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a pH-sensitive functionalized
metal organic framework: in vitro study for
simultaneous delivery of doxorubicin and
cyclophosphamide in breast cancer†
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Exploration of an efficient dual-drug based nanocarrier with high drug loading capacity, specific targeting

properties, and long-term stability is highly desirable in cancer therapy. Metal–organic frameworks (MOFs)

have proven to be a promising class of drug carriers due to their high porosity, crystalline properties with

defined structure information, and their potential for further functionalization. To enhance the drug

efficacy as well as to overcome the burst effect of drugs, here we synthesized a pH responsive folic acid

(FA) and graphene oxide (GO) decorated zeolitical imidazolate frameworks-8 (GO–FA/ZIF-8), for

targeted delivery of doxorubicin (DOX) and cyclophosphamide (CP), simultaneously. In this system, DOX

molecules were encapsulated in the pores of ZIF-8 during in situ synthesis of ZIF-8 and CP molecules

have been captured by the GO surface via hydrogen bonding and p–p interactions as well. Furthermore,

the resulting pH-responsive nanocarrier (DOX@ZIF-8/GO–FA/CP) showed in vitro sustained release

characteristics (76% of DOX and 80% of CP) by cleavage of chemical bonding and disruption of the

MOFs structure under acidic condition (at pH 5.6). Moreover, DOX@ZIF-8/GO–FA/CP has synergistic

cytotoxic effects as compared to the combination of both the drugs without ZIF-8/GO–FA when

treating MCF-7 and MDA-MB-231 breast cancer cell lines (with a combination index of 0.29 and 0.75 for

MCF-7 and MDA-MB-231 cell-lines, respectively). Hence this system can be applied as an effective

platform for smart dual drug delivery in breast cancer treatment through its remarkable manageable

multidrug release.
1. Introduction

Cancer is a serious global health issue that continues to be the
world's second leading cause of death. This is said to be the
cause of one out of every four deaths.1 The mortality rate owing
to carcinogenic infection is expected to reach 13.1 million by
2030.2,3 Chemotherapy is the most cost-effective and convenient
method for treating cancer among the numerous therapeutic
options. However, direct injection of chemotherapeutic drugs
has a low therapeutic efficiency and causes undesirable side
effects on normal cells.4 So that, much effort has been made to
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design carriers for enhancing the delivery efficiency and
reducing the side effects of toxic drugs.5 The advent of nano-
technology ushered in a new era in drug delivery systems
(DDSs), having great potential to overcome the challenges of
conventional chemotherapy, such as loading issues, poor bio-
distribution, and dose-related side effects. Owing to their high
biocompatibility and biodegradability organic based nano-
carriers are oen used but their low stability and controlled
drug release is a challenge.6–8 Whereas, inorganic nanocarriers,
such as gold and mesoporous silica, have a high chemical/
physiological stability and multifunctionality, but their
biocompatibility and biodegradability are under debate.9–12

As compared to the other DDSs, metal–organic frameworks
(MOFs) are fascinating materials having many advantages such
as, tunable structures, compositions and chemical properties
enriched methods of modication and functionality.13–19 Inter-
estingly, the benecial physicochemical features of MOFs are
unaffected by modication. Beside this, large surface areas and
high porosity endow MOFs with high loading capacity of
different type of molecules like gas and drugs. Along with this,
the weak coordination interaction ensures the biodegradability
RSC Adv., 2021, 11, 33723–33733 | 33723
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of MOFs. So that, in drug delivery applications, MOF nano-
particles (NPs) with suitable size and surface properties are
highly desirable because these factors have signicant impact
on porosity, colloid stability, drug release proles and cellular
uptake.20–22 In case of MOFs, metal ions and organic linkers are
building blocks. The rst thing to consider when choosing
MOFs as drug carriers is toxicity. So that, it is necessary that the
metal ions and organic ligands used to construct drug-carrying
MOFs with good biocompatibility. Some metals, such as Cr and
Ni, are highly toxic, and certain metals are essential elements
for human life activities, with relatively high content in the
human body, such as plasma containing about 22 mM iron and
tissues containing zinc (180 mM), copper (68 mM), and
manganese (180 mM).23 Hence, these non-toxic metal ions
should be preferred when MOFs are synthesized for drug
carriers. Among of them, Zn2+ is an endogenous metal ion
commonly and extensively used to construct MOFs. Zeolitic
imidazolate framework-8 (ZIF-8) is a type of nontoxic biocom-
patible MOF, consisting of inorganic zinc ions acting as nodes
connected by 2-methylimidazolate linkers.24 It combines highly
desirable zeolitic and MOF properties such as crystallinity,
microporosity, high surface area, and exceptional thermal and
chemical stability.25 Because of the unique property, ZIF-8 is
used to construct controlled-release delivery systems for
biomolecules (DNA, enzyme, protein, uorescein),26–28 as well as
for drug molecules.29–34 It is worth noting that ZIF-8 remains
stable under neutral conditions and rapidly degrades in an acid
environment due to protonation.35,36 The superiority of ZIF-8 in
biomedical science has also been highlighted in earlier
studies.37,38

