respective binary ASD formulation,
by achieving optimized dissolution rate and supersaturation maintenance [17,18].

Celecoxib (CXB) is a compound with a very poor solubility (1.5 µg/mL) in aqueous medium at pH
6.8 and high hydrophobicity with a logP of 4 belonging to BCS class II [18,19]. Several studies have
identified hydroxypropylmethylcellulose acetate succinate (HPMCAS), which is a rather hydrophobic
polymer, as a well-suited precipitation inhibitor for supersaturated solutions of CXB [18,20,21].
In general, HPMCAS is a polymer which was, in many cases, successfully applied for the formulation
of amorphous solid dispersions [22–25]. However, there is no report about a binary ASD consisting
of CXB and HPMCAS, which reached as high a concentration as theoretically expectable based on
the precipitation inhibitory potential. On the contrary, it was shown that ASDs consisting of CXB
combined with a rather hydrophilic polymer like povidone or copovidone exhibited a fast dissolution
rate but limited potential to maintain the generated supersaturation without addition of further
precipitation inhibitors [26,27]. This proves the fact that the choice of suitable combinations of drug
and polymer is complex and has to be carried out with care.

Recently, a special grade of polyvinyl alcohol (PVA) for hot-melt extrusion purposes marketed
as Parteck MXP® was introduced by Merck [28,29]. This grade of PVA is of pronounced hydrophilic
nature and is able to form hydrogen bonds, where the hydroxyl group can act as hydrogen donor
and the carbonyl group (related to the unhydrolized acetate moieties) can act as hydrogen acceptor.
These hydrogen bond sites could potentially interact with the hydrogen bond acceptor groups
(S=O, CF or 2-N of the pyrazole ring) and the donor group (NH2), respectively. Therefore, it can
be expected that an ASD comprising PVA and CXB would exhibit a high dissolution rate with
a potentially low risk of AAPS upon contact with the dissolution medium. The aim of this study
was to initially assess the potential of PVA and HPMCAS to stabilize the supersaturated state of
CXB in solution. The generated supersaturation was characterized using dynamic light scattering
(DLS), to gain a mechanistic insight. Subsequently, it was examined whether the results obtained from
the supersaturation assay are applicable to the performance of binary ASDs. Finally, we aimed to
combine a rapidly dissolving ASD with a strong precipitation inhibitor. In order to find a suitable
concentration of the precipitation inhibitor, various concentrations of predissolved precipitation
inhibitor were tested. Based on the required concentration a solid formulation was created, either
by physical addition of the precipitation inhibitor or by preparation of a ternary ASD. The physical
properties of the ASDs were investigated using X-ray powder diffraction (XRPD), differential scanning
calorimetry (DSC) and fourier-transformed infrared spectroscopy (FT-IR). In order to investigate
the dissolution behavior of the ASDs, the degree of swelling and erosion was monitored and compared
to drug-free extrudates. The performance of the ASDs was tested by aid of biorelevant non-sink
dissolution and biphasic dissolution studies.
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2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Materials

Polyvinyl alcohol (PVA, Parteck MXP®) was kindly donated by Merck (Darmstadt, Germany).
HPMCAS LG (hydroxypropylmethylcellulose acetate succinate) was provided by Shin-Etsu Chemical
(Tokyo, Japan). Copovidone, Kolliphor P188 and Kolliphor P407 were donated by BASF (Ludwigshafen,
Germany). HPC-SSL was obtained from Nisso Chemical Europe (Düsseldorf, Germany) and Eudragit
L100-55 was obtained from Evonik (Darmstadt, Germany). Celecoxib (CXB) was obtained from
Swapnroop Drugs & Pharmaceuticals (Aurangabad, India) (Figure 1). Lecithin and sodium taurocholate
were purchased from Alfa Aesar (Haverhill, MA, USA). FaSSIF-V2 medium was prepared according to
Denninger et al. [30], in henceforth will be referred to as FaSSIF.

Figure 1. Chemical structure of celecoxib.

2.2. Supersaturation Assay

A supersaturation assay was conducted to assess the potential of several precipitation inhibitors
(PVA, HPMCAS, copovidone, HPC-SSL, Eudragit L100-55, Kolliphor P188 and Kolliphor P407)
to maintain the supersaturation of CXB. The experiments were performed using the MiniDissolution
apparatus [31]. All experiments were conducted at 37 ◦C for 3 h at a paddle speed of 75 rpm.
The dissolution medium consisted of 20 mL either plain PBS at pH 6.8 or PBS buffer containing
dissolved precipitation inhibitor (0.18%). The supersaturation was induced by addition of 100 µL
CXB stock solution in DMSO (40 mg/mL) to the dissolution medium, which equals a concentration
of 200 µg/mL. The concentrations were determined online using an 8453 UV/VIS spectrophotometer
(Agilent, Waldbronn, Germany) including correction for scattering.

