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hesis of PLGA/carbon quantum
dot microspheres for vascular endothelial growth
factor delivery

Meisam Omidi, a Mohadeseh Hashemibc and Lobat Tayebi *a

In this study, vascular endothelial growth factor (VEGF) loaded poly(D,L-lactide-co-glycolide) (PLGA) –

carbon quantum dot microspheres were produced using microfluidic platforms. The microcapsules were

fabricated in flow-focusing geometry with a biphasic flow to generate solid/oil/water (s–o–w) droplets.

To avoid any damage to protein functional and structural stability during the encapsulation process, the

VEGF was PEGylated. The produced microspheres were intact and highly monodisperse in size (CV <

5%). Furthermore, microspheres in a size range of 16–36 mm were achieved by adjusting the flow ratio

parameter. The encapsulation efficiency, release profile, and bioactivity of the produced microparticles

were also studied. The loading efficiency of PEGylated VEGF in the microparticles was varied from 51–

69% and more than 90% of PEGylated VEGF was released within 28 days. Furthermore, the release of

VEGF was indirectly monitored by carbon quantum dots. The present monodisperse and controllable

VEGF loaded microspheres with reproducible manner could be widely used in tissue engineering and

therapeutic applications.
1. Introduction

Vascularization is a complex and multi-step physiological
process that plays an essential role in tissue engineering.1 There
are various clinical problems associated with poor vascularity in
craniomaxillofacial tissue repair and regeneration. Some
examples include treatment of critically sized oral and cranio-
maxillofacial defects in which the size of the defect hinders
vascularity of a non-vascularized bone gra,2–4 or even small
defects that have to be treated in particular conditions, such as
aer radiation therapy which creates poor vascularity.4–8 More-
over, some methods to seed stem cells into the gra materials
have been reported, but in these techniques, the cell viability in
the deep portion of large scaffolds is compromised as a result of
poor vascularization and following hypoxia and inadequate
nutrient transport.9–11 In general, problems in functional
vascularization lead to a lack of gra integration and the ulti-
mate failure of craniomaxillofacial tissue-engineered products.

Delivery of VEGF is highly challenging as its bolus injection,
or the long/excessive amounts of exposure can cause improper
neovascularization and carry the risk of tumorigenesis.12 On the
other hand, and due to its short half-life, slow and short-lived
exposure to VEGF produces transient and oen short-lived
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neoangiogenesis. Thus, both localized and controlled sus-
tained release of VEGF is extremely important. Administration
of polydisperse VEGF-loaded particles into the body, and in
turn, having different release rates in different local areas of the
target tissue is not safe in VEGF delivery. There are different
types of carriers that have been designed and offered for growth
factor deliveries, but a vigorous predictive technique for the
production of these carriers is yet to be accomplished.14–20 Pol-
y(D,L-lactide-co-glycolide), (PLGA) is known as an attractive
delivery vehicle due to its excellent biocompatibility, high safety
prole, and FDA approval for use in drug.21 The biomolecules
can be sustainably released by hydrolytically degradation of
PLGA over time in vivo or in vitro.22 Besides, the release kinetics
of this system can be easily adjusted by altering the molecular
weight and lactide/glycolide ratio. Thus PLGA can be known as
an appropriate candidate for control delivery of VEGF.

The microuidic method is known as the appropriate
approach for the production of microparticles with precise
control over the characteristics. Although the on-chip approach
was successfully applied for encapsulating small molecule
drugs,23–26 using this technique for loading proteins is remains
a challenging issue.26,27 Generally, proteins such as growth
factor have sensitive structures, and their functionality can be
affected by chemical degradation and physical denaturation
during the encapsulation process.28 To overcome these issues,
several approaches such as ion-pairing proteins, using human
serum albumin or surfactants, and protein PEGylation have
been proposed by literature in recent years.29–31 Despite these
This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2019
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extensive efforts, fabrication of protein-loaded particle still
known as a daunting task.