However, the toxicity is the major concern when ZIF-8 is
applied in DDSs. Some research stated that undecorated ZIF has
high toxicity and product of rapid disintegration is so toxic that
it kills animals, which greatly limits its practical applications.39

As a result, it is highly desirable to regulate MOF biodegrad-
ability in order to precisely control MOF disassembly and drug
release prole, allowing for proper degradation and removal of
nanocarriers when drug delivery is complete. Basically, surface
modication is ingenious to ne tune the degradation of
materials and improve biocompatibility. To investigate the
toxicity of modied ZIF-8 histopathological examinations has
been done in some reported studies to analyze major organs
including heart, liver, spleen, lung and kidney and they claimed
no obvious histologic abnormality has been obtained aer
treatment with modied ZIF-8.40–42 Therefore, the urgent thing
that we need to do is to modify the surface of MOFs for
improving biodegradability when it is used in biomedical
applications.43–45 Although, studies have demonstrated a “ship-
in-a-bottle” strategy to encapsulate drug molecules during the
synthesis of MOFs with high loading capacity, such as caffeine
and DOX which has shown promise in pH-responsive drug
delivery.46,47

In the lane of DDSs, various limitations such as poor
absorption, acquired drug resistance, high drug dosing-related
side effects, and rapid renal clearance limit the use of single-
drug chemotherapy.48,49 To overcome these limitations, combi-
nation chemotherapy (i.e. two or more chemotherapy drugs at
33724 | RSC Adv., 2021, 11, 33723–33733
the same time has been used) strategy is gaining wide attention
in tumor therapy because of its low side effect and synergistic
effect to kill the cancer cell.50,51 In continuation of combinatorial
therapy, different nanoformulations as dual drug delivery
systems (DDDSs) have been reported for various drug combi-
nations such as cisplatin and DOX; resveratrol and docetaxel;
10-hydroxycamptothecine and methotrexate; 5-uorouracil and
curcumin; paclitaxel (PTX) and cis-platinum etc.52–56

In the present work we synthesized graphene oxide (GO) and
folic acid (FA) decorated ZIF-8 nanocarrier (DOX@ZIF-8/GO–FA/
CP) for delivery of anthracycline (AC) based drug combination
of DOX and cyclophosphamide (CP). AC is a common chemo-
therapy regimen usually given to cure localized breast cancer. In
the proposed work an in vitro study has been done for simul-
taneous delivery of DOX and CP with ZIF-8/GO–FA inMCF-7 and
MDA-MB-231 cell lines. MCF-7 is a breast cancer cell line having
characteristics of estrogen receptor and progesterone receptor
gene expression and lack of Her-2 gene expression called
hormone receptor positive breast cancer. It covers more than
70% of breast cancer subtype. Whereas MDA-MB-231 is also
a breast cancer cell lines are having characteristics of lack of all
three genes expression and such category known as triple
negative breast cancer which is highly aggressive form and it
covers 25% of breast cancer subtype. So that, cell viability has
been evaluated in MCF-7 and MDA-MB-231 cancer cell-lines.
DOX and CP both damage cancer cells' DNA, preventing them
from dividing and ultimately killing them.57 DOX is widely used
to cure breast cancer, however, its dose-related side effects, such
as bone-marrow toxicity, gastrointestinal disorders, acute or
cumulative cardiotoxicity, and extravasation are the major
limitations. In order to minimize the side effects and to
enhance the therapeutic efficacy of DOX, functional materials
based controlled drug release techniques are highly desirable.58

To keep in mind the drawback of burst effect in DDSs, we used
GO layered sheets with ZIF-8 for delivery of drugs in controlled
manner. Furthermore, because cancerous cells are overex-
pressed with folate receptor, we employed FA functionalized GO
to adorn the ZIF-8 for targeted delivery, so that drugs loaded
nanocarrier (DOX@ZIF-8/GO–FA/CP) target cancerous cells
preferentially. DOX is encapsulated in the pores of ZIF-8 and CP
molecules attached to the surface of GO–FA via hydrogen
bonding and p–p interactions. To the best of our knowledge,
ZIF-8/GO–FA nanocomposite as a nanocarrier for simultaneous
delivery of DOX and CP, has not been reported. We anticipate
that this DDDS will not only have improved cellular uptake at
tumor site, but will also have synergetic cytotoxic effects.