2.3. Dynamic Light Scattering (DLS)

The evolution of the particle size of the precipitates from the supersaturation assay was monitored
using a SZ-100 Nanoparticle Analyzer (Horiba, Kyoto, Japan) at a fixed angle of 90◦ and 37 ◦C. Samples
were withdrawn from the supersaturation assay after 0, 30, 60, 120 and 180 min. The determined sizes
are given as z-average value.

2.4. Hot-Melt Extrusion

The preparation of the ASDs was carried out using a 12 mm co-rotating twin screw extruder ZE
12 (Three-Tec GmbH, Seon, Switzerland) with a functional length of 25:1 L/D and five heating zones,
equipped with a 2 mm die. The ASDs were prepared with a drug load of 10% and 20%, respectively.
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Additionally, a ternary ASD was prepared (7.2% CXB, 28.5% PVA, 64.3% HPMCAS). The composition
was selected based on monophasic dissolution tests (see Section 3.5) The selected temperature for
the preparation of the HPMCAS-based ASD was 140 ◦C and 190 ◦C for the PVA-based and ternary
ASDs (except the initial heating zone, which was set to 100 ◦C in both cases). The feed-rate and screw
speed was kept constant at 2 g/min and 100 rpm, respectively. The resulting extrudate strands were
ground using a 400 MM mixer mill (Retsch, Haan Germany) and subsequently passed through a 355 µm
mesh to remove large particles.

2.5. Differential Scanning Calorimetry (DSC)

DSC measurements were conducted using a DSC 2 instrument (Mettler, Gießen, Germany equipped
with nitrogen cooling system. Approximately 10 mg were accurately weighed into an aluminum
pan with a pierced lid. The glass transition temperatures of the ASDs were determined using
a temperature-modulated program (TOPEM-mode) with an underlying heating rate of 2 K/min with
a nitrogen-purge of 30 mL/min.

2.6. X-Ray Powder Diffraction (XRPD)

XRPD studies were performed in reflection mode on an X’Pert MRD Pro (PANalytical, Almelo,
The Netherlands). Nickel filtered CuKα1 radiation was generated at 45 kV and 40 mA and the scans
were performed from 4 ◦ to 45 ◦ 2θ with a step size of 0.017 ◦ 2θ.

2.7. Fourier-Transform Infrared Spectroscopy (FT-IR)

Solid-state molecular interactions were studied using an Alpha FT-IR spectrometer (Bruker,
Billerica, MA, USA) equipped with an attenuated total reflection (ATR) accessory. The spectral range
was 400–4000 cm−1 and 24 scans were recorded each sample. All raw materials, physical mixtures
and ASDs were measured.

2.8. Degree of Swelling and Erosion of the ASDs

The degree of swelling and the degree of erosion was determined for the pure polymers and for
the ASDs. Therefore, the unmilled extrusion strands were manually cut into cylindrical shapes of
approx. 30 mg to obtain macroscopic and weighable pieces. The cylindrical samples were placed in
PBS buffer with pH of 6.8 and weighed after 3 h exposure to the buffer. The degree of swelling was
determined according to Equation (1):

Swelling (%) =
Ws −Wi

Wi
× 100 (1)

where Ws is the weight of the swollen sample and Wi is the weight of the initial sample. To determine
the percentage of erosion the swollen sample was dried to constant mass. The calculation was
performed using Equation (2):

Erosion (%) =
Wi −Wd

Wi
× 100 (2)

where Wd is the weight of the dried sample and Wi is the weight of the initial sample.

2.9. Monophasic Non-Sink Dissolution

Non-sink dissolution experiments were conducted using the MiniDissolution apparatus with
20 mL medium at 37 ◦C and a paddle speed of 75 rpm for 3 h in total. Initially, the PVA-CXB
and the HPMCAS-CXB ASDs (10% and 20% drug-load) in PBS at pH 6.8 or FaSSIF (adjusted to pH
6.8) were tested. The PVA ASDs were also tested in presence of predissolved HPMCAS in various
concentrations or in combination with HPMCAS powder. The CXB concentration was determined
online using an Agilent 8453 UV/VIS spectrophotometer. As there was an overlapping of the CXB



Pharmaceutics 2020, 12, 541 5 of 17

and FaSSIF absorbance spectrum at the absorbance maximum of CXB (250 nm), the first derivative of
the absorbance spectrum was used at 270 nm for quantification of CXB. Please see Supplementary
Data Figure S1.