Carbon quantum dots (CQDs) are the new carbon derivative
nanomaterials with the tiny size of 2–10 nm. At such a size scale,
CQDs experience the domination of quantum connement effect,
which leads to the formation of electron–hole pairs with the
dimensions smaller than the exciton Bohr radius.32–34 CQDs with
outstanding features such as excellent optical properties, biocom-
patibility, and facile surface modication, have drawn attention.35

In this study, solid/oil/water (s–o–w),microuidic platformwas
developed for encapsulation of PEGylated VEGF in PLGA – CQDs
microspheres. Finely tune the microparticles' characteristics such
as size, microstructure, loading efficiency, and release proles can
be achieved by using the present microuidic approach. The
fabrication process, characterization, release prole, and bioac-
tivity of the VEGF-loaded microparticles was described.
2. Material and methods
2.1. Materials

Poly(D,L-lactide-co-glycolide), PLGA (75 : 25, Mw 76 000–
115 000, viscosity of 0.7 dL g�1), Mg(OH)2, ammonium hydro-
gensulfate, dichloromethane (DCM), human VEGF ELISA assay
kit, endothelial cell growth supplement (ECGS), and cell
proliferation reagentWST kit were obtained from Sigma-Aldrich
(USA). Vascular endothelial growth factor-A(165) (VEGF) was
obtained from Cell Applications (USA). Polyvinyl alcohol, (Mw
500–5000) was purchased from VWR (USA), and acid-PEG9-NHS
ester (Mw 5000) was obtained from BroadPharm (USA). West
pico plus chemiluminescent substrate, live/dead kit for
Fig. 1 (A) Illustration of VEGF PEGylation. (B) X-junctionmicrofluidic chip

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2019
mammalian cells and F-12K cell culture media were purchased
from Thermo Fisher (USA).
2.2. PEGylation of VEGF

Poly(ethylene glycol) (PEG) was covalently conjugated to the
VEGF through amine–hydroxysuccinimide (NHS) reaction
(Fig. 1A).36 The typical procedure was as follows, 0.1 mg of VEGF
was dissolved in 0.5 mL of PBS (0.1 M, pH 7.2, 4 �C). Also, 6 mg
of acid-PEG9-NHS ester was dissolved 1 mL of DMSO. Subse-
quently, the acid-PEG9-NHS ester solution was added to the
protein solution, in a 150 : 1 molar ratio. This solution was
incubated for two hours at 4 �C; then, the unreacted acid-PEG9-
NHS ester was removed from the obtained solution by using
a dialysis bag (12 000 Da). Finally, PEGylated VEGF was lyoph-
ilized and stored at �20 �C.
2.3. Characterization of PEGylated VEGF

Western blot assay, Size-exclusion HPLC (SE-HPLC) andMALDI-
TOF mass spectroscopy were used for characterization of
PEGylated VEGF. PEGylation of VEGF was examined by using
Western blot assay. Briey anti-VEGF rabbit polyclonal antibody
(1 : 500 dilution), and goat anti-rabbit antibody conjugated to
horseradish peroxidase (HRP) (1 : 5000 dilution) were used as
primary and secondary antibody respectively. Also, west pico
chemiluminescent substrate was applied for signal generation.

SE-HPLC was performed to identify the different fraction of
PEGylated VEGF using BIOshell A400 Protein C4, 2.1 mm �
15 cm column. The diluted sample in PBS buffer (1X, pH 7.4)
designed, and (C) microfluidic set up for VEGF-loadedMPs production.

RSC Adv., 2019, 9, 33246–33256 | 33247
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was injected to the column with a ow rate of 0.5 mL min�1;
280 nm UV detector was used to monitor the elution peaks.

MALDI-TOF mass spectroscopy was performed in linear
acquisition operation mode using MALDI TOF Mass Spec-
trometer (Shimadzu-7090). Briey, MALDI-target was coated
with a saturated solution of sinapinic acid in ethanol. Subse-
quently, the puried sample (10 mL) was mixed with 10 mL of
sinapinic acid (1% in 40% acetonitrile), and 1 mL of the
resulting mixture was loaded onto the target.
2.4. Synthesis of carbon quantum dots