2. Experimental
2.1 Reagents

2-Methylimidazole (99%), Zn(NO3)2$6H2O (99%), methanol
(HPLC grade), DOX and CP, diethylenetriamine (DETA), n-(3-
(dimethylamino)propyl)-n-ethylcarbodiimide (EDC), n-hydrox-
ysuccinimide (NHS), folic acid (FA), graphene oxide (GO), 20,70-
dichlorouorescin diacetate (DCFDA), propidium iodide (PI)
and 3-(4,5-dimethylthazol-2-yl)-2,5-diphenyltetrazolium
bromide (MTT) were purchased from Sigma-Aldrich. DMEM,
© 2021 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/d1ra04591a


Paper RSC Advances

O
pe

n 
A

cc
es

s 
A

rt
ic

le
. P

ub
lis

he
d 

on
 1

5 
O

ct
ob

er
 2

02
1.

 D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

on
 4

/3
/2

02
6 

8:
52

:5
2 

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
FBS and Pen/Strep are procured from Gibco Life Technology
and Plastic ware T25-Flask, 6 well plate and 24 well plate
purchased from Thermo scientic. MCF-7 and MDA-MB-231
cell line purchased from NCCS-Pune, India.
2.2 Instruments

The Fourier transform infrared spectrum (FTIR) was measured
by FT-IR, 184 Agilent, model Cary 630. UV-vis spectra were
measured with a UV-visible spectrophotometer (PerkinElmer
UV-vis spectrometer). X-Ray Diffraction (XRD) patterns were
obtained using ECO D8 model advance equipment (Bruker,
Germany) using Cu Ka (1.5418 Å) radiation. The Fourier trans-
form (FT)-Raman scattering measurements were carried out on
a Renishaw inVia-plus micro-Raman system, at room tempera-
ture, with 532 nm excitation wavelength. The morphology and
elemental composition were studied using LEO 440 scanning
electron microscope (SEM) equipped with energy dispersive X-
ray spectroscopy (EDS) and transmission electron 178 micro-
scope (TEM, FEI, model F-30 G2 STWIN, Netherland). The
charge was determined by using Malvern Zeta sizer, Z90 system.
2.3 Synthesis of DDDSs

2.3.1 Functionalization of GO surface with DETA and
conjugated with FA. Tri-functinalized GO–DETA was synthe-
sized according to Yang and coworkers, through ring-opening
reactions of epoxy groups on the surface of GO at room
temperature.59 In brief, GO (100 mg) and DETA (1.0 g) were
dispersed in ethanol (100 mL, 95%) followed by 40 min soni-
cation. Aer that the above mixture kept on stirring for 24 h at
room temperature. The obtained suspension was ltered fol-
lowed by washing for several times with ethanol, methanol and
Scheme 1 Schematic protocol for the synthesis of DOX@ZIF-8/GO–FA

© 2021 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
acetone and nally dried in the vacuum overnight to obtained
(GO–DETA).

In another step GO–DETA was modied with FA via amide
reaction between COOH group of FA and NH2 group of GO–
DETA.60 Briey, FA (40 mg) was added into PBS (30 mL) and kept
on continuous stirring for 2 h at room temperature. Aer that,
EDC (0.9 mmol) and NHS (0.9 mmol) were added under
magnetic stirring in the dark. Finally, GO–DETA suspension
(1 mg mL�1) was added into the above solution followed by
dialysis using dialysis membrane (molecular weight cutoff of
1000) and nal product was le for dry at room temperature.
Functionalization of GO surface is conrmed by XRD, FTIR, and
Raman analysis.

2.3.2 Synthesis of ZIF-8/GO–FA. ZIF-8/GO–FA composite
has been synthesized by the help of a previous reported work.61

In brief, 95 mg of Zn(NO3)2$6H2O was dissolved in 50mL of H2O
under magnetic agitation for 15 min. Subsequently, 200 mg
(2.43 mmol) of 2-methylimidazole in 50mL of H2O was added to
the above Zn(NO3)2 solution at room temperature, followed by
adding GO–FA suspension (1 mgmL�1) with magnetic agitation
for another 1 h. Finally, the nanoparticles were collected by
centrifugation and washing several times with ethanol and
dried under vacuum at 60 �C for 6 h.