2.10. Biphasic Dissolution

Biphasic dissolution was carried out using the BiPha+ apparatus, which was previously developed
in our group [30]. Briefly, 50 mL of aqueous phase (FaSSIF adjusted to pH 6.8) was placed in
the dissolution vessel at a temperature of 37 ◦C. Subsequently, the formulation to be tested was added
to the aqueous phase and after 30 min 1-decanol was overlaid onto the aqueous layer. The overall
duration was 270 min and the concentration was recorded in the water phase and in the organic phase
using an Agilent 8453 UV/VIS spectrophotometer.

3. Results

3.1. Supersaturation Assay

Upon inducing supersaturation of CXB without presence of a polymer, an immediate and complete
precipitation could be observed. The presence of predissolved HPMCAS (0.18%) provided a pronounced
and stable supersaturation (~150 µg/mL). The presence of predissolved PVA (0.18%) led to a comparable
supersaturation within the first 20 min, followed by a severe drop to ~35 µg/mL (Figure 2). The selected
concentration of CXB and polymer would equal a formulation with 10% drug load. The other tested
precipitation inhibitors can be found in the Supplementary Data (Figure S2).

Figure 2. Supersaturation assay of CXB in PBS at pH 6.8 and in presence of predissolved PVA or
HPMCAS (0.18%).

3.2. Evolution of the Particle Size upon Supersaturation

The particle size of the resulting precipitates upon induced supersaturation was measured using
DLS. All particle size distributions were monomodal. Figure 3A shows the evolution of the particle size
of the precipitate in presence of dissolved PVA. PVA itself exhibited a hydrodynamic radius of 10 nm.
Immediately after induction of the supersaturation in presence of PVA particles with a size of 68.1 nm
could be detected. After 30 min the precipitate evolved to a larger size of 382.5 nm. In the further
course of the supersaturation assay the size of the precipitate did not change and stayed in range of
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approx. 400 nm. HPMCAS itself showed a hydrodynamic radius of 30.5 nm. Upon supersaturation
induction colloids of 69.9 nm were observed. These colloids remained in size dimensions of 100 nm
without significant growth throughout the supersaturation assay (Figure 3B).

Figure 3. Evolution of the particle size upon supersaturation in presence of PVA (A) and HPMCAS (B).

3.3. Solid-State of the ASDs

PVA is a semi-crystalline polymer and it exhibited a glass transition temperature at 65.1 ◦C
and a melting point at 170 ◦C. The semi-crystalline nature was also visible in the XRPD diffractogram
(Figure 4B) since in addition to the amorphous halo there were also reflection peaks visible at 19.5◦ 2θ,
22.6◦ 2θ and 40.5◦ 2θ. The diffractograms of the PVA ASDs exhibited reflection peaks originated by
the semi-crystalline structure of the PVA. However, there were no reflection peaks visible which could
be related to CXB reflection peaks which indicated the CXB was transformed to the amorphous state
(Figure 4A). The DSC measurements of the PVA ASDs (10% and 20% drug load) showed single glass
transition temperatures of 51.1 ± 0.2 ◦C and 53.7 ± 0.3 ◦C, respectively. (Figure 4B). The HPMCAS
ASDs (10% and 20% drug load) showed a completely amorphous halo and single glass transition
of 96.7 ± 0.5◦C and 87.8 ± 0.5 ◦C (Figure 4). Within the ternary ASD, CXB was also present in its
amorphous form and two distinct glass transition temperatures were present at 55.0 ± 0.5 ◦C and 92.5
± 0.4 ◦C, respectively. This observation showed that HPMCAS and PVA were not miscible and that
CXB distributed within both polymers, since both glass transition temperatures related to the ones
from the pure polymers shifted towards lower temperatures.

Figure 4. Solid state of the ASDs. X-ray powder diffraction (XRPD) diffractograms (A). Differential
scanning calorimetry (DSC) thermograms (B), glass transition temperatures are indicated by the arrows.
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The FT-IR measurements for CXB showed NH stretching vibrations at 3332 cm1 and 3223 cm−1,
an asymmetric and symmetric S=O stretching at 1346 cm−1 and 1167 cm−1, respectively and a CF
stretching at 1230 cm−1 (Figure 5). For the PVA polymer a broad OH stretching at 3298 cm−1, CH
stretching at 2907 cm−1 and a C=O stretching at 1732 cm−1 (related to the unhydrozyled PVAc) could
be recorded. HPMCAS showed a OCH3 vibration at 2979 cm−1 and 2933 cm−1 and at 1732 cm−1 a C=O
stretching vibration. For the PVA ASDs (10% and 20% drug load), the C=O peak shifted to 1717 cm−1