CQDs was synthesized and characterized as same as the
procedure described in our previous report.32 Briey, ammo-
nium hydrogen citrate (1 g) was added to 30 mL of DI water
under vigorous stirring for 15 minutes. The resulting solution
was transferred to a 100 mL hydrothermal autoclave reactor and
heated up to 180 �C for 12 h. Subsequently, the reactor was
cooled down to room temperature. The large particles were
removed from the resulting solution by ltration (0.2 mm) and
sedimentation (10 000 rpm for 20 min). Also, CQDs was puried
Fig. 2 (A) Western blot assay, (B) analytical HPLC chromatogram, and (C)

33248 | RSC Adv., 2019, 9, 33246–33256
using dialysis bag (1000 Da). The CQDs were PEGylated by
combining CQDs with acid-PEG9-NHS at a 1 : 150 molar ratio,
at room temperature for 2 h. Aer the reaction was complete,
the unreacted chemical reagent was removed from the obtained
solution by dialysis the components (3400 Da) overnight.
2.5. Fabrication of microuidic platform

A microuidic platform including an X-junction chip (Fig. 1B)
with three inlets and one outlet was used in this study. The chips
were fabricated using conventional photolithographic tech-
niques. Briey, the chips were designed using Solidworks CAD
soware with a channel diameter of 100 mmand then amask was
made by the optical pattern generator. Photoresist Shipley 1813
was spin-coated on a 50 mm diameter silicon wafer, and the
pattern from the mask was exposed using a contact aligner. The
pattern was etched by inductively coupled plasma ion etcher. So
lithography technique was applied to transfer themold's patterns
on PDMS and to bind them to the glass slides aer surface
activation using plasma cleaner. The range of ow stability was
regulated by using rhodamine B and uorescein ows.
MALDI-TOFmass spectroscopy of (a): native VEGF (b): PEGylated VEGF.

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2019
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2.6. Production of the VEGF-loaded microparticles

VEGF-loaded PLGA microparticles (MPs) were fabricated by the
microuidic droplet approach. In this method, the MPs were
achieved in two steps include in chip droplets formation and
solvent extraction. The droplets uid or solid/oil phase (growth
factor and polymer solution) was prepared as the following
procedure. 100 mg of PLGA (75 : 25, Mw 76 000–115 000) and
5 mg Mg(OH)2 was dissolved in 5 mL dichloromethane (DCM).
Subsequently, 50 mL CQD and 0.1 mg of VEGF was added to
PLGA solution and vortexed for 30 s. The continuous or carrier
uid phase was formed by aqueous surfactant blend (water/
PVA). Briey, 500 mg poly(vinyl alcohol) (PVA) were added to
25 mL water. In order to remove large particles, the solutions
were ltered by 0.2 mm ltrate. The droplets and carrier uid
were transferred under control condition to the microuidic
chip inlet by two syringe pump through FEP tubes (Fig. 1C). The
microuidic chip outlet was collected in a glass beaker con-
taining 100 mL of PBS solution of 2% PVA and continuously
stirred at 200 rpm. The resulting MPs were lyophilized aer
centrifuged and washed with DI water.
2.7. Encapsulation efficiency

The amount of proteins encapsulated within PLGA micro-
spheres was measured by full degradation of 5 mg of the
microspheres in 5 mL of 0.1 N NaOH. Aer 24 hours, the
Fig. 3 (A) Hydrodynamic diameter size distribution of CQDs. The insets:
image (1 mg mL�1) under the sun and UV light (366 nm), and (C) photol
from 246 to 396 nm.

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2019
solution was centrifuged at 5000 rpm for 5 min and the protein
content in the supernatant was measured by ELISA assay kite.
Results were expressed as actual loading and the loading effi-
ciency, is dened by the ratio of actual to theoretical loading �
100 � standard deviations (S.D.). Standard deviation (S.D.) was
calculated by repeating this test for three different samples.
2.8. In vitro release studies

5 mg of VEGF-loaded MPs was dissolved in 1 mL sterile PBS (pH
7.4) and incubated at 37 �C. At scheduled time intervals, at
predened time intervals, the samples were centrifuged at
5000 rpm for 5 min and supernatants replaced with the same
volume of fresh PBS. The protein and CQDs content of each
sample were measured by ELISA assay kits and photo-
luminescence (PL) analysis. The release prole was expressed as
terms of cumulative release from 1 mg of microspheres of three
replicates.
2.9. VEGF bioactivity assay