2.3.3 Synthesis of DOX@ZIF-8/GO–FA/CP. This DDDS has
been synthesized by the help of reported method with some
modication.5 In brief, 95 mg of Zn(NO3)2$6H2O has been dis-
solved in 50 mL of H2O under magnetic agitation for 15 min,
followed by adding 2 mL of DOX solution (2 mg mL�1). Aer
15 min, 200 mg (2.43 mmol) of 2-methylimidazole in 50 mL of
H2O was added to the above solution at room temperature, with
magnetic agitation for another 15 min to form a mixed
suspension. Then, 1 mL of GO–FA suspension was added into
the above solution and nally added 2 mL solution of CP (2 mg/
/CP.

RSC Adv., 2021, 11, 33723–33733 | 33725
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2 mL). Aer 1 h of reaction, the nanoparticles (DOX@ZIF-8/GO–
FA/CP) were collected by centrifugation and washing several
times with ethanol and then dried under vacuum at 60 �C for
6 h. The size, shape and charge of DOX@ZIF-8/GO–FA/CP have
been analyzed by SEM, TEM, and zeta potential analysis. The
synthesis process is outlined in Scheme 1. The same process has
been applied for synthesis of ZIF-8/GO–FA for comparison.

2.4 Loading and release proles of DOX@ZIF-8/GO–FA/CP

The drug entrapment efficiency (EE%) and loading capacity
(LC%) of ZIF-8/GO–FA, has been calculated by some modica-
tion of reported method.62 Firstly, the drugs loaded ZIF-8/GO–
FA has been digest in concentrated HCl and diluted with water
followed by neutralization of solution with NaOH solution. This
solution was further diluted with water to record the response of
UV-vis spectroscopy for calculating the amount of DOX and CP
at 488 nm and 265 nm, respectively against the standard drug
solution with known concentration of DOX and CP. By using
following equations EE% and LC% have been calculated.

EE ð%Þ ¼ weight of drug in nanocarrier

weight of drug feed initially
� 100 (1)

DL ð%Þ ¼ weight of drug in nanocarriers

weight of nanocarrier
� 100 (2)

To investigate the drug release behavior of drugs from the
DOX@ZIF-8/GO–FA/CP nanocarrier, 2 mg of DOX@ZIF-8/GO–
FA/CP nanoparticles has been dispersed in 10 mL of PBS solu-
tion (pH 7.4 or pH 5.0, separately to imitate the pH environment
of normal body uid and tumor tissue) followed by shaking at
100 rpm (37 �C) under dark conditions. 2 mL of the solution was
collected at a regular time interval (0.5, 1, 2, 4, 8, 12, 24, 48, 72 h)
for UV-vis analysis at the wavelength of 488 nm and 265 nm. To
Fig. 1 (A) XRD spectra of (i) GO and (ii) GO–FA. (B) Raman analysis of GO
DOX@ZIF-8/GO–FA/CP.

33726 | RSC Adv., 2021, 11, 33723–33733
maintain release of the drugs into the constant volume to attain
constant evaluation concurrently, fresh PBS solution in same
amount was added. All of the drug-releasing experiments were
performed at 37 �C. The release of DOX and CP from ZIF-8/GO–
FA was measured by UV-vis spectrum, and the release efficiency
(RE) is calculated based on following eqn (3).

RE ð%Þ ¼ weight of released drug

weight of loaded drug
� 100 (3)

2.5 Stability test

The stability test of drug loaded nanocarrier DOX@ZIF-8/GO–
FA/CP has been investigated by calculating the RE (%) at regular
time interval and measuring the particle size of DOX@ZIF-8/
GO–FA/CP aer storing at room temperature.
2.6 Cell viability assays

Cell viability was determined using the MTT-assay, in which
a yellow tetrazolium salt, [3-(4,5-dimethylthazol-2-yl)-2,5-
diphenyltetrazolium bromide], was reduced into an insoluble
formazan crystal (dark purple colour) in the reducing environ-
ment of living cells and measured at 570 nm using a microplate
reader (Thermo Scientic). The reducing environment is lost in
membrane compromised cells (apoptotic/necrotic cells), and
the tetrazolium salt fails to reduce or formazan crystal forma-
tion. MCF-7 and MDA-MB-231 cells were seeded at density of 5
� 104 cells per mL in 96-well plate, incubate for 24 h into CO2

incubator. Cells treated with ZIF-8/GO–FA, DOX, CP, DOX + CP
and DOX@ZIF-8/GO–FA/CP with 0 to 150 mM concentrations for
24 h. Here, MCF-10A cells were also used as control to check the
toxicity of ZIF-8/GO–FA. Aer incubation 100 mL, 0.5 mg mL�1