and 1715 cm−1, respectively. The broad OH band shifted to 3312 cm−1 and 3332 cm−1, respectively.
The NH peak of CXB completely disappeared for the PVA ASDs. These observations clearly indicate
the formation of hydrogen bonds between PVA and CXB. The C=O of the HPMCAS based ASDs did
not shift compared to the neat HPMCAS spectrum, indicating that the C=O group was not involved
into hydrogen bonds with CXB. However, the NH vibration peak from CXB completely vanished for
the HPMCAS ASDs, which indicated presence of molecular interactions between CXB and HPMCAS.
For the ternary ASD, a vanishing of the NH vibration peak occurred, too. In the C=O region a double
peak could be observed, which was related to the respective C=O peaks from the pure polymers.
Due to that double peak no precise assertions can be made with regard to peak shifting. The spectrum
of the ternary ASD in a more narrow range can be found in Supplementary Data (Figure S3) together
with the other ASDs.

Figure 5. Fourier-transformed infrared spectra of CXB-PVA formulations (A) and CXB-HPMCAS
formulations (B).

In addition, FT-IR spectra of the 20% drug load ASDs were recorded after immersion with buffer
solution (for 15 min) and subsequent drying to investigate the phase behavior and interactions upon
contact with buffer medium. After exposure of buffer medium, for the HPMCAS ASD some specific
peaks from CXB appeared again, indicated by the arrows in Figure 6.

Among these reappeared peaks was the stretching vibration of the hydrogen acceptor S=O group.
In contrast, no change in the FT-IR spectrum of the PVA ASD could be observed upon immersion
with buffer.
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Figure 6. Fourier-transformed infrared spectra of the 20% drug load ASD after preparation and after
immersion with buffer.

3.4. Degree of Swelling and Erosion

The degree of swelling and erosion of the placebo extrudates and the ASDs was assessed to
investigate the influence of the presence of CXB within the ASD formulations on the dissolution
behavior. As shown in Table 1, for the pure polymers PVA and HPMCAS negative values for the degree
of swelling were obtained indicating that dissolution was predominant over swelling, which was
also reflected in a high degree of “erosion” (54.4% and 49.1%). Contrarily, the CXB-containing
PVA ASDs exhibited a degree of swelling of 65.8% and 88.0% for the drug loads of 10% and 20%,
respectively. The degree of erosion was also dependent on the drug load, whereby an increased drug
load led to a decreased degree of erosion. For the HPMCAS ASDs a similar trend could be observed,
but the extent of swelling was much more pronounced (170.8% and 175.4%), while the extent of erosion
was markedly lower as compared to the PVA ASDs. For the ternary ASD the extent of swelling was
224.8% and the degree of erosion was at 6.7%.

Table 1. Degree of swelling and erosion of placebo extrudates and ASDs (n = 3).

Extrudate Swelling (%) Erosion (%)

PVA –41.1 ± 0.8 54.4 ± 1.2
PVA ASD (10%) 65.8 ± 4.7 18.9 ± 0.9
PVA ASD (20%) 88.0 ± 4.6 2.8 ± 0.1

HPMCAS –41.6 ± 3.2 49.1 ± 3.3
HPMCAS ASD (10%) 170.8 ± 3.0 7.3 ± 1.8
HPMCAS ASD (20%) 175.4 ± 3.5 1.1 ± 1.6

Ternary ASD 224.8 ± 7.4 6.7 ± 1.1

3.5. Monophasic Non-Sink Dissolution

In order to evaluate the performance from the monophasic dissolution experiment, the AUC of
the supersaturation assay in presence of predissolved HPMCAS was calculated (27380 µg*min*mL−1)
and taken as reference (i.e., maximum achievable performance). Upon dissolution of an ASD
formulation, 100% of this AUC could only be achieved for an infinitely fast dissolution rate and absence
of any precipitation and is therefore practically impossible to achieve. However, the more an AUC
approaches this maximum value the better the performance of an ASD could be rated. In the following
the ratio of a respective AUC to the maximum achievable AUC will be referred to as relative AUC
(Table 2).
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Table 2. Relative area under the dissolution curve.