The proliferative capacity of human umbilical vein endothelial
cell (HUVEC) was used for in vitro bioactivity assay of the VEGF
released from the MPs. HUVEC cell was cultured in 24 well
plates at a density of 4000 cells per well in F-12K medium
supplemented with 1% sodium heparin, 1% penicillin/
streptomycin, 10% fetal bovine serum (FBS) and 20 mg mL�1
DLS results (B) UV/VIS absorption spectrum of CQDs. The insets: CQDs
uminescence response of CQDs by varying the excitation wavelength

RSC Adv., 2019, 9, 33246–33256 | 33249
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ECGS. Aer 12 hours cells were treated by VEGF-loaded MPs.
Cell proliferation of each sample was determined aer 5 days
using WST and live/dead assay.32,37
2.10. Characterization

The size and microstructure of PLGA MPs were investigated 3D
laser measuringmicroscope (LEXT OLS4000), scanning electron
microscope (SEM) with energy dispersive X-ray detector (EDS)
(JEOL JSM6510LV/LGS) and confocal microscope (Prairie
Technologies, Inc). The PLGA MPs size was determined using
an image analysis method as described previously.13 Five
different microscopy images were prepared for each sample,
Fig. 4 (A) Droplet size, and (B) droplet generation rate for different values
¼ 6.2 mL min�1 with different values of carrier flow rate, and (D) droplet ge
rate. (E) Droplet size variation against carrier flow for two different drop

33250 | RSC Adv., 2019, 9, 33246–33256
and the average diameters and size distributions were deter-
mined by ImageJ soware (ImageJ freeware, NIH, USA).

The hydrodynamic diameter size distribution of CQDs sample
was measured by Dynamic Light Scattering (DLS, Malvern ZEN
3600 zetasizer) analysis. 100 mL of CQDs was diluted in 2.5 mL of
PBS buffer (1X, pH 7.4), and the diluted sample was transferred to
disposable cuvet for DLS analysis. The measurement was done at
room temperature, and it was repeated ve times.

Ultraviolet-visible (UV/VIS) and photoluminescence (PL)
analysis were carried out by Shimadzu Biospec and Avaspec
2048 TEC respectively. Nikon D5300 was used to taking digital
photos. Cells were visualized under inverted microscopy using
EVOS uorescence microscope (Euroclone, Italy).
of carrier and droplet flow rate. (C) Droplet size formation in chip at Cd

neration rate at Cd ¼ 25.2 mL min�1 with different values of carrier flow
let flow includes PLGA\CDs\VEGF and PLGA as control.

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2019
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3. Results and discussion

Western blot assay, SE-HPLC, and MALDI-TOF mass spectros-
copy were performed to conrm the existence of different
PEGylated VEGF moiety (Fig. 2). As shown in Fig. 2A(a) two
Fig. 5 Micrographs and size distribution of VEGF-loaded PLGA MPs (A)
mL min�1, and (C) Cf ¼ 100 mL min�1, Cd ¼ 2.5 mL min�1, (scale bar ¼ 50
(scale bar ¼ 15 mm), EDS elemental mapping of (b) carbon and (c) nitrog

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2019
bands, around 22 kDa appears for native VEGF. These bands are
related to dimer fraction of native VEGF. As expected, the
molecular mass of VEGF notably increased by conjugation of
the acid-PEG9-NHS ester to VEGF (Fig. 2A(b)). HPLC chro-
matogram of native VEGF shows a single individual peak
Cf ¼ 10 mL min�1, Cd ¼ 2.5 mL min�1, (B) Cf ¼ 70 mL min�1, Cd ¼ 2.5
mm). SEM micrograph image of (a) Cf ¼ 10 mL min�1, Cd ¼ 2.5 mL min�1

en. (D) PLGA MPs, (E) PLGA-CQDs MPs.

RSC Adv., 2019, 9, 33246–33256 | 33251

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/c9ra06279c


RSC Advances Paper

O
pe

n 
A

cc
es

s 
A

rt
ic

le
. P

ub
lis

he
d 

on
 1

7 
O

ct
ob

er
 2

01
9.