MTT solution in PBS was added into each well, and incubated
for another 4 h. Cells were lysed with 100 mL of DMSO (dimethyl
and GO–FA. (C) FT-IR spectra of (i) GO, (ii) GO–FA, (iii) ZIF-8, and (iv)

© 2021 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/d1ra04591a


Paper RSC Advances

O
pe

n 
A

cc
es

s 
A

rt
ic

le
. P

ub
lis

he
d 

on
 1

5 
O

ct
ob

er
 2

02
1.

 D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

on
 4

/3
/2

02
6 

8:
52

:5
2 

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
sulfoxide). The optical density was measured at a wavelength of
570 nm in microplate reader. This experiment repeated thrice
and the following equation was used to calculate the % cell-
viability:

Cell viability ð%Þ ¼ ODsample

ODcontrol

(4)

To determine inhibitory drug concentrations (IC50) to stop
50% cell growth, dose response curves of DOX, CP, the DOX +
CP mixture and DOX@ZIF-8/GO–FA/CP were performed. The
combination index (CI) for the DDDSs was calculated by using
the Chou–Talalay method:63,64

CI ¼ IC50 of DOX in combination

IC50 of DOX

þ IC50 of CP in combination

IC50 of CP
(5)

In this analysis, synergy is dened (CI < 1) and the smaller the
CI is, the stronger the synergy is.

2.7 ROS generation and PI-staining

Reactive oxygen species (ROS) generation may cause oxidative
damage inside the cells that initiate program cell death. ROS
can be easily detected by using DCFDA. Whichmay increase due
to toxicity of the xenobiotic compound. Propidium iodide (PI)
cannot passes through the intact membrane of healthy cells.
However, PI can inter into the cells through compromised cell
membrane and stain the unhealthy cells. MCF-7 and MDA-MB-
231 cell lines were cultured in DMEMmedia supplemented with
10% FBS and 1% Pen/Strep, and maintained in CO2 incubator
at 37 �C temperature, 5% CO2 supply and humid air. MCF-7 and
MDA-MB-231 cells (5 � 104 cells per mL) seeded into each well
of 24 well plate, incubate for 24 h treated with ZIF-8/GO–FA,
DOX, DOX@ZIF-8/GO–FA, and DOX@ZIF-8/GO–FA/CP of 50 mM
concentrations for 24 h then treated cells were allowed for
staining with DCFDA (2.5 mM) and PI (10 mg mL�1) in the
separate experiment for 20 minutes. ROS generation and cell
death were visualized in the inverted-uorescence microscope
at 20� magnication (Radical Scientic).

3. Result and discussion
3.1 Spectroscopic characterizations for functionalized GO
and DOX@ZIF-8/GO–FA/CP

The modication of GO sheets with DETA and FA has been
analyzed by XRD analysis. In XRD spectrum of GO (Fig. 1A,
Fig. 2 TEM images of GO (A), GO–FA (B), and DOX@ZIF-8/GO–FA/CP

© 2021 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
curve i), only one sharp peak at approximately 11� (d¼ 0.80 nm),
corresponding to the amorphous form of GO has been ob-
tained, whereas aer reacting with DETA and FA another peaks
at 18.36� (d ¼ 0.48 nm), 31� and 45� are also appeared (Fig. 1A,
curve ii). Besides, the (002) peak in the XRD spectrum of GO–FA,
was narrower than that of pristine GO with decreased peak
intensity, revealing a more aligned stacking of GO nano sheet
and emergence of FA molecules.65,66 It is reported that the
emergence of peak at 18.6� due to certain degree of reduction by
DETA and peaks at 31� and 45� belonging to the FA crystal
structure during modication.59,67 So that in XRD image, it is
clearly visualized that GO sheets exfoliated by DETA and deco-
rated by FA. As a proof of concept, modication of GO sheets
with FA molecules, Raman analysis has been done because it is
a powerful technique to characterize the structural of carbon-
based material like as carbon nanotube or graphene. In the
Raman spectrum of graphene (Fig. 1B), two characteristic peaks
at �1352 cm�1 and �1592 cm�1 have been obtained as D and G
band. The D band corresponds to the degree of disorder or
defects in the carbon lattice of the GO, while the G-band is
assigned due to the bond stretching of sp2 hybridized carbon
pairs in the GO basal plane.68,69 Whereas aer modication with
FA, these two bands have also been obtained at�1355 cm�1 and
�1596 cm�1. The intensity ratio (ID/IG) of GO–FA was found to
be higher (1.14) than GO (0.91), implying the increase of sp3-
bonded carbon atoms and the decrease of conjugated
structure.70–72