Formulation/Composition 10% DL 20% DL
Buffer FaSSIF Buffer FaSSIF

HPMCAS ASD 23.1 ± 0.6% 54.7 ± 2.2% 14.7 ± 0.4% 26.0 ± 1.7%
PVA ASD 9.9 ± 2.3% 25.1 ± 1.0% 8.5 ± 0.6% 20.4 ± 0.3%

PVA ASD + 0.2 mg/mL HPMCAS 16.3 ± 1.8% 41.4 ± 2.2% 19.1 ± 1.0% 25.2 ± 0.4%
PVA ASD + 0.5 mg/mL HPMCAS 30.5 ± 0.4% 52.3 ± 0.1% 31.1 ± 0.2% 31.3 ± 0.3%
PVA ASD + 1.0 mg/mL HPMCAS 77.6 ± 0.1% 63.3 ± 0.6% 44.6 ± 3.6% 67.0 ± 3.2%
PVA ASD + 1.8 mg/mL HPMCAS n.d. 75.3 ± 3.6% n.d. 56.2 ± 0.9%
PVA ASD + 3.6 mg/mL HPMCAS n.d. 87.7 ± 2.2% n.d. 88.8 ± 1.2%

PVA ASD + 20 mg HPMCAS powder
(=̂ 1.0 mg/mL) 66.5 ± 4.0% 58.5 ± 3.0% 42.3 ± 2.4% 62.1 ± 0.1%

PVA ASD + 36 mg HPMCAS powder
(=̂ 1.8 mg/mL) n.d. 70.2 ± 2.0% 54.6 ± 3.3% 69.6 ± 1.5%

Ternary ASD - - 31.4 ± 0.8% 48.4 ± 2.0%

3.5.1. PVA ASDs in Presence of Predissolved HPMCAS

Initially, the HPMCAS and PVA ASDs at a drug load of 10% without additives were tested in PBS
buffer at pH 6.8 (Figure 7A). The HPMCAS ASD showed a slow dissolution rate ending up at 40 µg/mL
and the relative AUC was 23.1%. The PVA ASD showed a fast dissolution rate reaching a concentration
of 60 µg/mL in 10 min, which was followed by a precipitation over time, resulting in a relative AUC
of 9.9%.

Figure 7. Monophasic non-sink dissolution studies of plain ASDs and of PVA ASDs in presence of
predissolved HPMCAS at a drug load of 10% in PBS at pH 6.8 (A), in FaSSIF at pH 6.8 (B), at a drug
load of 20% in PBS at pH 6.8 (C) and in FaSSIF at pH 6.8 (D).

Owing to the fact, that HPMCAS showed a high potential to stabilize supersaturated CXB, it was
decided to test the dissolution performance of the fast dissolving PVA-CXB ASD in presence of various
HPMCAS concentrations. In presence of 0.2 mg/mL predissolved HPMCAS, the dissolution rate
of the PVA ASD (10% drug load) was comparable to the performance without presence HPMCAS,
but the induction of precipitation was delayed. Increasing concentrations of HPMCAS involved
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an enhanced dissolution and delayed precipitation (Figure 7A). The best performance for the 10%
drug load PVA ASD was achieved in presence of 1 mg/mL predissolved HPMCAS as no precipitation
occurred at all resulting in a relative AUC of 77.6% (Table 2).

Subsequently, dissolution experiments for the ASDs at a drug load of 10% were also carried out in
FaSSIF dissolution medium, to generate more biorelevant circumstances and to study the influence of
the dissolution medium on the required HPMCAS concentration for optimal dissolution performances.
The dissolution performance of the HPMCAS and PVA ASDs was improved and entailed relative
AUCs of 54.7% and 25.1%, respectively (Figure 7B). For the PVA formulation a more pronounced
initial dissolution and also a more pronounced parachute effect was observed in presence of FaSSIF.
The parachute effect for the PVA ASD could be further enhanced by the presence of predissolved
HPMCAS. The relative AUC increased with increasing HPMCAS concentration. Interestingly,
at a concentration of 1 mg/mL there was still a decrease in concentration over time i.e., precipitation
visible, despite the fact that 1 mg/mL predissolved HPMCAS was sufficient to avoid precipitation
in PBS. Therefore, the HPMCAS concentration was further increased until no concentration drop
occurred, which was the case for a HPMCAS concentration of 3.6 mg/mL. The dissolution upon that
conditions resulted in a relative AUC of 87.7% (Table 2).

These experiments were also conducted for ASDs containing 20% drug load. Due to the increased
drug load, the dissolution performance was inferior compared to the 10% drug loaded ASDs (Figure 7C).
The PVA and HPMCAS ASDs exhibited relative AUCs of 8.5% and 14.7%, respectively in plain buffer.
Again, the dissolution of the PVA ASD could be enhanced in presence of HPMCAS, which was
concentration dependent. At 1 mg/mL HPMCAS concentration no precipitation could be observed.
However, the relative AUC of the 20% drug load ASD was lower than the one with 10% drug load (44.6%
vs. 77.6%). Using FaSSIF as dissolution medium resulted in increased relative AUCs of the HPMCAS
and PVA ASDs (26.0% and 20.4%), respectively compared to the experiments conducted in plain
buffer as already observed for the ASDs containing 10% CXB (Figure 7D). Just as previously observed,
the dissolution performance of the PVA ASD could be enhanced by the presence of predissolved
HPMCAS. The concentration effects were comparable with the data obtained for the 10% drug load
ASD, whereby the relative AUC increased with increased HPMCAS concentration with a maximum
relative AUC of 88.8% at 3.6 mg/mL.