 D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

on
 1

0/
19

/2
02

5 
9:

17
:1

8 
PM

. 
 T

hi
s 

ar
tic

le
 is

 li
ce

ns
ed

 u
nd

er
 a

 C
re

at
iv

e 
C

om
m

on
s 

A
ttr

ib
ut

io
n-

N
on

C
om

m
er

ci
al

 3
.0

 U
np

or
te

d 
L

ic
en

ce
.

View Article Online
corresponding to free VEGF (Fig. 2B(a)). The chromatogram of
PEGylated VEGF depicts the presence of different PEGylated
derivatives of VEGF (I-, II-, and III-peaks) along with a small
amount of unconjugated VEGF (Fig. 2B(b)). MALDI-TOF mass
analyses used to determine the amount of free VEGF in the
sample (Fig. 2C). The MALDI-TOF mass spectrum of PEGylated
VEGF shows that the sample consisted of I-(�45%), II-(�35%),
III-(�15%) and less than 5% of free VEGF. These result indi-
cated that more than �95% VEGF was successful PEGylated.29

Dynamic light scattering (DLS), UV/VIS, and PL spectroscopy
were applied for characterization of the synthesized CQDs
(Fig. 3A–C). According to DLS, results depicted in Fig. 2A, the
average hydrodynamic diameter of CQDs in PBS (pH 7.4) was 4
� 1 nm. The UV/VIS and PL spectrum of CQDs presented in
Fig. 2B and C. As shown in Fig. 2B, CQDs had two absorption
peaks at 240 and 350 nm. The absorption peak at 230 nm is
corresponding to p–p* transition of C]O bond and the
absorption peak at 330 is related to the n–p* transition of C]O
bond.32 Photoluminescence spectroscopy analysis was used to
evaluate excitation dependency of CQDs. As presented in
Fig. 2C, the emission wavelength at 460 � 5 nm was revealed by
CQDs for various excitation wavelengths (220 to 400 nm). The
uniform size distribution and excitation independent behavior
of as-prepared CQDs can be proven by PL characterization.

Herein, the PLGA MPs were achieved in two steps, including
in chip droplets formation and solvent extraction. Generally,
the droplet formation in the microuidic chip depends on
several physical parameters such as viscosities, interfacial
surface tension, and ow ratio (carrier to droplet ow rate). The
effect of carrier (Cf) and droplet ow (Cd) rate on droplet sizes
and generation frequency rate presents in Fig. 4A and B. The
generation frequency rate was dened by the ratio of Cd to the
volume of the droplet. Different combination of carrier and
droplet ow rate led to generate at least seven noticeable areas
of droplet size and frequency. The typical droplet size and
frequency related to the selected pointe depict in Fig. 4C and D.
In the constant value of Cd droplet size was decreased, and
Fig. 6 (A) VEGF-loaded PLGA MPs sizes as a function of droplet size. The
(Cf ¼ 10 mL min�1, Cd¼ 2.5 mL min�1). (B) Photoluminescence response of
nm). The insets: fluorescence microscope image of VEGF-loaded PLGA M
50 mm).

33252 | RSC Adv., 2019, 9, 33246–33256
generation frequency rate was increased with Cf increasing
respectively. The effect of different droplet ow in droplet size
was also investigated (Fig. 4E) by using PLGA (2% w/v) as
control. The results show that the droplet size affected by
changing droplet ow. Droplet size variation against carrier
ow tow different droplet ow includes PLGA\CDs\VEGF and
PLGA as control. The results show that the droplets with a size
range of 30–100 mm and the generation frequency rate range of
1–13 kHz can be produced with this platform.

The PLGA MPs are formed by the residue of polymer and
protein content aer solvent (DCM) extraction from the
synthesis droplet. So, the nal MPs always have a smaller size in
comparison to the initial droplet. The morphology and size
distribution of PLGA MPs were investigated by 3D laser
measuring microscope (Fig. 5A–C). Fig. 5A–C shown that the
PLGA microsphere was intact and highly monodisperse in size
(coefficient of variation <5%). Additionally, PLGA MPs appeared
to have dense and nonporous structure. The burst release of the
drug from the MPs can be inhibited through a non-porous
structure.29 Distribution of CQDs in PLGA MPs was investi-
gated with the SEM and EDS elemental mapping analysis
(Fig. 5D and E). EDS mapping also conrms that CQDs was
uniformly distributed in PLGA MPs.