Furthermore FT-IR spectra also conrmed the modication
of GO sheets (Fig. 1C). In the spectrum of GO, the peak around
3370 cm�1 and 1733 cm�1 were assigned to O–H and C]O
stretching vibration of hydroxyl and carboxyl groups, respec-
tively (Fig. 1C, curve i).73 Besides this, aer modication of GO
sheets with DETA and FA additional peaks at 1653 cm�1 and
1601 cm�1, are belonging to amide bands (I & II) in GO–FA
spectrum (Fig. 1C, curve ii), which performed the successfully
conjugation of FA on GO sheets.67 Whereas, FT-IR analysis also
conrmed the interaction between ZIF-8 and GO–FA in ZIF-8/
GO–FA and DOX@ZIF-8/GO–FA/CP nanoparticles. In the spec-
trum of ZIF-8 (Fig. 1C, curve iii), the peaks at 2925 cm�1,
1588 cm�1 and 1179 cm�1 are attributed to C–H, C]N and C–N
stretching vibrations, respectively. Moreover, the peaks at
754 cm�1 and 690 cm�1 were assigned to Zn–O and Zn–N of ZIF-
8, respectively, which conrm the complexation between Zn
metal and imidazole linker.38 However, in case of DOX@ZIF-8/
GO–FA/CP, IR-spectrum (Fig. 1C, curve iv), the intensity of the
peak at 1733 cm�1 decreased, indicating that the carboxyl
(C).
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groups of GO interacted with Zn2+ and further conrming the
successful growth of ZIF-8 on the GO sheet.67 Along with this,
the peaks of O–H stretching in GO spectra, amide I, amide II in
GO–FA, C]N, Zn–O, and Zn–N in ZIF-8 spectra shied down-
ward aer DOX and CP loading in DOX@ZIF-8/GO–FA spec-
trum, like as 3310, 1630, 1580, 1550, 750, and 688 cm�1

respectively, conrmed the loading of DOX and CP molecules
with ZIF-8/GO–FA nanocarrier.
3.2 Surface morphology and size distribution

The morphology of GO, GO/FA and DOX@ZIF-8/GO–FA/CP have
been analyzed by TEM and SEM analysis (Fig. 2 & 3). In Fig. 2A
transparent sheets with wrinkles has been obtained for exfoli-
ated and oxidized GO. Besides this, in Fig. 2B some visible dark
patches indicate the modication of GO sheets with DETA and
FA as earlier reported.74 Meanwhile, the TEM image of modied
GO also demonstrates that the modication of GO by DETA
followed by FA causes no signicant damage to the micro-
structure of GO sheet. Furthermore, spherical like structures
have been obtained for drugs loaded nanoparticles (DOX@ZIF-
8/GO–FA/CP) Fig. 2C & 3B. In situ growth of ZIF-8 on the surface
of GO sheet reveals morphology consistent with previous
reports.75 SEM images also validate the TEM result (Fig. 3A and
B). The particle size of nanocarrier has been evaluated by SEM
and TEM analysis (DOX@ZIF-8/GO–FA/CP) as 45–60 nm (Fig. 2C
& 3B). Whereas, the particle size distribution measured by using
DLS were a little bigger (68 � 4 nm) than those observed using
SEM and TEM, which might be attributed to a solvation layer
around the nanoparticles for DLS measurements (Fig. 3C). The
elemental distributions on DOX@ZIF-8/GO–FA/CP illustrated in
Fig. 3 SEM images of GO–FA (A), and DOX@ZIF-8/GO–FA/CP (B). DLS
FA/CP (D).