3.5.2. PVA ASDs with Physically Added HPMCAS Powder and Ternary ASD

In a next step it was verified if the beneficial effect of the predissolved HPMCAS on the dissolution
of the PVA ASDs would also appear if HPMCAS was added as powder. Two levels (20 mg or 36 mg)
of HPMCAS were physically added to the PVA ASDs which equals a concentration of 1.0 mg/mL
and 1.8 mg/mL HPMCAS, respectively derived from the previous experiments. Figure 8A shows
the comparison of the HPMCAS and PVA ASDs at a drug load of 10% in plain buffer and the PVA ASD
with 20 mg HPMCAS powder. The addition of 20 mg HPMCAS powder had a significant impact on
the dissolution profile of the PVA-CXB ASD. The maximum concentration (120 µg/mL) was increased
15-fold compared to the plain PVA ASD and the relative AUC was 6.7-fold increased (66.5% vs. 9.9%).
As previous, these experiments were repeated with FaSSIF as medium (Figure 8B). The addition of
20 mg HPMCAS showed a very similar initial dissolution profile as the one in plain buffer, but after
80 min there was an onset of precipitation observable. Therefore, the HPMCAS amount was increased
to 36 mg equivalent to 1.8 mg/mL. At this level no precipitation occurred and a relative AUC of 70.2%
was achieved.

Adding 20 mg HPMCAS powder to the PVA ASD with 20% drug load in buffer medium
resulted in very comparable results to the experiment with predissolved HPMCAS (42.3% vs. 44.6%)
(Figure 8C). Increasing the amount to 36 mg HPMCAS even enhanced the relative AUC to 54.6%, in
both cases precipitation was absent. Again, when FaSSIF was used as dissolution medium at a level
of 20 mg HPMCAS addition to the PVA ASD at 20% drug load, precipitation occurred after 100 min.
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With addition of 36 mg HPMCAS powder no precipitation occurred and a relative AUC of 69.6% could
be obtained (Figure 8D).

Figure 8. Monophasic non-sink dissolution studies of plain ASDs and of PVA ASDs with admixed
HPMCAS powder at a drug load of 10% in PBS at pH 6.8 (A), in FaSSIF at pH 6.8 (B), at a drug load of
20%, including ternary ASD in PBS at pH 6.8 (C) and in FaSSIF at pH 6.8 (D).

Based on the optimized amount of HPMCAS, also a ternary mixture was melt extruded
(the composition was equivalent to the 20% PVA ASD with 36 mg HPMCAS powder). The relative AUC
from the dissolution experiments in buffer and FaSSIF (31.4% and 48.4%) were higher as compared
to the plain binary ASDs, but distinctly lower compared to the optimized PVA ASD with admixed
HPMCAS powder.

3.6. Biphasic Dissolution

The formulations exhibiting 20% drug load including the HPMCAS ASD, the PVA ASD and the PVA
ASD with HPMCAS powder (equivalent to a HPMCAS concentration of 1.8 mg/mL) were further
investigated in the biphasic dissolution test using FaSSIF as biorelevant medium. In the aqueous
phase, the PVA ASD showed a similar initial dissolution behavior compared to the monophasic test.
The HPMCAS ASD showed a more moderate dissolution, which reached a plateau after approx.
40 min, which was in accordance to the monophasic dissolution. The most pronounced dissolution was
observed for the PVA ASD with HPMCAS powder, which reached a concentration of 50 µg/mL after
30 min, comparable to the monophasic test. Subsequently, a drop in concentration in the aqueous phase
occurred, which was related to the addition of the organic layer after 30 min, because the dissolved
CXB started partitioning into the organic layer. The partitioning rates of the three tested formulations
into the organic phase were in accordance to the rank order of the dissolution in the aqueous phase.
The combination of the PVA ASD with the HPMCAS powder resulted in a partitioned amount of
66.8%, whereas final partitioned amount of CXB from the PVA ASD was only 24.8%. Consequently,
the addition of the HPMCAS powder to the PVA ASD led to a 2.7-fold increased partitioned amount.
The biphasic dissolution of the HPMCAS ASD resulted in a partitioned amount of 52.5% (Figure 9).
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Figure 9. Biphasic dissolution studies of plain ASDs and the PVA ASD with admixed HPMCAS powder
at a drug load of 20%. The aqueous medium consisted of FaSSIF adjusted to pH 6.8 and the organic
phase was 1-decanol.