The variation of the MPs sizes as a function of droplet size
and variation of the droplet size as a function of time for
a tracked droplet is shown in Fig. 6A. Generally, DCM is
removed from the droplet to the carrier/droplet uid interface
through the diffusion phenomena immediately aer droplet
formation in a microuidic chip. As shown in Fig. 6A, DCM was
continuously extracted from droplet, and it was fully removed
aer 200 seconds. Based on the initial droplet size, the particle
size of the produced MPs was varied from 16–36 mm. The
current technique for production of microparticles as growth
factor carriers is the bulk mixing method. This approach is
limited as it results in polydisperse particles with numerous
physicochemical characteristics that are difficult to control.
Thus, to have the microparticle of interest, many complicated,
insets: size reduction profile of a tracked droplet as a function of time
VEGF-loaded PLGAMPs with different size (excitation wavelength 400
Ps (22 mm) (a): bright field and, (b): fluorescence (400 nm), (scale bar¼

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2019

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/c9ra06279c


Paper RSC Advances

O
pe

n 
A

cc
es

s 
A

rt
ic

le
. P

ub
lis

he
d 

on
 1

7 
O

ct
ob

er
 2

01
9.

 D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

on
 1

0/
19

/2
02

5 
9:

17
:1

8 
PM

. 
 T

hi
s 

ar
tic

le
 is

 li
ce

ns
ed

 u
nd

er
 a

 C
re

at
iv

e 
C

om
m

on
s 

A
ttr

ib
ut

io
n-

N
on

C
om

m
er

ci
al

 3
.0

 U
np

or
te

d 
L

ic
en

ce
.

View Article Online
costly and oen not precise post-processing steps are required.
Moreover, the bulk method involves harsh mixing steps, which
may cause denaturation and reduced bioactivity of the growth
factor.36 Size polydispersity in bulk methods causes the forma-
tion of particles with various release proles as the size and
microstructure directly affect the evaporation rate of the solvent
in the course of the drying step in the production process.
Hence, current methods fail to fulll the precise temporal and
spatial delivery of the VEGF to the microenvironment.37,38
Fig. 7 (A) The loading efficiency of VEGF-loaded PLGA MPs. (B) Release p
PBS (pH 7.4). (C) Confocal fluorescencemicroscope images of one PLGA
intensity profiles of PLGA MPs and released CQDs from PLGA MPs.

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2019
Photoluminescence responses and uorescence the image of
the produced MPs and are depicted in Fig. 6B. The uorescence
emission intensity of the produced MPs increased by particle
size reduction. Furthermore, slightly redshi (�8 nm) in uo-
rescence emission peak was observed for CQDs in PLGA MPs.
The successful incorporation of CQDs into the PLGAMPs can be
conrmed by the photoluminescence spectra of samples
(Fig. 5E and 6B).38

Fig. 7A shows the loading efficiency of PEGylated and native
VEGF loaded in PLGA MPs. According to the MPs size, the
rofiles of native VEGF and PEGylated VEGF released from PLGA MPs in
MPs at (a): 0, (b): 7 and (c): 14 days (scale bar¼ 10 mm) and fluorescence

RSC Adv., 2019, 9, 33246–33256 | 33253
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loading efficiency of the produced MPs was varied from 51–69%
and 18–31% for PEGylated and native VEGF, respectively
(Fig. 7A). Frequently, the loading efficiency is known as a func-
tion of the particle size and for the presented MPs size range,
the loading efficiency of 70% is difficult to achieve. Approxi-
mately 60% is the highest loading efficiency reported in the
literature for similar particle size.22,26,27,29 The very high loading
efficiency was presented by PEGylated VEGF in comparison with
native VEGF. Solubility is known as a critical parameter in the
proteins encapsulation.29 Generally, the VEGF can be loaded in
PLGA MPs by incorporation with the matrix of MPs during
fabrication or adsorption on the surface of the produced MPs.
Due to more solubility, VEGF was better incorporated by the
polymeric matrix and it was uniformly distributed in the
microspheres.22,29
Fig. 8 (A) Proliferation of HUVECs cells treated with 22 and 36 mm PEGy
VEGF at the same concentration (25 ngmL�1 for VEGFMPs and 10 ngmL�

of 36 mm PEGylated VEGF MPs and PEGylated VEGF treated HUVECs ce
groups observed with fluorescent microscopy (scale bar ¼ 100 mm).