33728 | RSC Adv., 2021, 11, 33723–33733
Fig. 3D. Besides this, zeta potential was also evaluated for
conrmation of GO–FA functionalization on ZIF-8 surface. The
lower value of zeta potential for ZIF-8/GO–FA (�6.55 mV) than
ZIF-8 (34.1 mV) revealed out the modication of ZIF-8 with GO–
FA due to the presence of more carboxylic acid group in GO–FA
molecule.76

3.3 Encapsulation efficiency and drug loading prole

UV-vis absorption spectra could verify the modication of GO
with FA molecules, as well as DOX and CP loading in the ZIF-8/
GO–FA nanoparticles. In Fig. 4A we obtained a peak at 267 nm
for FA, however aer conjugation with GO sheets, a downward
shi has been obtained at 255 nm, which conrmed the
formation of GO–FA as reported earlier.70 Whereas, free DOX
and CP have characteristic absorbance peaks at 488 and 265 nm
respectively, which could be clearly observed on the spectrum of
DOX@ZIF-8/GO–FA/CP nanoparticles (Fig. 4A), and GO–FA and
ZIF-8 show no peak in this region. This indicates that DOX and
CP are encapsulated in the ZIF-8/GO–FA nanoparticles during
the synthesis procedure. Aer applying digestion process the
concentration of DOX and CP has been measured and
percentage of EE and LC has been calculated by using eqn (1) &
(2). Loading and encapsulation efficiencies were estimated as
17.5% and 87% for DOX and 10.6% and 53.0% for CP,
respectively.

3.4 In vitro drug release from DOX@ZIF-8/GO–FA/CP
nanoparticles

To investigate the drug releasing prole of DOX and CP from
DOX@ZIF-8/GO–FA/CP nanoparticles, drug release experiments
image of DOX@ZIF-8/GO–FA/CP (C). EDS image of DOX@ZIF-8/GO–

© 2021 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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Fig. 4 (A) UV-vis spectra of FA, GO–FA, ZIF-8, DOX, CP, and DOX@ZIF-8/GO–FA/CP suspensions. (B) In vitro drug release profiles of DOX and
CP from ZIF-8@DOX/GO–FA/CP in phosphate buffer saline (PBS) at pH 7.2 and 5.6 separately.
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has been performed in PBS at acidic (pH ¼ 5.6) and neutral (pH
¼ 7.2). It is interestingly that the release of DOX and CP from
DOX@ZIF-8/GO–FA/CP exhibited similar pH-responsive
behavior at both pH, as shown in Fig. 4B. At pH 5.6, about
76% of DOX and 80% of CP has been released aer 72 h,
whereas 50% of both drugs released at pH 7.2, suggesting that
DOX and CP can be released at a much faster rate in a more
acidic environment than a neutral environment. It is reported
that in neutral conditions (pH 7.4) ZIF-8 nanoparticles are
stable and can easily decompose under acidic conditions.5

These results showed the non-covalent interactions of DOX and
CP with ZIF-8/GO–FA nanoparticles and higher drug releasing
behavior of CP than DOX has been exhibited because of surface
interaction of CP molecules with GO–FA, whereas DOX mole-
cules have been encapsulated in the pores of ZIF-8 in DOX@ZIF-
8/GO–FA/CP nanoparticles.
3.5 Stability test of DOX@ZIF-8/GO–FA/CP nanocarrier

The stability of the proposed DOX@ZIF-8/GO–FA/CP nano-
carrier was also examined by performing releasing experiment
aer 5 h, on every h day, over the period of four weeks
Fig. 5 Stability analysis of DOX@ZIF-8/GO–FA/CP, (A) releasing behavior
the period of four weeks, and (B) DLS image for particle size of DOX@ZI

© 2021 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
(Fig. 5A) and calculating RE% using eqn (3). The burst effect of
drugs has been obtained aer one month, at room temperature.
The burst effect of drugs showed the degradation of ZIF-8 crystal
aer gaining some moisture. Zhang et al., reported that the
degradation of ZIF-8 structures aer being immersed in water
for different time periods and as a result ZIF-8 crystals almost
destroyed the entire crystallite.77 So that within fourth week ZIF-
8 crystallite destroyed and ultimate burst effect of drugs have
been obtained in in vitro study, means the total drug released in
5 h from DOX@ZIF-8/GO–FA/CP nanocarrier. DLS study has
also been done to compare the size of the DOX@ZIF-8/GO–FA/
CP nanocarrier aer one month, and size variation (65–90
nm) has been obtained which show the stability of DOX@ZIF-8/
GO–FA/CP nanocarrier up to one month (Fig. 5B).
3.6 Enhanced effects of combination therapy delivered by
ZIF-8/GO–FA nanocarrier

MTT-assay was used to assess cell viability in MCF-7 and MDA-
MB-231 cells using the protocols described in the material and
methods. Toxicity of the ZIF-8/GO–FA nanocarrier was found to
be negligible in MCF-7, and MDA-MB-231 cells. It means
for stability of DOX@ZIF-8/GO–FA/CP after 5 h, on every fifth day, over
F-8/GO–FA/CP after one month.
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Fig. 6 Cell viability of (A) MCF-7 and (B) MDA-MB-231 cells incubated with ZIF-8, DOX, CP, DOX + CP, and DOX@ZIF-8/GO–FA/CP.