4. Discussion

The supersaturation assay revealed a good precipitation inhibitory behavior of HPMCAS for CXB.
As revealed by DLS measurements, nanoscale particles or colloids in a size range of 100 nm were present
upon induction of the supersaturation. HPMCAS functioned as effective growth inhibitor as the particle
size did not grow over time, while a high level of supersaturation could be maintained. Ueda et al.
showed that the presence of those nanoscale colloids could indicate the formation of liquid-liquid
phase separation [32]. This phenomenon describes a phase transition of a supersaturated solution
into a drug-rich and solvent-rich phase [33]. The occurrence of nanoscale colloids or liquid-liquid
phase separation can act as a reservoir for the supersaturation level as a result of rapid re-dissolution
kinetics and it is also related to an enhanced absorption [33–35]. Consequently, the occurrence of that
phenomenon can be considered as beneficial for an ASD upon dissolution. For HPMCAS, mainly
hydrophobic interactions were discussed as predominant interaction mechanism for its precipitation
inhibitory potential [36,37]. Ilevbare et al. showed a correlation between hydrophobicity of a polymer
and its potential to inhibit nucleation and crystal growth of a supersaturated drug [7,8]. The solubility
parameter was taken as indicator for the degree of hydrophobicity and it was hypothesized that it
would be favorable if the polymer and the drug have similar solubility parameters. The fact that
the solubility parameters of CXB and HPMCAS (23.4 MPa1/2 and 22.4 MPa1/2) are very close to each
other confirms this hypothesis, which is also in line with the data in our study.

In contrast, PVA was only able to maintain the highly supersaturated state for 20 min. The DLS
measurements revealed that the nanocolloids increased in size over time from below 100 nm to
approx. 400 nm. Hence, it can be concluded that PVA was a less effective stabilizer for the size of
the nanocolloids, which in turn reduces re-dissolution of those. Further, contemplating the solubility
parameter of PVA (32.4 MPa1/2), it suggests a very pronounced hydrophilicity rather than hydrophobicity.
According to the study of Ilevbare et al. this high discrepancy between the solubility parameter of
CXB and PVA (i.e., high difference in hydrophobicity) is considered unconducive when it comes
to inhibition of nucleation and crystal growth [8]. It has been discussed that polymers exhibiting
a high hydrophilicity tend to preferably interact with water, which is also highly hydrophilic rather
than with the hydrophobic drug substance [38]. Chen et al. emphasized that interactions between
a highly hydrophilic polymer with a hydrophobic drug are “water-vulnerable”, which means that
the interactions between the polymer and the drug become weaker over time, while the interactions
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between the polymer and water become stronger [16]. This fact is perfectly in line with our data from
the supersaturation assay, where the supersaturation in presence of PVA dramatically crashed after
a certain amount of time.

Despite the high potential of HPMCAS to stabilize supersaturated CXB, the ASD formulations
containing HPMCAS did not achieve as high concentration levels upon dissolution. While pure
HPMCAS solely tended to dissolve instead of swell, the situation profoundly changed for the ASDs
containing CXB, which exhibited a high degree of swelling and a low degree of erosion. As reported
by Han et al. and Saboo et al. this could be a result of incongruent release of polymer and drug
from the ASD caused by water-induced phase separation [39,40]. The FT-IR spectra after buffer
treatment indicated an AAPS of CXB and HPMCAS or at least revealed a weakening of the interactions
between drug and polymer. As a consequence of the weakened interactions and the high degree of
swelling instead of dissolution, only low levels of supersaturation were achieved for the HPMCAS
ASDs. On the contrary, PVA ASDs showed a lower degree of swelling and a higher degree of
erosion. Also, there was no phase separation or weakening of the interactions between CXB and PVA
observable upon immersion with buffer medium. Consequently, the dissolution rate was markedly
higher compared to the HPMCAS ASDs. It has been shown that ASD formulations using PVA
as carrier exhibited relatively higher dissolution rates compared to other common carriers [41,42].
In order to benefit from both, a rapid dissolution and a sufficiently stabilized supersaturation, it was
decided to combine the PVA ASD with predissolved or physically added HPMCAS and additionally,
a ternary ASD was formulated. The monophasic dissolution experiments of the PVA ASDs in PBS
showed that an increase of the predissolved HPMCAS concentration led to an increased dissolution
and supersaturation performance, whereby 1 mg/mL HPMCAS provided the best performance.
When using FaSSIF as dissolution medium, higher HPMCAS concentrations were required to obtain
optimal dissolution and supersaturation performance. This fact is likely attributed to competitive
interactions between HPMCAS, the surfactants from the FaSSIF medium and CXB. Pinto et al. (2019)
emphasized the relevance of biorelevant media, as they revealed specific interactions between polymer
and surfactants, which led to a decreased supersaturation performance in FaSSIF compared to plain
buffer [43]. In line with this, Pui et al. also found a decreased supersaturation ability of a polymer due
to competitive interactions with surfactants [44]. Consequently, the HPMCAS concentration needed to
be increased to 3.6 mg/mL in presence of FaSSIF.