33254 | RSC Adv., 2019, 9, 33246–33256
The release proles of PEGylated and native VEGF from the
PLGA microcapsules are shown in Fig. 7B. The biphasic release
proles, burst initial release (38–42% in day 1) followed by
a moderate release (29–31% released from day 1 to 28) was
observed for native VEGF. In contrast, the continuous and
approximately complete release in 28 days was seen for PEGy-
lated VEGF (85–90% release in 28 days). The aggregated unre-
leasable proteins in MPs containing native VEGF was the main
reason of incomplete release of proteins. According to the low
solubility of proteins in an organic solvent, the greater amount
of native VEGF was aggregated during the homogenization
process. This issue can be solved by PEGylation of VEGF.26,27,29

Furthermore, the burst initial release of VEGF was highly
reduced for PEGylated VEGF. The control of burst initial release
is known as an important safety feature. Reduced VEGF
lated VEGF MPs, 22 and 36 mm native VEGF MPs, PEGylated and native
1 for free VEGF) in comparisonwith control groups. (B) Live/death assay
lls at the same concentration (25 ng mL�1) in comparison with control

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2019
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aggregation during the mixing process, the uniform distribu-
tion of VEGF in the microspheres and larger hydrodynamic
volume are known as the main reason for the reduction in burst
initial release of PEGylated VEGF.29 The release behavior of
CQDs from PLGA MPs was studied by photoluminescence
spectroscopy and the confocal uorescence microscope image
(Fig. 7C). As shown in Fig. 7C, at same condition by increasing
uorescence emission intensity of the released CQDs in
medium, the uorescence emission intensity of the produced
MPs decreased. These results show that release proles of CQDs
are dependent on the PLGA MPs degradation. Consequently,
the released VEGF from the PLGA MPs can be traced indirectly
by CQDs.

The biological activity of VEGF-loaded MPs was conrmed by
human umbilical vein endothelial cells (HUVEC) proliferation
assay. It was shown in the literature that HUVEC cells prolifer-
ation can be promoted by VEGF.10 The effect of a different group
of VEGF-loaded MPs and VEGF on HUVECs cells viability shows
in Fig. 8. Considering the same condition, the VEGF dose for
each sample was calculated bead on load and release prole.
The cell proliferation was statistically increased in those
samples treated with PEGylated VEGF-loaded MPs and both
PEGylated and native VEGF aer 5 days when compared to the
control group. In contrast, cell proliferation in both samples
exposed to native VEGF-loaded MPs was not notably changed in
comparison with the control group. Due to chemical degrada-
tion and physical denaturation, the functionality of native
proteins like VEGF can be affected when it exposed to an
organic solvent such as DMF. The results show that native VEGF
during the encapsulation process mostly lost their biological
activity. Also, these results conrm that PEGylation of VEGF not
only improve the loading and release properties of VEGF but
also keep their biological activity.
4. Conclusion

In this study, VEGF-loaded PLGA – carbon dots microspheres
were successfully produced through solid/oil/water (s–o–w),
microuidic platforms. In order to improve the protein func-
tional and structural stability during the encapsulation process
poly(ethylene glycol) was conjugated to the VEGF. The loading
and release properties of PEGylated VEGF was signicantly
improved, and the biological properties of VEGF were fully
preserved. VEGF-loaded PLGA MPs with high encapsulation
efficiency, monodispersity, and appropriate release proles
were achieved by using the microuidic platforms. Further-
more, it was shown that CQDs can be indirectly used to monitor
the release of VEGF. In conclusion, the present monodisperse
and controllable VEGF loaded microspheres with reproducible
manner can be used for proteins-delivery in therapeutic and
tissue engineering applications.
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