Fig. 7 Fluorescence microscope images of PI-staining and ROS-generation in MCF-7 cells after 24 h incubation with control, ZIF-8/GO–FA,
DOX, DOX@ZIF-8/GO–FA, and DOX@ZIF-8/GO–FA/CP at 20� magnification.

33730 | RSC Adv., 2021, 11, 33723–33733 © 2021 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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nanocarrier is not toxic. Fig. 6 shows the inhibitory effect of
individual drug molecules and in conjugation with nanocarrier
on MCF-7 and MDA-MB-231 cells lines. Half maximal inhibitory
concentration (IC50) values have been calculated by reported
method and obtained as: 163.22 and 218 mM for DOX; 1245 and
535 mM for CP; 175.61 and 193.34 mM for DOX + CP; 41.99 and
116 mM for DOX@ZIF–GO–FA/CP on MCF-7 and MDA-MB-231
cells, respectively. The lower IC50 value of DOX@ZIF–GO–FA/CP
nanoparticles indicated better cytotoxicity on cancerous cell
lines. Besides this CI values of DOX@ZIF–GO–FA/CP is <1 (0.29
and 0.75 for MCF-7 and MDA-MB-231 cells, respectively) showed
synergistic effect. Hence these results suggested that our
synthesized DOX@ZIF–GO–FA/CP nanocarrier had excellent,
controlled cytostatic effects and promising anti-tumor efficacy.
3.7 Enhanced cell death in DOX@ZIF-8/GO–FA/CP treated
cells

PI staining and ROS generation were evaluated, to show the
synergistic effect of both drugs, in combination with ZIF-8/
Fig. 8 Fluorescencemicroscope images of PI-staining and ROS-generat
FA, DOX, DOX@ZIF-8/GO–FA, and DOX@ZIF-8/GO–FA/CP at 20� mag

© 2021 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
GO–FA. Because of the cytotoxic effect of drugs and drug
combinations, propidium iodide enters into the cells via
a damaged cell membrane. ROS are generated as a result of
drug action, initiating programmed cell death. We observed
that a few cells in MCF-7 and MDA-MB-231 cells produced ROS
and stain with PI due to the ZIF-8/GO–FA nanocarrier.
Whereas, DOX treated cells showed most of the cells have been
generated ROS and stained with PI in MCF-7 as well as MDA-
MB-231 cells. However, nanocarrier encapsulated DOX
(DOX@ZIF-8/GO–FA) treated cells showed controlled ROS
generation and PI uptake. Furthermore, when DOX is
combined with CP in ZIF-8/GO–FA, and given the treatment in
both cell lines, increased ROS generation and PI uptake were
observed. This study favours combination of DOX and CP
when encapsulated and conjugated with ZIF-8/GO–FA for their
synergistic cytotoxic effects as compared to the single DOX
encapsulated nanocarrier (Fig. 7 and 8, and also see ESI†
Fig. 1–4).
ion in MDA-MB-231 cells after 24 h incubation with control, ZIF-8/GO–
nification.
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4. Conclusions

An ingenious method was developed as GO–FA functionalized
MOF based nanosystem and successfully used for delivery of
DOX and CP in combination (DOX@ZIF-8/GO–FA/CP). This
MOF/GO–FA system showed negligible cytotoxicity and excel-
lent biocompatibility. More interestingly, the FA-modication
enhanced the drug uptake in breast cancer cells and the
DOX@ZIF-8/GO–FA/CP nanosystem showed clear selection
towards cancer cells and avoid healthy cells. This nanosystem
showed their synergistic cytotoxic effect on MCF-7 and MDA-
MB-231 cells, due to controlled release of DOX and CP on
specic site under acidic condition. We also expect that the
design of the pH-responsive nanosystem can give new inspira-
tion to the synthesis of nanoparticles with multifunctional
application. The practical application of this study at in vitro
level, the synthesized nanoformulations might be used as dual
drug delivery system in breast cancer treatment for chemo-
therapeutic drugs such as doxorubicin and cyclophosphamide
etc. Result of this study may be validated on animal model as
well as on clinical setup.
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