In order to estimate if this synergism of PVA and HPMCAS is conveyable to a solid formulation
approach, HPMCAS powder was admixed with the PVA ASD. The monophasic dissolution experiments
showed very similar dissolution profiles and the rel. AUCs were in the same range. Interestingly,
when FaSSIF medium was used, only an amount of HPMCAS equivalent to 1.8 mg/mL was necessary
to avoid precipitation, which is 2-fold less compared to the experiment with predissolved HPMCAS.
Since the dissolution in presence of predissolved HPMCAS was more rapid, the maximum level of
supersaturation was reached faster. In this respect, it was shown that the supersaturation generation
rate remarkably influences the precipitation kinetics [45].

The optimized composition was also formulated as ternary ASD. The monophasic dissolution
performance was slightly better compared to the binary ASDs but could not reach as high concentrations
as the PVA ASDs with physically added HPMCAS powder. For the ternary ASD, the DSC measurement
revealed two distinct glass transition temperatures, which indicated an immiscibility of HPMCAS
and PVA. This fact might have contributed to the increased degree of swelling of the ternary
system. Consequently, the pronounced degree of swelling and limited degree of erosion led to
an incomplete dissolution.

Finally, the optimized formulation composition for the 20% drug load PVA ASD with admixed
HPMCAS powder and the binary ASDs (20% drug load) were also assessed in a biphasic dissolution test.
It has been shown that drug-polymer interactions can alter the absorption rate, therefore monophasic
dissolution tests are not always sufficiently predictive for absorption [46]. It has been revealed
that the thermodynamic activity is more important for the flux or the absorption than the apparent
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concentration [47]. Therefore, it is desirable to introduce a dissolution model with an absorptive
compartment. Biphasic dissolution models showed excellent in-vivo predictability for poorly soluble
compounds and formulations thereof [48–50]. Shi et al. showed a linear relationship between
the end-concentration in the organic phase and the relative bioavailability of different formulations for
a biphasic dissolution model [51]. Therefore, the results from the biphasic dissolution experiments
suggest a significantly higher absorption rate and therefore ultimately an increased bioavailability
of the PVA ASD combined with HPMCAS powder compared to the plain ASDs. When it comes to
a final formulation of a dosage form, it should be considered that HPMCAS exhibits a pH-dependent
solubility, hence it is insoluble in acidic pH which is present in the gastric stage. Consequently, in order
to ensure simultaneous dissolution of HPMCAS and the PVA ASD, it is suggested to generate an enteric
final dosage form like enteric capsules or tablets with an enteric coating.

5. Conclusions

In this study it was shown that HPMCAS exhibits a higher potential to stabilize supersaturated
CXB solutions compared to PVA as a consequence of their similar hydrophobicity. The subsequently
prepared binary CXB ASDs with either HPMCAS or PVA as matrix polymer were of amorphous nature.
When formulated as ASD, the HPMCAS systems showed a suppressed dissolution behavior as a result
of a high degree of swelling and weakened interactions between CXB and HPMCAS, which led to
a high unexploited potential with regard to the degree of supersaturation. On the contrary, the PVA
ASDs exhibited a high dissolution rate facilitated by the hydrophilic nature of the polymer and stronger
hydrogen bonds with CXB within the solid phase, but with a subsequent precipitation over time.
With HPMCAS being predissolved in the dissolution medium, the dissolution performance of the PVA
ASDs could be markedly improved as a function of HPMCAS concentration. Derived from the results
with predissolved HPMCAS, a solid formulation could be generated which showed similarly good
dissolution performances with a stable and high level of supersaturation. The PVA ASD with physically
admixed HPMCAS powder was also superior in a biorelevant biphasic dissolution model compared to
the binary ASDs. Conclusively, CXB was successfully formulated as supersaturable formulation by
generating an ASD with a high dissolution rate combined with a suitable precipitation inhibitor.
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Figure S1: UV absorbance spectra of CXB (80 µg/mL in MeOH), PVA (1 mg/mL in PBS), HPMCAS (1 mg/mL in
PBS) and FaSSIF (top graph) and the respective first derivative of the absorbance spectra (bottom graph); Figure S2:
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(0.18%); Figure S3: FT-IR spectra of celecoxib, physical mixtures and amorphous solid dispersions including
the ternary ASD.
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